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The following is a sequel to edrider73's 2014 story, "Revenge in Advance," in which a wife purchases an insurance policy that ultimately details the revenge her husband would face if he was caught cheating on her. Basically, Oscar, the husband in the story, learns that if he were to be caught cheating, he would essentially be kidnapped, humiliated, beaten and sexually assaulted.
I'd like to start by thanking edrider73 for giving his permission to write this sequel and any others that may come from that story. This is my first submission here, so I hope you enjoy reading it as much as I enjoyed writing it.
The original story ends with Oscar learning the grueling details of the punishment his wife would have meted out against him with Pat, a representative of the Mutual Marital Assurance Society (MMAS).
Here is the original ending:
"From what she tells me about you, I think that you will eventually understand that she took out this policy because she loves you so much that she doesn't want anything terrible to happen to you if you should ever succumb to temptation.
"Think of it like a pre-nuptial agreement. You and Renee probably don't have one, because it's the last thing young couples ever think of.
"When a man and woman sign a pre-nuptial agreement, they both hope they are wasting their time. They never want to see that agreement again or even think about it. Their happy marriage will make it irrelevant, just like Renee hopes her policy will be irrelevant now that she's made a full disclosure to you.
"Only if things really go bad does the husband or wife remember the pre-nup and the protection it gives, because they don't have to worry about what will happen. They know it's all written down and signed, and they can look at it to make sure they haven't forgotten anything. I think that's how you should think of Renee's policy.
"My advice is to forget the dark side and look on the bright side. Sure, you would never cheat on her, but a lot of men have said that and ended up cheating anyway. You now have an added incentive against straying. It might be small, but even small incentives can be useful. It's like what they say about locking your door against burglars."
"What's that?"
"They say door locks don't keep out real burglars. They just keep honest people honest."
*****
Chapter 1
"But even a pre-nuptual agreement gives something to both sides," Oscar said. "And both parties agree to a pre-nuptual agreement before they sign it. I didn't have any say in this. What protection do I have? What recourse do I have if Renee decides to 'flip the switch' on this? Who do I sue? Or better yet, who should I have killed? After all, you're talking about potentially kidnapping, false imprisonment, sexual assault, rape and maybe even attempted murder."
"Don't dwell on that, Oscar," Pat said smugly. "As I've already explained, the physical damage isn't permanent, and the mental damage could be mitigated with the right counseling. Besides, from what we've learned, you're one of the good guys, so you have nothing to worry about. As for protection, you're protected so long as you never cheat."
"But what if Renee cheats? What if she falls victim to a smooth talker? What happens if an innocent business dinner with a female colleague or customer gets blown out of proportion? I've personally seen that happen.
"You never answered my question. Where's my protection? Where's my assurance that she'll never cheat? And worse yet, now that I've seen what my wife is capable of, how can I possible feel safe around her?
"I'd never cheat on her, ever. I don't care what the circumstances are. I love her too much and I'd never hurt her. But right now, I feel like you and my wife have put a Sword of Damocles over our marriage, and I just can't live like that. After all, she lied to me when she went to your meeting, showed her true self, proved she really doesn't trust me, spent $1,600 dollars of our money without consulting me or even talking to me and conspired with you to get me here."
"I don't know what to tell you, Oscar," Pat said, sighing.
"So, is there something like this for husbands?"
"Um, not that I'm aware of," Pat said. Oscar wasn't convinced, but swore to find out.
"This is bullshit," Oscar said, getting visibly angry. "The only way to describe this is blackmail."
"I'm sorry you feel that way, Oscar, but believe me, this is the best way to ensure a long-lasting marriage," Pat said.
"I'm finished here, Pat," Oscar said. "I'm sure you'll be talking to Renee, so please tell her I love her but I'll be late getting home. I have a lot to consider and I no longer feel safe in my own home. Also tell her we'll be having a long discussion when I do get home."
"Okay," Pat said, but Oscar had already turned and left.
Leaving the building, he felt for the audio recorder he placed in his pocket and turned it off. It was still fairly early in the afternoon, so he broke out his smart phone and called his good friend from college, Bill Jackson, who just happened to be a very good family law attorney.
"Law office of William Jackson," said a cheery female voice.
"I need to speak with Bill right away, it's an emergency," Oscar said. "Tell him it's his friend Oscar Warren, and this could be a matter of life and death."
"Oh, hi, Oscar," the receptionist said. "I think he's still in, let me put you through."
"Hey, Oscar," Bill said a few seconds later. "What's this about an emergency?"
"Bill, I really need to see you, like right now," Oscar said, the fear evident in his voice.
"Sure, buddy, come on over. You don't sound too good. What's this about?"
"I'm afraid to say much over the phone, Bill. Are you aware of something called MMAS?"
"Get your ass over right now, Oscar," Bill said. "You're wise to have called. And for God's sake, be careful."
About a half hour later, Oscar was being escorted into his friend's office. He accepted the offer of a cup of coffee. Bill closed his door and told his receptionist to hold all his calls.
"You mentioned MMAS, Oscar," Bill said. "Are you talking about the Mutual Marital Assurance Society?" he asked.
"Yes," Oscar said. "You've heard of them?"
"Hell yeah, I've seen what's happened to some of their victims and it isn't pretty. Let me guess. Renee went off for a 'spa weekend' with some friends and you started getting bills from this MMAS, only to find out their not really bills, but a ruse to get you into one of their temporary offices so they can show you what would happen if you cheat on your wife. Am I right?"
"How did you know?" Oscar asked, his eyes wide.
"I can't give specifics - attorney-client privilege and all that, but I've represented some of their victims. It's a slick outfit run by a man-hating lawyer who was cheated on once. Believe me, we've been trying to get something on them for years, but they always seem to be a step ahead of us."
"Well, you're going to love this," Oscar said, pulling out his digital voice recorder. "There's about an hour and a half of crap on here, maybe a bit more."
Bill connected the recorder to his laptop and copied the audio file, placing a backup on a flash drive. He made another copy and handed it back to Oscar with the original.
"I suggest you put that original in a safe somewhere Renee can't get to it," Bill said. "I'll listen to this and have our tech people work with it. So what did Renee choose to have done to you?"
Oscar took a sip of coffee and summarized the punishment Pat showed him.
"Basically, I'd be kidnapped, humiliated, beaten and anally raped by a dominatrix," Oscar said.
"Damn," Bill said. "So what do you want to do?"
"I can't live like that, knowing that I could be under constant surveillance, and the things Pat described go way beyond the pale. Right now, I'm not sure I can trust Renee and I'm not sure our marriage can handle this. On the other hand, divorce would destroy me financially."
"You're right about divorce - men almost always come out the losers, even if the wife is videotaped gang-banging a battalion of Marines. Listen - how about a legal separation, nothing permanent, mind you - just something to keep the two of you apart while I go over what you gave me. From what you've told me, it sounds like you're in fear of your life and with good reason. We can do the separation and get a temporary protection order keeping her away from you. Since you have kids, I'd recommend you move out and let her stay in the house. That does two things - it shows that you're putting the welfare of the kids first and it'll separate you from what may already be in the house.
"In fact, I want you to go here," Bill said, giving Oscar a card with an address. "It's safe, and we have people watching it 24/7. I'll text you with the particulars and there'll be a key waiting for you when you get there.
"Look, Oscar, these people are dangerous and sneaky as hell. Also, with you out of the house, we can get our investigators in there to do what they need to do. Don't worry, I'll fill you in."
"When can you do this?" Oscar asked.
"I'll start drawing up the paperwork now, file it tomorrow morning. One of my people will hand-deliver it to your house by, say, 2 pm. Does that work for you?"
"Yeah, let's do this," Oscar said. "The sooner, the better."
"In the meantime, I suggest you go home, talk with your wife, don't say too much and don't cause a scene. Pack up and leave tonight. Don't tell your wife where you're going and tell her not to call. I have a PI on contract and you'll have 24-hour protection. Put this number on speed dial, and call it if you feel you're in danger," Bill said, handing Oscar another business card with a phone number.
"When do you have to be back to work?" Bill asked.
"Monday," Oscar said.
"Good. Rest, relax and we'll be in touch. In fact, I'd like you to come by the house tomorrow evening. I've got a lot of information to show you," Bill said.
Oscar stood up, shook his friend's hand and left, feeling a bit better since meeting Pat. He made his way home, wondering what lay ahead...
Chapter 2:
The afternoon was getting long, but there was still time to do a couple of very important things, so Oscar made his way to their bank to take care of finances and get a safe deposit box for the voice recorder that held the original audio of his meeting with Pat.
He did all the usual things - opened his own account, transferred half of their joint savings and checking, making sure Renee had enough to cover household expenses. He decided to leave the credit card alone for now as it didn't have that much on it and Renee rarely ever used it. That would change, however, if the legal separation turned into a divorce.
Once finished, he decided to reactivate his home security. It was a system he had installed a year ago when he suspected someone of breaking into his home. Fortunately, all it captured were some nosy possums and a sleep-walking wife, but no burglars.
The system was designed to allow him access from anywhere on the Internet, so he was able to do what he needed with his laptop and a good wifi connection.
It had all the bells and whistles, like door and window sensors and motion-activated cameras in every room of the house except for the bathrooms - he figured no one wanted to see what went on there. It also included a land line monitor that allowed him to listen to and record telephone conversations. Fortunately, he lived in a state where he didn't have to have the other party's permission to record conversations. Up till now, he never had need for that feature, but decided it was better to be safe than sorry. Better yet, it uploaded all audio and video to a secure server in the cloud, so he could access it from anywhere with the right credentials.
The brains of the whole thing was concealed in a locked metal box placed behind a wall in the basement, a place Renee generally avoided like the plague. Said it gave her the creeps, which was fine by him. Even better, she never knew the system was in place.
The next thing was Renee's cell phone. Some time back, he installed an app that allowed him to monitor text messages and voice calls. This was about the time that she kept receiving harassing phone calls and text messages, and he was determined to put it all to an end.
The creep was found and was now on probation, so he temporarily deactivated the program. However, he kept the backdoor in place just in case he needed it. As it turned out, that was a wise decision. He logged into the remote control site and reactivated the software as well as a GPS tracker.
Next up was her laptop. Oscar had installed a few programs that let him access her machine remotely so he could help her when she got stuck and couldn't figure out what to click. It also allowed him to monitor her computer usage in real time. The software was still in place, so he set it to capture her emails and turned on a keylogger to record her activity. Then he put it in "background" mode so she never knew it was running. That program also uploaded its data to a secure server on the cloud.
Then he had to decide how to deal with Renee. His initial response was to go nuclear, but he had no idea what he was facing.
He remembered what Pat told him about his so-called "loving" wife: "She was an absolute savage. She wanted to inflict tremendous pain on you. She thought of a particularly horrifying way to destroy your manhood and humiliate you."
"Humiliate me, huh? Destroy my manhood?" he thought. "What kind of a sick bitch does that?" Fortunately, she chose something that Pat said would probably leave him suffering nightmares for the rest of his life. And she was right about something else - it absolutely destroyed any love he had for her.
He also recalled that Pat said the contractor who would mete out his punishment would be given a key to his house, so he decided not to take chances going home. He checked his glove box and pulled out the .38 snubnose revolver he kept there and placed it in his coat pocket.
What really frightened Oscar was what Pat said about wives who used chemicals to destroy their spouses. And, he recalled, Renee could be a monster if provoked.
So he decided to play it cool - get in, get his stuff, and get out. Pat said she wouldn't question him if he had to leave for a job on a moment's notice, which worked in his favor. That's happened several times, but not too often. As for the legal separation, he decided to keep that under his hat. The shit would definitely hit the fan tomorrow when she got that and the restraining order.
The last thing Oscar did was check his own phone to make sure there wasn't any tracking software on it. As far as he could tell, there wasn't anything, but he decided to minimize the risk of that as well.
He made one call, first to the number Bill gave him.
"Yeah," said the gravelly voice at the other end.
"This is Oscar Warren," he began.
"I know," said Gravel-voice. "Whatcha want?"
"I'm looking to head home and was wondering if the coast is clear."
"So far, so good. Looks like spouse is by herself at the moment. You gonna be long?"
"Nope, just gonna get a few things then head back out," Oscar said.
"Good. Make it fast and don't pull any shit. You packing?"
"Yeah," Oscar said. "I have a CCW and I know how to handle a firearm."
"OK, we'll be watching. No heroics, no crap, just do what you gotta do."
"Right," Oscar said. "Thanks."
The call disconnected, so Oscar placed another call, this time to Renee.
"Hi, sweetie," Renee said.
"Hey," Oscar responded. "Sorry I'm running late, had to take care of a few things. I've got to go take care of an emergency situation so it looks like I'm gonna be gone for a bit."
"Oh? How long?" Renee asked, sounding disappointed.
"Not sure yet. Could be fixed in a day or two, but might take a little longer. Won't know until I can look at it closer. I'll be home in a bit to get a few things then I'm back out. Sorry."
"I'll see you when you get here, hon. Love you," Renee said.
"Love you, too," Oscar said, hoping she was convinced by his performance.
A bit later, Oscar pulled into his driveway, seeing nothing out of the ordinary. He walked in the front door, slowly, making sure there weren't any surprises waiting for him. He kept one hand on the pistol in his coat pocket.
He instantly smelled the beef stew Renee was making in the kitchen and realized he was a bit hungry. But he remembered what Pat said, and decided not to eat or drink anything Renee touched.
"You're home!" Renee said, sounding happy to see him. "Are you hungry? I made your favorite."
Something about the way she looked when she said that made Oscar wince just a bit. Maybe he was being paranoid, but it sure looked like there was a mischievous smile on her face. And what was she holding behind her back?
"Thanks, hon, but I'm not really hungry right now. Had a late lunch and I'm still a bit full," Oscar said. The truth was, he was hungry and would love to have had some of her stew. But not today. Or possibly, ever.
"That's a shame," Renee said. "Guess I'll just have to throw it all away, then. Too bad, all that stew going to waste like that."
"What, you guys can't eat the stew?" Oscar asked. "You usually make enough to feed us for a week. Why throw it all out?"
"We've already eaten," Renee said, gesturing with the spoon she held behind her back.
"Tell ya what, babe," Oscar said. "Why don't you put some of that stew in one of my Thermoses in the cupboard and I'll eat it when I get to my hotel."
"Okay," Renee said, her face lighting up. "That's a very good idea."
"Meanwhile, I'll just get a few things and I'll be going. Already running a bit late," Oscar said, heading to their bedroom.
He looked around and seeing nothing out of place, went to his closet, where he grabbed some clothes, along with a few pairs of clean socks and underwear. Removing a panel in the wall, he retrieved his 9mm Glock and checked to make sure it was still loaded. It was. He put that pistol in his other coat pocket.
After getting his toiletries, he quickly packed his suitcase, not really caring how well his clothes were folded. He just wanted to get out.
He went back downstairs, where Renee was waiting with a Thermos of stew.
"Thanks, hon," Oscar said, giving her a brief kiss on the cheek. He headed for the front door.
"By the way, Oscar, how did your appointment with Pat go?" she asked as he began to open the door.
He stopped, thought for a second before turning to face her. There was that smile again, and it seemed a bit more wicked to him.
"Let's just say we'll talk about it later," he said, trying to control his emotions. "Maybe in a couple days. I have a lot to process right now."
"I understand," Renee said. "Whenever you're ready. And remember, I do love you and I trust you. And call me, please."
You have a damn funny way of showing it, Oscar thought.
"Yeah, sure. Love you, too," he said as he walked out the door, leaving behind a somewhat bewildered wife who now wondered if she did the right thing.
Oscar made his way to the safe location Bill told him about, relieved that things went as well as they did at home.
The episode with the stew really scared him, though. Why was she so insistent that he eat it? Why would she throw it all out if he didn't take any? That just didn't add up. Normally, she would have split it up and stored it in Tupperware containers for future meals. He decided to have the contents of his Thermos analyzed by a lab. Who knew what was in it?
After about an hour, Oscar pulled up to the gated country compound Bill sent him to. This was no dive, Oscar realized. A lot of money went into this.
He pulled up to the gate and spoke into an entry box.



"Hello," he said.
"Is this Oscar Warren?" a male voice asked.
"Yeah, it is," he said.
"We've been expecting you. Once the gate opens, pull forward and stop at the second gate. Don't exit your vehicle and follow the guard's instructions to the letter."
"Got it," Oscar said.
The guard in the sallyport verified Oscar's identity and two other guards inspected his vehicle with probes, checking for anything suspicious, like a tracking device, a bug or a bomb. Once they wrapped up, the first guard directed him to suite 215, which was in building 2, off to his right and issued him a garage door opener. He also gave Oscar a map of the facility and a guide that showed how to get online and how to use the cable. Those would come in handy,
Oscar found the building and parked in the garage labeled 215.
Entering the apartment through the garage, Oscar set down his suitcase, took the pistols out of his coat, grabbed his laptop and fired it up, getting it connected to the Internet. Grabbing his phone, he called Bill.
"Hey, Oscar," Bill said.
"Hi, Bill, I got here okay. These are some nice digs," Oscar said.
"They'd better be nice, we put a lot of money into them. How'd it go with Renee?"
"Better than expected, but I need to have something analyzed. Do you have access to a lab?"
"Of course," Bill said. "What is it?"
"It's a Thermos of beef stew, but I'm not convinced that's all that's in there. Renee was dead-set that I eat it before I left, but something just didn't add up."
"Okay," Bill said. "Bring it into me first thing in the morning and I'll get it expedited."
"Thanks," Oscar said. "I'll be there bright and early."
"Great," Bill said. "Now relax, and get some rest. You're safe there. See ya in the morning."
Closing the connection, Oscar decided to check the happenings in the place he used to call home.
Logging into the security system, Oscar noticed several short videos, but they really didn't amount to much as all they were doing was recording Renee as she went from room to room. There was, however, one very interesting phone call on the land line along with some texts between Renee and Pat.
The text exchange took place almost as soon as he had pulled out of the driveway, and was short and sweet:
Renee: Something's wrong, gotta talk
Pat: k. call me, same number as this am.
Renee: k, bye.
The phone call provided a bit more clarity and made Oscar glad he never ate the stew Renee tried to feed him.
Renee: I'm scared, Pat. He was late getting home, said he had to go to a last-minute job, barely talked to me and left. I'm scared, Pat, I barely recognized him.
Pat: Did you do what I said?
Renee: Yeah, I made his favorite stew, put in the stuff you gave me and tried to get him to eat, but he refused. I think he suspects something was wrong with it. He did take a Thermos and promised to eat later.
Pat: How could you let him out of the house like that? Now, we'll have no control over him. If he drinks the stew while he's driving, he could get into an accident and kill someone. If he drinks it later, when he's by himself, he won't know what's going on and could turn up comatose or dead somewhere. An investigation would reveal the drug you put into it and guess what? You will end up in jail.
Renee: You promised me it wouldn't hurt him, you said it would just relax him a bit and make him more receptive to what I chose for him, maybe even make him more willing to go along with my plan. I love him and I don't want him hurt.
Pat: And that's true, as long as he's under supervision and not driving. Don't worry, it'll be alright, I promise. Just stick to the game plan. When he calls, apologize and tell him he must've been really tired when he had the stew. There's plenty of time. Eventually, he'll wear down, become putty in your hands and he'll be the doting, emasculated eunuch you deserve. Trust me on this. Look, take it easy and call me the minute you hear from him, okay? And do anything else stupid!
Renee: Ok, I'm sorry. I'll call as soon as I hear from him.
The call ended, leaving Oscar shocked.
"What the fuck?" he said to no one in particular.
Chapter 3:
Oscar immediately emailed the audio file to Bill, then called him back.
"I'm so sorry to bother you, Bill, but you gotta listen to what I just sent," he said, his voice shaking. Who was the monster he was married to?
"Hang on, let me take a listen," Bill said. Oscar could hear the call being played back on Bill's computer.
"Holy crap," Bill said. "We can't wait for my normal lab to open in the morning. I want you to run this over to the provisional lab in building 1, check your map. I'll call the lab guy and have him there in about a half hour."
"But what about the legal separation?" Oscar asked. "There's no way I'm ever going back to that conniving bitch, ever. I want a divorce and I want everything. She has to pay for this."
"Settle down, Oscar," Bill said. "Depending on what we find, she may find herself in jail. We'll have a much better chance of getting what we want if that happens. One step at a time, okay? Hang tough, buddy, you're safe and in good hands. She can't possibly get to you at the compound."
"God, I hope you're right," Oscar said.
Ending the call, Oscar consulted his map, found building 1 and headed out.
He made it on foot a few minutes later and discovered the lab was in the basement. Consulting the wall diagram, he took the stairs at the end of the hall and met a lab tech unlocking the door.
"You Oscar?" the young man asked?
"Yeah. That was really fast."
"Yeah, I live here. Nice digs, the rent's right and it sure beats commuting in from the city. Bill tells me you have a Thermos of stew I need to check."
"Yeah, here," Oscar said, handing him the Thermos. The tech, Raymond, assuming his name badge was correct, placed the Thermos in a bag and filled out some paperwork.
"This is probably gonna take a couple hours or so, so you might as well get something to eat and kick back for a bit. There's a 24-hour canteen up on the first floor. They may still have some steaks left from dinner. If not, they'll have burgers and hot dogs. I've got your number so I'll call you when I have the results," Raymond said.
"Sure, thanks," Oscar said, hoping to sink his teeth into a steak. Even a burger would be nice by now - he was getting hungry.
Fortunately, the canteen, which looked like a cross between an Applebee's and a military mess hall, still had a couple of steaks, so Oscar filled up his tray with meat, mashed potatoes, green beans and a salad. He especially liked the cost of the meal - nothing.
As he ate, he wondered what Renee was doing. Was she on the phone with Pat plotting his demise? Was she auditioning the men she would use to make him a cuckold and a slave? Did she even give a damn about him? Why did she lie to him, plot against him and try to poison him?
As it turns out, Renee was crying her eyes out on the couch, worried that her husband might be dead on the side of the road. She didn't really want to hurt him, just make him understand what she really wanted, which was control of their marriage. She'd be good to him, manage the money and pay bills on time, make sure dinner was on the table when he got home and keep his clothes clean. She'd even let him have a small allowance for things like gas and an occasional Coke if he wanted it.
All he would have to do is work, appreciate her newly-found desire to be the senior partner in their relationship and do what she ordered. She'd even let him watch her have sex with her partners when she chose them. There were several possibilities but she hadn't made up her mind yet who to approach. Of course, she'd have to audition them to make sure they'd be a good fit and worked well together. We wouldn't want to have any conflict between them, right?
Sure, Oscar would have to cater to them and accept the fact that he'd never again be allowed to have her, at least not exclusively and certainly not the way he used to. But she'd give him the honor of cleaning her out after her studs were finished. He loved going down on her, after all. And he never seemed to notice the presence of another man's cum in her mouth or her pussy before, so maybe he liked it. Or if he didn't, he never said anything.
Plus, she wouldn't make him suck their cocks or take them up his ass. That would be too humiliating and she didn't want to destroy him or hurt him physically. She just wanted him to be more compliant.
And the insurance policy ensured that he'd never leave her for another woman.
Granted, she never mentioned any of this to him, but she was certain he'd go along with it. After all, he didn't say much after his meeting with Pat.
Still, she wondered about that small bottle Pat gave her. Pat told her to only use a few drops and said it would work fast and make him very open to whatever she suggested. So what if she used half the bottle. If a few drops worked fast, half the bottle would work faster, right? And that much would make him accept anything she demanded, no matter how outrageous.
Plus, it would speed up his conversion into a weak, impotent shell of his current self. She'd never have to worry about him wanting to fuck her or get her pregnant simply because he wouldn't be able to.
But it had been several hours since he left, and he really didn't look too happy. Plus, she wondered, why did he have guns in his coat pockets? What was he expecting? Why hadn't he called?
Oh well, she decided. If something happened, surely the police would have told her by now, right? They'd have to, that's their job.
So Renee put it out of her mind and going to her computer, started looking for guys she could audition for her "harem."
By the time Renee made it to her computer, Oscar had polished off his steak, which, by the way, was delicious, and cleaned up the rest of the plate. Feeling full, he noticed the canteen was also equipped with a small bar, so he walked over to see what they offered.
There were only a couple other guys in the bar, counting the bartender, so Oscar took a seat and checked out what was playing on the big screen.
"What'll it be?" the bartender asked.
Oscar asked for a Miller Lite and relaxed for the first time in quite a while. A couple beers later, Bill sat down next to him.
"Hey, Oscar, how's it hangin'?" he asked.
"Hangin' in there, I guess," Oscar said. "Any word?"
"Yeah, I just got a call from the lab, they've found something."
"Guess we'd better get over then," Oscar said as he prepared to pay for the three beers he drank. The bartender waved him off, explaining that the first three beers of the day were on the house. Oscar could get used to that kind of service.
A few minutes later, they were at the lab, waiting for Raymond to wrap up his paperwork.
"What'd you find, Ray?" Bill asked.
Ray consulted his printout and brought up a diagram on the overhead screen. It meant nothing to either Oscar or Bill.
"A very interesting compound, or collection of compounds, if you will," Raymond said. "I won't bother you with the chemical name, it's almost unpronounceable anyway. But I can tell you that if Oscar here had taken so much as a sip of his stew, his heart would have stopped beating within minutes and he'd be dead shortly afterward. Even in smaller doses, and I mean maybe a drop or two, and this stuff would've rendered him extremely susceptible to suggestion. Plus, it would've started the process of chemically castrating him. Over time and in tiny doses, Oscar would be able urinate standing up, but that's it. He'd never be able to have sex. In short, he'd be a sexless eunuch."
"Holy fuck," Oscar said. Bill nodded in agreement.
"Thanks, Ray," Bill said, accepting a copy of the report. "So, here's what we do. We now have enough with the recording and these lab results to swear out a warrant for her arrest on the charge of attempted murder. The court may or may not accept the recording as evidence, but the lab results are impossible to ignore. Add to that several charges for conspiracy - kidnapping, sexual assault, etc., and she could face 25 years to life in prison. Once she's convicted, you can get whatever you want from her and you can move on."
"When can we start this?" Oscar asked.
"Well, I can get a warrant sworn out for her right here at the compound. In addition to everything else, it turns out we have a state-sanctioned court and a judge right on the premises. That'll take just a few minutes. Then we call the police and have her picked up. We'll also need a search warrant for the house. If everything works out, she'll be in jail tonight."
"Damn, what does this compound not have?" Oscar asked, smiling.
"Not much," Bill answered.
"Let's do it," Oscar said.
After a call to the judge's quarters, Oscar and Bill went to the legal section of building one, filled out the paperwork and waited. An hour later, the judge issued a search warrant and a warrant for Renee's arrest.
"All right, buddy, see ya in the morning. You still want that legal separation and restraining order?" Bill asked.
"Hell, yeah," Oscar said. Things were just starting to look up for him...
Chapter 4:
Oscar went back to his quarters and fell into his bed, exhausted from the day's events.
At the same time, his wife, Renee, was at their home alone - the kids were gone to camp for a couple of weeks and, she thought, Oscar was on his way to an emergency job. So she went into the den and turned on her computer, thoughts of well-built and well-endowed men still on her mind.
She began looking at some websites, searching for suitable men she could introduce into their lives. Of course, they had to have big cocks but they also needed to have other qualities. After all, she didn't want to traumatize Oscar too much - just keep him in line.
It's not that she didn't love him - she did, but something in her had changed. Sure, he was a great husband, a good provider and a wonderful father. But after all these years, she yearned for something more, something different.
She looked at a number of photos and profiles and found quite a few acceptable to her. Some of the men she considered were black, and while neither her nor Oscar were racist, she decided not to go the interracial route - at least in the beginning. She wanted her body filled with big dicks, but thought the image of her screwing a black man would be too much for Oscar to handle. Still...
She lost track of time, ultimately pulling off her panties and rubbing herself while checking out the men on her computer but was brought back to reality by a loud knocking on the door.
Leaving her panties on the floor, she got up, brushed down her dress and padded to the door. Opening it, she found herself face-to-face with two of the biggest police officers she had ever seen.
"May I help you, officers?" she asked.
"Are you Renee Warren?" one officer asked.
"Why, yes, I am. What can I do for you?" she asked.
"I'm Officer Smith, this is Officer Jones," he said, pointing his thumb at the other officer. "We have a search warrant and a warrant for your arrest. Please turn around and place your hands behind your back."
Shocked, Renee obeyed. "What am I under arrest for?" she cried, tears rolling down her face.
"You have been charged with attempted murder of your husband, Oscar Warren, possession of a controlled substance, conspiracy to kidnap, rape and assault your husband," Smith said. He read off her Miranda rights as he placed the handcuffs over her wrists.
"Oh, God, no," she cried. "I never intended any harm to come to Oscar. I love him."
"Tell it to the judge, ma'am," Smith said. The other officer escorted her to their patrol car and, holding her head, guided her into the back seat. By now, other cars had parked in front of her house and several officers, including some in plain clothes, had gone in the front door.
An hour later, they came back out, with one officer holding a box of things taken from her house. Another officer had her computer and a bag with her phone. Smith returned to the car holding Renee and drove her to the county jail, where she was processed and placed in a holding cell.
She was allowed to make her obligatory phone call and tried calling Oscar, but ended up getting his voicemail. After leaving a frantic message, she called Pat and explained her situation.
Pat promised her everything would be okay, telling Renee she would contact an attorney.
She waited in the holding cell, tears rolling down her face. How could this happen to her, she wondered.
A few hours later, she was taken into another room where a judge looked over the arresting documents. Looking up at her, he shook his head and ordered her held without bail.
Two deputies escorted her to her cell, a tiny room with a bunk and a toilet in the corner. There was nothing left for her to do but wait, so she sat on the hard bunk and cried herself to sleep.
Early Friday morning as Renee was being fed prison chow, Oscar woke up to the sound of his phone ringing. He knew Renee tried to call him earlier, but he chose to ignore it, knowing she was probably cooling her conniving heels in jail.
"Good morning," Bill said after Oscar answered.
"What's up?" Oscar said.
"Listen, Oscar, I've had a chance to go over this recording you got during your meeting with Pat and something jumped out at me. I'd suggest you go ahead and file for divorce. Renee's already been arraigned and she's been denied bail. Meet me at my office at 8:00 and we'll go over it."
"Sure, that sounds good," Oscar said.
After doing the three "S's," Oscar was back on the road heading into town. He made it to Bill's office just a few minutes before 8:00 and joined his friend.
"Why the change in plan, Bill?" Oscar asked.
"Well, something in the audio of your meeting with Pat intrigued me. Let me play it for you."
Bill fired up his computer and pulled up the audio file of Oscar's meeting.
"Do you remember this? It's shortly before Pat played the video showing your punishment."
Oscar remembered the video quite well as it made him nauseous to think his wife would actually have him humiliated and raped like that.
Bill pressed the play button on his screen and Pat's voice came out of the speaker.
"We've thoroughly explained what might happen if she misjudges you. Here are just a couple of the many scenarios we went over with her. The revenge might twist your mind so much that you'd desert her and the children, and she'd never see you again. Or maybe you'd decide that you couldn't live with her any longer, get a divorce, share custody and try to hide from the children why their mother is repulsive to you. She told me that might be worse than being abandoned. We went over many other possibilities, too," Pat's voice said.
Bill stopped the audio playback and looked at Oscar.
"There's the key. Renee apparently believes that divorce and possible loss of the children would be worse than anything else. And now that she's in jail, being held without bail, your chances of coming out on top are greatly improved. So, I think we should go for a divorce with you getting everything - house, custody, you name it."
Oscar thought for a moment before replying.
"Do it," he said.
"Good," Bill said. "Just so happened I already started the paperwork. There's a few other things we need to do, but if you like, I can have it ready in time for her to be served in jail today.
"There's one other thing," Bill said.
"What's that?" Oscar asked.
"With the charges against her, your wife is looking at somewhere between 50 years and life in prison. There's something else in this audio I want you to hear." Bill advanced the audio to a point after the video presentation.
"Listen," Bill said, clicking 'play.'



Pat's voice boomed from the speakers.
"Our investigators are the same people who do security checks for government employees who handle top-secret material. They moonlight for us because we pay well. Your wife, her friends and every potential policyholder are thoroughly checked out before they qualify to apply for a policy," Pat's recorded voice said. Bill stopped playback and turned to Oscar.
"Whoever this Pat is, it seems she has some insight into government hiring practices, which indicates she may have government experience. If so, that means we may be able to identify her and track her down. It's true that while the U.S. Office of Personnel Management is responsible for the majority of these checks, sometimes outside contractors are used. We know who those contractors are, so now we have a clue about who to go after. Now, listen to this," Bill said, pressing the play button.
"A husband would have to first get his wife to agree to help him expose us. Then she'd have to refer us to a friend who once trained as an actress, who would have to find three more actresses she was already friends with. It would take experienced professionals to fool us during the screening process.
"Early in our company's history, we accepted policyholders one at a time. But for cost efficiency, we now only take them in groups of four or more, like your wife and her friends. A women's group vacation is also less suspicious than a wife on her own for a few days.
"You can imagine how four women who once acted would raise a red flag. We'd put investigators on the husband of the woman who referred the first one. Even if that didn't uncover anything, we'd take extra steps to protect ourselves. For instance, we might demand cash in advance. It would be hard for the husband to find a way to get money to them that we wouldn't discover. If anything was even slightly off, we'd cancel," Pat's voice said. Bill stopped the audio again.
"Here, this 'Pat' is giving us an idea how we might be able to leverage your wife's predicament. As I said before, she's facing between 50 years and life in prison with no chance of parole. We can offer her a deal - say 25 years - if she turns state's evidence. She'd still be in prison, still be divorced, but she wouldn't be in for life," Bill said. "Now listen to this." Bill pressed play again. Again, Pat's voice came out of the speaker.
"Let's say he did manage to fool us and record our meetings with the wives and husbands. All he could do is put us out of business. When you read Renee's policy, you'll see that all Mutual Marital does is help women create a fantasy, which is never spelled out. And the policy specifically prohibits Renee from doing anything that violates city, state and federal laws," the recorded voice said. Bill stopped playback.
"So, by violating local and federal laws, Renee's policy is in jeopardy," Bill said, pausing for affect.
"How would you like to help us bring this whole thing down?" Bill asked.
"What would I need to do?" Oscar asked.
"That's easy. Just put a bug in your wife's ear, let her know that if she turns state's evidence and helps us bring this outfit down, she won't spend so much time in prison."
"I'm in," Oscar said.
"Good," Bill responded, shaking his friend's hand. "Let's get this paperwork finished and you can go to the jail with our process server and make your pitch. You gotta be strong, and don't let her fool you. Can you do that?"
"Oh, hell yeah," Oscar said. "After what I went through yesterday, you bet I won't fall for her crap."
"Okay," Bill said. "Hang out for a while, go grab a bite to eat and be back in, say, two hours, and let's get it done."
Oscar agreed, and spent the next two hours window shopping. His mind, however, wasn't on the trinkets he checked out in the downtown stores. He made his way back to Bill's office two hours later and met with his friend and the process server.
The two men drove to the jail and was escorted into the visitor's area. Renee was brought out, wearing an orange jumpsuit, looking like she hadn't slept all night. She saw Oscar and immediately ran to him, hoping he would greet her with a hug. He just stood there and looked at her like she was a pile of dog crap on the ground. Renee sank into a chair in front of him.
"I'm so sorry, Oscar, I really didn't want to hurt you. Can't you find it in your heart to forgive me?" she asked.
"Are you fucking crazy?" Oscar said angrily. "You lied to me, schemed and plotted behind my back, conspired to have me kidnapped, humiliated and raped in the ass. Then you tried to murder me. What the fuck is wrong with you?" he asked. "We're over. You didn't kill me, but you tried and you killed our marriage and destroyed our family. I hope it was worth the $1600 you spent. You do realize that money was supposed to be used for our anniversary, right?"
Renee broke down crying, but Oscar wasn't moved. The process server stood next to Oscar and handed Renee a manila envelope.
"You've been served," he said. Renee cried even harder, holding the envelope in her lap.
"We don't have to get divorced," Renee begged. "Please, I'll do anything you want, I'll make it up to you."
"Kinda hard to do when you're going to be in prison for the rest of your life," Oscar said. "Besides, I could never trust you again and I certainly wouldn't ever feel safe around you. Worse yet, I can't trust you around the children. Thank God they're off to camp. It would kill them to see what you've turned into."
Renee broke down even harder as Oscar's words hit her harder than anything else he could have said.
"Look, Renee," Oscar said. "A part of me will always love you, but let's face it, you did this to us. The divorce is happening, but there is a way you can save yourself from spending the rest of your miserable life in prison."
"What's that?" Renee asked through her tears.
"You help us take this Fidelity gang down and in return you may only have to serve 25 years instead of 50 to life," Oscar said. "Talk it over with your defense attorney and let us know. But this is a one-time deal. Accept it now or else."
Renee stopped crying long enough to nod her head.
"Okay," she said. "Are you sure there's nothing left of us?"
"We're done, and that's final. Sign the papers and get them back to us. You'll notice the only thing you get is half of the proceeds from the sale of the house. That's it. The children stay with me, you get minimum supervised visitation and no alimony. Understand that whatever visitation you may get will depend on the prison visiting hours, so you may get to see them an hour a month. Maybe. I'll put your stuff into storage and you can get it after you've served your sentence."
"Why are you doing this to me?" Renee asked. Oscar's face turned red in anger.
"You don't get it, do you?" he asked. "You could have talked to me. Hell, I thought we had a great thing going on. But no, you had to sneak off with your girl friends and let yourself get suckered by a bunch of crazy man-hating bitches. You lied to me. You schemed against me. You plotted to fucking destroy me and let some dominatrix rape me in the fucking ass.
"And that stuff you put in my stew. What the fuck was that? Did you know you had enough in there to kill me in minutes? Did you have any idea what that stuff would do to me? Even if you didn't kill me with it, I'd be a ball-less eunuch. I know that's what you and Pat wanted."
Renee looked shocked at what Oscar had said. How did he know?
"Oh yeah," Oscar said. "I heard your telephone conversation. I heard all about your little 'game plan.' How you wanted me to be, what was it Pat said, yeah, the 'doting, emasculated eunuch you deserve.' What were you planning, Renee? Were you going to bring in other men to cuckold me after you made me an impotent slave?"
Renee started crying again, realizing that Oscar knew - at least in part - what she wanted.
"I'm sorry," she cried. "I just thought it might be nice for a change and you never denied me anything before. It was just a bit of harmless fun. I wouldn't have let any of them hurt you, really."
Oscar got up from his seat, shaking his head.
"What do you mean, 'any of them'? Were you already planning to have your fun? You stupid fucking bitch," he snarled. "You deserve whatever you get. But like I said, you have a chance to reduce your jail sentence. If I were you, I'd take it, because I frankly doubt you'd last 50 years in prison.
"That's it. I'm done with you," Oscar said, getting ready to leave.
Renee was still crying when the guards took her back to her cell.
Her trial, which wrapped up shortly after the divorce became final, didn't take very long. It seems that Pat didn't follow through with her promise to get Renee a lawyer, so she ended up with a public defender who really didn't seem to care about his clients.
The jury was shocked as the evidence against her was brought out. They were even more shocked when the DA played them the audio files Oscar provided. Renee's attorney blanched as he heard the audio in open court and seemed at a loss for words when the audio was finished.
Even though Oscar hated the woman he married, he refused to testify against her, letting the audio do the job for him. His concern at this point was the children, who refused to visit their mother. They were already traumatized enough.
It didn't take long for the jury to come back with a guilty verdict on all the charges. The judge was set to sentence her to life in prison, but gave her a break since she wisely chose to turn state's evidence against Fidelity. He gave her 30 years in a maximum security facility with no chance of parole instead.
She broke down crying when the sentence was given and was still bawling as she was led out in chains. She looked back at Oscar and mouthed, "I'm sorry" one last time, but he didn't respond.
Walking out of the courtroom, he met his friend Bill.
"How're ya feeling?" Bill asked.
"I suppose I should be feeling okay," Oscar said. "I'm glad she got what she deserved, but the cost to the children and I makes me wonder if it was all worth it."
Bill understood what Oscar was getting at.
"Oscar," Bill said, "I know this has been hard on you and the kids. Plus, we still haven't been able to nail Fidelity, even though we're a lot closer to it - thanks to you. I've got an idea I want you to seriously consider."
Oscar looked at his friend.
"I want you to come work for us. Help us take these people down. You know at least three other women who went to that resort with Renee. You know their husbands. Help us help them, Oscar. What do you say?" he asked.
"Maybe," Oscar said. "But what about the kids?"
"Well, you're selling the house anyway, right?" Oscar nodded. "Sell the house, take the kids and move into the compound - we have quarters for dads with children and it'll cost you nothing. Plus, we have a school and counselors, in-house child care and all the support a working dad might need. It'd be good for you, good for the kids and it sure would help us take these bastards down for good. You'd even get a hell of a raise and a company car."
Oscar thought about it for about five seconds before responding.
"You got it, my friend. When do I start?" he asked, smiling.
"Consider yourself on the payroll right now," Bill said. "Do what you gotta do at your job, pack up the kids and come on out. We'll get a crew over to pack up your stuff at the house. Welcome aboard, my friend. And remember, it's not a job, it's an adventure."
The end?
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Chapter 1:
For Oscar Warren, the last six months had been a blur. After his ex-wife was sentenced to 30 years in prison, he was recruited into a special task force - a partnership, actually, between federal agencies and private interests - which had the goal of taking down the Mutual Marital Assurance Society (MMAS), a secretive company set up by a man-hating lawyer that got gullible wives to spend $1,600 for "insurance" ostensibly designed to keep their marriages intact and their spouses faithful.
Less than a year ago, Oscar was basically a fat, dumb and happy working stiff with a good job, a nice home, a couple of great kids and a loving wife. Then his wife - correction, his now ex-wife - went off to a "spa weekend" with three of her friends and things went downhill from there. After that weekend, he learned about MMAS and what Renee had planned for him in the unlikely event of his infidelity.
Oscar would tell you that he's heard all the criticism, but would say to his critics, "you didn't see the video Pat, the MMAS representative who revealed Renee's evil plot, showed me which detailed the punishment I'd get if I cheated on my wife."
Basically, he'd be humiliated as a man, kidnapped, restrained, and subjected to some of the most vile treatment a man could face. And, he still has nightmares about that video. Worse yet, Pat said it was the "easiest" punishment that could be handed out.
Until then, he had no idea how vindictive the female of the species could be. And he had no idea his loving wife could even think of doing something so cruel and despicable. Even worse was the fate Renee had plotted for him even though he had been completely faithful to her.
So he used everything he could muster to fight back, and won. It was a Pyrrhic victory, though, as it cost him his marriage and the destruction of his family, not to mention his mental well-being. The hardest part was telling his children that their mother would be in prison for 30 years. He couldn't tell them the whole story, though, because that would completely destroy them. Maybe someday, he thought, they'll read these stories and learn the truth when they're ready for it.
The bitch of it all was that a part of him still loved Renee. If only she had talked to him first, none of this would have happened.
But life goes on. And thanks to his good buddy, Bill Jackson, he now felt like he was part of something much bigger than he ever imagined.
So here he is at what they call "Fort Apache," a completely self-contained compound that used to be an Army base during World War II. The base was abandoned after the war, but was renovated specifically for this project. It had apartments for single guys, apartments for guys with kids, an administrative complex that had literally everything - a bar, a restaurant, admin offices, theater, lab - you name it. It also had a school and lots of open space for children to play.
Additionally, it had a hospital for MMAS' victims, of which there were quite a few. All of them suffered physically, but a number had severe mental issues as well. Many just sat in their rooms in a catatonic state, unable to deal with anything. Counselors also had to deal with the children of the fathers targeted by MMAS.
Oscar remembered Pat telling him there were very few claims against MMAS for cheating, but everything he saw told a much different story. It seemed that every week, there were at least two new additions, mostly ending up in the hospital.
And those were just the cases the task force knew about. There's no telling how many victims there really were. And, there's no way of knowing just how deeply embedded into society it was. The feds were also concerned since it seemed that some of those working with MMAS were government contractors. And there were rumors that some high-level bureaucrats and lawmakers may be involved, which made this a matter of national security.
So after an abridged version of the Federal Law Enforcement Training curriculum, Oscar was officially a credentialed federal officer with a badge and a gun. He also had a mission, and he intended to carry it out to the best of his ability.
First on his list was to get something useful out of Renee. He'd visited her a couple times since her incarceration, hoping to get information that could be used to help the husbands of the other three women. Unfortunately, all she did was cry and blubber, apologizing over and over while professing her love for him.
But that had to change, and fast. And hopefully, today would be the day. So after the daily briefing, he headed out for the prison.
Chapter 2:
The two lovers just finished their third coupling of the day and were laying in each others arms enjoying a bit of post-coitus interaction.
"That was great," the man said, holding the young blonde woman close to him.
"I sure enjoyed it as well, as I always do. You're the best. I just wished we could do this all the time," she said.
"Me too, babe, but we're gonna have to cool it for a bit, maybe be a little more discreet," the man said.
"Why, is your wife getting suspicious?" the blonde asked, a bit perturbed.
"She's always suspicious," the man said, "but this time it's gone over the top."
"What do you mean?" Blondie asked.
"Well, you remember that spa weekend she took here a while ago?"
"Yeah," the woman said.
"It turns out she signed up with some outfit that punishes cheating husbands, and, well, I certainly qualify."
The woman sat up in the bed.
"What are you telling me, Dave? Are you saying we're through? And what kind of punishment are we talking about here?"
"Pretty nasty stuff," Dave said. "Turns out my wife has a real mean streak in her."
Dave went on to describe the punishment the MMAS representative said he would suffer if he were caught cheating, leaving out no details, including a vile form of punishment that was once used on slaves back in the 1700s.
"You've gotta be kidding me?" she said. "That's got to be illegal. Can't you call the cops?"
"I thought about that, but Pat said they had all the bases covered," he said.
"Wait, wasn't there a case here a while back where some woman tried that with her husband?" the woman asked.
"Yeah, that was Renee Warren, a friend of Madison's," Dave said. "In fact, Renee is the one who got Madison to go to that retreat. I'm really scared about this and that's why I think we need to plan things out a bit better. If I get caught, I'm toast. Literally."
"Why not just divorce the bitch? You always tell me how horrible she is to you, bossing you around, treating you like a servant and putting you down. Just divorce her and be done with it. Then we can be together forever."
"I'd love to," Dave said, "but it's not that easy. As is, she'd get literally half of everything, including my salary, for at least two years. I don't know about you, but I don't want to work my ass off just to live on ramen noodles for the next few years."
"Look, Dave, we'll manage. I work also, and between the two of us, we can get by, even if you lose half your income. Please, just promise me you'll divorce her - give her a fair settlement and come stay with me. Please?"
Dave looked into her eyes and decided he'd do it. It would be rough on everyone, but it certainly beat the status quo. And he was certainly tired of Madison's never-ending crap. He took her into his arms and kissed her deeply.
"Okay," he said. "It'll be hard as hell on both of us, but what the hell. I can't stand to be around her anymore. Now, how about one more for the road?"
"You got it, stud," she said, working her way to his growing manhood.
Three hours later, Dave pulled into his driveway, sexually satisfied and resolved to end his loveless marriage. The house seemed rather dark, but he figured Madison, had taken the kids to her parents as she often did when he was on the road.
Opening his door, he felt his way to the light switch, not seeing the shadowy figure sneaking up on him. Before he could flip the switch, he felt the needle pierce his neck.
"What the fu..." he thought as he slipped into unconsciousness.
Chapter 3:
Oscar was waiting in the interview room when Renee, arms and legs shackled and connected to a chain around her waist, was escorted into the room. The guard sat her down in a chair across the table from her ex-husband and took her position next to the door.
"You can wait outside the door, officer," he told the guard. She nodded and went into the hallway just outside the door. He waited until the door was closed before addressing Renee.
"Good morning, Renee," he said.
"Good morning," she said quietly, noticing for the first time the badge he wore on his chest. "Are you a cop, now?"
"Sort of," he answered. "Actually, I'm officially a federal agent and I'm working a case. And I need your help. You know, the help you promised during your trial."
Renee started tearing up.
"I'm so, so sorry, Oscar. Really I am. What can I do to make all this up to you?"
"First, you can stop crying," he said in a neutral tone, making it clear that her tears would have no affect on him. "I know you're 'sorry,' you've told me that a hundred times over the last few months. If you want to make things right, you can start by fulfilling your promise to the court."
"Okay," Renee said. "I'll try."
"Look Renee, this is hard on me, too. You think I enjoy interrogating the mother of my children like this? In prison? I hate it, but it has to be done. Lives are on the line here. So, I need some answers from you and I need them fast," he said.
Renee stifled her sobs and sat up in her chair.
"Okay. Where do you want to start?"
He pulled out his legal notepad and an audio recorder, turned the recorder on and faced his former wife.
"This is officer Oscar Warren, interviewing Renee Warren at 09:30 hours on June 10, 2015 at the State Women's Penitentiary. Ms. Warren, do you consent to be recorded without the presence of an attorney or other representation?"
"Yes," she said.
"Do you understand the nature of our discussion?"
"Yes," she repeated.
"Please elaborate for the record," he said.
"I'm giving an audio statement regarding MMAS and my dealings with the group."
"Let's get started. How did you learn about MMAS?"
"About six months ago, I began reading stories on the Internet about husbands cheating on their wives. That's when I found a website that was exclusively for women. I paid a small fee and was granted access."
"So, you paid money for a username and a password into this site?"
"Yes," she said.
"Was this a recurring charge?"
"Yes," Renee said. "It was only $5.00 every month, but it claimed to have all the information I would ever want about the subject. I paid for a year in advance and got a 10 percent discount."
"What was the site's name? And can you provide me with the username and password they gave you?"
"I don't remember the exact address, and I put the username and password in a text document, plus I told the site to 'remember me' so I wouldn't have to put it in every time."
He made note of that, hoping that he could still get on the computer that was confiscated when she was arrested. It had been given back since it was no longer needed for evidence, but he never used it after her trial and didn't know if it would even work.
"And you read these stories and that prompted you to contact MMAS?"
"Well, kinda," Renee said. "There was an ad on the bottom of all the pages that promised marital fidelity. I clicked on that and it took me to a form. I filled out the form and got an invitation to an event a few days later."
"And how did you get your three friends involved?"
"That part was easy," Renee said. "Once I showed them the site and let them read the stories about wives taking control of their marriages and punishing their husbands, the rest was easy. All I had to do was get at least three other women to join me."
"But you tried to get one other to go as well, right?"
"Yes, Patty. You may remember that I told you she was stubborn."
"I remember you also told me she was irrational. Is that your recollection as well?"
"Yes, that's true."
"Why was she irrational?"
"Well, she was pretty high-strung and very jealous. She told us that there was no punishment MMAS could hand out that would make up for her husband's cheating. Just think Lorena Bobbitt on steroids."
Oscar remembered the famous 1993 case of the woman who cut off her husband's penis. It was, for lack of a better term, the castration heard around the country and literally made him shudder.
"It sounds like MMAS would be something she would've embraced. Why didn't she?" he asked.
"Patty said that if her husband ever cheated she wanted to make sure he knew it was her who got him back."
"I see. A real hands-on girl," he joked, making Renee laugh for the first time in months. It was a quiet laugh, but it helped break the ice. "That's the girl I remember," he said quietly, smiling.
"So, what can you tell me about the other three girls, Evelyn, Madison and Darcy? How are their marriages and did they embrace MMAS?" he asked.
"After my trial, Darcy had second thoughts and told me a couple weeks ago that she canceled her policy after her husband met with Pat. He was livid and told her she had a choice - either trust him or divorce him. Maybe that's what we should've done. Evelyn's husband hadn't met with Pat yet so far as I know, but I think their marriage is okay. At least for now."
"And Madison?"
"Madison is very suspicious and jealous. But she has reason to be. She's got proof that her husband, Dave, has been cheating on her for a couple years now. She was hoping she could scare him into being faithful with the punishment she chose for him."
"And what kind of punishment did she choose?"
"It was horrible," Renee said. "Have you ever heard of Derby's Dose?" Oscar shook his head.
"What's that?"
"It was used a long time ago to punish slaves in Jamaica. The slave would be beaten, then have stuff like salt and pepper rubbed into the wound and another slave would defecate in the victim's mouth."
"Oh my god," he said.
"That's not all. The slave being punished would be gagged for hours afterward."
"She really intended to have that done to him?"
"Oh yes," Renee said. "She was very serious about it. And then there was much of what I would have had done to you, only a whole lot worse. I mean, stuff so disgusting I can't even say it," Renee added, tears streaking down her face. "Oh god, I'm so, so sorry. I was so stupid."
He let her get herself under control before continuing.
"I know, Renee. Let's just get through this, okay?"
"Okay," Renee said through her sobs.
"So, tell me, how did Pat get you to pick these punishments?"
"In my case, she had me alone in a darkened room, there were no phones and the window blinds were closed. She told me that in order to pick my punishment I had to see you cheating in my mind and it had to be real for me. That was hard to do because I knew you had never cheated on me, so she promised to help me see it in my mind. She said it had to be as real to me as possible. The whole time, she spoke in a low, slow and soothing voice, telling me to focus on taking regular and deep breaths. She had me focus on a spot right between her eyes, telling me to relax and let my eyelids get heavier and heavier."
"So, you were hypnotized," Oscar asked.
"I think so, now that you mention it," Renee said. "I never thought of it like that. But eventually, she was able to paint a picture in my mind of you having sex with another woman. And it was real to me. I could even smell it."
"Interesting," he said. "And it was after this that you put together your punishment?"
"Yes," Renee said. "I was so mad after I saw that I thought of horrible things. I was so worried it would cause you permanent damage. My god, what have I done?"
"Is this also the time you started thinking about emasculating and cuckolding me?"
"Now that you mention it, yes, it is," Renee said, her eyes wide. "I never thought about anything like that before then. No wonder you hate me so much."
"I hated what you did, Renee," Oscar told her. "I never hated you. Although, I have to admit, I was scared of you. One last thing, did Pat have you imagine yourself having sex with other men while I watch?"
"Yes, she did. Pat talked about how I needed to be in control of my marriage and how I needed to control you. She made me see myself with other men while you watched and suggested I have you serve them like a slave. I never got that image out of my head."
Renee began sobbing again, begging him for the millionth time to forgive her. Again. He reached out to her in an effort to comfort her. This was more information than she had given him since her trial. In fact, this was the first time her hypnosis had ever been mentioned. He decided to press the issue.
"Renee, when the District Attorney played the audio I had of my meeting with Pat and your phone call to her, your attorney acted like it was the first time he had ever heard it. Am I right?"
"Yeah, it was," she said. "And he was very upset with me afterward. But I guess he didn't think it would matter since he didn't press it."
"And what you just told me about being hypnotized was never brought up. Did your attorney know about that?"
"No, he didn't. In fact, it never, ever came up. Is that important?" Renee asked.
"It could be, Renee. I don't want to say anything right now, but let me run this through our legal folks. It could be extremely important."
Oscar marked the end of the interview and turned off the recorder.
"Off the record, Renee, what you just told me is more important than you know. Thank you for being honest with me. I know it wasn't easy under the circumstances."
Renee smiled at his words. Despite what she had done, he loved seeing her smile and then gave her one last message.
"By the way, the kids don't know all the details, and they wanted me to tell you they love you and they miss you. This hasn't been easy on them, either."
"Thanks, Oscar, for everything. I really am sorry about all this."
"I know, dear, I know," he said, realizing it was the first time in months he referred to her as "dear." Renee also noticed, giving him a smile in return.
"I've got to go now, Renee, but I'll be back, promise," he said. Renee nodded her understanding.
The guard escorted Renee back to her cell as he made his way back to his car, where he called Bill.
"Hey, Bill, you got a couple minutes?" he asked.
"One or two, whaddya have for me?"
"Remember the audio that was played in Renee's trial? Turns out the defense team never heard it before then. Aren't both sides supposed to have all evidence in a trial?"
"Yes, they are, Oscar. Are you suggesting prosecutorial malfeasance?"
"I don't want to go there, Bill, but I think it's something that has to be investigated. Apparently, her attorney didn't even know about the audio. For whatever reason, he never chose to make an issue of it. Also, Renee told me how she first got in touch with MMAS and she described being hypnotized by Pat at their first meeting that weekend. I'm no lawyer, but I think that could be something important. She said no one ever asked her about it," he said.



"Yeah, it could be important," Bill said. "Send me the audio of your interview and I'll get our legal folks on it right away. I'll also call the DA and see if we can get to the bottom of the issue with the audio.
"By the way," Bill said, "don't you know a Dave Johnson?"
"Yeah, he's a husband of one of the women who attended that retreat with Renee. I've met him a time or two. Seems like a nice enough fella. Why?"
"Looks like he got nabbed by MMAS. Only he didn't fare too well."
"What do you mean?" Oscar asked.
"He was found dead in his home an hour ago. I need you to get over to his house right away and see what you can dig up. Get whatever information you can, take pictures, talk to the folks on the scene. I'll have the authorities wait for your arrival. Congratulations, Oscar, this is your first official crime scene."
"Thanks, old buddy," he said.
"What are friends for?" Bill asked before ending the call.
Oscar wrapped up the call, emailed Renee's interview and headed to Dave's house.
Chapter 4:
He finally got to the Johnson residence that afternoon, finding it surrounded by a number of police cruisers with their lights flashing and an ambulance, which at this point, had become nothing more than a meat wagon hauling Dave's body to the coroner's office for an autopsy.
Oscar parked his car, and made his way to the officers, looking for the investigator in charge. He recognized Jake Dalton, probably the best investigator on the force, and made his way over to him.
"Hi, Oscar," Jake said, "I was told you were on your way. About damn time you got here."
"Hi Jake, great to see you too," he said, shaking the man's hand. "What happened?"
"Looks like your buddy, Dave Johnson, was jumped as he came in the door. From the markings on his body, it looks like he was severely whipped, sodomized and tortured. We found what looks like taser marks all over his body, including his genitals. And then there's a pile of crap in his mouth. You wanna see his body for yourself?"
"Crap?" Oscar asked. "What do ya mean, crap?"
"I mean crap. Actual, honest to god crap. You know, feces - SHIT. What kind of a sick freak does something like that?"
"His wife," Oscar said.
"What do ya mean, his wife? Are you saying she has something to do with this?"
"I believe so," Oscar said, taking photos of Dave's body. "This was her punishment for his infidelity."
"Oh terrific," Jake said as the two men walked to the coroner's truck. Jake opened the body bag enough to expose Dave to the middle of his now-shaved chest. His eyes were wide open, his head completely shaved and his face distorted by the fecal material in his mouth and nose, which gave off a horrific odor. Oscar also saw marks on Dave's chest that looked like they were the result of a brutal caning.
"By the way," Jake said, holding a plastic bag with a large piece of cloth, "this was tied around his nose and mouth. No telling for how long."
"Probably hours. Ever heard of 'Derby's Dose'?" Oscar asked Jake.
"No, what's that, some new kind of drink?"
"I hear that it's a form of punishment once used against slaves back in the 1700s," Oscar said, repeating what Renee told him. "This is what his wife Madison allegedly planned to have done to him if he was caught cheating on her. I know that's hearsay, but at least it gives us something to work with. Any idea where she is?"
"Yeah," Jake said. "She's in the back of that cruiser over there," he added, pointing to a police car guarded by a female officer. "She's the one who called this in."
"Mind if I have a word with her?" Oscar asked.
"Go for it," Jake said.
Madison, Oscar noticed when he got to the car, didn't look or act like a heartbroken wife who just found her husband's dead body. For starters, she was wearing an extremely short skirt and didn't appear to be wearing anything underneath it. Her top was tied off just under her breasts, showing a lot of midriff and she looked more pissed off than sad about Dave.
Oscar wondered what she had been doing prior to calling 911. And, he noted, she didn't look like she had shed a single tear. He read Madison her Miranda rights before saying anything else.
"Sorry about your loss, Madison," he said.
Madison looked like she was mad enough to spit nails.
"Fuck you," she angrily said. "He was a cheating asshole and he got what he deserved."
"Really?" Oscar asked. "You think he really deserved to be murdered?" Madison just looked at him, saying nothing. "So, Madison, where were you today?"
"None of your fucking business," she hissed.
"I take it you're not going to answer any of my questions?" Oscar asked.
"Not no, but FUCK no," she said. "Not until I have an attorney."
"Okay," Oscar said. "We can play it that way if you want."
He waved Jake over and consulted with him for a few minutes. Jake addressed the female officer loud enough for Madison to overhear.
"Take her to the station, officer, and book her on charges of premeditated murder, conspiracy to commit murder, unlawful restraint and accessory to rape. Here's my charge sheet. Officer Warren and I will be there shortly after we go over the crime scene."
Jake addressed Madison through the open door. "I know you've been read your rights. You're under arrest for premeditated murder, conspiracy to commit murder, unlawful restraint and accessory to rape. There may be other charges depending on what we find. Once you're booked, you'll be given a chance to get legal representation. Do you have any questions?"
Madison shook her head and looked at Oscar.
"You think you can trap me and put me in prison like you did Renee? Fuck you, asshole," Madison said. "I'll be free in no time and we'll make sure she gets her revenge on you."
Oscar smiled and told the female officer to add a charge of making a terrorist threat against a federal law enforcement officer. She smiled and nodded her head, giving Oscar a thumbs-up.
"Have a good day, Madison," Oscar told her. "I'll see you soon enough. And by the way, Renee is the one who told me what you had planned for Dave."
Madison said nothing as the officer shut her door and took off for the county jail.
"You really think she did this?" Jake asked Oscar.
"Oh, yeah," Oscar said. "She didn't personally do everything to Dave, but I'll wager that's her feces in his mouth."
"We'll know soon enough," Jake said. "Now, let's go take a look at the crime scene."
The two men made their way inside and went upstairs to the master bedroom, where Dave's body was found. The room was a complete mess and reeked of vomit, urine and feces. Blood was everywhere, apparently from the caning Dave received. The sheets were covered with blood and other bodily fluids and there were handcuffs and duct tape still connected to the bed. Oscar broke out his camera, taking pictures of the scene from as many angles as he could.
"Looks like they left in a hurry," Jake said, pointing to a tripod holding a digital camera in one corner of the room. "You think they left us some video?"
"That would certainly make this case a slam-dunk, wouldn't it?" Oscar asked.
Jake, still wearing gloves, bagged the camera after removing a tiny SD card he hoped would give them the evidence they needed.
"Yeah, but who purposefully leaves behind evidence like that?" Jake said. "Unless, of course, they wanted to make sure Madison got the rap for this." Oscar agreed.
"Let's take a look at the video while we're here," Oscar said. "I have a reader on my laptop." Jake agreed.
After the crime scene technicians did their job, dusting everything for fingerprints and cataloging the evidence in the room, Jake and Oscar left and went to Oscar's car.
Jake fired up his laptop and inserted the SD card in the reader. There was one huge video file that looked to be about two hours long.
"Showtime," Oscar said, starting the video file. "We can look at the whole thing now if you want, or we can just skip toward the end," he suggested. Jake agreed, but said that the whole thing would eventually have to be reviewed to provide context.
Oscar quickly scanned toward the end of the video, stopping at a point where Madison could be seen approaching a bloody and beaten Dave, who was on his back, spread out and restrained by tape and handcuffs.
"So you're tired of my shit, are you, asshole?" Madison said in the video, looking down at Dave with a wicked smile on her face. "You haven't seen shit yet, you cheating motherfucker."
Madison pulled her panties off from under her skirt, tossing them on the bed next to him. She climbed up on the bed, lifted up her skirt and plopped her ass directly on his face.
"First, I need to piss," she laughed, letting a stream of urine jet into his mouth. Even though he was weak and exhausted, Dave tried to move his head away, but Madison clamped her thighs on him, making it impossible for him to move.
"Now, take THIS shit, asshole," she said, letting her bowels fill his mouth. Dave struggled valiantly, but it was no use. Having emptied herself on him, Madison got off the bed and crammed her panties into his feces-stuffed mouth before she tied a cloth around his head. Dave was obviously fighting to breathe but was unable to. At one point, he appeared to vomit, but was unable to eject anything from his mouth.
Madison, laughing like a maniac, rubbed her bare slit as she watched Dave take his last breaths.
"Hurry up and die, you cheating shithead. And when I find your whore, she'll join you in HELL!" she screamed as she worked herself into an orgasm.
Dave finally stopped struggling in the video. Madison, acting like someone possessed by a demon, laughed and danced around the bed, furiously masturbating herself into another orgasm.
Oscar, sickened by the grotesque display, stopped the video Both men were sickened by what they saw.
"So we now have evidence that she delivered the killing blow," Oscar said. "We'll have to watch the whole video, of course, but I can't take any more of this."
"Me neither. You notice something missing from that video?"
"Yeah, no one else was in the room except for Dave and Madison," Oscar said.
"Let's go talk to her," Jake said.
Chapter 5:
Jake and Oscar walked into the interrogation room where Madison and her attorney sat waiting.
"Madison," Jake said, "we've got video evidence that you deliberately and cruelly murdered your husband by restraining him and suffocating him with your excrement. It's open-and-shut. And in this state, that'll get you the needle. Oh, yeah, we're going for the death penalty."
"What evidence do you have?" her attorney asked. Oscar noticed it was the same public defender who represented Renee at her trial.
"How about video of your client urinating and defecating in his mouth before gagging him and watching him die?" Jake asked. "Is that compelling enough for you?"
"I'll have to see this alleged video," the attorney said. "Personally, I think you made it on your computer to frame my client." Both Jake and Oscar laughed.
"We'll get you a copy," Jake said, "but our forensics folk are examining the whole thing. We suspect she had accomplices in her plot to murder her husband. In the meantime, sit back and watch this."
Jake pointed a remote at a television mounted on the wall and pressed play. The TV flickered on, and video of Madison delivering the final blow to her husband began. Jake and Oscar refused to watch, instead choosing to observe the two people across the table from them.
Madison, apparently, couldn't care less. Her attorney, on the other hand, was visibly upset by what he saw. When it was over, Jake stopped the video and motioned to Oscar.
"So, Madison, where did you get the idea to do that to your husband?"
"You really wanna know, asshole?" Madison asked. "Okay, I got the idea from something I heard on television a few years back. I looked it up on the Internet and learned that it was for real. So, I thought, what better punishment for a cheating whore-monger of a husband."
"So you admit planning to defecate in your husband's mouth?" Oscar asked. "Remember, we have a witness who can corroborate your plan."
"That's hearsay and not admissible," Madison's attorney said.
"Look, counselor, once we show the jury this video and present a sworn affidavit saying Madison planned this, your client is as good as dead, so stuff it," Oscar said. "There's only one way to save your client's life."
"What's that?" the lawyer asked.
"Talk to your client, have her name a particular MMAS representative as an accomplice before the fact and maybe, just maybe, your client will simply get life in prison. Otherwise, the DA will seek the death penalty."
Oscar turned to Jake. "You think they could maybe bring back the electric chair for something like this?" he asked.
Jake laughed before answering. "Now that'd be something to see. Heck, I'd even pay money to see that."
Neither Madison nor her attorney were happy to hear the two men joke about her death.
"Look, let me talk to my client, okay?" the lawyer said.
"Okay, you talk to your client. We have two hours of video plus a whole bunch of other evidence to go through. By the way, Madison, we found a whole bunch of semen in your husband's mouth and anus, which tells me you weren't alone in this. Do yourself a favor and give us what we want. Who knows? Maybe you and Renee can be cellmates," Oscar said.
"By the way, Madison," Oscar added, "why not just divorce Dave? You had every right to do so. Why kill him?"
"Because, shithead, I'm a good Catholic girl and I don't believe in divorce. For me the term, 'till death do us part' actually means something," she said.
"So, your church frowns on divorce, but is okay with killing your husband? Is that what you're telling me?" Oscar asked sarcastically.
"I take it you never cheated on Dave, not even for revenge?" Oscar asked, pressing the issue.
"I'd never do that. Cheaters deserve to die," she spit.
"Interesting choice of words," Oscar said. "Thanks, Madison, we'll see you again."
Oscar and Jake left the interview room, leaving Madison with her attorney.
"That is one sick bitch," Jake said.
"You can say that again," Oscar said in response. "Look, I'm going to review that video and see if there's anything we can use against MMAS. I'll be in touch."
"Sounds good," Jake said, shaking Oscar's hand. "Maybe we can grab a beer and compare notes."
Chapter 6:
After returning to "Fort Apache," Oscar watched the full video he retrieved from Dave's house. For the most part, it was essentially what he saw during his meeting with Pat. Dave was shaved from head to toe, giving him a surreal appearance, and his thirty lashes was administered by a beautiful dominatrix wearing skin-tight latex gear who started by inserting a large butt plug into his anus. Dave was screaming in pain the whole time and seemed ready to pass out by the end, his cock and testicles bloody and bruised.
After the beating, the butt plug was removed and two large and very-well endowed males spit roasted him, inserting their huge cocks into his mouth and rear end. Dave struggled, cried and fought, but to no avail. The female dominatrix had a firm grip on his balls as the two men ejaculated inside him. They switched places and repeated the performance.
Throughout all this, Madison was jumping around with delight, periodically hitting Dave with a hand-held taser.
"Fuck him harder!" she screamed. "Harder! Harder! Fill him up with cum. That's it, make him eat it."
She got as close as she could to his face, which was being brutally pounded.
"I hope you enjoy this, asshole, cause you'll never get this pussy again," she told him.
After the two men finished their part of the punishment, Madison approached and begged them to defecate in Dave's mouth. They refused, telling her that was not part of their job. She insisted. They refused again, telling her that it was too dangerous and could possibly kill Dave. Madison demanded they obey, getting angrier by the minute, but they refused and quickly left, saying they had done their job.
By this time, Dave was completely destroyed. His body had been brutally beaten and he was clearly in more pain than anyone could ever imagine. His mouth and ass were both full of cum and he looked like death would have been a welcome respite from all the pain and humiliation.
Oscar almost vomited when he finished watching the video, which ended with Madison killing him with her excrement. The video Pat showed him all those months ago was almost antiseptic compared to the depravity he just witnessed.
He shut down the laptop and was polishing off a beer when Bill called.
"Hey, Bill," Oscar said.
"You okay, bud?" Bill asked.
"Sorry, just finished watching the video we got at the crime scene. What's up?"
"I know it's late, but I'd like to see you this evening," Bill said. "Maybe you can meet me in the conference room in an hour?"
"Sure," Oscar said. "See you in an hour."
Oscar decided to spend some time playing video games with his kids, hoping the interaction would help get his mind off Dave's grisly murder. They appreciated the time he spent with them as well. Soon enough, the time ended and Bill made his way to the main conference room, where Bill was waiting for him.
"Sorry about your friend," Bill said. "No one deserves to go that way."
"Thanks," Oscar said. "I only met him a few times, but it's still a shock to see it happen like that. I hope they burn that bitch at the stake. She almost seemed possessed."
Fortunately, Bill changed the subject.
"Look, I talked to the DA who handled your wife's case. He told me that all of the evidence he had, including the audio files, were made available to the Public Defender's office. He's got the paper trail to back it up. I also checked with the Public Defender's office, and we have a signed receipt showing it was delivered. But there's nothing to indicate her attorney got it," Bill said.
"You think it was kept from her attorney?" Oscar asked.
"Possibly, I don't know. I do find it interesting that the same attorney is defending Mrs. Johnson," Bill said. "I've got an appointment with him in the morning so maybe he can shed some light on it."
"You think MMAS has connections in the Public Defender's office?" Oscar asked.
"At this point, I'm not discounting anything," Bill said. "By the way, I also let the DA listen to your latest interview with Renee. Basically, courts aren't too willing to accept out-of-court statements made under hypnosis. And I'm not convinced they'll view her hypnotic state as a mitigating circumstance. They may, but there's no guarantee. Keep in mind, too, that in general, hypnosis doesn't make you act that much out of character."
"But it was never even considered or addressed during the trial," Oscar said.
"Maybe a good defense attorney can use that and the handling of the audio in an appeal of her conviction. And that's the best she can hope for at this point. Her conviction won't be overturned, but maybe they can shave some time off her sentence," Bill said.
"It's a total mess, but it's up to you. You really want to spend the money on someone who tried to kill you?" Bill asked.
"Look, Bill, something tells me she was manipulated through this whole thing. I'm not condoning anything, mind you, but something happened to her at the end. That wasn't Renee. Renee would never have done something like that if she were in her right mind," Oscar said. "Plus, I'm thinking that maybe she didn't get a fair trial."
"I understand, Oscar. Look, let me put you in touch with a good defense attorney. I'll forward the info I have but I can't guarantee anything. This could take years, you know."
"Thanks, Bill, I appreciate it. I know she's been going through counseling, and I'm not making excuses. I just want to make sure she got a fair trial, that's all."



"Fair enough, Oscar," Bill said. "By the way, thanks in part to you, we have a lot more information about Pat and the inner workings of MMAS. Her real name is Pat Witherspoon, and it turns out she has lots of government contacts. I can't tell you much more than that, but we're working on a plan to take her into custody. You want in?"
"Hell yeah," Oscar said.
"Good. I'll fill you in on all the details when the time comes, but I suggest very strongly that you get in touch with Don Williams. He's the husband of the third woman who went to that spa weekend with Renee. Talk to him, get to know him, do what you need to earn his trust. You don't need to hide anything from him, though. He knows what happened to you and Renee but he doesn't know about Dave. He will in a few days when the news hits, though," Bill said.
"Okay," Oscar said. He met Don once, but didn't know anything about the man.
"Meanwhile," Bill said, "You did a good job with the Johnson murder. I think that's going to be a slam-dunk. That's one sick woman."
"She's got issues alright," Oscar said. "One last thing, Bill. I still have Renee's old computer boxed up. I never used it after the trial, so there could be something there the tech folks can use."
"That's right, Renee said she got in touch with MMAS through a website. I'll get our IT forensics people on it right away. Thanks for the reminder. Get that system over to the lab as soon as you can. And take a few days off, while you're at it. Reconnect with the kids, okay?"
"I will, thanks, Bill," Oscar said.
Chapter 7:
Madison's trial went smoothly, at least for the District Attorney, who ended it by showing the jury the video of Dave Johnson's last two hours on earth. Her attorney didn't refute the video and offered what could only be seen as a minimal defense. Madison was mostly to blame for that, angrily insisting that her husband was a cheating scoundrel and deserved to be punished. In short, her own words convicted her.
The jury, predictably, found her guilty of all charges against her, which included first-degree murder, conspiracy to commit first degree murder, sexual assault, accessory to rape and conspiracy to commit rape.
She refused to turn state's evidence against MMAS and was sentenced to death by lethal injection. At least Dave, who, by the way, had to have a closed-casket funeral, finally got a bit of justice.
Mark Franks, the public defender who represented both Renee and Madison, was interviewed by Bill and a group of local and federal investigators after the trial. As it turned out, Franks was also a victim of MMAS and had been handling certain cases in a way favorable to the company. According to Franks, MMAS had an operative in both the DA's office and the Public Defender's office. It was their job to ensure that certain cases were handled the way MMAS wanted. Sometimes, that meant evidence that could be used to harm MMAS or reveal MMAS operatives sometimes got buried or "accidentally" misplaced. That's apparently what happened to Renee's audio.
Franks, the group decided, did not violate any laws and was therefore not asked to resign, although he did volunteer to do so. Instead, it was decided that Franks would work with the task force to help root out MMAS' influence.
True to his word, Bill contacted a very good defense attorney who took a long, hard look at the evidence in Renee's case. He met with Oscar shortly after Madison's trial.
"I've had a chance to look over everything Bill gave me regarding your wife's case," Alan Jacobs told Oscar. "It's a long shot, and it'll take a lot of time, but I think we can do something, based on the mitigating circumstances and the fact that her defense didn't have all the evidence."
"Like what?" Oscar asked.
"The convictions will probably stand, based on the evidence the DA's office presented. There's a slight possibility, though, that we can maybe get her sentence reduced somewhat. It's still a long shot, though, given the way courts view the subject of hypnotism."
"What are we talking about, bottom line?"
"There's a possibility that we might be able to knock off, say, ten years, plus make her eligible for parole in about eight years. It's not great, but it certainly beats a 30-year sentence with no possibility of parole. The entire process could take up to two years to complete. You tell me, is this something you want to pursue? After all, you were the victim of this," Alan said.
"Yeah, I was the ultimate victim, but I think Renee was also victimized. MMAS played on her emotions, manipulated her, used her for their own benefit. Get the ball rolling, okay?"
Alan nodded his head, shaking Oscar's hand.
"I'll get on it. And for what it's worth, Oscar, you're a far better man than I. If it were me, I'd leave her there to rot."
"She'll pay for what she did, Alan, I just want it done right," Oscar said before leaving.
The next day, Oscar met with Don Williams. That was one advantage of having federal credentials - Oscar didn't have to wait in line for an appointment. Williams, an executive with a local bank, was quite influential in certain financial circles and wasn't one to normally take impromptu interviews.
"What can I do for you, Officer Warren?" he said as Oscar walked into the office.
"Please, call me Oscar," he said, shaking Don's hand. "I understand you're aware of MMAS."
"Yes, I am now. I wish I had never heard of them, but after those two trials I cornered my wife. I'm sure you know she went to that retreat with your wife. Anyway, I started taking a closer look at our mail, and noticed the 'invoices' from them. I now know, thanks to your friend Bill Jackson, what MMAS really is. Evelyn finally confessed the real reason for her little 'spa weekend' with Renee, but she didn't say anything more than that."
"Have you arranged your appointment with MMAS yet?" Oscar asked.
"Not yet, I was hoping to get some more information, maybe get some backup," Don said.
"Well, I can tell you that it's more shocking than you can imagine. I don't know Evelyn, so I can't say how vindictive she can be, but I was floored with the punishment Renee lined up for me. And I was told it was the easiest punishment they'd ever dealt with," Oscar said. "Be straight with me, Don, are you having an affair? I won't judge you over it, I promise."
"No, Oscar, I've never cheated on Evelyn and I've never even thought about it. I do have to go out of town from time to time, and I sometimes have to hob-nob with clients and their wives who sometimes act a little inappropriate, so I can see how Evelyn might think I could cheat. But I have never cheated," he said.
"That's good to hear," Oscar said. "Why don't we do this. I'll talk to my folks and see if we can't wire you up and see if we can't arrange to get you some backup. I'd love nothing more than to put Pat in handcuffs and this may be our best chance."
"Okay," Don said, handing Oscar a business card. "Talk to your people then call me on my private number. It's on the card."
Oscar took the card, thanked Don and left for home. He had one errand left.
"Hey, guys, want to go see your mom?" he asked his two children after he got home. They readily agreed so Oscar loaded them up and headed out to the women's prison.
Renee was overjoyed to see the three of them and the children were equally happy to see her. Oscar used his status as a federal officer to get them some privacy, although a prison guard was close by just in case.
"Thank you so much, Oscar," Renee said with tears in her eyes. "I've missed you guys so much," she told the children, hugging them tightly to her.
"You're welcome, Renee," Oscar said. "I just wanted to give you a heads-up. I talked to a defense attorney who's looking over your case. I can't promise anything, but there may be something he can do to reduce your sentence."
"Why would you do that, Oscar?" she asked. "After everything I did to you, why?"
"Because I think you were manipulated, Renee," Oscar said. "You have no idea what this has done to all of us. My counselor says I suffer from something similar to PTSD, and I still have nightmares about that video Pat showed me. But I think that you were also a victim. I've got one more thing coming up and then I'm taking the kids on vacation to get away from all this crap. Who knows, we may go to Disneyland. But I want you to work with this attorney, okay?"
"I will, Oscar, I promise," Renee said. "I'm also making headway with my counseling and I'm starting to understand why I did what I did. Do you think we could ever be back together again?"
"I don't know, Renee," Oscar said. "There's still a lot we have to deal with and it's way too early to even think of that. Let's just take things one day at a time, okay? I promise you this, though. I'll do everything I can to keep the kids in your life. You're still their mother, after all."
"Thank you, Oscar," she said. "I'll do whatever I have to, promise."
Oscar told the kids to say goodbye and gave Renee a quick hug.
"We'll be in touch, Renee," he whispered as he let go. "Be good in here and take care of yourself."
And with that, Renee found herself on the road to redemption. And Pat? Let's just say her pain was just about to begin...
*****
Note:
There really was a punishment known as "Derby's Dose" that was used on slaves back in the 1700s. According to Wikipedia, it was "...a form of torture used in Jamaica to punish slaves who attempted to escape or committed other offenses like stealing food. According to Malcolm Gladwell in his 2008 book Outliers, 'The runaway would be beaten, and salt pickle, lime juice, and bird pepper would be rubbed into his or her open wounds. Another slave would defecate into the mouth of the miscreant, who would then be gagged for four to five hours.' The punishment was invented by Thomas Thistlewood, a slave overseer and named for the slave, Derby, who was made to undergo this punishment when he was caught eating young sugar cane stalks in the field on 25 May 1756."
The punishment was referenced by former MSNBC host Martin Bashir in 2013, when he suggested that former Alaska Governor Sarah Palin be subjected to it. He noted at the time that "if anyone truly qualified for a dose of discipline from Thomas Thistlewood, [Palin] would be the outstanding candidate." He ultimately resigned as a result of the controversy raised by the comment.
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"You've got to do something about your wife," the pretty blonde sitting across from me at lunch said.
"I know," I said, taking a bite out of my salad.
"You know she's sleeping with Rolf again, don't you?" she asked. The 'she' in this case was April, my sister-in-law, who worked in my department. Rolf was not only my wife's current fling, he was also my boss. As you may have guessed by now, this wasn't the first affair between Rolf and my wife. The last time, I caught them in the act during a company Christmas party. I nearly killed the sonofabitch then and backed off kicking Marcia to the curb when she swore it would never happen again.
"It's only sex, Larry, it didn't mean anything," she cried as we drove home. "I still love you."
Like an idiot, I believed her and stuck it out, thinking we could work it out with counseling. And it seemed to work for a few months anyway. But things were slowly going back to the way they were before.
You know the drill - girl's nights out, Marcia staying out till all hours, coming home late smelling of stale cigarettes, beer and sex. All the while denying me even the tiniest bit of affection.
And me, you ask. Who am I? My name is Larry Reynolds, chief engineer for a tech company specializing in surveillance gear. It was my job to oversee new designs for things like Internet-capable micro-cameras and the like. Our work was mostly classified and quite demanding.
I met and married Marcia right out of college. There was something about her blonde hair, deep blue eyes and killer body that made me fall in love with her at first sight. She also had a playful personality and was always open to sex. For the first couple years, things were great. We fucked like rabbits and couldn't be happier with each other. Then I got promoted to my current position and it all went to hell.
After my promotion, we decided that I made enough so that she wouldn't have to work. So, we bought a big house and prepared to expand our family.
Unfortunately, Rolf, my new boss, was a real ball-buster who made my life hell, forcing me to work up to 60 hours a week. Worse yet, he was an arrogant, smug bastard who thought he was God's gift to women. I'd heard from a number of my female colleagues at work about his actions and wondered why no one had filed a sexual harassment charge against him.
Then there was that Christmas party. Marcia wore a tiny dress and Rolf picked up on it almost instantly, homing in on her like a guided cruise missile. A couple hours into the party, I looked for Marcia but couldn't find her. Someone told me he thought Marcia and Rolf had been seen heading to a conference room.
After a half-hour of searching, I found them. Marcia was on the table, her legs spread wide as Rolf pounded her with abandon. He simply looked at me as he came inside her pussy.
"Get out of here, you pervert. I'm nearly done, then you can take her back home," he said with a smirk. Marcia just smiled at me, apparently not caring that she had just been caught in the act.
"Get your clothes back on, bitch, we're leaving, now," I told Marcia on my way out. Naturally, things were frosty at home for quite some time. Rolf cornered me the next day at work and threatened to fire me if I said anything to HR.
I didn't want to risk my job so I didn't respond the way I wanted to. But that doesn't mean I didn't do anything.
"So, what are you going to do?" April asked, forcing me back to the current reality. "Are you going to divorce her? And what are going to do about Rolf? Are you going to let them keep cuckolding you like that? You do know people are starting to notice."
"Yeah, I know people are talking," I said. "Unfortunately divorce is out. As much as I'd like to divorce her ass, the truth is I'd lose everything, including the house, and I'd end up paying for her to keep fucking Rolf."
"That doesn't leave many other options,"April said. She had a point. I could kill her - hell, I'd even thought about killing her, but that would only get me thrown in prison for life. Or worse. Killing her was out of the question.
"Whatever you do, you need to do it fast," April said. "I'm not covering for her anymore and I'm really getting sick and tired of hearing her talk about how big Rolf's cock is. God, this'll kill our folks. They think the sun rises and sets in her."
I was getting sick of Marcia's crap also. I assured April before we ended our lunch that I had it covered and would deal with it soon.
What no one knew is that I had spent the last few months preparing my revenge - on both Marcia and Rolf, just in case things went south again.
Thanks to my job, I was able to get my hands on some top-notch surveillance gear. Internet-controlled high-def cameras throughout the house, GPS devices on her car and cameras integrated into her dashboard and microphones in her purse. Yeah, I had it all covered, and it was paying off.
The evidence was pretty self-explanatory - Rolf and Marcia got together almost every day, sometimes in our marital bed, other times in hotels around town. It was pretty clear they were in a long-term relationship and disrespected me every chance they could.
One conversation, for example, included their desire for Rolf to get Marcia pregnant while passing off the child as mine, even making me pay for her medical expenses. I couldn't help but wonder what Rolf's wife would think of that. I also wondered what upper management would think of a mid-level manager blatantly violating their morals clause.
I also took the time to get myself back in shape. I had turned a bit pudgy after my discharge from the Marines, so I decided to join a gym and took karate lessons to hone up my fighting skills. If Rolf wanted to fight, he'd be in for a surprise.
But what about Marcia? There was no way I was going to let her get off the hook and I would clearly be the loser in a divorce.
That's where Jake came into my plans. I met him at the gym, and we later talked over a beer at a bar down the road.
As it turned out, Jake was an ex-con with quite a few shady connections. After letting me cry in my beer, the big black man put his hand on my shoulders.
"Look, man, this shit's killing you. I know how you feel, believe me. Killing her won't help - trust me, I know first hand," he said.
"So, what do I do? I can't kill her, I can't divorce her, and I sure as hell can't live with her."
"Tell ya what, let me make a couple calls. I've got some ideas that my fit the bill and you really don't need or want to know the details," he said.
"Thanks, man," I said. We spent the rest of the night in the bar, watching a game over beer. Marcia threw a fit when I staggered back in the house after midnight, but I was in no mood for her crap.
"Where have you been, asshole? You're drunk!" she screamed.
"Fuck you, bitch," I yelled back. "After all the shit you've put me through, I've earned a night out with my friends. So get the fuck away from me."
Marcia jumped back at that - I had never spoken that way to her before. She backed off and didn't say anything else for the rest of the night.
The next day, Marcia had one of her late nights. She claimed to be with 'the girls,' but I knew better. She reeked of sex and it was obvious she had fucked Rolf. She stripped naked, climbed into bed and grabbed my hand, putting it on her bald, well-fucked pussy which was still full of cum.
"Eat me," she whispered. I pushed her away.
"God, you reek," I said. "And I refuse to eat your lover's cream pie. He put it there, he can suck it out. And go take a shower. You smell like shit."
"Fuck you," she said, turning away. I kicked her out of bed and told her if she insisted on smelling like a street whore to go sleep in the guest bedroom.
A couple days later, Jake sent me a text: "Africa calls."
He followed that up with: "Call if u want a reservation."
"Gotcha. Thanks," I texted back. I had suspicions but didn't say anything.
I later got a call at work. It was Marcia.
"Can you get home a little early today?" she asked. "I have a surprise for you." I'll bet.
"Yeah, I think so," I said. "Rolf hasn't been in today so I can probably get out a bit early. What do you have in mind?"
"Well, I realized I've been something of a bitch to you lately and I'd like to do something to fix that," she said. "Maybe a sexy, romantic weekend."
"Sounds good," I said. "I'll see you this afternoon."
Actually, I had already seen her, thanks to my Internet-capable cameras. I also saw Rolf fucking her brains out in our bed - again.
Showtime, I thought.
I printed images from the video I had, which included timestamps, and headed off to HR. I also sent an email to Dave Matthews, the CEO of our company and to a few selected members of the board of directors. I also sent a copy to Rolf's wife.
Eileen Jacobs, the HR director, wasn't happy when I showed up. I let her know in no uncertain terms that I was filing an official complaint against Rolf and if his actions weren't dealt with immediately, I would take legal action against the company. I then headed up to see Dave.
I walked straight past his assistant, who insisted I wait.
"Fuck it, I'm going to see Mr. Matthews right now," I said, barging into his office.
Dave Matthews was a big man, but he knew I had him and the company over a barrel.
"I want this piece of shit fired," I said. "If he's not fired, I'm suing. Period, end of sentence."
"Consider it done," he said. I thanked him and walked out.
I got home about an hour later, noticing that Rolf's red Ferrari was still in our driveway. I pulled into the garage and grabbed my holstered Glock out of the glove box just in case I needed it. Securing the pistol on my belt, I made my way inside.
Rolf was sitting on the couch, drinking one of my beers. As always, he had a smirk on his face. It took everything I had to shoot that smirk right through the wall.
Renee came down the stairs, apparently from our bedroom. She was completely naked, with cum running down her leg.
"Surprise," she said, smiling.
"What the fuck is this?" I asked, as if I didn't already know.
"I'm going to take a sexy, romantic holiday with Rolf for a few days, dear," she said. "And yes, I'm leaving just like this. Don't worry, it doesn't have anything to do with you and no, I don't love him. I love you. It's just sex, right? I just want to fuck and suck his big cock for a while. Then I'll be back and we can pick up right where we left off. Maybe we can even have a baby and put all this behind us."
"I don't think so," I told her, grabbing her left hand. I yanked her rings off, which prompted Rolf to get off the couch.
"Get your fucking hands off her," he said, taking a swing at my head. Wrong move.
I let him get a glancing blow off my head just so I could claim self defense and then let him have it. A punch to the throat, then a few kicks to the groin. A knee just happened to connect with his nose as he doubled over. I managed to kick and stomp on his balls a few times as he lay on the floor. Marcia was screaming throughout the whole incident.
I grabbed Rolf's hair and put the barrel of the Glock in his mouth, making it clear that he was "this close" to death. His eyes opened wide as he no doubt saw the blinding hatred in mine.
"Get the fuck out of my house and stay the fuck away from me and my wife," I told him. "And if you ever fuck with me again, I WILL kill your fucking ass. Got it, asshole?" He nodded his head, and I dragged him by the hair to the door and literally kicked his ass out of the house. He made his way to his Ferrari and drove away.
I turned to Marcia, who was now bawling her eyes out on the floor.
"Shut the fuck up, you good-for-nothing whore," I told her. She looked up at me with terror in her eyes.
"So you want a naked sex holiday, do you?" I asked. "I think I can arrange that."
I pulled out my hone and called Jake.
"When and where?" I asked. He texted me an address, which happened to be a dock on the east side of town.
"Let's go, slut," I told Marcia, grabbing her by the arm. "You've got a nice berth waiting for you."
"What are you talking about, Larry?" she cried. "Please don't do anything to me. It was only sex and I really do love you. It didn't mean anything."
"SHUT. THE. FUCK. UP," I yelled. "I've had it with you, your lies, your cheating and your disrespect. It ends. Now."
"Are you going to k-k-kill me?" she sobbed, looking at the Glock in my hand.
"No, you stupid bitch, that's illegal. I've got something better in mind. And I think you'll even like it," I said sarcastically.
"At least let me get dressed," she begged.
"No," I said. "You were going to walk out of this house naked with Rolf, so you can go with me naked. Besides, you won't need any clothes where you're going."
"Where are you taking me?" she asked.
"To your ride, dear," I said, dragging her naked to my car, throwing her into the front seat. "And don't get any stupid ideas," I added, using the Glock for emphasis.
About 30 minutes later, I pulled up to the address Jake gave me. There was an old rusty steamer at the side of the dock. Several crew members watched as Jake and another big man wearing what I thought was a captain's hat came over to the car. Marcia tried to cover her nakedness as Jake opened her door.
"Don't worry, miss, no need to cover yourself here," the man with the hat said. "Everyone here will get very familiar with you before you reach your destination," he added, laughing.
Marcia looked at me, terrified.
"What are you doing?" she asked. "Are you really handing me over to them? And where am I going?"
"No, bitch," I said. "You gave yourself away a long time ago. I don't know where you'll end up and I don't care anymore, but I suspect there'll be a lot of sex and drugs involved. Hell, maybe in a few months, you'll forget all about me, Rolf and your boring housewife life. I know I'll forget all about you."
"Besides," I added, "it's only sex, right?"
Epilog
Rolf ended up getting fired and his wife took him to the cleaners in her divorce. He didn't take it too well and decided to get revenge on me instead. I happened to be in the house when he broke in and I just happened to have my Glock. The six bullets I put into his chest ensured he would never break into my house again. The police seemed to agree.
I never really knew for certain where Marcia ended up, but I did read a story about a tramp steamer that was taken by Somali pirates off the coast of Africa. According to the story, authorities found the entire crew, which included a blonde American woman, dead - all victims of the pirates.
And me? Well, April spent a lot of time consoling me. We spent a lot of time together and eventually got married. We're now expecting our third child. Life is good...
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I stood at her grave, looking down on the simple headstone that provided only my deceased wife's name above the dates of her birth and death. It had been some time since she died, but the pain was still there, just like it had happened yesterday.
My name is Joe Henson, a retired Marine Reserve officer and my wife was Darlene. I hate long intros in these stories so I'll just give the highlights. I enlisted in the Corps in 1975, a couple weeks before the Vietnam Era cutoff. I served as an enlisted man in the regular Corps until 1985 when I went Reserve. I had been married once before but got divorced after I caught her screwing some asshole in our base-provided home after returning from a six-month deployment.
The only good things to come from that union were our two children, Mike and Melissa. After becoming a reservist, I applied for and was approved for Officer Candidate School. Fortunately, I had managed to finish my bachelor's degree in electrical engineering and had secured a nice job at an aerospace company that did contract work for the Defense Department.
I met Darlene at a company function and we hit it off immediately, even though she was nearly ten years my junior. Her and my kids became close and she seemed okay with my new status as a Reserve officer. Back then, reservists served two weekends a month and two weeks out the year. We dated for a few months before I popped the question and she agreed.
We had a terrific wedding which of course included a Marine honor guard and set about making a new life. And what a life it was. I was never so happy in my entire life as I was those first years we were married.
We tried to have children, but that didn't work out too well. After two miscarriages and an ectopic pregnancy, the doctor suggested she get her tubes tied. We tearfully agreed and carried on with our lives, occasionally discussing the possibility of adoption.
By the time Desert Storm came around, I had just made Captain and was serving as a battalion staff officer. A few years later 9/11 happened and all hell broke loose.
By 2008, our unit had already been deployed to Iraq twice and it was after my return from the second deployment that I learned our marriage went into the toilet. By then, I was a Major serving as the battalion executive officer.
Until then, Darlene gave no indication that there was a problem. Far from it - she had shown herself to be as true and faithful as the day is long. We always reached out to each other at least twice a week with letters and emails when I was deployed overseas and we always tried to talk on the phone once a month. It wasn't always easy to do given the circumstances of combat, but we did our best to stay connected. Our love was that strong and secure, or at least I thought so at the time.
Toward the end of this deployment, though, I noticed the frequency of her letters had decreased considerably. And I found that I was never able to reach her on the phone the few times I was able to attempt calling. Again, I attributed that to the conflict.
As usual, I emailed her several times before my return to make sure she knew to meet me at the airport. I tried calling and left several messages, but never got a reply. At first I chalked it up to time differences, but was surprised when she wasn't at the airport to pick me up.
I ended up taking a taxi home and was even more surprised when I walked into my house. No, Darlene wasn't getting laid in the house and there wasn't a strange car in the driveway. Just the opposite.
The house was quiet - far too quiet. Almost deathly quiet. I spotted a note on the kitchen counter near the coffee pot, the one item I seemed to gravitate to first when coming home.
The note read: "Sorry I missed you. Be at 11560 Riverside Drive at 11:00 pm tonight. Everything will be explained. Bring the chip."
The short note was simply signed, "D" - no declaration of love, nothing. Next to the note was something resembling a poker chip with the number 50 engraved on it.
At least there's a note. Maybe, I reasoned, Darlene had gotten herself a job. That made sense, and we had discussed the possibility of her working while I was deployed.
So I set about squaring my gear away - It was still quite early, about 9:00 am, so I had well over 12 hours. I was curious to know what was at the address she gave me, so I jumped on Google and checked out the address, clicking on a link to the business web site.
Holy crap, I thought. The address belonged to a seedy dockside strip club called the "Shady Lady." The club also boasted a members-only VIP section where it seemed that live sex shows were the main venue. The site showed four "featured performers," one of whom was obviously Darlene. The site, however, called her "Darla, the Creampie Gangbang Queen."
I knew what a gangbang was - who doesn't - but I had never seen the term "creampie" before, so I Googled it and nearly threw up. What the hell had my wife done?
I went back to the Shady Lady website and noticed there was a link on the picture of "Darla." I clicked , and was taken to a page that offered preview pictures and videos. Naturally, I had to take a look, and I now wished I hadn't.
There was my dear 40-something wife, getting fucked in every way imaginable. Every picture showed her with a cock in her pussy, often with another cock in her mouth at the same time. Her face and body was covered in cum and sweat. One picture even showed her with two cocks inside her pussy at the same time. It was clear both men had just climaxed inside her.
The preview videos were just as bad. She went from one cock to another like they were candy, letting the men finish inside her. Another video showed her taking two cocks inside her stretched out pussy at the same time. From her moans, it was clear she loved what she was doing.
Below the previews was a matrix that showed pictures of blue poker chips like the one I had. They were numbered one through 50 and were also linked. The caption said anyone who wanted to fuck Darla could click on a chip and reserve his space at one of her four weekly performances.
Translation: She had been fucking 50 guys a night four nights a week for who knows how long.
I shut down the computer, sickened at what I had just seen. What had happened to my once demure bride? The marriage was over, but I needed answers.
I went through the mail hoping to find something but found nothing out of the ordinary, just the usual bills and ads for insurance and the like. I checked the phone for messages, and found one that intrigued me. It was a message from a Dr. Marks at the base hospital urging Darlene or I to call him as soon as possible. I got the number and called back, getting the good doctor on the second ring.
"Good morning, Major," he said. "I'm glad you called, I've been trying to get in touch with either you or your wife for the last few days."
"I just got back from Iraq," I told him, "and I haven't seen or talked to my wife either. What can I do for you?"
"Major, this is too personal to discuss over the phone. When can you get into my office?" I looked at the clock and realized I had plenty of time to shower, shave and change uniform.
"Let me get cleaned up a bit and I'll be right over," I said. He thanked me and we hung up. Why would the doctor want to see Darlene, I wondered.
It only took me a few minutes to clean up, shave and get dressed in my class "C" uniform, which consisted of green trousers and khaki short sleeve shirt. I double-checked my oak leaves and ribbons to make sure everything was right, put on my black dress shoes, grabbed my "piss-cutter" garrison cap and headed out the door.
An hour later, I was escorted into Dr. Marks' office and was greeted by an older gentleman wearing eagles. Dr. Marks, it seemed, was a Navy Captain and outranked me by two levels. He got up, shook my hand and motioned for me to sit down.
"Thank you for coming in, Major," he said. "Tell me, and I know this is very personal, but I need to know, when was the last time you had sex with your wife?"
"A year ago, before I left for Iraq," I told him. "Why?" He pulled a sheet of paper from a folder on his desk.
"Three months ago, your wife came in for some blood work. We found several STDs and gave her antibiotics to deal with those, but we just got some other results back. I'm sorry to tell you this, but your wife is HIV positive," he said, handing me the test results.
"We need to know everyone she's had relations with in the last four to six months."
"Good luck with that," I told Dr. Marks.
"Why?" he asked.
"It seems that in my absence, Darlene has become a sex performer," I said. "I just found out myself this morning before I called you. If what I saw is true, she's probably had unprotected sex with as many as 3,400 men in the last four months."
"My God," Dr. Marks said. "That means we're looking at a possible pandemic. I'd better get the CDC involved. Where is your wife performing at?"
"Someplace called the 'Shady Lady,' down by the docks. She performs four nights a week according to their website and she's expecting me to show up tonight at 11:00."
"Whatever you do, don't have any relations with her, Major," he said. "I suspect they'll raid the place and shut it down. Your wife will have to be taken into custody and hospitalized."
"When do you think this'll all happen?" I asked.
"It takes a bit of time to get all the pieces in place, but it could happen within two or three days," he said. "I'm sorry you had to find out this way, Major. I know it's not what you had hoped to come home to."
"Is there any hope for her?" I asked.
"There's hope, but let's face it, this is for all practicable purposes a death sentence. Sure, there's lots of drugs she can take, but depending on her overall health, which I'd say is probably bad, it doesn't look good. What we need to do now is contain the infection," he said.
"One last thing, Major," he said. "Maybe I'm out of line here but I think this needs to be addressed. I know the Marine Corps takes a dim view of officers' wives who comport themselves the way yours has."
"Yeah, it's hard to lead Marines in combat if you can't keep things under control at home," I said.
"The Corps also looks at how officers in your position deal with issues like this. I know you probably want to divorce her and kick her to the curb," he said. I nodded in agreement.
"Consider this. As bad as the HIV is, a divorce in her condition will probably kill her. I'm sure you don't want that, do you?" he asked.
"It's tempting," I said.
"Major, I know this is hard, but you really don't have all the information. Maybe she was drugged or maybe she's being blackmailed.
"I want you to also consider putting her into a treatment facility. It may be a lifetime thing, I don't know. Your Tricare and your medical insurance at work should cover it. Let her get the help she needs, get stabilized, if you will. Try to work things out with her. What is that quote now? Something about justice being tempered with mercy?"
"That was General John A. Lejeune," I said. "He once said that 'justice tempered with mercy' does not mean a slackening of discipline. I understand what you're saying, sir. Honor, courage and commitment. I get it."
"Good," he said. "Do what you have to do, but not out of anger or vengeance."
"Thank you," I said, shaking his hand.
"Semper Fi," he said, smiling.
"Oorah," I replied.
Dr. Marks strongly suggested (which was an euphemism for an order) I get screened for STDs, even though I had not had sex for over a year, just to be safe. I took his 'advise,' gave up the required bodily fluids and headed home.
I still had a lot of time before I had to be at the "Shady Lady," so I changed into something more casual, grabbed a beer and sat in my den to consider my options. In no time at all, my emotions overwhelmed me and I found myself crying like a baby. Yeah, Marines have emotions too. Soon, I had fallen asleep, dreaming about the early years of my marriage to Darlene.
I woke up about 9:30, showered and dressed for my visit to the "Shady Lady." I decided to wear a Marine Corps t-shirt and a pair of jeans. I finally got to the club at 10:45 and walked up to the front door, where I was stopped by a very large man who was obviously carrying. I showed him the blue poker chip and told him Darla invited me. He smirked and waved me in.
I wasn't much for bars and it took a while for me to get where I needed to be. The VIP section where Darlene would be performing was upstairs and consisted of a series of tables placed in a semi-circle around a large stage. Above the stage were several very large screens, apparently intended to make sure everyone could see what was going on.
There were a few people already in the club and I looked around to see if I could spot my wife. I couldn't, but was met by a large, balding man in a cheesy pinstripe suit. He shook my hand, escorting me to my table.
"So, you're Darla's husband," he said. "I can't tell you how happy I am to finally meet you."
"Yeah, I'm Darlene's husband. And you are..."
"I'm sorry, how rude of me. I'm Salvatore Giuseppe, the owner of this establishment. Please, join me in a drink," he said, waving over a waitress who wore only a tiny g-string. "What's your pleasure," he asked.
"Bud light," I said. Salvatore nodded in approval and ordered a gin and tonic.
"Look," he said, his demeanor changing somewhat. "I know you're a bad-ass Marine and all - I've checked you out. Two Purple Hearts, a Bronze Star, a Silver Star, Navy and Marine Corps Medal, served in almost every major deployment since Vietnam. Your reputation precedes you. Do us both a favor here, okay? No hero shit. Seriously."
"Look, Salvatore," I said quietly, "I didn't survive two tours in Iraq by being an idiot. This is your ground, you have me out-manned and outgunned. Yeah, I consider myself a hard-charging Marine, but I'm not stupid."
He nodded his head in appreciation.
"I just want to know how my wife ended up being a gangbang slut for you," I said.
Salvatore sat back and told me how Darlene began working for him as a waitress in the main club. He told me how he got excited watching her work the room in her short skirt and skimpy uniform.
"Don't take this wrong, Major, but your wife is one hot woman. No, I never slept with her, but I was sure tempted. Truth is, I don't sleep with the hired help," he said. "I do, however, know how to use my assets to make money. And your wife has certainly been a cash cow."
I resisted the urge to rip his head off and asked how Darlene became such a slut. I specifically wanted to know if she had been drugged or blackmailed.
"As you know, there's a lot of date rape drugs out there. I'll be honest, she was drugged the first time - not by me. And of course, everything here is recorded on video. Your wife was upset at first but she really got into the role. And yes, it was just a role for her, something she used to escape her loneliness. Then she threw herself into it. Now she truly enjoys it, even though she makes a ton of money from the tips and her cut of the videos."
He placed a stack of DVDs on the table. "Here's a box set for you, on the house. That, right there would normally cost someone $300.00."
Curious, I picked up the DVDs. There were, from what I gathered, over 50 hours of my wife getting fucked in every way imaginable. It would come in handy if I chose to divorce her.
"How long has she been doing this?" I asked.
"She started the sex about eight months ago, the gangbang act started six months ago. She also does private parties for a very select clientele. You know, big-time government hotshots, businessmen, that sort of thing," he said.
My God, I thought. How many of those government types now have HIV because of her?
"I see Darla also gave you a complimentary spot in tonight's entertainment," Salvatore said, pointing at the blue chip in my hand. "That alone cost me about $150. You should feel privileged."
"You know, Salvatore," I said, "I appreciate your honesty, but please tell my wife I'm not into sloppy 49ths, okay? Here, you give it to someone else, maybe use it yourself, I don't care," I added, tossing the chip toward him. "Just do me a favor if you would, please."
He spread his hands. "Sure. Anything. What can I do for you?"
I pulled off my wedding ring. "Give her that. Tell her to think about it overnight and then she can come see me in the morning. We have some things to discuss."
Salvatore nodded his head in understanding. I grabbed the stack of DVDs, shook his hand and left. I never saw Darlene and had no desire to watch her perform in person. I drove home and went back to bed, my emotions in overdrive. She had a lot of explaining to do.
I was up early the next morning, nursing a cup of coffee at the kitchen table. My personal revolver was sitting in front of me along with the DVDs Salvatore gave me and Darlene's test result.
I heard the key in the door and looked up to see Darlene walk in. She looked horrible. She had lost weight and her face was gaunt. Her once gorgeous dancer's legs now looked like shapeless sticks. It was obvious she had been crying.
"My God, Darlene, you look like shit," I said. "What the hell happened to you?" She slowly made her way to the table, obviously sore from the previous night's fucking.
"I'm so sorry," she said.
"Please don't give me any bullshit about it just being sex," I said. "You know better than that." Her eyes were glued to my gun.
"What's with the gun?" she asked. "Are you going to kill me now? God knows I deserve it."
"Don't be stupid," I said. "That's illegal. Besides, you stupid cow, you've already killed yourself, along with probably 3,500 others and our marriage."
I showed her the test result Dr. Marks gave me the previous day. "You're HIV positive," I told her. Those three words may as well have been a slap across the face.
"Oh my God," she whispered as she sank into a chair. "I'm going to die, aren't I? And you're going to divorce me. I may as well shoot myself now and get it over with," she said, crying.
"Look, Darlene," I said. "I'll hold off on the divorce if you check into a treatment center today."
She sat up, hopeful. "What?" she asked.
"That's right. You let me check you into a treatment center today. They can do a lot more with HIV now than they could ten years ago, and who knows, maybe someday they'll find a cure. But you also need to undergo psychological treatment as well. You'll only get that as my dependent, so I'll hold off on any divorce until you're better," I said.
"Thank you so much, I'm so sorry about all of this and I promise I'll make it up to you," she said through her tears. She got up to embrace me, but I held her off. Besides, there was no way she could unfuck all those other guys.
She stopped and lowered her head. "I understand. Look, let me just go back and get my things and come home. Then you can take me wherever you want."
"I don't know if that's wise," I told her, but she had already waved me off and was heading out the door. That's when I saw my ring on the table. She must've left it there on purpose.
That was the last time I saw Darlene alive.
I heard about it from the police officer who came by the house later that morning. From what he told me, Darlene went back to the club and was in the process of gathering her stuff. She confronted Salvatore, telling him she was HIV positive and was checking into a treatment center. Salvatore got very upset and pulled out his gun, shooting her twice in the chest and once in the head.
Police, the Health Department and the CDC showed up and shut the place down. A short gunfight ensued and Salvatore found himself severely wounded.
That was ten years ago. I've since retired from the Corps and now spend my free time fishing. Yeah, Darlene screwed up big time. I never got her side of the story and never learned why she did what she did. But I'll always have good memories of her and someday I may even watch her DVDs. She was, after all, a very sexy woman.



Who knows? I might meet another woman who can make me as happy as she once did. But I'll be damned if I ever get married again...
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This would have been my first submission here, but I decided to write a couple sequels to edrider73's "Revenge in Advance" before completing this story. So I decided to come back to this one and finish it up before going any further. As always, thank you so much for the comments and feedback. My goal, as always, is to improve as a writer.
*****
Chapter 1 – Proof
As I saw it, my marriage – no, my life – ended early that Monday morning when I had ironclad proof that my boss was screwing my wife. Worse yet, he was doing it in my home and in MY bed, while I was at work.
No, I wasn't told by a friend and no one slipped me pictures or a video. It was being live-streamed to my personal laptop, which I always took with me to work so as to keep my personal stuff off the company network.
So there it was, in living color – Wendy, my lovely wife of 15 years – was on her back, legs spread wide, getting fucked by my low-life boss, John. I kept the sound low as I really didn't want to hear what they might have been saying to each other. Just seeing it in real time was bad enough.
After about 15 minutes or so of this, he pulled out, flipped her over and went at it again, this time from the back, doggy-style. Later, he pulled out, spit in his hand and rubbing the saliva into his dick, he aimed for her ass. Grabbing her long blonde hair, he pulled her head back and rammed into her, no doubt causing her a great deal of pain.
Eventually, he turned her around and stuffed his prick into her mouth, causing her to gag. He finally came in her mouth and I could see her wincing as she swallowed, no doubt at his command. He got up without so much as a peck on the cheek and started walking out of room, pausing only for a moment to turn and say something to her.
My wife practically crawled out of the bed and made her way into the bathroom to clean herself up before I got home later in the morning. Because of the low light I couldn't tell if she was crying, but she clearly seemed upset.
All I knew at that moment was that my happy married life was over and someone was going to pay – dearly.
By the way, forget those stories where the cheated husband gets excited watching someone else surreptitiously screwing his wife. There was no excitement, no erection – just sheer blind rage and a desire to cut someone's heart out with a dull butter knife.
From here on, I was in revenge mode...
Chapter 2 – Bill and Wendy
Let me give some background. My name is Bill Nelson and I work for a large IT company in the northwest. I actually met Wendy before I met my first wife who turned out to be a cheating psycho bitch. As much as that first marriage sucked, it did produce two wonderful children I wouldn't trade for anything.
Wendy and I met as a result of a blind double date. Shortly after my arrival at MCAS El Toro, which is now closed, a buddy said he could fix me up with someone if I didn't mind going on a double date. What the hell, I thought, sure beat sitting around the barracks listening to a bunch of Marines hooting and hollering.
Wendy was originally supposed to be his date while I was supposed to be with her friend, Darlene. As it turned out, Darlene hit it off with him and Wendy with me. She was, and still is, a beautiful woman. Long blonde hair, captivating green eyes and an infectious smile that could light up a room, she had the longest and shapeliest legs I'd ever seen on a girl. She wasn't very big up top, which suited me just fine. I'm a certifiable leg man and big breasts really don't turn me on the way they do other guys.
We dated for quite some time but eventually drifted away. Nothing bad happened, we just went our separate ways. She had told me that she was saving herself for marriage which, while something of a bummer, I actually admired. So we never had sex but enjoyed a lot of hot and heavy petting.
Four years later, I found myself in the middle of a divorce as my cheating psycho bitch of a wife took the kids and headed for California to hook up with her latest fuck toy. One day I decided to contact Wendy, knowing there was a real possibility she would already be married and didn't want to hear from me. I wouldn't have blamed her but something just told me I needed to try.
After some time with the local operator – we didn't have the Internet back then – I got a number and tried it. She actually answered the phone, telling me it was a good thing I called when I did because her and her roommate were trying to find another apartment. And no, there wasn't a boyfriend. Talk about luck! We spoke for what seemed like ages and the years just melted away. I told her of my pending divorce and the two kids and said I'd love to see her again. To my amazement, she agreed.
I spent the following Christmas with her in California and we clicked so well I couldn't resist popping the question. She teared up, telling me that she had a medical condition that prevented her from ever being able to have children. I told her I was in love with her, not her ovaries, which was true. She stopped crying and threw her arms around my neck, showering me with kisses.
"Yes," she said, "I'll marry you and be the best wife a man could ever want."
But, she said, sex would have to wait till our wedding night. Yes, she was still a virgin.
We married the following June, after I had gotten out of the service, and thus began what was until now, a wonderful life.
I learned early on that the key to good sex with Wendy was patience. And foreplay – lots and lots of it. All of which I was more than happy to provide.
I don't know if it was her medical condition, or the fact that she had waited till she was 24 to have sex, but intercourse was actually painful for her. It had to be slow and easy. After working her over with my tongue, I would ease into her slowly so she could get used to it. Once in, I learned just the right moves to get her motor running. But once we got our rhythm, it was "Katie bar the door."
But still, even with hormones and all kinds of lotions and lube, normal sex was a bit painful for her, so we didn't engage in it as much as some like to claim. After a while we found ourselves doing it maybe three or four times a week, which gave her time to recuperate. Even so, making love to her was terrific.
In the space of just a few years, Wendy had thyroid cancer, then open heart surgery to replace a malfunctioning valve. She ended up in the hospital for the next two months with one complication after another and was put on blood thinners, which made her bruise very easily.
A few years later, she ended up back in the hospital for a second heart surgery, this time to repair an aneurysm on her aorta. Three months later, I had a heart attack and ended up getting a quadruple bypass shortly thereafter. Naturally, this put a serious crimp in our love life, but we still managed to get three or four really good sessions in every month, with lots of cuddling in between.
We moved to the northwest and I took a job as a system operator. Our company had huge accounts all over the country, which included some state, local and federal contracts. My job was to monitor those networks, mitigate any problems that came up as best I could and get the right people on the job to minimize any potential downtime.
The manager who hired me retired and I was told I was being considered as his replacement since I was already the team lead and knew the systems so well. As it turned out, the company hired John Brown, who had just left a local hospital. I was told that HR was required to post the opening for at least five days before considering internal employees, but not to worry as I would be getting a nice increase.
As it turned out, John hated me from the very beginning and began doing his best to undermine me, even blaming me for things that happened when I was off duty. We had more than one disagreement, which often ended up with him screaming profanities at me.
One day, our graveyard shift operator was gone – with no notice or warning. As the lead, I would've known if something was wrong, but nothing appeared to be out of kilter. That day, John told me I would be taking his place.
"Why?" I asked. After all, that position was usually reserved for the least senior person on the team, not the team lead.
"Because I need you there," John said.
"Does Ryan know about this? Did he approve this?" I countered. Ryan was John's boss.
"It doesn't matter," John said. "This is my team and I'll arrange the assignments as I see fit. Besides, it's only for a few months. Angela will temporarily fill in as the lead until I get someone else in that spot. It's your choice – you can either work the graveyard shift or work someplace else. Don't worry, your salary will stay the same and you'll get a 10 percent shift differential."
Something about this didn't sit right with me, but I felt like I didn't have much of a choice, not with all our medical bills. And he did say it was only temporary, so I swallowed my pride and simply said, "okay." I also knew this wouldn't sit well with Wendy, but figured we'd adjust as we had so often over the years.
I did make a note, though, to get in touch with the old night operator to see what I could find out.
Things went straight down the toilet after the annual company Fourth of July picnic. I still wasn't sure what happened, but we ended up leaving early. Wendy's whole demeanor changed after that. She was short-tempered and snippy, blowing up at the slightest provocation. Of course, our sex life completely disappeared. She never told me what happened and snapped my head off every time I asked.
The idea that she might have been having an affair never occurred to me, but now, two months later, I had my proof.
Chapter 3 – The Picnic
Every year, the company throws a huge picnic for the Fourth of July. There were hamburgers and hot dogs with all the fixings, plenty to drink and of course, good wholesome fun which included fireworks. It was a time for everyone to relax, get to know each other and unwind for a bit.
As Wendy and I pulled into the park, I noticed a fairly new sign reminding visitors that the park was under 24/7 video surveillance. It was part of a project by the city Parks and Recreation Department intended, so they said, to deal with transients and others who liked to use the parks for illicit activity. Our company played a role in that we helped manage the project and monitored the servers that ran the cameras and archived the videos as part of our contract.
We parked the car and made our way to the picnic. I found the table where my team was and we made our way over. John saw us and introduced himself to Wendy, giving me a look as if to say, "you lucky dog." Indeed, I was, as Wendy still maintained a good figure even with all her surgeries. Topping that off was the yellow sundress she wore, which perfectly accentuated her long legs.
John also introduced us to his wife, Sandy, who told us she worked at the Northside hospital. It was a good job, she said, except for the crazy hours, telling us she worked three days a week from 10 pm to 6 am the following day.
I grabbed a couple cokes from a nearby cooler, filled up two cups with ice and poured Wendy and I a cold drink. Somewhere along the way, a couple shots of Jim Beam ended up in our drinks, even though the park had a strict rule regarding open containers. We don't drink much, but do enjoy a bit every now and then.
Wendy asked if I could grab her a hot dog from the grill, so I happily headed out to get us something to eat.
The food line was pretty long so I spent the next 15 – 20 minutes chatting with some of the other guys while waiting to get our dogs.
I got the dogs, loaded them up with relish, mustard and ketchup and headed back to our table. But there was only one problem. Wendy wasn't there. Neither was John. What the hell, I wondered. Where did she go? I really didn't care about John's absence, but Wendy's concerned me, since she usually went out of her way to let me know if she was going to "powder her nose," as she put it.
I asked Sandy if she knew where Wendy had gone to, and she told me she thought the two of them headed to the restrooms, which were on the edge of the park area we were using.
No problem, I thought. She'll be back in a few minutes.
Fifteen minutes later and still no Wendy. Maybe she was waiting in line. There were a lot of people at the party, after all.
Thirty minutes. No Wendy. Forty-five minutes. Still no Wendy. I sensed something was wrong and headed off to find her.
I got to the restrooms and yelled out her name, hoping that she would respond.
She staggered out of the women's room, holding her head. Her hair was disheveled and her dress was messed up. She also looked as though she'd been crying and I thought I spotted a bruise on her arm.
"You don't havta yell so loud," she said, slurring her words.
My God, I thought. What happened?
"What happened?" I asked. "Did you fall? Did someone hurt you?"
"Get me home, now," she said, weakly.
I guided her back to the car, telling everyone I saw on the way that we needed to get home. John was at our table and had a smirk on his face as he shouted, "Good to meet ya, Wendy. See ya later."
"What the hell did he mean by that," I asked Wendy.
"Just get me home," she said, shaking her head.
I got her in the car and headed out, thinking that maybe I should take her to the emergency room to get her checked out.
"Maybe you should be looked at," I said.
"Just get me home, now," she yelled. There was silence for the rest of the 30-mile trip, as there was no arguing with her at this point, but John's farewell stuck in my craw.
Now I know why. I still didn't know the whole story, though.
Chapter 4 – Putting the puzzle together
Wendy was a completely different person after the picnic. I had a feeling something happened and that something involved my boss, but she refused to talk about it. Worse yet, she began to push me away every time I reached out to her for a hug or a kiss. Naturally, the sex stopped. Completely.
For two months, I walked on eggshells, not knowing what would set her off. The condo went uncleaned for several days, and I actually had to ask her to do our laundry. Of course, that sparked a horrific argument.
Things were fairly off with John as well. He was even more smug and condescending than usual, and tried to blame me for things that took place during the weekend shift. He even threatened to write me up for a minor mistake made by one of the day operators.
One day, he asked me about my CPAP machine, wondering if it actually helped me sleep. This was odd, because I never mentioned my CPAP to him or anyone else at work. How did he know I used a CPAP? Did Wendy say something at the picnic? Was he in my house?
What really bothered me was the look on his face, which set off a whole bunch of red flags. I would get my answer sooner than I thought.
Some time later, I noticed a slip of paper just under Wendy's side of the bed. I picked it up and opened it to make sure it wasn't an important receipt we needed to keep for our taxes.
You can imagine my shock to see John's name and the last four digits of his debit card on the receipt, which came from the gas station around the corner from our condo. It also showed the date and time, which showed he made his purchase not too long after I checked into work.
While damning, I didn't feel the receipt by itself was conclusive evidence of wrongdoing on his or Wendy's part and I wasn't quite ready to confront either one of them just yet. I needed something more, like audio and video.
The opportunity came soon enough when Wendy went shopping with her mother one Sunday. I was kinda glad she was gone because I really had had enough of her non-stop bitchy attitude.
I had already purchased some tiny wireless cameras I could deploy around the house as well as audio recorders. I couldn't very well tell Wendy I was installing them so I could catch her in the act of fucking my boss, so I had to wait until she was going to be gone for a while.
I also put a program on my home server that allowed me to stream video from the cameras to my laptop.
I had some time before Wendy and her mother got home so I decided to check her email. Yeah, I had her password since she often asked me to fix one little thing or another. I logged into her webmail account and searched for anything that might indicate the two of them were in contact. There was nothing in her inbox and her deleted items folder was empty. That in itself was odd, since she generally didn't delete anything.
I took a look in her sent items box and found that, too, had been emptied out.
So I took a look at her Facebook account to see if there was any communication there. Nope, nothing.
The only thing left for me to check was her phone, but that would have to wait for the time being.
I decided to call Chuck, the previous night operator, hoping to arrange a meeting. I got his cell phone number from an old team roster and he readily agreed to meet me at a restaurant located about halfway between his place and mine. I left a note for Wendy telling her I was meeting a co-worker and would be back in a couple hours or so.
"Hey, Bill," Chuck said as I got out of the car. He didn't look too good.
"Hey, Chuck, how's it hanging?" I asked, hoping to break the ice. We went inside and got ushered to a booth. "Lunch is on me," I told him as we gave the waitress our order.
"Thanks, Bill, I appreciate that," he said. "Seriously, it's been rough."
"So what happened?" I asked.
Chuck looked as though he was going to cry. "Don't worry, bud, I've heard it all," I said, trying to reassure him.
"John tried to..." he started, clearly nervous.
"Go on," I said. "What did he do?"
"He tried to rape my wife," Bill said, looking around to see if anyone else heard.
"Damn," I said. "How did you know? Did you catch him?"
"No," Chuck said. "My wife told me. He went to my house after I got to work and tried to browbeat my wife. Promised her all kinds of crap, but she told him to go away or she would call the police. That's what she told me. He was a real jerk, the way he came on to her."
"I'm so sorry to hear that," I said. "So he fired you because your wife wouldn't submit to him?"
"He fired me after I threatened to file charges against him and report him to Ryan," Chuck said. The company had a "morals" clause to prevent stuff like this from happening.
"John fired me on the spot and threatened me, saying he'd really mess me and my wife up if I said anything to anyone," Chuck said.
John was a pretty big guy, so I could see how Chuck could be intimidated. He wouldn't stand a chance against John if it came to a physical fight.
"Bill, you gotta watch yourself. John's worse than bad – he's evil. If he gets a chance, he'll go after your wife as well," Chuck said.
Too late for that, I thought.
"You gotta do something to stop him," Chuck added. "Talk to Ryan, whatever. Who knows what he'll do."
"So how's the job hunting?" I asked, hoping to change the subject a bit.
"Terrible," Chuck said. "I've had several interviews, and they all go well, but I get the same answer. 'Sorry, but we need someone with better qualifications.'"
"That's bull," I said. Getting an IT job here is tough, sure, but Chuck had excellent qualifications with education and certifications out the rear-end. Plus, he was a damn good worker.
"Someone told me that things went south after they called my previous employer," Chuck said. "It seems that John has been spreading lies about me all over town."
"Bastard," I said.
"Yeah, so anyway, I managed to get a job at a convenience store," he said. "It sucks, and doesn't pay for shit but at least we can stay in our apartment for now."



"Hang in there, Chuck," I said. "I have a feeling things are gonna come to a head with John before long. I don't want to give you false hope, but if there's any way possible, I'll see if I can get you back on board."
"Thanks," Chuck said. "There's no way I'll work anywhere near that son of a bitch, though."
"I hear that," I said, dropping the subject. We finished our lunch and headed our separate ways.
"Stay in touch," I said before leaving the parking lot.
I headed home to grab some sleep before coming into work. Little did I know what I would learn that morning...
Chapter 5 – Planning the Op
After getting over the initial shock of that video, I decided it was time to end John's reign of terror. Based on what I had seen so far, the marriage was clearly over as far as I was concerned. After all, why didn't Wendy tell me what was going on the way Chuck's wife did? Did John have that much of a hold on her? Did she really like what he was doing?
It didn't matter, though. All that mattered was revenge and putting John's dick in the dirt.
I did some checking and found that John was a creature of habit. Every week, he worked from home on Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays.
Then I recalled Sandy, his wife, saying she worked three days a week as well. I was beginning to see a pattern here. From what I could tell, John would wait until his wife had gone to work, then watched his Skype to see when I was online. After reassuring himself that I was at work, he would go to my house, do the dirty deed with my wife and get home before his wife.
Granted, this was based on a bit of circumstantial evidence, but it fit everything I saw these last two months.
If I was right, he would work from home today as well, coming into the office on Tuesday, which didn't leave me with a lot of time. I needed help from two allies to pull off what I wanted to do.
I decided to speak with Ryan as soon as possible, but I also needed to get in touch with Angela. I wasn't 100 percent certain if she would go along with my idea, but I had to approach her and hope she wouldn't rat me out.
Then there was the matter of my wife. I still loved her, but that was turning into hate. How could she do this to us? After all we'd been through these last 15 years...
One step at a time, though.
By now it was 5:30 and I needed to reach out to Ryan and Angela. Ryan normally came in about 7:00 and Angela was usually in by 6:30. I sent Angela an email:
"Angela, extremely important I speak with you as soon as you get in. Thanks, Bill."
After hitting send, I called Ryan at home. I hated doing that, but I figured he was probably up getting ready for work.
"What's up, Bill? Something go down?" he asked.
"Yeah, you could say that," I said. "It's very personal and it involves John and my wife. I really need to see you as soon as possible."
"Holy crap," he said. "I'll be in as soon as I can and we can talk."
"Thanks, Ryan, I'll see you when you get here."
At 6:32, Angela came to my desk.
"What's up?" she asked. "Your email said it was urgent."
"Yeah," I said, "it is. Listen, I have a really big favor to ask and if you decide to say no, I'll understand. All I ask is that you keep it to yourself."
"Hey," she said, "you've covered for me more than once, so I think I owe you one."
"Thanks," I said. I then told her what I saw and what I planned to do. She fell into the chair at the side of my desk in shock.
"Oh. My. God," she said, here eyes wide. "Listen, you got it – anything you need and mum's the word. I suspected something was up with John but I just couldn't put my finger on it."
She went on to tell me how he had come on to her – nothing major, but it was enough to keep her on her toes.
"When are you going to do this?" she asked.
"Wednesday morning," I said. "So you'll need to be here about 11:45 Tuesday night. Are you up for it?"
"Hell, yes," she said without hesitation.
"Thanks again," I said. "Until then, it's important to act like nothing's changed. Got it?"
"Absolutely," she said.
"Great, I owe you big time," I said. "I'll be talking with Ryan in a bit. He knows what happened, so if everything goes right, John will be outta here by this time Wednesday."
She smiled and patted me on the arm.
"Good luck, and call me if you need anything," she said.
"Will do, boss," I jokingly said, referring to her status as team lead – a position John gave her after putting me on the graveyard shift.
By then, Ryan showed up and motioned for me to meet him in his office. I grabbed my laptop with the incriminating evidence and followed him inside, closing the door.
"Thanks for coming in and seeing me like this, Ryan."
"No problem," he said. "So what's this evidence you have?"
I explained what had transpired over the last two months and then showed him the worst part of the video I saw that morning.
"Dammit," he said, not hiding his anger. "His ass will be fired today."
"I've got a better idea," I said.
"What's that?" he asked.
I laid out my plan to him, and suggested he join me so he could fire John to his face while acting as a witness at the same time. He smiled as I laid it out.
"Remind me to never piss you off," he finally said. "Absolutely, I'll do it. I'll be at your place by 10 pm Tuesday night."
"Thanks, boss, I appreciate it more than you know."
"My pleasure, Bill. When this is over, I think you'll get that promotion after all. It should've been yours to start with," he said.
"One last thing, if I may," I said.
"What's that?" Ryan asked. I told him about my meeting with Chuck and passed on what he told me.
"Poor bastard," Ryan said. "What's your idea?"
"I think at the very least, Chuck should get his old job back, maybe even with a raise as compensation for what John did," I said.
Ryan thought for a minute before responding.
"I think that's the least we owe him. I'm surprised he hasn't sued the company before now. Maybe John's threat really affected him," he said.
"Thanks," I said. "It'll mean a lot to him as well."
"See ya Tuesday night," he said.
Chapter 6 – Confronting Wendy
My meetings with Ryan and Angela gave me hope but the worst part of all this was yet to come – confronting the woman I had been in love with for years. I wasn't sure how she would react after seeing the evidence but a part of me really didn't care.
I called her as I always do, letting her know my shift was up and I'd be home as usual. I tried to sound like nothing was wrong, but apparently I failed.
"Are you okay?" she asked. Oops.
"Yeah, just a long shift," I said.
"Okay, see you soon," she said. "Love you."
"Love you, too," I said, hoping I sounded sincere.
The next call was to her mother, and I wasn't looking forward to it.
"Hi, Mom," I said when she answered.
"What's going on?" she asked.
"Wendy's going to have to stay with you for a little while," I told her.
"What?" she asked. "Why? Did you guys have a fight or something?"
"Not yet," I said. I then told her everything I knew up to that point.
"That's not my girl," she said. "She'd never do something like that. This has to be a misunderstanding."
"The video is pretty clear," I said.
"You have video? Oh my God," she said.
"Wendy doesn't know that I know yet," I told her. "But she will after I get home, and there's no way she can stay, at least not till this gets ironed out."
"Is there any way this can be fixed?" she asked.
"As of right now, I don't think so. I don't know. What I do know is that she needs to be out of the house for a bit for her own safety and for me to get this all figured out," I told her. I also informed her that I had a plan to deal with John and that it would be best if she wasn't there.
"And whatever you do, don't call Wendy and don't give her any information," I added.
"Okay," she said. "I won't say anything. I'm so sorry this is happening."
"Thanks." I said.
That drive home seemed like the longest drive in my life. I finally got home, put my laptop on the table and warmed up my coffee. Wendy was in one of the two recliners facing our television and offered a weak "hi." I didn't respond, not even a cursory "hello."
"What's wrong?" she asked. She could always tell when something was bothering me.
"We have to talk and then you need to pack a few things," I told her.
"What?" she asked. "Why?"
By then, my laptop had booted up so I brought up the video.
"Come here. I have something to show you I think you might find interesting," I said. She got up slowly and walked to my laptop. There, on the screen was a video clip of her getting screwed by John.
Her hands flew to her mouth and she let out a wail.
"Oh my God, no," she cried, the tears falling freely down her face. "Please," she said. "It's not what you think."
"Oh, really?" I asked. "That's not really you and my boss getting it on in our bed? Give me a break. How fucking stupid do you think I am? Do you really think so little of me that you can cheat on me in our bed and tell me it isn't what it is?"
"You don't understand," she began.
"Oh yeah, I understand just fine. How long did you think you could do this behind my back?"
"Please," she cried, her face red from crying.
"By the way, I've suspected something for quite some time," I added, showing her the receipt I found under her bed nearly a month ago.
"Please, she begged, "I'll do anything, just don't throw me away. I love you and only want you."
"Yeah, I can really tell you want me so damn bad you decided to screw my asshole boss."
"Dammit, he was threatening me," she cried between sobs.
"Really? I don't see a knife or a gun. How was he threatening you?"
"He threatened to hurt us both real bad if I ever said anything. Please believe me. I'll do anything to make this up to you. Please, I'm begging you."
"Anything?" I asked.
"Oh God, yes, I'll do whatever you want, no questions asked. Just make it stop and turn that damn video off."
I turned the video off and considered what she said. I remembered Chuck telling me something very similar – that John had threatened his wife as well. Still, I had to get her out of the house for my own peace of mind and now, it would seem, for her own safety.
"Alright," I said, prompting her to wrap her arms around my neck. I pulled her off of me to let her know this wasn't over.
"Here's what's going to happen. You're going to do exactly – and I do mean EXACTLY – what I say without question or else we're through. Got it?"
"Yes," she sobbed.
"Does he email or Facebook you?" I asked.
"He emails me right before he comes over. He's never reached out to me on Facebook. I usually respond and delete both his email and my response."
That would explain the empty folders. Fine time to start listening to my advise.
"Okay. Do not give him any reason to believe that I know what he's doing. Respond just like you always do, and don't delete anything. It could be evidence AND I'll be monitoring your email. Same with Facebook. Any deviation from that and we're done. Understand?"
"Yes, yes," she said.
"When does he come over? Does he have a regular schedule?"
"He always comes over on Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays and always in the early morning after you're at work," she told me, confirming what I thought before.
"How long has this shit been going on?"
"About two months, I guess, ever since the picnic."
"What, were you just going to let him basically rape you three days a week for the rest of your life? You're really not that stupid are you? How long were you going to put up with it?"
"I don't know," she sobbed.
"Does he know what you drive or where your mother lives?"
"No," she said.
"Good," I told her. "You're going to grab enough stuff to hold you over for a few days and you're going to your mother's. She already knows and is expecting you," I told her, causing yet another round of crying. "Please, what did you expect?" I asked rather sarcastically.
"Why do I have to go?" she asked.
"Two reasons," I said. "First, my trust level has taken a huge hit. What would you do if you saw video of me screwing some other woman? Hmm?"
"You're right, I'd be livid and you'd be out on your ass."
"Bingo," I said. "Second, if this guy is as psycho as I suspect, you're not safe here until he's either dead or in custody. If what you're telling me is right, he has no problem breaking the law."
"Okay, that makes sense," she said quietly.
"We're not done," I said. "I want you to write out the whole story for me – leave nothing out. I want to know when and how all this started. I want details, all of them, and I want to see it in my inbox by midnight Tuesday night. That's about the time he'll be back. No email, no explanation, no contrition, no marriage. It's that simple."
"What?" she said, tears flowing down her already red face.
"You heard me. If I don't see it, there'll be no going back, no passing go and definitely no $200. I'll visit a divorce attorney Wednesday morning and get things rolling. So the ball's in your court. Got it?"
"Got it," she said, looking at the floor. "You're right, I wouldn't give you anywhere near this much of a chance to redeem yourself. Please know that I love you and only you and remember that he came after me, not the other way around."
"Maybe," I said. "But you had lots of opportunity to tell him to stick it up his ass and tell me. Together we could have kicked this slime-ball's ass into the middle of next week. Now we're divided and I have to deal with him while wondering in the back of my mind whether or not I can trust you."
"I'm sorry, but I was so scared that he would hurt you and I couldn't live with that."
"I was in the Marines, for crying out loud. If he had come after us like that, he'd be feeling some pain, believe me. And then he'd get what's left of his sorry ass tossed in jail.
"Look," I said, "just get your stuff packed and get over to your mom's. The less you know about what I'm going to do the better. Get your head screwed on right and focus on your email to me. After I deal with shithead we'll talk some more, but I can't make any promises. What I saw ripped my heart out. You might as well have put a gun to my head and pulled the trigger. That would've been quicker and more merciful. Now get to it.
"One last thing," I said. "Don't call me. I'll call you – after I read your explanation. Understand?"
More tears. More sobs. More apologies. I was tired of them. Yeah, I still loved her, but I had to focus and I couldn't do it with her crying oceans of tears. Dammit, if she had only trusted me enough to confide in me.
"Yes," she quietly said as she went into the bedroom to gather her things.
Before she walked out the door, she turned back to me. "I love you so much," she said through her tears.
"Okay," I said. "I'll be looking for your email. And no calls. Period. Remember, our marriage is now in your hands."
"Okay," she quietly said, reminding me of the shy girl I first met so many years ago.
She closed the door and I watched her drive away. Dammit, I needed a cigarette...
Chapter 7 – Calm Before the Storm
She was gone so I decided to digest everything I possibly could, going over my plan for John.
Then it hit me. This all started with the Fourth of July picnic. In a park full of cameras. Cameras with servers our company helped install. That was it. I called Ryan's cell and he answered right away.
"Hey, Bill, how's things going?"
"Rough, but I'm toughing it out, thanks. Listen, do you still have contacts down at Parks and Recreation?"
"Yeah, why? Does it have something to do with the camera system?"
"I think I might be able to get a key piece of evidence from video taken during the July 4th picnic. It seems that's when all this started. Think you might be able to get video from that?"
"Hmmm, not sure, but I can certainly ask. I know a few folks down there who owe me a favor or ten. I take it you want this as soon as possible."
"Yeah, that'd be great. Thanks a bunch!"
"You got it and I'll see ya in the morning."
"Thanks, Ryan, bye."
Things were calmer for the rest of the day and I went to as usual that night, acting as though nothing happened. John came into his office the next morning as usual, shortly before I signed off. He said nothing to me, but something about his body language bothered me. It was almost as if he was watching me...
After my shift, I called his home, hoping to speak to his wife. She answered after a couple of rings.
"Mrs. Brown?" I asked.
"Yes?"
"I don't know if you remember me, but we met at the July 4th picnic. I work for your husband, John."
"Oh, yes, Bill, I remember. What can I do for you?"
"Well," I said, I need to talk to you about your husband and my wife."
"What?" she asked, sounding shocked.
"Can I come over and show you what I have?"
"Sure," she said, giving me her address.
"Thanks, I'll be there shortly, and please, not a word to John, okay?"
She agreed and I made the trip as fast as I could. When I pulled in, she met me at the door and ushered me inside.
"I trust you have ironclad proof," she began.
"Yes," I said, opening my laptop. "How about video?"
"Oh my god," she said. "I've suspected something for quite a while but could never get any proof."
Her eyes grew wide as I played the video of her husband pounding my wife. She looked madder than a wet hen when I shut it down.
"I'm going to kill that sonofabitch," she said, crying.
Sandy remained quiet and nodded periodically as I explained what I intended to do. Then she looked at me and asked what I wanted from her.
"You mean, revenge sex?" I asked. She nodded. "No, I don't want that. I think that he's been blackmailing my wife all this time and she was simply too scared to tell me. John can be a bit intimidating at times."
"I know," she answered.
"So what I need from you is to act like nothing's wrong," I said. "Go about your business like you normally do.
"If this works, John may find himself in jail, and I have every reason to believe he'll be fired. I'll give you a copy of the video in case you want to divorce him."
"Please do," she said. I copied the video to a flash drive and handed it over to her.
I had left Sandy's home and was on my way home when I got a call from Ryan. He was able to pull some strings and got video from the summer picnic. And, he said, it looks like there was evidence that John had doctored Wendy's drink.
"Can you get over to the P&R office this morning?" Ryan asked.
"Sure," I said. "I'll head over there right now."
"Great," Ryan said. "I'll meet you there."
I got to P&R and met Ryan in the vestibule. We made our way back to the video vault where he and a P&R worker had the video already queued to the right spot.
The P&R worker zoomed in on John and hit play. Sure enough, he could be seen putting something in Wendy's drink. We watched as Wendy took a few sips before heading to the rest room. It was then we saw her stumble and John guided her to the facility. She went in the women's room as he waited outside for a few minutes, looking around. Then he ducked inside the women's room.
He came out some time later and it was several minutes before Wendy came out, holding her head in obvious pain.
"Is that enough video?" Ryan asked. I nodded in the affirmative and asked the P&R worker if he could snip that part of the video leaving the timestamp? He assured me he could and burned me a DVD. I thanked him and Ryan and headed out.
Wendy's story panned out so far, and it became even more clear to me that John had to pay – dearly.
Chapter 8 – Showtime
I was up earlier than normal that Tuesday night. I had a lot of preparation before John came over for what he thought would be his usual Wednesday morning tryst with my wife. Ryan showed up about 10:00 and we discussed the 'operation' over coffee.



I grabbed my 12-gauge shotgun along with some cartridges filled with rock salt. Hopefully, I wouldn't have to use it, but I wanted to make sure no one would get killed if I actually had to pull the trigger.
I heard from Angela, who sent me a text message letting me know she was in position.
At 11:30, she logged into the network as me and fired up Skype. At 11:45, she sent a text: "Target online."
That meant John was probably nearby, checking to see if I was at work. Soon he would be at my house. I shut off the lights, and took up my position in the bedroom, my shotgun loaded and ready for use. Ryan took his position in a front bathroom that would enable him to block John's exit.
By now, he would have sent Wendy an email letting her know he was on his way. I checked on my smartphone and sure enough, there it was, along with the pictures he used to blackmail her.
"Okay," I wrote back, pretending to be her.
A few minutes later, I heard the lock in the front door being opened. The bastard had a key!
He shut the door and I could hear him walking toward the master bedroom.
"I'm back!" he shouted out. "Are you ready for me?"
"Any time," I said in response as I stepped out of the bedroom, pointing the shotgun at him. The look on his face was priceless. He certainly wasn't expecting to see me with a shotgun pointed directly between his eyes.
"What the fuck are you doing here?" he asked. "You're supposed to be at work!"
"This is my house and I live here, asshole," I told him. "What the fuck are you doing here? Come for your Wednesday morning rape?"
"You asshole," he muttered. "You're fired."
"No, John, you're fired," Ryan said as he stepped out of the shadows. John wasn't expecting this.
"Fuck you," he said, pulling a knife out of his pocket. "I'm going to fuck you up then I'm going to fuck your wife right in front of you. Maybe you'll learn how a real man fucks."
John started toward me holding his knife in front of him. I pointed my shotgun at his right thigh and took him down with a load of rock salt.
He grabbed his leg, screaming at me, while I moved in and slammed home another round. I put the muzzle of the shotgun an inch away from his face.
"Shut up, asshole. That was just rock salt. This next round isn't," I said. His eyes grew wide and I kicked the knife away from him.
"Call 911," I told Ryan. He already had my home phone in his hand and called the police.
Within minutes, the apartment was full of police and paramedics. They took my statement and Ryan's statement and the video evidence I had of John dosing and later raping my wife. I also showed them the emails he sent Wendy threatening her if she spoke out. I also had video of the assault on the smartphone in my pocket. Officers took that as well as all the evidence collected on my home server.
Several hours later, the police cleared out, leaving Ryan and I alone to decompress. I sent Angela a text message letting her know it was all over. I also thanked her profusely.
"Thank God that's over," I told Ryan.
"Yeah," he said. "Tell me something, would you really have killed John?"
"If you don't mind, Ryan, I'd really not go there," I said. He nodded, understanding how I felt.
"Look, take the rest of the week off and get things squared away with your wife," he said. "I'll work this all out with upper management and I'll reach out to Chuck. I'll call you, but as of now, John's job is yours if you want it."
"Thanks, Ryan," I said, shaking his hand.
I sat down and checked my email and saw there was a message from Wendy, but the phone rang before I could read it.
"Bill, you need to get to the hospital," my mother-in-law said. "Wendy tried to kill herself."
Chapter 9 – Wendy's story
I grabbed my laptop and headed out to the hospital. I got to her room and was told by the doctor that she had ingested an entire bottle of sleeping pills. They managed to pump her stomach and got most of the pills before they had a chance to dissolve, but there was still a lot of the drug in her system.
Her mother told me she heard Wendy fill the bathtub but didn't hear her get back out of the tub. She went to check and found my wife in the tub, having swallowed an entire bottle of pills.
I put my hand on my wife's head and kissed her cheek while offering a quick prayer.
"Please, God, don't let her die," I whispered, tears coming to my eyes.
I sat down in a chair next to her bed, opened my laptop and read her email.
"My dearest Bill," she began.
"I can't begin to tell you how sorry I am for the last two months. There isn't any excuse for what I did and I should have trusted you enough to confide in you. It's just that John is so intimidating and his threats scared me more than you'll ever know."
I knew how scary John could be, so that didn't surprise me.
"It all started at that Fourth of July picnic. I remember taking a drink and feeling really funny, so I went to the bathroom. You were off getting us something to eat and I thought I'd be back before you. I didn't know John was following me and suddenly he was there acting like he wanted to help.
"After I got in the bathroom stall, he was was there, watching me with a crazy smile on his face. I tried to get dressed but I couldn't really move and the next thing I knew he was on top of me. God, I hated it . I hated him and for a moment I hated you for not being there to kick his ass and protect me.
"When he finished, he took pictures of me and threatened me, telling me he would kill us both if I ever said anything. Then he took something out of my purse and left. I didn't realize until later that he took my house key.
"It started the next week. He said he would be there every Monday, Wednesday and Friday, and he said I had to do what he wanted without question or argument. If I fought him, he said, he would kill me and then do something bad to you.
"There's so many times I wanted to say something to you, but he kept sending me those pictures and threatened to kill us both. I didn't know what to do, so I ended up going along with it.
"In a way I'm glad you found out when you did. It's crazy, I know, but I was about ready to kill myself at the end. I couldn't take it anymore. I couldn't take the pain he was giving me and I couldn't bear the pain I knew I was causing you. And yes, I saw that pain and hurt the other day and I don't blame you for hating me.
"Please forgive me and know that I've loved you from the moment I first met you. I honestly hope he does something stupid and you end up hurting him real bad.
"I truly hope this email explains things to your satisfaction and I hope you know that no matter what, I love you and always will.
"Now, I have to go and do the only thing I know will prove to you just how sorry I really am about all of this. Please don't hate me and know that I want you to find another woman, someone who can love you better than me.
"I'm so sorry. And I love you.
The email ended: "All my love, your Wendy."
Tears were freely rolling down my face as I finished reading her email. I closed out the message and turned my laptop off. I don't know how long I sat there, crying and praying that my wife would just wake up.
Finally, I heard her tiny voice from the bed.
"Bill?" she asked.
"I'm here," I told her, holding her as tight as I could.
"Am I really alive?" she asked, crying.
"Yes, babe," I said. "It's over. John was arrested and it's all over." She hugged me tighter and cried even harder.
"Can you forgive me?" she asked.
"Of course," I told her. "I can't live without you, either. Next time, though, talk to me first. Okay?"
"Okay, I will, promise," she said.
Epilogue:
The drama was over, but the story wasn't quite finished. Yeah, I got John's job along with a hefty raise and a two-million dollar bonus from upper management as compensation for what we had been through. Chuck got his old job back with a raise and a bonus similar to mine. Angela got my old team lead job and a lunch on me for her help.
John didn't fare so well. Sandy destroyed him in her divorce, but that was the least of his worries. There was enough evidence on his phone and computer to link him to several long-term rapes and even more blackmail attempts. Add to that the federal charges of drugging a number of women without their consent for the purpose of sex.
In all, he got sentenced to 50 years and had to register as a sex offender. He never got even close to that, however. Six months in to his sentence, he met his maker when another inmate slid a shiv into his heart – repeatedly.
Wendy and I are doing well, thank you. It hasn't been easy, though. She ended up going through therapy for quite some time as a result of John's ongoing assault. But she's doing a lot better now and we're actually looking forward to a new grandchild.
Yes, life is good...
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Jack Ketterer watched as workers cleared the last of the furnishings out of the building once owned by Ross Holdings, the company where he and his former wife, Diane, both worked. He smiled as he took pictures of the items being moved out of the building, knowing he would use them to humiliate David Ross, the former CEO and founder of the company now paying his debt to society along with Diane.
It started innocently enough. Diane once worked for Jack as his secretary but he and others saw something in her, mentored her and before long, she was his equal. They took an instant liking to each other and despite her being several years his junior, got married after a months-long engagement. Life, at least as far as Jack was concerned, was perfect. He had the perfect job, the perfect wife and everything else fell into place.
That is, until the day Jack lost his job. He was told it was because of the recession and given a hefty severance package. That, along with the monthly dividends he received from a huge trust fund set up by his grandparents, kept their heads above water. Jack approached Diane about contributing to the household budget, but she balked, claiming that she would take care of it if only he would give her control of the finances and his trust fund.
That surprised Jack, who saw his marriage as a corporation made up of two equal partners. So much for that, he thought. Perhaps it was a good thing that his parents made her sign a prenuptial agreement that kept her away from the trust.
The job search was also not going well for Jack. He would get interviews but was always told the same thing - either he didn't have the right skill set or they needed someone with more experience. It all sounded like bullshit to him, making him believe that someone was blackballing him.
Then he learned that Diane had been given a promotion and hired someone to take his old job. That didn't sit too well with him at all.
"Dammit, Diane, that job meant so much to me. Why couldn't you at least give me a shot at it?" he asked.
"Fuck off, Jack. It's not my fault you lost your job," she said. Her tone softened after she saw the look of shock on Jack's face. "I'm sorry, Jack. Look, let me talk with Barbara in HR and see what we can come up with, okay?"
"Thanks, Diane," he said, "I appreciate it."
A few days later, Diane approached Jack at the dinner table.
"I talked with Barbara and she said Ann really needs someone to take care of the files in the cave. It's not much, only minimum wage, but at least it would be a foot in the door and you'd have some benefits again."
"Thanks, Diane, I appreciate it. At this point, I'd take just about anything. You mentioned benefits. Am I not already listed on your benefits?"
"Well no, Jack, you lost your benefits when you lost your job and I haven't been able to add you because the open enrollment period hasn't come around again," she said. Jack accepted that for now but wondered to himself why she wouldn't have listed him when she first got promoted.
"Also," he added, "didn't OSHA declare the cave unfit for human habitation?" The "cave," as it was called, was a dark, dusty airless basement that was freezing cold in the winter and unbearably hot in the summer. It had been a bone of contention with state and federal environmental agencies since there were still pipes covered in asbestos and the company refused to get the hazardous material removed due to the high cost of remediation.
"Well, you can clean it up and make it work," Diane told him. "By the way, if you accept the position, you will start Monday, right after the annual company gala."
"I'll take it for now, at least until something better comes along," he said.
"What, you're not going to stay there after everything I went through to get you that job?" Diane asked.
"Well, no, Diane, I'm not staying in a dead-end minimum wage job in a death trap for the rest of my career. You honestly didn't expect I would, did you?"
"Maybe not," Diane said quietly. "I just thought you might show a bit more appreciation for all I've done for you. It wasn't easy getting this set up for you."
That Friday, they attended the annual corporate gala and listened as David announced a banner year for the company. Max Schell, the chairman of the board of directors, also gave a toast, thanking everyone for their hard work and dedication to the company. He raised his glass and looked directly at Jack with a smile on his face.
Jack's attention, however, was on his lovely wife, who wore a short satin dress with nothing underneath. He couldn't wait to get her home so he could sample her freshly shaved pussy.
After the speeches and accolades, Jack was approached by a former co-worker who said he had questions about one of his old accounts.
"Good grief, this is a party," Jack said. "Can't it wait?" Diane waved him off, promising to be there when he got back. Jack grabbed his drink and headed out. Looking back, he saw David approach Diane.
"What is the sexiest woman in the company doing sitting here all by herself?" David asked. "Doesn't Ketterer know how dangerous that is?"
"Fending off the assholes trying to hit on me," she said as she turned to face the man behind her. "I'm sorry, Mr. Ross, I didn't know it was you."
"That's okay, Diane, no apologies necessary," he said, sitting down next to her. Diane took in the older man's sudden closeness, noticing the power and confidence he exuded. He wasn't the best-looking man, but there was an air about him that intrigued her.
"Wouldn't your wife take exception to you hitting up on another woman?" she asked.
"I'm not married, but some would say I'm married to the company," he said.
"How boring," Diane responded. "What about love, family, children?"
"I have everything I could ever need - power, money, prestige, you name it. If there's something else I want I just take it," he said.
"And what do you want now?" Diane asked.
"Why, you, of course." Diane laughed.
"What, you think that because you're the boss you can just take someone's wife?" she asked.
"You misunderstand me, Diane. Actually, I find that while I can just take what I want, sexy women included, I find it more interesting and fun to get people to give me what I want, willingly," he said. "Have you ever heard the old story about the frog?"
"I'm not following you," Diane said.
"If you take a frog and throw it into hot water, it jumps out. But if you take that same frog and put it in cold water, then slowly turn up the heat, by the time the frog knows what's happening it's too late. The same thing applies to men. Just put the right amount of pressure on the right place at the right time and before you know it, he'll happily give you everything he has - even his very right to exist."
"And who is it you're looking to 'cook' now?" she asked. David pointed at her husband, Jack.
"Your husband, actually," he said. "And I'd like you to help me in my little experiment."
"Oh really?" Diane asked. "You obviously don't know my husband very well."
"Tell me, Diane," David said, "How's his job hunting been going? I know it hasn't gone well and I also know he's decided to take you up on your offer to work in the cave. Haven't you ever wondered why he hasn't been able to secure something better by now?"
"I figured it was the recession," she said.
"Well, that may have played a role, but the truth is, I've been doing little things behind the scenes to sabotage his job hunt. Nothing illegal, mind you, just dropping little hints," he said. "Besides, who do you think laid him off to begin with? And who do you think promoted you?"
"Why would you do that?" Diane asked.
"Well, call it collecting on an old debt. Also, because he has something I want," David said. "You, for starters. And then there's that trust fund of his. Has he told you that it's worth more than 500 million dollars?"
"Yes, he told me that when we first married," Diane said. "But he only gets monthly dividend checks and it's set up so that no one, not even me, can get it. Are you telling me you want him to willingly give you his money? Is that what this is all about?"
"Well, yes and no," David said. "Actually, I want him to give you that money, and I'd be lying if I said I wouldn't appreciate a good chunk of it. But like I told you, I'm after something else. Think about it, though. Working together, we can get him to give you everything he has. You would have complete control over him - his money, his possessions, even his life. And he would give them all to you without reservation. In short, he would be your willing slave. What do you think?"
"I think it's time I took my husband home. This has all been very entertaining, Mr. Ross, but I'm not someone to do that to my husband."
"Just think about it, Diane. We'll talk later."
Diane thought about what David said the whole way home. She didn't want to hurt her husband, but something about David's proposal hit a nerve. She could finally have everything she wanted, plus a husband completely under her thumb. And she wasn't stupid. She knew David wanted her body as well, but he wanted Jack to willingly give her to him.
"Penny for your thoughts," Jack said to Diane after they made love that night.
"Jack, tell me again, how much is your trust fund worth?" she asked.
"I've told you before, Diane, it has a total net worth of more than 500 million dollars. Why?"
"I'm just curious. With all that money, why are you willing to work for minimum wage? Why aren't you working for your folks? Maybe you could start your own company," she said.
"I thought about that," I said. "I could have gone to work for my Dad and I still might. I just wanted to know if I could make it on my own. I don't want to get a job simply because I'm Frank Ketterer's son. Also, I wanted to get some experience outside the family business."
"I see," she said. "And who gets the trust fund if something happens to you?"
"There's mechanisms in place to ensure it remains in the family in the unlikely event something like that happens. Why? Are you and David plotting my demise?"
"Oh, no," she said. "Don't be silly. I love you. Don't you trust me?"
"It's not about trust, Di," Jack said. "It's about protecting what more than two generations of my family worked so hard to build.
"By the way, I saw you talking with David tonight," I said. "What was that all about?"
"Nothing, really, just small talk," she said. "Why?"
"Just be careful with him, Diane. I don't trust him. You know he used to work for my family before he started his own company?"
"I didn't know that," she said. "What happened?"
"Don't know. Dad never said anything but I know he and my mom hate his guts. He warned me to keep an eye on him. Seriously, Di, watch yourself with him. He's slick and I've seen how he gets people to give him what he wants," Jack said.
Diane wrapped her arms around Jack. "I'll be careful, Jack, promise. I do love you, please remember that."
"I love you too, Di. Goodnight," he said, holding his wife tight. His mind was now racing, wondering what David had told her. He finally drifted off to sleep.
Jack spent the next week cleaning up the dusty, asbestos-ridden death trap he was expected to work in. He removed several bins of dusty, dirty old empty boxes along with the remains of dead rodents and fixed up his "office," which was really nothing more than a broom closet along one wall.
Afterwards, he went to the gym, where he worked out with Jake, a security guard he had known for years. He and Jake would often grab a beer at the pub next door before calling it a night. On Wednesday, Jake handed him a flash drive.
"You'd better take a look at this, Jack," he said. That night on his computer, Jack learned his life and his marriage was effectively over.
Earlier that day, Diane received a summons to David's office in her email. She knew what it meant, and realized that she had to either obey or be destroyed herself. She made her way to his office where she was immediately ushered in.
"Come in, Diane," he said, ushering her to a chair in front of his desk. "Would you like a cup of coffee?"
"No, thank you, I'm fine," she said.
"Have you given any thought to what we discussed earlier?" he asked.
"Not really, Mr. Ross. I thought you were just thinking out loud. I didn't believe that you were serious."
"Oh, I'm very serious, Diane. And believe me, I'll make it all worth your while."
"Just for the sake of argument, what would you do?" she asked. He sat back, smiling.
"Well, most of what I might do would just be background - sabotaging his accounts, that kind of thing. You would be the one doing the real work."
"Like what?" she asked.
"For starters, you would cut him off from any sex whatsoever. On top of that, you would humiliate him, publicly if at all possible, yank his chain, if you will. Make him feel worthless. Put down his work product when you can. You see, a man's ego is based essentially on two things - his work and his , um, manhood, if you will. If he's made to feel that he's worthless as a worker and worthless as a man, he'll agree to pretty much anything."
"David, I'm curious about something," she said.
"Sure. Anything."
"Jack said you used to work for his family. Is this some kind of revenge for something that happened back then?"
"Well, that might play a role in this. I'm curious to see if your husband is half the man his father was back then. Of course, I didn't have the resources then I do now. And I certainly didn't have you. Does that make sense?" he asked.
"Yeah, I think so," Diane said. "So it's not just Jack you're going after. It's his family as well, isn't it? Maybe even his family's business."
"You are a very perceptive woman, Diane," he said. "Together, you and I can end up controlling a multi-billion dollar empire. Including Ketterer Industries."
"What would I need to do?" she asked.
"Spend his money like there's no tomorrow. Make him go broke if you can. Like I said earlier, cut him off from any sex, humiliate him as much as you can. Treat him like dirt here at work. I'll make sure he answers directly to you. Just keep putting on the pressure and eventually, he'll sign over everything to you. His money, his trust fund, whatever controlling shares he may have in his father's business, everything. He'll be completely reliant on you for everything. At some point, I'll fire him. Then you can find something really demeaning for him to do. Maybe I could hire him on as a janitor or something."
"And if I refuse?" Diane asked.
"Something tells me you won't refuse," David said. "Besides, I think you're too smart to turn me down. Once you get a taste of the power only I can give you, you'll want more. If you agree, you'll get another promotion, effective immediately, along with a 100 percent raise. You'll answer only to me, and everyone else will answer to you."
"What makes you think you'll be able to get Jack to do what you want?"
David pulled out a small brown bottle with an eyedropper.
"This," he said. "It's an enhanced version of a drug used to transition men undergoing gender reassignment surgery. One drop of this every day and in a few weeks, Jack will be more female than male. His penis and testicles will shrink to nothing, he'll lose muscle mass, get weaker over time and even develop breasts."
"What?" Diane asked. "Isn't that illegal?"
David shrugged his shoulders. "Maybe, technically, but no one has to know. Remember what I told you about the frog? By the time Jack realizes what's going on, he'll be so emasculated he'll do anything to keep you happy. Even sign over his entire life to you. You will control him completely, mind, soul and body."
"Is it reversible?" Diane asked. "I'm not going to hurt my husband."
"As long as the antidote is given within the first six weeks, yes. Beyond that, he may as well go through with the surgery and become a woman.
"Once he's signed everything over, you divorce him. File for 'irreconcilable differences.' In addition to what you already have, you'll get half of his entire fortune. And Jack will finish life as a woman. Maybe you could hire him - or her - on as a domestic servant."
"And what would I have to do?" Diane asked.
"I think you know," David said.
She knew, alright. She considered her options. Either go along with David and hurt her husband temporarily until she gets what she wants or face David's wrath. In her mind, she reasoned that if she went along with David in the short term she could buy enough time to get Jack out of harm's way. She loved her husband, but, she admitted to herself, she loved the idea of power. And if she could stick it to his family - the family that made her sign that stupid prenuptial agreement - so much the better.
"Okay," she said. "I'll do it. When do we start?"
"How about right now?" he asked. Diane nodded her head, stood up and began removing her clothes. Once naked, she walked around his desk and stood in front of him. He stood up and faced her. She dropped to her knees, unzipped his trousers and pulled out his semi-erect cock.
She loved sucking her husband's cock, and this was only the second one she had ever seen up close. He wasn't any bigger than Jack by any means, but it was attached to a man with power, not a minimum wage loser like Jack. She opened her mouth and took him in, giving him the kind of blowjob she usually gave her husband, even swallowing his load.
She wiped her mouth and perched herself on his desk, opened her legs and offered her shaved pussy to him. He smiled and drove his still-erect penis into her wet pussy, fucking her to orgasm. After filling her with his seed, he took her left hand in his, looked at her wedding ring and, taking his cock out of her, anointed it with his semen. She smiled and licked the gooey liquid off her diamond ring as he pulled his trousers back on and motioned her back to her chair.
"Tomorrow, you report to your new office, which happens to be right next to mine," he said. "I expect you to wear short dresses or skirts with nothing underneath, and of course, no wedding rings. There'll be no pictures of your husband and nothing to remind yourself that you're married. I also expect that we'll get together at least three times a day to, er, go over the day's business, if you know what I mean.
"Additionally, I expect you to give Jack a drop of this every day," he said, handing her the bottle. "It's odorless, colorless and tasteless so you can put it in anything - water, coffee, food, anything. One drop and one drop only every day. Any more than that and he could have a stroke or a heart attack. Any questions?"
"No," Diane said quietly, realizing that she had just cheated on her husband for the first time while agreeing to destroy him as a man. The guilt ate at her, but only until she thought about the power she would eventually get. David always followed through with his promises, she thought.
Jack felt as though he had been punched in the stomach as he watched his "loving" wife agree to help David destroy him while sealing the deal with her body. Worse yet was the pain he felt watching David smear his cum on her wedding ring as his wife smiled - the ring he gave her as a symbol of their union on the day she promised to forsake all others for him. Jake put a hand on his shoulder and offered him another beer.



"That's some fucked up shit right there," Jake said. "What are ya gonna do now?"
"I've got no choice," Jack said. "I'm divorcing her ass."
"Maybe you should talk to someone first," Jake said. "What was that he mentioned about your family?"
"Ross used to work for my dad and my grandfather back in the day, before he started his own company. I don't know what happened, but I know my dad hates his guts. You think I should talk to him?"
"I would," Jake said. Jack nodded his head, pulled out his phone and called his father. Jack thanked his friend and headed out.
"I'll keep you informed if I come across anything else," Jake said. "I've seen that bastard destroy lots of good people and it's time he was stopped."
A short while later, Jack and his parents finished watching the video of Diane screwing David.
"Oh my God," Jack's mother, Abby, said. "I never would have thought she'd be capable of that. I'm so sorry, Jack."
"What are you going to do now, son," Jack's father, Frank, asked.
"I'm going to divorce her, dad. I can't live with her anymore," Jack said.
"There's more going on here than just the sex and the cheating, Jack," Frank said. "I see at least two crimes being committed in that video. I can't help but think this is his revenge against the family for what happened 20 years ago."
"What are you talking about, Dad?" Jack asked.
"You know he used to work for us, right? He tried to split your mother and I up back then. You remember that, Abby?"
Abby nodded her head, looking at the floor. "I'll never forget it," she said. "I thought we were finished as a family. Jack, when your father caught David trying to take advantage of me, he beat David senseless and threw him out of the house. Your grandfather fired him and promised he would never work again. David swore he would get his revenge, no matter how long it took.
"He wasn't able to get work and started his own business, which as you know, has become quite successful. Now it seems he's coming after you."
"So you think this is revenge for what you did to him all those years ago, Dad?" Jack asked.
"It sure looks that way, son," Frank said. "Look, Jack, I know it's going to be rough, but maybe you should stay at Ross for a while, get all the intel you can on David and Diane. Get whatever evidence you collect to me and I'll pass it on to the right people. If possible, get that drug and pass it on to me so I can get it analyzed. Trust me on this, son. This is no time for you to be on your own. Ross is out to destroy the family and he'll use whatever he can to do it. I don't know if you can forgive Diane for what she's done and what she's agreed to do. I couldn't," he said, looking at Abby.
"If you want, I'll get a copy of this over to the family attorneys and they can start the paperwork for a divorce. If you guys can work it out, fine. If not, it'll be good to be prepared.
"And Jack, once this is all over, will you please put your pride aside and come work with me? You've proven yourself ten times over as far as I'm concerned."
"I will, Dad. And thanks. For everything," Jack said, hugging his father. His mother also joined in the hug.
"I love you, son," Frank said. "Never forget that."
"I love you too, Dad," Jack said, tears forming in his eyes. He left the safety of his parents' home and headed back to the place he used to call "home" with Diane.
"Where were you?" Diane asked when Jack got back.
"What do you care?" he asked, walking past her without even giving her a hug as he usually did.
"I was worried about you. I called the gym, but they said you and Jake had already left."
"I decided to go see my folks if that's okay with you," he said.
"Okay, I'm sorry. Don't bite my head off. By the way, I got a promotion and a raise at work today," she said, handing Jack a bottle of water. He noticed the lid had already been removed. He took a long drink.
"Good for you," he said. "What do you want from me, a medal? So, I take it you'll have more money to play with. God knows you refuse to contribute to the household budget. Maybe you can spend it on David."
"Jack, what are you saying?" Diane asked.
"I learned something today about life, love, loyalty and family," Jack said. "I'm re-evaluating my life, Diane, and I think I'll be going to work with my Dad pretty soon."
"But what about David," Diane said. "He needs you in the cave and you promised me you'd stay for a while."
"Fuck David," Jack said. "Or maybe you're already doing that. I need to do what's best for me for a change. Isn't that how you work, Diane?"
"What's gotten into you, Jack?" Diane said. "I love you and only you. You know that."
"Do I, Diane? Really? Did you know David tried to split my parents up 20 years ago? Dad kicked his ass when he caught David trying to screw my mom. Grandpa fired him and he swore he would get back at the family no matter how long it took. Did David tell you about that? No? Well, now you know. So I'm telling you right now, Diane. I don't give a flying fuck about David Ross right now. And if you love me like you say, you'll leave Ross with me. I might be able to forgive one mistake, but I won't tolerate treason. So, what'll it be?"
"Jack, I don't know what you're talking about. At least let me get his side of the story, okay? I promise you, if it's what you say it is, I'll leave Ross with you," Diane said.
"Whatever, Diane," Jack said.
"Let's go to bed and get a good night's sleep, okay, Jack?" Diane asked.
"Go on, Diane. I'll sleep in the guest room," I told her. "I've got a splitting headache right now."
"Okay, Jack, whatever you say. I love you," she said.
"Yeah," Jack said in response.
This wasn't going the way Diane thought. This was the first night since their wedding that they wouldn't sleep together, and she began to wonder if Jack knew about her cheating and her conspiracy with David. He certainly wasn't himself.
The next day, Diane dressed for her new role, which didn't escape Jack. She wore a short skirt and a satin blouse with lots of cleavage. It was obvious she wasn't wearing a bra and Jack knew she wasn't wearing any panties. He also noticed she wasn't wearing her wedding wing.
"What's this?" Jack asked. "You look like a hooker. Is that what you are now? David's whore? And where is your wedding ring?"
"Jack, David said I'm not allowed to wear my rings and yes, he prefers me to wear something a bit more revealing than I normally would. It doesn't mean anything, so get over it," she said.
"Get over it?" Jack asked. "Fine," he said, taking his ring off and setting it down on the table. "I really hope to God that you're not cheating on me with him, Diane. Trust me, if you are, it won't go well."
"Is that a threat, Jack?" she asked.
"No, Di, it's a fucking promise. Now if you don't mind, I have to get to work. You know, there's only one of us providing for our so-called family," he said, walking out the door. Diane didn't know what to think as she had never seen this side of Jack. She was already feeling guilty about cheating on her husband but his words to her last night and this morning scared her even more. But she put her fears aside and headed to work.
Her morning started with a blowjob and a quick fuck which ended with David depositing a load of cum inside her pussy. He refused to let her clean up, so she spent the rest of the morning at her desk leaking his fluid onto her chair. Lunchtime was spent the same way.
"Are you on birth control, Diane?" he asked.
"Yes, David, Jack and I wanted to get more established before we had any children," she said.
"No more birth control from here on," David said.
"But David, I don't want to get pregnant, not until I'm more established. Besides, if I get pregnant, Jack will know what's going on," she argued.
David waved her off. "This is all part of the plan, Diane. Remember, the idea is to destroy Jack's manhood. We get you pregnant and convince him to pay for and take care of the baby, knowing full well it's mine. Trust me, that will completely destroy him."
"David, I'm not sure about this. Jack wasn't himself last night and I'm beginning to think he knows a lot more than we think," Diane said. David waved her off.
"Your husband is a wimpy clueless idiot, trust me. Hell, I could fuck you right in front of him and he'd never know. Besides, what would he do? Attack me?"
"Isn't that what his father did to you 20 years ago?" Diane asked. David's face turned dark.
"Don't ever mention Frank Ketterer to me again, Diane," he said. "Now get back to work. Report to me at 4:00 pm."
Diane obeyed and performed her afternoon duties as David ordered, walking out of the building with a fresh load of his cum drooling out of her freshly-fucked pussy and a reminder to quit taking her birth control.
Jack finished his day and met Jake at the gym as he always did. Jake gave him a new flash drive with the day's videos which he later watched at his parents' house. Jack and his parents were shocked at this new level of depravity.
"Dad, I don't know how much more of this I can take," Jack said.
"Stay strong, son," Frank told him. "We're here for you and we've got your back. I'll get this to the attorneys.
"I also took the liberty of reaching out to Max Schell," Frank said. "I hope you don't mind."
"You know I trust you, Dad," Jack said.
"You know his father and mine - your grandad - served in World War 2? Of course, they weren't on the same side," Frank said, telling Jack the story of how the Schell clan came to be in the United States. It was an old family story, but Jack enjoyed hearing it again.
According to the tale, Schell's father, Günther, was a soldier in the Wehrmacht who was taken prisoner by Frank's father just two days before the Nazis surrendered. Frank's father and Günther became friends and when Frank learned that Günther had a pregnant wife in what would become East Berlin, he used his connections to get the Schell clan reunited in the United States.
Günther was so appreciative that he went to work for Frank's father and stayed with the company until he died of a stroke some 30 years later. Their child, Max, was born in the States and thanks to the law, was automatically a citizen. Max was a few years older than Frank and the two became "brothers from different mothers."
Max even changed Jack's diapers a time or two, or so Jack was told. The story embarrassed him but seemed to entertain his parents. Max married and had a daughter, Renate, a blonde-haired, blue-eyed German goddess.
Jack and Renate went to high school together and became an item. So much so that they gave each other their virginity on his 18th birthday. They went to college together but she ended up going to Germany to finish her medical education at her father's insistence. Jack missed her and thought of her often. He often wondered what his life would have been like if they had married. They remained friends and stayed in touch by email. She even congratulated him when he told her of his marriage to Diane.
The meeting ended, Jack left for his home and his cheating slut wife. Diane handed him a bottle of water as he came in. As before, he noticed the lid had already been removed. He remained silent and refused to touch or kiss her.
"So are you going to visit your parents every day now, Jack?" she asked.
"Maybe. What's it to you?" he asked.
"Nothing, I guess," she said. "I had just hoped we could spend some time together. I was thinking today about maybe going off my birth control pills. How would you feel about being a daddy?"
"In order for me to be a 'daddy,' I'd actually have to have sex with my wife. And you haven't exactly been too willing to have sex with me lately," he said.
"Maybe we can do something about that sometime soon," she said, moving to put her arms around him. Jack moved away just in time and she ended up hugging empty air. "Jack! What's wrong?" she demanded.
He just looked at her. "I think you know," he said, going into his office. Diane recoiled in shock. What did he know, she wondered.
The next few days went by the same way. They went to work, Diane had her three trysts with David, Jack went to the gym, got the days' videos, reviewed them with his parents and came home. Every day, Jack's love for Diane diminished and his hatred of both David and Diane grew. He even tried being more affectionate to her, but she rebuffed him, often insulting him in the process.
One Friday, Jack was told to bring some files to Diane's office.
"Here's your files, Di," he said. Diane looked up as he began to head out.
"We need to discuss something, Mr. Ketterer," she said.
"So, it's now 'Mr. Ketterer?' Okay, Di, what's up?" he asked.
"I don't believe it's proper for you to address me by my name given that I'm your superior," she said.
"Really?" he asked. "I don't recall that being an issue when you worked for me."
"A lot of things have changed since then," she said.
"I'll say. Once upon a time I used to have a wife who would never disrespect me," Jack said. "So what am I supposed to call you? 'Massa?' 'Your Royal Highness?' Do I have to genuflect in your presence?"
"You can call me 'Ms. Ketterer' or 'ma'am,' like everyone else," she said.
"I know. I'll just call you 'Boss.' How about that? See ya, boss," he said as he turned to leave. By now, David had come into the office and addressed Diane.
"Is there a problem here?" he asked.
"No problem, Boss," Jack said. "We're just working out a little issue of protocol." He walked out of the office and Diane was on his heels.
"Dammit, Jack, don't you ever talk that way to me again, do you understand me? You will respect and obey me or else," she demanded. Jack looked at her angrily.
"Respect you? You want respect, you'd better learn to give it. Despite what you and dickhead may think, I'm an employee, not your fucking slave," he said. Diane's eyes grew wide at that. "By the way, boss, don't forget whose trust fund is keeping a roof over your head. And do us all a favor, okay? Use a breath mint after you suck David off. You reek."
The next few days were frosty between the two, with very few words exchanged between them.
One night, he tried initiating sex with Diane, thinking that might make things a bit better. It didn't. Diane simply laughed after realizing he couldn't get an erection.
"So, little man," she said, playing with herself on the bed, naked, "you think you have what it takes to fuck a real woman? Hardly. You can't even get your pathetic little pee-pee up. Maybe I should call someone and have him show you how it's done." Diane ended her taunt with a laugh.
Jack, however, wasn't amused and went to the guest room for the night.
"That's right, little boy, take your toys and run away. Come back to mama when you think you can get it up," she said laughing. Jack fumed and seriously thought about smashing her face with a frying pan.
Jack enjoyed his after-work visits to the gym as those were the few times he could work out his frustrations, but a few days after his confrontation with Diane, he found that he couldn't lift his normal weight. Jake also noticed the change in his friend.
"Come on, man, put your back into it," he said. But Jack, who was used to bench-pressing 200 pounds, found that he couldn't lift half that much weight.
"I can't," Jack said. "I don't know what's going on. Look at me, Jake. My muscles have all gone to flab and I can't work out like I used to."
"Maybe you should see a doctor," Jake said. "You think that stuff David gave Diane to dose you with is affecting you?"
"My God, you're right," Jack said. "Let me call my dad and see if he can get Dr. Jacobin to see me tonight."
Jack called his father and explained the situation. Frank agreed to call Dr. Jacobin, who had been the family physician for many years. Jack's phone rang after a few minutes.
"He's agreed to see you tonight, Jack. You'd better go now and don't say anything to Diane. I've filled him in on your situation," Frank said.
Jack pulled into the clinic the same time as Dr. Jacobin and the two men went inside, going directly to an exam room. Dr. Jacobin issued orders to his assistant to draw blood and get it to the lab, "stat."
And, he told her, "put a rush on that sample. I want results ASAP." The young assistant took the sample and headed out to the hospital.
"Let me do a full work-up on you, Jack, and compare it to your last physical," he said. Dr. Jacobin proceeded to inspect, probe and jab every inch of Jack, even making him turn his head to cough. He was quite professional the whole time, saying very little as he made notes.
"OK, Jack, put your clothes back on and rest while I go over this," he said. "By then, we should have the results back from your blood work."
It seemed, to Jack, anyway, as though he had waited for hours, but it had only been about 30 minutes before Dr. Jacobin came back in to the exam room.
"Jack, if I didn't know you any better, I'd say your gender transition is going quite well. Your father filled me in on what you suspect your wife may be doing, so based on that information, I'm not surprised by what I see. Your muscle mass has decreased considerable since I last saw you three months ago, your testosterone level is below 100 and your estrogen level is almost through the roof. Additionally, there's been significant shrinkage of your testicles.
"Your blood work also indicates an elevated level of a drug used to transition males going through gender reassignment. Tell me, when did you first notice these symptoms?"
"Tonight was the first time I really noticed a major change, but I have noticed that my sex drive has gone down considerably. At first I thought it was just due to stress and the situation with my wife, but now I'm not so sure," Jack said.
"I don't know exactly what's being used on you, Jack, but if your wife is giving you a drug without your consent or knowledge, she's violating both state and federal law. From what your father told me, it's supposedly a new and enhanced version of the transition drug. I would really need to get that drug so we can know for certain. What I am going to do, however, is put you in the hospital at least overnight and get you on something to counteract this.
"Let me make the arrangements and you'll report to St. Bernard's tonight."
"Can you make sure that neither my wife nor my boss is allowed to see me?" Jack asked.
"Absolutely, Jack. I think that's wise under the circumstances. You should call your parents and let them know, though."
"Thanks, doc," Jack said, leaving the clinic. He called his dad.
"Dad, I'm going to be in St. Bernard's overnight. Doc said I'm being dosed with something they use to transition men into women. I don't want Diane anywhere near me."
"Understand, son, thanks for letting me know," Frank said. "Are you going to call her?"
"I don't know, Dad. I'll call Barbara at HR and let her know so I'm covered for work, but I really don't want to talk to Diane."
"OK, son, call us when you're checked into the hospital," Frank said before hanging up. Jack dialed Barbara's cell.
"What's going on, Jack?" she asked.
"I'm going into the hospital tonight, Barb. I won't be in tomorrow," Jack said.
"What's wrong? Should I call Diane or David?" she asked.
"I can't get into it, Barb, it's bad. And no, I don't want either David or Diane to know and I don't want them near me. I've already given instructions that they're to be kept away from me no matter what," Jack said.
"Jack, they're your direct superiors. I have to tell them. What's going on? I've been hearing things and they're not good. Is everything okay with you and Diane?" she asked.



"No, things aren't good, Barb, and I really can't get into it now. You'll know the details soon enough, I guess."
"Okay, Jack," Barbara said. "I understand. You take whatever time you need to get well and I'll take care of things here."
"Thanks, Barb," Jack said, hanging up.
An hour later, Jack was in a private hospital room, accompanied by Dr. Jacobin, who was giving instructions to his nurse.
"Jack, I'm putting you on a regimen to reverse the affects of the transition drug your wife has been giving you. I also alerted the authorities and given instructions that neither your wife nor your boss are to be anywhere near you. Your parents have been briefed and will be coming to visit you.
"If all goes well, you should see significant improvement in just a few days, but I should warn you that you may also experience bouts of anger and moodiness. You may even be filled with uncontrollable rage. I'll have someone from the hospital come in to talk to you about that, okay? In the meantime, you get some rest and try to take your mind off things."
"Thanks, doc," Jack said. "I'll try."
Jack's phone rang the second Dr. Jacobin left his room. It was Diane. He answered the call.
"Jack, where are you? Barbara called me and told me you were in the hospital. And what's this about you not wanting to see me? What's going on?" she asked.
"I think you know goddamn well what's going on, Diane," Jack said.
"Jack, what are you saying?" she asked. "Are you blaming me for something?"
"Shut up, Diane. Or is it 'Boss?' Not only do I think you know full well what's going on, I think your lover knows as well," he said.
"My lover? Jack, what do you mean?" she asked.
"Shut up, Diane. I'm not stupid. And don't try to visit me. Security is on the lookout for you. And keep fuckwad away from me as well," he said.
"You mean David? He only wants the best for you, Jack."
"You think I'm really that stupid, Diane? Leave me the fuck alone! Goodbye!" Jack ended the call and blocked her number so she couldn't call him.
The rest of Jack's night was restful and with the exception of his parents, who came to visit, was quiet. Diane left several text messages on his phone but he ignored them.
The next day, two plainclothes officers came to visit him. It was obvious they had spoken to his parents and had seen the first video where David told Diane to surreptitiously give him the drug that had put him in the hospital. They also wanted to see the drug she was giving him. After taking his statement, they said their goodbyes and left.
Later in the day, Dr. Jacobin came in, telling him that he was to be released that afternoon. But he wasn't finished with his patient.
"Jack, this is just the first treatment. I want to see you once a week to check your levels. And please get me whatever it is Diane is giving you. Here's a note excusing you from work for the next couple days just in case," he said, handing him a slip of paper.
"Go home, rest, stay away from your wife if you can, and for God's sake, get me that drug."
"Thanks, doc, I will," Jack said.
He arrived home a couple hours before Diane and seeing that the house was empty, began looking for the small bottle he saw David give her. He eventually found it, hidden in a cupboard behind some spices. He carefully put the bottle in a plastic bag and hid it in his briefcase, which he always kept locked.
"Take that, Diane," he said to himself.
He opened the fridge and grabbed a bottle of water, inspecting it closely to make sure it was still sealed.
Diane came in the door, dressed in a tiny skirt that was almost even with her crotch and a blouse that showed a lot of cleavage. As usual, she wore no pantyhose, bra or panties.
He also saw the dried cum that had leaked onto her inner thigh. At that moment, he actually considered killing her.
"You're back," she said.
"No shit, Sherlock," he sarcastically said in response. "You ought to be a fucking detective."
"Look, Jack, I don't know what you think you may know, but you have to believe me when I tell you I would never do anything to hurt you," she said.
"I'm not in a very believing mood, Diane, or is it 'Boss?' Not when I see dried cum on your thigh," Jack said.
Diane stood in front of him, her feet slightly apart. "Jack, please, it's not what you think. Let me go take a shower and get out of these work clothes and we'll talk, okay?"
"Whatever, boss," he said, taking note that she never asked why he was in the hospital or if he was okay. She went upstairs, took a shower, changed into a more conservative pair of jeans and came back down.
"Jack, I want you to know that no matter what happens with work, I'll always love you. You do know that, don't you?"
"No, Diane, I don't. Right now, I don't know you at all," Jack said. "Do you love me enough to quit Ross right now?"
"I can't quit right now, Jack. I can't just drop my career," she said.
"You mean, you can't quit fucking David. That's what you really mean."
"No, Jack, you don't understand," she said, teary-eyed. Jack, however, understood more than Diane could possibly know.
The next week went as well as the previous two, with Jack and Diane saying practically nothing to each other. When she did speak to him, it was often insulting and condescending. Other than that, she remained aloof, and at times, seemed to be somewhat jittery and nervous. Jack figured it was because she couldn't find the drug David had given her. What neither of them knew is that Jack had already managed to get the drug to Dr. Jacobin, who had it analyzed.
The subject had even come up in one of their daily meetings.
"What do you mean, you can't find the drug?" an angry David asked.
"I can't find it, David. It's not where I had it and Jack never goes into the kitchen. My God, what if he found it?" she asked.
"No one will believe him, trust me," David said. "We'll just have to up the ante a bit. Maybe you should arrange for him to be caught in a compromising position with someone here at work. You'd have every right to severely punish him then. Maybe even file for divorce. And of course, he'd have to be fired for engaging in inappropriate behavior with a female employee."
"I think I can do that," Diane said with an evil smile on her face. "Now, it's time for you to do me, and be as inappropriate as you want," she said, stripping off her clothes.
Jack, meanwhile, continued to collect his daily videos from Jake and took them to his parents who relayed them to their attorneys.
"Dad, this has to end. Please. I can't do this anymore," Jack said as he and his father watched the video.
"I agree, son," Frank said. "I spoke to Dr. Jacobin and he tells me that he forwarded the analysis of that drug to the authorities. It seems your wife's boyfriend managed to get an experimental drug that hasn't been approved by the FDA. From what he tells me, you got it just in time. Another week and you probably wouldn't have survived."
"What?" Jack asked. "You mean that stuff would've killed me?"
"Yes, Jack, that's exactly what I mean. The company developing the drug dropped it because tests showed it would cause heart failure in four out of five applications. How Mr. Ross obtained it remains a mystery, but that's a mystery the authorities will have to figure out," he said.
"So what do you suggest we do now?" Jack asked.
"As you know, Max is aware of the situation. He and I have talked and we've come up with a solution. I've also been in touch with the EEOC and a few other federal agencies. They're very interested in Mr. Ross' activities with your wife. It seems he's tried something similar with other former employees.
"What do you think about throwing a little party with Diane and her lover?" Frank asked.
"What?" Jack asked. Frank smiled.
"Sure. This Friday, in fact. I'll invite Max, the police, a process server and even the media. You might want to have someone there from the company, maybe that Barbara from HR. She seems like a straight shooter," Frank said.
"We'll invite them over to your place, have a little video presentation and bring down the hammer. By the time the evening's done, the two lovebirds will be in handcuffs and their arrest will be all over the evening news."
Jack smiled. He loved the idea.
"Okay, Dad. Let's do it," Frank said.
That Friday, Jack came home early, having told Jake things were coming to a head that very evening. He inserted a DVD into the player and tested it on his 92-inch flat screen television.
Diane got home an hour later with fresh cum dripping down her legs as usual. She seemed surprised that Jack was home early, wrapped her arms around his neck and tried to kiss him. He turned his head, forcing her to kiss him on the cheek.
"Look, David and some of the other executives are planning to come over tonight to celebrate my promotion. We'd really like it if you would stay and participate. Will you please come upstairs with me? I've got your clothes laid out for you and everything," she said.
Jack looked at her, wondering what she had in mind. What the hell, he thought. He followed her upstairs, curious to see which one of his suits she had picked out for her celebration.
But there was no suit on the bed. There was, however, a short maid's dress, complete with panties and a bra. There were also a large pair of women's shoes and black stockings. He couldn't help but notice they were all too big for Diane.
"So, you're going as a French maid," Jack said. "Where's my suit?"
"No, silly, this is what I want you to wear. Come on, it's just a little costume party. It'll be fun. Please? Do it for me?"
Jack looked at her. "So, what are you going to wear?" he asked. She smiled wickedly and stripped naked.
"This," she said. Jack nearly blew his top.
"What? It's not enough that you cuckold me and disrespect me at work with that asshole? Now you want me to wear a dress to entertain your lover? Or is it lovers? You want me to suck their cocks also, maybe let them fuck me in the ass?"
"Only if that's what they want," she said.
"Not no, but FUCK NO," Jack yelled. "That's it, Diane. I've had it with you and your cheating and your bullshit. I work hard for you, put up with you and your refusal to contribute a goddamn dime to the household, and how do you repay me? By cheating on me and trying to turn me into a woman. That's right, Diane, I know what you and your asshole boss are trying to do to me," Jack said.
Diane's eyes opened wide and she stepped away from him, tears in her eyes.
"Jack, no, it's not like that at all," she said.
"Bull fucking shit, Diane," Jack yelled. "I smell his cum on you every day all day long. So can everyone else at work. The doctor also found what you've been dosing me with. Now you want to bring that piece of shit into my house and defile the one place I call home. No fucking way. You want to fuck him so damn bad, you can take your slimy cheating ass over to his house and do it there."
Jack went to the back end of his closet, opened his gun case and pulled out his shotgun, loading it up with .00 buckshot. He went back into the bedroom.
"Jack, don't be crazy. If you don't do this, it'll be very hard for you at work."
"Really?" Jack asked. "Are you now telling me that if I don't dress like a woman and suck your boss' cock, my job will be in jeopardy?"
"Maybe," she began. Jack, meanwhile, pointed his shotgun at the wedding picture above their bed and fired once, obliterating her face in the picture. Diane screamed, covering her ears. She was now trembling with fear. Jack grabbed her arm and pushed her downstairs.
"If you bring that asshole into this house to defile our marital bed, so help me God, Diane, that's what I'll do to his face. And maybe yours, too," he said.
"Please, Jack, don't kill me," she begged.
"Shut the fuck up, whore," Jack growled. He felt like blowing her head off at that point but remembered his dad's plan. Tonight was the night all of this would come to an end.
"How about this, instead" Jack said. "Maybe we should have a video night. What do ya think?"
"Whatever you want, Jack," Diane said, trembling. "I'll do anything."
"Goddamn right," Jack said. "Put some clothes on."
"Jack, what's going on?" Diane asked, trembling.
"We're going to have a party alright. Maybe not the party you and David were planning to have, but a party nevertheless. What time is he coming over?"
"About 6 or so," Diane said.
"Perfect," Jack said. "Everyone else should be here by then. And Diane, just so you know, you're under citizen's arrest."
"What? You can't arrest me," she said.
"Actually, I can, Diane. You see, in this state it's a felony to give someone a drug without their knowledge. That's what you've done. Worse yet, you conspired with asshole to do it for the purpose of causing me physical harm. In this state that's considered poisoning. And since the stuff you were dosing me with could have killed me, that makes it attempted murder," Jack said. "Oh, and just a word of caution. Don't warn David. You're in deep shit as it is, so don't make it worse."
Diane sat down, crying. "Why do you hate me so much, Jack?" she asked.
"You gotta be shitting me, Diane. After all you've done. Put yourself in my shoes. What would you do?" Jack asked.
Soon, Jack's guests began to arrive. His parents came first, giving Diane the evil eye as they embraced their son. Barbara came next followed by Max Schell. A media truck arrived and a reporter spoke with Jack for a few minutes outside.
Frank made his way to Jack.
"By the way, the process server is on his way," he said.
"Good. Thanks, Dad," he said.
Finally, David made his way to Jack's door. He was surprised to see everyone in the front room.
"What's going on here, Jack?" he asked.
"Good to see you, David. We're celebrating video night at the Ketterer's tonight. I know it's not what you were expecting, but hey, plans change, you know. Oh, by the way, you're under citizen's arrest. Please have a seat next to your whore, Diane."
"What? You can't do that," he said.
"Oh, yes, I can, David. And I just, uh, did. Now sit the fuck down and shut the fuck up. Or maybe I should let my dad kick your ass again, like he did 20 years ago. Unless you'd rather I just blow your fucking head off right now."
David sat down next to Diane and looked at the crowd trying to plot his escape. Soon, two police officers showed up along with another man carrying a load of papers.
Jack decided it was time to get everyone's attention.
"Good evening everyone, and thank you for showing up on such short notice. Especially you, Mr. Schell. I know you're a very busy man. You're all probably wondering why I've called this meeting, so I guess I'll start from the beginning."
Jack turned on the television and began his first video. Everyone in the room gasped as they watched David plot's Jack's downfall with Diane. Then they watched Diane willingly give herself to David. Other videos of their "meetings" were included. Diane wailed and put her head in her hands, crying.
"That's the first time my so-called loving wife broke her wedding vows with David Ross, CEO of Ross Holdings. You'll notice he's handing her a vial of something, telling her to give me a drop from it every day. That vial, which I have found, contains what he called an enhanced version of a drug intended to transition a man undergoing a gender reassignment surgery. That resulted in my being put in the hospital and from what I've learned, could have resulted in a heart attack or a stroke," Jack said.
"But that's not all. You see, Mr. Ross there has been sabotaging my efforts to obtain meaningful employment and used my wife as a tool in his revenge against my family. You can hear him in his own words telling Diane to make me a slave. And you can see what he got from her in return.
"Tell me, Barbara, you run HR. Were you aware of any of this?"
"No, Jack, I had no idea. And by the way, what Mr. Ross did is highly illegal and violates corporate policy on fraternization and sexual harassment," she said.
Max stepped up to David and Diane and shook his head in disappointment.
"David, how could you be so stupid?" he asked. "Just so you know, I've been in touch with Frank Ketterer's people. They've made a compelling offer and given the evidence, the board unanimously agreed. As of now, Ross Holdings is now a subsidiary of Ketterer Industries."
David looked like he had just been punched in the stomach.
"Mr. Schell, we can get through this, please. I built that company up from scratch," he said.
"This isn't a negotiation, David," Max said. "It's a notification. You're out and your company is no longer in operation. And you, Mrs. Ketterer, are fired. Effective immediately." He motioned for Jack to join them.
"Meet the new CEO of the newly-formed Ketterer Holdings, David," Max said, placing an arm around Jack. He then turned to face Jack directly.
"I've always thought of you as the son I never had, Jack. I want you to know I'm damn proud of the way you've seen yourself through this nightmare. And by the way, Eva and I would love to have you over tomorrow night for dinner."
"Thank you, Mr. Schell, I'd be honored," David said. Max smiled.
"Please, Jack. You forget, I've changed your diapers a time or two when you were a baby. You're part of the family as far as I'm concerned. So please call me Max," he said.
"Wait," David said. "You know the Ketterers?" he asked Max.
"Of course," Max said. "You mean, you never heard the story? Of how Frank's father got my family to the States? I thought everyone knew by now," he said, looking at Frank. "If it wasn't for Frank's father, my mother would have been trapped in East Berlin and I would've been born behind the Iron Curtain. So yes, I know the Ketterers quite well."
"And by the way," he said, addressing Jack loud enough for Diane to hear. "Renate is back from Germany, for good. She asked me tell you that she's looking forward to re-connecting with you. Said something about re-enacting your 18th birthday, whatever that means." Diane looked crushed. She knew about Jack's relationship with Renate and how they celebrated his birthday in high school.
"I thought she'd be married by now," Jack said.
"No, according to her, none of the men she met or dated were up to your standards. I think she still loves you, even after all these years," he said. Diane deflated even more after he said that.
"Please, Mr, er, Max," tell your wife and Renate I'll be there," Jack said. Max smiled.
"Good," he said. Max walked to Frank and Abby and shook both their hands. "And of course, Frank and Abigail, you two are always welcome at our home. We'd love to have you there as well, ja?"
"Thanks, old friend, we'll be there. Besides, someone has to watch those kids," Frank said. Max laughed then made his exit.
The process server stepped up to Diane.
"Diane Ketterer?" he asked.
"Yes," sobbed a beaten Diane.
"You've been served," he said, handing her an envelope. "Please note there's also a restraining order requiring you to remain at least 1,000 feet from Mr. Ketterer, his property and his family."
He then turned to David.
"Mr. David Ross?" he asked, looking at David.
"You've been served," he said, handing David papers indicating he was being sued for alienation of affection.
Jack stepped up to Diane and handed her another envelope.
"What's this?" she asked.
"According to the prenuptial agreement my parents were wise enough to have you sign, in the event of divorce based on adultery, the guilty party, in this case, you, walks away only with what he or she had going into the marriage. Since you are obviously guilty of adultery, this is what you had when we got married. I checked the bank records and found that you had $174.53 when we married. So that envelope contains $174.53 - exactly. Goodbye and good riddance," he said. "If I were you, I'd sign the papers and be done with it, unless you want those videos sent to your family and friends."



"Please, Jack, can't we work this out?" she said, sobbing.
"No, Diane, I gave you plenty of chances to end this with David and you refused. There's nothing to work out. Besides, chances are you'll be in prison. So please, just go and end this charade."
Jack stepped aside to make room for the two uniformed police officers who arrested David and Diane. They were read their rights and led out to police cruisers, dogged the whole way by reporters and cameras.
Jack turned to Barbara.
"Barb," he said. "I'll leave you in charge of weeding out everyone loyal to David. The company will be closing and moving to a new location. The first thing I want you to do, however, is promote Jake Williams to head of security, effective immediately. He's earned it."
"Yes, sir, Mr. Ketterer," Barbara said. "And for what it's worth, I'm truly sorry about everything that was done to you."
"Thanks, Barbara," Jack said.
Eventually, the crowd thinned out of Jack's house. Only his parents remained. Frank and Abby hugged their son.
"Jack, I want you to know that I'm very proud of you. I know it's been extremely hard on you especially knowing what they were doing to you. I'm not sure I could've handled it myself," Frank said.
"Thanks, Dad," Jack said. "I couldn't have gotten through this without you guys."
The elder Ketterers said their goodbyes, leaving Jack to decompress from the day's events.
The next day, Jack drove to the Schell residence, anxious for some of Eva's German cooking. He was also looking forward to seeing Renate, his first true love. He never made it to the front door before it flew open. A blonde-haired fireball ran out, jumped on Jack, wrapping her arms and legs around him.
"Jack! My God, Jack, I've missed you so much," Renate said, showering his face and neck with kisses. Jack kissed her back and took in the vision of loveliness before him. She was every bit as beautiful as he remembered. What's more, for the first time in weeks, Jack felt a familiar stirring in his groin as he held Renate.
"Renate, you're a sight for sore eyes," Jack said. Max and Eva watched from the front door, smiles on their faces.
"Let the poor boy breathe," Max said, laughing.
Dinner at the Schell's was perfect, with the two families laughing and joking about everything from sports to politics. They even told embarrassing stories about their respective children. No one mentioned Diane or David, which suited Jack just fine.
After dinner and dessert, Renate got up and grabbed an overnight bag, then took Jack by the hand.
"Okay, you guys, we're heading out," she said, kissing her parents on the cheeks.
"Leaving already?" Max said with a knowing smile on his face. "It's not Jack's birthday yet, you know."
"We've got a lot of time to make up for, and I, for one, want to get started," Renate said. "It was great seeing you again, Frank and Abby," she added, looking at Jack's parents.
"It was great seeing you, too, Renate," Frank said. "You young folks go ahead and re-connect," he added. "Don't let us old folks hold you guys back."
"Take care of my daughter, Jack," Max said, pointing a finger at the younger Ketterer while grinning from ear to ear.
"I will, sir, count on it," Jack said.
The two left, leaving the parents to discuss the possibility of marriage and grandchildren.
Much later that evening, Jack and Renate held each other after a satisfying round of sex. Jack was surprised that he was able to perform as well as he did, given what Diane had done to him. He knew that he still faced a lot of recuperative treatment, but he felt both satisfied and relieved that he was able to give Renate the love she deserved.
"My God, Renate, that was absolutely the best," he said. She smiled as she wrapped her arm around his chest.
"For me as well, liebling," she said. Renate turned on her side and gave Jack a look of concern. "Jack, what did Diane and David do to you? I asked Dad and your folks and they said I should ask you."
Jack told Renate the story of how the two plotted to destroy him, leaving nothing out. Renate was crying by the time he finished.
"My God," she exclaimed. "It's a good thing I wasn't here. I would have kicked that bitch into the middle of next week."
"Tell me, Renate," Jack said. "I know it's none of my business and you don't have to say anything if you don't want, but I figured you'd be married by now."
"No, Jack, you should know," she said. "I met quite a few men, even dated some of them a time or two. The truth is, none of them were you."
Jack looked at her in amazement. She continued.
"The truth is, Jack, I haven't been with a man since the last time you and I were together."
"Now I feel bad," Jack said. Renate shook her head.
"No, Jack, don't feel bad. When you first told me about Diane, I was hurt, but then I remembered that I gave you permission to meet other women. As I remember, I insisted that you marry if you met and fell in love with someone. I didn't know how long I would be gone and I didn't want to hold you back or give you false hope," she said.
Jack was fighting tears hearing her words. He hugged her to him even closer.
"Now you're back, and I don't ever want to let you go," he said. She smiled and hugged him back.
"Ich liebe dich," she whispered softly. "I love you. And I'm never, ever letting you go. I'll never mistreat you or disrespect you. If you still want me, I would love to be your hausfrau, your wife. Right now, I want nothing more than to spend my life with you, hold you, love you and have your children."
"You just made me the happiest man on earth, Renate," he said. "If you'll have me, I'd love nothing more than to marry you. The very second my divorce is final."
"Then it's a deal, my love. We'll tell our folks tomorrow. They're probably planning our wedding even as we speak. But for right now, we have a lot of lost time to make up for," she said, reaching for his manhood. "Küss mich," she said, planting her soft lips on his, her tongue exploring his mouth as she rolled on top of him.
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Marsha, Marsha, Marsha
Just a quick, fun little story... I had a couple versions of this rattling around in my mind and decided to go with this one. I know some of the critics will probably go bananas with the direction of the story, but I decided to have a bit of fun with it. Enjoy, and as always, thank you for your comments and feedback.
The drill instructor stood in front of his platoon for the last time on a warm September day in San Diego.
"Platoon! Dis...MISSED," he commanded.
The fifty recruits took a single step backwards and responded, "Sir, platoon dismissed! Aye, aye, sir!"
With an about face and a collective shout of "Oorah," the formation split up and headed off the parade ground for the last time. Most congregated around the drill instructor, shaking his hand before heading out to either find family members or a bus to the airport.
I was no different than the rest. After shaking the staff sergeant's hand, I grabbed my seabag and made my way to the bus heading for the airport.
My name is George Michaels, but on that day in 1974, I was Lance Corporal George Michaels, United States Marine Corps, and all I wanted to do was get back to Texas and my fiance, Marsha Esposito.
It had been a long and grueling six months but I had finally graduated recruit training, had earned the right to wear the Eagle, Globe and Anchor, and was looking forward to the next chapter of my life, which included marrying the girl of my dreams.
You're probably wondering why it took six months, since boot camp is normally about 12 weeks long. That's easy. On the day we finished first phase, my appendix ruptured and I ended up in surgery, followed by several weeks of recovery. Normally, the doctors said, I could have been back on my feet in a few weeks, but I ended up getting an infection that required antibiotics and extra care.
Naturally, training for my original platoon continued and I was held back until the doctors declared me fit for duty. By the time I recovered enough to continue my training without causing any further damage, nearly three extra months had been added to my time at MCRD, San Diego. Yeah, I'm "Hollywood Marine."
Finally, I was assigned to a new platoon and finished the grueling course, graduating as the top recruit. In addition to getting a set of dress blues, something Marines normally had to buy out of their own pocket in those days, I also received a promotion to Lance Corporal and was given the honor of carrying the platoon guidon.
Marsha and I wrote each other as often as we could, and she would frequently send me pictures, although the pictures stopped coming a month or two ago. Some of the photos, however, made their way to what we called the "hog board."
That was a cork board set up in the squad bay where recruits could post photos of their wives or girlfriends, some of which were pretty provocative. Nudes were strictly forbidden, however. Before graduation, the recruits would hold a contest to pick the best photo.
Many of the pictures Marsha sent showed her wearing a short dress or a bathing suit, but some showed a bit more of her flesh. In one picture, she wore only a bath towel which just happened to show off the side of one very shapely leg to a point well above her waist. To top that off, the towel barely covered her crotch. It wasn't pornographic, but it was clear she wore nothing under it. That picture won the contest, making me proud to be engaged to such a sexy girl. I found myself wondering, however, who took that picture, since it wasn't exactly something I could see her brother or father would take and cell phones with cameras and selfie-sticks didn't exist back in the 1970s.
It was also much more skin than she had ever exposed to me. From the very beginning, she made it clear that she was a "good Catholic girl" and would never fully expose herself to her betrothed until her wedding night. Which, of course, meant that we had never had sex. In fact, all we had ever done is kiss. She wouldn't even let me touch her breasts. That would all change on our wedding night, she promised.
None of this surprised me, though. Marsha and I first met in the fifth grade and while she was often flirty, she never came across as "loose" or "easy." In fact, the only way I could describe her at the time was "chaste." So I naturally believed on the day I graduated that she was still a virgin.
This would be a good time to introduce you to my long-time school buddy, Rick Epstein. We had known each other for at least a year before I met Marsha. We did practically everything together -- fish, camp out, even had sleep-overs at each other's homes. As we grew older, though, I noticed that he always seemed to want whatever I had, only he had to "one-up" me if he could. If I got a new fishing pole, he would get a fishing pole with a better or bigger reel, for example.
In high school, he would often try to horn in on Marsha, even though he knew we were what the kids today would call an "item." Marsha would simply wave him off with a smile and walk away.
On the day I left for boot camp, he saw me off at the airport, telling me he would "keep an eye" out for Marsha. I had no reason to distrust her, so I simply shook his hand and said, "thanks."
The airplane finally landed at the small airport near our town and since it was pretty late in the evening, my parents took me back home so I could get a decent night's sleep. The first thing I did was call Marsha.
"I've got a surprise for you," she said, giggling as she so often did.
"I can't wait to see it," I told her. "I'll be over right after I visit the old school."
We ended the call, having spoken sweet nothings to each other for over an hour.
The next day, I wanted to show off two things -- my dress blues and my soon-to-be wife. I put on my uniform, hopped in my pickup and headed to my old high school. After meeting my former principal and some of my teachers, I headed over to Marsha's house.
Marsha opened the door before I even had a chance to knock.
"Surprise!" she exclaimed. "You're going to be a daddy!"
"What?" I asked, shocked by what she said. I instantly noticed that she was starting to show and her breasts were much bigger than I remembered. She was definitely pregnant -- but it wasn't by me. After all, I had been gone for nearly six months and we had never had sex, at HER insistence.
"Are you out of your mind?" I asked. "You DO realize that we've never had sex. Hell, I've never even SEEN you naked. So how in the hell can I be a daddy?"
"Well, we're going to be married. And since I'm the mother, that would make you the daddy," she said.
"WHAT? You really don't expect me to fall for that crap, do you?" I yelled. "Tell me, and I want the truth. Who is the father?"
"You are, I told you," she said. "Once we're married, you'll become the daddy."
My mind was reeling. Surely she wasn't that stupid. I asked her.
"Are you really that stupid, Marsha? We've never done anything but you expect me to raise a child that someone else gave you?"
"Well..." she began.
"Marsha, Marsha, Marsha," I said, mimicking the line from "The Brady Bunch." Remember, the show first aired in 1969 and new episodes had aired until March, 1974.
I took a deep breath and counted to ten. I loved Marsha but I was way beyond pissed. I needed to know the truth.
"Tell me the truth, Marsha. Did you and Rick have sex while I was gone?" I asked. She sat down and looked away, almost as if she was afraid to answer me.
"Well, only a few times," she finally said. "But it was only because I love you and missed you. It really didn't mean anything."
"How many times?" I asked.
"I don't know, maybe 15 or 20 times," she said.
"So, you fucked Rick 15 or 20 times, let him get you pregnant and now you tell me it was because you love me?" I asked.
"Yeah," she said, tears in her eyes.
"And now you're telling me that it's really my child because we're supposed to get married?"
"Yeah," Marsha said.
I shook my head in disbelief. By now her father and brother had come into the front room.
"I'm sorry, Mr. Esposito, but I can't go through with this wedding," I said. He didn't look too happy.
"Marsha says it's your child, so I really think you should do the right thing," he said.
My God, I thought, is everyone in this family stupid?
"Mr. Esposito, you do realize that Marsha and I have never, ever had sex? Hell, I've never even seen her naked. AND, she just admitted that she had actually screwed Rick Epstein 15 to 20 times," I said.
"Is that right," he asked his daughter.
"Yes, daddy," she told him, bawling. He looked at her like something the family dog left in the yard.
"Goddammit," he said. "You're just as stupid as your mother." He looked at me with genuine sorrow in his eyes. "I'm so sorry, son. I had no idea my daughter inherited her mother's stupidity. Are you sure you can't work through this?"
"No, Mr. E, I can't," I said. "If she can't remain faithful to me while I'm in boot camp, there's no way she'd stay faithful to me if I had to go to war. And I'm sure as hell not going to raise someone else's child. There's no doubt we'd only end up divorced."
"But daddy," Marsha said, "Rick and I only had sex, we never made love." Her brother, Frank, literally laughed out loud.
"Give it up, Marsha," he said. "I caught you literally fucking his brains out right here in the front room. Along with two of his friends. I even got some Polaroids. You can see everything," he said to me, "even sperm coming out of her pussy and ass. You wouldn't believe how much there was." He looked at me. "You wanna see them?"
Something dawned on me.
"Frank, did you take that picture of Marsha in the towel that she sent me?" I asked.
"Oh yeah. That was fun. She just got finished masturbating naked out by the pool. Check it out," he said, grabbing a thick photo album out of a bookcase along a wall. He opened it up and showed me the pictures leading up to the one with her towel.
There she was, completely naked by their pool, her legs spread wide and her fingers inside her pussy. There was a series of Polaroids that ended with one of her squirting like a hose.
"She really gets into it," Frank said. "You remember that day, don't you Dad?" he asked, looking at his red-faced father. "That was the day she gave you a naked lapdance on the picnic table and let you cum inside her." Frank looked back at me.
"She can be a real slut," he said. "I've got lots and lots of pictures, too. Here's one of her fucking two black guys at the same time," he said, opening another book, showing me a picture of Marsha with her legs spread wide, taking a large black man between her legs with another black cock in her mouth.
"Please, Frank, don't use that language in front of your sister," his father said.
"But that's what she was doing, dad," he said. "She even tried to suck my cock while Rick and one of his friends was fucking her."
"What?" his father said. "Marsha, did you really try to suck your brother's cock while screwing two other guys?"
"Well, yes, daddy," she said. "I only had two cocks inside me and I needed one in my mouth. It wouldn't be the first time I sucked Frank off. You know that. Besides, he always loved me doing it before."
"Yeah, but you normally suck my cock after we go to bed at night," Frank said. "You always said you wanted to have me by myself when we did it."
I couldn't believe what I was hearing. The Espositos always came across as straight-laced. What kind of insanity went on in this house, I wondered.
"Marsha," I asked. "How many different guys have you had sex with since I asked you to marry me?"
"I don't know. Maybe seven or eight," she said. Frank laughed again.
"Maybe seven or eight hundred," he said sarcastically. "Don't forget, I have pictures," he added, indicating the multiple photo albums in the bookcase.
"But it was only sex. I didn't love any of them. I only love you and I'm saving myself for you, promise," she said.
"And you actually sucked your little brother's cock as well?" I asked.
"Of course," she said. "I love fucking and sucking his big cock. I've been doing it ever since he turned 18. His cum is so yummy I can't get enough of it. I also took his virginity on his birthday. Dad took pictures of it. They're in one of our family albums. Do you want to see them?"
"No, thanks," I told her. "Tell me, did you ever use a condom with any of the guys you fucked?"
"Whats a 'condum?'" she asked, saying the word slowly.
This was just too much stupidity for me. I couldn't believe what I was hearing. My girl was nothing but a round-heeled cock-sucking cum slut who would take anyone and everyone, including her own brother and father. And all three of them were proud of it. I couldn't believe she had actually been able to hide this from me for so long. I had to get out of this madhouse.
"I gotta get out of here," I said. "Marsha, the wedding is off. There's no way we can get married. Not after this. Hell, you don't even know who the father of your baby really is. I'm strictly a one-woman man and I expect my wife to be a one-man woman. Goodbye," I said, turning to leave.
Marsha jumped to her feet, crying.
"Please don't leave me," she said. "I didn't love them. Only you."
"No, Marsha, you have no concept of love. Lust maybe, but not love. For all I know, you've fucked half the county, including your own brother, all the while denying me everything and making me believe you were this chaste little girl," I said.
"That's not true," she said. "I haven't fucked half the county. I know for a fact there's 150,000 people living in the county and I haven't fucked 75,000 guys. Not even close."
"Well, good for you, Marsha," I said. "But it's too late for us. I gotta go. Have a good life, seriously. Bye."
I turned and left, not looking back.
I drove home, changed into blue jeans and a Marine Corps t-shirt and headed out to get something to drink. I ended up at the Dew Drop Inn and sucked down a beer, going over the day's events. I noticed someone standing next to me and turned to see who it was.
"Leah," I said. "Good to see you. Can I buy you drink?" Leah was another long-time friend. I had known her since elementary school and we had been good friends ever since. She had warned me about Marsha when we first got engaged, but I dismissed her warning, thinking she was just jealous.
"Did you see her yet?" she asked.
"Yeah," I said. "How could I have been so stupid? You knew all along, didn't you?"
"Hell, everyone knew. Everyone except you, that is," she said. I guess love really is blind. "So, is the wedding off?"
"It's off," I said. "There's no way I can get involved with that bunch."
"So, what do you want to do?" she asked. I looked long and hard at her. Leah didn't have the sultry look Marsha did, but her red hair and flashing green eyes captivated me as they always did.
"Are you hungry?" I asked. She smiled.
"As a matter of fact, I am," she said. "I could also go for something to eat," she added, taking my hand and leading me out of the bar.
Do I really need to tell you what happened? As you can imagine, Marsha was history, but then there was Leah, and she made my 10-day leave something I'll never forget.
Not that she would let me forget, that is. We just celebrated our 44th anniversary and she's still hungry...



        Revenge in Advance: Pat

        Pat pays the price.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/revenge-in-advance-pat

Title: Revenge in Advance: Pat

Author: saddletramp1956

Category: Loving Wives

Description: Pat pays the price.

Tags: mmas, advance, cheating, cuckold, pat, wife, revenge




The following is a continuation of the saga based on edrider73's 2014 story, "Revenge in Advance," in which a wife purchases an insurance policy that ultimately details the revenge her husband would face if he was caught cheating on her. In a nutshell, Oscar, the husband in the story, learns that if he were caught cheating, he would essentially be kidnapped, humiliated, beaten and sexually assaulted. The story continued with my first post, "Revenge in Advance, A Sequel," in which Oscar escapes his wife's plot and gets his own revenge, followed up by "Revenge in Advance, Derby's Dose," a tale of what happened when one wife's revenge went too far.
Many thanks to edrider73 for giving me permission to write this sequel and any others that may come from that story. Also, many thanks to those who offered comments and constructive criticism on my previous stories. And please remember, this is a work of fiction, not a docu-drama...
Chapter 1:
Don Williams finished his call to the Mutual Marital Assurance Society (MMAS), a secretive company he learned was set up by a man-hating lawyer who got gullible wives to spend $1,600 for "insurance" ostensibly designed to keep their marriages intact and their spouses faithful. He had set up an appointment for Wednesday morning, less than 48 hours from now.
He picked up his phone and called Oscar Warren, a federal officer whose wife, Renee, had talked his wife into attending what was supposedly a "spa weekend." That was just a ruse, however. In reality, Renee Warren and three other women had spent the weekend concocting punishments for their spouses in the event of their infidelity.
Renee ended up in prison after attempting to murder her husband, Oscar, and another wife, Madison Johnson, got the death penalty after murdering her husband, Dave.
Don only knew what the media had reported, but what he learned from Oscar and Evelyn shook him to his core.
"It's done," Don told Oscar. "My appointment is for 8:30 am Wednesday."
"Good," Oscar said. "Let's meet at noon tomorrow, your office. I'll brief you on what to expect and get you set up."
"Okay," Don said. "Do we need a cone of silence or something for this," he added in an attempt to inject humor in the situation. Oscar laughed.
"No cone of silence needed, but I'm sure you understand the gravity of the situation. Don't say anything to your wife just yet," Oscar said.
"I won't," Don said. "See you tomorrow," he added before ending the call.
Don looked at the family picture on his desk and thought back over his life with Evelyn. They first met in the first grade and instantly became good friends. By the time they were in high school it was clear the two were a couple. The two youngsters were inseparable and by the time they graduated from high school, they knew that marriage was inevitable.
Don went into the Air Force, looking forward to getting his college education on the GI Bill. His parents had instilled in him a strong work ethic, which included getting ahead on his own. The last thing Don wanted was to saddle his folks with a huge student loan. Halfway into his four-year hitch, he popped the question and married his life-long friend.
Things were tight but they made it, and after his tour in the service, he went to college and got a degree in Finance. Evelyn had gotten her two-year degree and had become a Certified Public Accountant. Don, meanwhile, had secured a job as a part-time bank teller while he finished his degree.
A couple years later, they had a child and were blessed with a second child a year or so later. Evelyn decided that she needed to be home to raise the children. By then, Don had become an assistant manager at the branch where he worked, and figured they could get by just on his salary, which they did.
Don continued his career and was now working as a Vice-President, dealing with product design and development. The goal was to provide services and products that would help boost the bank's bottom line while at the same time giving customers more value for their money. He was quite good at what he did, having once worked directly with the bank's customers, unlike so many of the empty suits who flaunted their degrees but had no experience on the front lines.
He and Evelyn were still just as close as ever, even though the sex had dropped off over the years. They both loved each other dearly, but at 51, they simply weren't able to fuck like bunnies the way they did when they first got married. So sex had dropped off to about twice a week. But they never went to bed angry and always cuddled together. And cheating was never on the table. He loved her more than life itself and would never hurt her that way.
So, Don wondered, why did Evelyn even feel the need to do something like this? Was this a mid-life type of thing? Who knew, but he decided that he needed to have a very long talk with her after this was over.
Chapter 2:
Pat Witherspoon sat in her easy chair sipping on a cup of hot tea as she looked over the file on Don Williams, a vice president at a fairly large national bank. She was set to interview him on Wednesday and wanted to make sure she knew as much as possible before presenting him with the punishment that his wife -- with her help, of course -- had chosen.
Don, it seems, was one of what she called the "good guys." That made her both happy and sad. Happy, in that she knew Evelyn would never have to worry about him cheating on her, but sad in that he would be devastated by what he would be forced to endure.
She had no problem punishing cheating husbands -- in fact, she loved it. Her favorite case was an old one in which a doctor had her husband's testicles surgically removed, bronzed and mounted on a plaque. She then used a transitioning drug to reduce his testosterone level to practically nothing. Then she had him declared legally dead and used him as a "fluffer" for her many lovers.
That didn't last long, though, as he ended up killing himself after sending an email to her family, friends and co-workers exposing her revenge. He also sent the email, complete with pictures and videos, to his family and to several law enforcement agencies. She lost her job and her medical license and ended up in prison.
After that, MMAS made a number of significant changes to ensure the organization would never be implicated in any other incidents that resulted in death.
But this was something different. Don, like Oscar, wasn't a cheater. He was a hard-working man who loved his wife and family, and according to all the reports, he was as solid and faithful as they come.
The case also concerned her. The last time she faced one of the "good guys," he ended up becoming a federal law enforcement officer determined to bring her and her organization down.
Pat thought back to the weekend she spent with Renee and her four friends. Like Renee, Evelyn needed her help to visualize Don cheating. That required some help which Pat was more than happy to provide.
One of the techniques used by MMAS field operatives was a chemically-enhanced hypnosis that helped women like Renee and Evelyn experience the actual pain of adultery. As far as they were concerned, the cheating was just as real as if it happened right in front of them. Pat also liked using the technique to "shape" her clients' marriages into what she thought was more "appropriate."
That meant making the wives more dominant, oftentimes turning the husbands into wimpy cuckolds who would eagerly accept becoming whatever she and the wife wanted. Many of the women -- especially the younger ones -- happily embraced the idea.
But Evelyn, unlike Renee, completely rejected the notion of changing her marriage dynamic. Maybe that was due to the more than forty years she had already spent with Don. Renee was something quite different, however, and readily accepted the idea of turning Oscar into a cuckold beta male willing to do anything, even sacrifice his own manhood, for his wife's sexual pleasures.
But the stupid bitch simply couldn't follow directions. All she had to do was give Oscar one drop a day of the drug Pat provided. But no, she had to dump half the damn bottle in his thermos of stew, which would have killed him in minutes.
Naturally, Renee was charged with attempted murder and given a 30-year prison sentence. The clincher was that damn audio Oscar had of her speaking with Renee. Fortunately, no one tied MMAS to that, and nothing was mentioned of Renee's enhanced hypnosis.
Madison required no assistance whatsoever, given that her husband was already a well-established cheater. But she took things to a whole new level and paid the ultimate price. Pat had to admit, though, that she got a kick out of what Madison did to her husband, but decided that she would never suggest crapping in the cheater's mouth.
Of course, Mona Larsen, the lawyer who started MMAS after her experience with a cheating husband, was not pleased -- at all. After Madison's crimes and the MMAS connection were made public, she summoned Pat to her Washington, D.C., townhouse for a meeting.
"What the fuck are you doing?" Mona demanded. Pat refused to be cowed by her boss, known to many as the "Ice Queen" for her cold, calculating hardness in the courtroom.
"I'm following the plan YOU created," she said.
"No, MY plan did not include turning victims into murderers. Whose idea was it to have that woman shit in her husband's mouth, anyway? Was that your idea?" she asked Pat.
"No, that was the client's idea," Pat said. "Fortunately, the contractors refused to do it."
"And rightfully so," Mona said. "Do you know how close you've come to completely fucking up everything we've worked so hard to build?"
"I'm not responsible for what the client does on her own and neither are you," Pat said.
"I don't give a shit," Mona hissed. "You have no idea how close we are to our final objective."
"What objective is that?" Pat asked. "Are you saying we're running out of cheating husbands to punish? That's not what I'm seeing in the field."
"No, of course not," Mona said. "We're this close to creating a nation completely free of the white male patriarchy. Soon, the country will be dominated by morally superior women and the days of kowtowing to men will be over. Women across the country will finally be able to break free of the bonds imposed by the fascist ultra-right white male hegemony. And your fuckups are going to screw it all up."
"When did politics get into this?" Pat asked. "I thought this was about helping women deal with cheating husbands."
"This is Washington, D.C., Pat," Mona said. "Everything is about politics, even the fucking time of day."
Mona softened a bit and motioned for Pat to sit down on her couch. Mona sat across from her and touched Pat's neck. The next thing Pat remembered was waking up on Mona's couch, confused and groggy.
"Wakey, wakey," Mona said, smiling. Pat sat up and rubbed her face and eyes.
"I'm sorry for falling asleep," Pat said. Mona waved her off.
"That's okay," Mona said. "It's been a rough few days and you deserve some rest. I need you to get your act together, Pat. Can you do that for me?" Pat nodded.
"Yes, I can, and I'm sorry." Mona gave her a hug.
"That's alright, Pat. Just focus on the goal, okay?" Mona asked.
The meeting was over, but Pat kept wondering what Mona had done to her. She wondered if Mona had used some type of control technique on her. She did a mental self-examination but couldn't find anything. Still, she was concerned -- very concerned.
Chapter 3:
The next morning, Oscar and a technician from Fort Apache showed up at Don's office. Oscar briefly flashed his federal credentials to the receptionist who instantly let him enter without question or comment.
"Good morning, Oscar," Don said, shaking hands. Oscar introduced the technician and got down to business.
"First off, Don, I want to thank you for helping us. Trust me when I tell you this will be the hardest thing you've ever had to experience," Oscar said.
"Let's get it over with. What can I expect?" Don asked.
Oscar began with the preliminaries based on his own meeting with Pat. Don frowned as he listened. His face turned white as he heard Oscar describe the sadistic punishment Pat made him watch.
"Do you think I'll have to watch something similar?" he asked.
"Quite possibly," Oscar said. "From what we've learned, MMAS tends to lean heavily toward the most degrading punishment imaginable. Sodomy and pain is often used on their victims. Sometimes it's done by the doms they contract, sometimes by males. Dave Johnson, the man who was recently murdered, was used in that way, both orally and anally. We've uncovered a number of situations where the husband is brutalized to the point that he can no longer function."
"My God," Don whispered. "Do you think Evelyn would be part of this? I've known her for over 40 years and I can tell you there's not a vindictive or mean bone in her body."
"I would have said the same thing about my Renee, but I suspect that whatever was chosen for you was done with the help of some kind of hypnosis," Oscar said. "That's what they did to Renee. From what she described, it was done so that she could fully experience the pain of being cheated upon."
"Tell me, Oscar, did you ever cheat on your wife?" Don asked.
"No, never. And I never would have. Even now, I can't bring myself to think about another woman," Oscar said. Don nodded in approval.
The technician glanced at Oscar, indicating his work was done.
"One last thing," Oscar said. "You'll need to wear this jacket when you meet with Pat. It's been equipped with a tiny camera, microphone and a GPS system so we can keep track of you. Where is the meeting taking place?"
Don gave him the address, which Oscar instantly recognized. It was the same place he had met with Pat.
"Remember, Don, stay calm and be yourself. My team and I will be close by so you'll be safe and our agents will be watching over your house. I doubt they'll do anything to you since this is just the initial meeting," Oscar said. "I'll be monitoring the video feed as well, so when you feel you can't take any more, just tell Pat you've seen enough. I'll take that as our cue to act. Any questions?"
"Not right now," Don said. "I just hope I can pull this off."
"Piece of cake, Don," Oscar said. "It's not like you're facing a Columbian drug cartel, you know." Don laughed, nervously. "One last thing, Don," Oscar said on his way out. "If you need someone to talk to afterward, feel free to call anytime."
"Thanks, Oscar, I appreciate that," Don said.
An hour later, Oscar briefed Bill on his meeting with Don. Bill seemed satisfied with what he heard.
"You've done an excellent job on this, Oscar," Bill said. "So please don't take this personally."
"What?" Oscar asked.
"You'll get credit for Pat's arrest, but her interrogation will be handled by others more, er, proficient in that sort of thing. Besides, with what you went through with Renee, you really wouldn't be a good choice," Bill said. Oscar nodded in understanding.
"I understand, Bill. I was just looking forward to putting the screws on her a bit," Oscar said.
"Believe me, you have every right to," Bill said. "But remember this -- you'll be the one putting her in cuffs." Oscar smiled at the thought.
"On another note," Bill said. "We've tracked down the moles in the DA's office and the Public Defender's office. Unfortunately, we won't be able to get anything from either one of them."
"Why?" Oscar asked
"Turns out both of them have died under somewhat mysterious circumstances. One of them died in a rather strange car crash and the other was found dead at the bottom of the stairs leading to her apartment. Of course no one saw anything," Bill said.
"Interesting. You think MMAS is behind it, don't you?" Oscar asked.
"It's pretty clear to me, but there's no evidence of foul play at this time," Bill said. "Also, we'll be monitoring your operation tomorrow. As soon as Pat is in custody, we'll conduct a search of her apartment. Should be eye-opening. And we've gotten quite a bit of information off your wife's old computer. We now know how MMAS recruits their clients. We still have a lot to sort out, though. Maybe we'll get the answers after tomorrow's operation.
"So, why don't you go spend the rest of the day with the kids. You've got a big day tomorrow," Bill said.
"Sounds good to me," Oscar said. "Talk to you tomorrow."
Chapter 4
That night, Don held his wife after making love to her and thought about the years they had spent together. Evelyn sensed his mood and asked if he was alright.
"Yeah, I'm fine, Evie," he said. "I was just thinking. Do you realize we've known each other for almost half a century?"
"Ever since first grade," she said. "Do you know that except for my dad and our son, you're the only guy I've ever kissed in my entire life?"
He knew. He also remembered the first time she kissed him so many years ago. He thought about those first awkward attempts at 'romance' in his car at the local drive-in and laughed.
"What's so funny?" Evelyn asked. "Are my kisses a joke to you now?"
"Of course not, Evie. I was just thinking about our dates at the old drive-in theater all those years ago. How we struggled so hard to make out in bucket seats. You remember that?" Evelyn laughed.
"How can I forget?" she asked, laughing. "My dad was so glad you bought a car with those seats, said he'd never have to worry about us doing something we shouldn't." Don laughed at the memory.
"Wonder what he would've thought about the blanket I kept in the trunk?" Don asked.
"He would have praised you for being prepared. Then he would've punched your lights out," Evelyn said.
"What's happening to us, Evie?" Don asked. Evelyn sat up, concerned.
"What do you mean?" she asked.
"After all this time, do you really think I'd cheat on you?" he asked.
"No, not really," Evelyn said. "I'm just, you know, scared. You're a very handsome man and I'm turning into a middle-aged old woman. I see the way the younger girls look at you. You're so distinguished and so confident. And I'm just getting older."
Don held Evelyn closer to him.
"Evie, you're more beautiful to me now than you were when we first married. Do you know you're the only woman I've ever wanted in my life? I'd never hurt you or our family, ever," he said.
"Have you ever thought about having sex with someone else?" she asked.
"Well, I used to have a crush on Linda Ronstadt back in the day," Don joked. Evelyn punched his arm, laughing. "But no, I've never wanted anyone else. Seriously," he said.
"You're meeting with MMAS tomorrow, aren't you?" Evelyn asked.
"Yes, I am," Don said.
"Are you okay with that?" Evelyn asked.
"Not really," Don said.
"Please don't be upset with me," she begged.
"Let me get through the meeting first. Then we'll talk," he told her.
"I love you, Don," Evelyn said. He kissed her in response.
"I love you, too, Evie. Let's get some sleep. We have a busy day tomorrow."
While Don and Evelyn were talking, Mona was holding a meeting of her own. Thanks to modern technology, though, her meeting was held online. She motioned to a servant, who was standing at her doorway, holding a fresh cup of hot tea. The man, wearing only a loincloth and sandals, walked in and placed the tea on her desk, bowing as he did so. He glanced at her monitors as she waved him off.
"I see you have a new servant boy," one of the women told Mona.
"Yes, he's fairly new. Still, he knows how to make a barely tolerable cup of tea and he's learning how to properly clean things up," Mona said, smiling.
"Isn't that the former congressman from New York who..." another woman began.
"Yes, it is," Mona said. "It seems that neither his constituents nor his wife had any use for him after the last time he was caught sending sexually explicit texts to his underage interns. They wanted him out of office and his wife traded him in for something better. We dealt with his cheating ways and I had mercy on him so I added him to my stable here."



"But why the loincloth?" a third woman asked.
"Two reasons, actually," Mona said. "Clothes can hide a number of surveillance devices and the loincloth serves as a reminder of his place here."
"Well," the first woman said, "I'll have to call you the next time I need domestic help." All four women snickered at that.
"Right. Now to business," Mona said. "As you all know, the previous administration was very supportive of our cause. So much so that we received billions of taxpayer dollars to fund our work. We were also able to get assistance in other ways -- personnel, for example. The current administration, however, isn't receptive at all to us. So, we're taking a bold step here. Let me introduce you to our ultimate target."
Mona clicked her mouse a few times and brought up a picture of the president.
"Are you absolutely certain of this?" one of the women asked.
"Yes," Mona said. "It won't be easy, but we're already making headway with the Secret Service thanks to our contacts in Treasury. On top of that, most, if not all of the legitimate media is sympathetic to our cause and they certainly have no love for this man. Additionally, Silicon Valley is clearly in our corner, so we can mold whatever story or narrative we want and have the American people accept it as gospel. Anyone with a different point of view will simply be silenced into oblivion. Once we have the White House under our control we'll be free to enact the kind of change we've been working for all these years."
"Before you take on someone this powerful, you'd better deal with the weak links in your own organization," another woman said.
"Yes, we've had to deal with a couple of those weak links just recently," Mona said. "And there's another potential weak link as well. Rest assured, though, I've already taken care of that. One more fuckup and that link will be cut loose. Permanently."
"You'd better see to it, Mona," the first woman said. "If you fuck this up, it'll do more than just hurt the cause, it could start a civil war."
"Don't worry, I have it all under control," Mona said.
"You'd better," said another woman.
The meeting ended, Mona sipped her tea as she considered the implications of what was just said.
Chapter 5
The next morning saw a flurry of activity. Oscar and his team of federal agents were making their way to the building where Don would meet with Pat. Fortunately, the building was tall enough that the roof included a helipad, which meant agents could land, secure their target and whisk her off to Fort Apache without disrupting ground traffic. Nevertheless, teams of agents gathered at all of the building's entrances to prevent any possible escape.
At the same time, federal agents surrounded Pat's residence and were eagerly waiting for Oscar's signal. They had already seen her leave and radioed the main team letting them know the package was on her way.
Don left home, kissing his very nervous wife as he walked out the door. On the outside he seemed calm, but was trembling on the inside. "Lord, don't let me screw up," he quietly prayed as he made his way to the meeting. Undercover agents watching his home sent word to Oscar that Don was heading out.
Mona, meanwhile, was instructing her new servant on the preferred way to clean semen out of her freshly-fucked pussy, ignorant of the shitstorm about to be unleashed on her longtime friend and employee, a woman she and her allies now saw as a "weak link" and a potential danger to the overall plan.
He may have been a boorish piece of crap as a congressman, she thought, but he had a long tongue and an insatiable appetite for what lay between her legs. Perhaps a bit too much of an appetite for her taste, but she would soon fix that. Electricity applied to the right piece of anatomy can do wonders, she thought with a wicked smile. After all, his job was to clean, not enjoy...
"You missed a spot," she told the loincloth-wearing former Congressman, pointing to a white blob on her labia.
"Yes, mistress," he said, correcting his mistake.
"Don't let me have to tell you again," she said. "And you'd better not be enjoying this if you know what's good for you," she added, fingering the cattle prod near her lounge.
"I understand, mistress," he sheepishly said.
Don, meanwhile, had made it to the office building where he was set to meet Pat. Oscar warned him about acting normally while ignoring anyone he thought might be a federal officer, but it was hard to do. He was, after all, a banker, not an undercover agent. He counted to ten, took a few deep breaths and took an elevator to the 12th floor.
At the same time, Oscar was waiting with a team of agents in an alcove around the corner from the office where Don would meet Pat. He recognized the door to the suite, simply labeled "MMAS." It was the same door he walked through all those months ago.
He watched a feed from the camera attached to Don's suit jacket, which to the casual observer, looked liked an ordinary button. Another team of agents was positioned at the other entrance to the office complex, waiting for Oscar's signal.
Don finally got to the office door, braced himself and entered.
A thirty-ish woman welcomed Don as he entered -- Pat. Oscar instantly recognized her, noting that she was wearing a nicely-tailored suit. Of course, she had no idea that soon, she would be lead away in handcuffs.
"You're right on time, Mr. Williams. Please follow me," she said in a neutral tone.
She flipped the deadbolt lock leading to the hallway after ushering him into an inner office. Oscar motioned to his team, signaling the crew manning the battering ram specially made for situations like this to take its position.
Don took in the spartan furnishings in the room -- the large flat screen television next to a small table that held electronic equipment. Pat took a seat at a small round conference table sitting in the middle of the room. She motioned for Don to take a seat opposite her.
"May I call you Don?" she asked, using the same script she used with Oscar. "If you prefer, I'm fine with Mr. Williams. My name is Patricia, but you can call me Pat if you wish."
"Feel free to call me Don, Pat," he said. "And if you would, please tell me something about MMAS."
"What is it you would like to know?" Pat asked.
"What is my wife paying you and what is she paying you for, exactly?" Don asked.
"Your wife, Evelyn, is paying us one thousand, six hundred dollars for a lifetime fidelity policy. Now that you're here, we'll be placing the charge on your credit card. It should show up on next month's bill, and understand that it won't show as MMAS," she said. Don shook his head, holding up his hand.
"No, you're not charging anything to my card as I have not approved anything and may not approve anything depending on what I hear at this meeting," Don said. "And if you do put that on my card, please know that I will be taking legal action against you. I don't purchase anything without knowing exactly what it is I'm buying. Perhaps you forget that I do work for a bank."
Pat started to get defensive but backed off.
"Very well, Don, I understand. But know that your wife did sign an agreement with us," she said.
"I am not my wife and I have seen no agreement, signed or otherwise. You can either proceed with this meeting or we can end it right here. If I like what you're offering, I may agree to the transaction. If not, you will will not have our business. That's the way it's going to be. Your choice," he said.
Pat seemed flustered. Never before had a client's spouse taken such a hard stance, but she knew that legally, he was in the right.
"As you wish, Don," she said. "But know that this is highly unusual."
"What's highly unusual are your monthly statements that aren't really statements. There's a lot of things I've seen about your company that is highly unusual," he said. "So, what is in this policy that my wife allegedly agreed to?"
"Evelyn wants you to know exactly what is in her policy and why she took it out," Pat said, sticking to her script.
"I know you're confused and I understand. Before you leave here, you will see her signed policy and I will show you a video presentation that will explain everything in that policy. Experience has shown me that the best way to understand a Mutual Marital fidelity policy is for me to explain it the way I'm going to do now," she said.
"And trust me, Evelyn knows that you're here and we've discussed this completely," Pat told him. "Look, some of what you're going to see may disturb you deeply. Feel free to ask questions at any time and I'll do my best to explain."
Pat went on to explain that the nebulous organization is really a subsidiary of a dummy company that's a subsidiary of another dummy company and so on. That was an instant red flag to Don. One of the companies, she explained, is registered as a privately owned business.
"I won't tell you where it's located, but it's not in Boston, despite what the return address says," Pat said. "The address on the envelope is a dummy. We're not doing anything illegal, but secrecy is vital given the service we provide our customers."
Don shook his head in disbelief. "You actually get people to agree to that line of bullshit?" he asked. "Your whole organization sounds like it's probably violating all kinds of regulations just in the way it's set up. And you want me to give you $1,600? Are you nuts or do you think I'm an idiot?"
"I told you some of what you would hear might upset you, and if you choose not to pay for what your wife contracted for, I would understand. However, you should know that our collection service would go after your wife for the full amount in cash, with interest," Pat said. "And believe me, our collections department can get, well, quite aggressive. Even physical."
"Are you threatening my wife with violence?" Don asked. "It sounds to me like you just violated the law, lady. Specifically, the Fair Credit Reporting Act. And frankly, I've seen and heard enough."
Oscar heard Don give the agreed-upon signal and waved to the agents. He grabbed his walkie-talkie and gave the word.
"It's on. Go, go, go," he shouted.
All of a sudden, the outer door exploded as the battering ram nearly took it off its hinges. The back door also gave way as agents swarmed the outer office, guns drawn. The inner office door also gave way as agents poured into the room.
Pat's eyes registered shock at the sight of armed federal agents pointing automatic rifles and pistols in her face, screaming at her to freeze. She froze.
Oscar walked into the office, his pistol at the ready.
"Patricia Witherspoon, you are under arrest," he said. "Don't touch anything. Stand up slowly, and place your hands behind your head with your fingers interlocked."
"Oscar," she began.
"That's Officer Warren to you, Ms. Witherspoon," he said. Pat complied with Oscar's directive. He wasted no time placing her in handcuffs as the other agents quickly emptied the entire suite. Giving the cuffs an extra click to make them tighter on her wrists, he whispered, "this is for Renee." She winced as he tightened the cuffs on her.
"That hurt?" he asked. Pat nodded yes. "Good," he said.
He read her Miranda rights, relishing the moment and let a female officer perform a search.
"Do a full-body cavity search," he instructed the female agent. "I don't want to get surprised by an IED hidden in her ass." The agent acknowledged his order and proceeded to do a full strip search.
Once done, he looked at Don with a smile on his face.
"Nicely done, Don," he said. "I really like the way you handled her. Look on the bright side, though. At least you didn't have to watch the punishment Pat had lined up for you. I'm sure it included a lot of disgusting oral and anal activity, though. Along with gratuitous beating and whipping of the testicles. Am I right, Pat? After all, you people really seem to get off on that shit."
Pat nodded. "It's on the DVD if you want to see it. I'm sorry, Mr. Williams. Everything I know about you tells me that you're one of the few most likely to never cheat. Please don't be too angry with your wife," she begged.
"My God, you're sick," he said. Pat looked at the floor, her arrogance and condescension now gone. Oscar began leading her out the door and turned to Don one more time.
"I'll be in touch, Don. Thanks for helping us. And if you want to talk, just give me a call, okay? I've been there," he said. Don nodded his head, thanking Oscar.
Oscar and his heavily-armed team led Pat up the stairs to the roof, where a helicopter waited to take her to Fort Apache. Once he had her seated inside the chopper, Oscar pulled out a dark hood and placed it over her head, then secured her tightly in her seat. She began to complain.
"What the fuck are you doing? Where are you taking me?" she screamed. Oscar leaned in close.
"Shut the fuck up before I gag you, or maybe you'd like that," he growled. A frightened Pat instantly complied. This wasn't the Oscar she first met. This man, unlike the others she dealt with, frightened her and for the first time she actually feared for her life. He climbed in and shut the door. After confirming all the agents were secure and everything was out of the office, he gave the order to head back to Fort Apache.
At the same time, what seemed like a small battalion of federal agents swarmed Pat's residence with military precision, cleared it of any potential booby traps and made sure there weren't any other surprises, like armed guards. In a short period of time, the entire residence was stripped clean of everything -- furniture, books, computers, clothing -- everything. Even the carpet was pulled up to make sure nothing was hidden underneath.
Everything was bagged, tagged, logged and categorized, then boxed up for the trip to Fort Apache. They left almost as quick as they arrived, leaving behind no evidence they were ever there.
Don's head was swimming after the morning's activities. He couldn't believe how fast and efficient Oscar's team was. It seemed like they were only in the office for a matter of minutes, but they had actually been there for nearly two hours.
He was fuming -- at MMAS, at his wife, at the whole sorry episode. At least he was spared from viewing the punishment he would face if he ever cheated. He called in sick, which wasn't too far from the truth. His head hurt and his heart was broken. How could Evelyn be so stupid as to let herself fall for Pat's snake oil? He pulled out his phone and called home. Evelyn picked up after the first ring.
"Don?" she asked nervously.
"Yeah, it's me," he said.
"Can we talk?" she asked.
"Not just yet, Evelyn," he said, purposefully avoiding his pet name for her. "In fact, I think you should spend a couple days at your sister's. I have a lot to process and frankly, I'm not ready to face you just yet."
Evelyn began crying. "I'm so sorry, babe, please don't hate me," she begged through her tears.
"Evelyn, please. I have a headache and I'm not thinking too clearly right now. It'll take me a while to get home, and I really think it would be best if you were gone by the time I get there," he said.
"Oh God," she sobbed, "are you going to leave me? Please don't. I can't live without you, Don."
"Just for a couple days, Evelyn. I need to decompress, calm down and think things through. I won't do anything drastic until after we talk, okay? I just have to have this time to think," he said.
"Okay, Don," Evelyn said in between sobs. "I'll wait as long as it takes. Just please don't leave me or hate me. I couldn't handle that."
"I don't hate you, Evelyn. I'm upset, shell-shocked, but I don't hate you. And I won't leave until we've had a chance to talk this out. But I gotta have this time to think," he said.
"You didn't say you love me," Evelyn said. "Please tell me you still love me."
"Okay, Evelyn, I love you, you know that. Just give me some space for a couple days. I'll call you at your sister's."
"I'm sorry, Don, of course, I'll give you some space. Just please give me a chance to make this up to you."
"We'll talk soon, Evelyn," Don said. "Tell your sister I said hello, okay?"
"Okay, Don, and please remember I love you with all my heart.," she said.
"Me too," Don said. "Bye, now."
Chapter 6:
Bill watched the helicopter land on the pad in the beefed-up stockade. Oscar got out, pulling Pat from her seat and led her to the elevator that would take her to her underground cell. The hood remained on her head until the elevator stopped. He unceremoniously deposited her into the tiny cell as female guards took over, replacing her civilian attire with an orange hospital gown open in the back. Pat was nude except for the gown and a pair of flip-flops.
The guards secured her to a chair in the middle of the cell. She would remain in the chair except for the few hours she would be allowed to sleep and the scheduled times she would be permitted to relieve herself.
"When can I speak with my lawyer?" she asked the guard who seemed to be in charge.
"No one gave you permission to speak, bitch," the senior guard said. "Let me fill you in on the rules. Rule one -- you speak only when spoken to and only after you have obtained permission. Rule two -- if you wish to speak, you will ask permission. Rule three -- what I and my guards say, goes. Without exception. You eat when and what we tell you. You crap when we tell you. You sleep when we tell you. You will refer to the guards as 'ma'am' at all times. You have no name here except for what we choose to call you. Right now, your designation is 'bitch.' Do you understand those rules?"
"Yes," Pat said. The guard got into her face.
"Yes, what, bitch?" the guard asked.
"Yes, ma'am," Pat said. "Permission to speak, ma'am," she added.
"Speak, bitch," the guard said.
"When can I see my lawyer, ma'am?" she asked.
"That's up to the investigators. When they decide you can speak with an attorney, they'll let us know. Then we'll let you know. Do you understand, bitch?"
"Yes, ma'am," Pat said.
Bill and Oscar stood back as the guards finished their work.
"Good job, Oscar," Bill said. "I understand you really enjoyed putting her in cuffs."
"Yes, I did," Oscar said. "Maybe too much."
"Now you understand why you're not going to be part of the interrogation team," Bill said.
"Yeah, you were right as usual."
"Look," Bill said. "You're not out of this completely. Maybe you can help encourage her to be more open with us. I'll give you some latitude, but nothing too physical and use deadly force only as a last resort. Got it?"
"Got it," Oscar said. He already had an idea in mind and intended to act on it as soon as possible, which just happened to be two hours later, after her first interrogation.
"On your feet, bitch," the guard ordered. Pat stood after the restraint was removed from the chair. "Move," the guard ordered, showing her to the door where Oscar stood. Oscar placed the hood back over her head and, with the female guard, escorted her to the elevator.
Once on the top floor, Oscar and the guard led her to a small electric vehicle, very similar to a golf cart. Oscar got in and began driving.
"Permission to speak," Pat whimpered.
"Speak, bitch," Oscar and the guard said at the same time. They both smiled at that.
"Where are we going?"
"Where are we going, what, bitch?" Oscar asked.
"Where are we going, sir?" Pat asked, stumbling over the 'sir' part of the question.
"We're going to introduce you to some of your victims," Oscar said. "Tell me, bitch, have you ever seen firsthand the results of your handiwork?"
"No, sir," Pat quietly said.
"Well, I think it's about time you did. Don't you, officer," Oscar said, glancing at the guard. She nodded in agreement.



"Yes sir, Officer Warren, I sure do," the guard said. "Don't you agree, bitch?"
"Yes sir, ma'am, I suppose I do," Pat said. Oscar was pleased. He pulled up to the hospital, parked and motioned to the guard.
"Bring her on up, officer," he said. The guard obeyed and soon the three of them were on the floor that housed the men who survived MMAS' punishment.
"Take a look, bitch. Take a good, long look at what you've done," Oscar said. Pat walked up and down the hall, looking through the windows at the men devastated by what had been done to them. Several recoiled in horror as she looked at them. Some screamed. Others tried to grab her.
"Permission to speak, sir," she said, looking at Oscar.
"Speak, bitch," he barked.
"They're cheaters. They deserved what they got. Sir," she said in defiance.
"Some of them were. But that doesn't give you or anyone else the right to do what you did to them. Consider this guy," Oscar said, pointing to one of the closed doors. He pulled a file folder out of the cubbyhole next to the door and looked at it.
"James Madison, you remember him? Probably not. He met his cousin at a Marriot Hotel. She was on her way to spring break and he was at a convention. They hadn't seen each other for years and wanted to reconnect. He bought her dinner, gave her a bracelet and they went their separate ways. The next day he was delivered to a hospital emergency room, beaten, shaved, his anus bleeding, one testicle crushed. He had been repeatedly sodomized while forced to suck multiple cocks. While being beaten and whipped. Somewhere along the way he had a heart attack and nearly died. There's a lot of other guys here who went through the same thing," Oscar said.
"Then there's guys like me. Guys who never cheated, and never even thought about cheating. But you decided to destroy their marriages anyway, getting their wives to go along with turning them into eunuchs and wimpy cuckolds. That's what you wanted Renee to do to me, isn't it?"
Pat said nothing but looked at the floor. Oscar was visibly upset.
"Isn't it?" he yelled. "Answer me, goddammit!"
"Yes, sir," she said, crying.
"So tell me, bitch, who the FUCK gave you or anyone else the right to do that? Answer me!"
"I was just doing my job, sir," she said.
"So, you'd be okay if I just decided to open these doors and let these men -- men YOU destroyed -- have their way with you for, say, five or ten minutes. Let's see how you like being stripped, shaved, tied, beaten and fucked in the ass with an electric cattle prod. What do you think? Answer me."
"That wouldn't sit too well with that badge," Pat said. Oscar reached up, took the badge off and placed it in his pocket.
"Don't think of me as a federal officer, bitch. Think of me as a husband and a father looking to set things right. Does that make it better for you?"
Pat looked scared, her eyes widening.
"That's right, you never even considered the children of the men you destroyed, did you? Of course not. We have to deal with them as well, you know. How'd you like to explain to the children why it is you took it upon yourself to destroy their families?"
"But..." Pat began. Oscar interrupted, angry.
"But nothing, bitch. You did things to those men you had no right doing. You destroyed their families, then you destroyed them. And, by the way, you helped kill quite a few. That's right, killed. And don't give me any shit about just doing your job. You fucking enjoyed it, didn't you? Answer me, bitch!"
"Yes, sir, I did enjoy it," Pat said, crying. "Please stop, sir."
"Please stop, huh? I wonder how many of these guys said the same thing as their flesh was being stripped off their bodies. How many of these guys said that while your contractors were fucking them in the rear end? I wonder if Dave Johnson thought that while his wife shit in his mouth. I still have the video, maybe you should watch it to see what you set in motion.
"Bitch, your pain is just beginning," Oscar said. "But if you really want to start making up for what you did, you can tell us everything we want to know and accept your punishment. Are you ready to do that?"
Tears were rolling down Pat's cheeks as she nodded.
"Yes, sir, I'll do whatever I can to make it right. I had no idea it was this bad. Please believe me," she said.
"Okay," Oscar said. Maybe, he thought, she really meant it. "You can start by apologizing to these men. Will you do that?"
"Yes, sir," Pat said. She looked around at the faces in the windows looking at her with hate in their eyes. "Please believe me. I'm so sorry this happened to you. I was just doing my job and I really had no idea it was this bad. They told me there were no lasting scars or affects."
"I remember you telling me that. I couldn't believe you actually thought something like that wouldn't leave scars for life," Oscar said, shaking his head. He looked at the guard. "Take her back, officer."
The guard took a sobbing Pat back to her cell after placing the hood back on her head. Oscar pulled out his phone and called his friend.
"Hi, Oscar," Bill said. "So, did you encourage Pat to work with us?"
"I think she'll be more cooperative now," Oscar said. "Nothing quite like having to face the consequences of one's actions."
"You may be right, my friend," Bill said. "By the way, they've gotten a lot off her computer. You were right -- she used a chemically-enhanced form of hypnosis on Renee. Your ex-wife never had a chance. Once Pat put the notion in her mind, it was all over. Renee had no idea that what she was did was wrong. That may change things considerably with the court. I've already forwarded that to her attorney.
"Pat also used that technique on Don Williams' wife, but she wasn't able to convince Mrs. Williams to do what Renee did.
"We also got what appears to be information regarding a potential attack on the president. I'll fill you in on that later. In the meantime, I think you should go see Mr. Williams and then go see Renee."
"Sounds good, Bill. Thanks for letting me know," Oscar said before hanging up.
Chapter 7
Mona was not pleased to see Pat offline. She knew that her most experienced field operative had been arrested, but she had no idea where Pat was being held. None of the moles she had planted in the legal system had any information. It was almost as if she had disappeared off the face of the earth. This would not do. She messaged the man who would serve as her attorney.
"When you next see Pat give her this message, verbatim," she wrote. "Your services are no longer required."
"Consider it done," read the reply.
Mona sipped her tea, planning her next move. Pat's arrest was a major breach, but she was certain that no one would be able to get much off her computer. First, these were probably men doing the work and second, Mona thought, law enforcement agencies today just didn't have the smarts to find anything of any significance.
Still, she thought, Pat's arrest put a damper on her initial plan. She messaged the three women she spoke to earlier: "Meet now. Important."
Within minutes, the women were discussing their options over a secure message platform. Mona made the final decision.
"Ladies, we're going to have to go dark. Not forever, just for a couple months until things settle down. I'll send the message out company-wide. There will be claims filed and those claims will be satisfied. But we'll take no additional clients and the operation we discussed earlier will be placed on hold. I'll take a much needed vacation to an undisclosed location, but I'll be in touch when I think it's safe. Any questions?"
All the women were in agreement and there was only one question.
"Are you taking your new servant with you?" one of the women asked. Mona smiled and shook her head.
"No, he wouldn't be welcome where I'm going. Why, do you want him?" she asked.
"Maybe," the other woman said. "Can I at least use him while you're gone?"
"Sure," Mona said. "I'll have him delivered post haste. Now, if there's nothing else, ladies, I have to get busy."
The four women said their goodbyes and ended the meeting.
Pat, meanwhile, was finally given permission to contact the MMAS attorney through a supervised Skype session. As Oscar and a guard watched, the attorney gave her a simple message from Mona: "Your services are no longer required."
They watched as Pat suddenly slapped her neck as though swatting at a mosquito. Seconds later, she slumped in her chair, her eyes dilated. By the time Oscar realized what had happened, Pat was dead.
Medics rushed into her cell and quickly took her body to autopsy, where it was revealed that a poison capsule had been placed very carefully next to her carotid artery. When Pat slapped her neck, the capsule was broken and the fast-acting poison was introduced into her blood stream. Seconds afterward, Pat was dead.
So, Oscar thought, Pat paid the ultimate price. But the game was far from over. The information Bill and the forensics team would glean from her computer would go a long way to ultimately bringing MMAS down for good.
There was, however, one final message sent to Pat's computer: "Lights out."
No one knew exactly what it meant, but were fairly confident it was an indication that MMAS was going underground, at least for the time being.
"Don't worry, Oscar," Bill said. "MMAS may be going dark for a while, but our work isn't over. There's a lot of suffering men out there. Do yourself and your kids a favor, though."
"What's that?" Oscar said.
"Get outta town for a bit, okay?" Oscar smiled. He knew just the thing.
"Sure, Bill. Thanks."
Oscar still had a couple errands to do, though. He called Don and offered the banker a beer. Don accepted.
"Here's the DVD of what they would've done to you in the event of your infidelity," Oscar said. Don took the DVD and slipped it in his jacket pocket.
"I don't think I'll ever look at it, Oscar, but thanks anyway," he said.
"Any idea what you're going to do about Evelyn?" Oscar asked. "You know, she was under a chemically-enhanced hypnosis at the time. She wasn't in her right mind, thanks to Pat. Trust me, Don, it's not worth destroying your family."
"You mean, Evelyn really didn't come up with this all on her own," Don asked, holding the DVD. Oscar shook his head.
"No, Don, she didn't," Oscar said. Don's eyes filled with tears.
"Thank God," he said. "I was so close to divorcing her. Thanks for telling me."
"You're welcome, Don," Oscar said.
"No offense, Oscar, but as much as I enjoy the beer, I really do need to make a call," Don said, holding up his phone. Oscar smiled and shook his hand.
"No offense taken, Don. Good luck, and feel free to call anytime," Oscar said.
Don ran out of the bar and called Evelyn's sister. He asked to speak to his wife.
"Don, is everything okay?" Evelyn said.
"Evie, I think it's time we talk," Don said.
"Really?" Evelyn asked.
"I've missed you, Evie. And I learned today that you really weren't yourself at that getaway with Renee. I love you, Evie. I need you home with me, if you're okay with that," he said.
"Oh, God, yes, Don," she said, crying. "I'll be there so fast it'll make your head spin. I love you, Don. And I promise that from now on, I'll talk to you before I do anything stupid."
And a new chapter in the Williams marriage began.
Oscar had one more errand, which involved a trip to the state women's prison.
"Hi, Renee," he said as his ex-wife sat down. "I just wanted to let you know that Pat is dead." Renee's eyes widened.
"Yes, I arrested her, helped her face up to what she had done, but she ended up killing herself. We also learned that you were under the influence of a special kind of hypnosis. I can't promise anything, and I don't want to hold out any false hope, but that may factor in to what your attorney is doing."
"Do you think they'll let me go?" she asked.
"I don't know, Renee," Oscar said. "But at least I now know that you weren't really in control of what you did."
Renee's eyes began to fill with tears. "Do you think we can make another go at it?" she asked.
"We'll see," Oscar said. "Let your attorney do his job and we'll see what develops, okay?"
"Okay," she said. "Thanks for not rejecting me out of hand, Oscar. I know it's hard. So, what are you and the kids going to do now that you've slayed the dragon?"
Oscar grinned from ear to ear.
"We're going to DisneyLand!" he exclaimed to laughter.
The end?
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The jury had just been released for the day, having heard closing arguments from both the defense and the prosecution. It was fairly late in the afternoon, about 4:00, so the judge ordered the jury back to the hotel where they had been sequestered for the two-week trial, which was the culmination of an investigation that lasted nearly a year. The defendant was taken back to the Tarrant County Correction Center in Fort Worth and nothing more would happen until Monday when the jury reconvened.
So I decided to walk back to my room at the Hilton Garden Inn in downtown Dallas, stopping at a bar along the way for a quick beer and a bite to eat. I had just finished my burger and was halfway through my beer when I heard a female voice behind me.
"Hey, cowboy, buy a girl something to drink?" she asked.
I turned around and looked at the source of the question. She looked familiar and then it hit me.
"Ashley? Ashley Marks, is that really you?" I asked.
"Yup, it's me," she said, flashing a smile that could melt the polar ice cap. I invited her to sit down and waved to the waitress.
"My God, how long has it been? Sixteen, seventeen years now? How are ya doing," I asked.
"I think it's been seventeen years," she said. Ashley had been one of my best friends in high school, along with Steve Jenkins and Jolene Carter. Together, we were known as the 'Four Musketeers.' That changed, though, when Ashley's father took a job in Austin during our senior year. I hadn't seen nor heard anything from her since then.
"I'm doing okay," she said. "Went to college at the University of Texas, graduated, got married, divorced and now I'm a reporter for the Austin Statesman."
"Wow, you've had quite a life. What happened?" I asked. She shrugged her shoulders.
"I was married," she said, with emphasis on the "I."
"Unfortunately, he wasn't. Or at least, he had a hard time remembering his vows. After I caught him cheating the third time I said enough and kicked his city-boy ass to the curb," she said. "I think he ended up managing a McDonald's in Beaumont someplace."
"Sorry to hear that," I said. "I know how it feels, believe me. So, what brings you up to the 'Big D'?"
"I've been covering the Jenkins trial the last couple weeks. What a mess. I watched you testify the other day, in fact," she said. "I'm really sorry about Jolene. Whatever her faults, she didn't deserve to die like that."
I didn't say anything to that. No, Jolene didn't deserve to die the way she did. I would have preferred something more painful, like burning at the stake, but that opportunity - like so many other things, was taken from me by a man I once thought of as my best friend.
"So, how are you coping, Bill Jennings?" she said, breaking my train of thought.
"About as well as expected, considering the last sixteen years or so of my life has been nothing but a sham," I said.
"At least you have your children," she said. I nodded.
"Yeah, I guess," I said. "They're mine, legally anyway."
"You may not be the sperm donor, but trust me, you're their father in all the ways that really matter," she said.
"I guess you're right," I said. "It still doesn't make me feel any better, though."
"Look, I have to make a confession here," she began. I looked at her, wondering what she had up her sleeve.
"You know, every reporter in that courtroom is going to want your story. I'd like to be the one who tells it, if that's okay with you," she said. "I know you're probably having a lot of trust issues and I fully understand. But no one there knows you like I do. Look, if it'll help, we'll sign a contract. You give me exclusive rights to your story and I'll protect you from the wolves. Kinda like a publicist, you know. I won't publish anything without letting you look it over first. My editor has already approved it and I want this done right."
I knew deep down that she was right. I had already been accosted by reporters from every major news outlet in the country - CNN, Fox News, the Associated Press, you name it. Even a bunch of smaller but well-known bloggers had reached out to me. It was all so overwhelming. Something told me I could trust her so I made up my mind.
"Okay, Ashley," I said. "You have a deal. So how does this work, exactly? Do we do this here, do we take it to my hotel room, or your hotel room? What did you have in mind?"
"Well," she said, "I've been wanting to see the old homestead for a while now. It's only what, two to two and a half hours west of here by car? It's still fairly early and the jury's not scheduled to begin deliberations until Monday morning, so that gives us the weekend. Why don't we take a drive back and you can show me where it all happened? You can give me details on the way and after we get there I can maybe talk to your kids and your parents, if that's okay."
I thought for a moment before saying yes. It would be a good break from the trial and I figured it might be nice to show Ashley around a bit and maybe reconnect.
"Sounds good," I said. "Where are you staying?
"I'm at the Hilton just around the corner. You?" she asked.
"Same. You want to grab a few things first before we head out?" She nodded and we agreed to meet at my truck in the parking area. "You can't miss it," I told her. "It's a big blue crew cab."
"Same old Bill. Gotta have the biggest pickup in the state. Give me about a half hour after we get there so I can change into something a bit more comfortable and grab a few things, okay?" she asked. I agreed and we headed off.
The sun had just dipped below the horizon by the time we got on to Interstate 20 headed toward Abilene. I was glad as I hated driving into the sun.
Ashley had changed out of her professional reporter attire and was now wearing a knee-length denim skirt with a white western-style blouse. She looked just as pretty to me now as she did back in school. I also got a good look at her shapely legs and felt a familiar stirring below my belt. She smiled.
"I know what you're thinking, cowboy," she said.
"Oh, really?" I asked.
"You're thinking something like, 'why didn't I hook up with Ashley instead of Jolene?'" I laughed.
"Your finely-tuned reporter instincts tell you that?" I asked.
"No, the way you're checking out my legs did. Like you used to do back in school," she said. "Betcha thought I forgot about that."
"Well, legs like those are pretty hard to forget," I told her. I always liked looking at her legs back then, especially when she wore that little cheerleader uniform. She smiled and pulled out her recorder. "So tell me, Ashley, is there a Mr. Right somewhere in Austin"?
"No," she said. "After my divorce I focused almost entirely on work. As you can imagine, I've had a lot of trust issues with men and until now I just haven't met anyone I really care to spend any time with."
"Sorry to hear that," I said. She laughed.
"Somehow, I doubt that," she said. Damn those reporter instincts. "Anyway, what do ya say we get this little road show going?"
"Yeah, okay," I said. She placed her recorder on the dash, making sure it wouldn't fall off.
"You don't mind if I record this, do you?" she asked. I shook my head.
"Not at all," I said. "I want you to get this right."
I took a sip of coffee and thought a bit before starting.
"Well, Ashley, as you know, Steve and I, along with you and Jolene were really tight in school. After you left, it was just the three of us mostly. I asked Jolene to marry me right after graduation and she said yes.
"Steve and I both joined the Marines right out of high school. Both of us went to San Diego for boot camp and even went into the same platoon. Jolene and I agreed that we'd get married after I finished my advance training. After boot camp Steve and I got separated. He ended up in infantry and I got computer electronics. So he was assigned to Camp Pendleton and I was sent to Quantico, Virginia.
"Anyway, about a month or so later, Steve messed his knee up pretty bad and ended up getting a medical discharge. You noticed he still walks with a slight limp."
"Couldn't they have given him a desk job?" Ashley asked.
"No, it doesn't work that way," I said. "Everyone in the Corps is a basic rifleman, regardless of their MOS, or specialty. Even clerks and computer types like me have to meet the physical requirements for combat.
"So Steve went back home and his father pulled some strings to get him on with the county."
"That's right, his dad was a county commissioner, wasn't he?" Ashley asked. I nodded.
"Yep. Right up until he died. That's how Steve first got elected. I guess the voters thought enough of old man Jenkins to elect his son.
"So I finished school, came home and got married. Steve was my best man. I learned much later that he was also Jolene's 'best' man, if you know what I mean."
"That bitch," Ashley said.
"Anyway, I ended up on the west coast and almost nine months to the day of our wedding, Bryan was born. About a year later, I got sent to Okinawa for a year-long unaccompanied tour. We came home for a month and I let Jolene and Bryan stay in my house, which I inherited from my grandparents. We figured that it would be easier on them with both our parents there.
"After that tour, I came home, packed up Jolene and Bryan and we went to my next duty station, which was Camp Lejeune, North Carolina. A little less than nine months later, Jessica was born. Jolene had a hard time with the pregnancy and insisted I get a vasectomy. She argued that if we ever wanted another child I could always have it reversed. So I went along with it. If I knew then what I know now, though, things would've been quite different."
"Looking at the pictures, it's pretty easy to see Steve's features in the kids," Ashley said. "Didn't you notice that when they were born?"
"That's a pretty fair question," I said. "You may recall that when we were younger, people often said Steve and I could pass as brothers. We both have the same color hair and the same eyes. Hell, we even have similar earlobes. No, they both looked a lot like me when they were toddlers and they both have their mother's eyes and nose. It wasn't until they got to be much older before I started seeing the resemblance. When we get to my house, you'll see the baby pictures.
"Anyway, I finished my time in the Corps and we all came back home. Dad took me to his computer shop and introduced me to all the other guys. I went straight to work for him, which was really nice. Unfortunately, that also meant doing quite a bit of travel."
"Did that ever bother Jolene," Ashley asked. I shook my head.
"Nope. Just the opposite. She seemed to relish the fact that I was going out servicing customers and building networks. Dad got clients in Dallas, Abilene, Wichita Falls, Amarillo, all over. Heck, we even had clients in Houston and Oklahoma City. Jolene thought it was great that I was building up such a large client base," I said. "In reality, my absence gave her all the time she needed to bring Steve into our house and into our bed. Of course, I learned that much later."
"You mean she actually did Steve in your marital bed?" Ashley asked.
"Yeah. All the freaking time," I said. "That's why I burned it and the mattress after she got shot."
"I don't blame you," Ashley said.
"I burned a few other things as well, like the couch and the recliner Steve used to use," I said. "Jolene's wedding dress also got torched." Ashley winced at that.
"So Steve was a regular fixture at your house, then," Ashley said.
"Yeah, so much so that he had his own recliner, even. I really didn't mind at the time, since I considered him a friend. He'd come over, especially on Sunday after church. We'd start watching a ball game and he'd almost always end up falling asleep in that damn chair.
"The kids also began calling calling him 'Uncle Steve,' pretty much at Jolene's insistence. At the time, it bugged me, but now I know why.
"Hey, I don't know about you, but I could go for a warm-up on my coffee. You about ready for a pit stop?" I asked.
Ashley turned off her recorder. "Sure," she said. "I could go for that and a smoke break, if that's okay with you." I nodded and pulled off at the next exit.
Having taken a break from the drive, we jumped back on the highway headed toward Abilene. Ashley pulled out her recorder and set it back on the dash.
"So all this time you never had a clue that Jolene was cheating on you with Steve?" she asked.
"No, I guess I was the typical clueless husband. She never disrespected me, at least to my face, and there was never any hint of sex happening in the house when I was gone. I guess they were pretty careful all those years," I said.
"So when did you find out?" she asked.
"About a year ago, I was sent to Los Angeles for a month-long training program in an ERP package we contracted to support for a client in San Antonio. Jolene and the kids were great about emailing me and calling me every day. One weekend, I got an email from Bryan. Jolene and Steve took the kids to the lake fishing and he caught a pretty big bass. So he sent me a picture," I said.
I pulled out my phone and handed it to Ashley, telling her what album to open. The picture I was looking for showed Bryan holding up a big fish. Right next to him was Steve. Jolene was on the other side of Bryan with her left hand on Steve's right shoulder.
"What do you see in that picture?" I asked Ashley.
"My God," she exclaimed. "They look so much alike. They even have the same dimples."
"Yeah," I said. "I noticed that as well. Now, take a look at Jolene's left hand. What stands out about that?" Ashley positioned the picture and zoomed in using her fingers.
"I don't see any rings," she said.
"That's right," I said. "You'll never guess where they were." Ashley gave me a quizzical look. I guided her to the folder where I kept pictures from Jessica.
"Take a look there until you see one with an ashtray," I said.
"Okay, I got it," she said.
"Zoom in on that picture and tell me what you see." Her eyes got wide as she zoomed in on the picture.
"Is that what I think it is?" she asked. I nodded.
"Yep. The very ring I placed on her finger when I married her. Along with my great-grandmother's engagement ring. And guess whose cigarette butts are in that tray?"
"Let me guess - Steve's," she said.
"Oh, there's more," I told her. "That ashtray is not just in our bedroom, it's on my nightstand. Which means Steve was in our bed, probably with Jolene." Ashley began tearing up.
"How could she do that to you? And you say Jessica sent this?" she asked.
"Yeah," I said. "She often helped her mother clean house, which meant clearing out and wiping all the ashtrays. She saw that before they left, took a picture and sent it to me. She was very upset."
"I can imagine," Ashley said. "Did she say anything to Jolene?"
"Not that I know of. I wrote her back and told her not to say anything to her mom. I also told her to take the rings out and put them in her pocket and mail them to me." Ashley laughed.
"I'll bet Jolene was fit to be tied over that," she said.
"Yeah, Jessica was a real trooper the whole time. She did what I asked, but Jolene went nuts trying to find those rings. She even had Steve come over to help her look for them. They dug through trash, opened up the traps under the sinks, you name it. I wish I could've been there to record it."
"So what did you do," Ashley asked.
"Well, my course was finished on a Friday afternoon, so I drove straight through and got home that Saturday night. Jolene met me outside, crying that she'd lost grandmother's ring. She was absolutely beside herself. I asked all the usual questions, you know, did you look everywhere, did you set them on the sink, and so on. She kept insisting she looked all over.
"That's when I reached into my pocket and pulled them out. I thought she was going to pass out. 'How did you get them,' she asked me. I just said a trusted friend found them and mailed them to me. I never mentioned Jessica's role cause I figured she'd rip the girl a new one. I just told her 'don't put them in the ashtray the next time Steve comes over.' It was priceless. Her eyes got as big as saucers and she started crying, giving me all the usual bullshit that she loves me.
"Oh, sorry," I said when I saw the look on Ashley's face. "I didn't mean to cuss."
"That's okay," she said. "I've heard and said a lot worse, believe me. So tell me, what did you do then?"
"Well, I pretty much knew then that it was over between us," I said. "I didn't have any real evidence of their cheating, no photos or anything like that. I figured I'd start doing some investigating and get things ready, you know. The first thing I wanted to do was get DNA tests done. I needed to find out if the kids were mine. I also got hold of some surveillance gear from our shop. Motion-activated hi-def cameras, voice-activated audio recorders, the works. I even put a bug on our phone. Everything went to my home server and that got backed up to the cloud. I waited until she was out shopping and put it all in.
"The DNA was pretty easy to do. One of our clients in Dallas is a lab that does those kind of tests and they got me everything I needed. I got the samples from the kids, asking them to never say anything to their mother. Took my own sample and waited for the next Sunday when Steve came over. As usual, he fell asleep in that recliner he always sat in, so it was pretty easy to grab a swab from inside his cheek.
"Took me a week to get the results because I asked the lab to mail them to the shop. Sure enough, the tests showed a 99.9 percent chance that Steve was the father of both children, which meant that he and Jolene had been at it for at least 16 years if not longer."
"And all that time you never had a clue?" Ashley asked.
"No. Not a clue. I'm sure if I sat down and analyzed it carefully I might have figured it all out, but that's just it. Before then, she never gave me any reason to question her fidelity. Our sex life was always good, even after the children were born.
"So, I waited to get some kind of other evidence. And that didn't take very long. A week after I installed all the gear, I got my first piece of video evidence.
"I ended up going to Oklahoma City for a server install and knew I'd be there for a couple days. The kids were over at my parents' house so that left Jolene to her own devices. Not long after I left, she called Steve and arranged to have him come over for the night. I called from my hotel in OK City and spoke to her briefly, just to let her know I was there. She told me she loved me but by then I really didn't give a shit. After that call, I logged into my home server and waited. Sure enough, about 9:00 that night, they were in our bed doing the dirty deed. Naturally, he didn't use a condom, which really ticked me off.
"What was worse than watching the two of them rut like animals was what I heard them say, though."
"What was that?" Ashley asked.
"Hang on," I said. "I gotta take this exit. Then it's another 30 minutes."
I had to focus during this part of the trip. It was getting pretty dark and this particular road didn't have any lights, guard rails or white lines denoting the sides. Someone not looking carefully could very easily end up in the ditch, or worse.
Additionally, this particular road ran close to where Steve's drug-running buddies used to operate. Most of them had been arrested or otherwise put out of operation after Steve went down, but I was always on the lookout. I had to replace my windshield a couple times after they shot it out. Plus, there were a lot of critters out here - mostly armadillos and deer.



I clicked on the high beams and turned on the light bar on top of the cab. Then I turned on the police scanner and the CB radio and grabbed my pistol out of the glove box. I wasn't taking any chances.
We finally made it to my house and Ashley noticed the DPS car sitting in the driveway.
"Who is that?" she asked.
"Protection," I said. "They've been keeping an eye on the place since Steve's arrest. Some of his buds thought they could burn the place down in revenge, but we stopped 'em. Cold." I patted the pistol in its holster. She knew what I meant.
"Are we going to be safe here?" she asked. I nodded.
"Yeah," I said. "We've got 24-hour protection. DPS is also watching over my folks and the kids. I think we got most of Steve's buddies locked up by now, but we're not taking any chances. Hell, they had to fire almost the entire Sheriff's Department. Let's go check in and I'll introduce you."
After I pulled into the garage, Ashley and I got out of the truck and walked to the patrol car. The DPS officer got out and walked over to us.
"Bill Jennings?" he asked. "Thought y'all were in Dallas for the trial."
We shook hands. "The trial just went to the jury this afternoon. By the way, this is Ashley Marks, reporter for the Austin Statesman. She's going to be with me for the weekend, getting background on Steve for a story," I said.
He touched the brim of his gray Stetson as he nodded to her.
"Pleasure to meet you, ma'am," he said, smiling. He looked back at me. "Everything's quiet so far. Been quiet ever since the Rangers took that last bunch outta here. Still, you never know. My replacement will be along shortly."
"Thanks," I said. We shook hands and parted.
"Y'all have a good evening, hear?" he said as we headed for the door.
"Will do," I said. "You do the same."
I started the coffee pot and gave Ashley the nickel tour of the place when we got inside. The original house was first built in 1866 by one William Bryan Jennings after he returned from fighting for the Confederacy in the Civil War. The house had been expanded, remodeled and modernized many times since then, but there were still a few places where the original 150-year-old construction could be seen. Today, it boasted five bedrooms on two floors and a three-car garage with a covered wrap-around porch.
There was a bedroom for each of the two children, the master bedroom, one room converted into a sewing and craft space for Jolene and another room set up as a game/TV room for the kids. I offered to let Ashley sleep in the master bedroom as it was the only one with its own bathroom and I thought she might appreciate the privacy. I could sleep on the futon in my den/office downstairs as I had done since confirming Jolene's infidelity. Ashley, however, wouldn't hear of it.
"Nonsense," she said. "That bed's big enough for four people. There's plenty of room and we're both adults, capable of self-control."
That threw me for a loop. "Okay, if you say so," I said. She smiled and led me down the stairs.
"You have a story to tell me, so let's get to it," she said.
"Let me call the kids first so they know we'll be there tomorrow," I said. I called my parents' house and spoke with my dad, then the kids. They were excited about seeing Ashley so we arranged to be there for lunch. I grabbed us some coffee and headed into the living room. After sitting the cups down, I realized I had a pile of DVDs so I grabbed them out of the office where I kept them locked up.
"This should help a lot," I said. Her eyes got wide.
"My God, how much video do you have?" she asked.
"Quite a bit, actually," I said. "Some of this is from here in the house, some is from surveillance cameras in my office. I also scanned all the documents and I have a whole bunch of pictures and audio as well. So everything I have is here. And I've got multiple copies just in case."
I pulled out a disk, confirmed it was the right one and put it in the DVD player.
"Let me warn you, this is pretty graphic," I said.
"I'm ready," she said. I reminded her this was the DVD that confirmed my suspicions. I also reminded her to listen carefully to what was being said. I pressed play and the video started with Jolene walking into the master bedroom, followed by Steve.
There was a lot of foreplay as they undressed each other. Jolene removed her rings and tossed them in the ashtray on my nightstand. Steve ground out his cigarette on them while smiling.
"Fuck him and his great-grandmother's ring," Jolene said. Steve laughed. Ashley grimaced, tears coming to her eyes.
Eventually, they were both naked. Jolene got on her knees and took Steve's cock in her mouth. He seemed to enjoy her ministrations, and after a few minutes, exploded in her mouth. She swallowed before getting off her knees, then got into the bed.
Steve joined her and they immediately began coupling. Ashley covered her eyes. Apparently this was just too much for her. I fast-forwarded through the more graphic parts, a gesture Ashley seemed to appreciate.
"There's about an hour of this," I said. "This was bad enough, but the pillow talk afterward is a real buzzkill."
"Thanks for skipping through all that," Ashley said. It's one thing to hear that someone you love and care for is cheating, it's something else again to watch it happen. I finally got to the part after their mutual orgasms. They were laying on their back, smoking a cigarette. Steve again ground his out on Jolene's rings. Jolene turned on her side, facing Steve.
"I'm pregnant again, babe. Looks like you're gonna be a daddy again," she said. Steve scowled.
"Dammit, didn't you take your pills?" he asked.
"Yeah, I might have missed a day here and there, but mostly I did. Why can't you use a condom?"
"I hate those things," he said. "You know the rules. No rubbers. I guess you're just gonna have to get another abortion. Either that or convince pencil-dick it's his baby."
"I can't do another abortion, Steve," she said. "I've already had three and the last one nearly killed me. I was so sick I ended up in emergency. Besides, you know dipshit had a vasectomy after Jessica was born. That was your idea to make sure he never got me pregnant."
"Well, what do you wanna do?" Steve asked.
"I want to leave and marry you," she said. "That's all I've ever wanted. And I think Bill's on to us anyway."
"I told you I'm not the marrying kind. Besides, a family could really complicate what I've got going on and I like things the way they are now. Bill works and pays and I get the rewards," he said. "And don't worry about him knowing anything. Hell, he's so fucking stupid we could fuck right in front of him and he'd never know it."
"Can't you just, you know, do him like you did those other guys?" she said.
"Well, those other guys were all illegals anyway. No one would miss them. Besides, who's gonna cry for some scummy drug runners in the country illegally. Hell, I probably secured half the voting block by getting rid of those guys.
"It's one thing to put a bullet in the head of an illegal no one knows. It's another thing to do it to a respected member of the community."
"Maybe you can arrange an accident," Jolene said. "It wouldn't be the first time and you know people get killed driving down Indian Trail all the time."
"The people who do are usually out-of-towners looking for scenery and they don't know the road like he does. There may be something we can do, but let's not off him just yet. Maybe we can find something that'll take him out slowly. You know, like poison. Let's just think it over for a bit before we settle on a plan. We'll have to get rid of him eventually, but let's do it right and do it at the right time, maybe after the kids are out of the house. That way, you'll get his insurance and a good part of his business.
"Meanwhile, you go to that new clinic in Abilene. They'll take better care of you than those quacks at the place you went to last time. I'll keep an eye on Billy-boy. If it looks like he's gonna do something stupid like see an attorney I'll have a little talk with him and set him straight. Okay?"
Jolene nodded.
"Okay, baby, I'll do it. You're the man," she said, kissing his face. Jolene turned, straddled Steve and lowered herself on his cock.
"Now fuck me," she said. "Give me all of that cum."
And the coupling began anew. I stopped the video. Ashley was shaking her head, tears streaming down her face.
"I hate that bitch," she said. "And you stayed with her for seventeen years? Please tell me you went to see a lawyer after that."
"I did go see a lawyer. That was quite a day. Let me tell you about it," I said, beginning my narrative.
In fact, I had gone to see a lawyer. As I told Ashley, I made an appointment to visit Alan Jackson, the attorney who had taken care of all our family's business and personal legal needs for years. What I learned at that meeting chilled me to the bone.
I recalled my visit to Alan's office. After our initial greeting, I got right to business, showing him just some of the evidence I had, including the DNA report and the video of Jolene's infidelity with Steve.
Alan explained what I could expect. Although Texas is a community property state, a divorce could be granted on the grounds of adultery or cruelty. Although adultery isn't a crime in Texas, it could affect the judge's decision in the distribution of assets and support. It could also be used in civil litigation.
But, Alan told me, the biggest problem I had to face wasn't the law. Legally, he said, I had a slam-dunk case. The problem, he added, was Steve.
"Look, Bill," he told me, "Steve runs this county with an iron fist. He owns the Sheriff's Department, not to mention every judge in the county. And in Texas, you have to file in the county where you have resided for the last 90 days. Frankly, I don't think there's a judge in this county who'll even hear your case.
"On top of that, Jolene's pregnancy could drag it out. Texas courts will not finalize a divorce until the baby is born. It doesn't matter who the father is. They do that so any orders regarding the final support can be taken into consideration.
"One final thing, Bill. Steve has put out word that you may be looking to divorce Jolene. He's made it clear that we're supposed to inform him of any attempt to initiate divorce proceedings."
"Wait a minute," I said. "You're telling me that Steve ORDERED you to violate attorney-client privilege, and possibly even violate the law by refusing to report a crime?"
Alan nodded his head.
"'Fraid so, Bill. I don't like it one bit, but I have no desire to end up in a shallow grave out on Indian Trail, if you know what I mean. You have no idea what you're up against," he said. "I'm sorry, Bill. I really don't have a choice in this."
I couldn't believe what I was hearing.
"I'm sorry, too, Alan. Looks like I don't have a choice, either. You're fired. As of right now. I'd like all files pertaining to the family and the business, along with any backups you may have, and I'd like them now," I said.
"I figured that would be your response, so I took the liberty of getting them all together," he said, pointing to two file boxes on the floor by the door. He pulled out a piece of paper, wrote some notes and handed it to me. "Thank you," he said, realizing I had given him an out.
"Again," he said. "I'm so sorry. I thought you and he were friends. Is there no way you can look past this with Jolene? You know, for the kids' sake?"
"Could you tolerate being unknowingly cuckolded for seventeen years?" I asked him.
"Reckon not," he said. "Let me help you take those files out. It's the least I can do." He grabbed the file boxes as I closed up my briefcase and walked with me to the truck. Once there, he looked around before speaking again.
"Call those people I listed on that paper I gave you, Bill. I didn't want to say anything in the office just in case, but the authorities are very interested in some of Steve's activities. Don't waste any time, please," he said. "For all I know, Steve's having you watched. Again, I'm so sorry. Maybe after all this is over we can get together and patch things up."
I shook his hand. "Thanks, Alan, I understand. We'll be in touch."
I headed back to the office, mulling over everything Alan said. I wasn't too concerned about firing Alan as I knew my Dad would support my decision. My biggest concern was Steve and what he or his cronies might do to the family.
I called the numbers Alan gave me and made appointments with each of the three men listed. One was for an expensive high-power family law attorney with a well-deserved reputation as a blood-sucking shark, another for a state prosecutor and a third for a senior officer in the Texas Rangers. All of them were in Dallas.
I spoke with my father and informed him that I fired Alan as our attorney. He took it well...
"What the fuck did you do that for?" he asked.
I explained what Alan told me, then showed him the DNA and video evidence I showed Alan. His tone changed considerably.
"Holy crap," he said. "I suspected Steve was a snake but I had no idea it was this bad. You gotta get those kids out of the house. There's no telling what they'll do."
I agreed, but wondered what excuse I could use to manage that. Dad had a plan already figured out.
"When are your appointments in Dallas?" he asked. I told him my appointment was for tomorrow.
"Good. Tell Jolene I'm sending you to Phoenix to do a site survey and you may be gone for a few days. I'll go with you to your house just in case. Have the kids pack up some things and they'll stay with us. Hopefully, that'll throw 'em off the trail for a little while," he said. "You planning on telling the kids about this?"
"I have to, Dad. They deserve to know the truth," I said. "I won't run down their mom, but they're old enough to make their own decisions."
"Okay, son, you do what you feel is right and your mom and I will support you," he said.
I called Bryan on his cell phone and explained that he and Jessica would be staying with their grandparents for a while starting today.
"What's going on, Dad?" he asked.
"I'll tell you later, just make sure that both you and your sister are at home right after school," I said. "Your grandpa will be taking you from there."
"Okay, Dad, we'll be there," he said.
"Love you guys," I said. I could almost hear his face turn red with embarrassment.
"Love you too, Dad," he whispered.
A few minutes later, I heard from my secretary.
"Bill, Steve Jenkins is here to see you," she said. I pulled my pistol out of its holster and placed it on my desk where I could easily reach it, started the video recorder to capture the meeting and told my secretary to send him in and let my father know he was here.
Steve walked in the office like he owned the place and immediately saw the 9 mm pistol on my desk.
"Quite a piece of hardware you have there," he said. "Didn't know computer geeks used handguns."
"What do ya want, Steve," I asked.
"Right to the point. Good. Look, I know you went to see Alan Jackson today," he said.
"So? What's that to you?" I asked.
"If you're thinking about divorcing Jolene, forget it," he said. "I don't give a shit if you know about her and I but I'll be damned if I'm going to let you drag me through the mud in court."
"Tell me, Steve, why? I thought we were friends. Why did you and Jolene do this? How long has it been going on?"
"How long," he asked. "That's a good one. You're going to love this. We actually started up back during our senior prom. You remember that, don't you? Ashley was my date for the night, but Jolene and I snuck off for a while and got it on. You were dancing with Ashley when we came back, remember? Hell, we were all 18 at the time so it's not like we were doing anything illegal."
"Then we got back together while you were in Quantico. Remember, I screwed up my knee at Pendleton? We did it quite often until you came back. Jolene got on birth control but I guess she forgot to take it on the day you guys got married," he said.
"You were my best man, you asshole," I said.
"I was hers, too. I gotta admit, I really enjoyed seeing her walk down the aisle. She was so beautiful. Better yet, I knew my cum was dripping out of her pussy the whole time. That's why I was smiling. And guess what? Nine months to the day, Bryan was born," he said. "Ain't that a kick in the pants?"
"Of course, we didn't get back together until you brought her home on leave. That was right before you headed off to Okinawa. Yeah, we had a good ol' time, Jolene and I. Spent almost every night together while you were there. She got pregnant about six months in and got an abortion. Didn't want to have you coming home to a pregnant wife.
"Hell, I even fucked her the day your plane landed. And guess what? Nine months later, Jessica came along," he said.
"It was my idea to have Jolene make you get a vasectomy, by the way. We didn't want her to have any of your kids. Figured it'd get too complicated, keeping up with who fathered which kid. Jolene fucked up a couple times over the years and had to go visit the abortionist. Good thing your insurance covers abortion.
"We had a great thing going all these years until you decided to get smart. You couldn't just leave it be. Nah, you had to get all indignant and righteous.
"So here's how it's going to be, cuck. Now that you know about us, there's no need for a divorce and there's no need for us to hide it. I'll be coming over anytime I want from now on, day or night. When I'm there, I'll be screwing Jolene. In your bed, on your couch, wherever the fuck I want. If you're in bed, I'll drag your ass out and jump in. If you happen to be screwing her at the time, too bad.
"And when I'm there, you'll remember that I'm the master of the house. You'll do what I say, when I say and how I say. If I want you to watch me fuck Jolene and clean my cum out of her pussy, you'll do it. And you'll love it.
"And if you get any ideas in that little cucky mind of yours to stop me, just think of the kids. I'd hate to see anything bad happen to them. You know, kids end up getting killed all the time these days."
"You motherfucker," I said. "You touch one hair on those kids and I'll put you down like the rabid dog you are. I don't care if it's the last fucking thing I ever do."
"Talk shit all you want, cuck," Steve said. "Just remember who's in charge here. Hell, I own this fucking county. I own the Sheriff's Department and I own every goddamn judge at the courthouse. And now I own you. You play ball and things will be just fine. You step out of line and it's lights out. For you AND the kids. Who knows, maybe I'll fuck that pretty little girl who thinks she's your daughter before I slit her throat."
"You'd kill your own children?" I asked. "What the fuck happened to you?"
"I grew up," Steve said. "And you'd better grow up as well, cucky. See ya around." Steve left the office and I stopped the recording. I burned it to DVD, sent a copy of the video to my father and my contacts in Dallas and called my Dad.
"Dad, check your email. We'd better move, like now," I said. "He just threatened me AND the kids."
"Okay," my father said. "Let me make a call. You call Bryan and have him get Jess and go to my house. Inform the school and I'll meet you at the house. I think it's time to evict your wife."
I agreed, and called the school, telling them that under no circumstances was my wife or Steve Jenkins to pick them up or even be in the building, explaining that it could be a matter of life or death. I also informed them that the children needed to leave immediately. I called Bryan and told him to immediately collect Jess and go straight to his grandfather's house, no questions asked.



"I'll fill you kids in later today, I promise" I told him. "And under no circumstances are you to have any contact with your mother or Steve. This is extremely important. Do you understand?"
"Yeah, Dad, I got it. What's going on?" he asked.
"No time to explain right now, son. Just do as I say, okay?"
"Okay, Dad," he said.
I grabbed my gun, the DVD I just burned, left the office and jumped in my truck. I knew my dad would be on his way soon so I didn't wait around. If he said he was gonna be somewhere, that's exactly what would happen. I pulled out and headed home.
About 15 minutes later, I pulled up to my house. I didn't see Steve's truck, but Jolene's car was there. Good. I knew my father would be there soon.
I went into the house, looked around for Steve or anyone else who might be waiting to do me harm. I kept my right hand on the pistol in its holster. I didn't see or hear anyone at first. I took a tentative step into the house. Jolene came down the stairs.
"Bill, you're home early," she said. "Anything wrong?" I looked at her, not saying anything at first.
"Is Steve or anyone else here?" I asked.
"Why would Steve be here?" she responded.
"I think you know why Steve would be here. Maybe to get himself a little afternoon nookie or plot my murder," I said. Jolene's eyes grew wide and her hand flew to her mouth. "Yeah, Jolene, I know."
"My God," she said. "I'm sorry."
"Bullshit. Let me show you what your lover just told me, then I'll give you 30 seconds to grab your shit and get the fuck out of my house," I said. I put the DVD in the player, turned on the TV and hit play on the remote. I watched Jolene's reaction to Steve's confession and his threat.
"Bill, it's not what you think," she said. "Please let me explain. Steve was just talking trash. We can work through this."
"Are you fucking kidding me, bitch? You conspire with Steve to cuckold me from the beginning, then you conspire with him to deny me children and then you conspire with Steve to kill me. Now your lover is threatening to kill his own children if I don't obey him. What the fuck kind of people are you? Now get your shit and get the fuck out! NOW, GODDAMMIT!"
I had never raised my voice to her, but she was clearly scared. I reached out and grabbed her left hand and pulled her rings off. I put my grandmother's ring in my pocket, took off my ring and slapped it into her hand.
"Eat it, bitch," I growled.
"Bill, please don't do this to me. I'm sorry," she whined through her tears.
"Yeah, you're sorry, alright. You're a sorry-assed excuse for a wife. Now get the fuck out of here."
I grabbed her purse and threw it at her. It hit her in the chest. She started for the door. I hurried her along.
"Move, dammit!" I said. I was tempted to kick her in the ass, but I was raised to never hit a woman. We got outside and walked to her car. She turned back to me as she opened her door.
"Where will I go?" she asked, crying.
"First of all," I said, "stop your goddamn crying. You're getting what you wanted. Second, I don't give a shit. Go to Steve's place, go to your mother's apartment or better yet, GO TO HELL!"
After I said that, I noticed two vehicles coming up the driveway - Dad's truck pulled in first, followed by Steve's. Jolene instantly stopped crying and smirked as she looked at me.
"Now, we'll just see who has to leave, babe," she said sarcastically. "It would've been a lot easier if you had just cooperated with us. Now, you and the kids will be begging us to kill you by the time we're done."
"You'd really kill me and the kids?" I asked.
"In a fucking heartbeat," she said. "And I'll enjoy every fucking minute of it. Don't worry, we'll give y'all a real good show before we start slicing you into pieces."
Dad turned his truck to block Steve's access to the house and stopped. Steve slammed on his brakes, missing my dad's truck by just a couple feet. Steve jumped out of his truck. So did my dad. He brought out his 12-gauge shotgun, chambered a round and pointed it at Steve.
"What the fuck are you doing, Jennings?" Steve shouted.
"I'm enforcing the restraining order," my dad said.
"What restraining order?" Steve asked.
"The one against you and your lover. The one that says the two of you are required to stay 500 feet from my family, and our property," Dad said. "And trust me, asshole, I'd love nothing more than to blow your fucking head off right now. So just get back in your truck and back the hell out of here."
Steve wasn't used to being spoken to like this and stopped moving forward. Two vehicles with flashing lights pulled into the driveway, stopping behind Steve's truck. Four state DPS officers got out, guns drawn.
"We got it from here, Mr. Jennings," one officer said, walking up to Steve. Dad lowered his shotgun as the officer served Steve with the restraining order. "Is that her?" he asked as he nodded his head at Jolene. Dad shook his head. The officer walked toward Jolene and I and handed her a paper.
"Mrs. Jennings, you've been served with an order requiring you to remain 500 feet from any member of the Jennings family and any property under the control of the Jennings Historic Family Trust, which includes this home," he said. "If you refuse to obey this order, you will be taken into custody. Do you understand?"
"Yes, I do," Jolene said quietly.
"Excuse me, officer," I said as he began to turn away. He stopped and looked at me.
"Yes, Mr. Jennings?" he asked. I pulled a digital audio recorder from my shirt pocket.
"I'd appreciate it if you could take Jolene and Mr. Jenkins into custody," I said.
"And why would I do that," he asked. I pressed the play button and let them hear the threat Jolene just made against me and the children. Jolene looked like she was going to start crying. The officer looked hard at her before taking out his handcuffs.
"Mrs. Jennings, you are under arrest. Please turn around and place your hands behind your back," he said. After cuffing Jolene and reading her Miranda rights, he called another officer on his radio and instructed him to arrest Steve.
"You're gonna pay for this, asshole," Jolene said as she was led away in cuffs. "All of you are gonna pay."
By now, another vehicle had turned into the driveway. A news van from a local television station had stopped and a reporter followed by a camera crew were walking up the drive as Steve was being arrested. They managed to get coverage of his arrest which made it to the evening news.
Steve was not happy, to say the least.
"Goddammit, do you know who I am?" he asked the state officer putting him in cuffs.
"Yessir, I do," the officer said. "And frankly, I don't give a shit. You're still under arrest."
"I'll have your badge for this," a red-faced Steve yelled.
I realized I should have mentioned their conspiracy to murder me and the children, but I didn't have that evidence on me - part of it was still in the DVD player in the house - and things were moving rather quickly. Still, I knew my contacts in Dallas had the evidence and were working on the charges.
The news van backed up and moved so the patrol cars could get out of the driveway. The reporter and her cameraman came up to me, my dad in tow.
"Mr. Jennings, can you explain why Commissioner Jenkins was just arrested?" she asked.
"Yes, I can," I said. "The last time I looked, it's still a crime to threaten murder and even popular politicians like Steve and his married girlfriend are subject to the law. Now if you don't mind, I have children to look after."
I walked away and Dad joined me, leaving the reporter and her cameraman in shock. Steve was well-thought of by the voters in our county, and I knew that his reputation as a "family values" guy had just taken a huge hit. Unfortunately, the voters didn't know Steve the way I did. But I would make sure they did.
My next stop was to my parent's house where I would explain all to what was left of my family.
I hated telling my children that the man they knew as "Uncle Steve" was really their biological father. But I felt I owed them the truth. At first they didn't want to believe it, but I had the DNA test results to prove it.
"I don't care what that piece of paper says," Jessica said. "You're my dad and you always will be."
"I agree," Bryan said. I loved these kids and I was so proud of them, even if Steve was the sperm donor. We shared a group hug and shed some tears.
After a tearful 'so long' to the kids and my folks, I went back to my house, grabbed enough stuff to hold me over for a couple days and headed to Dallas.
"And that's when you learned how bad things really were?" Ashley asked, interrupting my narrative.
"Yeah," I said, resuming my narrative after taking another sip of coffee.
The next day I met with Dave Brooks, the Dallas attorney well-known as a bloodthirsty shark who generally got his way in the courtroom. What I didn't know is that he had arranged for me to meet with all three of the men I had reached out to. I was rather surprised to see them all there when I showed up at his office early that day.
"Sorry to bushwhack you like this, Mr. Jennings," Dave said, "but after that last video you sent us we felt it would be better if all of us got together at once."
I accepted his apology and he introduced me to the other two men.
John Hancock, the prosecutor with the State Attorney's Office, shook my hand and took charge of the meeting.
"Mr. Jennings, let me start by apologizing for what you've been going through," he said. "There's no easy way to say this, so I'm just going to put it out there.
"We have evidence - lots of it - showing that Steve Jenkins is not only involved in a number of criminal activities, but that he has been helped by your wife. Not only is he involved in running drugs, but we have proof that he has been running guns, engaged in human trafficking and human slavery and is also involved in a prostitution ring. Worse yet, forensics has tied him directly to at least six murders.
"Moreover, your wife is implicated in most of that activity, especially the prostitution. We had hoped that we might have had a little more time to put it all together, but the threats against you and your children have forced us to move our timetable up significantly," he said.
The third man, Don Jacobs, a Captain in the Texas Rangers, gave a brief rundown from his perspective. He made it clear to me that the entire Sheriff's Department had been compromised and could not be trusted to do its job. As a result, he said, efforts were underway to temporarily replace the department with Rangers and officers with the DPS until replacements could be trained and hired.
"Unfortunately, that includes the corrections facilities where Jenkins and your wife are being held," he said. "So we need to move fast before things get worse."
"As for your divorce," Dave said, "I'm going to push for an annulment given your wife's criminal activity and the trickery she and Jenkins used against you. If that doesn't work, we'll file on grounds of adultery and mental cruelty. From what you've provided, I believe you'll come away with all of your assets along with custody of the children, if that's what you want."
We talked for about another hour, discussing strategy and possible scenarios.
Dave handed me a DVD he said contained videos of my wife's activities taken by private and state investigators. Some of them, he said, were quite graphic in nature and involved a number of men, including Sheriff's deputies.
John wrapped up by telling me what he intended to do with Steve and Jolene.
"I'm not going to sugar-coat this, Mr. Jennings," he said. "I'm going for the death penalty here, at least with Jenkins. Your wife may luck out and just get life in prison with no parole."
"I have to warn you, though," he added. "Your life and the lives of your family members are in danger. Be very careful. From what I've seen, you and your kids are damn lucky to be alive right now. People who cross those two usually end up dead.
"You have our direct numbers, though. So if you see or suspect anything, you call us, immediately, hear?"
"I hear ya," I said.
We shook hands and departed. My mind was in a daze. The man I once considered my best friend was not only a murderer, he was into drugs, guns, prostitution, you name it. And my so-called loving wife was all part of it.
The trip home was spent thinking over all that had happened the last seventeen years. How could I have not seen it? Was I really so blinded by love and friendship?
I finally got back to town and got a frantic call from my son.
"Dad, you need to come home, right now," Bryan said.
"What's going on?" I asked.
"Just get home, NOW," he said, hanging up.
I stomped on the gas and made it home in about 20 minutes. I saw the ambulance and the DPS patrol cars out front and immediately thought about what I was told.
I rushed to the door just as the paramedics wheeled a gurney outside. I stopped them to find out what happened. A paramedic lifted back a corner of the sheet revealing Jolene's face.
"I'm sorry, Mr. Jennings," the paramedic said. "She's gone."
Strangely enough, I wasn't all that upset. I went inside to find Steve being lifted on another gurney. His left shoulder was shredded from a shotgun blast, but he was still alive judging from his groans. I saw the kids and my father standing off to the side. Thank God they seemed to be okay, I thought.
Avoiding the blood on the carpet, I made my way around to them and hugged them all after making sure they were okay.
"What happened," I asked. My father responded.
"I brought the kids here to get a few things," he said. "We were here for a few minutes when those two came inside. I guess they managed to make bail. Jessica and Jolene got into it and Steve drew a pistol. I heard the commotion and came in the back door. Bryan and I were out back getting some stuff. I grabbed my shotgun and came in here just as Steve drew his pistol. Jolene tried to get him to put the gun down, but it went off. He shot her, accidentally, I think. Right in the gut. I took Steve's shoulder out and called 911. That's when Bryan called you.
"Jolene didn't last very long. She was gone by the time paramedics arrived. I'm sorry, son," he said. I shook my head.
"It's alright, Dad," I said. "You did the right thing."
That's when I remembered I still had the security system running on the home server. I checked and sure enough, the entire incident was captured on video. I showed the video to one of the officers as another was taking statements from my dad and the kids. He asked me to make a copy, so I did.
I stopped my narration long enough to take another sip of coffee.
"Do you have that video here," Ashley asked.
"As a matter of fact, yes, I do," I said, pulling it from the stack. I put it in the DVD player and hit the button on the remote.
The video began with Jolene and Steve entering the house through the front door. Shortly afterward, Jessica was seen entering the room.
"What are you two doing here?" she asked. "You're not supposed to be here. You're supposed to be in jail."
"We made bail," Jolene said. "And we came by to get you kids. You're coming with us."
"I'm not going anywhere with either one of you," Jessica said. "You need to leave, now."
Jolene grabbed Jessica by the wrist.
"Oh, yes, you are, young lady. You and your brother are leaving with us now," Jolene said. Jessica struggled and pulled away from her mother.
"No way, bitch," Jessica yelled. "I hate you and I'm not going anywhere with you."
Jolene slapped her hard across the face. "Oh, yes you are," she replied. "I've got a nice little room set up for you in Abilene. You're going to go and you're going to do exactly what I say."
Jessica struck back, hitting her mother full in the face.
"Not gonna happen," she said. Jessica, stung by the blow, grabbed both of Jessica's arms.
"Oh but yes, you are," she said. "You're gonna be our new star. Isn't she, Steve?" Steve smirked as he responded.
"The guys are gonna love you, little girl," he said. Steve and Jolene laughed as the realization of what they planned dawned on Jessica. She struggled even harder and eventually broke free of her mother's grip.
"I'm not going, and you can't make me," she said. "Now get the hell away from me."
Steve pulled a pistol out of his belt and began waving it as he spoke.
"Well, then I guess it's lights out for you and your brother," he said.
Jolene turned to Steve and tried to reason with him as Jessica began screaming for her grandfather.
"Wait, Steve, we agreed we wouldn't kill them here. Let's take them out to the spot by Indian Trail where they won't be found. You know the place," she said. Steve shook his head angrily.
"No," he said. "I want that cucky wimp of yours to watch me fuck her before I blow her pretty little brains out." That aggravated Jolene even further.
"No, Steve, put the gun down before you have an accident. We'll take care of them, but not here. We have to stick to our plan," she said.
The two began wrestling and a loud report was heard, followed by an even louder shot. Jolene was thrown backward by the .45 caliber hollow-point fired at point-blank range into her abdomen as Steve was thrown backwards by the shotgun blast that ripped his left shoulder to pieces.
I stopped the DVD at that point.
"That's when I got the call from Bryan," he said. "You pretty much know the rest from here."
Ashley wiped tears from her eyes as I got up off the couch.
"I've about had enough for the night if you don't mind," I said. "I think I'll step out back and have a smoke, then hit the rack." Ashley got up and followed me out.
"I'll join you if you don't mind," she said.
We got a fresh cup of coffee and stepped on the back porch. For a while, neither of us said anything. Ashley broke the silence.
"I've forgotten how dark and quiet it is out here," she said. "I guess I've gotten used to city life."
She looked at me before saying anything else.
"Bill, you've got to get closure on this before it tears you up," she said.
"Easier said than done," I told her. "How do you deal with the fact that the woman you loved all those years was lying to you the whole time? I feel like I've been cheated out of an entire life. My kids aren't even mine, for crying out loud."
"I know a bit of what you're feeling," she said. "Remember, my husband was a serial cheater. But not everyone's like them."
"Yeah, I know," I said quietly. Ashley put her arm around me, trying to comfort me.
"Whatever it takes, Bill, just know that I'm here for you, okay? I'll always be here for you." I hugged her back and thanked her. It was comforting to have her there and she felt really good next to me.
"I can't tell you how many times I wished we'd gotten together in school," she said. I thought the same thing. "Maybe if my dad hadn't been reassigned to Austin we would've. And none of this would have happened. You know, I was kinda jealous of Jolene back in those days."
"Really?" I asked. "But you were with Steve."
"We only dated because you and Jolene were an item back then. But I had my doubts even then. I knew Steve wasn't one to get tied down to one girl. He even told me," she said.
"Well, no sense crying over it now," I said. "Besides, if you and I had've gotten together, you wouldn't have become a big city reporter."
"Pffft," she said. "Yeah, right. You know there's times I'd give all that up just to be with a good man," she added, looking up at me. I looked back at her.
"You know, I believe you would at that," I said.
We went back inside after a while and prepared to call it a day. I decided to crash on the couch as I had done so many times since Jolene was shot. Even though a DPS officer was posted outside, I was still concerned that some of Steve's cronies could get inside. On top of that, I was still a bit unsure of where things might go with Ashley and I didn't want to push the issue, considering that I had only slept with one woman for my entire adult life. Ashley understood, fortunately.



"Just don't make it a habit, cowboy," she said smiling.
I laid down and slept soundly, waking up to the smell of - BACON!
"Rise and shine," Ashley said, standing over me in a long t-shirt. "Breakfast is on, so come and get it!"
I got off the couch and headed to the kitchen table and took in the spread before me. Ashley had gone all out, fixing pancakes, bacon, sausage links, grits, toast, eggs and biscuits and gravy. My kind of breakfast. She even remembered to put peanut butter on the table. I was one of those guys who loved peanut butter on pancakes.
"A fella can get used to this," I said. Ashley came to the table with a fresh pot of coffee. "How long have you been up?"
"Not long. I hope you like it," she said. "It's been a while since I've cooked breakfast for a man."
"It sure smells good. You'd certainly get my mom's seal of approval for this," I said. "I'm impressed. Didn't you cook like this for your husband?"
"I said, for a 'man.' My ex-husband's idea of breakfast was an egg biscuit at a fast food place. Blechhh," she said. "Dig in, cowboy, we have a lot to do today," she added, smiling.
"So, what's on the agenda for today?" I asked, savoring the feast on my plate.
"Well," she said. "I'd like to see your family today, then I thought we'd go see Jolene's mother. I thought she might be able to give some insight into Jolene's thought processes. Then if there's time, I'd like to go by the cemetery and get a picture of Jolene's final resting place.
"And by the way, if you expect breakfast like this tomorrow morning, we'll need to stop at the store. You're just about out of everything," she said.
I wolfed down my food like I hadn't eaten in a week, stopping long enough to sip my coffee and express my verbal appreciation of Ashley's cooking. Jolene hadn't cooked a breakfast like this in years and I felt like I had died and gone to heaven.
I finished my meal, feeling more satisfied than I had in a long time. I got up and gave Ashley a hug and a kiss, thanking her for the wonderful breakfast.
"That was absolutely fantastic," I told her. "Reckon I'd better go get ready."
"Please do," she said. "You're wonderful, but you need a shave."
I went upstairs and thought about Ashley as I showered and shaved. In less than 24 hours, I found myself falling for her, just like I had in school. Could it be, I wondered, that Ashley and I were meant to be together? For the first time in months, I felt content.
Ashley had used the other upstairs shower and was dressed in denim jeans and a t-shirt. She looked so much like she did so long ago. Grabbing her laptop bag and her purse, she urged me on.
We went to my parents' house and were greeted by the two kids, who ran out of the house as I pulled up. I introduced everyone to Ashley and we went into the living room. Ashley explained what she wanted to do and asked if she could speak to the everyone one-on-one in private. We all agreed, so my mom excused herself and went into the kitchen to fix lunch while my dad led me into the den.
Ashley started with Jessica and after spending an hour with her, spoke at length with Bryan.
Dad and I waited and spent most of the time talking "guy" stuff - hunting, fishing, football, you name it. We both avoided anything having to do with Jolene and/or Steve. After a couple hours, Ashley came into the den and asked to speak with my dad. I took the hint, grabbed the kids and went outside to toss a football.
It took a little more than an hour, but she finished with both my parents and came outside to join us until lunch was ready. The kids really seemed to connect with Ashley, and she seemed to enjoy spending time with us. We split into teams of two and played a short game of touch football. Jessica and I teamed up against Ashley and Bryan and we had a great time until Mom said lunch was ready. It felt good to relax with Ashley and the kids and for a time I felt like I had a happy family again.
We said our goodbyes after lunch and prepared to leave. Jessica caught up to me before I walked out the door.
"Dad," she whispered as she hugged me, "if you don't ask her to marry you, I swear I'll kick your ass." What could I say? I promised her I'd give it a lot of thought.
"So, how did your interviews go?" I asked Ashley after we left.
"They went very well, thanks," she said. "Bill, I know that trust is a real issue with you right now, so I'd like to explain why I interviewed everyone privately." She was quite perceptive - maybe a result of those reporter instincts.
"It's good journalistic practice to get independent corroboration, you know. Not that I didn't believe you, I did. And I do. I saw those videos with you, remember. But I wanted them all to feel free to express themselves without any outside influence. I hope you understand," she said.
Actually, I did understand, and the fact that she had volunteered her explanation without me saying anything meant a lot.
"I do understand, Ashley. You're doing your job and you're a professional. So, did you learn anything new?"
"Actually, I did," she said. "Jessica told me that Steve had made advances toward her and had been for quite some time."
"That sonofabitch," I said.
"I also learned that your family loves you very much and thinks the world of you," she added. "They also loved Jolene, but they had issues with her and thought something had been going on. They didn't say anything because they didn't want to interfere with your marriage. I think if they had known anything concrete they would've said something."
"What else did you learn?" I asked.
"I learned what it's like to be part of a close family. And I loved it," she said. "I really enjoyed spending that time with you and the kids. Thank you for including me."
"My pleasure," I said. "The kids and I had a great time, too. I think you made quite an impression on them."
We pulled into the apartment complex where Jolene's mother, Myrna, lived, parked and headed for the door.
"You want to interview her privately as well?" I asked.
"I don't think that'll be necessary," she said. "Besides, something tells me you and her should clear the air on all of this."
Myrna Carter answered the door on the first knock and invited us in. She moved slowly, partly due to her health and partly due to depression. Her husband - Jolene's father - died a few years back in a mysterious crash and with Jolene's death, she was left alone with no direct family.
"How are you feeling?" I asked, giving her a hug.
"I'm managing, Bill, thanks for asking," she said. She hugged Ashley and looked her up and down. "Ashley Marks, you're just as lovely now as you were in high school. Thanks for coming out to see an old woman."
Ashley smiled as Myrna motioned for us to sit.
"So, what brings you here?" she asked.
I explained what Ashley was doing and Myrna nodded her head in approval.
"So what can I tell you?" she asked.
"Well, Mrs. Carter, I'm curious about something. This affair between Jolene and Steve went on for her entire marriage. You had to have known about it. I'm curious to know why you didn't say anything to Bill?"
Myrna looked down before answering. She looked embarrassed.
"Yes, I knew," she said. "I'm sorry, Bill, I should've said something to you. You didn't deserve what they did to you."
"How long did you know?" I asked.
"Almost from the beginning," she said. "You remember that year you spent in Okinawa? Steve practically lived with Jolene that whole year. They were careful to make sure he wasn't at the house when your folks were around. I told her she was making a huge mistake but she refused to listen to me."
"So," I began, "if Jolene wanted to be with Steve so much, why did she marry me? I would have let her go if she'd just said she wanted to be with him."
"She was a confused girl, Bill. She actually loved both of you, in different ways. You see, to her, you were stable, reliable. A good husband and father. Steve, on the other hand, wanted nothing to do with raising kids. He was always a wild child and didn't want to get tied down. You were her rock and he was her sense of adventure."
"I'm sorry, Myrna," I said. "Jolene had sex with Steve the day we got married. She had two children by him and passed them off as mine. She ultimately plotted to kill us all. Those aren't the actions of a loving wife."
"I know it's hard to believe, Bill," Myrna said. "But she did love you, at least in the beginning. That's what she told me, anyway."
"So, what happened?" Ashley asked. "What changed Jolene so much?"
"Well, Ashley, people change over time, I guess," Myrna said. "Steve had his hooks in Jolene and before long, he controlled her. I said something once to her about it but she warned me that if I said anything to Bill, I'd come to regret it."
Myrna looked at me.
"That's why I quit coming over to see the kids, Bill. I'm sorry, but I just couldn't go over there and look you guys in the eye knowing what Jolene was doing. I knew that I would probably say something that would trigger them. They scared the living daylights out me sometimes."
"Did you know about her abortions?" Ashley asked. Myrna nodded.
"Yes, I did. Jolene did confide in me about that. I told her she was being stupid and would get caught eventually, but she just shrugged it off. Said it was her choice and Bill didn't have any say in the matter. I suggested she should just do the right thing and divorce Bill. She laughed and said she would never get divorced. Said it wouldn't be long before she inherited everything Bill had anyway."
"How long ago was that?" Ashley asked.
"I don't know, maybe a year and a half or so by now," Myrna said. We let that hang in the air for a few seconds. So, Jolene and Steve had been planning do do me in for a long time. "I wanted to say something, Bill, but I was so scared. You know how intimidating Steve could be." I knew.
Something nagged at me about all of this, so I spoke up.
"Myrna, did your husband know about all this?" I asked.
"I think he did," she said. "I know he and Steve had words shortly before the accident." Myrna's husband was well known as one of, if not the best, mechanic in the area and he took very good care of all his vehicles. Investigators called the accident a fluke, but were never able to explain how one brake line mysteriously failed and how a tie rod mysteriously got loose.
"I guess that's all water under the bridge now, isn't it?" Myrna asked.
"I don't blame you and the kids for not coming to the memorial service, by the way. Especially after the way she did you guys. I had hoped a few of her old friends would show up, but it was just me and the minister," she added, wiping a tear from her eye. "I do want to thank you, though, Bill, for paying for the cremation. I thought it was interesting that you had them put her in her wedding dress, though. I had hoped that maybe Jessica would have wanted it."
Ashley looked at me. "You cremated her in her wedding dress? Really? Why?"
"I told you I burned her wedding dress. I just didn't tell you that she was in it at the time. I also made sure she was wearing the wedding ring I gave her. Truthfully, I thought it was fitting. I figured she had no use for our marriage, so..."
"A final bit of revenge. I get it. You cremated her wedding ring, too?" Ashley asked. "But not the engagement ring." I nodded. She seemed halfway amused as she made notes.
"Anyway," Myrna said, "I want to thank you for making sure I got Jolene's IRA. It really helped, being on a fixed income and all."
"Jolene had an IRA?" Ashley asked.
"Yes," I said. "She had about $350,000 in it when she was shot. I didn't even know she had it at the time. She also had another $200,000 in a savings account I didn't know anything about. I put that into a trust fund for the kids' college. Don't ask me how she did it 'cause I don't think I really want to know."
"Interesting," she said, going back to her notepad. She turned to Myrna.
"Mrs. Carter, is there anything else you can add?" Myrna shook her head.
"Nothing that jumps out at me right now. I think y'all know pretty much everything else." Myrna looked at me. "I'm so sorry things turned out the way they did, Bill."
I hugged her. "It's okay, Myrna. Look, feel free to come by and see the kids any time you want, okay? I'm sure they'd love to see you." She nodded and thanked me before giving Ashley a hug.
"Thanks for coming by," she said as we prepared to leave. "And please, don't be strangers, okay?" We promised to stay in touch and left.
"You cremated her in her wedding dress and her wedding ring?" Ashley asked as we got in the pickup.
"It seemed like the thing to do at the time," I said. Ashley went back to her notes as I made the short drive to the cemetery. We wound our way through the well-kept grounds until we got to the columbary that held her ashes.
The short granite marker had a plaque that simply read, "Jolene Carter," and listed the year she was born and the year she died. Nothing else on the plaque gave any indication of who or what she was.
"At least you treated her remains with a bit of dignity," Ashley said.
"Well," I said, "that was mostly for Myrna's sake. If it had been up to me, I would've just flushed her ashes down the toilet."
"Interesting you had them use her maiden name," she added.
"Yeah, I figured that since she had no use for our family in life I wouldn't burden her with the family name for all eternity," I said. "They tried to get me to put something on the marker, like, 'loving wife and mother.' I figured they wouldn't inscribe 'cheating slut whore' or 'lying, scheming bitch' so I just kept it simple."
Ashley took her photos and turned to me and placed a hand on my chest.
"There's a lot of anger there, still, isn't there? Tell me, Bill, did you ever mourn her? At all?" she asked.
The truth was, I hadn't. In fact, I hadn't shed a single tear since she was shot. All the love I had for her had been burned away by her lying and cheating. Her threats against the children and myself pretty much did away with any feelings I had for her. A part of me was ashamed and that brought a tear to my eye. Dammit, I didn't want to do this in front of Ashley. I shook my head and started to turn away so Ashley wouldn't see me cry. She stopped me and made me face her.
"You need to get this out of you, Bill, before it eats you up," she said. "Let it go so you can move on with your life."
"What life, Ashley?" I asked. "Everything I thought I had all these years was all a lie. Everything." I shook my head as tears began to roll down my cheeks. Ashley wrapped her arms around me and held me tight. That did it. I sobbed, uncontrollably, for quite some time. Ashley said nothing, but held me tight the whole time, planting kisses on my face from time to time.
I finally settled down and looked at Ashley. I wiped a tear from her face as it traveled down her cheek.
"What's this?" I asked.
"She was my friend, too, remember? The four of us - you, me, Steve, Jolene - the 'Four Musketeers?' I loved her like a sister back then," she said. "I hate what she turned into, but I still loved her. You loved her too, for a very long time. You married her, raised two kids with her. That's got to mean something."
"I guess you're right," I said.
"Damn straight, cowboy. I'm here for you, now, Bill," she added. "And I'll be here as long as you need or want me, got it?" I smiled.
"I got it," I told her. She smiled and patted my chest.
"We gotta get to the store before it gets too late," she said. "What do ya wanna do about dinner?"
I thought for a moment before answering.
"What about a trip to Charley's?" I asked. "They make a killer steak and there'll be a band tonight."
"Are you asking me out on a date? In front of your wife's ashes?"
"Why not?" I asked. She smiled, kissed me on the lips and looked at Jolene's marker.
"Bye, Jolene," she said. "Your husband is taking me out on a date."
I looked at the marker for a moment before getting back in the truck. "Bye, dear," I whispered. I thought I heard a quiet sob next to me, but no one was there. I figured it was the wind causing my mind to play tricks on me, but I wasted no time getting back to the truck where Ashley was waiting for me.
"You okay," she asked.
"Yeah," I said, starting the pickup. "Let's go stock up for breakfast and get ready for the evening."
We stopped off at the Farmer's market where we loaded up on eggs, bread, milk, bacon and whatever else Ashley thought we might need then headed home.
Home - what a concept. For some time I had thought of this place as just a house, a place where I slept. But being here with Ashley just seemed natural to me now. I showered, shaved and dressed, then waited for Ashley to finish doing whatever it is women do when they get ready to go out.
Finally, she came down the stairs in a denim skirt that fell a couple inches above her knees and a white blouse. She completed the ensemble with a pair of fairly expensive cowboy boots. A woman after my own heart. She was lovely. And tonight, she was my date. I offered her my arm and together we walked to our "chariot."
Charley's was well known in our area for serving the best steaks with all the trimmings. Potatoes, and green beans with soft biscuits completed the meal. Afterward, we enjoyed a beer and eyed the dance floor, where a few other couples had already begun dancing.
"Wanna dance?" I asked.
"Sure," Ashley said.
We danced. And danced. And danced some more. We did the two-step, some fast waltzes, several slow dances and even took part in some line dancing, something I hadn't done in a very long time. Ashley was with me the whole time but did take a couple breaks to the ladies' room.
We were dancing to a slow tune with our arms around each other when Ashley stopped and planted a soft sensuous kiss on me. Our tongues wrestled for a bit, causing me to get pretty excited down below. She leaned into my ear.
"I love you, Bill Jennings," she whispered. "I always have, and I always will."
There it was. And to tell the truth, I was falling in love with her, too.
"I love you too, Ashley Marks," I said. She licked her lips nervously for a moment.
"Take me home and make mad passionate love to me, cowboy," she said. "Otherwise, I'll have no choice but to jump your bones right here."
Who could pass that offer up?
"By the way," she said. "I have a confession to make. I'm not wearing anything under all this. Nothing. No bra, no panties. Nothing." She leaned in closer and I knew she could feel my growing erection.
"Then we'd better go get this situation under control, little lady," I said in my best horrible John Wayne impersonation. She smiled, took my hand and led me to the parking lot. By the time we got to my crew cab pickup, she had unbuttoned the first three buttons on her blouse. Getting inside, she unbuttoned the fourth button and opened her shirt, displaying her C-cup breasts.
"They're all yours," she said. I bent down and took one hard nipple in my mouth. She moaned, and pressed my head into her breast. She brought my face up close to hers and gave me a sloppy wet kiss.
"Take me home and fuck me, now," she purred.
"You got it, babe," I said.
I got up and made my way to the driver's side. By the time I closed my door, she had removed her top and was now naked from the waist up. She began pulling her boots off, something not so easy to do in the cab. She managed to get them off and tossed them in the back seat after taking her socks off. She turned her attention to her skirt and unbuttoned it, flashing her legs as she went. Lifting herself off her seat, she pulled the skirt off completely and tossed it in the back, leaving her completely naked.
Thank God it was dark and my windows were tinted as dark as the law would allow, I thought. Otherwise, we could get pulled over. Nevertheless, I was enjoying the show Ashley was putting on for me.



She spread her legs wide, grabbed my hand and placed it directly on her mound. I noticed it was smooth-shaven and my cock felt like it was about to break through my jeans.
"I shaved it just for you," she said. "I hope you like it." I did, and I told her so.
"God, baby, I love it," I said, rubbing her pussy lips, now soaking wet. She moaned as she moved her hips.
"Hurry," she said. "I'm so fucking horny for you and I need you in me right now."
I kept rubbing her pussy and slid a finger inside her. She threw her head back, and pushed my finger deeper inside.
"I need your cock right now," she said, leaning toward me. She grabbed my shirt and pulled it open, ripping a couple buttons off in the process. I really didn't care.
"Keep your eyes on the road, mister," she said as she began kissing and licking my chest. Her hands moved to my jeans and she swiftly undid my belt, then unzipped my jeans. She started pulling my jeans and boxers down.
I lifted myself off the seat enough for her to get them down.
"Mmmmm," she moaned as she took my erection in her hand. "This is lovely," she said. "Wonder what it tastes like?"
I almost ran off the road as she took my cock in her mouth. My god, I thought as her warm wet mouth went slowly up and down on me. She used her tongue in ways I never thought possible, bringing me to the brink. Sensing that I was about to explode, she backed off and went back to kissing my chest.
"We're almost home," I told her.
"Good," she whispered.
We finally made it to the house. I parked in the garage and hit the button shutting the large door. I couldn't wait to get out of the truck and had to pull my jeans up to keep from tripping. I ran to her door, and saw her spread wide for me in her seat, her shaved pussy literally dripping.
"It's all yours if you want it," she said.
I wasted no time and went down on her. After giving her an orgasm with my tongue, Ashley reciprocated with a toe-curling blowjob, with her kneeling on the garage floor and me against the truck. After swallowing everything I gave her, she stood and kissed me deeply.
"Race you to the bedroom," she said.
"Let's go," I said, and we both took off. She got a head start as I had to pull my jeans up - again. We made love to each other for what seemed like hours, giving each other several orgasms in the process. Unlike Jolene, Ashley was a vocal wildcat in bed. Her dirty talk kept me going.
"Fuck me," was just one of the many things she said over and over.
We enjoyed each other in just about every position we could think of - missionary, doggy, cowboy, you name it. I especially loved it when she straddled me and sat down on my cock, riding me like a cowgirl as I sucked on her breasts.
Eventually, we calmed down and laid on the bed, her in my arms. I thought about the events of the last day or two. Just 36 hours ago, I was a depressed, despondent man getting over the pain of a cheating, lying slut of a spouse who repeatedly disrespected me with the man I once considered my best friend.
Now, I had Ashley, who showed me what it felt like to love again. I knew what I wanted to do, but was afraid she would think I was moving too fast.
Fuck it, I thought. Full speed ahead. I looked at her face, framed by her long dark hair. She was looking up at me.
"Penny for your thoughts," she said.
"I don't ever want this to end," I told her.
"Me neither," she said. "What do you propose we do about that?" Interesting choice of words, I thought. Must be those darn reporter instincts again. I opened the drawer of my nightstand and pulled out a small box - the one that held my great-grandmother's engagement ring. I had taken it down to the jeweler's for a thorough cleaning after I took it from Jolene.
Ashley was sitting up in the bed by now, her attention riveted on the box. I told her about the ring and what it meant to me.
The ring was originally given to my great-grandmother a couple of years before my great-grandfather went to fight the Germans in World War One. He fought in the battle of Belleau Wood, the 1917 battle where the Marines earned the nickname "devil dogs." He survived the war, but his exposure to German gas shortened his life considerably. My great-grandmother handed the ring down to her oldest son, who presented it to his bride-to-be. After Pearl Harbor, he fought the Japanese in the Pacific, and was wounded at Guadalcanal and Iwo Jima. My grandfather came home and they had two boys, one of which was my dad. By the time my grandmother neared her passing, my parents had been married for a while, so it was agreed the ring would go to me.
"So you see, Ashley, this ring not only represents my love to you, it also represents over 100 years of Jennings family history. I'll understand if you'd rather have a new ring, but I just want you to know what this means to me. It's not just a 'hand-me-down.'"
Ashley looked at me, a tear in her eye.
"Yes," she said. "To both. I'll marry you and I promise to spend my life making you the happiest man alive. And I'd be proud to wear your great-grandmother's ring. There's just one condition."
"Condition?" I asked.
"Yes," she said. "Promise me you'll get your vasectomy reversed. I plan on giving you a whole house full of children. Maybe one day I'll be able to pass this on to one of our grandkids."
I smiled and slipped the ring on her finger and we kissed for quite a while before making love one more time before falling asleep in each other's arms.
I woke the next morning to the next best thing to sex - the smell of bacon! I did my morning thing and went downstairs to see a nearly-nude Ashley making another of her killer breakfasts. I gave her a kiss and noticed she was only wearing an apron.
"Don't want the girls getting splattered with bacon grease," she said, pointing to her breasts.
We enjoyed breakfast and got our things ready for the trip back to Dallas. We decided to shower together, which naturally led to another steamy session of lovemaking.
I decided to call the kids and give them the news after we finally got dressed and packed. I dialed the number and put the phone on speaker so Ashley and I could both hear their response.
"Woo-hoo!" Bryan yelled when I told them we were getting married. Jessica was just as happy.
"Way to go, dad," she said. "You got a real winner there."
"Congratulations, you guys," my dad said. "And welcome to the family, Ashley."
"Thank you, Mr. Jennings," she said.
"'Mr. Jennings' was my dad," he said, laughing. "You can call me 'Pop' if you want to."
"Okay, Pop," Ashley said. "Thanks again."
"Ashley, I'm so happy for you two," my mother said. "Have you guys set a date yet?"
"Not yet," Ashley said. "I have some things to get squared away in Austin first, but it'll be just as soon as possible."
I had one more item to discuss with the children.
"Bryan," I said. "You know, I think it would really be nice if you and Jessica stopped by and paid your Grandma Carter a visit every once in a while. Just stop over to say hi and let her know you're thinking of her. She's still your grandmother and she misses you. What do ya say?"
"Okay, Dad," he said.
"Atta boy," I told him. Bryan and Jessica were great kids and I knew they'd do the right thing.
We said our goodbyes and loaded the pickup for the trip back. Something Ashley said to my mother stuck in my mind.
"I almost forgot you work in Austin. What are your plans? I mean, long-distance relationships don't always work out," I said.
"Well, you know Jake Carson will be retiring as the managing editor of the Daily Record?" she asked, referring to the local area paper. I didn't know that but motioned for her to continue. "Well, I sent my resume last week before we met and they're interested in talking to me about the job. He won't be retiring for about three months and it'll take me two months to wrap things up at the Statesman anyway."
"What if you don't get the job?" I asked.
"No biggee," she said. "I'll quit my job and come live with this guy I know in the area," she teased. "Anyway, I understand no one else is really interested in the job and the board is pretty keen on having a woman in charge, especially one with my level of experience. And I have some ideas on ways to improve circulation."
"Sounds like you have it all figured out," I said.
"Well, I do like to be prepared," she said.
"However it works out, you know I'll support you 100 percent, right?" I asked.
She wrapped her arms around my neck and looked me in the eye.
"And that's just part of the reason I love you so much," she said. "Think of it. If I stayed at the Statesman, there's no telling where I'd get sent. Or for how long. I've been called in the middle of the night and sent clear across the country to cover some dipshit politician. Then sent from there to the other side of the country to cover something else. I'm tired of living in hotels. So when I saw this opportunity I had to jump on it. May not be much of a pay increase. In fact, it could end up being a pay cut, but it'd be worth it to me just to stay in one place.
"And if I don't get the job, that's fine too. I can always write online, maybe do some freelance stuff or even write a book. Maybe I can start a blog about stupid people who cheat on their spouses. Personally, I'd rather spend all my time in bed with you."
"I like that plan best," I told her. "Come on, let's head out."
After closing up the house, I picked a few flowers from the flower bed in front of the house.
"If you don't mind, I'd like to make a stop on the way out," I said.
"Oh?" she asked. "You got a girl friend hiding in the wings somewhere?"
"You know better than that," I said. I knew she was only teasing, but the question still bugged me. I didn't make an issue of it.
"You're right, I'm sorry," she said. "We've both been burned, so it's a sore subject with me, too."
"Actually, I was thinking about everything you said yesterday at the cemetery. Thought maybe it was time to start putting things behind me," I said.
"Good for you," she responded.
We headed out and made a stop at the cemetery, pulling up next to the spot where Jolene's ashes were kept. We both got out of the truck and made our way to the marker. I knelt down and placed the flowers in a vase next to the marker.
"By the way, Jolene, Ashley and I will be getting married. Just thought you might like to know," I said. Yeah, she's dead, I know, but saying out loud like that seemed therapeutic for some reason. Ashley stood over me and also spoke out.
"And if the kids are okay with it, I plan to adopt them," she said.
We both said our goodbyes and headed back to the truck.
"You really want to adopt the children?" I asked.
"Hell, yes," Ashley said. "They deserve a mother they can trust. Are you okay with that?"
"Of course," I said. At that moment, I knew marrying Ashley was the best thing for all of us. I thought she would make a terrific mother and I knew Jessica would need a strong, loving mother in her teenage years.
We were silent for most of the trip back to Dallas and Ashley used the time to work on her story. She seemed to revel in the task and I had time to reflect on the events of the last few months.
We finally pulled into the hotel and grabbed our bags.
"You know," Ashley said. "There's no reason for you to keep your room. The paper's paying for mine until this is over, so why don't you bunk up with me? I'll be working on my stories, of course, but there'll be plenty of time for us afterward."
I liked that idea and took her up on it.
"At least let me foot some of the bill," I said. She waved me off.
"You can pay for our dates, okay?" she asked.
And it was settled. I checked out of my room and moved in with Ashley. That night, we went out for a steak, danced a bit and ended up back in bed for another night of wild love-making.
We made it to the courthouse the next morning in time to get good seats. The jury was brought in from the hotel and immediately began their deliberations. Ashley did her reporter duties, getting statements from attorneys representing both sides and spoke with other observers and legal experts.
It didn't take the jury long to decide the case. By 1:30, word had come back that the jury was set to deliver their verdict to the judge.
Steve sat emotionless as the jury filed in. The judge took his seat and asked if the jury had reached a verdict.
"We have, your honor," the foreman said, handing a slip of paper to a bailiff. The judge read the paper, before folding it back up. He turned back to the jury foreman. "Is this a unanimous decision?" the judge asked. The foreman indicated it was. "Very well," he said.
"Will the defendant please rise?" the judge asked. Steve and his lawyer stood up.
"In the case of the people versus Steve Jenkins, the jury has found the defendant Jenkins guilty on all charges and has unanimously agreed to the maximum penalty allowed by law, which is death," he said. Steve's lawyer had asked the jury to assess the punishment in the event of a guilty verdict, thinking that it would be easier to avoid the death penalty since the decision would have to be unanimous. If even one juror disagreed, the most Steve could get is life in prison without parole. It was a gamble, and Steve lost.
As it was, Steve had been found guilty on six charges of first-degree murder, one charge of manslaughter, several charges of conspiracy to commit murder and a host of other charges, which included smuggling, human trafficking, drug dealing and prostitution.
The defense demanded the jury be polled, and the judge agreed. One by one, each of the 12 jurors said they agreed on the verdict and the punishment.
"Mr. Jenkins, I am not a huge fan of the death penalty, but I fully concur with the jury's decision. If there was ever a case which deserves the death penalty, this is it. I hereby order that you be taken from this court and handed over to the state prison at Huntsville, there to be put to death in a manner proscribed by law at the earliest possible convenience. And may God have mercy on your soul," the judge said, pounding his gavel.
My attorney walked up next to me and motioned for me to follow him. We caught up with the officers escorting Steve out of the courtroom. He spoke to them for a minute and they nodded their heads while glancing over at me.
Steve looked up at me, his eyes red, his body hunched over like an old man.
"What are you looking at, asshole," he said.
"Right now, I'm looking at a worthless brokedick piece of shit," I said. "I always wanted to know what one looked like. Now I know."
My attorney handed Steve two forms and told him to sign them.
"What the fuck for?" he asked. "What is this shit?"
"One is a form relinquishing all parental rights to Bryan and Jessica Jennings, and the other spells out the disposition of your assets after your execution. Basically, it's a will that says what's left of your estate after taxes and penalties will be liquidated and split three ways. One third goes to Myrna Carter, the mother of your long-time lover, one third goes to the trust fund for Bryan Jennings and one third goes to the trust fund for Jessica Jennings," he said.
Steve looked pissed, but realized he had finally been beaten and signed both forms. He looked at me with hate in his eyes.
"Happy now?" he asked.
"I will be," I told him. "By the way, Ashley Marks and I are getting married and she's agreed to adopt the kids. Enjoy Hell, asshole. I look forward to pissing on your grave."
My attorney thanked the officers and we left. I didn't see Steve again until the day of his execution. And yes, I did piss on his grave, but I made sure Ashley wasn't around. I didn't think she'd approve.
Finally, the nightmare was over, and I looked forward to a new chapter in my life with Ashley.
Epilogue:
True to her word, Ashley let me read the story she wrote about me and I was impressed. The story went viral, and Ashley went on a number of talk shows to discuss the whole sordid episode. She was even approached about a possible movie deal, but eventually turned it down. She did, however, win a Pulitzer Prize for it.
The Statesman hated to see her go, but understood that her life had taken a different direction and gave her a nice bonus and a recommendation when she left. The board of the Daily Record eagerly brought her on as the new managing editor and circulation of the small paper tripled in the first year, prompting the company to build a new facility and hire in more help.
We both decided that we wanted to avoid a big church wedding and got married in our back yard, inviting family and friends. Ashley's parents came up from Austin along with a couple of her closest friends from the Statesman. Her father walked her down the aisle and warmly shook my hand as he gave her over to me. Bryan was my best man and Jessica was Ashley's maid of honor, making the wedding a true family affair.
After exchanging vows, the minister asked us all to turn and face the audience.
"Ladies and gentlemen, I am honored to introduce for the first time, Mr. and Mrs. William Jennings - and family," he said to loud applause.
Bryan moved to Ashley and gave her a hug.
"Welcome to the family... Mom," he said, smiling. Ashley hugged him, tears in her eyes. Jessica also hugged her. "I love you, Mom," she said.
"I love you, too," Ashley said, hugging both kids.
My dad came over and hugged us both before reaching into his pocket.
"I hope you two enjoy your honeymoon," he said, pulling out an envelope that held two tickets for a week-long Caribbean cruise.
"Thanks, Pop," Ashley and I said almost in unison.
And the new adventure began.
Ten months after returning from our cruise, Ashley gave birth to twins, one boy and one girl. We named the boy William Frederick after my grandfather and the girl Alicia Marie after Ashley's grandmother.
The day they were born, I happened to come across George Mason, a big-time politico in our area. He shook my hand as he accepted my celebratory cigar.
"Congratulations, Bill," he said. I thanked him.
"By the way," he said, "You know we have elections coming up pretty soon. There's a few of us who think you'd be a shoo-in for Steve's old commission seat if you're interested. After all, you're the guy who finally took him down."
"Kinda like our very own version of the 'Man Who Shot Liberty Valence,' huh?" I asked. He laughed.
"Except John Wayne wasn't waiting in the shadows this time," he said.
"Thanks, but I don't think I could handle the pay cut. I do have two new mouths to feed you know," I said.
"You could still run your business," he asked. "Is there another reason?"
"Well, yeah, there is. Something my dad said the last time we talked about this whole mess with Steve," I said.
"What's that," George asked.
"Power corrupts," I said.
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How much pain and humiliation can a man take before he finally snaps? I guess if you asked 50 different men, you'd probably get 50 different answers. I pondered that as I considered the headstone of the man buried in the grave before me. I didn't know him well at all – in fact, I had spent only a few hours with him, but those few hours forever changed my life.
Seven years ago, I was in Cozumel on break from college. I had gone there with some of my buddies who promised great diving, partying and pussy galore. It was fun and the diving was terrific. One night, however, I decided to spend a few quiet hours nursing a beer in one of the local bars. That's when he came up to my table.
"Mind if I join you, young man?" he asked. He was an older man, appearing to be somewhere in his 60s, perhaps even a bit older. His eyes and his general countenance appeared to be of a man who had experienced a great deal of pain and hurt. Something about him seemed somewhat familiar to me, though, and since I was feeling a bit mellow and charitable, I invited him to join me.
A smile creased his face as he extended his hand.
"I'm Allen Jacobs," he said. I took his hand.
"George Richardson," I said. He sat down after we shook hands.
"Yes, I know," he told me.
What? I wondered to myself. What the hell is going on here?
"How do you know who I am?" I asked.
"Nothing sinister," he said. "I knew your dad. Served with him in Vietnam a long time ago. In fact, he saved my life once. Along with quite a few other Marines. Got him the Medal of Honor, in fact."
He took a worn photo out of his wallet and showed it to me. I had seen this photo before. A larger version of it hung in my dad's office when he was still alive. Allen pointed to some of the guys in the picture, all of whom wore military field uniforms.
"This was your dad," he said. "Here I am, we called this guy 'Spider,' because of his spindly frame. He may have looked small, but that boy could fight." He stopped and looked wistfully at the picture as though recalling a memory of old comrades. "Unfortunately, they're all gone now. Except for me."
He looked back up at me after a few quiet moments. "So, is there someone special in your life? A fiance or something?" I shook my head.
"Not at the moment. I'm too focused on school work right now, but I have been dating a few girls from time to time," I said. He nodded approvingly.
"Good for you," he said. "Trust me, the worst thing you can do right now is get tied down to one woman. Chase 'em, do what ya gotta do, then broom 'em, quick. Trust me on that."
"You sound a little bitter," I said. "Are you married?" He snorted.
"Technically, I am," he said. "But it's a fucking joke. Has been for years. I've given that woman the best years of my life, been faithful to her, adored and cherished her and how does she repay me? By tricking me, cutting me off, cuckolding me and humiliating me every chance she gets."
Wow, I thought. This is one bitter dude.
"Wanna hear the story?" he asked. What the hell, I thought. This could be interesting.
"Sure," I said.
He told me the story of how he and his wife, Maggie, liked to go scuba diving in Mexico and other places on a whim. Something to break up the stress of the job. He told me how his wife, while somewhat frigid for years, was a very beautiful woman. From what Allen said, things went off the rails two years ago when they came down here to Cozumel.
Apparently, there was some guy from Spain who managed to work himself into their relationship, obviously looking to bed his wife. And he was a cocky son of a bitch at that.
"Can you imagine the gall?" Allen said. "He looked right at me and said he was going to fuck my wife. And I would watch. Can you believe that shit? He even showed me where it was going to happen and described what my wife would do before she met up with him.
"Get this – she did exactly what he said. Dammit, it was as though they scripted it all out and planned it well in advance. So here was my frigid 46-year-old wife, the woman who refused me any action at all, shaving her pussy, on his order no less, and going out commando like some teenage slut on spring break. What the fuck is that?
"Yeah, I shoulda stopped her. But I didn't. Hell, I thought she'd shut him down just like she shut down everyone else, including me. But no, she went through with it.
"And what did I do? What real choice did I have? That bastard made it clear that if I didn't go along, he'd be back to fuck her morning, noon and night till I was ninety. He told me if I let it happen and watched the one time, he'd leave us alone and go home.
"But no, that didn't happen. He tricked me. They both tricked me. That was the first day. From then on, he and my wife proceeded to humiliate me every chance they could get.
"I'm not gonna lie to ya, son. At first it was a bit exciting, even though it pissed me off. I thought that maybe she might eventually give him up and open herself up to me a bit. But it never happened. And it all got old. Real fast. And there doesn't seem to be any end to it."
"Why don't you just dump the bitch?" I asked. "Kick her to the curb. Divorce her and be done with it."
"Two words," he said. "No. Fault. You know what that means?" I shook my head no.
"That basically means she gets damn near everything – the house, half of the savings, half of the retirement and a huge chunk of my salary. In other words, she'd get to live in the house I built, get half of my money AND I'd have to pay for her to live there and keep on fucking her boyfriend while I get to live in a piece of shit apartment eating pork and beans. Oh yeah, I've talked to a bunch of attorneys and that's the way it is. At my age and in my condition, I'd never survive," he said.
"What do you mean," I asked.
"A few months after all this started, I had a heart attack. It happened during one of their fuckfests that she insisted I watch. You know they wouldn't even stop fucking long enough to call the ambulance? You know what she said? 'If he dies, he dies. We'll just take his insurance money and travel the world.' Then they laughed. What kind of a sick bitch does that? I finally crawled to the phone and managed to call 911. They didn't even stop when the paramedics came to get me.
"And you know what else she did? She and Fuckwad took off the whole time I was in the hospital. I have no idea where they went. Not once did she even visit me in the hospital or check to see if I was okay."
I went out on a limb. "Why not get revenge? Burn the bitch. Find someone to fuck and make her watch." He shook his head.
"No, son, that wouldn't be right," he told me. "I took a vow before God and everyone to remain faithful to her till death do us part. Those vows mean something to me even if they don't mean shit to her.
"But that was a big wake-up call for me. I decided there was no way that bitch would get anything from me. I changed my will and took her out of it and changed my insurance and the beneficiary on my retirement so she wouldn't get a penny. Fuck her," he said.
"Then about four months ago, I was diagnosed with an inoperable brain tumor. Doc said I had maybe six months to a year to live. That's when I decided to put this to an end, no matter the consequences," he said. "And tonight's the night I take back my dignity."
I was finding all this a bit hard to believe. I think he sensed that and pulled out his phone.
"I suspect you're thinking this can't be true. No one with a conscience would act like this, right? Maybe in the movies, or on one of those erotic fiction sites, but not in real life," he said. I had to agree. He punched a few things on his phone, took out a pair of earbuds, plugged them in and handed me his phone.
"Watch this video," he said. "Then tell me what you think."
I put the earbuds on and hit play on his video app. I saw an attractive older woman riding the cock of a man whose face was hidden by her body. She appeared to be looking directly into the camera, but I realized she was looking at the face of the man holding the camera. She smiled, but her smile held no warmth.
"Like what you see," she asked as she went up and down on the large dick of the man below her. "Your face says no, but I know you do. You love watching me get filled with his cum, don't you. You're shaking your head no but I know better. Don't worry, you're never touching this pussy again, ever. Maybe I'll let you suck his cum out of me, but that's it." She rode harder, letting the man fill her up with his sperm.
"Oh, God, that felt so good," she said as she got up. I could see cum dripping out of her shaved pussy. "What's the matter? You're not looking too good. Are you going to have another heart attack on us? Good. Maybe it'll be the big one this time. That's okay, I'll play the part of the grieving widow to the hilt. Hell, I've been playing the part of the loving spouse all these years so I'm pretty good at fooling people.
"Then we'll take your insurance money and go to all the places you and I wanted to visit and fuck each other senseless. On your dime," she added laughing. This time, the man under her sat up and laughed with her, wrapping his arm around her. She turned to face her lover.
"Come on, big guy, let's do it again. Maybe we can get him to have a stroke this time," she said. The video ended with the two lovers laughing hysterically. I was in shock, looking at the blank screen before me.
"I have lots of other videos just like this," Allen told me.
"Why is she doing this," I asked. "Did you cheat on her or beat her or something?" He shook his head.
"No, I never once cheated on her and I've always treated her like a queen. I did ask her once, though. Check this out," he added, taking the phone and pulling up another video.
The second video showed his wife's back as he addressed her.
"Why are you doing this to us? To me?" I heard him ask in the video. "I've never cheated on you and you have to admit I treat you very well. I just want to know why you're tearing my heart out like this. I don't understand."
She sighed and turned around to face him, obviously put out by his questioning.
"Look, you just don't do it for me, okay? I know you've never cheated on me and yes, you treat me very well. You're a great provider. I just need his dick and yours doesn't turn me on anymore. It hasn't for a long time. So just go along and things will be just fine. Maybe in a few years I'll get tired of fucking him and we can retire and laugh about it in our old age. Let me just have this, okay?"
"No, Mags, you may laugh, but I won't. I promise you, this won't end well. At all," Allen said in the video.
"Dammit, don't you even think of getting a divorce, because I'll fucking destroy you," she said. "Then I'll take everything you have and I'll keep right on fucking him. And you'll get to foot the bill. Got it?"
The video faded to black leaving me dumbfounded. How could someone be so cruel?
"You have enough right here to destroy her," I said. He smiled.
"Now you're starting to get the idea," Allen said. "Yes, these videos could destroy her, and that's exactly what I'm going to do. Tonight's just the beginning of their destruction. But I need help to make it happen. Will you help me, George?"
I was tempted, but still needed one question answered.
"Why me?" I asked. "Surely you could get any number of people to help you." Allen nodded his head.
"You're right, I could. The truth is, George, you're the closest thing to a son I have. You see, my wife denied me children, claimed they would get in the way of her career. When I'm gone, that's it. My family tree is done. There's no children, no survivors, nothing. I'm it.
"There's more. Let me ask you – how many C students do you know get a million-dollar scholarship to an Ivy League school?"
He had me at that. I was a bit lazy in high school – much to my parents' chagrin – and was really surprised when I was told I got a huge scholarship from a private foundation supposedly set up to help the families of Vietnam veterans. And it was unlike any scholarship I ever heard of. Not only did it pay tuition, books and lodging, it also gave me extra spending cash for trips, a car, whatever I needed – up to a limit, of course. Thing is, I never lacked for anything. After getting that scholarship, I promised my mother I'd focus on my studies, and so far, I have.
"Your father and I stayed in touch after the war," Allen said. "We talked, sent letters and emails. I've met your mother a few times as well. You and I have met also, but you probably don't remember since you were just a baby. When your dad was in the hospital the last time, I visited him. I promised that I would make sure his wife and son would be well taken care of. You see, his medical condition nearly wiped your family out financially. So I set up a private foundation that paid all of his medical expenses. It also set up a million-dollar trust for your mother and a million-dollar scholarship for you. I figured it was the least I could do for the man who saved my life in Vietnam. Lately, though, there are times I wish he'd have let me die over there.
"So I'm asking, George. Will you help me do this? Will you help me reclaim some part of my dignity and my manhood? Tonight is the last you or anyone will ever see of me, so think of it as the last wish of a dying man. And I want my life, such as it is, to count for something."
I thought hard about what he just said.
"Is there some other way?" I asked. "You can take this to an attorney, sue her for mental cruelty, go after her job. Something..." Allen shook his head.
"No, George, it's too late. I'm a dead man walking. In a month or so, I'll probably be in a hospital bed for the last time. And there's no way in hell I'm dying like that, a shriveled-up old man. And there's no way I'm putting myself in a situation where she'll have any say over my final affairs."
"Are you sure your plan will work?" I asked. He smiled.
"Oh yes. You see, I have the element of surprise. They're expecting a beaten-down, dejected old man. They'll have no idea the shitstorm coming down on them," he said.
"You're not going to kill her, are you?" I asked.
"No," he said. "I want her to live a long time and I want her to remember this night for the rest of her miserable life. And I want her to face the shame of what she did to me. To us. Believe me, she's gonna have a lot of explaining to do to a lot of people."
"What, exactly, would I have to do?" I asked. I was hoping he wouldn't ask me to hurt or kill someone.
"Not much. Just video the encounter. Send it out by email then hand her an envelope," he said. That sounded easy enough. "I already have the email drafted up so all you'd have to do is attach the video and hit send." He pulled two envelopes out of his pocket. "The thick envelope is hers. It explains pretty much what you'll record tonight. The other one is for you."
"What's that one for?" I asked.
"There's a key to a safe deposit box, a card and a letter with some instructions. After we finish tonight, you'll need to call my attorney. He's expecting your call and he'll explain it all to you."
"Okay, I'll do it," I said. What the hell. Make a video, send it out and hand her an envelope. Simple enough. Allen smiled.
"Thank you, George. This means a lot to me. Call it my last great act of defiance," he said.
We finished our beer, while watching part of a soccer game on the big screen television. Allen looked at his watch.
"It's time we head out. You ready?" he asked. I indicated that I was and we left the bar. I had no idea where we were going so I followed his lead. He was mostly silent but did give me a bit of advise.
"Someday, George, you're going to meet a woman and fall in love. I know I told you earlier to do your thing quick and broom 'em fast, but the fact is you will fall in love. It happens to us all. Just do yourself a favor before you marry her, though," he said.
"What's that?" I asked.
"Check her out, closely. Observe her mother, watch how she treats her husband because that's probably what you'll have to look forward to. But don't marry until she signs a prenuptial agreement. Protect yourself. And don't let your relationship get like mine. Always put her first and love her with everything you have, but take the initiative at the first sign of trouble," he said. Sounded like good advise to me.
We finally arrived at what appeared to be our destination. There were two people waiting for Allen – the woman I saw in the video sitting down on an outdoor staircase and a tall man next to her. The woman looked like she was giving him a blowjob but it was dark and I couldn't tell for certain. Allen stopped and looked at me.
"This is it. Showtime. You have my phone so please start recording about the time I approach them, and remember, some of what you're going to see could be disturbing," he said.
"Look, Allen," I began. "I'm sorry about all of this. I barely know you but I think you would have made a great dad." He smiled as he put his hand on my shoulder.
"George, you're the spitting image of your dad and I know he'd be damn proud of you right now," he said. I remembered something my dad used to say sometimes.
"Allen, Semper Fi." He grinned.
"Oorah," he said quietly before walking away.
I plugged in the earbuds so I could hear what was being said and supported his phone so I would have a clear and stable video. I zoomed in a bit so I could see the picture a little bit better. The couple at the staircase reacted when they saw Allen approach. Neither of them saw me. The man stood a bit taller and smirked as he began to speak. I wanted to knock that smirk right off his face.
"Well, looks like the cuck finally made it," he said as the woman smiled. I was surprised at the clarity and quality of the sound.
"I'm here," Allen said. "Let's get this over with."
"Not so fast, cucky," the smirking man said as he pulled out a bottle of what appeared to be champagne and three flutes. He poured the sparkling liquid and handed one to the woman who accepted it with a smile. He set a second glass down and offered the third to Allen.
"Let's drink a toast before we begin, shall we?" the smirking man said. "After all, this is the second anniversary of our, um, relationship, yes? It was two years ago today that I first fucked your wife, right here on these very steps, was it not?" Allen wasn't amused. He kept his hands to his sides and said nothing.
"Oh, come now, Allen," the woman said. "Don't be a stick in the mud. This is a special day for us all, isn't it? Don't you want to celebrate with us? Maybe have a little re-enactment? I'm wearing the same dress I wore that first night. Don't you like it," she asked, lifting the dress to show her pantiless shaved pussy. "We'll enjoy a little toast then you can watch him fuck my brains out just like we did that first night. My pussy is so wet just thinking about it. Then afterwards, you can just sit and watch us fuck all night long. It'll be so much fun."
Allen reached behind his back and pulled a gun he had hidden in his belt. He took a solid shooting stance, holding the pistol with both hands the way my dad had taught me so many years ago. The smirk left the other man's face as he realized the pistol was aimed at his head.



"Well, it looks like cucky-boy has finally grown a set of balls," he said. "What are you going to do, cuck? Are you going to shoot me?" He laughed and the woman joined him.
"This ends now," Allen said with conviction. "And yes, I'm going to blow your fucking brains out."
"Well, then, I guess I had better prepare to meet my maker," the man said sarcastically, his arms wide.
"Shut the fuck up and don't move," Allen said, cocking the pistol. The man's face changed as he realized Allen was serious. The woman's tone also changed.
"Allen, please don't do anything stupid," she said. "Look, you don't have to watch us fuck, okay? Just go away and we'll celebrate without you. It won't be as much fun, though, without you here for us to humiliate."
"Shut up, bitch. I'll deal with you next." Her eyes widened in shock. Allen had never spoken to her like this before.
"Allen, look, we don't have to resort to violence. This isn't necessary. You're not going to shoot me or anyone else and you know it. Please, put the gun down and let's discuss this like mature adults," the smirking man said, now clearly nervous.
"Oh, so it's 'please' now, is it?" Allen said. "You see, that's the problem with assholes like you. You think you can just waltz into someone's home, steal the wife, strip the man of his dignity and then expect the injured party to discuss it calmly. The problem with people like you is that you mistake patience for weakness. You get cocky and overconfident. Well guess what, asshole? Tonight, you're going to pay the piper. You fucked my wife, stole my dignity and my manhood and tonight, I'm taking it back. And yes, you will die."
"Allen, I'm begging you, please put the gun down and we can end this," the man said.
"Would you get on your knees and beg for your life?" Allen asked. The man slowly got on his knees, his hands in the air.
"Please, Allen, I'm begging you, don't kill me. We can put this to an end right now and you'll never see me again," he said. Allen addressed his wife.
"Look at that, Maggie. Your lover is now on his knees begging me for his life. What do you think now? Not so cocky now, are you, you sonofabitch?" he asked the man. "Whaddya think, Mags, should I let him live? Mmmm... No, I don't think so. Goodbye, asshole," Allen said as he pulled the trigger.
The man's eyes grew wide at Allen's last statement, but he had no time to respond as the .45 caliber hollow-point bullet struck him directly in the forehead and exited out the back, taking about half of the man's brains and cranium. He fell backward, a pool of blood soaking the ground. Maggie screamed and covered her ears. Allen shifted and pointed the gun at her.
"Shut up," he yelled. "Just shut the fuck up." Maggie stopped screaming but her makeup began running as tears poured out of her eyes.
"You murdered him," she yelled.
"Yes, I did," Allen said. "But you and your lover murdered me two years ago. And you've been driving a stake through my heart every day since then. So I guess that makes it even. Now it's your turn to feel pain."
"Please Allen, don't kill me," she sobbed. "I'm sorry I hurt you like that, really I am."
"No, Mags, you're not sorry. Not at all. And don't worry, I'm not going to kill you," Allen said, a twisted smile forming on his face. "Not that I haven't thought about it. Oh yeah, I actually considered killing you a hundred times and I could've done it, too. But I figured that would be too good for you. Now, I want you to live to be 100 and I want every day to be a reminder of what you did. That's right, you are directly responsible for the deaths of two men. One being your lover and the other being the man who loved you exclusively for 17 years.
"And by the way, Mags, I'm dying. Four months ago, I was diagnosed with an inoperable brain tumor and given six months to a year to live. But I decided to take charge of my own fate.
"And before you celebrate my death, I want you to know that I changed my will and all my retirement accounts after my heart attack. You're getting nothing. Zero, zilch, nada. After I'm done here, there'll be a nice young man giving you something that explains it all," he said.
"Can't we talk this out?" she asked.
"No, Mags, I tried talking to you for the last two years. You made it clear how you felt about me. Now you're going to pay the price. Hell, you probably didn't even notice that I haven't worn my wedding ring for the last few months, have you?
"Yeah, I know you spent $2,000 on that ring. I got $20 for it a pawn shop. Maybe if you're quick, you can get it out of hock before they sell it," he said.
"You did WHAT?" she asked. "That was a special ring I had made just for you."
"Yeah, about that. You didn't seem to give a shit about it the last ten years, did you? You sure as hell didn't care the last two years," he said. "In fact, I don't even remember you once telling me that you love me in the last few years. In fact, you made it clear I just didn't do it for you anymore. I could've accepted a divorce, but no, you had to hurt and humiliate me every chance you got."
"Please, Allen, let's get some help, maybe some counseling. Don't do this," she begged.
"Now you give a shit? Now that I'm really dying? No, Mags, it's too late," he said. "I warned you this wouldn't end well but you wouldn't listen. Oh, and by the way, you might want to prepare yourself to get a shitload of calls after I'm done. You see, this is all being recorded and will be sent by email to everyone you know – your friends, family, everyone you work with, even a bunch of media contacts."
"No, please," she cried. "Let's start over, please. I've learned my lesson."
"Too little, too late, Mags," he said. "Goodbye."
With that, Allen put the gun in his mouth and pulled the trigger. The top of his head flew off, spraying blood and gray matter everywhere. Maggie screamed hysterically.
"NOOOOOO! Please, Allen, NO. Don't die, please. Come back to me, Allen, please, please, please. I'm sorry, Allen. Really, I am. ALLEN! Please! I didn't mean it! I really do love you!"
I stopped the video, saved it, then pulled up the email draft, attached it and hit send. I waited until I saw the notification that the email had been sent and turned the phone off. I walked to the hysterical woman, who looked up at me. I pulled out the envelope marked, "Mags" and handed it to her.
"Who are you?" she asked through her sobs.
"From what Allen says, I'm the closest thing to a son he ever had. Too bad. I think he would've made a great dad. Good luck," I said. I heard the sound of sirens and left as quickly as I could.
I may have seemed calm outside, but was shaking for quite some time. I had, after all, just witnessed one man's murder and another man commit suicide in the most violent way imaginable. It took me some time before I could keep it together long enough to place a couple of calls.
The first call was to my buddies, telling them I had to leave early in the morning. They took it well, but asked if I was alright. I promised to tell them about it sometime. The next call was to the attorney whose number was on the card in the envelope Allen gave me.
I identified myself and we spoke for a few minutes. He told me to come see him at his D.C. office in the next day or two, then gave me the directions to the bank that held the safe deposit box where I was to store Allen's phone. He then told me to turn on the news. I did, and saw a shortened, edited version of the video I sent out. Apparently, the suicide of a prominent member of the Washington political class was considered newsworthy.
"Attempts to reach the widow of Allen Jacobs have so far been unsuccessful," the announcer said. "According to videos sent to a number of media outlets, tonight's incident is the result of what appears to be an ongoing love affair she allegedly had with a foreign diplomat. It's not known exactly how Jacobs sent the video of his own suicide, but it's generally believed he had help doing so. The State Department has not released a statement on the murder of the foreign diplomat. Stay tuned for updates."
I flipped through the news channels to see my video everywhere. I fired up my laptop and found that reports on Allen's suicide had gone viral. Reports said there were three videos, but parts of only one were considered safe for network use. At least one of the other two videos, the articles said, were pornographic in nature and showed Mrs. Jacobs engaging in sexual activity with the foreign diplomat.
The next day, I returned to the States and made my way to the attorney I had spoken to earlier. He informed me that Allen had changed his will some time ago making me the sole beneficiary of his entire estate except for his house, which he had given to a non-profit group so it could be turned into a shelter for homeless veterans. After taxes and fees, he said, I would receive about $10 million.
A few days later, I was at Arlington National Cemetery, attending Allen's funeral. Mrs. Jacobs was there as well, playing the role of the grieving widow, but no one paid her any attention. She sobbed as a Marine in dress blues handed her the flag that was draped over his coffin.
The reading of Allen's will went about the same. She tried contesting the will, but withdrew her objection after Allen's attorney suggested some of the more salacious videos of her with her lover would be used against her and thus become public record.
After the meeting, she came over to me.
"I hope you're happy," she said. "I lost everything." I couldn't believe my ears.
"You didn't lose anything," I told her. "You threw it away. To be precise, you deliberately fucked it away. Now you're getting what you deserve."
I left her standing there and went back to school, where I became more determined than ever to do my best. I wanted to be the kind of man that would make both Allen and my dad proud.
At the same time, I kept a loose tab on Maggie Jacobs and caught an interview with her on one of those daytime talk shows for women.
She tried to play the victim, claiming abuse and infidelity, and three of the co-hosts went along, but one of the hosts had apparently seen all three videos and began to politely confront her with her own words. Maggie denied ever saying what the host recalled, so she played the video where she admitted that Allen had never abused her or cheated on her.
"And isn't it true that you refused to call 911 when your husband was having a heart attack?" the host asked. "From what I understand, you and your lover kept right on having sex even as your husband was dying. How do you respond to that?"
Naturally, that pretty much ended the interview and Maggie left the set in tears, having been confronted by her own words and actions. To my knowledge, she never appeared on any other program.
Then an article appeared a few months later that said she was found dead in her apartment, the apparent victim of suicide.
According to the report, she had been placed on paid administrative leave following Allen's suicide. The man she was screwing turned out to be more than just a foreign diplomat. Several intelligence operatives had apparently connected him to ISIS and there were those who believed Maggie had passed on sensitive information.
Unable to deal with the result of her own actions, she took an overdose of pills, followed by a significant amount of alcohol. Officers who discovered her body said she was wearing her wedding dress and was holding her wedding photo to her breast. A note on her nightstand simply read, "Please forgive me."
I followed Allen's advice where women were concerned. I dated quite a few, did what I set out to do and moved on. I fell in "love" a time or two but changed my mind after I met their parents.
Then I met Karen. We dated for a long time and I found myself falling in love with her. She invited me to meet her parents over the holiday and I was struck by the way they interacted with each other. Although married for 30 years, they acted like teenagers, constantly sneaking hugs and kisses. It was obvious they truly loved one another. More than once, Karen suggested they get a room.
"How do you think you got here?" her mom said, laughing. By the end of the trip, my mind was made up. Her father spoke to me privately before we left.
"You seem like a really nice guy, George, and I see how my daughter looks at you. Tell me the truth, do you love her? I mean, really love her?" he asked.
"Yes sir, I do," I told him. It was true, I did love Karen, very much.
"Do you love her enough to spend the rest of your life with her?" he asked. That was the $64,000 question.
"I believe I do," I told him.
"Good," he said. "Because if you ever hurt my little girl, you'll have us to answer to." I considered what he said and carefully formulated my response. I realized he was only looking out for his daughter and I respected that.
"Sir," I said, "I know first-hand what can happen when a marriage breaks down. I've personally seen the pain it can cause and I swear to you that I would never, ever do anything to hurt her. Someday, I'll tell you my story and I hope you'll understand."
I'm not sure if it was the expression on my face or the tear struggling to escape my eye, but he seemed to understand and shook his head.
"Okay, George, that's good enough for now," he said. "And I'm going to hold you to that."
Karen and I married after I graduated law school. At her father's insistence, we signed a prenuptial agreement to protect both our assets. In addition to my $10 million, Karen had inherited a large sum of money from her grandparents and we all agreed it was for the best.
She and her parents seemed confused when I told them of my plan to join the Marines and become a JAG officer, a military attorney. They had assumed I would be accepting a high-paying job with one of the many prominent law firms that tried to recruit me. That's when I told them of my dad and Allen.
"Oh my God, that's so sad," Karen said. I played them the video I took that night in Cozumel. Although Allen's phone was still in storage, I was one of the 1,000-plus recipients of the email sent out that night.
"You were the one who took that video?" she asked. "I wondered how he got that video to the media so fast. Didn't anyone ever question you?"
"No," I said. "I guess the authorities figured it didn't really matter. And now with Mrs. Jacobs dead, the case is closed. I've got lots of video that he took, but it's not something for the squeamish."
I looked at Karen's father.
"Now you know why I'll never do anything to hurt your little girl," I said. "And I assure you, if there's any problems, I'll take the initiative and get them fixed before they get out of hand." He understood, giving me a manly hug.
"I believe you, son. And thanks for sharing that with us. It had to be painful to witness that."
About a year later, Karen gave birth to a boy. She asked me what I would like to name him and I said, "Michael Allen Richardson, after the two bravest men I've ever known." Michael was my father's first name, and you already know who Allen is.
"Michael Allen," she said. "I like it. Michael Allen it is."
And here we are, at Arlington National Cemetery, in front of Allen's grave.
I know there are some who, upon hearing this story, will think Allen was a gutless wimp for taking his wife's crap for so long. I know there are some who would question why he put up with the humiliation as long as he did. I'm one of them. Maybe he was a bit wimpy for a time. Maybe he thought the love they once had would win out in the end. Who knows? Maybe he thought she would come to her senses after a while. I chose not to judge the man since I wasn't there. What I do know for a fact is what I witnessed that day in Cozumel. That was certainly not the act of a gutless wimp.
I pulled a small Eagle, Globe and Anchor out of my uniform pocket and placed it on his headstone.
"Semper Fi, Allen," I quietly said. "Rest in peace."
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As always, constructive comments are always welcome. And please remember, this is a work of fiction, not a docu-drama...
*****
I was sitting at the kitchen table waiting for my so-called "loving" wife to finish preparing for what she told me was a "spa weekend" with the girls. Yeah, right. She just walked in the door, told me in no uncertain terms that she was leaving for a three-day trip with the girls from work to visit a "spa resort." And she was leaving that afternoon. Forget the fact that we were supposed to be celebrating our 17th anniversary that weekend.
Of course, I knew it was all bullshit. I wasn't stupid. I'd seen the signs of her lying and cheating for the last several weeks and today I had just gotten the full report from my private investigator, complete with photos, videos and background checks on quite a few of the characters she had taken up with.
And tonight was the night it was going to end, one way or the other. So I sat at the table waiting for her to shower, pack and do whatever it is she had to do to prepare for her weekend. While I waited, I thought about the events that had destroyed our marriage.
When Marie first started working at the insurance company a couple years ago, I supported her, fully. Our daughter, Chelsea, had just turned 14 at the time and was old enough and capable enough to take care of herself with minimal supervision. So my wife decided it was time to go back into the work force and I agreed. I thought the time working would help her deal with the inevitable empty nest when Chelsea went to college.
At the time, I trusted my wife fully. If she told me the sun rose in the west and set in the east that day, I'd probably believe her. That's how honest she was. And I never once questioned her fidelity. Our sex life was good, or at least I thought so. Of course, we weren't teenagers any more, but we still managed to get together at least three days a week, often giving each other multiple orgasms. To me, Marie was every bit as sexy and beautiful as she was the day we first married.
I was a bit surprised when she asked if she could go out for a drink with the other girls from her office. I'd never known her to go out like that without me, but I trusted her and believed her so I let her have her night. She promised to call and let me know where she was and swore she would call me if she was too drunk to drive. And, she added, this was just going to be a once-a-month thing.
I was okay with that. After all, I would go out golfing with the other guys from work a couple times a month so I thought it was only fair, as long as everything stayed above-board. She always called to let me know where she was and I only had to go pick her up once when her friend, Sue, called to let me know they had just a bit too much to drink and didn't want to risk a DUI.
Things were okay for the next few months, but I noticed she was out later and later, and the once-a-month outing turned into two or three times a month. Then it became a weekly event and on occasion, two or three times a week. Eventually, she was out more than she was home. And of course, our sex life took a major hit. Instead of three times a week, I was lucky if we made love once a week.
I was suspicious, but didn't say much, not wanting to cause a stir.
Then it happened. She took off for one of her outings, giving me a quick peck on the cheek. She sped off in her car not giving me a second glance. After an hour or so, I realized I hadn't heard from her so I called. I dialed her number and was surprised to hear her phone ringing in the bedroom. Sure enough, she left it behind.
So, being the nice guy I am, I thought I'd take it to her. I knew they usually went to the lounge at the Holiday Inn not too far from us, so I grabbed her phone and headed out, taking Chelsea with me, hoping she could help me spot her car. When I got there, however, her car was nowhere to be found.
I called her friend, Sue, to see if maybe they had gone to a different location, but Sue told me they weren't out that evening. In fact, she said, they hadn't been out for a couple weeks and wouldn't be doing anything for at least another two weeks.
"Any idea where she might be?" I asked.
"No, Joe, I really don't know. I'm sorry," she said. I asked about the mid-week outings but got the same negative response.
"I don't know what she's telling you, Joe, but we only go out one Friday a month. Most of us are married with kids, so we don't go out during the week," she told me.
That's when the unthinkable hit me. For the first time, I caught my wife lying. I couldn't help but think that she was cheating on me.
"Has Marie mentioned anything in the office?" I asked.
"Not directly, but she has been acting a bit different lately," she said. Damn. I asked if she could please let me know if she heard anything.
"Sure, Joe, I will, promise," she said.
I ended the call and drove back home, not knowing what I would find. Marie wasn't back yet, so I decided to snoop around on her phone to see if I could get any clues.
I looked for texts or emails but found nothing other than the texts I and her co-workers sent. Her call log showed quite a few calls to and from some numbers I wasn't familiar with so I took note of the numbers and tried looking them up. That search went nowhere, so I figured they belonged to what they call "burner" phones.
I thought a bit longer about how to get to the bottom of this and decided to install one of those phone finder apps that keep track of the phone's location. I saw a few other apps that looked like they might be helpful so I installed those as well. Chelsea, being up on all the latest phone technology, was a huge help.
By the time we were done, I was able to track her phone and record any conversation she might be having. I hated spying on my wife, but if she was having an affair, I needed to have some proof. Even though we live in a no-fault state, it just happens to be one of the four states where adultery is still considered a felony.
So I waited. And waited. And waited some more. I turned on the television, but really wasn't paying much attention to it.
It was about 2:30 am when she finally pulled into the driveway. I knew something was wrong the second she walked in the house. Her hair was disheveled, her clothes messed up and she reeked of alcohol, cigarette smoke and sex.
"Sorry I'm late," she said, heading upstairs into the bathroom. I followed her.
"Where the hell were you?" I asked. "You left your phone and we went out looking all over for you. And what the hell happened to you? You reek!"
"We were celebrating Sue's birthday and went to a couple different places," Marie said. Another lie.
"Really?" I asked. "Then why did Sue tell me you guys haven't been out for a couple weeks?" Marie's eyes got big.
"Um, I don't know," Marie said. "Please let me get cleaned up, okay? I'm really tired and I have a headache," she added, closing the bathroom door and locking it. That was a first. I knew something was wrong and was both angry and relieved. Angry over her lying and possible cheating and relieved she was home, safe.
After her shower, she climbed into bed and went to sleep. I wanted to have it out with her right then, but decided to wait until the morning after we both had some sleep. I checked out her clothes and noticed the tell-tale signs of sex.
Things weren't much better the next morning. Chelsea gave me a knowing look and went to her room, paying attention to whatever was happening on her phone.
"Marie," I began, "in all the years we've been married, you have never lied to me. Last night, you lied not once but twice. I'm trying to keep it together here, but I want an explanation. Are you having an affair? Do you want to split up?"
Her eyes got wide and she began stammering.
"No, Joe, I don't want to split up, I love you more than anything else. Please, you have to believe me," she said.
"I'd like to believe you, Marie, really, I would. But you never answered my first question. Are you having an affair?" I asked. Her face got red at that. At first I thought she was going to break down and confess, but then her attitude changed. Completely.
"What the hell difference does it make if I'm having an affair?" she asked. "What do you care? Huh? When was the last time you just took me and fucked me like when we were younger?"
"What?" I asked. "You're kidding, right? When was the last time you were home long enough for us to do anything? Hell, you're gone two to three nights a week doing God-knows-what with God-knows who. Then I find out you've been lying to me the whole time."
"Okay," she said, "I'm sorry I wasn't completely truthful with you. I started going to a gym and then the trainer and I starting going out with some of the others from the gym for a couple drinks and sometimes we lost track of time."
I knew this was another lie. There weren't any workout clothes, unless her regimen involved high heels and micro-skirts. And we had never received any bills from any gym that I was aware of.
"Here's the deal," I said, trying to calm down. "Right now, my trust level just isn't there. Things had better change around here fast. And if you are having an affair, that's it. I won't tolerate cheating - at all. Got it?"
Marie's attitude changed again. She hugged me and we kissed.
"I'm sorry, you're right," she said. "I'll do better, please believe that I really do love you."
I decided to play along and held her close but decided to keep a close eye on her. I was quite disturbed by the fact that she never denied having an affair. First things first, though. I took her upstairs and we spent the morning making love to each other.
Things were okay at home for the next couple weeks, but I decided it was time to get proof, once and for all. Even though we seemed to reconnect for a whole, she was still gone twice a week, including Friday nights. I knew through Sue they had one actual girl's night out, but the other times were a mystery.
I kept tabs on her phone and found that she had been spending some time at the Riverfront Motel, a fairly seedy joint in a bad section of town. I followed her once and saw her mingling with a group of guys who didn't look very friendly. I took a couple photos with my phone, then headed home.
I decided to bring in a professional, so after doing some research I hired John Smith, a retired police detective who started his own investigative company.
"So," he asked me, "what do you have?" I told him about what I saw, what the phone finder app revealed and showed him the pictures I took of her.
"Hmmmm," he said. "Looks like a pretty rough crowd. Let me work on this and I'll be in touch one week from today. In the meantime, don't do anything stupid and just be yourself."
John was good to his word and called me one week to the day. I made an appointment to see him and that was the day my world ended.
"Looks like your wife has gotten involved with some very bad characters," he said. "I've got a bunch of photos and videos. You may not want to look at them, but you need to know the truth. I'm sorry."
He pulled out a large manila envelope that held a number of color glossy photos. All of them showed my Marie in various positions with a bunch of men. Several showed her taking more than one man at a time and there were some showing Marie with two cocks in her pussy at the same time. None of the men were using any condoms and I knew Marie didn't have any birth control.
"Over the course of the last week, we observed your wife with no less than 25 different men," he said. "Check this out," he added, pointing to a photo of Marie surrounded by a group of five men. "See those tattoos? That's MS-13, probably the meanest motherfuckers you can imagine. Your wife has really hooked up with a bad bunch of hombres.
"This guy," he said, pointing to a younger clean-cut man, "seems to be the ringleader. His name is Julio Cabrera, and he has ties to just about every drug cartel there is. He moonlights as a gym trainer and we believe that's how he recruits his women. He's a slick sonofabitch and he's a well-known ladies' man. Your wife probably didn't have a chance."
So, I thought, maybe Marie was telling the truth about joining a gym after all.
"Why doesn't the police take action, you know, round them up?" I asked.
"Easier said than done," John answered. "These guys aren't just tough, they're slick. And they have lots of protection. That's not to say the feds aren't looking at them - they are. They're just biding their time. And they usually don't confide in PIs like me."
"So what do I do?" I asked. I was certainly in no shape to go up against MS-13 but I didn't want to let this crap keep on happening.
"My best advise to you is this," John said. "Knowing these guys, you'd better cut your losses. Take your daughter and move. Dump your wife. Don't let her know where you are. Cut all ties with her. It's obvious she's hooked on this lifestyle and chances are they'll come after you and your little girl. I've got all the information you'll need or want there in the report. Again, Joe, I'm sorry. I wish I had better news."
I paid the bill and left his office, feeling like my entire world had been destroyed. I asked myself all the questions husbands ask in situations like this. Why had she done this? Was I not a good enough husband and father? Was I not good in bed?
I got home and cried for what seemed like forever. I was still crying when Chelsea got home from school. I had to tell her the truth, as hard as it was. She naturally didn't take it too well and threatened to claw her mother's eyes out the first chance she got. Looking at the clock, I realized that Marie would be coming home in about two hours, so I called my mother and made arrangements for Chelsea to stay with her for a bit.
"What's going on, Joe?" my mother asked.
"I'll tell you all about it later, Mom," I said. "Marie's been cheating on me and it's bad - real bad. There's a possibility Chelsea could be in danger so I don't want her around here for a few days. It is okay if she stay with you?"
"Of course it is, dear," my mother said. "I'll come get her."
Chelsea packed up and left with my mother. Both women gave me a hug as they left.
"No matter what," Chelsea said, "you're my Dad and I love you."
"I love you, too, Chelsea," I said, kissing her forehead. "I'll be in touch, okay?"
After they left, I went to my gun safe and grabbed a .45 caliber semiautomatic and loaded it up with hollow point bullets. Given who Marie was hanging around with, I decided to take no chances. I put the pistol next to my briefcase on the kitchen table and waited for Marie.
I didn't have long to wait. Marie came in the door, looked at me and announced her plans for the weekend.
"Sorry to drop this on you at the last minute," she said, "but some of the girls and I are going away for a spa retreat this weekend, starting today."
"Oh, really?" I asked. "How did this happen?"
"Our office got rewarded for a very productive quarter and the higher-ups decided to give us the weekend. Isn't that great?" she asked, smiling.
"Just fucking peachy," I said. She looked at me a bit nervous.
"What's the matter?" she asked. "Aren't you happy for me?"
"What about our plan for the weekend? Our anniversary is coming up and we were going to celebrate," I said.
"I'll make it up to you when I get back Monday or Tuesday," she said.
"Monday OR Tuesday?" I asked. "You don't even know when you'll be back? Are you telling me your little getaway is more important than our marriage?"
"No, it's just a one-time thing, that's all," she said. "I'd better go get ready and get packed. My ride will be here soon."
And with that, she was up the stairs, leaving me alone at the table. So I waited.
Eventually, she came back down, dressed in a tiny micro skirt that barely came below her crotch and a see-through blouse with no bra. I could tell she was wearing a thong, but noting else. She completed the ensemble with a pair of open-toed sandals. She carried an overnight bag and a clothing bag and set them by the door.
"See you later," she said, waving at me from the door. Apparently, she was going to leave without even giving her husband a goodbye kiss. She started to open the door.
"Marie, we have to talk, right fucking now," I said. She stopped and looked at me.
"Joe, my ride will be here any minute and I can't be late," she said. "The girls are expecting me."
"Trust me, Julio and the gang at the Riverfront Motel will still be there when you arrive," I said. She stopped and her eyes went to the floor. "Now get your cheating ass over here so we can talk. Then you can leave for your so-called 'spa weekend,'" I said.
"You know about Julio?" she asked quietly.
"I know you've been fucking him and a whole bunch of other guys for quite a while. So we need to talk," I said.
Marie slowly walked to the kitchen table and noticed the pistol for the first time.
"What's with the gun?" she asked. "Are you going to shoot me?"
"Not unless you try to shoot me first," I said, pulling the manila folder out of my briefcase. I opened it up and put some of the photos on the table in front of her. Her eyes grew wide as she saw the images of her being gang-fucked by multiple men.
"Tell me, Marie," I said, "which of these are the girls from work? Hmm?"
"Joe, please, I screwed up big time. Please forgive me. Just give me this weekend and I'll make it up to you," she begged, tears falling down her face.
"Why are you doing this, Marie? Why the lies?" I asked.
"I can't tell you why. I wish I could, but I can't. Please believe me. I have to do this," she said.
"You HAVE to go out and spend a weekend getting fucked by who knows how many men? Are you shitting me?" I asked.
"You don't understand," she sobbed.
"I understand that my wife of almost 17 years, the mother of our child, is throwing away her marriage to fuck a bunch of gangsters. I don't understand the why, but I understand what is going to happen after this. Do you? Do you have any idea what's going to happen?" I asked.
"Please," Marie sobbed. "I'll do anything. Counseling, you name it. I'll be your slave if you want. Just let me do this."
"Goddammit, Marie, how fucking stupid are you?" I asked angrily. "Do you know who you're dealing with? You're playing with fire here, and you're only going to get burned. How in the fuck did you get involved in this?"
"You remember when I said I was going to a gym?" she asked. I remembered. "That's where I met Julio. He was working with me, showing me how to use the equipment and helping me achieve what I wanted. I wanted to look good for you, Joe. He was so nice to me, charming, telling me how beautiful I am. Then afterward, he invited me out for a drink. I don't know what happened after that, maybe he used a date rape drug, I don't know. But he made me feel like a young woman all over again. It just went downhill from there. Soon, he introduced me to his friends and said if I didn't go along, he'd send you video of us fucking. He even threatened to go after Chelsea if I didn't cooperate."
"And this weekend?" I asked.
"This is our goodbye weekend. I told him I couldn't do this anymore and it had to end. So he arranged this weekend and promised it would be over, forever," she said.
"Oh, it'll be over, alright," I said. "If you do this, we're definitely finished. Do you know some of those friends he had you fuck are MS-13?"
"No, I didn't know," she said.
"And do you honestly think they're just going to let you walk away?" I asked. "Let me tell you a little something about lover boy, okay?"
I pulled out a newspaper clipping and a photo of a young girl whose throat had been slashed from ear to ear. Marie gasped.



"You see, Julio is something of a germophobe. He's deathly afraid of catching disease. According to some reports I read, he caught a cold and thought he got it from this girl when they were having sex. She was just 19 at the time. That's who you're dealing with," I said. "So you see, it's highly unlikely he's just going to let you walk away into the sunset.
"And even if he does, you've already destroyed this marriage. I hope it was worth it to you," I said.
"I'm so sorry," Marie cried. "Please forgive me, Joe. I really do love you. But I have to do this." She got up from the table, kissed me on the cheek and slowly made her way to the door. Wiping her eyes, she picked up her bags and looked back one last time.
"I do love you, Joe," she said, sadly. "I'll make this up to you, I promise."
She opened the door and walked out to the taxi waiting in front of the house. I didn't know it then, but that would be the last time I ever saw her alive.
I cried for a while, still confused. Why had she done this? I remembered the app on her phone and pulled it up on mine. I hoped that I could keep track of her and maybe rescue her from whatever fate Julio had in store for her.
According to the app, her phone was at my address, stationary. I went upstairs and saw it on the dresser. It hit me that she deliberately left the phone so she couldn't be tracked. I also realized that I couldn't report her missing for at least 24 hours. All I could do was wait and hope for the best.
I called Chelsea and talked with her and my mom for a while. I told them to stay put and let me know if anyone called either one of them about Marie.
That weekend was hell on all of us. Even though the marriage was destroyed, I didn't want her physically harmed. I even drove by the Riverfront Motel to see if I could spot her or anyone from Julio's group, but saw nothing.
The next day, I called the police and tried to put in a missing person's report. The person I spoke to, however, didn't seem to give a rat's ass and said I should wait until Monday.
There was literally nothing more I could do but wait and hope for the best.
Finally, Monday morning came. I called in to my work and explained I had an emergency at home. I had comp time coming so my boss let me take a couple days to get things squared away. I called Marie's work, but she wasn't there. I asked for Sue and was put right through.
"What's up?" she asked.
"Have you seen or heard from Marie?" I asked.
"No, I haven't," she said. "She's usually here by now, but no one's seen or heard anything."
I told her about what happened Friday.
"Oh my God," Sue said. "I had no idea. Let me call the police, okay? We're all a bit worried. Thanks for letting me know and I'll call if I hear anything."
I thanked her, hung up and called the police again. This time, they seemed a bit more receptive, taking my information and referring me to a detective.
"Detective Marshall speaking, is this Mr. Klein?" the man on the other end asked. I answered in the affirmative.
"Mr. Klein, I'd like to come and speak with you if that's okay," he said. Again, I said that would be fine.
"Good," he responded. "I'll see you in about an hour or so."
Immediately after ending the call, I heard a report on the local news that sent a chill up my spine.
"Early this morning, the decapitated, nude body of a woman was found on the bank of the Rapaport River. The body was found shortly after a shootout between law enforcement authorities and members of what is believed to be members of MS-13. No officers were hurt but as many as 10 gang members were reportedly shot. The woman's identity is being withheld pending notification of the next of kin. Stay tuned to Eyewitness News for updates," the announcer said.
I spent the next hour hoping the woman wasn't Marie, but those hopes were dashed when Detective Marshall showed up with another man wearing a badge.
"Mr. Klein?" the detective asked when I opened the door.
"Yes," I said.
"I'm Detective Marshall," he said, showing me his badge and identification. "This is FBI Special Agent Owens," he added, pointing to the man standing next to him. Special Agent Owens also offered his identification to me. I invited them both inside.
"Mr. Klein, are you related to a Marie Klein?" Detective Marshall asked. I told them she was my wife, at least for the time being. They looked at each other before addressing me.
"I'm sorry to inform you, Mr. Klein, that your wife was found dead this morning," the detective said. I felt like I had been gut-punched. I was ready to divorce her for cheating on me, but I didn't want any harm to come to her.
"Was my wife's body the one found by the river this morning?" I asked.
"Unfortunately, Mr. Klein, it was. Again, I'm sorry for your loss," the detective said. The FBI man spoke up.
"Mr. Klein, you should know that your wife has been working with us for a while, and she was instrumental in our raid against Julio Cabrera and his gang this morning," he said.
"What?" I asked. "She's not an FBI agent. She works for an insurance agency. She handles applications and paperwork. When did she start working for you?"
"I understand your confusion," he said. "We've been watching Cabrera for quite a while and we made contact with your wife after her fourth, um, encounter, with Cabrera. She agreed to carry a wire in her purse so we could monitor what the group was planning."
"Oh my God," I said. "Did she know the danger she was in?"
"Absolutely," Agent Owens said. "Your wife felt that she needed to redeem herself for what she had done. So yes, she went into this knowing full well she might not make it. She never told you, but her actions may very well have saved your life and the life of your daughter. You see, Cabrera was planning to kill you and sell both your wife and your daughter into slavery. I don't think I need to elaborate on what he was planning for them. If it's any consolation, your wife would probably have endured a fate much worse than death if Cabrera was successful."
"Is that why she couldn't tell me anything?" I asked, fighting the tears that threatened to flood my eyes.
"Yes, it is," Agent Owens said. "It's also why she left her phone here. She knew that you would try to rescue her and she wanted to keep you safe. By the way, I'm the one who picked her up on Friday. Your wife was one very brave woman, Mr. Klein. You and your daughter should be proud of her. Thanks to her sacrifice, Cabrera and his gang are either all dead, in jail or on the run. And trust me, the few members left will be caught and dealt with very soon."
He reached into his pocket and pulled out an envelope.
"Marie asked me to give you this if she didn't make it. Again, Mr. Klein, I'd like to offer my condolences on behalf of the entire FBI and on behalf of a very grateful nation," he said.
"Good day, Mr. Klein," the detective said, shaking my hand. "We'll be in touch in a few days to help with final arrangements. Again, we're sorry for your loss."
Closing the door behind them, I suddenly felt like shit. The last words to my wife were full of hate and bitterness and yet her final act was to save my life and the life of our daughter. Hot tears began flowing as I numbly opened the envelope Agent Owens gave me. Inside was a note along with Marie's rings.
"My dearest Joe," the letter began in her flowery, nearly perfect handwriting I always loved.
"If you're reading this, then it's quite likely that I'm dead. I'm so sorry for all the hurt and pain I've caused you. I never wanted to lie or cheat on you and I'd rather be dead than live a lonely life without you and our Chelsea.
"The truth is, I did cheat, even though I was drugged the first time and blackmailed every time after that. I joined a gym to get back in shape for our anniversary. I had hoped you would like the new me and ravish me the way you did on our honeymoon. That's when I met Julio. Like I told you earlier, he was supposed to help me with my workouts.
"After that first workout, he invited me to have a drink with him. I foolishly agreed, and that's when he drugged me and later seduced me. I won't lie, I enjoyed the sex, even though I was drugged. He told me I needed to be available for him and his friends and he threatened to show you and Chelsea video of my first seduction.
"It got worse after that. Julio videotaped everything that was done and he made it clear that if I didn't go along, he and his friends would rape both me and Chelsea while you were forced to watch, then kill you. He also threatened to sell us into prostitution.
"That's when the FBI contacted me. I agreed to help them, in hopes that I could get out of this mess and maybe redeem myself in your eyes. I had a wire in my purse that last night and that's why I couldn't tell you the truth. I wanted to, so bad, but I couldn't.
"Please don't mourn me. If I'm dead, then I'm in a much better place and we'll be together again forever. The truth is, I got what I deserved. I can only hope that you and Chelsea are safe and can one day find it in your hearts to forgive me.
"I also want you to find another woman and live a long, happy life. And please remember that I have always loved you. You were the best husband, provider and father a woman could ever ask for. I had the best and I screwed it all up.
"Again, my love, I'm so sorry I hurt you. I never wanted to do that.
"Your loving wife, Marie."
"P.S. By the way, you were right, as always. I played with fire. And I got burned."
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This is a slight departure from my previous stories. I had seriously considered posting this under Sci-Fi, given that it takes place far in the future on a planet far from Earth. I decided to put it here anyway, since it deals with a cheating spouse and a husband who seeks to set things right.
As always, constructive comments are always appreciated and welcome...
And for those awaiting my next installment in the "Revenge in Advance" series, please know that something is on its way very soon.
Obviously, this is a work of fiction and not a docu-drama...
*****
It's really a shame that no matter how much our technology advances, humanity basically remains the same. Avarice, greed and lust have always been and always will be a part of human nature no matter how scientifically advanced we become as a species. I considered this as I thought about the events of the last two weeks - events which changed my marriage and my entire life.
Just two weeks ago, my wife, Charis, and I were on board the faster-than-light interstellar passenger liner Roddenberry as it entered our home system on its voyage from Earth to Pacifica. We had been together exclusively for seven years with five years as husband and wife, and decided to take a vacation from Earth, still struggling to rebound after the Great Nuclear War of 2510, a devastating conflict that lasted only 90 minutes but managed to kill over a billion people. The war had been over for 50 years, but the scars were still present.
Charis and I were part of the effort to stabilize and rebuild what was left of the information infrastructure, which included what people in the 21st century called the Internet. We had been there for three years and decided it was time to take a break. So we headed home for what I thought would be a long vacation filled with sun, fun and of course, lots of wild, uninhibited sex with my beautiful wife, something that seemed to have dropped off considerably in the last couple years, due to the fact that our work had kept us separated for most of our time on Earth.
As I looked out the port in our small stateroom, Charis said she was going to the comm area to place a call to our families, letting them know we would be home soon. I nodded my head to acknowledge my agreement and kept looking out the small window, hoping to catch a glimpse of our home planet.
She returned a half-hour later, having made her calls and came up behind me, looking over my shoulder at the blackness outside.
"We're still too far out to see home, dear," she said. "Maybe in an hour or so, we'll spot it. Don't worry, we'll be home soon enough." I turned to look at her and wrapped my arms around her small waist.
"Yes, we will, and I can't wait to get you on the beach at Westmoreland," I said. Westmoreland was an area on the western coast of the only continent on Pacifica that was known for its beautiful scenery and sandy beaches. Of course, the beaches were all clothing-optional with areas set aside for open-air sexual activity.
Charis laughed and pushed me away.
"Dream on, buddy. Just because we're married doesn't mean I have to screw you on the beach," she said, smiling. "Maybe at the dance club, but not the beach. You know I hate to get sand in my pussy and the last time we did it on the beach I got sunburned and couldn't wear panties for a month."
"Maybe we need to use a more powerful sunscreen on that shaved pussy of yours," I said.
"You're such a naughty boy," Charis said.
We both turned back and looked out the window, hoping to be the first to spot our home world. Finally, we saw a tiny blue dot and knew we were getting close.
Pacifica, settled over 300 years ago after some 75 years of surveys, was considered to be one of the first successful human colonies outside the Solar System. Like Earth, Pacifica had its share of dangers in the form of poisonous plants, wild animals and carnivorous fish, but the powers-to-be decided the dangers were no worse than what humans had faced on Earth for millennia.
In fact, the benefits significantly outweighed the dangers. The ocean, which covered over 85 percent of the planet's surface, contained almost everything a human colony would need in the way of food, and desalinization units easily converted the salty water into something fit for human consumption. Better yet, the edible delights that came out of the sea proved to be quite beneficial for the humans who call the planet home. The same applied to the edible plants and fruits that were quite abundant.
As a result, colonists found they lived much longer and healthier lives than they would have on Earth. Researchers suggested that a person born on Pacifica could, in theory, live to be 150 years old if their entire diet consisted of local food. It also helped that the environment was free of the chemical and radioactive waste that polluted and suffocated Earth.
Being healthier and more active meant that native Pacificans tended to be more sexually active than their Terran counterparts - and for a considerably longer period of time. While Terran women were encountering menopause, native Pacifican women were just hitting their sexual peak and Pacifican men were still fathering children well into their 70s.
The founders also wanted to avoid the mistakes that led to Earth's ultimate downfall. By the time the colony was officially established, the crime rate on Earth had hit an all-time high. Gangs of armed thugs roamed the streets of the planet's cities taking whatever they wanted - food, money, possessions, women, you name it - with little or no repercussions. Illicit drugs were sold over the counter to anyone with a few pennies to rub together regardless of age and the planet's sense of morality was all but gone.
As a result, over 95 percent of marriages in the so-called "civilized" nations of Earth ended in divorce, with adultery being the cause for more than 80 percent of them.
So the founders, perhaps imbued with a false sense of righteous indignation, set up a tough system of justice that was swift and at times brutal and to some, unfair. Adultery, for example, was made a felony with harsh penalties. But as imperfect as it was, the system seemed to work and the crime rate on Pacifica was quite low, less than 10 percent that of Earth.
So while Earth continued its plunge into chaos, crime and endless war, Pacifica flourished.
Then the last Great Nuclear War happened, plunging much of the planet into something that resembled the Stone Age. Almost all of the great cities of Earth were completely demolished and all of the planet's electrical grids were smashed, rendered inoperable by EMP. Many of the remaining occupants of the planet lived in squalor, killing each other for a gallon of fuel or a stalk of green celery.
It took thirty years for the radiation levels to drop enough for off-world teams to begin the job of rebuilding the planet's infrastructure. And for the last three years, Charis and I were part of that effort. It was hard, to say the least. The hours were long and the work could be backbreaking. Food and medicine had to be imported and security for the teams was tight. Native Terrans had forgotten what it meant to be civilized and would literally kill for a tiny piece of bread or fish.
After three years of that, Charis and I decided we had to come home just to keep our sanity and reconnect.
Finally, the Roddenberry, named after a man who created an ancient but still popular science fiction program, docked at Pacifica Station, an orbital platform that served as a port of entry for the planet. The intercom came to life announcing our arrival along with instructions for disembarking.
"Finally, home at last," I said, looking at Charis. She seemed lost in thought and didn't say anything for a few seconds.
"Yeah. Finally," she said quietly.
"Are you okay?" I asked, concerned.
"I'm fine," she said in a neutral tone of voice. I didn't quite believe her, though. I would have thought she'd be happy to be home. Something was on her mind but I was unable to figure it out and she apparently didn't feel like talking.
We left the ship, grabbed our bags and headed for the shuttle that would take us to the planet below. After going through customs and the mandatory medical screening we walked into the main terminal and headed for the exit. My wife said nothing to me the whole time and barely acknowledged my presence.
She suddenly stopped and turned to face me. She didn't look happy at all.
"I'm sorry, Jere," she said.
"What? What are you sorry for, Charis? I don't understand."
I saw her divert her eyes and sensed the presence of two other men next to me. I looked and saw they were Pacifica Security Police officers. What was this all about?
"Jere Kondrake?" one of them asked.
"Yes," I answered. "What can I do for you?"
"You're under arrest, sir," the officer said. "Please drop your luggage and place your hands behind your back."
"What am I being arrested for?" I asked. "I've done nothing wrong."
"Adultery," the other officer said. "To be precise, multiple counts of first-degree serial adultery."
I looked at my wife who was watching the whole thing.
"Charis, what is this?" I asked. "I've never cheated on you, ever. You know that. Why are you doing this to me?" She took a deep breath before answering.
"Like I said, Jere, I'm sorry," she said, refusing to look me in the face.
"Can you at least call my attorney?" I asked. "These charges are false."
"I've already called your father. He's contacting an attorney. I think it would be best if we said goodbye here," she said before turning around and walking away.
My mind was in turmoil. What the hell was going on, I wondered. I've never even thought about cheating on Charis, even before we became exclusive. I loved her more than anything and was looking forward to spending my life with her.
The officers read me my rights and escorted me out of the terminal. I felt ashamed, as the eyes of everyone in the terminal were on me. Someone being led off in restraints by police was a rare sight on Pacifica.
I was placed in the back of the police cruiser and taken to jail where I was processed and deposited in a clean but tiny eight-foot by eight-foot square room with a single bar light, a bunk and an infoscreen built into the wall.
An hour later, I was taken from my cell and placed in a reception room where my father was waiting for me.
"What the hell is wrong with you, boy?" he asked. "Why would you even think about cheating on Charis?"
"Dad, I swear to you, I've never, ever cheated on her. I've never even thought of it. And I resent you immediately taking her side without even talking to me," I said.
My dad knew that I would never lie to him, not after that one time when I just a child. He could always tell when I had screwed up just by looking at my face. Maybe that's what made him back down, or maybe it was my tone of voice.
"Okay," he said. "I just needed to see your response for myself. I believe you. I couldn't believe it when Charis told me so I had to confront you to your face. I hope you understand and I'm sorry."
"I understand," I said. "I don't know why she would accuse me of this. She's never said anything and she never gave me any indication that something is wrong."
"I don't understand it either. Something about this just doesn't add up. Anyway, I've retained an attorney. He's the best there is and he should be here any time. I haven't said anything to your mom yet. I wanted to get your response first," he said.
"Thanks, Dad, I appreciate that."
About that time, a tall, well-built man entered the reception room and walked up to my dad.
"Kor Kondrake, good to see you again," he said.
"Yes, it's been too long," my father said in response.
"If you don't mind, I'd like to speak with your son privately first. The prosecutor will also want to interview him. Once I know what we're facing, I'll be in touch, okay?"
My father agreed, shook his hand and started out.
"Don't worry, son," he said before he left. "We'll get to the bottom of this."
The lawyer sat down across from me and introduced himself as he opened his case.
"Michal Dax," he said, offering his hand. I did my best to return the shake but it was difficult with the shackles.
"Before we get started, Jere, I'd like to do a quick polygraph if you don't mind. This isn't anything admissible in court, but it will give me an indication of your guilt or innocence. I'm not presuming anything, but I do want to know whether or not I'm representing a guilty man. Please take no offense, this is just for my own peace of mind," he said, pulling out a small box with wires attached to it.
"No offense taken, Mr. Dax," I said. "What do I have to do?"
"You can start by calling me Michal, please," he said. "Let's put these on your fingers, and once that's done, I'll ask you a few questions."
After placing the probes on my fingers, he turned on his tablet, connected the box and turned it on.
"Are you ready," he asked. I nodded to indicate I was ready.
"Just a few questions to set a baseline, okay?" he asked. "Is your name Jere Kondrake?"
"Yes."
"Are you married to Charis Kondrake?"
"Yes."
"Have you been on Earth for the last three years?"
"Yes."
"At any time since becoming exclusive with Charis, have you ever had sexual relations with anyone else?"
"No."
"This time, I want you to lie so I can compare the reaction, okay?" he asked.
"Okay."
"Are you a native Terran?"
"Yes," I said, lying on purpose.
"Okay, that's all I need," he said. "From this short test, I believe you may very well be innocent. Thank you for being so truthful."
"You're welcome," I said. He disconnected the box and the wires and put them back into his briefcase. He closed his briefcase and looked at me, somewhat sad.
"I don't need to tell you that you're facing serious charges," he said. "I haven't seen the charging documents yet, but I expect they'll be ready any time now. The prosecutor will want to speak with you, of course. This is very important. Under no circumstances are you to speak with him or anyone else without me there. At no time are you to speak to the media. If they approach you, direct them to me. If you have any issues in here, you contact me immediately, got it?"
"Got it," I said.
"Tell me, did your wife ever indicate there was a problem?" he asked.
"No, she never did. I don't know where this comes from. I haven't done anything wrong," I said. I felt so lost. Why would she do this to me, I wondered.
"I know you're scared right now. You're hurt, scared, confused. You're probably wondering why your wife would do this. I get it. But I need for you to be strong, okay? We'll get through this, together. Are you with me?"
"Yeah, but it's not easy," I said. He patted my arm.
"It'll be okay, son. I'll be here with you," he said. "Now, let's see what the prosecutor has to say."
A couple minutes later, two guards came into the room and escorted us into a smaller interrogation room. A man I presumed was the prosecuting attorney was already there with a stack of documents. He glanced up as we were escorted in. The guard shackled me to a chair, then left, closing the door. Michal sat down next to me.
"So, Michal, I see you're defending cheating adulterers now," he said sarcastically.
"My client hasn't been found guilty of anything, Don," he said. "He hasn't even even had a trial yet. He's presumed innocent until proven guilty beyond a reasonable doubt, or did you forget that part of our judicial system?"
"Normally, you'd be right," Don said. "Except this is a capital adultery case. And the plaintiff has requested it be fast-tracked."
Michal looked shocked.
"Aren't we jumping the gun here a bit?" he asked. "There hasn't even been any discovery. My client has a right to examine the evidence and so far there's been nothing."
"The plaintiff, one Charis Kondrake, says your client has had at least 100 sexual encounters with as many as four women. She also says your client passed on a horrific sexually-transmitted disease requiring extensive medical treatment and she says your client is the father of at least one illegitimate child," Don said.
"That's a pack of goddamn lies," I said, nearly screaming. "She's lying her ass off. I've never, ever had sex with anyone but her since the day we became exclusive."
Don tossed a folder on the table and Michal picked it up. He opened it and took out three photos, placing them on the table before me. There were also several other documents in the folder that looked like affidavits.
"These photos are fake," I said. "They're obvious forgeries. Where did you get them?"
"Your wife provided them to me," Don said. "She also has video." Michal held up his hand to keep me from saying anything else.
"Don, I'd like to discuss all this with my client for a few minutes before we proceed, if that's okay with you," he said.
"I think that would be very wise given what your client is facing," Don said, pulling out another folder and handing it to Michal. "Here's your copy of the charging documents, the request for fast-track and the plaintiff's disposal request. I'll gather my things here and step outside so you can confer with your client. Let me know when you're finished."
After Don left, Michal reviewed all of the documents and looked at the video, which was, at best, horrible and amateurish.
"I'm confused, Michal, what's this about fast-track and disposal requests? What's going on?" I asked. He held up his hand as he pulled his communicator out of his jacket.
"Hang on a second, okay?" he asked, hitting a button on his phone. "Jans, hi, this is Michal. Listen, I have a rush job that needs to get done right now. I need you to contact the Earth Rehabilitation Project office and get me all documents, work requests and dispatch records for both Jere and Charis Kondrake. I need to know every step they've taken on Earth for the last three years. Got it? Good. This is an emergency, so I need that information collated and on my desk ASAP. We'll also need the best audio-visual people available immediately. Thanks."
After closing the communicator, Michal turned to me.
"This is worse than I thought. You've been charged with multiple counts of first-degree serial adultery, which under certain circumstances can carry the death penalty. Your wife has requested it be fast-tracked, which means we have one week to prove your innocence beyond a doubt. Normally, our system says a person is innocent until proven guilty, but there are times when the evidence makes it an open-and-shut case, like if someone is caught in the act of murder. In those cases, the court has said the perpetrator is basically guilty and to save time and money is presumed guilty.
"The disposal is a courtesy extended to the victim of the crime. In cases like this, the victim is given a choice as to how the guilty party is to be, well, disposed of. It seems your wife has a rather vicious streak because she requested that you be executed by mukla after being publicly castrated. Worse yet, the prosecutor's office has approved it."
At that moment I felt like my insides were going to be turned inside out and I fought a strong desire to pass out. Mukla fish were vicious creatures, somewhat analogous to piranha on Earth, but far deadlier. They had rows of razor-sharp teeth set in jaws strong enough to crush a man's bone. It was said that a school of 10 mukla could completely consume a strong adult male in a matter of minutes. Fortunately, they were fairly rare, but if any of them ever got into a body of water, like a lake, it was only a matter of time before every other living creature in the water was consumed.



The founders, apparently expressing a rather vicious streak, thought execution by mukla would be the ultimate deterrent to crime. It had been done a few times, and was considered extremely cruel. In short, the convicted criminal was stripped naked, then bound to a metal pole with a ledge to support the feet. A gag was placed in the convict's mouth and the convict was slowly lowered into a large tank containing the fish. It didn't take long for the convict to pass out from shock and ultimately die, and the process did not stop until the person was completely consumed.
But that wasn't enough for my lying wife, who also requested I be publicly castrated for something I never did before being eaten alive.
Michal also explained to me that all of my assets would be forfeited and given to her in order to supposedly make up for what I had allegedly done to her.
I began crying, hysterically, and it took Michal some time to calm me down enough to understand what he was trying to tell me.
"Jere, please, let's get to work," he said. "I didn't say this would be easy. I need you to look at these photos and these documents."
I collected myself as best I could and looked at the photos. There were three of them, all of which were obvious fakes. Whoever put them together apparently didn't even have an elementary concept of photo editing. Even an untrained first-grader could tell they had been faked.
"These are obvious fakes, done by someone who doesn't even know how to edit a photo," I told Michal. He readily agreed.
The affidavits were also obvious fakes, printed from what appeared to be old Earth devices. I not only didn't recognize the names on the documents, but didn't even recognize the names of the cities listed.
We also looked at the video, which looked like one of those grainy animated pictures popular during the 21st century. The quality, at best, was horrible. This was clearly faked and Michal assured me his specialists would sort it out.
"Okay, Jere, we're not done. I know this is hard, but hear me out. There is a way we can prove your innocence beyond a shadow of a doubt, but it could be dangerous," he said.
I looked at him. At this point, I figured what could be more dangerous than being eaten by a bunch of ravenous fish.
"What, Michal, please, I'll do anything," I said through my tears.
"Are you familiar with something called a memory search?" he asked. I wasn't and told him as much.
"It's fairly new, and has only been accepted by the courts in the last couple of years, so I'm not surprised you haven't heard of it. It's a technique that allows us to search and record your memories. Since this is her word against yours and the state is taking her side, it's the only certain way we have of proving your innocence.
"But there's a caveat. Actually a couple of caveats. First, the procedure could cause brain damage. It's a slight risk, but a risk nevertheless. And about one percent of those who went through the procedure have died from the complications. The second drawback is that if the search shows evidence of any criminal activity outside the scope of the initial search, the state has the right to pursue charges.
"So, I need to know. Have you engaged in any illegal activity at all since you became exclusive with Charis?"
"No, none whatsoever," I said. "My parents raised me to obey the law."
"Good," Michal said. "Second, have you found yourself in any compromising situations, like, getting drunk at a strip club or something like that?"
"No," I said. "I don't drink and the only time I ever go to a club is if I take my wife out on a date."
"Okay," Michal said. "I'll get the search request in when Don comes back. He has no reason to deny it and if he does then I'll file for a mistrial and demand all charges be dropped.
"One final thing, and I want you to cling to to this. There's a clause in the penal code that's only been invoked maybe three times in the last 150 years. It was put in to prevent this very thing from happening. It's called the Retribution Act, and it was inserted 200 years ago. It basically says that if an accused person is found innocent and was prosecuted due to the malicious actions by the accuser, then the accuser suffers the fate that was to be handed out to the accused.
"You mean, if I'm found innocent, then Charis gets the punishment she wanted for me?" I asked.
"Yes, that's exactly what I mean," Michal said. "Along with any conspirators she may have been working with."
I thought about it for a moment. I loved that woman exclusively for the last seven years, went to Earth because she thought it would be good for us, gave her everything I could. Now she wanted to falsely accuse me and use the state to kill me just so she could get my assets. Fuck her, I thought.
"Do it," I said. "Burn the bitch."
"You got it. Just don't let her know, though," Michal said. I smiled. Finally, I had power over her and she didn't even know it yet.
Michal got up and let Don back in the room.
"So, have you two decided what you're going to do?" he asked.
"Yes we have," Michal said.
"Good," Don said, smiling. "Now, if your client will just sign this affidavit acknowledging his guilt, maybe I can persuade Mrs. Kondrake to go a bit easy, perhaps changing the disposal to something a bit more humane, like molecular deconstruction or incineration."
"No, Don, that won't do at all," Michal said. "In fact, I want a memory search and retrieval procedure on my client as soon as possible, like, today. I know you have the form there on your tablet and you can make it happen while we're here. If you refuse my request, then I'm prepared to file motion for immediate dismissal and I'll follow that up with a very expensive and public lawsuit."
Don seemed to have deflated a bit after that statement and acquiesced.
"Very well, Michal, I'll do it now and we'll get your client's memories searched immediately. I had hoped your client could see his way to saving the state some money and disposing of this quickly, but apparently that's not going to be the case. Too bad, really," Don said.
"My client's life is not something to be disposed of like common trash, Don," Michal said.
"Of course not," Don replied. "Do what you have to. There, your client is scheduled to report to the state hospital in three hours for his procedure. I've given you and his parents clearance to be with him the whole time. I hope that settles any concern you may have regarding potential prosecutorial malfeasance."
"For the moment," Michal said. "While you're at it, make sure to keep Mrs. Kondrake away from my client while he is in the hospital, if you would."
"Consider it done," Don said, filling out the restraining order on his tablet. He hit enter before looking back at Michal and Jere.
"Well, I take it then we're still on for one week from today," Don said. "And Mr. Kondrake, I sincerely hope you take these last few days you have to make peace with whatever deity you may happen to worship. I'm really not a vindictive man, but I do have a duty to perform for the state."
I was about to tell Don that at the moment, I was more than vindictive and to shove his duty up his ass but Michal gave me a look that seemed to say, "shut up." So I said nothing.
The guard came to retrieve us after Don left and informed me that I had yet another visitor. Michal asked who it was.
"It's Mrs. Kondrake. Is that okay?" the guard asked.
"Only if I can be present during the visitation," Michal said.
"Suit yourself," the guard said.
We made it back to the visitation room where Charis sat, waiting for me. Michal hung back, but was still able to hear and witness the entire visit.
She looked good, but then again, she always did. I noticed she was wearing a knee-length wraparound dress, her favorite cover-up for the beach. I couldn't help but wonder who she would be with.
"Charis," I said. "Looks like your headed to the beach. Looking to have yourself a good time while waiting for my death?" She at least had the good sense to look a bit embarrassed.
"Yes, I'm going to Westmoreland. I thought I might take in a little sun," she said. "Who's he?" she asked, looking at Michal.
"Oh, him," I said. "He's helping me with some of my final arrangements."
"That's probably wise," she said.
"So, what can I do for you?" I asked. "Especially since you're dead set on having me literally eaten alive over a bunch of false charges. You do know those pictures and video you gave to the state are obvious forgeries. Same with those alleged affidavits. I can't believe you'd stoop to that. Tell me, please, especially since I only have a week to live, who is he?"
"It doesn't matter if they're fake or not," she said. "You'll never be able to prove your innocence and that's all that matters. Just so you know, I've got a brand new cutter that I intend to use on your balls. And no, I don't intend to use any anesthesia when I cut them off, so I hope pain is something you enjoy. You know, I've always hated sucking your cock, so I'll at least get some pleasure out of cutting your balls off.
"And by the way, my father said he's bringing in a fresh batch of very hungry mukla just for your last public performance," she said.
"Yes, I know your father is the provincial justice minister, Charis," I said. "Does he know what you've been planning?"
"Who do you think help set this all up? Who better than the justice minister to help grease the wheels?" she asked.
"He's also made sure that Rondal and I will have a front-row seat reserved for your execution and we plan on enjoying it to the fullest. Then we'll maybe take a long cruise and fuck each other senseless - on your dime, of course."
"So, you're doing all this just to fuck that sleazeball Rondal Kalrissian?" I asked.
"You are a stupid cuck, you know that?" she asked. "Of course. And anyone else I feel like fucking. Who do you think kept me warm at night while you were out helping rehabilitate Earth's information grid? His balls aren't quite as big as yours, but his his cock is absolutely huge and I love swallowing his cum. And please don't worry about my pussy getting sunburnt. Rondal plans to take good care of it for me this week. See?" she asked, opening her dress to reveal her shaved pussy. I noticed an "R" tattooed on her bare flesh, the legs of the "R" straddling her slit.
"He's even marked me so everyone will know who I belong to," she said with a wicked smile. "So don't worry, dear, I'll be very well taken care of."
I couldn't help but smile. Charis had no idea what she had just done to herself, Rondal and her father.
"No hard feelings, okay?" she asked, letting her dress fall back down.
"You have no idea what I'm feeling right now, Charis," I said. "Please, enjoy yourself. And tell Rondal to do the same. I'll see you in court."
Charis's smile went away. My last statement had obviously confused her and for a moment, I thought I saw guilt on her face. That didn't last long, though.
"Goodbye, Jere," she said. "I'm sorry about all this."
"You have no idea," I told her. "Go on, get out of here."
After Charis left, the guards took Michal and I to the hospital where I was prepped for my memory search. Electrodes were placed strategically on my head and a nurse began an IV to keep me stable during the lengthy procedure. I was warned that I could experience a severe headache upon waking up, but that turned out to be an understatement.
After being connected to what looked like several banks of equipment-laden carts, a technician ran what I presumed were tests to make sure everything was properly set up and functioning. He walked over to me and gave me a final brief.
"Mr. Kondrake," he said, "everything appears to be ready for the scan. Just so you know, we're only going to scan the last seven years of memories and that could take a while. You will wake up with a headache, but we'll give you something to alleviate that. Additionally, we'll keep you here for a couple days for observation just to be safe. I've already informed your lawyer that the scan will be saved, archived and protected from outside meddling. We should have the full results of the scan within 24 hours. Do you have any questions for me at this time?"
"No," I said, "let's just get this done."
A nurse came and injected the drug to help me sleep. Within seconds, I was out.
I was told the entire scan took nearly eight hours, but from my perspective almost no time elapsed at all. One second I was falling asleep and the next I was waking up with a splitting headache. A nurse injected a pain killer into my IV and the pain began to subside. Michal was at my bedside along with my parents.
"Good, you're awake," Michal said. "The scan went very well and appears to have been a success. I'm going over to supervise and observe the analysis and I'll be in touch. You get some rest, now, okay?"
I simply nodded as my head still hurt too much to move, despite the pain killer. My parents looked at me with tears in their eyes.
"Son, Michal told us what Charis said today. I can't believe she actually did this. I'm so sorry I ever doubted you," my dad said. "Just know that we're with you on this 100 percent. She and her father along with that Rondal character deserve whatever happens to them."
"Thanks, dad," I said. My mother hugged me close, and I could feel her tears.
"Just know that we love you and we believe you," she said. I nodded my thanks. It still hurt to talk.
"We'll be right down the hall, okay? You just get some sleep," my dad said.
I tried, but my sleep was plagued with nightmares, all of them involving my wife. They started nice enough, with images of my bride, nude, smiling, offering herself to me. Then she morphed, the "R" tattoo appearing above her shaved slit, her face becoming twisted and evil before turning into an image of a fish with rows of razor-sharp teeth preparing to swallow me whole.
I awoke with a start, my body soaked with sweat. I tried going back to sleep after calming down a bit, but the images kept chasing me in my dreams. Needless to say, I didn't get much rest.
I begged for relief, but none came. The staff all knew why I was there, and while they were professional and courteous, none were friendly.
I told one nurse about my nightmares and asked for something to help me sleep, but she politely refused.
"Given what you're facing, I'm not surprised you're having nightmares," she said. "Try to think of something else, maybe a pleasant childhood memory."
"But you don't understand," I said. "I'm innocent. I'm being framed."
"What you're going through is normal," she said in a patronizing tone of voice. "It's best if you just accept your fate and move on."
"Dammit, I'm not accepting anything. Now do something or I'll have my lawyer take action," I demanded.
"Mr. Kondrake, if you don't settle down, I'll have to restrain you further. Please. I don't want to have to place you in stasis for the rest of the week, but I will if you persist in these delusions," she said firmly.
I stayed quiet, resigned to the idea that I would get no rest at least for the remainder of my time here.
Finally, Michal came back into the room.
"My God," he said. "You look horrible. Have you gotten any sleep at all?"
Not much," I said. I told him about my recurring nightmares and the staff's refusal to take action. He patted my arm.
"Don't worry, I'll speak with them and get this taken care of," he said. "I just wanted you to know that the analysis of your scan is complete. It's been verified, certified and filed with the court. As I suspected, there's no memory of any illegal activity whatsoever and certainly no adultery on your part over the last seven years. The court really has no choice but to declare you innocent of all charges."
"So that's it, then, right?" I asked.
"Not quite," he said. I've got a small army working on your case right now and they've been working pretty much around the clock. There's a lot of unanswered questions. We got the dispatch records from the Rehab Project and from what we can tell, you were no where near the places mentioned in those affidavits that were filed. Tell me, did you and your wife work together much while you were on Earth?"
"No," I said. "She was kept in the Los Angeles area, working on the local medical facilities while I was sent all over the planet supervising installations."
"Do you know if your wife worked with Rondal while you were on Earth?" he asked.
"I know they were in the same area most of the time. I didn't see her that much, maybe once or twice a month, sometimes even longer, but I was usually traveling most of the time. I saw him even less. I don't know how close together they worked and we never really discussed it," I said.
"Interesting," Michal said. "It turns out Rondal was working in the archive area. Were you aware of that?"
"Again, I have to say no. We didn't discuss our work much. Why?" I asked.
"Well, we tried to locate the people mentioned in the affidavits your wife filed to verify their claims, but we weren't able to find them. Then we did a search on the thumbprints used on the affidavits themselves. Guess what? In every case, the thumbprint belonged to a dead person. One was over 450 years old. And guess who was working in the graves registration project?"
"Rondal?" I asked.
"That's right," he said.
"And guess who was directly responsible for getting those affidavits to the prosecuting attorney's office? Your wife's father, the Provincial Justice Minister. Trust me, that never happens," he said.
"So you think Charis' father is part of this conspiracy?" I asked.
"Absolutely," Michal said. "Given what your wife said yesterday, it all makes sense. Now, let me go talk to the medical staff and you try to get some rest."
A few minutes later, the nurse came into the room with a man I presumed was her superior.
"Mr. Kondrake," he said, "I want to apologize to you for the treatment you've received. We're here to alleviate pain and suffering, not perpetuate it, and I assure you that you will get the relief you need. Again, I apologize." He looked at the nurse who seemed somewhat embarrassed. She came to my side and pressed something against my forehead.
"I'm setting you up with a brain wave generator to help you sleep and take the nightmares away, Mr. Kondrake. And I sincerely apologize for my attitude earlier. Please forgive me," she said.
I accepted her apology as she pressed a button on the wave generator on my forehead. Within minutes, I was getting drowsy and soon fell asleep.
I awoke after eight hours of the best sleep I had had in some time. The guards came in to inform me that I was being moved back to the detention center. Fortunately, they allowed me to keep the brain wave generator and a nurse showed me how to properly use it.
The next few days flew by for me. My parents visited me on a daily basis to keep my spirits up and Michal came by every day to update me on the case and prepare me for my court appearance. It was clear that my wife had been planning this for some time with her father and her lover. By the time of my court appearance, I felt more than prepared for what was to happen.
On the day of my court appearance, the guards gave me a hearty breakfast, allowed me to take a long shower and even gave me extra time to get dressed in a well-tailored suit my parents had brought for me. In their view, today was to be my last day alive, so I was given some leeway. Michal and my parents rode with me to the justice building.
We were escorted to the courtroom and directed to our table. The prosecutor was already at his table with my wife, Rondal and her father sitting in the first row behind the prosecutor. They each looked at me with a smirk, confident that today would my last day. The media was also present, given the fact that my wife's father - the top justice official in our province - was in the audience. No doubt they were all hoping for a bloody end to the day's proceedings.



The judge entered the courtroom, and the bailiff ordered everyone to rise. We did and took our seats after the judge sat down.
"Are both parties prepared to present their facts in the case of the state versus Jere Kondrake?" the judge asked.
"The state is ready," the prosecutor said.
"The defense is ready," Michal added.
"Very well. How does the defense plead?" the judge asked. Michal stood up.
"The defendant maintains his complete innocence, your honor," he said.
"Understood. The state may present its case," the judge said. Don stood up and faced the judge.
"You honor, the state has provided evidence showing that the defendant, Jere Kondrake, has engaged in multiple counts of serial adultery against his wife over the last three years, and in the process, has infected his poor suffering wife with a sexually-transmitted disease. Additionally, he has impregnated another woman in the process and we believe he has plans to continue in his illicit and illegal activity upon returning to Earth. The evidence has been provided to the court, and it is up to the defendant to prove his innocence beyond a shadow of a doubt. Given the seriousness of the charge, Mrs. Kondrake, the injured party, requests an immediate judgment and asks that disposal be carried out at once," Don said before sitting down.
The judge looked over the paperwork before him prior to saying anything further.
"Given that the injured party seeks Mr. Kondrake's execution by mukla, I'd like to hear what he has to say before we execute him, if that's alright by you," he said, addressing the prosecutor.
"As you wish, your honor, but the state requests the order be issued expeditiously," Don said.
"Kindly keep your bloodlust in check," the judge said. Don nodded his head and sat down. The judge looked at Michal.
"What evidence has the defense to present?" the judge asked. Michal stood up.
"Your honor, the defense has incontrovertible evidence that not only shows the defendant's innocence of all charges, but also shows that the defendant is the target of a heinous plot to use the judicial system to kill him and legally steal all of his assets in order to continue Mrs. Kondrake's illicit and highly illegal affairs," Michal said.
The judge's eyes widened at Michal's comments. An audible gasp was heard throughout the courtroom and Charis looked nervously at Rondal and her father.
"Present your evidence, please," the judge said.
"To start, your honor, the defense would like to call expert witnesses to explain the alleged 'evidence' presented by the state."
"Please do," the judge said.
"The defense calls Lars Larsen to the stand, please," Michal said.
A tall man in his early thirties approached the witness stand. The bailiff made him swear an oath to tell the truth under penalty of perjury before he took the stand. Michal approached him.
"Mr. Larsen, you are one of the state's foremost authorities on audio-video evidence, are you not?" he asked.
"Yes sir, I am," Lars said.
Michal handed him copies of the pictures used by the prosecution.
"You've had a chance to thoroughly inspect the photographs provided by the state? Along with the original source files?"
"Yes, sir, I have," Lars answered.
"And what is your conclusion after examining this so-called 'evidence'?"
"These files are clear forgeries. Worse yet, they appear to have been crudely manipulated to make it appear as though the defendant is engaging in sexual activity," Lars said.
"What led you to that conclusion?" Michal asked.
"The original picture files were created with an encoding scheme that has not been used for well over three centuries," Lars said. "After performing a deep dive of Earth's ancient Internet archives, we were able to find the exact photos that were used to create these forgeries."
"Were you also able to determine who may have accessed these files?" Michal asked.
"The system log indicated they were accessed by an individual with the restoration team," Lars said.
"And were you able to identify who that individual may have been?"
"We were," Lars said.
"Can you please state the name of that person?"
"The credentials used belonged to a Rondal Kalrissian," Lars said. Gasps were heard in the courtroom as Rondal looked around nervously.
"Thank you," Michal said.
"Did you also have an opportunity to examine the video provided by the state as well?" Michal asked.
"We did," Lars said.
"What was your conclusion?"
"The video file wasn't forged, but we were able to find the file in the same Internet archive," Lars said.
"And?" Michal asked.
"The original video also dates back to the ancient Earth Internet archives," Lars said.
"So, in your professional opinion, this video could not have been taken anytime in the last three years," Michal said.
"This video could not have been taken in the last 300 years," Lars said.
"Were you able to identify the user who downloaded it?" Michal asked.
"Yes," Lars said. "It was downloaded by Rondal Kalrissian about the same time as the photos were accessed."
"Thank you," Michal said. "Finally, did you have an opportunity to examine the alleged affidavits provided by the state?"
"Yes, we did."
"What did you conclude after examining those documents?" Michal asked.
"The documents themselves were created using century-old Earth technology. We were unable to locate the individuals named on the documents but we discovered an anomaly with the identifying thumbprints," Lars said.
"Please explain," Michal said.
"In every case, the thumbprint was of an individual who had been dead for many years. One document, for example, has the print of an individual who died in Seattle in 2018," Lars said.
"So you're saying these affidavits could not possibly have been made by anyone living in the last three years, is that correct?"
"That is correct," Lars said.
"Thank you, that is all," Michal said. "Your witness," Michal said to Don.
"No questions at this time," Don said.
"Your honor, I'd like to call Abel Caine to the stand, please," Michal said. The judge agreed and another man approached the witness stand. He sat down after swearing to tell the truth.
"Mr. Caine, can you please tell the court your current position?" Michal asked.
"Yes, sir. I am currently the senior system administrator responsible for the server farm used to handle memory searches," he said. Michal handed him a sheet of paper with rows and columns of information.
"Mr. Caine, can you please identify the paper I just handed you?" Michal asked.
"Yes, sir. It's a portion of the main server access log file," Abel said.
"Please direct your attention to the rows highlighted in yellow," Michal said. "Can you please tell the court what those rows indicate?"
"They tell me someone attempted to access and delete a memory search file," Abel said in response.
"Which memory search file was that?" Michal asked.
"The file corresponds to a search conducted on the defendant, Jere Kondrake."
"Was the attempt to delete the file successful?" Michal asked.
"No, sir, it was not," Abel said.
"Can you explain why it wasn't successful?" Michal asked.
"Yes. Our system is designed so that only two people can remove files. I am one of the two individuals with that right. However, I should add that even if the file was successfully deleted off this server, it would not have been deleted from the system due to multiple redundant servers and ongoing backups," he said.
"I see," Michal said. "Can you identify the individual who attempted to delete the file?"
"Yes, I can."
"And whom might that individual be?" Michal asked.
"Justice Minister Cort LeDonk," Abel said. The courtroom erupted in more gasps, prompting the judge to pound his gavel. The minister's face began to turn white as his name was mentioned.
"Can you offer any possible explanation as to why the Provincial Justice Minister might want to delete that file?" Michal asked. Don instantly rose to object.
"Objection, your honor. That calls for speculation," he said.
"Sustained," the judge said.
"That's all the questions I have for this witness," Michal said. "Your witness," he said to Don.
"No questions at this time," Don responded.
"The defense calls Justice Minister Cort LeDonk," Michal said. Cort hesitated at first but took the stand after the judge motioned for him to take the stand. He swore to tell the truth and took his seat.
"Minister LeDonk, you are Mrs. Kondracke's father, are you not?" Michal asked.
"I am," Cort said.
"Did you or did you not attempt to delete the memory search file corresponding to the defendant?" he asked.
"I don't recall," Cort said.
"Minister, may I please remind you that you are under oath and perjury is a serious matter," Michal said. Cort became indignant.
"Of course I know that perjury is a serious matter," he said. "I perform many mundane tasks during my workday and I simply don't recall accessing that file, that's all."
"Okay, Minister. Let's try something a bit easier. Did you or did you not assist your daughter in her effort to bring these allegations forward?"
"I may have made a call or two," Cort said.
"Did you or did you not order fresh mukla for the planned execution of the defendant?" Michal asked.
"I sign so many papers, I don't remember everything," Cort said. "It's possible."
"Let me show you a piece of video, Minister. Maybe this will jog your memory," Michal said. He motioned to the court audio-video tech, who played video of Charis' detention center visit so the entire court could hear and see her statements.
"Well, Minister?" Michal asked.
"Okay, so maybe I did help fast-track Charis' complaint a bit," Cort said.
"Of course. I understand, she's your daughter and you only want the best for her, right?"
"Yes," Cort said.
"Tell us, Minister, how would you describe your relationship with your daughter?" Michal asked.
"Objection!" Don yelled. "Immaterial!" Michal turned to the judge.
"Your honor, if you will bear with me, please, this is extremely important to our case," Michal said.
"Very well, councilor. Make your point," the judge said. Michal motioned to the audio-video tech, who started another video. The courtroom erupted again.
"Order in the court!" the judge said loudly. Michal motioned to pause the video.
"Minister, can you please identify the three individuals in this freeze-frame?" he asked.
"Yes," Cort said.
"And? Who are they?" Michal asked.
"Myself, my daughter Charis and Rondal Kalrissian," Cort said.
"Please tell the court when and where was this taken?" Michal asked. "Keep in mind it is timestamped."
"This week at Westmoreland Beach," Cort said.
"Specifically, in an area designated for open-air sexual activity, correct?" Michal asked. Cort sighed.
"Yes," he said. Michal gave another signal to the audio-video tech and playback resumed.
Charis was seen in the video embracing Cort as a lover before removing all her clothes. Cort and Rondal also stripped naked. Charis then straddled her father and lowered herself onto his hard cock. She then motioned for Rondal to stand and face her so she could suck his cock while riding her father. The court audience was treated to a vigorous sexual encounter between the three that lasted for only a few minutes.
I felt like I was about to throw up watching my wife debase herself like a common whore with both Rondal and her father. What they said afterward was even worse.
"Just think," Charis said in the video. "In less than a week, we'll be able to do this every day, all day long. And we won't even have to sneak around anymore." They all laughed at that.
"Don't worry, daughter dearest, soon your uptight snob of a husband will be mukla food. I'll personally see to that," Cort said. "Even if I have to push the motherfucker into the tank myself."
"I heard he had a memory search done," Charis said. "Is there any way we can get rid of that or do something with it?"
"I'm the Justice Minister," Cort said. "I'll go in and delete it. Don't worry."
Michal gave the signal to stop the video. One could have heard a pin drop in the courtroom. Charis and Rondal held their heads down and covered their eyes as though that would somehow keep the media from seeing them.
"Would you care to revise your statement, Minister, or do you wish to be charged with perjury along with incest and the other charges you'll be facing today?" Michal asked.
"No comment at this time as I refuse to give an answer that might incriminate myself," Cort said. Michal shook his head in disbelief.
"Justice Minister," he said sarcastically. "I'm done with this... witness," Michal said.
"I have no questions at this time, your honor," Don said. Michal pulled out another tablet and handed it to the bailiff who relayed it on to the judge.
"And finally, your honor, this is the result of an intense memory search of the defendant going back over the last seven years - the entire time of his exclusive relationship with Mrs. Kondrake. As your honor can see by the summary on page one, signed and verified by the Justice Ministry, Mr. Kondrake has engaged in absolutely no conduct that could be considered illegal by the state, including adultery," he said. "Since there was no adultery on the part of the defendant, there is no way he could have impregnated another woman in the last three years nor is there any way he could have passed on a sexually-transmitted disease to his wife.
"In light of this evidence, your honor, I move that my client be immediately judged innocent and all charges summarily dropped," Michal said as the judge looked over the summary.
"I have to agree, counselor," he said. "Will defendant Jere Kondracke please rise?"
I stood up next to my lawyer. The judge looked long and hard at me.
"Mr. Kondrake, it is the judgment of this court that you have been found innocent of all charges put forward against you. Please accept the apologies of the court."
Michal spoke out.
"Your honor, my client hereby invokes his rights under the Retribution Act," he said.
"Objection," Don yelled. "This is highly irregular, your honor. The Retribution Act hasn't been invoked in years." The judge looked hard at the prosecutor.
"You know the Retribution Act was put in place to prevent exactly this kind of prosecutorial malfeasance, counselor. The things I have seen and heard today frankly make me sick to my stomach," the judge said. "You should consider yourself lucky that I'm not going to toss you into mukla tank with the three individuals behind you. I will, however, see to it that the Judicial Review Board take a hard look at your total incompetence in this matter. As for the co-conspirators in this attempt to commit murder through the court, you are hereby sentenced to death by the same method you chose for Mr. Kondrake."
My wife, Rondal and Cort looked like they were going to be sick. Their faces went pale and their eyes were as big as saucers.
"However," the judge said. "I am concerned about the possibility this conspiracy may be wider than the three of you. Therefore, I am ordering you to be taken from this court for an immediate memory scan. Once I have reviewed the results of those scans, I will make my final determination as to your disposal.
"Guards, take them away," the judge ordered.
As the four guards approached my wife and her co-conspirators, Cort and Rondal looked at each other, nodded their heads then jumped forward and tried to grab one guard's sidearm. The other three guards reacted quickly, pulled their sidearms and fired multiple times, the plasma projectiles going clean through both men, sending them to the floor in bloody heaps.
"Please don't shoot me," Charis cried, holding up her hands in surrender. The guards quickly grabbed her and secured her hands behind her back. She looked at me as she was being led out.
"Please, Jere, I don't want to die. Have mercy on me," she begged through her tears.
"Like you were going to have mercy on me?" I asked. "Not hardly."
The judge banged his gavel and declared order in the court. He looked at me before speaking again.
"Mr. Kondrake, I strongly suggest you get counseling to help you deal with the events of this past week. Again, you have my most sincere apologies," he said.
"I will, your honor. Thank you," I said.
"Mr. Dax," the judge said, "please join me in my chambers after you've finished with your client."
"Yes, your honor," he said. Michal shook my hand in congratulations but he looked sad.
"I'm glad we won, of course, Jere, but I'm truly sorry for what it cost you. I'll call the medical facility to let them know you're coming after you check out of detention. Maybe your folks can take you over there," he said. "I'll come by and check in on you."
"Thanks, Michal, I couldn't have gotten through this without you," I said. He was right. I had won my case and proved my innocence, but at what cost? My marriage was completely destroyed and my trust in basic humanity was all but gone. I would get my revenge, but I wondered if I would be able to live with myself in the long run. I had a lot to think about before I could go on with the rest of my life.
The guards escorted my parents and I out of the courtroom and to the parking area through a corridor not accessible by the media, which was fortunate. The last thing any of us wanted to deal with was a bunch of snarky reporters.
We went first to the detention center where I was checked out and my belongings returned to me. The guards at the center treated me kindly, having watched the entire debacle unfold on their infoscreens in real time.
From there we went to the medical facility where I was checked in and taken to a nicely-appointed private room. I collapsed in a reclining chair, mentally exhausted by what had taken place. My parents came over after talking with what I presumed would be my counselor.
"You get some rest, son," my dad said. "You've been through a lot and I want you to know I'm proud of the way you handled yourself."
"I'm proud of you too, Jere," my mother said, giving me one of her world-class hugs. Suddenly, I broke down crying. My mother hugged me even tighter.
"It's all right, Jere," she said. "It's over now. You're safe. No one's going to hurt you."
I eventually calmed down and noticed an attractive woman about Charis' age standing over us when I looked up.
"Your mother's right, Jere," she said calmly. "You're safe. And I'm here to help get you over it. I see you've taken a good first step. It's important that you deal with your grief as soon as possible."
The counselor, who introduced herself as Cher, spoke briefly with my parents, then came back to me.
"Your parents are going home for now, but they'll be back soon," she said. "You're very lucky to have such loving parents, you know." She sat down in front of me and took my hand. I began to instantly feel better. "Now, tell me about your life with Charis," she said.
I told her the story of how we got together in school, the years of dating and what I thought had been a good marriage.
"We took the six-year assignment to Earth so we could come back and start our family," I said. "We figured that with our combined earnings we could buy a house overlooking Westmoreland beach and raise our kids. Guess that's not going to happen now. I don't understand how she could have done this. What did I do wrong? What made her hate me so much that she'd do this to me?"
"I don't know, Jere," she said. "Maybe something happened when you two were on Earth. You said that you guys were apart more than you were together. Maybe she lost it during those separations. It's happened before, you know."



"But she knew we'd be apart for most of the tour," I said. "That's why we took this vacation - to reconnect with each other."
"She's going through a memory search now," Cher said. "Maybe then you'll get your questions answered."
"Yeah, maybe," I said.
"Look, you've had a traumatic day," Cher said. "Why don't you get a few hours sleep and we'll talk some more later, okay?"
"Sure," I said. Cher excused herself and left the room. I undressed and slipped under the covers and was asleep in no time.
I awoke several hours later to the sound of my door alarm. I threw on my robe and checked to see who was at the door. It was Michal. I opened the door to let him in and Cher was right behind him.
"Well, I see you're being well-cared for," Michal said, smiling. "I have some news for you."
"What's that?" I asked.
"The memory search on Charis is complete," he said. "Unfortunately, she didn't fare too well in the process."
"What happened?"
"It seems she had a massive brain aneurysm and they weren't able to get it under control in time. She's dead, Jere," he said. I wasn't real heartbroken to hear that she'd died, but I was a bit relieved that I wouldn't have to witness her execution. I nodded my head in understanding.
"So what did you find out?" I asked.
"Her scan instantly popped up a slew of red flags, Jere. It turns out that your wife had numerous affairs while you two were on Earth and her, um, relationship with her father has been going on since she was a teenager.
"There's quite a bit more but I didn't have a chance to go through everything. Besides, as far as the state is concerned, the case is basically closed with her death. All that remains now is the disposition of assets and my people are already working on that. With the combined assets of your wife, her father and Rondal, it looks like you'll be set for life.
"Anyway, for now, you'll be in the very capable hands of my daughter, Cher, who, by the way, is not only available, but is actively looking for someone," he added with a smile. Cher slapped Michal's arm, laughing. "So you'd better be on your best behavior, young man," he added with a wink. "It wouldn't do to get the next Justice Minister upset with you, you know."
"What?" I asked. "You're going to take Cort's job?"
"Yes, that's what the judge wanted to see me about after your trial. Turns out he's on the advisory board for the Justice Ministry and he offered me the job on an interim basis until the next election. The board has to approve it, but that's a mere formality," he said.
"Congratulations," I said.
"Thanks, but I'm not finished with your case yet, so I'll be in touch. And don't worry about the bill, either. Since the state failed in its prosecution, it's required to cover all court costs and attorney fees," he added.
"So you get some rest, take care of yourself and we'll be in touch, okay?" he asked.
I thanked him for everything he had done for me, and shook his hand before he left.
Over the course of the next few days, Cher brought me up to speed on the extent of Charis' infidelity. From the memory scan, we learned that Charis had, in fact, contracted a very serious and life-threatening STD on Earth. To be precise, it was a mutated flesh-eating form of gonorrhea that could kill in a matter of days. Obviously, she had not gotten it from me. It turned out that she had engaged in a number of gang-bangs with as many as fifteen men while I was out working on the planet's smashed information infrastructure. Fortunately, she had it treated before we got back together so I never contracted anything from her.
She had also had frequent sex with Rondal, but it turned out that he was simply her father's sidekick and the sex was merely a "fringe benefit" for participating in my frame-up. Her "true" love, it turned out, was her father, who saw me as a roadblock to the relationship he sought with his own daughter.
Cher spent several days with me exclusively, talking me through the trust issues I now had and working with me to deal with my reluctance to even want a relationship with another woman. After what Charis had done, I simply couldn't allow myself to be put in a situation where I would be hurt like that again.
A week after my trial, Cher sat me down and we had a long talk.
"The truth is," she told me, "human beings are the same today as they were in the Stone Age. We all have desires, and those desires haven't changed just because we're technologically advanced. Most of us want to be good, honorable people and truly want to do what's right. But there are some, like your ex-wife and her father, who don't care about such things and they'll hurt whomever they want to get their way.
"Jere, I've had a chance to spend the last week with you exclusively, and I know you're a good and honorable man who wants to do the right thing and maybe one day have a wife and a family. I know how hard this has been for you but we're not all like Charis.
"The truth is," she added, "I've gotten to know you quite well over these last few days, and I'd love nothing more than to show you what it's like to truly have the exclusive love of a good woman. Would you let me do that for you?"
Wow, I thought. This was a counseling technique I'd never heard of before, but I was certainly willing to explore the possibility. I looked at Cher and tried to compare her to my best memory of Charis. That's when it hit me. For some reason, I had no real good memory of my former wife. Sure, we'd had great sex, but every memory I had of her now was sullied with what she had done and what I had learned from her own memories.
I also realized that Charis was the first woman I had ever fallen in love with and the only one I had ever been intimate with. No wonder I was so screwed up. I was hoping that Cher wasn't simply offering me mercy sex to help deal with Charis.
"You know, I've never been one for casual flings," I told Cher.
"I know," she said. "Neither am I."
Cher's offer suddenly appealed to me. I wrapped my arms around her and kissed her on the lips. She responded, and we played tongue-tag for several minutes. Before long, we were undressing each other and were soon naked on my bed.
Cher looked me in the face, smiled and began planting kisses on me, working her way to my manhood, which was now rising to the occasion. Making eye contact, she lovingly took me in her mouth and gave me a toe-curling blowjob, stopping only after she had swallowed every drop she could coax out of me. But she wasn't finished.
After getting me hard again, she climbed on top of me and slid her shaved pussy along the length of my cock, making me even harder. Then it happened. She raised up and guided me into her warm depths and rode me like a woman possessed, all the while looking me in the eyes. Soon we had established a rhythm and were making mad passionate love to each other.
For the moment, my universe consisted of only Cher and I, my cock buried inside the warm, wet, velvety dimension made up of her pussy. All I wanted to do was make love to this woman until the end of time. Then I felt it - the familiar churning that signaled my orgasm. Cher seemed to sense it also and she became more frantic, urging me to fuck her and fill her with my cum.
I felt her pussy milking me to orgasm and suddenly she wrapped her arms around me, planting her face in my shoulder, moaning as she shuddered in orgasm. I exploded inside her at the same time as we experienced what was once called "le petit mort" together.
We slowly came back to reality and kissed like two long-lost lovers.
"So what's your prognosis, doctor?" I asked. Cher smiled.
"I think you need a lifetime of one-on-one counseling and I believe I have just what you need," she said.
I liked the sound of that. We kissed again and spent the rest of the day making love to each other, eventually falling asleep in each other's arms.
Cher, of course, was right - she had exactly what I needed. And, it turned out, I had what she needed as well. It so happened that she had been the victim of an overbearing boyfriend who treated her badly, almost to the point of physical abuse.
This is the point where my story began, but the tale was far from over.
A few months later, we got married. Michal was right when he said I would be set for life after getting the assets from the three co-conspirators who tried to have me killed. On top of that, the Rehab Project bought out the last three years of my contract and also paid me what was to have been given to Charis.
Cher continued to work at the medical center until she got pregnant with our first child, a son we named Michal Kor, in honor of our fathers. After that, she decided to be a full-time wife and mother.
I continued to work as a part-time design consultant for the Rehab Project, performing most of my duties from our custom-built home overlooking Westmoreland Beach. The rest of my time was spent raising our son and engaging in daily one-on-one "counseling" sessions with my lovely bride, sometimes on the beach below our home.
Michal was elected the Provincial Justice Minister, with promises to reform the death penalty. At the top of his list was ending the centuries-old practice of feeding criminals to mukla. There were a number of changes within the ministry, which included a full review of all cases handled by some of the prosecutors. A number of the attorneys, including Don, found themselves looking for work outside the government sector.
Every so often, my thoughts would drift back to my past with Charis. Cher, being the empathetic, loving beauty she is, could see it in my face and would put her best counseling practices to use until all I could think of was her warm, wet, naked body wrapped around mine. After our third child, I found there was never any time left to dwell on the past. But there was plenty of time for me to think about my future with Cher, our three children and the grandchildren they would bring into the world.
And it was definitely a bright future...
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Karen Anderson was in a completely different world as the man above her kept pounding into her with his much larger-than-average cock. She had already experienced several orgasms since coming into this motel room an hour or so ago, all of which she thought were much better than anything she had ever felt with Kyle, her husband of ten years. Whatever feelings of guilt she had about cheating on her husband were soon replaced by what she now felt between her legs.
In fact, Karen wasn't even sure why she was doing this. Things had been great between her and Kyle. He always treated her like a queen, doted on her, bought her presents and flowers on a whim, just to say 'I love you.' And the sex between them was good, even though it had dropped off a bit lately. They had two wonderful children and things were, in general, great.
But for some strange reason, she decided to give herself to John. Maybe it was the months he spent in the office seducing her with his compliments and the sly glances he gave her. Maybe it was the thrill of doing something behind her husband's back or perhaps it was the gossip she heard about his giant package from the other girls in the office. Perhaps it was all of the above.
At first, she was worried about what this might do to her marriage and her family, but all that went away as he gave her the first orgasm of the evening with his tongue. Naturally, she returned the favor by swallowing a load of his seed and then the main course began. Now, all she cared about was getting as much of this man in her as she could in the short time they would have together, even if it meant getting pregnant by him.
By now, all thoughts of Kyle left her mind. There was no longer any guilt, just the need for another orgasm. She'd make it up to her clueless husband, she thought. Maybe she'd even teach him how to do that thing John did with his tongue.
Eventually, John, the man now fucking her senseless in this cheap motel room bed, emptied his massive load inside her, sending her over the top with a mind-blowing orgasm of her own. He fell down on the bed next to her and the two lovers fell asleep in each other's arms after promising each other a repeat performance.
She woke up and glanced at the clock on the nightstand next to her. The clock read 8:30, which gave her plenty of time to clean up and get home. She told Kyle she would be working late but would be home by 10:30 at the latest. The motel was only a half-hour from her house, so she had plenty of time to clean up and get home to her husband.
She looked at the other side of the bed and noticed John had already left. She didn't recall him leaving and thought it odd he would go home to his wife without saying anything to her. She decided to give him a piece of her mind when she saw him at work the next day. She also noticed that his side of the bed looked as though no one had ever been there. Strange, she thought, but decided that he was probably as neat as he was talented.
She went into the bathroom, inspected herself and noticed that other than a bit of puffiness between her legs, John had left her free of any tell-tale marks. That was good, she thought, as she didn't want to explain any strange bruises or marks on her body.
She took an extra-long shower, using two douches to clean herself as much as possible. She didn't want to risk taking John's bodily fluids home to Kyle - at least not yet. After inspecting herself closely, she put her work clothes back on and prepared to leave, giving the room another quick look to make sure nothing was left behind.
Karen dropped off the room key, then looked around to make sure no one she knew saw her. The only person she spotted was a rather odd-looking man in an outdated gray business suit on the corner looking at her. He seemed somewhat familiar, but she couldn't quite place him. He held a cigarette in one hand and the other was in his pocket. What struck her, however, was the lack of any natural color. He looked like a character straight out of an old black-and-white 1960s television show.
She made her way back to her car, got in and noticed the interior was covered with dust and smelled musty, as though it had sat idle for an extended period of time. Odd, it wasn't like this just a few hours ago, she thought. She rolled down the window to air it out and tried to start the car.
At first, it wouldn't start, but after pressing the gas pedal several times it sputtered to life, black smoke pouring out of the exhaust. She pressed the gas pedal several times to make sure the car would run, making a mental note to have her husband look at it in the morning.
She headed home, wondering if Kyle would spot any change in her. Hopefully, he wouldn't even notice.
She got home a few minutes before 10:00 and saw two strange cars in her driveway. That's odd, she thought. Kyle didn't say anything about having company over. The house looked a bit different to her as well. The curtains were all wrong and the landscaping had been completely changed. Surely Kyle didn't do all this in one day, and certainly not without consulting her first, she thought.
She double-checked the address to make sure she was at the right house, then parked on the street. Kyle had some explaining to to, she said to herself.
She got out of the car and went into the house, noticing that everything was wrong. There was strange furniture in the living room, all of her pictures and precious knickknacks were gone, replaced and worse yet, there was a somewhat older black couple sitting on the couch looking at her strangely.
"Who are you people and why are you in my house?" Karen asked. The man stood up and looked at Karen strangely.
"I'm Al Jorgenson," he said, "and this is my wife, Amanda," he added, pointing to the attractive woman sitting with him. "Who might you be, miss, and why are you in our home?"
"My name is Karen Anderson, and I've lived in this house with my husband Kyle for the last eight years," she said. "I don't understand. What's going on?"
"Miss, I think you might want to leave now," Al said. "We bought this house from Mr. Anderson a year ago after his divorce became final."
"Divorce?" Karen asked, shocked. "What divorce? I was here just this morning with my husband before I left for work."
Al began moving toward Karen. "Miss, I really think you should leave before I have to call the police."
"Yes, please, call the police," Karen said. "Something's going on here and I intend to get to the bottom of it. This has got to be one of Kyle's practical jokes."
Al picked up his phone and dialed 911. After he spoke to the dispatcher, he hung up the phone and addressed Karen.
"The police will be here in a few minutes," he said. "You may have a seat if you wish to wait for them here," he added, motioning for her to sit in a recliner next to the couch.
Karen sat down wondering what she would do next. She pulled out her smartphone and suddenly realized it was dead. This, too, was odd, as she always kept it charged up so Kyle or her children could contact her at any time.
"I'm sorry to trouble you, but may I please use your phone so I can call my husband?" Karen asked.
"Sure, no problem at all," Al said, handing her his phone.
Karen dialed Kyle's number from memory but got a message telling her the number was no longer in use. Frantic, she tried calling her parent's number but got the same response. She also tried calling Kyle's parents but got a fast busy signal. Dejected and out of options, she handed the phone back to Al.
"You say you bought this house a year ago from my husband?" she asked Al. He nodded.
"Yes, we did," he said. "He sold it to us at a very good price and said it was due to a divorce."
"Did he say anything about why he was getting divorced?" she asked. Amanda spoke up.
"He mentioned something about a cheating slut for a wife," she said, looking at Karen suspiciously. Karen was shocked. How could he know so soon after her first tryst with John? "Poor guy. I could tell he was heartbroken. And those poor kids. I felt so sorry for them." By now, Karen was in tears. Her life and marriage had crashed and burned and she didn't even know it.
Shortly thereafter, a police cruiser pulled in front of the house, its lights flashing. Two police officers appeared at the door. Al spoke to them first, then invited them inside. Karen stood as they came inside.
"Please show us some identification, miss," one officer said. Karen opened her purse and pulled out her drivers license. The officer looked at it then spoke to Karen.
"Is this some kind of a joke, ma'am?" he asked. "This license is blank."
"What?" Karen asked, looking at the drivers license. The laminated card the officer held was completely blank. There wasn't even a photo under the lamination.
"Do you have some other form of ID?" the officer asked.
"I've got something in my purse," Karen said. But when Karen opened her purse, she found that all of her other cards were completely blank.
"I don't understand," she said. "There should be credit cards, an ATM card, my social security card, but they're all blank."
"Can you at least give us your name?" the other officer asked. "Maybe there's something in the system."
"Sure," Karen said. "My name is Karen Anderson, and I live at W. Highland Park Road with my husband Kyle. I work as a paralegal for the Jenkins law firm downtown. Surely someone there can vouch for me."
The officers looked at each other with frowns on their faces before addressing Karen again.
"Did you say, 'Karen Anderson,' ma'am?" the second officer asked.
"Yes, I said Karen Anderson. Spelled K-A-R-E-N," she said.
"I'm sorry, ma'am, you're going to have to come to the station with us so we can verify your identity," the first officer said. "We apologize for the intrusion on your evening, folks," he told Al and Amanda.
The officers led Karen to the police cruiser and placed her in the back seat. After securing her inside, one officer went to Karen's car and dug through her glove compartment, pulling out some paperwork.
They rode in silence to the police station and Karen was fingerprinted and taken to what appeared to be an interrogation room.
The door opened a half hour later and a plain-clothes detective entered the room with a folder. He sat down across from Karen and placed the folder in front of him. He went through all the preliminaries, advising her of her rights while ensuring her that she is not a suspect in any crime.
"All I want to do is verify your identity, okay?" he asked. Karen nodded.
"You say your name is Karen Anderson, right?" he asked.
"Yes," she said.
"And you told our officers that you reside at 1501 W. Highland Park Road with your husband, Kyle," he added.
"That's correct," she said.
"You also said that you work at the Jenkins law firm as a paralegal, correct?" he asked.
"Yes, that's right," Karen said.
"We have a bit of a problem here, Mrs. Anderson," the detective said. "For starters, your fingerprints don't exist. I don't mean they're not in the system, I mean, you have no prints on your fingers. They don't even appear to have removed by acid. They just don't exist.
"There's more. We looked at the records for that address and found that it was purchased by Al and Amanda Jorgenson a year ago from a Kyle Anderson. According to court records, the house was sold as part of a divorce settlement between Kyle and Karen Anderson," he said. Karen was shocked. What was all this talk about a divorce?
"But I'm still married to my husband. I just saw him this morning. I don't understand how this is possible," she said through her tears.
"Look, miss, I'm just going by what's on record with the court. Tell me, please, where were you earlier this evening?" the detective asked.
"I was at the Gaslight Motel, room 117," she said quietly.
"And what were you doing there?" he asked.
"I was, um, with a man," she said, looking down at the floor.
"What were you doing with this man?" the detective asked.
"We were, um, you know, fooling around," she said.
"You were having sex, right?" he asked. Karen nodded her head.
"Yes," she said.
"And can you identify the man you were with?"
"Yes," she said. "John Hawkins, my supervisor at the law firm."
"I see," the detective said. "Do you make it a habit of cheating on your husband?" Karen looked shocked.
"No, I don't. This was the first and the last time, I promise," she said.
"Interesting," the detective said. "The file we have on you includes a very thorough report from a local private investigator your ex-husband hired. According to the PI report, you were spotted with Mr. Hawkins many times at that same motel over a period of several months. Would you like to revise your statement?" Karen shook her head.
"No, that's not right," she said. "I only went there with him the one time, today."
The detective sighed and sat back in his chair, looking at Karen.
"Miss, I happen to know the senior partners at Jenkins. I made a call this evening and was told that a Karen Anderson and her supervisor, one John Hawkins, was terminated almost a year ago for violating the company's rules against fraternization," he said. "But that's not all."
He pulled a photo out of the folder and placed it on the table in front of her. The photo showed a woman laying on a motel bed, her eyes open, her face gray. The woman looked just like Karen and worse yet, was dressed in exactly the same outfit Karen was wearing. Her eyes got wide and her hand went to her mouth in shock.
"This photo was taken about three months ago, miss," the detective said. "According to the officers who responded to the call, one Karen Anderson, residing at 1501 W. Highland Park Road, was found dead in Room 117 of the Gaslight Motel three months ago. An autopsy revealed that Mrs. Anderson died as a result of an overdose of sleeping pills, apparently taken with copious amounts of alcohol.
"So, miss, can you please explain to me how it is that a woman who happens to look and dress exactly like a woman who was found dead in a motel room three months ago is now walking around in my precinct?" he asked. "And how is it that you just happened to be in the exact same room this woman died in?" Karen shook her head in shock.
"No, that can't be," she cried. "I'm not dead. I'm right here. I don't know what's going on. Please believe me. At least tell me where my family is, please. I can't get in touch with anyone."
"Well, miss, I don't know where Mr. Anderson is, but I understand he moved out of town after the divorce. I do know his former in-laws died shortly after Mrs. Anderson's body was found."
"Oh my God, no, please. Please tell me my parents are still alive," she begged through her tears.
"I'm sorry. If you truly are the former Mrs. Anderson, and I'm not ready to concede that point, then I can't honestly tell you that," she said, sending Karen into hysterics.
"Miss, I think you need professional help. I'm going to call the County Behavioral Center and have you transported to their facility until we can get to the bottom of this," he said, pulling out his phone. Karen shook her head.
"No, please, don't do that. I don't know what's going on, you have to believe me. Just let me talk to my husband."
"I can't do that, ma'am. I don't even know who you really are. You look like the late Mrs. Anderson, you dress like her, you seem to know some of the intimate details of Mrs. Anderson's life. You even drove Mrs. Anderson's car, although I'm not sure how you got it started after it sat for so long. By the way, the tags on that car expired some time ago, so we're impounding it until you can prove ownership and update the registration.
"Right now, I think you need to discuss this with a mental health professional. Please stay right here," he said as he walked out the door. Karen put her head on the table, sobbing. This wasn't supposed to happen, she thought. Surely her husband would come rescue her.
The door opened and two large men came in the room with a strange garment. As they began putting it on her, Karen realized she was being placed in a straight-jacket and began struggling.
"No, no, please, don't do this to me," she said. "No! Noooo! NO!!" she screamed over and over, but the men kept putting the garment on her until she could no longer move her arms. "NOOOOOOOO!!" she screamed as one of the men injected something into her neck. Within seconds, her world dissolved into blackness...
Thursday, May 12, 2016, 11:30 pm:
"Wake up, dear," a man's voice said. "Wake up. Are you okay? Karen? Wake up." Karen slowly opened her eyes and saw her husband's face. "Karen, you were having a nightmare, but it's over. Wake up, dear," he said.
As Karen's mind slowly shook off the dream, she realized that she was in her bed with her husband, Kyle. She instantly threw her arms around his neck and smothered his face with kisses.
"Oh my God, Kyle, is it really you?" she asked.
"Of course, silly, who else would be in our bed?" he asked.
"Hold me, Kyle, please," she cried. "I missed you so much." Kyle held his crying wife as tight as he could. He loved holding this beautiful woman. But, he wondered, what the hell was she talking about?
"I'm right here," he said. "I'm not going anywhere."
"You better not go anywhere," she said. After calming down somewhat, Karen looked at her husband.
"Kyle," she said. "I have a confession to make and I'm afraid you may get really mad at me." He looked at her with concern.
"Kyle, I almost made a terrible mistake," she said.
"Almost?" he asked.
"Kyle, please don't hate me, but I have to tell you this. You know we promised to never keep any secrets from each other no matter how bad they might be."
"Yes, dear, I know. You can talk to me about anything, you know that, right?" he asked. Karen nodded.
"Yes, I know, but this is really bad. You know my supervisor, John Hawkins?" Kyle knew him alright. They met at the law firm's Christmas party and Kyle could tell he was a first-class asshole who considered himself God's gift to the female of the species. Basically, a legend in his own mind. He could also tell that John was trying to get his hooks - and his private parts - into Karen.
"Yeah, I remember him all right," Kyle said.
"He's been after me for the longest time to stay after work, except he doesn't want to work, if you know what I mean," she said.
"You mean, he wants to get into your panties," Kyle said. "I can understand that. You're a beautiful, sexy woman. What man in his right mind wouldn't want to have sex with you? If we weren't married I'd make a play for you myself. What I don't appreciate is the fact that he knows you're married."
"Yeah, well, he wanted me to meet him at a motel for sex," she said, looking down.
"Oh, really?" Kyle said, his mood darkening. "And you agreed?"
"No, not really," she said. "But I didn't really disagree, either. I just kinda blew him off. But he's expecting me to meet him tomorrow. I can't do that, but I'm afraid it'll affect my job if I don't."
"Well, I can assure you it'll affect our marriage if you do, and yes, it could affect your job as well," Kyle said. "You know I won't tolerate infidelity and your company has strict rules against fraternization. Both of you could get fired and yes, I would seek a divorce."
"I know," she said. "I haven't done anything with him yet, but I'm afraid. I know he's been with a lot of the other girls in the office and they all say he's a smooth talker who isn't above using drugs to get his way. You do believe me, don't you?"



"Of course I believe you," Kyle said. "You forget that we've been married for ten years and we've known each other for five years before that. You've never been able to keep a secret from me. And the guilt would eat you alive.
"While we're on the subject, I've noticed that you've been a bit off the last couple days. At first I thought it was just work-related, but now I think I know the real reason, don't I?"
Karen looked down and nodded her head.
"Yes," she said quietly. "It's been on my mind a lot these last two days. I don't want to lose my job but I couldn't live without you and I couldn't live with myself if I hurt you and the kids like that. What do I do?"
"You're kidding, right?" Kyle asked. "You're a smart, educated woman, Karen. Do you really have to ask? Or do you want me to lay it out for you?"
"You don't need to do that, Kyle. I guess I just needed some validation. I know the first thing I'm doing," she said, getting out of the bed. She walked to her closet and pulled out the dress she intended to wear the next day. It was a nice dress that showed a bit of cleavage and fell a few inches above her knees. It wasn't overtly sexual, but it still did a good job of highlighting her curves. She pulled it off the hangar and tossed it into the trash.
"I never want to see that dress again," she said. Kyle looked surprised.
"That was a pretty expensive dress," he said. "Are you sure you want to do that?" Karen sat down on the bed.
"Yes," she said. "And tomorrow, I'm telling John 'not just no, but hell no.' Then I'm going to ask for a transfer to another department. I may get a cut in pay but I don't care. If they won't give it to me, I'll quit. Our marriage is more important to me and I'll do anything to keep us together. Can you ever forgive me?
"Of course I can," Kyle said. "I'm a bit pissed that you didn't tell that creep 'no' right off the bat, but at least you're doing the right thing now."
Karen hugged her husband as though her life depended on it.
"I can't believe I was so stupid, Kyle. Please hold me and tell me you love me," she said.
Kyle hugged her back and kissed her forehead.
"Of course I love you, Karen, I always have," he said. "But I think we need to have a serious talk about this after you've settled down, maybe even seek some counseling. I can't believe you were so gullible that you were falling for him like that."
"I understand," Karen said. "I promise it'll never happen again." She looked at the television on the wall opposite their bed and saw him - the man she saw on the street corner in her nightmare.
"Kyle, who is that man on TV?" she asked.
"That's Rod Serling, dear. They're having a Twilight Zone marathon. Why?"
"I've seen him before but didn't know who he was," she said.
"How is that possible? He died back in 1975," Kyle said.
"He was in my nightmare. He didn't do anything, really, he just stood there and looked. He was in black-and-white just like on the TV and it was just, I don't know, weird," she said.
"Interesting," Kyle said. "You're going to have to tell me about this dream someday.
Kyle got out of the bed and started for the door. "I'm going downstairs to get myself something to drink. Do you want anything? Coke? Water?"
"I'd like some water, please," she said.
After Kyle left the bedroom, Karen looked back at the black-and-white figure on their television. The man looked as though he was staring right back at her before he spoke.
"Meet Karen Anderson," he said, getting Karen's full attention. What the hell? "A smart, attractive wife and mother targeted for seduction by a slick-talking lothario with more conquests than Genghis Khan. She nearly ran her marriage and her life over a cliff in hopes of achieving the ultimate orgasm. Fortunately, she learned the grass is not always greener on the other side and made a U-turn just in time. But not before taking a precipitous detour into... the Cheating Zone."
He smiled, winked and took a drag off of his cigarette.
Fade to black...
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It was a Friday night and Roger Cates was out doing what he had been doing on almost every other night of the week for the last several years -- looking for another woman to bed. Tonight, he decided to take the bypass north of the main city, thinking the lightly-traveled route would get him to his destination sooner. He had heard that a new club had opened on the east side and he was anxious to check it out.
He thought about the discussion he had with his father earlier in the day. It was an old argument they had been having for years but it never ceased to irritate him.
"Dammit, Roger, you're 35 years old now. You can't keep living like this. You need to settle down, get a job, get married. Think of your future for once in your life," his father said.
"Well, I like my life, Dad," he said. "I've done okay so far."
"Only because you've been living off your trust fund all these years. What about family, your future?"
"I'm doing okay and the fund is set up to keep me going for years," Roger said.
Roger was right about the trust fund. It was set up to keep him well-funded for the rest of his life, so in his mind he never needed to worry about a job or retirement. But his father had a point. At 35, Roger had never worked a day in his life and spent all his time partying, playing golf and chasing women.
"Find 'em, fuck 'em, forget 'em," was his motto where women were concerned. After 17 years of one-night stands and short flings, he had no desire to settle down with one woman, especially after seeing his friends get financially raped by their wives in messy divorces. Of course, they were all cheaters and had it coming, but still...
"One of these days, karma's gonna catch up to ya, son," his father said, shaking his head. "And you know what they say -- karma can be a bitch."
"Well, I'll deal with that when the time comes," Roger said.
He turned up the radio in the car, hoping the music would chase the memory out of his head.
He noticed a signpost ahead that read, "Karma city limits Pop. 2,745."
Odd, Roger thought, "I've been down this road hundreds of times and never saw that before." He slowed down to match the speed limit, but apparently he didn't slow down fast enough. He heard the siren wail before the flashing lights caught his attention.
"Dammit," Roger said to himself as he pulled over to the side of the road.
"Drivers license, registration and proof of insurance, please," the officer said, looking inside Roger's car. Roger obeyed, handing the officer the requested documents. The policeman went back to his car and Roger watched as the officer spoke into a radio microphone.
The officer finally came back to the car, and handed Roger his papers.
"Turn the vehicle off and step outside, please, Mr. Cates," the officer said, one hand on his revolver.
Roger did as he was told and got out of his car.
"Hands on top of the car, feet back and spread out," the officer said. Roger obeyed.
"What did I do, officer?" Roger asked. "I was going the speed limit."
"You're Roger Cates, correct?" the officer asked.
"Yes, I am," Roger replied. "Why?"
"You're under arrest for violation of Special Ordnance Number 1, Mr. Cates," the officer said before reading him his Miranda rights.
"What?" Roger asked. "What the hell is that?"
The officer tightened the handcuffs on Roger's wrists before answering. He had been looking forward to this for a few years, since Roger was the man who seduced his wife and destroyed his marriage. Roger didn't know it at the time, of course, but that didn't matter to the officer.
"You'll find out soon enough," the officer said as he put Roger in the back seat and closed the door.
"What about my car?" Roger asked.
"Don't worry, it's being impounded," the officer said. "You can arrange to pick it up once you've been cleared by the court to do so."
A few minutes later, Roger was led into the police station where he was fingerprinted, photographed and processed. He couldn't help but notice the looks of contempt shot his way by everyone in the police station.
"Can I at least make a phone call?" Roger asked the officer processing him. The policeman pointed to a rotary pay phone on the wall. Roger turned and looked at it.
"What the hell is this?" he asked.
"It's called a 'telephone,'" the officer said sarcastically, prompting snickers among the other officers.
"Can't I use my cell phone," Roger asked.
"Ain't got no cell service here, boy," another officer said. "This ain't New York City, you know."
"This here's Karma, boy," a third officer said, prompting laughter. "Ain't it a bitch?"
It took Roger a while to figure out how to use the telephone and finally placed a collect call to his father, who answered on the first ring.
"Dad, you gotta help me," Roger said.
"Slow down, son," his father said. "What happened? Where are you?"
"Dad, I'm in this little town called Karma, and I was arrested."
"Arrested? For what?" his father asked.
"Something called Special Ordinance Number 1. I have no idea what that is and no one will tell me."
"Hmmm. Special Ordinance Number 1, huh? Sounds pretty serious to me."
"Dad, please, you gotta get the lawyers to get me out of here," Roger pleaded.
"I'll see what I can do, son, but no guarantees. Sounds like a local matter. Karma, you say?"
"Yes, Dad, Karma," Roger said.
"Well, you know I've been telling you for years that karma was gonna catch up to you some day. You be good and we'll see what can be done, okay?"
"Okay, Dad, thanks," Roger said, hanging up the phone.
Finally, he was taken to a holding cell and unceremoniously dumped inside. The cell door closed with a loud noise and the guard smirked as he turned the key, locking the door.
"I've been looking forward to this for years," he told Roger.
"Why?" Roger asked. "I haven't done anything wrong." The guard looked at him as though he was contemplating a pile of dog crap on the ground.
"You really don't know, do you?" the guard asked. Roger shook his head.
"Do you recognize me?" the guard asked. Roger shook his head.
"No, I don't. Should I?" he asked.
"Well, if you're going to fuck someone's wife, you should at least know who her husband is. Or rather, ex-husband. Thanks to you, I no longer have a wife, my children no longer have a mother and we no longer have a happy home. Of course, you don't care about things like that, do you?"
"I'm sorry. Who was your wife?" Roger asked.
"It don't matter," the guard said. "We're divorced, thanks to you. Have been for two years now. Hope you're happy. Your lawyer will be along shortly. Enjoy your stay," he said with an evil grin.
Roger sat down on the bunk in his cell and waited for his lawyer. Eventually, he was escorted to a small room where a short, fat, balding man wearing horn-rimmed glasses was sitting at a table.
"Are you my attorney?" Roger asked.
"Yes," the man said. "John Hultner," he added, shaking Roger's hand.
"So, what is it I'm charged with?" Roger asked.
"Special Ordinance Number 1," John said. "It's a special city law that goes to the heart of why Karma was established. And from what I can tell, it's pretty much an open-and-shut case."
"What do you mean?" Roger asked.
"Look, Roger, I'm not going to lie to you. I didn't even want this case but I was told to take it so that's what I'm going to do," he said.
"Why?" Roger asked.
"Because you fucked my wife four years ago at a bar in Baltimore. I caught you in the act and divorced her. I would've taken action against you but you had already left the city," he said.
Roger remembered that trip to Baltimore. He was checking out a new bar that had opened and met a gorgeous blonde, who happened to be a pretty good dancer. It didn't take much work to seduce her -- a few well-timed compliments and the obligatory contact on the dance floor and in no time, he was slipping her eight inches of cock in the men's room. He vaguely remembered hearing the door open and close, but he was too horny to care. He did, however, manage to fill the girl's tight pussy with a copious amount of cum at least twice before leaving.
"Anyway, you got her pregnant but she miscarried," John said. "I kicked her ass out of the house and divorced her. Fortunately, I had a prenuptial so I wouldn't have to give her any spousal support. I recently came here and became a public defender."
"I'm sorry," Roger said. "I had no idea she was married."
"Whatever," John said. "There was a time I wanted to shoot you in the fucking balls, but that would've only landed me in jail. Tell me, Roger, how many women have you screwed in your life?"
"I have no idea," Roger said. "I never kept score."
John opened a book and thumbed through the pages before finding what he was looking for.
"From what I can tell, you lost your virginity at 18, then became something of a pussy hound, screwing as many women as you possibly could. Most were just one-night stands or casual encounters like my wife, but it appears you did have a few repeat performances and you managed to have several week-long flings, like that cruise you took with the wife of an engineer. You remember that, I'm sure," John said.
Roger was stunned. How could this man know all that?
"According to our records, you've screwed no less than 5,174 separate women since your eighteenth birthday. Granted, quite a few of those were college coeds and of course, a number of those trysts were as part of one orgy or another, but it seems you have a real hard time keeping your wick dry," John said.
"At least 1,500 of those encounters were with married women. And every one of those encounters prompted a divorce. Think of it, Roger. Fifteen hundred broken homes all because of your dick. Hundreds of children suffering because of you and your selfish desire to fuck everything that moves. That's your life," John said. "And that's why Karma was established. You see, many of those 1,500 married men you cuckolded are right here. Many of their children are here as well. Some of them have been waiting for this moment for years."
"Wait, aren't you supposed to be defending me?" Roger said.
"I am. I'm telling you why you're here and what you're facing. I'll do everything I can to keep you from being handed a death sentence, which is just one possible punishment you now face. But I have to be honest. It's not going to be easy. You're guilty as sin and you know it."
"What can I do to make this go away?" Roger asked.
"Well," John said, "you have a huge trust fund. You can relinquish, say, 90 percent of it as reparations for the husbands and children you've hurt. I see you also have a very expensive condo and some expensive cars. You could sell all that off as well."
"But what would I live on?"
"Do what everyone else does," John said. "Get a job. Might be rough since you don't have a work history, but you'll get used to it. You can make do on far less than you're getting now. I know this isn't what you want to hear, but frankly, you don't have much of a choice," John said. He stood up and prepared to leave. "Think it over. You have until tomorrow morning at 8:00 am. The court will be open Saturday for this, since it's a special case. You have a chance to make things right, Roger. Take it. Trust me on this, you'll get no sympathy in this town."
John left as the guard escorted Roger back to his cell. Another guard was already there with a metal tray full of food. Roger looked at the mess in the tray.
"What is this?" he asked.
"Specialty of the house," the guard said. "Shit on a shingle. It was good enough for our boys fighting the Nazis so it ought to be good enough for you. Besides, this ain't one of them fancy eating places in New York City."
"I know," Roger sighed. "This is Karma."
"Got that right, boy," the guard said. "Ain't it a bitch?" The two guards laughed hysterically at that.
Roger ate what he could and finally got some sleep. Early the next morning, two guards came and escorted him to the courthouse after ensuring he showered and shaved.
The courtroom was full of spectators, mostly men Roger had cuckolded over the years, and quite a few children. The room erupted when Roger was brought in, manacled and wearing an orange jump suit.
"Get a rope!" one person yelled.
"Hang the fucker," said another. "Cut his balls off!" yelled another. "Feed him to the dogs!" someone shouted. There were plenty more catcalls, most of them demanding Roger's humiliation and eventual death.
The bailiff ordered everyone to stand as the judge walked in from his chambers. He sat down, looked at Roger with a frown and pounded his gavel.
"Order in the court," he declared. The courtroom settled down, but all eyes were on Roger, and they were filled with hate.
"Is the prosecution ready?" the judge asked.
"The prosecution is ready," the District Attorney said. The judge looked at John.
"Is the defense ready?" he asked.
"The defense is ready," John said.
"How does ass, er, the defendant plead?" the judge asked. John stood up from his chair.
"Your honor, the defendant pleads guilty and is ready to throw himself on the mercy of the court," John said.
"I'll bet he is," the judge said. "I still want to give the DA a chance to make his case." He pointed at the DA. "Get on with it, Harold. Present your case."
"Thank you, your honor," Harold said, standing up. "Your honor, the prosecution calls the defendant to the stand."
"Very well," the judge said. He pointed at Roger and motioned for him to take the stand. "Get on up here, boy," he ordered. Roger complied and swore to tell the truth.
"Are you Roger Cates?" Harold asked. Roger nodded his head.
"Yes, I am," he said. Harold nodded his head and sat down. "Your witness," he told John.
"No questions at this time," John said.
"Your honor, the prosecution rests," Harold said. The judge nodded his head and turned to John.
"Well?" the judge asked.
"Your honor, the defendant has a statement he'd like to make and the defense has a motion for restitution," John said.
"All right. What have you got to say for yourself, young man?" Roger stood and nervously faced the judge.
"Your honor, I'm sorry if I've caused any pain. That was never my intention, and I hope my offer of restitution will help make things right," he said.
"If you've caused any pain?" the judge asked sarcastically. "Take a look around you, boy. Every single man you see in this courtroom has been hurt by your selfish need for sexual gratification. That includes me, by the way. Outside is a whole town full of men and children hurt by what you've done.
"You've spent the last 17 years chasing pussy to the exclusion of everything else. You haven't had a single job in your entire life and from what I see, barely graduated college. I'm sure that was just so you could keep getting the dividends from your trust fund. I know your father is very disappointed with what you've done.
"And so am I. I've looked at your offer of restitution and I know that it's a sacrifice. Unfortunately, it's not enough. I'll set aside my personal desire to see your nuts cut off in the public square for now and I hereby sentence you to life.
"Just so you know, Mr. Cates, that's life in Karma, with Karma. Personally, if it were me, I think I'd prefer the death penalty. But I'm a reasonable man. In addition, I hereby order that you relinquish 95 percent of all your worth and worldly goods to be equally distributed among all the men and children you've hurt. That will leave you with just about enough to get started again.
"It also means you'll have to get a job. Or two. Hell, maybe even three.
"And Mr. Cates, remember, Karma really is a bitch." He brought his gavel down.
"Court is adjourned," he said.
Roger felt woozy as the judge issued his sentence. What did he mean, life in and with Karma? Was he going to be forced to live in this backward, black and white town with all the men he's cuckolded over the years? And what kind of job could he get?
His thoughts were suddenly interrupted by a shrill beeping sound that seemed to come from everywhere...
...Roger automatically reached out to turn his alarm clock off, trying to shake the dream out of his head. He looked around at his dreary basement surroundings and stumbled into the grimy little bathroom to empty his bladder.
His first thought upon getting to the toilet was, 'what the hell?' He looked down and noticed his manhood, or what there was of it, was nothing compared to what he was used to seeing. The eight inches he used to sport was now barely two.
He examined himself in the mirror and was horrified at what he saw. Instead of a confident, sculpted 35-year-old man with a full head of hair, he saw a fat, balding man with large, dark bags under his eyes.
A shrill female voice interrupted his morning constitutional.
"Get your lazy ass out of that bed or you're going to be late to work! And don't forget you have a six-hour shift at McDonald's after you finish cleaning the school," the voice screeched.
"Yeah, yeah," Roger said in response. He showered, dressed and headed upstairs. He was met by an attractive brunette putting the finishing touches on her dress. He noticed a bracelet that read, "Karma."
"Karma?" he asked. The brunette looked at him with disdain.
"Yeah?" she asked. "What do you want?"
"What's on your schedule?" he asked. She laughed.
"I'm going on a date," she said. She lifted her short skirt to reveal a tiny thong. "You think Carl would like these?"
"Who's Carl?" Roger asked.
"Carl Renquist. You fucked his wife a while back. So he's going to fuck me. Don't wait up, I doubt I'll be home tonight. But if I am, don't bother coming into the master bedroom cause he'll probably be screwing me in our bed," she said. "Maybe if you're nice, you'll get to lick his cum out of my pussy. And no, there's no way I'm letting you stick that tiny little pee-pee in me, so get that out of your head right now.
"Oh, and don't forget, after your shift at McDonald's, you need to head over to my dad's store and sweep the aisles. Better get moving, you have a lot to do today," she said.
"Do I get a break sometime today?" Roger asked. Karma laughed.
"Break? Hell no. Who's gonna pay for all my clothes and all my jewelry? I have to look good for my dates, you know.
"Oh, and a little reminder -- yeah, I'm a bitch. Get over it, asshole. And get your worthless ass to work. Bye," she said walking out the door.
Roger stood there for a few minutes before shuffling back to his basement bedroom.
The small black-and-white television in one corner was still on and Roger noticed a Twilight Zone marathon was playing. He went to turn the television off and noticed the grim face of the narrator looking at him with derision.
"Meet Roger Cates," the man said. "A worthless excuse of a man born with a silver spoon in his mouth who wasted 17 years of his life chasing women and leaving destruction everywhere he goes. He was warned, repeatedly, but refused to learn his lesson. But Roger now knows that karma can literally be a real bitch. It's a lesson he'll spend the rest of his life learning... in the Cheating Zone."
The narrator took a long drag off his cigarette and shook his head.
Fade to black...
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*****
It was mid-January 2003 and in three weeks, my wife, Addie, and I would be celebrating our first anniversary as a married couple. Of course, that was assuming we were still married. As of now, I wasn't too sure that would be the case.
I thought back over the last year as I drove down the freeway to my next service job. To me, Addie was perfect in almost every way one can imagine. Standing at 4 foot 10 inches, she had a great figure with well-toned legs and a perfectly proportioned set of breasts - not too big and not too small. Her dark brown hair came past her shoulders, framing a face that lit up when she smiled. Even her eyes seemed to twinkle when she looked at me.
I met her a couple years ago in college. I was getting a degree in electronics and IT and she was finishing up her nurse's program. We met in the school library quite by accident. She was having trouble getting her computer to do something and was becoming quite frustrated. I was sitting just a few places down from her, so I went over to see if I could help. It turned out she wasn't clicking the right thing. No problem - I helped her and got a hug in return.
We spent the rest of our time in the library talking and before you know it, we were out on a date. One thing led to another and we ended up married.
I was hardly a virgin when we became exclusive, having spent four years in the service. Addie, on the other hand, was a virgin, and insisted on waiting until our wedding day to have sex. That was fine with me. In fact, it made me respect her even more.
After graduating, Addie went to work for a hospital and I got a job doing field service for a local company fixing everything from copiers and computers to printers and fax machines. My day was usually spent on the road going from company to company, but at least I was home every night. Addie's schedule, on the other hand, could vary wildly from month to month.
We got married a few months after graduating and were able to take a few days from our jobs for a honeymoon. At the time, she was almost 23 and I was 26. We ended up driving to Las Vegas and had a great time together.
Except for one thing.
It turned out that Addie had some peculiar ideas about sex, thanks to her mother. No, she wasn't wild and crazy - just the opposite. Apparently, her mother had taught her that "good" girls never let a man see them naked. And "good" girls only have sex with their spouses once or twice a month to procreate. That's it. Anything other than missionary sex for the purpose of procreation was forbidden in her view. That meant no oral - nothing. It was simply, 'get in, get out, quit fucking about,' if you know what I mean.
The idea of a couple bonding together in the act of love was taboo to her.
Addie was even horrified that I would want to sleep in the same bed as her.
"I love you dearly, Joe," she said, "but I don't think I can do that."
What the hell, I thought.
"Didn't your parents sleep together?" I asked her.
"No, mom and dad never slept in the same bed," she told me. I couldn't believe what she was telling me. I realized that I had my work cut out for me. I loved this girl with all my heart and there was no way I'd leave her or cheat on her, but this really threw me for a loop. What was I to do?
After thinking about it, I decided to work with her and maybe show her what it was husbands and wives do...
"Addie, you're a nurse, right?" I asked her. She nodded.
"Of course," she said.
"So you know how the human reproductive system works, right?"
"Don't be silly," she said. "You know I do."
"Well, dear, how do you think you came into the world?"
"I know, my parents had sex. But you don't understand. My parents never slept in the same bed, ever. They only had sex a few times to have children."
Wow, I thought.
"And how many children did your parents have?" I asked.
"Just one," she said. "Me."
"What does that tell you?" I asked. She shrugged her shoulders.
"Maybe they would've had more kids if they actually slept together. Tell me, how close were they?" I asked. I never met her father since he died a few years ago, but I had met her mother. She was nice enough to me - polite, even - but didn't seem like the type to be overly friendly or loving. By the time we were married, though, she died from a heart attack.
"I don't know," Addie said. "I never saw them fight or anything, but they never seemed to be real close. They basically tolerated each other and that was about it. He went to work, came home and watched TV and Mom would cook and clean the house. That's it."
"Did either one ever cheat on the other?" I asked. Addie seemed horrified.
"Not that I know of. They both hated cheaters with a passion."
"Surely you've seen enough on television and in the movies to know husbands and wives sleep together, right?" I asked. She seemed to be embarrassed.
"Maybe, but I never really thought about about it. Mom was pretty uptight about stuff like that," she said.
Talk about an understatement. After a bit more coaxing, she agreed to sleep with me but only if she could wear her pajamas.
"Can we just, you know, cuddle and kiss and maybe watch some television for a while?" she asked.
"Okay," I said. I loved cuddling with her, but I had been hoping for more - much more.
It took some doing but I was finally able to coax her into letting us have sex, but only if I wore a condom. I took it slow and easy with her so it wouldn't be painful. She insisted on wearing a long t-shirt and wouldn't let me touch her pussy. Her mother told her that was something dirty that only sluts and whores let men do. Needless to say, our first sexual encounter would have had to improve to suck.
Still, I loved her so I decided to be patient with her. I figured it wasn't her fault that her mother raised her to be frigid.
I got more insight into the problem after speaking with her only living relative, a cousin named Mario who was about 13 years older than her. He and his wife, Jenny, owned a strip club on the outskirts of town. It so happened that he had purchased all of his office equipment from the company I worked for, so I got a chance to see him every so often whenever he needed something fixed.
"So, how's married life treating you, Joe?" he asked one day.
"Okay, I guess," I told him.
"Who are you trying to convince?" he asked. "Me or you? Come on, spill it."
"Well, things aren't too good in the bedroom, if you know what I mean," I told him.
"Not surprised, really," he said. "My aunt had some real strange ideas about sex, you know. I honestly don't know how my Uncle Orville put up with it for so long. She didn't even let him sleep with her. I'm not sure where she got her ideas from, but I'm not surprised that Addie's taken after her mom a bit. At least she lets you sleep in the same bed.
"You know, if you really need to, you can hook up with one of the girls here," he told me. Mario had good tastes and the girls who worked for him were the very definition of "hot." I shook my head.
"Thanks, Mario, but I could never do that to Addie," I said. "I love her too much and I'd never cheat on her."
"Good answer," Mario said. "Look, I know it's hard, but just be patient with her, okay? And if you need to talk, just come by."
"Thanks, Mario, I appreciate that," I said.
I thought about what Mario said on the way home and considered ways to get Addie to open up a bit.
Addie could sense my frustration and once asked me tearfully if I regretted marrying her. Of course, I didn't. I love her more than life itself, I told her. And it was the truth. It still is, for that matter. But I wasn't going to go my whole life living in a sexless relationship, I decided. Nor would I ever cheat on her. That was out of the question. She even suggested it to me once.
"I know you have needs," she said as we sat on the couch watching television, "and I'm sorry I'm not able to meet those needs. If you want, you have my permission to go have sex with another woman. It would hurt, but I would understand."
I looked at her and noticed the tears in her eyes. I held her to me tightly.
"No, Addie, I'd never do that to you," I said. "I love you and I took a vow to forsake all others and stay with you for better or worse. I'd never hurt you like that." She began crying, hugging me tighter.
"Joe, I love you so much. Thank you for being so patient with me," she said. "I'm sorry I'm such a failure as a wife."
"You're not a failure, Addie. You're the best woman a guy could ever want. You're kind, considerate, loving, not to mention beautiful. We just have some issues we need to work through," I said.
Except for the lack of any meaningful sex, things were good between Addie and I over the next few months. We got along well, hugged and kissed each other every chance we got and Addie was always attentive to my daily needs. I knew the lack of sex bothered her so I didn't make an issue of it, and neither did she, although we did discuss seeing a marriage counselor. She was open to it, but it never happened.
That's because her shift changed, drastically, as it did from time to time. Now, she was working a split shift - fours hours on, fours hours off and another four hours on. She left for work at 8:00 am, worked from 9:00 - 1:00 pm, then went back to work from 5:00 - 9:00 pm. It was 10:00 pm by the time she got home, which was about the time I went to bed.
That's when things started to get, well, strange.
The thing about working field service is that you never know where you're going to be from one hour to the next. There were a few times I was fairly close to the hospital where she worked. I tried to arrange my lunch so I could swing by and surprise her with a quick mid-day "date." I was unsuccessful most of the time but one day a couple months after her shift change I made it into the parking lot just a little after 1 pm.
What I saw threw me for a complete loop. I spied Addie coming out of the hospital wearing a short dress that didn't look like anything she would normally wear. It was extremely short and showed off quite a lot of cleavage. I had never seen her wear anything like that before since she normally wore long nondescript dresses or jeans, so I took a couple photos with my phone, which was quite clunky compared to what we have today.
As I watched, she threw her scrubs into the back seat of her car, then drove away. I followed her for a bit but had to break it off so I could get to my next call. I had no idea where she was going or what she was doing. I tried calling her cell phone but it went straight to voicemail.
I sent her a text telling her I wanted to meet for lunch but just missed her. I got nothing in reply.
"What the hell is going on?" I asked myself. "Is she cheating on me? And if so, with who?" At that moment, I felt like my whole world was crumbling around me. I could never imagine Addie cheating on me, but if she was, that would mean the end of our short marriage.
I finished the rest of my day but my mind wasn't on work. I decided to take Mario up on his offer and stopped at his club on my way home.
"Hey, Joe, how's it hanging?" he asked. He saw the look on my face and waved me to his office.
"You look like someone just crapped in your Wheaties," he said. "What's the matter?"
"I saw Addie today," I told him. "I think she's cheating on me." He poured me a drink and sat me down.
"What makes you think she's cheating?" he asked. I pulled out my phone and showed him the pictures I took earlier.
"I went by the hospital, thought I'd surprise her with a lunch date and saw this," I said. Mario looked at the pictures.
"Ohhh, that's not good," he said. "Look, I know my cousin better than anyone else, Joe, and I find it hard to believe she'd cheat on you."
"Why else would she be dressed like that?" I asked. "That's not exactly normal hospital wear. That's a dress that screams, 'fuck me.' And she wasn't wearing it for me."
"Did you see where she went?" Mario asked. I shook my head.
"No," I told him. "I started to follow her but I had to get to my next call, so I have no idea where she went."
"Did you see her with anyone?" he asked. Again, I shook my head.
"No, I didn't," I said. "But that doesn't mean anything. She could've gone anywhere. Hell, she had four hours to kill." Suddenly, it hit me.
"My God, Mario, maybe she's been seeing her boyfriend every day. No wonder she doesn't want to do anything with me," I said. About that time, Jenny showed up.
"Joe, is everything okay?" she asked, putting a hand on my shoulder. I felt like crying as I repeated what I had told her husband. I even showed her the pictures I took of Addie earlier that day.
"Wow, that is a short dress," Jenny said. "I can see why you'd think she would be cheating on you."
She sat down in a chair and pulled close to me.
"Joe, trust me, Addie is madly in love with you and worships the ground you walk on. I can't believe she'd ever cheat on you. I know these pictures look fairly incriminating, but let's be honest. Just because a pretty girl like Addie is wearing a short dress doesn't mean she's cheating. Maybe there's another explanation. Have you talked to her?"
"No," I said. "I called and texted her but heard nothing back."
"Well, maybe you should talk to her first and see what she says," Jenny said.
"Jenny's right, Joe," Mario said. "Believe me, if I thought she was cheating on you, I'd put her over my knee and give her a good spanking. Maybe you should have a talk with her and see what she says."
"Okay," I said. "I'll talk with her. Maybe I'm making too much of this."
Mario and Jenny looked at each other for a moment before addressing me.
"Just don't do anything stupid, okay?" Mario asked. I nodded my head. "Promise us you'll let us know what she says."
"I will. Thanks," I said.
I got back to my truck and headed home, my head filled with images of Addie in that dress, with another man. My phone rang just as I pulled into our garage. It was Addie.
"Are you okay," she asked. "I just got your message. Sorry I missed you, I didn't know you were coming by today or I would've stayed."
"Yeah," I said, "I guess I'm okay. I just miss you so much."
"I'm sorry," she said. "I was just going to meet up with some of the girls to kill time before I had to come back to work."
That made sense to me, so I didn't mention the dress I saw her wearing. Still, it was a bit hard for me to believe.
"I'll see you tonight after I get home, okay?" she asked. "I love you so much."
"I love you, too," I said before hanging up.
Addie made it home at her usual time, wearing her scrubs. I'd read the stories online about women cheating on their husbands and how they would sometimes rush to the shower or come home hot and horny. Addie did neither of those things but she was tired after being on her feet for so long.
She sat down on the couch next to me, wrapped her arms around me and gave me a kiss. I detected nothing that would suggest she was anywhere other than the hospital where she worked. I decided to tread lightly just in case.
"You know I just missed you today," I said.
"I'm sorry," she said. "I just changed out of my scrubs and met with some of the girls. I didn't know you would be there."
"I always try to come by when I can," I said. "It's hard with my job and all. I just miss spending time with you."
"I miss being with you as well," she said.
"I didn't know you had extra clothes at work," I said. "When did that happen?"
"Well, when they put me on this split shift, I took a few things down to keep in my locker so I wouldn't have to get my scrubs dirty," she said.
"So, where did you go today?" I asked.
"We just met at a Starbucks down the road and had some coffee, then did some window shopping," she said.
'Starbucks, my ass,' I thought. I saw her drive right by that Starbucks just this afternoon. I had just caught her in a lie.
"See anything you liked?" I asked. She shook her head.
"Not really. Besides, what I really want is right here," she said, patting my chest. Nice save, I thought.
"Come on, it's late," she said. "Let's turn in for the night." And with that, she got up and went to the bedroom. It was late and I had to get up early so I followed her to bed with the realization that I would get no answers tonight. Maybe Mario and Jenny were right, but she did lie about going to Starbucks.
The next day I stopped off to see Mario and Jenny after I got off work.
"So how'd it go with Addie?" Mario asked after we went into his office.
"She said she went to the Starbucks down the road and window shopping with some of her girlfriends," I said.
"Well, see? What did I tell you?" he asked.
"Except I know she never went there. In fact, she drove right by that Starbucks," I said.
"Look, Joe," Mario said. "I know you're hurting right now, but let's think this thing through, okay? How long have you known Addie?"
"A couple years, maybe a bit more," I said.
"Well, I've known that girl all her life. I've even changed her diapers. She's like my own daughter. I happen to know for a fact that she absolutely adores you and would rather crawl through 100 miles of shit and broken glass than cheat on you," he said.
"But why would she lie to me?" I asked.
"You guys have an anniversary coming up in what, two or three weeks? Maybe she's out looking for something to surprise you with. Look, you're like a son to me and I know you guys have some issues but please believe me when I tell you there's no way she would ever cheat on you. Just sit back and let her work this out, okay? Be there for her and let her know you love her and trust her. Will you do that?"
"Okay, Mario, I guess you're right," I said. "I'm just so frustrated and seeing her out like that really pissed me off."
"I can understand that," he said. "I'd be a bit pissed off, too. So, have you gotten anything yet or made any plans?"
"Not yet," I said. "I know how much she likes unicorns and I saw this really nice unicorn ring with some small diamonds so I put a down payment on it. I'll be picking it up the day before our anniversary."
"That's nice," Mario said. He reached into his pocket, pulled out an envelope and handed it to me. "Promise me you'll take her out to a nice restaurant, maybe get some surf and turf. On us, by the way."
"Wow," I said. I knew that a good steak and lobster dinner could be expensive. "Thanks, Mario, I appreciate that." He smiled and winked.
"My pleasure," he said. "Besides, I think your wife's got something really special cooked up for you."
"Oh?" I asked. "Like what?"
"Oh no," Mario said. "You'll just have to wait. But trust me on this, she's put a lot of thought and effort into it. I'd better not say anything else. Look, just go home, hold your wife, kiss her, tell her how much you love her and stop worrying."
"Okay," I said. It wouldn't be easy, but I promised myself I'd put on my best performance. Besides, deep down, a part of me knew Mario was right. Still, my mind kept going back to seeing her in that dress...
I'd read a bunch of stories on the Internet about cheating wives and ruled out a private investigator. For one thing, I knew they were extremely expensive. Other than that one lie and a couple of photos of her in a skimpy dress I really had no proof. I decided to take a look through her things to see if I could get a clue.
There wasn't much in the closet, just her usual dresses, so I looked through her dresser drawers. I did find a few skimpy pairs of panties I had never seen before but that by itself wasn't proof of anything other than she had bought some new underwear.



I dug around a bit more and found, much to my surprise, a penis-shaped dildo. That was the last thing I ever expected to find and I had to wonder why she would have something like this. While it was out of character for Addie, it still wasn't proof of anything.
The next three weeks wasn't easy for me. Addie could sense something was wrong and did her best to cheer me up. I kept my word to Mario and never mentioned what I saw and kept my suspicions to myself.
Making things worse, our schedules were such that Addie and I hardly ever saw each other. I got her unicorn ring and a nice card and made reservations at a nice steak house that was somewhat above our normal budget for the Saturday after our anniversary.
The day before our anniversary I got a phone call from Mario.
"Hey, Joe," he said. "I know this is short notice and all, but would you mind swinging into the club tomorrow after you get off work? I got something here I really need you to look at."
"Yeah, sure, Mario, but tomorrow's our anniversary," I told him.
"I know and I'm sorry. I wouldn't ask except it's real important. Could you just stop by, please?" he asked. He sounded desperate but I knew I couldn't just leave him hanging, not after the way he and Jenny looked after me recently.
"No problem, Mario. I'll be there, say about 5:15 or so?"
"You're a life saver," he said. "I owe you big time. Thanks, I'll see you then."
'That's strange,' I thought. But Addie's reaction was even stranger. I thought for sure she'd be upset that Mario wanted me to drop by the club after work on our anniversary. But she wasn't. Far from it.
"That's great," she said with a smile. What?
"But what about our anniversary?" I asked.
"Don't worry, silly. We'll still celebrate our anniversary. I'm taking that day off as a vacation day and I have a surprise for you myself. I just hope you like it," she said.
"I'm sure I will," I told her.
We slept in each other's arms that night, and exchanged cards the next morning. I had also bought her a dozen red roses in a nice vase and gave them to her. That brought a smile to her face and earned me a very nice hug and kiss. She loved it when I gave her flowers, which I would do from time to time just to tell her that I love her. We agreed to exchange gifts that night after I got home from work.
"Seriously, Joe," she said. "I really hope you like what I give you tonight."
"I know I will," I told her.
The day went by fast for me, fortunately. I kept wondering what Mario had that I needed to look at. I knew all of his equipment was in good shape because I took care of all the maintenance. Finally, my day was over and I headed straight for his club, getting there right at 5:15.
I walked in to find Mario waiting for me at the door.
"Good, you got here just in time," he said, leading me to the counter in front of the main stage where a nice looking girl was finishing her dance.
"What's going on?" I asked. He sat me down on a stool marked "Reserved" and motioned for a waitress to bring me a drink.
"Happy anniversary, Joe," he said, smiling. "Enjoy the show. I think you'll like it."
I looked at the stage and there she was - Addie, my loving wife, dressed in a tiny skirt and a short t-shirt cut to show off her midriff. You could have knocked me over with a feather. I had never seen her dress like this, but I had to admit, she was beyond hot.
The music started and she began dancing around the stage, teasing the audience. I noticed, however, that she spent most of her time looking at me. She reached down and unzipped her dress, letting it fall to the floor much to the audience's delight. Now she wore only a t-shirt and a tiny thong.
She danced around some more and removed her t-shirt while standing right in front of me, her shapely legs spread wide. Smiling, she dropped the t-shirt in my lap and began gyrating to the music wearing nothing but a tiny thong.
I watched as she ran her hands all over her body, rubbing her breasts and tweaking her nipples. I couldn't believe the show she was putting on for me. I'm sure my eyes were bugging out of my head as she danced and twirled on the stage, giving everyone a good look at her curves. My trousers were certainly uncomfortable with the erection her dancing gave me.
Finally, the music ended and she blew me a kiss before walking backstage.
Jenny joined Mario and I and the two of them gave me a hug.
"What was that?" I stammered. "Where's my wife?" They laughed.
"I'm sorry for all the secrecy, Joe," Mario said. "Addie came to us a few months ago and asked us to help her out. She was worried that you might leave her. So, my wife and the girls came up with an idea to help her out and spice up your marriage. And no, she never cheated on you."
"Basically, we gave her a crash course in sex education," Jenny said. "We also taught her some dance moves and she's been coming here on her afternoons to practice. She's been working hard these last few months just for you. So, what do you think of your beautiful wife?"
"She's hot," I said. "She did that just for me?" Jenny nodded.
"Absolutely, Joe. She loves you so much and she was so scared that you might find someone else. Her mom really messed her up. Oh, here she comes again," Jenny said.
Sure enough, there was my Addie, wearing nothing but a thong. The music started and she began dancing again, working the sides of her thong to tease the audience. Eventually, she worked her thong all the way off her feet and stood before me completely naked.
My eyes were instantly drawn to her shaved pussy. I could feel my cock getting hard as she ran her thong between her legs. Turning around, she bent over with her legs spread, showing her lower lips to the crowd.
She turned back around and dropped the thong in my lap while running her fingers through her open lips. She was no professional, but her moves made me hornier than ever.
The music ended and she blew me another kiss before walking away. It was a good thing Mario and Jenny were there, otherwise I might have fallen off my stool.
Mario handed me a key as Addie came over to us wearing a short robe.
"What's this for?" I asked Mario.
"It's for your room," he said. "You can't miss it, it's the door marked, 'Reserved.'"
I knew Mario had "VIP" rooms where the girls could give more intimate performances for their customers, but I didn't know they could be reserved. Nor did I ever think I would share one with my wife.
Addie wrapped her arms around me and gave me a kiss that could melt the polar ice cap.
"Let's go," she whispered in my ear. "I'm so fucking hot for you right now." Wow, I thought. Who is this woman?
Mario and Jenny smiled and motioned for us to head to the back room.
"Go on," Mario said. "Get reacquainted with your wife. We'll keep this spot for you. Oh, and Happy Anniversary!"
Addie led me to the back, soliciting a number of catcalls on the way.
Once in the room, Addie threw her arms around my neck and we played tongue twister for a while. She pulled back and with a wicked smile, opened the robe to show me that she was completely naked underneath.
"Do you like what you see?" she asked. I was stunned, to say the least. The Addie I married would never have done this. I loved what I was seeing.
"My God, Addie," I said. "You're the most beautiful woman I've ever seen in my life."
"I hope you like your present so far," she said, unbuckling my pants. Pulling my pants down with my boxers, she knelt on the carpet in front of me. She untied my shoes and removed them with my socks. Once finished, she pulled my pants off and tossed them on a couch.
Then she took my hard cock in her hands and gave me a toe-curling blowjob. This was totally foreign to her. She managed to get all of me inside her mouth and I felt as though I had died and gone to heaven.
"That feels so good, babe," I told her. Soon, I felt the beginning of an orgasm coming and warned Addie that I was about ready to come in her mouth. That seemed to encourage her and she kept working on me. I started to ejaculate and was amazed that Addie swallowed every drop.
She stood up and led me to the couch where I sat down. One good turn deserved another, I thought, so I positioned her in front of me and began licking her smooth pussy. I had always wanted to do this but she made it clear that oral was out of the question. Not tonight.
She grabbed my head and placed a bare foot on the back of the couch, giving me better access to her. She tasted absolutely delicious and I kept licking and sucking on her until she experienced her first orgasm for the night.
She got back on her knees and lovingly took my cock back into her mouth, getting me hard again. Then she began to give me a lap dance, rubbing her breasts in my face, letting me suck and lick her nipples.
After a while, she took my cock in her hands and lowered herself on it. Once inside, she began riding me cowboy style, again, something she had never done before. I looked down and could see my cock inside her shaved pussy and began bucking up to get deeper inside her. She responded wildly, talking dirty the whole time.
"Fuck me, my husband. Make me your woman and come inside my pussy," she hissed as she rode me harder and harder. This was a completely different experience for me and the fact that we were married made it even more erotic for me.
I began ejaculating inside her, and that brought out even more moans of pleasure from her.
"Come in my cunt," she said. "Fill me up. Give me your babies, please. Don't ever stop fucking me."
We coupled in a variety of positions for quite some time before finally settling down in each other's arms.
"Happy Anniversary," she said. "I love you so much. And I'm so sorry for the last year."
"I love you, too," I told her. "And it's not your fault your mother raised you like she did."
"But I robbed you of a year's worth of sex. We should've been doing this on our wedding night and I screwed it all up for you. Can you ever forgive me?" she asked.
"There's nothing to forgive," I told her. "Especially after what you did tonight. You really are the best wife a man could ever want." She hugged me even tighter, the sparkle in her eyes telling me she was truly happy.
"So tell me," I said. "How did all this happen? How did you learn to do all this?"
"You remember when I got put on split shift?" she asked.
"I remember that," I told her.
"Well, before I got that shift I came here to talk to Mario and Jenny. I felt so bad and I was scared that you would leave me for another woman. I wanted so bad to be a good wife for you and felt that you deserved something so much better. They suggested that I come here in the afternoons and they would help get me out of my shell and teach me a few things. Then I got put on split shift and it just worked out for me. I started coming here from 1 to about 4 and the girls started showing me things. They even taught me to masturbate. Maybe I'll show you if you'd like."
"That sounds like it'd be fun," I said. "But how did you learn to, you know, give blowjobs?" I asked. "And the lap dance?"
"They made me practice with a dildo. I have one at home I used for practice as well. They also had me watch videos. A lot of videos. And Jenny was terrific. Her and the girls worked with me for a long time and they were so patient. At first I was really embarrassed, but they made it fun."
"How did you learn to swallow, though?" I asked.
"It was just something I did. I saw it on those videos and the girls all warned me that I might not like it. Honestly, I didn't really even think about it. I just did it. And yes, I liked it. Truthfully, I was so happy that I could actually please you that way. I promise you, though, I'll be doing it a lot more from now on," she said.
"You know I stopped by the hospital one day and saw you getting in your car. Do you remember when you told me you had gone to Starbucks and went window-shopping?"
"I remember that," she said.
"I have to confess that when I saw you wearing that short dress I thought you were going to meet a boyfriend," I said.
"Oh my God," she said. "Did you think I was cheating on you?"
"I hate to say it, but yeah, I did. I never saw you wearing something like that before and then you said you went to Starbucks, but I knew better," I said.
"Baby, I'm so sorry. I hated lying to you like that. Jenny wanted me to get used to wearing more revealing clothes in public instead of the long granny dresses I usually wear, so I would change at the hospital then come here. Whether you know it or not, I'd rather die than cheat on you. You're the only man I ever want and don't you forget it. Forgive me?" she asked.
"Of course," I said. "I was scared that maybe you found someone else, and I just couldn't handle that."
Addie took my head in her hands and looked me square in the eyes.
"Joseph T. Nelson," she said, addressing me by my whole name, something she only did when she wanted to make a point. "I am damn proud to be your wife. I took a vow to love, honor and cherish you, and ONLY you until death do us part. And by God, I am going to do exactly that. You got it?"
What could I say to that?
"Adelaine Marie Nelson, message received loud and clear. And just so you know, I'm damn proud to be your husband. Forgive me for questioning you?" Addie smiled.
"Of course I do, silly."
"So tell me, do you like stripping naked in front of a bunch of horny guys?" I asked. She laughed.
"It does excite me a bit," she said, "but I was really embarrassed and shy at first. The girls gave me some pointers and they really helped me get over the stage fright. Jenny said it would help me get over my inhibitions with you, and I guess she was right. Now, I just imagine that you're the only one in the audience and I pretend that I'm doing it to get you hot."
"You were certainly hot," I said.
"Did you like it when I got naked on stage?" she asked.
"Oh yeah," I said. "You really got my motor running." She smiled.
"I'm glad," she said. "That's what I wanted to do. Plus, I made some pretty good tip money as well. In fact, Mario said I could keep dancing here if I wanted to."
"Oh really?" I asked.
"Yeah, but with conditions. One, I have to have your permission. And two, you have to be here whenever I dance," she said.
"But what about lap dances? All the girls here do lap dances. I couldn't handle you doing that," I said.
"The only lap I'll ever dance in is yours. That's straight from Mario and I wouldn't have it any other way. And Mario said he'd keep your seat reserved. What do you think?" she asked.
"Is this something you want to do?" I asked.
"Yeah, I think so. But only with you there. I may be getting naked on stage, but I'll only be getting naked for you," she said. "It could be fun. And we'll have this room just for us."
"Okay. We can give it a shot for a while, see how things go. But if I think things are getting out of hand, we stop it. Deal?"
"Deal," she said.
"By the way," I said, reaching for my trousers. "I almost forgot to give you this." I pulled out a small ring box that was in my pocket and handed it to her. She opened it and her eyes got wide when she saw the ring.
"It's beautiful," she said, putting it on her finger. "Thank you so much. I love it."
She gave me a deep kiss and got up, grabbing her short robe.
"Now it's time for you to take me home and fuck my brains out," she said. "We've got a year's worth of sex to make up for and I'm just getting warmed up."
We made it back to my reserved spot at the stage and met Mario and Jenny.
"Well, it's about time you two got back," Mario said. "I was about ready to call for a SWAT team."
"Mario," I said, "thank you for everything. This has certainly been a night to remember."
"I'm glad, Joe, really," he said. "By the way, Addie, did you remember to shut off the video feed?"
Video feed? I looked at Addie. She smiled mischievously. "No, I, uh, guess I kinda forgot," she said. As it turned out, Mario had video feeds in all the rooms for the girls' protection, he said. Just in case a customer got a bit rowdy or tried to entice the girl with money for sex, something that was strictly forbidden.
"Well, I could delete the video," he said.
"No, don't do that," Addie said. "Give Joe a copy of the video. That way he'll have something to watch if I have to work late. Maybe, one day, when we're old and gray, we can watch it together."
Wow, I thought. Who is this woman? Mario nodded his head.
"Okay," he said.
"Oh, and would it be okay if we swing by tomorrow and get my clothes?" Addie asked.
"Sure," Jenny said. "You guys can come in anytime you want."
"Oh, I won't be needing this," Addie said as she removed her robe. She handed it to Jenny and stood there completely naked, prompting catcalls from some of the customers. "Thank you both for everything," she said, kissing both Mario and Jenny.
"Hey girl, what's family for?" Jenny asked.
"Anything for you, cuz," Mario said. He looked at me. "Sorry about all the deception, but I think my cousin's worth it. Go on, get her home before we end up with a live sex show here," he said, smiling.
Addie took my hand and led me out of the club, her naked body causing a stir the whole way. She seemed completely unconcerned with her nudity and that, all by itself, turned me on. Little did I know that my once shy and demure wife was a closet exhibitionist.
After we got to the truck, Addie turned, placed one foot on the front bumper and spread her lower lips with one hand.
"Since you like taking pictures of me," she said smiling, "take a picture of this."
How could I resist? I took out my phone and took two pictures of my naked wife next to my truck.
"If you're really nice, I'll let you take even more pictures of me," she said, sliding into the cab.
Once in the truck, Addie spread her legs wide and began fingering herself.
"Get me home, quick," she said. "I'm so fucking hot."
We got home as fast as I could get us there and we spent the rest of the night making sweet love to each other. That night was the first night we slept together naked as husband and wife and it was, at least for me, the most wonderful and erotic experience of my life.
Epilogue:
Life with my bride after that night was better than I could have ever imagined. She continued to dance at Mario's once or twice a week and I was always there in my reserved spot. She even used me as a prop a few times. Once, she dragged me on stage and had me remove her panties with my teeth.
I almost licked her pussy to orgasm on stage, but Mario warned me against sexual contact. Still, it was fun hearing shouts of "eat her out" as I pulled her tiny panties off. Needless to say, we wore out the couch in Mario's private room.
A few months later, I came home to a naked Addie and was told that we were going to be parents. Jenny and the girls at the club were thrilled and threw her a huge baby shower.
She gave birth to a beautiful girl, Judy, and settled into her new life as wife and mother. We kept going to Mario's but the only dancing Addie did was at home in our bedroom. We had two more children - another girl, Marie, and a boy, John, named after my father.
I almost expected Addie's sex drive to diminish after giving birth to three children, but that wasn't the case. She said her plan was to fuck me to death and I was certainly willing to let her try.
We've been married for 17 years now, and things are going great. We still go to the club and Addie dances every once in a while, just to remind me that I'm married to the hottest MILF on the planet - her words, not mine.
One concern we have now is how to explain to the children why their mother's picture is on Mario's "Hall of Fame" board, but we'll deal with that when the time comes.



We now spend our anniversaries at home, in bed, naked of course. Every year, we watch the video of our first anniversary and Addie follows it up with a scorching hot dance that never fails to turn me on.
She still works at the hospital, but is now a head nurse and she still says she plans to fuck me to death. Personally, I can't think of a better way to go...
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I knew my sperm donor hated me but I never really grasped the depths of his hatred until just recently. Sperm Donor, Asshole, Bastard, Son of a Bitch. That's what I called him, because as far as I was concerned, he was no longer my father. He was just the man who impregnated my mother.
So who am I? My name is John Sinclair, and my nemesis is none other than Milton Sinclair, a powerful and intimidating hulk of a man no one dared question. My mother called him her husband and to most outside our family, he was supposedly my father.
All my life he put me down, belittled me to anyone within earshot, often with a smirk on his face. Not a day went by without a dig or an insult. He reveled in telling anyone and everyone that I was nothing, a weakling destined to be a no-good loser.
It wasn't just his words -- it was his actions. He took great delight in breaking any toy I received as a birthday or Christmas gift, often doing it right in front of me with a sick twisted grin on his face. The worst thing was what he did to a puppy my uncle had given me when I just six years old. After bashing the poor creature's head in, he took an ax and decapitated the little dog -- right in front of me. I still have nightmares about that.
Making matters worse, my mother did nothing to stop him. She was too scared to stand up to the bastard and let him beat and abuse me whenever it suited him. To her credit, though, she shielded me as much as she could and spent many nights cradling and rocking me as I cried myself to sleep.
I envied all the other boys. Why couldn't I have a father who loved me, played ball with me, or took me out fishing and hunting?
Once, when I was old enough to understand, she tearfully told me that he demanded she abort me. She refused, and paid dearly for her disobedience. Despite his ongoing abuse, she carried me to term and gave birth. He responded by bringing women home to their marital bed and banished my mother and I to a guest suite as he spent his days and nights in the arms of other women.
He got away with all this because he was very rich and well-thought of by the community. He gave great sums of money to causes like Planned Parenthood and propped up crooked rich politicians who often turned a blind eye to his antics and "eccentricities."
I'm not sure exactly when it happened, but I decided that one day I would make the bastard pay.
I'll never forget the day I first outed him as an abuser. My teacher asked each of the children in our class to stand and tell everyone else what their fathers do for a living. One child said his father was an engineer, and another said her father was a policeman. I honestly didn't know what my father did for a living, so when it came my turn, I simply told the class, much to my teacher's horror, that,"my father beats me."
That night, we received a visit from Child Protective Services. The Bastard put on a good front and waited until everyone had left before he "addressed" me with his fists. By the time he was done, I had two black eyes, a bloody nose and a concussion. Believe it or not, the authorities believed him when he said I slipped in the shower.
My mother nursed me back to health and enrolled me in a martial arts class. The male instructor I had listened and patiently taught me how to defend myself. More importantly, he gave me a sense of self-worth and made me realize that the Bastard did what he did because of his own inadequacies, not mine. Oddly enough, he quit beating me the day I broke a cinder block at one of our demonstrations. But the verbal and emotional abuse continued.
I left home as soon as I could and joined the Marine Corps. I was determined to show the Asshole I was no weakling. His response? Laughter and derision.
"You'll come crawling back to me, you just wait," he declared.
"Fuck you, Asshole," I said as I walked out.
I not only graduated recruit training, I graduated at the top of my platoon. I went on to become a Force Reconnaissance Marine, and worked myself as hard as I could. I was determined that no one would ever beat me again. After two grueling tours in the Middle East, I came home, met and married Judy. I thought my life had truly changed for the better.
I deliberately kept my parents in the dark about my marriage. I had sent my mother Christmas cards after I left, but nothing else and I said nothing about my personal life. Judy and her parents understood after I explained my childhood to them.
"But he's your father," Judy said.
"No, he's not. He's the guy who got my mother pregnant, but that's it," I said. "I don't want that bastard within a hundred miles of me and I sure as hell don't want him to know we're married."
I ended up getting sent back overseas for another one year combat tour. Judy tearfully promised to wait for me and we decided to start our family when I got back.
But things went off the rails, thanks to the Asshole.
When I got back, Judy's parents met me and drove me to their home.
"John," Judy's father said, "I hate to tell you this, but your father tracked you down not long after you left. He came by the house with a couple of his goons and said he was going to take Judy to live with him while you were overseas."
"That bastard," I said. "What else did he say?"
"He specifically told us that he was going to make a cuckold of you and that Judy would be happy to do it," Judy's mother said. "I couldn't believe it, but she later told me that's exactly what she wanted to do because your father said you needed him to do it."
"And," she added, "he said he would do to both of you what he did to your dog if anyone tried to stop him."
"You may not have known it, but he just communicated a threat to murder your daughter," I said, telling them what he did to my puppy. "I'll kill the motherfucker," I said. "So help me, I'll kill him. And she's toast if she went along with it."
"Please John," her father said. "Divorce her if you must, kick her to the curb, but please don't physically hurt her. If what you're telling me is true, then I'll do everything I can to help. Judy may be an idiot, but she's my daughter and I don't want any harm to come to her."
"All right, I promise I won't hurt her unless she forces me to. But she may become collateral damage. If she's taken up with him there's no telling what he'll get her to do," I said. They weren't happy but they seemed to understand. "Now, please take me home. I have things to do."
Judy's parents drove me home and came in the house with me, just in case she was there. The house was dark and I heard nothing to indicate anyone else was in the house. A quick sweep of the house indicated we were alone. I thanked them for the ride and promised to stay in touch. They left, but not before reminding me of my promise to not physically hurt their daughter.
I set all the locks on the front door and checked all the other doors and windows to make sure they were secured. I didn't want to be surprised in the middle of the night so I braced chairs under the door handles so they couldn't be easily opened. I set traps on the doors as well so I would know the second anyone tried to open them.
Fortunately, Judy didn't know about my gun safe, hidden in the back of a closet in my study. I knew the Bastard wouldn't bother to look out of his own arrogance and condescension. I decided to use those traits to my advantage.
I checked my inventory and found that everything was just as I left it a year ago. I secured the safe and checked to see if Judy left anything to indicate where she was or what she was doing. Quite a bit of her wardrobe was missing, along with her jewelry and her toiletries. Her lingerie was gone as was most of her undergarments and shoes, indicating she had apparently moved out.
She did leave a DVD on our dresser with a note in her flashy cursive handwriting that simply read, "Watch Me." I had a pretty good idea what it was, but decided to check it out anyway.
The video opened with Judy's smiling face.
"Hi, honey," she said in the video. "Listen, I know this is going to be a bit of a shock to you, but I've decided to stay with your father." She giggled. "I know you really don't think much of him, but he's assured me that I'll be well taken care of and you have nothing to worry about. I don't know when I'll be back, but he tells me I'll be a much better wife to you after he's taught me a few things. He's already shown me so much. Yeah, I've been screwing him, but believe me, it's only sex and I only love you, okay? Nothing personal, but his dick is here and yours is, well, overseas somewhere. I know you're over there protecting us from terrorists and all but I miss you. And I'm really horny, you know? Sorry. Talk to you later, okay? Gotta go. Bye now, bye."
The next face to appear was his. The Asshole. His leering mug took up most of the screen and I couldn't see what Judy was doing.
"Thought you could hide from the old man, didn't you, boy? Thought you could just marry some girl and I'd never find you? Thought you were free of me, I'll bet. Wrong. I've taken your wife and yeah, I've been fucking her brains out for the last few months. So have quite a few of my guys. You should see what she looks like with two dicks in her pussy. God, what a screamer.
"Anyway," he continued, "she's going on a little trip with me to visit some of my special overseas customers. Don't worry, she'll be safe as long as she's a good girl. Now, I know you're supposedly some kind of a bad-ass Marine and all, but I promise you -- if you decide to play hero I'll do to her what I did to that stupid little dog you had as a boy. Remember that? I really enjoyed seeing the pain and horror on your face as I cut its stupid head off. And don't think I won't do it to your wife. Hell, I may just do it anyway right after I fuck her in front of you. Check her out," he said, turning so I could see Judy, who was on our bed getting spit-roasted by two very large and well-endowed black men, no doubt part of the Bastard's security detail.
The Asshole turned back to the camera.
"Oh, this is nothing. I've got video of her getting fucked by 15 guys, all bareback. You should be getting those videos in the mail any day now. I'd say she's pretty much ruined for you, cucky boy," he said, laughing. "Oh, and just in case you decide to re-marry after you divorce this slut, well, let's just say, 'I'll be back.'"
He stepped aside and the camera zoomed in on Judy taking a huge load of cum in her pussy and her mouth at the same time. The two men switched places and began assaulting her well-fucked holes again. I had seen enough and turned the video off.
The whole thing sickened me, but I had to remain calm and collected. Crying or screaming wouldn't bring her back and it wouldn't take away the pain I was feeling at her betrayal. I had loved the bitch exclusively for five years and we were on the verge of starting our family. So much for that. It was clear to me that my wife was now his slut so divorce was a foregone conclusion. And I would make the Asshole pay.
But first, I needed two things and I needed them right now. First, I needed intel -- where was he going, how and when? He could have left a month ago or just this morning for all I knew. Second, I needed backup, and I knew exactly who to call.
I went back to my study and found the two unused burner phones in my safe. They were more than a year old, but would do the job. I activated the first and called my mother's personal cell. I had the number from a card she sent me while I was overseas. Obviously, the Asshole didn't know she had it or he would have taken it from her.
Surprisingly, she answered on the first ring.
"Hello," she answered quietly.
"Mom, it's John," I said. She immediately began crying.
"John, is it really you? I've missed you so much."
"Yes, mom," I said. "Look, this isn't just a social call. The Bastard has taken my wife and I need to find them. What do you know?"
"I'm sorry, John, he's taking Judy overseas someplace, I don't know where."
"So they haven't left yet?" I asked.
"I think they're leaving tomorrow. He's loading up his cargo ship tonight and they're set to leave tomorrow afternoon, I think," she said.
"Tell me everything, Mom," I said. "I need to know. Who is he doing business with? Where is he going? What's the name of the ship?"
"Well, I don't know exactly who it is, but I know he's been meeting with some men from the Middle East. They all had Arab-sounding names like Abdullah or something and I overheard them saying something about a shake. I don't know what that's all about," she said.
"It's not a 'shake' like a milk shake, Mom, they were talking about a sheikh, an important man of some kind. Do you know the name of the ship?" I asked.
"I think it's the 'Northern Express,' at least that's what I heard him say," she said. I was familiar with that ship. It wasn't a cargo ship, more like an oversized ocean-going yacht with a larger-than-normal hold. The Asshole had a special suite on it and had it equipped with a helipad. I spent more than one trip in the bowels of the damn thing and knew it quite well. I even had architectural drawings showing the layout of the vessel. Those would come in handy.
"What's going on with Judy, Mom? Has he had her there at the house?" I asked.
"Yes," she said. "He's been having sex with her in our bed and he introduced her to those men. I can't believe he'd take your wife like that. John, I'm so sorry."
I had to wonder why he would introduce her to them, and then it hit me -- he intended to either sell her to them or give her to this sheikh.
"Why are you putting up with this shit, Mom?" I asked. She sobbed.
"Because, John, he controls everything. My money, even my access to food and water. I have no choice. I'm basically a prisoner in his personal dungeon," she said.
"Mom, how has his business been lately? Has he said anything to you about it?" I asked.
"A time or two, he's mentioned that things were a bit difficult but he had something going on that would set him up. At least that's what he said. Why?"
"Mom, I hate to say this, but I'm beginning to think he's engaged in something highly illegal. Don't say anything to him, and for God's sake don't tell him I spoke with you. Got it?" I asked.
"Sure, honey, I won't say anything. What are you going to do?"
"I've got no choice but to divorce Judy. I've got other plans for him," I said.
"Are you going to kill him, John?" she asked.
"He's given me no other option, Mom. I'm sorry. I know you're married to him but this has to end," I said.
"Just do me two favors, John," she said.
"Sure, Mom. What?"
"Make sure the fucking son-of-a-bitch suffers before he dies and then come back home to me. I want to see video of him suffering. Promise me," she said with an edge in her voice I had never heard before.
"You got it, Mom," I said. "I'll be in touch, okay? If you learn anything, you call or text me on this number. Got it?"
"I will, John," she said. "Be careful. I love you, son."
"I love you too, Mom," I said, my voice shaking. I hadn't said those words to her for years.
I broke out the second burner phone in my stash, activated it and called two good friends I knew would help me out.
"Yeah, who is this?" said a gruff voice on the other end.
"Mike, this is John. I need your help. You up for it?" I asked. Mike Williams was a former Marine who now did freelance work for the highest bidder. He and I spent a lot of time eating the same dirt in Afghanistan and other places and I couldn't think of a better man for this operation.
"John, you sly bastard. You need my help? Must be something serious. You know I owe you one so of course. What's up?" he asked.
I briefed him on the situation as quick as I could. He listened and said nothing until I was finished.
"You know who we need for this?" Mike asked. "George MacGregor. You know him?"
"Name doesn't ring a bell," I said.
"I'm not surprised," Mike said. "I've worked with him several times after I got out. He's a good man and can also handle a chopper. Sounds like you may need a pilot to get off that boat. Plus, he has contacts in places you and I can't talk about. I don't think he's doing anything at the moment so I'll call him and have him reach out to ya. By the way, he doesn't work for free. You okay with that?"
"I hope he doesn't value his service too much, but yeah, I'm okay with that. Have him call me but remember, time is of the essence here. That ship sails out tomorrow afternoon at the latest," I said.
"Got it," Mike said. "I'll text you as soon as I talk to him."
I got a text from Mike about 30 minutes later telling me to expect a call. Seconds later, my phone rang.
"John Sinclair?" asked a man with a slight accent. Australian? British? I wasn't certain, but I figured it had to be George.
"Speaking," I said. "Is this George MacGregor?"
"One and the same, mate," he said. "A mutual friend tells me you need a bit of help."
"Yes, I do," I said.
"Well, let's meet and see what we can do for each other," he said. "Don't tell me anything over the phone, I'll wait."
"Very well," I said. "Meet me at my house. I'll explain everything."
"All right," he said. "Text me your address and I'll be there in about a half hour. Make sure you have a cold one ready for me, okay?"
I liked this guy already. "You got it. I'll see you in a half hour."
We hung up and I texted him my address. I also sent Mike a text: "My place. 30 mins."
A half-hour later, a Ford F150 pickup pulled into my driveway and a large man I assumed was George ambled to my front door. I opened it before he had a chance to knock and handed him a cold Foster's. He smiled, took my beer and shook my hand. Mike pulled in a minute later. I waved him inside, shook his hand and handed him a cold beer which he readily accepted.
"John Sinclair, I presume?" George asked with a grin. "I've always wanted to say that."
"And you must be George MacGregor," I said.
I briefed them on the entire situation, including my relationship with the Asshole. I even showed them the video.
"So what do you plan to do?" George asked.
"Simply put, the Asshole dies. The more painful, the better. I'm divorcing the slut. I promised her father I wouldn't deliberately hurt her, but she could become collateral damage. I'd rather avoid that if possible," I said.
"Milton Sinclair's your old man, right?" George asked.
"Yeah," I said.
"Hmm," he said. "Let me make a couple calls. I'll be right back."
Mike and I caught each other up while we waited for George to come back. A few minutes later, George returned to the living room and sat down.
"I thought I recognized the name, so I made a couple inquiries," he said. "You understand I can't reveal my sources, right?"
"Copy that," I said. Mike nodded in agreement.
"It seems that old man Sinclair -- your sperm donor -- has caught the interest of several alphabet agencies concerned about his so-called business dealings with certain Middle-Eastern entities. Specifically, with one Sheikh Abdullah. Abdullah, by the way, is known to have dealings with a number of terrorist organizations and is believed to be in the business of providing arms to groups like al-Qaeda and ISIS. He's also thought to be involved in human trafficking, specializing in beautiful white western women. Like your wife," George said.
"Why hasn't anything been done to stop him," I asked.
"Good question," George said. "It seems the Asshole has made a number of very strategic and substantial contributions to very high-ranking political figures. People you'd recognize in a heartbeat if you heard their names. He's also spent more than one night in the Lincoln Bedroom at the White House. Accompanied, of course, and with someone other than his wife."



"So he's protected at the highest levels," Mike said.
"Very much so," George said. "And if he were to be exposed and or brought down, a lot of other important men would be very embarrassed, to say the least."
"That means in addition to being a child-abusing, wife-stealing asshole, he's also a traitor," I said. "It also means it's not enough to simply kill him. He needs to be destroyed, completely and publicly."
"I tend to agree," George said. "Others do as well, but no one is in any position to do anything at the moment. That's not say nothing's being done, however.
"You were right about the Northern Express leaving tomorrow," George said, looking at me. "There's three undercover operatives on that boat right now. They're scheduled to weigh anchor at 1800 hours tomorrow and they're set to arrive at King Abdul Aziz port in Damman. We can only assume Abdullah will meet them there. According to the manifests, they're carrying 'dry goods,' coffee, that sort of thing. The operatives, however, say they're actually carrying weapons. AKs, RPGs, you name it.
"There's also rumors that Sinclair has sold Abdullah an ADM. Are you familiar with those?" George asked. Mike and I both shook our heads.
"In modern parlance, they're sometimes referred to as 'backpack nukes' or 'nuclear landmines.' For 25 years, they were carried by your Special Forces -- designated the B54 SADM. In theory, the military quit stockpiling them years ago, but we've heard that some companies, like Sinclair's, have started surreptitiously producing them again, on a very small scale of course. These weapons are what were once classified as 'tactical nukes' with a very small yield, perhaps half a kiloton. By comparison, the bomb dropped on Hiroshima was about 15 kilotons.
"Don't let the low yield fool you, though. A .5 kiloton bomb detonated on the surface would produce a fireball roughly 197 feet in radius. Everything within that 197 feet would be instantly vaporized. Thermal radiation would extend to just over 1300 feet or about a quarter of a mile. It would do great damage no matter where it's detonated. If used in a city like New York, it would kill and injure many thousands and wreak untold damage to the economy. In short, something like this in the hands of al-Qaeda would make 9/11 look like a picnic."
"But how would Sinclair get the nuclear material?" Mike asked. Good question. Stuff like that wasn't exactly sold on Ebay.
"It wouldn't be easy," George said. "But with his connections, he could probably arrange it. Bottom line -- if Sinclair did sell something like this to Abdullah, he needs to be stopped. Understand?"
Mike and I nodded in agreement. This was suddenly about much more than my wayward cheating wife.
"I take it we'll have no official backup?" I asked.
"None whatsoever, thanks to old man Sinclair's connections. But, trust me when I tell you that the entire intel community will be very happy to see Sinclair dealt with. Permanently," George said.
"Can your guys get us and our gear on board undetected?" I asked.
"Yes, it's being set up right now," George said.
"Good. Well, let's get to it," I said, rolling out a diagram of the ship's interior.
We spent the next hour discussing the layout of the boat and formulating a tactical plan. Eventually, we agreed on something we all agreed could work.
"So basically, we're going to get in, hide out for a couple hours until the boat's in international waters, kill the old man, grab the soon-to-be ex-wife, sink the boat and fly home. Is that right?" George asked.
"Pretty much," I said. "Trust me, the Asshole is so cocky he'll have less than a skeleton crew and they won't be expecting us. It's not that big a boat and can run with a very small crew. We'll be able to take care of them in no time. And hopefully, your undercover guys will help us out."
"That's pretty daring if I do say so myself," George said.
"What's that old SAS motto, 'Who dares wins?'" I asked. George smiled.
"Indeed. I admire your pluck, John, but it takes a lot more than that to be SAS. Trust me," George said.
"I hear you can fly a chopper, George," I said. "Can you handle an Airbus H225? That's what the Bastard has on the ship these days." He looked at me with a cocky grin.
"There's not a chopper made I can't fly," he said.
"Good." I said. I faced George directly. "I understand you don't work for free." He looked at me and nodded his head.
"Normally I don't. Truth is, I hate child abusers and cheaters with a passion. I hate traitors and human traffickers even more so. And don't get me started on people who abuse animals. Fact is, I'm already on contract to deal with Sinclair. I'm not at liberty to say with who. So, buy me a cold one and we'll call it even, eh?" he said, extending his hand. I took it and we exchanged a hearty handshake.
"Thanks," I said. "We'll need some firepower." I got up and motioned George and John to follow me to my study. I opened the gun safe and let them look around.
"We'll need to go with what we can conceal, so I doubt the rifles will do us any good. But there's a good selection of handguns and plenty of ammunition. Take your pick, gentlemen," I said.
Mike and George looked through my collection and each picked two handguns and several magazines fully loaded with hollow-point bullets.
I reached down, grabbed a roll of slow-burning cannon fuse and got two over-sized M-80s.
"What's that for?" Mike asked.
"I'm going to light the old man's fire up, Mike," I said. "Get that roll of primer cord and some blasting caps as well, we'll need that to sink the old tub."
We grabbed our gear and packed up. It was getting late so I decide to grab some sleep. I showed Mike and George around the house and we settled down for the evening. Tomorrow was going to be a very busy day.
I was exhausted but couldn't get my mind off Judy. How could she have fallen for that son of a bitch? Why did she have to screw up our lives?
About 3 am, George's phone rang, waking us all up. George went into another room to take the call and that's when Mike noticed a square envelope on the floor by the door. It looked like someone slipped it through the mail slot. He picked it up and handed it to me. I couldn't help but wonder when it was delivered so I checked the security camera footage on my computer.
According to the video, a sedan pulled up in front of the house with a single occupant. A man wearing a dark suit got out of the car, came up to the door and slipped the envelope through the slot. He looked around, noticed the two extra vehicles, got back in his sedan and drove off.
George was back by the time we returned to the front room.
"That was Juan Carlos," he said. "Not his real name of course. He says he can get us safely on board with our gear if we meet him at 1600 hours tomorrow. On the dot. He also tells me the other undercover operatives will help us. There's a total of 12 people on the boat right now, mostly orderlies and passengers. The old man has three security guards outside his stateroom. Your wife is there along with some Middle-Easterners. One of them is probably Abdullah himself. He tells me there was some kind of celebration that took place earlier. Maybe that's what on that DVD you're holding."
"Well, let's check it out," I said. Opening the envelope, I retrieved the DVD and discovered Judy's rings, coated with a dried substance. I popped the DVD in the player and hit the remote.
The video started with Judy, naked, riding the cock of a Middle-Eastern man. She looked directly into the camera as she rode him, moaning as she normally does during sex. After he ejaculated inside her shaved pussy she stood up, scooped some of his semen into her hand and wiped it on her rings. She made a show of removing her rings and tossing them into an ashtray filled with cigar ashes.
"Just so you know, John," she said, "I won't be coming home. I divorce you, I divorce you, I divorce you. I'm now the property of Sheikh Abdullah. I belong to him, body, mind and soul. His cause is my cause and my pussy is now his to command. I had hoped you would have been here to witness the ceremony. It was beautiful and I would have loved it if you could have been here to personally hand me over to my new husband. It would have meant so much to me if you had been here to witness him taking me in person but as always you're too busy for the things important to me. Now, watch as I suck his cock and swallow his cum. Yeah, I know that I never did that for you, but your father taught me to enjoy it and now Abdullah will benefit from his training.
"Please understand, John, and don't be sad. You're a good man and I'll always remember you fondly, but I just don't love you that way anymore. Maybe one day you'll find another woman. And tell my parents they won't be allowed to see me anymore."
Judy smiled, turned and dropped to her knees, taking Abdullah's cock in her mouth. The man smiled at the camera.
"No hard feelings, Mr. Sinclair. I appreciate beautiful women so I promise I'll treat your ex-wife well. She is such a talented cock-sucker and her pussy is so delightful. I too would have liked for you to be here to personally hand her to me, but your father filled in, and for that I am eternally grateful. Perhaps someday I can return the favor. Maybe I'll let you come and visit us after she's had a few of my sons," he said.
Asshole's face suddenly showed in the video.
"Just so you know, cucky boy, this was all sanctioned by the State Department, so I hope you won't try something stupid. And I meant it when I said I'll come after any other women you get involved with. There's quite a market for pretty Western girls in the Middle East, you know. Enjoy spending the evening with your Marine buddies. See ya," he said, laughing. The video went dark.
We sat there in the room, saying nothing for several minutes. The video pretty much said it all as did the cum-soaked rings now on the coffee table. My wife was completely gone and there was no hope of getting her back. The rescue part of our plan was over. It was all about retribution now.
"I'm sorry," George finally said, placing a hand on my shoulder.
"That's so fucked up," Mike said. "I'm sorry, bro, you don't deserve that."
"Thanks, guys. I guess you all know what this means," I said. They both nodded their heads in agreement.
"No quarter. No mercy. They all die. Am I right?" George asked. I nodded my head.
"Yeah. She's chosen sides, and she chose poorly," I said.
"What about the State Department? Can they actually allow something like that?" Mike said.
"I've heard of some pretty strange things coming out of Foggy Bottom over the years, so nothing would surprise me," George said. I grabbed my phone and sent them the last video by email. It was very late but I had to inform Judy's parents. I owed it to them.
"Yeah? Hello?" said a groggy man after several rings.
"Fred, this is John, sorry to call you so late but I need to talk to both of you right now. It's about Judy," I said.
"What's going on with Judy?" he asked. "Is she home? Has she come to her senses?"
"No, it's worse than I thought. I can't get into all the details, not over the phone. I need you to check your email. I sent you a video and I want both of you to watch it. It's pretty disturbing, but you deserve to know what's going on," I said.
"Okay, let me fire up my computer," he said. A couple minutes later I heard audio from his computer and both of them gasped in horror at what they were witnessing. Then I heard Judy's mother break down sobbing. Fred came back on the phone.
"John, I'm horrified. I'm so sorry son, I didn't know this was going on. Who is this Abdullah guy anyway?" he asked.
"He's a very bad man, Fred. He supports and supplies groups like ISIS and al-Qaeda and is heavily involved in human trafficking, specifically sex slavery," I said.
"Is there any hope for Judy?" Fred asked.
"No, Fred, there's not. Judy has deliberately sided with a sworn enemy of the United States. That makes her an enemy combatant. A traitor, Fred. Think about that. Even if we were to bring her home alive, there's no telling what she'd do behind your back. She could easily kill you while you're asleep thinking she's doing God's will or something.
"I'm telling you this, Fred, because I respect you and I think of you as the father I never had. You deserve to know that your daughter will probably not come back alive. And if she does, she'll spend the rest of her life in prison and if tried as a traitor, could be executed," I said.
"She's our only child," Fred said, sobbing. "Please John, I'm begging you, try to bring her home alive."
"I'll try, Fred, but no guarantees," I said. "She may give me no choice."
"Okay, son, I understand. Please forgive us, John," he said.
"None of this is your fault, Fred. I'll be in touch. Sorry to spring this on you but I thought you deserved to know. Bye," I said, hanging up the phone.
I had had enough drama for one 24-hour period, so I decided to get some sleep before our departure. Mike and George agreed, but we decided that one of us would stay on watch until we were all up and about.
A few hours later, we were up, drinking coffee and going over our final plans. Today was the day that Milton Sinclair's reign of terror would end.
We gathered our gear and headed to the dock to meet Juan Carlos (not his real name, of course). We met Juan and he got us on board as promised. I handed him a roll of primer cord and a handful of blasting caps.
"You know how to use this?" I asked. He smiled.
"You're kidding, right? Of course I do. And I know exactly where to deploy it," he said. "By the way, old man Sinclair has a functioning suitcase nuke on board. Were you aware of that?"
"We suspected it," I said.
"I know exactly where it is. Once the stateroom is secured, I'll bring it up to you. Don't worry about the crew outside the bridge. My guys and I will take care of them. By the way, do any of you fly?"
"Yeah, and yes, we'll give you a ride home," I said. "We move one hour after leaving port so be ready." He nodded.
"Got it, Mr. Sinclair," he said.
"Please, call me John. Mr. Sinclair is the asshole upstairs," I said. Juan smiled.
"Got it, boss," he said.
We hid in our designated areas and waited for the boat to get under weigh. Soon, we could feel the yacht making its way out of the port and kept an eye on the time. I knew the Asshole would want to get the boat going as fast as possible and I could feel the acceleration.
Soon, the hour was up and I eased the door to the locker I was in and looked around. No one was in sight, so I began making my way topside and was soon joined by Mike and George. We passed the bodies of a couple crew members and knew Juan was already doing his job. We only hoped the crewmen we saw weren't the other undercover operatives.
Mike headed to the bridge as George and I headed for the stateroom. There were two guards stationed outside the hatch to the onboard apartment. George took one down with a quick snap of the neck and I followed suit with the other. Neither made a sound as their lifeless bodies sunk to the deck. We felt the boat slow down and realized Mike had neutralized the bridge crew and shut down the engines. That was our cue.
We burst into the stateroom, taking out two more guards. Abdullah jumped behind two of his men, who pulled their firearms. Unfortunately for them, they were too slow and ended up in lifeless heaps on the floor, followed by Abdullah, who begged for his life before getting two bullets in the brain. George covered the Asshole as I cleared the rest of the stateroom.
A naked Judy was screaming throughout the entire episode and grabbed a gun when she realized her new lover was dead. Shaking, she aimed it at me.
"Drop it, John, or so help me, I'll kill you," she said shakily. Of course, she didn't know I was wearing a GoPro camera and caught her entire threat on video. I looked at her gun and realized the safety was still on. Judy, of course, had never touched a handgun in her life.
"If you're going to shoot me, Judy, you'd better take the safety off," I said sarcastically. She glanced at the gun.
"I don't know how," she stammered.
"Well then, I guess you shouldn't be holding it," I said, taking a shot at her arm. The bullet creased her left arm and buried itself in the wall, just as I had hoped. Judy responded by yelping in shock and dropping the gun.
"You shot me," she cried. "I can't believe you shot me. You could have killed me." George laughed.
"Trust me, missy, if he wanted you dead back there, you'd be dead and there's not a damned thing you or anyone else could do about it," he said. Judy's eyes grew wide in shock.
"Yeah, well I can't believe you did what you did either so I guess that makes us even," I said. I grabbed her arm and threw her in a chair next to the Asshole, who, as it turned out, was naked from the waist down.
"Well, cucky boy, I was wondering when you'd finally show up," the Asshole said. I punched him in the face to get his attention. The move shocked him and he shut up.
"Shut the fuck up, Asshole," I said.
"So tell me, wife, did you mean all that crap about belonging to Abdullah and his cause being your cause?" I asked. She looked down at the floor.
"LOOK AT ME, DAMMIT!" I yelled. Her head snapped up.
"Yes," she said defiantly. "He told me about how you and your Marines abuse children in Iraq and how he and his freedom fighters were going to kick you out and make you pay."
"And you believe that crap?" I asked. "Is that why you decided to become a cheating whore for this asshole?" I asked, pointing at the old man.
"Not at first, but eventually, yes," she said.
"So if I take you home alive, would you try to kill your parents?" I asked. Her face changed as she took on a demonic look.
"Yes," she said. "You're all infidels and deserve to die. And I'll do anything to avenge Abdullah's death. Even kill you. Or my parents." I shook my head.
"Well, then, Judy, I guess you just decided your fate. George, tie this bitch up, please," I said.
"Gladly," he said as I turned to the Asshole.
"I want answers, old man. I want them now. And don't fuck with me," I said.
"You think I'm going to tell you anything, cuck?" he asked.
"Don't be coy, old man. You want to gloat. I know you do. You want nothing more than to tell me everything you know, just to see my reaction. Just like you did when I was a kid. So spit it out, old man. Who's your contact at the State Department? Who gave you permission to hand Judy over to Abdullah? How long have you been supplying arms to our enemies in the Middle East? Spit it out," I said.
"Okay, cuck, I'll tell you. James Whitmore is my State Department liaison. He's the one who signed off on all of this. And just so you know, I've been selling arms to Abdullah for the last two years," he said.
"Why?" I asked. "You know that's treason."
"Why have I done anything since you were born? To fuck with you. I was secretly hoping one of those guns I sold would be the one that put a bullet in your brain," he said.
"And that's why you abused Mom and I all those years? Why you killed my pet dog? Just to fuck with me?" I asked.
"From the moment your mother was pregnant with you, she doted on you. Took care of herself so you'd be healthy. After you were born, she coddled you, breast-fed you. Hell, since you were born I never got to even touch her breasts," he said.
"So you abused me because Mom was a good mother? You're a sick, twisted fucker, you know that?"
"What's more, I found that I really got off abusing the two of you. I damn near had an orgasm killing your puppy, did you know that? So as you got older I had to get more creative, find other ways to stick it to you.



"I knew I could never take you in a fight so I went behind your back, worked on Judy, got her hooked -- first on drugs, then on my dick. Then I introduced her to Abdullah. At first he was just going to farm her out to his buds in ISIS but after getting a taste of her pussy, he decided to keep her for himself and started feeding her a bunch of bullshit. Naturally, the dumb bitch swallowed it hook, line and sinker," he said.
Judy's eyes widened at the Asshole's confession.
"You mean, all that was a lie to get me to hurt John?" she asked.
"Of course, you stupid cow," he said. "You really didn't think I actually wanted you, did you? Now Abdullah, that's a different story. He really did fall for you."
"Oh my God, what have I done? John, can you forgive me?" she asked.
"No," I said. "Remember all those things you just said? Remember holding a gun on me? I can't forgive that."
I turned back to the Asshole.
"Mom asked me to do her a favor," I said.
"What's that?" he asked.
"She said to make sure you suffer before you die, and that's exactly what I'm going to do," I said. His eyes grew wide. I had never spoken to him like that before and the gravity of the situation was slowly beginning to dawn on him.
I secured his arms to his chair using duct tape and pulled on a pair of latex gloves. Then I grabbed the roll of slow-burning cannon fuse and began wrapping it around his left leg, just above his knee, leaving about a quarter-inch between wraps. I had enough to reach his scrotum, which was perfect for my needs.
I grabbed the enhanced M-80s and made sure he could see them. I connected the fuse to the two explosive devices then placed one on each side of his scrotum, one behind his balls and the other between his balls and his penis.
He and Judy both looked at me in horror.
"What are you doing, John?" he asked. "Please, son, we can get through this."
"Oh, so it's 'son,' now, is it?" I asked. "Where was all this fatherly love when you decapitated my dog? Or when you fucked your bimbos in your marriage bed? Or when you beat my mother and I, putting me in the hospital with a concussion? Or when you stole my wife and fucked her? Or when you arranged to hand her over to a sworn enemy of the United States?"
"John, please, where did you get the idea to do something like this?" he asked.
"Remember that book you had me read when I was a kid? What was it called? Oh, yeah, 'Devil's Guard' by George R. Elford. You remember, it was the one about a Waffen SS officer who joined the Foreign Legion and ended up in French Indochina. Two of the main characters in that book did something very much like this to their prisoners to get them to talk. That scene stuck in my mind all these years for some reason. Anyway, I've adapted it somewhat, but I'm sure the end result will be just as painful for you.
"You see, it works like this. I set this fuse on fire and it slowly burns around your leg, working its way to the two M-80s by your scrotum. They explode, effectively blowing your balls off. What do you think? Do you like it so far? Eventually, you'll die after going into shock. I'm not sure how long you'll last but I suspect you'll be in agony the whole time. Needless to say, the days of you fucking other people's wives are over."
"John, is this absolutely necessary?" George asked.
"Yes, George, I'm afraid it is. Otherwise, he'll never stop. It all ends now," I said.
"My God, John, what are you," the Asshole asked, scared. I looked at him hard.
"I'm the monster you created, dear old dad. What do you think of that?" I asked rhetorically.
"Please don't do this," the Asshole begged.
"I remember asking you the same thing right before you cut off my puppy's head," I said. "That didn't stop you, though, did it? Karma's a bitch, old man, and it's now time for you to pay the piper."
Juan and Mike came into the stateroom and took in the carnage around them. Juan was holding what looked like a reinforced suitcase.
"What's that, Juan?" George asked. Juan came over to us and opened the case. The interior markings indicated it was the ADM device George told us about. Except there was a numerical display counting down to 0:00. At the moment, it displayed 14:50:00 and was counting down. I looked at the Asshole who was now giving me an evil grin.
"That's right," he said. "It's an atomic demolition munition, fully armed. And it was booby-trapped to start counting down the second it was opened without the magic key. In less than 15 minutes we're all going to be vaporized. And there's not a goddamned thing you or anyone else can do to stop it. Not even I can stop it. I was hoping it would be used on one of your Marine bases overseas, but I guess that's not going to happen now, is it? Guess the old man got you, huh, cucky boy?"
"Put that under Asshole's chair," I told Juan, lighting the fuse on the old man's leg. I looked at Judy as the Asshole screamed in pain from the fuse burning his skin.
"In about two minutes, those M-80s will go off. In less than 15, that nuclear device goes off. Don't worry, dear wife, you won't feel a thing. The fireball from the nuke will vaporize this entire boat instantly."
I motioned for George and Juan to step away from the chairs and instructed Juan to get the other operatives to the helicopter. I looked at George and Mike.
"Get to the chopper and get it fired up. As soon as those M-80s go off, I'm outta here. We need to be as far away as possible before that goes off," I said, pointing to the nuclear device counting down under Judy and the Asshole. They nodded their heads and left. I stood by the door and watched as the fuse continued to burn a spiral brand into the Asshole's leg. Judy was trying to get her chair away from the Asshole and the nuclear device under him, in vain.
Eventually, the fuse burned to the M-80s as the Asshole's eyes grew wide in anticipation. The devices detonated, blowing his genitalia into kingdom come, causing the Asshole to scream in agony. Judy looked at me, her eyes wide in horror.
"John, please, I'm sorry, please help me. Don't kill me," she begged through her tears. I smiled and gave her a halfhearted goodbye salute.
"Enjoy Hell, bitch," I said, walking out.
"NOOOOOOOO!!!!" Judy screamed as I walked away. The helicopter was warmed up and ready by the time I got there. I looked back briefly, opened the door and climbed on board. Securing myself in the seat, I looked to ensure everyone was ready, then gave George the signal to take off. He revved up the engine and we took off, putting the "Northern Express" as far behind us as we could.
"How far do we have to go to escape EMP?" I asked George.
"Not sure. I'm hoping that's a very low-yield device. If it is, we may not have to deal with much if any significant EMP," he said. George addressed everyone in the chopper.
"When that device goes off, you'll see a brilliant flash of light. Do not, I repeat, do not look at the flash. Keep your eyes closed until the flash diminishes. Got it?" We all answered in the affirmative.
I looked at my watch and saw we had less than a minute left. I took a quick glance back and could just barely make out the boat. I turned away and closed my eyes just as the nuclear device detonated. After the flash died down I looked back. Other than a plume of smoke and a light mushroom cloud, there was no evidence of the boat.
"Do you think we should go look for wreckage or bodies?" I asked George. He shook his head.
"Not necessary. That boat was what, 85 or 90 feet long? You could have fit three of those boats end-to-end in that fireball and they'd all have been vaporized. There's nothing left," he said.
"Think I did the right thing with Judy?" I asked.
"She gave you no choice. You heard her. You saw her hold a gun on you. Even if you saved her, you'd never be able to trust her. Get over her, mate. She didn't deserve you anyway," he said.
"So, where to?" he asked.
"Sinclair Tower," I said. "As soon as we can get any cell signal I have to make a couple calls."
"How are you holding up?" George asked me after a while.
"I'm okay. You?" He nodded his head.
"Good to go. Mike, how are you holding up?" he asked. Mike gave two thumbs-up.
"I'm okay. A little shaken, but I'm good. Never had to deal with a nuke before," he said.
"Everyone else okay?" George asked. The three federal operatives also gave a thumbs-up but appeared shaken a bit.
Eventually, we were close enough to land that I was able to get a cell signal. I called my mother.
"John?" she asked. "Are you okay?"
"Yeah, Mom, I'm fine. I need you to go to Sinclair Tower right now. I'll be there soon. Don't talk to anyone until I get there, okay?"
"Okay, son. Tell me it's over. Is Judy okay?" she asked.
"It's over. Judy didn't make it. She made a bad choice. Oh, and just so you know, the Asshole suffered. I have video," I said.
"Good," she said. "Sorry about Judy, though. I'll see you soon."
The next call was to Judy's parents.
"Fred? John," I said after he answered. "Judy didn't make it. I'm sorry, she made a very bad choice."
"Okay, John, thanks for letting us know," he said through his tears.
Call number three went to the Chairman of the Board of Sinclair Industries, headquartered at Sinclair Tower. After speaking to his receptionist, I was put through to his office.
"John? Are you okay?" asked Bill DeHaviland, the Chairman of the Board and a friend of the late Milton Sinclair.
"Yes, Bill, I'm fine. Milton Sinclair, however, isn't," I said.
"What happened?" he asked.
"He made a bad choice and got burned by the nuclear device he was ready to hand over to Middle-Eastern terrorists," I said. "I have video of his complete confession, made minutes before the device went off. My mother and I are on our way there now. I suspect the feds are crawling through everyone's asshole right now, am I right?"
"Yes, John, there's a lot of very concerned people here and I'm one of them," he said.
"Truth time, Bill. Did you know about any of this?" I asked.
"I knew about his hatred of you and his dalliance with your wife. Other than that, I knew nothing else," he said.
"Good," I said. "At least you'll avoid Gitmo. Make sure the feds are there when I arrive. I'll explain everything."
I ended the call and pulled out my reinforced field laptop. I grabbed the SIM card from my GoPro and began editing the video, sending selected cuts to various recipients.
Some of the videos went to as many media outlets as I could think of. Milton Sinclair was well-thought of by many in the New York media circles. His confession would go a long way to destroying the public image he spent years establishing.
I sent a video of Judy's confession to her parents with a note expressing my condolences. I did love her at one time and I also loved her parents. I believed that good or bad, they deserved to know what their daughter had turned into.
The final video went to my mother. That video showed the Asshole's last minutes before the nuclear detonation. She wanted to see him suffer and would get her wish.
Epilog:
We made it to Sinclair Tower where we were met by federal agents and executives who worked with the Asshole. We spent two hours explaining his plot to sell weapons to America's enemies and turn my wife into a sex slave for a Middle-Eastern sheikh. Testimony from the three undercover operatives helped tremendously.
The feds weren't too happy to learn that someone in the State Department sanctioned the actions against Judy and I was assured the person or persons responsible would be fired and placed on charges.
The media glossed over the Asshole's death and the small nuclear detonation, but did mention his "questionable" past and "allegations" of child abuse and dalliance with terrorists. Whatever. He would never harass or terrorize anyone else ever again.
I attended Judy's memorial service out of respect for her parents. I had her rings cleaned and handed them to Fred.
"Something to remember her by," I said. He thanked me and shook my hand. We hugged, cried and moved on with our lives, but I still keep in touch with them.
Mom never held a memorial service for the Asshole. She threw a party instead, calling it her "Independence Day."
I decided to remain in the Corps and planned to retire after giving a full 30 years. I kept in touch with Mike and George and we're all still good friends. I met and eventually married Meg, who also happened to be a Marine. Her specialty was Explosive Ordnance Disposal, but she had also served as a Drill Instructor at Parris Island. Like me, she intended to serve a full 30 years.
My mother was named CEO of Sinclair Industries and given the Asshole's position on the Board. There was a huge shakeup in the company as she rooted out those loyal to the Bastard.
She finally watched the video of the Asshole getting his balls blown off. To her credit, she watched the whole thing without flinching. She smiled upon hearing him call me "son."
"I knew he would finally warm up to you," she said. "He just needed to know that you would stand up for yourself, I guess."
"I'd say he warmed up," I told her. "Somewhere around 100 million degrees Celcius."
Final note: "Devil's Guard" is an actual book, published by George Robert Elford in 1971, and the scene mentioned above is a part of that book, however, the character in the book goes a bit farther than John does. There's still debate about whether the book is complete fiction or exaggerated fact, even though the book claims to be the factual story of a Nazi battalion in the Foreign Legion.
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The following is a continuation of the saga based on edrider73's 2014 story, "Revenge in Advance," in which a wife purchases an insurance policy that ultimately details the revenge her husband would face if he was caught cheating on her. In a nutshell, Oscar, the husband in the story, learns that if he were caught cheating, he would essentially be kidnapped, humiliated, beaten and sexually assaulted. The story continued with my first post, "Revenge in Advance, A Sequel," in which Oscar escapes his wife's plot and gets his own revenge, followed up by "Revenge in Advance, Derby's Dose," a tale of what happened when one wife's revenge went too far. The story continued in "Revenge in Advance: Pat," in which Oscar arrests and confronts the woman who started his odyssey.
Many thanks to edrider73 for giving me permission to write this sequel and any others that may come from that story. Also, many thanks to those who offered comments and constructive criticism on my previous stories. And please remember, this is a work of fiction, not a docu-drama...
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Chapter 1:
Oscar Warren closed his eyes as the airplane left the runway clawing its way into the sky. He thought back over the events of the last year. It was exactly a year ago today that Pat Witherspoon died while in custody at Fort Apache.
At the time, Pat was one of the most senior field operatives for the Mutual Marital Assurance Society, or MMAS, a secretive company that manipulated gullible wives into spending $1,600 for "insurance" ostensibly designed to keep their marriages intact and their spouses faithful.
The "company," if it could actually be called that, was set up by one Mona Larsen, a man-hating attorney whose experience with a cheating spouse sent her over the edge. Not content with getting her own revenge, she set out to spread the pain, punishing other men in the most horrific ways imaginable.
Unfortunately, her desire for revenge eventually turned into a quest for political control. No longer content with just punishing adulterous spouses, she now sought to remake society to fit her worldview. For Mona, men were second-class beings to women, and existed only to serve the female of the species.
Mona needed powerful allies to make that happen, and she set her sights high. Working with her shadowy co-conspirators, Mona decided it was time to target the most powerful man in the world - the President of the United States, a man well-known throughout his political career for his womanizing.
Things were on track until Pat was arrested by a joint task force made up of federal agents and private interests based out of what was known as "Fort Apache," an abandoned Army base renovated specifically for the task force's use. Oscar, the federal officer who made the arrest, was the husband of a woman who fell for MMAS' machinations and Pat's chemically-enhanced hypnosis.
After attending a "spa weekend" with three of her female friends, Oscar's wife, Renee, spiked his food in an effort to take control of him and ultimately emasculate him. Her gullibility, complicated by her own ignorance, however, nearly killed him. Now, she was serving a 30-year-sentence for attempted murder.
After that episode, Oscar was recruited into the task force and had spent the last year and a half helping to bring down MMAS.
Although Pat was dead, her computer and personal files provided a gold mine of information which indicated that Renee, along with a number of other women, were nothing more than guinea pigs for MMAS' plan to emasculate American males and reshape society to fit Mona's twisted ideology.
According to Pat's journal, a number of wives were subjected to questionable procedures that included the use of non-FDA approved compounds used in conjunction with deep hypnosis. The goal was to make the women compliant with whatever MMAS operatives like Pat suggested. This explained Renee's behavior after her "spa weekend," and her attorney used this new information in her appeal.
But Oscar was torn. Even though he still had feelings for his now ex-wife, he wasn't sure that he could ever trust her again. What would happen if something innocuous triggered her programming?
Apparently, the courts felt the same way, and had ordered Renee to undergo intensive counseling with specialists attached to the task force for at least a year to ensure there would be no relapses. That was six months ago and other than some complaints from Renee about headaches, things seemed to progress nicely.
Pat's files also included extensive client lists from around the country. As far as they could determine, there were at least 10,000 active paying clients. Additionally, the files included video snippets of the punishment to be meted out in the event a claim was filed.
Comprehensive notes of what appeared to be meetings with Mona and her allies were also found. No names were mentioned, but there were a number of initials used and it appeared that Pat employed a peculiar form of shorthand that required a good bit of translation. FL, LS, DA, ML and NC were the five sets of initials most often used in the notes. ML was generally believed to be a reference to Mona, and researchers were busy scouring the Internet for anything that would tie Mona to anyone else.
After Pat's death, Bill Jackson, Oscar's friend, boss and mentor, said he should take time off to be with his children. He did, and spent a month with the kids traveling the country, starting at Disneyland. The next three months after that vacation saw Oscar undergoing advanced training in everything from marksmanship to martial arts with agencies whose existence was kept secret from the American public.
MMAS had also "gone dark" after Pat's death, taking on no new clients. Claims from existing clients, however, were still being processed. That meant husbands, some of whom really weren't cheaters, were still in danger of being kidnapped and sexually abused by contractors working for MMAS. So Oscar spent much of the last eight months doing what the task force called "interventions."
In fact, Oscar had just finished one intervention and received a short message to meet Bill at the Watergate Hotel in the nation's capitol - right now. That's why Oscar was currently in the air headed for Washington, D.C.
"Maybe I ought to write some stories about those interventions," he thought to himself as the plane began its approach to Dulles International Airport. "I could maybe call them the 'Warren Files,'" he mused. "But who would believe them?" he asked himself.
Chapter 2:
Oscar grabbed his luggage and was heading for the exit when he saw a man dressed in a chauffeur's uniform holding a sign that read, "Oscar Warren." He made his way to the man and identified himself.
"I'm Oscar Warren," he said. "Who sent you?"
"Bill Jackson sent me," he said. "I'm to take you to the Watergate."
Oscar followed the man to a limousine and got inside. The driver handed him an envelope.
"That's a key to the room. The room number is written inside the envelope," he said.
They made their way to the landmark hotel and Oscar carried his baggage to the room. He entered and looked around to see if he could spot Bill. Sure enough, his friend was by the window, talking on his cell phone. He waved Oscar in as he spoke.
"Yes sir, we'll be there in about an hour. Right. Goodbye," he said to the other party. "Good to see you made it, Oscar," he said, shaking hands.
"What's going on?" Oscar asked.
"We're on our way to brief the president and the First Lady," Bill said. "I hope you thought to bring a suit."
"Of course," Oscar said, opening his clothing bag.
"Good," Bill said. "Get changed because we leave here in twenty minutes. I'll brief you on the way."
Oscar quickly cleaned up and threw on the only suit he owned. He never thought he'd actually be meeting the president and had mixed emotions. On one hand, he really didn't like some of the man's policies and he certainly didn't approve of his womanizing. On the other hand, he did appreciate some of what the president was trying to accomplish and felt he often got mistreated by the media.
Regardless, Oscar thought, he IS the president. And how often does an average fellow get to sit down with the most powerful man on earth?
Oscar put the final touches on his tie, grabbed his briefcase and followed Bill to the waiting limousine.
Bill brought Oscar up to date on the latest findings as they made their way to the White House.
"As you know, our tech guys have been scouring the Internet trying to find any connection between Mona and the others listed in Pat's notes," he began.
"They've run into several snags, however. It seems that any photo that might show her face has either been photo-shopped, scrubbed from the Internet, or flagged by social media. We've had several techs get banned by different sites just for clicking on them.
"We're not sure, but we think NC is a reference to Nina Carlilse, a very high-level bureaucrat in the Treasury Department - specifically, the area of Treasury that controls the Secret Service. There's also another NC, one Nancy Caputo, a prominent - and very wealthy - lobbyist who works for a women's rights group.
"Like I said, it could be a reference to either one or could possibly refer to both. We're just not sure and there's not enough context in the notes. So we're keeping an eye on both just to be certain.
"We think DA could be Debbie Abernathy, the senator from New York who led the charge to get that congressman kicked out of office. You know, the one caught sexting his interns. He disappeared and we're not completely certain where he ended up but we believe he worked for Mona after being removed from office.
"The rest are coming up blank. We can't tie anyone with those initials to Mona whatsoever. And there's more.
"We've gotten some chatter that indicates MMAS may be going live again. And it looks like the president is definitely a target. I know you're not crazy about the man, Oscar, but if he is compromised or hurt by MMAS the way others have been, it could spark armed unrest.
"Now, as for our briefing, I'll do the majority of the talking. Let's not mention any names to either the president or the First Lady. I know she wants to hear about what MMAS has done to other victims, so I'll let you handle that since you've seen it first-hand.
"I also want you to put some of that fancy training of yours to good use. Be extra observant. I want to know if you see anything that could give us some clues.
"Any questions?" he asked.
"None so far," Oscar said.
"Good. Just follow my lead," Bill said as the limousine turned into the White House.
Chapter 3:
Bill and Oscar were escorted to the Oval Office after going through the customary Secret Service screening. Oscar kept a sharp eye on everyone around them, looking for anything that might indicate trouble. He didn't see anything so far other than a group of professionals doing their job.
The door to the Oval Office now closed behind them, Bill and Oscar shook hands with President Lincoln Skaggs, the most powerful man in the world. Oscar thought he seemed a bit shorter than he did on television. His dark hair with the gray at the temples looked just as painted on as ever. His handshake was quite powerful, giving the air of a man who worked out - a lot.
He ushered them to a couch in the middle of the office and took a seat across from them. A door opened in the side of the office and a somewhat petite blonde woman entered. Oscar recognized her immediately as the First Lady. The president stood up to greet her with a kiss on one cheek.
"Gentlemen, may I introduce the First Lady?" he asked. "Liz, this is Bill Jackson and Officer Oscar Warren, and they're here to brief us on MMAS," he said. She shook hands with the two men, smiling.
"Pleasure to meet you," she said in her signature British accent. Oscar took inventory of the woman he now met, a woman who, according to all the stories he had seen, became romantically involved with Lincoln after his first wife died. He was serving as a U.S. Senator at the time and she was a K Street lobbyist working for a defense contractor. Other stories claimed he was cheating on his first wife with her but that was never proven. She was clearly much younger than the president with a body that could prompt a whole series of wet dreams and an infectious smile set in a pixie-like face. Sex and power seemed to ooze from every pore of her body, something Oscar took note of.
The briefing began, with Bill laying out the basic groundwork - who and what MMAS was, what they had done and what the task force was doing to counter the organization. Bill laid out concerns he and many others had that the group was targeting the First Family, specifically, the president himself. Bill turned the briefing over to Oscar for an explanation of what MMAS contractors do to their victims.
"Yes, Officer Warren, please tell us what MMAS allegedly does to their so-called victims," the First Lady said.
"Well, Mrs. Skaggs, there's nothing alleged about it. Not only is it a fact, it's really pretty graphic so I'll try to explain in generic terms," Oscar began.
"Please, Officer. Or may I call you Oscar? No need to sugar-coat anything with me. I worked as a lobbyist so I've pretty much seen or heard it all. I want details," she said.
"Very well," Oscar said, observing the First Lady closely. "In all of the cases I've handled, the husband is ambushed, knocked out, stripped, tied up and shaved. From what I gather, the shaving is done to further the humiliation and yes, the victim is shaved from head to toe.
"There is almost always a severe beating with various implements, usually crops designed for use by those who engage in BDSM. The husbands' genitals are a favorite target for beating, but nothing is off limits. I've seen victims who have literally been beaten and thrashed over their entire bodies. In some cases the beating is so severe the man is unrecognizable.
"There is also a great deal of sodomy involved in these punishments. Sometimes, male contractors are brought in but foreign objects are frequently used as well."
"Foreign objects?" Liz asked.
"Yes. Anal plugs, bottles, baseball bats, you name it," Oscar said. "I've seen cases where male contractors have been used to force the victims into oral sex and in some cases, the victim has been forced to endure both oral and anal sex at the same time. To completion, I might add."
"You mean, the husband is forced to suck cock and swallow while getting fucked in the ass?" Liz asked a shocked Oscar.
"Yes ma'am," he said. She smiled.
"Is that all? That sounds like a normal day in Washington, D.C.," she said. The three men laughed nervously.
"Sometimes, the 'punishment' goes off the rails," Oscar said. "There's cases where the husband is chemically castrated, and I've dealt with situations where the victim is administered gender transitioning drugs. Some of the victims have even died."
"Died?" Liz asked. "I've never heard of anyone dying from a good ass-fuck." She cast a knowing smile at her husband.
"There was a case a year or so ago where a man died after his wife defecated in his mouth," Oscar said. Liz winced at that.
"I think I remember hearing something about that," she said.
"I handled that case, ma'am. It wasn't pretty, to say the least. The last two hours of his life were pure hell," Oscar said.
"They were all cheaters, so what difference does it make? Don't they deserve to be punished?" she asked.
"Some were cheaters, yes, but none of them deserved to be beaten, raped and brutalized. You do realize that sexual assault, kidnapping and conspiracy to do the same is a violation of the law, right?" he asked.
"Of course I do, don't be silly. I'm speaking in the abstract, Oscar. So how does this involve my husband?" she asked. Bill answered this question.
"It seems that MMAS has gone beyond simple revenge, and is now pushing a radical political agenda. Additionally, they've been using techniques that are highly questionable, using their female clients as guinea pigs for their chemically-enhanced hypnosis. It seems that MMAS wants to drastically alter the age-old marriage dynamic, and they're not above using illegal means to accomplish that," he said. "And information we've been able to obtain indicates a conspiracy to trap and possibly co-opt the president."
"What do you mean, Bill?" the president asked. "Please, don't be politically correct here. I need to know what we're up against."
"Very well, Mr. President," Bill said. "MMAS wants to completely change the concept of marriage and the entire male-female dynamic. Instead of a relationship where the husband and wife are supposedly equal partners in a lifelong relationship, MMAS seeks a female-dominant relationship where men are nothing more than the chattel property of their spouses. And they want that dynamic to become the norm throughout society.
"I know there are some who choose that type of relationship, and they're certainly free to do so, just as there are those who seek a same-sex relationship. But MMAS wants to change all of society to reflect a radical form of this extremely militant ideal," he added. "They see you as a threat to that. The last administration was open to their ideology and they enjoyed a bit of power along with a fair amount of taxpayer largess and they know you're not so open to what they represent."
Oscar broke in at this point.
"Mr. President, let me explain what happened to me. Maybe that will help make it clear," he said.
"Please do, Officer Warren," the president said.
"After MMAS was finished with my wife, she became part of a plot to emasculate me using an unapproved compound designed to reduce my testosterone while making me pliable to my wife's wishes. Pat, the MMAS operative who worked with my wife, got her to seek a relationship in which I would become a willing and weak cuckold - a man unable to perform sexually while happily acquiescing to her sexual activities," Oscar said.
After Oscar finished his story, both the president and the First Lady appeared shocked.
"And you think this is what they have in store for me?" the president asked.
"We have every reason to believe that you're a direct target and yes, we are concerned this could happen to you," Bill said. "I don't need to explain the possible ramifications if that were to happen."
Lincoln Skaggs thought for a few moments before speaking.
"Mr. Jackson," he said, addressing Bill, "I want to thank you for bringing this to my attention. I'd like for Officer Warren to stay here for a while as our guest and get to the bottom of this." The president turned to Oscar. "I'd appreciate it if you stayed here, in the White House, while you conduct your investigation, Officer Warren. I'll make sure you have whatever access and assistance you need."
He stood up, signaling the end of the meeting, and shook Bill and Oscar's hands. Liz followed suit.
"Gentlemen," he said, "I can't thank you enough. Officer Warren, my wife will see to your accommodations. I understand you have a suite at the Watergate. Get your gear and we'll get you set up here. Bill, we'll be in touch. Again, thank you both."
Chapter 4:
Bill and Oscar discussed the meeting on the way back to the Watergate.
"What's your impression, Oscar?" Bill asked.
"I think the president is in imminent danger," Oscar said. Bill's eyes grew wide.
"What makes you say that?" he asked.
"Did you see the First Lady's reaction to my description of the punishment?" Bill shook his head no. "She was clearly excited. Sexually. I think she would have had an orgasm right there on the spot if I went any further."
"You think that's why she made the crack about a normal day in D.C.?" Bill asked. Oscar nodded.



"I do. I think that was a way to relieve the tension she was feeling at the moment. Bill, you know there's two sets of initials in Pat's notes that no one has been able to connect with a real name? What if those initials don't always reflect a name? What if they sometimes refer to a title?" Oscar asked.
"What are you saying?" Bill asked in response.
"What if 'FL' really means 'First Lady'? 'LS' could easily refer to Liz Skaggs. Yes, her full name is Elizabeth, but you know she prefers to go by 'Liz.'"
The impact of what Oscar said caused Bill's eyes to widen.
"My God," he said. "You think the First Lady is tied to MMAS somehow? If that's true, then the president really is in danger. And so are you, potentially, by being there." Oscar nodded in agreement.
"That's a distinct possibility, which is why I'll be watching her like a hawk," Oscar said. "Let's get the tech and the research guys on this right now," he added, pulling out his phone.
Bill nodded as Oscar dialed the research department. He gave the passcode and was instantly connected to the head researcher.
"John Harding here, is that you, Oscar?" the voice said at the other end of the call.
"Yes, John," Oscar said. "Look, I need you to do something with everything you have on the initials from Pat's notes and files. Assume the initials FL mean 'First Lady' and LS refers to 'Liz Skaggs.' Once you've done that, do a deep dive of the Internet and see what you come up with. Can you do that?"
"Of course we can do that, Oscar. For you, anything," John said.
"I appreciate that, John," Oscar said. "How soon can you get me results?"
"Give me a couple hours. I'll send the results by secure email," John said.
"Perfect, John, thanks," Oscar said, hanging up. He looked at Bill. "Looks like we'll know one way or the other in a couple hours."
"Listen, Oscar, I'm going to assemble a backup force of agents that will be at your disposal while you're in the White House. I know the White House Secret Service chief personally, so I'll arrange it with him. He won't like it much, but that's just too damn bad. We'll keep 'em off site unless they're needed, but I want to make sure nothing will stop them from coming in if necessary," Bill said.
Bill and Oscar decided to stop for lunch before returning to the Watergate. Liz Skaggs, meanwhile, was making a call on one of her burner phones from the relative safety of her office in the White House.
"Hey, sis," said the female voice at the other end. "How're things going? Did you meet with the infamous Oscar Warren?"
"Yes, I did. And his boss, Bill Jackson," Liz said.
"So, what do you think? Is Oscar the good guy Pat said he was?"
"I think so. Pretty old-fashioned, too, if you ask me. We'll find out just how good he is tonight, though. He's going to be staying here with us for a while. I plan on putting him in the Lincoln Bedroom. Maybe I'll put the move on him and see how he reacts," Liz said.
The woman at the other end laughed.
"How much do you think they know?" she asked Liz.
"It looks like they know quite a bit, but I'm not sure exactly how much. I know they're frustrated because they can't seem to get any photos of you and they still haven't figured out who is on the board. They pretty much understand our agenda, though. At least from their point of view. I'll find out more over the next day or so," Liz said.
"Good. While you're at it, see if you can find out where they're based. I'd love nothing more than to burn their base to the ground. With them in it," said the woman at the other end of the call.
Liz laughed.
"I'll try," she said.
"That's all I ask. Meanwhile, I'll call Nina and see what we can do about the security detail around him."
"Sounds like a plan. Talk to you soon, sis," Liz said.
After ending the call, the First Lady put her phone away and began absentmindedly stroking her crotch while thinking how she would seduce the man responsible for MMAS' recent setbacks. This was going to be fun, she thought.
Chapter 5:
Bill and Oscar finally got back to the Watergate, having enjoyed a nice lunch. Oscar was in the process of getting his gear back together when his phone rang.
"Oscar, this is John," said a very excited voice at the other end. "You're not going to believe what we came up with."
"Spit it out, man," Oscar said.
"Okay, here goes. Elizabeth Skaggs' maiden name is Daltrey. She was born in London along with her twin sister, Monique. We checked immigration records and found that Monique shortened her name to Mona before getting her student visa. Mona went to Harvard and after finishing law school there, became a naturalized citizen and went to work at a very prestigious law firm where she met and married Andrew Larsen," John said. "A few years later, they were divorced. And from everything we were able to find, the two sisters appeared to be quite close."
"So you're telling me that..." Oscar began.
"Mona Larsen and Liz Skaggs are twin sisters, Oscar," John said. "Your instincts were right. It seems that FL and LS are quite likely one and the same person." Oscar let that sink in for a moment before responding.
"Holy crap," he finally said. "Keep digging, John, see what else you can find. Good work, by the way."
"Thanks, Oscar," John said before hanging up. He turned to Bill, who sensed something was up.
"We got something of a breakthrough," Oscar said. "It seems that Mona Larsen and the First Lady are twin sisters."
"That means you and the president are in even greater danger than we first thought," Bill said. "I'll reach out to my contacts at the Secret Service. We need to be very careful going forward."
The two men discussed their options and Oscar headed back to the White House. Once there, Liz met him and escorted him to the Lincoln Bedroom, a room on the second floor of the White House that is part of a suite which includes the Lincoln Bath and Sitting Room. Oscar knew enough history to know that Lincoln never slept in the room, however, he once used it as an office.
Some of the furniture in the room was used by the Lincoln Administration and the centerpiece of the room, a giant eight foot by six foot rosewood bed with a humongous headboard and carved foot-board, was first purchased by Mary Todd Lincoln in the 1860s. There's no evidence the president had ever slept in it, but it's believed that other presidents had used the bed.
Oscar also remembered Rush Limbaugh said he once stayed in the room during one of the Bush Administrations and he looked around, half expecting to see a bronze plaque that read, "Rush Limbaugh slept here."
"I hope you enjoy your stay here," Liz said with a smile as Oscar put his clothing in the closet. "You know it's considered an honor to stay in this room, but it frankly gives me the creeps sometimes."
"I'm sure there's a lot of history in this room," Oscar said.
"I guess you're right," Liz said. "At least you'll be sleeping on a much newer mattress. The old one was pretty lumpy so I had it replaced. I hope it meets with your approval. I decided to modernize it a bit with one of those mattresses that let you adjust for comfort."
"That's mighty nice of you, Mrs. Skaggs. I'm sure it'll work just fine. Thanks," Oscar said.
"Please, call me Liz, Oscar," she said.
"Very well, Liz," Oscar said in response. Liz sat on the bed, pulling her legs under her.
"So tell me, Oscar, what do you normally do in these 'interventions' you told us about? Do you really help men cheat on their wives?" she asked.
"No, we don't help anyone commit adultery," Oscar said sarcastically. "Every intervention is different, since every situation is different. Sometimes all it takes is a friendly word of advise and the affair ends. No affair, no punishment. Other times, we have to take more direct action. There are times, however, where we actually have to play marriage counselor as well as law enforcement officer."
"Interesting," Liz said. "I see you're carrying. Have you ever had to kill someone?"
Oscar didn't appreciate the tone of her question, but knowing that she was in league with Mona, he thought he might rattle her a bit.
"Like I said, we're trained law enforcement officers, so there are times when deadly force is required to protect the targeted spouse," he said. "As for me, yeah, I've had to take some drastic action from time to time. I don't like it, but if that's what's necessary..." he began, finishing his thought with a hand gesture indicating he would shoot if required.
"I see," Liz said quietly. After a somewhat pregnant pause, she spoke again.
"What about your personal life, Oscar? Are you seeing anyone special now that you're divorced?"
"The only special people in my life right now are my kids," Oscar said. "I'm not seeing another woman, if that's what you're asking. And no, I haven't been with another woman since my divorce. Call me old-fashioned if you want, but I have my reasons."
"Oh my god, you mean it's been a year and a half since you've been with a woman?" she asked. "Sorry, but I find that hard to believe. I don't know any man who could go that long without sex."
"I know it sounds strange, but yeah, it's true. For starters, I still have some feelings for my wife and I'm not sure how that's going to end. Call me crazy, but I believe in the 'till death do you part' portion of my wedding vows. Then there's my kids. I want to able to look them in the eye and honestly tell them I haven't been with anyone other than their mother. Finally, there's the job. Not only does it keep me very busy, but it's made me leery of seeking another relationship. You'd be amazed at the garbage I've seen," he said.
"But didn't your wife try to kill you?" Liz asked.
"Yes, she did," Oscar said. "She was also under the influence and control of her MMAS operative at the time."
"So you blame MMAS for what happened to you," Liz said.
"Absolutely," Oscar said. "And that's why Mona Larsen and her co-conspirators have to be brought to justice. There's no telling how many others she and her cohorts have harmed." Liz frowned at that comment. "And now it appears she's targeted your husband. Who knows, maybe she'll use you like her operative used my wife."
A look of concern - or guilt - briefly crossed her face and she quickly changed the subject.
"So where are your children now?" she asked.
"At home. They're in good hands, by the way, and I talk to them every day," Oscar said.
"And where's 'home,' if you don't mind my asking," Liz said. Oscar immediately recognized that she was trying to get him to reveal the location of "Fort Apache," his base of operations.
"Someplace safe," he said, noting the look of disappointment on her face. He decided to change the subject.
"What about you, Liz? What brings you here, other than being married to the most powerful man on Earth? What's your story?" Oscar asked. Liz wasn't expecting this.
"Not much, really. Grew up in London as you probably know. Came here to the States for school and decided to stay. I met Lincoln when he in the Senate and we married after his wife died," she said.
"What about family? Any brothers or sisters?" Oscar asked. Liz shook her head.
"No family," she said. "Mum and Dad died in an accident and I was an only child."
"I thought I read somewhere you had a twin sister," Oscar said. Liz shook her head.
"Fake news," she said. "Probably put out by one of those right-wing conspiracy sites always attacking my husband as a globalist."
"Hmm," Oscar thought. He finished putting his things away and joined Liz in the main part of the bedroom.
"So, are you going to be my chaperon while I'm here?" he asked. Liz laughed and nodded her head.
"As a matter of fact, yes," she said. "And I'll be expecting you at dinner tonight at 7:00 pm sharp."
"I look forward to it," Oscar said. "Now, if you don't mind, I have work to do."
"Very well, Oscar," she said. "I have things to attend as well, but I expect to see you at dinner. And feel free to dress casual if you wish." She left the room with a smile, leaving Oscar wondering why she had lied to him. How deep was she in all of this, he asked himself.
Chapter 6:
"So, what did you find out?" Mona asked her sister.
"I think he knows a lot more than what he's letting on," a nervous Liz said. "He asked about my 'sister,' so I'm pretty sure he knows we're related."
"Which means he's going to be very careful around you in the future," Mona said. "We're going to have to move fast."
"He's having dinner with me this evening. Do you think I should spike his food?" Liz asked.
"No, he's going to be on the lookout for that. Just relax, let me handle this. Don't give him any additional reason to suspect you. Remember, he's not the target, your husband is. I want you to distract him as much as you can. Can you do that for me, sis?" Mona asked.
"Sure," Liz said.
"OK, thanks, sis, love you," Mona said.
"Love you too," Liz said, hanging up.
Oscar, meanwhile, had managed a short meeting with Kyle Bumstead, the senior Secret Service agent at the White House. Kyle had just finished a call with Nina Carlilse and wasn't happy at all.
"So, Warren, tell me, did you have anything to do with these new agents being dropped on my doorstep?" he asked when they met.
"I have no idea what you're talking about," Oscar said to the red-faced man whose shaved head reminded him of a .45 caliber bullet.
"I just got off the phone with Treasury. They're giving me a bunch of newbies and telling me to put them on the President's detail. Dammit, that's my job, not theirs," he said. "Let me tell you something, Warren, this is MY house and I take my job very seriously."
"Excuse me, Bumstead, but I thought this is the 'people's' house," Oscar said. Kyle got even redder than before as he got in Oscar's face.
"It IS the people's house, as you say, but it's my job to make it the most secure house in the whole fucking world and that's exactly what I intend to do. I'll not have a bunch of unknown, untested newbies floating around here looking for the nearest toilet when the shit hits the fan. Got me?" he asked, spraying spittle in Oscar's face.
"Yeah, I got ya," Oscar said, wiping his face with a handkerchief. "And for what it's worth, I'm here to work with you."
"Really," Kyle said. "How?"
Oscar briefed Kyle on the whole situation involving MMAS, Liz and her twin sister Mona. He also informed Kyle that the task force now believes Nina is part of the plot to get the president.
"Shit," Kyle said when Oscar finished. "So you believe these new agents I'm getting are really part of this whole fucking thing?"
"I think that's a very real possibility," Oscar said.
"So what do you want from me?" Kyle asked.
"What we need more than anything else is intelligence. I know my boss has spoken to you about our backup team just off-site, and we appreciate your help there. But what we need is to somehow intercept communications to and from the First Lady. Can you help us there?" Oscar asked.
Kyle looked a bit nervous before saying anything else. He looked around for a few seconds then addressed Oscar.
"I spoke to your Bill Jackson. Quite an impressive fellow," Kyle said. "And yes, I believe we can help you with the other. I hope to God you're being straight with me about all this shit." Oscar nodded his head.
"Absolutely. I wouldn't have it any other way," he said.
"Okay, Warren, I'll read you in on the way to communications. But remember, everything I'm telling you is highly classified. I've already checked so I know you're cleared to hear it. Got it?" he asked.
"Sure," Oscar said. "Lead on."
Chapter 7:
On the way to communications, Kyle briefed Oscar on the capabilities of the department, which included highly sensitive and classified information on hardware designed to capture, trace and record conversations made over cell phones. Most of the technical details went over Oscar's head, but he understood the underlying principles and the basic operation.
"So can you set it to scan for and intercept calls made from, say, burner phones?" Oscar asked.
"Absolutely," Kyle said. "In fact, we key on those types of phones all the time. With all the civilian traffic in the White House - tours and that sort of thing - we have the system set to trigger on specific keywords. Recording doesn't start unless those keywords are detected. But the metadata of every call is recorded. Of course, all official phone communications are handled using secure and encrypted devices. Do you think they'd actually use standard mobile phones for this?"
"I do," Oscar said. "Something tells me they know the standard encrypted forms of communication here would be monitored and recorded, so they bypass that by keeping it simple and relatively low-tech."
"If you say so," he said. They made it to the secure comm area and Kyle let them in using his card key. Once inside, he went to a bank of equipment and began throwing switches. Taking a seat at a computer , he began clicking and typing commands. This was way over Oscar's head, but he got the general idea of what was going on.
Soon, a diagram came up on the large monitor overhead. There were a number of red dots which Oscar understood represented mobile phones that had been recently used. Kyle manipulated the diagram and they noticed one dot was on an upper floor - in the First Lady's office. Kyle clicked on the dot and a screen full of information popped up.
"Is this phone currently in use?" Oscar asked.
"It doesn't appear to be," Kyle said. "It looks like a call was made from there just a few minutes ago, though. And data indicates several other calls made from that phone in the last few days. And all of the calls were to the same number."
Could it be this easy, Oscar wondered.
"Is it possible to triangulate the location of the other phone from this?" he asked.
"It'll take a bit of time, maybe an hour or two, but we can locate it to the nearest tower at least," Kyle said.
"Can you set this to record any further conversations?" Oscar asked. Kyle nodded his head.
"Already done," he said. "I've also initiated tracking on both those phones and given them priority. Give me your phone and I'll set up an app so you can keep an eye on them both remotely." Oscar unlocked his phone and handed it to Kyle.
Kyle did his magic and handed the phone back to Oscar.
"You can now monitor both of those phones yourself. Both numbers have been pre-programmed so that should give you a heads up as to where they both are to within a few yards," Kyle said.
"Excellent, Kyle, thanks," Oscar said. "I'll give my people a heads-up. This is a great help."
"Just doing my job, Warren. I'm here to ensure the president's safety. I don't give a shit about cheating spouses, but I do get upset when my president or his family is in danger. And I really get pissed when I learn there's a plot being hatched in THIS house," he said. "And for the record, you're welcome," he added with a thin smile.
"Tell me something, Kyle," Oscar said. "Are the rumors about President Skaggs true?" Kyle chuckled.
"You obviously aren't from these parts," he said. "Hell, everyone here knows that Lincoln Skaggs is one of if not the biggest pussy hound on the Hill. If it wears a skirt, he's chasing it. Personally, I don't get it. I mean, have you seen the First Lady? If I was married to that I'd never even think about another woman. But it's not my job to mother him. I'm his protector, not his father confessor. Maybe you can talk some sense into him."
"Yeah, I understand," Oscar said. "The First Lady is a very attractive woman."
"Attractive, yes," Kyle said. "Chaste? Not so much. She's been known to get some strange every now and then. Maybe they have one of those 'open marriages,' y'know? Just be careful when you have dinner with her tonight and keep your head in the game."



"You know about her dinner invitation?" Oscar asked. Kyle smiled.
"It's my job to know what's going on in this house," he said.
"Of course it is," Oscar said, smiling. "So, what's the president's schedule for the next couple days?"
"Just the usual, meetings, that sort of thing. He does have a fundraiser with party leaders tomorrow night, though," Kyle said.
"That's probably when they'll make their move," Oscar said. "Hopefully, we'll have a lock on Mona by then." Kyle nodded in agreement.
"I think you're right," he said. "I'll have my best agents on it."
"Thanks, Kyle. Let's keep each other in the loop. By the way, think you can get us in to see the president for a briefing?" Oscar asked. Kyle looked at the president's schedule and found a slot available just 45 minutes away.
"Yeah, I think we can get in for a quick five or 10-minute meeting. Nothing more, though," he said.
"That'll work. See ya then," Oscar said. They shook hands and went their separate ways.
Chapter 8:
After meeting with Kyle, Oscar called Bill and updated him on the progress he and Kyle had made. Bill was overjoyed.
"Good job, Oscar," he said. "I'll get some teams ready and we'll get boots on the ground when you have a better idea of Mona's location. I tend to agree they'll probably move sometime tomorrow night. Let me know when you have more info and for God's sake, be careful tonight with the First Lady."
"Yeah, thanks Dad," Oscar said sarcastically. Bill laughed. "Talk to ya later."
Oscar put his phone away and glanced at the time. He still had a couple hours before his dinner with Liz, and just under a half hour before his meeting with the president. That gave him just enough time to get back to the Lincoln Bedroom and fire off a text to his children, letting them know he was okay.
He met Kyle at the Oval Office and the two men entered together. President Skaggs finished a call as they entered and rose to meet them.
"Kyle, Officer Warren," he said smiling. "What can I do for you gentlemen this evening?"
"Mr. President," Kyle said. "Officer Warren and I would like to update you on the status of his investigation into MMAS and I agreed that you should hear this from us both." The president nodded his head and gestured to the couches in the office.
"Mr. President, I don't know how else to say this, so I'll just put it out there," Oscar said. "It seems the First Lady is involved and the female lawyer at the head of all this, Mona Larsen, is really her twin sister."
The president appeared somewhat shocked at that revelation.
"Are you certain of that, Officer Warren?" he asked. "That's an incredible accusation you're making."
"I know it is, Mr. President, but our people have double checked the records with London and our own immigration authorities and the info we retrieved from Pat Witherspoon's files back it up," Oscar said. Kyle jumped into the conversation.
"We've also detected several calls made on a civilian mobile phone from the First Lady's quarters to a phone located somewhere in Georgetown. After Officer Warren and I met, our office was able to track that phone to somewhere within a 2 mile radius of a tower in Georgetown," he said. "We have reason to believe that whatever is going to happen will probably go down sometime around tomorrow night's fundraiser."
"I see," the president said. "How certain are you of all this?" Kyle and Oscar looked at each other. Oscar nodded to Kyle, giving him the floor.
"I would give it a high degree of probability, sir," he said. President Skaggs looked at Oscar.
"What are your people doing?" he asked.
"We're preparing to put boots on the ground now, Mr. President. All we're waiting for is a location," Oscar said.
"Very well," Lincoln said. "Good work, gentlemen, thank you." The two men understood the cue that the meeting was over and stood to leave. President Skaggs motioned to Oscar before he reached the door. Kyle nodded and stepped out of the office.
"Officer Warren, I understand you have a dinner scheduled with the First Lady tonight," the president said.
"Yes sir, I do," Oscar said.
"Just between us, you know, man-to-man. I just wanted to let you know that she's really attracted to you," the president said.
"Mr. President, I assure you," Oscar began before Lincoln waved him down.
"Oscar, don't worry. Liz and I have a certain, well, understanding. I have my relationships and she has hers. Oh yeah, I know all about them and she knows about mine. We just don't rub each other's noses in them. You do find her attractive, don't you?" Lincoln asked.
"Yes sir, I find the First Lady to be a very attractive woman, but I assure you, especially under the circumstances, I have no intention of making any advance toward her," Oscar said. "She's now a suspect and besides, I still have feelings for my ex-wife."
Lincoln smiled and put a hand on Oscar's shoulder.
"You're an honorable man, Oscar. Too bad there's not a lot more out there like you. Probably be a lot fewer divorces in this country," Lincoln said with a smile. "Enjoy your dinner, please, and thank you for your service."
"Thank you, Mr. President," Oscar said, shaking his hand. He left the office and caught up with Kyle.
"That went well," Oscar said. Kyle nodded in agreement. "I see you got a location on Mona's phone."
"Yes, it just came in before our meeting," Kyle said. "I've already texted it to your phone so your people can act on it." Kyle looked at Oscar as they approached the Lincoln Bedroom.
"Be very careful with the First Lady, Oscar," he said. "Remember, she's now a suspect and a potential threat to the president. Text 911 to me if you feel there's any danger. I'll have a team on standby."
"Thanks, Kyle," Oscar said. "Let's hope it doesn't come to that."
Chapter 9:
Oscar showered and dressed for his dinner with Liz. He held a capsule and considered whether he should take it. The techs at Fort Apache developed it after getting information about the many compounds MMAS like to use from Pat's files. They explained that it might not be completely effective against everything but should significantly minimize the affects of anything they might use on him.
They also said he would need to take it at least 30 minutes before exposure to ensure the maximum protection. He glanced at his watch and decided to take a chance on the pill.
He swallowed the pill and headed out. Soon, he was knocking on Liz' door.
"Come in," she said. Oscar opened the door and walked in. Liz had gone all out. The ambient light was turned down and the elegantly-set table was illuminated with soft candle light. Liz came out wearing a short white robe that was opened enough to reveal a sliver of skin from neck to waist. She obviously wore no bra and, he suspected, probably no panties as well. The only other item of clothing he saw were open-toed slippers showing well-manicured toes and brightly colored nails. She was a vision of loveliness that exuded sex from every pore.
Too bad she's a suspect, Oscar thought. And married to the president.
Liz walked to the table, revealing lots of leg as she did so. Oscar was now convinced she was totally naked under the robe.
"I'm apparently overdressed," Oscar said, causing Liz to smile.
"I hope you like my outfit," she said. "I chose it just for you. Please join me." Oscar made his way across the room and, being the gentleman he is, pulled out her chair and seated her as he had done many times for Renee. She sat down and smiled, adjusting her legs enough to give him a glimpse of her hairless sex. Being a red-blooded male, Oscar's body responded.
"A gentleman, I see. I rarely see that these days," she said, smiling. "Thank you."
"My pleasure, ma'am," he said, returning her smile.
He sat down across from her and an orderly wheeled a cart to the table. He placed the dinners in front of them and ceremoniously removed the highly-polished silver covers, revealing a nice cut of meat and a well-prepared lobster tail. He then poured a bit of champagne in their flutes. Oscar noticed a few tiny granules settling to the bottom of his flute that would probably have gone unnoticed to the untrained eye.
After closing the bottle, the orderly smiled and bowed while wishing them a pleasant evening. Oscar waited until he had left the room before saying anything.
"This looks absolutely delicious," he said. "You certainly went all out." Liz smiled at the compliment.
"I'm glad you approve," she said, taking a sip of champagne.
"I'm almost afraid to ask what's for dessert," he said. Liz untied her robe, letting it fall open to reveal her naked body.
"How's this for dessert?" she asked. "You know what they say about lobster being a natural aphrodisiac, right?"
"I've heard that," Oscar said. "Tell me something, Liz, if you don't mind."
"Sure, anything, Oscar," she said, taking a bite of lobster.
"What would your husband say if he saw us right now?" he asked. Liz laughed.
"He'd probably tell us to enjoy ourselves and ask us not to make too much noise," she said. "Let me explain. Lincoln and I have an understanding. We love each other dearly, but we both have a very high libido. So, he has his flings and I have mine. We know all about them and everything is fine so long as we don't rub each other's noses in them."
"I don't know how he does it," Oscar said. "If I were married to you, there's no way I'd share you like that. Maybe it's just my Midwest upbringing."
"I'm flattered, Oscar. Really," she said. "I know you probably wouldn't approve, but it's far better than sneaking around on each other. I've done that, too, and it's no fun, always wondering if you're going to be caught and wondering what might happen when it comes out in the open. And believe me, in the circles Lincoln and I run in, pretty much everyone is doing someone else. This way, there's no hard feelings and no one gets hurt."
"That's not my experience," Oscar said. "From what I've seen, someone always ends up getting hurt."
"Maybe they're just not going about it right," she said. "While we're baring our souls here, I do have a confession I'd like to make."
"What's that?" Oscar asked.
"I lied about not having a twin sister. I do have a twin, but we were separated when we were very young. I don't know where she is or what happened to her, though," she said.
"You know, technically speaking, it's a felony to lie to a federal officer," Oscar said, smiling. Liz laughed.
"I guess we'll just have to see what the court says," she joked. "I didn't know I was being questioned and I certainly don't recall you reading me my rights."
"True," Oscar said. His phone rang. Oscar picked it up, noticed the incoming number and looked at Liz. "Excuse me, please, duty is calling."
"By all means," she said.
"Hey, Bill, what's up?" Oscar asked.
"We got Mona," Bill said. "Unfortunately, she's dead now."
"What happened?" Oscar asked.
"We got a good make on her location, officers closed in and she pulled a gun on them," Bill said. "They had no choice but to take her down. From what I heard, she was gut-shot. She lasted for a bit, but didn't make it. She managed to implicate Liz, Nina Carlilse and a few others before she died."
"I guess that's that," Oscar said, watching Liz carefully.
"Pretty much," Bill said. "Are you still on your date with the First Lady?"
"Yeah," Oscar said.
"Okay, let me know when you have that loose end tied up," Bill said.
"Will do," Oscar said in response before hanging up.
After ending the call, Oscar sent a text to Kyle: "Stand by. Monitor video for cue." He got an immediate response: "Copy that."
Oscar turned on his phone's camera, set it so that it would stream to Kyle, placed it in his pocket and addressed Liz. He smiled to himself, knowing that Kyle would get a good look at her near-nude body.
"Sorry about that little interruption," Oscar said.
"No problem," Liz said. "I understand when duty calls." Oscar nodded.
"Interesting you mentioning your sister," he said. Liz perked up at that. "You know, Mona Larsen. Turns out she did something really bad. You see, she pulled a gun on federal officers and, well, got shot. I'm told she was shot in the abdomen - a bad way to go if you ask me. But before she died, she implicated you, Nina Carlilse and others. I guess she figured that if she was going down, others were going with her."
"You bastard," Liz snarled, her face turning red. "You knew Mona was my sister?"
"Yes, Liz, I confirmed it earlier today," Oscar said.
"You know, I was going to give you the best night of your life," she said. Oscar picked up his flute.
"I suspect it would also have been the last night of my life," he said. "Am I right? You know, you really should cover up a bit. You see, any minute now, there's going to be a lot of federal agents come through that door and they're going to arrest you. I don't think you'd want your body on display for CNN now, would you?
"Now, before I have you arrested, Liz, I'd like an answer to just one question," Oscar said.
"What's that?" Liz said as she closed her robe and placed her hands in the pockets.
"Why?" Oscar asked. "You had it all. You're married to the most powerful man on earth, you could have your pick of any man you want, you basically have it all."
"That's easy, Mr. Midwest-values-with-kids," she said sarcastically. "Power. In Washington, everything is about power. I loved my sister, but she was drunk on it. She became an ideologue. She wanted to change all of society. Me, I just wanted the power. And I would have gotten it. Until you came along."
At that moment, she pulled her hands out of her pockets, opened a vial she had stashed in her robe and swallowed it. At the same time, she grabbed Oscar's flute and drank the entire glass of champagne. Her face immediately turned white and her eyes bulged. Before Oscar could react, she had already fallen on the floor.
"Get in here, now," Oscar ordered, directing his voice to his phone. Immediately, the doors flew open and federal agents, led by Kyle, stormed into the room, but it was too late. By the time they arrived at the table, Liz was already dead. Kyle put on a pair of latex gloves and picked up the now-empty vial. He placed it in an evidence bag and handed it to Oscar.
"Whatever this was, you know she intended it for you," he said. Oscar nodded.
"I know," he said. "I'll have our lab analyze this and get the results back to you."
"Thanks, I'd appreciate that," Kyle said. By now, Lincoln Skaggs entered the room. He broke into tears upon seeing his wife's body on the floor.
"Did you have to kill her?" he asked Oscar.
"She did it to herself," Oscar said. "I have it along with her confession on video. Would you like to see it?" Lincoln shook his head.
"No," he said. He cradled her head for a moment before Kyle pulled him back up.
"Mr. President, we don't know what she used to commit suicide, but it appears to be fast-acting. It's best if you not touch her body until we know it's safe," he said. The president nodded his head in understanding then turned to Oscar.
"Is the threat over? Have all the others been caught?" he asked.
"Her sister was shot resisting arrest," Oscar said. "She pulled a weapon on federal agents. Others are being rounded up now. As far as I know, the threat has been neutralized."
"Thank you, Oscar," he said quietly before leaving the room.
Oscar briefed Kyle about the dinner and prepared to leave. Kyle reached out and shook his hand.
"You know, if you ever get tired of chasing after whacked-out wives, come look me up," he said. Oscar smiled.
"Thanks, Kyle, I appreciate that. It's been a pleasure working with you," he said.
Oscar made his way back to the Lincoln Bedroom and called Bill to brief him on the evening's events.
"Good job, Oscar," Bill said. "We'll take it from here. Right now, though, you need to get back to base."
"What's going on?" Oscar asked.
"It's Renee. And it's serious," Bill said. That's all Oscar needed to hear. He packed his clothes, took one last look at the room and headed out.
He arrived at Fort Apache a few hours later and met Bill, who escorted him to the secure medical facility.
"Oscar," Bill began, "Renee's been diagnosed with a very aggressive brain cancer. I didn't mention it before because I needed you to focus on the job. They found it during her six-month scan. From what I've been told, she has days, maybe a couple weeks. And she's been asking for you."
"What the hell?" Oscar asked. "Didn't they spot it before?"
"There was no sign of it six months ago," Bill said. "She began complaining of headaches a few months back so they gave her the usual medications, but they got worse. Whatever this was started getting real aggressive just recently."
By now, they had made it to Renee's room. The kids were already there and were waiting for their father before entering the room. She had lost weight, her eyes appeared sunken and her skin had taken on a yellowish tint. Oscar approached the side of her bed and took her hand.
"Oscar," she whispered, smiling. "I'm so glad you could make it. I'm sorry, but I don't think I'm going to see the kids graduate from high school."
"You're going to make it," he said, trying to encourage her. It didn't work. She shook her head.
"No, baby, I'm not," she said. "I want to clear the air before I go, though."
"What do you mean?" Oscar asked.
"I need to tell you something before I go. You were the best husband and father a woman could ever want. I love you so much and yet, I hurt you so bad. I'm sorry," she said, tears running down her face.
"Okay, Renee, I know MMAS messed your mind up," Oscar said. Renee shook her head, crying even more.
"No, Oscar, I have something to say and I know it will hurt, but I can't take this to the grave. I have to get it off my chest. Before I went to that retreat I cheated on you. Several times. I don't know why I did it but I'm sorry. Can you ever forgive me?" she asked.
Oscar couldn't believe what he was hearing. He never would've thought that Renee would cheat on him, but here she was admitting to it. Hot tears flowed down his face. He stood and looked at Bill, shaking his head.
"Kids, come talk to your mother," he told them, motioning for Bill and the doctor to step into the hallway.
"Is it possible she's hallucinating all this?" Oscar asked. The doctor shrugged his shoulders.
"It's impossible to say," he told Oscar. "We know she was dosed with all kinds of mind-altering chemicals so anything is possible. The bottom line is that it's real to HER, so in her mind at least, it actually happened."
"Is there anything that can be done?" Oscar asked. The doctor shook his head.
"No, Oscar, there's not," he said. "This thing is growing even as we speak. I've never seen anything like it. It's literally consuming her brain cells and it's doing so with increasing speed. Frankly, I'm surprised she can even talk."
"How long does she have?" Bill asked.
"Yesterday, I would have said maybe days or weeks. Now, I think we're looking at hours, if that. Her body is already shutting down and soon, her entire brain will be consumed. I don't think she'll make it through the night," he said. "Frankly, she may not make it through this conversation." Bill looked at Oscar.
"Well, my friend, you have a big decision. Do you love her enough to forgive her?" he asked.
Oscar knew he had loved her enough to perhaps take a chance on her one more time, but that was before this revelation. What could he do, though? Divorce her? He had already done that. Kill her? She was already dying and could be dead any minute now. She had already been thrown in prison.
And he knew that if he didn't forgive her, it could become a stumbling block in his relationship with the kids, who were now crying as they told her goodbye.



Damn, damn, damn, he thought. Why did she have to do that?
But, he reasoned, there was an outside chance it was a false memory placed by MMAS. He looked at Bill and made his decision.
Walking back into the room, he considered his former wife who now looked at him with eyes begging for mercy. She had been suffering, and was suffering now. He decided not to add to her pain.
"Renee, you've given me many years of happiness, two wonderful children and despite everything that's happened, I forgive you," he said, crying. Renee sobbed at his words as did the children who hugged her as tight as they could.
After a few minutes, Renee motioned for the children to be taken into the hallway. Oscar held her close and cried as he heard her whisper, "I love you" and "I'm sorry." He heard what sounded like a death rattle and then, nothing. He looked at her face and knew she had passed away. He kissed her forehead and laid her back in the bed.
"I'm sorry, Oscar," Bill said. "Look, we'll take care of everything. We'll have to do an autopsy first, but the task force will cover her funeral arrangements." Oscar nodded, gathered the children and numbly went home.
Epilogue:
The autopsy revealed that Renee's brain condition was a result of the experimental drugs Pat used on her during that weekend at the retreat. It seems the tumor had been present for some time but was so small that previous scans did not detect it.
Renee was buried in Oscar's family plot with a headstone that read "Loving wife and mother." Oscar did not tell her family everything she had done, but they knew she had spent time in prison for attempting to murder him. He decided to spare them the gory details, for the children's sake.
News reports said the First Lady died of a sudden stroke. The nation mourned her loss as media outlets played video of a grieving President Skaggs. Video of him shedding tears at her gravesite caused his popularity to increase with the "family values" crowd and even former adversaries were reluctant to criticize a man mourning his wife's death. No doubt, Oscar thought, he would probably get re-elected. Lab tests on the chemical she swallowed indicated it was an enhanced version of what Renee used on him. No wonder she died so fast, Oscar thought to himself.
There were also reports of an unidentified woman who was shot while resisting arrest by federal agents. Oscar knew it was Mona Larsen, but her name was never mentioned, nor was there any mention of her relationship to the late First Lady nor the plot against President Skaggs.
Bill was thrilled with the outcome, but informed Oscar that the mop-up operation could last a few years. Not only that, he said some copycats had already started operating.
Oscar's friend also had another surprise for him.
"Oscar, you really need to find a good woman. Maybe you should check out that new hire over in legal, Rita," Bill said.
"Why?" Oscar asked.
"Cause, she's heard a lot about you and she really likes you," Bill said.
"And how would you know that?" Oscar asked.
"Well," Bill said, "she's my daughter and she just happens to be about your age and I happen to know she's available and really wants to meet you."
"You dog," Oscar said, laughing. "You really trying to set me up with your daughter?" Bill laughed and gave Oscar a slip of paper.
"Call her," he said. "She's looking forward to hearing from you. Now don't make a liar out of me."
"Alright," Oscar said, exasperated. "I'll call."
"Good," Bill said. "Just one thing, okay?"
"What?" Oscar asked.
"I really would like some grandkids some day," Bill said with a smile. Oscar laughed.
He called and met Rita, who turned out to be a wonderful, caring woman who just happened to love children. After dating for a while, they fell in love with each other and the kids fell in love with her as well. They eventually got married, with Oscar's children acting as best man and maid of honor.
At least, Oscar reasoned, he wouldn't have to hide his job from her. And it turned out that shortly after the honeymoon, Bill would get his wish sooner than he realized...
Note: This concludes the saga of MMAS, but it is not the end of Oscar's story. Stay tuned...
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"You're traveling through another dimension, a dimension not only of sight and sound but of mind. A journey into a wondrous land whose boundaries are that of imagination. That's the signpost up ahead—your next stop..."
"Turn that shit off!" screeched the shrew primping herself in the bathroom.
"What the fuck's the matter with you, bitch? Goddammit, I work 16 hours a day, six days a week. This is the only day I have off, and I'll damn well watch whatever the fuck I want to," Randy yelled back from his recliner in the living room.
"Well, I don't wanna hear that crap again. You watch that stupid show every week. Hell, it isn't even in color," Lori responded.
She walked into the living room, giving Randy an eyeful. She had gone all out, wearing a tiny skirt she bought online and a short top that bared her midriff. It was obvious she wore no bra but she did manage to pull on a thong. Her high CFM pumps topped the ensemble.
"Whoa," Randy said. "You look hot. Where are we going tonight?"
"'We' aren't going anywhere, asshole. I'm going on a girl's night out. I don't know when I'll be back so don't wait up for me," she said. Randy knew better but didn't let on.
"What the fuck's up with you?" Randy asked. "I don't get to see you hardly at all during the week and the one day I'm home, you decide to go on a 'girl's night out'," he said. "I was kinda hoping to spend some time with you."
"I deserve a day off too, you know. You think it's easy staying here and keeping this place clean while you work? Yeah, I work a bit too, maybe not 16 hours a day like you, but it's not easy for me, you know. Besides, you've been sick, remember?" she said.
"Yeah, I know it must really take a lot of effort to paint those toenails like that," Randy said.
"That's right," Lori huffed. "So, I'm going to be out with the girls and I'll get home when I damn well please," she said, grabbing her purse and heading for the door.
"Just remember one thing, Lori," Randy said before she walked out. "If I ever find out you're cheating on me, you won't have a home to come back to."
"Whatever," she said, slamming the door on her way out. Randy locked the door, set the deadbolt, put the chain on the door and secured the door bolt he just installed. She'd have a hell of a time getting back in, assuming she came back at all, he thought. He did the same to the back door and made sure all the windows were secured.
He grabbed another Coke and plopped himself back into his recliner to finish watching a marathon of his favorite show. Fuck that lying, cheating, conniving bitch, he said to himself. He looked at his watch. Two hours to go, and he'd finally be rid of the diseased slut for good. At least that's what he was told. He looked at the ring on his right index finger with the big blue stone and hoped the good doctor was right.
It wasn't always like this. Randy Page met Lori while attending college twelve years ago. He had just finished his hitch in the Army and decided to use his veteran's benefits while he could. He was a mechanic in the Army and found that he could pretty much figure out and fix almost anything mechanical. So he decided to get a degree in engineering.
He met Lori while standing in line at the student union. They were both there to get books they needed for their classes and began talking to each other. After realizing they both had the same tastes in music and movies, they dated, fell in love and got married after they graduated two years later.
The first few years was great for them both. There wasn't a day that went by without some form of hot, wild lovemaking. Randy always loved seeing Lori's shapely legs and she loved showing them off in tiny shorts or skirts. She had one pair of daisy dukes with a crotch that barely covered her shaved pussy lips and drove him nuts. He could spend hours with his face buried between those legs and loved eating her pussy. He especially loved it when she would spread her legs wide and beg him to eat her. She would reciprocate with a toe-curling blowjob and she always swallowed.
He got a job as a "civil engineer" at EMX Manufacturing right out of college. In reality, it was little more than a glorified mechanics position, but he was happy to be working at all with the economy. Besides, the pay was decent and the company had good benefits. Between his degree and his mechanical skills, Randy became indispensable as far as the plant management was concerned. If it was broke, Randy was the guy to fix it. And he always came through.
Lori wasn't able to get much with her degree and ended up working part-time for a local accounting firm. It didn't pay much, but she had some benefits and hoped to get enough experience to move up the ladder a bit.
They did well, but things started changing in their home a while back. They had discussed having children after five or six years, but Lori suddenly changed her mind. She also became a bit moody and more demanding as time went on. Randy, thinking "happy wife, happy life," gave in to her demands more often than not.
After a while, Lori began micro-managing everything Randy did, telling him how to mow the yard, what television programs to watch, even telling him how to hold the tools he had used since he was a teenager.
Sex between the two eased off as well. What had been an everyday thing became maybe once or twice a week, then a few times a month. Lori started going out "with the girls" on Friday nights. At first Randy didn't mind since he sometimes went bowling or would go hunting with the guys.
Initially, she would leave right after work and get home about 7 or 8 that night and would always be in a good mood. As time went on, however, Lori came home later and later. Sometimes she wouldn't show back up until the next day. Naturally, that angered Randy and the two would spend the weekend fighting.
He also noticed that she began dressing in more revealing clothing on those nights. Her skirts were always fashionably short, but not overly revealing. Now, she either wore skirts that showed off most of her legs or shorts that could almost pass for denim thongs.
If that wasn't bad enough, Randy sometimes thought he detected the presence of dried cum on her thighs or on her face. Lori would immediately go into the shower on those nights and refused to let him touch her.
Things changed at the factory as well. The economy wasn't doing too well, and a number of maintenance people were laid off. Randy, being the local "master of all trades," was told he would have to work 16 hours a day six days a week just to keep the plant running. He suggested hiring in temporary help but was shot down by the plant manager, a burly cigar-chomping cretin who sported a flat-top and generally treated the employees like crap.
Lori didn't seem to care that Randy was gone so much and he was somewhat relieved to be away from her. The overtime was good, even though taxes took quite a chunk of his earnings. Nevertheless, he was still able to set aside a good portion just in case.
By now, Lori had taken to dissing him publicly to their friends, telling them that he was "just" a mechanic at a two-bit factory while openly flirting with every man she saw. And her treatment of him just got worse.
He started believing that she was cheating on him, and thought about how he might be able to catch her in the act. Unfortunately, private investigators cost too much and so did the spy gear he thought would do the job.
One day he overheard a couple of plant employees talking about someone who sounded just like his wife. He was in a stall using the toilet when they came in.
"Did you see the legs on that bitch going up to see Akers?" one man asked.
"Yeah, damn, you could see her pussy lips through those shorts. You think she's Akers' new whore?" the other guy asked.
"Fuck yeah," the first guy said. "Hell, she comes to see him about three or four times a week. Comes in at about 3:00 and stays till 5:00 or 6:00. Rumor has it she's married to a plant employee. Always comes back out looking like she's been rode hard and put away wet, know what I mean?"
Randy decided to keep an eye out to see who this woman was, and made sure to be positioned so he could see anyone going up to Akers' office. It only took a day for the effort to pay off. Sure enough, he saw Lori walking up the stairs to his office as though she owned the place. She wore one of her most revealing pair of shorts and looked down at the floor before she walked in, almost as if to see if she could spot him.
Randy watched as two of the plant supervisors entered the office. Akers pulled the shades on the door and put up a sign that read, "Meeting in progress. Do not disturb."
Three hours later, he saw her leave the office, her hair disheveled and her makeup smeared. One of the plant supervisors followed her out, tucking his shirt into his pants. The reality of her cheating hit Randy square in the gut and he vowed to get vengeance.
Randy, fed up with her cheating and abuse, seriously considered divorcing the bitch. He even spoke to a couple of family law attorneys who informed him that in this state, he was basically screwed. He might get to keep his home since he inherited it from his parents long before they married, but even that wasn't guaranteed. In the final analysis, he would lose about 30 percent of his income, half of his retirement and worldly possessions to her, leaving him to subsist on pork and beans while paying for her to screw her lovers.
And because he had no definitive proof of her cheating, he had nothing to use against her. He kept an eye out for her and spotted her going to see Akers at the plant several more times. He took pictures with his smartphone, but knew they were meaningless.
He decided to confront her about her cheating but that backfired as well.
"What were you doing at Akers' office this afternoon?" Randy asked when he got home.
"What business is it of yours?" she asked, visibly perturbed. "Are you fucking spying on me now?"
"I couldn't help but see you going into his office, and you certainly weren't dressed for business," he said. "And if you are fucking Akers, it damn well is my business. I won't be married to a cheating whore."
"I had to deliver some papers to him," she said.
"I didn't see any papers, and you sure didn't look like you were dressed for work," Randy told her.
"Look, I sometimes have to deliver papers to the plant on my way home from work. You're making too much out of it. I love you and I would never cheat on you," she said.
"Well, if you really love me, do you think you could treat me a bit better and quit dissing me in public?" Randy asked. Lori sighed.
"I'm sorry, I didn't realize I was doing that," she said. Randy put his arms around her.
"Want to go upstairs and play?" he asked. She shook her head and broke free of his grasp.
"Not tonight. I'm a bit tired," she said. Yeah, Randy thought, fucking three guys at once could tire you out.
He thought that maybe she would quit coming to the plant since he confronted her, but no. A couple days later, she was back, wearing an even more revealing pair of shorts and a t-shirt that barely covered her breasts. This time, Randy was at the bottom of the stairs when she came around.
"Delivering more papers today, Lori?" he asked. She fumbled, trying to collect herself.
"I have to get some paperwork from Mr. Akers," she said.
"Well, why don't I go up with you since you're here and then we can go get a bite to eat," Randy suggested. Lori backed off.
"Um, no, that won't be necessary. Look, I'm really busy, I'll come back later," she said before leaving. Randy turned around and looked at a very upset Ron Akers.
"What's the matter, boss?" he asked. "Did I interrupt your afternoon fuck fest?"
"Get back to work, Page," he growled before going back in his office. Randy smiled.
That night, he stopped at the Dew Drop Inn, a small bar he liked to visit sometimes for a beer or two.
"Everything okay, Randy?" Ryan, the bartender, asked.
"Just fucking lovely," Randy said.
"Woman trouble, huh?" Ryan asked as he wiped down the bar.
"Yeah, you could say that," Randy said. "Woman trouble, wife fucking boss and everyone else trouble. Name it." Ryan nodded his head in understanding. He opened a drawer under his till and handed Randy a card.
"Give this gal a call," he told Randy.
Randy looked at the plain white card. "Dr. Adrestia Rhamnousia," it read. "Cheating spouses can run, but they can't escape," the card said under the name. There was a phone number but no address listed.
"Who's this?" Randy asked. Ryan put down his towel and leaned close to Randy.
"Remember when I was having trouble with Andrea?" he asked. Randy suddenly remembered and nodded his head.
"I forgot you were married. Wasn't she cheating on you?" he asked.
"Yeah, she was. Well, this lady took care of it for me."
"What do you mean, 'took care of it'? She didn't kill your wife did she?" Randy asked.
"Oh no, nothing like that. Let's just say the cheating bitch won't be cheating on me or anyone else ever again. She even helped me deal with the pain of it all. Still does, from time to time. And she's very reasonable," Ryan said, twisting a ring with a blue stone on his right index finger. "Give her a call. Call her now if you want."
"Right now?" Randy asked.
"Sure, why not," Ryan said. "Here, use my phone," he added, pulling out his cell phone. Randy had left his phone in his truck since he didn't want to take any calls from the shrew.
Randy dialed the number and a woman answered on the first ring.
"Dr.Rhamnousia," the woman said.
"Yes, this is..." Randy began.
"Randy Page," she said, finishing his sentence. "I've been expecting your call. Come to my office tomorrow morning at 9:00 sharp. Don't be late." Randy was shocked at her direct approach.
"Where's your office at?" Randy asked.
"The address is on the card," she said. Randy looked and sure enough, the address was there, right below the number. How did that happen, he asked himself. It wasn't there just a couple minutes ago.
"Tell your boss, Mr. Akers, you have a doctor's appointment tomorrow and you have to be there. Understand?" she asked.
"Uh, yeah," Randy said. "Are you really a doctor?"
"Of course," she said. "I have a Ph.D in multiple disciplines and I also have the cure for what currently ails you. Be there. 9:00 am sharp. And bring your phone and your laptop." She ended the call, leaving Randy shocked.
"How did she know who I was?" Randy asked. "Did you talk to her? Maybe arrange this?" Ryan shook his head.
"Nope. I haven't spoken to her since she helped me with Andrea," he said. "Trust me, she's your best shot at dealing with Lori."
Randy thanked Ryan, took the card and headed home. Lori was her usual bitchy self and lit into him as soon as he walked in the door.
"Where the fuck were you?" she demanded. "Why didn't you answer my calls?"
Randy ignored her and went to their bedroom. He wondered if she had brought her lovers here to fuck them in their bed. Their MARITAL bed. The thought sickened him. He changed out of his clothes and went back downstairs.
"And what was that shit at the plant?" she demanded.
"Good question," Randy said. "What were you doing there? Please don't tell me you had to pick up papers for your accounting firm. We have an entire department dedicated to accounting. And since when does your company require you to dress like you're competing in a wet t-shirt contest? I may have been born at night but it wasn't last night."
"How I dress, or IF I dress is none of your fucking business," she said. "So tell me, where were you tonight?"
"If you must know, dear, I had a beer at the Dew Drop Inn," he said. "Now I'm going to bed because I'm not feeling too well. Working 16 hours a day six days a week to support an ungrateful bitch like you does that."
He went to bed, thinking about the strange call with Dr. Rhamnousia. What the hell kind of a name was that, he wondered. And how did she seem to know so much about him? That night, he got far less than his usual five hours of sleep and practically had to drag himself out of bed the next day.
"You look like shit," Lori said.
"I'm not surprised," he said. "I think I'll go see a doctor today." He picked up his phone and called the plant to tell them he would be gone as he had an appointment with a doctor and didn't know how long it would last.
"Mr. Akers won't be happy," said the bubbly female voice on the other end. Randy knew he was speaking with Angela, a fairly new hire in HR.
"Yeah, well, if he starts any shit, remind him I have over 200 hours of sick time," Randy said. Angela laughed.
"You got it, big guy," she said.
"Doctor?" Lori asked. "You didn't tell me last night you had an appointment. What's wrong?"
"Yeah, well, I didn't think you'd give a shit anyway, the way you've been treating me lately," he said. "I just have something that's been making me feel sick all the time, thought maybe I could get an antibiotic or something." Randy didn't like lying, but at this point, he really didn't care. Lori played the role of a caring wife, making Randy even more ill.
"Is there anything I can do, baby?" she asked.
Yeah, Randy thought. Quit fucking half the planet and start treating me right. Fat chance of that happening, though.
"Nah," Randy said. "It doesn't help that I'm working my ass off 16 hours a day to keep a roof over our heads and it sure as hell doesn't help to see you traipsing up to Akers' office dressed like a teeny-bopper on spring break."
"I'm sorry, Randy, I have things to do as well. I do have a job you know," she said.
"But it doesn't take three hours to hand him some papers, does it? Papers I never see you carrying? Come on, Lori, I'm not stupid. Guys are talking. I hear them all the fucking time. What's going on?" he asked.
"It's not what you think," she said.
"Then tell me what it is," he said. She looked at the floor.
"I can't say anything," she said quietly.
"Well, understand this. I absolutely will not tolerate a cheating wife. You got that? That means if I ever find out you've been fucking Akers or anyone else, you're out. O. U. T. Out. Got it? There'll be no mercy, no forgiveness. We're done. And the assholes fucking you will go down as well. Understand?"
"Randy, please," she began.
"Fuck it, I gotta go. My appointment is at 9:00 and I can't be late." He grabbed his coffee and headed out the door.
"I love you, Randy," Lori said as he opened the door. He stopped and looked back at her.
"Yeah, right. Whatever," he said before leaving. What was that all about, she wondered. Does he know? What will he do?
Lori began to get nervous and called Akers.
"Hey, sweet cheeks," he said. "I hear the wimpy cuck has a little boo-boo and is going to see the doctor today. We on for this afternoon as usual? Got five of my supervisors who can't wait to see ya."
Five guys, Lori thought. Six, counting Akers. Wow. The thought made her wet between the legs.
"Yeah, okay. Listen, Ron, I think we may have to cool things down a bit. I think Randy knows what's going on and he gave me an ultimatum this morning," she said.
"Don't worry about the little wimp. He's too stupid to know shit. What's he gonna do? Run to mommy? Stick out his lower lip? Just have that sweet ass of yours in my office at 3:00, like normal," he said.
"Okay," Lori said quietly, "I'll be there."
"Good," Akers said. "And no panties this time."
Randy, meanwhile, was making his way to see Dr. Rhamnousia. He found the building listed on the card. It looked like it hadn't been occupied for some time and weeds were making their way up the old brick walls. He drove around back and saw a parking lot with weeds growing up through the cracks in the old pavement. He pulled in and went inside with the bag holding his laptop and tablet, carefully working his way up the creaky old staircase, almost expecting to be mugged at any moment.



He found the door to her suite, simply marked, "Rhamnousia," and went inside.
His first reaction was unbelief. A rather attractive, young-looking woman with long wavy blonde hair sat behind a computer hooked up to three monitors. The room was filled with old books and files and reminded him of something out an old gothic horror film. She looked up and motioned him inside.
"Randy, right on time. Good," she said. "I appreciate punctuality. Please, come in and have a seat."
Randy went inside, closed the door and sat down.
"Coffee? Tea?" she asked.
"Um, coffee is fine, thank you," he said. She poured a cup and handed it to him.
"Black, just the way you like it," she said, smiling. How in the hell did she know that, he wondered.
"Dr., uhm," he began.
"Please, call me Dr. A.," she said. "I've been called lots of things over the years, Nemesis, Tyr, just to mention a couple. So Dr. A will work just fine."
Who the hell names their kid 'Nemesis' or 'Tyr,' Randy asked himself. He kept his thoughts to himself as he knew she was there to help him.
"Okay, Dr. A, I just want to say thanks for seeing me on such short notice," he said.
"My pleasure, Randy. It's my job to help those who seek my assistance. You have a problem with your wife, Lori, right? And you believe she's cheating on you, right?"
"Yeah, how do you know all that?" he asked.
"It's my job to know, Randy," she said, holding a folder. "Look around. You see, I have files covering every marriage on Earth. Like this poor sap who thinks his wife is visiting her sister in Paducah. Right now, she's in the middle of getting airtight at a gangbang in New York." The computer dinged quietly.
"Oops," she said. "The stupid cow just got pregnant. She's gonna have a hard time explaining that. Husband got a vasectomy three years ago. There's a divorce waiting to happen."
"So, if you know this, why don't you click something and just stop it?" Randy asked.
"Because, Randy, I have a very strict non-intervention policy. I don't get involved unless I'm asked," she said.
"But maybe they don't have your number," Randy said.
"I can be reached other ways," she said. "I see you're not a very religious person."
"No, I haven't been to church since I was a kid," Randy said. "Too many hypocrites for my taste." She nodded her head.
"I can understand that," she said. "There are times, however, when a simple, honest and heartfelt prayer for help gets across. You'd be amazed. In your case, it was a telephone call."
"So, how can you help me?" Randy asked. "Are you a lawyer, a private investigator, a psychologist? What? And I certainly can't afford much. I've already priced out lawyers and investigators."
"I am qualified to do all of those jobs, Randy," she said. "Simply put, I am justice for the wronged. And no one in my cross-hairs escapes. No one. As for cost, you need not worry."
"Why?" Randy asked.
"Simply put, I already have everything I need. And if I don't have it, I simply get it. No questions asked. So my services to you will cost nothing in terms of money. You will never see a bill from me, ever. As long as I'm needed on your case I will be available any time, day or night. All I ask is that when the time comes, you 'pay it forward,' the way Ryan did yesterday," she said.
"So how can you keep operating?" Randy asked.
"Let's just say I have very deep pockets and leave it at that, okay? Besides, getting justice for those who are wronged is the ultimate satisfaction in my line of work," she said. "Look, Randy, you do what you want, but understand that the courts aren't going to work in your favor and you could lose the house you inherited from your parents as well as nearly everything you've worked so hard to earn. You don't want that. So, do we have a deal?"
Randy was amazed at what she had just said. But he knew she was right and he couldn't continue to live the way he had been. He extended his hand.
"You got a deal, Dr. A," he said, shaking her hand.
They spent the next several hours reviewing Randy's marriage to Lori, or rather, Randy listened as Dr. A told him about his life with Lori. He learned from her that Lori had been screwing around on him for the last two years but the worst part began when Ron put him on 16 hour days. That, she told him, was a set-up between Lori and Akers to make her more available to him and his buddies.
'Girls night out,' he learned, was just a cover-up for her more illicit activities, which often included multiple men at the same time. And, he learned, she quit her job with the accounting firm so she could spend more time on her back with her lovers.
Six months ago, she told him, Lori got pregnant as a result of a gangbang with Akers and three of his plant supervisors. She got an abortion, but the operation messed her up to the point that she could never have any children. Randy remembered a period when Lori seemed to be extremely sick but refused to let him help her.
He broke down crying, unable to take the pain of Lori's betrayal. He loved her dearly, worked hard for her, took care of her, and this is how she repaid him? Dr. A stopped talking for a bit, walked around and gently took Randy in her arms to comfort him.
The second she touched him, Randy stopped crying and felt a strange peace come over him. He couldn't explain it. Dr. A kissed him lightly on the cheek and wiped a tear working its way down.
"It's going to be okay, Randy," she said. "I know this is hard, but we have to get through it. When we're done, I promise you'll feel much better." He looked at her and nodded his head. Who was this woman who could take away that kind of pain with a simple touch?
She sat back down and continued reviewing their marriage.
"So, Lori meets with Mr. Akers and several of his supervisors at least three times a week," she said. "They all know she's your wife, by the way and yes, they're having a good laugh at your expense. And they're planning to meet today at the usual time. Oh, and Akers has instructed her to not wear panties for their afternoon meeting."
"What," Randy said. "How..."
"Remember, it's my job," she said smiling.
Randy swore he would make the bastards pay. All of them. Especially Akers.
"So, at this point, we need to go about collecting evidence, since I'm sure you want some measure of revenge against the men using your wife, right?" she asked.
"You have everything in your files," Randy said. "Isn't that enough?"
"It's enough for me," she said. "And my information is absolutely infallible. Unfortunately, it won't stand up in your court of law.
"Give me your laptop, your smartphone and your tablet," she said. "I'm going to install something so you can keep a real close tab on Lori."
Randy watched as she quickly installed the software on his phone, tablet and laptop. Soon, she had the laptop open to the desktop. She pointed to an icon and had Randy open it. It asked for a password, which Dr. A gave him.
When the application opened, a large window in the middle showed what looked like a bird's eye view of Lori in their bedroom. The audio and video quality was simply stunning. Lori had apparently done laundry and was putting her clothes away. Dr. A showed Randy how to move the camera around so he could get video from any angle he wanted. He could even zoom in as close as he wanted. She also showed him how to save the video files for later use. The program even had a notification box that would light up when something important happened. Randy was amazed.
"Where are the cameras?" he asked. "Surely, she has to know she's being watched." Dr. A put a finger to her lips.
"Shhh," she said, winking. "Trade secret. And no, she has absolutely no idea she's being monitored. You'll be able to watch and hear everything she says and does, no matter where she is."
She showed him a smaller window below the main screen. She clicked a button on the window and it began filling with a jumble of words.
"What's this?" Randy asked.
"Something the feds would love to have," she said. "It's a special app that keeps track of her thoughts. Right now, it's synchronizing itself to her brain patterns. Once it's done, you'll be able to keep track of everything she's thinking. All her plans and desires will be laid bare for you. Watch," she said, pointing to the window. Sure enough, the word jumble began to form into coherent sentences.
"Oh my God, I'm going to get fucked by six men today. I'd love to see the look on Randy's face. That little wimp. I wish to fucking God I never met him. He's so Goddamn self-righteous. Why couldn't he be like Ron? Oh well, I'll only have to put up with it for a little longer. Once Ron sets him up he'll be well and truly fucked. And after he's gone I'll get his house and all of that insurance money and I'll be set for life."
"Oh my God," Randy exclaimed. "They're planning to kill me." Dr. A clicked the "Save" button.
"Yes, it certainly appears that way," she said.
"What do I do? I can't take this to the police. They'd never believe me," Randy said. He was on the verge of tears. Dr. A hugged him and he instantly felt better.
"Watch the video and the thought feed today," she said. "Stay away from her as much as you can tonight. You're off work tomorrow, so come see me at the same time in the morning and we'll discuss disposition. Okay?" Randy nodded his head.
What did she mean by "disposition," he wondered. And how in the hell did she do that with the surveillance and the brain scan thing? Who the hell is this woman? He had questions, but set them aside. She was, after all, firmly in his corner and whatever she did made him feel much better.
"And remember," she said as he began to leave, "no matter what, I'll be here as long as you need me. Any time, day or night. Got it?" she asked.
"Got it, Dr. A, and thanks for everything," he said. She smiled.
"My pleasure," she said.
Randy went home and seeing that Lori was already gone, fired up his laptop to find out what she was up to. By now, it was just a little before 3:00 and he knew she would be heading to the plant to see Akers.
Sure enough, he saw her heading up the stairs to see Akers. The men in the plant got a good look up her very short skirt as she went up the stairs. He adjusted the view and confirmed she wore no panties and everyone could clearly see her shaved pussy. Damn her, he thought. Damn them all to Hell.
She paused for a second to undo several of the buttons on her blouse before walking in. Akers was sitting at his desk with a cigar and stopped what he was doing long enough to look her over.
"Damn, you look good enough to eat," he said. "You're a bit early, but that's alright. The others will be here soon enough. Why don't you get comfortable on that couch over there?"
Lori walked to the couch and stripped off all her clothes. She sat down, her legs spread wide so he could clearly see her wet, shaved lips.
"Better than Colonel Fucking Sanders," Akers said. "And finger-lickin' good, I'll bet." Lori smiled as she dipped her fingers inside her dripping pussy.
"So, when are you going to take care of dipshit for me?" she asked.
"Probably next Thursday," he said. "We have a piece of equipment on the north side that constantly goes down and the only way to fix it is to crawl inside. If it's not done right, though, the whole thing could fire back up and turn him into hamburger within a few seconds. It's easy to overlook one of the many safety cutoffs. It's already been set up."
"So, he gets shredded into mincemeat, you get a new piece of gear and I get the house and his insurance," she said. He nodded.
"Yeah. That and of course, my cut of your insurance money. The owners of this place will also want to settle with you just to keep it all out of court, but you could still play the grieving widow and walk away with a few million. Minus my cut, of course," he said.
Randy knew the piece of equipment he was talking about. It was a dangerous machine and should have been replaced a decade ago, but upper management refused to do so, claiming it cost too much. Well, now they would have other things to deal with, like conspiracy to commit murder. Randy saved that piece of video and continued watching.
"Maybe next Wednesday, we can invite your husband into our little meeting for one last big send-off. I can tie him up and he can watch you get fucked. Then maybe you can feed him all the cum that gets pumped into that juicy pussy of yours. What do you think?" Lori smiled wickedly.
"Oh wow, that would be so fucking hot," she said, rubbing her crotch. Randy wanted to punch his laptop.
Five other plant supervisors showed up and Akers put the "Meeting in progress, Do not disturb" sign in place. Of course, Randy knew who all of the other assholes were and he made sure to get good shots of their faces. They were all married and were constantly bragging about the women they had scored. Soon, Randy thought, they would all be divorced.
"Well, Akers, you were right," one of them said. "Page's wife sure is a good-looking piece of ass. Can't wait to slip her some of this."
They all laughed and Page stood up to give them all a good look at her naked body. By now, they were all naked and Lori was on her knees sucking each of them off.
Over the next three hours, Randy watched as his soon-to-be ex wife fucked and sucked each of them, several times becoming airtight with a cock in her pussy, a cock in her mouth and another up her ass, something she told Randy was disgusting. None of them used condoms, which made Randy even angrier.
One of the supervisors sat down on the couch and guided Lori down on his cock in a reverse cowboy position. Randy positioned the view so he could clearly see what was going on. Lori spread her legs wide as another supervisor worked his cock inside her already-occupied pussy. Soon, the two men were sawing back and forth in her gaping hole as Lori moaned in ecstasy. Another man slipped his cock in her mouth and she eagerly sucked on it as the two men fucked her.
"Oh God, this is so much fucking fun," read the thought-scan box below the video. Lori was loving this, he noticed. "After shit-for-brains is gone I'll be doing this all fucking day in his house. Every fucking day. Fuck, fuck, fuck. That'll be my life from now on. Fuck that fucking piece of shit."
After a few minutes, the two inside her began ejaculating, flooding her with their semen as the cock in her mouth filled her with another load of cum. She swallowed everything she could and moaned loudly.
"God, yes, cum inside my pussy, you assholes. Give me something to feed to shithead tonight," she said. The men all laughed.
Suddenly, a notification box lit up on the display. Randy moved his mouse over the notification.
"STD Alert: Gonorrhea," the pop-up said. Shit, Randy thought. The stupid bitch went and got a damned STD.
Of course, Lori didn't know this and neither did the bastards fucking her. Naturally, they continued fucking her for another two hours, bareback, meaning that by now, all six of the men were quite likely infected with the disease.
Randy grabbed his phone and called Dr. A. She answered on the first ring.
"She just got infected with gonorrhea," he said. "And did you see what Akers and Lori planned to do to me?"
"Yes, I know," she said. "I saw that, too. Don't touch her tonight, whatever you do. I'll take care of the others."
"What do I do? Should I send the video to the police?" Randy asked. "At the very least, this is conspiracy to commit murder."
"What you do is relax," she said. "And trust me. No one escapes my justice. I'll see you tomorrow, Randy."
With that, Randy hung up. He noticed that Lori had left Ron's office and was heading to her car. He watched the thought scanner to see what was on her mind.
"I can't wait to feed Randy all the cum that's in my pussy. Fuck cleaning up for him. He's gonna be dead next Thursday anyway."
At this point, Randy felt more hatred toward her than he had ever felt in his entire life for anyone. He closed down his laptop, nuked a pot pie and turned on the TV.
Soon, he heard her car pull into the driveway. She entered the house and walked right past him, reeking of sex. He spotted the cum dripping down her leg. He said nothing. Right now, he felt as though he could happily put a bullet between her eyes.
"I'm home," she said. Randy stared at the TV. Lori bent over and looked him in the face.
"I said I'm home," she said even louder. Randy said nothing, but moved his head so he could watch the TV.
"Aw, fuck this," she said before storming off. A couple hours later she yelled out, "Are you coming to bed?"
"Not if you're in it," Randy said. She stormed down the stairs.
"Dammit Randy, what's wrong with you?" she asked, perturbed.
"Look in the fucking mirror," he said. "By the way, you never even asked how my appointment went. But then again, I'm not surprised, since you really don't give a shit about me."
"I'm sorry, baby, that's not true," she said. "What did the doctor say?"
"I have to go back first thing in the morning for a follow-up to determine how to get rid of what's making me sick," Randy said.
"What's making you sick? Did the doctor say?" she asked.
"A couple of things," Randy said, looking right at her. Naturally, she didn't get the hint. "But in all seriousness, I'm not sleeping with you tonight. I'll sleep in the den, maybe. For starters, you smell like shit and I don't want to risk possibly spreading anything." Like her gonorrhea, he thought to himself.
"Okay," she said, quietly, before going back to the bedroom. Randy waited until he heard the door close, then pulled out his phone and fired up the monitoring app Dr. A installed earlier. He was curious to see what she was thinking.
"Oh my God, does he know? What will he do? What will Ron do? I don't know if I can do this anymore. My husband hates me, I know it. But I hate him, too. After all, that's why I approached Ron about getting rid of him. I thought that working all those hours would wear him down or give him a heart attack, but it didn't. Maybe Randy knows more than he's letting on. Shit, shit, shit. But his eyes, they were so full of hate. For me. That's not the Randy I know. What have I done?"
Randy smiled, knowing that what conscience the stupid bitch had left was starting to eat at her. Tired, he went into the den and laid down on the futon and got some sleep.
The next morning, Randy got up, showered, dressed and grabbed some coffee before walking out the door. He said nothing to Lori and offered no display of affection whatsoever.
"Can I go with you to the doctor?" she asked. Randy shook his head.
"No," he said. "I don't know when I'll be finished and I'm sure you have other things to do."
"Oh," she said quietly. "Randy, you know I do love you, really."
"You have a funny way of showing it," he said.
"Do you still love me?" she asked. Randy considered his answer.
"Honestly, Lori, I don't know. A part of me does and probably always will. But truthfully, a part of me hates your guts with a red-hot passion right now. I think you know why. I'll always love the girl I married. Right now, though, she's gone and I don't know what you did to her," he said. "I've gotta go. I'll be back when I'm back."
"Okay," she said. "I'll see you when you get back."
Randy left, confused by the last exchange with Lori. Was she having doubts? Would she finally come to her senses? He doubted it, and even if she did, there was no way he could ever trust her again.
He got to Dr. A's office and went inside.
"Right on time again," she said, smiling. "Have a seat while I get your coffee."
Randy accepted her coffee and watched as she glided back to her chair. He would love to get to know this woman better, he thought. She wasted no time getting to the point of the meeting. They talked for some time about Lori and the plot against him.



"Well, I take it last night opened your eyes," she said.
"Yeah, I never knew just how bad things were with Lori. There's no question. Divorce is the only answer," he said. Dr. A looked at him carefully and drew a piece of chalk out of her desk drawer.
"You're limiting yourself, Randy. Surely, there's something much better. Let me explain," she said. She got up and walked around the desk. Standing in front of Randy, she drew a circle on her desk with the chalk and filled it in.
"We're going to play pretend here, okay?" she asked.
"Okay," Randy said.
"Let's pretend this is a button. A very special button. What if I told you that by pressing this button, Lori could disappear, transported anywhere you wanted. Do you think you could press it?" she asked.
Randy looked at the circle before looking up at her.
"Anywhere?" he asked.
"Absolutely. And it doesn't even have to be a real place. Would you do it?"
"But wouldn't her absence go unnoticed? Wouldn't people start looking for her?" Randy asked. Dr. A smiled.
"Not if she never existed here. Oh sure, you'd remember her. Maybe others very close might have a distant memory of her, but there would be no record, no trace, no pictures, nothing to prove that she was ever here. What now? Could you do it?" she asked. Randy considered her words as he looked at the circle. Could he really do it? All he would have to do is press the button and "poof," no more Lori. No more taunts, no more cheating, no more lies, no more conspiracies to murder him. He reached out and put a thumb on the circle.
"Hell, yes," he said. Dr. A hugged him and planted a soft kiss on his cheek.
"Good man," she said. She went back to her desk and pulled out a ring with a curious blue stone setting. It looked just like the one he saw on Ryan's finger. She handed it to him.
"Place that on your right index finger," she said. "The chalk I drew on the desk was just a circle. This is the real thing."
Randy looked at the ring, then back up at her.
"But where will I send her?" he asked.
"I have an idea you might find interesting," she said.
"What's that?" he asked.
"Well, isn't tonight the weekly Twilight Zone marathon?" she asked. Yes, it was, and it was something Randy always looked forward to. Lori hated it, which added to his pleasure.
"Yes, it is," he said.
"That's one of your favorite programs, isn't it?" Dr. A asked.
"It always has been," he told her.
"Don't tell anyone, but it's one of mine as well," she said. "Rod Serling tells some wonderful tales and I just loved the brilliant sense of irony and justice in many of those old programs. In fact, I believe that one of your personal favorites will be playing tonight at 9:00."
"Which one is that?" he asked.
"Spoilers," she said. "You'll know it when you see it. Do you trust me?"
"Sure," Randy said.
"Good. I'll set the ring to activate at 9:15, then. You'll have 15 minutes to press the blue stone," she said. "Understand that once it's done, it can't ever be undone. And the ring loses all its power at 9:30."
"Okay," Randy said. "Let's do it." Dr. A smiled broadly.
"Wonderful," she said. "Consider it done. Keep your laptop application running and you'll know instantly if you're successful."
"What about the other assholes?" Randy asked.
"They'll be taken care of tonight as well, don't worry. Check your local 8:00 news. I think you'll find it interesting," she said.
They talked a bit more about life, love and justice before Randy got very quiet.
"Dr. A, will I ever see you again?" Randy asked.
"You know you can always reach me if you ever need me," she said.
"I'm sorry, it's just that, well, I like talking to you. I've felt better, more alive and more, well, loved, than I have in such a long time," he said.
"You're falling for me, aren't you, Randy?" she asked. "It's okay and perfectly normal under the circumstances."
"Maybe, a little," he said. "It's been so long since I've felt so comfortable with a pretty woman." She came around the desk, sat in his lap and put her arms around him.
"Randy, you're a good man. A decent, honest, hard-working and loving man. I know many women who would love to be with you. And I'm certain one of them will before you even know it. Under other circumstances, I'd be honored to call you mine. But know this, Randy. I'll always be with you, everywhere you go," she said.
Placing her hands on either side of Randy's face, she gave him a soft, sensuous kiss on the lips. He felt a jolt of electricity go through him and saw flashes of things in his minds - things he couldn't begin to explain. But suddenly, he understood, and he accepted her gift of love.
"Randy," she said, placing her hand over his heart, "I'll always be right here. And I'll always love you unconditionally. Maybe not in the way you have in mind, but perhaps on some lonely night, in a dream, we might meet again. And you can always talk to me, in here," she said, tapping his head.
Randy looked at her and felt a love he couldn't explain. But he seemed to understand what she told him. He nodded his head.
"Thanks... Adrestia," he said. She got off his lap and led him to the door, handing him a pile of blank white cards.
"Don't forget to 'pay it forward,'" she said.
"I won't," Randy said. "And thank you. For everything."
"It's my pleasure, Randy," she said.
Randy made it back to his truck and realized he had spent most of the day with her. He got in and stopped for a burger and a beer before going home. For the first time in many months, he had a happy disposition and even stopped to look at some birds gathering in the trees.
After spending some quality "alone" time communing with nature, he headed home. This would be it, he said to himself.
He got home just in time for the first Twilight Zone episode of the evening, grabbed a Coke instead of a beer, and sat down. Lori was back to full-bitch mode as she prepared for her "girl's night out."
"Well, I see you finally decided to come home. How did it go with the doctor?" she asked.
"Went great," Randy said.
"So, did the doctor figure out how to cure whatever it is that's making you so damn sick?" she asked.
"As a matter of fact, yes. And I should be feeling much better by the end of the evening," he said.
"So what did you do for the rest of the day? You were gone an awful long time," she shot back.
"I went and grabbed a beer and a burger then just spent some time checking out nature. It's amazing what we take for granted, you know?" he said.
"Whatever," she said sarcastically, before going back to the bedroom. Randy ignored her and engrossed himself in the week's marathon.
Soon enough, she was gone and Randy considered the ring on his finger. He checked the time - 7:59 pm. He turned on the local news and was shocked at what he saw.
"Tonight on Eyewitness News," the anchor said. "A mysterious explosion at EMX Manufacturing in which six men, including the plant manager, Ron Akers, was killed. The others are believed to be supervisors, but the names have not been released pending notification of next-of-kin.
"It's not known what caused the explosion, but authorities believe it's connected to a piece of aging equipment that mysteriously activated. The plant, in operation since the 1950s, has a long history of safety problems and OSHA has closed the facility until a full investigation is complete.
"Workers have told Eyewitness News they have seen an unidentified woman meeting with Akers several times a week for months. Those workers have told us they believe the woman - possibly the spouse of another employee - may have been involved with Akers and others sexually. It's not known if this woman is connected to tonight's explosion, but authorities have not ruled it out.
"In perhaps a related item, police say they received a video in which Akers is seen allegedly discussing a plot to murder one of the plant's employees, using the very piece of equipment involved in tonight's incident. Authorities do not know the source of the mysterious video but say they are investigating.
"Stay tuned to Eyewitness News for all the latest developments in this strange tale. Next up, a lovable pooch proves that dog is really man's best friend..."
Wow, Randy thought.
"Adrestia," he said to the otherwise unaccompanied room, "I hope you're safe."
"I'm just fine, thank you," he heard in his mind.
He turned back to his marathon. Fuck Akers and the other assholes, he thought. They got what they deserved. He knew he'd be answering a lot of questions in a few days, but tonight, he would celebrate. He turned on his laptop and fired up the surveillance program.
Sure enough, Lori was flat on her back, naked, getting stuffed with one huge cock after another. As always, the men fucking her wore no condoms, meaning they would probably all get a good dose of gonorrhea.
"Fuck me," she moaned over and over. The thought scanner was just as intelligent.
"Fuck, fuck, oh God, fuck me, more cock. Give me more cock. I want cum. Oh fuck. Fuck." Enjoy it while you can, bitch, he thought to himself.
Nine o'clock came soon enough, and as Adrestia promised, one of his favorites had just started. It was called, "To Serve Man," a classic story in which aliens landed on Earth to supposedly save the human race from all the evils of war, poverty and want. Lloyd Bochner played one of the main characters, a man who worked to translate a book the aliens brought with them. Suddenly, it dawned on him.
The book in the episode turned out to be a cookbook. The aliens wanted the human race fit, fat and happy, but only so they could be harvested for food. Randy grinned with delight. He looked at the ring and as promised, the blue stone lit up right at 9:15.
He waited for the perfect moment, glancing between the television and his laptop. It came just as the Bochner character learned what the book really was. The next scene showed him in his stateroom on the Kanamit ship heading to his destiny. At the same time, Lori was flat on her back, her hands spreading her cum-filled pussy wide.
"Eat me!" she screamed. Randy smiled wickedly. If you say so, he thought as he pressed the blue stone on the ring.
Suddenly, the Bochner character was gone, having dematerialized like in an old Star Trek episode. In his place was a naked cum-coated Lori, now on the floor where the other character stood, her legs splayed wide.
It worked, Randy thought to himself. It actually fucking worked!
"Thank you again, Adrestia. I love you!" he shouted to the room.
"You're welcome, Randy," he heard whispered in his ear. "I love you, too. Now go, live, love and enjoy life."
As he watched, Lori realized she was no longer the center of a gangbang and looked around in shock. She glanced at herself and realized she was now in black-and-white. She slowly stood up and took inventory of the small room. The door opened and a nine-foot tall Kanamit entered, causing her to scream.
The alien cocked his bulbous head and considered her. He squeezed her arm, then a breast. He ran one long hand up her leg and stuck a finger in her pussy. Looking at the wetness now on his finger, he shook his head in disapproval, removed a syringe and injected her with something. He nodded and quietly left the room.
Lori, still shocked by what had just happened to her, seemed to notice a monitor and went to it. Apparently, she was able to see Randy in what used to be their living room and looked at him with tears in her eyes.
"Randy," she said weakly, "Is that really you? What's going on? What happened?"
Randy turned the laptop so she could see the screen and rewound the video to show her getting fucked and begging to be eaten. She jumped back in shock.
"No, no, Randy, please, it's not what you think," she said.
"Oh, but it is what I think. You were getting fucked and were begging to have someone eat you out. So I just gave you your wish," she said.
"What do you mean?" she asked.
Randy explained the premise of the episode she was now a part of and her eyes grew in horror.
"No, Randy, please don't do this to me. Take me back. I'll be the best wife ever," she begged, tears falling down her cheeks.
"No can do," Randy said. "It's a one-shot deal and it can't be reversed. By the way," he said, pulling up video of her with Akers, "your lover boy and the five others you fucked yesterday are now dead. Guess they won't be murdering anyone next Thursday the way you wanted. Sorry."
"No, Randy, that was all just talk. Nothing was going to happen, really. Please believe me," she begged.
"Not gonna happen," he said. "I heard everything you two said and saw everything you did. I even saw your thoughts. I also know all about your abortion. I told you if you cheated on me you were out. You didn't listen and got yourself infected with gonorrhea. So now you're out. For good! Have a safe flight. Bye," he said.
"NOOOOOOOO!!" Lori wailed as the scene changed to a man wearing a suit, holding a cigarette in one hand.
"Tonight's tale was supposed to be the recollections of one Michael Chambers, but instead has become the final and belated regret of a woman who thought she was the best a man could get. A sexual dessert, if you will, for anyone with the right physical attributes. But as Lori Page now realizes, she has made the unfortunate transformation from a carnal dessert to a morsel in someone's soup. Tonight's simple reminder that no one escapes true justice, brought to you as a public service of the Cheating Zone."
He smiled, winked and took a drag off his cigarette.
Fade to black...
*
Note: "Dr. A" may appear in future stories... Stay tuned...
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"Some may be from showing up
Others are from growing up
Sometimes I was so messed up and didn't have a clue
I ain't winning no one over I wear it just for you
I've got your name written here
In a rose tattoo..."
"Rose Tattoo" -- Dropkick Murphys
The aging man sat in the chair as the tattoo artist did his magic. He looked at the woman sitting in the chair nearby -- the woman who had spent the last 50 years fulfilling her promise to heal his heart. This tattoo would only be the second, and the last he would ever get, and it was for her. He thought back half a century to the events that eventually saw him in that chair.
John Harkness was damn good at what he did. He was a damn good mechanic in civilian life and as a combat Marine, he was damn good at killing the enemy. He was one of the handful of reservists who actually volunteered to go to Vietnam, feeling that it was wrong to let the regulars shoulder all the effort. In those days, reserve units weren't called up due to the sheer number of conscripts drafted into the service.
He discussed his intentions with his wife, Julie, in March 1967. They had been married for just three years and had bought a small house in anticipation of having children. She worked as a paralegal in a local law firm and they did well between the two of them. John knew that with her job and the money he would send home, they could easily manage the bills. They also had a good amount sitting in savings that could be used in the event of an emergency.
Julie cried, but seemed to understand. John's sense of right and wrong was not something that could be changed.
John was a big man, around 6 foot 6, strong and muscular. He had a well-deserved reputation as a brawler, but marrying his high school sweetheart two years after enlisting in the Reserves seemed to take the edge off of him. He could -- and would -- still fight if the need arose, but he no longer started fights like he used to.
They said their goodbyes and engaged in a hearty romp in the bedroom the night before he left.
"You'd better come back to me in one piece," she said. "And you'd better not chase after any women. This is mine -- only mine," she added, grabbing his crotch.
"Don't worry, sweetie," he said. "I'll take good care of myself. And you'd better be a good girl while I'm gone. I know how those rich lawyers operate."
"No problem, sweetie," she said. "I promise to be good."
Before leaving the States, John updated his will and set up an allotment from his military pay to make the mortgage. That took up about half of the paltry $240.60 he made each month as an E-4 with more than four years of service. He also arranged to place a quarter of what was left over in their bank account so Julie could make the utility payments. He figured he wouldn't need much anyway and he knew he would get some for hazardous duty pay.
He did, however, splurge on a tattoo on his upper right arm, a knife with a scroll that read, "Death Before Dishonor." He saw another tattoo that grabbed his attention -- a rose with space for a name. He remembered his Dad's advise and stayed away from that, but he admired the artwork anyway.
After arriving in-country, he was assigned to a regular Marine battalion and as a Corporal, was made a fire team leader. It took a while for the regular Marines to accept John as one of their own, since he was a reservist, but he earned their respect after a few firefights.
Unlike many of the other Marines, John refused to engage in "short-times" with the local girls. Not only was he a happily married man in love who took his vows seriously, he was scared to death of what they might be carrying and he had heard horror stories of Vietnamese girls who allegedly inserted razor blades in their pussies to injure unsuspecting and horny American troops. He didn't know if the stories were true, but he wasn't about to find out.
"Come on, man, lighten up. This is Viet-Fucking-Nam," said Harker, a black Lance Corporal who hailed from the Bronx. John would pull out a picture of his Julie and show it to Harker.
"Not with this waiting back home," John said.
"Man, that's a damn good lookin' woman, but you know Jodie's already all up in that shit," Harker said. "Jodie" was Marine slang for the guys who would seduce military wives whose husbands were deployed. "Jodie" was probably hated every bit as much as "Charlie" -- one of the nicknames given to the enemy -- was. John shook his head.
"No fucking way. My Julie would never do that," he said.
"Yeah, right," Harker said. "And I'm the King of the fuckin' Bronx. With a bridge to sell."
John wrote Julie every chance he got and treasured the letters he would get from her, sometimes reading them several times. At first, he would hear from her about every two weeks. After a few months, however, the letters slowed down. He didn't think too much of it, considering that his unit was always on the move, but thought it a bit odd that he heard from his parents more often than he heard from her. He once received some pictures of her in a bathing suit he had never seen before and wondered who took them.
He didn't dwell on it too much, though, and continued doing his job, believing that his wife was still faithful.
That Christmas, he received a card and a letter from his parents but didn't hear from Julie. Now, he was getting a bit worried, but didn't make a big deal of it -- Vietnam was no place to let crap like that cloud your head.
In mid-January 1968, his unit found itself outside a place called Da Nang. Rumors had been floating around that "Charlie" would be launching a major offensive sometime around the Vietnamese lunar new year, known as Tet.
He and his Marines went about their business and sure enough, at the end of the month, all hell broke loose.
John's position was hit hard early that fateful morning, and they fought like banshees. They held the enemy off but most of John's team, including Harker, had been killed in the brutal fighting. John had also been wounded, one bullet tearing through his left leg and another that pierced his side just below his body armor. Shrapnel from a mortar round that hit nearby also took off part of his right ear and gashed his cheek.
He and the other wounded Marines were evacuated to the Naval Support Activity Station Hospital in Da Nang and was later shipped back to a military hospital in San Francisco. Fortunately, doctors were able to save his leg, but he faced a long stint of physical therapy to learn how to walk again. He also lucked out in that the bullet that pierced his side missed any vital organs.
There wasn't anything they could do for his ear other than bandage it up and stitches took care of his cheek. The nurses thought the scar would make John look distinguished, but he wasn't so sure.
Nevertheless, his time "in-country" was over. A Marine officer came by, gave him a Purple Heart, shook his hand and informed him that he was being recommended for a Silver Star. He already had a Bronze Star with a combat "V" and a Navy Commendation Medal.
Making things worse, he was informed that the only other survivor of his team, a lanky Texan named Jennings, had died from his wounds, something that happened to about 30 percent of those wounded in combat in those days.
His parents met him in San Francisco shortly after he arrived. John wondered where Julie was. Did she even know he was back in the States?
His father, a veteran of the Korean War, looked him over and shook his head.
"Damn, son," he said, laughing. "I thought I taught you how to duck." His mother hugged him tight, sobbing.
"Where's Julie," John asked. His parents looked at each other before addressing him.
"I honestly don't know, John," his father finally said. "We called the house and even tried her office. They kept saying she was out for one thing or another and she never called back. I haven't seen her in several weeks. You know, I went by every weekend to keep the yard up for you and look in on her, but -- nothing."
"Tell him, Bob," John's mother said.
"Tell me what, Mom?" John asked. "What's going on?"
"John, the last time I saw Julie was maybe two and a half months ago. I was coming up the street to your house and saw some guy coming out. He got in one of those sporty cars, I think it was a Corvette, and took off like a bat out of hell. I saw Julie at the door in a bathrobe waving at him," he said. "She didn't say anything when I pulled up. I haven't seen her since then. I've been picking up the papers and collecting your mail when I go by. I'm sorry, son."
John was devastated. He thought for certain she would be faithful to him. Then he remembered what Harker told him about "Jodie." Maybe he was right. Now he knew why he hadn't heard from her.
"Was it a blue Corvette?" John asked. Bob nodded his head.
"Yes, it was," he said. "Why? You know who it belongs to?"
"Yeah," John said. "It belongs to Eric Swagman, a junior partner at the firm where she works. So she isn't even home long enough to collect the mail?"
"Doesn't look like it," Bob said. "I hope you don't mind, but I saw a couple of utility and phone bills that said 'final notice,' so I took care of them for you. I didn't think you'd want to come home to a house without power or a phone."
"Thanks, Dad," John said. "I'll pay you back when I get home, promise."
"Don't worry about it, son," Bob said. "You just take care of yourself and get better. Don't worry about this stuff until you're up to it. If you want, I'll see about getting a power of attorney. If she's not taking care of the bills, there's no telling what else she's done. For all we know, she's already cleaned you out."
John got the attention of a nurse and asked about getting a military lawyer. Soon, a Navy lieutenant commander showed up and took notes as John and his parents described what was going on. He reached in his briefcase and pulled out some papers.
"I'll get these papers filled out for you, Corporal," he said. "They'll give your parents special powers of attorney to take care of the things you mentioned. I recommend you see a family law attorney in your home state, and do so as fast as you can. I'll have the paperwork drawn up and we'll meet here this afternoon to get them signed and notarized."
"Thank you, sir," John said.
After the lawyer left, Bob turned to his son.
"As soon as we get home, John, I'll check the bank to see what's going on. I still have the house key you gave me so I'll go by the house and see how things are there.
"You know, old George Williams retired from the police force a couple months ago, and is now doing private investigations. I can talk to him and see what he can dig up if you want," he said.
"I don't know if I can afford a PI, Dad," John said. Bob shook his head.
"Don't worry, son," he said. "George owes me a favor or three. Hell, we spent the last 13 years together on the force. And if you want, I'll talk to our family attorney. I think he still does family law.
"By the way," Bob said. "Old man Wilkins said your job is still available at the shop. He's been putting aside a quarter of your pay since you left. Was gonna use it as a 'return bonus.' He said there's no way he was gonna let the best mechanic in the state get away from him. Don't tell him I told ya, though."
John appreciated that. Wilkins was a kind-hearted and generous man, but he rarely ever let that side of him show. He was honest and always treated the customers right, but had a gruff edge that put most people off.
"That sounds good, Dad," John said, a tear creeping down his cheek. Damn that woman, he thought. His parents gave him a hug.
"It'll be alright son," his mother said. "We'll get through this."
A couple hours later, the attorney showed back up with a civilian notary. After the papers were signed and notarized, John's parents left with a promise to call as soon as they learned something. They thanked the nurse on their way out, getting the phone number to John's room.
"Your son is in good hands," the nurse said. "He should be out in a couple weeks, but he's going to have a lot of physical therapy. The doctor is working to get him set up with your local VA. And please feel free to call anytime."
John was finally left alone to deal with the waste heap his life had turned into. He finally got some sleep, but when he dreamed, it wasn't about Julie. It was, instead, about the four Marines in his fire team.
In one dream, John was in a hooch, sitting around a fire with them, shooting the breeze the way they often did back in Vietnam. Something was different about them, though. Their faces were scarred, bloody and filthy, with pieces of flesh hanging off of them. Still, John thought, it was great to see them again.
"I'm sorry I wasn't able to bring you guys back with me," John said. Harker smiled broadly, lit up a Kool and shook his head.
"That's cool, Corporal, ain't your fault. We know you did the best you could," he said, taking a puff off his cigarette. "Besides, ain't no Charlie where we are." Jennings lit up a Marlboro and nodded.
"Harker's right," he said. "I'm just amazed any of us got out of there."
"No shit," said Johansen, a big blond kid from Wisconsin.
"Hell, there was only what, 10,000 of them against us four?" added Trujillo, a fourth-generation Mexican-American from Colorado. "I think we managed to kill about 9,000 of them, though." The others laughed. Harker looked at John, and his face turned serious.
"You got another battle to fight, bro, and we all know it, don't we?" The others nodded and mumbled their agreement. "You and I talked about 'Jodie.' Yeah, I was just bullshittin' ya at the time, but you need to put that motherfucker's dick in the fuckin' dirt." The others responded like Marines, with grunts that only another Marine could appreciate.
"Hey, Corporal, we may not be there in person, but we're there with ya in spirit," Johansen said.
"Thanks, guys," John said. "You're the best."
"Got that shit right," Harker said with a broad smile. "See ya around."
John woke up, sweating. He knew it just a dream, but they seemed so real and he remembered it like it actually happened. He considered what Harker told him. Oh yeah, somebody was gonna pay, big time. But first, he needed information and he would have it soon.
A couple days later, John received a call from his father.
"There's bad news, John," Bob said. "Julie emptied all but five dollars out of your checking and savings account. Looks like about two months ago, she withdrew $8,545 out of savings. I have the bank statement here. Everything has been done in cash. The only money that's gone in those two months is the money from your military pay. According to the statement and the teller I spoke to, Julie comes in a couple days after your payday and withdraws everything but five bucks, just enough to keep the account open. She didn't open another account there, so I don't know what she did with the money."
"Okay, Dad," John said. "You have power of attorney. Take her name off the account. We don't have any credit cards so that's not a problem."
"Will do, son. Also went by the house. The place is a pig sty. Moldy food out on the table, dishes piled in the sink and the place stinks to high heaven. Looks like she took all her clothes and things but left her wedding dress and your wedding album," he said. "I found her wedding and engagement ring. She tossed them in the bathroom garbage can. I'm sorry."
"At least the place is still standing," John said.
"Yeah," Bob said. "Your mother's over there now, cleaning it up and airing it out. The bed looks like it got a pretty good workout. The sheets were stained real bad. If I was a betting man, I'd wager Julie had her lover in there. What do ya wanna do about it?"
"Get rid of it," John said. "Break it up and pile it up outside if you want. I'll sleep on a cot if I have to."
"Okay," Bob said. "I'll take care of it. By the way, George said he'd take your case for free. Said there's nothing worse than someone who steals a military man's wife while he's off fighting for his country. Also got a killer attorney lined up who said he'd do your divorce pro bono. Says he can't stand Swagman. Apparently, he's something of an asshole who goes after married women.
"George suggested that under the circumstances we change all the locks on your house. I tend to agree. You okay with that?" he asked.
"Yeah, sure, Dad, that sounds like a plan," John said.
"Okay, we'll be in touch. How are you doing?" Bob asked.
"I'm doing okay, Dad, really," John said.
"Who you trying to convince, me or you?" Bob asked. John smiled. His father always was a perceptive man.
"Dad, you've lost men in combat, right?" Of course, John knew that was a silly question. As a recently-commissioned Second Lieutenant, his father served as a platoon leader in the 1st Marine Regiment under Col. Lewis B. "Chesty" Puller at the Chosin Reservoir in 1950. He knew all about combat, sacrifice and death.
"Yeah, son, I have," Bob said.
"This may sound strange, Dad, but have you ever, you know, had dreams where they've spoken to you?" John asked.
"Oh yes. At first, it was almost every night, but they decreased over time," he said.
"Have you ever gotten over it?" John asked.
"You never get over it completely, John. It's part of you. You try to make friends with it, learn to live with it, otherwise it eats you up," he said.
The next two weeks went by fast for John. He heard from his parents almost every day as they kept him up to date on what was going on with Julie. Of course, he never heard from her at all. As it turned out, she had moved in with Eric fucking Swagman and to add insult to injury, had gotten pregnant by him. They drove different cars to and from work, but their relationship was an open secret to everyone in the office.
The divorce paperwork was also proceeding nicely. Mike McGregor, his attorney, was filing on the basis of adultery and abandonment. He was also filing an alienation of affection lawsuit against Eric and a lawsuit against the firm Julie worked for, charging them with failure to abide by the company's strict morals clause. Based on audio he got from George, he was also considering a charge against Swagman with the State Bar and local law enforcement. Mike didn't go into all the details, but promised John he would fill him in after he got out of the hospital.
Bob said Julie went ballistic when she tried to withdraw the money placed in his bank account from his military pay and learned she was no longer on the account. She called John's parents and pitched a fit, but they basically told her to fuck off and see her lover if she wanted more money. She also wasn't happy to find out her house keys no longer worked. Too bad, they told her, since she decided not to live there anymore.
John got a good laugh at that and decided to focus on his therapy, both physical and mental. Physically, his wounds were healing nicely. Mentally, however, he was a wreck. Not only did he struggle with the loss of his Marines, his heart was filled with anguish over the actions of his soon-to-be ex-wife.
Eventually, he learned how to get around with a crutch and a cane and the doctors finally decided his cast could come off. He asked if he would be okay to drive and the doctor told him he could, provided it was an automatic.



After being wheeled back into his room, he noticed an orderly hanging up his uniforms. They had been freshly cleaned but something was different about them -- they all sported Sergeant's stripes. A doctor came into his room and explained.
"You've been promoted, Sergeant," he said. "And you're being released. You still need to go through physical therapy, so we have you set up with a VA unit not too far from your home. I don't want you on that leg very much, though, at least not at first. Now, why don't you put on some utilities and we'll take you to the day room."
John looked and found a freshly-starched set of green utilities hanging in his closet. He noticed it still had corporal's chevrons on the collar, so he put those on. There's nothing quite like breaking in a set of utilities that's been starched so stiff they can almost stand up by themselves. He noticed someone had also starched one of his utility covers (that's a "hat" for those not familiar with the term), so he grabbed that.
He needed help with his boots, but a nurse provided the assistance he needed. They had been spit-shined to the point he could almost use them for shaving mirrors, just the way he liked them. After blousing his trouser legs, a nurse guided him to a wheelchair, handed him a cane and off they went.
When they got to the day room, he was stunned. His parents were there as were the doctors, nurses and orderlies who had been taking care of him. Lt. Col. Arvin Johnson, his Reserve battalion commander, was there in his khakis. He motioned for John to be brought forward.
The colonel started to bend down to greet John, but John surprised them all by standing, with help of his cane. Lt. Col. Johnson smiled and shook John's hand. He then motioned for everyone to take their place and pulled out a piece of paper.
"To all who shall see these presents, greetings," he began, reading from the paper. "Know ye that reposing special trust and confidence in the fidelity and abilities of John Harkness, I do appoint this Marine a Sergeant in the United States Marine Corps Reserve to rank as such from the first day of March 1968." He stopped reading and looked at John with pride.
"And may God have mercy on your soul," he added, prompting laughter. He motioned for John's parents, who came forward. He gave John's mother one rank insignia and handed another to his father. They beamed with pride as they removed the old chevrons from his collar and pinned on the new.
"We have one other piece of business to deal with today," Lt. Col. Johnson said. He picked up another piece of paper and began reading.
"The President of the United States takes pleasure in presenting the Silver Star Medal to John Harkness, Sergeant, United States Marine Corps Reserve, for service as set forth in the following citation.
"For conspicuous gallantry and intrepidity in action while serving as a fire team leader in the Republic of Vietnam. On 30 January 1968, then-Corporal Harkness led his small group of Marines in action against overwhelming enemy forces outside Da Nang. He ordered them to fix bayonets and stand firm. Despite being repeatedly wounded, he continued to fight the enemy, at times with hand-to-hand combat. Although most of his team was either wounded or dead, he continued the fight and his position was never overrun. He and his team of Marines inflicted numerous casualties against the enemy and contributed significantly to the successful defense of Da Nang. Sergeant Harkness' devotion to duty, courage under fire, outstanding leadership, and exemplary professionalism directly contributed to the success of this operation and were in keeping with the highest traditions of the United States Marine Corps and the United States Naval Service."
Lt. Col. Johnson set the paper citation down, opened a small box and pinned the red, white and blue medal on John's chest. He shook John's hand.
"God bless you, son," he said. "And thank you for all you've done. Your experience over there will go a long way to training our guys."
John's mother hugged him with tears in her eyes as Bob wiped a tear from his cheek.
"I'm so proud of you, son," she said.
"Me too," Bob said, shaking John's hand.
After folding and packing all of his gear into his seabag, John changed into a Class "C" uniform -- a short-sleeve khaki shirt and green trousers -- since Marines were not allowed to wear the green utilities while off base -- rode a wheelchair to the lobby where his parents were waiting for a cab to take them to the airport. He got another wheelchair ride at the airport and flipped off a bunch of long-haired protesters who called him a baby-killer.
A few hours later, his parents wheeled him into his house. For John, it was no longer a "home," just a place to hang his hat. It quit being a home the moment Julie decided to fuck around on him. Still, he enjoyed the privacy and the quiet the place offered him. His parents had restocked the fridge so there was plenty of beer and munchies and his mother had pre-cooked several of his favorite dishes, including her renowned lasagna.
He changed into a pair of jeans and a t-shirt -- something he hadn't worn in over a year -- and put all of his gear away. At the bottom of his seabag, though, was something he had almost forgotten about. He pulled it out and looked hard at it, surprised it had actually made it through customs.
It was a knife -- a very large Bowie-style fighting knife with a 12-inch blade he found half buried while on patrol in Vietnam. The blade was somewhat rusty and had several pits in it, but over the months he had oiled it and was working the pits and rust out of the metal. He never used it, not sure if it would have survived the stress of combat, but he thought it would make a nice souvenir.
The leather scabbard was also well-worn and had a symbol that looked like a winged creature holding a sword or a knife stamped into it. Below that, he could barely make out words that appeared to read, "Marche ou crève."
He had no idea where the knife came from or who owned it, but he treasured it all the same and promised himself he would find out what the strange symbol and words meant.
It was still fairly early in the day, so he called his attorney and George and arranged for the three of them to meet at his place later that afternoon to go over everything they had. He rested for a bit and decided to check out his pride and joy -- his pickup.
Fortunately, it was still in the garage and from what he could tell, was still in operation. He had everything done to it before he left but figured he would need to at least check all the fluids and start the thing to make sure it would still run. The oil still looked okay and all the other fluids looked fine. It took a bit of coaxing and a dose of starter fluid, but the truck finally started. He let it run for a while until it finally settled down and decided to do another oil change and tune up in the next day or two.
After surveying the rest of his domain, he grabbed a beer and fell back into his recliner. His leg hurt like a son-of-a-bitch, so he relaxed and turned on the television for some background noise. He didn't recognize many of the programs that were on, so he settled for a game show.
He picked up the phone and called Wilkins to let him know he was finally back.
"About Goddamn time you got back, boy," he growled. "When do ya think you can get started?"
John told him about Julie and what the doctor said about his physical therapy.
"No problem, son, take what you need and get your shit taken care of," Wilkins said. "You need time to go to court or go see the doctor, that's fine. I'm just glad you made it home. Hell, I don't think half these kids know the difference between a brake pad and a fucking carburetor sometimes. If you can make over here sometime this week, though, I got something for ya. A little 'welcome home' present."
"I'll do that, thanks," John said, ending the call.
Finally, Mike and George arrived, so he let them in, shook their hands and offered them a beer. They graciously accepted and took their seats in the living room.
"Good to see you back, John," George said. "Your dad told me about your medal. Congratulations, you deserve it. Anyway, I'll cut to the chase. I've got something here you need to listen to." He pulled out a small reel-to-reel tape player with a tape already set up.
"Let me set this up for you," he said. "I've been keeping a running tab on Julie and Eric from the beginning. I followed them one night to that steakhouse at the edge of town and managed to get a seat right across from them. I don't know if they saw me or not, but they didn't see the microphone in the plants that separated our booths. You'll hear a lot of background noise, waitresses and the like, but you can clearly make out what they're saying."
He turned the tape on and turned the volume up.
"So, Julie, have you given any thought to my proposal?" said a male voice John recognized as Eric. He could picture the smug asshole smirking as he spoke.
"I don't know if I can do that to John, Eric. It's bad enough I cheated on him and now I'm carrying your baby, but I just don't think I can sell him on that."
"Come on, baby, if anyone can, you can. Hell, he's probably crying in his beer right now. I'll bet he'd do anything to have you back in the house," Eric said.
"You don't know John very well, Eric. His sense of ethics would never accept it. There's no way he'll accept the baby and raise it as his. And he sure as hell won't share me with you," Julie said.
"No, no, he wouldn't share you. We don't let him touch you. Look, you know better than I do that I'm not father material. John would do a much better job of raising the kid than me. It's simple. We get him to go along with the program or we threaten to bury his ass in a divorce. We tell him we'll take his house, half of his income, demand alimony plus child support. Don't worry. I've already got the paperwork ready to go," he said. George stopped the tape.
"So, they actually think I'm going to let her stay with him and raise her bastard child for them?" John asked. "Are they fucking crazy?"
"There's more," George said, starting the tape.
"I don't know, Eric. John won't stand for that," Julie said.
"Come on, babe, you know he's so crazy in love with you he'd do anything," Eric said. "Don't tell me you still have feelings for him."
"Well, I still like him," she said. "I don't love him anymore. Not like I used to. Besides, you're so much better in bed." John got red in the face hearing that. This is the thanks I get for loving that two-timing bitch, he thought.
"Plus, I wouldn't leave you to go to Vietnam. What kind of an idiot does that?" Eric said. John felt like punching the wall.
"You're right, I guess," she said. "When he gets back, I'll talk to him, okay?"
"You do that," Eric said. "Do you know when he'll be back?"
"No, I haven't heard from him since January at least and I haven't sent him anything since last year the way you said," she told him.
"You know, if he really wants to be a hard case about this, we have other avenues of approach," he said.
"Like what?" Julie asked.
"Well, you know how sometimes houses can catch fire and burn down for no reason at all? Or how brakes can mysteriously fail?" Eric said.
"You're not going to hurt him, are you?" Julie asked. "I won't go along with that."
"Don't worry," he said. "I know lots of guys who would help out. Your hands would be completely clean. If something happens to him, you get everything anyway and you'd be free of him."
"Well, I guess," Julie said. "But only as a last resort."
"Right. Last resort it is. Let's see what happens when he gets back." George turned off the tape.
"That sounds like a conspiracy to commit murder to me," John said. Both George and Mike agreed.
"Also a conspiracy to commit fraud and possibly a conspiracy to commit theft, since Julie emptied your bank accounts. That's why I filed the court papers on the way over here and expedited a hearing. I also managed to get an order of protection keeping them at least 100 feet away from you, the house and your parents," Mike said. "Turns out I just happen to know the person who sets the docket. I'll be serving them with papers tomorrow morning.
"I talked with the District Attorney and he's preparing a criminal case against them. I've also spoken with Lee Marcus, the senior partner where they work. We've been friends for quite a while and he's outraged by what they're doing. I've informed him of our intent to sue the firm and of what appears to be a conspiracy to engage in criminal activity. By the time we're done, Swagman will be lucky to stay out of jail," Mike said.
"You know, your dad and I still have friends in the department, including the chief," George said. "I talked with several of them and they've agreed to keep an eye out for you."
"Any questions so far?" George asked.
"Yeah," John said. "What am I asking for in the divorce, exactly?" Mike handed him a folder with all the paperwork.
"Sorry, forgot your dad was acting on your behalf," Mike said. "Here's the paperwork. As I told you before, we're filing on the basis of adultery and abandonment. Since she's working and technically makes a whole lot more than what you are, there'll be no alimony. Plus, you keep the house and everything in it since she abandoned it and refused to pay for any of the utilities. We're also demanding that she immediately return $7,100.00, representing half of all your joint accounts. Remember, she cleaned out both your checking and your savings account. And she's been taking all of the money you had deposited in the bank.
"We're also demanding that she give up her rings and revert to her maiden name. In short, she gets to keep her clothes and her car. I've asked Lee to keep her employed as she'll need something to help with her pregnancy.
"From what we can tell, Swagman is worth just under a million dollars. So we're suing him for $800,000. Between that, his court costs, and attorney fees for both this and any criminal action, he should be close to bankrupt. We're also asking the firm pay two million for refusing to enforce their morals clause," Mike said. "Chances are, the firm will settle for about half that, but it's worth it to them to avoid any bad publicity.
"One final thing, John," Mike added. "You got a set of dress blues?"
"Yeah," John said. Mike nodded.
"Good," he said. "Take it down to get cleaned and get all your medals and ribbons mounted. I want you to wear it to court when the trial is set. I want everyone to see what kind of a man Julie and Eric screwed over. I got one other surprise for them but I'll keep that to myself if you don't mind."
"No, not at all," John said. "I'll get the uniform set and ready to go. Just let me know when I have to be there."
"I will. Now, if you gentlemen don't mind, I have a meatloaf and an apple pie waiting at home. John, why don't you take some time and relax," Mike said.
"I'll do that," John said. "Been thinking about going to the Watering Hole to grab another beer and see if I can't spot some old friends."
"Just be careful, John," George said. "That neighborhood's gotten a bit rough since you were here."
"Not rougher than Da Nang, I'll bet," John said. George and Mike laughed.
"Not quite," George said. "Almost, though."
After George and Mike left, John went to his bedroom and put on another shirt. He thought about the knife and grabbed it, hoping he could spot a friend who was an expert with knives. He locked up the house, hobbled to the garage and fired up his truck.
"Dam, that feels good," he thought as the pickup roared to life. He pulled out and headed to one of his old stomping grounds, stopping for gas on the way.
He parked in front of the bar as he usually did and looked around. George was right. The area did seem a bit rougher since he was here a year or so ago. Hell, he thought, I've seen a whole lot worse. He went inside and made his way to the bar through the cigarette smoke.
He grabbed a beer and looked around to see if he could spot anyone, but couldn't. This used to be a place where regular guys like him would stop and shoot the breeze over a beer, but now it looked like a meeting place for gang members.
He finished his beer and headed back out, passing an alley on the way to his truck. He thought he heard a woman cry for help in the alley, and stopped to listen. He heard it again.
"No! Please! Stop! Don't do that," a woman's voice cried out. He heard what sounded like men laughing and swearing. His eyes adjusted to the dark and he finally saw where the noise was coming from. A young woman was surrounded by what looked like five or six scrawny men. From where he stood, it looked like they would rape her unless someone stopped them.
He made it to his truck and grabbed the knife, still in its leather scabbard, from the glove box. He placed it in the back of his belt and worked his way quietly to where the woman was surrounded, leaving his cane in the truck. He figured he would need both hands and didn't want the light cane holding him back.
As he drew closer, he saw one of the men reach out and grab the woman's dress, ripping it halfway off her body as she screamed for them to stop. It was now or never, he thought.
"Hey!" he yelled. "Leave the woman alone! Didn't you hear her tell you to stop?" The men stopped and eyed John, not knowing what to make of the crazy, scarred gringo standing in their alley.
One of the men approached him warily.
"Or what, pendejo?" he asked, pulling out a switchblade, flipping it open, thinking that would scare the crazy white man into running away. John smiled and chuckled. He reached back and pulled out his knife, causing the smaller man's eyes to go wide with fear.
"You wanna play with knives?" John asked. The other man twirled his knife around and tried to circle around so John would be between him and his comrades. John recognized the move and countered, keeping the man from accomplishing his goal.
The gangster lunged forward, knife first. John sidestepped the knife, grabbed the man's wrist and slashed it as hard as he could. The knife went deep into his arm, almost to the bone. He dropped the knife, screaming in pain, and John kneed him in the balls as hard as he could, sending him to the ground. The others didn't quite know what to do and started backing up slowly. They had never seen a knife as big as John's and they had never seen anyone take down their friend like that, especially a white guy.
Most of them left, but two of them stayed to face John. A fist to the throat stopped one and a slash with John's knife put the other down with a gash from shoulder to waist. Unfortunately, John didn't see or hear the man making his way behind him with a large piece of wood with a nail driven through one end.
"Look out behind you," the woman screamed. John turned and suddenly saw stars as the wood struck him on the left side of his face. He fell down in pain and expected another blow, but the man dropped his weapon and ran off as red and blue lights began flashing at the entrance to the alley.
John sat up as the policeman came over to him.
"Damn, Harkness," he said, "didn't George tell you this is a rough neighborhood?"
"Yeah," John said. "Guess I'm just too hard-headed to listen." The policeman looked at the scene and told his partner to call for a couple of ambulances. He grabbed two more pair of handcuffs, went to the men on the ground and secured their hands behind their backs.
He came back to John and noticed the knife on the ground next to him.
"Now THAT's a knife," he said. "Where'd you get that thing, John?"
"Picked it up in Vietnam," John said.
"Give it here," the officer said. "You got a home for this thing?" John pulled out the leather scabbard and handed it over. The officer looked it over carefully.



"Foreign Legion? Really?" he asked.
"Marine Corps," John said. "Just got back."
"I know you were in the Marines, John. I'm talking about the markings on this scabbard. That emblem means French Foreign Legion. Those words under it? That means, 'March or Die.' Doesn't look like anything standard issue. I'll bet it belonged to a French soldier once upon a time." He put the knife back in the scabbard and handed it back to John.
"You'd better put that away somewhere before some hard-ass cop takes it from you. Maybe mount it in a frame or something," he said. John nodded his head.
"Yeah, I'll do that," he said. The woman stepped up to the officer.
"Please don't arrest him, officer," she said. "This man saved my life. These men were going to rape me." The officer looked at her torn dress.
"It's okay, ma'am. He's free to go, but he'll need to be seen by a doctor, and we're going to need to get a statement from you," he said.
"I'll take him to emergency in my car, officer, and I'll give you my statement at the hospital. Is that okay?" she asked.
The cop thought for a minute and agreed.
"Okay, miss," he said. "You can follow me to the hospital." He yelled back to his partner, who came running.
The other policeman looked at the three men in cuffs and whistled.
"Damn," he said. "Ain't that Juan Mendoza, the gang leader we've been hearing about?" he asked, referring to the smaller man who attacked John first. The first cop nodded his head.
"Yup," he said. "Sure is."
"And this guy took all three of them down?" the second cop asked. The first cop nodded his head again.
"Looks that way," he said.
"Damn-nation," the second cop said. By then, two ambulances had arrived and paramedics were loading up the gang members. The first cop helped John get to his feet.
"So, what? You didn't get enough of this shit in Vietnam?" he asked, smiling. John chuckled, even though it hurt.
"Reckon not," he said. "All I wanted was a beer with friends."
"Well, this young lady's going to take you to the ER. Give me your keys. My partner will take your truck on home and I'll pick him up after I'm done at the hospital," he said. He pointed a finger at John. "And you stay the fuck away from this place. I'm telling ya, it ain't what it used to be. Drugs, gangs, you name it, we got it. All the fellas are hanging out at the Rockwood on the other side of town these days."
"Thanks, officer, I'll remember that," John said.
He followed the young woman, who introduced herself as Amelia Simmons, to her car, a small Dodge Dart.
"Aren't you that guy who got a Silver Star in Vietnam?" she asked on the way to the hospital.
"Yes," he said. "You know about that?"
"Who doesn't? It was all over the news today," she said. "Why are you here? Shouldn't you be at home with your wife or something?" John couldn't help himself and started quietly crying. He didn't know what was worse, Julie's cheating and scheming or the fact that complete strangers seemed to care more about him than his so-called loving wife.
"I'm sorry," she said. "I didn't mean to hurt your feelings. What happened?"
John gave her the Reader's Digest version of his marriage breakup and she began to tear up. She pulled into the Emergency Room parking lot, found a space to park and wrapped her arms around him. She didn't seem to care about getting his blood on her now-ruined dress. For his part, John was completely embarrassed.
"You poor man," she said. "That stupid bitch doesn't deserve you." Hot tears ran down her cheeks. John looked at her.
"Why are you crying?" he asked.
"Those men were going to rape me and possibly even kill me. But you stepped in even though you could've gotten killed. You don't even know me but you were willing to lay down your life for me," she cried. "I can never repay you for that." John hugged her.
"You don't owe me anything," he said.
"Yes, yes, I do. I owe you everything. I owe you my very life. You were already in pain but you put that aside for me. So I'm going to return the favor. No matter how long it takes, I'm going to heal your broken heart," she said. "I promise, no one will ever hurt you again. Not like...her," she said.
"You don't even know me," he said.
"You didn't know me, either," she countered. "After tonight, I know everything I need to know. John Harkness, you are my champion, my knight in shining armor. I want to take care of you, hold you in my arms and fill that void in your heart. Please, let me do that for you."
John considered what she said. He looked deep in her eyes and only saw love. There was no deception. There was a beauty in her he simply could not put into words. Maybe it was due to all the crap from Julie. In the back of his mind, he heard Harker's voice: "Go for it, Corporal. Sorry... Sergeant." He smiled, knowing Amelia had no idea why.
"Okay," he said, kissing her lightly. She wrapped her arms around him tightly.
"You won't regret it, John. I promise," she said.
They went into the hospital emergency room and the officer waited as the doctor examined John and Amelia. He cleaned the wound on John's cheek as the X-rays were being developed. He examined the pictures and looked at John. The officer took Amelia's statement while the doctor examined John.
"You must have a cast-iron jaw," he said. Nothing was broken and the nail in the board only scratched the skin on his cheek. Amelia also checked out okay. John gave his statement of the evening's events and the officer seemed to accept it.
"John," the officer said, "Amelia seems like a good girl but she's had it rough. Her folks died in a car crash a few years back. She's got no family and she's been struggling ever since, barely getting by as a waitress. Her last boyfriend was a real louse, though. Amelia said he was on drugs and abused her. She had enough and left him, but now she's basically homeless and has spent the last three days living in her car. I know you've got your own problems, and don't need that kind of baggage, but it'd really be nice if you could help her out some. Hell, maybe the two of you can help each other."
"Thanks," John said. "Maybe you're right." John was taken back by what the officer said. Amelia never told him anything about her problems, but here she was comforting him. He felt something he hadn't felt in a long time. Love? Maybe. Whatever it was, it sure was a lot better than what Julie gave him. The officer handed him a card.
"Call me if there's anything you need," he said before going to Amelia.
"You can follow me back to John's place. I have to get my partner anyway," he said. She thanked him and they left the ER.
They rode to John's place in silence. John had a lot going through his mind. His soon-to-be ex-wife had crapped all over him, his Marine buddies were dead, and here was Amelia. John didn't believe in coincidences but he couldn't help but wonder. Both of them were in pain yet they each set that pain aside to help and comfort the other.
They finally made it to John's house and he invited her to come inside after the officers left.
"It's okay, Amelia, I really don't bite, and it's a lot more comfortable in there than it is in your car," he said.
"I don't want to impose on you," she said. John grabbed one of her bags from the car.
"Nonsense," he said. "It's no imposition. I've got an extra room and it's a lot safer than sleeping in your car at a rest stop."
"Okay," she said. "I guess you're right."
After getting Amelia's things settled down in the guest room, John invited her to the living room and offered a cup of coffee. She accepted and settled into the couch as he made them both a cup of coffee. They exchanged stories, with John telling Amelia everything about his marriage and his time in Vietnam.
Amelia reciprocated, telling John her life story. John learned that her parents were hard workers who barely made ends meet. They lived in an apartment when they were killed in a car accident and Amelia found herself on the street after selling everything she could. There was no inheritance and what money was available went to paying her parents' final expenses.
She lost her job as a secretary for a real estate agent who moved away for greener pastures and ended up waiting tables at a small diner not far from the alley where she was accosted for tips and less than minimum wage. She didn't make much but was finally able to get an apartment with a friend.
Her friend, however, got a job out of state, so she left. Amelia, unable to pay for the apartment by herself, ended up staying with a guy she had dated a few times. Unfortunately, he wanted more than she was willing to give and became abusive. After a couple weeks of that, she left and was back to sleeping in her car, hoping to save enough to maybe rent a room somewhere.
"Well, why don't you stay here?" John asked.
"I can't take advantage of you like that," she said. "I can't afford to pay you anything and it wouldn't look good with your divorce and all."
"No problem," John said. "You can sleep in the second bedroom, maybe help me keep the place up a bit. As for my divorce, if anyone asks, I'll tell the truth. You were homeless and I let you stay in exchange for a bit of housework."
"That sounds good," Amelia said. "I hope you don't get tired of me." John laughed.
"No problem," he said. "I just hope you can stand to look at this ugly mug," he added, pointing to his cheek. She ran a couple fingers over the scar and his left ear.
"I can handle it," she said. "Besides, I think it makes you look distinguished, like someone who doesn't take shit off of anyone." He laughed.
"Flattery will get you everywhere," he said. "Look, it's probably going to get hectic around here for a day or two. Julie and her lover are going to get served tomorrow morning, so I expect the phone to start ringing off the hook a little after 9. I also have some errands to run. You wanna join me?"
"Sure," she said. "Sounds like fun. I've got the next couple days off anyway."
"Well, I don't know about you, but I'm wiped and my leg's starting to hurt so I'm going to bed," John said.
"I'll come with you if that's okay," she said, following him down the hall. "Would you mind too much if I slept with you tonight? No sex, I just need someone to hold me."
"Sure," he said. "I promise to be good." She smiled and went to the hall bathroom to shower and change as John got ready for bed. He was already under the covers when she came in wearing only a long t-shirt and a pair of panties. She joined him under the covers and he instinctively wrapped his arm around her. She put one arm over his chest and placed her head on his shoulder. God, she felt good, he thought to himself.
They fell asleep and woke up the next morning with John spooning Amelia, his hand on her bare breast and his rock hard cock against her ass. He jumped up, startling her.
"I'm sorry," he said. Amelia smiled.
"Don't be," she said. "I put your hand there last night. It felt good so I kept it there. This felt good too, by the way," she added, brushing one hand against his groin.
"I'm glad you approve," John said. They showered and got ready for the day. Amelia fixed breakfast as John dressed. At 9:20 sharp, the phone rang.
"What the hell is this about a divorce, John?" Julie screamed. "I don't want a divorce. And what's this about adultery and abandonment?"
"I don't give a shit what you want right now, Julie," John said. "You abandoned the house, refused to pay the utilities, stole thousands of dollars out of the accounts, fucked Eric Swagman, moved in with him and now you're pregnant either by him or someone else. Does that pretty much sum it up for you?"
"I didn't know you were back, John, or I would've come by to see you," she said.
"Bullshit, bitch. It was all over the fucking news. Hell, people who don't even know me have welcomed me home. But not you. No, you're too damn busy fucking your boyfriend to give a shit about your husband," he said.
"You don't understand, John, I still love you," she cried.
"No, bitch, you don't understand. I haven't heard from you since last year. I found all this out when my parents came to see me in the hospital after I was wounded. You didn't even bother to send me a fucking card. How can you possibly say you love me while you're fucking that piece of shit?"
"But I do love you, John," she said.
"No you don't, bitch," he said. "What was it you told shithead when you two talked about me raising your bastard child? Oh yeah, 'I don't love him anymore.' That's fine with me because right now, I hate your fucking guts and I wouldn't piss on you if you were on fire."
"John, how do you know what I said?" she asked, crying. He had never spoken that way to her before. "And you don't really mean that, do you?"
"Just sign the fucking papers and be done with it. We're finished. We're through," John said. "And I'm taking your boyfriend down with you." Suddenly Eric came on the phone.
"Look asshole, I'm going to fucking bury you," he said.
"I don't think so, douchebag. Real men a lot tougher than you have tried and they're pushing daisies right now. You want to fuck with me, pal? I'll knock your fucking dick in the dirt and make you beg for more. You'll think you just got fucked in the ass with a 106. Take a look at those papers. You'll find there's a restraining order against both you and Julie. I heard you plot to burn my house down and sabotage my truck. I promise you, asshole, if you come by my house, you'll get a .45 caliber enema right up your ass. By the time I'm finished with you, you'll be lucky if you're not in jail," John said.
"We'll see about that," Eric said. Julie came back on the phone.
"John, please, let's talk about this. There's no need for a divorce. Eric and I have a proposal we'd like to run by you," she said.
"You wanna talk, talk to my lawyer," John said. "And here's a proposal for you both: Fuck off and die." John hung up the phone and smacked the wall with his fist. "Damn her!" he shouted. Amelia came by his side and wrapped her arms around him.
"It's okay, John. She deserved that. They both did. Let your lawyer handle it. That's what he's getting paid for. Calm down, John. Please," she said.
"How can she possibly say she loves me after everything she did?" John asked.
"I don't know, John," she said. "She's obviously not thinking clearly. Come on, you said you have some errands to run. Let's get out of here for a while and take care of them, okay?"
"Okay. You're right," he said.
"What's on our list for the day?" she asked.
"I have to go see my civilian boss, put my dress blues in the cleaners and get the medals mounted on them, then go get some parts and do a tune-up on the truck," he said.
"Well, let's get going," she said. "We have a lot to do today."
"Let me call my attorney first, though," he said. Amelia agreed and John made the call. He told Mike about the call he got from Julie.
"Yeah, I thought she was gonna faint," he said. "And Swagman looked like he was gonna punch something. I'd be interested to hear what they propose. By the way, I spoke with Lee and he said he's meeting with the senior partners and the board this afternoon. And make sure your dress blues are ready because we go to court next Friday."
"Good. Thanks, Mike," John said. "I'm taking them down today. I'll call if I hear anything else."
They left the house and dropped off John's uniform with his medals with instructions to clean and mount them. The owner was an old military man who served in World War II and knew how to do it right. Then they went to see old man Wilkins.
"Hey boss," John said when he and Amelia walked in. Wilkins looked up from the pile of paper on his desk.
"Hey yourself," he said. "Goddamn, I need a fucking secretary. I ain't got time for all this paperwork shit. I got cars to fix." John looked at Amelia.
"Seriously?" he asked. "You really want to hire a secretary?"
"Hell yeah," Wilkins said. "Look at all this. Plus I gotta answer the phone and deal with people at the counter."
"I know someone who used to be a secretary who could probably use a better job. You interested?" John asked.
"Shit, yeah," he said. John took a shocked-looking Amelia by the arm lightly.
"Let me introduce you to my new friend, boss. This is Amelia Simmons and she used to work as a secretary," he said. Wilkins looked at her.
"Think you could get all this under control, young lady?" he asked. Amelia shook her head.
"Easily," she said. "I can type 50 words a minute, file, do shorthand and take care of customers. I can even operate that cash register out there." Wilkins thought for a minute and shook his head.
"You working now?" he asked.
"Yeah, I'm a waitress right now, but I don't get very much," she said.
"Tell ya what I'll do, young lady," he said. "Give your boss a two-week notice then come work for me. Since you're John's friend I'll start you out at $125 a week. Sounds good?"
"Yes, sir. Thank you, Mr. Wilkins," she said, smiling.
"You know anything about cars?" he asked.
"Not as much as you, but my dad taught me an awful lot," she said.
"That's even better," Wilkins said. "Oh, John, got something for ya." He pulled out an envelope and handed it to John. "Call it a 'return home' bonus, if you want." John opened the envelope and saw a check for $2,340. He shook Wilkins' hand.
"Thanks, boss, this means a lot," he said.
"Well, you've earned it in my book," he said. "You take care of that cheating bitch of a wife and then come back to work, okay?"
"You got it, boss," John said. Wilkins waved them out.
"You kids get going, okay?" Wilkins said. They each shook the old man's hand and left.
"Wow, $125 a week," Amelia said. "I've never made that much. Thanks again, John."
"No problem," he said. "You know, that's almost twice what I make as a Sergeant in the Corps."
"No way," Amelia said.
"Yup," John said. "You really know something about cars?"
"Yeah," Amelia said. "We didn't have much money so Dad pretty much fixed everything. He taught me how to tune up a car, change out belts and tires and even change the oil."
"Don't let old man Wilkins hear you say that, he'll have you out in the bay under someone's hood," John said. Amelia laughed.
"I don't mind getting a little bit of grease under my nails. You get what you need to tune this thing up and I'll show you," she said. John smiled.
"Damn, girl," he said. "I think I'm in love." Amelia giggled and kissed him on the cheek.
"Me too," she said.
They stopped at John's bank and he deposited the check, placing 10 percent in savings as he always did. He kept out $100 spending cash and ordered new checks that didn't have Julie's name on them. From there, they went to an auto parts store and got everything John would need for the truck. After grabbing a hamburger, they went home.
Home, John thought. With Amelia around, it actually seemed like a home again.
He pulled the truck into his garage and got everything ready while Amelia went inside to change. She came back out wearing some old ragged jeans and a t-shirt.
"So, what do ya want to do?" John asked. Amelia grabbed the plugs and wires.
"I'll change out the plugs and wires while you change the oil," she said.
"Alright," he said. "You know how to set the gap on the plugs?"
"You're kidding, right?" she asked. Without asking, she grabbed the tools she would need and set to work. John was amazed at how well she handled his tools. He grabbed what he needed and started changing the oil. By the time he was finished, she had changed the plugs and wires and even replaced the rotor and the distributor cap. He looked everything over and was truly impressed. Everything looked perfect. Looks, however, can be deceiving, so he lowered the truck and got in the cab to fire it up.



He turned the key and the truck roared to life, sounding just the way he wanted it. He gunned the engine a bit and listened for anything that might be off. Satisfied, he shut the truck down and looked at Amelia, who now had smudges of grease all over her hands and face. At that moment, she was more beautiful to him than Julie had ever been.
"Well?" she asked. John took her face in his greasy, oily hands and kissed her full on the lips.
"I know I'm in love now," he said. "You're hired." She smiled, not seeming to care that her face now had more grease on it than before. He grabbed his hand cleaner and offered it to her. There was a time he would have done anything to get Julie to share times like this with him, but she always considered his work "too dirty."
After cleaning up, Amelia made dinner and they shared a nice quiet evening watching television. John felt more content than he had in quite some time and even managed to get through the night without thinking about his soon-to-be ex-wife.
The next few days were a blur. John got his blues out of the cleaners and spent hours going over them removing any "Irish pennants," or strings, from them, polishing his brass, shoes and the bill of his uniform cover, or hat.
Amelia went to the diner where she worked and put in her two week notice and was told she could consider herself no longer working there from that time on. She left after being told to come back in a few days for her final paycheck.
John and Amelia got to know each other better in those days as well, and they mutually agreed to wait until after the divorce proceeding before taking things any further. It was hard for John since it had been so long since he had been with a woman, but he found himself truly falling for Amelia and he sensed she felt the same about him.
Finally the day of the court hearing was on them. John showered, shaved and dressed after breakfast and came into the living room where Amelia was waiting for him in a nice print dress.
"Wow," she said, looking at him in his full dress uniform with all of his medals. "You look good enough to eat." John smiled.
"Thanks, but I feel like a damn Christmas tree," he said. "You look great, too."
When they got to the courthouse, they were met by a group of 14 uniformed Marines from John's unit, including LtCol Johnson and SgtMaj Roberts. After all the introductions, they went inside. The Marines took up two rows in the courtroom as John made his way to the table where Mike awaited him. John's parents were also there and sat with the Marines.
John looked at Julie and Eric at the other table. Julie's eyes grew wide as she took in the man she had cheated on. He looked stunning in his uniform but she was shocked by his partially-missing ear and the scars on his cheeks. Eric smirked as he ran a hand over Julie's abdomen, which had grown from her pregnancy. She had yet to notice Amelia.
The judge entered the courtroom, prompting the bailiff to give the order for all to rise. After everyone was seated, the gray-haired judge looked at the Marines.
"What business do you gentlemen have with the court today?" he asked. LtCol Johnson rose.
"Your honor, my Marines and I are here to stand in solidarity with our comrade, Sgt. Harkness, and if necessary, testify to the character of our fellow Marine," he said. The judge smiled and nodded his head.
"Thank you, Colonel," he said. "I don't think that will be necessary, but I appreciate the gesture." The Marines said nothing but glared at Julie and Swagman throughout the proceeding, which went pretty much as Mike had told John it would.
The judge asked them both a series of questions, which pretty much covered the history of the marriage and the events leading up to John's divorce petition. Julie admitted abandoning the house, letting the utility payments go and getting pregnant by Swagman, who tried to get the judge to order support for Julie's child.
"You honestly expect me to order Mr. Harkness to pay support for a child you fathered?" he asked. "Are you serious? Or are you just plain stupid? Denied."
And so it went throughout the hearing, with the judge shooting down every motion or request Swagman made. At the end of the hearing, the judge made his decision, giving John everything he asked for, which included the house, a permanent stay-away order and no support of any kind. He also ordered Julie to immediately return half of all the money she had taken out of their joint account and revert back to her maiden name. There was no need for her to give up her rings as she had already tossed them in the garbage.
Swagman objected but the judged silenced him with his gavel.
"As for you, Mr. Swagman," he said, using his gavel as a pointer, "I am ordering an investigation into your role in all of this. At the very least, I see a huge conflict of interest and I understand the District Attorney is looking into other allegations of potential wrongdoing, including conspiracy. I understand there is a suit against you for alienation of affection in this matter. Trust me, your actions and responses to my questions today will play heavily in my decision on that matter." He slammed his gavel on the desk.
"Mr. Harkness' petition for divorce is granted," he said. Swagman jumped up out of his chair, livid. He rushed toward John, but was stopped by the bailiff.
"You bastard," he yelled. "I'll kick your fucking ass. I'll not only continue fucking your ex, I'll fuck anyone else you get involved with and I'll fucking bury you."
"I don't think so," John said calmly. Swagman looked at John, then glanced at the other Marines in the courtroom, who glared at him and Julie with hate and contempt. Julie hung her head in embarrassment.
Lee Marcus watched the hearing from the back of the courtroom and approached Swagman after his outburst.
"You're fired," he said. "I'm also filing a complaint with the State Bar. Pack your trash and be out of my office by the end of the day." He looked at Julie as Swagman stormed out of the courtroom, hurling obscenities.
"You still have a job, Julie, at least until after the baby is born and you've had a chance to recover some. We'll review your performance further at that time," he said. He turned back to John and shook his hand.
"Thank you for your service, Sergeant," he said. "On behalf of the partnership and our board of directors, please accept our apologies for what you have had to endure." He turned to Mike. "Just so you know, under the circumstances and considering Mr. Harkness' service, the board finds your initial offer acceptable. We see no need to waste more money on a hearing. Please make an appointment to see me any time next week to finalize the details."
Mike nodded as he and Lee shook hands.
"Thanks, Lee, I'll call Monday," he said. Lee smiled.
"Good. Now maybe I can win some of my money back on the golf course," Lee said as he left.
Amelia came to John's side and hugged him. John hugged her back and saw Julie looking at him through her tears as he broke the hug.
"John, I'm so sorry," she said. "I really didn't want to hurt you."
"Yeah, well, you did," he told her. "I just want to know one thing. Why?" Julie shrugged.
"I don't know," she said. "You were gone. Eric was here. Maybe I started seeing dollar signs and I was tired of being broke. One thing led to another and, well, you know the rest, I guess."
"What was all that crap you two were talking about?" he said.
"Eric had this crazy idea that you'd be okay with raising my child while letting me sleep with him," she said. "I didn't like it, but the idea started growing on me. Again, I'm sorry." John shook his head.
"I see it didn't take you very long to replace me," Julie said, looking at Amelia. Amelia stepped in front of John and looked like she was ready to slap Julie across the room.
"I'm not just here to replace you," she said. "I'm here to heal a good man's heart. The heart you broke. And I intend to spend the rest of my life doing it." Julie looked down before addressing them.
"I guess I deserve that," she said. "John, do you think we can ever be friends?" she asked.
"I don't know, Julie," he said. "You hurt me pretty bad. If it wasn't for Amelia and my folks, I probably wouldn't even be here right now."
"I didn't know, John. I'm sorry, really I am," Julie said, crying. She turned and walked out of the courtroom.
John shook Mike's hand as he prepared to leave. By now, the other Marines and John's parents had gathered around them.
"Thanks for everything, Mike, I owe you more than you know," he said. Mike waved him off.
"Hey, that's what family and friends are for, right?" he said. "Besides, I've always wanted to take that asshole down a peg or two. I'll get with you next week after I speak with Lee. You've got a big payday coming, you know. Now, why don't the two of you go celebrate. You deserve it." After shaking hands with the Marines assembled around them, he gathered his things and left.
"Good job, Sergeant," Col. Johnson said, shaking his hand. The other Marines also shook his hand and wished him well. After they left, John's parents hugged him.
"We're so proud of you, son," his mother said. "And who is this lovely lady?" she asked. John proudly introduced Amelia and they hugged her like a long-lost daughter.
"You have to bring her by the house for dinner, John," his mother told him. John smiled.
"I hope to be doing that an awful lot from now on," he said.
Epilogue:
Julie's pregnancy didn't go very well. After the hearing, she suffered a miscarriage and was told she would never be able to have any more children. The firm kept her on but made her sign an agreement saying she was not to engage in intimate activity with anyone on staff. She worked for the firm for another 20 years and remained single the whole time. She kept in touch with John and Amelia and even watched their children from time to time. One night as she was driving home, however, a large 18-wheeler ran a red light and t-boned her car, killing her instantly. John, Amelia and his parents attended the funeral.
Eric Swagman lost most, if not all, of his fortune fighting the legal actions against him. He lost to John, then lost all of his appeals to the State Bar. The District Attorney was still considering a case against him but didn't think he had enough evidence for formal charges. Broke, unemployed and unemployable, he encountered a group of very angry masked men after stumbling out of a bar one night. The next morning, he was found beaten and bloody, his testicles all but completely destroyed. A homemade sign that read, "Semper Fi," was hung around his neck. No one was arrested and the police chalked it up to a mugging gone bad. A few weeks later, his body was found hanging at the end of a rope.
John asked Amelia to marry him the day he received his final divorce decree. She accepted and the two were married, with the local Marine reservists giving him a traditional Marine sword ceremony. They continued working for old man Wilkins even though they really didn't need to work. Wilkins died of a heart attack in 1980, giving the shop to John in his will.
John stayed in the Reserves, retiring as a Master Gunnery Sergeant in 1992, about a year after returning from Desert Storm. He still saw his old Vietnam comrades in his dreams from time to time, but like his dad, he learned to deal with it.
He and Julie continued running the shop until they retired in 2008 and their two boys took over the business.
One night about ten years later, John and Amelia were strolling along the sidewalk, window shopping as they often did, when something caught his eye. It was a drawing of the rose tattoo he first saw in Vietnam, with a scroll in the middle for a name. On an impulse, John grabbed Amelia's hand and went into the shop.
"What are you doing?" Amelia asked. John showed her the tattoo and told her how he nearly got one like it with Julie's name in Vietnam.
"And now, I want your name right here," he said, patting his chest. "Right over my heart, where it belongs."
"But why?" she asked.
"You promised to heal my heart all those years ago," he said. "And you have. And now, I want the whole world to know how much I love you."
Amelia's eyes glistened with tears.
"You don't have to do that," she said.
"Oh yes, I do," John said. "I owe you everything." She sat down, knowing that once John's mind was made up, nothing could stop him.
"You sure you wanna do this, gramps?" the artist asked. John whipped off his shirt.
"Hell yeah," he said.
"Alright," he said.
"Isn't it going to hurt?" Amelia asked.
"Yeah, like hell," John said. "But it's worth it to me."
Amelia smiled and wiped the tears from her eyes as she watched the artist place her name on his skin.
"With pride I'll wear it to the grave for you
In a rose tattoo
In a rose tattoo
I've got your name written here,
In a rose tattoo
In a rose tattoo In a rose tattoo
Signed and sealed in blood I would die for you."
-- Dropkick Murphys
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Ralph Wilcox sat on the bar stool nursing his beer as he pondered the events that led him to this point. He thought that until recently he had a great life – a well-paying job as an accountant, a nice home in the suburbs and a loving wife. He still had a good job and he still owned the building they called "home," but his five-year marriage was toast and there was no going back.
He met his wife, Alicia, while the two were in college. They dated and got married after graduation. He got a job at a local accounting firm and she found a job working real estate. Things seemed to be going quite well for them and they had even talked about having children.
Then things started going off the rails. Alicia began spending more nights out with the "girls," or so she said. She also began dressing sexier for work and leaving at all hours, claiming she had houses to show.
At the same time, she started getting more demanding, ordering him around like he was her employee instead of her husband. Ralph, not being a confrontational type of guy, put up with it, wanting to keep his wife happy. But it seemed that nothing ever really made her happy.
Then, he noticed, she began spending time on their home computer, reading stories about women who adopted what he later learned was the "hot-wife and cuckold" lifestyle. According to what he saw, these women got off on humiliating their husbands by cheating on them, sometimes turning them into little more than slaves. Some husbands apparently got off on it, but he wasn't one of them.
He didn't say much, not wanting to rock the boat. He did notice that sex between them had started to taper off considerably and she seemed less open to his advances.
Part of the problem, he surmised, was that he wasn't a very assertive person and always tried to find the most peaceful resolution to any situation. That's the way he always handled things and so far it had worked. Ralph, not exactly a very strong or athletic person, never got into fights, preferring instead to simply walk away. What did he care what others thought of him?
Then it happened. She hit him with the four words most dreaded by the male of the species.
"We need to talk," she said as he walked in the door.
"Okay," Ralph said, sitting his briefcase on the table. "What about?"
"Things are going to change around here," she said firmly.
"Like what?" Ralph asked. "I didn't know we needed to change anything. What's going on?"
"If you must know, Ralph, I need more than what you can provide," she said.
"Like what?" he asked. "Don't I make enough money for you? We bought the house, we've both got nice cars, all the bills are paid and we have a lot of money in our accounts. Plus, you're doing quite well with your real estate. What are you talking about?"
"No, you idiot," she said. "You make plenty of money. It's not that. I need, you know, more."
"More, what?" Ralph asked.
"Alright. I need a bigger dick. I need more dick. I need more in the bedroom. Get it?" she asked. "You just don't do it for me anymore, at least not like you used to."
"Well, I can always get some of those little blue pills," Ralph said. "Maybe we can get some ideas from those stories you read."
"God, you are so fucking clueless," she said. "No, you idiot, I need more cock." The implication of what she said finally dawned on him.
"Wait, are you telling me you want to fuck another man?" he asked calmly.
"No, I'm saying I want to fuck a MAN, period. Not a wimpy bean counter. Maybe multiple men at the same time," she said. "I still love you, in a sense. I mean, you do provide for me and all. But I just want to get drilled into the mattress sometimes."
"Well, I can certainly accommodate some of what you want, but you've always turned me down lately and you're always gone," Ralph said.
"How can you be such an idiot," she screamed. "What do you think I'm doing when I go out? You think I spend all my time drinking and chatting with a bunch of idiot twits? No, I'm out getting FUCKED. And I love it."
"Well," Ralph said, "then maybe we should get a divorce and you'd be free to fuck whomever you want. Wouldn't that make you happy?"
"There'll be no divorce," she said. "And if you do try to divorce me, I'll take you to the cleaners and you know it. Go ahead, go talk to your lawyer buddies. Figure it out on your spreadsheets."
"In other words, you want to have it both ways," Ralph said. "You don't want a divorce because you like my money, but you want to be able to have sex with other men. Is that right?"
"Maybe I didn't make things clear up front for you," she said. "I AM going to fuck other men. I AM going to fuck them in MY bed. And you are going to watch it AND you're going to love it."
"So, are you saying that you'd be alright with me having sex with another woman? Would you want to watch me making love to her and would you love it?" Ralph asked.
"That is never going to happen," she said. "For starters, if you do, I'll divorce you in a heartbeat for adultery. Secondly, there's not a woman alive who would even want to touch your pathetic little pee-pee let alone fuck it."
"Actually, Alicia, you're quite wrong on all accounts," he said. "Not only are you sounding like a complete hypocrite, you know as well as I do that I'm pretty well-endowed. Remember a couple years ago, you even measured me. Second, there's a lot of women where I work who have made it quite clear they'd love to get me in bed if I were ever available. I've always turned them down because I love you too much to cheat on you. Apparently you don't feel the same way. So maybe we should simply divorce and be done with it." He stood up and headed for the bedroom.
"I'm going to change out of this suit, so why don't you make us some coffee and let's sit and talk about this like adults, okay?" he said.
"Sure, honey," she said sarcastically. "Let's do that." She couldn't believe her husband could take this so calmly. Maybe Jack was right, she thought. Maybe he really is just a wimp. We'll see how he feels later. She made sure he was in the bedroom before pulling a packet of powder out of her purse. Jack assured her he wouldn't taste it in his coffee and said it would work fast and put him out like a light.
Jack, however, was anything but calm. He may have seemed calm on the outside, but he was seething and shaking on the inside. A part of him wanted to throw her out of the house, but he knew that any violent reaction on his part would only get him thrown in jail.
He put his briefcase by his nightstand and changed out of his suit, donning a t-shirt and a pair of comfortable jeans. He hoped the rest of the night would go much smoother, but something told him it was only going to get worse. He had no idea how much worse it was going to get.
He went back to the kitchen where Alicia had his coffee ready. He took a sip and was pleased that she remembered to flavor it with his favorite creamer. Nothing like the taste of butter pecan to make things better, he thought.
He sat down in the living room in his favorite recliner and looked at his wife, who was already sitting down on the couch.
"Are you ready to discuss this reasonably?" Ralph asked after taking another large sip of coffee. Alicia smiled, but he noticed no warmth or love in her face.
"Before we go too much farther in this, er, discussion, I should probably let you know that I've got a couple of friends on their way over to help make things clear to you," Alicia said.
"Friends are good," Ralph said. He began to set his coffee on the coaster by his chair and suddenly felt very light-headed. By the time he realized that Alicia had drugged him, it was too late. He was out like a light.
When he awoke, he found that he couldn't move his arms or legs and something had been placed in his mouth, preventing him from speaking. As he came to, he realized that he had not only been tied to a chair in his bedroom with his arms and legs firmly secured, but he had been stripped naked as well.
"What the fuck," he thought to himself. Alicia came into the room, naked except for a pair of CFM pumps. He noticed that her pussy had been shaved completely bare and her exposed lips were swollen and puffy.
Immediately behind her were two large, bald-headed men, also naked. Ralph, being a fan of Doctor Who, couldn't help but notice the two men reminded him of the alien Sontara species. He thought of them as BulletHead One and Two.
"Well, it looks like Wimpy McCuck is finally awake," BulletHead One said. The other creep spoke up.
"Maybe it's time we show him how a real man fucks his woman," he said, obscenely fondling Alicia's breasts. All three of them laughed.
"These are my friends, Jack and Dick," Alicia said. "And they're here to help me show you what the rest of our marriage is going to be like. So smile and enjoy the show."
Ralph looked at her with anger as she knelt on the floor in front of him and began sucking off BulletHead One, the asshole she called Jack. Alicia moaned and looked at Ralph as she took Jack's whole cock in her mouth, working it with her tongue. Jack moaned and held her head.
"I'm cumming," he said. Alicia grabbed his buttocks and made a big show of swallowing his entire load. She looked at Ralph and opened her mouth so he could see that she had, in fact, swallowed the man's semen.
"That was delicious," she told Ralph. "Much better than you by a long shot." She moved over to BulletHead Two, or Dick, as Alicia called him, and repeated the performance.
"I hope you took notes, cuck, because that's what you're going to start doing from now on," Jack said. "And yes, we expect you to swallow." They all laughed.
"Don't worry, little boy," Alicia told him. "It's an acquired taste but you'll soon learn to love it just like I have."
Ralph felt like he was going to vomit but held the urge back. Alicia moved to the bed and the men followed. They each took turns fucking her hard in many different positions, both cumming inside her pussy and ass repeatedly while trash-talking Ralph. At one point, she had one man in her pussy and the other in her ass.
"I want both of you cumming in my pussy at the same time," Alicia said. They obliged, with Alicia sitting on Jack's member as Dick squeezed his cock in her already occupied pussy. They fucked back and forth for some time until they both filled her already sloppy pussy with one last load.
They slowly disengaged and made their way to Ralph.
"This is just the beginning, cuck," BulletHead One told him. "From now on, you will service us, hand and foot. You'll feed our cocks to your wife and suck us to get things started. You'll even learn to clean our dicks after they've been in her ass. With your tongue. And you'll clean her pussy and ass as well. And if she gets pregnant, you'll accept it, pay for it and take care of the baby as if it were yours."
"And soon, we'll be fucking you in the ass as well," BulletHead Two chimed in. They all laughed at that. "Alright, let's show cucky boy here his new place in the home," he added.
They pushed the chair on its back and Alicia stood over him, placing her well-fucked pussy within inches of his face. She pulled the gag out of his mouth and began smearing the cum out of her pussy on his face as he struggled.
"No," he cried. "Don't do this, Alicia." BulletHead One held his head still while the other man pinched his nose, forcing him to swallow the liquid pouring out of Alicia's cunt. He gagged as the sticky mess went down his throat.
"Wasn't that delicious?" Alicia asked. Ralph shook his head vigorously and tried to spit it back up.
The first man drew back his fist, preparing to punch Ralph in the face but Alicia stopped him.
"There's no need for that, Jack," she said. "Ralphie's not a violent man and we don't need any assault complaints. Give me the vial." BulletHead One dropped his fist and handed her a vial of clear liquid that had apparently been on the dresser. She opened the vial and pulled out an eye dropper.
"This is a little something to help you rest, darling," she told Ralph. "And it'll also help decrease your manhood. Just a few drops of this every night and soon, you'll be more woman than man. You may even start to grow breasts and before long, you'll be my best girl friend and you'll get to have both of my men in your ass." Ralph's eyes grew wide with horror as he heard what she had in store for him. He shook his head, but BulletHead One grabbed him and pinched his nose as Alicia put a few drops on his tongue.
Soon, Ralph felt a warmth throughout his body and he began to relax, feeling a bit tired and sleepy.
Alicia stood up, pulled a large doggie bed out of the closet and placed it on the floor at the foot of the bed where she had just been fucked. They removed him from the chair as Alicia placed handcuffs on one wrist.
"From now on, you'll sleep here," she said, pointing to the doggie bed. "The only men who will sleep in MY bed are the ones who will be fucking me from now on. Don't worry, I'll release you in the morning so you can go to work. I need your money, after all. Sleep tight, Ralphie."
Yeah, good-night, cucky boy," BulletHead One said.
They dragged Ralph's naked body to the dog bed as Alicia handcuffed him to a bedpost. Ralph tried to stay awake but was unable to and soon drifted into unconsciousness.
He awoke the next morning as Alicia took the cuffs off of him. He leapt to his feet and backed away as Alicia approached him. He grabbed his clothes and ran into the bathroom, locking the door. He thought about what he would do as he showered, shaved and dressed for work. He knew that he was no longer safe in his own home and he had no idea what it was Alicia had given him the previous night.
He grabbed his briefcase and headed downstairs. He normally took a cup of coffee with him to work but didn't, not knowing what Alicia may have put in it. She had made him a cup and offered it to him, but he refused, saying nothing.
He headed for the door but was stopped by Alicia's voice.
"Ralph, please understand that I do love you and I'm sorry about last night. I just want you to understand how things are going to be from now on." He looked at her with anger and hatred in his eyes, which scared Alicia somewhat.
"When you get home tonight, you'll need to change into this," she said, holding a pair of women's underwear and a frilly maid's costume. "Now come give your wife a kiss goodbye." Ralph shook his head and walked out the door, saying nothing.
Watching her husband leave, Alicia began to wonder if maybe she had pushed him too far too fast. "He'll get over his little snit," she thought. "He always does."
Ralph stopped at a coffee bar and ordered a caramel mocha and sat in the parking lot for a minute before calling his boss, George Winstead. He and George had developed a good relationship over the years, so he thought the somewhat older man would understand his dilemma.
"Hey, Ralph," George said when he answered the phone. "Kinda early to be calling, isn't it?"
"George, I need some help," Ralph said.
"Sure, Ralph. What's going on?" George asked.
Ralph told George what had happened the previous night, leaving nothing out. George was horrified.
"Listen, buddy, take the day off and go see your attorney. We'll cover for you. If your wife calls, we'll tell her that you're out of the office handling some very important matters and may be late. It's not safe for you to go home, so if need be, you can bunk out at my place until you can figure something out. We'd love to have you over for dinner anyway and there's plenty of room," he said.
"Thanks, George, I appreciate it a bunch," Ralph said. His next call was to his friend and attorney, Bill Jackson. He explained the entire situation and Bill told him to come by his office, immediately.
Ralph went to Bill's office and was ushered right in. He passed an average-looking man who was just leaving Bill's office and the two exchanged a brief greeting.
"Thanks for coming by, Oscar. And remember, I'm expecting to see you and that lovely wife of yours by the house this weekend," Bill said to the other man, who waved on his way out. Bill ushered his friend in.
"How are you feeling, Ralph," the older man asked. Ralph shook his head.
"Not good. Not good at all. Plus, I'm scared to go home," Ralph said.
"Tell me something," Bill said. "Have you ever seen anything in the mail from a company called the Mutual Marital Assurance Society?" Ralph shook his head.
"No," he said. "Nothing. Never heard of it. What is that, anyway?" Ralph asked. Bill waved his hands.
"Oh, nothing, it's just something I heard about once, part of another divorce case. The company's been closed down since then, but I still see it crop up every so often," Bill said.
"Look," Bill said. "You're wife is basically correct about the divorce option. In this state, we like to say that divorce is the fucking you get for the fucking you got. They almost never go well for the husbands involved unless there's an absolute airtight prenuptial agreement and even then, there's no guarantee. That's a big reason why I quit doing family law." He pulled a card out of his desk drawer and handed it to Ralph.
"I think maybe you should give these folks a call, and do it right away," Bill said. "It's a relatively new outfit that helps men in your situation. I know some of the people who started it and they're real stand-up guys. They've done some work for me in the past and I'm quite impressed. If anyone can help you, they can. Tell them I recommended you to them and they'll treat you right, okay?"
"Thanks, Bill, I appreciate that," Ralph said.
"Listen, Ralph, keep in touch. If there's anything I can do for you, just call," Bill said, shaking Ralph's hand.
Ralph got back to his car and called the number on the card. A female voice answered.
"Alpha Services. May I help you?" she asked.
"Yes, I'd like to speak with Abel Gonzales," Ralph said, reading the name on the card. "Bill Jackson suggested I contact him."
"Yes sir, one moment, please," she said. Ralph heard a few clicks and then a gruff voice came on the line.
"Gonzales," the man said.
"Yes, my name is Ralph Wilcox and Bill Jackson gave me your card. He suggested you could help me in a domestic situation," Ralph said.
"Bill Jackson, huh?" Abel said. "Alright, come by my office immediately. Say nothing to no one. You got that?"
"Sure," Ralph said. The line went dead and Ralph put his phone away. He got the address from the card and punched it into his GPS, which instantly gave him the directions he was looking for. Ralph pulled out and headed to see the mysterious Abel Gonzalez.
Ralph, however, did not see the Ford SUV on the other side of the parking lot, nor did he see BulletHead One taking photos. Jack pulled out his cell and made a call.
"Well?" asked the woman at the other end of the call.
"Cucky-boy went to the Argyle Building downtown and he's heading out. Want me to follow him?" he asked.
"Do you know who he saw at the Argyle?" the female asked.
"No, I don't. I didn't want to blow my cover," he said.
"Alright. No, don't follow him. His boss and his secretary said he'd be out in meetings all day. Let's back off a bit and give him the day," she said.
"Okay, you're the boss," he said.
"Goddamn right," Alicia said, hanging up the phone. She wondered what Ralph was up to, but didn't think he would jeopardize his safety by doing something stupid. She was prepared to take extreme measures, short of killing him, if necessary, but didn't want to go that far. She had other things planned for him, after all. She rubbed her wet pussy thinking about the deviant things she wanted to do to him and in front of him. Soon, she thought, he'll be my personal slave and there's nothing he can do to stop me.



Ralph, meanwhile, found the small stucco house at the address on the card. He pulled in and walked to the front door, wondering if this was a legitimate company. After all, they didn't even have a sign announcing their presence. He knocked on the door and was met by a petite and attractive blonde girl who ushered him inside.
"Mr. Gonzales is expecting you, Mr. Wilcox," she said. "Please, go right in. Would you like a cup of coffee?" Ralph nodded his head yes.
"That would be nice, thank you, miss," he said.
"Cream? Sugar?" she asked. "We have butter pecan creamer if you like that." Perhaps, Ralph thought, coming here was a good move.
"Butter pecan is perfect, thank you," Ralph said, smiling. He went into Abel's office and was met by a large man who looked like he had fought the devil himself and won. Abel shook his hand and offered him a chair, which he accepted. He looked around the office and took in the medals and awards hanging on the wall. The receptionist returned with his coffee and he took a big sip, enjoying the flavor.
"So, what can we do for you?" Abel asked.
"I need help with my marriage," Ralph said.
"I kinda figured that," Abel said, smiling. "Give me all the gory details and let's see what we can do for you. And I do mean, ALL of the details."
Ralph told Abel everything that happened to him, leaving nothing out. He was embarrassed and on the edge of crying by the time he was finished, but Abel listened intently, taking notes. After Ralph finished, Abel looked at his notes, then considered Ralph carefully.
"I take it you've never served in the military," he said. Ralph shook his head. "And you don't appear to be one to get physical, am I right?"
"You're right," Ralph said. "I've always preferred to either walk away or find a reasonable solution to problems."
"Most of the time, that's the best option," Abel said. "There are times, though, when you have to take direct action." He sat back in his chair and thought for a bit. "Look, Ralph, we do have a program that I think would work in your case, but it's going to take some hard work on your part. You appear to be in relatively good physical shape, am I right?"
"Well, I watch what I eat, I don't drink much and I do visit the company gym a couple times a week," Ralph said. Abel nodded his head.
"Good. Personally, I'd rather work with someone like you than some hot-headed Special Forces type. The program I'm thinking of would last about four to six weeks, and you'll be out of state the whole time. Think you can swing it?"
"I think so," Ralph said. "What about my wife, though? Won't she get suspicious?"
"Tell her you're going to be gone for company training," Abel said. "That's not too far from the truth, since your company will benefit from the new you."
"What about the cost?" Ralph asked. "This has to be quite expensive."
"It is," Abel said. "However, since it gets billed as 'wellness training,' most insurance companies help pay for it. There will be some expense, but not as much as you might think. Will your boss go for it?"
"I don't know," Ralph said. "Maybe."
"Talk to him today and let me know. Look, it's not going to be safe for you to go home, so we'll get you set up with whatever you need – clothes, transportation, the works. We'll keep an eye on your place just in case, though. I'll have a team install some cameras and we'll do surveillance while you're gone. Do you have keys to the house?"
"Yes," Ralph said.
"Good. Give them to me. Go talk to your boss and then call me. We'll iron out the details. And Ralph, remember, don't go home. Call your wife to let her know you'll be gone if you must, but stay away from the house," Abel said.
Ralph agreed and left after giving Abel a check for the deposit. He made his way to his office and went straight to his boss's office.
"George, we need to talk," Ralph said.
"Sure, what can I do for you?" Ralph told his friend and boss what was going on and explained that he would need four to six weeks off. George didn't look too happy about it, but he had been through a nasty divorce himself and after talking with Ralph, he agreed it might do the trick.
"Look, Ralph, I'd hate to lose my best man for that long, but if what everything you've told me is true, it may be for the best. Tell you what, I'll put out the word that you're going to Washington for a major tax training seminar that could last six weeks. I'll have it listed as a paid temporary leave of absence so it won't take up any vacation or sick time. We'll cover for you and I promise we won't give Alicia any contact information. Will that work?" he asked.
"You're the best, George," Ralph said. "I owe you big time for this. Thanks."
"My pleasure," George said. "And yeah, you'll owe me," he added, laughing. "I expect at least a steak dinner."
"You got it!" Ralph said.
He left the office, happier than he had been all day. He called Abel and gave him the news.
"Good," Abel said. "Bring your car here so we can secure it. While you're here, you can call your wife."
Ralph drove to the small house and was directed to park in an enclosed stall behind the building. A man came out and went over the car, telling Ralph he was looking for bugs or a GPS device. None were found and the two went into the main house.
Abel took Ralph's phone and inspected it closely to make sure there were no listening or tracking devices or applications and handed it back after he was satisfied it was clean.
"Go ahead and call your wife and put it on speaker," he said. Ralph did as he was told. Alicia picked up the phone after two rings.
"Ralph?" she asked. "Are you okay?"
"Frankly, no," he said. "I just called to let you know I'm going to be gone for a while for some mandatory tax training. I may be gone for up to six weeks."
"Six weeks?" she asked. "But what will I do while you're gone?"
"What difference does it make?" Ralph asked. "You'll have the two bulletheads there plus Tom and Harry and God only knows who else."
"Bullet heads?" she asked. "You mean Jack and Dick?"
"Yeah, whatever," Ralph said. "I'm sure they'll keep you company while I'm gone."
"Ralph, I'm really sorry about last night. Won't you please come home so we can talk about this?"
"We'll talk when I get back," Ralph said.
"But where will you be staying? What do I do if something happens?" she asked.
"Deal with it. I'll be out of town. You'll understand if I don't tell you where or call you. Frankly, after last night, I don't trust you," he said.
"Well, why don't you come by and I'll take you to the airport?" she asked.
"Sorry, no can do. I've already made travel arrangements," he said. "And don't bother calling me. My phone will be turned off."
"Okay, Ralph," she said. "Be safe. I really do love you. You left without even giving me a goodbye kiss this morning."
"You're crazy if you honestly think I'd want to kiss you after what you did to me last night. And you sure have a funny way of showing you love me. Goodbye, Alicia. We'll talk when I get back," he said, ending the call. He turned the phone off and felt a sense of satisfaction at getting the last word in. Alicia, meanwhile, was confused and a bit concerned. He had never left without kissing her goodbye and sounded shorter than he had ever been with her. She decided to have a talk with Jack and Dick. They would know what to do, she thought.
Ralph, meanwhile, smiled as he put his phone away. Abel grabbed an already-packed suitcase and handed it to him. He then summoned two men into the office, introducing them only as Jennings and Seville. They looked like hardened combat veterans who could eat nails without any ketchup.
"These men will accompany you to your destination," Abel said. "They'll also travel back with you. Once there, you'll turn your phone over to them. I need to take a mall sample of your blood to find out what your wife gave you last night. Once we know what it is, we'll give you something to counteract it."
"What can I expect when I get there?" Ralph asked as the receptionist drew blood from his arm. Abel and the two men smiled.
"Pain," he said. "Lots of pain. But it'll be a good pain. You'll get in better shape than you've ever been and you'll learn things you never thought were even possible. The truth is, you'll be training with a master assassin who has been working with a top-secret government organization since the 1970s. You are to follow his instructions to the letter. Trust me, he will kill you if you fail to do so. He is said to be the last master of an unknown form of Korean martial arts and he will train you in some of the techniques you'll need to deal with your wife and her cohorts. Along the way, you'll learn other things and hopefully, become a better man in the process.
"While you're working with him, we'll be doing detailed surveillance on your wife and we'll put together some options you can present to her when you return. Any other questions?"
"Don't we need tickets?" Ralph asked. Abel shook his head.
"No, you' be traveling on a small private aircraft to ensure you can't be followed or tracked," Abel said. "Anything else?"
"No, I think you've answered all my questions," Ralph said.
"Good," Abel said. "Now, it's time you men got going. Don't worry, Ralph, we'll see each other again. Just do as you're told and you'll be fine."
Ralph shook his hand and the three men left.
A few hours later, they landed at a small airstrip somewhere in Washington State. Ralph had no idea where he was and really didn't care. The plane pulled up to a hanger and another man standing next to a black sedan walked to the aircraft.
They loaded Ralph's suitcase and piled into the car as Jennings spoke on his phone. He got into the car, pulled out a tablet and a bottle of water and handed them to Ralph.
"Abel says you need to take this to counteract what your wife gave you," he said. Ralph swallowed the pill, drinking the water.
"Did he say what she gave me?" Ralph asked.
"Some kind of hopped up gender transition drug. The kind of thing they give to men who want to become women," Jennings said. "We've seen it before, so we like to be prepared. That pill will effectively counter it."
Soon, the car pulled into the driveway of a two-story house that sat on top of a hill surrounded by giant fields. Ralph looked around and saw that the whole area seemed to be deserted except for a large barn that sat behind the house. Jennings and Seville walked Ralph to the house as the driver left. They entered after tapping three times on the door frame.
Ralph walked in and noticed the room was not furnished like any farmhouse he had ever seen. There was no couch, no chairs and no electronics that he could see. There was no television, radio or even a telephone. There were, however, pillows on the floor and what looked to him like a futon. Jennings motioned for him to sit on a cushion and he obeyed.
Soon, an old oriental man glided into the room. He looked at Ralph before speaking to Jennings and Seville.
"I cannot train this man," he said. Ralph was shocked. "He reeks of hamburger. And he's too old."
"Please reconsider, Master," Jennings said. The old man looked at Ralph again and sat down in front of him. Ralph could normally read facial expressions and body language but got nothing from the old man.
"Are you prepared to do whatever I ask of you?" the old man asked Ralph.
"Yes sir, I am," Ralph said. The old man looked at him for a few seconds before continuing.
"Are you prepared to endure pain – pain as you have never experienced?" he asked. Ralph thought that was a silly question at this stage.
"Yes, sir," he said.
"Hmm," the old man said. "I guess you'll do, since you're only getting a crash course." He waved Jennings and Seville away. "I must speak with this man privately," he said. The two men nodded and went upstairs. The old man looked closely at Ralph before continuing.
"I see much pain already," he said. "You've been abused recently, have you not?"
"Yes, sir," Ralph said.
"And you seek retribution against those who caused you this pain?"
"Yes sir, I do," Ralph said. The old man nodded.
"Good. You do not appear to be a violent man," the old man said.
"Normally, I'm not," Ralph said.
"That could be in your favor," the old man said. "Surprise can be a weapon unto itself. And since you are not normally a violent person, you are less likely to go rogue and become a threat to others. I can work with that, but you must obey my commands. Can you do this?"
"Yes sir, I can," Ralph said.
"Very good," the old man said. "First things first. No more hamburgers, no more french fries. Understand?"
"Yes sir," Ralph said. "And what may I call you?" he asked.
"Name not important," the old man said. "Breathing important. Proper stance important. Obeying me most important. But if you must call me something, call me 'Master'," he said.
Yes, Master," Ralph said. The old man nodded.
"Good," the old man said. "I like 'Master.' Training starts now. Take things upstairs, change and come back down. No shoes."
"Yes, Master," Ralph said. He took his suitcase upstairs and found a room with his name on the door. He could hear a television playing from another room, and figured that was where either Jennings or Seville were staying.
Walking inside, he put his things away and noticed a white martial arts uniform on the futon. He figured that's what the old man wanted him to wear, so he put it on and slipped the sandals on his bare feet before going back down, where the old man was waiting.
"It begins," the Master said.
Abel was right. For the next four weeks, Ralph endured pain the likes of which he had never before experienced, and he learned more about the human body than he thought possible. The Master fed him a steady diet of rice, fish and vegetables with little or no seasoning and he grew to like it. He also learned to like something called kimchi, although at first he didn't really care too much for it.
The Master worked him hard every day, sometimes as long as 18 hours, with a short meal break and a period where the Master would enlighten him with his thoughts on life and love. Each day would end with the Master giving Ralph a short, quick massage to help relieve some of the pain and soreness.
But by the end of the first four weeks, Ralph felt more alive than ever and even noticed a change in his appearance. His body was firmer and more toned while his face now had a harder, more determined appearance and there was something about his eyes he couldn't quite describe. By now, he was ready to learn something more.
"Master," he said one morning as they sat drinking their tea, "you've taught me so much these last four weeks. When will I learn to kill?" The Master's eyes widened and he smiled.
"Yes! You may start now," he said with a gleam in his eyes.
Meanwhile, Alicia was out of her mind with worry. Jack and Dick could find nothing to lead them to Ralph's whereabouts and the three of them were getting worried.
"I'm sorry, but I haven't been able to find out anything," Jack said. "It's almost as if he dropped off the face of the earth. I haven't found his name on any passenger manifests and there's not a single hotel in Washington that shows him registered as a guest."
"I'm worried," Alicia said. "Ralph's never gone this long without contacting me. I haven't even been able to find his car. Something about all this just stinks. Do you think he went to the police?"
"Nah," Dick said. "If he had, we'd know about it by now. Someone would've been snooping around asking questions."
"Do you think he's coming back?" Alicia asked.
"He'll be back," Jack said. "Don't worry. And when he does come back, we'll be ready for him."
Alicia smiled and began peeling off her clothes.
"Come on, guys, let's not think about the wimp any more. Just fuck me," she said. And they did. Repeatedly.
What they didn't know was that Ralph had by now become a trained killer on a personal mission to regain his lost dignity and manhood. While Alicia was screwing her boyfriends and fantasizing about them fucking her husband's ass, he was honing his skills, preparing himself for the final confrontation.
The final two weeks had ended and Ralph bid his mentor a farewell as Jennings and Seville waited.
"How did he do, Master?" Jennings asked. The old man considered Ralph and answered with a hint of a smile on his face.
"He was... almost adequate," he said. All of them knew that was high praise coming from the old Korean. Ralph stood in front of him and bowed in respect.
"I'll never forget you, Master," he said. "And thank you." The old man returned the gesture of respect and nodded his head approvingly.
"You are welcome," he said. "And I will never forget you. Maybe one day, you can return to learn more."
"I would be honored," Ralph said. The old man smiled.
"Yes, you would," he said. "Now, go, do what you must. And do not dishonor my house."
They left in the same car that dropped Ralph off six weeks earlier and said very little on the trip home.
Abel met them at the office and looked Ralph over.
"I must say, Ralph, you look like a different man," he said.
"I feel different, Abel," Ralph said. "I feel alive."
"Well, that's good to hear. We need to go over a couple things before you head home. First off, my men installed surveillance equipment throughout your house and in Alicia's car. We also tracked her calls. There's hundreds of hours of video and literally hundreds of photos of your wife's activities. She's had different men in the house almost every night, and Jack and Dick are always part of the party. We even caught her in a gangbang with about 50 men. Of course, they all trashed you and there wasn't any protection used at all.
"Her phone calls have also been, well, interesting, to say the least. They've gone crazy trying to find you. Obviously, they know by now you were lying, but they have no idea where you really were or what you were actually doing," Abel said. He handed Ralph two folders and a thick packet filled with photos and DVDs.
"I've had our legal folks put together something for you. One folder holds a set of divorce papers. Naturally, they give her next to nothing. The other folder is a very strict post-nuptial agreement. You can give her the option of what she wants to do. You may want to review the paperwork before you present them to her. I personally think you'll like the agreement, and it's written in such a way as to encourage her to accept the divorce," he said. He pulled out a flip phone and handed it to Ralph.
"This is a burner with one contact already programmed. If you need assistance or a, er, cleanup, call the number. Say, 'cleanup on aisle 15' and our guys will be there. Any questions?" Ralph shook his head.
"Nope," he said. "Looks pretty good from here."
"Good," Abel said. "Now from what we have learned, they usually don't meet until the evening, so you may want to lie low until after dark, then make your move."
"Sounds like a plan," Ralph said. "Maybe I'll go nurse a beer for an hour or two before I get home."
"Just make sure you're nowhere they can spot you," Abel said.
"Right," Ralph said. He collected his phone and keys and headed out to his car. He drove to a bar a few miles from the house and ordered a beer, leaving his phone in the car to charge up on a mobile charging device. He figured he could spend the next two hours there quietly nursing a beer before he confronted Alicia and her lovers.
While he sipped the beer, he pondered his marriage and familiarized himself with the contents of the folders. He scanned the photos and was disgusted by what he saw. The woman he once loved more than life itself was nothing more than a walking cum dump for any thing with a penis. He saw her taking multiple cocks at once while others waited their turn in line. He was finished with her and tonight he would be free of her for good, one way or another.



It was finally time to go, so he settled his tab and went to the car. Finding the phone fully charged, he turned it on and noticed numerous calls and texts from Alicia. His voicemail box was also full, so he deleted them without listening. He started the car and headed home.
Arriving at his house, he saw a Ford SUV parked in the driveway and figured it belonged to one of the Bullet Heads Alicia was screwing. He noticed a light on in the upstairs bedroom and figured they were already at it. He quietly got out of the car with his briefcase and made it to the door.
"Showtime," he told himself as he quietly turned the key and entered the house. He almost expected to be ambushed as soon as he walked in and checked for signs of life before entering. Finding none, he crept inside. He heard Alicia and her two fuck buddies going at it in the master bedroom and figured nothing would stop them, not even a bomb.
He padded into the house, closing the door as quietly as he could, set his briefcase on the kitchen table, pulled on a pair of latex gloves and went upstairs.
Sure enough, Alicia was getting fucked at both ends by both Bullet Heads and all three were too involved to even notice his entry into the room. He stood there for a second before making his presence known.
"Get the fuck out of my house," he said. BulletHead One, a.k.a., Jack, turned and stepped toward Ralph.
"About time you got back, cuck-boy. Time for you to get fucked in the ass," he said. He started walking toward Ralph and ended up with a hand gripping his throat.
"Not tonight, asshole," Ralph said calmly. He twisted his hand, effectively tearing Jack's throat out. Ralph let go and Jack fell to the floor. Dick, meanwhile, had pulled out of Alicia and started walking toward Ralph.
"You motherfucker," he screamed. "I'm gonna kick your..." He never got to finish his sentence, since two of Ralph's fingers were now buried in his forehead, scrambling his brain. Ralph pulled his fingers out of Dick's head, and watched him crumple to the floor, joining his partner in death. He pulled out his burner phone and made a call.
"Cleanup on aisle 15," he said. Alicia was now cowering in the bed, trembling with fear as she looked at her husband.
"Get your ass cleaned up and get downstairs," Ralph said. "We need to talk."
Alicia slowly slid out from under the covers and tried to reach out to Ralph, but he pushed her away.
"Keep your stinking paws off me, you filthy cheating pig," he spat. Alicia jumped back, suddenly not recognizing this stranger in her husband's body. "Get in the bathroom and clean that sewer you call a cunt then put something on and come downstairs. You have 30 seconds."
Alicia rushed in the bathroom and cleaned herself as much as she could in the short period of time Ralph gave her, then threw on a robe. She glanced at the lifeless bodies of her two accomplices on her way out and wondered if that was going to be her fate. She made it downstairs and took the chair Ralph offered her. He sat down across from her, opened his briefcase and pulled out two folders and the packet of photos and DVDs. He noticed her looking at him strangely.
"Ralph, what happened to you?" she asked. "You look, I don't know, different somehow."
"Yeah, that's because I AM different," he said. "I'm not the wimp you cheated on, drug, tied up and assaulted six weeks ago. I am what you made me become. Do you like it?"
"No," she said. "It scares me."
"Good," he said. "That'll make this a lot easier. I told you we would discuss this calmly when I got home and that's what we're going to do. First off, you have no idea how close you came to joining your two fuck buddies there."
"You were going to kill me?" Alicia cried.
"I'd be lying if I said the thought never entered my mind. Not after what you did and planned to do. The difference is they have no family, no friends, nothing and nobody to miss them. Unlike you. You have family, friends, co-workers," Ralph said. "Too messy. This way, you can understand just how gracious I'm being."
The doorbell rang and Ralph shouted out for them to enter. It was a clean-up crew, dressed in white. He pointed upstairs.
"First door on the right. There's two of them. And the Ford SUV belongs to one of them," Ralph said. He turned back to Alicia.
"By the time they're through, no one will ever know they existed. That could've been you, by the way. And it still can be if you push it," he said. Alicia was visibly trembling.
"So, here are your options," Ralph said. "Option one is divorce. Of course, it's horribly lopsided and you get to keep almost nothing. I'll let you have your car, your clothes, your savings and checking, and I'll even give you $1,000 for each year of our marriage. Other than that, you get nothing else."
"What's the other option?" Alicia asked.
"The other option is a post-nuptial agreement. It's like a prenuptial, except it's something that gets agreed to after the wedding. Take a look through it if you like before you make a decision," he said, handing her the envelope.
Alicia's eyes grew wide as she read the short agreement.
"My God," she said. "I'd be nothing more than a house slave at your beck and call."
"Isn't that what you had in store for me?" Ralph asked. "The only difference is that I'm giving you the option beforehand to accept or reject it, which is much more than you gave me."
"And what's this 'exit clause' all about?" she asked.
"That's just in case you violate the agreement in any way whatsoever. You know, in case you want to start fucking around on me again," he said.
"But I don't understand," she said. "What exactly is the exit clause?"
"You remember our wedding vows, right? The ones you broke over and over again? Where we both promised to love, honor and cherish the other through all circumstances and remain faithful to each other? You do remember those, right?"
"Uh, yeah," she said.
"How long did those vows say we were to do that?" he asked.
"Until... Oh my God. Until death do us part," she said. Her eyes got even bigger as the implication of what she read sank in.
"You mean I would agree to let you kill me if I violate the agreement?" she asked.
"Something like that," Ralph said. "Now, I could make it fast and relatively painless, or I could do it slowly, making you hurt so bad you end up begging me to end it. That would be strictly based on my mood at the time and the nature of the violation."
Her eyes grew wide with terror at the thought that he would kill her for any violation or perceived slight. Ralph knew he wouldn't do that, but she didn't know that.
"Of course, if you agree to the post-nuptial, you would have to undergo a full physical and scan for all STDs, including HIV, given the sheer number of men you've been fucking just in the last six weeks," he said.
"You know about that?" she asked.
"Know? Hell, I've got hundreds of hours of video," he said.
"I don't believe you," she said. Ralph opened the packet and tossed a huge pile of photos on the table. Alicia gasped as she saw the explicit photos in front of her.
"So, what's it going to be?" Ralph asked. "Personally, if I were you, I'd accept the divorce as is. I really don't want to spend the rest of my life monitoring your ass and the thought of possibly having to get rid of you would be too much to me to bear. I mean, I still have some feelings for you, you know. Maybe not much, but some."
"What if I decide to fight the divorce?" she asked.
"That would be a stupid move on your part," Ralph said. "See all these pictures? I've got lots more. And hours upon hours of video. Just imagine what would happen if all these pictures and all that video ended up getting sent to everyone you know. Family, co-workers, friends, everyone. And just imagine what might happen if all that video ended up on the Internet."
"You wouldn't dare do that, would you?" she cried.
"Oh, hell yeah," Ralph said.
"But what would I tell everyone?" she asked.
"Try the truth for once," Ralph said. "Tell them you cheated on me and I divorced you. You know, this could've been a lot worse. I have enough evidence to have your ass locked up for years. Drugging me, conspiracy, assault, battery, spousal abuse, the list goes on. So, decision time. What'll it be?"
Alicia thought for a few minutes, then opened the folder with the divorce paperwork and signed it on the spot. Ralph nodded his head.
"Smart move, Alicia," he said. "By the way, the divorce says you have to give up your rings and quit using my last name." She broke down in tears.
"Can't I please keep the rings?" she asked. "They're so beautiful."
"As were you, once," he said. "But no, you can't. Hand them over." She tearfully took the rings off and placed them on the table. Ralph picked them up and put them in his pocket.
"Don't you want to know why?" she asked. Ralph shook his head.
"Nope," he said. "I really don't care why you did what you did. I know it wasn't anything I did so it's immaterial. All that matters is that you did it."
"Can we ever be friends?" she asked.
"Honestly, I don't know," he said. "You hurt me worse than you'll ever know. Maybe sometime in the future we can be friends, but right now, I don't think so. I just hope you've learned your lesson before you destroy another good man."
"I'm so sorry, Ralph," she cried. "I really didn't mean to hurt you. It was all in good fun. Can't we get through this?"
"There's nothing left to get through. You destroyed this marriage with your cheating and plotting. Just be glad you're still alive. Now, I've been quite reasonable, so please gather what you need and go. I'll get your house keys and any joint cards you may be carrying. And you should probably make sure your car and health insurance policies are up to date because I've taken you off all of mine," he said. "I'll make sure the paperwork gets filed and I've been told the divorce will be final in a few months. I'll just need an address where you can be reached."
"Okay," Alicia said, sobbing. She got up from the table, packed a few things and prepared to leave. By then, the cleaning crew was finished and there was no evidence whatsoever of the incident in the bedroom.
On her way out the door, she turned to face Ralph one last time with tears in her eyes.
"I'm so sorry, Ralph," she said. "I really screwed this up. I thought I was doing something to spice up our lives. I just hope you can forgive me one day."
"Perhaps," he said. "One day. Remember what I said, though. Get yourself tested for STDs and get some counseling. You need it."
"I will, Ralph," she said. "Goodbye."
"Goodbye, my love," he said after the door had closed.
Epilogue:
The divorce went through with no complications and Ralph was soon a free and single man again. Alicia went to live with her parents, telling them only that she cheated on her husband and he filed for divorce. No one missed Dick or Jack. Ralph went back to work and his boss was thrilled with the results of his renewed vigor.
Alicia took Ralph's advise and sought counseling. She did not, however, get tested for STDs. Unknown to her, she had been infected with gonorrhea, syphilis and chlamydia and they all went untreated. Over time, she was wracked with sores, infections and hepatitis, among many other ailments. Eventually, she got a cancer which could not be treated since it was caught too late.
Ralph got a call from her mother, who said he needed to get to the hospital right away. He saw her in the hospital bed, thin, weak and pale, her body covered with sores and lesions. She opened her eyes as he walked in and smiled.
"My Ralph," she croaked. "Thank you for coming to see me."
"What happened?" he asked.
"I got counseling like you said, but I never got tested for STDs."
"Why not?" he asked her.
"I was too embarrassed by what I had done. You were right, though. I had a bunch of diseases and things went downhill from there. The doctors tell me I won't last much longer, maybe a few days if that," she said.
"Alicia, you should have gotten checked out."
"I know, but it really doesn't matter. I'm getting what I deserve. I just have one favor to ask of you," she said.
"What's that?" he asked.
"Please make the pain go away. For good," she pleaded. Ralph understood what she was asking. His heart was breaking as he held her head. He was also torn. It's one thing to kill in the heat of battle against an opponent out to kill you. But this? He wasn't sure his conscience could handle that.
"Please, Ralph. I know I fucked up our marriage and have no right to ask anything of you but it hurts so bad and I can't take it anymore. I'm dying anyway. Please do this for me," she pleaded.
"Relax, dear," he whispered. He gently massaged an area where he knew a vital nerve cluster was located. Soon, her face relaxed and she looked at him one last time.
"Thank you, my love," she said, smiling.
"Get some sleep now," he gently said. "I forgive you." Her smile widened as she closed her eyes for the last time. Ralph made sure she was asleep and verified her vital signs were still good before he laid her head back down on the pillow. He kissed her on the forehead.
"Goodnight, Alicia," he said, hot tears flowing down his cheek. She murmured something and fell asleep. Two days later, she passed away. The doctors all said she died in her sleep and felt no pain.
Ralph attended her funeral, placing flowers on her casket, tears in his eyes. She did him wrong and paid the ultimate price, but she still held a spot in his heart.
A few days later, he got a call from his old friend, Bill Jackson.
"Ralph," Bill said. "I'm glad to hear you got everything taken care of. Sorry to hear about your ex-wife."
"Thanks," Ralph said. "What can I do for you?"
"Well, I've got something going on and I understand you've developed a set of rather unique skills that could really be a big help. What do you say?" he asked.
Ralph knew what Bill was referring to, but decided to be cautious anyway.
"Well, that depends. I've already got a job, you know," he said.
"Yes, well, I've talked to your boss and he's willing to give you some time to help me out on this," Bill said. "Are you open to hearing some of the details?"
"Sure," Ralph said.
"Good," Bill responded. "I can't get into it over the phone, though. One of my guys will be in touch with you soon. He's one of my best. His name is Oscar Warren."
"Look forward to it," Ralph said.
"Great," Bill said. "Talk to you soon."
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Charles Hurley -- "Chuck" to his friends -- shed hot tears as he watched the streaming video of his wife with two much younger males. There was no doubt at all what was happening, and there was no doubt that his 15-year marriage was destroyed. He thought back to how it all began.
Chuck met his wife, Nancy, while attending college. He was working for a degree in information technology and she was studying to become a teacher. They dated, fell in love and married shortly after graduation. He went to work for a prestigious computer electronics firm specializing in surveillance equipment and she became a math teacher at a local high school.
They had three children in fairly short order. Jenny, their first, was born a little more than a year after their wedding, followed by twin boys, Larry and Danny, about a year later. Not wanting any more children, Nancy had a tubal ligation performed after the twins were delivered.
Life seemed to go well for Chuck and Nancy. They each had good careers, got along well, and had sex as often as possible, given the presence of three young children. They were each living the dream and had finally made enough to buy their dream home in the suburbs, complete with a swimming pool and a Jacuzzi.
Life in the Hurley household was good -- neither one worked too much overtime, they spent lots of time with each other and the children and by all accounts, everything seemed to be great.
Nancy loved children and took her teaching seriously. So seriously that she would often tutor students in their home either after school or during weekends when noting else was planned. Chuck had no problem with that, even though he thought it rather odd that no other teacher did that.
One year, however, she began helping a senior male -- someone who seemed to have no real problem with mathematics. It turned out that Bobby, the senior in question, was putting together a business plan and sought Nancy's help, since she also taught economics and business.
Chuck didn't seem to care much at first, but noticed that the boy was at their house an awful lot -- and never when Chuck and the children were at home alone. But it seemed that he would almost always show up shortly after Nancy would arrive home.
Soon, he was a regular guest at dinner and if Nancy had to go to the store, he would ride with her. He even showed up practically every weekend, whether Chuck had plans with the family or not, and would stay until late at night.
This began to irritate Chuck, who tried to express his concerns to Nancy.
"I think he's over here far too much," he said one night. "It's really beginning to eat into our family time. I'm beginning to think he has a crush on you." Nancy would wave him off.
"Oh, don't be a stick in the mud," she said. "Bobby's just a kid."
"Yeah," Chuck said. "Your student, to be precise. And he's monopolizing all your time. I don't mind you helping, but this is getting out of hand and could be seen as inappropriate."
"There's nothing inappropriate about it," she said, chiding her husband. "He's just asking for a little help with his business plan. I think he may have something worth pursing."
"Fine," Chuck said. "Maybe you need to set some limits and put your family first."
"Okay, okay," Nancy said, exasperated.
But the limits were never apparently set. Instead, the situation got worse. Bobby still came to the house three nights a week and would stay until after the children went to bed, but Nancy began working with him after hours at school -- or so she said. Some of those after-hours sessions seemed to involve dinner with a fair amount of alcohol.
Nancy came home one Wednesday night about 9:30 and it was obvious she had been drinking. Chuck was not pleased, as she failed to let them know she would be gone after dinner.
"Where were you?" he asked.
"What business is it of yours?" she asked. "I worked with Bobby for a while then we went for dinner. So what?"
"So what?" Chuck asked. "You never bothered to let us know you were going to be gone. I tried calling but you never answered your phone. So I just ordered a pizza for the kids. Were you out drinking with that boy?"
"I had a couple of drinks and I think he did too. It's legal, he's over 18," she said.
"Dammit, Nancy," Chuck said. "He's your student. That's way over the line and you know it. The school could fire you for fraternization. You really need to knock this off."
"Oh, you're just a spoil-sport," she said. "I did nothing wrong, so you need to just back off. I'll have dinner with whomever I want and it's none of your business."
"When it affects our family, it IS my business," Chuck said. "The kids kept asking for you all night."
Chuck began noticing other changes as well. Until then, they had enjoyed sex at least three nights a week and several times on the weekend. That dwindled down to maybe one night a week -- period. And it wasn't because they were getting older. Chuck always kept himself in good shape and worked out at the company gym three days a week. He also enjoyed rough-housing with the kids on the weekend. Nancy also kept herself in shape and looked much younger than her 37 years of age.
She also began nit-picking everything he did and putting him down, sometimes in front of the children. More than once, she would start arguments with him over practically nothing, using that as an excuse to withhold sex.
One day, Jenny came to him. She had started her freshman year at the high school where Nancy worked.
"Dad, we need to talk," she said, making sure Nancy was preoccupied.
"Sure, hon, what's wrong?" he asked.
"Dad, everyone at school is talking about mom and that boy, and I really don't like it," she said.
"What are they saying?" he asked her.
"They're saying that she's having sex with that boy, Bobby. They've been teasing me about it, saying that Bobby could soon be my stepfather. They're also making fun of you, saying that maybe you're not man enough for her. It's really making me mad," she said.
"Have you talked to your mom about it?" he asked.
"I tried once, but she said it's just gossip and to just ignore it," she said.
"Do you think something's going on?" he asked her. She handed him a folded piece of paper. He unfolded it and saw a drawing of two people kissing. One was obviously Nancy. Jenny said someone slipped the drawing into her locker at school.
"They're always flirting when he's around her and she just stands there and giggles when he says something. It's so embarrassing," she said. "Please make her stop."
"I'll talk to your mother, Jen," he said.
Chuck did talk to Nancy and showed him the drawing Jenny gave him, but she just waved him off.
"It's just high school kids being jealous," she said. "It's nothing to get worried about."
"Yes, Nancy, it is," Chuck said. "Jenny's getting harassed at school and it's embarrassing her. Please, you need to tell this boy to knock it off."
"Look, jackass, I'll talk to whomever I want and it's none of your goddamn business," she hissed. She suddenly realized the tone she used with Chuck and immediately backed down. "I'm sorry for being so short with you, Chuck. You're right. I'll talk to Jenny and get it straightened out. And I don't want to hear any more complaints about Bobby, hear me?"
"I'd better not," Chuck said. "This has gone too far and it needs to stop. Put yourself in my shoes. What would you do if an 18-year-old female intern came on to me like Bobby and I responded to her the way you are to him?" Nancy's face suddenly turned white.
"I'd kick your ass out of the house and probably divorce you if you didn't stop," she said.
"Well," he said. "Maybe you should take your own advise before this goes too far."
Nancy did talk to Jenny later, but only to tell her never to say anything to her father about what she hears or sees at school about the two of them. Jenny, being loyal to her father, told Chuck.
"Dad, something's definitely going on," she said. "Mom basically threatened me and said I'm never to tell you anything I see or hear at school about her and Bobby."
"What are you gonna do?" Chuck asked.
"I'm going to be your eyes and ears at that that school. I won't say anything to Mom, but I'll do my best to get video so you can see for yourself," she said.
"That's my girl," Chuck said, giving his daughter a hug.
Over the next few days, Jenny emailed several pictures of Nancy with Bobby at school, and they certainly did not look like the normal interaction one would expect between a teacher and a student. All of them showed the two making contact, and more than one showed them with their arms around each other. One seemed to even show them kissing.
Chuck began to wonder why the school administration wasn't taking any action and decided to make some discreet inquiries. He called the district superintendent's office and scheduled an appointment for later in the week, asking that it be kept highly confidential.
He said nothing more to Nancy, but kept a running log of the dates she was spending extra time with Bobby and kept the photos Jenny sent him. By now, she was staying after hours with him three days a week, many times not getting home before 8:00.
The day came for his appointment with the district superintendent, and he decided to keep Nancy's name and the information Jenny gave him out of the discussion if at all possible. He was ushered into the office and shook hands with Dr. Roland Martin, PhD, the district superintendent.
"So, what can I do for you, Mr. Hurley?" he asked.
"Thanks for seeing me, Dr. Martin, please call me Chuck," he said.
"Sure, and feel free to call me Roland. I hate all that 'Dr. Martin' crap," Roland said.
"Well, I'm not sure how to approach this, so I guess I'll throw out a hypothetical," Chuck said. "Just curious, what would happen if a teacher were found to be having an inappropriate relationship with a student?" Roland sat back and thought for a moment.
"You mean, a sexual relationship?" Roland asked.
"Possibly," Chuck said. "Dinner dates, drinking, that sort of thing. Sex could be involved."
"We have a very strict policy regarding that type of behavior. For starters, the teacher would be suspended pending an investigation and could be fired if the allegation were found to be true. If it turns out that the teacher is having a sexual relationship with the student, he or she would be handed over to the authorities for prosecution," he said. "In this state, a teacher found to be having sex with a student could get anywhere from two to 20 years in prison, even if the student is over 18. Additionally, the teacher would lose his or her credentials forever and be labeled a sex offender. Why are you bringing this to my attention?"
"Well, my daughter tells me she thinks she knows of a possible situation with one of her teachers and a senior at her school," Chuck said.
"But you have no evidence of a sexual relationship?" Roland asked. Chuck shook his head.
"No, I don't," he said.
"Well, if you ever do get evidence of such activity, I'd appreciate it if you brought it to my attention immediately," Roland said.
"I will," Chuck said.
"I understand your wife teaches at our high school, Chuck," Roland said. "You know, she's very well thought of around here."
"Yes, she's a good teacher and loves her students," Chuck said. Probably a bit too much, he thought to himself.
"Yes, so I've heard," Roland said. "Listen, we'll keep this to ourselves for now, but if you do get any direct evidence of inappropriate behavior, please let me know immediately." He stood, signaling the end of the meeting.
"I will, and thank you for your time," Chuck said, shaking Roland's hand. After Chuck left, Roland picked up his phone and made a call.
Things were frosty around the house for a while. Nancy did not stay after school for several days, which made Chuck wonder if someone had said something to her.
"Everything alright at school, dear?" he asked one afternoon.
"Yeah, fine," Nancy said, not volunteering any more information, like the letter she mysteriously received reminding all the teachers about district policy regarding fraternization with students. Later that night, she came into his den as he worked on his computer.
"Can we talk for a bit?" she asked.
"Sure, dear," Chuck said.
"I've been thinking about my career lately," she said. "You know, Bobby's serious about his business plan and it looks like he's really going to make it a reality."
"That's good," Chuck said. "How does that affect you?"
"I've been thinking that maybe I need some real-world experience," she said. "I've done nothing but teach ever since I graduated and working with Bobby has really made me wish I'd gone into the business world."
"Teaching is the most honorable profession I know, dear," Chuck said. "You're helping to shape the next generation. Kids will remember you as long as they live and they'll be better for the experience." She smiled at that.
"Maybe," she said. "Look, Bobby said I could come work with him after the school year is out. He's gotten funding for his business and I think it might be a good opportunity."
"Yeah, well, you know as well as I that most business go belly-up in the first three years. Maybe you should stick with the school until you know his business will be solid. I'd hate to see you give up all those years of teaching for something that may go bust," he said.
"You're probably right," she said. "I'd like to keep my options open, though."
"Never hurts to keep your options open," Chuck said. Nancy put her arms around him and kissed him on the cheek.
"You've been so good to me," she said. "I've been pretty bitchy to you and the kids lately, and I just want to say I'm sorry." Chuck looked at her.
"Apology accepted," he said. "Wanna go upstairs and make it official?"
"Not tonight," she said. "I'm not feeling too well. Maybe this weekend."
But 'this weekend' never came. Neither did the next weekend. Nancy had reverted back to her after-school time with Bobby, although she only spent two days a week with him instead of three and was usually home by 7:00 pm. Jenny was still keeping an eye on her mother at school but it seems Nancy had learned to be a bit more discreet with Bobby.
Then came time for the annual spring break, which meant Nancy would be off for an entire week. Chuck always took a week's vacation and the entire family would head out to the vacation home, a lake house Chuck inherited from his parents.
Next to Christmas, it was the best family event of the year, which always included swimming and lots of outdoor fun. Normally, they would leave on Friday after work and return a week from Sunday.
But Nancy threw a monkey wrench in the works, informing Chuck that Friday morning that she had invited Bobby and a friend of his to join her.
"What?" Chuck asked. "You've got to be kidding?"
"No, Chuck. I'm not. I've invited Bobby and his friend Dale to join us. They're coming, whether you like it or not," she said.
"Have you gotten permission from their parents for this? We're talking a whole week," Chuck said.
"Their parents said they'd be thrilled," Nancy said.
"I don't like this," Chuck said. "Not at all. And I wish you had asked me about this first."
"I don't need your permission to ask them," Nancy said, reverting back to her bossy mode.
"I've got to go to work," Chuck said. "I'll talk to you about this later."
And he did talk to her later. That day, she called him during his 9:30 am break.
"Chuck, uh, we need to talk," she said.
"What about?" he asked.
"Well, I just realized there's not enough room for them and all of us at the house," she said.
"Good, then tell them there's not enough room and you'll see them when you get back," Chuck said.
"Um, no, I've already invited them and I can't disinvite them," she said.
"So, are you saying the kids shouldn't go?" Chuck asked.
"No, I'm thinking that maybe you shouldn't go," Nancy said. Chuck was seething.
"It's my house, Nancy, or have you forgotten that?" Chuck asked.
"Well, Chuck, they're going whether you like it or not and there's not enough room there for all of us, and the kids have been looking forward to it all year, so the only one left is you," she said. "Don't worry, you'll have me and the kids out of your hair for a week and I'll make it up to you when I get back."
"You're out of your fucking mind," Chuck said. "Let's get one thing straight, Nancy. I am not going along with this."
"Yes, you are," she said. "I'm leaving here as soon as I get off work and I'm taking the kids and meeting Bobby and Dale at the vacation house. And I do NOT want to see you. Period."
Chuck was seeing red. He knew what he had to do. Nancy got off at 3:30, which meant she would be home about 4. He knew everyone was already packed up, meaning she would be at the vacation house about 6:30 or 7:00 that night. He called his boss, explained the situation and was given the rest of the day off.
"Do what you need to do and take the week off," his boss told him.
Chuck grabbed some tiny motion-activated cameras and voice activated mics, along with a special laptop server he used for testing and headed out to the vacation home.
Two hours later, he arrived and quickly set up the cameras in the smoke detectors to cover the bedrooms, living room, kitchen and dining room and the outdoor area which included the patio and swimming pool. He set up a voice activated recorder on the phone line and stashed the laptop in an area of the garage he knew Nancy would not disturb, connecting it to the internet. He tested the laptop server on his remote unit to ensure it would stream audio and high-definition video.
Once he was convinced everything was working, he left and debated whether he should go back home. A part of him wanted to, but he also realized he needed to be close by to protect the children. There was a strip mall with a Motel 6 about a mile from the vacation house, so he went there and got a room for the week. He pulled out his phone and sent a text message to his daughter.
"Where r u?" he asked. A text instantly came back.
"On the road. Mom PO'ed. Wassup? Why aren't u here?" Jenny asked.
"Will explain all later," he wrote back.
"Where r u?" she asked.
"Close by. You still have that emergency cash card I gave u?"
"Yeah," she wrote.
"How much on it?" he asked.
"Still full. I think about $500," she wrote back.
"Good," he said. "You may need it. Hopefully not. Keep an eye on the twins and text me."
"Will do," she said. Chuck knew he could count on Jenny. He had given her a cash card a few months back when her school took a field trip out of the county in case she needed some emergency cash. She never had to use it, but he figured she just might if Nancy did what he thought she would do.
He never heard from Nancy the entire afternoon. He settled in the motel room, fired up his second laptop and connected to his iPhone hotspot, then logged into the laptop server at the vacation home.
It didn't take long for the action to start. He watched as the kids came running into the house, followed by their mother. He saw them run around and heard them ask Nancy where their father was.
"This is our special vacation time," she told them. "Your father has things to do." Yeah, like get rid of your ass, Chuck thought.
The children put their things away and Mrs. Jennings from the house next door came by, knocking. Nancy answered and let her in.



"So good to see you," Mrs. Jennings said. "Listen, the kids and I were heading out to Chuck E. Cheese and a movie. Would your kids like to join us?" All three of the kids liked that idea. The Jennings' had lived in that house as long as Chuck and Nancy could remember, and the kids always got along well with theirs. Nancy gave her permission and handed Mrs. Jennings some money.
"We'll be gone for a while, but don't worry, we won't stay gone too late," Mrs. Jennings said as they left.
About 20 minutes later, Chuck saw Bobby and another teenager come into the house, apparently Dale, Bobby's friend. From where he sat it looked as though they just walked in without even bothering to knock. Nancy met them in the front room and gave each of them a deep kiss -- hardly the greeting a teacher would normally give a student. She motioned for them to follow her upstairs to the master suite.
Once in the large bedroom, she motioned for them to put their things away and gestured to the large bed.
"Think all three of us can fit in here?" she asked.
"Hell, yeah," Bobby said. "What about Jenny?" he asked.
"She's out with her brothers right now. She'll be back later but don't worry, you'll have a whole week to break her in," Nancy said. The two boys gave each other a high-five. Dale pulled some packets out of his pocket.
"I have the stuff you asked for," he told Nancy, handing her the packets.
"Good man," she said, smiling. "Tomorrow evening, we'll give the boys enough to put them out for the night and slip some of the Ecstasy into Jenny's soda. Then we'll party. Now, get out of those clothes. They'll be gone for a couple hours so we have just enough time to get this week started right."
What? Chuck asked himself. Was she going to drug the kids and let these two boys molest his daughter? Chuck sent a message to Jenny.
"Don't tell mom, at motel 6," he said. "I see all. B careful."
"k," she texted back. "Going 2 movie with Mrs. Jennings."
"Text me when ur done," he said.
"Will do," she responded.
"Calling now," he said.
"k," she responded.
He called Jenny's cell and asked to speak with Mrs. Jennings. Jenny handed the phone to her.
"It's my dad," she said.
"Hi, Chuck, this is Nora. Everything okay? I didn't see you at the house," she said.
"Hi Nora," Chuck said. "Listen, I appreciate you taking the kids out, but I was wondering if I could impose on you to maybe let them stay the night."
"Of course," Nora said. "It's no imposition at all. Is everything okay?"
"I really can't get into it on the phone," Chuck said. "I'll fill you in later, though. Promise."
"Okay, Chuck, I'll hold you to that," she said. "I'll let you talk to the kids now, bye." She handed the phone back to Jenny.
"What's going on, Dad?" she asked.
"Look, things are getting a bit strange. I don't want you around your Mom for a bit, okay?"
"Sure," she said.
"Good. Let me talk to the boys, okay?" Jenny handed the phone to Larry.
"Where are you Dad," Larry asked.
"I'm close by, son. Everything will be alright," he said. "Just have a good time and do as Mrs. Jennings says, okay?"
"Okay, Dad," he said.
"That's my boy. I love you," Chuck said.
"Love you too," Larry said, handing the phone to Danny. Chuck repeated the instructions to Danny before ending the call.
By now, Nancy and the boys were naked. She was on her knees sucking the two teenagers, alternating between their two cocks.
"Mmmmm," she murmured. "Yummy. I'm just glad you boys are 18. I'd hate to get in trouble." All three laughed. "Now fuck me good and proper," she said, spreading herself on the bed. The two climbed on and were soon buried in Nancy's pussy and ass.
"Gotcha, you bitch," Chuck said to himself, hot tears rolling his face. He pulled Dr. Martin's card from his pocket and called the cell number listed on it. Roland answered after the second ring.
"Dr. Martin," he said.
"Dr. Martin, this is Chuck Hurley. We spoke earlier in your office," Chuck said.
"Yes, Mr. Hurley, I remember. What can I do for you?" he asked.
"Dr. Martin, er, Roland, I have some very interesting video I think you should see," Chuck said.
"Now?" Roland asked.
"Yes, now," Chuck said. "This is being streamed from my vacation house as we speak. I'll email you the server address and a password so you can see it for yourself."
"Please do," he said. "Send it to the email on my card, please." Chuck did as Roland asked and waited a few minutes so Roland could pull it up on his computer. Chuck could hear the audio from the stream over the telephone. By now, Nancy had both boys ball-deep inside her pussy and ass and the three were fucking as fast as they could.
"My God," Roland said. "Is that your wife?"
"Yes, it is," Chuck said. "Along with two boys from the high school where she teaches. One is Bobby Hendricks and the other is named Dale. I don't know his last name."
"Yes, that's Dale Gordon. He just got a football scholarship," Roland said. "Where is this taking place at?"
"At our vacation home by Lake Arrowhead," Chuck said.
"That's out of my jurisdiction, but it's still in the state," Roland said. "Where are you at, physically?"
"I'm at a Motel 6 not far from there. She doesn't know I'm here. And Dr. Martin?" he asked.
"Yes," Roland said.
"I have her on video planning to dose my 14-year-old daughter with Ecstasy so the boys can have their way with her," Chuck said. "The kids will be gone overnight, so they're safe for now. But they won't be tomorrow morning."
"All right," Roland said. "We'll need to act on this right away. Email me the address and I'll make some calls. Keep an eye on things and I'll call you back at this number. And thank you for bringing this to my attention, Mr. Hurley."
"You're welcome, Roland," Chuck said. He kept watching the streaming video as Nancy continued servicing the two boys in the master bedroom. He was livid with rage and was determined to make the stupid bitch pay for what she had done to their marriage. A half-hour later, Roland called back to let him know the local and state authorities had been alerted and were on their way to the house.
"They should be there any time," he said. Chuck thanked him and prepared to leave.
By the time he loaded up his tech gear and drove to the house, several police cars with flashing lights had already arrived. Chuck pulled over to the curb and walked to his vacation home. A policeman stopped him and demanded to see identification after Chuck said he owned the house.
"You BASTARD!" Nancy screamed when he walked inside. She and the two boys were in the living room, their hands cuffed behind their backs. Chuck said nothing to her and approached what appeared to be the officer in charge. He identified himself to the officer and was pulled to the side.
"I understand you have video evidence?" the plainclothes officer asked. Chuck nodded.
"Yes, on my server in the garage," he said.
"Let's take a look," the officer said. Chuck led him to the garage, stopped the server and pulled up the video so the officer could see it from the beginning. The detective made notes as he watched the video, which ended with the officers interrupting their tryst in the bedroom.
"Can you burn me a copy of that?" the detective asked.
"Sure," Chuck said, grabbing a DVD out of his stash.
"Where are your children now?" he asked.
"At a movie with the neighbors," Chuck said. "They've offered to let them stay the night."
"Good. It's going to be a long night, Mr. Hurley. We'll need a statement from you as well as the video," the officer said. "And we'll be cordoning the house off as a crime scene for a few hours until we're finished."
Chuck and the officer went back into the main part of the house as another policeman came downstairs holding what looked like two baggies. One held a white powder while the other had several pills.
"Got something for ya, boss," he said, handing the baggies over to the detective. "We found fingerprints on on both baggies." The detective nodded his head and made more notes.
"Get those three out of here. Book 'em and get 'em ready for transport," he said. The uniformed officer nodded his acknowledgment and led the three, now in tears, out of the house.
The detective led Chuck to the dining room table and took notes as Chuck told him the entire story. When he finished, the detective stood up.
"So, are they going to let her out on bail?" Chuck asked. The detective shook his head.
"I doubt it," he said. "The state has adopted a zero-tolerance policy on this kind of thing and the charges relating to the plot to drug and molest your daughter are very serious. I can't imagine any judge giving any of them bail."
"Good," Chuck said.
By the time the police left, it was nearly 1:00 am. Nancy's car and the car belonging to Bobby had been impounded. The detective said Nancy and the two teenagers would be transported back to his home town and would be held in the county lockup there until their arraignment on Monday. He decided to sleep on the couch for the night.
The next day, he checked out of the motel and went to see the children, who were still at the Jennings' house. They were overjoyed to see him and Nora fed him breakfast.
"Nora, I really appreciate you looking after the children for me," he said.
"That's okay, Chuck. We enjoyed having them last night. What's going on?" she asked.
Chuck gave her and the children the Reader's Digest version of Friday night's events, leaving out the details of Nancy's plot against Jenny. All of them were shocked at what he had to say.
"So what are you going to do now?" she asked.
"Well, the vacation is pretty much over," Chuck said. The children were dismayed until Nora spoke up.
"Chuck, how about if the kids stayed here with us for a few days while you take care of things back home?" she asked. Jenny and the boys perked up at that. The Jennings had been good friends for a long time.
"I couldn't do that to you, Nora, you've already done so much," Chuck said.
"Nonsense, Chuck," she said. "You know we love your kids and there's no sense in wasting the week. We'd love to have them stay with us for a while. You have a lot to do these next few days and you know they'll be safe here."
"What do you think, Jenny?" Chuck asked. She smiled.
"It'll be alright, Dad," she said. She wrapped her arms around Chuck. "I love you, Dad," she whispered in his ear.
"Boys, you promise to listen to Mrs. Jennings?" he asked. They both nodded their heads, smiling wide. The Jennings had a game room set up in their basement and all the kids loved playing down there. "Okay," he said. They jumped into his arms.
"Thanks, Dad," they said in unison. Chuck stood up and bid everyone farewell, promising to be back in a day or so. He asked Jenny and Nora to join him outside. They wondered what he was going to tell them.
"Jenny, this is going to be tough for me to say, but you're going to hear about it eventually anyway," Chuck said. "Nora, I'm bringing you up to date on this just because I think Jenny is going to need some a female role model right now."
"What's going on, Dad?" she asked. Chuck told them about Nancy's scheme to drug the boys and dose Jenny with a date rape drug so the teen boys could have their way with her. Jenny's face was red and tears streamed down her face.
"Are you sure about this, Chuck?" Nora asked. He nodded his head.
"I have it on video," he said. "The cops have it now. I've been told that because of charges related to that, none of them will be released on bail."
"I hate her," Jenny said through her tears. "How could she do that to me?" Chuck wrapped his arms around her.
"She's still your mother, Jen, but I understand how you feel. I don't know why she did what she did. But she's going to pay for her mistake. I just wanted to let you know," he said. Nora brushed a tear from her eye.
"Don't worry, I'll look after her, Chuck," she said.
"Thanks, Nora. I know she needs a woman to talk to right now, so I appreciate it," he said. Jenny hugged her father.
"I love you, Dad," she said.
"I love you, too," he said. "I'll keep in touch and I'll be back," he said in a poor Arnold Schwartenegger impersonation. Jenny smiled.
"Thanks again, Nora. I owe you big time. I'll be in touch," he said.
Chuck checked out of the motel, then headed home. Picking up the paper left on his front porch, he saw that his wife's arrest had made the local front page.
"Teacher, students arrested in sex triangle," the headline read. Below that was a mug shot of Nancy and the two boys. The article accurately encapsulated the previous evening's events but didn't say too much about the plot against Jenny. The article also said Nancy had been placed on paid administrative leave pending the outcome of the trial, quoting Roland Martin.
Chuck went inside and put his clothes away, then called his and Nancy's parents. His parents were very supportive and promised to help where ever they could. Her parents, however, tried to blame him for Nancy's actions.
"Look, Nancy made her choices and she chose poorly," Chuck said. They asked if he would pay for her bail and her defense.
"Hell no," Chuck said. "Chances are, she won't get any bail and there's no way in hell I'm paying for her defense. She can get a public defender if she wants. I'll be filing for divorce on Monday."
"Can't you get past this?" her mother asked.
"Are you kidding?" Chuck asked. "Did you not see the article in the paper this morning? Did you know she actually plotted to drug Jenny and let those two boys have their way with her? You think that's something I can just get 'past'?"
"No, I guess not," she said. Chuck ended the call and then proceeded to prepare for a divorce, taking her name off their joint accounts, paying off and canceling their joint credit cards. He opened a new savings account and put half of their savings into it just in case. Thank God for the Internet, he thought to himself.
That done, he grabbed some trash bags and tossed Nancy's clothes into them, not caring how he handled them. He grabbed some cardboard boxes and threw her accessories and toiletries into them. He stacked them in the garage and decided to leave them there until he knew where she would be staying.
He was sitting at the kitchen table when his cell phone rang. He didn't recognize the number and thought about letting it go, but decided to answer it anyway. It was Nancy, calling from the jail.
"What do you want?" he asked.
"Chuck, please, you have to help me," she cried.
"Why?" he asked.
"Because I'm in jail," she said.
"I know you're in jail. I helped put you there. I meant, why did you do that to me? To us? To your children? What the hell happened to you?" he asked.
"I'm sorry," she said. "I just got caught up in the moment and, I don't know, it just seemed right at the time. Please, you have to do something. Get me a lawyer, post my bail, something."
"Well, first off, I doubt you'll be getting any bail," Chuck said. "Second, there's no way I'm paying for your defense, because frankly, what you did is indefensible. How can you justify what you were going to do to your own daughter?"
"I need a lawyer, dammit," she said, reverting back to her bitchy self.
"Well, get a public defender," Chuck said. "There's no way in hell I'm paying for an attorney to defend you. I'm going to have to get my own attorney anyway."
"For what?" she demanded.
"For the divorce, you bitch," Chuck said.
"Divorce? What for?" she asked. "I love you. I don't want a divorce."
"Are you nuts?" Chuck asked. "You honestly think I'm going to stay with a cheating slut who plotted to drug my daughter and let a couple of boys molest her? You're crazy, woman. We're done, finished, through. Forever. Get that through your thick skull." Angry, Chuck slammed the phone down, ending the call. To hell with her, he thought. A few minutes later, the phone rang again. What does she want now, he thought as he picked up the phone.
"What?" he screamed into the phone.
"Mr. Hurley?" a man asked.
"Yes, this is Chuck Hurley."
"My name is Ron Gebhart, assistant District Attorney. I'm calling to let you know that your wife and the two young men with her were brought before the weekend judge," he said.
"Okay," Chuck said.
"They were all denied bail and were remanded to the county correctional facility pending trial," he said. "Do you have an attorney for your wife?"
"No," Chuck said. "And I'm not paying for her defense. I've already told her that, especially given that I'll be filing for divorce as soon as possible."
"I see," Ron said. "I understand you're the one responsible for gathering the video evidence of her activity, is that right?"
"Yes," Chuck said.
"Are you prepared to testify against her and the other two if necessary?" he asked. "By law, you can't be forced to testify against your wife."
"I'll be more than happy to testify against her," Chuck said.
"Very well. I'll be in touch, Mr. Hurley," he said. "And I'd appreciate it if you don't talk to the media about the case."
"I understand," Chuck said, giving him his cell number before ending the call. The phone rang again, almost as soon as he set the receiver down. What now, he thought, picking it up.
"Mr. Hurley, this is Samantha Jones from the Somerville Chronicle. I was wondering if I could speak to you about your wife's case," the woman said.
"No," Chuck said. "I've been asked by the DA not to speak to the media about the case."
"Are you going to divorce your wife?" she asked.
"What do you think?" Chuck asked sarcastically.
"I take it that's probably a 'yes,' then," she said.
"Take it as a HELL yes," he told her.
"How are your children handing it?" she asked.
"How do you think?" Chuck asked in response. "Their mother is in jail. Please leave my children out of this and respect our privacy, okay?"
"Okay, Mr. Hurley, I understand. I probably should warn you, though, pretty much every news outlet in the country is picking up on this case, so you're going to be hit up by a bunch of reporters," she said.
"Thanks for the warning, Miss Jones," he said, ending the call. Crap, he thought. Just what I don't need, a bunch of damn nosy reporters.
The phone rang yet again -- another reporter. He repeated what he told Samantha. After ending the call, he changed his voicemail and unplugged the phone from the message machine. He looked at the clock and, observing the late hour, decided it was time to get a bite to eat. First, though, he called Jenny to check up on the kids.
After talking to the children, Nora came on.
"How are you holding up?" she asked. Chuck filled her in on the details, expressing concern that the kids might be targets of reporters looking for a story..
"You poor man. Listen, the kids are having a great time and they'll be going to bed in a little while. Take care of what you need to and keep in touch. We'll keep the kids out of the spotlight."
"Thanks, Nora," Chuck said.
He called Bob Wright, a good friend of his from college and invited him to a diner for a quick dinner. Bob had joined a law firm out of college and had worked his way up to partner. He specialized in family law and was considered a shark in the courtroom.
Chuck told Bob what was going on, leaving out no details, and showed him the video he had of Nancy and the two boys.
"Chuck, it looks to me like you've got a slam-dunk case here," he said. "Especially with Nancy in jail. I don't know if you're aware of it, but her arrest is all over the evening news. Hell, with what you just showed me, I'd be surprised if she got less than 25 years in prison. Plus, she'll be branded a sex offender for the rest of her life. Tell you what, I'll start on the paperwork tomorrow. I know it's Sunday, and the staff is off, but my assistant may be willing to come in to help put it all together. I'll draft it up, then we'll look it over. If everything looks okay, I'll file it Monday morning and we'll serve her in jail."



"Can I be there when she gets served?" Chuck asked.
"Why the hell not," Bob said. They laughed, and enjoyed the rest of their meal.
Chuck went home and decided to catch the evening news to see what was being said. Sure enough, there were several reports on a number of cable outlets, one of which told of Nancy's arrest and an alleged plot to involve a minor child in her activities. The rest of the evening was filled with panel discussions about teachers having sex with students. Most agreed with the state's zero-tolerance policy but a few panelists took the position that it shouldn't matter if the students were 18 or over and consented to the relationship.
Disgusted, Chuck turned the television off, checked his voicemail and found several messages from reporters asking for comments. He erased them and went to bed.
The next day, he arranged to have Nancy's car towed home. It was an expensive proposition, especially after paying a hefty impound fee, but he figured it had to be done and he didn't want to ask anyone else for help.
He then went to a local Home Depot to buy new door locks. He changed out all the locks on the doors and the combination to the garage door. That afternoon, Bob called to let him know the paperwork for his divorce was ready. Chuck locked up and headed for his office.
"This is pretty straightforward," Bob said. "We're filing on the grounds of adultery, which is permissible in this state. Considering that your wife is in custody pending a trial for multiple charges, we're offering no support whatsoever and we're asking that you have full custody giving her no contact considering her plot to drug the kids. Additionally, we're not going to ask for any support from her as long as she is incarcerated. Naturally, we're demanding that she surrender her rings and revert to her maiden name."
"What about property and her belongings?" Chuck asked.
"The vacation home was given to you by your parents and your name is the only one on the deed, so that's not a problem. The judge will probably allow you to stay in the main house due to the children, but it is considered community property. We're asking that you be allowed to give Nancy one half of the equity in it if she wants and she can have her personal property -- clothes, things like that. She'll also be entitled to some of the money you have currently on hand. Normally, that's divided 50-50, but given the circumstances, we're asking for a 70-30 split, with you getting 70 percent. Does that work?" he asked.
Chuck considered his options. They bought the house shortly after getting married and still owed about $100,000 on it. He knew his home as it stood was worth about $250,000. He figured that if he had to, he could scrape together $75,000 in cash, but that would put a huge dent in his share of the savings.
"Yeah, let's do it," he said. "I just want her out of my life and out of the kids' lives." Bob nodded.
"Okay," he said. "I'll get this filed first thing in the morning and give you a call so you can join the process server at the jail."
All that done, Chuck grabbed a bite to eat and headed home. There were several more calls from reporters, but he erased all of them. He called the kids and brought them and Nora up to date and promised to drive out Monday after serving Nancy.
He went to bed that night missing Nancy, but got over it as soon as he thought about what she wanted to do to his children. The next morning, he got up bright and early, showered, shaved and dressed. He caught some news as he drank his coffee but nothing new was said about Nancy's case.
About 9:30, Bob called to inform him the papers had been officially filed and the process server was waiting to meet him at the county jail. He drove to the jail, parked his car and looked around for someone with a packet of paperwork. He spotted a man wearing a khaki jacket carrying an envelope and figured that would be the process server. The man spotted him at the same time and began walking toward him.
"Chuck Hurley?" he asked as he extended his hand. Chuck nodded his head.
"Yes, I'm Chuck," he said. "You have the divorce papers?"
"Right here. Let's go do this, okay?" he asked.
"Sure," Chuck said. They went into the jail and asked to see Nancy. The desk officer picked up a phone and turned back to them after speaking to another officer.
"Visiting room is right over there," the officer said, pointing to a metal door.
They walked through the door and took a seat at a window. Nancy was brought in, wearing an orange jumpsuit. Her wrists and ankles were cuffed and the chains were connected to another chain that went around her waist. The correction officer sat her down and took the packet from Bob so she could inspect it. Satisfied that it was only legal paperwork, she handed it to Nancy, who glanced at the first page.
"Nancy Hurley?" the server asked. She nodded her head.
"Yes, I'm Nancy," she said.
"You've been served," he said, standing up. Chuck remained as the server left. Nancy was sobbing as she looked at the paperwork.
"Why, Chuck?" she asked. "I don't want a divorce."
"Come on, Nancy, you're not that stupid. Did you honestly think I would be okay with you screwing those two kids? Did you think I was going to do nothing while you let our daughter get molested. I warned you, but you didn't listen," he said.
"I'll see you in court," he said, standing up.
"Sign the papers, Nancy. Don't make things worse than they need to be. Your activities will be brought out in court, but I don't think you want everyone seeing videos," he added.
"Okay, Chuck. I'm sorry," she said through her tears. "I'll sign them and get them back to you."
Chuck left as Nancy sat in her chair sobbing. He called his children and brought them up to date. Then he went home, grabbed some clothes and drove out to the vacation home.
He spent the rest of the week with the children at the vacation home and the Jennings did all they could to keep his mind off his problems. The hardest thing was explaining to the children why their mother couldn't be with them.
"I'm sorry, kids, but your mother did something very bad and she has to be held accountable for what she did," he told them. Maybe later, after they grew up, he would tell them the whole story.
Nancy's trial went on for almost a whole month, and the story of her plot to drug the children and let the two boys have their way with Jenny all came out. Eventually, she and the boys were found guilty on all counts and sentenced.
The two boys were sentenced to 30 years each for their part in the plot against Jenny. Nancy received two 20-year sentences for her relationships -- one sentence for each of the two boys. Those would be served concurrently.
She was also given an extra 30 years for the charges related to her scheme against Jenny. The judge said those 30 years would be served after the 20. In all, she would be in jail for 50 years with no possibility of parole. Additionally, she was fired from her job, her credentials pulled and she was labeled a sex offender. By the time she got out of prison, she would be 87 years old. She was also ordered to stay away from all children, even her own.
The divorce went even better for Chuck. Given Nancy's sentence, the judge gave Chuck even more of the assets than he requested, ordering the settlement money to be placed in a trust. Half would be paid out to Julie over her 50 years in prison and the rest would be given to her after her release, assuming she was still alive.
Nancy saw Chuck and the kids for the last time at the divorce hearing, which took place the day after her sentencing. She didn't look good in her orange jumpsuit and said nothing as the judge issued his decree. When the judge pounded the gavel signaling the end of the hearing, she looked at Chuck and the kids with tears running down her face.
"I'm sorry," she mouthed. Chuck and the children said nothing, but watched as the officers took her to prison.
Chuck took the kids out for lunch before taking them home. He won and the children were safe, but in his mind, it was something of a Pyrrhic victory and he really didn't feel like celebrating. After all, he had spent so much of his life with Nancy. Jenny, seeing his sadness, encouraged him to find a good woman.
"There's lots of women out there who would love to rock your world, Dad," she said. Chuck hugged her tight.
"Maybe," he said. "Right now, you kids are my life."
Several months later, he met Marilyn at a school function. It turned out she had divorced a cheating husband and also had a daughter who was Jenny's age. They dated for some time and after getting the thumbs-up from all the children involved, they married and became one big, happy family.
"You don't teach math, do you?" Chuck asked one day after a wild romp in his bed.
"No," she said, "but I'd like to spend the rest of my life teaching you a thing or two." They laughed and kissed.
Two months later, they married.
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Rob Halverson sat on his couch, a broken man. That day, he appeared in court, hoping to get a fair shake in his divorce from Georgia, his wife of 10 years. But that didn't happen. It didn't matter that she had cheated on him repeatedly with multiple men the last five years. Nor did it matter that he had a signed prenuptial agreement, video, pictures and a signed statement in which Georgia admitted cheating on him.
Nothing mattered. The judge, a well-known feminist with a reputation as a rabid man-hater, threw out everything he and his attorney presented and bought all of Georgia's lies.
Even though she cheated, she claimed that Rob had run around on her with multiple women. But everything she said was a lie. The judge even bought the so-called photos Georgia and her attorney - who also happened to be her current lover - presented. She rejected out-of-hand the overwhelming evidence that the photos were fake.
So the judge gave Georgia everything. The house he had worked so hard to renovate all these years was now hers. It didn't matter that his parents gave it to him in their will before his marriage. The judge wouldn't even let him keep the furniture, much of which consisted of heirlooms passed down through generations of his family.
The judge also ordered him to pay Georgia 40 percent of his earnings even though she made much more than he did, gave Georgia half of his retirement and 70 percent of all their joint assets and ordered him to continue making payments on her brand new sports car.
All of his assets had been frozen and would remain that way until he proved that he was out of his house. He had spent all of the cash he had managed to hide over the last few months and was forced to borrow money from his close friends. He had also sold his tools, a car and all but one of his guns just to get by. He was now down to just $50. Fifty dollars to last another 30 days - the period of time the judge gave him to evacuate and clean the premises. He was clinically depressed, starving and shaking from malnutrition. His attorney objected to the order, but the judge shut him down.
"Your honor, this order is well outside the state guidelines and my client has not even been able to eat a decent meal in a month," he said. "This isn't just outrageous, it's illegal. For starters, the property belonged to my client well before his marriage and is not considered community property."
"Shut up!" the judge ordered. "Those are guidelines, nothing more. This is MY courtroom and my word is law. One more word from you about state guidelines and I'll throw you and your client in jail." She looked at Georgia, who was now deeply kissing her attorney at their table. "Will 30 days be sufficient for you two, dear?" she asked, smiling. "You'll be back from Paris by then, right?"
"Oh yes, your honor," Georgia said. "We should be back by then."
"Good," the judge said. "Court adjourned!"
Rob couldn't believe what he was hearing and felt as though he was living in a Twilight Zone episode. He almost expected to see Rod Serling in a corner somewhere.
"Don't worry, Rob," his attorney said. "I'll make some calls and see what can be done. This order is completely illegal and your wife and her attorney have clearly perjured themselves. We're not finished."
Georgia and her attorney swaggered by, arm-in-arm. Both looked down at Rob with smirks on their faces.
"I told you you should've gone along with my proposal, Rob," she said. "It wouldn't have been any fun for you to watch Eugene fuck me and you probably wouldn't have enjoyed eating his cum out of my pussy, but at least you'd have a roof over your head. I'll see you and my house when we get back from Paris. Make sure you leave it nice and clean for me." They both laughed and walked out of the courtroom.
"Hang in there, Rob," his attorney said. "We're not done yet." Rob shook his head.
"I'm done," he said. "I can't take any more. I just wished there was some way I could get justice. That's all I want."
He left the courtroom and drove his beat-up pickup back to the house. He walked in, sat down and put his head in his hands. He had loved Georgia with all of his heart for 10 years. How could she do this to him, he thought.
"Please," he whispered to the room through his tears. "Help me. Someone, please help me get justice." But he heard no answer to his plea. He turned on the television to escape the overbearing silence in the house. He noticed the channel on the television was playing a Twilight Zone marathon. How ironic, he thought.
He went to his office and looked at the strange portrait on the wall. It was something his grandfather had and it had been passed down first to his father and then to him. It was an oil painting of an ancient goddess of justice holding a two-edge sword while crushing a snake under her feet. There were other characters below her, all of whom appeared to be enduring one form of ancient punishment or another. He had no idea who painted the picture nor did he understand all the symbolism. All he knew is that it was something his grandfather had treasured.
He grabbed the one gun he had left out of his desk. It was a .38 caliber handgun and it had one bullet remaining. That's all he would need. Screw Georgia. Screw the judge. Screw them all. He went to the refrigerator and grabbed his last beer, leaving the large white box completely empty. He slowly ambled back to the couch, sat down and popped the can open.
He took a long swallow of the beer and set the can on the coffee table. He picked up the gun and looked it over.
So this is how it all ends, he thought. After 10 years of hard work and marriage, doing everything he could to keep his wife happy, this is how it ends. He had been faithful, stuck to his job, bought his wife whatever she wanted, even if it meant he had to cut back. And this is the thanks he would get.
He took a couple last deep breaths and looked around the room one last time. He put the barrel in his mouth, offered one last prayer of hope and pulled the trigger.
...
Georgia, meanwhile, was on her knees, naked, sucking Eugene Roy's cock. He wasn't just her lover and her boss at the law firm where she worked. He was also her attorney and co-conspirator. They had planned this for months. Yes, she wanted the house that Rob's parents had given to him in their will, but she wanted more than that - much more.
The house sat on 150 acres of prime land, land that a survey company said could produce enough oil to keep them, now her, very well off for the rest of her life. The house itself was valuable as a historic landmark and some of the old furniture and artwork would net her a considerable amount of money, but she didn't care about that.
All she wanted was the royalties from the oil on the land that had been in Rob's family for over 150 years. Rob had known about the oil for years. Oil companies had been trying to lease part of the land for a long time, but the family balked. Rob was open to the idea of letting them drill, but was concerned about the environmental impact the drilling might have.
Georgia had no such concerns. The promise of life-long riches easily overrode any concerns about the environment.
Additionally, she wanted the freedom to do as she pleased and fuck whomever she wanted. She didn't care that Rob toiled every spare hour on the old house and she certainly didn't care about any of the heirlooms in the old building.
She also didn't care about the meticulously-maintained gardens that covered the estate. So what if generations of Rob's family was buried on the land. By the time the oil company was finished drilling, the place would look like a reddish alien landscape, devoid of any life. But she'd be rich beyond her wildest dreams.
With the money she would get from the oil company, she could go wherever she wanted and do whatever, and whomever, she pleased. And right now, she wanted to do Eugene, who went above and beyond in his efforts to frame Rob.
That's right, Rob was completely innocent of everything she accused him of. In fact, she accused him of doing everything she actually did. Truth be told, Rob was as straight-laced and loyal as they come. He would never cheat on her and she knew it.
But her lust for money and extra-marital sex drove her to extremes. By now, she really didn't care if Rob lived or died. He rejected her idea to become her willing cuckold, so he had to pay. So what if he lost everything, had no money and went hungry.
Over the last five years, she screwed her way through a number of lawyers and judges who would do her bidding until she met Eugene. By now, she had Eugene wrapped around her little finger and he would do anything for her. In the end, he would become as disposable as Rob. But for now, she would take whatever he gave her.
After swallowing Eugene's seed, she spread herself out on the bed and begged Eugene to fuck her senseless. Like a good puppy, he obeyed. He'd do anything she wanted just to get between her legs. He had never felt a pussy so warm, wet and velvety as hers and he loved filling it with his cum.
So what if he had to commit a bit of perjury to get what he wanted, he thought. He didn't care about the faked "evidence" against Rob nor did he care how many rules he had to break. All he had to do was get her and her husband in front of Judge Harkin and he'd be home free.
After their romp, Georgia and Eugene loaded the car and set out for the airport. After flying to London, they would visit Paris and have a great time with each other. On Rob's dime, of course.
They stopped in a little town along the way, some hole-in-the-wall named Karma, to gas up and relieve themselves. An overweight, balding man with a nameplate that read, "Roger" stopped sweeping the floor long enough to take their money. He looked them over before speaking.
"You folks aren't from around here, are you?" he asked.
"No, why?" Eugene asked.
"If I were you, I'd get back in your car and get as far away from here as you can," he said.
"Whatever," Eugene said. The two grabbed their snacks and headed back to the car. Within minutes of hitting the road, they were pulled over by police and found themselves in custody for something called "Special Ordinance Number One."
Eugene found that neither his cell phone nor Georgia's phone had service. He tried to use the rotary pay phone but didn't understand what the operator meant by "calling collect." A deputy escorted him back to his cell and informed him that, "this is Karma," prompting catcalls of "ain't it a bitch?" from the other deputies.
"You'll see the judge in the morning," the deputy said.
...
Judge Elise Harkin got into her Lincoln Continental and drove home, thinking about the case she had heard that afternoon. She knew that Rob Halverson was completely innocent of the charges made by his estranged wife Georgia, and was well aware of the false charges presented by her lawyer.
But, she thought, Rob was just another man, and deserved to be put into his place. His attorney was right that her order went beyond what the state allowed, but she figured she could twist the law enough to make it stick. It wouldn't be the first time she had done it, after all.
After divorcing her own cheating husband a few years back, she was approached by an old law student, Mona Larsen, who presented her with a plan to deal with cheating husbands once and for all. She liked the ideas Mona presented her and bought into the program, which she later learned became a company called the Mutual Marital Assurance Society, or MMAS.
She hadn't heard from Mona lately, but later learned that she had been shot by federal authorities while resisting arrest. So Elise laid low, saying nothing about MMAS while doing what she could for the cause from the bench.
Sure, there had been a few complaints lodged against her over the last couple years but none of them had stuck, thanks in large part to Mona's influence with state judicial authorities. But this time, she was a bit concerned. Had she finally gone too far, she wondered. She hoped the money she got from Georgia and the promise of oil money would help carry her if things went bad.
She saw the sign that said she was entering a town called, "Karma," but paid no attention. She wasn't aware of any new townships in the area and simply maintained her course. That is, until she saw the flashing lights behind her.
She pulled over and rolled down her window as the officer came to her passenger door. He looked in at her and asked her to exit the vehicle after verifying her identity.
"What have I done, officer?" she asked.
"You'll learn soon enough," he said as he put the cuffs on her, reading her Miranda rights. Elise wasn't happy.
"Do you know who I am, officer?" she asked.
"Yes ma'am," he said. "That's why you're under arrest. Please come quietly." Elise said nothing more as she allowed the officer to place her in the back of his patrol car. He would pay for his insolence later, she thought.
...
Rob couldn't believe what was happening. Apparently, he thought, his luck was so bad that his gun wouldn't even work. He had pulled the trigger, heard the hammer hit home, but the bullet never fired. He took the gun out of his mouth, and upon inspection, found that the hammer had struck the bullet properly.
He saw the indent of the firing pin in the back of the bullet, but it never went off. He thought the bullet may have been defective and carefully removed it from the rotating cylinder, all the while thinking that it could go off at any second.
"Put the gun down," he heard a disembodied female voice tell him. He jumped, startled. He looked around but saw no one. Was he now going crazy as well?
He looked at the television and saw a woman with long flowing hair looking back at him. She looked somewhat familiar, but he couldn't place her.
"It's okay, Rob," she said. "You don't need that. Please put it down."
"Who are you?" Rob asked. "Are you for real?"
"I am very real. Think of me as an old friend of the family," she said, smiling.
"How did you get there? I mean, in my television? What's going on?" Rob asked.
"You asked for me," she said. "And I am here, just as I was here many years ago for your grandfather."
"My grandfather?" Rob asked, confused.
"Yes," the woman said. "He honored my request and as I promised, I am now watching over you. The injustice that has been handed to you will be dealt with very soon. Watch."
The woman's face dissolved, and Rob watched as three very confused people were being led into a large room. He recognized them as his soon-to-be ex-wife, Georgia, her lawyer and the judge who heard his case earlier in the day.
They were placed at one end of a long table lined with chairs, each occupied by what appeared to be observers. At the other end of the table was a lectern, placed high above the table. A door opened behind the lectern and everyone in the room stood.
The woman walked through the door, wearing a long robe. Her long blonde hair flowed over her shoulders and her eyes shined brightly. She took her place behind the lectern and looked at those assembled in front of her.
"Her Honor, Adrestia Rhamnousia," said a loud booming voice. The observers turned and bowed. She motioned for them to sit.
"I demand to know what's going on," Elise said.
"SILENCE!" Adrestia said, her eyes flashing with fire. "You will not speak unless spoken to."
"What is this?" Eugene asked. Adrestia pointed at Eugene, fire in her eyes.
"Justice," she said. "And today, you will get what you deserve." She continued to address Eugene.
"You took an oath to uphold the law. You have failed. You have degraded your honorable profession for money and sexual delights and have proven yourself to be nothing more than a lying, deceitful worm, and for that, you will pay," she said.
Fire flew from Adrestia's eyes and engulfed Eugene. He glowed for a few seconds and dissolved into dust. Elise and Georgia looked in horror at the small pile of ash on the floor that used to be Eugene. Adrestia turned to Elise.
"And you, Elise Harkin. You, too, have taken an oath to uphold the law and dispense justice. But you have forgotten the meaning of the term, justice. I have looked into your thoughts. You knew that what these two gave you was false, but you accepted it as truth anyway. You set aside the law and justice for your own selfish desires. You deliberately ignored the truth to satisfy your own prejudices. You may be a judge by title, but you have forgotten what it means to be a judge," she said. "Give me one good reason why you should not join your accomplice."
Elise looked worried. She knew that what the woman in front of her was telling the truth. She considered the pile of ash on the floor next to her before speaking.
"Please, your honor," she begged. "Have mercy on me. You're right. Please give me a chance to make things right."
Adrestia considered Elise for a few moments.
"Very well," she said. "Let this be a reminder that justice tempered with mercy is not a weakness. Judge as you would want to be judged. Set your own prejudice aside and accept the truth, regardless of where it may lie. I will give you one chance to set things right. And I will be watching you from this point on. Trust me, you do not want to appear before me again."
Having said that, Adrestia waved her sword and Elise disappeared from the room. She looked at Georgia, who now had tears flowing down her face.
Rob could not believe what he was seeing on the television. Was this for real, he asked himself. A small voice responded, "yes, it is real."
"And what shall we do with you, Georgia Halverson?" Adrestia asked.
"Have mercy on me, please," Georgia cried.
"Why should I have mercy on you, woman?" Adrestia asked. "You were the one who purposefully set out to destroy a good, loving, hard-working man. And for what? Money? Sex? Power? What mercy did you show your husband? You were prepared to steal that which his family spent generations building. You had planned to steal it all and destroy it for your own selfish desires. Meanwhile, you drove your husband to the brink of starvation. Even as you were on your way to Paris, he was prepared to kill himself because of you.
"Shall I reveal your thoughts to the world? Look," she said, pointing to a large screen behind her. The screen showed Georgia, her legs wrapped around Eugene. At the bottom of the screen was another window with words scrolling from left to right. The words were Georgia's own thoughts as she was being pummeled by Eugene.
"Oh God, this is so good. I can't wait to get my hands on Rob's land. I'll be rich beyond my wildest dreams and I'll be able to do this all the time. Maybe Rob will be dead by then. I hope so. Then I can get rid of that God-awful house and all the crap inside it," read the words scrolling in the box. Georgia cried and Rob read the words, astonished.
"All this because of oil," Adrestia said quietly.
"Please," Georgia begged. Adrestia nodded her head.
"You want oil?" she asked. "Very well, you shall have oil and that for all eternity." With a wave of her sword, Georgia disappeared.
Rob looked at the television, wondering where she went. Adrestia's face appeared on the screen.
"Where is she?" he asked. Adrestia smiled.
"Go, look at your grandfather's portrait," she said. Rob went into the office and looked at the old portrait on the wall. He didn't see any difference at first, so he looked closer. Then he saw it. A large pot was at the woman's feet. Under it was a flame and inside the pot was a nude woman screaming in pain. He looked closer at the woman and saw Georgia's face, distorted in agony.



"She wanted oil," Adrestia said. "And now, she will have it for all eternity."
As Rob considered what Adrestia said, his phone rang.
"Hello," he said as he answered it. His attorney's excited voice responded.
"Rob, you're not going to believe this," he said.
"What?" Rob asked.
"Judge Harkin had a change of heart. She's completely reversed her decision from earlier today and has granted your divorce. She also lifted the freeze on your assets and is sending you a personal letter of apology. Can you believe it? I've never known her to do that before," he said.
"You mean..." Rob began, looking at Adrestia.
"Yes, Rob, it's over. You won, my friend. I don't know what happened to make her change her mind, but you won," he said.
"Thanks," Rob said, crying. He hung up the phone and wept hot tears. Finally, he thought, it's over. He looked at Adrestia. She smiled and he felt her touch his face. The pain instantly went away.
"Remember," she said. "I will always be with you."
"Please," Rob said. "You said you were an old friend of the family. How..." he started.
"Your grandfather asked for my help many years ago when oil barons tried to steal his land. He fought just like you did until it almost killed him. He begged for justice, and that's when I stepped in. He kept his promise to me and turned his land into something beautiful and in return I promised to watch over his family for all time. Now it's your turn."
"And those other people in the painting? Those were the oil barons?" he asked.
"And their henchmen," she said. "Preserved in their own oil for all time. And now, the legacy falls to you."
"I promise you, I will never forget you," Rob said. "There'll be no drilling on this land as long as I'm alive. I'll keep my grandfather's promise to you." Adrestia smiled and touched his head.
"I know you will, because you're a good man," she said. "Now, go, live, love and enjoy your life. And get rid of that gun."
"I will," Rob said as her face disappeared to be replaced by a black and white image of a man wearing a suit, holding a cigarette in one hand.
"Just a simple reminder that justice can span years and retribution is not subject to a calendar. A lesson learned the hard way in... the Cheating Zone," the man said.
He took a long drag off of his cigarette, smiled and winked.
Fade to black...
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It's been said that there's a fine line somewhere between love and hate. I read an online post once that said human emotions can easily slip from one extreme to the other. Perhaps that's true. At one time, I loved my wife dearly and would have taken a bullet for her. Now, it took everything I had to keep from putting a bullet between her scheming eyes.
My name is Abraham Ryan, "Abe" to my friends. I was an average student in high school, played a bit of sports and graduated in 2001 somewhere in the middle of my class. I wasn't sure what I was going to do at that moment, but my mind was made up one fateful morning in September 2001, when terrorists attacked and brought down the World Trade Center.
The next day, I enlisted in the Army. I spent four years as an artilleryman and finished a tour in Afghanistan before receiving an honorable discharge. I had taken some college courses while in the service but used my benefits to finish my college degree in computers and electronics. That's where I met Kirsten. We dated for several months and fell in love. I was the happiest man alive when she accepted my proposal of marriage.
There was just one hitch, however. Kirsten's father, Bart Robertson, was quite well off, being the CEO of a major accounting firm in our area. He didn't seem too impressed with me and was concerned that I might be after Kirsten's trust fund so he insisted I sign a prenuptial agreement to protect her assets.
I didn't even know she had money and certainly knew nothing of her family's wealth, so I agreed, after having it looked over by an attorney who happened to be a good friend of my father. The agreement was pretty standard, but did include a clause concerning adultery.
According to the agreement, if we divorced on the basis of adultery, the cheating party received absolutely no support from the other and would leave the marriage only with what he or she brought into it. I wasn't worried, because I loved Kirsten and had no intention of ever cheating on her.
I understood, though, that her father was worried that I might cheat on his daughter and try to somehow make off with her trust fund, which I later learned was quite substantial.
After college, Kirsten went to work for her father's company, starting on the ground floor like any other business graduate fresh out of college. No special privileges for daddy's little girl, apparently.
I went full-time with the service company that had hired me on a part-time basis during my last two years of college and worked as a field service representative, fixing computers, servers and networks. It was a good job that paid well and offered great benefits. Between the two of us, we did pretty well.
Better yet, I didn't have to leave the area very often -- maybe once every few months for a training seminar on the latest technology. Kirsten spent several nights at her parents' house, ostensibly to work on a project for her father.
At first, our marriage was great. Not only did we both have good jobs we liked, but we were able to put a down payment on a nice three-bedroom starter home. Bart was shocked when I turned down his offer to front the down payment.
"Thanks, but no thanks," I told him. "I've been saving up for this for a long time and I think Kirsten and I need to do this on our own steam." While that was all true, I knew he hated me and the last thing I wanted was anything he could hang over our heads.
Before things went to hell in a hand-basket, I thought we would be partners for life. Kirsten never gave me any cause for concern and the sex was terrific. We frequently went out for dinner and dancing and generally ended up celebrating the night in bed.
Kirsten and I also attended the various corporate functions her father would throw. I always felt a bit out of place at these events, but Kirsten would stay close to make me comfortable. Her father would make a big deal of his daughter's work, and made sure to introduce her to everyone he could. As an afterthought, he might introduce me as her husband, but never mentioned me by name.
What he apparently didn't know is that the company I worked for had installed all the servers in his company and had an ongoing contract for various network and IT services. After a year on the job, I had become something of an outside lead for the contractors who worked with his company's tech department, which meant that I would stop by from time to time just to check up on things. As a result, I got to know quite a few people who worked at Kirsten's company. That would come in handy later on.
Our first child, John, was born almost a year into our marriage. I'll never forget my mother's response. Sure, she was happy the child was healthy, but I saw a frown crease her face as she looked at the child closely. She didn't say anything to me, so I filed it in the back of my mind.
Our daughter, Kelsie, was born just over a year later. Kirsten had a difficult time delivering Kelsie and had a tubal ligation. Of course, we discussed it beforehand and agreed that we had done our bit to keep the human race going. My mother's reaction was the same as it was when John was born.
It wasn't until several months later that my mother approached me with her concerns.
"Abe, I hope to God I'm wrong, but I'm not convinced the children are yours," she said.
"What?" I asked.
"Call it a mother's intuition if you want, but I really think you need to get the kids tested just to make sure," she said. I trusted my mother, and knew she would never approach me about something like this without good reason, so I decided to seriously consider her suggestion.
Kirsten and I settled into the whole married-with-children lifestyle quite well and life around the Ryan household was great. "Living the dream," we would say when people asked how we were doing. I set aside my mother's concerns for the moment. Surely Kirsten wouldn't cheat on me, right?
Things went well until about about four or five months ago. That's when Kirsten informed me that her father had hired in a manager from New York and had considered making her his personal assistant, or PA. What that meant, she told me, was that if she was selected, she would be working later hours and possibly taking trips to visit clients across the country or even around the world.
"How often would you have to travel?" I asked her one night.
"I don't know, maybe a couple times a month," she said.
"For how long?" I asked. She shook her head.
"Not certain. The last manager in that spot would sometimes be gone for as long as a week or sometimes more."
"A week?" I asked. "Or more? That's going to be very hard on the kids, not to mention us."
"Don't worry," she said. "I'm only one of three people being considered. I doubt I'll get the job. But if I do, it would mean a huge increase in salary for me which means more that we can set aside for retirement and the kids' college fund. We have some time to adjust, though. They won't be making any solid decisions for a couple of months yet. But I will be spending extra time with my dad until the decision is made."
I wasn't too happy with what she told me, and I wasn't convinced we needed the extra money. But I knew better than to rock the boat without any additional information. The Army had taught me the value of getting good intel on a target before opening fire, so that's what I decided to do.
A couple days later, I ended up at Kirsten's company doing a spot check on the server room. Everything seemed to be in order so I took the opportunity to find out what I could about this new manager.
I spoke with a few people in the area and did a bit of digging on my own and learned that the new manager was named Jake Riley. Jake had just moved to the city from New York, where he held a similar position with a fairly large Wall Street firm. That threw up a red flag for me. Why would he leave New York to come to the Midwest? Surely, he could have made more there than here. I also learned that he was married with a child, but for whatever reason, they chose to stay in New York -- another red flag.
I made a mental note to consider getting professional help from an investigator, and I knew just the right person.
I knew him as "Uncle Sam." No, not THAT Uncle Sam. He actually was my father's brother and his name happened to be Samuel Ryan.
"So you think this guy may be trying to hang the horns on you with Kirsten?" he asked.
"Yeah. Something about this guy sets me off," I said. "He supposedly has a wife and a child still in New York and just recently left a major Wall Street firm. Why would he leave a family behind to come here?"
"Well, it may be nothing, but then again, who knows. I'll check him out and see what I can find, okay? And don't worry about the tab," he said. "Just help me with the expenses, okay?"
"I can't do that to you, Uncle Sam," I said. He waved me off.
"Forget about it," he said. "This is family and that's more important. Maybe I'll have you set me up with a new server or something."
Sam got back to me a week or so later.
"You were right," he said. "Old Jake Riley has quite a reputation as a womanizer. That's why he left New York. Seems he screwed the wrong wife and got into a lot of trouble with his firm. They gave him a choice to either leave quietly or be fired. He is married and does have a child, a boy. He's legally separated and his wife is looking to divorce him. From what I found out, she's living in a piece of crap trailer in Albany."
"Figures," I said.
"There's one other thing," Sam told me. "I did a deep search and found out that Riley and Kirsten's father have quite a long history. Jake actually started with old Bart Robertson and moved to New York about three years ago. That's when he got married."
"Three years ago?" I asked. "Do you know if Jake and Kirsten knew each other then?"
"It's very possible," Sam said. "They did some work for the same company and Jake was known to visit the Robertson household a lot."
Odd, I thought. I never saw or heard Jake mentioned prior to all this starting. I recalled quite a few evenings Kirsten would go to her parent's house, claiming to be working on a project. I remembered the times she stayed the night, telling me it was a large and important project for the company.
"There's one more thing," Sam said. "I did a full records check on this guy and pulled up his birth certificate. Guess who is listed as his father?"
"No telling," I said.
"Bartholomew Robertson," he said.
"What?" I asked. "You mean, Kirsten's father?"
"There could be another Bartholomew Robertson, but it sure looks that way," he said. I had a sinking feeling about all this but didn't want to let Sam know what I was thinking until I got more information.
"You want me to start a full-blown investigation?" Sam asked.
"Yeah," I said. "And I will pay you for it."
I called Mabel, Kirsten's mother and asked if I could come over. She and I had always gotten along well, and I thought the world of her.
"Sure," she said. "Bart's not here at the moment, but you can reach him at his office."
"I'm not interested in speaking with Bart," I said. "I do have a big favor I want to ask you, though."
"Okay," she said. I grabbed a couple of baggies, drove over to their mansion and met her at the door.
"What's going on, Abe?" she asked. "Something's wrong, I can tell."
"Yes, it is," I said. "Tell me something, Mabel. Does Jake spend the night here?"
"Yes," Mabel said. "He's staying here until his condo is ready. Why?"
I explained my concerns and Mabel showed me to the suite where Jake slept. It had its own bathroom so I looked and within a couple minutes had what I needed -- a couple hairs with the follicle attached. I put those in one baggie and marked it "Jake."
"By the way, Mabel," I said. "Does Kirsten spend time with Jake here?"
"Well, they've known each other for a while, so I imagine they do. Do you think they're sleeping together?" she asked.
"I don't know, but I intend to find out. One other thing, Mabel," I said. "How close is Bart and Kirsten?"
"They've always been very close," she said. "She's something of a daddy's girl and always has been. Why?"
"I need to verify something," I said. "Can you show me where Bart showers?"
"Sure," Mabel said. "Follow me." We went into Bart's dressing area and I found a couple more hairs with the follicle attached. Bingo. I bagged them and labeled the bag, "Bart."
"What's going on?" Mabel asked. "Really."
"Mabel, I don't want to say anything until I get proof. I'll let you know what I find out. And please don't say anything to anyone."
"I won't, Abe," she said. "Just please be very careful. Bart can be quite vindictive."
I took my mother's advise and got a DNA test done on the children. I included a sample from myself, Bart and Jake. I spent the full $500 and got the results back in two days. It turned out that neither of the children were mine. According to the test, Jake was John's father and Bart was Kelsie's father. The test also verified that Bart was Jake's father. Not only did Kirsten cheat on me and violate the prenuptial, she engaged in incest. Needless to say, I was livid with rage.
That afternoon, I happened to be at Kirsten's company when Nancy Albertson, Bart's secretary, came up to me.
"Mr. Ryan," she said, "Mr. Robertson would like to see you." I like to carry a digital recorder for meetings to make sure I don't miss anything, so I turned it on, put it in my pocket, then followed her to a conference room a couple floors up. When I walked in, I was met by Bart, a man I recognized as a prominent Superior Court judge, several executives, Jake and someone I assumed was Bart's attorney. Two of Bart's security goons flanked me.
Bart invited me to sit down. I noticed a glass of what looked like whiskey already at my assigned place at the table.
"Please," Bart said. "Join me in a drink, willya?" I shook my head.
"No thank you," I said. "I'm still on the clock and I only drink with family and friends. And I'll stand if you don't mind." Everyone smiled at that since no one spoke back to Bart Robertson. His demeanor changed as he took a folded paper and placed it on the table in front of me.
"Have it your way, Ryan," he said.
"Look, if there's an issue with billing, you can take it up with our accounts receivable," I said. "I don't deal with billing."
"This doesn't have anything to do with billing," Bart said.
"Okay," I said. "So what is this?"
"I want you to sign this, right now," Bart said. "You don't need to read it, just sign it so the judge here can put his signature on it and make it official."
"What is it?" I asked.
"Call it a post-nuptial agreement that precedes the prenuptial you signed earlier," he said. "Just sign it and we'll be done."
"Has Kirsten signed this?" I asked.
"Yes, she has," Bart said.
"Interesting she never discussed it with me," I said. I put the folded document in my briefcase, not looking at it.
"She doesn't need to discuss it with you," Bart said.
"I'll have my attorney look it over and if he agrees that it's in my best interest I'll sign," I said. "And not before." I didn't really have an attorney, but Bart didn't know that. His face turned red as he jumped out of his chair.
"Goddammit, boy," he growled. "You WILL sign this paper right fucking NOW!"
"Or what?" I asked. "You'll have your goons here beat me in front of your executives and a superior court judge? Or maybe have one of them put a bullet in my head?"
"You'd better sign it or it won't go well with you, boy," he said. I looked at the judge who seemed to have an amused look on his face.
"Tell me, your honor, is it just me, or does that sound like a threat?" I asked. The judge nodded his head.
"I suppose it certainly could be seen as a threat," he said. He turned to Bart. "Let him consult with his attorney, Bart. Once he sees that it's all legal and in his best interest, he'll sign." Bart settled back into his seat.
"By the way, your honor," I said. "Is incest still a felony in this state?" I saw a number of nervous glances around the room and I thought Bart was going to explode. The judge sat up before answering.
"Well, yes, it is. But I don't know of anyone who's actually been convicted of that. Why?" he asked.
"Just asking for a friend," I said, looking at Bart.
"Just sign the goddamn paperwork," he said, taking a swig from his drink. I left the building, wondering what was going through the rumor mill.
I called Sam to get a recommendation for a good lawyer. He referred me to his friend, Frederick Marsh. I called and got an appointment to see him the next morning.
The next morning, I laid out my case and showed him the test results. I also showed him the post-nuptial Bart had given me. I had taken the time to read it the night before and was livid. I couldn't believe Kirsten would do this to me.
Fred, as he preferred to be called, read the agreement Bart gave me.
"Did you look at this?" he asked me.
"Yes, I did," I said. "Unless I'm going crazy, that says I agree to be a willing cuckold and I give up my rights as a husband."
"You're not going crazy," he said. "It clearly says that you agree to let your wife have extra-marital sex, while giving up any right to consummate your relationship. It also requires you to provide all material and parental support for the two children, which we now know aren't yours. The only thing is that you would receive a $1,000 a month stipend for their support. Other than that, you would be completely screwed. It also says that you would agree to give up 80 percent of your salary and retirement if you file for divorce. And pay her alimony and child support. In short, you would be nothing more than a live-in caretaker for the children."
"That can't be legal," I said.
"It's not completely illegal, but it certainly is outrageous. I can't see any court upholding this. Plus, you'd have to be certifiable to agree to this," he said.
"What about their incestuous relationship?" I asked.
Fred confirmed to me that incest between adults in this state is a felony and could be punished by up to 25 years in prison. Although I really didn't want to raise two young children who weren't even mine and I certainly didn't want to pay any support, I loved the kids and I wanted them in my life.
All I wanted was to end this sham of a marriage. Fred said he would put together the paperwork for a divorce on the grounds of adultery, using the prenuptial agreement. Fred suggested that under the circumstances I should ask for custody. Let Kirsten fight for them if she really wants them.
We decided to wait until we knew whether or not Kirsten got the new job before serving her.
Things got a bit frosty around the house for the next few weeks. Kirsten flew off the handle when I mentioned the post-nuptial.
"What the fuck is this?" I asked her. "Do you honestly expect me to go along with something like this?"
"Look, it doesn't really mean anything," she said. "It's just something my dad wants you to sign."
"Did you read this before you signed it?" I asked.
"Of course I did," she said.
"So, you expect me to stay in a loveless, sexless marriage while you fuck around. Meanwhile, I'm supposed to take care of your kids? You can't be serious," I said.
"I am serious, Abe," she said. "I love my job and I'm not quitting. I do love you and you'll be taken care of, so what do you care?"
"Taken care of?" I asked. "I don't want to be taken care of. I want my wife back. I want a family of my own. I'm not going to be trapped in a sexless marriage being nothing more than your live-in nanny." I ripped up the paperwork and threw the pieces on the floor. "Give that back to your dad and tell him he can kiss my fucking ass."



"Tell me something, Kirsten," I said. "How long have you been involved with Jake?" Her eyes grew wide.
"I... I don't know what you mean," she said. "I knew him in college, but that's it."
"Really?" I asked. "Somehow I don't believe that."
I went upstairs, grabbed her clothes out of the closet and tossed them in the guest bedroom.
"What are you doing?" she asked.
"Since I no longer have a wife who wants to be faithful to me, I'm kicking you out of my bedroom," I said.
I saw very little of Kirsten over the next two weeks. She spent most of that time at her parents house, no doubt screwing Jake. Sam did get photo and video evidence of the two of them doing the nasty in a motel at the edge of town. I reviewed it before giving it to Fred.
"Just think," Jake told Kirsten, "Soon, we'll be able to do this to our heart's content. And when your dad joins us in New York, we'll have a grand old time." Kirsten smiled.
"Yeah, and I don't even have to worry about you guys getting me pregnant again," she said. Jake laughed. About that time, Bart showed up in the video. Kirsten gave him a deep kiss.
"Too bad your husband has to be such a hard-ass. He really should've taken the deal I gave him," he said. "That's okay, though. Once we're in New York, they'll all be taken care of for good. Jake and I have it all arranged just the way you want it, sweetie.
"Abe, the kids and his parents will suddenly go missing. Abe's house and his parents' house will mysteriously burn down after they're all shot dead. Their bodies will be cremated and spread all over the countryside. No one will find them. We'll have them declared dead and then you'll have Abe's insurance, the insurance from the house and no kids to worry about. Until then, we lay low and don't give them any reason to suspect us."
"What about Mom?" Kirsten asked.
"What about her? She's too scared and stupid to do anything. Don't worry about her, dear," Bart said.
Kirsten smiled.
"I can't wait," she said, fondling her father's manhood. "Now fuck me."
I was seething with rage by this time. Not only did my so-called loving wife cheat on me with her father and her boyfriend/half-brother, they were all plotting to have us murdered. Fred assured me the authorities had been informed and things were in the works to bring them all down.
Finally, Kirsten stopped by the house long enough to make her announcement.
"I got the job," she said, smiling.
"Congratulations," I said, trying to put on a happy face. She wrapped her arms around my neck and kissed me.
"Don't worry, dear," she said. "I won't let the job come between us, I promise. By the way, daddy is throwing a party to formally introduce Jake to the company and announce my promotion. And yes, you're invited, even though he's not happy you refused to sign his agreement."
"When is this party?" I asked.
"Tomorrow night," she told me. "So make sure your suit is clean, okay?"
Once again, I called Fred to let him know the situation. He assured me that officers would be on the premises.
We dressed and went to the party after dropping the children at my parents house. I wore my suit as I always did for these things, and Kirsten donned a knee-length dress that accentuated her curves without showing too much. Of course, she could have worn ratty blue jeans and still look good enough to eat.
"Now, you be on your best behavior," she told me before we went inside.
Once inside, I saw people milling around making small talk. Kirsten went to see her father and Jake.
"Buy an old lady a drink?"
I turned and saw Kirsten's mother, Mabel. We walked into the bar and I ordered a beer for myself and a cocktail for her.
"Abe, you're a good man," she said. "And I'm really very sorry for everything."
"Why does your husband hate me so much?" I asked.
"Simple," she said. "You're too blue collar for his taste. You pull your own weight, get ahead on your own instead of relying on flunkies to do the dirty work for you. Plus you're a veteran. The military wouldn't take him when he was younger and he always wanted Kirsten to marry someone who was already well-off. Like Jake."
"Does he know Jake already has a wife and a child in New York?" I asked. Her eyes widened at that.
"I don't know," she said. "I didn't know about that."
"And I understand that Jake worked with Bart a few years back before going to New York. Is that true?" I asked. Mabel's face blanched a bit.
"Yes, he and Bart have known each other for a long time."
"So I gather. Especially since Bart is his sperm donor," I said. Mabel's eyes grew wide.
"What did you say?" she asked.
"That's right," I said. "I've got Jake's birth certificate and a DNA test that shows Bart is Jake's biological father. You didn't know?" She shook her head.
"I suspected he was cheating, but I've never gotten any proof," she said.
"There's a lot more," I said. "Neither of the children are mine."
"Are you absolutely certain?" she asked.
"DNA doesn't lie," I said. "Jake is John's father, and..."
"And what," Mabel asked.
"Bart is Kelsie's biological father," I said. Mabel's face went white and I thought she was going to faint.
"Oh my God, no," she said.
"Did you know?" I asked.
"I knew they were close, but not THAT close. What are you going to do?" she asked.
"Let's just say the shit is going to hit the fan tonight," I said.
"I understand," she said.
"Let me show you something just to give you a head's up," I said, pulling out my smartphone. I pulled up the clip of Bart, Jake and Kirsten discussing their plot to murder me. Mabel's eyes grew wide.
"Oh my God," she said. "I had no idea. I'm so sorry, Abe, please forgive me."
"Not your fault," I said. "So, what are you going to do?" I asked.
"I've had it with his bullshit and his abusive behavior. After tonight, I'm dumping his sorry ass," she said. "Now, let's go in there and pretend everything is hunky-dory, shall we?"
Kirsten was placed at the head table between her father and Jake, while I was relegated to a seat at a table facing them. I wasn't happy about the arrangements, and even less happy to learn that her father had deliberately separated us. By now though, I really didn't care. I looked around and saw a man in a trench coat and several sheriff's deputies in the hallway outside the room we were using. They managed to sneak in before the doors were closed.
I looked around at the people at my table and couldn't help but notice that none of them would look me directly in the eye or even speak to me outside of a polite acknowledgment of my existence. I looked at Kirsten, but she never met my gaze. I was well beyond pissed off and was looking forward to the end of the evening.
Bart stood up and tapped his glass to get everyone's attention.
"I'm so glad you all could come out tonight," he said, smiling. "I'd like to introduce to you the newest member of our team, Jake Riley. Some of you already know Jake since he worked for us before as a contractor eight years ago. Jake will be taking over our marketing efforts and will be working very closely with all of our clients to ensure their needs and the needs of our stockholders are met."
That explained why I had never seen Jake at these functions before. Contractors weren't usually invited to company functions like this.
Everyone applauded the announcement as Jake stood. I gave what could be considered a "golf clap," at best. Bart continued.
"I'd also like to introduce his new PA. Not only is she a shining star in the company with a great head for business, she also happens to be my daughter, Kirsten Robertson," he added, using her maiden name. "I'm sorry," he said, "I meant Ryan. Kirsten Ryan." Kirsten stood up and looked around, smiling. Not once did she look at me. I felt like crawling under the table. But her father wasn't finished.
"I've heard it said that personal assistants are often like work wives," he said, looking at me. "I know that she will do everything in her power to make Jake's life and work as easy as possible." Jake gave her a hug as they stood and kept his arm around her as they both faced the audience.
Kirsten sat down, obviously embarrassed. I didn't know whether to crawl away or jump the table to beat the shit out of Jake and Kirsten's father.
"Now," Bart said, "let's enjoy the meal." Everyone dug in to the food that was brought out, but I could only stand to take a few bites. I looked at Kirsten, but she was too engrossed in whatever it was Jake was telling her. A few times, she looked at me with sad eyes and I hoped she would stand up and reject the job in front of her father. But she didn't. The other people at my table were obviously embarrassed for me.
After the meal, everyone stood up to leave. I went to Kirsten and was intercepted by Jake. He shook my hand, purposefully squeezing it as hard as he could to establish himself as the alpha male. I squeezed back harder while maintaining direct eye contact and noticed a bit of a grimace on his face as he let go.
"So you must be Kirsten's husband," he said, smirking.
"Yes, I am," I told him. "At least for the moment." That caught him off guard and Kirsten recoiled.
"Don't worry, I'll take very good care of her for you," he said, walking away. Kirsten looked me in the eye.
"What was that all about?" she asked, not happy.
"Let's see, your father deliberately separated us, conveniently forgot to use your married name and that comment about being Jake's 'work wife' really pissed me off. I also saw how the two of you seemed to be quite friendly with each other. I don't appreciate being publicly disrespected like that so no, I'm not very happy right now," I said.
"I'm sorry," she said. "I'm sure Daddy didn't mean anything by that."
"I doubt that very much," I told her.
"I'm sorry," she said. "Jake, Daddy and I are going to be in a meeting for a while with some other executives about an upcoming trip, so I won't be home for a while."
"Well, before you go to your all-important meeting with your work husband, there's someone I want to introduce to you," I said, waving at the the man in the trench coat. He walked up to us, a large manila folder in his hand.
"Kirsten Ryan?" he asked.
"Yes," she said. He handed her the envelope.
"You've been served," he said, loud enough for everyone to hear. Kirsten's face went white as others nearby gasped. She opened the envelope and saw the first page, titled, "Petition for Dissolution of Marriage."
"What's this," she asked.
"A divorce," I told her. "On the grounds of adultery. I've also included the DNA tests showing that Jake is John's biological father and your father is Kelsie's sperm donor. I guess that makes Kelsie your half-sister. By the way, Bart happens to be Jake's biological father. I've invoked the prenuptial agreement you signed at your father's insistence and you'll also notice there's a restraining order keeping you, your father or any agent of yours, including Jake, at least 500 feet of me, the children, my family or the house. If you want to arrange a time to pick up your stuff, let my attorney know."
"I don't want a divorce," she said, tears coming to her eyes.
"I don't want a cheating, lying, scheming wife. By the way, I suggest you sign those papers immediately. You won't like what will happen if you decide to fight it. I have all kinds of video of you and Jake there and I doubt you want that going to everyone you know," I said. "Don't worry about the kids. I'll take good care of them for you."
"What do you mean?" she asked.
"There's a few more people I want to introduce to you, your father and Jake," I said, motioning to the deputies.
Bart and Jake came up to us before the deputies reached us.
"What the hell do you think you're doing, boy?" Bart growled.
"Fuck you, asshole. I'm divorcing Kirsten and handing all of you over to the authorities," I said. Bart reached out to grab my shirt, but a deputy stopped him.
"Bart Robertson, you're under arrest for incest and conspiracy to commit murder," he said, causing audible gasps from the others in the room. Two more deputies grabbed Jake and placed him in handcuffs. Kirsten looked at me with shock in her eyes.
"Abe, you can't mean all this," she said. "I love you."
"Bullshit, bitch," I said. Two more deputies grabbed her and placed her in handcuffs, reading her Miranda rights. Bart went ballistic, his eyes bulging out of his head.
"I'm going to KILL you, you fucking son of a bitch," he screamed as the officers dragged him away. A reporter with a news camera was only a few feet away and captured the whole incident. Mabel walked up to Bart and kicked him in the balls.
"Too STUPID, am I?" she screamed. "Fuck you, asshole. I'll show you STUPID! Consider yourself divorced, you slimy daughter-fucking piece of dog shit!" A deputy calmly moved Mabel out of the way as two others dragged Bart away.
The news that evening was definitely worth watching.
"A major shake-up in the local business community today," a news reader said. "Businessman Bart Robertson along with his daughter and a man identified as his son were arrested this evening on charges of conspiracy to commit murder and incest at an event to announce the hiring of a new executive." The report cut to video of the arrest. A red-faced Bart was seen threatening to kill me as deputies tried to drag him away. The video then showed Mabel kicking him in the groin.
"Authorities say they are investigating the allegations," the news reader said. "The victim of the alleged plot, the husband of Robertson's daughter, told Eyewitness News he has filed for divorce and is seeking custody of the two children, even though DNA says he is not the biological father. Stay tuned for updates."
I turned off the television and sat down in my recliner, exhausted from the evening's events.
Epilogue:
The three co-conspirators were held without bail as the judge believed they could be a flight risk. The investigation lasted nearly a month and was aided by a phone system we set up for Robertson's company a few months back. The system was completely digital and recorded all calls, both incoming and outgoing. It was set up with a warning that all calls would be recorded for training purposes. Apparently Bart was so arrogant he didn't think his calls would do him in, but they did.
Investigators were able to determine who Bart paid for the hit against us. Several of the gangsters who had been paid off turned state's evidence and spilled their guts, telling authorities everything. An attorney and a Superior Court judge was also implicated in the plot.
Although we didn't have to, both Mabel and I testified against our respective spouses. The video Sam provided helped a great deal as did the DNA results I gave to the District Attorney. We also learned that Kirsten's sexual relationship with her father started when she was in high school and he was the one who introduced her to Jake. By the time it was all finished, all three had been convicted of all charges and faced decades in prison.
Mabel, as it turned out, was far from stupid. What I didn't know is that she held two Master's degrees; one in business and another in economics. She also kept a pretty close eye on Bart's business dealings and knew how things worked. She raped Bart in the divorce, getting almost all of his assets, including the house and the business and took over. Within six months, the company had been cleaned up and was awash in profits. And she turned out to be a wonderful grandmother to the children.
I saw Kirsten one last time before she was taken to serve her 25-year sentence.
"I signed the divorce paperwork," she said, sliding the folder to me. I verified everything was signed and looked at her.
"Why?" I asked her. "I thought we were in love. I thought we were going to spend the rest of our lives together."
"I don't know," she said. "Dad has always been my first love. I thought I could put that behind me but I guess not."
"But why kill us? Why kill your own children?" I asked. She shrugged her shoulders.
"I had hoped you would have signed the agreement Dad put together. When you didn't do that I really saw no other choice," she said. "It was stupid, I know. I'm sorry."
"Yeah, you are," I said sarcastically.
"I know you don't believe me, but I really did love you. Is there anything I can ever do to make up for all the hurt and pain I've caused you?" she asked with tears in her eyes. I looked at her one last time.
"Just one thing," I said before walking away. "Rot in hell, bitch."
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September 1, 2092
The house was full as nearly five generations of Webers gathered to celebrate the 90th wedding anniversary and the 109th birthday of the two people now seen as the head of the family. Chris Weber and his wife, Chloe, maneuvered their electric wheelchairs into the front room where everyone waited patiently.
They sang happy birthday to the couple and showered them with gifts, hugs and kisses. After the obligatory birthday cake and ice cream, they sat in front of the elderly couple, who were now holding hands and wiping tears from their eyes.
"Tell us, grandpa, what's your secret to a long life?" asked one of the young boys sitting in front of them. Chris thought for a moment before answering.
"Well, son," he said, "first, find a damn good woman, eat right, exercise, drink a glass of wine every night, enjoy a cigar now and again... what else, dear?" he asked, turning to face his wife.
"Lots of hot, wild monkey sex with the one you love," Chloe said, smiling at her husband, who smiled back. Everyone laughed at that, knowing the two didn't mince words.
"Mother!" exclaimed Marilyn, who, at 71, was the youngest of Chris and Chloe's three children. Chloe laughed.
"Oh, don't be such a stick in the mud," she said. "How do you think you got here?" she asked, prompting laughter from everyone. "Maybe if you gave that man of yours a good roll in the hay now and then, he wouldn't spend so much time out fishing."
"These days, a fishing pole is about the only thing I can get up, Mom," said George, Marilyn's 75-year-old husband, laughing.
"Oh hell, George," Chloe said. "they have pills for that, you know. Don't they, dear?" she asked, looking at Chris, who smiled and nodded in agreement.
"Do you and grandpa still, you know, do it?" one of Chloe's teenage granddaughters asked.
"Lucy, that's not an appropriate question for your grandmother," Marilyn chided. "Show some respect." Chloe waved her off.
"That's okay, dear," she said. "It's an honest question and it deserves an honest answer." She looked at Lucy and smiled.
"Oh yeah," she said. "Maybe not as much or as hard and fast as you young'uns. If it weren't for my arthritis, I'd get out of this chair and show you a thing or two," she added, winking. Lucy and the other girls giggled.
"Tell us again how you guys got together," said Mike, another teenage grandchild. The other kids agreed. "Yeah, tell us," they said.
"Okay," Chris said. He began to tell everyone the story of their relationship.
"We were born on the same day in the same hospital," he said. "I was born about maybe five minutes before Chloe. Her mother was in the room right next to my mother's and they both went into labor at about the same time. Understand, our parents were very close and did practically everything together. Our fathers served in the military together and after their service they all went into business together doing some kind of contract work for the government, which meant they were often gone on one assignment or another. To this day I don't really know what they did, but I know it was important.
"They bought two good sized pieces of property, right next to each other and they each became our godparents, promising to take care of us both if anything happened to any of the others. Chloe's parents were my godparents and my parents were hers. Our mothers practically raised us together, even bathed us together when we were babies. Mom used to joke that the only way they could get us to settle down was to put us in the same crib.
"We literally grew up together, which meant that we spent all of our time together. We'd play with my trucks out in the back yard and then run to her place and have imaginary tea in her playhouse. We biked together, hiked the woods together, swam in the lake together, we were literally inseparable. Sure, we had disagreements like all kids do, but we always made up afterward.
"It wasn't unusual for some of our parents to be gone on an assignment, so when that happened, we would get to have a sleepover with the parent or parents who stayed behind. We almost always ended up falling asleep on the floor watching television. Either that, or we'd end up in the same bed snuggling up to each other. Nothing bad or inappropriate ever happened, we just liked being together.
"We also looked alike in some respects and were so close that a lot of people thought we were brother and sister. It got to the point that our parents actually got DNA tests to prove there was no relation.
"But we thought it was kinda cute, so we started calling each other 'brother' and 'sister.' It sure made people look at us a bit funny sometimes when we'd be walking around holding hands. We still call each other that from time to time, don't we?" Chris asked, looking at his wife, who nodded her head in agreement.
"We always spent our birthdays and holidays together and we would take our allowance money and buy each other a silly little something for Christmas. One year, I think we were just nine years old at the time, I found this long t-shirt sleepwear thing that had a goofy-looking rabbit on it with big floppy ears. It said 'Snugglebunny' and something about it reminded me of Chloe. So I bought it for her.
"You should have seen the look on her face when she opened it. Her whole face lit up with the biggest smile. She held it up for us all to see and asked, 'am I your Snugglebunny?' Of course, I said yes. She came over and gave me the biggest hug and kissed me right on the lips. It was my first kiss. 'I love you,' she said. Of course, I told her I loved her too, which was the truth.
"I opened the present she got me, and it was a pair of pajamas with teddy bears all over them. All the bears had 'CuddleBear' printed under them, so I held them up and asked if I was her cuddle bear. She smiled and said 'yes,' so I gave her a hug and a kiss in return. We spent the rest of that Christmas snuggled up under a blanket together in our new pajamas, watching old movies on television. I'll never forget that.
"We grew up and matured, and so did our love for each other. Fortunately, our parents were smart enough to see that, so they gave us all the lectures about love and sex. Remember, things were quite different in those days. It's not like now, where sex and nudity is all over the television. We promised that we would wait until after we were 18 before having sex, and we would only do it with someone we really and truly loved. Our parents suggested we date other people for a while to make sure our feelings for each other were real.
"Personally, I hated it. We dated a few other people, but it just felt wrong, at least to me. We never did anything, but it still ate at us."
Chris paused for a bit to collect his thoughts. As he did so, Chloe began telling them her side of their story. He listened to her for a moment but soon, his mind wandered back to the day they first made love.
...
September 1, 2001
It was late that Friday when Chris walked into his house. The day before, he, his parents, Chloe and her parents celebrated their upcoming 18th birthday with a nice dinner at the local Olive Garden. The next day, their parents would leave to go back east for one of their assignments and would be gone for at least a week. So they decided that Chloe would stay at the Weber's house that week.
As he walked in, he saw Chloe sitting on the couch, still wearing the short black dress she put on for her date with Mike. She had taken her shoes and her pantyhose off and her bare feet were curled under her. She looked up as he walked in and he saw the sadness in her eyes, which matched the sadness in his heart. He could tell she wanted to talk.
"Hi, Chris," she said.
"Hey, Chloe. I'll be right back, okay?"
"Okay," she said quietly. Chris went upstairs, changed out of his jeans and put on a pair of running shorts and an old worn t-shirt before heading back down. He sat down next to her and she leaned in, putting her head on his shoulders.
"Did you have a nice date?" Chris asked. Chloe shrugged.
"Not really," she said. "Mike broke it off with me."
"How come?" Chris asked.
"He's been after me for a long time to have sex with him, but I told him I couldn't," she said. "So he got pissed off and drove me back. How about you? Did you have a nice date?" Chris shrugged.
"So-so," he said. "It was okay, we had a nice dinner, but I guess she thought I kept comparing her to you. I didn't mean to, it just happened. She's a nice girl and all, but she's just not my type. I can't talk with her the way I can with you."
"I know what you mean," she said. "All Mike ever wants to talk about is football or sex. Personally, I'm really tired of dating other people. It just doesn't feel right, know what I mean?" Chris nodded his head.
"Yeah, I do. I hate being away from you and I just feel lousy," he said. "Almost like I'm cheating on you."
"I feel the same way," she said. Suddenly, she got up and sat in Chris' lap, her legs straddling his. He thought he caught a glimpse of her bare ass, but he wasn't certain. He could tell she had taken her bra off. Facing him, Chloe held out her hands with her little fingers extended. He knew what that meant, so he wrapped his little fingers around hers.
"Truth time," she said. It was one of the little games they made up where they would tell each other their deepest secrets, holding nothing back. She looked into his face and he could see tears starting to form in her eyes.
"Am I still your Snugglebunny?" she asked.
"Of course," he said. "You'll always be my Snugglebunny." She smiled for the first time that evening. "Am I still your Cuddle Bear?" She nodded her head.
"Yes," she said quietly. "You'll always be my Cuddle Bear. Are you still a virgin?" Chris nodded his head in the affirmative.
"Yes," he said. "How about you?"
"Yes, I am, but I have fooled around a bit. Nothing more than kissing, really, but a few guys have tried to feel me up," she said. He couldn't criticize her for that since he had also fooled around with other girls the same way. "Do you still love me?" she asked.
"Of course," Chris said. "I've always loved you and I always will. What about you? Do you love me?" Again, tears started to form in her eyes.
"Yes, I love you. More than ever. And I've missed you so much," she said. "So many times I wish it was you I was dating and not those other creeps."
"I've missed you, too," Chris said. "More than you know."
"Let's not date anyone else," she said. Chris agreed. The clock in the hallway chimed, letting them know the midnight hour had come and it was now officially Saturday, their birthday. Chloe smiled.
"Do you remember what we promised?" she asked. Chris remembered. "You know that if we do this, we can't ever undo it, right?"
"I know. Do you want to do it?" Chloe nodded her head.
"Very much," she said. "But you have to promise me something. Double-pinky promise." That was serious and Chris understood how much this meant to her.
"What's that?" he asked.
"If we do this, it's just you and me forever. No one else. Ever," she said. Chris smiled.
"That's all I've ever wanted," he said. Chloe bent down and kissed Chris. He felt a jolt go through his body as her lips touched his and her tongue went into his mouth. They kissed passionately on the couch and Chris could feel his cock start to respond. Chloe sat back up, her eyes wide.
"Wow," she said. "Did you feel that?"
"Yes, I did," he said. Chloe reached up and began to unbutton her dress, revealing her upper body to him.
"What are you doing?" Chris asked. Chloe smiled and opened her dress to reveal her naked breasts to him. She took his hands and placed them on her breasts.
"Do you like them?" she asked. Chris nodded. He loved the way her soft breasts felt and he massaged them gently. "They're all yours," she told him. "Go ahead, kiss them. Suck them." Chris took one breast in his mouth and gently kissed and sucked on the nipple, causing her to moan.
"Yes, that's it," she said softly. "Suck on your sister's tits. Make them yours." Chris complied, kissing one then the other. Chloe reached down and pulled his t-shirt over his head and tossed it on the couch. She bent down, giving him another scorching kiss and began kissing his chest, all the while rocking back and forth in his lap, making him even harder. Suddenly, she stopped and sat up in his lap.
"Take me to bed," she said. "Make me your woman."
"Why not do it right here?" Chris asked.
"I want our first time to be special," she said. "I want to be naked with you in your bed when we do it."
"I don't have any protection," he said.
"Don't worry," she told him. "Mom put me on birth control a few weeks back."
"She knows?" Chris asked.
"Of course, silly," she said. "So does your mom. They even gave me some tips."
Chris gently got up, picking Chloe up in his arms. She wrapped her arms around his neck and smiled.
"Ooh, you're strong," she said. Chris chuckled and headed for the stairs. "Think you can carry me up the stairs?"
"Watch me, lover," he said. He got her up the stairs and carried her into his room before setting her back down. Chloe stood in front of him and let her dress fall to the floor. Chris gazed in wonder at the girl he grew up with.
"Oh my God," he said. "You're beautiful." Chloe noticed that he couldn't take his eyes off her freshly-shaved mound.
"Do you like it?" she asked. "I shaved it special for you."
"I love it," he said.
"Good, then I'll keep it shaved," she said. "Now, let's get these pants off of you." She knelt in front of him and pulled his shorts and boxers off at the same time. Chris's penis was now fully erect, and Chloe gently took it in her hands. "This looks delicious," she said.
She ran her tongue along the length of his cock, causing him to gasp. Then she slowly took what she could into her mouth. Chris felt his knees go weak as his cock entered her warm, wet mouth. He winced a bit when her teeth raked him, but didn't say much. Chloe sucked on it for a couple minutes before taking it out of her mouth. She looked at him with a huge smile.
"What's so funny?" he asked.
"I just had a really naughty thought," she said.
"What?"
"I just sucked my brother's cock," she said, standing up. "And I loved it. I promise I'll get better. I guess it just takes practice. But I plan on practicing with you a lot from now on." They kissed deeply again before Chloe broke the kiss. She laid back on his bed, her legs spread wide. Using her fingers, she spread her lower lips so he could see all of her. She looked up at Chris with lust in her eyes.
"You wanna suck on sister's pussy?" she asked with a wicked grin. Chris knelt before her and took one of her feet in his hands. He began kissing her feet, spending a few seconds on each of her painted toes. He always thought she had beautiful feet.
"You're kinky," she said. "I like that. Do my feet turn you on?" Chris nodded, kissing his way up her legs to the wet pussy between them. "Do it," she moaned. "Kiss my pussy." Chris complied, working his tongue over her lower lips and finally finding that magical spot that sent her into orbit.
"Oh, baby, yes," she cried. "That feels so good." She grabbed Chris and practically pulled him onto the bed with her. Once he had laid down, she got on top of him, rubbing her wet pussy against his hard cock. She reached down with both hands and slowly guided him into her.
"Take it slow," she said.
"Okay," Chris said. "I don't want to hurt you." He felt his cock enter her pussy and thought he was going to cum right then. She slowly worked herself down on him until he felt a bit of resistance. She stopped for a moment before going any further. She yelped as she pushed herself down further and he knew that her hymen had been broken. She stopped for a minute before continuing. Soon, the pain had turned into pleasure and they were bucking hard against each other.
"Oh, this feels so good," she said. "I've wanted to do this for so long. Don't ever stop fucking me." Chris held her ass as they bucked against each other. Soon, he felt an orgasm coming.
"I'm getting ready to cum," he said.
"Do it," she moaned. "Cum inside me. Give it all to me. I want your cum, baby." She put her mouth next to his ear. "Cum inside sister's pussy, baby. Make it yours." Chris couldn't hold back and exploded inside her. Chloe exploded in orgasm at the same time and wrapped her arms around Chris.
"Oh yes," she cried. "I'm cumming with you, baby."
Chloe laid on top of Chris as they recovered from their first orgasm. Chris felt as though he had died and gone to heaven. He held her to him as tight as he could.
A few minutes later, Chloe looked at Chris and kissed him gently on the lips. He returned the kiss and stared deep into her eyes.
"I love you," she said.
"I love you more," he answered.
"Nope," she said, smiling. "You. Happy birthday, baby. I hope you liked your present."
"Happy birthday to you. I loved it. It was the best present I've ever gotten. I hope you liked your present," he said. She smiled.
"Oh yes," she said. "But we're not finished yet. Make love to me. Please don't ever stop." There was no way Chris could turn down that offer, so he obliged. Several times.
A few days later, the world changed when a group of terrorists attacked the World Trade Center and the Pentagon. Their parents were now gone far more often than they were home, but managed to get back in time for Christmas.
That Christmas, he proposed to Chloe in front of their parents. He stood her in front of the tree and pulled out a small box that had been hidden in the back of the pile of presents. He got on one knee, opened the box and looked up at her.
"Will you marry me?" he asked. Her face lit up as she wrapped her arms around him.
"Oh yes, baby, I'll marry you," she said. "I'll make you the happiest man alive." They were married the next year, on their 19th birthday.
...
"Grandpa," he heard someone say, snapping him out of his reverie. He looked around to see who it was that called him.
"What?" he stammered.
"Grandma's asking you a question," one of the kids said. He looked at Chloe.
"Yes, dear?" he asked.
"You're daydreaming about our 18th birthday again, aren't you?" she asked. He smiled and looked at her sheepishly. "It's okay, dear," she said. "I just wanted to know one thing."
"What's that?" he asked.
"Am I still your Snugglebunny?" she asked, smiling. He took her hand, looked at the ring he gave her nearly a century before and kissed it.
"Oh yes," he said. "You'll always be my Snugglebunny."
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An Ounce of Prevention
I've read several stories where a woman's boss tells her husband he is going to fuck her. This is my take on that theme, which includes a reference to my "Revenge in Advance, A Sequel" series. I'm already working on a followup to this, by the way.
As usual, constructive comments are welcome and please remember, this is a work of fiction, not a docu-drama...
Ron Wiseman was anxious to get home to Amy, his lovely wife of 10 years. Not only was she a beautiful woman who kept herself in great shape, she was a fantastic cook and the best lover a man could ever want.
The day before, Amy said she would like to invite her new boss, Mike Armstrong, to the house for dinner. According to her, he wanted to meet her husband and get a feel for her family environment. Ron saw no harm in that and said he would like to meet her new boss, especially since the last two men who held that position didn't last very long and left under somewhat mysterious circumstances.
The most recent man who held that position left after just a few months on the job, claiming he needed to take a lengthy sabbatical in Sri Lanka to "find himself," and the man before him was found decapitated in his garage, his hands tied behind his back. Police ruled it a suicide, but his genitals -- which had been surgically removed -- were never found.
Ron noticed the time and sent a text to his wife before locking his office, letting her know that he was on his way. Her reply came instantly.
"C U soon. Love U!"
Ron bid his secretary farewell and headed home, stopping long enough to get a bouquet of roses for his wife. He loved doing things like that to surprise her and she loved getting his gifts of love. She also enjoyed thanking him for his little gifts.
Ron pulled into his driveway, noticing the black Mercedes by the curb in front of his house. At least the man thought enough to stay out of my driveway, Ron thought.
He went into the house and saw a well-dressed man in his late forties sitting on his couch. Ron sized him up. He was fairly tall, appeared well-built with a touch of gray at his temples. He was clean-shaven and appeared to have one of those perpetual smirks on his face. He stood up with a crooked smile on his face as Ron stepped into the room and offered his hand. Ron accepted before excusing himself.
He went into the kitchen and handed Amy the bouquet before taking her in his arms. Her face lit up as she accepted the flowers.
"I'll have to properly thank you for these later," she whispered. Ron kissed his wife's pretty face, his hand on her ass. "Now, be a good host and go say hello to Mike," she said. Ron kissed her again and went back into the front room. He went to his liquor cabinet and offered Mike a shot of whiskey, which he accepted.
The two men sat in the front room after Ron poured the liquor.
"That's quite a wife you have there," Mike said, his sideways smile becoming more pronounced.
"I have to agree," Ron said. "She's my reason for living."
"Then I guess you'll understand why I'm about to tell you what I'm going to do," Mike said.
"Really?" Ron asked. "What's that?"
"I'm going to fuck your pretty wife," Mike said. "She's going to love it and you're going to watch."
"Hold that thought for just a second," Ron said. "I'll be right back." He went into the kitchen.
"I'm going to show Mike around a bit," he said. "We'll be right back." Amy gave him a knowing look.
"Don't be too long, dear," she said. "Dinner will be done in about 15 or 20 minutes."
"Perfect," Ron said. He went back into the front room.
"You didn't tell your wife what I said, I hope," Mike said. Ron shook his head.
"No, no," Ron said. "Let's step into my cave, shall we," he said, motioning for Mike to follow him. Mike got up and followed Ron into his office, also known as his personal "man-cave." Mike looked around at what was on the walls.
In addition to photographs, there were a number of official commendations, medals, knives and guns mounted on the wall, along with several swords.
"So, you intend to fuck my wife, do you?" Ron asked. Mike nodded his head.
"Yes, I do," he said, smirking. "Do you have a problem with that?"
"I take it my wife never told you about me," Ron said.
"She tells me you're an accountant who does research for some kind of special task force," he said.
"Yes," Ron said, "it's true that I'm a certified accountant and yes, I do work for a combined federal-private task force. But I wasn't always an accountant."
"Oh?" Mike said. Ron pointed at the items on the wall.
"I used to be in the military, you know. During that time, I was a scout-sniper," Ron said. "Most of my 150 confirmed sniper kills were in the 300 -- 600 yard range, but I have successfully taken out targets as far as 1,200 yards. That's more than half a mile and at that distance, you'll never hear the shot. One second, you're alive and breathing, and the next, you're dead." He opened a drawer and ran his hands over his collection of knives. Mike wasn't very comfortable by now and became even less comfortable as Ron pulled out one very large knife.
"I'm also quite comfortable with close-in kills," he said, holding the sharp blade so Mike could see it. "There's nothing quite like seeing your enemy take his last breath up close and personal." Mike's face turned white and the smirk disappeared.
"Look, Ron, this isn't personal," Mike stammered.
"Oh, but it is, Mike," Ron said. "You just told me you were going to fuck my wife and you expect me to watch. That makes it very personal to me. I just want you to know what it is you're risking. You see, I believe in the old saying that an ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure. You understand, I'm sure." He looked at his watch.
"Oh, I think dinner is just about ready. We'd better get back," he said. Mike nodded his head and watched in horror as Ron threw the knife at a thick target on the far wall. The knife hit dead center before burying itself halfway to the hilt. "I like to keep in practice," Ron said to Amy's ashen-faced boss.
They made their way to the dining room, where Amy had set three places at their table, with the bouquet Ron brought home in the center. As always, she placed Ron at the head of the table, with Mike to his left and herself on his right. They sat and Ron took Amy's hand in hers. He offered his hand to Mike.
"We like to say grace before we eat," he said. Mike gingerly took Ron's hand. Amy and Ron bowed their heads and closed their eyes. Mike followed suit, not knowing what to expect.
"Lord," Ron said, "thank you for this food which we are about to eat. Thank you for your many blessings on our home and our family. May you continue to bless us with your wisdom and your grace. Amen."
"I hope everyone likes it," Amy said, uncovering the plates to reveal a juicy Cornish game hen, one of Ron's favorites. "I started slow-cooking it this morning."
"This is delicious, dear," Ron said, as he took a large bite. "Don't you agree, Mike?" Mike nervously nodded in agreement.
"Yes, it's very good," he said. "You're a wonderful cook, Amy." Ron noticed Mike looking at him nervously as he complimented Amy on her cooking.
"Don't worry, Mike," he said. "I never kill anyone at the dinner table, do I dear?" Mike's face blanched as Amy nodded in approval.
"Not without good cause," she said. "It can get quite messy and I really don't like having to clean the blood out of the tablecloth," she added. "After all, it's over 100 years old."
"By the way, dear," Ron said. "Mike tells me he plans to fuck you. And he wants me to watch. Did you know anything about that?"
"Really?" Amy asked. "No, he never said anything to me about that." She looked at Mike. "Is that true, Mike? Do you plan to fuck me?"
"Please, Amy, I didn't say that. Maybe your husband misunderstood me," Mike said, shaking his head. Ron pulled out a tiny digital recorder and pressed a button.
"I'm going to fuck your pretty wife," Mike's voice said. "She's going to love it and you're going to watch." Mike's face turned red as Amy shook her head.
"What is it with you?" Amy asked. "We welcome you into our home, feed you, offer our hospitality and this is how you repay us?"
"Please," Mike said. "It was only a joke. I was just kidding."
"Well, there you have it, dear," Ron said. "He was only joking."
"I don't know," she said. "What's the punchline? I'm not laughing."
"Look, I didn't mean it," Mike said, holding up his hands. "Really."
"Is that what you told the husband of the last wife you screwed?" Ron asked.
"What are you talking about?" Mike asked.
"I told you I'm a researcher. I checked you out when Amy told me about you," Ron said. "According to my research, you were quietly let go from Acme Enterprises three months ago after being named in a civil suit for alienation of affection. The man who filed that lawsuit was the husband of a woman he divorced after catching the two of you naked in a hotel room." Mike looked down at his plate.
"Is that true?" Amy asked Mike.
"Yes," Mike said quietly. "I've done some things I'm not proud of, but that's all in the past."
"Speaking of the past," Ron said. "I also learned that Mike's ex-wife was so tired of his cheating that she reached out to a group called the Mutual Marital Assurance Society, or MMAS. Isn't that true, Mike?"
"Yes, it's true," he said.
"I've even seen the video of the punishment she was going to have meted out to him," Ron told Amy. "Quite brutal, actually. I would have thought that would make you change your ways, but it didn't, did it, Mike?" Mike looked at him, shocked.
"How do you know about that?" he asked. "That was supposed to be kept quiet."
"Mike, Mike," Ron said, shaking his head. "I told you I'm a researcher. I have access to information you wouldn't believe. It was my task force that intervened with your wife on your behalf. Don't you remember?" Ron looked at Amy. "After we reached out to his wife, she agreed to give him a choice. Either accept the punishment and stay in the marriage or accept a fair divorce settlement. I guess he didn't want the humiliation so he accepted the divorce." Ron looked back at Mike.
"You know, you really dodged a bullet with that one," he said.
"What kind of punishment was she going to give him?" Amy asked.
"Brutal stuff," Ron said. "Mike would have been tied up and thrashed severely on the balls. He would have been forced to watch his wife fuck several men and then he would be forced to eat their cum out of her pussy. She would have had him branded and used him as her 'pony.' Not a pretty picture."
"Hmm..." Amy said. "Branded, huh?"
"Yup," Ron said. "Right on his ass. Slowly." Mike winced at the memory.
"And your group saved his ass?" Amy asked. Ron nodded his head.
"Unfortunately. Apparently, he didn't learn his lesson," Ron said.
"Maybe we should teach him that lesson," Amy said. "Here, tonight." Ron nodded his head.
"You may be onto something, dear," he said. He looked at Mike, who was shaking his head furiously.
"No, please, don't do that," he begged, looking from Ron to Amy.
"Why not?" Ron asked. "You obviously didn't get the message before. Maybe we should teach you that it's not nice to fuck other men's wives. I still have your ex-wife's number. Maybe we should invite her over so she can help teach you your lesson. And I have lots of things I can use to cause you plenty of pain." Ron looked at Amy.
"You know, I still have that knife-throwing board down in the basement," he said.
"What are you talking about?" Mike said.
"You know, one of those moving boards used in the impalement arts. Surely you've seen them. The assistant, usually a scantily-clad woman, is sometimes strapped to the board and the thrower has to get the knives as close as possible without hitting her. I think it was called the 'Wheel of Death.' We can strip Mike naked, tie him spread-eagle onto the board and see how close we can come to his balls without cutting them off," he said. He looked at Mike.
"Wouldn't that be fun?" he asked. "You know, Amy's pretty good at throwing knives too, but not quite as good as I am."
"Isn't that the board that rotates?" Amy asked. Ron nodded his head. "Oh, yes. That would be fun. We can take bets to see who can get the closest." She looked at Mike. "Come on, Mike. It'd be a blast."
Mike got out of his chair, his face white, his eyes wide, his body physically shaking from terror.
"No," he said. "You people are crazy. Look, it was just a joke. Please forget I said anything." He tried to turn away but Ron grabbed him, swung him around and pinned him to the wall, his hand on Mike's throat. Amy joined him, a two-pronged serving fork in her hands.
"Sorry, pal, we're not laughing," Ron said.
"Please," Mike begged. "What do I have to do to make this go away?"
"That's easy," Ron said. "You'll forget any notion of fucking my wife or any wife other than your own from now on. And you'll be the epitome of professionalism. There'll be no working late nights and certainly no out-of-town business trips with Amy unless I'm there. And you WILL treat every woman with the deference and respect she deserves."
"Is that all?" Mike asked. Ron nodded.
"Yeah, pretty much," Ron said. "Just know that I'll be watching. And if you fuck up, you'll pay the price you should've paid a long time ago. Got it?" Mike nodded his head. "Good. Now, do you have something to say to us?" Mike nodded his head again.
"I'm sorry. Really, I am. I won't ever do anything like that again, to anyone," he said. "Please accept my apologies and forgive me." Ron looked at his wife.
"What do you think, dear?" he asked. "Should we forgive him?"
"Well, dear," she said, "we do believe in forgiveness. So yeah, we'll forgive him this time." Ron loosened his grip on Mike's throat. He looked at his wife.
"So, what's for dessert?" he asked.
"I whipped up a really nice cheesecake," she said. "Would you boys like a piece?" Ron looked at Mike, who was shaking with terror.
"Well, how about some dessert?" he asked Mike, who shook his head.
"Uh, no, thanks," he said. "I, uh, really need to get home." Ron noticed Amy looking at Mike's trousers, and directed his gaze down. He saw the wet spot on Mike's crotch and shook his head.
"Yeah, I can see why you'd need to head home," Ron said, noticing an odor emanating from Mike's trousers. "Go on, get out of here. And remember what I said."
"I will," Mike said, running for the front door. They both noticed the wet stain on the back of his trousers as he headed out.
"Can you believe he actually shit his pants?" Ron asked.
"Yeah, disgusting, isn't it?" Amy said in response. "And he actually thought he'd fuck me. What a tool. Maybe I should bring him a box of Depends tomorrow." Ron laughed.
After hearing the screech of tires, Ron turned to his pretty wife.
"God, I'm so fucking hot for you right now," she said, pulling her panties off. She tore her dress off and sat on the table where Mike had been, pushing his plate to the side. She spread her legs wide and pulled her bra off. "Fuck me, right here, right now," she said. Ron pulled his trousers down and approached her, his erect cock leading the way. He wrapped his arms around her as he impaled her wet, shaved pussy.
"Oh, baby, you know what I like," she said, pulling him deeper into her pussy. "Fuck me, baby, cum inside my pussy." He pounded into her, reveling in her warmth. "Oh, yes, baby, this pussy is yours," she said. "All yours." Soon, he exploded inside her, filling her with his semen. Amy kissed him deeply. Finally, they untangled themselves and looked at the table.
"Think that cheesecake will hold until tomorrow?" Ron asked. Amy nodded her head.
"Oh yeah," she said. "Let's clean this mess up then we'll finish dessert upstairs, okay?"
Note: In 2013, a man was found in his garage, decapitated with his hands and feet tied. Police in Tulsa, Oklahoma, confirmed the incident was a suicide but didn't go into details, insinuating the man had hung himself...
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This is the second part of my ongoing story about Chris and Chloe Weber, which started with "Snugglebunny 01: The Beginning." This story picks up where that one left off. For those not familiar with that story, the two main characters often refer to each other as "brother" and "sister," but there is no incest as the two are not related. You'll need to read that story to get the background.
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September 1, 2092:
The long day finally over, Chris and Chloe Weber finally got a chance to lay down and rest from the festivities that came with the combined celebration of their 109th birthdays and their 90th wedding anniversary. They knew that with so many family members gathered, though, that the party would continue long into the weekend, but they were happy that their family cared enough to visit. It was so uplifting to see children, grandchildren, great-grandchildren and even a couple of great-great grandchildren take time out to visit with them.
Normally, this was a special time of the day as they would often engage in "pillow talk," something they frequently did to reconnect after the long day. Many times, they would reflect on their marriage and their love, which many would describe as idyllic. Sure, they had their challenges like any married couple, but they had some advantages over many other couples.
For starters, they were practically raised together. They were born minutes apart in the same hospital but to two different mothers. They did everything together, so much so that a number of people often mistook them for siblings, despite DNA tests proving otherwise. So, they began referring to each other as "brother" and "sister," mostly to mess with other peoples' minds.
They became best friends at a very early age and had fallen in love with each other long before they ever became intimate. Over the years, they had shared everything with each other, including their hopes, fears and concerns. By the time they were married, they could almost read each other like a book and often finished each others' sentences.
The other advantage they had was their parents, who worked hard to ensure their children would have the best start in life as possible. Their fathers had served in the military together and became best friends. After their service, they and their wives went into business together, doing contract work for the government.
They also reaped the rewards of some very smart investments and by the time the kids were 17, had established a large trust fund for the children that not only paid for their education, but gave them a healthy monthly check that would last well past their retirement age.
The two families had each purchased adjoining 50-acre parcels of mostly-wooded land just a few miles outside Springfield and had custom homes built on the land. When Chris and Chloe became engaged, their parents each contributed a 5-acre parcel of that land and split the cost of a custom-built four-bedroom home to be given as a wedding present.
The house also had an office where Chris could work and a "craft room" for Chloe. It featured a full basement that included a workout room where Chloe could practice her dance routines while Chris worked out with his weights.
It even had a secure gate, a swimming pool and was landscaped to ensure the two lovers could enjoy maximum privacy. Chris and Chloe, of course, knew the house was being built, but had no idea it was for them. After they returned from their honeymoon, their parents took them to the house and handed them the keys.
"This is for us?" Chris asked. His father nodded his head.
"It's all yours," he said. "Congratulations." Chris gave his father a hug. Stepping back, he noticed the older man had a tear in his eye, something he never saw before.
"Thanks, Dad, you're the best," Chris said.
"You may not say that after you see the tax bill," his father told him, smiling. Chris turned to Chloe's father.
"Thank you so much," he said. Chloe's father hugged him.
"You know, I've always thought of you as the son I never had," he said. "Now it's official, so I'm going to tell you something that every girl's dad likes to say."
"What's that?" Chris asked.
"Take good care of my little girl, son," he said.
"I will, I promise... Dad," Chris said.
"Alright, you guys," Chris's mother said, smiling. "Go on, make us some grand-kids."
That was 90 years ago, Chris thought. And they were still in the same house, even though it had undergone some remodeling over the years.
Chloe laid her head on her husband's shoulder as he pulled out their telepad, a device very much like the old Kindle Fire tablets, but greatly enhanced with far more memory capacity and the ability to remotely control a number of entertainment devices. It could even communicate with satellites and act as a viewscreen for personal communications anywhere in the world. Hand-held tech had come a long way in the last 70-some years.
Chris turned the device on and maneuvered to the media folder, which contained hundreds, if not thousands, of photos and videos. Chloe watched as he opened up the family album, showing pictures of their now-deceased parents, which brought back warm and loving memories. Wiping tears from their eyes, they moved on. They looked at their wedding photos and pictures of their three children, Mike, Brian and Marilyn.
Mike, their first-born son, joined the service fresh out of college and gave his life in one of the many wars on terror taking place around the world. He was posthumously awarded a Medal of Honor for his service, and the medal remained prominently displayed on their living room wall.
Brian, their second child, also served in the military before going to work for the State Department, where he retired. He was still recovering from a recent bypass surgery and couldn't make the party. Nevertheless, he called to offer his best wishes and they loved hearing his voice.
Marilyn, their youngest, was still their baby girl, even at 71 years of age. She married an engineer and worked as a nurse until she retired just a few years ago. These days, she spent much of her time overseeing her parents' care.
Then there were photos of children, and their children, and so on. Yes, they had made their mark on the world. But Chloe wanted to see more.
"Show me the private folder. I want to see the GOOD stuff," she told Chris. He knew what she meant and his fingers flew over the pad, pressing the right combination of buttons to open a folder that contained their most intimate memories, things they would share between themselves but no one else.
The first picture showed Chloe at 18, posing naked on the floor in front of their Christmas tree. She was leaning back on her arms, her dark wavy hair framing her pretty face, with one shapely, well-toned leg bent at the knee, hiding her shaved pussy. Her B-cup breasts stood up proudly as she smiled at the camera. This was the first photo Chris had taken of her in the nude and her beauty still took his breath away.
"I remember that," she said. "Our parents had just left to go back east and we had just finished making love right there on the floor in front of the fireplace. I told you I wanted you to take pictures of me so we could look at them when we got older. Remember that?"
Chris remembered. That year, she had given him a nice camera that took photos as well as video. He also remembered that was the first night she swallowed his cum and she still had a load of his semen in her pussy when she struck that pose.
That was also the night they established the first rules of their love life. They had talked about it a lot since their eighteenth birthday, when they gave their virginity to each other. They had decided on three hard and fast rules. The first rule was a no-brainer for them, since they each knew how they felt when the other had dated another person -- no infidelity would be tolerated whatsoever.
Secondly, they agreed that anal sex was off-limits, a rule they agreed to after much discussion, sometimes after watching various porn movies or reading erotic stories. It just seemed way too nasty for them.
They also agreed to talk freely and honestly with each other about every aspect of their life -- even the sexual aspect of their marriage. Their parents had told them that love, honesty, respect and open communication were vital to any successful marriage.
So far, they had followed all three of those rules. And Chris learned early on that sex with his wife was much more than a physical joining of two people in love. Sex for Chloe could also be something of an adventure and she often liked to come up with impromptu games or scenarios to liven up their love life.
Most of the time, their encounters were slow, gentle and loving. But sometimes, Chloe simply wanted to be fucked, hard. And Chris was always more than willing to oblige. She loved talking to him as they made love, encouraging him with everything from sweet endearments to downright dirty sex talk.
He kept going through the pictures, most of which showed her in varying stages of undress both inside and outside. Chloe had become something of an exhibitionist and Chris loved watching her show herself off, knowing that it was all just for him.
One picture showed Chloe in her wedding dress. They had just gotten into their hotel room the night they got married and she pulled up her dress to reveal her smooth, bare pussy. That's when he learned that she had worn no panties during the ceremony.
There were also pictures of Chris that Chloe had taken over the years. He couldn't believe that he had once been so well-built. Although he worked hard to keep himself healthy and in good shape, he was nowhere near as strong as he was 90 years ago. Chloe insisted that she needed photos of him for herself and he was more than willing to oblige his pretty wife.
The next picture that caught Chris' attention showed Chloe naked, laying with her legs spread wide on a blanket in their back yard. He remembered that day so well.
...
He was sitting at his desk, studying for a test, when Chloe came up behind him.
"Let's go outside and play for a bit," she said. He looked up to see her in a short t-shirt that revealed her midriff and a tiny pair of short, ripped denim cutoffs that revealed a distinct cameltoe and showed off the lower curves of her ass cheeks. He knew the crotch of her shorts was barely a half-inch wide and under the right circumstances would reveal her bare pussy.
He could see her nipples poking through her shirt and knew she was horny. She had a blanket and a small picnic basket in her arm. "Don't forget your camera," she said with a wicked smile. He grabbed his camera and followed her outside, watching her ass sway in her shorts.
She found the spot she wanted, set the basket down and spread out the blanket. She turned to him and shamelessly stripped off her clothes as he took pictures. She sat down on the blanket and pulled a dildo out of the basket. Looking in his eyes, she spread her legs and rubbed her pussy with the toy.
"Come on, get those clothes off and join me," she purred. "Let's masturbate together. You know I love looking at your cock." He did as she asked, and soon, the two were masturbating on the blanket, their legs intertwined. She kept her eyes on his growing manhood as she inserted the dildo inside herself. She licked her lips in lust as she moved the rubber phallus in and out. Chris watched as she fucked herself, his cock getting harder by the second. Soon, they were close to the point of no return.
"Bring your cock here," she told him. "Tell me when you're ready to cum."
"Why?" he asked.
"You'll see," she said, fucking herself even harder. Chris got next to her, bringing his cock close to her face. He watched as she drove the dildo inside herself. Suddenly, she began to have an orgasm, her body shaking, juices squirting out of her excited pussy. The sight was too much for him and he felt his own orgasm coming on.
"I'm coming," he said. Chloe stopped what she was doing, grabbed his cock and in one swift move, took the whole thing in her mouth. Unable to hold back, he let loose and exploded inside her mouth. She swallowed as much as she could, and used her tongue to clean him up.
Spent, Chris sat back down, facing her. She used her fingers to wipe his cum from around her mouth, then licked them clean. Taking a deep drink of water to wash his seed down, she smiled wickedly.
"I love swallowing my brother's cum," she said, wrapping her arms around him before stroking his manhood back to life.
"One good turn deserves another," he said. Chloe stopped and looked at him.
"You want to eat my pussy?" she asked in her little girl voice. Chris nodded. She slid to one side and patted the blanket. "Lay down, here," she said. Chris obeyed as Chloe got on her knees and straddled his chest. She took his head in her hands and kissed him softly.
"First, you need to suck on my tits," she said. Chris took one hard nipple in his mouth and worked it with his tongue. He did the same to her other breast as she moaned with pleasure.
"That feels so good," she said. "Now, tell me, do you want to eat sister's pussy?"
"Yes, I do," Chris said.
"Tell me," she said, looking into his eyes.
"I want to eat your pussy," he said. She shook her head.
"No, no," she said. "Tell me. You know what I want to hear." Chris took her head in his hands before speaking.
"I want to eat sister's pussy," he said, bringing a smile to her face. "I want to worship your beautiful pussy right here and now." Chloe's eyes lit up and she straightened up. She moved further up his body, putting her shaved slit inches from his mouth.
"You want to worship my pussy?" she asked. "Really?" Chris nodded his head. "Well, I guess that makes me more than just your wife and lover, doesn't it? That would make me your sex goddess, wouldn't it?" she asked. Chris didn't know what to make of this.
"Very well, my loyal acolyte," she said in an authoritative tone, taking his head in her hands while putting her lower lips close to his mouth. "Worship my pussy. Suck it. Lick it. Do it just the way I taught you and make me cum all over your face."
Chris eagerly planted his mouth on her pussy, inhaling her aroma. He gently sucked her lips the way she liked and ran his tongue from one end of her slit to the other. She moaned and bucked her hips as he licked.
"That's it, mortal," she said. "Eat your goddess' pussy. Suck it. Do my clit the way I showed you." Chris obeyed, enjoying her reaction. He couldn't get enough of this woman. Soon, she began shaking, pushing his head deeper into her crotch.
"I'm cumming," she said. Soon, he felt the moisture from her orgasm wash over his face. She pulled back and looked down at him.
"That was hot," she said, kissing him. "I can taste my pussy all over you." She straightened up and looked down on him with a smile on her face.
"You've proven yourself worthy of my pussy," she said playfully while getting off his chest. She laid down next to him and spread her legs wide. "You are now my sex god and I need you to come here and fuck your goddess. Show the world how a real man fucks his woman."
"Your wish is my command, my sex goddess," Chris said. He rolled over, eased himself into her warm, wet pussy and began moving in and out.
"Yes, that feels so good inside me," she moaned. "Don't ever stop fucking my pussy." She wrapped her legs around him and bucked hard against him. "Keep fucking me, baby, make me your personal fuck toy," she whispered in his ear as he drove into her. He felt another orgasm coming.
"Oh God," he said, "I'm getting ready to cum again." She bucked harder and grabbed his ass.
"Do it, lover," she said. "Cum inside me. Fill me with your cum. Cum inside your goddess' pussy." He couldn't help himself and exploded deep inside her, filling her with his seed. Raking his back with her nails, she stiffened up as her own orgasm hit.
"I'm cumming, baby," she cried. They held each other for a few minutes, then kissed, their tongues wresting each other. She laid back and looked at him with a wicked smile.
"What are you thinking?" he asked.
"I want pictures," she said.
"Of what?"
"Your cum running out of my pussy," she said. He grabbed his camera as she turned over and got on all fours, putting her ass in the air while spreading her lips open with her fingers.
"Get a good close shot," she said. "I want to see it all." He could see his semen dripping out of her well-fucked pussy, so he got close and snapped several photos. She rolled back over and spread her legs wide. "Take more," she said, using her fingers to scoop up the cum drooling out of her. He put the camera in video mode and began recording her as she dipped her fingers in her pussy and put them in her mouth, licking them clean.
"I love you so much," she said.
"I love you more," Chris replied. Chloe shook her head.
"Nuh uh," she said. "I love you more."
She got up and took his hand.
"Let's go for a swim," she said...
...
"Can you believe how naughty we were back then?" Chloe asked, bringing Chris back to the present.
"Yeah, but we had great times, didn't we?" Chris asked.
"Oh, yes, we sure did." Her eyes fell on another picture, taken while the two were seniors in college on spring break in Florida. "Oh, my God," she said, laughing. "I almost forgot about that."
"What?" Chris asked. She pointed at the picture. Chris tapped on it, enlarging the photo.
"How could you forget about that?" Chris said. "That was the best spring break ever. And as I recall, you won that contest. With a very interesting ending." Chris' mind wandered to the day his young college wife dazzled everyone with her on-stage antics.
...
The two had been going from event to event, and were fairly tipsy when they came across an amateur wet-t-shirt contest. The were still calling for contestants to come forward when Chloe looked at her husband.
"Dare me?" she said with a wicked smile.
"What, you want to get naked in front of all those guys?" he asked. She nodded.
"Yeah, and you can video me doing it," she said. "Come on. It'll be fun and who knows, maybe I'll win. Even if I don't we'll have a mind-blowing fuck afterward and something to remember our college years."
"Okay, if you want to," he said. They went to the contest area and she spoke to the man running the show. She gave Chris a kiss and headed backstage to get ready. Chris found a good spot up close to the stage.
Soon, the girls were coming out, strutting their stuff to the music while giving everyone a good show. All of the girls eventually got naked and more than one girl ended up going down on another contestant. As hot as this was, Chris was only watching for one contestant, and soon, she was ushered on stage, wearing a short ripped t-shirt that barely covered her breasts and a tiny thong.
After the MC introduced her, she began gyrating on the stage, giving the guys a glimpse of her tits. Finally, she ripped the shirt open and flung it into the audience. She continued dancing wildly, and began working her thong down her legs to shouts of "take it off."
Finally, her thong was on the floor, so she picked it up and tossed it to Chris after wiping her wet shaved pussy with it.



The MC stopped her for a second and asked her to tell the audience the hottest thing she would like to do. Chloe smiled wide, her dimples showing. Her feet spread wide, she turned to the audience, and looked Chris in the eye.
"I'd like for my husband to give me a creampie right here on this stage," she said, prompting cheers from the whole group.
"Is your husband here?" the MC asked. She nodded while pointing to Chris. The MC looked at Chris.
"Would you like to give your pretty wife a creampie on this stage?" he asked. Chris nodded his head.
"Who would like to see this beautiful girl's husband give her a creampie right here on this stage right now?" the MC asked the crowd. Everyone hooted and yelled as several gave Chris a slap on the back.
"Well, as much as we'd like to, we can't let you do that here, honey," the MC said. "But you can do something with this," he added, handing her a very large penis-shaped dildo with a suction cup on the base. Chris recognized it as being one of hers. He didn't know she had it in her purse, but he wasn't surprised. Chloe smiled and clapped before taking the dildo and walked to the center of the stage.
"My God," the MC said, placing it alongside his forearm for comparison, "that thing is huge."
"It's a little smaller than my husband, but it'll work," Chloe said to applause.
"Wow," the MC said. "Well, show us your stuff!"
Spreading her legs wide, she used her fingers to open her pussy so everyone could get a good look. She danced around a bit, bending over so they could all see her open pussy from the back. She put the head of the dildo in her mouth and pretended to suck it like she would Chris' cock. After getting the head wet, she rubbed the dildo over and between her B-cup breasts, then rubbed it along her slit, which was also quite moist. Eventually, she sat down on the floor and secured the dildo to the floor with the suction cup.
Facing the audience, she positioned her open pussy over the dildo and slowly worked herself down until it was all the way inside her. Her knees spread wide, she bucked up and down, fucking the rubber dong while rubbing her clit. She began bouncing faster and Chris could tell she was getting close to an orgasm.
"Oh, fuck, fuck, yeah," she moaned, while furiously rubbing herself. Suddenly she stopped and got off the dildo. Pulling it off the floor, she sat back down, opened her legs as wide as she could and furiously worked the monster in her, making sure everyone could clearly see the dildo sawing in and out of her dripping wet cunt.
She slowed down just a bit and Chris knew what to expect, since he had seen her do this before. She pushed the dildo in then brought it out as fast as she could several times while rubbing her pussy. Then her orgasm hit and she squirted so much that everyone in the first two or three rows got sprayed. The crowd went nuts. But she wasn't finished.
After her orgasm died a bit, she spread her legs and placed her feet behind her head. Placing her hands under her ass, she bent forward as far as she could, placing her face as close as possible to her pussy. She opened her mouth and stuck out her tongue and for a second, it looked as though she actually licked her own slit.
Chris was shocked, having never seen her do that before. He knew she was quite flexible, due to her many years of dance and ballet lessons, but not that flexible. The crowd erupted with applause and cheers. Chloe untangled herself and the MC helped her back on her feet, her dildo still in her hand.
"Wow!" the MC said. "Your husband is one lucky dog," he exclaimed. He grabbed her hand and held it high in the air. "Gentlemen, I think we have a winner!"
"Winner! Winner!" the crowd chanted. Chris got it all on video and couldn't wait to show it to her. Chloe looked at Chris from the stage smiling, her eyes glazed with lust. "Fuck me," she mouthed to him. Chris wasted no time getting backstage and met her as she came down the stairs. An event organizer gave Chloe her clothes, handed her a crisp $50 bill and congratulated her while shaking Chris' hand. She grabbed Chris' hand and pulled him to a dark corner behind the stage, still naked.
She turned and kissed him deeply before pulling him down on her.
"Fuck me, baby," she moaned while working his jeans off. "Do it right here. Fuck my juicy cunt full of your cum. I need it so bad." Chris' cock was standing at full attention and he easily slid inside her wet pussy.
"God, you were so fucking hot on that stage," he said, fucking her furiously. She bucked up against him, driving him deeper insider her.
"Shut up and fuck me," she hissed. "I'm so fucking horny right now. Just keep fucking me. Give me your cock. Fill me up."
He complied, and soon felt the beginning of an orgasm.
"I'm getting ready to cum inside you, baby," he said. She wrapped her arms around him and worked a finger in his ass.
"Do it, baby," she said. "Cum inside my pussy right fucking now." Chris stiffened up and his cum shot inside her. Chloe also stiffened up as another orgasm hit. As the aftershock wore off, they untangled, with Chloe on the ground, her legs spread wide. She smiled as she put her feet behind her head and bent forward yet again. Chris aimed his camera at her and watched as she scooped his cum out of her dripping pussy and into her open mouth, swallowing as much as she could get inside herself.
Once she was finished, she looked at him with a wicked grin.
"Well, did you like the show?" she asked. Chris nodded.
"Oh yeah, that was amazing," he said. She got up and put her clothes back on. She wrapped her arms around Chris' neck and kissed him deeply.
"I love you," she said.
"I love you more," he answered.
"C'mon. Let's go get cleaned up a bit and grab something to eat. I'm famished," she said, taking his hand.
...
"God, that was so amazing," Chris said, his mind now back in the present. "You never told me what made you think to do that."
"What, try to lick my own pussy?" she asked.
"Yeah," Chris said.
"Oh yeah, I told you, you just forgot. Remember, I told you about those videos I saw of girls trying to do that. It got me so hot I thought I'd try it. It's supposedly impossible to do, but I came pretty darn close," she said. They continued looking through the pictures and videos, each group of photos reminding them of one hot date or another.
One set, for example, showed Chloe stripping naked and masturbating in the middle of a country road one night, while several showed her driving while showing herself off. In one video, she stripped completely naked while driving down a busy interstate. They ended up fucking in a rest stop right next to a big truck. Another set was of the time they spent in New Orleans for Mardi Gras, where Chloe and another girl they met stripped each other naked on top of a bar. They ended up finger-fucking themselves to orgasm on the bar before it was over.
There were several other sets of photos -- one from their trip to Party Cove where Chloe participated in an open-air contest, and another set they took during an "Anything Goes" contest. A third set showed Chloe at Fantasy Fest, where she walked in the street wearing nothing but paint.
Then there was a set from their 23rd birthday. That was one hot date, Chris thought. Another set was from their 30th birthday, when Chloe surprised him with a sexy visit to a VIP room at a club in Florida. That was the trip Chloe got pregnant with Brian and she still insists he was conceived that night in the club. She also got to indulge in her fantasy on that trip.
There were many more groups of pictures and videos that reminded them of their passionate youth and their experimentation with various fetishes, each one getting them more excited than the previous.
As they grew older, the responsibilities of married life with young children took their toll. Although the hot wild dates became less frequent, the passion never left and they always looked for ways to keep the fire of their love burning.
Chris felt Chloe's small hand wrapping itself around his growing cock.
"Why, Mr. Weber," she said. "I believe you're getting excited by all this." She slid on top of him and guided his manhood inside her.
"Why, Mrs. Weber," he said, smiling. "I believe you're right." They began to make tender love to each other.
"You still feel so good inside me, lover," she said.
"You feel just as good as you did 90 years ago, if not better," he responded. Soon, he felt the familiar urge to ejaculate inside her. "I'm getting ready to cum inside you, baby." She nuzzled close to his ear, moaning.
"Yes, baby," she said. "Do it. Cum inside sister's pussy one more time." He released his load inside her as she felt her own orgasm hit. They laid in each other's arms, reveling in the emotional connection of their lovemaking. Suddenly, she sat up and extended her little fingers. He knew this game well.
"Truth time," she said.
"Okay," he told her.
"Have you always liked it when I talked dirty to you?" she asked. He nodded his head.
"I've always loved that," he said. "For me, it's been the highlight of our love life. Something about the way you talk to me always turns me on."
"You remember the promise I made when you asked me to marry you? The one about making you the happiest man alive?" she asked. Chris nodded. "Have I kept that promise to you?"
"Oh yes, you have," he said. "You've made me the happiest man on earth for more than a century. No other woman could have done what you've done for me."
"So you have no regrets?" she asked.
"Oh hell no," he told her. "How about you? Have I made you happy? Do you have any regrets?"
"You've made me the happiest woman on earth," she said. "And no, I have no regrets. None whatsoever. Well, maybe one. There was that one time I thought it was over."
Chris remembered that incident well. He shook his head.
"None of that was your fault and you know it," he said. "Just some asshole who tried to take advantage of you. But you did the right thing and told me. And together we stopped it."
"I love you more now than I did 90 years ago," she said, a tear running down her cheek. She reached down and kissed him gently on his face. "Just one more thing."
"What?" he asked.
"Am I still your Snugglebunny?" she asked. Chris looked at the 100-year-old nightshirt she now had framed and hanging on the wall. He remembered giving it to her when they were nine years old. He smiled.
"You'll always be my Snugglebunny," he said. "For all eternity."
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A Pound of Cure
To fully understand the context of this story, I suggest you first read "An Ounce of Prevention."
As always, constructive comments are welcome and appreciated. Remember, this is a work of fiction, not a docu-drama.
Ron Wiseman was eager to get home to Amy, his lovely wife of 11 years. Things had gone well after her new boss, Mike Armstrong, learned just how wrong it was to assume that he was God's gift to women, married or not. From everything Amy said, he had turned over a new leaf and was the model of professionalism in the office, impressing subordinates and superiors alike.
But he noticed her mood changing over the last couple of months. Although she never denied him sex or mistreated him in any way, he could tell something was bothering her. He approached her a few times about it, but she waved him off, telling him it was nothing to be concerned about.
The day finally came when he couldn't take the mood swings any more. As he walked into the living room, he saw her sitting in her chair, tears in her eyes. He sat down and took her hand in his.
"Alright, Amy, something's wrong. What's going on?" he asked. She started to wave him off again, but he stopped her.
"No, Amy, don't blow me off again," he quietly said. "Out with it. What's bothering you? I'm your partner and I love you but I can't help if I don't know what's happening." Amy wiped her tears with a tissue, nodded her head and looked at her husband. "Is it Mike?" he asked. "Is he coming onto you again?" She shook her head.
"No, Mike's been a perfect gentleman since that night. It's his boss, David Hawkins," she said.
"What's he doing?" Ron asked.
"He's really coming on to me hard for sex," she said. "I guess he thinks that since Mike didn't get to me that he would."
"Tell me about it," Ron said.
"Okay," Amy said. "You remember when I went out for a couple drinks with the girls a couple weeks ago?" Ron nodded his head. He remembered that night. Amy didn't go out with the girls often, but she did that night, coming back about 8:30 slightly tipsy and a bit upset.
"Well," she added, "David showed up and had a drink with us. He danced with a couple of the girls and then came up to me. He asked to dance, and I accepted, but I was a bit uncomfortable about it since he is Mike's boss. He got quite close and even put his hand on my ass. I removed it and said it wasn't appropriate since I'm married and I'm one of his subordinates.
"He didn't seem to like that much. He looked me in the eye and said, 'so, I guess it would be inappropriate for me to fuck you as well.' I was shocked. I told him it damn sure would be inappropriate and I told him you, my husband, would kill him if he tried. He laughed. 'Your husband?' he asked. 'You mean that wimpy bean-counter you're married to? Hell, I've cuckolded many husbands a lot tougher than him.' I couldn't believe he would say that. I told him in no uncertain terms that you're no wimp.
"He laughed at that. 'We'll see about that,' he said. Then he reminded me that my annual review is coming up and suggested that it could be a bad one unless I gave him reason to give me good marks."
"Amy, that's sexual harassment," Ron said. "That's against the law. You need to report him to HR first thing in the morning."
"That's not all," Amy said. "Today, he called me into his office and reminded me again about the review. He told me in no uncertain terms that if I wanted a good review that I had to let him fuck me in our bed and you had to watch. He also warned me against going to HR and said he would find a way to get back at me."
"Amy, that's way over the line," Ron said. "We need to take action against him, and we need to do it fast."
"Ron, you don't understand," she said. "David's been with the company since the beginning. He's a real overbearing asshole and thinks he can do whatever he wants with no consequences. I've heard from a lot of the other girls that he's hit on them and made their lives miserable when they went to HR about it."
"So, did he give you a deadline?" Ron asked. Amy nodded her head.
"I have to give him an answer by close of business tomorrow," she said. That's Friday, Ron thought. Ron considered the situation for a few minutes and a plan began to form in his mind. He looked at his pretty wife.
"Do you trust me?" he asked. Amy tried to read his face, but couldn't. Nevertheless, she knew he had an evil plan in mind and she wanted to hear it.
"Yes, baby, you know I do," she said. Ron smiled and nodded his head before telling her what he had in mind. The more he talked, the more Amy's face lit up. Finally, she was giddy with excitement.
"By the way," Ron said, "is he married?" Amy nodded her head.
"Yes," she said. "He's married with two kids. Why?"
"What do you say we invite his wife over as well? We won't tell him, though," he said. Amy giggled with delight and threw her arms around him.
"Oh, baby, you're soooo wicked," she said. "I love it. Will you call her or should I?"
"Maybe I should," he said. Amy agreed.
"So, are we agreed?" Ron asked. Amy jumped up and down, smiling and giggling.
"Yes!" she exclaimed. "I'm so hot for you right now," she said. "Let's forget dinner. Take me upstairs and fuck me through the mattress." Ron happily agreed and took his wife to their bedroom, where they spent the night making mad passionate love.
The next morning, Ron kissed his wife as he headed to work.
"Remember, invite him over tonight. Tell him to be here at 9:00 sharp. Don't let him off the hook. Tell him it's either tonight or never," he said.
"Okay, baby. I can't wait," she said. "I love you so much," she added, kissing him deeply. Ron went to his office and did a quick search on David Hawkins. He learned that David had been the subject of several sexual harassment lawsuits, all of which had been mysteriously dropped. He also got David's personal information, which indicated he had been married for 15 years to Brenda. He picked up the phone and made a call.
"Hawkins residence," a woman said after a couple of rings.
"I'm looking for Mrs. David Hawkins," Ron said.
"This is she," Brenda answered. "Who are you? What do you want?" She didn't sound very happy.
"Mrs. Hawkins, my name is Ron Wiseman. My wife works for your husband over at Johnson and Meyer," he said. Brenda sighed.
"Are you going to tell me that my husband has been fucking your wife and you have pictures?" she asked. "You wouldn't be the first."
"No, ma'am," Ron said. "But your husband is planning to have sex with my wife and is threatening her. Has your husband done this before?"
"Yes," she said. "I quit counting how many times I've had husbands call me. I thought after the last time we had things worked out, but I guess not. So, what do you want, Mr. Wiseman? Do you want to fuck me in retaliation or something?"
"It's more like something," Ron said. "My wife and I discussed this last night and we agreed to reach out to you. Can you be available tonight?"
"I'd have to take the kids to their parents, but it's possible," she said. "What do you have in mind?" Ron explained the plan he and Amy had agreed upon.
"Wow," she said, laughing. "Remind me to never get on your bad side, Mr. Wiseman."
"Please, call me Ron," he said. "So, would you like to join us?"
"Abso-fucking-lutely," she said. "I'll take the kids over to my parents and grab an Uber from there. That way, David won't have any idea what's going on. What time should I be there?"
"I'd say about 8 or 8:30 tonight," Ron said. "That'll give you time to meet my wife and she can explain more."
"I'll be there, Ron," Brenda said. "And, thanks!" Ron hung up the phone and smiled. I love it when a plan comes together, he thought to himself.
Amy, meanwhile, was busy setting up David. She purposefully waited until he was alone in his office before walking in and closing the door, loudly. He looked up at her with a sneer on his face.
"So, have you come to your senses?" he asked. Amy looked at him defiantly.
"My house tonight, 9:00 pm sharp. Not one minute before and not one minute later or it's off and you never mention it to me again," she said.
"Will your husband be there?" he asked.
"He'll be there. We talked last night and he agreed to be there when you come over," she said.
"Good," David said. "Did he agree to watch?" Amy smiled.
"Oh, he's going to watch, alright," she said. David smiled. He got up and began to approach her, but she opened the door and prepared to leave.
"I've found it's much better when the wimp cuckold agrees to go along with it," David said.
"Just be there. Nine o'clock tonight. Don't be late," she said, leaving the office. Mike saw her leave David's office and wondered what was going on. She looked at him and shook her head. He understood, nodded and went into his office. After his encounter with her and Ron, he had developed a genuine respect for her and understood they were more than capable of dealing with assholes like David.
He had also learned to see his boss in a whole new light and he didn't like it one bit. If anyone could teach David a lesson, it was Ron and Amy, he thought.
...
That night, Ron was in his front room when he heard the doorbell ring. He looked at his watch. 9:00 pm, sharp. He smiled to himself, then opened the door to find a somewhat larger man on the porch.
"You must be David Hawkins," he said. "Please, come in." David walked in and looked around, a sneer on his face.
"You must be Ron Wiseman," David said. Ron nodded. "Where's your wife? Is she here?"
"Yes, she's getting ready for you," Ron said.
"So, you know why I'm here," David smirked. Ron nodded his head again.
"Yes, I do. We have no secrets between us," he said. "In fact, it was my idea to have you come over tonight. I suppose it wouldn't do any good to let you know what you're risking." David shook his head.
"There's no risk unless you or your wife decide to get stupid," he said.
"I see," Ron said. "In that case, would you care for a shot of whiskey before things get started?"
"Sure," David said, taking in the house. "I'll drink your booze. Then I'll fuck your woman and maybe I'll drink some more of your booze." Ron turned to his liquor cabinet, grabbed two glasses and poured a shot of whiskey in each. He made sure his back was turned to David and surreptitiously dropped some liquid into David's whiskey. He turned back around and handed David his drink. David swirled the whiskey around before swallowing the entire shot in one large gulp.
"That's some good shit you have there," David said. "Maybe we'll do this every Friday night. I'll come over, drink up your booze, fuck your wife, maybe eat some of your food and fuck your wife again. Maybe I'll even let you eat my cum out of your wife's ass. Doesn't that sound like fun?" he asked, his words beginning to slur. He looked around, confused, then fell on the floor unconscious.
"He's out!" Ron shouted. "I could use some help up here!" Amy and Brenda came up the stairs out of the basement and the three of them dragged David's body downstairs. They stripped him and attached him spread-eagle to a plastic-covered board. A bucket was placed below his ass and his flaccid dick was connected to fishing line and pulled up away from his balls. Once they had him prepared, Ron went to change into shorts and a t-shirt. Amy was already dressed for the game, wearing a bikini and a pair of cutoffs.
"How long will he be out?" Brenda asked.
"Maybe an hour," Ron said. "Maybe less. Don't worry. We have time." They waited until David began coming around. Ron grabbed a bucket of ice-cold water and threw it on David's face.
"Wakey, wakey," Ron said. David shook his head, the ice water shocking him awake. He took stock of his situation.
"What the fuck is going on?" he screamed. Brenda walked up to him and slapped him across the face, leaving a red mark.
"Shut the fuck up, asshole," she told him. "You're finally going to learn a very valuable lesson." David looked at her.
"What are doing here?" he asked. "And why are you dressed like that?" he asked, taking notice of her skimpy transparent negligee that showed off her firm breasts and tiny thong panties.
"I'm here to help these good people and if you're lucky, I may give you a ride home," she said. David looked at Amy.
"You said we were going to fuck tonight," he said. "You're going to pay for this."
"No, asshole," Amy said. "I told you to come over tonight. I never once said I was going to fuck you. Besides, why would I want to touch that little thing when I have this already at home?" she asked, her arm around Ron.
"You said your husband was going to watch us," he said. Amy shook her head.
"No, stupid. I said he would be here and he would watch. I didn't say what he was going to watch," she said.
"Enough!" Ron exclaimed. "It's time to get this show on the road." He looked at David. "Here's what's going to happen. If you want to walk out of here with your dick still attached to your body, you're going to do EXACTY as I say. Got it?" David nodded slowly. "Good," Ron said. "Now, keep your eyes on the monitors above us," he said, pointing to two large wall-mounted monitors displaying different porn movies. "Those are there for your benefit, by the way," Ron added with a wicked grin.
He walked back to a covered table behind a line of tape that had been placed on the floor. He pulled the cover off, revealing a collection of knives, two crossbows, two compound bows, several bolts and arrows and a .45 caliber semiautomatic pistol. David's eyes grew wide in terror. Ron picked up a precision measuring tool and handed it to Brenda, along with a clipboard.
He pulled a quarter out of his pocket and handed that to Brenda as well. She knew what was expected. Ron looked at Amy.
"I'll let you call it," he said. Brenda flipped the coin in the air.
"Heads," Amy said as the coin arced back to the ground. It hit and rolled a couple feet before falling flat on the floor. Tails was showing.
"My choice," Ron said. The girls agreed. He picked up a throwing knife and spoke to David. "Hold very still, don't breathe until I say you can." He aimed and threw the knife. The blade buried itself just to the right side of David's throat. It didn't break skin, but it was so close David could feel the cold steel on his neck.
Ron quickly grabbed another knife, aimed and threw it as well, then immediately threw a third knife. The second knife embedded itself just to the right of David's stomach and the third to the right of David's thigh.
"You can breathe," he told David, who was shaking with fear.
Amy took her place at the line and picked up her first knife.
"Hold your breath, asshole," she told him. She took aim and threw her first knife. It hit and buried itself on the left side of David's neck. Her second knife landed to the left of David's rib cage and the third hit next to David's left knee.
"Okay, relax," she said. Brenda walked up to David, measuring tool and clipboard in hand. She measured the distance between the knives and David's skin, marking them on the clipboard.
"Please make them stop," David begged her. She looked at him with cold, hard eyes and removed her negligee, revealing her breasts and her nipples, which were now hard.
"Why? We're just getting started and I'm rather enjoying this," she said with a smile, walking away. "Ron wins this round, she declared."
"Damn," said Amy. She pulled off her shorts, leaving her wearing just a tiny bikini. She tossed her shorts to the wall and turned to Ron. "Your choice." Ron looked at the table and picked up a crossbow. He grabbed a bolt and loaded the weapon. David shook his head, a frightened look on his face. Brenda sat on a chair placed along a side wall, below the taped line on the floor, rubbing her breasts.
"Please, no more," he said.
"Shut up and hold your breath, asshole," Ron said, shouldering the crossbow. He took a breath, held it and started squeezing the trigger as he brought the heavy weapon to bear on his target. He loosed the bolt and watched it fly, striking the target next to David's right temple. He reloaded and aimed again, this time striking just inside David's right thigh. The third bolt buried itself right below David's right testicle.
"Relax," Ron said. David looked as though he might pass out. Amy picked up another crossbow and loaded her first bolt.
"Hold your breath," she said. "Don't move." David obeyed. She took careful aim and her first bolt hit next to David's left temple. She reloaded and her second landed inside David's left thigh, close to his genitals. Her third bolt hit just below David's left testicle.
"Okay, you can relax," Amy said. David relaxed as best he could, tears running down his face. He could easily see the bolts next to his head in his peripheral vision and looked at the bolts that hit just below his testicles.
Brenda repeated her measurements, then double-checked them. David again pleaded with her.
"I'm sorry, please make this stop," he begged. She looked at him with contempt, pulled her wet panties off and put them over his head, making sure the wet crotch was over his nose so he could smell her arousal. Naked, she turned and walked away.
"I've double checked the measurements, and they're even. This round is a draw," she said. Ron and Amy looked at each other and shrugged their shoulders. She took off her bikini top and massaged her nipples, which were also growing hard. Ron pulled off his shirt, showing his ripped upper body and tight six-pack. Brenda gasped when she saw him. She spread her legs and rubbed her wet pussy.
Amy looked at her husband, then at David, comparing the two. There really was no comparison. Where Ron was hard, firm and well-built, David was soft and paunchy. She walked to Ron's side and lovingly kissed his chest and rubbed his upper body, mashing her breasts against him. Ron kissed and sucked his wife's breasts in return, sucking on her nipples.
"You really think I'd want to fuck you when I get to have this every day?" she asked David, laughing sarcastically. "You've got to be joking."
David's cock had gotten hard by now, the result of the porn being shown on the monitors and the naked female flesh in front of him. Ron, Amy and Brenda walked up to the board. David thought they would finally release him, but that wasn't meant to be.
Instead, Ron released a latch and turned the entire board 90 degrees, so that David's profile -- and his erect penis -- now became their target. Ron grabbed another large piece of styrofoam, modified so it could be attached to the wheel, and firmly placed it next to David's right side. After securing the extra piece, he looked into David's frightened eyes.
"You'd better keep that thing up good and hard for us, David, old boy," he said. "We wouldn't want to accidentally shoot it off, you know." David was visibly trembling and looked at Ron with pleading eyes.
"I'm begging you," he said weakly. "Please, no more. I've learned my lesson." Ron looked at the two naked girls.
"Hear that, you guys?" he asked. "David here's begging us to stop. No problem, David. This is the final round. If you're good, we might just let you down. Now, do as we say and you can go home intact. And please try not to shit yourself, okay?" They walked away, but this time Brenda sat on the opposite side of the room so David could see her masturbating her spread pussy.
"Still your choice," Amy said as they returned to the table. Ron picked up a compound bow and removed an arrow from the quiver on the table. He seated the arrow, drew the bow back and took careful aim.
"Don't breathe," he told David. He took a breath, held it and released the arrow. It struck the target just below David's erect penis. David moaned in fear as he could feel the shaft of the arrow on the bottom part of his manhood. He knew that if Ron's aim was off by less than a millimeter, he would have lost a good chunk of his penis.



Ron grabbed another arrow and sent it flying downrange. It struck right next to the first arrow and the third arrow soon followed. Brenda's pussy was dripping at the sight and she now had two fingers firmly inserted inside herself.
Amy picked up her compound bow and aimed. The first arrow hit just above David's cock and the next two followed suit, leaving his manhood firmly trapped between six arrows. By now, Brenda had reached an orgasm and had to calm down before taking her measurements.
"Well, this round goes to Roy," she said. Amy peeled off her bikini bottoms to reveal a very wet and aroused pussy. Ron couldn't help himself and pulled his boxers and shorts off, letting his hard 8-inch cock free from their confines. Brenda's eyes grew wide at the sight of Amy's husband.
Ron grabbed his wife and kissed her deeply, fingering her wet, shaved pussy. Her hands went to his cock. Wrapping her legs around him, she let him lift her up and place her on his cock. The two fucked furiously for a few minutes before Ron filled her with his cum.
"Oh God, I needed that," she moaned. Her eyes transfixed on the erotic scene before her, Brenda knelt on the floor and began licking Ron's cum as it dripped out of Amy. David turned his head to see what was happening and couldn't believe what he saw.
Amy loved the way Brenda's tongue felt on her, but reached down and turned the other woman's head so she faced Ron's cock.
"Go ahead," Amy said. Brenda smiled wide and took Ron's cock in her mouth. She glanced at David to make sure he could see what she was doing. David watched as his wife sucked Ron's hard cock all the way to his pubic hair. He shook his head, but to no avail. Brenda looked directly at David as Ron came inside her mouth. She made a production out of swallowing Ron's entire load, opening her mouth so he could see. Amy looked at Ron and slowly nodded her head, then gently pulled Brenda on her feet.
Ron sat down on a couch facing David and the girls followed. Amy looked at Brenda and smiled.
"Go ahead," she said. "You have my permission. You deserve this." Brenda smiled and kissed Amy before turning back to Ron. "Fuck her good, baby. She needs this." Ron nodded in understanding.
"Are you sure about this?" he asked. "This wasn't part of our plan." Amy sat next to Ron as Brenda walked to her husband.
"I'm sorry, dear, but Brenda and I came up with this while we were waiting on David and I didn't have a chance to tell you. It's okay, really. I'm going to be here with you the whole time," she said.
Brenda, meanwhile, had begun berating David, who was still in shock from the evening's events.
"Look at me," she said. "When was the last time you touched me, huh? You probably don't even remember. Well, I do. It's been 584 days since you last looked at me naked or made love to me. You've been too busy out fucking your little office girls to even look at me. Every night I sit at home, crying, hoping and praying that you'd finally start to notice me. I've begged and pleaded with you to stop, but you wouldn't. I would have done anything for you. I would have even stripped naked and sucked your cock in the middle of the street if I thought that would make you stay true to me.
"What would you have done if I screwed around on you the way you have? Don't answer because I already know. You would have kicked my ass to the curb and divorced me. And you would have had every right to. Well, that all ends right here and now. I'm going to fuck Ron and you're going to watch," she said. David shook his head but Brenda stopped him.
"No, no, you don't get to complain," she said. "You can cry all you want, but this IS going to happen. I'm going to fuck him right here and right now. And I hope to God he gets me pregnant. And if he does, you're going to accept the child and raise it as yours. Got that?"
She abruptly turned and walked away, going to the couch where Ron and Amy were waiting. Amy got up, kissed Brenda and knelt down in front of Ron. She held his erect cock up and offered it to Brenda.
She sat down on Ron, as Amy guided his cock inside her soaking pussy. Ron gasped as he felt his cock enter her. Brenda soon had impaled herself on him and began moving up and down, fucking him.
"Oh God, this cock feels so damn good," she said. "Fuck me, please." She looked at David. "You like seeing your wife getting fucked like this by a real man? Huh? His cock is filling me up better than you ever did." David shook his head, tears falling down his face.
She stopped for a moment and turned around so she could face David before continuing.
"Watch me," she told David. "Watch your wife get fucked by a real man." David looked on as Brenda took Ron's entire length inside her again. She bucked furiously, rubbing her pussy at the same time. Amy knelt down and began sucking Brenda's tits.
"Oh my God," Brenda moaned. "Do it," she said. "Do me, please. Cum inside my pussy, lover," she moaned. "Do it, get me pregnant. Make me feel like a woman again, please." Ron fucked as hard as he could into Brenda as Amy kissed and sucked on her breasts. Brenda stiffened up as her orgasm hit. Ron followed suit, filling her pussy with his seed. David could clearly see Ron's cum dripping out of his wife's pussy.
After their orgasm subsided, Brenda looked at David while running her fingers in Ron's semen.
"Did you like that?" she asked him. David shook his head, crying bitterly. "Now you know how it feels, don't you? That's how I've felt for years knowing that you're out fucking one of your office girls. But no more. I'm not taking it from you any more." She got off of Ron and walked to David. Taking Ron's semen in her hand, she put her fingers in his mouth and made him swallow.
"That's what you planned to do to them, isn't it?" she asked. David nodded his head, crying. "How does it feel? You don't like it do you?" He shook his head.
She took his head in her hands and looked him straight in the eye.
"Are you ever going to do this to me again?" He shook his head furiously.
"No," he said. "I'm sorry. Please forgive me," he begged. Brenda looked at Ron and Amy.
"What do you guys think? Should we forgive him and let him down, or should we do this some more?" Ron looked at Amy.
"What do you think?" he asked her. Amy looked at David.
"Well?" she asked him. "Should I forgive you? Are you ever going to hit on me or anyone else ever again? And are you going to hold my review hostage over this?"
"No, Amy, never again. I promise. Please forgive me," he said, sobbing.
"Okay, David. It's done as far as I'm concerned," she said.
"Thank you," he said quietly.
Ron got up, put his shorts back on and walked to David. He cut David down and eased him to the floor. David now sat sobbing on the floor as the three looked on him. Ron had planned to finish the punishment by pissing on him, just to drive the lesson home, but he saw no need for that now. David was clearly a broken man. He knelt by David and lifted his head to look in his eyes.
"I never, ever want to hear that you've been out chasing other women," he said. "Especially my wife. You have a damn good woman who, for whatever reason I don't understand, loves you. You had better respect her from now on. I'll be in touch and God help you if I hear that you've been fucking around on her. You understand me?"
"I understand," David said. Ron nodded his head and stood up.
"Let's get him in the shower and get him cleaned up," he told the girls. They helped David to his feet and the three of them guided David into the basement shower. Brenda insisted on helping him by herself at this point, so Ron and Amy backed off and locked their weapons away.
Cleaned and dressed, David and Brenda made it back upstairs where Ron and Amy were waiting for them. Brenda hugged and kissed them both.
"Thank you, guys," she said. "I think he's learned his lesson."
"I hope so, too," Ron said. Brenda smiled.
"And if he fucks up again, I'll know where to take him," Brenda said before escorting David to their car.
Epilogue:
The next week, everyone in the office remarked about David's new attitude. No longer brash and overbearing, he treated everyone with respect -- especially Amy. Mike even noticed and wondered what Ron and Amy had done. He decided, however, that he really didn't want to know.
David gave Amy a fair review, which was just shy of 100 percent. That didn't surprise Amy, since no one ever got a perfect review -- something the company said made sure everyone had room for growth.
David quit chasing other women and started marriage counseling with his wife in an effort to rebuild their marriage. Brenda did not get pregnant that night, but she already knew that, having surreptitiously used a diaphragm as well as her birth control pills. She decided to keep that a little secret from David just to keep him on his toes.
As Ron might say, it seemed that a pound of cure was just what the doctor ordered.
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September 2, 2092
The house was quite full as nearly five generations of the Weber clan had gathered to celebrate the 109th birthday and the 90th wedding anniversary of Chris and Chloe Weber, the current heads of the family. On this, the second day of the celebration, the family gathered in the main room of the house with Chris and Chloe and were busy listening to stories of their lives together.
"Grandma, what was the hottest date you guys ever had?" one of the teenage girls asked. Chloe closed her eyes for a moment as she pondered the question.
"Well, dear, there's been so many hot dates it's hard for me to choose," the older woman said. "But I guess if I had to choose, it would probably have been our 23rd birthday. What do you think, dear?" she asked, turning to her husband. Chris thought back for a moment, before nodding his head.
"Yeah, that was a memorable evening," he said, smiling. He closed his eyes as his mind wandered to that evening...
September 1, 2006
Chris pulled up to their house and closed the gate to the driveway. He was looking forward to their date that evening, since it was their 23rd birthday as well as their fourth wedding anniversary. They had already exchanged cards and gifts that morning as was their custom.
The two had just graduated from college a month before and were settling into their new jobs. Chris had just started working at the local paper as a photojournalist and was putting the finishing touches on a science fiction book he hoped would be published next year. Chloe had gotten a job working as a nurse at the local hospital.
Before he left for work that day, Chloe said she wanted to get an early start on the evening's events, so he arranged the time off with his editor, who knew it was his birthday and his anniversary.
"You kids have a good time and don't do anything I wouldn't do," his boss joked with a knowing smile. Chris thanked him and headed home.
His wife met him in the house and wrapped her arms around him.
"I hope you're ready for a good time," she said. He kissed her and stepped back, looking her over. God, she's so beautiful, he thought. Chloe always looked good and tonight was no exception. She wore a black skirt that fell a couple inches above her knees and a sleeveless halter top that fell just an inch or so above her skirt, showing a bit of skin between the two articles of clothing.
The bottom of the halter had a slight "V" cut with the sides a bit higher than the front. It was held up mostly by an elastic band at the top but also sported very thin spaghetti straps and he could tell that she was wearing a strapless bandeau bralette underneath. She completed the ensemble with a nice pair of sandals that showed off her dainty feet and had painted her toenails a bright red. As usual, she wore no pantyhose, which suited him just fine.
"God, you look good enough to eat," he said. She smiled as she twirled around, modeling the outfit for him. "And those are some really nice sandals," he added.
"Well, thank you, kind sir," she purred. "Flattery will get you everywhere. Now, go get ready, we have a lot to do tonight." Chris ran up the stairs, showered, shaved and dressed. He chose a pair of khaki trousers and a black polo shirt to match his wife's outfit. She looked him over as he came back down the stairs.
"You look pretty handsome yourself, Mr. Weber," she said. "Don't forget your new camera, and I hope you have space for lots of pictures." She had just given him a top-of-the-line digital camera that came complete with WiFi capability. He barely had time to get used to some of the features, and was more than ready to start using it. He also grabbed his video camera just for good measure.
"Why don't we start breaking in that camera right now?" Chloe asked, posing by the door. Chris was more than happy to oblige, taking pictures as she assumed various poses.
They locked up the house and got into the car. Backing out of the driveway, he looked at Chloe and admired her shapely legs, well-toned after years of dance lessons.
"So, what's on the agenda?" he asked. Chloe looked at his gas gauge before answering.
"You probably should stop and get some gas first," she said. Chris agreed and pulled into a gas station. Chloe got out of the car as he pulled up to a pump. "I'll be right back," she said.
"Okay, dear," he said as he began filling up the tank. He topped off the tank, and had just finished paying when Chloe returned. He noticed something different about her attire and couldn't quite put his finger on it at first. She stood at her car door, waiting for him to open it for her.
"Well?" she asked. "Aren't you going to take a picture?" Chris grabbed his camera and took a picture of her next to the car. That's when he realized what was different.
"Didn't that top have straps over the shoulders?" he asked as he opened the car door for her. She smiled and put two black straps into his hand as she got in.
"Yes, it did," she said with a wicked gleam in her eye. Chris looked at the two pieces of black material in his hand. This is going to be a night to remember, he thought to himself, making a mental note to observe her closely that night, especially her clothing. Knowing how playful Chloe could be, there's no telling what she had planned for the night.
"Where to?" he asked.
"I'd like to try that new steakhouse over by the freeway if you don't mind," she said. That sounded good to him, so he set out for the restaurant.
Once parked, he opened her door and escorted her into the restaurant, making sure to grab his camera. After being seated, Chloe excused herself to go to the ladies' room. A few minutes later, she returned and Chris instantly saw that her skirt was an inch or so shorter than it was before. She stopped and struck a pose before getting back into the booth. He whipped out his camera and took another picture of her.
She slid in next to her husband and surreptitiously slipped him a piece of black cloth under the table. He accepted it, his eyes wide. She looked at him with a wicked smile.
After they had finished their meal, Chris looked at his wife. He could tell she was getting excited about the things to come that evening.
"So, where to next?" he asked. He knew she didn't get dressed up just for a meal.
"Well, I've been wanting to see that new Samuel L. Jackson movie, you know, the one about snakes on a plane?" she said. Chris liked watching Samuel L. Jackson, so he thought that was a good choice. "And if we're quick, we can get to the next showing."
"Your wish is my command," he said. They drove to the theater, bought their tickets and endured the line at the snack bar before getting their seats. After getting over the sticker shock at the snack bar, they made their way into the theater.
They settled into their seats and Chloe excused herself to "powder her nose," which Chris knew meant that she was going to the ladies' room again. Soon, she returned, and Chris noticed that her top was shorter than before. She slid into her seat and handed him another piece of black material, smiling.
"You know I'm going to run out of pocket space soon, right?" Chris asked. "And I can't take pictures inside the theater."
"That's okay, sweetie," she said. "You can take a picture after we leave. And you can empty your pockets when we get back to the car."
They held each other as best they could in the seats while watching the movie. About an hour into the feature, Chloe excused herself again. Chris figured the Coke she was drinking was probably getting to her so he patiently waited. When she returned, he noticed her skirt was missing another inch or so from the bottom, revealing much of her well-formed thighs. This is getting good, he thought to himself.
She got back into her seat and handed him another piece of black material.
"There's more of this to come," she whispered into his ear while rubbing his trouser leg. "Lots more." Chris noticed a familiar stirring in his groin. Hot damn, he thought to himself.
After the movie ended, they followed the crowd out of the theater and made their way into the respective restrooms. He was out first and waited patiently for his wife, who came out a few minutes later. He noticed that her top was now considerably shorter than before, with her entire midriff exposed. As far as he could tell, the sides of the top were probably even with the bottom of her strapless bra.
She came up to him, handing over another piece of black material. They walked to their car and Chloe assumed a pose before she got inside, standing with her feet spread wide apart so Chris could see her shapely legs. He pulled out his camera and snapped a few pictures before they got in the car.
"Where to now?" he asked.
"Let's go dancing at that new club downtown," she said, rubbing his leg. He knew the club she was talking about. According to rumors, it had developed a reputation as a place where couples could get pretty frisky without getting into trouble, as long as they didn't make a major scene, like starting a fight.
They pulled into the parking lot and Chris began to get out, but Chloe stopped him. She gave him his camera and, with the dome light on, pulled a pair of scissors out of her purse.
"What's this?" Chris asked.
"Take a video of this and I'll explain," she said. Chris did as she asked. He watched as she lifted up her top, placed the scissors between her B-cup breasts and cut the bandeau bra open. She pulled the bra off completely and handed it to him, one hand rubbing her breasts.
"I'm going to cut it all off tonight. Everything," she said. "I'll be completely naked by the time we get home."
"Wow," Chris said. Chloe grabbed his face and kissed him deeply.
"Let's get inside," she said. "I'm starting to get horny. And don't forget your camera."
They paid the cover charge and went inside. Chris asked for a booth in the back where they wouldn't be disturbed, explaining that it was their wedding anniversary. The hostess looked at Chloe and gave a knowing smile.
"Right this way, sir," she said, escorting them to a small booth in the back of the club, placing a placard on it marking it as 'reserved.' They got in the booth and ordered their drinks. Chloe excused herself and went to the ladies room. The drinks came a few minutes before Chloe returned. He gasped when he saw how short her skirt had become. By now, the bottom was just a few inches below her crotch.
She slid in the booth and kissed her husband, handing him more material. He ran his hand over her legs, working his way to her tiny panties. He could feel how wet she was getting.
"I'm going to fuck your brains out tonight," she whispered. "Don't drink too much, you have to drive and I want you in shape to fuck me."
They enjoyed a few dances together and came back to their booth. Chloe excused herself again and went to the ladies room. When she returned this time, her top barely covered her breasts and was split on the sides about halfway to the elastic. She sat down, placing Chris' hands on her breasts while kissing him. He felt her breasts and tweaked her hard nipples as she moaned in his ear.
Grabbing his hand, she pulled him out so they could dance some more. This time, he noticed, she was moving in such a way that anyone could see her bare breasts if they looked close enough.
They got back to their booth and made out for a few minutes before Chloe excused herself again. This time, he noticed her skirt had been cut up the sides all the way to the waist. He took more pictures of her as she slid into the booth, showing off both her legs and her tiny black panties.
"Do you like this?" she asked, kissing him while rubbing his legs.
"Oh, God, I'm loving it," he said. She giggled mischievously. They headed back out to the dance floor and Chloe made sure to give her husband a good look at her legs and breasts. Others noticed as well and smiled approvingly.
"That's one hot babe you got," one man told Chris. He nodded.
"Damn straight," Chris said. "That's my wife and she's the best." The two men high-fived each other before Chloe pulled him back to their booth.
When they got to their booth, Chloe excused herself again. When she returned, Chris noticed that her top was almost non-existent. She had cut the entire back off, leaving just enough in front to cover her breasts. She let Chris take more pictures, this time pulling up her top so he could see both of her bare breasts as she massaged her nipples. Smiling, she took him by the hand and went back to the dance floor.
They danced some more, this time with Chloe letting her breasts show. They noticed other couples getting risque, with some girls letting their breasts "accidentally" show through plunging necklines. One girl even opened up the top of her short dress so both of her large breasts could be seen. Her partner moved in and licked her nipples as she held the back of his head.
Chloe, not to be outdone, lifted what was left of her top and bared her breasts completely, looking Chris in the eye. He got the hint and moved in, kissing and sucking her nipples on the dance floor as others looked on. After the song ended, they made their way back to their booth and Chloe excused herself again.
When she returned this time, her skirt had been slit twice again, with each new slit revealing her shapely thighs. She also cut her top even shorter, revealing the bottom swell of her breasts. The top also had slits going sideways, revealing the top of her chest. She sat in his lap and began moving her bottom over his crotch while kissing him deeply.
"Is this turning you on, baby?" she asked.
"Oh God, yes," he moaned. She took his hand and led him back to the dance floor.
This time, as they went to the dance floor, Chris saw that she had slit her skirt in the back as well, allowing the backs of her legs to be seen all the way to her panties. They danced more, and Chris saw that several girls on the dance floor had become even more risque with their clothing, showing their breasts or their thongs. Some girls didn't even have any panties and freely showed off their wet pussies, much to their partners' delight.
Seeing this, Chloe pulled her top up and tucked the material under the elastic so her breasts were completely exposed. She grabbed Chris' head and pulled him to her breasts encouraging him to suck her tits. He grabbed her ass and pulled her to him, grinding his crotch into hers as he kissed and sucked her nipples.
The song ended, and Chloe put her top back down. After they got back to their booth, she climbed back in his lap and kissed him again, lust in her eyes.
"Get your camera out," she whispered. "Watch this." Chris did as he was told. Chloe pulled her scissors out of her purse. Her legs spread, she pulled one side of her panties up out of her skirt and snipped the thin material. She did the same to the other side, then pulled the cut underwear out through the top of her skirt.
Throwing the destroyed garment on the seat, she flipped up the front of her tiny skirt so Chris could see her wet, shaved pussy.
"Do you like what you see?" she asked. Chris nodded. "Then you'll love this," she said, sliding off his lap and going under the table. Fortunately, it was dark enough that no one could see what she was doing, but Chris continued to record her, putting his camera in "low-light" mode.
She unbuckled his belt and unzipped his pants. Opening them up, she fished his hard cock out of his boxers. She looked at him with a wide grin before running her tongue the length of his cock. Then she enveloped the head of his cock with her mouth and slowly worked it all the way inside, causing him to gasp. She continued working his cock with her mouth and tongue and before long, he erupted deep in her throat. She took it all in her mouth, making sure nothing got on the front of his trousers.
Once she knew he had finished ejaculating, she took her mouth off his cock, then looked back up at him. She opened her mouth wide so he could see his cum filling her mouth. She ran her tongue back and forth in the sticky stuff, then closed her mouth and made a show of swallowing his semen. Once she was done, she opened her mouth again so he could see she had taken it all down her throat.
She put his manhood away, zipped his trousers and put his belt back on. She climbed back into his lap, took a sip of her drink and kissed him on the lips so he could taste the mixture of alcohol and semen.
"I love sucking my brother's cock," she whispered. "And I especially love swallowing his cum."
"I love you so much. You're the best," Chris whispered back.
"Damn right," she said. "C'mon, one more dance." She pulled Chris back onto the dance floor where she made sure Chris - and whoever else might happen to look - got a good look at her breasts and pussy.
"Let's go. I'm about ready to fuck your brains out right here on the dance floor," she whispered in his ear when the song was over.
They gathered their stuff and headed back to the car. Once there, Chloe decided to pose for Chris some more, showing everything to her husband, who eagerly took pictures of her.
"One last thing," she said before getting back in the car.
"What's that?" Chris asked.
"Get your camera ready and take video," she said. "I'll show you." Chris put his camera in video mode as Chloe grabbed her scissors.
He watched as she cut the elastic on her top, letting it fall to the ground. After dancing around, flashing her breasts, she cut the waistband of her skirt and let it fall down, showing her entire naked body to him. Spreading her feet wide, she stood there in the parking lot, spreading her pussy lips so he could see how wet she was.
"Take me home and fuck my brains out," she said.
"Better get that woman home and do as she says," one man said on his way inside. Chris looked as the man gave him a thumbs-up. His date, a cute blonde wearing a tiny club skirt, smiled and followed suit. He gave them a thumbs-up in return and opened the door for his now-naked wife, who left the remnants of her clothing lying on the parking lot.
Chris got inside and headed out, his wife furiously masturbating on the seat.
"Oh baby, I'm so fucking wet," she said. "Hurry up and get me home. I need to fuck so bad."
Chris took the quickest way home he could and made sure to stay within the speed limit. Chloe spread her legs wide and placed her feet on the dashboard. They pulled up to a stop light next to a big truck. Chloe inserted a dildo inside her wet pussy as the driver of the truck watched. When the light turned green, he gave a thumbs up as he turned. They finally pulled into their driveway and closed the security gate. The driveway lights were already on by the time they pulled up.
Chloe grabbed a towel she kept in the back seat and went to the front of the car. Chris knew what she wanted and grabbed his cameras. She had already spread the towel on the hood of the car when he caught up with her.



"Put those cameras somewhere so we can get good video of this," she said before kissing him. He staged the cameras, making sure he got good shots. He returned as she pounced on him. She practically tore his clothes off, getting him naked in record time.
"You know what I want, baby," she whispered. "I want to hear you say it." He wrapped his arms around her.
"I want to eat and worship sister's pussy," he said quietly. She smiled widely before laying on the blanket, her legs spread wide.
"Do it, baby. Worship this pussy. Do it right now," she said. Chris knelt down and took off one sandal, kissing and sucking each of her toes, causing her to moan. He did the same to the other sandal. He worked his way up her legs, kissing and licking them as he went. By the time he made it to her pussy, she was practically dripping with lust. He dove in, licking and sucking on her just the way she liked. She bucked up against his face, moaning her desire.
"Yes, baby, eat that pussy. Do it," she said. "Make me cum on your face." He kept licking her, sucking on her clit until her first orgasm hit, covering his face with her juices. He moved up her body, kissing and licking her smooth skin and sucked on her nipples. By now, his cock was rock hard.
"Fuck me, baby," she said. "Take my pussy." He slowly inserted his cock inside her pussy, moaning with delight as her warm velvety vagina seemed to suck him in. He began to move slowly at first, enjoying the way she felt. Then he felt his own orgasm start to build. He moved inside her faster and she bucked against him.
She wrapped her arms around him and whispered the endearment that always got him off.
"Cum inside sister's pussy, baby. Fill it up with your cum," she hissed. He exploded, filling her with his semen as her muscles seemed to milk him dry.
As their orgasm subsided, they looked into each other's eyes. She kissed him and smiled.
"Happy birthday," she said.
"Happy birthday to you," he responded. "And happy anniversary."
"Happy anniversary, lover," she said. "Before we go, get your camera. I want pictures of your cum dripping out of my pussy." Chris smiled. He grabbed his new camera and took several up-close pictures of her pussy with his semen drooling onto the towel under her.
After taking several pictures, he kissed his pretty wife.
"I love you," he said. She kissed him back.
"I love you more," she said. "Am I still your Snugglebunny?" He nodded his head.
"Always and forever," he said. The two grabbed their clothes and padded naked into the house.
...
Chris came back to the present with a start, when one of the young grandchildren called his name.
"Huh? Wha..." he stammered, looking around.
"Are you daydreaming again?" Chloe asked as the children giggled. He smiled as he looked at her. "Well, judging from that bulge in your jeans I can guess what you were daydreaming about," she said with a smile. "That's okay, I forgive you." She kissed him on the cheek before looking at her grandchildren.
"Let that be a lesson to you young ladies," she said. "Find yourself a good man, love him with everything you have, give him memories to last a lifetime and he'll never stray." She looked at Chris. "Ain't that right, CuddleBear?" He nodded his head. Leaning forward, she rubbed his nose with hers. "Am I still your Snuglebunny?" she asked. Chris nodded his head.
"Always, dear. Always," he said.
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The following was inspired by Hidden_Submissive's post, "A New Cuckold Ch.01," in which a husband finds his marriage and his life turned upside-down by a wife who decides to take total charge of her marriage and her husband. The characters in this story are different and the story is written in the third person rather than from the husband's perspective, but the basic premise remains the same.
As you can imagine, I decided to give the wife in this scenario a healthy dose of the "Saddletramp treatment."
Is it realistic? Not really, and please do not consider anything here to be actually scientific, as this, after all, is fiction, and not reality. If you want reality, watch the evening news. If, on the other hand, if you want to read about a man who takes back his life and gets revenge against a brutal, ungrateful, overbearing, masochistic, scheming, cheating spouse, then strap yourself in and enjoy the ride. You have been warned...
Additionally, I made mention of a character from my "Revenge in Advance: A Sequel" series and another character from two of my "Cheating Zone" stories.
As always, constructive comments are welcome and appreciated. And remember, this is FICTION, not a docu-drama.
*****
Bill Dalton pulled into the driveway of his house and looked at the outside of the two-story structure. At one time, he considered this "home," but in the last few months, it had become his personal Hell, thanks to his uncaring wife, Sara. At one time, he loved that woman and would have done anything to keep her happy. That's why he worked so hard. But now, that love had been burned away and had been replaced by revulsion and hatred.
It was three and a half months ago that he came home after a grueling 12-hour work day at Olson Enterprises, where he worked as an account executive, to be told by his wife that she was bored. Because of that, he was to be her slave, and from that time on, she referred to him as "slave," never by his real name.
That first night, she slapped a chastity device on his genitals and forced him to suck a plastic penis. She ordered him to fix her dinner and bring it to her in bed. Hoping to get back in her good graces, he complied.
But it didn't work. In fact, things only got worse as Sara spent her days devising new ways to torture, emasculate and belittle him. Now, he was expected to work 12-hour days, then come home and do all the household chores. If he wanted clean clothes, he had to do the laundry. If he wanted a clean house, he had to do all the housework. If he wanted to eat, he had to cook. Then he had to satisfy his wife's masochistic desires.
Many nights, he didn't get to sleep until 3 am, only to get up at 6:30 and start all over again. Some nights, he got no sleep at all. Sometimes, he went nearly three days in a row without sleep.
And it got worse with each passing day. She took his ATM card and his credit card, handing him just enough money for gas and food. He learned to cut back, putting a few dollars away, hoping he could leave Sara behind once and for all.
Then she decided he wasn't worthy to eat at the dinner table, even though he did all the cooking and all the housework.
"Where am I supposed to eat?" he asked her. Sara clamped a collar around his neck. Attaching a leash, she dragged him to the floor where she had placed a dog dish. She dumped his food in the dish and ordered him to eat it there.
"What?" he asked. "Don't I even get a fork?" She laughed.
"You're no better than a dog. Eat it like a dog if you're really that hungry," she ordered. "EAT!" He looked at the mess in the dish and picked it up, but she knocked it out of his hand, spilling the contents on the floor. "No hands," she said. "Lick it up like a dog." He looked at the mess on the floor and decided to take a pass. "Fine, starve," she hissed. "See if I care. And clean that mess up!"
And she got even more brutal with her plastic strap-on dildo. One night as he slept, she pulled down his underwear, opened his legs, tied him up and rammed the thing into his ass with no warning or lubrication. He woke up suddenly, screaming from the pain. His cries fell on deaf ears as she kept ramming the thing inside him, tearing his rectum. She kept it up until she had an orgasm, then dumped him on the floor and left him, crying in pain and humiliation.
He begged with her, pleaded and made promises, but Sara refused to listen. She made it clear his job was to bring home money and serve her in whatever sick and depraved way she desired, no questions asked.
One day, he sat at his desk and noticed his hands shaking. He looked around his office and took stock of the photos of him and his wife in happier times. That's when he realized that he had become what he most hated - a wimp. Never had he raised his voice to his wife or asserted himself in the marriage. Everything he did was to please her. But it was all for naught.
He spoke to attorneys and was given the bad news - that he lived in a "no-fault" state and worse, the courts were heavily aligned against men. Sara would end up getting at least half of his pay for the next three years and he would be required to maintain the mortgage and utilities on the house. She would also get half of his retirement and at least half of all their assets. He did the mental math. That would leave him with almost nothing, practically forcing him to live in his car.
The only other choice he had was to simply put up with the abuse, since, he was told, the authorities rarely, if ever, took action against abusive wives. Worse yet, the lawyer said, Bill would become even more of a laughingstock as his plight would become a matter of public record.
He had even contemplated suicide a couple times, but realized that Sara would benefit from his $500,000 life insurance policy. He thought about killing her, but he didn't want to spend the rest of his life in jail being Bubba's "bitch." Plus, he really didn't think he could actually do something that drastic.
He read a few stories online to see what other men in his situation had done, but realized he didn't have access to the resources he would need to extract himself from the relationship. He found many of the stories entertaining and some that were way "out there," but he realized there wasn't going to be any Special Forces types, trained assassins or ancient mythical goddesses of justice saving him at the last minute. He shook his head at some of the comments left by readers.
In short, he was doomed, with no way out. Walking into his private office restroom, he looked at himself in the mirror and didn't recognize the man who looked back at him. While he was never "ripped" or "buff," he always tried to take good care of himself. But the man in the mirror looked like a shell of himself and he noticed that he had lost some of his muscle mass. What's going on, he asked himself. Once upon a time he was a fairly successful account executive who received respect wherever he went.
Now he was just "Wimpy Bill," trapped in a loveless, sexless marriage to a shrew of a woman who had no respect or love for him. Her abuse had left him hungry, weak, emasculated and shaking. And now, his work was beginning to suffer, and others had noticed as well. Bill got up and threw the photos in the trash. This ends, now, he told himself.
That night, he came home to find a motorcycle in the living room and a big, burly, greasy man sitting on his couch with Sara, naked, riding his cock. They looked at him as he walked in.
"Oh, hi, slave," Sara said. "This is Bruno. He's going to take care of my sexual needs from now on, okay? He might even get me pregnant and we can have those children you said you wanted. Maybe if you're a good little boy, I'll let you eat his cum out of my pussy. Now, go fix our dinner and do your chores." The long-haired greaseball laughed.
"Yeah, cuck, go serve your mistress while I fuck her brains out. Oh, bring me a beer, willya?" They laughed as Bill brought Bruno a beer.
"By the way, slave, I need you to lick up his cum off the couch. While you're at it, make sure the bed has fresh sheets. I don't want Bruno sleeping on anything you've dirtied up or sweated on," Sara said.
By now, Bill was fed up. Fuming, he went upstairs and while the two were fucking loudly on his couch, he grabbed his ATM card and his credit card out of Sara's purse and walked out of the house. Sara and Bruno stopped as they saw him leave.
Bruno and Sara jumped on his motorcycle and followed Bill down the street. Bill was prepared to leave, but he wasn't able to outrun Bruno, who overtook him, opened the car door and dragged Bill out, repeatedly punching him in the street. He tossed Bill, now beaten and bloody, back into the car and Sara climbed in the driver's seat.
"What do you think you're doing?" she asked. "I told you you needed to follow my orders if you want to keep me happy and you disobeyed me. Having Bruno fuck me makes me happy and you're to do whatever he says, got it?"
"God damn you, bitch," Bill said. "You're now an accessory to assault. I'm calling the cops." He pulled out his cell phone and dialed 911, but Sara knocked it out of his hand when the operator answered, ending the connection.
"Damn you, you're not calling the cops on me, you asshole. Now you're really going to pay," she said.
After getting back to the house, Sara and Bruno took Bill to the upstairs bedroom and stripped him naked. Bruno started to punch him in the stomach but Sara stopped him.
"I've got another idea," she said. "Something I've always wanted to do. Take your pants off and let's tie him up." Bruno smiled. They tied Bill face down across the bed, his arms and legs spread with his head hanging over the side. She put some pillows under him, raising his ass.
"Feed him your cock," Sara told Bruno as she donned her strap-on. She got next to Bill's head. "Now, slave, you get to suck the real thing, and you'd better do it nice and swallow it all," she said. Bill shook his head back and forth but Bruno stopped him and forced his manhood into Bill's mouth. At the same time, Sara slammed her plastic phallus into her husband's rectum with no lubrication.
Bill struggled and cried through the ordeal, but they continued their assault.
"Better not bite me asshole, or I'll fucking kill you," Bruno said, emptying himself in Bill's mouth. Sara pulled out and replaced Bruno's cock with her dildo, now coated with blood and feces. She pushed it hard into his throat, making him gag. After brutalizing him to their satisfaction, they tossed him into the back yard and chained him to a pole, where he spent the night crying in pain and praying for relief.
Now, he wasn't just a wimp, he was a cuckold as well. The only thing worse than the pain was the humiliation. He had loved Sara without reservation and this was the way she chose to repay him.
The next day, he was allowed to shower and go to work. His ass hurt and his chest felt tight.
"Bring home lots of bacon for Bruno and I to spend," Sara said.
"Yeah, and get some more beer," Bruno added. "I'm almost out." Bill said nothing as he walked out the house, the two cheaters laughing.
Bill went to the coffee room and grabbed a cup of coffee and a donut - the only thing he had eaten since the previous day - as his boss, Mike Olson, came up to him.
"Bill, are you alright?" he asked. "You're not looking too good." Bill looked at his boss, the man who started the company and hired him all those years ago.
"I'm fine," he stammered.
"Maybe you should go home and get some rest," Mike said. Bill's eyes grew wide.
"No, I can't go home," he said, the pain in his chest growing. Suddenly, he felt nauseous and the pain began spreading to his arm. His vision blurred and he slumped to the floor, spilling his coffee. He knew he was having a heart attack and he prayed that death would overtake him soon and release him from the hell Sara created for him.
The next thing he knew, he was in the back of an ambulance, looking up into the face of a paramedic. His chest still hurt, but it was a different kind of pain. It was the pain that often came about after CPR, and it was a pain he would feel for months afterward. Bill later learned that the paramedics had not only given him CPR, they had to use paddles on him twice before his heart started working again.
"I'm okay, just a bit tired," Bill croaked. The paramedic shook his head.
"No, you're not okay," he said. "We almost lost you, twice. We're taking you to Mercy Hospital and the doctors there will fix you right up. Hang in there, buddy."
The ambulance pulled into the hospital emergency room area and Bill was rushed into a room where doctors and nurses began working. After giving him some fluids to stabilize his system and taking X-Rays, he was taken to another room where a doctor explained that he was going to give Bill a stent to open up a blood vessel that was almost completely blocked.
The next time Bill awoke, he was in a different room and his mouth was dry. Unable to speak, he motioned for some liquid and was given some ice chips to suck on. A nurse gave him something for his pain and he fell asleep again.
His mouth was still dry the next time he woke up and he was given more ice chips to suck on. He looked around the room and saw his boss, Mike Olson, who looked at him with concern.
"We're all praying for you, Bill," he said. "Listen, your wife and some guy came by a bit earlier to see you and find out what happened. She didn't look too happy. Is everything alright between you two?" Bill shook his head, terror in his eyes. He tried to tell Mike to keep her out but he was unable to speak very well.
"No," he croaked. "She... did... this." Mike was now very concerned for Bill, who was more than just an employee. Bill was one of his first account executives and worked hard to make the company successful. Mike owed him a great deal and promised himself he would do whatever he could for a man he considered a friend and colleague.
"What do you mean, she did this?" Mike asked. Bill tried to grab Mike's shirt and looked at him with pleading eyes. "Look, maybe in a day or two I'll bring Ralph Stimson by and we can talk about it some more, okay?" Mike asked. Bill nodded his head. Ralph was the company safety man who also doubled as the company psychologist and counselor. He often helped employees get through stressful times at work and was very well thought of by everyone.
A doctor came into the room and checked Bill's vitals. He consulted Bill's chart before examining him. He sat down and looked at Bill, concern on his face.
"Mr. Dalton, I think you're going to be okay, but we're going to keep you here for a few days just to make sure. While I'm here, I'd like to ask a couple questions if you don't mind," he said.
"What?" Bill asked.
"Go ahead and ask, doctor, I'm Bill's boss and his friend. Whatever you need to say, you can say in front of me as well," Mike said. The doctor looked at Bill.
"Is that okay with you, Mr. Dalton?" he asked. Bill nodded his head and gave a weak "yes" in response.
"Very well. We noticed when you were brought in that your rectum appeared to have been, er, assaulted. There was significant tearing and we noticed some bleeding. We also noticed some bruising inside your throat, and you appear somewhat malnourished," he said. "We also noticed some anomalies in your blood work. I don't mean to intrude on your personal life, but I was wondering if you could shed some light on this?" Bill's eyes began watering and he started sobbing. Mike comforted him as best he could. The doctor sat back and took notes. He continued when Bill seemed to calm down.
"I take it things aren't going too well at home, is that right?" the doctor asked. Bill shook his head. "Look, we're not here to judge you, Mr. Dalton. Your lifestyle choices are yours to make. I just thought maybe you could give us an idea of what happened." He looked at Mike. "Honestly, if this were a female patient, I would swear that there had been a sexual assault along with abuse. All the signs are there."
"Oh my God," Mike said. "That would explain why he doesn't want to see his wife. Are you serious about this?"
"Absolutely," the doctor said. "In fact, I'm debating whether or not we should get the authorities involved."
"From what I've seen, the authorities in this town aren't worth shit," Mike said. The doctor nodded in agreement. "At best, they'd make a report and then it'd be all over the evening news. Look, let's keep this quiet for now and see what we can come up with. Can you keep his wife away from him?"
"Yes, we can," the doctor said. He looked at Bill. "Is that what you would like?" Bill nodded his head. "Very well," the doctor said. "I'll make a note of that. If she does come by again, we'll have security escort her off the premises."
"Thanks, doc," Bill said. The doctor patted his arm.
"You're welcome. Now, get some rest, okay?" Mike looked at Bill after the doctor left.
"Bill, I've been a bit worried about you the last couple months. Others have been as well. Is this what's been bothering you all this time?" he asked. Bill nodded his head.
"Yeah," he said.
"I understand," Mike said. "Hang in there, Bill, we'll get this figured out. Now, do like the doctor said and get some rest. Don't worry about anything. Ralph and I will see you in a day or two." He gave Bill a reassuring bat on the shoulder and walked out. Finally feeling a bit of relief, Bill closed his eyes and slept.
That night, Sara and Bruno came back to see Bill. The staff in the ICU wasn't aware of the order keeping her away and said nothing as she entered his room. She looked at the tubes connected to Bill and roughly threw off his covers.
"What the hell are you doing?" she hissed. "What's this shit about a heart attack? You didn't have a heart attack. You're just faking it to stay away from home. Get the hell out of that bed right now. You need to make my dinner and clean my house, slave. Go on. MOVE, dammit!"
"Yeah, and you need to get my beer, asshole!" Bruno shouted. By now, Bill was awake and terror-stricken, watching as Sara began pulling on the tubes and wires connected to Bill. He frantically pressed the nurse's call button. A nurse had been walking by the room and heard the commotion, along with Sara's statements. She came into the room and pushed Sara away from the equipment next to Bill's bed. Bruno grabbed the nurse and threw her into the hallway, which alerted other nurses, one of whom called security.
Soon, security was in the room and had pulled Bruno out. Sara, however, remained defiant.
"Dammit, I'm his wife, and he needs to come home right fucking NOW and make my dinner," she screamed. "He's faking this. He didn't have no heart attack!" Bruno tried to get back into the room, pushing against the security guard.
"I'm gonna kill you, motherfucker," he said. "Now get up and get my goddamn beer!" The security guard hit him with a taser. As Bruno slumped to the ground, police officers showed up at the door. They took statements from security and the nurses before addressing Bill.
"Mr. Dalton, would you like to press assault charges against these two individuals?" the officer asked.
"Lock. Them. Up," Bill said defiantly. Sara looked at him with hate in her eyes.
"You motherfucking bastard," she screamed as the officer cuffed her hands behind her back. "I'll get you for this. You don't know what pain is. I'll fuck your ass until you fucking bleed to death, you worthless piece of shit!"
Two officers led them away as a third came to Bill's side. He looked down at Bill, who was being covered and checked by the nurses. Bill gave him a statement, leaving out the sexual assault from earlier. The officer took his notes and handed Bill a card.
"I'm truly sorry about this, Mr. Dalton," he said. "Just so you know, chances are, they'll be held for about 96 hours and then let go with a fine. If that. Our jails are pretty crowded right now and, well, that's just the way things go in this town. I'd suggest you get an attorney and get an order of protection against those two. I'm sorry, sir, really. That's just the way things work here." Bill nodded his head.



"Thanks, officer," he said. The policeman patted Bill on the shoulder and headed out. After the nurses got Bill calmed down and situated, they gave him some more medicine and he fell asleep.
By the end of the second day, Bill had been transferred to a private room in another part of the hospital. He was starting to get his strength back and was able to walk up and down the hall before going back to bed. The hospital put him on a special cardiac diet and gave him infusions to bring his blood levels back to normal.
Thanks to Mike, several people from the office sent flowers to Bill's room with cards encouraging him to get well "soon." He smiled at that.
On his third day, he was sitting up in his bed, watching the news, when Mike and Ralph entered the room.
"Hey, Bill," Mike said as they entered his room. "How're you feeling?"
"Better," Bill said. "Almost human, even."
"Well, you sure look better than you did the other day," Mike said. Ralph shook his hand and the two men sat down next to Bill's bed.
"So, Bill, would you mind filling us in on what's really going on?" Ralph asked. Bill looked nervously at the two men.
"Is what we say here confidential?" he asked. Ralph nodded his head.
"Absolutely," he said. "What gets said here stays here between us. Think of me as your therapist, okay? The same rules of doctor-patient confidentiality apply."
"Okay," Bill said. "I'm pretty embarrassed about all this, you know."
"No need to be, son," Mike said. "We're here to help but we can't help if we don't know what's been going on with you."
"Alright," Bill said. After giving Ralph permission to record the interview, he filled them in on the events of the last three and a half months, from the time Sara made her first announcement to the encounter in ICU that landed her in jail. Ralph stopped a few times to ask questions and took notes as he listened to Bill's story. When Bill finished, the two men appeared shocked.
"My God, this sounds like one of those stories you read online, doesn't it," Mike said. Ralph smiled at that.
"Yeah. I've never heard of anything so outlandish," he said.
"So, is there anything we can do?" Mike asked. Ralph thought for a moment before answering.
"I'll need to make a call, but I think there is," he said. "Ordinarily, I'd advise getting a lawyer and filing for divorce, but I think this case requires something more, especially given the physical and emotional damage that's been done. A divorce is stressful enough even under the best of circumstances, but this..."
"What are you thinking?" Mike asked.
"I remember a seminar I attended in New York a while back. The speaker said he was working on a special kind of treatment specifically designed for cases of extreme emotional damage. It's not been approved by the FDA or anyone else, but he said he's open to looking at cases where there has been significant distress. Maybe he'd be interested in this," Ralph said.
"What are we waiting for?" Bill asked.
"Keep in mind, Bill, that if he decides to take your case, it could be expensive and since it's experimental, your insurance wouldn't cover it. And there's no guarantee he'll even look at you," Ralph said.
"Don't worry about the cost," Mike said. "I'll take care of that."
"Okay," Ralph said. "I'll make some calls and get back to you. Meanwhile, Bill, I'd like to come by and talk with you one on one for the next few days if you don't mind."
"I'd like that," Bill said.
"Good. Then it's settled. I'll start making calls today when we get back and hopefully I'll get an answer soon," Ralph said, standing up. Mike stood up as well.
"Are you going to be okay?" Mike asked. Bill nodded his head.
"Yeah. I'll need to talk to an attorney and get a protection order, though," he said.
"I'll see what I can arrange. Maybe I can get someone from legal to do that for you," Mike said.
"Thanks," Bill said. He shook their hands and settled back in bed after they left. He felt better than he had in weeks.
Ralph came by and held impromptu counseling sessions with Bill for the next three days and Mike, true to his word, got one of the company lawyers to file an order of protection keeping Sara and Bruno 500 feet away from Bill and his place of work. They could stay at the house so long as Bill was in the hospital or undergoing in-patient therapy, but had to vacate as soon as they knew he would be back. The attorney suggested Bill take measures to protect his finances.
Mike also brought Bill's laptop from work. Connecting to the hospital's guest wifi network, he logged into his bank account and made a number of changes, paying off and closing out their joint credit card and moving half of their funds into a separate account in his name only. He had the statements and forms mailed to his office. Her ATM card still worked, so she would still have access to some funds.
The policeman's prediction also came true. Sara and Bruno were held at the county jail for 96 hours but were released on their own recognizance after the judge decided neither of them had actually struck Bill. The threats, which had been captured on the hospital's surveillance system, were deemed irrelevant.
There was no fine, no probation, nothing. Not even a warning to "play nice" with others. So much for the "justice" system. The two were served with the protection order the day they were released from jail.
Finally, the doctors declared that Bill could be released. Ralph, however, managed to have the order changed showing that Bill would be released into a "private rehabilitation center," owing to what he called "extreme emotional distress" which he explained was probably the "root cause" of Bill's heart attack.
Ralph and Mike showed up in Bill's room the day before he was to be discharged.
"Good news, Bill," Ralph said. "I spoke with Dr. Steiner and he's agreed to take your case. You'll be transported to his private research center as soon as they're finished with you here. From what he tells me, you'll be there for three weeks, maybe longer. Mike and I will go by your house when we leave here, collect your things and let your wife know that you'll be out of touch for that period of time. Dr. Steiner says he doesn't want you to have any contact with her while you're under his care. Any questions so far?"
"Where is this place?" Bill asked.
"It's a nice research center on the shore of Lake Arrowhead," Ralph said. "They have everything you could ever need, including a weight room and Internet access, and I'm told the rooms are quite nice."
"Do they serve black bean burgers?" Bill asked. He had gotten quite used to them after eating them at the hospital. Ralph nodded.
"I'm sure they can scare some up. Are you going meatless?" he asked.
"Nah," Bill said, "but I am going to start watching my diet a bit better from now on. The hospital here serves them as part of their cardiac diet and I've developed a bit of a taste for them."
"Smart move," Ralph said. Bill removed his wedding ring and handed it to Mike.
"When you see Sara, could you please give her this?" he asked. "Tell her I don't want it and I won't be needing it any more." Mike took the ring and put it in his pocket.
"Are you sure about this?" he asked. Bill nodded.
"Absolutely. Tell her she can fuck herself with it for all I care. I'm done with her," Bill said. Mike and Ralph headed to Bill's house to collect his things. They also wanted to check the place out to see if they could corroborate his story.
Pulling up into the driveway, the first thing they noticed was the unkempt yard, which had not been kept up for at least two weeks. They knocked and Sara opened the door, dressed only in a bathrobe wrapped tightly around her body. Her hair disheveled, her eyes red and puffy, she looked as though she had been "rode hard" and "put away wet." Mike had known Sara for a long time, but he hardly recognized the woman who answered the door.
"Hi, Sara, we're here to get Bill's things for his rehab," Mike said. Sara invited them inside.
The first thing they noticed was the smell. Dirty clothes and oily rags were everywhere. The house looked as though it hadn't been cleaned in quite a while. Walking in the kitchen, Ralph saw a large dog dish with the moldy remnants of what looked to have been food at one time. He also noticed the floor around it was splattered with moldy food.
"Do you guys have an animal?" he asked. Sara shook her head.
"No, I'm allergic to dogs and cats," she said. "Sometimes Bill brings in a stray and feeds it, though." Ralph nodded and looked around a bit more. The sink was filled with dirty dishes and there were used pots and pans on the stove. He saw trash from various take-out joints and figured she didn't do much cooking.
He also noticed some odd ingredients on the kitchen counter and the table along with a pile of empty soda bottles. Interesting, he thought to himself.
Bruno's motorcycle was also parked in the living room, on top of what appeared to be a fairly expensive rug. The rug showed tire marks and oil and several tools along with oily rags lay next to the bike.
"So, you dudes bring some beer?" Bruno asked as he came downstairs.
"No," Mike said. "We're here to get Bill's things. Where are they?"
"They're upstairs," Sara said. "I'll show you." She led the two upstairs into the guest room.
"Doesn't he keep his clothes in the master bedroom?" Ralph asked.
"Uh, no," Sara said. "After Bruno moved in I put his stuff in the other room."
They went through the closet, grabbing several pairs of jeans, some t-shirts, a pair of tennis shoes and other items they thought he might need. Mike went into the master bathroom and grabbed Bill's toiletries. He looked around the master bedroom and saw the strap-on dildo Bill told them about. The bed was unmade and the entire room reeked of sweat, urine, feces and sex.
He packed two suitcases with Bill's things and went back downstairs, Sara on his heels.
"So, where will he be? How long will he be gone?" she asked. "I need him to come home and do his chores."
"He's going to be gone for a few weeks and he's asked that you not be informed of his whereabouts. After what happened at the hospital, I'm sure you can understand," Mike said.
"Can I at least call him?" she asked. Mike shook his head.
"No, Sara. He doesn't want to hear from you," he said. Mike reached in his pocket, pulled out Bill's wedding ring and handed it to her. She accepted it with tears in her eyes. "Bill said he has no further need of this. He had some other things to say, but I'll let him tell you in person."
"I only wanted to liven up our marriage," she whimpered as she looked at the ring in her hand.
"Well, I think you've certainly done enough," Mike said.
"Please tell him that I love him and I'm sorry," she said.
"I'll tell him, but I doubt he'll listen," Mike told her. "Goodbye, Sara." They left Bill's house and headed to the office. They planned to take Bill's stuff to him in the morning before he got discharged.
"Did you see that house?" Ralph said. Mike nodded his head.
"I've been there many times, had dinner with the two of them. They always kept the place spotless," Bill said. "If I didn't know any better, I'd think Sara's on drugs." Ralph nodded.
"I tend to agree. That stuff in the kitchen looks pretty suspicious," Ralph said. "I can't help but wonder if that Bruno character is cooking something up there. It sure looked pretty volatile."
"Maybe I'll get security to keep a loose tab on the place. If there are drugs involved, we'll need to get the authorities involved," Mike said. Ralph snorted.
"Yeah, and they can give them a ticket and tell them not to do it anymore, right?" he asked.
"Right," Mike said in response.
The next day, they went to the hospital to see Bill off. They gave him his suitcases and filled him in on what they observed at his house. Bill shook his head.
"Sara said she loves you and only wanted to spice up the marriage," Mike said. Bill laughed.
"I'd hate to see what she'd do if she hated me," he said. "This marriage is over. I'm done with her. I'll be filing for divorce the first chance I get. I've had enough."
It was close to 1:00 in the afternoon when the nurse came by with Bill's discharge orders. After she went through all the instructions, she handed him a heart-shaped pillow and showed him how to hold it on his chest when he got up or sat down. She also gave him his prescriptions and informed him that he might feel compression pains in his chest for a while.
Afterwards, Bill rode a wheelchair down to the lobby, where he saw a white van marked "Arrowhead." Two orderlies in blue scrubs moved Bill to the van, where he said goodbye to Mike and Ralph.
"Thank you for everything," he said, shaking their hands.
"My pleasure," Mike said. "Just get well and come back home, okay? If you need anything, just let us know."
With Bill safely in the van, the orderlies got in and headed out. An hour later, they made it to the facility. The orderlies wheeled Bill inside where he was met by a short, balding man with a large mustache. Smiling, he shook Bill's hand.
"Welcome," he said with a slight German accent. "I'm Dr. Franklin Steiner and I'll be taking care of your treatment. Come, let's get started. The orderlies will take your things to your room." A third orderly pushed Bill's wheelchair and followed the doctor to a large, nicely-appointed office. After securing the chair, the orderly left the office. Dr. Steiner pulled out a folder and placed it on his desk.
"I've had a chance to go over your case and I believe we can help you," he said. "The only concern I have is your cardiac health, but the hospital says you should do just fine as long as we take it slow. Let me be clear about something here. This treatment has not been approved by the FDA yet, but we do have approval for human trials. That means this is all experimental."
"But it will work, right?" Bill asked. Dr. Steiner shook his head.
"Oh yes, it will work. We just need to approach your case with extreme care. Before we get started, I'll need you to fill out these forms and sign the document in the back. It's a formality, but due to the experimental nature of what we do, it's an absolute requirement," he said. "Basically, it states that you understand this is experimental and do not hold us responsible for any unforeseen results or reactions."
Bill filled out the forms, read the disclaimers carefully and signed. Dr. Steiner looked everything over before explaining his treatment.
"Let me explain a bit what it is we'd like to do. I understand you've been subjected to some fairly extreme sexual distress at your wife's hand, correct?" he asked. Bill nodded his head. "Now, you're feeling insecure, scared and emasculated as a result, right?" Bill nodded his head again. "And you need a way to, how shall I say it, make things right with yourself - regain your manhood and deal with those who have done you wrong. Am I right?"
"That's pretty much it, doctor," Bill said. The doctor shook his head.
"Let me try to explain my hypothesis in plain English if I may," the doctor said. "That should help you understand what it is we want to accomplish. Each of us have various defense mechanisms to help us cope with extreme situations. Sometimes, we fall back on an alternate version of ourselves, what could possibly be described as an 'alter ego,' if you will. That alter ego could manifest itself in many ways. A normally quiet, unassuming individual could suddenly become boisterous, arrogant and overbearing, for example. Those not familiar with this behavior from that person would suddenly have a much different opinion of him or her.
"From what I've been told, you are such a person. Ralph tells me that you're normally quite friendly, open and accommodating. You try to please those around you and you're not one to make waves. When confronted, you seek to resolve the situation as peacefully as possible. Am I right so far?" he asked.
Bill nodded in agreement.
"The same thing applies to your wife. You loved her so much that you were willing to go along with her in the hope that she would eventually return to her usual self. But that didn't happen, did it?" the doctor asked. Bill shook his head.
"Over time, her behavior became even more outrageous. You responded as you normally would, but were ultimately overrun by her new and outrageous behavior. This, of course, became a shock to you as this was out of the norm for her. Am I right so far?" the doctor asked.
"Yes, that's pretty much it," Bill said.
"In other words, her alter ego took over in response to what she perceived as a problem in the marriage. Instead of dealing with her issues in her normal loving way, she allowed her inner beast to take over. In short, the woman you married is gone, replaced by a completely different persona, the total opposite of the one you knew before.
"So, we need to unleash the inner beast in you. Right now, you probably feel like a wimp. That's normal. What we need to do is put the wimp away, at least for the time being, and allow your inner beast to come out until the source of your distress is gone," he said.
"There is one thing you should know, though," the doctor said. "In some of our other trials, the 'inner beast' has actually caused physical changes in the subject. They're not permanent, but they can be unpredictable and in some cases, quite violent."
"What kind of physical changes are you talking about?" Bill asked.
"A marked increase in bone and muscle mass along with a logarithmic increase in strength are not unusual. We have seen other side affects, but those seem to be related to the subject's unique situation," the doctor said. "You won't turn green or anything like that. That only happens in the movies," he added, laughing.
"If I do change like that, though, what happens afterward?" Bill asked.
"In our experience, once the source of the distress is gone, the 'beast,' if you will, also leaves, never to return. However, those who have experienced physical changes say they're much better able to cope with problems than before and they seem to be in better overall health than before the change," the doctor said.
"So what happens now?" Bill asked.
"Well, it is a bit late in the day, so I'll introduce you to your personal staff and we'll get you situated for the night. I do want to take some blood and urine so we can do a workup overnight and I want a full set of X-rays. We'll start you on an IV tonight with some saline and other preparatory medications and we'll begin our work early in the morning, about 6:30 or so. I want to do a deep hypnotherapy session with you so we can hopefully understand the full nature of your issue," he said.
"That will take up at least three hours in the morning. After that, I want to do a full-body MRI scan and run some tests to measure your physical fitness. Once we've done that, we can plan the rest of your treatment. Any questions so far?" he asked. Bill shook his head.
"No, not right now," he said. The doctor pressed a button on his phone before standing up.
"Good," he said as the orderly returned to the office. "Let's go meet the staff assigned to you, shall we?" The orderly followed the doctor, pushing Bill in his wheelchair. They finally arrived at their destination, which looked like a nurse's station on the side of a long hallway. Four very attractive women in blue medical smocks stood as they arrived.
"Ah good, you're all here," Dr. Steiner said. "Please allow me to introduce our guest, Bill Dalton." The women all smiled and greeted him. The doctor introduced each of them to Bill.
"This is Angela, your dietitian," he said. "Ingrid will be your physical therapist," he added, referring to a short-haired blonde who obviously worked out. "Linda will be your day nurse," Dr. Steiner said, pointing to a petite woman with short dark hair. "And this is Gretchen, your night nurse," he said, pointing to a taller blonde woman who wore her hair in a bun. Her eyes twinkled as she smiled at him. He smiled back.



"Okay, ladies, let get our guest ready. We'll need to get some blood and urine from Mr. Dalton before we get him settled in for the night," he said. "By the way, Bill," the doctor added, "please feel free to contact any of us at any time. We all live right here at the center and we're available 24 hours a day."
The doctor left as the nurses took Bill into his room, which looked like a luxury suite. Instead of a standard size hospital bed, it had a king-sized bed with medical equipment attached to the head and sides. The bed faced a huge flat-screen television, which Bill estimated measured at least 70 inches.
The nurses put his clothing away and had him dress in a traditional hospital gown. They gave him a cup and ushered him into the restroom so he could provide a urine sample. Placing a lid on the cup, he handed it back. After he was placed in the bed and covered, Linda took blood from his arm, filling several vials. She was quite good at her job as Bill hardly even felt the initial prick of the needle. Once the blood was drawn, Linda and Gretchen connected his IV. Linda left, taking the blood to the lab. Angela appeared with Bill's dinner and laid it out on his tray. She took the cover off the plate and Bill's senses were hit with the aroma of a freshly-prepared 6-ounce steak and lobster tail, complete with the trimmings. He wasn't allowed to have alcohol, so she poured him a glass of sparkling cider.
"Bon appetit," she said, giving him a kiss on the cheek before she left. Talk about service! Bill's eyes widened and his mouth watered at the feast before him. He picked up the utensils and unwrapped the napkin. Holding the fork, he began to sob.
They had utensils at the hospital, but those were plastic. This was a real, metal fork, the first he had been allowed to hold and actually use to feed himself for months. It was a small thing, really, but for him, it represented something that he had once taken for granted but had been denied him.
Gretchen noticed his reaction and quickly came to his side.
"What's the matter, Bill," she asked, sitting next to him on the bed.
"It's a real fork," he said through his tears.
"Of course it is," she said, confused at his reaction. He looked at her.
"You don't understand," he said. "It's the first real fork I've been allowed to use for months." She looked at him, shocked.
"What?" she asked. "You mean, you haven't been allowed to use silverware? Didn't they have silverware at the hospital?"
"That was plastic," he said. "This is the real thing."
"Weren't you allowed to use silverware at home?" she asked. He shook his head. "Well, how did you eat?" He looked at the floor. She followed his gaze, and soon she began to understand. "Oh my God. You poor man." She held his head as he cried on her shoulder. She let him cry until he calmed down, then took the fork from his hand and sat him up.
"Here, let me take care of you," she said. She cut his meat and fed him a few bites. She wiped his mouth and handed the fork back. "Are you okay now?" she asked. He nodded his head and looked back up at her.
"I'm sorry," he said. "I... I don't know what came over me."
"That's alright," she said. "We're going to get rid of all those demons." She planted a kiss on his forehead before standing up. "It's going to be okay, Bill, I promise."
"Thank you," he said. He continued eating as she entered her notes in the computer. He finished his meal as Gretchen completed her work. She noticed he was finished and put the dishes in a tray by the door so the kitchen staff could collect them. She wheeled the cart into the hallway and closed the door.
"It's just about time for you to call it a night," she said. "Would you like to watch some television before getting some sleep?"
"Yes, that would be nice," he said. She took the attached remote and showed him how to use the system. He was amazed at the quality of the picture and the sound. This was something else Sara had denied him the last couple of months.
"Mind if I join you?" Gretchen asked. He wasn't expecting this.
"Uh, yeah, sure," he said. "Is it okay? You won't get in trouble, will you? I mean, don't you have other patients?" She smiled and shook her head.
"You are my patient and I won't get into any trouble," she said. "Why do you think you have such a big bed?" He laughed for the first time in quite a while. As he watched, Gretchen undid her hair, letting it fall down over her shoulders, framing her pretty face. She unbuttoned her smock and slid it off her shoulders, revealing a short transparent teddy that left nothing to the imagination. He could clearly see her full breasts, her nipples hard. He checked out her hourglass figure and could see that she kept her pubic area shaved, her lips barely showing through her slit.
"You work in that?" he asked. She smiled and nodded her head.
"Sometimes I work in even less," she said.
She pulled the covers back and slid in the bed beside him. Nestling close to him, she kissed him on the lips, her tongue entering his mouth. He could smell her perfume and something else. She continued kissing him lightly, her hands rubbing his chest under the hospital gown. He had never cheated on Sara before and the thought of doing this with another woman had never entered his mind. But, he decided, Sara had left the marriage long ago. So he relaxed and enjoyed the experience. To hell with Sara, he thought.
But something was wrong. Dreadfully wrong. There was a time when this would have made his cock hard as a rock, ready for sex. And while he enjoyed what she was doing, he felt... nothing. It was as if his mind was saying, "do it!" but his body said, "NO." What was the matter with him? Gretchen seemed to sense this and stopped.
"What's wrong, Bill?" she asked.
"I don't know," he said. "Please, don't get me wrong. You're absolutely gorgeous. I love what you're doing and I want you to stay with me. It's just, well, nothing is happening. I've never had this happen to me before. I'm sorry."
She smiled and kissed him again.
"That's okay, Bill. We'll get through it. I'll stay here with you if you want. I'll even spend the night if you wish. Would you like that?" she asked.
"I'd love that," he said. "Are you sure you won't get into any trouble?"
"Absolutely not," she said. "I do have a wake-up call for 5:30 and I'll have to get showered and changed before Linda gets here. Let's just watch a movie and enjoy each other's company. I'll be right here in case you want or need anything."
"That sounds good," he said. "What kind of movies do you guys have?"
"Well," she said, "we have all your standard cable stuff, plus we have a huge in-house library of every genre you can imagine. I'll bet you like real manly movies, don't you?"
"I like all kinds of stuff, but yeah, I really enjoy classic war movies, science fiction, westerns, things like that," he said.
"That sounds good. Why don't you pick something out and we can watch it here together," she said. Bill went through the menu and found one he really liked, "Windtalkers," with Nicholas Cage.
"You like Nicholas Cage?" he asked. She nodded. He selected the movie and they laid in each others arms, enjoying the movie.
After the movie ended, she looked up at him.
"My turn to pick, okay?" she asked.
"Okay," he said, handing her the remote.
"You know, we have a huge selection of porn as well," she said.
"Porn? Really?" he asked.
"Yup," she said. "Personally, I like the outdoor solo movies. Something about getting naked and masturbating outside gets me all hot and bothered."
"Wow," Bill said. "Sure, pick something out." Using the remote, she entered a password and opened a menu of favorites. She flipped through the selections until she found what she was looking for.
"If you don't mind, I'd like to take my teddy off," she said. "I prefer to be naked when I watch these. Is that okay?" Bill nodded. She slipped her teddy off and laid back in the bed before starting the movie.
She took one of his hands and placed it on her shaved mound as the video showed a younger girl, sitting down with a giant dildo outside a house. As the girl in the movie stripped naked, Gretchen moved his hand between her legs and let him feel her wetness.
Once naked, the girl in the video guided the dildo into her pussy and rode up and down on it, talking about how she liked to fuck herself outside. Gretchen, moving her arm under his gown, placed her hand on his crotch and rubbed his flaccid penis as the girl in the movie rode her rubber phallus.
He wanted this so bad, and he enjoyed what she was doing to him, but his body refused to respond. Normally, he would be hard as a rock and ready to fuck like a wild man.
"Do you like this?" she asked.
"I love it," he said. "Please don't stop. As good as you feel, nothing is happening."
"That's okay, Bill. Don't worry about it. Just enjoy the moment with me," she said. "Here, try finger-fucking me. I really like the way your hand feels." He inserted first one finger into her then another. He couldn't believe how warm and wet she felt. He thought about eating her pussy, but realized the IV would probably prevent him, since it didn't give him much room for movement. She moaned in ecstasy as he fingered her. The girl in the video was also moaning, apparently ready to have an orgasm.
Gretchen came on his hand at the same time the girl in the video came on her dildo. Gretchen kissed Bill deeply, her tongue wrestling his.
"That felt so good, Bill. Thank you. I needed that so bad," she said.
"You feel pretty darn good yourself," he said. She smiled.
"Let's get some sleep, Bill," she said. "You have a busy day tomorrow."
Turning the television off, she nestled up close to him and soon the two were asleep. They woke up early the next day with Bill feeling better than he had in a very long time. He looked at Gretchen and thought how beautiful she looked first thing in the morning. She kissed him and padded naked to the closet, where she grabbed some fresh clothing before taking her shower.
Afterward, she put on her smock and guided Bill - still attached to the rolling IV stand - into the large restroom, where he shaved, brushed his teeth and showered. She laid out a fresh pair of boxers for him, a fresh robe and a clean pair of non-slip hospital slippers. He put on the boxers and the robe, but needed help with the slippers. She sat him on the bed and put the slippers on.
By then, Angela had entered the room with his breakfast, a Denver omelet with turkey bacon, a slice of toast and a bowl of oatmeal with a glass of fresh-squeezed orange juice. Watching the news, he ate the whole meal in minutes and was rewarded with a hot cup of coffee.
Soon, Dr. Steiner came into the room with Linda.
"Good morning, Bill," he said with a smile. "I trust you slept well last night." Bill wondered if he knew Gretchen slept in his bed last night but dismissed the thought.
"I slept very well, thank you, Doctor Steiner," he said. The older man nodded vigorously, his smile growing wider.
"Ah, that's good to hear," he said as Linda took his vitals. "When Linda is done here, she'll bring you down for your session." He and Gretchen spoke for a minute, but he didn't hear what they were saying. Linda seemed to give Bill a knowing smile as she finished her work and put him in the wheelchair.
"Here we go," she said, pushing him down the hallway. They entered a darkened room that had a chair and a fairly large recliner. Dr. Steiner was waiting for them and had just placed a digital audio recorder on a table next to his chair. Bill was placed in the recliner and made as comfortable as possible.
Dr. Steiner explained what was about to happen. In short, he would place Bill in a deep state of hypnosis and ask questions. Bill was to answer, giving as much detail as he could. The session would be recorded with both audio and visual recording devices. Bill was told he would remember what he recalled in the session, but it would be as though he was looking at the memories in a movie.
After explaining everything, Dr. Steiner began and soon, Bill was in a deep trance, answering the good doctor's questions while providing a number of details, many of which he had forgotten. A little more than three hours later, he was brought back to reality, sweaty, thirsty and more than a bit shaken. He took a very long drink of water as Dr. Steiner consulted his notes.
"How are you feeling?" Dr. Steiner asked. Bill shook his head.
"Like I've been through a wringer," he said.
"I can understand that," the doctor said. "It seems you had more than a few repressed memories. I'm going to suggest you undergo counseling while you're with us. You can use one of our counselors, or you can choose someone you feel comfortable with, like, maybe that Mr. Stimson."
"Yes, I'd like to work with Ralph if that's okay," Bill said. Dr. Steiner nodded and made a note of that.
"Very well," he said. "I'll call him and arrange to have him come up say, three times a week until we're finished. I would like to know just one thing."
"What's that?" Bill asked.
"Are you undergoing gender reassignment treatment?" the doctor asked.
"No," Bill said. "Why do you ask?"
"Well, your testosterone level is far below average and your blood work shows that you've been taking a drug used for gender transition," Dr. Steiner said. Bill shook his head.
"I've never even considered such a thing," Bill said.
"Well then, it would seem that your wife was carrying through with her threat to turn you into a woman," the doctor said. "That would explain your non-reaction to Gretchen last night." Bill looked at him, shocked. "Please, don't be concerned. It's all part of the treatment, but for what it's worth, I think she really likes you," he added with a smile.
"You say your wife isn't working," the doctor said, not giving Bill a chance to respond. "Do you know how she could have gotten such a drug?"
"Maybe she got it from that Bruno guy," Bill said. Suddenly, he had a brainstorm. "Wait a minute," he said. "She was friends with that woman down the street who was arrested for trying to drug her husband." He racked his brain trying to remember the woman's name. "If I recall, her name was Renee Warren, I think. Sara had planned to go on some spa weekend with her some time back, but she said her mother was sick and spent the weekend with her instead. At least that's what she claimed."
"Was that before or after she threatened to make you a woman?" the doctor asked.
"Before," Bill said.
"Interesting," the doctor said. "Well, we'll need to adjust your medications. We'll have to counter the affect of what your wife gave you and we'll need to get your testosterone back to normal levels. I'll also brief the staff as we'll need to make some adjustments to your treatment plan." Although concerned about this turn of events, the doctor was also anxious to see what impact this would have on Bill's treatment.
"Let's do a baseline physical to see where you are now," the doctor said. "I'll have Ingrid take care of that. She'll put you through your paces. After that, you'll have some lunch and then we'll do a full-body scan. And don't worry, you'll be fine."
Bill was taken to the physical therapy room where Ingrid connected him to her computer and ran him on the treadmill. She put him on several devices intended to measure his baseline strength. She poked and prodded every part of his body afterward.
After lunch, he was taken to a room with a large scanning device. He laid down on the bed and was inserted into the machine. The giant thing hummed and crackled a bit, causing Bill some concern.
"Relax, everything is alright," said a female voice over speakers inside the machine. "Just breathe normally and hold your breath when I tell you."
Bill took a breath and looked around, nervous.
"Take a deep breath and hold it," the woman said. Bill obeyed. The machine's humming grew louder and a blue light went over his body from head to toe, then reversed course and did it again.
"That's it," the woman said. Bill was taken out, dressed in his gown and taken back to his room. Linda and Gretchen were both in the room, talking quietly as they worked on the IV stand next to his bed. He noticed that both their smocks were considerably shorter than they were the previous day, revealing a lot of leg.
They both fussed over him and prepared him for bed. He thought they were both purposefully revealing themselves to him, but he said nothing and soaked up the attention. Linda, the shorter of the two women, bent over him several times, giving him a clear look down the top of her smock, which had the top three buttons undone. She looked at him with a knowing smile before resuming her work.
Soon, they had him back in the bed with his IV reconnected.
"We've adjusted your meds somewhat, so we'll need to keep an eye on those tonight," Gretchen said. She gave him a small paper cup with some pills and a glass of water. "You need to take these," these added. Bill did as she instructed.
"What was that?" he asked.
"Mostly vitamins and minerals. Your potassium levels are very low," Gretchen said. "Also some things to help counteract the transition drug used on you and something to help bring your testosterone level back to normal."
"What, no Viagra?" he asked jokingly. The two women laughed.
"No, no," Gretchen said. "When the time comes, there'll be no need for that."
After dinner, Linda said her goodbyes, giving Bill a kiss on the cheek. Gretchen entered her notes in the computer and adjusted his medication. Then she took Bill's gown off and removed his boxer shorts, leaving him naked.
"We don't need these tonight," she said. She took off her short smock to reveal her nude body. Bill gasped at the sight of her curves and her shaved pussy. She smiled.
"Let's watch a movie and get a good night's sleep, okay?" Gretchen said, slipping under the covers with him. He dozed off, reveling in the scent of Gretchen's hair.
He awoke a few hours later, his body drenched in sweat. Gretchen was already awake, her arm around him.
"What's wrong?" she asked. "You cried out in your sleep. Were you having a dream?"
"A nightmare," Bill said.
"Tell me about it," she said.
"It was the night Sara threatened to turn me into a woman," he said. "She had me tied up in a chair, naked. She had put some fishing line around my testicles and had a large knife. She was maniacal, telling me she was going to cut my balls off and feed them to me, all the while tightening the fishing line. Then she backed away and put something on my tongue."
"Oh my God," Gretchen said.
"Then she said she was going to take my balls off and make me into a woman. She said she was going to enjoy seeing me suck a real cock and learn how to swallow a real man's semen," he said, tears streaming down his cheeks. Gretchen held him close to her and rocked him until he calmed down.
"No one is going to hurt you any more," she said. "I promise. I won't let them." She kissed his face and wiped the tears from his eyes. She knew this was one of the memories his mind had blocked. "It's okay, baby," she said. "Try to get some sleep. I'll be right here with you." He fell asleep in Gretchen's arms and the two slept the remainder of the night.
Early the next morning, Gretchen showered with Bill, tenderly washing his entire body. She let him reciprocate and he enjoyed exploring her body as he washed her down.
"I could get used to this," Bill thought. Sara had never taken a shower with him before and he found the experience quite erotic.
Dressed in her smock and nothing else, Gretchen briefed Linda on the night's events and kissed Bill on the mouth, her tongue wrestling with his for a few moments.
"I'll see you tonight," she said before she left. Dr. Steiner entered the room, clipboard in hand.



"Are we ready to get started?" he asked. Bill nodded. "Good," he said. The doctor laid out his plan for Bill's treatment.
And so it began. Each day would begin with an examination that included x-rays, blood work and a quick body scan. Then it was off for physical therapy with Ingrid, who worked him hard and refused to accept "I can't do it" for an answer. After a short lunch break, it was back for more physical therapy.
Each session ended with a full-body massage and some time spent in the Jacuzzi.
Ralph came by three days a week for counseling and to brief him on what was going on with his soon-to-be ex-wife.
Bill learned from Ralph that the local authorities had taken an interest in Bruno, who they suspected was manufacturing drugs. They had no hard evidence yet and was watching Bill's house to see what might happen.
Ralph also brought an attorney, who began the process of filing for divorce. The attorney said that based on what had been provided to him, there was a possibility that Sara could face formal charges, which included battery and spousal abuse. The operative word was "could," since local authorities were notorious for not taking action when it was necessary.
The days ended the same, with Gretchen's naked body nestled against his. Several times, he felt a stirring in his groin, something he hadn't experienced for a while, but nothing ever came of it.
This went on for three weeks. Then it happened. One night as Gretchen prepared him for bed, she got a surprise as she pulled his boxers off. Bill's cock was erect. Not only was it hard, but it seemed larger than he ever remembered. She smiled as she took his hard member in her hands.
"Oh my," she said. "This is very nice. May I?" she asked, looking at Bill. He nodded.
"It's all yours if you want," he said. She smiled and lovingly took it in her mouth, causing him to gasp. Gretchen worked her way down, slowly, until the whole thing was in her mouth. Sara had never done this to him before. Gretchen's mouth and tongue worked his manhood until he felt an orgasm begin to build.
"I'm getting ready to cum," he said. Gretchen looked him in the eye and took his seed deep in her throat, swallowing everything he gave her. After he finished, she kept working on him until he was hard again. She laid him on his back and climbed on top of him, guiding his cock inside her warm, wet pussy.
"Let Gretchen do all the work," she said, her long hair cascading around his face. She kissed his face as she bobbed up and down on him. "Do you like the way I feel?" she asked.
"Oh God, yes," Bill whispered. As far as he was concerned, this woman was a goddess. She smothered him with kisses as she slowly rode his cock. 
"You feel so good inside me," she said. "Don't ever stop fucking me." She kissed him on the lips, her tongue working its way into his mouth.
He looked into her eyes and saw something he hadn't seen in many months - love. He kissed her back and felt another orgasm building.
"I'm getting ready to cum again," he said.
"Then do it," Gretchen whispered. "Cum inside me. Cum in my pussy, baby. Fill me up and make me your woman." He bucked up as his orgasm hit, filling her with his semen. Gretchen's orgasm hit at the same time and the two held each other tight until their mutual orgasms subsided.
Gretchen laid on top of Bill until his now-spent cock fell out of her drenched pussy. She laid down next to him and the two held each other. Bill turned on his side and looked at Gretchen.
"I think I'm falling in love with you," he said. She smiled.
"I hope so," she said. "Because I'm falling in love with you, too." They kissed each other for several minutes before Bill's medication kicked in and the two fell asleep in each other's arms.
The next day, Gretchen and Bill showered together as usual, taking extra time washing each other. Gretchen, seeing Bill's hard cock in the shower, got on her knees and sucked him until he came in her mouth. This was another first, as Sara would never do something like this with him. Afterward, Gretchen lovingly washed him down.
"Take very good care of this," she whispered as she held his cock in her hands. Linda was waiting for them in his room as they got out of the shower.
"About time you two got done in there," she joked. "I thought I'd have to get security to go in and check on you." She gave them a knowing smile as she went about her work. Gretchen kissed him deeply before she left for the day.
After his morning tests and physical therapy, Dr. Steiner pulled him into his office.
"I am very impressed with your results so far," he said. "You've come a long way since you first came to us and I think we're ready to initiate the treatment."
"That's good to hear," Bill said. "I feel better than I have in my entire life."
"Tell me, young man," the doctor said, "what do you think of my niece?"
"Your niece?" Bill asked.
"Yes, Gretchen. What do you think of her?" Dr. Steiner asked.
"I didn't know she was related to you," Bill said.
"Yes, she's my brother's daughter. She came to stay with me after her father died in an accident. I helped put her through college and she started working for me here as a researcher. When she read about your case, she volunteered to be your night nurse. So tell me, what do you think of her?"
"Well, she's very beautiful and she's a great nurse," Bill said. Dr. Steiner waved his hands.
"I know all that," he said. "But what do you THINK of her? As a woman?"
"Well, Dr. Steiner," Bill began. "I'm falling in love with her." 
"Wunderbar!" the doctor exclaimed, reverting to his native German. "She's rather taken with you as well, you know. I think she loves you as well. Is there a future there?"
"I could easily see myself married to her," Bill said.
"That is music to my aging ears," the doctor said. "Now, let's get to work. Today, we'll prep you for the treatment and we'll start first thing in the morning."
After his meeting with Dr. Steiner, Ralph and the attorney came by for their scheduled visit.
"I swear, you look like a new man," Ralph said. Bill smiled.
"I feel like a new man," Bill said. After the pleasantries and the brief counseling session, the attorney went over the divorce papers. They agreed Sara would be served the next day at the house.
Later, Bill was prepped for the treatment that would take place early the next day. His hair was trimmed and his body was shaved. Dr. Steiner explained what would happen during the treatment, letting him know he could experience a good amount of pain.
That night, his IV was adjusted to give him the medications he would need for the next day. Gretchen made love to him again, giving him several mind-blowing orgasms.
"I don't ever want to lose you," she whispered as she laid next to him.
"You won't," Bill said. She looked him straight in the eyes.
"Promise me," she said.
"I promise," Bill said. "I love you and once my divorce is final, I want to marry you, if you'll have me." She smiled and wrapped her arms around him.
"Oh yes, I'll marry you, Bill. I'll make you the happiest man on earth," she said. They made love one more time before finally falling asleep.
After Gretchen and Bill showered the next day, she and Linda prepped him for his procedure. Dr. Steiner came into his room to look him over.
"Are we ready?" he asked. Everyone agreed, including Bill, who was a little nervous. They wheeled him into the procedure room and Gretchen gave him some medicine, which included something for his nerves. She kissed him on the cheek before he was placed naked inside the treatment chamber, which looked a bit like an old Egyptian sarcophagus with wires and gauges on the side.
"I love you," she whispered. 
"I love you, too," Bill said before the medications began to take affect. Dr. Steiner came up to them.
"Now remember, Bill, you will experience some pain - that is normal and will pass," he said. "That's why we gave you something to help relax you. This won't take long. We can see everything from out here and if anything happens, we'll pull you out immediately. Once we're done here, we'll do another scan and make sure everything is okay."
The doctor closed the chamber and Bill could see his beloved Gretchen through a portal at eye level. She locked her eyes on his and smiled. He smiled back.
>SNAP<
There was a sudden blinding light and Bill felt a jolt run through his entire body. For a moment, he could feel nothing. Then a light tingling sensation began to work its way up his body. It felt like an electric cocoon covering every inch of him. Pain followed as the tingling covered his head. It hurt, but not as bad as he thought it might. He could still see Gretchen, but it was as if he was looking through gauze.
It seemed as though he was encased in the static-like cocoon for hours, but in reality it was only for about 15 minutes. As quickly as it began, it ended with another blinding flash of light.
His vision cleared and the pain subsided. He could still see Gretchen looking back at him. At least he survived, he thought. Dr. Steiner opened the chamber and looked Bill over, nodding his head in approval. 
"Sehr gut," he said, once again reverting to his native language. "How do we feel?" he asked. Bill wondered why it was doctors always asked that.
"Don't know about you, doc, but other than a bit of a headache, I feel like a million bucks," he said. The doctor nodded his head.
"Let's do a post-treatment scan," Dr. Steiner told Gretchen. She came to Bill and put a hospital gown on him before taking him to the imaging room. 
After the scan, Dr. Steiner took blood and had Bill perform an after-treatment physical. Ingrid was nearly orgasmic as Bill maxxed every test he was given. He was taken back to his room and saw himself naked for the first time in a full-length mirror. He had muscles he never saw before. His chest was well-defined and he actually sported a six-pack. His arms and legs were also much larger and he noticed his flaccid cock was even bigger than before. He looked at Dr. Steiner.
"Is this the beast?" he asked. Dr. Steiner shook his head.
"No, young man, this is the new you. The beast will show when you confront the source of your mental anguish," he said. He turned to his niece, who looked at Bill with love and admiration. "What do you think of your new man, my dear?"
"He's a dream come true, uncle," she said. She walked to Bill and caressed him. "And I'm going to spend my life making sweet love to him." The doctor smiled as she kissed Bill gently.
"I think, Bill, you should deal with what brought you here in the first place," the doctor said. "The sooner, the better. Perhaps tonight?" Bill nodded his head.
"I agree," he said, with more confidence and resolution than he had ever felt before. "Tonight it is."
"Good," Dr. Steiner said. "I'll arrange for transport. Gretchen and I will accompany you there, but you need to deal with your problems on your own. Leave all identification here, though. Once you are finished, we'll bring you back and do a follow-up examination. Now, rest up while I make the arrangements."
That night, Bill, Dr. Steiner, Gretchen, two security men and a driver drove to Bill's neighborhood in a black unmarked van. They drove by the house and saw the dark police sedan parked a few hundred feet from the driveway. The lights were on in the front room, but they couldn't see anything as the heavy curtains were drawn. The rest of the house appeared dark. They went around the block and parked in an alleyway not far from the back gate.
Bill put on a pair of gloves before he left so as not to leave any fingerprints. 
"Remember, don't stay too long," Dr. Steiner said. Do what you need then get back as fast as you can. Bill nodded in agreement. Gretchen kissed him on the lips.
"Be careful," she said. "And remember that no matter what, I love you."
"I love you, too," Bill said. "And I'll be careful."
He exited the van and made his way to the gate. Opening it slowly, he worked his way to the back sliding glass door which was fortunately unlocked. Stupid bitch, he thought. He quietly opened the door and went inside. The house was filthy and reeked of dirty clothes, urine, feces, moldy food, sex and something else he couldn't quite place. He detected the scent of a vanilla candle they had lit, apparently with the idea of covering up the other odors.
He could hear Sara and Bruno fucking in the living room and saw them on his couch as he walked in. He almost didn't recognize Sara, who was riding Bruno's cock. She was thin and pale and her hair was limp. Bruno stopped as he looked up and saw Bill. Sara turned around and looked at her soon-to-be ex-husband. She climbed off Bruno and sat naked on the couch as her lover got up to face off with Bill.
"What the fuck do you want, cuck?" Bruno asked. "Where my fucking beer?"
>SNAP<
From Bill's perspective, the two cheaters looked tiny, and he could see everything almost as if he were on the ceiling. That's when he realized the reason why. His body had grown almost in an instant. Thank goodness for the vaulted ceiling in his living room, he thought. He looked back at Bruno, who now looked scared. He grabbed Bruno by the neck and easily picked him up off the floor until they were eye-to-eye.
"Get a job and get your own fucking beer," Bill growled. He flung Bruno into the adjoining kitchen like a wet dish rag. His body hit the stove with so much force that it caved the appliance in. Several soda bottles filled with an unknown liquid fell off the stove and rolled around on the floor. Blood from Bruno's now lifeless body began soaking into the oven and dripped on the floor.
"Puny human," he hissed. He laughed at that. He always wanted to say that after hearing it in one of his favorite movies.
The Bill-Beast then turned to his cheating wife. Sara, still naked, sat on the couch, her face white, her eyes wide with terror. From her perspective, this thing in front of her resembled her husband and even sounded a bit like him, but that was it. His giant, muscled body filled the room and nearly touched the high, vaulted ceiling. Her body shook as he grabbed her by the neck and held her up to his face.
"So you were gonna turn me into a woman, were you, bitch?" he asked. She shook her head.
"Please, Bill, I didn't mean to hurt you. I was just bored," she said. "I wanted to spice things up. Please don't kill me." 
The Bill-Beast wanted so much to put an end to this lying, scheming creature. He had worked hard for years to provide for her, to give her all the things he thought she deserved. And how did she repay him? By stripping him of his manhood, his dignity. By trying to turn him into something he wasn't. By raping him and forcing him to do disgusting things with Bruno.
He wanted to squeeze her neck until her head popped off. He wanted to look her in the eyes as she took her final breath. But he couldn't. As much as he hated her and wanted to end her miserable existence, cold-blooded murder simply wasn't in his nature.
With his free hand, he took her left hand and pulled off her wedding and engagement rings. Holding them in front of her wide, blood-shot eyes, he crushed them between his thumb and forefinger then threw them on the floor. He tossed Sara back on the couch.
"AAAAAAAGGGGHHHHHHH!!" he screamed, his huge arms spread wide, his head thrown back. Sara looked at him in horror, her eyes focused on his groin. He followed her gaze and noticed for the first time that he was naked.
Of course, he realized what had happened. With his sudden growth, his clothes would have been torn free of his body. But that's not all.
His cock was absolutely HUGE. He wasn't sure exactly how big, but at that point he simply didn't care. Then he got a wicked idea and his face broke out into an evil grin.
"Maybe I should fuck you in the ass with this," the Bill-Beast said, his eyes flashing red. Sara shook her head.
"God, no," she begged. "You'll kill me with that thing," she said.
"That's the idea," he said, with a wicked laugh. He began to approach her as she screamed for him to stop. Then his enhanced sense of smell caught a whiff of something else - gas.
He looked at the stove and instantly realized what had happened. When Bruno's body hit the appliance, it had gotten disconnected from the gas supply and the deadly mixture was slowly filling the house. Soon, it would build into a dangerous concentration and the vanilla candle would cause it to go off. He looked at Sara one last time.
"GET. OUT!" he bellowed as loud as he could.
Sara didn't waste any time. She got off the couch and ran out of the house as fast as she could, naked.
"Must. Leave," the Bill-Beast thought to himself. He went back the way he came in.
>SNAP<
Suddenly, everything looked normal to him. He shook his head and took stock of his situation. He was naked, his torn clothing on the floor of his living room, but he couldn't go back in due to the gas building up in the house. Screw it, he thought, and made his way back out the gate and down the alley to the van.
The house erupted as the van's doors were closed. The gas explosion took out the entire front of the house, causing the liquid in the soda bottles to erupt as well. In minutes, the entire house was engulfed in flames.
Gretchen and Dr. Steiner dressed Bill in a hospital gown as the driver made his way back to the research center, never drawing any attention to themselves.
Sara, meanwhile, had run into the arms of an undercover policeman, who had been staking out the place. He saw Sara running into the street naked and got out of the car to intercept her. She was screaming something about a monster in the house.
He got her in the car and started toward the house but was stopped when the entire front half erupted in an explosion, throwing wood, furniture and other debris over the front yard and well into the street. He immediately went back to his car and called for the fire department. 
Sara, meanwhile, was still going on about a monster who was threatening to fuck her with a four-foot dick. He tried to calm her down but was unable to. He asked about Bruno, but she was equally incoherent, claiming the monster literally destroyed her boyfriend.
He decided the hysterical woman was probably high on meth and maybe needed psychological help, so he called for an ambulance.
...
Gretchen held a shaken Bill all the way back to the research center. Dr. Steiner said nothing, having decided to wait until they could do a follow-up exam.
By the time they got back, Bill had calmed down. They rushed him into the treatment center and carefully examined him. When the test results came back, Dr. Steiner was pleased. He met Bill and Gretchen in his room.
"How are you feeling?" Dr. Steiner asked. Bill nodded his head.
"I'm doing better now," he said. "A little shaken, but better."
"Yes, I can imagine you would be shaken up a bit," the doctor said. "That was probably the first time you've ever confronted what was causing you distress. I can tell you've experienced rapid body growth, but you seem to have successfully returned to your new normal. And from what we can tell from these preliminary results, your body is recovering quite nicely. I think that after a week or two of rehab you should be able to return to work."
"Thanks, doc," Bill said. "What do you have in mind?"
"I think I will leave that in Gretchen's capable hands," the doctor said, smiling. "After all, I understand you have a wedding to plan."
Bill looked at Gretchen.
"Yes, we do, uncle," she said. "And I have just the right thing for our patient." Dr. Steiner smiled and left the room.
Gretchen closed the door, took Bill's gown off and placed him in the bed. Taking her clothes off, she climbed in with him.



"Are you ready for some rehab, lover?" she asked, taking his hard cock in her hands. Bill smiled and nodded.
"Any time, sweetheart," he said.
Epilogue:
Sara insisted a giant monster had entered her house, killed her lover and threatened to kill her with a giant penis. She was finally placed in a psychiatric ward for observation and later involuntarily committed to an asylum where she spent the rest of her life.
Bill's divorce went through the system with no problem and he married Gretchen, who returned to her role as a researcher.
His house was destroyed by the fire that engulfed it. Fire authorities said the blaze originated in the kitchen, where Sara and her boyfriend were cooking methamphetamines and other illicit drugs. A poor gas connection on the stove was blamed, but the ensuing fire caused the deadly mixtures to explode, destroying the house. Bill got what he could from the insurance, which wasn't much owing to the illicit activity that started the fire. He sold off the property and recovered what he could from the ruins.
He ultimately moved in with Gretchen, who had a small house at the research center. He continued working for Mike Olson, who benefited greatly from his friend's new-found confidence.
As the doctor predicted, the Bill-Beast never showed himself again.
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This is the fourth chapter in the saga of Chris and Chloe Weber. While the story can be read separately, I suggest you read the earlier chapters to understand the full context of what is happening here. For those not familiar with those stories, the two main characters often refer to each other as "brother" and "sister," but there is no incest as the two are not related.
This is a radical departure from most of my offerings and contains no cheating, scheming, plotting or revenge. No one is beaten, shot, blown up, nuked, consumed by flesh-eating fish or sent to an alternate universe, however, there is a reference to an earlier story of mine entitled, "No Mercy." I hope you enjoy this little tale. If so, great. If not, that's fine too.
As always, constructive comments are welcome and please remember, this is a work of fiction...
September 4, 2092:
The house was finally empty of family member who had come to celebrate the 90th anniversary and the 109th birthday of the couple regarded as the head of the Weber clan. It was great to see the children and all their progeny, and they had a great time. But the festivities took a lot out of the aging couple.
Chris was finally alone in his office, where he could reflect on life and love in peace and quiet. He took a sip of coffee and glanced at his bookshelf, brimming with works that spanned more than a century -- some of them his own. His eyes fell on one book in particular and he pulled it out of the shelf.
It was his first novel, a science fiction book set 500 years in the future that told the story of a man facing a brutal death penalty after being falsely accused of adultery. The book was published in 2008, shortly after their 25th birthday.
September 10, 2008:
Much to Chris' surprise, his first book did fairly well and his publisher wanted him to hold book-signing events around the country. The only time he could do that, though, was on the weekends, since his photojournalist job at the paper kept him busy during the week. Chloe was supportive, but he could tell the trips bothered her. She accompanied him whenever she could, but she ended up working most weekends. Being a nurse in a maternity ward oftentimes required she be available at odd hours.
Toward the middle of October 2008, he had a brainstorm and hoped she would go along with it.
"What do you say we take a weekend off in February or March and go to Mardi Gras?" he asked.
"You mean, like in New Orleans?" she asked in response. He nodded.
"Yeah. It'd be fun, don't you think?"
"Well, Mardi Gras can get a bit wild, you know," she said with a smile. He wrapped his arms around her and kissed her pretty face.
"That's the idea," he said. She lifted up her t-shirt to reveal her B-cup breasts.
"You just want me to show these off for some beads, don't you?" she asked mischievously.
"I'll bet you'd come back with more beads than clothes," he told her. She giggled.
"Okay, you're on," she said. "I'll make the arrangements. You'd better get ready to take lots of pictures."
The next few months flew by. Chris made sure to call his wife every day when he was gone and the two often spoke for hours, their conversations frequently devolving into phone sex.
Finally, their long-awaited break came in mid-February. Chloe had airline tickets and reservations for them at a nice hotel in New Orleans, so all they had to do was drive to the airport and fly down.
They enjoyed the parades, the local cuisine, the music, the brightly-colored costumes and the fun-filled atmosphere of the city. They were also amazed at how narrow the streets in the French Quarter really were. They looked so much wider on television.
They visited as many of the local shops and watering holes as they could, and yes, Chloe had accumulated a lot of beads, after flashing her bare breasts to a number of people. The phrase, "show your tits," seemed to be a very popular one.
She had even lifted up her short denim skirt to give everyone a quick glimpse of her tiny panties. Many times, she pulled her panties to the side giving her admirers a glance at her bald pussy. Chris enjoyed the show as well and took lots of photos and video of his wife.
One evening, they walked into a small bar that looked fairly crowded and enjoyed a drink while watching an amateur strip show taking place on the bar. Two girls were busy stripping each other naked on the bar top to the delight of the crowd. Their attention was diverted by a female voice behind them.
"Chloe? Chloe Weber? Is that really you?" a woman said behind them. They turned to see Amy Wilson, a college classmate of Chloe's. Chloe smiled, squealed and hugged her friend.
"Amy, you remember my husband, Chris," Chloe said, turning to her husband. Chris shook Amy's hand.
"Yes, I remember. It's so good to see you guys. What brings you to New Orleans?" she asked.
"We just decided we needed a break from things so we came down here for a few days," Chloe said. "So, what's up with this?" she asked, referring to the show on the bar.
"It's some kind of an amateur contest. Kinda like a 'bare as you dare' thing. Not quite as hot as that thing you did at Spring Break a few years back, but still lots of fun," she said. Chris remembered that contest. Chloe went all-out and won a crisp $50 bill. "You wanna take a chance?"
"What, on the bar? Seriously?" Chloe asked. Amy nodded.
"Yeah, you and me. It could be fun, just like the old days," Amy said.
"I don't know," Chloe said. "What are the rules?"
"Simple," Amy said. "Dance, get naked, have fun. No sexual contact, though. What do you say? For old times sake?" Chloe looked at Chris with questioning eyes. He could tell she wanted to give it a shot. He nodded his head, smiling. Chloe smiled wide and looked at her friend.
"Only if Chris can get up close and take video of us. Alright?" she asked. Amy shrugged her shoulders.
"Sure, why not," she said. "C'mon," she added, grabbing their hands and pulling them to the front. Chris waited as the two girls spoke to the man in charge of the event. Soon, the two girls had removed their shoes and were on the wide bar barefoot.
They started moving to the music, gyrating their hips while teasing the crowd with flashes of their breasts. Amy whispered something to Chloe, causing her to smile. Chloe turned to her friend, who slowly pulled her short t-shirt up and over her head, leaving her completely topless.
Amy dropped the t-shirt behind the bar and began running her hands up and down Chloe's body. Chloe cupped her breasts and rubbed the nipples for the audience. Amy ran her hands over Chloe's breasts, barely avoiding her hard nipples. Chris could tell Chloe was enjoying this.
Chloe then reached out to her friend and lifted her shirt off, leaving Amy topless. She ran her hands over Amy's body as Amy moved back and forth.
Amy then reached down and unzipped Chloe's skirt. The short denim skirt fell down Chloe's legs and she stepped out of it, kicking it behind the bar.
Amy got on her knees and began running her hands up and down Chloe's legs, running her tongue over Chloe's bare midriff. She grabbed the sides of Chloe's tiny panties and teased the crowd by pulling them down a bit before pulling them back up.
Chloe reached down and pulled Amy to her feet. Getting on her knees, she undid the buttons on Amy's skirt and pulled it down to the top of the bar. Amy stepped out of her skirt and Chloe tossed it behind the bar.
Bouncing up and down, Chloe repeated the moves Amy had made earlier, rubbing her hands up and down the other girl's legs. Amy then stopped and knelt by Chloe. She grabbed a can of whipped cream and laid Chloe down on the bar. She put some whipped cream around Chloe's bare breasts and ran a line of cream down her stomach to the top of her panties.
Then she began licking the cream off Chloe's body, and worked her way down her stomach, putting one finger under her panties. She worked her way back up Chloe's body before the two exchanged places.
Chloe repeated the whipped cream act on Amy and it was clear to Chris that both girls were getting pretty excited. The crowd enjoyed the show as well.
Once they finished, Amy sat cross-legged on the bar top as Chloe stood up with her legs spread wide. She moved her panty-covered hips back and forth as Amy ran her hands up and down her legs.
Amy then grabbed Chloe's panties and began working them down her legs, slowly revealing her shaved pussy to the crowd. Amy kept rubbing Chloe's legs while working her panties to the top of the bar. Once they were all the way down, Chloe stepped out of them, picked them up and tossed them to Chris with a wicked smile.
Amy had now gone wild, running her hands all the way up and down Chloe's naked body, putting her face close to Chloe's exposed pussy, running her tongue all around her shaved mound, barely missing her slit. Amy stood up, facing her friend and ground her crotch into Chloe's for a moment before stepping back.
Chloe reached down and started pulling Amy's panties down, teasing the crowd with glimpses of her ass. Kneeling, she continued to pull Amy's panties down. Amy lifted her feet so Chloe could pull them off. Dropping the tiny garment behind the floor, Chloe ran her hands up and down Amy, cupping the girl's well-defined ass whenever she could.
She stood up and the two girls danced while facing each other, sometimes rubbing their breasts together, causing the crowd to go wild.
Grabbing one of the metal poles in the middle of the bar for support, Chloe raised one foot until it was high above her head, giving the crowd a look at her wet pussy. Amy reached down and pulled her lips open so the crowd could see right into her open pussy.
Chloe then got behind Amy and turned her so the crowd could see her clearly. Wrapping her arms around Amy, she spread her fingers and ran her hands all the way down to Amy's sparse bush. Amy's legs were spread wide and she bent backward slightly, giving the crowd a look at her spread lower lips.
The girls separated and danced next to each other for a while before their hands made it to the magic spot between their legs. Both girls made a show of quickly fingering themselves in front of the crowd before the song ended. The crowd erupted in applause as the girls embraced each other on the bar.
They got down off the bar top and quickly dressed, accepting the praise of the crowd. The bartender gave them a coupon good for one drink, which they gratefully accepted before joining Chris.
"God, that was hot," Chris said as he wrapped his arms around his wife. She smiled and kissed him deeply, their tongues wrestling for a few moments.
"I'm glad you liked it," she said. Amy joined them with her boyfriend.
"That was fun," Amy said. She introduced them to her boyfriend, John. After exchanging greetings, Amy continued. "You guys wanna join us? There's a private balcony party not far from here and we've been invited. We got two more tickets if you guys want to come with us. I hear it's gonna be hot."
"What the hell," Chloe said. "Sounds like fun." Chris agreed so they set off for the party.
"So, what gave you the idea to do that with Amy?" Chris asked quietly as they walked to the party. Chloe shrugged.
"I don't know, really," she said. "It's kinda like a latent fantasy of mine, I guess. I've always wondered what it might feel like. You know, I came close to letting her eat my pussy right there."
"Really?" Chris asked. "Is my wife bi-curious or something?"
"Oh, no, nothing like that," she said. "It's just something I've seen girls in these contests do on video and I was just a bit curious, that's all. You've got everything I'll ever want," she added, grabbing his crotch. "Besides, it's just Amy. Next to you, she's my best friend. We've always talked about boys. Well, mostly you. She knows we don't share, but she once told me she'd love to watch us fuck."
Chris made a mental note of this to himself. He trusted his wife and life-long lover implicitly and wasn't worried about anything, but this was a side of her he had never seen before. They had always been very open with each other about their love life, discussing everything, even their fantasies. It was one of the first rules they established after they were engaged.
They worked their way through a small alleyway and up a set of stairs to an apartment overlooking the crowded street.
Walking in, Amy introduced Chris and Chloe to the hosts of the party, a youngish man with long blond hair named Mike, accompanied by a well-endowed woman, Lisa, who was naked except for several strings of beads and a tiny thong that really didn't hide anything. After the introductions, Chris and Chloe grabbed a drink and made their way through the crowded apartment to the balcony.
On the way, they saw several couples in various stages of undress making out. One couple looked like they were actually fucking on the couch as others drank and conversed around them. Several topless women introduced themselves to Chris and Chloe and welcomed them to the party.
They finally made it out to the balcony, where women were flashing their bodies to the people below and throwing strings of beads to girls who lifted their shirts, exposing their breasts. Chloe leaned into Chris.
"You know, I'm not wearing any panties," she said. "They can look right up my skirt and see everything."
"Well, not quite everything," Chris said with a wicked smile on his face.
"What do you mean?" Chloe asked. Chris glanced at Amy, who was already topless on the balcony, twirling her shirt over her head. Chloe looked at her, amazed. "Oh, what the hell," she said, taking her shirt off for the crowd, prompting catcalls and whistles. Chloe responded, holding her breasts up for all to see. Mike stepped up next to Chris.
"That's one hot woman you have there," he said. Chris agreed. "Listen, if you want, you guys can play around a bit. Just be careful the cops don't see you, though." Amy joined her friend and gave her a big hug, mashing her breasts against Chloe. She turned to Mike.
"You should have seen this girl back in Spring Break. That was what, 2004 or 2005? Talk about hot. She's really flexible with her legs, if you know what I mean," she said with a wicked smile. Chloe turned red at the memory but smiled at her friend. Mike looked at Chloe, confused.
"Yeah? What'd you do?" he asked. Amy jumped in before Chloe could say anything.
"She tried to lick her own pussy. On stage," she said. The man's eyes grew wide. "Oh, yeah," Amy said. "It was hot."
"Did you win?" Mike asked.
"Oh yeah, she won," Chris said.
"Well, maybe she can give us a bit of a demonstration later on," Mike said before moving on. Amy moved in closer to Chloe and whispered something in her ear.
"You want to watch us fuck right here?" Chloe asked. Amy nodded her head, smiling.
"Yeah, wouldn't that be fun?" Amy asked. "I'm getting wet just thinking about it."
Chloe smiled and looked at Chris. She came close and sat him down on a love seat placed on the balcony. She crawled on top of him, her knees straddling his legs.
Taking his hands, she put them on her breasts and leaned into him.
"Take them, baby," she said. "Suck on sister's tits. Show everyone how it's done." As the other party-goers watched, Chris took one nipple in his mouth and sucked on it for a bit before moving to the other nipple. She moaned, rubbing her crotch against his trousers. She sat up and pulled his shirt off and began kissing his chest before working her way down to his pants.
As the others watched, she undid his belt and unzipped his pants. Pulling them down with his boxers, she knelt down in front of him. Taking his sizable cock in her hands, she put it in her mouth and began working on his growing manhood. Soon, she was bobbing up and down on him, and eventually had his entire cock in her mouth.
"Oh, baby, I'm cumming," he whispered. She kept working on him until he exploded in her mouth. She swallowed his entire load and kept sucking until he was hard again. She stood up, unzipped her skirt and let it fall to the floor so everyone could see her naked. She climbed back on his lap, and kissed him deeply.
Then she got up, put one bare foot on the back of the love seat behind Chris' head and brought her pussy to his face.
"Eat me, baby," she whispered. "Worship this pussy." Chris licked her slit and sucked on her lower lips the way she liked. He found her clit and sucked on it, causing her to moan in delight. Amy came up behind them and kissed Chloe's breasts, licking her nipples as Chris worked on her pussy with his mouth. Oddly enough, he found the sight of Amy sucking Chloe's breasts quite erotic.
Chloe grabbed the back of Amy's head and held her tight as she sucked. After she came on Chris' mouth, she kissed Amy on the mouth and got back into his lap, guiding his hard cock inside her pussy.
"Fuck me, baby. Right here, right now. Show these people how a man fucks his woman. Get me pregnant in front of everybody," she said, getting everyone's attention. Chris looked up at her.
"Your wish is my command," he said, smiling.
He gasped as the head of his cock entered her hot pussy. Others on the balcony gasped as well. By now, Amy had sat next to them and removed her skirt. She fingered her naked pussy as she watched Chris' cock go inside Chloe.
"Fuck her good, Chris," Amy said, her fingers buried inside her own pussy. "Cum inside her pussy for me. I want to watch."
Chloe moaned loudly as she slowly moved up and down on Chris's hard cock, leaning forward so everyone on the balcony could see from behind.
Soon, Chris felt the beginning of an orgasm coming.
"Oh baby, I'm getting ready to cum," he said.
"Do it, lover," Chloe whispered. "Cum inside me. Cum inside sister's pussy. Make me your woman." That was all the encouragement he needed as he exploded inside her. Amy had also masturbated herself to a wet orgasm, watching the two lovers fuck on the love seat. After their orgasms subsided, Chloe got off Chris and sat down on the love seat, her legs spread wide so everyone could see Chris' cum leaking from her pussy.
Chris pulled his trousers back on, got up and took video of his wife. She looked at the crowd with a wicked smile on her face, then put her feet behind her head. The crowd gasped as she bent forward as far as she could, her mouth open wide, her tongue reaching for her clit. She moved her tongue back and forth and for a moment, and it appeared that she may have actually hit the top of her shaved slit.
The crowd applauded as she untangled herself and stood, Chris' cum dripping down her leg. She bowed to the crowd with a smile on her face then walked to the edge of the balcony so everyone below could see her cum-filled pussy.
Mike came up to Chris and gave him a high-five.
"Damn, that's about the hottest thing I've ever seen on this balcony," he said. "You're one lucky dog, you know that?" Chris nodded.
"Oh yeah, I know it alright," he said. Mike smiled, slapped Chris on the back and handed him a card.
"If she does get pregnant, make sure to send us a picture, okay?" he asked. Chris smiled.
"You got it," he said. Mike smiled and walked to Chloe.
"That was fantastic," he said. "You guys have an open invitation and are welcome here any time."
"Thanks, Mike," Chloe said. "We had a great time." Lisa came up to Chloe after Mike stepped away.
"Think you can show me how to do that thing with your legs?" she asked. Chloe smiled.
"That took about 20 years of dance and ballet plus a lot of practice," Chloe said. Lisa smiled.



"Well, if you ever want to demonstrate that again, make sure to give me a call, okay?" she said with a wink. "I loved it."
"Thanks, I'll do that, and thanks for having us," Chloe said.
Amy gave her friend an open-mouthed kiss, grinding her naked crotch into Chloe's.
"That was wild," she said. "We have to do this again sometime." Chris watched the two and decided he would need to explore this side of Chloe a bit more, but not now. In this sexually-charged environment, he could easily understand how some inhibitions could be lowered, and the two women were long-time close friends. But, he admitted to himself, Amy certainly enhanced the evening's encounter.
Amy came up to Chris and gave him a sisterly hug and a kiss on the cheek.
"Thank you for that," she said. "I've always wanted to watch the two of you. You guys are made for each other, you know that, right?" Chris smiled and hugged her back.
"Yes, I do. I enjoyed it as well, thanks in large part to you," he said. He handed her a card with their contact information.
"Next time you're in Springfield, stop by. There's always room there for you," Chris said. "And don't be a stranger." Amy smiled and gave him her contact info in return.
"Thanks. I'll keep that in mind," she said.
The next day as Chris and Chloe packed for the return flight home, they looked at all the beads she had collected.
"Is it just me or do you have more beads than clothes?" Chris asked. Chloe smiled.
"Yup," she said. "I do have more beads than clothes. At least I was able to save one pair of panties for the ride home, though." She wrapped her arms around her husband and gave him a deep kiss.
"Thank you for a wonderful time," she said. "We really needed this. I've missed you terribly these last few months. I love you so much."
"I love you more," Chris said. Chloe shook her head.
"Nuh uh," she said. "I love you more."
After they got home, Chris asked Chloe about her relationship with Amy.
"We were good friends in college," she said. "Well, actually more than just good friends. More like surrogate sisters. She went to St. Louis after we finished our nursing program and I lost track of her when she went to New Orleans. You probably figured out she's bisexual. She likes men as well as women, but so far hasn't found a man who can handle that aspect of her."
"Have you two ever..." Chris began. Chloe shook her head.
"No," she said. "We talked about it back then, but that's all. She knows I'm married to the best man on earth and she also knows how we feel about infidelity. She's not about to do anything to mess up our marriage. And neither am I."
"Have you ever fantasized about her?" Chris asked.
"Once or twice," she said. "Not that I'm looking for it or anything, but if I ever were to have slept with a woman, it'd probably would've been her. Besides, all that got set aside when we promised to be exclusive. And you know I keep my promises."
"Do you still think about it from time to time?" Chris asked. Chloe shook her head.
"Nope," she said. "Never even entered my mind, not with this to come home to," she added, putting her hand on his crotch. He smiled.
Nine months later, their first child, a bundle of joy weighing nine pounds, eight ounces and named Michael Travis Weber, after their fathers, was born. Chris did everything he learned in the Lamaze class but it seemed that Chloe did all the work. He walked into her hospital room to find her nursing the baby. She looked so beautiful to him. He had kept his word and sent Mike a picture of mother and child captioned, "Conceived at Mardi Gras, New Orleans, 2009. Thanks Mike and Lisa!" He also included a celebratory cigar.
"You did a fantastic job in there," Chris said. She looked up at him and smiled.
"You did pretty good yourself," she said. "At least you didn't faint."
She held up her little finger and Chris knew what that meant. He wrapped his little finger around hers.
"Tell me, am I still your Snugglebunny?" she asked.
"Oh God yes," he said. "Always and forever."
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Linda Wilcox screamed in delight as the man above her continued pummeling her spread naked body in the hotel room's king-sized bed. She loved the feel of his cock, penetrating deeply inside her, giving her one orgasm after another.
This was so much better than the sex she had with her husband of twenty years, she thought to herself. In fact, it was so good, she practically cut him off completely, only giving him enough to keep him quiet. She told herself that while she loved her husband, she deserved the sexual high she got from her lovers.
And, she added, what he doesn't know won't hurt him. Right?
After the man, whose name she had already forgotten, filled her with his last load of semen, she got up and headed for the shower. She had to get home before it got too late and she didn't want her body smelling of sweat or sex.
"Same time next week?" the man asked after he put his trousers back on.
"Uh, yeah, sure. That'd be fantastic," Linda said from the bathroom. She heard the hotel room door close and stepped into the shower. She couldn't believe the sheer amount of cum now dripping out of her puffy, well-fucked pussy. Her husband would go ballistic if he saw that, she thought.
After cleaning herself off, she put her mini dress back on, grabbed her purse and checked her phone for messages. Nothing. Good, she thought. That meant her husband was probably still at his business meeting in Boston and wouldn't be home for another two hours. She left the hotel and climbed into her Toyota Camry and headed out.
She decided to stay off the busy freeway and took a two-lane country road that wound through the woods. The route was a bit longer than the freeway, distance-wise, but the lighter traffic meant she could make better time if she was careful, and the cops rarely traveled this road.
She had left the main part of the city and was zipping through the wooded countryside, driving a bit faster than the posted speed limit, when it happened.
The check engine light came on and the car suddenly lost a lot of power. She slowed down a bit and looked for someplace where she might get help. She heard knocking from the engine compartment and saw steam start to escape the hood. Her temperature gauge was quickly climbing into the danger zone and she knew she would have to stop soon.
Looking at the side of the road, she noticed a building with a light. Hopefully, she thought, someone there could give her some help. She spotted what looked like an entrance to a driveway and turned off the highway. Making her way slowly to the building, the car began knocking even louder and her battery light came on. She stopped in front of what looked like a barn with a lantern hanging outside and turned the key off.
Steam poured out from the hood as the engine died with a terrible clacking noise. She pulled her phone from her purse and tried calling for help, but found she had no signal. Odd, she thought. She had always been able to get a good cell signal on this road. Frustrated, she put her phone back in the purse and climbed out of the car.
She had just closed the car door when a young man wearing what looked to her like a dark suit with a tall, wide-brimmed hat came around the corner of the barn, holding an old-fashioned lantern over his head in one hand and a very long rifle in the other. Something about him seemed a bit familiar to her, but she couldn't quite place it.
He looked her over, leaned the rifle against the barn and looked closely at her car.
"You okay, miss?" he asked.
"There's something wrong with my car," she said. "The check engine light came on and then it just died." The man looked at her as though she was speaking Greek.
"Your... car?" he asked. "You mean, this... machine?" Linda nodded her head. The man frowned and walked around the vehicle as though he had never seen anything like it, running his hand over the smooth polished metal. He shook his head.
"I'm sorry, miss," he said. "I've never seen anything like this. What's a 'check engine light'? What does 'camry' mean?" he asked, looking at the car's insignia. "And where are your horses?"
"I don't need any horses," Linda said. "And this is a Toyota Camry." The man's eyes grew wide.
"No horses?" he asked. "How do you pull this thing around?"
"I get in and I drive it," she said, getting frustrated. How can this man not know about cars? Then it hit her. Maybe this was one of those families who eschewed modern technology to live off the grid. She had seen a documentary about that once, but wasn't aware of any groups like that in this area. "Look, do you have a phone I can use?"
"What's a fone?" the man asked. Linda pulled out her smartphone and tapped twice. The man jumped back as the screen lit up. She held the phone up so he could see it.
"There's no service here," she said. "Can I please use your telephone to call for help?" The man shook his head.
"Miss, I'm sorry, but I really don't know what you're talking about. Why don't you come inside and talk to my pa. He'll know what to do," he said. Linda nodded her head and followed the man around the barn and to a small log cabin.
The man opened the door and motioned for Linda to enter. He followed, closing the door behind him. An older man wearing a similar dark suit sat at a table, illuminated by a candle and a woman wearing an old-fashioned period dress was hanging pots over a large fireplace.
She noticed there was no television, or nothing else that looked electronic or modern. Not even a light bulb or a table lamp. The man looked up as they went inside. His eyes opened wide at the sight of Linda.
"What's the meaning of this, boy?" he asked gruffly. The younger man set his rifle against the wall and approached the table.
"I'm sorry, Pa," he said. "This woman says she needs help with her Camry." The older man's brows came close as he frowned.
"What's that?" he asked. The younger man shrugged his shoulders.
"I don't know, Pa. Whatever it is, it don't use horses. She wants to know if we have a 'fone.' I've never heard of that," he said.
"Well, neither have I," the older man said. He looked at Linda with disapproval. "Where are you going, young lady?" he asked.
"I, um, was going back to Centerville when my check engine light came on and my car died," she said.
"Centerville?" the older man asked. He shook his head. "Never heard of it. What's a check engine light?"
"See, Pa, she's talking crazy. And she has this thing that lights up when she touches it. Says it has no service," the younger man said.
"I don't like the sound of this," the older man said. "Nosiree, not at all." He turned to Linda. "You have a husband or something?" he asked. Linda nodded her head.
"Uh, Yes sir," she said, scared. "He's in Boston on a business meeting."
"Boston, huh?" the man said. "That's easily two days and a bit from here." Linda thought that odd, since the drive to Boston only took a couple of hours or so by freeway. He thought for a bit before speaking again. "It's getting dark, so I tell you what, miss," he said. "You can stay here tonight and we'll take a look at your Camry in the morning."
"Thank you so much," Linda said. The man nodded his head, taking in Linda's attire. He turned to the other woman who had finished what she was doing.
"Get her some respectable clothes and something to sleep in. She's darn near naked," he said. He turned back to Linda. "We don't have much room here in the house, but you can sleep in the barn. It's not too cold out and the Indians quit harassing us a couple months back. Dan'l here will get ya a bedroll and a couple extra blankets."
"Thank you, sir," she said. Indians? Sleep in the barn? What is this place, Linda wondered. Who are these people? The younger man, who she learned was named Daniel, got her a bedroll and two large thick blankets. The older woman, Mildred, gave her some old-fashioned nightclothes and a long heavy dress to wear in the morning.
"You'll have to wear the shoes you have, but watch where you step," the woman said.
"Breakfast is at 5:30 sharp," she said. "Dan'l will come wake ya up. If you have a need, there's an outhouse by the barn. And you can wash up over by the well. And for God's sake, get rid of that warpaint and cover yourself up. You look like a whore." Linda blanched at her words, given that she was just fucking a strange man just an hour or so ago.
Daniel grabbed an extra lantern and motioned for Linda to follow him. He escorted her to the barn and showed her a stall where she could put her bedroll. He couldn't help but look at her legs in her short dress. He had never seen anything like this before and he found the sight of her stimulating. He had to adjust his trousers more than once to hide his growing erection. Linda noticed and smiled.
"Like what you see?" she asked seductively. Facing Daniel, she unzipped her short dress and let it fall to the ground. Now, she wore nothing but a tiny black thong that barely covered her slit and a matching bra. Daniel's eyes grew wide and he took a step back.
"It's okay," she said, taking her bra off. "Haven't you ever seen a naked woman before?" He shook his head as she pulled her thong off, revealing her shaved pussy. She ran her finger inside her pussy and walked toward him, but he put his hands up.
"Miss, please, I can't. I'm betrothed to another woman. I have to get back. You'd better cover yourself up," he said. "And don't ever let my folks see you do that." He opened the barn door nervously and began to step out. "Good night, miss. I'll wake you up in the morning for breakfast." He closed the door quickly and went back in the cabin.
Linda went back to the stall, and put on the nightclothes she had been given. They were too big for her and smelled a bit funny, as though they hadn't been thoroughly washed. But at least she was covered and warm. She slipped under the blankets, which also smelled funny.
She pulled out her phone and saw she still had no service, but tried to check for any messages that her husband might have sent. Still nothing. She turned the phone off and put it back in her purse. She turned the lamp down until the flame went out and laid back in the darkness. She was also frustrated by Daniel's lack of interest in her. Never before had a man been able to turn her down like that.
She had never experienced a night like this. She had read about this but had never known just how dark it could get in the country with no street lights - or no lights of any kind. There were no sounds of traffic on the road nearby, but there were lots of other sounds, mostly the wind and animals walking around outside the barn. She was scared but tried to get some sleep.
Tomorrow, she decided, she would get out of this hellish place and never stray from her husband again.
Daniel woke her up early the next morning, before the sun came up. Rubbing the sleep from her eyes, she hoped this was a crazy nightmare, but realized that it wasn't. He showed her to the well, and pulled up a wooden bucket with water so she could clean herself up. She remembered what the other woman had said and washed the makeup off her face.
After a quick visit to the outhouse, she put on the other clothes she had been given. They were a bit big for her, but she made do. It took her a while to figure out how it all worked, but she hoped they would find her more presentable.
Watching out for animal droppings, she made her way to the cabin and was greeted with the smell of bacon and eggs. The older man invited her to the table, where she sat down. After the food was placed in front of them, the family bowed their heads and the older man said a prayer of thanks for the food.
After everyone finished eating, Linda offered to help clean up, but the other woman waved her off. The older man, who she learned during breakfast was named Micah, stood up and motioned for Daniel and Linda to come outside.
"Let's take a look at this 'Camry' of yours," he said. They walked around the barn and Micah stopped as he saw the sleek automobile.
"Sweet mother of God," he exclaimed. "What is that thing?" Linda looked at him.
"That's my car," she said, opening the door. "It won't start. See?" she said, turning the key. A clicking noise came from under the hood and both Micah and Daniel jumped back.
"What kind of witchcraft is this?" Micah asked, his face red.
"It's not witchcraft," Linda said. "It's just a car, and it's broken. Please, I just need a little help." Micah shook his head and turned to Daniel.
"Get the elders and bring them here," he said. He turned to Linda. "I don't know what evil you've brought here, but we'll soon get to the bottom of this. Go wait in the barn."
Linda went back in the barn and sat, crying. A little more than an hour later, she heard a commotion outside. Micah came into the barn and motioned for her to join him. They went into the cabin, which was now filled with people, the men dressed like Micah and Daniel and the women wearing long dresses and bonnets.
An older man with a short white beard motioned for Linda to stand at one end of the table.
"What is this beast you bring to our community?" he asked. Linda looked at the angry faces in the room before speaking.
"Please, sir, it's just my car. It broke down on my way to Centerville and I just wanted to use a phone to call for help," she said.
"Centerville?" the man asked. "Does anyone here know of a Centerville?" Everyone shook their head and several said, "No." He continued.
"What is a 'fone' and what do you mean by 'call for help'? Are you in communication with the Devil?" he asked. Gasps were heard throughout the room as Daniel came forward. He grabbed Linda's purse and pulled out her smartphone.
"This is what she uses to talk to Satan and his demons," he said. "I saw her try to use it last night, but she claimed she had no service." The older man took the phone and stared at the black screen for a moment before handing it to Linda.
"Show us how you communicate with the Devil," he said.
"I don't communicate with any demons," she said. "It's just a cell phone but there's no service here."
"Then show us how you use it," the man ordered. Linda nodded.
"Okay," she said, tapping the screen twice. Gasps were heard as the screen came to life. She punched in her code and the home screen came up.
"I can use this to make calls, to take pictures or to send and receive messages," Linda explained. She brought up her camera app and took several pictures of the room's occupants. She showed them the pictures, causing them to gasp in fear. "See?" she said. "Here, I can send or receive messages, but there's no service out here."
The man took the phone and started reading the messages that had been saved on the phone.
"I can't wait to..." he began, his eyes wide. He looked through some of her other messages after Linda showed him how to scroll through them. His face got red as he went through her texts, some of which were quite pornographic. He tossed the phone back on the table.
"This is absolute FILTH!" he declared. "You're nothing but a whore, sleeping with men other than your husband. And you dare to bring the tools of your witchcraft here and flaunt them. Have you no shame?" Daniel stepped forward.
"Elder," he said, looking at Linda. "She also tried to seduce me with her naked body last night in the barn. I was able to resist her temptation and fled from her evil as the good Lord taught us, but just barely. I prayed last night that Jesus would forgive me of my sins and make me worthy of my betrothed." He was shaking as he made his public confession, looking at a young blonde girl.
"You have done well, Master Daniel. You have proven yourself to be a true man of God. You have resisted the temptations of the flesh and fought the Devil. May you and Prudence be blessed with many children," the elder said.
The old man looked hard at Linda, his face contorted with hatred. The blonde woman approached Linda and slapped her hard across the face.
"You adulterous WHORE!" she screamed. "How DARE you try to seduce my Daniel with your wicked ways." The others murmured as the elders considered her fate. Micah's wife stepped forward.
"Elder," she said. "This creature slept in our barn and ate at our table this morning. Despite our hospitality, she defiled our son, who, praise God, is still pure. I ask that she be branded for her adultery and tested in the chair." The others nodded in agreement as the elders considered what was said. Linda was shaking with fear.
"Very well, Mildred," he said. "You're a good woman, a blessing to your husband and a Godly mother to your son. Your counsel has always been respected. The council agrees. This monster will be branded so all will know of her adulterous ways and then she is to be tested in the chair." The crowd roared as Linda trembled in fear.
Two men grabbed Linda by the arms. Daniel pulled out a strange-looking pistol and motioned for her to be taken by the barn. The rest of the crowd followed.
Once at the barn, Micah pulled out a branding iron and placed it in a fire. As the branding iron got hot, Linda's clothes were torn off, leaving her in just her bra and her thong. She was tied down to a board so she couldn't move and one bra strap was pulled down to reveal her upper breast.
The iron had grown red hot by now. Micah pulled it out of the fire and approached Linda. Daniel held Linda's left shoulder down hard.
"This is going to hurt, demon," he said. "A lot." He looked up at his father, smiled and nodded. Micah placed the iron on Linda's flesh. She screamed in agony as the iron burned an "A" into her chest. She could smell the flesh burning, even after the iron had been removed. She nearly passed out from the pain and the shock but the crowd wasn't finished.
They dragged her near-naked body to a nearby pond, where a chair sat. Linda was placed in the chair and tied down.
"No, no, please," she sobbed. "Please, I'm begging you, for the love of God, don't do this." Her cries fell on deaf ears as the chair, tied to a beam attached to a fulcrum much like a seesaw, was raised and turned so that it was above the water. The elder who convicted her stepped forward and addressed Linda.
"Let me explain what is about to transpire," he said. "You are about to be tested to see if you really are a witch sent here from the pit of Hell. You will be completely submerged into the water in that chair. If you survive the test, then you will have been found guilty of witchcraft and will be either hanged or burned until you are dead. If, on the other hand, you succumb to the water, then you will have been found not guilty. May God have mercy on your soul."
"No, please don't," Linda begged, tears flowing down her cheeks. "I beg you, please have mercy on me." The elder looked at the men on the fulcrum and nodded. They released the fulcrum, letting her and the chair fall into the pond.
"NOOOOOOOOOO!!" she cried as the chair fell into the water.
Now completely submerged, Linda held her breath as long as possible, but soon, her lungs ached and she could no longer keep from inhaling. Her last thought as she went unconscious was of her husband.
"Please forgive me," she begged in her mind before her world went dark...
...
State Trooper Jake Patterson was slowly driving down the old two lane highway toward Centerville, looking for signs of anything illegal. This was a boring route, he thought, as very few people ever traveled this road.
He looked to one side, where he saw a dilapidated old barn, one of the few remnants of a religious community that existed in the late 17th and early 18th century. His attention was drawn to a fairly new car parked in front of the barn. Odd, he thought to himself. Maybe it was just some kids looking for a place to make out, but he had to check it out. He slowed down and looked for a way to the structure.



He spotted what looked like an old road, and turned. It was actually two old wagon ruts surrounded by high grass, causing him to drive very slowly. He pulled in front of the barn and made a note of the license plate on the car.
Looking it up on his computer, he observed that it was registered to a Linda Wilcox. He also noticed the name had been flagged. A few keystrokes showed Mrs. Wilcox had been reported as missing by her husband earlier that day. According to the report he read, the woman had apparently been missing for two days.
He got out of his car and investigated. Touching the Camry's hood, he could tell it had been sitting here for a while. He also noticed coolant pooling under the engine. He walked into the barn and looked around.
"Mrs. Wilcox?" he yelled. He called her name again, but got no answer. Walking in the barn, he found a woman's dress in one of the old stalls. Perhaps she came here with a lover for sex, he thought.
He looked around more and went to an old cabin that was mostly burned out. He carefully looked inside. He was careful where he went as these old buildings could easily fall in. An old dirty table was in the middle of the burned out room and there on the table on top of all the debris, was a woman's purse and a smartphone.
He picked up the smartphone and turned it on to find that the battery still had half of its charge. It was locked, so he couldn't look any further. He put the phone in the purse and took it with him as he left. He walked around the property to see what he could find.
He spotted a pond about 50 yards away and thought he saw someone leaning over the bank. He walked toward the pond and realized what he saw as he got closer - a woman wearing only a thong and a bra was bent over the water with her head submerged. Her hands were behind her back, but they weren't tied. He ran to her and quickly pulled her head out of the water.
Laying her on her back, he saw a distinct red "A" that looked to have been burned into her chest. He immediately thought about recent stories of a sex cult that branded their victims and wondered if this was something similar.
He felt her neck and her wrist and found a slight pulse. Keying his microphone, he called for a tow truck, an ambulance and backup, since he didn't know if the person or persons who tried to kill her was still in the area. He looked around and didn't see anyone, but the place still gave him the creeps.
He set his concerns aside and immediately began performing CPR on the woman. He continued working through his exhaustion until the woman began coughing water out of her lungs. He rolled her on her side so she could expel the remaining water.
When he knew she could breathe on her own, he let her sit up and handed the dress to her. She managed to get the garment on just as an ambulance and two more state cruisers came into view.
Weak, frightened and exhausted, the woman sat on the ground, sobbing. He comforted her as best he could.
"It's going to be alright, Mrs. Wilcox," he said. "The ambulance is here. Can you tell me anything about what happened?" She looked around, clearly scared of something.
"They're all gone," she said weakly. "Everything's gone. They were going to drown me or burn me for witchcraft. But they're all gone now." Jake looked around, confused. As far as he knew, no one had lived here since the mid-1700s and most locals avoided the place like the plague. He handed her his business card.
"Please call me if you remember anything that'll help, okay, Mrs. Wilcox?" She nodded. "I'll make sure your husband knows."
The paramedics took over, placing her on a gurney. They covered her up and placed her in the ambulance, telling Jake she would be transported to St. Michael's Medical Center. He nodded and called it in.
By then, two other state troopers joined him. He briefed them on the situation and they looked around some more, but found nothing. A tow truck arrived and took the broken-down Camry to the police impound yard.
Gathered back at their vehicles, they looked around the area.
"What do you think?" one of the other troopers asked Jake. He shook his head.
"Beats the hell outta me," he said. "I didn't see anything to indicate there were other people here, did you?"
"Nope," the other trooper said. The third officer agreed.
"Let's get outta here," Jake said. "This place gives me the willies." Local historians claimed the community was burned down by French-led natives during the early stages of the French and Indian War. It wasn't known if there were any survivors, but the locals claimed the place was haunted and it was said that when the wind was just right, a woman could be heard screaming at night.
"I'm with you on that," the second trooper said, heading back to his car. After the backup had left, Jake sat in his cruiser, writing up his report. Looking out his window at the barn, he thought he saw a shadow flitting out of the old door. Nerves, he thought as he shook off the feeling. He headed out to meet Linda's husband at the hospital so he could make sure her things were handed back.
J.D. Wilcox was wearing a replica Revolutionary War uniform as he sat in the hospital lobby waiting for Jake. He was taking part in a re-enactment of a battle fought in the area years before, something that always attracted tourists and history buffs alike. J.D. stood as the trooper handed Linda's things back to him and briefed him on the situation.
After the trooper left, he went to the admissions office and gave them her insurance information. While they were preparing the paperwork, he pulled out his wife's cell phone. Unlocking it, he went through her texts, emails and pictures. He already knew about her cheating, having hired a PI to watch her. In a few days, she would be served with divorce papers, but he wanted to wait until she was out of the hospital first.
Looking at the pictures, he saw several Linda had just recently taken. They appeared to show people wearing period dress in an old cabin. He smiled as he zoomed in and carefully examined one of the pictures she had taken.
He left the hospital after being told she would be held for a couple of days for observation, got her car out of impound and took it to a garage, where the broken serpentine belt was replaced. The next day, he drove it to the hospital and went to her room, still wearing the uniform from the day's re-enactment. She looked at him and smiled, noticing the book and folder he was carrying.
"How are you feeling?" he asked.
"Better now that you're here," she said weakly. He noticed the "A" burned into her chest.
"That looks pretty bad," he said. "How did that happen?" She shook her head.
"It was a nightmare," she said. "They accused me of being an adulterous whore and were going to kill me for being a witch after they did this to me." He nodded his head and sat back down. He looked at her hard before continuing.
"Let me tell you a little story, Linda. You know my family has lived in this area for hundreds of years, right?" She nodded her head. "That's why I like to participate in re-enactments here. It helps me connect the present to the past.
"You and your car was found at the site of an old religious community that was first established in the late 1600s. It was attacked and burned by natives led by the French during the French and Indian War in 1755. It's generally thought that everyone at the settlement were killed. Most were - men, women and children were all killed. But there were two survivors.
"Daniel Willcots and his fiance Prudence were in the woods when the attack took place. They hid until everything was over. Afterward, they fled the settlement and ended up in Boston. He changed his name to Wilcox and the two were married. They had four children and he served for a time in the Continental Army. He died in 1805 and she followed him a year later. He wrote a diary of those days. Let me read one entry to you. You may find this interesting," he said, opening the old book carefully.
"One night, a strange woman appeared at our home," he began. "Her attire was unlike anything I had ever seen, and revealed much more than a good woman of God would show. Her conveyance was unlike anything I had ever seen, a horseless carriage she called a camrie. She said her carriage was broken but we were unable to ascertain the problem.
"We extended our hospitality to her, let her sleep in our barn and fed her from our table. She attempted to seduce me with her adulterous ways, but thanks to the grace of God, I was able to resist and remained true to my Prudence.
"The next day, we called the council of Elders who, along with my mother, decided she should be branded for her adulterous behavior and tested to determine if she was a witch sent to us from the Pit."
"The entry ends there," he said, looking at Linda. "Rather interesting, wouldn't you say? Especially since the entry doesn't say whether or not she survived the test."
"J.D., seriously, that's all very interesting, but what does that have to do with me?" she asked nervously. Granted, the entry sounded just like her experience from the other night, but how could that possibly be? Couldn't it all just be a coincidence? He pulled her phone from his pocket and opened up her photo gallery. He pulled up a picture she took during the council meeting and showed it to her.
"Where did you take this picture?" he asked. Her eyes grew wide as she saw the picture she had taken of Daniel and the woman who slapped her. She shook her head. "Look carefully at the man in that photo," he added. She complied. He put the phone down and opened the book again, turning to a page with two pictures, one of a man in a blue officer's uniform and another of a woman in an elegant dress. He showed them to her. Her face turned white as she recognized who she was looking at.
"These portraits of Prudence and Daniel Wilcox were painted just after the Revolutionary War," J.D. said. "Granted, they don't have the resolution of a photo taken on your smartphone, but surely you can see the resemblance."
Linda agreed. The people in the paintings were clearly older and more refined, but she could easily see they were two of those who punished her that night, and Prudence was clearly the woman who slapped her.
"Let me show you something else," he said, pulling out his folder. He opened it and placed it in front of her. She looked at the boxes and lines with names on them but didn't understand what she was looking at.
"You know my family has always been interested in our genealogy," he said. "Look at the two names on the top of this paper." She did and recognized the names - Daniel and Prudence Wilcox. "Now look at the names on the bottom," he added.
She looked and saw four lines with the names of her husband and his three siblings.
"Do you know what that means?" he asked. She shook her head, confused. "There's no other explanation. You tried to seduce my ancestor," he said. "Granted, you didn't know it at the time, but can you imagine what that would have done to our family tree?"
"But that's impossible," she said. "You said yourself he died in 1805. How could I possibly have been there. That was over 200 years ago." J.D. shrugged his shoulders.
"I don't know," he said. "Stranger things have happened, you know. Speaking of which, I have some other interesting photos here. I have videos as well, but I didn't bring those." He pulled an envelope from the folder and took out a stack of pictures. He handed them to Linda, who gasped as she looked at them. Some showed her in the same short skirt entering a hotel with an older man, who kept one hand on her ass. Others showed her naked on a bed, the same man pumping between her legs.
She looked through the stack of photos, all of which showed her in various positions, sometimes with the same man, while other photos showed her with other men. More than one showed her with multiple men at the same time. All of the photos had a date/time stamp on the lower corner. She put the pictures down and looked at him with tears in her eyes.
"I'm sorry, J.D., I never wanted to hurt you," she said. He looked at her hard before nodding.
"Right, it was just sex, it didn't mean anything, you still love me, blah, blah, blah, right?" he asked. She cried even harder.
"Honest, J.D., we can get past this, right? I promise I'll be the best wife to you from now on," she cried. He laughed.
"Maybe after the divorce is final and you can find a way to get unfucked," he said. "You know how I feel about this sort of thing."
"But I don't want a divorce," she said, tears falling down her cheek.
"Well, I don't want a cheating adulterous slut for a wife, either. Guess we can't always get what we want," he said. "Look, I'm hurt and angry, more than you know, but I'm not heartless. I've already got the papers done, but I'll hold off serving them until you get a clean bill of health. I definitely think you need counseling, especially after what you just went through. But make no mistake, we're finished. I loved you exclusively, gave you all the space you needed, watched over you, provided and cared for you, and this is how you repay me. I hope you have a good life. I know I will," he said, standing. He turned back to her before he left the room.
"I won't be coming back until I hear that you're ready to be released from the hospital," he said. "They tell me you'll be here one more night. Once I hear that you're ready to go, I'll come by and drop you off at Julie's place."
Julie was her half-sister, the daughter of Linda's mother, who gave birth to her during a previous marriage. They had always gotten along well and she made it clear that if he wasn't married to Linda she would make a play for him. Like him, she was a history buff and supposedly had local family ties that went back about as far as his.
"I've already arranged for your things to be taken over there. Tomorrow's the last day of our re-enactment, but I can leave early if need be. Goodbye, Linda." He walked out as she wailed for him to come back.
"Please, no," she cried. "I'm sorry! I really do love you."
...
That same morning, Jake prepared to head out to his new route, which included the strip of road where he found Linda as another trooper came over to his window. Jake rolled down the window and acknowledged his colleague.
"What's up, George?" he asked.
"Jake, you got a minute?" the other trooper asked. "I've got something I want to show you." Jake knew George wouldn't do this unless it was important, so he put the vehicle in park and got out.
He followed George to his office and pulled up a chair in front of his computer.
"Take a look at this," George said. "I was going over the dash cam footage on your car and spotted something I thought you might want to see." Jake watched as George pulled up the footage from his stop at the old settlement.
"The really interesting part is at the end, when you're doing your paperwork," George said. Jake watched as he saw a shadow flit out of the barn door and quickly move to the left. He shrugged his shoulders.
"So, what?" Jake asked. "That could be from a bird or a branch. What's interesting about that?"
"Well, considering the time and the placement of the sun, it just doesn't add up," George said. "Plus, look at what happens when we watch this frame by frame." George reversed the video and slowed it down so that only one frame showed at a time. Jake's eyes widened as he watched.
He saw the shadow appear to come out of the barn door. The next frame showed the shadow making a hard turn to his left. The top of the shadow looked very odd. The next frame showed the shadow in relief. It appeared to be the shadow of the top half of a man wearing a Revolutionary War-era tri-corner hat and a uniform coat with long tails. The shadow moved further to the left in the next frame and was suddenly gone in the final frame. Jake looked at George.
"What the hell was that?" he asked his friend. George shook his head.
"Beats me," he said. "But it certainly wasn't a bird."
"Have you shown this to the old man yet?" Jake asked. George shook his head.
"Not yet. I wanted you to see it first and give you a chance to explain it," George said. "But you know I have to show it to the Captain."
"I understand," Jake said. "To tell you the truth, I felt like I was being watched the whole time I was out there. That place is creepy."
"I've heard that before," George said. "Don't worry about this. I'm sure the boss will keep it quiet. Just be careful out there, okay?"
"Yeah, I will," Jake said. "Thanks for showing that to me."
He headed out and finished his shift, but looked carefully at the old building as he drove by.
...
The next day, Linda prepared to leave the hospital and was waiting for the nurse to put her in a wheelchair for the ride to the patient pick-up area. She didn't see her husband, but the discharge nurse said he had already checked in downstairs and would see her when she was taken to her car.
Her bags packed, and her discharge instructions in her hands, she rode downstairs and was wheeled to the double doors leading to the pickup area. She saw her car by the sidewalk in front of the door and a man wearing a replica Revolutionary War hat. Apparently, her husband left the event early to pick her up. Maybe, she thought, there might be a chance to make things right.
The nurse opened the passenger door and the man looked out his window as Linda got in the car and buckled herself in. She looked at the nurse.
"Thank you for everything," she said. The nurse nodded her head.
"You take care of yourself now, okay?" the nurse asked, smiling. She closed the door and the car moved forward, making its way to the highway.
Linda looked at her husband and tried to make small talk, but he stared out the windshield, his face grim. Apparently, he hadn't bothered to even wash up before coming to pick her up, she thought, looking at the dirt on his face and clothing. She also detected the acrid smell of gunpowder, which clung to his uniform.
"Thank you for coming to pick me up," she said.
"Uh huh," he said.
"Really, it means a lot to me," she added.
"M'kay," he grunted.
Okay, Linda thought to herself. He's still upset and doesn't want to talk. She understood and simply looked out the window as her husband drove down the highway. She thought about the events of the last few days and really didn't pay any attention to the scenery.
...
Jonathan Daniel Wilcox, "J.D." to everyone else, was busy participating in the re-enactment and thought he should have heard from either the hospital or his wife by now. He waited until there was a break in the action and walked to the staging area, where he grabbed his phone and checked for messages.
Nothing. He contemplated calling the hospital, but changed his mind after looking at the time. He knew it sometimes took several hours for everything to get finalized, so he decided to wait a bit longer, perhaps an hour.
He put his phone away, and went back to the field, where his "soldiers" were giving the tourists a demonstration of Revolutionary War battle tactics, complete with volleys of musket fire.
...
Linda wasn't paying much attention to what was happening as her mind was going over the events of the last few months. Sure, she had cheated on her husband, but surely he wouldn't really divorce her. Otherwise, why would he be nice enough to leave his re-enactment early to take her home.
The car slowed down and took an exit. Soon, they were outside the city limits on a two-lane road headed away from Centerville. Linda looked at the man driving her car, his hard, calloused hands tightly gripping the wheel.
Wait a minute, she thought. J.D.'s hands were neither calloused nor hard. He worked in an office all day, even though he worked out to stay fit and trim. But this guy behind the wheel looked just like her husband and even sounded like him. What's going on, she asked herself.



"Where are we going?" she asked.
"Home," the man said gruffly.
"But this isn't the way home, J.D.," she said. The man looked at her, his face contorted into an evil smile.
"Who's J.D.?" he asked. "My name's Daniel. Surely you remember me? You're even wearing the same dress you had on that night in the barn." Linda's eyes grew wide and she screamed.
"No! It can't be!" she exclaimed. "You're dead. You can't be here."
"You're right. I am dead. Have been for years. And you will be too, soon," he said. "Remember what Elder Thomas told you when you got tested? If you survived the test you would have proven yourself to be a witch from Hell and you would be burned or hanged. Well, you're still alive, so you seem to have survived the test."
"No, this can't be for real," she said.
"It's very real, my dear. It's just a shame that you're married to my descendant. You have disgraced my family with your wicked ways and that cannot stand," he said. "Don't worry, though. Prudence has found a much better replacement for him from her family tree. They will live a long, happy life with many children and the family line will continue."
"You're crazy," she said. "Stop this car right now and let me out."
"Or what?" he asked. "Ah, we're almost there. I promise your death will be quick, although your punishment will be eternal. Once you're gone, Prudence and I will be released from our earthly bonds and will spend our eternity in heaven." He smiled and looked at her. "Goodbye," he said before he pressed on the gas pedal and disappeared.
Linda felt the car swerve and looked out the front just in time to see the giant boulder. She gasped and tried to open the door, but couldn't. In a second, the car slammed into the boulder, slamming her head into the windshield, knocking her out. The passenger side air bag never deployed. The force of the impact smashed the engine and caused the gas line to break. Soon, the gas erupted into flame and the tank eventually exploded. Within minutes, the entire car was engulfed in fire, killing the single passenger.
...
J.D. finished the re-enactment that afternoon and was frustrated that he never heard from the hospital. He called and was told that his soon-to-be ex-wife had already been discharged.
"Dammit, why didn't someone call me?" he asked the woman on the phone.
"I'm sorry, sir," she said. "Our records show that Mrs. Wilcox was driven home by her husband."
"What?" he asked. "This IS her husband. I never drove her home. Who drove her home?"
"I'm sorry, sir, that's what our records show," she said. J.D. ended the call and considered the situation. Maybe a friend or one of her lovers took her back to the house, he thought. He jumped in his truck and headed home, thinking he would confront Linda and whoever it was that picked her up.
As he pulled into his driveway, he was surprised to see that her car wasn't there. Maybe she left a note or had already left to stay with Julie. He went into the house and found everything just as it was when he left that morning. There was nothing to indicate that she had ever been there, no note, nothing. All of her things were still in the closet, which meant that she hadn't shown up to pack. He called Julie and explained the situation.
"That stupid bitch. I'm so sorry, J.D.," she said. "I haven't heard from her for several days. I'll call around and see if anyone knows anything. If I hear something, though, I'll let you know."
"Thanks, Julie, I appreciate that," he said. He turned on the television and noticed there was a "Twilight Zone" marathon playing. Again. He enjoyed watching the show, but had hoped there would be some news.
...
Jake rounded a curve and was close to the old settlement when he noticed smoke billowing on the road ahead. Looking closer, it appeared that someone had taken the curve too fast and ran off the road. He hoped no one was hurt.
He called dispatch, reported the sighting and asked for a fire truck and an ambulance. It seemed this section of the road was getting a bit popular. As he got closer, though, he noticed the license plate.
Pulling off the road behind the burning vehicle, he looked again and confirmed it - this was the same car they pulled out of the settlement. He called for an ambulance, grabbed a fire extinguisher and got out of the cruiser.
He walked around the front of the car and saw the entire front end was smashed in. He tried to put the flames out but his extinguisher was no match for the fire. Looking closer at the car, he saw one charred, burning body in the passenger seat. The airbag had not deployed on that side, but the driver's side bag had deployed. There just wasn't any driver in the seat. He looked around, but the only tracks he saw on the ground were his. What the fuck, he thought to himself.
By now, a fire truck and an ambulance had arrived on the scene. Jake stepped back and let the firefighters do their job. Soon, the blaze was out and Jake was able to confirm there was only one person in the car, and there was almost nothing left of the body. Unable to do anything for the passenger, the medics called for a coroner's van and returned to their base.
Jake knew in his mind who the victim was, but he was mystified - who was the driver and where did he or she go?
He sat back in his cruiser and began his report. Looking up, he saw what he thought was a ball of light quickly moving from the driver's side of the car, in the direction of the old settlement. No fucking way, he thought to himself.
He made a call.
...
J.D. was sitting in his recliner looking closely at the pictures on Linda's phone when he heard a knock on the door. Opening it, he saw Julie, Linda's half-sister. He invited her in and noticed how much she resembled the blonde woman in Linda's pictures. Could Julie be a descendant of Prudence Wilcox, he wondered. The similarities were far too striking to be discounted as a coincidence.
"Have you heard the news?" Julie said, flipping her long blonde hair back. J.D. shook his head. Julie turned up the volume on the television.
"This just in," the announcer said. "A car burst into flames after running off state highway 5 outside Centerville. It appears the vehicle struck a rock at a high rate of speed, causing the car to burst into flames. Authorities say they cannot locate the driver, but were able to identify the passenger, who appeared to be the only person in the vehicle. According to state police, the person was found here in this area just a few days ago and was just released this morning from St. Michael's Medical Center where she was treated for burns and trauma. It's not known why the car was back in the area and police say they are asking the public's help in locating the driver. More on this story at 11. Stay tuned to Eyewitness News."
The newscast ended and the marathon continued. J.D. and Julie looked at each other, astonished. His cell phone rang and he answered it.
"Mr. Wilcox, this is Trooper Patterson. We met at St. Michael's Hospital. Can I ask you a couple of questions about your wife?" he asked. J.D. put the phone on speaker so Julie could hear the conversation.
"Sure, officer. I've got her half-sister here and the phone on speaker so you can talk to us both," J.D. said.
"Good, that'll save me some time," Jake said. "Do you know when your wife was discharged from the hospital? And did you pick her up?"
"No, officer, I was hoping to have heard from the hospital but never did. When I called, they said that her husband had already picked her up, but I never saw her and I was never at the hospital," J.D. said.
"Do you know who might have picked her up?" Jake asked.
"No, sir, I don't," J.D. said.
"Where were you this afternoon?" Jake asked.
"I was at the re-enactment all day today, officer. There's a hundred other re-enacters who can verify that plus several hundred other people who watched us," Jake said. "I called the hospital and they told me she had already been picked up so I came home to see if she was here."
"Okay, Mr. Wilcox. Listen, I'm sorry to say that your wife was killed in an accident on state highway 5, near the old settlement where she was found the other day. Please accept my condolences for your loss," Jake said.
"Thank you, officer," J.D. said.
"Listen, there's going to be an inquiry on this so we'll need you to be available, okay?" Jake asked.
"Sure, officer, anything I can do," J.D. said. They ended the call and Julie collapsed in his arms, crying.
"Oh God, J.D., I'm so sorry," she said. He hugged her tight and tried to comfort her as best he could.
"It's okay, Julie, we'll get through this," he said. They felt a cold breeze go through the room and looked around.
"Did you feel that?" Julie asked. J.D. nodded his head.
"Yeah," he said, noticing the book was opened to the pictures of Daniel and Prudence Wilcox. Strange, he thought. That book was closed when Julie knocked on the door. They both looked toward a darkened area of the living room and saw two mostly transparent figures that looked like younger versions of the couple in the paintings.
The man wore the uniform of a Continental Army officer, much like the one J.D. had on while the blonde-haired woman was arrayed in a long elegant dress similar to the one in the painting.
Both of them gasped, more from surprise than fear. Oddly, they weren't scared and felt as though they were in the presence of family. The two figures said nothing but smiled and nodded their heads in approval. As suddenly as they appeared, they disappeared and the temperature in the room went back to normal.
They looked at each other for a moment, realizing the similarities between themselves and the two figures they saw earlier. Could it be real, they each wondered. They both suddenly felt an urgent need to kiss the other and were soon embracing each other passionately.
As they broke the kiss, J.D. pulled out Linda's phone and showed Julie the pictures from the settlement. Julie gasped as she recognized the two characters. Then they looked at the pictures of the paintings in J.D.'s book. J.D. already knew, but slowly Julie realized that they each were in fact, the descendants of the two last survivors of the raid on the old settlement.
They sat down on the couch, still in shock at the afternoon's events.
The Twilight Zone episode that was playing ended and the scene shifted to a grim-faced man wearing a suit, holding a cigarette in one hand.
"It's been said that time heals all wounds," the man said. "The final execution of a 250-year old sentence handed down to Linda Wilcox, an adulterous wife marked for her sins long before she was born, was carried out today on a lonely country road next to the ruins of a settlement whose residents are nearly completely forgotten. A sentence that can only be executed in... the Cheating Zone."
The man smiled, winked and took a long drag off his cigarette.
Fade to black...
Note: In early Puritan settlements in North America, those found guilty of adultery were sometimes branded with an "A" on their chest. Other crimes, like drunkenness, warranted a "D," and so on. Branding was even done by the Union Army during the Civil War.
The practice of "dunking" as a test for witchcraft was also carried out by many societies until sometime in the 18th century. It's generally believed that those convicted of the "crime" of witchcraft were burned, and many were in Europe, however, of the 19 people convicted of witchcraft in the Salem witch trials, none were burned, but were hung. In this regard, I took a bit of artistic license...
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July 17, 2010:
Chloe Weber was enjoying a cup of coffee in her mother's kitchen. She had just fed her nine-month-old son, Mike, and the two women were talking about life and love in general. Her husband, Chris, was on an assignment for the paper but would be back later that day.
"Have you read Chris' book," Chloe's mother, Kay, asked.
"Yes, I have. He let me read it before he sent it off to the publisher," Chloe said.
"That was so sweet of him to dedicate it to all of us. It meant a lot to your Dad. Your husband has quite the imagination. Feeding criminals to flesh-eating fish? The death penalty for adultery? Where did get all that?" Kay asked.
"I don't know," Chloe said. "He's always had quite an imagination."
"Well, I'm sure having a muse like you to inspire him helps," Kay said. "So, how are things going with you two lovebirds?"
"Generally, good, but things have changed a lot since Mike came along," Chloe said. Her mother looked at her concerned, nodding her head.
"Yeah, having a child does that, you know?" Kay asked. Chloe looked at her mother.
"Did that happen with you and Dad?" Chloe asked. Kay nodded.
"Oh, yes," she said. "But we got through it. Thank God for Chris' parents, though. We sometimes would take a weekend just to get away for a bit and they would watch you so we could go and take a break. But how are things between the two of you?"
"They're good. Chris is a wonderful father. He plays with Mike all the time and he's really great about helping change diapers and all. It's just, I don't know, different now," Chloe said.
"What do you mean?" Kay asked.
"Well, we used to, you know, play around -- a lot. But with our jobs and Chris' writing and now with Mike, it seems we just don't have time to do much anymore," Chloe said.
"Well, maybe the two of you need to get away for a bit. Maybe take a weekend and reconnect," Kay said.
"We couldn't leave Mike, though," Chloe said. Kay shook her head.
"Nonsense," she said. "You're not breastfeeding anymore and Mike is taking to eating food well enough, so let us take him for a weekend."
"I couldn't do that to you and Dad, though," Chloe said.
"Are you kidding? Your dad and I would love to have Mike for a weekend," Kay said. "You guys can go out to the lake house, take it easy, go skinny-dipping like y'all used to do, have some hot wild sex on the beach, just have fun. You need it, and you know it. Besides, what are grandparents for?"
"Are you sure?" Chloe asked. "I don't want to be a burden."
"It'll be fun. Trust me. Talk to Chris, take next weekend off and go. Have a good time," she said. Chloe gave her mother a hug.
"Thanks," she said. "I'll talk to Chris tonight."
That night after Mike was laid down to sleep, Chloe reached out to her husband.
"We need to talk," she said. Chris looked at his wife and dreaded what was to come. He read all those stories and knew what those four words often meant. Had she found someone else? Was she having an affair? Did she want a separation? He had been gone a lot thanks to his job and things had been a bit strained the last couple months.
"Okay," he said weakly. Chloe poured them a glass of wine. Oh no, he thought. This can't be good. She sat down and took his hand.
"Things have been pretty rough lately," she said. "It's not your fault. I know your job keeps you on the go, and mine does too. And with Mike around, we haven't been able to do very much." He knew she was right. Their sex life had taken a serious hit since Mike was born. What had been a daily thing had fallen off to maybe two or three times a week, if that. It was almost as if their son had built-in radar or something. They never complained, but they were a bit frustrated.
"So what are you suggesting?" he asked, dreading her answer.
"I talked with my mom today, and she suggested we take a weekend and head up to the lake house," she said. Chris was relieved.
"I think she's right," he said. "But what about Mike?"
"No problem. Mom said she and Dad would love to watch him for the weekend. I think we really need this, honey. I know I do," she said. Chris thought a minute and ran over his schedule in his mind.
"Okay," he said. "Let's do it next weekend. I'll tell my editor I need to take off a bit early and we'll head up Friday night." Chloe smiled and threw her arms around her husband.
"I can't wait," she said. "Thanks so much. I think we really need this."
The week went by fast and on the next Friday, Chris and Chloe dropped Mike off at her parents' house before making the two-hour drive to the lake house.
"It feels so strange not having Mike with us," Chloe said as she got back in the car.
"It does," Chris said. "I almost feel a bit guilty. Almost," he added, running his hand up Chloe's well-toned dancer's legs. She smiled. He loved looking at her legs and she loved showing them off. On this trip, she was wearing a pair of shorts and a short t-shirt which highlighted her breasts.
They made it to the house just after sunset, having stopped to eat on the way. Chris carried their things inside as Chloe made her way inside. The house was built by their parents and featured two large master suites with their own dressing areas and bathrooms. It also featured two smaller bedrooms, each with their own bathrooms and a large deck out back.
The two families often used the house as a summer getaway and the they often took their summer vacations there. They also used it as a private conference area where they could meet with clients in a more relaxed atmosphere. The house, and especially the large lagoon out back, held many good memories for Chris and Chloe.
That night, they made love in the front room before retiring to one of the large master suites.
The next morning, an hour after after breakfast, they donned their swimsuits and headed to the private lagoon, which included a beach and a dock.
"Aren't you a bit overdressed?" Chris asked his wife, who had donned a two-piece micro bikini. She smiled as she stripped out of her suit, giving Chris an eyeful. "That's more like it," he said, dropping his trunks and tossing them on the blanket Chloe had laid out for them.
The two lovers headed into the water, naked. He loved looking at her this way and admired the way she had kept herself in shape even after giving birth. Thanks to her use of various creams, oils and exercise routines, her body showed no stretch marks and her shapely ass looked just as firm as ever. Her breasts had grown a bit, but he certainly wasn't complaining. She had decided to breast feed their baby, and did so for seven months until he was able to handle regular food.
She turned to face him and Chris gasped as he took in the sight of his completely naked wife in the water.
"What's the matter," she asked. "Cat's got your tongue?"
"God, baby, you are so beautiful," he said, taking her in his arms.
"This feels so good," she said. "Do you know how long it's been since we could play like this outside?" Before Mike was born, they spent a lot of time naked in their own backyard.
"Eleven months, fifteen days, two hours and 17 minutes," he said. Chloe laughed.
"Keeping track are we?" she asked.
"This reminds me of the first time we went skinny-dipping up here," he said. "You remember that?" She smiled as she nodded.
"Yeah. That was what, 17 years ago?" she asked.
"I think so," he said. "And you're more beautiful now than you were then."
"Flattery will get you everywhere, Mr. Weber," she said. "And for the record, you're even more of a hunk now than you were then." They kissed deeply, their bodies pressed hard against each other. She felt his hard cock pressing against her and took it in her hands.
"We'll have to do something about this," she said with a seductive smile. "Fortunately for you, Nurse Chloe has just the cure." She got on her knees, the water even with her shoulders and took him in her mouth. He gasped as her warm mouth enveloped his manhood. She took his member deep in her throat and worked him with her tongue until he felt an orgasm coming.
"I'm getting ready to cum, baby," he said. She worked him harder until he exploded in her mouth, swallowing his entire load. She stood up in front of him and kissed him as he fingered her wet, shaved pussy.
"You know how much I love sucking my brother's cock," she said.
"My turn," he said, kneeling before his wife. He licked and sucked on her lower lips, his tongue finding her clit. She moaned and bucked hard against him as he worked his tongue over her pussy. Within minutes, her orgasm hit, causing her to tremble.
"Oh, God, baby, I needed that," she said. They broke and began swimming in the warm water, splashing and playing the way they used to do as children. They finally came out of the water and grabbed their towels to dry themselves off.
Chris grabbed the sunscreen and applied it to Chloe as she lay naked on the beach towel.
"Wouldn't want this to get burned," he said, slipping a finger inside her pussy. She smiled and grabbed the sunscreen, applying it to him the same way.
"Certainly don't want this getting burned, either," she said, rubbing the lotion on his cock and balls. They grabbed a sandwich out of the picnic basket Chloe brought out and pulled a Coke out of the ice chest. Chloe sat in Chris's lap, her knees straddling his legs. He loved this view. She looked at him and then at the house, reflecting on their youth here.
"Penny for your thoughts," he said.
"I was just thinking back," she said. "I remember the very first time we went skinny-dipping here. I can't believe my Mom actually suggested it. I'm glad she did, though."
"I can't believe my parents went along with it," he said. "But I'm glad, too."
"You have no idea how many times I masturbated at night thinking about you," she said. "I used to close my eyes and fantasize about you making sweet love to me. I wanted nothing more than to climb in your bed at night and fuck your brains out. I almost did a time or two."
"Do you regret waiting until we were 18?" he asked. She shook her head.
"No, I don't. But it wasn't easy," she said. "What about you? Did you ever jack off thinking about me?" He smiled.
"More times than you know," he said. "I actually saw you right over there on those rocks once," he added, pointing to a small group of rocks that led into the water. "You were so hot and sexy I couldn't help myself."
"You're kidding," she said. "You saw me?" He nodded.
"What made you do that, anyway?" he asked.
"Well, I had just gotten out of the water and I was watching you," she said. "Then I looked over and saw Mom and Dad. They couldn't see me, but I could see them clearly. You know they always had an exhibitionist streak. Maybe that's where I got it from. Anyway, I saw Mom going down on Dad. As I watched, I could tell that he really loved it. And she enjoyed it as well. I started rubbing myself and was thinking about what it would be like to do that to you. I wondered if I could make you as happy as Mom made Dad that day."
"You watched your parents?" he asked.
"Yeah," she said, giggling.
"You know, I think that's about the first time I saw you as a real woman," he said. She kissed him, then worked her way down his stomach and came back up. He could see the lust in her eyes as she looked him in the face.
"Make love to me," she said, taking his cock in her hands. "Right here on the beach. Take me and make me yours." Chris kissed her back and rubbed her body as he kissed and sucked her nipples. She got up on her knees and positioned herself over his cock, which had grown hard, and guided him into her.
He gasped as his manhood entered her warm, wet velvety depths. She settled down on him, then began moving up and down slowly.
"Do you like that, baby?" she asked. He nodded. "I love the way your cock feels inside me," she said. "I always have. I love doing this with you out here. I've always loved being naked with you."
She climbed off and laid down on the blanket, her legs spread wide.
"Come here and fuck me, my husband," she hissed. Chris obeyed, taking in his wife's beautiful body. She moaned as he slid inside her and began fucking her.
"That's it," she said. "Fuck me. Do it." He pumped harder in her, as she wrapped her legs around him.
"I'm getting ready to cum," he said. She wrapped her arms around his neck.
"Do it, baby, cum inside me, right here," she said. He couldn't hold back and filled her with his seed. After their orgasms subsided, they lay in each others arms.
They spent the rest of the day outside, playing in the water like they did when they were younger, taking a break only for dinner and more time on the beach.
That night, they went to one of the two main clubs in the resort community a few miles down the road. The club they chose was known for its romantic atmosphere and laissez-faire attitude towards couples who sought intimacy in a somewhat public setting. There was a dance floor and the band played slow, romantic songs.
Chloe wore a short black dress that showed off her well-toned legs and the back was open, making it obvious that she wore no bra underneath. Chris donned a pair of khakis and a nice polo shirt she had picked out for the occasion.
The hostess led them to a large booth in the back and smiled as they took their places. After enjoying a nice steak and lobster, they went to the dance floor and held each other close as they danced for several songs. That's when Chris realized his wife wasn't wearing panties. She looked at him with a smile on her face and pulled him back to their booth.
He sat down, and she instantly jumped in his lap and kissed him hard.
"How long have you been without your panties?" he asked.
"All night," she whispered in his ear. "And I'm hot for you." She opened his trousers and took out his cock, which was getting harder by the minute. She took one of his hands and placed it between her legs.
"Feel how wet I am for you," she said. His fingers slid inside her easily, causing her to moan. He could smell her arousal, which made him even more excited. She raised herself up and placed the head of his cock at the entrance to her pussy. She slowly lowered herself on him, as her skirt flared out, covering them.
"Oh, God, baby, this feels so damn good," she said. "I love the way your cock feels inside me. Keep fucking me, baby, don't ever stop." She looked him in the eyes as she moved on top of him. Chris felt like he had died and gone to heaven.
Soon, he felt another orgasm coming.
"I'm getting ready to cum," he whispered. She kissed him deeply, then put her mouth next to his ear.
"Do it, baby," she said. "Cum inside sister's pussy, right here, right now." He complied, filling her with another load of his semen. She joined him as her orgasm hit.
They sat, joined, for several minutes until his cock slowly fell out of her. She looked him in the eye.
"I love you so much," she said.
"I love you more," he replied.
"Nuh uh," she said, giggling. "I love you more."
"Do not," he said, playing the game the way they had since they were children. "I love you more."
She kissed him one more time and looked him in the face.
"Am I still your Snugglebunny?" she asked. He looked her in the eye.
"Always," he said. "You'll always be my Snugglebunny."
They drove back to the lake house and spent the rest of the night in bed, alternating between sex and pillow talk until well into the morning. They finally fell asleep and woke up about 10:00 Sunday morning.
After breakfast and coffee, they took one more swim in the lake before packing.
"We need to do this more often," Chloe said. Chris nodded his head.
"I agree," he said. "I really needed this."
They picked Mike up from Chloe's parent's house late that afternoon. Kay looked at her daughter, a knowing smile on her face.
"You look like the cat that ate the canary," she said. Chloe smiled as her face turned red. "What did I tell you? There's nothing like some hot wild monkey sex on the beach to get you back on track. Ain't that right, Dad?" Chloe's father smiled, but his face turned red.
"Thanks for looking after Mike for us," Chris said. "I hope it wasn't too much of a bother."
"Oh no, don't be silly," Kay said. "He was a little angel. And listen, anytime you two need to take some time off, give us a yell, okay?"
After they got home and put Mike to bed, they unpacked and sat in the living room, exhausted.
"Let's not wait so long next time, okay?" Chloe asked. Chris put his arm around his wife and kissed her.
"You got it, baby," he said.
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Theresa Hemmings looked at the front of the strange little shop before going inside. She had passed by it every day on her way to and from the bus stop and had always wondered what they sold. She never saw anyone inside and frequently wondered how the place stayed in business. Now that she was on her way home from work for the long weekend, she had some time to spend looking inside.
She sucked up her courage, reset her glasses on her nose and nervously walked through the front door, which caused a bell to ring. She looked about and saw mostly antiques and odd-looking knick-knacks, and began walking around stopping to look at various items before moving on.
The shopkeeper, a fairly mature woman, looked into the shop to see who had come inside. She spotted the thin, flat-chested, mousy-looking young woman wearing a long dress and a pair of horn-rimmed glasses going from item to item and watched to see where she would land.
Theresa looked at a number of items and thought they might look good in her small one-bedroom apartment. They might look good there, she thought, but no one would ever see them, since no one ever bothered to visit. Unlike many of her single co-workers, she didn't have a boyfriend -- or two or three -- who would see them or appreciate them.
She kept looking and stopped at a strange-looking plant. After looking it over a bit, she decided to move on, but stopped and turned back. Maybe she was seeing things, but it seemed the plant had moved slightly, almost beckoning her to return.
The shopkeeper watched, and a smile came to her face. She walked up to the young girl, now inspecting the plant even closer.
"I think it likes you," the shopkeeper said. The young girl looked up at her.
"What kind of plant is this?" Theresa asked.
"It's a very rare plant, found only in the deepest jungles of the Amazon," the shopkeeper said.
"How can it like me?" Theresa asked. "That's not possible."
"Oh, but it is," the shopkeeper said. "The plant reacts to your pheromones and trust me, it likes you." Theresa looked at the small, strange-looking pustules on the end of the leafy stalks.
"What are these?" she asked. "They kinda look like little penises." Theresa knew what a penis looked like from her high school sex-ed class, but had never seen the real thing in person. She had heard the girls at work talk about them and how they gave them pleasure, but that was something she had never personally experienced.
"Well, in some ways, they are just like penises. If you look closely, you'll see they even have what look like testicles," the shopkeeper said. "This is the male of this species and it mates with its female counterpart to reproduce. And they react in many ways just like the real thing. Go ahead, take one in your hand, but be gentle."
Theresa looked nervously at the plant and gingerly took one of the pustules between her thumb and forefinger. It was small, about one and a half inches in length, and soft to the touch. As she touched it, however, it began to get stiff and grew a half inch in length. Shocked, she let go of the thing. The shopkeeper chuckled.
"There, there, dear," she said in a friendly voice that reminded Theresa of her dear mother, now resting in a long-term care facility where she was catatonic most of the time. "Don't be shy or afraid. It can't hurt you. Like all living things, it just needs some tender loving care. And like I said, this one likes you."
"How big can these things get?" Theresa asked.
"Well, I don't know exactly, but I have heard of some reaching ten inches in length," the shopkeeper said. Ten inches, Theresa thought. One of her girl friends frequently bragged that her boyfriend was that big, but she personally doubted it and had no desire to find out for herself. "On average, though, they usually grow to about six or seven inches," the shopkeeper added.
"Do you have one of these plants?" Theresa asked.
"Why yes, I do," the shopkeeper said. "I've had one ever since my dear Harold passed away 20 years ago, and I can't tell you how much joy it's given me. Look at me closely, dear." Theresa looked. "How old would you say I am?"
"I'd say maybe your late 40s," Theresa said. The older woman smiled.
"You're a sweet girl," the shopkeeper said. She put a finger on her lips and looked around conspiratorially. "Don't tell anyone, but I'm really 71." Theresa's eyes grew wide.
"But how?" she began.
"I learned how to take care of these and in return, it's given me my health and my vitality," she said. "And it'll do the same for you if you follow the instructions. By the way, do you have a significant other, like a boyfriend?" Theresa shook her head, embarrassed.
"No, I don't," she said quietly.
"That's okay, dear. Nothing to be ashamed of," she said. "In a way, that might be better."
"How long do these plants live?" Theresa asked.
"Oh, they can live for decades if they're treated right," the shopkeeper said. "I tell you what I'm going to do. Since this plant seems to like you, I'm going to give him to you."
"Oh you don't need to do that," Theresa said. "I can pay you." The shopkeeper smiled a warm, friendly smile.
"No dear, I insist. It's clear the plant likes you and it'd be a shame to not give it a good, loving home," the shopkeeper said. "Let me just get you an instruction booklet that covers its use and care. Not only is this a rare plant, it has a lot of very good qualities that I think you'll enjoy." The older woman went to the back room and came out a minute later with a covered basket and a booklet.
"I wrote this myself after spending years with these plants," she said. "Just follow all the directions in here and I promise you'll like the results. The first part addresses the care of the plant and the second part deals with the benefits. There's just two things I recommend, though."
"What's that?" Theresa asked.
"First, keep it as close to you as possible. If you're in the front room, put it on a stand next to where you sit, then move it into your bedroom when you go to sleep at night. Second, you should probably be naked when you take care of it," she said.
"Naked?" Theresa asked nervously. She didn't care to be naked at all unless she was taking a shower or a bath.
"Yes," the older woman said, pointing to a leaf. "See that little drop on the leaf?" Theresa looked and saw what looked like a clear dew drop on the leaf. "The plant secretes that. It won't hurt you at all, but if you're wearing anything with cotton, that'll eat right through it. I like to collect those little drops and use them for other things. That's all spelled out in the book."
"Wow," Theresa said. "Okay, I'll remember that."
"That's okay, dear," the woman said. "Read through the book and follows those directions to the letter and I promise you'll like the results. Oh, and remember, it likes shade. It doesn't hold up well in direct sunlight. Remember, these plants live deep in the jungle, where there's very little light."
"Thank you so much," Theresa said, taking the covered plant and the booklet.
"You're welcome, dear," the woman said. "And please, feel free to call me anytime if you have any questions. My number is on the back of the booklet. And please, call me Margaret."
"Thank you, Margaret," Theresa said, smiling. As she left, Margaret smiled to herself. She had seen the young woman walk by every day for some time and knew exactly where she lived. She was confident that she would see her again.
Once back in her small apartment, Theresa set the plant down on a table next to her recliner. Remembering the woman's advise, she took her dress off and removed the cover. As she did so, however, one leaf of the plant brushed up against her panties, causing a ragged hole to instantly appear in the garment.
Swearing to herself, she removed her panties and bra. No one would see her naked anyway, so she wasn't too concerned, although she was just a bit embarrassed. She looked at the plant for a moment.
"What shall I call you?" she asked. "I know. I'll call you Bernie." Bernie was the name of her high school's sports hero. She had a huge crush on him back in the day, but he never once gave her so much as the time of day. That wasn't unusual, though, as the boys never spoke to her or gave her so much as a glance, preferring to congregate around the more attractive and well-built girls. She remembered her mother's words.
"Better develop your mind, dear, because you certainly weren't blessed with much of a body," the woman once said. Her words hurt at the time, but Theresa knew she was right. So she spent much of her time reading and learning all she could.
She now worked as a secretary in a law firm, but not because of her figure or her looks. It was her immense knowledge of filing and Microsoft Office that gave her an edge over the other girls.
She opened the booklet Margaret gave her and began reading. The first half spelled out the care of the plant, which oddly included instructions on how to suckle the penis-shaped pustules. According to Margaret, the plant thrived on this type of attention.
Setting the booklet down, she studied the miniature penises closely and decided to give it a try. Taking one of the things in her hand, she put it inside her mouth and gently sucked. She was surprised to find the thing had a sweet, citrus-like flavor. This isn't too bad, she thought to herself. She also noticed it grew a bit after being in her mouth.
She took it out of her mouth and examined it closely, finding a clear drop on its tiny head, which closely resembled that of a circumcised penis. She took the drop on her tongue and was surprised at the tingling sensation it left on her tongue. She repeated this with the other pustules on the plant and found she actually enjoyed the experience.
She read through the book, carefully taking note of the watering instructions and the pH level the plant preferred. It didn't require much water, she noted, but did like to get misted once each day, preferably in the morning. She went to her kitchen and grabbed one of the spray bottles she used for her other plants. This would be just for Bernie, she decided, and labeled the bottle, filling it with bottled water. There would be none of that city-treated junk that came from her tap for Bernie.
She continued reading the booklet and learned that the plant's leaves could be used to make tea. The book explained how to select and pick the right leaves and gave recipes for her to try. She also read how to collect the dew off the leaves and found directions on the many things she could do with it.
It could be used as a bath treatment, for example, or a skin conditioner. When mixed with other ingredients, it could also be used to remove unsightly body hair. She looked at her thin legs. She hardly ever shaved them because no one ever saw them, nor, she thought, did anyone ever want to see them.
The booklet also described how the dew could be used to stimulate certain areas of her body, like her nipples or her private parts. She blushed at that. Her breasts were so small, no one seemed to notice them, and no one had ever looked or touched her "down there." Still, she thought, it might be nice to feel something like that once in a while.
She went back to her kitchen and grabbed a couple of small Tupperware containers and a Popsicle stick. Returning back to Bernie, she began inspecting the leaves and collected a fair amount of the slightly sticky dew, placing it in one container, closing it tightly when she was finished.
She grabbed the other container and looked for leaves she could collect for tea. She was surprised to find quite a few that fit Margaret's description and carefully removed them so as not to traumatize the plant. She placed those in a second container. She stood back and admired the plant when she was done. She couldn't be completely certain, but it almost seemed as though the thing had perked up a bit since she brought it home.
She padded into her kitchen and decided to try a cup of tea with some of the leaves she collected. After boiling some water in her tea kettle, she placed a few leaves in her cup as Margaret suggested and poured the water over them. She let it stand for a few minutes until the water reached the right color and took a sip, wondering if she would have to add honey for flavor.
Surprisingly, the tea was sweet, the way she liked it, and had a nice citrus flavor. As the hot liquid went down her gullet, she felt strangely relaxed. The impact was much stronger than the chamomile tea she often drank at night.
She sat down with her tea and picked up a romance novel she had started reading the day before. As she read and sipped, she absentmindedly began caressing her own breasts. She noticed herself getting excited from what she was reading. This was odd, she thought. She had read erotic fiction before and had never experienced this.
She went back to her kitchen and grabbed a towel and the container holding the plant's dew. She placed the towel on her recliner so as not to get the upholstery wet and sat back down. She opened the container and took a tiny amount of the sticky dew and rubbed it into one nipple. She felt a jolt go through her body and realized she was actually wet between her legs.
She took a bit more of the dew and spread out her thick public hair to give her access to her lower lips. She put a bit of the dew on herself and was amazed at the feeling between her legs. She began rubbing herself furiously. She had never masturbated before but now she simply couldn't stop, moaning as she rubbed her lips.
She looked dreamily at the plant and saw that one of the pustules was now erect and appeared to be somewhat bigger than before. Could it be real, she asked herself. She reached out and took the thing in her hand. It WAS hard and it was... warm. Fortunately, the stalk that held it up was flexible and she was able to get it into her mouth.
She sucked on it the way the woman in her story sucked her lover's cock, running her tongue along its length. She took the whole thing in her mouth and soon, it erupted on her tongue. She swallowed the ejaculate and noticed it tasted a bit like tangerines. She loved tangerines. She also felt something building in her lower body and moaned as she experienced her very first orgasm.
She let go of the pustule and saw that it had now gone soft and had shrunk to its former size. She smiled and thanked the plant for the pleasure it had given her. She finished her tea and decided that it was time for her to get ready for bed.
After she had calmed down a bit, she ran a nice hot bath and, following Margaret's directions, mixed a bath lotion using a small amount of the remaining dew. As she soaked in the bath, she ran her hands over her body, enjoying the sensation the oil gave her. She finished her bath, got out and dried herself off. She looked in the container and thought she had just enough dew to shave herself. She went back over Margaret's directions and mixed some lotion to cover her legs. She had made more than she realized and with a wicked grin, decided to remove her pubic hair as well. She had read about girls doing this in her stories and thought it would help make her feel sexy.
She covered her legs and began shaving herself. The hair came off much easier than normal and her skin felt softer than she ever remembered. She took the remainder and covered her pubic patch. Her skin tingled as the mixture worked its magic.
"Here goes nothing," she said to the empty room as she prepared to shave her pubic area. The dark, curly hair easily came off as she glided her razor over it and soon, her pussy was completely bare. Using her finger, she scraped the remnants of the dew out of the container the way she used to collect frosting when her mother made a cake and rubbed it into her bare mound, moaning as she felt her skin tingle.
She looked at herself in her full-length mirror and liked what she saw. She smiled and padded naked back into the front room. She put the plant on her bed stand, made another cup of tea and came back with her book.
She thought about putting her nightclothes on, but changed her mind and climbed into the bed naked, something she had never done before. She felt so wicked doing this, but she loved the feel of the sheets on her naked flesh. Raising the head of her bed, she read for a while as she drank her tea.
After finishing her tea, she turned off her lamp, said goodnight to Bernie and went to sleep.
That night, she had a strange dream. In her dream, she was on a beach, spread naked as multiple disembodied cocks ravished her body. She experienced orgasm after orgasm as the cocks repeatedly filled her with their creamy ejaculate. Many times, she had a cock in her mouth and her pussy at the same time and once, she thought there were two cocks inside her pussy, both fucking her to orgasm.
She woke up the next morning, sweaty but rejuvenated. Going to her bathroom, she noticed her pussy lips were red and swollen. What happened, she wondered to herself. It WAS just a dream, right?
After cleaning herself up, she grabbed another cup of tea and, still naked, tended to Bernie. She collected even more dew from the plant's leaves, collected others for her tea and sucked each of the pustules until they ejaculated their fruity goodness on her tongue.
She eagerly swallowed and moved to the next until she had tended to all of Bernie's "penises." She loved the taste and way the stuff felt going down her throat. She misted the plant and stood back, inspecting the plant. It appeared to be healthy and in even better shape than the previous night.
She got dressed and addressed the plant before she left.
"I'm going shopping for a bit and then I'll be visiting my mom for a while, but I'll be back soon, okay?" she said, giving the plant a small kiss. She couldn't be certain, but she thought she noticed some movement in the leaves.
She headed out, taking the bus to the local mall, where she bought a couple of new dresses. She decided it was time to up her game a bit and bought something that was a bit more stylish than what she normally wore. The dresses made her look more feminine and showed off a bit more of her legs, falling just even with her knees. Of course, she had to buy another pair of shoes and a few accessories. Thankfully, the store was having a sale, so it didn't eat into her budget too much.
Then she went to visit her mother at the nursing facility. The poor woman was catatonic as usual and didn't respond much when she came in, but livened up a bit as Theresa read to her. After eating lunch with her, Theresa got up to leave and gave her mother a kiss on the cheek. The older woman smiled as she did so.
"I love you, Mom," Theresa said before she left.
Coming home, she put Bernie on the stand next to her recliner and stripped naked. She sat back down with a fresh cup of tea and gingerly stroked the plant. Her mind went to the dream she had the previous night. She had never experienced anything like that before. Was the plant somehow responsible for that, she wondered.
She spent the remainder of the day naked in her chair, reading, sipping tea and masturbating. What was coming over her, she asked herself. That night, she tended to the plant, collecting dew and leaves, finishing up by sucking the pustules. She loved sucking them and loved the sweet creamy substance they deposited in her mouth.



She mixed up more bath oil with the dew and soaked in her tub, relishing the feel of the dew on her skin, which now seemed softer and more sensitive than ever before.
She moved Bernie back into her bedroom and went to bed, naked. Once again, she dreamed of being repeatedly ravished by disembodied cocks.
She spent the rest of her weekend naked, tending to Bernie, reading, exploring her own body and studying everything Margaret had written down. She even spent some time on her computer, exploring erotic fiction sites, watching porn -- another first for her -- and researching the plant. Odd, she thought, there was nothing about this strange plant on any of the search engines she used.
And every night that weekend, she dreamt of wild sex in public places, her body filled with cock.
The next week, everyone complimented Theresa on her new dresses and more than one person said she looked radiant. Her friends wondered if she had found a man, but she just smiled, saying nothing. Guys in the office started noticing her as well -- men who had never before even given her the time of day. While she liked the attention, she knew what they all wanted and easily brushed them aside.
Four months later, Theresa noticed some changes in her body. Her breasts had gotten a bit larger and her bras no longer fit. She also noticed curves she had never had before. She actually had the figure of a real woman, and she liked it. She had heard of girls developing later in life and wondered if that was the case.
She splurged on herself, had her hair done and bought more clothes, including dresses that were much shorter than she was used to wearing. Now that she had a body that people liked looking at, she wanted to show it off a bit. Guys who once brushed her aside now looked at her with lust burning in their eyes.
She also noticed her diet had changed somewhat. Normally, she lived off hamburgers, hot dogs and pizzas loaded with pepperoni. Lately, however, she had quit eating red meat and ate mostly salad, sometimes with some chicken. She had also quit drinking as much coffee and now either drank her tea or cold water.
At the same time, Bernie had responded to her loving care. The plant had grown considerably and the pustules were now four and a half to five inches long when soft, growing to six or even seven inches when fully hard. Every day, she sucked the pustules until they ejaculated in her throat, giving her the delicious cream she now craved. She collected the dew and used it every day in her bath and rubbed it into her skin.
Every night, she rubbed herself to orgasm and every night, she dreamed of being ravished with large, hard cocks.
Then it happened. One night, as she was sucking one of the pustules, another moved slightly. She noticed and placed the plant on the floor. She stood over it naked, her feet spread wide. As she watched, the pustule's stalk reached out and up toward her open pussy.
She wondered if this could be for real, and guided the pustule to her lower lips. The pustule grew warm and hard in her hands and slowly entered her, causing her to gasp out loud. She lowered herself on the thing, enjoying the sensation between her legs. As she watched, the penis moved up inside her and buried itself in her pussy. It began moving on its own, fucking her as she stood over the plant.
It was all she could do to stay upright and as the thing erupted inside her, she felt a giddy warmth followed by a powerful orgasm which nearly put her on the floor. She watched as the clear fluid ran out of her pussy. The pustule softened and fell out of her, but another moved in.
As she watched, the second hard penis took the place of the first and fucked her yet again, filling her with its fluid while giving her another mind-blowing orgasm.
The rest of the pustules on the plant took their turn, fucking her until she was little more than a quivering mass of female flesh. When all 12 of the plant's pustules finished, she looked down and saw her pussy was swollen and red, the lips gaping open, with a stream of clear fluid running down her legs.
She scooped up some of the fluid in her hand and brought it to her mouth. She tasted it and then swallowed everything in her hand.
Shocked and excited, she moved the plant back into her bedroom, bathed and went to bed. She slept better than she had in a long time and enjoyed her nightly dream-orgy.
The next night, she placed the plant on a table at the foot of her bed. She climbed on the bed naked and spread her legs wide while rubbing her wet pussy. The pustules grew hard and began moving toward her. She watched in eager anticipation, her mouth watering.
"Come on, Bernie," she hissed. "You can do it. Give it to me."
The first pustule found its way and pushed against her lips. She guided it inside her and watched as it fucked her juicy pussy.
"Oh, God, fuck me," she moaned. "Cum inside my pussy." The pustule emptied itself inside her and the next took its place. Her body was tingling as the thing filled her with its fluid. The second slid in easily and fucked her just as thoroughly. As she watched, two pustules worked their way up the bed and slid inside her as the second pulled out.
Shocked, she watched as the two hard pustules fucked her, spreading her pussy wider than she thought possible. She came hard as the two emptied themselves inside her, filling her womb with their fluid. More pustules came forward and fucked her spread pussy, only to be replaced by more. At one time, she had three of the hard things inside her pussy at the same time with another in her mouth and two more in her hands.
By the time all 12 had finished, Theresa was shaking from what felt like a constant never-ending orgasm. She collapsed from sheer exhaustion and slept peacefully the entire night, her dreams filled with images of hard cocks invading her willing and eager body.
A few days later, she stopped off to see Margaret at the little shop. The older woman almost didn't recognized the young shapely woman in her short dress, but soon realized she was addressing Theresa.
"You look fantastic," Margaret said. "Almost like a new woman. I take it things are going well with your plant?"
"Yes, that's what I wanted to talk to you about," Theresa said. "Have you ever heard any stories about these plants, you know, doing things?" Margaret smiled and nodded.
"I have heard stories, but to be honest, I always thought they were just rumors," she said. "But you seem to be doing well with yours, right?" Theresa nodded.
"Yeah, I really enjoy him a lot," she said, her face turning a bit red. "I've even given him a name."
"A name?" Margaret asked.
"Yeah. Bernie. That's what I call him," Theresa said.
"That's nice. I'm glad to hear things are working for you," Margaret said as Theresa headed for the door. "Let me know how things go, okay?"
"I will, thanks," Theresa said. Margaret smiled and watched the woman walk home.
A couple weeks later, Theresa got word at work that her mother had finally passed away. Sad, she attended the woman's funeral and saw to her final obligations. Her mother could be cruel at times, but she was always honest with her and she loved her daughter. The older woman's attorney contacted her and asked for her to come by his office.
He explained that while her mother's estate had been mostly liquidated to pay for her long-term care and her final obligations, she had set up a substantial interest-bearing account to ensure her daughter would have a decent income for the rest of her life.
"Your mom's financial planner will be overseeing this account, and after fees, taxes and a contribution to an IRA, you'll be receiving a stipend directly deposited into your bank account on the first of every month. Here's the first payment," he said, giving her a check. Theresa's eyes grew wide as she looked at the amount on the check.
"I'll be getting this much after everything every month?" she asked. The attorney nodded his head.
"Yes, Miss Hemmings, it'll be deposited on the first," he said. Theresa didn't know what to say. This was more than three times what she made every month at her law firm. Now, she could stay at home and fuck Bernie all day and night if she wanted.
"Thank you," she said, filling out and signing the forms for the direct deposit and the IRA. The next day, she turned in her two week notice. Her girl friends said they were sad to see her go and offered their best wishes.
A month after leaving the firm, Theresa woke up and put on her glasses and noticed something was wrong. She took the glasses off and realized she no longer needed them. After tending to Bernie, she examined herself in the mirror.
She had changed radically over the course of the last six months or so. Her body had filled out, her breasts stood proudly, her nipples hard as pencil erasers. She felt stronger and more confident than ever. She was comfortable being naked all day in her apartment, and often sat on her balcony naked with a cup of her tea and a book, often rubbing her pussy to the delight of the maintenance workers below her.
Her manner of dress had also changed. The floor-length granny dresses she used to wear had been replaced by short skirts -- including some micro-mini skirts that left nothing to the imagination -- and short tops. Sometimes she wore underwear but often went without, purposefully giving the men a good look at the treasure between her legs. She smiled, knowing that they would never get to taste what she had to offer. No 12 men could ever give her the sexual high she got from Bernie.
If she decided to go to the pool, she would wear the skimpiest micro-bikini possible and even showed up once with an open-sling suit that showed her pussy.
Then there was Bernie. She came to love the plant and loved caring for him. In return for taking care of him, he provided her with everything she needed. His creamy ejaculate gave her all the vitamins, proteins and minerals her body required and she no longer had a need to eat, although she would occasionally munch on a leaf of lettuce or a carrot stick. After sucking a few of his pustules in the morning, her hunger was more than sated.
Better yet, he never argued, never left the toilet lid up, never argued or complained and she never had to worry about him cheating or running out on her.
And the sex! My God, the sex! She got more sex in one night than all of her girlfriends claimed to have gotten all week. Life, she thought, couldn't get any better than this.
But one morning, she woke up feeling nauseated. She took care of Bernie as normal, but she knew something wasn't right. The plant seemed to sense it as well and didn't initiate sex with her, which she appreciated.
A day later, the nausea came back and she felt as though something was growing inside her. This couldn't be possible, could it, she wondered. Human women can't get pregnant by a plant, can they? The nausea subsided after she had her morning tea, so she thought nothing more about it the rest of the day.
Three days later, she could see her abdomen grow and knew she had to do something. She called Margaret, who promised to come over right away. Theresa unlocked the door and laid down on her bed.
Then she felt liquid escape out of her and the contractions started to come. They didn't hurt, but continued for some time and she felt something begin to work its way out of her, through her birth canal.
By the time Margaret arrived, a greenish object had started to appear at her wide open vagina. She still felt no pain, but watched in shock as the object continue to work its way out of her. By the time Margaret entered the room, the thing had completely exited her birth canal. But Theresa felt the contractions begin again and soon, a second object lay next to the first.
She felt empty and drained of energy and laid back down on the bed. Margaret, carrying a large wicker basket with a blanket looked at the scene before her.
"Praise Marsook," she said, picking up the first cucumber-shaped object. After examining it carefully, she placed it in the basket. Shortly thereafter, the second was carefully placed inside the basket and Margaret covered the two objects with her blanket. She sat down next to Theresa and brushed her forehead.
"What happened?" Theresa asked weakly.
"What was supposed to happen," Margaret said.
"What do you mean?" Theresa asked.
"Bernie, as you call him, isn't just a plant, dear," Margaret said. "He's a sentient being, with desires and needs."
"What?" Theresa asked.
"That's right, dear. Just as you are a sentient being with desires and needs," Margaret added. "You needed someone to love you and care for you. Bernie needed that as well. The two of you were compatible, so you mated. And this is the result of that joining."
"I don't understand," Theresa said. Margaret smiled.
"You love Bernie, right?" she asked. Theresa had to admit she did. And she loved the way he made her feel.
"He loves you, too," Margaret said. "And so, this is the logical result of that love."
"Is this going to happen often?" Theresa asked. Margaret shrugged.
"Honestly, I don't know. It may, or it may not," she said. "But Bernie will never stop loving you. He will remain true to you until the day you die. How many human men do you know can make that claim?"
Theresa again had to admit she couldn't answer, based on what she had heard from her girlfriends.
"Drink some tea and rest for a day or two," Margaret said. "I'll stop by and look in on you to make sure you're alright. Don't worry about Bernie. He understands more than you realize and he'll be right there for you when you're back on your feet, okay?" A stalk from the plant worked its way to Theresa, laying a large velvety leaf softly on her forehead.
"Okay," Theresa said, smiling as she brushed the leaf with her hand. "Thanks. But tell me, Margaret, what are those?" Margaret looked at the basket before answering.
"The future," she said. "A future without war, without poverty, hunger, disease or pestilence, a future without strife and division. That's a future worth working for, is it not?"
"Yeah, it is," Theresa said. Margaret nodded her head.
"Good. Now, get some sleep, dear," she said before leaving.
Theresa laid down and kissed the leaf on her forehead.
"I love you, Bernie," she whispered softly. The plant reached out and covered her body with several warm leaves. She smiled, then closed her eyes and went to sleep.
Margaret smiled as she left the apartment. After 200 years, the Gingravik invasion of Earth had just begun, and whether she knew it or not, that simple woman in her simple apartment would one day be hailed as the queen mother of a new race, a race made up of the best that two worlds have to offer.
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September 20, 2092:
Chris Weber sat in front of his office computer, looking over the massive collection of photos and videos he and his wife, Chloe, had collected over the years. Most of the images and videos depicted his wife in various stages of undress, but quite a few were of him as well -- pictures she insisted needed to be part of their collection. They were only going to be for them to view when they got older, she said.
He came across one group of photos that showed Chloe naked in the middle of a road. He smiled as he looked at the photos of his lovely wife spreading her legs on the asphalt, illuminated only by the headlights of his car. She had always been something of an exhibitionist, and he had to admit, he liked to watch. I guess that makes me something of a voyeur, he thought to himself. They were lucky no one used that road late in the evening, especially the police. Not even his father's influence in the community would have gotten them out that mess.
Sipping his coffee, his mind wandered back to that day so long ago...
...
Friday, June 10, 2011:
Chris came home, placing his briefcase on the wooden desk in his office. He had a long week, as things were busy at the paper. On top of that, his publisher was going over the final edits of his second book, a historic novel set during the Vietnam War. His first book, a science fiction novel about a man who faced the death penalty after being falsely accused of adultery, had done rather well and the publisher was hoping to get even better results with this novel.
Additionally, Mike, their young son, was almost two years old and seemed to have started his "terrible twos" a few months early.
Chloe's schedule at the hospital had also been grueling these last few weeks and it was beginning to show. He enjoyed massaging her feet when she got home and often followed that up with some quality time in the pool or in the bedroom. But he was sensing they needed something more.
In earlier days, they would either go out back, get naked and make mad passionate love, head out to the lake house for one-on-one time or go skinny-dipping. But with a young child, that wasn't always an option and he didn't feel right handing the young boy to them every weekend, no matter how much they loved and enjoyed taking care of the toddler.
Chloe had beat him home that day, bringing their son back from the hospital's day care. She looked just as beat as he did.
"Hi, honey," she said, handing him an ice-cold Coke. "How was your day?" He took the Coke and kissed her pretty face.
"Busy as ever. Paper keeps me going, plus the publisher keeps emailing me with edits for the new book. How about you?" he asked.
"Pretty normal," she said. "I did hear from Amy, though."
"Oh?" Chris asked. "How is she doing?" They hadn't seen Amy since that Mardi Gras in 2009, but had kept in touch through phone calls and email.
"Pretty good. She's still working in New Orleans, but but was up in St. Louis for training on a new piece of equipment their hospital is putting in. She finished up earlier today so I invited her to swing by and maybe spend a night or two here with us. I know it's last minute and all, but I hope you don't mind," she said. Chris shook his head.
"No, not at all," he said. "We'll just have to get one of the other rooms ready for her. When is she going to be here?"
"Tonight, probably after dinner," she said.
"Tonight?" he asked. "Well, we'd better get moving." They grabbed some leftover pizza, warmed it up and ate quickly before heading upstairs. They got one of the other two bedrooms cleared and put fresh sheets on the bed when they saw headlights at the security gate.
"I'd better get that," Chloe said, going back downstairs. She opened the gate and let Amy in, and waited at the door as the other woman got out of her car. Chris went out and greeted her with a hug and grabbed her suitcases before escorting her inside.
Amy and Chloe hugged each other like long-lost friends as Chris carted the luggage to the room where she would spend the next two nights. Soon, all three were sitting in the living room, sipping on a glass of wine while catching up.
"So, where's my nephew?" Amy asked.
"Nephew?" Chris asked, confused.
"Yes. You know, your son, Mike. I was there when he was conceived, remember?" she asked. He never forgot that Mardi Gras balcony party in 2009. "I know I'm not technically related, but since I was there, I figured that makes me kind of an unofficial 'aunt.'"
"Well, 'Aunt' Amy," Chris said, smiling, "he's upstairs sleeping right now. But you'll probably see him in the morning."
"Oh good, I can't wait," she said. Chloe handed him their glasses and asked for a refill. Chris took the glasses and headed into the kitchen. He refilled the glasses and headed back into the front room, when he saw the two women giggling and smiling. They obviously had planned something, judging from the mischievous look on Chloe's face.
"Here you go, ladies," he said, handing them their wine. They smiled as they looked at him and he knew something was up.
"Okay, I know that look," he told Chloe. "What have you two got up your sleeve?" They both giggled and looked at each other.
"How would you like to go on a road trip tomorrow?" Chloe asked.
"Anyplace in particular?" Chris asked.
"Not really," she said. "Maybe up to the river a bit, just fool around a bit. You know."
"Um, okay," Chris said, not really understanding what she had in mind. Whatever it was, he thought, it promised to be good and would probably involve her getting naked somewhere along the way. "We'll have to see if my parents can look after Mike, though."
"No problem, sweetie," Chloe said. "I called your mom earlier today and she said she'd love to look after him." That nailed it, he thought. He KNEW they had something cooked up. But what?
"Make sure you have plenty of space for pictures and video on your cameras, okay?" Chloe asked. This was getting better and better, he thought.
"Okay," he said. After a few more glasses of wine, they began to get a bit tired and headed up to bed. Amy went into her room and Chris and Chloe retreated into the master bedroom.
"What have you two cooked up?" he asked his giggly wife as she stripped naked.
"You'll just have to wait and see," she said. "But I promise you'll like it." She kissed him as she began taking his clothes off, teasing him with her body. Soon, the two were naked in bed, her legs wrapped around his as they made love.
The next morning, Amy and Chloe were in the kitchen making breakfast. Mike was already awake and Amy had her first experience feeding her "nephew."
"He's such a sweet baby," Amy said. "I can't get over how much he looks like you two." Mike smiled and cooed as Amy held him in her arms, making baby noises at him. Chris smiled as he looked at her. She would make a great mother one day, he thought.
After they finished breakfast, the girls headed upstairs to change. Chloe gave Chris a list of things to pack in the car for the day's trip. Ice chest? Check. Loaded picnic basket? Check. Lawn chairs? Check. Cameras? Check. It took a bit but he finally got everything in the trunk of his car. By then, the girls had changed, dressed Mike and were in the living room with his bag and a couple other bags carrying God-only-knows what.
He looked at the girls and smiled. Chloe wore a small pair of low-rise short-shorts and a tube top while Amy wore a slightly longer pair of cutoffs and a short, cropped t-shirt. He could see she wore no bra underneath. Both wore a pair of sandals, showing off their feet. He felt a stirring in his groin. This promised to be good, he thought.
"Would you mind if Amy used your camera?" Chloe asked. "That way you can focus on driving and Amy can take pictures and video."
"Sounds like a plan," he said. He handed the camera to Amy and showed her how to use the main features along with some of the more advanced features. She seemed to understand and put the camera around her neck.
After dropping Mike off at Chris' parents' house, they headed out.
"Your mom said they'd keep Mike overnight, so we don't have to worry about coming home late," Chloe said.
"That's good to hear. So, where to, ladies?" he asked.
"Why don't you take the main highway north to Bartonville?" Chloe asked.
"What's so fascinating about that stretch of road?" he asked. "There's nothing but trucks going up and down the freeway there." Chloe smiled and looked at Amy.
"I know," she said. "You know how I've always watched those videos of girls flashing truckers? Well, we thought it might be kinda fun to try that ourselves."
"Are you nuts?" Chris asked laughing.
"C'mon, Chris, it'll be fun," Amy said from the back seat. "I'm in a good place back here to get some great video for you, so you can concentrate on the road."
"And how long has it been since I've been able to flash these?" Chloe asked, pulling down her tube top, showing her breasts. He looked and could see her nipples were getting hard.
"What the hell," Chris said. "You only live once, right?" The girls giggled at that. Fortunately, the windows were tinted as dark as the law would allow, so it would be fairly difficult for anyone to see anything unless they were right next to them. He made it to the ramp and headed north toward Bartonville, a town about two hours up the freeway. He turned on his radar detector, his scanner and his CB to monitor the traffic on the freeway. He knew that he would have to keep a lookout for cops as he drove.
Chloe lowered the back of her seat a bit and adjusted it to go back a ways to give her more room, but not so far that it would cramp Amy. She took her sandals off and placed her bare feet on the dashboard so anyone could see her well-toned bare legs. She motioned for Amy to sit behind Chris and aim the camera toward her.
After Amy adjusted herself, she aimed the camera at Chloe, who began lifting her tube top, stretching the front of it over her head and behind her neck. This allowed her breasts to be fully visible to anyone watching. As she rubbed her breasts, she tweaked her nipples, making them even harder. Chris spotted a truck ahead of them.
"Pull up to that truck," Amy said. Chris edged up alongside the truck, making sure he didn't exceed the speed limit by very much. The last thing he wanted was a speeding ticket. Pulling even with the truck, Chloe arched her back as she rubbed her breasts, hoping the driver of the truck got a good view. He did, and flashed her a thumbs-up.
Chloe then unbuttoned the top of her shorts and opened them so the driver could see the top of her tiny panties. She slid one hand inside and made a production of rubbing her pussy. The truck driver honked his air horn in appreciation before taking the next exit.
"Oh girlfriend, you are sooo naughty," Amy said. Chloe smiled and looked back at her.
"This is nothing," she said. "I'm just getting started."
Chloe flashed two more truckers on the road the same way before she motioned for Chris to pull into the next rest area, just a half mile up the road. She put her seat back up and put her top back on as they entered the rest area.
After Chris pulled into the rest stop, Chloe and Amy got out and went into the women's room, talking quietly to each other on the way.
He waited patiently, and after about ten minutes, the girls came back out. Chris started the car, but not before noticing something different about the girls' shorts.
Amy's cutoffs appeared to be a bit shorter than they had been before and Chloe's shorts were not only shorter, but had part of the side seams cut open, revealing even more of her shapely legs. He grabbed his camera and took pictures of the girls as they made their way back to the car. He took more pictures as they turned and bent forward, giving Chris a view of their asses as they peeked out from their shorts. The girls grabbed some ice-cold drinks out of the chest sitting in the trunk.
"Well, what do you think?" Chloe asked as they got back in the car.
"Is this what I think it is?" he asked.
"Yup," she said. "You remember what I did to my dress on our 23rd birthday? Just wait till you see what I do to these shorts." Chris felt his cock stir as she spoke. "There's another rest stop about 40 miles up the road. I'll need you to pull in there, okay?"
"Your wish is my command," Chris said as he got back on the freeway.
This time, Chloe readjusted her seat back and took her tube top completely off. She massaged her breasts as Amy took video. They spotted another truck, so Chris edged the car next to the cab. As he did so, Chloe unbuttoned her shorts and slid them down her legs so all she now wore were a pair of tiny panties.
She put her bare feet on the dashboard, placing them as wide apart as she could so the driver could see the crotch of her panties. Making sure the driver got a good look, she put one hand inside her panties and played with her pussy
She did this with a couple more trucks until the next rest stop came into view. Chloe put her clothes back on as Chris pulled in front of the restrooms. This time, he had to relieve himself, so they split up and did their business. Having cleaned up, Chris came back to the car and waited for the two women. He wondered what they were doing that took so long but eventually they came out and Chris' eyes grew wide.
Amy's top had been cut to a point just below her breasts and her shorts were even shorter than before, with slits going up the side almost to the waist. Chloe's tube top had several slits cut into it, almost revealing her breasts and her shorts were even more revealing. She had cut the waistband completely off, and the top two buttons were open with the sides pushed to the side so he could see her panties. The crotch of the garment was cut so that the only thing left was the narrow seam going between her legs.
Spreading her feet on the ground, she struck several seductive poses as Amy took video. She pulled the tube top up and off over her head and tossed it on the ground. Then she pulled one side of her panties up through what remained of her shorts and slowly sliced it with a pair of scissors. She did the same to the other side as Amy recorded it. Looking Chris in the eye, she pulled the destroyed panties up through the front of her shorts and held it up so Chris could see it. Then she tossed it in a garbage pail sitting close by.
Chris thought he was going to explode as Chloe performed for him. She picked up her tube top and got back in the car, wearing only what remained of her cutoff shorts. She kissed him deeply, her tongue wrestling with his. Amy caught the whole thing on video.
"The cutoff to the river is about 40 miles up," she said. "I'll need you to take that exit and pull over, on top of the bridge that goes over the freeway, okay?"
"You got it," Chris said. She sat back in her seat, readjusting it to where it was before. Soon, they came upon another truck.
"Pull up to that truck," Chloe said, taking her shorts and sandals off. Now, she was completely naked in the car. She turned in her seat and placed her feet wide against the side window and spread her shaved pussy with her hands as Chris pulled up to the cab. As he got even with the truck, Chloe began masturbating, making sure the driver of the truck could see what she was doing. After a few minutes, the driver honked his horn, smiled and waved as he took his exit.
Chloe stayed where she was, seeing the next truck ahead of them. She reached down in front of her seat and pulled a big dildo out of her bag, one that Chris had never seen before. This must be a new toy, he thought to himself. Was she really going to dildo-fuck herself for this driver, he wondered. Amy kept recording as Chris pulled up to the truck, watching his speed.
Placing her feet farther apart, Chloe put the dildo up to her spread pussy and inserted it. She began fucking herself with the rubber penis-shaped thing, making sure the driver could watch her fuck herself. She moaned as she sawed the thing in and out of her wet pussy, arching her back and lifting her ass so the driver could get a clear view.
Chris had an idea of his own, reached over and took the base of the dildo out of her hands and began fucking his wife with it as he drove. In and out it went, her juices coating the fake penis. Her head thrashed back and forth and she put her feet on the roof of the car, spreading herself even wider. Amy moved her camera so she had a clear view of Chloe's spread pussy being pounded by the dildo. This went on for several minutes and Chris could see she was ready to explode.
He pulled the dildo out of her pussy before she came and the driver took the next exit, waving and blowing his air horn.
"Why did you do that? I was so fucking horny," Chloe said as she sat back in her seat. Chris smiled.
"Because I want you even hornier, maybe enough to squirt the next time," he said wickedly. Chloe kissed him as she ran her hand under his t-shirt.
"You know me pretty well, don't you?" she asked. Chris nodded his head. She nibbled on his ear as she rubbed his crotch, feeling his hard cock in his jeans.
"Here's the exit," Chris said, slowing down. Chloe reluctantly put her shorts and tube top back on and put her seat back up. Chris took the exit and turned left, onto the overpass. He pulled the car over to the side of the road where Chloe pointed. They got out of the car and looked both ways before crossing, making sure no one was coming.
Chloe gripped the high chain link fence and looked down on the trucks that went down the road. Smiling, she turned around and motioned for Amy to give the camera back to Chris. After Amy had given the camera back to Chris, she went next to her friend.
"What now," Amy asked. Chloe smiled and peeled off her tube top as Chris recorded it. She struck several seductive poses in her tiny cutoffs and finally pulled them down, revealing her naked body. She leaned against the fence, hoping to be seen by the drivers on the freeway below.
"Your turn," she said, walking to Amy. She pulled Amy's shirt off over her head and rubbed her breasts. Amy giggled as Chloe massaged her breasts and tweaked her nipples. Her eyes grew wide as Chloe unbuttoned her shorts and pulled them down, leaving her in her panties.
"Come on," she whispered. "You know you've always wanted to do this." Amy smiled and slowly pulled her panties down, removing them completely. Chloe purred as she ran her hands up and down Amy's nude body, her fingers running through Amy's sparse pubic hair.
"Let's really give the drivers a show," she said, turning around to face the oncoming traffic. Amy joined her and the two girls lifted one leg, placing their feet high on the fence. They reached down and rubbed their pussies wantonly on the bridge as Chris captured the scene on video. Amy hit her orgasm first and the two girls stopped, then hugged each other, their breasts coming into contact.



They bent down and picked up their clothing, not bothering to put it back on.
"I don't believe I actually did that," Amy said as the two girls walked naked back to the car, laughing and giggling. Amy put her clothes back on, but Chloe remained naked.
Chris headed on down the road to the river, knowing they should reach it in about an hour. There was almost no traffic on the road, which didn't surprise them. About halfway to the river, Chloe motioned for Chris to pull over into a dirt turnout normally used by trucks in the winter.
Chloe pulled a lawn chair out of the trunk and sat down at the far edge of the dirt turnout. She asked Amy to take Chris' camera and sat down with her large dildo, putting her legs over the arms of the chair, spreading herself wide. She looked at Chris as she inserted the thing in her pussy.
"It's been so long since I've fucked myself naked outside," she said. "And I need to watch you masturbate with me. Please."
Chris looked both ways and unzipped his trousers, pulling out his erect cock. Amy recorded the entire thing, moving her camera from Chris to Chloe. Chris began rubbing himself as Chloe licked her lips, her eyes glued on her husband's cock.
"Bring it here to me," Chloe said as she sawed the dildo in and out of her wet pussy. "Tell me when you're getting ready to cum." Chris knew what this meant. Soon, he felt an orgasm coming.
"I'm almost there," he said. As Amy watched through her camera, Chloe took his hard cock in her mouth all the way to the base. Using her tongue, she coaxed his semen out and into her throat. He held her head as he came inside her mouth, groaning as she licked and sucked his manhood. Finally spent, he withdrew.
Chloe turned to Amy and opened her mouth wide so her friend could see Chris's cum in her throat. Amy aimed the camera toward her and watched as Chloe gargled Chris' cum before swallowing it with great relish. Licking her lips, Chloe looked directly into the camera before speaking.
"I love sucking my brother's cock and I love swallowing his cum," she said seductively. She turned back to the dildo still in her pussy and began fucking herself even wilder.
"Oh God, I'm coming," she yelled as Amy zoomed in on her pussy. Soon, her orgasm hit and she squirted a stream of liquid out of herself. She pulled the dildo out and fingered herself wildly until her orgasm subsided. Finally, she sat back in the chair, drained. She smiled as she looked at Amy. "Now that was fun," she said.
They put everything away and headed down to the river. Chloe decided to remain naked for the rest of the trip. They found a nice secluded area next to the water and put out the spread. Amy and Chloe spread out the large blanket as Chris grabbed the ice chest, the picnic basket and the lawn chairs.
They each grabbed their food and ate quietly, enjoying the moment. The noise of the river and the breeze going through the trees helped make them all feel a bit more relaxed.
After they ate, Amy addressed her friends.
"Do you guys do this kind of thing a lot?" she asked. "You know, go out naked and have sex outside." Chloe smiled.
"Not as much as we used to," she said. "It's kinda hard with our crazy schedules and raising a child. We used to go out in the back yard and do this almost every day if it was nice."
"And you're comfortable being naked outside in public with your husband?" Amy asked.
"Oh heavens, yes," Chloe said. "I always have been. For me, it's just natural to be naked with my man wherever we are."
"And there's no hangups or anything?" Amy asked. Chloe shook her head.
"No, not really. I mean, we don't strip in the middle of a busy mall or anything like that, but we're very comfortable with each other that way. To tell you the truth, I've needed to do something like this for a while now," Chloe said.
"I think you've told me before, but could you please tell me about this whole 'brother' and 'sister' thing you guys have going on?" Amy asked.
"Sure," Chloe said. "You know we were born to two separate sets of parents who just happened to be good friends and business partners. We were born on the same day, in the same hospital, even within minutes of each other. We were practically raised together. I guess we resembled each other enough that some people thought we were siblings and kept asking if we were brother and sister.
"It got so bad that our parents finally got DNA tests done to prove there was no relation, but some people just couldn't accept that. So we decided 'to heck with them' and started calling each other 'brother' and 'sister' just to tweak them. You wouldn't believe the looks we'd get from some people. We'd walk down the hall or the sidewalk, holding hands, then stop and kiss each other and call each other 'brother' and 'sister.' Remember, Chris, that day in our senior year of high school when we did that in front of old Mrs. Weatherby?" Chris laughed and nodded his head.
"That was funny," he said. "I thought the old woman was going to have a heart attack right there in the hall. Of course, by then, we were already engaged." Chloe sat next to her husband and put her arms around him.
"I miss the days when we used to make love outside in the back yard," she said.
"Me too," Chris responded. Chloe kissed him deeply.
"Make love to me, sweetie," she said. "Right here, right now." Chris nodded his head.
"In front of Amy?" he asked. She smiled and handed his camera to her friend.
"Of course. She's seen us do it before, remember? Besides, who else is going to record us making love?" she asked, looking at Amy.
"You really want me to video you two making love?" she asked. Chloe nodded.
"Sure. Take your clothes off and enjoy. Someday when we're old and gray we can watch it and remember what it was like," Chloe said.
"Okay," Amy said, taking her clothes off. Once naked, she began to record her friends, who were now laying on the blanket in a deep, naked embrace. Chloe climbed on top of Chris, her knees straddling his body, her hair cascading over his face. She bent down and kissed her husband.
"Do you want to eat my pussy?" she asked with a wicked gleam in her eyes. Chris smiled and nodded. "Then say it. Tell me what you want. You know what I want to hear."
"Baby, I want to eat your delicious pussy," he said. She smiled and shook her head.
"Is that all?" she asked.
"No," Chris said. "I want to eat and worship my sister's beautiful pussy," he said in her ear. The words make her even more excited and she positioned herself over his face, her slit right before his mouth. He could smell her arousal. She spread her pussy wide before him.
"Do it," she said. "Eat my pussy just the way I like." He took her in his mouth, sucking her lips and working his way to her sensitive clit. She moaned and bucked her hips against his face as he licked and sucked. "I'm about to come on your face," she said. He grabbed her firm buttocks and pulled her into him tighter, sucking as she squirted.
After her orgasm, she kissed him, licking her juices off his lips. Moving back down his body, she positioned her wet pussy over his hard cock and gently sat down, letting it fill her pussy. Chris gasped in delight. He missed doing this with her outside and never wanted it to end.
She rocked back and forth, up and down, letting his cock fill her. He sucked on her breasts, taking her nipples in his mouth. She moaned as he made love to her breasts.
Amy captured every move, every moment as she watched his glistening cock disappear inside Chloe only to slowly reappear. She felt a tingling between her own legs watching the two couple before her.
As she watched, Chloe threw her head back and moaned in delight. Amy saw the look of pure pleasure on her face and began rubbing her own pussy. She positioned the camera on the ice chest so it could capture their movement and knelt by Chloe.
Chloe looked at her, smiled and put one hand on her head. She knew what Amy was looking at and guided her head to one breast. Amy hungrily licked and sucked first one nipple then the other. Chloe moaned as her friend massaged and sucked on her breasts. Chris enjoyed the view as well, recalling their time on that balcony in New Orleans two years ago. Amy kissed Chloe and retrieved the camera.
Chloe climbed off Chris' lap and laid down next to him. Spreading her legs, she looked at her husband.
"Put your cock inside me and fuck my juicy pussy, husband," she moaned. "Let's show Amy how a real man satisfies his woman." Chris mounted his bride as Amy recorded. He put his cock inside her, filling her as she grabbed his buttocks, pulling him as deep as possible inside her.
"That's it, baby," she said. "Fuck your wife's pussy. Make me your personal fuck toy. I want to be your naked cum slut. I'm so fucking hot and wet. I need you in me." Chris began fucking her harder.
"Yes," she moaned. "That's it, lover. Pound my pussy. Fuck me into the middle of next week. I need it so bad. I need you in me." Chris kept pounding inside her as she got even more animated. "Yes, Yes, YES," she cried as he pounded into her. She locked her legs behind his back and bucked up into him as he plunged deeper and deeper inside her.
"Your cock feels so fucking good inside me, baby," she moaned. "It's so fucking big and hot. Fuck this pussy, make it yours. Don't ever stop."
"Oh, baby, your pussy feels so hot and wet. I'm getting ready to cum inside you," Chris said. Chloe looked at Amy, dreamily, and saw her friend holding the camera with one hand while rubbing her pussy with the other. She smiled.
"Sweetie," she said to Amy. Amy stopped and looked at her.
"What, dear?" she asked.
"My husband is getting ready to cum inside my pussy. I want to watch it. I want to see him cum inside me. Please. Get real close so I can see my man fill me with his cum," she said. "Then I want to see his cum dripping out of me." Amy's eyes got wide, but she did as Chloe asked and put the camera close to the place where they were joined in marital bliss.
"Come inside my pussy, lover," Chloe whispered in Chris's ear. "Do it, baby. Fill me with your cum. I'll cum when you do. Please, I need it." She kissed him and looked him right in the eye. "Cum inside sister's pussy," she said loud enough so Amy -- and the camera -- could easily capture her encouragement. Chris slammed into her one last time. Grunting loudly, he ejaculated deep inside his loving wife.
"Oh, YES," Chris moaned as he filled his wife's pussy. Chloe's orgasm hit at the same time and she cried out.
"Yes, baby," she cried. "I'm cumming! I'm cumming with you." The lovers tightened their grip on each other, lost in their own orgasms.
Finally, they settled down and Chris' cock fell out of her as it went soft. They held each other in post-coital bliss, savoring the moment. Amy continued recording, watching as gobs of semen dripped out of Chloe's red, puffy vagina. Amy had an orgasm of her own, rubbing herself as she watched the two complete their love dance.
Soon, all three had settled down. Chris sat up and looked at the juncture between his wife's legs. Amy kept recording as Chloe's pussy appeared full of his semen. Amy couldn't believe her friend actually did this right here with her husband.
Chris bent down and kissed his wife. She returned the kiss.
"I love you so much," he said. Chloe shook her head.
"Nuh uh," she said. "I love you more."
"Nope," Chris responded. "I love YOU more." They laughed and fell into each other's arms, kissing each other's faces.
They sat on the blanket, naked, and enjoyed the moment, eating the last of the sandwiches and chips in the picnic basket.
"You two are amazing," Amy said. "I hope one day I can fall in love with someone like you guys."
"You will," Chloe said.
After they had caught their breath, Chloe looked at the river.
"You guys wanna go take a quick swim?" she asked.
"Sure," Chris said.
"Why the hell not," Amy added. The three got off the blanket and headed for the river. Chris and Chloe wasted no time getting in the water, but Amy waded in slowly.
"Oh my God, this water is freaking COLD," she exclaimed. Chris and Chloe laughed.
"You just gotta get in fast so you can get used to it," Chloe said. Amy held her breath and went into the water, head first. She came back up, her soaking wet hair plastered to her head. She joined them in laughter as they splashed her with their hands.
They played in the water for some time and noticed the shadows beginning to get long.
"Starting to get dark," Chris said. "Maybe we'd better pack up and start heading home."
"Okay," Chloe said. "But there's one thing I wanna go first."
"What's that?" Chris asked.
"You'll see," she said, "it's a surprise."
They got out of the water and packed up their gear. Amy put her clothes back on and made sure there was still plenty of space to record video on the camera and handed it to Chris, who had gotten dressed by now. Chloe grabbed her clothing and headed for the back of the car.
"Don't look," she said. Chris and Amy turned their back and waited patiently.
"Okay," Chloe said after a few minutes. Chris' eyes grew wide. Her tube top was shredded even more than before, her nipples poking through the material. Her shorts, however, had been radically altered. The legs were completely cut off and what had once been a pair of shorts now looked more like a tight denim thong with the seam digging into her puffy pussy. Only the material that held the buttons remained in the front and a tiny strip of denim sat low on her waist.
She turned around to reveal that only a bit of denim went through the crack of her ass, and up to the tiny strip around her waist. Her buttocks were completely bare. Spreading her feet so they could see her pussy lips which peeked out on either side of the seam, she smiled.
"What do you think?" she asked.
"Wow," was all Chris or Amy could say as Chris took photos of his sexy wife.
"I want to drive if that's okay," Chloe told Chris, holding her hands out for the keys. He handed them to her.
"Where are we going?" he asked.
"You'll see," she said. They climbed in the car and Chloe turned around and headed for the main road. Chris was so taken by the beauty sitting next to him that he took several more pictures and video of her in the darkened car, setting the camera to use low light. Several times on the drive back, he spotted her rubbing her breasts or fingering herself as she drove. He naturally captured this on video.
Chloe drove back to the freeway and headed back to Springfield. She pulled her top down so others could see her bare breasts as she drove, but Chris doubted anyone could see since it had already gotten dark, but he took pictures and video of her anyway.
An hour and a half later, she took an exit and drove down one of the many two-lane roads local farmers used to haul produce. At this late hour, chances are no one would be on the road and police never used it unless they had reason. Chloe drove until she came to a school bus stop next to an intersection of a dirt road.
She stopped the car, leaving the headlights on and turned to Chris and Amy.
"I've always wanted to do this," she said. "Keep an eye out for cars, okay?" They nodded as she grabbed her scissors and her dildo and got out of the car. Chris set his camera up to point out the windshield.
As they watched, Chloe strode into the middle of the road. She gyrated to whatever music she heard in her head and turned to face them. Taking her scissors, she slowly cut the tube top in two, letting the fabric fall to the road. She massaged her breasts for a bit, tweaking her hard nipples.
Then she took her scissors and cut the denim strip around her waist on each side. The destroyed garment fell to the road, leaving Chloe completely naked in the road. She ran her hands over her body, her fingers working their way into her slit.
She picked up the dildo and began running it up and down her body, licking and sucking it as though it were a real cock. She turned around and bent over with her feet spread wide, showing them her wet pussy. She rubbed the dildo along her slit and slipped it inside herself a couple times before standing up.
Turning around, she knelt on the hard asphalt and placed the dildo on the road. Slowly, she guided herself on the rubber penis-shaped phallus and bounced up and down, her eyes closed, her fingers rubbing her pussy.
A few minutes later, she started bucking hard and squirted on the road as her orgasm hit. Looking at them, she smiled and stood up, collecting the remains of her clothes. She walked back to the car, but stopped long enough to toss the ripped and cut fabric into the trash can at the bus stop. Whoever collected trash at this stop would certainly have a nice surprise.
She got back into the car and kissed Chris deeply. Amy looked at her in awe.
"I've always wanted to fuck myself naked in the middle of a road," Chloe said. She turned the car around and headed home, driving naked the whole way as Chris recorded her.
They finally got home late that night. Chloe padded naked into the house as Chris grabbed the perishables and his camera. Amy followed her friend inside.
"I hope you enjoyed your day," Chloe asked Amy as she poured a nightcap for the three of them.
"I certainly did," Amy said. "I'll never forget it, that's for sure."
"Maybe we can do that again sometime," Chloe said, sipping her drink.
"So, what are you guys going to do with all those pictures and video?" Amy asked. "You're not going to post them all on the Internet or something are you?"
"Only pictures and short clips of me," Chloe said. "I never post anything with other people and I never post anything that shows any faces."
"What?" Amy exclaimed. "How long have you two been doing that?"
"Since college, after her performance at Spring Break," Chris said. "Let me show you." He pulled up a website made for amateurs and showed Amy. "Let me give you the URL," he said, emailing her a link to their profile, which mentioned no personal information.
"Oh my God," Amy said, noticing the sheer volume of pictures and short video clips. "I'll definitely have to check this out. So what happens to everything else?" she asked.
"The rest is for our personal use only and will go to the grave with us," Chris said.
"Can I have a copy of the video we made today?" Amy asked.
"Sure," Chris said. "I'll burn you a copy so you can take it with you when you head out." Amy kissed him on the cheek.
"Thanks," she said. "I promise, I won't spread this around," she said. She looked at the time. "I'd better get to bed. I have to get up and head back to New Orleans early in the morning."
"After breakfast," Chloe said. They wished each other a good night and headed upstairs. Laying in bed, Chloe reached out to her husband. He took her hand in his and kissed it.
"Am I still your Snugglebunny?" she whispered in his ear. He smiled and kissed her face.
"You'll always be my Snugglebunny," he said. "Always and forever."
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September 23, 2092:
Chris Weber was sitting in his home office, going through the files on his computer. He liked to do this from time to time to make sure everything was properly organized and in its rightful place. His wife, Chloe, was in the front room, helping one of their great-granddaughters with her knitting. He knew they would be at it for a while so he had plenty of time to do what he needed.
Marilyn, their youngest child, was at the house making sure the home health care people did what they were supposed to do. Even at 71, she wasn't someone to be trifled with. An improperly-handled syringe or a pill bottle out of place would spark her wrath and heaven help the poor soul who stepped out of line.
Of course, Chris knew that was due to her many years as a head nurse. Marilyn followed in her mother's footsteps and went to college for nursing, and eventually worked at the same hospital as Chloe. She retired not too long ago to take care of her aging parents, who had just this month celebrated their 109th birthday and their 90th wedding anniversary. She popped her head in the door and spoke to her father.
"Everything alright, Dad?" she asked.
"I'm fine, sweetie, thanks," he told her.
"You need some more tea," she said, grabbing his nearly-empty cup. "Let me go refill that for you."
"Thanks, dear," he said as she walked out. A few minutes later, she returned with a fresh cup of hot tea, flavored just the way he liked it.
"Here you go, Dad," she said, giving him a kiss on the cheek.
"You're too good to your old man," he said, smiling.
"Don't you forget it," she said, laughing. "I'm off to tend to George," she added, referring to her husband. "He's probably still down at the pond trying to figure out that newfangled reel you got him."
"Give him our love," Chris said as she left. Watching her leave, he couldn't help but be reminded of how much like her mother she was, so full of life and love. George was truly a lucky man. His gaze fell on the last picture they had taken of all their children together, back in 2036.
Mike, their oldest and a Captain in the U.S. Army at the time, was on leave following a tour to Africa. That month was hard on the whole family, as they had learned that Mike's wife was cheating on him. Brian, their second child, had just graduated from West Point and was on his way to Fort Huachuca, Arizona. Marilyn was not quite 15 yet and was the spitting image of her mother.
Brian was now recovering from a bypass surgery, but was expected to do well. Fingering the decades-old DVD he had in his scrapbook, Chris' mind wandered to the day Chloe swears he was conceived...
...
August 30, 2013:
Chris and Chloe had everything packed for their weekend to Florida. Their 30th birthday was this coming Sunday and both of them had taken a vacation day so they could fly to Florida. Chloe had made arrangements for them to stay at a very nice hotel on Miami Beach and, Chris learned later, had arranged for them to have a special room reserved for their birthday celebration.
And, to make things a bit more interesting, she had invited their good friend, Amy, to come along. Chris didn't mind, as he thought the world of Amy.
Chris' parents had agreed to watch Mike for the weekend and with Chloe's parents, had planned to take the youngster to visit the zoo in St. Louis.
Their flight landed in Miami about noon on Friday and before the day was over, the two had checked into the hotel and spent some time on the beach. They had a nice romantic dinner followed by dancing and enjoyed hours of lovemaking in their room.
The next morning, after breakfast, they went back to the beach, with Chloe showing off a new micro-bikini she had purchased for the trip. Chris took a number of pictures of her modeling the suit, which didn't cover very much and, he thought, made her look even more gorgeous than ever. In his mind, she easily put the college girls to shame.
They were locked in a tight embrace on the beach when they heard a familiar voice behind them.
"All right, you two, it's time for lunch," Amy said as she walked up to them.
"We thought we'd just eat each other here on the beach," Chris said with a smile on his face.
"You'd probably get arrested for that down here," Amy said, laughing. "C'mon, let's go grab a bite to eat."
After getting lunch at the hotel, Amy pulled Chloe to her feet.
"Come on, girlfriend, we have shopping to do for tonight," she said with a wicked smile. She looked at Chris. "Don't worry, lover, I'll take good care of her and have her back in plenty of time for the party." She looked back at Chloe. "Now, let's go and spend some of your husband's royalty money." Chloe laughed.
"Okay," she said, standing up. She kissed her husband deeply. "You going to be okay by yourself for a few hours?" she asked.
"Sure," Chris said. "I'll just go work on my latest book and ogle the pictures I just took of you."
"Well, make sure that's ALL you ogle," she said, teasing him with a smile. He watched the two girls head out, giggling as they walked. He could only imagine what they had in store for the evening. He knew they would be gone for a while, so he grabbed his laptop and sunscreen and headed to the beach.
He spent several hours on the beach, working on his latest novel, periodically switching over to the library of pictures and video he carried of his wife. He felt like the luckiest man alive to be married to someone as beautiful and loving as Chloe.
He received a text on his phone about 5:30, telling him they had returned and were in their room. He didn't realize how late it was and rushed back to the room.
When he got there, the girls were putting everything away, but wouldn't let Chris see what they had purchased. He could tell both of them also had their hair and nails done.
"You'll see it tonight," was all the answer he got from the two of them. After they had put their new clothes away, they drug Chris to the restaurant for dinner. After dinner, they headed back to their rooms to get ready for the evening.
"We'd better get going," Chloe said. "The limo will be here in about an hour or so."
"Limo?" Chris asked. "What have the two of you planned?" Chloe smiled.
"It's a surprise," she said. "But I will tell you this. I've reserved a special VIP room for us till about 2 am."
"A VIP room?" Chris asked.
"Yeah, you know, at a local nightclub," she said. "It's one of those rooms where pretty much anything goes if you know what I mean. And it's all ours for the night. Now, I have to go get ready. And you'd better get dressed as well."
Chris shaved and donned a polo shirt and a nice pair of trousers. His eyes popped out of his head when his wife emerged from the bathroom. Her dress, if it could actually be called that, showed off all of her features.
It was short and backless, falling just a few inches below her crotch, and had a plunging neckline that threatened to completely reveal her breasts. He could see her nipples poking through the material. She topped the outfit off with a pair of sandals with straps that wrapped around her ankles. He felt a familiar stirring in his groin.
"Wow, baby, you look delicious," he said. "I'm about ready to eat you right here." Chloe smiled and waved him off.
"You will, dear, I promise. But later, okay?" she said.
"I guess I'd better bring my camera," Chris said. Chloe shook her head.
"No need," she said. "I've already got that covered. Tonight is just for us." Chris' eyebrows went up. What did she have planned?
They left their room and met Amy at the elevator. She looked just as stunning in her outfit. Chris felt like a lucky man as they left the elevator on the ground floor, a beautiful woman on each arm. They walked to the curb where they were met by a chauffeur in a white uniform.
"Weber, party of three?" he asked with a smile.
"That's us," Chloe said. He ushered them to the longest white limousine Chris had ever seen. The chauffeur opened the door and motioned for them to enter. Amy went in first, followed by Chloe and then Chris.
As he entered the huge car, he saw four young girls, each dressed similar to Chloe and Amy. They looked to be in their early twenties and greeted them with a hug and a kiss on the cheek. Chris also noticed a man with a professional camera siting in the corner.
Chris, Chloe and Amy accepted a flute of champagne as the driver left the curb and the girls offered a toast to the special couple.
"Happy birthday," one of them said. "And happy anniversary," another added. They began talking on the way to the club.
"Who are you girls?" Chris asked.
"We're your hostesses for the evening," one of the girls said. "We're here to make sure you two have a memorable experience. So, how long have you two been married now?"
"Eleven years, come Sunday," Chloe said.
"Congratulations!" they all said. "How long have you two known each other?" one girl asked.
"All our lives, actually," Chris said. "We were practically raised together."
"They even call each other 'brother' and 'sister' sometimes," Amy chimed in. That set the girls giggling.
"How long have you guys been in love?" another girl asked.
"I think since we were about eight or nine years old," Chloe said. "I've always loved Chris, but I knew for sure by the time I was nine."
"Oh, wow," another girl said. "That's so romantic."
The talked the whole way to the club and got to know each other a bit before the chauffeur pulled up in front of a club with a long line.
The chauffeur opened the door for them and the cameraman got out first to record everyone's exit from the limo. Chris ushered the girls out first, then Amy and finally his beautiful wife. Then he got out and with Amy and Chloe on his arms, followed the girls inside.
The club was full of mostly young people, drinking and dancing, with some getting pretty frisky with each other. He smiled, recalling past dates with Chloe. The girls headed up a flight of stairs, so Chris followed them with Chloe and Amy. He couldn't help but notice the girls did nothing to hide their skimpy thongs as they walked, giving others a good glimpse of their bare legs and buttocks as they walked.
They entered a room on the second floor that had windows overlooking the large dance floor below. The cameraman who accompanied them told him the windows were actually two-way mirrors -- they could look out, but no one could see inside.
The room was fairly large with three tables at one end and a set of couches and settees at the other. The middle of the room was open for dancing and there was a small wet bar along one side of the room. Hanging from the ceiling were banners that read, "Happy Birthday, Chris and Chloe" and, "Happy Anniversary."
A large chocolate cake with birthday candles was on one of the tables. The cake was decorated with lettering that read, "Happy Birthday, Chris and Chloe" on the top and "Happy Anniversary" on the side. The top of the cake was adorned with a small decoration of a man and woman dancing, the type of decoration that might be seen on a wedding cake.
The girls brought Chris and Chloe to the cake and gathered around them, putting Amy in the front.
"All together now," one of the girls said, before all of them sang the "Happy Birthday" song to the happy couple. The bartender brought them each a glass of wine as one of the girls cut everyone a piece of cake.
After enjoying a piece of cake, the girls pulled Chris, Chloe and Amy to the middle of the room and motioned to the bartender, who began playing dance music on a stereo built into the wall.
Chris danced with both Chloe and Amy, and also danced a song with each of the hostesses. The girls also danced with each other, giving everyone a good look at their legs. The bartender stayed at his post, enjoying the view while handing out drinks and the cameraman worked through all of them, getting shots of everyone.
The hostesses would frequently tease each other as they danced, kissing and licking each other's exposed breasts. They did the same to Amy, who thoroughly enjoyed the attention and gave as good as she got. Chloe let her breasts show as she danced with her husband, causing the girls to encourage her on.
"Go for it, girl," one hostess said. Chloe responded by pulling the top of her dress wide open, revealing both of her bare breasts. "Yeah!" the other girl shouted as Chris kissed his wife's nipples.
As the dancing continued, Chris couldn't help but feel the growing sexual tension in the atmosphere of the room. He noticed the hostesses took turns handling drinks as the rest paired off to dance with Amy and the other girls.
He also noticed the girls openly fondling each other's breasts and often pulling up each other's skirts, running their fingers under their partners' tiny panties. Amy got into the action as one of the girls opened her dress and kissed her nipples, causing her to moan in delight. Chloe danced closed to her husband, grinding her crotch into his, causing his erection to grow. He responded by feeling her ass as she danced close to him.
After a while, Chloe excused herself and went to the ladies room. Chris gathered the other girls around him and spoke to them as Chloe did her business.
"How far can things go in here?" he asked, prompting giggles.
"This is a VIP room," one of the hostesses said. "And you guys have it until 2 am. You do know what that means, right?"
"Well, no, not really," Chris said.
"This is a private party," another hostess said. "And it's your private party. So have as much fun as you want. You know your wife is one hot woman and she's really hot for you, don't you?" Chris smiled.
"Yeah, and I'm hot for her, too," he said. The hostess smiled.
"Then make the best of it and enjoy each other. We'll help set the mood if you want," she said with a smile. Chris understood what she meant. He had heard of this, and even watched videos online, but never experienced it for himself. He now understood what Chloe and Amy were up to.
"Yeah, about that," Chris began. He called Amy to join them and spoke to them while Chloe was in the ladies room. By the time she returned, all of the girls, including Amy, were giggling with delight.
She walked up to him and kissed him deeply, her tongue invading his mouth. He kissed her back. Running his hands around her ass, he noticed she wasn't wearing any panties. His eyes widened as he looked at her.
"I'm about ready to fuck your brains out," she said.
"Want to retire to the couches, my dear?" he asked. She smiled and nodded. Chris motioned to Amy and the other girls. "I think we're ready to get this party going," he told them.
Two girls escorted Chris to a couch and set him down, facing the middle of the room. Amy and another hostess brought Chloe before him.
"Happy birthday, Chris," Amy said as she unzipped and opened Chloe's dress. Letting the dress fall to the floor, Chloe stood before him naked except for her sandals. As he watched, Amy and the hostess with her ran their hands over Chloe's body, massaging her breasts while kissing her lightly. Amy looked at Chris.
"Isn't she the most beautiful woman you've ever seen?" she asked. Chris nodded his head.
"God, yes," he said. Amy and the other hostesses removed their clothes as Chloe approached her husband.
"I think you're a bit overdressed," she said.
She kissed him and pulled his shirt off before undoing his belt. She removed his shoes and socks, then pulled his pants and boxers off. Kneeling before him, she took his hard cock in her hands and put the whole thing in her mouth while maintaining eye contact with him. The other girls gasped and were soon embracing each other on the couch.
Chris felt an orgasm coming and moaned as he erupted in her mouth. Chloe swallowed and licked her lips before climbing on his lap.
"You know I love sucking my brother's cock," she said loud enough for the other girls to hear. She moved farther up his chest as he laid back on the couch. Soon, her breasts were close enough for him to suck. He took one nipple in his mouth and sucked on it, then the other.
"What do you want now?" she asked, her eyes filled with lust.
"I want to eat your pussy," he said.
"You want to eat sister's pussy?" she asked.
"Yes," Chris said.
"Then say it," she said. "Tell me what you want."
"I want to eat sister's pussy," he said. She smiled and looked at the other girls before climbing further up his chest, placing her shaved slit before his mouth. He could smell her arousal mixed with a hint of strawberry. He loved eating her pussy and eagerly ran his tongue along the length of her slit, sucking on her sensitive lips and clit. Soon, her orgasm hit and her juices splashed against his mouth.
She climbed off his lap and laid down on the couch, two naked girls on each side of her. Chris stood, his erection leading the way and looked at his wife as she spread her legs. The girls next to her kissed her as they ran their hands over her, rubbing her breasts.
Chris turned to Amy and nodded. She smiled, kissed Chris on the cheek, then looked at Chloe as she knelt between her legs. Chloe realized what was about to happen and her eyes grew wide as she looked at her husband. Smiling, she remembered telling him about her fantasy at Mardi Gras in 2008.
Amy lovingly licking Chloe's pussy as the other girls watched and rubbed Chloe's breasts. Chris could see two of the girls rubbing their own pussies as they watched Amy suck and lick Chloe's clit. Chris' cock grew hard watching Amy give his wife her first lesbian orgasm.
"Oh, God," Chloe moaned. "Yes, yes, that feels so good."
After Chloe's orgasm subsided, Amy went to her and kissed her full on the lips. Breaking the kiss, Amy looked into Chloe's eyes as she spoke.
"You know how long I've wanted to do that with you?" she asked. "No wonder Chris loves eating you out. You're so yummy." Chloe smiled at her friend.
"That was so amazing," she said. "I loved it."
"Would you like me to put your husband's cock inside your pussy now, sweetie? It's so hard and hot for you," she said. Chloe nodded her head.
"Yes, please, baby," she said. "I need my husband's cock inside me, now!" Amy smiled and went back to Chris. By now, he had one of her feet in his hands and was removing her sandal. Taking the shoe off, he massaged her foot, sucking each of her toes. He did the same to the other foot.
Amy took his cock in her hands and placed it at Chloe's open pussy. He let her guide him inside his wife, gasping with delight as he entered her. Amy bent down, licking the point where their bodies merged. Chris could feel her tongue on his cock as he went deeper inside his wife. Chloe moaned in ecstasy as the four other girls took turns sucking her nipples.
"Fuck me, my husband," Chloe moaned. "Show these girls how a real man fucks his wife." Chris needed no further encouragement as he plowed into her pussy. Amy walked to the cameraman and said something to him. He followed her back and positioned himself to get a clear shot of Chris's cock inside Chloe.



Chris climbed up on the couch and pounded into his wife as the girls watched. He saw two of the girls embracing each other in a 69 position, eating each other out, while the others furiously masturbated next to his wife. Amy had positioned herself next to Chloe's face and rubbed her pussy as she whispered in her ear.
"You like how your brother fucks you, sweetie?" she whispered. Chloe nodded her head, her eyes glazed with lust. "Does his cock fill your sweet pussy the way you like it?"
"Oh yes," Chloe moaned. "I love it. I love my husband's cock so much. It feels so fucking good inside me. Fuck me, baby, don't ever stop. Fill me with your cock." Chloe wrapped her legs around Chris' back as he continued screwing her.
"Yes, yes, YES," Chloe cried as Chris kept pounding inside her. Chris felt another orgasm coming.
"I'm getting ready to cum, baby," he said.
"Do it, lover. Take me. Make me your personal cum slut," she cried. "Cum inside me. Cum inside sister's pussy."
Chris grunted as his orgasm hit, filling her pussy with his seed. Chloe's orgasm hit at the same time and she raked his back with her nails.
"I'm coming!" she cried as her orgasm swept through her.
They embraced each other as their orgasms subsided, kissing each other deeply. The other girls gathered around and covered them with kisses. Chris stood up and looked at the messy area between his wife's spread legs. The cameraman focused on her pussy, making sure to capture the semen dripping out of her.
Amy knelt between Chloe's legs and began licking Chris' fluids from her open pussy. She then took a mouthful and knelt by Chloe's face. As she opened her mouth to kiss her friend, Chris could see his milky fluid drip out of Amy's mouth, directly into his wife's open mouth. Their tongues danced as they kissed, open-mouthed, the remnants of Chris's cum being swapped between the two girls.
They broke the kiss and Chloe swallowed what she had taken from Amy's mouth. Taking a drink, they swallowed what remained and kissed one more time.
"Happy birthday, sweetie," Amy told Chloe.
"Thank you so much," Chloe said. Amy went to Chris and kissed him on the lips. He returned the kiss, noting the taste of alcohol and semen.
"Happy birthday, Chris," she said. "And thank you so much. I love you both."
"Thank you," Chris said. "We love you, too." Breaking the kiss, he went to his wife and held her as the girls gathered around. She looked up at him and held up one hand with the little finger extended. He knew what this meant and wrapped a little finger around hers.
"Did you enjoy that?" she asked. Chris nodded his head.
"Absolutely," he said. "Did you?" She nodded her head in return.
"Oh God yes," she said. "And thank you for remembering my fantasy."
"I love you so much, baby," he said. She shook her head.
"Nuh uh," she said. "I love you more."
"Nope," he said in response. "I love you more." She smiled as the girls giggled.
Nine months later, Chloe gave birth to a bouncing baby boy, Brian Wilson Weber. Mike strutted like a peacock when his parents told him that he was officially a big brother and Amy was giddy when they asked her to be the child's godmother.
"It's only fitting, since you were there when he was conceived," Chloe said. Amy threw her arms around her friend.
"Thank you so much, sweetie," she said. "That means so much to me." Chloe extended one finger as she held Brian to her breast. Chris wrapped his little finger around hers.
"Am I still your Snugglebunny?" she asked. He smiled and kissed her face.
"You'll always be my Snugglebunny," he said. "Always and forever."
And the adventure continued...
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June 3, 2036:
Captain Mike Weber, U.S. Army, looked over the rugged terrain he and his men had just cleared of enemy combatants. It was a hard-fought battle against the latest group of radicals, who had apparently taken after their predecessors in ISIS and al-Qaeda. The battle over, he and his men were clearing the area as they prepared to return to their base camp in the Sub-Sahara.
After briefing his battalion commanding officer, Mike was handed a piece of paper by a clerk.
"Congratulations, Captain," the female corporal said. "You and your men just earned a 30-day leave."
"Thanks, Corporal," Mike said, smiling. God knows they had earned it. Reading the orders, which came down from "on high," he noticed that in addition to a 30-day leave, they were to spend an additional 15 days at Fort Benning to regroup, which meant getting replacements for those who had been either killed or otherwise taken out of action.
Moreover, he learned that one of his superiors, Brigadier General David Masters, would temporarily leave the Pentagon and accompany them back in-country to act primarily as an observer. Right, he snorted to himself. The man was just bucking for his second star and probably wanted to finally pin a Combat Infantryman's Badge on his uniform. Fucking politicians in uniform, he thought to himself.
He went back to their area and ordered 1st Sgt. Roberts to assemble the men. A few minutes later, the big man reported back to him.
"The company is assembled, sir," he said. Mike shook his head and walked to the formation as the 1st Sgt. called them to attention. He performed a smart about face as Mike approached.
"Company present and accounted for, sir," he said. Mike nodded.
"Posts!" Mike ordered. The 1st Sgt and the other company NCOs turned and took their place as the officers came forward. There were no salutes exchanged as they were still in a combat zone and a salute could instantly alert a sniper looking for a quick kill.
"At ease," he said after the exchange had taken place. The dusty, dirty soldiers relaxed a bit, watching their commanding officer.
"Good news, men," he said. "We've accomplished our mission for now, and the Army has rewarded us with a 30-day leave." He paused as the soldiers exclaimed their appreciation. "After that, it's on to Fort Benning for 15 days with a return trip." There were groans at that bit of news. "So, it's time for us to pack our trash and head out. We'll be leaving tomorrow morning at 0530, immediately after breakfast. That is all." He called the company to attention and ordered the 1st Sgt to dismiss the troops.
He headed back to his tent and began packing his duffel bag. Sitting down at his field desk, he pulled out his tablet and tried connecting to the secure satellite feed. It was difficult here, as the geography of the area, combined with the minerals in the local rocks, conspired to act as something of a natural jamming device for many of their satellite communications. Video comms were nearly impossible here, but short text messages could usually go through.
He tried contacting Lynette, his wife of three years, but couldn't. So he sent a short text letting her know he would be home on leave in a day or two. His plan was to collect his wife, then go visit his parents in Springfield.
His brother, Brian, had just graduated from West Point and was already home on a short leave, waiting to attend his Basic Officer Leadership course before being transferred to Fort Huachua, Arizona, where he would get advanced training as a military intelligence officer. Mike was the bigger and stronger of the two boys, which came in handy now, but Brian was always the smart one.
It was a bit funny, he thought to himself. While Brian looked up to his big brother and wanted to follow in his footsteps, the truth was that Mike admired his younger sibling for his cunning and his ability to work through a problem.
As kids, they often played "Army" in the woods behind their parent's home. Brian would pretend to scout the area out and get intel on the "enemy," which usually consisted of rocks that were, in their game, really the bad guys. He would sneak out, then later sneak back, giving Mike the layout of the land and a proposed course of action. Mike, being the bigger and stronger of the two, would then go and take the "enemy" out, with Brian providing the necessary backup. He smiled at the memory.
"God, I'd love to have Brian with us out here," he said to himself.
Then there was his teenage sister, Marilyn. She would be 15 this month, he thought. Being the baby of the family, and the only girl -- other than his mother, of course, she got away with a lot more than either one of the boys. That might also have been due to the fact that she was the spitting image of her mother at that age and was just as precocious. She was growing into a real beauty and he knew she would become a heart-breaker someday.
"I hope Dad has a good shotgun," he thought to himself.
Of course, he thought of his parents, Chris and Chloe Weber. The two had been married since 2002 and were literally life-long lovers. He never knew a couple who still showed as much passion for each other as his parents. Many times, growing up, he would come home from school to find them in the pool, locked in a tight embrace.
He thought it rather cute that even in their 50s, they chased after each other like a couple of lovesick teenagers in heat. They even sometimes referred to each other as "brother" and "sister," even though they weren't related. He knew the story behind that and thought it was cute, but still found it just a bit strange.
His father, an accomplished photographer who started at the local paper, had many photos published by major news organizations and had won awards for some of his work. He was also a best-selling author, having written several books, including one about a man facing the death penalty after being falsely accused of adultery. He read all of his father's books and was in awe of the man's talent. His mother had become the head nurse in the maternity ward of the local hospital, where she had worked since college.
He also knew that Amy Jenkins, a woman they all knew as "Aunt Amy," would be there with her husband, Dr. Mark Jenkins. Amy really wasn't their blood relative, but was a close friend of their parents, who had unofficially adopted her as their "sister." Amy is the one who told him that he had been conceived at a balcony party in New Orleans during Mardi Gras.
"How do you know that?" he asked her.
"I was there," she said, smiling. "I was also there when Brian was conceived." That, he thought, was "TMI," or too much information, and he never mentioned it again.
His tablet buzzed, letting him know he had a message. Coming back to the present, he read it twice. It was a short response from his wife letting him know she wouldn't be available and would instead be with her boss who was taking a "fact-finding" mission to Europe.
Crap, he thought. Of all the weekends for her to be gone, it had to be this one. This had happened more than once and it was frankly beginning to piss him off. Worse yet, her boss was none other than the aforementioned Brig. General Masters, who always seemed to find the most inopportune times to keep her away from him.
Between trips to various military installations for "inspections," meetings with officials on Capitol Hill or foreign junkets, it seemed she was gone more than she was home. He wished that she would just once tell him she needed to be with her husband. She wasn't in the military, after all, and the general could always pick another personal assistant to arrange his schedule.
He started to wonder if maybe there was more going on than what she let on. He always trusted her, but thinking back, he realized that their time together had been cut very short and their sex lives had almost disappeared since she started working for the general.
She was even gone the night before he left for this deployment, saying the general had an important meeting with a senator who didn't think the Army should be sending troops to this part of Africa. She didn't get back home until about 4:00 am, just in time for him to leave. They briefly kissed as they passed each other on the driveway, and he thought she smelled odd, but he couldn't place it.
"Call me," she said, entering the house. That was it. Not a "love you," or "be careful" or anything. He wondered if she even gave a shit that he was about to be thrust into the latest meat grinder in the seemingly endless war on terror started in 2001.
During this latest deployment, he got a grand total of two letters, three emails and four short text messages. She sent nothing on his birthday, the holidays or their anniversary. The first email said the general was keeping her very busy and it was possible she wouldn't have a lot of time for communications.
"But I still love you and miss you," she wrote.
Yeah, right, he thought. He, on the other hand, sent text messages or emails every day he could, even though he learned not to expect a response. It was hard, but he didn't to even want to think of the possibility that she was cheating. He had seen what that did to other soldiers in the field, and it wasn't pretty.
Now, she was supposedly on some mission with the general. Something didn't sound right. He picked up his tablet. Opening the phone finder application, he punched in his wife's number. In recent years, Congress had passed laws requiring trackers on all civilian mobile phones so they could easily be located and tracked. If the phone was on or its battery was installed, its location could be tracked and recorded by the carrier, which in turn, gave access to Homeland Security and the Defense Department. The idea was to keep track of potential terrorists.
After a few minutes, the finder showed a map with a glowing red dot. He looked and couldn't believe what he was seeing. The dot was about 150 miles east of the Bahamas. What the hell was she doing there? He wasn't stupid, and knew this certainly wasn't the route one would take for an official trip to Europe.
According to the app, that was the last known location of her phone, recorded two days ago. Where the hell was she, and what was she doing? And how the hell was she texting him if her phone hadn't been on for two days?
Looking at her message closely, he saw it came from a special DoD device that had tracking disabled for security reasons. Apparently, the system was forwarding the messages to that device. He texted her back.
"I'm going to visit my folks when I get back whether you're home or not. If they ask where my wife is, I'll just tell them she thought being with General Fuckhead was more important than her husband's family. And why the fuck is your phone stuck east of the Bahamas? Where the hell are you, really?" he asked.
He got a reply back in a couple minutes. Apparently, he struck a nerve.
"It's my job, dammit. Don't know about the phone. Turned it off when it started acting up. Do what you must. I'll be home when I'm home. Tell them whatever you want. Bye," she wrote.
Job, my ass, he thought. For the first time since she took this job, he seriously considered getting a divorce. He didn't need this aggravation. Worse yet, he figured the general might have seen his message. He heard rumors that the general had a way of deliberately putting people who pissed him off in harm's way and wondered if that would be his fate as well.
Still, he had a lot of unanswered questions. Unfortunately, there wasn't enough bandwidth here for him to do much else, but he swore to get some answers when he got home.
He ate dinner, then packed his gear for the next day. He kept thinking about Lynette long after he went to bed that night.
The next day was hectic. After breakfast, the company struck their tents, then packed and loaded their gear in one of the huge transport planes that would carry them home. Once finished, 1st Sgt Roberts formed the company for a final inspection and accompanied Mike as he went from soldier to soldier, checking them and their equipment over before leaving. These were all professional soldiers, so he knew there would be no issues. But he had to follow Army protocol.
He gave the order for the men to load up and watched as they entered the transport aircraft squad by squad. Once everyone was on board, he and the 1st Sgt made one last check before approaching the lead aircraft.
"After you, 1st Sgt," Mike said. The big man nodded his head and headed inside. Mike made sure that no matter what, he was the first man on the field and the last one off. This was no exception. Looking one final time, he entered the plane and took his place on one of the canvas seats.
Mike tried to sleep on the long voyage home, but images of his Lynette with General Dickwad kept entering his mind.
The plane landed at Joint Base Anacostia-Bolling about 4:30 in the morning. After seeing to his men, Mike made his way to their home in Officer's Country. The house was dark and looked much as he had left it six months earlier. As far as he could tell, it didn't appear to have been used at all since he left.
He put his gear away, showered and changed into jeans and a t-shirt, observing that most, if not all, of Lynette's clothing and accessories were gone. Looking through the mail, he noticed that while the bills had been paid, not much else had been done. He also noticed that letters he had sent to his wife remained on the table, unopened.
The food in the refrigerator was old and past its due date. Some had green fuzzy stuff growing on it. He threw the garbage out and cleaned the fridge up so it wouldn't smell up the whole house.
He checked his bank account to make sure things were okay there, and from what he could tell, things were normal. Lynette usually handled the bills, so he really didn't know what was "normal" or not. Fortunately, the bills were paid through automatic drafts and both his and Lynette's pay were directly deposited in the account.
It was just after 8:30 when he called Lynette's office, hoping to get some answers.
"I'm sorry, Capt. Weber," the female voice said on the other end. "Mrs. Weber and General Masters are both on leave and won't be back until sometime toward the end of the month."
"On leave?" Mike asked. "Are you sure about that? My wife said she and the general were on some kind of fact-finding mission to Europe."
"Uh, no, there's no fact-finding mission I'm aware of. Both of them took leave about the same time and said they would be out of the area," the woman said.
"How long ago was this leave planned?" Mike asked.
"Let me see," the woman said. "It looks like they put in for it two months ago. Says here the general and your wife wanted to plan a surprise for your return from Africa for your good work over there."
"They did, huh?" Mike asked sarcastically. "Well, they sure did surprise me. Did they leave any contact information?"
"Both used your wife's personal cell phone number," the woman said. Terrific, Mike thought. Screw it, he said to himself.
"I see," he told the woman. "Thank you for your help."
"You're welcome, sir," she said. "And welcome home." Mike thanked the woman and hung up the phone.
He sat down and thought about his options. Divorce seemed all but inevitable at this point. Of course, that could screw up his career but his life was already a shambles. If he made things hard on Lynette, the general and his friends on Capitol Hill could really screw him over. He decided to call his dad.
"Hey Mike," his father said, picking up the phone on the first ring. "Wanna go video? I haven't seen you in so long." Mike smiled.
"Sure, Dad, hang on," he said, turning on the giant flat-screen and pressing a button on his phone. His father's smiling face filled the television.
"There you are," the older man said. "Looks like you got some sun."
"Yeah, Africa was fun," Mike said.
"You getting ready to head out here? Everyone is anxiously waiting to see you guys," Chris said.
"I'll be leaving today or tomorrow," Mike said.
"What's the matter, son? You said 'I.' Where's that lovely wife of yours?" Chris asked. The old man was always able to read him like a book.
"I don't know where she is, Dad," Mike said. "She told me she was on a fact-finding mission with General Masters in Europe but her phone was last tracked east of the Bahamas. Her office tells me she and the general are on leave until about the end of the month but they don't know where she or her boss are. I'll be leaving today or tomorrow by myself." Chris looked sad as Mike told him the news.
"I take it General Masters is in your chain of command," Chris said. Mike nodded. "And he's her boss?" Mike nodded yes again. "That doesn't sound good, son. What are you planning to do?" he asked.
"I don't know, Dad. I need information but I don't know where to look or what to do," Mike said.
"Alright, son," Chris said. "Don't worry. I know some people who can help, so I'll talk to them. You get some rest and just come on out. We'll talk about this further when you get here, alright?"
"Okay, Dad, thanks," Mike said. "Give everyone my love and tell them I said hello."
"I will, son," Chris said. "Drive safe and we'll see you in a day or so." They ended the call and Mike began gathering his gear for the trip to Springfield. After packing, he inspected his car to make sure it would make the trip, locked up the house and headed out. It was still early in the day, about 10:30, and he saw no need to spend another night in the place.
Filling the car with gas, he filled his thermos with coffee, bought a pack of small flavored cigars -- something his father got him hooked on -- and headed west. He drove straight through, making it to St. Louis in 12 hours, stopping only to gas up, eat and use the restroom. He still had about a three or four hour drive ahead of him, but decided to grab a motel room and leave early, so as to be fairly fresh when he got there.
He left early the next morning after grabbing a quick breakfast and pulled into his parent's gated driveway four hours later. Pulling up, he saw his mother and sister waiting for him at the door.
At 52, going on 53, his mother still looked quite ravishing in her casual shorts and t-shirt, showing off her shapely, well-toned dancer's legs. She still had a great figure, even after giving birth to three children, and could easily pass for someone ten years younger. No wonder Dad always seemed happy, he thought to himself. His much younger sister, Marilyn, also wearing short casual shorts and a t-shirt, looked like a teenage carbon copy of her mother. They both raced out to greet him as he got out of his car.



His mother hugged him and kissed him on the cheek. Marilyn followed suit.
"You've been smoking those cigars again, haven't you?" his mother asked, smiling. "Just like your dad, I swear. Well, it's still great to see you. I wish Lynette could have been with you, though."
"Me, too, Mom," he said. Brian came out of the house and shook his big brother's hand. Mike shook his hand and gave him a manly bear hug.
"I'll get your stuff," Brian said after the two hugged. Mike patted him on the back.
"Thanks, bro," he said. Walking in the house, Mike was hugged by everyone, including his father, his grandparents and "Aunt" Amy and her husband. After saying their hellos, everyone gathered in the living room.
"So how are you, son," Chris asked.
"I've been better, Dad," he said. "It sure is great to see all of you, though."
"I just want you to know that all of us are pulling for you, no matter what you decide, okay?" Chris said. Mike nodded his head. "Let me bring you up to speed. After we talked yesterday, I contacted an old friend of mine, Ron Wiseman. He's an ace researcher who's done a lot of work with the Federal HomeFront Security Task Force and he told me this morning he's pretty sure what's going on with your wife."
"HomeFront Security Task Force?" Mike asked. "I've never heard of that. What is it?" Chris' father responded.
"That's the outfit we did some clean-up work for back during the Skaggs administration, remember that?" he said, addressing Chloe's father.
"Yeah, I remember. That was quite a mess with the First Lady," he said. "Trust me, son, you're a lot better off not knowing."
"So, Mike, are you ready to hear what Ron has to say?" Chris asked.
"Yeah, Dad, I really need to know what the hell is going on," Mike said. Chris called his friend, and soon, Ron's face filled the giant 92-inch television on the wall.
"Oh, there you all are. You must be Mike Weber, Chris and Chloe's son, right?" he asked.
"Yes, sir," Mike said in response.
"Please call me Ron. I work for a living," he said to laughter. "Well, finding your wife and General Masters turned out to be a lot easier than I thought. In the old days this would probably have taken me a day or possibly two, but with all the new tech and protocols we have now, it only took me a few minutes.
"Masters?" Chris' father asked. "David Masters? He's a general now?"
"Yes, he is," Ron said. "Why, do you know him?"
"I met him some time ago, back when he was a lieutenant colonel," he said. "If it's the same guy I met, he was a piece of shit back then, too," he added, turning to Chloe's father. "You remember that crap pile we had to sort through in Somalia?" Chloe's father nodded his head. "I still think he was behind all that. Fucking politician." He glanced at Marilyn and Chloe. "Oops, sorry, girls."
"Go on, Ron," Mike said.
"Well, it turns out your wife and the general are on a cruise ship heading to the Mediterranean. They booked the cruise about two months ago and left Miami about three days before you got your orders in Africa. They were pretty easy to find, actually. According to the ship's manifest, they registered as 'Gen. and Mrs. D.A. Masters.'
"The general, by the way, IS married, but she was told her husband would be in the field and incommunicado for as long as a month. Thanks to new TSA regulations, I even have photos of them signing aboard the ship. Take a look," he said. The screen split into two windows, with Ron's face on one side and an image of Gen. Masters and Lynette on the other. Mike was furious. The general's arm was around Lynette's waist and they appeared to be a happily-married couple.
"There's more," Ron said. "I checked this cruise ship out, and it's one of those specialty deals that's all the rage now. It's an 'adult' cruise, which means, one, there are no children and, two, there's not much shuffleboard being played on the deck, if you know what I mean."
"I'm sorry, Ron," Mike said. "I'm not into the new fad craze things. I'm just a simple guy, so can you spell that out a bit for me?"
"Sure, Mike, I understand," Ron said. "This may be a bit upsetting, so I'll try to keep it plain and simple. These things normally cater to the more well-to-do crowd, the type of people with lots of money who live a flashier lifestyle. This particular cruise has lots of, shall we say, adult, parties, clothing-optional swimming areas, and events with lots of swinging and that type of thing. In short, it's practically a floating orgy." Everyone in the room gasped. Even Chris and Chloe -- no strangers to public nudity or sex -- were surprised that Mike's wife would participate in something like this with someone other than her husband.
"I'll send you a copy of the cruise's event schedule. You'll find it... interesting. Anyway, the parent company does what it can to keep itself from getting tangled in extra-marital situations, even requiring passengers to present signed papers showing they're free of STDs and requiring them to sign papers releasing the cruise, the crew or the company from any liability, but as you can imagine, it doesn't always work out," Ron said.
"So, is there proof that my wife has been intimate with the general?" Mike asked. Ron nodded his head.
"I'm afraid so, Mike," he said. "It took me a little while to get legal access to the ship's systems. I could've just hacked my way in, but I figured you'd need something that can be used in court. Fortunately, the phrase, 'in the interest of national security' goes a long way to opening doors and gaining access to otherwise 'secure' cameras and video archives.
"I was able to access their on-board cameras and all of their archived videos. This is something required by DHS as well as the parent company in the event of situations just like this. I won't show anything explicit here but I can forward that to your private email if you wish," he said. Mike nodded and sent Ron his private email address.
"Here's something you should really find interesting," Ron said. A picture of Lynette and David in bed appeared. They were both covered, but it was clear they were both naked. Lynette had a tablet device in her hands. Mike noticed the date/time stamp in the corner.
"Hold that one just a minute," he said, pulling out his tablet. He compared the time stamp on the photo to the time stamp on the short exchange he had with Lynette while in Africa. They matched perfectly. The bitch, he thought. She was in bed with Masters while texting her husband.
"This one has video attached to it," Ron said. "Listen to what they're saying." The picture went to video and everyone watched as Lynette angrily pounded on the tablet. A few seconds later, she tossed the thing on her night stand and angrily held up her middle finger.
"That fucking bastard," she said. "Fuck him and fuck his stupid family. Who does he think he is telling me what's going to happen. I swear, I don't know what's worse, him or that stupid fucking sister of his." David responded as he stroked her hair. Mike looked at Marilyn, who appeared ready to explode.
"Is that why you took the battery out of your phone after we left the Bahamas?" he asked. She nodded.
"Yeah, I was getting sick and tired of hearing from his sister wanting to plan things for his and Brian's birthday," she said.
"It's alright, dear," he said. "You don't have to deal with them if you don't want to. Your husband will be back in Africa in 45 days and I can personally see to it that he gets taken care of for good." Lynette smiled.
"I don't want him dead, David." she said. "I still have some feelings for him."
"Well then, if you have feelings for him, why are you here on the 'Orgy Boat' with me and not him? Why not just divorce him and be done with it?" he asked.
"You know why, David. He's not a bad guy and he does treat me right. It's just that all I ever hear is how wonderful and loving his parents are and how great his siblings are. It makes me want to puke sometimes. He's always talking about how smart his brother is and how he's so proud of him graduating at the top of his class at West Point. I can't really compete with all that," she said. "Besides, his family is fucking loaded. Between his grandparents and his father being a best-selling author, he'll end up having enough to buy an island if he wants. I'd be crazy to give that up."
"Okay, whatever you say," David said. "But if he gives you any shit, any at all, you let me know and I'll see to it he gets in a pile of crap he'll never be able to escape from."
"You mean, he won't come home?" Lynette asked.
"He'll come home, but it'll be in a flag-draped box headed for Dover," David said. "Don't worry, friendly-fire incidents happen all the time. He'll get some medals, get buried in a national cemetery someplace and you can collect his life insurance after playing the grieving widow. You can handle that, right?" Lynette smiled.
"Yeah, I can turn on the tears for the cameras," she said. "Now come here and give me some loving." David smiled at her.
"That's right, you have a tournament tonight, don't you? You're determined to win that thing, aren't you?" he asked.
"Yes, I am, and I intend to be fully rested. There's over 3,000 guys on this ship, and I intend to have as many of them fill me up as possible," she said. David laughed.
"My, you are a little slut, aren't you?" he asked. She smiled and nodded her head. "Well, just so long as I get to be at the front of the line." They kissed, then settled down to get some sleep. The video faded to black. Everybody was shocked at what they just heard. Who was this woman, they all wondered.
"What did she mean about a tournament?" Mike asked.
"That's explained in the ship's schedule of events I emailed you," Ron said. "I'd rather not go into it here, but we can discuss it privately later on if you wish."
"Ron, this has got to be an expensive cruise," Chris said. "How are they paying for it?"
"Excellent question, Chris," Ron said. "You're right, these cruises are extremely expensive. I haven't had a chance to dig that deep, but I have several bots working the problem now. When I know, you guys will know." Ron turned to Mike.
"Listen, Mike, this is all going to be a huge shock to you," he said. "Once we get as many details as we can, you and I will need to discuss strategy going forward. I expect that you'll be filing for divorce."
"Absolutely," Mike said. Ron nodded his head.
"I think that's a wise course of action. Dealing with the general, however, is going to be tricky," he said. "Normally, you could file charges under the UCMJ and let Army CID handle it. Problem is that General Masters is very well connected. I'm talking White House-level connections here. If you go into this ham-handed, you could end up either dead or buried in red tape at Fort Leavenworth." Mike nodded his head. "You can't just fix bayonets and charge."
"I understand," he said. Chris' father spoke up.
"Look, Ron, we still have some connections in the intel community and the Secret Service," he said. "If there's anything we can do, let us know. This dirtbag needs to pay." Ron nodded his head.
"Thanks, I may just take you up on that," he said. "Guys, I'd better get back to work. Mike, I've sent a bunch of stuff for you to look at and I'll keep you informed as things progress."
"Thanks, Ron, I appreciate it," Mike said. Everyone else joined in as Ron ended the call. After Ron hung up, everyone sat in shock at what they had just learned. Marilyn was the first to speak.
"I'm sorry, Mike," she said, tears running down her cheeks.
"What for?" he asked. "You didn't do anything."
"I called her, hoping we could plan something for yours and Brian's birthday. I always loved her like a sister and I thought she'd be happy to do something with us," she said. "I always wondered why she kept putting me off. Now I know why. That BITCH. I hate her!" Mike put an arm around his sister.
"It's okay, sis," he said. "None of this is your fault. Got it?" She nodded her head.
"I got it, Mike," she said. Chris' father came up to Mike and put a hand on his shoulder.
"Mike, listen, son," he said. "I know it's gonna get rough for you. Just know that the whole family is with you on this. Those bastards fuck with one of us, they fuck with all of us. I know what kind of soldier you are, and I'm damn proud of you. But that Ron fella is right. You can't just go in with guns a-blazing. You gotta out-think those bastards. We'll do everything we can from our end. But if you need to talk, come on over and we'll kill a couple six packs over a game or something. Understand?" Mike nodded his head and smiled.
"I understand, Pops," he said. "Thanks."
"Hey, Pops, what about me?" Brian said, smiling. "I could go for some of your homemade beer myself." The old man smiled.
"Well, hell, why not?" he said, laughing. "You did graduate at the top of your class at West Point. I reckon you've earned a beer or two." He waved as he and Chris' mother left. Chloe's parents also comforted Mike on their way out.
Soon, it was just Chris, Chloe, Amy and the three siblings. They sat in shock until Mike's tablet buzzed, indicating incoming messages. He checked and saw three fairly large emails from Ron. One message had documents attached while the others had video. He opened the documents and began reading, his eyes growing wide as he looked over the ship's event schedule. He turned to his parents.
"Dad, Mom, can we talk?" he asked. Brian sensed what was coming and turned to Marilyn.
"Hey, sis," he said, "challenge you to a game of pool volleyball." She looked at him and smiled.
"You're on, Mr. West Point. I'm not 11 anymore, so I'll probably beat your ass," she said, running upstairs to change. Brian followed, seeing the look of appreciation on his brother's face.
"Sure, Mike, what is it?" Chloe asked after the other two left. Mike handed her his tablet so she could look at the schedule.
"Look at this," he said. "What the hell is all this?" Chris looked at the tablet with Chloe and Amy joined them. Their faces turned red and their eyes grew wide.
"Oh my God," Amy said. "We were wild when we were younger, but this is way over the top." Chloe nodded her head.
"I agree," she said. The schedule included all-night orgies, contests where female passengers masturbated, with the goal of seeing who could squirt the farthest upon orgasm, BDSM seminars and a host of similarly-themed events.
There were a number of other events, some fairly tame, but what caught their attention was what the cruise called a "creampie gangbang tournament," an ongoing contest where women competed to see who could take the most from the most number of men. Contestants gathered every other night and all but the top three women were eliminated. Those who won would move to the next round until only three remained. Those three women would then compete to become the cruise's "Creampie Gangbang Queen."
Mike saw that Ron had given him a set of credentials into the ship's intranet, and logged in. Looking around, he saw that Lynette had been in the top three for each event she participated in. Next to her name was a number -- 175. He assumed that meant she had taken 175 loads of cum in her various orifices. He felt sick at the thought.
He pulled up one of the videos Ron had sent, and quickly spotted Lynette. Video from one of the ship's crew, apparently taken with a body camera, showed her on her back with a giant black cock in her pussy and another cock in her mouth.
After they filled her, two more men took their place. At one point, she put one man under her and eased onto his giant unprotected member, then spread her legs and let another man squeeze his cock inside her pussy. Turning her head, she opened her mouth and sucked a third man to orgasm.
After the two men thrust inside her for a while, they each filled her with sperm. She lifted up and two more men took their place. Everyone at the table was disgusted with the display she was putting on. Amy looked closely at Lynette's face.
"Chloe, take a look at her eyes," she said. "Is it just me or does she look like she's on something?" Chloe looked and nodded her head.
"It sure looks like she could have been dosed with something. I don't see how anyone could keep doing what she's doing for as long as she's been doing it otherwise," she said.
"Yeah, I've seen that at the ER a few times," Amy said. "Girls come in after being up on that new Super-E stuff that's been going around. That's pretty dangerous. They lose a lot of weight and after they've been off of it for a while they start hallucinating. I've even heard of girls killing themselves after they've been dosed."
"My God, her body's probably ruined by now. And I don't see anyone using any protection whatsoever," Chloe said.
"I don't see Masters anywhere in this video," Chris said. "Could be he's moved on down the line to check out the competition."
Mike shut down his tablet in frustration.
"I've seen enough," he said. Chris pulled out his wallet and handed his son a card.
"Here's a number for the meanest lawyer in the state," he said. "She hates cheaters with a passion and I'm sure she'll do a good job for you." Mike took the card and thanked his father. "Listen, why don't you go get settled in then join me out back for a smoke and a glass of wine. We can watch your sister kick Brian's ass in the pool." Mike smiled.
"Sure, Dad," he said. "That sounds like fun." He left the table and took his stuff upstairs. Calling the attorney, he got an appointment for the next day. After putting everything away, he went back down and joined his father on the deck and enjoyed a flavored cigar while watching Marilyn and Brian chasing a ball in the pool.
"Your sister's actually gotten quite good at this over the years," Chris said. "She's given your mother and I a run for our money more than a few times."
Mike laughed as Marilyn spiked the ball over the net, causing it to land just out of Brian's reach. She started jumping up and down, splashing her brother.
"My game!" she shouted. "I win!" Brian splashed her back and the two began laughing and chasing each other in the pool the way they used to when they were younger. Mike smiled, enjoying the scene playing out before him. For a moment, he forgot his troubles with Lynette.
After dinner and a brief celebration of the children's birthdays, Brian was in his room changing and glanced out his window, which overlooked the family's back yard. He saw Mike heading into the woods with his tablet and something else -- a .45 caliber pistol strapped to his belt. It looked like the old M1911 his grandfather had given him when he graduated from the Virginia Military Institute. Brian didn't want to pry, but the presence of the pistol concerned him. He had a pretty good idea where his brother was headed, so he went downstairs and took off into the woods.
He stayed far enough back so his brother wouldn't notice him and quietly crept through the woods. Sure enough, he saw Mike sitting on a large rock which was part of a "fort" the two boys put together when they were younger. It was in a quiet area of the woods and became a favorite spot for the two to sit and talk without being overheard.
As he watched, he saw his brother look at the tablet, apparently at a video Ron had sent him. Then he saw something he never thought he would ever see -- his big brother, the strongest man he ever knew, crying. He sobbed uncontrollably, his head down in his hands, his body shaking.
After a few minutes, Mike stopped crying and slowly pulled the pistol out of its holster. Brian became concerned as he watched his brother insert a magazine and pull the slide, letting it slam home. He knew there was now a bullet in the chamber. As he watched, Mike slowly and tearfully put the barrel of the pistol in his mouth.



Brian knew he had to act, now. He stepped out from behind the tree where he hid and approached his brother.
"That's not how you're supposed to handle that sidearm, Captain," he said loudly, causing Mike to look up, surprised. He held out his hand as he approached Mike. "Give me that thing before you hurt yourself," he said.
Mike looked at the pistol before handing it to his brother. Brian took the weapon, removed the magazine and cleared the chamber, leaving the slide locked back. He looked in the chamber the way he was taught to make sure there wasn't anything else in the chamber before setting it down. He sat down and looked at his big brother.
"What's wrong with me, Brian?" Mike asked. "Was I not good enough for her? What made her do this to me, to us?" Brian shook his head.
"Nothing's wrong with you, Mike," Brian said. "Hell, you're the strongest, best man I've ever known. As for Lynette, who the hell knows why she's doing this." He looked at the tablet and noticed a video playing. "Is this from Ron?" he asked. Mike nodded his head. Brian picked the tablet up and looked at the video of Lynette taking two cocks in her pussy and another in her mouth. He turned it off and set the tablet down, shaking his head.
"Dump her, Mike, just get rid of her," Brian said. "She doesn't deserve you. And that general can go fuck himself as well. She's not worth this," he added, pointing to the pistol. Mike looked at his brother. Deep down, he knew the younger man was right.
"When did you get so fucking smart?" he asked, causing Brian to smile.
"Well, you know, four years of West Point does that to ya. I'd tell you all the usual platitudes, but I know you've already heard them. Hell, you've probably used them on your own soldiers. Right?" he asked. Mike shook his head.
"Yeah. No woman's worth this, you deserve better, keep your head in the game, blah, blah, blah. It's all well and good until it happens to you," he said. He looked around at the all-too familiar trees around them. "You remember all the times we used to come out here and chase 'bad guys' when we were kids? You always had my back in those days. Still do, I guess."
"Isn't that what brothers are for?" Brian asked. "You know, Marilyn's already plotting to set you up with one of her younger, single teachers." Mike laughed.
"She's a lot like Mom, isn't she?" he asked.
"Yeah, she is. Hey, what do you say we blow this joint tomorrow and go hit the town, see what we can scare up? Maybe go grab a brew or two?" Brian asked.
"You old enough to drink now?" Mike asked, laughing.
"Trying humor now, are you?" Brian asked in response.
"Well, when you make Captain, you can do it too," Mike said. "What the hell. If Lynette can have her fun, so can we."
"That's the spirit," Brian said. "C'mon, let's get home. It's starting to get late."
"Promise you won't say anything about all this?" Mike asked.
"About what?" Brian asked. Mike smiled and hugged his brother.
"I'll take that," Mike said, reaching for the pistol. Brian handed it to him but kept the magazine.
"I'll hang on to this if you don't mind," he said. Mike nodded his head as he put the pistol in its holster.
Chloe and Amy looked up as the two brothers walked in the back door.
"There you guys are," Chloe said. "Where were you? We were starting to get worried."
"Just out doing some male bonding stuff, you know," Brian said.
"Uh huh," Chloe said, her eyebrows raised. "Sure." She saw the pistol strapped on Mike's belt. "Find any bad guys to blow away out there in the woods?"
"Well, you never know what could be hiding out back there," Brian said. Mike smiled as he put the pistol back in his father's gun case. Brian put the magazine next to it and locked the case.
"Right," Chloe said. "Why don't you guys join us for a quick game of Monopoly?" she asked.
"Is there such a thing as a quick game of Monopoly?" Mike asked. Marilyn slapped his arm as she pulled out the game board and began doling out the pieces and fake money.
"Why not?" Brian asked. "Marilyn owes me for that volleyball game, after all."
"Careful, buster," she said. "I'm the banker, you know."
"God help us," Brian said, smiling. They played Monopoly until well into the morning and finally drifted off to bed.
The next day, Mike went to the attorney's office and began the process to divorce his wife. The attorney, Sally Chesterfield, was an absolute shark and nearly blew a gasket when she heard Mike's story and watched some of the video Mike showed her.
The divorce would be pretty simple, as divorces go. They didn't own any real estate and lived in base housing, so there wasn't a mortgage or a house to consider. They had no children, which meant no child support. Lynette actually made more than Mike, so there wouldn't be any alimony. They would each keep what they brought into the marriage, split the bank accounts in half and keep their own retirement.
Mike insisted the divorce be filed on grounds of adultery and decided not to press the general for alienation of affection, since those charges hardly ever produced any results, the attorney said. They decided to have Lynette served as soon as she stepped off the cruise ship in Miami.
"This should be pretty simple," Sally said. "We'll see what your wife does after she gets served. What are you planning to do about the general?"
"Well, there's certainly some violations of the Uniform Code of Military Justice, but we're looking at possibly taking other actions. We haven't decided on a plan of action at this point, as we're still gathering more information," Mike said. Sally nodded her head.
"Good idea," she said. "You're not planning to do anything stupid to get revenge are you? Because if you are, that'll mess up your case big time." Mike shook his head.
"No, not planning anything. I just want the cheating slut out of my life," he said.
"Good," she said. "What about the cruise line? Do you want to take any action against them?"
"I don't know," Mike said. "You're the attorney. Do what you think is best." She nodded her head.
"Well, they did facilitate your wife's escapades without properly verifying her and General Masters' claim to be married. We could file a lawsuit. Chances are, they'll settle out of court, but it could net you a million or two," she said.
"I'll leave that up to you," he said.
"Okay," she said. "I'll work it up and get all this filed and arranged to have her served when the ship pulls back into port. If you have any questions for me or any additional information other than what we already know, give me a call, okay?"
"Sounds good," Mike said. "Thanks for all your help."
"My pleasure," she said. "And tell your father I'm anxious to see his next book."
After returning home, he received a text message. Ron wanted to confer with him and his parents at their earliest convenience. Since they were already home, having taken vacation time to spend with family, Chris made the call and put Ron on the big screen television in their living room.
"Good afternoon, Ron," Chris said. "What have you got for us?"
"Good afternoon, everyone," Ron said. "I have more information I think you may find interesting. I've already sent Mike the latest videos from the ship but I think we've uncovered something else. As you know, I've had bots running down the finances behind this. You've heard the saying, 'follow the money,' right? Well, it looks like at least some of this was funded with government money, and it appears that the general and Lynette may have misappropriated those funds. It also appears that some of the money came from foreign sources. I'll send the documents to back that up, but I've also made initial inquiries to Army CID.
"There's more. I've had another set of bots running facial recognition on the passengers in the videos. It turns out that at least two of the passengers are actually agents of the terror group you're fighting in Africa, Mike," he said.
"What?" Mike asked. "Are they connected to General Masters?" Ron nodded his head.
"I've identified at least two videos in which Masters meets with the passengers in question. The meetings are very short and they don't seem to spend much time talking to each other, but I did identify one in which it seems they're exchanging something. Money, possibly, or drugs. Maybe both. I'm not completely certain of that yet, but I'm running enhancement software on those clips," he said.
"So all of this is an elaborate ruse for Masters to connect with foreign agents?" Chris asked.
"Possibly," Ron said. "I'll be able to tell more once the videos are finished processing."
"But to what end?" Mike asked. "Is Masters working for the terrorists?"
"I don't know yet," Ron said. "But it certainly doesn't look good. I'm reluctant to reach out to the intel folks until I have something more conclusive."
"Is it remotely possible that Masters is working undercover?" Chris asked. Ron shook his head.
"I doubt it," he said. "The government wouldn't use a well-known brigadier general and an untrained administrative aide for something like this. The CIA and others have assets that would be far more suitable for an operation of this type. Like I said, this is all just conjecture at this point, but it looks very suspicious."
"Is Lynette involved in this?" Mike asked. Ron shrugged his shoulders.
"She could be, but I suspect she's just cover and Masters is using her. That's not to say there's not an affair -- obviously, there is, but maybe that's just the tip of the iceberg," he said.
"So what do you suggest we do?" Mike asked.
"Keep doing what you're doing," he said. "I see you've filed for divorce. That's good. Don't go anywhere near the general. I've seen to it that video of his activities with Lynette have been sent to the general's wife, and she's not very happy. She's also filing for divorce, so maybe they can both be served when the ship returns. I would advise that you get home a bit early so you can cover your bases and confront her when she gets back." Mike nodded.
"Understood," he said. "When is the ship coming back?"
"According to the schedule I have, June 15," he said. Mike figured that he could stay at home for a couple days to celebrate with family and take his time heading back. That would give him plenty of time to get his affairs in order before Lynette showed up.
"At any rate, that's what I have as of now," Ron said. "If I find out more, I'll let you know."
"Thanks, Ron, we all appreciate it," Chris said before ending the call. Chris turned to his son. "So, what are your plans?"
"I'll stay another couple days, then head back," he said. "I have to make some changes to my personnel file so Lynette doesn't benefit in the event of my death and take care of my personal stuff. After I confront Lynette, I'll be going to Fort Benning."
Mike made the most of the next two days with his family. He spent an evening with his brother at a local club, drinking and dancing with several women and treated his sister to dinner and a movie. He spent most of the rest of his time with his parents and "Aunt" Amy and took his grandfather up on his offer of homemade beer.
The visit ended with lots of tears, hugs, kisses and promises to keep them all informed on the latest developments. He did participate in one last briefing with Ron, who confirmed the general was surreptitiously making unsanctioned contacts with agents of the terrorists he was fighting in Africa. Ron informed him that everything he collected had been handed over to the proper authorities along with certain influential members of the current administration.
"It may take a bit, but General Masters will be dealt with, Mike," he said. "Let me know when you get back to base and I'll arrange for you to get a view of the two lovers getting served if you want."
"Thanks, Ron, I'll take you up on that," Mike said.
After driving two days, Mike found himself back at his government-subsidized house in "Officer's Country," and began to separate himself from Lynette. Ron continued sending videos, which he scanned through and kept track of Lynette's progress in her sleazy "tournament." She was still in the top of all her brackets and was well on the way to winning her questionable prize, he noticed. The number by her name had now grown to well over 300.
He went to his battalion admin and changed his next-of-kin and his insurance beneficiary, taking Lynette off and stipulating that after final expenses, the remainder was to be placed in a college fund for Marilyn.
He went home and began packing his personal gear for shipment back to Springfield, where his parents would keep it in storage until he needed it. He decided to leave the electronics, at least for now.
Then the day came when Lynette's ship returned to port. He logged into the cruise's intranet and observed that his soon-to-be ex-wife had won the title of "Creampie Gangbang Queen" and was handed a check and given a colorful sash and a tiara decorated with fake diamonds. She posed nude for the photos and he couldn't help but notice that she looked extremely thin as compared to when he last saw her. The number next to her name now read 450, making him sick to his stomach.
Ron contacted him and gave him a web address where he could watch his wife and the general get served with divorce papers. He logged in and watched the passengers leave the giant boat. As he watched, he saw Lynette moving slowly down the gangplank with David. She looked as though she was having a lot of trouble walking and David gently guided her down.
Once they reached the pier, two men in suits approached them. He heard one ask his wife to identify herself as Lynette Weber. After she said yes, the man handed her a manila envelope and simply said, "you've been served."
Another man, similarly-attired, approached David and repeated the performance. After he confirmed he was David Masters, the man handed him an envelope. They looked inside and realized they had been served with divorce papers citing adultery. The packets also included a small stack of photos that had been entered as evidence against them.
Lynette wailed as she looked through the papers, crumpling to the ground. Other passengers looked at them as they left the gangplank, but didn't offer any assistance. David screamed, yelled and made threats.
"I'm going to fucking kill that bastard husband of yours myself," he screamed. "He's dead. Hear me? DEAD!" He composed himself enough to help Lynette to her feet and they left the area. Ron called as soon as they disappeared from view.
"Did you see that?" he asked.
"Yes, I did," Mike said.
"I captured that, especially the part where Masters threatened to kill you," Ron said. "I'll be including that in my brief to CID."
"Good, thanks," Mike said.
"They went there in a private chartered aircraft, so I expect they'll return the same way," Ron added. "I expect they'll be back in your area in about two and a half hours, give or take."
"Thanks," Mike said. "That's all the time I need."
After ending the call, Mike made sure his pistol was loaded and placed it in his belt holster, then packed all of his gear for the drive to Fort Benning. Then he set about removing any evidence of his marriage to Lynette, slashing the giant marriage portrait on the wall and destroying the elaborate set of "his" and "hers" glasses they received on their wedding day.
He pulled her wedding dress from the closet along with their wedding album. He turned the fireplace on, not caring if it made the room warmer than normal for this time of year. Looking at his watch, he expected her to walk in at any minute.
Sure enough, she walked in as he tossed her dress, veil and wedding album into the fire. He looked at her with hatred in his eyes.
"About goddamn time you got back home, bitch," he growled. She looked like she had lost at least fifteen pounds and her face was sunken in, her eyes red, her face blotchy. "God, you look like shit."
She wailed as she saw her dress go up in flames. She saw the slashed portrait on the wall and the broken crystal, all that was left of her precious glass set.
"What are you doing?" she cried.
"I'm getting rid of anything that says we were ever married, you cheating good-for-nothing cunt," he said. She recoiled from him. He had never talked like that to her.
"Why are you wearing your granddad's pistol?" she asked.
"In case your asshole lover tries to kill me. That's what you wanted, isn't it? Me dead and gone so you can have my insurance? Well, fuck you, you whore. I've changed everything so you don't get shit. That's right, not one fucking red cent," he said. "Not even the flag that'll drape my coffin."
"Why are you talking to me like that," she cried, tears streaming down her face.
"Because I fucking HATE YOUR GUTS right now, that's why!" he yelled. "I've done nothing but love you, adore you, worship the fucking ground you walk on, and for what? Huh? WHAT? So you can be with General Fuckwad and go on some fucking cruise and become a goddamn Creampie Gangbang Queen? Is that how you want to be remembered? Well, you got your wish. You got what, 450 men to cum inside your diseased twat? Or more? Was our marriage fucking worth it to you?"
"Mike, please, don't talk to me like this," she sobbed. He looked at her crumpled body on the floor.
"You'd better get your shit together, bitch," he said. "I'm leaving here for Fort Benning when we're done here and I hope to God I never lay eyes on you again. The thought of you makes me wanna fucking puke." He paused and took a breath before continuing. "Tell me, did David give you something to get through that fucking tournament you were in?"
"You know about that?" she asked.
"Yeah, I know all about it," he said. "I even have videos of it. All of it. Every fuck, every suck, every insult against me and my family, everything. And it makes me sick. So answer my goddamn question. Did he give you something?"
"Yes," she stammered. "He said they were vitamins to give me strength."
"Vitamins, huh?" Mike asked. "You know my mother and aunt are both nurses. They said you looked like you'd been dosed with some kind of super sex drug. Warned that it could have serious consequences. You'd better get checked out and you should also get tested for STDs."
"STDs?" she asked. "Everyone had to show something saying they had no STDs." Mike laughed.
"Right, like those can't possibly be forged," he said.
"Your mother and Aunt Amy saw me?" she cried.
"Yeah, they did. And they were disgusted," he said. She shook her head as tears fell. "What the fuck are you crying for?" he asked. "You knew what you were doing when you went on that boat. You knew when you insulted me and spread your legs for all those men."
"Please, Mike," she said, "can't we just get past this?"
"Are you out of your fucking mind?" he asked, his voice growing loud. He pointed to the letters still on the table. "Look at this. Every letter I sent you while I was in Africa and you haven't even read them. I can count the letters and emails I got from you on one hand. Every time I turn around you're gone with that fucker. Then you lied to me and I find you on a fucking sex cruise. Why? Just tell me that one thing. Why?" She shook her head.
"Honestly, Mike?" she asked.
"Honesty from you for once would be a welcome change," he said.
"I honestly don't really know. You're always gone, and David was here. He showed me some attention and made me feel good. It just went from there," she said.
"Well, who the fuck do you think sent me and my men to all those places, huh?" he asked. "You knew I would be deployed when you married me. Hell, you work with him at the fucking Pentagon. What did you think? That I purposefully made our enemies declare war on us so I could leave you for months at a time? What the fuck goes on in that little pea-brain of yours anyway?"



"I don't know sometimes, Mike. I'm sorry, really I am," she said.
"Yeah, you are," he said.
"How long has this shit been going on?" he asked.
"I don't know, exactly. Maybe seven or eight months," she said. Mike nodded his head. That pretty much fit in with what he observed.
"Does anyone else know about all this?" she asked.
"My family. Your family knows by now. I wasn't about to have you try to blame me for this so I leveled with them. Your friends and some others," he said.
"Oh my God, you told my family about this?" she asked. He nodded his head.
"Yeah, I did. Sent them a few pictures as proof," he said. She began crying again.
"You sent pictures?" she asked. "I'll never live this down. You were never supposed to know. No one was. Did you tell David's wife, too?"
"No, I never contacted her. Someone else did," he said. "Look, just sign the fucking papers and send them back. There's no support, you get to keep what's yours and I get to keep what's mine. The bank account gets split in two and we each keep our retirement funds. Since we're still legally married, you can probably stay here until the divorce becomes final. Then it's up to you to move everything out. I don't want anything here. For now, you're still working, so you should be okay. That is, unless they decide to investigate your little vacation with Masters." He took his wedding ring off and tossed it to her.
"What's this?" she asked.
"I don't want it anymore. You keep it. Sell it, eat it, shove it up your fucking ass, I don't care," he said.
"Do you want my rings?" she asked. He shook his head.
"No, they would only remind me of you," he said. "You keep them, toss them in the trash, whatever. I don't care. I just want you out of my life."
"Can we ever be friends?" she asked. He shook his head again.
"I don't know. Honestly, right now, I don't think so, Lynette," he said. "I loved you with all my heart and you ripped it out. You might as well have put a bullet in my head. Friends don't do to each other what you did to me and my family."
"Can you at least forgive me?" she asked.
"Again, I don't know," he said. "Maybe one day. It hurts too much to even think about it right now."
"I'm sorry, Mike," she said.
"Yeah, you said that," he told her. "Look, I'd better be going now. Sign the papers and send them back. Tell your lover if he fucks with me or my family it'll be the last fucking thing he ever does. Don't call me, don't text me. I don't want to hear from you anymore." He got up and headed for the door before turning back to her.
"One last thing. Marilyn -- you know, my 'stupid fucking sister' as you called her -- loved you and thought of you as the big sister she never had. She gave me a message to pass on to you," he said.
"What's that?" Lynette asked.
"Eat shit and die," he said. "Goodbye, Lynette," he said, closing the door as she cried on the floor.
He got in his car and headed out. He stopped for the night and got a motel room, taking time out to call his parents and Ron, who updated him on the situation.
"How did things go with your wife?" Ron asked.
"About the way I thought it would," Mike said. "She doesn't look good at all, though."
"Sorry to hear that," Ron said. "I'm still putting the finishing touches on all this, but my contact at the CIA tells me the man Masters met on the ship is a known operative for the terrorists with questionable contacts all over the Middle East. A real bad guy. And it looks like their trip was paid for with taxpayer funds co-mingled with laundered money from Africa."
"So, General Masters was working with the terrorists?" Mike asked.
"I can't say on an unsecured line, but let's just say this little excursion of theirs has captured the attention of a lot of very important people," Ron said.
"Gotcha," Mike said. "Well, we'll see how things go from here. Thanks for all your help, Ron, I appreciate it. Is there anything I can do for you? I owe you so much."
"Nah," Ron said. "Just come back home safe, okay?"
"Will do my best," Mike said, ending the call. The next day, he continued to Fort Benning, arriving late in the afternoon. He checked into the Bachelor Officer's Quarters and settled in for the night.
The next day, he met with the advance party and found 1st Sgt. Roberts, who had arrived a day before him. They spent the next few days making sure everything was ready for the company's arrival and Mike looked over the personnel jackets of the replacements. From what he could tell, they all looked to be good soldiers who would fit in well with the "old-timers."
The company arrived on time, having finished their 30-day leave. Mike and the 1st Sgt spent the next few days taking them out for training jumps and maneuvers. Mike met with the replacements, interviewing them on an individual basis, happy to learn that his initial assessment of them was correct.
On the day they flew out to Africa, Gen. Masters sidled up to Mike acting like John Wayne with a condescending smirk on his face.
"Hope you enjoyed your leave," David said. Mike said nothing. "Talk to your wife lately?" Mike looked at him with hatred in his eyes. Masters noticed and turned to face him full on.
"Alright, Weber," he said. "Why don't we take our rank off and just deal with this man-to-man?" he asked.
"No," Mike said. "Don't play that game with me. That star is the only thing keeping you alive right now." David looked shocked as Mike continued. "Let's get one thing straight. This is MY command, General. These men follow my orders. You're just a fucking observer, so don't ever forget it. You're no tactician, you're just a fucking politician with brass. You know it, I know it and what's more, the men know it as well. Once we get on that plane, you're part of MY command. You will follow my orders to the letter and you will carry your part of the load just like everyone else. If you disobey, interfere or disrespect me in front of my men in any way, shape, matter or form, or bring up your sleazy affair with my soon-to-be ex-wife, so help me God, I'll personally kill you where you stand.
"Do you understand me?" he asked David, whose eyes were wide by now. "I said, DO YOU FUCKING UNDERSTAND ME, SOLDIER?" he shouted. David nodded his head, truly scared of the big man in front of him.
"Yes," he finally said.
"Yes, WHAT?" Mike asked.
"Yes...sir," David responded, realizing that he had been beaten by a better man. Mike nodded his head.
"One last thing," he said. "Since this is MY command, I am always the first one on the field and the last one off. This is no exception. This isn't the fucking Pentagon, so protocol be damned. You get on the plane before me and sit with me and my men."
"Very well," David said. "Just one question," he added.
"What?" Mike asked.
"Truthfully, did you contact my wife about the cruise?" David asked quietly. Mike shook his head.
"Honestly, General. No, I didn't. I've never even reached out to your wife. You can check the metadata yourself if you want proof," Mike said.
"I understand from Lynette you have video from the cruise," David said.
"Yes, I do," Mike said.
"Would it be possible to get a copy of it?" David asked.
"All the video has been turned over to the appropriate authorities," Mike said. "Your wife also has copies, so maybe your attorney should contact hers."
"Okay," David said. "Thanks for your candor."
"Any time, General," Mike said. 1st Sgt. Roberts came up to them and saluted. David, being the senior officer, returned the salute.
"The men are on board the aircraft, sir," he said. Mike nodded.
"Thank you, First Sgt," he said. "Let's join them." The three men walked to the aircraft, their gear on their backs. 1st Sgt Roberts entered the aircraft, followed by David. Mike looked around to make sure everything was secure and climbed on board, taking a seat with David and the 1st Sgt.
Several hours later, the aircraft landed on the dusty strip next to the makeshift field camp. As the soldiers came off the plane, Mike could see mortar fire in the distance and heard the familiar sound of rifle fire. A colonel came up to Mike and showed him a map.
"We've been taking harassing fire all day, Captain," he said. "Our patrols tell us there's a large column coming in from the north. I know you just got here, but I need your men to intercept them and buy us some time. A regiment is moving in from the east but they won't be in place for a while yet. I'll have the engineers stage your gear here next to the runway and you can come back for it after you take care of that column. Think you can do that?" Mike nodded.
"Yes, sir," he said. He motioned for the 1st Sgt and his platoon leaders. David started talking to the colonel about the situation and began walking away before Mike called him back.
"General, we'll need you to go out with us to get a better look at the situation," he said. The colonel saw the reaction on David's face. Clearly, he didn't want to get this close to the real action and the colonel could see fear on his face. David hesitated for a few seconds before the colonel spoke.
"Captain Weber is right, General," he said. "And he's going to need all the help he can get out there." David nodded his head, realizing he wouldn't be able to skate out of the situation the way he had done so many times before. He shuffled back to Mike and the others gathered around him. Mike gave him a look that could melt lead.
After conferring with the other company staff, Mike signaled for the company to form up. He looked at David.
"You ready for a walk in the park?" he asked. David's face was white with fear, but he nodded his head. "Good," Mike said. Taking his spot at the front of the loose formation with David, the 1st Sgt and a radioman, he looked back at his men. They knew what was coming and were prepared. He smiled in pride. "Follow me," he said, turning back around.
"Hooah," he heard from the assembled troops. They headed out at a fast walk, following the road indicated on the map. David was a bit out of shape, unlike the hardened Special Forces soldiers behind him. Nevertheless, he refused to let them get the better of him and kept pace with Mike, breathing heavily as he walked.
Their objective was just two kilometers north of the camp, so they didn't have far to go. Mike knew the soldiers at the camp had been fighting a mostly defensive battle, so he decided to take a bit of a risk by splitting up his company to attack using a classic "hammer and anvil" maneuver.
He thought this would surprise the enemy enough to halt their advance. He also knew the regiment coming in from the east wouldn't be able to engage for at least a couple of hours. He gave the orders and the company split, with one group on the east side of the road and the other on the west.
They came upon the column and when Mike got confirmation that the second formation was in place, he gave the order to attack. His soldiers charged down the slope, firing as they went. The enemy, stunned, didn't know what to do. Some fired back, but others did exactly what he expected them to do -- turn around and head east, right into the waiting formation, which rained hell down on them.
Mike halted his advance and ordered his men to take cover behind a rock wall just above the road. They took their places and fired on the enemy below. Some of the enemy soldiers tried a flanking maneuver, but Mike's troops adapted and put a stop to that.
Soon, things settled down as most of the enemy soldiers ran back up the road in the direction they had come. The colonel, happy to hear the good news, ordered Mike to hold that section of the road until the regiment was in place.
They remained on-site and held the position, even though the enemy made several attempts to run the position with small trucks armed with machine guns and Iranian-supplied grenade launchers. During a brief lull in the fighting, Mike looked back and saw David, huddling next to a fallen tree trunk, shaking. He went to the general and noticed that he hadn't even loaded a magazine in his rifle. He pulled his pistol and knelt by David, disgusted by the public display of cowardice.
"Get your fucking ass on that line right now, general, or so help me, I'll blow your brains out right here," he hissed. David looked at Mike, his eyes filled with fear. "Fucking coward," he spit. The radioman approached Mike.
"Sir, there's a secure telecom for you from the States," he said. What the fuck now, Mike thought. He put on the headpiece the corporal handed to him. The eyepiece showed video of a very familiar man sitting behind a large wooden desk in what he knew was the Oval Office.
"Captain Weber," the President of the United States said.
"Yes, sir," Mike said in response.
"This is President Hastings. Is General Masters there with you?" he asked.
"Yes, he is, sir," Mike answered. The president nodded his head.
"Good," the president said. "I know you're up to your ass in alligators right now, but this is a direct order from your Commander-in-Chief. Do you understand?"
"Copy that, sir," Mike said.
"Very good," the president said. "I want you to place General Masters under arrest immediately. I'm sending you the arrest document now and it should be on your field printer any second. Any questions?"
"No sir," Mike said. "We're taking some fire right now, but I'll handle it personally." The president nodded.
"Thank you, Captain Weber," the president said. "Good hunting." The call ended and a piece of paper began coming out of the field comm unit. Mike grabbed it and read it over. He saw another soldier with a roll of duct tape on his web belt and motioned for him to follow. Coming back to David, Mike grabbed 1st Sgt Roberts and motioned for him to follow as well. He stopped next to David.
"General Masters," he said, addressing David. "By order of the President of the United States, I am hereby placing you under arrest for violations of the Uniform Code of Military Justice, misappropriation of government property, fraud, conspiracy to commit murder, espionage, aiding and abetting the enemy and treason." He looked at the 1st Sgt. "Secure this man's weapons," he ordered. "Corporal, bind this man's hands behind his back and keep an eye on him. Don't let him so much as move."
"Yes, sir," the corporal said, taping David's hands behind his back. Mike turned to the 1st Sgt.
"First Sergeant, the first chance we get, I want this piece of shit out of my formation." Roberts nodded his head.
"Yes, SIR," he told Mike. At that moment, Mike heard a "thump" behind him. Turning around, he saw a grenade had landed on the ground behind them. It was one of those new Iranian grenades he had heard about before. Mike didn't think twice and instantly threw himself on the explosive as soldiers around them quickly hit the dirt.
As soon as he landed on the device, it exploded, tearing his body in two. Fortunately, his body and the armor he wore kept the shrapnel from hitting any other soldiers. After the explosion, everyone looked, shocked, as Mike exhaled for the last time.
The battle raged on, and the soldiers won -- their final tribute to the man they respected and admired as their commanding officer.
A day later, a family in Springfield learned their son had been killed in combat. As the officers consoled the family, a call came in. Chris put the call on his large television. A large man with four stars on his shoulders greeted them.
"Mr. and Mrs. Weber," he said. "My name is General Johnson. I'm the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff calling you from the Pentagon and I wanted to personally extend my condolences to you for the loss of your son."
"Thank you, General, we appreciate that," Chris said, wiping tears from his eyes.
"Mr. Weber, the president has taken a personal interest in your son's death. It seems he spoke to Captain Weber just a short time before he died," the general said. "I'm not at liberty to discuss that conversation, but I can tell you that the president is pushing for your son's medal to be fast-tracked through the system. We all owe you and your son a great debt of gratitude."
"We appreciate that, general," Chris said. "What medal are you referring to, by the way?"
"The Medal of Honor," the general said. "It seems your son threw himself on a grenade, saving the lives of many other soldiers. He gave his life so that others could live."
"I see," Chris said.
"I hope to see you at your son's funeral," the general said. "If you don't mind, I'd consider it an honor if you would allow me to personally accompany your son from Dover."
"That would be nice, general, thank you," Chris said. The general said his goodbyes and ended the call.
Later that same day, the rest of America heard the news. Lynette was sitting in what used to be the living room she had shared with her husband. She hadn't eaten much since coming back from the cruise and the house remained much as it was the day Mike walked out, the ashes from her wedding dress and photo album still in the fireplace.
She was still shaky and weak from whatever it was David had given her on the cruise, and she was still on the antibiotics her doctor gave her after tests showed she had been infected with several STDs. The tests also showed she had been given high dosages of a new form of date-rape drug, known as "Super-E."
She was unable to provide the names of most of the nearly 500 men she had sex with on the cruise, prompting federal authorities to shut down the cruise pending further investigation. The parent company of the cruise had responded to Mike's lawsuit with a large settlement offer and a threat to sue Lynette and David for fraud and misrepresentation.
A few days after her return, she was placed on administrative leave by the Defense Department pending the outcome of an investigation into her and David's activities. She wasn't told anything more than that, and warned that she could expect a visit from various agencies.
As she watched, the announcer told his audience there was breaking news from the front lines in Africa.
"Tonight, we have learned that a highly-placed general has been arrested for allegedly conspiring with the enemy in Africa. Brigadier General David Masters was arrested for a number of charges, which include conspiracy to commit murder, misappropriation of government property and treason. It's not known at this time if the charges are related to a cruise he reportedly took with an administrative aide in June."
Lynette gasped as David's picture was flashed on the screen. The announcer continued his report.
"His consort for that trip, a woman who worked for Masters, is also considered a person of interest in this case," he said. Lynette's eyes grew wide. She knew nothing of any plot to murder anyone, nor was she aware of any treasonous activity other than her disloyalty to her husband.
"In related news, a soldier identified as Captain Michael Weber, was killed in action in Africa, after he reportedly threw himself on a grenade, saving the lives of his fellow soldiers," the announcer said. The picture changed to show Chris' father, who spoke to a reporter.
"That's just like our Mike," he said, tears falling down his face. "He was a hell of a soldier and a damn good man. He'll be sorely missed." The broadcast returned to the announcer.
"Eyewitness News spoke to Capt. Weber's father, Pulitzer-prize winning photojournalist and New York Times best-selling author Chris Weber about his son," the announcer said.
"His passing leaves a huge hole in all of our hearts," Chris said as he sat with his wife Chloe. Both were wiping tears from their eyes. "No parent should ever have to bury a child." The report went back to the announcer.



"Capt. Weber is set to be buried at a national cemetery near his home town of Springfield. He is survived by his parents and grandparents, a brother who just graduated from the Military Academy at West Point and a sister. We have been told that General Avery Johnson, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, is set to personally accompany Capt. Weber's remains to the funeral site. Capt. Weber was the commanding officer of a recently formed company of Special Forces troops organized specifically to rapidly respond and deal with terrorists like those in Africa."
As the announcer ended his report, a picture of Mike in uniform appeared on screen. Lynette watched as the screen focused on his chiseled face, hard, resolute eyes looking out from under the green beret he had worked so hard to earn. The station placed Mike's name along with his date of birth and date of death beneath his face. A familiar song began to play in the background, a tune that dated back to the Vietnam War.
"Fighting Soldiers from the sky,
Fearless men who jump and die.
Men who mean just what they say,
The brave men of the Green Beret
Silver Wings upon their chest.
These are men -- America's best.
100 men will test today,
But only 3 win the Green Beret..."
Lynette began sobbing uncontrollably, her whole body shaking, hot tears streaming down her face. She noticed the report never mentioned that he was still married. Apparently, Mike really had removed her from his life.
"No, no, no, please God, no," she cried. "Please forgive me, God, please. I'm so sorry."
After a few minutes, her phone buzzed. She looked to see that the call was coming from Mike's phone number. How could that possibly be, she asked herself. But there it was. Her hands shaking, she answered.
"Hello," she said.
"It's okay, Lynette," said a quiet, calm voice that sounded just like her husband. "All is forgiven. I love you. Please, come join me. We can be together again, forever. It's nice here. You'll like it." The call ended as Lynette looked at her phone. She tried dialing the number back but got a message saying the number was no longer in service.
Her body still shaking, she made her way to her bedroom. Holding the last photo she had of her husband, she cried as she held it to her breast.
"Come, dear, join me," she heard Mike's voice whisper in her ear.
Suddenly, she knew what she had to do. She put on her best nightgown and grabbed a bottle of sleeping pills she got earlier that day. She opened the bottle and swallowed all of the pills, washing them down with a glass of Scotch. She laid down, holding her husband's picture and closed her eyes.
"I'm coming, sweetheart," she said quietly as she fell asleep for the last time. She was found two weeks later when base housing personnel entered the house to collect Mike's belongings.
General David Masters saw the report from his tiny apartment on the base. After his arrest in Africa, he was relieved of his command, placed on house arrest and required to wear an ankle bracelet that monitored his movements. He knew that his goose was cooked. No one would speak to him, not even Lynette. The list of charges against him was a mile long, and he knew he'd be lucky to escape the death penalty.
He did have a friend here and there, however, and one of them managed to slip him a service revolver with a single bullet. He watched the report, changed the channel and saw the same report delivered by a different person. No matter what, he was finished. There was no telling what else might get uncovered if CID looked deeper into his flimsy record.
The Army, working with various intelligence agencies, had uncovered the network of enemy agents David worked with and had taken them out with a series of surgical strikes. The Defense Department, meanwhile, was working to assess and mitigate the damage caused by his actions. In the meantime, they had frozen all of his assets and stripped him of his security clearance. His wife's attorneys were also working to destroy him financially.
He looked at the revolver and steeled himself to embrace his fate. Better to eat a bullet now than be Bubba's bitch for the rest of his miserable life, he thought. If anyone remembered his name at all, it would probably be right along with the likes of Benedict Arnold. The thought made him shiver. He picked up the revolver, ran his hand over the shiny metal, put the barrel in his mouth and pulled the trigger.
He was found an hour later when military policemen responded to a "shots fired" call from the apartment complex.
General Johnson kept his word and accompanied Mike's body to the funeral service. It seemed that half of Springfield showed up to pay their last respects. A number of soldiers, many wearing the signature green beret, also showed up and shared stories with Chris and his family.
The preacher gave a stirring message, but one passage he read struck Chris. It was a passage from the Bible, John 15:13, which read, "Greater love hath no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends." That fit Mike perfectly, he thought, wiping a tear from his eye.
Several soldiers talked about their service with Mike, how he had helped them through one tough spot or another or how he made them all laugh. Several others spoke about Mike, all of them recalling positive memories.
Brian, wearing his dress uniform, spoke about growing up with his brother, how he always wanted to be a soldier just like Mike and had always hoped the two would serve together fighting a common enemy. The battle-hardened Green Berets nodded in appreciation as the young newly-commissioned second lieutenant spoke.
First Sgt. Roberts, wearing his full dress uniform, spoke to the crowd.
"I'm a simple man, so I'll make this short and sweet. I've served with a lot of soldiers in my life," he said. "But Capt. Weber was the best man I've ever served with." He looked up. "God, I don't know if you can hear me, but if you need someone to storm the gates of Hell, here he is." He looked at Brian, stepped down and walked to him with a small box.
"Lieutenant," he said. "Your brother spoke of you a lot. He was damn proud of you, the way you graduated first at West Point. Said he'd love it if the two of you could serve together. I think he'd like you to have this," he said, handing Brian the box. Brian opened it and saw Mike's beret, neatly folded, with his shiny rank insignia still pinned on the unit patch. He looked at the 1st Sgt, choking back his emotions.
"Thank you, 1st Sgt," he said, shaking the man's hand.
"Who knows, Lieutenant, maybe one day you'll put one of those on yourself," Roberts said. Brian smiled and nodded his head before sitting back down.
After arriving at the cemetery, Chris and Chloe watched as the burial detail carefully folded the flag covering Mike's coffin. An officer carried the flag to Chloe and knelt as he handed it to her. Looking at her with compassion in his eyes, he said a few words. Standing before her, he raised his hand slowly to salute.
Chris and Chloe jumped as the detail fired their salute and tears ran down their face when "Taps" was played. After the service was over and Mike's body was laid in its grave, Chris, Chloe, Amy, Brian and Marilyn walked to their car, holding and comforting each other. General Johnson walked over to meet them.
"Mr. and Mrs. Weber," he said. "You didn't hear this from me, but I got word not too long ago that General Masters was found dead in his apartment from an apparent suicide. I thought you might like to know."
"Thank you, general," Chris said.
"Your son meant a lot to us all," the general said. "He certainly was one of a kind. By the way, Mr. Weber. I've read all your books and I thoroughly enjoyed them. Your historic novel about Vietnam was very well done in my opinion."
"I'm glad you liked it, general," Chris said.
"I have an idea. Perhaps in your next book, you could explore the life and love of a good, decent, honorable man. Do you think you might have that in you?" he asked. Chris looked at the site where his son had just been laid to rest. He nodded his head.
"I think so, general," he said. "And I know just the man to write about."
"I look forward to reading that book," the general said, shaking Chris' hand. "Mrs. Weber," he said, touching the bill of his hat.
Six months later, the president held a ceremony at the White House, handing Chris the Medal of Honor. Chris accepted it and shook the president's hand. A few months later, his next book was published.
He titled it, "No Greater Love: The Life Story of Captain Michael Weber, United States Army Special Forces." Below that was written: "With special foreword by General Avery Johnson, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff." The book remained on the New York Times best-seller list for many months. In this way, his loving son would forever be remembered, Chris thought with a smile. And maybe, he thought, Mike's soul would finally find peace.
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October 17, 2092:
Sitting at his desk, Chris Weber was sorting through the picture and video files he had collected over the years. There were so many files to sort through, all of them reminders of his life with Chloe, the absolute love of his life and the woman with whom he had shared many exciting sexual adventures.
One set of photos and videos showed his wife and two other women on the couch in their basement den. He had almost forgotten about this little episode, which happened about eleven months after their second child, Brian, had been born.
May 15, 2015:
Chris greeted his wife, Chloe, when he got home from work that Friday. Chloe was making dinner and gave him a hot kiss as he walked up behind her in the kitchen. He was in awe of his wife, who kept herself in great shape even after giving birth to two boys.
"That smells good," he said.
"Thank you, kind sir," she said, smiling.
"Any news?" he asked. She nodded her head as she resumed her work.
"Heard from Amy today," she said.
"Oh really?" he asked. "What's up with her?"
"Well, she and her new partner are coming down for a bit. They were at a conference in Chicago and want to stop by on their way back to New Orleans," she said.
"So she has a new boyfriend?" Chris asked. Amy shook her head.
"Uh, no, not quite," she said. He remembered that Chloe said their friend was bisexual when they were in New Orleans in 2009.
"So she has a new girl friend, then?" he asked.
"Yeah," Chloe said. "And she wants to bring her by."
"When are they going to be here?" he asked.
"Probably late tonight," Chloe said. "They want to spend the day Saturday and head on out Sunday morning. Is that okay?"
"Of course," Chris said. "Amy's welcome here any time, you know that." She smiled and kissed him on the cheek.
"Thanks," she said. "My mom said she'd look after the boys on Saturday so we can have some adult time with Amy."
Chris put his things in the office, changed and played with his two sons until dinner, then put them to bed after giving them a bath. Chloe, meanwhile, was picking up the house in preparation for Amy's arrival, making sure the fourth bedroom was ready for the two girls.
Amy pulled up to the gated driveway about 9:00 pm that evening, and Chloe let her in. Chris carried their luggage into the fourth bedroom as the girls hugged and greeted each other. Amy hugged Chris after he came back downstairs.
"Guys, I want you to meet my girl friend, Sandy," she said. Chris and Chloe hugged Sandy and welcomed her into their home. Sandy was just a bit shorter than Amy, and wore a pair of shorts that showed off her shapely legs.
"Have you guys eaten yet?" Chloe asked. They nodded their heads.
"Yes, we ate about an hour ago," Amy said. "But I really could use the restroom." Chloe waved her on in.
"You know where everything is," she told her friend. "Make yourself at home."
"So, how long are you guys planning to stay?" Chloe asked after they had all gathered in the front room.
"Well, we'd like to stay tonight and tomorrow night if that's okay, then head on south Sunday morning," Amy said.
"Sure, you guys can stay as long as you want," Chris said.
After visiting for a while, they all made their way upstairs and went to bed. Chris and Chloe made love to each other as they often did and slept in each other's arms. Chris could only imagine what was happening in the room across the hall.
The next day was a busy one. Chloe made breakfast as Amy re-acquainted herself with Mike. The girls had a great time with the two young boys throughout the morning meal. After coffee, Chloe got the kids ready and took them to her parents' house. After she came back, they discussed their plans for the day.
They decided to take the day and show the girls around town and the places where they work, then go shopping at the new mall on the edge of town, topped by an early dinner at the steakhouse. They figured that would eat up most of the day and give the girls time to catch up on all the latest gossip.
It was late in the afternoon by the time they got back, and the girls had a great time talking, laughing and giggling as they perused the frilly things in the sexy boutiques they visited. Chris got a chance to check out the latest books in the bookstore while the girls browsed the sexy clothing in the other shops.
They were giggling and laughing as Chloe motioned for him to stop at a sex shop on the edge of town. What the hell was this all about, he wondered to himself as he escorted the girls inside. He suspected the girls had something planned, but they gave no indication what it was. Chloe, Amy and Sandy spent a lot of time looking through the vibrators and dildos and selected three good-sized rubber toys and one long, double-headed rubber toy.
"What's all this for?" he asked after paying for the toys.
"You'll see," Amy purred. The girls giggled and laughed. After they got home, the girls took the items they purchased and went upstairs. Chloe turned to Chris before she went upstairs.
"Get your cameras ready," she said, "and meet us in the basement den. Oh, and get your digital stopwatch, too."
"What's going on?" he asked.
"It's a surprise," she said. "We're going to play a game."
"Okay," Chris said. Whatever it was, he knew it would be interesting, to say the least. He got the cameras ready and grabbed his digital stopwatch. A few minutes later, the girls came down, laughing and whispering, each wearing a pair of short shorts and a short t-shirt. They all looked good enough to eat, but Chloe was the only one Chris really lusted after.
They sat down on the couch in the den, Sandy between the two other girls. They tossed off their flip flops and placed their bare feet on the long coffee table in front of the couch.
"So, what's this game you're talking about?" Chris asked. The girls looked at each other and laughed.
"It's more of a contest than a game, really," Amy said.
"Okay, so what are the rules?" Chris asked.
"Well, there are three of us girls here, and we want to see which of the three of us can last the longest," Chloe said.
"Last the longest?" Chris asked. The girls giggled as their faces turned red.
"Let me explain," Chloe said. "We are going to take turns to see how long each of us can last. The girl in the middle is going to first be stripped naked by the other two girls, who will then do everything short of going down on her to bring her to orgasm. We'll use dildos, our fingers, tongues, whatever it takes. You'll start the timer when I give you the word and you'll keep track of how long it takes to bring each of us off. Once the girl has her orgasm, we rotate and repeat the process until all three of us has gotten off. The one who lasts the longest, wins.
"Meanwhile," she added, "you'll record all of it on your cameras. Any questions so far?"
"Yeah," Chris said. "What does the winner get?" The girls looked at each other and giggled again. Chloe looked directly at Chris.
"You," she said. "The winner gets to have you, right here on the couch." Chris' eyes got wide at that announcement. Surely his wife wasn't serious.
"Wait a minute," he said, before Chloe cut him off.
"Not to worry, dear husband," she said. "I'm going to win. Trust me." The other two girls giggled.
"Is everyone ready?" Chloe asked. Everyone nodded their heads and said they were ready for the fun to begin. "Okay. Chris, start the camera." She waited for Chris to let her know the camera was running. "Sandy, you're up first," she said.
The shorter blonde stood up. Chloe and Amy stood as well, brandishing a pair of scissors. It took no time at all for her clothes to be cut off, leaving her completely naked. Chloe sat her back down and the two girls spread her legs as wide as they could, revealing her pussy.
Chloe began by kissing Sandy's face and working down her body, finally resting on her right breast. She took Sandy's nipple in her mouth as Amy repeated the performance on the girl's left side. Soon, Amy's hand was working through the girl's sparse pubic hair, rubbing her spread lower lips.
Sandy's eyes were closed and she moaned as the two girls worked her over. Her hips moved back and forth as Amy inserted first one, then two fingers inside her pussy. Chloe kept sucking on her breast but one hand worked down to her pussy as Amy grabbed a large dildo and began working it inside her. Sandy's hips moved up and down as Amy began fucking her with the dildo. Chloe, meanwhile, was rubbing the girl's clit, driving her wild.
Chloe began whispering in Sandy's ear as Amy sucked on her left breast while fucking her with the dildo. Chris couldn't hear what she was saying but he could see the affect her words were having on Sandy. The girl's face was red, her eyes shut tightly as her hips bucked even harder against Amy's dildo.
Chris knew Sandy wouldn't last very long, with Amy working her pussy and Chloe whispering encouragement. He knew first-hand how well her words could bring him to orgasm, and could only imagine what Sandy was feeling. Soon, the young girl tensed up.
"Oh, God," she screamed. "I'm coming!!" Amy and Chloe kept working on her until her pussy erupted, drenching the dildo and Amy's hand. Soon, she calmed down and looked at the two girls, smiling. Chris stopped the watch and recorded the time.
"Rotate!" Chloe said. Amy took the center of the couch and Chloe took the spot where she had been sitting as Sandy slid over to where Chloe had been sitting. "Okay, girlfriend, it's your turn," Chloe said, holding up a pair of scissors. Amy stood and the other two girls stood with her, both holding their scissors.
Amy laughed as the two girls cut her clothes off, leaving her naked. Sitting her back down, Chloe and Sandy spread her legs wide and began rubbing and kissing her. Sandy sucked on Amy's right nipple as Chloe sucked on her left.
The two girls then worked their way to Amy's pussy. Sandy wasted no time and grabbed a second dildo, inserting it as Chloe rubbed her clit. As Sandy worked the rubber toy inside her, Chloe began sucking on her breasts.
Sandy nuzzled up to Amy, rubbing her bare breasts on her while thrusting the dildo inside her pussy. Chloe began nibbling on Amy's ear and was soon whispering sweet encouragement. Amy threw her head back, her mouth open as Chloe kept whispering. The two girls focused on her pussy, with Sandy running the dildo in and out of her as Chloe rubbed her clit.
Soon, Amy was bucking her hips wildly as the girls worked her over and Chris knew she couldn't last much longer.
Amy put up a good fight and held back as long as she could but was finally unable to stop the orgasm that was building up in her. Bucking her hips off the couch, she also drenched the dildo inside her as she cried out.
Chris noted the time and saw she lasted about 30 seconds longer than Sandy. He knew Chloe would be challenged to beat their time.
Amy kissed the two girls after she calmed down, just before Chloe's command to 'rotate.' This time, Chloe was in the middle, with Amy on her right and Sandy on her left.
"Your turn," Amy said, holding up the scissors. Chloe smiled and stood, the two girls joining her. They took great delight cutting off her clothes and Sandy gasped when her shaved pussy came into view.
"That's so beautiful," she said, admiring Chloe's shaved mound.
Sitting her back down, Amy and Sandy spread Chloe's legs wide, giving Chris a perfect view of his wife's pussy. They began kissing her breasts, working down to the juncture between her legs. Amy grabbed a third dildo as Sandy rubbed her pussy. Chris' cock was hard at the sight of three beautiful naked women before him, two of them trying to bring his wife to orgasm.
Amy slid the giant dildo inside Chloe as Sandy rubbed her clit and sucked on her left breast. Chloe's eyes were closed and she moaned as the two girls worked her over. Soon, both Amy and Sandy were sucking on her breasts as Amy ran the dildo deep inside Chloe's wet pussy. Sandy began alternating between Chloe's breasts, sucking one while rubbing the other.
Chloe hips bucked up and down as Amy fucked her with the dildo, and she moaned as Sandy sucked on her breasts. Her eyes were closed and her face was turning red.
"C'mon, sweetie, cum for us," Amy said, thrusting the dildo deep inside Chloe. Sandy sucked on one nipple as she ran her fingers over Chloe's shaved pussy, massaging her clit. Chloe was breathing heavily and her body was shaking from the orgasm building up inside her. Soon, her orgasm hit, soaking the dildo buried deep inside her.
Chris stopped the watch and made a note of the time. Sure enough, Chloe outlasted the other two girls by a mere 30 seconds. The three girls embraced each other as he read out the results.
"See, told you I'd win," Chloe said. The other two girls came to Chris.
"Guess we'd better get you ready to claim your prize," Amy said, smiling. Amy and Sandy quickly removed Chris's clothing and led him to his wife, who was spread naked on the couch.
"Would you like to eat your wife's beautiful pussy?" Amy asked.
"Oh, yes," Chris said.
"What are you waiting for?" she asked. Amy and Sandy giggled as Chris knelt on the floor in front of his wife. He looked up at Chloe, who smiled as she looked down at him.
"You know what I want to hear," Chloe said. "What would you like?"
"I want to eat my sister's pussy," Chris said before burying his face between her legs.
"Then eat me, lover," she said. "Do it. Make me cum with your tongue." Chris licked and sucked his wife's pussy as the other two girls watched. Soon, he brought his head up and kissed Chloe deeply.
Amy took Chris's cock and positioned it close to Chloe's open pussy.
"Want me to put your husband's cock inside you, sweetie?" she asked. Chloe smiled and nodded her head.
"Yes," she said. "Put it in me." As Chris watched, Amy guided his hard cock inside his wife. The two girls watched as Chris began moving inside her.
"That's it, lover," Amy said. "Fuck your wife's pussy. Make it yours."
The two girls grabbed the fourth dildo, a double-headed monster, and laid down on the floor, putting one end inside each other, bucking until their pussies met. Chris could see them pounding each other as he pounded inside his wife. By now, his cock felt like steel and the sight of the two girls combined with the feeling of his wife's warm, wet pussy was driving him wild with lust.
He began pounding harder inside Chloe, who bucked her hips in response to the fucking he was giving her. Soon, he felt his own orgasm begin to build.
"I'm getting ready to come," he said.
"Then do it, baby," Chloe said. "Cum inside my pussy. Fill me up with your cum. Cum inside sister's pussy." That did it for Chris, who groaned as he filled her with his seed. Her orgasm hit at the same time and they held each other tight, their bodies shaking.
After their orgasms subsided, they looked at Amy and Sandy, who were also embracing each other after their orgasms.
After they calmed down, Chris realized his camera was still recording video, so he got up and turned it off.
"I'm surprised you didn't want to do this out by the pool," Chris said, addressing Chloe.
"You can blame me for that," Sandy said. "I've never done anything like this outside."
"No problem," Chris said. "I had a great time. That was hot watching you girls work each other over. What gave you the idea to do this?"
"I saw a video and thought it might be fun," Chloe said. "When I mentioned it to Amy and Sandy, they liked the idea, so we decided to surprise you. I'm glad you enjoyed it."
"I did, very much," Chris said. "We'll have to do this again sometime."
"Do you guys do stuff like this a lot?" Sandy asked. Amy and Chloe laughed.
"As much as we can," Chloe said. "Although it's kinda hard sometimes with two kids. But we always make time for ourselves whenever we can."
"Wow," Sandy said. "I never met anybody like you guys. Do you do swinging as well?" Chloe shook her head.
"Oh no," she said. "Chris is the only man who will ever touch this," she added, pointing to herself.
"Amy said you and her have played around a bit," Sandy said. "Is that true?"
"Amy and I have been very close friends for years," Chloe said. "I have had fantasies about her, and Chris has been good enough to let me live them out."
"And you don't feel threatened?" Sandy asked Chris. Chris shook his head.
"Not at all," Chris said. "We're honest with each other. We talked about it at length, and I've come to love Amy as much as Chloe does."
"So do you guys have an open marriage?" she asked. Both Chris and Chloe shook their head.
"No, we don't," Chris said. "We have an honest marriage and always have. That was one of the first rules we set for ourselves when we first got engaged."
"What would you have done if Amy or I won that game?" Sandy asked. "Would you have had sex with us?" Chris smiled.
"That wasn't even an issue," Chris said. "I know my wife and I trust her. There's no way she would have lost." Chloe smiled. Sandy shook her head.
"You guys are amazing," she said. Chris smiled and held out his little finger. Chloe wrapped one of her little fingers around his.
"She's my Snugglebunny," he said. "Always has been, always will be."



        The Plant Pt. 02 - Spores

        Encounter with female plant has consequences.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/the-plant-pt-02-spores

Title: The Plant Pt. 02 - Spores

Author: saddletramp1956

Category: Sci-Fi & Fantasy

Description: Encounter with female plant has consequences.

Tags: sci-fi, plant

Series: The Plant


The following is a follow-up to my story, "The Plant," and picks up about three and a half years after the end of that story. While you can read this as a standalone story, it may help to read that story first to understand the full context of what is happening here.
As always, constructive comments are always welcome and appreciated. Please see my profile for more on my policy regarding comments, feedback, etc.
As a final note, I would like to thank UltimateHomeBody, whose comment on "The Plant" gave me some food for thought.
Remember, this is a work of fiction and not a docu-drama. No plants were harmed in the writing of this story...
Our story begins with the ending of "The Plant."
...
"Okay," Theresa said, smiling as she brushed the leaf with her hand. "Thanks. But tell me, Margaret, what are those?" Margaret looked at the basket before answering.
"The future," she said. "A future without war, without poverty, hunger, disease or pestilence, a future without strife and division. That's a future worth working for, is it not?"
"Yeah, it is," Theresa said. Margaret nodded her head.
"Good. Now, get some sleep, dear," she said before leaving.
Theresa laid down and kissed the leaf on her forehead.
"I love you, Bernie," she whispered softly. The plant reached out and covered her body with several warm leaves. She smiled, then closed her eyes and went to sleep.
Margaret smiled as she left the apartment. After 200 years, the Gingravik invasion of Earth had just begun, and whether she knew it or not, that simple woman in her simple apartment would one day be hailed as the queen mother of a new race, a race made up of the best that two worlds have to offer.
...
Three and a half years later:
Margaret was pleased with the progress Theresa Hemmings had made with the plant she named Bernie. Since that day in her apartment, the young girl had become even closer to Bernie, and thanks to her tender loving care, the plant had thrived more than Margaret could have ever hoped.
The plant was much taller, fuller and more vibrant than any male Gingravik she had ever seen. Thanks to Theresa's care, his stalks had become thicker and more supple than normal and, when used together, could even hold the girl as his penis-like pustules copulated with her.
The pustules, twelve in all, had also grown and were now anywhere from eight to eleven inches when fully erect. The plant, whose real name was unpronounceable by humans, had even developed a strong central stalk upon which Theresa could hold as he coupled with her.
This, Margaret reasoned, was a good thing, as Theresa's mattress had to be replaced with something more rubberized, since the plant's dew had practically destroyed the old mattress, which was largely made of cotton. Much of her bedding had also been destroyed by the plant's dew. After much experimentation, Theresa found that silk sheets seemed to be the most resistant to Bernie's dew.
Additionally, the plant's leaves had grown larger and more adaptable, and coupled with the stronger stalks, could be used as a seat for the girl to use during their special time together. The plant had also learned how to stimulate her with his leaves as they coupled, and he often used the larger leaves to cover her at night.
Her days and nights were now spent either tending to Bernie's needs or copulating with the plant, reveling in what seemed like a near-constant state of orgasmic delight. She no longer had need for clothing in her apartment so she remained naked and the plant provided for all of her nutritional needs.
Margaret also noticed the two had been able to form a rudimentary mental link, allowing them to communicate simple ideas between each other. The Gingravik race usually communicated with each other using what humans might call telepathy, but this was the first time she knew of a Gingravik communicating with someone of a different species.
The plant had also probed and analyzed Theresa's physiology and realized that in time, the human female's body would age and deteriorate --far faster than his. This concerned the plant greatly. His race was fiercely monogamous and the idea of existing without her was sad, even abhorrent. The bond formed between Gingravik was so strong that it was not unusual for one to die shortly after his or her mate.
So he carefully adjusted his proteins and synthesized new ones to help keep the female nubile, strong and supple. As an added benefit, she would be free of the diseases that crippled so many of her fellow humans. Once he made his adjustments, the girl had not even had so much as a sniffle or a headache.
Since that day in her apartment more than three years ago, Theresa had also produced about 100 pods. Delivery had become much easier for her and it seemed that the more she produced, the more she wanted to produce. Of the 100 pods she produced, 80 of them had resulted in successful human replacements.
Theresa, of course, was oblivious to the true nature of the pods, but was so enraptured with Bernie that she simply saw them as the logical result of their mutual love. At some point, Margaret thought, she would educate Theresa, but that could wait.
While this was all good news, the Gingravik High Council had hoped for more. While they had patiently waited for someone like Theresa to come along, there was a limit to their patience. So far, they had waited 200 of Earth's years, but were anxious to see the replacement process expedited.
The Council expressed their concerns to Margaret and patiently listened to what the woman had to say.
"It is not as simple as you might understand," Margaret said, using the homebrew device she had modified to facilitate communication with the High Council, located many light years away. The device did not use a microphone and speaker combination as one might think, but rather modulated mental impressions, or thoughts, onto a frequency capable of breaking the light barrier. This allowed near-instantaneous communication between her and the Council.
Additionally, the device was equipped with special translation software to facilitate communication, since the humanoid brain was incapable of translating the Gingravik language, a rather complex combination of mental telepathy and gestures. Even Margaret's artificially-enhanced brain was not capable of processing their native language. Using the device, their messages sounded like English while hers sounded to the Council like native Gingravik.
"We have seen the moving images on the planet's network, Facilitator," the Councilor said. "We have seen many females consume their male partner's ejaculate. Are you telling us the human female does not feed on the male as we do?"
"No, Councilor," Margaret said. "For many reasons. First, there is nothing of any real nutritional value in the human male's emissions. Second, even if there was, it is not produced in sufficient quantity to provide the necessary nutrition. Third, a number of human females find the consumption of male semen distasteful."
"So you are saying that the human female does not get her nutritional requirements met from the male?" the Councilor asked. "This does not make sense. We have reviewed many of the writings on the planet's erotic sites and they indicate the males often produce copious amounts of ejaculate. Please explain."
"My research suggests that for the females who do consume the male ejaculate, it is simply part of the mating ritual," Margaret said. "Plus, the human male, on average, only produces about 1.25 to 5 of their milliliters of fluid -- a mere fraction of what our males produce. Unfortunately, most of what you see posted is often exaggerated for entertainment value."
"We will need to explore this further," the Councilor said. "The Council has made its decision. A female test volunteer is on her way to you now and should be there in a few rotations. Prepare her for contact with a male human and report back to us."
"As you wish, Councilor," Margaret said. "However, it is quite possible the female may not survive the encounter. And it is even more likely the human male will not survive."
"A necessary risk, Facilitator," the Councilor said. "You have done well so far and we know you will do everything in your power to protect her and if possible, the human male. You will not be held responsible if, as you suggest, the subjects do not survive the encounter."
"Marsook's will be done," Margaret said. "I eagerly await the female's arrival."
The connection ended, Margaret sat back and contemplated the ramifications of what the Council had said. Gingravik females were far more demanding and aggressive than the males. Not only did they take what they wanted, they would sometimes take even more than necessary, leaving their males drained almost to the point of death. She shuddered to think what a Gingravik female might do to a human male.
Worse yet, the monogamous nature of the Gingravik precluded the notion of the female later mating with a male of her own species. Once a Gingravik mated, it was for life.
She had a lot of preparation ahead of her, so she began. Making her way to the roof of the building where she lived and worked, she turned on the homing beacon and prepared the landing plate for the female's arrival.
She then began preparing the mixture she would need for the female's growth. Once she had the initial mixture prepared, she set it aside so it could properly cure.
The next task was even more difficult. She had to find a suitable male for the new arrival. She could recruit any one of the many homeless males who often occupied the sidewalk outside her shop during the night, she thought. Unfortunately, most of them were alcoholics or drug abusers and were certainly in no shape to survive the encounter. Plus, she didn't want any foreign substance like alcohol to interfere with the result of any mating. She had to look elsewhere. But where?
She put out her mental feelers for potential mates and waited patiently.
Meanwhile, the tiny female Gingravik rested inside her capsule, which was heading toward Earth at speeds which broke the light barrier many times over. Soon, the small ship, which resembled one of the many tiny rocks that entered the Earth's atmosphere every day, approached the blue planet and locked onto Margaret's homing signal.
The rock-like ship blazed through the atmosphere, giving sky-watchers below a momentary light show. It made a few turns and soon found itself descending on the small landing plate on Margaret's shop. Its small size, chemical make-up and irregular shape had successfully kept it from being spotted by the planet's defense network.
Margaret was just preparing to open her shop when she heard the 'ding' in her office. She knew what that meant, and decided to keep the shop closed so she could welcome the new arrival. Making her way to the roof, she saw the small rock-like vessel on the plate. She donned her gloves and carefully brought the ship into her workshop. She carefully touched three points on the ship and watched as the vessel opened. The female Gingravik, which at this point in her development, resembled a dandelion spore, spread herself out and awaited her human facilitator.
"Welcome to Earth," Margaret said to the female as she gingerly removed the visitor from her transport. She placed the spore on her base in the mixture she prepared, making sure the female was secure in the pot she selected.
The female responded, feeding herself on the soil Margaret prepared. The plant seemed to grow right before Margaret's eyes and mentally sent a one-word message: "More."
Margaret understood, and poured the feeding mixture into the soil around the growing plant.
"Feed yourself slowly," Margaret said mentally, the way a mother might speak to a child. "Pace yourself." The small plant seemed to understand and obeyed Margaret's order. It would not look good if she fought her facilitator, who now took on the additional role of her caretaker.
Margaret left the plant to grow and opened her shop. She still had to figure out how best to get the female in contact with a male human. So far, her mental feelers had not found anything that could even be considered suitable. And she knew that time was not on her side. Gingravik females tended to mature much faster than their male counterparts, which meant she only had a few days to lock onto a male.
The days went by and Margaret continued her search as the female grew and matured. In desperation, she reached out mentally to Theresa, hoping to find something or someone she could lure into the shop. Theresa's mind held many memories of young men who had come on to her as she developed into full womanhood.
It was there she found the answer to her problem.
Margaret made her way to a club not far from her shop and looked around at the men who spent their time going from table to table, looking for female companionship. One man looked to be a suitable partner, so Margaret focused on him that evening. He was good looking, fairly young and well-built. If any human could possibly survive the encounter, she thought, he could.
She sat back and watched him go from woman to woman. He danced with quite a few, but wasn't able to close the deal with any of them. She probed his mind to find out what she could about the man and liked what she learned. He was little more than a two-bit drug dealer who liked to troll bars looking for women. Good, she thought. The last thing she wanted was someone important whose disappearance might attract the authorities.
She saw him head out the door and followed. As she watched, the man stopped at an intersection and lit up a cigarette. He turned to her as she walked up to him.
"Hey," he said.
"Hi," she responded. "Looking for some action?" He shrugged.
"Yeah, always," he said. "Why, are you interested?" He hoped the older woman wasn't hitting on him.
"No, not me," she said. "But I have a friend who would be very interested. She's new to the area." He looked at her, his eyebrows raised.
"Really?" he asked, somewhat relieved. "You know someone or something?"
"Yeah, as a matter of fact I do," she said. "Why don't you follow me back to my shop?"
"Okay," he said, too drunk to argue. What the hell, he thought. Margaret led him back to her shop and escorted him to the roof where she had placed a futon.
"Why don't you get comfortable here and I'll be back," she said, handing him a glass of liquid. "Here, have a drink while you wait."
The man shrugged and sat down, taking the drink from her. She watched as he took a large gulp from the glass.
She went back down and picked up the pot holding the female Gingravik. The plant had matured and a single flower had opened on a central stalk. The flower resembled a human vagina and the labia-like petals had begun to open.
Margaret made a mental connection to the plant and briefed her on the human male anatomy. The plant perked up and the petals opened further, secreting several drops of liquid. Margaret further explained that a human male was upstairs waiting for her. The plant perked up even more and secreted even more droplets.
"Yes," she said in Margaret's mind.
She waited a few minutes and carried the plant to the roof. Looking, she noticed the man was out like a light. Good, she thought to herself, placing the plant next to the man.
The plant stirred, moving several large dew-laden leaves towards the man's groin. Margaret watched as the leaves settled on the man's crotch and within minutes, large gaping holes appeared in his trousers and briefs as the dew disintegrated the cloth, leaving his larger-than-average manhood exposed.
She stood back and watched as the plant turned its flower to the man and slowly moved toward his penis. Another leaf worked its way to the man, wiping itself on the man's organ. His penis suddenly became erect and the flower started its descent on the organ.
Soon, the flower had engulfed the man's entire penis and began milking it. The man began moaning as the flower worked on his organ. He began moving around, the sensation between his legs unlike anything he had ever felt. The flower responded, with stalks moving toward his arms and legs.
Soon, he had his first orgasm, shooting his semen inside the flower. The plant took it, hesitated for a moment, then began milking him back to life.
By now the man was awake and looked in shock as his cock was being milked by this strange-looking flower. His eyes wide, he tried to back away, but the plant had other ideas.
Moving faster than anything he had ever experienced, the plant's stalks wrapped themselves around his wrists and ankles. More stalks came out and went around his neck while others wrapped themselves around his waist. Then the stalks became as hard as iron and the man was unable to move. Another stalk shot out and entered his mouth, preventing him from shouting.
Unable to move, the man watched in horror as the plant's flower continued to milk his still-erect penis. He experienced another orgasm, but the plant wanted more and continued working on his organ, which was now starting to get soft. He tried to get away, but was unable to and watched as the flower kept sucking on him.
The plant, hoping for more, became more aggressive, sucking on him harder and harder. The man began to feel faint from the plant's action and soon lost consciousness.
Margaret stepped back and let the plant have her way with the man. A part of her felt bad for the man, but she knew the Council needed answers.
A half hour later, she stepped back on the roof. By now, the man looked as though he had aged fifty or sixty years. She couldn't tell if he was still alive as he wasn't moving and appeared to be either asleep or unconscious. The plant, meanwhile, was still working on his organ and the base of the stalk had grown large with the man's fluids.
Margaret stepped back and said a quick prayer to her god for the man's soul. She sipped on her tea and waited another half hour before checking on the man again.
What she saw shocked her. The man appeared to be little more than a skeleton with skin stretched tight against his bones. His eyes were wide open, but his pupils were dilated and she saw no sign of life.
She placed a finger on his neck, looking for a pulse. Finding none, she checked his wrist. Again, she found no pulse. The plant was still sucking on the man's shriveled penis but nothing was left. As she watched, the flower came up off his tiny organ and the stalks retreated from his body. The base of the flower's stalk was bloated with what it had taken from the man's body.
Making certain the man was dead, Margaret picked him up and carried him downstairs, placing his desiccated body into her incinerator. She fired the thing up and in minutes, nothing was left but ash.
She carried the plant back to her shop and reached out with her mind.
"Need... more," the plant said. "So... hungry. Help... me... please." Margaret's eyes watered and tears fell down her cheeks as she examined the plant. As she suspected, the volunteer was dying and there was nothing she could do to stop it.
"I'm so sorry," Margaret said.
"Marsook's... will... be... done," the plant weakly said in Margaret's mind. "So... tired. Sending... report. Must... eject." Margaret knew what the plant meant and took her back to the roof. She sat with the plant and soothed it with her mind. She refused to let the poor thing die alone. After all, she reasoned, the female had volunteered for this, knowing the possible consequences. If nothing else, she would be remembered as a hero among her fellow Gingravik.
About 3:30 in the morning, the plant began heaving, the flower opening wide. It "coughed," sending thousands of tiny spore-filled droplets into the air. For the next 15 minutes, the plant heaved and coughed,sending even more of the tiny droplets into the air. It finally gave one last cough. Turning brown, it wilted in its pot, its leaves shriveling. The petals fell off the flower and disintegrated in the pot. Margaret cried as it sent her one last message: "Please... burn..."



Margaret understood the message and took the remains of the dead plant downstairs. She tearfully offered a prayer before putting the plant in her incinerator. Once she was convinced the flower was gone, she went back to her shop.
Turning her communication device on, she made contact with the Council and let the members probe her recent memories.
"You are sad, Facilitator," one councilor said in her mind.
"Yes, Councilor," she responded.
"Do not feel sad. It was a necessary cost and the volunteer knew what could happen. She will forever be remembered," the councilor said.
"You seem to harbor some sadness and anger," another councilor said. "Explain."
"I feel the loss of life was a bit unnecessary," Margaret responded. She knew the council respected the truth, even if it went against their wishes.
"That is understandable, Facilitator. Loss of Gingravik life is always to be avoided. Sometimes, however, it is necessary for the greater good. As it turns out, your initial assessment was correct. However, there may yet be something good come from this encounter," the councilor said.
"And what is that, Councilor?" Margaret asked.
"Follow the air current," another councilor said, flashing a map in Margaret's mind. "And watch the ground."
"As you wish, Councilor. Marsook's will be done," Margaret said.
"Yes, indeed," the councilor said. "Once again, Facilitator, you have done a good job for us and are to be commended. Now, rest and let us soothe your mind and remove the sadness."
"Thank you, Councilor," Margaret said. She closed her eyes as a humming sound entered her mind. Within minutes, the sadness was gone and Margaret felt much better.
"Follow the air, and report back," a councilor said.
"Yes, Councilor," she said. The council members ended the link and Margaret laid down and slept.
When she woke up, she felt much better. Donning the communicator's headpiece, she printed the map the council had placed in her head, wondering why they had chosen to give her this piece of information.
She studied the map, which included air currents for her location and realized it came from a local meteorological website. She also saw a fairly complex equation on the map and realized the council had provided this to her so she could determine the approximate location of the spores emitted by the female plant in her last minutes of life.
She plugged the equation into her computer and instantly realized what the council had given her. She made notes on the map and decided to check out the areas she had marked.
She walked around the neighborhood, taking notes as she went. A few weeks later, she noticed something odd. Strange plants were beginning to sprout in the areas marked on her map. Some of them, unfortunately, had taken root in areas that were constantly being mowed, but there quite a few that had started to germinate in areas that weren't regularly maintained.
Quite a few had even managed to land in the local park, in the shade of some very large trees. She made a note of these areas and decided she would find a way to feed these plants. A few of them were female, but, she noticed, the vast majority were male. Growing in the wild like this, she knew the plants would take longer than normal to mature.
But, she wondered, was this the beginning of a new Gingravik colony? Could the male plants entice other human females or would they choose to gravitate to the female Gingravik? What would be the result of human sperm mixed with Gingravik female DNA? Would she be able to communicate with these hybrids? Would these plants be as monogamous as native Gingravik? Would they follow the High Council and participate in the final remedy? Each question brought about even more questions.
Perhaps, she thought with a wicked grin, she could get the local conservationists to lobby on behalf of the new species of plant. She began to laugh at the irony. Imagine, she thought, humans lobbying to protect the very species that would eventually replace them all. Maybe she could even get the plants listed as an endangered species, forcing the humans to relocate out of the area.
"Praise Marsook," she said to no one in particular. Laughing and singing, she walked home, a spring in her step. Yes, she thought, that would be the ultimate irony.
To be continued...
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Chris Weber walked in the door, having finished another grueling day at the paper. Placing his briefcase and camera on his office desk, he went into the kitchen where Chloe, his wife of nearly 14 years, was putting the finishing touches on their dinner.
He wrapped his arms around his wife and gave her a kiss before going back to the table where Brian, their youngest son, was already seated. Their six-year-old son, Mike, was in the bathroom washing up after playing outside.
"Any news today, dear?" he asked.
"Heard from your mom today," Chloe said.
"Oh?" Chris asked. "What's up?"
"Well, your parents and mine are flying to Washington, D.C., for the Memorial Day weekend and they wanted to know if the kids could come along," she said.
"Sure," Chris said. "I think they'd have a great time. Is that all?"
"Well, there's something else, but we'll talk about it after dinner, okay?" she said. Chris nodded his head.
"Okay," he said.
They ate dinner and after the children were tucked in to bed, Chris and Chloe sat on the couch in the front room with a glass of wine.
"We need to talk," Chloe said. Chris looked at her, his eyebrows raised.
"What's wrong?" he asked.
"Nothing with us, dear," Chloe said. "I had a long talk with Amy today. She's really down in the dumps. Sandy, the girl she was with last year, broke it off with her. It seems she's gotten involved with a man and her family is giving her a lot of grief. Anyway, her birthday is coming up this Saturday and she has no one to celebrate it with."
"And?" Chris asked, sensing there was more to the story.
"Well, I know we had talked about maybe going to the lake house this weekend," Chloe said. "But I feel really bad for Amy, and I was wondering if you'd mind if she joined us."
"Of course I don't mind," Chris said, "but wouldn't she feel like a third wheel?"
"Well, that's what I want to talk to you about," Chloe said. "You know we promised to be completely open and honest with each other, right?"
"Yeah," Chris said.
"And you know how I feel about Amy," Chloe said, nervously.
"Do you still have fantasies about her?" Chris asked.
"Well," Chloe said. "Yeah, a bit. But it's more than that."
"What do you mean?" Chris asked. Chloe took another drink and steeled herself.
"I'd like for you and I to do for Amy what you and Amy did for me in Florida," she said. Chris remembered that night at the VIP club where he made love to Chloe. He never forgot how Amy even guided his hard cock into his wife's pussy.
"Are we talking about a threesome with Amy?" he asked.
"Maybe, but only if you want to. Look, Amy is really attracted to you and it could be a lot of fun," Chloe said.
"But what happens if you decide you want to try a threesome with another man?" Chris asked. "There's no way I could do that." Chloe shook her head.
"I knew you'd ask that," she said. "And you know I would never even think of doing something like that. You're the only man I want touching me."
"I don't know, dear," he said. "You're the only woman I want."
"I know, sweetie," Chloe said. "But this isn't just any random woman. This is Amy we're talking about. She's practically family and she was there when the kids were conceived. Look, I won't do anything with her if you tell me and I promise I won't do anything unless you're right there with us." He shook his head.
"Would this finally put that fantasy of yours to rest?" he asked. Chloe nodded her head.
"Yes, I believe it would," she said. "And it would fulfill another fantasy."
"What's that?" Chris asked. "A threesome with Amy?" Chloe smiled.
"It would also fulfill a fantasy of hers," she said.
"You mean you guys have talked about this already?" Chris asked.
"We talk about all kinds of things," Chloe said. "So, what do you think? Are you willing to consider it?"
"I'm okay with having her at the house for the weekend. Let's just play everything by ear and see how it goes, okay?" he asked. Chloe kissed him deeply.
"Thank you," she said. "Trust me, it'll be a great weekend."
"Have you checked to see what's happening at the resort this weekend?" Chris asked. Chloe nodded her head.
"Yeah, there's a CMNF event at the private club Saturday night and they're open to special birthday requests and the lake club is hosting a girl-girl bikini contest on Sunday night," Chloe said. "That means you can barbecue on Monday if you want. I've already checked and we can reserve a charter flight for her to leave New Orleans Friday and take her back Monday evening, but I have to call tomorrow morning. So, what do you say?" Chris shrugged his shoulders.
"What the hell," he said. "We always have a good time when Amy's with us. Who knows?" Chloe smiled wide and kissed her husband.
"Goody!" she said. "I'll give her a call and tell her and I'll arrange for the charter flight tomorrow. Thank you so much. It'll mean a lot to her."
They made love that night and spent the rest of the week preparing for the trip. Both Chris and Chloe took off early Friday to make the two-hour trip to the lake house. The kids had already left with their grandparents the day before and were already in the nation's capitol.
After arriving at the lake house, they unpacked and made sure the second upstairs master bedroom was ready for Amy, then headed to the airstrip to pick up their friend, who would be arriving there that evening.
Amy emerged from the small aircraft and ran to meet Chloe as Chris grabbed her bags. The two girls embraced each other warmly and Amy turned to Chris.
"Thank you so much for this," she said. Chris smiled and hugged her.
They made it back to the house in time for dinner and turned in for the night. The official festivities would begin the next morning.
The next morning after breakfast, Chris and Chloe sat Amy down on the couch. Chris handed Amy a piece of paper. Tears fell as she looked at the paper, a homemade "certificate" declaring her their "adopted" sister.
"And with all the responsibilities that come with it," Chris said as he hugged her.
"I guess this makes me the kid's aunt, doesn't it?" she asked.
"Yeah, it does," Chloe said.
"This is so sweet, guys," Amy said. "Thank you so much."
"There's one more thing," Chloe said, handing her a birthday card. Amy read the card and hugged Chloe tight, thanking her profusely.
"Well, what's say we head out to the beach?" Chris asked. They headed out back to the small private cove. Chloe carried a large blanket and a small bag as Chris carried an ice chest full of sodas. Chloe spread out the blanket as Chris staged the ice chest. Without thinking, they began removing their clothes. Amy, now wearing a two-piece bikini, watched her friends undressing.
"Is this a clothing-optional beach?" she asked. Chloe, now naked, shook her head.
"Nope. It's our private beach. And since Chris and I are in charge this weekend, it's clothing not allowed," she said as Amy's eyes grew wide. "C'mon, sis," she said, "take it off." Amy shrugged her shoulders and slowly removed her bikini, a bit nervous about being naked on the beach in broad daylight.
"Do you guys do this often?" she asked.
"Every chance we get. We've been skinny-dipping out here since we were kids," Chloe said, applying sunscreen to Amy's body.
"Seriously?" Amy asked.
"Sure," Chris said. Chloe looked at the juncture between Amy's legs and approached her. She ran her hand through Amy's sparse pubic hair.
"I think we need to do something about this," she said. She turned to Chris. "Don't you think so, dear?" Chris looked where Chloe's hand was and licked his lips.
"What do you mean?" Amy asked. Chloe smiled and picked up the bag she brought with her.
"Do you trust me, sis?" she asked.
"What, you want to shave me, right here?" she asked. Chloe nodded her head.
"Why not?" she asked. "I think you'll like it. I know I will."
"What the hell," Amy said. "What do you want me to do?"
"Just sit down here and let me take care of this for you," Chloe said. Amy did as she was told and Chloe positioned herself between her legs, spreading them wide. As Amy and Chris watched, Chloe pulled out a razor and a can of shaving cream and swiftly removed the hair from between Amy's legs, rinsing her off with lake water. She sat back and admired her work.
Amy's pussy lips opened up as Chloe ran her fingers through the other girl's slit, causing her to moan. Chloe looked up at Chris, who was standing before them.
"Isn't she beautiful?" Chloe asked. Chris nodded his head. Watching his wife shave Amy, then seeing her practically fingering the other girl's pussy was making him excited and his cock began to get hard.
"Yes, she is," he told her. Chloe looked at Amy as she ran her hand through her pussy. Amy was enjoying the attention Chloe was giving her.
"You really are very beautiful like this," Chloe said. She reached up and kissed her friend on the lips. "I wonder if you taste as good as you look." Amy's eyes widened as she smiled. This was a dream come true for her. She kissed Chloe back, her tongue running inside Chloe's mouth. "Your new brother likes it also," Chloe said, putting one of Amy's hands on Chris' cock, which was quite hard by now. Amy wrapped her hand around Chris' manhood and lightly stroked it as Chloe kept whispering to her.
"Would you like to suck his cock?" she asked. Amy nodded her head. "Go ahead, you have my permission. This is your birthday weekend, you know." Amy looked at Chloe.
"Are you really okay with this?" she asked. Chloe looked at Chris, who gave an approving nod. She turned back to her friend.
"Yes, we are," she said. "This is your weekend. It's all for you." Amy kissed Chloe deeply as Chris came to her side. Amy ran her tongue along the length of Chris' cock, then slowly took it in her mouth and began sucking. Chris moaned as she worked him over with her tongue. Chloe worked herself between Amy's spread legs and began licking and sucking on her friend's open pussy, causing her to moan.
Soon, Amy felt her first orgasm of the day start to build as Chloe kept licking and sucking on her sensitive clit. She could also sense that Chris was getting close as well. She took as much of his cock in her mouth as she could and he erupted in her throat. She kept sucking, swallowing everything he gave her.
She opened her mouth as her orgasm hit and Chloe kept licking.
"Oh, God, it feels so good, baby," Amy moaned. "Don't stop, please." After she calmed down, Chloe kissed her deeply.
"You're as delicious as you look, sweetie," Chloe whispered. The two girls hugged each other as they kissed. "C'mon," Chloe said, breaking their kiss. "Let's hit the water." They ran into the water, spending the next two hours laughing, splashing and chasing each other like children.
They dragged themselves out of the water, exhausted and laid down on the blanket, taking turns applying sunscreen to each other.
"We don't want to see this beautiful body get sun-burnt," Chloe said as she and Chris coated Amy with the sunscreen. They pulled out their lunches from the ice chest and enjoyed their meal by the lake.
"So, what's on the schedule for today?" Amy asked after they had laid out in the sun for a while.
"Well, we're going out for dinner and then after that, we're off to the Lakeside Club for some entertainment," Chloe said.
"What kind of entertainment?" Amy asked. "Do they have dancing?" Chris laughed.
"I guess you could call it dancing," he said. Amy looked confused.
"It's a very private and exclusive club we belong to. We don't go there very often, but sometimes we like to go watch the performers," Chloe said.
"What kind of performers?" Amy asked.
"Strippers," Chloe said. Amy's eyes grew wide.
"Are you serious?" she asked. Chloe nodded her head.
"Yeah, they have both male and female strippers and tonight is CMNF night," she said.
"What's that?" Amy asked. Chloe smiled.
"It stands for 'clothed male, naked female.' Tonight, they pull girls from the audience who sign up and strip them on stage. Sometimes, they even have sex on stage. It's all consensual, and the audience loves it," she said. "The owners got the idea from some club in Russia, from what I heard."
"Isn't that illegal?" Amy asked.
"Apparently, it's okay since it's a private members-only club and they don't serve alcohol," Chris said.
"They also have what they call a 'birthday special,' where the performers celebrate a patron's birthday in a very special way," Chloe said.
"What?" Amy asked, surprised. "Did you set me up for something?" Chris and Chloe both laughed.
"Happy birthday! Don't worry, sweetie," Chloe said. "You'll have a blast. Or two. Trust me. And they're firm believers in safe sex."
"In fact, we'd better head back to the house and get ready so we're not late for our dinner reservation," Chris said, looking at his watch. They packed everything up and headed back to the house, still naked.
After they showered and dressed, they headed out for a nice steak and lobster dinner in the local resort community. The girls looked absolutely stunning in their short dresses and Chris felt like the luckiest man alive to be in the company of two beautiful women. He made a show of opening their doors and escorted them to the restaurant, a woman on each arm.
When they had finished their meals, Chris glanced at his watch.
"The club opens in about 30 minutes, so we'd better head over if we want to get good seats," he said. They paid their bill and Chris waited as the girls freshened up in the ladies' room. When they came out, Chris could tell that Chloe had removed her bra and her nipples were getting hard, pushing against her dress. He wondered if she had also removed her panties.
Finally, they got to the club and were fortunately able to get very close to the head of the line. Chris pulled out his club card and showed it to the doorman. He looked at his list before addressing them.
"Welcome back, Mr. and Mrs. Weber," the doorman said. "And this must be the birthday girl," he added, looking at Amy. Amy smiled nervously.
"Yes, she is," Chloe said. The doorman smiled broadly, taking in her shapely figure.
"You have yourselves a good time," he said, ushering them inside, motioning to a smiling hostess who wore an extremely short skirt and cropped top that bared her midriff. She smiled at them and led them to a table that sat very close to the central stage.
She laid out a form for Amy to sign, a disclaimer that let the club off the hook in case something happened as a result of her experience there. It also listed a number of options for Amy and Chloe watched to see what she would select. Chloe said nothing but took note of what her friend picked.
"Would you like a complimentary DVD of your visit?" the hostess asked. Amy shook her head and made the note on her form.
"Also, can we get a second copy of that DVD?" Chris asked.
"Sure," the hostess said. "We'll have to charge that to your account, though."
"No problem," Chris said. The hostess smiled.
"Great. We'll have those ready for you about an hour after she's finished," the hostess said.
Since alcohol was off the menu, they each ordered a club soda and waited for the entertainment to start. Before long, the club was packed with mostly younger people, all of whom appeared to be very well-off financially, judging from their expensive club attire. Amy started to look a bit nervous as they sipped their club sodas. Chloe put her hand on her friend's arm.
"It's okay, sweetie," she said. "It's just like Mardi Gras, only a bit more fun. Relax and enjoy yourself."
Finally, everyone had made their way into the club and the doors were closed. No one else would be allowed in, but visitors could leave if they wished. The area around the stage was packed and Chris could see a number of young faces eagerly anticipating the night's events. A well-dress MC made his way to the center of the stage and addressed the audience.
"Welcome to the Lakeside VIP Club!" he said into the wireless microphone. As he spoke, the audience quieted down. "As you all know, we have a special place in our hearts for those celebrating their birthday. And tonight is no exception. Ladies and Gentlemen, please stand and join us in wishing Amy Wilson a happy birthday."
Everyone in the club stood and sang Amy the "Birthday Song," applauding her at the end. By now, two very large, muscular male strippers had appeared at her side. They smiled at her, and before she could say anything, picked her up and carried her to the stage, setting her down on her feet after climbing the stairs to the elevated platform.
Chloe scooted closer to Chris and he could tell she was getting excited. She leaned in and whispered to him.
"This is going to be good," she said. "Amy picked pretty much the whole enchilada."
As they watched, five strippers surrounded Amy, four very large and obviously well-endowed men and one very attractive woman with large breasts who wore only a tiny thong. Two cameramen were also on stage, recording the encounter up close.
As the music began, one of the men unzipped her dress and let it fall to the floor, leaving Amy in just a bra, panties and black stockings. The female stripper picked the dress up and tossed it to Chris and Chloe's table.
One of the male strippers knelt down in front of her and removed her shoes, setting them on the floor. Running his hands up her legs, he began peeling off her stockings as another male stripper unhooked her bra and slid it off her shoulders, baring her C-cup breasts. Amy nipples were hard as the stripper ran his hands over her breasts, tweaking her nipples.
The crowd cheered as the female stripper began sucking on Amy's breasts. The man in front of her had removed both of Amy's stockings and set them on the floor with her shoes. The female stripper took her shoes, bra and stockings and handed them to Chloe. Now, Amy was on stage wearing nothing but her tiny black lace panties.
The strippers were dancing around her, admiring her body as they did so and one stripper began pulling her panties down, giving the audience a glimpse of her shaved pussy. The crowd, meanwhile, was going nuts. Seeing Amy's shaved mound, the female stripper knelt in front of Amy as one male stripper pulled her panties all the way down her legs.
The female stripper lifted Amy's feet and removed the panties, leaving Amy completely naked on stage. The female stripper ran her hand over Amy's slit and moved her mouth close to her pussy, pretending to lick her slit as the male strippers caressed and kissed Amy's body from head to toe.
Amy's eyes were closed and she was obviously enjoying the attention. The female stripper took Amy's panties and handed them to a male stripper who held a large pole. He attached something to the tiny garment, then placed the panties on the end of the pole. He held the pole up and everyone could see her black panties being attacked to the ceiling with many others already hanging there.
The four male strippers then picked Amy's nude body up and held her high with her arms and legs spread wide so everyone could see her shaved, spread pussy. They turned around so everyone could get a good look at her naked body.



As they held her, the female stripper stepped between her legs and began licking her pussy. Amy moaned as the girl sucked on her clit. The crowd went crazy and began chanting, "Swing, swing." Chris and Chloe wondered what that meant until they saw a harness fall from the ceiling.
The strippers placed Amy in the harness, which was attached to the ceiling. The harness was designed to keep her spread wide open and could apparently be controlled by the strippers on the stage.
As the crowd watched, one of the male strippers grabbed a condom from a table on the stage and held it high.
"Fuck her, fuck her!" the crowd chanted. The stripper pulled off his shorts, revealing a very large cock which was getting hard. Amy's eyes grew large and she smiled as she nodded her head. The stripper smiled and rolled the condom on his now-erect cock.
He approached her and grabbed her legs. As the others held Amy still, the man walked between Amy's spread legs and rubbed his cock along her open slit. Then he slowly inserted it into her, causing her to gasp.
He began fucking her on the stage slowly and as he did, the female stripper began sucking on her breasts. Two male strippers had removed their shorts and approached her face from two sides. Amy saw them approach her and opened her mouth to suck them. She moved her head from side to side, sucking their cocks as the first man fucked her. She now had one cock in her mouth, one in her pussy and a third in her hand.
"Oh God," she screamed. "Fuck me!"
After the first stripper filled his condom, another stepped up and rolled a condom onto his erect penis. As the crowd shouted, he stepped between Amy's legs and began fucking her. Amy went wild with lust as her first orgasm hit.
Chris looked at Chloe and saw that she had one hand under her short dress, rubbing herself. He put one hand on her bare leg under the table and she spread her legs slightly to give him access. As he moved his hand up her leg, he realized she wasn't wearing panties. She moaned as he slipped one finger deep in her wet pussy.
By now, the second man finished and a third had positioned himself between her legs. As the man began fucking her, the female stripper removed her thong and straddled Amy's head. They could see Amy licking the girl's pussy on the large wall monitors as one cameraman got in close. The female stripper put her hand on Amy's head and pushed it face closer into her pussy as Amy licked and sucked the girl's clit.
Finally, the show ended and the strippers gently extricated Amy from the swing. Her face was wet and her pussy lips were red and puffy. The strippers kissed Amy deeply and surrounded her as the MC came back on stage.
"Wow," he said into the wireless microphone. He stepped next to Amy and pulled out a long pink box. "For being such a good sport, we here at the club would like to present you with this token of our appreciation. It's a top-of-the-line remote-controlled vibrator guaranteed to get you off. We hope you remember us every time you use it." Amy smiled and took the box. "And just so you know, your panties are now part of our birthday hall of fame," he added, pointing to the ceiling. Amy looked up, her eyes wide. "Ladies and gentlemen, let's hear it for Amy Wilson," the MC said, causing the audience to cheer and applaud.
The strippers picked Amy up and carried her back to the table, still naked. Everyone cheered and applauded as they carried her back and set her down next to Chris and Chloe.
"I hope you stick around a bit, because we have much more for your entertainment pleasure," the MC said.
Still naked, Amy hugged and kissed her friends. She put her dress back on, putting her bra and stockings inside her purse. Her face was flushed and wet as she took a drink from her club soda.
"How are you feeling, sweetie?" Chloe asked her. Amy fanned herself with one hand as she spoke.
"Like I just got fucked by three huge cocks," she said. "That was incredible."
They sat and watched the on-stage antics for another couple hours or so. In that time, several more girls had been stripped naked and fondled. One girl let the strippers fuck her with a dildo, but none went as far as Amy. At one point in the festivities, the hostess came by with two DVDs and thanked them. Several guests stopped by to wish Amy a happy birthday and thank her for her performance.
By now, Amy had calmed down and the three of them decided it was time to head home. The doorman smiled and congratulated Amy as they left.
When they got to their car, Chloe joined Amy in the back seat. This was unlike her, Chris thought, but he didn't argue. He started up the car and headed home. Looking in the mirror, he could see the girls removing their dresses as they kissed and fondled each other. He could hear them giggle and whisper to each other but couldn't make out what they were saying.
Once home, the girls got out of the car and walked into the house, completely naked. The girls were still talking as Chris used the upstairs bathroom. When he came out, they were waiting for him. Chloe handed him a small blue pill.
"I think you should take this," she said. Chris looked at the pill, then back at Chloe. He had a good idea what it was but asked anyway.
"What's this?" he asked. The girls giggled.
"I got a couple samples of a generic Viagra last week just in case," she said.
"In case of what?" Chris asked. "I don't have any issues in that area."
"Normally, you don't," Chloe said. "But tonight, you have two very horny and very naked women to take care of and we plan to fuck your brains out." She and Amy took his hands and placed them on their pussies so he could feel how wet they were. He couldn't believe how excited they both were. He looked at Amy.
"You're still horny even after getting screwed by three guys on stage?" he asked.
"They got me warmed up pretty good, but I need more," she said, kissing him. Breaking the kiss, she went to the bed and spread herself out. Chris took the pill as Chloe smiled broadly. Amy began fingering herself on the bed.
"Strip that man naked and bring him to me," she told Chloe in a mock authoritative tone. "I need to get laid." Chloe smiled at her and bowed down.
"As you wish, mistress," she said. Turning to Chris, she took his clothes off. Once naked, she took hold of his now-erect cock and led him to Amy. "Would you like me to put his cock inside your pussy, mistress?" she asked.
"Yes," she said. "Do it now. I need him inside me." Chloe bowed down again and sucked on Chris' cock for a few seconds before placing his at Amy's pussy. She looked up at Chris.
"Do your duty," she said. "Fuck your mistress full of cum." She guided him inside Amy, licking the girl's pussy as he went inside her. Chris gasped as he worked himself inside Amy's warm, wet pussy. Even after getting screwed by three large men, she felt tight. He buried himself deep inside her and began fucking as Chloe straddled her friend's face in a "69" position. From here, Amy could lick her pussy as she faced her husband.
"How does her pussy feel, lover?" she asked as Chris pumped into Amy.
"It's so hot and wet," he said. He noticed that while Amy was tight, she didn't milk his cock the way Chloe did. But then, he realized, Chloe had spent years doing kegel exercises as part of her workout routine, incorporating various exercise devices like kegel balls.
"Tell her," Chloe whispered. "She needs to hear it." She kissed him before climbing off her friend. Chris positioned himself over Amy, who responded by wrapping her legs around him.
"This feels so good," Amy moaned. "Don't stop, please."
"You feel so good," he said. "So hot and wet." Amy bucked up into him as he drove into her. She threw her arms around him and kissed his face. He felt his first orgasm start to build. "I'm getting ready to cum."
"Do it," she said. "Fuck me. Cum inside me. Please." He grunted as his seed filled her wet pussy. She raked his back with her nails as her orgasm hit.
As he pulled out of her pussy, Chloe began licking and collecting the semen that dripped out of Amy's pussy. Then she kissed her friend and the two swapped his cum between their mouths, eventually swallowing it.
Chris laid down on the bed and Chloe climbed on top of him, guiding his cock into her pussy. Amy sucked on Chloe's breasts as she rode her husband, cowboy-style. She moaned as she rode him, holding Amy's head to her breasts. She cried out when her orgasm hit, prompting Chris to explode inside his wife.
The three made love to each other for at least two more hours, until they were finally exhausted and fell asleep with Chloe and Amy on either side of Chris.
He woke up late the next morning to two sets of mouths working his cock.
"Good morning, sleepyhead," Chloe said when she saw her husband was finally awake.
"Wow," he said. "I could get used to this. What time is it?"
"About 10:30 in the morning," Amy said, standing up. He noticed the two girls were still naked from the previous night. He got up and made his way to the bathroom where he relieved himself and brushed his teeth.
After he was finished, the girls came into the bathroom and looked in the shower.
"Yeah, I think we can all fit in here," Chloe said. Amy came in and Chris joined them in the shower. They washed each other, paying special attention to each other's private areas.
"I say we stay naked today," Amy said. "What do you think?" Chloe shrugged her shoulders.
"Sure, why not," she said. Chris didn't complain. He loved what he was seeing.
After their shower, they ate a quick breakfast, threw the bedclothes into the washing machine and headed outside for the beach. Chris grabbed the vibrator Amy had received at the club the previous night. After reading the directions, he grabbed Amy's phone and set it up with the downloadable app.
"What are you doing?" Amy asked.
"I want to see if this thing really works," he said. "There's an app that goes onto your iPhone and you can set it up to run at different speeds and intensities. From what I gather, it translates electronic music into vibrations. Wanna try it out?"
"Are you serious?" Amy asked.
"Yeah," Chris said. Chloe stepped up and looked at the phone's screen.
"C'mon, sis, it'll be a blast," she said. Amy shrugged her shoulders.
"What the hell," she said, laying down on the blanket, her legs spread. Chloe took the vibrator and worked the larger end into Amy's pussy, leaving a smaller part of the device against Amy's clit. Once inserted, Chris started the app and turned the device on. Instantly, Amy jolted as the device began vibrating inside her.
Chris turned the intensity up a bit, and watched as Amy began bucking her hips.
"Oh my God," she moaned.
"That's only about a quarter of the way up," Chris said.
"No way," Chloe said. Chris smiled, looking at Amy.
"You wouldn't dare," Amy said. Chris turned it up more, to about the halfway mark. Amy's eyes grew wide and she began bucking her hips even harder.
"Aaaaghhh," Amy moaned as the vibrations got more intense. Soon, her whole body began to tremble and she could feel an orgasm building up inside her.
"I wonder what would happen if I did this," Chris said, turning the device all the way up. Amy's eyes bulged and her whole body trembled as the vibrations got more intense than anything she had ever felt. She began furiously rubbing her pussy, her whole body shaking.
"I'm coming," she cried as her hand worked her aching pussy. She trembled and shook, her lower body appearing to vibrate with the toy. Soon, she erupted, and a fountain of liquid squirted from between her legs. As he looked, Chris saw another control and pressed it. The intensity of the vibration got even stronger and Amy's body trembled and shook with even more intensity, causing her to squirt more.
"Oh God," Amy moaned. "I can't stop coming." She continued to vibrate and tremble even after Chris turned the intensity back down. He finally turned the device off and Chloe removed the toy from Amy, who was still shaking from the intense orgasms the thing gave her.
"You have GOT to get me one of these," Chloe said, looking at Chris. She turned back to her friend.
"Are you okay, sweetie?" she asked as Amy finally stopped shaking.
"Yeah, I think," Amy said. "My God, that was the most intense thing I've ever experienced in my life. It's almost like my whole body felt it."
"Yeah, this says it can even be controlled over the Internet," Chris said. Amy grabbed her phone from Chris.
"Oh no," she said, laughing. "There's no way I'm going to let you control this over the Internet."
"Oh, come on," Chris said. "Don't you trust me?" he asked, laughing.
"Not with this thing," Amy said, smiling. "I think you guys have worn out my poor little pussy. I think I've had more orgasms in the last 24 hours with you two than I've had in the last several months."
"Well, then, should I cancel tonight?" Chloe asked.
"What's happening tonight?" Amy asked.
"We're supposed to be in a girl-girl bikini contest tonight," Chloe said. "You know, kinda like what we did in New Orleans that night in 2009?"
"I think I can manage that," Amy said. "But I've got to get some rest. You guys are wearing me out."
"Okay, little sister," Chloe said. "Maybe some time in the water will help." They headed into the lake and swam around, splashing each other for a couple hours before heading back to the beach, where they sunbathed after drying off and applying sunscreen to each other.
Later that afternoon, they headed back to the house to prepare for the night. After another shower together, Chloe put the newly-washed sheets on the bed and the three of them dressed for the evening.
"It's very casual tonight, so I think we can just wear shorts and a t-shirt over our bikinis," Chloe said.
"Sounds good," Amy said.
Chris grabbed a pair of jeans and a t-shirt and made sure his camera was charged. Once ready, they headed to the resort community, where they grabbed a burger and a beer at a local bar and headed for the lake club where the contest was set to take place.
There was already a large gathering present when they got there, so they mingled a bit after checking in with the contest managers. Chris made sure he got a good place to sit close to the performing stand and they watched as the MC introduced the girls, who came on stage two at a time to perform. Chloe and Amy watched and waited for their cue to head backstage.
The girls all put on a good show, all of them wearing tiny bikinis under their shorts. Many of them stripped naked and more than a few briefly engaged each other after giving the audience a good look at their bodies. Some of the girls even used dildos on their partners, letting the audience watch them fuck each other with the toys.
There were a few other couples who, like Chloe and Amy, were over 30, and while they looked good and put on impressive performances, he didn't think they could hold a candle to "his" girls.
Chris was more than a bit excited watching all the performances, but he knew his wife and Amy could leave them all behind.
Soon, Chloe saw the signal letting them know it was time to get ready, so she grabbed Amy and bent down to Chris.
"I hope you get all this on camera," she said. "I love you."
"I love you, too," he said, giving her a kiss. "Good luck, you two."
Finally, it was their turn as the MC introduced them as "two hot MILFs" ready to rock their world. Chris smiled at that. Even though the girls were in their early 30s, they looked quite a bit younger and were in very good shape. Chris already had his camera set up on a tripod and had begun recording.
Chloe and Amy came on stage, wearing their shorts and t-shirt, but had already removed their shoes and socks. Chloe set a bag down and they went center-stage and began dancing to the music. Both of the girls were in great shape and the crowd liked what they saw. Soon, Amy reached over and pulled Chloe's t-shirt off, tossing it on the stage. Chloe reciprocated and the two girls were now wearing their bikinis and their shorts.
After a few more gyrations, they removed each other's shorts and were now wearing tiny bikinis that covered very little.
As they danced, the crowd began chanting, "Take it off! Take it off!" Amy reached over and untied Chloe's bikini top, letting it fall off of her body, revealing her nicely-shaped breasts. The crowd erupted in applause as Amy bent down to suck Chloe's nipples.
Chloe reciprocated, removing Amy's bikini top, tossing it in the growing pile of clothing. She rubbed Amy's larger breasts and sucked on her nipples, prompting more applause. As Chloe was sucking on her breast, Amy reached down and untied Chloe's bikini bottom, causing it to fall to the stage floor.
Now naked, Chloe untied Amy's bikini bottom and tossed it to the back of the stage. The crowd cheered as the two girls danced close together, rubbing their pussies against each other as they held each other's asses.
Chloe broke from Amy and got on her knees before her friend. Spreading the other girl's legs, she tentatively licked Amy's open pussy, causing the crowd to chant, "Eat her out! Eat her out!"
Hearing this, she ran her tongue up and down Amy's slit and put her tongue as far inside Amy's pussy as she could. Amy responded by putting her hands on Chloe's head, pushing her face deeper into her pussy.
Chloe broke from Amy's pussy and laid down on the stage floor, her legs spread wide. Amy turned around and bent down, putting her pussy in Amy's face as she bent forward to put her mouth on Chloe's lower lips.
"Sixty-nine!" the crowd chanted. "Sixty-nine!" As the crowd chanted, the two girls licked and sucked each other's pussies on stage, making sure the crowd could see exactly what they were doing to each other.
Chloe reached over and grabbed her bag, pulling out a double-headed dildo. With Amy's pussy close to her face, Chloe began working one head of the rubber toy inside her. After it was inserted, Amy turned around and placed the other head inside Chloe's pussy and the two girls began fucking each other with the toy, moving closer to each other until their crotches came into contact.
Bucking against each other, they finally reached orgasm, soaking the stage floor where they sat. They kissed each other, their tongues deep in the other's mouth. They stood up, with help from the MC and faced the crowd, naked, their wet pussies red and puffy, their faces flush from their shared orgasm. The crowd went nuts.
Smiling, they let the MC hold up their hands as he declared them the winner in their category, which was "over 30."
The girls grabbed their clothes and left the stage after giving one last bow. They were wearing their t-shirts, shorts and shoes when they got back to Chris but he saw the bikinis in their hands and knew they were naked underneath.
"That was some performance," Chris said as they headed back to the car. "You guys were hot."
"Thank you, kind sir," Chloe said, smiling. "The night's still young and we're both ready for some personal attention, if you know what I mean."
"Yes, I do," Chris said, wrapping his arms around the two girls.
They went back to the lake house and immediately headed to the upstairs bedroom. Chloe offered another pill to Chris, but he begged off.
"I won't need that tonight," he said. "Tonight, I want to just love you two if you don't mind." Chloe smiled and kissed her husband.
"Of course I don't mind," she said. They undressed and got in the bed, with Chris in the middle. They kissed each other and made gentle love for quite some time before finally falling asleep.
Once again, Chris awoke with two beautiful women working on his morning wood. He let them finish, enjoying the sensation. He looked at the clock as he got out of bed -- 9:30 am. There wasn't much time left before they would have to take Amy back to the airstrip for her noon flight back to New Orleans. He had originally considered burning some meat on the barbecue, but there just wasn't enough time. So they enjoyed a leisurely breakfast.



"Guys, this has been the best weekend of my life," Amy said. "Thank you for everything."
"Thank you for spending it with us," Chris said. Amy looked at Chris.
"I know this will probably never happen again," she told him. "But I want to thank you for letting us finally live out our fantasies. Actually, I've wanted to do something like this since that night on the balcony in New Orleans." Chris hugged her and gave her a kiss on the cheek.
"You're welcome," Chris said. "I'm glad we were able to give you a good birthday."
"It was the best, and I'll never forget it," she said. "And no, I'm still not giving you access to this," she added, holding up the remote control vibrator. "Chloe, maybe, but not you," she added, laughing. "I'd better go up and get packed and ready," she said, standing up.
Chloe went to her husband and wrapped her arms around him. She looked him in the eye and gave him a kiss.
"Thank you, my husband. This meant more to me than you'll ever know," she said.
"You're welcome, my wife," he said. "I had a great time."
"I knew you would," she said.
After Amy packed, they loaded her things in the car and drove her to the airstrip. They tearfully wished her a safe trip and watched as her plane took off. They went back to the house and cleaned up before they headed home. Both of them felt Amy's absence on the two-hour drive home.
Just before reaching their home, Chloe got a text saying Amy had gotten home safe and sound. She responded, thanking her for letting them know.
Their parents pulled into the driveway a few minutes after they unloaded their luggage. As they watched, their two boys jumped out of the car and ran toward them.
"Mommy! Daddy!" they yelled as they reached their parents. Chris and Chloe wrapped their arms around the boys and kissed them. Chris looked up to see his and Chloe's parents walking toward them.
"Hope you guys had a good weekend," Chris said.
"We had a great time," his mother said. "The boys were absolute angels and they had a lot of fun."
"I'm glad to hear that," Chris said. "Come on inside," he added.
They all went inside the house and nearly collapsed on the couches and recliners.
"You guys look like you had quite a weekend as well," Chloe's father said.
"We did, Dad, thanks," Chloe said. "Amy came up from New Orleans and spent the weekend with us."
"Yeah, I feel like I need a vacation from the holiday weekend," Chris said, prompting laughter.
"I'll bet you do, son," his father said with a knowing smile. After talking about their trip and their grandchildren for a while, Chris and Chloe's parents got up to leave.
"I know you guys need to get your beauty sleep, so we'll head on out," Chris' father said.
"Thanks for taking the kids with you, I know they'll never forget it," Chris said.
"It was our pleasure," his mother told them.
After they left, Chris and Chloe warmed up some leftovers and put the children to bed after eating a late dinner. Exhausted, they headed to bed as well.
Settling into the bed, Chloe looked at her husband and held out one of her small fingers. Chris knew what this meant and wrapped one of his fingers around hers.
"I love you so much," she said.
"I love you more," he answered. She shook her head.
"Nope," she said. "I love you more." After kissing her husband, she looked at him with a tear in her eye. "Am I still your Snugglebunny?" she asked. Chris smiled and kissed his wife back.
"Of course," he said. "Always and forever."
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Over and over again, he kept experiencing the same thing -- a bright flash of light, followed by searing pain, then darkness. From time to time, he would hear voices, but couldn't make out who they were from or what they were saying. He tried to speak, but couldn't. He tried to move but was unable to.
This time, however, the light was different. It was like looking through a fog but he couldn't make anything out and he couldn't focus on anything. Shadowy figures passed before him, and he tried calling out, but couldn't.
He began hearing noises but nothing he heard made any sense. He forced himself to move, but wasn't able to. He tried screaming, but nothing came out. Exhausted, he stopped to rest and the darkness came over him again.
A while later -- he didn't know how long -- the light returned. He willed himself to move and was finally able to, but it took all of his strength. He tried to yell, but the only thing that came out was a sickly gurgle. He felt like something was in his throat keeping him from talking.
A shadow moved in front of him, stopped for a moment and then ran off, making a loud noise. He saw more shadows, this time coming closer and gathering around him. He blinked his eyes, hoping to clear his vision. The shadows moved quickly around him, doing things to him he couldn't understand.
Then he heard someone speak.
"Mr. Smith, can you hear me?" a man's voice said. Who the fuck was 'Mr. Smith,' he wondered. Nevertheless, he could hear the man and tried nodding his head. It took a lot of work but he finally managed a weak nod.
As his vision began to clear, he could tell that he was in a hospital bed and the people around him -- all dressed in medical garb -- were working frantically to bring him back to consciousness. A man he presumed was a doctor mentioned something about seeing if he could breathe on his own. Soon, he felt tape being pulled off his face, and something was being pulled out of his throat.
Panting, he suddenly realized his throat was clear of obstruction and he took a few tentative breaths on his own, relishing the feel of inhaling air on his own.
"Good, good," the man said.
As he looked around, he could see a number of wires attached to his body, along with a blood pressure cuff on his upper arm and an IV inserted into his lower arm. He could also feel the catheter that had been placed inside his penis.
Looking on the wall, he saw the thinnest television he had ever seen in his life and noticed the chyron along the bottom of the screen that said something about a President Trump.
"Trump?" he asked himself. How long had he been here? The last he knew Barack Obama had only been in the White House for a few months.
"How... long?" he asked, weakly. The doctor looked at his thick chart before answering.
"From what I can tell, about 10 years, Mr. Smith," he said. Ten years? What the hell happened? And who was this Smith guy they all referred to, he wondered. "Just relax, Mr. Smith, we're going to check you out and get you set up for rehab."
As he watched, the nurses took his arms and legs out of the restraints holding him in the bed and the doctor made adjustments in his notes. He looked at another nurse before speaking.
"Do we have Mr. Smith's contact information available?" he asked. A young nurse looked in her computer and answered in the affirmative. "Very well, reach out and let them know." The nurse began making a call and the man wondered who would be coming to see him. His memory was still a bit foggy, but he remembered being married with an eight-year-old daughter.
My God, he thought, my daughter, Jenny, would be 18 now and probably ready to go to college. He thought about his wife, Lydia, but for some reason didn't seem to interested in seeing her. Something about seeing his wife -- he wasn't quite sure what -- actually repulsed and angered him.
"Well, Mr. Smith," the doctor said, "your vitals look good, but we're going to run some tests anyway. Once we get those back, we'll get this feeding tube out of you and get you up to your room. You're going to be our guest for a little while but we'll get you into a rehab facility and get you back on your feet, okay?" The man nodded.
"Doctor," he said, "who's 'Smith?'" The doctor looked down at his notes before looking back at him.
"Why, you are," he said. "It seems you may be experiencing some amnesia. I'm not surprised, really. You've been through a lot. That's okay. We'll get someone in to work with you. Now, you just relax and we'll get you set up." With that, the doctor left, giving instructions to a couple of nurses on his way out.
The man knew who he was, and it wasn't this "Smith" character. His name was Avery Wilson. He was born in 1972 to Dan and Barbara Wilson. He had a brother, Robert, who was a year older than him. He joined the Army at 18 right out of high school and was trained to become a sniper. He spent the next four years in various trouble spots around the world, including Kuwait.
He survived Desert Storm and finally got out in 1994, and went home to southern California, where he completed his Associate Degree in criminal justice in 1996. He had always wanted to be a policeman, so he joined the LAPD, where his military training was put to use. After graduating from the police academy, he was made a sharpshooter in 1997.
He met Lydia Jackson and after two years of dating, married her in 1999. Things were great, he thought, and their daughter, Jennifer, came along in October 2000. He stayed with the force while his wife worked as an attorney for the same firm where his brother was a partner. He won a rather large lottery in late 2008 and things went downhill from there.
About the time he won the lottery, he learned quite by accident that his wife had been in a long-standing affair with his brother. Fortunately, his good friend and confidant, Ben Jacobs, had talked him into letting him set up an overseas account under a different name so Lydia couldn't access most of his lottery winnings.
Ben, being an expert on things financial, managed the account for him. He also put him into contact with a real shark of an attorney who hated cheating spouses, and hated Robert even more. He also set up surveillance on Lydia and Robert and had managed to get pictures and video of their trysts.
He had planned on confronting his wife about her affair, but something happened. He couldn't remember the details of that night, but he was sure that it would all come back to him soon. The next thing he remembered was waking up in this hospital ward 10 years later.
Exhausted, he laid his head back down and watched the television as the nurses did their jobs. But who was this "Smith" character? What was that all about?
He considered his life as he watched the local news. According to the news, a Robert Wilson had declared himself to be a candidate for public office. He wondered if this Robert Wilson could possibly be his brother. As he watched, a well-dressed man with a bit of gray at his temples addressed a group of people outside a building somewhere in downtown Los Angeles. Next to him were two women -- Lydia and a teenage girl who looked like a grown-up version of his Jenny.
"And I promise the people of this great state that I'll bring ethics and accountability back into our state government," Robert said to some fanfare. "Sacramento is out of control and we get to get back to basics."
After this, Robert turned and kissed Lydia on the cheek. She was two years younger than Avery and, he thought, had the best looks money could buy.
"Wilson, who was joined by his wife and daughter, made his announcement this afternoon and is already ahead in the polls. Since the tragic shooting death of his brother, Avery, in 2009, Wilson has worked with the families of fallen police officers," the news announcer said, showing a picture of him in his police uniform.
"What the fuck?" the man thought as he watched the report. "Death? I'm not dead, you asshole," he said to himself. "And what's this about Jenny being Robert's daughter?"
He laid his head back down and tried to remember the last few days before he ended up in the hospital, but his mind kept drawing a blank. His mind wandered back over the main events of his life, hoping to find an answer.
He thought about Robert, his older brother. For as long as he could remember, Robert was the bane of his existence. Not only was he a bully, he delighted in taking whatever he could from his younger brother. Money, credit for whatever he did, his possessions, even his girlfriends. It seemed that no matter what he had, Robert wanted it whether he needed it or not.
Worse yet, his parents went along with whatever Robert said or did. And if Robert did something wrong, he always turned it around so his parents would end up punishing the younger sibling. He grew up hating his older brother. And the crap he put up with from his parents didn't help. Robert was the "good" son who would make something of himself, leaving Avery to be the black sheep.
It was so bad that he never told his family he had enlisted. He had just graduated from high school, and was off to boot camp the next day. He had signed the enlistment papers one day after school was out, went through all the physicals and was set to go. No one even knew where he was until he was forced to call home.
"You did what?" his father roared when he called. "You get your ass back home right now, young man."
"Fuck you," Avery said. "I'm over 18 and I'm already in boot camp. And there's not a goddamn thing you can do about it. Don't expect to hear from me again." And with that, he slammed the phone down, ending the call. He kept his word and never communicated with any of them until he graduated from the police academy in 1997. That wasn't his choice, by the way. They learned from the LAPD that he would be graduating and showed up to see him. He never forgot that day.
He spotted them while standing in formation. After the speeches, they stood to receive their certificates and he saw them, including Robert, watching as he became the newest officer on the force. After the ceremony, he tried his best to get away quickly, but was stopped when they blocked his path. And they didn't look too happy.
"You're not getting away from us again, Avery," his father said. "I knew you'd finally make something of yourself. I had hoped you would've gone to college to be a lawyer like your brother and I." Robert smirked, but the smirk quickly left his face.
"Yeah, well, this is my choice and it's something shithead here can't take from me," Avery said, glancing at Robert. "And for your information, I DID make something of myself in the Army."
"Avery, please," his mother, Barbara, said. "We haven't seen or heard from you in seven years. Can't you please be civil to us just once?"
"Maybe if just once you and Dad had given me some benefit of the doubt, things would've been different. But no, you always listened to HIM, always took HIS side in everything and never once gave me the time of day," he said. "This is MY day, and I'll be damned if I'm going to have you screw it up for me."
"Avery," Robert said. "I don't get it. Why do you hate me so much?"
"Are you fucking kidding me? You were a fucking bully. You took everything I ever had, even my girlfriends," he said. "You blamed me for every shitty thing you did, and you got them to believe all of your fucking lies," he added, motioning to his parents. His parents were shocked to hear him talk this way. He was always so quiet, so polite. Who is this man before them, they wondered.
"So guess what, asshole? I'm through with you. I've paid my dues and I'm making my own life. So stay the fuck out of it," he told Robert, his eyes burning with hatred.
"Avery, son, what happened to you?" his mother asked, shocked at her son's language. This wasn't the same quiet man who took whatever they dished out to him. He looked at his mother.
"I grew up, mother," he said. "I became a soldier and you know what? I've even killed men." She backed up a bit after hearing that. He continued. "Don't worry, mother, they were all bad guys and deserved it. I'm not the same person who grew up in your house and I don't take crap off of anyone." He looked at Robert before continuing. "Ever." He turned and walked away from them, leaving them open-mouthed.
He didn't see them again until the day he married Lydia. He met her at a police event shortly after becoming a cop. At the time, she worked in the Public Defender's office but was looking for a job with a major firm. He proposed a year to the day they met and she accepted. They decided to have a long engagement to make sure things would work out and got married a year later. Divorces were quite common among police officers.
He never invited his family to the wedding, but they showed up anyway. He saw them during the reception, when Lydia pointed them out.
"Isn't that your family?" she asked, pointing to his parents and Robert.
"Yeah," he said. "I don't know why they're here."
"You have to introduce me. Please?" she begged. Avery gave in and walked his bride over to them. They smiled as Avery introduced his wife.
"Well, it's so good to finally meet you," Avery's father said.
"I don't understand, Avery, why didn't we get an invitation to your wedding?" his mother asked.
"Must've been an oversight or something," Avery said. The truth was, he never invited them.
"I hear you're going to be joining our firm soon," Dan said. Avery looked shocked as Lydia looked at him. "Oh, I'm sorry, Avery, didn't you know? The board just accepted her today."
"No, I didn't know," Avery said as Robert smirked.
"I'm sorry, Avery, I didn't know I had been accepted until just now," Lydia said. Avery nodded his head.
"That's okay, dear," he said. "We'll talk about it later."
"Mind if I have a dance with my new sister-in-law?" Robert asked with a shit-eating grin. Avery pulled him off to the side and spoke to him in a quiet tone of voice so no one else could hear.
"Listen up, asshole," he told his older brother. "This isn't fucking high school. She's my wife, not some school girl."
"I understand," Robert said, condescendingly. Avery grabbed his shoulder.
"No, you don't. Do you know what I did in the Army?" Avery asked. Robert shook his head.
"No. I assume you were some kind of clerk or something," Robert said.
"No. I was a sniper. I killed motherfuckers like you for a living. And I can blow your balls off from 1,000 yards away," Avery said. "Understand?" The smirk left Robert's face and he looked at his younger brother, shocked.
"Is that a threat, Avery?" he asked. Avery shook his head.
"No, asshole. It's a goddamn fucking promise," he said.
"Okay, Avery, I got it," Robert said. "Hands off. Message received." They walked back to Lydia and his parents.
"May I have a dance, please?" Robert asked in a respectful tone of voice. Lydia looked at Avery who nodded his head in permission.
"What did you tell him?" his father asked after they left.
"I gave him a bit of sage brotherly advise," Avery said, watching his wife and brother dance. He was relieved to see they kept a respectful distance from each other. He turned back to his father.
"You know, Robert always managed to take my girl friends when we were in school," he said.
"I know, Avery," his father said. "Believe me when I tell you I didn't approve of it."
"Yeah, well, you never did anything to stop it, either. Even when he rubbed it in my face right in front of you," Avery told him. "This is different. She's my wife. And I damn well expect you to enforce your firm's morals clause."
"I understand, Avery," his father said. "Look, I'm sorry about everything that's happened, but it's all in the past. Can't we just put it behind us and move forward?"
"Please, Avery," his mother added. "Can you please set your hatred for us aside so we can be a family again?"
"We'll see, mother," Avery said. Barbara smiled.
"That's all I ask. I know you don't believe me, but we really do love you and we're so proud of what you've done," she said. Avery nodded his head and accepted his mother's hug.
"Thank you," he said. "you're right, I don't believe you but deep down, I love you too. There's a lot of hurt that needs to heal. And you can start by making sure HE doesn't get his hooks in my wife," he added, looking at his father.
"I understand, son," Dan said. "I'll take care of it personally."
"See that you do," Avery said as his wife and brother returned.
As they left the reception for their honeymoon in Las Vegas, Avery turned to see Robert and his father discussing something quietly while looking at them. He hoped for the best, but experience had taught him to expect the worst.
On the way to Vegas, Lydia talked to him about his relationship with his family.
"You know, your brother really is a very charming man," she said. "He even asked me to call him Bobby. Said all his friends call him that. But you don't. And he's your brother. Why?"
Avery told her about his childhood, how his brother had taken everything he had, even his girl friends. He told her about the spankings and groundings he received for things his brother had done and how his parents always sided with Robert over him.
"So, when the time came to leave, I did," he said. "I put it all behind me and built my own life."
"Oh my God," Lydia said. "I never knew. And they never mentioned you at all. Honestly, if I had known any of this, I never would have applied at their firm."
"It's okay," Avery told her. "But forewarned is fore-armed. Watch out for Robert. He's trouble. And yes, his charm is just a tool to get his way. Trust me, I've seen it happen too many times."
"You can trust me, sweetie," she said. "I'll never do anything to hurt you, ever."
He believed her, but he lived by the motto, 'trust but verify.' He kept an eye on her, what she wore to work, the times she had to work late, the way she smelled when she came home and her general demeanor. Two years after their marriage, Jenny was born. She was his little girl and could always be counted on to make him happy. Lydia turned out to be a great mother as well.
For the first several years, his wife gave no indication that anything was wrong, not even at the firm's various parties and functions. He even started warming up to his parents a bit and let them spend time with their granddaughter. But he still kept an eye on things. If there was something happening, they were very good at covering it up.
He met Ben Jacobs, an all-around "master-of-all-trades" who was into all sorts of things -- financial planning, private investigations, you name it, at a police seminar in San Diego in November 2008. The two hit it off, especially since Ben was also an Army veteran. They became fast friends and Avery felt like he could trust the man with his life.
That was when he first learned of Lydia's betrayal. The previous Christmas, he had bought two new Apple iPhones, which featured a virtual keyboard and allowed text messages to be sent. He kept one for himself and gave her the other. His reasoning was that they would help the two keep in touch no matter where they were.
He was on his way back to their home in Los Angeles County when his phone dinged, letting him know he had a message. He looked at the screen and was shocked at what he saw.



"Had a great time tonight, lover, see you tomorrow," it said. He verified the text came from Lydia's phone and put the phone away. While he didn't know who the "lover" was, he suspected it was Robert, since he didn't know who else she might see on the next day and he knew they often worked together on various projects and cases.
He had to come up with a plan before he got home so he pulled off the freeway in Orange County and called Ben.
"Hey, Avery, what's up?" Ben asked.
"Avery, I got a strange message on my phone and I need some help. Think you could work as my PI for a little while?" he asked.
"Sure, but it'll cost ya," Ben said.
"Yeah, okay," Avery said. He explained what had happened, and Ben said he would start looking into it.
"In the meantime, don't do anything stupid," Ben said. "Don't go blowing your brother's balls off, you hear me?"
"Yeah, I hear ya," Avery said.
"Give me some time. It might take me a bit to get some evidence you can use against them, especially since they've been so careful up until now," Ben told him.
"Okay, stay in touch," Avery said.
"Will do," Ben said, ending the call. How could she, Avery asked himself. He fought back the tears but lost. Even now, he teared up, thinking about that day.
The nurse's voice brought him back to the present day...
"Are you alright, Mr. Smith?" the nurse asked. He suddenly realized he was crying and wiped his eyes.
"Yeah," he croaked through parched lips. "Can I get something to drink?"
"Sure, Mr. Smith. I'll be right back," she said, walking to the nurse's station. She came back a moment later with a cup of ice water. As he sipped on the water, the doctor came into the room.
"Well, good news, Mr. Smith," he said. "All of your tests came back good, so we're going to get that feeding tube out of you and get you up to your room." A couple nurses came into the room and began working on him. Soon, he was being transported to a private room, where he actually got to eat real food for the first time in a decade.
He watched the news as he ate and when he was finished, he heard a knock on the door.
"Come in," he said, his voice still weak.
"Johnny boy, how are you doing," the man said as he came inside. Avery looked at him and didn't recognize him at first. "It's me, Ben, remember?"
"Yeah, I was just thinking about you," he said. Ben sat down next to Avery's bed and pulled up a briefcase after closing the door.
"How are you feeling?" he asked as he opened the case. Avery nodded his head.
"Weak, but getting stronger," he said. "Tell me, Ben, what the fuck happened? Why does everyone keep calling me 'Mr. Smith?' and why did you call me 'Johnnie'?"
"That's because Avery Wilson died 10 years ago," Ben said. Avery/John looked at him, shocked.
"What? How?" he asked. "But I'm still alive." Ben shook his head.
"No, Avery is dead," he said. "Your name is John Smith. According to the official record, Avery was killed during a home invasion that took place when he went back to get some things out of his house. How much do you remember?" The man shook his head. Ben pulled out a laptop and set it up in front of him. "Watch this," he said, bringing up a video.
The video showed his wife, Robert and Dan in a hotel room. Lydia was on all fours as Dan and Robert took her from both ends. After their climax, they sat on the bed and sipped their drink.
"Avery will be coming over tomorrow to get the rest of his things," Lydia said.
"Good," Dan said. "We can take care of him then." He looked at Robert. "Think you have the balls to blow your own brother away?" Robert laughed.
"Seriously?" he asked. "Hell yes. I've been wanting to do that motherfucker in for a long time." Dan and Lydia smiled.
"See that you do," Dan said. "Make it look like a home invasion and for crying out loud, clean yourself up good and don't leave anything behind."
"I got it under control," Robert said.
As John sat, shocked at hearing his family plot to murder him, Ben brought up another video.
This video showed Avery tied to a chair as Robert and Lydia were on the bed, naked, having sex. After they finished, they sat on the bed and looked at Avery, who was shaking his head. He tried to cry out, but was gagged and couldn't say anything. Robert grabbed a shotgun and pointed it at Avery as Lydia laughed.
"Well, well, look here," he said in the video. "The stupid cuck is waking up, finally. Wakey, wakey." As Avery focused on the scene before him, he began struggling. "Don't waste your time, little brother. What do you think? I've taken your wife in your bed right in front of you, your daughter is really mine and now, I'm going to take your life," he said as Lydia laughed. He pointed the shotgun and fired once, knocking Avery and the chair over.
"Is he dead?" Lydia asked. "Please tell me you killed him." Robert walked over to Avery and prodded the body with the shotgun. Getting no response, he put the shotgun down.
"Help me get him out of this chair," he told Lydia. "It has to look like he was shot by a burglar." Lydia got off the bed and joined Robert and the two of them took Avery out of the chair, arranging his body so it looked as though he was surprised and shot by an intruder. They took a shower, changed clothes and left. The video ended, but picked up later when Avery's body was put on a gurney by paramedics. As they watched, Lydia and Robert were heard crying in the background.
"So you had video of Robert shooting me but did nothing with it?" John asked.
"I had no choice," Ben said. "The feds told me to bury it. It seems your father and brother were under investigation for work they've been doing with some rather shady characters."
"Organized crime?" John asked. Ben nodded his head.
"Among other things," he said. "Hell, who do you think is bankrolling your brother's run for the state Senate?"
"So how did I survive?" John asked.
"Apparently someone upstairs really likes you," Ben said. "There was a lot of damage, but fortunately, Robert is a much better lawyer than shooter. It was a bit of a medical miracle that you survived at all. If you hadn't gone into a coma, the feds would've had you under witness protection. As it was, they were able to make it look as though you had died. They even got hold of a body that looked a lot like you for the funeral."
"Was Lydia there?" John asked. Ben laughed as he nodded his head.
"Oh yeah, she played the grieving widow role to the hilt," Ben said. John laughed.
"What about Jennifer?" John asked.
"She'll be going to college soon," Ben said. "She's missed you a lot and blames her mother for what happened. She's quite resourceful. You'd be real proud of her."
"So, who's been paying for all this?" John asked.
"Well, you remember that lottery ticket you won?" he asked. John nodded his head. "You trusted me with it if you recall, so I made some investments and put it all in an off-shore account. It's grown quite a bit, and that's what's been paying for your hospital stay. There's enough in that account to take care of you for the rest of your life if you're careful."
"Thank you for that," John said.
"My pleasure," Ben said. "So, what do you see happening from here on?"
"I'd like to see my daughter," John said. "And I need to get revenge on the assholes who did this to me. All of them." Ben nodded his head.
"I understand," he said. "I had a feeling you might say that."
They talked for a while longer and discussed their plans for the future, which included revenge on Lydia, Robert and Avery's parents. John even considered putting his sniper skills to use against them, but Ben talked him out of that.
"Wouldn't you rather see them suffer for a while first?" Ben asked, a wicked smile coming over his face.
"What do you have in mind?" John asked. His mood improved considerably as Ben laid out a potential plan. By the time Ben left, John was in a great mood. He even embraced his new identity with a vengeance. Oh yes, he thought to himself. They would all pay for what they had done to him.
He spent the next few days in the hospital, getting stronger with each passing day. His mind went over the events that led to his shooting.
He thought back to the final days of his previous life...
December 2008:
After Avery received the text message from Lydia, he authorized Ben to set up hidden cameras and microphones in his house. Ben went all out and even put hidden microphones in his wife's car. He had no idea where the devices were, which, he surmised, was probably a good idea.
Ben somehow managed to get hidden cameras set up in their offices. He didn't know how his friend managed that and didn't ask.
Two weeks after getting the text, he received an email from his friend to come by his office.
"Hey, Avery," Ben said as he walked in and shook hands. "Are you ready for this?" Avery shook his head.
"I don't know," he said. Ben nodded his head in understanding.
"It's not pretty," he said. He held out a large packet of photos that showed Lydia and Robert in a variety of compromising positions. From what he could tell, all of their trysts took place either in a hotel room or their office. Some of the photos showed Lydia with both Robert and his father, Dan, at the same time. One photo showed his mother, Barbara, guiding Robert's cock into his wife's pussy as his father watched. It took everything he had to keep from getting sick.
"There's more," Ben said, starting a video on his computer. As Avery watched, Lydia was sucking his father's cock as Robert took her from behind. He recognized his father's office. As he watched, Lydia took both of their loads and the two men switched places to repeat the performance. Once they finished, Dan poured them a drink and they settled into their seats, still naked.
"You know, we've been very careful to keep all this from Avery, but you know he's going to figure it out pretty soon," Lydia said. "He may be a boy scout, but he's not stupid." Robert and his father laughed.
"Please," Robert said condescendingly. "We've been doing this for, what, five or six years? He still hasn't figured it out yet. We could probably fuck right in front of him and he wouldn't know what's going on." Dan laughed.
"Maybe we should fill him in this Christmas," he said. "How about this. After dinner this Christmas, we slip him a little something and let him watch. We'll give him a little incentive and if he doesn't go along with the program, then we revert to plan B."
"Plan B?" Lydia asked. "You mean, let our friends from back East take him out?"
"Something like that," Dan said. "Your husband isn't the only sniper out there, you know." Lydia laughed.
"You think Barb will go along with that?" Lydia asked.
"Who do you think came up with the idea?" Dan said. Lydia lifted her glass.
"Well then, here's to Barb and Christmas dinner," she said, smiling. The two men joined her. Avery felt even sicker after the video ended.
"My God," he said. "They're all in on it. Even my mother."
"Avery, you need to be very careful going forward," Ben said. "There's other videos in here as well and they're all just as bad. So far, they've been very careful. From what I've been able to determine, they've only been getting together about once a week or so, until just the last few months." Ben pulled out a business card.
"I've taken the liberty of setting you up with the meanest divorce layer in the area. I've already given her the evidence I've shown you," he said. "Use my phone and set up an appointment. She's waiting to hear from you." Avery called and arranged to see the attorney that afternoon.
"What about their plot to take me out?" Avery asked.
"I've provided that info to the FBI," Ben said. "But I'm not convinced anything's going to come from it. Right now, it's just talk. There's no evidence to suggest anything has actually been arranged. The bottom line, Avery, is that you need to be very careful. Act normally, if you can. I know it's going to be hard, but you have to protect yourself. Anyway, keep in touch and I'll let you know if I get anything else."
Avery thanked his friend and headed out to see his attorney.
He made it to the office of Sally MacIntosh, his attorney. The receptionist ushered him in after he introduced himself.
"Good afternoon, Officer Wilson," Sally said, shaking his hand.
"Please call me Avery, Ms. MacIntosh," he said.
"Only if you call me Sally," she said in response. She pulled out a large folder and got right to business. Avery was impressed. "I already spoke with Ben, and he provided me with the evidence he collected. I must tell you, this is probably the most messed-up situation I've ever seen in my career. So, what are you expecting out of this?"
"Well, I'd like custody of my daughter, if she really is mine, and I don't want to give her any support. I'd also like to go after Robert and my ex-parents," he said. Sally nodded her head.
"You know that California is a no-fault state as far as divorce is concerned," Sally said. "We can file under 'irreconcilable differences,' and use the evidence as a bargaining chip in the division of property. As for custody, I'm afraid you're going to be on the short end of the stick there as most judges here give custody to the mother. There's a chance that given your wife's earnings you might be able to get away without having to give her support. We can make that argument and see what the judge says."
"What about Robert and the rest of my family?" he asked.
"Unfortunately, California law doesn't allow for lawsuits citing alienation of affection. We might be able to find other grounds for a lawsuit, but I'm not too sure anything will come of it," she said.
"Alright," Avery said. "Do what needs to be done."
"When would you like to have her served?" Sally asked. Avery thought for a moment.
"Christmas Day," he said. "At my parent's house." Sally laughed.
"You're cold-blooded," she said. "Divorce for Christmas. I like it. Given what I've seen, I'll also throw in an order of protection keeping her and your family as far away from you as possible."
"Thanks," Avery said.
"I'm really sorry about all this, Avery. You seem like a good man," Sally said, ending the meeting.
Avery drove home in a fog, processing everything he had seen and heard. Never in his life would he have thought that his entire family would conspire against him like this.
Lydia sensed that something was wrong and tried to approach him.
"What's wrong, dear?" she asked. Avery shook his head in disbelief.
"I just have a lot on my mind," he said. "One of my friends found out his wife is cheating on him. He's really taking it very hard."
"I'm sorry to hear that," she said. "I'd never do that to you." Yeah, right, he thought. "You know that, don't you?" He looked at her before shaking his head.
"I hope to God you never do," he said in a monotone. Lydia wasn't sure how to take this. Does he really know, she asked herself.
He stayed in his study after she left, and looked at the evidence Ben gave him. He shook his head in disbelief.
"Are you coming to bed?" Lydia asked. Avery shook his head and waved her off.
"I've got a lot on my mind. You go on up," he said. He ended up sleeping on the couch in his study. Lydia woke him up the next morning.
"Why didn't you come to bed last night?" she asked. "I was looking forward to some loving." He looked at her in disbelief.
"I was just going through some things," he said.
"Well, you know we have our company Christmas party tonight, right?" she asked. He nodded his head. "I'll expect you at the office about 4:30 this afternoon. And I hope your mood improves before then."
"Yeah, sure," he said. She bent down to kiss him and hit his cheek as he turned his head.
"Love you," she said as she walked out.
"Yeah, me too," he said halfheartedly. Does he know, she asked herself as she walked out.
That afternoon, Avery went to his wife's Christmas party, which was always held at the office where she worked. Robert met him as he walked in.
"Well, look who the cat dragged in," he said, his speech slurred from alcohol. Avery shook off the offer of a drink and grabbed a bottle of water.
"What, you're too fucking good to drink with us now?" Robert asked.
"I'm still on duty," Avery said. "And I hope you're not planning to drive tonight."
"What, is little brother going to arrest me?" Robert slurred.
"Only if you break the law," Avery said. Lydia and his father came up to him. Lydia went to kiss him, but he turned his head.
"Avery's threatening to arrest me," Robert said. "Can you believe that shit?" Dan looked at him.
"I'd probably arrest you too, after all you've had to drink," Dan said. He reached out to shake Avery's hand. "Good to see ya, son. Come on in and join the party." Avery kept his hand on his sidearm and followed his father and wife. Lydia wrapped her arm around her husband's.
"Relax," she said. "You look like you're expecting someone to attack you." Avery looked at his wife.
"Police in uniform are always targets, you know that," he said. He took in his surroundings and noticed the looks of pity he received. A few of Lydia's co-workers shook his hand and thanked him for his service, but he saw it in their eyes. They knew -- all of them.
After a while, he excused himself and went to the men's room. Robert was there, washing his hands. Avery saw the large diamond-encrusted Rolex on his arm.
"Nice watch," Avery said. "Is that new?" Robert took it off and handed it to Avery.
"Yeah," he said. "It was a gift." Avery looked at it and turned it over.
"Merry Christmas. With all our love. Your two girls, Lydia and Jenny," the inscription said. Avery handed the watch back, taking in the smirk on Robert's face.
"Nice," Avery said as he finished. He washed his hands and left before Robert could say anything. He caught up with Lydia and his father as they were talking to someone.
"I have to go," he said. "Something has come up and I need to deal with it." Lydia turned to kiss him, but he left before she could say or do anything. He didn't look back. At that point, he didn't care.
After his shift ended, he went to a bar and nursed a couple beers before heading home. Why did she do it, he asked himself.
Lydia was home by the time he got there and she was pissed.
"Where were you?" she asked.
"I finished my shift and went for a couple beers," he said. "What do you care, anyway?"
"I care," she said. "You're my husband and I love you."
"How much did Robert's Rolex cost you?" he asked. Lydia's eyes grew wide.
"You saw that?" she asked.
"Yeah, I saw it. And I saw what you had inscribed. 'Your two girls?' Seriously? Is Jenny his daughter? Tell me, wife," he said.
"He's her uncle and my brother-in-law," she said. "That's all."
"Really?" Avery asked. "Please don't insult my intelligence. I saw the looks everyone at your office gave me. I'm not stupid."
"It's not what you think," she said.
"Yeah, right. Sorry, I don't believe you," he said. "Look, you've been asking what I want for Christmas. Right now, all I want is your signature."
"My signature?" she asked. "On what?"
"On the divorce papers," he said.
"Divorce?" she asked. "I don't want a divorce. I love you. You're my husband."
"Sure you do," he said. "When you spread your legs for another man, that's exactly what you're saying. I know a lot more than you may think, so don't lie to me. I just want to know two things."
"What?" she asked.
"Why and how long," he said. Lydia's eyes fell on the floor.
"It's been going on since a few months after I started with the firm," she said.
"You mean, this has been going on for most of our marriage?" he asked. She nodded her head.
"I'm sorry," she said. "I didn't want to hurt you. It was only sex and Robert said you got off on it."



"Didn't you remember anything I told you about Robert?" Avery asked. "Did I ever give you any indication that I would enjoy being cuckolded?"
"I'm sorry," she said. "He was just so slick and charming. I did everything I could to keep you from finding out."
"When did my father get in on the action?" he asked. Lydia's eyes grew wide.
"How did you know?" she asked.
"It doesn't matter how. How long have you been fucking my father?" he asked.
"That started about a year ago," she said. "We were all very careful. We really didn't want to hurt you."
"Am I Jenny's father?" he asked.
"Of course you are," she said.
"You'll forgive me if I don't believe you," Avery said. "I'll have DNA tests done to find out for sure."
"How dare you," she began before Avery exploded.
"No, bitch," he said. "How dare YOU! You know how much I hated that bastard, but you just had to go and fuck him anyway. And my father. No, all of this is on YOU. And yes, I'm filing for divorce. All these years, I've loved you and you alone. I'm the one who took care of you when you were sick and I'm the one who took care of Jenny because you were too busy. You were my life and you stabbed me in the back. Fuck you. Now, leave me the fuck alone. I'll try not to screw up the holiday for Jenny, but you and fuckwad better not screw with me. Period."
He grabbed a few things and set up house in his office. He avoided his wife as much as he could and said nothing to her. He spent as much time as he could with his daughter, knowing that soon, he would become a part-time father.
Ben contacted him later, telling him he had some new video.
"Looks like you really stirred up a hornet's nest," Ben said as Avery walked in the office. Ben started the latest video as Avery sat down. The video came from his father's office. As usual, the three lovers were naked, engaging in their usual activity.
"He knows," Lydia said. Robert and Dan shrugged their shoulders.
"So what," Robert said. "Doesn't change anything."
"He's filed for divorce," Lydia said.
"Have you been served yet?" Dan asked. Lydia shook her head.
"Not yet, but I expect it'll happen soon," she said.
"Well, I guess we'll just have to educate your husband, let him know the deal. He can either go along or get royally fucked," Dan said.
"Just be careful," Lydia said.
"Don't worry," Robert said. "He's just a stupid fucking cop. He can't do anything to us." Avery sat quiet as the video ended.
"Be very careful," Ben said. "I've already forwarded this to Sally and I've spoken with your supervisor. He tells me he'll have patrols out keeping an eye on things." Ben handed him a key to an apartment he had arranged for Avery to stay at for a while. Avery thanked him before heading out.
On Christmas morning, Lydia asked if he was going to his parent's house.
"Yeah, I'll be there," he said. She bent down to kiss him, but he waved her off. "Save it for your lovers," he said.
"Please don't screw up Christmas," she said as she walked out with Jenny.
"You mean any more than you've already screwed it up?" he asked. "Go on, get out of here. I'll be along shortly." After he saw Lydia leave, he put his uniform on, making sure he had his body armor. He already had most of his clothes and personal items packed and in his car. He called the process server to verify the time he would be at the Wilson residence and arranged to meet him there, then called his shift supervisor to have a patrol car standing by.
He timed his arrival carefully and met the process server a block away. The man got into his car and he pulled up in front of the house. They got out and Avery rang the bell. Avery's father answered the door, and looked shocked when he saw his son and another man.
"What's the meaning of this, Avery?" he asked. "You don't need to ring the bell. We've all been wondering when you were going to get here."
"Please, Mr. Wilson," Avery said in his best cop voice, his hand on his sidearm. "I'm here on official business. Is Lydia Wilson here?"
"Yes, she is, you know that. Please come in," Dan said. Avery shook his head.
"Not today, Mr. Wilson. Have Mrs. Wilson come to the door, please," Avery said. Dan nodded his head and motioned for Lydia, who showed up with Jenny. The process server addressed her.
"Mrs. Lydia Wilson?" he asked. She nodded her head as he verified her identity and handed her the envelope. "You've been served." Lydia began crying as she opened the envelope.
"You're serving me with divorce papers on Christmas?" she asked, tears streaming down her cheeks. "How could you?"
"That's a lot better than what you and my former family had planned for me, I think," Avery said. Jenny started crying as she watched her mother and looked up at her father. He knelt down and hugged his daughter.
"What's going on, Daddy?" she asked.
"I'm sorry, sweetheart, but your mother has decided she doesn't love me anymore," he said, holding her as she cried. "I'll see you as soon as I can, and never forget that I love you, okay?" Jenny, crying, turned to her mother and kicked her in the shins.
"I HATE you," she cried as she ran away. Dan pushed his way beside a wailing Lydia.
"How dare you come here and disrupt our family Christmas," he bellowed.
"Mr. Wilson, consider yourself fortunate that I'm not going to arrest you and the rest of your family for conspiracy," Avery said, handing him another envelope that contained pictures and video from their trysts at the Marriot. He was very careful not to include anything that was recorded in their offices. By now, Barbara and Robert had come to the door.
"What's going on?" Barbara asked.
"Avery just served Lydia with divorce papers," Dan said. "He knows." Barbara stepped back, her face turning white.
"Yes, and I know all about what the four of you had planned for me," Avery said. "I suggest you look very carefully at the protection order and follow it to the letter. I will have no problem arresting you if you violate it."
"Protection order?" Robert shouted. "Why, I ought to kick your ass right now," he added, reaching out to Avery. Dan intercepted him as Avery prepared to pull his sidearm.
"Don't touch him, stupid," Dan yelled. Robert pulled his hand back. Dan looked at Avery.
"Okay, asshole, if that's the way you want to play it. You could've been part of something great, but you fucking blew it," he said.
"I thought I was part of something great," Avery said. He looked at Lydia. "I'll call you after the first and schedule a time when I can get the rest of my things. In the meantime, I suggest you obey the order and stay away from me."
"Okay, Avery," she said. "I'm sorry."
"Yeah," Avery said. "Goodbye. Merry fucking Christmas."
Avery went to the apartment Ben had set up for him and unpacked. Merry fucking Christmas, indeed. He spent the rest of the day drowning his sorrows in a bottle of Jack Daniels.
The next week, he received a call from his father.
"I want to see you in my office this afternoon," Dan ordered. Avery laughed.
"People in hell want ice water, too," he said. "Ain't gonna happen. Have you forgotten about the order of protection? If you want to meet, you can call my attorney and arrange a meeting at her office with her present." He ended the call before Dan could say anything else and contacted Sally. She wasn't thrilled that he called during her holiday time off but listened to what Avery said and agreed to meet with Dan, Robert and Lydia in her office. She also agreed to contact Dan and set it up.
That afternoon, the five of them met in a conference room at Sally's office.
"Couldn't this have waited until after the New Year?" Sally asked.
"No, it couldn't," Dan said.
"Are you Mrs. Wilson's attorney?" Sally asked. Dan looked at Robert.
"Robert Wilson and I are both her attorneys," he said.
"I guess you really don't care about things like conflict of interest, do you?" Sally asked. "Well, we'll see what the state bar has to say about that. What's so important that you just had to meet with my client during the holiday?" Dan pulled a folder out of his briefcase and set it on the table.
"I want Avery to call off this stupid divorce and sign this agreement," he said. Sally read the paper inside and laughed. She handed the paper to Avery, who also read it, not believing what he was seeing.
"You honestly expect my client to sign away his rights as a husband and to agree to let his wife have sex with you and his brother? Mr. Wilson, you're out of your fucking mind, and rest assured I am going to take this before the state bar. Now get out of my office before I have you thrown out," she said.
"I'm going to fucking destroy you," Dan told Avery. "When I'm finished with you, you'll wish to God you'd never been born."
"You do know it's a violation of the law to communicate a threat against a police officer," Sally said. "Get out before I have you all arrested." Red-faced, Dan, Lydia and Robert left the office. Avery apologized to Sally and thanked her profusely.
"I can't wait to get that asshole in front of a judge," she said as she locked up her office.
Avery kept his word and called Lydia after the New Year to schedule a time so he could pick up the rest of his things. She told him that no one would be at the house and he naively believed her. As soon as he entered the house, he felt a prick on his neck before everything went dark.
He was still pretty groggy when he realized that he was tied up to a chair. He tried to move but couldn't and realized that tape had been placed over his mouth. He struggled, but wasn't able to free himself. He heard someone say something about taking his life before he saw the brilliant flash of light. That was the last thing he remembered before waking up in the hospital.
...
To be continued...
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John's rehab had gone better than anyone could have imagined. Not only had he regained his memory, but his body had recovered quite well and he now felt as strong as he ever had. He noticed that the doctors had done some reconstructive surgery on his face, apparently in an effort to deal with the scars from the shooting. It wasn't much, and it left some small scars, but it was enough to make him look considerably different than before.
Ben had also provided him with special contacts intended to disguise the color of his eyes. According to Ben, his daughter had a habit of visiting his grave-site at least once a week, usually on Tuesday mornings on her way to school. John wanted to see Jenny up close and personal, and they decided it would be best if he could disguise his eye color when they finally met.
They also had agreed on a plan of revenge, which would be set in motion when John was released from rehab. Fortunately, today was the day.
Ben arrived at the rehab center as John was getting his final instructions. He gathered his belongings and went to his friend's car. On the way to the apartment Ben had set up for him, they discussed their plan of action and agreed not to start until John had a chance to meet Jenny. Once at the complex, Ben helped his friend carry his belongings upstairs.
John looked around at the one-bedroom apartment. He was impressed with the furniture Ben had picked out for him and was especially impressed with the very large flat screen television mounted on the wall.
After showing him around, Ben handed him the keys to the apartment, the keys to a brand new SUV, and his new bank cards. John had reintroduced himself to the latest technology while in rehab and learned how to use a smartphone and the latest Windows operating system, and was able to start using the new computer Ben had set up in the front room.
After thanking his friend, John settled in for the rest of the day. He took the SUV out for a spin later just to get the feel of driving. He knew that he would have to get used to driving in southern California again, and he wasn't looking forward to that at all.
He stopped at a liquor store and picked up a bottle of Jack Daniels and a pack of cigarettes. He hadn't smoked since he joined the police force, but he felt the old urge and figured that since he was already technically dead, it didn't matter anymore.
He got back home and rested for the day, watching some television. After relaxing with a glass of JD and a cigarette, he went to bed for the night.
He woke up early the next day, showered, dressed and headed out for the cemetery, hoping to get there before Jenny. He found the grave marker and took a seat to wait, nursing the cup of coffee he bought on the way. Soon, he spotted her walking down the path. He put his nearly-empty cup in the trash bin and got up. She stopped at the grave and seemed to be saying something when he stepped up next to her. She looked at him before speaking.
"Did you know my father?" she asked. He nodded his head before speaking.
"Yes, as a matter of fact, I did. We were in the Army together," John said. He extended his hand. "Smith. John Smith," he said. Jenny took his hand and looked at him carefully.
"Jenny Wilson. Good to meet you, Mr. Smith - John Smith." He smiled.
"Please, call me John," he said. She smiled before turning back to the grave marker.
"He was a hero, you know," she said. "Served on the police force also." Tears came to her eyes as she spoke.
"You really miss your father, don't you?" he asked. She nodded her head.
"I haven't seen him since I was eight years old," she said. "I miss him so much. I like to come here early in the morning and say hello. My mother would kill me if she knew."
"Really?" John asked.
"Yeah," she said. "She married my uncle after my dad was killed. My dad had just filed for divorce. He was killed shortly afterward."
"Do you know how it happened?" John asked.
"Supposedly, he was shot by a burglar," she said.
"I take it you don't believe that," John said. She shook her head.
"My dad was the best cop there was. I don't believe he was caught by surprise," she said. "I can't prove otherwise, though."
"What do you think happened?" John asked.
"I don't know," she said. "I just can't believe a burglar caught him by surprise." John nodded his head.
"It happens, you know," he said.
"Yeah, but not to my dad," Jenny said.
"So, if you don't mind my asking, have you decided what you want to do with your life?" John asked.
"I don't mind, John," she said. "I plan on going to UCLA this fall. I want to be a lawyer, but not like my mother or my uncle. I want to be a prosecutor. I want to put bad guys away. I think I owe it to my dad."
"Your dad would be very proud of you," John said, tears coming to his eyes. He wanted so much to wrap his arms around this girl and tell her it was going to be okay and that he was proud of her. She looked at him for a while before speaking.
"I have to get going now, John. Would you mind if we stayed in touch? I don't know why but I feel safe with you, even though we just met. Something about you reminds me of my dad," she said. John smiled.
"Sure, Jenny. May I give you my number? Please feel free to call me any time you need to," he said.
"Sure," she said, smiling. "I hope you don't mind if I call at odd hours." He shook his head.
"Not at all, Jenny," he said. "Call me any time you want." They exchanged numbers and Jenny left. He headed for his SUV, and didn't see Jenny put his discarded coffee cup in a plastic bag. He also didn't see her write down the number on his license plate.
John left the cemetery and headed for Griffith Park Observatory. It was time to put the plan in motion. Once he got there, he looked out over the city - a place where he once served as a police officer. He pulled out two of the burner phones Ben had purchased. He activated the first one, set the number to "private" and connected the voice changer device Ben gave him. He selected the effect he wanted, then dialed a number. A woman answered on the second ring. He recognized the voice as belonging to Lydia.
"Lydia Wilson," she said abruptly.
"Why? Why did you kill me?" he asked before hanging up. He quickly turned the phone off and removed the battery.
Unknown to him, Lydia had just left a meeting with some of her husband's backers when the call came in. She heard the message and tried to respond, but the call had already ended. She thought it sounded like her deceased husband, Avery, but she couldn't be sure. Surely Avery wasn't calling her from the grave, she said to herself. She thought about returning the call until she realized the incoming number was set to "private." She knew her current husband had enemies and wondered if the call came from one of them.
John, meanwhile, had activated the second phone. This time, he used it to send a text message to Robert's phone with an attached picture. The caption read, "Remember my promise..." and the photo was one recently taken of Robert just outside his office with a set of cross-hairs over his groin. After he confirmed the message was sent, he turned off the phone and removed the battery. Both phones were later smashed, with the pieces dropped in various trash bins around the area.
Robert, of course, saw the photo and read the caption. He knew it referred to the promise Avery had made to him on his wedding day so long ago. But this was impossible, he thought. Avery had been dead for 10 years and no one, not even Lydia, knew what his younger brother had told him.
Things were tense in the Wilson household that night. Robert and Lydia shared their experience with each other, but chalked it up to a political enemy and thought no more about it.
John followed the plan he and Ben had agreed to and waited three days before making his second round of calls. This time, he traveled to nearby Orange County before sent a screen shot of the video showing Robert shooting him to Lydia. The message caption simply read, "Your sins will find you out..."
The call to Robert's phone was also different. This time, he whispered, "Remember, I can blow your balls off from 1,000 yards away," before hanging up. As before, he destroyed both phones and deposited the pieces in various trash bins before heading back home.
Both Robert and Lydia were getting very nervous by now. No one but them and Avery knew of the events in that bedroom ten years ago and Avery was dead. How could this be happening, they asked each other.
Following the plan John and Ben laid out, no more calls or text messages were sent out for a couple days. John knew that Ben was busy getting information on Robert so he spent his free time catching up with the events of the last ten years. Then he received a call. Opening his smartphone, he noticed that it was from Jenny.
"John Smith," he answered.
"Hi, John, this is Jenny. Remember me?" He smiled. He could never forget his little girl.
"Sure," he said. "What can I do for you?"
"Can we meet tomorrow morning at my dad's grave? About 6:00 am?" she asked.
"Of course," he said. "I'll be there. Is everything alright?"
"I need to talk to someone, really bad," she said.
"Okay, I'll see you there in the morning," he told her.
"Thanks," she said before hanging up. He wondered what it was she needed to talk to him about.
The next day, he sat at the bench near the grave-site and waited for Jenny. She arrived right on time and sat next to him.
"Good morning," he said. She returned the greeting. He could tell she was very nervous about something.
"Penny for your thoughts," he said. She looked at the grave then back at him. She opened her purse, pulled out an envelope and handed it to him. "What's this?" he asked.
"You know, I remember the last time I ever saw my dad alive," she said. "After the funeral, my mother married my Uncle Robert and he insisted I call him 'Dad.' I refused, even though it made my mother mad. He kept telling me that he was my father but I didn't believe him. Now I have the truth. He's not my real dad." She looked at his face. "You are." John was shocked. How could she know, he wondered. She pointed to the envelope.
"I'm sorry for the intrusion but after we met, I grabbed your coffee cup and your cigarette butt from the trash. You know those things will kill you," she said. He laughed. "Something about you reminded me of that day ten years ago. You know, you can wear contacts to change the color of your eyes, get facial surgery, change your hair color, even mess up your fingerprints. But you can't change your DNA. They were able to get enough saliva off what I found that they were able to identify you as my father with 99.9 percent certainty."
"Wow," John said. "Ben was right about you, you are resourceful. You're going to make a hell of a prosecuting attorney some day." Jenny smiled.
"So, who are you, really? And who's buried in my father's grave if it isn't you?" she asked.
"The man you knew as Avery Wilson died ten years ago," he said. "My name really is John Smith. You can thank the feds for that. The official story is that Avery was killed during a home invasion."
"But that's not the truth, is it?" she asked. He shook his head.
"No," he said. "Not even close."
"I knew it. I want the truth, Dad," she said. "You owe me that." He loved hearing her call him "dad," and he knew she was right, but he wasn't sure she could handle the whole truth.
"Are you really sure about that?" he asked. "It's a lot worse than you can imagine." He saw tears in her eyes.
"Yes, I need to know," she said. "No matter how bad."
"Things aren't going well at the Wilson household, I take it," John said. Jenny shook her head.
"No," she said. "Mom and Robert have been on edge the last few days. From what I gather, they've been getting strange calls and text messages and it's really got them upset."
"But there's more, isn't there?" John asked. Tears flowed down her cheeks even though she tried to keep from crying. "Have they hurt you?" She broke down crying and John wrapped his arms around her. It felt so good to hold his girl again, and he wanted to ease her pain.
"You'll probably hate me if I tell you," she said. John shook his head.
"I could never hate you," he said. "You're my little princess and always will be." She loved hearing him say that and composed herself as best she could before continuing.
"Robert has been molesting me," she said quietly. John felt rage as she spoke.
"How long has it been going on?" he asked.
"Since I was about 13," she said. The fucking bastard, John thought.
"Have you called 911?" he asked. She nodded.
"A couple of times," she said. "They sent someone out and examined me, but Mom said it wasn't true. Afterward, they beat me and locked me in my room. They threatened to hurt me real bad if I said anything to anyone else."
"What's on your schedule for today?" John asked.
"Nothing, really. School is out but I can't stand to be around the house anymore," she said. "These days, I'm just waiting to graduate so I can move out and go to college."
"You said you wanted to see proof. How would you like to come to my place so I can show you?" he asked. Her eyes lit up.
"Really?" she asked. "Yes, I'd like that a lot." John pulled out his phone and called Ben.
"Hi, John, what's up?" he asked.
"Ben, I need to see you at my place right now. There's been a change of plan," John said. Ben knew better than to press his friend.
"Okay," he said. "I'll be right over." John ended the call and walked Jenny to her car. "Follow me," he told her. "I'm in that SUV over there," he added, pointing to his car.
He drove to his apartment, making sure Jenny was behind him the whole time. He escorted Jenny to his apartment and ushered her inside.
"It's not as nice as your place, but it's home," he said.
"It's perfect, Dad," Jenny said, looking around. "It could use a woman's touch, though." She accepted his offer of coffee, so he turned on his Keurig and let her choose the flavor she wanted.
After getting their coffee, they sat down at his table.
"So, where's this evidence?" she asked.
"Are you really sure you want to see this?" he asked. "It's pretty graphic."
"I told you, I NEED to see this," she said. John opened his laptop and pulled up the video showing Dan, Robert and Lydia planning to shoot him, followed by the actual shooting video. Her face turned white and tears flowed down her cheeks.
"Oh my God," she said when the videos ended. "I can't believe they actually plotted to murder you." By then, Ben knocked on the door. John let him in and introduced him to Jenny.
"So, what's going on?" Ben asked after he sat down.
"Jenny knows who I am," John said. "And she tells me that Robert has been molesting her for years. I can't just sit here and let that go on." Ben nodded his head.
"I understand," he said. "So you think it's time to ramp things up?"
"I do," John said. Ben thought for a minute before speaking. He looked at Jenny before speaking.
"Would you be willing to help us?" he asked.
"Oh, yes, anything I can do to help," she said. Ben looked at John.
"We can use a set of eyes and ears in the Wilson house," he said. "Maybe she can set up some cameras and give us eyes in her house."
"I don't want her in any danger," John said.
"No, she won't be," Ben said.
"Would you be willing to do that, Jenny?" John asked. Jenny nodded her head.
"Absolutely," she said. "I'm over 18 now and I want to help. And there's not a damn thing you can do to stop me, Dad," she added, putting emphasis on the "Dad." "Besides," she added, "I've been taking self-defense classes for the past several months and I told Robert if he ever touched me again, I'd kick his balls up into his throat. He hasn't touched me since." John felt pride in his heart at his daughter's words. She was definitely his girl.
"Alright," Ben said. "I'll get you set up with the equipment and show you how to use it." He looked at John. "Maybe it's time to reach out to the media. I'll arrange an interview and get back in touch."
"Is there anyone we can trust at the D.A.'s office?" John asked. Ben shook his head.
"Things have changed a lot in the last ten years, John," Ben said. "As much as I'd like to see all three of them hang, the fact is, they'll drag it out in the courts for years and there's no guarantee anything will ever be done. I'm sorry, that's just the way it is now."
"Then it's up to us," John said.
"Maybe we can get the folks back east involved," Ben said. "You know, they really don't care too much for publicity." John knew what that meant. He hated the idea but realized it may be their best hope.
"Okay," John said. "Arrange the interview. I'll keep doing what I've been doing, maybe we can force their hand." He looked at Jenny. "You set those cameras up like Ben said and don't take any chances. If you feel you're in any danger at all, you call me and Ben, immediately. If need be, you can stay here. Any questions?" Ben and Jenny shook their heads. "All right, let's roll."
They headed out, with John giving his daughter a hug.
"I'm so proud of you, Jenny," he said, tears threatening to run down his cheek. Jenny smiled and kissed her father on the cheek.
"I love you, Dad," she said.
"I love you too, princess," he answered.
The next few days went by like a blur. John continued his campaign of calls and messages, pushing Lydia and Robert even further over the brink. Jenny followed the directions Ben gave her and had cameras and microphones set up all over the house. Even the house phones were wired. Robert and Lydia couldn't use the bathroom without Ben and John knowing about it.
As a result, John, Ben and Jenny collected even more evidence against Robert and Lydia, including phone calls with the suspicious, shadowy figures who were propping up Robert's campaign. Ben collected and analyzed all the video and phone calls, sorting out the daily fluff from the important stuff.
Ben also met with a reporter he knew and trusted at the Los Angeles Times and she reached out to John.
"John Smith," he said, when his phone rang.
"Mr. Smith, this is Elizabeth Johnson from the Times. I spoke with a friend of yours and he says you have a story for me. Can we speak sometime soon?"
"Sure," John said. "I also have some video to show you if you're interested."
"Yes, I'm very interested," she said. "Can you come by this afternoon?"
"Yes, I can be there this afternoon. What time?" John asked. They agreed to meet at a conference room at the paper's office at 2:00 pm that afternoon before ending the call. John looked at his watch. He had a little more than an hour to get there, so he grabbed his things and headed out.
He finally found a place to park and made his way to the conference room, where he met Elizabeth. She looked to be about his age, with short blonde hair. She looked good, even in her professional attire. John, naturally, looked at her fingers and saw no wedding or engagement rings. He reached out to her.
"Ms. Johnson?" he asked. She smiled and took his hand.
"Please, call me Liz," she said. "Come in and have a seat. Can I get you something? Coffee? Tea? Latte?"
"Coffee is always welcome," he said with a smile. Liz pressed a button on the intercom and ordered two cups of coffee to be delivered.



"Ben Jacobs tells me you have a story about Robert Wilson and from what he tells me, it sounds quite interesting," she said. John nodded his head.
"Liz, how much do you know about the shooting death of his brother, Avery?" John asked.
"As I recall, the official report is that he was killed during a home invasion," she said. "Are you saying that's not accurate?"
"Let me show you a couple videos and I'll let you decide. Then I'll tell you my story if you're still interested. And I have to warn you, these videos are quite graphic," John said. "Is that okay?"
"Sure," she said as John booted up his laptop. He navigated to the folder and showed her the video of Robert, Dan and Lydia plotting to murder him, then showed her the video of the shooting itself. After they ended, Liz sat in her chair, shocked.
"Well, what do you think?" John asked. "Are you interested?"
"Absolutely, I'm interested," she said. "How did you get these videos?"
"I'll explain, but first I want to know, how much of this is on the record?" John asked.
"If there's something you want kept off the record, just tell me," she said. John thought for a moment.
"Okay, Liz," John said. "Ben says he trusts you and that's good enough for me. This part is definitely off the record. Officially, Avery Wilson died ten years ago. John Smith - me - spent ten years in a coma as a result of that shooting. I was Avery Wilson. The feds arranged the new identity and would have put Avery in protective custody. For whatever reason, their case went cold and nothing came of it. But Avery remains dead as far as the world is concerned. Are you with me so far?"
"Yes," Liz said. "You know, I'm going to have to vet this before anything is published. I'll definitely have to get these videos analyzed."
"I understand," John said. "If you check your public records, you'll see that Avery - that is, me - filed for divorce in December 2008, and the papers were served on Christmas. The shooting happened shortly after the first of the year. You should also find an agreement proposed by Robert and his father, who were acting as Lydia's attorneys."
He went on to tell Liz his story, stopping only when he came to a part he wanted kept off the record.
"Let me show you one more thing," John said, pulling out the DNA test Jenny had done on him. He showed it to Liz, who understood what the paper said.
"Oh my God," she said. "You really are Avery Wilson. Or were Avery Wilson."
"Look, there's a lot more to this story. Would you be open to discussing it over dinner?" John asked. Liz smiled.
"Maybe," she said. "Let me think about it for a while and I'll call, okay?"
"Sounds good, Liz," he said. "I look forward to hearing from you." They said their goodbyes and John left for home.
The next day, he got a call from Liz.
"Mr. Smith," she said. "I hope this isn't too short a notice, but I'd like to take you up on that offer of dinner."
"Sure," John said. "Where would you like to go?"
"Well, there's a political meet and greet with some of the candidates, including Robert," she said. "I'm even going to get a chance to ask some questions. Are you still interested?"
"Sounds interesting," John said. "Sure, give me the details and I'll pick you up." After Liz gave him the information he needed, he called Ben to let him know.
"Are you nuts?" Ben asked.
"It'll be fine," John said. "I'm dead, remember?"
"You just be careful and let Liz ask the questions, got me?" Ben asked.
"Yeah, got it," John said.
John called his daughter to give her a heads-up that he would be there with Liz.
"Thanks for letting me know," she said. "I'll be there as well, of course, so I'll act like we've never met."
"Thanks," John said. Later, he put on his best suit and picked Liz up at her apartment. She looked ravishing in her evening gown.
"You look gorgeous," he said when she opened the door. She smiled.
"Thank you, sir, and you look rather dapper yourself," she said.
They arrived at the event and mingled with the line heading into the dinner. Liz handed her invitation, which included her, plus one, to the doorman, who waved them in. Robert, Lydia and Jenny were close to the door, shaking hands with everyone who came in. John held his breath, hoping that neither Lydia nor Robert would recognize him.
Robert reached out to Liz as she came up to him.
"Good evening, Ms. Johnson," he said as he took her hand. "So good to see you. And I see you brought a friend," he added, reaching out to John. John thought he would lose it, but took a breath and shook Robert's hand. "And you are?" he asked.
"Smith. John Smith," John told him. He glanced down and noticed that Robert was wearing the Rolex watch Lydia had given him that fateful Christmas.
"Good to meet you, Mr. Smith. This is my wife, Lydia, and my daughter Jenny," he added. John nodded to Lydia and Jenny. Jenny smiled politely and Lydia looked at him strangely. She didn't look too good, John thought. Wrinkles were forming around her eyes and mouth and she looked tired and thin - too thin, he thought. John thought that maybe she recognized him, but shrugged the thought off.
"Mrs. Wilson, Miss Wilson," he said perfunctorily before moving on.
John and Liz made their way to the place reserved for them and sat down, introducing themselves to the others at the table. He leaned into Liz.
"That watch he's wearing is the one Lydia gave him ten years ago," he whispered.
"Oh really?" she asked. "Interesting."
The dinner went well, or as well as a rubber-chicken political dinner can go. John choked down his food and engaged in light conversation with others at the table. He glanced at Robert periodically and saw Jenny checking him out. He wasn't sure, but he thought he saw her give him a thumbs-up. He smiled and turned back to his dinner.
Finally, the dinner portion of the event was over and the MC introduced the candidates at the dais. Robert was the first candidate to address the crowd. After giving his standard stump speech about bringing accountability back to Sacramento, the floor was opened for journalists to ask questions. Liz had her hand up and was picked first. She stood and introduced herself.
"Elizabeth Johnson, Los Angeles Times," she said. "This is your first time on the political scene and we don't know that much about you, Mr. Wilson. Can you tell us how close you were to your brother, Officer Avery Wilson?"
"Thank you for asking, Ms. Johnson," he said. "My brother and I were very close. Always had been. His death hit us all very hard."
"I see," Liz said. "And you married your brother's widow shortly after his funeral ten years ago, right?"
"That's correct," he said.
"So, can you please explain to us why your brother named both you and your father in his divorce from his wife, which, by the way, was filed less than a month before his shooting?" Liz asked. Audible gasps were heard throughout the venue.
"That was ten years ago, Ms. Johnson," Robert said. "My brother suffered from a form of paranoia, perhaps as a result of his military service. I don't know why he would have done that."
"But the divorce paperwork showed a proposal put forth by both you and your father that would have stripped Officer Wilson of his rights as a husband," Liz said. "Can you please explain that, and is it normal for two senior members of a law firm to take on a basic divorce like this?"
"I don't recall such a proposal," Robert said, nervously. "As for representing Lydia, we did it as a benefit to her for her years of loyal service to us." He looked around the room. "Next!" he called out before Liz could ask another question. He pointed to a man two tables over from Liz.
"Brad Williams, Orange County Register," he said. "Can you please answer Ms. Johnson's question? Were you having an affair with your brother's wife at the time of the shooting?" More gasps were heard in the room. John saw Lydia look down at her plate when the question was asked.
"That's an outrageous accusation," Robert said. "I thought the world of my brother. I loved him. No one was more sad to hear of his death than I."
"At the time of the shooting, your firm was under investigation by federal authorities for allegations of ties with organized crime. Can you please tell us what happened to that investigation?" Brad asked.
"We were cleared of all allegations and the case was closed," Robert said. "Next!" He pointed to another woman a few tables away.
"Jane Holliday, KTTV News," she said. "As I recall, the FBI never fully closed the case. They just said they couldn't find any conclusive evidence to back up the claims. Isn't that correct?"
"The result was the same as far as we're concerned," Robert said. "If there was anything to the charges, my father would never have been selected for his seat on the court." John could see that Robert was clearly nervous. The MC got up and ended the question-and-answer session before introducing the next candidate.
"I don't think he did himself any favors," John whispered to Liz. She smiled and nodded her head.
"I think you're right," she said. "You might want to check the evening news when you get home tonight."
A couple hours later, the event ended and everyone got up to leave. Robert, Lydia and Jenny made a beeline for the door but were intercepted by John and Liz.
"Mr. Wilson," John said, extending his hand. Robert stopped and shook his hand. "I couldn't help but notice your watch. That's a mighty nice piece. May I have a look, please?" Robert took it off and handed it to him. John examined it and turned it over, showing Liz the inscription on the back, which was just as he had described it to her the previous day. He handed it back to Robert.
"I knew someone who had a watch very much like that," John said. He looked at Lydia. "You must love your husband a great deal to give something like that." Lydia smiled.
"Yes, I do, Mr., uh..." she began.
"Smith," John said. "Good to meet you folks. Please, have a pleasant evening." He nodded to Jenny, who was smiling. Robert put his arm around Lydia and the three of them left quickly. John and Liz watched them leave.
"I think you just got your story, John," Liz said. John nodded as he turned to Liz.
"I think so," he said, picking up Liz's sweater. "Now that this is over, would you care to go somewhere nice? Maybe have a real dinner?" She smiled.
"I'd love to, John, but I have to get home and get this story filed so it can get in the morning paper," she said.
"I understand," John said.
Liz turned to John as he pulled up in front of her apartment complex.
"John, I want you to know that I looked at your old police record. I wasn't trying to pry, but I had to know what kind of man you are, or were. According to your record, you were a no-nonsense cop who took no guff from anyone," she said.
"But what I saw tonight was something different," she said. "I was very impressed with the restraint you showed. It couldn't have been easy seeing your wife and daughter with the man who shot you."
"No, it wasn't," John said. "I am hoping to build a relationship with my daughter, though." Liz nodded.
"I understand. She's quite beautiful and looks a lot like you. Listen, if you don't mind, I'd like to make this up to you. How do you like country and western?" she asked.
"I love it," John said.
"Good," she said, smiling. "I know just the place you can take me a week from this Friday if you're up to it. They serve cold beer and the best burgers in town. And they have line dancing. You do have a pair of jeans and cowboy boots, right?"
"I think I can scare some up by then," he said. "If you don't mind teaching me this line dancing thing. I've been asleep the last ten years, you know."
"Pick me up at, say, 6:30?" she asked. John smiled.
"It's a date," he said. He got out of the car, opened the door for Liz and walked her to her apartment. She opened the door, then turned and gave him a light kiss on the cheek.
"I'll see you a week from Friday, cowboy," she said before going inside. "Sleep tight." As she closed the door, John felt like a schoolboy who just got his first date. He practically skipped and jumped as he headed back to his car, a smile on his face.
He drove home and immediately turned on the evening news. It took a while, but the local news networks played excerpts of the night's event.
"Tonight, several candidates for state office held a meet-and-greet with members of the press to introduce themselves," the news announcer said. "Attorney Robert Wilson was grilled over his relationship with his brother, slain police officer Avery Wilson, and the officer's widow, who is now his wife."
Video showed a very nervous and agitated Robert deflecting questions being thrown at him. John smiled. This was not a good night for Robert at all.
"At one point, Wilson was confronted with an allegation that he may have been having an affair with his brother's wife, who was served with divorce papers less than a month before the tragic shooting," the announcer added. "Wilson denied the charge, saying he loved his brother."
His phone rang when the report ended. Picking up his phone, he noticed the call was from Jenny.
"Hey, princess," he said when he answered the phone.
"Hi, Dad," she said. "Who was the hottie you were with tonight?"
"Her name is Liz. She's a reporter. I take it you approve?" John asked.
"Absolutely," Jenny said.
"Well, I have a real date with her a week from this Friday," John said.
"Good for you," Jenny said. "By the way, Mom and Robert are about to explode. They're beyond pissed over the questions he got asked. They've been on the phone with reporters ever since they got home. I don't know what you did, but you sure got under his skin." John laughed.
"Yeah, he didn't look like he was having a good time," John said. "I'm just glad I was able to get so close to them without being recognized. How are you holding up?"
"I'm doing okay," Jenny said. "Look, I have to go now, I have school tomorrow, but I'll be in touch. Love you!"
"Love you too, princess," he said. "Be careful." They ended the call, but John's phone rang again. This time, it was Ben.
"Hey, buddy," Ben said. "Saw Robert on the evening news. He didn't look very good up there at all. Liz really got him on the defensive."
"Yes, she did," John said. "I think your idea about going to the media was a good one. Any news on your end?"
"We have some interesting video from their house and we've captured several calls from reporters," Ben said. "There was another call from your father, and he wasn't happy at all with the way Robert handled things."
"I'm not surprised," John said. "Jenny tells me they're beyond pissed."
"Well, I've got a couple things developing here so I'll get with you later," Ben said. "I think his performance just captured the attention of his backers, if you know what I mean." John knew exactly what Ben meant, and he knew it wouldn't be good for Robert, either.
John spent the rest of the week doing what he had been doing - sending little notes and calls to harass Robert and Lydia, all with the hopes of pushing them over the edge. He also spent some time buying new jeans and cowboy boots for his date with Liz. Jenny had some time after school one day and went with him.
"I think someone's gonna get lucky," she told her father as he modeled his new boots for her. He laughed.
"You really think Liz will go for an old fella like me?" he asked her.
"Old? Please," Jenny said. "You're in great shape and you're damn good-looking. She's crazy if she doesn't fall for you. You're a great catch."
"I'm glad you think so, princess," he said. "How are you holding up?"
"I'm doing good," she said. "Robert's left me alone ever since all this started. He and Mom aren't doing too good, though. All they do is fight and argue."
"I'm thinking it's time to up our game a bit," John said. "I'll talk to Ben and Liz and see what they think." Jenny nodded her head.
"You may be right, Dad," she said. "They're awful nervous about something."
"I'm wondering if it's time to bring up your issues with Robert. Would you be comfortable with that?" he asked. Jenny thought for a moment before answering.
"I'm never comfortable with it, but I know it'll have to be dealt with at some point," she said.
"Would you be okay if I mention it to Liz and have her talk about it with you?" he asked.
"Yeah, I suppose," she said nervously. "I trust you, Dad. Do what you think is best, okay? Just don't do anything stupid."
"Okay, sweetie," John said. His heart ached for her and he wanted so bad to rip Robert's dick off and feed it to the dogs for what he did to his little girl.
After Jenny left for home, he got a call from Liz.
"Hi, John," she said as he answered. "I just wanted to let you know that our tech people have analyzed the video you gave me and they say they're both legit. I've run it by my editor and he's curious to see what I can come up with. Do you have more video or information you can share with me?"
"Yes, I do," John said. "Do you want to meet for lunch or something? There's another aspect of this I haven't shared with you yet and it's very sensitive."
"Yeah, sure," Liz said. "Can we meet in about an hour? I'll text you the address."
"Sounds good," John said. "I just need to run home and grab my laptop."
"Alright," Liz said. "I'll see you then." After getting the address, John headed home, grabbed his laptop and went to meet Liz. She selected a nice bistro with outdoor seating and John spotted her instantly. She smiled as he took his seat across from her.
"Good to see you again," he said.
"You too, cowboy," she said. "What have you got for me?"
"Well, the first thing is an issue with Jenny, my daughter," he said. "By the way, she knows who I am and we've been spending some time together getting reacquainted. She's quite a remarkable girl."
"That's good that you're getting to know her again," Liz said. "What's going on with her?"
"She told me that Robert has been molesting her sexually since she was about 13," he said. Liz looked at him, shocked.
"Oh my God," she said. "Has she called 911 or done anything?"
"Yeah, she says she called 911 twice but her mother was able to lie their way out of it," he said. "According to Jenny, they threatened her if she called 911 again."
"We've got to get her out of there," Liz said. John nodded his head.
"I know we do, but she's now over 18 and almost out of high school," John said. "She'll be going to UCLA in the fall and she plans to stay there. Right now, she's biding her time at home. We've got their whole house wired for both audio and video and we'll catch it if anything happens, but I'm torn. Part of me wants to get her out now, but if I do that, I'll end up exposing her and myself to even more danger. These people play for keeps and they'd have no problem killing her as well as me."
"I have a second bedroom," Liz said. "She can come stay with me if she wants to. Would you like me to talk to her?"
"Would you mind?" John asked. "I think she needs to talk to another woman, someone who can see her point of view." Liz nodded.
"I'd love to talk to her. Would you arrange it, please? The sooner the better," Liz said. John nodded his head and pulled out his phone.
"How about now if I can arrange it?" he asked.
"That would be great," she said. John called his daughter and she picked up after the second ring.
"Hey, Dad," she said.
"Hi, princess. Can you meet with me and Liz like, right now?" he asked.
"Wow," she said. "Where are you at?" John gave her the address.
"Yeah, I'm not too far from there," she said. "I just finished up my self-defense class and I can be there in about 15 minutes."
"Okay, we'll wait for you," John said. "We're sitting outside in the back." After ending the call, he looked at Liz.



"She can be here in 15 minutes. Is that okay?" he asked.
"Sure," Liz said. "It'd be nice to have another woman in the place for a while."
"Oh?" John asked.
"Yeah," she said. "My daughter lived with me after my divorce. My ex couldn't keep it in his pants and I caught him one time too many. He left and she stayed. Then she got killed by a drunk driver. She was only 16 at the time."
"I'm sorry to hear that," John said. "I didn't know you had any kids."
"Yeah, I did. So I know how you're feeling right now. You want to rip Robert's dick off and shove it down his throat, don't you?" John nodded.
"I've thought about it a time or two," he said.
"Well, don't do anything stupid," she told him. "You have a daughter who needs her dad and I have to confess that I kinda like you, too." She smiled.
"What, me?" he asked. "I'm an old man." She shook her head.
"Not hardly," she said. "I'll bet you're not more than two or three years older than me."
"No way," he said. "I'm 47. You can't be more than, what, 35?" She smiled.
"Thanks for the compliment," she said. "I'm actually 44, but don't tell anyone, okay?"
"Your secret is safe with me," he told her.
"Just remember, John Smith. You may be able to rip Robert's head off, and God knows you have every right to, but there's an old saying about not arguing with someone who buys their ink by the barrel," she said. "Do what you must, but don't cross the line."
"Thanks for the reminder," he said.
"By the way, did you remember to bring more video?" she asked.
"Yes, I did," he said, pulling up his laptop. "This is all pretty graphic stuff, by the way." He copied the files to a thumb drive and handed it to her. "Use what you want." She took it from him.
"Thanks," she said. Just then, Jenny joined them at the table. John stood and offered her a seat. He introduced the two women.
"I saw you at the dinner the other night," Jenny said. "I love the way you nailed Robert."
"Thanks," Liz said. She looked at John. "You want to take a stroll, Dad, so Jenny and I can talk girl talk for a bit?" John held up his hands and stood.
"I'll let you two have at it," he said. He kissed Jenny on the cheek and looked at Liz. "Thank you," he said.
"Give us about a half hour, okay?" Liz asked.
"Got it," he said. "I'll be back in a half hour." John left and went window-shopping for a half hour before he returned to the bistro and rejoined the two girls. They were laughing and joking like old friends.
"The avenging warrior returns," Liz said with a smile. "Okay, Dad, here's the deal. Jenny is going to come to my place tonight and stay with me until she starts up at UCLA. She's welcome to stay as long as she wants. But there's one condition."
"I'll pay her way," John said. "I don't expect you to support her. That wouldn't be right." Liz shook her head.
"Thanks, I appreciate that, but that's not what I meant. Starting tomorrow, we both expect you to come by and have dinner with us as much as possible. Preferably every night if you can," she said. "And spend as much of your weekends with us as possible." Both women looked at him with smiles on their faces.
"Okay," he said. "That's actually two conditions, but I accept. It's a deal." Jenny wrapped her arms around John as Liz smiled.
"Thank you, Daddy," she said. "I love you so much."
"I love you too, princess," John said, tears threatening to roll down his face. As she sat back down, Liz held out her hand.
"Let me see your phone for a bit, Jenny," she said. "I want to make sure any tracking they have set up is disabled." Jenny handed Liz her phone and John watched as the older woman's fingers flew over the screen. Shortly, she gave the phone back to Jenny.
"There. I've disabled your GPS and took off the phone finder app. I didn't see anything else. I've also put in my phone number so you can call me if you need to," she said.
"What are you going to tell your mother?" John asked.
"Nothing, really," Jenny said. "Only that I'll be staying with a friend for a while. I'm over 18 now, so there's nothing she can do to stop me." She looked at Liz and her father and wondered what life with the two of them would be like. "Thank you both so much for everything." She looked at Liz. "I'll see you this evening, okay?" Liz nodded her head.
"I'll see you," she said. "You have the key I gave you, right?"
"Got it right here," Jenny said before leaving. "Bye now."
"I can't tell you how much this means to me," John said after Jenny left. "Especially since we just met." Liz took his hand.
"My gut instincts are usually right, John," she said. "And right now, my gut is telling me to trust you. You've been hurt real bad and a part of me wants to help you. And who knows what'll come of it." John nodded his head in understanding. "But remember what I told you earlier. Do what you have to with Robert and Lydia, but don't cross the line."
"I understand," he said. Liz grabbed his hand and looked at him, hard.
"Promise me!" she said.
"I promise," John told her. She nodded her head.
"I'm going to hold you to that. Well, I have to get going, I have to get ready for my new house guest," she said. "I'll also see what I can find out about those 911 calls. If Jenny called, there's going to be a record of it. I'll let you know what I find, okay?"
"Okay, sounds good, Liz," John said. After Liz left, John received a call from Ben.
"What's up, Ben," he said, answering the phone.
"Got a few minutes?" Ben asked. John answered in the affirmative. "I need you to come by and check something out. There's been a very interesting phone call."
"I'll be right there," John said, hanging up. He left the bistro after paying the bill and headed to Ben's office. He went straight into Ben's office when he got there. Ben looked up from his computer.
"John, I want you to hear this," he said, turning his laptop around. John sat down and looked at the screen. Ben had video up as well as audio from the call and had apparently been able to sync the two.
The video showed Robert in his office, answering his phone.
"Wilson," he said.
"Bobby!" exclaimed the man at the other end of the call.
"Tony," Robert said. "Long time no hear. How's it hanging, buddy?"
"Bobby, Bobby, what this shit I'm reading about your campaign, huh?" the man said in a distinctive New York accent.
"I don't know what you mean, Tony," Robert said. "Some reporter from the Times hit me with some old shit out of the blue."
"I thought we had that issue with your brother taken care of a long time ago," Tony said.
"I did, too," Robert said.
"Look, Bobby, Mario's not too pleased right now. You know how he feels about loose ends, right? You need to get this shit under control," Tony said. "We've got a boatload of cash going into your campaign and we can't afford to have you fuck it up."
"I understand, Tony," Robert said. "Maybe I should take care of that reporter from the Times."
"What, you planning to whack some reporter chick for doing her job?" Tony asked. "Are you fucking nuts? You know everyone with a blog is writing about this. What, are you gonna whack every blogger on the fucking planet? What are you, stupid?"
"Look, Tony, tell Mario I'll meet with that reporter and see if we can't get it tamped down a bit, okay? Papers are gonna write what they want, you know that," Robert said.
"I'll tell him, but you'd better get a handle on this shit, you understand me?" Tony asked. "You know how Mario believes in being thorough. You catch my drift?"
"I'll take care of it, Tony, no problem," Robert said, clearly nervous.
"Make sure you do, Bobby," Tony warned. "Cause the next time, there won't be any phone call. Understand?"
"Got it, Tony. I'll take care of it," Robert said. The call ended, and Robert's face went white. He sat back and took a drink as the video ended. Ben looked at John.
"Well, sounds like his supporters back East aren't thrilled with him right now," John said. "Robert looked like he was gonna pass out."
"It's worse than you know," Ben said. "I think the man Tony referred to, Mario, is none other than Mario deSilva, one of, if not the, most feared crime boss in the country. I've heard that he's been trying to get people elected across the country to help him with his various projects, which are just fronts for their criminal activities."
"Are you thinking we should maybe let them take care of Robert and Sylvia?" John asked.
"I think that if we're careful to feed the media just enough to get them interested in Robert's activities and background, they might just take care of them for us," he said. "This deSilva character is a criminal of the highest order, but he's generally thought of as a very loyal and dedicated family man."
"Isn't deSilva the guy the feds were looking into when I was shot?" John asked. "Why not hand this over to the feds?"
"Yes, he was," Ben said. "Personally, I don't know if the feds can find their own assholes right now. The way they botched this up nine or ten years ago doesn't give me any confidence. I wouldn't be surprised if deSilva had someone embedded in the FBI at the time."
"Why don't we do a deep dive into all the old videos we have and see if there's any reference to Mario or any of his cronies?" John suggested.
"I think you may be onto something there," Ben said. "If they actually had ties to deSilva, surely they'd talk about it. Hell, they openly discussed murdering you. Let's get started on that, okay?"
"Sure," John said.
"By the way, how's things with Liz?" Ben asked.
"Looking god," John said. "We have a date coming up and Jenny's going to stay with her at least until she starts at UCLA." Ben smiled.
"Good," he said. "Liz is a good woman and she'll do you right. Just don't fuck it up with her."
"I'm curious," John said. "Why didn't you go after Liz?"
"I would, except that incest is a felony in California," Ben said. "She's my sister. The guy she was married to was a cheating louse who couldn't keep his dick in his pants. She went through hell when her daughter was killed. You take good care of her, you hear me?" John smiled.
"Count on it, my friend," he said. John left and headed home, confident that things were finally starting to turn around for him. The next day, he went to Liz's apartment for dinner, looking forward to the evening with the girls. Jenny answered the door when he knocked, wearing a pair of cutoffs and a t-shirt. Liz looked good as well, and also wore a pair of denim cutoffs. He checked out her shapely legs and felt a familiar stirring in his groin.
"Well, have a seat," Liz said as she dished up a nice lasagna. John's mouth watered as he smelled the food before him. Liz insisted they say grace before the meal and asked John to lead them in giving thanks, which he did. For the first time in a decade, he felt like he was at home.
John had two helpings of lasagna along with seconds on the green beans Liz had prepared. The girls smiled to themselves as they watched him eat. This was the first home-cooked meal he had eaten in ten years and he savored every bite.
Finally satisfied, he sat back and looked at Liz.
"That was the best lasagna I think I've ever had," he said. "Thank you so much, Liz."
"You're welcome, cowboy," she said. "I'm glad you enjoyed it. I think we might even have enough left for tomorrow if you're interested."
"I most definitely am," he said. He turned to Jenny. "Have you heard from your Mom or Robert?" he asked.
"Yeah, she called me earlier and wanted to know where I would be staying. I just told her I'm staying with a friend," she said. "She wasn't too happy about it, but I told her I'm 18 and I can stay where I want. I don't think she'll be bothering me anymore." John nodded his head.
"Good. Any news on your end, Liz?" he asked.
"Yes, as a matter of fact. I did some digging and was able to get the 911 calls Jenny made," she said. "I listened to them and looked up the record of the home visits. Jenny was right. Somehow, Lydia and Robert managed to convince them that nothing had happened." She looked at Jenny, who was uncomfortable with the subject. "I think Jenny and I should discuss it more later this evening. Are you okay with that?" she asked Jenny.
"Yeah, I think so," she said.
"Good," Liz said. "And what about you?" she asked, looking at John.
"Well, we got some interesting audio of a call between Robert and a crony of some gangster back east. We believe that Mario deSilva is the one behind Robert's campaign. And he's not too happy about the way things are going," John said.
"Isn't deSilva the one the FBI thought your father was involved with?" Liz asked.
"I believe so," John said. "Ben and I are going through all the videos we have to see if we can find any mention of deSilva or anyone in his organization. I've spent a good part of the day doing that but so haven't found anything yet."
"You know there's software that can do that, right?" Liz asked. John shook his head.
"No, I didn't. Remember, I've been out of the loop for a while. Do you have something like that at the paper?" he asked. Liz laughed.
"I have something like that right here at home," she said. "I use it to transcribe audio to text all the time. It's not 100 percent foolproof and I usually have to go back through the output to fix errors, but it's a lot faster than trying to type as I listen. How much are we talking about?"
"There's probably hundreds of hours of video, I think," John said.
"Well, bring it over and I'll get started on it," she said.
"I can help with that if it's okay," Jenny said. John and Liz agreed.
"Just so long as your homework gets done first," John said.
"Yes, Dad," Jenny said, smiling. "Speaking of which, I have some studying to get done so if you guys don't mind, I'll get started."
"Okay, dear," John said. Jenny got up, kissed her father and Liz on the cheek and headed to her room. Liz waited for her to close the door before she spoke.
"Your daughter is a wonderful girl," Liz said.
"I agree, she is," John said.
"She's going to make a great attorney someday, I think," Liz added.
"I think you're right," John said. He stood, and helped Liz clean up the dinner table, rinsing the dishes before putting them in the dishwasher. Liz looked like she was about to start crying.
"Are you alright?" he asked, taking her in his arms.
"It's just been so long since I've had a man in the house," she said. He held her as tears fell down her cheeks.
"It's been a long time for me as well," he said. Liz kissed him on the lips before pouring them each a glass of wine. They sat on her couch and continued talking.
"So, what's next?" she asked.
"Well, your brother and I are going to keep digging to see what we can come up with. If my hunch is right, deSilva will take care of Robert for us," he said.
"So, you know Ben is my brother?" she asked.
"Yes, he just informed me," John said.
"I suppose I should have told you earlier, but I wanted to get to know you a bit better first," Liz said.
"I owe your brother a debt of gratitude I'll never be able to pay," John said. "He's the one who looked out for me when all this first started 10 years ago."
"I understand," Liz said. "He's helped me out a lot as well. I couldn't have made it through my divorce without him. Changing the subject, do you think deSilva might have your brother murdered?"
"I don't know," John said. "I know he's feared for a reason. At the very least, he can ruin Robert, and maybe even my father."
"I'll do what I can," she said. "My editor has given me the green light to go after Robert, but I have to be careful. I don't want it to look like a vendetta and I certainly don't want to put anything out that could open the paper up to a lawsuit."
"Is it possible to use the videos from 10 years ago?" John asked.
"Maybe," Liz said. "We obviously can't print the video in the paper, but we can use them on the website and we can print screenshots from them. I would have to be very careful about how they're presented. Let me run that by my editor first. I'll do that tomorrow, but I think we should build up to it with some of the other things we have."
"Good," John said. "If your editor goes along with it, I think it'll put an end to Robert's career." He looked at his watch. "I think I need to tell my daughter good night and head home. Thank you for the lovely dinner."
Liz wrapped her arms around John and kissed him passionately. He returned the kiss, feeling his manhood begin to react. She noticed and smiled.
"Maybe someday you can stay and have dessert," she said.
"I'd like that," he said. They broke their embrace as Jenny walked into the room.
"Okay you two," Jenny said. "I swear, I can't take you guys anywhere." John stood and kissed Liz goodnight, then hugged his daughter.
"Goodnight, princess," he said. "I'll see you tomorrow night, okay?"
"Okay, Dad," she said. "Sleep tight."
The next day, John continued his campaign of texts and calls to Robert and Lydia, which he knew was driving them further over the edge. He copied all the videos he had onto DVDs for Liz and Jenny, which took up most of his day. He didn't realize how many incriminating videos he had of them until he tried putting them all together in chronological order.
That night at dinner, he handed the discs to Liz, who couldn't believe the volume of what he had given her.
"I talked to my editor today, and he wants me to pursue the infidelity angle first, and then possibly use that as a segue into the other stuff," Liz said. "You've already given me plenty of evidence to back it up and if Robert threatens to sue, we'll bury him with everything we have."
"Sounds good," John said. "When will this happen?"
"Read tomorrow's paper. I have a feeling the shit is going to hit the fan," she said. John smiled.
"I can't wait," he said.
Sure enough, news of Robert and Lydia's infidelity led the news, with all of the morning shows talking about Liz's article.
"An article in the Los Angeles Times accuses state Senate candidate Robert Wilson of having had an affair with the wife of his brother, slain police officer Avery Wilson," the news announcer said. "According to the article, video obtained by the paper shows the officer's wife engaging in sexual activity with both Robert and his father, current Superior Court Judge Daniel Wilson. Obviously, we cannot air that video here, but screen captures published by the paper show all three in an unfavorable light. Eyewitness News and other outlets were given a screening of the video and we can confirm that it does show the three engaging in sexual activity.
"The article further states that divorce papers filed by Officer Wilson named both Robert and Daniel Wilson and alleges that his wife, Lydia, was involved in an adulterous relationship with the two men. We reached out to Judge Wilson, but have not received a comment as of this broadcast. Robert Wilson has previously denied any such relationship and attempts to contact Mr. or Mrs. Wilson have been unsuccessful.
"According to the article, the videos also included references to a crime syndicate on the east coast. Wilson's firm was under investigation for ties to organized crime at the time of these events. Federal authorities have said they were unable to conclusively connect the firm to the mob.
"Officer Wilson was gunned down in his home just a few days after serving his wife with divorce papers," the announcer said. "We have also been told additional information about that shooting may be forthcoming in the next few days. Stay tuned."
Elated, John opened his paper. He usually didn't read the paper, but he had to read the article. There it was, in black and white, with blurred photos from the video. The article was quite lengthy and detailed as much of the affair as possible. It also discussed the mob connections and hinted that the shooting may have been planned. He was jumping for joy when his phone rang.



"Smith," he said, answering the phone.
"Did you read the article?" Liz asked.
"Just finished it. That was great," he said.
"I'm glad you liked it," she said. "I'm being bombarded with calls right now. Everyone wants to talk about the article, so dinner may be a bit late tonight."
"No problem," he said. "I'll go see Jenny and we'll fix you dinner tonight if that's okay."
"That's more than okay," she said. "Bye, see you tonight." After he hung up, his phone rang again, but this was coming from a number marked, "Private." He wondered who might be calling him and accepted the call.
"Smith," he said.
"Good morning, Mr. Smith," said a man with a heavy New York accent. John recognized it as belonging to Tony, the man Robert spoke to earlier.
"Who is this?" John asked. "What do you want?"
"Listen carefully, Mr. Smith," the man said. "There will be a black sedan pull into your apartment complex in the next few minutes. Two men will come to your door. They have been instructed to escort you to meet my boss. You have nothing to fear so long as you follow their instructions to the letter. Am I clear?"
"You're clear," John said. The call ended and John called Ben to let him know what had just happened.
"I don't think you're in any danger," Ben said, "but just in case, turn on your phone finder app the way I showed you and I'll keep an eye on you. Call me as soon as you can. I think deSilva's people are getting ready to deal with Wilson. Do as they say and you should be alright." John followed Ben's advise and as soon as he had turned on the app, he saw a large black sedan pull into the apartment complex.
A minute later, there was a knock on his door. He opened it to see two very large men wearing suits and sunglasses. He also noticed their sidearms sitting in shoulder holsters under their jackets.
"Come with us, Mr. Smith," one of them said. John nodded and followed them to the car. They put a blindfold on him before helping him into the back seat and searched him for weapons. They found his cell phone and took it from him.
The door was closed and he heard the men get into the front seat. He decided to play it cool and stay quiet as they drove. He counted the seconds in his mind, making note of the turns, hoping to get some idea of where he was going.
After about 45 minutes, he felt the car stop. The men got out of the car and opened his door. One man held his upper arm as they walked away from the car. He heard a metallic door open and he was guided inside. After the door closed, the men removed his blindfold. As his eyes adjusted to the darkened room, he saw a man with a medium build approach him.
The man offered his hand, so John accepted it.
"Mr. Smith, I'm so glad you could join us," the man said with a smile. "My name is Mario deSilva. Perhaps you may have heard of me. Please, walk with me." John followed him as he went into another room. There, shackled to the wall, was Robert, Lydia and Dan. They sat on the cold concrete floor in their underwear and looked genuinely frightened. Their feet were spread before them and chained to staples in the concrete and their hands were chained above their heads.
"There's some people here I thought you'd like to see one last time," the man said. "I'm sure you know Mr. and Mrs. Robert Wilson, and Superior Court Judge Dan Wilson."
"Yes, I know them," John said. They all looked up at him, their eyes begging for mercy.
"Avery?" Robert asked weakly. "Is that really you?"
"No," John said. "Avery's dead. You murdered him ten years ago. Remember? You and the slut," he added, looking at Lydia, who had tears in her eyes. "In fact, all three of you plotted to murder him. I guess your chickens have finally come home to roost, haven't they?" John looked at one of Mario's men, and noticed he carried a taser. It had electrodes that needed to be placed on the skin to work. He looked at Mario.
"May I?" he asked, pointing to the taser. Mario looked at him, then at the taser. He smiled and motioned for the man to hand it over. John took the taser in his hand and looked back at Robert. He noticed that Robert's boxers were open just enough to expose his genitals. He bent down and whispered in Robert's ear loud enough for everyone to hear.
"This is for molesting Jenny, you worthless piece of shit," he said, putting the electrodes on Robert's dick and pressing the trigger. Robert screamed as the taser burned into him, causing him to convulse in agony. John stood up and looked down at Robert. "And this is for fucking your brother's wife," he said before kicking Robert as hard as he could in the groin, causing him to scream again.
He bent down and addressed Robert.
"I just want to know one thing," he told Robert. "Why?" Robert looked at him for a minute before answering.
"Because. It was... fun," he said weakly. John stood up and looked at Robert for a moment. Then he kicked Robert in the groin again. And again.
"You know, you're right," John said. "This is fun." He kicked Robert in the groin one more time. "Are you having BIG FUN now, asshole? Huh?"
He looked down at Lydia and shook his head. "I was always taught never to hit a woman," he said. "Avery loved you with all his heart and how did you repay him? By fucking his brother and his father and then plotting to murder him. And then you let this asshole molest your 13-year-old daughter. What kind of a fucking monster are you? You're not worth the effort." He moved on to Dan.
"And you, you swore to uphold the law, but you don't even know what the fucking law is, do you? You fuck your son's wife and then you plot to have him murdered. You're a bigger piece of shit than Robert, you know that?" He stood back and kicked Dan in the groin as well. "To hell with you. To hell with all of you." He stood up and handed the taser back to Mario's man, thanking him. Then he turned to Mario.
"Is there anything else, Mr. deSilva?" he asked. Mario shook his head.
"No," he said. "I just thought you might like to say goodbye." John looked at the three people shackled before him.
"Goodbye," he said. "And good fucking riddance." He looked at Mario before continuing. "You know, I actually thought about killing them myself, once. But I made a promise I wouldn't cross that line and I'm a man of my word." Mario nodded his head before motioning John away.
"I know that about you, Officer Wilson," he said quietly. John looked at him, surprised. "Oh yes, I know who you are. I also know your daughter is attending UCLA this fall."
"She wants to be a prosecuting attorney," John said.
"And I'm sure she'll be a good one," Mario said. "Don't worry, John, I don't have a problem with honest prosecutors doing their job. I have attorneys who take care of those matters for me. I do, however, have a problem with people who double-cross me, as these three will soon find out. And like you, I, too, am a man of my word. I'm also a devoted family man. You've been given a gift most of us would never get - a real second chance at life. So please, take care of your daughter, be a good man to Ms. Johnson and live a long, happy and healthy life." He extended his hand to John, who accepted it.
"Vaya con dios, my friend," Mario said.
"Thank you," John said. "You do the same, Mr. deSilva." Mario smiled.
"Please, call me Mario," he said. "All my friends do." John nodded his head.
"Vaya con dios, Mario," he said. Mario smiled as he nodded his head. He motioned for the two men to take John home. They obeyed, blindfolding him again and leading him out to the car. A little less than an hour later, the blindfold was taken off and John was handed his phone. One of the men handed John a large bottle of brandy.
"A token of Mr. deSilva's appreciation," one of the men said.
"Please express my gratitude to Mr. deSilva," John said. The men nodded their heads before leaving. John watched to make sure the sedan left and sat down at his table. He pulled out his phone and noticed his hand was shaking.
He grabbed a cup of coffee and stepped on the balcony to light up a cigarette, hoping to calm his nerves. After he had settled down a bit, he called Ben.
"John are you okay?" Ben asked. "I lost all signals from your phone."
"Yeah, I'm okay," John said. He recalled his encounter with Mario and the three cheaters who destroyed his life.
"That explains a lot," Ben said. "I lost all signal from their house. It's almost as if they jammed all the electronic signals before they nabbed Robert and Lydia. It's probably a good thing you got Jenny out of there when you did."
"I agree," John said. They ended the call and John finished his cigarette, staring out over the balcony.
About 5:00 that evening, he went to Liz's apartment and knocked on the door. Jenny answered and let him in. He hugged his daughter tight.
"Dad, are you okay?" she asked.
"Yeah, I'm just so glad to see you," he said.
"Well, I'm glad to see you too," Jenny said. "Liz called, said she's probably going to be quite late. What do you think about just calling out for some pizza?"
"Pizza sounds good to me," John said. "I brought a deck of cards. You want to see if you can beat the old man in a game of spades?" Jenny smiled, remembering the card games she used to play with her father when she was younger.
"I've had lots of practice since the last time we played," she said. He pulled out the cards.
"Well, let's see what you've got," he said. They grabbed a notepad and a pencil, sat at the table and played spades until Liz called John. He answered the phone, observing that it was now 9:00 and they had been playing for more than three hours.
"Hi, John," Liz said when he answered. "Have you seen the news?"
"No, Jenny's been beating my pants off at spades," John said. "What's going on?"
"You'd better turn on the news," she said. "It looks like deSilva has taken care of Robert and Lydia. I'm sorry, but I've been doing interviews all night and I'm going to be stuck here for at least another couple hours covering this story. Can you guys handle dinner on your own?"
"No problem," John said. "We were thinking about calling out for pizza."
"Pizza's perfect. I'm sorry, John, I'll be home as soon as I can," she said.
"I understand. We'll be here," John said. "Thanks for letting us know." He ended the call then turned on the television and searched for the local news and found a channel that was covering the story.
"This just in to Eyewitness News," an announcer said. "The home of state Senate candidate Robert Wilson burned to the ground tonight. The bodies of three persons - one woman and two men - were discovered by firefighters. It's not known what started the fire, but authorities say they are investigating and have not ruled out foul play. It's believed the bodies included Mr. Wilson and his wife, Lydia. Stay tuned to Eyewitness News for updates as they come in."
Jenny gasped and collapsed in tears as the news came in. John was hurt as well, but more for his daughter than anything else. He held her as she sobbed, soaking his shirt with her tears.
His phone rang, and he sat Jenny down before answering it, seeing the call was from Ben.
"Did you see the news?" Ben asked.
"Yes, I did," John said.
"Did you have any idea this was going to happen?" he asked.
"No, I didn't," John said.
"Were they alive when you saw them last?" Ben asked.
"Yes, they were," John said. "I made Liz a promise and I kept it."
"Okay, I believe you," Ben said. "I'll let you know if I hear anything. Take care of Liz and Jenny."
"I will," John said before ending the call. Jenny looked at him after he set his phone down.
"Did you have anything to do with this?" Jenny asked through her tears.
"No, I didn't," John said. "I made a promise to Liz. I admit I wanted them to feel some pain, and there was a time I would have killed them for what they did to you and I. But no, I had nothing to do with this."
"You swear to me on a stack of Bibles?" she asked.
"If that's what it takes," he said. "Have I ever lied to you?"
"No, you haven't," she said. He held her as she mourned for her mother. John's phone rang again, and he saw the call was from Liz.
"Hi, Liz," he said. "What's up?"
"John, please tell me you had no knowledge of this," she said.
"No, I had no knowledge of this," he said.
"Good," she said. "I had to tell the police where Jenny is and they'll be coming by soon. No doubt they're going to have some questions. I'll be leaving here soon and we can talk when I get home, okay?"
"Okay," John said.
"How's Jenny?" Liz asked.
"She's upset, naturally, but she'll be okay, I think," he said.
"Okay. Look after her and I'll see you in a bit," she said.
"Sounds good. I'll go ahead and order the pizza," John said. They said their goodbyes and ended the call. John called a local Domino's Pizza and ordered two large pizzas for them.
He sat with Jenny until he heard a knock at the door. He answered the door and saw two large LAPD officers, one of whom was Sgt. Taggert, an officer he worked with ten years ago.
"Is Miss Jennifer Wilson here?" the sergeant asked.
"Yes," John said. "Please come in." The officers entered, with Taggert looking at him closely.
"Who are you, by the way?" Taggert asked.
"Smith. John Smith," he said. "I'm a friend of Ms. Johnson's and I'm here looking after Jenny."
"Do you have any ID?" Taggert asked. John nodded his head and pulled out his driver's license. Taggert looked at it carefully and handed it back to him.
"Can you account for your whereabouts since about 5:00 this evening?" he asked.
"Yes," John said. "I left home about 5:00 and came straight here. I've been here with Miss Wilson ever since." He looked at the table, where the cards were still laid out. "She pretty much wiped me out in spades this evening." Taggert looked at the table and nodded his head before looking back at John.
"You remind me of someone I used to work with a long time ago," Taggert said. "Do you know the Wilsons?"
"No, I don't," John said. Taggert nodded his head before turning to Jenny.
"Miss Wilson?" he asked Jenny. Jenny looked at him, tears running down her cheeks.
"I hate to tell you this, but your mother, father and your grandfather were killed in a fire at their home this evening," he said.
"Robert wasn't my father," she said. "He was my uncle when my mother married him."
"I see," Taggert said. "Would you mind telling us why you're here?" She looked at John before answering.
"My uncle has been molesting me since I was 13," she said. "Ms. Johnson found out and invited me to stay here until I start college in the fall." Taggert nodded his head in sympathy.
"Did you ever report this to anyone?" he asked.
"Yes, I did," she said. "Twice. But no one did anything and my mother threatened me if I reported it again." Taggert looked shocked. He met Lydia years ago when she was married to her first husband, and had a hard time believing she would allow this to happen to her daughter.
"I'm sorry, Miss Wilson. Both for your loss and for what happened to you," he said. Jenny looked at him, her eyes suddenly growing hard. Taggert recognized that look as he had seen it in her father a few times before he was murdered.
"I'm not sorry they're dead," Jenny said angrily. "I'm glad. They conspired to murder my father, then she let that bastard rape me over and over again." Taggert listened to her as she unloaded.
"I understand, Miss Wilson. I knew your father and he was a damn good cop," he said before handing her his card. "If there's anything I can do, please feel free to call me. There's also a number for a grief counselor. I suggest you take advantage of it." He stood and faced John.
"Mr. Smith, if you care for this girl, I strongly suggest you get her some counseling, soon," he said before leaving.
The pizza came shortly after the officers left and Liz walked in a few minutes later. Jenny was still on the couch, wiping her eyes. Liz gave her a hug before going into the kitchen, where John was cutting the pizza. She could tell something was on his mind. After he cut the pizza and dished it out, he turned to Liz and Jenny.
"We need to talk," he said. He set their pizza on the table and invited them to join him.
"What's going on, John?" Liz asked.
"First of all, I promise you both I had absolutely nothing to do with what happened tonight. I made a promise to you, Liz and I'm a man of my word," he said. "I was contacted by deSilva's people early this morning. They took me somewhere - I don't know where, they blindfolded me and drove around in circles - and I saw them. Lydia, Robert and Dan. I had words with them. Strong words. I hit Robert. But I swear to you both they were alive when I left and I had no idea this was going to happen. I thought deSilva's people would rough them up a bit, but that's all." The girls looked at John before speaking.
"I believe you, John," Liz said. "And I appreciate your honesty here tonight." Jenny hugged her father.
"I believe you, too, Dad," she said. John's eyes watered a bit before he spoke. Liz noticed and gave him a questioning look.
"There was a time when I wanted to kill them for what they did to me and for what they did to you, Jenny," he said, tears falling down his cheek. "Then I met you all over again, Jenny, and I met you, Liz. And I learned that I'm not the same man I was ten years ago. That man could have easily killed all three of them without breaking a sweat. But that's not me anymore. Something deSilva said to me suddenly made sense."
"You spoke to deSilva himself?" Liz asked. John nodded his head.
"Yes, I did," John said. "He told me I was given a special gift, a chance at a new life. A life with you, Liz and with you, Jenny. I'm not the man I was ten years ago, Liz. I'm sorry." Liz hugged him as he cried.
"No, you're not the same man and you have no need to apologize," she said. "You're a better man than you were ten years ago." After they hugged and cried for a while, Liz looked at John.
"You know, it's been a long day and it's late. Why don't you stay here with us tonight?" she asked.
"Yeah, I can rack out on the couch," he said. Liz and Jenny shook their heads.
"I won't hear of it," Liz said. "If it's okay with your daughter, I'd like you to stay with me." Jenny smiled.
"Are you sure?" John asked.
"Oh, yes, my love. There's plenty of room in my bed," she said. "But remember, I'm strictly a one-man woman and I expect the same from my man." John smiled.
"It's a deal," he said, kissing her. He looked at Jenny. "Are you okay with this?"
"Oh yes, Dad," she said. "I'm more than okay with this." They hugged a bit longer, finished their pizzas and headed for bed. After a night of soft lovemaking, John woke up with a naked Liz wrapped around his body.
"I can get used to this," he thought to himself with a smile.
Six months later, John and Liz were married. Ben was John's best man and Jenny was Liz's maid of honor. Life was looking good.
The autopsies revealed that Robert, Lydia and Dan had all died of smoke inhalation. Fire investigators found that an electrical short in the old house sparked the fire, which quickly spread through the old wooden house, aided by piles of paperwork and old legal books Robert and Lydia had collected over the years.
Jenny went to UCLA and split her time between the college and her father's condo. Although John didn't have to get a job, he went into business with Ben, working as a private investigator.
There was, however, one loose end he had to take care of. One day, Jenny called to tell him that his mother, Barbara, was in the hospital with a terminal form of cancer, complicated by bouts of dementia. According to the doctors, she said, the old woman wasn't expected to live much longer. John took Jenny and Liz to see her one last time.



As he walked into the hospital room, he took note of his mother's condition. She slowly opened her eyes and looked at John. Tears started falling down her cheek.
"Avery," she asked weakly. "Is that really you?" He sat down next to her. She looked closely at his face. "Oh my God, Avery, I'm so sorry for everything. Can you ever forgive me?" He took her frail form in his arms and hugged her.
"My name is now John Smith," he whispered. "But yes, it's really me. And yes, I forgive you," he added, tears running down his face. She began sobbing as he held her. They held each other for several minutes before she began to get tired. He laid her down and smiled at her.
"Thank you, John," she said. "I can die in peace now." Exhausted, she went to sleep. They left the room as she slept. She died a few weeks later, but had managed to change her will in the meantime, splitting her considerable assets evenly between John and Jenny. John made the arrangements for her funeral, burying her next to her husband.
Looking at the four graves of his previous family, John realized that deSilva was right - he had, indeed, been given a special gift, and he intended to make the best of his new lease on life.
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January 17, 2093:
Chris Weber sat at his computer, going through the entries in his personal journal, something he had kept up for many years. The file told the story of his nearly century-long love affair with Chloe, his wife of 90 years. Someday, he thought, he would have to close it out and hand it over to his children and grandchildren for safe-keeping, and he wanted to make sure it was just the way he wanted it.
Although his marriage to Chloe was what most would consider idyllic, it had moments that could be described as "challenging." That was to be expected, Chris thought. At least he could say there was never a time when she ever cheated on him. But there was one incident that took place about four years after the death of their son, Mike, when he thought it would all come crashing down.
Friday, July 27, 2040:
Chris and Chloe was busy helping their daughter, Marilyn, load up her car for the trip to her college. They finally got everything loaded and tearfully hugged their child, making her promise to come home to visit from time to time. Marilyn was their youngest child and they were a bit anxious about finally being alone with no children in the house after 31 years.
"Of course I'll be back," she said. "The college is only 150 miles away."
"I hear George is going there as well," Chloe said. Marilyn and George Freeman were a couple in high school and seemed to be very serious about each other.
"Yes, he is," Marilyn said. "He's going for an engineering degree. And yes, we're still dating." Marilyn looked at them one last time. "I love you guys," she said. "And I'll call when I get there."
"Make sure you do, dear," Chris said. One last kiss, one last wave and they watched as she pulled out of the driveway and headed off to school.
Chloe and Chris looked at each other, realizing that they were now "empty-nesters." Chloe smiled.
"Race you to the back yard," she said.
"You're on," Chris said in response. The two 56-year-olds ran out the back door, tearing their clothes off as they went. Chloe grabbed a blanket on her way out as Chris grabbed a pillow. Finding their favorite spot, Chloe spread out the blanket as Chris tossed the pillow on it. They finished taking their clothes off and embraced each other, naked, in the back yard, the way they used to do before they had children.
"God, you are so beautiful," Chris said as he ran his hands over his wife's body, kept in shape through years of exercise.
"You're not so bad yourself," she said, rubbing her bald pussy against his crotch, causing his manhood to respond.
Chloe pushed Chris down onto the blanket and put the pillow under his head. Straddling his crotch, she began to rub her pussy along the length of his cock, bending over him so her long dark hair fell over his face.
"You know how long I've wanted to fuck you out here in the backyard?" she asked.
"It has been a while, hasn't it?" he asked in response.
"Too long," she said.
She took one of his hands and placed it on her left breast.
"Feel that? It's all yours," she said. "Come on, suck it. Lick it. You know you want it." Chris smiled and took his wife's breast in his mouth and sucked on her nipple just the way she liked it. "Don't forget I have another one of those," she whispered. Chris turned his attention to her other breast, causing her to moan in pleasure. "You know what I want?" she asked.
"Mmmm, what?" Chris asked. Chloe smiled and moved down his body.
"I want to suck my brother's cock right here in the back yard," she said, taking his hard erection in her hand. She licked the length of his organ, and worked the head of his erection into her mouth. After nearly 40 years, she knew exactly what he liked and what would bring him off. She worked him over for several minutes until he felt himself begin to explode.
"Oh baby, that feels so damn good," he said. "I'm getting ready to cum." Soon, he shot a load of semen in her throat, and Chloe expertly swallowed as he pumped into her mouth. Licking her lips, she moved back up his body.
"You know I love swallowing my brother's cum," she whispered in his ear. "Now, baby, you know what I want to hear," she said as she moved herself closer to Chris's face. Yes, after 40 years, he knew, and he relished it.
"I want to eat my sister's pussy so bad," he said. She smiled as she put her shaved mound close to his face.
"You're such a naughty boy," she said. "Do it, eat my pussy, baby. Worship it." Chris ran his tongue over her soft, smooth mound, admiring the way her lips slightly protruded from her slit. She first shaved herself for him back in 2001, on their 18th birthday, when they gave each other their virginity and she kept herself smooth for him ever since. Several years back, she even had electrolysis done to remove all the hair follicles and spent a great deal of time keeping herself soft and smooth.
He moved his tongue up and down her slit, sucking on her lips the way he knew she liked it, inhaling her aroma. She gasped as he took her clit in his mouth and gently sucked on it.
"Yes, baby, eat my pussy. Suck my clit. Make me cum on your face," she said, moaning. He kept up until she grabbed his head and pushed herself on him, her orgasm coating his lower face. She lowered herself and moved onto the blanket, spreading her legs for him while opening her pussy with her fingers.
"Come here and fuck your love goddess," she said, her eyes half-closed with desire. "Make me your woman. Stick that lovely cock inside my pussy and fuck my brains out." Chris smiled and climbed on top of her, positioning the head of his cock at her opening. "Do it, now," she said. "Quit teasing me and fuck my naked pussy."
Chris gasped as he entered her, her wet pussy milking his cock as he slid into her. He moved inside her, slowly, causing her to moan. She wrapped her legs around him and bucked up to meet his thrusts.
"Oh God, baby, your cock feels so damn good inside my pussy," she said. "Fuck me. Don't ever stop."
"Ohhhh baby," Chris moaned. "Your pussy is so tight, so warm and wet."
"That's it, baby," Chloe said. "Fuck me good. Fuck me the way I like it." He began picking up his pace a bit and soon felt the urge to ejaculate building up inside him.
"I'm about to cum inside you," he said.
"Then do it, baby," she said. "Cum inside my pussy. Cum inside sister's pussy." He exploded inside her just as her own orgasm hit. They held each other tight as their mutual orgasms subsided.
This was a familiar dance for the two lovers, and they never tired of it. Chloe had always been something of an exhibitionist who was very vocal during their love-making, and Chris had always been something of a voyeur who loved looking at his wife's gorgeous, well-maintained body.
Anyone not knowing their history would no doubt wonder at some of the words they used during their trysts, "brother" and "sister" being just two of them. They weren't related, but when they were younger many mistook them for siblings, even though their parents had DNA tests showing no relation. So they began calling each other "brother" and "sister" just to tweak those around them.
"I love you so much," Chris said, kissing his lovely wife.
"I love you more," Chloe said in response.
"Nuh uh," Chris answered. "I love you more." They kissed and held each other for a few minutes longer.
"Let's go for a swim," Chloe said. Chris smiled and got up, offering her his hand. They had been skinny-dipping ever since they were youngsters, and always enjoyed hopping in the water with each other, naked. In the last 30 years, they had to limit it to their visits to the lake house, but now that the kids were gone, they could go in the pool any time they wanted. And since they lived in the country, no one was around to see them. They padded to the pool and jumped in, laughing and splashing each other they way they used to when they were much younger.
Later that day, as they were cleaning up and moving things around, Chloe came into the garage, where Chris was working.
"Look what I found," she said, holding up an old nightshirt. Chris looked and recognized it right off. It was the nightshirt he gave to her on Christmas when they were just nine years old. It had a goofy-looking rabbit with long floppy ears and a caption that read, "Snugglebunny."
"Oh my gosh," Chris said. "Where was it?"
"I found it in a box my mom gave me a while back," Chloe said. "She had it in one of those vacuum-sealed bags so it wouldn't get ruined. I think I'm going to frame it and hang it up in our bedroom."
He remembered the Christmas he had given it to her and the way her face lit up when she saw it.
"Am I your Snugglebunny?" she asked. He nodded his head. She came to him, wrapped her little arms around him and kissed him. "I love you," she said. That was the first time she had ever kissed him or told him that she loved him and he knew from that moment on they would be together for the rest of their lives. And from then on, "Snugglebunny" was his nickname for her.
A few days later, she reminded him of an annual event at the hospital, so he had his best suit cleaned. He wasn't a huge fan of these events, and to be honest, neither was she. But her position as the head nurse of the maternity ward pretty much dictated that she show up.
He got ready on the night of the party and gasped when he saw Chloe come down the stairs. She wore a nice evening gown that hugged her curves but didn't show a lot of skin. Even so, he thought, she would be the most beautiful woman there.
He escorted his wife into the event, which was held at the hospital's conference center. All of the big brass were there and welcomed them both to the party. They ended up sharing a table with other nurses and a couple of doctors who worked in the maternity ward.
Chris had met some of the others before, and had gotten along well with them but there was one doctor he had not met before. He was a rather tall muscular black man who spoke perfect English with a very distinctive African accent. He sported a tattoo of a snake coiled around his neck.
"Your wife is a very beautiful woman," he told Chris as Chloe walked to the ladies room with a couple of other nurses.
"Yes, she is," Chris said. "Thank you."
"You are a very lucky man," the doctor said.
"I like to think so," Chris said in response. The doctor turned to Chris and extended a hand.
"Please forgive my manners," he said. "I'm Dr. James Ktume." Chris shook his hand.
"I take it you're not from around these parts," Chris said. James shook his head and smiled.
"No, I am not," he said. "I graduated from the University of Nairobi in Kenya and came here as part of an exchange program." Chris was aware of these exchange programs where U.S. doctors would travel overseas while foreign doctors temporarily took their place. It was supposed to be a way to exchange cultural and medical information between the parties involved.
"I've read and enjoyed all of your books, Mr. Weber," James said. "They're quite popular in Africa, you know."
"Thank you," Chris said. "I didn't know that."
"Yes, they are. I especially enjoyed your tribute to your son, Mike," he said. "It's not easy losing a loved one in a time of war. Like you, I also lost a family member there - a brother."
"I'm sorry to hear that," Chris said. James waved his hand in dismissal.
"The misfortunes of war," he said. "I am curious, Mr. Weber, what would you do if someone were to tell you they were going to have sex with your beautiful wife?"
"I would probably tell them that if they valued keeping their private parts connected to their body, they should forget it. You know, Dr. Ktume, I really don't think this is an appropriate topic for discussion here," Chris said. "Have you mentioned this to my wife?" James smiled.
"Oh, no," he said. "Where I come from, men do not negotiate with women unless they are prostitutes. We simply take what we want."
"And if the other spouse complains?" Chris asked. "What then?" James shrugged.
"Then, in that case, there is a dispute," James said. "The two men fight. The loser dies and the winner takes the prize. Honor is restored."
"Survival of the fittest," Chris said. "I can understand that. But here, we would call what you do rape. And in these parts, if you happen to piss off the wrong husband, you'll end up dead. That's just the way it is. You'd be better off just forgetting the whole thing."
"I see," James said. "I have read many stories since I have been here, you know. It seems that many of your western women are very attracted to well-endowed African men."
"Maybe," Chris said. "But not my wife. We've been happily married for nearly 40 years and we've been in love with each other for almost a half-century. I suggest you stop reading those erotic fiction sites and stay focused in the real world."
"Maybe you're right, Mr. Weber," James said with a crooked smile. "Please forgive my indiscretion." About that time, Chloe and the other nurses showed back up at the table.
"Sorry I was gone for so long," she said, kissing her husband. "You know how it is when we start talking."
"Yes, I know," Chris said with a smile. James got up and asked Chloe to dance, throwing a knowing smirk at Chris. He didn't expect her to refuse him.
"I'm sorry, Dr. Ktume," she said. "I only dance with my husband." He bowed his head in contrition.
"My apologies, Mrs. Weber," he said before moving on. Chloe looked at Chris.
"What was that all about?" she asked, concerned.
"I think your Dr. Ktume wants to get into your panties," Chris said. Chloe laughed.
"Fat chance of that," she said. She grabbed his hand and led him to the dance floor. "C'mon, husband, let's go cut a rug." He joined her on the dance floor and held her tight through three slow songs. They both noticed James looking at them with jealousy in his eyes.
Chloe stayed close to Chris for the rest of the event, but they discussed what happened with James on the way home.
"What happened with you and Dr. Ktume?" Chloe asked.
"He made some very inappropriate comments to me about you while you were gone," Chris said. "Has he said anything to you or come on to you at work?"
"He hasn't been overtly inappropriate to me, but he has made some advances toward some of the nurses," she said. "I've had to warn him a time or two about hospital policy on sexual harassment. He has a tendency to get as close as he can to the girls so they can feel his crotch. It's really quite embarrassing."
"Something about him really bothers me," Chris said. "Just something I can't quite put my finger on. I think I'll have Ron check him out and see what he says."
"I think that's probably a good idea," Chloe said. "Let me know what he says."
The next day, Chris contacted his friend, Ron Wiseman.
"What do you want to know about this guy?" Ron asked.
"Everything," Chris said. "Something about this guy gives me the creeps, and I didn't like the comments he made about Chloe."
"Alright," Ron said. "I'm in the middle of a couple things right now, but I'll put his name in the hopper and see what comes out."
"Thanks, I appreciate it," Chris said, ending the video call.
A couple days later, Ron called Chris at home with the results of his search.
"Hey, Ron, how's it going?" Chris asked.
"Good, thanks," Ron said. "I've got some info on your doctor and you're not going to like it. Tell me, does this guy have a tattoo of a snake on his neck?"
"Yes, he does," Chris said. "Why? What's going on?"
"Well, your doctor friend really is a doctor and he graduated from the University of Nairobi," Ron said. "However, he also works for the faction your son fought in Africa."
"Oh?" Ron asked.
"Yes, his moniker, translated from his native language, is 'the Snake.' Apparently, he thinks that strikes fear into his enemies," Ron said.
"So that explains the tattoo," Chris said.
"Yes, but there's more," Ron said. "It took a bit of digging, but I learned that his brother commanded the enemy forces your son fought in Africa. In fact, he was killed in the battle with Mike's unit. Also, it looks like this Ktume character is the one Gen. Masters met up with on their cruise. I wouldn't be a bit surprised if he's the one who provided the Super-E for Lynette."
Chris remembered the whole sorry incident from four years ago. Mike's wife, Lynette, was cheating on him with Gen. Masters, who also happened to be her boss. She lied and said she and the general were on a fact-finding mission to Europe, but in reality, was on a sex cruise, engaging in what was described as a creampie gangbang tournament to see who would be crowned the cruise gangbang queen.
It turned out that Lynette had been given multiple doses of the Super-E to help her get through the tournament by her lover. Lynette later committed suicide, but it was generally believed she was suffering from the side affects of the drug. Now, it appeared that this Dr. Ktume may have been the source of those drugs.
"I was lead to believe the military had taken out that whole network," Chris said.
"Apparently, this one slipped through the cracks," Ron said in response.
"Do you think he's here under false pretenses?" Chris asked.
"Yes, I do," Ron said. "I wouldn't be a bit surprised if this Ktume guy is here looking to get revenge for his brother's death."
"I remember he said something about his brother being killed in combat," Chris said. "Called it the misfortunes of war or something."
"It seems he's taking it personally," Ron said. "There's one other thing. This guy never works alone. But I don't have any information on who he might be working with. I do, however, believe he may be targeting your daughter as well. I've taken the liberty of contacting Brian and his team is looking into it and I've contacted Homeland Security, so they're on it as well. Right now, the first thing we need to do is get Chloe away from Ktume."
"I'll take care of that," Chris said. After they ended their call, Chris called Chloe on her cell. She never answered and the call went straight to voicemail. Chris was now very concerned, as she always kept her cell phone turned on. He sent a text message, but didn't receive a reply.
Just then, he got a call from his son, Brian. Brian had followed his brother into the Special Forces and was now an intelligence analyst for the Army currently working at the Pentagon.
"Dad, I got off the phone with Ron and I'm looking into the situation with Dr. Ktume," he said. "I can't tell you much, but I will tell you that we've already dispatched assets to keep an eye on Marilyn, just in case they're going after her," he said. "You need to get Mom out of the hospital, immediately."
"Thanks, Brian," Chris said. "I'm on it now."
He jumped in his car and headed for the hospital.
What he didn't know is that James had already removed the battery from Chloe's phone and was preparing to make his move on her that very day.
Chloe's shift had ended so she went to her car to leave for home, but for whatever reason, her car wouldn't start. What she didn't know is that James had already sabotaged her car so it wouldn't start. Frustrated, she pulled her cell phone from her purse, but saw that it wouldn't turn on. Just then, James tapped on her window.



"Is there a problem?" he asked when she opened the door.
"My car won't start, and I can't call my husband to come get me," she said.
"No problem, let me give you a ride home," he said. Chloe got out and followed James to his car. He opened the passenger door for her to get in. As she bent down to get inside, she felt a prick on the side of her neck. Before she could say anything, she was unconscious.
...
Chris got to the hospital and saw Chloe's car in the parking lot. Good, he thought, she hadn't left yet. He parked his car and ran into the hospital, taking the elevator to the maternity ward.
When he got to the front desk at the ward, he asked for his wife.
"I'm sorry, Mr. Weber, but she's already left for home," the nurse told him.
"How long ago was that?" he asked.
"I don't now, maybe 30 minutes ago or so, I think," the nurse said.
"Is Dr. Ktume here?" Chris asked. The nurse looked at her board and shook her head.
"No, he's left as well," the nurse said. "It looks like he left about 15 minutes before your wife." Crap, Chris thought.
"Do you know what he drives?" he asked.
"I think he drives a black BMW," the nurse said. Chris pulled out his phone and called Ron, who answered on the first ring.
"Ron, I think Ktume already has Chloe. Her car is here, but she's gone and the nurse says Ktume has also left. I'm heading to the parking lot to see if his car is still there," he said.
"Crap," Ron said. "I'll bet anything Ktume is taking Chloe back to your house. If it's revenge he wants, that's probably where he'll go. Give me a minute and I'll head over to your house. Meet me about a block or so east of your home as soon as you can and we'll go in together."
"Will do," Chris said, running for his car. He had originally thought about looking for Ktume's car, but decided against it. Jumping in his car, headed straight home. He saw Ron's car parked on the side of the road about 100 yards away from the driveway entrance and pulled over.
Ron got out and jumped into Chris' car.
"Okay, here's the deal," Ron said. "If Ktume is there, he'll be expecting you, not the both of us. Go into your driveway like you normally would. I'll try to stay out of sight as much as I can. Once we're inside, you follow his orders. When I get a clear shot at Ktume, I'll take him down. Any questions?"
"What then?" Chris asked.
"We take him back to my place," Ron said. "I have ways of making him talk."
"Okay," Chris said, easing back onto the road. He got to his driveway entrance and saw Ktume's BMW in front of the garage. He swiped his card key and entered the driveway, parking behind the BMW. He got out of the car after he opened the garage door for Ron and made his way to the front door. On the way, he looked inside James' BMW and saw Chloe's card key on the seat. So that's how he got past the gate, Chris thought.
He entered the house like he normally would, keeping an eye out for James. Ktume was standing at the foot of the stairs, holding a pistol.
"Well, about time you came home," he said with a wicked smile. He motioned for Chris to go up the stairs. "Please, come join the party."
"What do you intend to do?" Chris asked.
"I think my intentions are quite clear," James said. "You're going to watch me fuck your wife the way she's never been fucked before. Then you get to watch as I cut her head off. Maybe I'll let you live, but maybe not. Maybe I'll let you see the videos of what our soldiers do to your beautiful daughter."
"What do you mean?" Chris asked.
"It's simple," James said. "Your daughter is old enough to be used as breeding stock for our warriors back home. After I deal with your wife, we'll take your daughter back to Africa where she'll be impregnated by as many of our soldiers as possible. After she's given us a few sons, we'll take care of her the same way I'll take care of your wife."
"Why are you doing this?" Chris asked. "We never did anything to you."
"Your son killed my brother. Honor must be restored," he said.
"But your brother's troops killed my son," Chris said. "You said it was the misfortunes of war."
"Yes, I did," James said. "I lied."
Chris was now in the master bedroom, where an unconscious Chloe was spread naked on the bed, her arms and legs tied to the four bedposts. Chris saw an empty syringe on the dresser. James motioned for Chris to sit in a chair placed in the corner of the room.
"Don't move or I'll be forced to kill you both right away," James said. Chris sat still as James secured him to the chair. Once finished, James stood up and began removing his clothes.
"You know that once your wife gets a taste of this, she'll never again go back to your tiny white American dick," he sneered. Chris was getting angrier by the second but said nothing. Soon, James was naked and he grabbed his hardening erection. Chris had to admit, it was pretty large. James laughed.
"Too bad that your lovely wife will have to die once I'm done fucking her," James said. "She'd be a nice addition to my harem." He laughed again, but his laughter soon died as his eyes opened wide in shock. Before he could move, his eyes rolled up into his head and he collapsed in a heap on the floor.
Ron came into the room, holding a small crossbow pistol. He went to Chris and untied him from the chair and the two turned to Chloe. Ron pulled out a knife and cut the ropes securing Chloe to the bed.
"What did you do?" Chris asked.
"I put lover-boy out for a while. Don't worry, he'll be out of it for a few hours," Ron said. "Get some clothes on your wife and have your folks take her to the hospital. Don't call 911, we don't want police here just yet." He saw the syringe on the dresser, and carefully put it inside a plastic bag he grabbed from Chris' kitchen, then set about securing James' hands and feet with zip ties.
Chris grabbed his phone and called his father, who answered on the first ring.
"What's up, son?" he asked.
"Dad, I need you and Mom to come over here and take Chloe to the hospital immediately," he said. "I'll explain when you get here."
"We're on our way," he said. "I'll call her folks and we'll be there in a couple minutes."
When Chris and Chloe's parents got there, he explained what was going on and handed them the syringe Ron put in a plastic bag.
"This may still have some of whatever he gave her," Chris said.
"Why don't you just call 911?" his father asked.
"We don't want police coming here just yet and we have to get some answers from this dickhead," Chris said, pointing to James. "Marilyn may still be in danger." His father nodded.
"Okay, son," he said. "You do what you need to, we'll look after Chloe." They carried Chloe downstairs and put her in the back seat of his father's truck. Chloe's father looked at Chris with anger in his eyes.
"Make this animal pay for what he did to my daughter," he said.
"Don't worry, Dad," Chris said. "We'll take care of this asshole."
"See that you do, son," Chloe's father said.
Chris and Ron went back into the bedroom and dragged James downstairs, putting him in the trunk of Chris's car. Ron got inside and Chris backed out of the driveway. He stopped at Ron's car long enough for his friend to get out.
"Follow me to my place," Ron said. "Don't worry about shithead, he'll be out for a long time." As Chris waited for Ron to head out, he placed a call to his son, Brian.
"Brian, he got to your mother," Chris said. "She's on her way to the hospital now."
"Okay, Dad, my team and I are flying there now," he said. "I have another team at the university watching over Marilyn. Call me when you get some info."
"Will do, son, thanks," Chris said, ending the call.
They got to Ron's place and dragged James downstairs. Chris and Ron's wife, Amy, helped Ron secure James' already naked body to what Ron called a "Wheel of Death." Underneath James' body was a large metal washtub.
"Amy and I have had to use this a time or two," Ron said. "Trust me, it's great for instilling the fear of God into assholes like this."
Once they had James spread and secured to the wheel, Ron placed a collar around his neck and tested the remote control.
"What's that?" Chris asked. Amy laughed.
"It's like a dog training collar," Ron said. "Except I've modified it just a bit to increase the electrical output."
"I see," Chris said. Ron walked to a table Amy had set up for him. He motioned for Chris to stay behind the yellow lines on the floor.
"Time to wake up asshole," Ron said, pressing a button on his remote. The collar lit up and James's eyes flew open. "Are we awake yet?" he asked. James looked around, shocked.
"What is the meaning of this?" James asked. "Get me down!" he demanded. Ron pressed the button again, causing James to shake uncontrollably.
"Shut the fuck up, asshole," Ron said. "You are in no position to demand anything. I will ask the questions and you will answer them. Or else."
"Or else what?" James asked. Ron shook his head.
"You know, for being a doctor and all, you really are one stupid motherfucker," Ron said, grabbing one of his throwing knives. He threw it at the board and watched James' eyes widen as it buried itself right next to his right temple.
"Tell me, asshole, who and where is your accomplice?" Ron asked.
"Fuck you," James said. Ron shook his head again and turned the dial on his remote, causing James to shake uncontrollably again.
"One more time," Ron said. "Who and where is your accomplice? Tell me now and you might leave here with your head intact. Maybe."
"Why should I tell you anything?" James said.
"Because, well, this," Ron said, throwing another knife. The knife buried itself in the board next to James' right thigh, the blade making a small cut in his leg. James yelped as the blade hit. "Next time, I won't be so careful. Now, tell me, asshole."
"Fuck you, white man," he said. Ron shook his head and threw another knife, this time taking a slice out of James' left thigh.
"You must really like pain, asshole," Ron said. "Trust me, I can do this all fucking night long. Can you?" He turned on the remote again, turning the knob up a bit. James screamed in pain. "One more time. Who and where is your accomplice?" James was sweating buckets by now as he breathed heavily.
"You promise to let me down if I tell you?" he asked. Ron looked at Chris and shrugged. He turned back to James.
"Yeah, I'll let you down," he said. Chris looked at Ron, shocked. Ron winked and gave a wicked smile.
"My partner is Abdullah Rashid and he's waiting for Marilyn at her dormitory," James said. "Now, cut me down from here." Ron pressed a button on a tablet sitting on the table and pulled up a picture. He held it up for James to see.
"Is this him?" he asked. James nodded in the affirmative. Ron pressed a few more buttons. He pulled out his cell and made a call. "Did you get that picture?" he asked. "He's waiting for Marilyn Weber at her dormitory." Chris could hear someone at the other end acknowledge the message. Ron ended the call and looked at James.
"Well?" James asked. "Cut me down!" Ron picked up a compound bow, loaded an arrow and pulled back. "Wait!" James said. "You promised you'd cut me down."
"Yeah," Ron said. "But I didn't say anything about you being alive when I did it." He pulled back again, then stopped and looked at Chris. "Would you like the honors?" he asked his friend. Chris looked at the bow for a moment, then reached out and took it. He had killed plenty of deer in his day and could easily handle a bow. But he had never killed a man before.
Still, he thought to himself, this monster was going to rape and murder his wife and kidnap his daughter to make her breeding stock for his comrades in Africa. This man's brother was responsible for his son's death in Africa, and as far as he was concerned, was partly responsible for his daughter-in-law's suicide.
He thought for a moment about his lovely wife, a woman he had loved his entire life. They had grown up together, gave each other their virginity when they were 18, married and had three beautiful children together.
Now, she was laying in a hospital bed and there was no guarantee she would ever get over this.
He considered what this man had done to his family and what he would have done if he hadn't been stopped. This monster was going to take away the one thing Chris held most dear and, like a rabid dog, would do it again if he wasn't stopped here and now. Then he remembered what her father told him before he left.
He looked at the head on the bow and compared it to the other heads Ron had set out on the table. He saw the head he was looking for - a wide head with four razor-sharp blades designed for taking down big game. He unscrewed the target tip and replaced it with the broad tip. Ron smiled and nodded his head.
Chris took his stand behind the line and drew the bow. James looked at him, shocked.
"You cannot kill me," he said. "You are just a weak white infidel. I will fuck your wife and cut her head off while you watch then I'll fuck your daughter right in front of you. The last thing you'll see is me making your daughter pregnant with more warriors for the cause."
"Not today, asshole," Chris said. "Remember when you asked me what I would do if someone said he was going to screw my wife? Well, here's your answer."
Chris took careful aim, then loosed the arrow. James's eyes grew wide and his mouth opened wide, letting loose a high-pitched scream. The arrow went right where Chris aimed, severing James' manhood from his body and burying itself in the man's scrotum. Blood poured from James' body and Ron turned up the collar to its maximum setting, electrocuting him.
Chris, however, wasn't finished. He grabbed another arrow and sent it downrange, watching as it pierced his right eye, embedding itself in James' brain. Another arrow pierced James' left eye. Ron looked at his friend in shock.
"Where did you learn to shoot like that?" he asked.
"My dad taught me," Chris said. "I was the state archery champion five years in a row."
Ron took the bow from Chris' hands and noticed his friend was shaking. He held Chris for a moment, then stood back.
"You had to do it," Ron said. "If you hadn't done it, he'd never stop and you know it." Chris nodded his head.
"I know," Chris said. "It's just..."
"You've never killed a man before," Ron said. "I understand." Chris looked at him.
"Do you ever get over it?" Chris asked. Ron shrugged his shoulders.
"Everyone's different. Look in Chloe's eyes the next time you see her and you'll know whether or not you did the right thing," Ron said. He picked up his phone and pressed a button before talking. "Clean-up on aisle 15," he said before ending the call. He put his arm around his friend. "C'mon, let's get out of here and go see that pretty wife of yours."
They left and headed for the hospital. Chloe was somewhat groggy when they got there but smiled when she saw her husband. The doctor spoke to Chris as Ron spoke to his father.
"Your wife was given a massive dose of Super-E," the doctor said. "We were able to counteract it but we're going to keep her here for a few days to make sure there's no after-effects."
"Will she make it?" Chris asked. He remembered what happened to his daughter-in-law, Lynette.
"I think so," the doctor said. "She's had quite a shock, though, so I'm going to recommend counseling."
"Was she raped?" Chris asked. The doctor shook his head.
"We saw no evidence of that," the doctor said.
"Good," Chris said. "Thanks." Her father came up to him and hugged him with tears in his eyes.
"Thanks, son," he said. "You did the right thing." Chris nodded his head. Brian came up to them, still wearing his fatigues. He took off his green beret and put his hand on Chris' shoulder.
"Marilyn is safe, Dad," he said. "Don't worry, they won't bother any of us ever again." Chris nodded his head and thanked his son.
He went in to Chloe's room, took her in his arms and held her.
"I love you so much," he whispered. She weakly held up a little finger. He wrapped one of his little fingers around hers.
"Am I still your Snugglebunny?" she asked, tears in her eyes. He smiled and kissed her on the lips.
"You'll always be my Snugglebunny," he said.
Chloe remained in the hospital for a few days until the doctors felt that all of the drug was out of her system. She went through counseling for several months and was eventually able to put the incident behind her, although it wasn't easy. Not one to shirk her duties, she insisted on going back to work at the hospital as soon as possible.
Through it all, Chris remained at her side, holding and comforting her, even while dealing with his own demons. He had an idea, and mentioned it to Brian, who liked it. He grabbed a copy of his tribute to Mike and inscribed it with a short message and his signature.
...
A few days later, a group of separatist fighters were gathered around a fire in sub-Saharan Africa, eating their evening meal. They heard an airplane overhead and looked up, but didn't see anything. No doubt, they thought, it was just another American drone trying to gather intelligence. They went back to their meal but were interrupted a few seconds later when bloody body parts began falling on and around them.
They jumped up, surprised, wondering what was going on. Then they saw it - the severed, eyeless head of "The Snake," a man they all feared, had landed in their fire pit. Another severed head landed close by. They looked at each other with horror. This was so unlike the Americans, they thought. They knew the legendary "Snake" was on a mission of revenge, but never expected it would end like this.
Then a book landed on the ground. It was a copy of Chris' tribute to his son, Mike, personally signed by the author.
"Don't tread on me," the message read.
Message received...
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As Beauregard Jackson, "Bo" to his friends and family, sat at the table in the coffee shop waiting for his second cousin, Mary Jane, he wondered what was going on in his life with Bobbi Jean, his wife of two years. Last night she had said some things to him that just didn't make any sense to him and he hoped Mary Jane, or "MJ," as everyone called her, could help him sort it all out.
It's not that Bo was stupid, or anything like that - he was just a simple country boy who lived by a simple set of rules, one of which was that husbands and wives were supposed to be a team working for the same goal. Perhaps he was a bit too trusting, or at worst, naive about the ways of the modern world, but he wasn't stupid.
He had known Bobbi Jean, or "BJ," all through high school and the two were a couple during their senior year. Like every other male in the little town where he lived, Bo had few choices after high school. Go to college, get a low-end job in town or join the military. Not having enough money to go to college, and not wanting to work forever as a laborer, he chose to join the Marines.
He and BJ had talked about getting married, but they decided to wait until he finished his four-year tour in the Corps. Meanwhile, she went to college, having parents with some financial means. After his stint, much of which was spent in vacation spots like Iraq and Afghanistan, he came home.
They got married, even though everyone, including MJ, warned him that BJ had changed in the last four years. But blinded by love - or perhaps lust - he ignored the warnings and married her. Looking at her pretty, smiling face and her sexy body, he couldn't believe that she wasn't the same girl he knew in high school.
He went to work at his uncle's feed store, loading trucks and making deliveries, while taking night courses at the local college for computers and networking, figuring that the veteran's benefits he earned in the Corps should be put to good use. Of course, he knew that at the rate he was going, it would take a while for him to finish his degree.
He had saved enough during his military service to put a good down payment on a nice starter home for him and BJ and bought the house as soon as he got back. BJ liked the house and immediately began putting a "woman's touch" on the place the second he carried her over the threshold.
In the meantime, she had gotten a job with a local law firm, working as a paralegal and making pretty good money for the area. She suggested that he let her take care of them financially so he could focus on school, but he shot that idea down.
"I'm the husband, and it's my job to take care of us," he said. Fortunately, what he made at the feed store was enough to cover the bills, and BJ's earnings went to things like food, furniture and whatever else they might need for the house.
For the first year, things seemed to go well. They got along and enjoyed sex almost every day of the week. They had decided to hold off on having any children until he had finished college and started working for one of the big firms in Springfield.
But as time went on, he started noticing little changes in BJ. She started going out on Fridays with "the girls," allegedly for drinks to unwind from the week. Then the Friday outings started happening more often, sometimes two or three times a week. Worse yet, she wouldn't get home sometimes until nearly 2:00 am and would immediately run to take a shower. He could smell the cigarette smoke on her clothes, and sometimes he caught a whiff of something else, but he couldn't quite make it out.
It wasn't unusual for Bo to pop into BJ's office and take her to lunch, but for some reason, she was never available. It seemed that every time he would go over, she was "out" with one of the attorneys handling issues with one client or another. When he mentioned it to her, she would wave it off and dismiss his complaints.
Then her firm hired Ryan Wallace, a flashy attorney from back east with connections. In their wisdom, they teamed Ryan with BJ and suddenly, she had to take off almost every other weekend to visit with clients out of town. Or at least that's what she said. Sometimes, she'd be in Little Rock, or Memphis, or St. Louis. A few times, she was gone for a whole week to New York, Boston, Miami or Washington, D.C.
At first she would call him every night and they would have wild sex when she got back. Then the calls started falling off, and so did the sex. Now, he was lucky if they got together once or twice a week.
Then the manner of her dress started changing. At first, she wore either pants suits or conservative dresses that fell well below the knee. Now, her skirts were fairly short. And he began to notice lingerie in her suitcases that he had never seen before, and once, he found a tiny club skirt that would barely cover her crotch.
Her attitude towards him also seemed to change. At first, she was proud of her Marine veteran husband who worked hard all day and went to school most nights. Now, she hardly ever said anything to him that didn't include a dig.
Then there was the conversation they had last night in bed. He was still trying to get his head around that.
His reverie was broken by the sound of MJ coming to the table. She sat down across from him with her coffee and snapped her fingers to get his attention.
"Hey, cuz, what's so damned important that you had to drag me out of the office?" she asked. She worked as the office manager for his uncle's feed store so he got to see her every day, but he wanted to talk to her outside the office to stem any gossip.
"I need to talk with you in private," he said. "And I don't want Uncle Les or the others hearing about my personal problems."
"Yeah, I kinda figured something's been eatin' at your craw for a while," she said. "Don't tell me, let me guess, it's BJ, right?"
"Yeah, how'd you guess?" he asked.
"That's easy," she said. "It's written all over your face. What is she doing now?"
"That's just it," Bo said. "I really don't know. I think she's cheating on me, but I can't prove it."
"I'm sorry to hear that, Bo," she said. "I knew she was going to be trouble."
"Yeah, you and everyone else told me, but I didn't want to believe it," he said.
"So, talk to me, cuz, what's going on?" she asked.
"It's something she said to me last night," Bo said. "I don't know what to make of it and I was hoping you could help me make sense of it."
"What did she say?" MJ asked.
"She said something about wanting me to be her cuckold," Bo said quietly. He didn't know what the word meant and seemed confused.
"That bitch," MJ spit. "Do you know what that means?"
"No, I don't," Bo said. "What is that?"
"She wants to fuck other men and she wants your permission," MJ said. Bo's eyes widened as her words sunk in.
"Oh hell no," he said. "I don't understand. Why would she want to do that to me?" he asked.
"Because she's a no-good bitch," MJ said. "What else did she say?"
"She said she wanted to maybe tie me up so I could watch and then maybe eat her cream pie," Bo said. MJ's face turned red, partly from embarrassment, partly from anger. "At the time, it didn't make any sense, but after what you told me, I think I understand."
"I hope so, cuz," MJ said. "You need to get some evidence against her and dump her cheating ass as fast as you can, before she makes good on her threat."
"How do I do that?" Bo asked.
"Listen, you need to go talk to cousin Mike," MJ said. Mike, another second cousin to both MJ and Bo, was a private investigator who often did favors for family, which covered quite a few people in town. "Tell him what you told me. He'll know what to do."
Bo nodded his head, tears coming down his face. MJ took his hand in hers. She loved him, and her heart went out to him.
"It'll be okay, Bo," she said. "If need be, you can come stay with me." He looked up at her.
"Thanks, MJ," he said. "I may just do that. BJ will be leaving again this weekend for something in Chicago so I should be okay till Monday."
"Okay, Bo," she said. "You know my door is always open for you, though. Any time. Just be careful and don't do anything stupid, you understand me? I don't want to have to come bail you out of jail."
"I'll be careful," Bo said.
"Okay," MJ said, standing up. "You take the rest of the day off. I'll tell Uncle Les you need to take some time for personal business. We're caught up for the day anyway." She leaned down and kissed him on the cheek. She hated seeing him like this and was determined to do whatever she needed to get him through this.
Bo nodded his head and watched her leave, her ass swaying in her short denim cutoffs. Whoever ended up with her would be a lucky man, he thought. He pulled out his phone and called Mike, who answered on the first ring.
"Jackson Investigations, Michael speaking," he said.
"Mike, this is Bo. You got a few minutes?" Bo asked.
"Hey, Bo. Yeah, I think I can rearrange my busy social calendar for you," he said, laughing. "You wanna come over now?"
"Yeah," Bo said. "If you don't mind.
"No problem," Mike said. "I'll put on a fresh pot of coffee for ya."
"Thanks," Bo said. "I'll be right over." Bo ended the call, paid the bill and jumped in his pickup. Mike's office was on the other side of the small town and he would be there in a matter of minutes. He walked into the office and shook his cousin's hand.
"What's up, Bo?" Mike asked, pouring him a cup of coffee.
"I have a problem with BJ and I need to get some answers," he said.
"Really?" Mike asked. "I thought you two were doing great."
"Yeah, me too," Bo said. He explained everything he knew so far to Mike. Mike took notes as he listened, stopping only a few times to ask a follow-up question.
"When's the next time she and Ryan are going out of town?" Mike asked.
"This Friday," Bo said. "Tomorrow. They're going to Chicago." Mike looked at his calendar.
"Well, what do you know?" Mike asked. "It just so happens I have to be in Chicago this weekend for something myself. Tell ya what, cuz. Let me know where she's staying and I'll see what I can get for ya."
"I'll do that, thanks," Bo said.
"Also," Mike said, "it would help if we put some cameras and microphones in your house. Is there any way we can get in there and get that set up?"
"Yeah, you can do that," Bo said. "When would you like to do it?"
"The sooner the better, I think," Mike said. "Today is Wednesday, so we have a day or so before they head out. You never know what you might learn." Bo nodded his head in agreement. They arranged for Mike to come over with his gear that afternoon while BJ was still at work. "In the meantime, try to act normal around her. And for God's sake, don't do anything violent or stupid," Mike warned.
"I know this has got to cost a bundle," Bo began, but Mike waved him off.
"Don't worry about it. Pay me what you can, when you can," Mike said. "We're family, and that's more important."
"Thanks, Mike, I really appreciate it," Bo said. That was one advantage of living in a small town like this, where everyone knew everyone else. Family and true friends were usually always willing to help others in need.
Mike followed Bo to his house and installed motion-activated cameras in the bedrooms and living room, and placed a recording device on the phone to record any calls. Everything was set up to save the files on a computer Mike set up in Bo's office, which was actually an extra bedroom Bo converted for his studies.
Mike gave Bo a remote to turn off the camera in the master bedroom just in case he and BJ decided to get intimate and showed him how to access the videos on the computer he had set up. Bo wasn't worried about BJ getting to it because the room was filled with computers and computer parts he used for his own studies and work and she avoided the room like the plague.
After Mike left, Bo studied for a while, then showered and left for school. When he got home that night about 9:30 pm, BJ was waiting for him in the living room, dressed in a short skirt and tank top.
"Well, did you think over what we talked about last night?" she asked with a sly grin.
"Yeah, I thought about it," Bo said. "And I just can't do what you want." Her smile faded.
"Oh," she said. "How come? Don't you think it might be fun?"
"Maybe for you, but not for me," he said.
"Oh, come on," she said. "Don't be such a stick in the mud." He looked at her, not recognizing the woman he married.
"Are you cheating on me now, BJ?" he asked. She shook her head.
"No, you know I'd never do that to you," she said. "I love you. And if you really loved me, you'd let me have a bit of fun from time to time."
"So, if I wanted a bit of fun with, say, an old girl friend from high school, you'd be okay with watching me have sex with her?" he asked.
"Oh, no," she said. "That's not the way it works. If you even think about screwing around on me, I'd divorce you so fast your head would be spinning."
"So, let me get this straight," he said. "I'm assuming you're talking about Ryan, since you and he are gone all the time. You're telling me that it's okay for you to screw around on me with Ryan, but it's not okay for me to screw around with another woman. Is that right?" BJ looked nervous.
"Are you calling me a hypocrite?" she finally asked, trying to turn the conversation around.
"I'm saying that I'm not as stupid as you seem to think I am, BJ," he said. "You told me exactly what you wanted to do and I'm telling you that if you do screw around on me, we're finished." BJ got defensive.
"Don't even think of it, buster," she said. "I'll take you to the cleaners if you try to divorce me." Her tone of voice suddenly changed. "Look, this would be just a one-time thing, just for fun. How about it?" Bo shook his head.
"Not only no, but hell no," he said. "I won't have it." BJ looked at him before getting up.
"Okay, Bo," she said. "We'll talk about this when I get back from Chicago. It might be Tuesday before I get back, though. Think you can take care of yourself while I'm gone?"
"What do you think I've been doing all this time?" he asked. "Hell, it seems you're gone more than you're here. Can you at least let me know where you'll be staying so I won't get worried?"
"I guess," she said, sighing, writing something down on a piece of paper. "How about giving me a send-off?" she asked, posing seductively. Bo wasn't about to turn down an offer like that. Hell, he thought, it's been so long since they've had sex he almost forgot what she felt like.
"You're going to be here tomorrow night, aren't you?" he asked. She shrugged.
"Maybe," she said. "Ryan mentioned something about heading out tomorrow night after work."
"And you're just now telling me?" Bo asked. "You were only supposed to be gone Friday through Sunday and now you're saying you may leave tomorrow and not get home until Tuesday?"
"That's just the way things are in this business," she said. "You always have to stay one step ahead of the other guys."
Bo followed her into the master bedroom, flipping the remote switch to turn off the camera. He watched her as he undressed, and marveled at her gorgeous body. She stripped off her clothing, what little there was of it and noticed for the first time that she had shaved her pussy completely bald.
"Wow," he said, looking at her. "When did you do that?" She smiled as she approached him.
"Just today," she said. "I did it just for you." Bo didn't believe her, but decided, 'what the hell,' and began fingering her slit as she moaned. She laid down on the bed and spread her legs wide.
"Come here and eat my pussy," she purred, spreading her lower lips apart with her fingers. He smiled and put his head between her legs. Licking her, he noticed that she was more wet than normal, and she tasted just a bit different, but he couldn't place it. Maybe, he thought, it was because she used one of those fancy douches she bought in Springfield. He looked up at her and noticed she had a wicked grin on her face.
He worked his way up her body and positioned his hard cock at the opening of her pussy.
"Do it," she whispered. "Fuck me." He entered her pussy and thought she felt a bit different, but he didn't complain. He pumped into her as hard as he could, bringing her to orgasm. He kept up the pace until he finally exploded inside her. After they calmed down, he kissed her, noticing the same wicked grin on her face. What was that all about, he wondered.
She climbed off the bed and scampered into the bathroom to clean up after he rolled off of her. He couldn't help but think something was wrong, but he couldn't quite place it. After she came out of the bathroom, she climbed back into bed and went to sleep after giving him a kiss on the cheek. He tried to sleep but had a very difficult time.
The next morning, she woke up early, showered, dressed and made coffee and breakfast. He climbed out of bed and did his morning routine. He went into the kitchen where BJ was and grabbed a cup of coffee.
"You're up early," he said, kissing her on the cheek.
"Yes, we have an early morning meeting to get ready for the trip," she said. She handed him a piece of paper with the name of a hotel and her room number. "This is where I'll be staying. I'll call you when I get there, okay? Don't worry, everything will be alright. But we are going to talk more when I get back Tuesday."
She put a couple eggs and some bacon on a plate and put it on the table where he usually sat, then dished out her own breakfast. It looked and smelled good, so he sat down and ate. BJ also sat down and quickly wolfed her food down. He had never seen her eat so fast before. After taking a couple sips of coffee, she got up and headed for the door.
"I'm heading out," she said. "Wish me luck."
"Don't I get a kiss or anything before you take off?" Bo asked. BJ sighed, came back to the table and gave him a perfunctory kiss on the cheek.
"There," she said. "I'm heading out. I'll call when I get to the hotel. Love you. Bye." And just that fast, she was gone. He finished his breakfast, put the plate in the sink and headed for his office to see what might have been captured the previous night.
He pressed the switch on his computer so his keyboard and mouse would control the machine Mike had set up. He maneuvered to the video folder and found there was no video from the bedroom. Then he switched to another file and found a very long video that started about 5:30 the previous day, while he was at school.
In it, BJ and Ryan had just entered the living room from the front door. As soon as they were inside, she turned and gave him a sloppy kiss. Soon, they had their clothes off and were making out on the couch.
"Is it safe to do this here? What if your Bo comes home?" Ryan asked.
"Don't worry about it, sweetie," she said. "He's at school and won't be home until 9:00 or so. Now fuck me." She spread her legs wide and Bo could see her shaved pussy. "You like my shaved pussy?" she asked. "I did it just for you, the way you like it." The lying, cheating bitch, Bo thought.
Ryan smiled as he put the head of his cock inside her. Bo saw that he wasn't wearing a condom. Ryan began sawing in and out of her pussy, his cock glistening with her juices.
"That's it, baby," she cried. "Fuck my wet pussy." Ryan grunted as he kept fucking her.
"Isn't this better than that hick husband of yours?" he asked.
"Oh God, yes," BJ moaned. "You're so much bigger and better than he is."
"I'm going to cum inside your pussy," Ryan said. BJ smiled and wrapped her legs around him.



"Yeah, do it, baby, cum inside my pussy," BJ said. Ryan grunted one more time and filled her pussy with his semen. Ryan backed away, and Bo could see a huge glob dripping out of her freshly-fucked pussy. She had that wicked grin on her face. Ryan looked at her.
"What are you thinking?" he asked.
"I'm thinking I may just give Bo a taste of your cum tonight, lover," she said. "Wouldn't that be wicked? Him eating your cum out of my pussy?" He smiled with her.
"You think he'll notice?" Ryan asked.
"Oh hell, no," BJ said. "He's so fucking stupid we could fuck right in front of him and he'd never know it."
"You're really going to do it?" Ryan asked.
"Fuck, yeah," she said. "Up until now, I've always been careful to clean myself out real good so he wouldn't get suspicious. But those days are over. Starting tonight, he's going to be cleaning your cum out of me every chance I get."
Bo paused the video and headed for the bathroom, feeling nauseous. That's why she seemed so different last night, he thought. The fucking bitch, he thought. She's going to pay for this shit. He threw up until he began to have dry heaves. He rinsed out his mouth and made his way back to his office.
He started the video and watched the two cheaters kiss on the couch. Ryan sat down next to her.
"Have you talked to him yet about us cuckolding him?" Ryan asked. BJ nodded her head.
"Yeah, but he hasn't given an answer yet," she said. "He's kinda naive about some things, so he probably doesn't know what to make of it."
"You think he may have told someone else?" Ryan asked.
"I don't know," she said. "The only person he might possibly talk to would be that stupid cousin of his, MJ. They've always been real close and I know she doesn't think too much of me. Ever since we moved here from Little Rock, she's put me down as an outsider."
"Oh hell," Ryan said. "From what I've seen, everyone that moves here gets that treatment. I could buy half this town and they think that of me, just because I'm from up north."
"Well, you don't understand," BJ said. "I think Bo and MJ had something going on before he and I got together."
"But you said they were cousins," Ryan said. "That's incest." BJ shook her head.
"No, they're second cousins, so it wouldn't technically be incest. By law they can even get married if they want to. Hell, damn near everyone here is a second or third cousin to most everyone else who's been here more than a generation or so," she said. Ryan shook his head in disbelief.
"Damn," he said. "Do you think she'll cause problems for us?"
"I don't think so," she said. "Besides, they're all just a bunch of dumb hillbillies. What can they do?"
"Maybe you're right," he said. "Look, I tell you what, let's head up to Chicago early, maybe tomorrow afternoon after lunch. We can take the corporate jet and beat the traffic. There's a play I want to take you to, then I want to take you to a special club Friday night." BJ's eyes lit up.
"A real play?" she asked, excited. Ryan nodded his head. "And what kind of club is this you want to take me to?"
"Someplace real special, where you can shake that beautiful body of yours all you want and everyone can appreciate your talents, if you know what I mean," he said, smiling. She smiled back, hugging him. "We'll take an extra day and fly back Tuesday. I've got an idea and we can discuss it later, but if he says 'no,' tell him you'll talk to him about it when you get back Tuesday."
"Sounds good," she said. "Let's do it." Ryan kissed her deeply.
"Alright, I've got to get home and get ready," he said. "I'll see you in the office an hour or so early tomorrow, okay?"
"You got it, lover," she said. Ryan got up and left the house. The video ended after she went into the bathroom.
Bo turned the video off, copied it to a thumb drive and checked to see if there were any audio files captured. Finding none, he disconnected and went back to his main computer. It was still early, but he wasn't feeling well at all.
He called his Uncle Les at home and explained the situation.
"Damn, boy, I'm sure sorry to hear that. You need to take some vacation to deal with this shit?" he asked.
"Yeah, Uncle Les, I could use it," Bo said.
"Alright, go ahead, but call MJ. She's gonna be awful worried about you," Les said.
"Thanks, I will," Bo said. 'Talk to you soon." Ending the call, he dialed MJ's number. She answered on the second ring.
"Hey, Bo," she said, "why are you calling so early? Is everything alright?"
"No, cuz, it isn't," Bo said. "I'm taking some vacation. I just spoke with Uncle Les and he knows. I have some video to show you and it isn't pretty. Do you know any good divorce lawyers?"
"Divorce?" she asked. "Let me ask around, okay? We'll meet at lunch and bring what you have. Same place. I'll have my laptop with me. I want to see this."
"Okay," Bo said. "Thanks, MJ."
"Anytime, Bo," she said. "And Bo? I'm sorry about all this. Really, I am. You deserve a lot better than this."
"Thanks, MJ, you're the best," he said, ending the call. BJ was right about one thing. He and MJ had been very close their whole lives. The old folks would smile and call them "kissing cousins" back in the day, and they were more right than anyone really knew.
He and MJ would often sneak away for a quick kiss or would sometimes go skinny-dipping in the creek that ran through the woods behind his house. Sometimes, they would hop off in his truck and enjoy a make-out session in the woods.
They ended up drunk on her 18th birthday and that was the night they gave each other their virginity in a motel room outside Springfield. He didn't remember much about that night, except that she made him feel better than he had ever felt in his life.
But that night also made him feel a bit guilty. He thought he had done something wrong. After all, she was his cousin. Granted, they were second cousins, but still... He loved her, but a part of him just couldn't go back to that night.
He remained close to her, but things were different. That's when he connected with BJ. MJ was upset, but understood. They remained the closest of friends, but always wondered what might have been. He ended up marrying BJ, but MJ stayed single. He always wondered why but never asked.
It was still early, so he decided to call his mother. There were times when a guy just needed to talk to his Mom, and this was one of those times. He called and she invited him over for biscuits and gravy, something BJ never got the hang of.
She served him a huge helping along with a mug of coffee and a big glass of milk. He loved her biscuits and gravy, and ate like a man eating his last meal.
"Thanks, Mom," he said. "That hit the spot." She smiled as she watched him eat.
"I'm glad you like them, son," she said. They exchanged small talk for a while, catching up on all the latest things going on around the house. "Now tell me, what's on your mind?" she asked after a while. "Is it that wife of yours?"
"Yeah, I'm afraid it is," he said.
"What's she doing, son? Is she cheating on you?" she asked.
"Yeah, she is," Bo said. He told her everything that had happened and everything he knew so far. His mother wasn't happy and shook her head.
"I knew that girl would be trouble," she said. "Bo, you didn't see her while you were in the service, but she changed something awful when she went to college. She was always taking off for spring break and stuff, doing God knows what. Someone once told me she even got captured on one of those girls gone wacky videos doing a nasty striptease on stage with another girl. I never saw the video myself. Then someone said they saw her having sex at something called an 'anything goes' contest on some lake."
"Why didn't you tell me all this, Mom?" he asked.
"Well, because as far as I knew it was all just gossip. You know how that goes around here," she said. "If I had seen those videos I woulda told you. I did warn you, though, that she had changed. Hell, everyone did," she said.
"I know, Mom," he said. "I just didn't want to believe it."
"Have you talked to MJ about it yet?" she asked.
"Yeah, she was the first one I spoke to about it," Bo said. His mother nodded her head.
"Of course. You know, I'm surprised the two of you didn't get together. Especially after that night you spent in Springfield," she said. He looked at her, surprised.
"You knew about that?" he asked. She smiled.
"Of course I did. I think everyone did," she said. "You two were kissing cousins from the moment you laid eyes on each other." Bo looked down, embarrassed.
"Oh, don't be embarrassed," she said.
"Yeah, but she's my... cousin," he said.
"Second cousin," his mother said. "Got that? Second cousin. Hell, in this state you two can get married if you want." She let that sink in for a moment. "Do you still love her?"
"Yeah, I do," Bo said. She nodded her head.
"I happen to know that she still loves you, too. Why do you think she's still single?"
"She never told me," Bo said.
"No, and she wouldn't. Not unless you asked her outright," his mother said. "Tell me something, Bo, honestly. If you could marry MJ, would you?" He looked at her before speaking.
"Yeah, I would," he said.
"Well, maybe you should let her know that," she said. "I'm assuming you're going to divorce BJ, right?"
"Oh, most definitely," he said. She shook her head.
"Good," she said. "You need to get hold of an attorney as fast as you can, today, if possible."
"I will, Mom, promise. MJ's looking up the name of an attorney for me and I'm seeing her at lunch," he said.
"Let me know how it goes, Bo," she said. "And if you're serious about wanting to marry MJ, let me know before you ask her, okay?"
"I will, but why?" She smiled.
"I'll let that be a little secret for now," she said. "Let me know what the lawyer says, okay? And I promise I won't say a word to anyone, not even your father." Bo felt much better now. Talking to his mother always helped. She always made him feel better about things.
"Thanks, Mom," he said, kissing her on the cheek before he left. "For everything." He headed out, smiling for the first time since BJ first laid all this crap at his doorstep. He looked at his watch and realized he had just enough time to make his lunch meeting with MJ.
He made it to the coffee shop just in time to see her pull in. He parked and watched as she carried her laptop inside. As usual, she wore a pair of denim shorts that showed off her long legs. It was almost as if he noticed her beauty for the very first time. He got out of the truck and followed her inside. Spotting her sitting at a corner table, he waved and joined her.
"Hey, Bo, how're you doing?" she asked.
"I'm doing okay, now," he said.
"Well, you look like the cat that ate the canary. What happened?" she asked.
"I had breakfast with my mother," he said. She nodded.
"I like your mom," she said, smiling. "I'll bet she made you some biscuits and gravy, didn't she?"
"How did you know?" he asked.
"A girl just knows these things," she said mischievously. "So, what happened?" He gave her the Reader's Digest version of what happened last night and this morning, then handed her the flash drive. She pulled out her laptop, booted it up and inserted the drive once the computer was ready. Plugging in her headphones, she started the video. As she watched, her face got redder and redder. When the video was finished, she shut the machine off and slammed the lid shut.
"That fucking BITCH!" she exclaimed as she handed him the thumb drive. "I'm going to fucking kill her."
"I'm going to make an appointment with an attorney," he said. "I'm divorcing her."
"Good," she said, handing him a piece of paper. "I hope you don't mind, but I've already made an appointment for you."
"No, I don't mind, thanks," he said. "When is it?"
"You need to go see her right at 1:00 this afternoon," MJ said. "Her name is Jessica Hawkins. She absolutely hates cheaters and she knows all about Ryan Wallace. Apparently, he has a reputation as a womanizer. I've also paid for your retainer."
"You didn't have to do that," Bo said.
"I WANTED to do it," she said. "You deserve the best and I wanted to make sure you got it."
"Thanks," he said. "I'll pay you back, though."
"Don't worry about it," she said. "Consider it a gift." She looked at her watch. "I have to get going back to work. What are you doing tonight?"
"I have school till about 8:30, but nothing after that," he said.
"Would you mind coming by my place afterward?" she asked.
"Not at all, but it might be a bit late," he said.
"I don't care how late it is," she said. "I want to know how things went with the attorney." He nodded.
"Okay," he said. "I'll call you when I leave the school, alright?'
"That would be perfect," she said, kissing him on the cheek. "I'll see you then." He watched her leave, then looked at his watch and realized he had a half hour before he had to meet his attorney, Jessica. After paying the bill for their lunch, he went to his truck and drove to Jessica's office.
He walked in and was greeted by a pretty receptionist who smiled at him.
"I'm Bo Jackson," he said. "I have a 1:00 appointment with Ms. Hawkins." The receptionist looked at her calendar and smiled up at him.
"Yes, I see it here," she said. "Please have a seat and she'll be with you shortly." He sat down and barely had time to open a magazine before Jessica came into the reception area. She was a good-looking woman, but he could tell that beneath her professional attire was a bloodthirsty shark. She looked at him before introducing herself.
"Beauregard Jackson?" she asked, holding out her hand. He stood and shook her hand. "I'm Jessica Hawkins. Please come into my office." She ushered him inside and offered him a cup of coffee, which he accepted.
"So, Mr. Jackson," she began, "I understand you're seeking a divorce, is that right?"
"Yes, Ms. Hawkins, I am, and please call me 'Bo.' Everyone does," he said.
"And please, call me Jessica," she said. "So, what do you want from this divorce?"
"I want to end this farce of a marriage," he said. "My wife has been cheating on me. I have evidence and I expect to have even more by the end of the weekend. I want her out of my life, I want to keep my house and I don't want to have to pay her any support."
"I see," she said. "Is the house in both of your names?"
"No," he said. "I bought it myself right after I got out of the Marines, before we were married. My name is the only one on it. And she works as a paralegal for Collins and McGregor and makes a lot more than I do." Jessica nodded her head.
"Are there any children?" she asked.
"No, we wanted to wait for a while. I'm glad now that we waited," he said.
"Collins and McGregor, you say?" Jessica asked. "And she works with a Ryan Wallace?"
"Yes," Bo said. He described his marriage over the last few months in detail, telling Jessica what BJ had said. "I also have video."
"How did you get this video?" she asked.
"It was taken in my house with equipment set up by Mike Jackson," he said.
"I know Mr. Jackson," she said. "He's done some work for us before and he's quite good. Are you related?"
"We're second cousins," Bo said. Jessica smiled.
"Of course," she said. "I should've figured that out from the last name. Alright, let me see the video, please." He handed her the flash drive.
"It's pretty graphic," he warned.
"No problem," she said. "It's nothing I haven't seen before." She inserted the drive and started the video. Afterward, she ended the video. "Would you mind if I kept this?" she asked.
"No," he said. "I still have the master copy."
"Good," she said. "I'll go ahead and get started on this, then. We'll file for divorce on the grounds of adultery and we'll also ask for an order of protection keeping her away from you, your family, your place of business, your school and your home. I'll ask that she receive no support since she makes more than you, but you should be prepared to give her half of what's in your joint accounts. The house and your truck were already in your name since you bought those before the marriage, so that shouldn't be a problem.
"You say she'll be gone until Tuesday, so we'll have her served at work on Wednesday if that's okay with you," she added.
"That works for me," he said. "What about Ryan?"
"Well, lawsuits for alienation of affection usually don't go very far, but I might be able to put something together for his conspiracy against you," she said. "I might even be able to get his firm to offer a nice settlement based on what you've given me. If Mike produces more evidence, though, please get it to me." She handed him a business card, writing her personal cell number on the back. "Call me anytime you need to. I don't care what time it is.
"I should have the paperwork done by Monday afternoon, so I'll talk to you then, okay?" she asked. Bo realized that was her signal that the meeting was over.
"Thank you, Jessica," he said. "I'll be in touch if anything else comes up." They shook hands and he left. On his way home, he stopped to see Mike, who just pulled up to his office.
"Hey, Bo," he said, shaking the bigger man's hand. "Come on in, grab some coffee." They went inside and Mike poured Bo a cup of coffee. "So, what do you have for me?"
"Well, it looks like the two cheaters are going to Chicago today instead of tomorrow," Bo said. "BJ wrote down the hotel and room where she would be staying, so here ya go." He handed Mike the slip of paper. Mike made notes of the hotel, then handed the paper back. "I also got some video last night, but my lawyer has it right now."
"That's okay," Mike said. "I can access it from the server I put in your house. I'll get the video and make some screenshots for my contacts in Chicago."
"She said something about going to a club on Friday, but I don't know what club they were talking about," Bo said.
"I think I do," Mike said. "I did some background on this Ryan Wallace. He's a regular pussy hound who targets married women wherever he goes. There's a private club in Chicago that provides, shall we say, adult entertainment, for its members. Sometimes, the members even participate. Ryan has a habit of taking his lady friends there. Sometimes, he has them perform on stage. Not pretty. I have a contact there who's a member. I'll have him check it out and get some video. So, who did you hire?"
"Jessica Hawkins," Bo said. Mike nodded his head.
"Good," he said. "She's the best in the business. If it can be done, she'll do it. Okay, if you don't mind, I'll reach out to her and let her know I'm working on your behalf. Don't worry, Bo, we got this covered. You just watch your ass."
"Thanks, Mike," Bo said. "If I hear anything, I'll let you know." He left, feeling good about the day's progress.
He got home early enough to get a lot of studying done for classes that night. After eating dinner, his cell phone rang - it was BJ.
"Hello," he said, answering the phone.
"Hi, Bo, it's me, BJ," she said. "We made it to the hotel safely. I just wanted to let you know."
"Got there pretty early, I see," Bo said. "Well, thanks for letting me know."
"Bo, I just want you to know that I love you," she said. "You do know that, don't you?"
"Yeah, if you say so," he said.
"I'll make all this up to you when I get home Tuesday, okay?" she said.
"Okay," Bo said. "Thanks for calling, I have to get ready for school." He ended the call, not giving her a chance to say anything. Fuck her, he thought. Let her wonder what's going on for once.
After his classes were finished that night, he called MJ to let her know he was on his way.
"I'll be waiting," she said. "And I have an ice cold beer with your name on it." He smiled to himself and drove to her place as fast as he could. A half hour or so later, he pulled up in front of her 14 by 60 foot trailer. It was small by most people's standards, but it seemed to meet her needs just fine and she always kept it immaculate.



He walked up the covered steps and knocked on the door. She opened the door, wearing a long t-shirt, her perky breasts threatening to poke holes in the thin fabric. She stepped back and invited him in.
"Hey, Bo," she said. "I've got a beer with your name on it if you want it."
"Absolutely," he said, wondering what she had on her mind. He went in and sat down on the couch, taking the cold beer from her. He opened it and took a long drink. She sat down next to him, drawing her long legs and bare feet under her on the couch.
"So, spill it," she said. "What did Jessica say?" He filled her in and told her about Mike's plan to have her followed in Chicago.
"So, what brought all this on?" he asked. "It's been a while since you've invited me out here."
"I just miss you, that's all," she said.
"But we work together every day," he said.
"Silly boy," she said. "That's work. I mean, I miss seeing you outside work." He smiled. The truth was, he missed seeing her outside work as well, and told her as much. Then he remembered what his mother said earlier in the day.
"MJ, I have a question and a confession," he said. She sat up and looked him straight in the eye.
"Ask away," she said.
"How come you never got married?" he asked. "You're a beautiful girl and I know you've dated some. But you never got married."
"Yeah, I have dated a few guys since the last time we were together," she said. "I've even let some of them get to first base, but that's it. As for not getting married, the truth is, I never met anyone that made the cut." She looked at him before speaking. "You remember that night we spent in Springfield?" she asked.
"Yeah," he said.
"Well, that's the last time I've ever been with a man," she said.
"Seriously?" Bo asked. She nodded her head.
"Yeah. I know you felt guilty about what we did and thought it was wrong, and I respect that, but the truth is, there wasn't anything wrong about what we did," she said. "I wanted to sleep with you, and I wouldn't have done it if it was illegal or wrong. Now, what's this confession you have?"
"Well, MJ, the truth is that, well, after all these years, I'm still in love with you," he said. "You've always been there for me, always looked out for me. And I still love you." She smiled.
"You know how long I've waited to hear you say that?" she asked. "Yeah, seven years. Well guess what, cowboy? I still love you, too. So, what are we gonna do about this?" Bo suddenly felt the urge to kiss MJ. He leaned forward and took her pretty face in his hands. She met him halfway and the two kissed each other, deeply, their tongues buried deep in each others mouths.
She wrapped her arms around him and mashed her body into his. He felt a stirring in his jeans and felt closer to her than he had ever felt to BJ.
"I love you, Beauregard Jackson," she whispered, tears running down her face. "I've wanted to tell you that for the longest time.
"I love you too, Mary Jane Wilcox," he said in response, kissing her neck and her face. "I always have and I always will."
"Please stay with me tonight," she pleaded.
"I don't think we should do anything until my divorce is final, but I'll stay with you if that's what you want," he said.
"That's okay," she said. "I just want you to hold me and kiss me and tell me that you love me. I've waited seven years for you, I can wait a few more months."
He stayed the night with MJ, holding her soft, warm body all night. They hugged and kissed each other and whispered sweet nothings in each others ears until well into the morning when they finally drifted off to sleep.
He woke up the next morning feeling something warm and wet around his hard cock. Surprised, he looked down to see MJ sucking him off, taking his hard erection into her mouth until he erupted. She looked at him and smiled.
"Good morning, sleepyhead," she purred. "When was the last time BJ woke you up like that?"
"I don't even remember," he said. "Who's BJ?" he asked jokingly. She laughed.
"Come on, cowboy," she said. "Let me fix you some breakfast." He got up and used the bathroom, and realized he didn't have a toothbrush. So he grabbed some toothpaste and using his finger, rubbed his teeth to take care of his morning breath. After dressing, he went into her small dining area, which actually took up half of her kitchen space. The trailer was nice, but it certainly didn't have enough room for two people.
"Breakfast is served," she announced, bringing him a big plate of biscuits and gravy and a serving of bacon. She already had a big mug of coffee on the table for him. After getting her breakfast, she sat down. "Dig in before it gets cold," she said.
He savored the breakfast she made for him and complimented her on her cooking.
"These are better than Mom's," he said, pointing his fork at the biscuits and gravy. She smiled at the compliment.
"Don't you dare tell her," MJ said. Bo shook his head.
"No problem. Seriously, though, this is fantastic," he said. Her face seemed to glow from his compliment and her eyes appeared to twinkle.
"That's the first time I've ever cooked for a man," she said. "And I'm glad it was you." After swallowing what was in his mouth, he reached over and kissed her on the lips.
"I'm glad, too," he said. "Seriously, I think that was the best breakfast I've ever had. I can get used to this."
"You'd better," she said with a coy smile. She looked at the clock. "Crap," she said. "I have to get ready for work. Will you come by tonight after school?" He nodded his head.
"Sure, if you want me to," he said. "I'll even bring my own toothbrush."
"Please," she said laughing. "And yes, I want you here with me."
"You got it," he said. She wrapped her arms around him before he left.
"I love you, Bo," she said.
"I love you too, MJ," he replied, kissing her. "See ya tonight, okay?"
"Okay," she said. "Take care."
Bo felt on top of the world, and didn't even care what BJ might have been doing that day with Ryan. He did some work around the house, studied and went to school that night, packing an overnight bag. He never heard from BJ that day, and she never left a message. He really wasn't surprised.
MJ fed him a meat loaf that night and the two held each other as they talked and watched movies on television. They fell asleep in each other's arms and woke up spooning each other on her couch the next morning.
He took a shower as she made breakfast and the two decided to get away for the day. They stopped by his house and picked up some fishing gear and they went to the river, where they spent the day. When they got back to his place with the day's catch, he got a call from Mike.
"I got some video from Friday night," Mike said. "It's not very pretty. I'll email it to you and Jessica."
"Thanks," Bo said, ending the call. MJ came into his office as he pulled up the video Mike sent him. They both gasped at what they saw.
Ryan had taken BJ to a private club where he introduced her to a couple of men Mike said were executives with a company the firm was in negotiations with. After the initial introductions, they ordered drinks and things seemed on the up-and-up for a while.
That didn't last very long, however, as BJ climbed on one man's lap and began kissing him deeply while rubbing her crotch against him. The other man watched and rubbed BJ's bare thighs as she gave the first man a lap dance.
Ryan said something to her, causing her to smile. As they watched, she pulled her panties off, unzipped the man's fly and pulled out his cock. She positioned herself over him and lowered herself on him, his cock filling her pussy. The second man unzipped his trousers and pulled out his cock. BJ turned, opened her mouth and began sucking him as she fucked the first man.
Whoever was operating the camera panned around the room and recorded several others engaged in various sex acts in the club. No wonder it was private... The camera panned back to BJ and the three men she was with. By now, BJ was nearly nude and sitting in one man's lap in a reverse cowgirl position, his cock clearly deep in her pussy.
As they watched, the second man positioned himself in front of her and began working his cock inside her pussy. Soon, both men were fucking her right there in the club. Ryan unzipped his trousers and pulled out his cock for BJ to suck, which she eagerly did.
"Oh my God," MJ gasped as they watched BJ take on all three men at once. After they ejaculated inside her, they separated and began putting their clothes back on. Soon, they had left the club. According to Mike, they went back to the hotel room Ryan shared with BJ and the four of them continued to have sex for the remainder of the night.
MJ wrapped her arms around Bo as he cried.
"How could she do this to me?" he asked. "I loved her, did everything for her."
"Forget her," MJ said. "Dump her as fast as you can. You deserve so much better."
Going back in the kitchen, MJ cleaned the fish and cooked it up for them. It was delicious, but Bo's mind was on the video Mike sent. MJ could tell he was hurting and tried to comfort him, but it wasn't easy. She even offered herself to him that night, but Bo wasn't in the mood. And, he argued, two wrongs don't make a right.
"Whenever you're ready, I'll be here," she whispered as she held him in her arms.
The next day, Bo and MJ went to church with his mother, who invited them over for lunch. Bo loved his mother's cooking, so they went. He brought her up to date on BJ's antics, causing her to shake her head.
"That girl's going to find herself in a world of hurt one of these days," she said.
As the girls talked in the kitchen, Bo and his father watched a football game and polished off a 12-pack of beer. When the game was over, everyone said their goodbyes. MJ took Bo's keys and helped him get in his truck.
"No way you're driving home tonight," she said. She looked back at Bo's mother. "Don't worry, I'll take good care of him."
MJ drove them back to her place, where they spent the night. The next day, she made breakfast for them before she got ready for work. Bo checked his email and noticed that he got another video from Mike and a couple of audio files. He decided to check them out when he got home.
"Are you coming by tonight after school?" MJ asked before she left.
"If you want me to," he said.
"I do," she told him, giving him a kiss. "This will all be over soon, okay?" He shook his head. "And remember, I love you," she added before she drove out.
He went home and saw there was a message on his answering machine. BJ had called and seemed concerned that she couldn't get in touch with him. Too bad, he thought.
He looked at the video Mike sent, which showed BJ having sex with Ryan and the two men she was with at the club. He couldn't take much of the video and ended it after just a few minutes. The audio file confirmed that BJ had used her body to secure the contract with the other firm. It also confirmed that this wasn't the first time that had happened.
True to her word, Jessica called and asked him to stop by her office. He went and reviewed the paperwork with her before signing it. She also advised him on what to do with his bank accounts, so he followed her advise and closed the joint accounts, took half and placed in another account and bought a cashier's check for BJ with the other half. They didn't have any credit cards so he didn't have to worry about that.
He asked about changing the locks on the house and packing her things away, but Jessica warned him against that until she was served papers. She also warned him against doing anything physical to either BJ or Ryan.
He went to class that night and drove to MJ's house afterward. As she held him, she could sense that he was nervous.
"Don't worry, Bo," she said. "Soon, it'll all be over."
"She's coming home tomorrow," he said. "I don't know if I can control myself around her after all the crap she's pulled."
"You have to," she said. "I know it'll be hard, but do it for us. Please."
"Okay," he said. It took a long time, but he finally fell asleep. The next day, MJ made breakfast and they said their goodbyes.
"Be careful," she said. "Call me if you need to. And remember that I love you."
"I love you, too," he said, kissing her before she left. He waited until late that afternoon before he headed home.
When he got home, he saw BJ's car in the driveway. He went inside and saw her sitting on the couch in a pair of short shorts and a t-shirt. She looked up at him.
"Hey, Bo," she said quietly.
"Hey," he said. "I see you made it back okay."
"Yeah," she said, getting up. She went into the kitchen and grabbed a couple of beers out of the refrigerator. "Have you thought about what we talked about last week?" she asked from the kitchen.
"I have, and the answer is not just no, but hell no," he said.
"I'm sorry to hear that," she said. "Why don't we sit and talk about it for a bit?" He took the beer from her and sat down before taking a drink.
"There's nothing to talk about," he said. "I'm through with the cheating and the lies. It's over."
"No, it's not," she said. "In fact, it's just beginning."
"Huh?" he asked before he suddenly felt nauseous. Then everything went black.
When he came to, he was in a chair, his arms and legs secured. He struggled to move his arms and legs, but couldn't. He saw BJ on the bed, naked, with Ryan standing at the foot of the bed.
"Well, the cuck is finally awake," he said. Bo tried to reason with his wife.
"BJ, don't do this," he said. "Please." She laughed.
"I told you that one way or another you would be my cuckold," she said. "Come on, it'll be fun. Won't it, Ryan?" Ryan laughed, then hit Bo in the face. Bo looked at Ryan with hatred in his eyes.
"Yeah, it'll be fun. But not for you, cuck," he said, laughing. "I'm going to fuck your wife right in front of you, you stupid fucking hillbilly."
"Why?" Bo asked. "You such a big man, you have to tie me up? Get me out of this chair and face me like a man. Why are you doing this?"
"Because I want to, asshole," Ryan said. "And it's what BJ wants, isn't it?" he asked, looking at BJ.
"Yeah," she said. "Come here, Ryan, show this hick how a man fucks his woman." Ryan's cock led the way as he walked to BJ. She reached out and began sucking his cock.
"Mmmmm," she moaned as she sucked. "This is so much nicer than yours," she told Bo after she took Ryan's cock out of her mouth. She started sucking Ryan off again, swallowing when he erupted in her mouth. She laid back and spread her legs. "Come here and fuck me," she told Ryan. Ryan smiled as he looked at Bo.
"Watch this, hillbilly," he said. Bo refused to watch what was happening on the bed, but could hear BJ's moans as Ryan pumped into her.
"Oh God, Bo," BJ moaned. "His cock is so much bigger than yours, it feels so fucking good." Bo continued staring into space, but her words cut him deep. "Cum in my pussy, lover," she told Ryan. "Make me pregnant so Bo can raise your child." Ryan laughed and pounded her even harder until he filled her with his seed. After they finished, Ryan got up and walked over to Bo.
"Well, BJ, what do you think?" he asked. "Should I beat him up some more? Or maybe I'll just shoot the fucker right here so you can be done with him." He picked up a handgun off the dresser. BJ got off the bed.
"No, don't shoot him here," she said. "Let's take him out into the woods first. I know a lot of places where you can hide his body and no one will ever find him." Bo looked at her, shocked. He couldn't believe she actually wanted him dead.
What no one in the room knew, however, is that Mike had logged into the server in Bo's office and saw the streaming video from the bedroom. He called the local police and by the time Ryan had picked up the handgun, officers were ready to break the front door down.
The next thing they knew, the front door of the house had been broken down and police were pouring into the front room. Ryan heard the noise and, pistol in hand, went into the front room. Bo heard the officers order Ryan to put the gun down, but he apparently didn't obey fast enough. Several shots rang out from the front part of the house. Officers entered the bedroom, guns at the ready. They saw Bo tied to the chair and immediately grabbed BJ, putting her in cuffs after ordering her to get dressed. Two officers got Bo out of the chair and began cleaning his face.
"Are you alright, sir?" one of the officers asked Bo. He nodded his head.
"There's video of this in my office," he told the officer.
"Show me, please," the officer said. Bo led the officer to his office and pulled up the video. The officer asked for a copy after watching it and informed BJ she was under arrest for conspiracy to commit murder, unlawful restraint and assault.
"Bo, please help me," she cried. He looked at her with hatred in his eyes.
"Oh, hell no," he said. "We're finished." By then, an ambulance and the coroner's van arrived. Ryan's bullet-riddled body was taken from the house and paramedics were examining Bo. He didn't feel the need to go to the hospital, but the officers said they wanted him examined by a doctor, so he relented.
By then, Mike, Jessica and MJ showed up. Mike and Jessica talked to the officers. MJ held Bo's hand as paramedics put him in the ambulance.
"I'll follow you to the hospital," she said.
They kept Bo in the hospital for observation that night and released him the next day. MJ stayed with him the whole time, making sure everyone treated him right.
BJ was served divorce papers in jail and was denied bail when the judge said she was a danger and a potential flight risk.
The divorce went faster than Jessica or Bo thought, owing to BJ's charges and the videos Mike had taken of her activities. Even her trial went quickly, thanks to the videos. Within a few months, he was free of her and she was looking at serving a fairly lengthy sentence in the state prison.
Her firm settled out of court and paid two million dollars on top of Bo's medical bills and legal fees. It seems they didn't want it known that BJ had been pimped out to potential customers. Bo visited BJ once at the state women's prison. He sat at the visiting table when they brought her out. She looked pale and gaunt in her orange jump suit. Apparently, life in prison wasn't that kind to her. She picked up the phone on her side of the divider.
"Hi, Bo," she said quietly. "You look good."
"Hey, BJ. You look... orange," he said. She smiled.
"I guess there's no way we can ever get back together," she said. He shook his head.
"Oh, hell no," he said. "I just want to know why you did it."
"Honestly, I don't know why," she said. "Ryan told me that all guys liked to see their wives get fucked by other men. I thought you'd like it."
"But why did you go along with his idea to murder me?" he asked. She shrugged her shoulders.
"I guess Ryan had so much control over me I went along with anything he wanted," she said. "I'm sorry. Can you ever forgive me?" Bo shook his head.
"You cheated on me, drugged me, humiliated me, plotted to murder me and now you want me to forgive you?" He looked at the clock on the wall before answering. "Not no, but hell no." He stood up. "Have a good life," he said before hanging up, leaving her in tears.
Bo returned to work and his romance with MJ heated up. A month after graduating from college, he visited his mother.
"Mom, I'm going to do it," he said. "I'm asking MJ to marry me."
"Well it's about damn time," she said. She went into her bedroom and came back out a few minutes later with a small box. He opened it, and saw his grandmother's engagement ring. He looked up at his mother.
"Are you sure about this?" he asked.
"Hell yes," she said. "If MJ's the girl I think she is, she'll be honored to have your grandmother's ring. Now, get on down there and ask her to marry you." Bo kissed his mother on the cheek, thanking her.



He drove to the feed store and walked in, looking for MJ in her office. She wasn't there, but his Uncle Les was.
"Where's MJ?" Bo asked. Les pointed to the back of the building.
"She's out back filling up feed bags," he said. Bo headed to the back of the building and saw her, shoveling feed in a 50 pound bag. She had been at it for a while and was covered in dust, but to him, she was the most beautiful creature on earth. He walked up behind her and noticed the other guys had stopped working and were watching him with smiles on their faces.
She turned around, and knocked the dust off her gloves. Bo smiled, pulled out his grandmother's ring and knelt in front of her. She watched in shock as he took her hand.
"MJ, will you marry me?" he asked. She threw her arms around him and kissed his face.
"Yes, you big lunk, I'll marry you," she said. He put the ring on her finger.
"Isn't that your grandmother's ring?" she asked. He nodded his head. She knew what this meant to his family and kissed him deeply.
"Do you want another ring?" he asked. She shook her head.
"I'd be proud to wear your grandmother's ring," she said. "And I'll be damn proud to be your wife." The workers clapped and hollered, prompting Uncle Les to step out back.
"What's all the racket?" he asked. MJ showed him the ring.
"Bo just asked me to marry him," she said. Les smiled broadly and looked at the two of them.
"About damn time, boy," he said, playfully punching Bo on the shoulder. "Go on, you two, get out of here."
They married a month later and went to Hawaii for their honeymoon. Shortly after returning, MJ told him the good news. They were going to be parents. They looked around their cramped house.
"You wanna stay here in this house?" MJ asked. Bo shook his head. There were still a lot of bad memories in this house and it was just too small for a family with children. Besides, he still had a good chunk of money from his settlement and wanted the best for his wife and child.
"Oh, hell no," he said.
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Mike Johnson wondered what he would find when he finally reached the home he shared with his wife, Amy, a woman he had not heard from for over a year, even though she knew where he was. As he stared out the window of the cab, he thought back over his life.
He lost both his parents at the age of 17 in a tragic auto accident, and became an emancipated minor with the support of his next door neighbor, who happened to be a county social worker. Fortunately, his parents had set up a trust fund to make sure he was well-taken care of. It wasn't a huge amount of money, but it was enough to take care of his needs. He was also in great physical shape and played football in high school.
He was popular with his classmates because he had his own house, which was paid for with his inheritance, and he was considered to be an all-around nice guy. His father taught him to be a gentleman to the ladies and how to control his temper. When he died, he was a hand-to-hand combat instructor and had taught Mike well.
He graduated high school and went to college at the University of Florida. In his third year of college, he met Amy, who was in her second year.
They dated a few times, but he felt like something was missing so he didn't call her after their third date. About two weeks later she called.
"Hey, Mike," she said. "What's going on? I haven't heard from you for a while. Is something wrong?"
"I don't know, Amy," he said. "I just don't think we're a good fit, y'know?"
"That's not true, Mike," she said, disappointed. "I think we're a great fit. Please, can we try again?"
"Okay, let me think about it," he said. A week later he asked her out again.
This date was completely different. They had had sex on their original dates but this time was so much better.
"Wow, baby, that was great," he said after a mind-blowing orgasm. "Where did you learn to do all that, and who did you practice with?" Amy laughed.
"My roommate gave me some tips and I've been practicing with a vibrator," she said.
They continued dating until he graduated with a degree in economics. As they celebrated his graduation that night, he asked her to marry him and she said yes. The wedding was set to take place after her graduation.
He stayed in the area so he could remain close to Amy and got a job with a local investment firm. They married in March 2001. At the time, he was 22 and Amy was 21. Things were going great for them, but the world changed that September.
On September 12, 2001, he joined the Army. Thanks in large part to his father's training and his constant practice of martial arts, he became a Ranger. During this time they made a great couple, and were happy newlyweds. He kept the house he had inherited from his parents in Columbus, and the two stayed there. Amy was able to get a job as a paralegal in town.
By the time his training was complete, the U.S. was neck deep in Iraq, and he was shipped off for a 12-month tour. A month into that tour, he was promoted to sergeant and made a squad leader. After that tour, he came home but nine months later was ordered to Iraq for another 12-month tour. By now, he had re-enlisted and was promised a duty station of his choice upon returning from Iraq.
Predictably, Amy wasn't happy.
"Why do you have to go back?" she asked. "I need you here with me."
"I'm sorry," he said. "I've been given orders. I want to stay here with you, too, but I don't have a choice in the matter." He held her as she cried into his shoulder. "After this tour I'm supposed to be able to choose my next assignment," he told her, hoping it was a promise he would be able to keep. They made love well into the morning. What Mike didn't know is that would be the last time he would be with her sexually.
Three days later, he was in Iraq. For the first month he got a letter from Amy every other day. He called when he could and always wrote back. But after that first month, he received only one letter in the next six months and had only been able to talk to her two times on the phone. What the hell was going on, he wondered.
After nearly eight months with virtually no contact from Amy, he was worried but couldn't do anything about it, so he did what many others did and counted the days until his tour was finished.
On a Tuesday morning, his Humvee hit an IED, killing four of the soldiers in the vehicle. As a result of the blast, he lost his lower left leg.
Three hours after the attack, a chopper was able to land and evacuate all the casualties. They patched his leg up as best they could and sent him to Ramstein, Germany for more surgeries and rehab. After spending three months in Germany, he was shipped to Walter Reed hospital for more surgery, more rehab, and a prosthetic limb.
It took an extra two months to learn how to walk with his prosthetic. Afterward, he was given a medical discharge and released to go home. Despite his best efforts, he heard nothing from his wife. By now, it had been more than a year since he had any contact with her at all. Was she even alive, he asked himself. And if she was, why the hell didn't she contact him?
He had tried calling her parents, but wasn't able to get any answers. He called his home and left messages. At least he still had power at his house, so someone must be there.
It was about 9:30 am when the taxi pulled up in front of the house where they lived. His truck was still in the driveway along with her car. He also noticed several other cars parked along the curb.
The cab driver helped him carry his duffel bag to the door after he extracted his large 6-foot 2-inch frame out of the small car. He heard noises from the front room and wondered what was going on. He carefully opened the door and walked into the living room, where he got the shock of his life.
There, on the floor, was a barely-recognizable Amy being gang-banged by six men. She was on her hands and knees riding one guy, another was behind her fucking her ass, and another was in front of her, shoving his dick down her throat.
At the same time, she was jerking two other guys off. The sixth guy was apparently resting up after having finished blowing his load into her. He took out his cell phone and began taking pictures of the action before him. The men fucking her heard the door open and saw the flash from his phone and looked up. After seeing him standing there, they grabbed their clothes and ran out the door.
Mike recognized them as he had seen them on base before, and two of the men had rotated to the States when he arrived in Iraq for his second tour.
Amy laid on the floor leaking cum out of both her well-fucked holes. Not recognizing him, she actually asked if he wanted a turn since the others had left.
"Are you fucking kidding me?" he shouted. "So THIS is what you've been doing the last 13 months? Is THIS why you couldn't bother to write or answer my calls? I get my ass blown off and lose a leg, and here you are fucking everyone in town? Get the FUCK OUT of my house! You have 10 minutes to pack up and get the FUCK out!"
That's when she recognized him. She got off the floor and reached out to him, but he backed off.
"Keep your filthy cheating paws off me you slut," he ordered. She backed away from him, scared.
"Please, Mike, let me explain," she begged. "This isn't what you think."
"Are you fucking kidding me right now?" he asked. "I haven't heard shit from you for over a fucking year and when I do get home I find you getting fucked on the floor by six men. There's nothing to explain. Pack your trash and get out." After saying that, he had another thought.
He went to their bedroom and pulled her clothes out of the closet, including her wedding dress and tossed them out the window. Going to her purse, he pulled out the ATM card for their joint account and the credit card they shared. He also took the house key off her key ring. He went outside, pulling out his lighter.
"What are you doing?" Amy asked, scared.
"You have ten minutes to pack your trash and leave or I'm burning everything," he said. "Now MOVE!" Amy ran through the house, trying to get her things together. Mike kept track of the elapsed time on his watch. She got the last item off the ground just as Mike was getting ready to set it on fire.
"Where will I go?" she asked through her tears.
"Right now, I don't give a flying fuck," he said. "As far as I'm concerned, you can go to fucking HELL. Just tell me where you're staying so I'll know where to send the divorce papers."
"Please, Mike, you have to believe me, this is the only time it's ever happened. It was an accident. It didn't mean anything," she pleaded. Mike, however, wasn't buying it.
"Bullshit, bitch," he said. "I haven't heard from you in months. What I saw in that house definitely wasn't the first time for you. I may have been born at night, but it wasn't fucking last night. Now go, goddammit."
Amy sobbed as she pulled out of the driveway and left. Mike watched as she left and went back in the house, devastated. By now, he was exhausted, physically and emotionally and collapsed on the couch, his leg hurting. He couldn't believe what she had done to him, to them.
He lost track of time, and before he knew it, the sun was beginning to set. He got up and looked around the kitchen, hoping to find something to eat, when the phone rang.
"Hello," he said, answering the phone.
"Mike, what the hell is wrong with you?" asked an angry female voice on the other end. He recognized it as Julie, Amy's older sister. "Why did you kick Amy out of the house?"
"Ask her," Mike said. "Have her tell you why."
"I did," she said. "She said you didn't like the way the house looked and told her to get out."
"That's bullshit, Julie, and I think you know it," Mike said. "If you want the truth, come by my house and I'll show you." He heard nothing on the other end for a few moments.
"Okay, Mike, I'll come by, but this had better be good," she said before hanging up. He knew it would be a while before she got to his house, so he sat down at his computer and turned it on. After it finished booting up, he decided to check Amy's email.
Amy wasn't too bright about things like passwords and she had one of those web-based email services, so he was in her email in pretty short order. He decided to slow Amy down a bit and changed her password so she couldn't delete anything. He knew that eventually, she would get it reset, but not before he had his evidence.
It only took him a few minutes of browsing her emails to realize this had been going on for quite some time, perhaps during his entire tour in Iraq.
The emails he saw were quite explicit, and many of them had pictures or video attached.
"Hey, cutie," one email read. "Had a great time last night. You're one hot pussy." The email had two pictures attached, so he brought them up and printed them out. The pictures showed Amy with one cock in her pussy and another in her ass. The email was dated one week after he left for Iraq. There were many, many more just like this.
"Just wait till your stupid hick husband comes back," another email read. "We'll give him a hot welcoming party LOL." That email had a video showing Amy getting plugged in all her holes at the same time. That email was dated the day he was wounded in Iraq.
By the time Julie showed up, he had printed off nearly a ream of emails and a large pile of photos. The videos were saved into a folder. He noticed the same six men were featured in most of the photos and videos.
He answered the door, making sure Julie was alone. She didn't look very happy.
"Alright, Mike, spill it, what's going on?" she asked, her face red with anger. He pulled out his phone and showed her the pictures.
"This is what I walked into when I got home," he said. Her face turned white as she looked at the photos he had taken.
"Oh my God," she said.
"There's more," he said, throwing down the pictures he had taken from Amy's email. Julie looked through the photos, shocked. "Did you know about all this?" She shook her head.
"God's honest truth," Julie said. "I had no idea. I knew she was going out a lot but I didn't know about this."
"She never said anything to you?" Mike asked. Julie shook her head.
"No, nothing. My God, Mike, I'm so sorry," she said. "I knew she was upset about you leaving, but I didn't think she'd do this."
"Did she say anything to you about me being wounded?" he asked. Julie shook her head.
"Wounded?" Julie asked, surprised. "When did you get wounded?"
"About six months ago," he said. "Lost part of a leg. I've been in surgery and rehab for months and I never heard anything from her. Now I know why."
"I'm sorry, Mike, she never said anything about it. She's hardly mentioned you at all over the last several months," Julie said.
"Probably too busy getting fucked to even give a damn," he said. "She didn't even recognize me when I came in the door."
"So what are you going to do?" Julie asked.
"I'm divorcing her ass," Mike said.
"Is there any way you can forgive her and work past this?" Julie asked.
"You gotta be fucking kidding me," Mike said. "There's no way I can ever get past this. And something tells me I'm just scratching the tip of the iceberg. No, we're finished."
"I understand, Mike. I'm really very sorry about all this," she said. "I'm going to give her a piece of my mind when I see her." She wrapped her arms around him. "If there's anything I can ever do, let me know, okay?" she asked before leaving.
"Thanks, Julie, I appreciate that," he said. He locked the door after she left and went back to the computer to see what else he could dig up. By the time the clock struck midnight, he had printed off all of the incriminating emails and saved hundreds of photos and videos.
Looking at the timeline, he could see that Amy's cheating had begun early in his first tour in Iraq and had been happening about once a week the whole time he was gone. He also managed to identify all six men involved in her gang-bangs. He also learned that all of them were active duty. Based on what they wrote, he was able to identify the units they belonged to and got an idea of the days they went out clubbing.
Additionally, he found that all six of the men Amy had been screwing were married and a couple of them had young children. He made a note of their addresses and contact information. He regretted that they would be hurt in all this, but he wasn't going to let the assholes off the hook just because they had children.
He filed that information away and laid down on the futon in his office to get a few hours sleep. The next day would be very busy.
He woke up before the sun came up the next day and did his morning routine. Getting dressed, he mapped out the day's activities. First on his list was to get an appointment with a good divorce attorney. He looked through the phone book and started making calls. After speaking to a couple of firms, he was able to get an appointment that morning.
Looking at his watch, he realized he didn't have a lot of time before the appointment so he went to the bank and closed out their joint accounts and reopened an account in his name only. He knew he would probably have to give her half of their money, so he got a cashier's check for the full amount. His inheritance and trust fund were in accounts that Amy had no access to, so he left those alone. He closed out their joint credit card and applied for one in his name only, paying off the balance on the other card.
Once done, he headed out to see his attorney. He walked in, carrying a folder full of emails and photos, and checked in with the receptionist. He had just poured a cup of coffee when an attractive woman came out from the back and introduced herself.
"Mr. Johnson?" she asked, extending her hand. He shook her hand and introduced himself.
"Please call me Mike," he said. She smiled and ushered him into her office.
"Thank you Mike," she said. "Please call me Sally. I understand you are seeking a divorce, is that right?"
"Yes, it is," he said. She looked at him hard for a few minutes.
"You know, I don't represent cheating spouses," she said. Mike put the folder on her desk.
"Sally, I've been in Iraq and in the hospital recovering from combat wounds for several months," he said. "I'm not the one cheating, as these emails and photos show." She looked at the folder, picked it up and thumbed through the thick pile of papers, shaking her head.
"Oh my," she said. "This is extremely incriminating. How did you get these emails and photos?"
"Well," Mike said, "my soon-to-be ex-wife used my computer for her correspondence, and they liked to send photos and video back and forth."
"You have video as well?" she asked.
"Yes, I do," Mike said. "And I came home to this yesterday." He pulled out his phone and showed her the photos he took in his house. Her eyes grew wide.
They went over the evidence and the details of the divorce and by the time the meeting was over, Sally agreed to file for divorce on the grounds of adultery, naming the six men she'd been screwing for the last two years.
"So, once we file, we'll get her served and she'll have 30 days to respond," Sally said. "If she doesn't respond, we can have the final decree granted immediately. If she does contest it, it may take a bit longer. Since you owned the house before you got married, she has no claim on it. The same for your inheritance and your trust fund. If she wants to fight it, we can use the photos and video. Hopefully, she'll simply sign the papers and it'll be a done deal. We can have her served either at her work or at her sister's apartment if she's still there in a couple days."
"That would be great," Mike said. He thanked her and left the office, feeling better since he first got home the previous day.
After he got home, he called a locksmith to have the locks changed on the house and began calling the wives of the men Amy had been involved with. Needless to say, they were all pissed. Most of them had suspected something was going on but didn't know what. They all asked for evidence, and Paul was more than happy to email photos and videos along with copies of some of their emails.
He made a few more calls and met some of his comrades at a bar on the edge of town. They looked at some of the photos he brought and shook their heads. They also knew the six men involved and discussed possible options. As they talked, one of the six, a big clod named John Abrams, came stumbling into the bar. George, one of Mike's friends, pointed him out. They looked and turned back to their beer, but not before the asshole recognized Mike and staggered over to him, full of piss and vinegar.
"Well, well," he said loudly, "if it ain't Sgt. Johnson. How's your wife these days? She still stretched out from my dick?" he asked, grabbing his crotch. Mike said nothing, prompting the asshole to push the issue. "What, are you a wimp as well as a cuckold? C'mon, big Ranger dude, let's see what you've got."
He made the mistake of taking a swing at Mike, his fist glancing off the top of Mike's head. Mike responded, putting the asshole down on the floor in seconds without breaking a sweat. Red with rage, he began pummeling the man's face, breaking his nose and leaving a few teeth on the floor. The next thing Mike knew, he was being pulled off the man by two police officers who slapped handcuffs on him and threw him in the back of a police cruiser. The other man was loaded into an ambulance and taken to an emergency room.



Mike spent a few hours in jail before an officer came to his holding cell, waving him out.
"Today's your lucky day, soldier," the officer said. "Witnesses said you acted in self-defense and surveillance video proved it, so you get to go home tonight with no charges."
Mike went home and went to sleep. The next day, he got a call from one of his friends.
"Hey, did you see the news?" George asked.
"No, I just got up," Mike said. "What's up?"
"Seems there was a rash of muggings last night," George said. "Five soldiers ended up in the hospital with various injuries. It's in the paper. Isn't that a shame?"
"Yeah, that's terrible news," Mike said sarcastically. "Anyone we know?"
"Yeah, they just so happen to be the other five guys screwing Amy," George said. "Isn't that quite a coincidence?"
"Yeah, that is quite a coincidence," Mike said, smiling.
Later that day, Mike got a visit from his former regimental commander and the Sergeant Major, a man who made Sam Elliot's character in "We Were Soldiers" look downright friendly by comparison. He opened the door and invited them in, offering them something to drink.
"No, thanks, Sergeant," the colonel said. "We just wanted to stop by for a few minutes to see how things are going."
"Could be better, all things considered, Colonel," Mike said. "And please, call me Mike. I'm not a soldier anymore, thanks to this," he added, tapping on his prosthetic leg.
"I understand, and I do apologize," the colonel said.
"Not your fault, Colonel," Mike said. "You didn't plant that IED." They all laughed at that.
"I understand you're going through a divorce," the colonel said. "I got a call from your lawyer who said your wife's been involved with six active duty soldiers."
"That's right, Colonel," Mike said. "I have names, addresses, you name it. You want them?"
"Yes, uh, Mike, that would be helpful," the Colonel said. Mike went into his office and brought out a folder. He handed the colonel a sheet with the men's names and addresses.
"Would you like pictures as well?" Mike asked. "I have pictures, video, you name it. Seems they got a kick out of emailing this stuff back and forth to each other. And yes, they knew she was my wife, they deliberately did it while I was overseas in a combat zone and yes, they're all married."
"You've done your homework, I see," the Colonel said.
"Yes, sir, I have," Mike said. "I've also done some checking online and I know that adultery is covered under Article 134, paragraph 62 of the Uniform Code of Military Justice. From what I've read, there's three basic elements of proof, and I believe all six of these cases meet those elements."
"I see," the Colonel said. "You may very well be right from what you've said and shown us here. I'll take a look at this and push it through JAG and see what they say. If they agree, I think we can make a case to have them all dishonorably discharged."
"Also, Colonel," Mike said. "One of them attacked me last night in a public bar. He ended up in the hospital." The Colonel nodded his head.
"Personally, I'd expect nothing less, but officially, you didn't hear that from me," he said, smiling. "So, what are your plans for the future?"
"Well, Colonel, I haven't had much time to think about that," Mike said. "I have an economics degree, but I don't think I'd ever be happy pushing a pencil again." The Colonel smiled.
"Why didn't you go for OCS?" he asked. "With your record, you would've been a shoo-in."
"My Dad was an NCO, and I always wanted to be where the action was," Mike said. The Colonel nodded his head and the SgtMaj smiled.
"I knew your Dad when he was a hand-to-hand combat instructor," the Colonel said. "Damn good man. I know he'd be proud of you no matter what you decide to do." He stood and put his hat back on. The SgtMaj joined him. He extended his hand and Mike shook it.
"You take care of yourself, Sergeant," he said. "If there's anything I can do, let me know." Mike nodded his head.
"Thank you, Colonel, SgtMaj," he said. He watched as the two men left. Mike spent the day puttering around the house, doing mostly busywork -- just stuff to keep him from thinking about Amy. That evening, he popped open a beer and spent the night watching television, his mind wandering over his failed marriage.
The next day, he got a call from someone at Amy's place of work, telling him that she had been served with divorce papers.
"Is it true?" the female voice asked. Mike knew the voice. It was Amanda, one of Amy's friends at the law firm where she worked. He always thought she was quite attractive and had nice legs, but he never said anything.
"Is what true?" Mike asked.
"That she cheated on you while you were in Iraq," Amanda said. "The process server was very clear that she was being divorced for adultery. We all heard him."
"Yeah, it's true," Mike said. "It's been going on for over two years."
"And you never knew?" Amanda asked.
"She only did it while I was deployed to Iraq," Mike told her.
"Oh my God, you poor man," Amanda said. "I'm so sorry. Well, listen, sugar, if there's anything we can do for you, just call, okay? I do mean anything. We think the world of you and we hate what she did to you."
"Thanks, Amanda, I appreciate that," Mike said. Later that day, he got a call from Linda Abrams, John Abrams' wife.
"Hey, Mike," she said, "you have a few minutes to talk?"
"Yeah, sure," Mike said. "What's up?"
"Well, I learned about what my asshole of a husband did to you and Amy and I'd like to get some revenge if you're up to it," she said. Mike smiled. He knew Linda, and thought she was a beautiful woman. He couldn't understand why John would cheat on her. He listened to her plan and had to smile. This would be fun, he thought.
"When do you want to do this?" he asked.
"Tonight, if you're free," she said. "I'd like you to come by about 4:30 or 5:00 this evening so I can feed you dinner first and get everything set up."
"You're on," Mike said. "I'll see you this evening."
A bit later, he got another call, this time from Amy.
"Mike," she sobbed, "I got served with divorce papers today. Can't we work through this? I told you it was only the one time and it was an accident." Mike laughed.
"You stupid bitch," he growled. "I happen to know that it was much more than a one-time thing. Just sign the papers and it'll be over in a month. Otherwise it may get very public, and you don't want that."
"Damn you," she said, her tone changing. "I'll fight you every step of the way. I'll take your house and everything you own."
"I don't think so, bitch," he said. "Call my lawyer, then sign the fucking papers." He hung up and blocked her number.
That afternoon, he went to Linda's house and parked in the middle of their driveway just as she suggested. He knocked on the door and she opened it wearing a short, ripped t-shirt and a tiny pair of ripped daisy duke shorts that showed off her ass. Her breasts stood out from her chests and her nipples threatened to poke holes in the shirt. She wrapped her arms around Mike and kissed him deeply while grinding her crotch into his.
"Like what you see, soldier?" she asked seductively.
"God, yes," Mike said. "You're beautiful. John was an idiot for cheating on you."
"Yes, he was," she said, "and he's going to find out just how big of an idiot he was. C'mon in, I have dinner cooked up." Mike entered the house and smelled chicken-fried steak. His mouth watered as he thought about what was about to happen.
"This is delicious," Mike said as he finished the meal she dished out to him.
"Just wait till we have dessert," she said. Grabbing his hand, she took him upstairs. Linda had placed a chair in the bedroom positioned just right and put Mike behind the door. She had a pile of zip ties and a couple rolls of duct tape on the dresser. After they went over their plan, they heard the front door open. Linda put her finger over her mouth.
"I'm home," John shouted from the front room. "Whose truck is that in the driveway? I can't get in the garage."
"I'm sorry, hon," Linda said. "I asked Mike Johnson to come over and give me a hand with something that broke and I didn't want to bother you at work. Could you please come upstairs? We could use your help."
"Mike Johnson?" he asked as he came up the stairs. "Why did you call him?"
"Oh, no reason, really, I just thought he could help. You don't mind, do you?" she asked.
"No, I guess not," he said, following her into the bedroom. As soon as he entered the room, Mike slammed the door shut and punched him in the throat. He followed that up with a punch to the gut. John didn't know what hit him and by the time he could react, Mike and Linda had him in the chair and zip-tied to the legs. His arms were also zip-tied to the chair.
"What the fuck is going on?" he yelled when he was able to catch his breath. Linda stood in front of him, her hands on her hips.
"I learned that you and your buddies have been fucking around with Amy Johnson for the last two years or more, asshole," she said. "I also know all about your attack on Mike at the bar the other night. So I decided to get some revenge."
She tore off her top and held her breasts for him.
"Like this," she asked. "Well guess what? You're never touching them again."
"Please, Linda, don't do this," John begged.
"Shut up, asshole," she said. "I'm just getting started." She kicked off her tennis shoes, then pulled her shorts down and kicked them off. Mike noticed that she had shaved her pussy. She spread her legs and fingered herself in front of John. He struggled but couldn't get free.
"Linda, no, don't," John begged, shaking his head.
"Why not, asshole?" she asked. "You've been fucking around on me for years while I've been taking care of your ass, cleaning the house, washing your dirty laundry and cooking for you -- while working a part-time job. All that time, I've been faithful to you and this is how you repay me? Fuck you. You're going to sit there and watch me get fucked, then you're outta here. Don't make me tape your mouth shut."
John looked down at the floor, defeated. Linda turned to Mike and practically ripped his clothes off. After she took his trousers off, Mike looked down at her, uncertain. She had never seen a man with a prosthetic leg before. She ran her hands over it for a couple of minutes before looking up at him.
"If it bothers you, we don't have to do this," he said. Linda smiled up at him, and pulled down his boxers in response.
"You may be missing part of a leg, but you're more of a man than that asshole will ever be," she said, glancing at John. She took Mike's growing manhood in her hand and sucked his cock to the base, looking up at him the whole time. After he exploded in her mouth, she swallowed every drop and laid him down on the bed. She climbed on top and slid her pussy onto his cock.
"Oh God that feels so fucking good," she moaned as she rode him to another orgasm. "That's it," she said, "cum in my pussy, lover. Do it!" John could see Mike's semen dripping out of Linda's pussy. She got off of him, gave him a tube of lube and positioned herself at the foot of the bed on her hands and knees.
"Fuck me in the ass, Mike," she said. "I want you to have what I've never given anyone else, not even him." He got off the bed and positioned himself behind her. It took a while, but with the lube, he eventually managed to get inside her tight ass while fingering her pussy and clit. He finished inside her and stood back, wiped out.
Linda got off the bed and didn't bother cleaning herself up. She grabbed an envelope out of her night stand drawer and dropped it in John's lap as Mike cut the zip ties.
"You've been served, asshole," she said. "Now get your shit and get out of here. I've already got it packed up for you. There's also a restraining order and you'd better obey it otherwise I'll have your ass thrown in jail. Got it?"
John nodded his head quietly and took his duffel bag and the suitcase Linda had prepared. Defeated, he left the house.
After John left, Linda buried her head in Mike's shoulder and cried. He held her, kissing her head.
"It'll be alright," he said. She nodded her head.
"It won't be easy, but I'll manage," she said. "I've already split our accounts and with my job I'll be able to cover the bills for a little while, but I'm eventually going to have to sell the house."
"Linda, if it comes to that, you can come stay with me," Mike said. She nodded her head.
"Thanks, Mike, I appreciate that," she said. "Please, stay here with me tonight," she begged. Mike agreed, and the two made love well into the morning.
Things didn't go well with the divorce at first. Amy decided to fight it, claiming that her six-man gang-bang was just a one-time thing.
After a little more than six weeks, Sally called for a conference with Mike, Amy and her attorney, Bill Green. They gathered in a conference room at Sally's office and Amy's attorney started speaking right away, suggesting the two go to counseling to help Mike get past what he called Amy's "one-time mistake."
Sally shook her head and stopped Amy's attorney. She pulled out a ream of emails and photos and threw them on the table. Amy and her attorney looked at the pile of paper, shocked.
"Look, Bill," Sally said. "Let's cut through the bullshit, okay? My client has evidence in your client's own words, photos and videos, of multiple sex parties with the same six men going back over two years. By our estimate, your client has done this over 100 times while her husband was in Iraq. I've seen your client's sworn response, and I want to warn you that if you persist in this, we'll have no choice but to charge your client with perjury and ask for the maximum sentence of 10 years in prison. Now, if you decide to withdraw your response and have your client sign Mr. Johnson's initial proposal, we'll forget about the perjury. What'll it be?"
"Look, Sally," Bill said, "you know as well as I do that it's rare for criminal prosecution for perjury in divorce cases. Your threats won't work here."
"Do you really want to take that chance, Bill?" Sally asked. "It may be rare, but it does happen. And with the proof we have, I think a judge would see it our way." Bill shook his head. Mike leaned to Sally and whispered something in her ear. She nodded her head before speaking.
"Why don't we do this," Sally said. "My client says he'd like to speak with Amy for a few minutes alone. He assures me he won't get out of line. I suggest we let them have this time to work things out."
Bill listened as Amy spoke to him quietly. After she finished, he nodded his head.
"Okay," he said. "But we'll be right outside the door." After they left, Amy looked at Mike.
"Alright, what are you planning?" she said defiantly. Mike picked up the pile of emails and photos and began throwing the photos in front of her. Her eyes widened as he did so. Then he pulled out a photo of her from his wallet.
"Do you know what got me through those two tours in Iraq?" he asked. He pointed at his photo, now yellow with age. It had been taken shortly before he enlisted. "This. And then when I didn't hear anything from you I began thinking the worst. I honestly thought you had gotten hurt or worse. Then when I came home and find you fucking those six assholes, I nearly lost it. You can imagine how I felt when I looked in your email and found all this. You might as well have put a bullet in my head. At least that would have been more merciful." Amy began tearing up as he talked. But he wasn't finished.
He tossed out an email he had printed. He began reading the thread.
"Hey, babes, did you get that little problem taken care of?" He looked at her. "Then you answered, 'yes, I went to the abortion clinic yesterday. I should be okay for next week's party.'" He looked at her with hate in his eyes. "You had a fucking abortion, Amy. Why? Why did you do it, Amy? Was I not man enough for you?" he asked. She shook her head.
"Yes you were," she said through her tears. "I just missed you so much and then when I met the guys at the club, they made me feel good and I forgot about how much I missed you."
"Well, you just fucked up seven families counting ours, do you know that?" he asked. "You didn't just fuck up our family, you destroyed theirs as well. Some of those guys had children. Did you know that?" She shook her head.
"No, I didn't," she said.
"What did you think was going to happen when I got back? Clap my hands and brag about big a slut you are?" he asked. She was sobbing by now.
"I'm sorry," she said through her tears. "I didn't mean to hurt you."
"Well, you did," he said. "Look, I happen to know the girls in your office hate your guts and hate what you did. I also know the six assholes are all getting divorced and are facing discharge from the Army. I happen to know they're all going to be getting other than honorable discharges, which is something that'll follow them their entire lives. On top of that, there's six very pissed off wives out there who also hate your guts." He put the papers back in a stack before looking at her.
"You know damn good and well Sally will pursue formal charges of perjury against you. In this state, you can get up to ten years in prison for that," he said. "And you'll probably never work in a law firm again. Even if you do get off easy, you'll probably have to spend the rest of your life looking over your shoulder. Believe me, those wives are very angry with you right now and would probably love to do to you what was done to their husbands." She looked at him in shock.
"What are you saying, Mike?" she asked. "Are you threatening me? Did you have something to do with those guys getting mugged?"
"No, the only one I put down was that asshole John when he wanted to rub it in my face. And that was after he took a swing at me," Mike said. "I'm not threatening you at all, just letting you know the lay of the land. Look, just sign the papers and end this, now."
"Can we ever be friends?" she asked. Mike shook his head.
"I don't think so," he said. "After what you've done, it'll be a long time before I can stand to be around you." She wiped her eyes after he spoke. She looked down, defeated.
"Okay," she said quietly. Mike got up and opened the door, letting the lawyers back in.
"Well, have we come to an agreement," Bill asked. Amy nodded her head.
"Yes," she said. She looked at Sally. "I've decided that I don't want any spousal support. Mike only gets a small pension from the Army and he needs that. I make enough to support myself. I just want to finish this." Mike was shocked. He wasn't expecting this. Sally nodded her head.
"Okay," she said. "Let me make this one change, and I'll need you to initial it." Bill looked at Amy, surprised.
"Are you sure about this?" he asked. "Did he threaten you with something?"
"No, Bill," she said. "I just want this over with." Sally came back with the amended paperwork and an assistant who happened to be a notary. Mike and Amy signed everyplace they were told to. She began sobbing when she signed the line that said she had to revert to her maiden name. After they were finished, Mike held out his hand. Tearfully, Amy took off her rings and handed them to him. He took off his wedding ring and handed it to her.
"Maybe you can be faithful to the next man you decide to marry," he said. "There's still a few of your things at the house. If you want, I'll bring them by Saturday."
"That would be fine," Amy said. "Thanks." Sally and Bill stood up and shook hands.
"I'll withdraw my client's response and meet you at the courthouse to file this today," he said. Sally nodded her head.



"I'll see you there," she said. Bill and Amy left the room and Mike collapsed in his chair, happy that it was finally over. Sally looked at him for a moment.
"What did you tell her, really?" she asked. Mike looked at her.
"I just reminded her of the truth," he said. "And of the consequences of her actions. There's seven families destroyed because of this."
"That's why I never represent cheaters," she said. "You're a good man, Mike Johnson. You'll do well. Just stay out of trouble, okay?" He smiled.
"I will, Sally," he said. "Thanks." He left the office and headed home, stopping on the way to grab a six-pack of beer. He called Linda's cell and gave her the news.
"Come on by the house tonight, soldier," she said. "And I'll help you celebrate."
"You got it, babe," he said, smiling.
That Saturday, Mike loaded up the few things he had left of Amy's and headed for her sister's apartment, where she had been staying. Julie answered the door when Mike rang the bell.
"Hi, Mike," she said.
"I brought the rest of Amy's things over," he said.
"Well, the next time I see her, I'll get an address and send it," she said.
"What do you mean?" Mike asked.
"Amy left," she said. "She quit her job the day you guys signed your papers and she left that night. Just packed up her stuff and took off. I don't know where she's going, but I think she's leaving the state."
"Okay," Mike said. "Well, if you talk to her, tell her I dropped this off." Julie took what Mike brought over and thanked him.
Epilogue:
A few weeks later, Julie told Mike that Amy had fled clear across the country and was now living somewhere in Washington or Oregon. The six men she cheated with were all given discharges that were "other than honorable." They also fled the area to parts unknown. Mike wondered if they hooked back up with Amy, but he really didn't care.
He married Linda shortly after their divorces were final. It turned out that she got pregnant the night they got revenge on John. They've since had two more children and are doing well. Mike was offered a job as a researcher for something called the HomeFront Security Task Force, and still works there. The pay is good, the benefits are great and he has access to information most people would kill for. Better yet, he's able to work from home but sometimes has to fly to someplace called "Fort Apache."
He was looking through the day's mail and opened a thick envelope when his work phone rang.
"Mike Johnson," he said, answering the call.
"Hey Mike, this is Oscar, how're things going?" the man at the other end asked.
"Going great, Oscar, how about you?" Mike asked.
"Living the dream," Oscar said. "Hey, I just wanted to thank you for your work on the Skaggs case, it was invaluable."
"Thanks," Mike said.
"Look, I know accolades in this business are few and far between, but Bill wanted me to make sure you got those tickets to Cancun," Oscar said.
"I just got them today," Mike said.
"Good," Oscar said. "I'll let Bill know. Make sure you and that pretty wife of yours have a good time, you hear?" Mike smiled.
"Oh yeah," he said. "We will. Thanks again."
He hung up the phone and looked at the tickets. Talk about perfect timing. Their anniversary was coming up and he was looking forward to seeing his wife in her new bikini on the beach. Oh yes, he thought, they would indeed have a good time...
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Tom Waters sat dejected at the table after Rachel left. He couldn't believe that he had allowed himself to be so humiliated in public by Dr. Castle, or whoever he really was, by Rachel, the widow of a man who literally put himself in harm's way to help him. What made it all worse was the guilt he felt by the fact that it was him who warned Castle. Had he not said anything, Jason might still be alive. But he thought that Castle would at least allow him to finally see his wife, Charlene by doing so.
Instead, he learned that he was nothing more than a thing to be toyed with by Castle and his harem, which now included his wife and the wife of the man he betrayed. Rachel had furthered the humiliation by making him masturbate in the public diner to completion.
He had to get away to think, to try and make sense of what he had unwittingly become part of. He paid his bill and went outside, finding a small park next to the street. He sat on a concrete bench and looked out at the little pond. He thought about the events that had led him to this point.
It started innocently enough. They visited the doctor, thinking he might help them get through some issues he thought they were having in the bedroom. For Tom, Charlene was God's gift to womanhood, perfect in every way with large breasts topping off a body most women would die for. Charlene was okay with their situation and had no problems, but went along to support her husband.
After the first visit, she was uncomfortable about going back, telling Tom that the doctor had stirred up feelings that scared her, but Tom insisted they continue seeing him. Dr. Castle gave Tim some pills to take twice a day. According to the doctor, Tom was over-stimulated mentally, but under-stimulated physically and the pills were allegedly meant to help mitigate that. Castle never gave him a prescription, but dispensed the pills in his office and never told him what they were called or what they contained.
It was much later that he learned they were actually made from the doctor's own semen, and that Charlene had actually participated in their making, by having sex with Castle. It was at that session that the doctor had injected Tom with a drug that paralyzed him completely, making him immobile as the doctor and his wife fucked right in front of him, humiliating and degrading him the whole time.
When they were finished, Castle put a bucket in Tom's lap and urinated on his face. As they left, Charlene dropped her wedding ring in the bucket of urine. The experience had a profound impact on Tom -- so much so that he ended up in prison for a couple months for assault, an assault that happened after someone mentioned therapy to help him relax and talk to women.
He spent some time looking for Castle and his wife, but was unsuccessful. It turned out there was no doctor by that name, nor was there anyone certified as a marriage counselor by that name. Eventually, Tom moved to the midwest, taking on a job as a courier. That's where he met and befriended Jason, his supervisor.
He told Jason his story and one day, Jason said he had located Castle somewhere in Arizona and that he had used his wife, Rachel as bait. Tom didn't like that, knowing what Castle was capable of, but Jason reassured him there was nothing to worry about. Rachel was a very beautiful woman, but nothing like Charlene. Still, Tom had reservations.
They set out for the southwest and located Castle, although he was using a different name. Tom wanted to kill the bastard for what he had done, but Jason took his gun in hopes of taking care of the man himself. Tom called the doctor and warned him, in hopes that Castle, or whoever he was at that time, would relent and let Charlene be with him again. That's when Jason suddenly went missing.
Much later, Rachel informed him that Castle had eliminated Jason, and made her part of his "harem." He also learned that Jason had been held for a time by local police. He realized there was no one on earth he could trust or turn to.
He buried his head in his hands and sobbed, hot, wet tears dripping off his face. "Please," he prayed silently, "God, anyone, please help me get justice." His meditation was suddenly interrupted by a female voice.
"Excuse me, sir, mind if I sit here?" the woman asked. Tom looked up to see a slender girl with cascading blonde hair over her shoulders. Dressed in jeans and a modest t-shirt, the girl looked to be in her early to mid-twenties. Probably a college girl, he thought. She was pretty in a girl-next-door way and her eyes twinkled as she smiled. She wasn't nearly as well-endowed as Charlene or Rachel, but she was well-proportioned. He motioned for her to sit on the bench and he moved over a bit, not wanting to crowd her space.
She studied him for a bit before speaking.
"If you'll let me, Tom Waters, I'd like to help you," she said quietly. He looked at her, surprised. What could this waif of a girl do, he asked himself. How did she know he was praying for help, and how did she know his name? He shook his head.
"There's no one on earth who can help me," he said quietly. She took his hand in hers. He felt a strange warmth start to spread through his body.
"I know," she said. He looked at her, surprised. She smiled, her eyes flashing. "Come with me." Suddenly, Tom found himself inside a small office filled with what looked like old books and files. He was sitting in an old chair that was surprisingly comfortable. The desk was overflowing with books but was also home to a computer with two large flat-screen monitors.
The girl was standing next to a credenza where she appeared to be making coffee or tea with a Keurig coffee maker.
"Where are we?" Tom asked. "How did we get here? Who are you?" He remembered his prayer. Could it be, he wondered... "Are you... God?" he asked. The girl turned around and laughed, her eyes sparkling.
"Oh, no, not hardly," she said, handing him a plain business card. "Trust me, I couldn't begin to handle all the paperwork he has to deal with," she said jokingly. He looked at the card. "Dr. Adrestia Rhamnousia," it read. What kind of a name was that, he wondered. He tried sounding out the name before she interrupted him.
"You can simply call me Dr. A, if you wish," she said. "Many of my friends do. I've been called many things over the years, like Nemesis or Tyr, but Dr. A will suffice." Nemesis? Tyr? What kinds of names were those, he wondered. She handed him a large mug of hot tea that had a refreshing citrus odor. "Please, drink up. It's a special tea blend given to me by an old friend and it's guaranteed to help relax you. Don't worry, it's safe, not like those pills Castle gave you."
Tom took a tentative sip and instantly felt a giddy warmth as the hot liquid went down his gullet. The sweet, citrus flavor tasted good and he took a longer drink. She smiled.
"See," she said. "I told you it would help."
"How do you know about the pills he gave me?" Tom asked. "What's going on?" She sat at her desk and took a drink from her mug.
"I know all about your situation," she said. She looked around the room. "I know all about Castle, or whatever he's calling himself now. Trust me, you're not the only one he's done this to." Tom was confused.
"Why me?" he asked. "If you know what he's been doing, why haven't you gone to the authorities?"
"First off, I want to help you because you asked me to. Second, the authorities aren't even aware of what he's been doing and third, as you've already surmised, at this point, there's no power on earth that can touch him," she said. "The authorities who haven't already been compromised by him don't even know he exists."
"I asked you?" Tom asked, confused. She picked up a remote and pointed it at a large screen on the wall. Tom saw himself on the park bench, his hands over his tear-streaked face. He heard his own thoughts come over the speaker: "Please. God, anyone, please help me get justice." He looked at her, surprised and shocked. "How...?" She looked at him compassionately and smiled.
"The 'how' isn't important. The fact that you asked for help, is," she said. "I learned many years ago the dangers of getting involved where I wasn't welcome. Now, I have a strict policy of non-intervention. I do not get involved unless I am asked or invited. You asked. I responded." He still looked confused.
"Who, exactly, are you? Really?" he asked. She stood and walked around the desk, rolling another chair in front of him. She sat down, and looked him in the eye.
"I am justice for those who have been wronged," she said. "And no one escapes me. Ever."
"So, what are you?" Tom asked. "Are you a lawyer, a mercenary, what?" She smiled, her eyes flashing.
"I am trained and qualified for many disciplines," she said.
"But I can't afford you," he said. "I'm practically broke."
"I have no need and no desire for your money," she said. "I have what you might call very deep pockets. If I need something, I simply get it. Maybe this will help you understand." She placed her hands on the sides of his head and kissed him lightly on the lips. He felt a shock and his mind was filled with images of strange, powerful beings with flashing eyes and lightning streaking from their fingers.
He was reminded of the stories he had read as a child of the ancient Greek and Roman gods. He saw a vision of her, wearing a long, flowing robe, clasped on one shoulder. She held a large double-edged sword in her hand and a snake was immobilized under her delicate, sandal-clad feet.
She looked sadly at the scenes around her. At her feet were a number of individuals, each undergoing some form of torturous punishment. One woman, for example, was in an iron pot filled with oil. Under the pot was a blazing fire. She was screaming in pain as the hot oil bubbled, but her skin was still intact. Another woman was being consumed alive by alien creatures with large, bulbous heads. Suddenly a part of him understood what was going on.
She released his head and looked at him. He focused on her face and found that he was attracted to her, emotionally and a bit sexually. She smiled and her eyes twinkled. They seemed to do that a lot, he thought to himself. She stood and took her seat behind her desk.
"Please understand, Tom," she began. "I take no pleasure in meting out the punishment you've seen, but there are some who simply deserve much more than earthly 'justice' can provide. Especially those like your Dr. Castle." She pulled up a file on her computer and cleared the screen on the wall.
"Keep in mind that I have files and information on every marriage on Earth. Some are quite solid, like this couple in Springfield who's been madly in love with each other since they were children. Others aren't so good. Let's review yours, shall we?" she asked.
Over the next couple hours, she told Tom everything about his marriage to Charlene, even the most intimate details of their sex life. Then she went through the period involving Castle.
Tom began to sob as she recounted the entire period. She stopped and stepped to his side. Bending down, she held his head and kissed him lightly on the cheek. Instantly, he felt better and stopped crying.
"She told me that she was uncomfortable with going back to him after that first visit," Tom said. "Maybe if I had listened to her then, none of this would be happening."
"Don't blame yourself, Tom," Dr. A said. "The damage was already done. He already had his hooks in her. You might have been able to buy yourself a week, maybe, but not much more. The end would have been the same."
"Is there anything we can do for Jason?" he asked. She shook her head.
"I can do many things, but I cannot raise the dead," she said. "Your friend has already crossed the great divide and is beyond my help. Besides, if you were to ask him, he'd tell you that he's much happier where he is. I'm sorry, Tom." He nodded, tears falling down his cheek for the friend who died helping him.
"So what do we do?" Tom asked.
"Right now, I think you need some rest," she said. "I have a few things to get set up. After you've had some food and sleep, we'll talk again. You should know that your apartment is under surveillance, so I've set up temporary lodging here."
She got up and escorted him to a door that led to an adjoining suite. She ushered him inside, where he found a change of clothes, his pajamas and toiletries. A large bed with the covers pulled back was at one wall. She left him to change, telling him she would be back once he was ready for bed.
He went into the restroom and did his business, then brushed his teeth and changed into his pajamas, which felt more comfortable than he remembered. He slid under the covers as Dr. A returned. She sat on the edge of the bed and took his head in her hands. She smiled and for the first time in months, Tom felt... love. It was unlike anything he had ever experienced before -- not a physical or sexual love, but yet much stronger than what he might feel for a sister.
"Remember that I am always with you, Tom," she said. "I will keep you safe. You need to rest and recover from what has been done to you." He heard her chant something in a language he didn't understand for a few moments. Then she kissed him. "Now, go to sleep, Tom. I'll come get you when I'm ready." He looked at her for a few moments, then closed his eyes and slept better than he had in months.
He woke up refreshed a few hours later when Dr. A came into the room, carrying a tray. She set it on the bed and raised the head of Tom's bed. He looked at the tray, taking in the bacon, eggs and toast and a glass of orange juice.
"I took the liberty of making some breakfast," she said. "I hope you don't mind. Once you're ready, come on in to my office and I'll bring you up to date, okay?"
"Okay," Tom said. "Thanks, this looks delicious." She smiled as she left the room. After Tom ate, he showered, dressed and went into her office. He sat down and watched her for a few minutes.
"I hope breakfast was satisfactory," she said quietly.
"Yes, it was perfect, thank you," he said. She smiled.
"Good, I'm glad you liked it," she said. "It's rare that I get to prepare food for someone else." She clicked a few things on her computer before turning to him.
"Here's what I have on your Dr. Castle," she began. "He goes by many names. Castle, Highcastle, Tower, Hightower, are just a few. He never spends more than a few weeks in any one location and relocates after he has finished his conquest. He never takes on more than one 'client' at a time and the husband almost always ends up missing or mysteriously dead." She looked at him.
"You were very lucky," she added. "It seems he views you as a toy to play with, much like an animal to experiment on. And your wife and Rachel are part of his scheme." She clicked something on her monitor and the large screen came to life. Below the main window, a smaller box stretched across the width of the monitor. Strange characters were scrolling across the window. "Watch this."
On the monitor, Rachel and Charlene were sitting on a couch in a luxurious apartment, naked. Castle was sitting in a recliner across from them. Apparently, they had just finished having sex. In the background was an open sliding glass door and a large body of water could be seen beyond that.
"How are you getting this?" Tom asked. "And what's that below the video." She smiled.
"Trade secret," she said. "Just watch." As they watched, the three took a drink and began talking.
"Any idea where your husband is now?" Castle asked Charlene. Charlene shook her head.
"No, I don't have any idea where he could be," she said. The words "C: What the fuck is going on?" went across the smaller window.
"What's that going across the bottom?" Tom asked.
"Thought monitors," Dr. A said. "This gives us a glimpse into what they're thinking." Castle looked at Rachel.
"You were the last one to see him," Castle said. The thought monitor displayed, "CA:" followed by gibberish.
"Yes, I know," Rachel said. "I watched him leave the diner and sit in a park. I watched him cry for a while. I got distracted by a gust of wind and dust for just a second and when I looked back, he was gone. I looked around for him, but I couldn't find him anywhere. It's almost like he just vanished. I don't know where he went."
The thought monitor read: "R: I'm so fucked."
Castle wasn't happy. He pulled out his cell phone and dialed a number, which was captured by the thought monitor. They could hear someone answer the call.
"Have you got anything?" Castle asked angrily. They couldn't hear the other end of the call, but the thought monitor displayed: "Nothing, boss. It's like he disappeared into thin air."
"Goddammit," Castle said. "What do you mean disappeared?" The smaller box displayed: "I mean, disappeared. His car is gone, he's gone, no one has seen him drive off and he's not at his apartment. We've been watching his place like a hawk and we have all our resources out looking for him. I've never seen anything like it, boss."
"That's not acceptable. Find him," Castle yelled. "NOW!" The thought monitor displayed: "What do you want us to do with him?"
"Put him on ice. Don't hurt him. That's my job. I'll call you and let you know where to take him," Castle said before ending the call. He threw the phone against the wall. "The fucker's gone missing," he said angrily. The thought monitor displayed more gibberish. Tom looked at Dr. A.
"Why is it doing that?" he asked, referring to the thought monitor. She shook her head, her brow furrowed.
"I don't know," she said. "It's normal for that to happen when the monitor is first synchronizing with the target, but that usually clears up after a couple minutes at most. I'm not sure why it's taking so long, unless..." She clicked a few more things on her monitor and the gibberish cleared into English. She looked at Tom. "We have a bigger problem than I originally thought."
"What do you mean?" Tom asked. She looked at him and considered her words carefully before speaking.
"Your Dr. Castle is more than a mere mortal human," she said. "Oh, he's very mortal alright, and he's mostly human, but there's something else in his DNA, something that I doubt he even realizes. If I didn't see it for myself, I wouldn't believe it."
"What do you mean?" Tom asked.
"You're somewhat familiar with Greek mythology, right?" she asked. Tom nodded his head. "So, you're familiar with the stories of the gods mating with mortal woman?" Again, Tom nodded his head. "You know, for example, that Hercules is said to have been the illegitimate child of Zeus and a mortal woman and others, like Helen of Troy, were believed to be the result of gods mating with mortals."
"What are you saying?" Tom asked. "Are you telling me that Castle is the offspring of an ancient mythical Greek god or something?" Dr. A shook her head.



"Not directly," she said. "But his DNA does include a gene that has been dormant for many millennia. The only way that gene could've showed up is if an ancestor of his had mated with what the ancient Greeks considered to be one of their gods. But that would have happened thousands of years ago. I haven't seen this show up in many, many years."
"So, what, does that mean Castle can shoot lightning from his ass or something?" Tom asked. She smiled.
"No," she said, "but it would explain why the monitor didn't pick up his thoughts in English. It could also explain a bit of his behavior and his desire to subjugate and control everyone and everything around him. I doubt very seriously that he's even aware of it."
"Can you figure out which god that gene came from?" Tom asked. She shrugged her shoulders.
"Maybe, given enough time," she said. "I don't think it really matters, though. Remember that in ancient Greece, it was believed that Zeus sired about 30 percent of the population. And many of those so-called gods were what you would consider to be complete assholes," she snorted derisively.
"You sound like you speak from personal experience," Tom said.
"Remind me when this is all over and I'll tell you stories that never made it into the great libraries," she said.
"So, does this change anything?" he asked.
"No," she said. "If anything, it only makes it more inevitable. But it does explain his drive to control everyone around him and his obsession with his own alleged superiority. It makes me wonder what it is he's afraid of losing." She looked at him. "You took the pills he gave you?" she asked. "The ones made from his semen?" Tom nodded.
"Yes, you know that," he said. She turned to her computer and made a few more clicks.
"Which means you consumed some of his genetic material," she said. "Let me check something." After a few minutes, she relaxed. "Well, a DNA scan shows that whatever he gave you is completely out of your system by now, which is good." She turned back to the monitor on the wall. "Let's see what they have planned."
As they watched, Castle got up from his chair. He towered over the two women.
"Alright," he said. "There's nothing more we can do here. Pack up, we're heading out."
"Where are we going?" Charlene asked.
"I think it's time we arrange for you to become a widow, my dear," he said. "Your husband is missing for now, but he'll eventually be found. And when he does pop back up, I think we need to deal with him once and for all. He's no longer useful to me." The thought monitor remained blank.
"Are we going to do it in front of him again?" Charlene asked. The thought monitor read: "C: Please, say yes." Castle nodded his head, laughing wickedly.
"Oh yes, my dear," he said. "But first, we're going to humiliate him in ways he can't even imagine. Maybe I'll have the two of you piss on him with me. Or crap in his mouth." Charlene and Rachel giggled with delight as Tom blanched in horror. The thought monitor displayed: "C: Yes! I'd love to shit in Tom's mouth! That would be a blast!"
"So where are we going?" Charlene asked.
"Not far," Castle said. "Just up the coast to San Francisco. I have to get things ready for when your husband turns up." The monitor showed Charlene's thoughts: "Good. Then I'll have his insurance." It also showed Rachel's thoughts, indicating that she did not approve of what Castle was planning.
"And what then?" Rachel asked. "Can we stay with you afterward?" Castle smiled.
"Sure," he said. The thought monitor read: "CA: Until I sell you two bitches into slavery." Tom looked at Dr. A.
"We need to move fast," he said. "He's going to sell them into prostitution."
"You still love your wife?" she asked. "Even after everything she's done and wants to do. Or do you just want her back long enough to dump her?" Tom knew she was right. Even after everything she had done with Castle, the truth was he only wanted her to come back to him so he could have the final say in their marriage. She nodded her head. "I understand. You don't want her to have the final word in your marriage. Trust me, she won't. In fact, her own thoughts may very well seal her eternal fate." She clicked a few more things on her computer before turning back to Tom.
"You're clearly a target, Tom," she said. "And it won't be safe for you for a little while. I need you to stay here while I do my job. Don't worry, you'll be completely safe here. Just rest and take it easy for a while. There's a really nice Twilight Zone marathon on tonight. Maybe you can watch that for a while. I'll be in touch."
"But maybe I can help protect you," Tom said. She laughed.
"You're sweet, Tom, really, but there's no need," she said. "Go on, I'll be along in a bit." Tom got up, thought about arguing the point, then thought better of it. He went into the small apartment and put his pajamas back on and turned the television on.
Dr. A entered the room as Tom settled into the large, comfortable bed. She sat on the bed next to him and held his hand while stroking his face. He looked at her and realized that he actually loved this woman who was ready, willing and able to fight for him. He wanted so bad to wrap his arms around her and make sweet love to her. She apparently sensed this and smiled, her eyes flashing.
"Tom," she began. "You're a very good man. But I cannot be with you the way you want. That doesn't mean I don't love you, I do. But what you want is impossible, at least for now." He looked sad as she spoke. She stroked his face and kissed him lightly on the lips.
"But know this, Tom," she added. "I'll always be with you, here," she said, placing her hand over his heart. "And here," she said, placing a hand on his forehead. "And maybe, on some cold, dark night when you're sad and alone, I may join with you in your dreams. I will never leave you and I will never forsake you. Treat everyone you meet with fairness, honesty and justice. Be happy -- live, love and enjoy life. Trust me, there is someone out there for you. You just haven't met her yet."
She kissed him one last time, her tongue briefly meeting his. His mind exploded with the contact and he felt a jolt go through his entire body. She sat back up and smiled. She turned the television to the channel with the Twilight Zone marathon.
"Keep an eye on this," she said before leaving. "I'll be in touch." With a final look back, she left. Tom sat in the bed, wondering what she was going to do. He felt bad that he couldn't be with her to help, but he trusted her. He relaxed with a cup of her tea and began watching the marathon.
...
Meanwhile, Castle, Charlene and Rachel had loaded their luggage into his car and set off for San Francisco, taking the coast highway. As Castle drove, Charlene and Rachel were making out in the back seat, fingering each other's pussies as they kissed. He watched them in the rear view mirror and smiled as he drove.
After about three hours, the girls began complaining that they needed to relieve themselves and wanted something to eat and drink. He took the next available exit and drove down the two-lane road, passing a sign that read, "Karma, pop. 2125."
He parked at a store and the three of them went inside. After relieving themselves, the girls grabbed a Coke and a hot dog. The balding man, wearing a shirt with a name tag that read, "Ralph," took their money and looked at them.
"You folks aren't from around here, are you?" he asked.
"No," Castle said. Ralph smiled.
"Welcome to Karma," he said. They couldn't help but notice the strange look on his face, but shrugged it off. Going back outside, they saw two police officers next to the car.
"Can I help you officers?" Castle asked. One of the officers asked for his identification. He complied, reluctantly pulling out his driver's license. He looked at the license, then back at Castle.
"The three of you will need to come with us," the officer said.
"Why?" Castle asked. "We haven't done anything. We just stopped to get something to eat. Are you just hassling us because we're from out of town?"
"No," the officer said. "The three of you are being arrested under Special Ordinance Number 1. Now, turn around and place your hands behind your back." Castle began to argue but the officer held him in check. "We can do this the easy way, sir, or we can do this the hard way. Your choice," he said, his hand on his handgun. Castle looked at Rachel and Charlene.
"Do what they say," he told them. He looked at the officer. "I'll have your job for this," he said. The officer smiled.
"You're not the first one to threaten me, sir, and I'm still here," he said. The officers read them their Miranda rights and placed them in the back of the police car. A few minutes later, they were booked into the local jail.
"Do I get a phone call?" Castle asked at the jail. The booking sergeant shrugged his shoulder.
"Sure," he said. Castle pulled out his cell phone, but couldn't get a signal. What kind of a town is this, he wondered. Castle looked at the sergeant.
"I can't get a signal," he said. The sergeant laughed.
"Welcome to Karma," he said. "You know what they say, Karma can be a bitch." The officers around them laughed. He tossed a quarter on the counter from Castle's belongings and pointed to a rotary coin phone on the wall. "You can use that one."
Castle looked at the phone, took the quarter and inserted it into the phone. He dialed a number, but got a message telling him the number was no longer in service. He replaced the receiver, confused. That had never happened before. The officers led them to their cells and locked the iron doors behind them.
"Do we get a lawyer?" Castle asked the officer who locked them up.
"Yeah, the public defender will see you in the morning before your trial," the officer said.
"Public defender?" Castle asked. "What the fuck are we being charged with?"
"Violating Special Ordinance Number One," the officer said.
"What's that?" Castle asked.
"You'll find out soon enough," the officer said before leaving. "Now, be good and don't give me any reason to restrain you. Trust me, if you think we're tough, just wait till you see the judge in the morning." Frustrated and angry, Castle sat down on his bunk. These hicks will pay for their insolence, he thought to himself.
The next morning, a small man with a briefcase came into the jail and sat across from Castle. He opened his briefcase and took out a thick folder. After going through the folder, he looked at Castle.
"Well?" Castle asked. "Why are we here? What is this ordinance we've been charged with? Can you get us out?"
"Well, Dr., uh, Castle, is it? You're guilty of violating Special Ordinance Number 1," the lawyer said. "Unless you're going to tell me you aren't you. Your file is quite, um, interesting, if I do say so myself. According to this, you're responsible for cuckolding and destroying a number of husbands, turning their wives against them. Do you deny this?"
"I confirm or deny nothing," Castle said. "In fact, I plan to take the Fifth." The lawyer nodded his head.
"I'm afraid that won't won't work with this judge," he said. "Your best bet is to admit everything and beg for her mercy."
"I beg for nothing from no one," Castle declared defiantly.
"Very well, have it your way," the lawyer said, standing up. "You're set to see the judge in 15 minutes. I suggest you prepare yourself. And remember, Karma IS a bitch. The officers will be by shortly. Good day."
"Wait," Castle yelled as the attorney walked off, ignoring him. A few minutes later, two officers came to his cell, shackled his hands and legs and locked the chains to another that went around his waist.
"Alright, prisoner, out," they ordered. Castle shuffled out of the cell as best he could in the irons. He met up with Rachel and Charlene, who were similarly chained. Tears were running down their faces.
"Please," Charlene begged, "we didn't do anything."
"Silence," one officer ordered. "Speak to the judge, but only when you are spoken to, understand? That goes for all of you."
They were led into a large room with a long table. People were seated on each of the table, which ended at a very high lectern. Castle, Charlene and Rachel were placed at one end of the table, next to the lawyer who spoke to them earlier in the day.
What they didn't know was that Tom was watching the proceedings on the television in Dr. A's apartment. Just before seeing the three being led into the dark, ominous room, the marathon had been interrupted with a news report saying that a number of men had been mysteriously killed in a spate of "accidents" that took place overnight.
According to the report, at least 50 cars were struck by lightning and had each been burned to ash, the occupants utterly destroyed. Weather reports said the lightning was unexpected as there was not so much as a cloud in the sky. Watching the video, Tom realized that two of the cars in the report were in front of his apartment and two more were in the alleyway behind his apartment.
In addition, the report said that a number of other men were mysteriously struck by lightning. Some were simply standing on a street corner, two were struck as they sat in a restaurant waiting for food, and others, mostly law enforcement, were struck as they sat at their desks. Authorities said they are investigating the odd incidents, but have no leads.
As Tom continued watching, the television showed Castle, Rachel and Charlene being led, shackled, into the strange courtroom. As he watched, a tall door opened and a woman with long, flowing hair wearing a robe walked through the open doorway and up to the tall lectern. Her eyes glowed with what looked like fire, but Tom recognized her as Dr. A. The people on each side of the table stood as she entered, and sat when she motioned to them to do so.
"I demand to know what's going on," Castle barked.
"SILENCE!" Dr. A ordered, pointing a very long sword at him. Instantly, Castle's mouth was zipped shut, and he was unable to say anything more. "The three of you are here to answer for your crimes," she added. "I will start with you, Rachel Conley. What have you to say for yourself?" Rachel looked at the judge with fear in her eyes.
"Please, your honor," she said. "I was tricked and manipulated. I didn't want anything bad to happen to anyone. I was just... caught up in what the doctor wanted to do. I thought he was helping me. Please, have mercy on me." Dr. A considered her for a bit before answering.
"You had several chances to leave, but didn't. Granted, you played no role in your husband's murder, but you did participate in the humiliation of another man," she said. "And I know you disapproved of the doctor's plan to murder Tom Waters. But you are not without blame. For your crimes, and your participation in his wicked plot, you are sentenced to life in Karma. Where and how you spend eternity will be decided at the end of that time. Begone!"
With that, Rachel disappeared from the courtroom. Dr. A turned her attention to Charlene, who was now sobbing.
"And you, Charlene Waters, wife of Thomas Waters," Dr. A said. "You were married to a good man who only wanted the best with you. But you turned on him, helped destroy and humiliate him. And you participated and approved of the plot to murder your innocent husband. Watch!"
A video screen appeared, showing the conversation they had before leaving for San Francisco. The thought monitor revealed Charlene's approval of Castle's plan to further humiliate and murder Tom.
"Your own thoughts have determined your sentence," Dr. A said as Charlene's eyes grew wide in horror. "And so, it shall be done unto you FOR ALL ETERNITY!" She waved her sword and Charlene disappeared from the courtroom. Dr. A turned to Castle and with another wave of her sword, opened his mouth.
"And you, bastard child of the gods," she said. "What do you have to say for yourself?" He looked at her in fear and glanced at his attorney before speaking. He remembered what the lawyer said.
"Please, your honor, I admit my crimes. Have mercy on me, I beg you," he croaked. Dr. A smiled briefly. Watching Castle squirm and beg, Tom couldn't help but smile.
"Mercy?" she asked. "You mean the way you had mercy on Jason Conley? The way you had mercy on Tom Waters? The way you had mercy on the 50 other men you destroyed? You don't know the meaning of mercy." She stopped for a moment and thought. "I will spare you the death sentence," she said. Castle smiled, and Tom watched in disbelief. "Instead, I sentence you to an eternity of equal justice. What was yours now belongs to the man you destroyed and what you have done to him and others will be done unto you. FOR ALL TIME!"
She waved her sword and Castle disappeared from the courtroom. She turned to the large monitor, where Tom could be seen and addressed him.
"Observe, Tom," she said, waving her hand. Tom sat in the room as the image on the television changed to the scene he had witnessed before. At Dr. A's feet, next to the woman boiling in oil was another woman, Charlene, spread naked, her mouth pulled wide open. Above her was a large, horned, winged creature bent over, defecating into her mouth.
Next to her was a man he recognized as Castle, placed inside a large metal container, paralyzed. Like Charlene, his mouth had been pulled open. He was surrounded by three more of the hideous winged creatures, who took turns urinating and ejaculating on him, aiming for his mouth.
The image changed until Tom only saw Dr. A. She smiled, her eyes flashing.
"Remember, Tom," she said. "No one escapes my justice. Ever."
"I love you, Adrestia," Tom said. Her smile widened.
"And I love you as well, Tom," she said. "And I will always be in your heart and mind. Now, go, live, love, use your newfound wealth wisely and be happy."
The image on the television changed again, reverting to a black-and-white image of a grim-faced man wearing a suit and holding a cigarette in one hand.
"Meet Mortimer Jenkins, known to some as 'Dr. Castle,' an evil man who poses as a healer, but in reality is a dispenser of death, sorrow, pain and poison," he said. "With him is one of his accomplices, a woman who traded the comfort of a good, loving man for the power that comes with avarice and greed. Between them, they have made their collective beds and are now lying in them for all eternity. They thought they could have it all, but in the end, have nothing but pain and sorrow. A hard lesson learned only in... The Cheating Zone."
He winked and took a long drag off his cigarette.
Fade to black...
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Gunnery Sergeant William "Bill" Masterson, United States Marine Corps, took his seat in the giant plane that would finally take him home. It had been nearly six years since he had stepped foot in his house, six years since he had held Libby, his beautiful wife of 17 years and six years since he had last seen his daughter, Jenny.
As the plane clawed its way into the air, he adjusted his seat and thought back over the events of his life. He met his wife by accident in 1997 at an event at Balboa Park in San Diego while undergoing training at nearby Camp Pendleton. They were in line for ice cream, and she dropped hers on the ground after some kid on roller skates accidentally brushed up against her.
He helped her up and offered to buy her a new ice cream cone. One look at her long red hair and penetrating green eyes, and he was in love. She accepted his offer and their relationship began. They spent the rest of the day talking, telling each other their life stories. By the end of the day, Bill knew he would marry this woman.
She was a student at San Diego State University, working for a degree in business so she could work for her father's company, a major investment firm with offices across the country. At the time, he was a Lance Corporal, going through scout-sniper training.
She listened intently as he told her about his father, a retired Marine who served in Vietnam and his grandfather, a former Marine who served in World War Two. His great-grandfather served as a Marine during World War One and was a veteran of the Battle of Belleau Wood, the battle where the Marines earned the nickname, "Devil Dogs." Mastersons, he explained, had served in the Corps throughout the country's history and had fought in many of the nation's history-making battles.
"So it's pretty much in my blood," he said. "I guess you could call it our 'family business.'"
They dated until he got orders to Okinawa for a one-year unaccompanied tour. A month before he left, they discussed marriage. Coming from an old-fashioned family, he told her he would like to ask her father for permission to marry her. Her eyes sparkled as she smiled. They spent that weekend at her parents' home in Los Angeles. Of course, her parents insisted they sleep in separate rooms.
Her parents seemed to take a liking to Bill, who by now had made Corporal. Her father, John Whitman, invited him into his den and offered him a drink. Bill accepted, and sat when Libby's father invited him to sit down.
"So, young man," he said, "what are your intentions with my daughter?"
"Well, sir, I intend to marry her, with your permission of course," Bill said. John smiled and nodded his head.
"You do know that I'm grooming her to one day take over the family business," he said. Bill nodded.
"I know," Bill said. "I'm kinda in my family's business as well."
"So I've heard," John said. "Your family tree has more than its share of heroes. Do you intend to make a career of the Corps?"
"Yes, sir, I do," Bill said. "I know your company has offices across the country. Libby and I have talked about that and she says she could transfer with me so we can be together. The only time we'd be apart is if I get deployed or sent to Okinawa for a year. Your daughter is an amazing woman and I know we can make it work."
"Yes, she can transfer with you, at least for the first ten or fifteen years, but at some point, she's going to have to remain here in Los Angeles. I hope to see her become CEO some day. Can you handle that?" he asked. Bill nodded his head.
"I'm a Marine, sir," he said. "I have learned to improvise, adapt and overcome." John smiled and nodded his head.
"When were you planning to get married?" John asked.
"Libby graduates when I return from Okinawa, so we thought we'd wait until then if that's okay," Bill said.
"That's more than okay," John said. "That'll give us time to get everything put together." He pulled out a form and handed it to Bill.
"Bill, Abby, my wife, and I both like you a lot," he said. "Libby loves you as well, and frankly, I've never seen her happier. You have my permission to marry her, but I'd like you to look this over and sign it if you would first."
"What is this?" Bill asked.
"It's called a prenuptial agreement," John said. "Libby is a woman of means and this is just a way to protect her and her assets just in case something happens and you two end up divorced. It's nothing personal, I'm just looking out for my daughter. You'd be amazed how many people chase after girls like her for the money." At first Bill felt insulted, but as he thought about it, the agreement made sense. But he wanted to make sure it was all on the up and up.
"If it's okay with you, sir, I'd like to go over this with our JAG lawyers at Pendleton first," Bill said. "I understand your reasoning, but my father always taught me to have a lawyer review things like this before signing anything." John smiled and nodded his head.
"Your father is a wise man," he said. "Have your JAG lawyers look at it and if necessary, suggest changes and we'll go from there."
The lawyers looked over the agreement and said it was a standard form that protected Jenny's assets in the event of a divorce. The agreement further stated that if they divorced because of adultery, the guilty party, which the form assumed would be Bill, would receive absolutely no support from the other and would also lose 70 percent of the accrued marital assets - house, car, joint savings, and so on. The JAG attorney made some changes so the agreement would apply to both parties of the marriage equally.
Bill and Libby took the form back to her father who looked it over carefully.
"Why the changes, if you don't mind my asking?" John said.
"Well, my family owns a good-sized ranch in west Texas and some of that land is leased to oil companies," Bill said. "The lawyer thought this would equalize things for when I inherit that from my folks."
"I see," John said. "Well, I can live with that." They signed the paperwork and life went on. That evening at the family dinner, in front of Libby's parents, Bill got down on one knee and asked her to marry him while presenting a diamond ring. She accepted and hugged him tightly as her parents applauded.
The night before he left for Okinawa, Bill and Libby laid in each other's arms after making mad passionate love.
"What does it mean, 'Semper Fidelis?'" she asked. "I've seen that on the Marine Corps logo, but I don't quite understand the meaning."
"It's the Marine Corps motto," Bill said. "It means, 'always faithful.'" He went on to tell her how important fidelity and loyalty was to him and how much it meant to know that he could trust and rely on those around him. "Without fidelity and loyalty, you have nothing," he said. She got up on one elbow and looked him in the eye.
"I'll always be faithful and loyal to you, Bill," she said. "I love you more than anything else." He smiled and kissed her lightly.
"And I'll always be faithful and loyal to you, my princess," he said.
That first tour to Okinawa was hard for Bill. He missed Libby terribly, and spent all his free time writing her letters and sending her pictures while other Marines were out getting "short-times" from the local girls. He received letters and cards from her almost every day. Soon, the year was over and he was on his way home.
Libby's parents went all out for the wedding and even paid for Bill's parents to fly out to Los Angeles from west Texas. Having made sergeant, Bill wore his dress blues and several Marines he knew at Pendleton served as ushers. After the ceremony, Bill and Libby passed through the traditional Marine Corps arch of swords and headed for their honeymoon in Hawaii, a gift from Libby's parents.
Things went well for the couple. Bill re-enlisted in 2000 and was later transferred to Marine Barracks, 8th and I Street, in Washington, D.C. Their daughter, Jenny, was born in 2001, almost a year to the day they were married. She had her mother's hair and eyes, but shared many of her father's facial features. Libby worked at her father's D.C. office so they could remain close.
The world changed in September 2001, when a group of terrorists attacked the World Trade Center and the Pentagon. A fourth plane crashed in Pennsylvania after passengers took control from the terrorists. It wasn't long before Bill was called upon to use his sniper skills against something other than paper targets.
Libby understood this was part of being in the Corps, and dealt with it as best she could. When Bill was deployed, she worked at her father's Los Angeles office and took care of Libby. When he was home, she worked at whatever office was closest to them. Their love for each other and for their daughter kept them together and happy. Libby was proud of Bill's service and let him know every chance she could.
Bill was also proud of his wife's accomplishments over the years. Thanks to her leadership, Whitman Holdings had expanded and the company had adopted a number of policies intended to make the company family-friendly.
In late 2008, Bill was transferred to Marine Corps Recruit Depot, Parris Island, South Carolina, where he spent two years as a Drill Instructor. Libby worked at the company's regional headquarters in nearby Savannah, Georgia and managed to make it to every one of Bill's graduations. She was so proud of her squared-away Marine Corps husband and made sure everyone knew it.
At the end of that tour, he was promoted to Gunnery Sergeant and was transferred to Camp Pendleton. Libby took over the company's regional headquarters in San Diego and life went on. In 2011, he was sent to Afghanistan for yet another one-year tour. Little did he know that day when he tearfully kissed his wife and daughter goodbye would be the last time he would see them for six years.
Toward the end of his tour in 2012, he re-enlisted for a six-year tour in the Corps, and was in the field when everything went south.
After taking out his intended target, he prepared to make his way back to his unit when he was suddenly surrounded by enemy combatants. He knew these guys didn't believe in holding POWs and was concerned that his wife and daughter would end up seeing him being decapitated on YouTube.
But that's not what happened. He was placed in a box and repeatedly moved from place to place. When he wasn't being moved, he was beaten and tortured. Remembering his SERE (Survival, Evasion, Resistance and Escape) training, he looked for opportunities to escape, but none came.
Bill kept watching for opportunities to escape, and it finally came. He had no idea how long he had been held, but he knew it was a long time. He listened for clues from his captors, but had no luck. His knowledge of Arabic was spotty, but he was able to make out a few words and phrases. From what he could gather, his life had been spared because someone in the States wanted him out of the way, but not dead. He also knew from the terrain and heavy vegetation around them that he was no longer in the Middle East.
When the time came, he was able to move out of the small box where he had been kept and silently crawled away, taking a rifle, some ammunition and a knife from one of the drunken soldiers. By the time the soldiers realized he was gone, he was several miles away and still moving. After several days of searching, the soldiers gave up.
Bill moved quietly through the jungle. Having no idea where he was, he followed the rising and setting of the sun and moved in an easterly direction, living mostly on leaves and insects as he had been taught. Sometimes, he was able to make a meal out of a small animal he had trapped. Many days went by without sight or sound of another human being. When he came upon a road, he would follow it, but kept out of sight.
He kept moving, looking for any clues that might tell him where he was. When he stopped to eat, he would pull out a small photo from his wallet - a picture of his wife and little girl. He would kiss it, then put it back in his wallet and move on.
Bill lost track of time and nearly gave up more than once as his body grew weak. When that happened, he would think of Libby and Jenny, and force himself to keep moving. He found cover when the rains came and used the pouring water to remove some of the stink from his body.
Sometimes, the terrain changed, so Bill would adapt, but slowly kept moving east, avoiding contact with other people the entire time.
He had no idea how long he had been traveling but it finally happened. He came across a city - a rather large, fairly modern city. He looked for clues, but couldn't see any from where he was, so he waited for nightfall. He hoped to find a U.S. Embassy and seek refuge and safe travel back to the States.
By now, his camouflage utilities were torn and ragged and his boots were riddled with holes. His beard had grown long and scraggly and he was thin and emaciated, a mere shell of his former self. Fortunately, he had managed to keep his identification card and his dog tags.
When nightfall came, he slipped away and made his way into the city. He saw a sign, letting him know he was in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia. He knew there was an embassy here, so he made his way through the town quietly.
Then he saw it. He nearly cried seeing the building and the U.S. flag. He made his way to the front gate and was stopped by a Marine security guard. He held out his ID card and identified himself to to the guard, who took his card and examined him carefully. The guard picked up a phone and spoke to someone inside. Soon, Bill was surrounded by Marines in dress blue trousers who put him in a wheelchair and took him inside.
A consular officer took Bill's information and fingerprints and within a few minutes had verified his identity. Because of his condition, he was immediately taken to a hospital.
What was left of his uniform was cut off. He was then cleaned, dressed in a gown and placed in a hospital bed, where medical staff immediately began administering fluids and medicine through an IV placed in his arm. Others drew blood and a doctor looked him over carefully.
"Well, Mr. Masterson," the doctor said. "It looks like you got to us just in time. Another day or two and you might not have made it. You just rest and relax. We'll get you fixed up well enough to move as soon as possible." With that, he was gone. Bill began to feel better and was soon asleep.
When he woke up, a clean-shaven man in a suit was in the room, looking through some papers in a folder. When he saw Bill move, he turned his attention to him.
"How are you feeling, Gunny?" the man asked. Bill nodded his head.
"Better, thanks," Bill said, weakly. "Where am I?"
"You're in Nordic Medical Centre in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, Gunny," the man said. "I'm curious, do you know what day it is?" Bill shook his head.
"No idea," he said.
"October 15, 2016," the man said. "You've been MIA for over four years."
"Four years?" Bill asked. "No way."
"Oh yes," the man said. "I'm curious, where were you and how did you find your way here?"
"Who are you?" Bill asked. The man smiled and pulled out credentials from his jacket.
"John Smith, Intelligence liaison," he said. "Do you have any idea where you were or who was holding you?"
"No," Bill said. "Someplace west of here. I don't know who was holding me. I was handed off to different groups along the way. I heard different names. I think one of the groups was Boko Haram, but I'm not sure."
"Can you tell me something about the areas you passed through? The vegetation, terrain, anything?" John asked. John wrote as Bill described as much of his trek as he could remember. Several times, John nodded as Bill described something.
"How did you survive?" John asked.
"Thank the folks at SERE school for that," Bill said. John smiled.
"I will," he said. "Do you remember anything else, anything out of the ordinary?"
"Yeah," Bill said. "I remember hearing some of my captors talking about a benefactor. It's almost like someone wanted me out of the way but not dead. I never did understand that."
"Hmmm," John said. "We'll have to put that in the mix and see what we can come up with. Listen, Gunny, I have to go now, but I just want you to know that your family has been notified that you're alive and arrangements are being made for you. Once the doctors here feel you can safely travel, we'll fly you to Bethesda for some rehab. The good news is that you'll have four to five years of back pay coming to you, plus a bunch of leave time." Bill smiled at that. "You rest and take it easy now, Gunny. You're in good hands."
Bill spent at least three months in the hospital before the doctors agreed he was healthy enough and strong enough to travel. According to the doctors, he had contracted several diseases along his long walk and was severely malnourished. They were especially concerned that he might have contracted Ebola, but all the tests proved negative.
He never heard back from John, but he was debriefed by several intelligence types and he received visits from some of the Marine Security Guard members, who brought him some civilian clothes and a fresh uniform. By now, he was cleaned and groomed and looked nothing like the thin, bearded wild man who first came to their front gate.
He slept for most of the trip to Bethesda, and was overwhelmed by the cards, letters and flowers in his new room. He heard from his parents, Libby's parents and Jenny, but only saw a generic get-well card from his wife. At least she sent something, he thought.
The next several days were a blur, as he was whisked from doctor to doctor. Every part of his body was poked, prodded and examined. They took blood and sampled practically every other bodily fluid they possibly could. He even underwent a psychiatric evaluation. The medical staff placed him on a special diet and put him on a rigorous regimen of physical therapy.
He tried contacting Libby several times but always seemed to miss her. He did get a chance to talk to Jenny and his parents, but Jenny shied away from discussing her mother, telling him that she was always doing something for her job. He learned that her father had finally retired three years ago and Libby was made the new CEO. It seems that her new position required her to spend a lot of time with Brad Jefferson, the Chairman of the Board.
After about two and a half months, the day came that he was declared fit to be released. By now, it had been five years since the day he was first captured and six years since he had seen his beloved wife and daughter. He was informed that in addition to having 150 days of accrued leave, he had earned well over $200,000 in accrued back pay.
He called Jenny to let her know he was on his way home, and would see her at the airport soon.
Now, coming back to the present, he looked out the window of the airplane and wondered what he was walking into. Other than the get-well card, he had heard nothing from Libby and wondered if she had found another man.
The plane landed at LAX and Bill followed the crowd off the plane, carrying a small bag. After deplaning, he grabbed his seabag and looked around. He saw his daughter at the same time she saw him. She was so beautiful and reminded him of Libby when he first met her. Jenny's red hair flew wildly as she ran to him, her arms open wide.
"Daddy!" she screamed, wrapping her arms around him, smothering his face with kisses. Tears fell down his cheeks as he held her tight. "I've missed you so much," she said. He looked at her.



"I've missed you too, princess," he said. "Is your mother here?" Her eyes fell as she shook her head.
"No, Daddy, she's not," Jenny said. "She's working, as usual. C'mon, let's get your stuff to the car. I'll explain on the way." She grabbed his seabag, but it was way too heavy for her. A man in a black chauffeur's uniform came and took it from her.
They put his stuff in the trunk and Bill got in the back seat with Jenny.
"So, what's going on?" Bill asked. Jenny pulled out a small laptop and plugged in a USB stick.
"Things have changed with Mom," she said. "You know she's the new CEO, right?" Bill nodded. "Well, she's been spending a lot of time with that Brad Jefferson guy."
"The Chairman of the Board, right?" Bill asked.
"Yeah, him," Jenny said. "About three years ago, he and Mom began, well, seeing each other. At first, it was just lunch meetings, then it became dinner dates. Now, it's a full-blown affair."
"He's been with your mother for three years?" Bill asked. Jenny nodded her head.
"Yeah, Dad. I'm so sorry. I tried telling her it wasn't right but she refused to listen. Dad, she's so different now. She used to be nice and fun but now she's a bitch," Jenny said. "She orders everyone around and treats them like dirt. She never used to be like that. She started changing after we learned you were a POW. When they changed your status to MIA, she went off the deep end. I don't even recognize her anymore. I told her you'd be coming home but it's like she just didn't care. Then she started spending a lot more time with that Brad guy. She started bringing him home and I could hear them having sex in her room. I hated her for that." She started crying and Bill held her.
"I'm so sorry, princess, I would have been here if I could have," he said.
"I know, Dad," she said. "I did something kinda sneaky to get back at her, though."
"Oh," Bill said. "What?"
"Well, I have friends at school who said I should get video of them for when you got home. So I bought some things online with Mom's credit card and set up some cameras in her room so she couldn't find them. I got lots of videos of them. I only scanned through them. They were too disgusting for me." She turned on her laptop and navigated to the USB drive. She handed him a set of earphones and started the first video.
As Bill watched, Libby and Brad were undressing each other in her room. Before long, they were having sex. Bill was disgusted by what he saw. Brad wasn't in very good shape and was huffing and puffing while pumping his wife with his pathetic undersized cock. Bill only watched a minute or two and turned the video off.
"There's a lot more of that, Dad," Jenny said. "I'm sorry."
"Not your fault, princess," Bill said.
"You may want to listen to the videos from the last few weeks, though," Jenny said. "Mom and Brad have been acting very strange ever since they heard you were alive and coming back. I've heard them arguing a lot lately, mostly because Mom cut him off and won't have sex with him. Some of it doesn't make much sense to me." She pulled a key out of her pocket and handed it to Bill.
"What's this?" Bill asked.
"It's the key to your truck, Dad," she said. "When I heard you were coming home, I pulled your truck out of storage and had it serviced. It's in the garage." Bill smiled. He had bought a 2010 Ford F150 4X4 before his last tour and he loved the truck. "I figured you would need it. Mom got the registration and insurance updated on it, so it's legal."
"Thanks, princess," he said. "You're right, I'm going to need it. And a place to stay, cause there's no way in hell I'm staying in a house with a cheating wife."
"Can I stay with you?" Jenny asked. "I hate what Mom's been doing and she's hardly ever home lately. She doesn't cook or do anything like she used to. She has maids and servants who do everything now. She probably has a servant who does nothing but wipes her ass." Bill laughed.
"Sure, you can stay with me if you want," Bill said. Jenny smiled and wrapped her arms around his neck.
"Thanks, Dad," she said.
"But you know a judge will probably make you stay with your mom," he said. "That's what usually happens in a divorce."
"So you are going to divorce her, then?" Jenny asked.
"I don't have any choice," he said. By then, the limo pulled into a gated driveway and stopped at the front of a very large house with giant columns in the front. "My God," Bill said. "You live here?"
"Yeah," Jenny said. "Unfortunately. Brad said she should buy it when she became the CEO. I hate it here."
They walked into the front of the room and the chauffeur handed Bill's seabag to the man who met them at the front door.
"This way, sir," the man said, struggling with the weight of Bill's bag. They went up a long, curved staircase that reminded Bill of something out of "Gone With The Wind." Bill let the man struggle with his seabag and followed him to a door on the second floor.
"Madame said you are to stay here," the man said, opening the door. Bill took the bag from the man and tossed it on the bed. He looked around, and thought the sterile room looked like something one might find in a high-priced hotel.
"I won't be here long," Bill said. "Thanks," he added, dismissing the servant. He looked at Jenny.
"Where's the master bedroom?" he asked.
"This way," Jenny said, walking to a set of double doors at the end of the long hall. She opened the doors and led Bill inside. He looked around, noticing that there was nothing to indicate she was married. There were a couple pictures of Jenny and a picture of her with Brad, but no family photos and no mementos of their time as husband and wife. He looked at Jenny.
"Everything has been put in storage," Jenny said. "Brad said she shouldn't have anything to remind her of her life with you." He nodded his head and walked around, opening drawers and looking inside. In one drawer he found a legal folder and pulled it out.
He opened the folder and read the paperwork, shocked. It seemed that Brad had convinced her to have the courts declare him dead. The paperwork hadn't been filed yet, fortunately. The folder also included a notarized copy of the prenuptial agreement he and Libby signed so long ago. He looked around some more and left the room, taking the unfiled paperwork with him.
Jenny followed him as he went back to the room assigned to him by his soon-to-be ex-wife. It was bad enough that she cheated on him, but to have him declared dead... He picked up his seabag and travel bag and looked at Jenny.
"Where's my truck? I have to get out of here," he said.
"What's wrong, Dad?" she asked.
"Did you know that your mother was going to have me declared dead?" She shook her head.
"No, Dad, I didn't," she said. "How could she?"
"I have to leave," he said. "I'm sorry, Jenny, but there's no way I can stay here, not for a minute. I need to find a hotel room and think for a bit."
"Will I see you again?" she asked.
"Yes, I'll let you know where I'm at," he said. "But I have to confront your mother with this, and it won't be pretty."
"I understand, Dad," she said. "Before you go, though, I have a couple things to give you." She left the room and returned a couple minutes later with a laptop bag, an envelope and a smartphone. She handed him the phone. "I got you this so we could stay in touch," she said. "It's got all the latest tech on it and I've already activated it for you."
"Thanks, princess, this will come in handy," he said.
"You're welcome," she said. "I've already programmed my number in it for you." She gave him the laptop. "You'll also need this. Mom doesn't know I got it for you. Everything you need is in the bag." He thanked her for the laptop. She handed him the envelope.
"What's this?" Bill asked.
"It's an invitation for a big company social event Mom will be at tonight with Brad," she said. "She always gives me invites for those things, but I can't stand to be in the same room as her and Brad. So I thought it might be interesting if you went in my place. I hear the media will be there as well."
He opened the envelope and made note of the time - 9:00 pm. He smiled at the possibilities.
"Thanks again," he said. "I think it will be very interesting indeed. Now, where's my truck? I have a lot to do."
"Follow me," she said. Bill grabbed his gear and followed his daughter. When they got to the bottom of the stairs, the servant who carried his gear stopped them.
"Sir, lunch will be served in 15 minutes," he said. "Will you be staying with us?"
"Not no, but fuck no," Bill said. The man's eyes grew wide as he recoiled from Bill's verbal assault.
"What should I tell Madame?" the servant asked.
"Tell the cheating whore she can kiss my fucking ass," Bill said. "And you'd better use my exact language or I'll come back and wipe the floor with your face. Got it?"
"Um, yes, sir, I'll tell her she can, quote, 'kiss your fucking ass,'" he said. Bill smiled.
"See that you do," Bill said as he followed his daughter out the back door and into the garage. He saw his big blue pickup next to a sporty Mercedes. He was tempted to redecorate the paint job with his key, but decided not to. He tossed his gear in the back seat of the dual cab and turned to his daughter.
"I'm sorry about everything, Dad," she said as he hugged her. "Please stay in touch. I'll always be here for you."
"It's not your fault," he told her. "I'll call you when I get settled in somewhere. And thanks for everything. I love you, princess."
"I love you too, Dad," she said. Bill got in the truck and fired it up. He smiled when the beast roared to life. He looked back at his daughter.
"I'll be in touch, princess," he said. She smiled and waved as he pulled out of the garage and headed out. He knew of a motel that rented rooms by the week and headed there, hoping it was still in business. It was, and it even had a vacancy. He rented a room with a kitchenette and settled in.
The first order of business for him was coffee. The room came with a complimentary coffee maker and a few packets of coffee, so he made a pot and turned to his second order of business, which was a divorce. He looked through the massive phone book and began making calls. He finally reached an attorney who said she could see him that afternoon. He made an appointment and settled down with a cup of coffee.
He pulled out the laptop, plugged it in and turned it on. There was a note with Jenny's email address on it, so he set that aside. After going through all the new computer setup stuff, he set up an email account and sent a message to his daughter letting him know where he was. He pulled out the USB drive Jenny gave him and looked at the long list of videos.
It hurt like hell, but he went through the videos, fast-forwarding through much of the sex scenes, which did nothing for him. He already knew they were screwing, so he had no desire to see that. He was looking for something else - clues as to why she was doing this.
In one of the most recent videos, which he saw was a few weeks old, Libby and Brad were arguing. Brad wanted to have sex but Libby told him "no," saying she wouldn't have sex with him as long as her husband was still alive and they were still married. Libby stormed off and went into her master bathroom, slamming and locking the door behind her. Brad pulled out a phone and made a call. Bill only heard one side of the call.
"Mahmoud," he said. "I need you to do me a favor... You'll get paid when you finish the job... Don't give me that shit. I'm not the one who lost him... You had one job, and that was to keep Masterson out of circulation for five years. You fucked it up big time... Do this and you'll get the balance of what I owe you... No, she doesn't know anything about this... You keep away from her... You agreed... I have to go. Just get it done, hear me? Bye." He hung up just as Libby came out of the bathroom.
Bill stopped the video, shocked at what he heard. Could it be that this Brad Jefferson was the one behind his captivity? Was Libby just a pawn in some sick game? At that moment, it didn't really matter if she was or not. She knew his opinion of infidelity and had to pay. But this Brad needed to face the consequences for what he had done. He copied the videos to his laptop, then got ready for his appointment with the lawyer.
He changed out of his uniform and put on a pair of jeans and a polo shirt he was given at Bethesda. He locked everything up and headed for the attorney's office.
Sally Clemens was a no-nonsense lawyer who seemed to have a chip on her shoulder regarding men. At first, Bill thought he was in the wrong office and stood up to leave. Sally looked at him, surprised.
"Are you leaving, Mr. Masterson?" she asked.
"Look, Ms. Clemens," Bill said. "I just told you my wife has been cheating on me for three years while I was in captivity. I went through hell to get back to the States and learned that she was going to have me declared dead as well. All I've heard from you since I got here is a bunch of feminist psychobabble. If you're not willing to represent me because I'm a man, tell me now and I'll find someone else." Her face softened a bit.
"I'm sorry, Mr. Masterson," she said. "I don't represent cheaters and in my experience, many of the men who come to me do so because they think I'll help them dump their wives so they can ride off into the sunset with their secretaries. I assumed..."
"That's right, Ms. Clemens, you made an assumption without even listening to me," Bill said. "I think I'll find someone else." He began to leave, but she stopped him.
"Please, Mr. Masterson," she said. "Let me take a look at what you have." Bill sat back down and pulled out his USB drive and handed her the folder with the prenuptial and the unfiled paperwork to have him declared dead. She looked through it all, before turning back to him.
"How much is your wife worth?" she asked. Bill shook his head.
"I have no idea," he said. "She's the CEO of Whitman Enterprises and has a huge house. I've been gone for years so I don't know how much she's worth. Maybe millions."
"Are you sure this isn't a ploy to get her money?" Sally asked. She quickly realized that was a mistake.
"How dare you," Bill growled. "I don't give a shit about her money and never have. We had a great marriage until that asshole came along. I have every reason to believe he's the one responsible for my captivity. I just want a quick divorce based on the prenuptial so I can get on with the rest of my life."
"Again, Mr. Masterson, I'm sorry," Sally said. "You say you have a daughter. Do you want custody of her?"
"Yes, and she wants to stay with me," Bill said.
"Well, she is 16, so the judge may take that into consideration," Sally said. "In reality, though, I doubt you'll get custody. The courts almost always give custody to the mother and your military service means you could get sent overseas again. It would probably be best if we go for joint custody with your wife having physical custody but with you getting liberal visitation rights."
"Yeah, okay," Bill said. Sally nodded her head. "So, when can you have her served?"
"I can have the paperwork done and have her served at work in two or three days," she said. "We'll file based on the prenuptial. You know that California is a no-fault state, so you can't file for adultery. Do you want any support from your wife?" Bill shook his head. "Okay," Sally said, "but I will ask that she pay attorney's fees and court costs."
"That's fine," Bill said. He paid a large retainer and left. He spotted a bar and grill on his way back to the motel and pulled in. Looking at his watch, he realized he had several hours before the social event that evening and he was a bit hungry.
He went inside and ordered a burger and a beer. After eating, he nursed his beer and wondered who he should contact about Jefferson. He had no doubt that Jefferson was the one responsible for his captivity. Looking around the bar, he spotted two men who seemed intent on watching him. Both had dark complexions and one had a mop of unkempt, curly hair and what looked like a single thick brow over both eyes.
He heard a voice speak next to him as he picked up his beer.
"Hello, Gunny," said an older man with mostly gray hair parted just to the left of the center of his head.
"How do you know I'm a gunnery sergeant?" Bill asked. The man twitched his head and smiled.
"You just look like a gunny to me," he said. Bill smiled.
"Maybe we should just do away with uniforms, then," he said. The man chuckled. Bill extended his hand. "Bill Masterson, Gunnery Sergeant, U.S. Marines." The man shook his hand.
"I know," he said. "I've seen your picture on television. Helluva thing you did, walking halfway across equatorial Africa without a map, avoiding all the terrorists looking for you, living off the land. MIA for nearly five years. You must've had one heck of a SERE instructor."
"Yeah, I did," Bill said. "So, who are you, and what do you want from me? Cause if it's an interview for the paper, forget it." The man smiled and pulled a set of credentials out of his pocket. Bill saw the firearm under his jacket.
"Lee Gibson, NCIS. Is there someplace we can talk?" he asked. Bill nodded his head.
"Yeah, I've got a motel room just up the street," he said. Lee got off his barstool.
"Lead the way, Gunny," he said.
"My truck is out back," Bill said. "Follow me. And keep an eye on those two. They've been eyeballing me ever since I got here."
"Actually, they've been following you for some time," Lee said. "Follow my lead if they come out behind us, okay?"
"You're the boss," Bill said. Lee chuckled at that. As they left the bar, the two men got up and followed them out. Lee noticed and turned to Bill.
"Think you can handle curly?" he asked. Bill nodded his head.
"Yeah, no problem," he said. As they got to Lee's SUV, which was parked next to Bill's truck, he saw the man's reflection in the back window. The curly-haired man had pulled out a knife and had what looked like a bag hooked in his belt. As he was getting ready to lunge, Bill stepped to the side, ducked and sucker-punched the man in the stomach, causing him to double over. As he did, Bill brought up his knee and smashed the man's nose. He dropped the knife as he fell to the paved parking lot. Bill kicked him in the groin a few times and kicked the knife away as the man laid on the ground, moaning in pain.
He looked over and saw Gibson had the other man in cuffs and was talking to someone on his phone. A few seconds later, another black SUV pulled up and two men got out. One of them put "Curly" in cuffs as the the other spoke quietly to Gibson. They put both men in the back of their SUV and drove off. Gibson looked at Bill.
"Not bad for an old gunnery sergeant," he said.
"I'll show you old," Bill said, smiling. Lee got in his SUV and followed Bill to the motel.
Once inside, Bill made more coffee and handed Lee a cup. He grimaced as he took a sip.
"What is this shit?" Lee asked.
"They claim it's coffee," Bill said. "Sorry, I haven't had a chance to go grocery shopping yet. So, what does NCIS want with me?"
"You know someone named Brad Jefferson?" Lee asked.
"I know who he is," Bill said, "but I don't know him personally. I do know he's the Chairman of the Board of Whitman Enterprises and the asshole who's been screwing my wife for the last three years. I suspect he may be behind my captivity in Africa, but that's it."
"Well, you may be right about that," Lee said. "He's been on our radar for a while now, thanks to a tip from intel sources in Addis Ababa. We've traced several calls from him to known terrorists overseas as well as ISIS sympathizers right here in LA. We've also noticed quite a few transactions between him and some questionable companies in the Middle East."



"Shit," Bill said. "I've got some video you might be interested in."
"Oh?" Lee asked. "What is it?"
"Well, it's just part of a conversation he had with someone named Mahmoud. I didn't hear the other half of the conversation," Bill said, booting up his laptop. Once the laptop was up, Bill opened the video he was looking for and played the part that showed Brad talking to Mahmoud. Lee's eyes grew wide as he listened.
"Do you have other video?" Lee asked.
"Yeah," Bill said. "But I just got it this morning and I haven't had a chance to go through it all. I don't know if any of it has him talking to Mahmoud or anyone else."
"No problem," Lee said, pulling out a small thumb drive. "Copy them over to this and I'll have my tech guys check them out. Where was this video taken?"
"In my wife's bedroom," Bill said as he copied the files.
"I take it you're planning to divorce her," Lee said.
"Just saw the attorney this afternoon. She's drawing up the papers now," Bill said.
"I'm sorry, Gunny," Lee said. Bill shook his head.
"Thanks, but it's not your fault," he said. "For what it's worth, I get the impression listening to this that Libby - my soon-to-be ex-wife - didn't know anything about this. That doesn't excuse her cheating, though."
"I'll still have to talk to her," Lee said.
"I understand," Bill said. "Still, maybe you should put the fear of God in her. I don't think she fully understands the implications of what she did." Lee smiled.
"That won't be a problem. How would you like to see her get interrogated?" he asked.
"You can do that?" Bill asked.
"Sure," Lee said. "After all, I am the boss." Bill smiled.
"I love it," he said. "You're not so bad for an old NCIS guy." Lee smiled as he poured the rest of his coffee down the sink and threw the cup away.
"You may not say that if you don't start buying some real coffee," Lee said jokingly. Bill laughed.
"You think I'm safe here or should I find a new place to stay for a while?" he asked.
"I think you'll be as safe here as anywhere," Lee said. "Just keep an eye on your six. I'll have a couple agents shadow you anyway just to be on the safe side." He pulled out his card and handed it to Bill. "Call me if you need to - any time."
"Thanks," Bill said. He wrote his number on a small slip of paper and handed it to Lee, who slipped it in his pocket.
"I'll be in touch," Lee said as he left.
Bill sat with his coffee and watched more of the videos Jenny gave him, his heart breaking the whole time. How could she do this to him, he wondered. In between the sex, he heard Libby and Brad talk about having him declared dead and the impact it would have on Jenny. He couldn't help but notice the glee on Brad's face as they talked about it. He couldn't read Libby, though. It was almost as if she was noncommittal about the whole thing.
Finally, it was time for him to get ready for the evening's social event. He showered, shaved and decided to wear his Class A uniform. After inspecting himself in the mirror, he put on his "piss-cutter," adjusting it so it sat at a somewhat rakish tilt on his head, grabbed the invitation Jenny gave him and went out the door.
He parked in the lot of the fancy hotel where the event was taking place. He walked with purpose - almost marching - to the entrance, and took his cover off when he was inside. Placing the headgear under his belt, he pulled out the invitation and strode to the event, handing it to the doorman, who glanced at it briefly before motioning him inside.
Bill walked in and spotted Libby with Brad. She had cut her long red hair, and colored it dark. She still looked slim as always, but there were lines around her eyes and mouth. She gasped as she saw Bill approach them.
"William," she began.
"Oh, so it's 'William,' now?" he asked sarcastically. She turned to Brad for support. Bill walked up to him, noticing that he stood at least three inches above Libby's lover. He got as close as he would to a recruit about to be dressed down and stood toe-to-toe with him, forcing him to look up. Bill extended his hand. As Brad accepted it, Bill squeezed hard, causing Brad to wince from the pain.
"So, you're Brad Jefferson," Bill said. "You're the asshole who's been fucking my wife for the last three years," he added loudly, causing others nearby to gasp audibly. "You don't mind if I have one last talk with my soon-to-be ex-wife, do you? I didn't think so." Bill released Brad's hand as Libby spoke up.
"Bill, please, go back to the house and we'll discuss this later," she said with an air of authority in an attempt to dismiss him like one of her workers. Bill turned on her, anger flashing in his eyes. Libby had never seen this part of him before.
"Fuck you, bitch," he said with a wicked smile. Others heard his words and quickly moved away. "I'm not one of your goddamn flunkies you can just order around." She recoiled at his words. He had certainly never spoken to her like this before. He led her away with a hand on her elbow.
"Bill, you're embarrassing me," she said quietly. "Please, not here."
"Why not?" Bill asked. "Are you now ashamed of your own husband?" He lifted up her left hand and saw that she wasn't wearing her wedding or engagement ring. "You must be, you can't even bring yourself to wear the rings I gave you. Is that why you decided to take up with that asshole and have me declared dead? Yeah, I know all about that. Sorry, but the rumors of my death have been greatly exaggerated." Libby's face turned red as she looked down at the floor.
"You remember what I told you about 'Semper Fidelis' and the meaning of loyalty?" he asked. She nodded. "Well, guess what? When you spread your legs for him, you became a traitor to me. You became my enemy." Her eyes widened in shock. "And you know what I do to my enemies."
"Bill, please, think twice about doing anything. Brad is a very powerful man, and he can bury you," she said. Bill laughed in her face.
"You stupid woman," he said. "Who do you think had me captured all those years ago?" Her eyes grew wide. He wasn't completely certain that Brad was behind his captivity, but he was curious to see her reaction. "You forget, I'm a United States Marine. I don't run from the sound of gunfire. I fix bayonets and run TO it. You're dead to me and you'll be hearing from my lawyer soon." He pulled out the picture he carried across Africa and handed it to her.
"This is what got me across Africa," he said. "When I was cold, wet, starving and sick, the idea that I had a loving wife and daughter back home is what made me put one foot in front of the other when I had no strength left. I still have a daughter, so I guess one out of two isn't bad." He took off his wedding ring and handed it to her.
"What do you want me to do with this?" she asked, tears running down her face.
"I really don't give a flying fuck anymore," he said. "Give it to your lover, pawn it, eat it, shove it up your ass for all I care. We're done. When you get the papers, sign them and finish this sham." She sobbed as he turned and left. He heard her crying out to him, but he ignored her and kept walking, a single tear falling down his face.
Angry, he drove to the bar down the street from his motel room to drown his sorrows. He ordered a shot of whiskey, drank it down, then ordered another. After he had knocked back a few shots, Lee and another man sat at the bar, taking the empty seats on either side of him.
"We saw you confront your wife," Lee said. "How are you feeling?"
"Like shit," Bill said. Lee nodded his head.
"I know how you feel," Lee said. "My first wife was killed and I ended up divorced two times after that. It sucks, but trust me, Gunny, life really does go on."
"Yeah, whatever," Bill said quietly.
"I do have a bit of good news for you if you want to hear it," Lee said.
"I could use some good news," Bill said, taking a sip of his drink.
"Those two guys who came after you today spilled their guts," Lee said. "They admitted Brad gave them the order to take you out and they also admitted he paid to have you taken in captivity. According to them, there's no one else involved in the States. We're running down some other leads and we plan to bring both Brad and your wife in for questioning tomorrow."
"I take it you still have those two in custody?" Bill asked.
"Oh yeah," Lee said. "I'm still going to keep a couple agents on you just in case. They'll be bringing you down so you can observe. We may also have a question or two for you once we speak with them."
"Why would he do all that?" Bill said.
"He wanted your wife, plain and simple," Lee said.
"You think she had something to do with his plan?" Bill asked. Lee shook his head.
"My gut says 'no,' but I haven't talked to her yet. I'll know for sure when I do," he said. Bill knocked back his drink and ordered another shot. Lee watched him take a sip. "I think you've had enough of that for one night," he said.
"Fuck it," Bill slurred, throwing the drink down his throat. Slamming the shot glass on the bar, he motioned for another drink. The bartender backed off when Lee held up his hand.
"It's time to call it a night, Gunny," Lee said. "Give me your keys and my partner will drive you back to the motel." Bill looked at Lee and considered taking a swing at him, but the rational part of his alcohol-sodden brain prevailed. He pulled his keys out of his pocked and gave them to Lee, who handed them to his partner. "Smart move, Gunny," he said.
"I'm drunk, not stupid," Bill said. Lee's partner drove Bill back to the motel and helped him inside.
"I'll come by and pick you up tomorrow afternoon," Lee said. Bill nodded his head, pulled off his uniform and went to bed.
The next day, Bill grabbed some breakfast, then stopped at a convenience store for coffee, a six pack of beer, some soda and other small items. His phone rang when he got back to the motel.
"Dad, are you okay?" Jenny asked.
"Yeah, princess, why?" Bill asked.
"Mom was really upset when she got home last night," Jenny said. "I've never seen her cry like that before."
"Was Brad with her?" Bill asked.
"No, he wasn't," Jenny said. "What happened last night?"
"I introduced myself to your mom's lover and had a few words with her," Bill said.
"Whatever you said must've hit pretty close to home," Jenny said.
"Good," Bill said. "Maybe she'll realize just how big a mistake she made."
"Keep me in the loop, Dad," she said. "I don't like what she did, either, but I don't want to see her hurt."
"Don't worry, princess," Bill said, ending the call.
Lee stopped by early that afternoon, picked him up and took him to the NCIS office where he would interrogate Libby and her lover. He watched from an observation room as Libby was led in, then given a seat and a bottle of water. She didn't look very happy about being forced to wait, but there wasn't anything she could do. Finally, Lee came in the room and took a seat across from her.
"Why am I here?" Libby asked defiantly. Lee opened a folder and set three photos out in front of her. Two of them were photos of the men who attacked Lee and Bill and the third was a photo taken of Bill when he arrived at the embassy in Addis Ababa. Libby recoiled when she saw the photo.
"What's the matter?" Lee said. "Don't you recognize your husband?"
"That's a picture of Bill?" she asked, shocked. Lee nodded his head.
"Yeah, that's what he looked like when he finally arrived at the embassy in Addis Ababa. After he damn near low-crawled across Africa. We estimate he walked about 2,500 miles, give or take. From what he described, we figure he was somewhere in Ghana when he escaped his captors," Lee said. "Another day or two and he probably wouldn't have made it." Libby began crying.
"I just need to figure out whether to charge you as an accomplice in his kidnapping or in his attempted murder," Lee added. "Or both. Along with a charge of helping known terrorists." Libby was shocked.
"What are you talking about?" Libby asked. "I didn't do any of those things."
"Your lover did," Lee said. "He hired these two to attack and kill your husband. They failed, obviously. They also admitted Brad's role. You were going to have your husband declared legally dead, weren't you?" Libby nodded her head.
"Only because Brad said I needed to, since no one knew of his whereabouts for nearly five years," Libby said.
"And you were going to marry Brad after your husband was declared dead?" Lee asked.
"Yes, after he divorced his wife," Libby said, her eyes tearing up.
"So let me get this right," Lee said. "You began an affair with Brad Jefferson after becoming CEO and were going to marry him after the court declared your husband dead and after his divorce. But we're supposed to believe you knew nothing about your lover paying for your husband to be taken captive and held for five years and you knew nothing about your lover ordering a hit on your husband. Have I got that right?" Libby began sobbing uncontrollably.
"You have to believe me," she cried. "I knew nothing about Brad having Bill taken captive. And I certainly don't know anything about a hit on Bill."
"I don't have to believe anything but the evidence," Lee said. "Your lover has already implicated you. Said it was all your idea." Libby's head popped up, her eyes flashing with anger.
"That's a goddamn lie and you know it. I love my husband," she said. "I would never do anything like that to him."
"But you cheated on him," Lee said.
"Yes, I had sex with Brad, and I regret that, but Brad said Bill was probably dead anyway," she said. "I never would have cheated on Bill if I knew he was still alive. I waited and waited and heard nothing from you people for almost two years. I didn't know what to think." Lee looked at her for a few moments, his eyes narrowing. He finally stood up.
"I believe you, Mrs. Masterson," he said. "That's why I'm not going to charge you right now. Maybe later, after I've had a chance to look at all the evidence. Your lover, however, isn't going to fare as well. I suggest you stay in the area in case we need to speak with you again." He got up and left the room as Libby held her head, crying. A minute later, Brad walked in the room. He walked to Libby and put his hand on her. She flew out of the chair and hit him with her closed fist, causing him to fall on the floor.
"You fucking bastard," she screamed as she kicked him. "You lied to me. You paid to have Bill taken captive and have him murdered. All that bullshit you spewed was just to get me in bed. I fucking hate you and I never want to see you again."
"Libby, please," Brad began. She kicked him in the balls, causing Bill to smile.
"Shut the fuck up, you slimy piece of shit," Libby said. "I just hope to God Bill can ever forgive me for betraying him." Lee opened the door and picked Brad up off the floor, cuffing his hands behind his back. He looked at Libby and smiled, then turned off the light as he left so she could see Bill through the one-way observation glass.
For the second time in as many days, Bill turned and walked away as Libby cried after him.
The next morning, Libby was served divorce papers at her office. That afternoon, he received a call from Sally.
"Hi, Bill," she said. "I just wanted to let you know that I got a visit from Libby today. She signed the divorce papers and isn't going to contest anything. She also dropped something off for you to pick up. It looks like a very large check. She asked me to let you know that you can see Jenny any time you want. She also resigned as CEO of Whitman Enterprises, effective immediately, and is putting her house up for sale. I've got everything filed so you'll be a free man in six months."
"Free," Bill said sadly. "Yeah, right. I guess I should be a happy man, but I'm not."
"Bill, I know she hurt you bad, but I think she still loves you," Sally said. "You can still call this off if you guys reconcile. She tells me you haven't heard her side in all of this. Maybe you should, just to get closure."
"I'll think about it," he said. "Thanks for all your help."
He ended the call and headed to the bar down the street to drown his sorrows. As he finished his second beer, Lee showed up. Bill bought him a beer and the two swapped sea stories for a while.
"I heard your wife got served papers today," Lee said.
"Yeah," Bill said. "I guess I should be a happy man but I'm not."
"Life goes on, Gunny, whether you want to believe it or not," Lee said. "For what it's worth, I think Libby was just as much a victim of all this as you. Anyway, I'll know for sure when I'm finished with my investigation." They nursed another beer for a few minutes before Lee spoke again. "By the way, I've got a set of orders for you at the office, so you need to come by sometime tomorrow. You've been assigned to be the NCOIC of the scout-sniper school at Pendleton. You're also going to need these," he said, pulling out a set of Master Sergeant chevrons. "You've been promoted, Top."
Bill picked up the chevrons and looked at them. He won the battle, but in his mind, it was a Pyrrhic victory. He nodded his head and thanked Lee.
"I'll be by tomorrow morning, Lee," he said.
He went to Sally's office and picked up the envelope Libby left earlier. In it was a cashier's check with more zeroes than he had ever seen before and a business card.
"Libby thought you might need the name of a good financial planner to help manage that, and I tend to agree," she said. Bill nodded his head. "Don't worry, Libby will be okay, financially, anyway. She still has her 30 percent and her trust fund. Plus, she gets a small dividend from the company, since it still belongs to her father."
"Thanks," Bill said.
"Why the long face, Bill?" she asked. "You should be celebrating. You won."
"But at what cost?" he asked. "Libby was my life. It was her who got me through my ordeal in Africa. Everything I did was for her. Now it's all gone."
"Not necessarily, Bill," Sally said. "You still have six months. If you really love her, you can make it work."
"Easier said than done," Bill said. Sally shook her head.
"Maybe you should talk to her," she said. "At least think about it."
"Yeah, thanks, I'll think about it," he said.
After he got back to the motel, he gave Jenny a call.
"Hi, Dad," she said. "How are you feeling?"
"Could be better," he said. "Want to go for a burger someplace?"
"Sure," she said. "When?"
"How about now?" he asked.
"Okay, I'll be waiting for you," she said. Bill hopped in his truck and picked up Jenny. Libby wasn't home, fortunately. He wasn't prepared to face her just yet. Jenny jumped in the truck and they headed out to the nearest In-N-Out for a burger. After getting a burger and a Coke, they headed to a nearby park and ate.
"I'll be leaving for Camp Pendleton soon," he said. "Picking up my orders tomorrow and I'll probably head on down. I don't see any reason to hang around here anymore."
"What are you going to be doing down there?" she asked.
"I'm going to be the new NCOIC of the scout-sniper school down there," he said.
"For how long?" she asked.
"I don't know," he said. "I guess about three years."
"Will you be going overseas again?" she asked. He shrugged his shoulders.
"I don't know. Not anytime soon," he said. "You can come visit me anytime you want." She smiled.
"I'd rather have you with us full time," she said. He nodded his head.
"Me too, princess," he said. "Me too."
"When will you be leaving?" she asked.
"In a couple days," he said. "After I get new chevrons on my uniforms. I'm getting promoted to Master Sergeant."
"Congratulations," she said.
"Thanks," he said, smiling. "Look, Camp Pendleton isn't that far away. We can get together anytime you want."



"I'd like that, Dad," she said. "You know, Mom still loves you."
"So I've heard," he said.
"Do you still love her?" she asked.
"Yeah, I probably always will," he said. "I hate what she did and I just don't know that I can trust her again."
"I remember you once telling me that people sometimes deserve a second chance after they've made a mistake," she said. "Don't you think Mom deserves that as well?"
"What your Mom did was way over the top," he said. "It'll take a lot for me to get past what she did."
"I understand," Jenny said. "I just hate that you guys are apart."
"Me too, Jenny," he said. After visiting with his daughter a while longer, he took her home and was relieved to see that Libby was still gone. He headed back to his motel and called it a day.
The next day, he went to see Lee, who had his orders and his promotion certificate.
"Congratulations, Top," Lee said, reading the certificate. "I'll be in touch. The investigation is nearing completion and I'll let you know what I find."
"Thanks, Lee," Bill said. "For everything."
He took his uniforms to the cleaners and had new chevrons sewn on. He talked to the financial planner Libby recommended to him and told him what he wanted done with the money she gave him. The financial planner seemed surprised but said he would do as Bill said. A day later, he headed to Pendleton and checked in, assuming his new position as the NCOIC of the scout-sniper school.
He loved the new job and loved training young Marines, but Libby's absence cut him to the core. It was as if the biggest part of his life was missing. He normally shared all of this with her, but she was no longer there to motivate him.
For the next two months, Bill stayed in touch with Jenny, calling her almost every other day. Libby, she told him, had gotten an offer on the house and was looking at a condo in San Diego. Lee called and said Libby had been cleared of any wrong-doing but Brad was facing several federal charges, including one for collaborating with known terrorists, conspiracy to commit murder, kidnapping and aiding America's enemies. From what Lee said, Brad was facing life in prison.
Libby's father had reluctantly come out of retirement and had resumed his role as CEO of Whitman Enterprises. He was willing to let Libby resume that role at some point in the future, but she declined.
A month later, Bill got a frantic call from Jenny.
"Dad," she said, crying. "Mom's been taken to the hospital."
"What's wrong?" he asked.
"She tried to kill herself," Jenny said. "Please, you have to come see her."
"Okay," Bill said. "I'm coming. Where is she?"
"She's at Scripps La Jolla," she said. "Please hurry, Dad."
Bill grabbed his cover and ran out, jumped in his truck and drove as fast as he could to the hospital. Once there, he found Jenny in the waiting room, crying.
"What happened?" he asked, wrapping his arms around Jenny.
"I came home from school and found her in bed," she said. "There was a bottle of sleeping pills and a bottle of scotch. She was holding your picture and she wouldn't respond. I called 911 and they came and brought her here. I should have seen this coming, Dad. I'm so sorry."
"It's alright," Bill said. "It's not your fault. They'll take good care of her. What do you mean you should've seen this coming?"
"Dad, ever since you left, all she does is drink and cry. I've never seen her like this. She doesn't cook, doesn't do laundry, nothing," she said. "She barely eats anything. It's like she's lost the will to live. Can't you forgive her, Dad? She's miserable without you. And so am I."
Bill hugged his daughter for a few minutes and went to the nurse's station to find out what he could.
"And you are?" the nurse asked.
"I'm her husband," Bill said. "Estranged for now, but we're still legally married. Where is she and what's her status?" The nurse thought about arguing but changed her mind after seeing the look on Bill's face. She pulled up Libby's information on her computer.
"They just finished with her and are taking her up to her room," the nurse said. "The doctor will be out shortly."
"Thank you," Bill said, going back to Jenny. Soon, a doctor came out of the emergency room and headed for Bill and Jenny. He extended his hand to Bill.
"I'm Doctor Smith," he said. "Are you Elizabeth Masterson's husband?" Bill nodded his head.
"Yes, I am," Bill said.
"Well, we successfully got most of the sleeping pills out of your wife's stomach, and she's out of danger for now. We're going to hold her for observation and evaluation," he said. "Once we see her tests come back good, we'll let her go. But I would strongly advise counseling."
"I'd like to see her if I may," Bill said. The doctor nodded his head.
"Very well," he said, giving him her room number. "She'll be a bit groggy for a while, though." Bill and Jenny made their way to her room. Bill gasped when he first saw her. She was thin and pale, her eyes sunken. His heart broke as he saw her. He knelt by her bed and took her hand in his. He was surprised to see that she was wearing her rings.
Closing his eyes, he wept hot, bitter tears and prayed for her recovery. Jenny wrapped her arms around him and cried with him.
"Why, Libs," he whispered. "Why did you do this? Please," he begged, "don't die. I don't want to lose you like this." After a couple hours, he felt her move and heard her try to speak.
"Bill?" she weakly asked. "Is that really you?" He looked into her face and saw tears streaking down her cheek. He kissed her face and held her close.
"Yes, Libs, it's me," he said. "I'm really here." She sobbed as he held her. Libby crept out of the room as they reconnected.
"I'm so sorry, Bill," she said. "I never got a chance to explain. Can you ever forgive me?" Bill kissed her and put his finger over her mouth.
"We'll talk later, Libs," he said quietly. "You just get well for me, okay? Please?" She nodded her head.
"Okay, Bill," she said. "Just stay here with me, please?"
"I will," he said, holding her thin body close to him. "I'm not going anywhere, promise." He stayed with Libby for the rest of the day and most of the night until Jenny came to relieve him.
"I thought you might want to take a break, maybe go grab a shower or something," she said. "How is she doing?"
"Thanks, that would be nice," Bill said. "She's recovering. I think she'll be okay, but yes, a shower would be good."
"She won't be okay until you two are back together," Jenny said. "She's been going downhill ever since, well, you know."
"Yeah, I do," Bill said. He sat next to Libby and took her hand. "I'm going to go take a shower and change clothes, but I'll be right back, okay?" She tightened her grip on his hand. "It's okay, I promise I'm coming back."
He went back to his room on base, showered and changed. He called his boss at the school to fill him in on what was going on.
"Top, we have everything under control, so you go take care of your wife," his CO said. "You have plenty of leave time, so I don't want to see you back at the school until she's home and the two of you are back together, got it?"
"Aye aye, sir," Bill said. He left, taking a change of clothes and some toiletries and went back to the hospital. Libby's eyes lit up as he walked into her room.
"You're back," she exclaimed.
"I told you I would be," he said. They spent the next day talking about what happened while he was in captivity.
"That NCIS guy told me you walked about 2,500 miles through Africa," she said. "That must've been hell."
"Yeah, it was," he said. "I still have nightmares about it." She began tearing up.
"I'm so sorry, Bill," she said. "I had no idea Brad had you captured like that."
"Why did he do it? And why did you go along with having me declared dead?" Bill asked.
"He wanted out of his marriage," Libby said. "He talked my dad into retiring early, then got the board to approve my promotion. After I got word that you had been captured, the board approved my promotion. Then Brad started mentoring me, taking me out to lunch, that sort of thing. I knew he wanted to bed me, but I refused his advances. He backed off a bit, but he kept on and on, telling me that the terrorists almost never kept prisoners. I refused his advances, but let him take me out. I missed you but it felt good to have someone care for me. I heard nothing from the military for two years and finally, one night, he wore me down and got me drunk. That's when it first happened. After you had been gone for nearly four years, he suggested I have you declared dead. He thought that with you gone, I would get your life insurance, and he could use that to divorce his wife."
"My God," Bill said. "That would have been about $400,000. So he was going to use that to divorce his wife?" Libby nodded her head.
"He told me that his wife would clean him out in a divorce and he would need that to get by until we got married," Libby said.
"And you were going to give it to him?" Bill asked.
"I wasn't thinking too clearly," Libby said. "I had more than enough for myself, and I thought of your insurance as blood money. I wouldn't feel right getting it. I had also thought about using it to pay for Jenny's college and told him that, but he didn't like that idea."
"Did you ever stop sleeping with him?" Bill asked.
"Yes," Libby said. "I cut him off as soon as I heard you were still alive. I told him that as long as you were alive and we were still married I wouldn't sleep with him. He didn't like that idea at all. I think that's when he decided to have you killed. You have to understand, Bill, I thought you were dead and no one told me any different. It had been so long and everyone said the chances of you being alive were slim to none." Bill nodded his head.
"I understand," he said. "But why the cold shoulder when I got back? And why did you put me in a separate bedroom when I got home?"
"I was in shock," Libby said. "Part of me didn't believe you were really alive. I had to see you and talk to you first before I could accept it. Then there was Brad. Please, Bill, you don't know how much pressure he had me under. And then when I saw you that night, I knew it was real." She sobbed before continuing.
"The look on your face when you first confronted me... I had never seen you look like that before. And the way you spoke to me scared me," she said. "I knew then that I had screwed up big time. I don't ever want to see that look again. You wouldn't let me explain anything. You had already fixed bayonets and stormed the beach. I knew it was over."
"So that's why you didn't fight the divorce," Bill said. Libby nodded her head.
"I knew it was a lost cause. You had the prenup, you had all the evidence," she said. "Even though I was duped by that bastard Brad, I was in the wrong. So I took a page from your book and backed down. What do you call it? A tactical withdrawal? You won and I lost."
"We both lost, Libs," Bill said.
"But you still have your career with the Marines," she said.
"Yeah, but it doesn't mean anything without you there to share it," he said. Libby started crying, her body shaking as she sobbed. He held her tight.
"I'm so sorry," she cried. "I've missed you so much. Please, Bill, tell me you forgive me." Tears fell down his face as he thought about everything she said.
"I forgive you, Libs," he said through his tears. Libby cried even harder, holding him as tight as she could. They continued talking throughout the day, reminiscing about their lives. Finally, the doctor came into the room to let Libby know her tests were good and she could be discharged. Bill called Jenny to let her know that she didn't need to come to the hospital.
"Thanks, Dad," she said. "I'll have dinner done by the time you guys get home." Home, Bill thought, what a concept.
The hospital staff wheeled Libby to the patient pick-up area where Bill was waiting for her in his truck. He helped her get in the truck and buckled her in, then drove her to her condo. He helped her get into the elevator and walked her to the front door.
He was shocked when he walked inside. The condo looked much like when they were together, with family photos and mementos of his military career.
"I hope you approve," Libby said. "I wanted to be surrounded by happy memories."
"I certainly do approve," he said. Jenny came out of the kitchen, removing an apron.
"Dinner is served," she said, imitating one of the servants at her mother's LA mansion. They walked into the dining room and were surprised to see the table set for two, with lit candles, chilled wine and a covered dish. Jenny sat them down, and uncovered the main dish to reveal a huge lasagna. She dished out their food and poured them each a glass of wine.
"Where's your plate, princess?" Bill asked. Jenny smiled.
"This is your dinner," she said. "I'm heading out for a burger with some friends. I'll see you two later." She kissed them on the cheek and headed out. "You two be good," she said with a smile before leaving.
"Well, our daughter has certainly grown up," Bill said.
"Yes, she has," Libby responded. She picked up her glass and offered a toast.
"To us," she said. Bill smiled and joined her in her toast.
"To us," he said. They ate the lasagna Jenny prepared for them then cleaned the table. Libby turned to Bill.
"Would you be willing to stay for dessert?" she asked with a smile.
"Dessert sounds wonderful," he said. "What did you have in mind?" She took him by the hand and led him down the hall to the master bedroom.
"This," she said, as she kissed him deeply, her tongue wrestling with his. Bill felt a familiar stirring in his groin. She broke the kiss and went to her dresser. She opened her jewelry box, pulled something out and handed it to him. "I believe this is yours," she said.
She took his left hand and placed his wedding ring on his ring finger. Then she kissed him again.
"Until death do us part," she said. He smiled and watched as she removed her clothing. She moved back to him, naked, and began undressing him. "You're wearing way too much for what I have in mind," she whispered. Once she had his shoes and socks off, she knelt in front of him and pulled his trousers off, taking his boxers with it.
By now, Bill's cock was standing erect. Libby took him in her mouth and lovingly sucked him all the way into her throat. He gasped as she licked and sucked him. Soon, he felt the urge to ejaculate and warned her.
"Oh, baby, that feels so good. I'm about to cum," he said. Looking him in the eye, she continued sucking until he came in her mouth. He watched as she swallowed his semen. She laid down on the bed, her legs spread wide. Bill dove onto her, licking her pussy as he ran his fingers through her sparse pubic hair. He had always loved bringing her off with his tongue and lapped at her pussy like a starving man. Libby held his head, moaning as he licked and sucked on her.
After he brought her to an orgasm, he worked his way up her body, covering her with kisses. By now, his cock was hard again and he was prepared to penetrate her. She grabbed his cock and guided him inside her, moaning as he entered her warm depths.
"Oh yes, baby," she moaned. "Make me your woman again. Take me. Fuck me. Fill me up." Bill moved inside her, moaning with delight. "Yes, my husband, fuck your wife's pussy to your heart's content," she whispered. It didn't take long for Bill to reach orgasm a second time, as it had been years since he had been with Libby. Libby wrapped her legs around Bill and met every thrust until she exploded in orgasm.
She rolled him onto his back and climbed on top of him, looking into his eyes as she rode him to yet another orgasm.
After making love to each other for what seemed like hours, they fell asleep in each other's arms. Bill woke up the next morning to find Libby sucking on his cock yet again. He laid back and enjoyed her ministrations, filling her mouth yet again. He looked at the clock and started to get up, but Libby pulled him back into bed.
"Please, Bill," she begged. "Don't go. Stay here with me."
"Yeah, but," he began. She put a finger over his mouth.
"For starters, you're on leave," she said. "You can always call them and tell them you've been taken captive by a wild woman who refuses to let you go until you've given her a million orgasms."
"That sounds just about crazy enough to work," Bill said, smiling. Libby wrapped her arms around him.
"I'm serious," she said. "We've got six years to make up for."
"So, are we reconciling?" he asked. Tears began forming in her eyes as she kissed him.
"Yes, if you want," she said. Bill smiled and nodded his head.
"I do," he said. "I'll call Sally first thing and have her file the paperwork. I have an idea, though."
"What's that?" she asked.
"What do you say we re-do our wedding vows?" he asked.
"You mean, like get married all over again?" she asked. He nodded his head.
"Yeah," he said. "In a church, just like we did before. What do you say? Will you marry me? Again?" Libby thought for a moment, then smiled.
"Yes, Bill Masterson, I'll marry you again," she said.
"YES!" they heard from the door. They turned, surprised, to find Jenny jumping up and down, clapping her hands. Fortunately, they were still under the covers when Jenny ran into the room and hugged and kissed them both. "Can I be your maid of honor?" she asked Libby. "Please?"
"Of course," Libby said, prompting another round of celebratory yelps.
A month later, Bill and Libby renewed their wedding vows. Bill's parents flew in from Texas and Libby's parents came down from Los Angeles. As part of the ceremony, Bill pulled out the divorce paperwork he had gotten from Sally and with great flourish, ripped the paperwork in two, then took the remains and ripped them again, tossing the shredded paper into the air, prompting applause from everyone in the church.
During the reception, Libby leaned to Bill.
"Where did you want to go for our second honeymoon?" she asked. Bill pulled out some tickets.
"I thought we'd take a nice cruise somewhere, maybe Europe," he said. Libby looked shocked.
"Those are first-class tickets," she said. "How did you manage those?" Bill smiled, pulled out an envelope and handed it to her. She looked at it, confused.
"The William and Elizabeth Masterson Reconciliation Fund," she read. "What's that?" He smiled.
"That's what I did with the check you gave Sally for me," he said. She still looked confused.
"You mean..." she began.
"Yeah," he said. "I never wanted your money. All I ever wanted was the sweet redheaded girl I fell in love with at Balboa Park so long ago." She smiled and hugged him tight.
"Well, I'm glad you put it to good use," she said.
They returned from their cruise tired but happy and more in love with each other than before. A few days later, Bill came home from work to find Libby waiting for him.
"We need to talk," she said. Uh oh, Bill thought. This can't be good.
"What's wrong?" he asked, sitting in his recliner. She sat in his lap and wrapped her arms around him.
"I'm pregnant, Master Sergeant Masterson," she said. "And it's all your fault," she added with a smile. Bill's face lit up as he hugged and kissed his wife. Nine months later, she gave birth to a nine-pound baby boy, named Jonathan Travis Masterson, after their fathers. Jenny was delighted that she was finally a big sister.
"Wonder if he'll go into the family business?" Bill asked.
"God, I hope not," Libby said with a smile.
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I had just finished supervising a major install in Spokane and was heading east on Interstate 90 to see an old friend, Joe Neely, who lived along Lake Coeur d'Alene in northern Idaho. It wasn't my first trip to the Pacific Northwest, but it was the first time I had ever been to this part of Idaho.
Joe and I served together many years ago, at Cherry Point, North Carolina. I had met his wife and the first of his three kids and eaten dinner at his place many times. When he left, we promised to stay in touch, and frequently sent each other cards and letters over the years. I hadn't heard from him in several months so when I told him I would be in Spokane, he invited me out for a visit.
I followed his directions and eventually found myself pulling in front of his log house, built on a wooded bluff overlooking Lake Coeur d'Alene. As I pulled up, he came from the back of his house and we exchanged hearty handshakes and manly hugs. He looked quite a bit older than I remembered, but was as strong as ever.
"How're ya doing, you old salt?" he asked.
"Fair to middlin'," I told him. "How about you?"
"I could complain, but it wouldn't do any damn good," he answered, laughing. "Come on out back, I've got elk steaks on the grill and some beer in the icebox." I could smell the barbecue and the invitation for elk steaks made my mouth water.
"Where's that lovely wife of yours?" I asked when he handed me an ice cold beer.
"She passed away a few months ago or so," he said sadly. "They diagnosed her with pancreatic cancer, but by the time they caught it, it was too late."
"I'm sorry to hear that," I said. "I thought the world of Wendy."
"Thanks," he said. "She was a damn good woman. The best."
"Are you dating again or what?" I asked. He shook his head.
"Nah," he said. "She made me promise to find someone after she died, but to be honest, I just couldn't do it. Once you've been married to the best, everything else pales by comparison." He dished up the elk steaks and we dug in. I had never eaten elk before, so this was a real treat.
"How are you holding up?" I asked.
"I'm doing okay," he said. "At least I get to enjoy this view every day," he added, looking at the lake. "Wendy and I fell in love with this place when we first saw it, so we decided to stay. Kids come around a couple times a year and I get to spoil the grandkids." He looked at me for a minute before continuing.
"You know, Wendy wasn't my first wife," he said.
"No, I didn't know that," I told him.
"I never did tell you about my first wife, but if it hadn't been for her cheating on me, I never would've met Wendy," he said. "Don't know if I've ever told you, but I've read your stories on Literotica. Enjoyed the hell out of them."
"Thanks," I told him. "It's just something I do as a bit of a hobby while I'm on the road. Just for fun."
"You really poked a hornet's nest with a couple of them," he said, smiling. "Fuck the critics, that's what I say. You keep on writing."
"I appreciate that," I told him.
"Maybe you'd like to write a story about what happened to me and my first wife," he said.
"I'll certainly listen," I told him, pulling out an audio recorder. "Would you mind if I recorded this? I want to make sure I get it right."
"Go ahead," he said. He began telling his story after I set the recorder on the table between us.
...
Joe's story:
I enlisted in the Marine Corps right out of high school, in 1974. It was either that or spend the rest of my life working at my dad's hardware store. After boot camp, I ended up at MCAS El Toro in California. That's where I first met Marcy. She was a year younger than me and we hit it off great. We dated for several months before I popped the question.
She accepted, and her father -- a career Marine who spent three tours in Vietnam -- approved. We got married in a small church ceremony and went to Vegas for our honeymoon. I thought I had it made. Marcy was a beautiful girl with all the right curves in all the right places. She had long curly blonde hair that went over her shoulders and she was a real wildcat in bed. That woman knew how to give a world-class blowjob. And yes, she swallowed.
On top of that, she was a bit of an exhibitionist. I'll never forget one night we were in the pool at the apartment complex where we lived in Anaheim. No one else was around, so she took off her bikini and tossed it on the side of the pool. Next thing I know, she had spread her legs wide so I could see her shaved pussy. Yeah, she actually shaved her pussy for me that night.
I wasn't stupid. I took off my swim trunks and made my way to the side of the pool where she was standing, her breasts just above the water. As I got to her, she wrapped her legs around me and we fucked like rabbits right there in the pool.
After we finished and got out of the pool, I wrapped a towel around myself and grabbed my trunks. But not Marcy. She simply got her towel and bikini and walked completely naked to our apartment, which was on the second story in another part of the complex. Hell, everybody could've seen her if they looked.
After we got in the apartment, she spread herself out on the bed and started masturbating for me, spreading her pussy lips wide. Hell, I didn't need an engraved invitation, so I dove in and ate her out until she had another orgasm. Then we screwed some more and finally fell asleep early in the morning.
That's the way things were with us and I thought I was the luckiest man alive. About six months after we got married, I got a set of orders to Okinawa for a one-year unaccompanied tour. There was a lot of crying, but we managed to work it out.
Since she was taking night classes to become certified as a nurse while she worked, we decided to keep the apartment. I got an allotment to take care of the rent out of my pay so all she'd have to worry about was utilities, which wasn't that much. She had her own car and hated driving my truck so that wasn't a problem.
We made love the night before I left and promised to stay true to each other and write every day. I hated leaving like that, but I had no choice. For the first ten months or so, we wrote every day -- hot, steamy letters. I loved getting her letters, since she always put perfume on them and I always got hard reading what she said she wanted to do with me.
About six weeks before I left Okinawa, she told me that a friend of hers from school, Bridgit, was going to San Francisco for a couple weeks during a break, and she asked if she could go. I figured it wouldn't hurt so I said yes, so long as she kept writing and let me know how she was doing and where she was at.
She agreed and kept her promise for a little while, but then the letters quit coming. I kept writing, but heard nothing back. About a week before I was set to rotate out, I went to the USO and called the apartment, but got no answer. So I called her friend to find out what happened.
Bridgit was getting ready to head back east to join her boyfriend and told me that Marcy decided to stay in San Francisco for a bit longer to visit with some friends from her high school. She didn't know who they were and had no contact information. Hell, I didn't know she had friends up there. Then the letters I sent to her in San Francisco began coming back, unopened and marked "Address Unknown."
"What the hell," I wondered. "Where the hell was she?" I started getting scared, thinking that maybe she had been kidnapped or worse.
I called Marcy's parents, who were in San Diego at the time, to see if they knew where she was, but they said they hadn't heard from her in weeks. You have to remember that in those days, we didn't have cell phones or the Internet or anything like that. They did offer to pick me up at March Air Force Base when I got back if I hadn't heard from Marcy.
As I thought about it, I realized there could be a number of reasons for this. Maybe she was on a bus heading back to Orange County. So I decided to wait until I got home and hoped that she would be there. A day before I was set to leave, I called home again but no one answered the phone. So I called her parents and told them. They weren't too happy with Marcy, but agreed to pick me up and take me back to the apartment.
True to their word, they met me at March and drove me back to the apartment. It was dark by the time we got there and I saw no lights from the apartment windows.
Her father helped me carry my gear up to the apartment. I opened the door and walked in, hoping to find Marcy. Instead, I found a dusty apartment that was devoid of any life. The place had been picked up -- Marcy was a fastidious housekeeper -- but a fine layer of dust was on everything, as though no one had been there for some time.
Her father and I looked around, hoping to find clues, but there was nothing to suggest she had been there for a while. Most of her clothes were gone as well as nearly all of her jewelry. Her father noticed a pawn ticket on the dresser and handed it to me. I had no idea what she might have pawned, but decided to call the shop first thing in the morning.
"Let me know if you hear anything," her father said as he began to leave. "If there's anything we can do, call." I thanked him and put my gear away. I looked but found nothing to indicate where she might have been. I went down to the garage and found that my truck was still there. Marcy usually kept her car parked in a marked spot under an overhang, and it was still there.
"Where the hell is she?" I wondered. I called the local police to file a missing persons report, but got the runaround. "Screw this," I thought and went to bed.
The next day, I got my first clues. I called the pawn shop number on the ticket her father found and learned that she had sold her wedding and engagement rings for $100. I was outraged. I had saved for those rings for months and paid through the teeth for them. The shop offered to sell them back to me, but I refused. Enraged, I took off my ring and pounded it with a hammer.
Later, as I was cleaning and packing up, I ran across a stack of letters addressed to Marcy from someone in San Francisco named John. The letters dated back to six months before she told me about her trip. I couldn't believe she would dump me like this, but I had to know what was in the letters, so I began reading them.
As you can imagine, they were every bit as steamy as the letters Marcy and I wrote to each other. But I learned something else. Reading the letters, it became clear that Marcy and John knew each other in high school and had been seeing each other the whole time we were married, meeting before school or on evenings I was stuck on duty at the base.
"I hope your stupid jarhead husband liked eating my cum from your pussy last night," one letter said. I thought I was going to puke reading that. But there was more. "Maybe I can get you pregnant and your husband can raise the child. Wouldn't that be a blast?" another letter said. There was more, and every letter pissed me off even more than the previous one.
Finally, it became clear that Marcy and John planned for her to stay with him in San Francisco. The trip with Bridgit was just a cover story as they would try to make it look as though she simply disappeared.
It also became clear to me that she had finished her schooling and was looking forward to getting a nursing job in San Francisco. Of course, she failed to tell me she had finished her education, but that was part of their plan.
Angry didn't even begin to describe how I felt. How could she do this to me, to us, I wondered. I had plenty of opportunities to cheat on her but never did. I called her parents and spoke to her mother, Ginny.
"Hi Joe," she said. "Have you learned anything about Marcy?"
"Yeah," I said. "She's shacked up in San Francisco with some creep named John."
"John?" Ginny asked. "John Calloway?"
"Yes," I said. "Did you know about this?"
"No, I didn't, Joe," she said. "Marcy and John were an item through high school, but I thought she cut it off when you guys started dating."
"Nope," I said. "It seems that her and John have been cheating on me behind my back for our entire marriage. They've been planning this for a while."
"Oh my God, Joe," she said. "I'm so sorry. What are you going to do?"
"I'm going to divorce her," I said.
"I understand," she said. "Is there anything we can do?"
"Yeah," I said. "Y'all can come up and take her stuff. I don't want it. All I want are my clothes, my television, tools and my stereo. Her car is still here, too."
"Okay," Ginny said. "I'll talk to her brothers and we'll come up and get her stuff this weekend."
We ended the call and I started going through the phone book to find an attorney. Damn, there were so many of them around, I didn't know where to start. I started calling and found one who could see me on Friday at the earliest. Friday, I thought. That was three days away. Mind you, this wasn't how I planned to spend my leave, but I had no choice.
That's when I decided I needed to find her and verify where she was. I looked on the letters John sent her and got his address in San Francisco. Time for a road trip, I decided, so I checked out my truck, grabbed a few things and headed out.
I stopped at the bank and closed out our accounts, taking everything in cash. Marcy had already gone to the bank and took about half of what we had, but I still managed to withdraw a little more than $3,500.00, which I figured would be enough to see me through this if I was careful. I still had money left over from my time in Okinawa, which I thought would help get me over the hump.
It took me a good eight hours to make the trip, after fighting the traffic in LA and Orange counties. I stopped and got a motel room after I arrived and bought a small camera and a fairly detailed map of the city and the surrounding area.
I studied the map and located the street and block that matched the address on John's letters. I decided to grab a bite to eat and a few hours of sleep before doing any reconnaissance. I wasn't planning to confront the bitch, but I did want to get a photo or two of them together to show her parents and the attorney.
Early the next morning, I drove to the area where John lived and located the apartment complex where he and Marcy were staying. I parked about 100 feet away from the main gate and watched. I put on a ratty old baseball cap and a pair of sunglasses, hoping that would provide sufficient camouflage.
It didn't take long for me to spot the two cheaters. John and Marcy came out of the gate and went to a red Mustang convertible. John was wearing cutoffs and a t-shirt while Marcy wore a sundress. I grabbed the camera I had with me and took a couple of pictures.
From the way they were dressed, I figured they wouldn't be gone for long, so I waited. As he pulled out, I took note of his plate: JONMRC.
I ate one of the sandwiches I had with me and waited. And waited. And waited some more. Finally, that afternoon, they came back. John got out of the car and opened Marcy's door. He wrapped her in his arms as she got out and kissed her. While they were kissing, he lifted the back of her dress over her waist and I could see she had no panties on. As they kissed, she ground her crotch into his. She broke the kiss and looked around for a second and pulled her dress over her head and tossed it into the front seat of the car.
John kissed her naked body and licked her pussy as she leaned on the car door, spreading her legs. I was taking pictures of the entire encounter, thinking they would make good evidence for my divorce. She reached for the zipper on his shorts and I thought she was going to fuck him right there. It took everything I had to keep from rushing them and beating the crap out of them right there.
After a few minutes, Marcy pulled John back and I could hear her tell him to take her to the apartment and fuck her. Marcy remained naked as they walked through the gate and headed for his apartment. I waited a bit to see which apartment they were going to, and noted that there were no windows in the apartment where they could see John's car.
I waited a bit longer and realized I need to piss badly. I had a wicked idea and walked to John's car and pissed all over Marcy's dress, making sure no one saw me. Then I felt the urge to take a crap, so I did the only logical thing. Making sure no one could see me, I dropped my drawers and took a shit all over her dress, making sure to cover as much of the interior of John's car as I could.
Trust me, I hated doing that to a car as nice as his, but I figured, what the fuck. If they were going to shit all over my marriage, it was the least I could do in return. I also knew I was taking a risk that someone could see me and tell John, but I really didn't care at that point.
I wiped my ass with a towel John had in the car, then quickly pulled up my pants and ran to my truck. I had all the evidence I needed, so I quietly headed out.
After checking out of the motel, I drove back to Orange County. I stopped off at one of those quickie photo places to have the film developed and, two hours later, had the pictures and negatives in my hand.
I had just about enough time to grab a few hours of sleep, so I racked out for a bit, showered and shaved for my appointment with the attorney. I grabbed the photos, the pawn ticket and the letters from John and hit the road again.
That's when I learned that California was a no-fault divorce state. It didn't matter that she abandoned the marriage, sold her rings and cheated on me the whole time we were married. Everything was to be split 50-50. The lawyer asked how much we had in the bank and I told him the truth -- nothing. I also told him that she had already taken half of what we had. Besides, I added, she made more than I did even though she only worked part-time and now has a nursing certificate. I showed him one of her pay stubs that showed her take-home pay was almost twice what I made before taxes.
He warned me against trying to hide anything and I explained that I had just returned from a one-year tour to Okinawa and was heading out for the east coast, so I wouldn't be able to just drop everything and run to court. He assured me the law provided for that and I wouldn't have to personally appear in court.
I gave him the address where Marcy and her lover were living and suggested she be served there. The lawyer took all the information and said the papers would be drawn up and she would be served in a few days. If all went well, he said, I would be a free man in six months. He gave me his card and asked that I call him when I had a good mailing address in North Carolina. I gave him a retainer in cash and left.
After I got home, I visited the apartment management office and told them I intended to be gone by Monday morning. Then I scheduled the utilities to be shut off and set about packing and cleaning. When Marcy's family showed up Saturday morning, they cleared the place out and took Marcy's car back to San Diego.
"So, what's going on?" her father asked before he left. I pulled out the pictures I took and the letters from John and showed him. His face turned white.
"That stupid girl," he said. "I'm so sorry, Joe. I thought I had raised her better than this. You didn't do anything to hurt them, did you?"
"No," I said, "I wanted to kick that fucker in the balls, but I didn't. I figured she wasn't worth going to jail over. No offense. I did do some custom work to his car, though." He looked at me funny.



"What do you mean?" he asked. I told him I pissed and crapped on his car and Marcy's dress. He laughed at that.
"It just seemed like the thing to do at the time," I said. He smiled and offered his hand.
"Keep in touch, Joe," he said. "You're always welcome in our home."
"Thanks," I said.
The day over, I headed out for a beer and a burger, then came home and racked out on the floor, since everything else was gone. That Sunday, I finished cleaning the place and loaded my truck. I didn't have much -- just my clothes, my television, the stereo I bought in Okinawa and my tools. Once I had everything secured down, I put the top on the bed of the truck.
One more night on the floor and I was gone the next day, after I got my security and cleaning deposit. I still had some time left, so I stopped to visit my folks in Texas for a few days, then went on out to Cherry Point, North Carolina.
I still had well over $2,500 in cash plus the check for the apartment when I got there, so I opened a new account at the credit union and settled in to the barracks. A couple months later or so, I got word from the attorney that the divorce was final. Apparently, Marcy decided not to contest anything and didn't even ask for support.
I celebrated at a bar in town that night, and that's when I met Wendy. She was drinking by herself so I offered to buy her something and she accepted. We got to talking, and it turned out she had just dumped her boyfriend who she caught with another girl. We were both a bit gun-shy and took it slow and easy, but after a few months of dating, we found ourselves falling for each other and one night she cornered me.
"Do you like to eat pussy?" she whispered in my ear as we were dancing. At first, I thought that maybe she was just drunk.
"As a matter of fact, I do," I told her back.
"Then take me home and show me," she said. I looked at her for a moment, then she handed me her panties. "Now, Marine," she said.
"Yes, ma'am," I said, escorting her to my truck. She got in and started unbuttoning her blouse. By the time I got in the truck, she had taken her blouse and bra off and was rubbing her breasts, pulling on her nipples. She smiled and spread her legs to show me her wet pussy. I wasted no time getting her home.
We made mad passionate love for hours. When we were finished, she got up on one elbow and looked me in the eye.
"You know, I'm strictly a one-man woman," she said. "And I won't tolerate cheating."
"I'm strictly a one-woman man," I told her. "And I just divorced a woman who cheated on me." She smiled and wrapped her arms around me.
"Good," she said, kissing me deeply. That night, I proposed and she accepted. We were married at the base chapel a few months later and the rest is history.
...
"So, Joe," I asked. "Did you ever see your ex-wife after that?" He looked at me and took a sip from his beer.
"As a matter of fact, I did," he said. "Her father retired from the Corps about 10 years later and was opening up a gun shop. He invited Wendy and I to come out and celebrate with him and his family, so we did. I was stationed at Camp Pendleton so it wasn't too far for us to drive out. By then, we had three kids, so we all hopped in the SUV and drove over." He took another sip of beer.
"She was there by herself. Turns out she caught John cheating on her with another woman," he said. "She looked horrible. I reckon she must've put on about 100 pounds since the last time I saw her. She saw us together and about stroked out. I introduced her to Wendy and the kids, and I thought she was going to start crying. Then I leaned over and asked, 'Did John ever get all that crap cleaned out of his car?'" He smiled and took a sip from his beer.
"I thought she was going to freak the fuck out," he said. "'Were you the one who did that?' she asked. I told her 'I'm not saying anything' and walked away."
"Did she ever apologize to you or explain why she did it?" I asked. He shook his head.
"Nope," he said. "She never apologized and I really didn't want to hear her bullshit excuse. Besides, what was done was done and no words from her would ever change that."
He handed me a photo of him and Wendy with their children.
"One good thing came out of all that, though," he said.
"What's that?" I asked.
"If Marcy hadn't cheated on me, I never would have met Wendy, and those three beautiful children would never have been born," he said.
"That sounds like four good things to me," I said. He thought for a moment, smiled and touched my beer bottle with his.
"Four good things it is," he said. "And let's not forget six beautiful grandchildren. And counting."
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Mike watched from his second-story bedroom window as his wife eagerly embraced Jake Williams, a man who claimed to be his best friend. This was their fifth date together, and as Mike watched and listened, he learned of their plan to further humiliate him.
He told Kristy in no uncertain terms he wanted to spend a whole week with her, but she put him off.
"Not a whole week, Jake," she said. "Maybe a weekend, but only on one condition."
"What's that?" he asked.
"You get Mike to pay for it," she said. He laughed.
"That's silly," he said. "I'm a lot richer than he is. I'll pay for it."
"No, no," she said. "You're forgetting the most important part of all this."
"And that is?" he asked.
"Humiliating Mike," she said. "C'mon, admit it, you get off on humiliating him, don't you? Pushing him around, making him feel like shit?"
"Well," he started. "He is my best friend, you know."
"Bullshit," she said. "You love humiliating him almost as much as I do."
"Look, Kristy, let's end this charade," he pleaded. "Come with me and dump that loser. I want to marry you and spend the rest of my life with you." She laughed.
"Tell you what, stud," she said. "Let me get him to foot the bill for a hot dirty weekend, and we'll see, okay?" Jake sighed, exasperated.
"Oh, it'll be dirty alright," he said, getting back in his car. "I'll talk to you soon, but don't keep me waiting for too long. You're already giving me blue balls."
She watched as he left, then turned to the house she shared with her husband, Mike. Walking in, she began undressing as she made her way up the stairs. She saw Mike in the bedroom when she walked in, dropping her dress on the floor. She was naked underneath. She made her way into the bathroom and inspected herself, leaving the door open.
"You probably heard what we were talking about," she said. "I'm leaving you for Jake. We're going on a dirty weekend somewhere and you're paying for it. Soon, I'll be leaving you to marry him."
"I've been paying ever since I married you three years ago," Mike said sadly. "I thought we were good. I've done nothing but love you. Don't you love me?" She snorted.
"How could I possibly stay in love with you?" she asked sarcastically. "You're nothing but a wimp who lets your best friend date your wife." She saw him sniffling on the bed. "Oh, grow up," she said.
"Is that why you've been disrespecting me these last few months?" he asked weakly.
"Why do you think?" she asked. She saw him look at her with lust in his eyes. Snorting, she shook her head. "Don't even think of it, wimp," she said. "There's no way I'm letting you touch me with that pathetic little pee-pee of yours. I'm calling a real man to come over and fuck me good and proper. You can sit in the chair and watch if you want. Maybe take notes. Maybe I'll let you suck his cum out of me if you promise to be good."
"Damn you, bitch," Mike said, getting off the bed. She watched as he went down the stairs. She followed him down and saw him reach for the door.
"Where are you going? Off to pout somewhere? Maybe cry on your mama's shoulder like a baby?" she asked sarcastically. He looked at her with sadness in his eyes. He had taken all he could from her, and swore he would take no more.
"Goodbye, Kristy," he said, slamming the door. She heard his car door open, then slam shut. A few seconds later, she watched as he drove off. Where was he going, she wondered. She shrugged her shoulders. Fuck him, she thought. Good riddance to bad trash. She grabbed her phone and dialed a number.
"Hey, lover," she cooed. "Wimpy is gone, so why don't you come over and fill me up?"
...
Three days later, Michael pulled into the driveway. Opening the garage door from inside his car, he pulled in and closed the big door. He grabbed his briefcase and strode purposefully into the house. Kristy was sitting at the kitchen table drinking a cup of coffee. He said nothing to her as he went into his home office.
Curious, Kristy went to his office door and tried to enter. The door was locked. Odd, she thought. He never locked this door. She knocked on the heavy wooden door and turned the knob when she heard the lock disengage.
Opening the door, she saw him at his desk, looking at a map of something on his computer. She knew he was in the process of designing a housing tract along one of the area's many lakes and figured that's what he was looking at.
"What do you want?" he asked curtly. For a moment, she was taken back. He had never been abrupt with her before. But then again, she realized, she had been rather disrespectful of him recently.
"I was concerned," she said. "You left three days ago and I never heard from you. I tried calling your cell, but you never answered."
"I'm sure you were," he said sarcastically. Kristy stopped for a moment. Was this really her Mike? He looked like Mike, sounded like Mike, but there was something... slightly different about him. Maybe she had pushed him too far. She tried reaching out to him but he managed to avoid her advance.
"Don't you want to give your wife a kiss?" she asked. "It's been three days since I last saw you." He looked at her for a moment as though she was an insect being examined under a microscope. He shook his head.
"No," he said, turning back to his computer. "Please close the door on your way out." Kristy was really confused by now. Her husband never refused her advances and always kissed her whenever he could. This man was... cold. She closed the door to his office and went to the master bedroom to grab her phone. She dialed a number, and a man answered on the first ring.
"Jake, he's back," Kristy said. "But something's wrong. It's like he's a different person. He wouldn't even kiss me when he came in the house."
"Don't worry about it, sweetie," Jake said. "He's probably just realized that you're leaving him and there's nothing he can do to stop it. I'll be over tonight and we'll get it all taken care of. Just let me talk to him for a few minutes."
"Okay," Kristy said. "You'd better be right." Michael heard her half of the conversation and smiled, turning back to his computer.
That night, Jake pulled into the driveway. Kristy opened the door and let him in, giving him a sloppy kiss as he entered.
"Where is he?" Jake asked. She pointed to the office door.
"He's been in there all day," she said.
"Let me have a few words with him alone," Jake said as he walked to the office door. He knocked on the door after finding it locked. "Mike, it's me, Jake, your friend. Can we talk for a few minutes?" The door lock disengaged and Jake entered.
"Close the door behind you," Michael said as Jake entered. "Sit," he commanded, pointing to an empty chair. Jake sat down as Michael poured himself a drink.
"Aren't you going to offer your friend a drink?" Jake asked. Michael looked at him for a moment.
"Friend? Are you really my friend?" Michael asked. Jake looked confused. Kristy was right. This was not the weak, beta-male he was used to dealing with.
"Of course," Jake said. "I'm your best friend, remember?" Michael chuckled.
"Best friend," he said. "Tell me, what kind of a friend steals his friend's wife? Hmm?"
"Mike, I'm sorry," Jake began before Michael cut him off.
"You want Kristy, right?" Michael asked. Jake nodded his head. "How much is she worth to you?"
"I don't know what you mean, Mike," Jake said.
"Don't play dumb with me, Jake," Michael said. "You're a savvy business man. You know there's always a price to be paid in any negotiation. How much?"
"I don't know," Jake said. "What do you have in mind?"
"I really like that new Bentley of yours," Michael said. "How much did you pay for that thing?"
"I paid over $500,000 for it," Jake said.
"I take it that it's paid for, right?" Michael asked.
"Of course," Jake said.
"That would be a good start," Michael said.
"What?" Jake asked. "You want me to hand over my Bentley in exchange for Kristy?" Michael smiled.
"Along with 25 percent of your net worth," Michael said. Jake's eyes widened.
"That's over $50 million," Jake said. "You can't be serious."
"It's exactly $52,450,389.25, according to my research," Michael said. "And I am serious. Very serious."
"You want my car and 25 percent of my net worth in exchange for Kristy?" Jake asked. Kristy was right. This wasn't the man he was used to pushing around.
"That offer is good until noon tomorrow," Michael said. "After 12:00, it goes up to 50 percent, plus controlling shares of your company. You want Kristy, that's my price."
"That's highway robbery," Jake said. "You'll never get away with it."
"Maybe, maybe not," Michael said, sipping his drink. "You want her, although God only knows why, and that's my price. I tell you what. You agree to my offer, without condition, and I'll make sure the two of you spend the rest of your lives together. Isn't that what you want?"
"Well, yeah, I would love to spend the rest of my life with Kristy," Jake said. Michael smiled.
"Agree to this and I'll even make the two of you a celebratory dinner," Michael said. "What do you say?"
"I'll need some time to think it over," Jake said. Michael nodded his head.
"I'll give you until noon tomorrow," he said. "Now please, close the door on your way out," he added, indicating the meeting was over. Jake got up, confused, and left the office. He watched through the curtains as Jake and Kristy left. He smiled and made a few calls.
Kristy didn't get home until early in the morning. He could hear the two of them talking in the driveway.
"Just think," Jake said. "In a couple days, we'll be able to start our new lives, free of Mike. C'mon, let me come inside and get a taste of this," he added, grabbing Kristy's ass. She smiled and pulled his hand away.
"Soon enough," she said. "I can't wait to have Mike serve us like a waiter." She kissed him and watched as he drove off. She entered the house and saw a light in her husband's office. Was he in there all this time, she wondered. She tried the door but it was locked. "Mike?" she asked.
"Go away," Michael said. Kristy decided not to push him any further. She was more than concerned about her husband's strange behavior and went on up to the master bedroom.
The next day, Michael received a text from Jake: "Deal." He replied with an offshore account number and instructions that he would be monitoring it to ensure the transaction was complete. Within a couple hours, he verified the full amount had been transferred and instantly moved it out, splitting it up between several other accounts that only he had access to. He sent a text to Jake and Kristy: "Dinner tonight, on me. Be here 7:00 pm. Sharp."
He headed out to get what he needed for the night's meal and was back in an hour, working in the kitchen. He loved to cook, and there was something bittersweet about tonight's meal.
Kristy got home about 6:00 that evening and went into the kitchen. She had never known her husband to cook, but he seemed to know his way around the kitchen. Whatever he was making, it smelled delicious.
"I didn't know you cooked," she said. He looked at her before replying.
"There's a lot about me you don't know," he said. "Maybe if you'd stayed home now and then you would've learned something. I did learn to fend for myself, though. Now, go get ready, your date will be here soon." She tried to kiss him on the cheek, but he moved his head to avoid her. She backed off and ran upstairs, a tear running down her face. What have I done, she asked herself.
A few minutes before 7:00, Jake showed up and rang the doorbell. Michael answered the door and let him in. Jake handed him a set of keys to the Bentley and the signed paperwork.
"As promised," he said. "I'm parched. Can I have something to drink?"
"Thank you for living up to your promise. I'll be giving you and Kristy something to drink soon," Michael said, pocketing the keys. He was looking forward to driving the new Bentley. Soon, Kristy came back downstairs, stunning in a short, backless dress that left nothing to the imagination. Michael noticed that she had taken off her rings. She walked to the dining room table as Michael pulled out a chair for her. She smiled at him as she sat down, but he didn't return the smile. Jake sat down as well, smiling like a Cheshire cat.
"You look lovely, my dear," he told her, kissing her hand. "And I see you've taken off your rings. Good." She smiled as Michael brought two flutes of champagne and set them down. He went back to the kitchen and returned with a large dish. He removed the cover and they all took in the aroma of Michael's lasagna.
"That smells divine, Mike," Jake said. "Perhaps you missed your true calling." Michael said nothing as he served two helpings, one on each plate. Kristy looked at him.
"Aren't you going to join us?" she asked. Michael shook his head.
"No," he said. "This is your dinner. Enjoy." He stood back and watched as the lovers toasted each other and sipped their champagne. He retreated to his office with a wry smile on his face. He glanced at his watch. Any time now, he thought. Sure enough, he heard two thumps. Looking into the dining room, he saw Kristy and Jake slumped over. Good, he thought. They would be out for at least six hours.
He changed clothes and got busy, stripping them both naked and tying their arms and legs around each other. Grabbing a wheeled cart from the garage, he took the two out, wrapping their unconscious bodies with heavy chains that had weights attached to them.
He placed ball gags in their mouths in case they woke up before he reached his destination. It wasn't easy, but he managed to put both of them inside a large canvas bag he purchased just for this occasion.
Using the cart and a portable engine lift, he placed them inside the Bentley's trunk, then closed and locked the lid. He got in the car and headed out.
After reaching his destination a few hours later, he noticed movement from inside the bag and opened the top. Two confused heads popped out of the bag and looked around at the darkness, scared. Michael approached them, taking a small taser with him.
"If you promise to remain quiet, I'll take the gags out and answer any questions you might have," he said. "But if you scream, I promise you won't like the results," he added, holding up the taser. They nodded their heads, so Michael pulled the gags out of their mouths.
"Where are we?" Kristy asked, terrified. "Who are you? What's going on?"
"Yeah," Jake said. "What the fuck is going on?"
"According to my GPS, this is the exact location where your husband killed himself," Michael said.
"Killed himself?" Kristy asked. "What are you talking about?"
"Yes, he told me all about the way you had been treating him the last couple years, cutting him off from sex, cuckolding him, humiliating him," Michael said. "Oh, I'm sorry, I forgot my manners. You probably think I'm Mike. Actually, I'm his twin brother, Michael. We not only share DNA, but we happen to have the same first name and the same middle initial. I warned him about you, Kristy, but he wouldn't listen. You know, I came this close to saying something when the preacher said, 'if anyone has reason why these two should not wed...' but I didn't," he added, holding up two fingers very close to each other.
"You see, Kristy, while Mike and I have a lot in common, we're actually quite different. He was an easygoing man who got along with everyone. Unlike me, confrontation just didn't suit him. He loved you with all of his heart and was willing to put up with practically anything to make you happy. On the other hand, I saw right through you from the beginning. I knew you were a conniving bitch who would cheat on him the first chance you got. I hoped I was wrong for his sake, but unfortunately, I was right," he said.
"Mike never said anything about having a brother," Kristy said.
"No, that was at my insistence," Michael said. "You see, officially, I don't exist. I'd tell you why, but then I'd have to kill you." He laughed. "Oh, wait..."
"I know it's dark, so you probably don't recognize your surroundings," Michael added after he finished laughing at his own joke. "We're in the deepest part of Bottomless Lake, the same place where Mike ended it all just a few days ago. You see, he couldn't take what you had done to him any more and he took the easy way out. I tried to stop him, but he was inconsolable." Tears were running down Kristy's face.
"He killed himself?" she asked. "I never wanted him dead." Michael snorted.
"Bullshit, bitch," he said. "You yourself said you didn't love him. You may as well have put a gun to his head and pulled the trigger." Michael looked at Jake.
"And you, asshole. You pretended to be his best friend. You never answered my question. What kind of a friend steals his friend's wife?" he asked. "The truth is, you never were his friend. You used him to get what you wanted. You enjoyed pushing him around, cuckolding him, humiliating him at every chance."
"But you promised me we'd spend the rest of our lives together," Jake said. "You lied to me. You cheated me." Michael laughed.
"I told you the two of you would spend the rest of your lives together," Michael said. "I just never told you that your lives would be cut drastically short. So yes, you will spend the rest of your lives together. You'll even die together. Rather fitting, since the two of you conspired against my brother."
"Please don't do this," Kristy begged. Michael looked at her.
"Mike told me he said those same words to you before you humiliated and cuckolded him," Michael said. "But you just laughed in his face and told him to suck it up. Well, bitch, suck it up."
"You're crazy," she said. "You'll never get away with this." Michael shrugged his shoulders.
"Maybe, maybe not," he said. "But once your suicide letter is found on your computer, it won't matter. I have to admit, though, it is a touching letter. Changing the subject, you do know that no one has ever found the bottom of this lake, right? And there's enough weight on that chain around you to make sure your descent is rapid. I estimate you two might last 60 seconds at most before you become unconscious. You might even live a few minutes afterward. At any rate, enjoy."
Michael opened the bag fully and tipped it over until the two occupants went into the water, struggling.
"Bon voyage," he said, watching the bubbles come to the surface. Soon, the bubbles stopped. Michael started the boat's motor and headed back to the dock, using the marina's lights as a guide. He parked the boat, turned it off and jumped inside the Bentley. He made a mental note to incinerate the bag so as to eliminate any evidence of its previous contents. He pulled out his phone and sent a text message: "Done."
A reply came back almost instantly: "Thanks, bro. Enjoy the ride."
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Oscar Warren sat in his overstuffed chair and considered his new surroundings. He had just been promoted from field work and was now the Special Agent in Charge of Fort Apache, the former military base turned into the central hub of operations for the HomeFront Security Task Force, a combined federal-private organization set up to deal with MMAS, the Mutual Marital Assurance Society, a shadowy organization initially set up to punish cheating spouses.
As time went on, however, MMAS became less of a private enterprise to punish husbands who stray and became an organization obsessed with instituting a radical government-sanctioned change in the male-female dynamic, starting with the President of the United States.
It all culminated in the death of Mona Larsen, the head of the group, and her twin sister, Elizabeth Skaggs, the former First Lady, who committed suicide.
Although the official organization was effectively demolished, many rogue operatives continued to do their dirty work, and copycat organizations sprung up, which meant the Task Force's job was far from done. Even though the task force had managed to root out hundreds of MMAS plants in federal, state and local governments, there were concerns that many more remained in place. Worse yet, there had been several abortive attempts on Oscar's life and the ideology of the organization had spread overseas.
A small group in England, led by Mona and Liz's sister, was quickly brought down when the sister-in-law of one of their targets intervened. French police were brutal in their take-down of Mona's Gallic counterparts, effectively destroying an entire city block in Paris. They covered the conspiracy up by blaming the destruction on rioters protesting government taxation. There were also rumors of cells operating in Germany, Switzerland, Italy, Israel and Norway, but so far, nothing had been substantiated.
As Oscar predicted, President Lincoln Skaggs easily won re-election mostly out of sympathy for his wife's death. Fortunately, private contractors had managed to effectively cover up the real facts of her death, and as far as the country was concerned, she died of a sudden stroke.
But Skaggs mysteriously died of a massive heart attack about a year and a half into his second term, and George Pierce, the vice president, was sworn in to finish Skaggs' term.
It was extremely late in the day, so Oscar called his wife to apologize and let her know he would be home as soon as possible.
"Sorry I'm running late," he told Rita when she answered the phone.
"No problem, Oscar," she said. "Kids said to tell you good night and they love you. I know you have a lot going on with your new job, but please get home as soon as you can. I love you."
"I love you, too," he said, ending the call.
As Oscar looked over his new domain, Bill Jackson, his friend, mentor, boss and now father-in-law, knocked on the door and entered the office.
"Hey, Bill," Oscar said as Bill walked in.
"Damn," Bill said, looking around the richly-appointed office. "This is nicer than my office downtown. Maybe we should switch." Oscar laughed.
"Why me, Bill?" he asked. "I'm a field operative, not a pencil-pusher."
"Well, Oscar, you're my best man. The task force needs you here," Bill said. "Hell, I need you here."
"You mean, Rita needs me here," Oscar said, referring to his fairly new wife, who just happened to be Bill's daughter. Bill nodded his head and smiled.
"Well, there is that," he said. "And your new son needs his father here as well." William Jefferson Warren, Oscar and Rita's now two-year-old son, was born less than a year after he and Rita married, and Bill was very protective of his new grandson.
Oscar had two children from his first wife, Renee, and they took right to Rita, calling her "Mom." It wasn't easy, but they eventually accepted their birth mother's death. They quickly adapted to having a new baby in the house, and often called themselves the "Three Musketeers."
Oscar looked out the sixth-story window at the bustling community below them. Even at this time of night, there was a lot of activity below. Fort Apache had grown considerably since he first came here as a refugee, seeking protection from MMAS and his first wife. Back then, the compound consisted of a few barracks for refugees like him, a central administrative complex and a hospital for those severely damaged by MMAS' punishment.
Since then, the compound's population exploded, with refugees, researchers, technicians, field operatives like himself, children, teachers, medical personnel and all the other things one would find in a normal small American city. There was also a reinforced battalion of Marines assigned to the compound for security and the task force had hired a small army of outside private contractors for research and surveillance. The task force had even contracted a couple of trained assassins for especially difficult cases.
"Place sure has changed over the years, hasn't it?" Bill asked. Oscar nodded his head.
"Sure has," he said. "First time I came here, it was nearly deserted."
"Hell, son," Bill said. "The first time I saw this place, it was just tumbleweeds and old wooden buildings. Most of those were close to falling down." He looked at his son-in-law.
"A lot has gone into building this up," he said. "And I don't just mean Fort Apache. The task force has undergone a lot of major changes over the years. There's a lot at stake here. Not just the national security, either. Private companies have a lot riding on our success as well. I don't need to tell you that there's quite a few in Washington who would like to shut this all down.
"And that's why you're here," he added. "Don't worry about the daily minutiae of running the complex. You have a highly qualified staff who takes care of that, so you don't need to stay here all night counting rolls of toilet paper. Listen to your people and let them do their jobs. Your primary job is to be a liaison between the folks in Washington and those people down there. Being a federal agent, you give the place official credibility."
"So, I'm just a pretty face on the place?" Oscar asked. "Is that it?" Bill shook his head.
"Not at all, Oscar," he said. "You see, even though I'm the titular head of the task force, I was never approved by the Senate. My job came to me due to the fact that I brought private sponsorship into this. If it wasn't for that initial investment, there would've been no task force.
"What I need for you to do is keep an eye on things here, make sure the place runs like it should. At the same time, I want you to have more control over all our field operations to make sure we get the most done with the money we have. It's up to you to prioritize things, to keep a bird's-eye view over what goes on," Bill said. Oscar nodded.
"I think I get it," Oscar said. "Someone would be getting this job, and you wanted to make sure it was someone you trust, someone who knows what's at stake."
"In a nutshell, yes," Bill said. "Trust me, you wouldn't want some bureaucratic asshole who's never been on an intervention try to run things. As far as I'm concerned, you're the best man for the job. Hell, I'd go so far as to say you're the only man for the job."
"So, what's on the agenda?" Oscar asked.
"As you know, the new president, his staff and key members of the House and Senate are making the rounds to all the various agencies to get briefed on what's going on," Bill said. "From what I hear, Pierce is set to make some fairly drastic changes and there could be some deep cuts. They'll be here in a few weeks to get a full briefing from us."
"How much does Pierce know?" Oscar asked.
"No where near as much as Skaggs knew," Bill said. "He does know about the former First Lady's suicide, but he doesn't know the full story about MMAS. His staff certainly doesn't know the story. Nor do they know the dangers presented by MMAS or their operatives. What I need from you is to cull as much information about Pierce, his family and his staff as you possibly can. I also need as much as we can get on the members of Congress who will be here as well." He looked at Oscar.
"I'll be doing most of the briefing, but I want a presentation from you that'll knock their socks off," he added. "Make them feel what those poor bastards in the hospital went through."
"You should also know that there'll be representatives of the British government here as well. After our involvement in that incident in Britain, the government there has taken an interest in what we've been doing here. There's a Maj. Collette FitzDougal who will be doing advance work for their entourage. I believe you've met her," he said. Oscar nodded his head.
"Yes, I've met her," he said. "A very capable officer with quite the resume. Enlisted in 2005, and rose up through the ranks. Twelve tours in Afghanistan. Received the Victoria Cross after rescuing two Marines from the Taliban. Teaches close combat, stealth and infiltration. Due to leave the service in August 2020, I believe."
"I understand you'd like to recruit her to work for us," Bill said.
"Absolutely," Oscar said. "She'd be an invaluable asset here and she certainly meets all the qualifications."
"Impressed you that much, did she?" Bill asked.
"Yes," Oscar said. "I've seen her in action."
"Very well," Bill said. "Reach out to her if you would. Have her get as much info on the British contingent as possible and forward that to our researchers. If she's interested in joining us, give her the nickel tour when she gets here. And be sure to introduce her to Rita's home cooking," he added, smiling.
"Rita's got nothing to worry about, Bill," Oscar said.
"Oh?" Bill asked. "I'd think she could easily get the wrong impression, seeing her husband escorting a female officer around the complex." Oscar laughed.
"Collette, er, Major FitzDougal, is in a very committed same-sex relationship," Oscar said. "She's actually married. Besides, you know I only have eyes for Rita."
"Damn well better," Bill said, smiling. "Otherwise, I'd have to kick your balls up into your throat." Oscar laughed. "Anyway, I'll get you the full list of the participants as soon as I get back to my dingy old office in the morning and you can get the researchers on it."
"Sounds good, boss," Oscar said. "I look forward to it."
"I love it when you call me that," Bill said, smiling, as he left the office. After Bill left, Oscar pulled up the contact information he had for Collette FitzDougal and dialed her number. She answered after the third ring, and sounded as though she had just woke up.
"For Christ's sake who's callin' me at this time of the morning?" she wonders, awakening to the sound of Cher's "Bang Bang." Answering the call she asked, "What!" giving no doubt to her mood at being awoken. "It better be good or I'm gonna be kicking someone's bollocks."
"Sorry to call so early Collette, I didn't even think about the time difference." Oscar apologizes, even though he has a reason to call her at this time of day.
She recognizes his voice immediately. At a preliminary briefing for an upcoming assignment, his name and interest had been mentioned almost in passing and yet, she got the definite impression that her official mission, babysitting a handful of office wallers was not as important as whatever Oscar wanted. With less anger she said, "'Tha's alright, I was told you'd be callin', just didn't expect it to be the middle of the night."
"I understand that you're on the advance team for a contingent of British government types coming to Fort Apache," he said.
"Team," she laughs, "If they 'din't agree to let me second Mand, it'd only be little ol' me. Don't even know why, I thought it'd be the purview of the squirrels, sixes, not some dumb fuck major."
"Ah well, I might have had something to do with that," he said. She can almost hear his grin over the connection. "But," he added, "I think you are better than just some dumb fuck, major or otherwise. I am pleased they allowed your wife to come with you."
"I reckon you 'ad somethin' to do with that too."
"Maybe, but to be fair, she has the necessary skill set."
"Well ta' for that. Now, what are you after?"
"Information... information on the representatives they are sending over."
"You're 'avin' a laugh. I can't go tellin' some foreign operative, secret info on our blokes, no matter what tossers they are," she said.
Across the Pacific Ocean, Oscar is looking at his watch, "Five... four... three... two... one."
Two brisk raps on her front door sound. "Who the fuck is that!" an expletive not a question, but Oscar answers her as if it was a question. "I think you should answer it. I will call you back in a few minutes."
"Bastard." she says as she pulls on a toweling dressing gown and makes her way to the front door. "Who is it?"
"Major FitzDougal?"
"Yeah," she replied as she opened the door, peering around it. "What the fuck do you want?"
She sees two men, one holding a brown envelope. Again, she asked, "What?"
"Can we see some identification ma'am, preferably your military ID," one of the two men ordered.
"For fucks sake, I'll go get it." She closes the door, wondering who would send a pair of MI5 or 6 squirrels to her gaff in the middle of the night. She collects the card and goes back to the suited men on her doorstep.
One of the men took it from her, and checked the details on a mobile phone. He nodded to the man with the envelope, who proffered it to Collette, saying, "goodnight, Major."
Taking the envelope, she says "Ta," and shut the door. She turned on the light and opened the sealed package. Inside is another envelope, with an official seal and the words, "Most Secret, Burn after reading."
"Fuck me!" she exclaimed as she broke open the seal. Inside are instructions to give Oscar every possible assistance and permission to gather and share any information he requests in regard to his operation. It is signed by the Home Secretary.
She went outside and burned the document, allowing the wind to spread the ashes and whisk them away.
She poured a glass of water and waited for Oscar to call her back. When Cher began singing from her phone, she answered with, "I suppose you think that's funny, so, anything else you want me to do besides spy on my countrymen."
"Not for the moment," Oscar said.
"How soon do you want it?" she asked.
"Yesterday."
"Bleedin' typical... Well unless you've got a time machine you'll 'ave to wait a few days, but to be honest, I doubt I'll be able to find out much more than what you probably already know."
"From what I have read about you, I doubt that, plus I think you will find some doors have been opened for you. And just so you know, we don't have a few days. Oh, before I forget, when you get here my wife wants you both to come to dinner," Oscar said.
"Sounds good. Right, I'll see what I can do for you, but don't get your 'opes up. If I do get something, how do you want it?" she asked.
"I will send you info so you can access our secure email system," he said.
"Right you are."
"Okay Collette, say hello to your wife for me, goodbye for now."
"Yeah, later."
She hung up and said with disdain, "thanks brother-in-law."
Having finished with Collette, he made two more calls.
"Hello," Ron Wiseman said as he answered the phone.
"Ron, Oscar. I need you to get started on something for me ASAP," Oscar said.
"Sure, Oscar, what's up?" Ron asked. Oscar briefed Ron on the bureaucratic visit, telling him as much as he could. Ron listened, taking notes as Oscar spoke.
"So, when do you need all this done?" Ron asked.
"Immediately, if not sooner," Oscar said. "I'll contact Mike Johnson and I want the two of you to work together on this."
"Got it, boss," Ron said.
"I'll send you what Bill gives me in the morning plus what I get from our contact overseas, but you can get started with Pierce and his inner sanctum right away," Oscar said. "For the next two weeks, this is your top priority. And I want regular updates. If you have to bring in others to help, do it."
"Gotcha," Ron said. "I'll get started right now."
"Thanks, Ron," Oscar said. "Talk to you soon." Oscar made a similar call to Mike, then decided to head home to his loving wife and children. As he turned the lights off in his office, he wondered if every day on his new job would be like this. After he got home, though, his wife effectively took his mind off work for a while...
The next morning, he got the lists from Bill and Collette and forwarded them to Mike and Ron. He cc'ed John Roberts, the head of the tech department. Then he headed to the tech center.
"Mornin', boss," John said as Bill walked in. "What brings you to this neck of the woods?"
"We need to talk," Oscar said. "In your office, please."
"What's going on?" John said after the door was closed.
"You saw that list I sent you this morning?" Oscar asked.
"Yes, I did," John said. "So those are the big-wigs who are gonna be crawling up our ass in a few days?"
"Yeah, unfortunately," Oscar said. "I've got our researchers on it now. What I need from you is a virtual briefing the likes of which they can't begin to imagine."
"What, you mean, like CGI and that sort of thing?" John asked.
"Something like that," Oscar said. "I know you still have all the video and DVDs we got from Pat and Mona's files. I'd like you to put together a VR representation of what MMAS' victims went through. I want those government types to experience what they experienced. Think you can do that?" John thought for a moment, then nodded his head.
"I think so," he said. "You say they'll be here in two to maybe three weeks?"
"Or less," Oscar said. "I'm expecting an advance party from Britain here in just under two weeks."
"Okay," John said. "I'll get my best folks on it right away."
"Good," Oscar said. "Keep me in the loop."
"Will do, boss," John said. Oscar went back to his office to find a small crowd waiting for him.
"What's all this?" he asked his secretary?



"The base department heads are all here for their morning briefing," she said. Oscar escorted them to the conference room, shut the door and motioned for them to sit.
"Good morning," he said. "Sorry I wasn't here earlier, I had something to take care of. I know I'm new on the job, so let me be clear. I don't need to know every little detail of what's going on here at the base. That's what you're here for. If you need a screwdriver, a light bulb or a roll of toilet paper, please don't bother asking. You have budgets and you know what you need done, so I expect you'll do it. If you need my assistance, please feel free to ask. Any questions so far?" He looked around the room before continuing.
"We're going to have a gaggle of VIP visitors here in a couple weeks or so," Oscar added. "I'll fill you all in as the time gets closer, but until then, I want to make sure everything on this base is shipshape and in good order. I trust you'll see to that." Everyone nodded their heads.
"Good," Oscar said. "I understand you're all used to holding briefings every morning, is that right?" Again, everyone agreed and nodded their heads. "Personally, I don't see the need for daily briefings unless there's something going on that requires it. For now, we'll scale back to once a week. If I need to speak to you all at once, I'll schedule a meeting. Questions?" Surprised, they looked around at each other and shook their heads.
"Also, since I am new on the job here, I'll be taking some time to visit your departments over the next few days to get a feel for what's happening," he said. "And I'll have some questions of my own for you. I look forward to seeing you out there," he said smiling. He stood up, signaling the end of the meeting. The department heads stood with him, shook his hand and thanked him as they left.
That felt good, Oscar thought to himself as he went back to his office. He made a note to follow through and schedule a visit with each of the departments. Right now, his mind was on the dignitaries who would be examining every aspect of their operation. He understood the need for oversight and welcomed it. But something about the list of names he saw gnawed at him. Hopefully, Mike and Ron would give him some answers.
The next week flew for Oscar. He visited every department under his control and learned the ins and outs of maintenance, traffic security, logistics and supply, water treatment, utility services, network and cable infrastructure -- you name it. He gained a new respect for mayors across the country who dealt with this sort of thing on a regular basis. Most important for him was that the department heads all knew he had their back so long as they did their jobs.
He called a meeting with the head of base security and the Marine battalion commander, and briefed them on the upcoming visit. They promised to formulate a plan and get back to him. Two days later, they did, outlining the steps they felt would provide the best security. Oscar agreed and signed off on the plan.
He conducted Skype meetings with Ron and Mike every day, hoping they had something to share with him that might alleviate his concerns. So far, though, they had found nothing that might raise red flags. They had so far only researched the lower-echelon underlings and were working their way up.
Ron wisely brought in two more researchers to help him and Mike go through everything, arguing that four sets of eyes were better than two. Oscar agreed, considering the timetable. Collette and Amanda would be there in three days or so, and he needed answers -- quickly.
Oscar relayed all this to Bill, who approved of his work so far and shared his concern that something didn't seem quite right.
"Have you looked closely at the new House Speaker?" Bill asked.
"Not yet," Oscar said. "The researchers have been focused on the underlings, but haven't found anything out of the ordinary. They just started looking at the main players."
"I know you hate politics and politicians, but I suggest you have them dig deep into the new House Speaker," Bill said. "I don't want to pass along idle gossip, but there have been rumors around Capitol Hill about her for a while. Also, you may want to take a hard look at the trips Pierce and his wife have made to England. I've heard that she has made several trips there on her own over the last several years."
"Interesting," Oscar said. "I'll pass that along."
"One last suggestion, Oscar," Bill said. "You may want them to dig deep to see what contact anyone on those lists might have had with each other, outside the normal course of business."
"That may be a bit tough with the British folks," Oscar said. "I'll contact Collette and see what she can get us."
"Do that," Bill said. "And remember, time's running out." After they ended the call, Oscar looked at the clock and called Collette. This time, she answered on the first ring.
"Hello, Oscar," she said.
"Hello, Major," Oscar answered. "We got your list and our researchers are going through it, but we need some details, things not readily available to the public. Do you think you can help us out?"
"What kind of details are you looking for?" she asked.
"Basically, everything," Oscar said. "Overnight visits in hotels, contacts with any Americans tied to the government, dinner dates, meetings, phone calls, messages, anything."
"You don't want much, do you?" she asked sarcastically. Oscar laughed.
"Unfortunately, our researchers don't have access to all of your government's data," Oscar said. "We need to fill in a few blanks."
"Anything else?" she asked.
"All the info on Cecelia and her contracts on my life you can get to me. I'm especially interested to know who her contacts in the States were," he said. "And I want to know who provided the million pounds for the hit."
"Alright," she said. "I think I can get you that. Should I email that to you?"
"Yes," Oscar said. "That will work."
"Right. Well, I'd better get to it, then, since you probably needed this yesterday," she said.
"Day before yesterday, actually. By the way, Collette," Oscar added. "How is your brother-in-law and his wife doing these days?" Collette's brother-in-law had suffered horribly at Cecelia's hands before being rescued by her and her group of soldiers.
"He's getting along nicely these days," she said, "but it hasn't been easy for him. Thanks for asking, though."
"You're welcome," Oscar said. "Give him my best."
"I will, Oscar, thank you," she said before ending the call. Oscar contacted Mike and Ron over a secure Skype link and discussed his conversation with Bill and Collette.
"I'm glad you brought this up, Oscar," Mike said. "I ran across something you might find interesting. A member of the British contingent, Ian McWhorter, has worked in their Home Secretary's office for about six years, and he's made several trips to the States, according to immigration records. Now that in and of itself may not be out of the ordinary, but check this out. I got in touch with your Secret Service contact at the White House, who got me five years worth of visitor logs."
"And," Oscar said.
"Guess who he visited every time he came to the States? None other than First Lady Elizabeth Skaggs," Mike said.
"Son of a bitch," Oscar said.
"Oh, there's more," Mike said. "McWhorter spent a great deal of time with Mrs. Pierce while he was here. I have photos of him posing with the then-vice president and his wife, but that's not all. I've learned that McWhorter went to the VP's residence more than once while he was here.
"It gets better," he said. "I decided to use that new facial recognition software the tech guys gave me and accessed all the traffic camera footage I could get my hands on. It's still working, but I did get two photos -- one showed McWhorter going into the Watergate. That's not unusual, since he was a registered guest there. But another photo shows a woman who could very well be the current First Lady entering the hotel about 30 minutes later."
"What, you can't positively identify her?" Oscar asked. Mike put the photo on his shared screen. It showed a well-dressed woman with long blonde hair, sunglasses and a fashionable wide-brimmed hat walking into the hotel.
"That doesn't look like Mrs. Pierce," Oscar said. "She's brunette, not a blonde."
"True," Mike said. "But when I ran the software, it indicated about an 80 percent chance that the woman was her, but with a wig."
"Keep working that angle, Mike," Oscar said. "Good job."
"Oh, I have more, boss," Mike said. "I also learned that McWhorter visited a very prominent member of the House -- Judy Chastain -- more than once."
"You mean the current Speaker of the House?" Oscar asked.
"One and the same," Mike said.
"Damn," Oscar said. "Keep after it, Mike. Good work." Mike nodded his head.
"Thanks, boss," he said.
"What have you found, Ron?" Oscar asked.
"Well," he began, "Most of the lower-echelon types have checked out, but there is one of Chastain's staffers, a Trisha Arnold, who wrote a paper while she was at Berkeley endorsing the concept of female-superiority and went so far as to suggest that misandry -- the hatred and prejudice of men -- be allowed and encouraged by federal law."
"Seriously?" Oscar asked.
"Yes," Ron said. "Let me read a bit from her dissertation: 'Since men are basically good for nothing except fostering violence, hatred, and war, they should be rounded up, caged, and forced to serve their biological superiors -- women, with their sperm collected and redistributed to compatible mistresses who might deign to carry a child to term.'
"There's more: 'Those who, for whatever reason, are found to be too violent to subjugate, should be treated in the same way one might treat a rabid dog, and eliminated from society with prejudice.' There's about 50 pages of this claptrap, but you get the point. She hates men with a passion."
"Holy crap," Oscar said. "And this person works for the Speaker of the House?"
"Yes," Ron said. "In fact, Chastain hired this person right out of Berkeley. Sounds to me like someone who would fit right in with MMAS. She's also pretty active on social media. Here's just a few of her tweets: 'Men suck,' 'All men must die.' And my personal favorite -- just kidding -- 'Kill all men.' That was before Chastain became Speaker. There was a big brouhaha over this and people were demanding Chastain do something."
"Did she?" Oscar asked.
"Yes," Ron said. "She promoted her."
"Crap," Oscar said. "Keep after it, okay?"
"I will, boss," Ron said.
"As soon as I get something from overseas, I'll pass it on to you," Oscar said. "In the meantime, keep up the good work. We'll talk tomorrow." They ended the call and Oscar sat back, thinking about the situation. Was MMAS really gone for good, or did they just grow new heads like some kind of mythical beast?
Oscar had an idea, so he called Kyle Bumstead, the senior Secret Service agent at the White House. He had met Kyle when he was at the White House during the Skaggs incident. Kyle answered on the first ring.
"Bumstead," he said.
"Kyle, Oscar Warren here. How's it hanging?" Oscar asked.
"Damn, you again," Kyle said. "I hear they made you a Special Agent."
"Yeah, they did," Oscar said.
"I guess they'll promote anyone these days," Kyle said. "So, what do you want now? Is this a secure line?"
"Yes, it is. I'd like all the information on President Skaggs' heart attack," Oscar said. "Not the redacted version you gave to the press. And I'd like to know what you can tell me about it." Oscar heard Kyle sighing heavily.
"Be straight with me, Warren," Kyle said. "Do you think President Pierce is in the same kind of danger?"
"Yes, I do," Oscar said.
"Shit," Kyle said. "Okay, I'll get you the full classified report, along with the autopsy. When do you need it?"
"Day before yesterday," Oscar said. "There's something about his heart attack that doesn't add up. When I saw him, he was fit as a fiddle. What happened?"
"Okay, I'll tell you, but this is off the record and you didn't hear it from me," Kyle said.
"Go ahead," Oscar said.
"Lincoln Skaggs' heart attack took place about two hours after he finished, er, meeting a White House aide," Kyle said.
"By 'meeting,' I take it you mean, 'screwing,' right?" Oscar asked. Kyle sighed again.
"Yeah, that's what I mean," Kyle said.
"Who was she?" Oscar asked.
"Her name was Yolanda Carstairs," Kyle said. "And yes, she still works here." Oscar looked over the list of names he got from Bill. There it was, under "C" -- Yolanda Carstairs.
"What does she do now?" Oscar asked.
"She works for OMB, the Office of Management and Budget," Kyle said. "Mostly, she acts as a liaison between the White House and Congress. Works a lot with Speaker Chastain."
"Hmmm," Oscar said. "Interesting. Thanks, Kyle, I appreciate it. Please, get that report to me ASAP. The president and his staff will be here before long. I suggest you reinforce his detail. And while you're at it, monitor Mrs. Pierce's communications."
"I'll do that, Oscar, thanks for the heads-up," Kyle said. "And I'll get that report to you by secure email right away. What about you? Can you offer any protection?"
"I've got a whole battalion of battle-hardened Marines and my own security people at my disposal," Oscar said.
"A whole battalion of Marines, huh?" Kyle asked. "I guess they can keep up with a Secret Service detail," he added, laughing. "Talk to you soon, Oscar. Take care," Kyle said, ending the call.
Oscar sent an email to Ron and Mike, advising them of what he had just learned and instructing them to do a deep dive on one Yolanda Carstairs of the Office of Management and Budget. In minutes, he got a response from Ron: "On it."
Minutes later, he received a secure email from Kyle. He looked over the document, which was filled with undecipherable medical lingo, saved it and forwarded it to the medical experts with instructions to analyze the report and give him detailed results, "by the close of business." In a few minutes, he received a response from the chief medical officer: "Will do, can be in your office anytime."
Not long afterward, he got another secure email, this time from Collette. He knew what this was all about and didn't need anyone to decipher it for him. From what Collette could gather, McWhorter and Mrs. Pierce frequently met at a London hotel when she was in town by herself, and the two would spend the night together. It didn't take a rocket scientist to figure out what they were doing.
He also learned that McWhorter and Cecelia would meet at the manor where Collette's brother-in-law had been held. He didn't want to know how Collette got the information, but he began to see a pattern, and it bothered him a great deal. He forwarded a copy of the report to Mike and Ron, with instructions to "dig even deeper."
He wrote a short note to the chief medical officer: "My office, one hour." Then he sent a secure email to Bill: "My office, ASAP. New details. Can't discuss."
In less than a minute, he got an acknowledgment from the doctor and a response from Bill: "On my way, be there in one hour."
...
Barbara Pierce took in her new surroundings at the White House and was giddy at the prospect of seeing her long-time lover when he arrived to participate in her husband's fact-finding mission to someplace called "Fort Apache." She picked up her cell phone, which had international coverage, and hit the speed dial. After a couple rings, her lover answered.
"Good morning, sweetie," Ian said. Barbara loved hearing the sound of his voice and swooned at the sound of his refined British accent. Compared to Ian, she thought, her husband was nothing more to her than a poor dirt farmer from some piece of crap town in Idaho, even though he was the most powerful man on Earth.
"Oh God, Ian, I can't wait to see you again," she said. "When will you be here? I'm so wet for you."
"Soon, love," he said. "Very soon. Has your husband said anything about the trip?"
"No, Ian, he won't say anything," she said. "Said it's all hush-hush boring national security stuff. He's dropping me off to visit a school and a day care while he has his super-secret meetings."
"Has your husband been behaving himself?" Ian asked.
"So far," she said. "He avoids me as much as possible. He knows how important my daddy's support will be if he wants to run for re-election after this term. I think we pretty much put the fear of God into him. He hasn't mentioned divorce once since, well, you know."
"Yes, I do," Ian said. "Too bad Mona and Liz aren't around anymore to carry through on their little threat. I would rather enjoy seeing your husband squirm just a bit with a baseball bat up his arse." Barbara laughed.
"That's okay," she said. "I know a few others around here who would love to fill in."
"I'll just bet you do," he said. "Don't worry about a thing. After this trip, we may see yet more changes and your husband won't have to worry about getting anyone's support."
"You're not going to hurt him, are you?" she asked.
"No more than what's already been planned," he said. "Unless, of course, your cowboys decide to play hero."
"Just be careful, Ian," she said. "I don't want to see you get hurt." He chuckled.
"Not a problem," he said. "Besides, I'll have one of our best officers with me."
"Okay, Ian," she said. "I love you and can't wait to see you again. I've bought some new lingerie just for you."
"Sounds like fun," he said. "I can't wait to rip it off your body." She giggled like a schoolgirl.
"Neither can I," she said. "See you soon. Bye." She ended the call and fell back on her bed, her eyes closed, fantasizing about having sex with her British lover. Before either one had put their phones away, however, Kyle's monitoring system had recorded the entire conversation and automatically sent audio and a full transcript to Oscar by secure email.
...
Oscar was listening to the audio he had just received while reading the transcript, all the while making notes. He inserted it on the whiteboard he had prepared for Bill's perusal. As soon as the audio was finished, there was a knock at his door. He turned off the recording and set the screensaver on his monitor.
"Enter," he commanded. The door opened and Oscar saw both Bill and Dr. Greene, the base chief medical officer. He motioned for both of them to enter his office and shook their hands, inviting them to sit down. He turned to Dr. Greene first.
"What have you found?" he asked. Dr. Greene consulted his notes.
"The autopsy report indicates that President Skaggs did, indeed, die from a massive heart attack," the doctor said. "However, the toxicology report found a substance the medical examiner said could cause a heart attack. They didn't have access to all of our information, unfortunately, but from what they found, it looks a lot like what your wife used on you," the doctor said, looking at Oscar. "They also found what looks like a puncture wound on the president's neck. At first they dismissed it as a mosquito bite, but closer examination indicates it's something else, like an injection site."
"So, it appears that something was injected into the president's neck, perhaps at the height of his sexual arousal, causing him to have a heart attack two hours later, is that what you're telling me?" Oscar asked.
"Based on everything I see here, yes," Dr. Greene said. Oscar nodded his head.
"Thank you, doctor, that will be all," Oscar said. "Please, leave the report here." Dr. Greene handed Oscar the report and excused himself. Oscar looked at Bill.
"Something doesn't add up," Oscar said. "Surely, investigators at the White House could've found this and made some arrests. It wouldn't have taken much for them to come to the same conclusions we have."



"I agree. Either the White House is filled with Keystone Cops or else they chose to bury it the same way they buried the First Lady's suicide," Bill said.
"Ready for more good news?" Oscar asked.
"Lay it on me," Bill said. Oscar briefed Bill on everything he had learned so far, starting with the conversation between Barbara Pierce and Ian McWhorter.
"McWhorter, by the way, works for the British Home Secretary's office," Oscar said. "He's also made trips to visit Speaker Chastain's office and visited with former First Lady Liz Skaggs before her untimely death. In addition, according to the info I got from my overseas contact, he was in contact with Cecelia Greene, who happens to be Mona and Liz's older sister."
"You'd better get me a program so I can keep up with all this," Bill said. Oscar referred to the whiteboard with names and arrows.
"Chastain, by the way, has a staffer in her office who once advocated misandry and even went so far as to call for the deaths of all men on social media," Oscar said. "And, Yolanda Carstairs, the woman who had sex with President Skaggs shortly before his heart attack, works for the OMB and will be part of the White House contingent coming here. She also is known to work with Chastain." Bill thought for a moment before speaking.
"What do you think is their plan?" he asked.
"I see two possibilities, based on everything, including McWhorter's conversation with Mrs. Pierce," Oscar said. "One. They plan to compromise Pierce while getting intel on our operation here, perhaps even attack him. You know MMAS has wanted to attack Fort Apache more than once."
"Yes, but that was before we instituted our current security measures," Bill said. "Surely, they wouldn't be stupid enough to go against a reinforced Marine battalion?"
"Perhaps not," Oscar said. "Which brings me to the second possibility. McWhorter talked about having one of their best officers with him, no doubt meaning Collette, er, Major FitzDougal. He's right on that score. She is one of, if not the, best they have. I've seen her in action myself and her record speaks for itself. Even as good as she is, I doubt she could single-handedly take out a Marine battalion reinforced with tanks and artillery.
"I think it may be possible that they're planning to instigate an international incident that would not only hurt the task force's image, but irreparably damage President Pierce and our relationship with Great Britain." Bill looked at him before speaking.
"Are you thinking what I think you're thinking?" Bill asked.
"What I'm thinking is this, Bill," Oscar said. "Suppose, just for the sake of argument, that something were to happen that ended up in the deaths of one or even two female British soldiers -- soldiers who are highly decorated and well-thought of. Suppose those British soldiers were killed by U.S. Marines or Secret Service. On U.S. soil, during a diplomatic visit with the President of the United States at a secure installation. I don't need to tell you what damage that could do, not only to Pierce, but to the entire Anglo-American relationship."
"Pierce would probably have to resign over something like that," Bill said. "Assuming he's still alive. Which would make Chastain the new president. And since the incident happened here, the task force would be shut down and quite likely disbanded. You and or I could both end up in prison, or worse."
"And MMAS would win," Oscar said. "There would be nothing to stop them. Don't you find it interesting that all of the main players in this little game just happen to be part of the team coming here with the president?"
"My God," Bill said.
"We're also looking at something else," Oscar said.
"What's that?" Bill asked.
"You know there have been several contracts put out on me from Britain," Oscar said. "We know that Cecelia was behind that, but we've been looking at where she got the money. We're not talking about chump change -- she put up a million pounds. That's over 1.2 million dollars. I doubt she put all of that up herself."
"You think some of that came from the States?" Bill asked. Oscar nodded.
"To be more precise, I think it came from the taxpayers," he said. "We haven't dotted all the i's or crossed all the t's yet, but we're working on it." Bill looked at the whiteboard, his mind working a mile a minute.
"McWhorter," he said. "He'd have the perfect alibi, plus he'd have diplomatic immunity. He could easily liaise between co-conspirators in the States and the UK, and could even act as a mule, carrying money back and forth. But something confuses me, though."
"What's that?" Oscar said.
"I'm no expert on the subject, but from what I know of the UK, the Home Secretary's office handles mostly internal issues. Why would they even need someone to act as an overseas liaison?" he asked.
"I don't know," Oscar said. "I'll reach out to Collette and see what she has to say." Bill nodded his head.
"Do that," he said, standing up. "And keep me up on the latest. I want updates on a daily basis."
"Will do, boss," Oscar said as Bill headed for the door. Oscar checked the time and made a call. Collette answered on the first ring.
"Yeah, Oscar," she said. "What's up, mate?"
"Just a basic civics question for you," he said. "Why would the Home Secretary's office need an overseas liaison?"
"Beats the 'ell out of me," she said. "I know, you want me to find out and get back to ya, right?"
"You got it," Oscar said. "And Collette," he added.
"Yes," she prompted.
"Watch your back. And Amanda's," he said.
"I always do," she said. "What, are you worried about something?"
"I can't say over this connection," Oscar said. "I'll explain when you get here."
"Right," she said. "See ya in a couple days."
After they ended the call, Oscar closed up the office and headed home to his lovely wife, who did her best to take his mind off business after stuffing him with ravioli. God, I'm such a lucky man, Oscar thought to himself as Rita rode him to orgasm, cowgirl-style.
The next two days were a blur for Oscar. He met with the security chiefs and went over all the details to make sure nothing was left out. Oscar emphasized the importance of the meeting and the need for all security personnel to be extra diligent.
He met with the department heads and emphasized the need to give Collette whatever assistance they could, within reason. The last thing he wanted was a complaint that someone's toilet had backed up.
Ron and Mike gave him daily briefs on their progress, and an even clearer pattern was emerging for Oscar. It seemed that all the players were coming to Fort Apache for some kind of showdown. He laughed at himself over the reference to the old western movies he used to enjoy as a kid. For a moment, he imagined himself as the sheriff facing the bad guy in a dusty street at high noon. Except Matt Dillon didn't have a reinforced Marine battalion backing him up.
All laughing aside, Oscar knew that something big was on the horizon. And it could have international repercussions if it all went south.
Speaking of said battalion, Oscar also spoke to the Marines about the upcoming visit, one company at a time. He wanted to give the men the opportunity to personally ask him questions if necessary, but they took his briefing like Marines, absorbing everything he said like a sponge.
He reminded them of the need for "op-sec" and extra diligence. He also informed them of the two British soldiers who would be on base in the next few days, and reminded them to show the utmost military courtesy. These were all professional Marines who really didn't need to be reminded, but he felt obligated to make the point.
Bill temporarily moved his office to Fort Apache so he could prepare for the upcoming meeting. Like Oscar, he was keenly aware of what was at stake. He agreed with Oscar's assessment of what they had uncovered so far. There were still a few loose ends, but Ron, Mike and the other researchers were on it.
Oscar also stopped by the tech center to preview the VR briefing. He watched a few minutes of what they had prepared, and couldn't help but be reminded of his own experience with Pat. The preview he watched left him shaken, but, he hoped, it would leave the new president's team just as shaken and determined to face the threat.
Finally, the day came for Collette and Amanda's arrival. Oscar and Bill met the Lear jet at the base's airport and carried their luggage to the limo. They got in the vehicle and sped to the married officer quarters where they would be staying.
Once they had escorted the two to their quarters and dropped off their luggage, they went back to the building where Oscar's office was located. As they approached the front entrance, a company of Marines running PT passed them by.
"C-130 boppin' down the strip," a sergeant sang out. The Marines repeated the line.
"Marine Corps, daddy, gonna take a little trip," the sergeant sang out, with the Marines repeating the line. "Stand up, buckle up, shuffle to the door... Step right out and shout MARINE CORPS!" The Marines repeated the lines back in time with their run.
"If that chute don't open wide," the sergeant sang. "I got another one by my side." Again, the Marines repeated the line.
"If that chute don't blossom round, I'll be the first one on the ground," the sergeant sang, with Marines repeating.
"Singin' lef' right (clap), right, yo' lef' right left," the sergeant sang. The Marines followed suit, repeating the line. By then, the company had passed them and turned a corner. Collette and Amanda smiled.
"I see your Marines are about as nutty as ours," Collette said. "Tell me, Oscar, can they fight as well as they sing?" Oscar smiled.
"Absolutely," he said.
"I hope so," she said. As they came to the front door of the building, two Marine Lance Corporals in dress blue trousers snapped to attention and gave the sharpest salute Oscar had ever seen.
"Good morning, ma'am," they said as Collette walked by. Somewhat surprised, Collette returned the salute. They held their salute until Collette dropped hers.
"Good morning, men," she said as they opened the doors for them. Oscar stopped to address one of the Marines.
"I see you made Lance Corporal, Hastings," he said, shaking the man's hand. "Congratulations."
"Thank you, sir," the Marine said.
"Do you always personally congratulate every Marine who gets promoted?" Collette asked when Oscar caught up with her.
"I try," he said. "They are part of this command, after all."
"Those two don't look to be much more than 18," she said.
"Don't let that fool you," Oscar said. "Everyone in the battalion is an expert marksman with both rifle and pistol and highly qualified in hand-to-hand combat. The vast majority are also combat veterans."
"Hmm," Collette said. "So, you trust them?"
"Absolutely," Oscar said. "Or they wouldn't be here."
"I see," she said. They finally reached Oscar's office and took their seats after he closed the door. Bill took the lead.
"I want to thank you both for your assistance," he said. Collette chuckled.
"Well, to be honest, we weren't really given much of a choice, Mr. Jackson," she said. "Oscar saw to that." Bill nodded his head.
"I understand, Major," he said. "Unfortunately, you haven't been given the full birds-eye view of the situation. I hope to remedy that here today."
"What do you mean?" she asked. Bill looked at Oscar before continuing.
"We have reason to believe that President Pierce and possibly your Prime Minister are in imminent danger," he said. "From what we've been able to piece together -- thanks in large part to you -- it appears that an international conspiracy to undermine the Anglo-American relationship and our own government is under way." Collette's eyes grew wide.
"To what end?" she asked.
"Ultimately, to bring about MMAS' goal of a global femdom society," he said. "I know it sounds outlandish, but I think you'll agree after you see what we've discovered." He looked at Oscar and motioned for him to explain. Oscar pulled out his whiteboard and explained what they knew so far.
"So you think they intend to create an international incident in the next couple weeks?" she asked.
"I think it's highly possible," Oscar said. "What do you think would happen if two highly-regarded female British soldiers were either killed or wounded during a diplomatic mission on a well-armed secret American base?"
"You can't be serious," Collette said. Oscar nodded his head.
"That's a worse-case scenario, to be sure," Oscar said. "But yes, I'm serious. The hardliners on Downing Street wouldn't sit still for it. No doubt, there'd be some calling for war. President Pierce would probably end up pressured out of office, which means the Speaker of the House would become president. The current Speaker, by the way, is quite radical in her views and even has a staffer who supports misandry. We also believe that she may have even funneled taxpayer money to Cecelia using McWhorter as a mule. Add to that evidence suggesting President Skaggs may have been assassinated by someone who will be part of the president's team coming here."
"Assassinated?" Collette said. Oscar nodded his head.
"Yes," he said. Collette exhaled loudly, taking in all that Oscar and Bill said.
"I take it you have a plan to deal with all this?" she asked.
"Yes, we do," Oscar said. "Security has been beefed up, and fortunately, we have the element of surprise on our side. Now that you know the lay of the land, you can keep an eye on McWhorter." She nodded her head.
"I see," she said. "Is there anything else?" Oscar looked at Bill, who gave a slight nod of his head.
"Yes," he said. "We have a special asset on this case as a backup. You understand I can't give specific details."
"I understand," she said.
"Perhaps you might like to contact your folks at MI5 or MI6 and confer with them," Bill said. "We've already been in touch with them so they know the situation from our perspective." Collette nodded her head.
"I think that would be a good idea, given what's at stake," she said. Oscar stood, signaling the end of the meeting. Bill, Collette and Amanda stood as well.
"Good," Oscar said. "You can use the office next to mine while you're here if you wish, and yes, it is equipped with a secure line. I've spoken with all of our department heads and they're committed to working with you. If there's anything you need, please don't hesitate to call."
"Thank you, Oscar," Collette said.
"My pleasure," Oscar said. He pressed a button on his intercom and spoke to his receptionist. "Send in Cpl. Jenkins, please." The door opened, and a very large armed Marine corporal in dress blue trousers entered the room. Oscar spoke to Collette and Amanda.
"Your driver, Cpl. Jenkins will be at your disposal while you're here," he said. Collette nodded her head.
"Thank you again, Oscar," she said.
"Oh, and Rita and I look forward to seeing you tonight at 6:30 pm," Oscar said. "Cpl. Jenkins knows the way."
"6:30 it is," she said. "Are you ready, corporal?" she asked Jenkins, who snapped to attention.
"Yes, ma'am," he said. Collette and Amanda said their goodbyes and left the office. A couple minutes later, the intercom buzzed. Oscar punched a button.
"Yes?" he asked.
"There's a Ralph Wilcox here to see you, Special Agent Warren," the receptionist said.
"Great," he said. "Send him in."
...
Trisha Arnold flipped her hair back from her face and adjusted her clothing before entering her boss' office. House Speaker Judy Chastain was a stickler for details and she demanded a high level of professionalism from her staffers. Trisha entered her boss' inner sanctum to find the thin gray-haired matron fussing with a cup of tea. She looked up as Trisha entered.
"Please, come in, Trisha," she said. "Have a seat." Trisha sat in the chair in front of her boss' large wooden desk, cluttered with files and books. After sipping her tea, Judy looked at Trisha over her glasses.
"Are you ready for our trip next week?" Judy asked. Trisha nodded her head.
"Yes ma'am, I am," she said. Judy smiled.
"Good," she said. "Did you get what I asked for?"
"Yes, I did," Trisha said. "But it wasn't easy and it was more expensive than we originally thought." Judy waved her hand.
"No problem," Judy said. "We'll just bury it in the next round of appropriations. No one ever reads those things anyway." Trisha smiled. She enjoyed her boss' sense of humor. "Have you given any thought to what we discussed earlier?"
"I have," Trisha said.
"And?" Judy prompted.
"I'd be honored to serve in your administration," Trisha said with a smile. Judy's face broke into an evil grin.
"Just think of the changes we could make," Judy said. "Everything we've discussed, everything you've called for could become a reality."
"Seriously?" Trisha asked.
"It would take a lot of hard work and sacrifice on everyone's part, but yes," Judy said.
"But what about the opposition party?" Trisha asked. "They won't just sit back and do nothing."
"You forget, dear, who owns the media," Judy said, smiling. "It'll be so easy to manipulate the public. By the time the opposition manages to unravel all the accusations of sexism and misogyny, it'll be too late. Oh, sure, there'll be some bloggers out there raising a fuss, but we can get them shut down so fast they won't know what hit them."
"What about the current administration and Pierce's supporters?" Trisha asked. Judy scoffed.
"By the time our little visit is over, the Pierce administration will be all but dead. That includes the president himself," Judy said. "Don't worry about his supporters. They'll all be too busy defending themselves against so many accusations they won't have time to respond or rally to his cause. Trust me. By this time next month, we'll be safely in the White House and there won't be anyone to stop us." Trisha smiled at the thought.
"What about our friend in the British government?" Trisha asked. Judy shrugged her shoulders.
"I expect he won't last too long," Judy said. "We have enough to get him charged by the British authorities for a whole bunch of crimes once he's served our purposes. That should help restore relations with the UK. If he's not in prison, he'll be buried so deep in their bureaucracy no one will ever find him, or his lover." Trisha nodded her head.
"I do feel sorry for Barbara Pierce, though," Judy said. "Her lover's downfall along with George's fall from grace will no doubt hit her hard. Oh well. Remember, dear, you can't make an omelet without breaking a few eggs." Trisha laughed.
"Now, you run along and make sure you have everything you need for our little jaunt to the Midwest, okay?" Judy said. Trisha got up from her chair and pulled out her phone. Tapping on the screen, she handed it to Judy.
"Which of those would you like me to get?" she asked her boss. Judy looked over the screen and scrolled up and down for a few seconds.
"Hmm," she said. "How about this one?" she asked, showing Trisha a picture of a locking male chastity device with a remote that controlled electric shocks. "I like the electric shock part of it, and it even comes with an electric cock ring. That would be perfect. Poor George won't know what hit him," she said with an evil laugh. Trisha smiled wide as she took her phone back.
"I'll order it right away," she said. "What about a matching butt-plug?"
"I like the way you think," Judy said. "By all means, get it." She laughed. "I can see the headlines already: 'Female British soldiers killed on secure American base as president has wild kinky sex.' That'll go a long way to silencing the opposition, especially since Pierce is such a fucking boy scout."
"I love it!" Trisha exclaimed. "But who can we get to put this stuff on him?"



"That'll be easy," Judy said. "There's only one or two people who can even get close enough to Pierce to do it. I'll take care of that right away. Don't worry, dear. We're as good as in the White House. And our first order will be to shut down that damn task force and put everyone there behind bars."
Elated, Trisha left the office and ordered the devices on her phone, using her government-issued credit card, unaware that all her online activity was being monitored and recorded.
...
Barbara Pierce put her phone away and walked into the Oval Office where her husband, the current President of the United States, was engrossed in a report. She looked at the man she married so many years ago and for a moment, felt a measure of pity.
George Pierce had worked hard all his life, first on his father's farm in Idaho, then in the state legislature in Boise. He was elected to Congress from the state's First Congressional District and from there to the U.S. Senate. Having a reputation as a church-going no-nonsense man who valued family and country, he was seen as a good balance for Lincoln Skaggs, a proficient legislator who was also known as a serial womanizer.
He loved his wife as much as he loved anything in life, and he loved their two children, now attending college at the University of Idaho. He first learned of her adulterous affair with Ian while serving in the Senate and considered divorcing her over it. Infidelity was a non-starter in his book and she knew it when they first married. But something kept him from filing papers -- something so horrifying to him that he refused to talk about it.
He heard the snickers behind his back, the cruel jokes, the nicknames -- like "first cuck" -- whispered by some staffers. It hurt like hell, but he put his pride aside and continued with his job. He remained loyal to his wife, but avoided her as much as he could and rarely spoke more than a few words to her.
But things changed after Skagg's death. He had been briefed on the mysterious death of Liz Skaggs, but knew that he wasn't told the entire story. And he had read a few reports that made it to his desk, which is why he decided to meet Bill Jackson and Oscar Warren at Fort Apache.
He heard his door open and looked up to see his wife enter the office. She looked good, as always, but he wondered why she was here. He looked at her, his face devoid of emotion.
"George," Barbara said.
"Yes, what do you want?" he asked in response. She sat down in front of his desk.
"I just wanted to say I'm sorry," she said.
"Okay, you're sorry," he said in a deadpan voice.
"George, please, I'd like to try to fix things between us if it's possible," she said.
"'If' is a mighty big word, Barbara," he said.
"I'm surprised you haven't filed for a divorce yet," she said.
"You know damn good and well the reason I haven't filed," he said, anger in his eyes. She looked down.
"You hardly speak to me anymore," she said. "You never smile at me like you used to. Hell, you're friendlier with the Chinese president than you are with me."
"That's because the Chinese president hasn't fucked me over, or threatened to fuck me in the ass with an electric cattle prod," he said. "At least not yet." He leaned forward.
"Have I ever once put you down in public? No," he said. "Have I ever once chided you or been rude to you in public? No. Have I been anything but courteous and polite to you in public? Again, no. You, on the other hand, have disrespected me, disrespected this office, disrespected our family, disrespected yourself and made a laughing stock of this administration. You think I don't hear the snickers and cruel jokes behind my back or see the sympathetic looks everywhere I go? Do you know what the kids are going through at school because of your actions? Do you even care?"
"Yes, I do. You know, I still love you," she said.
"Yeah, you love me so much you spread your legs for that Ian asshole every chance you get," he said. "I'd hate to see what you'd do if you didn't love me." She looked around the office.
"You don't even have a picture of me in here," she said. He opened a drawer and pulled out a picture of the two of them smiling.
"Not true, Barbara," he said. "I keep this in here just in case we have a camera crew come in." A tear came down her cheek as he tossed the picture back in the drawer.
"George, do you think we could start sleeping in the same quarters again? Maybe in the same bed?" she asked.
"I don't know, Barbara," he said. "I'll have my social secretary contact yours and maybe we can schedule something. You'd better get yourself checked out by the White House doctor first, though. There's no telling what you might've gotten from Ian." She gasped in shock.
"Tell you what," he said. "We're going to the Midwest to visit a government facility for a briefing soon. I'm told we share quarters there. Maybe if you can keep from fucking Ian in front of the CNN cameras and you can show me a clean bill of health we can spend some time together. Your lover's going to be there, you know."
"Okay, George," she said, standing up. "I'll get your clean bill of health. How much longer is this going to go on?"
"That depends," he said. "How much longer are you going to fuck Ian? I may decide to retire back to Idaho after this term is up. Maybe I'll file for divorce then, when it's safe for me to do so. It's all up to you." She nodded her head and turned away, tears running down her cheeks.
Walking to the doors, she turned back and saw her husband engrossed in his report again as though she didn't even exist. She knew it wasn't going to be as easy to get physically close to him as Judy had suggested. Maybe she could manage it when they go to that Fort Apache place, she thought. But she had another concern. How would he react if she did what Judy said? Would he get violent with her? Would his Secret Service detail kill her? She would have to get back to Judy...
...
That evening, Collette and Amanda arrived at Oscar's penthouse apartment. He opened the door, dressed in a polo shirt and khakis, to see the two women standing there in civilian attire. He invited them inside and introduced them to his family.
"This is my oldest son, John," he said, "and my daughter Christine. And this," he added, "is the newest member of the Warren clan, William." The older children shook hands with Collette and Amanda before running back to the table. "And this is my lovely wife, Rita," he said as she came out of the kitchen. "Please come in. I think Rita has everything set for us."
They walked into the dining area where Rita had placed a pot roast on the table along with vegetables and a nice red wine. The children each had a glass of milk.
"This smells so good, Mrs. Warren," Collette said.
"Thank you," Rita said. "And please call me Rita."
They sat at the table and Oscar served up the meat, carving the roast like a pro.
"Rita's pot roast is the stuff of legend," he said. They talked for a while as they ate, avoiding any mention of the current mission. From time to time, John and Christine giggled when Collette or Amanda said something they had never heard before. Oscar looked at them.
"And what's so funny?" he asked. John's face turned red.
"I like the way they talk," he said shyly, causing everyone to laugh.
At one point, Oscar heard his phone ring. He pulled it out and excused himself from the table.
"I'm sorry, I have to take this," he said, getting up from the table.
"Oscar, sorry for interrupting your dinner," Ron said. "As you know, we've been monitoring all online activity from Chastain's office and something strange just showed up."
"What's that?" Oscar asked.
"Well, it looks like Trisha Arnold has purchased some rather interesting sex gear from an online shop," he said.
"Oh? Like what?" Oscar asked.
"A male chastity device, a cock ring and a butt plug. All of them are designed to give electric shocks," he said.
"Ouch," Oscar said. He hadn't seen this type of gear used since the heyday of MMAS' punishments.
"Better yet," Ron said, "Arnold used a government credit card." Stupid, Oscar thought.
"Thanks," Oscar said. "Send the details to my email."
"Will do, boss," Ron said. He ended the call, and saw he had an email from the secure system. Opening it, he noticed that it was a transcript and audio from a call between Chastain's office and Barbara Pierce. He skimmed the transcript before going back to the dining room.
"Everything okay, hon?" Rita asked.
"Yeah," Oscar said. He looked at Amanda and Collette. "We need to meet first thing tomorrow morning. Things are getting interesting."
After dinner, Rita brought out dessert -- homemade pecan pie and ice cream. They each had a slice of pie and a small bowl of ice cream before retiring to the living room.
"I'm absolutely stuffed," Collette said. "That was delicious, Rita, thank you so much."
"You're welcome," Rita said.
After Rita and Oscar cleared the table, they settled down in the front room for an after-dinner drink. John ran up to Oscar, excited.
"Dad, can I show Ms. Collette my new ship?" he asked.
"Well, if she wants to go back and look at it, sure," Oscar said. John ran to Collette, smiling.
"Would you like to see my new ship?" he asked. Collette nodded her head.
"Sure," she said. "What kind of a ship is it? Is it a spaceship?"
"No," he said. "It's the H.M.S. Victory. Dad bought it when he was in England and helped me with some of the rigging. It was really hard."
"H.M.S. Victory, huh?" she asked. "Sure, I'd love to see it." John grabbed her hand and led her to his room where he had the large model on his dresser. Collette looked it over carefully as though conducting an inspection.
"Well, I'm not in the Navy, but if I were, I'd say it looks ship-shape and Bristol-fashion," she said.
"Huh?" John asked.
"That means it looks good and everything is right where it should be," she said. "You did a very good job on this." John beamed with pride. Christine, meanwhile, had cornered Amanda into inspecting her doll collection. Oscar looked at his watch after the kids visited with Collette and Amanda for a while and realized it was their bed time.
"Okay guys, time to get ready for bed," he said. "Say goodnight to our guests." The children hugged Collette and Amanda and got ready for bed. Oscar tucked them in, kissing them goodnight.
"You have a beautiful family," Collette told Oscar and Rita. "Thank you for having us over. It was good to get out of the shop for a while."
"You two are always welcome here," Oscar said. "And thank you for coming by. I'll see you at my office at 6:00 am if that works for you."
"We'll be there," Collette said.
The next morning, Collette and Amanda arrived at Oscar's office right at 6:00 am to find Oscar listening to something on a set of headphones. He stopped what he was doing and motioned them to enter. Bill showed up a few seconds later.
"What's up, Oscar?" Collette asked. Oscar unplugged his headphones from the computer.
"I thought you might find this interesting," Oscar said. "It seems that Speaker Chastain, or rather, one of her trusted staffers, has purchased some rather interesting gear online using a government credit card, and Chastain discussed it with the First Lady last night. Listen to this." He clicked the play button on his computer.
"Judy, hi, what can I do for you," Barbara Pierce asked when she answered the call.
"Hello, Barbara," Judy said. "I just wanted to let you know we have ordered the, um, equipment you and I discussed earlier. It should be here in a day or so."
"Oh good," Barbara said.
"Now, are you sure you're going to be able to do this?" Judy asked.
"Yes," Barbara said. "I've been working on George and I hope that he'll let me at least occupy his bed during the trip out. He kicked me out of the marital bed when he learned of Ian, but I'm sure I can wear him down."
"Let me know if you can't," Judy said. "If he doesn't relent, we'll have to use our fallback, which could get a bit messy."
"You mean," Barbara began. Judy cut her off.
"Your British lover and those two female soldiers will have to do the dirty deed," Judy said. "And you know what could happen if they get caught by the Secret Service."
"Okay," Barbara said, weakly. "I'll manage it somehow."
"Make sure that you do, Barbara," Judy said. "A lot is riding on this."
"What happens to me, you know, afterward?" Barbara asked.
"Well, if everything works out like it should, you and Ian can ride off together in the sunset," Judy said. "Once I'm sworn in, I'll pardon you for your role in all this. Of course, if it doesn't work out, or you have a change of heart, you'll end up in prison, charged with treason. Or worse. So you need to pull up your big-girl panties and do what needs to be done."
"Don't worry," Barbara said, gulping at the idea that she could be charged as a traitor to her country. "I'll do my part."
"Good girl," Judy said. "We'll see you there and Trisha will give you the, uh, devices." The audio of the call ended and Oscar brought up the details of what Trisha had ordered on his computer.
"Bloody 'ell," Collette said.
"That's one way of putting it," Oscar said. "I'm still not sure how Chastain thinks they can get away with this, what with all the Secret Service protection around the president. It's remotely possible they've got a mole or two on his detail, but I've been assured the whole team was thoroughly vetted after the Skaggs incident."
"So they plan to use us to cover for their activities," Collette said. "And that would be their excuse for taking us out." Oscar nodded.
"It seems that way," he said. "At best, Ian would be expelled from the US and probably reassigned. The president would be so disgraced he would have to resign and Judy Chastain would become president. Barbara would be pardoned and run off to the UK to be with Ian. And MMAS would have someone in the White House, just as Mona and Liz had originally planned." Until now, Bill had remained silent.
"I can't begin to emphasize just how important it is that we nip this thing in the bud," Bill said.
"I understand completely," Collette said. "Now, if you gentlemen will excuse us, we've got things to do." Bill remained behind as Collette and Amanda left.
"How much do you trust those two?" Bill asked after the door had closed.
"I trust them as much as I trust you," Oscar said. "Why? Is there a problem?" Bill shook his head.
"No, nothing that I can pin down," he said. "I've just never known you to be so trusting with anyone before."
"I've seen them in action," Oscar said. "Besides, the kids really took to them last night. Which reminds me, Rita said she'd be very upset if you didn't come by to spend some time with the kids. John and Christine said they miss their 'Grandpa Bill,' you know." Bill smiled.
"I've been meaning to, Oscar, sorry," he said. "I just have a lot on my mind. But I promise to come by. So, let's see what Mike and Ron have come up with, shall we?" Oscar nodded his head as he brought up the secure Skype connection and reached out to Mike and Ron.
"Good morning, boss," Mike said. Ron repeated the greeting.
"What have you got for us this morning?" Oscar asked.
"Well, it took a bit of doing, but we think we've found something to tie Chastain to the hit against you," Mike said.
"Turns out that Chastain allocated about $650,000 for something called the 'TransAtlantic Justice Fund,'" Ron said.
"What the hell is that?" Oscar asked.
"It's a cover we believe Chastain set up to funnel taxpayer money to her co-conspirators in the UK," Ron said.
"Guess who the administrator of the so-called 'fund' was, boss?" Mike asked.
"Cecelia Greene," Oscar said.
"Bingo," Mike said. "From what we could find, Chastain gave the money in cash to McWhorter, who carried it by diplomatic pouch back to the UK. Of course, she did it in small enough increments that it wouldn't raise any eyebrows."
"How did she cover the transaction?" Bill asked.
"That part was easy," Ron said. "She simply included it in a foreign aid appropriation bill. Hell, no one really looks very closely at those things, so it went virtually unnoticed."
"And what about this so-called 'Transatlantic Justice Fund?' Does anyone know what the hell that is?" Bill asked.
"That's just it," Mike added. "No one on either side of the pond has ever heard of it. At least no one in official circles. And there's no registration anywhere for anything by that name."
"So, the Speaker of the House funneled taxpayer money to a foreign agent for the purpose of funding an assassination attempt on a federal agent, is that what you're saying?" Oscar asked.
"Sure looks like it to me," Mike said.
"Thanks, guys," Bill said. "Keep up the good work. Send what you have to us by secure email."
"Will do, boss," Ron said. Oscar looked at Bill.
"So, do we take them all into custody as soon as they land?" Oscar asked. Bill shook his head.
"No," Bill said. "Let's give them a little more rope to hang themselves. When the time is right, we'll take them all down at once."
A few days later, a large plane landed at Fort Apache's airport. It was easily recognizable from its blue and white paint and the words, "United States of America," on the side. It taxied to the point where the two delegations would disembark and stopped. A portable set of stairs was wheeled to the plane and the doors were opened.
The Marine honor guard snapped to attention as President George Pierce, the First Lady and the other members of the visiting team came by. Once they passed through the rows of Marines at attention, they approached Bill and Oscar, who stood waiting for them. Bill shook the president's hand and welcomed the team to Fort Apache.
"Thank you," George said. He briefly introduced his wife to them. Oscar noticed that he never looked at her as he did so, nor did he smile or give any other indication that they were married. It was almost as if she was simply another staffer along for the ride. Interesting, Oscar thought to himself.
The president also introduced the Speaker of the House and her staffer, along with Yolanda Carstairs, who represented the Office of Management and Budget. He introduced a few staffers, including the White House Press Secretary and the two cabinet members who came along for the ride.
Two US Senators were also part of the team, and they took turns shaking hands. They all took their positions behind Bill and Oscar as the British delegation, led by Prime Minister Tim Brown, disembarked the plane and walked between the rows of Marines at attention.
The Prime Minister stopped and introduced himself to Bill and Oscar.
"Welcome to the United States of America, Prime Minister," Bill said. "And welcome to Fort Apache."
"Thank you, Mr. Jackson," the prime minister said. "I've heard so much about you and your team here." He shook Oscar's hand. "And I've heard a great deal about you from Maj. FitzDougal."
"All good, I hope," Oscar said. The prime minister smiled, then introduced the rest of his delegation, which included Ian. Oscar noticed the quick glances between Ian and Barbara.
The introductions complete, everyone got into their designated vehicles for the trip to the main administration building.
After both delegations entered the over-sized conference room, two squads of heavily-armed Marines in camouflage combat gear entered and took their places along the back wall. Oscar and Bill stood to the side with John Roberts, watching the interaction between the delegates. Bill motioned to Oscar, who strode to the podium at the front of the room. All eyes were on him as he considered the audience before him -- movers and shakers, all of them, including the most powerful man on Earth, the President of the United States, and representatives of one of America's closest allies.



"Mr. President, Prime Minister Brown, ladies and gentlemen," Oscar began. "Good morning. My name is Oscar Warren. I am the Special Agent in Charge of this facility. Welcome and thank you for coming here today. I hope that by the time we are finished, all of your questions will have been answered. To start, I'd like to introduce the man behind everything you see here today. Not only is he my boss, but he is a long-time friend and, I must confess, my father-in-law. Please welcome the head of the HomeFront Security Task Force, Bill Jackson."
There was hearty applause from most of the delegates as Bill stepped to the podium and shook Oscar's hand. He turned and smiled at everyone in the room.
"Mr. President, Prime Minister Brown, ladies and gentlemen," Bill repeated. "I'd like to echo Special Agent Warren in welcoming you all here to what we call Fort Apache. Yes, Oscar is my son-in-law, which means I get first dibs at kicking him in the balls if he screws up," he added to laughter. "I won't bore you with the whole story behind the task force -- we'd be here all day and night -- but I will give you a brief rundown on how this all came to be.
"Eight years ago, I was just a high-priced family law attorney in a nice downtown office," he said, using air quotes on the word, "just." He continued.
"It was then that I began to notice something odd with some of the male clients who came to me for help. Several brought with them letters from something called the 'Mutual Marital Assurance Society,' or MMAS. The letters indicated that an insurance policy costing $1,600 had been taken out by the wives, but the husbands were required to visit the office.
"This would happen after the women attended what had been billed as a 'spa weekend.' It was at those alleged retreats that MMAS operatives would use a combination of hypnosis and drugs -- most, if not all of which were untested and unapproved -- to get the women to visualize their husbands alleged cheating. They were the ones who, with help from MMAS operatives, would devise the most brutal punishment they could think of.
"The letters would come after the women returned from those 'retreats.' They often looked like bills, and were quite convincing.
"In each case, the husbands would call, receive a set of cryptic instructions, and follow them to the letter. Each one of those men were then treated to a video that spelled out what would happen to them if they cheated on their wives," he said.
"Some of those men ignored the warning and ended up being punished," he said, showing pictures of men with vacant eyes sitting inside hospital rooms on the large screen behind him. "Later, we'll take you on a tour of our hospital and you can see some of those men for yourself. Other men refused to go along with the degradation and humiliation their wives sought to mete out and came to me for legal assistance.
"I hired a couple of private investigators to see what I could learn about this MMAS. One of those investigators went missing and was found two years later. According to the autopsy, he had been brutally raped before he was disemboweled. The second investigator returned a report that I found highly disturbing," he said.
"I began hearing similar stories from family law attorneys and other professionals around the country. Thanks to social media, we were able to connect and compare notes. We began to see a pattern and decided to band together against this MMAS. After treating several men who had been 'punished' for their alleged affairs, we put together a plan, having decided that some federal intervention was necessary. I approached then-Senator Lincoln Skaggs with my proposal. He agreed, and was able to appropriate funds for what is now the HomeFront Security Task Force.
"As part of the overall package, we were able to secure this place, which was once an Army base during World War II. The Pentagon was about to sell the property off and we snatched it up, paying cash," Bill said. "We sought out the best professionals in their field -- medical, IT, legal, researchers, you name it -- and set up shop here. We remodeled and refurbished the old military sick bay into a modern medical facility.
"We tore down the old wooden barracks and built a modern apartment complex to house MMAS' victims -- that is, those who didn't require immediate medical help -- and our own personnel. By the way, at least half of the cost was paid for with private and corporate sponsorship.
"This is all in the briefing packages you have in front of you, but as time went on, we learned that MMAS had managed to embed operatives in various state and local government offices. The more we learned about the organization, the more concerned we became. It then became obvious to us that the head of the organization -- a Mona Larsen -- had set her sights quite high, that is, she had targeted the president, who at that time was Lincoln Skaggs," he said. Judy Chastain raised her hand. Bill stopped and addressed her.
"Yes, Speaker Chastain, do you have a question," he asked.
"Let me see if I understand you, Mr. Jackson," she said. "Some men who cheated on their wives came to you for legal help and you think this is a matter for the federal government?" Trisha and Yolanda chuckled softly.
"No, ma'am," Bill said. "If it was simply a domestic matter between two spouses, obviously there would be no need for federal intervention as state laws already cover these issues. What we are talking about was a concerted campaign to recruit women into kidnapping and eventually assaulting their husbands. Some of those men, I might add, were killed during their so-called 'punishment.' There's more, which is in the briefings. Plus, there'll be a VR presentation that outlines what happens."
"I see," she said.
"Let me cut to the chase," Bill said. "About three years ago, we got word that President Skaggs had been targeted. This happened after a six-month hiatus in MMAS activity which occurred after we had taken one of their primary operatives into custody. That operative, who used to work for the federal government, died when she received a message from Ms. Larsen that her services were no longer required. We learned that she had been implanted with a suicide capsule that would be used when she received the right message." Bill flashed a photo of Pat Witherspoon on the screen and noticed the shocked look on President Pierce's face.
"I think this would be a perfect time to begin that presentation," he said. "Please put on the VR glasses at your desks." The delegates put the glasses on, not quite knowing what to expect. "Before I begin, let me explain that this presentation, although toned down significantly, is quite graphic and brutal in places. Please remember that what you see was taken directly from Ms. Witherspoon's video archive. That is to say, this is not a re-creation. What you will see actually happened." He motioned to the tech handling the presentation after everyone had donned the glasses. The tech began the presentation. Instantly, faces turned white and jaws dropped at what they were witnessing. Bill and Oscar both observed that Trisha seemed to smirk as the video began and Judy's expression remained neutral.
Video of the presentation also played on the central monitor. In it, a man was brought into a room, stripped naked, then shaved from head to toe. His arms were zip-tied behind his back and a chastity device was placed on his genitals. He was forced to lay face down on a large bed and his ankles were secured to two bedposts, spreading his legs wide.
A woman dressed as a dominatrix picked up a large butt plug and forced it into the man's anus as far as she could push it. The man moaned and yelled as she did this, but to no avail. She then picked up a long crop and walked behind the man. Another woman, apparently the man's wife, appeared at his head.
"This is what you get for cheating on me, you bastard," she declared. The woman looked at the dominatrix, who began flaying the man's buttocks and legs. He screamed in his gag and struggled in a vain attempt to escape the beating, but was unsuccessful. Long bloody welts appeared as the dominatrix continued her assault.
She set the crop down and picked up another object. Removing the plug from the man's rear end, she inserted the long object and flipped a switch. The man's body stiffened up as his eyes grew wide. He screamed through his gag and his body twitched as he fought to get away from what was happening.
The dominatrix turned the object off and with the other woman's assistance, turned the man over, releasing his restraints just long enough to accomplish that. With the object still inserted in his rectum, the dominatrix picked the crop back up and began whipping the man on his groin, hitting his exposed testicles several times.
Eventually the man passed out from the pain. The woman then climbed on top of him and urinated on his face. The video faded to black. Everyone in the room removed their glasses. Most were shocked and horrified by what they saw. Trisha, however, seemed to have liked the video presentation and Judy sat expressionless. President Pierce looked straight ahead and Oscar could tell something weighed on his mind.
"This is all very entertaining, Mr. Jackson," Prime Minister Brown said, clearly offended by what he saw. "But what does any of this have to do with Her Majesty's government?"
"I'm glad you asked, Prime Minister," Bill said. "Are you aware of the incident near Penrith a few months ago?"
"Vaguely," he said. "But what..." Bill held up his hand and put up the pictures of Mona Larsen and Liz Skaggs. Everyone recognized the former First Lady who, they believed, had died of a stroke.
"Mona Larsen and former First Lady Liz Skaggs were twin sisters, Prime Minister," he said. "They were both British subjects before becoming naturalized. They were both involved with MMAS' creation and they were both involved in a plot against the former president. Mrs. Skaggs didn't die of a stroke, sir. She killed herself to keep from exposing the plot." Everyone except Judy gasped audibly.
"Her suicide was kept quiet to prevent unrest," Bill said. "There's more. The woman involved in the Penrith incident was Cecelia Greene, who just happened to be their older sister. Major FitzDougal was instrumental in bringing that operation down," he added, pointing to Collette. The prime minister looked at her briefly before turning back to Bill. "I'll let her brief you on that, but you should know that we've uncovered evidence of a possible plot involving persons in both the US and the UK," Bill said. Everyone looked shocked at Bill's announcement, but Ian, Trisha, Yolanda and Judy seemed a bit nervous.
"Yes, Major, I'd like to hear about this incident," the minister said, turning back to Collette.
"One moment, Mr. Jackson," President Pierce said. "I'd like to speak with you and Agent Warren in private if I may," he added, looking at Bill. Bill nodded his head and looked at Collette.
"Major, if you would please, brief everyone on the Penrith incident while we confer with the president," Bill said. Collette nodded her head.
"Yes, sir," she said, heading to the podium. President Pierce, Bill and Oscar, meanwhile, went to a secure room adjacent to the conference room. A very large Secret Service agent stood in front of the door after it was closed. The three men sat down at a circular table in the middle of the room.
"Mr. Jackson," Pierce said. "What you just described to us is exactly what happened to me."
"Please explain, Mr. President," Bill said.
"It happened at the beginning of Lincoln's first presidential campaign, right before the convention," he said. "Barbara -- my wife -- went to a 'spa retreat' with four other women who happened to be married to other U.S. Senators. Two of those senators have since died and the third is retired and divorced. Barbara seemed giddy when she got back, so I figured it was a good investment. Then I started getting those letters from MMAS.
"I asked my wife about them, because I thought maybe she had changed our insurance or added something to what we already got from the government and forgot to tell me. She brushed it off and suggested I call the company." He took a long breath and slowly exhaled.
"When I called, I was directed to visit their office in Alexandra, Virginia. So I went. I met her -- that Pat Witherspoon person. What she told me chilled me to the bone. I had never cheated on my wife, ever. I would never even think of cheating on her, and I had plenty of opportunity. I don't even meet privately with a woman -- I always make sure someone is in the room or the door is open or it's out in the open, public. I go out of my way to avoid even the appearance of impropriety," he said.
"Anyway, Pat said she knew that I had never cheated on Barbara and she said she knew that I never would," he added. "But she said that Barbara wanted to take control of the marriage and explore her own feelings. And Pat said that I would soon learn of something that might make me want to divorce Barb. She warned me that if I did, something really bad would happen. Then she showed me that video." George looked like he was about to cry.
Bill put a hand on George's shoulder as Oscar considered the implications of what they had just heard. He thought they had all the information about MMAS' operations from Pat and Mona's files, but there was no record anywhere of this. Was this their idea of a "black operation?" He made a mental note to get with the tech people about this as soon as possible.
"It's alright, Mr. President," Bill said. "I'm glad you told us this. It makes sense based on what we now know." Pierce looked up at him.
"It wasn't long after that I learned about Barb's affair with Ian McWhorter," George said. "She didn't even seem upset about telling me and even reminded me of what could happen if I filed for divorce. I cut her out of my life at that point. I treat her pretty much like I would a staffer now. I refuse to even sleep with her. She stays in her part of the White House and I stay in mine." He wiped his eyes and looked at the two other men.
"Recently, though, she's started coming to me, acting like she wants to reconcile," he said. "It doesn't make any sense. She's still screwing that guy, but she thinks she can sweet-talk her way into my life. Twice before we came here, she said she wanted to start sleeping with me. Even if we didn't have sex, which I refuse to do while she's with that guy, she said she would feel closer to me if we were in the same bed."
"That explains a lot," Oscar said. George and Bill looked at him.
"What do you mean," the president asked. Oscar logged into the computer in the small room and pulled up his secure email.
"Listen to this, Mr. President," he said, playing audio of Barbara's calls with Judy and Ian. The president's eyes grew wide as he listened to the calls. He also pulled up the receipt of the kinky sex gear Trisha ordered online.
"No wonder Barb wants to share a bed with me," George said.
"Pop quiz, Mr. President," Bill said. "Who becomes president if you're incapacitated or killed?"
"That's easy," George said. "The Speaker of the House..." His face turned white. "Judy Chastain. Oh my God. This was all a plot to put her in the White House."
"There's more," Oscar said, revealing the connection between Ian, Judy and Cecelia Greene. "What do you think would happen if two respected female British soldiers happened to get severely injured or killed while on a secure American base during a diplomatic visit with you?"
"Our relationship with the UK would certainly be strained, maybe even broken," George said. "Do you honestly think they'd risk a war between our two countries just to force us all into accepting a female-dominated society?"
"Yes, Mr. President," Bill said. "We do." George rubbed his chin as he thought. "All of the guilty parties are here in one place and they don't really know how much we're aware of. We're prepared to detain them all right now." George shook his head.
"No, not yet," he said. Bill and Oscar looked at him, confused.
"Why not, Mr. President?" Oscar asked. "We have them all here." George smiled.
"Humor an old potato farmer for a minute," George said. "Have either of you two done much deer hunting?" They both shook their heads. George continued. "Growing up on the family farm in Idaho, we used to go hunting all the time. Best way to get a deer is this -- put out some deer corn or salt, then set up a blind or a stand in a nearby tree and wait for the deer to come to you. When the deer feels confident enough, it'll come to you." Bill and Oscar looked a bit confused.
"Did you two ever watch that 'Star Trek' movie? The one where Kirk and McCoy was held in a Klingon prison for a while?" he asked. They nodded their heads. "Remember how they got the bad guys in the end? They posed as wounded crewmen and waited."
"So you want us to use you as a decoy?" Bill asked. George nodded his head.
"Yes, exactly," he said. "Except that now I know what to expect and we can catch them red-handed." Oscar looked at Bill then back at George.
"I have a, er, special, asset that I can deploy in your room, Mr. President," he said. "Someone who can neutralize them quickly without setting off any alarms."
"You mean, kill, right, Agent Warren?" George asked. Oscar nodded his head.
"Yes, sir, that's what I mean," he said.
"I'd prefer to see Barb go to prison, but you do what you have to do," George said. "Don't worry about the Secret Service. I'll take care of that." He looked at Bill. "Also, since this involves a British diplomat, we need to bring the prime minister in on this. He deserves to know what's going on."
"Very well, Mr. President," Bill said. "I'll go get him now." He left the room and quietly approached the prime minister. After he whispered in the man's ear, he got out of his chair and headed for the small room. Ian, Judy, Yolanda and Trish glanced at each other nervously.
After the prime minister entered the room, he looked at George and Oscar.
"What's the meaning of this?" he asked.
"Please, Tim, have a seat," George said. The prime minister sat down and listened quietly as George, Bill and Oscar briefed him on the situation and their plan. Oscar played the audio for him and showed him all the evidence he had regarding Ian's involvement.
"If I didn't know any better, I'd say they were looking to start a war," Tim said.
"That was our concern as well, Tim," George said. Tim nodded his head.
"I'm glad you brought me in on this," Tim said. "Of course, if Mr. McWhorter is involved in a plot against you, George, he would have to be dealt with."
"What about diplomatic immunity, sir?" Oscar asked.
"Obviously, if Mr. McWhorter is actively trying to hurt or incapacitate your president, said immunity would have to be revoked," he said. "You have every right to protect your head of state and you have my full support. Especially after what Major FitzDougal explained." He looked at Oscar. "I understand you've developed a working relationship with her and her wife."
"Yes, sir, I believe so," Oscar said. The minister nodded his head.
"Right. Well, I can't think of a better person to serve as your liaison to Her Majesty's government. Of course, her wife would need to accompany her and we may need to borrow her from you periodically. That is, if you can spare the room and don't mind a bit of travel," he said.
"We have plenty of room, minister, and travel is part of the job. Thank you," Oscar said. The prime minister smiled as he shook Oscar and Bill's hands.
"No, Agent Warren, thank YOU," he said. "Well then, carry on, gentlemen," he said, walking out of the room. Bill and Oscar looked at George.
"Are you okay, Mr. President?" Bill asked. George nodded his head.



"I will be," he said. "Once this is all over. I just wish Barbara hadn't gotten involved with all this. I really loved that woman."
"Believe me, Mr. President, I understand," Oscar said, thinking of his first wife, Renee. "More than you know." George stood, a new confidence showing in his face.
"Well, get your special asset deployed and let's do this," he said. They left the room just as Collette had finished her briefing. She nodded at Oscar as she went back to her place. Bill went behind the podium to announce a lunch break followed by a tour of the hospital facility. Judy raised her hand, catching Bill's attention.
"Excuse me, Mr. Jackson, but I'm still not convinced that you need all this just to deal with a bunch of cheaters who got caught," she said.
"Well, Speaker," Bill said. "I know I'm just a country lawyer and not a government bureaucrat or a politician. But the last time I looked, kidnapping, sexual assault, rape, murder, conspiracy to do the same and conspiracy to engage in insurrection and an overthrow of the government is still against the law. And for the record, about 30 percent of the women who approached MMAS did so to cover up their own adulterous affairs. Any other questions or concerns?" he asked. Seeing none, he declared a break, reminding them to leave their briefing packages on their tables.
As everyone broke up for lunch, Oscar saw Tim speaking quietly with Collette and Amanda. They smiled as he left them and walked to Oscar.
"Good news, I take it," Oscar said. Collette shook her head.
"Yes," Collette said. "Prime Minister Brown said we could expect orders to serve as the UK liaison to the task force within the week."
"Well, that is good news," Oscar said. "I guess that means Rita and I will be seeing you over more often, then."
"Think you can handle it?" Collette asked. Oscar smiled.
"I think so," he said. "Besides, I think John's developed a bit of a crush on you two." Collette laughed.
"Your son is quite a handsome lad, but I'm already taken, sorry," she said, causing Amanda to smile. "I guess I could help him learn proper English, though." Oscar laughed.
"Yeah. Good luck with that," he said. They looked around to make sure they were alone in the conference room before continuing.
"So, Oscar, what was all that in the other room?" Collette asked. "If you don't mind my asking." Oscar shook his head.
"I guess as my liaison, you have a right to know," he said. "Prime Minister Brown and the President are both fully aware of the situation and what's at stake. The PM has given a green light to our plan, which, if all goes well, will head off an international incident and deal with the conspirators once and for all."
"I hope you're right," she said.
"Yeah, me too," Oscar said. He and Bill briefed Collette and Amanda on their plan. When they finished, she nodded her head.
"I think it's pretty risky putting your president out there like that," she said.
"Well, he is our Commander-in-Chief, and this is what he wanted, so we'll need to make sure everything goes as planned," Bill said. He looked at his watch. "I'd better go meet our guests at the hospital."
"I need to get things going, so I'll catch up with you later," Oscar said.
...
While her husband was being briefed, First Lady Barbara Pierce was busy visiting the children at Fort Apache's school as cameras from the approved media pool followed her around. She put on a good face for the reporters, smiling with the children as they posed with her. Under the surface, though, she was nervous.
Judy's staffer, Trisha, had given her the packages with the items she had purchased online. She had finally convinced George to let her sleep in the same bed during their two-day visit to the Midwest facility, although it wasn't easy. She was to wait until he was asleep to make her move, Judy had said in the note Trisha gave her.
According to Trisha, Ian would somehow get himself and the two British soldiers into their quarters, close enough to George that the Secret Service would take action. Ian said the officer, Major FitzDougal, was an expert at hand-to-hand combat and could easily deal with the agents while he incapacitated the president.
She felt bad about her role in all of this, and wasn't looking forward to putting the devices on her husband, but Trisha said it was crucial to ensure his compliance. If he didn't go along with their proposal and resign, he would be made to suffer in more ways than one. Worse yet, if she failed, she would be charged and tried as a traitor to her country and could face the death penalty. Surely, George wouldn't let that happen, she thought.
After her visit, she got a text from Ian: "I need you. Now. In my room." She smiled and looked at the reporters.
"I need to go for a while," she told them, "but I'll be back." She responded to Ian: "Be right there."
She escaped the reporters who shouted questions at her and made her way back to the visiting guest's quarters, going straight to Ian's room, unbuttoning her blouse as she opened the door. Naturally, she didn't know about the surveillance camera directed at the door, which captured her entrance, nor were they aware of the tiny surveillance camera inside Ian's room.
As a special team of base security watched, Barb and Ian quickly stripped before engaging in frenzied sex on the bed.
Afterward, they discussed their plan for George while getting dressed.
"Are you okay about all this?" Ian asked.
"Yeah, I'm just a bit nervous," Barb said. "I've known George since high school. I don't know if I can actually go through with this."
"It'll be okay," he said. "Once we're done, you can join me in London and we can live happily ever after."
"Yeah, but a part of me feels kinda like Benedict Arnold," she said. "I'm not just betraying my husband, but I'm about to betray my country."
"All you have to do is put the chastity cage and ring on your husband," he said. "I'll take care of the rest. A hundred years from now, you'll be seen as a hero to the cause." She exhaled and nodded your head.
"I hope you're right," she said.
"Trust me," Ian told her. "Be a good girl, okay? I'll see you at the dinner tonight. I have to go join the delegation at the hospital."
...
Ralph Wilcox flattened himself as much as he could under the bed in President Pierce's room and waited. He thought about Oscar's directions and hoped he would never have to explain this to the Master.
"Incapacitate if possible. Kill only if necessary," Oscar said. "Try to make it appear as though the president defended himself." Right. Oscar knew what Ralph was trained for, and it wasn't just to incapacitate. Still, Oscar was the boss and Ralph knew he had to follow his directions.
Earlier, he had quietly sent two unsuspecting Secret Service agents to their eternal destinations while they took a smoke break outside. Part of him felt bad about it, but Oscar had informed him they were plants put in place by those who sought to take down the president. He put their bodies in a nearby dumpster that would be picked up early in the morning by the local garbage disposal crew.
He laid on the floor and listened carefully. He could hear Oscar outside the door, speaking to the Secret Service agents, telling them to allow Ian McWhorter into the room if he were to show up. McWhorter was one of his targets. The other was Barbara Pierce. Ralph had concerns about going after the First Lady, and understood the president's desire for her to be incarcerated rather than terminated. He thought about the situation with his own wife that ultimately made him the man he is now.
His wife, Alicia, had wanted to force him into being a cuckold. He remembered the night she drugged him, tied him up in a chair in their bedroom and forced him to watch her fuck her two boyfriends, who wanted him to suck them off. He never forgot the humiliation he suffered at his wife's hands that night.
He went to his attorney and friend, Bill Jackson, who referred him to Abel Gonzales. Abel arranged for him to be trained by a Korean who happened to be a master assassin. Afterward, he confronted his slut wife and dealt with the two men who fucked her and humiliated him. Alicia wisely chose divorce over a post-nuptial agreement that literally put her life in his hands.
What Ralph didn't know at the time was that Bill headed a secret task force working to bring down an organization of man-hating women who wanted to do to all men what his wife tried to do to him. After he dealt with his situation, Bill recruited him as an outside contractor for the task force, and kept him on, provided that he continue his training with the ancient Korean.
Since then, he had "handled" about four jobs for the task force. None of those jobs, however, had the ramifications this one did.
Finally, he heard footsteps approach the door, then the voices of President Pierce and the two Secret Service agents in the hallway. The door opened, and the odor of cooked meat assaulted his nostrils, nearly making him nauseous.
His olfactory senses had become quite enhanced since his training began. Most of the time, that was a good thing, as he could smell when someone was nearby, even in the dark, long before he could see them. But with the changes in his diet and his enhanced training, the odor of cooked meat often made him sick.
He watched as the president and the First Lady entered the room, closing the door. He listened as they prepared for bed.
"George, you have no idea how happy I am that you're finally letting me stay with you," Barbara said. "It's been what, six years?"
"Yeah," George said. "Six very long years."
"I've missed you so much," she said.
"Sure you have," he said. "I miss the woman I fell in love with in high school, too."
"I really am so sorry about all of this," she said. "I know you probably hate my guts."
"What if it were the other way around, Barb?" he asked. "How would you feel? What would you do?"
"I guess you're right," she said. "If it were me, I'd cut your balls off then divorce you."
"And you know why I haven't divorced you yet, don't you?" he asked. Barbara sighed.
"Yeah, I do, George. Can you ever forgive me?" she asked.
"Forgive you?" he asked. "Seriously? After what I heard and saw today? I doubt it, Barb."
"Can't we at least try to reconnect tonight?" she asked. "Please?"
"I know you were with Ian earlier today," George said. "And I already told you that sex is out of the question as long as you're seeing him."
"Can we at least cuddle?" she asked, nearly in tears.
"We'll see," he said.
Ralph watched and listened as they prepared for bed. Finally, they climbed under the covers, with George on the side of the bed facing the door. The lights went out and he waited for the right moment...
...
Ian McWhorter sat on his bed, waiting for the two female soldiers to enter his room. Soon, there was a knock on the door.
"Enter," he said. The door opened and Collette and Amanda came into the room, still in their full-dress uniform. "Ah, Major, Sergeant, thank you for showing up."
"What's so bloody important that you called us here at this time of night?" Collette asked.
"I need the two of you to accompany me to the president's quarters," Ian said.
"What for?" Collette asked.
"I'm afraid I can't tell you that," he said. "Official Secrets Act and all that. I'm sure you understand. I see you're unarmed." Good, he thought to himself. This will make them even easier targets for the Secret Service plants he believed Judy had gotten posted to the President's suite. Of course, he didn't know those agents had already been dispatched and were replaced with real agents loyal to the president.
"Of course," Collette said. "In case you haven't noticed, we're on a secure US facility with armed Marines and Secret Service agents. There's no need for us to be armed." Of course not, Ian thought to himself. Silly twits, if only they knew...
"Right," Ian said. "Of course." He got off the bed. "Follow me, please, and do exactly as I say." He smiled as he remembered Henry Kissinger's quote, "Military men are just dumb, stupid animals to be used as pawns in foreign policy."
They followed Ian out of the room and headed for the presidential suite. Once there, he spoke to the agents, who reluctantly let them enter the room, but was surprised when they didn't follow them inside. He had been assured the agents would be right behind them, ready to take action against the two soldiers.
...
Yolanda Carstairs and Trisha Arnold giggled as they snuggled in the large bed. Trisha's eyes were glued to a piece of video playing on her tablet. Yolanda was busy rubbing her shaved pussy as she watched the scene unfold on her lover's device.
In the video, a man had been stripped and shaved. He was tied down to a bed, naked, as another woman viciously whipped his exposed flesh. Soon, another woman appeared and berated the man, then climbed on the bed and urinated in his mouth, held open by a device that had been placed on him earlier in the video. As they watched, the woman then placed her ass over his face and defecated, filling the man's mouth.
The two girls laughed and Yolanda rubbed herself to orgasm as the woman gagged the helpless man, her droppings fresh inside his mouth. Some time later, the man died.
"That was so wicked," Yolanda said when the video ended. "Was that for real?" Trisha nodded her head.
"Yeah," she said. "And the cheating bastard died with his mouth full of crap. Guess who the agent was who led that case?"
"Who?" Yolanda asked.
"Oscar Warren," Trisha said. "And tonight will be the beginning of the end for him and everyone else here."
"Oh, God, Trisha, that's so wonderful," Yolanda said. "Do you think I could do something like that to Oscar?"
"Sure, sweetie," Trisha said. "Why not? Hopefully our Secret Service plants will do their jobs and we'll be home free. Just stick with me."
"I will, Trish, I will," Yolanda said, snuggling up to Trisha.
"Now, come here and take care of me," Trisha said. "Watching that video made me so wet." Yolanda worked her way to Trisha's lower lips, unaware that the two agents her lover spoke of had already been quietly dispatched and replaced.
...
Ralph Wilcox waited under the bed and listened. He knew that Barbara would make her move at any time and watched. He saw her arm reach down and open a drawer in the stand next to her side of the bed. As he watched, she took out a couple of strange-looking devices.
About the same time, he heard voices outside the door. Someone with a British accent was talking to the Secret Service agents stationed there. Apparently, there was some disagreement, but eventually the agents acquiesced.
As he watched, the door opened, then closed. He saw three sets of shoes walk in. One set looked to be quite expensive while the other two appeared to be part of a uniform. Damn, he thought. I'm going to have to move really fast. He noticed movement on the bed and heard George speak out. Showtime...
He quietly slithered out from under the bed and quickly moved up and over the bed, breaking the arm Barbara used to hold the chastity device. She dropped the cock cage as he pressed a nerve bundle to keep her from crying out. At the same time, he grabbed George's feet, kicked Ian in the temple with one foot while kicking him in the sternum with the other. He had to make it look like the president defended himself, after all.
His somersault over the bed complete, he looked at the two surprised uniformed women in the room before sliding behind the door. He realized these were the two British soldiers Oscar had told him about, so he nodded his head, hoping they would signal the agents outside.
As he watched, they went to the door and ushered the two Secret Service agents in the room. Ralph reached in his pocket and pressed the button on the fob Oscar had given him. This, he was told, would disable audio and video surveillance in the hall for 30 seconds, giving him a chance to escape unnoticed.
Like a blur, he went around the open door and quickly ran to the fire entrance at the end of the hall. Using the fob, he opened the door and scurried down the fire escape, making it to the shadows below just in time to see the building get swarmed with military and Secret Service. Pulling out his phone, he sent a text: "Mission Accomplished." Using everything the Master had taught him about stealth, he evaded the troops, got in his car and drove off.
...
Collette and Amanda watched as the shadowy blur went over the bed, breaking Barbara's arm, causing her to drop the chastity device. Her mouth opened as she tried to cry out, but she was unable to utter a sound. Then, they saw the blur of George's feet as he appeared to kick Ian on the side of his head and the center of his chest. Ian fell to the floor with a butt plug in his hand, his eyes wide open in shock. A dark blotch appeared on the side of his head and his free hand clutched his chest.
Suddenly, a thin man dressed in black appeared before them and moved to the hinge side of the door. Collette wondered if this was the special asset Oscar had told them about. As they watched, he motioned for them to get the agents. Collette went to the door and called the agents. They entered the room and turned on the lights to survey the scene before them. When Collette looked at the door, the strange man was already gone.
"What the hell happened?" one of the Secret Service agents asked as the other spoke into his radio.
"It looked to us like President Pierce broke his wife's arm as she was trying to put this on him," Collette said, pointing to the chastity device lying on the bed. "Then he kicked Mr. Whorter as he tried to put that in him," she added, pointing to the butt plug still in his hand. The agent approached George.
"Are you alright, Mr. President?" he asked. George looked stunned but was otherwise okay.
"Yes, thank you," he said weakly. He looked at Barbara, who was shocked and wincing in pain, but still unable to speak. Shaking his head, he turned back to the Secret Service agent. "Please get medical help for the First Lady, then place her under arrest," he said.
"Yes, sir," the agent said, talking into his radio. Soon, the room was filled with agents and medical technicians, who placed Ian and Barbara on gurneys.
"Wait," Collette said to the techs working Ian's gurney. They stopped as Collette approached him.
"Mr. McWhorter," she said, taking the plug away from him. "Your diplomatic immunity has been revoked and you may consider yourself under arrest." A Secret Service agent handcuffed one of Ian's wrists to the gurney. Collette motioned for him to be taken away.
Oscar and Bill walked into the room as the agents were processing what they now called a "crime scene."
"Mr. President, are you alright?" Bill asked. George nodded his head as he looked at the chastity device laying on the bed.
"Yes, Bill, I'm fine," he said. "My feet hurt like hell, though," he added, looking at his bruised feet. "They feel like I kicked a concrete wall."
"I'm told that's what happens when you kick someone really hard, the way you did, sir," Bill said with a knowing smile. George picked up the chastity device.
"My God," he said. "She was actually going to put this... thing... on me." He tossed it from him as though it was contaminated. "What the hell was she thinking?"
"I don't know, Mr. President," Bill said. "I'm just glad you were able to stop her in time." George nodded his head, weakly.
"Yeah," he said, trying to convince himself that what Bill said was true. "If you say so." By now, the British Prime Minister had made his way to George's room and was shocked at what he saw. He turned to Collette.
"What happened, Major?" he asked.



"Well, sir," she said. "Earlier this evening, Mr. McWhorter called us to his room and said we were to follow him here for some reason. When we got here, Mr. McWhorter tried to insert this into the president as his wife tried to put that on him," she added, pointing to the chastity device. "From where we were, it looked as though the president stopped his wife and kicked Mr. McWhorter twice. After that, we notified the Secret Service agents." Tim nodded his head when they finished.
"I see," he said. He turned to George and surveyed his bruised feet, which were beginning to swell up. "Are you okay, George?" he asked.
"Yes, I am, Tim," he said as paramedics tended to his feet. "Thank you for asking." The Prime Minister nodded his head.
"Right," he said. "I see you still remember how to use your feet." George smiled weakly. Tim turned to Collette and Amanda. "I take it you've placed Mr. McWhorter under arrest?"
"Yes sir, we have," Collette answered. Tim nodded his head again.
"Very well," he said. "Obviously, his diplomatic immunity is revoked. We'll leave the rest to the diplomats. Who knows, perhaps he'll reach retirement age by the time they sort it all out. Good work, by the way."
"Thank you, sir," Collette said.
...
Judy Chastain was laying in her bed when she heard the alarm sound. She smiled, knowing that soon, she would be sworn in as the new president of the United States. Predictably, she heard a hard knocking on her door. Surely, she thought, this would be the Secret Service, telling her that George Pierce was incapacitated after being found in a very compromising and embarrassing position.
She opened the door after putting her robe on and was surprised when several very large Secret Service agents barged into her room, guns drawn. Bill Jackson entered the room after the agents.
Before she could say anything, one of the agents had turned her around and placed handcuffs on her, while reading her Miranda rights.
"What the hell is this?" she asked, furious.
"This is what happens when you plot to take out the President of the United States," Bill said. "And engage in a conspiracy to murder a federal agent using taxpayer money."
"What?" she asked.
"If I were you, I'd get a good lawyer," Bill said. "Take her away," he said to the agents.
A similar scene played out in the room occupied by Trisha and Yolanda, who were busy smashing each others pussies together on the bed. They tried to cover themselves up as a group of Secret Service agents smashed the door down, guns drawn.
The agents tossed robes at them and ordered them to cover themselves up. After the girls were covered up, they were quickly arrested for their part in the conspiracy to bring down President Pierce.
"Yolanda Carstairs," one agent said, "you are also under arrest for the premeditated murder of President Lincoln Skaggs." Their Miranda rights read, the two girls were quickly ushered out of the room.
The next day, both delegations left Fort Apache. George refused to take the wheelchair offered to him and instead, walked slowly to Air Force One with his British counterpart. Word had gotten out about his "role" in taking down the conspirators and everyone around him found a new respect for the man.
Before he mounted the steps to the plane, he turned to Bill. The Prime Minister followed suit.
"Bill, thank you for everything," George said, shaking his hand. "Whatever you need, you've got. Just say the word."
"I second that," Prime Minister Brown said. "And please, take good care of my soldiers."
"I will, Prime Minister," Bill said, shaking Tim's hand.
After the plane left, Oscar and Bill went to Oscar's apartment. That evening a "Fox News Alert" came on the television.
"This just in," an anchor said. "Multiple arrests of highly-placed figures were carried out at a government base in the Midwest. Among those arrested were First Lady Barbara Pierce, House Speaker Judy Chastain and at least two staffers. One of those staffers was reportedly arrested for what officials said was the alleged murder of former President Lincoln Skaggs.
"A British diplomat was also taken into custody. According to reports, the diplomat was allegedly involved in a long-term sexual relationship with the First Lady. More to come as details of this are made available. President Pierce is set to address the nation soon. Stay tuned," the anchor said.
"And that, as they say, is that," Bill said. Oscar shook his head.
"I hope you're right, Pop," Oscar said. They heard a knock on the door. Oscar opened to find Collette and Amanda in civilian clothes. "Come in, please," he said. "You're just in time."
"In time for what?" Collette asked.
"President Pierce is getting ready to address the nation," Oscar said. "Please, have a seat. Can I get you something to drink?"
"Yeah," Collette said, "I'll have one of those root beers if you don't mind." Rita grabbed a couple of root beers out of the fridge and they all sat down. John and Christine heard Collette and came running into the room.
"Can I sit with you?" John asked Collette. She smiled and patted the seat next to her. Christine sat next to Amanda. Oscar smiled as he and Rita sat on the love seat, leaving Oscar's favorite recliner for Bill.
Soon, the television switched to the Oval Office. George sat behind his desk, looking resolute. His feet still hurt and he hoped that he was able to mask the pain.
"My fellow Americans," he began. "You've probably heard by now that prominent figures -- including the First Lady -- have been arrested. I won't keep you in suspense. Those reports are true. It has come to our attention that there has been an ongoing international plot to overthrow the duly-elected government of the United States by a group of individuals seeking to fundamentally transform humanity in a way that defies all logic or reason.
"If this plot had been successful, not only would this government have been overthrown, but the special relationship between this country and one of our closest allies would have been irrevocable damaged. I am happy to say that plot has been stopped in its tracks." He stopped reading the teleprompter, took off his glasses and pushed his papers aside.
"Please allow me to speak heart-to-heart with you for a moment. I'm just a simple, plain-spoken man who says what he means and means what he says. I grew up on my father's farm in Idaho, played football in high school and college. Served in the Army for a while, then went to Boise to serve as a state representative. From there, I went to the state Senate, then came here to Washington to serve in the House and later in the Senate.
"I was honored when Lincoln Skaggs asked me to be his running mate six years ago, and I swore I would work to bring decency and integrity to this administration. I'm here now because someone murdered the former president. You'll learn more about that in due course.
"You may also have heard that the First Lady -- Barbara Pierce -- has been involved in a long-term affair. That report, unfortunately, is also true. I can't begin to describe how I feel about that right now. I met Barbara in high school, married her out of college and raised two sons with her. Normally, I would have divorced her, but thanks to events out of my control, I was unable to. You'll learn about that in due course as well.
"We're not going to agree on everything, but as my former constituents in Idaho can tell you, I'm ready to calmly discuss any disagreement with anyone, anywhere and any time. But one thing I think we can all agree on is this -- we are a nation of laws. While I'm president, know this. No one, not even the First Lady or the Speaker of the House, is above the law.
"I fully intend to finish Lincoln Skaggs' second term as spelled out in the Constitution. I may decide to run for another term, but right now, I'd just as soon go back to the family farm and retire. I had hoped to spend those years with Barbara, but that's not going to happen. I'll let you know when I've made that decision.
"Until then, may God bless you, and may God bless these United States of America and her allies. Good night," he said as the screen faded to black, followed by a panel of talking heads intent on telling their audience what they had just heard.
"Well," Collette said. "That's sure to set the tongues wagging."
"Yes, it is," Oscar said.
"It's so sad," Bill said. "I really feel for the guy. But, we have a job to do." He looked at Collette and Amanda. "Are you two getting settled in alright?"
"Yes, we are," Collette said. "We have to go to the UK for a bit to pack and collect our orders, but we'll be back, probably within a fortnight." John looked at Collette, his face beaming.
"You're staying here?" he asked.
"Yes, we are, John," she said. "But we have to go back home for a bit, first. We'll be back soon, though." John and Christine looked at their father then back at Collette and Amanda.
"Our mother died and we don't have any aunts," Christine said sadly. "Would you please be our Aunt Collette and Aunt Amanda?" she asked. Amanda looked at Collette and gave Christine a hug, fighting back a tear.
"Of course," she said, "if your parents say it's okay."
"It's more than okay with us, right, Rita?" Oscar said. Rita nodded her head.
"It's okay with us," she said. Both children let loose, hugging Collette and Amanda, who hugged them back.
"Right then," Collette said. "And when we get back, maybe I'll teach you how to play real football, not that stuff you like to watch." John smiled and hugged her.
"We'd better be off then," she added, standing up. "We have to catch an early flight out in the morning." Oscar and Rita said their goodbyes at the door and relaxed after everyone had left.
"Well," Rita said after everyone had cleared out, "you still want to write your memoir after all this?" Oscar laughed.
"Why not?" he asked. "Besides, who'd ever believe it, anyway?"
Epilogue:
The DOJ investigation took a few months to complete, but by the time it was all said and done, a number of conspirators had been brought up on multiple charges. Trisha was found guilty in her role to bring down the president and sentenced to 20 years in federal prison. She was also found guilty of misappropriation of government funds and fined thousands of dollars.
Yolanda didn't fare as well, and was sentenced to death for murdering President Skaggs. She was also found guilty on charges of aiding and abetting sedition and the overthrow of the government and given an extra 20 years in federal prison.
Judy also faced the death penalty after investigators found her complicit in the murder of the former President and in the conspiracy to murder a federal agent. She, too, also faced 20 years in prison for her role in the overthrow of the government.
Barbara was also found guilty of conspiring to overthrow the government and was handed a 20-year sentence in federal prison without the possibility of parole. Her arm had healed, but she never fully recovered the use of her vocal cords and could only manage to speak one or two words at a time.
Several other minor conspirators were also convicted, although most of them got lighter sentences after turning state's evidence. Naturally, the country was treated to one spectacle after another as the shocking news of MMAS was made public during the trials.
Many were shocked as they learned of the group's ultimate goal and soon, MMAS operatives, mostly imaginary, were seen behind nearly every blade of grass. Needless to say, many marriage counselors and family law attorneys saw their business boom during those months.
All of this was exactly what the Skaggs administration had hoped to avoid, but with the arrests and public trials of so many highly-placed figures, there was no avoiding the subject. Talk shows and talking heads on both sides of the Atlantic discussed every aspect of the controversy endlessly.
Now that he felt safe to do so, George wasted no time divorcing his wife. The divorce went through quickly and Barbara got nothing due to her criminal activity.
Diplomats on both sides of the Atlantic argued about Ian's fate for several months. The UK wanted to have him extradited in order to pursue charges, but US diplomats argued that he played a pivotal role in the attempted overthrow of the US government and needed to be held accountable. Talks continued to drag on, but they felt as though a compromise was in the works.
Ian, meanwhile, had been held in a federal prison, where his diplomatic skills were useless against hardened criminals who hated him from the moment he arrived. His arrogance and condescending manner toward the other prisoners ended when one of them introduced him to a shiv, inserted strategically between two ribs and into his heart. Guards found him dead in the showers the same morning that diplomats had agreed on a basic compromise.
His body was returned to Great Britain where he was quickly and unceremoniously buried and forgotten.
George spent the remainder of his time in the White House cleaning out what many called "the swamp." It wasn't easy, and he fought powerful people on both sides of the political aisle to get it done. Most of his time was spent dealing with conspiracies and "news" outlets convinced that Russian bots were responsible for what Judy, Barbara and others had done.
He kept his word to Bill and Oscar and even offered Bill a Cabinet position as the head of HomeFront security. Bill turned the offer down, saying that such a position could be easily abused by a corrupt administration.
George even offered the task force's assistance to other countries facing similar problems, and soon, delegations from France, Germany, Israel, Italy and Australia -- among others -- began showing up at Fort Apache.
Lonely, depressed and exhausted, George retired at the end of the term. His disgust with the culture in Washington was made quite public during his farewell address to a joint session of Congress when he ceremoniously washed his hands of the whole mess, using a bowl of water placed on the podium.
"May God help us all," he said in conclusion to a stunned audience. He returned to the family farm in Idaho and spent his remaining days riding horses, fishing and hunting. He didn't stay lonely very long, however, as he eventually fell in love with a woman he had known since high school. Three years after retiring from the White House, he remarried and wrote his memoirs.
Life at Fort Apache went on and Oscar learned how to play the role of diplomat with delegations from all the countries that came to visit. Thanks to the publicity generated from the trials, his field operatives were busier than ever, chasing alleged MMAS plants and operatives, only to learn that most of them never really existed.
Eleven months after the incident with George, Rita gave birth to the couple's second child, a bouncing baby girl named Michelle Marie Warren, named after their mothers.
Collette and Amanda had many more adventures, but those will be left to another author for another day.
That night, Oscar looked at the blank Word document on his screen as he thought about the last few years of his life. Finally, he put fingers to keyboard and typed, "The Warren Files, Chapter One."
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Rhonda Casey looked at herself in the mirror and made a few adjustments to her hair and her clothing, hoping her boyfriend, Ryan Gillespie, would like what he saw when he came by to pick her up for the night's date.
For a while, Rhonda was a bit worried that Ryan was getting bored with her. They had dated fairly steady since their junior year in high school and through most of college. Neither one was too interested in getting married just yet, having seen so many of their friends get married and later divorced, but she had hoped he would pop the question sometime soon.
They both loved each other madly and enjoyed making love to each other every chance they got, but lately it seemed that things were getting a bit... ordinary. Neither one found any fault in their sexual activity -- Ryan loved to perform oral sex on Rhonda's shaved pussy, and she loved sucking his nearly 8-inch long cock. When he entered her, she felt filled to capacity and they always brought each other to orgasm. It had all just become, well, predictable -- almost scripted.
Rhonda was always looking for new ways to make her man happy and was willing to do almost anything to spice things up. Ryan felt the same way, but neither one of them had any fresh ideas and they certainly didn't want to share the other person with anyone else. They had been exclusive for years and wanted to stay that way.
They even watched porn on the Internet, hoping to come up with some ideas to put the spark in their relationship. There was one thing that seemed to help, though. Well, actually, two things. Rhonda, as Ryan found out early on, had a bit of an exhibitionist streak and would sometimes flash him, raising her t-shirt as he drove to give him a peek at her B-cup breasts, or raise her skirt to give him a glimpse of her legs. She had so far, never flashed him in a public place where she could be seen by others.
The second thing in Ryan's favor was the fact that Rhonda simply couldn't turn down a dare. She would do almost anything on a dare, provided it wasn't blatantly illegal.
So the idea hit him one night as they watched one of their Internet porn videos, and he wanted to give it a try on this date. He loved taking pictures and video of Rhonda, so he thought that maybe he could get her to expose herself a bit more in a public place while he took video of her.
She thought the idea over for a while and one night, after they had made love, she agreed to try it. Just once, to see if it was something she might like to do again. That was the idea for this date, anyway. They went shopping for clothes and Rhonda found a short red sleeveless dress that zipped in the front and fell about four inches above the knees and showed just a bit of cleavage in the front.
She chose that dress, along with a pair of open-toed sandals and a black thong. She decided not to wear a bra, and she hated wearing pantyhose. Earlier in the day, she had her hair and nails done, and was very pleased with what she saw in the mirror. She hoped Ryan would like what he saw as well.
She answered the door when Ryan rang the bell and was pleased when he smiled and wrapped his arms around her, giving her a deep tongue kiss.
"My God, baby," he said, running his hand through her long blonde hair. "You look good enough to eat."
"I'm glad you approve," she said. "So, where are we going?"
"I thought we'd get something to eat, then head over to the Lamplighter for drinks and some dancing," he said. She knew the bar he referred to. It had a reputation for being just a bit wild. They had been there before and had seen several girls flashing themselves on the bar and on the dance floor. They had even seen girls giving their dates lap dances in the booths. Who knows what else went on there.
"That sounds like fun," she said. "Let's go."
They headed out and enjoyed a nice dinner at a local steakhouse before going to the Lamplighter. Once at the bar, they looked around and found a nice booth in the back that gave them some privacy but still provided a nice view of the bar, where girls often liked to dance while performing impromptu strips.
Ryan tested his GoPro camera and made sure it would provide good video in the bar's diminished lighting. Once satisfied, he set it up and waited for the right moment. They had a couple drinks and danced for a bit, watching the action on the bar.
While they danced, one girl got on the bar and jiggled for a bit, opening her dress to show off her breasts. A couple guys had to help her as she was obviously drunk and nearly fell off the bar. Another girl got on and began dancing while opening her short cutoffs. She lifted her t-shirt to flash her small breasts to the crowd. Rhonda looked at Ryan.
"I can do better than that," she said, smiling.
"Yeah?" Ryan asked. "Like what? Would you take your panties off?" She looked at him with a wicked gleam in her eye.
"Maybe," she said. "Dare me?"
"I dare you," Ryan said.
"Dare me to get completely naked?" she asked with a wicked grin on her face.
"I double dare you," Ryan said, knowing that would encourage her even more. Rhonda pointed to his camera and smiled.
"Make sure you capture it," she said before walking to the bar, swaying her hips. Once at the bar, she saw the sign that read, "No shoes," and slipped her sandals off. Placing them on a seat at the bar, she climbed up as patrons cheered her on.
Once on the bar, she began dancing to the music playing on the jukebox, gyrating her hips. As she danced, she reached up and started unzipping her dress, slowly revealing her breasts to the crowd, which applauded in delight. She continued unzipping the dress until it was completely open, revealing her tiny thong.
She continued moving back and forth, causing the dress to fly open, revealing her bare breasts. She moved her hands up and down her body, rubbing her breasts, stopping only long enough to tweak her nipples.
After teasing the crowd like this for several minutes, she reached for her thong and began pulling the sides away from her body, all the while slowly lowering the tiny garment off her hips. The crowd cheered as her shaved mound came into view. She continued working the thong down her legs until it was at her feet. She lifted one leg, then the other, removing the tiny thong and dropped it on the bar stool with her shoes.
Rhonda continued dancing, working her hands along the inside of her thighs, rubbing her way to her shaved crotch. Thrusting her hips forward, she spread her feet and pulled her pussy lips open so everyone could see her.
Turning around, she flipped the open dress so everyone could see her bare ass, then bent over and ran her fingers through her slit.
Facing the crowd, she slipped the dress off her shoulders and let it rest in the crook of her arms so everyone could see her whole body. With her feet spread, she began rubbing her pussy with one hand while massaging a breast with the other.
Dropping the dress on the top of the bar, she spread her legs as wide as she could while standing and inserted first one finger, then two, inside her wet pussy. Thrusting her hips forward, she finger-fucked herself on the bar, moaning, as the crowd went nuts.
Soon, she shuddered as an orgasm ripped through her body, her hands coated with juice. After she settled down, she got off the bar, gathered her dress, thong and shoes and walked naked back to Ryan, who recorded her entire performance.
Setting her clothes on their seat, she wrapped her arms around him and kissed him deeply, her tongue wrestling his. Her hands found their way to his zipper and as they kissed, she opened his trousers and snaked out his rock hard cock.
"Dare me to suck your cock right here?" she asked, her eyes glazed with lust.
"I dare you," Ryan said, smiling.
She knelt down and took his entire cock inside her mouth, sucking on it while looking up at him. She kept up until she sensed that he was about to ejaculate, then stood back up and rubbed up against him.
"Fuck me," she moaned. "Right here. Right now. Fuck my juicy wet cunt. I need your big cock inside me this second. I don't care if the whole world can see us." She guided his cock to the entrance of her pussy, putting one bare foot on their seat. Ryan didn't argue and began thrusting inside her, gasping as his cock entered her warm, wet pussy.
He grabbed her bare ass as she thrust against him and pushed her tighter against him. He felt the beginning of an orgasm coming and moaned.
"God, baby, you're so fucking hot. I'm about ready to cum," he said.
"Do it, lover," she said. "Cum inside my pussy. Fill me up with your hot cum." He began erupting inside her as her pussy milked his hard shaft, coaxing him to spurt several times inside her.
When they finished, Rhonda put her foot back on the floor and watched as another man in the bar handed a camera to Ryan. He turned and aimed the camera at the sweet spot between her legs. She smiled and spread her feet so they could all see the cum dripping out of her pussy and running down her leg.
"You like what you see?" she asked. Ryan and the other man smiled.
"Hell, yeah," Ryan said. Rhonda picked up her things off the seat and handed her thong to the man who recorded them as they fucked. He smiled as he took the garment from her and put it in his pocket.
"C'mon," she told Ryan, "let's get out of here. I want you to take me home and fuck my brains out while we watch your video." Ryan followed Rhonda as she walked naked to the car, recording the whole thing on his camera. Tossing her clothes in the back seat, she got in the car, naked, and rubbed herself to another orgasm as he drove to her home.
That night as they lay in each other's arms, satisfied from a full night of sex, Ryan popped the question.
"Will you marry me?" he asked quietly. Rhonda smiled and climbed on top of him.
"I thought you'd never ask," she said as she kissed him deeply.
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As always, constructive comments are always welcome and appreciated. Please remember, this is a work of fiction, meaning that it is not real in any way, shape, matter or form.

Have you ever had one of those days where you felt like you just stepped into the Twilight Zone? I did, and I’m still trying to wrap my head around it. Was it a dream? Was it real? I don’t really know. Maybe if I explain, you can help me understand.

My name is Jack Colton, and for the last five years, I’ve been married to Liz, a wonderful woman who can rock my world with a smile. As I sat on the couch in the apartment we shared, I wondered what was happening to our marriage. Lately, she’d been preoccupied with her job at McMaster and Carson, a large, prominent legal firm downtown, and it seemed like lately, she’d been gone more than she’s been at home. Worse yet, she seemed to act as if I wasn’t even a part of her life.
I understood when she took the job that there might be times when she would have to work late, as her firm often takes on high-profile cases that require a lot of time and effort. But there was something different about the current case she was working. According to what she told me, a group of women were suing another large legal firm for sexual harassment. Heading up the case was one John Hermes, a fairly new attorney the company recruited from New York.
The name was very familiar to me. John and Liz were an item during college, but she broke it off when she caught him cheating on her. Liz and I were friends at the time and she spent many hours crying on my shoulder. Those hours turned into dates and then into a full-blown relationship. Right before graduating from college, I asked her to marry me and she accepted.
Liz was hired by McMaster and Carson after graduation and was working her way to a partnership. I started my own IT consulting firm and was now doing quite well, having hired a crew of engineers and field techs to service his ever-growing customer base.
At first, things were tight for us. It’s not easy running a start-up company while paying bills, you know. Early on, we sometimes had to rely on Liz’ income to pay the bills. She never complained at all, and was very supportive of my efforts, telling me that things would work out just fine. Fortunately, things got progressively better as time went on. Liz still brings home more than I do, but not by much.
Nevertheless, I was concerned -- not about money, but about John Hermes. From what I learned online, John had married and had fathered a child. But, I learned through the grapevine, which included some of my clients, John had a reputation as a pussy hound.
I also noticed something else. Liz had started wearing a crystal teardrop pendant John had given her when they were together in college. She once told me that John said it was a reminder that she belonged to him. As long as she wore it, he owned her, she said.
Of course, that was back in college when they were a couple. She quit wearing it when they broke up and I thought she had gotten rid of it. I asked her about it when I saw her put the thing on, but she just waved me off, saying it accentuated her skirt.
There was something else. Liz was now spending more time out “with the girls” than ever before. I know she works hard and I never begrudged her spending “happy hours” with her colleagues every once in a while to blow off steam or to celebrate a victory in court, but it was happening two or three times a week, and often until fairly late at night.
I didn’t want to accuse her of doing anything inappropriate, but I began to think there was something going on between her and John. So, one night, I went to the bar where Liz and her friends gathered after work. As I watched from my corner booth, Liz danced several times with John.
She never told me that he was with them -- I thought this was a “girls” night. Worse yet, I was steamed by the adoring looks she gave her old college boyfriend. I took video of them dancing, and even though John never touched Liz inappropriately, I still didn’t like the way they were carrying on.
That night, I went home and waited for Liz, who came stumbling in about midnight. She ran into the bathroom and took a shower before coming to bed. I had read enough stories on Literotica and other sites to know this was a sign that she might very well be having an affair with her old college flame. To say that I was furious would be an understatement, but I needed more information before confronting her.
Then I received news that my father, Mack, died of a sudden heart attack. A career Marine, he survived three tours in Vietnam and retired in 1983, having served 20 years.
He was a big man who took no shit off of anyone, but he was a lovable teddy bear to me. I couldn’t even recall him ever raising his voice to me. All it took was “the look” and I knew I had screwed up. I remembered the nights when Dad would sit me in his lap and tell me stories about our family. I was just a child and I loved those times together.
He had a large scrap book, bound with the family crest on a deep purple background, that held photos and articles of his ancestors, dating back to the early 20th century. I loved hearing the stories Dad would tell about our ancestors, many of which sounded like plots for old movies.
After retiring, my dad worked for Harman Enterprises, a company which owned a large factory in town. At first he was a maintenance man but quickly became chief of his maintenance crew. He worked hard all his life so his mother wouldn’t have to and I could go to college without having to take out an expensive student loan.
Then he died, and a piece of me died with him. Dad had taught me the value of hard work, taught me how to fix a car, and how to hunt and fish. But most important, Dad taught me what it meant to be a man.
Although Liz could take bereavement leave to be at Dad’s funeral, she ended up having to take depositions from people regarding the sexual harassment case. I was very upset, especially given how much Dad loved her and treated her like the daughter he never had.
I was also embarrassed, having to explain to his family and close friends that Liz’ work was essentially more important than my father’s funeral. Surely, someone else could take those depositions, but Liz said John had tasked her with it and she had no choice.
Things were a bit frosty around the house after that, but it got worse a few days later.
I was at a client’s office this morning installing new updates on a server when I got a text message: “Coffee shop, corner of 3rd and Madison. 2:00 pm. Be there.” It was signed, “H.” I knew the “H” stood for Hermes, as I had seen texts on my wife’s phone from him before, and knew that he always signed them that way so people would know the text was really from him.
Who the fuck did this guy think he was, giving me orders like this? Yeah, I was pissed. But I was also curious. What did he want with me? Did it have anything to do with Liz? Was he going to come clean? Was this the end of my marriage? I had to know.
I was familiar with that part of town and I didn’t remember seeing a coffee shop on that corner. There was an old strip mall there but it had been torn down and a new building was set to be put up there. I finished the job and headed out.
When I reached 3rd and Madison, I saw an old wooden building that looked like it could be part of a set for an old western movie. I saw a silver Jaguar parked by the building and the license plate, which read, “Hermes 1,” indicated that it was his car. There were no other cars in the dirt lot.
I parked next to him and went inside. Hermes sat at the only table in the shop and there was no one else there, except for the barista, whose facial features seemed somewhat plastic to me. Hermes already had two cups of coffee on the table and he motioned for me to sit.
I pulled out the chair across from him and sat down. I refused his offer of a handshake, causing a smirk to come across his face.
“What do you want?” I asked. His smirk grew.
“Right to the point,” he said. “I like that.” He took a sip of his coffee. “I just wanted you to know that I’m going to fuck your wife very soon. And she’s going to love it.” I was fuming.
“I know you and Liz were an item in college, but she’s my wife now,” I said. “What makes you think I’m just going to sit and do nothing?”
“I don’t know what you’re going to do,” he said. “And you’re right, we were a couple in college for a while. You see, for me, it’s not just the actual conquest, it’s the chase that gets me off. Part of that is letting the man I’m going to cuckold know what’s going to happen. Maybe even give him a chance to stop me.”
“Have you already fucked her?” I asked. He shook his head.
“No, not since I last had her in college,” he said. “Things are different now. You know she’s been wearing that pendant I gave her in college, right?”
“Yes,” I said.
“She’s been wearing it because I asked her to. I always thought she looked good with it and like I told her in college, as long as she wears it, I own her,” he said. He took another sip of his coffee and looked at me.
“Tell me, Jack, how much do you love your wife?” he asked.
“She’s my life,” I said. “I’d die for her.” He nodded his head.
“Of course you would,” he said. “You love her more than your own life. That’s understandable. But let’s be honest. Dying is easy. Everyone dies. None of us are getting out of this alive. But tell me, would you kill for her? Hmmm? Would you kill to keep the woman you love?”
“What the fuck kind of a question is that?” I asked. “Maybe if it was a life or death situation, but come on, we’re civilized men. We don’t do pistols at 20 paces anymore.” He chuckled.
“Civilized,” he said thoughtfully. “So, Jack, does a civilized man curl up in the fetal position and suck his thumb while his wife is ravaged by another man? Does a civilized man put his face in his knees and cry as his wife screams for more pleasure from another man’s cock? Does a civilized man beg and plead with his wife, hoping she doesn’t humiliate him in the worst way she can? Tell me, Jack, what does a civilized man do these days?”
“Why are you asking?” I responded. “Is this some kind of a fucking test?” He laughed.
“Of course,” he said. “Isn’t everything in life a test? How we react and deal with adversity -- isn’t that the true measure of a man?” I sat back in my chair, listening to his words. There was some truth in what he was saying and I could hear my Dad saying something very similar. Hermes got up out of his chair.
“Just so you know,” he said. “Your wife and I haven’t done anything ... yet. But she’s getting closer and closer. I guarantee you that if you do nothing, she’ll be mine -- forever. The ball’s in your court. Just ask yourself: What would your great-grandfather have done?” I looked at him, surprised. What did he know of my great-grandfather and why would he mention him? “See ya around,” he said, walking out of the shop.
I sat there for a few minutes, stunned at what I just heard. Then I realized I needed to get home, to Liz. I needed to stop her, somehow.
I got home and ran in the house, calling for my wife, but she wasn’t home yet. I waited, anxious to see what she would say. After more than an agonizing hour, she came in the house, but there was something different about her.
She moved like an automaton, almost like she was being remotely controlled. She looked around, but focused on nothing. I stood right in front of her, calling her name, but she didn’t even blink. Then I saw it -- the pendant around her neck -- and it was blinking. What was up with that? She moved around the house for a while like a robot, repeating the same thing: “I have to go. I have to meet him.”
After a few minutes of this, she walked out of the house, ignoring my calls. I watched as she got in her car and backed out of the driveway. I grabbed my keys and jumped in my car, following her. I had to know where she was going.
It was easy to follow Liz to where she was going. She did nothing to try and lose me and soon, we were at the corner of 3rd and Madison. As I watched, she pulled into the dirt lot next to the building where I met Hermes earlier today, but it looked different. What the hell is going on, I asked myself.
I parked next to her car as she got out. She didn’t even look at me or acknowledge my presence. The pendant around her neck was blinking even faster. She walked through the door and I followed close behind.
When I walked into the building, I was shocked. This wasn’t a coffee shop anymore. Something had happened since I had been here just two hours ago. Instead of a coffee bar and tables, there was an archway with a stand-alone panel in front of it.
Hermes stood in the archway with Liz. His arm was around her and she was staring at him, eyes wide, oblivious to anything else. The pendant continued to blink. Hermes looked at me with a smirk on his face.
“Well, I see you made it,” he said. “Good. I tell you what. I’ll give you eight hours. If I don’t see you at the end of that time, Liz will be mine -- forever.” He picked up a very large hourglass, turned it over and set it back down.
“Liz, don’t go,” I called out. She turned to me, slowly, her face still blank.
“Goodbye, Jack,” she said without emotion. Hermes laughed and pressed something on the panel. Stepping back into the archway, he waved and then disappeared with Liz.
I looked around, trying to make sense of what was going on. I realized I had very little time and I had no idea what was on the other side of that archway. But it didn’t matter -- he had her and I needed to rescue her.
I ran to the archway and looked at the panel. There was a digital clock counting down from 8:00:00 and a large square button that flashed red, then white. The words, “Press Me,” showed clearly when the button flashed, mocking me, taunting me to press it.
“Fuck it,” I said to myself. I mashed the button as hard as I could and stepped into the archway. As I did, a mist enveloped me and the room before me disappeared.
The first thing I noticed was the extremely bright sunlight. Then I felt the oppressive heat. I looked around and saw myself on what looked like a seaside wharf. There was a group of about 50 men in khaki uniforms milling around on the dock next to the sea wall. A small group of what I assumed were sailors were looking after a small howitzer. Off in the distance was a large white naval vessel, perhaps a battleship.
I didn’t recognize the ship at first and it didn’t look like any ship I had ever seen before. In fact, it looked like something right out of an old history book.
I took inventory of myself, and realized I was wearing a uniform of some kind. It was heavy, made of khaki, with leggings very much the same as what the other men wore. On my right side was a pistol and a sword hung from my left. I drew the sword and inspected it.
It was wider and much heavier than a ceremonial sword and had a blood run that went nearly the full length of the slightly curved blade. This was made for combat, I realized. Even though it was heavy, it felt balanced in my hand and I found that the tip seemed to float as I moved the blade around. I looked at the blade and saw my own reflection in the polished metal. It was me, but with a pencil-thin mustache. Damn, I thought to myself, I’m one good-looking son-of-a-bitch.
I put the sword back in its scabbard and looked up to see Sgt. Carson coming over to me. How the hell did I know who this was, I asked myself. Looking at the other uniformed men, I realized I knew every single one of them. There was Corporal Spivey, adjusting the packs on the others. Private Jackson was inspecting his M1898 Krag rifle. How did I know these men, and how in the hell did I know what kind of rifles they carried?
Sgt. Carson stopped a few feet from me and saluted. I returned his salute automatically. He handed me a map.
“Sir, our scouts just confirmed the sultan is holding an American woman hostage in his fortress right up there, about one and a half miles away,” he said, pointing to a building on a hill in the distance. “According to our scouts and the locals, the sultan has about 40 men, armed mostly with single-shot muskets.”
“So, we out-man them and out-gun them. Is that what you’re saying, Sergeant?” I asked. The sergeant nodded his head.
“Yes, sir,” he said. I nodded my head and looked at the fortress on the hill through my telescoping spyglass. I consulted the map and committed the route to memory. I put my spyglass away and turned back to Sgt. Carson.
“Well, then, Sergeant,” I said. “Maybe it’s time to introduce the sultan to the big stick.” The sergeant smiled.
“Yes, sir, I agree,” he said. I nodded my head.
“Form the men, Sergeant,” I said. “We’re going in.” He smiled, saluted and turned away as I returned the salute. Holding the map, I pulled out my sword. I sliced one corner off the map just to see how sharp this thing was. I smiled and put the map in my pocket. Hermes was going to pay.
I looked and saw the men were fully formed and standing at attention. My eyes were drawn to the two flags in front of the formation. One was a 45-star U.S. flag, the kind flown between 1896 and 1908, but the other surprised me. The field was a deep purple with our family crest in the middle. I drew my sword and held it by my side as I marched to a point in front of Sgt. Carson.
He saluted me with his rifle and I returned the salute with my sword, again wondering how I knew to do that.
“The company is formed, sir,” he said. “All men are present and accounted for.” I nodded my head.
“Very well, Sergeant,” I said. “Take your post.” He turned on his heels and took his place next to the formation. I looked at the men and instinctively knew what needed to be done.
“Fix bayonets,” I ordered. The men drew their long bayonets and positioned them over their rifles. “FIX!” The men placed the bayonets, locking them on the rifles.
“Aaagh!” they shouted in unison. I could feel the adrenaline start to course through my body.
“Right, FACE!” I ordered. The men turned to their right. The flag bearers moved to what was now the front of the formation.
“Port, ARMS!” I shouted. All 50 men brought their weapons up.
“Forward, MARCH!” The company began moving forward in step. “Column left, MARCH!” The company was now turning left. I waited until they were a couple steps from the road along the back part of where we were formed. “Column left, MARCH!” I ordered, walking to a point directly in front of the company.
I turned and took my place at the head of the column, directly in front of Sgt. Carson, who quietly sounded cadence so I could be in step with the rest of the company. We were coming upon the road heading inland and ultimately leading to the fortress.
“Column right, MARCH!” I ordered, turning to the right. I looked behind me to make sure the entire company was on the road. I put the flat part of my blade in my gloved left hand, and gave the order. “Double time, MARCH!”
The entire column began moving forward at a much faster pace. I could hear the boots hitting the ground in unison behind me and I had to admit, it motivated me to keep going. We ran through the tiny town, sending locals scurrying off the road to avoid us.
As we ran, I ignored the oppressive heat and the stench of the town and focused on what lay ahead. All I could think of was killing Hermes and taking my wife back. The fucker would pay for doing this to us. And my blade was just the thing that could make it happen. Yes, I thought with a slight smile, that motherfucker would learn the meaning of cold steel first-hand.



The fortress loomed larger with each step forward and for a moment, I felt like sprinting to the tall stone building. But, I realized, I had to set the example for the men behind me. And the last thing I wanted was a broken formation fighting its own fatigue while fighting the enemy.
Yes, Hermes was the enemy. And he had to die, preferably at my hand. I kept my eyes straight ahead and focused on the goal.
Soon, we were at the fortress grounds. I gave the order: “Quick time, MARCH!” The formation quit running and quickly settled into a normal marching pattern. I saw a terraced garden ahead of us that faced the fortress. Good, I thought to myself. Two squads would occupy the upper terrace and the other two would use the lower terrace. It was as if the landscape was made just for us.
“Third and fourth squads, column right, MOVE!” I ordered, watching the two squads on the right of the formation peel off. “First and second squads, column right, MOVE!” The two remaining squads turned to the right to occupy the lower terrace. I held back and pointed to the spot where I wanted the howitzer crew to set up. I quickly made my way to a point in front and center of the company.
“Mark time, MARCH!” I ordered. Instantly, the company stopped its forward movement and marched in place. “Company, HALT!” Everyone stopped.
“Order, ARMS!” The men brought their rifles down to their right sides. “Left, FACE!” The entire company turned to its left and now faced the fortress. I positioned myself at the far right of the formation and placed my sword back into its scabbard. I pulled out my pistol.
“Firing positions, MOVE!” With a shout, the first two squads took kneeling positions with their rifles while the back squads assumed an offhand position with their rifles.
“Ready, aim, FIRE!” I ordered. All 50 rifles fired at once, and I got a shot off with my pistol. A number of the fortress guards, armed with single-shot muskets, fell, their blood soaking the ground.
“FIRE!” I ordered a second time. A second volley brought down many more men, who had foolishly come out to defend the fortress. I looked at the howitzer crew. “Battery crew, target that door,” I ordered.
The sailors loaded a shell in the small artillery piece. “Fire in the hole,” the crew chief yelled. A loud boom erupted from the howitzer, followed by a cloud of billowing smoke. Instantly, the large heavy wooden door exploded, splinters covering the men on the ground.
I placed my pistol in its holster and drew my sword. I looked at the men, who seemed ready to pounce.
“Charging positions, MOVE!” I ordered. The men shouted and assumed attack positions, their rifles facing forward, bayonets at the ready. I looked at the fortress and pointed the tip of my sword forward.
“CHARGE!!!” I yelled. Instantly, we all ran forward as fast as we could, the men yelling and growling as they went. A fortress guard suddenly appeared to my right. I slashed and he went down in a pool of blood. Another guard stood in front of me. I jabbed my sword and it went through his chest. Using my boot, I pushed him off while pulling the bloody blade back. Another guard, another slash, and he went down, blood gurgling out of his throat.
We went through the door, the men firing at guards as they tried to take aim. Guards went down all around us as my men ran them through with their bayonets. I kept moving forward, looking for my nemesis. Then I saw him at the far end of the front room, sitting in a luxurious chair watching the melee around him.
Behind him, standing in an archway, was Liz, wearing a transparent, floor-length gown. It was obvious that she was naked under the gown, her nipples poking through the gown, her shaved slit on display behind the thin material. The blinking pendant still hung around her neck and her face maintained a neutral expression.
The fighting died down as the guards had all been eliminated. I pointed my bloody sword at Hermes as I walked toward him.
“Release my wife, NOW!” I ordered. He laughed, stood up and walked toward me.
“Captain Jack, I presume,” he said sarcastically. “The test isn’t over with yet. Soon, I will fuck your lovely wife and she’ll beg for it. Perhaps you and your men would like to stay and watch,” he added, pointing to an hourglass, the top half quickly draining.
I was filled with rage. Using every ounce of strength in my arm, I raised the heavy blade of my sword behind my head and swung as hard as I could, aiming for his neck.
“AAAAAAAGHHHHHHH!” I yelled as I swung the bloody blade. The blade made contact with his neck and kept going, cleanly separating his head from his body. The head fell to the floor and I was surprised to see no blood. I just cut the man’s head off. Surely there should be blood, I thought.
His body stood for a few seconds and appeared to shrug. It finally fell to the floor almost as an afterthought. I placed my sword back in its scabbard, its bloody job complete. Looking down, I saw Hermes’ head roll around on the floor, stop, then begin to roll back in the opposite direction. It stopped by my boots, then turned a full 180 degrees before looking up at me.
His eyebrows went up for a second, then assumed their normal position. He smiled a crooked smile before speaking.
“You win, Captain Jack,” the head said. “You have passed the test. Her heart is yours... for all time. You will never see nor hear from me again.” With that, his eyes glazed over as the pupils opened wide.
I looked at Liz. Immediately after Hermes spoke, the pendant exploded in a hundred pieces and the chain holding it around her neck fell to the floor. She blinked her eyes rapidly as though coming out of a trance and her face instantly changed.
Liz looked at me, her eyes wide. She smiled widely then began running toward me, her arms open wide. I saw a flash of light and looked down to see a heart-shaped medal hanging on my uniform jacket. By the time I looked back up, Liz had wrapped her arms and legs around me and was smothering my face with wet kisses.
I kissed her back, hard, my eyes closed. God, I missed her so much.
“My husband,” she moaned. “You came for me. You rescued me.”
“Of course, baby,” I said. “I’ll always be here for you.”
We kissed each other more, our tongues wresting. I opened my eyes for a moment and realized I was... back on our couch, in our living room. What the hell, I asked myself. Liz looked at me with tears in her eyes.
“What’s wrong, babe?” I asked. She looked at me, tears running down her face.
“Jack, I almost did something horrible to you, to us,” she said.
“What do you mean?” I asked. She wiped her tears and looked at me.
“We finished our case today, and we won,” she said.
“Congratulations,” I said. “You deserve to celebrate.” She shook her head.
“No, I don’t,” she said. “John wanted to celebrate, but he also wanted me to spend the night with him. I’m ashamed to admit that I was tempted for a bit, but then your mother called.”
“Oh?” I asked. “You were tempted to sleep with John?”
“Yeah, I was, but only for a moment. I’m so sorry,” Liz said. “Anyway, your Mom said she had some of your Dad’s things and I needed to come get them. She said there was something in them I needed to give you. Something having to do with your great-grandfather. I can’t explain it, but I just felt like it was real important, like our marriage was at stake or something.”
“What did you do about John?” I asked.
“Well, that’s just it,” she said. “He kept following me around, said it would be just like old times and what you didn’t know wouldn’t hurt you. Then I remembered that I had missed your father’s funeral because of the case and I started feeling guilty.” She looked at me, more tears coming down her face.
“I realized that I’ve put you on the back burner these last several weeks,” she said. “I admit, I got so wrapped up in this case that nothing else mattered. Then John came along and for a moment, it felt like we were back in college. My God, Jack, I’m so sorry, you’ve been so patient with me and I put you off like you were nothing.” She dabbed her eyes with a Klennex.
“Then when I got that call from your mother, it was like a light bulb went on in my head,” she said. “I suddenly realized that I put my whole family off just for this case and I was this close to cheating on you,” she added, putting her thumb and forefinger close to each other.
“I told John I had to go see your mother and he got pissed at me, right on the courthouse steps,” she said. “He threatened to tell you that we had been having an affair if I didn’t go with him. He said that the pendant I wore was a reminder that I belonged to him.
“That really pissed me off, so I ripped it off my neck and threw it on the concrete,” she said. “It broke into a hundred pieces. I ran off and went to your mother’s house.”
I looked at the coffee table and noticed the cardboard box sitting there.
“Is that where you got this?” I asked. She nodded her head.
“Yes,” she said. “Your mother told me this wild story about your great-grandfather and how he supposedly rescued a woman from some sultan in north Africa at the turn of the 20th century. Your mom said the woman was so taken by your great-grandfather’s bravery and elan that she fell instantly in love with him and married him. Your mom said she had a special medal made just for him and she suggested I read the inscription on the back and pin it on you.
“I thought she was being silly until she showed me this picture,” Liz said, pulling out the old leather scrapbook he remembered from his childhood. She opened the book and pointed to an old black and white photograph of a young man in a Marine Corps officer’s uniform, circa 1905. With the exception of a pencil-thin mustache, the man in the photo looked just like me. I remembered that picture, but the last time I saw it, I was just a young boy.
“Jack,” Liz said, “that man looks just like you.” I had to admit she was right. Next to that photo was another one of my great-grandfather standing with some of his Marines. I recognized Sgt. Carson and Cpl. Spivey.
“I feel like I know those men,” I said. I turned the page and saw an old map, folded up and placed in a plastic bag. It was the map to the fortress. One corner of the map had been cut off. A chill went up and down my spine as I looked at the map. Jill sensed something was wrong.
“Are you alright, babe?” she asked. I shook my head.
“I don’t know,” I said. “I feel like I know these men. I remember cutting the corner off this map with my sword.” She looked at me, confused.
“What are you talking about?” she asked.
“Maybe it was all just a dream,” I said.
“Well, this isn’t a dream,” she said, holding the medal. She turned it over and read the inscription on the back, tears falling down her cheeks. “My heart is yours... for all time,” she read. She looked at me with love in her eyes before pinning it on my shirt. She kissed me deeply and I held her close. “Forgive me?” she asked when we broke our kiss. I looked into her eyes. God, I loved this woman with all my heart.
I thought about her confession, her admission that she was tempted to sleep with John. Part of me was furious with her for that, but to be truthful, I had also been tempted many times over the years. I also realized that when the time came, she made the right decision, just as I had all those times I had been tempted. But I had concerns.
“What about next time?” I asked. “What if John comes on to you again? Or what if the company brings in some other hotshot lawyer who tries to sweep you off your feet?” She shook her head.
“Oh God, no,” she said. “That’ll never happen again, Jack. Please, I’ve gotten my wake up call.” I considered her words and wondered what my Dad would say. Could I really not forgive her for being tempted, especially after all the times I’d been tempted? I made my decision and bit the bullet, hoping it was the right thing to do.
“There’s nothing to forgive,” I said. We kissed again, holding each other for dear life. We stopped when the doorbell rang. Jill got up and answered the door.
“Debbie,” she said, “come in.” A shorter woman wearing a short dress came into the room. She was clearly upset about something. “Deb, this is my husband, Jack,” she added, introducing me to her. Debbie looked at me before speaking.
“Jack?” she asked. “That’s you? Your name is Jack?”
“Yes,” I said, wondering what was going on. Debbie looked at Liz before speaking.
“Liz, John is dead,” she said. Liz brought her hand to her mouth.
“What happened, Debbie?” she asked.
“Well, we all went to the club from the courthouse,” Debbie said. “John was upset that you weren’t there, but he danced with all of us anyway. I was dancing with him when he suddenly grabbed his head and fell down on the floor. He rolled around for a while like he was in pain. He said something about a Captain Jack winning something, then he died. We called 911 and the paramedics came. They said he could have died from a brain aneurysm, but they would have to do an autopsy before they could say for certain.”
“Oh my God,” Liz said.
“I tried calling you, but it went straight to your voicemail,” Debbie said. “Anyway, the senior partners said we could all take the next couple days off. I gotta go now, Liz. We’ll talk later.”
As I listened to Debbie, I had to wonder just how much of what I had experienced was real. Liz looked at me after Debbie left, concerned.
“Jack, you’ve been acting strange ever since I got home,” she said. “What’s wrong?”
“Honestly, babe, I can’t explain it,” I said. “Maybe it was all a dream, but it seemed so real. I’m afraid if I tell you that you’ll think I’m crazy.” She came over to me and wrapped her arms around me. I looked at her pretty face before speaking again. “You know, I’d do anything for you. I’d storm a fortress for you. I’d kill a hundred men if that’s what I had to do for you.” She smiled and kissed me.
“I know you would, babe,” she said. “And you’re not crazy. I’m the one who’s crazy. I should never have let that asshole John get to me and I should never have let my job come before our marriage. I promise you it’ll never happen again.” She touched the medal on my shirt. “Besides, I’m yours for all time, remember?” I smiled, then kissed her.
“I’ll never forget,” I said.
“Good, because I won’t let you,” she said. “Now, give me a couple minutes to get ready and come take my fortress.” She smiled on her way upstairs. “Just do me a favor and turn the TV off before you come up, please.”
“Sure,” I said, picking up the remote. I looked at the television, noticing that a Twilight Zone episode was ending. Suddenly, the scene shifted to a grim-faced man wearing a suit while holding a lit cigarette. The man looked right at me before speaking.
“Was it a dream? Was it reality? Or was it a mix of the two? You be the judge,” he said. “But this one truth is very real. A love that stands the test of time is a very rare commodity in... the Cheating Zone.” He smiled, winked, then took a drag off his cigarette, the smoke swirling around his head.
Fade to black...
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I sat in the hospital waiting room, wondering if I should stay or if I should leave. Part of me wanted to run, far away, and let the cheating bitch wonder where I was. But I had to confront her one last time.
Let me back up a bit. My name is Mike Gregory. I’m a CPA for the accounting firm of Thomas and McMaster. I’ve been married to Jenny for just under five years, but that would be changing very soon.
After I graduated from high school, I enlisted in the Marine Corps and was made a disbursing clerk. I was one of the guys who made sure our Marines got paid. It wasn’t a glamorous or thrill-packed job by any stretch of the imagination, but I loved working with numbers. Liars can figure, but figures don’t lie. And I liked that part of my job.
After my stint in the Corps was over, I went into the Reserves and finished my bachelors degree in accounting. I had started my education while in the service, so it only took three years for me to finish my degree and meet the state requirements for a CPA license. I met Jenny in my senior year of college. She was working to become a paralegal, and had hoped to become a lawyer at some point in time.
We met, dated and married the September after graduating from college. I started working for Thomas and McMaster and she went to work for the law firm of Johnson and Associates, a company that specialized in family law.
Things were great for the first four years, or so I had thought. Jenny knew that I would be gone for Reserve drill one weekend out of the month and two weeks out of the year, and she was okay with that. Fortunately, I never got sent overseas after becoming a Reservist, but I knew there was a possibility it could happen.
Our life together during that time was terrific. We loved each other and had mind-blowing sex several times a week. We had rented a nice apartment, and was thinking about buying a house and starting our family.
Things began to go off the rails after the fourth anniversary of our marriage. Jenny began going out on Fridays after work, allegedly with “the girls” to blow off steam. I didn’t think too much of it and didn’t complain, since I would sometimes go golfing with some of the guys from the office.
At first, she was always home by 7:30 or 8:00 pm and we would spend the rest of the night making love. As time went on, though, she began getting home later and later. One time, she didn’t even get home until 7:00 am the next day, claiming that she spent the night with one of her friends rather than risk driving home drunk.
A call to the friend’s house confirmed that, and we went to the bar to pick up her car. Of course, the friend could have been lying to cover for her, but I had no real proof of that. I was rather pissed and told Jenny if it happened again to call me and I would pick her up and bring her home.
“Yeah, whatever,” she said with a wave of her hand.
That was the beginning of the end for us. Jenny became more dismissive, more disrespectful, telling me I had no right to ask what she was doing outside of work or the home. True, I didn’t own her, but it seemed to me that if she really loved me, she would at least let me know where she would be so I wouldn’t get worried.
I also noticed that her clothing -- what there was of it -- was often disheveled when she came home from these outings, and she frequently smelled of cologne and something else. She would rush into the shower as soon as she got home and of course, she was “too tired” to have sex on those nights.
Being a CPA, I also took care of all our accounts and our bills. Jenny and I both had our checks deposited directly into our checking accounts. Ten percent of what we made went into a savings account for a house and other things. Things were normal for the first four years, but I began to notice some changes in her spending habits.
For example, I noticed that she began buying sexy lingerie at Victoria’s Secret and club wear from some of those online companies, but I never saw what she had purchased. I asked her about the purchases, but she dismissed my questions, telling me to mind my own business.
“I don’t mind you buying nice things,” I said, “but I haven’t seen any of this stuff. What are you doing with it?”
“None of your business,” she said haughtily. None of my business? What the fuck?
I also noticed that her salary didn’t seem to increase on the fourth anniversary of her employment with the firm. I asked her about it, but she just blew me off.
“No, I didn’t get a raise,” she claimed. “No one did. Things have been a bit slow lately.” Of course, I knew that was a lie, because our firm did the year-end audits for a number of companies, including Johnson and Associates, and I knew the law firm’s revenues had increased significantly over the previous year. I made a note to look deeper into this when I got to work.
Then there was the end-of-year holiday party at her work. I always thought of this as “Christmas,” but her firm decided to be politically correct and call it a “holiday” party instead. Whatever. At first, Jenny tried to talk me out of going, which raised red flags.
“I know you really don’t like being around my co-workers, so why don’t you just stay home this year?” she asked. “After all, you really don’t want to be around a bunch of stuffy old lawyers.”
“Maybe I just want to spend the evening with you,” I said. She sighed and shrugged her shoulders.
“Well, okay, if you insist,” she said. “But I intend to spend time with my colleagues and I can’t have you hanging all over me all night.” What?
“What do you mean, ‘spend time with your colleagues’?” I asked. “Don’t you see them every day at work? And during your evenings out?”
“Well, I might get asked to dance with some of them,” she said.
“Okay,” I said. “You have room on your dance card for your husband?” She rolled her eyes and sighed again.
“I guess I can squeeze you in somewhere,” she said.
“Well, don’t force it,” I said.
We went to the party, and I hardly saw her the entire evening. She introduced me to a few of her co-workers as her “pencil-pushing ball-and-chain” and ran off to dance with one man after another. Her co-workers looked at me with pity and hardly no one spoke to me.
I never did get a chance to dance with her, and I noticed that she had left the party more than once, coming back some time later with some guy grabbing her ass. If I didn’t know any better, I could have sworn she had fucked one or more of them.
“Okay, I’m ready to go,” she finally said, slurring her words. She was clearly drunk and her clothing and makeup looked disheveled. I grunted and headed out to the car. She followed and tried to kiss me when she got inside, but I pushed her away, noticing something foul about her breath.
“What’s the matter?” she asked.
“Your breath reeks,” I said. “What have you been drinking?” She giggled.
“Wouldn’t you like to know?” she asked.
“I couldn’t help but notice that you couldn’t even bother to give your husband a dance, but you spent the whole night with everyone else,” I said.
“Yeah, so what?” she asked, getting perturbed.
“I also noticed that you were gone a lot,” I said. “Where did you go?” She laughed.
“That’s none of your business,” she said. Nothing more was said the rest of the trip home. Naturally, there was no sex for us that night. Jenny tried to make up for her attitude during the rest of the holiday, but I could tell things weren’t what they used to be.
After the holiday season, Jenny went back to being a bitch. Our sex life went from several times a week to maybe once a week, if that. Her time out with “the girls” increased and her attitude towards me only got worse.
A couple of weeks after the holiday party, I spoke to George Wilson, the accountant who headed up the annual review of Johnson and Associates and learned that everyone in the firm had been given a huge bonus and a significant pay increase. Jenny, for example, had received a 30 percent increase in her salary and a $10,000.00 bonus. But none of that money was deposited in our account. What the hell was she doing with it?
I thought about asking her, but decided against it. With her attitude, I figured she would only lie about it and use my inquiry as an excuse to start an argument. So I asked George if he could dig into it a bit and get back to me. He assured me he would and asked me to give him a couple days.
Two days later, things went to hell in a hand-basket. George came by my office and showed me some of what he had found. The records we had from their firm indicated that Jenny had her increase automatically deposited in an account she set up with another bank. I wondered about this, but realized that she was apparently planning to leave me. He also told me they had found some “irregularities” in the company’s books that could cause some problems. I made note of the account and thanked George for looking into it.
That afternoon, my phone buzzed, letting me know I had received an email in my personal account. The subject read, “What your wife is doing behind your back.” Opening it, I saw a video attached. That video was the end of my marriage.
I recognized the players as soon as I opened the video. One of them was Jenny and she was completely naked, her legs spread. Between her legs was one of the assholes I saw grabbing her ass at the holiday party. Only this time, he was doing more than grabbing her ass. He was fucking her bald pussy full of his cum.
It was bad enough seeing my wife screwing another man, and no, it didn’t excite me in the least. Their words cut me to the bone and filled me with a rage that could only be described as “murderous.”
“Oh yes, baby, fuck me full of your cum,” she said.
“Is this better than your limp-dick husband?” he asked.
“Way better,” she said. “He can’t even get it up.”
“Maybe I should knock you up,” he said. She laughed.
“Do it,” she said. “I’ll make my asshole husband think it’s his. He won’t know any better.”
“You going to keep fucking everyone else at the company, the way you’ve been doing for the last few months?” he asked.
“Not if you get me pregnant,” she said. “Come on, fill me up with your cum. I wanna make my stupid husband eat it out of me.”
“Here it comes,” he said, before giving a final grunt. After he finished, he pulled his cock out her. A stream of semen poured out of her pussy. She reached down with her hand and smeared the asshole’s sperm on her wedding ring, then laughed.
I stopped the video, unable to watch any more. I looked at the email to determined who sent it, hoping it was just a sick joke. I sent a reply, “Who are you and when did this happen?”
A few minutes later I received a response.
“I’m Traci Williams, the wife of the asshole in the video and I know your wife. This happened yesterday. Do you wish to meet? If so, call me at XXX-XXXX.”
Of course, I wanted to meet. I had a million questions. How long had this been going on, for starters. This video explained quite a bit of what had been happening between us the last few months. I took down her number and called.
“Hello,” a female voice said. “Is this Mr. Gregory?”
“Yes,” I said. “Please call me Mike. Is this Traci?”
“It is,” she said. “I take it you’ve watched the video.”
“Some of it,” I said. “I want to meet and find out what’s going on.”
“Okay,” she said. “Meet me at the Starbucks around the corner from your office. Twenty minutes.”
“I’ll be there,” I said, ending the call. I closed down my work station and headed out, telling my secretary I would be gone for a while. It took me 10 minutes to get to the Starbucks, so I ordered coffee and waited.
A few minutes later, an attractive woman entered the shop. She looked around and came over when she spotted me. I invited her to sit down and offered to buy a cup of coffee after we introduced ourselves to each other. After getting her order, she pulled a manila envelope out of her large handbag and gave it to me.
“Everything you need to know is right here,” she said. I looked inside. In addition to photographs, there was a report put together by a private investigator and a flash drive. “The flash drive has videos, more photographs and a digital copy of the report. I’m sorry you had to learn about their affair like this.”
“How long has this been going on?” I asked, my heart breaking.
“At least four months that I know of,” she said. “Maybe longer. I know she’s been with several others at her firm. That’s also in the report.”
“Just out of curiosity, why are you telling me all this?” I asked.
“Because I intend to name your wife in my divorce and that affects you,” she said. “Besides, I thought you should know. That is, if you haven’t already figured it out.”
“I’ve suspected something for quite a while, but I didn’t have any real proof,” I told her. “So what are you planning to do?”
“I’ve already told John that if I ever caught him cheating that I was going to divorce him,” she said. “Like you, I’ve suspected for a while but I didn’t have any real proof. I caught him once before and threatened divorce, but he warned me that if I did, his firm would destroy me. You know of their reputation, right?”
“I’ve heard Jenny talk about how they often destroy spouses they go up against,” I said. Frankly, I was amazed at some of the things Jenny told me about their firm. I was even more amazed by the fact that so far, they had gotten away with what they had done.
“‘Win’ is their motto,” she said. “By any means necessary.”
“So you’re going through with it this time,” I said. She nodded her head.
“I am,” she said. “Now that I have ironclad proof of his infidelity.” It was my turn to nod.
“So what do you want from me?” I asked.
“Nothing,” she said. “I just wanted to do the right thing.”
“Not even a bit of revenge?” I asked.
“Nope,” she said. “No offense. You seem like a great guy, but until this is done, I’m not going to do anything to screw it up.” I nodded my head in understanding.
“No offense taken,” I said. “I understand completely.”
“In fact,” she added, “I don’t think we should see or speak to each other again until it’s all over.” I had a whole new respect for this woman.
“That makes sense,” I said. “Thank you for this information.” She stood up and prepared to leave.
“You’re welcome, Mike. Again, I’m sorry,” she said. She reached in her purse and handed me a business card. “This is my attorney’s name and number. She’s a real shark, and she’s expecting to hear from you.” I took the card and thanked her. I considered everything she told me and was dying to know what was on the flash drive. I called the office and took the afternoon off, then walked to the parking garage and headed home.
When I got home, I went straight to my personal computer and inserted the flash drive. There were several videos on the drive, all of them showing Jenny engaging in very explicit acts with different men, including John Williams. Some of them showed Jenny with John and at least one other man.
A scene in one video made me sick to my stomach. The camera caught Jenny going into the bathroom. She didn’t bother closing the door for privacy as she normally did. As I watched, she took off her rings and urinated on them as she sat on the toilet. I could hear John laughing his ass off.
“Damn, you’re one nasty bitch,” he said. “I hope you wash those things before you put them back on.” She laughed.
“Yeah, I will,” she said, putting the soiled rings on the sink. “Besides, the only time I ever wear them is when the loser is around.”
“Why don’t you just divorce him if you think so little of him?” John asked. She shrugged her shoulders.
“I still like him a little bit. Besides, it’s more fun doing this behind his back,” she said. “Maybe one day I’ll have you and the guys come over and we can make him watch us fuck. Maybe we can set him up like we do some of the other guys we go up against and then destroy him completely.”
“You wanna make him your willing cuckold?” John asked. She smiled.
“He won’t like it at first,” she said. “He’ll probably fight it for a while, but once he realizes just how much damage we can do to him and his reputation, he’ll give in. You want to help me?”
“If that means I get to fuck you anytime I want, hell yeah,” John said. She giggled like a little girl.
“Good,” she said. “I just know he’s gonna love sucking your cum outta my pussy.”
I couldn’t believe this was the woman I had fallen in love with. The bitch didn’t know it, but she had just declared war, and I swore to give her a war she wouldn’t fucking believe.
I read the PI report, which said Jenny and her lovers often met at the Marriot Hotel downtown at least once a week, and always spent the night at least one weekend a month. Last month, the report said, John had spent an entire weekend with Jenny at my house. Looking at the schedule, I realized those were the weekends I was on my Reserve drill.
I looked at my watch and realized I still had some time before she got home, so I pulled out the card Traci gave me and called.
“Law offices of Sally Hawkins,” the receptionist said. I introduced myself and made an appointment to see Sally the next morning. After that, I logged into our bank account and did the usual dance one does before a divorce. I paid off and canceled our joint credit cards, then opened a separate account in my name only. I then transferred half of our money into that account.
Then I went to my gun safe and pulled out my .45 caliber M1911A1 pistol, still in its holster. I grabbed a fully-loaded magazine and inserted it into the pistol grip and attached it to my belt. The state we live in requires a permit to carry a pistol, and I made sure my permit remained current. I also had a concealed carry permit, but rarely took advantage of it. After hearing Jenny and her asshole lover, I didn’t want to take any unnecessary chances.
I went into what used to be our bedroom and grabbed a suitcase and an overnight bag. I tossed some of her clothes in the suitcase and put her toiletries in the overnight bag. I really didn’t care how I packed her clothes. I set the packed luggage next to the door.
I was sitting at my computer when Jenny came home. I activated the camera on my phone, which I always kept in my shirt pocket. The phone was tall enough that the camera lens peeked out over my shirt pocket. She seemed shocked to see me home before her.
“Mike, what are you doing home so early?” she asked, walking into the bedroom that doubled as my office.
“I had things to take care of,” I said nonchalantly. Then she saw the pistol on my hip.
“Why are you wearing that?” she asked.
“Self-protection,” I said. “By the way, I have something to show you.”
“Oh?” she asked. “What?”
“Come on in, you’ll find this very interesting,” I said. She walked in and stood beside me, looking at the computer. I pulled up one of the video files and played it for her. Her eyes grew wide as she watched herself get fucked by two men.
“Well,” she said. “I guess you’ve caught me.”
“I reckon so,” I said. I was a bit surprised by her reaction. I had hoped she would have at least apologized or shed a tear, but she didn’t. If anything, she was more arrogant and condescending than normal.
“I suppose now that you know, there’s no need for me to sneak around any more,” she said. “So I’ll be bringing John by the house from time to time and yes, he’ll be spending the night. In MY bed. And yes, you’ll watch and if you’re a good boy, I just might let you suck his cum from my pussy. Too bad, really. I had hoped that we could’ve kept this from you a bit longer, but I see no need to wait.”



“You’re fucking delusional, bitch,” I said. I had never spoken to her like this before, so she was naturally surprised and taken back. “In fact, you’ll get your trash and get the fuck out, now.”
“What, are you going to file for divorce?” she asked. “Because if you do, it’ll be the biggest mistake of your life.”
“Really?” I asked. “Why? Are you and your fuck buddies going to make shit up about me the way you’ve done to others?”
“You have no idea what we’re capable of,” she said. “By the time we’re finished with you, you may be in jail as a wife beater and a child molester. And your career in the Reserves will be destroyed. We might even plant child porn on your computer and make it look like you had a hand in making it. You’d be amazed at what we can do with video editing software.” There it was. “Go for it, asshole.”
“So that’s your plan?” I asked. “Force me to be your cuckold by making up false crap you know is a lie?”
“Why not?” she asked. “We do it all the fucking time. I’ll leave for now, but you think about it real good. I’ll give you 48 hours to reconsider. Either go along with the program or get publicly ruined.”
“Wait,” I said, reaching for her hand.
“What?” she asked. I ripped her rings off and grabbed her keys out of her purse. “What are you doing?” she asked as I pulled off the house key. I tossed her purse back to her.
“Get the fuck out,” I said. “I’ve already packed some of your shit. Now go.” She looked at the luggage by the door then back at me.
“Come on, Mike, don’t do this,” she said.
“OUT!” I ordered. She picked up the luggage and left. I stopped the video on my phone and reviewed it to make sure I got the entire confrontation. I did. Good. I would make sure Sally saw this tomorrow.
I sent the video to my email so I would have it on my PC. From there it went to her parents, her sister and my parents. I wanted them all to see what Jenny had turned into and I didn’t want her to make me out to be the bad guy in all this.
I spent the rest of the night drinking beer and watching TV. After a somewhat sleepless night, I called into work and took a couple of vacation days. I explained what was going on to my boss and he understood completely.
“Just take care of things and get back as soon as you can,” he said.
“Thanks, boss,” I said, ending the call. After taking a shower, I dressed and headed out to see Sally, making sure I had everything I needed.
Sally impressed me with her no-nonsense attitude. She looked at everything I had and simply shook her head.
“Mike, this is unbelievable,” she said. “I’ve heard rumors about Johnson and Associates for years, but I never had anything to back it up. We’re looking at serious criminal charges here if what she’s saying is true.”
“So, can we do anything with this?” I asked.
“Well, I’ll file the divorce on the grounds of adultery and go for a 70-30 split and no support. We’ll give her the usual 30 days to respond with a demand that she produces a full financial report. In the meantime, I’ll see about getting a subpoena for her banking records. If she does try to hide the account, we can maybe bring charges of perjury against her.
“Based on what she said in the video, I’ll also get a restraining order against her that covers you, your home and your place of business,” she added.
“As for the rest, I’ll reach out to the State Bar and the local DA,” she said. “This looks like extortion to me. We’ll see what comes out of that. In the meantime, you keep your nose clean. Don’t confront her, don’t speak to her or anyone who works with her. Stay away from her. Got it?” I nodded my head.
“Got it,” I said.
“Good,” she said. “I’ll get the paperwork started and have her served in the next day or two at her work. Call me on my personal cell if you need to, but don’t abuse the privilege.” She handed me a card.
“Thanks, Sally,” I said, shaking her hand.
That day, I got three phone calls. The first was from my mother.
“Mike, I’m so sorry about all this. Are you alright?” she asked when I answered.
“I will be, Mom, thanks,” I said. “I saw an attorney today and she’s taking care of it.”
“Well, you let us know if there’s anything you need, Mike,” she said. “We love you.”
“I love you, too, Mom,” I said.
The next call came from Jenny’s parents, who apparently had a hard time understanding basic English.
“Mike, what the hell is this,” he father asked. “What did you do?”
“What did I do?” I asked, incredulous. “You mean, beside love Jenny with all my heart? Nothing. Did you hear what she said?”
“Yeah, I heard it,” her father told me. “But I can’t believe she’d do something like that without provocation. Can’t you just work through this?”
“No, Dad, I can’t,” I said. “I’ve already seen an attorney and I’m filing for divorce.”
“I’m sorry, son,” he finally said. “This just doesn’t make sense to me.” I had to agree. Nothing Jenny did made any real sense. “Just please don’t hurt my little girl.”
“I won’t,” I said, ending the call.
Her sister also called, and she was pissed.
“What the fuck is going on, Mike?” she asked angrily. “What did you do?”
“I didn’t do a goddamn thing,” I said. “It’s your sister who’s gone off the deep end, not me.”
“I don’t fucking believe it,” she said. “My sister would never do something like this.”
“Believe what you want, I don’t care,” I told her. “I’m just letting you know why I’m divorcing her. You can take it up with her.” I ended the call, pissed.
I fired up my computer and brought up my email. In my inbox was a message with a subject that read, “I know what you’ve done.” I looked at the sender and saw it came from Jenny’s firm. The email looked like one of those fake messages that end up in the spam folder.
“I know what you’ve been doing and have videos of you masturbating to pictures and video of little girls,” the email said. “You have 24 hours to stop any divorce action and the files we have will be deleted when you send us a cashier’s check for $100,000.00. If you fail to do this, we will send the files to the authorities, your family, your superiors in the Marine Corps Reserve and to your place of work. If you agree to this, reply with the word, ‘Agree,’ and we will postpone any further action.”
The email had no signature. I looked at the header, but didn’t see anything that provided any clues. Then again, that wasn’t my specialty. I called Bill Frederick, the IT security guy at my company and spoke with him.
“Bill, I’ve got a favor I need to ask of you,” I said.
“Sure, Mike,” he said. “What’s up?”
“Well, it’s pretty private,” I told him. “Can you keep this quiet?”
“For you, absolutely,” he said.
“Okay, I just got an email that looks like it came from my wife’s law firm, but I can’t confirm it,” I said. Can you take a look at this and let me know what you think?”
“Sure,” he said. “Send it to me and I’ll take a look. I’ll know in just a few minutes.”
“Thanks,” I said. The call ended, I sent the email to Bill and waited for what seemed like forever. He called back about 30 minutes later.
“What’d you find?” I asked.
“Well,” he said. “It definitely came from Johnson and Associates’ network. They didn’t even bother to mask it or run it through any proxies. Talk about arrogant.”
“You can verify that?” I asked.
“Absolutely,” he said. “I can even tell you who wrote the thing.”
“Would you testify to that in court?” I asked.
“Sure, if it comes down to that,” he said.
“Thanks, I owe you big time,” I said. “I’ll let my attorney know. She may want to talk to you.”
“No problem,” he said. “Give her my number.”
We ended the call and I immediately called Sally. She answered on the second ring.
“Sally Hawkins,” she said.
“Sally, this is Mike Gregory. I just got an email that looks like blackmail,” I said. “I had our IT security guy examine it and he says it came from Johnson and Associates’ network.”
“Really?” she asked. “Okay, I’m working on your petition now and getting the restraining order. Send that email to me and the contact info for your IT guy. We’ll take care of this. Don’t respond or do anything.”
“Okay,” I said. “Thanks.”
I ended the call, sent Sally what she asked for then popped open a beer. What the hell was going to happen next, I wondered.
I found out later that evening. It was about 9:30 when I got a call from Traci.
“Mike, are you watching the news?” she asked.
“No,” I said. “Why?”
“Turn on channel seven, right now,” she said. Channel seven was a local news channel and I didn’t watch it that much. I changed the channel.
“To repeat, Eyewitness News is reporting that four people were killed and four others seriously wounded this evening when a gunman entered the Lamplighter Bar and Grill and opened fire on a group of people with what police say was an AR-15 style weapon equipped with a bump stock,” the news announcer said.
“According to reports from eyewitnesses on the scene, the gunman was shot dead by another patron in the bar armed with a pistol. It’s not known what, exactly, prompted the shooting,” the announcer added. The scene changed and a reporter was talking with a man identified as a witness.
“It was wild,” the man said. “This guy came into the bar and went to a table where these people were gathered, then started yelling something about them ruining his life with their lies. He screamed something like, ‘you effers are gonna die, you destroyed me with your effing lies.’ Then he pulled out this rifle and started shooting. He got a whole bunch of rounds off before another guy shot him in the back with a pistol. Everyone was running, trying to get out.” The television went back to the news announcer.
“Names of the victims are being withheld pending notification of next-of-kin, but police say they all appear to be employed by the law firm of Johnson and Associates. The gunman has been identified as Roger Spencer, a man said to have gone through a very nasty divorce in which he was reportedly accused of child molestation. It is not known where he obtained the weapon used in the attack, but activists are already calling for additional gun control measures. Next on Eyewitness News, a man is reunited with his dog...”
“Damn,” I told Traci. There was a knock on the door. “I have to go now, Traci, someone just knocked on the door.”
“Same here,” she said. “Call me if you find anything out.”
“I will,” I said, ending the call. I put my phone away and opened the door to find two police officers.
“Mr. Gregory?” one of the officers asked.
“Yes,” I said.
“Do you know a Jenny Gregory?” he asked me.
“Yes I do, she’s my wife, at least for the time being,” I said.
“I’m sorry to inform you, sir, but your wife has been seriously injured in a mass shooting and has been taken to Mercy Hospital,” the officer said.
“How bad is she?” I asked.
“I really don’t know, sir,” he said. “I suggest you talk to the doctor when you get there. Again, I’m sorry, sir.” They tipped their hats and left. Damn! I wanted the slimy cunt out of my life, but I didn’t want her dead.
I called Traci back. She answered on the second ring and I could hear her crying.
“Traci, this is Mike,” I said. “What happened?”
“They just told me Jeff, my husband, was shot and killed at the Lamplighter,” she said.
“I’m sorry to hear that, Traci,” I said. Damn again, I thought. I had hoped the bastard would end up being Bubba’s bitch, and I felt even worse for Traci. “Jenny was shot also. I’m heading to the hospital to find out what I can. Is there anything I can do for you?” More sniffling.
“No, but thanks for asking anyway,” she said. “Please, stay in touch and let me know what’s going on.”
“I will,” I told her. We ended the call and I headed to the hospital. The place was crawling with police and reporters with medical staff running around trying to take care of patients. I finally found someone who could give me an answer. Jenny was still undergoing surgery, I was told, but I could stay in the waiting room and someone would come get me.
Naturally, I had to fill out several sheets of information about Jenny, since she was still on my insurance from work. She had her own insurance, so I figured her treatment should be mostly covered.
So here I am at the beginning of my story, wondering if I should just say, ‘screw it’ and leave or not. I called Sally to inform her of what had happened. She said she would wait to serve Jenny until she had recovered from surgery.
I called Jenny’s parents and sister to inform them of what happened. Naturally they tried to blame me, but I told them that if I had done it I’d probably be dead and not at the hospital. They came and sat across from me in the waiting room, looking at me like I was a pile of dog crap on the ground.
I had already been to the cafeteria and wolfed down a piece of chicken and mashed potatoes and drank several cups of bitter coffee and I had sat here for several hours watching the news. I dozed off more than once while watching the television.
It was 5:00 am when a very tired doctor came to me in the waiting room.
“Mr. Gregory?” he asked. I looked at him with tired, bloodshot eyes.
“Yes?” I asked, rubbing my eyes to stay awake. Jenny’s parents and sister came over to us.
“Your wife is in critical condition right now, but she seems to be stable. We’ll know more in the next 24 hours,” he said. “We removed three bullets from her chest and another bullet grazed her face and damaged her right eye. One lung was punctured and another bullet hit her spinal column, but we feel confident she’ll survive. The next day or two is critical.”
“Is she awake?” her father asked. The doctor shook his head.
“No,” he said. “She’s still under from the anesthesia. Just so you know, it’s possible she may never walk again and may never recover full sight in her right eye without additional surgery. I’m sorry,” he added before walking away. Her father looked at me.
“So, are you still going to divorce her?” he asked. I thought for a moment before answering. One part of me thought about forgiving her, but what she had done was still too raw.
“Yes,” I said. They all looked at me in shock. “But I’ll wait until she’s in stable condition.”
“How could you be so cruel?” her mother asked.
“How could she be so cruel?” I asked.
“Where will she stay? What will she do?” Jenny’s mother asked.
“If my guess is right, that won’t be much of an issue,” I said.
“What do you mean?” her father asked. I didn’t want to speak out of turn nor did I want to give too much away.
“We’ll see,” I said. “I’m going home, but I’ll be back.” I left them standing there and went home, where I showered and fell into bed.
By the next day, news of the shooting had spread across the country. Hundreds of men came forward to say that they, too, had been targeted for extortion by the law firm for things they had never done. The stories were eerily similar -- each man had received a threat to reveal some heinous act they had never engaged in unless they paid large sums of money. As a result, many had been ruined for life.
State authorities stepped in, arresting a number of lawyers at the firm and the company was forced to cease operations. A massive class-action lawsuit was filed against the firm and the partners, seeking millions in damages on top of what the criminal courts ordered.
Three days after the shooting, I got word from the hospital that Jenny was awake and asking for me. I called Sally to inform her, and she told me a couple of men would meet me there. One of them, she said, was the process server. I called Jenny’s parents and was told one of them had been sitting with her in shifts since her surgery.
I met the process server in the hallway outside Jenny’s room and another man, who introduced himself as Detective Fulcher. We went into Jenny’s room, where she sat in bed. Her mother was in a chair by the wall. Jenny looked at all of us, questions written on her face.
“Jenny Gregory?” the process server asked. She nodded her head. He verified her identity and handed her a manila folder. “You’ve been served,” he said before stepping out of the room. Detective Fulcher stood in front of her bed. He looked down at her and shook his head.
“You do know that extortion and conspiracy to commit extortion is a felony in this state, right?” he asked. Jenny looked down and nodded her head.
“Yes,” she said weakly, her voice cracking.
“And you also know that in this state, the penalty for each act of extortion is punishable by up to 15 years in prison and a $10,000.00 fine, right?” he asked. Again, Jenny nodded her head. He handed her a printed copy of the email I received.
“Does this look familiar?” he asked. She looked defeated. “It should. It was composed and sent from your computer under your logon name. Along with about 75 others. We found them all in your sent items folder. I’m no scientist, but my math tells me that 76 times 15 years is about 1140 years. And you’re looking at about a $760,000 fine. In short, you’re screwed. You know I’m going to have to arrest you. The DA is pushing for a life sentence with all the counts against you, but if you work with us, maybe I can get him to cut you a deal. What do you say?” Jenny nodded her head again.
“Okay,” she said quietly.
“Alright,” he said. “I’ll leave you alone with your husband and family for a few minutes, but I’ll be back.” Detective Fulcher looked at me for a moment, put his hand on my shoulder and walked out of the room. I looked down at my soon-to-be ex-wife. Tears started falling down her cheek.
“How could you do this to me?” I asked. “I’ve done nothing but love you and respect you. I thought you loved me as well. What the fuck happened?”
“I’m sorry,” she said through her tears. Her mother grabbed the email and read it, her eyes wide in shock.
“My God,” she said, looking at her daughter. “You actually wrote this? To your own husband?” Jenny was crying even harder. “How could you?” I looked at her mother.
“How do you think Johnson and Associates became so successful?” I asked her, rhetorically. “They did this to a whole bunch of guys looking for a quick buck. That’s why that guy went and shot them all. And I’ve got her on video admitting that they did this all the time.”
“No wonder you want to divorce her,” she said, looking at me. “I don’t blame you one bit.”
“That, on top of her adultery,” I said. “There’s no way I want her back. Ever.” I looked back at Jenny. “You never answered my question.” She looked at me, defeated.
“I got wrapped up in the excitement and the power, I guess,” she said. “As for the letters, well, I was just doing what the lawyers wanted. I hated doing it. And I wasn’t the only one. All the paralegals did it as well. Please believe me.” I shook my head.
“‘I was only following orders.’ Sorry, but that old excuse just doesn’t cut it. At all,” I said. “The snide comments, the disrespect, the cheating. No, you loved it. You got off on putting me down. I saw the glee on your face when you told me you do it all the time. I saw how much you loved putting me down when you were getting fucked by that asshole. Oh, he’s dead, by the way. Nah, you just plain fucked up and it almost cost your life. It sure as hell cost you your marriage. I hope it was worth it to you.”
“Can you forgive me?” she asked. I shook my head.
“No,” I said. “Never. I’m just glad we didn’t have any kids. By the way, when you fill out that financial statement, don’t forget to include your secret account. You know, the one you set up to hide money from me. I’d hate to see you add perjury to your list of crimes.” She looked at me, her eyes wide.
“You know about that?” she asked. I nodded my head.
“Of course,” I said. “Who do you think did the year-end books and audit for your firm? You think you’ve got problems? That’s nothing compared to what we found over the last year. Believe me, the feds are gonna have fun with your senior partners.” I looked at Jenny one last time. “Goodbye, Jenny,” I said. “I loved you, once.” I walked out as Detective Fulcher entered with two uniformed officers. Jenny was handcuffed to the bed as her mother watched in tears.



Epilogue:
Johnson and Associates was slammed with multiple charges from both state and federal agencies. On top of that, the class action lawsuit for defamation and other civil torts now involved well over 700 men, some of whom had been incarcerated and labeled sex offenders over convictions stemming from the false charges from the firm.
The firm and the senior partners were eventually ordered by the court to pay out over $2.5 billion in fines, fees and restitution, with the lion’s share going to the attorneys and the tax man. All of the attorneys with the firm were disbarred, their licenses to practice law suspended for life.
For years, debate raged around the divorces handled by the firm. Some said they should all be reviewed, given the circumstances of the scandal. Others said only those involving the men named in the class action should be reviewed. In the end, nothing was reviewed and nothing changed.
The partners who survived the shooting ended up getting sentenced to life in prison. Max Johnson, the senior partner in the firm, ate a bullet in his home before his trial was over.
Jenny plead out, having turned state’s evidence. The judge gave her 20 years in prison and said she would be eligible for parole in 10. She was a shell of her former self when she was released, scarred, blind in her right eye and unable to walk as a result of the shooting. She lived with her parents and collected welfare when her savings ran out. The last I heard, she was writing a blog -- on the dangers of infidelity, of all things.
Jenny’s betrayal hit me hard. For some time, I remained something of a hermit, only going on an occasional date. I had real trust issues where women were concerned. Three years after the divorce, I met Carol, a former Marine who also worked as a disbursing clerk. She was about two years younger than me and had just buried her previous husband, who died of a sudden heart attack.
We dated several times before I felt comfortable enough to talk to her about my previous marriage. Carol listened quietly as I explained what happened. Once I finished, she nodded her head.
“That explains a lot,” she said. “I know it was hard for you to tell me all that, but I’m glad you did. You know, not all women are like Jenny. Like you, I believe in the Marine Corps motto, Semper Fidelis. And if you give me a chance, I’ll prove it.”
And she did. Multiple times, and in multiple ways. And she’s still doing it, even after all these years.
I finally retired from the Reserves as a Master Sergeant, and began collecting my retirement when I hit 55 years of age. Carol and I plan to spend our retirement traveling across the country in a new RV we bought with some of the money I received in the class action against the firm. And, Carol tells me, she intends to fuck me to death. I believe her, and I can live with that.
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For the nit-pickers who want to say this or that would never happen, remember, this is the Cheating Zone, a place outside the normal space-time continuum where literally anything is possible... Please remember, this is a work of fiction, meaning that it is not real in any way, shape, matter or form.

Christine Jennings was flat on her back, her legs spread wide, as the man above her pumped his huge cock inside her body, giving her the fourth orgasm of the night. She couldn’t believe how good he felt inside her, filling her up more than her husband ever could.
As she watched, Jake Gibson’s face turned red and he grunted as he pumped another huge load of semen inside her cheating pussy. After he settled down, he rolled off of her. She wrapped her arms around him and smothered his face with kisses.
“Oh God,” she said. “That felt so fucking good.” He smiled.
“I’m glad you approve,” he said. “Can you spend the night?”
“No, I’d better get going. I have to take care of Manny,” she said, referring to her husband of five years. She knew that Manfred would pick up their two-year-old daughter, Mandy, from his parents house and would be expecting her home. She had told him that day at lunch that she would be out with “the girls” that night and she might be a bit late.
Of course, that was just a cover story she gave him to keep him from getting suspicious. This was the first time she and Jake had gotten together for sex and she was feeling a tinge of guilt for what she had just done. Nevertheless, she thoroughly enjoyed the fucking Jake gave her, something she hadn’t had with her husband for a long time.
Now, she was questioning her whole life situation. Had she married too young, she asked herself. What would her life be like if she weren’t married and saddled with a young child?
“When do you think we can do this again?” Jake asked. She shook her head.
“I don’t know, Jake,” she said. “I’ve never cheated on my husband before and I’m a bit confused. Right now, at this very moment, I wish I had never met Manny. I just don’t know what I want. There’s a big part of me that would just love to have 100 miles of strange cock just for myself.” Jake laughed.
“You are a nasty slut, aren’t you?” he asked. She smiled.
“You bring it out in me,” she said. “What can I say?” She slithered out of bed. “I’d better clean up now. Manny would shit if I came home with your cum in my pussy.”
“What, you don’t want to feed him my creampie?” he asked.
“Not yet, lover,” she said. “Maybe later, but not tonight.” She padded into the bathroom and jumped in the shower, making sure to remove any trace of Jake from her body. Afterward, she inspected herself to make sure there were no bite marks, dried herself off and put her clothes back on. She gave him a kiss on her way out.
“See ya in the morning,” he said. She smiled.
“See ya,” she said, leaving his condo. She got in her car and headed home, thinking about her marriage and what brought her to do what she had just done with Jake.
Manfred -- Manny to his friends and family -- and Christine married right out of college. They agreed he would move into her apartment since it was larger and more comfortable until they could afford to buy a house. He went to work for Carson and Associates, a financial services firm that serviced a number of small businesses in the area, and she got a job at a real estate company, where she ended up getting her license to sell real estate.
Manny was the outdoorsy type who enjoyed camping, hiking, rock climbing, white water rafting and fishing. With his sandy hair, and his sense of humor, he reminded her a bit of Steve Irwin. He had wanted to start his own company, providing outdoor “adventures” for those wanting to go on nature trips across the country.
But Christine was concerned that it wouldn’t succeed. After all, so many businesses fail in their early years. She wanted nothing to get in the way of her dreams of a good life. So he deferred to her, taking a nice, comfortable office job. He never complained, but she could tell that he sometimes regretted the decision.
He took her with him several times when he would go hiking or white water rafting, but she never got into it. He would have a blast, but it was just too much work for her taste. The trips almost always ended up with her complaining about one thing or another. Eventually, he quit asking her to go with him and after a while, he quit going out completely, telling her that it was no fun going out alone.
Then Mandy came along. Manny was a wonderful father who treated his daughter like a princess. But it seemed to Christine that the little girl had taken her place in his heart and she began to resent the child. Sometimes, she caught herself wishing that she had never gotten pregnant.
Of course, their sex life took a hit. When they first married, they enjoyed each other’s bodies nearly every night. But that changed after Mandy was born. Lately, Manny was staying at the office later, trying his best to stay on top of everything on his plate.
Even with all that, he was a good husband, a terrific father and a great provider who made sure they had everything they needed. But Christine began to feel like she needed something more, and she was jealous of the single girls who seemingly had one man after another fawning over them.
She would often listen quietly as her friends would regale her with stories of their dates and the wild things they did with their boyfriends. All she had to offer in exchange was stories about her child.
Then Jake came along. They often took lunch together and spent a lot of time messaging or emailing each other. It was all just innocent flirting, she told herself. Nothing for Manny to worry about. After several months of this, she decided it was time to up her game. They planned this encounter just to see if the spark they felt in the office was for real.
She felt guilty about what she had done to Manny, but she convinced herself that she deserved a little break from her humdrum married life.
She pulled into the two-car garage, and saw that Manny’s car was gone. She figured that maybe he was still at his parents house and thought no more about it. Then she noticed something else. The shelves where Manny kept his outdoor gear were gone. At first, she was concerned, but shrugged it off, thinking that maybe he had just gotten rid of all the gear since he no longer used it.
She walked through the door that connected the apartment to the garage and turned on the lights. That’s when she got the shock of her life.
All of the new furniture they had bought was gone. In its place was the furniture she had when they first married, and all of the knick-knacks, pictures and mementos of her life with Manny and their daughter were gone. In fact, the apartment was furnished and decorated as it was before she married her husband.
“How did this happen?” she asked herself. A lot of this old stuff had been sold off when they got the new furniture. There was no way Manny could’ve gotten all this back since he left for work this morning.
She went into the small den they used as an office and saw the same thing there. It was just as it was before they were married, and there was nothing to show that Manny had ever been there. Panicked, she ran upstairs and looked in Mandy’s bedroom. Her eyes widened as she saw her old futon along the wall where they had placed Mandy’s bed. Nothing of Mandy remained in the room -- no toys, clothes, nothing.
She ran into the master bedroom and saw the same thing. Instead of their large king-sized bed, she saw the old queen bed she had used before she got married. There was nothing of Manny in the room -- no pictures, nothing. She opened the closet and saw only her clothes and shoes. If Manny had left, she thought, there would be a huge gap in the clothes hanging on the rods, but there was nothing to indicate that a man had ever lived in the place.
Where were they, she asked herself. Did Manny find out about her plans with Jake and move out, taking their daughter? Shaking, she pulled out her phone and pulled up her contact list only to find that Manny’s number wasn’t there. Odd, she thought.
She dialed Manny’s cell from memory but got a message saying the number had been either disconnected or was no longer in service. Frantic, she called his parents, again dialing from memory since their contact was mysteriously missing as well. His mother answered after the third ring.
“Hello,” she said, sounding as though she had just been woken up.
“Mom, this is Christine. Is Manny there? Did he pick up Mandy?” Christine asked.
“Who is this?” the woman asked at the other end.
“Christine, your daughter-in-law,” she said.
“I’m sorry, miss, I don’t know any Christine or Mandy. I think you have the wrong number,” the woman said at the other end before hanging up. Christine was confused and angry. What the hell? She looked at her phone and suddenly realized she didn’t have her rings. How could that be, she asked herself. She never took them off. Looking at her finger, she saw there was no indentation on her finger to indicate that she ever wore a wedding ring.
She made another call, this time to the police. Something had happened to her child and she needed to act. Did Manny take her and leave? Was his parents in on it? What’s going on? The 911 operator answered and took her information.
“What can we do for you, ma’am,” the operator asked.
“I’d like to report a missing child,” Christine said. “I think my husband may have kidnapped her.”
After taking additional information, the operator said a police officer would be at her location soon. Christine thanked the operator and ended the call. A few minutes later, three police vehicles showed up in front of her apartment. She opened the door and was met by a man in a rumpled suit, two uniformed officers and a group of men wearing white coats. The suit flashed a badge.
“Mrs. Jennings?” he asked. Christine nodded her head. “I’m Detective Ferguson, this is Officer Smith and Officer Jones. You called about a possible child abduction?”
“Yes, Detective,” Christine said. “Please come in.” They all entered the living room and looked around.
“Mrs. Jennings, we take reports of child abduction very seriously, so we’re going to have to treat your apartment as a crime scene for now,” Detective Ferguson said as the white coats began taking pictures and dusting for fingerprints. “Can you tell us what happened?”
Christine told them everything except for her tryst with Jake. The detective took notes as she spoke. When she finished, the detective looked at her.
“Was there a demand for ransom?” he asked.
“No,” Christine said. He nodded his head.
“Is everything okay in your marriage?” he asked. Christine turned red, but nodded her head.
“Pretty much,” she said.
“Where were you earlier this evening?” he asked.
“I was with a friend,” she said, causing the detective to look at her with his eyebrows raised.
“Male or female?” he asked. She looked at her feet for a moment before answering.
“Male,” she said quietly.
“I see,” the detective said. “Do you think your husband may have found out?”
“I don’t know,” she said.
“Mm hmm,” the detective said, writing in his notebook. “Tell us about your husband. Name, place of employment, the type of car he drives, that sort of thing.”
“My husband’s name is Manny -- Manfred Jennings,” she said. “He works for Carson and Associates and drives a 2012 Ford F150 pickup. He likes to go camping, rock climbing, that sort of thing.”
“Have you two been fighting?” he asked.
“No, I thought things were good between us,” she said.
“You said he was going to pick up your daughter from his parents house?” he asked.
“Yes,” she said. “But when I called them, they acted like they never heard of me or my daughter.”
“I see,” he said. “We’ll touch base with them to see what comes up. And you say you tried to call your husband, but his cell phone was disconnected?”
“Yes,” Christine said.
“Do you have a picture of your daughter and your husband?” the detective asked.
“Yes, I do,” Christine said, pulling out her phone. She navigated to her picture folder, but there was no photo of Manny or their daughter. Christine became frantic. She had a bunch of photos of them. Where were they? She looked at the detective, confused.
“I don’t understand,” she cried. “I had a whole bunch of pictures. They’re all gone.”
“All right,” he said. “Maybe you can give these officers a good description of them. If need be, we’ll have you speak to a sketch artist.” The detective handed a form to the uniformed officers.
“Okay, Mrs. Jennings,” he said. “I need for you to give these officers your identification and fill out some forms for us. Can you do that for me, please?” Christine nodded her head and pulled her drivers license as he spoke to the white coats. She handed the license to the female officer, who looked at it carefully.
“Did you say your name was Jennings?” the officer asked.
“Yes,” Christine said. “Why?”
“Your drivers license says your last name is Trent,” the officer said. “Is that your maiden name?”
“Yes it is,” Christine said.
“You know state law requires you to get a new license when you change your name, right?” the officer asked.
“Yes, I thought I did,” Christine said, confused. The officer nodded her head and finished the paperwork before handing the license back.
“You really should get that taken care of as soon as possible,” the officer said.
“I will, thanks,” Christine said. The officers spoke with Christine as they filled out the rest of the paperwork and got a detailed description of Manfred and Mandy. She also gave them a description of Manny’s pickup. After what seemed like an eternity, Detective Ferguson came to Christine. The white coats were on their way back to their van, having finished their jobs.
“Mrs. Jennings,” he said. “We’re going to analyze what we found, but I have to tell you, there’s no evidence that a child ever lived here. There’s no clothing, toys, nothing. I’ll be in touch soon, but I want you to know that the first 24 hours are crucial.” He handed her a card. “If you hear from your husband, call me immediately.”
“Thanks,” Christine said as they left. She locked the door and went through the apartment, turning all the lights off. She slowly made her way upstairs to the master bedroom and collapsed on the old bed, tears running down her face. “Oh God,” she said to herself. “What have I done?”
“You fucked up, girl. Big time,” a quiet voice said in the back of her mind. She put her pajamas on and climbed in the bed, scared and lonely. She never knew just how lonely she could be until that moment, with all the lights off. The silence was deafening. She tossed and turned for hours, getting very little sleep.
The next morning, she called in sick. She had hardly slept and she felt horrible, like someone had punched her in the stomach. After taking a shower and eating a small breakfast, she called her husband’s work.
“I’d like to speak with Manny Jennings,” she told the receptionist.
“I’m sorry, there’s no one by that name here,” the receptionist said.
“What do you mean?” Christine asked. “He’s worked there for nearly five years.”
“I’m sorry,” the receptionist said. “No one by that name has ever worked here.” Christine cried as she ended the call.
She went online to check their bank balance, curious to know if Manny had emptied the accounts. She had read stories online where some husbands would do that to protect themselves or get revenge on the cheating wife.
She found that her name was the only one on the account, and there wasn’t quite as much as she thought there should be. She looked at the account history and was shocked. It was as if Manny was never on the account at all. Did Manny have his own account all this time? She swore that it was a joint account just a few days ago. Her phone rang as she was closing out her browser.
“Hello,” she said.
“Hey, babe,” Jake said. “What’s up? I heard you called in sick. What’s going on?”
“Hi, Jake,” she said. “I’m sorry. Everything’s gone to shit here. Manny is gone and so is my daughter.”
“Oh my God,” he said. “Have you called the cops?”
“Yeah,” she said. “They were here until early this morning. If I didn’t know any better I’d swear Manny somehow found out about what we did last night. It’s so odd. It’s like they were never here. I don’t know what I’m going to do.”
“Alright,” Jake said. “Take it easy for now. Keep me in the loop. It’ll be okay.”
“Thanks, Jake. Talk to you soon,” she said before hanging up.
She decided to drive to Manny’s work to see if she could spot his pickup. If so, she would confront him and demand that he produce her daughter. She grabbed her keys and her purse and was headed to the garage when the doorbell rang. Opening it, she saw Detective Ferguson, still wearing a rumpled suit.
“Mrs. Jennings,” he said. “Or should I call you Ms. Trent?”
“What can I do for you, Detective?” she asked.
“I need you to come downtown with me,” he said. “We need to talk.”
“About what, Detective?” she asked. “I gave you my statement last night. Have you found anything?”
“As a matter of fact, I have,” he said. “That’s why I need to talk to you. We can either do this the easy way or the hard way. Do I have to place you under arrest?”
“Arrest?” she asked. “I haven’t done anything wrong.”
“That’s where you’re wrong,” he said. “Filing a false police report is a felony in this state, and the DA isn’t very happy right now. A lot of police resources were used coming here last night. So I need you to come with me right now.”
“I didn’t file a false report,” she cried. “I told you what happened. But I’ll come with you.” She closed the door and locked it and they went to the police station, where Detective Ferguson sat her down in a small, white interrogation room. The detective started a voice recorder and read Christine her Miranda rights.
“Would you like to arrange for an attorney before we begin?” he asked.
“There’s no need,” she said. “I haven’t done anything wrong. I told you what happened.”
“Very well,” he said. “I did a basic background check and guess what? There’s no record of you having ever been married in this county or anywhere else. Can you explain that?” Christine shook her head.
“No,” she said. “I can’t.”
“There’s also no record of an Amanda Jennings having ever been born. At least not one listing you as the mother or the man you call your husband as the father,” he said. “Can you explain that?”
“Again, no,” she said. “I can’t.”
“There’s more,” he said. “We only found one person’s fingerprints in your apartment last night. Yours. There’s no evidence that a man has ever lived there and there’s no evidence that a child was ever in your apartment. We did, however, find a Manfred Jennings matching the description you gave. He owns Manny’s Outdoor Adventures and has owned it for the last five years. He’s married and has a young daughter.”
“Did you say married?” Christine asked.
“Yes,” Detective Ferguson said. “And happily so, from what we could tell. He says he’s never heard of you. Or your daughter. We also spoke with his parents and they’ve never heard of you or Mandy, either.” Christine began crying, shedding hot tears.
“I don’t know what to say,” she said through her tears. “Has my whole life been a lie? Look, detective, I’ll take a lie detector test if I have to, but that’s what I remember.” He looked at her carefully before speaking.



“Stay here,” he said. He got up and walked out the room, leaving Christine alone with her thoughts. A half hour later, he returned with another man, wheeling a large equipment-laden cart into the room.
“I’m going to have you take a polygraph test, Christine,” he said. “All you have to do is answer truthfully. If you pass, maybe the DA will work with you. Agree?” She nodded her head.
“I’ll do anything,” she said. Detective Ferguson nodded to the test administrator, who connected her to the machine. Once finished, he asked her a series of questions to get a base reading. Then he began asking her a series of yes or no questions related to her case.
The test didn’t take very long. The tester marked the paper as he asked her questions about her marriage, her child and even her affair with Jake. Soon, he was finished and shut the machine down. He removed the connections and handed Detective Ferguson the paper with his conclusions. Ferguson looked at the test results as the administrator wheeled the cart out of the room.
“You know, Christine,” he said. “If I didn’t see this for myself, I never would’ve believed it.”
“What do you mean, Detective?” she asked.
“You passed,” he said. “With flying colors. Despite the lack of evidence, you really believe this happened.”
“Because it did,” she said. He nodded his head.
“Or you truly believe it did,” he said. “Stay here, okay? I’ll be right back.” He left with the test results, leaving Christine alone again. He returned to the room a half hour later with another man.
“Christine, this is District Attorney Michael Johnson,” Detective Ferguson said as the DA extended his hand to Christine. “I’ll let him take it from here.” The DA sat down and looked at Christine.
“Ms. Trent,” he said. “I’ve been watching your reaction throughout all this, and I’m impressed with your polygraph test results. Mind you, that’s not admissible in court. There’s been a crackdown on filing false police reports, but after what I’ve seen, I think it would be an injustice to prosecute you. You truly believe this happened to you, even though all the evidence says otherwise. I’m personally at a loss to explain it.” He paused for a moment before continuing.
“Here’s what I’m going to do,” he said. “I’m going to give you a pass. This time only. And with one condition.” He pulled a card from his pocket and handed it to her. “I want you to make an appointment to see this doctor as soon as possible. He’ll be expecting your call and I’ll be following up to make sure you actually make that appointment. Are you following me, Ms. Trent?” Christine nodded her head.
“Good,” he said. “Believe me, I’d hate to bring you up on charges. Make that appointment and get yourself squared away.”
“Thank you, Mr. Johnson,” she said, shaking his hand.
“You’re welcome,” he said before walking out of the room. Detective Ferguson also stood up and motioned for her to join him.
“Consider yourself lucky,” he told her. “Around here, they call him the ‘Hangin’ DA’. C’mon, Christine, I’ll take you home.” She followed him and thanked him as he opened the car door for her. “I really do hope things work out for you, Christine,” he said as he dropped her off at the apartment. She nodded her head.
“Thanks, Detective,” she said. She went inside her empty apartment and sat down on the couch, wondering what to do next. After a few minutes, it hit her. She knows where Manny works. She pulled out the phone book and had the address in minutes. Grabbing her keys, she went to her car and headed out.
She got to Manny’s shop and was surprised to find that it looked just as she imagined it might. She walked in and was greeted by an attractive blonde receptionist.
“May I help you?” the blonde asked.
“I need to see Mr. Jennings,” Christine said. “It’s a matter of the utmost importance.” Christine saw the door marked “Private” and saw it had a “Do not disturb” tag on the knob. She didn’t wait for the receptionist and headed for the door.
“Miss, you can’t go in there,” the receptionist said as Christine opened the door and walked in. Closing the door behind her, she got another shock.
Sitting in a chair behind a large wooden desk was Manny, his shirt open, his khaki shorts at his feet. In his lap sat a well-endowed brunette, her blouse open, her skirt bunched at her waist. Christine could smell the sex in the air and saw his cock sliding in the woman’s pussy as she moaned. Manny’s head was buried in her bare tits as the woman ran her hands through his sandy hair.
Christine put her hand to her mouth and gasped as she took in the scene. This was HER husband, and he was fucking another woman. How dare he, she thought, before realizing that this was what she had been doing not that long ago.
Manny looked up and saw Christine standing there. He instantly closed his shirt as the brunette stood up. He pulled his pants up as the woman closed her blouse and straightened out her short skirt. Christine could see the woman’s pussy was shaved bare and cum was leaking down her thigh.
“Who are you?” Manny thundered. “And why are you here?”
“Manny, is that really you?” Christine asked. She couldn’t help but notice how much better he looked. He still had the same features, but he was tanned and more muscular than she remembered and he looked... content. Happy, even.
“Yes it’s me, and who the hell are you?” he asked. “Didn’t you see the sign?” His face changed slightly. “I remember you,” he added. “You’re the woman who thinks I’m married to you and kidnapped your child.” He looked at the brunette. “This is the woman the police spoke to us about.” The brunette walked over to Christine and looked her over as if inspecting her.
“Christine, isn’t it?” the brunette said. Christine nodded her head.
“Yes,” she said. The brunette turned to Manny. As she did so, Christine saw a picture on the credenza behind the chair. It showed Manny with the brunette and a young child, all smiling and happy. A tear came down her cheek.
“Let me handle this, Manny,” she said. “Then we can finish our lunch, okay?” Manny’s face softened as he smiled. The brunette gave him a deep tongue kiss while rubbing his crotch. “I haven’t had my dessert yet,” she added, smiling.
Christine thought she was going to get sick. That was HER husband this woman was kissing, after all. The brunette turned back to Christine. “My name is Sandy, by the way,” she told Christine, extending her hand. “Sandy Jennings. Mrs. Manfred Jennings, by the way.” Christine took her hand and shook it. “Let’s go, I’ll buy you a cup of coffee.”
They left the shop and walked down the block to a Starbucks where Sandy bought them a large cup of coffee. She addressed Christine after they sat down.
“So, tell me your story,” she said. Christine took a sip of her coffee and told Sandy everything that had happened the last two days.
“Wow,” Sandy said when Christine finished. “That sounds like something out of the Twilight Zone. I can see why you’d be upset.” She looked at Christine closely before speaking again. “I’ve seen you before,” she said. “At college, several years ago.” Christine nodded her head.
“Yeah, I remember you, too,” she said. “You and Manny were an item back then as well.”
“So, what happened in your universe?” Sandy asked.
“Well, don’t take offense, but as I remember, you were killed in your junior year on a ski trip. Something about an avalanche,” Christine said. “That’s when I got to know Manny.”
“None taken. I remember that ski trip,” Sandy said. “I was going to go, but Manny said he didn’t like the looks of the place and was worried something might happen. I was pregnant at the time with our little girl. Turns out he was right. There was an avalanche and several people were buried. Manny and I got married instead and went hiking in Yosemite. So, did your Manny like the great outdoors?”
“He loved it,” Christine said, tears falling down her cheeks. “He wanted to start his own business, hosting outdoor activities, hiking and that sort of thing. I was scared it wouldn’t succeed so he went to work for an accounting firm instead. He eventually stopped going out. He never said anything but I think he always resented me for that.”
“That’s sad,” Sandy said. “My Manny loves the outdoors. Can’t get enough of it. He wanted that business so bad he spent two years working up a business plan. My father offered to give him the money he needed for a startup but Manny turned it down. He got a loan instead and it’s taken off. It was tight the first couple years but it grew and now he’s very successful. You want to know the best part?”
“What’s that?” Christine asked.
“I get to spend even more time with him than ever. I always go out with him on his trips and we have a blast. When little Annie gets older, she’ll probably join us,” Sandy said. “You know, there’s nothing like making love in the great outdoors.”
“I wouldn’t know,” Christine said.
“Did you love your husband?” Sandy asked.
“Yes, I did, very much,” Christine said, wiping a tear from her eye.
“My parents have been married a very long time,” Sandy said. “My mother once told me there’s three things you never do, if you want to keep your marriage alive.”
“What’s that?” Christine asked.
“First, never cheat on your man,” Sandy said. “Second, never disrespect him and third, don’t take his dream away.”
“I’ve done all three,” Christine said. “I guess I’m royally screwed.”
“Yeah,” Sandy said. “So, what are you going to do now?”
“Move on, I guess,” Christine said. “I have a card from a Dr. Albert McKinley, I’ll probably make an appointment to see him for some counseling.” Sandy nodded her head.
“I’ve heard good things about him,” she said. “I hope he can help you move forward.”
“Thanks,” Christine said. Sandy stood up.
“I’d better get back to the shop,” she said. “I really do hope things work out for you. But Manny is mine now and always will be.” Christine nodded her head.
“Thanks again,” she said. “And thanks for the coffee.”
“You’re welcome,” Sandy said before leaving. Christine finished her coffee and thought about her now-tattered life. She slowly walked back to the shop where her car was parked. She looked at it wistfully as she started her car.
“This could’ve been my life,” she thought to herself as she pulled away. She stopped for some Chinese take out on her way home and ate her dinner in her now very lonely apartment. At that moment, all she wanted was to have her family back. She opened the fortune cookie and read the words on the little slip of paper.
“Christine, your second wish will be granted tomorrow. Enjoy,” it read. She shook her head as she read it again. Second wish? What was that all about? She puttered around the apartment for the rest of the evening and went to bed, crying herself to sleep.
The next day, she went to work, thinking that would help her deal with her loss. Jake saw her and cornered her in the admin supply room.
“Are you okay?” he asked. “What happened?” Christine gave him the Reader’s Digest version of the last two days.
“Wow,” he said. “That’s the wildest story I ever heard. Well, since Manny is out of the way, what do you say we spend the night together?” Christine shook her head.
“Not tonight, Jake,” she said. “I still have a lot to deal with. Give me some space for a while, okay?”
“Well, okay,” he said. “I won’t like it, but I’ll wait.”
“Thanks,” she said, leaving the room. She finished her day and headed back to her dark, lonely apartment. She had just finished eating some leftovers when the doorbell rang. She opened the door to see a short, bald, red-skinned troll-like man smiling wide, showing off a set of pointed teeth.
“Hi, Christine,” the troll said. “I’m Zrglbork, your personal wish-master, delivering your second wish. As promised.” Christine looked and saw a sea of large, naked, very well-endowed men.
“What?” she asked. “What wish is this? I never asked for this.” She looked at the very large collection of men, all of whom were eyeing her with lust. “How many men are there?”
“Well,” the wish-master said, “you wanted 100 miles of cock. Let’s see, there’s 5280 feet in a mile. Multiply that by 100, and that gets you 528,000 feet. There’s 12 inches in a mile, so that gets you 6,336,000 inches. Divide that by 10, since I figured you wanted 10-inch cocks, and that gets you 633,600 men.” Christines eyes grew wide. “What, is that too much for one night? If you like I can spread them out over, say, two or three days. Would that be better?” Christine recoiled.
“I don’t want any of this,” she said.
“Sorry, you’re in the Zone now, sweetheart,” Zrglbork said.
“What does that mean? Look, all I want is my family back,” Christine said.
“Sorry again,” he said. “You’ve already screwed the pooch on that one.” He motioned to the men at the front of the crowd. “She’s all yours, boys. Have at her.” As Christine watched, the men began pouring into her apartment, their eyes glazed with lust, their huge cocks erect. She backed up as far as she could.
“NOOOOOOOO!!!!!!” she screamed.
...
Christine’s body jerked back and forth in the bed as she moaned as if in shock. Manny stepped back as the medical professionals poured into the room and surrounded the bed, checking her vital signs and working to stabilize her. She finally settled down, prompting the doctors and nurses to step back from the bed.
Christine blinked her eyes as she looked around the room. She finally saw her husband.
“Manny,” she croaked. “What happened? Where am I?” Manny walked to the side of her bed and looked down at her.
“It’s okay, Christine,” he said. “You were in an accident on your way to Jake’s. A truck ran a red light and t-boned your car. The car is totaled. You got banged up pretty bad and hit your head. You’ve been in a medically-induced coma for a couple days or so to let the swelling on your brain go down.”
“Where’s Mandy?” she asked.
“Mandy is at my parents house,” he said. Christine realized Manny mentioned her lover and wondered how much he knew.
“You know about Jake?” she asked weakly. Manny nodded his head.
“Yeah, I do,” he said. “Your phone was going crazy with all the text messages he was sending. He kept asking where you were so I answered. I pretended to be you and told him you were in the hospital. I saw him come in later and had a nice long talk with him. He told me that you two have never had sex, but were planning to that night, and I believe him. He’s also assured me he’ll never chase you again. That is, unless you want a divorce so you can be with him.”
“No, Manny, I only want you,” she said, tears falling down her cheeks.
“Are you sure about that?” Manny said. Christine nodded her head, sobbing.
“Yes,” she said. “I’m sorry. I just got stupid and thought I owed it to myself to get some excitement in my life.”
“Well, I’d say you had some excitement,” he said. “You’ve got a broken arm and a broken leg. You damn near died in that accident.”
“Do you still love me?” she asked.
“Yes, I do,” he said. “But I’m royally pissed right now. Part of me says I should kick your ass to the curb. I still might. But another part of me says Mandy deserves to have her mother and I sure as hell don’t want to be a weekend father, paying child support for the next 16 years. This certainly isn’t how I wanted to spend my life.”
“I’m sorry,” Christine said. “Please forgive me.”
“I’ll consider it,” he said. “But we’re going to have to go through counseling. I’ve been told there’s a Dr. Albert McKinley who’s really good with things like this. I’ve already made an appointment for myself. If you’re serious, then we can talk to him and see what happens.”
“Okay,” she said. “Please believe me, you’re the only man I want.”
“If you say so,” he said. “I’m just glad you’re going to be okay.”
“Manny, do you still dream about having your own business?” she asked. He looked at her, confused. Where did this come from, he wondered.
“Yeah, I do,” he said. “But I know it’ll never happen now. Why?”
“Well, I’ve had a change of heart,” she said. “I want you to go for it. I know it’ll be a bit rough at first, but I’ll be there for you the whole time. Maybe you’ll even let me come serve you lunch.”
“Are you sure about this?” he asked. “I’m a bit out of shape right now and I’ll probably have to work a lot of long days to get it started.”
“I’ve never been more sure of anything,” she said. “I’ve learned my lesson. And I’ll support you 100 percent. Please. I want you to have your dream.” He looked at her for a moment before answering.
“Okay,” he said. “But we have some serious issues to deal with first.”
“I know,” she said. “You don’t trust me. I don’t blame you. But please believe me when I say I’ve truly learned my lesson. All I want is my family. Nothing more.”
“Alright,” he said. “We’ll take things one step at a time, though.” He gave her a hug and felt her tears on his cheek. He gave her a kiss and stood up.
“When can I see Mandy?” she asked.
“I can bring her by tomorrow if you think you’ll be up to it,” he said. She nodded her head.
“I will,” she said. “I’ve missed you so much. I’ll do whatever it takes to keep us together. I love you.” He smiled for the first time since she woke up.
“I love you, too,” he said. “I’ll see you tomorrow, okay?”
“Okay,” she said, blowing him a kiss as he walked out the door. She looked up at the television in the the corner of the room. A Twilight Zone episode was just ending and the scene shifted to a grim-faced man in a suit, holding a lit cigarette.
The man looked at her before speaking, cigarette smoke curling around his head.
“You’ve been given a second chance, Christine,” the man said. “Make it work. And remember, be careful of what you wish for. You just might get it. Consider that a public service message from... the Cheating Zone.”
He took a long drag off his cigarette, winked and smiled.
Fade to black...
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LW’s: Satisfaction Guaranteed

This is something a bit different from most of my previous offerings...

As always, many thanks to those who offered comments and constructive criticism on my previous stories. Please refer to my profile for more on my personal policy regarding comments, feedback, follows, etc. And please remember, this is a work of fiction, not a docu-drama...

Lenny Burton sat on his couch, tears falling on the papers that declared the official end of his marriage. He never wanted a divorce, but his ex-wife filed against him anyway after announcing that she was leaving him for someone with more money and a bigger dick.
He remembered that day like it was yesterday. He had been working 10 -- 12 hours days finishing a project for his boss that, if successful, would seal a major deal earning the company nearly $500 million. That would mean a huge raise for him as well as a nice bonus.
The project completed, he drove home with high hopes and a desire to make love to Jeannie, his wife of three years. When he pulled into his driveway, though, he saw a strange car in the driveway. He had a bad feeling about it, but thought it might just be one of her friends from work who sometimes came over to visit.
But when he walked in the house, his hopes were dashed. There, on the couch, was Jeannie, and she was holding hands with a man. Not just any man, but her supervisor, Rudy James. Rudy looked at him with a smirk on his face that said, “I just fucked your wife.” Two suitcases and an overnight bag sat on the floor next to the couch.
Jeannie, wearing an extremely short skirt and a pair of CFM pumps, looked at Lenny with sad eyes.
“I’m sorry, Len,” she said. “But Rudy and I are leaving.”
“What do you mean, leaving?” Lenny asked.
“Um, well, actually, I’m leaving you for Rudy,” she said. “I’m sorry, but he’s richer and bigger than you are and I just, well, kinda fell in love with him. So I’m leaving you because I refuse to cheat on you behind your back anymore.”
“WHAT?” Lenny yelled. “How long have the two of you been fucking?”
“I don’t know,” Jeannie said. “Maybe a couple months. You’ve been so busy working lately that I thought you didn’t love me anymore. So Rudy took me out and we’ve been doing it about three times a week.”
“Three times a week?” Lenny asked, shocked. “Hell, you haven’t even been with me that many times in the last month. You fucking bitch.”
“Hey, watch your language,” Rudy said, puffing out his chest. Lenny was beyond pissed and went into his office. Unlocking his gun cabinet, he grabbed a shotgun and checked to make sure it was unloaded. He wanted to scare the two cheaters, not kill them. He walked back into the living room and pointed the barrel at Rudy’s face. Both of them looked shocked.
“Get the fuck out of my house,” Lenny said. “Before I splatter your brains all over the wall. You want the cheating bitch, you can have her. But you won’t disrespect me in my house. Now, GET OUT!!” Rudy got off the couch, scared, and looked at Jeannie.
“I’ll see you at the condo,” he said. “Are you going to be okay?” Jeannie nodded her head.
“GET OUT, ASSHOLE!” Lenny yelled. Rudy ran out of the house and slammed the door. Lenny waited until he heard Rudy driving away before addressing his soon-to-be ex-wife. “As for you, bitch,” he said. “You realize I’ve been working extra hours for us. I thought we were going to start a family. That’s what I was working for. And this is how you repay me? Fuck you!”
“Lenny, I’m sorry,” she cried. “I really didn’t want to hurt you. Please don’t kill me.”
“Bullshit, bitch,” Lenny said. He put the gun down. “Besides, it’s kinda hard to kill someone with an empty gun,” he said. He grabbed her hand and pulled her rings off. As she watched, he grabbed her purse and pulled out her wallet. He took her ATM card, the joint credit card with her name and her house key. He tossed the purse back to her, taking note of the wad of cash in her wallet. Taking his ring off, he threw it at her. “Now, get out.”
“Lenny, what are you doing?” she asked.
“You want out, now go. Leave. And I never want to see your cheating, lying ass ever again,” he said. She slowly got off the couch and picked up her purse.
“Will you at least help me with my luggage?” she asked.
“You have a lot of fucking nerve, bitch,” he said. “Not no, but fuck no. Get your shit and get the fuck out.” Jeannie picked up her luggage and struggled as she went to the garage door. Lenny went to her car and grabbed the garage door opener after he pressed the button to open it. She loaded her bags, got in her car and left. He closed the door after watching her drive away.
Lenny went to his computer and logged into his bank account. He noticed that she had already taken half of everything. The bitch! He paid off the joint credit card and closed it out, then moved everything but $5 into another account he already had set up in his name only. Thank God for Internet banking.
A few minutes later, he heard a knock on the door. He opened it to find a man in a jacket with a manila envelope.
“Are you Lenny Burton?” the man asked.
“Yes, what do you want?” Lenny asked in response. The man handed him the envelope.
“You’ve been served,” he said before leaving. Lenny opened the envelope and looked inside to find a set of divorce papers. Apparently, Jeannie had already set things in motion. He read the papers, learning that she had filed under “Mental Cruelty” and had asked for 85 percent of the joint assets, along with a hefty amount of alimony.
“Fuck her,” he thought. He began looking for an attorney and, seeing that it was too late in the day to contact anyone, made a list of potential lawyers to represent him. Shocked, angry and hurt, he sat back on the couch and cried.
He couldn’t believe this was happening to him. He thought he had found his soul mate in Jeannie. He thought things were okay between them and she gave no indication there was a problem. Thing was, she wasn’t the first to do this to him. He thought back over his life. He had dated several girls in high school, and had fallen in love with a couple girls in college. All of them, however, ended up ripping his heart out by dumping him for some other guy.
After college, he met and dated another girl and had even bought a ring, preparing to pop the question. The day before he asked her, though, he spotted her embracing another guy. He confronted her and was told she had fallen in love with the guy.
It took several months but he finally met Jeannie, and began dating her. Six months later, he asked her to marry him and she said yes. But even that had now turned to shit.
In the “old” days, he could turn to his cousin, Randi, who always seemed to lift his spirits, telling him that not all women were cheating sluts and there were plenty more fish in the sea. She always made him feel better, but she wasn’t in the area any more, having left after her own nasty divorce from a cheating, abusive bastard of a husband.
So he did the next best thing -- he got drunk. He didn’t care, since he didn’t have to go to work the next day.
When he woke up, he did his morning routine, then began calling attorneys. It took a while and he ended up going through four lawyers, but he finally found one who wasn’t a man-hating bitch looking only for billable hours.
After months of haggling and threats, his lawyer finally got Jeannie to drop the mental cruelty and go for irreconcilable differences. He also got her to accept what she had already taken from their bank account and drop her demand for alimony, since she made as much as he did and she was living with her rich lover.
This was possible because the private investigator they hired got clear photos and videos of her screwing her lover in various places. She folded like a cheap lawn chair after being confronted with graphic evidence of her own infidelity and a warning that the pictures and video could easily end up being sent to her family and friends and possibly end up on the Internet.
He had thought about getting revenge against the asshole she was fucking, but he figured having to live with Jeannie would be revenge enough.
So now it was over. He should have been happy, but he wasn’t. Instead, he felt empty. He was sad, lonely, depressed and worse, horny. Then he got a call from Randi.
“Hey, cuz,” he said when he answered the call. “What’s up?”
“I’m in town and just wondered if we could get together,” she said.
“Yeah, sure,” Lenny said. “You want to come over and get drunk with me or what?”
“Well, if you’re intent on getting drunk, I’ll come on over,” she said. “What would Jeannie think?”
“I don’t give a fuck what Jeannie thinks anymore,” he said. “She divorced me anyway.”
“Oh no,” Randi said. “I’m sorry, I didn’t know. What happened?”
“Just the usual,” he said. “I came home from work and found her with her lover. She just announced that she was leaving with him and then had me served with divorce papers.”
“Oh my God,” she said. “That sucks.”
“Yeah,” Lenny said. “Divorce just became final.”
“Well, then, I’ll be right over,” she said. A half hour later, the doorbell rang. Lenny opened the door to see the smiling face of his cousin, Randi. He hugged her and invited her inside. He couldn’t help but look as she strode in wearing a thin t-shirt with no bra and a pair of tight ripped denim short-shorts. If she wasn’t his cousin, he would have made a move on her himself.
He grabbed them each a beer and they settled in his front room to catch up. The two of them were more than just cousins -- they were the closest of friends. They had always shared their innermost secrets and had frequently comforted each other after suffering through a breakup.
“So, what happened to you after your divorce?” Lenny asked after telling her his tale of woe.
“Well, I met and married the man of my dreams,” she said, showing him her rings.
“Wow,” Lenny said. “Congratulations. Where did you meet Mr. Right?”
“That’s a long story,” she said. “Maybe they can help you out.”
“Okay,” Lenny said. “What, is it some kind of dating service?”
“No,” she said. “I really can’t explain it, and I had to sign a confidentiality agreement so I can’t tell you exactly what it is. But I do know they’re very picky about who they work with. And they guarantee that you’ll be satisfied. I know I certainly am satisfied. How about if I call them and see what they say. Maybe they’ll take you on.”
“Sure, that would be good,” Lenny said. “How much do they cost? I mean, this has to be pretty expensive.”
“That’s all part of the confidentiality agreement,” Randi said. “But I think you’d find it more than reasonable. I sure did.”
“Okay,” he said. “I trust you. By the way, how long are you going to be in town?”
“Oh, just a couple days,” she said. “I’m here to do some work for my company, but I can spend the rest of my time here with you if you want. Think you can handle it?”
“Sure,” he said. “You know you’re always welcome here. And it’s a lot cheaper than a hotel room.” She smiled.
“Good,” she said. “I’ll stay here and keep you company, then.”
“So tell me about this new man of yours,” Lenny said.
“Well, he reminds me a lot of you,” she said.
“Oh really?” Lenny asked.
“Yeah,” Randi said. “He’s a tech guy, like you, and he has your sense of humor.”
“Do you have a picture of this guy?” Lenny asked.
“Of course,” she said, pulling out her phone. She used her fingers to navigate to her photo folder and pulled up a picture of her with her new man. She looked at the picture, then back at her cousin. “Oh my God,” she said. “I never really noticed this before. Look at this.” She held up the picture so Lenny could see. He was shocked. The man in the picture looked very much like him, only with somewhat different hair.
“Wow,” Lenny said.
“You don’t have a twin brother or something I don’t know about, do you?” she asked.
“No, I’m an only child,” Lenny said. “You know that.”
“That’s strange,” she said, shaking her head.
“Well, you’re happy with him, right?” Lenny asked. She smiled.
“Of course,” she said. “Happier than I’ve ever been in my life.” Lenny shrugged his shoulders.
“Well then,” he said. “I’m happy that you’re happy. Enjoy it.” She smiled.
“I will,” she said. “Now, pull out your cards so I can beat your ass at spades.” He smiled and pulled out a deck of cards. They played cards and reminisced well into the night, all talk of her new husband on the back burner.
Randi finished her business and left two days later, hugging her cousin before she left.
“Remember, watch your phone and be sure to answer any calls from ‘LW’s’. And remember, if they leave a message, call back as soon as you can,” she said before she left.
“Okay, thanks,” Lenny said. He watched as she drove off and walked back to his empty house. He couldn’t believe how much he missed his cousin. He thought about her the rest of the day and felt more alone than he had since his cheating wife left.
It was a Friday at lunch when Lenny got a call on his cell phone. Looking at the screen, he saw the call came from “LW’s.” He remembered what Randi said and answered the call.
“Hello,” he said.
“Is this Lenny Burton?” a man asked.
“Yes,” Lenny said. “And who is this?”
“Lenny, my name is Larry Wilder,” the man said. “I spoke to your cousin a couple days ago and was wondering if you would be free sometime soon.”
“Of course,” Lenny said. “When would you like to meet?”
“How about today?” Larry said. “Say, about 5:30 pm?” Larry gave Lenny an address at an office building not far from where he worked.
“Sure,” Lenny said. “I get off at 5:00 so I can easily be there at 5:30.”
“Good,” Larry said. “I look forward to meeting you.” The call ended, Lenny spent the rest of the day watching the clock. At 5:00, sharp, he clocked out and headed to the address Larry had given him.
He pulled up to the office building and went to a door simply marked, “LW’s.” He opened the door and a pretty blonde receptionist smiled and ushered him into a small conference room.
“Mr. Wilder will be with you shortly,” she said. Lenny thanked her and sat down at one of the two chairs in the room. A minute or so later, the door opened and a somewhat older man wearing a white medical smock entered. He smiled as he extended his hand to Lenny, who stood when the door opened.
“Mr. Burton,” he said. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. Please, sit down. Let me explain what it is we do here. I know you’ve talked to your cousin. She’s the one who referred you to us, and I must admit, I’m surprised at how much you resemble her new husband.”
“I am too,” Lenny said. “Do you have any idea why?”
“Well, maybe it’ll become clearer by the time we’re done,” Larry said. “You might think that we’re just another company that matches people up like a dating site. In fact, we’re much more than that. We guarantee to put you with your perfect match.”
“What do you mean?” Lenny asked.
“Are you familiar with the Bible story of Adam and Eve?” Larry asked.
“Kinda,” Lenny said. “From what I remember, they ran around naked in the Garden of Eden until she ate an apple, and then God kicked them out.”
“Well, there’s quite a bit more to it than that, and it wasn’t an apple, but you got part of it right,” Larry said. “Do you remember how Eve came about?” Lenny shook his head. His parents had taken him to Sunday School when he was much younger, but he hadn’t been to church for years.
“No, I don’t,” Lenny said, confused.
“That’s alright,” Larry said. “A lot of people don’t remember that part of the story. According to the account, God wasn’t happy to see Adam by himself, with no one to share the garden, so he put Adam to sleep and removed a rib. Afterward, God closed up the wound and formed Eve from the rib. He brought Eve to Adam, who, the story claims, said, ‘This is now bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh; she shall be called ‘woman,’ for she was taken out of man.’ Because of this, the story says, men leave their parents and unite with a woman to become as one.
“It’s true that Eve was tempted and she in turn tempted her husband. They were kicked out of the garden, but they remained together for the rest of their lives, which was a very long time,” Larry said.
“So what does this have to do with me?” Lenny asked.
“Good question, and I’m glad you asked,” Larry said. “Simply put, Eve was, for lack of a better explanation, formed from Adam’s DNA. There’s much more to it than that, but we don’t have the time to get into all the science behind it. What we do here is something similar. No, we’re not going to remove a rib or anything like that -- there’s no need. But, we will use your own genetic information to match you with a mate that is, well, perfect. At least for you.”
“You can do that?” Lenny asked. The man smiled.
“Oh yes,” he said. “And I guarantee that you will be more than satisfied with the result.”
“So, how much does all this cost and when can we get started?” Lenny asked.
“Well,” Larry said, “we don’t bill you and we don’t want any money. We have all that we need, but we do ask that when the time comes, you refer someone to us. And we will require you to sign a comprehensive agreement that outlines the terms. As for when, well, we can begin right now if you wish. We’ve already done the preliminary background and have determined that you’re a prime candidate for our services and we know that you have well over 150 days of accrued sick leave, so you can take the necessary time off. We don’t do this for just anyone, you know.”
“How much time would I have to take?” Lenny asked. “I didn’t know I would need to be off work.”
“That’s okay,” Larry said. “We prefer that our clients take a full week off to make sure everything goes smoothly. Some of our clients sometimes need that time to recover and adjust. Since you’re fairly young and in good shape, it shouldn’t be a problem. We’ve already gotten approval for you to take the time off, but if you don’t want to finish the procedure, just say the word and we can release you from any obligation.”
“You’ve already gotten the approval?” Lenny asked.
“Yes,” Larry said. “Your boss, John Smith, said he’s been concerned about you lately. Your performance has slipped a bit and you’ve seemed off, distracted a bit. He knows you’ve been under a lot of stress with your divorce, and he expressed hope that we can help. If you like, I can call him and let him tell you himself.”
“Please do,” Lenny said.
“That’s reasonable,” Larry said, dialing the number on his phone. Lenny could hear his boss answer after a couple rings. “Mr. Smith, hello, this is Larry Wilder. I’m consulting with Lenny Burton now and he’d like to verify that you’ve approved his time off.” Lenny could hear his boss say something, then Larry handed him the phone.
“John, hi, this is Lenny,” he said.
“Lenny, look, I should have told you earlier, I’m sorry,” John said. “Look, I know what you’ve been going through and Mr. Wilder tells me he can help you out. So I approved the time off for you. You’re a good employee and I hate losing you for any length of time, but I’m willing to see you take some time off if it’ll help. You get yourself taken care of, okay?”
“Okay, boss, thanks,” Lenny said. “I’ll see you in a week or so.”
“I’ll see you then,” John said. “Bye.” Lenny looked at Larry.
“Well, let’s get started,” he said. Larry smiled.
“Good,” he said. “Let’s get you checked in and we’ll begin.” Larry took Lenny to the front office where he was checked in and handed a nondisclosure form to read and sign. After getting the paperwork sorted out, he was taken to another room, where he undressed and donned a hospital gown.



From there, Larry took him to another room, where nurses collected blood, urine and semen samples. Afterward, he was put through a battery of tests to determine his overall physical well-being.
He was then wheeled into his room and made comfortable in a larger-than-normal hospital bed. After the nurses finished, Larry came in and sat down next to him. A technician came in, wheeling a cart with lots of wires and readouts.
“Lenny, we’re going to run some psychological tests on you, nothing invasive. We just need to get more information. Just relax and the machine will take care of everything,” he said. Lenny relaxed and the tech began connecting wires to various parts of his body. He finished by placing something over Lenny’s head that covered his ears and eyes.
“Okay, Lenny, just relax,” Larry said. Lenny heard him through a set of earphones in the headset. “You’ll feel a bit sleepy. That’s normal. Just relax and breathe normally.” Lenny fell asleep and suddenly woke up as the technician removed the hood. He blinked his eyes as Larry made notes on his clipboard. “How are you feeling?” Larry asked.
“Okay, I guess,” Lenny said. “What was that?”
“A proprietary piece of equipment we use for hynotherapy,” Larry said. “It helps us get vital information about you -- your likes, dislikes, that sort of thing. It’s vital to ensuring a successful match for you. There’s one last thing we need to do.”
“What’s that?” Lenny asked.
“We’re going to set up some equipment to monitor your dream state overnight. I want you to focus and think about what your dream mate might be like,” Larry said. “Don’t force it. Just let it come to you naturally. We’ll give you something to help you relax and sleep.” The tech began placing electrodes on Lenny’s head as a nurse came in, pushing a cart. After the tech finished, the nurse injected something into his IV and Lenny began to get drowsy.
“Just relax, Lenny,” Larry said. “Think about what your ideal woman might be like. We’ll take it from there. That’s it,” he said as Lenny began to fall asleep. “Good night, we’ll see you in the morning,” he added with a smile.
The next day, Lenny woke up, feeling refreshed. He had several dreams, but couldn’t remember any of them. He was able to remember that some of them had overtly sexual overtones, but he couldn’t remember any details. Larry came in as he was finishing his breakfast.
“How are you feeling this morning?” he asked, looking at Lenny’s vitals.
“I’m actually feeling refreshed,” Lenny said.
“Good,” Larry said. “I see you had quite a few dreams last night. Do you remember any of them?”
“Only bits and pieces,” Lenny said. “I know some of them were a bit sexual in nature, but I can’t remember any details.”
“That’s normal,” Larry said as he looked over the machine’s logs. “We’ll take this away and let you get some rest. Later this morning, we’ll do some more testing and schedule you for counseling.”
About mid-morning, Lenny was taken to a darkened room with a reclining chair in the middle. He was placed in the chair and electrodes were attached to his body. As he sat, Larry explained what was happening.
“We’re going to test your galvanic skin response to various stimuli,” he said. “Pictures will be flashed before your eyes in rapid succession. Don’t try to focus on the pictures -- they’ll be flashed too fast for you to fully realize what they are. The equipment will register your response. Now, just relax.” A tech attached a helmet on his head with a set of darkened eyepieces.
Soon, a series of photos began to flash. As Larry promised, they were flashed too fast for him to really grasp what they were. He thought he saw several pictures of flowers and his cousin, but he wasn’t sure. After a half-hour of this, the lights came back up and the helmet was removed.
“Good,” Larry said. “I think we have enough now to complete the task. I think it’s time for you to see your counselor. This is to help you deal with the issues that have come about as a result of your divorce.”
“What issues?” Lenny asked.
“Well, the way your ex-wife left you has no doubt raised concerns, at least in your mind, about your adequacy as a man,” Larry explained. “I’m not a psychologist but I can understand the feelings of rejection you must be dealing with. I think it would be wise for you to address some of those issues before embarking on a new relationship, don’t you?”
Lenny had to agree, and was wheeled to another office, where he met his counselor, an attractive brunette who welcomed him with a wide smile. They spent the next few hours talking about Lenny’s past, the multiple rejections he experienced from women he thought he loved and the final, crushing way his wife dumped him.
The counselor was kind and understanding, but firm. She helped him deal with the rejection he had experienced from other women in his life and gave him mental exercises to help him prepare for the future. And, she explained, his new mate would help him fully heal and move forward.
That night, he practiced some of those exercises and slept like a baby, waking up feeling better than he had for quite some time.
After breakfast, Larry showed up and looked over his notes.
“I’m very pleased with the progress you’ve made so far,” he said. “Are you ready to meet your soul-mate?”
“Seriously? Already?” Lenny asked. Larry smiled and nodded his head.
“Yes,” Larry said. “It was actually quite easy.” He opened the door and a woman wearing a hooded robe entered the room. Larry guided her to the side of Lenny’s bed and pulled the hood off her head. Lenny gasped as he first laid eyes on the woman. She was exquisite. Wavy, dark hair framed a face that reminded him a lot of Randi, but her lips were a bit more full than his cousin’s. She looked at him with her hazel eyes and smiled.
“Lenny, meet Reyna,” Larry said. “I’ll give you two some time to get acquainted,” he added as he closed the door on his way out.
Lenny felt a slight spark as Reyna took his head in her hands. She looked him in the eye and kissed him, full on the lips. Until now, he had never believed in the idea of love at first sight. But there was something about this girl that gripped his very soul.
“So much pain, so much hurt,” she said quietly as she took his head and held it to her. He wrapped his arms around her and sobbed. It was something he simply couldn’t control. “Let me heal your soul,” she whispered in his ear as he clung to her.
She covered his face with kisses, then stepped back and removed her robe. Lenny gasped again as he took in her beauty. Her breasts weren’t large, but they stood out proudly from her chest and sported nipples that were already hard. Her pubic area was completely shaved and he could see her lower lips protruding from her slit.
She came to the bed and climbed under the covers. Untying his gown, she removed it and pressed her body against his so he could feel her soft skin against his. She covered his body with kisses, and worked her way to his manhood, which was quite hard.
She smiled at him and took his cock in her mouth, keeping eye contact the whole time. He inhaled sharply as her mouth took the full length of his penis. He was in heaven as she worked her tongue over his cock. Soon, he felt the urge to ejaculate.
“I’m about to cum,” he said. She smiled and kept working on him. Soon, he exploded in her mouth. She swallowed everything he gave her and moved on top of him, smothering him in kisses. He felt his cock getting hard again as she began rubbing her slit against him.
Looking into his eyes, she smiled and moved up his body until her shaved slit was right in front of his face. He could smell her arousal, which made him even harder. Reaching out, he ran his tongue over her mound and was surprised that she tasted a bit like strawberries. He loved strawberries and began licking up and down her shaved slit, causing her lips to open before him. Soon, he was eagerly licking and sucking her lips, and took her clit into his mouth.
She held his head to her as he savored her pussy, moaning as he licked and sucked. When she came, she grabbed his head and pushed him into her as she coated his lips. She slid back down over him and kissed him deeply, pushing her tongue into his mouth.
She took his hard cock into her hand and slowly lowered herself onto him. He felt harder and larger than ever before, and moaned as she took his whole length inside her. His whole existence now consisted of their joining and he felt as though they truly had become what Larry had called “one flesh.” He closed his eyes and hoped that what he felt would never end. At that moment, he was more in love than he had ever been with anyone in his entire life.
Reyna moaned as she rode him, her eyes closed. Her hair fell over his face and it seemed for a moment as though she actually glowed in the darkened room. He felt another orgasm coming and her pussy gripped his hard cock as he spurted into her, his body shaking. She fell on top of him, shaking from her own orgasm.
“Yes, baby, that was so good,” she whispered. “I love you so much,” she added. Lenny held her close to him and kissed her pretty face.
“I love you, too,” he said. She slid off of him and laid close to his side.
“I’m yours if you want me,” she said. “Only yours. For life.” Lenny couldn’t believe his good fortune. This was, indeed, the woman of his dreams.
“Oh yes, I want you so much,” he said. “And I will love you and cherish you and honor you for the rest of my life.” She smiled. They kissed again. And again. They kept kissing each other for what seemed like hours. They kept kissing each other until they heard a knock at the door.
“Come in,” Lenny said. The door opened and Larry poked his head inside. He entered the room with two technicians and a nurse. All of them smiled as they took in the two lovers embracing each other in the bed.
“I see you two have gotten acquainted,” Larry said. “Good. We need to do some follow-up testing to make sure everything is okay.” He motioned to the techs, who picked up Reyna’s robe and held it up so she could get dressed. After closing her robe, she bent down and kissed Lenny.
“I’ll be back,” she said. “I love you.”
“I love you, too,” he said. She smiled and left the room with the two technicians. Larry sat down beside the bed as the nurse took samples of his blood and recorded his vital signs. After the nurse left, Larry addressed Lenny.
“How do you feel?” Larry asked.
“I’m in awe,” Lenny said. “Is she for real?” Larry smiled and nodded his head.
“Absolutely,” he said. “100 percent.”
“Where did you find her?” Lenny asked.
“Actually, she’s always been a part of you,” Larry said. “You just didn’t know it.”
“I don’t understand,” Lenny said.
“I know,” Larry said. “Just trust me, she’s for real, and she’s all yours. That is, if you want her.”
“Oh, I want her,” Lenny said. “More than anything. I’ve never felt more in love with anyone in my entire life. I can’t explain it.”
“That’s good,” Larry said. “And perhaps it’s good that you can’t fully explain it. I do have one or two questions for you, though.”
“What’s that?” Lenny asked.
“How close are you to your cousin, Randi?” Larry asked.
“Well, we’ve always been very close,” Lenny said. “She’s always been there for me.”
“Have you two ever been intimate with each other?” Larry asked. Lenny shook his head.
“Oh no,” he said. “We’ve played strip poker a few times when we were younger but that’s it.”
“Good,” Larry said. “I was just curious. So, do you think you can spend the rest of your life with Reyna?”
“Absolutely,” Lenny said.
“Great,” Larry said. “Remember, she’s a very real person with her own personality and her own needs. But I promise that if you give her the love, respect and dignity she deserves, she’ll be yours for life. Be true to her and she’ll stay true to you. Is that what you want?” Lenny nodded his head.
“More than anything,” he said. Larry smiled.
“Good,” he said. “Get some rest and we’ll see you in the morning.”
The next day, Lenny awoke after dreaming of Reyna. Larry came in the room carrying a clipboard.
“Good morning, Lenny,” he said. “How did you sleep last night?”
“Better than I have in a long time,” Lenny said.
“Excellent,” Larry said. “You have a big day ahead of you. Your tests all came back good, as did Reyna’s. One last question.”
“What’s that?” Lenny said.
“Would you like to marry Reyna?”
“Yes, I would,” Lenny said. Larry smiled.
“Great,” he said. “When would you like to marry her?”
“I’d marry her right now if she wants to,” Lenny said.
“Well, let’s see what she says,” Larry said, walking to the door. Opening it, he escorted Reyna into the room. She ran to Lenny, smiling, and wrapped her arms around him. Larry looked at Lenny. “Well, ask her.” Lenny looked at Reyna’s smiling face.
“Reyna, would you marry me?” Lenny asked. Reyna smiled widely and kissed Lenny.
“Oh, yes,” she said. A few days later, the two exchanged vows in a room set up as a chapel. Under normal circumstances, Lenny would be concerned that this was all going a bit too fast, but he just felt right about Reyna.
“Do you take this man to be your lawfully wedded husband?” the preacher asked Reyna. She looked at Lenny with love in her eyes.
“Oh yes, for all time,” she said.
“Then I pronounce you husband and wife,” the preacher said. “You may kiss your bride,” he said, looking at Lenny.
Lenny kissed his new wife, feeling happier than at any time in his life.
“Take me home, my husband,” she said. “Make sweet love to me, please.” Larry stood by the door as Lenny and Reyna walked out of the improvised chapel.
“Congratulations. And remember,” Larry said, handing Lenny a card. “LW’s means, ‘satisfaction guaranteed.’”
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John Sullivan wept hot tears as he pored over the photos and the report just handed to him by the private investigator. He now had ironclad proof that April, his wife of nearly 25 years, was cheating on him. At that moment, he had nothing to look forward to but darkness and loneliness. Divorce was the only option.
There was just one problem. His wife was running for re-election to the House of Representatives and she had garnered some very powerful and influential friends. One of them, in fact, was featured prominently in some of the photos he held. A lot of people were going to be damaged by this. And if he wasn’t very careful, he could be one of them.
He had suspected something was wrong for quite some time. Of course, her schedule kept her very busy and she was always jetting off for one thing or another. If it wasn’t a fundraiser, it was something else -- a speech for a prominent civil rights group, a meeting with Hollywood celebrities, an interview on a national television program or even a face-to-face with a foreign dignitary.
He understood that was part of the territory, but there was something more -- her whole attitude towards him had changed over the last year. Initially, she was proud to show him off -- he was, after all, a very successful businessman who started his financial consultation firm from scratch in his home office. Over the years, he had made millions.
But lately, she had become dismissive of him, acting as though he was just a piece of furniture or a household servant. Nothing he did seemed to be quite good enough to suit her. It was great when he became wealthy enough to buy this large McMansion she just had to have and it was great that he was able to put their two children through college.
She never complained when he bought her the new Mercedes she just HAD to have. But now, she would simply walk in the door and hand him her jacket like he was the butler and expect him to wait on her hand and foot.
And sex? Hah! Forget about it. When they were younger, they used to make love several times a week. Now it was maybe a couple times a month, if that. Even then, she acted as though she was doing him a favor by spreading her legs and laying there like a dead fish until he finished.
It all came to a head about three weeks ago at a fundraiser. As usual, she dressed nice and gave him a perfunctory smile as he walked her to his car. He opened the door for her as he always did and drove to the event, listening to her constant string of complaints.
When they arrived, she painted on a smile for the cameras and acted the loving wife. He wanted to puke. She introduced him to a few movers and shakers, then ordered him to get her drink while she chatted with her colleagues.
Being the dutiful and considerate husband, he went to the bar and ordered the usual -- beer for him and a gin and tonic for her. While he waited, two young men came to the bar, excited about something. He couldn’t help but overhear their conversation.
“You think she’ll do it right here?” one man asked.
“Oh hell, yeah,” the other man said.
“No fucking way,” the first man said. “With her husband here? Seriously?”
“That’s why I got my best camera, dude,” the second man said. “Talk about an exclusive!”
“You got that right,” the first man said. “Every paper in the country will be after those pics.”
John wasn’t stupid, so he kept an eye on the two men after they left. There were always rumors about some politician getting involved in an adulterous affair, and he normally ignored them. But April’s attitude lately had him wondering if she was getting some on the side. He got the drinks and headed back to the main event, but his wife was no where to be found.
He went to their table and set the drinks down, then began looking around. She was scheduled to speak tonight, so he figured she was somewhere behind the curtains getting herself composed and prepared for her speech. What he found instead signaled the end of his marriage.
He walked backstage and was behind a curtain when he heard his wife talking with another man. He couldn’t quite make out what they were saying, so he peeked around the curtain. There she was, her arms around Doug Simpson, the local Party boss. Her face lit up as she kissed him, full on the lips. He kissed her back, his hands lifting the back of her dress. She ground her crotch into his as he cupped her panty-clad ass. She hadn’t looked at John like that for months if not longer.
“God, baby, I’m so fucking hot for you,” he said.
“I wish I didn’t have to give a speech tonight,” she said in response. “I’d love to rip these clothes off and fuck your brains out right here.”
“What about your husband?” he asked. “Isn’t he here tonight?”
“Yeah, but he’s a clueless wimp,” she said. “He’s so spineless he’d probably just excuse himself and walk away.”
“Well, you’d better get ready for your speech,” he said. “Maybe afterward, you can tell him that you have stuff to do for your campaign and you’ll be gone for a while. Then we can head out to the Marriot on the beach.”
“The usual location?” she asked. He nodded his head.
“What can I say?” he asked. “I like the view.”
“That sounds like a good idea, lover,” she said, kissing him. “See ya later.” John left the area as quickly as he could and went looking for the two men he saw earlier. He spotted them about ten feet from their table and made a beeline for them.
“Excuse me, gentlemen,” he said as he walked up to them. “Can we talk for just a minute?” They looked at him, confused.
“Sure, man,” one of them said. “What’s up?”
“Hey, wait a minute,” the second man said. “I know you. You’re Congresswoman Sullivan’s husband, aren’t you?” John nodded his head and shook the hand offered him.
“Yes, I am,” he said. “I’m sorry for eavesdropping on you earlier, but I heard the two of you talking at the bar.” They looked at each other for a moment before addressing John.
“Um, yeah,” the first man said. “I’m sorry you had to hear that.”
“That’s okay,” John said. “I’m just curious, were you two talking about my wife, the congresswoman?” The second man looked down, sheepishly.
“I’m sorry, Mr. Sullivan, but yeah,” he said.
“Please, call me John,” John told him. “And there’s no need to apologize. Are you two with the media?”
“Well, not exactly,” the first man said. “We’re with an independent political blog and we’ve been covering your wife for a while now. We were hoping to come up with a scoop that might put us up on Drudge.”
“I see,” John said. “Are you with the opposition?”
“Not really,” the first man said. “We just follow the leads where they take us. We don’t care which party, really. In our view, everyone in Washington is crooked.” John smiled. He liked these two young men and he admired their attitude.
“Understand,” he said. “Look, can we talk, maybe after the fundraiser, off the record?”
“Sure, Mr., er, John,” the first man said. “But won’t your wife be with you?”
“From what I heard, I rather doubt it,” John said. He looked at the dais and saw his wife standing there, scanning the room, probably looking for him. “I think they’re going to be starting soon, so let’s meet afterward, okay?”
“You got it, John,” the first man said. John turned and walked back to his table, his mind in turmoil. How could April do this to him -- to them? After all these years? Was he not man enough for her? Did he not provide for her sufficiently? Or was she just simply drunk on power? He needed answers, and he needed them fast.
April stormed up to him after he got to their table, which was situated right in front of the raised platform where the speakers would be delivering their messages.
“Where the hell were you?” she asked angrily. “My drink is warm now. You need to get me another one.” He looked at her and took a sip from his beer. She looked at the beer with disgust. “Couldn’t you just for once drink something besides a beer, for God’s sake?”
“Fuck you,” he said quietly, causing her eyes to open wide. He had never talked back to her like this before. “I got your goddamn drink, it’s not my fault you let it get warm. And I happen to like beer. Get one of your flunkies to fetch you a cold drink if you want one or better yet, get it your own damn self. I’m not paid to be your fucking butler.”
“Well, I never,” she began.
“That’s not what I hear,” John said. She turned on him.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” she asked, clearly agitated. John snickered.
“You’re so goddamn smart, you figure it out,” he said.
“I don’t know what’s gotten into you, John Sullivan,” she said. “But you’d better drop the attitude right now. This evening’s very important to me, and it’s important to the Party.”
“Why, yes, ma’am, whatever you say,” John said, adopting a fake accent he knew got under her skin. She huffed and turned away, heading to a point just behind the platform. As she left, Doug walked up to him with a smirk on his face. He held out his hand, but John refused to shake it.
“Hey, Doug, good to see you here supporting your wife,” he said. John felt like punching him in the teeth.
“What do you want, Simpson?” John asked. “Besides my money, that is.”
“Listen, I just wanted to let you know that your wife and I will be in a strategy meeting with some of the Party apparatchiks after the fundraiser for a while. It might last a while, but I promise I’ll get her home safe and sound,” he said.
“Make sure you use a condom,” John said.
“What?” Doug asked, shocked. He wondered how much John really knew about April’s extramarital activities. He shook his head before continuing. “I’d better go get things started,” he said as he left. John took his seat and the fundraiser began. Doug took his place behind the podium and told a few lame jokes before introducing April, the keynote speaker. The audience stood and applauded loudly. John slowly stood up and gave a slow golf clap.
April nodded her head, smiling at the audience, taking in the adoration. Soon, everyone settled down and she began her speech, talking about how much the opposition sucks and promised to get things done in Washington. Hell, he thought, she had been there for at least 10 years. Couldn’t she have gotten some of this stuff done by then? Or was she too busy fucking everyone on the Hill?
He tuned her out and focused on his wedding ring. He thought about how things used to be, when April’s political career was just starting. She served on the city council for two terms before being elected to the state legislature. After two two-year terms in the State House, she ran for Congress, hoping to replace some sleazeball who got caught with his dick in an intern’s ass. She won and had been re-elected four times, repeating the same tired old mantra.
At first, he fully supported her, even though he didn’t agree with all of her political positions. She was young, smart, attractive, easy on the eyes and easy to approach. Everyone liked her, and so did the cameras. Even some in the opposition party liked her. She became a favorite for certain talk shows and had a way of eviscerating her opponent with a joke and a smile.
She continued to work and campaign through two pregnancies and the young children helped boost her ratings even further. He was so proud of her back then. She always seemed to have plenty of time for the family and her job and he had no problem helping whenever he could. But that was then. This is now. As he looked at her speak, he could almost see horns growing out of her head. Finally, the speech was over and the audience clapped like trained seals. He put his hands together a couple times for appearance’s sake.
“Was there something wrong with my speech,” April asked when she came to the table. Apparently, she wasn’t too happy with her husband’s lack of enthusiasm. He shrugged his shoulders.
“Nah,” he said. “It’s just that I’ve heard the same thing hundreds of times over the last decade. I thought you might’ve come up with something new considering all the time you spend with Simpson and your campaign people.”
“What are you implying?” she asked.
“Nothing,” he said. “You asked me a question and I gave you an answer.” She sighed heavily. Just as she was about to say something else, Doug came to their table.
“Wasn’t that a barnstormer of a speech?” he asked, his mouth fixed in a stupid grin.
“John wasn’t to impressed,” April said. Doug looked at him, confused.
“Oh?” he asked. “Why?”
“Well, like I told my wife,” John said, “I figured that with all the time you two spend together, you could’ve come up with something new by now.”
“Hey, you go with what works, know what I mean?” Doug asked with a sideways smile. “So, can we count on you for a donation?”
“Don’t worry,” John said, “you’ll get something.” Like a poke in the eye, he thought.
“Good,” Doug said, stretching out his hand. John ignored it and looked at his wife.
“Listen, John,” April said. “I’m going to be busy for a while, so why don’t you go on home and I’ll see you later, okay?”
“Yeah, Doug told me,” John said. “Just clean up before you get home, okay?” April reached out to give her husband a kiss on the cheek, but he turned and left before she could make contact. She watched him head to another table in the back of the room where he met with two young men. She turned to Doug, nervous.
“What’s up with him?” Doug asked. She shook her head.
“I don’t know,” she said. “He’s never acted like this before. Do you think he knows?”
“No way,” Doug said. “He’s an old fuddy-duddy. I don’t think he has a clue.”
“I’m not so sure,” she said. “We need to be extra careful. The last thing we need is a scandal.” Doug smirked as he looked at April.
“Don’t worry,” he said. “He doesn’t know anything, and he won’t know anything.”
“If you say so,” she said. “But I know my husband, and there’s something eating him up.”
“Just give him a blowjob in the morning and he’ll be good for another six months,” Doug said. “C’mon, let’s get out of here.” April said nothing but watched as her husband shook hands and spoke with the two men. Who were those guys, she wondered, and why would John be so eager to speak with them? She turned and walked away with Doug, concerned that her marriage could be at stake.
John, meanwhile, had met the two young men who introduced themselves as Robert Wilson and Jack Colton.
“So,” John began, “What can you tell me?”
“Well, John,” Robert said, “we’ve heard a number of rumors on Capitol Hill about a certain attractive female member of the House engaging in adulterous sexual activity. We’re investigating that now.”
“Would that female member be my wife?” John asked.
“Yes,” Jack said. “And we have reason to believe that Doug Simpson is one of her regular guys.”
“One?” Jack asked. “How many has she been involved with?”
“According to the rumor, at least five,” Robert said. “And we’ve heard that she’s traded sexual favors for endorsements and contributions in the past. Those are just rumors, you know. We were hoping to catch her and Doug in the act here and get photographic proof.”
“You expected them to do something here? In a public setting?” John asked, shocked.
“Yes, we did,” Jack said. “Doug is a bit on the kinky side The more public it is, the better he likes it.”
“Damn. Well, I did catch them in an embrace,” John said. “And I overheard them planning a rendezvous at the Marriot hotel on the beach. From what I heard, it’s their usual location.”
“The Marriot, huh?” Jack said. He looked at his partner. “Well, we’d better get going, then.” He looked back at John. “Can we get your contact information?” he asked John. John nodded his head and gave them a business card with his personal cell phone number.
“Talk to me before you publish anything,” John said.
“Okay,” Jack said. “I guess we owe you that much. We’ll be in touch.”
“I look forward to hearing from you,” John said. “Tomorrow?” Jack looked at Robert then nodded his head.
“Tomorrow,” Jack said.
“Thanks,” John said before shaking their hands. He left the event and headed home, his heart heavy. As soon as he got home, he pulled up their finances and made a few notes. He knew that divorce always favored the woman, so he made some moves to protect his assets. He also looked at his company’s finances and made some decisions.
He also searched the Internet to find out what he could about Doug Simpson and the rumors of his wife’s extramarital affairs. From what he could glean, Doug was separated from his wife and two children for -- guess what? Cheating. Figures, John thought.
As for the rumors, only a few sites had posted anything, but all of those articles were based on “unnamed sources,” which threw up red flags. Jack and Robert were right. They needed hard evidence before going public.
He spent some time thinking about what he would do if April really was cheating on him. There was no way he could tolerate that, not after remaining faithful to April all these years. Divorce was a given, but he would need more to reclaim his manhood. In normal times, a divorce based on charges of adultery would be devastating to a politician. But these days, who knew? Look at all the allegations and stories about Bill Clinton, he thought.
He grabbed a beer and headed upstairs to the master bedroom. He had a lot to consider before he took action, but he decided he wouldn’t move on the basis of a rumor. And he wasn’t quite ready to dump his wife just yet, at least not without giving her an opportunity to come clean and make things right.
Unable to sleep, he pulled out his tablet and started watching a movie. He really wasn’t paying much attention to it and finally dozed off. He woke up, startled, when April came in the room. He looked at the clock. 3:00 am. And she was just now getting home. Her clothes were disheveled and her hair was messed up. As he watched, she undressed and went into the bathroom, closing and locking the door. He heard her start the shower and got out of bed.
He checked her clothes. Sure enough, the smell of Doug’s cologne was all over them and the gusset of her tiny panties was soaked with cum. Her purse was on the dresser so he checked it out. Finding her personal cell phone, he pulled it out and opened up her text messages. They had never locked their phones before so he had no problems getting in. What he read devastated him.
Message after message between the two of them indicated they had been engaged in a long-running affair. He closed out her phone and put it back in her purse. One of the last two messages from Doug complemented her tight wet pussy and her skill as a cocksucker. The very last message asked: “So are u going 2 feed cucky boy my cum?” Her response: “Of course. Like always.” He felt like throwing up.
Instead, he forwarded the texts to his personal email account and put her phone back in her purse. Soon, April finished her shower and walked back into the bedroom, wearing a short bathrobe. God, she’s beautiful, he thought. Too bad she’s just another fucking whore. He decided to keep it together as much as possible until he got ironclad photographic proof, but admitted to himself that it wouldn’t be easy.
“You’re still awake?” she asked as she crawled into her side of the bed. “I thought you’d be asleep by now.”
“Yeah, I had a lot on my mind,” he said in a neutral tone. “Did you and Doug get anything accomplished?” Besides getting fucked, he added to himself.



“Yeah, we got quite a bit accomplished,” she said. “So, have you decided how much you’re going to donate to the Party this year?”
“I have,” he said. “And I’ve made a couple executive decisions.”
“Oh?” she asked. “Like what?”
“Well, for starters, I’ve decided not to donate anything to the Party,” he said. April sat up suddenly, shocked.
“What?” she asked. “Why not?”
“For starters,” John began, “the Party is flush with funds. Besides, all they’ll do is use it to promote candidates who fuck around on their spouses and screw their constituents,” he said, looking straight at April. Her face turned white at that remark. “So I’ve decided to use it to start up a day care at the company for employees with children.”
“What gave you the idea to do that?” she asked.
“You did, actually,” he said. “I’ve heard you say time and again that companies should do more for their employees. So that’s what I’m doing. It’ll make them happy and more productive, which will make me more happy.”
“Oh,” she said quietly. “What else?”
“I’ve taken a hard look at our finances,” he said. “We’re actually doing better than I thought. My retirement fund is way up this year and we’ve managed to sock away quite a bit in savings. So I decided to give myself a 30 percent pay cut.”
“WHAT?!” April shrieked. “You decided that without consulting me?”
“First of all,” John said, “it was your idea. How many times have I heard you say on the campaign trail that CEOs need to give up some of what they make to benefit their employees? I’m just following your lead. I could use that 30 percent to bump up some salaries or get better health care for the employees. Secondly, you’re not an officer of the company so you really have no say in the matter. What? Are you afraid to lead by example?”
“Of course not, John,” she said. “It’s just that we usually discuss things like this first.”
“What can I say?” John asked. “These are unusual times. Besides, the house is paid for, your fancy new car is paid for. The kid’s education is all paid for. You get a pretty good salary from your job as a member of Congress. Hell, if you retired right now, you’d get a hefty retirement package. We could both retire right now and spend the rest of our lives traveling around the world. C’mon, what do ya say? Let’s do it while we’re still young enough to really enjoy it. Let’s just put all of this crap behind us and go play together. Maybe take a romantic cruise and see all the things we’ve only talked about.”
“But the campaign...” April began.
“Screw the campaign,” John said. “We’ve put our marriage on the back burner long enough. Announce your retirement tomorrow morning. Tell the world you want to spend time with family. Politicians do it all the time. I can promote George into my place and have him up and going in a week’s time. Let’s do it, babe. Just you and me against the world.”
“Why don’t you just join me in Washington?” April asked. “There’s plenty of room at the apartment. I’d love to have you there with me.”
“And do what?” John asked. “Be your house-husband or your butler? Watch you fly off to God-knows-where with God-knows-who doing God-knows-what? Besides, you know I hate Washington. The place is a goddamn swamp and it’s hot as hell in the summer. And the rents there are outrageous.”
“John, what’s gotten into you?” April asked.
“I feel like our marriage is dying,” John said. “And I’ve heard some rumors that really bother me.”
“So that’s it,” she said. “You heard rumors. From who? Those two kids at the fundraiser tonight?”
“Right now they’re just rumors,” John said. “They don’t have any definitive proof, yet. Don’t you think it’s best to get in front of that and cut it off at the pass?”
“John, I don’t know what you’ve heard, but trust me, all of those rumors are just fake news, put out by partisan hacks working for the opposition,” she said. “You know how this game is played. Do you honestly think I’d cheat on you? Huh?”
“Lately, I don’t think I know you at all. And, yeah, I am concerned that you’ve been unfaithful to me,” John said. April looked shocked.
“John, I know I’ve been a bitch lately, and I’m sorry for that. I love you and only you. Don’t you believe me?” she asked.
“Frankly, I don’t know what to believe,” he said. “The way you’ve been treating me these last few months makes me wonder.”
“Well, I do love you, John,” she said. “C’mon, let me show you,” she added, rubbing his crotch. John pulled away from her, shaking his head.
“Not tonight,” he said. “I’m really not in the mood.” Disappointed, she laid back down. John turned off his light and laid down.
“I have to leave in the morning,” she said. “We’ve been called back to Washington.”
“Oh?” John asked. “For what?”
“Haven’t you heard the news?” she asked. “Judy Chastain was arrested and we need to elect a new Speaker.” He had heard something about it on the news, but hadn’t paid a whole lot of attention. From what he heard, the First Lady had also been arrested -- something to do with an alleged coup attempt on the new president.
“So how long are you going to be gone this time?” he asked.
“I don’t know,” she said. “Maybe a week. Ten days, tops. I leave early in the morning.”
“Whatever,” John said, turning his back to her. He really didn’t know what to believe, but he refused to have sex with her after she had been with Doug.
“Can I at least have a kiss?” she asked. John turned back over and kissed her on the cheek before laying back down.
“Good night,” he said. April turned on her side, tears falling down her cheek. Neither one of them got much sleep that night, but John finally dozed off and was sound asleep when April got up the next day. She showered and dressed, wondering how much her husband knew. Grabbing her bags, she took one last look at John as he laid on his side of the bed asleep. Her eyes watery, she gave him a kiss before she left.
“I’m sorry,” she said quietly. “I really do love you.” After she left, John got up, showered, shaved and dressed. He went downstairs and made himself a pot of coffee. April left a note for him on the kitchen counter next to the pot.
“My dearest John,” the letter began. “Please believe that I love you more than life itself. I’ll call you when I get to the DC apartment. I miss you already. Your loving wife, April.” She ended the note with a series of X’s and O’s. He smiled at the hypocrisy. How could she say she loves me while she’s out fucking Doug and God knows who else, he asked himself.
He had a lot to do that day, so he headed out to the office. He spoke to Jenny, his receptionist, when he got there, telling her to screen his calls as he would be in and out a lot during the day. His phone buzzed, letting him know he had a call. He looked at the screen and saw it was from Jack.
“Hello,” he said, answering the call.
“Mr. Sullivan, this is Jack Colton. We spoke last night at the fundraiser,” the voice at the other end said.
“Yes, I remember,” John said. “What do you have?”
“Well, we got some pretty incriminating video for you if you want it,” Jack said. “We also know what room they normally use. Turns out old Doug uses the same room for all of his affairs.” How many women was this guy screwing, John asked himself.
“Alright, send me everything you have,” John said.
“Okay, it’s coming over now,” Jack said. “Is your wife heading back to Washington?”
“Yes, she is,” John said.
“Okay, we’ll be going back as well. We’ll hold this for now, but we can’t sit on it forever,” Jack said.
“I understand,” John said. “Just work with me for a week or so, okay? I have something in mind.”
“Will do,” Jack said. “We’ll keep you in the loop.”
“Thanks,” John said, ending the call. An email hit his account and he opened it, noticing the video included as an attachment. He opened it up and his heart sank as he watched his wife enter a room with Doug, her arm around his waist. The video then changed, showing the two having sex. It looked as though the video was taken through a window in a room located at an adjacent hotel. The quality wasn’t that great, but it was enough that he could recognize April on her back, with Doug pounding her pussy.
He saw enough and decided to call his attorney, Mark Green.
“Hey, buddy, what’s up?” Mark asked when he answered the phone.
“I need to see you, this morning if possible,” John said.
“Of course,” Mark said. “What’s going on?”
“I really don’t want to say over the phone,” John said.
“Alright,” Mark said. “I’m clear until about 10. You want to come over now?”
“Sure,” John said. “I’ll be right over.”
“Good,” Mark said. “I’ll have fresh coffee for you when you get here.” John ended the call and drove to Mark’s office. He was ushered in as soon as he arrived. Mark stood up from behind his desk and the two men shook hands. He handed John a cup of coffee and the two men sat back down.
“So,” Mark said. “What brings you here so early in the morning? You want to set up a re-match at the golf course?”
“No,” John said. “This isn’t a social visit. I need your professional services.”
“Oh?” Mark asked. “What’s going on?”
“You still do family law, right?” John asked.
“Yeah, I do,” Mark said. “Are you looking to get a divorce?”
“Unfortunately,” John said. He pulled out his phone and played the video he received that morning. Mark’s eyes widened as he watched the two cheaters.
“I’m so sorry, John,” he said when the video ended. “I never would have expected this from April.”
“I’ve been told she may be involved with as many as five men and there’s rumors that she’s traded sexual favors for endorsements and campaign contributions,” John said.
“Do you have any proof of that?” Mark asked. John shook his head.
“No,” he said. “Like I said, it’s all rumor at this point.”
“I’m curious,” Mark said. “How did you get this video?”
“I got it from a couple of bloggers I met at the party fundraiser last night,” John said. “They’ve been working on this as a story for their site and they’re the ones who told me about the rumors.”
“I see,” Mark said. “Look, as damning as this is, and it IS damning, it’s not going to make much difference. This is a no-fault state, so it really doesn’t matter. Maybe we can use it in case she decides to fight the divorce. But even then, I’m not sure this can be used, legally.”
“So what do I do?” John asked.
“Are you absolutely certain this is the path you want to take?” Mark asked. “There’s no way you can get past this?”
“There’s no way I can see past this,” John said. “April knows how I feel about infidelity.”
“What are your expectations?” Mark asked.
“I want a fair settlement,” John said. “This is probably going to hurt her chances for re-election, but she can always retire.”
“Tell you what,” Mark said. “Let me put my investigators on this and let’s see what they come up with. I’ll go ahead and start the paperwork. Where is April now? Is she still at home?”
“No,” John said. “She left for Washington this morning. She’s supposedly staying at her apartment here.”
“Of course,” Mark said. “I heard Congress had been called back from their recess for an emergency session. They’re supposed to chose a new Speaker of the House and I heard the First Lady has been arrested as well. Any idea when April will be back?”
“She said a week or so, ten days at most,” John said. Mark nodded his head.
“Alright, that gives us some time to work,” he said. “Let me get my folks on this and I’ll start the ball rolling. Do me a favor and don’t do anything stupid, got it?”
“I got it,” John said. “Nothing stupid. When can you have her served?”
“Maybe after she gets back,” Mark said. “Will that work?”
“Yeah,” John said. “That’ll give me time to flesh out what I’m going to do.” John thanked his friend and wrote a check for the retainer. He headed back to the office, his mind occupied with thoughts of revenge.
Shortly after returning to his office, he got a call from April.
“Hi, babe, I made it,” she said.
“Good,” he said. “How was the flight?”
“It was okay,” she said. “It’s crazy here, so I don’t know when I’ll be able to call.”
“Call when you can,” he said.
“I will,” she said. “Listen, I was thinking about what you said last night. Maybe after the election we can take a long vacation. What do you think?”
“That’s not until November,” he said.
“Well, maybe we can go somewhere warm,” she said. “You’ve always wanted to see Australia.”
“I’ll think about it,” he said.
“Good,” she said. “Remember, I love you!”
“Yeah,” he said. “Me too.” He ended the call, and wondered what, or who, she would be doing that night. It didn’t take long for him to find out.
Two days later, he got a call from Mark, who said his investigators had hit pay dirt. John went to visit his friend. When he arrived, there was another man in a suit with a folder. He handed John the folder.
“I’m sorry, Mr. Sullivan,” he said. “You may want to wait until you get home to look at those.” He handed John a flash drive. “There’s video on that in case you want to see for yourself.”
John’s heart fell as he looked at the pictures, which showed April with five different men. One photo showed her with two men, an older man plugging her from behind while she sucked off a younger man. John recognized the setting -- it was her apartment.
“Who are these men?” John asked.
“The older man is Senator Jenkins and the other man is his chief of staff,” the investigator said. John knew that Sen. Jenkins was a powerful member of the Senate Banking Committee. “We’ve also identified the other men as well. Mark has the information.”
“What about the claims of sex for contributions or endorsements?” John asked.
“Well, we were never able to conclusively prove that, however, we did see something pass between your wife and a powerful union boss an hour after this photo was taken,” the investigator said, pointing to another picture of April riding a large, balding man. John had seen the man on television and recognized him as a union representative. He shook his head, tears falling down his cheeks.
“Damn you, April,” he said quietly.
“Our men will continue the surveillance until she leaves if you want,” the investigator said. “We’ll forward that to your attorney. Those photos are yours. Do with them what you wish. Mark has the originals. We’ve also included a report of her activities.”
“Do what you need to do,” John said. He looked at Mark. “Go after the others as well. They need to pay for this.” Mark considered his friend for a few seconds before speaking.
“It’s your dime,” he said. “But speaking as your friend, maybe you need some time to cool off first. I know this is a shock to you.”
“Go for the jugular,” John said. “We can always negotiate afterward.”
“Okay,” Mark said. “But remember, don’t do anything stupid. I don’t want to see you hurt any more than you already are.” The investigator spoke up next.
“Mr. Sullivan, I want you to think about this for a moment,” he said. “We know what’s been going on. We have dates, times and the places where it all took place. What we don’t have is motivation. For all we know, she’s being blackmailed into this. My man on the scene noted a spot in one of the videos where Senator Jenkins said something to indicate he has something on her. If we can get the answer to that, maybe it will explain all of her activity.” John shook his head.
“Maybe,” he said. “But that’s no excuse. She could’ve come to me at any time and I would’ve moved heaven and earth to help her through it. But she didn’t.”
John understood what the investigator was trying to do, but he also knew that his marriage was dead. And that thought gave him the seed of an idea. He thanked them both for their work and prepared to leave.
“Be careful, John,” Mark said. “I’ll keep you updated on my progress.”
“Thanks,” John said as he walked out the door. He drove straight home, where he immersed himself in a bottle of Jack Daniels, hoping that would numb him enough to look at all the photos and read the entire report. Sitting in his darkened home office, he buried his head in his hands as hot, bitter tears streamed down his face.
As he sobbed, he considered the idea that came to him earlier. The more he thought about it, the better it sounded. Perhaps, he thought, that would wake April up. It wasn’t the “burn the bitch” type of revenge he had read about on some of those Internet sites, but, he thought, it would be a fitting end to a now-dead marriage.
He also knew that he had a lot to do in order to pull it off and not a whole lot of time to make it happen. Pulling out a sheet of paper, he made a checklist and began making calls.
John was quite busy over the next few days putting everything together. Some of what he needed cost a bit more than he initially realized, but at that point, he didn’t care. Mark smiled when John told him what he had in mind.
“That’s actually a good idea,” Mark said. “I wish I’d have thought of that.”
John reached out to Jack and Robert and told them what he had in mind. They loved the idea and promised to be present when it happened.
April never called during that time, which suited John just fine. Six days after April left, John called his wife to see when she would be coming home.
“Oh, hi,” April said when she answered the phone. John noticed she sounded as though she was out of breath, probably from getting fucked.
“Hi,” John said. “I was just wondering when you were coming home.”
“Oh, I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m going to be stuck here for a couple more days. We have some hearings going on and things are just crazy right now.” John knew this was a lie as he had learned from watching CSPAN that the House had selected a new Speaker and had already adjourned for the rest of the recess.
“I thought the House had already adjourned,” he said.
“Well, technically, but some of us have to stay behind a bit longer. Is that okay?” she asked.
“Do I have a choice?” John said. “You do know our 25th anniversary is coming up in just a few days. Are you going to miss that as well?”
“Um, no, I should be there,” she said.
“Well then, how about if I come to Washington and bring you back?” he asked.
“No, don’t do that,” she said. “I’m really busy right now.” Right, he thought.
“Can you at least give me a day or two notice so I can get reservations set up?” he asked.
“Sure, I’ll call you,” she said.
“When?” he asked.
“Um, I’ll call in two days, promise,” she said.
“Really?” he asked.
“Yes, of course,” she said.
“I hope so, because you missed our anniversary last year,” he said. “This is our silver anniversary and I have things planned out.”
“Like what?” she asked.
“Well, I thought about having a special get-together,” he said. “Wouldn’t you like your constituents to see you celebrating your anniversary?”
“Ooh, that’s a good idea,” she said. “Okay, I’ll call you tomorrow at the latest, promise.” John smiled. Of course, she’d like to have everyone see her celebrating her anniversary. This was just too easy.
“I look forward to hearing from you,” he said.
“Okay, sweetie,” she said. “I’ll talk to you tomorrow. Love you!”
“Me too,” he said, looking at the most recent set of photos the investigators had sent back. “Bye.”
True to her word, April called the next day to give John her itinerary.
“I’ll be flying out the day after tomorrow,” she said. “I should be at the airport by 10:00 am and I’ll drive straight home.”
“Good,” John said. “I can’t wait to see you. I’ve missed you.”
“I’ve missed you, too,” she said. “I gotta go now. Love you, see you in a couple days.”
“See you then. Bye,” John said, ending the call. He wondered if April even noticed he didn’t say that he loved her.
April had noticed, and she noticed the day before. She noticed the changes in her husband, but thought it was just from the stress of his business. Oh well, she thought, she would put on a good face when she got home to him. She had been planning for some time to put an end to what had been going on for a little more than a year and this seemed like as good a time as any. She only hoped it wasn’t too late.



“What’s wrong, sweet thing?” the man with her asked after she ended the call.
“I think my husband is suspicious,” she said. “I’m going to have to make it up to him.”
“Don’t worry about him,” the man said. “Come on back to bed and I’ll make you forget all about him.” She shook her head.
“No, I can’t,” she said. “I’ve got to stop doing this. He’s going to find out and there’ll be hell to pay.”
“You really want to risk that?” the man asked. “You know the senator still has a nice collection of photos and videos and he’ll follow through with his threat.”
“Senator Jenkins can go fuck himself as far as I’m concerned,” she said. “He’s been holding those photos over my head for the last 13 months. After what just happened with Speaker Chastain and Barbara Pierce, I don’t think he’d really be stupid enough to open that can of worms.”
“Well, no one forced you to do that striptease and no one made you give Jenkins’ chief of staff a naked lapdance. What do you think your hubby would say if he saw those pictures?” the man asked.
“I was drunk and drugged when that happened,” she said. “You know that. And I’ve been paying for that stupid mistake ever since.”
“Yeah, I know it,” the man said. “Hell, who do you think drugged you?” She looked at him with disgust.
“I never would’ve done any of that if you hadn’t drugged me, you bastard,” she said. “You and your buddies have had your way with me ever since but that all ends now. Get out.”
“Now why would I want to do that?” he asked. “You know as well as I do that Jenkins has your career in his hands. You buck him and you can forget getting re-elected.”
“I’d rather be out of office than be your whore one more day,” she said. “My marriage means something to me even if it doesn’t mean anything to you. Now get out.” The man reluctantly got out of the bed and got dressed.
“Jenkins is gonna be pissed, April,” he said. “I think you’d better get your head out of your ass if you know what’s good for you -- and your husband.”
“OUT!” April said, throwing a shoe at him. The man dodged the shoe and left the apartment, shaking his head. Neither of them knew the confrontation had been caught on video. April sat on the bed, crying. Yes, all of this started when she had been drugged at a party thrown by the senator just a little more than a year ago.
After the party, Senator Jenkins approached her with an envelope full of pictures. She was shocked and horrified at what she had done. Worse yet, she didn’t remember much of it. He made it clear that she was to do whatever -- and whomever -- he chose for the foreseeable future. Otherwise, he told her, those pictures and video would be made public and she would be destroyed.
He also warned her not to say anything to John. So, she tried her best to live the two lives Jenkins wanted her to have, but that didn’t work out as she thought. At first, she was reluctant, but as time went on, it became easier to cheat on her husband. As time went on, she began to see her husband the same way Jenkins and the others did -- as a wimpy, inconsequential pencil-pusher. The fact that he had built his business up by himself and was a major contributor to the local Party meant nothing.
So she ended up being a whore for Jenkins and a number of others in his orbit. That also included Doug, who kept an eye on her back home and reported to Jenkins, and it included several of Jenkins’ high-power donors.
April went about her business and flew home two days later, having heard nothing from the powerful senator who had been holding those damn photos over her head for over a year. She hoped and prayed her husband would understand and not divorce her. If need be, she would resign and retire with John.
In the meantime, John had been busy as well, finalizing his plans and getting things set up so his second-in-command could do the job he had been doing all these years. He held a company-wide meeting and informed the employees that George would be taking over the day-to-day operations for an extended period of time. They hated to see him go, but they all understood.
The day April was set to fly in, John was at home, double-checking everything. The announcement had gone into that morning’s paper as planned, and several local media vans were parked outside the house. Before long, the house was full of reporters, politicos and family members, including their children.
All of them were confused, and wondered what John had in mind. They knew John and April’s 25th anniversary was coming up, and thought this was his way of celebrating it. But everything seemed off -- who marks 25 years of marriage with a memorial service?
John explained what was going on to his children in private, and told them of his plans. They were hurt and angry with their mother, and hoped their parents could work through their problems. After listening to their father, they agreed to maintain contact with their mother, as she would need their support.
After April’s flight landed, she collected her bags and made her way to the parking garage. She secured her luggage and called John to let him know she would be home soon.
“Hi, sweetie,” she said. “I just got in and I’ll be home soon. I can’t wait to see you.”
“I’ll see you when you get here,” he said. “Thanks for letting me know.” He ended the call, leaving April stunned and confused. He didn’t sound happy to hear from her at all. What’s going on, she asked herself.
She left the garage and headed to their large home, located on a ten-acre plot on the outskirts of town. When she got there, she saw the driveway was full of cars, including a news van from a local television station. Maybe, she thought, John had surprised her with an anniversary celebration. She made her way into the garage and entered the house.
A large man in a tuxedo met her at the door. John went all-out, she thought. The man looked at her and told her to follow him. She did, and noticed that all the photos in the house were adorned with black ribbons. He led her to the large patio out back, which had been set up with a number of chairs, many of which were already occupied. She saw Doug sitting in a back row, looking very nervous.
The front area had a small table set up a few feet in front of what looked like a portable curtain. Something was behind the curtain but she couldn’t tell what it was. A news camera was set up in the back of the area and several reporters were taking notes. She also saw the two bloggers John spoke to at the fundraiser. She didn’t have a good feeling about this at all.
As the man led her to the front row, she saw the looks from those already seated. They didn’t look very happy. What kind of an anniversary celebration was this, she wondered. The man ushered her to a seat next to her children. She smiled and reached out to hug them, but they pulled back, visibly angry.
“What’s wrong?” she asked them.
“As if you don’t know, Mom?” their son, Mike, told her.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” she asked.
“Oh, please, Mom,” their daughter, Julie, said. “Knock off the innocent act for once, willya?” April started to respond, but saw her husband step onto the patio. She started to get up, but he motioned for her to stay seated and walked to the front of the group. Standing between the curtain and the table, he addressed the group.
“I want to thank you all for coming here on such short notice,” he said. “As you know, the Congresswoman and I were set to celebrate our 25th anniversary this week. Unfortunately, that’s not going to happen.” April gasped as he said this. My God, she thought, he knows. John continued.
“I’ve loved my wife exclusively for years,” he said. “She supported me when I started my business and she was always there for me. When she first ran for City Council, I supported her as well. I helped every way I could, walking precincts and working phone banks. I was her most ardent supporter. As you know, she served two terms on the council, then ran for the state legislature. After two terms there, she went to Congress and has been there ever since. She’s done a lot for our community and I’m proud of her achievements.” He stopped and took a drink of water.
“It was hard, but we managed to keep the home fires burning,” he added. “We raised two wonderful children and I had hoped to spend the rest of my life with her. But something happened in the last year. Something no husband should ever have to witness. So instead of celebrating 25 years of marriage, I’m marking the death of our marriage.”
April gasped, as did others in the audience. A man walked up to April and handed her a manila envelope.
“April Sullivan,” he said, “you’ve been served.” Tears fell down her face as she accepted the envelope. “Your rings, please,” he added. April tearfully took her rings off and handed them to him. The man walked to the front and gave them to John.
John put the rings in a small box, then took his own ring off and placed it inside a similar box. He looked at the audience.
“When a loved one dies, it’s normal to hold a memorial service,” he said. “So, I decided to mark the death of our marriage with a similar service. Yes, our marriage is now dead, but it didn’t die of natural causes. It was murdered, in cold blood. And my soon-to-be ex-wife is an accomplice in that murder, along with several others,” he added, looking at Doug.
The implication of John’s statement hung in the air and the audience followed John’s gaze to the shocked man in the back row. As everyone watched, the server approached him.
“Douglas Simpson,” the man said. “You have been served.” He handed Doug another manila folder. Shocked, Doug looked at April. He didn’t think John would actually take action, but he was more concerned about his political future.
“All of those involved have been named in the divorce filing, which is a matter of public record,” John said. “And yes, they will face legal action as well.” John picked up a piece of paper which everyone recognized as a copy of his marriage certificate. He held it over a burning candle until it caught fire and placed the burning paper inside a ceramic pot. When the fire died down, he placed a cover over the ashes.
He motioned to two men standing off to one side. They pushed the portable curtain to one side revealing an open coffin. April was visibly shaking by now and saw what was inside the coffin. John had placed her Vera Wang wedding dress, which cost over $1,100 brand new, along with the tuxedo he wore at their wedding, inside the coffin. Their wedding album, along with their framed wedding photo, was inside, sitting on top of the garments. Her entire bridal collection, including the veil she wore and the “bride and groom” glasses were also inside the coffin.
John placed the rings inside the box and set the ceramic urn containing the ashes of their wedding certificate on top, securing it so it wouldn’t fall over. He motioned to two men, who closed the coffin and secured the lid.
April nearly collapsed as she watched the events unfold in front of her. This wasn’t supposed to happen, she thought. She was going to confess to her husband and work it out with him. Hot tears poured down her face.
A young reporter raised his hand as the coffin’s lid was locked down.
“Mr. Sullivan,” he said. John looked at him and motioned for him to continue. “This is the 21st century. Things have changed. Isn’t there some way you can put your wife’s actions behind you and move forward?” John considered him for a moment before answering.
“Are you married?” John asked him. The reporter, who looked to be in his early 20s, shook his head.
“No, sir, I’m not,” he said. John nodded his head.
“I see,” he said. “Do you have a girl friend?” The young man nodded his head.
“Yes, I do,” he said.
“Do you love her?” John asked. “Are you planning to marry her?”
“Yes, and I’d like to marry her,” the reporter said.
“I tell you what, young man,” John said. “You marry her, love her exclusively for 25 years, raise two children with her, care for her when she’s sick, hold her hand and comfort her when she’s down, support her, provide for her and do everything in your power to help her live her dream. Then when she rips your heart out, you come talk to me. By then, you’ll have earned that right. Deal?” The young man nodded his head and sat back in his chair.
“What will you do now?” another reporter asked.
“I had thought about taking my wife on a cruise around the world when we both retired,” John said. “Those plans have been bumped up a bit.” The reporter made a note and sat back. “And now, if you will all accompany me, please,” he said to the group as a whole.
A group of six men took their places around the coffin, which had been placed on a wheeled cart, and followed John to the back part of the property. April, accompanied by her children, nearly collapsed when she saw the six-foot hole in the ground next to her beloved garden. A large pile of dirt sat next to the hole and a bobcat stood by, ready to fill the hole.
The coffin was wheeled next to the hole and the men used ropes to lower the box into the ground. Once the coffin was inside the hole, John dropped a black rose and a handful of dirt on top of the box.
“Ashes to ashes, dust to dust,” he quietly said. Standing to one side, he motioned to the bobcat operator, who filled the hole with dirt. It was then that April saw the headstone, which read, “Here lies the marriage of John and April Sullivan.”
“NOOOOOOOOO!” April wailed, falling on the headstone, wrapping her arms around it. Inconsolable, she sobbed as she beat the stone with her small fists. She didn’t care about the news cameras or the reporters taking notes of her reaction. All she wanted was her marriage and her life back.
John quietly motioned for everyone to leave, which they did. He hugged his children and quietly got into his truck, having already packed everything he would need. He took one last look at the house and drove away, a tear sliding down his face.
April remained draped over the headstone, crying uncontrollably, long after everyone but her children had left. They stayed behind as John had requested to look after their mother. She remained there for the entire night, soaking the ground with her tears. Surely, she thought, this was just a cruel joke and her husband would be back to exhume the mementos of their wedding. She never thought he had it in him to do... this.
...
To be continued...
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Ending of Ashes to Ashes, Ch. 01:
John quietly motioned for everyone to leave, which they did. He hugged his children and quietly got into his truck, having already packed everything he would need. He took one last look at the house and drove away, a tear sliding down his face.
April remained draped over the headstone, crying uncontrollably, long after everyone but her children had left. They stayed behind as John had requested to look after their mother. She remained there for the entire night, soaking the ground with her tears. Surely, she thought, this was just a cruel joke and her husband would be back to exhume the mementos of their wedding. She never thought he had it in him to do... this.
...
Three and a half months later, John left the bungalow where he had been staying in the Florida Keys and headed to Miami, where he would board the ship for his 200-day around-the-world cruise that would end in New York. He had a new phone and a new number, having turned the old one off. He didn't want to hear from April and he certainly didn't want to talk to any reporters.
Only six people had his new number -- his attorney, his parents, who were looking after his truck, the children and George, the man now acting as the interim CEO of his business. He received regular updates from George and knew the business he built from scratch was in good hands.
He chose not to stay glued to the news, but learned from Mark, his friend and attorney, that Senator Jenkins resigned in disgrace and was facing a nasty divorce and several federal charges. Several others had also resigned their positions and were facing divorce as well. Doug was forced to resign and publicly apologize for his role in the destruction of April's marriage. His estranged wife was in the process of cleaning him out in a nasty divorce.
April had been brought up on ethics charges but had resigned before anything could come of them. She still faced other inquiries by government agencies, including the Federal Election Commission, however.
His funeral service got Jack and Robert their spot on the Drudge Report, and their blog was now going gangbusters with ongoing stories of corruption and sexual depravity in high places. They had even been featured on several prominent cable talk shows. Some publicly speculated that Jenkins and his cronies may have been tied to the coup attempt against President Pierce, but so far, no solid evidence supporting that allegation had been found.
The story of his funeral service had gone viral, as he suspected it would, but it was quickly replaced by other news, like the trials of the now-disgraced former Speaker of the House and the First Lady. It seemed that Washington was knee-deep in one scandal after another and confidence in the government was at an all-time low.
Mark said April objected to the settlement he offered, arguing that she didn't deserve any of the marital assets due to her actions and refused to sign. All she wanted was her car, her clothes and her personal property. Mark made the changes and April signed the paperwork without hesitation. In short, what would have been a 50-50 split became a 100-0 split in his favor. In a few months, the divorce would be final.
"It's the damnedest thing," Mark said. "She didn't even get an attorney. Took responsibility for the whole thing and said you were being far too generous to her. She even offered to pay rent if you would let her stay in the apartment over the garage."
"Really?" John asked.
"Yes," Mark said. "She resigned her office the very next day and pulled out of the election. Good thing she did. It seems someone (cough, cough) filed a complaint with the House Ethics Committee against her." John laughed at that. He knew that Mark had filed the complaint on his behalf the day the divorce paperwork was filed with the court. "There's more. Senator Jenkins and others are under investigation on several charges, including blackmail. You probably know that she was drugged the first time and later coerced into having sex with multiple men. And it seems April's not the first one they've done this to."
"She still should've come to me with it," John said. "There's no excuse for what she did."
"I tend to agree," Mark said. "But you should know that there were some extenuating circumstances behind all this. She still loves you, you know."
"I know," John said. "I still love her too, but there's no way I can accept what she did."
"I understand," Mark said. "You have a safe trip, I'll be in touch."
"Thanks," John said. Ending the call, John thought about what Mark had said. He knew April still loved him, but in his mind, there was no excuse for what she had put him through. Moreover, a part of him still loved her and missed having her with him, but her actions and disrespect had all but burned that love away. In his mind, this should have been their retirement cruise.
According to the children, April had suffered a bout of depression, and, when she was at home, spent most of that time next to the gravestone, crying or talking to herself. She was so distraught, they said, that she was nearly put into a mental health facility for her own safety. They also said she moved into the small apartment over the garage over their objections.
John walked up the gangplank to the huge cruise ship and was escorted to his luxury stateroom. He was shocked to see two beds in the stateroom. He turned to the man who escorted him to the cabin.
"Why are there two beds here?" he asked. "I paid for a private cabin."
"I'm sorry, sir," he said, consulting a tablet. "But there's another passenger who was booked in this room as well. If you like, I can speak to the person in charge of cabin assignments and see if we can get you a private cabin."
"Yes, do that," John said. He threw his bags on the bunk and looked at himself in the mirror. Those three and a half months in the Florida Keys had done him a world of good. He spent his time running on the beach and working out in a local gym. He even spent time at a local dojo. He had taken martial arts while in college and liked the mental discipline it gave him.
As a result, he had lost weight and his skin was no longer a pasty white. The time spent working out had gone a long way to easing the pain and hatred he felt at the funeral. He had let his hair grow out and now sported a short, but full beard. He had even started smoking a cigar at the end of the day, enjoying his smoke with a large sniffer of brandy.
He began putting his things away when he heard the cabin door open. He turned to see who was coming in and saw... April.
"John?" she asked. "Is that really you?"
"Yes, it's me," he said. "What the hell are you doing here?"
"You don't think I'd let you cruise around the world without me, do you?" she asked.
"But... but," he began. April cut him off.
"But we're getting divorced, is that what you were going to say?" she asked, smiling.
"Yeah," he said. "What about your career and your campaign?" He knew she resigned, but wanted to see her response. She smiled and walked up to him. God even though she lost weight, she still looked good, he thought.
"Well, I resigned the day after the funeral and dropped out of the race. You should've seen the new Speaker's face when I told him. He was furious but I told him he could kiss my lily-white ass if he didn't like it. I'm done with politics for good. Besides, the divorce isn't final yet," she said.
"We still have a few months left as husband and wife," she added. "I'd prefer to spend that time making things up with you. That is, if you'll have me." She wiped a tear from her eye. "I know I screwed things up royally, but I'd like a chance to set things right. Please? You never even gave me a chance to explain myself. I still love you and I miss you so much." John had to admit to himself that he never did give her a chance to explain and the truth was that he missed her as well.
"I miss you, too," he said. "And I still love you. What you did just hurt so much." She wrapped her arms around him.
"I know," she said. "I can't tell you how sorry I am for everything. I hope that after I explain you can forgive me. Even if you can't maybe we can be, you know, friends with benefits. You're the only man I really want." He looked at her carefully but saw no sign of deceit in her face.
"You're the only woman I ever wanted," he said. She looked him over before speaking.
"I see three months in the Florida Keys has done you some good," she said. "You kinda remind me of that guy in those beer commercials. You know, the 'most interesting man in the world.'" He chuckled.
"Stay thirsty, my friends," he said in a mock Spanish accent. She laughed. It was the first time in months she had a truly good laugh. "Wait, how did you know I was in the Keys?"
"Well, I still have a friend or two on the Intelligence Committee," she said. "It didn't take much, really. A phone call or two, that's all."
"Do the kids know you're here?" he asked.
"Yes, they do," she said. "They think it's a great idea and they told me not to come home until we've reconciled." She looked at the cigars in his shirt pocket. "What's this?" she asked. "Are you smoking now? You know these things are bad for your health." She pulled a cigar out of his pocket and looked at it closely.
"Yeah, I like to finish my day with a nice cigar and a sniffer of brandy," he said. "Besides, I figured with everything else going on, what the hell..." She smiled and nodded her head.
"Well, at least you have good taste in cigars," she said. "I hope you don't like to smoke alone."
"Why, do you smoke too?" he asked. She laughed.
"I could get used to it," she said. "Besides, I've heard these things can be used for something else, if you know what I mean." He recalled the stories he once heard about a former president who allegedly used cigars on a mistress and smiled. Looking at his open luggage, she saw an unopened box of condoms. "What's this?" she asked. "Are you looking to get lucky?"
"Well, I've heard about some of these cruises and I wanted to be prepared," he said. "I had planned to wait until the divorce was final, though."
"Maybe if things work out, you won't need them," she said. She pulled a piece of paper out of her purse and handed it to him. "And before you ask, I went down the day after the funeral and got myself tested. As you can see, I'm clean."
"That was probably a very wise thing to do," he said, looking at the paper she handed him.
"I have to admit, that funeral was a stroke of genius," she said, "It really made me realize what I had done to you -- to us. I've done some incredibly stupid things, and I hope you'll at least give me the chance to tell you what happened."
"I know you were drugged the first time," he said. "Maybe other times as well, and I know that you were blackmailed into doing what Senator Jenkins wanted."
"If you know all that, why the funeral, and why the divorce?" she asked.
"I didn't learn about that until afterward," he said. "But there was more. You have no idea the hell you put me through the last year. You treated me like crap -- like I was just a servant you could order around. I simply couldn't take it anymore." She nodded her head.
"I understand," she said. "Maybe I didn't at the time, but I do now. And that's why I want to at least try to put things back together. I'll make you a deal."
"What's that?" John asked.
"You give me a fair hearing and we try to make it work," she said. "Scream at me, hit me, call me names, fuck me like a two-bit whore, do whatever you need to do, even if that means fucking someone else in front of me. I'll understand. If we can't get it together in the next two months, I'll leave. We'll let the divorce go through and you'll never see nor hear from me again. Deal?" John thought about her offer for a moment.
"Okay," he said. "I'll give you two months. We'll see where we are then and go from there. But you should know that it's not going to be a cakewalk. You hurt me worse than you could ever know."
"I know," she said. "And I'm truly sorry. Maybe if you knew the whole story you'd understand a little bit better."
"We seem to have plenty of time," he said. "This is a 200-day cruise, you know." She nodded her head.
"Okay," she said. "Do you want a full play-by-play or the Reader's Digest version?"
"I've seen enough play-by-play in the videos and the pictures," he said. "The abridged version will do for now, but I may ask you to clarify some things."
"Fair enough," she said. "It all started about 16 months ago. We had passed a huge budget and the president just signed it. Senator Jenkins held a victory party at his place. Of course, there was a lot of alcohol. And dancing, and some flirting. Someone handed me a drink and I felt odd after I drank it. I can't describe it completely, but I kinda blacked out for a while. The next thing I know, I woke up in Jenkins' bed. With him and another man. I don't remember what happened that night at all. I got dressed and went back to my apartment. I tried not to think of it and hoped it wasn't as bad as I had feared. Then the senator came by a couple days later with a huge envelope full of pictures. He also had a USB stick with video. He told me I had a choice -- either go along with him or face the consequences."
"Why didn't you tell me this at the time?" John asked.
"He threatened me," she said. "He told me that if I ever said anything to anyone -- especially you -- that he would destroy you and your business. John, he was the chairman of the Banking Committee -- the Senate committee that regulates your industry. And he had very powerful and influential friends. He's the type of guy no one crosses. Those who do usually end up disappeared or dead under mysterious circumstances if you know what I mean." John considered her words before speaking.
"So he threatened to go after me if you didn't obey him?" John asked. April nodded her head.
"Yes, he did," she said.
"So why didn't you go to the authorities?" he asked.
"I did," she said. "I reached out to the FBI and I've been working with them on the down-low ever since. I wanted to tell you about everything, but they told me not to. You don't understand, John," she said. "Until the coup attempt on the president, people like Jenkins did whatever they wanted. There's a two-tier system of justice in this country -- one for people like you, average people who just try to obey the law and make an honest living, and another for people like Senator Jenkins."
"What about the allegations of sex for donations or favors?" John asked. "Were those accurate?"
"I'm ashamed to say that yes, those were all true as well," she said. "Jenkins had me and a few others in his 'stable' that he would sometimes hand over to powerful donors."
"Stable?" John asked. "So he was a fucking pimp and you were just one of his prostitutes. Figures. Who else was in this stable?"
"At least two other female members of the House, a bunch of staffers and interns," she said. "That's part of what I was doing. I was giving the FBI information about Jenkins' operation, who was involved and that sort of thing. You remember that staffer who was found shot in Fort Marcy Park a few years ago?"
"Vaguely," John said. "What was his name? Andy Rich?"
"Yes," she said. "They called it a suicide. Said he shot himself in the head. A few bloggers tried to get to the bottom of it, but they were shut down and castigated as conspiracy theorists. They were even banned off social media for writing about it. You remember me talking about that?"
"A little bit," he said. "What does that have to do with you?"
"Well," she said. "What wasn't released to the public was the fact that he was hogtied and shot in the back of the head with a shotgun at point blank range. His wife was part of Jenkins' stable. She confided to me that her husband found out about it and tried to step in. Even threatened Jenkins if it didn't stop. A few days later, he was found dead. You connect the dots." John shook his head in disbelief.
"Holy fuck," he said. "So, what did you get out of all this, besides a lot of sex?" John asked.
"I got a cut of the donations," she said. "And endorsements."
"What was Simpson's role?" John asked.
"He was my minder, if you will," she said. "He worked for Jenkins years ago and later became a local Party official. His job was to make sure I didn't do anything to expose Jenkins or his ring when I was home."
"And the sex with him was just a way to keep you under control?" John asked.
"Yes," she said.
"Did you ever give me his sloppy seconds or feed me his cum?" John asked. April's face turned white. "I saw his messages to you. And I saw your response. What was it? 'Oh yeah, like always,' or something like that. Well?"
"You saw that?" she asked.
"Yes, the night you two came back from the Marriot after the fundraiser," he said. "Hell, I did everything but tell you flat out I knew exactly what you were going to do and you left me anyway."
"No, John," she said. "I never did that. I would never do that to you. I just told him that. I always cleaned myself up and I never, ever gave you sloppy seconds."
"I'm sorry, April, but I have a hard time believing you," he said. April pulled out her phone.
"Then believe this," she said. "The day I left Washington to come home, I messaged Doug and told him it was over. I also told him I lied about giving you sloppy seconds. Look for yourself." John took her phone and read the messages. Sure enough, that's what her messages said. Doug wasn't too happy about it, telling her she'd regret her decision. He handed the phone back to her.
"So, you were lying to me while you were cheating on me and then you lied to your lover," he said, chuckling. "Be honest," he said. "Did you enjoy all of this?"
"Honestly, a small part of me did," she said. "It was exciting and after a while I got a kick out of doing things behind your back. But a big part of me hated it. I hated what I was being forced to do and I hated being used like that."
"When I saw you with Simpson, it sure looked to me like you enjoyed it," he said.
"You saw me with him, too?" she asked, shocked.
"Yeah, at the fundraiser," he said. "I heard what you told him and it cut me to the bone. I also got video of you with him in his room at the Marriot. Turns out that's where he took all of the girls he was screwing. That's why I have serious trust issues with you right now." She started crying.
"I'm so sorry," she said. "It was just trash talk. I really didn't mean any of it."
"So when did you decide to start disrespecting me?" he asked.
"There wasn't a set date," she said. "I guess after a while I just started seeing you the same way Jenkins and his cronies did. They made it clear to me that you were just a prop, a tool to use for my election. That was part of it."
"What was the other part?" he asked.
"My contact at the FBI said I needed to convince them that I was going along with what they had planned so I could get more information," she said.



"Prior to that first time, did you ever cheat on me?" he asked.
"No, John, you have to believe me, I never cheated on you before then. Ever," she said.
"Sorry, but I'm having a hard time believing you right now and it's going to take a while for me to wrap my head around all of this," he said. "For starters, how do I know this is over for good? Will I ever be able to satisfy you again? Do I even want to try? I have so many questions."
"I understand your concerns and all I can do is show you how much I really love you. I've spent much of the last three months working with the FBI to get Jenkins and his cronies put behind bars," she said. "They wanted to put me in protective custody. That's how dangerous Jenkins is, or was. I told them, no. I figured if Jenkins had me killed, I deserved it after what I did to you. When I wasn't working with the feds, I was going through intense counseling and therapy. I came this close to being put in a mental facility," she added, holding up her thumb and forefinger.
"You never answered my questions," John said. "Is this all over? Can I ever satisfy you again?"
"Of course," she said. "Look, I was just a piece of meat to them. None of them loved me and I certainly didn't love them. I had already decided to end it all the last time I called you from the apartment. I was so disgusted with myself and I really didn't care what Jenkins did."
"So am I still a clueless wimp?" he asked. Her face turned red and she looked down at the floor.
"No, John," she said. "You never were, and I'm sorry for calling you that. I just got wrapped up in what was going on but you woke me up pretty fast with that funeral."
"What about the ethics charges against you?" he asked.
"Those were dropped after I resigned," she said. "And the FBI got the other agencies to drop their investigations since I was helping them go after Jenkins and the others." Neither one said anything for a few seconds. "Look, John," she added. "I know this is a lot to lay on you and I know you weren't expecting to see me again. If you want, I'll leave and you can get on with your cruise. I was just hoping you'd give me a second chance."
"I promised you two months, and I live up to my promises," he said. "But so help me," he began before she cut him off.
"There won't be a next time," she said. "I'll throw myself overboard. I swear." He looked at her, wondering if she was joking.
"Not if I throw you overboard first," he said. Her eyes widened in shock until she saw him start to smile. She wrapped her arms around him, tears falling down her face. He hugged her back, taking in her smell. God, I missed her so much, he thought to himself.
"I love you so much, John. Please believe me," she said.
"I love you, too," he said. "But I need some proof of what you're telling me. I want to talk to your contact at the FBI. Right now."
"What?" she asked. "You can't be serious?"
"I am," he said. "Or you're gone and the divorce goes through. That's the way it has to be. You didn't trust me enough to come to me at any time this was going on. So now, I need proof that what you're telling me is true." She sighed in resignation and pulled up her contacts. She hit one and listened to the ring tone on the other end.
"Put it on speaker," John said. April nodded her head and put the phone on speaker so they both could hear the call.
"Special Agent Williams," the man said when he answered the call.
"Ryan, this is April Sullivan," she said.
"Yes, April, what can I do for you?" he asked.
"Ryan, I'm with my husband right now and I need you to talk to him," she said.
"Your husband is with you?" he asked. "I thought he was going on a cruise?"
"I am," John said. "April's with me and she just told me a hell of a story. I'd like to verify what she said. Can you do that?"
"I can't tell you much, Mr. Sullivan, assuming that's who you really are," Ryan said.
"I am who I say I am, Agent Williams," John said. "How do I know you're really with the FBI?" John wrote down the identification number Ryan gave him. "Now, can you verify that my wife has been working with you?"
"Yes, Mr. Sullivan, she's been helping us now for a little more than a year," Ryan said. "I can't get into it over the phone due to the sensitive nature of the case, though. By the way, I spoke to the PI your attorney hired in Washington, and he tells me you have pictures and video. Is that true?"
"Yes, it is," John said.
"I'd like to get a copy of what you have, Mr. Sullivan," he said.
"How do you plan to do that?" John asked. "I'll be gone for 200 days."
"I understand your cruise will be pulling into Los Angeles," he said. "We can meet there. You give me a copy of what you have and we can talk if you want. Will that work?"
"Sure," John said. They confirmed the date the ship was set to hit Los Angeles and planned to meet there.
"I look forward to meeting you, Mr. Sullivan," Ryan said. They ended the call and April put her phone back into her purse. John noticed the number had a 202 area code, the code for Washington, D.C.
"Satisfied now?" April asked.
"It's a start," John said. "But I still need more verification. Talk doesn't cut it with me anymore. I need to see action to back up your words. And there's one more thing."
"What's that?" she asked. Before she could say anything else, he grabbed her and threw her over his lap. Before she could respond, he gave her a hard slap on the rear end.
"Owwww! That hurt!" April exclaimed. "What the hell are you doing?"
"Quiet, woman! You said I could hit you," John said. "You've been a very bad girl and I think you need a spanking." He hit her jean-clad ass two more times, causing her to cry out. "Admit it," he said. "You've been very naughty."
"Yes, I've been a bad girl," she cried. He smacked her ass again.
"You deserve to be spanked, don't you?" he asked.
"Yes," she said.
"Yes, WHAT?" John asked angrily as he gave her two more smacks on the rear, causing her to cry out again.
"Yes, sir," April said through her tears.
"Maybe I should've spanked you months ago, when you were being a no-good cheating bitch," he said, hitting her ass again.
"Yes, sir, you should've," she cried. He smacked her again.
"I can't believe how fucking stupid you were," he added, giving her another swat. "You weren't some 27-year-old freshman with no experience. You've been in Congress for years." SWAT! "You know better than to let yourself get into that position." SWAT!
"Yes, sir, I was a stupid bitch," April cried.
"Are you going to be a good girl from now on?" he asked.
"Yes, sir, I promise, I'll be a good girl for you," she said through her tears. "I'll be the best wife a man could ever want, even if it kills me."
"Good," John said. "Because next time, I'll tan your hide with my belt and toss your ass to the sharks." He let her up and watched as she wiped the tears from her eyes. She was shocked -- who was this man? Secretly, she liked what he had become. Her ass stung, but she found herself getting excited. Maybe if he had been this assertive and confident a year or so ago, none of this would have happened.
From John's perspective, she seemed to be repentant and contrite. But could he ever trust her again? Only time would tell. They unpacked their gear in silence and grabbed some lunch.
About 12 hours after leaving Miami, the ship made it to Havana, Cuba, where it would stop for the night. John and April decided to take in the local culture for a while, visiting Old Havana and the Rum Factory. By the time they got back to the cabin, they were both exhausted and slept soundly.
"You said you have video of me?" April asked over breakfast the next morning. John nodded his head.
"Yes, I do," he said. "Why? You want to watch it?"
"I know it sounds strange, but yes, I'd like to see what you captured," she said. After they got back to their cabin, John pulled out his laptop and plugged it in. He brought up the folder with the videos and opened it up. He plugged in his headphones and handed them to her.
"This isn't pretty," he said.
"I know," she said. "But I need to look at them."
"Why?" John asked. "You were there. Don't you remember what you did and what you said?"
"I know this is unconventional, John," she said. "But trust me. I need to see and hear everything you saw so I can understand your pain." John nodded his head. "My counselor said it would help me relate to you better."
"Okay," he said. "While you're at it, just imagine how you'd feel if the roles were reversed. How would you feel if that were me having sex with other women. Maybe that'll give you a clue what I felt."
"Okay," April said.
"And don't even think about deleting those videos," John said. "I have other copies and Mark has the originals."
"I won't," she said. John sat down on his bunk with a tablet and watched a couple episodes of his favorite cop show as she watched the videos on his laptop. He heard her sob a few times as she watched them but returned to his program. A couple hours later, she stopped watching the videos and turned to face him, tears streaming down her face.
"Oh my God, John," she said tearfully. "How can you stand to even look at me?"
"For the longest time, I couldn't," he said. "I hated your guts. I wanted to wring your scrawny neck and cut your lovers into tiny pieces. That's why I did what I did. What would you have done if that were me in those videos with a bunch of different women?"
"Honestly," she said. "I would've buried your ass along with everything else. After I cut your balls off. Did you really file against all the men in those videos?"
"Yes," John said. "The PI identified them and Mark filed against them." April pointed to the man in the last video.
"Even him?" she asked. John nodded his head.
"Yes, so far as I know," John said. "Why?"
"Do you know who this is?" she asked. John shook his head.
"No idea," he said.
"His name is Robert Cramer," she said. "He's Senator Jenkins' enforcer. You've heard bloggers talk about the 'deep state,' right?" she asked. John nodded his head. He had heard the term used on cable news shows but didn't think about it very much.
"He's about as deep as they get," she said. "Former NSA, CIA, he's one of those guys you don't want to get pissed at you."
"Are you saying he'll be coming after me?" John asked.
"I'm afraid so," she said. "And probably me as well. My last encounter with him didn't end on a happy note."
"For Christ's sake, April," John said. "What the fuck did you get involved with? Do you think he'll go after the children?"
"I don't know," she said.
"Well, at least we're on this cruise ship, away from it all," he said. She shook her head.
"John," April said, "I found you after just one call. It'd be a piece of cake for him to find you as well. He could be on this ship and you'd never know it. There's what, five, maybe six thousand people on this cruise? He could blend right in. That's what he does."
"Crap," John said. He pulled out a small portable printer and plugged it into his laptop. He took a screenshot of Robert's face and printed it out. He grabbed his cell phone and connected to the ship's "Cellular at Sea" service and called Mark. It would cost extra, but this was worth it, he decided.
"Hey, buddy, what's up?" Mark asked when he answered the call. "I thought you'd be out enjoying yourself on your cruise."
"Mark, did you file papers against a Robert Cramer?" John asked.
"I think so," Mark said. "Let me look." John waited a few minutes as Mark went through his paperwork. "Yes, we did. And he was officially served about nine weeks ago. Why?"
"Mark, we have a problem," John said.
"What's that?" Mark asked.
"According to April, he's some kind of an 'enforcer' for Senator Jenkins," John said. "A real bad-ass. Used to work for CIA and NSA. She tells me he's not the type to just sit quietly and wait to see what a judge says."
"Wait," Mark said. "Is April there with you?"
"Yes, she is," John said. "I didn't know she was booked on this cruise until she showed up."
"I see," Mark said. "Do you think you might be in danger?" Mark asked.
"Hell yes," John said. "The kids might be in danger as well," he added.
"Alright, I'll get an order of protection for you and the children," Mark said.
"That's good, Mark, but I don't think this guy really gives a damn about things like protection orders," John said.
"You may be right about that," Mark said. "I'll contact the authorities and get my PI to put some protection on the kids as well. We'll also see if we can find Cramer and put surveillance on him. If I were you, I'd contact the ship's security folks."
"I'll do that right away," John said. "Thanks." He ended the call, picked up the in-cabin phone and called security. There was a knock on the door a few minutes later. John opened the door and a man in a white security uniform entered the cabin and introduced himself as Security Officer Michaels.
"Is there a problem here, Mr. Sullivan?" he asked.
"Maybe," John said. "Do you know if a Robert Cramer came on board?" The officer looked at his tablet before shaking his head.
"I'll have to double-check the ship's primary manifest to be certain," he said. "Unfortunately, even if he were registered as a guest, it wouldn't be appropriate for me to tell you under our privacy rules. Why do you ask?" Michaels listened calmly as John and April explained the situation. When they were finished, John handed him the picture he printed off his computer.
"This is him," John said. "Can you at least have your officers do a discreet search for him?" Michaels looked at the photo before answering.
"Mr. Sullivan, please believe me when I say your safety is paramount to us. I'll pass this picture out to our staff and we'll do a quiet search of the ship," he said. "If you like, I can make sure one of our security contractors remains nearby. Don't worry, you'll never know he's there and he'll be very discreet. Would that help?"
"That would be terrific," John said. "Will you please keep us in the loop?"
"Don't worry, Mr. Sullivan," Michaels said. "We'll keep you informed. You folks go about your business, and please enjoy your cruise. If there's anything more I can do, please let me know."
"We will," John said. "Thanks."
For the next two days, John and April stayed close together, and didn't venture out of the cabin after hours. John called Mark every day to see if there was any word on Robert, but so far there was nothing. It was as if he had disappeared off the face of the earth.
In the meantime, John and April ate together, spent time at the pool, talked, cried and spent the time reconnecting. The only thing they didn't do was have sex, which bothered April more than it did John.
"John," she said, "do you think we can maybe do something tonight? I really need you."
"Maybe," he said. "What did you have in mind?"
"Well, the cruise director says there's a nice adult night club where we can drink and dance the night away," she said. "We always used to enjoy dancing. What do you think?"
"Why not?" he asked. April smiled and kissed him on the cheek. Smiling, she headed for the head to prepare herself for the night. John had changed into a polo shirt and a pair of khaki trousers when April came out wearing a short black dress that hid practically nothing. April obviously wasn't wearing a bra and her breasts stood out proudly. She certainly didn't look like a 47-year-old mother of two.
"Oh baby," he said. "You look good enough to eat." She smiled. It had been a while since he had talked to her like that.
"I'm going to hold you to that," she said. "You look pretty good yourself." They went to the club and was ushered to a small booth. After they placed their order, a young dark-skinned woman wearing a very short club skirt came to their table.
"Hey, sugar," she purred, ignoring April completely. "My name is Sheree. That shirt looks really nice on you." John smiled as he held April's hand. He could feel her heat up as Sheree flirted with him.
"Well, thanks, Sheree," he said. "My name is John and that is a mighty nice dress you're wearing." She smiled and lifted the hem of her short skirt to reveal her pantiless crotch. He couldn't help but notice the small landing strip above her slit.
"What, this old rag?" she asked. "Say, why don't you dump the old skank and let a real woman take care of you tonight?" April was fuming and almost jumped out of her chair to deck the girl, but John tightened his grip on her hand. Furious, she looked at John, shocked that he would allow this girl to come on to him like this in front of her. John looked at her and smiled. He turned back to Sheree.
"That is a mighty tempting offer," he said. "But I'm here with my wife." Sheree looked at his fingers.
"I don't see any rings on those fingers," she said.
"That's just a temporary thing," John said. Sheree nodded and looked at April before speaking.
"That's a mighty fine man you've got there, girl," she said. "You'd better take real good care of him. 'Cause if you don't, I promise you Sheree will." She looked back at John. "See ya around, stud," she said before sashaying to the dance floor. John could tell April was mad enough to spit nails.
"Hurts like hell, doesn't it?" he asked quietly.
"You set that up, didn't you?" she asked. "You had to." John shook his head.
"Nope," he said. "Never saw her before in my life. But it's humiliating, isn't it? To have someone come right up to your spouse like that in front of you? Trust me, what you're going through right now is nothing compared to what I felt at the fundraiser, knowing what you and Simpson were planning to do." April looked down, tears filling her eyes.
"I never thought of that," she said quietly. "That girl would probably have fucked you right here if you had let her."
"Probably," he said.
"Is that what you wanted?" she asked.
"I gotta admit, the thought crossed my mind," he said. "She is an attractive woman. But you see, I made a conscious decision. I chose my wife over my dick." April stood up and walked in front of John. She looked around for a moment, pulled her panties off, then opened her short dress, revealing her bare breasts and freshly-shaved pussy. John's eyes opened wide. This was the first time she had ever done anything like this, and he had never known her to shave before. He felt a familiar stirring in his trousers.
"Well, stud," she asked, handing him her panties, "what do you think of this old rag?" John smiled and wrapped his arms around his nearly-nude wife and kissed her breasts. She ran her hands through his hair as he sucked on her hard, erect nipples. At that moment, she didn't care if everyone saw her. She sat in his lap and surreptitiously unzipped his trousers. She took hold of his growing manhood as she whispered in his ear.
"Fuck me, my husband," she said. "Right here, right now. Make me your woman again. Please."
"Isn't this what got you in trouble to start with?" he asked, rubbing her bare flesh. April flushed before answering.
"Yes, sir, it was," she said, remembering the spanking he gave her earlier. "But I was drunk and drugged then. I didn't know what I was doing. I'm sober as a preacher on Sunday now. I know exactly what I'm doing." He smiled at her and kissed her bare breasts.
John felt as if he was about to explode. It had been months since he last had sex with April. Looking him in the eyes, she guided his cock inside her. They both moaned quietly as he penetrated her warm, wet depths.
"Oh God, you feel so good," he moaned as she rode him. April smothered his face with wet kisses as she rocked back and forth on his manhood. Soon, he felt the beginning of his orgasm and grabbed her buttocks as he exploded deep inside her. She trembled as her orgasm swept over her and the two sat there, holding each other tight.



"I know we didn't get much dancing in, but what do you say we take this back to the cabin?" he asked. She smiled and grabbed some napkins to clean up their mess.
"Lead the way," she said. "But I might end up jumping your bones before we get there."
They headed back to the cabin as quick as they could and April threw off her dress as John opened the door. They fell on the bed, kissing each other as they reconnected, physically and emotionally.
They spent the next few days making mad, passionate love to each other, coming out only for short trips to eat. John made his daily calls to Mark, learning only that no one had spotted Robert. Meanwhile, the ship had stopped at Cartagena before heading through the Panama Canal, stopping at Puntarenas and Corinto. From there, they went up the coast to Manzanillo and Puerto Vallarta. The next stop was Los Angeles.
Security Officer Michaels had, as promised, kept them informed about his search, which so far had turned up nothing. What none of them knew, however, is that Robert had disembarked in Los Angeles using a fake passport and was on his way back to New York.
He knew security was looking for him and they nearly caught him -- twice. But he managed to escape detection, thanks to a rudimentary disguise. He had hoped to catch the two alone, but knew that would never happen with ship's security watching over them, so he decided to lull them into a false sense of security and make his move when they least expected it. As he walked down the gangplank, he spotted the FBI agent in his dark suit and sunglasses. He snickered as he easily avoided the fed and disappeared into the crowd.
John and April also walked down the gangplank and spotted the federal agent, who looked out of place in his dark suit. The tall, well-built man approached them and flashed his badge.
"Mr. Sullivan?" he asked. John nodded his head. "Special Agent Williams. We spoke on the phone earlier. Please come with me." John and April followed Ryan back to his dark SUV where another man waited for them. He opened a back door and John and April got inside. "This is my partner, Agent Smith," Ryan said. "We'll go downtown first and discuss the case."
He pulled into traffic and headed downtown, where he parked in an underground garage. Smith opened the door and waited for John and April to get out of the vehicle. Ryan led them upstairs to a well-appointed office and motioned for them to sit down. Smith poured them a cup of coffee before sitting down in a chair at the side of the desk. Ryan sat behind the desk and looked at them before speaking.
"How are you holding up, Mrs. Sullivan?" he asked.
"I've been better," she said. "I'm trying to put my life back together." Ryan nodded his head then looked at John.
"So, do you have the videos and pictures we talked about?" he asked. John pulled a small USB drive out of his trouser pocket and handed it to Ryan, who inserted it in his computer. He scanned the drive for viruses and malware before opening the video. He made notes as the video played and scanned through it to see what else was there.
"So," John said. "What the hell's going on?"
"What's going on is we're trying to break up a sex and corruption ring that extends far into the halls of power," he said. "It's been going on for years and now threatens our national security. Your little stunt nearly cost us the whole investigation."
"You mean the funeral?" John asked. Ryan nodded his head.
"Yes, the funeral," Ryan said. "Which, by the way, was headline news from coast to coast for days. Thanks to you, we were forced to move much earlier than we had originally planned."
"Well, maybe if someone had bothered to keep me in the loop it would've turned out differently," John said, looking from Ryan to April. Ryan nodded his head.
"I understand, Mr. Sullivan," he said. "But you have to understand that you were kept in the dark for your own safety. If you had known what was going on, there's a chance you and your wife could've gotten hurt."
"And April was working with you the whole time?" John asked.
"Yes," Ryan said. "She was feeding us valuable intel from inside the operation. We coached her and advised her to put on a good performance in hopes they would trust her and open up to her, which they did. If it wasn't for her we wouldn't have gotten half of what we now have. And Jenkins and his cronies would still be on the loose."
"Instead, it cost my wife her career, her reputation and her marriage," John said.
"I thought you two had reconciled," Ryan said.
"Not quite," John said. "We've taken some initial steps in that direction, but I still have a lot of unanswered questions. It's still very much in the air."
"I see," Ryan said.
"So, have you got all the bad guys yet?" John asked.
"Pretty much," Ryan said.
"Pretty much? What about Robert Cramer?" John asked. Ryan's face briefly turned white at the sound of Robert's name and the two feds exchanged glances.
"What do you know about Cramer?" Ryan asked.
"Just what April told me. That he's some kind of bad-ass enforcer who works for Jenkins," John said. "Former CIA, NSA, all-around asshole. Have you got him yet?"
"We have a nationwide APB out on him. We're doing the best we can, working with local law enforcement agencies," Ryan said.
"In other words," John said, "you don't have him and you have no idea where he is."
"We believe he's watching the two of you, but there's been nothing show up yet," Ryan said. "Trust me, if he so much as buys a burger at McDonalds, we'll know about it." John shook his head.
"I don't believe this shit," he said. "You let my wife become a prostitute for a shithead like Jenkins and you don't even know where his enforcer is at?"
"Mr. Sullivan," Ryan said. "I don't think you've got the big picture here. Before your wife contacted us, we had no concrete evidence against Jenkins. Nothing. Just a lot of circumstantial evidence and rumors. Thanks to your wife, we've been able to shut down a corruption ring that's been operating freely for at least seven years."
"Seven years?" John asked. "How is that possible? You're the goddamn FBI. How can you let something like that happen?"
"I understand your frustration, Mr. Sullivan," Ryan said, calmly. "Really, I do. You have to understand that before this coup attempt against the president, the corruption even worked its way into my FBI. But after that attempt, there's agencies you've never even heard of working around the clock to root that corruption out. And we're making headway, thanks in part to good citizens like your wife."
"But you let her become a whore for that slimebag," John said.
"I regret that," Ryan said. "But it was the only way we could get what we really needed. Your wife was never in any real danger. Her apartment was wired and we had agents close by just in case. We even had a bug in her wedding ring. Unfortunately, that's now buried in your back yard."
"How much longer would you have let it go on?" John asked. Ryan shook his head.
"Not much longer," he said. "Your wife expressed concerns for some time and we could tell it was beginning to affect her negatively. We were preparing to bring it to a close but then you had your funeral and served her with divorce papers, naming most of the men involved. We had no choice but to act. You should know there were some who considered charging you with obstruction of justice, by the way."
"What?" John asked. "Are you kidding me?" Ryan shook his head.
"No," he said. "I spoke in your defense and told my director that you were in the dark about the investigation. Fortunately, he relented. Otherwise, you'd be in a federal prison right now."
"So," John said. "What now?"
"Well," Ryan said. "We have agents watching your home and an agent is on your cruise ship keeping an eye on things. If Cramer makes a move, we've got him."
"I hope your agent is dressed more casually than the two of you," John said.
"That's not a problem," Ryan said. "Trust me on that." He looked at April. "Could you please step outside the office for a bit? I want to talk to your husband in private." April nodded her head and walked out of the office. After the door had closed, Ryan turned to John.
"I wanted to talk with you, man-to-man, for just a bit," he said. "First off, speaking as someone who's been through a divorce, I want you to know I thought that funeral was fucking brilliant."
"Thanks," John said. Ryan nodded his head.
"Second," Ryan said. "Your wife has been through hell ever since this all started. She wanted to confide in you from the beginning, but I told her not to."
"Why?" John asked. Ryan pulled out a stack of folders.
"This is why," he said. "Husbands, fathers, boyfriends -- all people who tried to take Jenkins to task for what he had done to the women in their lives. Several of them never lived to regret it. If April had told you what was going on, I'd probably have a folder here with your name on it as well. I didn't want that."
"So you're saying she was protecting me?" John asked.
"Basically," Ryan said. "Look, April was put into a no-win situation. She was screwed no matter what she did. If she had refused Jenkins, she'd be destroyed. If she told you, both of you would have been destroyed, or worse. If she went along, you would eventually have found out, which you did, and she would have been destroyed. So she did what she thought was best. It was damn hard on her but at least she had a chance to help take him down and put an end to what he was doing."
"But he's a Senator. Senators don't do that kind of thing to members of Congress, do they?" John asked. Ryan shrugged his shoulders.
"In normal times, no, they don't," Ryan said. "What if I had told you three years ago that a group of extremists were working to take down the president and transform American society? Would you have believed me?" John shook his head.
"No," he said.
"That's exactly what happened," Ryan said. "Now, what if I told you that the First Lady was involved in that plot. Would you have believed me?" John shook his head.
"No," he said again.
"Well, that's precisely what happened," Ryan said. "In fact, it happened twice in the last few years. That's what happens sometimes when people get a taste of power. They like it and are willing to do anything to get more. So, is it really all that difficult to believe that a U.S. Senator could do what Jenkins did?"
"No, I guess not," Ryan said.
"Mr. Sullivan, I know this has been hard on you, but believe me when I say your wife is the victim here," Ryan said.
"So what about her reputation? Her career? Our marriage?" John asked.
"I apologize for what's happened to her political career, but I think it was sunk the moment she was drugged. She was very well-thought of by many of us. Once this is all over, maybe she can write a book," Ryan offered. "I think I can put in a good word for her and maybe get her a spot in the Bureau if she wants. We're always looking for good legislative liaison officers. As for your marriage, I can only hope the two of you are able to work things out." Ryan motioned to have April come back in the room, opened his desk drawer and pulled out an envelope. He handed it to John.
"What's this?" John asked as April walked in the room.
"We took up a little collection in the office and got you two a room over at the Doubletree for the night," Ryan said. "It's not much, but we just wanted to show our appreciation. Your ship doesn't leave until noon tomorrow, so maybe you can take in a show or go dancing or something on us."
"You don't have to do that," John said.
"I know, but we wanted to," Ryan said. "My business card is also in there, in case you need to reach me. I'm available pretty much 24/7."
"Well, thank you," John said. Ryan stood, signaling the end of the meeting and shook John's hand.
"You're welcome," he said. "And I truly hope you two can work things out. Your wife is a wonderful person and personally, I think she deserves a second chance." John looked at April.
"You may be right about that," John said. "Thanks again." Agent Smith escorted them downstairs and drove them to the Doubletree, where they checked in and headed to their room. They spent some time in the Japanese rooftop garden and took in the skyline before heading to the Justice Urban Tavern for a burger and a beer.
John bought a couple of cigars and the two enjoyed a quick smoke outside before heading back to the room, where they showered and laid in bed naked, enjoying the 42 inch television.
"So," April said, "are you starting to feel better about things now?"
"A bit," John said. "I'm starting to understand why you kept me in the dark about everything. I still have a few issues to deal with. Like the disrespect. I heard Ryan say you were coached to act as though you enjoyed what they were doing to you so they would open up to you. Did they also coach you to be disrespectful to me?"
"They said I needed to keep you in the dark," she said. "I think the disrespect was just a natural outgrowth of everything that was happening. I really didn't mean to come off that way to you, though."
"I remember that you said a part of you enjoyed what was going on," John said. "Is that what happened? Did you find yourself starting to like what they were doing?"
"I think maybe it was just my body overpowering my rational mind," she said. "There was a lot of sex and my body responded to that. Maybe that's what happened, I don't know." She rolled on top of him, straddling his body. She could feel his manhood start to respond. "Can we please just enjoy each other tonight?" He ran his hands over her smooth skin and smiled.
"What the hell," he said. "I don't have anything else on my schedule." He smiled, then kissed her deeply. They spent the rest of the night making love and nearly missed their wake-up call the next morning. After grabbing some breakfast, they headed back to the ship.
Over the next few weeks, the ship headed south, stopping at San Diego, Cabo San Lucas, Acapulco and Puerto Quetzal, Guatemala. They spent time in Lima, Peru and sailed through the Chilean Fjords. They visited Punta Arenas and sailed around Cape Horn. The ship stopped at Buenos Aires and Montivideo and they even spent time in Rio de Janeiro, where they took part in some fairly risque festivities. After a couple more stops, the ship headed out to Africa. There was still no word from Mark about Robert.
During this time, April learned to respect her husband even more than she ever had before and saw him in a completely new light. No longer a "pencil-pusher," John now had the air of a worldly explorer looking for his next adventure. She loved watching him work out in the ship's gym and found herself getting excited seeing his reinvigorated muscles flex as he went through his routines. She often joined him later as he showered, giving his new body the attention she felt it deserved.
John learned a few things about his wife as well, and came to understand how she got hooked into Senator Jenkins' machinations. He didn't like it -- not at all. But he understood it, and he respected the strength it took for her to walk away from it the way she had.
Now that they were leaving the Western Hemisphere, there was one thing John wanted to do. He looked at his wife as they enjoyed their end-of-the-day cigar and brandy at the side of the pool.
He pulled out an envelope that had been delivered by courier to the ship at San Diego. As April watched, he pulled out two small boxes. Opening one, he got on one knee and held it out to her.
"Will you marry me -- again?" he asked. April's eyes widened as she saw the diamond ring in the box. She threw her arms around him and cried for joy.
"Yes!" she exclaimed. "I'll marry you again. And I promise I won't fuck it up this time." They hugged and cried as others around them clapped.
John pulled out his cell phone and called Mark to give him the news. After that, he called the children and told them. The next step was getting the captain to agree to renew their vows. They spoke to their cruise director and explained the situation and two days later, she came back with the good news that the captain agreed to perform the ceremony.
Ordinarily something like this took a lot of planning, but John and April said they wanted a simple ceremony and since they were already married, there was no need for all the usual pre-planning and paperwork. John offered to pay whatever the cruise charged, and a few days later, the two renewed their vows in the South Atlantic Ocean between South America and Africa.
April had tracked down Sheree and asked her to be the maid of honor, and John asked Security Officer Michaels to stand as his best man. John made sure the ceremony was captured on video and emailed it to Mark and the children.
"Girl, I am so happy for you," Sheree said when the captain finished the ceremony. "Remember what I said. You better treat this man right."
"Trust me, I will," April said, hugging the younger woman. John and April held a small reception before making their way back to the cabin for an evening of hot, wild sex.
The ship continued on its way, stopping at several ports on the south coast of Africa, including Cape Town. From there, they made their way to Mozambique and the Maldives and from there to India and Sri Lanka. They saw the the Shwedagon Pagoda in Myanmar before going to Malaysia and Kuala Lumpur. After that, they stopped at Singapore and Bangkok then headed to Hanoi.
They spent the night in Hong Kong and Xiamen before going to Shanghai and Beijing, where they caught a glimpse of the Forbidden City and the Great Wall. From there, it was on to South Korea and Japan, where they visited Hiroshima and shopped in Tokyo. Their last stop on this side of the world was at Petropavlovsk, Russia.
They crossed the International Date Line and headed to Dutch Harbor, Alaska. From there they headed south to Anchorage and Juneau, then on to Astoria, Oregon. They stopped at San Francisco, then headed further south to Cabo San Lucas and Acapulco.
The cruise went back through the Panama Canal, then headed to Miami and Charleston before ending in New York.
All this time, there was no word of Robert's whereabouts. Mark updated John on all the legal actions they had taken against the men April had been involved with.
All of the alienation of affection lawsuits had been dismissed since John and April reconciled. John wasn't surprised, since Mark had warned him this could happen.
Most of the other lawsuits for intentional infliction of emotional distress had been decided in John's favor, but collecting the court-ordered damages would prove to be a challenge as most of the men involved were now bankrupt.
Senator Jenkins had been found guilty of numerous federal charges but suffered a massive heart attack before his sentencing hearing. A claim had been placed against his estate, but much of that had already been taken in his divorce.
Robert never bothered to appear for any of his court appearances as his attorney kept filing frivolous motions to delay the process. Frustrated, the judge finally entered a summary judgment against him, but John never expected to see anything come of it.
The company, under George's direction, had grown and thrived. Things were looking good for the couple as they prepared to disembark. They had spent the last 200 days re-connecting, talking and working out their problems. John felt closer to April right now than at any time in their marriage.
He had noticed, though, that she was starting to feel a bit nauseated on occasion and hoped she wasn't coming down with something. He asked her about it a couple of times, but she waved him off, telling him it was probably something she ate.
They packed and made their way to the gangplank. John was surprised to see Sheree at the gangplank wearing a professional business suit. She smiled as he looked at her and walked over to him.



"It's good to see you, Sheree," he said. April looked up and seemed surprised as well. Sheree held out her hand.
"It's actually Cheryl," she said. "Special Agent Cheryl Masters, FBI." She opened her jacket so they could see her badge. "And I want you both to know it's been a pleasure meeting both of you. I hope everything goes well for you."
"Would you really have screwed my husband that night in the club?" April asked. Cheryl smiled.
"In a New York minute," she said. "And I meant what I said. You'd better take good care of that man."
"I intend to," April said. The two women hugged each other for a few moments.
After saying their goodbyes, John and April walked down to the pier. As John stepped off the gangplank, a series of shots rang out and both he and April fell to the ground, their blood pooling on the concrete.
...
To be continued...
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Synopsis so far:
John and April Sullivan had been married for almost 25 years. He is a successful businessman, having started his company from scratch. She has been involved in politics for 22 years, having served on the city council, the state legislature and Congress.
John learned of April's adultery at a Party fundraiser and filed for divorce shortly thereafter. His revenge consisted of a funeral service for their marriage, where he had divorce papers served on her.
After the memorial service, he left for a 200-day round-the-world cruise which followed a three and a half-month stint in the Florida Keys. April caught up to him at the cruise ship and the two later reconciled after John learned the whole story of how April was blackmailed by a corrupt U.S. Senator and his henchmen.
Ending of Ashes to Ashes, Ch. 02:
They packed and made their way to the gangplank. After saying their goodbyes, they walked down to the pier. As John stepped off the gangplank, a series of shots rang out and both he and April fell to the ground, their blood pooling on the concrete.
...
A week later:
John woke up in his hospital bed and looked at the doctor standing over him. He felt extremely groggy, as though he had been asleep for a very long time. His mouth was dry and his chest hurt like hell.
"Good morning, Mr. Sullivan," the doctor said. "How are you feeling today?"
"I've been better," John croaked after a nurse gave him an ice chip to suck on. "Where's my wife?"
"She's just down the hall," the doctor said. "In case you didn't know, she was shot as well. Her injuries were a bit worse than yours, but not by much. I'm sorry to have to inform you of this, but she lost her baby in all the excitement."
"Baby?" John asked, shocked. "She was pregnant?"
"Yes, didn't you know?" the doctor asked.
"No, she had been nauseous a bit lately, but I thought she was too old to get pregnant," John said.
"Well, pregnancy rates for someone your wife's age are quite low," the doctor said, "and unfortunately, the risk of miscarriage in the first trimester are quite high. The trauma of being shot probably caused her to miscarry."
"How is she?" John asked. "Does she know?"
"Yes, she knows," the doctor said. "And she's quite upset, as you can imagine. She'll be okay, physically, given time. We have a counselor working with her now. Both of you were really quite fortunate that the bullets didn't do more damage than they did."
"When can I see her?" John asked.
"Soon," the doctor said. "Very soon. I just wanted to make sure the repairs we did healed before we allowed you to move around too much. We've kept both of you sedated for a few days. We'll also have you both work with a physical therapist for a while, maybe a week or so. We'll evaluate you then. In the meantime, get some rest." He closed his clipboard and prepared to leave.
"Doc," John said, causing the doctor to turn back to him. "Please tell April that I love her. Will you do that?" The doctor nodded his head.
"I will, Mr. Sullivan," he said. "I'm sure that will make her feel much better." He left, leaving John alone with his thoughts. About half an hour later, the door opened and Ryan Williams and Cheryl Masters came in. John was glad to see the two FBI agents and hoped to get some more information.
"About time you woke up, John," Ryan said, smiling.
"Very funny," John said, chuckling.
"Seriously," Ryan said. "We were quite worried about the two of you."
"Doc says we were both lucky the shooter didn't do more damage," John said.
"I don't think luck had anything to do with it," Ryan said. "I won't bore you with all the details, but after examining the rounds we recovered and the extent and nature of your wounds, let's just say I think the shooter wanted to send a message more than anything else."
"You think this was Cramer's doing?" John asked, referring to Robert Cramer, the man identified as Senator Jenkins' "enforcer." Ryan looked at Cheryl and nodded.
"I do," he said.
"So much for your nationwide APB," John said.
"John, we're doing everything we can," Cheryl said. "Cramer's a highly-trained operative. He's got years of experience and he's damn good at what he does." John looked at her for a few moments before speaking.
"So, do you think he'll come after us here in the hospital?" he asked. Ryan shrugged his shoulders.
"It's hard to say," he said. "We'll have police officers standing guard just in case he tries." The door opened and a doctor came in the room with a couple of orderlies and a wheelchair.
"Mr. Sullivan," the doctor said, "are you up for a little trip? Your wife would like to see you." The orderlies helped John into the wheelchair and attached the IV to the chair. They all left the room and went down the hall to where April was being kept.
"April?" John asked when he saw his wife. She looked haggard, her eyes red from crying. She looked at him, sadness in her eyes. He hugged her as best he could with the IV in his arm. She put her head on his shoulder and sobbed.
"They killed our baby," she cried. "That fucking bastard killed our baby." John held her and looked at Ryan.
"Cramer has to die," John said. Ryan and Cheryl looked at each other for a moment before looking back at John. Neither one responded to John's declaration, but John noticed that Ryan nodded his head once, very slightly. He understood what John was going through.
"We'll be in touch, John," he said. "Be careful and don't do anything stupid. Remember, Cramer is a pro."
After a while, the orderlies came in to wheel John back to his room. John kissed April before they left.
"We're going to see if we can get you guys into a room together," one of the orderlies said. "It may be tomorrow before we do, though."
"Good," John said as they wheeled him out.
That night, John awoke when the door to his room opened. He saw someone in medical garb looking over his chart and the monitors next to his bed. He thought it was one of the nurses checking on him as they often did. Then the man came by John's bed and looked down at him for a moment. He grabbed a chair and sat down next to John. Then he put one hand over John's mouth and spoke to him quietly.
"Shut up and listen, asshole," the man said. "I just want you to know that I could've killed you and your wife when you got off that boat. Hell, I could've killed you any time I wanted to. I just wanted to get your attention. Are you listening?" John nodded his head.
"Good. Now listen up, cuck," the man said. "You really fucked up when you went after me and Senator Jenkins. Jenkins is dead now, but I'm very much alive. I could've taken you on the cruise, but that FBI bitch was always around and ship's security nearly caught me. So I got off the ship and made other plans.
"So, this is what's going to happen. I'm going to kill your parents, then I'm going to kill your son. I may or may not kill your daughter, but I am going to fuck her brains out. Depending on how good she is, I may keep her, or I may sell her off to some brothel in the Middle East. There's people who would pay top dollar for her. I'm also going to fuck your wife and I'm going to do it right in front of you, and there's nothing you can do to stop me. Then I'm going to cut her fucking head off. I may kill you at some point, but first, I'm going to make you hurt so bad you'll beg me to kill you. I'll be seeing you around, cuck." The man's hand came off John's mouth and he left before John could say anything. Frantic, he grabbed the remote on his bed and hit the call button, several times.
A nurse came into the room and looked at him, concerned.
"He was here," John said. "Cramer was in my room. Please, check on my wife. Where's the police guard?"
"He just went to grab a cup of coffee," the nurse said. "I'll check on your wife. Are you okay?"
"No, dammit," John said. "Cramer just threatened me and my family. I need a phone. Now!" The nurse gave him his phone and he called Ryan.
"Williams," he said when he answered the phone. He sounded as though the call woke him up.
"Ryan, this is John Sullivan," John said. "Cramer was just here. In my room."
"What?" Ryan asked. If he wasn't awake before, he was now. "Are you sure?"
"Yes," John said. "He threatened my family."
"Okay," Ryan said. "We'll be right over." Ryan and Cheryl showed up about a half-hour later. At Ryan's direction, Cheryl went to April's room to check on her.
"You said Cramer was here," Ryan said. "Are you sure it was Cramer?"
"Yes," John said. "He threatened my parents, and he said he intends to kill our son and have his way with our daughter. Then he said he was going to fuck April and kill her in front of me. You have to stop him, Ryan."
"How did he get past the officer?" Ryan asked.
"The nurse said the officer went to get a cup of coffee," John said. "And Cramer was dressed in medical garb. He could've easily talked his way past the guard if he had to."
"Okay," Ryan said. "We'll check the hospital's security footage. You said he threatened your parents. Where are your parent now?"
"They live on 10 acres in northern Arkansas, just south of the Missouri border," John said. "And our children still live in Springfield."
"Do your parents own guns?" Ryan asked. John nodded his head.
"Yes," he said. "My Dad has a small arsenal and they know how to shoot."
"Okay," Ryan said. "I'll let you call your parents and your children. We'll also have someone go out, visit them and assess the situation. I'll get officers on your children as well. Don't worry, John, we've got you covered." Ryan started to walk away but John grabbed his coat. Ryan looked at him.
"Kill him, or I will," John said.
"I'm going to pretend I didn't hear that," Ryan said. "I don't need you taking the law into your own hands."
"If he comes into my house, I will take him down," John said. "I happen to know that my state recognizes the 'castle doctrine' and I intend to protect myself."
"Be careful, John," Ryan said. "Be very careful."
"I will," John said. Not wasting any time, he called his parents and told them what happened.
"Look, son, I'll call the kids and explain things," John's father said. "I'll have them come on down and they can stay here with us till this blows over. If that asshole shows up here, we'll fill his ass full of lead."
"Thanks, Dad," John said. "Be careful, though. Cramer's a pro." His father laughed.
"Yeah, well, I may be old, but I'm still a trained SEAL, so maybe he should be careful," his father said. John laughed.
"Just be careful, Dad," John said.
"Don't worry, son," his father said. "We'll be alright. You just take care of that pretty wife of yours."
The next day, John and April were put into the same room and they spent hours discussing their situation. John suggested they buy a gun for protection, but April balked.
"John, you know how I feel about guns," she said.
"I know," he said, "but this is an extreme situation. We need to protect ourselves."
"But the FBI said they'd look out for us," she said.
"Right," John said sarcastically. "Did you know Cramer was on the cruise? The only reason he left was because he nearly got caught. Then he shot us both right in front of the FBI and he made it into my room. Face it, April. The FBI can't protect us forever."
"But I'm not sure buying a gun is the answer," April said.
"April, you weren't there when Cramer was in my room," John said. "He was very explicit about what he was going to do to my parents, you and our children. I can't just sit here and hope someone else with a gun will be around the next time he shows up."
"Please, John," she said. "Let's not discuss this right now." John could tell this was a sore subject for her, so he dropped it - for now.
They spent the next week going through therapy, both physical and emotional. Soon, they were able to get around without too much pain and the doctors agreed they could be released. Ryan and Cheryl met them in their room.
"We have a plane standing by to take you two home," Ryan said. "I promised you we would stick with you and that's what we're going to do. We haven't seen any activity on Cramer's part, so maybe he's backed off. But we're not going to take any chances." Ryan and Cheryl had also arranged for all of their luggage to be transported to the plane waiting for them.
John called his parents to let them know they would be home shortly. He also spoke to the children, who were happy to hear their parents would be safe.
They rode in silence to the airport and boarded the relatively small Lear Jet that would take them home. Ryan said he would accompany them to their home while Cheryl coordinated things from the local field office.
Once they landed, Ryan and Cheryl helped load John and April's luggage into the SUV Ryan would use to take the couple home. They rode in silence to the house that neither John nor April had seen in over 200 days. For John, it had been about 10 months since he had seen their marital home. He almost didn't remember the code necessary to open the gate.
They drove down the long driveway and John could see the grass hadn't been cut in at least three weeks. They looked around and didn't see any other cars on the property. The house also appeared to be deserted.
They got out of the SUV and made their way to the front door. John turned the knob and found it was locked. He got his keys and unlocked the door. Ryan edged his way to the front and motioned for John and April to stay behind him. He pulled out his sidearm and carefully worked his way inside. John turned off the security alarm and April followed as Ryan and John moved slowly around the house, making sure everything was secure.
Suddenly, a shot rang out and Ryan was thrown against a large china hutch in the front room. He fell down on the floor, his blood soaking the carpet. As John and April watched, Robert came into the front room, his pistol aimed at them.
"Well, well," he said. "Look what the cat dragged in. What, you think your little rinky-dink security alarm would keep me out? Please, don't insult my intelligence. Now, go upstairs. Move."
John and April looked at each other and slowly made their way up the stairs with Robert following.
"In your bedroom," he ordered. They went into the master bedroom at the top of the stairs. Once they were all in, Robert motioned for John to sit in a chair placed by the door and took a bundle of zip ties out of his pocket. He handed them to April, keeping his pistol trained on them.
"Tie him up," Robert ordered. "Make sure he's secured." April took the ties and looked at John. "Move, dammit," he yelled. April began securing John to the chair, tears flowing down her cheeks. Apparently, she wasn't moving fast enough to suit Robert. "Hurry up, Goddammit!" he yelled. Finally, April finished and stood in front of her husband.
"I'm sorry," she quietly told John.
"Shut up, bitch!" Robert yelled. He holstered his pistol and pulled a large knife out of a scabbard attached to his belt. It was the largest knife John had ever seen. He held it close to John's face. "Take a good look, cucky boy," he said. "You'll be seeing this again real soon." He turned to April with a wicked grin on his face. "Your turn," he said. "Get naked."
"Please, Robert, don't do this," she pleaded.
"Shut up, bitch and strip!" Robert ordered, grabbing her clothes and cutting them with his knife. Soon, April stood in just her tiny panties. Robert grabbed them and cut them off of her. "I said to get naked, slut," he said. He stood back and admired her body.
Embarrassed, April tried to cover herself with her hands, but Robert wouldn't hear of it.
"When did you become modest, bitch?" he asked. "Looky there," he said, his eyes riveted on April's shaved pussy. "You finally shaved your cute little pussy." He looked at John before speaking. "I wanted her to do that for months but she refused. You should've seen her back in Washington, cucky. Your wife really knows how to please a crowd." He looked back at April. "Don't you, bitch?" April said nothing but looked down at her feet. "Don't play coy with me, bitch," he said. "I know how much of a slut you are. On your knees."
April slowly got on her knees before Robert. John shook his head vigorously.
"April, no, don't do this," he pleaded. Robert slapped him across the face.
"Shut up, cucky boy," he yelled. "We're just getting started." Robert grabbed April by the back of her head. "You know what to do," he said. "Now do it."
Slowly, April reached up, unhooked Robert's belt and opened his trousers. She reached up and pulled his trousers and boxers down to his knees, freeing his cock, which was already starting to get hard. John tried to look away but Robert slapped him again.
"Watch, cuck," he said. "Watch as your wife sucks my cock and swallows my cum." He turned back to April. "Do it, bitch. You know you want this." April looked up at him.
"Why don't you lean up against the dresser, Robert," she suggested. Robert grinned as he leaned back against the dresser for support. He put the knife on the dresser as he did so. April began stroking his cock, making it grow larger.
"April, no, please," John pleaded. April looked at him with a wicked smile and John saw her wink her right eye at him. What did she have in mind, he asked himself. She looked back up at Robert, who was moaning as he leaned back, his head thrown back, his eyes closed.
"You like this, don't you, Robert?" she asked. "You love it when I stroke your cock like this, don't you?"
"Oh, yeah," Robert moaned, his eyes still closed. April looked at the top of the dresser where Robert's knife sat. She kept stroking him, her hot breath on his cock. As she stroked, a drop of precum appeared at the head of his penis.
Suddenly, she grabbed the knife with her left hand, and slashed down on Robert's erect cock as hard as she could, severing several inches of his manhood.
Robert's eyes flew open and he screamed as he grabbed what was left of his cock, thinking he could stop the flow of blood, which was spewing everywhere, covering April's hands and face. As he fell, April grabbed his pistol out of the shoulder holster.
"You BITCH!" Robert screamed. "I'll KILL you!!"
"I don't think so, asshole," she said. "You killed my baby, you shot my husband, you threatened my family. Now it's time for you to DIE!" Robert screamed in pain as he squirmed on the floor, but somehow, April managed to put the barrel of his pistol in his mouth. Robert's eyes grew wide in terror.
"Eat this, motherfucker," April hissed as she pulled the trigger. As John watched, horrified, the back of Robert's head exploded, blood, bone and gray matter spewing all over the floor, the dresser and the wall.
April dropped the pistol as fast as she could and visibly shook as she looked at the gory mess on the floor. She began heaving, and ran into the bathroom. John heard her heaving her guts into the toilet several times. He heard her run the sink for a while before coming back into the bedroom. He looked at her as she stood next to him.
"Could you please untie me?" he asked. April got the knife and cut the zip ties holding him to the chair. He held her tight as she sobbed on his shoulder.



"Remind me never to piss you off," he said after she started to calm down. She laughed in between sobs. "We'd better call 911," he said. April nodded her head. "I'll call if you want to go clean up a bit."
"Okay," she said quietly. Using the phone in the bedroom, John called 911 and told them to bring an ambulance. Then he called Cheryl and told her about Ryan.
"I'm on my way right now," she said before ending the call. John looked at his wife as she cleaned up in the bathroom. He was still in shock at what she had done. He never would have believed she had it in her to do this.
"Police are on their way," John told his wife. "You might want to put something on before they get here." He watched as she nodded her head. Suddenly, she began to sob. He wrapped his arms around her. "It's okay, babe," he said. "It's over."
"I k..killed him," she said between her sobs. John nodded his head.
"Yes, you did," he said, holding her tight. "You had no choice. He would have killed you."
"That doesn't matter," she said. "I'm really no better than he is."
"Nonsense," John said. "It was self defense. It was either him or you. Frankly, I'm surprised. I didn't know you could shoot. I thought you hated guns."
"I was raised around guns," she said. "All kinds of guns. Rifles, shotguns, pistols, you name it. My dad taught me to shoot a long time ago. One day, some asshole mistook my dad for a deer and shot him. Put him in a wheelchair for life. So yeah, I hate guns. But I know how to use them."
"I, for one, am damned glad you do," John said. "You saved both our lives." She looked at him, tears running down her face.
"You're not upset or disappointed in me?" she asked. John smiled and hugged her tight.
"Hell no," he said. "I'm damned proud of you."
"I love you, John," she said, hugging him back.
"I love you, too," he said. "You know, we're not going to be able to sleep in here for a couple nights."
"That's okay," she said. "I know the owner and I got a really good deal on the apartment over the garage. And it just happens to have a nice king sized bed."
Soon, the house was crawling with police, paramedics and techs from the coroner's office. Ryan was still alive when the paramedics came, so they rushed him off to the hospital. The detective in charge of the case was questioning John and April about Robert when Cheryl came by. She whispered something to the detective. He looked at her funny, shook his head and walked away.
"What did you tell him?" John asked.
"Only that you two were instrumental in taking out one of the FBI's current 'most wanted,'" she said.
"Seriously?" April asked. "Robert was on the most wanted list?"
"As of this morning," Cheryl said. She looked around the bedroom before speaking. "You two sure know how to throw a party. I wouldn't want to be the one cleaning this mess up," she said.
"Well, we were thinking about getting new carpet anyway," April joked. Cheryl laughed. "Any word on Ryan?" April asked.
"Well, he was hit pretty bad, but he was still breathing and cursing when the paramedics came," Cheryl said. "Ryan's tough, though. He'll make it. He's been hit worse than this." She looked at John and April before speaking again. "Are you two okay?" April nodded her head.
"Yeah," she said. "I think we're going to be just fine."
"Well, listen," Cheryl said. "It may not be a bad idea to talk to one of our counselors. You went through a lot and it's no small matter shooting someone, especially the way you did. I can put you in touch with someone if you'd like."
"I think it would be a good idea for both of us," John said. April nodded her head in agreement.
"Okay," Cheryl said. "Consider it done. Stay in touch, okay?"
"We will," April said. "Thanks for everything."
After everyone left, John called his parents and relayed the news. Everyone seemed to be relieved that it was finally over and they could get on with their lives. John arranged to have his son drive his truck back to the house and the couple retired to the apartment, where they slept soundly until the next day.
Over the course of the next couple weeks, things were busy around the Sullivan household as John and April put the house back together. April didn't remove the black ribbons from the photos around the house when she left to join John on the cruise, so they started there. They also contracted with a cleaning service to remove the blood from the house and April suggested they remodel the place. John liked that idea, so he made arrangements with a local interior designer.
By the time they were finished, new carpet had been installed, the interior had been repainted and new furniture moved in.
John finally made it back to the office, and everyone was glad to see him. After a small welcome back celebration, he joined George in his office.
"Sure is good to have you back, boss," George said. John smiled and sat down.
"Sure good to be back, George," he said. "You know, I've been looking over the financials for the past year and I want you to know I couldn't be more pleased."
"I'm glad you approve," George said. "I adopted a motto: 'WWJD' - What Would John Do? Got me through every time. And that idea you had about a day care went over like gangbusters. Productivity is up, morale is up and everyone is happy." John laughed.
"Well, that's why I've made another executive decision," John said.
"What's that?" George asked.
"I'm going to name you the CEO, on a permanent basis," John said. "That is, if you want the job. I'll still be around, as President. But the day-to-day operation is yours. You've more than proven yourself."
"John, I don't know what to say," George said. "I'm flattered, really."
"Just say yes, George," John said.
"Okay," George said. "Yes, I'll take it. And I promise to do you proud."
"You already have, my friend," John said. "Just keep doing what you've been doing."
"I will," George said. "And I must say, you really look good. You kinda remind me of that guy in those commercials, the 'most interesting man in the world.'" John smiled. That was the second time he heard that. He lifted his coffee cup in salute.
"Stay thirsty, my friend," he said in a mock accent, causing George to laugh. "C'mon," he added, standing up, "let's go make the official announcement."
On his way home, John thought over the events of the last two years. A lot had transpired in that time. He was still in a contemplative mood that night as he and April shared their end of the day smoke and brandy by the pool.
"Penny for your thoughts," April said. John looked at her for a moment before speaking.
"I've been thinking about everything that's happened over the last two years," he said. "We've been through a lot."
"Yes, we have," April said. "I'd like to think we're stronger now because of it."
"Or rather, in spite of it," John said.
"I can't tell you how sorry I am about it all," April said, a tear snaking down her face.
"You showed how sorry you were when you cut asshole's dick off," John said. "Under the circumstances I can't ask for more than that." She looked at him and took a drag off her small cigar before speaking.
"John, you never told me everything you did while you were in the Keys," she said.
"I worked out, ran my ass off on the beach, went back to taking martial arts," he said. "I did a lot of soul-searching. You know, I even started reading stories on the Internet about husbands dealing with cheating wives. There was one story I read where the husband actually nuked his cheating wife."
"Oh really?" April asked. "You mean with an actual nuclear bomb?"
"Yeah, one of those small atomic munition things," John said. "I had to Google it to see if there was ever such a thing."
"Oh yeah, there were," April said.
"I sometimes wondered what people would say if I ever told my story," he said.
"And?" April prodded.
"Well, the impression I got was that I should burn you to the ground and move on," he said.
"Why didn't you?" she asked. "You certainly had good reason."
"You know I never make decisions based on what other people think," John said. "Truth is, I still loved you and I was afraid."
"Afraid?" April asked. "I've never known you to be afraid of anything."
"I was," John said. "Afraid I'd turn into a bitter, angry, lonely old man."
"That would never have happened," April said. "You're in better shape now than you've ever been. You'd have women lining up for you."
"Maybe," John said. "Maybe not. For weeks I dreamt of burning you and your lovers to the ground. All I could think of was getting revenge. I even dreamed of tossing you into an active volcano." April's eyes widened in shock. "You have no idea how close I was to tossing you out that day you showed up at the cruise ship," he said.
"I'm glad you didn't," April said, grinding out the remains of her cigar. "Come on, let's go upstairs and break in our new bed. Let's make some new memories." John nodded his head and finished his brandy. "Just do me one favor," she added.
"What's that?" John asked.
"Let's dig up that coffin on our 50th anniversary," she said.
"Why wait?" John asked.
"I want it as a reminder of what we nearly lost," she said. John thought about what she said for a moment.
"Okay," he said. Taking her hand, he led her upstairs and the two made mad passionate love in their newly-remodeled bedroom.
John closed his eyes, but his mind was still active. Yes, he thought as he fell asleep next to his wife, things could certainly have turned out much different than they did. As he slept, a very familiar dream began to creep into his subconscious...
...
To be continued...
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End of Ashes to Ashes, Ch. 03:
John closed his eyes, but his mind was still active. Yes, he thought as he fell asleep next to his wife, things could certainly have turned out much different than they did. As he slept, a very familiar dream began to creep into his subconscious...
...
There's a funny thing about dreams. It seems that sometimes you just "know" about events and things in your dreams whether they actually happened or not. That's what went through John's mind as he stood at the top of the gangplank in New York City.
He "knew," for example, that he had just wrapped up a 200-day cruise around the world. He "knew" that he had spent much of his dream cruise with a woman who initially introduced herself as "Sheree," but was, in reality, FBI Special Agent Cheryl Masters.
He learned that after a random encounter with a man on the pool deck. Suddenly, as dreams are wont to do, the scene changed and he was no longer at the top of the gangplank...
A couple days after the ship pulled out of Miami, John's cruise director told him of a nice adult-only night club where he could dance, drink and maybe meet some of the ladies on board. He went to the club and was ushered to a small booth. Looking around, he spotted a number of young, attractive women wearing extremely skimpy dresses. After he placed his order, a young dark-skinned woman wearing a very short club skirt came to his table.
"Hey, sugar," she purred. "My name is Sheree. That shirt looks really nice on you." John smiled as he looked at the young woman addressing him.
"Well, thanks, Sheree," he said. "My name is John and that is a mighty nice dress you're wearing." She smiled and lifted the hem of her short skirt to reveal her pantiless crotch. He couldn't help but notice the small landing strip above her slit.
"What, this old rag?" she asked. "Say, why don't you let a real woman take care of you tonight?" He was stunned as he had never experienced this before.
"That is a mighty tempting offer," he said. "Shall we dance?" She smiled.
"Of course," she said. "Oh, you mean on the dance floor?"
"Sure, we can go there as well if you want," John said, standing.
"Lead the way," she said, taking his hand. John led her to the floor and the two danced through several songs. Sheree did everything she could to keep John's attention, even rubbing herself against him several times, causing his manhood to grow in his khakis. With her arms wrapped around his neck, she ground her pelvis into him.
"What do you say we take this to your cabin?" she whispered in his ear.
"Who am I to deny a lady?" John asked. They stopped dancing and John led Sheree back to his cabin. Once there, Sheree threw the tiny dress over her head, revealing her nude body. John took in her shapely form, which he noticed had no tan lines. She dropped to her knees, pulled his trousers and boxers off and gave him an incredible blow-job.
John grabbed a condom out of a box he purchased before boarding the ship. Sheree made a production out of putting it on him and gently pushed him onto the bed. She straddled him and guided his manhood inside her as she rode him, cowgirl style. John fondled her breasts and sucked her nipples as she bucked up and down. After an intense orgasm, she climbed off of him and the two traded places.
After another orgasm they fell asleep in each other's arms.
Scene change...
The next morning, John headed down to the pool deck and enjoyed a mid-morning cigar while watching the scantily-clad women around the pool.
"Excuse me, you got a light?" John looked and saw a man in khaki shorts sitting down on the chair next to him. He pulled his lighter out of his pocket and handed it to the man, who lit his cigarette. After taking a deep drag, he handed the lighter back to John and extended his hand.
"Bob," he said, introducing himself. John shook his hand and put his lighter away.
"John," he said.
"Nice view, huh?" Bob asked, looking at the bikini-clad women.
"Yeah," John said. "Best part of the whole cruise." Bob laughed.
"I know I've seen you somewhere before, John," he said. John looked at him and tried to remember the man's face, but couldn't. The baseball cap and sunglasses he wore didn't help.
"I don't know where," John said.
"I know," Bob said. "You were the guy who had a funeral for your marriage."
"Yeah, that's me," John said.
"It was all over the news," Bob said. "That was fucking brilliant."
"Thanks," John said.
"So, is the divorce final?" Bob asked.
"Not quite," John said. "It will be in a couple months."
"You going after the guys who screwed your wife?" Bob asked. John shrugged his shoulder.
"I was going to file for alienation of affection, but my lawyer advised against it," John said. "Called it a waste of time and money. He named all the assholes involved, so whatever happens, happens, I guess."
"So what are you going to do now?" Bob asked. John wondered why this guy was asking so many questions.
"Live my life," John said. "Travel the world, get drunk, get laid, you know the drill." Bob smiled and nodded his head.
"Yeah, I know," he said.
"So," John said, "are you going around the world?" Bob shook his head.
"Nah, I'm getting off in Los Angeles," he said. "Got transferred there from Miami, so I thought I'd take some vacation time and go by boat. You?"
"I'm in for the whole trip," John said.
"Have a good cruise," he said. "Good meeting you," he added, standing up. "Thanks for the light. I'll see you around."
"My pleasure," John said with a friendly wave of his hand. He watched as Bob walked away, but his attention was drawn to Sheree, who came on the pool deck in a tiny two-piece suit that barely covered her nipples and landing strip.
"Damn, you look good," John said as she sat down. She smiled.
"Thanks," she said. "Flattery will get you everywhere. Personally, I'd rather be naked, but we're required to wear something out here. So, who was that guy?" she asked. John shook his head.
"Just some guy asking for a light," John said, taking a drag off his cigar. Sheree watched him blow out a plume of smoke.
"You know those things will kill you," she said. He smiled and shrugged his shoulders.
"I've lived a clean life so far and look what it's gotten me," he said. "So I figured, what the hell." Sheree was looking at the man walking away from them intently as John spoke.
"Say, would you mind getting a girl a drink?" she asked.
"Not a problem," John said. "I could use something myself." After John left, she pulled out her phone. As John waited for his order, he noticed Sheree talking to someone on the phone. She looked as though she was having an intense discussion with someone, he noticed. A husband, maybe? A boyfriend? He got their drinks and headed back.
"Everything okay?" he asked. She nodded her head.
"Yeah, just talking to my boss," she said.
"Work getting in the way of fun?" he asked. She smiled.
"Something like that," she said, taking a sip of her drink. "John, can we go somewhere private? We need to talk." What the hell was this, John asked himself. He shrugged his shoulders and ground out his cigar.
"Sure," he said. "Let's go back to my cabin." After John closed the door to his cabin he turned to look at her. "So, what's going on?" he asked. "Are you a married woman? Got a boyfriend somewhere?" She shook her head and pulled something out of her purse. She opened it up and handed it to him.
"Nothing like that," she said. "I'm sorry for the deception, but my name's not Sheree. It's Cheryl. Cheryl Masters. And I'm with the FBI."
"FBI?" John said. "Why the hell is the FBI getting involved with my cruise?"
"It has to do with your wife, April," she said.
"Is my wife having me followed or something?" John asked. She shook her head.
"No," she said. "Nothing like that. But we believe that at least one of the men you named in your divorce is planning to kill both you and your wife." John shook his head.
"You gotta be kidding me," he said.
"I'm not," she said. "In fact, I believe that man you spoke to on the pool deck is the man we're looking for. Did he introduce himself?"
"Yes," John said. "He said his name is Bob."
"Bob," Cheryl repeated. "His real name is Robert Cramer. Former NSA, CIA. He's an enforcer for Senator Jenkins and he's the one who first drugged your wife. Did he say anything else?"
"Said he was getting off the boat in Los Angeles," John said. Cheryl pulled out her phone and made a call, turning her back to John. She turned back around when she was finished.
"My boss wants to see you when the ship pulls into Los Angeles," she said. Terrific, John thought to himself.
The scene suddenly changed and John found himself at the bottom of the gangplank with Cheryl by his side. He "knew" the ship had pulled into LA and passengers were streaming off, heading to parts unknown. John would loved to have spent his time sight-seeing, but a man in a dark suit and sunglasses approached him.
"John Sullivan?" he asked. John nodded his head. The man pulled out a set of credentials. "Special Agent Ryan Williams, FBI," he said. "I see you've already met Special Agent Masters."
"Yes, I have," John said. Ryan nodded his head.
"Come with me, please," Ryan said, leading them to a dark SUV where another man waited for them. John and Cheryl climbed in the back and Ryan took them to a building in downtown Los Angeles. John was escorted to a room and ushered into a chair in front of a large desk. Ryan took a seat behind the desk.
"John, is that really you?" a female voice said. John turned to the voice and saw... April. She looked horrible, as though she had lost 10 or 15 pounds. Her once long wavy brunette hair was cut short and her face looked drawn. Her eyes were sunken and she looked as though she had aged at least 10 years and had spent a lot of time crying. John almost didn't recognize her.
"April?" John asked. "What the hell are you doing here?"
"She's working with us," Ryan said.
"What do you mean?" John asked. "What the hell's going on?"
"What's going on is we're trying to break up a sex and corruption ring that extends far into the halls of power," he said. "It's been going on for years and now threatens our national security. Your little stunt nearly cost us the whole investigation."
"You mean the funeral?" John asked. Ryan nodded his head.
"Yes, the funeral," Ryan said. "Which, by the way, was headline news from coast to coast for days. Thanks to you, we were forced to move much earlier than we had originally planned."
"Well, maybe if someone had bothered to keep me in the loop it would've turned out differently," John said, looking from Ryan to April. Ryan nodded his head.
"I understand, Mr. Sullivan," he said. "But you have to understand that you were kept in the dark for your own safety. If you had known what was going on, there's a chance you and your wife could've gotten hurt."
"And April was working with you the whole time?" John asked.
"Yes," Ryan said. "She was feeding us valuable intel from inside the operation. We coached her and advised her to put on a good performance in hopes they would trust her and open up to her, which they did. If it wasn't for her we wouldn't have gotten half of what we now have. And Jenkins and his cronies would still be on the loose."
"Instead, it cost my wife her career, her reputation and her marriage," John said.
"I thought you two might be able to reconcile once you heard the facts," Ryan said.
"You thought wrong," John said.
"I see," Ryan said as April began crying.
"So, have you got all the bad guys yet?" John asked.
"Pretty much," Ryan said.
"Pretty much? What about this Robert Cramer guy?" John asked. Ryan's face briefly turned white at the sound of Robert's name and the two feds exchanged glances.
"What do you know about Cramer?" Ryan asked.
"Just what Cheryl told me. That he's some kind of bad-ass who works for Jenkins," John said. "Former CIA, NSA, all-around asshole. Have you got him yet? You know he's here in Los Angeles."
"We have a nationwide APB out on him. We're doing the best we can, working with local law enforcement agencies," Ryan said.
"In other words," John said, "you don't have him and you have no idea where he is."
"You just told us he's here in Los Angeles. We believe he's watching the two of you, but there's been nothing show up yet," Ryan said. "Trust me, if he so much as buys a burger at McDonalds, we'll know about it." John shook his head.
"I don't believe this shit," he said. "You let my wife become a prostitute for a shithead like Jenkins and you don't even know where his enforcer is? He's right here in town!"
"Mr. Sullivan," Ryan said. "I don't think you've got the big picture here. Before your wife contacted us, we had no concrete evidence against Jenkins. Nothing. Just a lot of circumstantial evidence and rumors. Thanks to your wife, we've been able to shut down a corruption ring that's been operating freely for at least seven years."
"Seven years?" John asked. "How is that possible? You're the goddamn FBI. How can you let something like that happen?"
"I understand your frustration, Mr. Sullivan," Ryan said, calmly. "Really, I do. You have to understand that before the coup attempt against the president, the corruption even worked its way into my FBI. But after that attempt, there's agencies you've never even heard of working around the clock to root that corruption out. And we're making headway, thanks in part to good citizens like your wife."
"But you let her become a whore for that slimebag," John said.
"I regret that," Ryan said. "But it was the only way we could get what we really needed. Your wife was never in any real danger. Her apartment was wired and we had agents close by just in case. We even had a bug in her wedding ring. Unfortunately, that's now buried in your back yard."
"How much longer would you have let it go on?" John asked. Ryan shook his head.
"Not much longer," he said. "Your wife expressed concerns for some time and we could tell it was beginning to affect her negatively. We were preparing to bring it to a close but then you had your funeral and served her with divorce papers, naming most of the men involved. We had no choice but to act. You should know there were some who considered charging you with obstruction of justice, by the way."
"What?" John asked. "Are you kidding me?" Ryan shook his head.
"No," he said. "I spoke in your defense and told my director that you were in the dark about the investigation. Fortunately, he relented. Otherwise, you'd be in a federal prison right now."
"So," John said. "What now?"
"Well," Ryan said. "We have agents watching your home and you now know about Agent Masters, who's keeping an eye on you. If Cramer makes a move, we've got him." He looked at April. "Could you please step outside the office for a bit? I want to talk to your husband in private." April nodded her head and walked out of the office. After the door had closed, Ryan turned to John.
"I wanted to talk with you, man-to-man, for just a bit," he said. "First off, speaking as someone who's been through a divorce, I want you to know I thought that funeral was fucking brilliant."
"Thanks," John said. Ryan nodded his head.
"Second," Ryan said. "Your wife has been through hell ever since this all started. She wanted to confide in you from the beginning, but I told her not to."
"Why?" John asked. Ryan pulled out a stack of folders.
"This is why," he said. "Husbands, fathers, boyfriends - all people who tried to take Jenkins to task for what he had done to the women in their lives. Several of them never lived to regret it. If April had told you what was going on, I'd probably have a folder here with your name on it as well. I didn't want that."
"So you're saying she was protecting me?" John asked.
"Basically," Ryan said. "Look, April was put into a no-win situation. She was screwed no matter what she did. If she had refused Jenkins, she'd be destroyed. If she told you, both of you would have been destroyed, or worse. If she went along, you would eventually have found out, which you did, and she would have been destroyed. So she did what she thought was best. It was damn hard on her but at least she had a chance to help take him down and put an end to what he was doing."
"But he's a Senator. Senators don't do that kind of thing to members of Congress, do they?" John asked. Ryan shrugged his shoulders.
"In normal times, no, they don't," Ryan said. "What if I had told you three years ago that a group of extremists were working to take down the president and transform American society? Would you have believed me?" John shook his head.
"No," he said.
"That's exactly what happened," Ryan said. "Now, what if I told you that the First Lady was involved in that plot. Would you have believed me?" John shook his head.
"No," he said again.
"Well, that's precisely what happened," Ryan said. "In fact, it happened twice in the last few years. That's what happens sometimes when people get a taste of power. They like it and are willing to do anything to get more. So, is it really all that difficult to believe that a U.S. Senator could do what Jenkins did?"
"No, I guess not," Ryan said.
"Mr. Sullivan, I know this has been hard on you, but believe me when I say your wife is the victim here," Ryan said.
"So what about her reputation? Her career? Our marriage?" John asked.
"I apologize for what's happened to her political career, but I think it was sunk the moment she was drugged. She was very well-thought of by many of us. Once this is all over, maybe she can write a book," Ryan offered. "I think I can put in a good word for her and maybe get her a spot in the Bureau if she wants. We're always looking for good legislative liaison officers. As for your marriage, I can only hope the two of you are able to work things out."
"I don't see that happening," John said. "She put me through hell that last year. It's not just the cheating, although that's bad enough. She disrespected me the whole time, in public. She should have come to me first."
"But it was too dangerous," Ryan said.
"I don't care," John said. "I'm not stupid. I built a successful business from scratch, with my bare hands. I would have been there for her if she had just confided in me. But she didn't even give me a chance. Did you also tell her to disrespect me?" Ryan shook his head.
"No, I didn't," Ryan said. "I'm truly sorry you had to experience that." He motioned for April to be brought back into the room. "I'll let the two of you speak alone for a few minutes," Ryan said, getting out of his chair. April spoke after Ryan left the room.
"You look... good," she said weakly. "You remind me of that guy in those beer commercials, the 'most interesting man in the world'," she added.
"So I've heard," John said.
"I can't tell you how sorry I am about all of this," she said. John looked at her.
"How in the hell did you let this happen?" he asked. "Dammit, April, you're not some 27-year-old freshman just out of college. You've been in office for 22 years. You know better than to let yourself get into a situation like this. What the fuck happened to you?"



"I was drugged," she said. "I didn't even know what was going on until after it happened. Then Jenkins blackmailed me." John shook his head.
"Bullshit! I saw those videos. You didn't look like you were drugged to me. You looked like you enjoyed the hell out of it. The truth is, you should've come to me in the beginning," he said. "I'm no idiot. We could've dealt with this together. But no, you didn't even respect me enough to give me a chance." April looked down at the floor.
"Was I really that bad to you?" she asked.
"Are you fucking kidding me?" John asked. "I came this close to smacking you up side the head so many times it isn't even funny," he said, putting his thumb and forefinger close together. "You basically redefined the word, 'bitch.' I couldn't stand to be around you half the time."
"I'm sorry," she cried. "Please believe me, I didn't mean to hurt you."
"Yeah, well, you did," John said. "I've got to get back to the ship now," he added, standing up. April stood in front of him and reached out to him.
"John, please," she begged. "I love you. I need you. I'm sorry I did all that to you. Can't you find it in your heart to forgive me?" John shook his head.
"I don't know," he said. "Maybe after I get back from this cruise and maybe if you take care of this Cramer asshole, maybe we can talk." She nodded her head. "What would you have done if the roles were reversed? Hmmm? What if it was you looking at videos of me having sex with a bunch of women?"
"I would've cut your balls off and tossed you into that grave myself," she said.
"Yeah," John said.
"So, have you slept with that FBI lady?" she asked.
"Yeah, I did," John said. April looked as though she had been slapped when he said that. "And I may do it again." April shrunk even further, tears falling down her cheeks. "Doesn't feel good, does it? Humiliating as hell, isn't it?" John asked. April nodded her head.
"I'm sorry," she said quietly.
"Yeah, me too," he said, opening the door. "But now you know how I felt the last year or so." Ryan and Cheryl came back into the room. Ryan took his seat before speaking.
"John, Agent Masters will remain on the cruise with you, just in case Cramer shows back up," he said. "We'll be in touch." John nodded his head and turned, taking Cheryl's hand in his. April stood and ran to John before he left.
"Please, John," she said. "Remember that I love you. Can you at least forgive me for what I've done?" He looked at her hard before speaking.
"I'll think about it," he said. "We'll talk when I get back." With that, he walked Cheryl out of the office and headed back to the ship.
Suddenly, the scene changed and a wave of déjà vu washed over John as he found himself once again at the top of the gangplank in New York City. In his "dream" mind, he "knew" that he had spend weeks traveling around the world with Cheryl. He also "knew" that he had developed a relationship with the FBI agent. He wasn't sure that he was ready to take the plunge with her or anyone else, though. Not after what April had done to him.
In his dream mind, he remembered hearing that Ryan's agents had recently caught up with Robert and had taken him out in a hail of gunfire. That was a bit of good news. Now he could breathe easy.
He looked down and knew what had happened the last time he stepped off this gangplank. But Cramer was dead, so he should be alright, he thought. He hesitated for a moment until Cheryl pushed him along.
"C'mon," she said, smiling. "Let's get a move on." He nodded his head and walked slowly down the gangplank. As he stepped off the gangplank, nothing happened. He breathed a sigh of relief. Ryan came up to him and Cheryl as they got off the ship.
"About time you guys showed back up," he said, taking their luggage. "Hop in," he said, opening the back door of the SUV. As they drove off, Ryan spoke to John.
"Well, John, as you know, we got Cramer about 10 days ago," he said.
"I heard," John said. "That is good news."
"Don't celebrate just yet," Ryan added. "We lost contact with April a few days before we nailed Cramer."
"I thought you had agents on the house," John said.
"We did, but they got pulled off my detail," Ryan said. "Don't worry, we have agents scouring your property and the area around your house."
The next thing John knew, he was in an airplane flying home, sitting next to Cheryl.
"God, I hope nothing bad happened to her," he said. She patted his leg and tried to reassure him. Just as suddenly, the scene changed again, but now, they were in another SUV going through his gates. John and Ryan both saw people standing around the marker where he had buried his marriage so many months ago. Something was on the ground at their feet but John couldn't make it out. They got out of the SUV and made their way to the marker.
As John got closer, he saw several men with shovels and a pile of dirt next to the hole he had dug for the coffin. There, next to the dirt, was a long black bag. One man was kneeling next to the bag as the others looked on. The kneeling man looked up as Ryan came around. As soon as Ryan looked at the contents of the bag, he motioned for Cheryl to keep John back.
"What have you got?" Ryan asked.
"Caucasian female, aged roughly 45 - 50 years. Decomp suggests she's been buried about two weeks, maybe a little less. Body's covered with lye."
"Cause of death?" Ryan asked.
"There appears to be two gunshot wounds to the chest, and the body has been decapitated," the kneeling man said. "I'll have to get her back to the lab before I know for certain." Ryan nodded his head and turned to John.
"I'm sorry, John," he said. "Truly, I am." He turned and walked away. John was in shock. He hated what his wife had done to him, to their marriage, but he never wanted this. He never even got a chance to tell her that he forgave her. Hot tears fell down his face as he sobbed on the ground.
"No, no, no, please God, no," he cried. He heard a soft feminine voice call out to him.
"John? John," the voice said. Slowly, the dream dissipated and John found himself in bed, his body soaked with sweat, his face full of tears. The voice he heard in the dream was that of his wife. He turned to her and wrapped her in his arms as tight as he could.
"Thank God you're alive," he said through his tears. She held him tight and rocked him gently.
"Of course I'm alive," she said. "Another nightmare?" He nodded his head. "That's the second one this week," she added.
"It was so... real," he said.
"Maybe we should go talk to a counselor," she suggested softly. "You're having these nightmares all too often." He nodded his head.
"Maybe you're right," he said. She had suggested counseling before, when the nightmares began, but he dismissed her concerns.
"I'll be with you every step of the way," she said. "You're stuck with me whether you like it or not, mister." He smiled as he looked at her. He kissed her face and snuggled back into bed with her.
"I love you so much," he said. She smiled and kissed him back.
"And I love you, too," she said. "Now, let's get some sleep. And think happy thoughts, okay?" she said as they snuggled closer together.
"Happy thoughts," John said. "Got it." He thought about the line from Hamlet: "To sleep, perchance to dream..." He understood the meaning and the context, but didn't dwell on it. There had been enough death lately. Now is a time to live and celebrate, he thought. And with April in his arms, that's exactly what he would do.
The end...
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I simply couldn't believe what I was seeing - Joni, my wife of seven years, was on a table in the dining car with Jim, her friend, fucking her brains out. I looked around, thinking there had to be an attendant or a waiter somewhere, but oddly enough, there wasn't.
At that moment, whatever love I had for my wife died. This was supposed to be a fun excursion for the two of us to reconnect. I was surprised when she told me that Jim, a friend of hers from work, would be there. She insisted he was a friend to both of us, but in truth, I didn't care for the guy and I couldn't think of any reason why he wanted to tag along at the time, but now I knew.
I also knew I would need evidence for my divorce - oh, yeah, we were finished. Sure, the sight of them screwing on the table got me a bit excited, but there was no way I was going to stand for this total disrespect. I pulled out my cell phone and began recording their tryst on video. I had no desire to watch or hear what they had to say.
It seemed like they fucked forever on that table, and I couldn't believe how rough Jim was with her. She seemed to even enjoy it. Maybe I should have been rough with her, but that just wasn't my style. Finally, they stopped and Joni straightened out her dress, giving Jim her panties - the sexy new panties I thought she bought for me. He smiled and brought them up to his face, taking in her aroma.
"We have to be careful," she said as they took their seats. "If George finds out about us, he won't be happy at all."
"Ah, fuck that wimpy cuck," Jim said with a sneer. "We've been fucking for the last year and he's never found out." What, I thought to myself. This shit's been going on for a year? I knew things had been a bit strained between Joni and I, with my work schedule being so harried, but dammit, that's what kept a roof over our heads. Sure, Joni worked too, but her salary, such as it was, went to pay for things she wanted - her clothes, accessories, trips to the salon and so forth. That was the whole idea of taking a few days off to travel a bit by rail and see the sights and spend time in each other's arms.
"So," Jim said, "are you gonna make him clean my cum out of your pussy when you get back to him?"
"That would be so wicked, wouldn't it?" she asked.
"Did you do like I said about the birth control?" he asked. Joni nodded her head.
"Yeah," she said. "I quit taking it so you could knock me up. I told George I was on my period this week, so he won't be expecting any sex." They both had a good laugh at that.
"So why do you stay with him?" Jim asked. "You obviously don't love him or you wouldn't be doing this to him."
"Well, it's not that I don't love him," she said. "I like him enough but I just don't have that burning love for him anymore. Besides, he brings in a good paycheck and you know I couldn't live off what I make."
"So, you're staying with him for the money," he said. She nodded her head.
"Pretty much," she said. "Hell, I could never afford the accommodations he got on this trip, and neither could you.
"So, when do you want to get together again?" he asked.
"I don't know, maybe later this evening after he goes to sleep," she said. George saw and heard enough, and ended the video. He made his way back to the sleeper car where he and Joni stayed and considered his options. Divorce was a given, but there had to be something more. Both her and her fuck-face boy friend needed to pay.
He pulled his phone back out and went to his contacts, looking for the number to his lawyer.
"Fred Jergins," the man said as he answered the call.
"Fred, this is George, I need you to start preparing divorce papers for me, and I want the prenuptial enforced," I said.
"Divorce?" Fred asked, surprised. "Are you sure about this?"
"I've never been more sure of anything in my life," I said.
"On what grounds?" Fred asked.
"Adultery," I said. "I have video I can send you if you need proof."
"Yeah, do that," Fred said. "I've got the prenup here so it shouldn't take too long to get it set up. When do you want her served?"
"The sooner the better," I said. "We'll be back in Springfield in a couple days, so maybe you can have her served at the train station. I also need to find out what I can about her boyfriend, Jim Simpson. He works with her."
"I'll get our investigator on it," Fred said. "Send me the video and I'll take a look. Don't do anything stupid, got it?"
"Yeah, right," I said. "You know me."
"Yeah, I do," Fred said. "That's why I said not to do anything stupid." Fred always made me laugh. We ended the call, and I sent Fred the video. Then I sat back and thought for a minute about what else to do.
I pulled out my tablet and connected my phone to it. After transferring the video to the tablet, I turned on the phone's hot spot and used that to connect my tablet to our home network through a VPN, or virtual private network. I had that set up some time back so I could safely access my files from anywhere in the world.
The first thing I did was log into our banking and do the typical dance - closing joint cards, moving funds around, etc. I didn't want to take any chances, even with the prenuptial agreement.
I had another evil thought. Joni liked to use the home computer for her personal emails. Fortunately, she wasn't too bright about things like security, so I was able to log into her webmail account with a couple clicks.
I copied the video first to the tablet, then to the home computer. With her webmail client open, I wrote an email, trying to sound like her.
I used a cheesy subject line that sounded like her: "Check out my fun train trip!" In the body, I wrote: "Check out what I do while my clueless hubby sleeps."
I then attached the video to the email and sent it to everyone on her contact list. That's right - friends, family, her co-workers, you name it. I looked it over for a minute, then hit send. Fuck it, I thought to myself.
I opened the door to our compartment just in time to see one of the attendants. I motioned for him to come over when he looked up at me.
"Is everything alright, sir?" he asked.
"Well, my wife says she wants to move to another cabin," I said. "Can you tell me what cabin an Jim Simpson is located in?" The attendant consulted his tablet for a moment before answering.
"You want your wife's stuff moved into that cabin?" he asked. "Are you sure? That's in the economy class and isn't anywhere near as nice as this."
"That's life," I said. He nodded his head in understanding.
"I see," he said. "Sure, I'll help you get her stuff packed up." We worked fast, not really caring how nice her clothes were packed. Once we finished, I helped the attendant take her stuff to his cabin, which was less than half the size ours is. I laughed as I tossed her things on his little bunk bed. Let her deal with that, I thought to myself.
"I'll need to make her a new key card," he said. He grabbed a white card out of his pocket and slid it through a magnetic writer connected to his tablet. He looked at me when he finished. "Do you know where she is?" he asked. I nodded my head.
"I know where she was the last time I saw her," I said.
"Lead on," he said. We made our way through the train and entered the dining car. Joni and Jim were still making goo-goo eyes at each other when we came up to them. I sat down in one of the chairs at the table and the attendant got Joni's attention.
"Yes?" she asked, looking perturbed.
"I need to give you your new key card," he said. "And collect the old one." She looked surprised.
"What do you mean?" she asked.
"Apparently there was a mix-up in cabin assignments, so I need to give you your new key," he said. This guy was as cool as a cucumber, I thought. Aggravated, Joni pulled out her key card and handed it to the attendant. He smiled and gave her the new card. "Thank you," he said. "Have a nice trip." He turned and walked away. Joni looked at me, angry.
"What the fuck are you doing?" she asked.
"I'm just making it easier for you and Jim to play around," I said. Her eyes grew wide.
"What do you mean?" she asked.
"You think I don't know about the two of you?" I asked. Joni started to look nervous. She glanced at Jim and he looked perturbed. He looked at her keycard and noticed the cabin number.
"Wait," he said. "That's a key for my cabin." I nodded my head.
"I figured that way you two wouldn't have to fuck on the dining room table," I said. "I realize it may be a bit cramped, but that's the way it goes. By the way, did Joni ever tell you about the prenup she signed when we got married?"
"What are you talking about?" Jim asked.
"Well, if you're going to fuck someone's wife, you should find out a little bit about her first, don't you agree?" I asked.
"Look, it was just all in fun," he said. "We didn't mean anything." Joni spoke up.
"That's right, George," she said. "It was all just in fun. It doesn't affect our marriage in the slightest."
"Really?" I asked, pulling out my tablet. I advanced the video to the part where they were talking and pressed the play icon. "Listen to this," I said.
"I like him enough but I just don't have that burning love for him anymore. Besides, he brings in a good paycheck and you know I couldn't live off what I make," Joni's voice said in the video.
"So, you're staying with him for the money," Jim said in the video. She nodded her head. I stopped the video and looked at her.
"So, bitch," I said. "I'm nothing but a walking paycheck to you."
"Sweetheart," she began. I stopped her.
"You don't ever get to call me sweetheart, dear, honey or anything else, bitch," I said. "I don't think you should even call me by my first name. I think you should call me Mr. Duvalier. And since you don't consider yourself married to me, I'll be taking these," I added, pulling her wedding and engagement rings off. "And I'll be taking this," I added, grabbing her purse and removing her house key from the large key ring she kept there.
I took my wedding ring off and placed it in front of Jim. "You can have this. I have no further need of it." I turned to Jim. "The prenup that she signed, Jim, says that in the event of infidelity, the guilty party - in this case, Joni, receives absolutely nothing. I'll let her have her clothes and her jewelry. But that's it. I don't think she'll be able to keep up the payments on her car. Fortunately, I had the paperwork done in her name, so it'll be her credit rating that takes a hit."
"You fucking bastard," he said, starting to stand up. I grabbed a fork and moved to stab his hand. He sat back down.
"Don't fuck with me, dickwad," I said.
"Please," Joni said, tears welling up in her eyes. "Geo... I mean, Mr. Duvalier, please don't do this. I've learned my lesson. Can't you forgive me and we can put this behind us?"
"No, bitch," I said, rewinding the video to a point where they began talking about knocking Joni up. I played the video so they both could hear clearly. "The two of you have been doing this shit to me for a year. And you plotted to get knocked up by Jim and pass the kid off as mine," I hissed, looking at Joni. "Right now, I hate your fucking guts and I wish to God I'd never laid eyes on you." I looked at Jim before speaking again.
"You wanted the lying, cheating bitch, asshole, you got her," I said. "Good luck. I imagine she won't be getting much support from her family and friends."
"What do you mean?" Joni asked. I shrugged my shoulders.
"Check your email," I said. She pulled out her phone and opened her mobile email app. Her eyes grew wide.
"What did you do?" she asked.
"I just shared your memories with your family and friends," I said. "You looked like you were having such a great time, I just knew you'd love to share it with others."
"You bastard," she hissed. "My parents just disowned me and my sister says she never wants to see me again. My friends think I'm a two-bit slut and they all hate me now."
"Can you blame them?" I asked calmly. "I gave you seven of the best years of my life. I loved you exclusively all that time and never even thought of another woman. Worked my ass off for you, bought that big house you just had to have, bought you that new BMW. I never once complained when you spent all of your money on yourself and I never complained when you went out supposedly to be 'with the girls.' And what did I get in return? You rip my heart out, you cheat on me and you kill our marriage. So I don't blame them one bit."
"Please, just give me another chance," she begged. I shook my head.
"No," I said. "You could've ended this at any time, but you chose not to. So this is the end of the line. You chose your bed, now you get to sleep in it. I hope it was all worth it to you. I expect you'll be served when we hit Springfield. Just sign the papers and be done with it. Then you and Jim can fuck each other to death for all I care."
"Geo... er, Mr. Duvalier," she said, "Is there anything I can do to make this up to you? I'll do anything." I stood up and thought for a moment before answering.
"Yeah," I said. "There is one thing. Actually, two things." Her eyes lit up in anticipation. "Eat shit and die." She collapsed in tears as I turned and walked away. I fought back tears as I made my way back to my cabin. After I closed and locked the door, my phone rang. It was her parents. Apparently, they saw the video I sent them.
"George, what the hell is going on?" Joni's father, Cliff, asked.
"Hi, Cliff," I said. "I caught your daughter having sex with another man. I took video and I sent it to you. I'm having divorce papers drawn up based on the prenuptial. I expect she'll be served when the train hits Springfield. I wanted you to know why I'm divorcing her."
"Isn't there any way you can overlook this?" he asked. "I mean, divorce is so drastic."
"No, Cliff," I said. "If you listen to what your daughter and her lover said, you'll know there's no way I can get past her cheating. I'm nothing but a paycheck to her, that's it. She even wanted to have me raise some other man's child."
"That stupid girl," he said.
"So, I hear you disowned her," I said.
"No," he said. "I asked her to give me one good reason NOT to disown her. I'm still waiting."
"Well, for what it's worth, I'm glad that you had us sign that prenup," I said. "This probably wasn't the way you envisioned things happening, but you did me a big favor."
"I'm sorry, George," he said. "You're right, and I've since grown to love you like the son I never had."
"I think the world of you as well," I said.
"Is there anything we can do?" he asked.
"Actually, there is," I said. "Do you guys still have that extra key to the house I gave you?"
"Yes, we do," he said.
"Would you mind getting a truck and picking up her stuff out of the house?" I asked. "I won't be in town for another couple days and I don't want her in the house. I'll reimburse you for the truck."
"Sure, we can do that," he said. "What about her car?"
"You can take that as well, but I'm not sure how long she'll be able to keep it," I said. "Maybe you can teach her how to do a budget, or maybe she can trade it in for something she'll be able to afford."
"Okay," he said. "Look, George, I'm really sorry about all this."
"Not your fault," I said. We said our goodbye and ended the call. The phone rang the second I put it in my pocket. It was Joni's cousin, Lisa. I answered the call.
"What do you want, Lisa?" I asked.
"So, you finally know about Joni?" she asked.
"Yeah," I said.
"I take it you're going to divorce the no-good bitch?" she asked.
"Of course," I said. "Already have things in the works."
"Good," she said. "You know I've always had the hots for you." Truth was, I found Lisa to be smoking hot as well. But I was married to her cousin, so that made her off limits.
"Well, you're pretty hot yourself," I said. Lisa had this thing about wearing short skirts and tiny, ripped short shorts around me and it always got me excited.
"So you have noticed," she said.
"Of course," I told her.
"So, now that you've kicked the bitch out, do you think we can hook up?" she asked.
"Maybe once the divorce is final," I said.
"Okay, I understand," she said. "I've waited seven years for you, so I guess I can wait a few more months. Then I'm going to fuck your brains out and suck your cock until you cum in my mouth. I'll see you when you get back." The call ended, leaving me with a hardon. Something good might come out of all this after all.
The next two days went by pretty fast for me. Most of my time was spent on the phone. I rarely ventured out of my cabin, so I wouldn't have to face the two cheaters. I had heard from Fred, who told me what I suspected. Jim Simpson was a well-known womanizer who had been divorced twice for cheating. His last wife had also filed charges of domestic abuse against him. It figured that Joni would gravitate toward someone like that, but I hoped she would wake up in time and leave him.
Shortly before the train pulled into Springfield, Joni knocked on my door.
"Who is it?" I asked through the closed door.
"It's me, Joni," she said.
"What do you want?" I asked.
"I want my husband back," she cried.
"Tough shit, bitch," I said. "I want a loyal and faithful wife who loves me, but I didn't get that, did I?"
"Please, Geo... er, Mr. Duvalier, I made a mistake," she cried.
"You went way beyond mistake, bitch," I said. "Get out of here before I call security. You're supposed to be in the economy section."
"Please," she cried. "Can't we just talk?"
"No," I said. "Go away. I never want to see you again." I heard her sniffle as she walked away. A part of me was sad for her, but I really didn't give a shit. She brought this all on herself with her lying, cheating and disrespect.
I got off the train and looked around to see if I could spot her and Jim. I saw them a few cars away, getting off the train. Neither one of them looked too happy. Tough shit, I thought to myself. As I looked, a man approached Joni and handed her a manila envelope. She opened it, then collapsed in tears. I smiled and walked away.
I got in my car and made my way home. I noticed that Joni's car was gone and all of her stuff had been taken, including a few pieces of furniture she had when we first married. I put my things away and went through the house, taking down all the pictures that included her. I wanted nothing to remind me of the cheating bitch.
A couple hours later, I heard a knock on the door. I looked through the window and saw Lisa. God, she looked hot in those shorts. I opened the door and let her come in. She carried a large dish of something that smelled like lasagna. She walked in as though she owned the place and set the dish on the kitchen counter. When she turned back to me I looked her over.



She wore a short t-shirt that came just below her breasts and I could see her nipples poking the shirt. Her shorts were shorter than I remembered, with just a tiny bit of material between her legs.
"I wanted to make sure you had something good to eat," she said. "I don't want you to get hungry."
"Thanks, Lisa," I said. "I appreciate that." Her eyes sparkled as she smiled. "Would you care to stay and have dinner with me?"
"I'd love to," she said. "You go get washed up, I know where everything is." I headed upstairs and washed myself up quickly before going back. By the time I got back, the table had already been set and Lisa had even poured us each a glass of wine. I pulled out a chair for her and admired her shapely thighs as she sat down.
She grabbed my plate and dished out a nice chunk of lasagna, which was thick with meat and dripping with layers of cheese. This took a lot of work on her part, I thought. After she dished herself a small portion I looked at her.
"This looks delicious," I said.
"Thanks," she said in response. "I love to cook, especially for someone I truly care about." Indeed, the lasagna was as tasty as it looked and I ate every bite, even cleaning the plate with a piece of garlic bread she made.
"You must've been hungry," she said.
"There's no way I'm wasting food this good," I said. "That was the best lasagna I've ever tasted." She smiled as she came next to me.
"I'm glad you liked it," she said, sitting in my lap. "There's lots more where that came from. And maybe someday I'll even bring you desert," she added, lifting her shirt up to reveal her nicely-shaped B-cup breasts. I felt a familiar stirring in my pants as she gave me a hot, wet kiss, her tongue invading my mouth. "I need to get home and feed my cat, but I'll be by tomorrow."
"I can't wait," I said. She smiled as she stood.
"This is just a preview of what I have in store for you," she said. "I guess I'll just have to let Little George take care of me until your divorce is final."
"Little George?" I asked.
"That's what I call my vibrator," she said. "I like to fantasize about you fucking me while I use it on myself."
"I see," I said. "Well, let's hope Joni doesn't fight the divorce." We kissed for a while before Lisa left.
Fortunately, Joni didn't fight the divorce. Apparently, she realized I had her dead to rights and decided to end the marriage. Her and Jim were able to keep their jobs, but from what I heard, it was by the skin of their teeth. She signed the paperwork and called me to apologize and tell me that it was a done deal. Fred called to let me know the signed papers were filed and I would be a free man in 30 days.
Was I happy? I was glad to be rid of a cheating slut of a wife, but a part of me felt like something was missing. I had loved this woman exclusively for years and had hoped to retire with her, surrounded by children and grandchildren. But that wasn't meant to be. I was also frustrated that I hadn't gotten any revenge on Jim.
I had thought about filing for alienation of affection, but Fred said that was a waste of time. I thought about beating his ass to a pulp, but decided against it, since I had desire to go to jail.
Lisa came by every evening with something she had prepared and we would share the evening meal. She even marked my calendar, counting down the days until the divorce would become final. She was a relentless tease, and even gave me a couple of DVDs filled with selfies and homemade videos of her with "Little George."
I spent most evenings watching videos of Lisa plunging that dildo into her shaved pussy while moaning my name and begging me to fuck her. She always finished by blowing a kiss while promising to fuck my brains out. I certainly had something to look forward to.
Soon enough, the 30 days were over and I got the paperwork saying it was a done deal. I was surprised that I didn't hear anything from Joni, as I figured she would have called or done something stupid by now, but she didn't. Oh, well...
Lisa didn't wait for me to call - she came over that day and knocked on the door. I thought that strange as I had already given her a key to the house and told her she was welcome over anytime. I opened the door and got the shock of my life.
There she was on the front porch - standing completely naked, her bare feet spread wide enough that I could see her pussy lips. I brought her inside and kissed her hard, rubbing my hands all over her smooth skin. She kissed me back just as hard, tearing my clothes off the whole time.
We ended up naked on the couch and before I knew it, she had engulfed my hard cock in her mouth and was giving me the blowjob of a lifetime. After I erupted in her mouth, she climbed on top of me and guided my cock inside her wet pussy.
"Fuck me, baby," she moaned. "I'm your woman now. Take me, cum in my pussy." Who was I to complain? I looked down and could see my hard cock sliding in and out of her very wet pussy. The sight was enough to make me explode inside her. Her orgasm hit the same time as mine and she ground herself into me even harder.
"This is so much better than I ever thought," she moaned. "Don't ever stop fucking me, George. Do me. Make me your personal slut. Please, baby, I love you so much."
"I love you, too," I said as I positioned her under me and slid between her spread legs. We screwed a few more times on the couch and finally made our way to the bedroom where we made love for much of the night. I never wanted to leave that velvety pussy.
As we held each other, I knew that I had to be with this woman for the rest of my life. She must've thought the same thing. She turned on her side and looked me in the eye.
"I've always loved you, George," she said. "I'll never do to you what my stupid cousin did. I want to spend the rest of my life right here with you."
"So, does that mean you'll marry me?" I asked. She smiled and threw her arms around me.
"Yes, baby," she said. "I'll marry you and make you the happiest man on earth." We kissed and made love some more before falling asleep in each other's arms.
A few days later, I got a call from Joni's father. Lisa and I had just finished making love and were laid back on the bed, watching a movie while sharing a bowl of popcorn.
"George, Joni's in the hospital," he said. I sat up, surprised.
"What happened?" I asked.
"That asshole she's with beat her half to death," he said. "I told her to call the cops, but she refused."
"Is she going to be okay?" I asked.
"Eventually, but I don't think she will be for long if she stays with him," he said.
"Alright, we'll head over and check it out," I said.
"We?" her father asked.
"Yeah, Lisa and I," I said.
"Lisa's there with you?" he asked.
"Yeah," I said. "I couldn't have gotten through this without her."
"Okay," he said. "I understand. I'll meet you at the hospital."
After we ended the call, I explained to Lisa what happened and told her what I had learned about Jim Fucking Simpson. We were both pissed at Joni for what she did, but neither one of us wanted her physically hurt. We cleaned up, dressed and headed to the hospital.
After talking to the nurse, we were led to her room. She looked horrible. Her face was black and blue and one eye was swollen shut. One arm was in a cast and an IV was dripping fluid in the other. She moaned weakly as we came into the room. I wanted to hold her and tell her everything would be okay, but didn't.
"Geo... Mr. Duvalier," she said, a tear streaming down her cheek. I held up my hand to stop her.
"George is fine," I said. "What happened?"
"Jim wanted to use my car to take his date out and I told him no," she said slowly. "He got pissed off and started hitting me, calling me names. I told him that was my car and nearly half of my check goes to making the payments and there's no way I'd let him use it to impress some slut. He wouldn't stop beating me until I threatened to call 911. That's when he took off. I don't know where he is. I had a real hard time breathing and my chest hurt real bad so I called 911 and they came and brought me here."
"Did you tell the cops what happened?" Lisa asked.
"No," she said. "I was afraid to. I thought if he was taken to jail, he'd kill me when he got out." I shook my head at the bullshit I was hearing.
"So let me get this right," I said. "You run off to live with the guy you were cheating on me with, and he's now cheating on you. Is that right?" She sobbed as she nodded her head.
"Yeah," she said. "I really fucked up, didn't I?"
"Yes you did," Lisa said. "But you don't deserve this. He committed a crime and he needs to be locked up."
"Joni," I said. "Did you know he has a history of domestic violence?"
"I knew he could be a bit rough, but no, I didn't," she said. Lisa wrapped her arms around her cousin and tried to comfort her. Joni noticed the diamond ring on her finger.
"Are you engaged?" Joni asked. Lisa smiled and nodded her head.
"Yeah," she said. "George and I are getting married." Joni began sobbing, her tears soaking Lisa's t-shirt. "But you're still my cousin and I still love you even though I think you're a stupid bitch for what you did to George."
Just then, Joni's parents came into the room. They were furious when Lisa and I told them what happened.
"Alright," Cliff told Joni. "We'll stay here with you, and we'll move you back into the house when you get discharged. You'll stay with us until you can get back on your feet." He looked at me and motioned me into the hallway.
"What do you know about this Simpson guy?" he asked. I told him what I had learned from Fred and he nodded his head, taking mental notes. "And you say he works with Joni?"
"Yes," I said. He nodded his head some more.
"Okay, I'll take care of Simpson," he said. "I'm not going to get into it with you. You don't need to know the details, trust me. What's with you and Lisa?"
"Well, she helped me get through the divorce and we're now engaged," I said. He smiled as he nodded his head.
"I'm not surprised," he said. "She's always had a thing for you. Congratulations. At least you'll still be a part of the family."
"Thanks," I said. "Is there anything I can do to help with Simpson?" He shook his head.
"No," he said. "I got this covered. Besides, you're going to be married soon and the last thing Lisa needs is to have her new husband in jail. The less you know, the better."
Cliff went down the hall, talking to someone on his cell phone. I headed back into Joni's room. Joni's mother looked at us.
"I'll stay with her tonight," she said. "Cliff will arrange to get her things from that man's apartment. Thank you for coming by."
"You're welcome," I said, giving her a hug. Joni looked at me with tears in her eyes.
"I'm so sorry," she said. "For everything. Can you forgive me?" I thought for a moment before speaking.
"I think so," I said, cognizant of the two other women looking at me. "After all, we're still going to be family."
"Thank you," she said. I walked over and gave her a goodbye hug.
"You get well," I said, lightly kissing her forehead.
"Take good care of him," Joni told Lisa. "Please." Lisa smiled and nodded her head.
"I intend to," she said. We left the hospital and headed home.
I had no idea what Cliff had in mind regarding Jim, but I had heard stories about his time in the military. I also knew he had friends in high - and low - places, so I kept an eye on the local news, even checking the obituaries. I didn't see anything there, but a small story did pop up in the local paper a week later about a man getting mugged and severely beaten outside a local bar.
According to the story, the man, identified as Jim Simpson, was confronted by a group of men who ended up breaking three of his ribs, his jaw, a kneecap and an arm. The story also said something about his testicles getting severely injured. I had to laugh at that.
Cliff got Joni's things from the apartment and moved her back into his home. Her parents hated what she did to me, but she was still their daughter and they still loved her.
Lisa and I married a couple months later. Since her parents had died several years ago in a car crash, Cliff walked her down the aisle and shook my hand. Joni came with her parents and cried as the preacher pronounced us husband and wife.
We had a great honeymoon in Las Vegas, where Lisa screwed my brains out as often as she could. After we got back, we moved her things into the house. She decided that since I made more than enough for the two of us, she would quit her job.
"I have a new job now," she told me.
"What's that?" I asked.
"Keeping you happy," she said with a wicked smile.
And she did. Then one day a few months later, she hit me up with the four words every husband dreads.
"We need to talk," she said after I came home from work.
"Is something wrong?" I asked, dreading her response.
"Well," she said. "We'll need to remodel one of the bedrooms."
"Why?" I asked. She smiled.
"Because," she said, "you're going to be a daddy." I jumped for joy and wrapped her in my arms, covering her face with kisses.
"Are you happy?" she asked.
"I'm the happiest man in the world," I said.
"Then take me upstairs and show me just how happy you are, big guy," she said. I did. Again and again.
Yeah, I thought, sometimes life hands you lemons. And sometimes, you get something much better in return.
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Prologue:
My name is Oscar Warren. I served with the HomeFront Security Task Force for 35 years, and retired after serving as the organization's first Cabinet-level officer in the White House. My personal story has already been told by other authors -- at great risk to themselves, I might add -- so I won't rehash that here. Simply put, I was once a normal American husband who loved my wife and was targeted by a vicious organization that irrevocably changed my marriage and ultimately, my life.
From that point on, I worked as a federal officer for the task force, working with Bill Jackson, my friend, mentor and later, my father-in-law. Our battle against the entity known as MMAS was eventually won, but the ideology that drove it and others like it continues to this day, and in all likelihood, will continue long after I am gone.
Over the years I have been personally involved with hundreds of what we call "interventions." In the beginning, a "successful" intervention was one in which (a) the bad guys were caught; (b) the targeted husband was spared bodily harm, and; (c) the marriage was restored. In short, the officers of the Task Force were a combination of enforcers and marriage counselors.
But as the methods used by the forces arrayed against us evolved, so, too, did the metrics by which we measured success. By the time I retired, a successful intervention was one in which (a) the bad guys were caught, and; (b) the husband was spared death or serious bodily harm.
Over the years I have personally witnessed many vile acts of degradation and humiliation, all in the name of sex and control. I have seen many good men die and many more become vegetables, retreating to the quiet recesses of their destroyed minds. It is only by the grace of God, and the love and support of my friends and family, that I have not ended my own life. One simply cannot witness what I have for so long and not be affected.
And so it is that, under the advise of my counselor, I present my memoirs -- my recollections, if you will -- of just some of the many interventions where I have been personally involved. I have done my bit for humanity and now it is up to humanity to either get its act together or go into that quiet night.
The following story has been culled from my own recollection, case files and notes. Where applicable, the names of the innocent have been changed. All the information presented here has been cleared for release by appropriate authorities.
HFSTF Case File #A01992754, Winters, Jim and Donna:
I walked into the office of my good friend, boss and mentor, Bill Jackson, wondering why he had sounded so urgent on the phone. As I entered, he motioned me to take a seat in front of his large wooden desk and handed me a folder emblazoned with the official Task Force seal.
I opened the folder and did a quick scan of the executive summary. I looked at Bill, somewhat confused.
"I don't see any mention of MMAS in this case," I said. "Do we have jurisdiction on this?"
"That's because MMAS isn't involved in this one, at least not so far as I know," he said, handing me a cup of coffee. "There may be some involvement, but not from what I was able to gather from Mr. Winters. I'll leave it up to you to figure that out. Besides, you do know that our mandate neither starts nor ends with MMAS, right?"
"Of course," I said. MMAS was our top priority and the initial reason for the formation of the Task Force. Still, I had questions. "Why doesn't Mr. Winters simply go to the local authorities?" I asked after taking a sip of coffee.
"Frankly, he doesn't know who he can trust," Bill said. "Personally, I don't blame him. If this isn't handled properly, he could find himself in prison for a very long time. By the time local LEOs figure it all out, he'll be eligible for Social Security, assuming he lives that long behind bars.
"Another advantage is that we're not as well-known as the local authorities, and we have federal strings they don't have. That gives us a leg up over everyone else." Bill set his coffee down and looked at me before speaking.
"This one is also a bit personal for me, Oscar," he said. "I've known Mr. Winters for a while now, and he's not one to make things up. I'm concerned for his safety and his mental well-being and I need my best man on this. Of course, you'll have all of the Task Force's assets at your disposal," he added. "Can I count on you?"
"Of course, boss, you know you can," I said. I left the office and drove to a nearby IHOP, where I ordered a stack of pancakes -- with peanut butter, of course -- and coffee. As I ate, I looked through the file:
Husband: Jim Winters, age 35, occupation: lawyer, employer: Law Firm of Dilbert and Greese
Wife: Deborah Winters (Donna), age 32, occupation: homemaker
Children: None
Suspect(s):
(1) Kevin Parker, age 39, occupation: lawyer, senior partner with Dilbert and Greese
(2) Brad Jenkins, age 36, occupation: lawyer, senior partner with Dilbert and Greese
(3) Peter Hurley, age 36, occupation: lawyer, senior partner with Dilbert and Greese
According to the synopsis in the file, husband (Jim) has been threatened with extortion, possibly drugged against his will, assaulted numerous times by suspects and others, including his wife (Donna), unlawfully restrained and forced to watch wife engage in sex acts with as many as 50 males, including the corporate mail boy. Almost all of the sexual activity has taken place either at husband's place of employment or at his domicile, husband says.
Husband states that suspects, including his wife, have said he would face charges of embezzlement and suffer a long prison sentence if he "rocked the boat." He also stated that a previous senior partner, Stephen Connor, was currently serving a fifteen-year sentence for embezzlement of client's money. Husband also says suspect Hurley admitted Connor's innocence, presumably for the same type of sexual situation. I made a note to have Ron Wiseman look into this ASAP.
Husband also stated that he has contemplated suicide multiple times, and nearly drove into a lake to drown himself. He was prevented from doing so by wife and the suspects, who assaulted him yet again.
As I read the case file, two things jumped out at me. First, if the suspects had done this to two of their own partners, they may very well have done it to other employees. Additionally, since the suspects were all senior partners, it was apparent that the firm's management not only condoned the activity, but encouraged it as well.
Second, it was clear to me that the first priority had to be Jim's safety and mental well-being. I contacted the administrative office at our base of operations, an abandoned Army base we call "Fort Apache," and made arrangements for Jim to stay there until the case was resolved. I also arranged for counseling and any necessary medical treatment.
My second call was to our team of private investigators. I gave them Mr. Winters' address and was assured the house would be covered with both audio and video surveillance. Nothing would happen at the house without us knowing about it.
I then called our main outside researcher, Ron Wiseman. He had received the case file Bill sent by email and had already begun to profile the individuals involved. I asked him to research the Connor case as well and forward whatever he got to me and the legal folks at Fort Apache.
From what I could see, this was pretty much a slam-dunk case. If all went well, the law firm would be out of business within a week and the suspects would be in jail, their law licenses forever suspended. I also thought both Jim and Stephen would have cause to file the mother of all lawsuits against the firm and its partners, but I would leave that to the legal beagles. The wife would also find herself behind bars very soon, perhaps within the next 24 hours.
With everything I had read in the report, I suspected that Jim and/or his car may be bugged with tracking devices. I considered my options and made my decision.
I made another call, this time to Jim's cell phone. He answered on the first ring.
"Winters," he said.
"Mr. Winters, my name is Oscar Warren. I work for Bill Jackson," I said.
"Oh thank God you called," he said. I could hear the nervousness in his voice. This man was clearly frightened.
"Mr. Winters, can you leave the office?" I asked.
"Yes, I can," he said.
"Good," I replied. "I need you to meet me on the Green level of the Parkade. Can you do that?"
"Yes, I can," he said.
"Alright," I said. "Here's what I need you to do. After I hang up, I want you to turn off your phone and remove the battery. Do you know how to do that?"
"Yes, I do," he said.
"Excellent," I said. "I'm on my way there now. I drive a dark blue Dodge Ram pickup. Park as close to me as you can. Once you get there, leave the phone and battery in your car. Got it so far?"
"I got it," he said.
"Alright, and one last thing," I said. "Do not, under any circumstances, tell anyone where you're going and do not contact your wife. Understand?"
"I understand," he said.
"Good," I said. "I'm ending the call. Once I hang up, you do what I said. Grab your briefcase and your laptop if you have one and leave. Say nothing to no one. I'll see you in a few minutes."
"I'll see you, Oscar. Thanks," he said. I closed everything down, put the case file in my briefcase and paid my bill, giving the waitress a nice tip for keeping my coffee topped off.
The Parkade was a multi-story parking garage in the middle of downtown that stayed fairly busy. I made my way to the Green Level, knowing that it was usually the least busy level of the structure. I found three open spots, parked in the middle space and waited.
About five minutes later, a white Camry pulled into the spot next to me and a slightly pudgy man got out of the car. I exited my truck before he closed the driver's door and approached, pulling out my credentials. I identified myself as a federal officer. He held out his hand and introduced himself as Jim Winters.
"You're a cop?" he asked nervously.
"I'm a federal officer with the Homefront Security Task Force," I said.
"I never heard of that," he said. "I thought you worked for Bill Jackson."
"I do," I said. "He's my boss. Do you have your phone and battery?" I asked. He nodded his head and pulled them out of his pocket. I took them from him and tossed them on the front seat.
"Why'd you do that?" he asked. I figured that was a reasonable question so I didn't take offense.
"I suspect that both your phone and your car are being tracked," I said. "Please, get in my truck." He got in the front seat after I took his laptop bag and his briefcase and placed them in the back seat. I got in the front seat and called for a tow truck to take Jim's car home, using a company the Task Force contracted for this type of work. I instructed them to handle this immediately.
As we left the parking structure, Jim pointed out a Mercedes he claimed belonged to one of the suspects. It looked to me like there were three men in the vehicle. My concerns that Jim was being stalked seemed to be correct.
"That's Kevin's car," he said.
"Don't worry," I told him. "We'll be long gone before they know where you are."
"Where are we going?" he asked.
"Someplace where you'll be safe," I said. "We call it 'Fort Apache.' You'll be in protective custody until this case is resolved."
"You mean, like jail?" he asked, his eyes wide. I shook my head.
"No," I said. "More like a mini-vacation from your wife and her accomplices." I pulled out a digital recorder and asked Jim to give me his full statement.
As I drove to Fort Apache, Jim told me his entire sordid tale -- how his wife was first drugged by the suspects and used sexually, then how she and the other suspects repeatedly cuckolded and threatened him. The last incident took place the day before with the obligatory threat of jail should he try to take any action.
"But this time, I did something different," he said.
"What's that?" I asked. He pulled out a digital audio recorder from his trouser pocket.
"I recorded the whole thing," he said. "I decided to do this after I spoke with Mr. Jackson. I knew I needed something to back up my story." I nodded my head.
"Good," I said. "I don't know if it'll hold up in court, but it might be enough to show probable cause."
"Listen to this," he said, pressing some buttons on the recorder. Soon, Kevin's voice boomed out of the recorder.
"Sign this, cuck," Kevin's voice said on the recorder.
"What is this?" Jim asked.
"It basically says that you agree to let your wife have sex with us any time she wants," Kevin said. "It also gives us full power of attorney over everything you own -- your house, car, bank account, medical records, everything. We can do whatever we want whenever we want and you can't do anything. If we decide to have you red-flagged or committed to a mental institution, we can, and there's nothing you can do."
"Why are you doing this?" Jim asked.
"Because we can," Kevin said.
"What if I refuse to sign?" he asked.
"Then we'll have no choice but to go to the authorities with evidence of your wrongdoing," Kevin said. "And you'll be in jail along with Connor. And we'll have everything you own anyway, including your wife."
"But you know that's all a lie," Jim said. "That makes this an illegal agreement."
"Of course it's all a lie," Kevin said. "But by the time you unravel it, it'll be too late. Sign it now, or else we'll destroy you forever." The next voice belong to a woman.
"Come on, Kevin, just sign it. It's just money and doesn't really mean anything," the woman said. "Besides, you know that I love you and I'd never do anything to hurt you." Jim paused the recording.
"That's my so-called 'loving' wife," Jim said before restarting the audio. I nodded my head. Jim's voice was the next to be heard in the audio.
"No, I'm not signing this," he said in the audio. "It's illegal and it's being done under duress." There were sounds of a brief struggle.
"Look, asshole," Kevin said. "You'd better sign this now, or I swear to God you won't live another week."
"So now you're threatening to kill me," Jim said. "Is this what you want, Donna? You want me dead?"
"Of course not, dear," she said. "You know I need you and love you."
"Fuck you," Jim said. "All of you. I'm not signing this." There was a sound of flesh striking flesh.
"That's just the beginning, asshole," Kevin said. "It'll just get worse until you sign this."
"Come on, Jim, just sign it," Donna said. "It'll go a whole lot better for both of us if you do."
"No," Jim said. "This is all very illegal. You'll just have to kill me."
"All right, asshole," Kevin said. "I'll give you 48 hours. If it isn't signed, there'll be hell to pay. And God help you if you try to inform the cops."
"Don't be stupid, Jim," Donna said. "Just sign it. Maybe I'll let you have sex with me tonight if you do."
"Fuck you, bitch," Jim said. "I wouldn't touch you with Kevin's dick and remember, you already cut me off from sex."
"I wish you wouldn't be like this, Jim," Donna said. "Things will be much easier for you if you just go along with us on this."
"Get away from me, bitch," Jim said. Donna could be heard crying in the audio.
"Forty-eight hours, asshole," Kevin said. "I'll be watching you. Come on, Donna, let's get out of here. I'll take you home." The audio ended with the sound of a door closing.
"I don't understand something," I said to Jim. "Why would Kevin and your wife want you to sign over everything to him?"
"I just landed a huge bonus from a project I finished," Jim said. "Plus, I got a windfall from some investments. Taken together, it would set Donna and I up for life."
"So this is all about money?" I asked.
"That, and sex," Jim said.
"Do you still have the document he wants you to sign?" I asked.
"Yes," Jim said. "In my briefcase."
"Good," I said. "When we get you settled in, I'll need that to help get the arrest warrants."
"You're going to arrest them?" Jim asked.
"Of course," I said. "We now have evidence of extortion, conspiracy to commit extortion, and I'm going to push for an attempted murder charge. Let the legal folks work it all out." Jim nodded his head.
We finally arrived at Fort Apache and I got Jim settled into his apartment. I reminded him not to contact anyone. We went to the tech center where he would work with our forensic IT folks. While there, he handed me the document Kevin wanted him to sign. Armed with that and the voice recorder, I went to the legal department to see our on-site magistrate.
After going over what I had, the magistrate issued arrest warrants for all the suspects, including Donna, for multiple charges. He also froze all of Jim's assets to keep them out of Donna's -- and by extension, her co-conspirators -- hands. The order went out electronically and the freeze was immediately put into place.
I decided not to waste any time and headed back to town. On the way, I contacted a field team the local FBI office had assigned to us and arranged to have them meet me at Jim's house. The surveillance team informed me that Jim's vehicle had been dropped off at the house.
The suspects arrived shortly thereafter and were in the house with Donna. According to the surveillance team, the suspects were busy planning their revenge on Jim. I was informed they would have audio available for me when I arrived.



When I arrived, I met with the surveillance team, which was set up in a commercial van parked not too far from the house. The head investigator handed me a set of headphones when I got inside the van and started playing a piece of audio obtained through a state-of-the-art parabolic microphone.
"Why is Jim's car here?" Donna asked. "Where's Jim? Did you kill him already? Dammit, we agreed nothing would happen to him for 48 hours."
"No, we didn't touch him," Brad said. "According to the tracker on his phone, he left the office and went to a parking garage. By the time we got there, his car had already been towed away. We lost the signal from his phone. We have no idea where he went."
"You have to find him," Donna said.
"Don't worry, we will," Kevin said. "Do you have any idea who he might have contacted? We know he talked to someone, a Bill Jackson. Do you know who he is?"
"No, I don't," Donna said. "What are you going to do?"
"Your husband is becoming far too much trouble," Kevin said. "I think it's time for him to disappear."
"I think you may be right," she said. "Besides, I'm really getting tired of acting as though I love him. I want this charade to end. Just make it fast and painless. I don't want him to suffer too much."
"Don't worry," Kevin said. "We'll find him and we'll make sure no one ever finds him again. But first, let's go upstairs and play." I ended the audio and thanked the investigators. I went over the layout of the house with the FBI backup team. We decided that three officers would station themselves at the back door of the house while I and the rest of the team would enter through the front door.
Armed with the arrest warrants I and the arresting team headed to Jim's house, where Donna and the three suspects were engaging in sex. I pounded on the door and announced myself.
"Federal officers," I shouted. "Open up." I could hear frantic movement in the house and signaled the team to break the door down. The door broke open easily with the battering ram and we all entered. Donna and two of the suspects were in the front room, looking as though they were trying to get dressed. They were quickly cuffed and placed on the couch.
The third suspect, Peter Hurley, made the mistake of running out the back door. He compounded that mistake by pulling a gun on the armed federal agents waiting in the backyard. His attempted escape ended when four 5.56 mm rounds tore through his chest.
One scumbag down, I thought as I called for a medical crew to come scrape his ass off the ground. There was a possibility he might survive, but I seriously doubted it. I looked at the other scumbags on the couch in front of me. They were in deep shit and they knew it. Kevin -- I remembered his face from his photo -- had the gall to smirk as he sat there.
"I'm going to have your badge for this, pig," he spit, a smirk crossing his face.
"You stuck in the sixties or something?" I asked. "I don't think so, scumbag," I said. "All of you are under arrest for extortion, conspiracy to commit extortion, assault, false imprisonment, kidnapping, fraud, terroristic threats and conspiracy to commit murder. If I have my way you'll each get the needle." I knew they wouldn't get the death penalty, but threw that in hoping to strike the fear of God in them. I read them their Miranda rights as the agents searched them for weapons.
"Where's my husband?" Donna asked, her eyes watering up. What the fuck was she crying for, I asked myself.
"Somewhere safe from you and your fellow scumbags," I told her. "Take them to the dungeon," I said to the lead FBI agent. He smirked, knowing where I wanted them -- a special section of the local holding facility that happened to be three stories underground. It was a section of the jail reserved just for the task force and was commonly referred to as the "dungeon." The agents spread throughout the house, looking for evidence as the scumbags were led out. Kevin tried giving me the evil eye as he was pushed outside but I stared him down. I knew the game these assholes liked to play, and I could tell Kevin would be a real hardass.
By then the medical team arrived and declared Hurley dead. They placed his remains in a body bag and took him away.
I left the house after the team finished its search and headed to the dungeon. The house computer had been confiscated and would be taken to our IT forensics team for analysis.
When I arrived, the scumbags had already been processed and were cooling their heels in three separate interrogation rooms. I went to speak with Donna first. She looked like hell, crying and sniffling as I walked in. I tossed my briefcase on the table and sat down. I pulled out my recorder and went through the obligatory introduction, making sure that she admitted on audio that she had been read her Miranda rights.
"Do I need an attorney?" she asked. I looked at her.
"Well, let's see," I began. "You're being charged with conspiracy to commit murder and conspiracy to commit extortion, among other things. I think we may also charge you with making terroristic threats against your husband. What do you think?"
"This was just supposed to be fun," she said.
"Fun?" I asked. "You gotta be shittin' me. How much fun do you think your husband had being forced to watch you fuck every man in his office? Multiple times. Hmm?"
"It's not a crime to have sex outside the marriage," she said. "And I told him I loved him." I shook my head.
"Having sex outside the marriage isn't necessarily a crime," I said. "But it became a crime when you conspired with your lovers to ruin and blackmail your husband. When did you decide to do that?"
"Kevin and Brad said it wouldn't really happen," she said. "They told me Jim would never let it get that far."
"So, whose idea was it to murder your husband?" I asked, playing audio of her conversation in the house. She looked at me, shocked.
"I... I don't know," she said.
"Just the facts, ma'am," I said. I love watching Dragnet and I always wanted to say that. "Was it your idea?" I asked. "That's it, isn't it? You wanted him dead so you could get your hands on his assets, isn't that right? You wanted them to murder your husband for you, didn't you?"
"No!" she exclaimed. "It was Kevin and Brad's idea. I just went along because I was scared."
"You went along with it, huh?" I asked. She looked at me.
"I think I want to speak with an attorney," she said.
"I think that's a very good idea," I said, standing up.
"Can I at least talk to my husband?" she asked.
"I don't think that's a very good idea," I said. "Besides, I don't think he wants to talk to you anyway."
"Please?" she begged. I thought about it for a moment and called Jim.
"Your wife wants to talk to you," I said. "Are you up for that?"
"Only if we can do it over Skype," he said. What the hell, I thought. I pulled up Skype on my laptop and made the connection. When I could see Jim's face, I turned it so Donna could see him.
"Jim," she said, crying, "I'm so sorry. Please tell them this was all just a joke. I don't want to go to jail."
"A JOKE?" he screamed. "Are you fucking kidding me? The four of you plotted to MURDER me, bitch."
"I wouldn't have let them do it, please believe me," she said.
"Bullshit, bitch," he said.
"Please, I love you. You know that," she said. "This was just sex. It didn't mean anything."
"It meant everything to me, bitch," he said. "I've loved you most of my life and this is how you treat me. Well, read my lips, bitch. I. HATE. YOU. Got that? I hope you rot and die of fucking AIDS." Donna was openly sobbing by now. "Now fuck off and DIE, bitch!" he said, ending the call. I shut Skype down and turned off my laptop.
"I think you'd better get an attorney," I told her. She nodded her head, tears flowing down her face.
I grabbed my stuff and left the room. I went to the next room to face Kevin. Unlike Donna, he was arrogant and condescending. I went through the same motions, setting up my recorder and verifying that he had been read his Miranda rights.
"Before we begin, would you like to speak to an attorney?" I asked. He smirked and shook his head.
"I AM an attorney, you stupid piece of shit," he said. I nodded my head.
"So you're going to represent yourself," I said. "I guess you never heard the old saw about a fool representing himself. You're facing serious federal charges including conspiracy to commit murder and I'm pushing for the maximum here. I'm also re-opening the Connor case. At the very least, you're going to be disbarred and you ARE going to prison for a very long time. Are you sure you don't want a criminal attorney?" The smirk left his face as he thought about what I said.
"Maybe I'd better get an attorney," he said.
"I think that's very wise," I said. "And if I were you, I wouldn't ask for any representation from your firm." I packed my gear and headed to the third room, where Brad was waiting. He appeared nervous and fidgety. I went through the usual motions.
"So tell me, Brad," I said. "When did you decide to murder Mr. Winters?"
"That was Kevin's idea," he said. "I didn't want to, but Kevin said that was the only way we could have his assets."
"And his wife," I added. He nodded his head.
"What can I say?" he asked. "She's a fine piece of ass."
"How many others have you done this to?" I asked. "I already know about Connor, and we're looking into that as well. Who else have you threatened?"
"A couple of other partners," he said. "They resigned before we could do anything."
"Give me names," I said. He looked around, nervous. He needed some prodding, and I was more than happy to give it to him. "Give me names or I'll tell the prosecutor you refused to cooperate."
"George Carson and Jake Miller," he said. I made a note of the names.
"And did you have sex with their wives as well?" I asked. He nodded his head. "Is that a yes?"
"Yes," he said, weakly.
"What about other employees?" I asked.
"A few, but we mostly focused on the attorneys," he said. I handed him a piece of paper.
"Give me names and dates," I said. He began writing down the information I requested.
"Did your management condone this activity?" I asked.
"Yes," he said. "That's how they keep us in line. Kevin, Peter and I were the corporate enforcers. We kept the junior partners under control by cuckolding them. Most of the partners went along with it, but every so often we would get one, like Jim, or Connor, who try to rock the boat."
"And that's when you apply pressure?" I asked.
"Yes," he said. The interview concluded, I packed up my gear and prepared to leave. Brad spoke before I left the room.
"Do you think you can get me a deal?" he asked.
"I'll speak to the prosecutor," I said. "No promises, but I'll tell him you were more cooperative than Kevin." I left and headed upstairs to speak to the U.S. Attorney handling the case. As promised, I told him Brad had been more forthcoming than Kevin. He shook his head as I briefed him on the situation.
"Dammit Oscar," he said. "Do you realize how powerful Dilbert and Greese are? Do you know just how big a can of worms you've opened up here?"
"I really don't care," I told him. "Apparently, they've been doing this to their junior lawyers for years, and it's all been condoned by the firm's management. Are you familiar with the Connor case?" He nodded his head.
"Yes," he said. "I'm familiar with it, even though our office didn't handle it. I'll add it to the mix. And I'll ask the judge to deny bail."
"Thanks," I said. I received a notification on my phone -- Ron came through with the transcript for the Connor case. I headed to Bill's office. Once there, I briefed him on the situation and we pulled up the transcript Ron sent us. Not being an attorney, it was mostly Greek to me. Bill, however, knew exactly what happened after a quick read.
"It looks to me like Dilbert and Greese got to Connor's attorney," he said.
"Can we get his conviction overturned?" I asked. He nodded his head.
"Yeah," he said. "I'll talk to the District Attorney that handled this and I'll place a call to Mark Greene. He was the attorney who defended Connor." He looked at his watch. It was already late in the afternoon and it had been a full day. "Why don't you call it a day and hit up Dilbert and Greese first thing in the morning?"
"Sounds good, boss," I said. "Talk to you in the morning." I headed back to Fort Apache and checked in to see how Jim was doing. After filling him in on the situation, I asked him about what Brad had told me.
"I'm not surprised," he said. "I had heard something about that, but I never got the full details. Carson and Miller both left the firm without saying why. Now I know."
"How are you doing?" I asked.
"I'm hanging in there," he said. "It's nice not having to worry about someone sneaking in to attack me. One of your attorneys is also starting my divorce." I gave him a pat on the shoulder on the way out. I headed to the hospital where I spoke to the counselor assigned to Jim. She couldn't get into the details, but did say he was suffering from a form of PTSD. With further counseling, she said, he should recover just fine.
From there I went back to my quarters, where I ate and spent the rest of the night playing with my children.
The next day, I went to Dilbert and Greese. The firm occupied the top three floors of a very large building downtown. It didn't take long to find the office of Sylvester Greese, the managing partner. I walked into the office where his receptionist sat and flashed my badge. I saw the plate on his door, which indicated he was in a meeting.
The receptionist tried to argue when I walked past her. She closed her mouth when she saw my sidearm. I walked in and saw a large man fucking a nearly naked woman on his desk. To my left, another man sat in tears as two gorillas stood on either side of him.
The large man, who I assumed was Greese, stopped as I walked in and looked at me. His face was red with exertion and sweat dripped off his forehead onto the woman below him.
"Who the fuck are you?" he asked. I pulled out my badge.
"Federal officer," I said. "You must be Sylvester Greese." He looked at the gorillas.
"Get him the fuck out of here," he ordered. The gorillas left the crying man and started walking toward me. I pulled my sidearm and aimed it at them.
"Freeze," I ordered. "The next one to move will get shot." I ordered them all to get on the floor, face first, legs spread and their hands behind their backs -- including the woman on the desk. The man in the chair was already tied down. They complied. I radioed for backup and zip-tied their arms and feet so they couldn't move. I searched the gorillas and found a number of weapons, including a couple of very illegal knives.
By then, four local police officers had arrived. I placed the gorillas and Greese under arrest and directed to be taken to the dungeon. One of the officers remained behind at my request. I untied the man in the chair and he instantly wrapped his arms around the woman, who was sobbing by now. I released the woman and let her get dressed. Then I had them sit on a couch in the office.
"Who are you two?" I asked. The man answered first.
"James White," the man said. "I'm a new attorney here. This is my wife, Judy," he added, pointing to the woman. I looked at the woman.
"Did you consent to any of this?" I asked. She shook her head.
"No, not really," she cried.
"What happened?" I asked. Through her sobs, Judy said the gorillas came by their house after James left for work. They said Greese wanted to meet her and welcome them to the firm. When they got to his office, he offered her a drink. Shortly after that, she began to feel a bit woozy. It was obvious she had been drugged. That's when James came in. I looked at James.
"Those two men grabbed me and made me sit down in that chair," he said. "When I refused, they tied me to it and stuck that gag in my mouth. Greese said he wanted to welcome us into the company and said that to ensure my cooperation and silence, he would take my wife while I watched. I couldn't believe what I was seeing. He stripped my wife and started screwing her right there on the desk. That fucking bastard!"
"What else happened?" I asked.
"He said the whole thing was being recorded on video to ensure my silence," he said. I nodded my head and looked at the police officer. I immediately had the officer cordon the suite off as a crime scene and called Bill for a search warrant. I could probably have simply conducted a search incidental to a lawful arrest, but I didn't want to take any chances and I certainly didn't want a slick attorney to get Greese off on a technicality.
While waiting for the warrant, I instructed the officer to take Mrs. White to the hospital for examination and a rape kit. I got White's contact information and left him with the officer. I also informed the receptionist that no one was to enter the suite. Since I had some time, I spoke with her informally and had determined that this was a fairly common occurrence. By the time I was finished speaking with her, another officer showed up with the search warrant.
We conducted a thorough search and discovered several small cameras and a recording device in one of the bookshelves. It was still recording. We stopped the machine and looked at the video captured on DVD, which showed the events of that morning had transpired just as the Whites had said.
Looking around, we found an entire hidden library of DVDs, each labeled with different names. Two of them had Connor's name and a few more had Jim's name on them. One DVD was labeled, "Dilbert," the name of the other major partner. I quickly looked at it and saw a scenario similar to the Whites'. I confiscated the entire lot. A further search also turned up a vial of small tablets. We bagged and tagged that for analysis. I also confiscated Greese's computer for analysis.
I pulled out my laptop and inserted one of the DVDs labeled "Winters." There were several video files on the DVD. I opened the most recent and was horrified to see a gangbang taking place in what looked like an office.
Donna was taken by numerous men as Jim was forced to watch. A quick scan of the video showed she had been screwed by about 50 men, none of whom used protection. Several times, she had two men inside her vagina at the same time, and she was enjoying herself.
"Oh God, Jim," she moaned. "I'm so fucking full of cock right now. They're both going to cum inside me. Would you like to see that? Maybe you'd like to suck their cum out of my pussy." I could hear Jim cry and shout, "No!"
Brad and Peter laid Jim's chair on its back so he was now looking up. As he did so, Donna walked over to him, semen dripping out of her. She stood over him, her legs spread as several others stood around, watching.
"C'mon, honey," she said. "Clean me up real good." Jim shook his head back and forth as she lowered herself on his face. Before she made contact, though, Jim began heaving.
"I'm going to... throw up," he stammered. He began regurgitating, vomiting profusely as she jumped back, trying to avoid the vomit. The three scumbags went to Jim and punched him several times in the face and stomach until Donna stopped them.
"Stop it," she said. "Get him cleaned up." She leaned toward Jim. "I'm sorry, dear," she said. "I thought you'd like that. But just so you know, that's as close as you're ever going to get to my pussy. After what I just had, there's no way you can satisfy me, ever."
"Get away from me bitch," he said as two others pulled him up and helped him clean up. The video ended with Donna leaving the office.
I called Bill and told him what we found. He said he would be over soon with other officers. I knew what that meant. There would be a lot of interviews and a lot of overtime today.



While waiting for my boss, I stationed the officer at the door and went looking for Orville Dilbert, the other partner. He was in the other large suite, around the corner from Greese's. As before, I ignored the receptionist and marched into his office. Dilbert was hunched over a computer and simply looked up as I came in.
Dilbert appeared to be Greese's alter-ego. Where Greese was large and overbearing, Dilbert was almost mousy by comparison. It was clear to me this was the man who looked after the firm's bottom line. I introduced myself and showed him my credentials. He almost seemed relieved to see me.
"I take it you know why I'm here," I told him. He nodded his head and almost seemed ashamed.
"Yes, Officer Warren," he said. "I know."
"What's going on around here?" I asked. Of course, I already knew the answer, but I wanted to hear it from him.
"I'm a bottom line type of person, officer," he said. "Greese and his goons run the legal operation. I make sure we stay solvent and legal. At least on paper. It's not easy sometimes."
"I take it Greese uses this to control you?" I asked, tossing the DVD with his name on his desk. He looked at it with disgust before nodding his head.
"Yes," he said. "Normally, Greese lets the senior partners break in the new guys and keep the others in line. Sometimes, he does it himself."
"Is that what happened with Stephen Connor?" I asked. He nodded his head.
"Yes," he said. "Connor refused to let those three thugs fuck his wife and he threatened to report us to the State Bar. So they worked with Greese to set him up. He threatened me if I sided with Connor."
"Who else has he done this to?" I asked.
"The four of them have managed to blackmail every attorney in the office," he said. "Anyone who steps out of line gets a visit from those two gorillas he hired. Greese has lots of friends in the State Attorney's office as well as the Public Defender's office, so he was able to secure Connor's conviction. And in case you're wondering, I have proof right here that he was innocent."
"And you're willingly turning that over to us?" I asked. He nodded his head.
"Yes, officer," he said. "All of it. Everything. Too many lives have been destroyed. Mine included. I want this to end."
"That's good to hear, Orville," said a male voice behind me. I turned to see Bill walk into the room. His badge was prominently displayed on his jacket pocket and he had a piece of paper in his hand.
"Bill, it's good to see you," Orville said. "I wish it was under better circumstances."
"Me too, Orville," Bill said. "Unfortunately, I'm not here as your friend. I'm here in my official capacity. I've brought a small army of federal agents and we're going to be here for a while. I need you to pass the word. No one leaves until we've interviewed everyone. That includes the mail boy. And no one is to touch their computer." Orville nodded his head. "We'll be confiscating all records and computers and you might as well tell the employees to stay home until further notice." He slapped the warrant on Orville's desk.
"And," Bill added, tossing another piece of paper on his desk, "you are to cease operations until the State Bar says otherwise."
"I understand," he said. "I'll pass the word." He picked up his telephone and made the announcement over the intercom. Bill turned to me before speaking.
"It's your show, Oscar," he said. I nodded in understanding. I made my way out and went to the next floor, where agents had already begun interviewing the employees. The same scenario was playing out on the floor below that.
A group of officers and techs had arrived from Fort Apache, so I instructed them to confiscate all the computers, starting with the servers, and all the records per the warrant. I made my way to Jim's office and took pictures. I noticed the small surveillance camera in the fire alarm. I made a note to search the DVDs for video taken in this office.
We were there until late in the evening, interviewing all the employees and gathering evidence. I knew the forensic techs at Fort Apache would be very busy for the next several days looking for evidence of wrongdoing. Finally, all of the employees had left after being interviewed, and the officers handed me their notes and audio.
From what everyone had gathered, the only ones involved in criminal activity were Greese, his goons, and his three senior partners. Bill and Orville caught up to me before I left.
"Ready to call it a day?" Bill asked. I nodded my head.
"Yeah," I said. "I've got a lot to sort out here."
"Yes, you do," Bill said. Orville extended his hand. I accepted his offer and shook it.
"You know, Officer Warren," he said. "I'm really glad this is all over. I started this firm myself years ago. I just wanted to help people. It didn't get like this until Greese came on board. He just took over and I felt powerless to stop him. For what it's worth, tell everyone I'm really sorry about all this."
"I will," I said. "What about you? And your marriage?" He looked down, ashamed.
"I don't know," he said. "There's a slim chance we can fix things, but I honestly don't know." I nodded my head. I understood what he was feeling.
Despite everything Greese and his cohorts did, I felt bad for this man and hoped he would be able to make things right with those whose lives had been turned upside down.
I spent the next few days going through all the notes and audio of the interviews. A number of employees backed up Jim's stories of the gangbangs involving his wife. Several employees told similar stories of gangbangs involving the wives of other low-tier attorneys. All of the stories were corroborated by video evidence Greese had collected on DVD.
A thorough search of the firm's records and computers found evidence of numerous federal crimes, which included racketeering, conspiracy to commit murder, embezzlement and extortion. We determined there was no connection between the firm and MMAS or similar organizations.
Since those crimes were outside our jurisdiction, we handed all of the information over to the FBI and other federal agencies for investigation and prosecution. Orville turned state's evidence and cooperated fully with federal authorities, which had granted him immunity from prosecution. He retired after all the cases were resolved and now lives with his wife on a houseboat in Hawaii.
The evidence we collected from Orville and the statements made on both audio and video proved Stephen Connor's innocence beyond a shadow of a doubt and the State Attorney had no choice but to have his conviction overturned. Thanks to Bill's connections with the State Attorney, all of the lawyers involved in Connor's prosecution were fired and their licenses suspended for life.
After his release from prison, Connor immediately filed a massive lawsuit against the state for prosecutorial malfeasance and he filed a lawsuit against the firm and all those involved in his prosecution. Orville didn't fight the lawsuit against the firm and agreed to Connor's demand. Connor and his wife reunited and are now retired, having bought a small ranch in Montana.
The Whites, by the way, were able to work out their marital issues with counseling and are doing nicely. They also received a hefty settlement from Dilbert and Greese.
Greese, Kevin and Brad had their licenses permanently suspended and were found guilty of numerous charges in federal court after months of investigation. Each of them were sentenced to life in prison without the possibility of parole. I smiled at the prospect of them becoming Bubba's "bitch" in the big house.
Donna Winters was tried in federal district court and found guilty of conspiracy to commit murder and conspiracy to commit extortion. She was sentenced to 25 years in federal prison, but would be eligible for parole in 15 years. She made parole after 17 years and now works as a waitress. She never remarried and shares a small trailer with a female co-worker. Jim's divorce was immediately granted. Donna insisted throughout that she still loved him, but Jim wanted nothing more to do with her.
Jim also sued the firm, and the lawyers involved. Orville agreed to pay the damages Jim sought against the firm. Kevin and Brad, however, had declared bankruptcy. Jim accepted a position with the Task Force Legal Section and worked there until his retirement. He underwent counseling for several years but is now doing quite well and has since remarried.
As for me, I took the kids to the zoo. And life went on...
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Prologue:
My name is Oscar Warren. I served with the HomeFront Security Task Force for 35 years, and retired after serving as the organization's first Cabinet-level officer in the White House. My personal story has already been told by others so I won't rehash that here. Simply put, I was once a normal American husband who loved my wife and was targeted by a vicious organization that irrevocably changed my marriage and ultimately, my life.
Under the advise of my counselor, I decided to write my memoirs - my recollections, if you will - of just some of the many interventions where I have been personally involved. I have done my bit for humanity and now it is up to humanity to either get its act together or go into that quiet night.
The following story has been culled from my own recollection, case files and notes. Where applicable, the names of the innocent have been changed. All the information presented here has been cleared for release by appropriate authorities.
HFSTF Case File #A02756391, Shipman, Dan and Kate:
The day started out like most others. I got up, got the kids ready and escorted them to the front when the bus came to take them to school. I was getting ready for work when I saw a news story about a mysterious explosion at a house in suburban St. Louis over the previous weekend. I thought nothing more of it as I continued to get ready.
I went to my small office in the main building at the compound we called Fort Apache and looked through my stack of case files. The pile of cases grew considerably over the last four months since Pat Witherspoon, one of the most senior field operatives for the Mutual Marital Assurance Society, or MMAS, died while in our custody.
After her death, Bill Jackson, my friend, boss and mentor, suggested I take a month off with the children, which I did. After that, I spent three long, grueling months undergoing all kinds of specialized training. I had just returned from training and decided to take a day or so to get caught up on what had been going on.
MMAS was a secretive company set up by one Mona Larsen that manipulated gullible wives into spending $1,600 for "insurance" ostensibly designed to keep their marriages intact and their spouses faithful. But Mona's desire for revenge on cheating husbands morphed into a quest for political control. It was clear that she now wanted to remake society to fit her female-dominant worldview. For Mona, men were second-class beings to women, and existed only to serve the female of the species.
After Pat's death, the organization went "dark," but spouses who had purchased their services were still filing claims. That meant trouble, and it was our job to try and intercede before those claims could be fulfilled.
Although Pat was dead, the Task Force had a gold mine of information, thanks to the computers we confiscated. I started sorting through the case files on my desk, many of which had notes included with them. A number of them were now closed, so those got put in a stack to be filed. The remaining files were being worked by other officers, so I put those in another stack to get updated.
It was late in the afternoon and I had just wrapped things up when Bill tapped on my door and popped his head in. I waved him in and offered him a cup of coffee, which he readily accepted.
"Christ, what is this shit?" he hissed after taking a sip.
"I call it coffee," I said. He shook his head and set the cup down.
"Remind me to get a Starbucks outlet set up here," he said.
"So, did you just come by to insult my coffee-making skills or what?" I asked. He shook his head, smiling.
"Sorry," he said. "No, I actually have something I need you to look into." He pulled a folder from his briefcase and handed it over to me. "Did you hear about that explosion in St. Louis?"
"Yeah," I said. "Does that have anything to do with us?" He put a folded document on my desk. The document was inside a plastic protector. I recognized it immediately as a bill from MMAS.
"It does now," he said. "You recognize that, I'm sure." I did. I had seen this myself before my own interview with Pat - the interview that literally changed my entire life.
"That was found in the house," Bill said. "There's more. Check out these photos." He placed a series of crime scene photos on my desk. One photo showed what looked like a set of heavy-duty bolt cutters. I could see the blood on the cutters, which were in the open position. Another photo showed pieces of metal tubing that meant nothing to me.
A strange-looking remote control was the subject of another photo. I had never seen anything like it and looked at Bill.
"Our tech guys are going over that now," Bill said.
"Any idea what it controlled?" I asked. He shook his head.
"None," he said.
The most disturbing photos were those of the two victims. The woman's body looked as though it had been perforated with metal shrapnel. The man's body was unrecognizable, and appeared to have been blown into at least three large pieces. The top half of his body was thrown several feet and the legs were thrown across the room.
I was reminded of photos I had seen of bombings where terrorists used explosive vests, but this was different. It was clear to me the explosion originated with the man. But why?
"You think MMAS was behind this?" I asked. Bill shrugged his shoulders.
"It looks that way," he said. "But I've never known them to use explosives before. I had tech do an initial investigation, and the victims were listed in Pat's client spreadsheet. There was an entry in that sheet - PCX."
"PCX?" I asked. "What's that?"
"I believe it was an experimental project MMAS was working on," Bill said. "There's three other names with that annotation. Of those listed, only one is still listed as active."
"What happened to the other two?" I asked.
"One couple, John and Glenda Franks, died in a car accident a couple months ago. According to witnesses, the car went off the road and exploded," he said. "Both John and Glenda were killed and their bodies burned beyond recognition in the fire that ensued. Of course, whatever evidence that did exist is now long gone."
"And the other couple?" I asked.
"Ryan and Donna Gleeson," Bill said. "Ryan divorced his wife after meeting with the MMAS operative." He gave me a card with their contact information. "You may want to talk with them and get their story."
"I will," I said, slipping the contact card in the folder Bill gave me. "I'm sure there's more." Bill nodded his head.
"There is," he said. "The tech guys going through Pat's files found an encrypted folder labeled 'PCX.' They broke the encryption and they're going through the contents now. I strongly suggest you head over there and speak with them first thing in the morning before you start your investigation. Ryan and Donna are still in Springfield, so you can talk to them afterword." He put an airline ticket on my desk.
"Day after tomorrow, I'll need you and a tech guy to fly out to LAX," Bill said. "Someone from our field office will pick you up and work with you to resolve this." He stood up and prepared to leave. "And do me a favor."
"What's that?" I asked, standing up.
"Learn how to make a cup of coffee, willya?" he asked, smiling. I laughed and shook his hand.
"I'll put it on my calendar," I said. After Bill left, I sat back down and opened the case folder on my desk.
Husband: Shipman, Daniel (Dan), age 45, occupation: financial adviser, employer: Self-employed
Wife: Shipman, Katherine (Kate), age 44, occupation: homemaker
Children: Two, both attending college in southern California
According to the synopsis in the file, husband Dan responded to the MMAS "billing" statement and spoke to a representative in Los Angeles. According to Dan, his wife, Kate, along with the assistance of the local MMAS operative, placed a modified chastity device on him. The device, he says, is controlled with a remote used by Kate. In addition to the device, husband says they inserted a specialized anal device that is also controlled by the remote.
Husband states the wife uses the remote to control and humiliate him 24 hours a day. He also says Kate engages in sex with other men, often in his presence, while using the remote to further his humiliation. Additionally, husband says he was threatened with severe consequences if he attempts to take action against his wife and her MMAS operative.
After reviewing the information in the file, I headed home to my two young children, John and Christine. They met me at the door when I came in and proceeded to tell me about their day. Marie Bergman, the woman who doubled as their part-time nanny and their counselor, was preparing to leave. I stopped her before she left and told her I would be on the west coast for a couple days. She thanked me for the heads-up and made a note in her calendar.
"I hate it when you leave," John said, crestfallen. "When will you get all the bad guys?" I picked him up and held him to me tight.
"Someday soon, I hope," I said. Christine held her arms out, so I picked her up and held her for a while. I loved these dear children with all my heart and I hated to see them sad. They didn't know it at the time, but they were the only things that kept me sane in those days.
"When can we go see Mommy again?" she asked.
"Let me finish this case and we'll go see your mother," I said. My ex-wife, Renee, was serving a sentence in the women's prison for what she and Pat, her MMAS contact, had done to me. I made it a point to let the children see her as often as practicable.
As per the pre-sentencing agreement, she had provided valuable information on her experience with MMAS, and she hoped I would take her back when she was released. By this time, I learned that she had been subjected to a form of chemically-induced hypnosis and her attorney was using that information in her appeal. Nevertheless, I still had some reservations.
After dinner, I put the kids to bed and watched a little television before finally nodding off.
The next morning, I headed to the tech department and was met by a couple of very enthusiastic technicians.
"Morning, boss," they said, smiling.
"So, what do you have for me?" I asked. One tech, wearing a nameplate that read, "John," began the briefing with a detailed explanation of the encryption used by Pat. My eyes began to glaze with talk of file systems, bits, algorithms and the like, so I encouraged him to get to the bottom line.
"Bottom line, John," I said, "what did you find?"
"PCX refers to something called Project CX," he said. "According to the documents we found, it was an experimental project and was only tried with four of their clients."
"So, what was the purpose of this experiment?" I asked.
"According to the project documents we uncovered, it was designed to find ways for women to maintain control of their husbands," John said.
"For what purpose?" I asked. "Punishment for an affair?"
"No," John said. "In each case, the MMAS operative admitted that none of the husbands involved ever engaged in extramarital sex. However, we were able to determine that the wives involved wanted to cuckold their husbands and enslave them. This wasn't about punishment or revenge. It was all about pushing a femdom ideology. In each case, the husbands were to be fitted with a specially-designed male chastity device, like this one."
John pulled up a picture of a cock cage with a box at the base. The contraption was connected to a waistband with another small box on the back. Another wire led from that box to an anal plug. Next to the contraption was a remote control that looked just like the one found in St. Louis.
"What the hell is all this?" I asked.
"The chastity device is designed to be controlled over the Internet with the remote," John said. "It has position sensors and electrodes that produces an electric shock to the genitals and anus. The woman controlling the remote can force the victim into any position she wants. There's more." John pointed to the box at the base of the tube on the front of the device.
"That box contains what appears to be, for lack of a better description, a penile guillotine," he said. "At any time she chooses, the woman can activate that and cut the man's penis off."
"You gotta be shittin' me," I said. John shook his head.
"Oh, it gets even better," John said. "There's also a small explosive placed at the base, just under the scrotum." He pointed to the waistband, which looked like a bicycle chain wrapped in plastic. "According to the specs, there's three strands of primer cord in that waistband." He pointed to the plug. "And this plug also includes a shaped charge."
"What happens if someone were to cut the waistband?" I asked.
"From what we can determine, if that were to happen, the system would take over, slice the man's penis, and detonate the charges a few seconds later," John said. "The primer cord would cut the man in two, while the shaped charges in the anus and behind the scrotum would tear the man apart even further. Let me show you." His fingers moved across his keyboard and a video file, showing the device attached to a mannequin, began to play.
"This was what we found on Pat's computer," John said. As I watched, two small but sharp blades came together at the base of the fake "penis." A few seconds later, the charges detonated, separating the mannequin into three main pieces. The top half flew up and away while the legs went flying in different directions.
"Holy crap," I said. Now I knew what had happened in St. Louis. Apparently the poor man was tired of what his wife had done and tried cutting the device off with a pair of bolt cutters. Before his wife could override the system, however, it detonated, killing both of them. I looked at John.
"So, what happened to the experiment?" I asked.
"From what we gathered, the experiment was considered a failure due to the instability of the devices," John said.
"And what happened to the operative?" I asked.
"Pat's document said the operative's services were no longer required," John said. I knew what that meant. For Mona, failure was not an option, and those whose services were deemed unnecessary were usually eliminated. That's what happened to Pat, who died after receiving a message that her services were no longer required.
I shuddered to think of what Mona had done to the woman, but I also understood that she didn't want any loose ends, which meant no witnesses.
"Anything else?" I asked. John pulled up another video. "What's this?" I asked.
"This is a video of the interview MMAS held with Ryan Gleeson," John said. As I watched, a large, very muscular man wearing jeans and a work shirt entered an office and was directed to sit in a chair by a petite blonde woman who introduced herself as "April." She described the corporate workings of MMAS as Pat had done to me so long ago before launching into the meat of the interview. In the video, April placed a bottle of water on the table for Ryan after she finished. He looked at it then apparently decided not to drink from it.
"Aren't you thirsty?" she asked. "It's quite warm out." He shook his head.
"No," he said. "Besides, I work outside all day long."
"Suit yourself," she said.
"So, why am I here?" he asked. "What's this all about?"
"Your wife has enlisted our services to help find fulfillment in her marriage," April said.
"What do you mean, 'fulfillment?'" he asked. "If she's not happy, she can talk to me about it."
"I don't think you understand the nature of the problem," April said. "She seeks something you cannot give her, namely, control."
"Control?" Ryan asked, agitated. "What the hell are you talking about? She's an equal partner in our marriage. She knows that. That's the way things have always been."
"Ryan, you need to join the 21st century," April said. "More and more women are seeking to take control of their marriages now. And that means controlling their spouses."
"What do you mean, controlling their spouses?" Ryan asked.
"Ryan, tell me the truth, wouldn't you like to see your wife happy and satisfied?" April asked.
"Of course," he said. "I'd do just about anything to keep her happy."
"Good answer," she said. "What if that meant letting her, er, experiment, if you will, with other men. Perhaps while you watch. A lot of men are into that these days, you know."
"Not me," he said, agitated. "There's no fucking way I'd allow that. I'd divorce her ass if she ever did something like that."
"So you're saying fidelity is important to your marriage?" she asked.
"Hell yes," he said. "Look, I get hit on all the time, but there's no way I'd ever cheat on her and she knows I'd never tolerate it from her."
"I know," April said. "Your wife tells me that you're a good husband, attentive and loyal."
"So why are we going through this if she's happy with our marriage?" Ryan asked.
"As I said in the beginning, this is about control," April said. "Your wife feels that she would be even happier if she were in control of your relationship. I agree with her and I'm here to help her fulfill that desire."
"And how would you suggest she get control?" Ryan asked.
"Take a drink and I'll show you," she said. Ryan shook his head.
"I already told you I'm not thirsty," he said. "Why do you want me to drink this water so bad? Did you put something in it?"
"I only intend to make you comfortable," she said. "Here, watch this video. It will explain everything." She started a video on her computer and Ryan's eyes grew wide as he watched. It appeared to be a video explaining the chastity device. After the video ended, she reached under her desk and placed one of the devices on the table. Ryan stood, visibly angry.
"What the fuck is this?" he asked.
"Ryan, please sit back down," she said. "This is just the physical means of maintaining control. How your wife chooses to use it is up to her. I can tell you she was adamant that you not leave without this firmly in place. In addition, you'll be required to sign over everything to her - your bank account, house, vehicles, everything. You will truly belong to your wife. What's the matter? Don't you trust her?"



"You people are out of your fucking minds!" he exclaimed, his face turning red. April pressed a button under her desk and two large men in suits appeared at her side.
"Is there a problem?" one of them asked. April nodded her head.
"He refuses to go along with the program," she said. "He needs extra motivation."
"Is that so," the goon asked, walking around the desk to Ryan. He was a little smaller than Ryan, but not by much. I could also see the bulge that indicated he was carrying a pistol under his jacket, perhaps in a shoulder harness. He grabbed Ryan, and instantly regretted it. In seconds, Ryan had the goon on the floor, his nose gushing blood.
The second goon moved toward Ryan, but the larger man put him down with a kick to the groin. I couldn't help but admire Ryan for standing up to these people. Ryan looked back at April as he prepared to leave.
"You tell my soon-to-be ex-wife I do NOT consent to this bullshit," he said before slamming the door. The video faded to black. I looked at John.
"Is there more?" I asked. He nodded his head and handed me a USB thumb drive.
"It's all right here," he said. "Videos, documents, you name it." Terrific, I thought. More crap to go through, but I knew it had to be done.
"I take it you're going with me to California tomorrow?" I asked.
"I am," he said. "I'd love to take a crack at one of those things."
"Not without someone from the bomb squad," I told him. "See you at the airport first thing in the morning."
"See ya then, boss," he said as I headed out. I got to my truck and pulled out the contact card Bill gave me. It only took a single call to Ryan's employer to get his location. I put it in my Garvin and got the fastest route. Hopefully, I would make it to his job site in Springfield before lunch.
Fortunately, traffic was lighter than I thought it would be and I pulled up to his job site in good time. I went to the site office, which in reality was a small converted trailer. The foreman looked up as I entered.
"Federal officer," I said, showing my badge. "I'd like to speak with Ryan Gleeson, please."
"Is he in some kind of trouble?" the foreman asked. I shook my head.
"No," I said. "I need some information from him about his divorce."
"I didn't know feds got involved in divorce cases," he said.
"This is a special situation," I said. "Is he here or not?" He nodded his head.
"Yeah, he's here," the foreman said. "Let me call him." He picked up a microphone and spoke into it. After getting a response, he looked back at me. "He's on his way," he said. I nodded my head.
"Thank you," I said. A few minutes later, the door opened and a giant of a man entered. I knew this was Ryan. He looked at the foreman.
"What's up, Jack?" he asked. The foreman pointed to me. Ryan turned to look at me. I flashed my credentials.
"Federal officer Oscar Warren," I said. "Is there someplace we can speak in private?" The foreman pointed to a small room at the other end of the trailer.
"Conference room down there," he said. I nodded my head and motioned for Ryan to lead the way. Once inside the small room, I closed the door and pulled out my digital recorder.
"Mind if I record this?" I asked. Ryan shook his head.
"No," he said. "Am I in some kind of trouble or something?"
"No, Ryan," I said. "I just need to talk to you about your divorce. I know you spoke with someone from MMAS. Does that ring a bell?"
"Yes, it does," he said. "Look, I felt like I had to defend myself in there. I hope those two guys weren't hurt too bad." I shook my head.
"I'm not concerned with that," I said. I knew from his record that he had served in the military and had a reputation as a brawler. I wasn't concerned about that, either. "What led to that meeting and what happened afterward?" He calmed down considerably.
"My wife went to some crazy-assed spa weekend with three other women," he said. "After she got back, we started getting these bills from MMAS for $1,600.00. I finally called and that's when the meeting was set up. I never heard of them before and I wondered why my wife would agree to spending that much money."
"What happened then?" I prompted.
"Well," he said, "this lady started talking about my wife taking control of the marriage and taking control of me and forcing me to watch her have sex with other men. She kept trying to get me to drink water but I refused."
"Why?" I asked.
"I could see the top had already been taken off," he said. "That raised a red flag for me. Then she kept after me to drink it, and I knew something wasn't right. Then she showed me this video and that's when I pretty much lost it."
"What was on the video?" I asked. He looked down, sheepish. "It's okay," I told him. "No one else will know." He nodded his head.
"It showed a guy wearing nothing but a contraption on his dick," he said. "I've heard of those things, but I never imagined my own wife would want to do that to me. Then that lady explained to me that my wife would be using that to dominate me and expected me to sign my life over to her. When she put one of those things on the desk I went nuts.
"Then those two goons came over and were going to force it on me, and that's when I knew I needed to defend myself," he said.
"You did good, Ryan," I said. "What happened when you got home? Did you confront your wife?"
"Damn straight I did," he said. "She gave me a bunch of bullshit about marriage being different in the 21st century and I needed to get with the times. That's when she told me she wanted to fuck other men and make me watch. She told me a bunch of other shit as well."
"Like what?" I asked.
"Like, it wouldn't really be cheating since I gave my approval, and I'd regret it if I tried to divorce her," he said. "She pulled out this remote control and said she had control over me and I had no choice but to obey her."
"Did she threaten you?" I asked. He nodded his head.
"Yeah," he said. "She told me if I ever disobeyed her, she'd cut my dick off and there would be no way I could stop her."
"What happened then?" I asked.
"I showed her that I didn't have that damn thing on and kicked her ass out of the house," he said. "I told her to find some other stupid sucker to do that shit to. Look, officer, I've read some of those stories on the Internet about women doing shit like that to their husbands, and there's no way I was gonna put up with that."
"Did you ever cheat on your wife?" I asked. He shook his head.
"Hell no," he said. "I'm a one-woman man and I loved her with all my heart. I still can't believe she'd do that to me."
"So you divorced her?" I asked.
"Goddamn right," he said. "Divorced her for cruelty. Tried to go after that MMAS as well, but the lawyer said something happened to the paperwork at the courthouse and it got thrown out." I saw that in the divorce package that was part of what John had given me. Frankly, I wasn't surprised.
"Have you ever heard from your ex-wife or MMAS since then?" I asked.
"No," he said. "Just out of curiosity, though, I went back to that office, and it was vacant - like they were never there." Standard operating procedure for MMAS. I wasn't surprised. I stopped the recording.
"How are you coping, personally?" I asked. He looked around, nervous.
"Frankly, I'm scared," he said. "And I haven't been able to bring myself to trust another woman since." I understood how he felt and I'd heard that same answer before from other men. I pulled out a piece of paper and did a quick search on my tablet. I wrote down the name and number of a Task Force-approved counselor and handed it to him.
"I know how you feel, Mr. Gleeson," I said. "Call this number and make an appointment. Mention my name when you do. I think you'll be able to get the help you need." He took the paper from me and nodded his head.
"Thanks, officer," he said. "I will." We shook hands and parted ways. I thanked the foreman on my way out of the trailer and headed for the diner where Ryan's ex-wife worked. It was a small place on the outskirts of town with a sign that simply read, "Eat." I doubted it would ever make its way onto any culinary "must visit" lists.
I had seriously considered arresting Gleeson's ex-wife and charging her with conspiracy and terroristic threats. Local authorities, however, had already promised her immunity from prosecution in exchange for information they thought might lead to the arrest of the MMAS operative Ryan spoke to. I decided to hold that thought for the moment and perhaps use the threat of arrest as a negotiating tool.
I went inside and grabbed a seat at the counter. One waitress was watching over the place and came by with a pot of coffee and a cup. Her name tag read, "Donna."
"Coffee?" she asked. I nodded my head. I waited until she finished pouring before I addressed her.
"Are you Donna Gleeson?" I asked. She laughed, but it came out as a derisive snort.
"Not Gleeson any more," she said. "Last name's Wilson. Has been since the divorce. Why?" I pulled out my credentials and identified myself. Her face turned white.
"What do you want with me?" she asked, nervous.
"I want to talk about what led to your divorce," I said.
"Why?" she asked. "I got stupid, is that a good enough reason?"
"I'm curious to know why you wanted to enslave your husband," I said. She looked down at the floor, ashamed.
"Like I told you before," she said sheepishly, "I got stupid. I read a bunch of bullshit on the web and fell for it. When the lady at the retreat spoke to us, she made it sound like it was something all men secretly wanted."
"Is it what you wanted?" I asked.
"I wanted to put a spark back into our marriage, that's all," she said.
"Did that include threatening to cut his penis off if he disobeyed you?" I asked. Her face turned red.
"The lady at the retreat told us we needed to be firm with our husbands if we wanted to get and maintain control of our marriages," she said. "Yeah, I told him that, but I never would've done it."
"When did you get the idea of putting an explosive device on your husband?" I asked. Her eyes grew wide.
"You know about that?" she asked.
"Yes," I said. "Did you know that two other women who went to that retreat with you were killed when their husbands' devices blew up?" Her face got even whiter.
"Oh my God, no," she said. "I had no idea."
"Were you warned of the possible consequences?" I asked. She shook her head.
"No, I wasn't," she said. "The lady at the retreat said it was perfectly safe and had been thoroughly tested."
"It seems she lied to you," I said.
"Yeah, I guess so," she said in response. Call me a softy, but I just didn't have the heart to arrest this woman. It was clear to me the divorce from her husband and the fallout from it hit her hard. "Is there anything else?" she asked softly. I shook my head.
"Not at the moment," I said. "By all rights, I should arrest you for terroristic threats and conspiracy. I still might." Her eyes started watering.
"Please," she begged softly. "I know I screwed up. This was the only job I could get after everything came out and no one else will hardly even talk to me. I'm trying to put my life back together." I nodded my head.
"I'll keep that in mind," I said. "But I am going to keep an eye on you."
"I understand," she said. I put a few dollars on the counter and headed out. As I drove back to Fort Apache, I considered what Ryan and Donna had told me. Even though I didn't get anything that could be considered hard evidence, I did get a glimpse into the mindset I was working against. That would help me face what was going on in California.
The next day, John and I flew out to the west coast. I spent the time reviewing the videos and documents John pulled off of Pat's system while John pored over schematics of the device. I was especially curious to see how Dan handled his interview with April.
Unlike Ryan, Dan accepted the offer of water and gulped it down pretty quickly. I noticed that he appeared to change after drinking the liquid and wondered if the water had been drugged. Unlike Ryan, Dan seemed quiet, almost subservient, and quickly signed the paperwork she put in front of him.
When the time came, he quietly obeyed April's order to drop his trousers. Afterward, a woman I later learned was his wife, Kate, helped April put the device on him, making a production of locking the device.
After they secured it to his waist, April instructed him to bend over the desk, which he did. She applied what looked like lube to a gloved hand and worked it into his rectum. He didn't like that too much, but didn't complain. Once finished, April showed Kate how to insert the plug. Then she pressed some buttons on the small box located on the back of the belt.
"There," April said, handing the remote control to Kate. "You're set to go. Now, press that button, then hit 'Execute'." Kate did as she was told and Dan began shaking uncontrollably, his eyes growing wide. His hands went to his groin and he appeared to be in pain. April slapped his hands down as she spoke to him.
"The pain will go away when you assume the position," she told him angrily. He looked at Kate, shocked.
"I don't understand," he cried. "This hurts so bad. Why are you doing this to me?"
"SHUT UP!! ASSUME THE POSITION, BITCH!" April ordered. He slowly fell to his hands and knees, and as he did so, the shaking stopped. "That's better," April said. She looked at Kate. "See how easy that was? All you have to do is make the rules and remind him of the consequences." April turned her attention to Dan. "And remember, bitch, if you try to remove this device without your mistress's consent, or you try to take any action against either her or MMAS, you will pay the ultimate price."
"What do you mean?" he asked weakly. April moved the mouse on her computer.
"This," she said, clicking the mouse. Dan's eyes grew wide as he watched what was on the screen. From the angle of the camera taking the video, I couldn't see what was playing, but I had a pretty good idea. Dan shook his head vigorously.
"No," he said, pleading with his wife. "Please tell me this is a joke. You can't be serious about this. That's murder." Kate laughed wickedly.
"It's no joke. Don't worry, little man," she said. "As long as you toe the line and keep bringing home the bacon, you'll live. Just don't piss me off. Now get up." Apparently, Dan didn't move fast enough to suit Kate, so she pushed a button on the remote, causing Dan to double over in pain.
"Please stop!" he cried. Kate laughed even louder.
"I can get used to this," she said. She pressed a button and Dan settled down. "Get up, bitch," she ordered. Dan stood up, looking at Kate with hatred in his eyes. Kate saw his expression and hit another button, making Dan scream. She pushed another button and he stopped screaming. Kate looked at him hard. "Don't ever talk back to me or look at me like that again, bitch," she growled. "Remember, I OWN your ass. Completely." April smiled and clapped her hands.
"That's the way," April said. "Don't worry, you'll have him trained in no time." She opened a drawer and handed Kate a vial. "Make sure you give him one drop of this every day. Only one drop, no more. You can put it in his coffee, his water, or anything else. It's odorless, colorless and tasteless, so he'll never be able to detect it." Kate reached for the vial, but April pulled her hand back at the last second. "Remember, ONE DROP ONLY," she said. "Anything more can be fatal, and we don't want that for obvious reasons. MMAS will not cover you if you get arrested."
Kate nodded her head and took the vial. Dan looked at it in shock.
"What is it?" he asked April. Kate started to press a button on the remote, but Kate stopped her.
"That's alright," she told Kate. "He deserves to know." April turned her attention to Dan. "This is a little something to help you adjust to your new role as Mistress Kate's slave. You may notice a decrease in muscle mass and you'll get fewer erections. That will help you deal with the chastity device better. Within a year or so, you'll be completely emasculated, unable to even get an erection." Kate smiled when April said that.
"Maybe when that happens, I'll have your little pee-pee and balls removed," Kate said.
"We can arrange to have that done if you wish," April said. "We can even transition him into a woman." Dan looked at the two women in shock.
"No," he said. "Please don't do that. I promise I won't give you any trouble. Just don't do that."
"We'll see," Kate said. Kate held up the remote as she looked at April. "Will this work while he's at the office?" April nodded her head.
"Yes," she said. "It stays connected to the Internet at all times, but I have to warn you, if it loses Internet connection for more than an hour while the belt is turned on, the software assumes the worse. So make sure it's either connected to the Internet or turned completely off, which you can do if you wish."
"Why would I want to turn it off?" Kate asked.
"You may want to turn it off and remove it while he's sleeping, just to be on the safe side," April said. "And you'll need to turn it off and remove it while he's in the bathroom or taking a shower." Kate nodded her head in understanding.
"That makes sense," she said before turning back to Dan. "Alright, bitch, let's go." They left the office and the video ended. A germ of a plan began to develop in my mind. I turned to John.
"Learn anything?" I asked. He nodded his head.
"Yeah," he said. "Whoever designed this knew what he - or she - was doing. I can tell you this. It can't be disarmed as long as it's turned on and connected to the Internet."
"So we need to disconnect it from the Internet and then figure out how to turn it off?" I asked. He nodded his head.
"Yeah, but we have to be extremely careful," John said. "If it's not done in the right order, the device resets."
"You mean, detonates," I said. John nodded his head.
"Something like that," he said. "Fortunately, this uses a standard 4G connection, and I have just the thing to block that. But we only have an hour."
"So we need to get it off the 'net first," I said. "Can you turn it off then?"
"I believe so," he said. "I'll definitely need to get the battery out once it's off. I think I know where the power switches are, and I'm pretty sure I know the right sequence."
"I hope you're more than just 'pretty' sure," I said.
"I've set up a simulation on my computer," he said. "Don't worry, boss, I've got it under control."
"I hope the hell so," I said. I left John to his work and continued poring over the documents I had, hoping to get more information. Soon, the plane landed at LAX and John and I disembarked. After we picked up our luggage, we headed for the door and was met by an attractive blonde holding a sign that read, "Warren." We headed in her direction and she smiled as we approached.
"Officer Warren?" she asked. I nodded and introduced her to John. "Officer June Carlilse," she added, shaking our hands. "It's a pleasure to finally meet you. Please, come with me." We walked to the SUV and loaded our gear. We engaged in small talk as June drove us to the Los Angeles office, which was located in the Edward R. Roybal federal building downtown.
She escorted us to the task force offices, where two other agents were waiting for us. One of the agents identified himself as Officer Gillespie. He handed me a folded piece of paper.
"Bill just sent us the arrest warrant for Mrs. Shipman," he said. I thanked him and inquired about a conference room. "Right this way," he said, escorting us to a nicely-appointed room with a large monitor.
I instructed John to print out the schematics for the chastity device and laid out the case as he hooked up his computer to the network and printed off the diagrams. Once finished, I hooked my computer up and synced it to the large monitor.



I played the video I reviewed while on the flight so the other agents could see what we were up against. June gasped as she watched the video. John asked me to replay the part where April activated the device. I played it three times at his request. He studied it carefully, then looked at his diagrams and schematics.
"I got it," he said. "I know how to turn this thing off."
"Good," I said. I briefed the group on my plan, and opened the floor for questions and comments. Everyone seemed to agree with what I had outlined. "Remember," I added, "Mr. Shipman's safety is top priority. We'll get his statement at the hospital if need be." I looked at June. "Can you get a doctor to meet us there?"
"Consider it done," she said, grabbing her phone. I nodded my head in understanding.
"Good," I said. "We'll also need local LEOs to clear the floor and a team from the bomb squad." Gillespie offered to handle that. I agreed.
I looked at John. "I don't want you touching the explosives. Your job is to get that thing off the Internet and powered down. Let the pros do the disarming."
"Got it, boss," he said.
"Remember," I said. "We clear the floor first. While John is bringing the unit down, I'll take two officers and get Mrs. Shipman. Hopefully, you'll have that thing off of Mr. Shipman and disarmed by the time I'm done. Once she's in custody, I'll catch up with you at the hospital. Questions or comments?" I looked around and saw no dissent.
"Let's roll," I said. We left the room and June drove John and I to Shipman's office, which was located in downtown Riverside, a town nearly an hour east of Los Angeles. After we got on Interstate 10, June flipped a couple of switches, turning on the flashing lights and sirens. She looked at me with a smile.
"I've always wanted to do this," she said, mashing the gas pedal. John and I hung on for dear life as she weaved through traffic.
On the way, we received a radio call informing us that Riverside County Sheriff's deputies were already on scene and were in the process of clearing the floor in the building where Shipman worked. I was also informed that bomb squad personnel were also waiting for our arrival.
We finished the 53 mile trip in a little under 45 minutes and pulled up to the three-story building where Shipman worked. A number of people were milling around outside and I could see police officers holding a gaggle of reporters back. June got as close as she could and stopped the SUV. We jumped out and ran to the building.
I waved the bomb squad techs to follow us, which they did, along with a few deputies. We sprinted up the stairs to the third floor and found Shipman's office. As we entered, I spotted Dan sitting in his chair, his face white with terror. We looked around and saw a woman sitting in the office, holding a remote control. I recognized her from the video - Kate Shipman.
John opened his briefcase and turned on the blocking device. A very large deputy grabbed Kate by the arm as she pressed a button on the remote. I held my breath, expecting the belt to detonate, but nothing happened. I helped the deputy pull the woman into the hallway as bomb squad techs entered the office.
"Katherine Shipman?" I asked, taking the remote from her. She looked at me, wild-eyed.
"What do you want?" she screeched as she wrestled with the deputy and I. "Let go of me, dammit!"
"Federal officer, Mrs. Shipman," I said. "You're under arrest for conspiracy, attempted murder, sexual assault and making terroristic threats." She kicked the deputy hard with her pointed shoe and twisted out of our grasp, She ran to the wall across the office from us and grabbed a gun from the purse over her shoulder.
"No, I'm not," she yelled. "He's mine! I own him! You're not going to do a Goddamn thing!" The deputies and I pulled our weapons and took aim.
"Mrs. Shipman," I said. "Don't make this any worse than it has to be. Put the gun down now."
"Fuck you!" she screamed. "Fuck you all to fucking HELL!" She raised the gun, preparing to fire. The deputies and I each took a shot, striking her at center mass. She flew back as the bullets struck her and ended up in a bloody heap on the floor. One deputy called for an ambulance while the other kicked her gun away and checked her for life signs. He looked up at us and briefly nodded, indicating that she was still alive.
An ambulance crew arrived quickly and took Kate away. Unfortunately, she was dead by the time the ambulance reached the hospital. I went back into Dan's office. John gave me a thumbs-up. He managed to turn the device off and the bomb techs were able to disarm it. Dan was shaking with fear and humiliation as the techs examined the modified chastity device. One of them looked at me as I entered the room.
"This thing had enough C4 to take out a good portion of this floor," he said, shaking his head. "Who the fuck comes up with this sick shit?" John examined the device closely, taking pictures as he did so.
"Damnedest thing I ever saw," he told me. "Electric cock ring, butt plug and a penile guillotine," he added, pointing out the various parts of the contraption. I looked at Dan.
"How are you feeling, Mr. Shipman?" I asked. He nodded his head.
"Relieved," he said, tears streaming down his face. "How is my wife?" I looked at the deputy, who had just gotten word of her demise. He shook his head. I turned back to Dan.
"I'm afraid she didn't make it," I said. "I'm sorry."
"Don't be," he said. "That bitch put me through hell these last few months. I only have one regret."
"What's that?" I asked.
"I didn't get to put that fucking thing on her," he said. I chuckled at that. By then, a woman entered the office with another ambulance crew. I identified myself and she introduced herself as Dr. Greene, from the nearby Riverside Community Hospital. She listened intently as I explained the situation to her. When I finished, she gave Dan a cursory examination, then had the paramedics put him on a gurney. I spoke to Dan before they wheeled him out.
"The doctor is going to check you out, Mr. Shipman," I said. "I understand your wife was given a drug to administer to you. Do you know where she kept it?" He nodded his head.
"Yeah," he said. "She kept it in her bathroom off what used to be the master bedroom."
"Okay," I said. He handed me the key to his house. "Thanks," I added.
"Feel free to toss her shit in the trash if you want," he said with a smile.
"I'll talk to you later today," I told him. "You go get checked out and get some rest." I patted him on the shoulder and the paramedics took him away. I looked at John and gave him a smile.
"Good work, John," I said. He smiled back.
"Thanks, boss," he said. "Feels good to get out in the field." June, John and I headed to the Shipman house, which was only 15 minutes from the downtown area. The house was a nice one-story brick building surrounded by trees and a well-manicured lawn. We went inside and looked around.
I found the half-empty vial of liquid right where Dan said it would be and placed it in a plastic evidence bag. I looked around and found a veritable arsenal of devices used for BDSM - whips, crops, handcuffs, rope, you name it. A quick check revealed droplets of blood on much of it. Those items were also bagged and tagged.
Kate also kept a written diary and a stack of DVDs labeled with different dates. I placed one in a nearby player and turned it on. The video showed a restrained Dan being brutalized by Kate and another unidentified man. As the man whipped Dan, Kate tortured him with the remote controlled chastity belt.
Shaking my head in disgust, I turned the video off and bagged the diary along with the whole collection of disks. I instructed John to make a clone of the hard drive on the computer. He turned to that job as I completed my inspection.
June caught up with me and lead me to a tiny room where Dan was apparently forced to sleep. There were no windows and there wasn't even a bed - just a wooden plank with boards connected in an "X" pattern. There were straps on the four boards obviously designed to restrain the victim. Clothes hung from hangars placed on a wooden rod in one corner of the room and cardboard boxes held socks and underwear. The tiny room reeked of sweat and urine so bad I had to hold a handkerchief over my nose.
We went through the rest of the house, taking pictures. It appeared to us as though Kate wasn't much of a housekeeper. Either that, or she forced Dan to do the household chores. We also spotted a pet dish on the floor, but didn't see anything to indicate the Shipmans owned a pet. I looked at June and thought she was about to cry at the evidence of abuse we uncovered.
We also found what looked like a fairly recent picture of the Shipmans. I looked at it and had a difficult time reconciling the man in the photo with the man I saw earlier in the day. The photo showed a healthy, broad-chested man with a full head of dark hair and a goatee. Kate was also quite attractive in her sundress. They looked like a normal, happy married couple.
We collected our evidence and headed to the hospital to speak with Dan and Dr. Greene. The good doctor caught up to me when I stepped into the ward where he was staying.
"Officer," she said, "can we speak for a moment about Mr. Shipman? In my office?"
"Sure," I said as we entered the small office where she worked. "What can I do for you?" She closed the door and sat at her desk.
"I've had a chance to examine him, and I found signs of malnutrition and abuse," she said. "There's bruises and welts all over his body and ligature marks on his wrists and ankles. I believe he's been restrained and beaten. His testosterone level is extremely low and his blood work shows signs of possible liver and kidney damage. Also, do you know if he identifies as a transgender?" I shook my head.
"I don't believe he does," I said. "I think this is the problem," I added, handing her the bag with the vial of fluid I took from the master bathroom earlier in the day. I briefed her on the situation without giving away too much information.
I also offered her a sample from the vial so she could analyze it. She accepted, and took some of the liquid and placed it in a small vial, marking it for further analysis. I pulled a piece of paper from my briefcase and handed it to her. Her eyes widened in shock as she looked it over.
"I believe you'll find this to be in that liquid," I said.
"How would you know this?" she asked.
"The organization that did this uses that compound on almost all of their victims," I told her. "They use the wives to administer it to their husbands."
"You're saying Mr. Shipman's wife did all of this to him?" she asked. I nodded my head.
"Yes," I said.
"Oh my God. Why would she do that?" she asked.
"Power. Control," I said. "She wanted to dominate him. And I believe she did want to transition him into a woman, against his will." I handed her a card with the name of a local task force-approved counselor.
"Have him contact this counselor," I said. I handed her another card. "Also, call the number on this card and reference the case number I wrote at the bottom. Whatever his insurance doesn't handle, we will."
"Who are you people, exactly?" Dr. Greene asked.
"I work for a task force that specializes in this kind of thing," I said. "By the way, can I speak with Mr. Shipman?"
"I believe so," she said. "He's weak, but alert. We're going to keep him here for a few days to get him stabilized."
"Good," I said. "And thanks for everything." We said our goodbyes and I headed for Dan's room. He was awake and looked at me when I came in. I was shocked when I saw him. He was thin and emaciated, a shell of the man I saw in the photo. I shook his hand and sat next to him.
"You must be Officer Warren," he said.
"Guilty as charged," I said in response. "How are you feeling?"
"Almost human, now that they've got that damned thing off me," he said.
"Can you tell me what happened?" I asked. "Between you and your wife?"
"Well, I thought we had a good marriage," he said. "My wife was a stay-at-home mother, looking after the kids. My business was good enough that she didn't have to work. After the kids went off to college, she found herself with a lot of free time, so she began volunteering for this and that, going to social events, that sort of thing. I didn't complain too much, since it seemed to help her feel needed and lift her spirits." He took a sip of water.
"I began to notice a change about 10 months ago," he said. "Nothing too outlandish, but I noticed her attitude begin to change a bit. She started going out for drinks with some of the women she knew. At first, she would get home at a reasonable hour, but as time went on, she started dressing sexier and staying out later. I talked to her about it, but she dismissed my concerns, telling me she had a right to her free time."
"Was there anything else?" I asked.
"Yes," he said. "I noticed that she started reading stories on the Internet. At first, I didn't think anything of it. Hell, we've read and watched stuff online before. But this stuff was just... sick."
"What do you mean?" I asked.
"Mostly stories about women abusing, humiliating and cuckolding their husbands," he said. "Really sick shit. I began to wonder if that was what she wanted to do to me." He swallowed another sip of water and took a deep breath.
"Then about eight months ago, she went on a spa retreat with three other women. Things went downhill fast after that," he said.
"Is that when you started to get billing notices from the Mutual Marital Assurance Society?" I asked. He nodded his head.
"Yeah," he said. "I thought maybe Kate had purchased some kind of supplemental insurance without talking to me about it first. I asked her about it, but she told me that I needed to make the call. So I did."
"And that's when you set up your appointment with April?" I asked.
"Yes," he said.
"I saw the video of your interview," I said. "I'm curious about something. When April told you to drop your trousers, you didn't seem to resist at all. Can you tell me why?"
"It's hard to explain," he said. "At the time, I felt strange. Almost as if I had no control or desire to resist. When she told me to do that, I felt like I had no choice but to obey."
"Do you think you were drugged?" I asked. He nodded his head.
"I do," he said. "Now that I think about it, I think that's exactly what happened. Maybe she put something in that water she gave me." That made sense to me. After reviewing all the videos of the interviews, I noticed that only one man - Ryan - refused to drink the water that April offered. Of all four men interviewed, he was the only one to offer any resistance. I didn't think that was any coincidence.
"What happened after that?" I asked.
"Well, from then on, my life went to hell," he said. "Literally. Kate took great pleasure in torturing me with that damn thing. She forced me to stay naked all the time, except for that damn contraption. She refused to let me sit on the furniture and kicked me out of the bedroom. I had to do all the housework and all the cooking and laundry. If I said anything to her, she would torture me. She made it clear that she was the 'mistress' and I was to be her slave, blindly obeying whatever she said without question or comment." He took another sip of water.
"Then, she started bringing the men around," he said. "Sometimes there was only one. Other times, there were as many as four. They would taunt and humiliate me the whole time. I'll never forget the way she cackled when they would tie me up and whip me. Sometimes, she would pull out a huge strap-on dildo and, well, rape me from behind. She even forced me to suck her boyfriends. I hated it. I begged her to stop, but she just went crazy, shocking my dick while the men would beat me even more. Several times, I thought she was going to kill me.
"The only relief I ever got was at work, where she wasn't around," he said. "But even then, she'd hit that remote and shock me while I was trying to be productive. She'd even call me and taunt me over the phone. She didn't care if I was with a client or not. Naturally, my business suffered, but I could never get Kate to understand that."
"I noticed a pet dish in your kitchen, but I didn't see any sign of a pet," I said. "Can you explain that?" He wiped a tear from his eye before answering.
"That was for me," he said. "Kate said that since I was more of an animal than a human, I would eat like an animal. I was forbidden from eating at the table, so she would dish out some slop and I had to eat on the kitchen floor like a dog. If I didn't lick the bowl clean, she would shock my dick and my ass." He began sobbing uncontrollably. I understood how he felt and tried to comfort him. After a few minutes, he settled down.
"I'm sorry," he said, wiping his eyes.
"Don't be," I said. "Did Kate give you the drug like April said?" He nodded his head.
"Yeah," he said. "She would either put it in the slop she fed me or sometimes, she would hold my nose and force it down my throat. I would try to fight it, but she'd use that fucking remote and shock the hell out of me."
"Did she ever give you more than one drop a day?" I asked.
"Several times," he said. "She often talked about having me castrated and surgically turned into a woman. I wanted to die. Several times, I thought about killing myself." He looked at me. "A year ago, I could bench-press over 200 pounds. I had body hair, like a normal man. I was even a bit bigger than average if you know what I mean." I nodded my head. I knew what he meant.
"Now look at me," he said. "My skin is smoother than a baby's butt. I'm weak as a kitten and there's almost nothing down below." He started tearing up again. "Why?" he asked. "Why would she do this to me?" I shook my head.
"Power and control, Mr. Shipman," I said. "Your wife fell for MMAS' propaganda and you paid the price."
"The hardest part is going to be explaining all this to the kids," he said. "At least they're out on their own now."
"It's always hardest on the children," I said, thinking about my two bundles of joy. I motioned for June to come into the room and introduced them to each other. "June will keep an eye on you to make sure you get back on your feet." I handed him a business card. "If there's anything you need, please call us."
"Thank you, Officer," he said, shaking my hand. "Thank you for everything." I accepted his thanks and left the room with June close by. I couldn't help but think about what Renee had planned for me as we made our way back to the LA office. As I thought about Dan, I realized that could very easily have been me. June brought me out of my reverie.
"You look like you're deep in thought, Oscar," she said. "Are you okay?"
"Yeah," I said. "I was just thinking about Dan, that's all."
"Oh?" she asked.
"What's that old saying?" I asked, rhetorically. "There but for the grace of God, go I." She smiled and nodded her head in understanding.
...
According to a final interview with his case worker, Dan didn't live "happily ever after." He spent the next several years undergoing intense physical and psychological counseling. He returned to work, but never fully recovered from the damage inflicted on him by his wife and was impotent for the rest of his life. He was diagnosed with a form of PTSD and with the exception of his daughter, never felt comfortable around women.
His children tried to set him up on dates with different women, but he always refused to follow through. He never held a memorial service for his wife, much to the chagrin of his family, and donated her body to a local medical school. The alternative, he said, was to "dump her ass in a landfill for the worms." The family argued bitterly but dropped their objections after he played a video showing what she had done to him. The subject was never mentioned again.



Each year, he celebrated the anniversary of her shooting by drinking multiple toasts to the officers who took her down - myself included. He would complete his "celebration" by urinating on a photo of her he kept for that very purpose.
He retired at age 60, sold his business and moved into a log cabin on Lake Arrowhead after selling his house. He died in his daughter's arms at age 62 just hours after suffering a massive stroke.
Ryan Gleeson met and married a woman from his local church. They now have three children in college. Donna worked at the old diner for several years, saving enough money to attend a local trade school. She graduated and still works as a human resource specialist for a company in Springfield. She never remarried and hopes to retire soon.
As for me, life went on. As promised, I took the children to see their mother and the battle against MMAS continued...
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Mike Sanders' eyes flew open a few minutes before reveille. Today was the day he and his fellow "campers" would become what the instructors called the "Second Class," meaning that the first grueling month was finally over. He remembered his first day at Camp Rollins like it was yesterday.
...
The small bus pulled into the parking area of the small camp, located somewhere in the mountains of north Idaho. When the bus stopped, a large man wearing a khaki uniform and campaign hat stepped on the bus and quickly ordered everyone off, telling them to stand on the painted footprints. He grabbed his gear and followed the others outside. A few minutes later, he heard a booming voice shouting over the lot.
"Oh. My. Fucking. Gawd," the man yelled, looking over the small group of men standing in the lot. "How in the hell do they expect me to make men when they won't even send me human fucking beings to start with? This is the sorriest collection of illiterate cum bubbles I have ever seen in my entire fucking life! Christ on a fucking bicycle!" He spoke to another man in uniform. "Get this sorry-assed bunch out of my sight and get them processed before I start cussing!"
"Yes, Sergeant," the other man said. He turned his attention to the group of 15 men and told them to face right and walk forward. When they reached a small building, he told them to stop. One by one, the men entered the building, were given a close haircut, then issued two sets of olive green overalls, several pair of white t-shirts and boxer shorts, socks, tennis shoes, boots, caps and a bag filled with toiletries.
Then they were told to strip and given a few seconds to shower, shave and don their uniforms. Once finished, the uniformed man instructed them to form up outside. He told them the rules, which were simple. They were not to speak unless spoken to, they would run wherever they went and were to follow whatever instructions they were given without question.
With that, he faced them to the right and double-timed them to another small building, which they learned was their barracks. This, they were told, would be their home for the next three months.
The first month was grueling. They ran, worked out, got yelled at every day multiple times by the instructors, who refused to accept failure for any reason. Their day started at 0500 - that's five o'clock in the morning - when reveille would sound from the loudspeakers. They ran to breakfast, ran to PT, ran up and down steep hills, ran through obstacle courses, ran to the gym, where they worked out with weights until their arms nearly fell off.
Then they ran to lunch, ate again, and ran some more. The instructors seemed to be as cruel as they were imaginative. They were given exercises that seemed to make no sense to him at the time. This went on every day from 0500 until 1830 - that's 6:30 pm - when they returned from dinner and were allowed to have one cigarette in a formation outside the barracks. When Mike arrived, he didn't smoke. He does now.
The only other break they got was on Sundays. Those who did, went to church. The rest were given jobs to complete around the camp - mowing the grass, or washing laundry. On that day, the men were allowed to write letters. Some wrote to their wives, while others wrote to their children. Mike only wrote one letter to his wife, and that on the first Sunday he arrived, telling her he was safe. She never wrote back. He didn't expect to hear from her - she was, after all, the main reason he was here - but he did get other letters, however, and it was those that he responded to.
Mike had been told about this, so he sucked it up as best he could and moved ahead. The idea, he was told, was to make him strong - mentally as well as physically. He was told it was necessary to help him deal with the shitstorm that made up his married life.
But Mike didn't have any more time to dwell on this, as reveille had sounded from the loudspeakers. Instantly, the lights flipped on in the barracks and before the Sergeant could say anything, all 15 men were standing in attention at the foot of their beds.
"You knobs have 30 seconds to shit, shower and shave and be formed up for chow," he said, walking into his office.
The 15 men all grabbed their gear and ran into the large bathroom, where they quickly showered and shaved. Once dressed, they ran outside to form up. They ran to breakfast, formed up and marched to another building, where they were told to sit in chairs arranged in a semi-circle facing another chair positioned at the front of the large room. The Sergeant took a seat at the back of the room.
A few minutes later, an attractive woman wearing a white coat entered the room and placed her briefcase on the desk. A man wearing a lightweight jacket with a strange logo entered with her. She opened her briefcase and retrieved a pile of folders before sitting down in the chair. She looked through the folders and called out two names.
"Please go with this officer," she told them. The two men looked at each other and followed the man into another room. We couldn't help but wonder what was going on, but we didn't get a chance to ponder it for very long.
"My name is Dr. Deborah White. Today starts the beginning of your emotional healing," the woman said. "For the last month, you've been broken down and built back up physically. Now starts the mental and emotional part of your journey back into manhood. We'll start by giving each of you a chance to tell your story. Don't be embarrassed or shocked - you're all here for pretty much the same reason. And believe me, you won't shock or embarrass me because there's nothing I haven't heard before."
She opened the first folder and looked at Mike. "We'll start with you," she said. "Keep it simple and down to five or 10 minutes, tops."
"Do I need to stand up or something?" Mike asked. She shook her head.
"No," she said. "You can stay seated. But I do want you to introduce yourself to the rest of the group as though you've never met them. And I want you to start by admitting what you are."
"I'm sorry, Doctor," Mike said. "I don't understand what you mean."
"You're here because you realized that you're a wimp and a cuckold, right?" she said. Mike nodded his head, embarrassed. "No need to be embarrassed, Mike," she said. "Everyone here is just like you. And the first step to fixing your problem is admitting it." He looked at her for a moment before speaking.
"My name is Mike Sanders and I'm a wimp and a cuckold," he said quietly. Everyone in the room, including the doctor and the sergeant responded.
"Good morning, Mike," they all said.
"Tell us your story," Dr. White said.
Mike told his story:
I've been married to Sandy for four years. We met in college, dated, fell in love and got married. I work as an account executive for a financial firm. My wife got her real estate license and works as a realtor. I thought we had a good marriage. We were even planning to have a baby.
My wife began visiting my office, spending time with my boss. I learned about this from my colleagues who saw them together. I thought it strange that she almost never came by to visit me. Then my boss began giving me menial tasks - things normally done by the janitorial staff. I'm not one for confrontation and never have been, so I did as he asked.
Then he demanded I call him, "Sir" in front of the other workers. I noticed he never made those demands of others but I caved and did what he said. He would often call me into his office just so he could order me to get him a cup of coffee. Again, I caved.
Things started getting bad at home as well. Sandy began disrespecting me at home, calling me names and putting me down every chance she got. She never complained about the money I brought home, though. Then she started working later hours, dressing sexy and going out with "the girls" and not coming home until early in the morning.
Our sex life until this time had been good, but suddenly, it stopped. She never initiated it and whenever I tried, she would make up some excuse that she was too tired or didn't feel like it.
One day, my boss came into my office and announced that he would be coming to my house that night for dinner. Talk about surprised! He didn't even ask if I had any plans, just told me he would be there and for me to make sure his dinner was just the way he wanted it.
What the hell, I thought. I called my wife and that's when she told me that she had invited him over and I was to grill steaks. And, she said, he wanted his steak rare. I asked why she never told me and she gave me some bullshit answer. I knew something was up, but I never imagined what would happen that night.
I grilled the steaks as she asked and also had to make everything else because she was too busy getting ready. When she came down, she looked ravishing in a very short skirt I had never seen before. She opened the door when my boss arrived, and gave him a hot kiss right on the lips. What the hell, I thought.
It got worse. She expected me to set the table and act as the waiter while they visited. As we sat at the table, they hardly spoke two words to me, not even thanking me for the food I bought and cooked for them.
After we ate, my boss leaned back and said it's time for dessert. I didn't know what he meant until I saw him take my wife in his arms and give her a deep kiss while fondling her ass.
I was about ready to go off, but Sandy put her finger on my mouth and told me to be nice or things would get real bad for me. Then my boss grabbed me and told me to follow them. I did, and they led me to the bedroom.
My wife told me to sit in a chair she had placed in the corner. Then she handed my boss a roll of duct tape and they taped me to the chair. I fought it, but they slapped and hit me. After they had me secured to the chair, my wife stripped out of her clothes. I couldn't believe what I was seeing. I begged her not to do this, but she just laughed in my face.
Then my boss took his clothes off and my wife got on her knees and sucked his cock, looking at me the whole time. I was crying and screaming, trying to get out of the chair, but they just laughed at me. Then she got on the bed, spread her legs and my boss started fucking her. The whole time, they taunted me and put me down. I wanted to kill them both, but I knew I could never physically beat my boss as he was a lot bigger than me.
After he came inside her, he grabbed me by the shirt and pushed my face down on her. He ordered me to clean his semen from my wife, but I refused. He hit me on the back of the head and pushed my face into her, but I still refused, even though I felt like I was going to get sick. I couldn't believe my wife actually wanted to do this to me.
Finally, he pushed me back from her and got dressed.
"Get used to it, cucky boy," he said. "Cause I'll be doing this a lot from now on. And you'd better never say a word to anyone about this or I'll fucking kill you. Got it, wimp?" I said nothing. He slapped me across the face.
"I said, do you understand me, WIMP?" I just nodded my head. "And I don't wanna hear any shit abut divorce, either. And you'd better never, ever, say anything to my wife." After he left, my wife untied me from the chair. I looked at her in shock.
"Why?" I asked her.
"Because, it was fun, and he has a much bigger dick than you," she said. "And just so you know, you'll never fuck this pussy again." I hated her at that moment. "And I'm warning you, if you ever start any shit or file for divorce, I'll take your ass to the cleaners. That is, if your boss doesn't kill you first."
"What if he gets you pregnant?" I asked.
"Well, then, you'll get to raise his child," she said. "And you'll accept it as yours." I shook my head.
"I'll never agree to that," I said.
"Shut up," she said. "It doesn't matter what you agree to. You belong to me. Now, be a good boy and go to your room. You're never sleeping in this bed again, and from now on, you'll do exactly what I say."
I went across the hall to the guest room. She had already moved my stuff there. I decided that I never wanted to sleep with the slut again. And I vowed that no matter what, I would get revenge on them both.
...
"But it didn't end there, did it, Mike?" the doctor asked when he finished. He shook his head.
"No, it didn't," he said. "My boss started coming over two or three times a week and they would repeat their performance. Each time, they would tie me up and make me watch. My boss even went so far as to piss on me a few times while my wife watched and laughed."
"And what did your wife do to you?" the doctor asked.
"She put one of those chastity cages on me," he said. "Said I needed to be controlled so I wouldn't try to get some on the side."
"How long did this go on?" she asked.
"About five months," he said. "That's when I came across you guys." Dr. White nodded her head.
"We'll talk further, Mike," she said. "Thank you for sharing your story with us. I know it was very hard for you. But remember, you're not alone. Not any more. And the fact that you're here taking action means that you're longer a wimp."
Dr. White went around the rest of the room and let the others tell their horror stories. Mike listened as they all described what brought them to Camp Rollins and realized for the first time that he really wasn't alone. And, he observed, there were some who had it a lot worse than he did.
An hour later, the other two men rejoined them and told their story, causing Mike and the others to shudder.
A little more than three hours later, everyone had told their stories and Dr. White called an end to the group session, telling them the sessions would continue, as a group and one-on-one.
The sergeant formed them back up outside and the group went to lunch before the afternoon workouts. As he laid in bed that night, Mike thought back to the events immediately before coming to Camp Rollins.
...
He was looking for information that could give him some insight as to what he could do, legally. He had already consulted with several attorneys and learned that he could get hosed financially in any divorce.
It was during this search that he first learned of Camp Rollins. While he was searching, an ad popped up on his screen that grabbed his attention.
He clicked on the ad and another browser window opened. A video immediately began playing. In it, a man wearing a khaki uniform stood up from behind his desk and walked in front of the camera.
"Do you feel like less of a man? Is your spouse or significant other treating you like shit, disrespecting you at every turn or making you a wimpy cuckold? Are you tired of the smirks, the offhand insults? The cheating, lying and utter contempt hurled at you from everyone you thought loved you? Do you want your manhood back? Do you want your dignity and self-respect back? If so, we can help make that a reality," he said.
"It won't be easy. In fact, it may well be the hardest thing you've ever done in your life, but believe me, you'll be much better in every respect. When you graduate from our three-month course, you'll be a better man in every way - physically and emotionally. You'll be able to take control of your own life and your own destiny and you'll learn how to deal with those who have turned your life into a miserable hellhole," he added.
Another man walked into the scene, wearing a denim shirt and blue jeans. He turned and looked into the camera.
"My name is Jacob Winters," he said. "Before I came to Camp Rollins, I was a wimpy cuckold. My wife treated me like shit every day, making me watch her fuck one man after another. I got tired of the disrespect from her and the kids and came here. Now, I'm in control of my life and I learned how to deal with the cheating skank. I'm no longer a wimp, nor am I a cuckold. I've earned my family's respect now and my wife is back to being the loving woman I married so long ago." The uniformed man patted Jacob on the shoulders and turned back to the camera.
"Jacob's story can be yours as well," he said. He leaned into the camera, a serious look on his face. "Are you ready to take control of your life? Are you ready to take back that which is yours? If so, call the number on the screen and speak to one of our counselors. We'll make all the arrangements and before you know it, you'll be on the way to a whole new life. Take that first step right now. Pick up your phone and call."
The screen faded to black with a phone number showing in large, white numbers. Mike made note of the number and called.
"Thank you for calling Camp Rollins, Elaine speaking. How may I help you?" a friendly female voice said.
"Uh, yeah, I just caught your ad on the Internet and I'd like to get more information about your program," Mike said, somewhat embarrassed.
"Certainly, sir," Elaine said. "From the number you're calling, I can tell you that we have an office very close by and they can make all of the assessments and arrangements for you if you wish. Just so you know, our program includes a three-month training session in scenic Idaho that includes physical training as well as counseling and life training. Our program is covered by most insurance plans as a wellness benefit. Once you complete our program, you'll have access to our 24-hour support line should you have any needs. Can I set you up with an appointment, sir?"
Fuck it, Mike thought. This has to end.
"Yes," he said. "Please, set me up."
"Very well, sir," Elaine said. "I can set you up with an appointment for today if that works for you.
"Yes, it does," Brad said.
"Good," Elaine said. "Does 10:30 this morning work for you?"
"It does," Mike told her. She confirmed the appointment and gave him the address, which was only a couple blocks from his building. He closed down his system and walked out of his office, telling his secretary he wasn't feeling too well and had an appointment with his doctor.
"Is there anything I can do?" she asked. Mike nodded his head.
"Yeah," he said. "Don't say anything to my wife if she calls. Also, tell Greg if he asks that I'll be out for a while. I'm not feeling too good."
"Okay," she said. Mike headed out and went to the address Elaine gave him. He spent some time with the counselor, explaining everything that had been going on. The counselor listened and took notes as Mike spoke. When Mike finished, the counselor looked over his notes before speaking.
"I believe we can help you," the counselor said. "It won't be easy. In fact, it'll probably be the hardest thing you've ever done in your life. But you'll come out a much better man. How much time can you take off?"
"I have over 500 hours of sick time and four weeks vacation that I haven't taken," Mike said. "And I have a ton of comp time."
"I think that will work just fine," the counselor said. "Our program lasts three months and I believe your insurance will cover the vast majority of the cost, if not all of it. I recommend that you file for a temporary separation from your wife while you're gone. We can get that started while you're here. While you're gone, our investigators will keep an eye on things with your wife and report to you every week. We can even start the electronic surveillance today if you want. That way, if you decide to go through with a divorce, you'll have the evidence you need. We can arrange that for you and have the paperwork ready to sign in a few days."



"Do it," Mike said. "When can I start the class?" Mike asked.
"We have an opening for the class starting at the first of the month, just 10 days away," the counselor said. "Are you interested?"
"Sign me up," Mike said.
"What if my boss tries to bully me out of it?" Mike asked.
"State law forbids it," the counselor said. "We'll provide the paperwork for your HR department. If they try to bully you out of it, you'll have cause for legal action." Mike signed the paperwork and gave the counselor an extra house key for the investigators. It took a while to get everything else finished up and by the time he was done, it was about 4:00 pm. He went back to the office and headed for the HR department.
Melissa Jenkins, the HR head, wasn't too pleased, but processed the forms for a paid temporary leave of absence anyway.
"You know Greg's not going to like this," she said.
"I don't give a damn what Greg likes or doesn't like anymore," Mike said. "He's the one who drove me to this." Melissa looked at him sadly. She understood far more than Mike did. She had seen Sandy and Greg together more than once.
"Listen, Mike," she said. "You have plenty of comp time coming, why don't you take the next ten days off as well."
"I'll need some time to get someone up to speed on my accounts first," he said.
"Okay," she said. "Don't worry about Greg, though. There's nothing he can do, legally. He can't stop you from taking the time off."
That didn't stop Greg from blowing a gasket, though.
"What the fuck do you mean, you're going to be on paid leave of absence?" he thundered. "Who's taking care of your accounts?"
"I already spoke to Steve, he's got them all under control," Mike said.
"What about your wife?" Greg asked. "Who's going to do the cooking and the cleaning?"
"I guess she'll have to fend for herself," Mike told him. "Oh, one last thing." Mike pulled out another sheet of paper and put it on Greg's desk. Greg's face turned red when he read the paperwork.
"What the fuck is this shit?" he asked.
"It's a restraining order," Mike said. "Against you. If you read carefully, you'll notice that it orders you to stay 500 feet away from me and my house outside of work."
"I'm warning you, Sanders," Greg said. "This isn't going to end well for you."
"What are you going to do?" Mike asked. "Hide in the bushes and beat me the first chance you get? Maybe tie me up and fuck my wife again? Kill me the way you've threatened so many times?"
"I just might do that," he said. Mike pulled out a digital audio recorder and played Greg's words back to him. Greg's face went white.
"Please," Mike said. "Give me an excuse to have you thrown in jail." After tossing the paperwork on Greg's desk, he left and went back to his house, where he packed enough clothing to last until he left for the camp. If the counselor he spoke to was right, the house would already have been wired for audio and video. He took one last look around the house before closing the door.
...
The next few days at camp flew for Mike. The schedule now included psychological counseling along with intense physical workouts. Physically, he felt better than he had in years and he actually looked forward to the workouts. He also saw the marked difference when he looked in the mirror.
Feeling better physically also seemed to help him deal with the emotional issues surrounding his wife's infidelity. One good thing about Camp Rollins - his jam-packed schedule didn't give him a lot of time to dwell on his wife, which he came to see as a good thing.
But there were times he wondered how she was coping with the separation.
...
At that moment, Sandy sat in the front room, wondering if she should write her husband. His leaving shocked her - she never thought he had it in him to take such drastic and decisive action. She remembered the first day she came home to find him gone. There was no note, no warning, nothing. The only clue was the clothes missing from what was now his room.
She waited for him to come home, but he never did. She tried calling his cell, but her calls went straight into voicemail. She called Greg and was confused when he said something about a restraining order and a temporary leave of absence. What was that about, she wondered.
She tried to get Greg to come by the house so they could "talk," but he refused, telling her that no pussy was worth going to jail over. She called his secretary, but was told that Mike would be gone for an extended period of time. No one would tell her what was going on.
She went to Mike's company over the next two days, hoping to catch him at work, but he was never there. She went to Greg's office, hoping to get some information.
"You mean, he's not at home?" Greg asked.
"No," she said. "He hasn't been home for a couple days now. He hasn't called, either. I'm worried."
"No need to be worried," Greg said. "He's probably off somewhere sucking his thumb or licking his wounds."
"Maybe we pushed him too hard," she said. "Maybe he's gone for good."
"Is that such a bad thing?" Greg asked.
"Yes," she said. "I need him. I can't take care of everything the way he does."
"Interesting," Greg said. "You never said that you love him."
"Well, I do," she said. "Just not like I used to."
"You know if your husband had any balls, he'd kick your ass out of the house," Greg said. "I would, if you were my wife."
"Really?" Sandy asked, shocked. "You'd kick me out?"
"Hell yes," Greg said. "In a heartbeat. You married a wimp, though. I'll bet he comes crawling back in a few days begging for mercy." She shook her head.
"I hope you're right," she said.
Mike, meanwhile, was taking care of details for his upcoming three-month absence. He never called Sandy and refused to take any calls from her. The evening before he left, however, he showed up at the house. Sandy answered shortly after he rang the bell.
"You don't have to ring the bell," she said. "You live here, too," He looked around, nervous.
"Are you alone?" he asked.
"Yes," she said. "Please come in." Mike walked in the house, but kept looking around. "It's okay, Mike. No one else is here. Would you like a cup of coffee?"
"No," he said. "I won't be here that long. I just need to give you something and let you know what's going to happen."
"What do you mean?" she asked. He pulled a piece of paper from his briefcase and handed it to her. Her eyes grew wide as she read it. "What the hell is this?" she asked.
"A temporary separation," he said. "I'll be gone for three months. We'll see about a divorce when I get back."
"A divorce?" she asked. "I don't want a divorce. You need to stay here and take care of me."
"You mean, you want me to stay here so you and Greg can humiliate me even further," he said. "I can't do that anymore. The two of you are killing me and I have to get away for a while. Don't worry, I've set up all the bills so they'll automatically get paid out of my account. I've also arranged for you to get a small stipend every week to keep you in groceries and gas. You'll need to take care of the rest out of what you make. Your name has been taken off the joint account, your ATM card has been deactivated and your joint credit card has been canceled."
"But who will cook and clean and do all the things you normally do around here?" she asked.
"You're going to have to fend for yourself for a while," he said. "I'll send you a letter when I get there so you can write me if you want to. I won't have access to a phone or to email while I'm gone, but I'll make sure you have an emergency number to call if need be." He took off his ring and placed it on the table.
"What are you doing?" he asked.
"Giving you something to think about while I'm gone," he said. "If you stay true to me over the next three months, and can show some love and respect when I get back, then maybe we can work through this. If not, then the separation will become a divorce. That means no Greg, and no one else. And yes, I'll know if you've been fucking around."
"Mike, this is silly," she said. "I love you. There's no need for you to go. I need you here with me." He shook his head.
"I don't believe you," he said. "No one who claims to love their spouse could ever do what you and Greg have done to me. I know you two think I'm a wimp, and maybe I am, but I have feelings, too. I've never been the big uncaring, physical type and maybe that's why you feel you can do this to me. I intend to fix that. So it's up to you. I've gotta go now. Bye, Sandy."
He turned and walked out the door before she could respond. She watched him drive off, tears in her eyes. She realized he was right. No one who claims to love another could ever do what she and Greg did to him. He was also right about something else. She lost all respect for him as a man.
She received the card from him saying he had arrived. That's all the card said. He didn't even say that he loved her or missed her. There was an emergency 800 number to call, but he warned her that the number was only to be used in a life-or-death emergency. He gave her a post office box in Idaho if she wanted to write him back.
She never did. And he never wrote her. Maybe, she thought, he was waiting to hear from her before he wrote back. She was so used to email and instant messaging that the idea of writing an actual letter was foreign to her. She started writing several letters, but ended up throwing them away. She had no idea what to say to her husband.
Greg stayed away from the house for a couple weeks, but they kept in touch with each other and met at a small motel on the edge of town. Neither her nor Greg ever saw the man taking video of their encounters. It didn't take long for Greg to start visiting Sandy at the house. Those meetings were also recorded. The meetings, along with pictures and thumb drives with videos, were included in the reports Mike received every week.
About a week into the second month, Greg suggested they go to Las Vegas for a weekend of "fun," which meant lots of sex. At first Sandy was reluctant, but Greg told her there was no way Mike would ever find out. Finally, he wore her down and she agreed to go. After all, she reasoned, if her husband couldn't even be bothered to write her, then to hell with him and his precious feelings.
...
Mike's class, meanwhile, continued with the physical workouts and the psychological counseling. By now, the instructors had started teaching them hand-to-hand combat. Mike found that he enjoyed the training and put everything he had into it.
The counseling was also going well. Mike was told by the counselor that his reluctance to engage anyone physically was due, in part, to his lack of a true father-figure. His father died early in his life and he had been raised by his mother and grandmother. While his mother had taken several boyfriends over the years, she had never remarried.
They were both good to him, but he never had a male role model growing up. While other boys were out hunting or fishing or playing ball with their fathers, he was kept in the house, either studying or helping with housework. As a result, the counselor said, he never learned how to stand up for himself, learning instead to mindlessly obey the edicts of the women in his life.
That, he was told, carried over into his marriage. And that was supposedly why he went along with whatever Sandy wanted him to do. He didn't know how much of this was psychobabble, but it made sense to him as he thought back to his childhood.
As a young boy, his mother and grandmother coddled him and refused to let him participate in any sports or other physical activity, saying there was too much of a chance he could get hurt. His friends invited him to go hunting or fishing, but his mother refused out of concern for his safety.
He remembered the taunts and the bullying he took from his classmates, who called him a "mommy's boy." It got worse when his mother would drive him to school and escort him into the school. He stayed to himself for the most part, but the taunts and jeers continued all the way through high school.
When he got older, he wanted to buy a motorcycle, but was denied. Instead, his mother coaxed him into a safer, smaller, more economical car. This carried over into his college years, when he was strongly encouraged to attend a local college so his mother and grandmother could watch over him and keep him out of any trouble.
Of course, they loved Sandy and spent a lot of time with her, coaching her on the best way to handle him and keep him in line. All that, he now believed, led him to this.
Every week, he anxiously waited for the mail to come, hoping that Sandy would write him, but she never did. Instead, he received packages from the investigators reporting on her activities. The packages included photos which made him even angrier. There was no doubt - divorce was inevitable. And the cheaters would pay - big time.
He threw himself into the physical training even harder, even imagining Greg's face as he pummeled the 100-lb punching bag in the gym.
The following week, he got a package and a report from the investigator that angered him to the point that he had to spend extra time with his counselor. The report said Sandy and Greg had gone to Las Vegas for the weekend. But that wasn't all. According to the report, she had engaged in sex with Greg along with a number of other men.
The pictures almost caused him to fly into a rage. For starters, none of the men were using any protection whatsoever. Several photos showed Sandy being made "airtight" by three men, including Greg. Another showed Sandy with two men's cocks inside her pussy at the same time.
The next two weeks flew by for Mike as he threw himself into the training with a passion he had never felt before.
...
Sandy, meanwhile, was enjoying the attention of the three men in her bed. Greg was fun, she thought, but no one - not even Greg - could satisfy her the way multiple men could. After their trip to Las Vegas, Sandy developed a taste for gangbangs and anal sex, something Mike never wanted. The only thing she regretted was that her husband wasn't there to clean her up. Apparently, she thought, he'd rather play in the woods in Idaho than lick other men's cum from her well-fucked pussy and ass.
Oh sure, Greg was a nice distraction, when she just wanted one cock. But nothing compared to having three at the same time. And she loved the feeling of two big dicks in her pussy at the same time. There was no way Mike's little dick could ever satisfy her again, she thought.
Oh, well, she thought. That's his loss.
Of course, she had no clue that her nocturnal activities were all being recorded and would eventually become her undoing.
...
Mike's class moved into the final phase, which now included advanced hand-to-hand combat, even more psychological counseling, physical training and legal counseling. The camp's attorneys looked over all the information Mike provided them and came up with a plan of action. The attorney looked at the man standing at attention in front of his desk and motioned for him to take a seat.
"We've had a chance to look over all the evidence you've given us, Mr. Sanders," the attorney said. "And we're in agreement that you have enough to nail your wife for adultery as well as cruelty. Normally, divorces in your state are no-fault, however, the law takes extreme circumstances into account, especially when it comes to the distribution of marital assets. What I'd like to know is this. What do you want out of this?"
"Everything. I want to nail the bitch to the wall," Mike said. "And I want to nail that bastard Greg Morton."
"You mean, your boss, right?" the attorney asked.
"Yes, sir," Mike said.
"Well, forget about alienation of affection," the attorney said. "However, we can sue him for intentional affliction of emotional distress. And we can take action against the company, especially since they have a morals clause. In all likelihood, the company will simply fire him, but I think we can get a healthy settlement out of them."
"Do it," Mike said.
"What about the house?" the lawyer asked. "Do you want to sell it and split the proceeds?"
"That's fine," Mike said. "Other than my personal stuff, there's nothing in that house I want."
"And counseling?" the suit asked.
"Forget it," Mike said. "There's no way this can be fixed. You've seen the pictures and videos."
"I have," the lawyer said. "And I believe that since your wife makes about the same amount as you do, there'll be no support ordered. So we'll get the paperwork put together for your approval and we'll start the action regarding your boss."
"When can we serve my wife?" Mike asked. "I'd like to be there."
"We can have it done the day you get home if you want," the lawyer said.
"Perfect," Mike said. "Thanks!"
Two weeks later, Mike was called to the lawyer's office. A man wearing an expensive suit stood up when he entered and offered his hand.
"Mr. Sanders," he said. "My name is Lincoln Steele from corporate legal. A pleasure to meet you."
"And you," Mike said.
"You look nothing like your corporate photo," Lincoln said. Mike smiled.
"I've gotten some help and I feel better than I have in my entire life," Mike said.
"Well, we got your case and we'd like to offer you a settlement if you're open to it," Lincoln said. Mike looked at his lawyer.
"Listen to what the man has to say, Mike," the lawyer said. Mike looked at Lincoln.
"Okay," he said. "What are you offering?"
"The company has authorized me to write you a check for $1.5 million, after taxes," Lincoln said. "In addition, we agree that Mr. Morton should be terminated with prejudice."
"And in return?" Mike asked.
"We have some conditions that we hope will be acceptable to you," Lincoln said. "First, you agree to drop the lawsuit and not disclose the amount of the settlement. Second, the company thinks you'd be a good replacement for Mr. Morton's position. If you agree to take it, that is." Mike looked at his lawyer, who nodded his head.
"I'd take it, if I were you, Mike," he said. Mike nodded his head. He looked at Lincoln.
"I'm curious, Mr. Steele," he said. "Why are you offering me this settlement?"
"That's a fair question, Mike," he said. "We've gotten a lot of complaints about Mr. Morton and frankly, he's a sexual harassment suit waiting to happen. What he did to you not only violated our morals clause, but was highly illegal and could expose the company to a lot of very bad press."
"I understand," Mike said. "I'll accept your offer. I have a week or so here but I'll be more than happy to step up." Lincoln smiled.
"Good man," he said. "We've heard a lot of good things about you, by the way, and we think this promotion was way overdue. Please accept our apologies for what happened to your marriage." Mike nodded his head and shook Lincoln's hand.
"Thank you," Mike said when Lincoln handed him a check and a payment stub showing the full amount with the taxes deducted.
"I look forward to seeing you back at work," Lincoln said before he left. Mike let loose with a whoop after Lincoln left and gave the attorney a high five.
"Thanks for everything," he said, shaking the lawyer's hand.
"I'd hold off on cashing that check for a while," the lawyer said. "Wait until the divorce has gone through."
"I will," Mike said.
A few days later, the sergeant formed the class outside the barracks after dinner. A straw figure lay on the ground in front of a pole that had a pile of wood around it.
"Alright, gang," he said. "Tonight we're going to 'burn the bitch.' When I give the command, take one photo of your spouse and pin it to the figure. Ready? Move!"
All 15 men pulled out their photos and pinned them to the straw figure. Mike growled as he pushed the pin through the picture of Sandy's face, securing it to the straw figure.



"Mount the figure!" the sergeant ordered. The men picked up the straw effigy and tied it securely to the pole.
"Sanders! Front and center!" the sergeant ordered. Mike stepped in front of the sergeant, who handed him a lit torch. Mike grabbed the torch. "Burn the Bitch!" the sergeant ordered.
"Sir! Burn the Bitch! Aye, Aye, Sir!" Mike shouted in response. He walked to the pile of wood below the straw effigy and set the wood on fire. The flames licked up, catching the straw on fire.
"Burn! Burn! BURN!" the men chanted as the straw figure caught fire. As the flames covered the figure, the photos curled up and burned to ash. "BURN! BURN! BURN!" the men shouted, pumping their fists in the air.
They continued to chant and pump their fists in the air. The chants turned into howls and angry growls as the figure burned. Soon, the figure fell off the pole and burned as it lay on the ground. A few of the men unzipped their trousers and urinated on the figure.
Soon, the fire burned down and the figure was reduced to ash. Strangely enough, Mike and the others felt as though a heavy weight had been removed from their shoulders. The sergeant gave everyone a beer and the men celebrated. That night, they all slept soundly.
...
Meanwhile, Greg was fuming as he drove to visit Sandy. Sandy looked at him as he burst into the house.
"Greg, what's wrong?" she asked.
"That fucking bastard husband of yours got me fired," he said. "I'm going to kill the motherfucker when he gets back."
"He what?" she asked, incredulous. Her husband didn't have the backbone to do something like that, she thought.
"Yeah, he filed a complaint with the company and threatened to sue them," Greg said.
"Mike wouldn't do that," she said. "You know he doesn't have the balls to do something like that."
"All I know is that I'm going to break that little fucker's scrawny neck when he gets home," Greg growled.
...
Two days later, Mike and his fellow classmates stood at attention in freshly-laundered jeans and denim shirts as the camp commander addressed them.
"You men have come a long way since you arrived," he said. "You came here, scared, uncertain about your future, defeated and humiliated by the ones you loved the most. Now, you've gotten your manhood back. You look like men with the confidence to take on the world. You have the tools and the wherewithal to take on and successfully complete whatever you set out to do.
"I wish the best for each one of you. Remember, we're here for you 24 hours a day, seven days a week. If you need anything - anything at all - even someone to talk to, we're here for you. Now, go and take on the world!"
The sergeant stood in front of the class.
"Class, attention! Dis...missed!" The men whooped as they picked up their bags and headed to the bus, stopping to shake the sergeant's hand. They gathered before entering the bus to exchange contact information, promising to stay in contact with each other.
On the flight back, Mike wondered what he would face when he got home. There was no way he was staying with Sandy. No, that ship sailed a long time ago. But he wondered what she was doing. Or to be more precise, who.
He didn't have a whole lot of time to think about it as he fell asleep for the rest of the trip. When the plane landed, he grabbed his things and headed out to the long-term parking where his car was parked. He drove to the neighborhood where he knew Greg lived with his wife, Julia. As he approached Greg's house, he saw only one car in the driveway and knew that either Greg wasn't there or he had taken his wife's car.
Driving up to the house, he saw Julia come out of the house and walk to the car. He had a brainstorm and pulled up to the curb in front of the house. Julia looked at him as he got out of the car.
"Mrs. Morton," he said. She walked over to him.
"What can I do for you?" she asked.
"Ma'am, my name is Mike Sanders," he said. "I work for your husband."
"Oh yes, I've heard Greg mention you," she said. "Aren't you the guy who went into some kind of mental institution a few months back?"
"No," Mike said. "I have been gone for three months, but it wasn't to a mental institution. The fact is, your husband and my wife drove me to do what I did."
"What do you mean?" she asked. He pulled out his briefcase and handed her a folder.
"Your husband and my wife have been having an affair," he said. Her eyes grew wide as she looked at the photos in the folder. "In fact, they spent a weekend in Las Vegas a while back."
"That fucking bastard," she hissed. "He told me he had to go to a conference in Boston."
"Mrs. Morton," he began before she cut him off.
"Please, call me Julia," she said.
"Julia," Mike said. "If he hasn't been already, your husband is going to be fired from his job. In fact, he may be with my wife right now. I'm heading to my house right now if you want to join me." Her eyes flashed as she looked at him.
"Okay," she said after giving it some thought. "I'll do it." She got into the passenger side of the car and Mike drove to his house. On the way, he told her a little bit about what had been going on and the real reason for his absence. "You poor man," she said when he finished. He shrugged his shoulders.
"I'm doing much better now," he said. "I feel like a new man in so many ways." By now, they had pulled up in front of his house. Greg's car was in the driveway. They got out of the car and met a man wearing a shirt and a tie. He was carrying a manila envelope.
"Are you here to serve papers on Sandy Sanders?" Mike asked. The man nodded his head. "Okay, let's do this," Mike said. They went to the house and rang the bell. Sandy answered the door and looked shocked as she laid eyes on her husband for the first time in three months. He resembled her husband, but she didn't recognize the strong, muscular man who pushed his way into the house.
"Mike?" she asked as she looked at him. Greg came running into the room, wearing only his boxer shorts and his shoes. His shirt and trousers were laying across the couch. It was obvious what they had been doing. When he saw Mike, his face turned red. He hadn't seen Julia yet, but she saw him.
"You fucking bastard," Greg roared, charging Mike. He swung a meaty fist, but Mike easily put him on the floor and broke his arm. Greg screamed in pain, grabbing the arm. Mike saw a bone had broken the skin. He walked to the kitchen and grabbed a broom and a roll of duct tape out of his utility drawer. He spotted one of their good decorative kitchen towels hanging on its rod and grabbed it.
"Mike, please, that towel was a wedding gift," Sandy begged.
"Outta my way, cunt," he growled as he brushed by her. Sandy was shocked. Mike had never spoke to her like that before. As she watched, Mike unscrewed the head of the broom off the long wooden handle and easily broke it over his leg. He put the towel on Greg's arm to help stop the flow of blood and put the broken arm in a makeshift sling, using the two broom pieces and the duct tape. Greg moaned in pain as Mike stood up.
"What are you, a fucking wimp?" Mike asked Greg. "Shut the fuck up. It's only a broken arm." He looked at Julia. "You'd better take this piece of shit to the hospital so they can set that arm properly. And while you're there, have him tested for STDs."
"Thanks, Mike, I will," she said. "Just one thing first." She walked to Sandy and slapped her so hard she left a red mark on Sandy's face. "That's for fucking up my marriage." She walked back to where Greg was lying on the floor and helped him get dressed. He looked at Mike with hatred in his eyes.
"I'm not finished with you, asshole," he said through his pain. Mike grabbed him by the collar and went nose-to-nose with him.
"Any time, fuckwad," Mike said. "Next time, I'll snap your fucking neck." Greg's eyes went wide. Mike had never spoken like that to him before. Julia pushed him out the door and they left. The process server walked up to Sandy.
"Sandra Sanders?" he asked. She nodded her head. He handed her the manila envelope. "You've been served." He turned and walked out the house. Sandy opened the envelope and nearly collapsed when she read the paperwork.
"Cruelty and adultery?" she asked. "Are you serious? I'm going to fight you on this." Mike opened his briefcase and pulled out a large folder and an envelope.
"Just sign the fucking papers, cunt," he said. "Or all this is getting sent to everyone you know. Family, friends, co-workers. Everyone. I have pictures, video, you name it."
"You wouldn't dare," she said quietly.
"Watch me, cunt," he said.
"Please, quit calling me that, Mike," she said.
"Why?" Mike asked. "Isn't that what you are? A lying, cheating, scheming, no-good, two-bit scum-sucking cunt ready and willing to fuck anyone and everyone? How many cocks have you had over the last three months?"
"Only one or two," she said. Mike snorted.
"See, that's exactly what I meant," Mike said. "I've counted at least 50 different men and I'm sure there's a lot more."
"My God, Mike," she said. "What happened to you?" He looked at her hard.
"You, cunt," he said. "That's what happened. Now, sign the fucking papers. NOW!" She jumped when he yelled at her. He slammed a pen on the counter. "DO IT, CUNT!" he ordered. Shaking, she picked up the pen and signed the paperwork. He looked at the paperwork before putting it back in his briefcase.
"Now, pack your trash and get the FUCK out of my house, cunt," he said. "You have ten minutes. Whatever you leave behind will either get burned or thrown in the trash." She stood quietly, tears flowing down her cheeks. "MOVE YOUR ASS, GODDAMMIT!" he yelled, causing her to jump. She realized he was serious and began running through the house, collecting the things she wanted to take.
As she scurried to gather her things, Mike kept an eye on his watch. He felt a bit generous, so he gave her an extra two minutes, chuckling to himself as she struggled to load her things in her car. Finally, she finished and stood in front of him.
"You have everything you want, cunt?" he asked. She nodded her head. He grabbed her purse and took her house key. He tossed her purse back and grabbed her left hand. As she watched, he pried her wedding and engagement rings off.
"Please, Mike, I have no place else to go," she cried.
"Too bad, cunt," he said. "You should've thought about that before you started all this bullshit. Just make sure I have an address so I can send your half of what we get on the house and the final paperwork."
"I take it there's no way you can get past this," she said.
"Are you fucking kidding me?" he asked. "You abuse me, then fuck damn near half the county in what was supposed to be our marital bed and you expect me to turn a blind eye to it? You're fucking crazy, cunt."
"I'm sorry," she said, looking at the floor.
"Yeah, you sure are," Mike said sarcastically.
"Do you really hate me that much?" she asked. He thought about her question before speaking.
"Not quite as much as I did a couple months ago," he said. "But I sure as hell don't love you anymore. And no, don't even think about trying to get back with me. I loved you exclusively for years, worked my ass off for you, put up with your bullshit, hoping you would start to love me. But you couldn't even bother to write me a fucking letter in three months. Clearly, you didn't give a shit about anyone or anything but yourself. So now, the only thing you have to worry about is yourself. If I were you, though, I'd get tested for STDs. There's no telling what all those men you fucked may be carrying."
Her face grew white when he said that, but she knew he was right. She nodded her head and started for the door. Before she left, though, she turned to face him one last time.
"I'm sorry, Mike," she said. "I never really wanted to hurt you. And for what it's worth, you look good. Really good." He nodded his head.
"Thanks," he said, observing that she never once said she loved him. She walked out the house, got in her car and drove off.
Mike took the signed paperwork to the local counselor, who immediately handed it to an attorney for filing. From there, he splurged on new clothes, since nothing he owned fit him anymore. Then it was off to a real estate agent to put the house up for sale. He purposefully avoided the office where his wife worked.
The next two days, he cleaned out what she had left and placed it in three piles - one for "burn," another for the dump and the third for Goodwill. The burn pile included Sandy's wedding dress, their wedding album and the photos of them together. He wanted nothing around to remind him of her. He pulled the large bed from the master bedroom and put it in the front yard with a sign marked, "Free." It was gone in an hour.
That night, he put the contents of the burn pile in the firepit outside and watched as the flames turned it all into ash.
"Burn. Burn. Burn," he said to no one in particular.
Sandy ended up staying with her parents for a few weeks, but later moved into a one-bedroom apartment with Greg, who was now going through a very acrimonious divorce from his wife. Mike heard from her family members who seemed upset that he would toss her out into the street. They had no clue what she had done to him, so he sent them each a select few pictures and videos to help bring them up to speed, telling them there was plenty more if they wanted it. They didn't and they never bothered him again.
Mike went back to work, a new man, and took Greg's old job as promised. Everyone complimented him on the way he looked. Three months ago, he was a scrawny man who basically kept to himself. Now, he exuded confidence and manliness, but didn't let it go to his head. Several of the other men in the office asked him about his makeover, but he would only smile.
Quite a few women in the office noticed the changes in Mike and tried to draw close to him, hoping for a romantic fling. He kept them at bay, not wanting to become another Greg.
The house sold in about a week, and Mike sent Sandy her share of the profits, which wasn't very much. By now, he had moved into a nice upscale condo with a beautiful view of the river that ran through downtown.
Two months after returning from the camp, he received his final divorce decree and went out to celebrate at a local club with some friends. That night, he celebrated his newfound freedom with a vivacious blonde he met at the club, having more sex in a few hours than he had in the last year with Sandy.
A few months later, he got a call from Sandy's parents. According to them, Sandy had tested positive for HIV, and had passed it on to Greg, who was nearly destitute and unable to keep a job of any kind. Her mother told him that Greg went into a rage when he learned about the HIV and shot her in the head with his pistol, killing her instantly. When he realized what he had done, he turned the gun on himself and blew his brains out.
Mike gave his condolences and offered to pay for her funeral, but they declined, saying it would be a waste of money. Both Sandy and Greg ended up getting cremated by the county.
"Stupid cunt," he thought to himself after ending the call.
Life went on for Mike, who now spent his time either working, exercising at the gym or clubbing with his friends. He wasn't looking to get romantically involved with anyone, but as luck would have it, he met Jeanine, a recent divorcee who moved into his complex.
He found himself instantly attracted to her and asked her out on a date. It turned out that she was also attracted to him and the two dated exclusively for nearly a year before he popped the question. To his amazement, she accepted and they were married within a few weeks.
Two months after returning from their honeymoon in the Caribbean, she told him he was going to be a father. Several months later, he held his young son in his arms and promised himself he would be the best father a son could ever have. He swore this young man would not grow up to be what he had once been.
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I laid in bed next to Rhonda, my wife of five years, and tried to process what it was she just told me. We had just finished a rousing bout of sex and were cuddling in the afterglow when she hit me with it.
"Jimmy," she said. That was me, of course -- Jim Carson, Jimmy to my friends. "What do you think about trying something different?"
"Like what," I asked. We often tried new and different things to spice up our sex life, so this wasn't too unusual. But what came next threw me for a loop.
"Well," she began, nervously, "how would you feel about being my cuckold?" What the hell was this all about, I asked myself. Of course I knew what the term meant, but I wanted to hear what she thought it meant.
"What?" I asked. "What's that?"
"It's where you watch me have sex with another man," she said.
"Not no, but hell no," I said emphatically.
"Why not?" she asked. "Don't you think it would be fun?"
"It might be fun for you, but not for me," I said. "Where did you get such a crazy idea from?"
"I've seen it in some of those stories online," she said. "And Renee, my friend from work, says it's a blast."
"You mean, the woman who's now on her third husband?" I asked. "That Renee?"
"She says that it's done wonders for her marriage and her husband loves it," she said.
"So what are you telling me? Is it that I just don't ring your chimes anymore, or that you want some extra dick on the side?" I asked. "If that's the case, tell me now so we can get a divorce."
"Nothing like that," she said. "And I don't want a divorce. You're the best lover a girl could want."
"Then there's no need to bring anyone else in, is there?" I asked.
"Just think about it, okay?" she asked. "Please?" There was absolutely no way in hell I was going to go for something like this, and Rhonda knew it. But I also knew her. Once she got something in her head, it was almost impossible for her to let go of it or admit she was wrong. I decided to play it cool for a while and find out what was really going on.
And what was it with these stories she talked about? Sure, we liked to read stories on the Internet sometimes or watch a little porn to liven up the evening, but we also knew all that stuff wasn't real. I decided to check into this a bit as well.
"I'll think about it," I told her, lying through my teeth. "But don't push me, okay?"
"I won't, I promise," she said. Right, I thought to myself. We kissed each other and settled in for the night.
Try as I might, I had a very difficult time sleeping. I thought back over our marriage. I met Rhonda after I returned from my four-year tour in the Air Force. During my service, I attended college part-time and had finished my two-year networking degree before my discharge. I went to work for my father's IT consulting firm and Rhonda worked at an insurance firm that hired us to upgrade their servers.
At the time, she worked in the front office and was our company's "go-to" person. She's the one who acted as a "buffer" between me and my crew and her company's management. If we needed access to something, she was the one who provided it and escorted us to where we needed to be.
I was finishing up late one afternoon, when she poked her head into the server room and informed me she was heading out for the day. Her and a couple of friends were going to grab some drinks, so she asked if I wanted to join her. It sounded like a good idea at the time, so I went.
We had a great time, sharing stories and dancing and ended up dating for several months. We fell in love and got married a few months later. The next five years were terrific for us. By now, I was a senior engineer in my father's company and she was in line to become the next office manager. We held off having children until we were in better shape, financially.
I had thought about mentioning that to Rhonda, but decided to hold off when she laid this on me. I eventually fell asleep, but ended up tossing and turning most of the night.
The next day started like any other. I woke up, took a shower and shaved as Rhonda went downstairs to make breakfast. I went downstairs and was greeted with the smell of bacon and coffee. As I walked into the kitchen, Rhonda had placed a nice plate of bacon and eggs on the table for each of us. I grabbed a cup of coffee and we ate breakfast as normal. Rhonda had the good sense not to mention the issue, but it nagged at me nevertheless.
I finished my work early in the day, but my head hurt from all the bullshit Rhonda had laid on me. Nothing seemed to help, not even the two ibuprofen tablets I took that morning. I was rubbing my temples, trying to ease the pain when my father walked past my office.
"You okay, Jimbo?" he asked, standing in the doorway. "Jimbo" was my dad's nickname for me, and he was the only one I allowed to call me that.
"Got a massive headache," I said. He walked in and closed the door.
"Everything alright, son?" he asked. I shrugged my shoulders. "Things okay between you and Rhonda?" I shook my head.
"I don't know, dad," I said.
"What do you mean?" he asked. He listened quietly as I told him about our conversation. He waited until I finished before speaking.
"You need to nip this thing in the bud before it gets out of hand," he said. He was right and I knew it, but I just didn't know where, exactly, to start. "Look, you're all caught up so why don't you take the rest of the day off," he said. "Don't do anything rash. Take some time and see what you can find out about all this. If you need some help or need someone to talk to, I'll be here for you, okay?"
"Thanks, dad," I said. "I just might take you up on that offer." I knew he had it rough when he and Mom divorced eight years ago when I was in the service. He never talked about it, and no one ever pushed the subject. All I know is that it changed him dramatically. "Is this what you went through with Mom?" I asked.
"Not exactly," he said. "Why don't you come by the house sometime this week and we'll talk, okay? Tell Rhonda I need your help fixing the lawnmower or something." I laughed. Dad was one of the smartest people I knew, so the idea that he would need my help fixing anything was far-fetched.
"Sure, Dad, that sounds good," I said. "And thanks."
"You're welcome," he said, smiling. "Now go, get on out of here. You're no good to me with a headache." I left and went home, halfway expecting to see a strange car in the driveway. Fortunately, there wasn't, so I pulled into the garage and went into the house.
I took another ibuprofen for my headache and went into the den, where we kept our computer. I needed to find out what Rhonda had been up to, and I figured this would be the best place to start.
I opened her web email client and scanned through the messages. Most of it was spam, but there were a few emails from Rhonda.
Most of the email exchanges were, at least to me, mindless drivel. Talk about the latest chick flicks or the latest office gossip -- that kind of thing. Nothing to get worried about. But one email thread concerned me.
"So have you talked to Jimmy yet?" Renee asked.
"Not yet," Rhonda said in response.
"Why not, girl friend?" Renee asked.
"Jimmy would never go along with something like this," Rhonda said.
"Oh come on, you need to get him on board," Renee said. "You have no idea what you're missing. Jake's big cock is the best I've ever had. Trust me, you'll love it."
"I can't do that to Jimmy," Rhonda said. "He'd divorce me in a minute if I ever cheated on him." Smart girl, I thought.
"It won't be cheating," Renee said. "Not if he agrees to it. Come on, talk to him about it. Make it sound like it would a lot of fun and help bring you two closer together."
"Okay," Rhonda finally said. That was one day before Rhonda hit me up with this crap. From this, I figured that Rhonda had not yet actually cheated on me, but it would only be a matter of time. I wondered, though, who this Jake character was. I pulled up her company's website and went through the directory. I found a Jake Greene listed, and figured that's who Renee was talking about. From what I could tell, Jake was a mid-level manager in a different department. There was no other information provided.
I did a search for Jake on LinkedIn and Facebook and found what looked like the same character. His Facebook page was private, so I couldn't see anything that was useful. His LinkedIn profile showed that he worked at Renee's company and provided me with a photo. His face looked like it could have had "asshole" written all over it. I bookmarked it and moved on.
I remembered Rhonda telling me she had been reading stories online about cuckolding and wanted to see what it was she was looking at. I pulled up her Chrome browser and checked out her history.
She had been looking at a number of stories on several sites over the last couple months. All of them involved women cuckolding their husbands. While some were fairly mild, most were pretty outrageous, with the wives going so far as to enslave the poor saps they married. All of the husbands in the stories were depicted as pussy-whipped wimps that simply went along with what was going on.
Did men like this really exist, I wondered. I had never personally met anyone who said they lived this kind of lifestyle. One thing was clear -- if Rhonda expected me to put up with this kind of bullshit, she was sadly mistaken. But I knew it wouldn't be easy to get her to see the folly of all this. I needed to come up with a plan, something to make her feel like it was her idea to drop this.
By now, it was late in the day and I knew Rhonda would be home soon, so I closed out her browser and headed into the front room. Sure enough, I heard the garage door open and Rhonda came into the house.
"Jimmy?" she asked when she came in. "Jimmy, are you alright? You're home early today."
"Just had a major headache so I took off early and came home," I said. She seemed concerned and came over to check me out.
"Do you need to see a doctor?" she asked. I shook my head.
"No, just needed to take something and get some rest," I said.
"Okay," she said. "Let me get changed and I'll start dinner."
"That sounds good," I said, watching her head upstairs, admiring the sway of her ass as she walked upstairs.
She came back down a few minutes later, wearing a pair of shorts and a t-shirt. I loved checking out her gorgeous body. She went into the kitchen and whipped up some sloppy Joes -- one of my favorite quick meals.
"Have you given any thought to what we talked about last night?" she asked as we ate.
"I have," I said. She looked at me, expectantly.
"And?" she asked, hoping I would give in to her plan.
"This is something that could potentially change our relationship forever, you realize that, right?" I asked.
"In a way, that's what I'm hoping for," she said. "All I want to do is spice things up for us."
"Well, I'm not convinced it'll improve things," I said. "In fact, I'm concerned that it'll hurt more than it will help. I'd like to talk to Renee and her husband about it first. After all, you claim that it's helped them. I'd like to find out for myself."
"How would you do that?" she asked.
"Why don't you invite them over for dinner tomorrow night?" I asked. "We can talk about it with them." Rhonda seemed a bit nervous.
"I can ask her," she said.
"Good," I said. "Why don't you call her now and ask."
"Are you sure?" Rhonda asked. I nodded my head.
"Yes," I said. "Call her, put your phone on speaker so we can both talk to her." Rhonda grabbed her phone and dialed her friend before putting the phone on speaker.
"Hey girlfriend," Rhonda said when she answered the phone. "What's up?"
"Renee, my husband said he wants you and Bill to come by for dinner tomorrow so he can talk to you about your lifestyle," Rhonda said.
"Is he there now?" Renee asked.
"Yes, I am," I said. "I'd just like to talk to you both if you don't mind. I want to learn everything I can about this whole cuckolding thing you do. I want to see for myself how it's helped your marriage before I consider it."
"Well, I guess we can come over tomorrow," Renee said. "What time?" I looked at Rhonda.
"Make it about 6:30 if you can," Rhonda said.
"I'll even grill up some steaks if you want," I said.
"That sounds good," Renee said. "We'll be there."
"I look forward to seeing you both," I told her. Rhonda ended the call and put her phone away. We finished dinner and cleaned up the dishes as we normally did. We grabbed a couple of drinks and went into the front room where we sat on the couch and watched television for a while.
"So," I started. "Have you decided who you want to cuckold me with?"
"Renee says Jake would be the best," she said.
"Who is Jake?" I asked.
"He's one of the managers in our company," she said. "Renee said he's pretty well built and does a good job."
"I see," I said. "And her husband is okay with this?"
"Renee says he is," Rhonda said.
"Have you asked him yourself?" I asked. She shook her head.
"No," she admitted.
"So you have no idea if he really approves of it or not?" I asked.
"I guess when you put it that way, no," she said.
"What about all those stories you've been reading? How do you see this working out?" I asked.
"Well, I was hoping you would like seeing me get satisfied," she said. "Renee said all men like to see their wives get fucked by another man. And that seems to be the way in all those stories I've read."
"You do know those stories are fiction, right?" I asked her.
"Yeah," she said. "But I figure there must be some truth to it."
"What if I showed you stories where the husband doesn't approve?" I asked. "Would that change your mind?"
"I don't know," she said. "Those are all fiction, too, aren't they?"
"I'm sure they are," I said. "But do you really want to risk our marriage to find out?" She looked at me, shocked.
"What are you talking about?" she asked.
"I mean, do you really want to risk our marriage to find out if all those stories are a bunch of bullshit?" I asked.
"Are you saying that you'd divorce me over this?" she asked.
"It could happen," I said. "Are you prepared for that possibility?"
"I don't want a divorce," she said. "Please believe me, this wouldn't affect us in the slightest. It's just something to spice up our love life, the way Renee said it has for her and her husband. Can't we try it, just once? Please?" I couldn't believe how dense this woman was.
"Not yet," I said. "I need more information first." I really didn't need any more information, I was simply trying to get it through her thick skull that this was something I simply wouldn't tolerate. Sure, I could simply put my foot down, but all that would do is make her dig her heels in deeper. "I want to hear what Renee and Bill say tomorrow night, okay?"
"Okay," she said.
"Now, no more talk of this," I said.
"You know I love you," Renee said. "And only you."
"And I love you as well," I said. "Let's go upstairs now and play, okay?" Her face lit up in a huge smile and we went to bed, making love until the early hours of the morning.
I was a bit more productive the next day, but not by much. We had a major install coming up in a couple weeks and I needed to make sure everything was on track. I checked with the system engineers who informed me the servers were in-house and being prepared for the install.
I spoke with my Dad and brought him up to speed on what was going on. I had a plan in mind and ran it by him. He seemed to like what I had in mind.
"Do you think she's already been with this Jake guy?" he asked. I shook my head.
"I don't think so," I said.
"Well, let me know how everything goes, okay?" he asked.
"I will, Dad," I said.
I stopped on the way home and picked up four nice T-bone steaks. I changed into more casual clothes when I got home and started grilling the meat while Rhonda worked on the baked potatoes, salad and veggies. We exchanged hugs and kisses, but I could tell she was nervous and jumpy.
"You okay?" I asked her. She smiled and put on a brave face.
"Sure, hon," she said. "I just hope you get enough information to make a decision."
"We'll see," I said. Rhonda went back to her business as I went back out to the grill. About 6:25, the front doorbell rang. Rhonda answered it as I turned down the fire and closed the lid on the grill. I walked in the house to meet our guests.
Renee flipped her long brown hair and reached out to take my hand in greeting. I shook her hand, taking in her short t-shirt and jeans with holes high on the legs. She introduced me to her husband, Bill. He was a small, skinny man who wouldn't look anyone in the eye. His face was downcast and he seemed to stare at the floor a lot. He shook my hand, weakly. It didn't take a college degree to see there was something wrong with this picture.
"Well, let's go on in to the dining room, shall we?" I asked. As Rhonda, Renee and Bill took their seats at the table, I went out and grabbed the meat off the grill and brought it in, placing a steak on each of the four plates on the table.
"Who wants a beer?" Rhonda asked.
"I'll have one, please," Renee said. Rhonda already got me a beer. She looked at Bill.
"Oh, Bill will just have water," Renee said. She looked at Bill. "Isn't that right?" He nodded his head.
"Yes, ma'am," he said quietly. Ma'am? I asked myself. What the hell is going on here?
"You sure you don't want a beer?" I asked him. Renee answered for him.
"He can't handle beer, so he gets water," she said authoritatively.
"Okay," I said as Rhonda brought Bill a glass of ice water. "Well, let's dig in," I told everyone. Rhonda, Renee and I grabbed our potatoes and veggies and were lathering them up with butter as Bill sat quietly, looking at the meat on his plate. After she got her food prepared, Renee gave Bill a potato and a small scoop of vegetables.
"You can eat now, Bill," she said.
"Yes, ma'am," he said, taking small bites while watching Renee carefully. I glanced at Rhonda to see if this was registering with her.
"This is delicious," Renee said as she ate her steak.
"Thanks," I said. "I like to grill whenever I can."
"So," Renee said. "I hear you want to know a little bit about our lifestyle."
"Yeah," I said. "Rhonda says it's really done wonders for your relationship."
"It has," Renee said. She looked at Bill. "Hasn't it, Bill?" He looked nervously at her before answering.
"Yes, ma'am," he said quietly, looking down. Something told me there was a lot more to this than what meets the eye, but it was obvious I wouldn't get a straight answer from Bill as long as Renee was present. I looked at Renee.
"So, how does this work in your household, if you don't mind my asking?" I asked.
"Not at all," Renee said. "Bill and I have sort of an open marriage. I get to have my lovers and Bill gets to watch. It's worked well for us and we couldn't be happier."
"Is that right?" I asked Bill.
"Of course it is," Renee said. "Isn't it, Bill?"
"Yes, ma'am," he said. I felt like asking Renee to let Bill speak for himself, but held my tongue.
"The way I understand it, an open marriage is one where both partners agree to have sex with others," I told Renee. "Does Bill get to bring women home and have sex with them?"



"Oh, hell no," Renee said. "If he ever did that, I'd divorce him."
"Let me get this right," I said. "You have men over for sex, but Bill can't have sex with other women?"
"That's right," she said. "And he likes it that way. Don't you, Bill?"
"Yes, ma'am," he said, looking down.
"So how has this improved your marriage?" I asked.
"Well, Bill never has to worry about me cheating on him," Renee said. "He knows what I'm doing and he's happy to see that I get the pleasure I desire and that makes our marriage better."
"But what about Bill?" I asked.
"He gets pleasure from seeing me happy and liberated," she said. "Don't you, Bill?"
"Yes, ma'am," Bill said. I wasn't sure I could take any more of this. I looked at Rhonda to see if this was registering on her, but she seemed glued to Renee's every word. We finished eating the main meal and Rhonda went into the kitchen to get dessert. Renee joined her. I looked at Bill, who glanced at me, nervously. I thought he was going to say something but the girls came back from the kitchen with a pie and four plates.
Rhonda dished out the pie and we enjoyed the dessert.
"So, Bill," I began, "what do you do?"
"He works at home," Renee said, again, speaking before Bill could say anything.
"Doing what?" I asked.
"Housework, mostly," Renee said. "It's what he likes to do, isn't it, Bill?"
"Yes, ma'am," he said. I had had enough with this bullshit and decided to do something about it. After I finished my pie, I stood up.
"Bill, why don't you and I go into my office for a bit while the girls visit?" Renee quickly stood up and prepared to join us. I motioned for her to sit back down and stay with Rhonda. Bill looked at me, fear in his eyes.
"Is that wise?" Renee asked.
"Look, Renee, Rhonda wants to do something that could destroy our marriage," I said. "I asked you two here so I could see for myself how it's allegedly helped your marriage. So far, the only words I've heard come out of Bill are 'yes' and 'ma'am.' I want to hear from him how this arrangement of yours has helped his marriage." I looked at Rhonda. "And I expect some privacy."
"I understand," Rhonda said. Renee wasn't very happy, however. She looked at Bill with anger in her eyes.
"You remember what I told you coming over here," she said.
"Yes, ma'am," Bill said. I guided Bill to my office before closing and locking the door. I turned the radio up in the room to help disguise our conversation. I guided him to a chair and sat down across from him.
"Would you like a beer?" I asked. He nodded his head.
"I'd love a beer," he said. "Thanks." I handed him a cold one, grabbed one for myself and sat down. He opened the can and took a long drink.
"That was so good," he said.
"So, tell me the truth, Bill," I said. "Are you happy in this relationship?"
"Hell no," he said. "Not even close."
"What's going on?" I asked.
"To start with," he said, "Renee has that jackass Jake over about three or four nights a week. They tie me to a chair and make me watch them have sex. They get off on putting me down and abusing me the whole time. She's even forced me to suck him off and clean his cum out of her pussy. I hate it. And I hate her for doing this to me."
"What else is going on?" I asked. He stood up and unzipped his trousers. I wondered what he was doing, until I saw what he had on underneath. It was a male chastity device, and it was padlocked.
"She makes me wear this all the time," he said. "And if I don't obey her every command, she beats me with some kind of stick." I could see the welts on his legs. He pulled his trousers up. 'She makes me call her 'mistress' or 'ma'am' like I'm kind of slave and beats me if I talk to her without permission."
"Why do you stay with her if she's so abusive?" I asked.
"Right now, I don't have any choice," he said. "She took my wallet, my keys, everything. I'm not allowed to drive or go anywhere without her permission. If I go anywhere, she has to be right there with me."
"What did she tell you on the way here?" I asked.
"She told me to shut up and say nothing about what's really going on," he said. "She promised to beat the crap out of me all night if I said a word about it."
"Is it true that she makes you do the housework?" I asked. He nodded his head.
"Yes, and I have to do it wearing nothing but this... thing," he said. "She inspects the place when she gets home and if it isn't perfect, she beats me. Then I have to make them dinner and serve them like some kind of waiter."
"What do you really do?" I asked.
"I finished my Bachelor's degree in networking and computer science," he said. "I love building networks and servers. Especially Linux-based stuff. I won a large lottery drawing about a year before we got married and I was going to use that to start up my own consulting firm."
"Interesting," I said. "My father owns Carson Consulting, and that's the kind of thing I do. I don't do much with Linux boxes, though. I'd love to have a Linux specialist on board."
"Really?" he asked, excited.
"So how did this happen?" I asked.
"Well, she just hit me with it all of a sudden," he said. "I wasn't given any choice. She and Jake drugged me one night when he came over and when I woke up, I had this thing on me and they laid down the rules."
"If you could get out of this situation, would you?" I asked.
"Hell, yeah," he said.
A germ of a plan was forming in my mind -- something that I thought would help both of us out. I talked it over with him for a few minutes and we exchanged numbers. Once we were finished, we left the office and went back into the dining room where the girls were waiting. Renee didn't look too happy seeing the beer bottle in Bill's hand.
"So, did you get the answers you were looking for? You two were in there long enough," Renee said.
"Some," I said.
"Just some?" Renee asked.
"I still have some unanswered questions," I said. "Like I said, this is a life-changing decision and I'm not about to jump into it without all my concerns addressed."
"What did you tell him?" she asked Bill.
"Nothing, ma'am," he said. Her eyes narrowed as she looked at him. Rhonda seemed oblivious to all this. Renee stood up and grabbed Bill by the hand.
"Well, thank you for dinner," she said. "But I think it's time for Bill and I to head home. He has a lot to do tomorrow." We said our goodbyes and watched as Renee put Bill in her car and drove off.
"That went well, don't you think?" Rhonda asked.
"It was... enlightening," I said. She looked at me funny.
"What's that supposed to mean?" she asked.
"Didn't you find it interesting that Renee never let Bill say anything?" I asked.
"Is that why you were so rude to her?" Rhonda asked.
"Rude?" I asked. "I wasn't rude to her at all. Several times I asked Bill a question and she answered for him every time. If anyone was rude, I think it was her."
"So," Rhonda began, "are you ready to move things up to the next level?" I shook my head.
"Not quite," I said.
"Come on, Jimmy," she said. "How much longer are you going to make me wait?" I thought about the plan Bill and I hatched in my office.
"Not much," I said. "Maybe a couple days." She smiled.
"Good," she said. "Renee said you'll love it once you try it." Not likely, I thought to myself.
"C'mon," I said. "Let's go clean up the dishes." We went into the kitchen and cleaned up before settling down for the evening.
The next day, I took off a bit early after conferring with my dad. I brought him up to speed on what was going on at home and he liked the plan Bill and I cobbled together. He was also interested in speaking with Bill about working for us after this was all over. I grabbed a couple items from our tech room, made a call and headed out.
After finishing up, I went home and fired up the computer. I had two objectives. First, I wanted to test the equipment I had set up and second, I wanted to see what the girls had to say.
As I thought, the equipment worked like a charm. Satisfied with that, I opened Rhonda's email client and found a short exchange between her and Renee.
"Well, how did it go with the Neanderthal?" Renee asked in an email.
"You mean Jimmy?" Rhonda asked in response. "Everything went fine. Why?"
"Is he ready to get with the program yet?" Renee asked. "Jake's curious as well."
"Not quite, but I think he's getting closer," Rhonda said. "Jimmy's very cautious about everything and doesn't like to be rushed."
"I hope you're right," Renee said. "Otherwise, we'll have to go to Plan B." Plan B? What the hell was that? Or did I really want to know? I suppose it would all be academic by this time tomorrow, if our plan went off as predicted.
I also checked Rhonda's browser history, curious to see if she had read any more of those stories. Sure enough, she had, and it was one of the most disgusting things I had ever read in my life. Once this was all over, I would have to sit her down and have a long talk.
About 4:00, I received a call from Rhonda.
"Hey, sweetie," she said. "I almost forgot to tell you I have a hair appointment this afternoon, so I'll be a bit late getting home tonight."
"Sounds good," I said. This wasn't anything out of the ordinary for her so I wasn't too concerned. I decided to use this time to visit my father. "Dad said he'd like me to help him with a lawn mower, so I'll go over there for a while."
"Okay," she said. "Call me when you're done and maybe you can pick something up for dinner. Love you!"
"Love you, too," I said before hanging up. I called my dad and arranged to meet at his house for a bit, telling him the excuse I gave Rhonda. He chuckled.
"Sure, son, I'll see you there in a bit," he said. We ended the call and I headed out after shutting the computer down. I pulled up at his house about 45 minutes later and knocked on the door. He opened it , handing me a beer as I walked in.
"How's things going?" he asked.
"Everything is set up for tonight," I said. "I should have a nice piece of video for Rhonda tomorrow. Hopefully, that will help her see the light."
"I hope so, Jimbo," he said.
"So, tell me, dad," I said. "What happened with you and Mom?"
"Well, your mother went off the deep end after you kids were gone," he said. "Your brother was back east, going to college and you were in the Air Force. I guess she didn't take too well to being an empty-nester."
"She cheated on you?" I asked. He nodded his head.
"Big time," he said. "I knew she'd had a couple flings before, but I forgave her. Wish to God I hadn't now."
"What happened?" I asked.
"The usual crap, you know," he said. "I was out of town doing an install. Got done a couple days early and thought I'd surprise your mother by coming home early. Turns out I was the one who got surprised. I got home and there was a strange car in the driveway. I went in the house and caught the two of them screwing in our bed. Scared him more than it did her. He jumped off the bed, threw his clothes on and ran out of the house before I could do anything."
"What did Mom do?" I asked.
"She just looked at me and said, 'well, I guess you caught me this time.' Can you believe that shit? Not even an apology. Then she went on to tell me I had a choice. Either put up with being her cuckold or get raped in the divorce," he said before taking a swallow of his beer.
"I told her to pack up her shit and get the fuck out of my house," he said. "She screamed bloody murder for a while. The whole time, I was putting her crap in plastic trash bags and throwing it by her car. When she finally calmed down a bit, she realized everything she owned was by her car. I took her rings and her house keys and escorted her ass out of the house.
"She tried her best to rape me in the divorce," he said. "Wanted the car, the house, the business, 90 percent of all our bank accounts and all of our retirement. I got a shark of an attorney and a PI who got real nice video of her with her boyfriends. When we went into court, I showed the judge the video and that pretty much put an end to her raping me. That and the fact that the house and the business actually belong to a trust."
"So that's why I never heard from her for so long," I said. He nodded his head.
"Yup," he said. "She took off for parts unknown. Last I heard, she was living in a piece of crap trailer out in Montana somewhere, working as a waitress."
"Is that why you never date anymore?" I asked.
"Pretty much," he said. "No way in hell am I going to go through that crap anymore. Find 'em, fuck 'em, forget 'em. That's my motto these days." We both chuckled.
"Ever get lonely?" I asked.
"Sometimes," he said. "But then, I think back to the hell your mother put me through, and I figure, what the fuck. Someday, you kids will get your shit together and give me some grandkids to play with."
"One thing at a time, Dad," I said. "Maybe after this shit's over with."
"Oh, alright," he said. "Just don't make me wait too long," he added, laughing. I looked at my watch and realized it was time to head back home. If I was right, things would be getting a bit interesting at Bill and Renee's house any time now.
"I gotta head back, Dad," I said. He nodded his head.
"Sure," he said. "Any time you wanna help me with my lawn mower, just head on over," he added, laughing.
I called Rhonda to let her know I was coming home and I'd pick up a pizza if that sounded good to her.
"Sure," she said. "See you in a bit."
I grabbed a pizza and drove home. After I put the pizza on the table, I went to my computer. Sure enough, the live stream was working and a video file was being saved to my cloud account. I checked it briefly and saw Bill tied up in a chair in what appeared to be their master bedroom. I grabbed my laptop and synced it to the television, then connected to the cloud server and started video. Rhonda was just grabbing her pizza as I finished.
"What's this?" she asked.
"Movie night," I said. "You may recognize some of the actors."
"Oh?" she asked. She sat down with her pizza and took a bite. Then she recognized her friend and her husband with Jake. "What the hell is going on?" she asked.
"I just thought you'd like a preview of what it is you think you want to do to me," I said.
"Is this Bill and Renee's house?" she asked. I nodded my head.
"Yeah," I said. "And no, don't even think of calling her," I added, grabbing her cell phone. "I think you should see what it is Renee thinks is so wonderful. Watch it. All of it."
As we watched, Renee and Jake mercilessly taunted Bill, who was tied, naked, in a chair next to the bed.
"Watch me suck a real cock," Renee told Bill as she took Jake's large cock into her mouth. She moaned as she sucked it, making slurping sounds. Jake looked down on both of them, a sneer on his face.
"You like this, don't you, cuck?" he asked before laughing. Bill shook his head. Renee looked at Bill for a moment.
"Watch me swallow his cum," she said. "I love swallowing his cum. It tastes so much better than yours." She put Jake's manhood back in her mouth and bobbed up and down on it until he ejaculated inside her mouth. She made a production of rolling her tongue in the sticky fluid before swallowing.
I looked at Rhonda to gauge her reaction. Her face was white and her eyes were wide.
"Is this what you wanted to do to me?" I asked. She shook her head.
"No, baby, it's not," she said.
"Keep watching," I said. As we watched, Renee got on the bed and spread her legs, inviting Jake to climb on top of her. Jake looked at Bill.
"Now watch a REAL man fuck your wife," he said. Renee laughed as he said that. He positioned himself between her legs and began fucking her. Soon, he filled her with his seed. He climbed down off the bed and grabbed Bill by the hair and threw his face between her legs. "Get down there and clean that shit out. All of it!" As Bill reluctantly licked his wife's well-fucked pussy, I looked at Rhonda.
"That's what you had in store for me, isn't it?" I asked. Tears fell down her face as she watched Bill's degradation. When we looked back, Jake grabbed Bill by the hair and put him back in his chair. For the next thirty minutes, Jake and Renee fucked in various positions, including doggy and cowgirl. Then Jake positioned Renee on her hands and knees and began working his cock into her ass. He fucked her for several minutes until he ejaculated in her and pulled out.
He walked to Jake and turned to Renee.
"You got that big strap-on?" he asked. She nodded her head and pulled a very large black strap-on dildo from her nightstand. He smiled as she put it on. "Let's spit-roast this little cuck." He grabbed Jake again and forced him on his hands and knees. Renee stood behind him as Jake positioned himself at Bill's face. He looked at Renee before speaking.
"No lube," he said. "Fuck the wimp's ass -- dry." Renee laughed and started pushing the black monster inside her husband, who was crying and fighting to free himself.
"No, no, NO!!!" he screamed as the big black dildo invaded him from the rear. Jake laughed and silenced Bill by slamming his cock into Bill's mouth.
"I've had enough of this shit," I said, grabbing my phone. There was no question in my mind this was rape. I dialed 911 and waited for the operator to come on.
"I'd like to report a rape in progress," I said, giving the operator Bill's address. The operator wanted to know how I knew about it, but I yelled at her to get the cops and the ambulance there, NOW! It didn't take very long for the police to arrive. We could see the flashing lights through the bedroom window and soon, officers were pouring into the house, having broken the door down.
Jake put up a fight when the officers entered the bedroom, but it didn't last very long. Soon, both Renee and Jake were in handcuffs and were being led out of the house. Bill laid on the floor, crying, as paramedics removed the tape from his body. They cut the chastity cage off of him and placed him on a gurney.
I ended the video stream and looked at my wife, who was now in tears.
"Well, does that look like FUN to you?" I asked. She shook her head. "That's what you wanted to do to me. Did you honestly think I would put up with that shit?"
"Please, Jimmy," she cried. "I had no idea it was like that. Renee made it sound like it would be so much fun and we'd both enjoy it. You have to believe me."
"That's nothing compared to what I read in some of those stories you looked at," I told her. "Yeah, I checked them out," I added as she looked at me, shocked. I grabbed a DVD and burned the video, knowing the police would want it as evidence. Once I was finished, I started the video from the beginning to make sure I got it all.
What I saw shocked me to the core. The video started before Bill was placed in the chair. Jake and Renee were in the bedroom, talking.
"So," Jake said. "When can you get him to sign over all his winnings to us?"
"I'm not sure," she said. "He refuses to sign. I'm afraid we're going to have to go to Plan B."
"What?" Jake asked. "You want to kill him?"
"I don't see any other way," she said. "Maybe we can make it look like an accident. Maybe we can make him trip and fall in the pool or something. I don't know."
"Alright," Jake said. "Let me think of something. Maybe we can stage a break-in and make it look like he was shot by a burglar."
"That would work," Renee said. "But we need to do it fast. Now, c'mon, let's go get him and set him up. I'm hot to trot tonight."
Crap, I thought. Bill's life was in danger. I knew I had to get this to the police, and fast. I put the DVD in an envelope, grabbed my small portable DVD player and headed into the front room where Rhonda was waiting. She looked at me with tears in her eyes.
"Can you ever forgive me?" she asked. "Can we put this behind us?"



"We'll discuss it when we get back," I said. "Right now, we have to get to the hospital. Bill's life takes priority right now."
"What?" she asked.
"Your so-called friends -- the ones who want you to cuckold me -- were plotting to kill Bill. Did you know that?"
"Oh my God," she said. "I had no idea."
We headed out to the only major hospital in the area, figuring that's where he would be taken. On the way, Rhonda's cell phone rang.
"Hello," she said when she answered it, placing the phone on speaker.
"Rhonda, we got arrested," I heard Renee say. "I've been charged with sexual assault."
"I know," Rhonda said. "I saw it."
"You saw it?" Renee asked. "How much did you see?"
"All of it, you bitch," Rhonda said angrily. "I can't believe you wanted me to do all that to my Jimmy. And I can't believe you'd actually want to kill your husband. I hate both you and Jake right now, and I never want to see or hear from you again. I hope they lock you up for life. You're one sick bitch!"
"Rhonda, please," Renee begged. "You have to bail me out. I can't go to jail."
"Wrong, bitch!" Rhonda yelled. "Your husband is going to the hospital and we're on our way there now. Goodbye, and don't ever call me again." She ended the call and looked at me.
"I'm sorry about all this," she said. I nodded my head and kept driving. By then, we had made it to the hospital.
As we walked into the emergency room, I spotted Detective White at the nurse's station. Our company had set up a lot of the servers at the local police department and I had gotten to know him fairly well. I walked up to him.
"Detective White," I said. "Are you here about Bill Burton?" He looked at me and nodded his head.
"As a matter of fact, I am, Jimmy," he said.
"How is he?" I asked.
"He was bleeding pretty bad from whatever his wife did to him," he said. "He's going into surgery now. I can't tell you any more than that. Privacy rules, you know. So, why are you involved in this?"
"I'm the one who called 911," I said. "And I have evidence you might find interesting."
"Oh?" he asked. "Were you there? Did you witness what happened?"
"I wasn't there, but I did witness it," I said. He cocked his eyebrows in confusion. "In fact, I have video of the entire incident."
"And how did you come by this video?" he asked.
"Is there someplace we can talk in private?" I asked the nurse. She pointed to a small consultation room. We went in the room, closed the door and sat down. After we were situated, I explained the whole story. He didn't seem too impressed with what Rhonda wanted to do, but didn't say anything.
I then explained that Bill and I set this up to give Rhonda a bird's eye view of what actually took place in Bill's marriage. As I explained to Detective White, I hoped the video would finally convince Rhonda to forget her plan to cuckold me. Neither one of us had any idea this would happen.
"And you have this video with you?" Detective White asked. I nodded my head and pulled out the player. "Let's take a quick look," he added. I hit the play button, starting the video from the beginning. After Renee and Bill's discussion, he had me replay the beginning so he could hear it better. He watched the rest of the video, taking notes as he went. After it was over, I pulled the DVD and handed it to him.
"You just made my job a lot easier, Jimmy," he said. "From what I see here, it looks like we have enough to tack a few extra charges on both Mrs. Burton and her accomplice. You know I'm going to have to take formal statements from both of you and it's possible you'll need to testify in court."
"I understand," I said. The detective stood up, indicating the meeting was over. Rhonda and I got up as well. He shook my hand before leaving.
"Thank you, Jimmy," he said. "I'll be in touch."
We drove home in silence and entered the house, still shocked by the events of the evening. I grabbed a beer for myself and asked Rhonda what she wanted.
"I'll have a Coke," she said. I grabbed one and handed it to her. We sat down on the couch and said nothing for a while. Rhonda finally looked at me, a tear falling down her cheek.
"I'll understand if you want a divorce," she said. "I won't fight it. You can have everything, I'll just keep my car and my clothes."
"Why should I divorce you?" I asked. "Did you cheat on me?" She shook her head.
"No, never," she said. "I swear it." I nodded my head. I believed her, but only because I had seen her emails.
"But you wanted to," I said. She looked down at the floor.
"I only wanted to liven up our sex life," she said. "That's all. I got stupid and started listening to Renee's bullshit instead of listening to what you were telling me. And those stories didn't help any."
"So, I should divorce you for being stupid?" I asked. She chuckled at that. "I didn't know stupidity was grounds for divorce in this state." I held her to me and kissed her.
"Can you ever forgive me?" she cried.
"I forgive you for being stupid," I said. "Just don't do it again, okay?" She smiled through her tears and kissed me hard on the lips.
"I won't," she said. "I love you so much and I never want to lose you."
"I love you, too," I said. We held each other for a while before heading to the bedroom, where I thought she was going to fuck me to death.
Renee and Jack were both fired from their jobs the next day. Rhonda, Bill and I were called to testify in their trial, but the video sealed their fate. Both Renee and Jack were convicted of sexual assault, assault and battery, unlawful detention and conspiracy to commit murder. The judge sentenced them to 20 years in prison.
Bill's divorce went through without a hitch and my father hired him on as a consultant specializing in Linux. He promised to start upon his return from a three-month "sabbatical" in north Idaho. When he returned, I hardly recognized him.
Gone was the scared, skinny kid who ate at my table and stared at the floor. In his place was a strong, confident man ready to take on the world. I put him right to work and so far, he's more than proven his worth.
One last thing -- Rhonda told me the other day she's pregnant. I don't know who's happier -- me, her or my dad.
"I can't believe I almost screwed it all up," she told me as we sat on the couch.
"You know what my dad says about 'almost,' right?" I asked her. She looked at me and shook her head.
"No, what?" she asked.
"Almost only counts in pitching pennies, horseshoes and throwing grenades," I said. She laughed as she slapped my shoulder. She wrapped her arms around me.
"Know this, Jimmy Carson," she said. "You're stuck with me -- for life." I held her close and kissed her.
"Works for me," I said.
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Prologue:
My name is Oscar Warren. I served with the HomeFront Security Task Force for 35 years, and retired after serving as the organization's first Cabinet-level officer in the White House. My personal story has already been told by others so I won't rehash that here. Simply put, I was once a normal American husband who loved my wife and was targeted by a vicious organization that irrevocably changed my marriage and ultimately, my life.
Under the advise of my counselor, I decided to write my memoirs – my recollections, if you will – of just some of the many interventions where I have been personally involved.
Reading my stories, you might think that every intervention I have been involved with has been a rousing success. Sadly, you'd be wrong. After reading the previous two accounts, my counselor said I should write about an intervention that ended badly. I thought long and hard and selected this incident, as it affected me considerably for quite some time.
The following story has been culled from my own recollection, case files and notes. Where applicable, the names of the innocent have been changed. All the information presented here has been cleared for release by appropriate authorities.
HFSTF Case File #A00101825, Fredericks, George and Alice:
I had just finished the classroom portion of what I was told was an abridged version of the Federal Law Enforcement Training curriculum. It had only been a couple months since my first wife, Renee, was sentenced to 30 years for her role in a sick, twisted conspiracy to emasculate me.
After her sentencing, I was recruited into the task force, which was a actually a joint federal-private organization set up to deal with the Mutual Marital Assurance Society, or MMAS. MMAS was an organization set up by a man-hating lawyer to "punish" cheating husbands. They tricked women like my wife into attending a "spa retreat" so they could be recruited and later used to humiliate or emasculate their husbands. Over time, their ambition got the better of them, and they began pursuing a "femdom" ideology, with the ultimate goal being to force their worldview on the species as a whole.
So here I was, back at "Fort Apache," the abandoned Army post converted into a base of operations for the task force. Since I was still a probationary officer, I was required by task force rules to shadow a senior officer until I became fully credentialed. For me, that senior officer was a veteran DEA agent named Frank Michaels, a gray-haired, cantankerous, outgoing fellow with the biggest, cheesiest mustache I had ever seen in my life.
"Show him the ropes, Frank," Bill said when he introduced us. Bill Jackson was not only my friend, but he was also my boss and mentor. He would later become my father-in-law, but I digress. Frank smiled as he shook my hand.
"You ready to get your fingernails dirty, Probie?" he asked. "Probie" was short for "probationary" and as I found out, was also a term of endearment used on new officers like myself. I would probably have been insulted if anyone else called me that, but somehow, I didn't mind hearing it from Frank. It just seemed to fit.
I spent the next three months or so shadowing Frank, learning all I could from him. Truth is, I learned more in a week with Frank than I learned during my whole time in the classroom. For the most part, he was a no-nonsense guy on the job, but hand him a beer and a whole new man emerged. He earned my respect right away.
Most of those early interventions were pretty straightforward. As a general rule, we intercepted the husbands, and arrested the wives before anything bad could happen. Those cases usually only took a day or two to close and almost never involved deadly force. Frank said he's only pulled his pistol twice since coming to the task force.
Like me, Frank lived at Fort Apache. Unlike me, he lived alone. His children were grown and were serving in the military, having graduated from the Naval Academy at Annapolis. His wife died two years ago from pancreatic cancer. He often talked of retiring one day to a cabin overlooking Lake Pend O'Reille in north Idaho, where he could spend his days fishing.
He had been to my apartment several times and both of my children took an instant liking to him, calling him, "Uncle Frank." He would often pick the children up and tickle them, sending them into fits of laughter and giggles. It did my heart good to see them laugh.
"Great kids you have there, Probie," he would say with a smile. "Enjoy 'em while you can."
One morning while on the road, Frank handed me a case file and asked me to take a look at it.
"Tell me what you think, Probie," he said. This was different – normally, he briefed me on the cases assigned to us. Keep in mind, this was before we had Pat's computer files, and most of the cases we received were call-ins – either from husbands who responded to Internet ads the task force had strategically placed on certain web sites or men who sought legal advise from the network of attorneys working with Bill. I looked at the file and gave him a rundown.
Husband: Fredericks, George, age 28, occupation: engineer, Employer: Ace Manufacturing
Wife: Fredericks, Alice, age 26, occupation: paralegal, Employer: Law Offices of Dewey and Howe
Children: None
Synopsis: Husband George states that wife, Alice, attended a "spa weekend" with three other women. Shortly after returning, husband says they began receiving billing notices from the Mutual Marital Assurance Society. He called and was set up to visit an operative, where he was presented with his punishment if he did not stop cheating on his wife. According to the husband, the punishment involved an involuntary orchiectomy followed by an immediate vaginoplasty.
"What's that?" I asked Frank.
"Basically, they cut the victim's nuts off and use what's left to make a vagina. Normally, they use drugs to help transition the victim, but not always. Naturally, the victim becomes sterile immediately afterward."
"My God," I said. "They actually do that?"
"Absolutely," Frank said. "It wouldn't be the first time, either. I've seen it happen a few times. Most of the victims end up dead. Some kill themselves. Others die from complications. It isn't pretty."
"Can they do that without his approval?" I asked.
"Legally, no," Frank said. "But MMAS isn't all that concerned about the legalities of these things. What else have you got?" I looked at the report provided by the private investigators.
"According to the private investigators, it looks like both husband and wife are players," I said. "Got pictures here and everything." Frank nodded his head.
"Figures," he said. "He cheats, then she cheats to get revenge, or vice versa. Then she gets tired of his cheating and wants it to stop so she goes off the deep end. No doubt, all so she can continue cheating on him. I suspect she also wants to enslave him as well. I have a feeling this one won't end well. You got contact info on this guy?"
"Got it here, boss," I said. He nodded his head.
"Okay, Probie," he said. "Make the call. Tell him we need to see him immediately if not sooner. And don't take any shit."
"Will do, boss," I said, pulling out my phone. I called George's office number and he answered on the second ring.
"Fredericks," he said.
"George Fredericks?" I asked.
"Yes, it is," he said.
"This is Officer Warren with the Homefront Security Task Force. I'm calling about your reported contact with MMAS."
"Yes, thank you for responding," he said.
"Mr. Fredericks, it's vital that we speak with you immediately," I said, not giving him an opportunity to back out. "Where can we meet?"
"There's a coffee shop over on 3rd and Main," he said. "I can meet you there in a half hour." I looked at the map and determined we could make it just in time.
"That will work," I said. "We'll see you there." I ended the call.
"Coffee shop, Third and Main, a half hour," I told Frank. He nodded his head and stepped on the gas. We got there in just under a half hour.
Walking into the coffee shop, we saw a man sitting alone at a table outside that matched the photo we had on file. We went out to meet him.
"George Fredericks?" Frank asked. The man nodded. Frank and I pulled out our credentials. "Special Agent Michaels," Frank said. "This is Officer Warren." We sat down, facing him. He seemed scared as he looked us over.
"What can you tell us?" Frank asked. George took a sip of coffee.
"It all started when I caught my wife with that Barry Hedgecock fellow," he said. "He's one of the attorneys at Dewey and Howe. I came home one night and they were in the guest bedroom. After he left I confronted my wife and she told me I had a choice – either accept it or get hosed in a divorce." He took another sip of coffee.
"So we decided, or to be more precise, she declared, that we would have an 'open marriage,' where she could fool around," he said. "I didn't like it, but I figured if she could screw around so could I. I thought that would be better than getting raped by the courts and I hoped she would end it soon. You know Dewey and Howe does a lot of divorce work. That's what they specialize in."
"So you admit that you've been fooling around as well?" Frank asked. George nodded his head.
"Yeah," he said. "I hooked up with Donna Smith, one of our administrative assistants. She's had a thing for me for quite a while. But I didn't start messing around with her right away. I waited to see if Alice would stop screwing that jerk."
"Okay," Frank said as I made notes in the case file. "When did MMAS get involved?"
"A while back, Alice went on some 'spa retreat' with a few other women," he said. "I thought it was just an excuse for her to go spend a weekend with that sonofabitch Barry. A few weeks later, I started getting these billing notices. I never heard of these people and Alice would tell me to call and make whatever arrangements I needed to. So I did and made an appointment." I put a picture of Pat Witherspoon on the table. Pat was the MMAS operative who worked with my wife.
"Is this the woman you met?" I asked. He nodded his head.
"Yeah, that's her," George said. "Said her name was Pat."
"What happened?" I asked.
"Well, she gave me a bunch of bullshit about who MMAS is and how the company is organized," he said. "Then she showed me a video that just about made me sick to my stomach."
"Can you describe it?" Frank asked.
"It looked like a surgical video," he said. "They had this man tied down in a hospital bed with a bunch of tubes and wires hooked up to him. A female doctor was cutting things, and that's when I saw that she was removing his balls. The video looked like it fast-forwarded and she was taking his penis off as well. Then Pat showed a video of the same man, but he had breasts and was dressed as a woman. She said that was taken after his surgery." George stopped long enough to take another sip of coffee.
"Then he was stripped and I could see that he had been changed to look like a woman," George said. "A couple of other people showed up and tied him down over what looked like a sawhorse. Then they began screwing him with dildos while he screamed and begged for them to stop. They stopped, but only so they could beat him with some kind of a cane. Pat said that's what would happen to me if I didn't stop cheating on Alice."
"Have you spoken with an attorney or filed for divorce?" Frank asked.
"I spoke with an attorney afterward, and he told me I might have a chance to file on the grounds of adultery or cruelty," George said. "He said I need evidence of her adultery, though."
"Have you spoken with your wife?" Frank asked.
"No," George said. "Alice and I don't talk to each other anymore. We rarely ever see each other. We're more like roommates instead of husband and wife."
"What about sex?" Frank asked. George shook his head.
"I told Alice there's no way I'll have sex with her as long as she's screwing that Barry shithead," he said.
"And Donna? Are you still seeing her?" Frank asked.
"We still see each other, but not for sex," George said. "I told her what was going on and she promised to wait until things get resolved."
"When was the last time you saw her?" Frank asked.
"We had a long lunch yesterday, but we haven't had sex since I met with Pat," he said.
"Good," Frank said. "Can you work remote for a few days?"
"I can arrange it," George said.
"Excellent," Frank said. "If MMAS stays true to form, you should be okay so long as you're not hooking up with Donna. I want you to make the arrangements with your employer and we'll come by tonight to pick you up."
"Where will I be going?" he asked.
"Someplace where you'll be safe until we can get this sorted out," Frank said. "In the meantime, do not, I repeat, DO NOT say anything to anyone else. Got that?"
"Yeah, sure," he said.
"Okay," Frank said. "We'll pick you up at your house tonight about 6:00 pm. Give me your phone and wallet." George handed them over to Frank, who put a tracking app on the phone. He put a small tracker in his wallet and handed them back to George. "Just in case," Frank said.
We ended the meeting and left the coffee shop. I called the administration office at Fort Apache to make arrangements for George as Frank drove.
"Where are we going now?" I asked when I finished the call.
"Over to Dewey and Howe," he said. "Figure it's time to have a chat with Mrs. Fredericks."
"Aren't we going to arrest her?" I asked. Frank shook his head.
"Don't have an arrest warrant yet," he said. "Besides, we don't have any real evidence. Just a lot of hearsay at this point. Maybe she'll slip up and we can get her that way."
Before long, we were pulling into the downtown parking lot next to the building where the law firm operated. We found our way to the law office and entered, flashing our badges.
"May I help you gentlemen?" an attractive receptionist asked.
"Federal officers," Frank said. "We're here to see Mrs. Fredericks. Is she available?" The receptionist picked up a phone and punched in some numbers.
"One moment please," she said as she punched her phone. Apparently, Alice had picked up the phone at the other end. "Mrs. Fredericks? There's some federal officers here to see you." We could hear someone talking at the other end. "Very well," the receptionist said. Hanging up the phone, she looked up at us. "Mrs. Fredericks will be with you shortly," she said.
A few minutes later, an attractive, professionally-dressed blonde came out to meet us. She shook our hands as we showed her our credentials.
"This way, please," she said, leading us to her office. She shut the door behind us and her demeanor instantly changed.
"Alright, what's this all about?" she asked angrily. "Who are you people, really? What's this 'Homefront Security Task Force' bullshit? Did my husband send you here?"
"My name is Special Agent Frank Michaels and this is Officer Oscar Warren," Frank said. "I assure you we are federal officers and we're here to find out what you know about something called the Mutual Marital Assurance Society, or MMAS. Does that sound familiar to you?" Her face turned white at the mention of MMAS.
"I don't know what you're talking about," she said.
"You do know it's a crime to lie to federal officers, right, Mrs. Fredericks?" Frank asked.
"Yes," she said quietly. "Should I have an attorney present for this?" she asked.
"That's up to you," Frank said. "We're just trying to fill in the blanks on a case we've been given. You don't mind if we record this conversation, do you? I'd hate for there to be any misunderstandings."
"I see," she said. "Well then, Agent Michaels, please ask your questions and no, I don't mind if you record our conversation."
"Thank you," Frank said, pressing a button on his digital recorder. "Did you or did you not recently attend a retreat hosted by MMAS?" Frank asked.
"Yes," she said.
"While there, did you or did you not discuss ways to deal with your husband's potential infidelity?" Frank asked.
"The subject came up," she said.
"And what methods were discussed?" Frank asked.
"I don't think that's any of your business, Agent Michaels," she said. Frank nodded his head.
"Did you or did you not authorize MMAS to take out a $1,600 policy on your marriage?" Frank asked.
"I did," she said.
"And what did MMAS promise in that policy?" he asked.
"MMAS promised to ensure fidelity in my marriage," she said.
"And how, exactly, did they promise to enforce that policy, Mrs. Fredericks?" Frank asked. Alice was clearly nervous by now.
"I don't think that's an appropriate question, Agent Michaels, as it's frankly none of your business," she said. Frank nodded his head.
"I see," Frank said calmly. "When MMAS promised to ensure fidelity, did that promise extend to both you AND your husband?"
"What are you suggesting?" she asked.
"Nothing," Frank said, shrugging his shoulders. "I'm just curious to know if that policy extends to both partners in your marriage."
"My relationships are no one's business but mine," she said. "What I do in my free time or with whom I do it is no one's business and no one has the right to dictate to me." She was clearly getting agitated by now. Frank smiled.
"Of course," he said.
"Look, Agent Michaels, I have not broken any laws here, and I resent your implications," she said. "I think this interview is over. Goodbye." Frank smiled and stood up, placing a hand on the edge of her desk for support as he did so.
"Just one last thing, Mrs. Fredericks," he said.
"What?" she asked, clearly agitated.
"I should advise you that conspiracy to do harm to another is a violation of the law, Mrs. Fredericks," he said. "Even if you're not the one doing the actual act. If you know of any plan for harm to be done to another person, say, your husband, and you don't say anything, you will be arrested and charged." He handed her a business card. "Call me anytime if you wish to discuss this further. The sooner, the better. Good day." He motioned for me to leave without saying anything.



After we got in the car, he pulled out his smartphone and touched an icon on the home screen. Instantly, we heard Alice speaking to someone on her office phone.
"Hi, Pat," we heard Alice say. We didn't hear the other half of the conversation. "Two of them were just here, said they were with some kind of task force... Yeah, one of them was Oscar... I didn't tell them anything... You think we should?" There was a pause before she spoke again. "Okay, if you think that's best. Bye." Frank looked at me, concerned.
"So, it looks like the bad guys know you by name, Probie," he said.
"Yeah, I was one of their victims," I said. "That's how I got into this business. Say, how did you manage to get that?" He smiled.
"I put a bug under her desk," he said. "I knew if I pushed, she'd panic. And she did."
"So what do we do now?" I asked.
"We stick to the plan, Probie," he said. "We pick George up at 6:00. In the meantime, I could go for a steak. How about you?"
"Do you think that's wise?" I asked.
"Why not?" he asked. "It'll be hours before we get to eat again and I'm kinda hungry. C'mon, Probie, let's head over to the Texas Roadhouse and get something to eat. There's nothing we can do right now except cause panic. We don't need to pick George up for another three hours yet."
Looking back on it, I would probably have picked George up from his place of work, even though it would have been several hours early, but it wasn't my call to make. So we went to the Texas Roadhouse and had a nice early dinner.
We headed to George's place and got there a few minutes before 6:00. George's car was in the driveway, with one door open. We saw no evidence of George anywhere and got no response when we knocked on the door. We started looking around the house when a man approached us.
"You guys looking for Mr. Fredericks?" he asked us.
"Yes," Frank said. "You know where he might be?"
"Not sure, but I saw someone being put into a odd-looking ambulance here about an hour ago," the man said.
"Ambulance?" Frank asked.
"Yeah," the man said. "It was big and black, but it didn't have any markings on it."
"How do you know it was an ambulance?" Frank asked the man.
"I been in one a time or two myself," the man said. "They had the back doors open and there was a lot of medical stuff inside. They put someone in the back. Looked like they were preparing him for some kind of surgery."
"Shit," we both said at the same time. "Thanks, mister," Frank said as we got back in the car. Frank pulled up the computer we kept in the car and fired up his tracking software. He punched in a code and I could see a flashing red dot on the map.
"That's the tracker I put in his wallet," Frank said. "Let's see if we can nail down his address." He clicked on the dot and a box came up with the current address of the tracking device in George's wallet: N. Ridgestone Drive – a fairly remote area of town easily thirty minutes from our current location. "Call it in," he told me.
Frank turned on the lights and siren as I placed the call for backup and an ambulance. He laid rubber as he took off down the road.
We arrived at the address about 25 minutes later. Several police vehicles and an ambulance were waiting for us and had not yet entered the property. Frank stopped the car and got out, looking for the officer in charge.
"Agent Michaels?" a police sergeant asked.
"Yes," Frank said.
"What do ya have?" the sergeant asked. Frank filled him in on the situation. Not having any intel on this site, we were at a loss and didn't know what we might be facing. Frank and the sergeant looked over a rough diagram of the property and came up with a plan of attack.
We donned our body armor before getting back into the car. It was only rated at level II, the kind used by most officers on the street, and would be effective against small arms, but not so much against rifle fire. Once in the car, Frank looked at me.
"For what it's worth, Probie, you were right," he said. "We should've gone to get George earlier."
"Thanks, boss," I said. I knew better than to press the issue. We turned into the drive and got about halfway to the house before all hell broke loose.
I heard a number of shots being fired from automatic weapons and could see the flashes from the muzzles of the rifles. I instinctively ducked just as several rounds struck the windshield. The car stopped and as I looked over, I could see Frank slumped over. I went to check him and my hand came back bloody. I could see at least two holes in his body armor. He was moaning in pain as he looked at me.
"Looks like... I'll be... retiring... a bit early," he said through clenched teeth. I got out of the car and worked my way around to the drivers side. The guards continued to shoot as the officers around us returned fire. I pulled Frank out of the car and laid him down on the ground where he would have some cover.
An officer came over to me to check on Frank, so I directed him to administer first aid. I keyed my portable radio and made the call every law enforcement officer hates: "Officer down, shots fired." I knew the place would be crawling with police soon, so I decided to stay with Frank until the ambulance crew that was already there came to collect him, which they did. Frank grabbed my hand and looked me in the eye.
"Get the motherfuckers, Oscar," he said before he was carried away.
"I will, boss," I said. "Count on it."
Using the police cars as cover, I made it as close to the front door as I could, where other officers had gathered. The rifle fire had eased up a bit and moved to the back part of the property, so we made our way to the front door. Two officers with a battering ram broke the door open and we entered, firing at the guards waiting for us.
Three armed guards were on the stairway in front of us, so we focused our fire on them, taking them out. We made our way up the stairs to a set of wooden double doors. Opening the doors, I saw what looked like a makeshift operating room. George was laying on the bed, unconscious, and a woman was placing something into a metal tray. She turned to look at me, a bloody scalpel in her hand.
"You're too late," she said through her mask. I pointed my pistol at her and ordered her to drop the knife. She laid the scalpel on a tray next to some other bloody instruments. I directed her to turn around and place her hands behind her back. I cuffed her and read her Miranda rights. I looked at George hoping to assess the damage. His groin was a bloody mess and I hoped that whatever damage had been done could be reversed.
Two officers went to Alice, who was standing in a far corner, and placed her under arrest. They began to lead her out of the room, but I stopped them.
"You'd better hope to God your husband lives," I told her.
"Fuck you," she said. "I hope he fucking dies."
"If he dies, I'll do everything in my power to make sure you die as well," I said. I motioned for the officers to take her away, which they did. By now, medical personnel were filing into the room, checking George's condition.
"Can he be moved? Can this be fixed?" I asked. One of the paramedics shook his head.
"We can move him if we're extremely careful," he said. "It won't be easy. As for reversing the damage already done, I really can't say. We'll get him straight into surgery."
"Where are you taking him?" I asked.
"St. Francis Medical Center," the tech said. I knew the place. It was an excellent hospital with a very good reputation and it was close by. I thanked the tech and called Bill before before processing the crime scene.
"What's your sitrep?" Bill asked when he answered. I gave him a brief rundown of the situation and asked about Frank.
"He didn't make it, Oscar," Bill said. "I'm sorry. He died en route to the hospital. There was just too much internal damage." I felt like I had been punched in the gut and fought back the tears, determined to put on a brave face.
"What about George?" I asked.
"No word yet," Bill said. "The local District Attorney is taking jurisdiction on this one. I'm not going to fight it and I've already told him you'd hand over what you have. If George doesn't make it, he'll be pushing for the death penalty. Why don't you wrap things up there and give me a report first thing in the morning?"
"Okay, boss," I said. "Talk to you tomorrow," I added, ending the call. I took a look around the two-story house and noticed for the first time that except for the medical equipment, there was no furniture in the place – no beds, no couches, nothing. The guards slept on the floor in sleeping bags and there was only a collection of paper plates, plastic utensils and paper coffee cups, indicating that anyone actually occupied the place. I found no books, no television and no papers anywhere to indicate the ownership of the place.
A quick check of online public records indicated the property belonged to one Roger Ogilvie, a man who went missing under mysterious circumstances a few years back. Was he also a victim of MMAS, I wondered.
After we processed the place, I went back to the car and took inventory. In addition to the bullet holes in the windshield, there were a few bullet holes in the hood and one of the front fenders. Opening the hood, I saw no damage to the engine. I checked for leaking fluids and found none. Fortunately, all the tires were still inflated and the car started right up. I headed back to Fort Apache and turned the car in for replacement.
Once home, I checked on the kids and kissed them on the forehead before crashing in my own bed. The next day, I went to the office, still dazed from the previous night's events. It took a while for me to process the fact that Frank would no longer be coming into the office. The other officers gave me their condolences when they saw me.
I sat down at my desk and worked on my report until Bill came by about mid-morning. I had just finished when he called me into a side office.
"How are you holding up?" he asked me.
"I'll be okay," I said. "It just feels strange not having him here." He nodded his head.
"He thought the world of you," Bill said. "You know what a hard-ass he could be at times." I laughed. Yeah, I knew. "But," Bill said, "he felt that you were ready to work without a net." He put a piece of paper on the desk and I could see that it was his most recent evaluation, written the day before he was shot.
"So," Bill said, taking out a new set of credentials, "here's your new badge and ID, Officer Warren. You're official now. Congratulations. And may God have mercy on your soul, because I won't," he added with a smile.
"By the way," he said. "I have a new assignment for you. I want you to find out everything you possibly can from Renee. And I want you to follow up on the husbands of the three women who went on that retreat with her."
"I'll get right on it, boss," I said. "What about Frank's open cases?"
"Those will get farmed out to other agents," Bill said. "I would appreciate it, though, if you could box up his personal stuff. His sons are coming up next week for the funeral and they told me they wanted to meet you. You can give his stuff to them yourself if you want."
"Why would they want to meet me?" I asked. Bill shrugged his shoulders.
"Don't know," he said. "I guess they just want to meet you." We ended the meeting and I went to box up Frank's personal stuff. It was hard for me to imagine that a man's life could just end up in a cardboard box like this.
The funeral was a well-attended, but somber affair. Everyone there had good memories of Frank. He was buried in his uniform, his medals gleaming. I knew he had served in the Marine Corps, but I didn't know that he had won a Silver Star during the first Gulf War back in the 90s. He looked so natural in his coffin and I almost expected him to sit up and tell me, "April Fools." His two sons, both Marine officers, were there, and they came up to me after the graveside service.
"Oscar Warren?" one of them asked. I turned to meet them and shook their hands.
"It's a pleasure meeting you," I said. "I just wish it were under better circumstances." One of them handed me an envelope, marked "Oscar" in Frank's handwriting. I was even more confused when I opened it and found a key and a deed to a cabin on ten acres in north Idaho.
"What's this?" I asked. Tom, the oldest of the two responded.
"Our father wanted you to have this," he said. "He thought the world of you and your kids. You must've made quite an impression on the old man."
"But this should go to you," I said. "You're his children."
"He kinda thought of you as his third son," said Ray, the younger of the two. "So I guess that kinda makes us brothers from another mother. Besides, we don't do too well in the snow. And the place does need a lot of work."
"It'll take a bit for the new deed to come through," Tom said. "But as far as we're concerned, it's yours."
"Thanks," I said. "Feel free to come anytime you want."
"We may just do that," Ray said, shaking my hand. "There's some good fishing up there." We said our goodbyes and I watched as they went back to their cars. I looked in the envelope and found a note. I pulled it out.
"Probie," the handwritten note began. I chuckled at that. "If you're reading this, that means I've died and gone to be with my wife, hopefully in the line of duty. The place needs some work, but I think that in time you can make it into a good home for those kids of yours. Just do me a favor – drink a toast to me from time to time, okay?"
The note ended: "Semper Fi. Frank."
I closed the envelope and looked at the coffin.
"Semper fi, boss," I said. "Rest in peace."
...
George Fredericks died due to complications that arose during his surgery. As a result, his wife, Alice, was charged and convicted of first degree murder in state superior court and sentenced to the death penalty. After nearly 17 years of appeals, she was finally put to death by lethal injection. Her final words were simply, "Fuck you."
The doctor who butchered George at the makeshift MMAS operating room was identified as Sylvia Connor, a surgeon who lost her license two years prior. She, too, was convicted of several charges, mostly surrounding her role in George's murder. Investigators learned that she had been involved in at least three operations similar to George's. All of the men she operated on died from infections and complications that arose from the surgery. She was sentenced to life in prison without the possibility of parole.
I never told anyone – not even the authors who bravely wrote about my fight with MMAS, and certainly not the task force counselors – but Frank's final words stayed with me from that time on. For the next 35 years, those words echoed in my mind with every case – "Get the motherfuckers."
I looked out over the back porch and took in the beautiful scenery below. Frank was right – Lake Pend O'Reille is a beautiful place. Oh yeah, the cabin needed a lot of work. But Rita, my second wife, and I finally got it just right and that's where we decided to retire. I lifted a bottle of beer.
"Here's to you, boss," I said. "I got 'em. Semper Fi."
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Roland Waters sat at the bar, nursing his rum and coke, patiently waiting for a message to come across his phone. As he sipped his drink, he thought about the events that led him to this point in his life.
Born 36 years ago in Anchorage, Alaska, he married Linda, his high school sweetheart, right after graduation. He went to work on the Trans-Alaska Pipeline and spent several weeks at a time going from Prudhoe Bay to Valdez fixing various problems as they arose.
He came home one day after spending a grueling six weeks on the road to find his wife in bed with not one, but two of his former classmates. After protestations that it really didn't mean anything and it was only sex, he divorced her and joined the Army to get as far away from the situation as he could.
He eventually met and married his second wife, Melissa, while stationed at Fort Bliss, Texas. He thought he had hit the jackpot, but learned just the opposite after returning from a 12-month deployment to Iraq. He found her having sex with another soldier on the base and divorced her. That marriage lasted a little less than two years, about the same time as his marriage to Linda.
He threw himself into his work, and became the best soldier he could. He had one job -- kill the enemy. And he became damn good at it.
After his stint in the Army, he was recruited as a "freelancer," working for various interests in places like Africa and the Middle East. He also worked in Myanmar, helping an ethnic minority against a brutal regime. In short, he had become a soldier of fortune -- a mercenary, and a highly paid and sought-out one at that. His ruthlessness, efficiency and brutality in the field were just a few of the things that attracted potential clients.
Part of what set Roland apart from the other "contractors" was the fact that he chose his "clients" with care. He refused to work for anyone who dealt in drugs or human trafficking, for example. Several times, he took lower-paying jobs simply because he agreed with his benefactor's cause.
Another thing that set him apart from the others was his choice of weapon. While others opted for more modern hardware, he used an old World War II-vintage Thompson submachine gun, or SMG, that he bought from a somewhat shady character who claimed it had been used by another mercenary in the Congo War of the 1960s.
"Legend has it Patty Hearst bought this gun after she heard it," the man said. Roland called bullshit on that claim. He was familiar with the old song. Still, the weapon seemed to call out to him and it felt good in his hands. It was almost as if they were made to be together.
The weapon was in excellent shape and came complete with two large magazines and a drum that held 100 .45 caliber ACP pistol rounds. It only had an effective firing range of about 150 meters, but the "trench broom," as it had been called, was deadly and it suited him just fine. He especially liked that it was designed to be fired from the hip.
It cost him a pretty penny, to be sure, but it was deadly at close range and very reliable.
After a decade of working as a mercenary, he tired of the constant fighting and came back home, hoping to put his past behind him and start a family. He became a freelance consultant for a private security company and settled down. He met his current wife, Susan, at a social event where he had been hired to organize security.
Susan was an attorney for the firm of Freeman and Douglas. He literally bumped into her at the event as she was making her way to the bar. He caught her as she stumbled, preventing her from falling to the hard floor. He thought nothing of it at the time, but Susan was instantly taken with the tall, quiet and well-built man with the ragged scar across his face.
They spent a lot of time talking that night and began dating. He was very careful not to reveal too much of his background, only telling her that he worked overseas as a contractor after his four-year stint in the Army. He became very creative when she asked about the scars that dotted his body. And he certainly never told her about his secret overseas accounts. He had already been burned twice and wasn't about to go through that again.
They fell in love and married a year after they first met, and Roland thought he had finally found his one true soul mate.
At first, things were great between the two. They enjoyed each other's bodies several times a week and they got along well. Sure, they had their disagreements like every married couple does, but they worked through them. They were even talking about having children and bought a two-story three-bedroom house in a nice suburban neighborhood.
Then things started going off the rails. Susan began spending more time at the office working on various cases and going out for drinks with "the girls" and other co-workers. This raised a few red flags, but then came the summer party her firm put on.
He went with Susan as he always did, but he knew there would be problems the instant he walked in. Susan introduced him to her co-workers as she always did, but then she introduced him to the newest attorney in the firm, Michael Van Owen.
For a moment, Roland experienced a bout of deja vu. He hoped this wasn't the same Van Owen he knew from Africa. But as he looked at the tall man with the chiseled face, his hopes were dashed. It was the same man -- a man who once recruited him and fought with him, but became a turncoat after being offered more money, allegedly from a federal agency. Granted, that was several years ago, but Roland was not a man known for being very forgiving. And he never forgot a face.
Roland came face-to-face with the man who once tried to kill him. Van Owen extended his hand, a smirk on his face, but Roland simply walked away. Susan ran after him, calling to him.
"Roland, sweetie," she said. "What's wrong? Why were you so rude to Mike?" Roland couldn't tell Susan the whole story without revealing his true past.
"I don't trust that man," he said. "Something about him bothers me. I'm sorry, I really can't explain."
"Well, you're just going to have to get over it," she said. "Mike and I are working on several projects now and we'll be spending a lot of time together. Now get it together and come join us at the table."
"You're working with him?" Roland asked. Susan nodded her head.
"Yes, we are," she said. "Come on, we need to get back to the party." Susan grabbed his hand and led him back to their table. He held her back for a moment.
"I'm letting you know, Susan, you need to be careful of him," he said.
"Don't worry," she said. "I'll be careful. Now come on, you're embarrassing me." He let her lead him back to the table where they sat down. Van Owen sat across from them, eyeing Roland carefully. Maybe, Roland thought, he was worried that he might get outed. Susan went to another table to speak with some of her colleagues. Van Owen leaned over the table and looked Roland in the eye.
"I hope you understand that what happened in Africa wasn't personal," he said. "It was just business. But now that I know Susan is your wife, it just became personal. Know this, I intend to do everything I can to take her from you."
"I should've hunted you down like the dog you are and killed you back in Africa," Roland said. "And I'm warning you -- if you fuck with my wife, I will kill you." Van Owen laughed.
"You're such a clueless romantic, Roland," he said. "You always were. I've already tasted your wife and I intend to fuck her brains out right in front of you before it's over. Then I'll finish the contract on you. I'll bet she doesn't know about your past, does she? Who knows, maybe I'll fill her in. But I'll call a truce for tonight -- for old time's sake."
"I'm warning you, Van Owen," Roland said. "This won't end well for you. Let it go. Leave Susan out of it." Van Owen smiled, but it wasn't a friendly smile. Susan came back to their table and looked at the two men.
"I see you two are getting to know each other," she said.
"Yes, we know exactly where we stand, don't we, Roland?" Van Owen asked.
"Yes," Roland said in a neutral tone of voice. Susan looked back and forth between them, wondering what was going on between the two men. She also wondered if Mike had told Roland about their affair. She knew Roland wouldn't tolerate her infidelity, especially after what his previous wives had done to him.
She sat down next to her husband and the three of them ate their meals, Roland and Van Owen watching each other carefully the whole time. Susan felt as though she could cut the tension between them with a knife.
After the meal and the obligatory speeches, Susan grabbed Roland's hand and dragged him to the dance floor. Roland held her tight, feeling her body close to his. Normally, he relished her closeness, but not this time. As they danced, he kept a close eye on Van Owen, who was also watching them.
"What's going on, Roland?" she asked him quietly. "You feel tense, like a coiled snake. Talk to me."
"How well do you know Van Owen?" he asked.
"We've been working together on some projects, why?" she asked.
"You didn't answer my question," he said. "How well do you know him?"
"What do you mean?" she asked.
"You know what I mean," he said. "Have you slept with him?" She looked at him, shocked.
"Of course not," she said. "How could you ask such a thing?"
"Let me rephrase that," he said. "Have you had sex with him?" Her body flinched slightly after he asked, giving him his answer. "I see," he said. "How long has it been going on?"
"Roland, it doesn't mean anything," she said.
"It means everything to me, Susan," he said. "You know what I've been through and you how I feel about infidelity. I won't stand for it. Tell me, dear wife, what do you know about your lover?"
"Not much," she said. Roland noticed that she didn't deny the affair. "He came to work for us about six months ago. He supposedly did contract work for a federal agency. Why?"
"He's dangerous," Roland said. "And if you want to have any kind of a future with me, you'd better end it with him ASAP." She looked at him, wondering what was going through his mind.
"Is that a threat?" she asked.
"I don't make threats," he said. "It's a warning. And you'd better take heed. Otherwise it won't end well."
"What do you mean?" she asked.
"Just trust me," he said. "It won't end well. For you, for him and for us."
"You're scaring me, Roland," she said.
"You'd better be scared," he said.
"What aren't you telling me, Roland? What's going on? Really?" she asked.
"I can't tell you," Roland said. "You'll just have to trust me. How long has it been going on between you two?"
"Not long," she said, a tear falling down her face. "Maybe a couple months."
"A couple months," Roland said. "I see. Are you in love with him?"
"No," she said. "I only love you."
"You sure have a funny way of showing it," he said.
"I'm sorry," she said. "I never meant to hurt you. It was just one of those things. I felt attracted to him and it just happened."
"Bullshit," Roland said calmly, causing her to flinch. "You could've said 'no,' but you didn't."
"Please believe me," she said. "I really do love you and I don't want to lose you."
"Alright," Roland said. "Then you won't have any problem ending it. Why don't you tell him to leave you alone, right here and now, in front of me."
"Okay," she said. "If that's what I have to do."
"It is," he said. "Let's go break it to him right now."
"If that's what you want," she said nervously. They walked off the dance floor and headed back to their table. Van Owen was standing, watching them approach.
"My wife has something she'd like to tell you, Van Owen," Roland said. Mike looked at Susan, who appeared scared.
"Mike, he knows. We can't see each other any more," she said. "I'm a married woman and I want to stay that way." Van Owen nodded his head.
"I see," he said, looking at Roland. "Well, I guess the better man won -- again," he added, extending his hand. "No hard feelings?" Roland looked at Mike's extended hand, a frown on his face. Refusing to shake Mike's hand, he steered Susan away and led her to the exit.
"Are we leaving already?" she asked.
"Yes," he said.
When they got to their car, Roland surprised Susan again by inspecting the vehicle before getting inside. He even opened the trunk and the hood, looking for wires or anything else out of place. Satisfied that the car wasn't booby-trapped, he seated Susan and got inside.
"What was all that about?" Susan asked.
"You can never be too careful," he said. They rode home in silence. Roland was fuming and Susan was scared, not knowing what her husband was going to do. She hoped that her performance at the party convinced him enough to let her affair go. But she still had concerns. Looking at her husband, she suddenly didn't recognize him. It was like looking directly into the face of death itself.
"Are we okay?" she asked, scared of what he might say.
"That's up to you," he said. "So long as you stay away from Van Owen, yes. In fact I think you should resign and find another place to work."
"I can't do that," she said. "I'm working on some very sensitive projects right now and if I'm successful, I might be made a partner in the firm." Roland looked at her.
"So you're telling me your job is more important than our marriage?" Roland asked.
"No," she said. "It's just that I'm at a crucial point in my career and I can't afford to screw it up right now."
"You've already screwed up our marriage. My gut tells me I should kick your ass to the curb," he said. "And I still might. If I find out that you're still screwing Van Owen, it's over. Understand?" She nodded her head.
"I understand," she said. "But you need to tell me, what's going on between you two?"
"I already told you I can't reveal that," he said. "Let's just say we've dealt with each other before and leave it at that, okay?" Susan nodded her head, but decided to confront Mike.
Roland decided at that moment he would try to patch things up with Susan, but it would be a "trust but verify" situation. The first chance he got, he contacted an old friend who specialized in surveillance work. Bill Matthews had gotten in trouble with the law as a child, but those who knew him simply said he was an "excitable boy."
Bill wasn't quite as proficient with firearms as the others on his team, but he was the best reconnaissance and surveillance man Roland had ever met. He was also a good planner and could assess a situation within seconds. Roland often said he trusted Bill's guesses more than other people's so-called "facts."
"What? Van Owen's alive?" Bill asked. "Are you sure about that?"
"Oh yeah," Roland said. "And he's been screwing my wife."
"That son of a bitch," Bill said. "What do you need from me? Whatever it is, I'll do it."
"Right now, I need surveillance -- audio, video, the works," Roland said. "How much will you charge me for that?"
"Hey, I owe you my life several times over," Bill said. "Consider it a favor."
"Thanks," Roland said. "I appreciate that, but at least let me cover your expenses."
"Buy me a beer when it's over, okay?" Bill asked. Roland smiled.
"Consider it done, my friend," he said.
"So what do you intend to do with them if they're still, you know, involved?" Bill asked.
"We'll cross that bridge when we come to it," Roland said.
It didn't take very long for Roland to get the evidence he needed. A week after speaking with Bill, he held a large manila envelope that contained pictures and a USB drive with several high-definition videos.
That Friday, he sat at his kitchen table with the envelope, waiting for his wife to come home. His .45 caliber pistol also sat on the table. It was 6:30 pm when she opened the door and walked inside. She went into the kitchen and saw her husband sitting at the table with an envelope and a pistol in front of him. She instinctively knew that she had been caught.
"Sit down, wife," Roland said in a neutral tone. She remained standing. "I said, SIT DOWN!" he thundered. She meekly pulled out a chair and sat down.
"So, you caught me," she said. Roland slowly nodded his head.
"Do I need to show you the pictures?" he asked. "What about the video?" Her eyes opened wide.
"You have video?" she asked.
"Yes," Roland said. "In high definition. I must say, you should've become a porn star. You know what was worse than seeing you actually fucking that piece of shit?"
"No, Roland, I don't," she said quietly.
"Hearing the two of you disrespect me," he said. Susan dropped her head, tears falling down her cheek.
"Knock off the crying," he said. "You made me a promise, and then you broke it. How could you do that to us? Have I been that bad a husband to you? Have I ever abused you or treated you badly?"
"No, you've been a wonderful husband," she said.
"Then why did you do it? Was it his big cock? Are you a big cock whore now?" he asked.
"No," she said. "I guess I just fell for him. I guess you'll be asking for a divorce now."
"What do you think?" he asked rhetorically. She looked at him, defiant.
"Know this," she said. "That would be the biggest mistake you could ever make. I know all about you now. What was it they called you? Oh, yes, 'Roland the Heartless Thompson gunner.' How many men have you killed in your career as a mercenary? You know all that will come out in the divorce. I also know that you're wanted in several countries." Roland chuckled. If the stupid bitch knew that, he thought, she would also have known how he tended to destroy his enemies. She had no idea what she was messing with.
"First of all, that old name was from some song back in the 70s. It was 'Headless,' not 'Heartless.' As you can see, my head is still very much attached to my body and I hail from Alaska, not Norway," he said. "Second, I've done nothing illegal. At least not in the U.S. And the governments in those other countries have changed since I was last there and we don't have any extradition treaties with them."
"Well, the IRS might be very interested in your offshore accounts," she said. "You know, the ones where all your money is hiding. I'm talking about the money you haven't paid any taxes on." Roland smiled again.
"If you had taken the time to look, you would've known that those old accounts were set up by your lover a long time ago," he said. "And they're empty right now. Have been for years." Her face went white as he continued. "That's right. Your lover is the one who first recruited me into the business. Oh, he didn't tell you that, did he? I'll bet he also didn't tell you that he was right there with me, knee-deep in all the blood and gore for years. And I'll bet he never told you about the contract he was given to kill me."
"What?" she asked. "That can't be true."
"Oh but it is, dear wife," Roland said. "He came very close to killing me, too. I stopped him, though, and almost killed him, but he escaped. I never saw or heard from him again until the party. Imagine my surprise to see him there."
"I don't believe you," she said.
"Didn't you see the scar on his inner thigh? Surely you had to when you were sucking him off. I saw you looking right at it when he came in your mouth," Roland said. Susan's face somehow got an even paler shade of white. "I gave him that scar when I shot him. I was aiming for his balls, but he zigged when I thought he was going to zag. It was just a flesh wound, but I'll bet it had to hurt. By the way, did he tell you that he intends to kill me as well?" Susan shook her head.



"No," she said. "It can't be true."
"Oh but it is true, dear wife," Roland said. "And I know that he told you because I have it all on video. I also have your response. Would you like to see it?" She shook her head. "So, what are you going to do? You still planning to go with him on your little cruise? You know which one I'm talking about, the cruise you two planned to take this weekend while telling me you have a meeting with clients out of town."
"So you know about that?" she asked.
"As a matter of fact, I do," Roland said. "I've known for a while. I even took the liberty of packing your suitcase."
"How did you know?" she asked.
"It doesn't matter. What matters is that I do know," he said. He didn't tell her that Bill would be on the cruise keeping him informed of their activities.
"Mike's coming here to pick me up this evening," she said. Roland shook his head.
"I don't think so," he said. "In fact, if that fucker shows up here, I'll kill both of you where you stand and make it look like self-sefense. You'd better call him right now and make other arrangements."
"You wouldn't dare," she hissed. Roland picked up the pistol.
"You really wanna try me?" he asked. Susan backed away, shocked. "I didn't think so. Call your lover. Now." He cocked his pistol to drive home the point. Susan pulled out her phone and dialed. "Put it on speakerphone," Roland commanded. She obeyed, and soon, they both heard Mike pick up the phone.
"Hey, baby," he said. "You ready for me to come pick you up?"
"Uh, no, sweetie," she said. "I'll come to your place and we can go from there."
"Aw c'mon," he said. "We planned it this way."
"No, SWEETIE," Roland roared. "She's coming to you and I never want to see either of you again. If you step foot in my house, so help me God, I'll blow your fucking brains out."
"He means it," Susan said nervously.
"Yeah, I do," Roland said.
"Okay, okay," Mike said. "Calm down. I'll stay here. Promise me you won't hurt her, Mike."
"I won't hurt her so long as she leaves right now and neither one of you cross my path ever again," Roland said. He looked at his soon-to-be ex-wife. "Call me as soon as you get there and call me as soon as you get to the airport. I'll know where you are the whole time." He turned back to the phone. "And if you double-cross me again, Van Owen, I promise I won't miss. Got it?"
"I got it, Roland," he said. Roland grabbed the phone from Susan and ended the call. He handed her the phone and motioned toward the door.
"Get out," he told Susan. Susan took a step in his direction while reaching for his face. Roland backed up. "Stay away from me, bitch," he said. She recoiled from his words and his tone of voice. "You've lost the right to touch me or kiss me. Just grab your shit and get the fuck out." She headed for her luggage and looked back at her husband.
"I'm sorry, Roland," she said.
"Yeah, you are," he said sarcastically. "By the way, you should know that once Van Owen is finished with you, he'll double-cross you the way he did me. And believe me, he'll have no problem killing you. I'm not saying he will, I'm just letting you know who you're dealing with. Just know that I won't be there to pick up the pieces when he dumps you." Tears started falling down her cheeks.
"Don't you love me anymore?" she cried. He shook his head.
"No," he said. "I did once. I even gave you a second chance, something I almost never do. But then you decided to betray me. I don't associate with traitors, and that's what you are. Now go." She nodded her head and slowly walked out the door. A half hour later, she called to let him know she was at Van Owens' condo. Another half hour later, she called to say they were at the airport.
"Goodbye, wife," he said. "Enjoy what's left of your worthless life."
"What does that mean?" she asked.
"You know the old saying about laying down with dogs," he said. "Just remember what I said." He ended the call and dialed Bill's number.
"They're at the airport," he said when Bill answered.
"Got 'em," Bill said. "I'll be in touch."
Over the next day or so, Roland got regular updates about Van Owen and his wife. It seemed they were having a grand old time on the cruise.
On the second day of their cruise, Roland went to a local bar and halfheartedly watched a game on the large television as he nursed his drink. A few people, including the bartender, tried to engage him in conversation but quickly left him alone after he made it clear he had no desire for company. After an hour or so, his phone buzzed. He looked, and saw it was a call from Bill. He answered and spoke to his friend.
"What's up?" he asked.
"Boss, your wife is in danger," Bill said. Crap, Roland thought.
"What's going on?" he asked.
"Just as you predicted. I overheard Van Owen talking with some guerrillas," Bill said. "He's taking her to an island now and I'm following in another boat. He intends to hand her over to them as a sex slave."
"Do you know where they're going?" Roland asked.
"Shit, boss," Bill said. "There's only 700 islands in the Bahamas. But Van Owen let the cat out of the bag when he was talking to the guerrillas."
"When is this hand-off supposed to take place?" Roland asked.
"From what I heard, in about 12 hours," Bill said. "There's just enough time for you to get here if you want to extract her." Roland hated what his wife did, but he couldn't live with himself if he let her get put into that situation, or worse yet, dead. There was no other choice -- Van Owen had to die. And he would deal with Susan's betrayal later.
"Text me the coordinates and line up transportation," Roland said.
"Already done, boss," Bill said. "Details are on the way to you now." Roland smiled. That was one of the things he appreciated about Bill. Not only was he loyal, he knew how to plan ahead.
"Thanks, Bill," Roland said. "I'll see you soon."
"I'll be here," Bill said, ending the call. Roland put his phone away, paid his tab and headed home. Once there, he went to the attic, where he kept his gear. He unlocked the large chest and opened it. There it was -- his Thompson gun, covered and oiled, waiting for his touch. He picked it up and inspected it. Everything was still clean, oiled and in good order.
He grabbed a loaded drum and a large magazine. He figured 130 rounds should do the trick. If not, he was sure there would be other weapons lying around if it got to that point. He grabbed the rest of his gear and dressed for work.
Once done, he headed out to a small landing strip where he knew a small Lear jet was waiting for him. He spoke with the pilot for a minute and gave him the coordinates Bill texted him along with an envelope of cash. A few minutes later, the plane was airborne.
Roland examined the map Bill sent him and got a lay of the land. Although mostly uninhabited, the small island had a landing strip that was mostly used by smugglers and guerrillas. He studied the map carefully and had a good idea of what he would do.
He went into the lavatory, finished applying his camouflage paint and donned his fighting gear. He looked at himself in the mirror before he left and mentally prepared himself for the bloody work ahead. He double-checked himself and his gear and left the lavatory.
Sometime later, he looked out at the darkness and could make out the island below him. Looking carefully, he could see what appeared to be a campfire. The jet began its approach and landed on the dirt strip. After the plane slowed to a stop, he opened the door. The pilot came into the cabin and looked at his passenger. Roland looked back at him.
"Wait for my signal," he told the pilot, who acknowledged him with a nod of his head. Roland stepped off the plane to find Bill running up to him.
"This way," Bill said, turning back the way he came. "Can't miss it -- Van Owen has a nice fire going."
"Saw that," Roland said quietly. "Stupid fuck. I could see it twenty miles out." They quietly worked their way through the vegetation -- mostly to help keep the rounds in the drum from rattling too much -- and, 10 minutes later, found themselves on the edge of the camp. Roland and Bill knelt down and looked the campsite over. Susan was naked and tied to the ground, her arms and legs spread wide. In addition to Van Owen, Roland spotted three guerrillas. Susan was crying and begging to be let go.
"Please, Mike," she cried. "Don't do this. Don't I mean anything to you?" He laughed.
"Yeah," he said. "You mean about $250,000 to me right now," he added, flashing a stack of wrapped-up bills. "Once the boss makes it here, we'll make the exchange -- you for the other half of my bounty -- and you'll be off to live your new life. And there's nothing your stupid wimpy husband can do about it." The three guerrillas laughed in response. One of them stood over Susan and started unzipping his trousers.
"Put that away," Van Owen said. "El Capitan wants her fresh. You know that." The guerrilla zipped his pants back up, unhappy.
Roland looked at Bill, who was holding his .45 caliber pistol, then consulted his watch. It was time to move. He gave Bill a hand signal and the two moved out quietly.
They approached the camp as Van Owen and the guerrillas gathered around the fire. Roland motioned for Bill to stay behind him and take cover. Bill obeyed without question as Roland slowly moved into the camp.
The four men heard Roland as he placed the weapon in automatic firing mode, which required two switches to be turned -- one to take it off "safe" and another to place it in full auto mode. Without saying a word, he pulled the charging handle back and before the guerrillas could react, he unleashed several short bursts of automatic fire from the hip, sending the guerrillas flying back. A couple of the guerrillas managed to get some rounds off, but they missed Roland by a long shot.
After the guerrillas were dispatched, Roland placed the gun in his shoulder and took careful aim. Before Van Owen could react, Roland sent a three-round burst at his head, effectively blowing it off. The whole incident took just a few seconds.
Roland looked around to make sure everything was secure. That's when he noticed Susan. One of the shots fired by the guerrillas managed to hit her in the side. Bill knelt over her as Roland watched. She looked up at Roland with sad eyes.
"I'm... sorry," she wheezed. Soon, her eyes glazed over. Roland had seen enough death to know she was gone. Bill checked for a pulse and looked up at him.
"She's dead, boss," he said. "Do we take her back with us?" Roland hawked up a glob of phlegm and spit on her face. He thought for a moment as he observed the sputum covering her left eye, then shook his head.
"No," Roland said. "El Capitan is expecting to pick up a blonde. I think he should get what he paid for, don't you?"
"Damn, you're cold-blooded, boss," Bill said. Roland chuckled at that.
"You know it, my old friend," he said. "C'mon, let's get her over to the fire. She wanted to be with Van Owen, she can burn with him. Forever." They dragged her lifeless form to the fire and Roland used the wads of cash to stoke the fire, handing one bundle of bills to his friend. "Consider it a bonus," he said as Bill pocketed the cash.
They put Susan's nude body on the growing fire, followed by Van Owen and the three dead guerrillas.
"Help me police up this brass," Roland said. "No sense in leaving too many clues." After he and Bill collected the spent .45 caliber shell casings, they headed out to the plane. The pilot was waiting for them and took off as soon as they entered the cabin.
Bill watched his old friend as the plane headed back to the States. Roland sat in a back seat looking out the window, drinking a beer while smoking a fairly expensive cigar. Bill had seen this many times before and knew better than to interrupt -- at least until the first beer was finished.
"Mind if I join you?" Bill asked when Roland opened his second beer. Roland handed him a beer and a cigar and motioned for him to sit.
"We've been through some shit, haven't we?" Bill asked. Roland nodded his head as he looked out the window. "You know I'm really sorry about all this."
"I know, Bill," Roland finally said. "I warned her. God dammit all, I warned her this would happen. Stupid bitch just wouldn't listen."
"So what do we do now?" Bill asked. "You thinking about going back in the business?"
"Nah," Roland said. "I'm getting too old for this shit. Too sentimental."
"Sentimental?" Bill asked. "You? Sentimental? That'll be the day." Roland chuckled.
"Yeah," he said. "You notice I didn't even cut anyone's head off?"
"I noticed that," Bill said. Roland was known for decapitating his defeated enemies as a way of striking fear in the hearts of anyone who might oppose him.
"I couldn't do it," Roland said. "Even after everything that cheating cunt did, I just couldn't bring myself to do it." Bill nodded his head in understanding.
"I understand, boss," Bill said. "I remember a time when I would've skinned her alive and played with her bones like tinker toys. Whatever you decide to do, you know I'll always have your back." Roland looked at him and raised his beer. Bill returned the gesture, touching his beer to Roland's.
"I know, Bill," Roland said. "You always have had my back. You and I are the last of our team. You know that, right?"
"Yeah, boss, I do," Bill said.
"Someone has to survive," Roland said. "Someone has to be around to tell the tale."
"You're not going to do what I think you are, are you?" Bill asked. "Please don't do that." Roland shook his head.
"No," Roland said. "Besides, you know old mercenaries like us never die."
"Yeah," Bill said. "They just go to Hell to regroup." Roland laughed and took another drink from his beer.
"You got that right," he said. He didn't speak again for a couple minutes. "We're going to have to put on a good act for the next few weeks, you know."
"Yeah," Bill said. "I know. Some people are going to want to know what the hell happened."
"But we don't know anything, do we?" Roland asked.
"Not a God-dammed thing," Bill said. "I'll make sure the pilot understands as well." Roland nodded his head. It's amazing how much silence money can buy. Along with the threat of a bullet in the back of the head.
After the plane landed, Roland gave the pilot another envelope of cash and Bill stayed behind to ensure the pilot's continued silence. Roland drove home, cleaned up and put his gear away, hoping he would never have to use it again. Exhausted, he finally fell asleep in the bed he once shared with Susan.
Roland went about his business as normal, putting Susan behind him as much as possible. When the ship reported that she was not on board, he filed a missing person's report and put on a good act for the officers who eventually questioned him. They accepted his story and left, wishing him good luck.
The firm she and Van Owen worked for also questioned him about their absence. He was able to put them off successfully and managed to get a few digs into them as well. Surely they knew about her fling with Van Owen, right?
He waited patiently and, one year after Susan left for her cruise, he filed for divorce on the grounds of abandonment. Sixty days later the divorce was final and Roland was a "free" man. Still stinging from her actions, however, Roland refused to consider another exclusive relationship with a woman.
Things went on as normal for Roland until a week before Christmas, when he heard a knock on his door. He looked through the peephole and saw two men in dark suits and glasses. Feds, he thought. He opened the door and one pulled out a set of credentials.
"Roland Waters?" the man asked.
"Yes?" Roland asked in response.
"Special Agent Smith," he said. "This is Agent Jones. FBI. Can we come in and talk for a moment?"
"Sure," Roland said, letting the two men inside. They looked around the house as they came in. "Please have a seat," Roland added. "May I get you something to drink?"
"Thanks but that won't be necessary," Smith said, taking a seat in Roland's favorite recliner.
"What can I do for you gentlemen?" Roland asked.
"Have you ever been to the Bahamas?" Smith asked. Roland shook his head.
"No," he said. "Why?"
"What about your wife?" he asked.
"Ex-wife," Roland said. "She left me over a year ago with her lover and I have no idea where they went."
"Would that be one Michael Van Owen?" Smith asked.
"Yes," Roland said.
"We received a tip from Bahamian authorities who found their remains on one of their islands," Smith said. "They've been identified as being your ex-wife and Mr. Van Owen."
"Oh?" Roland asked.
"Yes," Smith said. "You wouldn't know anything about that, would you, Mr. Waters?" Roland shook his head.
"No," he said. "Nothing. Why?"
"Just wrapping up some loose ends, that's all," Smith said. "We've had Van Owen on our radar for a while. Then he suddenly disappeared. It seems he was involved in human trafficking while pretending to be an upright citizen. From what we could tell, it looks like he may have had a, uh, disagreement with one of his business associates."
"Disagreement?" Roland asked. "What kind of disagreement? And what does Susan have to do with all this?"
"Please, Mr. Waters," Smith said. "Don't insult our intelligence. We know all about you. You're something of a legend in certain parts of the world with your Thompson gun, you know. Personally, I can't imagine why anyone would want to carry a noisy old relic like that, but I guess to each his own."
"You don't believe I had anything to do with what happened to Susan, do you?" Roland asked.
"No," Smith said. "Your ex-wife was shot with a 9mm, not a .45. There were four other bodies found including Van Owen and they all appear to have been shot with a .45. That's a fairly common round, though, and we're pretty certain it wasn't you."
"And why's that?" Roland asked.
"All the brass was policed from the area and none of the victims were decapitated," Smith said.
"I see," Roland said.
"We just wanted to make sure you hadn't decided to go back into business," Smith said. "You haven't, have you?"
"No, not back into that business," Roland said. "Getting too old to be out trudging through some jungle somewhere." Smith nodded his head.
"Good," he said. "Because I'd sure hate it if I had to arrest you."
"Yeah, me too," Roland said. Smith and Jones stood up and shook Roland's hand.
"That's all we have for now," Smith said. "If you hear anything, give me a call," he added, giving Roland a card.
"Thanks, I will," Roland said. Smith nodded his head.
"Merry Christmas, Mr. Waters," he said as they left. He considered calling Bill, but his friend beat him to the punch.
"Hey, boss," he said. "I wanted to give you a heads up."
"I know," Roland said. "They just left here."
"They spoke to me as well," Bill said. "I told them nothing. They said they were just wrapping things up."
"Told me the same thing," Roland said. "Hey, why don't we go have a beer?" Bill agreed and the two men met that night at a local bar. Their beers had just been placed on the table when a song began playing on the jukebox.
"Roland was a warrior,
From the land of the midnight sun.

With a Thompson gun for hire,
Fighting to be done..."
"Merry fucking Christmas," Roland said as song he hated so much played on.
"Merry fucking Christmas, boss," Bill said, lifting his beer. Roland looked around the bar, wondering if he could see who played the song. In one corner sat two men in dark suits. One of them smiled a crooked smile as he raised a beer in his direction -- Agent Smith. The fucker...
Roland smiled back as he raised a middle finger with one hand while lifting his beer in the other. Smith laughed and drank his beer. When Smith and Jones finished their beer, they came to Roland's table.



"Well, well," Smith said. "The last two surviving members of 'Strike Force Charlie' having a beer together. That is what you used to call yourself back in the day, wasn't it?" he asked.
"Just two old friends sharing a beer," Roland said. "Nothing illegal about that, is there? It is the Christmas season, after all."
"Of course not," Smith said. He pulled up a chair and sat next to Roland. He pointed to a very attractive waitress wearing a short skirt. "You know, she's been checking you out ever since you two walked in here."
"Yeah, so?" Roland asked. "Probably checking this out," he added, pointing to the scar on his face.
"No, I don't think so," Smith said. "What do you think?" he asked, looking up at Jones. Jones shook his head.
"No, definitely not," Jones said. Smith looked back at Roland.
"No, she's got the hots for you," he said. "I'm a federal agent. I can tell these things, you know. Maybe if you play your cards right, you can get a piece of that this evening." Roland looked at him. "It's okay. We checked her out. Her name's Maria. She's very single. And she's not working for the Russians." Jones snickered at that. Roland understood the reference.
"You're just a regular fucking comedian, aren't you? Maybe she's working for you," Roland said. Smith shook his head.
"Nah," he said. "Too pretty. Trust me, she wants you. Better yet, you won't need to ask for lawyers, guns or money if you hook up with her." He chuckled as he stood up and patted Roland's shoulder. "Keep up the good fight, Roland. And merry fucking Christmas." Roland laughed.
"Merry fucking Christmas to you too," he said. "You too, Jones."
"Thanks," Jones said as they walked out of the bar. Roland and Bill watched as the two agents walked out of the bar.
"Well," Bill said. "What do you think?" Roland shrugged his shoulders.
"Just two friends having a beer," he said. His eyes wandered to the pretty young waitress. As he watched, she looked at him several times with a smile on her face. "To answer your question, though, I think I just might introduce myself to Maria." Bill laughed as he finished his beer.
"You dog," he said as he stood up. "I'm going home while I can still walk. You have a good evening."
"I will," Roland said. "Talk to you later." Bill headed out of the bar and Roland turned his gaze back to Maria.
"Merry fucking Christmas to me," he said to no one in particular as he motioned for her to come to his table. Yes, he decided, it would be a merry fucking Christmas with her in his bed...
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Sparky's Gift

This is something a bit different, just a little story for the Christmas holiday.

Many thanks to those who offered comments and constructive criticism on my previous stories. For those who want to say this or that would never happen, remember this is my universe, a place where nearly anything can, and often does, happen. At least on paper...

Please refer to my profile for more on my personal policy regarding comments, feedback, follows, etc. And please remember, this is a work of fiction, not a docu-drama...

I sat here looking at the .38 snub-nose pistol with the one remaining bullet. I couldn't believe just how fucked up my life had gotten in the last 48 hours or so. I sat here on the side of this lonely country road, watching the large snowflakes fluttering down, thinking things would be better for everyone if I ended it right here.
You're probably wondering what put me here, so I guess I'll tell you. My name is Marvin Coolidge, no relation to the former president, by the way. I've been married to Jane for the last twenty years, and I thought I had it all -- a good job, a nice home, a reliable truck, two children now in college, a well-trained dog we raised as a pup and a loving wife who would never turn her back on me.
Jane and I had known each other for years. We went to the same high school, dated some, then went to college, where we dated even more and eventually fell in love. We married after graduating from college and went to work for her father, Dale Collins, at his company, DC Ironworks, a place that specialized in hand-forged iron furniture and other home décor like spiral staircases. We had what I thought was a good, solid marriage based on love and mutual trust.
The company we worked for made good money, as the products we made weren't cheap. Dale believed in making quality stuff, and quality has a price, he said. Jane worked in accounting, and eventually became the chief financial officer, or CFO. I worked as an engineer, designing and maintaining the equipment used on the floor to make the products. At the time of this story, I was in charge of the engineering department.
Dale was a no-nonsense man who took no guff off of anyone and yes, he could swing a hammer with the best of them. The things he could do with a piece of hot iron amazed me. He also had a strong sense of morality, and was well known for letting people go for things like infidelity or public drunkenness. And he didn't care who it was. Everyone was subject to the rules, even his own daughter and son-in-law.
Then along came Roger fucking Williams. Roger was hired in as an engineer and was placed in my department. He was one of those guys that a Clint Eastwood character once described as a "legend in his own mind." Sure, he was a pretty decent engineer, and could really shine if he put his mind to it. But he also considered himself to be a "master of all trades."
He complained about everything and like to boast about his so-called "achievements," which included photography and his prowess with Photoshop. He liked to brag that he could do anything with a photo and no one would ever know the difference. He also liked to brag about his conquests, something which upset quite a few of the other employees, including me.
I tried to warn him, telling him that Dale didn't like that sort of thing. But he dismissed my concerns, telling me that he's not married, so it wasn't an issue. He almost blew it once, when he produced topless photos of Darla, a girl who worked for Jane. He told us that he had taken the photo while they were out on a date the previous Saturday. I knew better, because Darla was married and they had been at our house the night Roger claimed to have taken her out.
"You better put that away and never ever let Dale hear about it," I told him.
"Or what?" Roger asked.
"I happen to know that photo is fake and I also know you never went out with her because she and her husband were at our house when you supposedly dated her," I said. Roger's eyes grew wide. "If Dale ever catches wind of that, you could get fired. She could get fired as well. And God help you if her husband ever found out."
Roger's face turned pale. Darla's husband, Jerry, was a mountain of a man who happened to be one of the best blacksmiths on the floor. Everyone liked him and thought of him as a "gentle giant," but heaven help anyone who pissed him off.
"Maybe I'll come up with something to make you look bad," he said. I couldn't believe he just said that. "You know, I've always thought Jane is a good-looking woman. You take it from there."
"You son of a bitch," I growled. "If you fuck with us, so help me God, I'll wrap a piece of hot iron around your fucking neck."
"Temper, temper," Roger said with a smirk on his face.
He avoided me as much as he could over the next several months, but I knew something was up at the annual holiday party, just a few days before Christmas Eve. Roger had a group of employees around him as he showed them something. I could hear them snickering and saw a few of them glance my way, smirks on their faces.
"What's that all about?" Jane asked as we ate our dinner. I shook my head.
"Beats the hell out of me," I said. "Maybe he's showing pictures of his latest conquest." After dinner and the speeches, the band started playing and everyone moved to the dance floor. Roger came over to us and asked Jane for a dance. She looked at me for approval and I nodded my head.
"Watch your distance," I told Roger.
"Don't worry, boss, I'll take good care of your lovely wife," he said with a smirk. I watched them dance through a couple songs. I wasn't concerned with Jane, but I was keeping an eye on Roger. I saw him try to grab her ass a couple times, but she brushed his hand away. Jerry, Darla's husband, sat next to me.
"That ol' boy's trouble, Marv," he said. I nodded my head in agreement. "You'd better watch your back."
"You know something I don't?" I asked him. He looked a bit embarrassed.
"He's showing some pictures that could get you in trouble," Jerry said. I looked at him, concerned.
"What kind of pictures?" I asked.
"They look like you and Theresa, kissing in the office," he said. Theresa Hamilton was a recent divorcee who worked in the design shop, and as such, was a subordinate. I had never touched Theresa in all the years I had known her. I understood the implication of what Jerry said. If Dale saw those pictures, I could very easily get fired and Jane would divorce me.
It didn't take long, as about a half-hour later Dale came over to me and my world began to fall apart.
"You got a few minutes, Marvin?" he asked.
"Sure, Dale," I said. "What's up?"
"I don't want to say anything in front of the rest of the crew, but I'm afraid I'm going to have to let you go," he said. I was shocked.
"What?" I asked. "Why?" Dale pulled out a photo, showing Theresa kissing a man. The man's face appeared to be mine. I was livid with rage.
"What the hell is this?" I asked. "Dale, you know damn good and well I would never do anything like this. I would never cheat on Jane. You know that. This is one of Roger's fake photos." Dale shook his head.
"Maybe it is, maybe it isn't," he said. "You know how I feel about this kind of activity. If I let you off the hook, I'd have to let everyone slide. This is the kind of thing that could open us up to a sexual harassment lawsuit, and I can't turn a blind eye to it. I think it'd be best if you gave me your employee badge and keys now. I'll have Jane bring your things home from the office later along with your severance check."
"Dale, this is bullshit and you know it," I said. "He faked this photo, just like he's faked so many others."
"I'm sorry, Marvin," he said. "Until or unless you can prove otherwise, I have to let you go."
"Give me that picture and I'll have it analyzed by an expert," I said. Dale handed me the photo.
"I think it's best you go now," Dale said. I looked around for Jane, but didn't see her. My face was burning as I left the party. I was ready to kill Roger with my bare hands and I wasn't too happy with Dale, either. He and I had known each other for more than 20 years. How could he just turn his back on me like that?
I drove to a bar down the road and thought about my options as I sucked down a few beers. I considered a lawsuit against Dale for wrongful termination, but rejected that as this was an "at-will" state, meaning employers could fire anyone for any reason or no reason at all. I also considered suing Roger. After I beat his face in with a two by four. Eventually, I dragged myself back to my truck and headed home.
When I got home, I noticed a red Mustang in the driveway. It was Roger's car. What the hell was he doing here, I asked myself.
I walked into the house to see Jane with her head on Roger's shoulder, his arms around her. When she looked up at me, I could tell she had been crying.
"What the hell is that asshole doing here?" I asked. Jane's face instantly turned red with anger.
"He's the one who brought me home, since you left. You bastard," she screamed at me. "How could you do this to me?"
"I did nothing, Jane," I yelled back. "That fucker faked that photo just to get me fired. And your father fell for it."
"Yeah, well, it looks pretty convincing to me as well," she yelled. "Get out. I've already packed your things. Take them and go. I'll be seeing a lawyer about a divorce. And I intend to clean you out. Now go!" I looked at Roger, who had a smirk on his face.
"Don't worry, Marv, ol' buddy," he said. "I'll take real good care of Jane for you. I promise to keep her warm in bed." I started toward him.
"You fucking son-of-a-bitch," I yelled. "I'll fucking kill you for this." Jane stopped me before I could reach him.
"No, you won't," she said. "If you touch him, I'll call the police and have you thrown in jail. Now get out! NOW!" I couldn't believe what was happening.
"Alright, Jane," I said. "I'll leave, but I promise you this isn't over. Go see your attorney. When I'm done, all of you will pay for this. And if you have sex with that asshole, I'll counter file on the grounds of adultery." I looked at our Christmas tree and the presents under it. I reached and grabbed one of the presents I had bought for Jane, an expensive necklace.
"What are you doing?" she asked.
"Since you're divorcing me, I'll be taking this down to get my money back. It was going to be a Christmas present for you," I said. I pointed a finger at Roger. "This isn't over, asshole. When I'm finished with you, you'll wish you had never been born." I looked around but didn't see Sparky, so I called her. She came bounding into the front room and sat at my feet, looking up at me.
"Are you taking Sparky?" Jane asked.
"Yes," I said. "She's the only one with any sense of loyalty, so she comes with me. Merry fucking Christmas, you traitorous bitch." I grabbed the leash by the door and the open bag of dog food. I also picked up my suitcase and walked out the door. I could hear Jane crying as Roger spoke to her.
"Don't worry, Jane," he said. "You're better off without that loser. Come on, let's sit on the couch." I headed out with Sparky sitting on the seat with me. She looked out the window, her tongue hanging out of her mouth. Jane and I had adopted her at the local animal shelter as a young pup several years ago. She was a mix of golden retriever and Australian Shepherd and was one of, if not the, best dog I had ever owned.
I found a motel that allowed house-broke dogs and settled in for the night. At least my credit card still worked. I knew I would have to make some changes tomorrow to protect myself. Sparky laid on the bed and curled herself at my feet. I didn't sleep very well that night, and the next day I headed out, looking for a lawyer and a photo expert.
I stopped at the bank first, though, and split our accounts, putting half of the money into a separate account in my name only. I also paid off and canceled our joint credit cards and applied for one in my name only. In short, I did what most guys facing divorce might do to keep from getting financially raped.
I somehow managed to see an attorney, and got the bad news. If Jane decided to divorce me, I could get screwed, royally. The only thing in my favor was the fact that she made more than me, so there was a chance I could avoid alimony. The house was a wedding gift to us from Dale. It had been owned by his grandparents and he inherited it after they died, so it would probably go to Jane.
He strongly suggested I file a lawsuit against Roger over the faked photo, so I gave him the green light to get started. He suggested I also file a lawsuit against Dale, but I decided to hold off on that for the moment.
The most important thing, he told me, was getting proof the photo had been faked, so he set about getting his expert on that, while preparing a lawsuit against Roger. From there, I took the necklace back to the store where I bought it, and got my money back. Fortunately, I still had the receipt in my wallet and I left with a $1,000 check in my hand.
"I hope everything works out for you, Mr. Coolidge," the store owner said.
"Thanks," I said, walking out.
Late that afternoon, my cell phone buzzed, indicating I had a call. I looked at the number -- it was Jane.
"Yeah," I said, answering the call.
"I have your severance check and your stuff from the office at the house," she said. "If you want them, you need to come by."
"I'll be there," I said, hanging up. I drove to the house and fortunately, Roger's car wasn't there. Jane stood on the porch with a box at her feet. I pulled up and got out of the truck. Jane handed me the check and turned to go back in the house.
"Jane," I said. "This is a mistake."
"You're damned right it's a mistake," she said. "How could you cheat on me like that? And on company property?"
"Dammit, Jane," I said. "I never cheated on you -- ever. That asshole Roger faked that photo. And it's not the first time he's done it. He faked one with Darla once before. Did you know that?" Jane's eyes grew wide.
"No way," she said. "He wouldn't do that."
"Well, he did," I said. "I warned him against doing it again. Maybe that's why he did what he did."
"He brought in some more pictures today," she said. "Of you and Theresa in a motel room. Having sex. Dad fired her this morning." I shook my head in disbelief.
"And you guys just blindly believed that shit?" I asked. "You, Roger and your father are going to be in a world of shit when those pictures are proven to be fake. Did you even ask how he managed to get those photos? Or do you even care?"
"Of course I care," she said. "I just can't believe you would actually have sex with her."
"That's because I didn't. Ever," I said.
"Well, I've seen an attorney today and I'm filing for divorce on the grounds of adultery," she said. "I'm also getting an order of protection to keep you away from me and the house. After the way you reacted last night, I don't want you around here."
"You do that," I said. "And once I prove those pictures are faked, I'll sue you into oblivion. All of you. Including your fuck buddy. And it won't be pretty. Count on it, bitch." She recoiled back from me. I had never spoken to her like that before.
"He's not my fuck buddy," she said. "And even if we did have sex, that would be none of your business."
"What, are you afraid daddy might fire you if he found out?" I asked.
"Nothing happened between us," she said.
"Just like nothing happened between me and Theresa," I said. "I'm telling you, Jane, you and your father had better get your heads out of your asses, and quick. I promise, I will take legal action if you don't." She looked at me shocked. She started to say something but I turned and left.
On my way back to the motel, I had an idea. After I got back to my room, I pulled out my phone and called Theresa. She was very distraught.
"Theresa, this is Marvin," I said.
"Hi, Marvin," she said. I could tell she had been crying.
"I heard you got fired today," I said.
"Yes, that asshole Roger showed Dale pictures of us together," she said. "I told Dale they were faked, but he fired me anyway."
"Do you think we could maybe get together and discuss how to deal with this?" I asked. "I've already seen an attorney. He tried the same thing with Darla. Maybe if we all worked together, we can bring them down and get your job back."
"I don't know, Marvin," she said. "I can't afford an attorney. It's all I can do just to keep my head above water. I don't know what I'm going to do now."
"Don't worry about that," I said. "I've got the attorney covered, and if you need some cash to help get by, I can float you some."
"I couldn't ask you to do that," she said.
"It's no problem," I said.
"I appreciate that so much," she said. "I don't know when I'll be able to pay you back."
"Don't worry about that," I said. "So, do you want to get together?"
"Sure," she said. "If you guys want to come by tomorrow, I'll fix up some meatloaf."
"Sounds good," I said. "I'll call them and see if we can all be there about 6:00 pm. Is that okay?"
"Sure," she said. "I'll see you then."
"Would it be okay if I brought my dog with me?" I asked.
"Of course," she said. "I've always loved Sparky, she's a great dog."
"Okay," I said. "Take care, Theresa. It'll get better, I promise."
"I hope you're right," she said.
I dialed Darla and Jerry's number next and spoke to Darla when she answered the phone.
"Hey, Marvin, what's going on?" she asked. "There's been all kinds of rumors going around work and Jane is an absolute mess." I briefly told her what was happening and informed her that Roger had tried the same thing with her.
"He WHAT?" she asked.
"Yeah," I said. "I told him to know it the fuck off or face getting fired."
"Or getting the shit kicked out of him by my husband," she said. "Yeah, we'll meet you over at Theresa's tomorrow night. I'll talk to Jerry when he gets back from the hardware store."
"Thanks," I said, hanging up.
The next day, I got an angry call from Jane.
"Marvin, my credit card won't work," she said. "What did you do?"
"I canceled it," I told her. "I also split our accounts and took my half."
"Why did you do that?" she asked. "I need that money."
"Tough shit, bitch," I said. "I need a wife who won't go off half-cocked accusing me of shit I didn't do without even giving me the chance to explain." I ended the call, not giving her a chance to respond. She called back, but I let the call go to voicemail. She called a few more times, but I blocked her number. Some time later, Dale called.
"What do you want, Dale?" I asked.
"Marvin, Jane tells me you canceled her credit card and split your accounts," he said. "Why did you do that?"
"You're kidding, right?" I asked. "Why did you blindly believe Roger's fake photos without even checking them out? You're setting yourself up for a lawsuit, you know that, right?"
"You wouldn't dare," he said, angry.
"Goddamn right," I said. "I may not be able to sue for wrongful termination since this is an at-will state, but you fell for Roger's defamatory pictures without even batting an eyelid. And I hear you canned Theresa this morning. Now, Jane says she's going to divorce me. So yeah, I'm doing what I have to do. And if this shit isn't corrected, and I mean immediately, I'll file the mother of all lawsuits against the whole goddamned bunch of you."
"Marvin, why can't you just take your punishment like a man?" Dale asked.
"Because I didn't do anything wrong, Goddammit!" I yelled. "Dale, I've always looked up to you as a second father. We've known each other since I was a kid. Have I ever once lied to you? Ever?"



"Not that I know of, Marvin," he said.
"That's right," I said. "Because I respected you. But you never once gave me the benefit of the doubt, did you? You just accepted what that fucker showed you without question. You always said I should stand up like a man when I've been wronged. Well, that's what I'm doing right now. So you people had better get your heads out of your asses. Did you know he tried the same thing with Darla?"
"What?" Dale asked. "You mean Darla Thompson? In Accounting?"
"Yes," I said. "I saw the picture and told Roger to knock it the fuck off. This is all about him getting revenge on me for that. Now he's going after Jane."
"That can't be true," Dale said.
"Well it is," I said. "I'm telling you, Dale, Roger is trouble with a capital T. If you don't nip this in the bud right now, you're going to face the mother of all lawsuits, right along with him."
"You know I don't take threats too kindly," Dale said. I could hear the anger in his voice.
"This isn't a threat, Dale," I said. I heard him breathe heavily for a few seconds.
"I'll think about what you said," Dale told me. "You'd better be able to prove all this."
"Don't worry," I said. "I will. You'd better be ready to make this right." I ended the call and looked at my watch. Theresa lived about 40 miles or so out of town, and I had just enough time to get ready, so I showered, changed and grabbed Sparky's leash. She knew the leash meant she was going for a ride and came up to me, her tail wagging, her mouth open in what looked like a grin. I put the leash on her and petted her.
"You believe me, don't you Sparky?" I asked. I swear it looked like she nodded her head. We got in the truck and I headed out, getting to her small house just in time. I saw Jerry's truck already parked in the small driveway.
Theresa let me in when I knocked on the door. Of course, Sparky got everyone's attention right off the bat. Jerry shook my hand as Theresa gave me a cup of coffee.
"I'm so sorry to hear about all this shit," he said. "Darla told me what you said about Roger doctoring a picture of her."
"That's not all," I said. "He claimed it was taken the Saturday you guys were at our place."
"I'll kill the fucker," Jerry said.
"You'll need to stand in line," I told him.
"We drove by your place on the way over here," Jerry said. "We both saw his car in your driveway and all the downstairs lights were off."
"I'll strangle the motherfucker," I growled.
"You'll have to do it after dinner," Theresa said, putting a large meatloaf on the table. We sat down and enjoyed her dinner. "I'm sorry I couldn't make anything better," she added. She even gave a small slice to Sparky, who gobbled it down in no time. Normally, I wouldn't give Sparky "people" food, but I made an exception in this case.
"This is perfect," I said. "It's the best I've eaten in two days." After we ate, we gathered in the living room and discussed the situation with Roger.
"Dale gave him your old job," Jerry said. "He doesn't know what the fuck he's doing. Messed up the wheelabrator so bad it'll put us at least a week behind." The wheelabrator was a large device that used shotblasting to clean, polish and remove burrs from the iron after it had been formed into product.
Items were placed on a turntable and spun as millions of tiny beads were used to basically sand-blast the product. Once complete, the product was smooth as a baby's behind, ready to be finished or plated. There's more to it, but that's basically it in a nutshell. The machine we had was fairly old and required a fair amount of maintenance.
"That's not all," Jerry said. "He's been bragging to the guys on the floor about how he's working to get inside Jane's panties. A few of us, myself included, think he's full of shit, but seeing him at your place, I don't know. It sure doesn't look good." I looked at Darla.
"You work with Jane," I said. "Has she said anything?" Darla shook her head.
"Not directly," she said. "But Roger has come up a few times and closed the door after he's gone into her office. She looks a bit flushed after he leaves. I don't know what's going on, but it sure doesn't look good."
"You think they're actually doing it in her office? In the middle of the day?" Theresa asked. Darla shook her head.
"You know how thin those walls are," Darla said. "If they were fooling around, we would probably have heard something. No, I think he's trying to wear her down with his bullshit." Just then, my phone buzzed repeatedly. I looked and saw several text messages from a number I didn't recognize.
"I'm fucking your wife right now," the first one said. We read through the rest, shocked.
"God, she's so fucking tight. Not any more," the next message read.
"Don't worry, Marv, old buddy, I'm taking real good care of this pussy for you," the third one read. "Maybe I'll get her pregnant for you. That way you'll have to pay her child support. Ha Ha. LOL."
"Jane says you're never going to touch this pussy again," the fourth message read. "It's mine now. ALL MINE!"
The next two messages showed pictures. The first one was a close-up of someone's cock inside a woman's pussy. I laughed. The second showed a close-up of the same woman with cum leaking out of her pussy.
"What's so funny?" Jerry asked.
"That stupid fuck," I said. "That's not Jane in those pictures."
"How do you know?" he asked.
"I've been married to Jane for 20 years," I said. "Believe me, I know what she looks like between her legs. I don't know who the guy is, but that ain't her."
"What are you going to do?" Darla asked.
"I think I'll give ol' Dale something to think about," I said. "Let's see if he gives Jane as much of a chance to explain herself as he did me."
"You're cold-blooded," Jerry said. I nodded my head.
"Yup," I said. "Maybe this'll wake the old man up." I forwarded the messages and pictures to Dale's cell phone and waited for a reply. I also forwarded them to Jane's cell. I unblocked her number to see if she would answer. I also told her I forwarded them to her father and would be filing for divorce on the grounds of adultery based on those photos. Let her put that in her pipe and smoke it, I decided.
We talked well into the night, but Jerry and Darla had to leave so they could get to bed. After they left, I pulled out a couple hundred dollars and handed it to Theresa.
"Marvin, I appreciate it, but I can't take this," she said.
"Yes you can," I told her. "And if you need more, let me know."
"Thanks, Marvin," she said, giving me a hug. Sparky put a paw on her, so she bent down and hugged my furry friend. After I put Sparky back on her leash, we went to the truck and headed back to the hotel.
About halfway to the motel, Sparky began moving around, hinting that she needed to go to the bathroom. I recognized the signals, and pulled into a small rest stop located about 10 miles from the motel. It was dark and I couldn't tell if anyone else was around, so I grabbed the pistol I kept in the glove box and put it in my coat pocket.
I put Sparky on her leash and let her out of the truck. We walked around for quite a while in the dark as she looked for a place to relieve herself. We were halfway up the hill to the restroom before she finally did her business. I grabbed a bag from the bin in front of the restroom and picked up her mess, then realized I had to use the bathroom myself, so I went in to take a dump while Sparky waited outside the stall. I cleaned up, grabbed her leash and went back out into the cold night.
I noticed something was wrong right away -- my truck was missing. I could see the tracks in the fresh snow where someone had gotten inside and driven off in it, but I never heard the engine. I looked around but there was no one else around. Crap, I thought. What else could go wrong?
I pulled out my phone to call 911, but the battery was dead. Dammit, I thought. This was turning into a freaking nightmare. With Sparky on her leash, I began walking in the general direction of the motel, knowing I had a good ten miles to go. It was cold and dark, and there were no lights on the road whatsoever. Worse yet, the snow was coming down fast and collecting on the road, making it slick. I hoped someone would drive by, but there was no such luck.
It was slow going and I nearly fell into the ditch several times now that the snow was covering the road. After a couple hours, I saw lights ahead and remembered seeing a church on the road, so I hoped someone would be there and let me use the phone.
I got to the church and someone at the door told me I had to tie Sparky up outside. I tied the leash to the railing on the church steps, petted her and told her to stay.
"Can I please use your phone?" I asked. "Someone stole my truck back at the rest stop and I need to call the police."
"Yeah, sure," the man said. "Come on in. There's coffee on as well." I thanked the man, grabbed a cup of hot coffee and called 911. It took a while for me to speak to someone who seemed to know what the heck he or she was doing. Finally, a female voice came on the line. I recognized the voice as belonging to Faye Armbrister, a friend from high school. Call it one of the benefits of living in a tight-knit community, I guess.
"Faye, is that you?" I asked.
"Yeah, is this Marvin Coolidge?" she asked in response.
"Yes it is," I said. "I'm trying to report my truck being stolen." I gave her the license plate number and the description and waited while she looked.
"Well, it looks like one of our deputies ran across it about an hour ago over on Highway 57. Guess whoever took it wasn't able to make Dead Man's Curve and went over the embankment. Looks like it rolled a few times going down," she said. "It's been towed over to Rupert's Auto from what I can see."
"Damn," I said. Dead Man's Curve was well known in the area as a death trap. Quite a few people, including my own parents, had lost their lives on that curve.
"Yeah," she said. "There's been a lot of accidents tonight. Lots of ice and snow. I'm sorry."
"That's okay, Faye," I said. "Thanks." I ended the call and looked at my watch. I had been on the phone for at least 30 minutes. I found the man who let me in and explained the situation.
"I really don't want to call anyone to come out this late with the snow and all," I said. "Would it be alright if my dog and I stay here tonight? She's well behaved and house-broken and I can rack out in one of the pews." The man thought for a couple of minutes before nodding his head.
"I suppose it'd be okay," he said. "Go get your dog and I'll round up some blankets."
"Thanks," I said. I headed outside and found that Sparky was gone. Surely she couldn't have gotten loose, I thought. I had the leash tied pretty tight and Sparky wasn't one to run off. Perhaps someone untied her leash. I looked and saw her tracks in the snow and began following them, calling out her name.
I walked down the road for what seemed like forever, calling her name. Soon, the falling snow had covered whatever tracks were there and I saw no sign of her anywhere. I was exhausted, both mentally and physically and sat down in the snow on the side of the road. Suddenly, it all hit me at once -- the pain, the humiliation and the despair.
Why did all of this have to happen, I asked myself. What did I ever do to deserve this? First I lose my job, then I lose my wife and my home, then my truck. And now, my dog, the one thing I thought would stay loyal to me, deserted me.
And both my wife and my father-in-law refused to even hear my side. All because of one dickhead's lie. For the first time since all this shit started, I wept bitterly. I looked up at the sky, watching the snow come down.
"Why?" I yelled at the sky. I got no answer. Then it hit me. My parents had died 10 years ago. Maybe I could join them and all my problems would be over. Either that or I could just sit here and freeze to death. Maybe a snow plow would come along and bury my body in a snow berm and I wouldn't be found until spring.
Fuck it, I finally said to myself. No matter what, I'm screwed. I pulled the pistol out of my jacket and made sure the one remaining bullet was in place so it could do what it was designed to do.
I put the barrel in my mouth, screwed my eyes shut, cocked the pistol and pulled the trigger. But the trigger wouldn't move. What the hell, I asked myself. I just had this thing out to the range a couple weekends ago. It worked just fine then. I pulled and pulled with all my strength, but the trigger wouldn't move. Then I heard it.
"Mister, why are you trying to hurt yourself?" I heard a little girl ask. Shocked, I turned to the voice which seemed to come from my left side. I saw a little girl who couldn't have been more than six or seven years old, wearing a red velvet dress and a white blouse. She stood in the snow in her highly-polished black shoes. She had to be freezing in this weather, but she didn't appear to even notice the cold.
"Who are you?" I asked. "Why are you out in this weather? Where are your parents?"
"I'm a friend," she said. "Why are you trying to hurt yourself?" I broke down as I told her my story. I cried even harder as I told her about Sparky deserting me.
"I didn't do anything wrong," I said, my body shivering, my eyes blinded from my tears.
"He knows," the girl said. I looked at her.
"Who knows?" I asked.
"Him," she said, pointing up. "The one whose birth you're celebrating. He knows you didn't do anything wrong."
"Then why is this all happening?" I asked.
"Because," she said, shrugging her shoulders. "The rain falls on the just as well as the unjust. You've been forgiven much, Marvin Coolidge. And as much as you've been forgiven, you need to forgive."
"How do you know who I am?" I asked, confused. She smiled shyly.
"Your parents told me all about you," she said. "And it's not time for you to join them." What the hell was this, I asked myself. Am I talking to a hallucination now? Am I crazy or something?
My parents have been dead for a decade. There was no way this girl could know them. Maybe I was suffering from hypothermia. I looked back at her, trying to figure out who she was. She seemed familiar to me for some reason, but I couldn't place it. Her eyes suddenly lit up.
"Here she comes," she said.
"Who?" I asked.
"Sparky," she said. "Who else?" I looked in the opposite direction and saw Sparky running toward me, a set of headlights behind her. Soon, my faithful dog was all over me, licking my face. I held her tight, tears falling down my face. She was wet from the snow, but I didn't care. My Sparky was back.
I looked back at the headlights, which had stopped by now. I saw two figures in front of the car, but the lights blinded me and I couldn't make out who it was. It looked like a woman and a man, but I didn't recognize them. Then I heard the woman and I knew who it was.
"Marvin," Jane called out. "Is that you?" She began walking faster toward me and soon was standing over me. "Oh my God, Marvin, I thought you were dead. I was so worried when the sheriff's office called and said your truck had run off the road and rolled over. I thought I lost you for good. We were driving down the road looking for you when we saw Sparky. She barked at us and started running back so we followed her." She saw the pistol in my hand.
"What were you planning to do? Please don't tell me you were going to kill yourself." The man came over to me and helped me to my feet. He took the pistol from me and emptied it. I could see it was Dale.
"C'mon, son," he said calmly, "let's get out of the cold and get you home."
"Home?" I asked.
"Yeah," he said. "Home. Where you belong. With your wife." I looked back but the little girl was gone and there were no tracks in the snow. Where did she go, I asked myself. Dale looked at me.
"You okay?" he asked.
"Did you guys see a little girl there a couple minutes ago?" I asked. They looked at each other and shook their heads.
"No, we didn't," Jane said. "There wasn't anyone else there. You've been out in the cold too long. Come on, get in the truck. We have some blankets and hot coffee for you." They put me in the back seat of Dale's dual cab pickup. Jane got in the back with me and wrapped a heavy blanket around me. She grabbed some towels and began drying me off.
Fortunately, I had put on thermal underwear before I left for Theresa's place or I would have been in worse shape than I was already in. Dale opened the front door and Sparky jumped in. After Dale got in the driver's seat, he poured a cup of hot coffee from a thermos and handed me a cup.
"I need to get my things and Sparky's food from the motel," I said, my voice wavering. "You wouldn't mind if we went there first, would you?"
"No problem," Dale said. "You still out at that motel over on Highway 41?"
"Yeah," I said, warming my hand with the cup of coffee. My hands began to tingle as I held the warm cup. Jane held my head as Dale drove to the motel. I could feel her tears as she held me and softly stroked my hair. We got to the motel a few minutes later and I grabbed my things and checked out. Then we headed home.
Home, I thought to myself. I couldn't think of a better place to be at that moment. By now, I had warmed up enough that I could sit up straight and talk without shaking.
"What happened?" I asked.
"Well, after I got those texts you forwarded from Roger, I called Dad," Jane said. "I can't tell you how pissed off I was." Dale laughed.
"Yeah," he said. "Kinda reminded me of your mother. I called Roger up right away and fired him on the spot. Then I called Jerry. I think Jerry and some of the other boys had a few words with him, if you know what I mean. He had us all snookered." I knew what he meant. For a moment, I almost felt sorry for Roger. Almost.
"Except for you," Jane said, looking at me sadly. "You had him dead to rights. I'm so sorry I doubted you, Marvin. I should've known better. I was just so shocked when he showed those pictures to me."
"So why was Roger at the house earlier this evening?" I asked. She looked at me, surprised I knew. "Jerry told me earlier this evening he saw Roger's car at the place."
"Roger was there," she said. "He was talking a bunch of crap about you, telling me he was so sorry I had to deal with a cheating husband."
"He was trying to get you in bed, you know that, right?" I said. Jane nodded her head.
"I know," she said. "I told him to leave and then I got those texts from you about 30 minutes later."
"You didn't do anything with him, did you?" I asked.
"Oh hell no," she said. Jane had never lied to me before, so I decided to give her the benefit of the doubt. She looked at me, tears in her eyes.
"Can you ever forgive me for not believing you?" she asked. Dale piped up.
"And I can't tell you how sorry I am for not giving you a chance to explain, son," he said. "Can you forgive me as well?" In all the years I had known him, this was the first time I had ever seen him apologize for anything. I thought about what that girl told me. Perhaps, I thought, I should try this forgiveness stuff, even though a part of me wanted to lash out.
"I forgive you," I said. "Both of you." Jane wrapped her arms around me and smothered me with kisses.
"I love you so much, Marvin," she said, tears falling down her face. Soon, we were home. Dale helped me carry my things inside as Jane put on a fresh pot of coffee. After we got everything in, Dale, Jane and I had a group hug in the front room. For a moment, I thought I saw the hint of a tear in Dale's eye.
"I feel so bad about all of this," he said. "I promise, I'll make it all up to you. Both."
"What about Theresa?" I asked.
"She's got her job back, with a raise," Dale said. "I also plan to give her a public apology the first day back at the office. Oh, and don't worry about that severance check. We'll call it a bonus instead."



"Thanks, Dale," I said. I looked at Jane. "I took your present back. I'm sorry." She shook her head.
"Don't worry about it," she said. "I probably deserve that, given the way I treated you. Besides, having you back home with me is the best gift I could ever have."
"You can thank Sparky for that," I said.
"Yes, we can, can't we?" she asked. We hugged each other for a moment and as we did so, I heard a little girl's voice in my head.
"Merry Christmas, Marvin Coolidge. I'll be keeping an eye on you," she said. I looked and saw her standing in the room, wearing the same red dress. Sparky stood next to her and looked up at the girl, her tongue hanging out. The girl reached down and petted Sparky, then suddenly disappeared. Neither Dale nor my wife saw her.
After Dale left, Jane took me upstairs and screwed my brains out. She looked me in the eye as she stroked and sucked my cock.
"This is all I want for Christmas," she purred.
"It's all yours, baby," I said.
"Damn right it is," she said as she snuggled next to me.
"By the way, I knew that wasn't you in those pictures Roger sent," I said.
"How did you know that?" she asked. I looked at her.
"Seriously?" I asked. "How long have we been married? And how long have you kept that pussy of yours shaved? I knew right off the bat." She snickered.
"Yeah, I did that just for you, you know," she said.
"Just be glad we didn't have to prove it to your dad," I said. She laughed out loud.
"I am," she said. "Believe me, I am glad."
The next day was quite busy. Jane took a personal day, so we went to the bank and put the accounts back to the way they were and applied for two new credit cards. Then we went to her attorney's office and had him shred the divorce papers. Fortunately they hadn't been filed.
"Something told me to hang on to them," he said.
We then visited my attorney, who was preparing a defamation lawsuit against Roger based on the faked photo. He agreed to add Jane, citing the photos he claimed were of her and said he would give Darla and Theresa a chance to join the lawsuit if they wanted.
The next stop was Stone's Jewelers. I ran into the shop as Jane waited in the car. The owner recognized me as I came in and smiled when I asked if he still had the necklace I returned. Fortunately, I still had the check as I hadn't deposited it yet.
"You know, it's the funniest thing," he said. "Something told me I should hang on to this, so I did. Are you sure about this?"
"Absolutely," I said. We made the exchange and I headed back to the car, putting the box in my coat pocket.
From there, we went to Rupert's Auto to meet the insurance man. The truck was a horribly twisted wreck and I wasn't surprised when he told me it was a total loss. At least it was paid for and I had gotten my money's worth out of it. I signed the paperwork, got my things out of the truck and was told to expect a check in the mail.
It was fairly late in the afternoon when we got home. Dale's truck was on the curb and there was a brand new Ford F-150 4X4 dual cab pickup in the driveway. I wondered who else was there. We parked in the garage and went inside, where Dale was waiting for us.
"Whose truck is that?" I asked. Dale smiled as he pulled out a set of keys.
"Yours," he said, handing me the keys. "I figured it was the least I could do. And besides, it wouldn't do to have my new Chief Operations Officer driving that old pickup you had." I looked at him, shocked. "Yeah," he added, "you're my new COO, son. Starting immediately. Hell, you're the only one who can keep the place running."
"I don't know what to say," I said.
"Say thanks," he said with a smile.
"Thanks," I said. He laughed and slapped me on the back.
"I'll be over Christmas Day," he said. "Hope you like the new rig." He kissed Jane and petted Sparky on his way out. Jane and I checked out the truck. It was dark blue, my favorite color, and it was equipped with just about every accessory one could fit on the thing.
"Take me for a ride," Jane said, bouncing on the passenger seat like a little girl. I went inside, put the leash on Sparky and we all drove around town, showing off the new truck. We ended up at Sonic, where we ate a messy hamburger like we used to do in high school. I heard someone calling my name from a car parked a couple stalls down.
"Marvin?" Jerry asked. "Is this yours?"
"Yeah," I said. "Maybe we can take it out the next time we go hunting."
"Damn right," he said. "This is nice. I heard the good news, by the way. Congratulations."
"Thanks," I said. I told him about the lawsuit and asked if he and Darla wanted to join.
"Hell yeah," he said. "Count us in."
"I heard you had a little discussion with ol' Roger," I said. He nodded his head.
"You could say that," he said. "I think he knows better than to pull that shit again." We laughed and talked shop for a bit before he left. "See ya, Jane," he added as he left.
The next day was Christmas Eve, and the boys had flown in from college. We took the new truck to pick them up from the airport. It was a bit crowded with two boys, Sparky, Jane and myself, but we managed.
Dale came over early the next day and we had a nice family Christmas around the tree. Jane's eyes widened when she opened the gift I bought for her. I was just as surprised when she pulled out a long box from one of her hiding spots and handed it to me. It was a .54 caliber flintlock, something I had wanted for a long time.
We all exchanged gifts, and yes, Sparky also got presents since she was just as much a part of the family as everyone else.
After dinner, we all sat down and watched football. Even Sparky got into the act, barking at the teams as they went back and forth on the field. Finally, the day ended and Dale headed out to his truck. I walked him out and thanked him for the new pickup.
"You're welcome," he said. "By the way, how DID you know those pictures Roger sent out were fake?"
"I've been married to Jane for 20 years," I said. "Believe me, I knew right off it wasn't her." He thought about it for a moment before it hit him. His eyebrows went up as the light went on in his head.
"Got it," he said. "Say no more. See ya January 2nd," he said, shaking my hand. "I'm heading out to do some skiing so I'll be out of town. Think you can stay out of trouble in the meantime?"
"I'll do my best," I said.
A few days later, when the snow had melted a bit, I took Sparky for a walk in the park down the road from us. I saw someone sitting on a bench with his head in his hands. He looked up as we walked down the concrete path. It was Roger. Furious, he got off the bench and came toward us.
"You fucking son of a bitch," he yelled as he prepared to hit me. "Thanks to you, I'm fired and I can't get a job anywhere in this two-bit town." The next thing I knew, Sparky ran toward him and knocked him down. Her teeth were bared and her nose was within inches of his face. Roger looked frightened and tried to back away, but Sparky wouldn't let him go.
"Well," I said calmly. "Should I have her rip out your throat or tear your balls off?" Roger looked at me with fear in his eyes.
"Please," he said. "Call her off. I'm sorry, man. Really, I am. It was all just in good fun."
"Fun?" I asked. "You damn near destroyed my family as well as a few other people. It wasn't fun for us, believe me. So, what's your choice?"
"Look, call her off, please," he begged. "I'll leave town, I'll do whatever you want."
"I think that might be wise," I said. "Leave. Now. And never show your face in this town again."
"I will," he said. "I'll pack up and go away right now."
"Smart choice," I said. I looked at Sparky. "Sparky," I said. "Heel." Sparky immediately got off Roger and stood by me, looking at Roger. I petted her and praised her as Roger got up and ran to his car. I heard later that he had moved to a town about 50 miles away where he got a job as an assistant manager at a fast food restaurant.
Jane had a good laugh when I told her what happened. Of course that didn't stop the lawsuit against him. Realizing that his goose was well cooked, he offered a settlement a few months later. It wasn't what we had asked for, but we knew he would be paying for years -- perhaps until he started collecting Social Security. We accepted the offer and moved on with our lives.
The night of my encounter with Roger, I sat in my chair watching television and thought about that little girl. I knew I had seen her before, then it suddenly hit me. Sparky was one of several pups taken to the shelter after her owners were killed in a tragic accident. The shelter worker we dealt with even had a picture of the family and gave it to us.
I pulled out our photo album and began looking through it, when I saw the picture. There was a group of five pups, one of them being Sparky. Next to the pups were three people -- a man, a woman who apparently was his wife, and a little girl wearing a red dress and a white blouse. The little girl had one hand on Sparky as she smiled at the camera. It was her -- the same girl I saw on the road and in my house the other day.
Chills went up and down my spine for a moment. I looked up for a moment as a tear fell from my eye.
"Thank you," I said quietly, realizing that if it weren't for Sparky I probably wouldn't be alive right now. Whether she knew it or not, I felt as though my new life was her gift to me and I was forever grateful.
"You're welcome," I heard the girl say in my mind.
Note: Anyone who has read my stories know that the bad guys usually end up burnt to a crackly crunch... I decided to try a different approach given the season. Sometimes forgiveness can be better than retribution.

So, in the spirit of the season, Merry Christmas and Happy Hanukkah to those who celebrate, happy holidays to those who may not and to all, a very good night. Even those in what a couple commenters have called the "Perpetual Bitch Brigade."
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Mary Chisholm looked at herself in the mirror and decided she liked what she saw. Her hair was just the way he liked, wavy and soft, falling over bare shoulders covered only by two spaghetti-thin straps holding up a tiny dress that accentuated her figure. Her breasts still stood out proud and didn't require a bra for support. She could see her nipples poking through the thin material of her dress.
She looked down, taking in her shapely bare legs. Her dress fell just a few short inches below her nearly naked crotch and her shaved pussy was already tingling from the fucking she knew she would get later on. All she had on under the dress was a tiny thong, a gift to herself. She knew he would love tearing it off of her later in the evening, when they stripped each other for sex.
Wrapping up her sexy ensemble was a pair of open-toed shoes that showed off her freshly-painted toes. Yes, she decided, she looked good enough to eat, and she hoped he would do just that tonight after midnight.
She looked over at her husband, Steve, as he prepared himself for the evening. He was such a strong, handsome man, she thought. Tall, muscular, a clean, freshly-shaved chiseled face with piecing blue eyes. His short, military haircut looked perfect on him.
The only regret she had was that he wouldn't be the man between her legs that evening. She had promised that to someone else, only Steve didn't know it yet. If everything worked out as they planned, Steve would be sound asleep an hour into the party. Her husband looked at her and smiled.
"You look good enough to eat," he said. "Maybe we should stay home and celebrate here between the sheets."
"As good as that sounds, dear, you know we have to go to the office party tonight," she said. "Maybe when we get back we can celebrate in private, though."
"Perhaps," he said. He took one last look at himself in the mirror before turning to his wife. "Well, are you ready? We need to get going."
"So soon?" she asked. He smiled again, but this time his smile made her a bit... nervous.
"Yes," he said. "There's a special event I want us to go to first."
"What's that?" she asked.
"Oh, just a little New Years Eve thing over at the Arena in Karma," he said.
"Karma?" she asked. "Where's that?"
"Just a bit north of town," he said. "It won't take long, I promise."
"Well, okay," she said. "I just don't want to be late for the party."
"That won't be a problem," he said. They left the house and jumped in his truck, a brand new Ford F-250 4X4. As he drove, she looked out the window and thought about her life over the past few months.
Jake Armistead, a lawyer at the firm where she worked, was the man she had promised to fuck from midnight to dawn. Yes, tonight was New Year's Eve, and she promised Jake he could cum inside her pussy the moment the clock struck midnight. She had even stopped taking her birth control some time back, telling Jake he could father her child. She smiled wickedly as she thought about how she would give Steve the news about her pregnancy. Of course, he would never know the child he would be raising wasn't his.
Her affair with Jake had been going on for several months. While Steve was a good man and very-well endowed, he was gone. A lot. His job in the Navy had him traveling to all kinds of places all over the world. She didn't know exactly what it was he did, but she remembered he told her something about some kind of animal. She never knew they used animals and thought they rode on ships.
Whatever it was, she thought, it had to be hard on Steve because he was always gone, sometimes for weeks or months at a time, and he could never tell her anything about where he had been or what he had been doing. Many times, he had to leave on a moment's notice and more than once, he would leave in the middle of the night after getting a phone call. Whatever it was, she thought, it had to be important.
She had also seen him in his dress uniform and marveled at all the ribbons he wore and the strange badge over them. She asked once, and all he would say was that it was his trident. Whatever that was.
She met Jake when she first joined the Law Firm of Goldman and Weaver as a receptionist. She had everything they wanted -- a pretty face, a nice figure that looked good in a dress, a ready smile and a sweet telephone voice. And she always made the clients comfortable when they came into the office.
Better yet, it didn't matter that she only had a high school diploma. Most places wanted some college and experience, but Goldman and Weaver didn't need all that. She took the job and became very good at it. She also became friends with a lot of her fellow co-workers.
She often went out with the girls for drinks on Friday afternoons, especially when Steve was out of town. She drank some, but not too much, and enjoyed dancing with a few of the guys who sometimes went with them. Then she danced with Jake and everything changed.
She enjoyed the way he held her on the dance floor and loved the way his cock would get hard as they danced close together. He always treated her with respect and showered her with compliments and little gifts, like flowers or chocolates. Oh sure, Steve did that as well, but he had to, she reasoned, since she was married to him.
But Jake was here, in the office, while Steve was often gone, doing God knows what. Jake would take her to lunch and listen patiently as she told him about Steve's constant absences. Then one day, something changed.
"How long is he going to be gone this time?" Jake asked. She shook her head.
"I don't know," she said as she ate her salad. "He said he might be gone for two or three weeks. I know it's important, but I hate it when he leaves. I'm so alone."
"Well, why don't you come spend a few days over at my place?" he asked. "Steve doesn't have to know."
"Would that be alright?" she asked. "You wouldn't mind, would you?"
"Of course it's alright," Jake said. "Why don't you pack up a few things tonight and come on over." So she threw some clothes and toiletries in a bag, tossed it in her three-year-old Toyota and went to his place.
Her eyes grew wide as she saw Jake's house for the first time. It was HUGE, nothing like their two-bedroom apartment. Jake even had a butler who took her bags upstairs for her. Jake met her in the front room and sat her down at his table. A few minutes later, the butler came and actually served them real food -- not the cheap stuff she and Steve ate.
Jake took her around the house and showed her everything, including the swimming pool and jacuzzi. It didn't take long before he had her naked in his bedroom. She gasped when she first saw his big hard cock. It had to be so much bigger than Steve's, she thought as she worked it into her mouth. She swallowed when he came in her mouth and mounted him right there on his bed. They rutted for some time before he came inside her. She experienced several orgasms that night as well, forgetting all about her husband.
That was just the first night. She spent every night with Jake until she heard that Steve would be home in a couple days.
"You'd better get home so you can get cleaned up for your husband," Jake said. "Something tells me he wouldn't like it if you were here with me instead of at home."
"Maybe you're right," she said, feeling a twinge of guilt for fucking around around on her husband. But, Jake assured her, Steve's probably doing the same thing wherever he goes. And if he can do it, he reasoned, so can she.
When Steve came back this time, he seemed a bit distracted and wouldn't talk about it. He made love to her as he always did when he came home, but it was as though he was just going through the motions. She could tell his mind was on something, or perhaps, someone, else. After a few days, he seemed to get over it and things were back to normal.
But that didn't stop her from meeting Jake. Sometimes they would take long "lunches" that included quickies in the parking lot. Other times, she would tell Steve she had to work a bit late. Then, when everyone was gone, she would meet Jake for sex in one of the firm's large conference rooms. Several times, she went home with Jake's cum dripping down her leg, forcing her to take a shower before dinner. Steve wouldn't say anything, so in her mind, she had gotten away with it. What did he know anyway, she asked herself. He worked in an animal unit and couldn't possibly know what she was doing.
As time went on, her trysts with Jake increased. Oddly enough, at the same time the frequency of sex between her and Steve decreased to almost nothing. He used to initiate it a lot, but didn't anymore. And the few times she tried to start something, he made an excuse, telling her he wasn't feeling well, or that he needed his sleep for work the next day.
By now, they were little more than roommates who sometimes slept in the same bed. Now that she thought about it, he didn't even cuddle with her anymore and almost never kissed her on the lips. He wasn't rude or nasty to her, but only spoke when he had to.
So Jake filled in for him, giving her the attention and sex she craved. The more Jake filled in, the farther Steve withdrew. It was only recently that her husband began to notice her more and talk to her more. She never noticed it at the time, but now, lost in her thoughts, she began to wonder. Does he know about her and Jake? And what would he do if he did know? Her girlfriends at work warned her that it wouldn't go well for her if he ever found out, but she dismissed those concerns.
"I'm very careful to keep them separated," she said. "Steve's always gone anyway, doing Navy stuff. Besides, he's really just a big teddy bear. He'd never hurt me."
She looked at her husband, who was now concentrating on the road. Yes, she thought, he really was just a big teddy bear. In all the years she had known him, he never once raised his voice and never once lost his temper. Maybe Jake was right about him. Maybe he was just a big wimp and a softie.
She thought about what her and Jake had planned for him that night. Jake said he had gotten something to make her husband sleepy. He promised it wouldn't hurt him. They would watch and when Steve began showing signs of drowsiness, they would help him to the room they had reserved for the night. Fortunately, the room had two beds, so they would put Steve in one bed and remove his clothes.
Then they would use the other bed to fuck each other for most of the night. Jake said the drug would last about eight or 10 hours, so he promised to stay as long as possible. Then he would leave and she would sit on Steve's face, feeding Jake's cum to Steve from her pussy. When he woke up, he would find her in bed with him and think they had spent the night together.
It was a foolproof plan, she thought. And it was so wicked. She got wet at the thought of fucking Jake with Steve asleep just a few feet away, not knowing what was going on. She got even wetter at the idea of feeding him Jake's cum and making him think it was all his. It took everything she had to keep from yanking her tiny thong down and masturbating right there in the car. A part of her felt some regret for what she had done and was planning to do, but the excitement of being with Jake overrode her guilt.
"Ah, there it is," Steve said, bringing Mary back to reality. She looked and saw a large well-lit stadium. Whatever was going on, it looked to be a really big event, she thought. Steve pulled into the parking lot and grabbed a space close to the entrance that was marked "Reserved." Wow, she thought. He really went all out for this, whatever it was.
Steve got out of the truck and opened the door for her as he always did. She smiled as she got out of the truck, flashing her barely-covered crotch. Steve smiled at that, but the smile quickly evaporated. He took one of her arms in his and led her to the entrance. She could hear the crowd going bonkers and thought she heard them chant, "Burn. Burn. Burn." What was going on here, she wondered.
When Steve got to the entrance, he pulled out a card and showed it to the man at the door. The man looked at her and looked at two other men standing by. They came up to Steve and looked at the card for a moment, then motioned to Mary. Steve removed her arm from his and looked at her, sadness in his face.
"You'll need to accompany these two men, dear," he said in a neutral tone of voice.
"But, why?" she asked, confused.
"You'll find out soon enough," Steve said. "I'll see you in a bit, don't worry. Just go with these men and do what they say."
"But, I don't understand," she said.
"You will," Steve said. The two large men took positions on either side of Mary, and grabbed her arms in a vice-like grip.
"Please come with us," one of the men said. Mary knew she couldn't escape and turned to go with them. Steve watched as Mary walked away, her arms tightly held by her two escorts.
"Please come with me, Chief," another man said. Steve acknowledged a third man who had shown up and turned to join him.
A few minutes later, Mary found herself wearing a short orange gown made of paper. They had confiscated all of her clothing and personal items. Her shoes were also taken and replaced with a pair of orange paper booties. She wondered if they were going to rape her for the benefit of the audience, but the people who dealt with her didn't act as though that was on the agenda.
In fact, they hardly engaged with her at all, and talked to her as though she were an insect. She tried to find out what was going on, but was quickly shut down.
"What the hell is going on?" she angrily demanded of the large female matron who took her clothes. The large powerful woman looked at her with disgust and chuckled.
"You're in no position to demand anything," she said. "You brought this on yourself. So, welcome to Karma."
"What do you mean?" Mary asked. "I didn't do anything."
"You'll have a chance to make your case to the jury," the matron said, handing her the paper dress. "Now get dressed and shut up." Mary took the orange paper dress and put it on. Jury? Case? What was that all about, she wondered. Was this some kind of practical joke? If it was, she wasn't amused and she swore Steve would pay for this.
After she was dressed, the matron opened the door and handed her over to the two large men, who put a choke collar on her. Attaching a leash to the collar, they led her like a dog to a double door that opened into the stadium. Another man came to her side and introduced himself.
"My name is John Hultner," he said. "I'll be handling your case, but I must warn you -- follow their rules to the letter, do you understand?" he asked, motioning to the large security guards with her.
"Yes," she said, scared. "But what did I do? Am I being charged with something?"
"You've been charged with serial adultery and conspiracy to commit adultery," he said. "Those are very serious charges. Do you understand?" She understood, but she also knew from being around the law firm that there was no such offense in this state.
"That's not against the law," she said, her voice breaking.
"It is here," he said. "And I suggest you throw yourself at the mercy of the court."
"I'm not going to do that," she said. "This is outrageous."
"That's your choice," he said. "Now, you need to go with these men and do as they say. Got it?" She nodded her head. Steve was going to pay for this, she thought. Big time. John nodded to the guards, motioning for them to take her out.
"Do not speak unless you are spoken to," one of the men told her. "Understand?" She nodded her head, scared of what was about to happen.
When the door opened, she was assailed by the noise from what seemed to be thousands of people crammed into the bleachers around the field. They led her to the center of the field, where there were two metal poles planted in the ground. A man wearing orange garb similar to hers was attached to one pole and the other was empty.
As they led her to the center of the field, she looked to one side and saw her husband sitting at a table with another man. He was in full uniform and she wondered when he had changed his clothes. Steve stared straight ahead and refused to acknowledge her presence. She thought about shouting out to him, but she remembered what the guard told her.
When they arrived at the fixture, she saw a metal pipe fixed at the bottom at a 90 degree angle. Below that was a grate and what looked like a large version of a stove burner. Ash and bits of orange paper could be seen around the fixture. They ordered her to stand on the cross-member, which reminded her of a spreader bar she had seen in a porn video.
The guards secured her feet to the bar with iron shackles and placed her hands behind her back, securing them to the tall metal pipe. She looked at the man on the fixture next to her and noticed for the first time who it was -- Jake. Oh my God, she thought to herself. Steve knows!
Jake looked at her with fear on his face, sweat pouring off his head. The guards looked at them.
"Remember," one of the guards said. "Speak only when you are directly addressed. If you choose to disobey, you will be instantly punished. Nod your head if you understand." They both nodded their heads. The guard smiled.
"Good," he said, walking away.
Mary and Jake both turned when the "judge," a bearded man wearing a long, hooded robe, pounded his gavel. The sound of the gavel was amplified over the entire auditorium and everyone fell quiet.
"Bring the next case," the judge ordered. A bailiff presented the judge with some papers and announced the case. The judge looked at the attorneys across the field.
"How does the defense plead?" the judge asked. John stepped forward. He already had his directions from the two cheaters.
"Your honor, the defendants plead not guilty," he said. The judge nodded his head.
"Very well," he said. He turned to the prosecutor. "Present your opening argument." The prosecutor walked into the field, where a second microphone was placed.
"Your honor, ladies and gentlemen of the jury," he began. "The prosecution will prove beyond a shadow of a doubt that the defendants have been engaged in a long-term affair behind the husband's back. In fact, the prosecution will show that defendants even plotted to drug and cuckold Chief Chisholm in hopes of getting Mrs. Chisholm pregnant with her lover's baby. The evidence we present is ironclad and incontrovertible. The duty before the jury will be clear. Thank you."
"Present your opening argument, Mr. Hultner," the judge said. John stepped to his microphone and addressed the crowd.
"Your honor, ladies and gentlemen of the jury," he began. "The defense will show that Chief Chisholm knew about the affair yet did nothing, thereby giving tacit consent to the activity, which was merely sex. Moreover, the defense will show that Chief Chisholm's repeated absences from the family home left my client with no choice but to find satisfaction elsewhere. Thank you."
"The prosecution will present its case," the judge ordered. The prosecutor stood at his microphone.



"Your honor, I call Chief Petty Officer Chisholm to the stand," he said. The judge nodded and Steve stood up and walked to a platform placed at a 90 degree angle to the two cheaters. A bailiff took his oath to tell the truth. The prosecutor stood at his microphone.
"Tell us your name, please," the prosecutor said.
"Steven Chisholm," Steve said.
"And what do you do for a living?" the prosecutor asked.
"I am a Chief Petty Officer in the United States Navy," Steve said.
"What do you do in the Navy, Chief?" the prosecutor asked. Steve looked at Mary before answering.
"I am part of a SEAL team," he said. There were shouts of approval from the audience, but Mary didn't understand why.
"Can you tell us what you do in the SEALs?" the prosecutor asked. Steve shook his head.
"Most of my work is classified," he said. "So, no, I can't speak about it here."
"But your work does require you to be gone at irregular times, is that correct?" the prosecutor asked. Steve nodded his head.
"Yes, sir, it does," Steve said.
"And there's no telling how long you might be gone, is that correct?" the prosecutor asked.
"That is correct," Steve said.
"Did your wife know this when you were married?" the prosecutor asked.
"Yes sir, she did," Steve said. "We discussed it at length."
"And she was okay with it at the time?" the prosecutor asked.
"Yes sir, she was," Steve said. The prosecutor turned to the judge.
"Your honor, I would like to place in the record the unclassified version of Chief Petty Officer Chisholm's military service record," he said. After the judge assented, the prosecutor continued. "For the record, Chief Chisholm has served with great distinction in the Navy for 16 years. He has selflessly given his life several times in the defense of his country and he has received the Medal of Honor not once, not twice but three times during his career.
"The third medal was awarded after Chief Chisholm single-handedly wiped out an entire battalion of ISIS fighters with nothing but a rubber band and a bent paper clip, saving thousands of men, women and children held captive," the prosecutor said to applause and chants of "USA! USA! USA!" A large monitor floated above the field so everyone could see Steve in uniform receiving the Medal from the President of the United States. The judge let the applause and cheers go on for a few minutes before pounding his gavel.
"Order in the court," the judge said. "The court recognizes Chief Chisholm's service and devotion to duty," the judge said. The prosecutor turned back to Steve.
"So, Chief," he said, "when did you learn about your wife's alleged activities?" Steve looked at Mary before answering.
"I guess about six or eight months ago when I returned from a mission," he said.
"How did you learn about this affair?" the prosecutor asked.
"I received an email from a company called Rhamnousia and Associates that had a video attached to it," Steve said. The prosecutor turned to the judge.
"Your honor, I would like to enter Prosecution's Exhibit B into the record, please," he said.
"So ordered," the judge said. The prosecutor pressed a button on his remote and the giant floating monitor changed, showing two people engaging in sex. Both Mary and Jake could be clearly seen in the video. The audience gasped as the giant monitor floated around the arena. Mary closed her eyes so as not to see the images, but the audio, which was amplified by the arena's system could not be blocked out.
"Oh God, yes, fuck me," she moaned. "Fuck me harder, Jake, harder."
"Isn't this better than what your wimp husband has ever given you?" Jake asked.
"Yes, oh God, yes," she moaned.
"My dick is much bigger than his, isn't it?" he asked.
"Oh yes, Jake," she said. "His is only four inches long and he can barely keep it up. Now fuck me. Cum inside my pussy." Jake erupted in orgasm and he pulled out, a glob of semen dripping out of Mary's shaved pussy. The audience voiced its disapproval. The prosecutor looked back at Steve.
"I'm sorry to have to subject you to that, Chief," he said. "For the record, how big is your penis?"
"Eight and a half inches fully erect," Steve said.
"And how do you know this?" the prosecutor asked.
"Mary measured it not long after we were married," Steve told him.
"So, your wife lied about you, is that correct?" the prosecutor asked.
"Yes," Steve said.
"Did you take any action upon receiving that video?" the prosecutor asked.
"I responded to the email and approved additional surveillance," Steve said. "I also consulted with an attorney to see what my legal options were. As you know, I learned that I was basically screwed."
"And that's why you didn't pursue a divorce?" the prosecutor asked. John jumped up.
"Objection, leading the witness," he shouted.
"Sustained," the judge said. The prosecutor nodded to the judge.
"My apologies, your honor," he said before turning back to Steve. "Did you pursue a divorce at that time?"
"No, sir," Steve said.
"And why not?" the prosecutor asked.
"I've seen what divorce has done to other men, men on my team," Steve said. "Good men, men who were devastated by what was being done to them. I had hopes that Mary would finally get her act together and stop this, but she never did."
"How many more of these videos have you seen since the first one?" the prosecutor asked.
"Quite a few," Steve said. "I think over 200 by now." The prosecutor turned to the judge.
"Your honor, the prosecution has 253 of these videos we would like to enter into the record," he said.
"So ordered," the judge said. "Members of the jury may view them at their leisure." The prosecutor turned back to Steve.
"What made you decide to bring this matter to us?" he asked.
"The video of them plotting to drug me," Steve said.
"You mean, this video?" the prosecutor asked, pressing another button. The scene on the floating monitor changed. Jake and Mary were seen naked on a bed in the video playing on the giant monitor. Jake turned to Mary.
"Are you planning on bringing the wimp to the company party this New Years?" he asked.
"Yes," she said. "Why?"
"How are we gonna fuck on New Years with him around? You planning on doing it in front of him?" he asked.
"I never thought of that," she said. "It would be kinda wicked, wouldn't it?" Jake laughed.
"Yeah," he said. "It would be the best ever."
"But how can we do that?" she asked. "I don't think he would willingly allow it."
"Don't worry about that," he said. "I have just the thing. I'll dose his drink and he'll be out in no time. We'll get him to the room, strip him down and lay him in bed. Then we'll use the other bed and fuck each other senseless. Maybe I'll finally be able to get you pregnant. Then I'll leave and you can climb in bed with him and make him eat my cum from your pussy. He'll think it was his and he'll never know the difference."
"But what if I get pregnant?" she asked.
"Tell him it's his," Jake said. "He's so stupid, he'll never know the difference." Mary laughed.
"I love it," she said. "Okay, let's do it. Just don't hurt him, though." The prosecutor ended the video as the audience booed and gasped. He turned to Steve.
"When was this taken?" he asked.
"About a week ago," Steve said.
"And that's when you contacted us, right?" the prosecutor asked.
"Yes, it is," Steve said. The prosecutor nodded his head.
"Were there any other clues?" the prosecutor asked.
"Yes," Steve said. "Several. I've heard from some of her co-workers and I saw her once wearing a man's t-shirt that had his name on it. Mary can be a loving and caring woman, but she's not exactly the sharpest pencil in the box. I also found a strange pair of underwear in my drawer one day. You see, I only wear boxers. This was nothing like what I wear. Frankly, I couldn't tell if it belonged to a man or a woman." The crowd laughed at that.
"And were you able to ascertain who they belonged to?" the prosecutor asked.
"Yes," Steve said. "They belonged to Jake Armistead." The audience gasped.
"How do you know this?" the prosecutor asked.
"His name was stamped on the waistband," Steve said. "Apparently he left them at our apartment one day, so Mary washed them and put them in my drawer."
"That's all the questions I have for this witness right now, your honor," he said. "I do, however, reserve the right to bring Chief Chisholm back to the stand if necessary."
"Very well," the judge said. "Your witness," he added, looking at John. John went to the witness stand and looked at Steve.
"First of all, Chief, thank you for your service and your sacrifice," John said. "You testified that you've known about this for some time, is that correct?"
"Yes, it is," Steve said.
"And yet, you did nothing?" John asked.
"Not exactly," Steve said. "I consulted with attorneys and got more surveillance."
"But you never confronted your wife, did you?" John asked.
"No, I didn't," Steve said.
"Why not?" John asked.
"Because she is my wife, at least for now," Steve said. "Not my slave. I don't own her. I wanted her to make the decision to stop on her own, but she never did. If I had confronted her, she wouldn't have stopped. She would only have gotten a bit more discreet."
"If she had stopped, would you have forgiven her and taken her back?" John asked.
"I don't know," Steve said. "I might have given her a pass for one minor drunken indiscretion, but we would have had a lot to work through. But after all this, I don't ever see that happening."
"Your job requires you to be gone a lot, doesn't it?" John asked.
"As I said earlier, yes," Steve said.
"And how did you expect your wife to handle your absence?" John asked.
"Like any good, loyal Navy wife," Steve said. "She knew what she was getting into when she married me. She knew I had no choice when I received orders. She didn't have to say 'yes' when I asked her to marry me."
"So you're blaming her for your absences?" John asked.
"Of course not," Steve said.
"And you expect us to believe that you've been faithful to her all this time?" John asked. The prosecutor jumped up to voice his objection, but Steve waved him down.
"Yes," he said. "Because I have been faithful to her. And something tells me you know it." John nodded his head and looked down before turning away.
"I have no further questions for this witness," he said. The prosecutor stood after the judge dismissed Steve. Steve stood up and walked back to his table, not looking at Mary or Jake.
"The prosecution rests, your honor," he said.
"The defense will present its case," the judge said. John nodded his head.
"I call Mary Chisholm to testify," he said.
"So ordered," the judge said as a bailiff came to take her oath. Afterward, John turned to her.
"How long have you been married to Chief Chisholm?" he asked.
"Almost six years," she said.
"And did you know about his Navy career when you married?" John asked.
"Yes," she said.
"What was your understanding of his job?" John asked.
"He said something about working with animals," she said. Laughter could be heard in the stadium.
"Did you know he would be gone for varying periods of time?" John asked.
"Yes, I knew," she said.
"But you married him anyway," John said.
"Yes," Mary said.
"How did you feel when he left?" John asked.
"Lonely," she said. "I missed him so much. I needed him here with me."
"I see," John said. "Do you love your husband?"
"Yes, I do," Mary said. "More than anything."
"Do you have feelings for Mr. Armistead?" John asked.
"Well, yeah," she said. "Some. But not like I have for my husband."
"So it was just sex, is that right?" John asked.
"Yes, it was," Mary said.
"And you are willing to end it with Mr. Armistead?" John asked.
"Yeah, I am," she said. Jake looked at her with hate in his eyes.
"You bitch," he said angrily. "That's not what you told me!" One of the guards pressed a button on his remote. John screamed as sparks of blue light emanated from the pole he was attached to.
"The prisoner will be SILENT!" the judge ordered. Jake settled down as the sparks went away. John turned to the prosecutor.
"Your witness," he said. The prosecutor stood in front of Mary.
"Mrs. Chisholm, you say you love your husband, is that right?" he asked. Mary nodded her head.
"Yes," she said. The prosecutor punched some buttons on his pad and a new video came up on the giant floating monitor. Everyone could see her and Jake in a bed, having finished a round of sex.
"So, do you still love your wimpy husband?" Jake asked. Mary hummed and hawed for a few seconds.
"Maybe," she said. "But not like I did when we first married. God, I wish I had met you before I met him."
"Why don't you just divorce him and come live with me," he said.
"That's so tempting," she said. "But then I'd lose all those benefits. I'm so confused right now, Jake. I love what we do and I never want it to end, but I don't want to lose Steve, either." The prosecutor ended the video and turned to face her.
"We've recorded the same sentiment several times in the last few months, Mrs. Chisholm," he said. "You seem to have a problem with the truth, don't you?" John jumped up to object.
"Sustained," the judge ordered. The prosecutor nodded his head and turned back to Mary.
"Yes or no. Do you deny deliberately setting out to cuckold your husband?" he asked.
"No," she said.
"And do you deny conspiring with Mr. Armistead to drug and cuckold your husband on this very evening in the hopes of getting pregnant?" he asked. Mary shook her head, tears falling down her face. "Please answer yes or no," he added.
"No," she said. The prosecutor turned to the judge.
"No more questions for this witness, your honor," he said. John turned to the judge.
"Your Honor," he said, "I would like to present testimony from Mr. Armistead." The bailiff walked to Jake as the judge approved. After the bailiff took his oath, John turned to him.
"Mr. Armistead," he said. "What is your relationship with Mrs. Chisholm?"
"She works at the law firm where I am a partner," he said.
"Have you engaged in sex with Mrs. Chisholm?" John asked.
"I have," Jake said.
"Can you explain to the jury why?" John asked.
"Yes," he said. "She seemed lonely and depressed, what with her husband being gone. I simply wanted to help her through what appeared to be a bad time for her."
"So, you were concerned for Mrs. Chisholm's well-being, is that right?" John asked.
"Yes," he said.
"Can you explain the statements we've all seen in the videos?" John asked.
"It was just sex talk, you know," Jake said.
"And nothing more?" John asked.
"No," Jake said. John nodded his head and turned to the prosecutor.
"Your witness," he said as the prosecutor strode in front of Jake.
"What is your occupation?" the prosecutor asked.
"I'm an attorney," he said.
"You're quite the pussy hound, aren't you?" the prosecutor asked.
"I don't know what you mean," Jake said.
"Oh, c'mon now, don't be shy, Mr. Armistead," the prosecutor said. "There's no secrets here. You have quite a reputation as a ladies man, do you not?"
"Well, I guess I do have a reputation," Jake said.
"Indeed," the prosecutor said. "Is it not true that during your affair with Mrs. Chisholm you've also been with at least three other women?" Mary looked at Jake, shocked.
"Yeah, but those were all just one night stands," Jake said. "They didn't mean anything."
"What about the ten other married women you've been with just in the last year?" the prosecutor asked. "Did they mean anything? Or do you just get off cuckolding their husbands?"
"Objection," John shouted. The prosecutor turned to the judge.
"Your Honor, allow me to present Mr. Armistead's record, which shows that in the space of the last year, he has engaged in sexual activity with no less than 14 women. All of them, including Mrs. Chisholm, were married. As the record shows, four of those were clients he impregnated for the sole purpose of extracting child support payments from their spouses," the prosecutor said, prompting boos from the audience.
"Objection overruled," the judge said. "The record has been entered and the witness will answer."
"Okay," Jake said. "I've had sex with various women."
"And Mrs. Chisholm was just another notch on your bedpost, wasn't she? You duped her the same way you duped so many others, didn't you?" the prosecutor asked. Jake looked down, embarrassed. "I have no more questions for this... witness," he spat as he turned away.
"The defense rests," John said.
"Very well," the judge said. "Present your final argument."
"Your Honor," John began, "Mrs. Chisholm and Mr. Armistead have admitted their affair, but it was, as Mrs. Chisholm said, only recreational sex, intended solely to help her get through her husband's frequent absences. There were things said in the passion of the moment that neither one would have otherwise said. As everyone can see, they now realize the error of their ways. I have included a transcript of Mrs. Chisholm's thought monitor for the court's consideration. I beg the court's mercy -- give these two individuals the opportunity to set things right with the plaintiff. Thank you."
"The prosecution will present its final argument," the judge said. The prosecutor stood at his microphone.
"Your Honor, ladies and gentlemen of the jury," he said. "The prosecution has shown, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that these two defendants willingly engaged in a months-long affair with absolutely no remorse, no regret and no consideration of Chief Chisholm's feelings. We have seen video, we have heard it from their own lips and their thoughts are on record. These were deliberate acts of betrayal done against a man who has not only been faithful to his wife, but has served our great nation with honor and distinction for years.
"Worse yet, the evidence clearly shows they plotted and schemed to drug Chief Chisholm and cuckold him with the intent of making Mrs. Chisholm pregnant with Mr. Armistead's child. There can only be one verdict for both charges -- GUILTY. Thank you." He turned and walked away.
"The jury will now deliberate and make its decision," the judge said. "The score will show on the monitor."
The floating monitor now showed a table, with two columns marked "Guilty" and "Not Guilty." Two rows were marked "Charge 1: Adultery" and "Charge 2: Conspiracy." Members of the audience looked over the information on their tablets and soon, numbers began showing on the monitor. In a matter of a few minutes, the "Guilty" column showed over 2,000 votes for both charges, with 0 votes registered in the "Not Guilty" column. By the time the votes were tallied, the "Guilty" columns showed 2,359 votes for each charge with 0 in the "Not Guilty" column.
"The jury has spoken," the judge said. "Both defendants have been found guilty by unanimous decree of all those present. The maximum sentence is to be enforced immediately."
"Your Honor," the prosecutor said. "Chief Chisholm would like to speak with his wife one last time before sentence is carried out."
"So ordered," the judge said. Steve stood in front of Mary, who was sobbing uncontrollably.
"Please," she begged. "I don't want a divorce. I love you. I never wanted to see you hurt. That was Jake's doing. I promise I won't do it again, ever."
"I know you won't," Steve said. "And don't worry, there won't be a divorce. But you're not getting off scot-free. I've loved you exclusively from the time we started dating. I can't tell you how many times the thought of you carried me through all those missions. I thought you understood."
"I'm sorry," she begged.
"So am I," Steve said. "So am I."
"You fucking bastard," Jake said. "I'm going to sue your ass for everything you have. I'm not finished with you, motherfucker. This isn't even a real court. By the time I'm done, you'll be begging me to fuck you in the ass." John looked at the prosecutor.



"Do you want to explain, or should I?" John asked the prosecutor.
"They're your clients," the prosecutor said. "Perhaps you should." John looked at Mary and Jake.
"This is not punishment as you know it," John said. "Part of what we do is provide healing for those who have been wronged. If you had shown any remorse prior to coming here tonight, you might have been allowed to return to your lives to patch things up. But you never did. Just so you know, the flames beneath your feet are real, but you're not being burned in the traditional sense -- you're being erased from the space-time continuum. It will be as though you never existed. That is your sentence. And may whatever deity you pray to have mercy on your souls."
"No," Mary cried. "Please, no. I've learned my lesson."
"It's a bit late for that, Mary," Steve said. "You should've thought about that before you spread your legs for this fuckwad. Goodbye, Mary. I'd say I'll miss you, but from I understand, I'll never have met you. Too bad, really. But I guess that's just the way it goes."
Steve and the two attorneys backed away from the fixtures as flames sprouted from burners beneath the defendant's feet. John and the prosecutor spoke quietly to each other as they looked at something on John's tablet. The prosecutor nodded his head, then motioned to the judge.
"Begin the erasure!" the judge ordered, pounding his gavel. The audience began chanting, "burn! Burn! Burn!" Mary and Jake looked down in fear as the number of flames grew. Then they heard a sickening 'whoosh' from beneath their feet.
"NOOOOOOOOOOO!!!!!" Mary screamed as the flames erupted all around her.
...
Mary bolted upright in her bed, sweat pouring off her body. She patted herself to make sure she was really there and took inventory of her surroundings. Thank God, she thought. This really is our bedroom. She looked in the bathroom and saw her husband getting ready for the evening.
"Thank you, God," she said to herself. It was all just a horrible nightmare. She swore at that moment to end it with Jake forever. She tried to send a text to let him know she couldn't do what they had planned for the night, but the text wouldn't go through. She tried calling his number, but got a message saying the number was no longer in service.
She brought up her mobile email client and tried sending an email, but the message came back with an error saying the email address didn't exist. It was as though he didn't exist... She tried to think back over the last few months, but it was as though her memories of him were rapidly fading away. In a matter of a couple minutes, she had no recollection of Jake whatsoever and she sat looking at her phone wondering why she had it in her hand.
Suddenly, her phone buzzed, letting her know she received a call. She saw that it came from a private number. Who is this, she wondered. She answered the call and turned so Steve wouldn't hear her
"Mrs. Chisholm, this is John Hultner," the man at the other end said.
"Yes, Mr. Hultner?" she asked, scared.
"I just wanted to let you know that we were able to convince the judge to suspend your sentence at the last moment," he said.
"What?" she asked, shocked. "You mean, it was real? The trial, everything?"
"Yes, it was," John said. "I found some things in the transcript of your thought monitor and the prosecution agreed with my assessment. Fortunately, by the time the judge saw our motion, your accomplice had already been erased. Without going into it too much, without any record of his existence, there would be no record of any affair with him and no one but you, me, the prosecutor and the judge will ever remember it happening. Not even your husband will remember. He may have even already forgotten it all by now. You will be allowed to have a residual memory of your experience only to serve as a reminder of what you could possibly face."
"I don't understand. What does all that mean?" she asked.
"You can't very well have an affair with someone who never existed," John said. "It's all quite technical. The bottom line is that you were very lucky. I've served the court for centuries and I've only seen this happen a handful of times. However, you should know that the judge has ordered ongoing surveillance."
"Oh?" she asked.
"We have a saying here: Once a cheater, always a cheater," John said. "The court will be monitoring your thoughts and actions at least for the duration of your marriage. How long do you plan on being married to Steve?"
"The rest of my life," she said.
"Then you will be monitored for the rest of your natural life," John said. "One indiscretion and the sentence will be immediately carried out. Do you understand?"
"Yeah," she said. "I think so."
"I hope so, for your sake, and the sake of any children you may have," John said.
"I will," she told him. "I'll be the best, most loyal wife a man could ever want."
"I'm happy to hear that, Mrs. Chisholm," he said. "On that note, I'll let you go. And Happy New Year."
"You do the same," she said, ending the call. She sat there, looking at the phone.
Oh my God, she thought to herself. It was real. All of it was real. Mary wasn't the smartest person around, but she wasn't a complete idiot, either. She slowly began to understand the totality of her situation.
Only three people in the entire universe would know the full story of what she had done. She would be allowed to remember just enough to keep her on the straight and narrow. Her husband, fortunately, would be spared any memories of the entire incident. But if she slipped up, just once, she would cease to exist.
No, that wasn't quite right, she realized. What was it John had said at the trial? It would be as though she NEVER existed. Which means Steve would never have met her. She wouldn't even be a faint memory to him. As she thought about the implications of that, she resolved with all her heart to be the best, most loyal and loving wife any man would ever want.
She looked at Steve and suddenly felt a wave of love and admiration for him. She wanted nothing more than to make mad passionate love to him in any way he wanted. She ran into the bathroom and hugged him tight, kissing him all over his face.
"What's this all about?" he asked. He looked at her and saw the fear etched on her face. "What's going on? Did you have a bad dream?"
"Something like that," she said. "I just wanted to tell you that I love you and only you, and this year I resolve to be the best wife in the whole world." He smiled and kissed her.
"I'm going to hold you to that, Mrs. Chisholm," he said.
"Steve," she said.
"Yes, dear?" he asked.
"Do you think we could start working on a family?" she asked. "I want your baby so bad."
"That's the best idea I've heard in a long time," he said. "If you still have that hotel room reserved, we can start tonight if you want." She smiled and hugged him tight.
"You got it," she said. "I'm going to fuck your brains out tonight, sailor."
"I like the sound of that. Alright, why don't you get ready now," he said. "And don't forget, I promised to stop at the VFW over by the Arena to say hi to the guys there."
"Okay," she said. "I love you, Steve. Only you."
"I love you too, Mary," he said. She looked at him as he started to don his uniform.
"Steve," she said. "Is it true you've given up your life several times in combat?" He laughed.
"No, dear, that's not possible," he said. "I have been wounded a few times and came close to dying, but rumors of my death have been greatly exaggerated. Where did you hear that?"
"Oh, just something I heard someone say once," she said. Steve left the bathroom to his wife so he could get dressed. He wondered what was going on with her and why she would ask such a silly question.
As he put his uniform on, he noticed that the annual New Years Twilight Zone marathon was playing. As he watched, a grim-faced man in a dark suit looked straight at him.
"Meet Mary Chisholm," he said. "A lonely wife waiting at home while her husband fights the nation's enemies overseas. She took a wrong turn and, for a while, traveled down a road that ultimately led to the place where she learned the grass isn't always greener on the other side. A place we like to call... The Cheating Zone."
He smiled, winked and took a drag off his cigarette.
Fade to black...
...
Notes: I had actually considered a couple different endings to this story and decided to go this route, mostly because of the holiday season. I know there will be those in what a couple commenters have called the "Perpetual Bitch Brigade" who will complain, but it is what it is.
Regardless of what some may think, Mary didn't exactly get off completely and will spend the rest of her life with a "Sword of Damocles" hanging over her, but at least she didn't get "erased." Will she keep her resolution to remain faithful? Only time will tell. Perhaps we'll check in at some point in the future just to see how things are going.
And for those who might think the ol' 'Tramp may be getting soft, have patience. There's plenty of fun and mayhem in the works. Stay tuned...

In the spirit of the season, I would like to thank everyone for reading and wish you all a very happy and prosperous New Year.
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This is something a bit different from my usual offerings -- it's a short, quick tale of what one woman does for the man she loves. The story is actually a spin-off of my series, "Rules," and was specifically mentioned in "Rules Pt. 04." I have included this story in that series for those who want to understand the whole context of what is happening here.
Many thanks to those who offered comments and constructive criticism on my previous stories. For those who want to say this or that would never happen, remember this is my universe, a place where nearly anything can, and often does, happen. At least on paper...
Please refer to my profile for more on my personal policy regarding comments, feedback, follows, etc. And please remember, this is a work of fiction, not a docu-drama...
*
I thought about the day's events as I made my way up the stairs to my third-floor condo. Today was Thursday, and I had just wrapped up my weekly visit with Jolene Abernathy, my counselor.
I suppose I should tell you a little bit about my story. My name is Jon Carlson, and I moved to San Jose about three months ago. I used to live in the Midwest and got a transfer here where I now work as a lead network technician.
I asked for the transfer mostly to get away from a truly screwed-up situation that involved Sara, the girl I had once loved from childhood. I thought she would be my soul mate, but she turned out to be something much different. It's a long story and I don't really want to get into the weeds about it here. Let's just say that several people died by the time it was all over. And so far as I knew at the time of this story, Sara was one of those who had died. That's why I'm now seeing a counselor once a week.
Something unexpected happened when I got here, though. My very first day in town, I met Rose O'Shea. Rose works in the office for the complex where my condo is located. She took me out on the town my first day here and we've been dating steadily ever since.
In fact, we're practically inseparable and see each other several times a week. The truth is, I've pretty much fallen for her completely, and I'm pretty sure she feels the same way about me.
She either spends the night with me or I spend the night with her and yes, we each have keys to the other's residence. The only nights we don't spend together are Tuesday, Wednesday and most Thursdays, as she has college classes those nights and doesn't get home until fairly late. Sometimes, though, when she has tests on Thursday, she gets off a bit early and we spend the night in my bed.
Rose is a wonderful woman and we've gotten to know each other pretty well so far. She knows my whole story and has been instrumental in helping me recover. I suppose I should also admit here that she was the first woman I had ever slept with. That's all part of that long, screwed-up situation I left behind back home.
We've spent the last three months getting to know each other, talking about practically everything under the sun, including religion. I know that sounds a bit strange, but if you knew my whole story, you'd understand. So far, I like everything I've learned about Rose.
A couple weeks ago, Rose confessed that she was something of an exhibitionist. This piqued my curiosity, as I discovered I was something of a voyeur when I first got here. There's a lady named Linda who lives across the way from me who likes to do webcam shows on her balcony in the afternoon, and her routine generally involves various toys and dildos.
I've sat on my balcony and watched her as she performs for her online audience. I'm sure she knew I was checking her out and I had considered installing a camera on my balcony, but Rose talked me out of it. Truth be told, I'd much rather watch Rose than Linda anyway.
Rose told me about her exhibitionist tendencies while we were driving to the coast one weekend. To prove her point, she lifted her bikini top to flash me her breasts as I drove. But, she assured me, she was only that way with her man, which right now, meant me.
I got into my condo after grabbing the mail and headed for my bathroom as I usually do. All that time driving tends to affect me that way. Rose knows my routine and it was apparent that she had been in my condo earlier because she left a DVD on my bathroom counter with the words, "Watch Me First" written in marker on the disc.
After I changed into some sweatpants and a t-shirt, I grabbed the disc and headed for the living room. I put the disc in the player, turned on my recently-purchased 60-inch flat-screen television and sat down with an ice-cold Coke to see what she had for me.
When the video came up, I saw Rose in her car, wearing a knee-length sleeveless dress. I could tell she had no bra on and I could see her nipples poking through the thin material. She had gone to a park not too far from here and was in the parking lot under some trees. As the video began, she was looking out the windows, apparently making sure no one could spot her.
"Hi, Jon Carlson," she said, turning her attention to the camera. "I wanted to do something special for you to get you ready for Thursday. I really hope you like it, because I've never done anything like this in front of a camera and I'm kinda nervous." She took a sip of her Coke and continued.
"I know you liked watching Linda, so I thought I'd do something similar, but only for you," she said. "Let me get a bit more comfortable first," she added. She lifted her feet and removed her sandals, making sure I could clearly see her freshly painted toes. "I got a pedicure yesterday, by the way," she said, stroking the sides of her feet while wiggling her toes.
"I know you like paying attention to my feet when we make love," she said, smiling. "I've never had anyone do that to me and I have to admit, I like it. It makes me feel all mushy inside." She reached into the back seat area and pulled out a brown paper bag. Reaching inside the bag, she pulled out a dildo with a tube attached to a bulb.
"I just got this in the mail today, so I thought I'd take it out for a test drive," she said, holding it up so I could see it. "It's not very big, but guess what? I can pump it up so it gets bigger. See?" she asked, pumping the bulb a couple times. "It's not as big as you, and it doesn't taste as good as you, but it'll do for now." She giggled as she set it down and looked out the window for a few seconds.
"Sorry," she said, turning back to the camera. "I don't want to give anyone a heart attack. I told you I was something of an exhibitionist, so here goes." She pulled her dress up and over her head, throwing it in the back seat. At this point, she was totally naked. She turned back to the camera.
"You like what you see, Jon?" she asked, running her hands over her breasts. Her nipples were hard and she moaned as she tweaked each nipple. "You know I love the way you suck my tits, baby. You've gotten so good at it. You do know these babies are all yours, don't you?" She smiled as she worked her hands down the rest of her naked body. Twisting herself in her seat, she opened her legs to show off her shaved pussy. I could feel myself responding as she languished in her seat.
"Here I am, baby, all hot and wet and naked, just for you," she said, rubbing herself. "You know I just love being totally naked with you. I love the way you feel when I lay next to you. I get so hot and wet. Look at me. Can you see how wet I am?" She opened her pussy with her fingers so I could see and sure enough, I could see moisture glistening on her lower lips.
"I'd better put a towel under me so I don't get my seat all wet," she said, pulling one of her thick towels from the back of the car. She folded it in half and placed it under herself before spreading her legs again. She began slowly rubbing her pussy while teasing me.
"You know what I think about when I'm laying in bed at night by myself, Jon?" she asked. "I think about you. I think about your tongue on my pussy. I love the way you eat my pussy to orgasm. You've become so good at that. No one has ever made me cum with their tongue the way you do. I get so horny just thinking about your tongue in me that I just have to masturbate."
She closed her eyes and moaned as she rubbed her wet pussy for the camera. As she rubbed herself, she moved her hips back and forth and I could tell she was about to bring herself to orgasm. She stopped, though, just before she finished. She looked at the camera, flushed, then grabbed her inflatable dildo.
"But you know what I like more than your tongue, Jon?" she asked. "Your cock. I absolutely love your cock. I love the way it tastes. I love sucking on it until you cum in my mouth. I love swallowing your cum. I love the way it feels inside my pussy, fucking me full of your cum." She slipped the dildo in her mouth and sucked on it for a few seconds. Then she positioned it at the opening of her pussy.
"I know you're probably getting horny by now," she said to the camera. She was right. It wasn't just the visuals that was turning me on. It was her dirty, sexy talk that always got me going. My manhood was straining to break free of my sweatpants. "Go ahead and whip out your cock," she said. "Pretend I'm there with you." I pulled my dick out of my sweatpants and watched as she slowly inserted the dildo inside her pussy.
"Mmmm," she moaned as she slid the phallus inside herself. "I wish this was you. God, I love the way your cock feels going in my pussy, baby." She picked up the bulb and began squeezing it to inflate the dildo. She moaned as the thing grew larger inside her. When she got it as large as she wanted, she began moving it in and out. As she did this, her mouth opened and she moaned as she fucked herself right there in the car.
"This feels so good, baby," she said, her eyes glazed with lust. "It's making me horny as fuck. I wish you were here to fuck me, Jon. I need your big, hard cock inside me right now, fucking me." She stopped just long enough to change position in her seat.
Now, her back was to me and she bent forward, putting the dildo underneath herself. As I watched, she lowered herself on the thing and I could see it enter her wet pussy, spreading her lower lips wide. She moaned in ecstasy as she rode it and I could see her juices on the dildo as she raised herself up.
Then she lifted herself off of it completely and bent forward even more. I could see her hand between her legs, furiously rubbing her wet pussy. She stopped again and turned back to face me. Spreading her legs wide, she rubbed herself a bit and sucked her juice off her fingers, a wicked smile playing on her face.
"I hope you like this," she said. "I've always wanted to do something like this, but I just never had the courage to do it. Am I turning you on, baby? Wouldn't you like to eat me then fuck me full of your cum? Just thinking about it is making me wet. I want you here right now, fucking my juicy pussy. I want you to make me your personal slut. I'll do anything for you, baby. Anything at all."
She rubbed her pussy with one hand as she put the dildo back in herself with the other. She slammed the dildo inside her furiously as she arched her back and moaned.
"Fuck," she moaned. "Fuck, fuck, fuck. I'm so hot right now, Jon. I need your big fucking cock inside me filling me with your cum. Fuck me, baby. Fuck me full of cum. I want it so bad." She kept moaning as she continued pounding herself with the dildo.
Spreading her legs wide, she lifted her ass off the seat as she rammed the dildo inside her over and over and over again.
"I'm getting ready to cum," she moaned. "Oh, God, here it comes. I'm cummming!"
Suddenly, she tensed up, her ass in the air, and I could see a stream of fluid squirt out of her pussy. I erupted at the same time, thankful I had grabbed some paper towels before starting the video.
She flopped back in her seat after her orgasm, her face flush, her eyes glazed. She looked in the camera and smiled.
"Oops," she said, giggling. "Looks like I made a bit of a mess. I missed the camera, but not by much." She fanned her face with her hands. "That felt so good. I hope it was good for you, too, Jon. I need to catch my breath a bit. I definitely have to calm down and get dressed before I have to go back to work." She pulled a pair of panties out of her purse and put them on, then put on a bra she had stashed with them. She flung the dress back over her head before putting her sandals back on.
"That was so much fun," she said. "Maybe next time, you can join me and take video of me. Would you like that? I know I would. Remember, I have a test Thursday night so I'll probably be done early and then I'll be right over. I hope you'll be ready for me." She giggled again. "See you tonight, lover," she said, blowing a kiss toward the camera. "I love you so much, Jon Carlson." She reached over to the camera and the video ended.
I was left speechless. That was fantastic and the last thing I ever expected. I looked at the clock and realized I hadn't even eaten anything yet, so I warmed up some leftover lasagna she gave me and scarfed it down.
About 8:30, she called to let me know her test was over and she was on her way.
"Did you like my little surprise?" she asked.
"God, yes," I said. "That was fantastic."
"Better than Linda?" Rose asked.
"Ten times better," I told her. "At least." She laughed.
"I'm glad you liked it, baby," she said. "I'll be back soon, so I hope you're ready for me. I'm still tingling and I need your special touch."
"I can't wait," I told her. "See you soon." About 45 minutes later, I heard a key in the lock and saw her when I turned around. She wore the same dress she had on in the video and, before she shut the door, flipped it up over her head and whipped it off to reveal her naked body. She bent over and took her sandals off, then ran into my arms, smothering me with kisses.
"I've been ready for this all day," she said after a scorching hot kiss. I ran my hand over her soft, smooth skin as I looked her in the eye.
"Me, too," I said. "That was one hot video."
"Take me to bed, now," she said. "I need your big hard cock inside me." Who was I to argue? She squealed in surprise as I picked her up and carried her into the bedroom. Putting her on the bed, I whipped my clothes off and dove between her outstretched legs.
"Oh yes, baby," she moaned as I eagerly lapped up her pussy. I found her sensitive spot and worked on it with my tongue until she was writhing on the bed under me. She grabbed my head and pulled me up.
"Put that cock inside my pussy and fuck me, right now, mister," she said.
"Yes, ma'am," I said. I knelt between her legs and gasped as I put my cock inside her. She was so warm and wet. As I began pumping inside her, she put her feet on my chest. I took one delicate foot in my hands and began kissing and sucking on her toes while fucking her wet pussy. Her eyes opened wide and she moaned.
"Oh yes," she said. "I love that. Keep doing it. Fuck me, baby. Cum inside my pussy. Make me your woman." After several minutes of pumping inside her, I felt her tense up and her pussy gripped my cock. Soon, we were deep in a mutual orgasm, holding each other tight.
As we lay next to each other, Rose began kissing me while working her way down my body. Soon, she had my cock in her mouth and was working her magic on it. She looked me in the eye as she sucked on me, and soon, I shot another load in her throat. She made a production of swallowing, even opening her mouth to show me.
She kissed her way back up my body until she was laying on top of me. I held her close and ran my hands over her, loving the way she felt.
"I'm glad you enjoyed my little surprise," she said.
"That was the best surprise I've ever gotten," I told her.
"Good," she said. "Cause next time, I want you with me." I smiled at the prospect. I promised to buy a nice camera, and soon. "You have to promise me just one thing, though," she added.
"What's that?" I asked.
"It's just for us," she said. "Our personal library."
"Promise," I said. We spent the rest of the evening making love to each other before falling asleep.
I did buy a nice camera that weekend and we've made quite a few videos for our own personal use. About five months after this episode, I asked Rose to marry me and she agreed, making me the happiest man alive. We've had quite a few adventures with each other over the years, some of which included the camera. Maybe I'll tell you about a few of those encounters sometime.
This video, by the way, has a very special spot, both in my safe and in my memories.
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Ron Black, "Ronnie" to his friends and family, studied the chart in front of him, but his mind wasn't on his work. It was on what he had been told earlier that day about Nancy, his wife of two years. He thought he had a good life, which included a beautiful, loving wife. But all that came crashing down not two hours ago.
"I'm sorry to tell you this, but your wife is cheating on you," Bill Jacobs told him as he nursed a beer at the bar down the road from the pharmaceutical company where he worked as a researcher. Ron considered Bill to be more than just a co-worker and respected colleague -- he thought of him as a friend.
"How do you know?" Ron asked. Bill took a sip of beer before he continued.
"I heard a couple of the guys in the lab talk about it in the men's room," Bill said. "They were bragging about having taken her at the last company get-together."
"Damn," Ron said. That explained a lot. The company liked to have regular parties for the employees and their spouses at the newly-finished employee lounge, a huge room with a stage for a band and a giant flat-screen monitor for showing movies. It also doubled as a break room during normal work hours.
The most recent gathering was just two weeks ago. There was a period of about two hours where Nancy was nowhere to be found. When she finally showed up, she claimed someone had given her a tour of the place.
"I'm so sorry, man," Bill said. "I thought you should know."
"Thanks, Bill," Ron said quietly. "You're a real friend."
"You're welcome," Bill said. "I know if it were me, I'd want to know. Just don't do anything stupid." Ron laughed at that. "Stupid" was the last thing anyone could ever accuse Ron of being. Clueless, maybe, perhaps even a bit naive about some things, but never stupid.
"I won't," he told his friend. Bill finished his beer and put a hand on his friend's shoulder as he stood up.
"If there's anything I can do, let me know," he said before leaving. Ron nodded his head and took another sip of his beer. As he processed what Bill said, he took inventory of himself and thought about his life, playing it over in his mind like a movie.
In almost every physical respect, Ron fell below average. The youngest of four children, he was often ridiculed as the "runt" of the litter. Standing at five feet seven inches, he was about two inches shorter than the average male in the United States and weighed about 145 pounds. His body mass never really fully developed and as a result, he was physically weaker than most men his age and size. Even his penis was just a bit smaller than average, but he had never heard any complaints so far.
Add to that his generally mild temperament, and it was easy to understand why most people's first impression was that he was a wimp. He could count on one hand the number of times he had ever lost his temper, and even then, he simply walked away most of the time.
Throughout his entire life, his immediate family took advantage of his small stature, slight frame and quiet manner. They seemed to delight in making fun of him, calling him "little Ronnie," a name he despised. His two brothers, John and George, loved to tease and mock him. His sister, Lisa, who was only a year older than him, often joined in, but was never quite as cruel as his older brothers. Even his parents mocked him and made him feel like less of a man.
"Why can't you be like the other boys?" his mother, June, would ask when he declined to go out with his brothers.
"Because I'm NOT the other boys," he would say. "Why can't they be more like me? Why can't they try reading a book now and then instead of throwing a ball around all the time?"
The only one in his family who didn't rag on him was his grandfather, Mark Black. He loved visiting with the older man, who had the largest personal library he had ever seen. By the time Ron was 12, he had read every book in his grandfather's ever-growing library. His favorite story was Robert Louis Stevenson's 1886 classic, "The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde." He was always amazed at what people often got wrong abut the story.
He also enjoyed reading books about science and devoured everything he could find on the subject. While other kids his age were struggling with "Dick and Jane," he was reading "War and Peace" and treatises on biochemistry. His grandfather saw something in Ron that no one else did, and paid to have his IQ tested. When the score came back, he was astounded. With an IQ of 215, he beat out Albert Einstein and Steven Hawking.
Ron wasn't just a genius, he fell in the classification of an "unmeasurable genius." With Ron's test results in hand, Mark paid to have the young man tested for admission to Mensa, even though he was much younger than the minimum testing age of 14. Mark and Ron celebrated with ice cream and cake when he was accepted into the organization. He certainly wasn't the youngest to be accepted, but he was quite young. For the first time in his life, Ron felt happy.
Mark encouraged the young boy every chance he could and even bought him the most powerful personal computer available on the market. Ron spent much of his free time on the Internet, reading everything he could find.
He thought it would be fun to learn other languages, so Mark bought him software to help. Soon, Ron was fluent in several languages, including Russian, Greek, Spanish and Latin. Just for fun, he taught himself Klingon, even though it wasn't really a true language. Mark joined him and before long, the two often conversed in the language, much to his family's chagrin.
"Dad, you're spoiling the boy," Ron's father, Bob, told Mark one day. "He needs to learn something useful, not spend all his life in those books of his."
"The boy's gifted, Bob," Mark said. "Maybe if you spent as much time with him as you do the other kids, you'd see that. Trust me, he's going places. And I'm going to do everything I can to help him."
Of course, all of this caused more than a few embarrassing moments in school. Like the time his teacher was discussing Shakespeare.
"What's your favorite line from Hamlet?" she asked Ron one day in class.
"taH pagh taHbe'," Ron declared in perfect Klingon. Everyone looked at him in shock, thinking he had lost his mind.
"What?" his teacher asked.
"To be or not to be," Ron said. "Or in the original Klingon, 'to live or die!'"
"I see," the teacher said. After class, the teacher kept him back as the other kids left, snickering. She scolded him for his outburst and told him that if it ever happened again, he would be sent to the principal's office.
"I'm sorry," Ron said, looking at the floor.
"What was that, anyway?" she asked. Ron pulled out a copy of Hamlet translated into Klingon and handed it to her. She smiled as she looked at it.
"Please try to stick with the original version, okay?" she asked.
"I will," he said. Of course, Ron had already read the entire play, along with several others written by the bard, since they were part of his grandfather's extensive library. Thanks to his photographic memory, he already had them all memorized. If she had asked, he probably would have recited the whole thing to her from memory.
He caught an earful about the incident when he got home that afternoon from his parents and his siblings teased him unmercifully. That was one of the few times he got angry.
"Heghlu'meH QaQ jajvam!" he hissed when they wouldn't shut up about it.
"What's that?" Lisa asked. He looked at her, angrily.
"Today is a good day to die," he said. Her eyes grew wide and she backed away from him slowly. His brothers also slithered away, wondering if their little brother was crazy enough to act on what he had said. They gave him a wide berth for weeks after that.
Mark continued to encourage Ron, buying him college-level textbooks on various subjects. Ron was fascinated with chemistry and biology, partly due to Stevenson's novella, so Mark bought as many texts as he could on the subjects.
Watching his grandson, Mark realized the boy was actually bored with school. He aced every test the teachers threw at him, many times without even studying. Having contacts on the school board, Mark arranged to have Ron test out for his high school diploma. It was time for the boy to face a new challenge, he thought.
"Are you sure about this?" Dr. Williams, the local superintendent asked.
"Absolutely," Mark said. "The boy is highly gifted, he has an extremely high IQ and he's frankly bored. Hell, he could probably teach these classes. I want to get him into an environment that will challenge him."
"Okay, Mark," Dr. Williams said. "Bring the boy by and I'll administer the test myself. If he does well enough, I'll help you get him into college."
Mark wasn't really surprised when he learned that Ron had aced the test, in record time.
"It's the damnedest thing I ever did see," Dr. Williams said. "I gave him the hardest test I could, and look -- not a single red mark on anything. He even wrote out a three-page essay in the chemistry part of the test."
"I'm not surprised at all," Mark said.
"Look, I took the liberty of speaking to the dean of admissions over at MIT," Dr. Williams said. "If it's okay, I'd like to see if we can get him in. It's a great school for both chemistry and biology."
"Let's do it," Mark said.
It took a little doing, but once the dean saw Ron's record, which included the IQ test, his activities in Mensa and the test Dr. Williams gave him, he bent over backwards and soon, Ron was on his way to MIT.
Ron and Mark were both ecstatic, but his family wasn't impressed.
"So, you think you're better than the rest of us?" John asked as Ron packed his things. Ron looked at him.
"No," he said. "Maybe a bit smarter, but not better."
"Yeah, well, let's see what all that book-learning gets you," John said in derision. George was more direct.
"Remember, squirt," George said. "Payback's a bitch. One of these days, you're gonna get what's coming to you." Ron ignored him and kept packing. His parents refused to say anything to him and wouldn't even give him a goodbye hug. Lisa wasn't much better, but she did give him a hug. Ron left the house with his things, a tear in his eye, when Mark came to pick him up. Mark's plan was to take a few days to drive Ron to the school.
"Why does my family hate me?" Ron asked Mark as the older man drove.
"They don't hate you," Mark said. "They just don't understand you. I think you remind them of their own deficiencies."
"What do you mean, Grandpa?" Ron asked.
"You have a great intellect, Ron," Mark said. "That scares them. It intimidates them and makes them feel inadequate. Think about all those stories and books you've read. Surely you can understand."
"I guess so, grandpa," Ron said. "Still, it would be nice to know that my family actually loves me."
"Well, I love you," Mark said. "And I'm damn proud of you. I know that one day, you're going to do great things."
"Thanks, grandpa," Ron said. "I love you, too."
So it was that at 14, Ron was a student at MIT, even though he was too young to drive. He studied hard and read everything he could get his hands on, committing it all to memory. Most of the other students avoided him, but some became good friends.
Mark, who was very well off, had set up a fund for Ron that paid for his education and all his expenses. He also set it up so Ron would receive a nice stipend every month. Ron read up on investing and put some of what he had learned to use. As a result, he was well on the way to building a nice nest egg for himself.
When the time came, Ron used some of that money to buy himself a new car. Mark approved of Ron's initiative and gave him a few tips he had learned over the years.
Ron did more than just schoolwork during his time at MIT. Inspired somewhat by Stevenson's writings, he began his own private research project. Believing that science could fix all of mankind's problems, he wondered if something could be devised to give physically-challenged individuals like himself an edge without turning the patient into a killing machine or an out-of-control freak on steroids.
At this point, everything was just hypothetical, but it was something he never gave up. His online research led him to the work of one Dr. Franklin Steiner, who had considerable success in this area. According to Steiner's basic hypothesis, "Each of us have various defense mechanisms to help us cope with extreme situations. Sometimes, we fall back on an alternate version of ourselves, what could possibly be described as an 'alter ego,' if you will. That alter ego could manifest itself in many ways. A normally quiet, unassuming individual could suddenly become boisterous, arrogant and overbearing, for example. Those not familiar with this behavior from that person would suddenly have a much different opinion of him or her."
As Steiner explained it, each of us has an "inner beast" that lays dormant within us. His treatment helped bring that beast out to help the patient deal with a particular situation. Once the source of the stress was gone, the beast would retire and the person could, in theory, continue life as normal.
In Ron's view, this had the potential of bringing forth a person's inner "Hyde," a thing obsessed with destruction without anything to hold it back. No, Ron, decided, his solution would have to be more permanent, but without the destructive and potentially deadly side effects. Naturally, none of this had been approved by the FDA, but Steiner claimed to have had several successful human tests. Still, he was intrigued with Steiner's work and vowed to visit the man one day after he graduated.
By the time Ron was 18, he had his first doctorate, and received his second doctorate a year later, much to everyone's surprise. He had also gotten his black belt in karate, something he took primarily for the mental discipline and the physical training, which he actually enjoyed. Mark, of course, wasn't surprised, and celebrated all of his grandson's achievements.
As always, Mark made it to all of Ron's ceremonies. None of the others accompanied him, however. Ron had written his family a few times while he was there, but gave up when he never received a response. They didn't even send anything at Christmas or on his birthday, but Mark always did.
In the meantime, Ron sent resumes out to a number of companies and conducted several Skype interviews with prospective employers. He received several offers of employment, but after careful consideration, decided to accept an offer from a very large and reputable pharmaceutical company a half-hour from his home. Not only did it boast a huge research facility, it offered the best compensation package of all the offers he received.
It was during this time that Ron met Nancy. Nancy, who had just graduated from high school, worked as a waitress at a diner he liked to visit when he wanted to get off campus. She was always so nice to him, and he found himself very attracted to her.
It took him a while, but he finally screwed up enough courage to ask her out on a date, and much to his surprise, she accepted. She wasn't his first, by any means -- he had dated and even had sex with a couple others at school, but he didn't see them as anything more than friends or classmates. But Nancy was different.
She was impressed that someone so young could be finishing a second doctorate at MIT. This was a man going places, she thought. And, she reasoned, would be just the thing to get her out of the hell-hole she was trapped in. She fell in love with him over time, but she was more in love with the idea of hitching her wagon to someone so successful. Of course, Ron didn't know that at the time and he had managed to fall in love with her as well and he was floored when she accepted his proposal of marriage. The large diamond ring he offered helped a lot in that regard.
Mark was pleased to hear the news -- not just that Ron had secured his dream job, but that he was getting married.
"Ron, you know you have a lot of assets you need to consider," he said. "I'm sure Nancy is a nice girl, but I really think you should get a prenuptial agreement, just to protect yourselves."
"You're right, Grandpa," Ron said. "I didn't think of that."
"Tell you what, son," he said. "I'll have my lawyer draw something up for you, okay?"
"That's great, thanks," Ron said. Mark's lawyer drew up the agreement, which was fair to both sides, but protected Ron's finances just in the event of a divorce. It also spelled out what would happen in the event of infidelity. After reading it over, he presented it to Nancy.
"What's this?" she asked.
"It's called a prenuptial agreement," Ron said. "It's designed to protect both of us in the case of divorce. I'm not planning anything, but you know that about half of all marriages end in divorce."
"Well, okay," she said, signing the paperwork. Ron sent the papers back to Mark. Now he had everything set up -- he would graduate soon, take Nancy home, marry her, then go to Hawaii for a honeymoon and come back to start his new life with his new job and wife.
Mark, meanwhile, had purchased a nice two-story home with a full basement for Ron and his new bride. Ron offered to pay for it, but Mark refused, calling it a wedding present. Mark knew that Ron always wanted to have a basement he could turn into a home laboratory.
The next couple months flew by for Ron. After receiving his second doctorate, he picked Nancy up at the apartment she shared with her older sister. Other than her clothes, Nancy didn't have anything -- not even a car -- she rode a small scooter everywhere she went. Ron put her things, including the scooter, in the U-Haul trailer along with everything else and headed home.
Nancy's eyes grew wide when she laid eyes on the home Mark had bought for them. She had never lived in anything this nice before. Ron was impressed. The house was nice but not too extravagant and had a nice yard with a covered deck. Mark had even purchased new furniture for them to get started.
They unloaded the U-Haul and quickly put everything away. Ron put the scooter in the garage and promised to buy his new wife a car when they got back from Hawaii.
A couple days later, Ron took Nancy to meet Mark and the family at his parents house. He didn't know what to expect as he hadn't heard from them in so long. Mark hugged them both and welcomed Nancy to the family.
Ron's parents hung back and didn't say much to him, other than to comment on how skinny he was. They did hug Nancy, though and welcomed her into the family as well.
"I was kinda hoping to see something from you guys while I was gone," Ron said. "It's been what, four or five years? I know I sent you my address."
"Sorry," Ron's father said. "You know I'm not one for writing."
"Not even a Christmas card?" Ron asked.
"We just got so busy, we forget," Ron's mother said. "We're not really into sending out cards and stuff. You know how it is."
"Yeah, I think so," Ron said. His siblings came into the room. George and John nodded their heads at Ron and ogled Nancy. Both of them looked like miniature versions of his father in their wife-beater shirts and dirty jeans. Neither one appeared to have shaved recently and sported a bit of stubble.



"Well," George said, with a smirk. "The little squirt's gotten himself a girl friend." He walked up to Nancy and appeared to be inspecting her. "She's nice, squirt. Have you learned how to fuck her yet? Or haven't you been able to get it up?" John and Ron's father chuckled as Nancy's face turned red. Mark walked up to the two boys, angry.
"Knock it off, you two," he said. "Show some respect for your brother's fiance." He turned to Bob. "Your mother would be so disappointed if she saw this." Bob looked at the floor, ashamed.
"Well, Big Daddy sticking up for the Brainiac, as always," John said. "Guess some things never change."
"Well, if you two would show a little initiative I'd help you out the way I've helped Ron," Mark said. "And the way I've helped Lisa. But it seems you're happy pushing a broom and a mop bucket." Ron looked at his two big brothers.
"What?" he asked with a smile. "You two are janitors? Really? After all that talk about being football stars? Don't tell me, you're still living at home, right?"
"Hey, college boy, it helps pay the bills," George said.
"Where's Lisa?" Ron asked his mother.
"She moved out a while back," Ron's mother said. "She got an apartment and she's going to school to be a nurse. She asked me to give you her contact information. She still lives in town." She handed Ron a card with Lisa's phone number and address written on it.
"So, I hear you got a job," Bob said, addressing Ron.
"Yeah," Ron said. "I'll be working as a researcher over at the pharmaceutical lab." Bob nodded his head.
"Good," Bob said. "I'm happy for you. Really, I am."
"So, are you guys coming to the wedding?" Ron asked. "Or are you going to sit that out as well?"
"We'll be there," his mother said. Ron looked at his two brothers, disgusted.
"Don't forget to shower, shave and put on some clean clothes," he told them. George looked at Ron with hatred in his eyes.
"Remember what I told you when you left, squirt," he said. He glanced at Nancy with a wicked smirk on his face.
"I never forgot," Ron said. "Remember, I have a photographic memory." He turned and motioned for Nancy to leave.
"It's really good to see you, Ron," his mother said as he left. Ron simply nodded his head as he walked out.
"I'm really sorry about all that," Mark said on the walkway outside. "I should've warned you. I thought they could at least treat you with some respect after all this time."
"I don't know that I want them coming to the wedding," I said. "There's no way I can have this there."
"Ron, they're your family," Mark said. "Good, bad or indifferent."
"Is this what I'm going to get from Lisa as well?" Ron asked. Mark shook his head.
"No," Mark said. "She's grown up a lot since you left. I think you may be surprised. I'll get with you later. I need to talk to these people and get this situation under control." He looked at Nancy and hugged her. "Please forgive them," he said. After Ron and Nancy were in his car, they drove off.
"Is that what you had to grow up with?" she asked. Ron nodded his head.
"Yeah, but it wasn't this bad," Ron said. "I don't know what's happened." When they got home, Ron pulled out his phone and called the number he had for Lisa. She answered on the second ring.
"Lisa, this is Ron," he said.
"Ronnie!" she exclaimed. "Are you home now?"
"Yes, I am," he said.
"Listen, I'm not too far from your place. Mind if I come over for a few minutes?" she asked.
"Sure," he said.
"Great," Lisa said. "I'll be there before you know it."
"You know where I live?" he asked.
"Yeah, I was with Grandpa when he picked the place out for you. I hope you like it," she said.
"Yeah, we do," Ron said.
"Good," she said. "I'll see you in a few." Ron saw a red Toyota pull into the driveway about 15 minutes later. Lisa got out of the car, carrying a bag, and walked to the front door. Ron beat her to the door and already had it open. Lisa set the bag down and gave him a big hug. He was surprised, but returned her hug anyway.
"It's so good to see you again, Ronnie," she said.
"It's good to see you, too, Lisa," he said. He introduced her to Nancy and the two girls hugged.
"Welcome to the family, Nancy," Lisa said. "It's great to meet you."
"Same here," Nancy said. Lisa handed Ron the bag. He looked inside to find a glass casserole dish with something inside and looked back up at his sister.
"It's not much, but I thought you might like to have a tuna casserole," Lisa said. "I know it was your favorite as a kid."
"It still is," Ron said. "Thanks. It'll save us from having to cook our first day here. Please, come in, have a seat." He took the casserole into the kitchen and put it in the refrigerator. "Would you like something to drink? Coke? Coffee?"
"Water is fine for me," Lisa said.
"Me, too," Nancy said. "Please?"
"Sure," Ron said, grabbing three bottles of water. He carried them back in and sat down with his fiance.
"You're looking good, Lisa," Ron said. "Everything going okay?"
"Yeah," she said. "I'm going to school to be a nurse and I work part time at the hospital. I got a student loan and Grandpa set up a fund to help me with the rent and utilities, so I'm doing okay. I hear you got a good job."
"Yes, I did," Ron said. "I'll be starting up right after we get back from our honeymoon."
"I'm so glad to hear that," she said. She got a bit pensive. "Have you been by the house yet?"
"Yeah, we just got back from there not too long ago," Ron said. "What's going on? I haven't heard from anyone in about five years. And when I get home, it's like they just don't give a damn."
"Things haven't gone too well for Mom and Dad," she said. "About a year after you left, the factory closed down and Dad lost his job. The only thing he could get was a janitorial position. Then the boys got injured playing football and they lost their scholarships. So they went to work with Dad doing night custodial work. After high school, Mom and Dad said they could stay and turn the basement into an apartment if they didn't mind contributing to the household. So they agreed."
"Is that why you left home?" Ron asked.
"Well, that was the beginning of it," she said. "I didn't want to work with the boys doing janitorial work. I've always wanted to be a nurse, but Dad said he couldn't afford the tuition. Grandpa helped me get a student loan and set me up so I could get away from there."
"You couldn't have stayed at home?" Ron asked. She shook her head.
"No," she said. "You know the boys have always been assholes. Sorry," she said, looking at Nancy.
"I've heard worse," Nancy said. Lisa continued.
"Well, they fixed up the basement for the boys," Lisa said. "And all three of them -- Dad, John and George -- turned into even bigger assholes. Grandpa offered to help the boys, but all they want to do is play ball and chase girls. Then I caught then bringing girls into the basement. I even saw Dad joining them a couple times. The whole place would stink to high heaven. I couldn't take it, so I left."
"And Mom let this go on?" Ron asked.
"She wasn't happy about it, but after Dad chewed her ass out, she quit saying anything," Lisa said. "I think she's afraid of losing their income if she divorced Dad." She got silent for a moment, and Ron could tell there was something else on her mind, but she didn't want to share it. He decided not to push the issue for now. Then she looked at Nancy.
"Listen, I'll be free tomorrow afternoon," she said. "Would you like to go shopping? Maybe we can get what you need for your wedding."
"That sounds like fun," Nancy said. "I don't have much money, though."
"Don't worry," Ron said. "I'll give you my credit card. Just don't max it out, okay?" Nancy and Lisa both giggled.
"I'll try," Nancy said with a smile. They spent the next afternoon out shopping for dresses and all the things women want for their wedding. Nancy had her hair and nails done and the girls enjoyed a nice meal. They finally made it home late that evening and Ron was gobsmacked by all the packages he carried from Lisa's car. He also noted the two girls seemed to get along quite nice, and that made him feel good.
"I'm taking you out tomorrow afternoon to get your tux, big boy," Lisa told Ron. He looked at her, surprised. "Big boy?" he asked himself. Where did that come from?
"Um, okay," he said. The next day, she came by about 1:00 and they headed into town, where he got fitted for a tuxedo. On the way, Lisa noticed that Ron kept looking around the car, nervous about something.
"What's the matter, Ron?" she asked.
"I'm just waiting for something to jump out and cover me with indelible ink or something," he said. She laughed.
"You think I'd do that to you?" she asked.
"You would've before I went to college," he said. She looked away, embarrassed.
"Was I really that bad to you?" she asked.
"All of you were," he said. "You weren't quite as bad as George and John, but you always seemed to go along with whatever they did. I never could figure out why you all hated me so much."
"I'm sorry about that, Ron," she said. "I never hated you, and I'm sorry if you got that impression."
"Then why?" Ron asked. "Why were you all so hateful to me?"
"I can't speak for the boys," she said. "I was a bit jealous of you, and I pretty much followed George and John. Now that you mention it, I guess I was pretty bad to you. But that's all in the past now. I'd like to get to know the real you, if that's okay. Bury the hatchet, so to speak."
"So, who are you, and what did you do to my sister? And why would you be jealous of me?" Ron asked, laughing. She laughed with him.
"You were always so smart," she said. "And Grandpa always stood up for you. I remember how you used to spend so much time reading his books. You couldn't get enough of all those books in his library. Then when you two started speaking to each other in Klingon, I felt like you had a connection that none of us could ever have. Do you still do that? Speak in Klingon?" Ron laughed.
"Not so much anymore," he said. "But it was kinda fun. Believe me, you haven't truly experienced Shakespeare until you've read it in the original Klingon," he added, referring to a line from a scene in one of the Star Trek movies. They both laughed about that, recalling the incident from his earlier school years.
After his fitting, they stopped to eat and continued their conversation.
"Nancy seems like a really nice girl," Lisa said. "I'm happy you've found someone who loves you."
"Thanks," he said. "What about you? Is there a Mr. Right in your life?"
"Sorta," she said. "I'm dating someone right now. I don't know where it'll go, but right now it's good."
"I got the impression yesterday that there was something else going on with you," Ron said. "Is everything okay with you and the family? Did something happen?" Lisa looked down, her face turning a bit red.
"Yeah, but I'm not ready to talk about it right now," she said. "I'm just glad Grandpa was there." Ron nodded his head in understanding.
"Well, if you ever feel like talking about it, I'll be here," he said. Lisa smiled as she looked back at him.
"Thanks, Ron," she said. "I may just do that."
The wedding went off well for Ron and Nancy. Her sister came out from back east and stood as her maid of honor. An old friend from high school served as Ron's best man. Mark got the pleasure of walking Nancy down the aisle. When the time came, Ron lifted her veil and kissed her as her husband for the first time. He detected a slightly bitter taste when they kissed, but put it out of his mind. Perhaps it was just nerves, he thought.
The reception, for the most part, went well also. Of course, Ron danced with his new bride, then his mother and Lisa. George, John and his father danced with Nancy as well. As they were sitting at their table, his brothers came up to him.
"Well, squirt, you actually did it," George said. "You actually tied the knot." He looked at Nancy and grabbed his own crotch. "Remember, anytime you want a REAL man, look me up," he told her with a smirk on his face. John smirked as well. Ron, however, wasn't amused, and stood up from his chair. George looked at him. "What, you going to get all bad-ass with me, squirt? Any time you wanna play, just let me know."
"Just stay the fuck away from me," Ron said calmly as he looked George in the eye, his fists clenched. George seemed to sense something different about his baby brother and wisely chose not to push the issue.
"Hey, just kidding, squirt," he said, smiling. He turned and, motioning to John, left the reception. Just then, Lisa came over and hugged her brother.
"I really am so happy for you, Ron," she said. "Pay no attention to those idiots."
"Thanks, Lisa," he said. She turned to Nancy and gave her a hug and a kiss on the cheek. Nancy returned the gesture. After Lisa left, Bob and June came up to them. Bob smiled and shook Ron's hand.
"You did good, son," he said. "I'm happy for you. Congratulations."
"Thanks, Dad," Ron said. Bob smiled as he hugged Nancy.
"Welcome to the family," he told her. She hugged him back and thanked him as June hugged Ron.
"I'm so happy for you two," June told Ron. "Congratulations."
"Thanks, Mom," Ron said. She hugged and kissed Nancy, who returned the hug. Mark also offered his best wishes.
"I'm so proud of you, son," he said. "You have a good woman there. Take good care of her."
"I will, Grandpa," Ron said. "Thanks for everything." Mark hugged Nancy as well and welcomed her into the family.
From there, Ron and Nancy headed to the house. They planned to stay the night there and fly out to Hawaii for their honeymoon early in the morning. Nancy giggled as Ron picked her up and carried her over the threshold.
"Oh my," she said. "So big and strong. Take me to bed, husband. I need you inside me so bad." Ron smiled and carried his new bride upstairs and placed her on the bed. While Ron was quite a bit smaller than his brothers, he was no weakling. They undressed and fell into bed, naked, smothering each other with kisses. Ron noticed the bitter taste in Nancy's mouth was gone.
He worked his way down her body and buried his tongue inside her pussy. He loved having oral sex with her and noticed that she was wetter than normal. And, he noticed, she smelled and tasted different.
"I'm so wet and hot for you right now," she said. Ron set his thoughts aside and worked his cock inside her. Normally, she felt tight when he was inside her, but tonight, she seemed fairly loose. He figured it was due to her being more excited than normal, and began fucking her.
"Yes," she moaned. "Fuck me, my husband. Fill me with your cum." They finally fell asleep in each other's arms after a marathon session. "I love you, my husband," she whispered in his ear.
"And I love you, my wife," he whispered back. The next morning, he awoke to Nancy sucking his cock. He watched as his loving wife took his whole manhood into her mouth and sucked him to orgasm. She made a production of swallowing his load and gave him a scorching hot kiss. He noticed that she tasted very much the same as she did in church the day before.
What the hell, Ron asked himself. Did she give someone a blowjob at the wedding? He said nothing, but filed it in the back of his mind. He had no desire to ruin their honeymoon, after all.
They flew out to Hawaii and enjoyed their time on the islands, making love every chance they got. After returning, Ron reported to work and was soon immersed in developing new and better drugs to help cure the sick. At the same time, he began equipping his own home laboratory so he could do his own personal research.
About two months after returning from Hawaii, Nancy approached him about going to school to get her own nursing degree.
"I think that's a great idea," Ron said. "Why don't you go to the college where Lisa is going and sign up? Don't worry about the cost. Just get me the paperwork and I'll take care of everything." She wrapped her arms around him and kissed him.
"Oh thank you so much," she exclaimed. "I'll go down tomorrow. Lisa said they're starting registration soon so I'll get signed up. I think she said it cost about $18,000 for a two-year degree. Is that okay?"
"Sure," Ron said. "And if you decide to go further than a two-year degree, let me know."
"You're the best husband in the world," she said. "Thank you, thank you, thank you. Just wait till tonight. I'll fuck your brains out." Ron smiled.
"I'll hold you to that," he said.
Over the next year and a half, Nancy focused on her studies. Quite a few of her classes were at night, and she told Ron that her and some of the other students would be getting together for study time after classes. Ron looked at her books and understood that she had a lot to learn in a short time, so he dealt with the absences as best he could and helped his wife deal with things like cooking and housework.
He also spent the evenings when she was gone working on his own project. By now, he had a fully-equipped home laboratory and had made a lot of headway in his research. After testing several formulas on his lab rats, he believed he was fairly close to the point where he could begin human testing. He thought about it for some time before deciding to test it out on himself.
Not surprisingly, the formula worked. After a few days of injecting himself with a very small and watered-down dose, Ron saw some marked changes in himself. His muscle mass increased by about 3 percent and he felt more confident in himself than ever before. Unfortunately, the physical changes only lasted a few hours. Ron realized he would either have to increase the dose, or continue injecting himself every day, perhaps several times a day.
But, he wondered, what would be the end result? Would he become addicted to the drug? Would he become a real-life "Hyde?" What long-term affects might it have? He decided to test it on his rat population further to find out before giving himself any more of the drug.
During this time, Ron also noticed that the frequency of sex between him and Nancy had dropped off considerably. Ron understood that her studies were intense and required a lot of study, but it seemed that she was spending more nights out than at home. And, he realized, she often didn't get home until midnight or later.
She had also become more irritable with him over the last few months. When he mentioned the decreasing frequency of their sex, she would get upset, telling him that her studies were taking all of her time. She always seemed tired and complained of headaches. He decided to talk with Lisa about it one evening when Nancy was gone. By now, she had finished her degree and was working full-time at the hospital.
"Lisa," he said. "Can you shed some light on this? It seems like she's gone almost every night till midnight or later. I know the program is hard, but did it take up that much of your time?"
"Oh yeah," she said. "It's a very difficult program and there's a lot of information being thrown at you in a very short period of time. I spent quite a few late nights in the common area studying with classmates. Why are you asking? Do you suspect she's doing something else?"
"I don't know," Ron said. "I don't want to falsely accuse her of anything."
"Smart move, little brother," she said. "And I'm not being condescending. I'm actually glad you felt like you could talk to me first. Remember, not everyone is as smart as you are."
"I guess you're right," he said.
"Is everything okay between you two?" she asked.
"She's gotten very short-tempered lately, and our alone time has almost dropped to nothing," he said.
"Yeah, I can see how that can happen," Lisa said. "Just have patience, Ron. She's going through a lot right now and she needs your support. Hang in there. Things will get better. You'll see."



"I hope you're right," he said. "Thanks for taking time to talk with me."
"Anytime, little brother," she said with a smile.
A couple weeks later, Ron and Nancy were at a company gathering. He was talking with some of his co-workers when he looked around and didn't see Nancy. Where is she, he asked himself. She was just here a little bit ago. He walked around, looking for her, but didn't see her anywhere. A couple hours later, he saw her come toward him. He went to her, relieved to have found her.
"Where were you?" he asked. "I was looking all over the place for you."
"Oh, a couple of your co-workers took me on a little tour of the place," she said. "Very impressive. I can see why you like to spend so much time here." That night at home, she was all over him. He enjoyed the sex but he also noticed that bitter taste in her mouth again. He also noticed she was wetter than normal, just like on their wedding night. What the fuck, he asked himself.
Things went back to normal and two weeks later, his friend told him the bad news.
Ron put his head in his hands and cried for the loss of his marriage. How many other guys had she screwed since they started dating, he wondered. He pulled out his phone and called the one person who could help him deal with this.
"Hey, son, what's the matter?" Mark asked when he answered the phone.
"Grandpa, I think Nancy's cheating on me," Ron said.
"Come on over and let's talk, son," Mark said. Ron ended the call and went to his grandfather's house.
Mark listened carefully as Ron told him what he had learned.
"What do I do, Grandpa?" Ron asked. "I don't know where to begin."
"Well," Mark said. "It's time for you to use that big brain of yours. The first thing we need to do is get evidence that will hold up in court. Once we have that, then you can go to an attorney and file for a divorce. Do you still have the prenuptial agreement?"
"Yes, I do," Ron said. Mark nodded his head.
"It's possible the court will order you to go through counseling," Mark said. "Do you think you can get past this and reconcile with her?" Ron shook his head.
"I don't think so, Grandpa," he said. "She's become a total bitch to me lately and she's gone almost every single night until well after midnight."
"Well, maybe we'll need to get a PI to keep an eye on her as well," Mark said. "I know a couple good ones in the area, so I'll take care of that. Do you have that extra house key I gave you?" Ron pulled out his key chain and gave Mark an extra key to the house. "We'll need to wire the house up for both audio and video, just in case she does something at home. When does she usually leave for classes?"
"I think her first class starts at 11:30 am this semester," Ron said. "She's taking a full load and has classes until about 9:30 pm, then she supposedly studies until late at night. I talked to Lisa and she told me that's not too unusual given the classes she's taking."
"Hmmm," Mark said. "We'll learn the truth soon enough. In the meantime, you need to stay calm. Try to act normal around her. Don't confront her or start accusing her until we have proof. And don't do anything stupid."
"I won't," Ron said.
"You know, I'm glad to hear that you're talking to Lisa," Mark said. "Maybe you should spend more time with her. She's really matured since she left home."
"Did something happen to her at home?" Ron asked.
"Yeah," Mark said. "But I'm not sure exactly what. Don't push the subject. She'll tell you when she's ready."
"Okay, I got it," Ron said. Mark gave Ron a hug.
"Now, you get on back home and try to act normal around Nancy," Mark said. "I'll call and see if we can't get things started tomorrow. I'll let you know what's going on. I'm really sorry to hear this. I thought Nancy was a wonderful girl. It's hard for me to imagine she would do something like this to you. Don't worry, though. No matter what we find out, we'll work through it."
"Thanks, Grandpa," Ron said before leaving. When he got home, he noticed Nancy was still gone, which wasn't unusual these days. He had a brainstorm and grabbed a small webcam from his stash of goodies and installed it in the master bedroom, figuring that if anything happened there, he would catch it. It was small enough that he didn't think Nancy would see it right off. The camera was motion-activated and would begin recording if anything happened in the room.
He went down into his lab and verified the camera's operation, then set about working on his personal project just to keep his mind off things.
After checking on his test rats, he noticed the latest revision of his formula seemed to last longer than the previous ones, and better yet, there did not appear to be any negative side effects. He made some calculations and decided to try it on himself just one more time. He knew it was risky, but he felt it had to be done.
He recorded his vitals first -- heart rate, breathing, oxygen levels and blood pressure -- then injected a small dose of the drug. It took about 45 minutes before he began to feel the familiar burn that told him it was working. He recorded his vitals again and was relieved to see they were still in the normal range.
He went to the back of his lab, where he kept his athletic gear. He changed into a pair of shorts and a t-shirt and began working out on the punching bag. After spending quite some time on the bag, he found that his strength and endurance was significantly improved. Looking at himself, he could see that his muscle mass had improved somewhat. He took measurements of his arms, legs and chest and compared that to earlier measurements.
He was pleased to see the increase was greater than before. But, he wondered, how long would it last?
He went through his karate workout and found that he was able to do it with more speed and power than before. After working out for about an hour, he checked his vitals one more time and was pleased with the result. Maybe, he thought to himself, he had finally found the formula he was looking for. But he didn't want to push it too hard or too fast.
He took a quick shower and headed back upstairs, locking the security doors to his laboratory. He figured he had about a half hour before Nancy came home. Tonight, however, she surprised him and was home 15 minutes earlier than normal.
"Hey stranger," he said when she came in. "Good to see you home early for a change." He wrapped his arms around her and gave her a deep tongue kiss, noting that she tasted normal. After breaking the kiss, she looked at him, surprised.
"If that's the welcome I'll get for coming home early, I'll start doing it every night," she said. "Where did that come from?"
"I just miss you, that's all," he said. "How was school?"
"It was good," she said. "It was mostly reviews. We have tests coming up."
"Well, then," he said. "Why don't we review something else?"
"Like what?" she asked. She squealed as he picked her up effortlessly. Wow, Ron thought to himself, either she lost weight or I'm actually stronger.
"Like, our wedding night," he said, walking up the stairs.
"You mean," she began.
"Yup," he said. "I'm horny as hell and I want you. Right now." She smiled and threw her arms around him.
"Lead on," she said. Ron carried her into the bedroom and set her down on the bed before starting to undress.
"I want to see you naked," he said, feeling a stirring in his groin. Nancy began undressing, teasing him with her body.
"You think you can handle this?" she asked, teasing him.
"Oh God, yeah," he growled. After undressing, he stood up and eyed her. She looked at him, surprise on her face.
"What's gotten into you?" she asked. "You seem... different."
"I've been working out," he said. "And I'm horny for you. See?" he asked, his erection sticking out ahead of him. He looked down and saw that his penis appeared to have grown by at least an inch if not more. It was also bigger around. Nancy noticed as well. She wrapped her hands around his erect cock and began to work her mouth over the head. She sucked his cock for a couple minutes before looking back up at him.
"Did you take Viagra or something?" she asked.
"Who needs Viagra when I've got you?" he asked. Nancy scooted up on the bed and spread her legs for him. He followed her and worked his cock along her wet slit. "I want to fuck your brains out, wife," he whispered in her ear.
"Then do it, my husband," she said. "Fuck your wife's pussy. Stick it in me and fuck me hard." He slid his cock inside her and noticed that she seemed to be much tighter than usual. She gasped loudly as he worked his cock inside her.
"Oh my God, baby, you feel so much bigger," she moaned. "Fuck me, baby, fuck me full of your cum. Don't ever stop fucking my pussy." She moaned and groaned as he pumped inside her with everything he had. Soon, he felt the beginnings of an orgasm.
"I'm getting ready to cum inside you, Nancy," he said, as he pushed farther into her than he ever had before.
"Do it," she begged. "Please. Cum inside my pussy, lover. Fill me up. Fuck me. Harder. I'm cumming, too. Fuck me. Don't stop." He pounded into her and felt her tense up. She wrapped her arms around him and screamed into his shoulder as he ejaculated inside her over and over again. This was the most powerful orgasm he had ever experienced in his entire life. They separated, breathing hard. She looked at him in shock.
"My God, that was the absolute best," she said. He kissed her deeply.
"Yes, it was," he said, laying down beside her. She got on top of him, straddling him with her legs. She noticed his cock was still hard and began rubbing it between her legs.
"I'm not finished with you yet," she said. She got on her knees and lowered herself on him, burying his hard cock inside her pussy. "I need more of this in me." She started rocking on him, riding him cowgirl-style. As Ron watched her going up and down on his cock, he got even hornier and began bucking up to meet her thrusts.
Soon, they both experienced another toe-curling orgasm. Ron looked and saw his cum leaking out of her swollen pussy. The sight made him horny again and he quickly put her on her back, keeping his erect cock inside her. He got up on his knees and put her legs on his shoulders so he could see her pussy filled with his cock.
"You're still horny?" she asked.
"Yes," Ron said, moving inside her slick pussy.
"Well, then," she said with a smile. "Fuck my juicy pussy, husband. Fuck me to your heart's delight."
"I intend to," he said with a wicked grin. He pounded her for several more minutes. He was certain that he was hitting her in places he never had before. After he came inside her a third time, he pulled out and positioned his slick cock at her mouth. "Suck it, baby," he said. She looked at him, surprised, and put his cock in her mouth.
"That's it, baby," he said. "Suck it. Clean it off. Make me cum in your mouth." She worked on him as hard as she could, and tried to take his whole cock in her mouth. "That's right," he said. "Take it ALL in your mouth. Let me see you deep-throat my cock." She worked harder and eventually got all of him in her mouth, but it wasn't easy. "Suck it, woman. Suck it until I cum in your mouth. Then swallow it."
She kept working on him and he felt himself getting ready to ejaculate again. Soon, he was pumping another load deep in her throat. He groaned as he filled her mouth with his semen.
"Now swallow it," he said. "All of it." She did as she was told and looked up to see him smiling at her. "That was the best," he told her. As he laid down next to her, she looked at him, concerned. He had never been this dominant in bed before. She began to wonder if he knew about her extramarital activity.
He put his arm around her and held her tight to him. She put an arm around him and noticed that he seemed harder and more muscular than normal.
"Are you sure you didn't take something?" she asked. "You seem, I don't know, different."
"Diet and exercise," he said. "We don't see each other that much anymore, so naturally, I'd seem a bit different to you. When was the last time we actually had sex like this?"
"Like this?" she asked. "Frankly, I don't ever remember it being like this. But I'm not complaining."
"I'm glad," he said. Maybe, he thought to himself, this will keep her from screwing around. Or not. At the very least, it will give her something to think about. "You know, you're the only woman I want." He felt her cringe a bit, perhaps from guilt.
"And you're the only man I want," she said.
"Really?" he asked. She looked at him, surprised. Does he know, she asked herself.
"Of course, Ron," she said. "I love you. And only you."
"I'm glad to hear that," he said. "I love you, too. And only you. It would break my heart if anything ever happened to change that." She cringed a bit when he said that and held him closer to her.
"It would break my heart as well," she said softly. He kissed her on her forehead.
"Why don't we take a weekend and get away from things for a bit," he said. "Maybe reconnect with each other."
"I'd like that," she said. "Maybe at the end of the semester. I have tests coming up and I really need to study."
"I understand," he said. "Just remember, if there's anything I can do to help, let me know."
"Thanks, baby," she said. "I will."
"I think we need to get some sleep," he said. "I need to get into the office a bit early."
"That sounds good," she said. "Goodnight. I love you."
"Goodnight, sweetie," he said. "I love you too." They finally fell asleep and Ron woke up to see his wife sucking on his enlarged penis.
"Good morning, lover," she said after she pulled him out of her mouth.
"Good morning, beautiful," he replied. "Please, continue." She kept working on him until he came in her mouth. As he watched, she opened her mouth so he could see his cum in her throat. Then she closed her mouth and made a production of swishing it around before she swallowed.
"Wow," he said with a smile on his face.
"What can I say," she said. "I need my morning cream."
They kissed and Ron got ready for work as Nancy threw on her robe and went downstairs to make coffee and breakfast. They ate breakfast and things seemed to be the way they were when they first got married. Ron hoped this would become the new normal. After he ate, he complimented his wife on her cooking, kissed her and headed out the door.
"I love you," he said.
"I love you, too," she said. "Don't forget, I'll be pretty late getting home tonight. I have a lot of studying to do."
"I understand. Don't be too late," he said, smiling. She smiled back.
"I'll try," she said.
That afternoon, he received a text from Mark: "Wired and ready to go. PI on the case."
"Gotcha," he texted back.
...
To be continued...
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End of Part 1:
They kissed and Ron got ready for work as Nancy threw on her robe and went downstairs to make coffee and breakfast. They ate breakfast and things seemed to be the way they were when they first got married. Ron hoped this would become the new normal. After he ate, he complimented his wife on her cooking, kissed her and headed out the door.
"I love you," he said.
"I love you, too," she said. "Don't forget, I'll be pretty late getting home tonight. I have a lot of studying to do."
"I understand. Don't be too late," he said, smiling. She smiled back.
"I'll try," she said.
That afternoon, he received a text from Mark: "Wired and ready to go. PI on the case."
"Gotcha," he texted back.
...

Part 2:
After a fairly productive day at work, Ron went home and jumped on his lab computer to see if his webcam had picked up anything. It successfully captured his tryst with her the night before and activated one other time when Nancy went to the bathroom. It also captured her morning blowjob and recorded him getting ready for work.
He fast forwarded through all that and hoped there wouldn't be anything else. In his mind the only things that should have been captured were her getting ready for school and swapping out the sheets on the bed.
But the camera picked up something else. About 30 minutes after he left, the camera reactivated when Nancy came into the room, followed by his father and two brothers. What the fuck were they doing there, he wondered. Nancy sat down on the bed and the three men stripped their clothes off.
"I don't think I can do this today, guys," she said in the video.
"Why the fuck not?" George asked.
"Things have changed," she said.
"What do ya mean, changed?" John asked.
"I don't know for certain, but I think Ron suspects something," she said.
"Like what," Bob asked.
"Yeah, like what?" George parroted.
"You didn't see him last night," she told them. "He was like a totally different person."
"What, did you let him fuck you last night?" John asked. "After we specifically told you not to let him near you during the week?"
"I had no choice," she said. "He just picked me up and took me, several times. And frankly, it was the best sex I've ever had with him. My pussy is STILL a bit sore from last night."
"What?" George asked. "What do you mean, took you? And you let him? You BITCH!" Bob held up his hand.
"Hold on," he said. "What do you mean by 'different,' Nancy?"
"He was like a kinder version of you guys," she said. "He was stronger, harder, more confident. Hell, his cock was even bigger than normal. I thought maybe he took Viagra or something, but he just said it was diet and exercise."
"He's doing something in that lab of his," Bob said. "We need to get in there and figure it out."
"No, you can't do that," Nancy said. "He's got multiple security doors and if anyone tries to break in, it alerts him and the police."
"Do you know what he's working on?" George asked. Nancy shook her head.
"I have no idea," she said.
"So what, we just forget about our plan to knock you up and make him raise the child, thinking it's his?" John asked.
"I think we should put that plan on hold for now," she said. "I want to finish my school and get established first. Once I have a job with benefits, we can revisit it."
"Fuck that shit," George said. "I don't want to wait that long." He looked at his father. "Maybe we should go with plan B." Bob nodded his head. Nancy looked at them.
"What do you mean, plan B?" she asked.
"Well, if we can't fuck the wimpy cuck over, we'll fuck him directly," John said. "In the ass. Repeatedly."
"Yeah, and we'll get it all on tape," George said. "Let's see how long the brainiac keeps his job once we send it out to his boss and co-workers." The three men laughed at that.
"You can't be serious," Nancy said.
"Oh yeah, we're fucking serious," John said. "And you're going to help us set him up."
"What?" Nancy asked. "You want me to set him up so you can rape him in the ass?"
"Yeah," George said. "But we're not sticking our peckers into that tiny little ass. We know some really big black guys who just happen to like little squirts like your husband. Trust me, they'll have little Ronnie squealing like a pig and begging for more. And yes, you WILL set him up for us."
"What if I don't want to?" she asked.
"Well, then, we'll just have to tell him about your wedding day," John said. "About how it was our cum dripping down your leg as you walked down the aisle. And about how it was our cum in your mouth when he kissed you." The three men laughed at that. "Then we'll show him video of you taking all three of us, making you airtight. And the video of you taking mine and George's cock in your pussy at the same time. You think he'll ever want to touch you again?" Nancy looked down, embarrassed.
"But what about your grandfather?" Nancy asked. "He'll never let you get away with it."
"Yeah," George said. "He holds the note on the house. He'll have us on the street in no time, or in jail."
"Let me worry about Big Daddy," Bob said. George and John nodded their heads.
"So, bitch," John said. "Are you in, or do we need to take you to the wrong side of town and have you turned into a crack whore, fucking for drugs?"
"Just don't hurt him, please," she cried. "When do you want to do this?"
"Soon," George said. "Well let you know. In the meantime, you play the good loving wife while we get things set up. We don't want the little runt getting suspicious. Got it?" Nancy nodded her head, tears rolling down her cheek.
"I got it," she said quietly.
"Good," George said, unzipping his trousers. "Now, suck, bitch," he added, pulling out his cock. Nancy took it in her hands and began masturbating him to hardness. "Suck it, cunt," he growled. She put his cock in her mouth and began sucking as the other two men pulled out their cocks.
Soon, she had one cock in her ass, one in her mouth and one in her pussy. The three men grunted as they emptied their seed in her. Then they swapped places and did it again, swapping one more time so that all three got good use of all her holes. Ron was disgusted by what he saw and felt like throwing up.
When the men finished, they got dressed. On the way out, John turned to Nancy.
"Remember what we said, bitch," he told her. "And don't let him fuck you again during the week if you know what's good for you." Nancy was finally left alone and as Ron watched, she buried her head in her hands and sobbed. The video ended when she finally got up and went to the bathroom. He copied it to a thumb drive and realizing that he just witnessed a crime being plotted, pulled out his phone to call the police and warn Mark.
He never got a chance to call, though, as his phone rang as he held it. He saw the call was from Lisa, so he answered it.
"Ron, thank God I got you," she said. "You need to get to the hospital, right now."
"What's wrong, Lisa?" he asked.
"It's Grandpa," she said. "He's been shot. He's out of surgery, but it doesn't look good. Please, hurry and get here. I'll meet you in the ER." They ended the call and Ron ran up the stairs, locking the security doors to the lab. He drove as fast as he could to the hospital and met Lisa in the Emergency Room. She grabbed his hand and led him to the recovery area where Mark lay. His eyes were closed and his breathing was irregular. He was hooked up to tubes and wires attached to his body and Ron could see that his vitals weren't good.
"What happened?" he asked Lisa.
"From what the police said, he got caught between two rival gangs in a drive-by shooting," she said. "He was hit multiple times. It doesn't look good at all." Ron agreed and kept an eye on the vitals. He pulled up a chair and sat next to Mark and Lisa. She put her head on his shoulders and cried. He put his arm around her and tried to comfort her.
Suddenly, Mark jerked in his bed. Ron and Lisa looked at his vitals and recognized the signs of a heart attack. Suddenly, there was an announcement for a "code blue" and the room quickly filled with medical personnel. Ron and Lisa stood out of the way as they worked, but it was to no avail. As they watched, Mark's vitals flat-lined and nothing the techs did made any difference.
A doctor examined him one last time and noted the time of Mark's death in his folder. They disconnected him from the medical gear and pulled the sheet over his face before leaving. Ron knelt over Mark, hot tears falling down his face. Lisa sobbed with him, her hand on Ron's shoulder.
As Ron cried for his grandfather, a rage began building in him. He felt his entire body shake from his emotions and he was filled with a desire to kill. The rage continued to build in him until he could take it no longer. Suddenly, he threw his head back and let loose with a blood-curling yell. Lisa stood back from him, shocked. A couple nurses ran into the area to see what was going on, but by then, Ron had settled down.
"I gotta get out of here," Ron said. "I'll call tomorrow."
"Please do," Lisa said, scared. She had never seen him like this before and was very concerned for him. Ron left the curtained-off area and headed for the door. Once outside, he was met by his father and brothers.
"What happened?" Bob asked him. Ron grabbed him by the collar and slammed him against a nearby truck, hatred in his eyes.
"As if you don't know?" he asked. Bob shook his head. He had never seen Ron so physical before.
"No, I don't," he said. "Honest to God, I don't."
"If I ever find out you had anything to do with Grandpa being shot so help me God, I'll rip your fucking balls off and feed them to the dogs, you worthless petaQ," he growled, using a Klingon insult. Bob looked at his youngest child, scared. He shook his head.
"No, please, Ron. Believe me, I didn't have anything to do with this," he begged. Ron dropped him back to the ground and saw George start to take a swing at him in his peripheral vision. He never made contact as Ron dropped him with a roundhouse kick to the side of his face. Ron looked at John, anger in his eyes.
"You want some pain, too, asshole?" Ron growled. John shook his head, his eyes wide. He held his hands in front of him. Who was this madman, he thought as he looked at his younger brother.
"No, Ron, please. No more," he said.
"Then stay the fuck away from me," Ron said. He looked down at Bob. "Are you going to take care of your father's funeral arrangements or do I have to do that for you?"
"I'll take care of it," Bob said, standing up. "I'm sorry, Ron. Really, I am. I know how much your grandfather meant to you. I'll take care of things."
"You'd better," Ron said before walking off. He called his boss from work and requested bereavement leave.
"I'm so sorry, Ron," his boss said. "Go ahead and take the next five days off. We've got it covered."
"Thanks, boss," Ron said, ending the call.
He got in his car and headed back home, thinking about his revenge. He swore they would all pay for what they had done to him. As he drove, part of his mind went over formulas and calculations while another part of his mind focused on driving. It was something he had mastered some time ago and it was now second nature to him. His face twisted in an evil grin as a plan came to him. Oh yes, he thought to himself, ALL of the fuckers would pay for their treachery.
When he got home, he turned off all the cameras, then went back to his lab, his mind filled with formulas. He went straight to work, knowing he didn't have a whole lot of time. He verified a few things from his previous experiments and his vast computer-based library and adjusted as necessary. The first solution simply HAD to work, because there was no time for testing or reformulation. He worked liked a man possessed, until he finally had the concoction he was looking for.
Looking around, he found one other thing he would need to make his job easier and set that aside. He grabbed what looked like a turkey baster and sucked up a sizable dose of his newly-created solution before setting it aside. Now all he had to do was wait.
He didn't have to wait long as he heard Nancy's car pull into the garage. He grabbed what he needed and ran up the stairs, heading for the kitchen. He was pouring Nancy a glass of sherry, knowing she would want one before going to bed. He turned around, glass in hand, as Nancy entered the house from the garage.
"Is that for me?" she asked, reaching for the glass.
"Of course," he said, handing it to her. "How was your day?"
"Busy as hell," she sighed as she took a drink. "We were reviewing everything for the..." She dropped the glass as the drug hit and nearly fell on the floor, but Ron caught her before she collapsed. He picked her up and carried her upstairs, laying her down on the bed.
He stripped her naked and saw bite marks on her breasts and noticed her lower lips were swollen. Fucking cunt, he thought to himself. He didn't see any semen leaking out of her, leading him to believe that she at least had the good sense to use a condom. He put a pillow under her ass, raising it enough to do what he needed done.
Once he got her situated, he went back downstairs and grabbed the baster and a couple of towels. Once in the bedroom, he inserted the plastic tip of the thing inside her pussy and gently squeezed, using the towels to soak up any liquid that escaped. He watched as the solution went inside her before adding more. Soon, the entire thing was empty and he wiped her dry. He looked at his watch, pleased. The drug he had used in her sherry would keep her out for about eight hours and the solution would be completely absorbed into her vaginal walls in about six. Perfect. He went back downstairs and crashed on a futon in his lab.
He awoke at 6:30 the next morning. He jumped into the shower, dressed and grabbed a cup of coffee. He had a lot to do today. He grabbed his laptop and a thumb drive that held the video from the previous day, then scribbled a note for Nancy before turning the cameras back on, telling her he had to get an early start on the day. He said nothing about Mark's death.
As he drove, he called Lisa.
"Hey, sis," he said. "Mind if I come over and fix us some breakfast?"
"Well, okay," she said. "Are you feeling better this morning?"
"Yeah, a bit," he said. "I got some sleep last night and that helped."
"Good," she said. "Alright, I'll see you in a few."
A few minutes later, Lisa let Ron into her apartment. She showed him to the kitchen, and he began cracking eggs to make an omelet.
"You sure you can handle this?" she asked.
"Oh, yeah," he said.
"I'll start up some coffee," she said.
"Sounds good to me," he told her.
"So what's this all about?" Lisa asked when Ron dished out the omelets.
"I have something I want you to look at," Ron said, pulling out his laptop and his thumb drive. After he got it up, he connected a set of headphones and handed them to her. "Watch this," he told her, starting the video. Her eyes grew wide as she watched Nancy with the three men. When it was over, she took the headphones off and wiped tears from her eyes.
"Oh my God," she said. "I can't believe they would do that to you. Do you think Dad may have had something to do with Grandpa getting shot?"
"I did at first, but when I looked at the timeline, it just didn't fit," he said. "There simply wasn't enough time for him to have set that up."
"I heard you got a little physical with them in the parking lot," she said.
"Yeah, a bit," Ron said. "Is Dad going to handle Grandpa's funeral?" She nodded her head.
"He said he would," she told him. Ron looked at his sister for a couple minutes before speaking.
"I need to know the truth, Lisa," he said. "The whole truth."
"About what?" she asked.
"What happened to make you leave home?" he asked. "Were you molested?" Her eyes started tearing up and her face got red. She slowly nodded her head, unable to look Ron in the face. "You can tell me, I'll be here for you." She began sobbing uncontrollably. He held her head and let her cry on his shoulder. He let her get it out of her system. She finally sat back up and looked at him.
"You remember how we all used to roughhouse in the basement?" she asked.
"Yeah," he said. "I always ended up at the bottom of the pile." She laughed.
"Well, after you left, it was me at the bottom of the pile," she said. "The first time happened about a year after you left. The boys and I were in the basement and we were just goofing off like we used to. Mom and Dad were out that night and the boys had gotten some beer. They gave me one and the next thing I know, I'm sitting in George's lap and John was in front of me. I felt strange, like I wanted it. But I hated it at the same time. I realized later that I had been drugged."
"How many times after that did it happen?" Ron asked.
"Quite a few times. I'd say once every other week for about a year and a half or so," she said. "I felt so ashamed."
"Damn. Why didn't you just say, 'no?'" he asked.
"I did at first, but John said he had pictures and video and threatened to tell everyone," she said. "They also threatened to hurt me if I went to the police."
"Was Dad ever involved?" Ron asked.
"Not at first," she said. "Later, he would come to the basement and watch. He did get involved a couple times."
"And they all threatened you?" he asked.
"Yes, even Dad," she said. "Finally, I couldn't take it anymore. I told Grandpa I had to get out of there, but I never told him the whole truth."
"Did Mom ever know about this?" Ron asked. She shook her head.
"No. She knew about the other girls, but not this," she said. "She was always out when it happened and Dad told me never to mention it to her."
"Oh my God, Lisa, that's terrible," Ron said. "I'm not up on all the laws, but I really think you should talk to someone. You may have a criminal case here."
"You think anyone will care after all these years?" she asked.
"I'm going to get an appointment with an attorney today, so I'll ask about it," Ron said. "I thought I saw something somewhere that said there's no statute of limitations on crimes like this in this state, but I don't keep up with the law. And yes, it was a crime."
"So are you going to divorce Nancy?" Lisa asked.
"Yeah," he said. "There's no way I can live with this."
"Good," she said. "I feel so bad for you, Ron. Trust me, there's lots of girls out there who would kill to have a man like you and they're not all sluts. And I really am sorry for the way I treated you when we were younger. I know we were just kids and all, but there's still no excuse for what I did to you." Ron smiled and hugged his sister.
"That's okay," he said. "Thanks for the apology and I accept. Well, I have a lot on my plate today, so I'd better get going. Call me if you need anything and I'll let you know what I find out, okay?"
"Sounds like a plan," she said. "Thanks for coming over, Ron. And thanks for making me breakfast. I may just have you do that again." He smiled and kissed her on the cheek.
"Any time," he said. Just then, Ron's phone buzzed. He didn't recognize the number, but answered anyway.



"Ron Black," he said.
"Mr. Black, this is Marcus Billingham, your grandfather's attorney," a man said at the other end. "Is this a good time to speak?"
"Yes, it is," Ron said. "What may I do for you?"
"I received word that your grandfather passed away yesterday," Marcus said. "First off, I'd like to offer my condolences. He and I have been friends for a long time."
"Thank you, Mr. Billingham," Ron said.
"Please call me Marcus," he said. "Second off, I was wondering if you and your sister could come by my office this morning. I need to discuss your grandfather's last will with you. Is that possible?"
"Well, I can come by," Ron said. "Let me ask Lisa. She's right here." He put the phone down and looked at his sister. "Can you take today off and come see Grandpa's attorney?"
"I think so," she said. "We get three days bereavement leave, so I don't think that'll be a problem. Let me call in first." She pulled out her phone and called her boss to explain the situation. Less than a minute later, she ended her call and looked at Ron. "No problem," she said. "I can be there." Ron put his phone on speaker.
"Marcus, I have my phone on speaker," Ron said. "Lisa said she can come in with me. What time would you like us to be there?"
"Can you make it here by 10:00 am?" he asked. Lisa nodded her head.
"We'll be there," Ron said.
"Good," Marcus said. "I'll see you at 10:00." They ended the call after Marcus gave his address and Lisa ran into her bedroom to get ready. Soon, they were on their way to Marcus' downtown office.
Ron found a spot in the main parking garage downtown and they walked the two blocks to the high-rise where Marcus' office was located. The receptionist took their names and escorted them into Marcus' inner sanctum.
"Please come in," Marcus said as the receptionist opened the door. He shook their hands and offered them a cup of coffee, which they graciously accepted. Marcus motioned to have three cups brought in, then invited them to sit down.
"You're probably wondering why I called you both here today," he said.
"I am a bit curious," Ron said. "Especially since I was going to call for some family law advise."
"Are you looking to get a divorce?" Marcus asked. Ron nodded his head.
"Yes," he said.
"Well, then we can kill two birds with one stone," Marcus said. "It just so happens I'm the one who crafted the prenuptial agreement for you and Nancy at your grandfather's request. I hope you don't mind, but he mentioned to me just before he was shot that you might be seeking our services. We'll get to that in a bit. What I really wanted to discuss with the two of you are some very important changes to your grandfather's will."
"Oh?" Ron asked. "What changes might those be?"
"About eight months ago, your grandfather basically wrote your father and your brothers out of his will," Marcus said. "He left the three of them the sum total of one dollar each. Your father was the original executor of his will, but he changed that. You, Ron, are named as the executor. His entire estate has been placed in a trust with the two of you named as the executive officers with equal power."
Ron and Lisa looked at each other, shocked. This was the first they had heard of any changes and Mark had never mentioned anything about their father and brothers being denied so much of the estate.
"Under normal circumstances, this would not be much of a hardship, but your grandfather's estate is quite large," Marcus said. "Maybe not Bill Gates large, but very substantial. Even after my fees and his final expenses, you two will be set for life. If you wish, I can handle everything with the probate court, but you will still be responsible for any final decisions that need to be made. Don't worry about my fees, I've already negotiated that with your grandfather and those will be paid for by the estate."
"Do you think our father might contest this?" Ron said. Marcus nodded his head.
"I would be surprised if he didn't," Marcus said.
"Well, Grandpa trusted you for a long time," Ron said. "So I'm okay with you handling the probate stuff. That work for you, Lisa?" Ron asked. She nodded her head.
"Yeah, sure," she said.
"Good. Just so you know, there are four pieces of property in the trust," Marcus said. "Your grandfather's home, the one you and Nancy live in, Ron, the home currently occupied by your parents and a piece of lakefront property."
"Wait," Ron said. "The house Mom and Dad are living in are part of the trust? I thought Grandpa was holding the note on that."
"No," Marcus said. "He bought the mortgage a few years back when your father lost his job. There is no note on it. He allowed your parents and brothers to stay in the place for minimal rent. If you're so inclined, you can extend that same arrangement to them. That's strictly up to you."
"And what's this piece of lakefront property?" Ron asked. "I didn't know anything about that."
"Well, your grandfather had talked about using it as a summer vacation home," Marcus said. "He started construction on it a few months back but it hasn't been finished. Maybe the two of you can collaborate and make it a family getaway."
They discussed the terms of Mark's will for about another half hour before the discussion turned to Ron and Lisa.
"Marcus," Ron began, "We'd like your opinion on something." He turned to his sister. "Would you like to tell him?" Lisa nodded her head before telling Marcus what she had shared with her brother earlier. She was clearly embarrassed and Ron felt himself getting angrier by the minute. Marcus listened quietly, taking notes as she talked. When she finished, he sat back in his chair and thought for a couple moments before speaking.
"Well, Lisa," he began. "This state has no statute of limitations for what you've just described. The only sticking point I think would be providing evidence. You say they claimed to have video of this?" She nodded her head.
"Yes, that's what they told me," she said. He nodded his head.
"Okay," he said. "Tell you what I'll do. I'll call the District Attorney and see what he says. He or someone from his office will probably want to discuss it with you before taking any action. Will you be okay with that?"
"Yes," she said. "I want them to pay for what they've done."
"You say your mother had no knowledge of any of this?" he asked.
"No, not as far as I know," Lisa said.
"Alright," he said. "I can't promise anything, but I will talk to the DA and we'll go from there, okay?"
"Thank you," she said. Marcus then turned to Ron, who had pulled a thumb drive from his pocket.
"And you?" Marcus asked. Ron handed him the thumb drive.
"I want a divorce," Ron said. "On that thumb drive is a video showing her with my father and my two brothers. It's pretty graphic. Grandpa had also hired a private investigator and we're going to see him next." Marcus put the drive into his computer and fired up the video. His face turned a bit red as he watched the video. When it was over, he pulled the drive out.
"Mind if I hang on to this for a while?" he asked Ron.
"Not at all," Ron said.
"Good. I'll also mention this to the District Attorney if you don't mind," Marcus said. "I'll start the paperwork based on the prenuptial agreement immediately and have her served. When do you plan to confront her about this?"
"Tonight, when she gets home from school," Ron said.
"Alright," he said. "I can tell you that based on this, it's pretty much a slam dunk. Adultery is still cause for divorce in this state and can actually be prosecuted as a crime, but I don't know of any recent case where that's happened. As I recall, your agreement states that in the case of adultery, the guilty spouse leaves the marriage with no support. Your house is actually owned by your grandfather's trust so she has no claim to that. Is she employed?"
"No, she's a full-time student," Ron said. "I had planned on setting her up with an apartment so she'll have someplace to live until she finishes college. I've already paid for her tuition through the end of her program. According to the agreement, she would get $2,500 for every year we've been married plus whatever money she had when we got married, which was just at $450.00. I'll give her a check for that amount tonight. She has her own car, so she can keep that as well."
"I see," Marcus said. "You're being quite generous under the circumstances."
"I hate what she did, but I don't want to see her on the street," Ron said.
"That's good to hear," Marcus said. "Alright, I'll draw up the paperwork. I'll also get a restraining order against her and her three amigos. Make sure I have her new address so I can have her served. If you get any additional evidence, make sure I have that as well. Unless she contests the divorce, it should be final in six months."
"Thanks," Ron said. "How much do I need for a retainer?"
"Don't worry about that right now," Marcus said. "I'll send you a bill. Besides, your grandfather already gave me a fairly hefty retainer, so I'll work against that for now."
Marcus handed each of them his business card, then stood, signaling the end of the meeting. Ron and Lisa also stood and the three of them shook hands.
"I'm really sorry about everything," Marcus said. "Your grandfather thought the world of you two. He always said he hoped the family would reconcile. If there's anything you need, please feel free to call any time. I'll discuss all this with the DA and let you know what I learn. I already have your contact information in my files."
"Thank you, Marcus," Ron said. Their next stop was the office of Alfred Johnson, Private Investigator, the man Mark hired to wire the house and spy on Nancy. After speaking with the receptionist, a gum-chewing redhead with a bit of an attitude, they were ushered into Alfred's office. A cigar-chomping middle-aged man who looked like a Columbo reject got out of his chair and welcomed them.
"Please, call me Al," he said after all the introductions. "Yes, I spoke with your grandfather and we've been keeping an eye on your wife. Quite a busy lady, if I do say so myself. I haven't finished up my report yet, but I do have lots of pictures and video."
"What have you found out?" Ron asked.
"As you suspected, your wife has entertained a number of men in just the last 24 hours or so," Al said. "All together, I'd say, she's probably been with at least 15 men, counting your father and two brothers."
"Fifteen?" Ron asked, shocked. The shit was definitely going to hit the fan.
"Yep," Al said. He pulled out a manila folder and handed it to Ron. The folder was full of pictures and included a DVD. "That's just since we started the case. I can tell you that your father and brother were also at your house this morning. They showed up about 8:30 or so and left about 10:00. We've got video of that as well. It's on the DVD. I do have to warn you, though, it's disturbing and quite graphic."
Ron quickly did the math. If they left at 10:00, things should start happening about 3:00 pm.
"Thanks," Ron said. "I think we have enough evidence for the divorce. I've already started the process, so if you want, I think that after tonight, we can call it done."
"Well, okay," Al said. "I'll have my guys watch her through tonight and we'll end the surveillance then. I can have a full report for you in about three days, if that works for you."
"It does," Ron said. "How much do I owe you?"
"I'll figure that out when we wrap it up and send you a bill for what's owed," Al said. "Your grandfather already paid for a full week of surveillance, so it's possible there'll be a refund."
"My grandfather was shot and killed yesterday," Ron said. "So any refund can be sent to me."
"I'm sorry to hear about that," Al said. "Damn. I thought the world of Mark. He helped me get started, you know. Well, once we're finished, I'll figure it out and get in touch with you, okay?"
"That's good," Ron said, handing Al a card with his contact information.
"We'll be in touch," Al said before they left. "And let me know when you're going to have the funeral. I'd like to pay my last respects."
From there, Ron and Lisa went to lunch and talked about what had happened that morning.
"I knew Grandpa had quite a bit of money, but I had no idea he was that well off," Lisa said.
"Same here," Ron said. "My head is still spinning."
"So, what's next on your agenda?" Lisa asked.
"I saw on the Internet that the complex you live in has small furnished studio apartments for rent," he said. "I'd like to get one for Nancy. That is, if you don't mind her living in the same complex as you."
"No, I don't mind," she said. "You're really doing it, aren't you?" she asked after a few moments. "You're really kicking her to the curb."
"Yeah," Ron said. "I don't trust her anymore, and whatever love I had for her is pretty much gone."
"You've changed, Ron," she said. "A lot. The Ronnie I remember as a kid would probably have just rolled over and let her screw you over. And he certainly wouldn't have kicked his brother's ass the way you did yesterday. What happened to you?"
"Well, that Ron is gone," he said. "And the days of me taking shit from people are also gone." He realized she was right in more ways than she knew. The old Ron would never have done to Nancy what he did. And even if he did, or even thought about it, he would have been wracked with guilt. The new Ron, however, felt absolutely no remorse. Nor did he feel any guilt for what he knew would happen to his father and brothers.
Moreover, the old Ron would probably have crawled into a fetal position over the death of his marriage. He probably would have even begged Nancy to come back to him and allowed her to turn him into one of those wimpy cuckolds he read about on the Internet. But that Ron didn't exist anymore, and was replaced by something else. He had to be careful, though, and he knew it. If he was pushed too hard, he could easily turn into a modern-day version of Stevenson's Edward Hyde.
"I kinda like this new Ron," Lisa said with a smile. He smiled back.
"Thanks," he said. "Me, too."
"So, what do you think we should do about Mom?" she asked. "If Dad and the boys do end up in jail, she'll have no income at all. Even if they don't go to jail, there's the matter of the house. Are you thinking of throwing them out?"
"It's tempting," he said. "They've certainly given me plenty of reason to kick them into the street. But I don't want to see Mom get hurt. I have no problem with letting her stay if they go to jail, though. Let's see how things work out, okay?"
"Okay," she said. "Would you be opposed to setting her up with a small trust fund so she can survive?"
"No, I wouldn't," he said. "I think Grandpa would probably have done the same thing."
"I think you're right," she said. After they ate, they headed back to Lisa's apartment and headed for the office. Lisa introduced Ron to the office manager and explained the situation.
"So, you want to rent a studio apartment for your soon-to-be ex-wife?" asked Marsha, the office manager.
"Yes," Ron said. "And I'm willing to pay for six month's rent in advance if that's possible."
"Six months?" Marsha asked. "You're being quite generous. Yes, we can do that if you'd like. I happen to have one furnished studio available right now if that works for you."
"It does," Ron said. Marsha took them to the apartment so they could see it. It was very small, but it was clean and included the minimum furnishings. With Nancy being at school all the time, Ron figured it was more than sufficient. "I'll take it," Ron told Nancy. They went back to the office, where Ron filled out all the papers. He signed a check for the deposit and six months rent and took the keys Marsha handed him.
"So, when do you think she'll be moving in?" Marsha asked.
"Tonight," Ron said. "After she gets back from school."
They left the office and walked to Lisa's apartment. When they got there, she turned to him.
"Are you sure about all of this?" Lisa asked.
"Yes," Ron said. "The sooner she's gone, the better."
"I just hope you're doing the right thing," she said.
"It's the only thing I can do," he told her. "At least I'm not forcing her to live in her car, which I was sorely tempted to do."
"I understand," she said. "Would you mind if I keep in touch with her, just to make sure she's alright?"
"I don't care," Ron said. "She's going to need a job soon. Maybe you can help her with that."
"I'll see what I can do," Lisa said. "Talk to you soon, okay?" He nodded his head. Lisa wrapped her arms around him. "It'll be alright, little brother. You'll see."
"Thanks, Lisa," he said. "I appreciate that." He left and headed for the bank, where he made changes to his account. He took Nancy off the joint account, paid and canceled their joint credit card, applied for a new card in his name only and got a cashier's check for $5450.00 in Nancy's name. This had been a pretty expensive day, but he knew it had to be done.
From there, he went home and began packing all of her clothes and toiletries, placing most of it in trash bags and setting them in the garage next to her scooter, which she still used from time to time. He took down all of the photos of both of them and put them in boxes, along with their wedding album.
As he was packing Nancy's things, his phone rang. He saw it was Marcus' number, so he answered.
"Ron," Marcus said. "Just wanted to let you know I spoke with the District Attorney and he's very interested in pursuing cases regarding you and Lisa."
"Terrific," Ron said. "Is there anything we need to do?"
"Not yet," Marcus said. "I suspect he'll contact you both and arrange for an interview. I just wanted to let you know."
"Thanks a million, Marcus," Ron said. They ended the call and Ron continued packing until he felt he had done enough. By then, it was almost 3:00 pm, and he knew things would start to get interesting soon.
He went down into his lab and checked the video from earlier in the morning. Sure enough, about 8:30 that morning, judging from the timestamp on the video, Nancy was joined in the master bedroom by his father, John and George. George had a large bruise on the side of his face where Ron had kicked him the previous day.
"What happened to you?" Nancy asked.
"Your limp-dick husband did this to me yesterday at the hospital," George said. "You never told me he took martial arts."
"Sorry," she said. "I guess I forgot to tell you. He started doing that in college."
"Well, the little bitch is going to pay dearly, I promise you," he said.
"What are you going to do?" she asked. He pulled a pistol from his belt and showed it to her.
"After my buddies fuck him the ass, I'm going to blow his stupid fucking head off," George said. Nancy shook her head.
"No, please, you promised you wouldn't hurt him," she said.
"I never promised shit," he said. "Let's see if he's faster than a bullet."
"You'll end up in jail," she said.
"So fucking what?" George growled. "He owes me, and by God, he's gonna pay."
"What were you doing at the hospital?" she asked.
"Dad was shot yesterday," Bob said. "He died after surgery."
"Oh my God," Nancy said. "Ron didn't say anything about that last night. Did you set it up?"
"No," Bob said. "It was just dumb luck. He got caught between two gangs in a drive-by shooting."
"Dumb luck is right," John said. "Still, it works well for us. Now, we'll get the house and a good chunk of inheritance money." Ron laughed at that. Yeah, right, asshole, he thought to himself.
"Now, bitch, get naked," George ordered. Nancy stripped her clothes off and soon, all four of them were in the bed, making Nancy airtight. As before, they each took turns fucking her in all her holes, filling her up with semen. He fast-forwarded through this part, not really interested in the sex scenes. Ron's face broke out in a wicked grin. Just wait, assholes, he thought to himself. The fun hasn't even begun yet.



After they finished and got dressed, Nancy turned to George.
"So, when are your buddies going to take Ron?" she asked.
"Probably tomorrow afternoon after you leave for school. They're going to follow him in their van and grab him at the earliest convenience," George said. "We know of a good place over by the lake. They're going to fuck him real good, then I'm going to shoot him right between the eyes. After that, we'll dispose of his body in the lake so he can become fish food."
"I wish you wouldn't do it," she said.
"Well, it's gonna happen and there ain't shit you or anyone else can do about it," John said. "Now, don't get all brave and shit. Don't say a fucking thing to anyone about it, you hear? Otherwise, we'll tell the cops it was all your idea." Nancy nodded her head, slowly. Ron could see she wasn't comfortable about any of this.
They left the room and Nancy began sobbing. After several minutes, she went into the bathroom to shower and clean up for school. After the video ended, he checked his vitals and his body measurements to compare from the previous day and was happy to see there was almost no change from the last time he checked. He decided not to give himself any more of his concoction until the morning, when he would probably need it.
Just then, his phone rang. It was his mother. He answered it, knowing pretty much what she was going to say.
"Ron, you need to meet me at the hospital," she said. "They're taking Dad and the boys down."
"For what?" he asked.
"Something's wrong with their... things," she said.
"Things?" Ron asked. "What things?"
"You know, their... penises," she said.
"What did they do, try to screw a light socket?" he asked.
"Don't be sarcastic, Ron," she said. "They're in pain. Their penises have turned all black. I had to call 911 and they came out with an ambulance. I also called Lisa and she's on her way there as well. Please, can you meet me at the hospital?"
"Okay, give me a couple minutes, I have an errand to run," he said.
"Thanks, Ron," she said before hanging up. Ron opened his phone book and dialed the number he was looking for.
"Police Department, Homicide," said the woman who answered.
"Yes, I'd like to speak to someone about a plot to commit rape and murder," Ron said.
"One moment, please," the woman said. After a minute of electronic music, a man's voice came on the line.
"Homicide, Detective Sparks," the man said.
"Detective, my name is Ron Black, and I'd like to report a plot to commit rape and murder," Ron said.
"Tell me what you know, sir," Detective Sparks said. Ron gave a brief sketch of the situation and told him everything he heard his brothers say.
"Do you know where the perpetrators are now?" Detective Sparks asked when Ron finished.
"They're on their way to the hospital," Ron said. "They may even be in surgery now for all I know."
"What are they in the hospital for?" the detective asked.
"Something about their penises," Ron said. "From what my mother told me on the phone, it sounds like they may have to be amputated."
"I see," Detective Sparks said.
"I'm on my way down there now," Ron said. "Can you or one of your officers meet me there? I have them plotting this out on video and I can let you have a copy."
"Absolutely," the detective said. "We'll see you there."
Ron hung up the phone and laughed as he copied the incriminating videos to a thumb drive. Locking everything up, he headed to the hospital, carrying his laptop and the thumb drive. He found a place to park and headed for the Emergency Room. Once inside, he spoke to the person at the front desk and was directed to the area where the three men were undergoing surgery. He spotted Lisa and his mother talking to a man in a cheap suit. A uniformed police officer was with them.
"Hi, Mom," Ron said as he approached them. "How's Dad and the boys?"
"Not good," she said, crying. "They're in surgery now. The doctor said they have to amputate their penises."
"Hmmm," Ron said. "Sorry to hear that."
The suit looked at Ron.
"Are you Ron Black?" he asked. Ron nodded his head.
"I am," Ron said. "And you must be Detective Sparks."
"Yes," he said. He pointed to a couple chairs in the waiting area. "Care to talk about this?"
"Sure," Ron said. His mother spoke up.
"What's this all about, Ron?" she asked. "What's going on?"
"Well, Mom, since this will affect you as well, you probably should know," Ron said. He motioned for Lisa to follow them as well. After they sat down, Ron pulled out his laptop and plugged in the thumb drive. June and Lisa gasped as they saw Nancy with the three men. "Okay," Ron said. "Listen to this." He played the video loud enough so Detective Sparks, his mother and Lisa could all hear what was being said.
He fast-forwarded through the sex scenes to play the end, but June saw enough to know what was going on. Her eyes grew wide as she saw the three men take Nancy. Ron played the part at the end where George and John laid out the plan. When it was finished, he ended the video, pulled out the drive and handed it to Detective Sparks.
"Do you have any idea who their accomplices might be?" Detective Sparks asked.
"No sir, I don't," Ron said. "It could be someone they work with or someone they go drinking with." Sparks looked at June.
"Did you know anything about this?" he asked her. June shook her head.
"No, Detective, I had no idea," she said. "If I had, I would've cut their dicks off myself." He smiled and nodded his head.
"I understand," he said. He looked back at Ron.
"You didn't see any van on your way over here?" he asked.
"No, I didn't," Ron said.
"Okay. So whatever they plan to do, it'll probably be in the morning," he said. "You say your wife is in school right now?"
"Supposedly," Ron said.
"I see," Sparks said. "I'll have to bring her in for questioning. I don't know if the DA will want to charge her or not. She doesn't appear to be a conspirator, but she's still an accomplice, even if it's after the fact. He may want to offer her a plea deal. I don't know."
"Do what you have to, Detective," Ron said. "I've already started divorce proceedings and I had planned to kick her out of the house tonight."
"Oh?" the detective asked. "Do you know where she's going to stay?"
"Yes, I do," Ron said. He gave the detective the address of the studio apartment he got for her that day.
"Thanks," he said. "I'll talk to the District Attorney about all this and see how he wants to handle it. In the meantime, I'll have Officer Greene over there stay with the three men. I doubt they'll be going anywhere. Mrs. Black, we'll also need to do a search of your home."
"Please," she said. "Do whatever is necessary."
"While you're at it, Detective," Ron said. "Could you look for some video?"
"What kind of video?" the detective asked. Lisa's face turned red as Ron looked at her.
"Lisa, maybe you should talk with Mom in private for a minute, let her know what's going on." Ron suggested. She nodded her head and took her mother by the arm.
"What's going on, Ron?" June asked.
"Lisa will tell you," Ron said. He turned back to the detective. "My attorney told me today that he spoke to the District Attorney as well and he's interested in following up on our cases. I have reason to believe my older sister was molested by the same three men a few years back. They claimed to have video of it and used that threat to keep her quiet." Detective Sparks closed his eyes and sighed heavily.
"Holy fuck," he said quietly. "Okay, I'll get with the DA and see what he says. In the meantime, I'll have some officers in your neighborhood. If we see a van anywhere near your place, we'll deal with it. Will you be okay by yourself?"
"I'll be fine, detective," Ron said. Just then, they heard wailing from down the hall. Looking up, they saw June bent over, her hand over her mouth. She knows, Ron thought. Good girl, Lisa, he said to himself. Detective Sparks looked at Ron.
"You take care of them," he said. "I'll take care of the other three." Ron nodded his head.
"Thanks, detective, I will," Ron said. Detective Sparks spoke to Officer Greene then went to June and Lisa. After he spoke to them for a few minutes, he walked out, giving Ron a nod and a wave.
About an hour or so later, the doctor came out of the surgical suite and walked up to June and Lisa. Ron joined them as they went into one of the private conference rooms.
"We've finished the operation on your husband and two sons," the doctor told June. "We had to amputate all but an inch of their penises. Unfortunately, they were completely rotted and had to be removed. We may have to remove their testicles as well. They're in recovery now, and will probably be there for about an hour. We'll have them taken to their rooms then. Just so you know, they can still urinate, but they'll never be able to engage in any sexual activity. We're going to keep them here for a few days to heal and make sure that whatever this is doesn't spread. Do you know what they might have been doing to cause this?"
"They had sex with my wife a few hours before 911 was called," Ron said. The doctor looked at him and nodded his head.
"When was the last time you had sex with her?" he asked.
"Maybe a day or two before this happened," he said.
"I've never heard of sexual activity causing something like this, but maybe you should get tested for STDs anyway," the doctor said. "We can do that here if you wish."
"I think that would be a good idea," Ron said.
"The nurse will let you know what rooms they'll be in," the doctor said as he prepared to leave. "We'll be in touch if there are any complications."
"Thank you doctor," June said. As the doctor left the room, Ron saw a nurse approach him. He listened as they talked quietly. He only made out bits of the conversation, but clearly heard the doctor ask, "Four more? Just like the first three?" He heard the nurse's response clearly: "Yes, just like those other three men. They're in surgery now." Ron smiled to himself.
An hour later, Ron, June and Lisa were escorted to the two adjacent rooms where Bob, George and John were now resting. As they walked in the first room where George and Bob were, they saw Officer Greene sitting in the hall between the doors. They also noticed the handcuffs on both men. A nurse was checking the monitors attached to both men.
"June..." George began before she cut him off.
"Shut up, asshole," she said, shocking the nurse. "I saw the video of you three fucking Nancy. You're Goddamn lucky that doctor cut your dicks off. If he hadn't, I sure as well would. And I'm going to do everything I can to make sure all three of you go to jail for what you planned to do to Ron and what you did to Lisa, you sorry-assed piece of shit. And by the way, I'm divorcing you. I should have done it a long time ago." She looked at George. "And you. I should have aborted you when I had the chance. You make me sick to my stomach. You're dead to me. All three of you are dead to me and I never want to see you again as long as I live."
"Mom, please," George began. "This is all his fault," he added, pointing at Ron.
"Bullshit," she said. "Remember, I saw the video. I watched you. I heard what you planned to do to your own brother. You're not my son anymore and I hope to God they give you the death penalty." She turned on her heel and left the room to give John a similar speech. Ron smiled as he looked at the two men in their beds.
"So," he said. "You were going to shoot me after you had me gang-raped. How's that working out for you? Tell me, is it true the three of you molested Lisa?"
"Yeah, so what?" George growled through his pain. "I told you a long time ago I was going to make you pay. As for Lisa, she got what she deserved. Prancing around in those shorts of hers. What did she expect?"
"So you're blaming her for what you did to her?" Ron asked.
"Yeah, what are you going to do about it, squirt?" George asked. "We won't be in prison forever, asshole. Mark my words. When we're out, I'm going to hunt both you and Lisa down and finish the job. I'm going to fucking kill both of you."
"Shut up, George," Bob said.
"No, no, let him talk," Ron said. "I want to hear how he plans to kill us."
"It'll be a surprise," George hissed. "You'll never see me coming, you limp-dick asshole." Ron laughed.
"At least I still HAVE a dick," Ron said. He looked around and saw the nurse staring at them, her eyes wide. "Did you hear what he said?" he asked her. She nodded her head.
"Yes, I did," she said. "And I'll be more than happy to testify." She handed Ron a card with her name and contact info.
"And so did I," said a voice at the door. Ron turned to see Officer Greene at the door. The large black man's body took up nearly the entire door and he had a scowl on his face. Ron nodded his head and turned back to George, pulling an audio recorder out of his pocket. He pressed a couple buttons and all of them heard George's recorded confession.
"Well, asshole," Ron said. "That's three of us who heard your confession, and I have it all recorded. I'll make sure the DA gets this. By the way, the doctor says he may have to remove your testicles. And he also said you'll never be able to engage in sexual activity. But I don't think that'll be much of a problem where you're going. I understand people like you don't do too well in prison." Officer Greene and the nurse chuckled at that. "Have a nice day," Ron said on his way out the door.
He walked into John's room to see his older brother shackled to his bed just like George and Bob. He walked up to John with a smile on his face.
"By the way, dickhead," Ron said. "Your asshole brother confessed to your crimes. There were three witnesses and I have it all recorded for the DA. I just wanted you to know. Like I told them, the doctor said he may have to remove your testicles. You'll be able to urinate, but you'll never have sex again. I'm sure Bubba will be able to take care of that when you get to prison, though." He chuckled as John's face turned green. Ron said nothing, but turned and walked away, June and Lisa joining him.
They walked to the hospital's coffee shop and sat at a table as Ron bought them a latte. June looked like she was about to start crying.
"What's going to happen to me, Ron?" she asked through her tears. "I have no income, no job, no skills, nothing. We're going to lose the house and everything."
"We'll get to that in a minute, Mom," Ron said. "I want to know something from you first."
"What's that?" she asked through her tears.
"Did you ever really love me as a child?" he asked. She blinked as she looked at him, surprised.
"Of course I did, Ron," she said. "I still do. You're my son. You know that."
"No, Mom, I don't," he said. "You berated me as a kid, constantly telling me I should be like the other boys. Granted, you never abused me, and you weren't quite as cold and hard as Dad and the boys, but I don't ever remember you telling me that you loved me. When I was in college, you never even sent me so much as a card for Christmas or my birthday. Why?"
"I'm sorry, Ron," she said. "That was your father's doing. He was so overbearing and they were always so jealous of you. He was afraid you'd turn into a 'mama's boy.' It only got worse after you left and he lost his job."
"Did he ever abuse you?" Ron asked. Her face turned red and she looked away, embarrassed. After a moment, she wiped a tear from her eye and responded.
"A few times, but I guess I deserved it," she said.
"No, Mom, you didn't deserve it," Ron said. "If anyone deserves it, it's those three assholes upstairs. Did you know what they were doing to Lisa? By the way, Lisa, George confessed and I have it on audio."
"No, Ron, I never knew," she said, tears rolling down her cheeks. "If I had, I would've shot them myself."
"Did you know that Grandpa bought the mortgage on your house?" he asked. She shook her head.
"No, I didn't," she said. "Your father took care of all that stuff and I was never allowed to see any of the statements. I don't even know how to pay the bills or write a check. He gave me cash to buy groceries and that was it. Sometimes, he gave me a few extra dollars for clothes or to get my hair done." Ron looked at Lisa and saw her nodding her head slightly.
"Well, Grandpa put your house in his trust and Dad paid a little bit for rent every month," Ron said. "That's the only reason you never lost the house. Grandpa put Lisa and I in charge of the trust, so we can pretty much do what we want with it. I have no problem with you staying there as long as you want, and I think Lisa agrees with me."
"I do," Lisa said. Ron nodded his head.
"We also talked about setting you up with a fund so you can take care of yourself," he said. "Lisa and I can help you get on your feet and show you how to handle your bills if you want. Hell, I'll even pay for your divorce. Grandpa's attorney is handling mine and I'm sure he'll take care of yours as well." June looked at Ron, her eyes overflowing with tears.
"You would do all that for me?" she asked. "Even after everything that's happened?"
"Yes, Mom," Ron said. "I would." June broke down sobbing. Lisa wrapped her arms around June, tears falling from her eyes. "Something Grandpa once told me about tempering justice with a bit of mercy." June looked up at him.
"You're a lot like your grandfather," she said. Ron smiled.
"Thanks," he said. "I like to think so."
"I'm talking about my father," she said. "You never met him. He died before you were born. You even look a lot like him. I think you really would have liked him. He and your father never got along. They argued all the time. Maybe that's why your father never took to you. You reminded him too much of my dad." That made sense to Ron. June looked at Ron after she settled down.
"So what are you going to do about Nancy?" she asked.
"I'm started divorce proceedings and I'm kicking her out tonight," Ron said. "Assuming she's not in jail."
"I don't blame you," she said. "I'm so sorry about everything, Ron. I do love you. You'll always be my baby boy." Ron smiled at that.
"I love you too, Mom," he said. They stood up from the table.
"Can you ever forgive me?" June asked. Ron wrapped his arms around her.
"Of course I forgive you," he said as she held him tight for several minutes.
"I've got to get home," June said after they ended their hug. "I'm a mess." June and Lisa hugged for a few minutes. After June left, Lisa looked at Ron.
"That was a sweet thing you did, Ron," she said. "Thanks." He looked back at her before giving her a hug.
"Any time," he said. "What she said makes sense to me. I guess with Dad out of commission, I'll have to take care of Grandpa's funeral arrangements now."
"I'll help you with that," she said.
"Thanks," he said. "I'll need all the help I can get." He looked at his watch. "I guess I'd better get home and get ready to deal with Nancy."
"Okay," she said. "Let me know how it goes. Call if you need anything."
...
To be continued...

Note: In 2016, a 50-year-old man from Nicaragua had his penis amputated after he got it stuck in a bottle he used as a sex toy. According to doctors, the organ died after the flow of blood was stopped. In 2019, another man had to have part of his penis removed after a painful two-day erection. Penectomies have also been used to treat certain medical conditions and in the event of botched childhood circumcisions. Oddly enough, some have even done it voluntarily.
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End of Part 2:
"I've got to get home," June said after they ended their hug. "I'm a mess." June and Lisa hugged for a few minutes. After June left, Lisa looked at Ron.
"That was a sweet thing you did, Ron," she said. "Thanks." He looked back at her before giving her a hug.
"Any time," he said. "What she said makes sense to me. I guess with Dad out of commission, I'll have to take care of Grandpa's funeral arrangements now."
"I'll help you with that," she said.
"Thanks," he said. "I'll need all the help I can get." He looked at his watch. "I guess I'd better get home and get ready to deal with Nancy."
"Okay," she said. "Let me know how it goes. Call if you need anything."
...
Part 3 - The conclusion:
Ron got home and changed into shorts and a t-shirt. He set his laptop on the table along with his briefcase. He didn't expect Nancy to be home until midnight or later and was surprised to hear the garage door open about 11:30.
"You're home early," he said as she walked into the house.
"It was a really bad day," she said. "I just got finished talking to the police. Some detective kept asking me about a plot to rape and murder you."
"Interesting," Ron said.
"I'm going upstairs to take a shower, then I'm going to bed," she said.
"No, I think not," he said.
"Look, I've really had a very bad day," she said.
"And it's about to get worse," he said. "Sit down."
"I want to take a shower first," she said.
"I said, SIT YOUR ASS DOWN!" Ron yelled. "Right fucking NOW!" She looked at him, shocked. Slowly, she pulled out a chair across from him and sat down.
"I have something I want you to watch," he said, bringing up the video of her screwing his father and brothers. Her eyes grew wide as she watched the video.
"Oh God, no, please," she blubbered.
"Watch it," he said. "All of it. There's more as well, including video of the four of you plotting to rape and kill me."
"Please, Ron, I didn't want to do it," she said.
"What, fuck around on me or have me raped and murdered?" Ron said, his anger rising to the surface.
"None of it," she said.
"Bullshit, bitch," he said. "You fucked them the day we got married. Don't deny it. I was naive then, but I'm not anymore. How often did you do it with them?"
"I don't know," she said. "Most weekdays after you left for work."
"The whole time we were married?" he asked.
"Most of the last year," she said. "But I didn't want to hurt you. They told me they had video of me and they'd give it to you if I didn't screw them."
"Video of what?" he asked.
"Video of what happened on our wedding day," she said, tears falling down her cheeks.
"What about all the men you screwed at school?" he asked. She looked up, shocked. "And at my last company gathering? How many men have you fucked since we got married?" She looked down, ashamed.
"I don't know," she said. "A few, maybe."
"A few?" Ron asked. "What, are we talking five? Ten? Fifty? A couple hundred?"
"God, no," she said.
"Well, I have video here showing you with at least 12 men at school in just one day," he said. "What, you think I'm paying your tuition so you can fuck every guy on campus? I'm not stupid, Nancy. Counting your three morning amigos, that's 15 men in one DAY. Do the math. That's 75 in a school week. Plus me and whoever else you decide to fuck along the way."
"I'm sorry," she said. "I just needed it to get through the classes. It's just sex. I never took anything away from you."
"Just sex? Never took anything away from me?" Ron asked. "Are you fucking kidding me right now? I also noticed you never used any protection. Were you trying to catch a disease so you could bring it home to me or something? What the fuck is wrong with you?" Her tears dried up and her demeanor changed considerably. She now looked angry.
"Okay," she said defiantly. "I admit it. I like to FUCK. Got it? I need cock. Lots of it. I love it when they cum in my pussy and my mouth. I love getting two cocks in my pussy at the same time. I even love it when they cum in my ass. Until the other day, I never even felt you inside me. Up till then, I was faking it. God, you're so fucking naive. I only married you to get out of the shithole I was living in. So yeah, I fucked a bunch of guys. And I fucking loved it. Every minute of it. You know where I've been for the last three hours? I was over at a strip club, pulling a train in a private room. There must've been 25 or 30 guys. They all came inside my pussy, ass and mouth. Some of them two or three times. They even sucked cum out of my pussy. One of them made video of it so I can show you. Look at this!"
She pulled up her dress and Ron could see her red, puffy pussy, with cum dripping down her legs. He began to laugh, wondering if his concoction would affect the tongues of the men who performed oral sex on her. Perhaps, he thought, it could even affect her rectum.
"What's so fucking funny?" she asked. "You should be on your knees, crying your eyes out. You're nothing but a wimp AND a cuckold. And don't even think about a divorce. I'll clean your ass out. So I'm going to keep on fucking anyone I want. Maybe I'll even do it in front of you and you can suck their cum out of my pussy."
"You stupid fucking cunt," Ron said. Her eyes widened at that. "Yeah, I may have been naive and a bit wimpy once upon a time, but that Ron is gone, never to return. Trust me on that shit, cunt. Did the police tell you about my father and brothers?"
"No, they didn't," she said.
"Well, after they fucked you, their dicks had to be cut off," he said. "You must've given them a serious case of rotten pussy because it literally killed their cocks. And I overheard a nurse and a doctor say four more men had the same thing happen to them. From what you just told me, I suspect there'll be another 25 or 30 men getting their dicks amputated as well."
"What?" she asked, shocked.
"Yeah," he said. "There's no telling what kind of diseases you have in you by now. When word gets out about this, I don't think there'll be a man in the country brave enough to want to touch you."
"What did you do to me?" she asked.
"Nothing," he lied. "I didn't make you spread your legs for anything with a dick. That's all on you, cunt. And now you're paying the price. Now, about the divorce, I've already seen my attorney and he's drawing up the papers. You remember that little prenuptial you signed a couple years ago? It's now being enforced. Your bank cards have all been revoked and all your trash has been packed." He dropped a key on the table with a tag that included the address.
"That's the key to your new apartment. The address is on the tag. You're out of here," he said. He put a cashier's check on the table. "That's what you get according to the prenuptial. Spend it wisely. You probably should get a job. Your tuition has already been paid and my attorney has your new address. You can keep your car and your scooter. Your phone will be turned off at the end of the month. Don't fight the divorce or you may find yourself becoming the next online porn sensation."
"You wouldn't dare!" she exclaimed.
"Why the fuck not?" he asked. "You said it yourself. You love cock. You're addicted to sex. Maybe if you're lucky, you can make a living at it until your pussy gets so stretched out and floppy no one wants to touch it. That's assuming you're not diseased."
He grabbed her hand and yanked off her wedding and engagement ring. Grabbing her purse, he took off her house key and pulled her bank cards out of her wallet. He handed her purse back.
"Now, get the fuck out of my house, cunt," he said. She stepped back, shocked. She never heard him talk this way to her. She always thought he would just knuckle under to her.
"Please," she said, a tear falling down her cheek. "I didn't mean everything I said. I'm sorry. I'll never do it again. I do love you." He laughed in her face.
"What, you think this is one of your whacked out Internet stories about men who get off watching their slut wives get fucked? You think I'm actually stupid enough to fall for that shit?" he asked. "Fuck you. Oh, wait, everyone in town already has. By the way, why aren't you in jail right now?"
"The DA offered me immunity if I would testify against your father and brothers," she said. "I'm sorry, Ron. Can't we at least be friends? I really didn't want to hurt you."
"Friends? You think I want to be friends with someone who lied to me and plotted to have me raped and murdered?" he asked. "I was nothing but a Goddamn meal ticket to you. My God, you're even more stupid than I originally thought. I hate your guts right now. And I never want to see your stupid fucking face ever again. Understand? Or do I need to draw a picture in crayon for you?"
"No, I got it," she said quietly. "Can I at least come to your grandfather's funeral?"
"As long as you stay the fuck away from me," he said. "Now, put your shit in your car and get the fuck out. NOW!" She turned and ambled to the door, walking out to the garage. He could hear her struggle to get everything in her car. After she left, he went out and changed the code on the garage door to keep her out. After he secured the house, he went to his lab.
After what Nancy told him, he knew the CDC would probably end up getting involved, and he wanted no trace left of what he had created. He knew the toxin would have worked its way out of her body 24 hours after he administered it, so he wasn't too worried about it showing up in any blood or urine test. He incinerated the remains of the serum he had made and sterilized all of his equipment to remove any trace. He went to bed after he finished.
Early the next morning, he heard his doorbell ring. He went downstairs in his robe and looked through the peephole to see three men in dark suits. He opened the door and they all flashed badges.
"Dr. Black?" one of them asked. Having two doctorates, Ron was entitled to the honorific, but he rarely used it and preferred to be called by his given name.
"Yes?" Ron responded.
"Gordon Sullivan, CDC. I'm here to see your wife, Nancy. Is she here?" he asked. Ron shook his head.
"No, she doesn't live here anymore," he said. "What's this all about?"
"We need to speak with her in private," Ryan said.
"Like I said, she doesn't live here anymore," Ron said. "Would you like her address?"
"Yes, we would," Gordon said in response. Ron gave them the address to her apartment and watched as they left. He felt relieved that they didn't want to search his house, but he considered the possibility they might return. He looked in both directions to see if he could spot a van that might belong to his brothers' co-conspirators, but didn't see one.
He turned on his television and made himself a cup of coffee. When he came back into the room, he heard the local news come on.
"In a breaking story, local medical authorities say that some 40 men were forced to undergo emergency surgery to remove their sex organs within the last 18 hours," the announcer said. "Doctors say that in all cases, the men's genitalia appeared to rot and die, forcing them to amputate. Several also had to have their testicles removed. Some also reportedly lost use of their tongues and several are undergoing emergency surgeries to repair damage done to their lips and faces." The scene shifted to a doctor talking with reporters.
"It's been a long night here at the medical center. Due to the nature of this outbreak, we were forced to get the CDC involved," the doctor said. "We're not sure how far this has spread and we're quite concerned." The scene shifted to the anchor.
"Investigators say that about 30 of the men admitted having sexual relations with the same woman. Medical authorities are searching for her at the time of this report. Due to privacy regulations, the names of those involved are being withheld," the anchor said. Ron laughed. Forty men, huh? The bitch was busy, that's for sure. He couldn't help but wonder how many were married. They wouldn't be for long, he thought.
A few minutes later, his phone rang. It was Lisa.
"Good morning," she said when he answered. "Did you see the news?"
"Yes, I did," Ron said. "Forty men? I'm sure that kept things buzzing for a while." Lisa laughed.
"I'm sure it did," she said. "By the way, I had to take Nancy to the ER early this morning."
"Oh," Ron said. "What happened?"
"She complained about her mouth and rear end burning real bad," Lisa said. "It looked to me like someone had set her ass on fire. And I saw several lesions on her tongue and mouth. By the time we got to the hospital, she was complaining about heartburn real bad. It doesn't look good. Did you do something to her last night?"
"Other than kick her out of the house, no," Ron said. He was concerned, however, that traces of the toxin he used might have been transferred to her other body parts through contact with the multiple men who had ejaculated inside her. Still, he wondered, why did it take so long to react? He had to play it cool. "I never touched her. Is she still at the hospital?"
"Yeah," Lisa said. "Probably will be for a day or two."
"Well, the CDC came by here looking for her. She was named by a bunch of the men who went to the hospital. I sent them to her new apartment," he said.
"They'll find her," Lisa said. "Her admission should throw up a flag if the CDC is involved. I'll keep you in the loop."
"Thanks," Ron said. After ending the call, he busted out laughing. Granted, he didn't think this might happen, but he felt good knowing she would feel some heat - pun intended - from her own activities.
Still, he was a bit concerned that he had overlooked this when he created the formula and wondered if the potion he used on himself might have clouded his thinking. It wasn't like him to miss details like this. Perhaps it was the anger and shock of the situation that affected him, he thought to himself.
He glanced out his window and spotted a blue Ford van parked across the street from his house. It was surrounded by police cruisers and he saw officers leading three very large men in handcuffs to the cars. One was black, another white, and the third appeared to be Hispanic. He didn't recognize any of them. After the men were placed in two of the cars, an officer walked to his front door and rang the bell.
"Good morning, officer," Ron said when he opened the door. "What can I do for you?"
"Good morning, Mr. Black," the officer said. "Detective Sparks asked me to inform you when we had the suspects in custody. We'll be running increased patrols in your neighborhood for the next day or so to make sure you're okay."
"Thank you, officer," Ron said. "I appreciate that. I have some audio I think Detective Sparks may be interested in. Would it be okay if I drop that off to him today?"
"I think so," the officer said. "He's pretty busy right now, so you may want to call him first so he'll be expecting you."
"I'll do that, thank you," Ron said.
"Have a good day, sir," the officer said before leaving. Ron closed the door, relieved that they had caught the three men. He got dressed and walked over to the van, where another officer was cataloging the evidence. The two cars with the suspects had already left.
"Good morning, sir," the officer said as Ron walked up. "Are you Mr. Black?"
"I am," Ron said. "I can't tell you how relieved I am that you got those guys."
"I can imagine you would be," the officer said.
"So, what do you have here?" Ron asked. He could see a pistol and some other things already in marked plastic bags.
"Well, I found a lot of sex paraphernalia here," he said. "A ball gag, a blindfold, a very large dildo, some whips, handcuffs and lots of twist ties. Also found a taser and a loaded pistol. Looks like they were planning to do a number on you."
"Yeah, they were," Ron said. "I'll let you get back to your work, officer. Thanks again."
"You're welcome," he said. "Have a nice day." Damn, he thought to himself. The three assholes were serious about destroying him. After calling the police station, he dropped off the audio of the assholes' confessions.
"I think we have them all dead to rights," Detective Sparks said. "I'm getting ready to interview the three suspects that were caught this morning. We have some pretty damning evidence on them as well. It turns out they're repeat offenders and this is their third strike. By the way, the Special Victims Unit is also dealing with your sister's case. They found the video you mentioned and it's a slam dunk. From what I understand, it's obvious she was drugged."
"Wow," Ron said.
"Yeah, 'wow' is right," Detective Sparks said. "The DA is out for blood on this case. So in addition to everything else, your father and brothers will be put on the registered sex offender list."
The rest of the day was a blur as Ron busied himself with the funeral preparations for Mark. The service would be held in a couple days and, he learned, his grandfather had wisely pre-paid everything regarding his funeral and the burial plot, which was next to that of his grandmother. The headstone had already been erected, but it needed to have Mark's date of death added. He contacted the cemetery and made the necessary arrangements.
He also found Mark's old DD-214, showing he was a decorated veteran of the Vietnam War. He contacted the VA and, after being bounced around all over creation, managed to arrange for a burial detail. A flag had already been arranged and, Ron learned, his grandfather had asked that it be given to him. His eyes watered when he learned that.
The people at the funeral home were quite helpful, telling Ron that all of the arrangements had already been made. One of their people had even written a very nice obituary and included the names of Mark's descendants after getting the information from Ron.
"Your grandfather was very well-respected in the community, Mr. Black," the funeral director said. "I wouldn't be surprised to see quite a few notable people here."
That done, Ron went back home and relaxed after briefing Lisa on what he had done.
"I saw Nancy today," she said. "They had to do some surgery on her face and her rectum. She's in pretty bad shape right now."
"Yeah, well, she brought it on herself," he said.
"Ron, she's still your wife," Lisa said.
"Not for long," Ron said. "No one forced her to do what she did. You didn't hear what she told me last night. I have no love for her whatsoever."
"Please, Ron," she said. "I don't expect you to take her back, but please don't let what she did harden your heart."
"Right now, I don't really have any feelings for her," Ron said.
"Just don't let her turn you into a monster," she told him. "By the way," she added a couple moments later, "I set up an appointment for Mom to see Marcus. I'll take her down tomorrow morning."
"Thanks, Lisa," he said. "Tell Marcus I'll pay for her divorce."
"I will, Ron," she said. "I also told him that Nancy would be in the hospital for a while. He's going to have her served there." They ended the call and Ron grabbed something to eat. He really didn't care what happened to Nancy, but Lisa hit on something that concerned him as well. Was he turning into a monster? He hoped not, but he also knew the old Ron was forever gone.



He ended up down in his lab, checking his vitals and body mass. He was pleased with the results. Perhaps he had finally hit on the right formula. He chose not to give himself another dose that night and instead, changed into his workout clothes. He found that physical activity was becoming more cathartic to him and helped him think clearly.
Mark's funeral service took place a couple days later and went off well. As the funeral director told him, several notable individuals came to pay their last respects, including a retired United States Senator and a couple Members of the House of Representatives. They all shook Ron's hand and offered their condolences. Ron gave a touching eulogy and thanked everyone for showing up. From there, they went to the cemetery for the graveside service.
He thought he was the last to leave and sat by Mark's grave. Overcome with grief, he began sobbing. Mark was more than just his grandfather. He had been Ron's best friend and confidant. Mark always supported him, even when no one else would. He felt a hand on his shoulder and looked up to see Lisa, tears flowing down her face.
"I miss him, too," she said. He nodded his head.
"For a long time, he was the only real family I ever had," Ron said. "Sometimes, I wonder what I'll do without him."
"I know, Ron," she said quietly. "But he'll never really be gone, you know. As long as you remember him, he'll always be in your heart. And I promise I'll always be here for you as well."
"Thanks, Lisa," Ron said. "That means a lot. How is Mom holding up?" He spent time with her earlier and held her as she mourned, but he had been kept pretty busy with the ceremony and didn't get to spend as much time with her and Lisa as he would have liked.
"She's sad, but I think she'll be okay," Lisa said. "Marcus is filing papers against Dad and he'll either be served in the hospital or in jail. They're planning to take all three of them in the next few days. They ended up having to remove George's testicles, so he's recovering from that." Ron laughed at that bit of news.
"Nancy said she wanted to be here, but I didn't see her," he said.
"Well, she's recovering, but the CDC is keeping her in isolation right now," Lisa said. "They're not letting her have contact with anyone for the time being."
"Probably a wise move," Ron said. He looked at his watch. "I really need to get going," he said. "I'd like to get a good night's sleep. The last few days have taken a lot out of me."
"Okay," she said. "Don't be a stranger. I'd like to have you and Mom over this weekend for dinner if that's okay."
"Sounds good," he said before they left. As they walked to their cars, Detective Sparks came up to them.
"I just wanted to offer my condolences and bring you up to date on your cases," he said as he shook Ron's hand.
"I appreciate that, Detective," Ron said. "What's the latest?"
"Well, the three suspects we picked up have been singing like canaries," Detective Sparks said. "Turns out they're three-time losers and this could easily put them away for life. The gun they had was stolen and your brothers bought the sex toys."
"So it's an open-and-shut case?" Ron asked.
"Pretty much," Sparks said. "And that recording of their confession nails it."
"What about Lisa's case?" Ron asked.
"From what I've been told, SVU has enough to put all three of them behind bars for a very long time," the policeman said. "Trust me, they'll be old and gray by the time they breathe free air."
"I hope you're right," Ron said.
"Believe me, the DA's salivating over this," Sparks said. "Of course, it helps that it's an election year and he wants to be known as someone who's tough on criminals."
"Of course," Ron said. They said their goodbyes and left the cemetery.
The next day at work, his boss came up to him.
"Ron, there's someone from the CDC here to see you," he said. "He's waiting for you in Conference Room 3."
"Thanks," Ron said. He cleaned up and followed his boss out of the lab.
"Can you tell me what this is all about?" his boss asked.
"Not right now," Ron said. "I'll fill you in later."
"Okay," his boss said. "Just don't take too long to let me know."
"I won't," Ron promised. Gordon stood up as Ron entered the conference room.
"Dr. Black," Gordon said. "Good to see you again."
"Please, call me Ron," Ron said, shaking Gordon's hand. "What brings you here?"
"I wanted to get with you about your wife's case," he said. "I hope you don't mind, but I took the liberty of checking you out."
"And?" Ron asked.
"I know all about you," Gordon said. "A tested IQ of 215, member of Mensa, two doctorates from MIT, a self-made multi-millionaire. Quite impressive for a man of your young age. You're highly thought of by all your colleagues. I understand you have a laboratory in your home."
"Some guys work on cars, others have a man-cave," Ron said. "Me, I like to do research of my own. Theoretical stuff, mostly. It's all up to code and OSHA standards. What's all that got to do with my wife's case?"
"Well, we have her in isolation right now," Gordon said. "She's healing from her surgeries and we've started running tests on her. So far, we've found nothing to explain what happened. I was wondering if you could help shed some light on things." Ron shook his head.
"I don't see how I can help you," he told Gordon.
"Our concern, of course, is for the public at large," Gordon said. "If we can understand what happened with your wife, maybe we can help keep it from happening again."
"I see," Ron said. "Maybe you'd be better off spending our tax dollars on PSAs warning about the dangers of infidelity and unprotected sex." Gordon chuckled at that.
"Perhaps you're right," he said. "Maybe that's something we'll consider. What worries me, though, is what might happen if this - whatever this is - spreads. Every man in America could potentially be in danger." Ron nodded his head in understanding.
"I see your point," Ron said. "How many more cases have been reported?"
"None so far," Gordon said. "But that doesn't mean anything."
"And how long do you plan on keeping her in isolation?" Ron asked.
"As long as it takes," Gordon said. "We need to know what happened and we can't risk a new outbreak. My superiors agree. We've filed papers with the court to keep her for as long as necessary."
"It could take months to figure it out," Ron said.
"Or years," Gordon responded. Ron smiled to himself. The idea of Nancy in isolation for years with no physical contact with her lovers would be icing on the cake.
"So what do you want from me?" Ron asked.
"Well, like I said," Ron began, "nothing showed up in her initial tests. We'll be doing more tests, of course."
"Of course," Ron said.
"Would you be willing to take a look at our results?" Ron asked. "Maybe you can help steer us in the right direction."
"You want me to work as a consultant?" Ron asked. "Is that it?"
"Something like that," Gordon said. "This is unlike anything we've ever seen before."
"I'm sure it is," Ron said. "You realize I already have a job and I'm quite busy right at the moment. You would have to run it through my managers."
"Already done," Gordon said, pulling an envelope from his pocket. He handed it to Ron, who looked at the letter inside, which was signed by the CEO. According to the letter, Ron was authorized and directed to consult with the CDC on a part-time basis for a period of not more than three months. The letter further said he would receive compensation from the company and the government for his "cooperation."
"So, I guess it's a done deal," Ron said, looking at Gordon. He began to wonder if Gordon suspected him and was setting him up for something.
"Yes, it is," Gordon said.
"Alright," Ron said. "But I have a couple things I'd like to ask first."
"Sure, ask away," Gordon said.
"First, you know I'm divorcing Nancy, right? Wouldn't that be considered something of a conflict of interest?" Ron asked.
"I suppose it could be," Gordon said. "But I know you're too professional to let that happen. Right?"
"I guess so," Ron said. "Second, you know I'm not qualified to render a medical opinion on anything. I'm not a medical doctor after all. Hell, I'm not even certified to draw blood, even though I know how."
"I know," Gordon said. "But you're the best at analyzing test results from what I've been told. And you'll have minimal contact with the patient."
"Good," Ron said. "Alright, I'll do it. But remember, this is only part-time, and only for a three-month period. After that, you're on your own. My work here comes first."
"I understand," Gordon said. "So, we'll see you, what, tomorrow afternoon?"
"Yeah," Ron said. "I want to see a full workup on her - blood chemistry, urine analysis, DNA, everything. Got it?"
"We can start all that this afternoon," Gordon said. "The DNA may take an extra day or two, but we'll make it a priority. I can't tell you how much I appreciate your help."
"Like you, Gordon, I don't want to see this happen to anyone else," Ron said. They shook hands and Ron watched as Gordon left the room. Although he was concerned that Gordon might be trying to trap him, he wanted to find out for himself if his solution had caused any lasting damage to Nancy and this would be the best way to do that. Theoretically, it shouldn't have, but he had no other way of knowing for certain.
He tracked down his boss, showed him the letter and told him what happened.
"Well," his boss said. "It's only for three months. And if nothing else, it'll make the company look better in the eyes of the CDC. Keep me in the loop if you would and try not to let it interfere with your other projects."
"Will do, boss," Ron said.
That night, he sat in his lab, running over the formula he used on Nancy in his mind. Nothing had been committed to paper, so he relied on his photographic memory. As far as he could determine, there should be no after-effects from the solution. It was designed to react with semen and would have worked its way out of her in 24 hours.
The next afternoon, he was equipped with a special self-contained suit designed to keep him from coming in direct contact with Nancy. After putting the thing on, Gordon ushered him into her room. Ron looked at her and took note of the bandages on her face. She didn't recognize him at first, but her eyes widened when she realized who it was in the suit.
"Mrs. Black," Gordon began. "We've brought in a consultant to help us determine what happened. Please cooperate with him fully."
"Ron?" she asked weakly. Her soon-to-be ex husband looked at her through the suit's visor.
"Call me Dr. Black," he told her in a matter-of-fact tone of voice.
"I'm so sorry for everything," she said.
"I'm not here for apologies," he said. "You made your position quite clear the other night. And you've gotten my response. I'm here to help the CDC try to figure out what you did to all those men." He looked at Gordon.
"Has she been tested for STDs yet?" he asked.
"Yes," Gordon said. "She was found to have been infected with gonorrhea and chlamydia. We won't know about HIV for a while yet. She was given treatments for those before her surgery."
"I see," Ron said. "And do you have the results I asked for?"
"Everything but the DNA," Gordon said. "That should be here in a couple days. I've put a rush on it."
"Very well," Ron said. "You know those STDs will affect the test results. We'll need to run another full panel in a couple weeks or so." He looked back at Nancy and handed her a thick legal pad and a pen.
"I need you to list the names of all the men you've had sex with in the last year," he told her. "I know you may not know them all, but you need to list as many as possible. Indicate the ones you've had more than once. If you don't know their names, list the number of unknown men and provide what details you can. We'll also need to know if you've ever taken any drugs. List that as well. Basically, we need a complete diary of your activities. Or as complete as possible."
"Is that necessary?" she asked.
"Yes," he said. "The sooner you get started the better." She nodded her head.
"When will I be able to go home?" she asked.
"I don't know," Ron told her. "The CDC is concerned that what you have could spread. In short, you may be the latest 'Typhoid Mary,' carrying something that puts everyone else at risk."
"Oh my God," she said. "What have I done?" He smiled.
"Well, besides destroying our marriage and my love, 40 men have lost the ability to ever have sex again," Ron said.
"I'm sorry," she said as tears began to form in her eyes.
"So you've said," Ron told her. He turned to Gordon. "I'll need to take these test results to my own lab for analysis. I'll let you know what I find as soon as possible."
"Wait, you're taking those with you?" Gordon asked.
"Of course," Ron said. "I can't analyze these here."
"But we have protocols," Gordon began.
"And I have mine," Ron told him firmly. "Look, you wanted my help, right? You came to me, remember? If you want my help, you'll set your protocols aside for a bit and let me do my job. If not, tell me now and I'll let my superiors know this arrangement is over."
"Alright, Ron," Gordon said. "I suppose we can bend the rules under the circumstances. Let me know what you find as soon as possible, okay?"
"I will," Ron said. He took the folder and headed home. After he ate, he went into his lab and began poring over the test results, entering them into his computer. He studied them carefully and didn't like what he saw. There didn't appear to be anything that could have been caused by his solution, but there was something else and it bothered him. He needed more information, so he pulled out his phone and called Gordon.
"That was fast," Gordon said.
"I'm not quite finished yet," Ron said. "I need you get me a pap smear, a sample of her vaginal tissue along with an endometrial biopsy, ASAP. Can you do that?"
"Of course, Ron," Gordon said. "What's going on?"
"I'm not sure yet, but I need to have those done immediately," Ron said.
"You got it," Gordon said. "I'll have it done right away."
"Good," Ron said. "Text me when you have it finished." Two hours later, he got a text from Gordon saying the samples were ready for him to pick up. He texted back, locked up his lab and headed out.
"Here you go," Gordon said, handing him a plastic container containing the samples. "What have you found?"
"I'm not sure yet," Ron said. "I'll let you know." He headed back to his lab and began his analysis. A few hours later, he sat back and double-checked his findings. If he was right, he was looking at a "super-gonorrhea" that had never before been detected and no amount of medication would cure it.
Worse yet, if he was right, it wouldn't require sexual contact to be spread. He had heard about one case of a man who picked up something like this in Southeast Asia and wondered if one of Nancy's lovers had been in the area.
A couple weeks later, he approached Gordon and showed him what he found.
"Are you sure about this?" Gordon asked.
"Absolutely," Ron said. Gordon shook his head.
"So what do you suggest we do?" Gordon said.
"We're going to have to develop a medication for this, but I can tell you that it could take several years, based on what I found," Ron said. "I spoke with my colleagues at the lab and they all agree with my assessment. There's more. I detected what looks like pre-cancer cells in the biopsies you took. If my calculations are right, and they almost always are, Nancy may come down with cervical cancer sometime in the next couple years."
"Do you think this new bacterium is what caused the outbreak?" Gordon asked.
"I honestly don't know," Ron said. "Could be, since it seems to live off her tissue."
"What do you suggest we do?" Gordon asked.
"In my opinion, she needs to be kept in isolation," Ron said. "At least until we can develop something to treat the STD."
"I agree," Gordon said. "Let me inform my superiors and get the ball rolling. Do you want to break the news to her?"
"Sure," Ron said. "I'll tell her now. No sense in waiting." He suited up and went into her room. She looked at him when he sat down next to her.
"How are you feeling?" he asked.
"Horrible," she said weakly. "My throat hurts, it hurts when I pee and there's stuff coming out of me. What's wrong with me?"
"You contracted a form of gonorrhea we've never seen before," Ron said. "It appears to have mutated and is now living off the cells in your vagina and cervix. We can slow its growth rate down, but right now, there's no cure for it. Worse yet, it doesn't require sexual contact to spread."
"Oh my God," she said, crying. "What have I done?"
"You had sex with all the wrong men," he said calmly. "Do you know if any of the men you were with came from Southeast Asia or were recently in Southeast Asia?" She shook her head.
"No, I didn't exactly interview them before I screwed them," she said. "What happens now?"
"Well," Ron said. "It looks like you're going to be kept in isolation until we can come up with a cure."
"How long will that take?" she asked. He shrugged his shoulders.
"No one knows," he said. "It could take years."
"YEARS?" she exclaimed. "I can't do that. I have classes, things to do."
"I think your student days are over," Ron said. She shook her head.
"No, I can't do that," she said.
"There's more," Ron said.
"More? Wonderful," she said sarcastically. "What?"
"If I'm right, and you know I almost always am, you'll have cancer of the cervix within a few years," he said. She began sobbing.
"Then please, just kill me now and get it over with," she said.
"You know I can't do that," he said. But I'd love to, he thought to himself. She looked at him with pleading eyes.
"You have to, please," she begged. "I can't stand it not being able to touch anyone. All I do is lay here and watch TV. They won't let me touch anything unless I'm wearing latex gloves."
"Nope," he said. "As much as you hurt me, Nancy, I can't do that. I won't do that. I can't promise that you'll ever get well again, but I can promise that we'll work to find a cure for this. It may take ten years, but we'll find it."
"And what do I do in the meantime?" she asked. By now, Gordon had appeared in the doorway, dressed out in his full-body suit.
"You'll be kept comfortable in a secure facility where you'll be well cared for," he said. "It's the only thing we can do. Now that we know what's happening, we'll be able to closely monitor you. And if, as Dr. Black says, you do contract cancer, we'll be able to catch it early enough to deal with it."
"What about all my things?" she asked.
"You'll be staying in what amounts to a one-bedroom apartment with all the amenities," Gordon said. "Of course, you still won't be able to have any guests, but it's a lot more comfortable than this. We can have your belongings taken there if you'd like. Of course, you won't have need of a car or anything like that, and clothing will be provided for you."
"And," Ron said. "I happen to know that your remaining classes can be taken online. You may have to re-take some classes because of the time you've lost. I can arrange for that if you'd like."
"Please do," she said. "If it's not too much trouble."
"It's no trouble," Ron said. She looked at him with tears in her eyes. By now, Gordon had left the room so they could talk in private.
"I'm sorry," she said. He nodded his head.
"I know," Ron said.
"Will I ever be able to have a normal life again?" she asked.
"I don't know," Ron said. "Maybe, maybe not. All you can do is take it one day at a time. If it's any consolation, I'm not sure that I'll ever have what you would call a 'normal' life again. That's just the way it goes. You know, if you had just stayed faithful to me, you wouldn't be in this situation."



"I know," she said.
"So tell me, why?" he asked. "Why did you cheat on me the day we got married? Why did you have to keep on cheating?"
"Your father and brothers were very pushy," she said. "I kinda liked the way they just dominated me and took me. They made fun of you the whole time and a part of me really liked that as well. Later, they came to me and said they had pictures and video and they'd show it to you unless I did what they wanted. At first I hated it, but as time went on, I began to like it more and more. It became something like a game. Then I found I needed it more, so I started doing the guys at school during my breaks. You know the rest."
"Did you mean all that stuff you said that last night?" he asked.
"At the time, yeah," she said. "I didn't really mean all of it, though. I just wanted to lash out at you at the time. I'm sorry."
"You already said that," Ron told her.
"Does this mean you're going through with the divorce?" she asked.
"Oh hell yes," he said. She nodded her head in understanding.
"I understand," she said. "Will I ever see you again?"
"I doubt it," he said, standing up. "I'll take care of your things and your classes. I'll keep an eye on your progress, but don't expect to see or hear from me again. Goodbye, Nancy. I loved you once. Too bad you had to go and screw it all up."
"Goodbye, Ron, er, Dr. Black," she said. He smiled and left the room. Gordon met him outside the room.
"Are you okay, Ron?" he asked.
"Yeah, I'm right as fucking rain," Ron said.
"I'll let you know when we have her settled down," Gordon said. "I understand your company will be spearheading the development of the treatment for this. I've also been told you'll be in charge of it. Good luck."
"Thanks," Ron said as he walked out. As he drove home, he thought about what had just transpired. Yeah, it was his formula that made those men lose their dicks. But it was also what led him to discover this new form of gonorrhea. As for Nancy, she was out of his life and as a result of her actions, would never live a normal life again. One word went through his mind: QaplaH, the Klingon word for success.
Epilogue:
The divorce sailed through the system, especially after the judge learned that Nancy was the woman whose cheating caused 40 men to have their dicks amputated.
The criminal cases against Bob, George and John drug through the court system, but eventually, they were found guilty on all charges and each were given sentences of 35 years to life in prison. George and John didn't fare very well at all, and were found one morning dead in the shower, multiple shivs piecing their bodies. The phrase, "Dickless Bitch" was carved into their chests.
Bob lasted about six months after that incident. He was found hanging by his bedsheet one morning. He tried to hang himself, but his neck never broke and he ended up strangling himself instead. All three were cremated at the prison as no one claimed their bodies.
June's divorce also went through and was final by the time Bob reported to prison. Ron and Lisa set up a trust fund for her and taught her how to manage her own finances. Six months after her divorce was final, Lisa introduced her to a single doctor a couple years older than her and the two began dating. They married a year later.
"Take good care of my mother," Ron warned him at the wedding with a smile.
"Oh, I will," he said. "I promise you that."
Because of the sheer size of Mark's estate, probate took nearly a year to complete, but when it was done, both Ron and Lisa found themselves the recipient of a huge sum of money. They still hadn't decided what to do with all the real estate, but they did agree to sell the house they grew up in after their mother re-married.
Lisa finally married "Mr. Right," who happened to be a nurse at the hospital where she worked. Ron walked her down the aisle. At his insistence, she and her new husband moved into Mark's old house.
Ron continued his work with his personal formula and declared it ready for use about six months after he divorced Nancy. He went through all the legal loopholes to make sure the company couldn't get their hands on any of the profits and set about looking for suitable customers.
He was still apprehensive about making it available to the general public, but found a company that operated a special camp for men in north Idaho. After lengthy discussions with the owners, he inspected the camp and observed its operation. He was sold when he witnessed a "burn the bitch" ceremony in which a cheating wife was burned in effigy. He signed an exclusive contract with the company, in hopes his formula would help men who were once like him.
He never saw Nancy again, but was kept updated on her status. She continued her classes online and finally finished her training after 18 months. She wrote Ron several times but gave up after he refused to respond.
As predicted, she developed cervical cancer just two years after his evaluation. She ended up having a radical hysterectomy, followed up with chemotherapy and radiation treatment. She nearly died a couple times during her treatment, but was declared an official cancer survivor a little more than a year and a half after the initial diagnosis.
A shell of her former self, she struggled to get through each day, but slowly got her strength back. She continued to receive treatment for the mutated gonorrhea, but it seems most of it was eradicated with the surgery and the radiation. Two years after her cancer was treated, a formula for treating the new strain of gonorrhea was found. A year later, it was approved by the FDA for use.
A year after his divorce from Nancy, Ron attended a Star Trek convention being held in his town. He decided to dress as a Klingon just for fun. While there, he met a delightful redhead named Belinda, who also dressed as a Klingon.
"nuq neQ," she said to him, giving him a Klingon greeting that translates to, "what do you want?" He was instantly impressed and began conversing with her in the language, until it got to the point she couldn't keep up with him.
They spent the rest of the convention together and began dating. It turned out she had just gotten divorced from a cheating brute who used to abuse her. Like him, she also had a genius-level IQ and belonged to Mensa. She also worked as a researcher, but for an aerospace company. She said she was now looking for someone with brains as well as a bit of brawn.
He shared his story and hold her he was was looking for an intelligent woman who knew how to be faithful.
"Not only do I know about being faithful, I'll cut your dick off if you ever screw around on me," she said with a smile. He smiled back.
They spent many evenings together, playing brain-teaser games, while conversing in Klingon. Ron was happier than he had ever been with Nancy and the two fell in love. He asked her to marry him one night and was surprised when she not only accepted but demanded that he make her his woman that very night.
After Ron kissed his new bride at the wedding, they looked each other in the eye, lifted one fist in the air and shocked the crowd when they declared as one, "QaplaH!" - Success.
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Ron Wiseman knew something was up the moment he walked into the house. He had been out at the range with a new rifle he had just bought and was looking forward to spending a nice evening home with his pretty wife.
Walking in, he could smell the meal she was preparing and instantly noticed there were three places set at the table for dinner. What was going on, he wondered. He locked the rifle in his gun case and went into the kitchen to see Amy working over the stove.
"That smells delicious," he said, giving her a kiss. "What's the occasion?"
"I'm sorry I wasn't able to give you notice, but Jake Halperin is coming by tonight," she said.
"Jake? Isn't that the CEO of your company?" Ron asked.
"Yes," Amy said. "He sprang it on me just as I was leaving. You know I'm up for the PA position that just opened up."
"Yeah," Ron said. "I remember you telling me about that. Didn't you already have your interview?"
"I did," she said. "And it went well. So, tonight is something like a follow-up interview. He says he wants to meet you and get an idea of how things are between us. I guess he wants to make sure we have a good solid family life."
"Couldn't he just talk to us?" Ron asked. "It's kinda presumptuous of him to just invite himself over like that at the last minute, don't you think?" She nodded her head.
"I agree," she said. "I'm not real happy about it, but he says last-minute changes are part of the job and he wants to make sure I'm up to it." She handed him a spoon. "Would you mind watching dinner for a few minutes while I finish getting ready?" He took it from her and looked at what she had on the stove.
"Sure," he said. "Should I get changed or something?"
"No, you're okay as you are," she said. She kissed him on her way out. "I'll be right back. Thanks."
"Sure," Ron said, watching his wife walk away. He understood that her job sometimes required her to entertain her bosses from work, but he was a bit miffed at the way this guy just invited himself over without giving them any real heads-up. He thought back to the last two times she had her bosses over. He hoped tonight wouldn't be a repeat of that.
He knew that Amy had been recommended for the position, which opened up after the previous girl left without saying why. He also knew that Jake had something of a reputation as a ladies' man and was well-known for being rather overbearing with his employees.
As much as he wanted Amy to succeed in her career, he was also a bit concerned. He knew the job would mean more travel for her, as Jake frequently went on trips across the country. At least once a year, he also traveled overseas to Europe. Amy assured him he had nothing to worry about, but Ron wasn't stupid.
A bit later, Amy reappeared in the kitchen, wearing a short sleeveless dress he had never seen before. He also noticed her legs were bare and the dress accentuated the curves of her body. He could also tell she wasn't wearing a bra.
"You look good enough to eat. I don't ever remember seeing that dress before," Ron said. "Did you just buy that?"
"No," she said. "Jake bought it and gave it to me today. He was adamant I wear it tonight."
"Oh he was, was he?" Ron asked. "Is there something I should know?"
"No, it's nothing like that, Ron," Amy said. "It's just that Jake is very demanding and he wants to know that I can take his direction."
"Even in the dress you wear?" Ron asked.
"Well, sometimes, he entertains very important and powerful people," she said. "And he says he needs his assistant to look her best. Look, you know I'd never do anything out of line, so please just go along with me tonight. You do trust me, don't you?"
"I've trusted you all these years," Ron said. "I'm more worried about those bosses of yours. Two of them have already tried to fuck you, after all."
"True," she said. "But we took care of them, didn't we? And wasn't I there with you the whole time?"
"Yeah, you were. I'll give you that," he said. "So, when is he going to be here?" She looked at the clock.
"In about 10 minutes," she said. "And he's very punctual. So I have to have all this out on the table when he gets here. Can you help me with this, please?"
"Sure," Ron said. He grabbed the hot dish out of the oven and placed it on the rack she had on the table. As he did that, she brought out the rest of the dinner. When the clock struck 6, the front door opened. Ron and Amy were a bit shocked to see a large man walk in the house as though he owned it. Ron looked at Amy, a bit miffed. What the hell is going on here, he asked himself.
"Wiseman residence, I presume?" the big man asked. Ron walked into the front room.
"Yes, it is, and we do have a doorbell, you know," he said. "You must be Jake Halperin."
"That's Mr. Halperin to you, Wiseman," he said. Jake spotted Ron's liquor cabinet and walked over to it. "Hope you don't mind if I get something to drink. I'm parched and we have a big night ahead of us."
Before Ron could say anything, Jake opened a bottle of whiskey and took a drink, straight from the bottle. Ron was livid. Who the fuck did this asshole think he was?
"Not bad, Wiseman," he said. "Want a drink?" he asked, holding the bottle out.
"No, thanks," Ron said.
"Make sure you keep this well-stocked," Jake said. "I'll give you a list of what I expect to see when I come over." He looked around the house as though inspecting it for dust.
"Not a bad place you have here, Wiseman," Jake said. "Not bad at all. I think I might get used to it."
"Why don't we sit at the table while Amy gets everything ready for us?" Ron said.
"If you insist," Jake said in response. He looked at the table. "Food smells good. I see your wife can cook. That's good." He sat down and looked at Ron. "You probably know that I'm considering hiring Amy as my new PA."
"Yes, she told me," Ron said.
"I don't suppose she told you what I expect," Jake said.
"She mentioned something about travel," Ron said.
"That's just part of it," Jake said. "You see, if she's hired, Amy would become a bit like my work wife, if you know what I mean. That means she accompanies me everywhere. Takes care of all my needs, if you catch my drift. That means there'll be a few changes for you as well."
"Like what?" Ron asked.
"Well, she'll be spending several nights a week with me," he said. "The whole night. And I expect you to be fully accommodating of our arrangement. You'll make sure I have a clear spot in your driveway and you'll do whatever I say to smooth things over here as well."
"Don't bullshit me, Halperin," Ron said. "You intend to fuck my wife, don't you?"
"Of course," Jake said. "That's what the job entails. She'll see to my needs and the needs of my clients as I see fit. Sometimes, she'll spend a week with me in New York or Las Vegas and she'll help make our clients feel good about using us. Everything will be fine so long as you don't get in the way."
"I see," Ron said. "Did my wife tell you what I do for a living?"
"Yeah," Jake said. "She said you were some kind of a bean counter with a federal task force." Actually, Ron was a researcher for the HomeFront Security Department, a task force made up of both federal and civilian interests that dealt with something called the Mutual Marital Assurance Society. That, however, was classified.
"I am a trained CPA," Ron said. "But I'm more of a researcher than a bean counter. Did she happen to tell you I was in the service before I became a CPA?"
"I think she mentioned something about that," Jake said. "I assume you were an admin type, right?"
"Actually, no," Ron said quietly. "I was a scout-sniper. I killed motherfuckers for a living. And I was damn good at it. I've got 150 confirmed kills to my credit, some of them from as far as a half mile away. At that distance, you never even hear the shot. One second, you're alive and breathing, the next second, you're dead." Jake's eyes grew wide. Ron continued.
"Like I've had to tell a couple of your subordinates, I'm also quite comfortable at close-in kills," Ron said. "There's nothing quite like seeing your enemy realize that his last seconds on earth are upon him. And I'm very protective of what's mine. That includes my wife." Jake's face began to turn white.
"Then you should know I don't tolerate any shit. And you should also know that when you come barging into my house, my personal sanctum, as though you own it, drink my whiskey out of the bottle and demand I keep it stocked for you, then tell me you intend to make my wife your personal whore, I tend to get pissed," Ron said. "And when I get pissed, I get the urge to kill." Jake laughed at that.
"You? A killer?" Jake smirked. "I find that hard to believe. You try anything with me, little man, and I'll pound your ass in the dirt. Then I'll fuck your wife." Just then, Amy came into the dining room. Jake looked at her. "Ah," he said. "I see you're wearing the dress I got you. Good. Why don't we eat and then we can head out to the club." Ron looked at Amy, who also seemed surprised.
"Club?" Ron asked her. "What's this about a club?"
"I don't know anything about any club," she said. "Jake, you never said anything about going out to a club."
"Of course not," he told her. "That's all part of the job. Being able to deal with things as they come up. After we eat, I'm taking you to a club I frequent so I can see how you look on my arm in public. Why do you think I bought that dress? Once we're done there, we'll come back here to finish the night."
"Uh, I don't know about that," Amy said. "I don't think that's a good idea. I'm still married, you know."
"Oh, and did Jakey here tell you he plans to fuck you?" Ron said. Amy's mouth opened in shock.
"Oh, God, no," she said. "Not again."
"What do you mean, not again?" Jake asked.
"You're the third boss of Amy's that we've had to deal with," Ron told him. He looked at his wife. "You know, dear, I'm not so hungry anymore. I think we need to teach fatso here a lesson in manners, wouldn't you agree?"
"I most certainly do," she said. Ron opened a drawer in the china cabinet behind him and pulled out a .45 caliber pistol. Jake's eyes grew wide as Ron slammed a round in the chamber.
"Wait, what are you going to do?" Jake asked.
"You like to play games, asshole?" Ron asked. "I've got a real good one downstairs. You think you're man enough to play?"
"I can take anything you can dish out, little man," Jake said. Ron and Amy chuckled.
"Alright," Ron said, holding his pistol. "Get up." Jake got up from the table, his eye on Ron's pistol. "Move," Ron told him, waving the pistol. "That way," he said, motioning to the door that led to the basement. Jake went to the door. "Keep going," Ron told him. Jake opened the door and headed downstairs, followed by Ron and Amy, who turned on the lights.
"What's this?" Jake asked, not quite as cocky as he was before. "Are you going to kill me here? You'll never get away with it."
"I don't plan on killing you," Ron said. "At least not on purpose." When they got downstairs, Jake saw a large wheel at one end of the room and wondered what Ron had in mind. "Now, strip," Ron commanded.
"What?" Jake protested. "You want me to take my clothes off?"
"Well, you were planning to fuck my wife," Ron said. "Were you going to do it with your clothes on? Now, STRIP!" Jake slowly began taking his clothes off.
"You're going to regret this, bitch," he told Amy.
"You call my wife a bitch one more time, asshole, and you won't live to regret it," Ron growled. Jake took his shirt and pants off and Ron saw the rubber girdle holding his stomach in. He laughed.
"You wear a girdle?" he asked. "Seriously?" Amy laughed when she saw it. Jake's face turned red but he continued to disrobe. When he took the girdle off, his stomach flapped down below his waistline.
"My God," Ron said. "You really are a disgusting fat tub of lard, aren't you? No wonder you have to treat women like shit. Probably the only way you can get laid without paying for it. Now, get up on the wheel, facing me."
"You're not serious," Jake said, pleading.
"I said, get on the wheel, asshole. NOW!" Ron ordered. Jake got on the wheel, his feet forced apart by the footrests. Amy zip-tied his ankles to the unit so he wouldn't fall by accident. "Arms up," Ron said. Jake slowly complied and Amy secured his arms to the wheel.
Ron and Amy laughed as they took in Jake's fat form on the wheel, his stomach flopping over his waist.
"Where's your dick?" Ron asked. "I don't see it. What were you planning to fuck Amy with? Your imagination?" Amy giggled at that.
"Hang on a second," she said, running up the stairs.
"I'm going to fuck you up for this," Jake hissed as they waited for Amy.
"I don't think so, asshole," Ron said. "I think that by the time we're through, you're going to have a whole new appreciation for your female employees. I did some checking, you know. It seems that your company is one of the worse when it comes to sexual harassment cases. I guess the old saying about a fish rotting from the head down is true. At least in your case."
By then, Amy came back into the basement, holding a large magnifying glass. She walked in front of Jake, knelt down and made a production of looking at Jake's groin through the glass. She shook her head.
"Sorry, sweetie," she said, looking at Ron. "I looked. I couldn't find his dick. Maybe he doesn't have one." She snapped her fingers. "I know who could help us out." She pulled out her cell phone and hit a number. Ron could hear someone answering at the other end.
"Clarissa?" Amy asked. Ron knew Clarissa was Jake's wife. Jake's eyes grew wide. "Would you mind swinging by my place real quick. I need help finding something... Ten minutes? Great, thanks." She ended the call and looked at Ron.
"Clarissa says she'll be here in ten minutes," she said. "I'm sure she'll be able to tell us where his dick is." Jake looked at both of them shocked.
"No, please don't get her involved in this," he begged.
"What's the matter, fatso?" Ron asked. "You scared your wife might learn what a real asshole you are?" After a few minutes, Clarissa rang the doorbell. Amy headed up the stairs and escorted her into the basement. Clarissa, like Jake, was a bit older than Amy, but she still looked good. Her face broke out into a grin as she spotted Jake on the wheel. She extended her hand to Ron.
"You must be the legendary Ron Wiseman," she said, shaking his hand.
"I am," Ron said. "But I didn't know I was famous." Clarissa laughed.
"Oh believe me, among some of us, you're quite a hero," she said. She glanced at Jake. "Is that what I think it is? Isn't that a 'Wheel of Death?'"
"Why yes, it is," Ron said.
"I've heard of these, but I've never seen one in action," she said, walking around it, inspecting the restraints keeping Jake attached to the wheel. "Does it turn?"
"Yes, it does," Amy said, releasing the brake. Clarissa moved the wheel a bit, causing Jake to shake his head. She giggled and quickly turned the wheel, causing Jake to yell as he spun several times.
"That's fun," Clarissa said. "I need to get myself one of these." She looked at Jake, whose eyes were wide. "Aren't you having fun?" she asked her frightened husband. He shook his head. "So," Clarissa continued, looking at Amy. "What did you need me to come over for?"
"Well," Amy began, "we can't seem to find Jake's dick." Clarissa laughed.
"Don't feel bad, honey," she said. "I haven't been able to find it for years. It seems the only way he can get it up is with a hefty dose of Viagra. Even then, it's only about 4 and a half inches long anyway. He always overdoses on it after he drugs his target with something, which is what I suspect he was going to do to you. Sometimes he'll snort a line or two of cocaine as well. That's part of his MO, you know. That's in addition to bullying you and your husband, which I suspect he's already tried."
"If you know all that, why not just divorce him?" Amy asked.
"Well," she said. "Divorces are expensive and messy. Besides, look at him. At the rate he's going, he'll be dead of a heart attack before long. Unless he pisses off the wrong husband. Either way, he ends up dead and I end up a very rich widow."
"You can't mean that!" Jake exclaimed. Clarissa laughed.
"Of course, I mean that," she told him. Clarissa turned back to Amy. "You know," she added, "he wasn't always like this. Believe it or not, once upon a time he was a pretty decent guy, not the asshole he is now."
"So what happened?" Amy asked. Clarissa shrugged her shoulders.
"I guess the power of his job went to his head," Clarissa said. She turned back to Ron. "So, what do you guys plan to do?"
"It's pretty simple, really," Ron said, uncovering the implements on a table set at one end of the room. "This is a little game Amy and I like to play. It's kinda like strip poker, in that the loser has to remove an article of clothing. You see, we use these on the target," he added, holding up a set of very sharp throwing knives. "Or sometimes, we use a pistol, a crossbow or a bow and arrow. The idea is to get as close as possible without breaking the skin. Most of the time, we use cardboard cutouts or even blow-up dolls."
"I like this game," Clarissa said. "What happens if you break the skin?"
"Well, in that case, the player automatically forfeits and has to get naked," Ron said. "I'll leave the rest to your imagination."
"I'm liking this even more," Clarissa said. "Even if you lose, you win. And your wife actually does this with you?"
"Oh yes," Ron said. "She's actually quite good. She's beaten me more times than I care to admit."
"Really?" Clarissa asked, smiling. "Well, I have to see this. Would you mind if I stay and watch?"
"We'd love to have you watch," Ron said. "In fact, we could use a score-keeper. Would you like to do that?"
"I'd be honored," Clarissa said. She took her seat behind the line after Ron showed her how to measure and take score.
"You ready, dear?" Ron asked his wife.
"Anytime you are," she said, giving her husband a kiss.
"You can't be serious," Jake said. He looked at Clarissa. "Please, make them stop. Don't let them do this to me."
"Shut up, asshole," she told him, venom in her voice. "You've had this coming to you for a long time."
Ron pulled a quarter out of his pocket and handed it to Clarissa.
"Care to do the honors?" he asked. Clarissa took the quarter and flipped it in the air. Amy called heads but tails was showing after the quarter landed on the floor. "I guess I go first," he said, picking up a knife. He looked at Jake. "Don't move, asshole," he said. "I don't want to hit you."
He threw the knife and it embedded itself in the target next to Jake's right ear. He picked up another and threw it, barely missing Jake's throat. A third knife found itself right next to Jake's right thigh. Jake didn't move, but they all saw a trickle of urine run down his thigh.
"Well, look at that," Ron said. "I guess he really does have a pecker after all." The two girls laughed as Jake looked at Clarissa with pleading eyes.
"Please, no more," he begged. "I'll do anything you want, just make this stop."



"Oh, you're going to do whatever I want anyway," she told him. "Now, take your punishment like a man, if that's possible."
Amy picked up a knife and threw it. It sunk into the target next to Jake's right ear. The second knife landed just to the left of Jake's neck and the third hit above Jake's left arm. He screamed as the knife sunk into the target. As they looked, a tiny trickle of blood began to run down his arm.
"Shit!" Amy exclaimed. They examined his left arm and found that her knife had cut his arm, leaving a small gash. His blood had also stained the highly polished blade. Ron grabbed a bottle of peroxide and treated the gash after removing the knife.
"You people are fucking crazy," Jake yelled when Ron finished.
"Just be glad it wasn't your dick, asshole," Ron said. "Or your throat."
"I guess that means I forfeit," Amy said. "I can't believe I hit his arm."
"So what happens now?" Clarissa asked.
"This," Amy said, removing her clothes. Soon, she was naked and on her knees in front of her husband. As they watched, she pulled his pants down and was stroking his hardening penis. She looked at Jake before speaking. "You think I would actually want to do anything with you when I have this at home?" She turned back to her husband and took his cock in her mouth, sucking it just the way he liked. She swallowed his first load and sucked him back to hardness. Amy looked back at Jake. "Now, asshole, watch and learn how a real man pleases his woman."
She sat on the table, her legs spread wide. Ron moved in and was soon balls-deep in her shaved pussy. As Jake and Clarissa watched, Amy wrapped her legs around her husband as he pounded her, eliciting moans of ecstasy.
"Fuck me, husband," she begged. "Show Jake who I belong to. Take my pussy, baby. Do it." He pounded her harder until he felt his orgasm coming.
"I'm getting ready to cum, baby," he said. Amy wrapped her arms around her husband and put her mouth next to his ear.
"Do it, baby," she said. "Cum in my little pussy." He tensed up and filled her with his seed. She cried out as her own orgasm hit. She kissed him, hard, invading his mouth with her tongue. "I love you so much, my husband," she said.
"I love you more, my wife," he said. They looked each other in the eye for a few moments, as though sharing their thoughts with each other. After he pulled back, he saw Clarissa, her eyes wide.
"Wow," Clarissa said. "That was hot." Amy stood up and, taking a bit of semen that had escaped her pussy, walked over to Jake. She smeared it on his face, putting some in his mouth.
"That's as close as you'll ever get to this pussy, asshole," she told him. "And you can take your PA job and shove it up your ass." After she walked away, Clarissa stepped up.
"Actually," she told Amy, "I think you should take that job."
"You've got to be kidding," Amy said. Clarissa smiled before continuing.
"Of course, it won't be the job he had in mind," Clarissa said. "He wanted a company-subsidized sex toy, but I've got something else in mind. I think he needs a chaperon. Someone who'll keep him in line."
"What?" Amy asked.
"Yes," Clarissa said. "Someone who can cut his balls off if he ever strays. Think you can handle that?" Amy smiled as she understood what Clarissa was saying.
"I think so," Amy said. "What do you have in mind?"
"It's simple," Clarissa said. "You'll work as Jake's PA, but things are going to be a lot different from now on." She looked at Jake. "I know you don't have to take all those trips for business. I'm not stupid, you know. The trips end, right now. You have people you can delegate to handle clients. Amy will take care of that. From now on, you will stay on the straight and narrow and the bullshit, the cheating and the bullying ends right fucking now. Unless this is something you enjoy," she added, gesturing at the wheel he was attached to. "Understand?"
Jake closed his eyes and slowly nodded his head.
"I understand," he said.
"Now, I think you owe these good people an apology," Clarissa said.
"I apologize," Jake said weakly, looking at Amy and Ron.
Ron came up to Jake and held a bullet in front of his face.
"I haven't had a chance to engrave your name on this yet, asshole," Ron said. "But I swear to God if you ever fuck with my wife again, I'll use this to blow your balls off. Got it?" Jake nodded his head.
"I got it," he said.
"I hope you've learned your lesson," Clarissa told Jake. "Amy will keep me informed if you fuck up ever again. And if you do, so help me God, I'll cut your dick off myself."
"I've learned my lesson," Jake said. "Please, just give me another chance. I'll make it up to you, I promise."
"We'll see," Clarissa said. She looked at Ron and Amy. "Can we cut him down now?"
"Sure," Ron said. He cut Jake loose and helped him down off the wheel. Jake put his clothes back on and Clarissa walked him to the door. She stopped and looked back at Ron and Amy.
"You know, I've seen the change in David," she said, referring to the last boss Ron and Amy had to deal with. "I hope to see the same change in Jake. At any rate, I want to thank you both."
"Any time," Ron said. After they left, Ron and Amy went back upstairs. Amy threw on a robe and they looked at the cold meal sitting on the table.
"Sorry about dinner getting ruined," Amy said. Ron put his arms around his wife and held her tight.
"Nothing to be sorry for," Ron said. "Some things are just more important. Let me help you clear this up and we can call in for pizza or something."
"Pizza sounds really good to me right now," Amy said. "But dessert sounds even better." Ron smiled and kissed his wife.
"I love you so much," he said. She smiled and kissed him back.
"I love you more, husband," she said.
Amy started her new job the following Monday. Jake blanched but said nothing when he saw a throwing knife on her desk with her name engraved on it. It still had a dark stain from where it had sliced his arm...
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Rhonda Gillespie, nee Casey, sat in her seat on the flight back from her annual convention, planning her trip home. She wanted to do something special for her new husband, something she was certain he would never forget. They had only been married for a little less than three months and this was the first time since their marriage they had ever been apart for more than a full day.
She thought back to the previous night as she sat in the lounge with some of the girls from her office.
"Well, guys, it's been fun, but I need to call my husband," she said, finishing her drink.
"C'mon, girlfriend," her friend, Lacie, said. "You haven't even danced with anyone and the night's still young."
"No can do, Lacie," Rhonda said. "I'm a married woman now," she added, holding up her ring. "Besides, I could never do that to him."
"Oh please," Lacie said. "That's never stopped any of us from having a little extra fun. Try it, you know you'll like it. Besides, he'd never know."
"He may not, but I would, and I could never betray his trust like that. Trust me, he would know because the guilt would be all over my face," Rhonda said.
"Besides, she's still a newlywed," Glenda, another of her friends, told Lacie. "Hell, they just got back from their honeymoon." Glenda looked at Rhonda. "So, what are you going to do, have some phone sex with your hubby?"
"Nah," Rhonda said. "We're going to have a Skype call."
"Skype?" Rhonda asked. "What, are you two going to have Skype-sex or something?"
"Something like that," Rhonda said, smiling.
"Well, you go have fun," Glenda said. "I'll think of you when I'm riding a big hunk of meat." Rhoda chuckled.
"Just be careful," she said. "You remember what happened to Lisa last year."
"Oh God, who can ever forget," Glenda said. "I thought her husband was going to tear her whole office apart when he found out. She just got her final divorce papers last month."
"That's never going to happen to me, because I love my husband more than anything else and I'm never going to cheat on him," Rhonda said.
"Famous last words," Lacie said.
"See you guys later," Rhonda said. After saying their goodbyes, Rhonda ran to her room and fired up her laptop. Soon, she and Ryan were watching each other online. The connections sometimes glitched, as was often the case with Skype, but it was stable enough for what they had in mind.
After catching up on the day, Rhonda and Ryan began stripping for each other and were soon masturbating on camera while talking dirty to each other. They kept it up for nearly an hour before calling it a night.
"I'll call you from the airport, sweetie," she said. "I love you so much and I miss you. I wish you were here to keep me warm."
"I love you too," he said. "And I miss you like crazy. The place is so empty without you here."
They ended the connection and Rhonda went to bed. She was still hot from their online session, so she slipped between the covers naked, rubbing her shaved pussy as she fantasized about her husband. They had been together since their junior year of high school and had been exclusive for years.
They were madly in love with each other and trusted each other without question. As Ryan learned early on, she was a bit of an exhibitionist, and would often flash her legs or breasts to get him excited. Last year, she took it to a whole new level and stripped naked in a bar, completely exposing herself to him in public for the first time. That night, he proposed to her and she accepted.
They both loved what happened that night last year and promised to do something like that again one day. Today, she promised herself, would be the day.
As she sat on the plane, she fought the urge to masturbate as she planned her activities for the drive home. She knew there would be flashing involved, so she chose a short red wrap-around dress held closed by a belt tied at the waist. Underneath, she wore a flimsy bra and a tiny thong.
Finally, the plane landed and she followed the crowd into the terminal, where she grabbed her bags, then headed to her car. Once inside, she set up her laptop and connected it to the power adapter. Ryan, being a technical genius, had installed several high definition cameras in her car, and engineered it so she only needed one USB connection to her laptop. The idea was to record her flashing in the car, but so far, they hadn't been able to do very much.
The laptop was also set up to connect to a portable hotspot in the car. She didn't understand all the technical details, but knew that whatever it was he did worked and worked well. Once she was ready to go, she called her husband.
"I'm at the airport, sweetie," she said.
"Good," he said. "You got your laptop set up?"
"I do," she said. "I'm clicking the icon now. Hang on." Soon, the application was up and she saw Ryan's face in the main screen. Below that were several smaller screens showing the inside of her car from different angles.
"Got it," he said. "Damn, you're beautiful. I love that dress." She smiled and toyed with the belt.
"Just wait till I get on the road, baby," she said. After confirming that everything worked, she pulled out of the airport parking lot and jumped on the highway that would get her home.
"I'll be there in about an hour," she said. "So we have time for some fun, if you're up to it."
"I'm always up to having fun with you, lover," he said.
"Let me get these sandals off first," she said. She lifted her left leg up and removed the sandal, making sure he could see her shapely leg and painted toenails. She repeated that with her right leg, using her left foot to drive. She tossed her sandals into the back seat.
"That's so much better," she said.
"So what are you wearing under that dress?" Ryan asked.
"Wouldn't you like to know," she said, teasing him. "Dare me to open my dress while I'm driving?"
"I dare you," he said.
"Okay," she said. Keeping her eyes on the road, she untied the belt and slowly opened the dress just enough so he could see her underwear. "The windows are tinted, but I know other drivers can see if they look hard enough. I have to be careful. I don't want to get pulled over or get into an accident. You like what you see so far?"
"Hell yeah," he said.
"Dare me to take my bra off?" she asked.
"I dare you," he said. "Let me see those beautiful tits of yours." She giggled.
"Well, if I take my bra off, you have to take your shirt off," she said.
"It's a deal," he told her.
"Here goes," she said. Reaching up, she unhooked her bra and let it open. She purposefully chose a bandeau-stye bra with the clasps in the front, between the cups. This would make it easier for her to remove as she drove. She looked around and pulled the bra off. Tossing it in the back seat, she opened her dress a bit more so he could see her breasts.
Ryan stripped off his t-shirt as she did this. She glanced at his image on her laptop and brought up one hand to rub her breasts. She moaned as she rubbed and pulled on her nipples, which were hard as pencil erasers.
"Come on, baby," Ryan said. "Show me what you got."
"You dare me to go topless?" she asked, opening and closing the top of her dress, teasing him with her breasts.
"I dare you," he said.
"Get ready," she said. She looked around one more time and slipped the top of her dress off her shoulders, completely baring her breasts. The garment still covered her somewhat from the waist down, but not by much. Ryan gasped as she sat back in her seat, her breasts proudly on display.
"Like that, baby?" she asked.
"I love it," he said.
"You wanna suck on my tits?" she asked, massaging her breasts.
"Oh hell yeah," he said.
"You know I love the way you suck on my tits," she said. "It gets me so fucking hot. Is this making you hard?" she asked.
"You know it is," he said.
"Did you like what we did last night?" she asked.
"I loved it," he said. "I made a video from what I recorded. Maybe we can watch it tonight."
"Ooh, I like that idea," she said. There wasn't much traffic but Ryan could see a few other cars on the road, and wondered if they could see her.
"You think the other drivers can see you?" he asked.
"I don't think they're looking," she said. "You know, it wouldn't take much for me to get completely naked," she added, rubbing her pussy through her thong. "You want to see me take everything off?"
"Yeah, I'd love that," he said.
"Dare me?" she asked with a wicked smile. "Dare me to drive the rest of the way home naked?"
"God, yeah," he said excited.
"Well, if I strip naked, you have to get naked, too," she said.
"You're on," he said.
"Watch this," she said, pulling her dress out from under her. She tossed in the back seat and began working her thong over her ass. As he watched, she slipped the tiny garment down her legs. After she pulled it over her feet, she held it up so Ryan could see it, then tossed it in the back with the rest of her clothes.
Meanwhile, Ryan was busy taking the rest of his clothes off. She licked her lips as she watched him strip.
"Well," she said, putting one foot on her seat. "I'm naked. And you know how horny I get when I'm naked. You want to see me play with myself while I drive?"
"Yeah, I'd love to see that," he said. "Just keep your eyes on the road."
"Of course, baby," she said, running her fingers through her wet slit. "Ooh, I'm so wet for you, Ryan. I missed that big cock of yours so much. Can you see what I'm doing?"
"Yeah, I can," he said. She glanced at her laptop on the seat and saw him hold his erect cock.
"That looks so good," she said, running her tongue over her lips. "I need it in me so bad."
"I need it in you, too," he said. "I love the way it feels inside your tight pussy."
"Yeah?" she asked playfully. "You know what else I miss so much?"
"What, baby?" he asked.
"I miss having your tongue on my pussy," she said. "I love the way you make me feel when you go down on me."
"You know what I like?" he asked.
"What?" she asked.
"I love eating your pussy until you cum on my face," he said as he stroked himself. "I love the way you taste." She briefly closed her eyes and moaned as she listened to him tell her how much he loved going down on her.
"You really like it when I squirt on your face?" she asked.
"God, yes," he said.
"You wanna know what else I like?" she asked.
"What?" he responded.
"I love sucking your big cock until you cum in my mouth," she said. "I love swallowing your cum."
"I love it too," he said. "You look so sexy when you do that. And I love the way you look at me while you're sucking me off." She looked in her rear view mirror and saw a large truck getting ready to pass. Before she could close her legs, the truck had already passed and she was certain the driver could see her spread pussy. She laughed. "What's so funny?" Ryan asked.
"I think that truck driver just saw me finger-fucking myself," she said, laughing. Ryan laughed with her.
"I'll bet you made his day," he said.
"I'm sure," she said, rubbing her slit. "Oh, well. Maybe I should kick it up a notch."
"How so?" he asked. She opened her purse which was sitting on the passenger seat and pulled out a large cock-shaped dildo.
"With this," she said, holding the dildo so he could see it.
"Wow," he said. "You're really going to fuck yourself with that while you drive?"
"Why not?" she asked. "You know I've always wanted to do this in public. Watch this." She positioned the head of the dildo at the opening of her pussy and worked it inside her, moaning as she did so. "Can you see me fucking myself, baby?" she asked.
"Yeah," he said. "From several angles. That's so fucking hot."
"I'm about ready to cum," she moaned, ramming the dildo in and out of herself. "I just hope I don't make a mess on the seat." As Ryan watched, she rammed the dildo inside her pussy, her hands trembling as she did so. Soon, he could see her juices covering the dildo and her hand. She pulled it out and licked it as she composed herself.
"Did you like that?" she asked.
"I loved it," he said. She smiled as she rolled her window down a crack.
"It's kinda hot and steamy in here right now," she said. "I need to cool down a little bit. I'll be home before long."
"I can't wait," he said.
"Dare me to walk up to the front door completely naked?" she asked. His eyes grew wide.
"You'd really do that?" he asked.
"Of course," she said.
"Hell yeah," he said.
"What would you do if I did that?" she asked.
"I'd eat your pussy right there on the porch," he said.
"Really?" she asked. "In the swing chair we just put up?"
"Why not?" he asked.
"That sounds like fun," she said. "I hope you have a camera set up. I'd love to see video of that."
"I'll go do it right now," he said.
"Okay, baby," she said. "I'll be home in just a little bit and I'm going to stay naked the whole way."
"I can't wait to see you when you get here," he said. She saw Ryan get up and walk out of view. She kept the video feed going and rubbed herself as she drove, not caring if any of the other drivers could see her.
Soon, she pulled into their driveway and turned off the car as it sat in front of the garage. She looked around and didn't see anyone else out on the street. She noticed a camera set up on a tripod on their covered porch and knew it was aimed at the porch swing. She smiled and opened the car door. Stepping out, she padded naked to the porch and saw Ryan standing at the front door. She smiled as she saw that he, too, was naked.
He stepped on the porch and took her in his arms, kissing her deeply. Their tongues wrestled for a few minutes.
"I've missed you so much, baby," she whispered.
"I've missed you more," he said, running his hands over her smooth, bare flesh. He loved the way she felt.
"Well," she said, stepping back. "Are you going to eat me out like you promised?"
"Oh yeah," he said, guiding her to the swing. She sat down and spread her legs wide.
"Then eat me, baby," she whispered. "Eat my pussy and make me cum for you." He smiled and got on his knees in front of her. He kissed her thighs and worked his way to her juicy center. She moaned as he dived into her with his tongue. She pulled his head in tighter as her first orgasm began to hit. He kept working on her even as she soaked his face with her juices.
"Get up here and fuck me, lover," she said. "My pussy needs you right now." He stood and aimed his erect cock at her opening. "Don't tease me, baby," she moaned as he ran his cock along her wet slit. "Put it in me. Fuck me. Right here. Right now." They both gasped as he entered her. He began pumping into her, his balls slapping her ass. She wrapped her arms and legs around him as he fucked her.
"Fuck me, baby," she said. "I need this so bad. Cum inside my pussy, baby. Fill me up." Before long, they both shuddered as their love climaxed with a toe-curling orgasm. They stayed there on the swing as they came back to reality. They looked in each other's eyes, their love etched on each other's faces.
"I love you so much, Ryan," she said.
"I love you more, Rhonda," he responded. They shared a soft, loving kiss before getting off the swing. "You want to continue this in the bedroom?" he asked. She smiled.
"You know I do," she said.
A couple hours later, they lay in each other's arms.
"Ryan," she said. "Did you really like seeing me drive naked?"
"Yeah," he said. "I loved it. Why?"
"Would you like to do something like that again?" she asked.
"Of course," he said. "That's why I put those cameras in the car, remember?"
"I remember," she said. "It's just that we never got to do much with them because of our schedules and the bad weather."
"What do you have in mind?" he asked.
"I don't know," she said. "Let me give it some thought. Maybe we can do something when it gets a bit warmer."
"Sounds like a plan," he said. "I can't wait." Snuggling closer to her husband, she smiled as she considered the possibilities...
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Linda, John and Brenda walked into the apartment, having planned for another night of fun, games and raunchy sex at the expense of Linda's husband, Mark, who had foolishly allowed himself to become a submissive cuckold ever since his birthday party nine months ago. But something seemed a bit different today.
Linda looked at the sink full of last night's dishes and wondered why Mark hadn't washed them. That was his job, after all. Along with cooking, cleaning and laundry. So what if he had to do the housework while working two jobs to pay for the bills along with her pleasure. He was going to pay for this, she swore to herself. It was Brenda, Mark's sister, who brought her back to reality.
"What?" Linda asked.
"Look," Brenda said, pointing to something on the dining room table. A large manila folder with a printed letter on top of it sat in the middle of the table. A man's wedding ring was placed on the letter. Linda recognized the ring. It was Mark's. What the hell kind of a game is he playing now, she asked herself. She picked up the letter and began to read.
"Linda," the letter began. Not, "Dear Linda," or "My dearest Linda." Just, "Linda." She read on.
"I cannot continue to live like this. The fact is, you, your lover and my sister are killing me. For the last nine months, I have allowed you to use and abuse me, thinking that you would grow to love me if I played the part of a submissive. I have allowed you to humiliate me and cuckold me, thinking that is what you wanted.
"The truth is, I hate it. And right now I hate both you and my sister. I thought that if I played the role you wanted me to play that you would love me more, but that's not what has happened. I have tried to talk with you, reason with you, but you continued to dismiss me at every turn, calling me a loser. Instead, you and my sister have made my life a living hell and I can no longer go on playing your cruel games.
"Instead of being closer together, we have drifted apart. Worse yet, your treatment of me has nearly killed me, emotionally as well as physically.
"Thank goodness, my father intervened and I am now taking steps to remedy the situation. I have signed up for a three-month sabbatical to help me get myself back together. I will not tell you where it is, but I will send you my address as soon as possible. I do not have my phone, so you cannot call or text me. I will also have no access to Internet or email. I will be allowed to write you once a week. You can chose to write back or not, that's up to you.
"Inside the envelope is a temporary legal separation. We'll discuss the divorce when I return in three months. In the meantime, you will find the bank account has been frozen and your cards will no longer work. All the bills will be paid by automatic draft and you will receive a stipend each week for food, gas and incidentals. If you want or need more money, I suggest you either get it from your lover or do what the rest of us have to do and get a job.
"That also means you'll have to take care of your own cooking, cleaning and laundry from now on. I will no longer be your slave. Just so you know, you'll be monitored while I'm gone and I'll be getting weekly reports of your activities.
"I'll be in touch," the letter concluded. It was simply signed, "Mark."
"Oh my God," Linda said, handing the letter to Brenda. "Mark's gone. I think we went too far." Brenda read the letter as Linda looked at the separation papers, shocked. After she read her brother's letter, she pulled out her phone and called her father.
"Dad, what's going on? Where's Mark?" she asked.
"As if you care?" he asked, anger in his voice. "He finally broke down and told me what you and Linda have been doing to him the last nine months. He told me everything. I can't believe my daughter would do this to her own flesh and blood. I'm ashamed of you, Brenda, and I can't tell you how much you disgust me right now. I can't have you in my house anymore. I expect you to pack your trash and get the hell out of here. Today. Maybe you can stay with Linda and help her while your brother is gone."
"But Dad," she began. He cut her off.
"But nothing, Brenda," he said. "I want you out. NOW!" He ended the call, leaving a shocked Brenda looking at her phone. She looked at Linda.
"He really is gone," she said. "And my father just kicked me out of the house. He said Mark told him everything."
"Everything?" Linda asked. Brenda nodded her head.
"Yes, everything," Brenda said. "I've got no where else to go. He said that maybe I should stay with you until Mark gets back. Would that be alright?"
"Of course," Linda said.
"So, the little cuck has taken off, eh," John said. "Why don't we go into the bedroom and celebrate?"
"Not now, John," Linda said. "It's no fun without Mark here. You know this was all about humiliating him, but he's gone. I've chased him away."
"Well, you're too good for him anyway," John said. "He's just a loser, like you said. C'mon, let's go fuck. You know you want it."
"No, John," Brenda said. "My brother is gone and my father just kicked me out of the house. Linda and I have to go get my things so I can move in here. Why don't you just go for now and we'll be in touch."
"Okay," John said, heading for the door. "But you know you'll be needing this before too long," he added, grabbing his crotch. After John left, Linda picked up the phone and called Mark's main place of work, hoping to find out where he was. Surely this was just a cruel joke, she thought to herself. She went through the automated menu and finally spoke to Mark's boss, Ryan.
"I'm sorry, Mrs. Smith, but your husband is on a paid extended leave of absence," Ryan said. "And I was instructed not to give you any details. He told me he was having serious problems at home and frankly, I've been pretty concerned about his health these last few months."
"Thanks, Ryan," Linda said, ending the call. She called the corner convenience store where Mark worked as a part-time cashier and was told by the manager he quit his job a couple days ago.
"I understand he's going in for some kind of treatment," the female manager said. "I hope he gets better. He hasn't been looking too good these last few months."
Linda thanked the manager and ended the call. She also tried getting information from the attorney who filed the papers but was given the same response. She collapsed on the couch, Mark's ring in her hand. Tears started falling down her cheek.
"He's gone," Linda said. "He's really gone. We've chased him away."
"Oh, he's just trying to make you feel bad about what we've done to him," Brenda said. "It's just a little game. He'll come crawling back, begging for your forgiveness. Just wait." Linda shook her head.
"I don't think so," she said. "What will we do?"
"First, we need to go by my dad's house and get my things," Brenda said. "Then we need to get seriously drunk. And royally fucked."
A few days later, Linda received a post card with the address where she could write her husband. There was no note from Mark. She pulled out a pen and a pad of paper and began writing.
"My dearest Mark," she began. "I got your note and just received an address where I can write you. I hope you're doing well. You have to believe me when I say I really do love you and I don't want a divorce. Your father kicked Brenda out of the house, so she's staying with me to help with things here. Did you really tell him everything we did to you?
"I want you to know I only came on to John at your birthday party to get you jealous enough to man up and take a stand. I thought you loved me enough to fight for me. Yeah, he makes a lot more than you do and he's got a huge cock that feels so good, but believe me when I tell you that it was only sex. It didn't mean anything more to me than that.
"And I was only kidding when I told you I was going to let him get me pregnant and make you raise the child as yours. I wouldn't really have done that to you.
"I wish you were here so I could tell you all this in person. There's so much I need to tell you. Please don't hate me. And come back soon. I love you, and your sister loves you as well. Your loving wife, Linda," she said in closing. She folded the letter and put it into an envelope. The next day, it went out in the mail.
The next week, she received a letter.
"Linda," the letter began. "Thank you for your letter of 6 March. Yes, I told my father everything. And I do mean EVERYTHING. I wouldn't have, except he could see I wasn't doing very well and he simply wouldn't let me off the hook. You know how good he is about getting information. I can tell you he was extremely pissed at both of you and he wasn't very happy with me for letting it go on and I'm not surprised he kicked her out.
"You said you hope I'm doing well. To tell you the truth, I ache all over. Every inch of me aches, but it's a good pain and I'm told that it will get easier in time. They have us on the go from before sunrise to well after sunset six days a week. I haven't worked out this much in my entire life.
"By the way, the in-house doctor said I was severely malnourished and put me on a special diet with supplements. I guess that's what happens when you're forced to eat nothing but dog food out of a bowl on the floor for three months. The only other time I was ever able to eat was when I was working.
"I also can't tell you how wonderful it is to be sleeping in a real bed for a change instead of that dog kennel you and Brenda put in the garage. Yeah, I told Dad about that as well.
"You say you and Brenda both love me, but frankly, I find that hard to believe. For that matter, I find anything you say hard to believe. I loved you both as well, and look at where that got me. You say you don't want a divorce. Well, I don't want a cheating, scheming bitch for a wife, either. Guess we can't always get what we want.
"So, are you and Brenda still doing threesomes with John? I imagine it would be easier now that Brenda lives with you. You're right about one thing -- we have a lot to talk about, and we will when the time is right.
"Tell Brenda I said hello, and keep the letters coming," the letter said in conclusion. It was simply signed, "Mark."
"So, how's the loser?" Brenda asked. Linda handed the letter to her.
"I guess he's okay, but they have him working really hard and he's sore," Linda said. "He said to tell you, 'hi.' Oh, and he's on a special diet. They said he was malnourished. I told you that making him eat dog food from that bowl on the kitchen floor wasn't a good idea."
"It was all in good fun though," Brenda said. "Do you think he's really going to finish this thing out?" Linda shrugged her shoulders.
"I don't know," she said. "I think we made a big mistake, though."
"Oh come on," Brenda said. "You enjoyed it as much as I did and you know it. What do you think about having John come over for the night? Maybe we can all piss on Mark's clothes just for fun."
"What the hell," Linda said. "Let me get this letter off first. But no pissing on his clothes, though. Not unless you want to wash them afterward."
"Whatever," Brenda said. Linda grabbed her pen and paper.
"My dearest loving husband," she began. "Thank you for writing me back. I didn't know if you would or not. It's kinda weird doing this, especially in the age of instant messenger and email.
"I am sorry to hear about you being malnourished. You do know that was your sister's idea, right? Yeah, I went along with it, but I thought it was pretty funny. It was also her idea to make you sleep in that dog kennel in the garage.
"I know right now you have a pretty low opinion of me and I have to admit, I was something of a bitch to you. Please accept my apology for that. I guess it's easy to do when someone like John is around. He's an alpha male, you know. Not like you. I guess you're something of a beta male with a need to be dominated. Tell me the truth, was I really all that bad to you?
"Seriously, Mark, I need to know something. Is there any hope for us?
"You asked if Brenda and I are still doing threesomes with John. I won't lie. Yes, we've had John over a couple nights and he did us both. And yes, it was great. Fantastic, even. It wasn't as much fun without you here, though.
"So tell me what they have you doing. Do you really like it? Are you really in Idaho? All I have is the post office box number. I've never been there. What's it like?
"Well, I have to go now. Without you here, I have to help keep the place clean. Your loving wife, Linda. P.S. Brenda says to tell you 'hi,'" she wrote.
The next letter came about six days later.
"Linda," it began. "It was good to hear from you again. Thank you for your letter. Yes, it is a bit strange communicating like this, isn't it? Just think, this is how our grandparents used to do it back in the day.
"So you thought it was funny that Brenda wanted me to eat dog food out of a bowl on the kitchen floor? The kitchen I paid for with my own hard-earned money? And you thought it was funny to make me sleep in a locked-up dog kennel in the garage? Even in the dead of winter?
"Did you also think it was funny when she suggested fucking me in the ass with a strap-on? At least you never followed through with that, but I can tell you I didn't find it funny. Not one damn bit. Just the fact that you found it funny makes me think you're one sick demented bitch.
"Is that why you didn't stop her? Were you that far gone in your lust for John and your hatred of me? "Oh sure, you tell me NOW that you love me but I think that's only because I'm not there for you to torment and humiliate. Or is it because I'm not there to pay for your debauchery? Tell me, are you doing okay on your stipend? Is Brenda contributing anything at all?
"You wanted to know if you were really that bad to me. In a word, YES. And by the way, I happen to know that John has been over there almost every single night. I also know he brought a few guys with him a couple times. I'm glad I wasn't there to see that. I hope you and Brenda cleaned the place up.
"You should also know the apartment complex doesn't like loud parties. I'd hate to see you get evicted and end up on the street. I guess you could go live with John, if he'll have you. Or you could live on the street.
"You asked if there is any hope for us. Right now, I don't see it happening. Not unless you get your shit squared away, and even then, I doubt it. I can tell you that if you keep going the way you are, there won't be any hope for us at all.
"You wanted to know what they have us doing and if I like it. They wake us up early every morning. We do calisthenics, then run to breakfast. Then we run for our workouts. Then we work out. Then we run some more and work out some more. Do I like it? At first, it was really hard, but I'm starting to really like it. And believe it or not, I'm actually getting muscles. I'm not the skinny little kid you married, let me tell you that.
"As for where I am, you know I can't reveal that. But I can tell you I love it here. The air is crisp and clean, not like that sewer you live in. Everything is green here. There's mountains and trees and lakes everywhere. There's even wildlife out here -- deer, bears, you name it. The other day I spotted an eagle flying high in the sky -- imagine that.
"I gotta go now -- it's our smoke break. Yeah, I started smoking, but I only have one or two a day. Everyone here smokes, it's the one break we get all day and I look forward to it. Maybe I'll quit when I get home, maybe not. Tell Brenda hi," the letter read. As before, it was signed, "Mark," with no mention that he loved her.
"Well, what did the little wimp have to say this time?" Brenda asked.
"The usual," Linda said. "Read it for yourself." She handed the letter to Brenda, who chuckled as she read. "Is it just me, or is he changing?"
"This isn't the Mark I remember," Brenda said. "He sounds, well, assertive. It's strange seeing it come from him. And he's smoking now? That's certainly not like him. And he called you a sick demented bitch."
"We pushed him too far," Linda said. "And he knows about the guys we've had here. I'm losing him. For good."
"So what? He's a loser," Brenda said. "He'll always be a wimpy little loser. You're better off without him. He's talking tough now because he's not here. Remember, he's the one who ran off because he wasn't man enough to face you. He never was man enough to stand up to you. Why do you think he let you and John humiliate him at his birthday party? Believe me, once you two come face-to-face, it'll go back to the way it was."
"Maybe," Linda said, pulling out her pen and paper.
"My dearest husband Mark," she began. "I got your most recent letter. Thank you for writing me. I was a bit concerned about the tone of your last letter. You've never called me sick, demented or a bitch before. Is that what you think of me now? Please tell me it's not.
"I admit I went overboard with some things. And no, I didn't think it was funny when Brenda suggested pegging you with that 12 inch strap-on. If I hadn't been there, though, I think she probably would've done it.
"Yes, I lust for John, but only because he's got a big dick. Trust me, he wouldn't make a very good husband, not like you. He only cares about himself.
"I think you got the wrong idea about something. Yeah, I thought it was funny that Brenda put you in the kennel like that, but I never really liked it. She just kept pushing and you kept caving. Okay, I pushed some too, but it was all in good fun, like the night of your birthday party.
"I never could figure it out. I kept teasing John at your birthday party and you kept watching. Why didn't you come over and tell me to stop? Why didn't you fight for me?
"Thank you for being honest with me. I never knew I was really that bad to you. Can you ever forgive me? And do you still love me?
"As for the stipend, it helps a lot, but it's not enough. I had to take a job at the McDonalds down the street from us. It doesn't pay a whole lot, but it helps. Brenda contributes some of her pay as well, but she just had to get some work on her car. Normally your father takes care of that, but he's pretty much disowned her by now and he refuses to talk to her.
"Anyway, I have to go now and get ready for work. I look forward to your next letter. Please remember that I love you. And Brenda says hi. Your loving wife, Linda," she wrote. She folded the letter and put it in an envelope, wondering what his reaction would be. About six days later, she received a response.
"Linda," the letter began. "Thank you for your last letter. I'm glad to see you got a job. Not so much fun working and trying to keep a household together, is it? Imagine working two jobs, 12 -- 16 hours a day, then coming home to cook, clean, do laundry and get fucked by your own so-called 'family.' Who, by the way, is busy feeding and fucking some big-dicked asshole in your own bed.



"So, it's all because that illiterate cum bubble has a big dick, is that right? Are you telling me that if I had a huge dick and treated you like a piece of shit two-bit whore instead of a goddess, you would've respected me and loved me? And you think that humiliating and torturing me is fun?
"You asked why I didn't stop you at my birthday party. I really wish I knew the answer to that. If I had known then what I know now, I would've slapped the shit out of you right then and there. Maybe in a few weeks I'll have an intelligent answer for you. We're starting the second phase of the program next week, which includes group sessions and therapy.
"Right now, I don't know if I can forgive you. You damn near killed me, and that's a bit hard to forgive. As for loving you, let's just say I loved the woman I thought I married. Right now, that's not who you are.
"You also wanted to know if I really think you're a sick, demented bitch. Ask yourself this. What would you think of me if I did half the bullshit to you that you did to me? When you have the answer to that, then you'll know what I'm thinking. And don't even ask me what I think of that slimy bitch who calls herself my sister.
"By the way, I got a letter from the apartment manager. They said that you and Brenda will get evicted from my apartment if the loud parties don't stop. The letter also said this is your last warning. Unless you want to live in the street, you'd better knock it the fuck off."
"Later, Mark," the letter concluded.
"So, what did the wimp have to say this week?" Brenda asked. As before, Linda gave her the letter.
"Basically, he hates all of us, and we'd better knock off the parties before we get evicted," Linda said.
"Damn," Brenda said. "He called John an 'illiterate cum bubble.' I never knew my little brother could be so profane. That's actually kinda funny, though. And what's this shit about calling me a slimy bitch? I'll show him slimy." Linda grabbed her pen and paper.
"My dearest Mark," she wrote. "Your last letter sounded angrier than before. You're right, it's no fun working all day then coming home to cook, clean and do laundry. I guess I never thought to consider how you must've felt working two jobs then having to do all the household chores.
"Brenda thought it was funny that you called John an illiterate cum bubble. By the way, isn't he your friend? She really didn't like you calling her a slimy bitch, though. Is that how you think of us now? Really? Have we made you hate us that much?
"I'm still the same woman you married, even though you don't believe me. I never really wanted to hurt you. All I wanted was for you to grow something of a backbone. I never thought it would go as far as it did.
"I guess I never really thought about how you must've felt all those months. I'm sorry about that. It's just that I got hooked on John's dick. You have no idea how much I love having it in me. He's a lot bigger than you are, you know.
"I really hope the group sessions work out for you. Maybe you can learn to forgive me. I hope so. I really don't want a divorce. I'd love it if things could go back the way they were.
"Your loving wife, Linda," she said in conclusion. She got her response about a week later.
"Linda," Mark's letter began. "We started the second phase with a group session where everyone had to tell their story. I was really nervous about it, but after I heard some of the other guys tell their story, I was able to get through it. Everyone was so supportive, even the instructors, who are normally assholes.
"After hearing all those stories, though, I couldn't help but wonder. Is there some kind of special school where you go to learn how to be a bitch? I know there's not, but damn. Some of the other guys' stories were so sick, they almost make you look like a schoolgirl in comparison.
"As for shit-for-brains being a friend, he was once, but he isn't any more. Friends don't do what he did. End of sentence. He's dead to me. And you can tell him I said that. If he doesn't like it, I'll be more than happy to discuss it with him when I get back. As for his dick being bigger than mine, I've known that for a long time. Hell, you told me several times a day while you were fucking him in MY bed -- the one I paid for.
"By the way, you know you're not the only married woman he's fucking. I happen to know that he's been screwing around with at least three other women. That may not mean anything to you, but I assure you it'll mean something to the husbands he's cuckolding.
"As for hating you, to answer your question, YES. And I don't give a flying fuck what Brenda thinks. She's every bit to blame for what happened to me as you are. I know you don't want a divorce, but I think it's inevitable. As the saying goes, 'want in one hand and shit in the other and see which one fills up the fastest.'
"And no, things are certainly NOT going back to the way they were before I left. And no, you AREN'T the woman I married. The woman I married was a loving, warm, sensitive person. That's not what you are now. Or maybe you were hiding the real you from me and I was too clueless to see it.
"I got a report from the people monitoring you, by the way. How many guys did you and Brenda take on at the club that weekend? I hope you have the good sense to get yourself tested for STDs.
"By the way, I had a really sexy dream the other day. I've been told that happens here sometimes. Maybe it's the diet, exercise and supplements combined with the country air, I don't know. All I know is that I haven't had that happen to me since before we were married. God, it was wonderful.
"Anyway, I'd better go now. I have a couple more letters to write before smoke break. Then I'll be hitting the rack. Talk to you later. Mark," the letter said.
"What the fuck?" Linda asked out loud after she read the letter.
"What?" Brenda asked. Linda handed her the letter as before.
"He knows about our night out at the club," she said. "He asked how many guys we took on. He's changing. And I don't like what I'm seeing. What have we done? He truly hates our guts. And who is this girl he's dreaming about?"
"Oh, who cares," Brenda said. "So we had a bit of fun. You enjoyed yourself, didn't you?"
"Of course I did," Linda said.
"Besides," Brenda added, "the only way he'd ever get laid is in his dreams." Linda sat down to write her response.
"My dearest Mark," she began. "I got your latest letter and I have to admit, you're scaring me. I still am the same loving woman you married. I don't love John. I do love you. What I do with John is just raw sex. That shouldn't take anything away from you. Besides, you didn't complain when I teased him at your birthday party. And you didn't complain when Brenda and I had sex with him in our bed.
"And please, tell me you don't really hate me. I know you're upset. You have a right to be. I'd be upset, too. It would kill me to think of you with another woman.
"And speaking of another woman, who DID you dream about? Was it me? Please don't tell me it was Brenda. If it wasn't me, was it someone I know?
"Yeah, Brenda, John and I went to a club that weekend, just to blow off some steam and things got a little out of hand. I don't remember how many men were there, but I got more dick that night than I've ever had in my entire life. And yes, I'll go get checked for STDs. I don't want to pass anything on to you.
"I hope you don't think too bad of John. He talks about you all the time and he thinks the world of you. It would kill him to think you don't like him anymore. In fact, he wants to know if he can write you. Is it okay if I give him your address?
"Please, Mark, tell me things are going to be okay between us. I don't want to lose you and I feel so bad about the way we've treated you. Please come home to me. Your loving wife, Linda."
She received her response nearly a week later.
"Linda," the letter began. "Don't worry about passing anything on to me. That's not going to happen because right now I don't even want to touch you. Having said that, I also don't want you to get some strange disease. There's some pretty bad shit floating around out there and regardless of how I feel about you, I don't want you dying of AIDS.
"As for the woman I dreamed about, you should know that it wasn't you. And no, it wasn't Brenda. God, just the thought of that makes me sick to my stomach. It was someone we both know, by the way. I wrote her and told her about it. Guess what? She wrote me back. It seems she's been thinking a lot about me as well. And she really hates what you've been doing.
"Frankly, I don't give a shit how many men you fuck anymore. Just don't do it in my apartment.
"Also, I don't give a fuck what shithead thinks. Remember, it was him who told you to never have sex with me again. That's not something a friend does. So no, you can't give him my address. I don't want to hear from him. In fact, I'd probably rip his fucking head off if I ever saw him again.
"You say you don't want to lose me and you don't want a divorce, but your actions over the last several months speak volumes. You've had plenty of opportunity to get your shit together, but you failed. Every week I get a report on your activities, and it seems you just keep digging your hole deeper and deeper. And just so you know, I also have pictures and video.
"I've also been spending an hour a day in counseling. It's been hard, but revealing. I told the counselor all about us -- how we met, and fell in love then got married. I told her all about that party last year and how you publicly humiliated me with John and everything that happened after that.
"We're still working through it all, but from what I can gather, it seems my desire to make you happy had somehow overruled my rational mind. In short, I was blinded by love. I don't understand all the psychological mumbo-jumbo, but that's the gist of it.
"You have to understand that during that time, all I ever wanted was to see you satisfied. I set aside my own feelings in the hope that my leniency would somehow bring us closer to each other. But that didn't happen. You offered no balance, no quid pro quo. The more I gave, the more you took and the more you demanded.
"And, I simply wasn't strong enough nor man enough to stand up to you and make you stop. Plus, I knew that John could kick my ass if I tried something. I admit those were failings on my part, but I'm taking steps to remedy that.
"You say you love me, but do you? Really? You denied me my own bed for months. You denied me any physical intimacy, giving it all to John and Brenda. Now, I learn you're giving it up to whole groups of men at a time. You even denied me sustenance, which damn near killed me. Then you planned to deny me my own children, plotting to have me raise John's child. Hell, I could have died out there in that garage and you probably wouldn't have shed a tear.
"That's not love, Linda. That's hate. You must really hate me to do what you did. All I ever did was love you and you repaid me by destroying me.
"Believe this, Linda. I am NOT the same man who left a month and a half ago. I absolutely will NOT tolerate any more bullshit. If that makes me a monster, then so be it. You made me what I am today, and I hope you're fucking happy.
"I have to go now. Talk to you soon. Mark," the letter said in closing.
Linda put the letter down as tears rolled down her cheeks. The reality of what she and Brenda had done was finally beginning to sink in.
"Hey, girlfriend," Brenda said. "Are you okay?"
"No," Linda sobbed. "I'm not. I wanted Mark to be strong, to stand up to me. I never dreamed he'd turn into this. He doesn't even want to touch me anymore." Brenda took the letter and read it over, her face transforming into a frown.
"Who is this girl he's dreaming about?" Brenda asked. "He said it's someone you both know. Do you have any idea who it might be?" Linda shook her head.
"I have no idea," she said. "It could be anyone."
"Do you really hate Mark?" Brenda asked.
"No," Linda said. "But he thinks I do, and I don't think there's any way I can convince him otherwise."
"Maybe you shouldn't tell him about the STDs you got at the last party we had," Brenda said.
"Oh God no," Linda said. "That would be the end of everything."
"Maybe you shouldn't write him back this week," Brenda said. "Let him stew for a while. Trust me on this, he's weak. He'll come crawling back begging your forgiveness."
"I don't think so," Linda said. "But I think you're right. I'm not up to writing anything right now. I just want to lay down and cry. I screwed things up so bad between us. I just wanted to have a little fun."
"I know, sweetie," Brenda said, cradling Linda's head. "Come on, let's go lay down and cuddle, okay?"
Linda didn't write, but received a letter the next week.
"Linda," the letter began. "I didn't hear from you, so just wanted to make sure you're okay. Things are going well here. The counselors are helping me out a lot, as is the diet and exercise. I'm stronger now than ever. The last monitoring report looked good, it appears that you're spending more time working than partying and screwing John. Of course that could be from the STD you picked up at your last gangbang. Yeah, I know about that.
"Anyway, write if you feel up to it. I'll be home in just over a month and we can finish this sham of a marriage. Bye. Mark," the short letter said.
"He didn't exactly beg for forgiveness," Linda said, handing Brenda the letter. "In fact, he seems determined to divorce me."
"Well, if he has the balls to divorce you, we'll get an attorney of our own and clean his clock," Brenda said. "Are you going to write him back?"
"I don't know," Linda said. "I don't think it'll do any good. I've lost him. Maybe we should just cut our losses and start looking for another place to live."
"Why?" Brenda asked. "We already have a place, and your limp-dick husband is paying for it."
"Just go with me on this, Brenda, okay?" Linda asked.
"Whatever you say," Brenda said. "We still have some time, though."
Frustrated, Linda didn't write her husband and spent most of her time getting as many hours as she could in an effort to save up money for a new apartment. She and Brenda partied with John and a couple of his friends after she was declared clean of any diseases a few times over the month, but she never heard back from Mark, and soon, the three-month period had come to an end.
Linda and Brenda arrived at the apartment late one Friday afternoon after a long day at work and were surprised to see a pile of black trash bags in front of the garage.
"What's up with this?" Brenda asked. Linda shook her head.
"I don't know," she said. "Maybe we should call the office."
"Good idea," Brenda said. When they entered the apartment, they were surprised to see Mark standing at the kitchen counter. Wearing a denim shirt and a pair of blue jeans, he appeared quite different. His hair was cut shorter than usual and he appeared much more muscular, confident and well-defined than before.
On the couch sat Jenny, Linda's cousin. She wore a short t-shirt that showed off her midriff and a tiny pair of ripped daisy duke denim shorts that almost left nothing to the imagination. Linda hadn't seen her since before she married Mark, and noticed that the younger girl still resembled a young Catherine Bell, her dark hair adding to her sultry appearance.
"Mark?" Linda asked. "Is that really you? My God, you look so good. You're gorgeous, in fact. Oh, baby, I've missed you so much." She started toward him, but stopped when he held up his hand. She looked between Mark and Jenny and wondered why her cousin was in the apartment. They hadn't spoken to each other since the wedding. "Mark, why is Jenny here?" she asked.
"You'll find out soon enough," Mark said. "I brought you a little something," he added, picking up a small paper bag. He tossed it at her and she caught it in mid-air.
"Call it a memento if you will. I know you like John's big dick," Mark said. Shocked, Linda opened the bag and looked inside. She gasped when she saw a bloody, severed penis inside a plastic baggie at the bottom of the sack. She looked at Mark, surprised.
"What did you do?" she asked. "I'll call the cops and have you thrown in jail."
"No need to do that," Mark said. "I already spoke to them. You remember I told you that your fuck buddy is screwing other married women, right?"
"Yeah," Linda said.
"Well, it turns out that one of the men he cuckolded was a classmate of mine up north," Mark said. "I sat with him on the flight home and gave him a lift from the airport. He lives over in Garden Grove, not far from here. Guess who we ran into when we got to his place?"
"John?" Linda asked.
"Yup," Mark said. "And old Johnny boy was busy fucking the lady of the house. John fucked up and came after my buddy with a knife. He even cut my friend, not too bad. My buddy took the knife from him and, well, shit-for-brains lost his head, if you will. Then to top it off, their dog got hold of it, and, well, you can see the result. Believe me, that wasn't planned, but I'm not going to lose any sleep over it." Jenny laughed at that. Brenda looked like she was going to throw up.
"Where is John now?" Linda asked.
"They took him to the hospital," Mark said. "I don't know which one and I really don't give a shit. Paramedics said he'd live, but I don't think he's going to be screwing any married women for a while. By the way, you should have a visitor here right about...now," he added, looking at his watch. A second after he said that, there was a knock at the door.
"That's probably for you," Mark told Linda. Linda opened the door to find a man wearing a polo shirt and a pair of nice trousers.
"Are you Linda Smith?" the man asked.
"Yes, I am," Linda said. He handed her a manila envelope.
"You've been served," he said. "Is there a Ms. Brenda Smith here as well?" Brenda walked to the door.
"I'm Brenda," she said. He handed her another manila envelope.
"You've been served," he said. "Good day." Linda looked inside her envelope. She looked back up at Mark, shocked.
"You're divorcing me for adultery and cruelty?" she asked.
"Yes," Mark said. "And I also filed a suit against Brenda. You should consider yourselves lucky I didn't file criminal charges against the two of you as well. You'll also find a restraining order in your envelope keeping you at least 500 feet away from me and this apartment." He looked at Jenny. "Could you please go get the garage door openers from their cars?"
"Sure, Mark," she said as she walked out the door.
"What?" Linda asked. "You said we were going to talk about this when you got back. Please, Mark. I don't want a divorce."
"I am back, we ARE talking, and frankly, my dear, the days of my giving a shit about what you want are over," Mark said. "There is one final piece of business we need to deal with before you two leave." By then, Jenny was back with the garage door openers. Mark motioned for her to stand by the bedroom door.
"I'm sure you were wondering why your cousin Jenny is here," Mark said.
"I was curious about that, yes," Linda said.
"Well, she's the girl in my dreams," Mark said. "Please, step into the bedroom." Looking at each other, Brenda and Linda slowly made their way to the bedroom. They immediately noticed two major changes.
"Where's our bed?" Linda asked.
"You mean the bed you shared with John, Brenda and God only knows how many other men, right?" Mark asked. "I replaced it with a new one and had the old one hauled off. There was no way I was going to sleep on the one you and your lovers contaminated."
"And what's this doing in here?" Brenda asked, pointing to the large dog kennel, which was placed on boards that straddled two dining room chairs.



"Jenny and I have a bet," Mark said. "She thinks two bitches will fit in there easily, since it's supposedly big enough to hold two Great Danes. I don't think so. I'd like the two of you to prove me wrong."
"What?" Brenda asked, shocked.
"You heard me," Mark said. "The two of you had me sleep in that thing for months out in the garage. Now it's payback time. Get in."
"I will not," Brenda said defiantly.
"Look, we can either do this the easy way or the hard way," Mark said as Jenny pulled off a large strip of duct tape from a roll on the dresser. "It makes no difference to me. Your choice. You have five seconds to decide." Linda took Brenda's arm and leaned in to her.
"Just do it," she said. "The sooner we do this, the sooner we can get out of here. I don't want any trouble."
"You're crazy, but alright," Brenda said, walking to the already open door. She bent down and crawled inside. It was tight, but tall enough that she could sit upright. Mark looked at Linda.
"Get in," he told her. She looked at him with tears in her eyes.
"What are you?" she asked. He smiled, but there was no mirth in his smile.
"I'm the beast you helped create, bitch," he growled. "Do you like it? Now, get in." She wiped her eyes and crawled in the cage. It was a tight fit with both women inside, sitting crossed-legged. Their heads hit the top of the cage and they were pressed close to each other. He closed the gate and secured the latch with a zip tie.
"Are we comfy?" he asked them condescendingly. "No? Good. Now, enjoy the show." Jenny walked up to Linda and looked her in the eye.
"You want to know what this is all about?" she asked. Linda nodded her head.
"Please," she begged.
"I'm taking back what you stole from me three years ago," she said.
"I don't understand," Linda said.
"Bullshit, bitch," Jenny said. "You knew when you started chasing after Mark that I was madly in love with him. You knew how I felt about him, but you deliberately targeted him to take him away from me. I was just about ready to tell him that I loved him when you moved in. You never really loved him. You loved the power you held over him and you loved manipulating both of us to get what you wanted. You knew he would do anything to make you happy and you used that against him to get your way.
"So I sat back and waited," she added. "I knew that sooner or later your true colors would show and sure enough, they did at his last birthday party. God, you were so disgusting, the way you pawed all over that asshole you were with. Then the three of you began abusing and torturing him. He told me a little bit, but he was too ashamed to tell me the whole thing. Then I got a letter from him telling me about the camp and what he was doing.
"That's when he also me about his dream," she said. "We started writing each other after that. I asked him to not let you know it was me in his dreams. The thing is, I never stopped loving him. And the fact that he was willing to bare himself to me that way made me realize I had to have him, to take him back from you and love him as only I can. So now, you two skanks can sit there in the cage you made him sleep in and watch as a real woman shows her man how much she loves him."
With that, she kicked off her sandals, then pulled her short t-shirt over her head and threw it on the floor, revealing a nice set of breasts. She unzipped her tiny shorts and dropped them to the floor. Stepping out of her cutoffs, she pulled her tiny thong over her ass and let it fall to her feet. She stood, naked, in front of Mark. He watched as she ran her hands over her body, massaging her tits. She rubbed her shaved pussy as she looked him in the eye.
"Do you like what you see, baby?" she asked.
"Oh God, yes," he said. "You're so beautiful, so sexy."
"More sexy and beautiful than her?" Jenny asked, glancing at Linda.
"Hell yes," Mark said. "By a country mile," he added, looking at Linda, who was crying.
"Mark, please don't do this," Linda begged.
"Shut up, bitch," he growled. "This is nothing compared to the hell you two put me through. What's the matter, you can dish it out but you can't take it? Too fucking bad." He turned back to Jenny, who moved closer to him. She wrapped her arms around him and kissed him deeply.
"Let's see what you have under all that denim," she said, unbuttoning his shirt. She removed his shirt and t-shirt and gasped when she saw his now-muscular chest and ripped abdomen. Linda and Brenda's eyes grew wide as they watched. This was certainly not the man who left three months ago.
As they watched, Jenny kissed her way down Mark's body. Kneeling, she slipped off his shoes and socks. She then reached up and loosened his belt. She unbuttoned his jeans and unzipped them.
"Do do this, Jenny," Linda pleaded. "Please don't."
"I'm just getting started, bitch," she said with a smile on her face and a gleam in her eye. "I've wanted to do this for a very long time." She pulled his jeans and boxers down at the same time. He raised first one foot, then the other as she took his jeans and boxers off. The three women gasped when they saw his cock, which had grown quite large. Linda and Brenda could see that he was at least an inch larger than John, and he wasn't even fully erect yet.
"Look at this," Jenny said, taking his cock in her hands. "So big, so beautiful." His erection grew as she fondled him and soon, it was fully erect. Jenny looked at Nancy.
"Look at that," she said. "Isn't it the loveliest cock you've ever seen?"
"It's all yours, baby," Mark said, looking down at her. Linda started crying harder. She couldn't believe he was even capable of this.
"All mine?" Jenny asked, teasing him.
"All yours," Mark said. "Only yours, if you want it."
"I do," Jenny said. She looked at Linda. "Watch this, bitch. And take notes." She opened her mouth wide and took in the head of Mark's cock. It took a while, but she finally got his entire cock in her mouth. He moaned as she took it all in and sucked him to completion.
"I'm cumming, baby," he said. She continued sucking him as he pumped a full load in her throat. After she finished, she sucked him until he was fully hard again. Taking his cock out of her mouth, she looked up at him and smiled.
"That was wonderful, baby," she said. "Did she ever do that to you?"
"No," Mark said. "She only did that to her lovers, never to me."
"Well, I hope you liked it, cause I plan to do it as often as I can," she said.
"I loved it, babe," he said. "And you can do that anywhere and anytime you want." Jenny stood up and pushed him back to the bed. He laid down, his erect cock sticking in the air.
"I've gotta have this in my pussy," Jenny said. "Right fucking now." She straddled him and guided his penis into her pussy. They both gasped as he entered her for the first time.
"Oh God, you feel so good," Mark said.
"Better than Nancy?" she asked.
"Hell yes," he said. She slid up and down on him, making sure they were positioned so the two caged girls could clearly see his cock fully penetrate her wet pussy.
"Your cock feels so damn good in me, lover," she said. "Fuck me. Fuck my little pussy to your heart's delight." She moaned as she rode him, her long dark hair cascading around his face. He grabbed her ass and rose up to meet her thrusts. She cried out in ecstasy.
"Yes, baby," she cried. "Pound my pussy. Don't ever stop fucking me!" They kept up the rhythm until Mark tensed up.
"I'm getting ready to cum," he said.
"Cum in my pussy, lover," she cried. "Do it. Make me your woman. Fill me up." They both cried out as their mutual orgasms hit. After they settled down, she raised herself up and Linda could see Mark's cum oozing out of Jenny. She also saw his cock covered with their combined fluids. Jenny kissed Mark deeply as he wrapped his arms around her.
"I love you so much, baby," she said.
"I love you, too," he said as Linda sobbed in her cage.
"My pussy is all yours if you want it," she said. "Only yours."
"I do," he said, echoing her earlier statement. A couple minutes later, they got off the bed and stood before the cage. The two girls could see Mark's semen dripping onto Jenny's thighs.
"Okay, you've proven your point," Linda said. "You've humiliated me. Are you happy now?"
"What, didn't you have fun?" he asked. "I sure did. Doesn't feel so good when it's happening to you, does it, bitch?" Mark smirked as Jenny stepped in front of her and looked Nancy in the eye.
"Let me tell you how things are going to be," she said. "First, you're going to sign those divorce papers. In about 60 days, the divorce will be final. As soon as that happens, Mark and I will get married. And I get to spend the rest of my life taking care of my wonderful man. Believe me, I plan on fucking him to death and having all of his children. So sign the papers and get out."
"What if I don't want to sign?" Linda asked.
"Then you two get to be the next amateur online porn sensations," Mark said, putting his jeans and boxers back on. "And all of your friends and family members will get to see your debut."
"You wouldn't dare!" Brenda exclaimed.
"Don't push me, bitch," Mark said. "You deserve all that and more. Just be grateful we're not going to dump you two in the local landfill."
"My God," Linda said quietly. "You've turned into a monster."
"What did you expect, bitch?" Mark asked. "Now, are you going to sign the papers or not?"
"I haven't even looked at them," she said.
"Don't worry about that," Mark said. "You get to keep your clothes and personal shit, which, by the way, we've already put into trash bags and set out by the garage. You also get to keep your car, which you're making payments on. Other than that, you don't get shit. You don't even get to keep my surname or the rings I gave you. Yeah, it's lopsided and unfair, but I decided it's all you deserve given what you two have done."
"Where will we go?" Linda asked. "Where will we stay?"
"Not my problem, bitch," he said. "And I really don't give a flying fuck. I know you have a key to John's place. Maybe he'll let you two crash there for a couple days. Lord knows, he'll need all the help he can get for a while. After that, who knows."
"All right," Linda finally said. "You win. I'll sign the papers and leave."
"Smart move, bitch," Mark said. He turned to Jenny. "Would you mind getting their apartment keys while I let them out?"
"No problem, baby," she said, giving him a kiss. As she left the room, he picked up a pair of scissors and cut the zip tie keeping the cage shut.
"I'm sorry, Mark," she said after wriggling her way out of the cramped cage.
"Yeah, you said that," he told her. He grabbed her hand and worked her rings off as she quietly cried.
"Would you really have dumped us in the landfill?" she asked.
"In a heartbeat," he said. "In fact, I had even considered dropping you two off there while you were still in the cage so the rats can chew on your asses for a while." Their eyes grew wide.
"You'd do that to your own sister?" Brenda asked.
"I don't have a sister anymore," he told her quietly. "She died to me about a year ago." Tears crept down her face as he spoke to her.
"Can you ever forgive us?" Linda asked. He shrugged his shoulders.
"Don't know," he said. "Maybe, one day. But not today. Now, go, sign the fucking papers and get out of my sight." Linda nodded her head and slowly went into the front room. Brenda followed, wiping tears from her face.
Linda grabbed her pen and looked the paperwork over before signing and initialing every place marked on the form. She handed him the papers when she was finished. He looked it over to make sure she didn't miss anything, then set the document on the counter.
"I'll get this to the attorney tomorrow," he said. "Now, get the fuck out of here. And tell John if he ever fucks with either Jenny or I, he'll wish to God he'd never been born."
"Okay, Mark, I will," Linda said. "Goodbye."
"Bye," he said as she closed the door. Jenny came to Mark and held him tight. She looked up and saw the conflicting emotions on his face.
"It'll be alright, baby," she told him quietly. "I'm here for you. And I'll never leave you." He looked down at her pretty face. Holding her chin, he gave her a soft kiss.
"I hope you mean that," he said.
"I do, baby," she said. "I've waited all this time for you and I'm not about to let you go. And I promise I'll never, ever treat you the way she did."
"I'm going to hold you to that," he said.
"I love you, Mark," she said. "I've always loved you and I always will."
"I love you, too," he said.
"I don't know about you, but I'm about ready for another round," she said, smiling. He smiled back, picked her up and headed for the bedroom.
"I'm always ready for that," he said as he laid her on the bed...
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Jason Chandler sat on the couch, looking at his phone. Not long ago, he received a disturbing call from Karen, his wife of nearly ten years. Earlier that day, his PI told him she and her lover had just boarded a flight to Honolulu. He knew they planned to spend the week there, even though she told him something different. It was just the latest in a long line of lies and bad decisions on her part.
He wondered to himself how he could have been so stupid and blind. For nearly ten years, he had given everything to build a life with Karen, but that was all gone now. He took another sip of his coffee and sat back in his chair, closing his eyes.
He thought about the last decade. He met Karen in college 13 years ago. They were both working for a business degree and were part of the same study group. That led to them dating. Eventually, they fell in love and married after graduation.
He went to work for his father, who owned a chain of successful tire stores across the state. He had always worked for his dad, spending his summers in one of the many stores his father owned. Sometimes, he worked in the shop, replacing tires and brakes. Sometimes, he worked as a runner, driving tires and parts to some of the local shops. As a result, he learned a lot about the business.
After college, his father talked him into working for him at the corporate headquarters in the accounting department. Over the years, Jason proved himself to be more than capable of handling whatever needed to be done and was now in charge of the accounting department, working directly for Mike Allen, the CFO, who was set to retire in a couple years.
Jason knew that it was his father's dream to hand the company over to him when he retired and he knew that when Mike retired, he would be promoted to take over his position.
Karen, meanwhile, had taken a job as a Realtor. After they married, she went to school and got her license to sell real estate. She was darn good at her job and made pretty good money, even during leaner years when the market wasn't doing very well.
They had a good life, or so he thought. They scrimped and saved and were able to buy a nice house in the suburbs. They each drove a nice fairly new car and to all outside appearances, had a secure marriage. They didn't have any children, something which bothered him more than her.
Right now, he thought that was something of a blessing in disguise. Early on, Karen said there was something wrong with her tubes, so she had them tied. He consoled her and suggested they look into adoption, but Karen dismissed the idea. Eventually, he accepted the notion that they would never have any children.
But several things happened over the last year that made him think something was going on - something that would forever change his relationship with Karen. For starters, Karen began spending more time with "the girls" than ever before.
He never begrudged her some time out, as he knew how stressful her job was. But the every-two-week "happy hour" that only lasted until 7 pm became a two or three-night-a-week event. And depending on the day of the week, she might not get home until midnight or later.
Jason wasn't happy about it and expressed his displeasure, but she waved him off, saying she was under a lot of stress at work and deserved time to blow off some steam.
"So what are you doing until midnight?" he asked her one night when she got home, her hair disheveled and her clothes smelling like cigarette smoke.
"Oh, we just had a few drinks," she said. "Sometimes we might dance if the mood hits us. Look, Jase, it's none of your concern. I'm a big girl and I don't need you telling me what to do. So lay off, okay?"
Jason looked at her, shocked. She had never spoken to him like this before. She saw the look on his face and softened up.
"I'm sorry, Jase," she said. "I didn't mean to go off on you. It's just that we're under a lot of pressure with the market the way it is."
"You've worked through tough times in the market before and it didn't bother you," he said. "What's different about this time?"
"You have no idea how hard it is sometimes," she said. "The competition is getting worse and worse and the higher ups are putting more pressure on us to sell property."
"I understand that, dear," he told her. "But you don't need to take it out on me. I'm on your side, remember?" She smiled and wrapped her arms around him.
"You're right, dear," she said. "Please accept my apology."
"All right, I accept," he said. "But please take a shower or something. No offense, but you smell like an ashtray."
"Sorry," she said. "There were a lot of people smoking at the club. I'll go take a shower." He laid down and was asleep by the time she made it to bed.
The next few months saw other changes as well. The frequency of their sex dropped dramatically. Before this started, they used to make love three or four times a week. That dropped to twice a week and eventually fell off to about once every two weeks, if he was lucky.
Even worse, her attitude toward him seemed to change. Before, she always asked about his work and took interest in his hobbies. Now, it seemed that she could care less what he had to say. Then there was the day he caught her in a blatant lie.
One day, he decided to drop by her office to take her out to lunch. When he got there, however, he was told she was out showing some property. That night after Karen got home from whatever it was she was doing with "the girls," he asked about her day.
"I was in the office all day today," she said. "I had a lot of paperwork to catch up on so I just grabbed a sandwich out of the vending machine."
Jason was shocked. She just lied to him with a straight face. As far as he knew, this was the first time she had ever done that. He thought about pressing her on it, but chose not to. In her frame of mind, she would probably blow a gasket and he was simply too tired to deal with that. He began to wonder, though, how many other times she had lied to him.
Later that night, as they lay in bed, he rolled over and looked at her. She saw the concern on his face.
"What's wrong, Jase?" she asked.
"I'm concerned," he said.
"About what?" she asked.
"Us," he said. "I feel like we're drifting apart from each other. Do you still love me?"
"Of course, I do, honey," she said, putting an arm around him. "You know that, don't you?"
"Honestly, I don't know," he said. "I can't remember the last time you told me. And it's been a while since we've had sex. It seems you're gone more than you're home."
"I'm sorry," she said. "It's just the pressure from the job. I do love you, please believe me."
"Can you start showing me a little more?" he asked.
"Of course, baby," she said, kissing his face. They made love that night and Jason felt better, but he still had concerns. Things went back to normal for a month or so, but the same pattern began to emerge again. What the hell is going on, he asked himself for the umpteenth time.
It started to become clear to him what was going on the day his longtime friend, Ron Greene, called him, asking if he could get away for a bit.
"Sure, I can meet you for a beer," Jason said. "What's going on?"
"I really can't say over the phone, Jase," Ron said. "But it's important."
"Okay," Jason said. "I'll meet you there at 5:30 if that works." They ended the call and Jason met Ron at the bar that evening. Jason wasn't too worried about being late as Karen was almost always gone until 6 or 7 pm - sometimes later.
"Okay, bud," Jason said as they sipped their beer. "Spill it. What's going on?"
"Jase," Ron began. "I saw your wife today while I was out doing my runs."
"Yeah?" Jason asked. "She sells real estate. Probably out showing some property."
"I'm sure," Ron said. "But I never knew selling real estate involved kissing and hand-holding."
"What?" Jason asked. "Come on. You're pulling my leg."
"I wish I was, buddy," he said. "I was going down Riverside Drive and I saw your wife coming out of a house with some man. They were holding hands and then they kissed. I'm not talking about a smack on the cheek, either. He had his hands all over her ass at the same time."
"That can't be," Jason said. "Are you sure you're talking about my Karen?" Ron pulled out his cell phone and showed Jason a picture. Sure enough, it was Karen, kissing a man who had his hands all over her backside.
"Fuck," Jason said quietly as he handed the phone back. "Can you email me that picture?"
"Sure," Ron said, hitting some buttons on his phone. "So, what are you gonna do?" Jason shook his head.
"I don't know, buddy," he said. "Things have been off for a while now, but I would never have thought she'd do something like this."
"A friend of mine is a private investigator," Ron said. "If you want, I can put you in touch with him."
"Do that," Jason said. "I need to know what the hell is going on." They said their goodbyes and headed out the door. Karen was in the kitchen when he got home. This was something new, he thought to himself.
"You're home early," he said, giving her a kiss. "I'm not complaining, by the way." She smiled and kissed him back.
"Where were you?" she asked.
"I was down having a beer with Ron," he said. "I wasn't expecting you home so early, so I figured, what the heck."
"Everything okay with your friend?" she asked.
"Not really," Jason said. "He just learned that the wife of a friend of his is running around on her husband."
"Oh?" she asked.
"Yeah," Jason said. "He saw her kissing and holding hands with some guy earlier today." Jason thought he saw her flinch just a bit.
"Well," she said. "Maybe he's reading too much into it."
"I don't know," Jason said. "I'm just glad I don't have that problem." Again, he thought she seemed to flinch just a bit at that remark. "It would kill me if you ever did anything like that to me."
"I'd never do anything like to you," she said, wrapping her arms around him. "I love you too much."
"I'm glad to hear you say that," he told her, kissing her pretty face. "So, why are you home so early?"
"Well, our annual company convention is coming up this weekend, so I thought I'd start packing and I wanted to spend the next night or two with you, since we'll be apart for a few days," she said. "It's in Las Vegas this year."
"Where at?" he asked.
"Over at the Convention Center," she said. "We're all staying at the Westgate Resort. I hear it's a 4-star hotel."
"So when are you leaving?" he asked.
"Friday afternoon, right after lunch," she said. That was the day after tomorrow.
"You getting another award this year?" he asked. She always received awards for being the top seller in the region.
"Probably," she said. They shared another kiss.
"Well then," he told her, "why don't I take you upstairs and congratulate you for a another successful year?" She smiled and took him by the hand.
"I thought you'd never ask," she said. They spent the evening making love, but Jason had other things on his mind. Would she cheat on him over the weekend, he asked himself.
"Say, I have some vacation time coming up," he said. "Why don't I take a few days and come with you? Maybe we can spend the week in Vegas and unwind a bit and reconnect. Our tenth anniversary is coming up next week, you know."
"That sounds like fun," she said. "But I'll be so busy with seminars and meetings I don't think we'd hardly ever see each other. Besides, they're expecting me to get right back to work after the convention. Listen, why don't we celebrate our anniversary when I get back? I'll make it up to you, I promise."
"Okay," he said. "I'm going to hold you to that."
The next day, he contacted Ron and got the name and number of the private investigator. He arranged a meeting for that day and drove over before lunch.
"Good morning, Mr. Chandler," the middle-aged man said as Jason entered his cluttered office. "Good to meet you. Ron said you might be calling. Please, call me Jerry. What can I do for you?"
Jason explained the situation and told him about Karen's upcoming trip to Las Vegas.
"Vegas, huh?" Jerry asked. "You think she intends to hook up with someone at the convention?"
"I don't know," Jason said. "It's possible."
"Well, I have contacts out there who owe me a favor or two," Jerry said. "Tell you what, we'll put eyes on her there and if you want, we can sneak in a camera and a microphone if you get me her room number. It'll cost extra, you know."
"I figured that," Jason said. "But I need to know the truth." Jerry pulled out a digital audio recorder and handed it to him.
"This is really simple to use," Jerry said. "It's voice-activated, so all you have to do is slip it under her car seat and turn it on. You can retrieve it later after she's left. I'm assuming she'll be leaving her car at the airport."
"She usually does," Jason said.
"Good," Jerry said. "Don't worry, we've got it all covered. If she is messing around, we'll find out. By the way, here's my private number in case you hear anything. Call me anytime."
"Thanks," Jason said, writing a check from his personal account instead of the joint account. Both he and Karen had their own personal accounts, separate from the joint checking account which was used to pay the bills.
They had each agreed on this years ago, promising to deposit no more than ten percent of their net earnings. Until now, Jason had used his for clothes, incidentals and presents for Karen. He had been saving for a cruise, but was now using it for something else.
That night, Karen finished packing for her trip. Jason offered to carry her bags to the car - an offer she gladly accepted.
"That would be such a big help," she said, giving him a kiss. He carried the bags to her car, placing them in the trunk. He couldn't help but notice how much she packed. It was certainly more than enough for a weekend. As he put her overnight bag in the trunk, he couldn't resist the urge to see what she had taken, so he opened the case.
He spotted the container holding her birth control pills right off the bat. Only ten were left in the container. What the hell, he asked himself. Why does she have birth control pills? Didn't she say she had her tubes tied? Or was that another lie?
He glanced at the clothes she packed. Some of what she packed seemed appropriate for a business meeting, but much of it appeared to be club wear - tiny dresses he had never seen before and frilly underwear. He also noticed a couple of very skimpy bikinis, one of which appeared to be an open sling micro bikini, something he had only seen on the Internet. The garment looked like a large "V" with a zipper that, when opened, exposed her pussy. What the hell kind of meeting is this, he asked himself. He pulled out his phone and took pictures.
Opening her car door, he slipped the audio recorder under her seat and made sure it was turned on. Then he closed the car doors and made sure everything was locked up. They made love that night, perhaps, Jason thought, for the last time as husband and wife.
Karen gave him her room number the next morning at breakfast and promised to call every night.
"I love you," she told him as she kissed him on the cheek.
"I love you, too," he said. He watched as she pulled out and drove off. When he got to work, he called Jerry and gave him her room number.
"Great," Jerry said. "Thanks. I'll get my guys on it right away."
That afternoon, he got a call from Karen, letting him know she was at the airport and getting ready to take off.
"I'll call you when I get checked into my room," she said.
"I'd appreciate that," he said. "Remember, I love you."
"I love you too, baby," she said. "I'll miss you." Sure you will, you lying bitch, he thought to himself sarcastically.
"I miss you, too," he said instead. As he ended the call, he looked up to see his father standing in the door.
"Everything okay, son?" he asked. "You look like your dog just died."
"I don't know, Dad," Jason said. His father came into the office and closed the door.
"Everything okay at home? You want to talk about it?" his father asked. Jason knew better than to try to keep anything from his father, so he told him everything he knew so far.
"That doesn't sound too good, son," his father said. "I never would've suspected her of cheating on you."
"Me neither, Dad," Jason said.
"Well, listen, if there's anything your mom or I can do, let me know," the older man said. "We're here for you."
"Thanks, Dad," Jason said. "I appreciate that." Jason took off a couple hours early and drove to the airport, looking for Karen's car. He found it in the short-term parking and retrieved the audio recorder. Looking around, he noticed the rest of the car was neat as a pin, the way she always kept it.
On the way home, he got a call from Karen.
"Hi, baby," she said. "Just wanted to let you know I got here okay."
"Thanks for letting me know," he said.
"I'm just getting settled in," she added. "I'll call you later tonight. Love you."
"Love you too," he said.
After he got home, he turned on the audio recorder. He hoped there would be nothing on it, and for the most part, there wasn't anything except road noise and the sound of her radio. About halfway through the recording, however, he heard his marriage go down the toilet.
He could hear her phone ringing, and since it was connected to her car through Bluetooth and worked through her speakers, he could hear both sides of the conversation.
"Hey, baby," he heard a man's voice say.
"Hey yourself, stud muffin," she said. Stud muffin, Jason asked himself. Who the fuck is this clown?
"I can't wait to see you again," the man said. "Last week was fan-fucking-tastic."
"I'm glad you approve," she said with a naught giggle. "Are we set for next week?" Next week, Jason asked himself, shocked.
"Got it all taken care of," the man said. "Did you tell your husband?"
"Not yet," she said. "Don't worry, sweetie, I've got it all under control."
"He doesn't suspect anything, does he?" the man asked.
"Not a thing," she said. "He's clueless as ever."
"I hope you're right," he said.
"I told you, don't worry," she said. "He'll believe whatever I tell him."
"Good," the man said.
"Listen, I'm about ready to pull into the airport," she said. "I'll see you at the hotel tonight, okay?"
"I can't wait," he said. "Bye, lover."
"Bye bye," she said, ending the call. Jason stared at the recorder, not believing what he had just heard. He played it again, just to make sure he wasn't taking anything out of context. Not only was she cheating on him, she had something planned for next week - the week of their tenth anniversary - and it didn't include him. Damn. Damn, damn, damn, he thought to himself. How long has this shit been going on? And who the fuck was this asshole she was screwing?
He grabbed a beer from the refrigerator and sat at his desk, thinking over the last few months. Had he really been so clueless that he missed all the signs? He started wondering what else she might be hiding. Up until now, he had always respected her privacy and stayed out of her personal things. But that was now off the table.
He knew she kept her home desk locked, but he also knew where she kept the key. He went to their bedroom and opened a small drawer in her jewelry box. Sure enough, there was the key to her desk, on a ring with a couple of other keys. He grabbed the ring and went into the bedroom they set up as her office.



He opened the desk and started looking through her files. Ordinarily, he would never have done this, but he felt that she no longer deserved any consideration after her betrayal of their marriage vows.
What he found shocked him to the core. It seemed that Karen had been lying to him throughout their entire marriage.
He pulled out a folder she used for her banking records and was shocked to see how much she had socked away out of her pay. He knew how much she deposited in their joint account and was shocked to see that she had deposited much more than the agreed-upon ten percent into her private account, which now had over $250,000.
Looking through her purchases over the last few months, he saw that she had purchased a very expensive man's Rolex watch along with other gifts. No doubt, for her lover, since she had never given him anything that extravagant. She had also purchased a lot of expensive clothing online, including some racy stuff from Victoria's Secret. Of course, he hadn't seen any of this.
But there was more - much more. He also found medical bills for a family planning clinic. Apparently, she was able to get pregnant - twice in the last two years - and had gone in for an abortion. Both times, she paid cash out of her own account. He wondered if one or both of the children she aborted was really his.
He also saw that she had been paying for birth control pills for at least the last four years on a regular basis. Worse yet, he found a receipt for "Plan B" morning after pills. According to the date on the receipt, Karen had purchased them earlier this week.
And there was more. Among her receipts was a fairly recent one for a hefty down payment on a condo in a fairly wealthy part of town. Was this to be her love-nest, he wondered, or was this part of her exit strategy from the marriage? There were also receipts for utilities and new furniture. He looked at the key ring he found earlier and wondered if one of them was a key to her condo. He intended to find out.
He turned on her computer to see what he could glean from that. He knew she always wrote her passwords down and found a piece of paper taped to the bottom of her keyboard with a list of usernames and passwords written on it. He tried the first one and sure enough, the computer came right up.
Opening her browser, he found a link to an online email program and went in. Sure enough, the email client came right up and showed her inbox. Apparently, she was so confident he would never snoop on her that she kept the username and password cached on the system. He began scanning her emails and was shocked at what he found.
There were a number of emails to and from someone named Greg Wilson. Almost all of the emails were explicit, with Greg commenting on how much he loved having sex with Karen. Her responses were pretty much the same. He noticed the emails went back almost an entire year - about the time he first noticed the changes in her.
From what he could tell, their trysts initially took place in hotel rooms, but they later decided to meet up at homes she was selling.
He spotted an email dated about six months ago that partially answered one of his questions.
"Did you take care of that little problem?" Greg asked.
"Yes," Karen said. "I went down and had the abortion today."
"Too bad you didn't keep it," Greg said. "You could've passed it off as Jason's."
"I couldn't do that," she replied. "As far as he knows I can't have any children. He would know it wasn't his."
Jason thought back six months and realized that was about the time he first caught her lying. The bitch, he thought to himself. The lying, conniving, cheating BITCH!
He kept scanning through their emails. At one point, Greg suggested they have sex in Karen's marital bed, but she put her foot down on that.
"I will not do that to Jason," she told him in one email.
"C'mon," Greg wrote back. "The stupid cuck has no idea what's going on."
"No," she wrote back. "I'm not going to do that."
"What if you had a place of your own?" Greg asked. "You could pay cash on a nice condo with the commissions you make and your husband would never know the difference."
"You may be onto something there," she wrote back. "I do have my own account and Jason never asks about it. Let me see what's available." That was three months ago. The receipt for the down payment was dated just over a month ago.
"I got a condo," she told him in an email. "I just made the down payment and I have new furniture coming in about a week. Jason doesn't know anything about it."
"Excellent," Greg wrote back. "We'll have to christen every room in the place." Jason sat back, shocked at this revelation. He continued looking through the emails.
"So why do you stay with your husband?" Greg asked. "Why not just leave him and move into the condo?"
"Believe it or not, I still have feelings for him," Karen said. "He may be a stodgy accountant for a chain of tire stores, but I like him and he's good to me. I only got the condo so we'd have a place to hook up without having to risk being seen at a hotel. Besides, you're still married."
"Listen, babe, say the word and I'll dump Kristy in a heartbeat," Greg wrote back. "She's a royal pain in the ass anyway."
"We'll see what happens after the conference," she wrote back. After the conference? What's happening after the conference, he asked himself. Jason began printing her emails and copying the receipts he found when the phone rang. Karen's number came up on the display.
"Hello," he said, answering the call.
"It's me, babe," Karen said. "Are you alright? You sound out of sorts."
"I've got a splitting headache," he said, not wanting to let her know he was onto her.
"Well, I just wanted to let you know I'm settling down for the night," she said. "You take something for that headache and get some rest. I love you and I miss you," she said.
"Yeah, me too," he said. "Goodbye." He ended the call, wondering if she noticed that he didn't specifically say he loved her or missed her. Truth is, he was close to punching a hole in the wall.
He decided to find out who this Greg character was, so he began looking on the web site for the company Karen worked for. Sure enough, he found him. Greg Wilson, the site said, is the regional manager for the real estate company Karen works for. In other words, she was fucking her boss. He printed the page out and put it with his stack of stuff.
Unable to rest, he decided to see if he could get into her condo. He verified the address but wondered if she had a security system set up. He looked through her paperwork, and found a series of numbers on the paperwork next to the word, "alarm." Of course, she would write it down, he thought to himself. She writes everything down.
He closed down her computer and headed out, stopping in the garage to grab a pair of latex gloves. He didn't want to leave any evidence that he had been there.
He found the complex easily and parked in her allotted spot. Walking to the door, he put the gloves on and tried one of the keys on the ring he found in her jewelry box. Sure enough, the door opened and he walked in. He saw the alarm's system console on the wall next to the door and entered the code he found in her paperwork, then verified the alarm was off.
After turning on some lights, he looked around the condo and was impressed with Karen's choice of furnishings. She always had good taste, he thought. Too bad she wasn't as loyal as she was color-coordinated. Of course, there were no pictures that included him - he hadn't really expected any, anyway. This was, after all, her love nest, her "escape" from their marriage.
Walking into the kitchen, he noticed she even had a few dishes and some silverware. There wasn't much in the refrigerator, and the pantry seemed just as deserted. He was somewhat surprised to see the place was fully furnished, complete with tasteful portraits of flowers. There was even a large flat-screen television mounted to the wall.
He walked into the master bedroom and noted that, too, was fully furnished, complete with long, lacy curtains over the windows that fell to the floor. She loved lacy curtains and had put them all over their house. Looking down, he couldn't help but notice they hung directly over an electric baseboard heater. He shook his head, wondering if Karen even considered the potential fire hazard.
Opening the dresser drawers, he found some lingerie that he had never seen before along with men's underwear he suspected belonged to Greg. He also found an assortment of sex toys, including a couple of huge dildos. He pulled out his phone and took pictures. He also found a card addressed to Karen in her nightstand drawer. He opened it and saw it was from Greg.
"Just wanted to say thanks for the watch," the card read. "Can't wait for your housewarming!!" It was signed, "Love, Greg." He felt like ripping Greg's arm off at the socket and beating his cheating wife with it.
He found even more clothes - both men's and women's - on hangars inside the walk-in closet. Inside the master bathroom, he couldn't help but spot the two toothbrushes hanging over the sink and the "his" and "hers" towels on the rack next to the shower. He pulled out his phone and took more pictures.
The second bedroom only contained a small desk and a chair. A network cable laid on the desk, suggesting she used that for her laptop. A few pieces of mail, addressed to her, lay on the table. All of them were from utility companies. He took a picture of those, making sure her name and address could be clearly read in the photos. The windows here were also covered with long, lacy curtains that fell to the floor. As in the master bedroom, they, too, fell right in front of an electric baseboard heater.
Looking around, he noticed a few other things that could be considered fire or safety hazards. For example, there were no smoke detectors in the bedrooms and the one mounted in the kitchen ceiling looked very old. He wondered if it even had a battery in it.
Making sure everything was just as it was when he entered, he turned off all the lights, reactivated the security system and left, making sure the door was locked. He went back to his car and headed home, considering his options.
Divorce was a no-brainer in his mind. Even if she got rid of the condo and called it quits with her lover, he could never trust her again. He also knew that men often got the short end of the stick, financially speaking. He knew from her financial records that she made considerably more than he did, so he hoped that would be enough to avoid alimony. He decided to wait until he spoke with an attorney before taking any action.
He also hoped the fact that she already purchased a condo in her name only would mean he wouldn't have to give her the house or sell it and give her half the proceeds. In his mind, she abandoned him when she bought the condo without telling him. They didn't have any children, so child support and custody weren't an issue.
But he wanted the two cheaters to pay for what they had done. Violence was out of the question, as he had no desire to go to jail. After he got home, he looked in the phone book and found a listing for Gregory Wilson. He hoped it was the right Greg Wilson and dialed the number.
"Wilson residence," said a female voice.
"Is this Mrs. Wilson?" he asked.
"Yes, it is," the woman said. "To whom am I speaking?"
"My name is Jason Chandler. Is your husband the regional manager for Acme Real Estate?" Jason asked.
"Yes, he is," the woman said. "But he's gone to a conference this weekend and he'll be out next week visiting other offices. You'll have to call the regional office and leave a message for him there."
"Actually, Mrs. Wilson, you're the one I'd like to speak with," Jason said.
"Oh?" she asked.
"Yes, ma'am," Jason said. "I hate to tell you this, but my wife is having an affair with your husband."
"Are you sure about this?" she asked.
"Yes, I am," Jason said. "And I can prove it."
"You have ironclad proof of this?" she asked.
"I can even show you where they get together if you want," Jason said. He could hear her sigh over the phone.
"Is tomorrow okay?" she asked.
"Sure," Jason said. "What time works best for you?"
"Make it about 1:00 in the afternoon," she said. He gave her the address and directions to Karen's condo.
"I'll see you there then," Jason told her, ending the call. Smiling, he went to his desk and began making a list of things to do. First thing, he decided, would be to change the locks on the doors. He could wrap that up in plenty of time to meet Greg's wife at Karen's condo. He considered getting drunk that night but put the idea out of his head.
Instead, he grabbed a piece of cold pizza and munched on that as he considered all of his options. Finishing the pizza, he trudged up the stairs to bed.
He got up early the next day and headed to a local hardware store, where he bought everything he needed to change the door locks. He also made another key to the condo. By noon, he had all of them changed. He showered and, grabbing the audio recorder and all of the emails he printed from Karen's account, headed over to her condo to meet Greg's wife.
He pulled into Karen's slot and spotted an attractive dark-haired woman in a Toyota Corolla not far away. He walked to the car and knocked on the window. She rolled the window down and looked at him.
"Are you Kristy Wilson?" he asked. She nodded her head.
"I am," she said. "You must be Jason Chandler."
"One and the same," he said, opening her door. "Come with me, I'll show you their love-nest. You may want to put these on first, though," he added, handing her a pair of latex gloves. "I don't want to leave any fingerprints."
"Good idea," she said. They went to her door and Jason used the key he had made to open it. He was glad to see it worked. After turning off the security alarm, they stepped inside. Jason showed her the bedroom, opening the drawers and the closet so she could see Greg's clothing.
"Oh my God," she said. "I've been looking for some of this stuff the past couple of weeks. I was wondering where his clothes were disappearing to."
"Has your husband been wearing a Rolex watch lately?" Jason asked. She nodded her head.
"Yes," she said. "He told me it was a gift from management." Jason shook his head and pulled the card out of Karen's nightstand. He opened it up and showed it to her. She read the note and began crying.
"Is that his handwriting?" Jason asked.
"Yes," she said, sobbing.
"There's more," he said, pulling out the emails and the audio recorder. She read through the emails, tears flowing down her cheeks. Then he played the audio from Friday.
"I'm sorry about all this," he said, wrapping his arms around her. He felt like crying as well, but held it in.
"It's not your fault," she said. "I've suspected something like this for a while, but I never had any proof." After a while, she collected herself and looked at him.
"So what are you going to do?" she asked.
"I'm going to divorce her," he said. "What about you?"
"I'm kicking that rat fucking bastard out of the house as soon as I see him," she said. Suddenly, she stopped crying and looked at him. "I've got an idea," she said.
"What's that?" he asked.
"They want to live here together, why don't we help them?" she asked.
"What do you mean?" he asked.
"I mean, why don't we pack their crap up and drop it off over here?" she responded. Jason thought for a bit and smiled at her.
"I kinda like that idea," he said. "But we'd better get moving, they'll be back in a day or two." She shook her head.
"Greg said he would be gone for a week after the convention," she said. "I'd bet anything she'll find an excuse to be gone as well."
Jason suddenly remembered the recorded conversation. Karen specifically asked him if he had everything set for the next week, but didn't indicate what it was they had planned.
"Damn," he said. "I think you're right. Still, I want to get her crap out of my house as soon as possible."
"I agree," she said. "Meet you back here in, say, three hours?"
"Works for me," he said. "I'm just going to toss her crap in trash bags, so I think I can do that and be back here in three hours."
"I'll see you then," she said, standing up. Jason took a hard look at her. She was shorter than Karen, with a girl-next-door cuteness that added to her shapely figure. He though Greg was a fucking moron to cheat on this woman.
They left the condo and arrived about three hours later, their cars crammed with bags full of their respective spouse's belongings. They carried the bags into the condo and tossed them into the nearly empty second bedroom, not caring if anything broke. They knew the two cheaters would have to spend hours sorting through everything.
"I don't know about you, but I wasn't exactly very careful with his things," she said. He laughed.
"Neither was I," Jason said. They laughed and did a high-five. He looked at her.
"I don't know about you, but I'm hungry," he said.
"Me too," she said. "I could really go for a nice juicy hamburger."
"A big, thick cheeseburger sounds really good to me as well," he said. "I know just the place. Care to join me? My treat."
"Lead on," she said. He drove to the bar he and Ron like to visit and she followed. After they parked, Kristy looked at the front of the building.
"A bar?" she asked.
"Trust me," he said. "They make the best burgers here. You'll love it."
"Okay," she said. "I just hope you're not going to ply me with alcohol and take advantage of me." He laughed.
"As inviting as that sounds, I wouldn't do that to you," he said.
"Darn," she said, laughing. They went inside and ordered a beer and a burger with fries. As they ate, they swapped stories of their failing marriages. Her story was somewhat similar to his - she met him in college and they married shortly thereafter, except she wanted children and he didn't. He started working for Acme Real Estate and she got a job doing accounts receivable for a home improvement company.
"Are you a CPA?" he asked. She shook her head.
"No, I never went quite that far, but I was hoping to do so someday," she said. He told her about his background and job.
"We're always on the lookout for a good person," he said. "Maybe if you can get me a resume we can help each other out."
"I just may do that, Mr. Chandler," she said, taking a bite of her burger. Just then, his phone buzzed. He saw the number was Karen's phone, so he answered.
"Hello," he said in a neutral tone of voice.
"Hey, baby," Karen said. He could tell she had been drinking. "Whatcha up to?"
"Oh, just down at the bar getting a burger," he said. "What's up with you?"
"Guess what?" she asked. "I got the top seller award," she said, not waiting for his response.
"I'm happy for you," he said.
"Yeah, and they want me to stay here in Vegas next week to work with their agents," she said. Of course, he already knew that was a lie. "Isn't that terrific? There's talk that I might get moved into management soon." No doubt, on her back, he thought to himself.
"That's wonderful," he said. "What about our anniversary? That's coming up this Wednesday."
"I know," she said. "And I'm sorry about that. Maybe we can celebrate it next weekend."
"Don't bother," he said. "I know your work is important to you and I sure wouldn't want you missing a big sale."
"What's that supposed to mean?" she asked.
"Nothing," he said. "It's just that you only get to celebrate 10 years of marriage once, but I understand how much your job means to you. Don't worry about it."
"Well, yes, my job is important to me, but I thought you might be happy for me," she said.
"I'm very happy," he told her. "Go, work with your agents. Don't worry about me."



"I love you," she said.
"Okay," he told her. "Me too. Bye." With that, he ended the call and looked at Kristy. "Well, there it is," he told her. She shook her head.
"She's actually choosing Greg over your anniversary," Kristy said, placing her hand on his. He almost broke down crying. Here was someone he barely met more concerned about him than his own wife. "What a bitch. I'm sorry."
"Thanks," he said, trying to smile. He pulled out Jerry's card and called his private number.
"Jerry," he said when the older man answered, "Jason Chandler here. I just heard from Karen and she tells me she's going to be in Vegas for another week."
"And I take it you don't believe her?" Jerry asked.
"Not for a minute," Jason said.
"Well, I was just working on your report, but I can have my guys watch them and see what they do," he said. "We can go from there. I heard the conference wrapped up a couple hours ago and they're now in full party mode. Most everyone is going home tomorrow. By the way, your wife and her lover spent the night together last night. I've got some video I think you might be interested in. I'll email it to you if you want. It'll all be in my report."
"That would be great, Jerry," Jason said. "Thanks." He ended the call and looked at Kristy. "Well, we'll find out tomorrow what's really going on," he said. "The two lovebirds spent the night together. My PI is going to email me some video. Are you interested in looking at it with me?"
"Not really," she said. "But I feel like I should." He nodded his head in understanding.
"Well, let's head over to my house, then," he said, standing up. After Jason paid for the meal, they left the bar and headed for his house. By the time they got there and settled into his office, the video had arrived in his email.
"Want something to drink before we watch this?" he asked.
"Sure," she said. "Coke if you have it."
"One coke coming right up," he said, going into the kitchen. He came back with two cold cokes and handed one to her. He fired up the video and they watched as Karen and Greg undressed each other and engaged in various forms of sex. Both Kristy and Jason fought back tears as they watched their spouses screwing each other. Even more devastating was the pillow talk afterward.
"What do you think our spouses are doing right now?" Karen asked.
"Well, if I know Kristy, she's probably watching one of her boring movies," Greg said. "Or maybe reading one of her stupid books."
"Yeah, I know what you mean," she said. "I imagine Jason is probably playing with another one of his stupid spreadsheets or looking over the stock reports." Greg chuckled at that. "You'd think he was saving the world or something. Christ, his father's company sells tires, for crying out loud. What's so damned important about that?"
"So have you figured out what you're going to tell dipshit after the awards banquet tomorrow?" Greg asked.
"Yeah," she said. "I'll just tell him I've been asked to stay in Vegas for a week to shadow the reps here. He'll believe that. Hell, he'll believe anything I tell him. I could say the moon is made of green cheese and he'd go along with it."
"And by the time he figures it out, we'll be on the beach in Hawaii," he said. "I can't wait to see you in that new sling bikini you got." Kristy went berserk.
"Hawaii?" she screamed. "That fucking bastard is taking some whore off to Hawaii? I'll fucking rip his balls off!" She looked at Jason. "Sorry for calling your wife a whore."
"Don't be," he said. "I would've called her the same thing." They turned back to the video.
"So," Greg continued. "What about your anniversary? Are you just going to blow it off?"
"Hawaii sounds much more fun to me than a night at a steak house," she said. "I'll promise to make it up to him. Maybe I will, maybe I won't." Greg looked at her.
"You're cold, you know that?" he asked. She shrugged her shoulders.
"It's only our tenth anniversary," she said. "There'll be more. Who cares about that? I need your dick in me right now." With that, they started screwing again, prompting Jason to stop the video.
"I've seen enough," Jason said. "How about you?" Kristy nodded her head, tears running down her cheeks.
"More than enough," she said.
"I'll be making an appointment Monday to see an attorney about a divorce," he said. "You want to join me?"
"Would you mind?" she asked quietly.
"Not at all," he told her. Kristy broke down, sobbing. Jason held her in his arms and let her cry on his shoulder. He felt like crying as well, but decided to hold it in. He comforted her as much as he could while battling his own emotions.
"Would you mind if I stayed here with you tonight?" she asked. "No sex, I just want to be held."
"Of course you can stay," he said. "Stay the week if you want."
"Thanks," she said. "I can't believe I gave that jerk all those years. All that time I fell for his bullshit."
"I know exactly what you mean," Jason said. He led her upstairs to the master bedroom and found an old t-shirt that looked long enough for her to wear to bed. She took it and went into the bathroom to change. He changed into a pair of pajamas as he waited for her to return and climbed into bed.
She came out of the bathroom in the long t-shirt and he almost gasped when he saw her. He always thought Karen's legs looked good, but Kristy's were the shapeliest he had ever seen. She smiled as she climbed under the covers.
"What's the matter?" she asked. "Haven't you ever seen a woman's legs before?"
"None that look as good as yours," Jason said.
"Flattery will get you everywhere, sir," she teased. He wrapped an arm around her and held her close, taking in her scent. She put an arm over his chest and snuggled close to him.
"You know you're the only woman besides my wife I've ever been in bed with in over ten years?" he asked.
"And you're the only man I've been with besides my husband," she said. They looked into each other's faces for what seemed like an eternity. Then Kristy leaned over and gave Jason a soft, sensual kiss on the lips. He responded, kissing her back with more passion than he knew was possible. He realized what could happen and backed off. He didn't want to do to Karen what she was doing to him. Apparently, Kristy felt the same way and put her head on his shoulders, not saying a word.
They fell asleep that way and woke up the next morning spooning each other, Jason's hand holding one of Kristy's breasts. His cock was rock hard and pressed between the cheeks of her shapely ass.
"Good morning, sleepyhead," she said. "You don't need to move on my account," she added as he got up to use the bathroom.
"Good morning, beautiful," he told her. "I'll be right back." He went into the bathroom and urinated, which was a bit difficult given the state of his manhood. By the time he came out, Kristy had helped herself to the kitchen and was making them each a helping of bacon and eggs. Looking at the clock on the wall, he saw it was 8:30 am.
His attention turned back to Kristy. He loved watching her cook wearing his old t-shirt and was reminded for a moment of happier times when Karen made breakfast for them every morning.
"Damn, that smells good," he said.
"I hope you don't mind me helping myself to your kitchen," she said.
"Not at all," he told her. "I can't remember the last time someone made me breakfast."
"Karen never cooked for you?" she asked.
"At first, she did," he said. "But she quit making breakfast a long time ago. Said it took up too much time and she had to make herself presentable for her clients."
"Bitch," Kristy muttered.
"I agree," he said. He took in the smell of the bacon as she placed a large plate in front of him. He devoured his food like a man who hadn't eaten in a month. "Damn, that was good. You cook like this every morning?"
"Whenever I can," she said. Jason's phone buzzed. Looking at the screen, he saw Jerry's name and number, so he answered.
"Good morning, Jerry," he said. "Working on Sundays now?" Jerry laughed.
"More often than I care to," he said. "I just wanted to let you know that your wife and her lover boarded their flight in Las Vegas just before 6:00 this morning. They had a 40-minute layover at LAX and the plane took off from there about an hour ago. They'll be landing in Honolulu in about five hours or so. I have the flight information if you want it."
"I do," Jason said.
"They're on American Airlines flight 31," Jerry said. "I have someone in Honolulu ready to pick up their trail when they get there."
"Thanks, Jerry," Jason said, writing down the information. He ended the call and looked back at Kristy. "Well," he said. "It's on. They're on their way to Hawaii."
...
Karen sat back in her seat after the plane took off. Glancing out the window, she watched as the plane headed out over the Pacific Ocean. This is it, she thought to herself. Looking to her left, she saw Greg was already sound asleep in the seat next to hers. She closed her eyes for a moment and thought about the last 10 years. For a moment, she felt a pang of guilt at what she was doing to her husband who foolishly trusted her.
Deep down, she knew that this was just the latest in a series of bad decisions on her part. But, she rationalized, she owed this to herself. Eventually, she thought, this will end with Jason none the wiser. Her marriage would go on and they would ultimately retire and grow old together.
Her first bad decision was telling Jason she couldn't get pregnant. The truth was, she could, but she just didn't want to get tied down with babies. The idea of motherhood might appeal to some, but not to her. So she told Jason that a medical complication forced her to have her tubes tied. He bought her explanation and eventually accepted it.
But she had problems with the IUD and was forced to quit using it. The pelvic pain and the headaches finally became too much for her to endure so she decided to use standard birth control pills instead. She also started using the calendar rhythm method and avoided having sex during her more fertile days. It worked most of the time, but she did end up pregnant - twice.
The first time was with her husband. Fearful of what his reaction would be to her pregnancy - which would unmask her first lie - and her own desire to remain childless, she discreetly sought an abortion, paying for it with her own money. Thankfully, they had agreed early on to have personal accounts along with a joint account. They had initially agreed to deposit ten percent of their net pay, but she fudged - a lot. She could pay for the abortion out of her own money and Jason would remain in the dark.
The second pregnancy was with Greg about six months ago. She told her lover about it and made the decision to get another abortion, again paying for it out of her own account. Hopefully, she thought, Jason would never find out about it.
And then there were her affairs. She remained faithful to her husband for the first seven years of their marriage, but that changed one day while she was out with a client, who just happened to be very good looking and also very rich. It was a spur-of-the-moment decision, but one she never really regretted. They made mad, passionate love in the master bedroom of the large house she was showing and he showed his appreciation by buying the house on the spot.
She didn't do that very often, maybe about 10 times over the course of the next year-and-a-half, but she learned later that others had done the same thing. Sure, she felt a bit guilty, but, she decided, what the hell - if the other girls can do it and get away with it, so could she. In her mind, it didn't affect Jason any. She never stopped loving him and what he didn't know wouldn't hurt him.
Then she met Greg and things changed. He was everything her husband wasn't. Jason liked to analyze everything before making a decision, where Greg was spontaneous and made spur-of-the-moment decisions. Jason's life and career had been decided long ago. He had worked for his father all his life and still did. Soon, he would become the CFO of his father's tire company and one day, he would take over as President and CEO.
Greg, on the other hand, didn't know where he would be in five years and took things one day at a time. While Jason thought about the future, Greg lived for the moment. They were also quite different in bed. While Jason made love to her and focused on her pleasure, Greg simply took her and fucked her.
At first, they met at motels and hotels around town or at a house they had listed for sale, but she became concerned that someone might spot them and alert either Jason or Greg's wife, Kristy. Then there was the night that Jason expressed concern that they were drifting apart. She got scared and cooled it with Greg for a while. She focused all her love on her husband, but that didn't last too long.
Greg wanted to start back up, but she was afraid that Jason might learn about them. She had to come up with an answer, so she decided to buy her own condo. That way, she would have a special place for her and Greg. He wanted to fuck her in the bed she shared with her husband, but she shot that down. Even though she considered Jason to be something of a stick-in-the-mud, she still had some feelings for him.
It also helped that her and Jason decided long ago to file separate tax returns. She could easily keep the condo from him while getting the tax benefits. It was a win-win all around. Or at least, that's what she told herself.
All of that led to this, her latest decision to spend a week in Hawaii with Greg. She took a week's. vacation from her office, telling them she was going to Hawaii with her husband after the annual corporate gathering. Greg, meanwhile, told his wife he would be on the road for the next week, which wasn't uncommon for him.
She lied to Jason, telling him she would be in Vegas for the week. Of course, all it would take is a phone call or two and he would know better. Fortunately for her, she thought, Jason believed whatever she told him. The only down side was that she would miss spending her tenth anniversary with Jason. She would make it up to him, though, once she got back, and all this would remain her secret.
She smiled as she looked down at the blue water below them, thinking about Hawaii. Greg had bought a very risque open sling bikini for the trip. He wanted to watch her peel it off and masturbate on the beach for him. The thought made her wet between her legs and she fought back the urge to finger herself right there on the seat. Maybe she would go to the lavatory and bring herself off later, she thought.
She pulled out her phone and checked for messages or calls. She wasn't surprised to see that Jason hadn't texted or emailed her. He wasn't much for texting, and preferred to communicate either by phone or in person. She chuckled to herself.
She felt the plane shudder and thought that maybe they had hit turbulence. She felt the plane nose down and the engines sounded different. She realized something was dreadfully wrong when she looked out the window. Suddenly, there was a flurry of activity in the cabin and she could feel the g-forces start to push her into her seat.
Looking outside, she could tell they were going down - fast. Oh my God, she thought to herself. This is it! We're going to crash! I'm going to DIE! Oxygen masks suddenly fell down and she could hear other passengers, including Greg, screaming as the flight attendants tried to prepare them for the inevitable. She looked at her phone and and with tears smearing her face, made one last decision.
...
Jason and Kristy had finished breakfast and put the last of the dishes away. They sat back down at the table and discussed plans for dealing with their wayward spouses. Jason was impressed with Kristy's ability to analyze a problem. Right now, he felt closer to her than he had to Karen for months. He had just returned to the table with a second cup of coffee for them when his phone buzzed. He saw Karen's name and number show, so he put it on speaker.
"Hello?" he asked.
"Jase," he heard Karen cry out. It was hard to hear as there was a lot of background noise and they heard other people screaming.
"Yes, Karen, what's going on?" he asked.
"Not... time... plane... down... So sorry... forgive... I," they heard before the call suddenly ended. Jason and Kristy looked at each other, shocked. He tried calling Karen back, but it went straight to voicemail. He looked at Kristy.
"Try calling Greg," he told her. She ran into the front room and grabbed her phone from her purse. As he watched, she tried calling, but shook her head.
"It went straight to voicemail," she said. He went into his home office and fired up his computer. After it came up, he did a search and found a contact number for the airline. He called and got the runaround but was finally able to talk to someone who confirmed they were investigating reports the plane had gone down.
He left his name and number, along with Karen's and Greg's information and was told someone would contact him. He also left Kristy's information so they could contact her.
He did a quick Google search, but nothing showed up. He figured it would take at least an hour before any news showed up. They went into the front room and turned on the television, wondering if anything had been reported. Jason went from channel to channel, but nothing was being reported. He looked at his phone and thought about the events leading up to this moment.
Finally, one of the news networks reported that an American Airlines flight to Honolulu had crashed in the Pacific, but there were no details.
"Oh, God," Kristy said, her hand over her mouth. Jason held her and silently prayed that Karen was still alive. He hated what she did to their marriage, but he didn't want her dead.
An hour later, his phone rang. He turned down the television and answered.
"Mr. Chandler?" a woman asked.
"This is he," he said.
"I just wanted to reach out and confirm that your wife's flight has crashed," she said. "I don't have any more information for you at this time, but we'll contact you just as soon as we have more information."
"Thank you," Jason said, ending the call. He and Kristy shared a hug and shed a few tears. A few minutes later, Kristy's phone rang and she was given the same information.
Some time later, his father called. This was not unusual, as his parents often reached to him whenever they heard something like this on the news.
"Hey, Jase," his father said.
"Hey, Dad, how's things going?" he asked.
"Just got back from church, did you see the news about that crash?" his father asked.
"Yeah, I did," Jason said.
"That's terrible," his father said. "By the way, how's Karen? Isn't she on her way back from Vegas?"
"She's not doing too well right now, Dad," Jason said. "She was on that airplane that crashed."
"What?" his father asked, shocked. "What was she doing going to Hawaii without you?"
"She was with her boyfriend," Jason said.
"Oh my God," the elder man said. "I'm so sorry to hear that, son. Listen, you take the week off and take care of things. I'll let Mike know. If there's anything we can do, just call, okay?"
"Thanks, Dad," Jason said. He ended the call, his mind flooded with conflicting emotions. On one hand, he was sad that Karen was, in all likelihood, dead. On the other he was angry with her for cheating. He was also angry at himself for not confronting her. Strangely enough, he wasn't upset about the fact that her death would mean no divorce. Then he had another thought. He would have to deal with all her final expenses, including the condo. Crap, he thought to himself.
He looked at Kristy and wondered how she would manage all this. What would she do? He had a thought and approached her.



"Kristy," he said. "Why don't you sell your place and move in here, with me?" She looked up at him, tears filling her eyes.
"Do you mean that?" she asked.
"Yes, I do," he said. "I have another bedroom upstairs and you're going to have a lot to deal with over the next few months. Maybe we could help each other get through this." She thought for a minute before answering.
"Why not," she said. "But only on one condition."
"What's that?" he asked.
"You let me sleep with you," she said.
"Seriously?" Jason asked. This was moving much faster than he thought it would and he wondered if it was wise. He set that thought aside and decided to throw caution to the wind.
"Yes," she said. "I haven't really had the comfort of a husband for a long time. Last night, I felt content for the first time in ages. Is that okay with you?"
"It's more than okay," he said.
"Good," she said. "Then I'll run back to the house to get my things and I'll be back over tonight." Jason nodded his head.
"I'll be here," he said. After she left, he called Lucy, the woman who ran the office Karen normally worked out of.
"Hello," she said when she answered her cell.
"Lucy, this is Jason Chandler," he said.
"Oh hi, Jason," she said. "How's Hawaii?"
"I don't know," he said. "I hear it's nice this time of year. Why?"
"Well, Karen said the two of you were going there after the company meeting," Lucy said. "I assumed you were on your way."
"No," Jason said. "She was on her way to Hawaii, but not with me. She left with Greg."
"What?" Lucy asked, shocked.
"That's right," Jason said. "But she didn't make it. Neither did he. The plane they were on crashed into the Pacific Ocean earlier today. Maybe you saw it on the news."
"Oh no," Lucy said. "Do you know if she made it okay?"
"I don't think either of them survived the crash," he said.
"I'm so sorry," she said. "Please accept my condolences. And thanks for letting me know. I'm not sure if you're aware of it, but the company has life insurance for all their employees. I'll get the paperwork started first thing in the morning, but I will need something from the airline. Can you get that to me?"
"Yeah, I'll get what I can," he said. "I do have a question for you, though."
"What's that?" Lucy asked.
"Were you aware that Karen was having an affair with Greg?" he asked.
"I suspected there was something going on. There were rumors, but nothing more," Lucy said. "We usually don't gossip about things like that in the office."
"I see," he said. "Well, that's all I have. I'll be in touch."
"Thanks," she said. "And again, please accept my condolences."
"I appreciate that," Jason said, ending the call.
That night, as he and Kristy watched television, a report came on about the crash. According to the report, the plane's final moments were captured by a crewman aboard a freight liner that was just a couple miles from the crash site. The network aired the amateur video, which clearly showed the airplane rapidly falling, nose first. It looked like the craft literally pancaked as it hit the water.
The report said the freighter changed course to see if they could recover any survivors. They pulled a number of bodies out of the water, but there were no survivors. They also recovered a lot of luggage, including Karen's and Greg's. Neither Karen's nor Greg's bodies were found.
Epilogue:
The next few months were hectic for both Jason and Kristy. She moved in with Jason and sold her house. Jason had plenty to deal with, including Karen's condo. There was nothing in it he wanted, so he gave everything away to Goodwill, which was more than happy to take it. He finally sold the condo, getting back what Karen had originally paid for it.
Both he and Kristy received an insurance check for $500,000 from Acme Real Estate for the deaths of their respective spouses. Kristy moved in with Jason and they immediately began exorcising all traces of Karen. Pictures came down, knick knacks were pulled and furniture, especially the bed, were replaced. Jason let family members take what they wanted. The rest, including the two cars, was either sold, burned, given to Goodwill or tossed in the dump.
Jason also had to jump through hoops to resolve Karen's bank accounts. After a couple months and a mountain of paperwork, he walked away with a check for around $250,000.
Lawyers pounced on both Jason and Kristy, looking to capitalize on the crash. Further investigation revealed that the crew misunderstood warnings from the on-board computer and took the wrong actions. The craft fell at an estimated 12,000 feet per minute and hit the water at somewhere around 135 miles per hour, meaning that it took just over three minutes for the plane to smash into the ocean.
Karen's last three minutes, some of which were on the phone to him, must have been hell, he thought. Her last act had been one of contrition, no doubt brought on by the realization that she was plummeting to her death and there was nothing anyone could do about it. Nevertheless, he thought, it was too little and far too late.
Fortunately, the airline settled with all the affected families, paying a little over $175,000 for each passenger. Between Jason and Kristy, they grossed a bit more than $1.6 million after everything had been accounted for. Of course, the tax man got his share, but they still ended up with a very tidy nest egg.
Since neither Karen's nor Greg's remains were found, there was no need for a funeral, but Jason and Kristy held memorial services, mostly for the benefit of their respective families. Neither one shed a tear for their deceased spouses.
Three months after the services, Kristy left her job and went to work for Jason. By now, they were madly in love with each other. One night as they ate dinner at the local Texas Roadhouse, Jason got on one knee and proposed. Kristy squealed with delight as patrons around them applauded.
"It's about time you decided to make an honest woman out of me," she whispered in his ear.
"Why's that?" he asked.
"Cause, you're going to be a daddy," she said. He covered her face with kisses.
"I love you so much," he told her.
"I love you more," she said. "Just one favor, though."
"What's that?" he asked.
"Please don't ask me to fly anywhere," she said. He laughed as he hugged her close.
"No worries, my dear," he said.
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Your eyes flit from left to right as you drive down the tree-lined country road, looking for any signs of danger. You look ahead as the headlights pierce the inky blackness of night. There's a signpost up ahead. You've just entered... The Cheating Zone.
(Cue dramatic music.)
...
Rene Carson grunted as the man above her repeatedly pounded his much larger than average cock into her wet, willing pussy. As she watched, he closed his eyes tight and his face turned red as he pumped yet another load of hot, sticky semen inside her. That made the third time he had ejaculated inside her that night. She loved it and wanted more. She wrapped her legs around him and succumbed to the orgasm building inside her.
They finally settled down and disengaged, his cum dripping out of her well-fucked pussy. She looked down with satisfaction and hoped that he finally managed to give her what she truly wanted - a baby.
This was no random act, nor was it the result of a momentary lapse of judgment. This was just the latest deliberate act of betrayal against Mike, her husband of five years, who worked as a computer forensic specialist for the county sheriff's department.
She and Mike had always wanted children, but got bad news about seven months ago. After several tests, it was finally confirmed that Mike was sterile, the result of an injury to his groin from a motorcycle accident that happened during his college years.
He suggested they adopt a child, but she rejected that idea. She wanted to feel the baby grow inside her body. After giving it much thought, she decided to take matters into her own hands and began a sexual relationship with Darrin McFarland, a man who worked at the shipping company where she also worked as a dispatcher.
After comparing him to her husband, she decided he would be the best alternative, since the two men had a lot in common. She approached Darrin six months ago and he readily agreed. Of course, it helped that she kept herself in shape and oozed sexuality from every pore of her body.
That was six months ago. What began as a once-a-week hookup became a regular part of their schedule. Now, they were screwing at least three or four times a week, sometimes in a motel, but mostly at his place, since they met so frequently. Meanwhile, she all but cut off her husband and only had sex with him about once every two weeks.
Sure, Mike complained about the decreasing sex, but Rene always managed to wiggle out of the conversation by starting a fight over something trivial. By now, they were little more than roommates sharing the same house.
"So, when are you going to let me fuck you in your bed?" Darrin asked. "You promised me last month you'd set it up."
"Yeah, well, dickhead is home a lot," she said. "I can't help it. It'd be different if he traveled, but he doesn't."
"Well, why don't we just do it there in front of him?" Darrin asked. "Let him know where he stands in the grand scheme of things. Who knows, he just might enjoy eating my cum out of your pussy."
"Maybe," she said. "Let me think about it. Remember, I told you this is just to get me pregnant."
"And you plan to have him raise my child?" he asked.
"That's the idea," she said. "Look, don't get me wrong. You have a very nice dick and I love having it inside me. But let's face it, neither you nor I can afford a child on our own. And you can't tell me you're ready to be a father. That's where Mike comes in. He makes good money, has good insurance and he'd be a great father."
"Yeah, maybe you're right," he said, getting off the bed. "We'd better get going. I'll take you back to the warehouse so you can get your car." This was something they started doing three months ago to help lend credibility to her "working late" excuse. By leaving her car in the secured warehouse parking lot, they would only need one car to reach their destination and her husband would be more likely to believe her if he decided to check up on her.
"Okay," she said, climbing off the bed. She put her clothes on as he watched.
"Aren't you going to clean up?" he asked.
"Hell no," she said. "I want to get those baby makers of yours a chance to do their job."
"What about Mike? He's sure to notice the difference," Darren said.
"So what?" she asked. "I hardly ever let him touch me anyway."
"You're cold," he said. She giggled at that.
"Call me the Ice Queen," she said in response.
"Well, you might want to wipe that blob of cum off your cheek," he said. She looked at her face in the mirror, then grabbed a Kleenex and wiped the stuff off her face.
"Thanks," she said. "That would be a bit difficult to explain." They left the room and headed out, not seeing the grim-faced man on the corner, holding a cigarette in one hand and a phone in the other. Darrin drove toward the warehouse, making sure to stay below the speed limit.
They hadn't gotten very far down the two-lane road before Darrin saw flashing red and blue lights behind him. He pulled over and waited for the policeman to come to his window. He rolled down his window and noticed another officer heading for the passenger side.
"Drivers license and registration, please," the first officer said to Darrin as he pointed a bright flashlight at the interior of the car.
"Sure, officer," Darrin said, opening his glove box. He grabbed the paperwork and handed it to the policeman. "Why did you pull me over?" Darrin asked. The policeman aimed the flashlight at Darrin's face and examined him for a moment.
"Stay here, sir," he said, walking to the police cruiser. Darrin watched through his rear view mirror as the officer spoke into a microphone. Soon, the policeman came back and handed the paperwork back.
"Step out of the car, please," he said. The other officer opened the passenger door and gave the same order to Rene. "Turn around, hands behind your back," the policeman told Darrin.
"What did I do, officer?" Darrin asked as he watched Rene get cuffed as well.
"You're both under arrest for violating Karma Special Ordinance Number One," the policeman said, reciting Darrin's Miranda rights.
"What's that?" Darrin asked.
"You'll find out soon enough, sir," the policeman said, guiding Darrin to the police cruiser. Rene was also guided to the cruiser and both were placed in the cramped back seat. About a half hour later, the two cheaters were being processed at the police station. They were later escorted to adjoining cells and told to wait for their defense attorney. Within an hour, a man dressed in a suit showed up at their cell, accompanied by two officers.
"Rene Carson, Darrin McFarland?" the man asked. They both nodded their heads. "My name is John Hultner, I'm your court-appointed defense counsel."
"Why are we here?" Darrin asked. "What's Special Ordinance Number One?"
"You have been arrested for adultery and conspiracy to commit adultery," John said. "These are very serious offenses here. However, I am pleased to inform you that the court has decided to drop the charges if you'll agree to participate in a game."
"A game?" Darrin asked. He looked at Rene, who shrugged her shoulders. "What kind of game is this?"
"It's something fairly new here in town," John said. "They've only been doing it for just under a year."
"What does it involve?" Darrin asked.
"Mostly running," John said. "You look like you're both in pretty good shape. I imagine you'll do quite well."
"Yeah, we can run," Rene said. "And if we do this game, the charges will be dropped?"
"That's right, Mrs. Carson," John said.
"Wait," Darrin said. "Before I decide, I need to know something."
"What's that, Mr. McFarland?" John asked.
"You said we're facing charges of adultery," he said. "That's not really a crime, is it? After all, we're consenting adults."
"Yes, you are," John said. "But at least one of you is married. That's adultery. And since the two of you planned your activity, that makes it a conspiracy."
"So, even if we're found guilty, what, we get a fine or something?" Darrin asked.
"I don't think you understand the gravity of your situation," John said. "I've looked through your files. Frankly, the prosecutor has a very strong case and I see no mitigating circumstances. Certainly, neither of you have shown any regret or remorse for your actions. If you're found guilty, which you most certainly would be, you wouldn't just pay a fine. You'd be erased from the space-time continuum."
"Huh?" Darrin asked, confused.
"It would be as though the two of you never existed," John said. Darrin looked at Rene, shocked.
"You mean, it would be as though we were never born?" she asked.
"That's right, Mrs. Carson," John said. "And there would be no appeal. So, do you want to take your chance with the judge, or will you participate in the game?"
"If we do this game, will we be allowed to go home afterward?" Rene asked. John shrugged his shoulders.
"I can't guarantee anything," John said. "But at least you wouldn't be erased from existence."
"Okay," she said. "What the hell. Let's do it." John smiled and motioned to the officers, who opened the cells.
"Good," he said. "These officers will escort you to the studio and get you set up. Good luck and I look forward to your debut."
"Studio?" Darrin asked.
"Yes," John said. "It's being televised. Everyone in Karma will be watching." Rene and Darrin looked at each other, scared. What have we gotten ourselves into, she asked herself. The officers escorted them out to a van parked next to the exit. A woman met them, opened the back door and motioned for them to get in. She climbed in after them and the van left.
"I'm glad you chose to be part of our show," the woman said. "My name is Alexa Graves. I'm one of the producers and I make it a point to meet all the contestants." Rene and Darrin introduced themselves and they shook hands.
"So, what is this game?" Rene asked.
"It's called the 'Cheater's Maze,'" Alexa said. "The rules are simple. You have 45 minutes to navigate your way through a maze and get to the finish line."
"That's all?" Darrin asked.
"Well, that's it in a nutshell," Alexa said. "There's some obstacles you have to avoid, but if you're careful and you use your map, you'll do just fine."
"What happens afterward?" Rene asked.
"That depends," Alexa said. "If you beat the clock, you may get a cash prize. Some of our contestants sign up for repeat performances and others sign up for a long-term contract. Trust me, it'll be loads of fun. Oh, here we are," she said as the van stopped. "Now, you'll be taken to your preparation area and given your running clothes. Good luck, and I look forward to seeing you again."
Darrin and Rene were escorted into the building and led to a row of small dressing rooms. Rene was put in one and handed a bag with her assigned running gear and Darrin was placed in another and given his running gear.
"Take off all your clothes and put these on," said the woman who handed her the bag. "And I do mean everything."
Rene noticed the door to the dressing area was a saloon door that didn't do much to give her any privacy and tried to keep herself from being ogled by an overweight balding man who was sweeping the floor.
She removed her clothes and donned the running gear, which consisted of a sport bra that exposed her entire midriff and short running shorts that were somewhat baggy and cut very high on the outside of her legs. They also provided a pair of white socks and running shoes. Looking at herself in the mirror, she noticed the shorts revealed a good portion of her ass.
"Excuse me, sir," she called out to the man sweeping the floor. He stopped and looked at her. "What's your name?"
"Roger," he said, pointing to the name badge on his coveralls. "What can I do for you?"
"What can you tell me about this game?" she asked. He shook his head.
"I'm not allowed to say," he told her. "I'm just the janitor. I sweep the floors, that's all I do. Sweep and sleep. Sorry." He shrugged his shoulders and went back to pushing his broom. A couple minutes later, Alexa came by, carrying her clipboard and a couple of small tablets. She attached one tablet to Rene's wrist and showed her how to use it.
"This will help you navigate the maze," she said. "Most of the obstacles are marked, but some aren't, so you'll need to be careful. Oh, and you'll have to avoid the bang gangers."
"The what?" Rene asked.
"Your opponents in the maze," Alexa said. "If they catch you, you lose - in more ways than one."
"What do you mean?" Rene asked.
"It'll all be explained to you," Alexa said. "Like I said, avoid them at all costs. Most of the time, they travel in a pack, but may come across a straggler here or there." They met up with Darrin, who had changed into his running gear and Alexa repeated her instructions to him.
"Are we ready now?" she asked with a smile. Rene and Darrin looked at each other and nodded their heads. "Good," Alexa said. "Now, it's time to meet your audience." They stepped through a set of double doors and were immediately the focus of bright lights that blinded them for a few seconds. The sound of a very raucous audience could be heard.
They were met by a man in a gaudy red blazer who reminded them a little bit of an aging Richard Dawson. Smiling broadly at them, he waved them over to stand by his side. Alexa gently nudged them forward. They moved forward and were soon next to the man.
"Ladies and gentlemen," he said, speaking into a microphone. "Please welcome our newest contestants, Rene Carson and, uh, Doofus McFuckwad." Darrin leaned into the man, and spoke into his ear.
"That's Darrin McFarland," he said. The host covered his microphone as he responded.
"Whatever," he said. "No one really gives a shit. They're all checking out her ass anyway." He smiled and raised a hand. The "Applause" light went out and the audience quieted down.
"Okay, you all know the rules," he said. "You have 45 minutes to get from here," he said, pointing at the wide line on the floor. "To there," he added, pointing at the finish line, which was on the other side of a high wall.
"Keep in mind the maze is on two levels," he added. "Your first objective is a rope ladder, which you'll climb to the second level. From there, you must make your way to a fireman's pole, which you'll use to come back to the first level. I should warn you, though, that to get there, you must get past a pool, which contains lots of these," he said, pointing to the monitor, which showed a vicious-looking fish with giant teeth.
"They're called mukla," he said, "and they come from someplace called Pacifica, wherever the hell that is. I'm told they can consume a man completely - bones and all - in a matter of minutes. So you'll definitely want to avoid that.
"Remember to consult your map and be careful because there's other obstacles along the way. And you'll need to avoid the Bang Gang," he added, pointing to a monitor high on one wall.
As they looked, a group of naked men appeared on the monitor. The huge creatures on the monitor appeared to be just a step in the evolutionary chain above Neanderthals and each sported the largest sex organs Rene had ever seen in her life. As they looked, one of them scratched his ass while another picked his nose. The host gestured to the monitor.
"Meet the Bang Gang," he declared to applause. He addressed Rene as he continued his explanation. "Don't worry, my dear, they've all been selected specifically for their size, endurance and virility. They don't move very fast and they're not too smart, but they can smell a woman a mile away and once they grab you, it's all over but the crying." He turned his attention back to the audience. "Who can ever forget this?" he asked.
As everyone watched, the monitor showed another woman, flat on her back, surrounded by the huge creatures. As they watched, one of them ripped the woman's shorts off as two others held her legs wide. The first creature positioned his huge erect penis at the entrance of her sex and rammed it all the way inside with a single stroke and pounded the poor girl until he exploded inside her. After he stepped away, another took his place and did the same. As everyone watched, the woman ended up taking several huge loads of sperm from the men and laid crying on the floor after they finished, as a river of semen poured out of her gaping, well-fucked pussy.
"I'm told the poor girl is now pregnant and is expected to deliver sextuplets," the host said. Rene blanched as she watched the brutal display. As much as she wanted to be pregnant, Rene couldn't think of anything worse than carrying the progeny of those... things. "Any questions?" the host asked Rene and Darrin. They shook their heads.
"Good," the host said, pulling out a starter pistol. "Now, get on the line and wait for my signal. Remember, you have 45 minutes." They positioned themselves at the starting line and waited for the signal.
"Ready, set, GO!" the host shouted, firing the starter pistol in the air. Rene and Darrin took off from the starting line and headed into the dimly-lit maze. At first, it was easy going. They consulted their map and thought they were making good time when Darrin suddenly shouted.
"Whoa!!" he said. As Rene looked down, she saw a thin wire about ankle-high across the pathway. Darrin followed the wire to something that looked like a barrel on a stick next to the wall.
"What's that?" Rene asked.
"I think it was called a 'Bouncing Betty' back in the day," he said. "I remember reading about these things. They would go up about a yard or so then explode in the air."
"Oh my God," Rene said.
"Just step over the wire and you should be okay," Darrin said. "And watch where you step."
"I will," she said. They continued on their way and finally saw the rope ladder hanging from the ceiling about 50 feet in front of them. They headed for the rope ladder, but were stopped when a vicious dog began running toward them, his teeth bared. The dog stopped just a couple feet away from them when the chain he was on prevented him from going any further. They thought they would be okay, but another dog came at them from the opposite wall. Rene managed to avoid the dog, but not before it had ripped part of her loose shorts, exposing more of her thigh. After avoiding a couple more dogs, they were finally at the rope ladder.
"Go on up," Darrin said. "I'll be right behind you." Rene got on the ladder and clambered up, with Darrin right behind her. Rene looked around and got her bearings once they had made it to the second level. After agreeing on a course, they headed out.
"STOP!" Darrin shouted.
"What now?" Rene asked. He pointed to the walls. On one side were several barrels about knee-high. The wall on the other side was pock-marked with bullet holes. Razor-sharp concertina wire was placed low to the floor, with just enough room to crawl under it. Darrin recognized this from his basic training in the Army.
"Get on the floor, under the wire," he said. "Stay as low as you can and crawl to the other end." She complied, and as they began crawling, the machine guns began firing, showering them with concrete as the bullets struck the opposite wall.



"Don't look up," Darrin shouted. "Just keep your head and your ass down and crawl as fast as you can." They crawled until the gunfire stopped, then carefully sat up to assess their situation. "Are you okay?" he asked, looking at Rene's dirty face.
"Yeah," she said, shaking. "You?"
"Yeah, I'm okay," he said. "We'd better head out." They got back up and made their way through the maze until they reached another corridor. Rene knew from her map this corridor led to the pool room. She also knew this was the only way to reach the fireman's pole. There was only one problem. Bursts of flame were shooting from each wall towards the center of the corridor. It appeared they would have to crawl under the fire to get to the other side.
"This is the only way back," Rene said. Darrin shook his head. He knew the fire was too low for him to crawl under.
"Fuck this," he said. "There's got to be another way."
"There's not," she said. "Look at your map."
"I can't get under that," he said, pointing at the fire.
"You have to," she said firmly. He shook his head.
"No, I can't," he said. "It's impossible. Look, I'll find a way around this and meet you on the other side."
"No," she demanded. "We have to stay together." He shook his head and started down the corridor. He didn't get very far, however. As Rene watched, the floor dropped out from under him and he fell into what looked like a vat of molten metal. She cried out as he fell, knowing there was nothing she could do for him. The trap door shut with a loud bang, leaving her alone in the hallway.
Sobbing, she sat on the floor. Finally, she collected herself and prepared to crawl under the flames. She slowly worked her way down the short corridor, the flames licking at her legs, scorching holes in her shorts. Finally, she was at the other end.
She looked in the room and saw the large pool, noting that there was about four feet between the pool and the wall. She slowly made her way in the darkened room and got about 10 feet in before she heard a hair-raising growl behind her. Looking, she saw one of the bangers sitting on the floor. He slowly got up, a smile creasing his face.
"Pussy," he growled deeply as he began moving toward her, his arms in front of him. She knew that if he got a hold on her she was doomed. She remembered a trick one of her older brothers taught her years ago and hoped it would work. Falling on the floor, she put one leg in front of his shins and used the other to kick him as hard as possible behind his knees.
As she watched, he tripped over her leg and stumbled toward the water. Unable to regain his balance, he fell into the water, sending a spray of water that covered her from head to foot. Suddenly, the water began roiling as the hungry fish fed on the creature's flesh, turning the pool into a sickening shade of red. Shocked, she got up and made her way around the pool.
She finally made it to the other side and went through the door, carefully looking for other bangers as she went. Finally, she found the pole and wasted no time sliding down. She got her bearings and headed out. Turning one corner, she heard shuffling and snorting behind her. She turned and saw several sets of eyeballs looking at her.
"Pussy..." they muttered as they began heading in her direction. She turned and ran as fast as she could, the bangers hot on her trail, their erections leading the way. It seemed to her as if the whole floor shook as they ran. Finally, she saw it - the finish line. She saw that she only had about 20 seconds left and began sprinting. The audience was cheering her on, counting the seconds on the clock.
"Five... Four... Three," they shouted. She leapt in the air and landed on the ground just after the buzzer sounded. She hoped that she had crossed the line in time. When she opened her eyes, she saw the host looking down on her.
"Well, I'm glad to see you made it to the finish line," he said. "You didn't cross it completely, but your hand is in the middle of the line, so we'll have to see what the judges say." He pointed to a monitor and as everyone watched, a series of arrows showed up. Two arrows pointed up and two arrows pointed down.
"We have a split decision, ladies and gentlemen," the host said. "It looks like we're down to a coin toss." He pulled out a large coin and held it up, showing everyone both heads and tails. "Call it in the air," he told her. He flipped the coin and she watched as it turned in the air.
"Heads," she shouted. The coin arced back down and hit the floor, rolling around before it began spinning in one spot. It stopped for a second and finally fell. Rene looked to see which side was up.
"HEADS!" the host shouted as the audience erupted in applause. The host reached down, took her by the hand and helped her up. "Congratulations," he said. "You made it, just in the nick of time." He looked at the audience. The bangers turned and walked away, muttering their displeasure at being denied Rene's body.
"Everyone, give a hand to Rene Carson!" The audience erupted in applause until the "Applause" light went out. Alexa joined them and the host turned to Rene. "Please, go with Alexa and she'll get you set up. Great job!" He turned back to the audience. "Isn't she wonderful?" he boomed. The audience stood and cheered.
"And now, it's time for a few messages from our sponsors, and don't forget to order your copy of the 'Cheating Maze - the Home Edition.' It's fun for the whole family!" he said. After the lights and cameras were off, he set the microphone down and headed out.
He found Rene in the small dressing room, crying. Alexa sat next to her on the small bench, trying to comfort her.
"What's wrong with her?" he asked. "That was the best show we've had in weeks. My God, Rene, the way you took out that banger was unbelievable. Our ratings have never been so high."
"But Darrin's dead," Rene cried.
"Don't worry about it, dear," the host said. "That the way the cookie crumbles sometimes. Haven't you heard? You can't make an omelet without breaking a few eggs. Besides, from what I heard, he would've been erased anyway."
"But he didn't deserve to die like that," she sobbed.
"I don't know about that," another male voice said at the doorway. Rene looked up to see her husband, Mike. "Personally, I think he got off too easy."
"Mike," she cried. "Please, take me home." He shook his head.
"No can do," he said. "We're finished."
"Besides," the host interjected. "You signed a contract for ten full seasons. The audience loves you."
"Ten seasons?" Rene asked, shocked. "I didn't sign up for ten seasons."
"Actually," the host said. "You did. It's right here in the fine print," he added, pointing to a clause at the bottom of the contract in lettering so small it required a magnifying glass to read. "Who knows? Maybe you'll end up with the babies you always wanted," he added with a chuckle. Rene put her head in her hands and sobbed.
"Why, Rene?" Mike asked. "Wasn't I good enough for you?"
"Yes," she said, tears falling down her cheeks. "I just let myself fall for Darrin. I never stopped loving you. I wanted to give you a baby."
"Bullshit," Mike said. "I don't believe a fucking word you say anymore. You wanted a baby and you didn't give a damn about my feelings. Well, you don't have to worry about me or my feelings anymore. Like I said, we're finished. The divorce will be finalized soon enough. Since no one in the real world will ever be able to find you, I'll file what the court calls a divorce by publication. We're already working on the Affidavit of Diligent Search and since this place technically doesn't exist in the normal space-time continuum, you'll never be found. Enjoy your new life, such as it is."
"No, no, please, tell me this all a nightmare," she said, sobbing.
"Actually, Rene Carson, it's no nightmare," said a voice coming from the monitor in the small room. "It's very real. At least for you." She looked up and saw her husband was no longer there. Neither was anyone else. She looked at the monitor and saw a grim-faced man in a dark suit looking back at her. Strange, she thought, the image was in black-and-white. The man took a long drag off his cigarette and blew out the smoke before addressing her again.
"I just took a break from narrating all those reruns," he said. "And I wanted to personally welcome you to your new home... in the Cheating Zone." He winked, took another drag off his cigarette and walked off-camera.
Fade to black...
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Ryan Gillespie couldn't help but notice the smiles and conspiratorial glances from the three young women when he walked into his office that morning. He greeted them all as he usually did and went into his office to coordinate the day's jobs. For the last two years or so, he had run his own IT consulting firm, starting the endeavor up mostly at the insistence of his fairly new wife, Rhonda.
Thanks to her encouragement and astute business planning, the company was doing well enough that he could actually pay himself while employing three full-time girls to handle things like accounting, payroll, sales and dispatching. In addition to the three office workers, he contracted a small platoon of field service techs who worked mostly from their homes.
He knew something was up with the girls. For the last couple weeks they had been acting rather strange. Since his birthday was just right around the corner, he thought maybe they were planning an office party to surprise him. And, he thought, they were probably conspiring with his wife, since they all knew each other and seemed to get along quite well.
He looked at the picture of Rhonda he had on his desk and smiled. He always smiled when he thought of her. They had been together since their junior year in high school and she never failed to give him happy thoughts. He especially loved the fact that she was something of an exhibitionist. He thought back to her recent annual company trip when she surprised him by stripping naked in her car as she drove home from the airport.
In his mind, he had hit the jackpot when she agreed to marry him. Not only were they best friends and lovers, they were soul mates. Better yet, they trusted each other implicitly. Sure, they had disagreements like all couples do, but they always worked things out and were always able to find a happy balance.
He went about his day and, realizing that it was Friday, decided to make the daily bank deposit before the weekly pizza gathering. This was something they did every Friday to help boost morale, and so far, it was working. Normally, the girls would order the pizza as he made the day's deposit and close the office after he returned. Sometimes, Rhonda would join them, provided she could get away from her job in time.
When he got back into his office, the three girls cornered him, giggling. He looked at them, wondering what plot they had hatched for him. Finally, Linda, the office manager, spoke up.
"We have a little surprise for you," she said.
"Oh?" Ryan asked. "What's that?"
"Well, you have to put this on first," she said, holding up a dark bandanna.
"What, you want me to wear a blindfold?" he asked. She smiled as Kirsten and Allie, the other two girls, giggled.
"Something like that," Linda said.
"Wait a minute," Ryan said. "You girls didn't go out and get a stripper or something like that for my birthday, did you?" The girls nearly broke out laughing and Linda fought to keep from laughing.
"No, Ryan, we didn't," she said. Ryan thought for a second and finally gave in.
"Okay," he said, joking, "I'm going to trust you on this." Linda came forward and wrapped the bandanna around his head. She took hold of his hand.
"Just let me guide you," she said. They led him into the conference room and sat him down. After he was seated, Linda stepped in front of him.
"Are you ready?" she asked.
"I'm ready," Ryan said. Linda removed the blindfold and Ryan was shocked to see the conference room decorated with birthday streamers, banners and balloons. The table had been moved to one side of the room and a stripper pole was installed just a few feet in front of him. Curtains were put up at one end of the room and Ryan could only guess what was behind that.
"Surprise!" they all shouted. Ryan looked around at all the decorations.
"Wow," he said. "You guys went all-out. Is Rhonda going to be here?"
"No, she said she couldn't make it," Linda said. "But she did tell us to give you this." She handed Ryan a scented envelope he knew held a card. He opened it and read it, surprised.
"My dearest beloved Ryan," the note in the card began. "I'm sorry I couldn't make it to your office birthday party, I got caught up in something at work. But I wanted to make sure you really enjoyed your party, so I hired Candi to help make it memorable for you." Ryan looked at the girls, who were barely containing their laughter. He continued reading.
"By the way, Candi does stripper-grams," the note said. "Before you say 'no,' please understand that you have my permission to have a bit of fun, but just this once. This is my birthday present to you. I paid her to do the full strip and lap dance thing, along with whatever else that may entail." Ryan shook his head and looked up.
"I can't do this," he said. "I wouldn't feel right. There's no way I'd cheat on Rhonda."
"Read the rest of the note," Linda said. Ryan looked down at the card.
"So I want you to have fun, enjoy the show and you can tell me all about it when you get home tonight. You know I love you with all my heart and soul and I trust you," she wrote in her flowery script. "Your loving wife, now and forever, Rhonda." The note ended with large drawn hearts, X's and O's, indicating hugs and kisses.
"I don't feel right about this, guys," he said. "I appreciate all the effort, but I just can't do it."
"Hold on," Linda said. "Maybe you should at least meet Candi first."
"Okay," Ryan said. Linda went to the curtain and pulled it back. A girl about Rhonda's size came into the room. Ryan looked her over - she had short dark hair, unlike Rhonda, who sported long blonde hair. This girl wore a mask covering half of her face so he couldn't make out any facial features. Linda brought her closer to him. She stood in front of the pole, her sandal-covered feet spread a little wider than her shoulders.
She wore a short, ripped t-shirt that exposed her midriff and a tiny skirt that barely covered her ass. But there was something else... As he examined her, he began to smile, and tried to hide it from the girls.
"Ryan, meet Candi," Linda said. "What do you think?" She noticed the smile on his face. He came very close to laughing out loud.
"What's so funny?" Linda asked.
"Seriously, guys?" he asked. "You honestly thought I would fall for this?"
"Fall for what?" Linda asked.
"I know my wife's body like the back of my hand," he said. "No matter how you dress her up, I can always spot her." He looked at "Candi" before speaking. "You should know better, dear," he said with a smile. "Although I must say, you do look good enough to eat."
"Candi," who by now had been outed as Rhonda, looked at Linda and the other girls.
"I told you he wouldn't fall for it," she said, taking her mask off. "You guys owe me $20," she added, her hand out.
"Wait, you guys bet that you could fake me out?" Ryan asked.
"Well, it was all in good fun," Linda said. Ryan laughed out loud.
"You guys take the cake," he said.
"Well, I guess that's that," Rhonda said. "Show's over."
"No, no," Ryan said, stopping her in her tracks. "You promised me a striptease, a lap dance and what else? Oh yeah, and whatever else that may entail."
"You mean..." Rhonda began.
"Yep," Ryan said.
"You want me to get naked right here?" she asked. "In your office and in front of your employees?"
"Why not?" he asked. "Isn't that what you 'paid' for?"
"But you know what happens when I get naked," she said.
"Oh, I know," Ryan said, a wide grin across his face. "And you DID promise me."
"I did, didn't I?" she asked.
"Uh huh," he said. "So, put on some music and show us what you got, sweet cheeks."
"Sweet cheeks?" Rhonda asked sarcastically.
"You heard me," Ryan said. "Shake it for me." Rhonda narrowed her eyes and looked at him for a few seconds.
"Dare me?" she asked.
"I double-dare you," he said. She smiled and struck a seductive pose. He looked at Linda.
"You have the camera ready?" he asked her.
"You want me to take video of this?" Linda asked.
"Of course," he said. He looked at Rhonda as Linda grabbed a video camera. "You ready to show me what you got?"
"Alright, birthday boy," she said. "Get ready, because I'm going to rock your world." She went to the table, where a portable CD player sat and pressed a button. Soon, the room was filled with the beat of a vintage hard rock song she knew her husband liked.
Making her way back to the pole, she began dancing provocatively, her eyes glued to her husband. The three other girls in the room clapped and cheered as she did so.
"Shake that booty, girl!" Kirsten shouted. Rhonda grabbed the pole and wrapped one leg around it, giving Ryan a glance at her ass. As she gyrated her hips, she faced Ryan and grabbed her t-shirt with both hands. Giving it a good yank, the garment ripped into two pieces. The three girls whooped it up as Rhonda tossed the torn garment at her husband.
Standing before him, she reached down and unzipped the tiny skirt, letting it fall to the floor.
"Take it off! Take it off!" the girls shouted. Looking around at her audience, Rhonda licked her lips and ran her hands up and down her body, massaging her breasts, which were still covered with a small, frilly, black bra.
Turning around, she spread her legs wide, bent forward and gyrated her hips, making sure everyone could see her ass.
Facing Ryan, she slid one bra strap off her shoulder then the other. She teased him, holding her breasts up for him. Playing with the clasp, she looked at Ryan.
"Dare me to take it off?" she whispered.
"I dare you," he said. Smiling, she undid the clasp, and opened her bra, letting everyone in the room see her bare breasts for the first time. She tossed the bra to the girls on the couch and gyrated around the room, wearing only a tiny thong, letting everyone get a good look at her exposed upper body. She ended up in front of Ryan, her hands rubbing her breasts, making her nipples hard.
"Like what you see, birthday boy?" she asked seductively. Ryan nodded his head smiling. "Wanna suck these titties?" she asked, shaking them as she danced closer to him.
"Oh God yes," he moaned.
"Have you been a good boy for your wife?" she asked, smiling.
"Yes," he said. She moved close to Ryan and rubbed her breasts in his face, letting him lick her nipples.
"Then go ahead, have a little taste," she said. The other three girls were clapping and cheering as they watched Ryan suck her nipples. Suddenly, Rhonda stepped back and began moving her hips as she pulled the sides of her thong away from her body.
"You wanna see my little pussy?" Rhonda asked Ryan. He nodded his head. "Dare me to get naked right here for you, sweetie?" His eyes wide, he looked at her and nodded his head.
"Yes, baby, get completely naked. I dare you," he said.
"Okay, but only because your wife said I could," she told him, an evil grin on her face. He knew this was part of her game and he was loving it. As he watched, she slowly worked her thong down her bare legs until it was at her feet. She picked it up and tossed it to him. Then she stood before him, totally naked, her shaved pussy glistening.
"You like your wife's shaved pussy, baby?" she hissed, running her fingers along her slit.
"You know I do," he said.
"You want to kiss and lick your wife's pussy?" she asked, putting one finger completely inside herself. He nodded his head. Smiling, she put one bare foot on the back of the chair and thrust herself toward his face.
As the girls watched, Ryan bent forward and licked his wife's pussy, reveling in her wetness. Rhonda moaned as he licked her entire slit.
"Oh yes," she said. "That feels so good. You wife's a very lucky girl," she added, putting one hand on the back of his head, pressing him into herself. "That's it, baby," she said. "Eat my pussy. It's all for you, baby. Only you." She looked and saw Allie on the couch, her skirt around her waist, her legs spread wide. She had removed her panties and was furiously masturbating as she watched Rhonda and Ryan.
Backing away from Ryan before her own orgasm hit, Rhonda turned to the other two girls.
"You want to help me get him ready for his lap dance?" she asked. They nodded their heads and came to Ryan's chair. "Take his shirt off," she told them. "And I'll get the rest." She knelt down in front of Ryan and removed his shoes, then unbuckled his belt and opened his trousers. As the two girls worked to get his shirt and t-shirt off, Rhonda worked his trousers down with his boxers and pulled them off with his socks. When they were done, Ryan was in the chair, naked, his erect cock pointing to the ceiling.
"Ooh, look at this," Rhonda said, taking his cock in her hands. "Is this for me?"
"You know it is, baby," he told her. "It's all yours." She smiled and began kissing his chest, working her way down to his manhood.
"That's right," she said, looking him in the eye as she stroked his erect cock. "It's mine. All mine. And I'm hungry." As the girls watched, Rhonda opened her mouth and took his whole penis inside her mouth, burying her nose in his pubic hair. Ryan closed his eyes and enjoyed her oral ministrations.
By now, Allie had removed all her clothes and was rubbing herself into a second orgasm. Kirsten unzipped her dress and was busy rubbing herself as she watched Rhonda suck her husband's cock. Linda held the camera to get a decent view of the action on the chair, but felt the heat between her legs as well. Rhonda pulled her mouth off Ryan's cock and moved up into his lap, placing his penis along her slit.
"Dare me to fuck my husband right here?" she asked, looking at Linda. Her eyes wide, Linda nodded her head.
"Do it," she told Rhonda.
"Here goes," Rhonda said, guiding his cock inside her. They both gasped as he entered her warm, wet depths. She lowered her body onto him, moaning.
"This is your birthday, so just relax and enjoy the ride, baby," she whispered into Ryan's ear. "Let me do all the work." He moaned in ecstasy as she slid up and down his erect cock.
"You feel so damn good," he said.
"So do you," she said. "I love the way your big cock feels inside me, lover. That's it, fill me up. Fuck my juicy pussy to your heart's delight, baby."
Looking into Ryan's eyes, Rhonda began quietly singing as she rode his cock. The other girls joined in.
"Happy birthday to you," she sang, making sure the "you" came as she slid down his cock.
"Happy birthday to you. Happy birthday, dear Ryan," she sang, with "Ryan" coming on another down-stroke.
"Happy birthday to... YOU."
He began to feel an orgasm coming after a while, and started thrusting up into her.
"I'm getting ready to cum, baby," he said.
"Then do it, baby," she said. "Fuck me. Cum inside my pussy. Give me all of your seed." Soon, they exploded together, crying out as their orgasms hit. Ryan kissed her, covering her face with wet kisses, which she eagerly returned.
"I love you so much, sweetheart," he said.
"I love you more," she whispered back. "Happy birthday."
"Thank you," he said. "That was the best birthday present ever."
"I think I could go for some cake and ice cream," she said. He laughed.
"Yeah, me too," he said. Looking around, they saw both Allie and Kirsten sprawled on the couch, naked, recovering from their own self-induced orgasms. "You up for cake and ice cream?" he asked the other three girls, who laughed in response.
After putting their clothes back on, they settled down for cake and ice cream. Ryan looked at the girls, whose faces were still flush from the activities.
"That was quite some party," he said. "Thank you all so much."
"You're welcome," Linda said. "My husband is going to get his brains fucked out when I get home, though. He's never going to believe this." Kirsten and Allie both laughed. Linda looked at them. "Don't even think this is going to be a weekly thing, by the way," she added. They all had a good laugh.
"So what's the deal with trying to fake me out?" Ryan asked.
"Well, you can blame me," Kirsten said. "I thought it would be a good prank if we could make you think we had gotten a stripper. We started talking about it, and wondered if you could really notice if Rhonda dressed the part. She warned us that you would be able to tell right off, but the more we discussed it the more it sounded like fun. So we had a bet. And she won. You noticed right off, didn't you?"
"Yeah, I did," Ryan said. "You forget, we've been together since our junior year in high school. I gotta admit, though, it was fun. I was a bit concerned, though, about one thing," he said, looking at Rhonda.
"What's that, dear?" she asked.
"You seemed to slip too easily into that 'Candi' role," he said. "Is there something I should know?" They all laughed.
"No," Rhonda said. "After we talked about it, we looked at a bunch of stripper videos and just threw something together. And I spent a lot of time at home rehearsing while you were out."
"Well, maybe I should start getting ready for your birthday," he said, looking at Rhonda.
"You mean," she began. He smiled.
"Why not?" he asked. The girls, including Rhonda, all smiled.
"You'd better start getting ready then," Rhonda said. "My birthday is coming up in six months."
"God help us," Linda said as the other girls collapsed in laughter.
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Today was Friday, our first full day on vacation in sunny southern California and we had just returned from a trip to Knott's Berry Farm in Orange County. I had been there once before, many years ago while stationed at the now-closed Marine Corps air base at El Toro. We all had a great time and, since there were still several hours of sunlight left, decided to spend some time at the pool.
Before I get any further, let me tell you a little bit about us. My name is Shane McKnight, I'm 39 pushing 40 and I'm the lead software developer for an aerospace firm that specializes in avionics for both military and commercial aircraft. You might think it odd that a software developer would work in a setting like that, but you'd be amazed at how much software is used in a modern aircraft.
I started there after finishing college 13 years ago. I spent four years in the service as an avionics technician working on fighter aircraft, and was a perfect fit for the job. I met Kay shortly after I arrived in town on a blind date. Kay is three years younger than me, and works at a fairly large medical clinic in town as a nurse.
Standing at just five foot six inches, her pretty face and long blonde hair had me hooked from the start. We dated, fell in love, and got married. After a couple years, we bought a house on the outskirts of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. We've been married now for 13 years and have two sons, John, now 10 and Robert, just two years younger. Thankfully, both of them favor their mother and I suspect they'll be attracting the girls in fairly short order. Like his mother, John sports blond hair, but Robert's hair is more sandy-colored, like Kay's father.
Kay had a difficult time with Robert's pregnancy and convinced me to get a vasectomy after he was born. I reluctantly agreed and had it done at the clinic where she works. Kay said it could be reversed if we ever decided to have children again, so I went along with her request.
As far as I could tell, things have been good for us so far. We both had good jobs we liked, a nice house, two cars, two children and a somewhat active sex life. I thought I had it all. Sure, we had issues in our marriage, like anyone else. But we always seemed to be able to work things out. At the time this happened, I had no idea that my whole world was about to fall apart and this would be the last weekend we ever spent together as a family.
As I watched, Kay put on her new bikini. She had told me she bought it for the trip, and I loved looking at her in it. At 36, I thought she could easily pass for someone five or even ten years younger than herself. I whistled as she modeled the skimpy two-piece suit for me.
"Forget the pool," I told her. "Why don't we stay here and warm up the bed instead?" She laughed and slapped my arm.
"Is that all you ever think about?" she asked playfully.
"When I think about you, it is," I told her, wrapping my arms around her.
"Well, we'd better get to the pool before it gets too late," she said. "Go check on the boys, would you, please?"
"Of course," I said. The hotel suite we got for the week was quite large and featured two bedrooms off a central room. Each bedroom had its own bathroom. It also featured a kitchenette. It was more like a small apartment than a regular hotel room. It cost a pretty penny, to be sure, but in my mind, my family was worth it.
The boys slept in one room while Kay and I slept in the other. I checked on the boys and verified they were ready to go. Once I finished that, we headed to the pool. I saw Kay looking at something on her phone and wondered what she was doing.
"Get anything?" I asked. It seemed that she was always on that thing and almost never let it out of her sight. She shook her head.
"No, just filling our folks in on the day," she said. Her folks lived in the Pittsburgh area and had for many years but mine were still in my native Florida, and were now retired. I thought nothing more of it and we went to the pool.
After playing in the water with the boys for a while, I got out and dried myself off. Before I could sit with my wife, however, a fairly tall, clean-shaven man approached us. He appeared to be in his mid-30s, had short dark hair and wore a pair of cutoffs and a t-shirt with a short-sleeve shirt over that. He introduced himself to us as Dan and shook our hands.
"Mind if I join you for a bit?" he asked, sitting in a chair next to Kay. There were plenty of open chairs by the pool and I couldn't help but wonder why he chose to join us. Before I sat down, he reached in his pocket and pulled out a business card that said he was an "account executive" - read: salesman - for Acme Medical Supplies, and was based out of Columbus, Ohio, about three hours down the freeway from us.
"Isn't Acme one of the companies your clinic uses?" I asked Kay. I had seen one of their vehicles at the clinic a couple times in the past. She nodded her head.
"Yes," she said. "They're one of several companies we use." She turned to Dan. "Do you ever make it to Pittsburgh?" He nodded his head.
"Yes, I do," he said. "About once every two or three weeks. My territory stretches from Columbus to Pittsburgh."
"I see," I said. "So, what brings you here?"
"I'm here for a convention starting up this weekend," he said. "I'll probably be here for most of the week."
We talked for a bit longer and learned that he actually lived with his wife and two girls in Zanesville, a town along Interstate 70 between Columbus and Pittsburgh. Dan described himself as a happily-married man, despite living in a house full of women. He joked that apparently, he was only able to sire girls.
"That's funny," Kay said. "It seems that Shane can only produce boys." I recalled reading an article once that said it was the man who determined the sex of a child, depending on whether the sperm carries an X or a Y chromosome.
He spent some time with us and even played a game of water volleyball in the pool with the boys and I. He seemed like a nice enough fellow, and I saw nothing between him and Kay that caused concern, but for some reason, my radar was active and on overdrive.
Eventually, we decided it was time for dinner and got out of the water. Dan said his goodbyes, telling us he enjoyed the afternoon and hoped to see us again. We enjoyed our evening meal and finally went to the room.
"Imagine," Kay said after we got into our bedroom, "having only girls. Maybe Dan can give me the girl I've always wanted." What? I asked myself. Where the hell did this come from?
"Don't even joke about something like that," I told her. "Remember, it was your idea to have me snipped after Robert was born. And I absolutely will not tolerate any cheating."
"Oh, I was only joking," she said. "I wouldn't do something like that to you. I love you too much."
"I love you too," I said. "But I didn't find anything funny about what you said." Nothing more was said, but for a moment I thought I saw guilt on her face. Maybe I was just reading too much into what she said.
After spending time with the family in the central part of our suite, we sent the boys to bed and headed into our room. After I was ready for bed, Kay, who was still wearing her bikini, said she couldn't sleep and wondered if I would mind if she went for a late swim.
"I don't mind," I said. "Want me to join you?"
"No," she said. "Someone needs to stay here with the boys. I shouldn't be too long."
"Okay," I said. She got up and headed out the door. Since our third-floor suite overlooked the pool and jacuzzi, I grabbed my camera and placed it on its tripod. I loved taking pictures and video of my wife when she wasn't looking. She was the most beautiful woman in the world to me and I simply enjoyed watching her. I started the camera and zoomed in after I saw her walk into the fenced-off pool area.
She slipped into the water and swam around for a while, then got out. She dried herself off and sat in one of the lounge chairs along the pool. After a while, I saw movement and zeroed in - Dan had just entered the pool area, still in his shorts and t-shirt. He sat next to her and they talked for a while.
I thought I saw her look up at our suite, as if she was checking to see if I was watching. I knew the windows were tinted and I was far enough back from them in the darkened room that she wouldn't have seen me. Then she bent over and seemed to give him a kiss. I zoomed in to get a closer shot, but she and Dan got up out of their chairs and walked out of the pool area together and I wasn't able to get a clear shot.
I thought that maybe Kay was on her way back up to our suite, so I turned off the camera and took it off the tripod. I laid back on the bed, processing what I just saw. Was she cheating on me with some guy we just met?
I looked at the dresser and saw that she had left her phone behind. For a moment, I considered opening it up to see what she was doing, but I changed my mind. I didn't want to invade her privacy only to learn there was nothing going on.
I waited and waited, but Kay never showed up. Damn, I wondered. How long does it take to get into an elevator to the third floor? Two hours later, she walked into our bedroom and I could tell something was different. For starters, she was sweaty and smelled... different. I couldn't quite place the odor, though.
"About time you came back up," I said. "I saw you leave the pool area a couple hours ago."
"Sorry," she said. "Dan came down and we talked for a bit, then went into the restaurant and had a few drinks and chatted. I guess I lost track of the time." Damn, I thought. The bitch just lied to me. I know what alcohol smells like, and she certainly didn't have any alcohol on her breath.
"I've been wanting you for so long," I said, taking her in my arms. I put a hand into her bikini bottoms and could feel the moisture in her pussy. She smiled and slipped her bottoms off. After she removed her top, she laid on the bed and spread her legs wide. I could see her pussy lips were red and swollen.
"Come here, baby," she said. "I need you to eat me out so bad. I want your tongue inside my pussy, baby." I loved giving her oral sex and wasn't about to turn down an offer like that. I got on the bed with her and kissed her flat stomach and worked my way between her legs. I couldn't help noticing that her sparse pubic hair was damp and when I opened her up with my fingers, I got the shock of my life.
I saw what looked like smears of off-white, gooey liquid on her lower lips and put a finger inside her. She was wetter that I could ever remember. I pulled my finger out and looked at the stuff that came out with it. There was no doubt about what it was, and no doubt that it didn't come from me.
"Come on, baby," she moaned. "I'm horny and I need you to eat me out." Suddenly, I had no desire to ever touch her again and I started getting sick to my stomach. I couldn't believe what I just heard - she actually wanted me to eat her lover's cum from her pussy. The BITCH!
I got up and bolted for the bathroom. I closed and locked the door and barely made it to the toilet before I threw up. It seemed like I was throwing up everything I had eaten all week. Kay tapped on the door.
"Sweetie," she said. "Are you alright?"
"I'm sick to my stomach," I said in between dry heaves. After I finished, I washed my hands several times to make sure I got all of her lover's goo off of me. I washed my face and sat back down on the toilet. How long has this been going on, I asked myself. Why would she do this to us? It's not like I was gone all the time and I certainly didn't let myself get out of shape.
Why? Why, why, why, I asked myself over and over. It's amazing the things that go through a man's mind at a time like this. Was my whole marriage a sham? Are the boys even mine? Damn her. I'm not even sure how long I sat there contemplating all this. Eventually, she tapped on the door again.
"WHAT?!" I yelled.
"Sweetie, do I need to call a doctor for you?" she asked quietly.
"No, I'll be out in a bit," I said. Making sure I was cleaned up, I sprayed some Lysol in the bathroom to cover up the smell of my vomit and walked back into the bedroom. I had no desire to look at the woman I thought I would grow old with. She tried to approach me, but I waved her off. We laid back down on the bed and for the first time in our married life, I rolled away from her without even so much as a goodnight kiss.
"I love you," she said quietly. I said nothing in return. "Goodnight," she finally said before turning on her side. I thought I heard her sob a few times but I simply didn't care anymore.
Finally, Saturday rolled around and I got myself up out of the bed. I didn't get much sleep the night before and what sleep I did get was filled with nightmares of Kay and Dan fucking in the bed with me laying there, unable to move, helpless to do anything. I said nothing to Kay, and did my business in the bathroom. I had promised to take the kids to Disneyland, and nothing Kay could do would make me break that promise.
"How are you feeling this morning?" Kay asked as we got dressed. "I hope you're feeling better than last night."
"I feel like shit right now," I growled.
"Maybe you should stay here today," she said. I shook my head.
"I promised to take the boys to Disneyland and that's what I intend to do," I said. "At least I don't break my promises." She recoiled a bit from that, but said nothing. We got dressed and took the boys downstairs for breakfast, saying almost nothing to each other.
Dan came to our table as we ate. He grabbed a chair and sat at the corner between Kay and I. For a moment, I thought I saw a smirk on his face as he did so. Kay looked at him, all smiles. I wanted to rip his fucking head off.
"So, what's on your agenda for the day?" he asked.
"We're going to Disneyland," Kay said.
"Oh, that sounds like fun," he said. "Mind if I tag along?" I couldn't believe the nerve of this asshole.
"What about your convention?" I asked, hoping I sounded neutral enough to keep the two cheaters off guard.
"Oh, it's just a bunch of boring seminars today," he said. "I've heard all that stuff before."
"Well, Dan, I think Shane wanted to make this a family outing," Kay said, looking at me. Good for her, I thought, even though it was a bit too late. Dan shrugged his shoulders.
"That's right, Dan," I said. "I promised MY family a day at Disneyland, and that's what I'm going to give them."
"I understand," he said. "Family is the most important thing." Yeah, I thought. Too bad you didn't think of that while you were screwing my wife last night. "Maybe next time," he added. I don't think so, I thought to myself. "You guys have a good time," he said, standing up. We stood up as well, as we had all finished our breakfast. As we left, I thought I saw him signal Kay, telling her to call him later.
"What's gotten into you?" she asked me as we got on the bus for Disneyland. "You were so cold to Dan."
"I could ask the same of you, dear wife," I said, emphasizing the word, wife. "Or should I be asking, 'who's' gotten into you?"
"Shane, that's not nice," she said, pouting.
"Please," I said sarcastically. "Look," I added, trying to sound calm, "let's just have a good day for the boy's sake, okay?"
"Okay, Shane," she said. "I don't know what it is that's gotten you so upset lately, but whatever it is, I'm sorry, okay?"
"Yeah," I said in a neutral tone of voice. Normally, I would've hugged and kissed her and we would've put our differences behind us, but not this time. After what she tried to do to me last night, I didn't even want to touch her or look at her. And there was no way she was going to sweet-talk her way out of this. She sat back, deflated, perhaps upset that her attempt to get me to warm up to her didn't work.
"I hope you're not going to be mad for the rest of our vacation," she said. I looked at her, saying nothing.
We spent the day at Disneyland, and I made sure the boys had a good time. I pretty much ignored Kay for much of the trip, but tried to remain civil for the boys' sake. It wasn't easy, but I think I managed to pull it off. More than once, however, I saw her texting someone on her phone. Was she texting Dan? Who knows, I thought.
It was a fairly tired family that crawled back on the bus that afternoon. I looked at Kay after we got seated.
"Well, did you have a good day?" I asked. She nodded her head.
"Yes, I did," she said. "It would've been better if you had actually spoken to me, though."
"Sorry," I said. "I'm still not feeling that good from last night," I added.
"Maybe you should try to get a good night's sleep tonight," she said.
"Yeah, maybe," I said. Right, I thought. As if a good night's sleep will take away your cheating. Bitch.
We rode the rest of the way in silence and grabbed dinner when we got back to the hotel. When we got in the room, I decided to try one last time with Kay. I approached her and wrapped my arms around her.
"I'm sorry I've been such a bear," I said. "Why don't we put the kids to bed and enjoy some private make-up time together."
"I'd love to, dear," she said. "But my period started up just a bit ago. I'm sorry." What? I asked myself. I'm no doctor, but I'm not stupid. I knew her last period just ended a week before we left Pittsburgh. What kind of a game is she playing?
"I'm sorry too," I said. "Well, I'm bushed. I think I'm going to lay down for a bit."
"Why don't you do that, dear?" she said. "If you don't mind, I'm going to go down to the pool for a while."
"Yeah, go ahead," I said, resigned to the fact that she would probably be in Dan's bed getting fucked within the next half hour. I watched as she walked out the door, still wearing her shorts and t-shirt. I pulled out my camera and set it up to see if I could catch them together.
Sure enough, they met at the pool. This time, I zoomed in to get a close-up. As I watched, they kissed, his hand on her ass, then talked for a while before leaving. These weren't the actions of people who had just met. This time I got clear pictures and video. I was certain they were heading back to his room. I sat on the bed and thought about what I should do. Part of me wanted to find his room number and go beat his ass, but I knew I'd only end up in jail. Then I saw she left her purse and phone on the dresser.
I picked up her phone and saw it was locked. I knew her passphrase was either John or Robert's birthday, so I tried using the month and day of John's birthday. Bingo! I was in. I started going through her text messages and that's when I knew what was going on.
From what I could tell, the two of them had been going at it hard and heavy for the last year. As it turned out, Dan was Acme's representative for the clinic she worked for and made regular stops there every other week. During that time, they engaged in quickies whenever they could find enough time.



But something changed drastically within the last couple months. Kay started talking to Dan about getting pregnant with a girl, and she thought he would be the best candidate to get her knocked up. She told him about our planned week-long vacation and actually suggested he try to make it to California so they could be together. Making matters worse, it seemed Dan's wife, Alicia, knew all about their plans. Apparently, they had some kind of an arrangement where they each took on different lovers from time to time.
Over the course of the next several weeks, they plotted and schemed to make it a reality. Once Dan got his vacation approved, they set it up so that it would appear that he would "just happen" to meet us at the pool. Then she would find ways to spend time with him while using me as a baby-sitter. Their ultimate plan was to have her spend every night in his room and judging from the more recent texts, that would start tonight. Worse yet, she agreed to deny me any sex for the whole week.
"What are you going to tell your husband?" he asked in one text.
"I'll tell him my period is starting," she wrote back. "He won't come anywhere near me sexually while I'm on my period."
"He's going to suspect something, you know," Dan wrote her.
"He hasn't yet," she said.
"He'll know when you get pregnant," Dan wrote.
"Hah! He thinks the boys are his, too," she said in response. "But they're not. I got a DNA test done about a year and a half ago to prove it. I'll email it to you."
"Damn," he wrote back. "Why do you stay with him, then?"
"Cause," she said in her reply, "he's a good provider and he's great with kids. Better yet, I never have to worry about him getting me pregnant. After Robert was born, I talked him into getting a vasectomy."
"Do you know who the real fathers are?" he asked her.
"Yeah," she said. "An old boyfriend is John's father and a doctor I used to work for is Robert's. He even did Shane's vasectomy." Damn, I thought. I remembered the doctor left the clinic a few years back and became some rich mucky-muck at a teaching hospital in town.
"You're something else," he said. "You'd better hope he never finds out. Something tells me he'd kick your ass to the curb in a heartbeat."
"He's a big teddy bear," she said. "Trust me, he won't do anything. I'll just let him know that if he divorces me I'll destroy him financially and keep him away from the boys."
"You're cold," he said.
"Yep," she wrote. "The coldest."
"Did you get him to eat my cum from your pussy last night like you said?" he asked in another exchange dated just this morning.
"Almost," she said. "He was about to, but then he got sick. He hasn't hardly spoken to me at all this morning."
"Maybe he's figured it out," Dan said.
"Nah," she wrote back. "He's clueless as ever. Probably something he ate. LOL."
"We still on for tonight?" he asked.
"Oh yeah," she said. "I'll be at the pool like we discussed."
"How long you going to stay?" Dan asked in response.
"I'll have to get back to the room about 8:00 am or so," she said. "So you've got me for the whole night. He wants to take us to the Brea Tar Pits. Boring!"
"OK, see ya tonight," he said.
"See ya, lover," she responded. It was a good thing Kay wasn't around right then. I've read stories where people say the opposite of love is indifference, not hate. That wasn't true in my case. There was no indifference in me - it was, simply put, a blind, seething hatred.
The bitch lied to me all these years and even robbed me of ever having a family of my own. At that moment, I wanted to kill her, slowly, with my bare hands. I imagined tying her up from a tree, naked, and slowly skinning her alive as she screamed and begged for mercy.
I had to know about the DNA test she spoke of, so I opened her mobile email client and did a search. Sure enough, there it was in a folder marked, "Stuff." It was dated little more than a year and a half ago. I opened it up and saw the proof of her treachery in black and white. Somehow, she got a sample from me and the boys. The test was clear. The two boys were, at best, half-siblings with the same mother but different fathers. The test concluded that I could not possibly be the father of either child.
Angry beyond words, I forwarded the document to my own email and looked through the other emails she had kept. There were a number of them, from Dan and other men dating back about eight years, just after Robert's birth. Almost all were quite explicit and some included pictures and video, which I also forwarded to my own account.
I looked through her purse, which she had placed on the dresser. I found a container of birth control pills with about half of them gone. Why would she need this considering I had a vasectomy, I asked myself. I found her planner and looked through it. Kay has a habit of writing everything down, and I noticed a number of days with "DK" written in red. Those were probably the days she hooked up with Dan, I thought.
I also found a notation that read, "Stop BC" two days before we left for vacation. Another notation read, "No -S" the same day. It didn't take a rocket scientist to figure that out. No doubt, she had stopped taking her birth control and cut me off from sex. Why, I wondered. With my vasectomy, I couldn't possibly get her pregnant. Maybe she was saving herself for Dan and wanted to make certain he would get her pregnant.
I took pictures of the planner and the birth control bills and put everything back. I looked at her phone, wondering what more I could get from it.
Then I had an idea. Some time ago, the company I worked for thought that one of the junior developers might be passing trade secrets to a competitor, so they used an application that monitored all of the activity on his cell phone, from SMS text messages to phone calls and emails. Another app was used to record and transcribe any calls with the logs saved on the device and archived, either locally or to a different server. This was a bit dicey, thanks to federal laws regarding the recording of phone calls.
As I recalled, the information could be accessed by any device with the right credentials. It turned out the rumor was unfounded, however, the developer was found to be a bit lax in his personal security habits and was given a stern lecture before being transferred to another department.
I set up an account to track all the activity on Kay's mobile phone number and, within minutes, was able to access everything using my phone, tablet or personal computer. I set up an app to also record and transcribe any calls on the phone. I knew this couldn't be used in court, but I figured all's fair in love and war. And in my view, Kay had just declared war.
The third thing I did was install a phone finder app so I could keep track of where her phone was at all times. This way, I reasoned, I could keep tabs on her location, assuming she had the phone with her. I also decided to get myself and the boys away from Kay, so I looked up flight information and called the airline reservation desk.
I learned there was a flight back to Pittsburgh set to take off just before midnight, so I made the arrangements. The flight would land about four and a half hours later, however, there was also a three-hour time difference between the two cities. That would give me time to pack, get to LAX and get through security. By the time Kay returned, we would be back in our home town.
I made a call to my in-laws, hoping I could speak to them before they went to bed. Fortunately, Kay's parents and I got along well. They considered me the son they never had and I thought of them as my second Mom and Dad. Kay's mother, Julie, answered the phone on the second ring.
"Hi, Mom," I said. "Sorry for calling so late, but I have a really big favor to ask."
"Sure, Shane," Julie said. "Everything okay out there on the west coast?"
"Not really, Mom," I said. "I'm bringing the kids back home tonight and I was wondering if they could stay with you for the week. I'll explain when I get there."
"Well, of course they can stay here," she said. "Is something going on between you and Kay?"
"I don't want to get into it on the phone," I said. "But I promise to bring you up to speed when I get there. And whatever you do, please don't mention anything to Kay."
"Okay, I promise," she said. After ended the call, I grabbed my things and threw them in the suitcases. That took all of about five minutes, given my anger. I went into the boys room and shook them awake.
"C'mon, guys," I said. "Get up, we're leaving. You need to get packed up, right now." They looked at me, scared and tired.
"What's going on?" John asked.
"It's an emergency," I said. "We're going home. You guys will spend the rest of the week with Grandma and Grandpa. Now, get up. Move!"
"Where's Mom?" Robert asked. "Isn't she coming?"
"No, stupid, she's with that Dan guy," John said. I looked at my 10-year-old son. Had he seen what I was missing?
"How do you know that?" I asked him.
"She was texting him all day today, Dad," he said. "Didn't you notice?" Frankly, my attention was on them during most of our trip to Disneyland, but I remembered seeing her on her phone.
"Yeah," I said. "C'mon, get a move on, guys, we're leaving in a few minutes." I helped them get packed up, then wrote a note for Kay, assuming she wouldn't see it until the morning:
"K... You weren't here when we got up this morning, so I took the kids out for the day. May be late. See you later - S," it said. I wondered if she would even notice that I left no term of endearment, but frankly, at that point, I didn't give a shit. I figured that if Kay stayed true to form, she would probably read the note and head on back to Dan without giving the place a second glance.
We took our luggage and headed to the front desk, where I settled the account and turned in my key card. I told the night manager that my wife was still in the room and I didn't know how long she would stay.
"I hope you enjoyed your stay," the young woman said.
"Yeah, thanks," I said. Walking out front, I saw a van marked "Airport Shuttle," and spoke to the driver, standing next to it. He situated us in the van, loaded our luggage and we took off.
It turned out that I had timed it just right. We got to the airline check-in desk and my new reservation was confirmed. It took a while to get through security but we were finally on the aircraft and heading for Pittsburgh.
The boys were sound asleep minutes after the plane took off, but I couldn't sleep. I pulled out my tablet and started doing research on Pennsylvania divorce law. Pennsylvania is a "no-fault" state, however, state law allows for divorces based on adultery or other reasons. Those were usually more expensive, the sites I saw stated, and could take longer to resolve.
From what I could tell, it would be pretty much a given that I would have to pay child support. Part of me really didn't mind, though, since I loved the boys I had raised, even though I wasn't their biological father. Our assets would be split evenly, but it looked like I could avoid alimony given the evidence of her long-term adultery.
It also looked like Kay would end up with physical custody of the boys, and I would end up being a weekend dad to children I never fathered. Chances are, she would also end up with the house, but, I thought, maybe I could get her to buy out my half of the mortgage. I knew what she made and mentally figured that if she budgeted herself carefully, she could get by, although it wouldn't be easy.
The bottom line was that I would need a really good lawyer to handle this, not just some paralegal filling blanks on pre-printed forms. I would ask Cliff, my father-in-law, who happened to be a corporate lawyer, if he could recommend someone.
I fired up the Watcher app to see what was going on with Kay's phone. There wasn't anything new, but I saw the app had finished archiving the entire contents of her phone - text messages, pictures, videos, emails, call logs, the works. I thought about looking through it all some more, but figured I had endured enough punishment for one 24-hour period.
I spent some time thinking about what I could do to get back at the two cheaters. There was no way I was going to let this all go unpunished. I remembered Dan saying he and his wife lived in Zanesville, so I did a search and found an address and an address and phone number for a Daniel and Alicia King. I figured that since she knew what they had planned, it wouldn't do any good to confront her.
Exhausted, I turned off the tablet and sat back, hoping to catch a few winks of sleep before the plane landed. I awoke just as the plane began its descent into Pittsburgh.
We deplaned with the rest of the passengers, collected our bags and made our way to the car. I called Cliff and Julie to let them know we were back and on our way over.
I pulled into their driveway and carried the boys' things to the door. Julie and Cliff met us, gave the boys a big hug and ushered me inside. I set the boys' luggage down and Julie hugged me.
"What's going on, son?" she asked. "I thought everything was okay between you and Kay."
"I did too," I said. "But I learned it was all a lie."
"What do you mean?" Cliff asked. I pulled out my tablet and showed them the DNA test document from Kay's email and her texts with Dan.
"Oh my God," Julie said. "How could she be so stupid? I'm sorry Shane, I thought she outgrew all this nonsense after she married you."
"What do you mean?" I asked.
"Kay was a bit of a wild child in her younger years," she said. "It started during high school and only got worse when she went to college. She was one of those girls you'd see on stage at spring break taking her clothes off. She was always out with one boy or another. She got engaged for a while, but they broke it off. She told us they just drifted apart."
"She never told me anything about that," I said.
"Yeah, that was while she was in college," Julie said. "What was that boy's name?" she asked, turning to Cliff. "Oh yeah, Mike, something... Mike Jacques. They went to high school together. I think I still have that picture of them going to the prom." She pulled a photo album off a shelf and opened it up, flipping through several pages. "Here it is," she said, showing me the photo.
I looked at the photo of a much younger Kay and her high school prom date and noticed something right off the bat. Mike, her date, looked very much like John. I showed the photo to Julie.
"Is it just me, or does he bear a striking resemblance to John?" I asked. Julie and Cliff both looked at the picture.
"I think you're right," she said. "They do look an awful lot alike. Don't they, Cliff?" she asked, looking at her husband. He nodded his head.
"Sure does," Cliff said. He looked at me. "Do you think he could be John's biological father?"
"Looks like it to me," I said. "But it'll take a DNA test to prove it. Do you know if this guy is still in town?"
"Yes," Julie said. "His family has owned a deli here for years. Makes the best pastrami. I think he still works there." She wrote something on a piece of paper and handed it to me. It was the name and general location of the deli. I would have to go see this guy, I thought to myself. I looked at Cliff.
"Can you recommend a good divorce lawyer?" I asked.
"I can," he said. "You sure that's what you want to do?"
"Absolutely," I said. "Kay has lied to me the last 13 years and now she's denied me my own children. Even now, she's shacking up with some salesman in his hotel room in California."
"I understand, son," he said. "Look, I'm disgusted by what she's done. You've been very good to her and I think of you as my own son. But she is my daughter and I still love her. Do what you need to do, but promise me one thing."
"What's that?" I asked.
"Promise me you won't physically hurt her," he said. I nodded my head. I could see his point.
"I promise," I said.
"Thanks," he said. "Also, we'd like it if you could come by for dinner tonight with us and the kids. I'd like for us to sit down and discuss this in detail."
"I'll be here," I said. He pulled out his wallet and handed me a business card. "Marion Hawkins," it read, with an address and phone number.
"She's the best in the business from what I hear," he said. "I worked with her a few years back. She absolutely hates cheaters. I suggest you call her office bright and early Monday."
"Thanks," I said. "I'll see you this evening, and please, don't let Kay know we're here."
"Mum's the word," Julie said. We said our goodbyes and I hugged the boys, promising to be back that evening. I left and headed to the place I used to call home. It seemed so dark, so empty without Kay and the boys. Everywhere I looked made me think of happier times. Tears began to form in my eyes, knowing those happy times were gone for good, tainted by her lies and deceit.
I wiped the tears away and headed upstairs to the master bedroom, vowing never to cry over Kay again. Looking at myself in the bathroom mirror, I realized that I hadn't had a decent night's sleep in nearly two full days. God, I said to myself, I look like shit. I brushed my teeth and crawled under the covers. I was asleep almost the second my head hit the pillow...
...
Kay:
I walked into our hotel suite right at 8:00 Sunday morning, hoping to see my husband and the boys. I didn't know what to expect, not after the way Shane treated me the day before and I was frankly a bit scared. Fortunately, I showered before I left Dan's room this morning. The last thing I needed was for Shane to smell my lover all over me.
I opened the door, expecting to be hit with the noise of three men getting ready for the day. Or rather, one man and two precocious boys. Instead, it was deathly quiet. I wondered what was going on, and went into the room Shane and I shared. He wasn't there, but I did see a note on top of the dresser.
"K... You weren't here when we got up this morning, so I took the kids out for the day. May be late. See you later - S," it said. Short, sweet and to the point, just like my husband, I thought. I noticed it didn't include the usual endearments he typically left. Not even a single, "love you" or anything else. Maybe he's still a bit burned up about Friday night.
Oh well, I thought. I figured there was no sense in trying to call or text. Judging from his mood yesterday, it probably wouldn't do me any good. And besides, I said to myself, I really wasn't all that interested in seeing a bunch of tar, anyway.
I saw my phone on the dresser, where I left it. Picking it up, and unlocking it, I noticed the messenger app was open. Strange, I thought. I always close my apps out when I'm done. Maybe not, though. I called Dan's cell number.
"Hey, lover," I said when he answered. "Bonehead took the boys early this morning, and he says they may be late getting back tonight, so I'm all yours for today AND tonight if you want."
"He's gone already?" Dan asked.
"Yep," I said. "Guess he got tired of waiting for me to show up, so he took off. His loss."
"Meet you downstairs for breakfast, then?" he asked. "Maybe go from there to the pool and back here for more fun?"
"You got it, lover," I said. I couldn't wait. I was still tingling from the marathon fuck session we had last night. After that, there was no way Shane could ever satisfy me again, I thought. Too bad he's such a stick-in-the-mud. We could've had a lot of fun together, the three of us. It's been, what, nearly 15 years since my last threesome? His loss, Dan's gain, I said to myself. I grabbed a few things out of the dresser and left.
...




Shane:
The clock read 1:30 pm when I finally opened my eyes. I must've been more tired than I thought. I got up, rubbed the sleep out of my eyes and headed for the bathroom. It was a good thing today was Sunday. There wasn't much I could do about an attorney today, but I did have one very important thing on my agenda.
I looked at the phone and noticed Kay hadn't sent any texts nor did she call to see where we were. Figures. I wondered if she saw the note I left and decided to spend her day with Dickwad. After I showered and dressed, I fired up my tablet and checked for activity on her phone.
Sure enough, there was a new call, which meant she had to have been in the hotel room and read the note I left. According to the log, it was to another cell phone with a 740 area code. Looking it up on the Internet, I learned it was one of two area codes for Zanesville, the town where Dan lived with his wife and two girls.
I listened to the audio of the call and read the transcript, as provided by the app I installed and figured she would be spending the day and the night with Dan. Looking at her tracker data, I saw the phone, and presumably, her, were still at the hotel.
I checked a map, got the location of the deli where Mike Jacques worked and headed out. I found the place easily enough, parked and went inside. A man cutting meat on a counter behind the main display turned around as I walked inside. He had put on more than a couple pounds since his high school days and his blond hair was thinning, but I knew it was him - Mike Jacques. It also helped that he wore a name tag that read, "Mike."
"What can I do for ya, buddy?" he asked, smiling.
"Are you Mike Jacques?" I asked.
"Depends on who ya are," he said, still smiling. "If you're a bill collector or from the IRS, no." I laughed. At least he has a good sense of humor, I thought.
"I'm not a bill collector and I don't work for the IRS," I said. His smile broadened and he offered a hand after taking off his gloves.
"Then I'm your man," he said. "And who might you be?"
"Shane McKnight," I said. "Good to meet you."
"Good to meet you," he said. "What can I do for ya?"
"Well, three things, actually," I said. "Do you know a Kay Williams?" He nodded his head.
"I did," he said. "Back in high school and college. Heard she got married."
"Yeah," I said. "She married me, about 13 years ago."
"I see," he said, the smile fading from his face.
"I understand you and her were engaged once," I said. He nodded his head.
"Yeah," he said. "That was a long time ago, though. Both of us were in college at the time."
"If you don't mind my asking, what happened?" I asked.
"Well, I caught her with another man," he said. "I had hoped she would keep her promise to be faithful, but I guess she couldn't, so I broke it off with her."
"You took her to your high school prom, right?" I asked.
"Yeah, a long time ago," he said. "Look, you didn't know her back then. She was pretty wild. I guess you could say she was the class bike. Pretty much rode everyone she could get her hands on. Got even wilder in college. I thought she might settle down as she got older, but I guess she didn't."
"You remember seeing her about 11 years ago or thereabouts?" I asked. His face turned red.
"Yeah," he said quietly. "She came here to the deli about closing time and said she wanted to talk to me. I thought maybe she was looking to get back with me, but I saw her wedding rings and thought better of it. She told me she wanted to make up for what she did to me in college. Said she wanted me to get her pregnant. I asked her about her husband, I guess that would've been you, and she told me you got off on her having sex with other guys. Said it was a game you two played."
"Not exactly," I said.
"Figures," he said in response.
"Doesn't sit too well with that ring, does it?" I asked, looking at the wedding ring he wore. He looked at it for a moment before answering.
"I wasn't married at the time," he said. "Met my wife about six months after that day."
"You ever hear back from Kay?" I asked.
"Yeah," he said. "She came in and told me she had a boy, named him Jim or something."
"John," I said. I pulled out my phone and showed him a picture of John. "Remarkable resemblance, don't you think?"
"Yeah," he said. "Good-looking boy. I guess you want to take a swing at me now, right?" I shook my head.
"It's a bit late for that," I said. "But there are some things you can do for me."
"What's that?" he asked.
"Would you be willing to testify to that in court?" I asked. "Tell the judge what you just told me? Maybe swear out a statement?"
"I guess I could do that," he said. "After all, it sounds like she played us both."
"She did," I said. "Also, would you be willing to have your DNA checked to verify that you're John's biological father?"
"Are you planning on coming after me for support or something?" he asked, nervously. I shook my head.
"I don't know what the court will order," I said. "My name's on the birth certificate and I've been raising him for the last 10 years. I don't know what Kay or her lawyer will do, though." He thought for a minute before answering.
"Alright," he said. "I'll do it. What do I have to do?" I pulled out a plastic bag with a Q-tip.
"Just let me get some saliva from inside your cheek," I said. "I'll take it from there." He opened his mouth and I swiped the Q-tip inside his mouth. I put the Q-tip back in the bag, marked it and put it back in my pocket.
"There's just one more thing," I said.
"What?" he asked.
"I'd like a pound of your pastrami, please," I said. "I'll pay for that." His face broke into a huge grin.
"I see you're a man of good taste," he said. "You know, we make the best pastrami in the state."
"So I've heard," I said. He handed me a small piece to sample. It was, without question, the best pastrami I had ever tasted. "That is good," I said.
"If you want, I'll throw in a sandwich, no extra charge," he said.
"Sounds good, Mike," I said. "Please do, I haven't had lunch yet." He weighed out a pound of meat, placed that in a bag and, grabbing more meat, put together a sandwich, wrapping it up in paper after he finished. I thanked him after paying for the pastrami.
"You seem like a real stand-up guy, Shane," he said. "I'm really sorry about everything and I hope it all works out for you."
"Thanks, Mike," I said. "And thank you for your honesty. See you around."
"See ya," he said as I walked out. I drove home, taking a few bites from the sandwich as I went. I had one more major item on my agenda for the day. I put the packaged meat in the refrigerator and finished the sandwich Mike made for me.
Pulling out my tablet, I checked to see if there was any new activity on Kay's phone since this morning. There wasn't - it seems she didn't even care to know if the boys and I were alright. I decided to go through her emails and texts some more, to see what else I could find.
I started at the beginning of her emails and found several exchanges between her and Dr. Winstead, the doctor who performed my vasectomy. He made it clear to her that he did not want to know anything about the child he had sired and asked if she had approached me about having a vasectomy as he suggested.
"Yes, I did," she told him in her reply. "And he's open to it. I told him I had a hard time with Robert, which I did, and he'll do anything to make me feel better."
"Good," he responded. "I'll take care of it myself. Trust me, he'll never be able to have children when I'm done. Just curious, why don't you want to have kids with your husband?"
"Seriously?" she asked. "Have you looked at him? You think I want to have children with him? No way."
I couldn't believe what I was reading - my so-called "loving wife" and this "doctor" conspired to render me sterile, all the while making me believe I was doing it for her. And the thought that she really didn't want children with me cut me to the core. Why did she even marry me if she felt that way?
I looked through more of her emails and brought up some of the pictures and video, showing her having sex with other men. I copied all this to a thumb drive as I would use it in my divorce. I kept going through her emails and found that she had trysts with at least five other men after good old Dr. Winstead left the clinic.
Judging from the dates on the emails, it appeared that a lot of her affairs took place while I was gone. Granted, I didn't travel much for my work, but there were a few times I had to travel to either supervise software updates on old avionics gear or observe test flights with the new gear we developed. At most, I only had to travel maybe three or four times a year.
Then she met Dan and things changed, radically. It seemed that Dan and his wife were into the swinging scene and wanted to get Kay and I involved as well. Kay told them I would never go along with it, so they decided to keep the affair between the three of them.
I sat back, wondering how could I not have seen it before. Was I really so blinded by my love for her that I simply overlooked it? How much longer would this treachery have gone on if I hadn't found out?
Worse yet, how would I explain this to the boys? I always told them that honesty was always the best, even if it hurt. I knew that someday I would have to let them know. Damn her, I thought. Damn her to fucking hell.
I looked at my watch and realized I would have to leave soon to have dinner with the boys and my in-laws. I took another shower, feeling dirty after looking at Kay's emails and texts.
Once there, I rang the doorbell and Cliff answered. He invited me in and the boys were all over me. God, I love those boys. Too bad I wasn't their biological father. We all sat down and had a nice meal then retired to the family room.
"Dad," John said, getting my attention. "Are you and Mom getting divorced?" I nodded my head.
"I'm afraid so, son," I told him.
"Is it something I did?" he asked, tears in his eyes. I held him close to me. "I'll be better, I promise."
"No, son," I told him. "It's nothing you did. You two are the best sons a man could ever want."
"Then why?" he asked. "Don't you love Mom any more?"
"It's hard to explain, son," I told him. "Sometimes, moms and dads go through things that can't be fixed. This is one of those times. But remember that I love you and always will and I'll always be there for you, okay?"
I spent some time hugging both boys and reassuring them, but they knew things would never be the same in our family again.
"Listen," I said. "Why don't you guys go on back upstairs and get ready for bed. I need to talk with Grandma and Grandpa for a while, okay?"
"Okay," they said as they left the room. I waited until they were gone and pulled out my tablet.
I spent the next hour filling Cliff and Julie in on what I knew so far. I showed them all of the text messages and emails and even showed them the pictures and video. They were clearly disgusted with the way their daughter had been acting, but watched the videos anyway.
"It seems she's been doing this to me our whole marriage," I told them.
"That explains what happened last summer," Julie said.
"What do you mean?" I asked.
"Last summer, when you were at Edwards for a week, Kay brought the boys over and asked if they could stay the night," she said. "Told me she was going to a birthday party for a girl at her office and thought she might be late. We didn't see her until Sunday afternoon."
I remembered that trip. I had to supervise a test of some new software and ended up being gone a whole week. I looked through my tablet and found emails from that time between Kay, Dan and Alicia. It appeared she had spent the weekend with them, engaging in a two-day long fuck-fest. I showed the emails to Cliff and Julie.
"I'm so sorry, son," Cliff finally said. "You deserve a lot better than this. You've been a wonderful husband and father."
"Thanks, Dad," I said. "I'm sorry to hit you guys up with all this. But as you can see, there's no way I can stay with Kay."
"I hope you don't mind, but I took the liberty of calling Marion," he said. "She told me that if you could be at her office at 7:30 in the morning, she'll see you right away."
"Thanks," I said. "I'll be there."
"Make sure you take all of this along with your financials," he said. "If anyone can get you through this in one piece, it's her. Just don't do anything stupid."
"I won't, I promise," I said.
"What are you going to do about the bio-dads?" he asked. I shook my head.
"I don't know," I said quietly. "I met Mike earlier today. He seems like a nice enough guy and he was honest enough to tell me the whole story. I think he got played just like I did. I don't know what I'm going to do about Dr. Winstead, though."
"Yeah, I've met him at the country club a few times," Cliff said. "He's a cocky son-of-a-bitch. I'd love to see you take him down a notch or two." I laughed at that.
"I'd like that, too," I said. I looked at my watch and realized I still had a lot to do before I went to bed. "I'd better get going," I told them. "If you don't mind, I'd like to tell the boys good night."
"Good idea," Julie said. I left the room and went upstairs. The boys were in bed, but not asleep yet. I hugged them and told them I love them and promised I would see them soon. I bid Cliff and Julie good night and headed home, where I commenced to pull up all of our financial information. I printed off everything there was and put it in a folder along with the most damning emails. I also copied the photos and videos to a thumb drive.
I checked one last time to see if there was any activity on her cell and seeing none, I decided to call it a night. I couldn't believe that she wouldn't even bother to text me to see if the boys were alright.
The next day, Monday, I got up early, noticed that Kay STILL had not bothered to text or call, showered, shaved and dressed and left to see Marion. I met her at the door to her office right at 7:30.
"Mr. McKnight, I presume," she said as she opened the door to her office.
"Please, call me Shane," I said. "You must be Ms. Hawkins."
"Actually, it's Mrs. Hawkins, but you can call me Marion," she said. "I see you got your father-in-law's message."
"I did," I told her. "And he tells me you're the best in your business."
"I am," she said. "My receptionist won't be in for another half hour, so why don't I get us a cup of coffee and we can get started."
"Sounds good to me," I said. She made us each a cup of coffee from a Keurig device in the reception area and escorted me into her office.
"Mr. Williams, your father-in-law, tells me you're looking to get a divorce, is that right?" she asked.
"Yes, it is," I said.
"Okay," she said. "Tell me what's going on." I brought her up to date on the whole sordid affair, leaving nothing out. I showed her the emails, the text messages, the DNA form and handed her the flash drive with pictures and video.
"And you say you've heard nothing from her since you left California Saturday night?" she asked.
"Nothing," I said. "Not a text message, phone call - nothing."
"Well," she said. "That won't look too good in the eyes of the court. You say you've identified the biological fathers of both boys?"
"I have," I said, telling her about my encounter with Mike.
"I see," she said. "Well, you should know that divorce isn't about justice, I'm sorry to say. It's usually about money. In most cases, the mother almost always gets custody and the father always pays child support along with spousal support. All of your assets are normally split in half, and the custodial parent typically ends up with the house.
"Pennsylvania is a no-fault state," she added. "However, the law does allow for divorce on the grounds of adultery. I'm assuming that's what you're looking for."
"It is," I said.
"We'll have to prove that to a judge, and from what you've shown me, I think we have a slam-dunk case," she said. "Based on that, we can ask that no spousal support be granted. However, you'll still have to pay some child support. That's based entirely on a formula taking in a number of factors."
"Even though I'm not the biological father?" I asked.
"You've been raising the children as yours for a decade," she said. "But that doesn't mean we can't do anything. You say the father of the youngest is Dr. Robert Winstead?"
"Yes," I said. Suddenly it hit me - my youngest boy is named Robert. The bitch named him after his real father.
"You say he's the one who performed your vasectomy after encouraging your wife to have you get one," Marion said.
"Yes," I said. "Is that important?"
"It could be," she said thoughtfully. "Let me work with that a bit. In the meantime, I'll put together a petition that gives her physical custody of the boys with you having shared custody. Chances are, that's what the courts will order anyway. I'll also ask for the basic minimum on child support and no spousal support. I'll also give her the option to buy out your half of the house. There's also the possibility the court may order you to undergo counseling. Is that something you would be interested in?"
"No," I said. "She's lied to me from the beginning, AND robbed me of ever being able to have a family. There's nothing that will ever make me reconcile with her."
"I understand," she said. "However, depending on the judge, you may be ordered to go through counseling anyway. I'm just letting you know it's a possibility." I nodded my head in understanding.
"What about DNA testing?" I asked.
"We already have the test results your wife got," she said. "But, I can see where additional testing to prove paternity could come in handy. Sure, go ahead with that if you want."
We talked for a while longer, with her giving me a list of things to help protect myself financially. After taking all her notes, she stopped and looked at me.
"When would you like her served?" she asked.
"As soon as possible," I said.
"You say she has the hotel suite in California booked through Friday?" she asked.
"Yes, but she could come back any time," I said. "As far as I know, she still doesn't know that I've left."
"I see," she said. "Okay, we'll plan to serve her when she gets to the airport. If you hear that she's coming back early, call me on my cell. If I don't answer it'll be because I'm in court, so just leave a message. In the meantime, don't do anything stupid. Let me take care of this. I know this is hard on you, but you need to be strong for your two boys."
"Thanks," I said. "Is there anything else we need to discuss?"
"Not right now," she said. "But please get in touch with me if you hear from her."
"I will," I said. "So, how much do I owe you?" I blanched after she told me, but I knew it was necessary. I wrote out the check and handed it to her. We said our goodbyes and I headed out the door, feeling somewhat better about the situation. I still hated Kay, but at least I was doing something about it.
On the way home, I stopped at the bank and made the changes to our account that Marion advised. I took out half of everything and opened a new account in my name only, then paid off and closed the joint credit cards. I ordered one just for myself, however. I also knew that Kay had her own card, in her own name, which wasn't tied to the joint account, even though I paid for it out of our joint checking account.
By the time I got home it was nearly 11:00 am, 8:00 am California time, and I figured that if Kay was going to call, she would do it soon.
...
Kay:
It was right at 8:00 am Monday morning when I entered our hotel suite. Even though I had taken a shower in Dan's room, my pussy still felt sloshy from all the cum I had taken last night, yesterday and this morning. I could only hope that Shane wouldn't put his hand under my shorts. He would instantly know what I had been doing.



I paused before entering the room, not knowing what I would find. I didn't hear from him at all yesterday and was a bit concerned about the boys. I knew they were safe with Shane, but it would've been nice to hear something. I put the card key in the slot and opened the door when I heard the latch release.
The place seemed eerily quiet when I entered - almost too quiet. Where were they? I didn't see them in the restaurant. Had they left for the day already? I called out, but no one answered.
I walked into the boys' room and saw both beds were made up. I didn't see the usual clutter of toys or clothes and wondered what was going on. When I opened the closet, I got the shock of my life. All their clothes were gone. I opened their dresser drawers and everything was gone as well. Panicked, I ran into our room and opened the closet door.
All of Shane's things were gone as well. I looked at the dresser and saw the note he left Saturday night hadn't moved. Opening his dresser drawers, I saw everything was gone. Oh my God, I thought. He knows! I pulled out my cell and called.
"Hello," Shane said when he answered.
"Sweetie, it's me," I said. "Where are you? Are the boys alright? What's going on?"
"As if you really give a shit," he said. I could hear the anger in his voice.
"Of course I care," I said. "I love you and I miss you."
"Hah!" he exclaimed. "Is that why you waited 36 hours to contact me? What, too busy fucking Dan to notice that the boys and I were gone?"
"What are you talking about? I knew the boys would be safe with you, and I know how much you hate using your cell," I said.
"Bullshit!" he declared. "You figured I'd be gone so you decided to spend the day and the night with your fuck buddy. Don't lie to me again, bitch. I know everything."
"What do you mean, everything?" I asked. I was getting just a bit nervous by now. How much does he really know?
"I mean, EVERYTHING, you slut," he said. "I found your DNA test results and I know the boys aren't mine. I know who their real fathers are and I know how you plotted to keep from ever having my children. You've lied to me our whole marriage. Even this vacation was just an excuse to fuck Dan for the whole week."
"Shane, it's not what you think," I said, trying to throw him off balance. It didn't work.
"Don't give me that, you no good, cheating slut," he said. "You deliberately plotted and schemed to deny me a family. You've been fucking around on me our whole marriage. Well, guess what? It ends, now. We're finished, slut. We're through. I've already seen an attorney about a divorce."
"Divorce?" I asked. "No, please, Shane, I don't want a divorce."
"I don't give a flying fuck what you want anymore," he said.
"Shane, please, let me come home and we can talk this out like adults," I said. "I understand you're angry right now, but we can work this out."
"There's nothing to work out, slut," he said. "The room is paid through Friday so you might as well stay there. You'll be served papers when you get back. By the way, you should know that I've canceled your joint credit card and your debit card. You still have your own personal card, though."
"Shane, please," I began, but he had already ended the call. I stood there looking at the phone, debating whether I should call back. I figured it wouldn't do any good, so I decided not to call. The more I thought about what he had said, though, the angrier I became.
Yeah, I cheated on Shane over the years - a lot. I had always been a bit wild, and I thought once I was married things would change. I stayed faithful to Shane for the first two years of our marriage, but the old desires started coming back. I missed the quick hookups and the occasional threesome and the thrill of illicit sex with multiple partners. About that time, we discussed starting a family and I made a unilateral decision that changed everything, at least for me.
I decided to let Mike, my former fiance, get me pregnant. I justified it to Mike by telling him I owed it to him. Yeah, I lied a bit when he asked me about my husband, but the truth is I never really wanted Shane's children. It's not that he's ugly or anything - he's no Quasimodo, but he's certainly no Brad Pitt, if you know what I mean.
It wasn't easy for me at first, and I did everything I could to keep Shane from finding out. I usually waited until he was gone on one of his trips to have my trysts, so I would have time to enjoy myself and clean up afterward. It was hard, since he was only gone a few times a year.
After John was born, I took on a few more lovers, always being careful to keep Shane from finding out. I started using some of the comp time I had built up to spend afternoons with various men. Some of my lovers took pictures and video, sending them to me as "keepsakes."
A couple years after Mike, I started an affair with Dr. Winstead, one of my superiors at work. He refused to wear a condom and I ended up pregnant with Robert. Yeah, I named the boy after his real father, even though he didn't want anything to do with his offspring. I took a chance that Shane wouldn't find out and until now, my secret was safe.
Dr. Winstead told me I should have Shane get a vasectomy after Robert was born. It was a wicked idea, I thought, so I suggested it to my clueless husband. He bought my lies and agreed to have the vasectomy and I made sure Dr. Winstead did the procedure.
After Robert was born, I hooked up with several men, again, making sure to be as discreet as possible. I never denied Shane anything and I promised myself I wouldn't disrespect him by giving him sloppy seconds. As long as he stayed in the dark, I thought, everything would be fine.
Somewhere along the way, I met Mac. That's not his real name, of course, but it's what everyone calls him. We hooked up a few times before he made a proposition that promised to be very lucrative. Everything we did was all cash and so far, I had managed to build up quite a nice nest egg. I decided to use it as my fallback if Shane ever decided to dump me. Yeah, some of what I did for Mac stretched the legal limit, but he assured me everything would be fine if I played it cool.
About the same time I met Mac, I decided to verify that neither of the boys were fathered by Shane, so I had a DNA test done. I was happy with the result and decided to keep the document for future use. I knew that a time would come when I would have to tell my husband the truth. I knew he would be devastated, but I really didn't care. After all, what could he do? Put the kids back in my womb?
I know there are some who would consider me evil for denying Shane children, but I figured it was my right to decide who the sperm donors of my offspring would be. As far as I was concerned, Shane's reaction to what he had learned was way over the top. We had gotten through a lot over the years, and I saw no reason why this should be any different.
In my mind, I had thought it might be fun to have Shane share in my sexual exploits, perhaps as the willing cuckold who would enjoy watching me get fucked. In my wildest dreams, I never thought he would actually go through with a divorce, though. He always ended up giving in to me in the past. Until Friday night, I had never seen him get angry or truly upset about much of anything.
But the more I thought about him calling me a slut, the angrier I became. Yeah, I'm a slut, but, I asked myself, how dare he call me one. I'll show him, I thought to myself. He thinks I'm a slut, I'll show him just how much of a slut I can be. A plan began to form in my mind. What the hell, I thought.
Then I had another thought. Shane said he knew everything, and that really concerned me. If he really knew everything as he said, I could end up in jail. I pulled up my contact list and made another call.
"MacGregor," a man's voice said.
"Mac," I said. "It's me, Kay."
"Hey, Kay," he said. "How's California? Getting a good tan?"
"Yeah, it's fun," I said. "We have a problem. Shane knows. He said he knows everything."
"Shit," Mac said.
...
To be continued...
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Shane:
I had just ended Kay's call, having decided that I couldn't take any more of her cliches and bullshit. I waited a few minutes and checked to verify that the app I had installed on her phone Saturday night had uploaded the audio file along with the call transcript.
I noticed that she was in the middle of another call to a number in the local Pittsburgh area. I didn't recognize the number and looked in her contacts. Sure enough, there it was, listed under someone named, "Mac."
I waited until the call was finished and gave the app time to copy the audio file and transcript to the cloud. About a half hour later, I saw they were both available. I pulled up the transcript and printed it out so I could read it while listening to the call. Sitting back down with transcript in hand, I pulled up the audio file and hit play.
"MacGregor," a man's voice said.
"Mac," Kay said. "It's me, Kay."
"Hey, Kay," MacGregor said. "How's California? Getting a good tan?"
"Yeah, it's fun," she told him. "We have a problem. Shane knows. He said he knows everything."
"Shit," Mac said.
"We talked about this," Kay said. "You know what has to be done."
"Are you sure?" MacGregor said.
"Absolutely," she told him. "And it has to be done Thursday night."
"Why Thursday?" he asked her.
"Two reasons," she said. "First off, I'm going to send him something late tonight. He probably won't see it until tomorrow sometime. He'll be so upset, he probably won't even want to defend himself. Secondly, I'll be here until Friday and if I know him, he'll probably have me served with divorce papers the second I land in Pittsburgh."
"Divorce?" MacGregor asked.
"Yeah," she said. "He found out about me and said he's having divorce papers drawn up."
"What are you going to do that'll have him so upset?" he asked her.
"He thinks I'm a slut," she told him. "So I'm going to show him just how slutty I really am." MacGregor laughed at that.
"Well, you are a slut, aren't you?" he asked her. She chuckled at that.
"Yeah, but he has no idea just how much of a slut I can be," she said. "So, it HAS to be done Thursday night, and it has to look like a home invasion."
"We've had to deal with quite a few of those recently, so it's doable," he said. Was this guy a police officer, I asked myself. "Tell me, does he have a gun in the house?"
"No," she said. "He's been wanting to get one, but I've never allowed it."
"Good. What about the rug rats?" he asked her.
"I really don't want them hurt," she said. "But there can't be any witnesses. Understand?"
"Yeah," he said. "I understand. What's in it for me?"
"Shane has a million dollar life insurance policy and his employer has a $500,000 policy on him as well," she said. "I'll give you $100,000 out of that."
"You're asking for an awful lot," he said. "Make it $250,000 and we have a deal."
"Okay," she said after a few moments.
"So let me get this straight," he said. "You want me to do in your husband and possibly your two boys for $250,000. You want it done this Thursday night and you want it to look like a home invasion."
"That's right," she said. "And I want you to handle it yourself. I know you've done this before and I don't want anyone else screwing it up. There's too much at stake."
"I understand," he said. "You do realize I'm taking quite a risk here."
"We both are," she said.
"Alright," he told her. "But I want some of that pussy of yours when you get back." She chuckled.
"Of course," she said. "I'll even let you have me in my own bed. We can celebrate D-Day together."
"D-Day?" he asked.
"Yeah," she told him. "Death to Shane Day." They laughed at that. "I've got to get going. I won't call until I get back. Don't worry, I'll act like the distraught widow and no one will ever know the truth."
"Okay," he said. "I'll text you when it's done."
"I can't wait," she said. "Talk to you later."
"Bye," he said, ending the call.
I sat there, stunned, not believing what I had just heard. My so-called "loving wife" just promised to pay some asshole $250,000 to have me and possibly the boys murdered this Thursday night. What the fuck is she involved with, I asked myself. And who is this MacGregor character? Is he a policeman? And what are they doing that's so bad I and the boys would have to be murdered?
I sent the audio file and the transcript to Marion's email address and called her when I verified the email had been sent. She answered on the second ring.
"Marion Hawkins," she said when she answered.
"Marion, this is Shane McKnight," I said. "I just sent you a couple files. I intercepted a call between Kay and some guy named MacGregor and they just plotted to have me and the boys murdered this Thursday."
"What?" she asked, shocked. "Are you sure about that?"
"I'm absolutely certain of it," I said. "I sent you an audio file and a transcript."
"How did you get audio and a transcript?" she asked. "Never mind, you can explain it later. I just wrapped up a case and I'm on my way to the office. I want you to come by right now. I'll clear my calendar and call the DA's office and my private investigator."
"On my way," I said, ending the call. I grabbed my tablet and my laptop along with the printout of the transcript just in case and headed out.
When I got to Marion's office, I noticed two men were with her, looking at the transcript. Marion waved me inside, then shut the door. She introduced them to me - Bill Rollins was her private investigator and the other man was Ryan Jacobs, an assistant district attorney.
"Can you tell me how you got this?" Ryan asked. I explained the apps I put on Kay's phone - one archived her entire device, including emails, text messages, videos and photos, while the other recorded her calls and saved them to the cloud as audio files. It also transcribed her calls, saving the text files to a remote location. "I'm not sure we can use this as evidence in court, given the way you got it," he told me.
"Look, Mr. Jacobs," I said. "The phones and the service are in my name and I pay the bills. This kind of tech is exactly why I refuse to use my phone for anything other than making calls."
"Are you willing to swear out an affidavit to that effect?" he asked me.
"Absolutely," I said. "I'll even give you access to whatever I have so you can go through it yourself."
"I'll need to talk to my boss about this first," he said. "Do you have any idea who this MacGregor guy is?" I shook my head.
"Not directly," I said. "I know Kay had an affair with him a couple years ago, according to her emails. He even sent her some pictures and video."
"Show me," he said. I pulled up my laptop and, using the wifi in Marion's office, logged into the cloud account where Kay's phone had been archived. I went into her "Stuff" folder and located the emails sent from "mac@xxxxxx.com." One of the emails she kept included a fairly long video showing her having sex with this guy. We watched until we came upon a frame that clearly showed his face.
"Damn," Bill said. "I know that guy."
"Who is he?" I asked.
"That's Alfred MacGregor," he said. "He's one of Pittsburgh's finest. A captain in the police department."
"Are you certain of that?" Ryan asked.
"Absolutely," Bill said. Ryan looked at the frame closer for a few seconds.
"I think you're right," he said. "Can you print this out?" he asked Marion. She nodded her head.
"Give me a second to hook this laptop up to my desk printer," she said, grabbing a USB cable. Soon, we had a color photo of MacGregor having sex with Kay. Ryan looked at me before speaking again.
"Can you get me access to all this information?" he asked.
"I can," I said. "Do you have a laptop available?" He nodded, then opened his laptop bag and pulled out his computer. He fired it up and connected to Marion's wifi. In no time, I had him set up to view everything.
"I think it would be best if we put Mr. McKnight in protective custody until we can get this all sorted out," he told Marion. She shook her head and rejected his offer.
"No way," she said. "First of all, he has two young boys to take care of. Second, if you put my client in protective custody, you'll be signing his death warrant. There's no way I'm going to let you put him in a position where this MacGregor guy can get hold of him."
"I have a couple guys I can assign to protect him," Bill said. Marion nodded her head.
"Do it," she said. Ryan looked back at me before speaking again.
"Do you have any idea why they would want you murdered?" he asked. I pulled up my laptop and showed them emails I had found between Kay and Alfred.
"I don't know what any of this means," I said. "But I found it while searching through her emails." They looked through the emails I brought up and as I watched, Ryan's eyes got wide.
"Holy crap," he said.
"What?" Marion asked.
"Our office has been working with the DEA on a recent uptick in prescription drugs showing up on the black market - Oxycontin, opioids, that sort of thing. They've been trying to find the source of the drugs but so far, they've had no luck," he said. He looked at me.
"Where does your wife work?" he asked. I told him about her job at the clinic.
"Do you think my wife is the source of these drugs?" I asked.
"That's what these emails suggest," he said. "It also appears MacGregor is involved as well. If your wife thinks you know about all this, she would certainly be inclined to want you out of the way." He turned back to Marion. "Are you sure you don't want your client in protective custody?"
"So MacGregor can get to him easier?" she asked. "Hell, no! What I want is MacGregor behind bars, immediately."
"It's not that simple," Ryan said. "We need to go through channels, bring in Internal Affairs, conduct an investigation. We're talking about a police captain here, not some rookie beat cop. It'll take time."
"We don't have time for your political bullshit," Marion said angrily. "By the time you go through normal channels, I'll be collecting Social Security and my client will be dead. We know that MacGregor plans to murder him and his two children on Thursday. That gives us less than three days."
"What do you want me to do?" Ryan asked.
"Call your boss, right now," she said.
"He's probably at lunch right now," Ryan said.
"I know he is," Marion said. "He's probably getting back in his car right about now. Call him and put him on speakerphone." Ryan nodded his head and pulled out his phone. He put it on speaker and set it on Marion's desk.
"Giles," a man said when he answered the phone.
"Boss, this is Ryan Jacobs," Ryan said. "I'm with Marion Hawkins and a client of hers and it seems we have a problem."
"Oh?" Giles asked. "What kind of a problem? Can't it wait till I get back in the office? I just finished lunch." Ryan looked at Marion, who looked back with a shit-eating grin on her face.
"Not really," Marion said. "We have evidence that one of our esteemed police captains may be involved in a murder-for-hire scheme and a plot to distribute stolen drugs."
"Who might this police captain be, Marion?" Giles asked.
"MacGregor," Ryan said. "Al MacGregor."
"No way," Giles said. "He's one of our most highly decorated officers. I can't believe he'd be involved in something like that."
"We have pretty compelling evidence, boss," Ryan said.
"Like what?" Giles asked.
"A recorded telephone call, along with a lot of incriminating emails," Ryan said.
"Shit," Giles said.
"We don't have time for political bullshit, Giles," Marion said. "According to what we have, the hit is supposed to take place Thursday night. And there's children involved."
"Shit, shit, shit," Giles said.
"You already said that, Giles," Marion said. "What are you going to do about it?"
"Alright," Giles said. "Ryan, let Jenkins handle your cases for a couple days. I want you to work exclusively on this and bring me a solid case in 48 hours. Can you do that?"
"I can," Ryan said.
"Keep it to yourself," Giles said. "In the meantime, I'll put a bug in the Chief's ear and we'll give IA a heads-up. If there's anything to this, we'll get him off the street, pronto. Will that work for you, counselor?"
"For now," Marion said. "But so help me, Giles, if anything happens to my client and or his children, I'll make a stink you won't fucking believe. And you can kiss ever getting re-elected to anything goodbye."
"Don't worry, Marion," Giles said. "I'll do my job."
"I hope so, Giles," she said. "I truly hope so." Ryan ended the call and collected his gear.
"I'd better get started on this right now," he said. "We'll definitely need to swear out an arrest warrant for your wife. You say she's due back on Friday?" I nodded my head. "Okay. I'll see about transmitting this to California so the locals there can pick her up. Can I get your number in case I need to get more information from you?" he asked me. I nodded my head and wrote my number and home address down on a slip of paper and handed it to him. He thanked me as he put the not in his pocket.
"One last thing," he said. "We'll need to search your home. I'll get the search warrant and call you when we're ready to come over."
"I understand," I said. He nodded his head, shook my hand and left.
"I guess this changes things regarding your divorce," Marion said after Ryan left.
"You think?" I asked sarcastically. "Sorry," I said, seeing her reaction. "All this has really pissed me off. It's not your fault."
"That's okay, Shane," she said. "I'd be a bit pissed off if I were in your shoes as well. So, I take it you want custody and the house?"
"Yes," I said. "I doubt she'll be able to make child support from jail."
"I doubt it myself," she said. "We'll work something out. Just go take care of your kids, okay?" I nodded my head.
"I will," I said. Bill came back into the room and addressed me.
"Do you have a security system in your house?" he asked. I nodded my head.
"Yes, I do," I told him.
"Alright," he said. "What about security bars on your windows?"
"No," I said. "I've never cared for them."
"I understand," he said. "But I think that under the circumstances, you should have them, along with security doors. I have a contractor who can install them for you. You can take them down later if you want, when this is all over."
"Okay," I said, after giving it some thought. If nothing else, I figured it would slow MacGregor down a minute or two.
"I'll have a man patrolling outside your house as well as a man inside, just in case," he said. I nodded my head. "I'll also put a couple people on MacGregor to see what we can find out. I'd handle it myself, but he knows me and he'd spot me in a heartbeat."
"That makes sense," I said. "I won't be home for a while. I need to go see the boys."
"No problem," he said. "Live your life as you normally would. Just be extra observant."
"Thanks, I will," I said.
"Look, if you hear anything from Kay or MacGregor, let me know immediately," Marion said. "I don't care what time of day or night."
"I'll do that," I said before leaving. I headed to Cliff and Julie's house to see the boys and grab some dinner. It had been a long day and I knew it was only going to get worse. Julie had made lasagna and dished up some for me when I got there. Cliff and I spoke as I ate.
"What's the word, Shane?" he asked. I told him about the threat against me and the boys. He shook his head as I told him about the phone call between Kay and MacGregor. "Well, the boys are safe here," he said. "Do you have a gun?" he asked.
"No," I said. "Kay would never allow me to buy one. Said she was scared of them."
"Nonsense," he said. "Hang on." He got up and came back a few minutes later with a 12-gauge pump shotgun. "You know how to use one of these?" he asked.
"I was in the Marine Corps for four years," I told him. "Qualified expert four years in a row. My dad has a shotgun much like that one."
"Good," Cliff said. "It's fully loaded with rock salt. Not deadly, but it'll sting like hell. Take it and use it if you have to."
"What about you?" I asked. He laughed.
"I have two more just like it and an AR-15," he said. "We're covered."
"Thanks," I said.
"Any time," he said. "Look, son, I can't begin to tell you how sorry I am about all of this."
"It's not your fault," I told him. "You didn't make her do what she did. I just don't know how I'm going to explain it to the boys."
"Explain what, Dad?" I heard John ask from the door. I motioned for him to come over, then hugged him as hard as I could.
"John," I said. "I've never lied to you boys before and I'm sure as hell not going to start now. You should know that you may hear some pretty bad things about your mother in the next few days."
"She's been cheating on you, hasn't she?" he asked. I slowly nodded my head. How do you break it to your young children that their mother is a slut?
"Yes, son, she has," I said.
"I hate her," he exclaimed, tears falling from his eyes.
"No, son, you can't ever say that," I told him. "She's done some bad things and she'll have to pay for that, but she's still your mother."
"But you hate her," he said. "I can tell." Damn, I thought. How do you explain something like that to a ten-year-old boy? Thing is, he was right. At that moment, I hated her with every fiber of my being.
"It's different, son," I told him. "What your mother did, she did specifically to hurt me."
"But if she hurt you, isn't she hurting Robbie and me as well?" he asked. He was right again, and I was at a loss for words.
"She's hurting all of us," I said. "I don't think she fully understands that yet. But she will. In time, son, she'll understand." John wrapped his arms around me and buried his face in my shoulder. I could feel his tears as he cried.
"I love you, son," I said. "I always will."
"I love you too, Dad," he said. I held him for what seemed like forever. Then my phone buzzed. I pulled it out and saw Ryan's number on the screen,
"We're ready to head over to search your house, Mr. McKnight," he said when I answered.
"Thanks, Ryan," I said. "I'm on my way." I put John down and explained that I had to head home. By then, Robert had come into the room. I gave the boys a hug and a kiss goodbye and shook Cliff's hand. Julie gave me a hug at the door. I promised to fill them in the next time I saw them, and left, shotgun in hand.
I got home just as Bill's contractors were putting the finishing touches on the security bars now covering the windows. They had also installed security doors and the foreman handed me the keys. I signed the paperwork agreeing to pay for the installation and put it on my credit card. I was somewhat surprised - the ornate iron bars looked better than I thought they would, but I still wasn't sure I wanted to keep them up after this was all over.
I went in the house, unloaded the shotgun and placed it against the wall in my home office, next to my computer. I put the shells in a desk drawer and kept the receiver open so it couldn't be mistaken for a loaded gun. Ryan and some officers showed up when I finished. I let them in and one of them introduced himself as a DEA agent. Ryan showed me the search warrant and they began their search.



They looked through everything but were careful to put things back as they were. After about an hour, I heard someone call from upstairs.
"Found something, boss," one of the officers said. I wondered what they could have found as I followed Ryan up the staircase. We went into the room Kay used as a "craft" and "sewing" room. The closet door was open and a bookcase she used to stash craft items was rolled away from the wall. Behind it was a cutout in the wall that held two fairly large metal boxes. Ryan looked at me before speaking.
"Did you know this was here?" he asked. I shook my head.
"No idea," I said. "I generally stay out of this room out of respect for Kay." Ryan put on a pair of latex gloves and opened the first box. Inside were bottles of pills and packets that looked like samples one might get from a doctor's office. They were marked, "Acme Medical." Ryan looked at me.
"Isn't this the company your wife's boyfriend works for?" he asked.
"Yes, it is," I said. The DEA agent took a look at the pills and read the labels.
"These all appear to be Schedule II controlled medications," he said. "We'll have to run tests to verify that, but it looks like she's got several drugs here, including Vicodin, Oxycontin and Percocet." He looked at Ryan. "We'll need to pay a visit to this clinic." Ryan nodded his head.
"I agree," he said. Opening the second box, we saw several bundles of crisp $100 bills. Ryan counted the bundles before turning to me.
"Looks like your wife has been pretty busy," he said. "I estimate she has about $120,000 right here." I shook my head, shocked. We also saw an envelope in the box. Ryan took it out and looked inside. There was a statement from a local bank indicating she had another $150,000 stashed in a savings account. It looked as though she had been making regular deposits over the last year and a half, being careful not to go over the $10,000 reporting limit.
"Looks like she's been structuring her deposits. Did you know about this?" he asked. I understood the basic idea behind structuring, where people would deliberately split up cash deposits so as not to trigger mandatory reporting. I had heard stories of business owners getting caught up doing that, and from what I heard, some of them lost all their money and faced several years in jail.
"No idea," I said. Ryan handed the boxes to a technician who dusted them for fingerprints. Ryan looked around a bit more and saw Kay's laptop on her desk.
"We'll have to confiscate this," he said. I nodded my head in understanding. "And these," he added, after opening one of her drawers, seeing several file folders with paperwork I had never seen before. A drawer held a key I had never seen before. It looked like a key one might use for a mailbox.
Ryan picked it up and looked at it closely before placing it inside a plastic bag. After looking around some more, he guided me out of the room and spoke to me in private.
"Shane, I'm afraid we're going to have to mark this room as a crime scene," he said. "We're going to seal the door when we're finished and I don't want anyone going in there until we're finished."
"Do what you have to do," I said.
"Just from what I've seen, this may become a federal case, since it looks like her boyfriend has been transporting this stuff across at least one state line," he said. "You may get a visit from the FBI."
"What about MacGregor?" I asked.
"Well, if we find his fingerprints on any of this, I'd say we have a strong case against him," he said. "We'll see. In the meantime, you stay out of trouble and let us know if anything happens."
"I will," I said. A couple hours later, everyone but Bill and one of his investigators had left, carrying boxes full of Kay's stuff.
"I just got word from my guy in the field," he told me. "MacGregor was spotted going into a Mail Boxes Etc. store. He was observed taking a package out and placing what looked like a paper lunch bag into a mailbox. About ten minutes after he left, another person was seen opening the same box. That person took the bag and left. We've got pictures of the whole thing happening. It looks like that's how they're making the swaps. My guy made an inquiry and learned the box is registered to MacGregor. Talk about hubris."
"Have you told Ryan?" I asked.
"Yeah," he said. "I spoke to him just before he left."
"I don't get it," I said. "Why would a respected police officer do something like this?"
"I have a hunch, but I need to look into it a bit more," he said. He motioned for the other man to join us. "Shane, this is Peter Greene. He works for me and he'll be staying here with you overnight. He'll also accompany you wherever you go. I have another man outside who'll be keeping an eye on things from there." I shook Peter's hand and noticed he looked like a linebacker. "Peter is a former Navy SEAL, so he can take care of himself. If anything happens, I want you to follow his lead, got it?"
"Got it," I said.
"Good," he said. "I'd better get going. You gents have a good evening and call if anything happens." We said our goodbyes and I invited Peter to have a seat. I made a pot of coffee and ordered pizza for the two of us. We spent the evening eating pizza and watching television while swapping sea stories. Despite all appearances, Peter turned out to be a pretty nice guy. Finally, about 9:00 pm, I checked for new activity on Kay's phone and finding none, grabbed the now-loaded shotgun, then turned in for the night, making sure Peter was set for the evening.
...
Kay:
After I spoke with Mac Monday morning, I headed back to Dan's room. I felt somewhat bad about what we had planned, but knew that it was for the best. Mac and I had talked about this when we first started. I didn't like the idea, but Mac convinced me early on it would either be that or end up in jail for a very long time. I only hoped that he could manage to spare the boys somehow.
Dan and I spent the day shopping and planning for the evening's activities. Standing here in front of the bedroom mirror, I took inventory of what I saw. The tiny skirt I wore came about two inches below my crotch and was shredded on both sides showing off my legs. I thought about wearing a thong, but said, "screw it," and decided to go pantiless. I even shaved my pussy completely bare just for the evening.
The top was nothing more than a tiny band that barely covered my breasts and had several slits in the middle, showing off all my cleavage. I felt nearly naked wearing this thing and knew it wouldn't stay on for very long. I put on a pair of high heels and inspected myself in the mirror. God, I thought, giggling, even I would do me. I knew Shane would get a kick out of seeing me.
Once I was finished, I went back to Dan's room and modeled my outfit for him. He took several pictures, making sure I posed so he could see my wet, shaved pussy.
"Shane's gonna go nuts when he sees this," Dan said, laughing. "You ready?"
"I am," I said. "It's been a long time since I've done a gangbang. I hope I still have it in me."
"Oh, you do," he said. "How many guys you planning to take on tonight?"
"As many as possible," I said. "The sky's the limit."
We got to the club where Dan had reserved a room for a private party. We danced for a while, making sure to show off my assets to as many patrons as we could. In between dances, Dan spoke to several people, inviting them to join us later. Eventually, we went to the room and were followed by at least 15 guys.
There was a table in the middle of the room with a leather-covered mattress on top. I climbed on top of the mattress as Dan invited the men inside. Once they all made themselves comfortable, he closed the door and set up his camera.
I began by doing a striptease for my captive audience. It didn't take long, since I was practically naked already. When I was finished, I had nothing on - not even my shoes - and laid back on the mattress with my legs spread wide.
"Show of hands - Who wants to cum inside my pussy?" I asked. They all raised their hands as I smiled. "Well, then, what are you waiting for? Come over here and fuck my cheating married pussy."
Dan gave the word and the next thing I knew, I was surrounded by big, hard cocks. I took one in my mouth as another man entered my pussy and sucked for everything I was worth. Dan had scored some Ecstasy earlier and it was already starting to work on me. The next thing I knew, I had cock after cock inside my mouth, ass and pussy and I was screaming for more.
I even let them make me airtight several times and still, it wasn't enough. I begged and screamed for more but I couldn't get enough meat inside me. I even let several of the guys double-penetrate my pussy, stretching me to the limit. It was the first time I had ever had two cocks inside my pussy at the same time and I'm not ashamed to say I absolutely LOVED it.
For the next few hours I experienced more cock than I ever had in my entire life, I think. There were white cocks, black cocks, Hispanic cocks and even a couple of Asian ones. I sucked and fucked them all, repeatedly, letting them all come inside me as much as they wanted. I felt like I had swallowed a gallon of cum from all of them.
At one point, Dan had me sit up to give Shane and the boys a message. I don't remember exactly what I said, but I know it was mean and hateful. At that point, though, I just didn't care.
It was early in the morning when we finally stopped, too exhausted to go on. Dan cleaned me up as best he could and got me dressed. I was literally covered with white sticky goo and cum was pouring out of my pussy and ass. I can't remember having ever been so sore in my life, but it was a good kind of sore - the kind that made me realize just how well and thoroughly fucked I was.
He helped me stagger back to the hotel and cleaned me up in his shower. It must've been about 1:00 am or so when he laid me down in the bed. I fell asleep as soon as my head hit the pillow and didn't wake back up until the next afternoon.
...
Shane:
I woke up at 4:15 Tuesday morning when my tablet buzzed, letting me know I had received an email with an attachment. I rubbed the sleep out of my eyes and picked the tablet up. Opening my email, I found something from what I now knew was Dan's email address.
I opened the email to find a short note telling me to watch the attached video. I opened the video and saw my soon-to-be ex-wife sitting on a mattress placed on a table wearing the shortest skirt I had ever seen her wear. She had no panties on and I could clearly see that she shaved her crotch.
She stripped her clothes off and tossed them on the floor. Spreading her legs wide, she invited every man in the room to fuck her and fill her with cum. As I watched, she sucked and fucked every cock put in front of her, letting all of them take her any way they wanted, even anally. Anal sex was never my thing and until now, I didn't think Kay liked it either. But she seemed to revel in it.
The men took her, over and over again, sometimes two and three at a time. I was shocked when I saw her impaling herself on a huge erect cock, only to spread her legs wide as another man put his cock inside her pussy. They fucked her until both came inside her, and yet she begged and screamed for more.
Disgusted, I fast-forwarded through most of the sex acts until I saw her looking at the camera as though she was getting ready to say something. With globs of cum on her face, she looked directly into the camera and spoke very clearly.
"What do you think of your slut wife now, asshole?" she asked. "You like what you see? I certainly hope so, because it's the last time you'll ever get to see this pussy again. By this time Friday, you'll be fucking dead meat. That's right, asshole. My partner Mac is going to come over and fucking kill you. Maybe the boys, too. So enjoy it while you can. Personally, I can't wait to get back so I can PISS all over your fucking graves. Then I'm going to take your insurance money and spend the rest of my life fucking everyone I can." Laughing, she turned back to the men, who were laughing and sneering, but then looked back at the camera one last time.
"By the way, asshole," she said. "FUCK YOU!" she exclaimed, holding up both middle fingers. "And FUCK the boys. And FUCK your stupid family vacation!" she laughed as she turned back to the men and continued her one-woman fuck fest.
Shocked and disgusted, I ended the video and sent it to Marion. I called her to let her know I had sent it. She answered on the first ring.
"Good morning, Shane," she said, sounding like she was still asleep. "Everything okay?"
"No," I said. "Sorry to call you so early, but I just got a video from Kay and it's disgusting. But there's one part where she admits the plot to murder me and the boys."
"What?" Marion asked, shocked.
"Yeah," I said. "It's pretty shocking."
"Okay," she said. "I'll take a quick look. Be in my office at 7:30 if you can."
"I'll be there," I said. I got up, unable to go back to sleep, showered, shaved and dressed. I went downstairs and made a fresh pot of coffee. Peter was already awake, and watching the news. I offered him a cup of coffee, which he accepted. It was still early, so I made us both breakfast. WE watched the news as we ate.
"I have to run to see my attorney early this morning," I said. "You're supposed to accompany me everywhere, right?"
"That's what I was told," he said.
"Okay," I said. "Do you need to freshen up, take a shower or anything?"
"Already done," he said. I grabbed a couple of paper coffee cups and sleeves and poured us each a cup. Locking the door, we headed out.
Marion was already in her office when we got there. Ryan and Bill were also in the office. She looked up as I came in, and waved us inside.
"Good morning, Shane," she said. Ryan nodded and said a polite but curt, "morning."
"Good morning," I said, nodding at Ryan. He looked like he hadn't gotten much sleep at all.
"We've been going through the video you got this morning," Marion said. "I found the part you were talking about, and it sure looks like a confession to me."
"Looks like it to me as well," Ryan said. "Along with a threat of child endangerment. I've already informed my boss."
"What did he say?" I asked.
"He agrees with my assessment of the situation," Ryan said. "The arrest warrant was transmitted to the Los Angeles County Sheriff's Department last night and the feds got one for Dan. They assure us that Kay and her lover will be picked up this morning. My office is fast-tracking the extradition papers even as we speak."
"That was fast," I said.
"Well, when there's a clear threat to children, we don't play around," he said. "Also, thanks to Bill's investigators and our friends at the DEA, we've been able to get enough to show probable cause to have MacGregor arrested. They'll be picking him up at his apartment any time now, if they haven't already."
"I take it you've had some success in your investigation?" I asked.
"We have," Ryan said. "It seems MacGregor had quite an operation working for him. Feds are officially calling it a criminal enterprise, which could mean a life sentence."
"Why?" I asked, shaking my head. "He's a police captain, for crying out loud."
"He's up to his eye teeth in debt," Bill said. "His wife caught him cheating and divorced him a couple years back. Took him to the cleaners. He's barely able to make ends meet with child support, alimony and everything else." Ryan looked at his watch.
"I'd better get going," he said. "I haven't slept in two days. Not much more I can do now but wait. Feds are going to hit several clinics in the area and they're taking an interest in your wife's lover. Call me if you hear anything, okay?"
I nodded my head and shook his hand, thanking him for his efforts.
"This definitely changes things with your divorce," Marion said. "There's no doubt the court will let her have the kids. Besides, she'll be behind bars. I suggest we wait to serve her until we see what the courts do. We'll have a much better chance if she's in jail. However, there is still the matter of the two biological fathers. I've taken a preliminary look at both of them. I don't think you're going to get much of anything out of Mike Jacques, the father of your oldest child. He simply doesn't have any real assets to speak of. Dr. Winstead, however, is another matter. If you like, Shane, I can start the paperwork and maybe negotiate something with him. We might even be able to settle without ever having to file anything or go to court. Is that something you'd like to pursue?"
"Absolutely," I said.
"Alright," she said. "Why don't you go on home, get some rest, and I'll be in touch." I thanked her and left, with Peter following close by.
...
Kay:
I awoke early in the morning to a loud pounding. At first I thought it was in my head, but I soon realized it was the door. I looked at the clock - 5:30 am. Who could be pounding on the door this early in the morning. I shook Dan awake and he got out of bed, threw on his robe and staggered to the door.
"Police. Open up," I heard. Well, I thought, that answers that. But why would the police be knocking on our door so early? As soon as Dan opened the door, several huge police officers entered the room, and two of them threw Dan against a wall, cuffing his hands behind his back.
Two of the officers approached me as I lay in bed. One of them looked down at me.
"Are you Kay McKnight?" one of them asked.
"Yes, I am," I said, still groggy.
"Get up, you're under arrest," he said.
"Arrest?" I asked, pulling the covers up to my chin. "For what?"
"Conspiracy to commit murder, for one," he said. "You're also under arrest for violating federal laws regarding the illegal diversion and sales of controlled substances. Now, get up."
"I'm not dressed," I said. "Can I at least put some clothes on?" The officer motioned to two female cops who grabbed something halfway decent out of the closet. The male officers turned their backs as the females handed me a pair of jeans, some socks and underwear and a t-shirt. I pulled the underwear and jeans on, keeping myself covered and threw the t-shirt on as the female officers kept me covered up.
I sat on the edge of the bed and put on my shoes and socks. The female officers lifted me up and turned me around, reading my Miranda rights as they cuffed me. I looked around, but Dan was already gone.
"What about my phone?" I asked. One of the female officers grabbed it off the dresser and put it in her pocket. They led me out of the building and threw me in the back of a cruiser, its lights flashing. The policewoman who grabbed my phone sat in back with me as the other female officer sat in the front seat. Soon, we all headed to the station where we were booked. I felt so embarrassed when they took my mug shots.
"Can I at least make a phone call?" I asked. The officer motioned to a phone on the desk, so I decided to call Shane.
"Can I use my phone?" I asked.
"Sorry, it's being held as evidence," the officer said. "Use this one," she added, pointing to the desk phone. It took me a while to remember his number - I was so used to my contact list. He answered after the second ring and I could tell he was in the car.
"What?" he asked angrily.
"Shane, sweetie, it's me," I said, my voice shaky.
"No shit," he said. "What do you want?"
"Shane, I've been arrested," I told him.
"Yeah, that's what happens when you plot to murder your husband and children," he said. "By the way, they're picking up your partner in crime this morning." Oh no, I thought. Mac told me there was no way we would get caught.
"Please, Shane, I need help," I begged.
"Yeah, you do," he said. "Maybe you can get some when you finally go to prison. In the meantime, FUCK YOU, BITCH!!" He ended the call, leaving me to stare at the headset. I handed it back to the officer at the desk.



"How long will I be here?" I asked. "Can I post bail or something?"
"No bail has been set," the officer said. "You're being held pending extradition to Pittsburgh." Oh God, I thought to myself.
"What about the man who was brought in with me? Dan King?" The officer looked at her computer for a moment.
"Mr. King is currently being extradited to face federal charges in Columbus," she said. That's it, I thought. I'm sunk. The officer took me to a holding cell where I sat on a cold, hard concrete seat and stared at the walls, shocked at how far and fast I had fallen.
...
Shane:
I ended the call with Kay and laughed. I couldn't believe the nerve of the bitch. She actually expected me to help her after plotting to have me and the boys murdered. She could rot in prison for all I cared. Right now, I hated the bitch more than I had ever hated anyone or anything in my entire life.
"Talk about nerve," I said. Peter smiled and nodded his head as I drove.
"Yeah," he said. We pulled up to my house and went inside. Out of curiosity, I checked to see if there was anything new on Kay's phone. There wasn't, so I called the hotel, explained the situation and arranged to have her stuff packed up and sent home.
Afterward, we sat in the living room and I turned on the television. Peter's phone rang, and he walked out of the room for a few minutes as I surfed the channels.
"Turn on the news," he said when he came back in the room. I changed to a local news channel and we saw a reporter standing in an apartment parking lot.
"Capt. Alfred MacGregor, a highly decorated police officer, was shot early this morning, right here at this apartment complex," the reporter said, pointing to the apartment building behind him. "According to authorities we spoke to, the shooting took place during an arrest that came about as the result of an investigation into a conspiracy to allegedly sell stolen prescription drugs. Details of the arrest and the investigation have not been released, but we have been told the police chief will be holding a press conference later today."
As I watched, my phone rang. I saw it was from Bill, so I answered.
"Did ya see the news?" he asked.
"I did," I said. "What happened?"
"From what I was told, MacGregor opened the door and started shooting when he saw the officers," Bill said. "That's when they returned fire, killing him."
"So, I guess I'm safe then, right?" I asked.
"Let's not jump the gun," he told me. "I'd like Peter to shadow you for the rest of the week. I don't think MacGregor has anyone coming after you, but let's err on the side of caution."
"Sounds good to me," I said.
"Have a good day," he said. "I'll talk to you later."
"Thanks," I said, ending the call. I looked at Peter. "Guess you're staying here for the rest of the week," I said. "You need to go get anything to hold you over?" He shook his head.
"I've got everything I need," he said. "But thanks anyway." I closed my eyes and breathed a sigh of relief. Later that day, Peter and I went to see the boys. After we ate, I brought them all up on the day's events.
"So, is Mom going to prison?" John asked.
"It looks that way, son," I said. "Probably for a very long time." He got very quiet after that. I knew I would have my work cut out for me. It's hard enough being a single parent, but now the boys would have to deal with their mother being in prison. Thank God I have loving and understanding in-laws who love the boys as much as I do, I thought to myself.
The rest of the week went by pretty quick, now that I knew the boys and I would be safe. Marion told me Wednesday that Kay had been brought back to Pittsburgh. Her arraignment was set for Thursday, so I made it a point to be at the courthouse. As I watched, Kay was brought in, wearing an orange jump suit, her hands and feet shackled, with chains connecting to another chain around her waist. It took no time at all for the judge to order her held without bail. She sobbed as they led her back out.
Her lawyer, a public defender, asked me if I could bring the boys to the jail to visit her. I informed him that the boys had made it clear they did not want to see her ever again.
Marion informed me that the divorce papers were ready to be served and asked if I wanted to be present that Friday when the process server gave them to her. I agreed and met him at the jail. They brought Kay into the visiting area, still shackled. She looked up at me and gave a wan smile. I just glared at her.
The process server approached her and asked if she was Kay McKnight.
"I am," she said. He gave her the papers and stepped back. As I watched, she pulled the papers out and began sobbing. Normally, I would have offered to console her, but not anymore. I stepped forward and handed her a pen.
"Sign the fucking papers, bitch," I told her.
"Aren't I getting anything?" she asked, tears in her eyes.
"Not no, but fuck no," I said. "You're not going to need anything where you're going anyway."
"Can I at least see the boys?" she asked. I shook my head.
"They don't want to see you anymore," I told her. "As far as the boys and I are concerned, you're dead to us. And speaking of dead, you know your partner in crime was killed the day they tried to arrest him."
"I heard," she said. "Please, Shane, forgive me."
"No," I said. "I loved you with all my heart for 13 years or more. And how did you repay me? By lying, cheating and then robbing me of the ability to ever have children of my own. I hate you with every fiber of my being and I'll never, ever, forgive you for what you did to us. Now, sign the fucking divorce papers and be done with it."
Sobbing, she slowly picked up the pen and signed the papers on all the lines Marion had marked. When she finished, I handed the packet over to the process server.
"Thank you," he said. "I'll get these right back to Mrs. Hawkins and she'll get them filed with the court." I watched as he left then turned back to Kay.
"I just want to know one thing, Kay," I said. She looked up at me.
"What?" she asked.
"Why?" I asked. "Why did you do it?" She shrugged her shoulders.
"I don't know," she said. "Because I wanted to and I could, I guess."
"And look at where that's gotten you?" I asked. I shook my head. "You have some serious issues. But that's not my problem anymore." I looked around the stark room. "You know, I have a feeling you're going to die behind walls just like these. And you know what?"
"No, Shane. What?" she asked.
"I can't wait to piss on your grave when you do," I said, throwing her own words back at her. She began sobbing but I didn't care. "One last thing, from the boys and I," I added.
"What?" she asked, looking more forlorn than I had ever seen her before. I brought up both hands and extended my middle fingers.
"Fuck you, bitch," I said before turning away. I could hear her sobbing uncontrollably as I walked away. Too fucking bad, I thought.
Epilogue:
Kay's murder-for-hire trial went fairly quick. Because the boys had also been targeted in her scheme, she was sentenced to 25 years to life. The federal drug investigation dragged on for a few more months, and Kay was eventually given an additional life sentence for her role in what prosecutors officially labeled a criminal enterprise. She could have received a death sentence since the drugs she gave MacGregor were ultimately linked to at least two deaths. Dan was tried separately for his role and also received a life sentence.
Life for the boys and I went on. They never wanted to visit their mother so I respected their wishes and didn't push it, although Cliff and Julie did go see their daughter once a month.
It took a while to get used to being a single parent. Cliff and Julie helped a lot and the boys enjoyed spending time with their grandparents. Julie kept pushing for me to "find a nice girl and settle down," but I simply wasn't ready. After what Kay did, I wasn't sure I could ever trust or love another woman again. I did, however, get the vasectomy reversed a couple weeks after Kay signed the divorce papers, although the doctor said it could take a while before I could father any children,
A few weeks after Kay signed the divorce, Marion contacted me, saying she had something for me.
"What?" I asked.
"You'll need to come by my office," she said. So I went. When I got there, she pulled out a bottle of champagne she had in a bucket of ice and poured a couple glasses. She handed me one, along with an envelope. "Go on, open it," she said. I opened the envelope and found a check for five million dollars, signed by Dr. Winstead. I looked at her, shocked.
"How did you manage this?" I asked.
"Well," she said. "I convinced Dr. Winstead that it would be in his best interest to settle with you. After I pointed out the potentially destructive and embarrassing divorce his wife would almost certainly want and the damage to his reputation as a scholar and a healer, he decided to settle out of court rather than try to explain why he had you undergo an unnecessary medical procedure after getting your wife pregnant."
"Wow," I said. "Remind me to never get on your bad side." She laughed.
"That's your take after taxes, by the way," she said. "And he also paid all your fees and expenses."
"He must be a very rich man," I said. She shook her head.
"He is," she said. "He gave more than that to charity last year alone, so he's not hurting too bad." She lifted her glass in a toast and I joined her.
My self-imposed exile from women lasted about five years. It was then I met Laurie Reynolds, one of John's teachers. Like me, she was a single parent with one son, a year younger than John. She was also a divorcee and trusted men about as much as I trusted women. We dated for about a year until I screwed up enough courage to pop the question. She accepted and we got married a couple months later.
About a year after that, she gave birth to a girl, Sarah Jane, named after both our mothers. Tears filled my eyes the first time I held that little bundle of joy. Laurie realized that Sarah was the first child I had actually fathered and held me tight. I called the boys and their grandparents into the room and turned Sarah around so they could see her.
"Boys," I said as Cliff and Julie looked on. "Meet your new sister, Sarah Jane." They took right to her and I knew everything would be alright.
As Laurie, the children and I moved ahead with the rest of our lives, Kay's ended up going downhill and lasted just about another six years or so after Sarah's birth.
A few months after her first conviction, Kay was diagnosed with HIV and was separated from the rest of the prison population. She died from full-blown AIDS about 13 years after that initial diagnosis. With no one willing to claim her body, she was buried in a potter's field, with a simple marker bearing her prisoner number.
I wanted so bad to fulfill my promise to piss on her grave, but Laurie convinced me otherwise.
"Come on, sit down here with me," she said as I stepped on the back porch. As I sat down, she poured me a cup of her chamomile tea. I thanked her and took a sip, savoring the aroma. She looked at me for a moment before she said anything.
"Shane, I know how hard it's been for you to get past what Kay did, but you have to let it go and move forward," she said.
"It's so damn hard, babe," I said. "And it still hurts like hell."
"I know," she said. "You know if I thought it would do any good, I'd go with you and piss on her grave with you. You know that, don't you?" I nodded my head.
"Yeah," I said.
"But she's gone now and she can never hurt you again," Laurie said. "Look at it this way. Kay suffered with AIDS for almost the same length of time you were married to her. She died in that awful place, unloved, unforgiven, forsaken and all but forgotten. She's paid the ultimate price for what she did. What more could you possibly do?" I had to admit, she had a point.
"Have you told the boys yet?" she asked. By now, all of the boys had left home and were in college.
"I told John and Robert," I said. "At first, they thought I was talking about you. Then I told them I was referring to their birth mother."
"How did they take it?" she asked.
"They really didn't seem to care," I said.
"What does that tell you?" she asked.
"They've moved on, I guess," I said in response.
"That's right," she told me. "They've moved on. And so should you. Shane, you're the best husband a girl could ever want. And you're the best father any child could ever ask for. Think about it. You loved and raised John and Robert even after you learned you weren't their biological father. You accepted and adopted Mark, even though you weren't his biological father."
"He's a good boy," I said. She smiled.
"Thanks in large part to you," she said. "You taught him what it means to be a man and I know for a fact he thinks of you as his real father." We looked at Sarah, who was playing in the yard.
"Didn't you tell me once that Kay wanted that Dan guy to give her a daughter?" Laurie asked.
"Yeah, that's right," I said. It seemed like an eternity had passed since that fateful Friday night but I never forgot what she said.
"Just think," Laurie said. "If she hadn't been so stupid, greedy and selfish, you just might have given her that daughter. And Sarah would never have been born." I had to admit, she was right. I hadn't thought of the irony of the whole situation before. I gave my wife a kiss. Suddenly, I heard Sarah as she came up to us, holding a white flower with three petals.
"Daddy," she said. "Look what I have for you." I looked up as she handed the flower to me. I recognized it as a white trillium, a flower that grows in abundance in the parks here. Kay would often make small bouquets with them. I liked the white variety, but I hated the rotten odor of the red ones.
"Thank you, sweetheart," I said.
"That lady said you really like these," Sarah said. Laurie and I looked over the yard, but didn't see anyone.
"What lady?" Laurie asked.
"That one," Sarah said, pointing to the area of the yard where she had been playing. We looked, but saw no one. Chills running down our spine, we looked at each other. There was no indication that anyone had ever been there.
"What else did the lady say?" Laurie asked. Sarah shrugged her shoulders.
"She said to tell you she's sorry for everything and wants you to forgive her," Sarah said, looking at me. I still saw no one but I noticed the vegetation sway slightly, as if touched by a light breeze. We felt a sudden blast of cold air but it was gone as fast as it came. I looked at Laurie, a tear beginning to form in my eye. I nodded my head.
"Maybe it's time I do," I said, knowing it would be the hardest thing I had ever done. Laurie smiled and Sarah hugged my neck. After all, Kay was now dead and buried, a part of my past. These two girls are my present and my future, I thought, and deserved my full love and attention. "I forgive you, Kay," I whispered, looking up at the sky. Sarah hugged me tighter and kissed my cheek.
"I love you, Daddy," she said. "Thank you." She crawled off my lap and went running back into the yard. I looked at my wife wondering what the hell just happened. She smiled and kissed me full on the lips. At that moment I felt happier and more content than I had in a very long time, as if a huge burden had been lifted from my shoulders.
Maybe, I thought to myself, happiness really is the best revenge...
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I sat at the bar, nursing my beer as I contemplated the state of my life and my marriage to Andrea, when I saw him walking toward me in the large mirror in front of me. He looked rather odd for this area -- a tall, lanky man with chiseled features, a square jaw with just a hint of a five o'clock shadow and squinty eyes that looked like they had seen just a bit too much sun. There was something about his facial features that seemed familiar somehow, but I just couldn't place it.
He wore a pair of blue jeans, topped with a white shirt, a brown vest and a floor-length duster. He wore a battered old Stetson along with a pair of cowboy boots. I could even hear the jingle of spurs as he walked. Who wears spurs these days, I asked myself.
Overall, he looked like a character right out of an old western. The only thing missing was a gun belt and a six-shooter, but something told me he had one squirreled away somewhere. He stepped up to the bar stool next to me.
"Mind if I join ya?" he asked. I nodded my head and noted his accent, which seemed to suggest he came from somewhere down south.
"Please do," I said. He smiled and took a seat.
"Name's Peace," he said, extending his hand. "Justice O. Peace." I shook his hand.
"Pleasure to meet ya, Mr. Peace," I said. He smiled and nodded his head.
"Please, just call me Justice," he said. "Mr. Peace was my pa." I chuckled at that. "And you must be a Amos Jones," he added. How did he know that, I asked myself.
"Yes," I said. "How did you know that?"
"You jes' look like a Amos Jones," he said in that drawl of his. "I can tell a lot by lookin' at a man. Take that feller sittin' in the back," he added, nodding at the mirror in front of us. I saw the man he was referring to, a balding, middle-aged man nervously looking around as he nursed his drink.
"Now that's a fella with the weight of the world on his shoulders," Justice said. He shook his head once as he clucked his tongue. It was a gesture I had seen my grandfather make many times growing up. "Shame of it is," Justice added, "it's all his own doin'. Too bad, really." He looked back at me.
"What're you drinkin'?" he asked. I shrugged my shoulders.
"Beer," I said. He got the bartender's attention with a nod of his head.
"I'll have a beer and get whatever it is my friend here wants," he said, pulling out a small roll of cash. "My treat," he said, looking back at me. I thanked him and watched as he pulled out a pack of cigarettes.
"Mind if I... smoke?" he asked. I had quit smoking a few years back, when Andrea and I first got married and was at the stage where the odor of cigarette smoke bothered me, but I decided this was no time to be unfriendly. I shrugged my shoulders.
"Go ahead," I said. He pulled out a cigarette, then pulled out a wooden match from a box in one of his pockets. I couldn't help but notice it was his last match. He scraped the match on his jeans the way I had seen in all those old westerns and lit up. Surprisingly, the cigarette gave off no odor whatsoever. He put the burnt match back in the box and offered me a cigarette.
"No thanks," I said. "I quit a few years ago."
"Smart move," he said. "These things'll kill ya. I think you might like these, though. Rolled 'em myself. Spent years getting' the blend jes' right. Go on. I know you want one. It's okay, one won't hurt ya." At that moment, I found myself actually craving that cigarette. I thought I was past that point, but something about his offer appealed to me. I nodded my head and accepted his offer. He smiled as I put the cigarette in my mouth.
"There ya go," he said, opening his matchbox. I thought he had no more matches, but apparently I was wrong. He pulled out what seemed to be the same match and lit my cigarette. He blew out the match and put it back in the box. It was still the only one he had. How did he do that, I asked myself.
I took a long drag off the cigarette and was surprised that I didn't start coughing. It didn't taste like any cigarette I had ever smoked before and I found myself starting to relax. Justice smiled and nodded his head as the bartender brought us our beer.
"Ain't nothing quite like a beer and a good smoke with a friend to finish the day, is there?" he asked. I had to agree. He lifted the beer and we clinked our glasses together.
"To friendship," I said. He nodded his head.
"Friendship," he repeated.
"So, what do you do, Justice?" I asked.
"A little bit o' this, a little bit o' that," he said. "I pretty much go where the wind takes me. Mostly, though, I help fellas who've been done wrong. Fellas like you, for example."
"What do you mean?" I asked.
"Well, I know you work hard, and you're damn good at what you do," he said. "I don't understand all that newfangled tech stuff you do, but I happen to know you're the best." He was right about that, I thought. I'd been doing computer and IT work for as long as I could remember. Right now, I worked as a field service technician, taking care of our clients' networks and servers and often helped end users with desktop issues. It was good money and I made sure everything I did was done right the first time. The only down side was the periodic trips I had to make out of town.
"I also happen to know that you put in a honest day's work for an honest day's pay, you don't cut corners and you never cheat," he told me. I began to wonder if this guy was some kind of private investigator. "You always put your family before yourself and always think of your pretty little wife. But something's gaining on you, Amos, isn't it? What's gaining on you? Wait, let me guess... It's your wife, isn't it?"
"Yes, it is," I said. "How do you know that?"
"Like I said," he told me, "I can tell a lot about a man just by looking at him. How long has your wife been cheating on you?" I shrugged my shoulders.
"I don't know," I said. "I've suspected for a while now, but I found out last night when I got home."
"Tell me about it," he said. I told him everything -- how Andrea and I met, fell in love and got married. How she worked as a secretary for a law firm that used our company for their IT services and how I met her while on a service call. We dated for a while, fell in love and got married. That was almost five years ago.
Then she started to change. It was just little things at first, but over the last year she had become a total bitch about everything. I wondered if she was having an affair, but I couldn't afford to pay for a private investigator.
A few days ago, I was sent to a remote site in the next state and finished up a day early, so I thought I'd surprise Andrea by coming home and taking her out on an unannounced date. It turned out I was the one who got the surprise.
It sounds so cliched -- I drove up to our two-story house and found a strange car in the driveway. I parked on the curb and went in the house. I could hear them screwing in the master bedroom upstairs.
"Fuck me harder," she screamed. "Do it! Cum inside my married pussy!" I went upstairs and saw her on her back, naked, with a strange man between her legs. He had just finished inside her and was pulling out when I got to the bedroom door. I could see his semen dripping out of her and felt like I had been gut-punched.
He turned to look at me and I recognized him -- Roscoe Jennings, her boss at the law firm. He was a fairly powerful attorney and was well-respected in the community. He was also much bigger than me -- in every respect -- and I knew he could mop the floor with me in a fight. They laughed as I slowly made my way back downstairs. I sat on the couch and could hear them talking, but I couldn't make out what they were saying.
They came downstairs after a few minutes. Roscoe grabbed his jacket and headed for the door. He stopped just before he left and looked at me.
"Hope you don't mind, but I helped myself to a beer," he said, laughing. I said nothing in return. Andrea sat on the couch and looked at me.
"What are you doing home?" she asked. "You were supposed to be gone for another day at least." Wow, I thought. Not even a hint of remorse.
"For starters, I live here. I got done a day early and thought I'd surprise you," I said. "Looks like I'm the one who got surprised. Why, Andrea?" I asked. "Aren't I enough for you? Don't I treat you with love and respect?"
"Why?" she asked, laughing. "That's simple. He's got a nine-inch cock and he knows how to use it, that's why. And he's rich and powerful. And available. Not like you, always working, going off to take care of clients."
"He's also married," I said. "With kids." She shrugged her shoulders.
"So?" she asked. "Look, now that you know about us, there's no reason for me to hide it anymore. So here's what's going to happen. I'm going to have Roscoe over here more often from now on. Sometimes, he'll stay the night. Sometimes he won't. He might have some friends join him. It doesn't affect us in the least. You're still my husband and I expect you to perform your duties. When Roscoe comes over, you'll be expected to watch. Of course, your spot in the bed is now his, so you can move into the guest room. I'll expect you to treat him with respect and do as he says." I just looked at her. Surely she wasn't serious about all this.
"You can't be serious," I said. "This is my house. You're my wife. I won't stand for it." She smirked.
"That's right, I'm your wife," she said. "And this is my house, too. And I can have anyone here I want. You can either put up with it or get a divorce, but I promise you, you'll get your clock cleaned. Roscoe will see to that personally."
"What about his family?" I asked. "Don't you give a fuck about that?"
"Roscoe and his wife have an open relationship," she said. "They pretty much do whatever they want with whomever they want."
"And you want that for us?" I asked, shocked.
"No," she said. "I'll do whatever I want, whenever I want and with whomever I want. I expect you to remain faithful to me."
"You're out of your fucking mind," I said. "How long has this shit been going on?"
"A few months," she said. "Not that it makes any difference. He's been over here almost every night you've been gone. I used to go out of my way to make sure everything was cleaned up afterward but I won't be doing that anymore."
"What if he gets you pregnant?" I asked.
"So what if he does," she said. "Your name will be on the birth certificate so you'll be responsible."
"No," I said. "Because I refuse to touch you as long as you're screwing him or anyone else. Has there been someone other than Roscoe?"
"There's been a few," she said. "But if that's the way you want it, then I guess you'll just have to live in a sexless marriage, because I don't intend to stop."
"This isn't going to end well," I said.
"That's where you're wrong," she said. "Look, I still love you, just not the way I used to. I need to do this. I don't know how long it'll last, but once I'm finished, I'll be yours again. Just let me have this." I shook my head.
"You're crazy," I said. "How can you say you love me and then expect me to live like this?" She smirked.
"Of course I love you," she said. "I just like the way Roscoe and his buddies fuck me, that's all."
"What's next?" I asked. "Where do you see this going?"
"Roscoe's coming back Friday," she said. That was just the day after tomorrow. "You'll be expected to symbolically hand me over to him. You'll put his cock inside me, then you'll sit and watch him fuck me. Then you can eat his cum out of my pussy. Of course, that means you'll have to sit and listen to us put you down and belittle you, but that's just part of your new role."
"My new role?" I asked. "What the fuck is that?"
"You'll be my willing cuckold from now on," she said. I looked at her, disgusted.
"You're out of your fucking mind," I said. I grabbed her ring hand, and pulled off her wedding ring along with the engagement ring I gave her -- the one passed down through five generations. It had once belonged to my fourth great-grandmother, Elizabeth, who married Grandpa Elijah a few years before the Civil War.
They had two children before he was killed by a Confederate bullet during Sherman's March to the Sea. Elizabeth never remarried, but made sure her children and grandchildren knew about her heroic husband. His story was passed down from generation to generation, along with the engagement ring he gave her. My parents still had an old picture of Elijah and Elizabeth that was taken before he left to join the Union Army.
"What are you doing?" Andrea asked. "Those are my rings."
"Wrong, bitch," I said. She recoiled as I had never spoken to her like that. "That engagement ring has been in my family for well over 150 years and I'll be damned if I let you corrupt it. You can have these back if I feel you've earned the right to wear them again."
"Fine," she said, standing up. "Have it your way. Now, are you coming to bed?"
"Hell, no," I said. "I'm not going to touch you so long as you're fucking that piece of shit. For all I know, he has AIDS. You'd better get yourself tested for STDs. Who knows what he's stuck his dick into."
"Alright," she said. "Be that way. But you'd better be on your best behavior Friday."
"Is that a threat?" I asked.
"Call it what you want," she said. "But I'm warning you, if you fuck it up, you'll be the one paying the price." She stomped upstairs and slammed the bedroom door, locking it behind her.
I slept on the couch and the next morning, I went up to get dressed. The master bedroom door was still locked, so I kicked it in, breaking the door jamb. It took a few kicks, but I finally managed it. Andrea sat up in bed, surprised.
"What are you doing?" she asked.
"Getting dressed, bitch," I said. "Unlike you, I have to wear clothes to work."
I stopped my narrative long enough to take a sip of my beer and another drag off my cigarette. I was surprised that it hadn't burned all the way down by now. Justice sat silent, listening to my story.
"And you spoke to an attorney today?" he asked. I nodded my head.
"I did," I said. "It seems Andrea was right. The way the laws are set up, I'd get screwed, royally. In fact, the lawyer said I'd be better off financially if I just went along with what she wanted. Can you believe that shit?" He shook his head.
"So what're ya gonna do?" he asked quietly.
"I don't know, Justice," I said. "I've never been in this kind of situation before. Part of me wants to run, but another part of me wants to strangle them both."
"An old friend once said that no man in the wrong can ever stand up to a fella in the right that keeps on a-comin'," Justice said. "What kind of man are you, Amos?"
"I'm a man in the right that's been wronged," I said.
"I know you're in the right," he told me. "That's why I'm here. What do you say we bushwhack 'em tomorrow night? You and me, together." I looked at him.
"You'd do that?" I asked. "You'd help me?"
"Sure," he said. "You'd have to do the heavy lifting, but I'll be right there with ya. What do ya say? Are ya up to it?"
"Hell, yeah," I said. I don't know what it was, but something about this guy gave me a feeling of confidence I hadn't had in a long time. He smiled and we spent the next hour discussing our plan. By the time we were finished, I was ready to take on the world.
"I'll see ya tomorrow night, pardner," he said as he got up. I watched him leave and I felt better than I had in a long time. I put my jacket on and headed home. Sure enough, Andrea was home when I got there, and she wasn't very happy.
"Where have you been?" she yelled when I walked in.
"What do you care?" I asked.
"You've been drinking," she said when she got close to me.
"Yeah, so what?" I asked. "At least I haven't been out chasing whores."
"I've been worried about you," she said. "I thought you'd go and do something stupid. I know you saw an attorney today."
"So, you and your fuck buddy asshole having me followed now?" I asked.
"What if I am?" she asked. "And yes, I know you were down at that bar, drinking, talking to yourself the last couple hours." Talking to myself? If she was having me watched, surely whoever was watching would have seen me with Justice. I knew the bartender saw him -- hell, he even served him a beer and took his money.
"I have a lot on my mind," I said.
"Tonight's the last night you can have me exclusively," she said. "So, are you going to come upstairs and fuck me, or what?"
"No," I said. "I told you, there's no way I'm sticking my dick in that diseased swamp you call a cunt. Not as long as you're with Roscoe fucking Shithead."
"Have it your way," she said before heading upstairs. Fuck her, I thought. Fuck her and the horse she rode in on. I put my hand in my jacket pocket and felt something. I pulled it out -- it was one of Justice's cigarettes along with a fresh match. How did that get there, I asked myself. Fuck it, I thought. I grabbed a beer and walked out to the back porch.
I opened the beer, put the cigarette in my mouth and scratched the match over my jeans the way Justice did. To my surprise, the match lit right up. I took a long drag off the cigarette, savoring the flavor. I began to relax as I sat down on the porch swing I installed last summer. The next thing I knew, Andrea was standing on the porch, looking down at me.
"When did you start smoking again?" she asked.
"Tonight," I said. "What's it to ya?"
"You mean to tell me you'd rather sit out here and smoke than fuck your wife?" she asked angrily. I looked at her and was instantly disgusted with what I saw. The once-beautiful face I knew so well had morphed into something sickening and ugly. Was that the result of the cigarette, I wondered.
"I don't have a wife," I said. "Not anymore. She's dead to me." Stunned by my words, Andrea sat on the porch swing and reached out to me, but I moved away, disgusted by her very presence.
"Please don't say that, Amos," she said. "I'm still your wife. Please come to bed with me." I shook my head.
"My wife would never have taken up with that scum-sucking maggot," I said. "She would have told him to go fuck himself. But you didn't, did you? No, you spread your legs for him and let him do whatever he and his buddies wanted. And now you expect me to be okay with it. No, you're not my wife. Just someone who lives in the same house as me. You make me sick to my stomach. Now go away before I throw up."
"Oh my God," she said, tears falling down her cheeks. "You really do hate me, don't you?"
"You just now figuring that out, bitch?" I asked. "What did you think I was going to do when you hit me up with your bullshit yesterday? Celebrate? Maybe get up and do a fucking dance? You have one chance to make this all go away right now. It's up to you, bitch. It's either me and our marriage or Roscoe fucking Dickwad. What'll it be?"
This was something Justice and I had worked out earlier. He suggested I give her one last chance to end it with Roscoe, primarily for my own conscience. If she accepted, Justice said he could take care of the details. I'm not sure how he could do that short of turning back time and erasing my memories, but I trusted him. In reality, though, neither one of us realistically believed she would jump on the opportunity.
For a moment, her face appeared to soften and I she looked like the woman I had fallen in love with and married. I thought she was going to take the opportunity I had presented her.



"What do I have to do?" she asked.
"Call Shithead right now and end it," I said. "Then tell him you quit. You're a good secretary, you can find work pretty much anywhere." She pulled out her cell phone and called him, putting the call on speaker.
"Hey, baby," Roscoe said when he answered. "We still on for tomorrow night?" She said nothing for a few seconds, but as she looked up at me, I saw her face change again and knew the bitch was back. She smiled, but her smile held no warmth.
"Yeah, we're still on," she said with an evil smirk.
"Good," Roscoe said. "How's the cuck taking it?"
"Not good," she said. "But he'll get over it." Roscoe laughed.
"Maybe I'd better bring some of the boys along just to keep him in line," he said. Andrea chuckled.
"Yeah, do that," she said.
"Alright, see ya tomorrow evening," he said before hanging up. She sneered as she looked back at me.
"You're in for a hot time tomorrow night," she said. "And you better be on your best behavior." I nodded my head. I knew what lay ahead and my conscience was now clear. I had given her one final chance and she crapped all over it. I blew a cloud of smoke in her face. Her reaction reminded me of those old vampire movies where the evil creature gets exposed to sunlight.
"So," she said after she composed herself. "You want me for one last night? This is it. After tonight, you won't get any of this pussy ever again." I shook my head.
"I already told you I'm not touching you as long as you're fucking him," I said. "In fact, if you were on fire, I wouldn't piss on you to put it out." She shrugged her shoulders.
"Have it your way," she said, going back inside. I slept in the guest room, putting a chair against the door to keep her out. I woke up early the next day, got dressed and left for work without saying a word to the bitch.
It seemed like the day just dragged, but it finally came to an end. I knew what was going to happen tonight and I wasn't looking forward to it at all. I got home, put my briefcase in my home office and grabbed a beer. Andrea was making dinner, but I had no desire to eat anything she fixed.
"You might as well eat something," she said. "You're going to need your strength tonight. Roscoe and the boys will be here in an hour or so." I grabbed a beer from the fridge and looked at what she had made.
"I'm not hungry," I said. "Besides, how do I know you haven't poisoned my dinner?"
"Come on, Amos," she said. "You think I'd do that to you?"
"Hell yes," I said. I put my hand in my jacket and found another cigarette and a match. "I'm going on the porch for a smoke," I added before I left. She followed me outside.
"I don't like that you're smoking again," she said. I lit the cigarette and took a long drag.
"I frankly don't give a fuck what you like or don't like anymore, bitch," I said. "I don't like that you're fucking around on me, but I don't have a say in that, do I?" She stood defiant for a moment, then shook her head and went back inside. After she left, I went over what Justice and I had planned out, screwing up my courage for the showdown that would be happening soon.
It took an hour for me to finish the cigarette -- don't ask me to explain it. Afterward, Andrea came back outside to tell me Roscoe and his buddies were here.
"Go upstairs and wait for us," she said. I nodded my head and walked upstairs. I saw she had placed a chair so I could have a good view of their activity in the bed and I noticed the video camera she had placed in one corner. I could hear them all talking downstairs and soon, I could make out two people climbing the stairs.
Andrea came in first, followed by Roscoe. The big man smirked as he held out his hand. The bastard expected me to shake his hand! After he realized I wasn't going to shake it, he nodded his head and kissed Andrea deeply.
"Well," he said, looking back at me. "You ready to get the show on the road?"
"What, is this where I'm supposed act all dejected and suck you off or something?" I asked. They laughed.
"Well, if that's what you want," Andrea said.
"No, it's not what I want, but what I want doesn't matter, does it?" I asked.
"I'm detecting a bit of hostility," Roscoe said. "Maybe the boys ought to come up and give you an attitude adjustment."
"What, you too chicken to do your own dirty work?" I asked. "Let me make this simple so even a moron like you can understand." I could tell he was getting angry. Good, I thought. I pulled off my wedding ring and crammed it in his shirt pocket. Both he and Andrea looked at me, shocked. This wasn't the reaction they had expected.
"You want the slimy cunt?" I asked Roscoe. "You can have the slimy cunt. Trust me, she's very high maintenance and if she doesn't immediately get her way, she turns into a real bitch. Oh, she'll act all lovey-dovey for the first few years, but she'll be screwing around on you before long. Enjoy. I hope it works out better for you than me. Now, you came here to fuck the no-good cunt. Get to it. And no, I won't beg or cry or put your dick in her. I assume you're smart enough to handle that by yourself."
Andrea wasn't expecting this reaction and she looked at me, shocked. Roscoe's face turned red with rage and he began moving toward me. He stopped just as a large dark shadow moved into the doorway. I looked and saw Justice, his hat nearly scraping the ceiling. Except for two balls of fire where his eyes should've been, he was completely dark and I could only make out his outline.
"Who the fuck are you?" Roscoe asked. "And how'd you get past my boys?"
"My name is Justice," the tall shadowy man boomed. "And I'm taking you in." Out of nowhere, he produced a lariat and with a flick of his wrist, sent it over the two surprised cheaters. As he pulled the rope tight, it erupted in flame, causing them to scream. Suddenly, the room vanished.
...
The sun burned high in the clear blue sky and it took a while for me to adjust to the brightness. As I did, I noticed that Justice and I were in the middle of a dusty street. A few buildings lined the street, reminding me of an old western town. There was no other life on the street, except for a horse tied to a hitching post in front of a saloon across the street.
I took inventory and realized the khakis and dark polo shirt I had worn home from work was gone. I was dressed much like Justice, except for the thick poncho over my shoulders. I also noticed I had a pair of Civil War-era cap and ball revolvers in holsters on either side of my hip. The holsters were both tied down to my legs.
"Where are we?" I asked Justice.
"In the middle of the street," he said matter-of-factly.
"I can see that," I said. "But where?" He shrugged his shoulders.
"Does it really matter?" he asked.
"I guess not," I said. He nodded to the saloon.
"They're in there, waiting for ya," he said. He looked at me intently. "You ready to do what needs doin'?" I took a deep breath and nodded my head.
"I am," I said. He nodded his head.
"Good," he said. "I'll be right there with ya. Just keep calm and take it one step at a time." I nodded my head and we walked toward the saloon. When we got there, I opened the swinging doors and looked inside. Roscoe and Andrea were sitting at a round table by the far wall. A lit kerosene lamp sat in the middle of the table and each had a shot of liquor in front of them.
I looked and saw Roscoe's "Three Amigos," standing against the wall, waiting for Roscoe's orders. All five of them wore period clothing and Roscoe's three thugs were all armed with holstered pistols. I walked in the saloon and stood a few feet from the table. Justice entered and stood close to the door, watching our movement. Roscoe and Andrea were deep in a secret discussion but stopped when I walked in. Roscoe sneered as he looked at me.
"Who're you supposed to be, cuck? Clint-fucking-Eastwood?" he quipped. Andrea giggled and the three sidekicks sneered. Roscoe turned to his three goons. "Why don't you boys take the trash out so the little lady and I can have some privacy?"
They moved forward and I saw two of them reach for the guns in their holsters. I knew I had to act quickly, so I reached down with my right hand and drew a pistol. Fanning the trigger the way I had seen in the movies, I fired three quick shots, one at each of Roscoe's goons.
When the smoke cleared, I saw all three of them on the floor, their blood soaking into the wooden planks. Two of them had managed to draw their weapons before I shot them. I aimed my pistol at Roscoe.
"You killed those men," Andrea said, shocked.
"That's right," I growled. "And lover-boy's next."
"No, please," Roscoe begged, his hands out in front of him. "We can work this out like men. You don't have to kill us."
"That's right, Amos," Andrea begged. "Please, no more. I'm sorry. Really, I am. C'mon, honey, we can work this out."
"You had your chance last night, bitch," I said. "And you chose this piece of shit over me."
"Look, Amos, this was just supposed to be all in fun, you know," Roscoe begged. "Please don't kill me, I'm begging you."
"Begging?" I asked. "You know, Justice, I think your friend was right when he said no man in the wrong can stand up to a man in the right." I noticed a large wet spot in the crotch of Roscoe's trousers and laughed. "Looks like you hitched your wagon to a real loser, bitch," I said, addressing Andrea. "Look at him. He just pissed his pants. Is that your idea of a 'man?'" Andrea looked down at the floor, tears falling down her cheeks.
"Look, Amos, you can't kill me," Roscoe pleaded. "I don't even have a gun. You can't kill an unarmed man. It just ain't right."
"Actually, I can," I told him. "But I'll give you more of a chance than you were willing to give me." I pulled the second pistol out of its holster and put it on the table in front of him. "Go ahead," I said. "Pick it up." He looked at me, then at the pistol.
"What?" he asked, standing halfway up.
"I said, FILL YOUR HAND, YOU SONOFABITCH!" I yelled. Did I really just say that, I asked myself. I remembered the line from an old movie, and it just seemed... right, somehow. Roscoe looked at the pistol, then slowly picked it up.
"That's right," I said. "Now pull the hammer back. All the way back." He struggled with the weapon and finally got the hammer all the way back. "Now, point it," I said, still holding my pistol on him. By now, though, I had cocked the hammer back and was ready to fire. As I watched, he lifted the pistol, his hand shaking. When the time was right, I pulled the trigger. Then I cocked the hammer and pulled the trigger two more times in rapid succession.
The first two rounds hit him square in the chest and the third went right between his eyes, blowing off the back part of his cranium. His eyes opened wide in shock from the first two bullets, his body slammed against the wall behind him. After a second, he fell on the edge of the table, flipping the tabletop the way I had seen in so many movies.
When the tabletop flipped up, the kerosene lantern overturned, spilling the flammable liquid on the table and onto Andrea's dress. The flame from the wick ignited the kerosene, which in turn, caught Andrea's dress on fire. Trapped under the edge of the heavy tabletop, she began screaming as the flames engulfed her.
"Amos!!" she screamed. "Help me!! It burns!! Please!!" A few seconds later, she, Roscoe and his three goons disappeared in a puff of smoke. I picked up the pistol I had given Roscoe and placed them both back in their holsters. I had to clench my fist to keep from shaking. I had never killed a man before in my life, yet I had just killed four men and watched as Andrea burned.
I turned to Justice, who had a look of grim determination on his face.
"Where did they go?" I asked.
"Someplace really warm," he said.
"Are they really dead?" I asked him. He nodded his head.
"Yes," he said. "You do know it was either them or you. You had no choice. Is this the first time you ever killed a man?" I nodded my head.
"Yeah," I said. "You ever kill anyone?" I asked him. He got a strange faraway look in his eye.
"More than I care to remember," he said. "But like you just now, I had no choice. It was either kill or be killed. You know if you had hesitated, they would've killed you." Deep down, I knew he was right. "Worse thing you can do right now is agonize over it or try to second-guess yourself. Just go on with your life. It'll get better with time. Trust me," he said, patting me on the shoulder.
We walked outside and ended up next to the horse tied up at the hitching post.
"Oh, before I forget," he said. "I have something to give ya." He reached in a saddlebag and pulled out a small rectangular metal case and handed it to me. I looked at the tarnished case and saw the initials, "EJ" engraved on the front. Turning it over, I saw an inscription that read, "To my dearest Elijah. May God keep you safe and bring you back to your one true love. Your loving wife, Elizabeth."
"Where did you get this?" I asked.
"Yer grandpa Elijah gave that to me just before he died," Justice said, not looking at me. How could that be, I asked myself. Elijah Jones died in the latter part of the Civil War, over 150 years ago. I looked at the back of Justice's head and it suddenly came to me. I KNEW who this man really was. "He'd be mighty proud if you kept that for him," Justice said, wiping a tear from his eye.
"I will, Grandpa," I said without thinking. "Thanks for trusting me." Justice turned to me, a small smile on his face. "Did something like this happen to you and Grandma Elizabeth?" I asked. He nodded his head.
"Yeah," he said. "A long time ago. In a little place very much like this. Some rustlers thought they could steal my pa's cattle and take my wife. I had to teach 'em the same lesson you taught them boys a while back. That was the first time I ever killed a man. Took a while to get over it. Lizzy made it out okay, though. We went back east and I joined the Army shortly afterward. You know the rest."
"So, what happened?" I asked. "How did you become 'Justice'?"
"That's a long story, pardner," he said. "I'll tell ya about it one day, I promise."
"Will I ever see you again?" I asked. He nodded his head.
"Count on it, son," he said. "After the way you handled those fellas, I got no choice but to deputize ya. Besides, you owe me a beer," he added with a smile.
"Yes, sir," I told him, smiling. He extended his hand and I shook it. As we shook hands, he wrapped his other arm around me and hugged me.
"I love ya, son," he whispered. "And I'm damned proud of you."
"I love you too, Grandpa," I said, my eyes watering. He stepped back and got up on his horse. "Tell Grandma Elizabeth I said hello," I told him. He looked down at me and smiled.
"You just did," he said. "And she says to tell you hello right back." He smiled, winked, then touched the brim of his hat. "See ya around, son," he said as he spurred his horse forward. I watched as he rode down the dusty road and disappeared from sight. The next thing I knew, I was back in my living room, my head reeling.
I looked at myself and saw I was wearing my work clothes instead of the old western outfit I had just a few minutes ago. I felt something in my pocket and pulled it out -- it was the old cigarette case Justice, or rather, my Grandpa Elijah, just gave me. I opened it and saw one side was packed with his hand-rolled cigarettes and a picture was on the other side.
I looked at the picture and saw it was one of Elijah and Elizabeth. As I studied the photo carefully, I could clearly see the resemblance between Elijah and Justice. There was no question in my mind who Justice really was. I turned the photo over and saw a brief inscription scribbled on the back: "To Amos, All our love. Grandpa Elijah and Grandma Elizabeth."
I put the photo back, stunned. How would I explain this to my parents? I realized the truth was I couldn't say anything about any of this to anyone. For starters, no one would believe me. I realized I hadn't eaten in hours and I was starving.
Going in the kitchen, I looked at the cold meatloaf Andrea had made and tossed it down the garbage disposal. I pulled out a couple pieces of cold leftover pizza and tossed them in the microwave. After I ate, I began packing up all of Andrea's things. By the time I was done it was late and I was exhausted.
I slept fitfully, dreaming of men in blue and gray uniforms killing each other. I also saw Andrea burning in one scene after another. The next morning, I got up, drank a cup of coffee and did my usual weekend chores, which included mowing the yard. Part of me missed Andrea, but a huge part of me felt relieved that I wasn't being bombarded with her non-stop bitching and cheating.
By the end of the day, I had some semblance of a plan. Naturally, I couldn't tell anyone what really happened to Andrea, so I decided to visit the police the next day to file a missing person's report. I knew they wouldn't do anything unless I had waited for a reasonable amount of time. I made a note to call an attorney and find out how long I had to wait to file for a divorce based on desertion, since I knew no one would ever find Andrea.
The next day, I went to the police station and filed a missing person's report. The desk sergeant took my report, read it, then asked to wait a few minutes. I sat down and waited for what seemed like an eternity. Finally, a man in a suit came up to me.
"Amos Jones?" he asked. I nodded my head. "I'm Detective Smith. Do you have a few minutes? I'd like to discuss your missing person's report." I followed him into a room and watched as he put out a recording device.
"Mr. Jones," he said. "I noticed you said your wife left with Roscoe Jennings and three other men Friday night. You say you haven't seen them since, is that right?"
"That's right," I said. What else could I say?
"One of the three men with Roscoe was an undercover police officer," he said. "He's also gone missing and no one can locate him. Were you aware that your wife was having an affair with Mr. Jennings?"
"I found out earlier in the week," I said. He nodded his head.
"Do you own a gun?" he asked.
"No, I don't," I said, which was true. I didn't own a gun, but had considered buying one.
"You know, we usually look at the husband closely when something like this happens," he said. "Would you mind if we searched your house?"
"No, not at all," I said. I had nothing to hide. Well, except for maybe shooting three men, but what was I going to say, 'I shot Roscoe and your officer in an alternate dimension?'
"We'll be in touch, and I'd appreciate it if you remained available," he said as he started to get up.
"Detective," I said. "Was my wife involved in something illegal?"
"That's what we were trying to find out," he said. "I can't go into the specifics, but we've been watching Mr. Jennings for quite a while."
"I see," I said. He shook my hand and left. I went back home and sure enough, several police officers came by and did a thorough search. They found nothing, except for my wedding ring, which had rolled under my bed somehow.
After they left, I put the bags holding Andrea's things in my car and drove to her parents house. I told them about her cheating and informed them that she had left with her lover Friday night and hadn't returned. They were shocked when I told them.
"Do you have any idea where she might be?" Andrea's mother asked. What could I say? That she's burning in Hell? I shook my head instead.
"No idea," I said. "But it doesn't matter. I'll be filing for divorce anyway."
"I understand, son," her father, Jack, told me. "Please let us know if you hear anything." I promised I would, then left. My parents were just as devastated as Andrea's and offered to help in any way they could, but I knew there was nothing they could do.



I saw an attorney on Monday about divorcing Andrea based on desertion. I explained that I had filed a missing person's report and the police were looking into it, but, the lawyer told me, I would have to wait a year before I could file on the grounds of desertion or abandonment. I thanked him and went back to work.
Life went on for the next several months as usual -- I worked, came home, ate, slept and began the process all over again. Every so often I called the police station to check up on my missing person's case just to keep up appearances. I always got the same answer -- no leads, but they're still working on it.
I ended each day with a beer and a cigarette on my porch, often thinking about my grandfather. I wondered where he was and what he was doing. Strange thing, though -- that cigarette case never went empty. Most days, I never smoked more than two, but the case would be completely full in the morning. I didn't complain one bit. Seriously -- have you actually checked out the price of cigarettes these days?
During the first six months after the incident with Roscoe and Andrea, I focused on work and stayed away from women. Then one day, it happened. I bought a lottery ticket and found myself with an $85 million windfall. I was given a choice -- either take a lump sum of over $57 million after taxes or accept an annual annuity over the next 30 years. After looking at how much I would get every year, I chose the annuity.
I decided to quit my job since I no longer needed to work. My co-workers said they would miss me and I knew I would miss them as well, but the truth was I had become bored over the last six months. On top of that, I started to feel as though my time with Elijah had awakened something inside me.
I decided to buy a place in the country and found a nice two-story ranch house on 20 wooded acres. The place needed a bit of work, which suited me just fine. It also had a couple of out-buildings and a horse corral. Naturally, it had a good Internet connection along with all the modern utilities.
I moved all my stuff out and rented the old house I once shared with Andrea, with the intent to sell it once my divorce was final. Still, there was something missing. I considered buying a horse, but I knew nothing about taking care of one. Many nights I ended up at the Wrangler, a small but popular bar not too far from my new house.
One night, I was at the Wrangler, nursing a beer and watching a game on the large television when I heard a female voice.
"That's an interesting case," the woman said, looking down at my cigarette case. "Mind if I look at it?" I invited her to sit down and handed it to her. She inspected it carefully, reading the inscription on the back. As she inspected the case, I inspected her. Slim, well-built, long blonde hair framing a face that could best be described as 'girl-next-door' pretty. Her breasts were just the right size -- not too big and not too small. "This looks like early Civil War," she said. "Where did you get this?"
"Family heirloom," I said. "Belonged to my great-great-great-great grandfather Elijah." I opened the case and showed her the picture inside. She smiled as she looked at it.
"They look like they really loved each other," she said. I nodded my head.
"They did," I said.
"This ought to be in a museum somewhere," she said. I shook my head.
"There's a lot of sentimental value in this," I said. "It's kinda hard to explain." I extended my hand. "I'm Amos Jones, by the way." She shook my hand.
"Danni," she said. "Danni Williams. It's short for Danielle."
"Pretty name," I said.
"Thank you, kind sir," she said, smiling.
"Can I get you something?" I asked.
"Sure," she said. "I'd love a beer." I motioned for the waitress and ordered us each a beer.
"Mind if I... smoke?" I asked her, opening the case. She shook her head.
"Not at all," she said. "Would you mind sharing one with me?" I smiled and offered her a cigarette. I pulled out a match and scratched it along my jeans. I held it as she lit her cigarette.
"Impressive," she said as I lit my cigarette. I smiled as I blew out the match and put it back in its box. "What kind of cigarettes are these anyway? I've never tasted anything like them."
"Special blend," I said. "Hand rolled. You like?"
"Absolutely," she said. I smiled.
"You know, there's nothing quite like a smoke and a beer with a friend to end the day," I said. Lifting her beer, she smiled. I joined her in a little toast and we spent the evening getting to know each other.
It turned out Danni was a lawyer with a large firm in the city, and often spent her weekends at her parents ranch, taking care of her horses.
"I've been thinking about buying a horse," I said.
"That's right," she said. "You just bought the old Ackerman place. You know anything about horses?" I shook my head.
"Nothing whatsoever," I told her. "But I'm a fast learner." She laughed.
"Well, you know, horses require a lot of care," she said. "On average, you'd probably need to devote about four hours a day. But if you're serious, I have a horse I've been wanting to sell and I'd be more than happy to help you learn."
"That sounds great," I said. "So, is there a Mr. Danni somewhere?" She shook her head.
"Not any more," she said. She told me about her divorce from her ex-husband, who turned out to be a drunken cheat and and abuser. I listened to her tell her story, and could see that it had affected her considerably. "What about you?" she asked.
"Almost the same thing," I said. "Caught her cheating on me. She wanted me to be her cuckold, but I wouldn't have it. She's gone now, with her lover. Haven't seen her in well over six months. I'll be filing for divorce in a few months for abandonment."
"I'm sorry to hear that," she said. We spent the rest of the evening talking, sipping beer and dancing. She felt so good in my arms and I felt more content than I had in months. Finally, the bar was closing, so we had to leave.
"Why don't you come by in the morning and I'll introduce you to Ringo?" she asked.
"Ringo?" I asked in response.
"The horse, silly," she said.
"It's a date," I said. She gave me directions to her parents place, along with her cell number. "See ya in the morning," I said before she left.
The next day, she introduced me to her parents, Bill and Kathy Williams. Bill was a huge man, and he nearly crushed my hand when he shook it.
"So, you're the fella who bought the old Ackerman place, right?" he asked. I nodded my head. "Good people, the Ackermans," he added. "Well, I gotta go take care of some fencing. Nice to meet ya, Amos."
"Good to meet you, sir," I said. Danni took me out to the corral and introduced me to Ringo, a very large reddish-brown horse. I don't know what kind of a horse he was, but I was impressed by his size. Danni told me he was a very gentle animal and liked lots of attention.
She showed me how to put a saddle and a bridle on him, then taught me how to ride him. I felt like I was on top of the world riding this creature. I followed Danni's instructions and was amazed at how well Ringo responded to my commands. We rode around the ranch for a couple of hours before Danni led us back to the corral, where she showed me how to groom, feed and water him.
"What do you think?" Danni asked when we left the corral.
"I'm very impressed," I said. "How much do you want for him?"
"Let's talk money in a few weeks," she said. "I'd prefer it if you spent time here learning how to care for him and ride him first. I just want to make sure he has a good home. Can you do that?"
"Sure," I said.
"Good," she said. "I'll let my dad know so he doesn't shoot you for rustling," she added laughing. I walked her to the door and she turned to me before going inside.
"I had a really good time with you this weekend," she said. "I have to leave tonight to get back to the city, but I'll be back Friday night."
"Would you like to go out with me next Friday?" I asked. She smiled and kissed me on the cheek.
"I'd love that," she said. "Now, be good to Ringo. He's still my baby, you know."
"I will," I promised.
And that began the next chapter in my life. I came over every morning to take care of Ringo. Bill and the ranch hands showed me a few more tricks and over time, we all became good friends. I enjoyed the time I spent there and began to feel a connection with the animal. I also found myself thinking less and less about Andrea.
Danni came home every Friday and we dated for several weeks. One Friday, she showed up at my door, suitcase in hand.
"Would you mind an overnight guest?" she asked.
"Please, come in," I said. We went out for dinner and ended up in my bed. It had been a long time since I had been with a woman, and Danni said it had been a long time for her as well. That first night, we simply fucked each other's brains out. At one point, she climbed on top of me, cowgirl style, and I bucked up into her like a wild bronco.
Afterward, we lay in each other's arms. She got up on one elbow and looked me in the eye.
"Just so you know," she said. "I'm strictly a one-man woman and I absolutely detest cheaters. Can you handle that?"
"Absolutely," I said. "And I'm strictly a one-woman man and I don't tolerate cheating of any kind." She kissed me deeply, her tongue invading my mouth. When she finished, she looked at me.
"Good," she said. "Because I think I'm falling in love with you."
"I'm glad," I told her. "Because I know I'm falling in love with you." We embraced one more time and made love before falling asleep.
"Dad says he's really impressed with the way you've been taking care of Ringo," she told me the next day as we drove to her parents ranch.
"I enjoy it," I said. "He's a beautiful animal."
"So, you still want to buy him?" she asked.
"Absolutely," I said. She told me how much she wanted and I nearly choked. Of course I could afford it, but I had no idea horses cost that much. I knew I'd be putting out over $3,000 a year to take care of him, but that was no problem whatsoever.
"It's a deal," I said. "Mind if he stays put for a couple weeks while I get the corral ready?"
"No problem," she said as we pulled into the ranch.
A couple weeks later, the corral was ready and Bill brought Ringo over. He looked at what I had done to the corral and was impressed with the new shelter I put up for the animal.
"Damn, son," he said. "This is gonna be one spoiled horse. You got a television in here as well?" he asked, laughing.
"Thought about it," I said, laughing with him. After we got Ringo settled in, Bill looked at me, seriously.
"You know, Danni really likes you," he said. "A lot."
"Yes, sir," I said. "And I really like her a lot, too." He nodded his head. He looked at me before speaking.
"I know you do," he said. "I just want you to know that she's still my baby girl and I'll do whatever it takes to protect her. Her last husband was a real bastard and it was all I could do to keep from skinning him alive. Just promise me something."
"What's that?" I asked.
"Treat her right," he said. "Don't ever make my little girl cry. You do that, and you'll always be welcome in my house."
"I promise, Mr. Williams," I said, extending my hand. He took my hand and smiled as he shook it.
"I'm gonna hold you to that, son," he said. "Well, I'd best be off. Talk to you soon."
Danni and I continued to see each other over the next few months. In that time, our love for each other grew and blossomed into something special. We talked about everything -- our hopes and dreams for the future, children, you name it. Like me, she wanted children and often talked about being able to retire to the country. She wisely never mentioned marriage, but I could tell it was on her mind.
A year after the incident with Roscoe and Andrea, I contacted my lawyer. He still had the paperwork ready to file. I had spent the last year making sure I had jumped through all the legal hoops. Naturally, the authorities never found Andrea -- I knew they wouldn't -- and it was now considered a cold case. My lawyer told me I would be a free man in 30 days.
I pulled out Grandma Elizabeth's ring and made plans to have it cleaned and sized for Danni. I intended to propose to her the weekend after the divorce became final.
Life was definitely looking good.
By the way, I did see my Grandpa Elijah again, but I'll tell you all about that the next time...
Stay tuned...
Notes: For those in what some commenters have called the "Perpetual Bitch Brigade," I took some artistic license with the lottery winnings. Please keep in mind that different states have different tax laws, so the amount presented here is by no means intended to reflect a general reality.
Also, the quote, "No man in the wrong can stand up against a fellow that's in the right and keeps on a-comin'," is attributed to William Jesse "Bill" McDonald, a Texas Ranger Captain who lived from 1852-1918. Once described as a man who would "charge hell with a bucket of water," he died of pneumonia in Wichita Falls, Texas and is currently buried in Quanah, Texas. The motto is engraved on his tombstone.
I had originally considered making this a part of my "Cheating Zone" series, but thought it best to keep it separate, at least for the time being.
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My name is Mike Bradley, and for the last couple months or so, I have been at a camp somewhere in the mountains of north Idaho trying to work through my problems. In case you're wondering why I'm here, well, let's just say it all has to do with my wife and the company I work for.
You see, I strongly suspected for some time that the woman I fell in love with and married has been cheating on me at least two days a week, and I've suspected it for quite a while. So, you might be asking yourself, why didn't I do anything about it? The answer to that is simple. I'm a coward. I always have been a coward, from the time I was a young boy. And that's why I'm here at Camp Rollins.
I was always taught to walk away from a fight, and that's what I did. Sure, I was often humiliated and looked down upon, but I can honestly say I've never gotten into a fight, no matter how angry I got. Perhaps I should've listened to my inner self instead of my elders.
I never went to college - couldn't afford it - so I settled for whatever job I could get, hoping that one day I could afford to attend college and get a degree. Along the way, I met and married Gloria. She was the most beautiful girl I had ever known and she always treated me like a king. I knew I had married up, and I did my level best to keep her happy.
Over the years, I did almost everything - I flipped burgers, pounded a register in a convenience store, swept floors, even worked as a security guard. Sometimes, I held down three part-time jobs at the same time. I may have been a skinny and wimpy coward, but I was no slacker. All of my bosses said they admired my work ethic.
Gloria, meanwhile, held a decent job as an executive secretary and worked normal hours. Unfortunately, we didn't get to see each other much because of my crazy work schedules. I kept looking for a job with a real future, though. Sadly, I got very few responses to my applications.
Then one day, out of the blue, I received a letter from a company called Acme Enterprises. I never heard of them and had never applied for a job with them, so I did a search and found that Acme was a very large company with clients and interests around the world. They had their fingers in practically everything, but always worked in the background, not drawing much attention to themselves.
The letter said the company was very interested in hiring me, so I showed up for my appointment with their HR department and was given a stack of things to do, which included a physical and a background check.
When I showed up for my interview, I was informed that Acme had adopted a Japanese-style employment system which basically meant that I was expected to stay with Acme for the rest of my life. Unless I deliberately quit or was fired, I would be employed for life. I was shocked when I saw the compensation package. The annual pay was more than I had made the last three years combined and it didn't matter what I was assigned to do.
The benefits package was also the best I had ever seen and included a very generous retirement package. The company even offered training for its employees. Of course, I accepted their offer and was overjoyed when I told Gloria the good news. She smiled and congratulated me with a night of mind-blowing sex.
I thought things were okay between Gloria and I, but I still suspected her of screwing around on me. Of course, being a coward, I never said anything. I was too afraid of upsetting the apple cart.
About eight months later, we were invited to a party at the home of Doug Carson, the CEO of Acme. Gloria looked stunning in her little black dress that showed off a lot of leg and more than a bit of cleavage. It was obvious she wore no bra and I wondered if she bothered to put panties on.
"Damn, you look good good enough to eat," I said when she came into the front room.
"I may take you up on that offer when we get back," she said with a smile.
We arrived at Doug's mansion and I handed my car keys to the valet. When we got to the door, Doug met us. He shook my hand and planted a kiss on Gloria's hand. He turned to another executive, Bill Jenkins, and handed Gloria off to him.
"Bill, would you please see to Mrs. Bradley while I have a chat with her husband?" he asked. Bill smiled and took Gloria's arm.
"Sure," Bill said. Gloria looked back at me and waved as she smiled.
"I'll be fine, dear," she said. "Go talk with your boss and we'll hook back up later." I didn't like the look of this, but what could I do?
"Please join me in my study, Mike," Doug said. "May I call you Mike?"
"Uh, yeah, sure, Mr. Carson," I said nervously. He poured a drink when we entered his private study and he handed it to me.
"Please, have a seat, Mike," he said. "So tell me, how do you like working at Acme so far? You've been with us, what, eight months now?"
"Yes, sir," I said. "I'm really enjoying it and I look forward to being here many more years." He smiled and took a sip of his drink.
"I'm glad to hear that, Mike," he said. "I've gotten nothing but good reports on your work so far and I'm sure you'll do well. I imagine you're probably wondering why you and your wife were invited here tonight. As I'm sure you know by now, everyone here is several pay grades above you."
"Yes, I was wondering about that," I said.
"Well, you see, it's like this," he began. "We're starting something new here. As you know, we have clients and offices world-wide. That often means a lot of travel for some of our top people, which can sometimes take a toll on their families and on their morale."
"I understand, Mr. Carson," I said. "But how does that affect me?"
"Good question, and I'm glad you asked," he said. "You see, your wife is going to be the first in what we call the Executive Morale Team. And tonight is her initiation into that team."
"I didn't know she worked for Acme," I said.
"The company she works for is actually a subsidiary of Acme," he said. "In fact, her boss happens to be my brother, and he's the one who recommended her for this, er, position. Don't worry, it's not uncommon for employees to be moved around or borrowed as needed. We do it all the time."
"So, what is she going to be doing?" I asked.
"Pretty much everything," Doug said. "And everyone, as needed."
"Huh?" I asked, confused. He chuckled.
"I see you're a bit confused," he said. "Your wife has been having sex with my brother at least once a week for several months now. In fact, she's become rather fond of gang-bangs, and engages in one every chance she gets. Didn't you know?"
"I suspected, but I didn't know for certain," I said, feeling like I had just been gut-punched.
"I understand," he said. "In fact, I'm going to be fucking your wife myself in a few minutes. After that, she'll, well, connect with the rest of tonight's crowd, which includes our board of directors. I thought you should know. Don't worry, she'll be compensated quite well, and so will you. Once she's been initiated, she'll be called upon to take care of our executive team as needed. Naturally, that will mean a lot of travel and a lot of time away from home." I was shocked to hear all this and didn't know what to say or do. After all, I was a coward.
"I see you're a bit stunned," he said. "I understand how you must feel."
"Why her?" I asked. "Why are you doing this to me?"
"If you recall, our initial letter to you said you have something of interest to us," he said. "You probably thought we were interested in your talents or your work ethic, which you've demonstrated admirably. But we were really interested in your wife. We've known about her and have had our eye on her for this role for a long time. We brought you in to have access to her while minimizing the risk of a lawsuit. As our employee, you've signed away any right to sue us. If you threaten to divorce your wife or raise a stink that would put the company in a bad light, we'll have no choice but to fire you. And you'll be lucky to get a minimum-wage job flipping burgers."
I recalled the mountain of papers the HR department had me sign. Was that part of my employment contract? He continued after taking another sip of his drink.
"How long is this going to go on?" I asked. Doug shrugged his shoulders.
"Difficult to say," he told me. "You wife is a young woman, so I suspect maybe 10 or 15 years. Maybe longer. It all depends on how she works out. So, I expect you to keep a happy face and deal with this, Mike," he said. "As long as you do your job and don't make a fuss, everything will be just fine. And you'll see a nice increase in your paycheck."
"Can I at least say goodbye to my wife?" I asked weakly. He shook his head.
"I don't think that would be appropriate," Doug said. "She's being prepped even as we speak."
"What if she gets pregnant or something?" I asked. He laughed.
"Don't worry," he said. "She's on birth control but if she gets pregnant, the company will pay for the abortion if she chooses to have one. If not, well, you'll get to play 'daddy.' She also has full medical, which handles treatment for STDs. That won't be a problem, since we're all clean." He took another sip.
"So why don't you go on home now?" he asked. "I'll have my driver return her to you when we're finished. It'll probably be quite late, so there's no need for you to wait up for her. There's a good boy," he added condescendingly. He stood, indicating the meeting was over. I got up and he ushered me to the front door. I could see the smirks on the faces of the men in the room as I walked out. The valet had already brought my car around and handed me the keys after Doug closed the front door.
I drove home, angrier and more hurt than I had ever been in my entire life. When I got home, I did the only thing I could think of to do - I bawled like a baby. I was a coward, remember? I sat there in my recliner, waiting for her to return home. The television was on, but I paid no attention to it. My mind was reeling from the evening's events.
It was 3:00 am when I saw headlights pull into our driveway. I heard a door open and soon, Gloria was in the house. She looked like she had been ridden hard and put away wet. Her face and hair were covered with globs of cum and I could see bruises on her chest.
She looked at me for a moment, then dropped her dress to the floor and stood before me, naked. Her pussy, which had been shaved bare, was red and puffy. Cum was still leaking out of her and dripping down her legs. Her breasts were covered with bruises. She reeked of alcohol, smoke and cum.
"You said earlier tonight I looked good enough to eat," she croaked. "So, get down here on your knees and eat me out, cuck." I looked at her in shock for a moment. Who was this bitch and what had she done with my wife? My stomach churned and I began to get sick. I ran into the bathroom and threw up, repeatedly.
When I finished, I went upstairs, not seeing Gloria in the front room. I wanted to kill her with my bare hands, but I was a coward, remember? So I simply grabbed a few things and went into the guest room. She followed me, still reeking.
"What are you doing in here?" she asked. "Why aren't you in our bed?"
"Please," I said. "You smell like shit and you're making me sick. Go away."
"I'm going to New York to spend some time with the board tomorrow," she said. "I'm leaving in the morning and don't know when I'll be back. Doug said to remind you to put on a happy face." I looked at her and gave a fake smile.
"Is this happy enough for you?" I asked. "Don't worry, I won't file for divorce. We'll still be married, at least legally. But you're no longer my wife and I don't accept this. At all. And I'm damn sure not going to touch you again, not as long as you're like... this."
"Well, that's just too bad," she said. "This is what I am. A paid cum slut for the company. And I AM your wife. You'll just have to accept it and deal with it. And I'd better never hear that you cheated on me. Got it?" Her face softened for a bit and she approached me. She bent down to kiss me, but I pushed her away so as not to get sick again. She recoiled away from me, not expecting that reaction.
"Alright, be that way," she said, walking away. "But I am leaving for New York in a few hours. Don't expect to hear from me. I'll be home when I'm home." She left and I fell on the bed, crying my eyes out.
And that began my alleged "life" for the next four months. Gloria was gone the next morning when I got up. She didn't even bother to tell me she was leaving.
That Monday, I received an inter-office envelope from Doug. Opening it, I found a DVD marked with Friday's date. I put the DVD in my computer and nearly gagged when I saw my wife fucking several men at the same time, each of them depositing their loads into her willing cunt. I cried as I watched several of the men smear their cum on her wedding ring as she laughed.
I didn't hear from Gloria, and when I called her cell, it simply went to voicemail. I figured she was too busy getting fucked to hear from me.
I continued working and put in as much overtime as I could, putting the extra money into a separate account. Doug followed through with his promise and gave me a hefty increase. Sadly, it didn't do anything to make up for the loss of my marriage.
It was two weeks before I finally saw Gloria. She was home, asleep in the master bed. I said nothing and made myself dinner. She came downstairs as I was eating.
"Aren't you going to make me dinner?" she asked. I looked at her, barely recognizing her.
"I'm not your fucking servant," I said. "There's another TV dinner in the freezer if you want to nuke it yourself."
"I'm not eating a TV dinner," she said.
"Suit yourself," I said.
"Aren't you going to ask me about my trip?" she asked. I shook my head.
"Nope," I said. "You haven't bothered to call me in the last two weeks to let me know you're alive, so I figured you're out fucking everyone you see and you don't give a shit about me."
"That's not true, Mike," she said. "Come on upstairs and let me show you how much I care and love you." I shook my head again.
"Nope," I said. "I don't cavort with prostitutes."
"What do you mean by that remark?" she asked.
"It's simple," I said. "You fuck anyone and everyone for money. Isn't that the definition of a prostitute?"
"Yeah, I have lots of sex with a lot of people. And I do get compensated, quite nicely, I might add," she said. "And so do you."
"So you're a highly-paid prostitute. Look, I'm not being paid for you to have sex," I said. "I'm being paid because your pimp wants me to stay quiet about what you're doing. Believe me, I do not condone it one bit."
"I'm sorry, Mike," she said. "Doug said you were okay with it."
"I had no choice in the matter," I said. "You, on the other hand, did. I hope you noticed I haven't filed for divorce and I haven't kicked your ass to the curb, although God knows I should."
"I've noticed," she said. "Look, Mike, I'm sorry about all this."
"But not sorry enough to quit," I said. "Did Carson tell you how long you'd be doing this?" She shook her head.
"No, he didn't," she said. "I assumed it would be for a while."
"He told me 10 or 15 years," I said. "Know this, I'm not waiting 10 or 15 years to have sex with an old used-up whore."
"What?" she asked, shocked.
"Look, just do a few things for me, okay?"
"What, Mike," she said.
"First, don't bring your lifestyle into my house. Second, clean up before you come home. It took me a week to get the stench of you out the last time. And third, let me know where you are so I don't get worried about whether you're alive or dead. Can you do that?" I asked.
"I can, Mike," she said.
"So, how long are you home this time?" I asked.
"I'll be local for a while," she said. "I have to attend the board meeting tonight and I may be gone for a few days."
"Of course," I said, throwing the empty TV dinner tray away. "I have to get back to work. Remember what I said." I grabbed my jacket and headed for the door.
"Aren't you going to give your wife a kiss before you leave?" she asked.
"Yeah," I said sarcastically. "If I ever see her again." She began crying as I left, but I simply didn't care.
I only saw Gloria for a couple days the rest of that month. The next two months or so were the same. She was gone except for a day or two every couple weeks. She tried to talk to me, but I had nothing to say to her. She did keep her promises, though, and sent messages to let me know where she would be. It seemed she was being passed around from executive to executive most nights. Other times, she would be in new York, or Miami or Los Angeles. Several times, she was sent overseas for one or two weeks at a stretch.
Doug sent me a DVD every week, so I could see her debauchery. I was starting to get quite a collection.
One day, about three and a half months after all this began, Doug called me into his office.
"How are you holding up, Mike?" he asked.
"I guess I'm hanging in there, Mr. Carson. Why? Is there a problem?" I asked.
"Well, I noticed you've been putting in a ton of overtime," he said. "Frankly, I'm getting a little worried. Your work is good as always, but I'm concerned about your health."
"I'll be fine, Mr. Carson," I said.
"When was the last time you made love to your wife?" he asked.
"I haven't touched my wife since before you took her," I said.
"Oh? That was over three months ago," he said. "I thought we had an agreement."
"It was three months, 16 days, and 17 hours to be exact. You didn't give me any choice, remember, Mr. Carson?" I asked. "I did what you said. I haven't filed for divorce, I haven't kicked her out of the house, although she's almost never there anymore anyway, thanks to you. I'm dealing with it the best I can."
"Gloria tells me you hardly talk to her and won't even touch her. She said you called her a prostitute. That's no way to talk about your own wife," Doug said.
"Well, Mr. Carson," I said. "I may be weak and a coward, but I do have standards and in my view, a woman who fucks for money is a prostitute, no matter what fancy title you give her. She's hardly ever home and when she is, she looks like shit. What are you doing to her?"
"Look, Mike," he said. "Your wife is very energetic. I can't help it if there's a great demand for her services."
"At the rate you're using her, she'll never survive the next 10 or 15 years," I said.
"I'll be the judge of that," he said. "Look, why don't you take a sabbatical, paid of course. Take a couple months or so off, go get laid, have a good time. Get your head screwed back on right."
"I'll start looking around," I said.
"Good," Doug told me. "If you need help finding something, call HR."
"I will, thanks," I said as I left.
When I got home I started my search. I found several places that looked interesting, but as I thought about it, I realized I needed more than just a two or three month break from all this shit. All of a sudden, I got a pop-up ad with a video that began playing. I started to close it out, but the message seemed to hit home.



In the video, a large man wearing a khaki uniform stood up from behind his desk and walked in front of the camera.
"Do you feel like less of a man? Is your spouse or significant other treating you like shit, disrespecting you at every turn or making you a wimpy cuckold? Are you tired of the smirks, the offhand insults? The cheating, lying and utter contempt hurled at you from everyone you thought loved you? Do you want your manhood back? Do you want your dignity and self-respect back? If so, we can help make that a reality," he said.
"It won't be easy. In fact, it may well be the hardest thing you've ever done in your life, but believe me, you'll be much better in every respect. When you graduate from our three-month course, you'll be a better man in every way - physically and emotionally. You'll be able to take control of your own life and your own destiny and you'll learn how to deal with those who have turned your life into a miserable hellhole," he added.
Another man walked into the scene, wearing a denim shirt and blue jeans. He turned and looked into the camera.
"My name is Ralph Winters," he said. "Before I came to Camp Rollins, I was a wimpy cuckold. My wife treated me like shit every day, making me watch her fuck one man after another. I got tired of the disrespect from her and the kids and came here. Now, I'm in control of my life and I learned how to deal with the cheating skank. I'm no longer a wimp, nor am I a cuckold. I've earned my family's respect now and my wife is back to being the loving woman I married so long ago." The uniformed man patted Ralph on the shoulders and turned back to the camera.
"Ralph's story can be yours as well," he said. He leaned into the camera, a serious look on his face. "Are you ready to take control of your life? Are you ready to take back that which is yours? If so, call the number on the screen and speak to one of our counselors. We'll make all the arrangements and before you know it, you'll be on the way to a whole new life. Take that first step right now. Pick up your phone and call."
The screen faded to black with a phone number showing in large, white numbers. I made note of the number and called.
"Thank you for calling Camp Rollins, Elaine speaking. How may I help you?" a friendly female voice said.
"Uh, yeah, I just caught your ad on the Internet and I'd like to get more information about your program," I said.
"Certainly, sir," Elaine said. "From the number you're calling, I can tell you that we have an office very close by and they can make all of the assessments and arrangements for you if you wish. Just so you know, our program includes a three-month training session in scenic north Idaho that includes physical training as well as counseling, legal assistance and life training. Our program is covered by most insurance plans as a wellness benefit. Once you complete our program, you'll have access to our 24-hour support line should you have any needs. Can I set you up with an appointment, sir?"
Fuck it, I thought. This shit has to end.
"Yes," I said. "Please, set me up."
"Very well, sir," Elaine said. "I can set you up with an appointment for tomorrow morning if that works for you.
"Yes, it does," I told her.
"Good," Elaine said. "Does 10:30 work for you?"
"It does," I said. She confirmed the appointment and gave me the address, which was only a few blocks from the building where I worked.
The next day, I informed Doug that I had an appointment at 10:30 about a possible sabbatical. He wrote back, wishing me luck and giving me permission to take the rest of the day off.
When I got to the office, a man took my application and listened to my entire story, taking notes as he spoke. When I finished, he looked over everything he had before addressing me.
"I think we can help you, Mr. Bradley," he said. "You do understand this isn't a pleasure cruise or a simple walk in the park?"
"Yes, I do," I said.
"In fact, our program is very rigorous," the man added. "You'll do things you never thought possible and face your worse demons. But once you finish, you'll be a whole new man."
"That's what I need," I said.
"How do you plan to pay for this?" he asked.
"My boss said the company would pay for the whole thing," I said.
"And that's Acme Enterprises?" he asked. I nodded my head as he looked on his computer. "Well, it looks as though you are covered. We have a few things to get arranged first, but I believe we can fit you in on a class starting the first of the month. Does that sound good to you?"
"Yes, it does," I said. "The sooner the better."
"Good," he said. "We'll take it from here and we'll see you on the first of the month. Just one thing, though. You can tell your wife and your boss that you'll be gone the first, but we'd rather you not tell them where exactly you're going. Once you're there, you can send a postcard with the mailing address, but you won't have access to your phone or the Internet."
Not having Internet access would be tough, but I figured it was a small price to pay. The counselor spent the next hour explaining how everything would work. I readily agreed and went home, stopping at a steak house for dinner on the way.
To my surprise, Gloria was home when I got there and she didn't seem too happy.
"What's this about you taking a sabbatical?" she demanded angrily.
"What's it to you?" I asked. "You're never home anyway."
"That's not the point," she said. "You should have discussed it with me first."
"Oh, you mean, like the way you discussed becoming a prostitute with me?" I asked. She shriveled a bit at that.
"Stop calling me that, Goddammit," she said.
"Why?" I asked. "That's what you are, isn't it? Acme's very own corporate prostitute? We talked about this before."
"Look," she said. "Doug's not happy that you haven't had sex with me since all this began. He gave me the rest of the week off so we could reconnect. Please," she begged. "I know you must be horny as hell by now. It's been what, a couple months since we've had sex?"
"Try three months, 18 days," I said. "The last time was the night before that party where Doug and the Board took you from me."
"Mike," she said. "I know it's been rough for you, but it hasn't been easy for me, either."
"Oh?" I asked. "Sure looks like you've been having a hell of a time, judging from the DVDs Doug sent me. How many times have you been fucked these last three months? A couple thousand? Do you remember what you were doing on our wedding anniversary?"
"No, I don't," she said.
"Maybe I should show you," I said. "You didn't bother calling and you didn't even send a post card. Probably because you were too busy fucking that sheikh in Marseilles, remember? Him and his cohorts. You even joked about ruining my anniversary. Remember that?" Her face turned white.
"You know about that?" she asked.
"Oh yeah," I said. "Your pimp's done a hell of a job reminding me what you really are these last three months."
"My God," she said. "You must really hate me."
"I don't even fucking know you anymore," I said. "All I know is my marriage is dead. Hell, you haven't even noticed I quit wearing my ring two months ago."
"Well, you have a chance to reconnect with me now, Mike," she said. "Come on, baby, let's go upstairs and make love. For old time's sake."
"I can't afford you and I don't have any protection," I said.
"What do you mean, you can't afford me? I'm your wife, for crying out loud. And you don't need any protection," she said. "You hate rubbers and you know I do too. Besides, I cleaned myself out and douched twice today just for you."
"You're kidding, right?" I asked. "You've probably fucked half the planet by now and you can't understand why I'd want a rubber? Have you gone totally fucking nuts? There's no telling what's swimming around in you right now."
"Alright," she said. "Go get some condoms if you must." I left and went to the store where I bought a box of rubbers and came back home. I went upstairs and found Gloria in the bedroom, naked. She knelt at my feet and pulled my trousers down, taking my boxers with them. She began sucking my cock, taking all 7 ½ inches into her throat, while looking in my eyes the whole time.
She gave a great performance and I couldn't help but think she had this all worked out. I had seen her on video do this to a number of men. I couldn't help it - I ended up ejaculating in her mouth. She made a production of swallowing my cum - something she hadn't done to me before, but something she had done with many others. She sucked me more, until I was hard, then laid on the bed, her legs spread wide.
"Come over here and eat me out," she moaned. I shook my head.
"No way," I said. "I'm not putting my tongue where another man's cock has been."
"Alright, then fuck me," she begged, opening her pussy lips with her fingers. "Stick that big beautiful cock in me and fuck me." I got on the bed between her legs and slipped a rubber on my erect penis. When I had it in place, I moved up and slid inside her - and got the shock of my life.
I couldn't feel a thing. Normally, her pussy felt tight around my cock, but this time, I felt like I was inside a cave. I pumped a couple times and moved around, but still felt nothing. My erection wilted and I got up off the bed. She looked at me, shocked.
"What's the matter?" she asked.
"I can't feel a goddamn thing," I said. "You used to feel tight, but now, it's like being inside a cave." I shook my head. "I can't do this," I said, going into the bathroom. I ripped the rubber off and grabbed a bottle of mouthwash to rinse off my cock. Then I washed myself with a copious amount of soap just to be safe. Gloria watched me, her eyes watering.
After I finished, I put my pajamas on and went into the guest bedroom, saying nothing to Gloria. She followed me, tears running down her face.
"Mike, please, at least come and hold me," she begged. I shook my head.
"I can't, Gloria," I said. "I keep seeing you with all those men and I just can't bring myself to touch you anymore. I'm sorry."
"Does this mean we're through?" she asked.
"I don't know," I said. "Maybe when I get back from my sabbatical things will be different. I just don't know right now. You and your pimp have hurt me too much and I can't deal with it."
"Maybe you should go find a woman and bring her back home," she said. "I'll even watch you fuck her if that will make you feel better."
"Two wrongs don't make a right," I said. "But I'll give it some thought. We have a few days before I have to leave."
I cried myself to sleep that night and I could hear Gloria crying as well. I was sick and tired of crying over her, over what she and Doug had done to us. I gave her suggestion serious thought, but decided I wasn't going to lower myself to her "standards."
When I got to work the next morning, Doug called me into his office.
"I hear you had a bit of difficulty with Gloria last night," he said.
"Yeah, just a bit," I said.
"What's the matter?" he asked.
"You," I said. "You've ruined her. For good. And you ruined me as well. Are you happy?"
"Let's just say I'm satisfied with your wife's performance so far," he said. "And you've lived up to my expectation so far. As for ruining you and your marriage, well, I'm sorry about that, but you can't make an omelet without breaking a few eggs, eh?"
"Is there anything else, Mr. Carson?" I asked, not wanting to drag this conversation out any longer than necessary. "I really should get back to work."
"That's all for now, Mike," he said. I nodded my head and went back to work. That night, Gloria lit into me.
"What do you mean, telling Doug that he's ruined me and ruined our marriage?" she asked angrily.
"What, do you tell him everything we say and do now?" I asked. "The fact is, your pimp has ruined you. He's ruined everything. That's why I need this sabbatical."
"Isn't there any way you can get past this?" she said. "It's just a job. I won't be doing it forever. We can go on as before." I shook my head.
"I don't see how," I said. "Look, I'll be leaving in a few days, so maybe I should explain to you how this is going to work." I pulled out a manila envelope and showed her the separation papers.
"What's this?" she asked. "You aren't divorcing me are you? Doug won't stand for it."
"It's not a divorce," I said. "It's a legal separation. It's standard practice. The bank account will be frozen while I'm gone. The bills will be paid so you don't have to worry about that. Normally, the spouse is given a weekly stipend, but you won't need that given what you make on your back. I won't have access to a phone or to the Internet, but you can write me if you want. I'll send you a post card with the mailing address once I get there. We'll discuss what happens next when I get back."
"What kind of a sabbatical is this?" she asked. "You made it sound like a wilderness retreat or something. I thought you'd be out fishing or playing at a lake somewhere." I laughed.
"No," I said. "There's a lot more to it than that. I'll be working harder than I've ever worked before. I'm tired of being a coward and I intend to do something about it. I promise you that I won't be the same after I get back." She looked at me, concerned, for perhaps the first time since this all started.
"You see," I added, "if I were a real man I would've kicked your ass to the curb a long time ago and I'd have put my fist through Doug's face. But the truth is, I'm a coward and always have been. That's why I'm going. I have to do this. For my own sanity if nothing else."
"You're serious about this, aren't you?" she asked.
"Yes," I said.
"What happens when you get back?" she asked.
"That depends," I said. "We'll just have to wait and see, won't we?"
Things remained basically the same between Gloria and I for the next few days - we went to work, came home, ate, then slept. I hardly said a word to her in all that time and we continued sleeping in separate rooms. A couple days before I left, Doug pulled me into his office one last time.
"Are you ready for your big sabbatical, Mike?" he asked.
"I am, Mr. Carson," I said.
"So, tell me about this Camp Rollins," he said. "Sounds like you're going to enjoy the fresh air. I've never heard of this place, though. What is it, a mountain retreat of some kind?"
"Not quite," I said.
"Then tell me, what are you going to be doing?" he asked.
"Working my ass off," I said.
"I don't understand," he said. "I thought the idea was for you to get some rest, maybe get some perspective on life."
"I'll get some perspective, I'm sure," I said.
"Is it really necessary to get a legal separation from Gloria?" he asked.
"It's standard procedure," I said.
"Well, I hope everything works out for you, Mike," he said. "Have a good trip and we'll see you in three months."
"Thank you, Mr. Carson," I said, quietly.
Gloria gave me a tearful farewell the day I left. After the last abortive attempt to have sex, we never tried again, and frankly, the idea of having sex with her sickened me. I'm not sure if that bothered her or not, but she acted as though it did.
"Please remember that I really do love you," she said.
"I will," I said, purposefully not telling her that I loved her. I wondered if she even noticed.
The first month at Camp Rollins was the hardest. My eyes were opened the day I arrived. The instructors were the harshest individuals I had ever encountered and they seemed to take great delight in hurling insults at us. One even called me an "illiterate cum bubble."
They worked us from before sunrise to after sunset, making us run everywhere we went. For a while, I was reminded of all those movies about Marine boot camp. I was in constant agony from the workouts and the runs, but at least I wasn't alone.
I sent Gloria a postcard with a mailing address, which was a post office box located at a small town somewhere in the area. I never received a letter from her, but did get weekly updates from the investigators watching her. It seemed she had been a very busy girl.
I also received a DVD from Doug every week. Apparently, Gloria had given him the mailing address. What he didn't know is that I had no way of looking at what was on the DVDs since I had no computer. I kept them anyway, since I figured I would need all the evidence I could get of Gloria's adultery.
The second month started with a group session in which we all had to tell our individual stories. That was hard for me to do, but I'm sure it was also hard for everyone else. Fortunately, no one belittled us or made us feel bad about our situations.
The rest of the month was split between counseling and physical training along with training in hand-to-hand combat. The counselor helped me get over my cowardice and I could see the benefit of the physical training in the mirror. Gone was the skinny kid who walked away as his boss prepared to fuck his wife. This was truly a whole new person.
I still heard nothing from Gloria, and didn't even receive a card from her on my birthday. I did, however, get a snarky note from Doug informing me that my wife had outdone herself on her last overseas trip, helping the company land a huge contract. That was accompanied with a DVD that got added to the pile.
"Show me your war face, Bradley!" the instructor yelled in my face, snapping me out of my thoughts.
"Aaaaarghhhhhh!" I yelled, hoping the anger on my face satisfied the instructor.
"What the fuck was that?" the instructor asked, his campaign hat nearly touching my forehead. "My ninety-year-old grandmother can sound off louder than that."
"AAAAAAARRRGGHHHHHH!" I screamed in response. He turned me toward a bale of tightly-packed hay.
"Take a look," he said. "There's your boss, and he's fucking your whore wife in the ass. They're both laughing at you. What are you gonna do?" As I looked, the bale of hay began to take on Doug's appearance, and I could visualize him fucking Gloria in the ass. In my mind, they both looked back at me and were laughing.
"KILLLLLL!" I screamed. The instructor put a large fighting knife in my hand.
"Then do it," he whispered in my ear. I plunged the knife as far as I could into the hay, but it wasn't easy, yelling as I did so. "Twist that knife," the instructor said. I twisted it, imagining Doug's lifeblood pouring over my hand.
"Not bad," the instructor said. "Who knows, the next time you get attacked by a bale of hay you might just survive." He took the knife from me. "Now, get over there and give me 100 bends and thrusts," he commanded, pointing to a sandy area where several others were doing the same thing. "NEXT," he yelled as I ran to do his bidding.
The third and final month of our training was soon upon us, and we were all given legal orientation along with more physical training and counseling. The lawyer assigned to my case had already looked over everything I had provided, including the DVDs, my employment contract and the reports from the private investigators.
"Well, Mr. Bradley," he said. "It looks to me like you have several issues that need to be addressed. We'll do the divorce papers, if you wish, citing adultery, abandonment and cruelty, since that's allowed in your state."
"But I was told I couldn't file for a divorce," I said. "My boss said I'd be fired."
"He can't do that," the lawyer said. "In fact, your entire employment contract isn't worth the paper it's written on. There's a number of issues with it, so I've forwarded it along with my report to a specialist in your state for further action. Her name is Danni Williams, and she's the best there is. Tough as nails, from what I've heard. She'll be in touch with you after you graduate if that's okay."
"It is," I said. "How much will it cost me to have her take care of it?"



"I'm not certain, but the legal fees are covered under your contract with Rollins," he said. "She may want a portion of whatever settlement you get, but that's between you and her."
"Sounds good," I said. "So when can you have my wife served?"
"In a couple weeks or so," he said. "I'll need to coordinate with a lawyer in your area to get it done."
"What about my boss and the others involved in this?" I asked. "Can't I go after them?"
"Not for alienation of affection," the lawyer said. "However, you may have other avenues. Between Danni and your local attorney, they may be able to come up with something for intentional infliction of emotional distress among other things. Would you like something done along those lines?"
"Do it," I said. "When can that happen?"
"I would advise you to consult with your local attorney when you return," he said.
The training continued and I liked what I saw when I looked in the mirror. For the first time in my life, I felt strong and confident that I could tackle anything that came my way. I still hadn't heard anything from Gloria, but Doug kept sending DVDs.
The day finally came for the "bitch-burning," the ceremony that marked the end of our training at Camp Rollins. The lead sergeant formed the class outside the barracks after dinner. A straw figure lay on the ground in front of a pole secured in the ground. A large pile of wood was arranged around the pole.
"Alright, gang," he said. "Tonight we're going to 'burn the bitch.' When I give the command, take one photo of your spouse and pin it to the figure. Ready? Move!"
All 15 of us pulled out our photos and pinned them to the straw figure. I admit, I got a bit of pleasure out of pushing a pin through the middle of Gloria's face.
"Mount the figure!" the sergeant ordered. Working together, we picked up the straw effigy and tied it securely to the pole.
"Sanders! Front and center!" the sergeant ordered. Mike Sanders, one of the other students in our class, stepped in front of the sergeant, who handed him a lit torch. "Burn the Bitch!" the sergeant ordered after he accepted the torch.
"Sir! Burn the Bitch! Aye, Aye, Sir!" he shouted in response. Walking to the pile of wood below the straw effigy, he set the wood on fire. The flames quickly grew, catching the straw on fire.
"Burn! Burn! BURN!" we all chanted as the straw figure caught fire. As the flames covered the figure, the photos curled up and burned to ash. "BURN! BURN! BURN!" we shouted, pumping our fists in the air.
We continued to chant and pump our fists in the air as the straw figure burned. The chants turned into howls and angry gut-wrenching growls. There was a lot of pent-up hatred and emotion in our little group. Soon, the figure fell off the pole and burned as it lay on the ground. A few of us, myself included, unzipped our trousers and urinated on the figure.
Soon, the fire burned down and the figure was reduced to ash. Strangely enough, we all felt as though a heavy weight had been lifted from our shoulders. The sergeant gave us each a beer and we celebrated the burning. That night, we all slept soundly.
Two days later, we stood at attention in freshly-laundered jeans and denim shirts as the camp commander addressed us.
"You men have come a long way since you arrived," he said. "You came here, scared, uncertain about your future, defeated and humiliated by the ones you loved the most. Now, you've gotten your manhood back. You look like men with the confidence to take on the world. You have the tools and the wherewithal to take on and successfully complete whatever you set out to do.
"I wish the best for each one of you. Remember, we're here for you 24 hours a day, seven days a week. If you need anything - anything at all - even someone to talk to, we're here for you. Now, go and take on the world!"
The sergeant stood in front of us for the last time.
"Class, attention! Dis...missed!" We whooped and hollered as we picked up their bags and headed to the bus, stopping long enough to shake the sergeant's hand. We gathered together before entering the bus to exchange contact information, promising to stay in touch with each other.
I wondered what I would walk into when I got home. I knew I would have to buy new clothes since I had gained a lot of muscle mass since I left three months ago. But, I wondered, would Gloria even be there? A part of me really didn't care - I was ready to move forward in my new life.
Of course, Gloria wasn't home - I really wasn't surprised. I know she had received the divorce papers because the envelope was sitting on the kitchen table, opened, and the papers were strewn over the table. I noticed she had signed them where the lawyer indicated. I walked into the master bedroom and saw the bed was unmade. As before, the room reeked of sex. I saw her rings on the dresser, covered with dried gunk, probably from her lover or lovers.
I looked in the closet and saw that some of her clothes were gone, so I figured she was off on another fuck-fest somewhere. I really didn't care at that point. I took inventory of my own wardrobe and just as I suspected, nothing fit. So I went out and bought myself some new clothes. While I was out, I dropped the signed divorce papers off at the attorney's office and was told they would be filed. When I got back home, I tore the master bed apart, throwing it in the front yard with a sign that read, "Free." It was gone within a couple hours.
I took the rest of Gloria's things and tossed them into trash bags, placing them in the garage. I called a locksmith and had all of the locks changed on the house and changed the garage door code. I took her wedding dress along with all of the pictures of her and I and tossed them in the fireplace. I enjoyed watching as they were reduced to ashes.
Having done all that, I decided to skim the DVDs Doug had sent while I was at Camp Rollins. All of them showed Gloria taking on large groups of men, often three at a time. None of them used protection and they all filled her with their semen. Gloria seemed to love what they were doing to her and begged for more. I felt like throwing up when I saw them smear their cum on her wedding ring. Doug was in most of the DVDs and he ended the last one he sent with a message.
"See, Mike," he said, looking into the camera as Gloria moaned in the background. "Your wife belongs to me now and she'll do whatever I say, with whomever I say. She doesn't even remember you anymore. Hell, I could sell her to the highest bidder if I want to and there's not a damn thing you can do about it." He laughed as the video faded to black.
I sat there for a moment and thought about what he said. Yes, I thought to myself, the bastard needs to die.
The next day, I went to work and noted the looks I got from everyone I met. Many of my co-workers oohed and ahhed over my new appearance and several of the women even flirted with me, openly. I flirted back with some of them, something I had never done before.
A few minutes after getting to my office, Doug sent a message over Skype, asking me to report to his office. Showtime, I thought to myself. I got up and made my way to his office. His receptionist smiled as she looked me over.
"Mr. Carson is expecting you," she said. I went into Doug's office and he appeared shocked as he took in the new me.
"I see the brisk northern air has done you some good," he said. "Care for something to drink?"
"Coffee. Black," I said. He nodded his head and spoke into his intercom.
"Julie, would you please bring Mr. Bradley a cup of coffee - black?" he asked.
"Yes, sir," I heard her say on the intercom. Within seconds, she was in the office and handed me a small cup of coffee on a saucer. I smiled as she handed it to me and took a sip.
"Where's Gloria?" I asked. "I got home yesterday and she wasn't there."
"We'll get to that in a minute," Doug said. "What's this about a divorce? I thought we had an understanding."
"No," I said. "You ordered me not to divorce her, but I've had a change of heart."
"I should fire you for that," he said. I chuckled.
"So?" I asked. "Go ahead and fire me, asshole. I really don't care. I was looking for a job when I got this one. Remember, you came to me, I didn't come to you. Now, where's my soon-to-be ex-wife?" Doug wasn't used to me standing up for myself and I could see he was taken aback.
"I see you've gotten some balls to go with those new muscles," he said. "I'm rather pleased to see that. The truth is, Gloria recently died."
"What?" I asked. "How? When?"
"She was on a company jet flying back from New York over the weekend," he said. "The plane went down and everyone on board was lost. I'm sorry."
"You bastard," I growled. "I ought to..." Suddenly, my vision became blurry and by the time I realized my coffee had been drugged I was unconscious.
...
When I came to, I found myself shackled to a metal bed in a small room with no windows Except for the bed, the only item in the tiny room was a combination toilet/water fountain which was standard in many prisons. My clothes had been removed and I was dressed in an orange jumpsuit, the kind given to prisoners. Not only were there handcuffs securing my wrists to the metal headboard, my ankles were also shackled to the foot of the bed. I tugged on the chains, but soon realized I wasn't going anywhere. I yelled out.
"Get me out of here!" I yelled. After a few minutes, I heard a key in the metal door. It opened, and Doug was there, looking down at me.
"What the fuck is going on?" I yelled. "Get me out of here." Doug smiled as he looked at me. Then he drove his fist into my stomach. Yeah, it hurt, but my abdominal muscles had hardened up considerably over the last three months and it didn't hurt as much as it would have before.
"You're a real big man, beating up on someone chained to a bed," I said after I got my breath. "Get these restraints off of me and let's see you stand up to me then, asshole." He laughed again and sat down next to me.
"I don't think so, Mike," he said. "I may be a rich asshole who gets off on destroying people's lives, but I'm not stupid. Do you know where you are, by the way?" I shook my head.
"You're still at Acme, but you're just about 50 feet below the surface," he said. "You know we have our fingers in a lot of pies, right?"
"Yeah, so?" I asked.
"Well, one of our research projects involves techniques used to break prisoners," he said. "It's something we've been doing for the CIA for decades. You've heard of black sites and extraordinary rendition, right? Who do you think helped perfect those for the government? And how do you think we developed the techniques they use on their prisoners?"
"You can't do this," I said. "It's fucking illegal."
"Except that your employment contract says the company can use you in any way it sees fit," Doug said. "You might as well embrace your new job. You'll still get the same compensation, you just won't be able to enjoy it."
"What?" I asked. "You're keeping me here as a paid prisoner?"
"Exactly," Doug said. "There's so much we can learn from you. For example, how long can you subsist on just bread and water before you start to waste away? How long will it take for those newfound muscles of yours to atrophy? How much pain and sensory deprivation can you withstand?"
"You're fucking crazy," I said.
"Perhaps," he said. "You see, I did a little research on that Camp Rollins you went to. I spent some time looking into the men who completed that course. Very interesting reading, I must say. That got me to wondering just what it would take to break someone who had been trained by the best of the best."
"How long do you intend to keep me here?" I asked. He smirked before answering.
"I would've thought a smart man like you would have already figured that out," he said. "Your employment contract is for life, you know. You do the math. Let's just say, you're never going to see the outside of this facility ever again. And when you die, you'll be cremated right here and your ashes dumped down the toilet."
"You fucking bastard," I said. "I'm going to fucking rip your head off and shit down your throat." Doug laughed.
"Good," he said. "Keep thinking that, please. Just so you know, I'm not completely heartless. You'll be fed once a day and allowed to shower every few days. You'll even be allowed the odd visitor from time to time. Oh, and there's this, just for you." He pointed a remote control at a monitor embedded in the wall near the ceiling and pressed a button. As I watched, the monitor came to life, showing video Doug had taken of Gloria having sex. "See," he smirked. "I even provided you with some entertainment to keep your mind off your problems."
"You motherfucking piece of shit," I screamed. "I'll fucking kill you. You hear me? I'll KILL your fucking ass!" Doug laughed as he walked out the door. After the door was closed and locked, my restraints instantly opened up and I was free to get up.
I paced the floor, wondering how I would be able to get out. Surely, someone would take notice that I was gone and come looking for me. But how long would that take. It was hard to think with the audio of Gloria being fucked filling the small room. I wanted to smash the monitor, but it was too high up for me to reach.
I kept pacing, thinking that someone would let me out. I swore I would personally rip Doug's heart out of his chest. I heard a noise at the door and realized that a small slit had been opened at the bottom. A small metal tray containing a slice of bread and a small paper cup filled with water was slid into my cell.
"Dinner," the guard said, laughing. I was a bit hungry, so I ate the tasteless bread and washed it down with water. I slid the tray back through the slit and had an idea. Doug said I would be fed once a day, so I made a mark in the wall with my thumbnail. Since I didn't have a clock or anything to tell when it was night or day, I decided that would at least help me keep track of how long I had been there.
I laid down and tried to relax, thinking I would feel better once I got some sleep. Unfortunately, I had a very difficult time sleeping with the bright light and the audio from the non-stop fuck video playing on the monitor. I didn't even have a pillow to put over my head. Fuck!
I awoke to the most god-awful pain I had ever felt in my life. A guard saw me asleep on my bunk and entered the cell, waking me with what appeared to be an electric cattle prod.
"No one said you could sleep, prisoner," he shouted in my face. "You sleep when we tell you and not one second before. Got it?"
I was still shaking from the shock and found that I couldn't move my arms for several minutes after the guard left. That's when I noticed another tray being slid into the cell. Had it already been a full day? I ate the bread, drank the water and slid the tray back outside. Feeling the urge to piss, I relieved myself, then made another mark on the wall.
The guards would check on me periodically and tell me when I could sleep, waking me by pounding on the metal door with their nightsticks. The light in my cell never went off so I had no idea how long I had slept. I didn't even know what time of day or night it was. Of course, the video never stopped, but over time I learned to block it out of my mind.
I passed the time by exercising - I did bends and thrusts, pushups, situps, and even ran in place. I closed my eyes and pretended I was back at Camp Rollins doing my daily routines. The never-ending moaning from the porn video made it difficult to concentrate, but not completely impossible.
I was taken out of my cell periodically for an ice-cold shower. The guards gave me less than a minute to clean myself up and laughed as I recoiled from the shock of the cold water. It was difficult, to say the least, but I gritted my teeth and got through it. I could feel the stubble on my face and knew I would be sporting a fairly wild beard in a few days.
Every few days, the guards would pull me out of the cell in shackles to torment me. One time, they laid me down on a long plank with my hands shackled above my head and my feet secured to iron rings at the bottom of the plank. I wondered what they were going to do, then I realized what was happening - they had fastened me to some kind of medieval stretching device. I screamed as the pain became too much to endure. It felt as if they were going to rip my arms out of their sockets and every joint in my body ached.
Suddenly, the stretching stopped and the plank was adjusted so my head was below my feet. Suddenly a towel was thrown over my face and water was dumped on me. My God, I thought! They're waterboarding me. I thought I was going to drown, but the torture ended. I only had a few moments respite, however, as they began again.
After being waterboarded three times while stretched out on the rack, they released me and dragged me back to my cell. A few minutes later, the slot opened and another tray with the usual bread and water was pushed through. It hurt like hell to move as every joint in my body ached, but I managed to finish the "meal." I made another scratch on the wall and counted 60 such marks.
If this was correct, I had been there two full months. And it became clear to me that no one was even looking for me. I was doomed to die in this awful place. I wondered if my divorce was final and if my bills were still being paid. A hell of a thing to think about now, I thought.
I sat back down and did something I hadn't done since I was a child - I prayed, for real. "God," I quietly said to the empty room, "please help me."
A few minutes later, a guard banged on my door.
"You have a visitor," the guard said. "Get up." I managed to get to my feet as the guard opened the door. Another guard stood by with a shotgun aimed at my head as two other guards shackled my hands and feet. They half-dragged me out of the cell and put me in another small room, securing my hands to a ring in the middle of a small table. My feet were connected to the metal chair I was sitting in.
I looked up as a tall, lanky man in western garb entered the room. He had chiseled features, a square jaw with just a hint of a five o'clock shadow and squinty eyes that looked like they had seen just a bit too much sun. He wore denim jeans with a white shirt covered by a floor-length duster. The spurs on his boots jangled as he stepped in the room. His battered Stetson sat low on his forehead. I saw a round badge on his shirt as the top part of the duster he wore opened up and figured he was some kind of a police officer. Was this another form of torture, I wondered.
He sat across from me and looked at me for a few seconds. He pulled out a pack of cigarettes and lit one after running a match over his jeans. He placed the lit cigarette in my mouth and encouraged me to take a drag, which I did. Surprisingly, I didn't cough or choke. As I inhaled the smoke, I began to feel some of my strength come back.
"Name's Peace," he said in a southern drawl. "Justice O. Peace. You asked for help. I'm here to help ya. No one's gonna hurt ya any more. I promise."
I put my head down on the table and cried realizing the significance of what he just said. He patted me on the shoulder and comforted me for a few moments.
"Don't worry, pardner," he said. "My posse and I will have ya out of here in no time. One way or another." I looked up at him, the lit cigarette still in my mouth.
"Carson," I croaked. "He took my wife. Destroyed my life. Killed her."
"Don't worry about Carson," he said. "He's gon' pay. I promise you that. Think you can hang tough for a few more days?" I nodded my head, hoping he wasn't yanking my chain. He smiled as he looked at me.
"Good," he said. "When the time comes, you'll get your shot at him." He patted me on the shoulder as he stood up. "We'll meet again, pardner," he said before signaling the guards. As I watched, he spoke to them quietly and left. I'm not sure what he said, but their attitude toward me changed significantly.



I wondered if this was another one of Carson's cruel tests, but I got my answer soon enough...
*****
To be concluded in "Justice 02: Ghost Riders"... Stay tuned. For background on Justice O. Peace, I suggest you read "Justice 01: Amos and Andrea" first.
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I looked at my image in the mirror and reflected on the events of the last year. It had been one hell of a ride. A little more than a year ago, I found my first wife, Andrea, having sex with her boss in our house. Worse yet, they were doing it in our marital bed.
Andrea wanted me to accept her sordid affair and threatened to destroy me if I chose divorce. The next day, after seeing an attorney, I met a fellow who introduced himself as Justice O. Peace. He turned out to really be my great-great-great-great grandfather, Elijah Jones - a man who was killed while serving in the Union Army under Gen. William Tecumseh Sherman. Don't ask me to explain it, because I still can't.
Justice, or rather, Grandpa Elijah, helped me "bushwhack" the two cheaters. Over the next year, I filed for divorce after reporting Andrea missing. I won the lottery and quit my job as a field service IT and network technician, then bought a house in the country. That's where I met Danni Williams, the current love of my life.
She introduced me to Ringo, my horse, and taught me how to take care of him and ride him. We also dated and fell in love. Her parents, Bill and Kathy Williams, took me under their wing and helped me adjust to country life.
We got to know each other pretty well over the last few months. Her parents traditionally went to church on Sunday mornings, then enjoyed a large family lunch afterward, spending the rest of the day relaxing. I was given an open invitation to join them whenever I wanted, so I did - mostly to be with Danni, but I also enjoyed Bill and Kathy's company as well. Weather permitting, I would ride Ringo to their ranch, which wasn't very far from my house.
Today, though, wasn't going to be just another Sunday afternoon visit. I intended to propose to Danni and I hoped she would accept. Nervous, I looked at myself in the mirror one last time.
"Are you ready for this, Amos?" I asked the image looking back at me. That's my name, by the way - Amos Jones. The image didn't respond, but I did. "Let's git 'er done," I mumbled. I grabbed my hat and my jacket, making sure I had the ring in my pocket, then walked out of the house and headed to the corral, where Ringo was waiting for me by the gate. I had already saddled him up for the ride and I think he knew where we were going.
He bobbed his head as I petted him down. He was such a gentle creature, and it was hard to believe that something so gentle could harness as much power as he did. I climbed into the saddle and settled in. I loved riding him - I felt on top of the world when I sat in that saddle. Nudging him with my boots, we headed out.
I made it to their place in good time and put Ringo in their corral. Walking to the house, I saw Danni waiting for me at the door. She gave me a scorching hot kiss as I took her in my arms.
"Long time no see, cowboy," she said after breaking her kiss.
"Yeah, been what, 10 hours?" I asked, smiling. She smiled back and punched me in the arm, playfully.
"Come on in," she said. "Mom's got everything on the table and I'm starving."
"Well, let's not keep her waiting," I said. We walked in the house, holding hands. Her father, a giant of a man, stood up and shook my hand.
"Yer getting' pretty good with that horse of yours," he said, smiling. "I'll make a cowboy out of you yet."
"I had a good teacher," I said, looking at Danni. He laughed and gestured for us to enter the dining room, where a large table was filled with food.
"This smells mighty good, Kathy," I said.
"Thank you. I hope you like it," she said. What was there not to like, I asked myself. Steaks, mashed potatoes, brown gravy, green beans and homemade bread. My mouth was watering.
"Well, let's all have a seat," Bill said.
"Um, I have a couple things I'd like to get off my chest first if y'all don't mind," I said. They looked at me, no doubt wondering what I was going to say.
"Go ahead, son," Bill said.
"Well, first off, my divorce from Andrea is final," I said. "And I'm ready to start a new chapter in my life," I added, looking at Danni. I pulled the small box out of my pocket and dropped to one knee in front of her.
"These last few months have been wonderful," I said. "And I don't ever want this to end. I'm madly in love with you, Danni, and I'd be honored if you'd marry me and be my wife." Danni brought her hands to her mouth as her mother wiped a tear from her eye. Danni wrapped her arms around me and began smothering me with kisses.
"Yes, Amos," she said. "I'll marry you. I love you so much." I opened the box and put the ring on her finger. She smiled as she admired the ring.
"It's a beautiful ring," she said. "I've never seen anything quite like it."
"It's the ring my great-great-great-great grandfather Elijah gave to his bride a long time ago," I said. "It's a family heirloom."
"It's beautiful," Kathy said. "And in such good shape. Danni, you'd better take good care of that."
"I will, Mom," she said. "It's never coming off my hand." Bill looked somewhat emotional as he stretched out his hand.
"Welcome to the family, son," he said.
"Thanks... Dad," I said. That brought a smile to his face.
"Well, looks like we have something to celebrate today," he added, sitting down. After the main meal, Kathy brought out a homemade apple pie and dished us each a large slice. Afterward, Danni and I went out for a ride and ended up at a large pond on the back side of the property.
After securing our horses, Danni and I celebrated our love under the sky. We laid there, naked, on a blanket and looked up at the sky after a couple hours of mad, passionate love. Danni brought up her hand and admired her ring.
"This really is a gorgeous ring," she said. "Is this the ring you gave Andrea?"
"Yes, it is," I said. "If you like, I can get you another one."
"Don't you dare," she said. "I love this ring. Do you think your grandmother Elizabeth would approve of me having it?"
"I'm certain of it," I said. "One of these days, I'll show you her journals. She wrote about her husband a lot. She really admired him and wanted to make sure the family never forgot him." She rolled on top of me and planted a soft kiss on my lips.
"Thank you," she said quietly.
"For what?" I asked.
"For making this day so special for me," she said. "And for proposing in front of my parents. It meant a lot to them."
"Well, you mean everything to me," I said.
"And you mean everything to me, my husband-to-be," she said in response. We laid there on the blanket, kissing and cuddling together naked for another hour before we decided it was time to get dressed and get back to the house.
"You two enjoyed the view at the pond?" Bill asked when we returned.
"We did, Daddy," Danni said, giving her father a kiss on the cheek. He smiled as he looked at her.
"I'm glad," he said. "You know, your mom and I used to go there a lot when we first got married," he added with a knowing smile. "Still do, from time to time, if you know what I mean."
"TMI, Dad," Danni said. "That's just a bit too much information," she added with a smile. Bill laughed at that. He turned to me after Danni joined her mother in the kitchen.
"You done good, son," he said. "Kathy and I are proud to have you in our family."
"Thanks... Dad," I said. "You don't mind if I call you 'Dad,' do you?"
"You'd better," he said with a big grin. "And it would mean a lot if you called Kathy 'Mom,'" he added.
"I will," I said. "It's getting late and I need to get Ringo bedded down for the night, so if you don't mind, I'm going to head on out." Bill nodded his head in understanding.
"Sounds good, son," he said. "We'll see you soon, I'm sure." We shook hands and I went into the kitchen to say my goodbyes. Kathy gave me a big hug. I hugged her back.
"Thanks for lunch, Mom," I said. "It was delicious." She hugged me again, a tear forming in her eye.
"Thank you for everything, Amos," she said. I turned to Danni.
"Listen, I need to run some errands in town tomorrow afternoon," I said. "Would you like to go out for dinner and a beer tomorrow evening, say about 6:00?" Danni worked as an attorney and spent the week at her condo in town, since it was closer to her job.
"Sure," she said. "Just text me the details and I'll meet you there."
"Will do," I said. "Love you," I added, giving her a kiss. She returned the kiss.
"I love you more," she said.
"Okay you two," Kathy said, slapping Danni's arm with a kitchen towel. "I have work to do, so skedaddle." We all said our goodbyes and I headed out to take Ringo home. At that moment, I felt on top of the whole world. I had a good horse, and a good woman - life doesn't get any better than this, I thought to myself.
The next day, I got up early, took care of Ringo and headed into town. I had several things I wanted to get done, and I also wanted to stop by the old house Andrea and I once shared. It was still in my name and I had rented it out to George and Linda Simmons, a young couple looking to start a family.
They were nice people, took good care of the place and always paid their rent on time. George had even expressed an interest in buying the place and I really wanted to help them out. I considered paying the mortgage off and deeding the place to them, but I wasn't sure what the ramifications of that would be. Would I take a hit on my taxes? Would it affect the property's value? I simply didn't know. I made a mental note to consult with my financial planner to see what the best plan would be.
When I finished my visit, I looked at my watch and noticed it was already 4:30 pm, so I sent Danni a text, telling her I would meet her at the Hitching Post. It was the same bar and grill where I had met Justice a little more than a year ago. She texted me back: "C U there. Luv U."
"Luv U more," I said in response. A few seconds later, I saw a text from her full of hearts and kisses. God, I love that woman, I thought to myself.
"Hey, cowboy," she said when she walked up to my table. I got up, kissed her, then pulled out a chair. We each ordered a burger and a beer and discussed the day's events. Danni had just wrapped up a big case she had been working on for months and reveled in the idea of finally having a clean slate for a day or so.
Our plates had just been cleared when I saw him - Justice. Or to be more precise, my grandfather Elijah. He saw me and headed to our table. I stood as he came up and shook his hand. I almost called him "Grandpa," but caught myself just in time.
"Danni," I said. "This is my good friend, Justice O. Peace. He helped me get through my issues with Andrea. Justice, this is my fiance, Danni Williams."
"Pleasure to meet you, Mr. Peace," she said with a smile.
"Please call me Justice," he said. "Mr. Peace was my pa." He looked at her ring. "That's a mighty nice ring you have there, young lady."
"Thanks," she said. "Amos said it belonged to his great-great-great-great grandmother Elizabeth." For a moment, I thought I saw a tear in his eye. He wiped his eyes and smiled.
"Care for a beer?" I asked him. "After all, I owe you one."
"Yes, you do," he said. "And I'd love a beer." After the waitress brought our beers, I offered him and Danni a cigarette. They both accepted one graciously. Pulling one out for myself, I struck a match and lit their cigarettes before I lit mine.
"I'm glad to see you finally got some respectable clothes," he said with a smile. "Nice hat, too. I remember when this old thing looked that good." We exchanged small talk for a while but I was curious to know what brought him back.
"So, what brings you back to these parts?" I asked.
"Well," he began. "I got a situation and I could use your help. In fact, I'd be mighty obliged if both of you could help."
"Oh?" Danni asked. "What's going on?"
"A fella got himself into a situation kinda like what Amos got into with his first wife," he said. "Only this fella's situation is a lot worse. He tried to deal with it himself but he ended up biting off more than he could chew."
"Oh?" I asked.
"Yeah," he said. "He went to some camp up in Idaho for three months to get himself fixed up. Came back and it all went to hell - 'scuse my language - on him."
"Where is he now?" Danni asked.
"He's being held against his will in a secret underground jail of some kind over at the Acme building by the river," he said. Danni and I looked at him in shock.
"Held against his will?" Danni asked. "That's illegal."
"Yes, ma'am, it is," he said. "And he's not doing too good. They've got him on bread and water and they're really messing him up bad."
"How do you know all this?" Danni asked.
"I visited with him just a bit ago," he said.
"How did you manage that?" she asked.
"I had to trick the guards," he said. "Used my old Ranger badge."
"You were in the Texas Rangers?" Danni asked. Justice nodded his head.
"Yes, ma'am," he said. "A long time ago. Served under a different name, though."
"Who was your captain?" she asked. I realized she was trying to reconcile his story so I didn't say anything.
"Bill McDonald," he said. "He's long since retired."
"I see," Danni said. "So you were in Company A?"
"No, ma'am," he said. "Company B, Frontier Battalion." Danni nodded her head slightly.
"And how did you learn about this man?" she asked.
"He asked for help," Justice said. "I was assigned the job."
"And who do you work for now?" she asked. "The feds? FBI?"
"The highest authority, ma'am," he said.
"You said he was at a camp in north Idaho," Danni continued. "What camp was that?"
"Camp Rollins, ma'am," he said. "His name is Mike Bradley."
"Bradley," she repeated. "I know that name. I got something from Camp Rollins a couple months or so about him. Very unusual allegations. I tried contacting him, but I was never able to. I even called my contact at the camp to verify my contact information. Strange thing is, no one ever reported him missing."
"I'm not surprised," he told her.
"What about his wife?" she asked.
"They told him his wife was dead, killed in some kind of airplane crash," Justice said.
"You don't believe that, though, do you?" she asked.
"Not for a minute, ma'am," he said.
"Where do you think she is?" Danni asked.
"Somewhere in Albania," he told her. "She's being sold into slavery and was given a deadly mix of contaminated drugs. She's on borrowed time as it is and there's nothing anyone on earth can do to help her. Right now, she's making her peace with God and hoping she can see her husband before she goes."
"And who's selling her?" Danni pressed.
"A lying, sniveling piece of dog crap - 'scuse me - named Doug Carson," he said. "The same one who drugged and imprisoned Mike."
"Doug Carson? You mean, the CEO of Acme Enterprises? One of the richest and most powerful men on the planet?" Danni asked, shocked.
"One and the same," Justice said.
"And you know all this, how, exactly?" she asked.
"I told ya, I work for the highest authority," he said. "I just know. Don't ask me how. Look, ma'am, I understand you want all your t's crossed, but I have two people who won't last much longer unless something is done. And even after I get Mike out of there, Carson will just find himself another target. I can get Mike out one way or another. I'd rather do it legal-like and I'd like to see Acme torn down. By the book."
Danni looked at Justice and I could see the wheels in her head turning.
"Okay," she said. "Let me go back and do some preliminary work. We can meet here same time tomorrow, if that will work for you." Justice nodded his head.
"I think they'll be okay until then," he said. "But they're running out of time."
"Alright, Justice," she said. "I'll get right on it, I promise. I'll have some answers when we meet tomorrow."
"I appreciate that, ma'am," he said. She looked at us, then stood.
"I'll call you tomorrow, okay, dear?" she said, looking at me.
"Sounds good, babe," I said. "Love you."
"Love you more," she said, giving me a soft kiss on the lips. She extended her hand to Justice. "We will talk tomorrow, I promise."
"Thank you," he said, taking her hand. "I'm sorry if I seem short. I know you're a damn good attorney and you're just doing your job. It's just that there's two souls in the balance and not a lot of time."
"I understand," she said before leaving. We watched her walk out of the bar.
"That's a mighty fine woman you have there, son," he said, looking at me. "Reminds me of your Grandma Lizzy at that age." I smiled.
"I consider that high praise, Grandpa," I said.
"I take it, then, that she doesn't know the whole story," he said. I shook my head.
"No," I said.
"You're gonna have to tell her at some point, you know," he said. I nodded my head.
"I know," I said. "I just don't know how I can do that without coming across as completely crazy." He laughed.
"You'll figure out a way," he said. "By the way, speaking of your Grandma Elizabeth, she says Danni's a keeper and you'd better treat her right. Trust me, boy, she's not above giving you a spankin' on your rear end."
"You sound like you'd enjoy that," I said. He laughed, then took a sip of his beer.
"I might," he said. "Been a while since your grandma gave a grown man a spankin'." He pulled out a large watch, flipped it open, then shut. He looked at me before speaking. "I need to get goin', son," he said. "I'll be here tomorrow, same time. Thanks for the beer."
"My pleasure, grandpa," I said, extending a hand. He took it in his and wrapped his other arm around me.
"Good to see ya again, son," he said. "I just wish it were under better circumstances."
"Me too," I said. "See ya tomorrow." He touched the brim of his hat.
"See ya," he said, walking away. I paid my tab, then jumped in my truck and headed home, thinking about what Elijah had told me. He was right, I was going to have to level with Danni at some point. But how?
The next day, I got up early as I usually did, grabbed a cup of coffee, then headed out to tend to Ringo. I could tell he was a bit antsy, so I saddled him up and took him for a short ride. I had the feeling he wanted to run, but I was concerned he might accidentally step in a hole and go down. I went back to the dirt road, and let him loose. Talk about an "E-ticket" ride! He ran at a full gallop for quite a while, with me hanging on for dear life.
I got Ringo back, saw to his needs and headed into the house to take a shower. After I got cleaned up, I went downstairs and grabbed a sandwich. Then my phone rang. I saw it was Danni's number, so I answered.
"Hey, sweet thing," I said. "How's it going?"
"Good," she said. "I'm a bit tired, but I'm okay. Listen, do you think you can swing by the condo about 3:00? I need to talk with you before we meet Justice tonight."
"Sure," I said. "Everything okay?"
"Yeah," she said. "I just need to get some things straight in my own mind, that's all."
"Okay," I said. "I'll see you at 3:00."
I knocked on her door right at 3:00 and she let me in with a kiss. I could tell she had just taken a shower as her hair was still a bit damp.
"Come on in," she said. "I just got out of the shower. Please, have a seat and I'll get us some coffee." I sat down as she went into the kitchen. Her laptop was open on the table and there were a number of papers scattered about. She came back in with two cups and sat them down on the table before taking a seat.



"Are you alright?" I asked. I was concerned because she looked tired.
"Just tired," she said. "I've gotten maybe three hours of sleep since I saw you last night. I started doing some preliminary research last night. As you know, I like to know something about the people I work with. I did a Lexus-Nexis search on your friend, but I couldn't find anything. No birth certificate, Social Security number, tax records, nothing. Not even a drivers license." She took a sip of her coffee and looked at me.
"He also said he served in the Texas Rangers under Bill McDonald," she said. "He got the company and the battalion right, but there's no way he could have served under McDonald." She turned her laptop to face me and brought up a browser screen. It was a page about William Jesse "Bill" McDonald.
"Bill McDonald died in 1918 of pneumonia," she said. "That's over 100 years ago. There's no way Justice could have served under him. Not unless he's well over 100 years old." She looked at me before continuing.
"There's one other thing," she said. "I had a lunch meeting with Judge Stone today."
"The 'hanging judge'? Hasn't he been on the bench like, forever?" I asked.
"Yes," Danni said. "He and my dad go way back. He's the one who inspired me to go to law school, in fact. I told him a bit of what was going on. When I mentioned Justice, his face went white. I thought he was going to have a stroke."
"Really?" I asked. "You mentioned Justice by name?"
"Yes," Danni said. "So tell me. Who is he? Really?"
I took a sip of coffee and weighed my options. I knew I would eventually have to come clean, but I wasn't quite sure how. Danni helped me figure it out.
"Look, Amos," she said. "I love you with all my heart and I plan to spend the rest of my life with you. But we can't have any secrets between us. I need you to be honest with me. I need to know the truth. All of it." I looked at her for a few moments before responding. What was that saying? "The truth shall set you free." This was do or die time. The next few minutes could end my relationship with Danni, and I knew it.
"The truth is stranger than you can believe," I said.
"I can handle it," she said. "Good, bad, ugly, strange, whatever. I've heard it all before."
"You haven't heard this," I said.
"Well, try me," she answered. I nodded my head.
"Promise you won't put me in a loony bin?" I asked. She smiled.
"It can't really be all that strange, can it?" she asked.
"You have no idea," I said.
"Well, just tell me and let me be the judge," she said.
"All right," I said. "Here goes. But remember, I warned you." I took another sip of coffee and began. "The day I learned about Andrea cheating on me, I went to the Hitching Post to drown myself in a beer. That's when I first met him - Justice. He came up to me and started talking. He knew everything about me and knew of my problem with Andrea. At first I thought he was a private investigator. Then he suggested we 'bushwhack' the cheaters. The next night, when Andrea brought her lover into the bedroom to cuckold me, he showed up. He didn't even look human, Danni, and his eyes looked like fire.
"The next thing I know, we're standing in the middle of a dusty street in what looked like an old western town. I went into the saloon and saw them - Andrea, her lover and his three goons. The goons came after me, so I pulled my pistol and shot them," I said.
"You shot them?" Danni asked, shocked. "Dead?" I nodded my head.
"Yes," I said. "I'm not proud of it, but they were pulling their guns and would have shot me dead if I hadn't. Then, when Roscoe - Andrea's lover - pointed a gun at me, I shot him dead as well. When he fell, their table overturned and the lamp set her dress on fire. I couldn't do anything to put it out. The next thing I know, they're all gone."
"Oh my God," Danni said.
"I asked Justice if they were all dead and he said yes," I said. "He told me they were in a very warm place. We went back outside and he gave me this," I added, pulling out my cigarette case. "It was like a light bulb turned on in my head. I knew who he really was."
"Who is he?" Danni asked. "Tell me!" I opened the cigarette case, pulled out the picture and handed it to her.
"Look closely at the man in that photo," I said. Her eyes widened as she studied the photo. She looked back up me, shocked.
"Are you saying Justice is really your great-great-great-great grandfather Elijah?" she asked.
"You saw him up close," I said. "You talked to him. You have his photo right there in your hand."
"Oh my God," Danni said as the realization hit her. "How is this even possible?" I shook my head.
"I don't know," I said. "He promised he would tell me someday. I know my Grandmother Elizabeth wrote about him a lot. Said his sense of justice and right and wrong is part of what attracted her to him. Even after he was shot in the war, she said it was as though he was still there. That's why she never remarried. One entry said she found a lit cigarette in his favorite ashtray one day. No one else was in the house." Danni's eyes were wide as I relayed that to her.
"She handed her engagement ring down, saying she always hoped the woman who wore it would marry a man with the same sense of justice he had, the same desire to stand up for the downtrodden," I said. Danni looked at her ring and her eyes watered.
"You really feel a connection to him, don't you?" she asked, looking back up at me. I nodded my head.
"I do," I said. "I can't explain it, but I feel as though I want to follow in his footsteps sometimes." She smiled and stroked my cheek.
"I can sense that," she said.
"So, do you believe me? Are we still a couple?" I asked nervously. She kissed me softly before answering.
"I believe you," she said. "And of course we're still a couple. I am going to marry you, Amos Jones, and I plan to give you a house full of kids. And I plan to grow old with you. I love you with all my heart, Amos. Never forget that." She wrapped her arms around me and we kissed, our tears mingling together.
"So, what did Judge Stone say when you told him what was going on?" I asked after we broke our embrace and collected ourselves.
"He said if Justice is involved, it has to be something important," she said. "He signed a court order to release Mike into his custody. The order doesn't mention Justice by name, but it says Mike is to be released to whatever authority presents the order. Judge Stone worded it very carefully. He also said he would do whatever he could to help."
"Well that's good," I said. "What else did you learn?"
"It seems that several federal agencies are interested in the activities of Acme Enterprises," she said. "I spoke to a good friend over at the DOJ and learned they're ramping up a full-blown investigation. We're talking human trafficking, drugs, illegal arms sales, ties to terrorists, you name it. They need evidence which apparently exists only in the cloud. Problem is, they haven't been able to gain access to anything they can use in court. Apparently, it's buried so deep no one can get to it. They believe there's a computer somewhere in Albania that can unlock that evidence."
"Albania?" I asked. "Isn't that where Elijah said Mike's wife is being held?"
"You caught that, too," she said. "You think they would be in the same place?"
"Who knows," I said. "Can't they get the CIA to track that down?" She shook her head.
"Things in Washington are in such turmoil these days I don't think any of them can even use the toilet without risking an investigation," she said. "They're all too busy trying to cover their asses."
"It sounds like your friend took quite a risk telling you all this," I said.
"Yes," Danni said. "There's a lot of frustrated people and they're grasping at anything right now."
"What did you learn about Mike?" I asked.
"I pulled up the report I got from Rollins," she said. "And I went over the employment contract he gave them. According to the report, Mike was given an offer of employment with a letter stating he had something of interest for them. The problem is that what they wanted was his wife. She basically became a corporate prostitute and was used and abused in ways you can't even begin to imagine."
"So they plotted this all along," I said.
"Yeah," she said. "His employment contract was for life, and he was promised the same compensation regardless of what he does. But there's a lot of problems with the contract that render it null and void. Putting it all in a nutshell, he was hired and contracted under false pretenses to cover up the company's illegal activity. Add to that the fact that he was illegally imprisoned, tortured, assaulted and his life and marriage destroyed. There's much more, but that's essentially it. It would take me years to draft up all the potential tort cases, and that's not even considering the criminal cases associated with all this. It could be decades before this is all worked out in court, assuming it even gets there."
"I take it you have a plan?" I asked.
"I do," she said. "I've already drafted something up, but I want to talk about it with you and Elijah first."
"Okay," I said, looking at my watch. I didn't realize how long we had been talking, but saw that we had just about enough time for Danni to get dressed before we had to leave. "You need to get dressed, dear, it's about time we headed out." She kissed me one more time and went to her bedroom to get dressed.
We got to the Hitching Post about 10 minutes before Elijah was due to show up, and were escorted to a table in a quiet corner of the bar. We just got settled in when he came in. We stood as he was ushered to the table and ordered a round of beer.
"Good to see you again, Grandpa Elijah," Danni said as he shook her hand. He looked at me confused for a moment before speaking.
"I take it you told her?" he asked me.
"I did," I said.
"Well, let that be a lesson to ya, son," he said. "Never try to put one over on yer wife, 'specially if she's an attorney."
"You don't mind if I call you Grandpa Elijah, do you?" she asked him. He smiled broadly before speaking.
"I'd be insulted if you didn't, young lady," he said as we sat down. "By the way," he said, looking at Danni. "You once wondered if Lizzy would approve of you wearing her ring. She not only approves, she said to tell ya she can't think of anyone more worthy of it. And I gotta admit, it looks just as pretty on you as it did on her."
"Thank you, Grandpa," she said, wrapping her arms around him, her eyes watering. "I wish I could have met your wife. From what Amos said, she was quite a woman."
"She's the best," he said, hugging her back. "And who knows, maybe one day soon you will meet her," he added with a wink. After the waitress brought our beer, we turned to business. Danni pulled out the court order signed by Judge Stone and handed it to Elijah.
"Here's a court order signed by Judge Stone," she said.
"Would that be Judge Alfred Stone?" he asked. Danni nodded her head in the affirmative. "Met him once, a long time ago. Good man."
Danni rehashed everything we had discussed earlier in the day, then laid out her plan. Elijah and I listened in silence and his face broke out into a grin when she finished.
"I like the way you think, little lady," he said. "You better stay on this woman's good side, son," he added, looking at me. We all had a good laugh over that. I had to admit, her idea sounded just about crazy enough to work. We talked a bit more about what Danni's friend had told her.
"So, you think this computer thing is in Albania, huh?" he asked.
"Yes, that's what my friend thinks," she said. Elijah looked at me.
"I reckon that means you'll be comin' with us," he said.
"Us?" I asked.
"Yeah," he said. "I'm rounding up a posse. They're all good with a gun, but they don't know anything about computers. That's your line of work, remember?"
"So, we're going to Albania?" I asked.
"That's right," he said. "Carson left for Albania early this morning in a company plane. I've already scouted the place out and I have a plan of attack."
"We'll need to line up tickets, get passports. This could take some time," I said. Elijah laughed and shook his head.
"No need, son," he said. "I've got that covered."
"So, when do we leave?" I asked.
"Tomorrow morning," he said. "I'll meet you two at your place at sunrise," he added, looking at me.
"Okay," I said. "Let's do it." We all agreed on the plan and stood to leave. Elijah turned to Danni.
"So, when are you two gonna get hitched?" he asked.
"I don't know," she said. "We just got engaged on Sunday and we haven't had a chance to discuss it yet."
"That's right," he said. "That was just before you two went down to the pond."
"You saw that?" she asked, shocked.
"Not personally, but I heard about it," he said, smiling. "Don't worry, I was a young buck m'self once. I just hope you don't wait too long to get married, if ya know what I mean," he added, glancing at Danni's stomach. Her eyes grew wide.
"You mean," she began. He smiled and nodded his head.
"Yup," he said.
"How do you know?" she asked.
"I can tell a lot by looking at a person," he said. "Best be getting back," he added. "Tomorrow's gonna be a helluva day." We said our goodbyes and headed out. Danni decided to ride home with me.
"Did you hear what Elijah said?" she asked as I drove.
"What, that you're pregnant?" I asked. "I heard."
"Yeah," she said. "How do you feel about that?"
"Happy and excited," I told her. "I'm gonna be a dad. Wow. I guess we'll need to get married pretty quick."
"Do you still want to?" she asked.
"Hell, yeah," I told her. "I love you and I can't stand to be away from you," I added, kissing her hand. "When this is over, what do you say we get married?"
"I'd love that," she said, snuggling up to me.
"Then I guess I'll have to turn one of the spare bedrooms into a nursery," I said. We talked about children the rest of the way home. When we got there, we slipped upstairs and made love before falling asleep in each others' arms.
We were both up by 4:00 am and took a shower together before getting dressed. We grabbed a quick cup of coffee before Elijah knocked on the door.
"You ready?" he asked me. I nodded my head. "Good. I reckon I oughta deputize ya first."
"Okay," I said. He nodded his head.
"Uh, go ahead and raise yer right hand," he said. I did as he said. "You promise and swear and all that stuff?" he asked.
"Yeah, I do," I said. He pinned a badge on my shirt.
"Congratulations, yer a deputy now, with all the protection and authority that goes with it," he said. "And may God have mercy on yer soul."
"Thanks," I said.
"Don't thank me yet, son," he said. "We're just getting' started." He turned to Danni. "You got that court order?"
"Here it is," she said, handing it to him. He nodded his head.
"Good," he said. "This probably won't take too long, so I need ya to saddle up Ringo and meet us at the edge of the clearing overlooking Jacobs Ravine."
"Okay," she said. "I'll see you there." We all walked outside and Elijah went to his horse. He came back with a rope in one hand and a rifle in the other. I could tell it was a Winchester Model 1892 44-40 with a modified lever. He handed me the rifle.
"This is for you, son," he said. "It's been modified jes' a bit for ya." He pointed to a small pin on the underside of the lever. "Push that up till it locks and all you have to do is cycle the lever to fire. You don't even have to pull the trigger. Go ahead and give it a shot." He pointed to a tree stump in the middle of the back yard. "Put about five good shots in that stump," he said. "Jes' keep yer eye on the stump and point the gun in the same direction."
I pushed the pin until it locked and put the gun in my shoulder the way my dad taught me a long time ago.
"No, no, son," Elijah said. "From the hip. Shoot from the hip." I put the butt of the rifle against my upper leg for support and pointed it the way he said. "That's it," Elijah said. I cycled the lever quickly, five times. I was amazed at how easily the lever cycled. Each time, the rifle fired and I could see all five shots hit the center of the stump. When I finished, I pushed the pin and it disengaged and cycled the action to eject the last shell.
"WHOOOAH," Danni exclaimed. Elijah smiled and slapped me on the back. I was pretty pleased with myself.
"I'll make a lawman outta you yet, son," Elijah said. Danni turned to me, smiling, her eyes gleaming.
"My husband, the Rifleman," she proudly proclaimed. "Dad's gonna flip when he sees this."
"That was kinda cool, wasn't it?" I asked her.
"It was way cool," she said. "Those bad guys don't stand a chance now." I laughed.
"Well, if you two are done playing, we gotta get going," Elijah said.
"Wanna take my truck?" I asked. Elijah shook his head.
"No need," he said. "Jes' stand right there." As I watched, he twirled his rope over our heads and let the loop of the lariat fall over us. The next thing I knew, we were in an empty corridor. "Follow my lead," he said. "I'll do the talkin'. You jes' keep an eye on the guards."
"Got it," I said. Elijah opened a door and stepped inside. I followed closely behind him. Three guards stood up as we walked in.
"What can we do for you?" one of them asked. Elijah pulled the court order from his pocket and handed it to the guard.
"We're here for Michael Bradley," he said. The guard looked the order over and saw the official signature and seal. He turned to another guard.
"Go get Bradley," he said before turning back to us. I kept an eye on both guards, but it seemed they were also keeping an eye on me - or to be more precise, the modified rifle in my right hand. A minute later, the guard returned with Mike, who was still in shackles.
"Take the irons off," Elijah ordered. They complied and pushed Mike in our direction. Elijah positioned Mike behind him and backed up out of the office. I waited until he was nearly out the door, my rifle at the ready, before I backed out.
Once in the hallway, Elijah produced his lariat and before we knew it, we were on the clearing by Jacobs Ravine. I looked down the hill and could see my house. Danni emerged from the tree line with Ringo's reins in her hands. She kissed me on the lips and handed me the reins before turning to Mike.
"You must be Michael Bradley," she said. He nodded his head.
"Yes, ma'am, that's me," he said.
"I'm Danni Williams," she said. "I tried to contact you but I couldn't reach you."
"That's alright," he said, still shaken from his experience. "It wasn't your fault."
I put the rifle in the scabbard Danni had put on Ringo and turned to see Elijah riding up on his giant horse. With him were seven other riders. I tried to make them out, but their faces were somewhat blurred.
"Who are these guys?" I asked.
"That fella over there's Pat Garrett," Elijah said. "Next to him is Bat Masterson, Wyatt Earp, Doc Holliday, Bill Tilghman, Wild Bill Hickok, and of course, my old boss, Bill McDonald." They each nodded their head once and touched the brim of their hat as Elijah introduced them. "I figured since we're going after the worst, we need the best."
"Pleasure to meet y'all," I said. One of them spoke out.
"You sure you wanna take this tenderfoot with us, Elijah?" the man said. "Hell, he ain't hardly outta diapers yet." It looked like the comment came from Doc Holliday, but I wasn't certain. "You ever shoot a six-gun, boy?" the man asked.
"Yes, sir, I have," I said.
"I meant, at a man?" he added.
"I have," I said. "And I'll do it again if I have to."
"I don't know about this, Elijah," he said. "We're already dead, so they can't kill us again. I ain't got time to nursemaid a mortal young 'un."



"You know anything 'bout computers?" Elijah asked.
"What the hell is a computer?" the man asked. The others laughed.
"My point exactly," Elijah said. "He's my grandson. He's also my deputy. He's going and that's that. He's protected and he can handle himself."
"Alright, Elijah," the man said. "It's your posse, you're the boss."
"That's right," Elijah said. He turned to Mike. "You ever ride a horse, boy?" Mike shook his head.
"No, sir," he said. Elijah extended his hand.
"Alright, come on up," Elijah said. "Jes' hang on tight, cause this'll get a bit rough." He turned back to me. "Kiss yer woman and lets ride, son."
"Yes, sir," I said. I hugged Danni close and our tongues wrestled as we kissed.
"Don't worry, little lady," one of the men said. "We'll have 'im home in time for supper." The others chuckled. Breaking the kiss, I got up on Ringo.
"I love you, Danni," I said.
"I love you, too," she said. She turned to Elijah as I sidled up to him and Mike.
"Elijah Jones, you'd best bring my man back to me in one piece if you know what's good for ya," she said loudly. "You hear me?" He looked at me, his brows raised as she spoke to him.
"You sure she ain't related to yer Grandma Lizzy?" he asked. "They sure do sound an awful lot alike." We all chucked at that. He turned back to her and smiled.
"Don't worry, Danni," he said. "Yer son ain't gonna grow up without his pa. I promise you that." I turned to her.
"Watch for my text," I said. "And get everything ready for later. I'll be alright."
"I'll be watching," she said. "I love you."
"I love you more," I said as I turned back to the front. Elijah looked at all of us before he gave the command.
"HIYAH!" he yelled as he spurred his horse forward. We all joined him and I held on tight as Ringo ran as hard as the other horses. I saw we were headed for the cliffs that marked the ravine and wondered if we were going to go over the edge. Suddenly, a large dark hole seemed to open just above the ground and just when I thought we would go over the cliff, we went through the hole and found ourselves someplace else.
I didn't know exactly where we were, but I assumed we were in Albania. It was still dark here and the moon shone bright overhead. We came to the top of a hill and stopped. Looking down, I saw a fenced-in compound with a large building placed near one corner. A large iron gate appeared to be the only way in.
"What the hell is that?" Wild Bill asked, pointing at the opposite end of the compound. I looked and saw a fairly new Learjet.
"That's a Learjet," I said. "An airplane." I realized these men probably had no idea what I was talking about. "It flies, kinda like a bird."
"You gotta be shittin' me," he said.
"I seen something kinda like that back before the Great War," Bill McDonald said, referring to World War 1. "'Cept what I saw was a lot smaller and had two wings."
"We've come a long way since then," I said.
"Reckon so," he said in response.
"That means Carson is here," Elijah said. "And he probably brought reinforcements."
"Ain't that the honcho of this outfit?" Doc Holliday asked.
"Yep," Elijah said.
"And I'm sure they all have automatic weapons," I said.
"What's an automatic weapon?" Wild Bill asked.
"Keeps firing as long as you hold the trigger down," I said. "A modern version of the old Gatling gun."
"I'm not sure I care too much for this century of yours, tenderfoot," Wild Bill said. "Flying machines, automatic weapons. Shit."
"At least we have electricity, hot and cold running water and indoor toilets," I said. The others laughed.
"How're we all gonna get through that gate?" Wyatt Earp asked. He had a point. Elijah and the others could probably go right through it as though it wasn't even there. Mike, Ringo and I, however, couldn't, and I didn't think Elijah's lasso was big enough to cover all of with our horses and equipment. Elijah pulled out a long Civil War-era rifle with a scope that ran the length of the barrel. Where he kept it hidden was beyond me.
"I'll take care of that," he said. "Once that gate opens, you boys go in there and draw 'em out. Raise as much hell as you want. Shoot to kill. Amos, Mike and I will go in the building as do what we need to do. Mike will take care of Carson and his ex while Amos gets the evidence we need against Acme. I'll come back out and help y'all finish the job. Any questions?"
"No prisoners?" Pat Garrett asked. Elijah shook his head.
"Nope," he said. "No prisoners." Everyone nodded their head in understanding. "All right," Elijah said. "Let's do it."
He lifted the rifle to his shoulder and took careful aim. When he fired, I could see sparks fly at the junction between the gate and the fence. As the gate slid open, the other men raced toward it, their guns blazing. Alarms sounded and bright light flooded the compound as men armed with AK-style weapons ran out to meet the threat.
Elijah and I hung back until we were fairly certain everyone was out of the building. We moved forward and entered the building through the large double door the men inside opened as they came outside.
Looking to my left, I saw what looked like an office and headed in that direction as Elijah and Mike went to the center of the building, where a woman was laying on a bed, hooked up to wires and tubes.
I tied Ringo to a post in the floor, grabbed my rifle and my saddlebags and headed inside. There was a laptop sitting on a desk next to a filing cabinet, so I set my rifle and saddlebags down and brought up the screen. Damn, I thought. It was locked. I looked around to see if I could spot anything that might give me a clue for the password but found nothing. In desperation, I picked the laptop up and looked on the bottom. Sure enough, there was a piece of paper taped underneath with a set of letters and numbers. I typed it in and was surprised to find I was in their system.
I quickly looked and saw a number of file folders with documents, video and pictures. I figured I didn't have much time, so I brought up a browser window, logged into my secure online FTP site and began transferring files.
As that worked, I looked through the file cabinet and found numerous folders marked "Acme." They contained a slew of documents, DVDs and thumb drives, so I crammed everything I could into my saddle bags.
I waited and watched as the file transfer took place. I could hear the sound of gunfire outside and hoped I could get this done before they came back. I looked out the side window and saw Mike standing next to the bed. Elijah had already left to join his posse outside. I could only wonder what was taking place.
...
Mike:
As we got close to the bed in the middle of the building, I looked at the woman and knew it was her - my cheating ex-wife, Gloria. She looked like hell. She had lost a lot of weight and her face was thin. There were several tubes attached to her and I could only imagine what they were pumping into her. I hated what she did, but I hated seeing this even more.
The big man stopped his horse and helped me down. He looked at me with intense anger in his face.
"You have two jobs, pardner," he said. "First, you need to help your ex-wife transition. What she did to you was wrong, and she knows it. She's paying the price for that now and she won't last much longer. She's already made her peace with God, and now she needs to make her peace with you. I know this is gonna be hard, but you need to let her do that. If you don't, this'll stick in yer craw for the rest of yer life. Remember, this is for your benefit. Understand me?" I nodded my head.
"Yes, sir," I said. He nodded his head and handed me the largest knife I had ever seen in my life.
"The next thing you need to do is kill the sorry sonofabitch who did this," he told me. "Think you can do that?"
"Absolutely," I said.
"Good," he said. "My posse and I will give you all the time you need. Don't lose that knife, either. I promised the fella who lent it to me that I'd get it back to him."
"I won't," I said. He got back on his horse and went back the way we came. I turned to face Gloria. Her eyes lit up as she saw me.
"Mike?" she asked weakly. "Is that really you?" I nodded my head.
"Yeah, it's me," I said. "What the hell happened to you?"
"They're killing me, Mike," she said. "After I signed the divorce papers you filed, Doug said we were coming to Europe to celebrate a major business deal. It was only later that I learned he was really going to sell me off into slavery. They brought me here and used me horribly for weeks on end. Then they hooked me up to all this. Doug was really pissed at you and he took it out on me. He told me you were dead. Said you attacked him and security had to take you out."
"Looks like we were both tricked," I said.
"That's right, cuck," I heard Doug say. I looked up and saw him standing at the foot of Gloria's bed, smirking. "How'd you get here so fast? You were just released a bit ago. I'll have to visit Judge Stone and thank him for that personally."
"You fucking bastard," I growled. "You remember what I told you the last time I saw you?"
"Yeah," Doug said. "Something about killing me. How's that working out for you? My boys are taking care of those cowboys out there, and then they'll be back. I guess you and Gloria will get to die together."
I moved forward and grabbed Doug by the throat, surprising him. He reached up and tried to pull my hand off but was unsuccessful. My rage took over as I looked him square in the eye. He didn't see the huge knife I held in my other hand until after I had thrust it as hard as I could into his abdomen. I made sure to thrust the long blade up so it would enter his chest cavity. The motion nearly lifted him off his feet.
He looked down in shock and saw the wide blade, his blood flowing over my hand and onto the floor. I gripped his throat tighter and forced him to look at me.
"Look at me, you motherfucker," I said. "I want my face to be the last thing you ever see on this earth." I remembered my training at Camp Rollins and twisted the knife as hard as I could. His eyes opened even wider and a gasp escaped his throat. I saw his eyes begin to dilate and I knew it was only a matter of time before he died. I yanked the blade out and tossed his body to the floor, where he writhed in pain.
"Burn in Hell, asshole," I yelled. As I watched, a strange red glow emanated from his eyes and open mouth. It looked as if he was being consumed from the inside out. It only took a few seconds for his body to disappear completely. Shaking, I turned back to Gloria and sat next to her on the bed.
"Oh Mike," she groaned. "I'm so sorry about all this. I got stupid and selfish and greedy and thought I could have it all. Don't grieve over me. I deserve this. I deserved the divorce. I deserve to die. All I ask is that you forgive me, please."
I thought about what she said and what that other man told me. I realized he was right - if I didn't accept her attempt to make peace with me, this would eat at me for the rest of my life. It was the hardest thing I would ever have to do. I looked back at her before speaking.
"No, Gloria," I said. "If I wasn't such a coward, none of this would've happened. That's why I went to Idaho. I couldn't stand being a coward anymore. If I was able to stand up to Doug and put a stop to this, things would have been different."
"No, Mike," she said. "That's not true. Nothing you could've done would have stopped him, or me. It would have happened one way or another. This is all on me. I could've said no at the beginning but I chose not to. Besides, you're the bravest man I've ever known. No one has ever stood up to Doug the way you just did." I let her words sink in for a moment and realized she was probably right. I looked back at her and screwed up my courage. After all, I had loved her more than anything else at one time in my life.
"Alright, Gloria," I said. "I forgive you." Her face lit up for a second as she attempted to smile.
"Thank you," she said, tears flowing down her face. "And thank you for avenging me. I can die in peace now. Could you please hold me for a bit? I'm so cold." I laid on the bed next to her and put an arm around her, drawing her close to me. She felt so small, so cold in my arms. "I love you, Mike. I've always loved you. This feels so good."
It didn't take very long, less than a minute, actually, before I felt her stiffen up. I looked at her face and saw her eyes were wide open, staring at something I couldn't see.
"Oh wow," she said. A strange light surrounded her for just a second, and when it was gone, I could tell it was over. Her body was there, but she was gone. Her eyes were still wide, but they were fully dilated and I saw a slight smile on her face. I laid her body down on the bed, closed her eyelids with two fingers and covered her up completely.
"Goodbye, Gloria," I whispered, hoping she had found her peace. Just then, I heard Amos calling me from the other end of the building.
...
Amos:
I watched as the file transfer took place. I thought it was going to take forever. I glanced out the office window and saw Mike facing off against someone. I couldn't see everything as his back blocked my view. A bit later, I saw him sit in the bed next to his ex-wife.
Finally, the transfer finished. I sent a text message to Danni, giving her the address where the files had been saved. I also sent her the password and hoped this was everything she would need. I shut down the laptop and put it, along with the AC adapter, in a saddlebag.
I could tell things were wrapping up outside as the gunfire slowly dissipated. I grabbed everything and ran out to Ringo. Once I had secured the saddlebags, I turned and called out to Mike.
"Mike," I yelled. "Let's go. Come on!" He turned and started sprinting toward me. He was abut halfway to me when I saw a door open at the other end of the building. Four of Carson's men, armed with AK-style automatic rifles, entered the building. I yelled at Mike.
"Hit the deck!" I yelled. Mike's eyes widened but he got my message and fell flat to the floor. I engaged the trigger pin on my rifle and cycled it several times, firing maybe seven or eight bullets at the surprised men. As I watched, they fell to the floor, dead. A couple of them managed to get a few wild shots off but didn't hit either Mike or myself. I disengaged the pin and cycled the rifle with my right hand, causing it to do a full 360-degree spin.
"C'mon," I shouted to Mike. "Move it!" I turned toward Ringo and saw Wild Bill staring at me with a surprised look on his face.
"Damn," he said. "I ain't never seen a man do that with a rifle. Yer grandpa teach you how to shoot that thing?"
"Yes sir, Mr. Hickok, he did," I said. He smiled and extended a hand.
"That's some mighty fine shootin' there, pardner," he said. I smiled and accepted his handshake, realizing that I had just earned the respect of one of the old west's most famous lawmen. He turned to walk out the door, giving Grandpa Elijah a friendly slap on the shoulder as he did so. Elijah looked at me with a smile.
"Good job, son," he said. "I take it you got everything you need?"
"I did, Grandpa," I said.
"You know, I taught you how to shoot that rifle, but I never taught you that spinning thing you jes' did," he said. "Where'd you get that from, anyway?"
"Saw it on a TV show once a long time ago," I said. "Always wanted to try it out myself." He nodded his head.
"TV, huh? Well, jes' don't let it go to yer head, son," he said. "Ya do that, and then ya start gettin' cocky and careless. Then ya come up against someone a bit faster or a bit better and ya end up dead."
"I understand," I said.
"Still, ya done good, son," he said. "I'm proud of ya. Damn proud."
"Thanks, Grandpa," I said.
"Ya ready to head out?" he asked.
"Yeah," I said. "I've already texted Danni with everything she needs."
"Good," he said, nodding his head. He turned to the others, who were now gathered at the end of the building. "We'd better saddle up and get back home, boys." We got back on our horses and headed out the way we came. As before, a large hole seemed to open up in front of us and we went through, finding ourselves back on familiar territory.
I rode at the head of the group with Elijah as we made our way down the hill toward my house. Danni saw us coming down and ran out of the house, jumping in my arms as I climbed down off Ringo.
"Thank God you're safe," she cried, holding me tight while smothering me with kisses.
"Yer fella did a damn good job," Wild Bill said as he walked by. I gave Danni a big kiss and stepped back, handing her the saddlebags containing the files and a laptop.
"I hope this will get you what you need," I said. Her eyes widened as she looked in the bags. "Did you get that stuff off to your friend?"
"I did," she said. "It's going to take a few days for them to sort through it all, but she said it's enough to bury Acme."
"I hope they move soon," I said. "Look, sweetie, why don't you look after the fellas while I tend to Ringo?"
"Okay," she said. "I'm so proud of you," she added, giving me another kiss. They went into the house, tying their horses to a hitching post in the front, as I walked Ringo to his corral. I got him settled down and went inside, gun in hand.
"Well, fellas, we got one more thing to do today," Elijah said. "Y'all ready to go?" They all nodded their heads. Elijah addressed Mike, who was still wearing the coveralls he had when we first picked him up. "How're you holding up?" he asked. Mike nodded his head.
"I'll be okay," he said. "It's just going to take a while for me to process all this."
"You want to clean up and put on some other clothes before we meet the board?" I asked. He looked at me before nodding his head.
"If it wouldn't be too much trouble," he said.
"Alright," I said. "Go on upstairs. I think I have some things that'll fit you." I headed up after him and looked through my closet. I found an old pair of jeans and a shirt I thought would fit and let him try them on. They fit okay, even though they weren't his style, and they were clean. I let him take a shower and get changed. He met us when he came back down. By then, Danni had her paperwork ready to go.
Elijah motioned for all of us to huddle close in the front room. He pulled out his lariat and twirled it over our heads. The next thing I knew, we were inside a stately conference room in front of a table filled with nicely-dressed executives. As we appeared, the man in the middle looked up at us, surprised.
"What the hell is this?" he asked angrily as the other executives looked at us. "Who are you people? How did you get in here? What's with the wild west show?" Mike stepped forward and addressed the man.
"Mr. Greene," he said. "My name is Michael Bradley, and I'm here to tender my resignation."
"Well, take it to HR," he said. "And hurry up before I call security." He picked up his phone, but I stopped him by putting the barrel of my rifle on the telephone. He looked up at me, shocked.
"I don't think so," I said.
"You can't get away with this," he said. "You're all on video and I'll have you all behind bars."
"Not so fast," I said. "Take a look at your clock over there." He looked and saw the same thing we all did - it had stopped. "You see, time has stopped, at least in this room. So has your video surveillance. You see, we were never here and you have no proof otherwise."
"You're crazy," he said. "We all see you."
"And how is that going to work for you, Mr. Greene?" Danni asked, stepping forward. "What are you going to tell the police? That a group of famous western lawmen just appeared in your office out of thin air and threatened you? You'll all be in a rubber room before you get the words out of your mouth."



"And just who are you?" Greene asked.
"My name is Danni Williams, and I represent Mr. Bradley," she said. "Here's his offer." She set a folder on the table in front of him. He opened it, read the proposal and started laughing.
"You have got to be kidding," he said. "There's no way I'm going along with this. Ten billion dollars? Never gonna happen."
"That's ten billion, tax free," she said. "That's not including all the costs and my fees, which are also listed." He looked at the paperwork again and scoffed.
"And what are you gonna do if I refuse?" he asked with a smirk on his face.
"Well, then, we'll be seeing a lot of each other in court," she said. "This employment contract you had Mr. Bradley sign is a fraudulent document. In fact, his whole employment was a ruse cooked up by all of you to turn his wife into your personal prostitute. We have documents, video, pictures, everything that shows you all complicit in this scheme. We've got you on attempted murder, illegal imprisonment, torture, prostitution, slavery, human trafficking, drugs, the list goes on. You held my client against his will for two months, tortured him and starved him just so you could have your way with his wife.
"In fact, you've violated just about every single one of my client's civil rights, and that doesn't include the destruction of his marriage and the wrongful death of his wife. And I'm sure there's many more victims we can find. There's enough just in this so-called contract alone to keep you tied up in the court system for 100 years," she said.
"And that's not even including state and federal criminal charges," she added. "Just imagine what Acme's reputation will be once all this hits the media." At that, Greene's face turned white.
"Look, I can't approve this by myself," he said. "We need to discuss it and vote on it, and the CEO has to weigh in."
"Bullshit, Greene," Mike said. "Your company did a good job of training me on your financial controls. You can approve this yourself, right now. As the President and Chairman of the Board, all you have to do is pull up your ACH application, punch in your code and it's done. You don't need Carson here to do that."
"Speaking of Doug," another man at one end of the table said. "Where is he? Where is my brother?"
"You're Doug Carson's brother?" Mike asked.
"Yes, why?" he asked.
"You were Gloria's initial boss?" He nodded his head and stood up.
"Yes," he said.
"So, you're the one who got Doug to make her the company whore," Mike said. The man walked around the table and stood in front of Mike.
"Yeah," he said. "She was a damn good fuck and she loved gangbangs. So what are you gonna do about it?"
"Help you join your brother," Mike said. "In Hell." The man's eyes widened and he took a swing at Mike. Elijah and I moved to stop them but it was too late. Before we knew it, Mike had blocked the man's swing, throat-punched him and put him into a headlock. Mike twisted the man's head, rapidly. We heard a sickening crack, and he fell to the floor, dead. All of us were shocked at what we saw.
"That was for Gloria," Mike said. As we watched, the man glowed red for a few seconds, then disappeared.
"You just murdered that man in cold blood," Greene said. Mike looked at him, hatred in his eyes.
"It was self-defense," Mike said. "Isn't that what you all saw?" he asked, looking behind him. Everyone nodded their head.
"Looks that way to me," Bat Masterson said. "That fella took a swing at you first." Greene looked at us, angry.
"Do you have any idea who you're messing with?" he asked. Elijah chuckled.
"Do you?" Elijah asked. Suddenly, the room darkened and the inside temperature went down several degrees. I saw Greene and the rest of the board looking behind us, their eyes wide with fear, so I turned around. Elijah and the other lawmen seemed to have grown a bit, their features blurred. Their eyes glowed like campfires. Around them were several large, dark, winged beings with flaming swords. A couple minutes later, the room returned to normal, but the fear behind the table was palpable.
"Okay," Greene said, his face still registering shock. "I'll do it. Just one thing, please."
"What's that?" Danni asked.
"What do we get if we do this?" he asked.
"Y'all get to keep breathing, at least for a little while," Wild Bill said to chuckles. Greene looked at the other board members.
"Do it," the woman sitting next to him said. "Just do it and get it over with." Greene nodded his head and opened his application. He entered the amounts and all the other information he needed, then punched in his code. He followed that with a scan of his thumbprint. We watched as the transactions took place on his monitor. When they had all completed, he looked up at us.
"Please," he said. "Just go." Elijah whipped out his lariat and the next thing I knew, we were back in my living room.
"That went well," I said, sarcastically.
"So, is that it?" Mike asked. Elijah nodded his head.
"For now," he said. "The rest is up to the feds. If they don't do their jobs, though, we may jes' have to intervene. I think we can all call it a day."
"Just a moment," Danni said before they left. We all turned to her. "I spoke to my folks while you were in Albania. They said they'd talk to the pastor of the old country church they go to about having our wedding a week from Saturday."
"That's kinda fast, isn't it?" I asked. "I mean, are you sure that's what you want?"
"Yes, I want to get married as soon as possible," she said. I turned to Elijah.
"Grandpa," I said. "Look, I know this may sound unusual, but would you do me the honor of being my best man?" He looked at me, stunned.
"Shouldn't that be something you ask of your best friend or something?" he asked.
"Yes, it is," I said. His eyes grew wide as he thought about it for a bit.
"Why, yes," he said. "I'd be honored to. Would you mind if I brought some guests?" he asked, motioning to the others.
"I'd be insulted if you didn't," I said. I saw the other men smiling. Elijah nodded his head.
"Okay, if that's what you want, son, I'll do it," he said. "This is gonna be a bit difficult to explain to yer folks, though."
"Probably not as difficult as you might think," I said.
"Alright, we'll see y'all a week from Saturday," he said. We shook hands and they left the house. I turned to Mike.
"You're invited as well," I said. "That is, if you want to come."
"Thanks," he said. "I'll see how I feel. Right now, I'm starving."
"Sure," I said. "Why don't you stay the night and I'll take you home in the morning if you want."
That night, we finished off the leftover meatloaf I had in the refrigerator, then got Mike settled into one of the spare bedrooms. Danni and I went into the master bedroom and talked for a bit before going to bed.
"Why the rush?" I asked. "I'm not complaining, I'm just a bit curious."
"I realized that life is too short and too precious to waste time and I want to start my new life with you," she said. "That and the baby. I also have a feeling you may be spending more time with your grandfather and I'm a bit afraid that you may leave one day and never return."
I held her in my arms and comforted her.
"I'll always be here for you," I said. "You and the baby are the two most important things in my life. Never forget that."
"I love you," she said before kissing me.
"I love you more," I answered.
...
Epilogue:
The next day, I took Mike home. It seemed that Acme had his car towed back to his place, and oddly enough, the bills had still been paid while he was being held. He thanked me for everything and shuffled into his house. I could tell he was lonely and heartbroken and made a mental note to keep a loose tab on him.
I also asked Danni about the settlement she got for Mike.
"Is that actually going to hold up?" I asked. She nodded her head.
"Oh yeah," she said. "The dollar amount is a lot higher than what you might expect, but it'll hold up if it's ever questioned. Especially under the circumstances. Trust me."
"So, what was your take?" I asked.
"Only about three billion," she said.
"What?" I asked. "You got them to give you three billion dollars?"
"Yep," she said. "Tax free."
"Why so much?" I asked.
"Well, it just might come in handy if I'm going to be a stay-at-home mom like I want," she said.
The wedding went off as scheduled, and we all had a blast. Danni was gorgeous in her wedding dress, and I could see the pride in her father's face as he walked her down the aisle. Grandpa Elijah showed up, dressed in a modern tuxedo that matched mine. I almost didn't recognize him. He had a woman with him, a graceful, trim blonde with a floor-length dress and a hat with a veil that obscured most of her face.
The rest of the posse showed up as well, all of them wearing modern clothes. I could tell they felt uncomfortable in the suits, but they seemed to have a good time mingling with the guests.
The test came when I introduced Elijah to my parents. I introduced him as Justice O. Peace instead of his real name - that was at his insistence. He acted as though he had never met them, but I could tell my mother saw something in his face. She was the historian in the family and spent a lot of time in Grandma Elizabeth's journals. She cornered me during the reception.
"That man looks awful familiar," she said. "I get the feeling I've seen him somewhere before."
"Just a coincidence, I'm sure," I told her. She said nothing more, but I did get a kick out of seeing her dance with the posse. One day, I would tell her she had danced with some of the most famous lawmen in American history, but not today. Danni's folks also had a good time.
About a couple hours into the reception, Elijah pulled Danni and I to the side.
"We don't have much time left, but there's someone I want to introduce you to," he said. His "date" showed up and lifted the veil from her face. There she was - Grandma Elizabeth. She appeared young, about Danni's age, and had long, flowing blonde hair that framed an angelic, smiling face.
"Amos, meet your Grandmother Elizabeth," Elijah said. I was shocked and stunned by her beauty. She smiled and extended a delicate hand. I politely shook her hand and introduced her to Danni. Her face lit up when she saw her engagement ring.
"I don't believe I'm actually meeting you," Danni said. "I've often wondered if you would approve of me wearing your ring."
"Of course, dear," Lizzy said. "I can't think of anyone more deserving. I know you'll be a wonderful wife to Amos and a terrific mother to your children." She turned to me. "And Amos, I want you to know that I'm so very proud of you and I love you both."
"I've read your journal," I said. "And I feel as if I've known you all my life." She smiled and touched my cheek.
"I'm glad, Amos," she said. "You're a lot more like your grandfather than you know. Maybe one day Danni can add her own chapter to that journal. Just know that we're always here for you."
"Thanks, Grandma," I said. "I love you," I added, giving her a hug. She hugged me back and I could feel her warmth. It was strange but she emanated a strange warmth that was also quite comforting.
"Oh, could you please give this to that Mike person?" she asked, handing me a slip of paper. "Gloria gave it to me. Said he would know what it is." I looked and saw it was a telephone number and an address.
"Sure," I said. "I'll tell him. Thanks."
"We need to get going, dear," Elijah said. "It's almost time." She nodded her head and kissed Danni and I on the cheek before lowering her veil.
"Remember," she said. "We're always with you."
"I'll be in touch, son," Elijah said. He turned to Danni and kissed her on the cheek. "Welcome to the family," he added. He turned to his posse and motioned upward. They nodded their heads and followed Elijah and Elizabeth out. I followed a few seconds later, but they were already gone. I turned and almost ran into my mother.
"Where did those charming folks go?" she asked. I could tell she was a bit tipsy.
"They had to get going," I said. "They have an appointment they had to get to."
"Oh darn," she said. "I promised one of them another dance." I smiled to myself.
I gave the note to Mike and thought he was going to pass out when he saw it.
"Everything alright?" I asked.
"Yeah," he said. "It's in her handwriting."
"What is it?" I asked.
"The address and phone number of an old girl friend I dated before Gloria and I got married," he said.
"That's a good thing, isn't it?" I asked. He smiled as he looked at me.
"Yeah," he said. "A very good thing. I thought I lost this number. Thanks."
"You're welcome," I said.
Danni and I enjoyed our two-week long honeymoon in Hawaii and came home. Her folks took care of Ringo while we were gone. I don't know who was happier when we got back, Ringo or me.
I started working on one of the bedrooms, getting it ready for the new baby. Nine months after Danni and I made love at the pond, she gave birth to a strapping baby boy, named William Elijah Jones. Her parents were proud as punch as were mine. Somewhere, I knew my grandfather was smiling.
It took nearly a year after the settlement, but the feds finally moved in on Acme. It wasn't a pretty sight and news reports painted a horrible picture of crime, sex, drugs and illegal guns. Every member of the board was arrested, along with most of the senior executives. After months of wrangling in the courts, they all received life sentences. More than one ended up committing suicide. The company itself was broken up and the pieces sold off to other interests. Something told me their story wasn't quite over.
Mike and I stayed in touch with each other after the reception. He finally connected with his old girl friend and the two of them are planning to get married. She seems to like the new Mike and I've never seen a man happier - that is, until I glance in the mirror...
Oh yeah, I did see Elijah again, but I'll tell you about that the next time we meet.
In the meantime, happy trails...
Notes: The Winchester rifle in this story was patterned after the one used in the old series, "The Rifleman." The modifications mentioned here were patterned somewhat after the modifications used on that rifle.
It's not known if Bill McDonald, who died in Wichita Falls in January 1918 of pneumonia, actually saw a biplane, however, Call Field was established at the "Falls" during World War I as a training site for aviators and observers. Construction began in August 1917 and the 164th Aero Squadron, equipped with six Curtiss JN-4 Jenny trainers, was posted there in November 1917. Two other squadrons joined it in December, one month before McDonald's death. Given that, I figured it was possible that he might have seen one of those old flying crates and exercised a bit of artistic license.
As for the extremely large settlement, I realize there are some who would say that would never happen. I took some artistic license with that as well, but as I said in the beginning, this IS my universe, so...
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The following is a sequel to Lovelit69's 2016 story, The Company Vacation. I would like to start by thanking Lovelit69 for graciously giving me permission to write this sequel.
The original story, written in three parts, is about a man who goes on vacation to a Caribbean island with his wife and some of her co-workers. The vacation was intended to be a reward for the job done by Victoria, the wife in this story, and some of her co-workers. Clark, the husband in this story, unfortunately caught his wife having sex multiple times with her co-workers.
Based on what he had seen and heard, he came to the conclusion that the long hours his wife put in as an executive secretary for the main partner in the law firm where she works, was really spent having sex.
He struggles with his emotions, not sure if he should dump his wife or not. One one hand, he is quite angry, but on the other hand, he still loves his wife.
The story ends with Clark leaving the island, wondering what he should do.
Again, many thanks to Lovelit69 for graciously allowing me to write this sequel. As always, many thanks to those who offered comments and constructive criticism on my previous stories. For those who want to say this or that would never happen, remember this is my universe, a place where nearly anything can, and often does, happen. At least on paper...
Please refer to my profile for more on my personal policy regarding comments, feedback, follows, etc. And please remember, this is a work of fiction, not a docu-drama...
Here is the conclusion of The Company Vacation, Pt. 03:
I let myself slowly slide down the rock wall until I was sitting in the sand, still unnoticed by these two lovers. I held my head in my hands and closed my eyes, trying to gather my thoughts the same way they tried to gather their collective breath. I mumbled, "Fuck this," to myself and made my way back to the hotel.
Without hesitation, I packed my bags and looked up flights to way home. I was able to find one, though I begrudgingly had to pay the fucking fees to do so. I did not care however as this was literally my ticket out of this hell.
Many thoughts raced through my mind: should I divorce her? Should I confront her at all? How am I going to handle this? Should I be her cuckold? I couldn't figure out easily what to do. These types of situations are more than difficult to find a perfect answer. I let out a sigh and stood up to depart the hotel. The thoughts of my wife and her exotic fucking this weekend betrayed my heart, though not my sexual appetite. I noticed, I had a solid erection just thinking about it all.
Maybe that is my answer.
...
And now, the aftermath:
As much as I loved my wife, her betrayal ate at my soul. How could she so callously allow herself to be used like a whore then profess to love me? Was it the fact that all of them are better equipped than me? Was it the money or the power? Moreover, could I live with it? These questions and more went through my mind as I looked out the window of the airplane as it headed back to the mainland.
One thing I knew for sure - it wouldn't take Victoria long to figure out that I had left. I pulled out my tablet and verified my Internet connection. Thank God for Internet banking, I thought. Whatever I ended up doing, I figured I needed to slow her down just a little bit. Maybe if I could make life a bit rough for her, she would realize the error of her ways.
I brought up our account, made note of the balance, then paid off our joint credit cards. I canceled them and reported her ATM card as missing or stolen. I requested a new card in my name only. That should put a crimp in her spending, I thought wickedly. Then I opened another account in my name only and transferred half of our savings and checking into it.
I began to do a search in order to learn everything I could about the divorce laws in our state. I learned that we live in a "no-fault" state where everything would be split down the middle. We have no children, so that wasn't an issue. Thank God for that, I thought to myself.
We also didn't have any real estate, which would make things easier. We both make about the same amount of money, so I figured alimony wouldn't be a problem. In short, we could simply split everything down the middle, take what was ours and call it quits. At least in theory.
I was curious to know how other men handled situations like this, so I began reading stories online. Some of them were pretty outrageous. In one story I read, the cheating wife actually got nuked while on a boat. That wouldn't work for me, I thought wryly.
There were several stories where the husbands accepted their wives cheating on them, even going so far as to clean their wives up after the illicit trysts. That was an absolute non-starter with me. Just the thought of sucking another man's cum out of her pussy made me sick to my stomach. It seemed there were a million different possibilities.
By the time the plane landed, I had made a couple of important decisions. For starters, I would not accept her betrayal. No matter what, I would not be Victoria's willing cuckold. I love her, but I'm not about to put up with her lies and her cheating, no matter how exciting her antics might be. I also decided I would confront her about all of this and see what she had to say. Her response would dictate any further action on my part.
But what about the guys she had already been with? What would I do about them, I wondered. I knew Kevin, one of the guys she fooled around with, was married with two children. I couldn't help but wonder what his wife would do if she learned that her husband was messing around on her. I remembered him telling me they had a pretty active sex life. Maybe she was okay with her husband screwing around with other women.
What was it Victoria told Kevin that day in his room? Oh yeah, something about what happens at the office stays at the office. And "what happens on the island stays on the island." Not any more, bitch, I thought. And when was that Stevenson case Kevin mentioned? I remembered her mentioning something about that case well over a year ago. How long has she been the company whore, I asked myself. Have I been getting sloppy seconds all this time?
After the plane landed, I loaded up my luggage and drove home. Or to be more precise, the apartment I once called home. Now it was just a place where I slept. I looked at the large wedding photo over the fireplace. Victoria looked so beautiful in her expensive Vera Wang wedding dress standing next to me. I wanted to rip that picture out of its frame and throw it in the fire below. Our bride and groom glasses sat on the mantel below the photo. The more I looked at them, the angrier I got.
I pulled out my phone and reinstalled the battery. As soon as the device came up, I saw I had received several texts and calls from Victoria.
"Where are u?" the first text asked. I deleted it.
"Call me," said the next. I deleted that one as well.
"This isn't funny," read the third. "WHERE ARE U?" Delete.
Delete. Delete. Delete. Delete. All of the texts from her were deleted. I checked the voicemails and saw she had left several since I left. I listened to the first few.
"Clark?" she asked. "Where are you, sweetie? Where did you go? Please call me." Delete.
"Clark?" She asked in the next message, sounding a bit more concerned. "Come on, Clark, call me. This isn't funny. Where are you?" Delete.
"Dammit, Clark, call me back. Where are you? This isn't funny anymore," she screeched in the third message I listened to. Fuck it, I thought. Delete. I deleted the rest of her messages as well.
The more I thought about what she had done on that island, the more pissed off I got. She never once swallowed my cum, saying she didn't like the taste. But I saw her eagerly taking Kevin's, treating it like some kind of a dessert.
Yeah, Victoria is a damn sexy woman, I thought, and I admit, seeing her like that turned me on, but, I realized, so did watching porn on the Internet. The big difference was that this was my WIFE. the woman who promised to be faithful to me. I had loved her with all my heart and was willing to accommodate her long hours, but not so she could betray me like this with all those men.
No, I decided, there was no way I could overlook this. Just then, my phone rang and I could see it was her - again. I was tempted to let it go to voicemail, but I decided to answer it.
"WHAT!" I screamed into the phone.
"Clark?" Victoria asked. "Where are you? What's wrong, sweetie? Why are you yelling at me?"
"Oh, like you care," I said. "You know what's wrong."
"What are you talking about?" she asked. "Please, Clark, you're scaring us."
"Don't give me that shit," I said. "You think I don't know about you fucking your co-workers? Did it give you a big thrill to cheat on me with them right under my nose?"
"Clark, I don't know what you're talking about," Victoria said. "I haven't been cheating on you. What makes you think that?" I couldn't believe the nerve of the bitch.
"WHAT?" I yelled. "Don't lie to me, bitch. I saw you fucking Brad at Lover's Cove that first night after making sure I was too drunk to do anything. You even let him cum inside you and licked it as it ran out of your pussy. Then I saw you with Kevin the next day and I also saw you with Jack at the Shark's Head Trail."
"You saw all that?" Victoria asked.
"Yes, I saw it all," I said. "I also heard you and Kevin talking about what happens at the office stays at the office. How long have you been fucking around on me? I know it's been at least a year."
"Look, Clark," she said. "It's just sex. It doesn't mean anything. I still love you. Please, can't we just get past this?"
"Good grief, woman," I said. "I loved you exclusively and this is how you pay me back? By lying and running around on me all this time? You know, if this had just been a one time thing I might have been able to overlook it. But it's clear to me that this has been going on for a very long time. None of them used condoms, so what if they got you pregnant? Would you have tried to pass the child off as mine?"
"I'm sorry, Clark," she said. "Look, I'll come home and make this up to you, okay?"
"What are you going to do?" I asked. "Unfuck yourself? Pretend all of this never happened? Tell me, what if I had done this to you? How would you react?"
"Oh God, Clark," she said. "I didn't even think of that."
"No, bitch," I said. "You didn't think of anything other than getting their big dicks in your pussy."
"What are you going to do?" she asked.
"I'm going to see a lawyer about a divorce," I said.
"No, baby," she begged. "I don't want a divorce. Please. I love you."
"Too bad," I said. "You hurt me too much. Don't even bother coming home. I'll be taking all your stuff over to your parent's house. You can stay there or with your lovers. I don't care anymore. Maybe Kevin and his wife can let you stay with them."
"Clark, we need to talk about this," she said. "We can't fix it if we're not together."
"Does the date April 17 mean anything to you?" I asked.
"No," she said. "Why?"
"That's our anniversary, remember?" I asked. "Where were you on that day? Do you remember?"
"I was working," she said. "I told you we had a huge case we were working on."
"Right," I said. "Until 2:00 in the morning? After what I saw this weekend, I don't think you were working. You were screwing your office fuck buddies, weren't you? Did you even think about our anniversary? Did you even think about what you were doing to me? To us?"
"Please, Clark, none of this affected you," she said. "I always loved you and always treated you right."
"How could you?" I asked. "You were never fucking home! Look, this is getting us nowhere. I'll be seeing a lawyer and having divorce papers drawn up. You might as well stay there and finish your vacation. I'm sure there's one or two guys there you haven't fucked yet. Bye." I ended the call, not wanting to hear any more of her bullshit.
I grabbed a few trash bags and began tossing all of her stuff in them. I took down any photos that included her and tossed them in the bags as well, along with all of her toiletries. I didn't care if anything got damaged. The only things I kept were the large wedding portrait, her wedding dress and the set of bride and groom glasses. I had something else in mind for those. I called her parents and told them I would be right over.
"Is everything alright, Clark," Victoria's mother, Angie, asked.
"No, everything's not alright," I said. "I'll tell you when I get there." I drove over with the bags of her stuff and carried them inside.
"What's going on, Clark?" Angie asked.
"Victoria's been cheating on me for at least the last year," I said. "I caught her three times this last weekend."
"Oh my God," she gasped. "I'm so sorry, Clark. Is there any way you can get past this?"
"No," I said. "The more I thought about it, the angrier I got. All that time I thought I was being the supportive husband, not giving her any crap about all the hours she put in at work. Turns out she spent all that time on her back with her lovers. No more."
"Where is she now?" Angie asked.
"Who knows?" I asked sarcastically. "Right now, I don't care." Just then, my phone buzzed. I looked and saw an email with the subject, "Guess what your wife is doing now?" I opened it up and saw a video, so I played it. Victoria was riding Brad's cock while sucking Kevin off. Jack, her boss, stood by, masturbating as he watched her get stuffed from both ends. That meant one other person was taking the video - probably Mike.
I thought Angie was going to collapse when she saw the video. At the end, Mike looked into the camera and spoke.
"Hey, Clark, just wanted you to see what you've been missing," he said. "Victoria's been a big help to us all this last year. Too bad you're not here, buddy," he added, laughing. He turned to the group. "Hey, everyone, say hi to Clark!" They all waved their hands and stopped fucking long enough to laugh and tell me, "hello." I couldn't believe the nerve of these people. I ended the video and turned my phone off. Angie looked at me, sadness in her eyes.
"I can't believe she'd be that stupid, Clark," she said. "I take it you're getting a divorce." I nodded my head.
"I am, Angie," I said. "She expects me to just overlook this, but there's no way I can do that."
"I understand, Clark," she said.
"I gotta go, Angie, thanks for everything. You've been a great mother-in-law," I said. She hugged me one last time.
"And you've been a great son-in-law," she said. "No matter how this turns out, stay in touch, okay?"
"I will, thanks," I said, walking out the door.
The next morning happened to be Monday. I was still on vacation so I didn't have to call in to work. Instead, I made an appointment to see an attorney that afternoon. I got the name from an online referral site and hoped she would take my case. I arrived at the office of Sally Jacobs, Attorney at Law, right on time and was escorted in to see her.
Sally was the consummate professional, and she certainly looked the part. At first I thought she was one of those women who refused to represent men, but she put me at ease, telling me she preferred to represent the wronged party.
She listened intently as I told my story, taking notes as I spoke.
"Do you have any evidence of this?" she asked. I pulled out my phone and brought up the video.
"This is pretty graphic," I said.
"No problem," she said, taking my phone. "I've seen just about everything." She watched the video, looking closely at the participants. "Isn't that Kevin Markham, Brad Johnson, Mike Allen and Jack Collins?" she asked.
"Yes, it is," I said. "Do you know them?"
"Oh yes," she said. "I've heard rumors about those guys but I've never put much stock in them, at least not until now." She looked at me with a wicked smile. "How bad do you want to get back at them for this?"
"I want to burn the lot of them," I said. Her smile widened.
"Well," she said. "Technically, this is a no-fault state, and the law says you can't even mention her infidelity in the divorce paperwork. You can't even go after her lovers with an alienation of affection suit. However, it just so happens that this is one of the few states in the union where adultery is still a felony. The law is almost never enforced, and it's thought by many to be archaic and unconstitutional, but it's still on the books and can carry a four-year prison sentence and/or a $5,000 fine."
"Oh?" I asked. I had never heard of such a law.
"Yes," she said. "Better yet, since the four men involved are all attorneys, they can be suspended from practicing law if they're convicted and can end up disbarred."
"Damn," I said. "What about Victoria?"
"She can also face penalties as well," Sally said. "Which, of course, will help your divorce case. So, do you want to go scorched earth on them?"
"Absolutely," I said. Sally nodded and handed my phone back.
"Email that video to me if you would, please," she said. "I'll get things started on my end. When do you expect them back?"
"We were originally set to stay until Friday, but I don't know how long they're going to be there," I said as I forwarded the video. We discussed the divorce, which was pretty straight-forward, and she advised me on how to protect myself financially. I had already done most of what she suggested. She told me if I got any more videos to forward them to her and wrapped the meeting up with a warning.
"Don't do anything stupid," she said. "The last thing I want is to have to bail you out of jail. Just relax, take it easy, and I'll handle the details. Got it?" I nodded my head.
"Got it," I said. I gave her a hefty retainer and left her office. It was still fairly early so I headed out for a beer and a burger. I got home and spent the rest of the evening watching television, but my mind wasn't on the evening's entertainment.
I wondered if I could find anything on our shared home computer, so I went in and turned it on. I brought up her online email account to see if I could spot anything. I didn't have to worry about passwords, because it was already cached on the system. I had warned her about this several times in the past, but she never got it through her head. Right now, though, I was happy she ignored my suggestion.
I found a number of emails between her, Mike, Brad, Kevin and Jack dating back over the last two years. From what I could gather from their somewhat cryptic messages that were full of innuendo, this had been going on for well over a year and a half. And it seemed that they had been planning to cuckold me on this trip as well. I forwarded the messages to Sally and shut the machine down.
Physically and emotionally exhausted, I went to bed, but I didn't sleep very well at all. I didn't hear anything from Victoria the next day, but I got another video on Wednesday. This one was also sent by email from Mike and showed Victoria being made airtight by Brad, Kevin and Jack. She was riding on Brad's cock as Jack fucked her in the ass - something she never let me do - and Kevin's monster was deep in her mouth.
After they all came inside her, they switched around, but this time, Mike fucked her in the ass as Kevin took her pussy and Jack - who had just finished inside her ass - was pushing his rod into her mouth. Brad was handling the camera phone as this was going on. I thought I was going to be sick.
"Hey, Clark, you sure are missing out on some good shit here," Brad said as he took the camera. "Your wife is one class act. Finest pussy I ever had." They all laughed and waved. Sickened, I turned the video off and forwarded it to Sally.
Two can play at this game, I thought, so I pulled out my phone. I took her expensive Vera Wang wedding dress and veil out of the closet and set it next to the fireplace. After setting up my phone, I made a production of tearing our wedding license in two, then tearing those pieces in half again. I tossed the pieces of shredded paper in the fireplace.



Then I picked up her wedding dress, took it off the hanger and tossed it along with the veil into the fireplace. The large wedding portrait that hung on the wall came down and I shredded it with a box cutter, breaking the wood frame with a hammer. I tossed it all into the fireplace and smashed the glasses she loved so much against the fire-dog.
Then I lit the fireplace and recorded it as her precious mementos were reduced to ash. When it was finished, I sent it out as a reply to Mike's email. Eat that, bitch, I thought. About 15 minutes later, I got a frantic call from a crying Victoria.
"Clark," she said. "Why did you destroy all that stuff? I loved that dress. Please, baby, it was only sex. It didn't mean anything. I didn't mean to hurt you. I'm sorry." Damn, I thought. How many cliches was she going to toss at me?
"Shut up, bitch," I growled. "You're sorry, all right. You're the one who destroyed our marriage, not me. So I thought it was only fitting that you see that. Do you understand now that we're through?"
"Clark, please, I'll make it up to you when I get home," she begged.
"No, you won't," I said. "Nothing you can do will ever make up for your betrayal. Goodbye." I ended the call, and nearly threw my phone against the wall.
I didn't hear from Victoria or anyone else until Friday when they checked out of the resort.
"Clark," Victoria whined, "my credit card was declined. So was my ATM card. Please, Clark, help me."
"No," I said, firmly. "Get your lovers to pay your bill. I'm finished with you." I ended the call, not wanting to hear anything more from her. I knew what would happen when they arrived, so I called Angie to give her a heads-up.
"They're going to arrest her?" Angie asked. "You're kidding."
"No, Angie," I said. "Turns out adultery is a felony in this state. She's probably going to call begging for bail."
"Well, she isn't going to get it from me," Angie said. "She screwed up, so she can pay the price."
"Thanks, Angie," I said.
I headed to the airport to see this for myself. Sally told me that officers would meet the cheaters at the airport along with the process server. I sat a ways back from the baggage claim area with my camera ready, looking out for them. I saw several police officers and a man who appeared to be the process server. I also noticed some media types hanging out on the other side of the baggage claim area.
Soon, I saw the five of them coming out of the arrival section. Victoria didn't look too happy at all. No doubt, she would be even less happy in just a few minutes. They got their bags off the carousel and turned to leave, but were intercepted by the process server and a group of officers. I started my camera and watched.
"Victoria Jennings?" the process server asked. She looked at him, surprised.
"Yes," she said. He handed her a manila envelope.
"You've been served," he said, stepping away. As he stepped aside, the officers surrounded the five of them and placed them in handcuffs, reading them their Miranda rights. All five of them reacted in anger.
"You can't do this," Jack yelled. I saw an officer say something to him, and he quieted down. I observed the news crew getting it all on their camera. As the officers began to lead them out, Victoria looked over and saw me, her eyes wide.
"Clark," she yelled. "Please don't do this," she begged. I shook my head and turned away from her. Her lovers looked over and glared at me as they were led away.
After I got home, my phone rang. I didn't recognize the number but answered anyway. It was Victoria, calling from the county jail where she and her four lovers had been taken.
"Clark," she cried. "Why are you doing this? Please, come bail me out. We can work through this."
"Nope," I said. "Not gonna happen. Bye." I hung up the phone. I sat down, turned on the evening news, and saw that she and her four fuck-buddies were prominently featured on the evening's broadcast.
"Five local area residents were arrested on felony charges of adultery this afternoon upon their arrival at the international airport," the anchor said, video of the arrest showing over his shoulder. Victoria and her lovers could clearly be seen as they were led away in handcuffs.
"Details of their activities were not released to the media, however, we were told they are all employed with a law firm in town," the anchor added. "They were arrested under a 1931 law that made adultery a felony. Some say the law is archaic and unconstitutional, but the District Attorney says that until the legislature repeals the law he is duty-bound to uphold it. If convicted, they each face four years in prison and a possible $5,000 fine. Authorities say they present a flight risk, and have requested they be held without bail."
That night, the arrest was the talk of several cable news outlets. One side argued that the old 90-year-old law should be scrapped since it doesn't fit the morals of the modern era. The other side argued that if the law is still on the books, it should be enforced. At the very least, it was an interesting debate.
Their arraignment hearing took place the next day, and the judge took the District Attorney's side. All five of them were denied bail and ordered held until their trial. At Angie's insistence, I visited Victoria at the county jail.
I sat as they brought her out in her orange jumpsuit. Orange simply wasn't her color. She looked pale, thin and frazzled and I could tell she had been crying. She looked at me after the guard sat her down.
"They say I could get four years in prison," she said through her tears. "Why, Clark? Why did you have to do this to me? Don't you love me anymore?"
"I could ask you the same question," I said. "In fact, I will. Why, Victoria? Why did you cheat on me for the last year or more? Wasn't I good enough for you? Don't you love me anymore? Don't I satisfy you anymore? Are you a big cock whore now? Yeah, I saw how well-endowed your lovers are. Is that it?" She looked down at the floor as I spoke. "Answer me, dammit!" Her head popped up.
"Yeah, I guess," she said. "At first it was the fact that I was doing something behind your back and I admit, I got off on it. It was just supposed to take the stress off my work, but I started liking it. A lot. But I never meant to hurt you. I still love you."
"Bullshit," I said. "I read your emails. You know, the ones where you and your four fuck buddies planned to get me drunk and cuckold me. I also saw those videos and watched you do things with them you never did for me. How in the hell would you react if I did that to you?"
"I'd kick your ass out," she said.
"So why shouldn't I do the same thing to you?" I asked. She shrugged her shoulders.
"Because I love you," she said weakly. I shook my head.
"No you don't," I said. "If you really loved me, you would never have done that to me. Ever. You even did it on our anniversary. How can you do that and say you love me?"
"I don't know," Victoria said weakly.
"Just tell me one thing," I said. "I want to know so I don't screw up my next relationship. What did I ever do to deserve this? Was I too supportive of you? Did I love you too much? Or is it just that I have an average dick?"
"You didn't do anything to deserve this," she said, tears falling down her cheek. "It's all me. I got caught up in the excitement and the thrill of it."
"You have no idea what you've done to me, you know that?" I asked, rhetorically. "I even found myself wondering if I could tolerate being your cuckold. But the more I thought about it, the more repulsed I got. Because of what you did, I found myself questioning my manhood. You know what it's like seeing the one you love more than anything else with another man? Doing things you'd never do for me? I hope this was all worth it."
"I'm sorry," she said. "You're a terrific husband and I still love you. If you love me, we can make it work." I shook my head.
"It takes a lot more than love to make a marriage work," I said. "It takes trust, and right now, I don't trust you one damn bit. Every time you walk out the door, I'd be wondering who you're going to screw today. I can't live like that. Have you given any thought about Kevin? He has a wife and two kids, you know." She shook her head.
"Oh God, you can't tell her," she said. "She'd be devastated."
"I don't think that's going to be a problem," I said. "The five of you made national news. I'm sure she knows by now." I stood up and prepared to leave. "Look, just sign the divorce papers and we can go our separate ways."
"But I don't want a divorce," she said.
"Tough shit," I said. "I don't want a cheating whore for a wife, either. You know, I still have those videos Mike sent me. Don't force me to use them." She looked at me, shocked.
"You wouldn't dare," she said.
"Oh yes, I would," I said. "Sign. The. Papers." Defeated, she hung her head.
"Okay," she said quietly. "I will." I turned and left, saying nothing more. I could hear her sobbing as I walked away, but I wasn't moved. She brought this all on herself.
The adultery trial took place three weeks later and didn't last very long. All of the predicted arguments were made by both sides. The defense argued that if everyone who committed adultery were brought up on charges, half the state would be in jail. The DA responded by saying that only five people were on trial, not half the state, and further argued that it was the legislature's job to pass or repeal laws, not the judiciary's.
The judge cut through the nonsense and examined the video evidence and the emails. He ruled that the five of them had violated current state law, and had done so deliberately over a long period of time. He accepted the DA's argument that it was the job of the legislature to pass or repeal laws, and acknowledged that it was the judiciary's job to uphold those laws.
All five were found guilty and were given four years of probation and ordered to pay a $5,000 fine. The four men, being lawyers, had their law licenses suspended pending a disciplinary hearing. The State Bar gave them permission to run the firm in the meantime, provided they did no legal work. Victoria kept her job, and found herself all but shunned by everyone in the office.
The divorce dragged on, mostly due to news that Victoria had become pregnant. She insisted the child was mine, but I knew better. Victoria agreed to a non-invasive prenatal paternity test when she had reached the 12th week of her pregnancy. I agreed to pay the $1,500 to have it done and wasn't surprised to learn I was not the biological father.
The divorce was granted and I was a free man 60 days later. When we met for the last time, Victoria gave me her rings with tears in her eyes. Under the terms of the divorce, she was ordered to relinquish her rings and give up my surname. I handed her a small paper sack.
"What's this?" she asked.
"The remains of your wedding dress," I said. She sobbed as she opened the sack and looked at the ashes inside.
About 90 days after the adultery trial, the State Bar reinstated the law licenses of the four men Victoria cheated on me with. Jack's firm struggled to stay afloat for the next several months, but it survived.
Kevin's wife nearly divorced him, but decided to stick it out, being a stay-at-home mother with two children who adored their dad. She did put him on a very short leash, however, and equipped him with a chastity device to make sure he wouldn't stray on her again. She invited me to their house one day and showed me the key she kept around her neck. She even offered to let me fuck her in front of her husband for revenge, but I declined the offer.
"Thanks, it's a tempting offer, but two wrongs don't make a right," I said. She smiled and kissed me on the cheek.
"Victoria screwed up big time when she cheated on you," she said. "But the offer's still on the table. Any time." As I left, a sheepish Kevin extended his hand. I accepted his offer and shook his hand.
"Thanks," he said. "I want to apologize for what we did to you. I was wrong. Hell, we were all wrong. I told Victoria you wouldn't accept what she was doing, but she wouldn't listen." I accepted his apology and left.
Life went on, but it just wasn't the same without Victoria - the Victoria I originally married, that is. I buried myself in my work and stayed out of the dating game for a while - I just wasn't up to starting a relationship with another woman who would end up cheating on me.
I got rid of all the old furniture and replaced it. I didn't want anything around that would remind me of her.
After about six months, Lisa Carlisle, a sweet little redhead I worked with, invited me to an open-air picnic up in the hills just outside town. Lisa and I had become good friends since all this started. We spent many lunches talking about our situations and I found myself becoming quite attracted to her.
She was a bit shorter and somewhat more voluptuous than Victoria, but she always seemed so happy and outgoing. I enjoyed talking with her and found her blunt honesty quite refreshing. She said what was on her mind and didn't give a damn what anyone thought.
I never dreamed she would ask me out like this, but the weather was nice so I agreed. I met her at the parking lot in the state park and was shocked when I saw her emerge from her car wearing the shortest pair of ripped low-rise denim shorts I had ever seen on a woman.
The sides were ripped nearly to her waist and the legs - if you could call them that - had rips in strategic places that showed off even more bare leg. I wondered if she even had any panties on, given that the crotch seemed to be nothing more than a strip of denim running between her legs. Topping that was a short, ripped t-shirt that showed off most of her midriff. She obviously wasn't wearing a bra and her nicely-shaped breasts swung free under it.
She pulled down her bicycle, grabbed a blanket and the basket sitting in her back seat and away we went. I let her lead the way and I hung back just enough to enjoy the view of her tight ass in those shorts. I thought I was going to have to pull over to relieve my hardening dick several times.
We finally pulled over to a spot that looked nice and Lisa laid out the blanket and set the basket on it. Looking around, she kicked off her shoes and pulled her t-shirt off, baring her breasts. My God, she looked so damn good.
"I just love taking my clothes off outside," she said. "It feels so natural, you know?" she asked, her face beaming. "C'mon, take off your shoes and shirt. It's nice out." I took my shoes and shirt off and enjoyed the brisk air. She smiled and practically sat in my lap, mashing her bare breasts into my chest.
"Isn't this better, Clark?" she asked, a wicked grin on her face.
"Much," I said. The next thing I knew, her tongue was buried in my mouth as she gave me a toe-curling kiss. I could feel my manhood stirring.
"I've wanted to do that for the longest time," she said.
"What stopped you?" I asked.
"You were married," she said. "I don't run around with married men. I've been watching and waiting for your divorce to be final and for you to get out of your shell. How long has it been since you've gotten laid?"
"About eight months," I said. "Maybe a bit longer. How about you?"
"About the same," she said. "As you know, my last guy was a cheating creep so I dumped him."
"Lot of that going around," I said.
"Yeah," she said. "So I heard. Tell me the truth, when was the last time a woman sucked your cock?" Wow, I thought. Talk about straight-forward.
"A long time," I said.
"We need to fix that," she said, undoing my jeans. Who was I to argue? I let her work my jeans and boxers off. Then she bent over and took my hardening cock in her warm, wet mouth and began working on me. I had to admit, Victoria had nothing on this girl. I moaned as she worked her way up and down, taking my whole cock in her mouth. I felt myself about to explode and warned her.
"I'm about to cum," I said. I saw her smile as best she could with my dick in her mouth. She worked on me harder and it happened. "Oh, God," I said as I came inside her throat. She swallowed every drop, then licked me clean.
"Mmmm," she said, looking at me with that smile of hers. "Very nice. I take it Victoria never swallowed."
"Not me," I said. "She only did that with her lovers." Lisa clucked her tongue as she shook her head.
"Stupid girl," she said. "She doesn't know what she's missing." She began to unbutton her shorts. "I can't let you be the only one naked here," she said, working her tiny shorts off. As I suspected, she had no panties on. As she tossed her shorts on her other clothes, I got a peek at her shaved pussy.
She smiled as she climbed back on top of me. Soon, she had me on my back and her shaved slit was directly over my face. All I wanted at that moment was to bury my tongue in her.
"You like?" she asked.
"Very much," I said. I grabbed her ass and pulled her onto my face. She moaned as I licked her slit and found her sweet spot. She rubbed her pussy on me as I explored her with my tongue. She even tasted better than Victoria. I felt like I was in heaven. Soon, she shuddered and her juices covered my face.
"Oh God, that felt so damn good," she said. She covered my face with kisses and positioned herself over my erect cock. Taking it in one hand, she slowly lowered herself onto me. I moaned as she settled on top of me, my manhood buried deep in her warm, velvety wetness.
"Oh yes, just perfect," she said. "Not too big, not too small. Just right." She started riding me, lifting herself almost all the way off of me before settling back down. "That's is," she said. "Just fuck me."
She rode me for some time before we finally exploded in a mutual orgasm. Afterward, we lay in each other's arms, enjoying the fresh air.
"Are you hungry?" she asked. I almost forgot she had a basket full of food. And yes, I was hungry.
"Yeah," I said. "You?"
"Famished," she answered. Sitting up, she opened the basket and handed me a paper plate with a piece of cold fried chicken and potato salad. After she got her food, she handed me a small bottle of soda pop. We sat there, naked, and ate our food without a care in the world. Afterward, we held each other and simply enjoyed the outdoors, engaging in small talk.
"I never want this to end," she said.
"Me neither," I said in response. She turned to me, taking my face in her hands.
"I've been attracted to you for the longest time," she said. "And I'm falling in love with you. If you want me, I'll be yours, exclusively. I promise I'll never cheat on you and I'll never hurt you." I looked closely at her and saw no deceit, only love and concern.
"I've been attracted to you for a long time as well, and I'm, falling in love with you, too," I said. "Of course I want you. I'd be crazy not to. I promise to be yours exclusively as well and I'll never cheat on you nor hurt you." She smiled and planted another kiss on me. We held each other for some time before breaking our embrace.
"I guess we'd better get dressed and head back," she said. "My place or yours?" I shrugged my shoulders.
"Anyplace with you is perfect," I said. "But if you don't mind, I really don't want to go to the Caribbean." We ended up spending the night at my place.
Six months later, we were married and a few months after that, she was pregnant with our first child. I never saw Victoria after the divorce, but I did see something in the news about a shooting at a law firm in town.
According to the report, a man entered the law firm where Victoria worked and began shooting, injuring her, her boss, Jack, and two other attorneys. Out of curiosity, I called Kevin, who explained what happened. The shooter, he said, was Victoria's new fiance and he apparently didn't take too well to being cuckolded.



According to Kevin, the man came into the office one night and found her having sex with Jack, Mike and Brad. Jack's testicles were shot off and the other two men were shot in the chest. Victoria ended up shot in the abdomen. They survived, but barely. The man was shot dead by police after he refused to give himself up.
I also learned later that the DA considered taking action against Victoria, Jack, Mike and Brad. It seemed they had violated the conditions of their probation and the DA wanted them to spend the rest of their sentence in jail, but the judge overruled the motion.
It seems that some people never learn. As for me, life couldn't get any better. I guess in the long run, that's the best revenge.
...
Note: Laws regarding divorce and adultery vary from state to state in the US. In two states, for example, adultery is a felony, while it's classified as a misdemeanor in several others. A law passed in Michigan in 1931, for example, says those found guilty can be sentenced up to four years in jail and can face up to $5,000 in fines. It seems that no one has been prosecuted for adultery in the state for at least two decades, so I exercised a bit of artistic license...



        Cheater's Gallery Ep. 01: Wendi

        A portrait changes everything.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/cheaters-gallery-ep-01-wendi

Title: Cheater's Gallery Ep. 01: Wendi

Author: saddletramp1956

Category: Loving Wives

Description: A portrait changes everything.

Tags: divorce, cheating, wife, husband, adultery, revenge

Series: Cheater's Gallery Ep


The following is the result of a suggestion sent by a reader. Adrestia Rhamnousia first appeared in "The Cheating Zone 03: Lori," as "Dr. A," and appeared in a couple other episodes of that series. I decided to feature her in a series of her own.
As always, constructive comments are always welcome and appreciated. Please refer to my profile for more on my personal policy regarding comments, feedback, follows, etc. And remember, this is a work of fiction, meaning that it is not real in any way, shape, matter or form.
February 28, 2020:
It had been a long, trying day. I just buried my second wife, Linda, who had lost her battle with stomach cancer, said goodbye to everyone at the cemetery and came home. I was looking through all of the old stuff I would have to go through when I saw it - the letter that changed my life forever. The calligraphy looked just as fresh as it did that fateful day. I grabbed a beer and headed out to the balcony and thought back over the years.
...
June 1987:
My name is Joe Neely, and at the time of this story, I was a supervisor for a team of field service engineers - read, technicians. You know, the guys who fix your office equipment when it breaks down. I started working for the company right after I got out of the service in early 1984. I had just finished a four-year stint as a radio operator in the Marine Corps, so I took my two-year electronics degree, my honorable discharge, and headed out for greener pastures.
I got the job right away and found I was really good at it. Not only did I understand the electronics, but I also had the ability to work with the customers and I enjoyed what I did. I didn't make a whole lot of money, but I made enough to pay the bills and get by. I also took night classes and eventually got a four-year degree in Electronics.
The company I worked for had customers all over southern California, and quite a few in more upscale areas like Century City. One of their clients was a law firm that boasted a number of high-profile clients - celebrities, politicians and others who seemed to have more dollars than sense, if you know what I mean.
Wendi Patterson was a junior attorney with a law firm in Century City, and at the time, she also doubled as their purchasing agent. It was her job to be the company's liaison with the vendors, so that meant we saw each other quite often. Our relationship was always professional - she being the client and myself acting as the agent for one of their vendors, but I admit - I often fantasized about having her long legs wrapped around my body.
After I became a supervisor, she expressed concern about a machine they had that kept breaking down. I knew the piece of equipment well, having serviced it myself a number of times. When it worked, it worked great, but as time went on, it seemed to always be down for one thing or another. I thought she was going to cry when she told me her management was not happy with the way she had dealt with the problem.
I knew what she meant - this was a company whose management didn't understand that mechanical devices sometimes break and eventually needed to be replaced. To them, it was her fault the machine was down more often than it was up. I let her vent, listening to her concerns and suggested she upgrade to something new. I even offered to sit with her and the sales rep if that would help. Her face lit up when I suggested that.
"You'd do that for me, Joe?" she asked. I nodded my head.
"Sure, Wendi," I said. "I'd be happy to do that for you." She squealed and planted a kiss on my cheek.
"Thank you so much, Joe," she said, smiling. "I can't tell you how much that means to me." I smiled back and told her I would speak with a rep that afternoon. Remember, at the time this happened, it was 1987, and not everyone had a cell phone.
After speaking with the rep that day, I called Wendi from the office and made an appointment for us to meet the next day. We got together and discussed several options. She listened to the rep closely, but looked to me for guidance. I liked the machine the rep initially suggested, but after looking at the history and the usage of their current equipment, suggested spending a little bit more to get something that would weather the use a little bit better. She liked that idea as did the rep, since that would mean a little more in commission for him.
The paperwork signed and the purchase order approved, we were on our way. I even supervised the installation and showed her and some of her co-workers how to use some of the new features. When I was finished, Wendi pulled me into her office.
"I can't thank you enough for all your help, Joe," she said. "I came this close to losing my job," she added, holding two fingers close together. "You saved my hide. There's got to be something I can do to thank you." Sure, I thought, give me one night between those wonderful legs. But, the professional side of me spoke out instead.
"Just doing my job, Wendi," I said. "You don't have to thank me."
"Yes, I do," she said, writing something on a piece of paper. She handed it to me when she was finished. "I'll meet you at that address at 6:00 tonight, and it's on me." I recognized the address - it was a fairly expensive steakhouse that sat next to a night club. I had often thought about going there, but knew it was way too expensive for me.
"Wendi, this is..." I began, but she waved me off.
"This is the very least I can do," she said. "Dress casual and bring your appetite. I hope you like to dance, by the way."
"I do," I said. She smiled.
"Good," she said. "I'll see you there, then." We had a great time that night and spent at least an hour getting to know each other. Wendi came from a fairly well-off family of lawyers, so she decided to follow in her father's footsteps. At the time, she wasn't seeing anyone exclusively, but, she said, she hoped to change that soon.
I told her about my upbringing in Roswell, New Mexico, and my tour in the Marines.
"Were you ever in combat?" she asked.
"Other than a quick trip to Beirut, no," I said. I went there as part of the force that relieved the unit that got bombed back in October 1983. After dinner, we went next door and danced the rest of the night away. I found myself liking this girl - a lot. It helped that I found her very attractive and quite sexy.
So, I took it easy and let things run their course. When the night was over, Wendi gave me a scorching hot tongue kiss. There was a lot of promise in that kiss, but a part of me wanted it to last longer than just one night.
We started dating and ended up in a motel room a couple weeks later, too drunk and horny to make it back to either of our places. We screwed each other's brains out for a couple hours before passing out, naked, on the bed. The next morning, I awoke to find her sucking me off. God, that was so sexy.
About a month later, she took me to her parents' house for Sunday dinner. They lived in a fairly upscale part of town and I felt a bit nervous about meeting them. Wendi assured me they were just like me and I had no reason to be nervous.
They were polite and treated me okay, but I got the impression her father, Don, didn't think too much of me. After all, I was way below Wendi on the social ladder. He made it clear that he always wanted her to marry another lawyer, but he said he would welcome anyone she chose to be with. Not exactly a ringing endorsement, but I guess it was better than nothing.
I expressed my concern to Wendi, but she just shrugged it off.
"Does it bother you that you make more than me?" I asked. Truth is, she made way more than I did, but she never flaunted it - at least not like most of the people in her social circles.
"I wouldn't care if you made minimum wage sweeping floors," she said. "I'd much rather have a good, decent, honest, hard-working man like you than some rich asshole who thinks he can buy his way through life." My respect and admiration for her grew tenfold after hearing that.
We continued dating and fell in love. In October 1987, I asked her to marry me and she accepted. Her mother seemed happy for us, I thought, but I didn't quite know what to make of her father's reaction. He ushered me into his home office and handed me a document.
"What's this?" I asked.
"It's a prenuptial agreement," he said. "Nothing personal, I just want to protect my daughter's assets. I'm sure you can understand," he added condescendingly. I looked it over but there was so much legalese it was difficult to understand it all. "Don't worry, just sign it and I'll get it notarized and filed," he told me. I knew better than to do that so I countered.
"My dad once told me never to sign a legal document without having an attorney read through it," I said. "No offense, but I'd like to have another set of eyes look at this before I sign it." He shrugged his shoulders.
"No problem," he said. "I'm sure you'll find everything in order." I found out a couple days later that it wasn't. The attorney I saw, Mark Hempstead, informed me the document was completely one-sided and could be interpreted to mean pretty much whatever a sharp lawyer wanted to make of it. He made several changes to the document and advised me to sign it only in the presence of a notary.
"By the way," he said as an aside, "Is this Wendi Patterson a lawyer? Her father named Don?"
"Yes," I said. "How did you know that?"
"Well, my son dated a Wendi Patterson in law school," he said. "They were quite an item for a while. Didn't work out, obviously. They were going to be married but he left and went back east. I'm not sure what happened. He never told me."
"What's your son's name?" I asked.
"Carl," he told me. I made note of that name and asked Wendi about it the next time I saw her.
"Yeah, I knew a Carl Hempstead in college," she said. "We dated for a while, but it just didn't work out. He ended up going back east so we ended it. Why?" I told her I had met his father and he remembered her name.
"Must've made quite an impression for him to remember me after all these years," she said. I dropped the subject but kept it in my mental filing cabinet just in case.
Don wasn't too happy with the changes to the prenuptial, but he agreed, as did Wendi. Wendi told me men were always after her for her money. I could understand that, but I couldn't help but wonder what Don's agenda was.
A month later, in November, Wendi and I were married in a nice ceremony held in her parents' back yard. Neither of us wanted a large wedding, just family and a few close friends. My parents flew out from Roswell and some of my co-workers joined us. The reception was more like a pool party than anything else, and we all had a good time.
Wendi and I went south to Acapulco for our honeymoon and had lots of fun. The next thirteen months or so were great, or at least I thought so. About a year after we married, Wendi became a junior partner in her firm and started spending more time away from home. In addition to late nights and the occasional weekend spent "working with clients out of town," she started going out with "the girls" on Friday night to blow off steam and gossip. I didn't care too much for it, but I persevered and did everything I could to support her.
One of the things I didn't like were the annual trips to New York. The conferences she attended usually lasted a week, but last year, she had to stay a few days longer to meet with important clients. At least, that's what she told me. I knew some of her firm's clients were rich, powerful and very famous people who generally got what they demanded, so I sucked it up. I trusted Wendi completely and never thought she'd ever cheat on me, but I still missed her.
Her attitude also seemed to change just a bit in that time. She became a little more aloof, more like her father. She never directly put me down or belittled me, but there were a few barbs about her new social standing. She traded her Toyota in for a shiny new BMW and of course, her wardrobe got an infusion of new clothing, some of which looked more appropriate for a night on the town.
Things also changed a bit in the bedroom. We didn't have sex as often as we did before, but still managed to get together about twice a week on average. The rest of the time, she begged off, saying she was too tired, or had a headache.
By the time her 1990 conference began I was almost glad to see her go, as the atmosphere in the house had become thick with tension. It's not that we were arguing - we weren't. It was all the things that weren't said between us. I guess I should've known that something was going on by the way she acted. She kissed me on the cheek Friday morning before she left for work and promised to call.
Monday, May 14, 1990:
I got home that night, tired from the day's work, grabbed the mail out of our mailbox and headed inside for yet another lonely night consisting of leftovers, beer and television. Wendi had been back east for her annual conference, having left the previous Friday night. She promised to call me every night and so far, she had kept that promise, although I could tell her calls were something of an inconvenience to her.
After I grabbed a bite to eat, I looked through the mail. Bills got put into a pile for Wendi and I to go through - we always did that together. Junk mail addressed to "occupant" or "resident" got tossed in the garbage, as usual. One letter, though, was address to me by name. The letter appeared to be on parchment of some kind and the writing was in a style of calligraphy I had never seen before. I almost threw it out, but something told me I should open it. So I did.
The letter was from someplace called "Rhamnousia Gallery" and it was an invitation. To be more specific, it said I was invited to a "private" and "exclusive" showing of a new piece of artwork they had just acquired. I had never expressed any interest in art before, so I thought it a bit odd that I would be invited to such a showing. The letter said I needed to be there at 11:00 am sharp the very next day, Tuesday.
I made note of the address and looked it up in my Thomas Guide. Anyone who lived in southern California back in those days knows what a Thomas Guide is - basically, it was a very well-indexed map book of the area. Anyone who ever did any traveling there back then had one. I found the address and noted it was only a few blocks from my morning appointment.
That night, Wendi called and we talked for a few minutes. She told me about her conference and all the exciting people she met and I told her about the invitation.
"You should go," she said. "It would do you some good to get exposed to the arts."
"If you insist," I said.
"I insist," she said. We said our goodbyes and exchanged loving endearments before ending the call. I missed her so much, and I wondered if she really missed me as much as she claimed.
The next day, I wrapped up my service call about 20 minutes before 11:00, so I called in and clocked out for lunch. I made my way to the address for Rhamnousia Gallery and was a bit surprised to find it was a fairly large, Gothic house that looked like it could have been in a movie. I verified the address, parked and made my way to the front door, which opened just as I was about to press the doorbell.
"Good day, Mr. Neely," said the short, trim blonde who opened the door. "You're right on time. I appreciate your punctuality. Please come in." I followed her inside and looked around. The place seemed deserted, and was filled with what looked like antique chairs and tables with matching lamps. The walls were covered with portraits of unknown men and women in various poses - some sitting, others standing. None of the subjects in the pictures looked happy at all. I wondered what kind of gallery this was.
"My name is Dr. Adrestia Rhamnousia," the blonde said, extending a delicate hand. I took it, wondering where she came from and what kind of name was Adrestia. Being in southern California, I had been exposed to all kinds of different nationalities and ethnicities, so I thought nothing more of it.
"You're probably wondering what kind of gallery this is," she said, almost as if she had read my mind. "Let's just say, there's nothing quite like it anywhere in the world," she added, with a slight smile. "Please, let's look at your portrait, shall we?" My portrait?
She opened a set of double doors and ushered me into a room that contained only two chairs and a small table, set in front of a covered portrait on an easel. She ushered me to a chair and stood next to the portrait as I sat down. Once in the chair, she smiled and removed the cover.
To say I was shocked after she uncovered the painting would be something of an understatement. The portrait almost looked photographic, but I could clearly see the brush strokes. It was a portrait of Wendi, sitting at a table in what could have been a restaurant or a bar. She was wearing a black dress that showed quite a bit of her cleavage. I could see the swell of her breasts and somehow knew she wasn't wearing a bra.
She appeared to be looking up at someone and I could tell from her expression the person she was looking at was special to her - it was the same expression she had given me many times since we became a couple. Her eyes seemed to sparkle and her face was broken out in that special smile of hers.
I recognized the necklace she wore - it was one I had given her for Valentine's Day that year. But I noticed something else that disturbed me - her wedding and engagement rings seemed to be missing. There was a ring on her right hand - it was a dolphin ring I had seen her wear many times. I don't know where she got it, and never pressed the issue. I looked at Adrestia, confused.
"What's going on here?" I asked. "How did you get this?"
"We received this over the weekend," she said. "And I thought you should see it for yourself." A flag suddenly went up in my mind - how could she have known this was my wife and gotten the invitation to me in the mail so fast? I set that aside for the moment.
"But this is a picture of my wife," I said. "When did she pose for this? Where's her wedding ring and who is she smiling at?"
"You are correct," Adrestia said. "It is a portrait of your wife. It was done late Friday night. The other questions will be answered in due course. That is, if you really want the answers."
"Friday night?" I asked. "But she just got into New York Friday night. I spoke to her on the phone when she got to her room."
"And what time was that?" Adrestia asked.
"I guess it was about 3:00 pm," I said. That would have made it about 6:00 pm Eastern time. Wendi told me she had just gotten to her room after dinner and was going straight to bed. I remembered she sounded exhausted.
"Look at the watch on her arm," Adrestia said. I looked closely and could see the watch she always wore. It was somewhat difficult to make out the time, so Adrestia handed me a magnifying glass. As I looked, I could see the watch showed 9:15. How was this possible, I wondered.
"But this could have happened at any time," I said.
"This was done to exact detail at the time it happened," Adrestia told me. That meant Wendi had gone out after we had spoken. I was in shock at the implications. Had she lied to me? Was she seeing another man? What the hell is going on here?
"I'm sure you have many questions right now," Adrestia said. "Perhaps you should return later tonight, say about 9:30 or so."
"Why?" I asked. "Is there more?" She smiled and sat in the chair next to me.
"Perhaps," she said. "But you'll never know unless you return." She handed me a key. "Please, feel free to come any time you wish. But I strongly suggest you come back tonight at 9:30." Confused, I took the key from her and put it in my pocket. Thanking her, I stood up to leave. She escorted me to the door and smiled as I left. "Remember," she said. "9:30 tonight."



I drove off in a state of confusion. Why did Adrestia want me back at 9:30 tonight? Is Wendi cheating on me? If so, with whom? And, I wondered, should I mention this to her when she calls? Or should I let this play out to see what is going on?
I managed to make it through the rest of my day - don't ask me how - and got home a little after 5:00. The phone rang as soon as I walked in the door. It was Wendi. I thought about confronting her, but decided otherwise, at least until I had more information.
"Hey, sweetie," she said. "I miss you so much. How was your private showing?"
"It was, uh, eye-opening," I said. "I may go back to see what else they have to offer."
"Good," she said. "You could use a little culture, you know."
"So how is your trip so far?" I asked, trying to change the subject.
"Not too bad," she said. "Mostly dry lawyer-talk, you know."
"Meet anyone interesting?" I asked.
"Oh, one or two people, but nothing like you," she said.
"Got any plans for the evening?" I asked.
"Oh, a few of us are going to grab a bite to eat and a couple drinks," she said. "We might do some dancing, but that's pretty much it. How about you?"
"Not much, just going to eat, maybe watch a little TV, but that's all," I said.
"Okay," she said. "Just so long as you're not out partying."
"Yeah, that's me, one big party animal," I said, laughing. She laughed with me.
"Talk to you tomorrow," she said. "Love you."
"I love you, too," I said. We ended the call and I sat there, looking at the phone wondering if she truly meant what she said. I ate, and watched a little television, but my mind was on that painting. There were just too many questions but no answers. I knew it would take me a good 45 minutes or so to get to the gallery, so I kept a close eye on the time and left about 8:35.
I got to the gallery at 9:25 and let myself in. The inside was darker than before and it appeared as though I was the only one there. It felt a bit creepy to me and I looked around, almost expecting to see eyeballs follow me as I moved. I went to the room holding the portrait and opened the door. Adrestia had apparently covered the painting after I left, so I uncovered it and got the shock of my life.
The picture had changed - completely. Wendi was now standing, her back to me, and she was next to another man, who had his arm around her. His right hand rested on her ass, and her left arm was around him. As in the previous picture, her rings were missing. They appeared to be walking away and Wendi was looking back. The look on her face told me everything - it was her, "I'm horny and I want to fuck" expression. I had seen it many times.
I grabbed the magnifying glass that was sitting on the small table and looked at the watch on her arm. The watch read 12:00. If this was in real time, that would have been about 35 minutes ago or so. How was this even possible, I asked myself. I covered the portrait and sat down, putting my head in my hands.
Could this even be real, I asked myself. Was Wendi cheating on me? And if so, why? None of this made any sense to me. I thought back and couldn't recall any indication that she had been unfaithful. In fact, she had made it clear to me that she hated cheaters. Surely, I thought, this had to be some kind of a cruel joke.
After sitting there for about 30 minutes, I decided to take one more look. I had to know who this guy was. I got up and uncovered the painting again and nearly fell back into the chair. The painting had changed yet again.
This time, Wendi was naked and riding the man reverse cowgirl, the way she had done with me so many times. Her eyes were closed and I could see the rapture on her face as she rode the man's cock. I looked and saw him buried in her pussy. The man was laying flat on his back and I could make out his face, but I didn't recognize him. Tears fell down my cheeks as I looked at the painting. How could she, I asked myself. Adrestia's voice cut through my thoughts.
"It's always shocking to learn the one you love is cheating on you," she said quietly. Until that moment, I didn't know that she was even in the building. She walked to the painting and covered it back up before sitting next to me.
"How is this possible?" I asked. "Is it real? Please tell me it's not real."
"I'm sorry, Joe," she said. "But it's very real." I shook my head.
"No," I said. "It can't be. She'd never do something like that to me."
"Actually, she would," Adrestia said. "And she is. I'm sorry to say, but it's not the first time." I looked at her, shocked.
"What do you mean?" I asked.
"This is actually the fifth time the two of them have gotten together since you were married," she said.
"You know about this?" I asked. She nodded her head.
"Yes, I do," she said.
"How?" I asked. She looked down for a moment before answering.
"I don't think you're ready to hear my explanation just yet," she said. "Perhaps after you've had a night to sleep on it, you will." She uncovered the painting one more time and the portrait had changed yet again. This time, Wendi was flat on her back and the man was between her spread legs, preparing to stuff his large erect cock inside her. I looked close and could see her rings sitting in an otherwise empty ashtray on the nightstand. I broke down, sobbing. Adrestia covered the portrait and came to my side.
"I'm so very sorry you had to see that, Joe," she said, placing her hand on my head. She kissed me on the forehead and I suddenly stopped crying, the initial shock gone. "Tonight, you will sleep and dream of happier times. Come back tomorrow after you get off work and all will be revealed to you."
I nodded my head and got up, feeling somewhat shaky. She led me to the door and wished me good night. I drove home, feeling a whirlwind of emotion. Part of me was sad, but another part of me wanted to kick some ass - both hers and the asshole she was with.
Strangely enough, I slept quite well that night, my dreams filled with images of Wendi and I in happier times. I got through the next day of work and went straight to the gallery afterward. Adrestia met me at the door and ushered me to her office.
The office I walked into was nothing like the rest of the gallery. There were shelves filled with what looked like ancient books and scrolls. A computer monitor sat on her desk and another large monitor was attached to the wall. She made a cup of tea, handed it to me and sat behind her desk as I took a sip.
"I trust you slept well last night," she said as she opened a large folder.
"I did, thank you," I said.
"Are you ready for the answers you seek?" she asked.
"I am," I said. She nodded her head and referred to her folder.
"The man you saw your wife with was Carl Hempstead, an old flame from college," she said. "I believe you've heard that name before."
"I have," I said.
"He is with the same firm as your wife, only he works in their New York office," Adrestia said. "They've spent the conference together last year, and they've met up here, in Los Angeles, four times in all, the last time about six months ago. He's the man her father originally wanted her to marry." That made sense to me, given what Don had said back in '87. "They are planning to set you up for divorce," Adrestia said. "It's their intent to frame you, to make it look as though you cheated on her so she can use the pre-nuptial agreement against you."
"What?" I asked. "I've never cheated on Wendi. I've never even been tempted to."
"I know," she said. "That's why I reached out to you."
"How do you know all of this?" I asked. She motioned to all the books and scrolls around her.
"I know everything about every marriage," she said. "It's my job to know. I can help you if you want, but you have to ask for my help first. It's a rule I've followed for years. Do you want my help?"
"Yes, of course," I said. "But I still don't understand how you can possibly know all of this. And why now? Why not when it first happened?"
"The reason I didn't reach out to you earlier is simple," she said. "They didn't start talking about framing you until just recently. Her father is also part of the scheme." I looked at her, shocked.
"And you know this for a fact?" I asked.
"Absolutely," she said. "Watch." As I looked, she fired up the large monitor on the wall. As it came up, I saw what looked like two videos next to each other. One video showed Wendi in her hotel room on the phone. The other video showed Don, who was also on a phone in his home office.
"Is everything set up?" Wendi asked.
"Yes, it is," Don told her. "I've got a hooker lined up to meet Joe at that bar he likes to visit every so often. You know the one." There was a bar I sometimes liked to visit on Fridays after work for a quick beer with some of my techs. It was just a way to blow off some steam after a long week. I usually bought them a beer as a way of thanking them for their work. It was nothing serious and we never stayed very long.
"Yes, I do," Wendi said. "But you know Joe never stays there very long. He typically only has a beer with his techs and then leaves."
"I got that covered," Don said. "A little additive to his beer and he'll be out for the count. Once he's out, she'll take his pants off and pose for a few pictures and voila, the deed is done. Your prenup kicks in and you'll be a free woman."
"Oh, Daddy," she cooed. "You're so wicked." He laughed.
"You have no idea," he said. "I've already got the divorce papers written up and they'll be filed and served the same day you just happen to get pictures of his so-called infidelity. He'll have no defense and no way to prove they're fake."
"What would I do without you, Daddy?" she asked.
"Well, you should've listened to me and married Hempstead like I told you," he said. "Instead, you fell for that goddamned jarhead."
"Joe's a good man, Dad," she said.
"Maybe so," Don said. "But he's beneath you and you know it. He's a goddamned repairman for Christ's sake. He'll never be good enough to run in the same circles as you and he'll certainly never be able to support you the way you deserve."
"So, when is this going to happen?" she asked.
"This Friday," Don said. "Tonight, you tell your husband you have to stay till Monday. Tell him you have to meet with clients. He'll believe you. Friday, when he goes to the bar to meet his techs, the girl I hired will come on to him. When he's not looking, she'll slip him the drugs and it's a done deal. Then you and Carl spend the weekend at our place in the Hamptons. By the time you get back Monday, we'll have him dead to rights. You confront him with the pictures and we'll have papers served on him that day."
"I hate doing this to him," she said.
"It's got to be done and you know it," Don said. "The sooner it's done, the better."
"I guess you're right," she said. "Just don't hurt him."
"Don't worry," Don said. "You just stick to the script and I'll take care of the rest."
"Okay, Daddy," she said. "Talk to you soon. Bye." They both hung up and as I watched, Wendi turned to Carl.
"It's going to be done this Friday," she said.
"Good," Carl said. "Then it'll just be us. I can't wait," he added, kissing her on the cheek.
"I'd better call Joe and let him know I won't be back till Monday," she said. "He's expecting my call."
"Make it fast," Don said. "We have reservations, you know." She nodded and placed another call. I could hear the phone ringing in the background. Then I heard our message machine pick up.
"Hi, baby, it's me," she said. "Sorry I missed you. Some of us are getting ready to go grab something to eat. I just wanted to let you know I'll be meeting with clients this weekend, so I won't be back till Monday. Love you. Bye-bye." As I watched, she hung up the phone and smiled. The video ended and I sat there, stunned. I looked at Adrestia.
"How did you do that?" I asked. "How did you get those cameras set up and just at the right time?"
"Trade secret," she told me.
"So what do we do now?" I asked.
"Would you like to confront your wife? Tonight?" she asked.
"Of course I would," I said. "But I don't have a plane ticket to New York."
"That won't be a problem," she said.
"So how do I do this?" I asked.
"Go home, listen to her message to prove to yourself this is real," she said. "Then be back here at 9:30. I'll take care of the rest."
I agreed, and went home. I had to hear that message, if, in fact, there was a message to hear. Sure enough, when I got home, the machine said there was one message, so I let it play, and heard the very same message I had seen her leave earlier. Damn!
I was back at the gallery at 9:30, having showered and changed. Adrestia met me at the door and we walked into the room with her portrait. I looked, and saw Wendi on all fours on the bed, with Carl plugging her from behind. I looked at Adrestia.
"Are you ready?" she asked. I nodded my head.
"Yes," I said. She took my hand and looked at me before speaking.
"Remember, they won't be able to see or hear you at first," she said. "I'll let you know when they can." I nodded my head in understanding. "Get ready," she added. Soon, the room we had been in was gone and was replaced with a dark hotel room.
After my eyes adjusted to the darkness, I could see Wendi and Carl in the bed. Wendy was now on her back and Carl was pumping into her. I could tell from the way he was jerking that he was ejaculating inside her. Soon, he withdrew and stood at the foot of the bed. Wendi laid there, her legs splayed wide. I could see his cum dripping from her.
"Fuck, that was great," he said.
"Yes, it was, wasn't it?" she asked in response.
"Better than your husband?" he asked with a smirk.
"Of course," she said with a little laugh. "You always were better than him. You don't even need to ask."
"I need a cigarette after that," he said, grabbing a robe. "Wanna join me?" Wendi got out of the bed and put on a short silky robe.
"Why not?" she asked. When did Wendi start smoking, I asked myself. As I watched, they opened a sliding glass door and stepped out onto a small balcony to light up.
"Go ahead," Adrestia whispered to me after they leaned on the balcony to smoke their cigarettes. "They can see you now." I nodded my head and stepped forward. Wendi turned around and her eyes opened wide as she saw me step up to the sliding glass door.
"Joe," she exclaimed. "What are you doing here?" Carl turned around and leaned against the railing, a smirk on his face.
"Why, Wendi?" I asked. "Wasn't I good enough for you? Didn't I love you enough? Why did you feel it necessary to plot against me with your father and lover-boy here?"
"I... I don't know what you're talking about, Joe," she said.
"Bullshit!" I yelled, causing her to lean back against the railing. "I heard you plotting with Daddy Dearest to set me up with a hooker so you could file for divorce."
"Joe, it's not what you think," she started. I cut her off with a wave of my hand.
"I don't want to hear it," I said. "I've seen and heard enough. I just want to know - why? Was all that shit you fed me about not caring how much I make just a lie? How many other lies have you told me?"
"No, it wasn't," she said tearfully.
"So, tell me, why did you do it?" I asked. She looked down, sheepish. Carl stood up, a smirk still on his face. He was a bit taller than me, but I weighed more than he did, and I had the benefit of training. Plus, I was more than just a little bit pissed off.
"Look, jarhead," he said. "You'll never be up to her standards and you know it. You're just a fucking repairman. You'll never be able to give Wendi what she needs. Now, just go back where you came from and let a real man take care of her."
"You fucking piece of shit," I said. "I oughtta rip your goddamn head off." Carl got pissed, which is exactly what I wanted. He came at me with a wild swing, but never connected. I throat-punched him and began pummeling him with my fists. Wendi started screaming at me to stop, but I was too mad.
I kicked him in the groin, hard. Then, as he doubled over, I gave him an upper-cut to the jaw and pushed him away from me. Somehow, he tripped over his own feet and before I knew it, he had gone over the low railing on the balcony. Somewhere along the way, he reached out and grabbed Wendi, who went over with him. I couldn't get to her in time and the last thing I saw was her face, locked in the knowledge that she was about to die. Her eyes were wide and her mouth was open as she fell 20 stories to the concrete below.
Adrestia pulled me back from the edge and the next thing I knew, we were back in her office. I was shaken and shaking. Two people had just died, one of them the woman I loved with all my heart. I hated what she did, but I certainly didn't want any harm to come to her. Adrestia sensed this and held my face in her hands as she chanted something in a language I didn't understand.
"You should go home now," she said, handing me a tea bag. "Drink this when you get home. It will help you relax. The police will probably be at your house in a couple of hours or so, and you need to get yourself together."
"I... I killed them," I said. She shook her head.
"No," she said. "They killed themselves. It was their own greed and avarice that did them in. Do not blame yourself. Do you understand?" Suddenly, I felt much calmer and nodded my head.
"Yeah," I said. "What about her father?" She smiled.
"Let me take care of him," she said. "Trust me." She walked with me to the front, but stopped in the viewing room on the way. Adrestia looked at me before uncovering the portrait.
"This will be her final entry," she said, uncovering the picture. When I looked, I saw Wendi's face as she went over the railing. Her eyes were wide and her mouth open in a silent scream. It was clear from her expression that she knew the end was coming. I wondered if she had any regrets. As if sensing my thoughts, Adrestia spoke.
"Your wife regretted everything at the end," Adrestia said. "Unfortunately, those regrets came too late to save her. This will now be her final entry in my gallery." She took the painting off the easel and put it on the wall between two other portraits. I looked and saw the same fear and regret on the other pictures.
"Are all of these..." I began.
"They were all cheaters," Adrestia said. She turned to address me. "You should go now. Remember, Joe, I will always be with you, here," she said, touching my chest. "Live, love and be happy."
"And Don?" I asked.
"As I said, justice will be done," she said. "I promise." I drove home, shocked by the evening's events. When I got home, I made a cup of tea using the bag Adrestia gave me and found that it helped calm my nerves. About two hours later, I heard the doorbell ring. Answering it, I found two uniformed police officers and a man in a rumpled suit holding a badge.
"Mr. Joe Neely?" the suit asked. I nodded my head. "May we come in, please?" I invited them inside.
"Mr. Neely, I'm Detective Smith with the Los Angeles Police Department," he said. "I'm sorry to inform you, sir, but your wife is dead."
"Dead?" I asked, trying to act surprised. "How? When?"
"A couple hours or so ago," he said. "It appears she fell from her hotel room in New York. The NYPD is still investigating. They're not sure if she was pushed or if she committed suicide. Do you know a Carl Hempstead?"
"No, I don't," I said. "Why?"
"He died with her," Detective Smith said. "It appears they may have been having an affair." I put on the best act I could. It didn't take much as I was still in shock by her death. "Her body will be returned after the Medical Examiner is finished with the autopsy, Mr. Neely. If you know anything, we would appreciate any assistance you can provide."



"Thank you, Detective," I said. "All I know is that my wife was in New York for her annual conference and she called earlier to tell me she would be meeting with clients this weekend and would be home Monday."
"I see," Smith said. "Again, I'm sorry for your loss," he added. "Good night, sir," he said before leaving.
Wendi's death got a brief mention on the news, but there was no mention of an affair with Hempstead. Perhaps, I thought, that was due to the firm's influence. Her body was returned to LA and her parents took care of her funeral arrangements. I had very little contact with them during that period, although her friends and co-workers stopped by to offer their condolences.
Because of the damage done to her face and body, the casket was kept closed during the service and a large portrait of her sat next to the coffin. Her mother asked if I would like to offer any last words, but I refused and simply shook my head. Don approached me, but backed away when he saw the look on my face.
After the funeral service, we all headed to the gravesite where her body was to be interred. After her coffin was lowered into the ground, a man in a suit approached Don.
"Are you Don Patterson?" the man asked. Don said he was, not hiding his irritation at being disturbed. The man handed him a large manila envelope.
"You've been served," the man said, walking away. Don opened the envelope and looked inside. His face turned white as he saw the divorce papers and a collection of color photographs of him with a much younger woman. Both of them were naked and it seemed like Don was having a grand old time. He looked at his wife, who glared back at him.
"Don't bother coming home, asshole," she whispered.
"But, but," he began. Standing next to him, I couldn't help but see the photos and the paperwork. I snickered and leaned into him.
"That looks like what you had planned for me," I said quietly. He looked at me, shocked. "Guess Karma's a real bitch, isn't she?" I laughed as I walked away.
I decided to go see Adrestia to tell her what happened, but when I got there, the old Gothic house was gone, replaced with a nicely-appointed ranch-style home. I verified the address and knocked on the door. An elderly woman answered.
"Um, I'm looking for Rhamnousia Gallery," I said. "And I'm fairly certain this was the address I was given." She shook her head.
"I'm sorry, son," she said. "There's nothing by that name here. We've been here for 35 years." I apologized and left, confused.
As it turned out, Don's troubles were only beginning, and something told me Adrestia was behind it. According to a news report I saw a few days after the funeral, Don's house was raided after police received an anonymous tip. Authorities seized a large cache of photos from his office - photos of underage girls in various compromising positions.
As a result, he was brought up on charges of producing child porn, and in addition to being cleaned out by his wife in a divorce, was sentenced to 35 years in prison. His law license was revoked and he was disbarred for life.
"Thanks, Adrestia," I said to no one in particular. In my mind, I heard her voice quietly say, "You're welcome."
I also found myself the recipient of a major windfall. Wendi's insurance came through, and I received a one million dollar payout, minus final expenses. I had also inherited a very large sum of money after everything was settled on her estate.
About the same time, I received a call from a friend of mine who lived in Spokane, Washington. He said the company he worked for was looking for a service manager and he thought I would be a good fit. I was looking for an excuse to leave, since I felt there was nothing left for me in southern California, so I headed up north and got hired on the spot.
They gave me a couple weeks to get my affairs in order in California, so I took them up on the offer and put the place up for sale, taking only the few items I wanted to keep. I let Wendi's mother take what she wanted, but the rest was sold off or given to Goodwill.
A few months later, I met Linda at a bar in downtown Spokane. We dated for several months, fell in love and got married. We bought a two-story log house by Twin Lakes and raised two wonderful children who are now out raising their own families. Things were going well for us until August 2019, when she was diagnosed with stomach cancer.
I sat there on the balcony remembering my dear Linda as I looked at that old invitation. Where were you, Adrestia, I wondered.
"I'm always with you, Joe," I heard her say in my mind. "Always. And so is Linda." I smiled and nodded my head. Somehow, I knew things would be alright.
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Another Love: Fallout

I would like to start by thanking RichardGerald for giving me permission to write this sequel to his 2016 story, "Another Love."

I have read this story several times, along with the sequels and alternate endings written by others. For some reason, this story hit me on a level few others have. It is the story of a man who learns that his wife of 26 years has been engaged in a long-term physical and emotional affair with a painter from Canada. The affair started some time before he left to go to war in 1990 and only really ended when the other man, one Phillipe Du Monte, died.

The man, Rob McDonald, learned of the affair when Phillipe's wife, Avril, showed up one day with a portrait of his nude wife, set in his bedroom. Avril told Rob about the affair and how his wife, Karen, had become part of her extended family.

In the original story, Rob is somewhat of a shy, introverted man who mostly keeps his feelings to himself. He also suffers from high blood pressure.

In my opinion, RichardGerald did an excellent job telling this story, but I found myself wondering if any man could truly accept being hit with something like this.

Again, many thanks to RichardGerald for graciously allowing me to write this sequel. As always, many thanks to those who offered comments and constructive criticism on my previous stories. For those who want to say this or that would never happen, remember this is my universe, a place where nearly anything can, and often does, happen. At least on paper...

Please refer to my profile for more on my personal policy regarding comments, feedback, follows, etc. And please remember, this is a work of fiction, not a docu-drama...

A quick note on the timeline... Looking at the narrative of the original story, it appears the events took place a little more than 20 years after the end of the 1990 -- 1991 Gulf War. Using that as a guide, I determined that this story takes place in the latter half of 2012.

This story picks up at the end of "Another Love: Part 02," which was written from the perspective of Rob's wife, Karen. In this part, Rob has confined himself to a fourth-floor apartment in the Victorian row house he shares with Karen for two weeks. He has not confronted her about her infidelity at this point, so Karen decided to force the issue.

Ending of "Another Love, Pt. 02":
Knocking firmly on the fourth-floor apartment door, I say,

"Robert McDonald, this is your wife. The woman you have been married to for the last twenty-five years. I am the mother of your two sons and the person who loves you more than her own life. I always have and always will love you. But I have a love story to tell you that concerns me and someone else. After everything we have meant to each other all these years, you owe me the time to hear me out. I will be downstairs with dinner waiting. You can eat and then listen to my story," I say through a firmly closed door.

He comes down about an hour later for dinner. I have expensive steaks and a good bottle of Cabernet. We eat, and then I begin. I speak to him from my heart. I don't lie or withhold. Shielding Rob from the truth is over.

"I met a wonderful man who was there for me when I needed him. First, he helped me sexually when I was in a terrible situation, and then he took care of my children and me when I was left alone," I begin...
And now, my sequel, "Fallout":
Rob:
I sat there, saying nothing as Karen told me the whole story -- how she had become dead from the waist down after the birth of our second son, how she met Phillipe and how he had awakened her sexually. She left nothing to the imagination.
I recalled the night I came to bed and found a book -- "The Joy of Sex" -- that Karen had brought home. She told me she had not been all she could be as a lover after Oscar's birth and wanted to be proactive. Now I know that book was just a lie to cover her affair with Phillipe. The things she showed me in bed didn't come from that book. They were things Phillipe had taught her.
Then she told me about how she had brought him into our house -- into our bed -- the same day she dropped me off at the airport back in 1990. That was when I had been assigned to the USS Eisenhower to serve during Desert Shield, the operation which later became Desert Storm -- the war to remove Saddam Hussein from Kuwait.
The only thing that kept me going during that dark time was the knowledge that I had a loving wife and two boys at home. Now, two decades later, I learned that wasn't the case. And the bitch didn't even have the decency to wait until I was overseas.
Now I knew why Karen and the boys spent part of Christmas 1990 in Montreal, and I knew the real reason for her periodic trips there. I should have picked up on it before, but I trusted her. I also learned why my relationship with my two sons had soured -- she had apparently enlisted their silence, and used them to keep the affair from me.
I saw the signs when I returned from Iraq, but didn't make the connection. Perhaps I had what some have called a "confirmation bias." I never would have imagined her cheating on me, so I dismissed the idea. Apparently Karen was right that I needed a guide-dog to get through a relationship.
She prattled on, reveling in her love affair with Phillipe, constantly telling me that it had nothing to do with her feelings toward me. Even though the physical part of their relationship ended years ago, she still had a strong emotional attachment to him, and to his family.
Her story opened my eyes to many things I had wondered about over the years. Now, everything was crystal clear.
As she talked, I could feel my blood pressure begin to spike. A part of me felt like wrapping my hands around her treacherous neck and squeezing until she was dead, but I knew that would gain me nothing but a trip to prison.
I listened as she went on, talking as though this was some kind of romantic love story. In her mind, she had done nothing wrong whatsoever and still considered herself a loyal, loving wife. Finally, she stopped.
"Now, it's time for us to pick up the pieces and move on with our life together," she said. "We can get past this, just as we've gotten past everything else." I looked at her, saying nothing. After what I just heard, there was nothing more to be said. "Say something, Rob," she begged. "Please. I still love you. I never stopped loving you."
I got up out of my chair and pushed it back under the table. I looked at her for a few moments before speaking.
"Thank you for dinner," I said quietly. "Good night." I headed back up the stairs to the fourth-floor apartment where I had been hiding out.
"Good night?" she asked. "Is that all you have to say? After I just poured out my heart to you?" I stopped and looked at her.
"For now," I said. "I have a lot to process." I headed back upstairs, closed the door to the apartment and put a chair against the door knob to keep her out. I sat on the bed and cried my eyes out. Life as I knew it was over. My marriage had been a lie for the last twenty years or more and my wife -- the one person I loved above all others -- expected me to simply accept her long-term infidelity.
She tapped on the door sometime later.
"Rob?" she asked. "Are you alright? We need to talk, honey."
"Go. Away," I said. I finally drifted off to sleep, but it wasn't easy. That's when the nightmares began again.
The F14 Tomcat I was riding in to Riyadh one day before the start of Desert Storm was sluggish and I could tell something wasn't quite right. One moment, we were flying at more than twenty thousand feet at Mach 2 -- twice the speed of sound. The next moment, we were without power, and dropping fast.
The pilot ran the restart, but nothing happened. He tried it again, with the same result. I told him to restart again, but nothing happened. Then I had a brainstorm and told him to shut off the fuel and try one more time.
"That's crazy," he said.
"DO IT, NOW!" I ordered.
In real life, the plane started and we barely escaped with our lives. The problem turned out to be contaminated fuel, and I happened to find out about it quite by accident. We corrected the problem, saving a number of lives in the process. Unfortunately, that didn't happen in my nightmare, and I woke with a start just as the plane hit the water. Did that have something to do with Karen, I wondered.
The next day, I woke up early and headed for work without saying anything to Karen. I was part of a team working on a new jet engine for the military. The university I worked for was given a one-year grant to develop a "Next-gen" engine to integrate into some of the newer aircraft being designed. If successful, the new engine could, theoretically, carry an aircraft into orbit.
Lisa, one of my assistants, pulled me off to the side during lunch and spoke to me.
"Okay, Rob," she said. "Spill it. What's going on with you?"
"I don't know what you're talking about," I said.
"Bullshit, Rob," she said defiantly. "I've worked with you too long. Something's eating at you. What's going on?" She had me and I knew it, so I told her the whole story.
"My God," she said when I finished. "No wonder you've been like a zombie these last couple of weeks. What are you going to do?" I shook my head.
"I don't know," I said. "She said the physical part of their affair ended some time ago, but she's still emotionally tied to him, even though he's dead. Part of me wants to divorce her and move on, but another part of me says otherwise. I still love her, after all. Dammit, I hate this. What would you do?"
"If it were me, I would've kicked her ass out the moment she confessed it," Lisa said. "But that's just me. You need to get your head out of your ass and deal with this. Stop trying to over-analyze it like a jet engine and handle it."
"You think that's what I'm doing?" I asked. "Over-analyzing the situation?"
"Of course," she said. "That's how you always handle things. But this isn't something you can break down into a series of equations. What is your gut telling you to do? When you figure that out, deal with it and move on." She got up and threw her trash away. "Feel free to talk to me any time you need to, Rob, but do something, and fast. We need your head back in the game here." She walked out, leaving me with my thoughts. Lisa was right, and I knew it.
I worked late that day, mostly to avoid going home. I ate a small piece of leftover meatloaf I brought from the house and kept going over everything Karen had told me. Finally, about 11:00 pm, I headed home. When I walked in, I saw Karen and Avril sitting on the couch.
"About time you got home," Karen said.
"I was busy," I said as I began to head up the stairs to my apartment.
"Avril's staying here with us this week to work on the exhibition," Karen said. She told me the night before that they had planned on putting together an exhibition of Phillipe's works at one of the major art galleries in town. The exhibit was scheduled to start sometime early next year and they had planned to take it world-wide.
"Whatever," I said.
"And just so you know, we intend to make my portrait the centerpiece of the exhibition," she said. I stopped and looked down at her.
"What?" I asked. "It's not enough that you cuckolded me with that asshole while I'm off fighting a war, in front of our children, no less, but now you're going to rub my nose in it by showing that... thing off to the whole world?"
"It is a beautiful piece of work," Avril said. "Your wife is a beautiful woman, no? You should be proud to show her off to the world." I shook my head.
"Proud?" I asked her, trying to keep my voice neutral. I could feel my blood pressure begin to spike. "I should be proud that my wife fucked another man IN MY BED with MY CHILDREN just down the hall? And now I should proudly let her rub her infidelity in my nose for the whole world to see? Are you out of your mind?"
"Please, Rob," Karen began.
"Get away from me, both of you," I said. "You make me sick to my stomach. Just leave me alone."
"Please do not be upset," Avril begged as I walked upstairs. I had heard enough and had no desire to hear any more from either of them. I closed the door to my apartment, locked it and put a chair against the door knob. The women followed me up and tried to talk to me through the door.
"Rob," Karen begged. "Please come out and talk to us. Please?"
"What part of 'leave me alone' do you not understand?" I asked.
"Rob, let us love the pain and hurt away," Avril said.
"GO AWAY, GODDAMMIT!" I shouted, my chest hurting. I could hear them walking away, crying softly. Cursing was something I rarely did, and I had always tried to never curse in front of Karen, so I knew my outburst had upset her. Too bad, I thought.
I sat on the bed and took a deep breath, hoping to ease the pain. After a few minutes, the physical pain let up a bit, but the emotional pain was still there. I laid back on the bed, still in my clothes, and thought about my options.
Divorce was my first option, although it was something I didn't want to contemplate. I knew New York was a "no-fault" state and I also knew that marital assets would be split evenly. I decided if it came to that, I would give Karen the house since it no longer meant anything to me, not after her screwing Phillipe in our bedroom while I was overseas. All those years of working to remodel this place was wasted -- gone.
But I had to make Karen understand just what it was she had done to me. In her mind, she was completely in the right, and felt no guilt whatsoever about fucking Phillipe.
Then it hit me. I still had my old 12-gauge pump shotgun in the back of the closet. I went and found it, still in the carrying case where I had stored it. It had sat there, unused, for the better part of a decade. I pulled it out along with the box of shells in the case. It was still slick from the last time I oiled it. I tested the pump action and found it still worked well, so I sat down and considered my next action.
For a moment, I actually considered blowing my own brains out. In my mind, I was basically a dead man walking already, thanks to Karen. I discarded that notion, however, as I always thought suicide was a cowardly act. I could, of course, shoot Karen, but that would only put me behind bars and I had no desire to be Bubba's bitch for the rest of my life.
Then it hit me. The picture -- the one Karen and Avril loved so much. The picture painted by HIM -- the asshole who fucked my wife in my bed. The asshole who wormed his way into Karen's heart with his slick seductive ways. Fortunately, Karen had the good sense to put the abomination in the back closet, but it was still there, taunting me. And now, Karen planned to make a fool out of me in front of the whole world with that thing. That would be my objective.
I loaded the shotgun and listened to make sure the two women were asleep. Hearing nothing, I crept downstairs and made my way to the back closet. I opened the door and saw it, leaning against the back wall, covered by a quilt. I lifted the quilt and took one last look at it.
Yes, Karen was beautiful in the picture, I thought. As I told Avril when she first showed it to me, a beautiful whore. But it was clear Karen's smile was intended for her lover, not for me. My anger rose and with it, my blood pressure. I pumped the first round and taking careful aim, I blew a hole right through the image of her face.
I kept pumping rounds into the chamber and kept firing, taking out the rest of her image, piece by piece. By now, the two women were in the hallway, screaming at me to stop, but I ignored them. By the time I was out of ammunition, her image was completely gone from the picture.
I tossed the empty gun to the floor and began beating the portrait, tearing it from the frame, which I had somehow managed to kick into pieces. Even though my chest hurt like hell, I picked up the pieces and headed for the large gas fireplace in the front room, Karen and Avril hot on my heels.
As the women sobbed and screamed for me to stop, I tossed the destroyed portrait in the fireplace and hit the wall switch, starting the fire. The canvas caught on fire right away and I stood back to admire my own work. I pulled at my wedding ring and managed to get it off.
I threw the ring into the fireplace, but it bounced off the brickwork and landed somewhere in the living room. I really didn't care where it went. I turned to see Karen and Avril sobbing uncontrollably but their cries fell on deaf ears.
I wanted to say, "now you know how I feel," but I never got past the first word. My vision blurred, and pain shot down my left arm. I began to feel nauseous, and I had a hard time catching my breath. As I fell to the floor, I silently prayed for death to take me away from this hell.
...
I woke up to see a man in a doctor's smock standing over me, clipboard in hand. He looked down at me and smiled.
"Mr. McDonald, good to see you back with us," he said. "We nearly lost you a few times." I tried to speak, but my mouth was dry and my lips seemed to be glued shut. My cheat also hurt like hell. "That's okay," the doctor said. "Just relax. Don't try to speak just yet." He motioned to someone out of my field of vision and I fell back to sleep.
I woke up later to find a nurse in my room. I got her attention and tried to explain that my mouth was dry. She gave me an ice chip to suck on and I was finally able to say something.
"My chest hurts like hell," I tried to say. She nodded her head to let me know she understood what I was trying to say.
"It's okay, Mr. McDonald," she said. "They had to do CPR on you so your chest is going to hurt for a while." She gave me another ice chip and I savored it as long as I could. She put something in my IV and I began to get drowsy again.
I woke up again to find the doctor in my room, looking over my vital signs. Karen and Avril were also in the room, sitting on a couch underneath the window that looked out over the city. The doctor examined me before he spoke.
"How are you feeling, Mr. McDonald?" he asked.
"My chest hurts like hell," I said as I sucked on an ice chip, trying to moisten the inside of my mouth. The doctor nodded his head.
"That's normal," he said. "The paramedics had to perform CPR on you and hit you a few times with a defibrillator. Your chest may hurt for a while." He checked my blood pressure and my heart rate before sitting down next to me. "How are things going with you?"
"What do you mean?" I asked.
"Well, for starters, we couldn't find any sign of a blockage," he said. "But we noticed your heart has changed shape." He put an X-Ray on the viewing device in the room, then put another one next to it. He pointed to the second image.
"That's an X-Ray of a normal heart," he said. "This one is yours," he added pointing to the second. I had to admit, they looked quite different. Mine appeared to resemble some kind of a pot laying on its side with one half appearing to bulge.
"I've read about this and to be honest, I've only seen it with a couple of other patients," he said. "This is what's called a 'takotsubo cardiomyopathy,' or a weakening of the heart's main pumping chamber, which usually comes about as the result of severe emotional or physical stress. It's also been called a 'broken-heart' syndrome. Tell me, Mr. McDonald, has there been something extremely stressful happen in your life recently? The loss of a loved one, perhaps?" Karen began sobbing when the doctor said that. He looked at her for a moment, then looked back at me.



"Perhaps I should have one of our counselors speak with you," he said.
"Will he be okay, doctor?" Karen asked tearfully.
"With the right treatment, I believe so, Mrs. McDonald," the doctor said. "However, his recovery could take a couple of months. We've prescribed some medications -- beta blockers and aspirin -- and we'll see how well he responds. We'll know more once the counselor speaks with him. In the meantime, I suggest you do everything possible to keep his stress level down."
"Thank you, doctor," she said as he walked out of the room. After the doctor left, Karen and Avril came to my side. I looked at Karen before speaking.
"Why?" I croaked.
"I already told you why I fell for Phillipe," she said. I shook my head and waved my hand, dismissing her statement.
"No," I said. "Why did you let me live?" Her face turned white. "You already killed me. You should've just let me die." Both of the women started crying again. "Please, just go," I said. "You've hurt me enough."
"Please don't say that, Rob," Karen said through her tears. "Don't you know how much I love you? I'll die without you. I will be back, Rob, and I promise you I'll make this up to you. Please don't hate me."
By then, one of the nurses came into the room, accompanied by another woman dressed in a medical smock. The nurse ushered Karen and Avril out of the room and closed the door, leaving me alone with the other woman. She rolled a chair to the side of my bed and sat down.
"My name is June, Mr. McDonald," she said. "Dr. June Carstairs. I was asked to come talk to you to see if we can figure out what caused your heart problem. Do you mind if I record this conversation?"
"Not at all," I said.
"Thanks," she said, starting her recording with an introduction. "Please tell me about yourself."
I told her the Reader's Digest version of my life history and what little I could about my work at the university.
"So, stress is a normal part of your work," she said. "I understand. What about your home life?"
I told her everything -- how Avril came by with the portrait and dropped what amounted to a nuclear bomb on what I thought had been a relatively good marriage. I also relayed to her as best I could what Karen had told me about her relationship with Phillipe Du Monte. She listened quietly, taking notes as I spoke, pausing only a few times to ask clarifying questions. I also told her how Karen planned to rub her infidelity in my face with that painting.
"And that led to the incident with the shotgun?" she asked. I nodded my head.
"Yes," I said.
"I see," she responded. She asked me a few more questions and noted my answers. "I'll need to talk with your wife before I make my report with my recommendation to Dr. Allen," she added. "In the meantime, you need to rest. If you feel the need to talk, just ask one of the nurses, okay?" I nodded my head again.
"Thank you," I said, feeling drained. I fell asleep after she left. The next day, Dr. Allen said I could be transferred out of ICU and into a private room. I let the nurses and orderlies do their thing and soon enough, was laying in a real bed in a small, but nicely-appointed room. It felt good to be away from the ICU, and I found I could actually relax.
I didn't see Karen or Avril that day, but Lisa and some of the others from the university came by to visit. Lisa brought me a paper airplane, thinking it would make me feel better. I smiled at the gift, even though I actually hate airplanes. Oh well, I said to myself, it was the thought that counts. After eating a black bean burger -- the hospital insisted I follow their cardio diet to the letter -- I watched a bit of television and dozed off.
...
Karen:
The last three days had been a blur. It all started the night of Rob's heart attack. Avril and I had just fallen asleep when we heard the first shotgun blast downstairs. The security system hadn't gone off, so the only thing that came to my mind was that Rob had decided to kill himself. The first blast was followed by another, then another and another. What was Rob doing, I asked myself.
Avril and I ran downstairs and saw Rob at the back hall closet. He was shooting my portrait! Both Avril and I screamed at him to stop shooting, but he ignored us and kept pumping rounds into the picture. Our hands over our ears, we watched as he systematically destroyed my nude image in the portrait.
He ran out of ammunition, so he threw the gun on the floor and began kicking the frame, tearing it apart with his hands and feet. Once he was done, he gathered up the pieces and ran to the front room. We followed him, begging him to stop, but he was like a man possessed.
We watched in horror as he threw the pieces into the fireplace and started the fire. We sobbed uncontrollably as we watched the beautiful portrait Phillipe had crafted turn into ash. Then Rob pulled his wedding ring off and threw it as hard as he could into the fireplace. I saw it bounce off the brickwork and made note of where it was so I could recover it later.
He turned to face us and looked like he was going to say something, but then he fell down, unconscious. I quickly grabbed the phone to dial 911 as Avril tried to turn the fire off, but it was too late. The portrait was completely destroyed.
The paramedics were there in record time. As I watched, they performed CPR and put him on a gurney. They told me what hospital they would take him to and left. Avril and I quickly dressed and left for the emergency room.
We were told that Rob had suffered some kind of heart attack and the doctors were working on him. We waited for what seemed like an eternity before a doctor came out to speak with us.
"Mrs. McDonald?" he asked. I nodded my head and he directed me to a small room just off the waiting room. "Your husband has suffered what we call a cardiomyopathy. We almost lost him a few times, but were able to revive him. He's being taken to CICU, our cardiac intensive care unit. Once he's stabilized, a nurse will come and get you."
"Is he going to be alright?" I asked.
"We're doing everything we can for him," the doctor said. I sat down and cried. Had I done this to him? Had I pushed him too far and expected him to accept more than he was capable of? I had never seen Rob get violent before and I certainly didn't think he had it in him to do something like shoot my portrait. Avril held my head as I cried, wisely saying nothing.
Several hours passed before a nurse came out and escorted us to CICU. As I looked, it seemed as if everyone knew that my cheating had put my husband in the hospital. No one said anything, but the accusatory glances I got burned in my soul. I almost lost it when I saw him for the first time. He looked about 10 years older, his eyes sunken, his skin a sick shade of gray.
We sat there, watching the monitors while hoping for some sign that he was still with us. As we sat, nurses came in to check his vital signs and make adjustments to his medications. We dozed off a few times and a nurse suggested we leave and come back in a few hours. I refused, though. There was no way I was going to abandon my husband when he needed me most -- at least, not again.
Avril and I took turns -- one of us slept as the other watched and waited. We had been there for about 30 hours or so before Dr. Allen came in with a nurse. He spoke with Rob for a bit before putting a couple of X-Rays on the viewing screen. He explained that Rob had suffered something called a " takotsubo cardiomyopathy."
I had heard of this before. The name came from the pot used by Japanese fishermen to trap octopuses. It was a condition brought on by severe emotional strain or stress. I nearly died when Dr. Allen asked if there had been something extremely stressful happen recently. I broke down crying when he asked Rob if he had lost a loved one. Yeah, I thought. It was ME. I did this to him. Avril held me as I sobbed.
I asked the doctor if he would be okay, and was told that with the right treatment and reduced stress, he should be fine, but it could take months. He also said he would have a counselor speak with Rob. That was a good idea, I thought. Maybe a counselor could help Rob get over his hurt feelings. I thanked the doctor as he left. Avril and I walked to Rob's side.
As I looked in his face, I saw a sadness I had never seen before. I was surprised when he asked me, "why?" I thought he wanted to know why I had fallen for Phillipe, but he waved his hand and shook his head.
"No," he said. "Why did you let me live?" I was shocked beyond words. "You already killed me. You should've just let me die," he said. Both of us started crying again. "Please, just go," he said. "You've hurt me enough."
"Please don't say that, Rob," I said through my tears. "Don't you know how much I love you? I'll die without you. I will be back, Rob, and I promise you I'll make this up to you. Please don't hate me."
I meant everything I said, but I wondered how could I possibly make this up to him. How could I ever get him to understand that I needed him? For the first time, I truly began to realize what my affair with Phillipe had done to him and I felt horrible. My God, I thought to myself. I did this to him. A nurse came back into the room with another woman and ushered Avril and I out, suggesting that we go home and return the next day.
I was in no shape to drive, so Avril drove us home. We showered, ate, then went to bed, physically and mentally exhausted. Avril was so sweet, so supportive of me. I truly felt lucky to have her in my life at that moment. We laid there in each others arms and fell asleep.
I dreamt that I was standing in a circle of light. I looked around but saw no one at first. Then several large disembodied heads came into my view. I recognized them from pictures Rob had shown me -- they were members of his family. I recognized his father, his mother and some of his other family members. They looked down on me, angry, disapproving. The face belonging to his father spoke.
"You killed him, Karen," the face said. I shook my head.
"No," I said. "You don't understand. What Phillipe and I had was wonderful."
"NO!" the father-face said. "You broke his heart. He loved you with everything he had. He TRUSTED you. And what did you do?"
"Please," I begged. "I needed Phillipe. You don't understand."
"I understand all too well," the father-face said. "Your husband nearly DIED in that war, but that wasn't good enough for you, was it? You plotted and cheated and deliberately broke his heart. You brought that man into his house. You brought him into your bed. You turned his children against him. You destroyed everything he held dear. You KILLED him!"
"No," I begged, crying. "Please try to understand."
"You're GUILTY!" the father-face declared, his eyes glaring at her angrily. "Guilty," the other faces said in unison. "Guilty. Guilty." I woke with a start, and saw Avril laying next to me, her eyes open.
"Shhh," she whispered, holding me tight. "It was just a bad dream. It wasn't real. Go back to sleep." She held me as I cried myself to sleep. No matter what she or anyone else said, deep down in my soul I knew those faces were right. I WAS guilty, and a good man nearly died because of me.
The next morning, I got up, showered, dressed and went downstairs. Avril was already up and had made us some breakfast. I poured myself a cup of coffee and mindlessly ate. Afterward, we talked about the exhibition, but my heart wasn't into it. All I could think of was the look I saw in Rob's face the previous day.
"Your portrait is destroyed," Avril said. "That was to be the centerpiece of our exhibition. What will we do now?" I shook my head.
"I don't know," I said. "We'll figure something out." Fortunately, our discussion was interrupted by a phone call. It was a Dr. Carstairs and she wanted to talk to me that morning about the events leading to Rob's heart attack. "We need to go back to the hospital," I told Avril after Dr. Carstairs ended the call.
"Why?" she asked.
"They want to talk to me about what happened," I said as I went upstairs to change. An hour later, we pulled into the hospital parking lot and walked to Dr. Carstairs' office. Dr. Carstairs said she wanted to speak to me alone first, so Avril sat back down in the waiting area.
"I want to discuss the events that led to your husband's incident," she told me after closing the door. "Do you mind if I record our interview?" I shook my head and watched as she pulled out a digital audio recorder and made some notes. When she was ready, she looked up at me. "Please," she said. "Start from the very beginning."
I told her everything just as I had told Rob the other day -- how I met Phillipe, and how he awakened me sexually. I told her about bringing Phillipe into our house the day Rob went to war and didn't leave anything out. I even told her about the events behind the painting Rob destroyed and about how I would travel to Montreal to see my lover periodically. I also told her about enlisting the boys into keeping my life with Phillipe a secret from their father.
Dr. Carstairs was very professional, taking notes as I spoke. She would have made a great poker player, I thought. She displayed no emotion as I spoke and refused to do or say anything that might indicate either approval or disapproval of my actions. She said nothing until I was finished.
"So, do you feel any remorse or guilt for your actions?" she asked.
"At first, no," I said. "I was -- AM -- still a good wife and mother."
"I see," she said, writing something in her notes. "And how did you expect your husband to react to your affair?"
"I had hoped he could put it behind him," I said. "I thought that after the first of the year, we could attend counseling and he could eventually forget it and move on. Phillipe is dead, after all."
"So, just so I understand," she said. "You engaged in a decades-long physical and emotional affair with another man, even bringing this man into your marital bed while your husband was overseas fighting a war, and you expected your husband to simply shrug it off as though nothing happened. Is that right?" It seemed so sordid, the way she explained it, but she was essentially accurate. What else could I say?
"Well," I began, "that was pretty much how I imagined it would work."
"Has your husband ever shown any violent tendencies before?" the doctor asked. I shook my head.
"No, never," I said. "Rob is somewhat shy and introverted. He tends to keep things to himself until he's fully analyzed them in his mind. I've never seen him lose his temper, ever."
"You mentioned the first of the year," the doctor said. "Why wait for counseling? Is there something special about the first of the year?"
"Avril Du Monte -- Phillipe's wife -- and I are putting together an exhibition of his work," I said. "The portrait Rob destroyed was to be the centerpiece of that exhibit. I had thought that we could forget about the past until after the exhibit."
"I see," Dr. Carstairs said. "And you intended to flaunt the very picture that proves your infidelity to the world. Is that right?"
"Pretty much," I said, feeling ashamed.
"Hmm," she said, making a note on her pad.
"How would you describe your husband's relationship with your children?" she asked.
"I guess like most fathers and sons," I said. "Right now it's a bit strained. Rob doesn't talk to them much."
"Did you encourage them to keep your affair quiet?" the doctor asked.
"Yeah," I said quietly.
"And you don't think that may have affected their relationship?"
"I didn't think it would at the time," I said.
"But now?" the doctor asked.
"I don't know," I said.
"One last thing, Mrs. McDonald," the doctor said. "If you had it all to do over again, what would you do?"
"Honestly?" I asked. "I don't know. I think under the same circumstances I would probably do it all over again."
"Even knowing what it would do to your husband?" she asked. I had to think about that.
"You had to have known Phillipe," I said.
"I see," she said.
"So, is my husband going to be alright?" I asked.
"You'll have to speak with his doctor," she said.
"Can I go see him now?" I asked. She shrugged her shoulders.
"Sure, if you really want to," she said. I told her I did and left her office as fast as I could. I could feel her glare burning into the back of my head as I left. I grabbed Avril and we went to Rob's room.
...
Rob:
After a decent night's sleep, I woke to find one of the hospital workers wheeling in my breakfast. I scarfed it down, and was beset by another nurse who took my vitals and wheeled me to X-Ray for my daily checkup.
After I got back, another nurse was waiting to walk me around the ward. The doctor said he wanted me to walk around the ward at least twice every day to build up my strength. I got back to my room and in bed when Karen and Avril showed up.
"How are you feeling?" Karen asked as she came to the side of my bed.
"Not as crappy as yesterday," I said.
"You look better than you did yesterday," she said, giving me a kiss on the cheek.
"That's good, I guess," I said.
"Of course it's good," she said. "I need you home as soon as possible. I miss you, you know."
"I'm sure," I said in a neutral tone of voice. She looked at me, shocked.
"It's true," she said. "I love you and I miss you. I know you probably don't believe me, but it's true."
"You're right," I said. "I don't believe you. But I appreciate the sentiment anyway." Avril came to my bedside, angry.
"How can you say that to your wife?" she said. "She cried all night because of you."
"Because of me?" I asked. "Please, don't insult my intelligence."
"I would not dare to do such a thing," she said. "But I have to wonder why you would destroy such a beautiful masterpiece."
"You mean, that painting?" I asked.
"Of course," she said.
"That was no masterpiece," I said. "That was just a painting of a beautiful whore done by her lover intended to be a constant reminder of her infidelity. The real masterpiece is what Karen and I had before she met your husband. The two of them destroyed that masterpiece and as I understand it, you helped. As did your whole family. Along with my two sons."
"Please do not say such a thing about your wife," Avril said as Karen wiped her eyes. "Look at her. She loves you still. Can you not put your foolish pride aside and let her love you?"
"You don't get it, do you, Mrs. Du Monte," I said, purposefully using her married surname. "It takes more than love to make a marriage work. It takes loyalty, fidelity and trust. Karen and I made a solemn vow in front of God and everybody to forsake all others till death do us part. I held up my part of that bargain. She didn't. Worse yet, she lied to me for two decades. Maybe that doesn't mean anything to you, but it's everything to me. And Karen knew that when she spread her legs for your husband."
"You make it all sound so... depraved," Avril said.
"That's because it was depraved," I said in response.
"Can't you forgive your wife's mistake?" she asked.
"Mistake?" I asked. "A mistake is accidentally leaving the milk on the counter overnight or making a right turn instead of a left turn. What she did went way beyond a simple mistake. She betrayed me in the worst way a woman can. She made a mockery of our marriage. Then she lied to me for twenty years to cover it up, and she got our children to lie for her. Besides, she doesn't think she did anything wrong. How can I forgive someone who thinks she's a pure as the wind-driven snow?" I turned my attention to Karen.
"Tell me something, dear wife," I said. "What would you have done if the roles were reversed? Hmmm? Suppose you came home one day to find someone you never met on our doorstep with a portrait of a nude woman only to learn that I had been sleeping with her for twenty years. Would you simply forget about it and expect us to keep going as though nothing had ever happened? Honestly."



"You have a point, Rob," she said. "I honestly do not think I could ever forgive you for that."
"But that's exactly what you want me to do," I said. "Let's take it one step further. Suppose I told you that I wanted to display that nude portrait to audiences around the word to show off the woman I had cheated on you with. Would you accept that?"
"No, of course not," she said.
"And let's just say for the sake of argument, that I enlisted the boys to keep this little affair a secret from you," I said. "Would you be okay with that?"
"No, dammit," she said.
"While we're at it, let's just say that the woman's family came over and tried to tell you that it was a wonderful thing that I found this terrific woman who helped me in my time of need and suggested that you should just suck it up and deal with it," I said. "Is that something you'd be willing to do?"
"You know it isn't, Rob," she said.
"But that's exactly what you expect from me," I said. "So, to break it all down, you're telling me that there's one set of rules for you, but another set for me. Isn't that the truth? Please, Karen, just once, be honest with me. That is, if you can."
"Alright, Rob," Karen said, irritation in her voice. "You've made your point. Is there any way forward for us at all?"
"I honestly don't know, Karen," I said. "Can you undo the last twenty years or so? Can you prove to me that I can trust you or believe you ever again?" She never got to answer that question as there was a knock at the door.
"Hello?" a man's voice called out. "Is it safe to enter?"
"Come in," I said. Admiral Dan Dickerson poked his head in the door before walking in. The last time I saw him was in 1992, when the Ike was headed to Norfolk for maintenance. He was a Lt. Commander at the time. With him were two junior officers, a Commander Jack Marlow and a Lt. Allison Patrick. Something told me these people were about as military as our pet cat, but I didn't say anything.
"Long time, no see, Dan," I said, shaking his hand. "You look good. What brings you out to these parts?"
"We stopped in to see how things were going with the project, and of course, we were concerned about you," he said. "How are you doing these days?"
"I've been better," I said. "By the way, let me introduce you to my wife, Karen, and Avril Du Monte." They all shook hands and spoke quietly for a bit, with Dan regaling the ladies with sea stories of my time on the Eisenhower. While I enjoyed the visit, I suspected an ulterior motive.
"I appreciate you coming by, Dan," I said. "But I get the feeling that something else is going on. Is there a problem?"
"As a matter of fact, Professor, there is," Lt. Patrick said, looking at the two women in the room with me.
"Would you care to enlighten me?" I asked.
"Sure," Lt. Patrick said. "It's come to our attention that there's a potential security risk and it could jeopardize this project." She turned to Karen. "For example, your wife has had a long-term affair with a foreign national with a reputation as a philanderer." She turned to Avril before continuing. "Who, by the way, was married to an avowed communist. It's the kind of scandal a hostile foreign power can use to blackmail the head of a project such as yours." Both Karen and Avril looked down at the floor.
"You're not suggesting," I began. Dan held up his hand.
"No one is suggesting anything, Rob," he said. "I know you. I know what kind of a man you are. It's just that this is the kind of thing that tends to get tongues wagging. The next thing you know, there's calls for congressional investigations and, well, you know what can happen from there."
"Ordinarily, we would have to put the project on hold until a full risk assessment is complete," Commander Marlow said. "Which, of course, would include a complete psychological profile of the team leader, who just suffered a major medical issue related to his marriage." I knew what that meant.
"But that could take months," I said, looking at Dan.
"I know," he said. "That's the other reason we came by today. We stopped off at the field house to check on things and as far as the Pentagon is concerned, you and your team have met the objectives of your contract, ahead of schedule and ahead of budget. Don't worry, you and your team will be paid in full, so consider it an early Christmas present."
I knew what that meant. The project was no longer in my hands. It would now be completed by military engineers. Lisa, the rest of the crew and myself were officially out of a job. Just one more casualty of Karen's infidelity.
"I see," I said. "I guess you'll be needing my laptop and my access card, then." Dan nodded his head.
"Yes, I will," he said.
"You can pick it up at the house anytime," I said. "Karen knows where I keep my laptop bag." Dan looked at Karen.
"We'll be home later this afternoon," she said. "You can come by any time."
"Thank you, Mrs. McDonald, I appreciate that." Dan turned to me.
"Rob, you've done an excellent job, as always," he said. "I'm sure we'll be in touch again, soon. You get well now, you hear me?"
"I will, Dan, thanks," I said. They left after shaking our hands and exchanging goodbyes. I waited until the door was closed before saying anything.
"Well, Karen," I said. "Anything else you'd like to screw up?"
"Rob, I'm so sorry," she said. "I had no idea something like this could happen."
"I hope you realize that if it were anyone other than Dan, this whole thing could have become a national scandal," I said. "Quite a few people have lost their jobs because of this."
Karen looked like she was going to say something else, but there was a knock at the door. For a moment, I was reminded of that old Men At Work song, "Who Can It Be Now?" Dr. Allen poked his head inside before coming in.
"And how are you feeling today, Mr. McDonald?" he asked.
"Better than yesterday, doc, thanks," I said.
"Good," he said. "I just wanted to let you know that your tests show improvement and if all goes well, we'll have you out of here in a day or two."
"So, he'll be coming home, then?" Karen asked.
"No, I'm afraid not," Dr. Allen said. "I've read Dr. Carstairs' report and I agree with her assessment that Mr. McDonald needs rehab in a relatively stress-free environment. It's already been set up and we're just waiting for a room to open up."
"How long will he be there?" she asked.
"Hard to say," Dr. Allen said. "A month at least. It all depends on well his body responds to the therapy. The most important part of his recovery is keeping his stress level as low as possible. I hope you understand."
"I understand," she said quietly. Dr. Allen said his goodbyes and left. Karen came to my side.
"Rob, do you think we'll ever be okay?" she asked.
"I don't know, Karen," I said. "There's been far too much damage and I keep wondering what's coming next."
"You would be a fool to reject your wife's love," Avril said. Karen held up her hand before Avril could say anything else.
"Let him be," she said. "You heard the doctor. He needs to keep his stress level down. I know my Rob. He'll analyze this like he does everything. He'll make the right decision."
"I hope you're right," Avril said. Karen kissed me on the cheek.
"We'll be back," she said. For a moment, I visualized "The Terminator" making that same announcement. I smiled to myself as I nodded my head.
"I'll be here," I said. "Just do me a favor and bring my laptop by when they're done with it, please."
"I will," she said. They walked out of the room, leaving me to my thoughts. Karen was right about one thing -- I would be analyzing things, very carefully. But I had already made up my mind about the ultimate outcome.
An hour or so later, Lisa came by my room and brought me up to speed on the day's events.
"I take it you heard about the project," she said.
"I did," I said. "What happened?"
"Well, the admiral and his two flunkies came out as we were starting to ramp things up," she said. "They wanted to know if we were at a point where could fire the engine up. As it happened, we were, so we got it started. Believe it or not, it lit right up and before we knew it, we were pushing over 90,000 pounds of thrust. It sucked in a bit more fuel than we liked, but they said that wasn't a problem. Then they thanked us for our work, told us we had done a good job and announced that their engineers would take it from there. They collected our badges and wiped our laptops and left."
"They didn't say anything else?" I asked. She shook her head.
"No," she said. "But I got the feeling there was something else going on."
"There was," I said.
"Karen?" she asked. I nodded my head.
"Yeah," I said. "We dodged a bullet, you know. If anyone other than Admiral Dickerson had been involved, we might've found ourselves answering a lot of uncomfortable questions from some very nosy members of Congress. And losing our security clearances to boot. I'm just sorry that you and the others lost your jobs."
"Don't worry about it, boss," she said. "It had to end sooner or later. Have you decided what you're going to do about Karen?"
"I have," I said. "I just need to get more information about this Du Monte character. I keep thinking there's more to all this than what I've been told so far."
"Just don't over-analyze this, Rob," she said. "This isn't an engine, you know. Do what you need to do and move on."
"Good advise," I said. She stood to leave.
"You know, Rob," she said. "If I ever decided to switch sides, you'd be the man I'd want to latch on to." It was well known in the group that Lisa preferred women over men.
"Thanks, Lisa," I said. "That means a lot to me. Really. And thanks for your support." She smiled and kissed me on the cheek.
"Any time," she said. "I hope that one day we'll get to work together again."
"Me too," I said. I watched as she left, then laid back down on the bed. I was almost asleep when the nurse came back for my late afternoon medications and walk. When I got back, my evening meal was being delivered. By the time I was finished, Karen was back with my laptop.
"Here's your laptop," she said. "They got what they needed off of it."
"Thanks," I said, putting the machine on my tray.
"Rob," she said quietly. I looked at her. "Are you really going to throw away 26 years of marriage?"
"That's the problem," I said. "I'm not really sure we were a married couple the last 20 years or so. From where I sit, you were Phillipe's de facto wife all that time. I was there with you in the house and we were legally married, but he had your heart all that time. He still does, in fact. I just don't understand something, though."
"What's that?" she asked.
"You've shown no remorse for what you did," I said. "And you described this affair as something wonderful and innocent. If it was as great and pure as you say, why did you feel it necessary to hide it from me all these years?"
"I didn't want to hurt you," she said.
"So you admit that it would hurt me. Interesting. But you had to know I would find out one way or another," I said.
"I had hoped that wouldn't have happened for many years to come," she said.
"Tell me something," I said.
"What?" she asked.
"When you were with him, did you ever wish you were with me?" I asked.
"I had always hoped all three of us could be together," she said.
"But you never wished I was there INSTEAD of him?" I asked. She looked down before shaking her head.
"No," she said quietly.
"And when you were with me, I suppose he was the one on your mind," I said. She nodded her head, saying nothing.
"I see," I said. "In other words, he took my place in your heart. I've noticed something else. You and Avril seem quite close. What's up with that? Are you two..." She smiled and nodded her head.
"We've become very close," she said quietly, emphasizing the word 'very.' That explained a lot. Not only had she cuckolded me with Phillipe, she was currently sleeping with Avril. "In fact, we had hoped you would join the two of us at some point."
"And the hits just keep coming," I said. "How long?"
"Quite a while now," she said. "She's very attracted to you, you know. Don't you find her attractive?"
"I do," I said. "There's just one problem," I added, holding up my ring finger. My ring was gone, but the indentation it left on my finger was still there. "I'm still a little bit married, and as you know, I'm strictly a one-woman man."
"I know. Look, Rob, I'm truly sorry I hurt you," she said. "I never meant to." I nodded my head.
"I'm starting to get a bit tired," I said. She got the hint and stood to leave.
"Please believe me when I say I love you," she said, kissing me on the cheek. I nodded my head again, not saying anything. She made her way out of the room, wiping her eyes as she left.
The next day, I was transferred to the hospital's rehab facility. My new room was quite a bit larger than the one I had in the hospital, and it had more amenities. For starters, the bed was larger and more comfortable, included a small refrigerator and a huge television mounted to the wall. The facility also had excellent wifi, so I was able to use my laptop.
I was put on a strict diet and a physical regimen intended to build me back up. When I wasn't working out, walking or going through counseling, I was on my laptop, researching Phillipe Du Monte. I could see why Karen's affair with him would be viewed as a potential security threat.
It seemed that Phillipe was quite the ladies man, having been responsible for at least six divorces over the last twenty-five years. One of his victims was a high-ranking official in the Canadian military. At one time, he had even been accused of pedophilia, but authorities were never able to make that allegation stick.
A number of online articles included photos of Phillipe with as many as five women at a time, all of them referred to as "companions." Several of the photos included Karen, dressed to the nines in clothing I had never seen her wear before.
Some of the articles, in fact, mentioned her as his "married American companion." She seemed so alive and happy in those photos, apparently not caring what anyone thought. As one can imagine, some of the comments on those articles weren't very favorable toward her. One comment read, "You mean, 'married American slut.' Fixed it for you. Does her husband know about this?" I was nearly tempted to respond, but decided not to.
A couple weeks after arriving at the rehab facility, I received a call from a friend, Kirk Ward, who worked for a company based out of Cincinnati. The company did a lot of work with General Electric, designing and building engines for military and commercial aircraft and, he said, they were looking for an engineer for some new projects.
The only down side was that I would have to move to Cincinnati. I hated leaving Albany, but I didn't see much of a future for myself here. Kirk said they would expect me to start right after the New Year if I was available. I decided to take him up on the offer. What the hell, I thought. I don't have a job here, and I certainly don't have a marriage anymore, so there really wasn't anything holding me back.
I hadn't seen Karen or Avril much since I had checked in, which was a good thing as far as I was concerned. The doctor made it clear to them that I needed to be free of stress, and since Karen's actions were what put me in the hospital to begin with, they needed to keep their distance from me. So far, I had only seen them a couple times, and that suited me just fine.
I did some research on divorce laws and decided to go forward on that front, but I wanted a good lawyer to protect my assets. I had spoken with a couple of attorneys who went out of their way to see me at the rehab facility and I was quite impressed with both of them. I checked them out, and saw they both had very good references. I just needed to decide on which attorney to use.
In late September, Karen and Avril came by to visit me and informed me that Avril's family, and, I suppose, Karen's extended family, would be coming in October to celebrate Thanksgiving -- Canadian Thanksgiving, that is.
"We'd love it if you could come and be with us," Karen said.
"Why?" I asked. "It's your family, not mine."
"The boys will be there as well," Karen told me. I hadn't seen the boys in quite a while, so I told them I would check with the staff and see if it could be arranged.
"We can come pick you up if you want," Karen said. I shook my head.
"No, I'll take a cab if I go. When is this going to happen?" I asked.
"The second Monday in October," Karen said. "We'll have turkey and stuffing and everything else. Wouldn't you like a good turkey dinner?" It sounded good to me, but I had another idea.
"Sounds good," I said. "We'll see."
"Dinner will be at 6:30 pm, so we expect to see you there," she said. After they left, I spoke to the doctor in charge of my rehab and got the okay to go, provided I was back that evening. Then I called the attorney I had chosen to do my divorce and let him know.
"You want to have her served at 6:30 pm on the second Monday in October?" Ron, my attorney, asked.
"On the dot," I said.
"We can do that," he said. "Just curious, though. Why that date and time?" I told him my reason, which brought about a chuckle.
"A bit of revenge, huh?" he asked. "I can understand that. Consider it done." I thanked him and ended the call.
When the date rolled around, I grabbed a cab and went to the house. I no longer considered it mine -- as far as I was concerned, it was now Karen's. I rang the doorbell and a confused Karen answered.
"Why are you ringing the doorbell?" she asked. "It's still your house."
"I didn't want to be rude," I said. She ushered me inside and introduced me to everyone. The place was packed with two grandmothers, children, aunts, uncles, the works. For a moment, I was glad I wasn't staying the night here. I said very little to Avril's family members -- just enough not to be considered rude. To be honest, I felt a bit like an insect being observed through a microscope. I spotted my two sons and made my way over to them.
"Good evening, Oscar," I said, shaking his hand. "Good to see you. Who is this, by the way?" I asked, looking at the young man with him.
"This is Mark," he said. "Mark, this is my father, Robert McDonald," he added, addressing Mark.
"Please, call me Rob," I said, shaking his hand. I could tell Oscar was a bit nervous. "It's good to meet you. Tell me, are you two an item?" I asked. I may be old, but I'm not stupid. It was clear there was chemistry between these two young men. Mark and Oscar looked down for a moment.
"It's quite alright," I told them. "All I care about is that my children are happy. Treat my son right, okay?" They looked at me, apparently shocked that I would be so open with them. Mark smiled and nodded his head.
"I will, Rob," he said. "I promise." I gave Oscar a big hug and slapped him on the back.
"I love you, son," I said. "No matter what. Never forget that." He smiled as he looked at me.
"Thanks, Dad," he said. "I love you, too." I turned to my oldest son, Kevin, who was there with a delightful girl. As I looked at him, I realized he would've been about six years old when Karen moved Phillipe into the house and into my bed.
"And how are you?" I asked. He smiled as he shook my hand.
"I'm doing great, Dad," he said. "It's good to see you." I glanced at my watch. About 20 minutes to showtime.
"Are you expecting someone?" Kevin asked. His eyes grew wide as the realization hit. "Are you having divorce papers served on Mom?" he asked. I nodded my head.
"Yes, I am," I said. "Look, I know you two held your mother's secret for 20 years. I don't like it, but I understand. All I'm asking for is 20 minutes."



"But here, in front of family?" he asked.
"I don't really know any of these people," I said. "They may be your mother's extended family, but not mine."
"But Dad, we're part of their family also," he said. "They've accepted us and we've gotten to know them quite well."
"I understand," I said. "Just 20 minutes. That's all I ask."
The doorbell rang right at 6:30, about the time everyone was starting to sit down at the table. I looked at Karen.
"I think that's for you," I said. She looked at me, confused, then went to the door. She opened it to find a man in khakis and a lightweight jacket.
"Mrs. Karen McDonald?" he asked.
"Yes, that's me," she said. He handed her a manila envelope and asked for her signature. She signed where he indicated then looked back up at him.
"You've been served, ma'am," he said. "Good day."
She looked in the envelope and immediately began sobbing. By now, everyone had gathered in the front room.
"How dare you embarrass your wife like this? On Thanksgiving, of all days. And in front of the whole family," Avril said, shocked. Everyone else looked at me, confused. None of them had expected this.
"How dare I embarrass her?" I asked sarcastically. "No. How dare she embarrass me the way she has for twenty years. You think this is embarrassing? You try walking in my shoes these last few weeks. What about the embarrassment of learning my spouse of more than two decades has been sleeping with another man -- AND his wife. And what about the embarrassment the two of you planned by rubbing her infidelity in my face by displaying that abomination to the whole world?" I stopped to catch my breath as I could feel my blood pressure begin to rise.
"Thanks to what she did with you and your husband, I've lost my family," I said. "I've lost my manhood, my dignity, my job. I damn near lost my LIFE. My whole life for the last twenty years has been a goddamn LIE. And you wanna know the worst part of all this? Everyone in this house except for myself and a couple others knew about it. And not a single one of you lifted a finger to stop it or let me know." I stopped to take another breath. By now, everyone was dead silent. You could have heard a pin drop in the house.
"And how much do you really know about your one true love, Karen?" I asked. "Did you know he's responsible for at least six divorces? Did you know the RCMP once investigated him on allegations of pedophilia? They were never able to make the charge stick, but it's out there." I looked to see a number of shocked faces, including Karen's.
"I also did some looking and guess what I found?" I asked. "There's quite a few articles out there on the Internet about Phillipe, several of which reference you as his 'married American companion.' We all know what that means. The photos of you with him are quite illustrative. I don't think I've ever seen you look that happy with me." I took another couple of breaths to get my blood pressure under control.
"I kept the divorce simple," I said, addressing Karen. "I filed under 'irreconcilable differences' instead of adultery. I think I've been more than fair. I'll leave you half of what we have in the bank. You keep your retirement and I'll keep mine. The house is paid for, so you can keep it. All I want are my clothes and my personal things. The rest is yours. I've accepted a job in Cincinnati, and I'll be moving there after my rehab is complete. I suggest you get an attorney to look over the papers, then sign them. My attorney's number is on a card with the papers. Don't fight me on this, or it'll get real ugly. I'll drive myself back to rehab."
"You stupid, foolish man," Aimi Lefebvre, Avril's 81-year-old mother, said. "You have two women here who love you with all their hearts. Can you not put your pride aside and let them love you?"
"Love me? Karen literally broke my heart. Is that something you do to someone you love? Like I told Avril," I said. "It takes a lot more than love. A good marriage takes respect, loyalty and trust. Karen has shown me none of those things with her betrayal and I refuse to be a willing cuckold." By now, everyone was looking down, ashamed. I figured I had said enough, so I grabbed my truck keys hanging by the door. I turned as I prepared to walk out.
"By the way, happy Thanksgiving," I said before I walked out. I jumped in my truck and took a few deep breaths before starting. Once I knew I could drive, I looked at the house one last time.
"Goodbye, old friend," I said before I drove away. This had been my home for more than two decades and it was the only house Karen and I had ever owned. We bought it early on and spend a great deal of time, effort and money putting it into the shape it is now. I would miss it, but I wouldn't miss the bad memories it now held for me.
I got back to the rehab facility and laid down in my bed, tears flowing down my cheeks. I wiped my face and swore never to cry over Karen again. That chapter of my life was now over.
After eating breakfast the next day, I noticed I had several text messages on my phone. Two of them were from my sons, excoriating me for the way I had embarrassed their mother. Too bad, I thought. They had been in on her infidelity from the beginning. I understood they kept her secret out of loyalty and a desire to please their mother, but I wasn't very happy with them at that moment.
Karen sent me a text begging me to drop the divorce. Not going to happen, I thought. I responded: "No."
When I got back from my morning therapy, I saw a young couple standing by the door of my room.
"Good morning," the young woman said. "I don't know if you remember me from yesterday, but I'm Simone, and this is my husband, Georges." I vaguely remembered them from the previous day. "May we come in and talk?"
"Sure, why not," I said. "You'll have to forgive me, but yesterday was a bit crazy. If I remember correctly, you're Avril's daughter, right?"
"Yes," she said. "It was a bit crazy. I was thirteen years old when I first met Aunt Karen and your two sons. When she and Papa left to go back to Albany, I asked Mama if they were having an affair. She said they were and told me you knew all about it and approved of it. I didn't quite believe that at the time, but said nothing. I take it now that you didn't know."
"No," I said. "I trusted her all those years and never thought she'd do something like that. I found out when your mother brought that painting to the house after your father died."
"That's horrible," she said. "I feel so bad for you. I'm so sorry."
"What's done is done," I said. "I'm sorry I ruined your holiday dinner."
"No, that's quite alright," she said. "It was a bit subdued, though. Aunt Karen had a place set out for you, and the empty chair spoke volumes. You were right about most of what you said. We all knew and none of us did anything to stop it. Not all of us approved of it, though."
"Oh?" I asked.
"Oh, don't get me wrong," she said. "I loved my Papa, still do. But I know he was what you would call a ladies' man. He took what he wanted, when he wanted. He loved my mother and she loved him, so they stayed together. And yes, she took lovers as well. I didn't approve of it, but there was nothing I could do. Georges went through something similar, and I saw the pain it caused him. It took a long time for him to get over it."
"At least I didn't end up in the hospital," Georges said. I smiled at that.
"Is it true that her infidelity put you in the hospital?" Simone asked. I nodded my head.
"Yes," I said. "They even have a fancy name for what happened. It's very much like a heart attack. That's why I'm here."
"I'm so sorry," she said, putting her hand on my arm. I could tell she was sincere.
"That's alright," I said. "They're putting me back together again. When they're done here, I'll be going to Cincinnati."
"You did the right thing by divorcing your wife," Georges said. "And I applaud you for destroying that painting. But at some point, you'll need to forgive your wife so you can move on. Trust me on that."
"Thanks," I said. "I'm not quite ready to do that, though. Maybe after the divorce is final. Karen still doesn't think she did anything wrong."
"Maybe she'll have a change of heart," Simone said.
"Perhaps," I said. "But I'm not going to stand around and hold my breath waiting for that to happen." We talked for another half hour before they stood to leave.
"Please accept our invitation to visit us in Montreal sometime," she said. "Perhaps over the holidays. You're welcome to come any time you wish."
"Thank you, Simone," I said. "I appreciate that. Maybe I'll do that some time." Georges and I shook hands and Simone kissed me on the cheek before they left.
After my afternoon therapy and counseling sessions, I had another visitor -- Avril. And she didn't seem too happy.
"Please, Avril," I said. "If you're going to tell me I need to forgive Karen and take her back, don't waste your breath."
"Alright," she said. "I won't. I just want you to know that she is hurting just as much as you. Maybe more so."
"Oh?" I asked. "How can that be? I thought she had everything she wanted and a new family to boot."
"She cries every night," Avril said. "She has nightmares, too, you know. Nightmares of your dead parents judging her for what she did."
"So, she does have a conscience after all," I said. "It's a bit too late, though, don't you think?"
"She loves you," Avril said. "And frankly, so do I. Why can't you just let us love you and heal your heart?" As I thought about what she said, I had a brainstorm.
"You know, it just hit me," I said. "You have no idea what I'm going through, because you've never been in a committed relationship."
"That's ridiculous," she said. "I was married to Phillipe for years."
"You were married, that much is true," I said. "But let's face it. Neither one of you were faithful to the other. Both of you took lovers outside your marriage. You can't possibly understand the concept of fidelity because you've never tried it. You can't possibly know what it's like to love someone exclusively only to have them rip your heart out. It would be like me trying to explain a jet engine to someone who had never even seen an aircraft."
"What are you suggesting?" she asked.
"I'm just stating an observation, that's all," I said.
"So you are going through with the divorce, no matter what it does to your wife?" she asked.
"Yes," I said. "After all, she gave herself to Phillipe for 20 years with no concern of what it would do to me."
"That is not true," she said. "Karen often said she never wanted to hurt you. She never disrespected you and for that matter, neither did Phillipe."
"Maybe not in words, but they both disrespected me with their actions and their lies," I said.
"So that is your final word, then?" she asked. I nodded my head.
"Pretty much," I said. "She made a mockery of our marriage, humiliated me, took my manhood and my dignity. I have to set things right."
"Very well," she said. "I truly am sorry. We could have made beautiful love, the three of us." I smiled at that. I had no doubt Avril was good in bed. She certainly was easy on the eyes. But there were principles involved here that she simply couldn't understand. And I was getting tired of trying to explain it to her. "Perhaps sometime in the future," she began.
"Not until after I'm divorced," I said. "I'm still technically a married man. And I'm strictly a one-woman man." Avril kissed me softly before she got ready to leave.
"You didn't say no," she said. "So there's still hope."
My rehab went on as planned, and my heart condition steadily improved. It helped that Karen and Avril finally decided to leave me alone for a while. About two weeks after that dreaded Thanksgiving Monday, I got a call from my attorney.
"How are you feeling, Rob," he asked.
"Doing better," I said. "Getting stronger. Why? What's going on?"
"Well," he began. "Karen wants to have one last meeting with you before she signs the papers."
"Is she contesting anything?" I asked.
"No, Rob, she just wants to talk with you one last time," he told me.
"What do you think?" I asked.
"What can it hurt?" he asked. "A quick meeting, you stand your ground, let her have her say. Then she signs."
"Okay," I said. "Go ahead and set it up. Can we do it here at the rehab facility?"
"I don't see any reason why not," he said. "I'll bring a notary with me and we can put this to rest." We scheduled the meeting to be held in my room at the rehab facility in two days' time and ended the call. I made sure to let the nurses know so no one would interrupt us.
Two days later, my attorney and I sat in my room as Karen and her attorney walked in. We introduced ourselves to each other and I turned to Karen, noticing that she looked as though she had spent a lot of time crying.
"How are you holding up, Karen?" I asked.
"How do you think?" she asked. "I told you I would love you until the day I die but I guess that's not good enough for you, is it?"
"You wanted this meeting," I said. "So, let's get to it." She sat down and looked at me, twirling her rings.
"Right to business, then," she said. "Alright. Rob, I don't want this divorce. I want us to fix what's wrong, put this behind us and move on."
"And how do you plan on doing that?" I asked. "Do you have a device that can take us back in time to the point before you met Phillipe Du Monte? Can you unfuck yourself? Or do you think I should just ignore what you've been doing for the last two decades?"
"Don't be silly, Rob," she said. "I told you I still love you. I always will. Isn't that enough?"
"No," I said. "We've talked about this before. You seem to think it was perfectly okay to cheat on me, bring another man into our house and our bed -- while I was off fighting a war, and enlisting our children to deceive me all this time. How can I possibly ever trust or believe you again? About anything? You've gotten quite adept at lying these last two decades after all."
"Rob, I promise I'll never do anything like that ever again," she said.
"And I should believe you?" I asked. "Seriously? Every time you walk out the door, I'll be left wondering if you're going to meet another French Canadian artist. Every time you say something I'll wonder if it's the truth."
"Don't you love me anymore?" she asked.
"I never stopped loving you," I said. "That's why your betrayal hurts so bad. Trust me, it would be a lot easier if I hated you. I could just walk away and be done with it. You just don't get it, do you? You said Phillipe was a good man. Tell me, what kind of a man is responsible for six divorces? Seven, counting ours. Tell me, please. I want to know."
"I understand you're hurting," she said. "And I understand that it's my fault. But can't you put it behind you and move on?"
"You mean, pretend it never happened, right?" I asked. "Pretend that 20 years of lies, cheating and deception never happened? Pretend you never brought another man into our bed while my life was in danger overseas? Maybe you want me to pretend that picture of you never existed."
"There's nothing I can do or say to make you change your mind?" she asked. I shook my head.
"No," I said. "What you did can't be undone. Look, this is making my blood pressure spike again. Please, you've had your meeting, so sign the paperwork and let's end this sham of a marriage." She looked down, wiping a tear from her eye. After a couple minutes, she nodded her head.
"Alright, Rob," she said. "You win. I'll sign the papers since you're so intent on throwing away more than 25 years of marriage."
"I didn't throw anything away, Karen," I said. "You did that the first time you spread your legs for Phillipe." Karen wiped a tear from her eye, then picked up a pen and signed the papers. The notary my attorney brought stamped and signed the papers. My attorney gathered the paperwork and put it in his briefcase.
"I'll file this with the court today," he said. "You'll get the final decree in a few months."
"Thank you," I said. I turned back to Karen. "When my rehab is over, I'll be by to pick up the rest of my things. I don't want much, just my clothes, tools and my electronic gear. I'll call you and make arrangements."
"Okay," she said. "Do you want my rings?" I shook my head.
"No," I said. "I gave them to you. They're yours to do with as you please."
"I'm so sorry, Rob," she said. "I still love you and I always will. Please believe that." I nodded my head, saying nothing. She left the room in tears. I signed the paperwork giving my lawyer power of attorney to handle the bank accounts and other legal papers regarding the house.
About three weeks later, I was released from rehab. By then, my lawyer had given me a check for my half of our bank accounts. The doctors and counselors gave me my marching orders, which basically amounted to, "eat right, exercise and keep my stress level down." I called Kirk to let him know I would be in Cincinnati soon, and he gave me the address of the apartment the company had set up for me.
After calling Karen, I got into my truck, rented a small U-Haul trailer and went to the house. Karen answered after I rang the doorbell and let me in. She looked like she had aged ten years since I saw her last. I walked in and found that she and Avril had already boxed up my clothing and electronics. A large television sat next to the boxes. I spot-checked the boxes and found everything was neatly folded and packed away. They had even given me a few dishes, pots and pans for my new apartment and Karen had packed some photos of our children.
"We wanted to make sure you had everything you needed for your new place," Karen said. I thanked her for that. I loaded everything up and was surprised when they handed me a chest full of food and beverages.
"What's this for?" I asked.
"I wanted you to have enough food for your trip," Karen said, tears in her eyes. I set the chest down and opened my arms to hug her. She flew into my arms and held me tight, sobbing.
"Oh God, Rob," she cried. "I'm so very sorry. I'll always love you." I held her tight for a while and remembered the last time we did this as husband and wife.
"I'll always love you, too," I said. It was true. Even though she hurt me badly, I knew I would always have feelings for her. Avril came over to us and hugged us both, crying. We held each other like that for a few minutes. I broke the hug and looked at them, tears threatening to fall down my face.
"I'd better get going," I said.
"Okay, Rob," Karen said. "Please let us know when you get there. And remember, we love you." I smiled and nodded my head.
"I'll call when I get there," I said. I left, and saw them standing in the yard, waving as I drove off.
I got to my new place in Cincinnati, unpacked and returned the trailer. I called Karen and gave her my new address. She ended the call by telling they both loved me.
I got settled into my new apartment and checked the area out. I had always loved Albany, but I grew to love Cincinnati. Kirk, knowing my personal situation, invited me to spend Thanksgiving with his family, so I graciously accepted.
Christmas came a few weeks later, the one holiday I knew I would dread. Christmas had always been a special time for our family, and it felt odd and lonely not having anyone to celebrate it with. I decided to volunteer at a local homeless shelter over the holiday, thinking that would help take my mind off my loneliness.
As I served food and spoke with the homeless families there, I remembered something my grandfather had once said: "I felt sorry for myself because I had no shoes. Then I met a man who had no feet." That certainly seemed to apply here.
I was surprised when I got a Christmas card from both my sons, but was even more surprised when I got a nice card from Karen and Avril. It was signed: "We both love you and miss you very much." At first I felt bad because I hadn't sent anything to anyone. I called my sons, who told me Karen and Avril were in Montreal. I called Simone and Georges and spoke with them, then talked with Karen and Avril.



"We love you, Rob," they said when I ended the call.
I threw myself into my work, and found it to be very therapeutic. I heard from Karen periodically, and she always ended the call by telling me she loved me.
In mid-January, I was curious to know how their exhibition went, so I did a search. The reviews I read were somewhat mixed, with most critics calling it, "lackluster." Something told me that didn't sit too well with Avril.
By the end of April, I had received my final divorce decree. "Congratulations," my lawyer wrote on a sticky-note. "You're a free man." Yahoo, I thought to myself sarcastically as I popped open a beer. My life consisted of work and a one-bedroom apartment. Despite Kirk's best efforts, I just wasn't up to dating or going out much. The phone calls from Karen and Avril also stopped, something I deeply appreciated.
One Thursday in mid-August, almost a year after Avril appeared on my doorstep with that nude portrait of Karen, I received a frantic call from Kevin.
"Dad," he said. "You need to get back to Albany."
"Why?" I asked. "What's going on?"
"It's Mom, Dad," he said. "She's in the hospital and they don't think she'll make it through the weekend."
"What?" I asked. "What happened?"
"She was diagnosed with a very aggressive cancer a few months back," Kevin said. "They've done everything they can, but nothing is working. She's asking for you, Dad. She wants to see you before she dies." I thanked him for letting me know, and called Kirk, who gave me the time off and said he would take care of things with HR. I packed a few things in my truck and headed out.
When I got to the hospital, I saw Kevin and Oscar outside. They took me up to their mother's room.
"Thanks for coming, Dad," Oscar said. "Avril is with her, but she keeps asking for you."
"No problem, son," I said. "What are the doctors saying?"
"They say she has maybe a couple hours left at most," Oscar said. "She's lucid for now, but that won't last long." When we got to the room, I was shocked. The beautiful woman I saw just last year was gone. She looked tired and haggard, her eyes red and sunken. She had lost almost all of her hair and was wearing a gray turban on her head. She looked up when I came in.
"Rob?" she asked weakly. "Is that really you? You came to see me?"
"Of course, Karen," I said, sitting next to her. I noticed she still wore her wedding and engagement rings. She reached out to me, tears in her eyes. I held her as close as her IV would allow.
"Oh, Rob," she cried, tears falling down her cheeks. "I'm so, so sorry for what I did. I was wrong and I hurt you so bad. Can you please forgive me?" I thought about what Georges told me last year and realized this was the first time she ever admitted any wrongdoing. I knew I had to forgive her, even though it would be the hardest thing I had ever done. "See, I still my wedding ring on. I told you I would love you until I die."
"I love you, too, Karen," I said, my eyes watering. "And I forgive you." She started sobbing and I cried with her. Avril pulled out a Kleenex and wiped her eyes. Karen took Avril's hand and placed it in mine.
"Please, Rob, promise me you'll let Avril heal your heart," she begged. I looked at Avril, who smiled and nodded her head. "It's okay. We're not married anymore," Karen said softly. I nodded my head.
"Okay," I said. "I promise." Karen managed a weak smile before turning to Avril.
"Please, Avril," she said. "Treat my husband better than I did. Will you do that for me?" Avril wiped a tear before responding.
"I will, Karen," she said. "I promise." We all hugged and shed tears and I could hear the boys sniffling as they watched.
"He's a one-woman man and he doesn't like to share," Karen told Avril. Avril smiled and looked at me.
"So I've heard," she said. "Maybe he can teach me something about loyalty and fidelity." Karen smiled for a few seconds. Her smile faded and her eyes glazed over. I could hear the change in her breathing and knew she wouldn't last much longer. I leaned in to her ear.
"It's okay, Karen," I said. "We love you." She gave a few more breaths and was silent. I looked and saw her eyes were fully dilated. Alarms went off as the monitors flat-lined and the room quickly filled up with medical types who examined her before declaring her dead.
Avril, the boys and I gathered in one corner of the room and mourned her death. Soon, they were wheeling her body out of the room. A doctor came over to us.
"I'm sorry for your loss," he said. "I understand Ms. McDonald wanted her body donated for cancer research. The hospital will make all the arrangements for her transfer." We thanked him and left the room, still in a state of shock.
We went back to the house Karen and I once shared and sat in the living room, drinking coffee. I never thought I would be back to this place.
"What happened?" I asked.
"Karen became very depressed after you left," Avril said. "I did everything I could, but nothing worked. We went to Montreal for the holidays, but that didn't even work. She threw herself into the exhibition but got even more depressed when it didn't go off as well as we had hoped. The only time she was ever happy was when she talked to you."
"Did she go out with anyone?" I asked. Avril shook her head.
"No," she said. "She refused to do that, even though I suggested it to her several times. About a month before the divorce became final, she began to get sick. I suggested she go to see her doctor, but she refused. She only went when she was far too sick to work. By then, it was too late. She was diagnosed with a very aggressive cancer. They tried chemotherapy and radiation, but it was too late."
"Dammit," I said. "She should've told me something."
"There was nothing you could do, Rob," Avril said. "They talked about surgery, but by then, the cancer had spread throughout her body. The only thing they could do was minimize her pain."
"What's this about donating her body for research?" I asked.
"She made that decision once they realized she was terminal," Kevin said. "She talked it over with us and said that's what she wanted done. She didn't want her death to be a burden on the family and she thought it might help someone else in her situation."
"Are you boys okay with that?" I asked. They nodded their heads.
"That's what she wanted done," Oscar said. "I support her decision." I nodded my head.
"Anything else I should know?" I asked.
"Karen deeded the house back to you," Avril said. "She also left everything to you in her will."
"Me?" I asked. She nodded her head.
"Yes," Avril said. "In her mind, you were still her husband, even after the divorce." She opened a drawer in the coffee table, pulled out an envelope and handed it to me. "She wrote this for you shortly before going into the hospital for the last time."
I opened the envelope and pulled out the paper with Karen's handwritten note.
"My dearest Rob," it began. "If you are reading this, then that mean I have passed away. I have had a lot of time to process everything you said last year and I've come to the conclusion that you were right and I was wrong -- about everything.
"For starters, I should never have opened myself up to Phillipe the way I did. I should have confided in you first, instead of him. But I didn't. I don't really know why and I've never been able to find a way to explain it that you would understand or accept. And I should never have brought him into our house and into our marital bed. I understand now that was totally unacceptable.
"I now realize the fallout from what I did to you, including your relationship to our children (and yes, they ARE your children). I know now that I am the one who betrayed you and broke your heart. There are no words to fully express how sorry I am for everything I did to you.
"I did promise to love you until I die, and I at least kept that promise. I only hope you can find it in your heart to forgive me for everything I have done.
"I have deeded the house back to you and I decided to donate my body to medical science. I did that for two reasons. First, I do not want my death to be a burden to you. Second, my hope is that they can find a cure for this cancer so that no one else has to suffer what I have these past few months.
"I also want you to find love with another woman, someone who can love you the way you deserve to be loved. Avril has very strong feelings for you, and I truly hope the two of you can make it work.
"I am getting very tired now, so I must go, but please remember, Rob, that I really do love you with all my heart, and I'm sorry for all the hurt and pain I've caused you."
She signed it, "Your loving wife, Karen." I folded the note back and placed it back in the envelope. I looked at Avril, who was wiping tears from her eyes.
"Did you read this?" I asked her. She shook her head.
"No," she said. "I know she wanted to express her regrets to you, though. She was wracked with guilt the last few months of her life."
"Was she really serious about the two of us getting together?" I asked. She nodded her head.
"Oui," she said. "She was very serious."
"How do you feel about that?" I asked.
"I would love to try," she said. "We have both lost much. Perhaps together, we can ease each other's pain." She had a point there. I considered the possibility of a potential relationship with Avril. She was very beautiful, and it had been about a year since I had been with a woman. I also realized that I now had the opportunity to have sex with the wife of the man who took Karen. Poetic justice, perhaps? I looked back at Avril before speaking.
"I have a question and then just one condition," I said.
"Oh?" she asked. "And what would you like to ask?"
"I'm strictly a one-woman man," I said. "I was a virgin when Karen and I married and I've never been with another woman. Ever. I'm not one to share. Can you live with that?" She smiled as she nodded her head.
"Oui," she said. "I can most certainly live with that. Karen and I talked about that as well. I promise that if we are to be together, I will remain faithful to you."
"Well, then, I just have one condition," I said.
"What's that?" she asked.
"We replace the bed in the master bedroom," I said.
Epilogue:
March 2020
I just finished filling out my taxes for the year and took a hard look at my finances. The last six and a half years had been quite exciting, to say the least.
After explaining the situation, Kirk was able to arrange for me to telecommute three weeks out of the month from my home in Albany. I had to spend one week a month at the company headquarters to work with the designers on my teams.
Avril lived up to her promise and even stayed with me in my one-bedroom apartment in Cincinnati during the weeks I was required to be there. After what I experienced with Karen, I adopted the old rule of "trust, but verify." Avril understood my reasons and bent over backward to earn my trust.
Over the last few years, she had done much more than love away the pain of Karen's betrayal -- she had replaced my first wife as my soul mate. Her family approved of our relationship and accepted me as Avril's mate. Even her children had started calling me, "Papa Rob," and thought of my two sons as their step-siblings. We spent many holidays in Montreal with the family and they had come to Albany to share some holidays with us. They were wise enough to not mention the topic of Karen and Phillipe, at least not in my presence.
Not only did Avril teach me how to love her, she taught me enough French to hold an intelligent conversation. Nicer still, I no longer need a French-English dictionary to translate her cries of ecstasy when we make love.
Sitting there, looking at my finances, I recalled once telling Karen I wanted to retire at 60 and take her on a cruise around the world. Looking at my portfolio, I realized I could do that now, and after some analysis, determined that I had more than enough to not only enjoy that cruise, but live comfortably for the rest of my life.
I just didn't have a wife to share it with. At least, not yet. I picked up the small box sitting on my desk and wondered if what I was considering was the right thing. How would it impact my job? Would she accept my proposal? After a while, I realized I was over-analyzing the situation, and decided to throw caution to the wind. Fuck it, I thought. It's time to stop analyzing and time to start living.
I put the box in my pocket, grabbed the bucket holding the bottle of champagne I bought earlier and two flutes. "Showtime," I said to myself as I headed up the stairs. Avril's squeals of delight when I produced the ring were music to my ears.
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Necessities
Just a quick flash story inspired by the current coronavirus pandemic. This is just a quick story that came to mind as I observed the empty toilet paper shelves in my local store.
As always, many thanks to those who offered comments and constructive criticism on my previous stories. For those who want to say this or that would never happen, remember this is my universe, a place where nearly anything can, and often does, happen. At least on paper...
Please refer to my profile for more on my personal policy regarding comments, feedback, follows, etc. And please remember, this is a work of fiction, not a docu-drama...
*
I stopped off at the second WalMart I passed on my way home to pick up a few things my wife said we needed. I was able to get most everything at the first store, but sadly, they were out of toilet paper. It turns out this store was also out. How in the hell is that even possible, I asked myself.
I cursed myself as I stomped out to my car. I should've listened to Lorraine, my wife of five years, when she suggested we stock up on the stuff, just in case. I dismissed her concerns -- after all, if the stores can't keep toilet paper on the shelves in this day and age, chances are they'll be out of everything else. As usual, she was right.
"Tom, I really think we should stock up," Lorraine said. "I've heard on the news there could be a shortage." That's me, by the way -- Tom Wilson. I work for a company doing computer service, which means I'm either on the road visiting a client, or I'm at my desk, working on a server remotely.
For the past three years, Lorraine has worked as an executive secretary for a financial services company. We both make fairly decent money and just bought a three-bedroom ranch house, with the idea that we'd be starting a family in the next year or two.
Things had been great between us so far, but I was starting to get a bit concerned about Lorraine. For the last couple of months, she'd been going out after work on Fridays with "the girls" to unwind and it seemed that her attitude towards me had changed a bit. Still, I had no concrete proof that she was cheating on me.
Right now, though, that was the last thing on my mind. Lorraine said we really NEEDED toilet paper and I didn't want to let her down.
"Don't come home unless you get it," she told me sternly that morning.
"Yes, dear," I said, adopting the role of the concerned husband out to keep his better half happy.
I sat in my truck wondering where else I could stop. I was concerned that if I took too long getting the stuff, the other things I bought might get spoiled. That certainly wouldn't make Lorraine happy. There were a couple other stores between here and my house, so I decided to bite the bullet and check them out.
The first store I went to was also out of toilet paper. Damn this coronavirus, anyway, I thought to myself. Stores running out of toilet paper, everything being canceled, companies making everyone work from home. Earlier today, the president announced a state of emergency and the governor issued an order banning gatherings of more than 250 people. What the hell is the world coming to, I wondered.
I got to the second store and spotted it -- a MEGA pack of toilet paper, sitting all by itself on the shelf. I spied a woman at the other end of the aisle slowly making her way down, so I dove on the giant pack of toilet paper like a football player recovering a fumbled ball and held it close to my chest. God help anyone who tries to take it from me, I thought.
As I looked up, I saw the woman staring at me as though I was a crazed axe murderer. My clenched bared teeth and wild eyes probably didn't do much to make her feel at ease. This was MY pack of toilet paper, dammit, and NO ONE was taking it from me.
Her eyes wide with fear, she slowly backed away from me and went back the way she came. I paid for the mega pack and drove home feeling like the mighty warrior who just slew a fire-breathing dragon.
I pulled into the garage and noticed that Lorraine wasn't home yet. This was odd, as she is usually home before me and this wasn't Friday, so I knew she wasn't out with her work colleagues. I grabbed the groceries and went in the house through the garage.
After putting everything away, I looked on the cork board where we usually posted notes, but saw nothing to indicate she would be late. There wasn't a message on the home answering machine and she hadn't sent a text. I tried calling her cell, but it went to voicemail after several rings. Odd, I thought. She never goes anywhere without that thing attached to her somehow. I left a message telling her I was home and asked her to call me.
After a half hour I began to get worried. I remembered that we had installed phone finder apps just in case we lost or misplaced our phones, so I checked her number. I was worried that perhaps she had gotten into an accident. According to the app, her phone was in a fairly expensive part of town. What is she doing there, I asked myself. I made note of the address and headed out.
When I got to the address, I saw her car parked in the driveway. She'd better have a damn good reason to be here after work hours, I thought to myself. I did a quick online search and found this was the address for one Wilbur H. Hocki. I knew that name -- it was one of the executives she answered to at work. I had met him a few times at some of Lorraine's company parties. From what Lorraine told me, he had been divorced for several years after his wife caught him cheating. Why is she here, I asked myself.
I looked and saw a hill behind his house, so I got out of my truck, grabbed my binoculars and my phone and made my way up the hill. When I got there, I looked down and saw the two of them, naked, in his spa. She looked gorgeous, as always, but he was gross. In addition to his bald head, he was grossly overweight and his dick couldn't have been more than four inches long.
But there she was, sucking it like some kind of goddamn lollipop. After he blew a load in her mouth, she climbed on top of him and rode him as he sat on the edge of the spa. I captured all of it on my phone, making sure I got good shots of both their faces. Oh yeah, I thought. They're going to pay -- big time.
Mind you, I'm not one of those guys who slink away from a problem. I don't run off to a bar to cry in my beer and agonize over "coulda, woulda, shoulda." No sir! You fuck me over and I kick ass and take names.
The bitch thinks she can fuck around on me, well guess what? Tomorrow, I'm filing for divorce, and I have no problem showing the world what kind of a no-good, piece of shit slut she really is. I just needed to know one thing. I climbed down the hill, making sure no one could see me and made my way back to the truck. I pulled in asshole's driveway, got out and knocked on the door. Then I rang his doorbell. I rang it again, just to piss the fucker off.
I could hear movement in the house and saw someone peeking out the front window through the curtains. Then I heard a female voice exclaim, "Oh, shit!" I rang the bell again, and kept ringing it until the door opened. A bald man's face appeared in the doorway.
"May I help you?" he asked. I kicked the door open. Scared, he backed away from me, trembling.
"Where's my wife, Goddamnit," I demanded. "I know she's here. LORRAINE!" I called. "Get your sorry cheating ass out here, right fucking NOW!" She came into the front room, wearing nothing but a towel. Her hair was disheveled and I could see a glob of cum on her cheek.
"Please, Tom," she said. "It's not what you think."
"Give me a fucking break, Lorraine," I said. "Save your cliches for someone who gives a shit. Just so you know, I'll be seeing a lawyer tomorrow and filing for divorce. There's no if's ands or buts about it and I don't wanna hear any of your sorry-assed excuses. I'll also be filing against old horse-hockey here as well. Don't bother coming home, because you don't have a home to come to anymore. I'll be tossing your shit on the street and you can get it from there."
"Please, Tom," she begged, crying. "You don't understand."
"Oh, I understand it all too well, you no-good, two-timing cunt," I said. "I have it all on video. I'm sure your church-going parents would love to see what kind of a slut they raised. I just want to know one thing."
"What?" she cried.
"What the fuck does this guy have that I don't?" I asked. She looked down at the floor, sheepish.
"Toilet paper," she said quietly.
...
Note: While this story was intended to be somewhat tongue-in-cheek, the current coronavirus pandemic is no laughing matter. As of the time of this writing, over 7,000 have reportedly died worldwide and more than 182,000 have been infected with about 80,000 recoveries, according to various sources. Those numbers will no doubt increase as time goes on. Please, take all the necessary measures to protect yourself and your loved ones.

And while you're at it, please stock up on all the necessities.
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The Cheating Zone 11: Warning Labels

As always, constructive comments are always welcome and appreciated. Please refer to my profile for more on my personal policy regarding comments, feedback, follows, etc.

The troll-man known as Zrglbork first appeared in "The Cheating Zone 08: The Wish."

For the nit-pickers who want to say this or that would never happen, remember, this is the Cheating Zone, a place outside the normal space-time continuum where literally anything is possible... Please remember, this is a work of fiction, meaning that it is not real in any way, shape, matter or form.

...

Your eyes flit from left to right as you drive down the tree-lined country road, looking for any signs of danger. You look ahead as the headlights pierce the inky blackness of night. There's a signpost up ahead. You've just entered... The Cheating Zone.
(Cue dramatic music.)
...
I had just got off work and was at that moment heading home to Belinda, my wife of five years. It was a Friday, which meant a nice night on the town, dinner at our favorite steakhouse, followed by some dancing and then back home for some serious love-making.
My name is Ryan Johnson, and Belinda has been my one true love since we first met in the sixth grade. She worked at a hospital and recently went back to school to finish her nursing degree. I finished my business degree and started working for a financial services company in town. I enjoyed working with numbers, so this was a perfect fit for me. The only down side was the periodic trips to clients I had to make.
Our plan was to hold off on having children until she felt established in her career choice. In the meantime, we lived in an apartment and saved all we could to put down on a house. Things could not be better between Belinda and I -- we were still head over heels in love with each other and it seemed that every day together was like Christmas.
We headed out after I got home and changed clothes. I couldn't help but complement her on her dress -- she was, in my mind, the sexiest and most beautiful girl on earth. Better yet, she was all mine. We enjoyed a nice steak and lobster dinner, then headed out to dance the night away. We got back home and spent the next hour in bed ravishing each other's bodies.
Afterward, we laid in bed, cuddling. Belinda looked at me before speaking.
"Ryan," she said. "I found something on the Internet and I was wondering if you'd be interested."
"Oh?" I asked. "What's that?"
"Well, it's kinda like that Oculus thing I got you for Christmas last year," she said. The Oculus is a virtual reality device where you can play games or watch movies. I had to admit, I'm very impressed with the quality of the graphics and I love playing the games.
"What is it?" I asked.
"Well, this is geared for couples," she said. "It's a virtual reality sex toy." Belinda and I often liked to spice up our lovemaking with sex toys, but I had never heard of anything like this.
"Virtual reality sex toy?" I asked. "Are you serious?"
"Yes," she said. "You want me to show you?"
"What the hell," I said. "Why not?" We got out of bed, put on our robes and headed into the front room, where we kept our home computer. I brought it up and let Belinda take over. She went to a webpage and showed it to me. It looked very much like the Oculus, but it had a number of sensors and other things attached to it.
"Damn," I said. "Looks like you need a degree just to operate the thing." She laughed. "Who makes it?"
"Some outfit called TCZ Enterprises," she said. I never heard of that company and made a mental note to check it out. "They have a special on now for couples. You get a nice discount if you buy the 'his and hers' deluxe package," Belinda said. I figured this had to be extremely expensive. I knew how much she paid for the Oculus and thought this had to be way more expensive. I was shocked, though, to find it wasn't anywhere near as expensive as I originally thought.
"They have a 30-day money-back guarantee if you're not satisfied," she said. "Why not give it a try? C'mon, it'd be loads of fun." I considered the price, and knew I could easily afford it, and I could see the anticipation on Belinda's face. What the hell, I thought. I ordered the 'his and hers' deluxe package and got another round of wild sex for my troubles.
A large box was delivered to our apartment a couple weeks later. I went through all the documentation and managed to get everything connected. I was amazed at what was included. In addition to the headpieces, the devices included several sensors that were intended to be placed on various parts of the body.
It also included an inflatable dildo for Belinda that connected to her headpiece and something like a fleshlight -- a mechanical masturbation device -- that connected to my headpiece. Both units also included a high-capacity SD card that could record the virtual experience for later playback.
I read the instructions carefully, noting that it had several modes of operation. The first was single-user mode, where one created a custom partner. The second was one-on-one mode, where two devices communicated by Bluetooth. I figured this would be the mode we would be using.
The third was called party mode, and was intended for multiple users at the same location. The last was online mode, where the user could reach out to a community of users through the Internet. I had a real problem with that one -- after all, you never really know who or what you might end up with. One could also mix several of the modes for different experiences.
I couldn't help but notice the warning notices peppered throughout the instruction manual: "WARNING: Prolonged use may result in negative side affects, including addiction and possible assimilation."
Assimilation? What the hell did that mean, I asked myself. Reading further, I found the manufacturer recommended not using the device for more than two hours at a time, and suggested a rest period of at least 12 hours between sessions.
That seemed reasonable to me, but the manual never explained what "assimilation" meant. I went on the company's website but found nothing about it there, either.
That night, after we ate, Belinda and I retired to the bedroom to try the new toy out. As Belinda lay on the bed, naked, I attached the sensors to her body like the instruction manual said. Then I pulled out the inflatable dildo and worked that into her already wet pussy. I made sure everything was connected and set about connecting myself up.
"All this for a sex toy? Wow," Belinda said when I finished. "This had better be good. I feel like a lab rat." I chuckled at that. Truth was, I felt the same way. When I was finished, I turned to her.
"Ready?" I asked.
"Let's do it," she said. We put on the headpiece and powered everything up. The first thing I saw after the opening credits was a short, bald, red-skinned troll-like man whose wide smile showed off a set of pointed teeth.
"Welcome to the Zone," the troll said. "My name is Zrglbork, your personal guide. Have fun, but remember, don't stay too long. You might not make it back out. Enjoy!" After the troll-guide faded away, I was presented with a menu. Using my hand, I selected "One-on-one" mode and let the headpiece link up with Belinda's.
I watched as a round icon spun for a few seconds, then an image that looked very much like Belinda appeared. It was easy to tell that this was a computer-generated facsimile, but the resemblance was uncanny.
"Wow," I said. "I can see you!"
"I can see you, too," she said. "This is amazing." I leaned forward and kissed the face that appeared before me. The image responded and for a second, I thought I felt her tongue in my mouth. "I like this," Belinda said.
"Then you'll really like this," I told her and used my hands -- with the sensors attached -- to fondle and caress the bare breasts of the image before me. I could swear that I felt her soft flesh beneath my fingers.
"Oooh," she moaned. "Did you just fondle my breasts?"
"I did," I said.
"I could feel it," she said.
"Let's see if you can feel this," I said, and worked my way down the virtual image of Belinda, kissing her the whole way to that magic spot between her legs. I could hear my wife moan as I did so. When I got to her shaved pussy, I began kissing and licking my way around. The image of Belinda spread her legs wide, inviting my tongue into her inner depths. The real Belinda, meanwhile, was moaning in delight and spread her legs as wide as she could.
"Quit teasing me," she said. "Eat me, NOW!" I buried my tongue in the virtual pussy before me and worked all of her hot spots the way I knew she liked. "Oh, GOD, this feels so damn good," she cried. "Don't stop, baby. Please, make me cum." I kept working on her and soon, the virtual woman shuddered in orgasm. The real Belinda, meanwhile, soaked the sheets as she erupted in her own very real orgasm.
"My turn," she said. As I watched, the virtual Belinda smiled and took my hard cock into her mouth. I could feel it thanks to the rubberized sheath covering my penis. I don't know how it worked, but it did. My cock got got even harder as my virtual wife took the whole thing inside her mouth. It didn't take long for her to make me ejaculate, partially filling the reservoir at the end of the sheath. As I watched, the virtual woman in my headset swallowed the whole load.
"Wow," I said. "That was amazing."
"I need you in me," she said. "Right now. Come on, baby, fuck me." The virtual Belinda spread herself before me so I got between her legs and inserted my virtual cock inside her. Damn, I thought. This almost feels like the real thing. The virtual Belinda moaned in my headset the same time my real wife moaned.
"Can you feel me inside you?" I asked.
"Oh, God, baby, yes," she said. Unknown to me, the dildo inside Belinda automatically responded and began to inflate. Tiny servos began vibrating the device and she screamed out in ecstasy. The sheath around my cock also responded and it felt as though I was being milked. Soon, both of us were bucking up off the bed and exploded in our mutual orgasms.
Afterward, we lay there on the bed, catching our breath. Turning the devices off, we disconnected ourselves and fell into each other's arms.
"That was wild," she said.
"Yes, it was," I responded. "Nowhere near as good as the real thing, though." She smiled and rolled on top of me, guiding my still hard cock inside her very real pussy. Riding me gently, she worked us both to another orgasm.
The next morning, we shared breakfast and talked about the new toy. I told her about the warning mentioned in the manual.
"What does that mean, assimilation?" she asked. I shook my head.
"I have no idea," I said. "I'll keep looking though. In the meantime, promise me you won't go online with that thing."
"You can go online?" she asked.
"Yeah," I said. "Didn't you see that menu option for the different modes?"
"Yeah," she responded. "But I didn't think anything of it. I was just following your directions."
"The only time I can see going online is when I'm out of town," I said. She smiled and wrapped her arms around me.
"Now that would be fun," she said, before giving me a scorching hot kiss. "At least I'll know where you are and what you're doing," she added, laughing.
"But promise me you won't go online without me," I said.
"Absolutely," she said. "I promise."
We used the device a few more times that week, making sure to keep a good 12 hours in between sessions. I discovered that the more we used it, the more realistic the virtual version of Belinda became. From what I learned, the headset had sensors that mapped facial features. The more it was used, the more features were recorded. Those features were then added to what the device had already learned. By the tenth time we used it, the virtual version of Belinda was nearly indistinguishable from the real thing.
I also learned that we could choose from a variety of backgrounds. With that feature, we were able to enjoy each other on a beach, in the middle of a freeway or on top of a volcano if we wished. What was even more fun was watching the videos saved on the SD card. Anyone not knowing otherwise would think we actually had made love right there on the beach.
A couple weeks later, I found myself in Miami for a couple days, working with one of our bigger clients. Belinda was unable to come with me, so we used the online feature of the device to engage in virtual long-distance sex. It was quite a stimulating experience and I came home to a very happy wife.
I also found that since we started using the toy, Belinda had become more aggressive. Not only did she initiate sex more often, she became much more bold and open. One night, while dancing at the club we liked to frequent, she lifted her short skirt, pulled her panties off and tossed them in a trash can, making sure others could see what she had done.
I couldn't believe this was my wife. I had never seen her do something like that before. When she sashayed back to our table, where I was standing, she wrapped her arms around me and kissed me deeply while rubbing my hard cock through my pants.
"Take me home and fuck me right now," she said. "Before I decide to get naked and jump your bones right here." She was naked by the time we got to the truck and masturbated herself the whole way home. I certainly didn't complain. When we got home, she couldn't wait any longer and practically tore my trousers off. We fucked frantically, right there on the front seat -- something we hadn't done since our school years.
"Wow," I said when we finished. "What brought that on?"
"I can't help it," she said. "When I think about you, all I want to do is get naked and fuck. Are you complaining?"
"Not at all," I said. "I've just never seen this side of you before."
"I've always wanted to be your personal fuck toy," she said. "Do you like the new me?"
"I love it," I said, giving her a deep kiss.
"Good," she said. "Now take me to bed and give me your cock. I want it -- all of it."
"Yes, ma'am," I said.
We kept using the toy, but always made sure to stay under the recommended time limit. I continued searching the web looking for information about the warning of assimilation, but never found anything.
For the next six months, our sex life went into overdrive and we couldn't have been happier. Then things went downhill. The company lost one of its top representatives and I was tapped to fill in for him. Unfortunately, that meant I would be away from home more often than I had planned. Neither Belinda nor I liked it, but we decided to work through it. At first, things were okay. We Skyped each other every day and used the toy to connect online.
But one night, I couldn't reach her. I called the house, but got the answering machine. I then tried calling her cell, but it went to voicemail. Belinda wasn't one to go out without me, nor was she one to not let me know where she was. According to Skype, she wasn't online. Where the hell was she?
Eventually, I figured she would get back to me, so I laid back on the bed and used my headset in "single-user" mode. I had created a virtual "Belinda" just for situations like this. Then it hit me. I could go online and see if she was there.
I changed into "online" mode and looked around. Sure enough, there she was. And, the menu said, she was "occupied." What the hell was she doing, I wondered. She promised me she wouldn't do that, but here she was.
Using the menu options, I discovered that she had connected with a group of about five others -- three men and two women. Worse yet, they marked their group "private," meaning that I couldn't join or message any of them. And from what I could tell, the session had been ongoing for at least four hours -- much longer than the recommended time.
Now I was starting to get pissed. What the hell is she doing? Moreover, who was she doing it with? I decided to confront her about it when I got home the next day.
The next day was a Friday, and Belinda wasn't home when I pulled in. I had called her earlier from the airport, and she told me she had classes and might be running late. So I unpacked and pulled the SD card from her headset to see what had been recorded. When I checked, though, there was nothing recorded after our last session.
When Belinda got home from school, I let her get settled before addressing her.
"We need to talk, dear," I said. She looked guilty as she sat down. "Where the hell were you last night?"
"I'm so sorry, Ryan," she said. "I saw someone with a username that looked a lot like yours so I connected."
"And why didn't you get right back out when you realized it wasn't me?" I asked.
"I tried, honest," she said. "But I couldn't. I was locked in."
"So, what did you do?" I asked. "You were there for an awful long time, with three guys and two other girls."
"I just watched," she said, wiping tears from her eyes. "Honest. They wanted me to join them, but I couldn't do that to you."
Belinda had never lied to me before, and there was no video on her SD card to prove otherwise. I decided to dig into this a bit further before taking any action.
"Belinda," I said. "We promised that we wouldn't go online with anyone other than each other."
"I know," she cried. "Please forgive me. I won't do it again, I promise."
What could I do? I had no evidence to prove otherwise, so I decided to "trust but verify." I hugged her, forgave her and gave her a stern reminder of the warning. Still, I found it hard to believe that all she did for four hours was watch.
"You promise me that's all you did for four hours was watch?" I asked.
"That's all, I swear," she cried.
"Okay," I said. "I think we ought to stay off this thing for a while, though."
"But I really like using it," she said.
"I do too," I said. "But only with you. I'm a bit concerned that we're both starting to get addicted to this thing."
"I'm not," she said. "I can stop using it any time."
"Alright," I said. "We stay off for a week. After that, we'll use it only on Friday nights for no more than an hour, and when I'm out of town. Deal?"
"Deal," she said. We went to bed and made love, but I still had some niggling doubts in my mind. I knew how worked up Belinda could get on that thing, and I had a difficult time believing that she did nothing but watch.
The next day, I went to the TCZ website and did some serious digging. After an hour or so of research, I learned that it was possible for the initiator of an online group session, known as the administrator, to "lock" attendees so they couldn't leave until it was over. I also found that administrators could block users from recording the sessions on their SD cards. In other words, I was basically unable to prove or disprove anything. At least I knew that most of what Belinda had told me wasn't completely out of the realm of possibility.
After another hour of digging, I also learned that I could download and examine a log of her activity. Every device had its own serial number. Using that serial number and a password found in the instruction manual, I could log into a page set up by TCZ and get a detailed log of all the activity on a particular headset.
It was a good thing I kept all the packaging and documentation, I thought, as I verified the serial number on her headset. I got the password, which had been printed on a label on the documentation and logged into the site. I found the usage log, which was quite large, and downloaded it to my computer. I also discovered that I could order a copy of all videos involving this set, so I ordered it and paid extra to have it shipped overnight. I knew I probably wouldn't see it until Tuesday, since this was a Saturday.



The next couple days were a bit strange. Belinda seemed nervous, skittish and jumpy, almost walking on egg shells around me. I couldn't figure out why, but then it dawned on me that perhaps she really was getting addicted to that damn headset. It was almost as if she was going through some kind of withdrawal.
She seemed almost normal by Monday, so I went to work and kept in touch with my cell phone. She told me she had a couple classes that day and would be spending the rest of her time in a study group at the college.
I took my lunch break to start going over the logs I downloaded over the weekend. From what I could tell, she had used her headset a lot more than I had mine. I noticed several sessions with a group of individuals, one of whom -- the administrator of the group -- had a username very similar to mine. All of the sessions appeared to take place while I was out of town.
The logs showed her usage times but didn't indicate what she had done. There was a chance she was telling me the truth about just watching, but something still smelled, and I was a bit miffed that she hadn't told me the whole truth about her involvement with this bunch. I was also concerned about the total amount of time she was using that thing.
She was home by the time I got there after work, but hadn't started making dinner yet. I called out for a pizza and we had a quiet dinner, but I knew we needed to talk.
"Belinda, are you okay?" I asked. "You seem a bit off these last couple days."
"Yeah, I'm fine," she said quietly. "Do you think we can use the headsets tonight? I know you said we should only use it on Fridays, but it's been a few days now and I feel like I really need it." I looked at her, concerned.
"Need?" I asked. "What's wrong with making love the old-fashioned way with the real thing?"
"Nothing, I guess," she said, almost whimpering.
"You guess?" I asked, feeling a bit slighted. "Aren't I good enough for you anymore?"
"Of course you are," she said. Then she looked at me, her face showing concern. "You think I'm getting addicted to that thing, don't you?" she asked.
"It's crossed my mind," I said. "You haven't been using it, have you?"
"No," she said quietly, but I wasn't convinced, especially now that I had seen her usage logs. Something was definitely off and I swore to get to the bottom of it. After cuddling on the couch for a while, we went to bed and made love. The next day, she woke me with a toe-curling blowjob. This was more like it, I thought.
"By the way," she said before I left for work that morning. "I'll be with Julie most of the day today. We're getting together to study for a test, then we're going out shopping." I'd met Julie before and she seemed like a nice girl, so I had no problem with that.
"Okay," I said. "Thanks for the heads-up. I won't bother you at lunchtime then." We kissed and I headed out for the day. It would also give me a chance to drive by the house and check the mail before she got home. Sure enough, the videos came that day. There were three DVDs, which surprised me. I went back to the office, closed my door and sat down, thinking about what I should do.
That afternoon, my boss, Bill Hurley, called me into his office and informed me that I was needed in New York the next day to help a major client sort through some things in his account. He told me to pack for a two-day trip and handed me tickets for a flight that evening. Crap, I thought. I called Belinda and told her the bad news, expecting her to be quite upset. Hell, I was upset at the prospect of being gone. Her reaction surprised me.
"Wow," she said. "I guess they really do like you if they can trust you to handle something like that."
"I'm so sorry, sweetheart," I told her. "I hate springing this on you at the last minute. I wanted to be with you tonight."
"And I want to be with you," she said. "Don't worry about it. We can hook up online later if you're up to it." So that was it, I thought.
"Sure, dear," I said. "I'll call you when I get to the hotel."
"Okay, dear," she said. "I love you."
"I love you more," I said. I left work a bit early to go home and pack. Belinda was gone so I left her a note telling her I loved her and would call. I called when I got to the hotel, but got her voicemail, so I left a message.
I figured this would be a good time to scan through the videos I received in the mail, so I pulled out the usage logs and compared them to the date/time stamps of the video files. Through the process of elimination, I was able to focus on the videos that didn't include me. There were quite a few of them, which surprised me. Worse yet, they were quite long.
I started scanning through them, and found that while Belinda just watched the action in the first one, she became a participant about halfway through the next one, and was quite active in the rest.
I saw the virtual version of my wife engaging in numerous acts with lots of characters -- both male and female. That surprised me -- I never knew she had an interest in women before. I also saw her, or rather, the virtual Belinda, take on two and even three men at once. She was made airtight several times in the videos.
But what really pissed me off even more was the verbal abuse her virtual lovers were heaping on me.
"Too bad your wimpy husband couldn't satisfy you," the other virtual "Ryan" said. "Wouldn't you like to give him a real show? Maybe we can show him how to really fuck you."
"Yes," Belinda said as they fucked her. "Yes, I want to give him a real show. Maybe we can invite him to the group sometime and have him watch us fuck." This went on and on and on. Finally, after about an hour of this crap, I turned off the video. I had seen enough.
She may not have been actually cheating on me with real human beings, but that didn't matter as far as I was concerned. Her online activity and disrespect had cut me to the core.
I tried calling her again, but her phone still went to voicemail. I tried calling the house phone, but got no answer. I decided to try one more thing, and turned on the headset. After I was situated, I tried finding her, and sure enough, she was online in another private group session. I tried pinging her online, but got no response. I gave up after a few minutes and turned the headset off.
Angry, I kept calling her cell phone, leaving messages until her voicemail was full and wouldn't take any more messages. I called the house phone, hoping the constant ringing would get through to her, but had no luck.
I slept fitfully that night, wondering if she even remembered that we were supposed to connect that night. I tossed and turned most of the night, unable to fully rest. I got up twice, once at midnight, and again at 2:30 in the morning. Both times, I put on the headset and checked her status -- she was STILL online. What the hell was she thinking?
I finally dropped off to sleep and awoke at 6:30. I had to shower, dress, and eat breakfast fast if I was to meet the client at 9:00 that morning. I checked my phone, but there were no calls or texts from Belinda. I put on the headset and found she was still registered as being online. I called her cell and the house phone but got no answer.
Frustrated, I got ready for the day and flew through breakfast. I met with the client and determined the issue was an easy fix, so I took care of it and had him satisfied in record time. I felt relieved that I didn't have to stay one more night there, so I got an early flight and headed home. I decided not to call Belinda. I figured I had left enough messages already.
When I got home, the apartment was dark. It seemed that nothing had changed since I left for New York. I saw the numerous messages on our answering machine and headed into the bedroom. I saw Belinda naked on the bed, her legs spread wide. All she wore was the headset and the hand-pieces -- she didn't even connect all the sensors or other external devices.
As I watched, I could see her lower lips appear to open all by themselves, almost as if an invisible cock was being inserted in her. From where I stood, it looked as if she was being screwed by an invisible lover. She moaned and slowly bucked her hips and after a few minutes, I saw a whitish liquid seep from her gaping pussy.
I pulled the headset off to get her attention, but I noticed her eyes were fully dilated and glazed over. Her face was turned toward me, but she clearly didn't see me. I started to shake her, but was stopped when I heard a voice from the door.
"Don't touch her," the voice said. "She's in transition." I turned and saw the short, red-skinned troll from the game.
"What do you mean, transition?" I asked. "And how did you get here? Aren't you the guide from the game?"
"Yes I am," he said. "The name's Zrglbork, by the way. And Belinda is in the process of being assimilated. Look." I turned and Belinda had started to become transparent. As I watched, she slowly faded away and was soon gone. I turned to Zrglbork, shocked.
"Where is she?" I asked. "Bring her back. Now!" He smiled and chuckled.
"Sorry, no can do," he said. "She was warned. And now she's paying the price. She's completely absorbed into the Zone."
"But how did..." I started. "I mean, what about you? You can't be real. You're part of the game. Aren't you in the Zone as well?" He looked at me before speaking.
"Normally, yes," the troll said. "I'm here to clean up."
"Clean up?" I asked. "What the hell are you talking about?"
"When someone is absorbed into the Zone, they cease to exist in what you call the real world," Zrglbork said. "It's as though they were never born. Look around." I did as he asked and noticed there was nothing to show that a woman even lived in the apartment. No clothes, toiletries, perfumes, jewelry -- nothing.
"But what about this?" I asked, holding up her headset. He laughed.
"Go ahead, try using it," he said. "You'll find it's just a useless piece of plastic." I looked and sure enough, the once elaborate headset with ports and sensors was nothing more than a cheap toy designed to hold mobile phones. There wasn't even a manufacturer's label. "It's time for you to move on," the troll said as he began to become transparent. "Soon, you won't even remember her. Have a good life and remember -- always obey warning labels," he added while laughing.
As I watched, he disappeared from view -- gone. Saddened, I sat down on the bed. I tried to remember the good times I shared with... what was her name? Oh yeah, Belinda, or something like that. I looked at the television, which was still on. There was an old black-and-white program playing. Suddenly, the scene changed to a grim-faced man in a suit holding a cigarette. For a moment, it appeared as though he was looking right at me.
"Warning labels," he said. "We see them everywhere but take little notice of them. Consider Belinda Johnson, a flesh-and-blood woman driven by a high libido who ignored the warnings and now exists as a collection of ones and zeroes controlled by a complex set of computer algorithms -- a character in a computer game. Remember. Always read and follow label directions and warnings. Consider this a public service announcement from... the Cheating Zone."
He smiled, winked and took a drag off his cigarette.
Fade to black...
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I took my seat on the airplane heading home and looked out the window as the airplane clawed its way into the sky. Finally, after 30 years, I was going home for good. I felt that I owed it to myself and my wife, Lisa. I pulled out the Zippo lighter I had carried with me all those years -- a present from my wife, inscribed, "To my beloved husband, Alan. Congratulations, Marine." That's me, by the way -- Alan Roberts. Gunnery Sergeant Alan Roberts, or "Gunny Rob" to those I chose to let get close to me over the years.
After today, there would be one addition to that moniker -- "Retired." I had spent over 30 years in uniform, a uniform now festooned with ribbons and badges that would mean nothing to anyone but me. A little more than ten of those years were spent in the Reserves. I could literally say I had been there, done that, got all the t-shirts.
I was already in uniform when Lisa and I married so long ago. I literally met her on the side of the road one day after work. I was a mechanic at a large auto dealership in Coeur d'Alene, Idaho and was driving home when I saw her car on the side of the road. She had her hood up and I could see steam rising from her engine.
I did what people here often do when they see people in need -- I pulled over and offered to help. It didn't hurt that she was pleasing to the eye. One look and I knew what the problem was -- her fan belt broke. An easy fix. I ran to the auto parts place just up the road and came back with the belt and some coolant to replace what she had lost. I had her car running in no time at all.
"Thank you so much," she said. "I have to get back to Spokane and I thought I'd never make it. Is there anything I can do to repay you?"
"Just get home safe," I said.
"No, please, let me repay you," she pleaded. "Maybe I could treat you to dinner. Do you like Red Lobster?" What the hell, I thought.
"I love Red Lobster," I said. She smiled and wrote her name and number down on a piece of paper.
"Good," she said. "How about Friday night at 7:00?"
"Sounds good to me," I said. We met that Friday night and have been together ever since. After dating for eight months, I popped the question and we got married. That was in 1987 and I've been a happy man ever since.
She moved into my house in north Idaho, even though it added over 30 miles to her commute. She was a teacher at an elementary school in Spokane Valley, just across the state line. We discussed buying something closer to her work, but I liked my house and especially liked the fact that it was free and clear and sat on five acres of wooded land just off Highway 95 north of Coeur d'Alene. The place was originally built by my parents years ago and they left it to me in their will, along with a fairly nice inheritance. My hope was that one day I would pass the house on down to one of my children.
Lisa knew that my Reserve duty required me to be gone one weekend a month and two weeks every year for drill. She never complained and the checks, small as they were, usually got put into my IRA. Our first child, Renee, was born about a year and a half after we got married.
In 1990, a cruel dictator named Saddam Hussein invaded Kuwait and my unit got called into active duty. A little more than a year later, we returned to a warm welcome and our son, Carl, was born a year after that.
Then 9/11 happened and all of our lives changed. I was given an opportunity to go into active duty and I accepted. From that point on, we moved back and forth between Camp Pendleton, California and Camp Lejeune, North Carolina. Lisa got certified to teach in both states so she had a job no matter where we went.
I ended up spending three tours in Iraq and three more in Afghanistan -- a little more than six years total. On top of that, I was sent to Okinawa for a year-long tour four times. Each time, Lisa and the kids would move back to our home in Idaho and she ended up working at the same school in Spokane Valley.
She never complained, God bless her soul. But I knew it had taken a toll on her and the kids and I felt bad. Ten anniversaries missed, and ten sets of birthdays and Christmases missed is never good for any family. When this tour came up, I promised her it would be my last. Now pushing 56 years of age, I felt that running around in the hot desert dodging bullets was a game for younger men. I had done my duty and it was time to go home.
You're probably thinking that after 30 years or more, I should have retired at a much higher rank, and you'd be right. In some ways, I was your typical Marine. I never chased after wild women, but I did like to drink with my fellow Marines and my adherence to the concept of Semper Fidelis -- Always Faithful -- caused me to get in trouble more than once when I stood up to support my comrades with my physical prowess and my willingness to engage in a bit of hand-to-hand combat. As a result, I lost two promotions.
But I didn't complain or whine. Hell, I liked being a Gunnery Sergeant. "Gunny" was the man everyone went to for everything, be it advise or tactics. I took damn good care of my Marines -- officers and enlisted men alike -- and they respected me for it. That alone meant more to me than all the medals and ribbons on my chest.
I thought back to the retirement party the guys threw for me. We had a good time, swapping sea stories and telling salty jokes. Lt. Col. Reston, our battalion commander, came by to wish me well. I had known him for a long time -- he was one of the officers who busted me years ago. I didn't hold it against him and we became good friends. He shook my hand after he gave me a commendation for my service.
"The Corps not gonna be the same without you, Gunny," he said, smiling. I smiled back.
"Thanks for saying so, Colonel," I said. "But I think it's in pretty good hands." One of the troops, Lance Corporal Dawson, a big black kid from Georgia, came over with some of his friends and handed me something wrapped in brown paper.
"Just a little something to remember us by, Gunny Rob," he said, smiling. I removed the paper and smiled when I saw what was inside. It was a hand-carved wooden hand with the middle finger extended. It reminded me of the many times I had flipped someone off in jest, something I often did. The Marines who knew me -- even the officers -- understood it was just the way I was and they never took offense. I turned the carving over and saw that he had carved a Marine Corps emblem on the back of the hand along with our unit designation.
"Did you make this yourself, Dawson?" I asked. He smiled and nodded his head.
"Sure did, Gunny," he said, beaming with pride.
"Damn good job," I said. "I'll treasure this for the rest of my life. Thanks." We shook hands as the other Marines around us whooped and hollered. I looked up at Staff Sergeant Joel Henson, the young man taking my place as Company Gunny.
"You take damn good care of these Marines, Joel," I told him as we shook hands.
"I will, Gunny, promise," he said, smiling.
"Good. Cause if you don't, I'm gonna come back and kick your ass," I said, laughing. That prompted another round of laughter and whoops.
"Henson's a good man, Gunny Rob," said Capt. Michaels, our company commander. "Of course, no one could ever really fill your shoes. Take care of yourself, Gunny. It's been an honor serving with you." We shook hands and said our goodbyes before the driver came in to let me know that all my gear was loaded up and ready to be transported to the airport.
I felt the plane begin to descend and my mind came back to the present. I looked down and saw Spokane, Washington, come into view. I could make out the river and the falls and could clearly see Riverfront Park and the landmark Pavilion, built for Expo '74. I had taken Lisa and the kids there many times over the years to enjoy the summer sun.
Soon, the plane landed and we all got off. I grabbed my seabag and my clothing bag and headed for the exit, hoping to see Lisa. I had emailed her and texted her with the flight details so she would know when to pick me up. Normally, she would be there hours before my plane landed just in case I got there early.
But she wasn't there. This was odd, I thought, so I texted her again: "At the airport. Where RU?" When I got no response, I called her cell phone but it went straight to voicemail. I began to get worried and called the house, but got the answering machine. God, I said quietly, please let her be safe. I called her parents, but they said they hadn't heard from her either.
"Do you need us to come pick you up?" her mother asked.
"Not yet," I said. "Maybe she's stuck in traffic. I'll give it some time and call if I can't arrange for another ride. There's no sense in you guys coming all this way and then all the way to Athol. But if you do hear from her, please have her call me."
"I will, Alan," she said before hanging up. My thoughts were interrupted by a man's voice.
"Need a lift, Gunny?" the man asked. I looked and saw a tall, well-built man in khakis loading a suitcase into a white SUV.
"Well, I thought my wife would be here by now," I said.
"Where are you headed?" he asked.
"Idaho, between Athol and Bayview off the 95," I told him.
"No problem," he said. "I'm going right by there, be happy to give you a lift." What the hell, I thought. Sure beat paying cab fare.
"Thanks," I said. "Appreciate it. Please, let me at least pay for your gas." He shook his head.
"Nah, don't worry about it," he said. "Company credit card takes care of it. Go ahead and load up." I tossed my seabag and my clothing bag into the SUV and climbed in.
"Home on leave?" he asked after he got in.
"Home for good," I said. "Thirty days terminal leave, then officially retired after 30 years."
"That's a long time," he said. "Name's John Sykes, by the way," he added, extending his hand.
"Alan Roberts," I said, shaking his hand.
"Where you coming in from?" he asked.
"Unit just got back from Afghanistan, flew out from Camp Lejeune," I told him.
"You've had quite a long day then," he said.
"You can say that again," I said. I pulled out my phone and sent Lisa another message: "Got ride, don't bother. CU at home."
"So, what are your plans?" he asked after we got on the road.
"Not much," I said. "Fishing, hunting, chasing the wife around the bedroom, you know." He chuckled at that.
"Yeah, I do," he said. "Spent twenty five years in the Army. Retired as a Lieutenant Colonel. Trust me, retirement isn't all it's cracked up to be."
"What do you do now?" I asked.
"I run a camp for men up in north Idaho," he said.
"Really?" I asked. "I've lived in Idaho all my life, never knew of any camp for men. When did that go in?"
"It's been there for about ten years now," he said. "No offense, but I'd be very surprised if you heard about it. We put it in Idaho specifically to keep it away from prying eyes."
"What kind of a camp is it?" I asked.
"It's a camp designed to help men deal with certain... personal situations," he said.
"Oh?" I asked. "What kind of situations?"
"Well, let me put it this way," he said. "You've obviously seen combat. Ever have a soldier or a Marine get a 'Dear John' letter from home?"
"More than once," I said.
"Then you know what it does to a man to learn his wife has been cheating on him," he said.
"Only too well," I said.
"We help men get through problems like that," he said. "The only difference is most of these men have never had the benefit of military training like you and I have. Hell, a lot of the men who come to my camp are damn near scared of their own shadow."
"Damn," I said. "So how do you help them?"
"Well, we build them up, physically," he said. "Then we work on their mental and emotional state and provide whatever legal services we can to get them through whatever they're facing."
"That sounds like a lot," I said. "How long do they stay at this camp of yours?"
"The normal course is three months long," he said. "It's very intense, much like your recruit training."
"Sounds like it," I said.
"Ever spend time as a drill instructor?" he asked.
"Yes," I said. "I did a successful tour at Parris Island, South Carolina." I went there as a Sergeant and was promoted to Staff Sergeant when I finished.
"Then you know the kind of techniques we use," he said. I was impressed with what this man was saying and became curious to see this camp. "In fact, I've been given the green light to bring in a new senior instructor, someone to ride herd on the other instructors, greet the new students, oversee the curriculum, that sort of thing. Sounds interesting?"
"I have to admit, it does," I said. "I somehow get the feeling we didn't meet by accident." He smiled.
"You're quite astute, Alan," he said. "I won't lie to you. You're too good a man for that. The company's had its eye on you for a while now."
"Me?" I asked. "Why me?"
"Well, for starters, you're local to the area, a recent combat veteran with a stellar record, other than a few bar brawls," he said with a smile. "Silver Star, Bronze Star, Meritorious Service Award, four Purple Hearts, Combat Action Ribbon, Navy Achievement Medal, Navy Commendation Medal, Navy-Marine Corps Medal, Good Conduct Medal -- despite the bar brawls. You're exactly what our program needs. Hell, Gunny, you're exactly what our students need."
"And you say your company has had its eye on me?" I asked, concerned.
"Yes," he said. "We've just been waiting for you to turn in your retirement package. It's a job tailor-made for a man like you. Pay and benefits are much better than what you had in the Corps and you'd only answer to me."
"Sounds interesting," I said. "But I detect a 'but' in your statement." He nodded his head.
"And you'd be right," he said, handing me a manila envelope sitting on the seat next to him. "There's just one problem you need to deal with first. Go ahead, take a look." I opened the folder and saw a neatly typed-out report detailing the activities of one Lisa Roberts -- my wife -- and a man named Elroy McEnroe, the principal of the school where she works.
My heart sank as I read the report. According to this, Lisa had been involved with this man, sexually, for more than 20 years, meeting with him frequently while I was gone. The photos were even worse, and showed her engaging in sex acts with this man. I saw a DVD in the envelope and dreaded thinking what it held.
"How did you get this?" I asked.
"I'm not going to insult your intelligence, Alan," he said. "The company decided to vet you after I expressed an interest in recruiting you for this position. Part of that vetting included your married life, for obvious reasons. I take it you had no idea this was going on." I shook my head, my mind blown at what was before me.
"No, I didn't," I said. "How do you know this has been going on for 25 years?"
"The investigators we use are top-notch," he said. "And they have the latest surveillance equipment. If there's something to be found, they'll find it. They determined that from conversations between your wife and Mr. McEnroe. It's obvious your wife went out of her way to hide this from you all these years." That explained all the time she spent there while I was overseas. That also meant she had spent half of the last 20 years with Elroy. Damn! I suddenly had a horrible thought.
"What about the kids?" I asked.
"That's the one piece of good news in all this," he said. "They're both yours."
"How do you know that?" I asked.
"Like I said, our investigators are the best," he said. "They got DNA samples from both your children and compared it to the DNA the military has on file for you. They all matched."
"I get the feeling you knew she wouldn't be there to pick me up at the airport," I said. He nodded his head.
"That's right," he said. "According to the investigators, they often meet after school lets out, but one day a week, she drives him to your house where they do the deed. Then she takes him back where he picks up his car and goes home. They've been following that routine since you've been gone. And tonight's the night they usually drive to your place."
"Damn," I said. "That's a 70 mile round trip just for a piece of ass. How could she do this?" I asked. John shrugged his shoulders.
"It happens, you know," he said. "Long deployments, time away from home and family. You come back from a war, changed in ways you don't even realize. It can put a strain on the best of marriages. The question now is, what are you going to do about it?"
"If all this is true, I have no choice but to divorce her," I said. John nodded his head in approval.
"Yes, I agree," he said. "What about him?"
"Good question," I said. "I'd like to skin him alive, but I don't want to go to jail. I'll think of something."
"All of the information you need is in the report," John said. "He's married and has two children with his wife. Who, by the way, doesn't know about his affair with Lisa."
"You swear to me this information is correct?" I asked. He nodded his head.
"Absolutely," he said. "If I had any doubt about any of it, I wouldn't have shown it to you. I really am sorry, Gunny. You're a good man and you don't deserve this."
"Who does?" I asked.
"Good point," John said. We reached the turnoff to my place and John turned onto the narrow paved road. We reached the entry to my driveway a few minutes later and turned in. "You really are out in the sticks," he said as he maneuvered his way down the driveway and stopped in front of my house. "Nice place you have here," he said.
"Thanks," I said. "My parents built this place with their bare hands. I had hoped Lisa and I could retire here. Guess it'll be just me, at least for now." John turned to look at me.
"Listen, Alan," he said, handing me a card. "Call me when you can, come on over to the camp. We can talk about this if you want. We even have counselors who can help you deal with this if you feel the need. I'll introduce you to the guys and give you the nickel tour and explain a bit more about what we do. I think it'll help you make up your mind. Feel free to wear your uniform if you want. I'm serious about the job, but this needs to be taken care of," he added, pointing to the manila envelope. I nodded my head in understanding.
"Thanks, John," I said. "For the ride, the offer, everything. I will take care of this, I promise you. I'll be in touch." We shook hands and I got out of the SUV, grabbing my seabag and clothing bag. He turned around and drove off as I headed to the front door.
I carried my stuff to the master bedroom and put everything away, my mind still in shock from what John had to say. I noticed the place was neat as a pin, the way Lisa always liked it. She may be a cheating slut, I thought, but at least she kept the house clean.
After I put everything away, I changed out of my uniform, putting on a pair of jeans and a t-shirt. I grabbed the manila folder and headed back downstairs. I needed to see what else was in this report.
I pulled out the DVD and slipped it in the player. I turned on the television and started the DVD. I saw Lisa and Elroy in what looked like a motel room. After they kissed, he began taking her clothes off. As I watched, he stripped her bra off and began kissing and sucking on her breasts, causing her to moan. He worked his way down, pulling her skirt off, then working her pantyhose and panties off. She had already kicked off her shoes, making it easier for him to remove the rest of her clothing.



She sat down on the bed and unhooked his belt. Pulling his trousers down, I noticed that he appeared to be somewhat out of shape. She leaned forward and seemed to take his penis in her mouth. I reversed the video a bit and looked closer.
From what I could tell, he had what could best be described as a "micro-dick" that couldn't have been more than a few inches in length. For some reason, I had always imagined that if she were to cheat on me, she'd find someone much better endowed than I. Apparently, that wasn't the case.
After she finished sucking him off, she laid back on the bed and spread her legs wide. He got between her legs and worked his smaller dick inside her before he began pumping. I could hear her moan and cry out as he fucked her. It didn't take very long for him to finish and soon, the two of them were snuggling on top of the bed. That was it? Seriously? There had to be more.
I could hear them say something but couldn't quite make it out, so I reversed the video a bit and turned up the volume. I was stunned as I listened to what they were saying.
"God, you feel so good inside me," she said softly. "You fit just perfect."
"Yeah?" he asked. "Better than your husband?"
"Much," she said. "He's so big it hurts most of the time."
"I thought you liked 'em big," he said. "Most women do."
"Yeah, well, I'm not 'most' women," she said. "Yes, he's big and manly and muscular but I prefer my soft little teddy bear," she added, rubbing her hand across his flabby gut. I thought I was going to get nauseous. "Trust me, Alan could be the poster boy for 'toxic masculinity,'" she said.
"Has he ever been in your ass?" Elroy asked. Her eyes widened.
"With that monster dick of his?" she asked. "No fucking way in hell. Besides, that's reserved for you." I was never into anal sex and had no real desire to even try, but it pissed me off that she readily gave that to Elroy without even giving me an opportunity to try.
"So, when are you going to leave him?" he asked.
"I don't know. Probably not until long after he retires," she said.
"If you play your cards right, you could get half of his retirement checks along with much of his savings and 401K," Elroy said. So that was her plan. Good thing I have that prenuptial agreement she signed when we first got married. My dad had the form all ready for me when he died. All I had to do was fill in her name. His primary concern was the house and the inheritance they had left me.
I heard enough and pulled out the phone book. It wasn't too late in the afternoon, so I called and made an appointment to see a family law attorney the next morning. I went upstairs and packed some of her stuff and put the bags by the door. To hell with her, I thought. If she wants out, I'll let her go. Afterward, I spent some time there on the couch thinking about life between Lisa and I.
As far as I knew, things were good between us. Sure, we had the same issues every married couple does, but we always worked through them. I had always thought that if she was going to cheat on me, it would be with someone much bigger than myself -- perhaps a cross between Arnold Schwarzenegger and John Holmes -- a muscle man with a 10-inch dick. I never imagined she'd go for the marshmallow man with a dick smaller than a Tootsie Roll.
I actually laughed out loud when I thought about it. In all the years we were together, though, I never had a clue that our lovemaking hurt her physically. She never said anything to me. If anything, I was amazed, and impressed, that she was always tight, even after giving birth to our children. Maybe, I thought, that was why she had started making excuses when I initiated sex these last couple years.
I went into my office and opened the cabinet where I kept my indoor tools. There, on the shelf, was an unopened pack of duct tape. There were two rolls in the pack and as I looked, a germ of an idea formed in my head. I grabbed the duct tape and a pack of zip ties and closed the cabinet. I went to my gun cabinet, unlocked it and pulled out a .45 caliber pistol. I made sure it was empty and went back into the dining room. I set everything on the table, made a sandwich, grabbed a beer and sat at the table, waiting for them to arrive.
It was starting to get dark when I heard a car pull into the garage. A couple minutes later, I heard the two of them giggling and talking as Lisa opened the door. Neither one of them saw me sitting at the table until they came into the main part of the house. Lisa's eyes grew wide when she saw me at the table.
"Alan!" she exclaimed. "When did you get here?"
"Didn't you get my emails and texts?" I asked.
"I'm sorry, the battery on my phone died," she said. "This isn't what it looks like, Alan, believe me."
"Really?" I asked. "You mean, this isn't you and Elroy here getting ready to fuck in OUR bed?" Alan moved toward me and I picked up my pistol. He stopped in his tracks, his eyes wide, his face turning whiter than it already was. I pulled the slide back and let it slam home for effect. There were no bullets in the pistol -- hell, the magazine wasn't even in the pistol grip -- but they didn't know that.
"Oh, God," he cried. "Please don't kill me." I noticed a wet spot at the crotch of his trousers and smiled. The fucker pissed himself.
"Shut up, asshole," I said. "You think you can fuck another man's wife for more than 20 years and walk away scot-free? I don't think so. Strip!"
"What?" he asked. "You w-want me to take my clothes off? Here?"
"Isn't that what you were going to do anyway?" I asked. "Now, STRIP, Goddammit. MOVE!" He jumped and began removing his clothes. Lisa looked at me, scared.
"What are you going to do?" she asked. "Are you going to hurt us?"
"Have I ever hurt you in all the years you've known me?" I asked. She shook her head. Elroy was taking his sweet time removing his trousers so I encouraged him to move faster.
"Quit fucking around," I ordered. "STRIP -- FASTER! MOVEIT!" I yelled. He removed his trousers, shoes and socks and stood there in his briefs. "I said STRIP! EVERYTHING!" He jumped, then slowly pulled his wet briefs down his legs. He stood there, his hands covering his genitals. I laughed.
"Good grief," I said. "You really are a disgusting fat tub of lard, aren't you?" Shaking, he nodded his head.
"I suppose I am," he stuttered.
"Alright," I said, waving my pistol. "Outside." I handed Lisa the two rolls of duct tape and motioned for her to follow. "Move!" They walked to the door, glancing back at me. I grabbed the zip ties and followed. Elroy had a difficult time navigating the yard in his bare feet, but I didn't care. I ordered them to a tree at the edge of the yard. It was the tree I normally used to dress game during hunting season.
"Get against the tree," I told him. "Put your back right up against it. Hands behind your back." I zip-tied his hands behind his back and forced him to stand in front of the tree and positioned him directly in front of a knot, and pushed him back so the knot would dig into his back.
"Are you going to shoot me here?" he asked.
"Only if you make me," I said. "Now, be a good boy and shut the fuck up." I looked at Lisa. "Tape him to the tree," I ordered. "All I want to see are his eyes and his nose. Move!" She took the first roll and began gingerly applying it to his skin. "Faster, Goddammit! RUN!" She began running around the tree, dispensing the tape as she ran. When the first roll was used up, I tossed the second to her and ordered to continue.
By the time she was done, Elroy was secured to the tree in a cocoon of duct tape. The only things visible were his eyes and his nose. He looked back and forth, frightened. I walked up to him and made sure he couldn't move. Then I looked him in the eye, smiled and took out my phone. I dialed his home number, which I had thanks to the report John had given me.
"McEnroe residence, Judy speaking," a female voice said at the other end.
"Mrs. McEnroe, my name is Alan Roberts," I said. "Is your husband, Elroy, there?"
"Uh, no, he's having a meeting with the teachers at his school," she said. "Can I take a message and have him call you back."
"That won't be necessary, Mrs. McEnroe, thanks anyway," I said. "I'm sorry for the deception, but the truth is, your husband is at my house with my wife and I think you should come pick him up." I could see Elroy's eyes grow even wider under the tape.
"What's he doing at your house with your wife?" Judy asked.
"Well, they were going to have sex, but they had a change of plan," I said.
"WHAT!" Judy yelled. "Are you sure about this? Is this some kind of a sick joke?"
"No, ma'am," I said. "It's no joke. They've been having an affair for more than 20 years."
"That BASTARD!" she yelled. "I'm going to kick that fucker's ass! Goddamn right I'll come pick him up. Where are you located?"
"Idaho, just east of Athol off the 95," I said. "I'll text you directions."
"Thank you, Mr. Roberts," she said. "I'll be there as soon as I can." After we ended the call, I texted her the directions to my house, then looked at Elroy, who was more afraid than before.
"I'm going to have a little talk with my wife now, if you don't mind," I told him. "Don't go anywhere now, you hear?" He tried to shake his head but the tape kept him from doing so. I motioned for Lisa to go inside. She walked away and I followed her. When we got inside, I motioned for her to sit on the couch then picked up the remote for the television and DVD player.
"How long has this shit been going on?" I asked. "And before you say anything, remember I know a lot more than you think."
"It's been going on for a while," she said quietly.
"A while?" I asked. "Like what, a month? A year? Ten years? Twenty years? Longer?"
"Longer," she said, her face downcast.
"Longer," I said, repeating her answer. "I see. When did it start?"
"About 1995," she said. "We've worked together for years and we never did anything while you were home. We only got together when you were gone."
"Including all those times I was deployed overseas?" I asked. She nodded her head.
"Yes," she said. "I'm sorry. I never meant to hurt you. You were never supposed to find out."
"So while I was out fighting terrorists and getting my ass shot off, you were back here fucking that piece of shit in OUR bed?" I asked. She began crying. "Stop the waterworks," I told her. "Answer the Goddamn question." She wiped her eyes and nodded her head.
"Yes," she said. "Please. We can get past this. Can't you give me another chance?"
"Get past this?" I asked. "Are you shitting me right now? You think I'm just supposed to turn a blind eye to your cheating? Give me one good reason why I shouldn't just kick your ass to the curb right now."
"This doesn't have to affect us," she said. "And I don't want a divorce." I knew she was lying, since I heard what she told Elroy.
"It's too late for that, bitch," I said. "I'm seeing an attorney tomorrow." She looked up at me, defiant.
"You don't want to do that," she said. "Elroy said if you try to divorce me I can get half of your retirement pay, the house and everything else." I laughed and held up the prenuptial agreement.
"There's only one problem," I said. "You remember the prenuptial you signed all those years ago? Guess what? It's still valid and it's ironclad. You won't get shit if I can help it. The house is all mine, remember? It was willed to me by my parents. And the prenuptial is clear about what happens in the event of infidelity. Don't worry, I'll follow it to the letter. You'll get 40 percent of our joint savings but no support. And I keep ALL of my retirement."
"I'll fight you on this," she said.
"I thought you might say something like that," I said, pointing the remote at the television. I hit play and video of her screwing Elroy showed up on the screen. Her face went white and she covered her mouth with her hand.
"Oh my God," she gasped. "How did you get this? Please, turn it off." I shook my head.
"It doesn't matter how I got it," I said. "What does matter is what your school board will do once they get a copy of this." She looked at me, shocked.
"I'd lose my job," she said. "So would Elroy. Please, no, don't do that."
"So you'll sign the papers when you get them?" I asked. Defeated, she nodded her head. I turned the volume up on the video and fast-forwarded to the part where she complained that I was too big for her. "Can you explain this to me?" I asked. "All these years we've been together and you never once complained. Why didn't you say something?"
"I didn't want to hurt your feelings," she said. "I've always been small down there. At first I enjoyed it, and you always got me off, but after a while it began to hurt."
"And that's why you started giving excuses to not have sex with me?" I asked. She nodded her head.
"Yes," she said. "I'm sorry."
"Yeah, you said that," I told her. I grabbed her purse and pulled out her keys. I removed her house keys, then pulled out her wallet. I took her ATM and joint credit card. I saw her STCU card and left that in her wallet. I knew she had an account at the Spokane Teacher's Credit Union, and knew that she regularly deposited ten percent of her pay into that account. I figured if she needed money she could use that. I tossed her purse back onto the couch.
"I guess I should pack up and leave then," she said quietly.
"Not just yet," I told her. "You still have some explaining to do. You need to tell your parents and our children what you've done so they know why we're getting divorced."
"Please, don't make me do that," she begged, crying.
"Why?" I asked. "You had no problem cheating on me for two decades. Surely you're not ashamed of what you've done?"
"They'll hate me, I know it," she cried.
"Too bad," I said, picking up the phone. I was about to call her parents, but saw a set of headlights pulling into the driveway. I figured it was Judy, come to collect her husband. "Ah, I see Judy is here. You can start by explaining to her why you fucked her husband."
A minute later, there was a knock at the door. I opened it to find a fairly well-endowed woman who looked to be a bit younger than me. She looked quite attractive and filled out her ripped denim jeans nicely. I couldn't help but notice that she was eyeballing me even more than I was her.
"Yes?" I asked.
"Are you Alan Roberts?" she asked, her eyes glancing at my crotch.
"Yes, and you must be Judy McEnroe," I said.
"For the moment, yes," she said.
"Please come in," I said, opening the door further.
"So, where is the slimy piece of shit hiding?" she asked. I smiled as she said that. I liked this woman right off the bat.
"He's a bit tied up at the moment," I said. "He's not going anywhere, I assure you of that." Judy looked at Lisa and her face turned red with rage.
"So, you're the bitch fucking my soon-to-be ex-husband," she said. Her eyes opened wide as she recognized my wife. "Oh my God, it's YOU! Lisa Conroy. I should've known." She went to Lisa and slapped her as hard as she could across the face. Lisa fell back as Judy struck her yet again. "You fucking bitch! You always went after my boyfriends in high school and now you're fucking my husband."
"Please, stop," Lisa cried.
"Shut up, you fucking no-good whore," Judy yelled. "I ought to kick your ass into the middle of next week. How could you! You're married to this gorgeous hunk of man-meat and you cheat on him with the Pillsbury Dough Boy? What the fuck kind of crack are you smoking?" Judy stopped long enough to look at me. "Where is that no-good bastard?" she asked.
"I'll take you to him," I said. "Hang on." I went into my office and opened the cabinet that held the duct tape. I found what I was looking for pretty quick -- a box cutter, a bottle of 90 percent isopropyl alcohol and a fairly clean rag that used to be a t-shirt. I went back into the front room and motioned for Judy to follow me.
We went outside and I pointed to the tree where I had secured Elroy. Judy busted out laughing when she saw him cocooned in duct tape. Elroy didn't look too pleased to see his wife and I could see the terror in his eyes.
"I love your style, Alan," she said. "It'll take forever to get him out of all that." I shook my head and set the alcohol and the rag on the ground.
"No it won't," I said. She held up a hand.
"Hang on just a second," she said. She walked up to him and looked him in the eyes for a second before punching him in the stomach. He would've doubled over but couldn't. "You fucking asshole," she said, taking her rings off. She threw the rings on the ground and punched him again. "You haven't touched me for months and now I know why. You've been fucking that whore, Lisa. I'm surprised she could even find that tiny little pee-pee of yours." I decided this was one woman I didn't want pissed off at me.
"Are you done yet?" I asked her. She looked at me, her eyes filled with rage.
"I'm just getting started," she said. "But you can cut him out if you want. And it wouldn't hurt my feelings if you accidentally cut his pecker off." I pulled out the box cutter and sliced the tape between his body and the tree. Then I stood back and looked at Lisa.
"You can tear it all off at one time if you want," I said. "Think of it as a country version of a full body wax." Her face broke out in a wide smile as she took in what I just said. That's when I noticed her dimples.
"I know exactly what you're talking about," she said before looking back at Elroy. "I hope pain is something you really enjoy," she told him. Taking the edge of the sliced tape in her hands, she quickly ripped the whole mess of tape off his body, taking off a lot of body hair with it. He screamed in agony as she tore the tape away from him.
Once free of the tape, Elroy fell to the ground, writhing in agony. I could see where the tape had removed a lot of body hair, so I grabbed the bottle of alcohol and the rag. I soaked the rag in alcohol and began applying it to his body. He screamed even louder as the pain hit.
"Don't be a pussy," I told him. "I don't want you to get infected, after all." Judy laughed as Elroy rolled around in pain. "Alright, get up," I told him. "Get your ass in the house." He got up, his hands still zip-tied behind his back and ran to the house, naked.
"That was more fun that I've had with him in years," Judy said as she watched Elroy lurch into the house. We went back inside and I cut the zip ties, freeing his hands. I picked up his clothes and tossed them at him.
"Get dressed," I told him. He put his clothes on as fast as he could as I approached Lisa. "You've got some more calls to make," I told her.
"Please, haven't you done enough?" she begged.
"No," I said. "Call you mother and put her on speaker." Shaking, Lisa called her parents.
"Hello," her mother said when she answered.
"Mom," Lisa cried, "it's me, Lisa."
"Lisa," her mother said. "What's the matter? Are you hurt?"
"Mom, Alan's throwing me out of the house," Lisa said, crying.
"Why would he do that?" her mother asked.
"He found out I've been ch-cheating on him," Lisa said through her sobs.
"You did WHAT?" her mother asked, clearly angry. "You stupid bitch. How could you do that to your husband? I thought I raised you better than that. What the fuck is wrong with you? I don't blame him for throwing you out."
"Mom, please, can I come stay with you for a little while?" Lisa asked.
"I guess so, but not for too long," her mother said. "And no men. You got me?"
"Thanks, Mom," she said.
"Is Alan there?" her mother asked.
"I'm here, Mom," I said. I liked Lisa's parents and had called them Mom and Dad ever since we were married.
"Are you okay, son?" she asked.
"I'll manage, Mom," I said. "It won't be easy, but I'll be okay."



"I'm so sorry, Alan," Lisa's mother said. "You've always been so good to her. I don't know what got into that pea brain of hers. Please, stay in touch."
"I will, Mom, thanks," I said before she ended the call. I looked at Lisa before continuing. "You've got two more calls to make, so get to it."
"Please don't make me do this," she sobbed.
"Why not?" I asked. "They deserve to hear the truth. Get to it." Shaking, Lisa picked up the phone and called our son, Carl.
"Hello," he said when he answered the phone.
"Hi, Carl," Lisa said. "It's Mom."
"Are you alright, Mom?" he asked.
"No," she said. "You father and I are getting divorced."
"What?" he asked. "No way. What happened? Did Dad cheat on you or something?"
"No, son, I cheated on your Dad and he found out," Lisa said.
"Mom, how could you?" he asked. "Is Dad there?"
"I'm here, son," I said. "Before you ask, I'm okay. I just felt like you needed to hear the truth. Your mother's been doing this now for over 20 years. I just found out today."
"Oh my God, Dad," he said. "I'm sorry to hear that."
"I'm so sorry, Carl," she said.
"Yeah, sorry you got caught," he said. "Look, Mom, I can't believe you'd do this to Dad. I gotta go, I'll talk to you later. Bye." He ended the call and Lisa sobbed as she sat on the couch.
"One more call," I said. Lisa looked up, her eyes red and puffy.
"Please, I'm begging you," she said. "No more."
"One call," I said. "Do it." Shaking, Lisa dialed our daughter. The call went pretty much the same as the others, except Renee was considerably more upset than Carl.
"You stupid fucking bitch!" she said when Lisa told her what was going on. "I hope Dad kicks your slimy ass to the curb."
"He is," Lisa said.
"How can you be so fucking STUPID?" Renee asked. "You're not my mother. Right now I don't know who you are. You'd better get your shit squared away, or it'll be a cold day in hell before you ever see your grandchildren. Don't call me ever again. Goodbye!" Lisa sobbed uncontrollably as Renee ended the call.
"Are you beginning to understand the consequences of your actions?" I asked. "You've completely destroyed two families with your selfishness. I hope you're happy." Lisa wiped her eyes as I spoke to her.
"I told you, I'm sorry," she said. "Now everyone hates me."
"Well, you reap what you sow," I said. "I think it's time you leave. I've already packed up your toiletries and a few things. You can make arrangements to come by later for the rest of your shit." Nodding her head, Lisa went upstairs, grabbed the suitcase and night bag I set by the bedroom door and came back down. Judy stopped her before she walked out the door.
"Wait just a second," Judy said. "Did I hear your husband right? You've been screwing my husband for over 20 years?" Lisa looked down at the floor, ashamed.
"Yes," she said quietly.
"Well, then, I guess you won't mind if I fuck your husband," she said. "After all, it's been years since I've been with a real man and your husband seems to be pretty well equipped." Judy looked at me. "What do you think? You up for a bit of revenge nookie?" Lisa dropped the suitcase she was carrying and looked at us.
"You wouldn't, would you?" she asked, tears falling down her cheeks. "Please tell me you wouldn't do that to me."
"I don't know," I said. "Best offer I've had in quite a while. Besides, why should the cheaters have all the fun?" Judy laughed at that.
"I guess I have no room to complain," Lisa said.
"No, you don't, bitch," Judy said. "Oh, and don't forget to take out the trash," she added, grabbing Elroy by the collar. She looked at Elroy before speaking again. "Don't come by the house. I don't care where you sleep. Stay in your car or get a motel room. I don't ever want to see you again, asshole. I'll be seeing a lawyer tomorrow. Got it?" He sheepishly nodded his head.
"I got it," he said as he headed for the door. Lisa looked at me one last time.
"I'm really sorry, Alan," she said. "For everything. Goodbye." With that, she turned away and walked out of the house and out of my life. We watched as Lisa drove down the driveway and turned on the main road. I felt a tear threaten to fall down my cheek and wiped my eyes. Judy turned to me.
"Are you okay?" she asked.
"Yeah, just got something in my eye," I said. She smiled.
"Bullshit," she said softly. I laughed.
"Tell me, how do you walk away from 30 years of marriage?" I asked.
"By opening yourself up to new possibilities," she said. I nodded my head. "You really didn't know about any of this, did you?" she asked. I shook my head.
"No," I said. "I just found out today. She only did it while I was deployed. What about you? Did you know what he was doing?"
"I suspected," she said. "I could smell her perfume on him and his clothes. I never caught him in the act, though. I sucked it up and hoped he would come around."
"So, what are you going to do now?" I asked.
"I don't know," she said, sighing. "I've always been a stay-at-home wife and mother. That's all I ever wanted to be. My mother raised me kinda old-fashioned. Said the best job a woman could ever have was that of a home-maker. I married right out of high school and never held a paying job. All I wanted to do was make my husband happy and raise my kids to be the best they could be. I'll manage, though." I nodded my head. I had no doubt she would land on her feet.
"Did you really mean what you said earlier?" I asked. "About the sex and all?" She laughed.
"Hang around me long enough, cowboy, and you'll learn I say what I mean and mean what I say," she said.
"Would you like to stay the night?" I asked.
"Would you mind?" she asked.
"I'd love to have some company," I said.
"I think I would, too," she said. "Would it be okay if I raid your bathroom for a bit? I didn't bring anything with me."
"Sure," I said. "Go for it." I gave her directions and watched as she walked up the stairs to the master bathroom. She came back down about a half hour later wearing nothing but one of my old red Marine Corps t-shirts. I felt my cock stir in my jeans as I watched her walk down the stairs. She looked at me and smiled.
"I borrowed one of your t-shirts," she said. "I hope you don't mind."
"Not at all," I said.
"I also borrowed one of your wife's unused razors," she added, lifting up the t-shirt to reveal a freshly-shaved pussy. My cock threatened to burst out of my jeans as I took in what she displayed. Lisa had never done anything like that for me. I was mesmerized by the sight of her open lips.
"You've never seen a shaved pussy before?" she asked, standing before me with her feet spread. I shook my head.
"No, never," I said. She smiled and pulled the t-shirt over her head, tossing it on a chair. She stood before me totally naked, running her hands up and down her body.
"You like?" she purred. God, what was there NOT to like?
"Oh yeah," I said. "I definitely like." She smiled and pulled her pussy lips open.
"You ever watch a woman masturbate for you?" she asked.
"Never," I said.
"Wow," she said. "You mean Lisa never did anything like this for you?" She rubbed her pussy lips, sticking first one, then two fingers inside herself.
"No, never," I said. "You do this for Elroy?"
"A few times, but he never seemed interested in watching," she said. "Besides, he's not equipped like you are. He never got me as hot or wet as I am right now. Here, feel," she added, taking my hand and placing directly on her sex. She was soaking wet and her smooth skin felt quite warm to the touch. I thought my cock was going to explode. "Go ahead," she said. "Put your finger inside me. Feel me. Fuck me with your fingers."
I finger-fucked her for a few minutes, mesmerized by the sight of her smooth female flesh. The urge hit me, so I ran my hands behind her ass and pulled her sex to me, running my tongue up and down her slit. I found her clit and began sucking on it, which drove her wild.
"Oh, God," she moaned, running her hands through my short hair. "Yes, eat me." After a couple minutes, she knelt in front of me and kissed me hard, running her tongue inside my mouth. I kissed her back and we were locked together in a frantic bout of kissing. She pulled my shirt off over my head and ran her hands over my chest.
As we kissed, she unbuckled my belt and unzipped my jeans. I knew what she wanted, so I raised up enough to let her pull my trousers off. Pulling them to my feet along with my boxers, she broke the kiss long enough to take my shoes and socks off. Tossing my jeans, boxers, shoes and socks to the side, she looked at my now-erect cock.
"This is the biggest cock I have ever seen in my life," she said as she took it in her hands. "I gotta have this inside me." The next thing I knew, she was on the couch next to me, her legs spread wide. "Fuck me," she moaned. "Put that monster cock in my pussy and fuck my brains out. I need a real man's cock inside my pussy." I certainly wasn't going to argue. I positioned myself between her legs and slowly pushed my way into her.
Her eyes opened wide as I went inside her and she made a noise that reminded me of a hungry mountain lion. She was delightfully snug -- not overly tight like Lisa, and I felt as though I was in a hot, wet velvet glove. We started bucking against each other, frantically. We weren't making love at this point -- we were coupling like sexually-frustrated animals in heat.
"Fuck me," she moaned as I pounded into her. "God, you feel so good in my pussy. Don't ever stop fucking me!" I kept going until I felt myself start to ejaculate.
"I'm getting ready to cum," I told her. She wrapped her legs around my body and grabbed my ass with both hands.
"Do it," she begged. "Cum inside my pussy. Fill me up. I need it so bad." I growled as I felt myself explode inside her. She felt it as well and shook as her own orgasm hit. She clawed at my back as I pumped my seed inside her. We kissed each other, hard, as our orgasms subsided.
We looked each other in the eye as we caught our breath. I realized that besides Lisa, this was the only other woman I had ever been with in more than 30 years. I think she realized it as well. We both needed this, but I wondered if I was making a mistake. As nice as this was, did I really want to get involved with another woman the very day I kicked my cheating wife out of the house?
"Penny for your thoughts," I said. She smiled and wrapped her arms around my neck.
"That was the first real orgasm I've had with a man since I got married," she said.
"Seriously?" I asked. She nodded her head.
"Yeah," she said. "Not that Elroy didn't try. He did. He even managed to get me pregnant a couple times. I still wonder how he did that sometimes. Hell, you saw him."
"Yeah, I did," I said. "So what did you do?"
"I learned to fake it," she said. "Then I learned how to take care of myself," she added, holding up her hands. I knew what she meant.
"Why did you stay with him, then?" I asked.
"Believe it or not, I loved him," she said. "Once. He was a good man, at first. He always took care of me and the kids. You loved your wife, too, didn't you?"
"Yeah, I did," I said. "A part of me probably always will. But I'll be damned if I'm going to tolerate her cheating."
"I feel the same way," she said. "As far as I'm concerned, my marriage is over. I kept my vows. The moment he broke them, though, it was done."
"What now?" I asked.
"You mean, us?" she asked. I nodded my head.
"Yeah," I said. "I've never been the type to have one-night stands, and I'm too damn old to start dating again."
"Is that your way of saying you like me and want to keep on seeing me?" she asked.
"I guess so," I said.
"Well," she began. "I like you, too, Alan Roberts. And I really don't want this to be a one-time revenge fuck. If it's all the same to you, I'd kinda like to see where this goes."
"I'd like that as well," I said. She smiled and kissed me.
"Good," she said. "Just one thing, though."
"What's that?" I asked.
"You fuck around on me and I'll cut your nuts off with a dull butter knife," she said, smiling. I laughed out loud.
"You know, I believe you actually would," I said. "It's a deal," I added with a kiss. "What do you say we head upstairs?"
"Lead on," she said. We headed upstairs and made love a couple more times before falling asleep in each others arms. The next morning, I awoke to find my cock deep inside her mouth. This was another first and I liked it -- a lot. As I watched, she sucked until I came inside her mouth. She made a show of swallowing my cum.
"Good morning, lover," she said with a smile. "Want some breakfast?"
"I'd love some," I said. She stood up and put her clothes back on.
"Good," she said. "I'll go downstairs and get started while you get dressed. I already started the coffee. What have you got planned for the day?"
"I have an appointment to see a lawyer this morning, then I'm going to talk to a man about a job," I said. "What about you?"
"Well, I'll go home after breakfast, then make arrangements to see a lawyer myself," she said. "I'll see you downstairs," she added before she left. I went into the bathroom, did my morning business then took a shower. I decided to wear a class C uniform, so I got dressed, made sure everything was squared away, then went downstairs. Judy's eyes opened wide when she saw me.
"Are you in the Army or something?" she asked.
"Marine Corps," I said. "At least for about another month. I'm on terminal leave awaiting retirement." She looked at the ribbons and badges on my chest.
"What are all those for?" she asked.
"Different things," I said. "This one, for example, says I was in the wrong place at the wrong time, more than once," I added, pointing to the Purple Heart ribbon with three stars attached to it.
"Oh my God," she said. "You were wounded in combat? Seriously?"
"Yeah," I said. "Four times."
"Where have you been?" she asked.
"Desert Storm, back in the 90s," I said. "Then three tours to Iraq and three more to Afghanistan."
"How long have you been in the military?" she asked.
"A little more than 30 years, total," I said. "Some of that was in the Reserves, but I was on active duty most of the time."
"So, your wife was cheating on you with my husband while you were off fighting a war?" she asked. "And he knew what you were doing?"
"Yeah," I said. She shook her head in disbelief.
"That asshole," she said. "He's going to pay dearly." We ate breakfast, then headed out. She asked me to call her after I got home, and I promised I would.
The visit with the attorney went well. He listened to my story and looked over my evidence, the prenuptial and the financial information I brought in, showing she made several thousand more as a teacher than I ever did while on active duty.
"Well, I think this is pretty much a slam dunk," he said. "With the financials and your pre-nuptial, I believe we can eliminate any order for support, especially given that she makes about $68,000 a year. She can certainly live off that in Spokane Valley. Of course, the house and property were yours to begin with and the prenuptial clearly states that any retirement is to be untouched. You'll have to split the bank account, though. I can't see any judge saying otherwise. We'll push for the 40 percent as spelled out in the agreement. When would you like her served?"
"As soon as possible," I said.
"Okay," he said. "We'll have to do some work to get her served in Washington, but that's not a problem. We do that all the time. I'll go ahead and get this drawn up and filed. If all goes well, we can have her served early next week. All I need from you right now is the filing fee and my retainer. You can pay the young lady out front when you leave." He handed me a sheet of paper. "Here's a checklist of things you should do to protect yourself," he added. "Hopefully, your wife hasn't gotten to the bank yet."
I looked at the list. I would definitely have to stop at the bank on my way out. Most of the rest of this could be done online.
"Any questions?" he asked. I shook my head.
"Not at the moment," I said. He handed me a card and shook my hand.
"Feel free to call if you need anything," he said. "And good luck." I stopped on the way out and paid the filing fee along with a retainer and headed out. I called John when I got in my truck.
"Just got finished with my lawyer," I told him. "I have to stop at the bank to take care of business there, but I'd like to come discuss that job you talked about."
"I'll be here, Gunny," he said. "Look forward to seeing you." He texted me the directions to the camp after we ended our call.
I went to the bank and found that Lisa hadn't touched the account yet, so I took out 60 percent and used it to open a new account in my name only. I then canceled the joint credit cards after paying the balance. I also ordered a new ATM card and a new credit card for myself.
From there, I headed to the camp, which was about 35 miles northeast from my house as the crow flies. Unfortunately, the road trip was a bit longer than that, but it was a nice day and it gave me an opportunity to think about my life.
In just one day, I had gone from being a happily-married man looking forward to retirement and old age with my wife to learning that I had been made a fool and a cuckold for over 20 years. Six of those years I had been in a war zone, literally putting my life on the line. I realized that emotionally I had dealt with Lisa's betrayal the same way I had dealt with armed fanatics and terrorists out to kill me in combat.
At least there was Judy. I'm not sure how I could have dealt with all this by myself. I certainly liked her spunk and her candor. And she was damn good in bed. I just hoped I wasn't making a mistake by getting involved with her so soon after ditching Lisa.
I finally came to the road leading to Camp Rollins. There wasn't any traffic on the narrow two-lane road so I made pretty good time. I came to a gate with a small guard shack and stopped. An armed man in camouflage utilities came to my window.
"I'm here to see John Sykes," I said. "Name is Roberts. Alan Roberts." I handed him John's card and my driver's license as I had been instructed.
"One moment, sir," the guard said. He looked my truck over and walked back to the shack. I watched as he spoke to someone on a field telephone. A minute or two later, he walked back to my truck and handed my license and business card back.
"Commandant Sykes is expecting you. Welcome to Camp Rollins, Gunny Roberts," the man said. I started to thank him but he had already left to open the gate. He waved as I drove through and I waved back.
After a few more sharp curves, I found myself entering what looked like a typical military camp. The wooden buildings were arranged neatly around a central, paved area where groups of men marched or ran. The place was immaculate and the grounds were neatly manicured. I found the camp headquarters and parked in front of it.
I walked inside and was met by an attractive blonde receptionist in a professional-length skirt. She looked up and smiled as I entered the office.
"You must be Gunnery Sergeant Roberts," she said.
"I am," I said.
"Welcome to Camp Rollins," she said. "Commandant Sykes is expecting you. Would you like a cup of coffee?"
"Yes, please. That sounds great," I said. "Black, if that's okay."
"Of course," she said. "Please, go right on in." I tapped on his doorway and he motioned me inside as he spoke on the phone. I noticed he wore a khaki uniform shirt with a set of silver oak leaves designating the rank he held in the Army. He hung up the phone and stood to greet me.
"Glad you came out, Gunny," he said. "Please, have a seat." I sat just as the receptionist brought in my coffee. I thanked her and took a sip. It was just what the doctor ordered. "I take it you had no problem getting here."



"None at all, you gave excellent directions," I said.
"Good," he said. "Before we get too deep in things, let me tell you a little more about the men who come here. Every man who comes through that gate is a victim. They've all been cheated on and quite a few of them have been abused in one way or another. Sometimes the abuse is physical. Almost every man who comes here has been abused emotionally. In other cases, they've suffered both physical and emotional abuse. That's on top of being cuckolded and humiliated." I could relate to that. He continued.
"On top of that, these men are what you might think of as 'wimps.' I know in this day and age, we're not supposed to use terms like that, but I believe in straight talk," he said. "Most of the men who come here are weak, both physically and emotionally. Some of them are also frightened and they feel they have no one else to turn to for help. Unfortunately, the women they've chosen to attach themselves to take advantage of that."
"Wow," I said, shocked at what he told me. "So, what do you do?"
"The first thing we do is make them focus and build them up physically," John said. "We take away their access to the Internet and we don't allow any electronics -- cell phones, laptops, tablets, you name it. For the three months they're here, the Internet doesn't exist. That means no email, no Facebook, no YouTube, nothing." I laughed.
"I bet that goes over well," I said sarcastically. He laughed.
"Sometimes," he said. "Before coming here, some of these guys spent their whole day looking at their cell phones, completely oblivious to the world around them. We take that away from them and force them to confront their problems."
"So how do they stay in contact with their families?" I asked.
"That's a valid question," John said. "We give them a post office box address they can send home. Any communication is done through regular mail. We have mail drops in Bonners Ferry and Clark Fork and mail is delivered twice a week."
"That's a long way to get mail," I said. John nodded his head.
"We don't want spouses sending people up to cause trouble," he said. "We have armed guards, helicopters and an electronic security perimeter around the camp. If anyone tries to get in, we'll know about it."
"Has anyone ever tried to break in?" I asked.
"It's been attempted," John said. "Fortunately, we were able to neutralize the threat. There's an unclassified briefing on that in the packet I'll be sending home with you." Neutralized, I thought to myself. An interesting term, to say the least. I couldn't help but wonder what he meant by that.
"So tell me more about the training itself," I said.
"I'll give you a brief overview. It's all spelled out in the packet I'll be sending home with you. The first month is the hardest for the students," John explained. "In addition to being weaned off modern electronics and the Internet, they undergo rigorous physical training, very much like the first phase of your recruit training. Their day starts at 0500 with Reveille, they double-time everywhere and the instructors are quite forceful, if you know what I mean.
"The second month is where we introduce the students to their counselors," John said. "They undergo very intensive counseling to face their issues. Of course, the physical training continues and we start teaching them self defense. The third month, we intensify all of that and introduce them to lawyers to take care of whatever legal issues they may have." He looked at his watch before continuing.
"As a matter of fact, there's a group session taking place right now. You may find this interesting," he said.
"Sure," I said. We left his office and walked to another building. Opening the door, he motioned for me to enter first. When I stepped inside, I saw a group of men sitting in a semicircle in front of a female counselor. The instructor sitting by the door stood as John entered, then nodded at me and sat back down. We took our seats in the back of the room and quietly watched.
One of the students was recalling how his wife had forced him to service her lovers, both orally and anally, as she laughed and belittled his prowess as a man. He broke down crying, and the students on either side of him patted him on the shoulder, telling him he would be alright. I looked at the instructor, a big man wearing sergeant's chevrons on his collar.
He sat there stoically, taking it all in. I could see his jaw clench in anger as the student cried. As the counselor spoke to the student, I made up my mind to join this organization. If there was anything I could do to help these poor men, I would do it.
After listening to more of the counseling session, John motioned to me and we left. He took me around the camp, showing me what they had to offer. From there, we went to the instructor's hut, a building where the instructors gathered to keep up on the latest information. There were several men, all wearing the same khaki shirts as John. Some wore sergeant's chevrons, and a few wore the rank insignia of a staff sergeant. John had them gather in the main part of the hut and introduced me to them.
We talked for a while and I learned that about half were former Marine drill instructors, and about half were former Army drill sergeants. From the conversation, I could tell these men were a tight-knit group and they really cared about the well-being of their students.
"So, are you looking to come on board?" one of them asked me. I looked at John before answering.
"As a matter of fact, I am," I said. John smiled before speaking.
"I've asked John to be our new senior instructor," John said. "He's currently on terminal leave, so it'll be a while before he's here full-time. In the meantime, I'd like for him to spend some time here, get to know everyone." The others nodded their head in approval.
"Welcome aboard, Gunny," one of them said, shaking my hand. The others followed suit.
"Thanks," I said. From there, John and I walked back to his office, talking about the job and the work being done at the camp.
"So," John said. "Are you in?" I nodded my head.
"I am, John," I said. He smiled and shook my hand.
"Welcome aboard," he said. "If you don't mind my asking, what made you decide to join us?"
"Listening to that man in the counseling session," I said. "I never knew stuff like that actually happened. I thought it just something you read about on the Internet."
"Yeah," John said. "It's a lot more prevalent than people know. By the way, I suppose I should make you an official offer," he said, laughing. He handed me a piece of paper and I nearly fell over when I saw what the company was offering -- a salary that was far higher than I made in the Corps along with a benefit package to die for. Of course I accepted the offer.
"Good," John said, handing me a pile of binders. "Some light reading to get you through the next few weeks." I laughed. "Feel free to come out any time you want. You'll definitely want to come out for the 'burn the bitch' ceremony."
"The what?" I asked.
"It's something we do at the end of every class," he said. "I think you'll enjoy it."
After saying our goodbyes, I took the pile of binders and headed home.
The next three weeks went by fast. Lisa got the divorce and signed them right away, not contesting anything. The lawyer called me and said my divorce would be final in 30 days. Judy filed for divorce against Elroy, but hers would take longer -- at least 90 days -- since she filed in her home state of Washington.
I never heard from Lisa again, and really didn't care to. Her parents came by about two weeks after I filed for divorce and picked up what few items she wanted from the house along with the rest of her stuff. I gave them the cashier's check for her portion of the bank accounts along with all the pictures we had that included her. I wanted nothing around that would remind me of her. According to Lisa's mother, she was too embarrassed to face me. Somehow, I wasn't surprised.
Judy, however, had spent the last three weekends at my place and we had a great time. I took her fishing on Lake Pend O'Reille, and she had a lot of fun. Lisa never cared much for that, but Judy took right to it, eagerly cleaning and cooking the string of kokanee salmon we caught.
I made it a point to visit the camp a couple times a week and visited with each of the instructors. I learned that all of them were combat veterans and were divorced, although a couple of them were pursing new relationships. I also sat in on several more group counseling sessions, just to get a feel for what had driven the students to come here in the first place. I had to admit, their stories tugged at my heart.
I also learned what brought about the tight security on the camp. From what I was able to put together, a student had been targeted by an organization called MMAS. He escaped his wife and came to the camp, but the organization was set on bringing him back. They even went so far as to attempt an armed incursion into the camp, but the effort was foiled, thanks to the camp's guards and a federal agency I had never heard of before.
As a result, the company established new policies stating that the agency would be contacted if MMAS was ever mentioned by a prospective student. From what I read, the agency had been called twice in the last year.
Close to the end of the month, John invited me to come witness a "burn the bitch" ceremony, which marked the end of a three-month class. I put on my class "C" uniform and headed out. The ceremony was conducted at night and I stood back with John and observed.
As I watched, the students in the class attached pictures of their wives on a straw figure, which was then raised up and attached to a pole with rope. A pile of wood was at the base of the pole. One of the students was called out and handed a lit torch.
"Burn the bitch!" the instructor commanded.
"Sir! Burn the bitch! Aye, aye, sir!" the student responded. He lit the pile of wood, and the fire quickly engulfed the straw figure. The students began chanting, "burn, burn, burn!" As the figure burned, the students went wild, pumping their fists into the air, howling and chanting. When the figure fell on the ground, the students danced and chanted and some urinated on the figure. This went on for some time until the figure was reduced to ashes.
"What's the purpose of this?" I asked John.
"This little ceremony gives the men a sense of closure," he explained. "It's a way of cleaning themselves of what's been tormenting them without visiting actual violence on their spouses. They'll graduate from here tomorrow, ready to handle whatever life may throw at them. Just think -- three months ago, they came here as wimpy cuckolds. Tomorrow, they leave as men." I could understand that. For a moment, I imagined Lisa was the one tied up being burned to ash. The thought made me smile to myself.
"How are things on the home front?" John asked.
"Good," I said. "The divorce will be final in a few days."
"How are you holding up?" he asked. I nodded my head.
"I'm doing good," I said. "A lot better than I thought I would."
"That's good to hear," he told me. "I understand your terminal leave is over in a few days."
"Yes," I said. "Three days to be exact."
"Excellent," he said. "Then I expect you'll be available to greet our new students. They'll be here in four days. By the way, you'll need these," he added, reaching into his pocket. He handed me a small box. I opened it to find a set of highly polished metal chevrons.
"Sergeant Major?" I asked.
"Yes," he said. "Denoting your status as the senior instructor. Congratulations."
"Thanks," I said. He smiled.
"No," he said. "Thank you."
I spent the next four days with Judy. Elroy had offered to buy out her half of their house and she accepted. Apparently, he planned to move Lisa in to live with him and she was eager to get out of the place. I offered to let her move in with me and she eagerly accepted, so I rented a trailer and moved what she wanted out of their old house and brought it all back to my place. It would be tight for a while, but I knew we would be able to get things under control.
Judy watched as I dressed for my first full day at the camp, then fed me a breakfast fit for a king. She handed me a thermos of coffee and kissed me as I walked out the door.
"Go get 'em, tiger," she said with a smile.
"I will," I said, kissing her back. I didn't know where things would lead with Judy, but I was certainly willing to give it a shot. So far, she had managed to fill the void left by Lisa and I couldn't remember when I had been so content.
I got to the camp and made my way to receiving. I checked myself in the mirror, adjusted my campaign cover over my eyes and stepped out on the porch overlooking the group of men standing on the footprints.
"Oh. My. Fucking. Gawd," I yelled, looking over the small group of men standing in the lot. "How in the hell do they expect me to make men when they won't even send me human fucking beings to start with? This is the sorriest collection of illiterate cum bubbles I have ever seen in my entire fucking life! Christ on a fucking bicycle!" I spoke to the sergeant overseeing the new arrivals. "Get this sorry-assed bunch out of my sight and get them processed before I start cussing!"
"Yes, Sergeant," the other man said before walking the group to processing. After they left, I turned around and saw John. He was smiling from ear to ear.
"Nicely done," he said. "Welcome to Camp Rollins."
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Memories: Wendy

As always, many thanks to those who offered comments and constructive criticism on my previous stories. For those who want to say this or that would never happen, remember this is my universe, a place where nearly anything can, and often does, happen. At least on paper...

Please refer to my profile for more on my personal policy regarding comments, feedback, follows, etc. (Yes, I moderate comments...) And please remember, this is a work of fiction, not a docu-drama...

Wendy Simpson sat in the chair, taking in her surroundings. Until just a few minutes ago, she had been in the bedroom she shared with her husband of five years, Reggie. Odd, she thought, she couldn't remember what it was she had been doing. It was as if she was there one second, then here the next. How did that happen?
She looked around the room. There were no windows and she couldn't make out where a door might be. There was no obvious light source, but the room was bathed in an almost overwhelming white light that seemed to emanate from everywhere. Everything in the room was white -- the short robe she wore, the walls, the floor, the ceiling, the chair she sat in and the table in front of her. Strange, she thought. There aren't any shadows anywhere.
The room seemed a bit stuffy to her, and beads of sweat began forming on her forehead. She wiped the sweat using the sleeve of her robe. Finally, a door opened and a slim man dressed in a white suit and tie approached the table.
He sat down, opened a folder and placed it on the table in front of him. He consulted the folder before looking at her. He looked at her bare legs, her long blonde hair that cascaded over her shoulders and the swell of her B-cup breasts. She was really quite beautiful. In another universe, he might have made a play for her himself. What a waste, he thought to himself.
"Wendy Simpson," he said. "Is that correct?" He watched as she nodded her head. "Please answer yes or no," he added.
"Yes," she said. "I'm Wendy Simpson. Where am I? What am I doing here?" He smiled briefly before answering. He had seen this hundreds of thousands of times. No, make that millions of times.
"You really don't know, do you?" he asked. She shook her head.
"No, I don't," she said.
"That's alright," he said. "It's perfectly normal. You'll find out soon enough."
"It's kinda warm in here," she said. "Can I please have a glass of ice water or something?" He smiled before answering.
"Actually, it seems a bit cool in here to me," he said. "Besides, we don't serve refreshments here. Trust me, there's a lot of people here who would love a glass of ice water," he added with a slight chuckle. He always enjoyed telling new arrivals that. "Now, let's get to business, shall we?" he asked. "It seems you've been quite a naughty little girl," he said.
"I'm sorry," she said quietly. He looked at her before speaking.
"Never apologize," he said firmly. "It's too late for apologies anyway, and believe me when I tell you they would simply fall on deaf ears anyway."
"All I'm asking is that you not judge me," she said. "I know I'm not perfect, but I've always tried to be good."
"I'm not here to judge you," he said. "You've already been judged. I'm here to determine what level to place you. Now, let's get to it, shall we?" The entire wall changed and it looked to Wendy as though she was watching a giant movie of her life. "As a child, you repeatedly disobeyed your parents and lied to them more than once," he said. The "movie" changed scenes as he talked, reflecting the incidents he mentioned. "All pretty standard stuff. You were 12 when you swiped that little trinket from the small country store you visited with your mother. You remember that?"
"I do," she said. "I thought no one saw me." He chuckled.
"That's what they all say," he told her. "You were very active and had three abortions by the time you started college and the last one was botched so badly the doctors had to cut your tubes. You were what, almost 19 at the time? You never told your husband, did you?"
"Oh my God," she said. When they first married, she told her husband she had female issues that made it difficult for her to conceive. He bought her lie, hook, line and sinker, and never pressured her for more information. "You know all that?" He looked at her harshly, his face turning a dark shade of red.
"Never mention that name here, miss," he said. "Unless you intend to take it in vain. Do you understand?" She nodded her head.
"Yes," she said. "I understand." She caught herself quickly, realizing that she was about to apologize. He turned back to the folder in front of him, his face returning to a more normal color.
"Let's see," he said, picking up where he left off. "By the time you graduated from high school, you had sex with almost every boy in your class. The only thing that kept you out of trouble was the fact you were over 18. In fact, the only reason you graduated is that you fucked one of your teachers for a passing grade." She remembered that incident. She hadn't been doing too well in her senior English class, mostly because she was too busy partying with the football team.
Her English teacher, Mr. Ross, was a young, good-looking single man, so she cornered him one day after school and pleaded with him for a second chance. He told her it was too late, but assured her he might be willing to give her a passing grade in exchange for sex. By then, she was over 18. She locked the door, stripped naked for him and proceeded to give him the best fuck she could. She even let him fuck her in the ass that afternoon. He came through (no pun intended), giving her a B, which ensured her graduation.
"You continued in this way all through college," the man said. "You got a reputation as a party girl and an easy lay. Then you started using drugs and participated in numerous gangbangs. I'm frankly surprised you actually graduated. That's when you met Reginald Simpson, the man who would become -- unfortunately -- your husband."
She remembered meeting Reggie in the common area. He was such a handsome young man with dreams for his future. He treated her like a queen. In his eyes, she was a goddess in more ways than one. She thought she could change her ways if only he would marry her. They dated for several months before he popped the question. Naturally, she accepted and they were married.
"You promised to be exclusive with him, but you weren't able to, were you?" the man asked. "In fact, you had sex with all of the male strippers at your bachelorette party, even taking them on three at a time."
As he spoke, video of her party played on the wall, and she saw a giant version of herself being made airtight by three muscular, well-hung strippers, none of whom wore any protection. After they had all ejaculated inside her, she sat down on one man, cowgirl-style, taking his giant cock inside her pussy, then leaned forward as another man penetrated her already stretched-out vagina. She never felt so full in her life, and bucked as the two men fucked her to orgasm. Both of them finished inside her, filling her with their sperm.
"In fact, it was several days before you even approached poor Reggie for sex, wasn't it?" the man asked. She nodded her head, ashamed, as he looked at her closely.
"Yes, it was," she said.
"No need to be ashamed here," the man said. "What's done is done. It's far too late to take any of it back." He went back to his folder and the video changed as he spoke.
"Let's see," he said. "On the day of your wedding, you managed to fuck your husband's best man just minutes before walking down the aisle. I bet you really enjoyed going through your ceremony with his cum running down your leg, didn't you?" She remembered that day, and how naughty she felt when she did that.
"Just a little bit," she said meekly.
"Oh, please," the man said. "You loved it, and you know you did. He'd been after you for quite a while. He was your husband's best friend, wasn't he?"
"Yes, he was," she replied.
"And poor Reggie never knew, did he?" the man asked. Wendy shook her head.
"No, he didn't," she said.
"You managed to stay faithful to your husband throughout your honeymoon, but you were back to your old tricks in pretty short order," the man said. "After you got hired on as a legal secretary, you began flirting with the men in your office, and had sex with several of them over the next few months. You even brought some of them to your house when Reggie was gone on business trips, didn't you?"
"Yes, I did," she said. She looked at the wall and saw herself getting impaled by one cock as she sucked another one eagerly down her throat.
"You sure did fool your husband, didn't you?" the man asked. "He never knew. Never suspected anything, even as you gave him sloppy seconds or thirds and fed him the creampies your lovers left inside you."
"He thought I was really horny for him when he got back from his trips," she said. "He never suspected."
"That's because the clueless idiot loved you," the man said. "Meanwhile, you were laughing inside, weren't you? You loved the power you had over him, didn't you? You could tell him anything and he'd believe you."
"I guess I did," she said. The truth was, this man was right. She often laughed at herself when she thought about how she had cheated on her husband. All the time they were married, she thought she had gotten away with her adultery.
"But the truth is, you loathed him, didn't you?" the man asked. "Here he was, busting his ass off for the two of you, while you were busy fucking everything that moved."
"I didn't loathe him," she said. "I loved him, just in a different way."
"Bullshit," the man said. "You forget, we know everything, even the thoughts that went through your head. You had no respect for him, saw him as a wimp who would never be as rich or powerful as the men you fucked. He was just a live-in dildo to you, something to tide you over in between fuckfests with your lovers. In fact, you considered him just a stepping stone until you could trap someone else who could give you the life you really wanted. Isn't that the truth? Don't even think about lying to me. We already know what was in your mind."
"Alright," Wendy said, surprised that this man knew so much about her and what she actually thought of her clueless cuckolded husband. "I admit it," she added, tears falling down her cheeks.
"Stop your crying," the man said, disgusted with her. "It's far too late for regrets. You made your choices, and now you're paying the piper."
"Can't I have another chance?" she asked. "Please? I'll make it up to him. I promise." The man laughed before he answered.
"Give me a break," he said. "What, you think this is some kind of reality TV show or something? You had a lifetime of second chances and you blew it every single time."
"Maybe there's something I can do or give you to maybe change your mind," she began, opening her robe to give him a peek at her smooth flesh. "Something I know you want. Something every man wants."
She spread her legs a bit so he could see her shaved pussy. She licked her lips as he watched her display. Seeing his obvious lust, she spread her legs and played with her pussy lips, inserting first one finger, then two. She could see his trousers tent as his penis began to grow. Then he laughed.
"You really think you can handle this?" he asked, unzipping his trousers. As she watched, he fished out the largest cock she had ever seen before. It grew, large and hard. It had to be at least 14 inches in length and it was still growing. She could see the veins bulging as the organ turned reddish and rock hard. A drop of thick red liquid appeared at the head. She gasped, wondering how it would feel inside her.
"I know you like them hot and hard, but I doubt even you can handle this," he said with an evil grin. "Go on, take a small taste, if you can." She reached out and tried to wrap both her hands around the giant thing, but suddenly drew back, her hands burning as if she had touched acid. She looked down and saw red marks where she had touched him. He laughed, and as he did so, his penis shrank until he could zip his trousers back up.
"What's the matter? Too hot to handle?" he asked as he laughed maniacally.
Wendy sat back in her chair, defeated. For the first time she could remember, she was unable to satisfy a man. She looked at the wall, watching the video of her many dalliances. It seemed to go on forever, never stopping. For the first time she could recall, she actually hoped to see a commercial -- anything to stop what was being played. She watched as video of the last company Christmas party she attended with her husband played on the wall.
After slipping the poor sap a drug to make him fall asleep, she left with three of her male co-workers and fucked them all in one of the rooms the company had reserved for party-goers who were too drunk to drive. After they had all cum inside her, she slipped back to the party, woke her husband up and took him home, where she proceeded to ride his face until he had cleaned her out.
Thanks to the alcohol and drugs, he never knew he had just sucked three men's semen out of his wife. She remembered laughing about that the whole time it was going on. She also got a good laugh about it the next time she was at work, joking with the three men she fucked.
"The truth is, you were pretty cruel to your husband, weren't you?" the man asked. As she thought about it, she realized that she had been cruel to the one man who loved her without reservation.
"Yes," she said quietly.
"Do you know how your husband finally figured it out?" the man asked. Wendy shook her head.
"No, I don't," she said.
"He caught a good case of the clap, from you," the man said. "The day he was scheduled to go out of town for a business trip, he went to take a piss. His dick felt like it was going to fall off, so he got someone to go in his place, took the day off and went to see his doctor. After he got the test results proving he had an STD, he went home to confront you. Imagine his surprise when he walked in the house to hear you and your lover fucking in your bedroom. Tell me, do you remember the last few minutes before you arrived here?" Wendy thought about it, but was unable to remember anything.
"No, I don't," she said.
"No problem," he said. "That's fairly normal given what happened. Let me jog your memory a bit." As she looked at the wall, the video changed. Then she suddenly remembered what happened.
She was at home with one of the men from her office. To be precise, she was in her master bedroom, naked on the bed she shared with her husband, on all fours, as her lover, Jake, plowed her pussy from behind. As she was being fucked, her husband appeared in the bedroom.
She didn't know he was there until she looked up and found herself staring down the barrel of a very large and powerful handgun. Reggie had a huge collection of guns he kept under lock and key -- rifles, pistols, shotguns, you name it. He said nothing as he cocked the hammer and pulled the trigger. The last thing she remembered was the loud report and the flash from the muzzle.
The video on the wall showed what happened to her head, which basically exploded as the bullet penetrated her skull. The bullet continued until it struck Jake in the groin. Wendy began shaking as she watched the video.
"That can't be," she said, tears flowing down her face. "I'm here, with you. That really didn't happen, did it?"
"Oh, yes, it happened," the man said.
"That means I'm... dead," she sobbed. "Please, tell me this isn't happening."
"Yes, it's happening," he said. "It has happened."
"What about Jake and my husband?" she asked.
"A little late to be concerned about them," the man said. "But since you asked... Your lover ended up in the hospital. It was touch and go, but he'll live. He lost a good chunk of his penis and he won't be making any babies, but it's probably a good thing. Your husband realized what he had done and turned the gun on himself."
"Is he dead, too?" she asked. The man shook his head.
"No," he said. "Somehow, he screwed up and the bullet never pierced his skull, although it did do some damage to his face. He's in surgery and will probably spend a few years in a psychiatric ward, but he'll move on. Without you."
"Will I ever see him again?" she asked.
"No," the man said. "Before he pulled the trigger, he begged you-know-who for forgiveness," he added, pointing up. "They're real big on that sort of thing up there."
"So, he murders me and he's going to get off scot-free?" she asked.
"I wouldn't say that, exactly," the man said, shrugging his shoulders. "There'll be an inquiry, charges filed, but a good defense attorney will get him off. Probably plead temporary insanity. He did try to kill himself, after all. Anyone who tries that isn't exactly operating with a full deck, if you know what I mean. Like I said, he'll spend some time in a rubber room, but he'll eventually get his life back together. Unlike you."
"And what happens to me?" she asked.
"Well, we're not exactly the type to give people what they want," he told her. "You can forget spending eternity getting fucked by every creature with a big dick. But we do have a nice lake here. It's a bit warm, but don't worry, you may get used to it in a few centuries." She looked at him, shocked.
"What do you mean?" she asked. He pressed a button on his desk and the floor under her opened up. The chair she had sat in was gone, and her robe had disappeared. She found herself standing, naked, before the man, who was now leering at her. The room was filled with a foul odor that reminded her of rotten eggs. They could hear groans coming up from the opening in the floor. "What is that?" she asked.
"Why, that's where you'll be spending the rest of eternity," he said with a wicked grin. "Welcome to Hell!" Her eyes grew wide as she finally realized where she was. He could hear her scream as she plunged, naked, into a lake of fire. He pressed another button and the floor closed back up.
"Ahh, to hear the lamentations of the sinners. What a waste," he said to no one in particular as he adjusted his crotch. He closed the folder, stood up and walked out the door to prepare for the next soul. They never learn, he thought to himself. That's okay, he decided. Hell isn't half full yet...
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Prologue:
My name is Oscar Warren. I served with the HomeFront Security Task Force for 35 years, and retired after serving as the organization's first Cabinet-level officer in the White House. My personal story has already been told by others so I won't rehash that here. Simply put, I was once a normal American husband who loved my wife and was targeted by a vicious organization that irrevocably changed my marriage and ultimately, my life.
Under the advise of my counselor, I decided to write my memoirs -- my recollections, if you will -- of just some of the many interventions where I have been personally involved.
The following story has been culled from my own recollection, case files and notes. Where applicable, the names of the innocent have been changed. All the information presented here has been cleared for release by appropriate authorities.
HFSTF Case File #A00237851, Adams, Jim and Lisa:

It had been about five months since the death of Pat Witherspoon, the MMAS operative who turned my first wife, Renee, against me. After her death, I spent a month with my two children traveling the country, starting at Disneyland. I spent the next three months after that undergoing advanced training in everything from marksmanship to martial arts with agencies whose existence was kept secret from the American public.
For the benefit of those not familiar with the situation at the time this took place, please bear with me as I give a brief explanation.
MMAS, or the Mutual Marital Assurance Society, was a secretive company set up by a lawyer named Mona Larsen that manipulated gullible wives into spending $1,600 for "insurance" ostensibly designed to keep their marriages intact and their spouses faithful. Mona's desire for revenge on cheating husbands, however, morphed into a quest for political power.
In short, she now wanted to remake society to fit her female-dominant worldview and was willing to do literally anything to make that happen. For Mona and others like her, men were second-class beings to women, and existed only to serve the female of the species.
After Pat's death, the top tier of the organization went "dark," but spouses who had purchased their services were still filing claims. That meant trouble, and it was our job to try and intercede before those claims could be fulfilled. The organization also continued its undercover operations and projects.
Although Pat was dead, the Task Force had a gold mine of information, thanks to the computers we confiscated when she was taken into custody. Our techs and analysts had spent the last few months deciphering and correlating the information we gathered while performing interventions to protect the husbands who had been targeted.
I was just getting myself organized one Monday morning when Bill Jackson, my friend, boss and mentor, tapped on the door to my office. He popped his head in and smiled when he saw me look up at him.
"Got a minute or two?" he asked.
"Sure, boss, come on in," I said. "Care for a cup of coffee?" He hated my coffee and always ribbed me about it, but I liked it strong.
"Oh, what the hell," he said. "Sure, I'll take a cup if you have it." I poured him a cup and handed it to him. He took a sip and screwed up his eyes. "Damn, how do you drink that stuff?" he asked. I laughed as he sat the cup down. He pulled out a folder and handed it to me. "I got a case I need your help with," he added.
"What's that?" I asked.
"Are you familiar with Camp Rollins?" he asked. I shook my head.
"Sorry," I said. "Never heard of it."
"It's a camp for men up in North Idaho," Bill told me. "In fact, it's not too far from that pile of sticks Frank called a cabin. You know, the one he gave to you in his will." Of course, I remembered it. It sat on a piece of property overlooking Lake Pend O'Reille in north Idaho. I had been there a couple times to check the place out and was thinking about rebuilding it and turning it into my retirement home.
"Of course, I remember," I told him. Frank Michaels was the agent who worked with me after I first graduated from the Federal Law Enforcement Training Center. He died in the line of duty, but his last words never left me: "Get the motherfuckers, Oscar." I promised him I would. I still got a bit emotional when I thought about him.
"The camp is operated by an outfit called Rollins Enterprises," Bill told me. "They specialize in working with men. The camp is part of their program to help those who have been cuckolded and abused."
"So, what does that have to do with us?" I asked.
"One of their students claims he was targeted by MMAS," Bill said. "Pretty much the same scenario as you. Wife went to a spa retreat, blah, blah, blah. You know the rest."
"Sounds like a pretty standard intervention," I said. "No offense, but why send me?"
"Well, this particular case could have national security implications and I want my best man on it," Bill said. "You ever hear of G&S Laboratories?"
"Can't say that I have," I told him.
"It's a subsidiary of Acme Enterprises," Bill said. "You've heard of them, right?" Of course I did. Acme was a huge multinational company with their hands in damn near everything. "Most of what G&S does involves bio-chem research," Bill said. "And most of it's for the military. All hush-hush kind of stuff. Of course they say it's intended for defensive purposes, but you know how that stuff goes. Anyway, this kid is one of their top researchers. A real brainiac from what I've been told."
"I see," I said.
"There's more," Bill said. Of course, I thought. There always is. "You remember that case here a while back with the remote-controlled exploding cock cages?"
"Of course," I said. It hadn't even been a month since that intervention took place.
"Well, this appears to be another one of MMAS' pet projects," Bill said. Fuck, I thought. What now? "I've got the analysts working overtime to decipher Pat's notes. If they're involved in a scheme to unleash some kind of chemical or biological agent, we need to know and we need to know fast."
"Of course," I said.
"You'll be taking a company jet straight to Coeur d'Alene for this," Bill said. "An Idaho state trooper will meet you there and shadow you for as long as you're in the area. You may want to take a change of clothes just in case you end up staying overnight." He looked at his watch. "Wheels up in about 90 minutes, so you have just about enough time to pack and square things away with the kids." I nodded my head. "You can review the case on the way."
"You know I'll have to speak with his employer, find out what he was working on," I said.
"We're efforting that as we speak," Bill said. "Right now, I need you to get your ass up to Idaho and talk to this guy, find out everything you can."
"Okay," I said, placing the folder in my briefcase. After Bill left, I grabbed my things and made my way back to the small apartment I shared with the two children. I hated leaving them overnight, but they had become used to it by now and I knew someone would be staying with them. I made the arrangements for Marie Bergman, the woman who doubled as their part-time nanny and counselor, to stay with them and stopped by the school to let the children know.
I got to the airfield at the edge of the base and went to the small Lear jet that would take me to Coeur d'Alene. The pilot welcomed me and escorted me into the cabin, where I made myself comfortable. After the plane took off, I grabbed a bottle of ice tea and opened the case file.
Husband: Adams, James (Jim), age 32, occupation: researcher, employer: G&S Laboratories
Wife: Adams, Lisa, age 30, occupation: real estate agent
Children: None
According to the synopsis in the file, husband Jim responded to the MMAS "billing" statement and spoke to a representative in Denver. According to Jim, his wife, Lisa, along with the assistance of the local MMAS operative, demanded he provide information regarding a project he was working on. Failure to do so by a certain deadline would result in his "punishment," which was to increase in intensity the longer he held out.
Jim reported this to his supervisors. They eventually arranged for Jim to take a paid three-month leave of absence to attend the camp. Apparently, the benefit package Acme and G&S provided paid for the whole thing.
There wasn't much else in the case file, however, Bill had included an information packet on Camp Rollins. According to the packet, the camp worked with weak, cuckolded men who had been victimized and abused by their spouses. The program included intense physical training and psychological counseling. As an added bonus, legal services were provided to the men along with a 24/7 support line they could call if they needed assistance.
There was nothing in the case file to suggest Jim had been cheated on, and there was no information to indicate the type or intensity of the "punishment" MMAS and his wife would use against him. Nevertheless, I prepared myself for the worse-case scenario. I had seen first-hand what MMAS was capable of doing.
Finally, the plane began its descent to Coeur d'Alene's small airfield, named after Pappy Boyington, a famous Marine World War II squadron commander, located a few miles north of town. After the plane stopped, I grabbed my bags and headed to the terminal building, where I saw a black police cruiser sitting. I saw the lettering that indicated it belonged to the Idaho State Police, and headed toward it.
A uniformed officer exited the vehicle and stepped toward me, extending his hand. I met him by the front of his vehicle and shook his hand.
"Officer Warren?" he asked. I nodded my head as I showed him my identification.
"Yes," I said. "Please, call me Oscar."
"Cliff Jones, ISP. Good to meet you, Oscar," he said. He took my bags and placed them in the back seat, then opened the front passenger door for me. We got inside and he took off for the camp.
"Welcome to north Idaho," he said as we made our way. "First time here?" I shook my head.
"No," I said. "My third. Brought my kids up here a few months ago."
"It's a good place to bring kids up," he said. "You have a place in these parts?"
"Yeah," I said. "I inherited some property from a colleague here a while back. Looking to build my retirement home there some day."
"Well, this is the place to do it," he said. "How long you planning to be here?"
"Not sure," I said. "Depends on how everything goes. I may be here a couple days. Will that work for you?"
"No problem," he said. "I'll just need to let my wife know if you're staying overnight." We engaged in small talk the rest of the trip and he pointed out some things to me he thought I might find interesting -- mostly good spots for hunting or fishing. About 45 minutes later, we found ourselves at the main gate of the camp, where a man in camouflage waved us through after seeing Cliff's uniform and badge.
He pulled up in front of the main administration building and we both got out of the vehicle. I was impressed with what I saw. The place was laid out like a standard military camp and was immaculate, with well-tended lawns in front of the wooden buildings.
An attractive blonde receptionist in a professional-length skirt greeted us as we entered. Cliff and I introduced ourselves, showing our identification. She examined our credentials before picking up her telephone. After speaking for a few seconds, she looked back up at us.
"Commandant Sykes is expecting you," she said. "Would you like a cup of coffee?"
"Yes, please. That sounds great," I said. "Black, if that's okay."
"Certainly," she said with a wide smile that showed off her dimples. Cliff and I entered the office to find a well-built man wearing a khaki uniform sporting a set of silver oak leaves, the insignia for a Lieutenant Colonel. He stood to shake our hands as we entered. With him was a barrel-chested black man wearing the same khaki uniform, except that he wore the rank insignia of a Sergeant Major. His name tag simply read, "Johnson."
"Please come in," the Commandant said. "I'm John Sykes, commandant of Camp Rollins, and this is our senior instructor, Dale Johnson." He directed us to chairs in front of his desk as the receptionist brought our coffee. I took a sip and nodded my thanks. It was strong, just the way I liked it.
"I understand you're here to speak with one of my students," John said.
"Yes, I am," I told him.
"Well, I'd like to know a little more if you don't mind," he said. "I've never heard of the federal HomeFront Security Task Force. What is that, exactly?"
"It's a combined public-private effort to combat an organization that specifically targets men," I told him. "There's a bit more to it than that, but that's the basic definition of who we are. This organization, by the way, has been responsible for a number of deaths and is run by a person hell-bent on forcing her views on society, by any means necessary. This particular case, by the way, could have national security implications."
"Damn," John said. "How much more fucked up can things get? Well, of course, we'll cooperate in any way we can. Mr. Adams' group is undergoing their normally-scheduled session right now, so Dale here will take you on over and sit in, if that's okay."
"Of course," I said.
"I understand you may be here overnight, is that correct?" John asked.
"Quite possibly," I said. "I'll need to go over the information he provides, and it's possible I may need more background to get to the bottom of his case."
"Okay," he said. "We'll get you and Cliff here set up in the VIP quarters just in case. Welcome to Camp Rollins." With that, the meeting was over and Dale escorted Cliff and I to another building where Jim's class was undergoing a group session. Before we went inside, Dale stopped us.
"Just so you know, Officer," he said in a deep baritone voice. "All of these men have been through a lot. Some of them are pretty fucked up by what's been done to them. You may hear some pretty strange shit in there. Whatever you do, don't react -- we're here to help these men, not add to their problems." I nodded my head in understanding. I appreciated what he was telling me.
"Don't worry, Dale," I told him. "There's nothing they can say that would shock me. I've seen some pretty shocking things in my line of work."
"Good," he said. "After you," he added, opening the door. We walked in and I saw a group of 15 men sitting in a semi-circle in front of a female counselor. One of the men was telling his story to the group. I listened as he talked about how his wife cuckolded and abused him in his marital bed after she embarrassed him on a night out. I felt for the man.
When he finished, Dale stood up and called for Jim to follow him. He motioned for one of the other instructors, Cliff and I to join him. We went through a door behind the counselor and I took a quick inventory of the group. Something niggled in the back of my mind as I watched the reaction and the body language from the rest of the group, but I couldn't quite place my finger on what it was, exactly. I expected the others to look at Jim as he walked out, but there was something in the reaction from one of the other students...
I entered the room and took a seat behind the table. I motioned for Jim to sit across from me and introduced my self to Jim and the other instructor, who wore the same khaki Dale did, but with Sergeant chevrons on his collar. Dale, Cliff and the other instructor, Mike, sat in three other chairs. I opened my briefcase and pulled out my folder and a digital recorder.
"You don't mind if I record this, do you?" I asked Jim. He shook his head.
"No, sir," he said quietly.
"Good," I said. I started the recording, noting the date, time and the names of all those present. I looked at the file photograph of Jim and compared it to the man who sat across from me. The man sitting on the other side of the table looked a bit more mature and more buff than the skinny man in the photograph. I chalked that up to the physical training and moved on.
"Mr. Adams," I said. "May I call you Jim?"
"Yes, sir," he said.
"Thank you," I said. "Just so you know, you're not in any trouble. I'm here to get your story so I can deal with your situation. But I need your help. How long have you been here?"
"A little more than two months now," he said.
"I'd like to start with what brought you here," I said. "Can you tell us a little bit about that?"
"Yes, I can," he told me. "Not quite six months ago, my wife, Lisa, went on what she called a spa retreat with three other women. When she came back, she seemed different. Not exactly rested or what you might expect from a spa, just, different. A couple weeks or so after that, we started getting mail from something called the Mutual Marital Assurance Society. They looked like bills, but I had never heard of this outfit. I asked my wife about them, but she said it was something I had to take care of myself. I let it go for a month or so, but when the second bill came in, I started getting upset. So I called the number on the bill and was given an appointment to see one of their counselors." I pulled a photo of Pat out of my briefcase and set it down on the table.



"So it was two months after your wife's spa retreat before you set up the appointment, is that right?" I asked.
"That sounds about right," he said.
"Did you go to your appointment?" I asked. He nodded his head.
"Yes, sir, I did," he said.
"Was this the woman you met at that appointment?" He looked at it and I could see his face turn white.
"Yes, that's her," he said.
"Did she identify herself?" I asked.
"Yes, she called herself Pat," he told me.
"Her name was Pat Witherspoon," I said. "Please, continue. What did she tell you?"
"She said my wife was concerned that I might cheat on her and it was her job to ensure that didn't happen," he said. "I've never cheated on my wife and I never even thought about it. I told her that, but she said my wife wanted to make sure that it would never happen. She pulled out this crazy contraption and said I needed to put it on to make Lisa feel better." I pulled out a photo of a male chastity device and set it before him.
"Was it a device like this?" I asked. He nodded his head.
"Yea, it was," he said. "Only the one she pulled out had a bunch of wires and things attached to it." I wondered if it was one of the remote-controlled devices I had seen earlier.
"Go on," I said.
"I told her she was crazy and I wasn't about to do it. Then she got real quiet and said there was another way I could prove my love for Lisa," he said.
"And," I said, trying to encourage him.
"She said I needed to give my wife information on a project I was working on," he said.
"And what project might that be?" I asked.
"I can't say," he told me. "It's classified. I told her that. I also told her that I could be fired, lose my security clearance and be charged with treason if I divulged what I was working on. She told me I had 30 days to produce it or face the consequences."
"And what were those consequences?" I asked.
"Horrible stuff," he said. I could tell he was embarrassed about this. "She played some video for me. It was so... disgusting. One video showed a man being shaven from head to toe, then whipped and beaten. Another showed the man getting things shoved up his, you know, his rear end. And another showed the man being forced to do things to another man -- with his mouth. I thought I was going to get sick."
"And Pat said your wife would take part in this?" I asked. He nodded his head. This was pretty standard fare for MMAS, so I wasn't really surprised.
"Yes," he said.
"What kind of work do you do for G&S Laboratories?" I asked.
"Mostly theoretical research," he said. "I really can't say what it is. I signed a paper. I could get into lots of trouble if I say."
"That's okay," I said. "I don't want you violating the law. Did Pat say why she wanted this information?"
"No, she didn't," he said. "I thought that maybe she was working for a foreign government, like China or Cuba. So I told my supervisor about it the very next day."
"And what did he say?" I asked.
"He said to stay calm, go about my business as normal and he would talk to management and see what can be done," he said.
"What happened at home?" I asked.
"Things started getting really strange," he said. "Lisa changed. At first, it was subtle, but as time went on, she got worse."
"In what way?" I asked.
"She began putting me down, making disparaging comments," he said. "She started dressing sexier when she left and she'd be gone until all hours of the morning. When she came home, I could tell she'd been messing around. She started calling me her 'little cucky boy' and saying she wished she had a real man to keep her satisfied."
"Did you notice any physical changes in yourself during this time?" I asked. His eyes opened wide. It was as if a light bulb went on in his head.
"You know, I did," he said. "I was never that big or muscular, but I always tried to work out at the gym two or three times a week. Then I noticed I started losing muscle mass. Not much, but enough that I could really see a change after a couple weeks or so. Then I found I couldn't, you know, get it up anymore."
"You mean, like erectile dysfunction?" I asked. He nodded his head.
"Yes, that's right," he said.
"Does your wife do all the cooking in your house?" I asked.
"Most of it, yeah," he said. "I didn't see her much at night, but she always made breakfast and she always packed me a lunch."
"What about drinks?" I asked. "Coffee? Juice? Water?"
"She always made coffee in the morning and usually had a cup ready for me when I came downstairs," he said.
"Did you ever see your wife with a vial of liquid?" I asked. He thought for a few moments before shaking his head.
"Not that I recall," he said. "Do you think she was drugging me?"
"Possibly," I said. "It's not unusual for MMAS to drug their targets." I turned to Dale. "Do you perform a full blood screen on your students when they arrive?" I asked. He nodded his head.
"Yes," he said. "We look for the standard stuff -- narcotics, alcohol, that sort of thing."
"How detailed are those reports?" I asked.
"Pretty detailed," he said.
"Was there anything unusual in Jim's bloodwork?" I asked.
"Come to think of it, there was," Mike said. "The doctor didn't recognize the compound and thought that maybe it was a prescription drug he had taken before coming here. She wasn't too concerned, since it didn't seem to be anything illegal."
"Can you get me his initial bloodwork?" I asked. Dale nodded his head.
"Absolutely," he said. He turned to Mike. "Make sure Officer Warren gets that right away." Mike nodded his head.
"I'll go get it right now," he said as he stood to leave the room. I turned back to Jim.
"What else happened?" I asked.
"Well, when the 30 day deadline started getting close, my wife began reminding me that I was supposed to have something for her," he said. "I told my boss and he gave me a set of fake documents. I took it home and gave it to her, and she seemed pleased, but a few days later things got really bad. I got home from work and the next thing I know, I'm tied up in a chair, naked, with one of those things on my dick. My wife came into the bedroom and threw the papers at me, yelling at me, telling me I was gonna get fucked up for trying to fake her out.
"She accused me of not loving her and said I was going to get a taste of my punishment," he said. "Then a couple of real big guys came into the room. They mocked me and slapped me around a bit. Lisa laughed the whole time. Then they fucked her, right on our bed. All of them at the same time. She even let them cum inside her. I was never so humiliated in my entire life. When they finished, they did a high five and said they'd be back for more if I didn't do what I was told. Lisa tried to make me clean her out, but I refused."
"Then what?" I asked.
"She left the room and I could hear her talking to someone on the phone," he said.
"Did you hear her mention any names?" I asked.
"I'm not sure, but I thought I heard her say something like Mona," he said. Mona Larsen. Of course, the head of MMAS herself. "When she came back, she said I had another 30 days to produce real results or my punishment would only get worse."
"What did you do after that?" I asked.
"The next day, I told my boss what happened," he said. "Two weeks later, I was here."
"Have you been in touch with your wife since coming here?" I asked.
"No, sir," he said. "There's no way I'm writing her. The company has an auxiliary lab in Australia, so they had me tell her I would be in Australia for the next three or four months. They kept me in an apartment at the lab and then brought me here by private jet."
"Have you been in touch with anyone since you've been here?" I asked.
"Yeah, my private investigator sends me a report every week," he said.
"You have a private investigator?" I asked. Dale spoke up in response.
"Yes, that's standard practice," he said. "All of our students have private investigators who report to them every week. Their houses are also wired for audio and video." Damn, I thought to myself. That could be a gold mine.
"You have those reports here? With audio and video?" I asked. Jim nodded his head.
"Yes," he said. "I don't have anything to watch the video on. We're not allowed computer access while we're here. But I do have DVDs and photos. Do you want them?"
"Hell, yes," I said. "Have you spoken to anyone about this since you've been here?"
"I talked about it a bit with a couple guys, yeah," he said.
"Who?" I asked.
"Uh, Mark Henderson and Sean Harrison," he said. I looked at Dale.
"I'd like to get those PI reports along with the jackets of everyone in Jim's class," I said. "Is that possible?" He nodded his head.
"Sure," he said. "We can get that to you."
"That would be great," I said. I turned back to Jim.
"Did you know any of these men before you came here?" I asked.
"Well, I didn't know Mark by name, but I'd seen him around the building where I work a few times," Jim told me. "He said he was a driver for Acme." Interesting, I thought. I would have to have a visit with the folks at Acme.
By then, Mike returned with a copy of Jim's initial blood screening and a copy of his most recent blood work for comparison. I looked at the results and saw something circled in red with a question mark by it. Sure enough, it was a compound I had seen used time and again. I compared it to the most recent blood work and saw the compound was nearly gone from his system. I nodded my head.
"For the record, Jim Adam's initial blood screen shows traces of the same drug MMAS uses on almost all of its male victims," I said for the digital recording. Dale looked at Mike before speaking.
"Hate to do this, but we need to get Jim's PI reports and jackets for everyone in your class," he said. "Can you round that up for us real quick?" Mike nodded his head.
"Sure," he said. "Would you like fries with that?" he asked jokingly. We all laughed.
"Hell yeah," Dale said, smiling. "Get me an extra large order, willya? I'm a big boy and I'm still growing," he added, slapping his stomach. We all laughed as Mike left. When the laughter died down, I turned back to Jim.
"How are you feeling now that you've been here for a while?" I asked. He nodded his head.
"Much better," he said. "Sore, tired. They work us pretty good here. But I'm actually feeling better about things."
"Good," I said. "What do you intend to do about your wife?"
"I'm divorcing the bitch," he said.
"I hope it works out for you," I said.
"Thanks," he said in response. I looked at Dale.
"I think that's all for now, but I may have some more questions for him later," I said. Dale nodded his head and turned to Jim.
"Okay, Adams, that'll be all for now," he said. "Go join your class."
"Yes, sir," he said. I stopped him before he left.
"Jim, say nothing about what we discussed to anyone," I said. "Got that?"
"I got it, Officer Warren," he said. We waited until he was gone before saying anything further.
"What do you think?" Dale asked.
"I think he's working on something that MMAS wants badly, which means he and possibly everyone else in this camp could be in danger," I said. "And I also think one of your other students may not be what he claims to be."
"What makes you say that?" he asked.
"Call it a gut instinct, if you want," I said.
"You think I should tell Commandant Sykes to put the camp on lockdown because your gut tells you so?" he asked.
"Something doesn't sit right with me," I said. "You don't know MMAS like I do. I've seen them kill one of their top operatives just because she was in custody. And frankly, Jim got off easy. They want something from him and they want it bad. I need to find out what. And I need to check out the rest of the students in his class. Tell me, how often do the students communicate with friends and family?"
"Once a week -- Sundays -- they're allowed to write letters to whomever they want," Dale said.
"What about phones, emails, text messages, anything like that?" I asked. He shook his head.
"All electronics are confiscated and held until the students leave," he said. "They don't have access to Internet, phones or anything electronic. Hell, they don't even get to watch but two and a half hours of television a week. Even then, it's mostly stuff that's been pre-recorded."
"But what if someone were to smuggle something in?" I asked.
"What do you mean?" he asked me.
"Like a smartphone?" I asked. "Hell, I can think of a dozen ways someone could smuggle one in using the mail."
"But what about the battery?" Dale asked. "Those batteries need to be recharged. There's no way a charge could last three months."
"It wouldn't need to," I said. "It would only need to work long enough to get a good GPS signal. Maybe send or receive a few texts."
"I never thought of that," he said.
"Does your incoming mail get screened?" I asked.
"We have dogs check for drugs and contraband food like cookies and such, but that's about it," Dale said. I thought for a bit.
"How often do you do health and wellness inspections?" I asked.
"Periodically," he said. "Usually if we think someone's tried to smuggle something in. But that rarely ever happens."
"Maybe it's time you held one," I said. He thought for a moment before answering.
"No offense, Officer, but I'll need more than just your gut to get it past Commandant Sykes," he said. "Give me something to work with." By that time, Mike came back with a stack of jackets and an envelope containing Jim's PI reports. He put them on the table and I began making a list of names and social security numbers. When I finished, I saved the document and emailed it to Ron Wiseman, one of our top researchers.
"Give me a few minutes and I may have something for you," I said. After I sent my email, I pulled out my phone and called Ron.
"Hey boss," he said when he answered. "What can I do for you today?"
"Hey, Ron," I said. "I just sent you a list of names and social security numbers. I'd like you to do a quick scan, tell me if any of those names show up as known MMAS operatives. I'd also like you to do a check of public records, especially marriages, and tell me what you get."
"And I suppose you need this, like, yesterday, right?" he asked.
"Of course," I said. "That's why I called you."
"Okay," he said. "I see your email now. What, only 15 names? I'll have an answer for you in no time."
"Thanks, Ron," I said. "Appreciate it a bunch."
"No problem, boss," he said. After we ended the call, I pulled out the most recent DVD and slipped it in my computer. There were several video files that appeared to be taken a bit less than two weeks ago, so I began to scan them. I fast-forwarded through the sex scenes since I was on the lookout for anything showing Lisa on the phone or simply talking with someone.
After a few minutes, I found what I was looking for. I turned the laptop so Dale could see and hear the video as well. In the video, Lisa was in her living room and had just answered a call she received on her cell phone. We were only able to hear her side of the conversation.
"Hello," she said. "What?" she asked a few seconds later. "You found him? Where?" A few more seconds passed. "What do you mean, Idaho? What kind of a camp is he at?" A few more seconds, then, "That bastard. He told me he was in Australia. I haven't heard anything from him. I thought he was leaving me for good. So what are you going to do?" A few seconds later: "You're going to get him out of there? Really? When?" After another brief pause, she said, "I'll be ready and waiting. Thanks. Bye." She ended the call and walked out of the room. I looked at Dale and Cliff.
"Let me talk to the Colonel," Dale said, pulling a walkie-talkie out of his belt. As he spoke to John over his radio, my phone rang. I saw it was Ron, so I answered.
"Yeah, Ron, what do you have for me?" I asked.
"Well, everyone checked out, except for that Henderson fellow," Ron said. "There's no one in the country with that name and social security number. I tried different variations on the same name, but no go. I also checked public records and found no marriage licenses with that name and SSN. I think he's your guy."
"Thanks," I told him before ending the call. Dale was already finished by the time I was finished talking on the phone.
"Colonel's coming over now," Dale said. "He wants to see what you have."
"Good," I said. "And I think we found our guy. Mark Henderson. His name and social security number don't match. And that may not even be his real name."
"Crap," Dale said. By then, John arrived and sat in a chair next to Dale. I briefed him on what we had learned and gave him a moment to respond.
"I agree with Officer Warren," John said, looking at Dale. "Where is Jim's class now?"
"Well, they're at lunch right now, then they're scheduled for PT and hand-to-hand for a couple hours after that," Dale said. John nodded his head.
"A perfect time to do an inspection," he said. "Let's get it done. Why don't you join us, Cliff?" he asked, speaking to the Idaho State Trooper. Cliff nodded his head as he stood.
"Don't mind if I do," he said. I put everything away in my briefcase and locked it up. We left the building and walked across the large paved central area to a row of one-story wooden buildings. We entered the first building, where a row of eight two-tier bunk beds were arranged in the middle of the room. Another instructor, wearing Staff Sergeant chevrons, came out of his office to join us. After the introductions, we walked down the row until we got to Henderson's bunk.
The instructor pulled out his keys and opened the foot locker at the end of the bunk. Dale began going through everything until he found a fairly thick paperback book. He opened it up and sure enough, a number of pages had been cut and a smartphone was neatly inserted.
"Fuck," Dale exclaimed.
"Don't touch it," I said, opening my briefcase. I grabbed an evidence bag and put on a pair of latex gloves. I carefully lifted the phone out of the book and powered it on. I saw it was locked and figured that whoever sent it would have provided a code somewhere, perhaps within the book.
I took the paperback and thumbed through it and found a series of four numbers written in ink on the last page. I entered those numbers and the phone came up. I opened the only message thread on the phone.
"Got UR location," the first message said. I noticed that message was received the day before the video we watched earlier.
"OW here," the reply said. That was sent today. I looked at Dale.
"Did the class come back here after they left counseling?" I asked. He nodded his head.
"Yes," he said. "Why?"
"MMAS knows I'm here," I said. I turned back to the phone to see another message come through.
"Moving in 2nite. 2345. 2B1S," it said. I looked at the other men before speaking.
"We have a problem," I said.
"What's that?" John asked.
"They're moving tonight," I said. "If I'm reading this right, they'll be making their move at 11:45 pm. I'm not sure what this 2B1S means, though."
"There's a kid's cartoon by that name," Cliff said. "Stands for 'Two Brothers, One Sister.' I don't think that's what they're talking about, though."
"Two birds, one stone," John said. "They apparently see this as an opportunity to get both you and Adams." I turned the phone off, removed the battery and bagged them up before putting them in my briefcase.
"I think you're right, John," I said. "I'm not exactly on MMAS' Christmas card list. The first thing we need to do is arrange for some backup firepower, then we need to take Henderson, or whoever he is, into custody." I looked at Cliff. "Do you think you can get some backup here, like pronto?" He nodded his head.
"I'll call it in," he said. "I'll also reach out to the county boys." He stepped aside to talk to his dispatch on the radio he carried as I pulled out my phone to check in with Bill.



"What's up, Oscar?" he asked. "Wasn't expecting to hear from you so soon."
"We have a slight problem, boss," I said.
"What's that?" he asked.
"Possible five-alarm," I added, giving him our code for a potential firefight. "ISP calling for local backup. Can you get feds here, ASAP?"
"I'll call it in right now," he said. "You know when this might happen?"
"If my intel is accurate, 2345 hours local time tonight," I said.
"I'll get on it right away," he said. "You be careful, hear?"
"I will, boss, promise," I said.
"I'd better go call everyone in," John said. "I'll set up a CP in my conference room." CP was short for Command Post.
"Do you have any weapons here?" I asked. He nodded his head.
"Yeah, we have a small armory," he said. "AR-15s and .45 caliber pistols along with several hundred rounds of ammunition. We had talked about giving the men firearms training, but that hasn't been approved yet. Don't forget, all of the instructors are combat veterans, so we all know how to take care of ourselves."
"I appreciate that, John," I said. "I think it would be best if your men concentrate on protecting the students and staff." He nodded his head.
"I think you're right," he said. "Dale, you go with Officer Warren and put Henderson in custody. Then I want you to go open up the armory and make sure everything is ready for issue. We'll need to double up on the gate security and make sure they're fully equipped."
"Yes, sir," Dale said. By then, Cliff returned and gave a thumbs up.
"I've been told officers are on the way, and the county sheriff has been notified," he said. "ETA about an hour."
"Thanks," I said. "When they get here, have them put their vehicles somewhere they won't be easily spotted and have them report to John's conference room if you would, please." He nodded his head.
"Will do," he said, before speaking into his radio. I motioned for Dale to follow me as I apprehended Henderson.
"Do you know where Henderson would be right now?" I asked. He nodded his head.
"His class would have finished lunch by now and should be at the hand-to-hand training site," he said.
"Lead the way," I said. I walked with Dale to the opposite end of the camp to a spot where the men were arranged in front of a raised platform. One instructor was on the platform, leading the men through their paces. Dale stepped forward and shouted out.
"Henderson," he yelled. Mark's face turned white as he turned to see Dale and I standing there. He was busted and he knew it. "Get your ass over here, NOW," Dale commanded. "You want me to take him down?" he asked me quietly as Mark came over to us.
"Nah," I said. "I got this, thanks anyway." When Mark got to us, he eyed me warily.
"Mark Henderson, I'm Officer Warren, Federal HomeFront Security Task Force," I said.
"Yeah, I know who you are, asshole," he spit.
"I'm placing you under arrest," I said. "Turn around, hands behind your back."
"What are you arresting me for?" he asked. "I ain't done shit."
"I'm arresting you for conspiracy, domestic terrorism, whatever else I can think of," I said. He assumed a weak fighting stance, his fists raised in front of him. I smiled as he threw a punch at my head. I casually blocked it and throat-punched him. He went down, gasping, holding his throat. "And now I get to add resisting arrest. Now turn over and put your hands behind your back."
He obeyed and I read him his Miranda rights as I placed him in cuffs.
"Ow," he complained. "You're cutting off my circulation."
"Good," I said. "Maybe that'll let a little more blood get to your pea brain. Now get up!" I turned to Dale. "You have someplace where we can keep this guy?"
"Yeah, we got a nice little stockade right over there," he said, pointing to a building standing by itself in an area cordoned off with a high chain link fence. I pulled on the cuffs holding Mark's hands and pushed him in the direction of the stockade.
"Move it," I told Mark. We went to the stockade and Dale opened the gate for me, then ushered us inside, where another camp employee wearing a camouflage uniform sat at a desk. A red armband read, "Security" in gold letters. I was relieved to see he was armed.
"Got a customer for ya, Bill," Dale said. "You got a nice holding cell available?" The security man smiled and stood up.
"For you, Dale, anything," he said, grabbing his keys. He opened a door made of iron bars and I took the cuffs off of Mark before pushing him inside.
"Strip," the security man told Mark, tossing him a pair of green overalls. Mark took his clothes off and the security man searched him as he removed his clothes. Once done, he put the coveralls on and sat down. I closed the iron door and looked at him. Dale spoke to Bill, giving him the information he would need for the charge sheet.
"Who are you working for?" I asked Mark. He looked at me with hate in his eyes.
"Fuck you," he said. I pulled out the phone we found, still in the evidence bag.
"Who's on the other end of this?" I asked. "Is it Mona Larsen?"
"Eat shit and die, pig," Mark spat.
"How many people are going to attack us tonight and from where?" I asked. He looked at me, shocked. He didn't see the text. He shrugged his shoulders.
"I don't know," he said. "And even if I did, I wouldn't tell you."
"What does MMAS want with Mr. Adams?" I asked.
"You should be more concerned with what Mona has in store for you, asshole," he said. "Do you know she plans to personally fuck you in the ass with an electric cattle prod? Trust me, by the time she's done with you, you'll be begging her to kill you."
"Damn, he really doesn't like you much, does he?" Dale asked. I chuckled at that.
"Nope, I guess not," I said. "But he did confirm one thing for me, though. I know who, exactly, is behind this. Just curious, do you know who's paying for his stay here?"
"Not personally," Dale said. "All the billing stuff is handled at corporate headquarters. We can find out, though, if you want."
"Please do," I said. "That may give us another clue." I turned to Bill, who was doing his paperwork on Mark. "Keep an eye on him," I said. "We'll be turning him over to the FBI when things settle down." Bill nodded his head.
"Got it," he said, tossing me a mock salute. Dale and I left the stockade and headed back to the main administration building. On the way, I got a call and saw it was from Bill.
"Give me the good news, boss," I said.
"There's a team from the FBI heading your way now," he said. "They're also proving aerial surveillance and are trying to get satellite coverage as well. They've been instructed that you're the agent in charge of this operation."
"Thanks," I said. "What's their ETA?"
"They said the team will be there by 1600 hours your time," Bill said.
"Okay," I said. "We've also got ISP troopers and deputies from the county sheriff on their way. Advise them no lights or sirens. I don't want to tip the world off as to what's going on here."
"You got it, Oscar," Bill said. "Take care of yourself. Give me a sitrep as soon as you can, got it?"
"Will do, boss," I said. We ended the call just as Dale and I reached the main admin building, where several ISP and county vehicles had already gathered. "Place is turning into a damn parking lot," I told Dale. "You think we can do something about all these cars? If we can't get them out of sight, maybe we can position them so they can give more cover for the students."
"Yeah, I think we can do something," Dale said. We went inside and Dale addressed the receptionist.
"Joni, have you contacted everyone already?" he asked her.
"I have, Dale, and they're all on their way in," she said.
"Good," Dale said. "Look, it's going to get crazy here, so why don't you go ahead and run home, look after that husband of yours tonight?" She shook her pretty head.
"No can do, Dale," she said. "You forget, I spent four years in the Marines. Where you guys go, I go. Now if you don't mind, I'm going to get into my cammies and 782 gear. Would you be a dear and get me some body armor? And I'll need to check out my pistol." Dale laughed as he nodded his head.
"Alright, Joni," he said. "Go get dressed, it's going to be a long night." We headed into the conference room that John had turned into his command post. A map of the local area covered the large table and John had red x's marked on it. He was discussing placement of the troopers with the officers already there.
"Any word?" John asked as he looked up at me.
"Feds will be here at 1600," I said. "With aerial and possibly satellite surveillance. We need to do something about all the cars out front. We don't want to tip our hand. Right now, we have the element of surprise and I'd like to keep it that way."
"You're right," he said. "They're not expecting a battalion of law enforcement officers. Let's put the vehicles between the barracks to give the students extra cover."
"I think that's the best option," I said.
"Then let's get it done," John said. "We have about an hour before the feds arrive."
"But what if my car gets damaged?" one of the deputies asked.
"Then file a claim with the feds," I said. "If need be, I'll approve it myself."
"Alright," he said. "That's a brand new cruiser, you know."
"Your cruiser can be fixed or replaced," I said. "A dead student can't. They're our first priority." He nodded his assent and left the building to move his car. The other officers followed suit. After they left, Dale came into the room.
"I called corporate about Henderson," he said. "According to the billing office, his tuition was pre-paid by an unknown private party."
"Interesting," I said.
"I thought so, too," he said. "That's a lot of money to put out for something like this. I get the feeling they know a lot more than we think."
"You're probably right," I said.
"Well, I have to change and go open the armory," he said. "If you see any instructors come in, have them come see me."
"Will do," I said. Joni came into the room, having changed into her camouflage uniform. John looked at her and smiled.
"I thought Dale told you to go home, Joni," he said. "It's going to be dangerous here tonight. I don't want you to get hurt."
"Nonsense, Colonel," she said. "I spent time eating dirt in Iraq just like you. If you can handle a few domestic terrorists, then by God, so can I. I'm staying and there's not a damn thing you can do about it." He smiled and nodded his head.
"Yes, ma'am," he said.
"You're not upset with me, are you, John?" she asked. He shook his head.
"Not at all, Joni," he said. "I'm proud. Damn proud." She smiled widely and turned to her duties.
"That's quite a receptionist you have there," I told John.
"The best," he said. "Her and her husband both served in the Marines. They met in Iraq, if you can believe that. Don't let that cute face fool you. She's tough as nails."
It wasn't long before a large van and several black SUVs pulled into the camp and parked in front of the administration building. Quite a few federal agents dressed in full combat gear and armed to the teeth piled out of the vehicles and invaded the building.
"Is Oscar Warren here?" I heard a man ask over the din. I looked and saw a man wearing a dark jacket over a shirt and a tie.
"I'm Warren," I said. He came over and introduced himself.
"Special Agent Smith, FBI," he said. "I was told you're the agent in charge here?"
"I am," I told him. "Is anyone else coming?"
"No, we're it," he said. I nodded my head and signaled for Deputy Raskin to lay the spike strips across the main road as he suggested to me earlier. He gave a thumbs up and headed out with another deputy. "What was that all about?" Smith asked.
"A couple of the local sheriff's deputies are laying spike strips at different points across the road coming into the camp," I said. "We wanted to make sure there weren't any more vehicles coming in."
"Good idea," he said. "So, what's your sitrep?" he asked. I briefed him on the case then turned everything over to John, who briefed the FBI agents on the lay of the land. Smith looked the map over carefully before speaking.
"That's pretty rugged terrain," he said. "You seriously think they'll come in from the north like that? After dark?"
"Yes, I do," he said. "We do a lot of training in that area. You're right, it's very rugged, and it's all uphill for them, but there's a lot of paths that have been beaten down over the years in there. Even with night vision goggles, they're pretty easy to follow. I figure they'd probably come in behind the barracks rather than trying to climb the rocks on the south side and charge over an open grinder. I've mapped out what I believe are the best locations for an effective defense, providing for overlapping fields of fire." Smith nodded his head as he took in what John had to say.
"That makes sense," he said. "Any idea what size of force we're talking about here?" he asked, looking at me.
"No idea," I said. "And I don't know where they're coming in from. For all I know they could already be out there in the woods just waiting to move in. Remember, I just got wind of this a few hours ago."
"Yeah, that's what I understand," Smith said. "Looks like you did a good job putting together a defense given the short amount of time you had." He looked back at John. "What about your personnel? What's their status?"
"Most of the support staff has already left," John said. "The medics, security team and Joni have stayed behind."
"Joni?" Smith asked. Joni came up behind Smith before speaking.
"That's me," she said. "I'm John's receptionist. Formerly a corporal in the U.S. Marine Corps."
"I see," Smith said. "And the students -- what are you doing about them?"
"The students will train as normal, eat as scheduled and return to their barracks where they'll shelter in place with their instructors until the all-clear is given," John said.
"What kind of men are your instructors?" Smith asked.
"All combat veterans," John said. "And former drill instructors or drill sergeants. They're also armed with AR-15s and .45 caliber pistols and can handle any situation." Smith nodded his head.
"What about media?" Smith asked.
"No media," I said.
"If there's a firefight here, someone's going to hear it," Smith said. I looked at John.
"Can Joni do a press release?" I asked. John nodded his head.
"Yes," he said.
"Good," I responded. "Have her do a press release saying your students were involved in a training exercise with federal officers. We won't issue it unless someone asks."
"Sounds good to me," Smith said. John agreed and Joni went to her desk to produce the release.
"What about aerial surveillance and satellite capability?" I asked.
"There's a helicopter set to land in a field just west of the main road," Smith said. "He'll remain there until about 2330, then he'll take off and begin his surveillance. I don't know what strings you people pulled, but we were able to get satellite access between 11:40 pm tonight and 12:15 am. The satellite will be out of range by then. I understand you captured an infiltrator, is that right?"
"Yes," I said. "He's in the stockade under armed guard at the moment."
"Get anything out of him?" Smith asked. I shook my head.
"No, nothing," I said.
"Why don't you let me have a crack at him?" he asked.
"Sure, why not?" I said in response.
"Would you and your men care for something to eat?" John asked. Smith shook his head.
"No," he said. "I'd rather they spent some time getting familiar with the terrain on the north side before it gets too dark. Do you have copies of this map?" Joni handed him a stack of papers -- copies she had made for them.
"I thought you might want them, so I ran off a bunch of copies for you," she said.
"Good thinking," he said, handing the reduced copies to his team leaders. "Get these distributed to everyone, and go claim your spots." The team leaders affirmed his instructions and left the building, their charges in tow. He looked at me before speaking again.
"You ready to go visit your suspect?" he asked. I nodded my head and grabbed the burner phone and battery we confiscated earlier.
"Yes," I said. "Let me just check something first." I put on a pair of latex gloves, inserted the battery, turned the phone on and unlocked it. I saw a new message had come through within the last few minutes: "Your services R no longer required."
"Shit," I said. "We'd better get over there, fast." Dale and Smith looked at me, surprised.
"What's wrong?" Smith asked. I showed him the message. "What does that mean?" he asked me.
"That's the same message sent to Pat Witherspoon right before she died," I said. "C'mon, let's go." We left the building and went to the stockade as fast as we could. When we got there, Bill, the security man on duty, looked up at us as he knelt before Mark's body.
"What happened?" Dale asked.
"I don't know," he said. "He just started shaking all over, then fell down. I haven't been able to get any response. I called the infirmary and they're sending someone over with a gurney." I looked at Mark and could tell he was already dead. I shook my head.
"Damn! Damn, damn, damn," I exclaimed.
"What's going on?" Smith demanded.
"MMAS got what they wanted from him, so they eliminated him," I said. "It's how they operate. I've seen it before."
"But how could they do that?" he asked.
"In this case, it was either remotely done or timed to coincide with the planned attack to distract us," I said. By then, two medics and a female doctor entered the stockade and were examining Mark's body. The doctor shook her head.
"I don't see anything that might explain what happened here," she said.
"Are you equipped to do an autopsy?" I asked. She shook her head.
"No, we're not," she said. "We handle emergency cases but everything else has to be handled off-site."
"Can you at least keep him overnight?" I asked. She nodded her head.
"Yes, we do have a small morgue," she said. "We can bag and tag him, then keep him there for a short while until the coroner gets here tomorrow."
"Do it, then," I said. I handed her my card. "Expedite his autopsy then get the results to me ASAP." Just then, my phone rang. I saw it was Bill, so I answered.
"Oscar, just wanted you to know we got clearance for you to be briefed on the work Adams is doing," Bill said.
"Thanks, boss," I said.
"How are things going there?" he asked me.
"The feds have arrived, along with ISP troopers and sheriff's deputies," I said. "We've put together a defensive plan and it's being implemented now. Henderson, or whoever he really is, just died, the same way Pat did."
"Crap," Bill said. "Well, I won't keep you too long. I know you're busy. I'll email you the authorization. Keep me informed."
"I will, thanks," I said before ending the call. I looked at Dale.
"Where's Jim right now?" I asked. He looked at his watch.
"He would be at the mess hall right now, eating dinner," Dale said.
"Let's go," I said. "He's got some explaining to do." We went to the mess hall and I could see Jim eating with the rest of his class. We walked over to him and motioned for him to come outside with us. After we got outside, I pushed him against the wall of the building and got as close to him as I could. He looked at me, scared.
"Alright," I said. "I want answers and I want them right fucking now. Your buddy Henderson is dead and there may well be more before this night is over. What are you working on that's so important?"
"I told you earlier, Officer Warren, I can't divulge that," he said. I pulled up my phone so he could see the PDF file of the authorization letter I got from Bill.
"I've been given clearance," I said. "Now, talk to me, goddammit."
"Okay," he said. "But I can't say anything with them here," he added, looking at Dale and Smith.



"Whatever you have to say to me can be said in front of them," I told him. Resigned, he nodded his head. I backed off a bit to make him feel more at ease.
"As you know, I work for G&S Labs," he said.
"I know that," I said. "But what, specifically, are you working on?"
"Okay, okay," he said. "Most of what we do is theoretical. We brainstorm ideas, then work the formulas out on a whiteboard. Only then do we begin working them into something tangible. The idea is to think like an enemy might, then come up with possible treatments or antidotes."
"I understand," I said. "Your job is to think outside the box. I get it. Give me details."
"The formula my team and I are working on is based on the idea that a potential enemy might come up with an agent that incapacitates a soldier by attacking his testosterone and his manhood," he said. "Imagine, a compound that emasculates highly driven and trained soldiers, turning them into simpering wimps incapable of doing their job."
"And you actually made something like that?" Smith asked. Jim nodded his head.
"Yes," he said. "It's still in the early stages, but initial tests with animal subjects have proven to be effective so far."
"Can something like that be weaponized?" I asked. He nodded his head.
"Theoretically, yes," he said. "Although it could take a few years for it to become a viable weapon."
"What could happen if this were released in a major city?" I asked.
"In theory, every man exposed to the agent would experience a rapid depletion of their testosterone, followed by a decrease in muscle mass," he said. "They would also find that their sex organs no longer worked and their overall sex drive would basically vanish. In high enough concentrations, the reaction could happen within minutes of exposure."
"Fuck," Dale said. Smith and I agreed, nodding our heads.
"Tailor made for someone like MMAS," I said. "Have you developed an antidote for this?"
"Not yet," he said. "We were still perfecting the agent when I came here."
"Who would've known about this?" I asked.
"Well, me, of course," he said. "My team, my managers and I'm sure others, but I don't know exactly who."
"What about Henderson?" I asked. He shook his head.
"No," he said.
"Have you used this on any human subjects?" Smith asked.
"Oh God, no," Jim said. "We never do any human testing."
"If you think of anything -- anything at all -- that might help us determine who leaked this out, you let me know," I said. He nodded his head.
"I will, Officer, I promise," he said nervously. I motioned for him to join his group then pulled out my phone and called Ron.
"What's up, boss?" he asked.
"Ron, I need for you to do a deep dive on G&S Laboratories," I said. "I want to know everything about everyone at that company."
"And I suppose you want it, like ten minutes ago, right?" he asked.
"Fifteen will do," I said jokingly. He chuckled at that.
"I'll start right now, boss," he said. "I'll be in touch." We ended the call and the three of us headed back to the main administration building.
"Do you think they could actually develop something like that into a weapon?" Smith asked.
"Yes," I said. "And trust me, MMAS would jump on it as fast as they could. They have no scruples whatsoever and they'd use it without batting an eye." Halfway to the building, Cliff and one of the deputies came up to us.
"We've got two deputies stationed in tree stands at the entrance to the road, so we can see anything that turns off the highway," the deputy said. "We also have two unmarked cars patrolling the main road five miles in either direction of the turnoff. There is a gas station and convenience store two miles south of the turnoff which would be an excellent assembly point since they have a huge parking lot."
"We also have units patrolling the main road as well as the secondary roads in that perimeter," Cliff said.
"Our security guys are also setting up some surprises for our guests," Dale said.
"Good," I said. We got back to the main administration building and went into the conference room/command post, where John briefed us on everything.
"Just curious," Smith asked John. "What if they come in with a vastly superior force?"
"I don't think that will be much of an issue," John said. "They'll be fighting an uphill battle no matter what. And they'll be doing it at night and on unfamiliar ground. Plus they don't think we know they're coming." Smith nodded his head.
"I agree," he said. "Well, let's get everyone in place and wait for the party, shall we?" We all agreed and I sat down with my laptop to review the information Jim gave me. It looked as though there had been several calls between Lisa and her MMAS contact, but none of those calls provided much information. It didn't help that I could only hear one side of the conversation.
Eventually, it was approaching 11:30 and I new things would start to break loose soon. In ten minutes, we would have satellite imagery, so I went to Smith's mobile command vehicle, where he was busy setting up his electronic gear.
"We should start seeing something any minute now," he said as I entered the cramped space. A couple minutes later, there was a knock at the door. I opened it and saw Cliff.
"There's a caravan of four SUVs just south of the turnoff," he said.
"That would probably be them," I said. "Get the word out." He nodded his head and went into the main building. Smith's radio went off and I heard the helicopter crew report the same four vehicles were slowing down to turn off the road. According to the observer, all four vehicles had turned off their headlights. A few seconds later, both deputies at the turnoff reported the same vehicles turning onto the road leading to the camp.
"Showtime," Smith said. I nodded my head in agreement and radioed the preset signal. Suddenly, Smith's satellite monitor came alive and we could make out the four vehicles on the road. John, Dale and Joni had joined us by this time and we all watched as the vehicles stopped just short of the first set of spikes.
We could see the heat signatures of the men as they exited the vehicles as well as the signatures from our guys, stationed at the spots John had mapped out. As we watched, the group of men headed to the base of the slope on the north side of the camp, just as John predicted. I counted 28 bad guys in all.
"Looks like you were right," Smith told John. "They're all heading for the north slope."
"I count 28 of them," I said. Smith nodded his head.
"Me too," he said. Keying his microphone, he spoke to the men on the hill. "Twenty-eight bogeys heading for the base of the north slope. Stand by." I heard as they all acknowledged his signal.
"Let's hope our little surprise works," Dale said. We saw them fan out at the base and begin working their way up. They were moving pretty slow, due to the terrain and the heavy vegetation on that part of the hill. They were also using night vision goggles, which slowed them down somewhat. We watched as they slowly inched their way to our defensive positions.
Suddenly the whole north slope was awash in bright light. We saw the intruders react, knowing the bright light would blind them. Then we heard the gunfire. Some of the intruders tried to shoot out the lights with automatic weapons, but their aim was wild and they hit nothing. Then our guys opened up.
The entire firefight lasted less than a minute and when it was over, all but one of the intruders was down. I saw one person working his way up the hill on the eastern side as he edged closer to the barracks. Apparently, none of the officers had spotted him. Smith prepared to say something but I motioned for him not to and jumped out of the command vehicle. Dale and Joni followed close behind.
As we went into the paved "grinder," I could see the man approaching the corner of the barracks where Jim was. Dale and I pulled out our handguns and prepared to take him down, but he spotted us first and fired. I heard Dale grunt and saw him fall, then took aim and fired three rounds. I saw the man fall and noticed his right arm moved after he was on the ground, indicating he might still be alive.
I looked at Dale, who was holding his shoulder, blood soaking his sleeve. Joni had already started performing first aid on him.
"You gonna be alright?" I asked him. He nodded his head.
"Yeah, just a scratch," he said. "I get hurt worse than this working on my car." Joni looked up at me.
"He'll be fine, Officer, I got this under control," she said. I nodded my head and ran to the man I shot. When I got there, I could tell he was dead. His eyes were glazed over and white foam was at his mouth. I saw very little blood from his gunshot wound, but noticed an auto-injector pen in his right hand and realized what he had done.
By now, the cleanup operation had begun. The FBI agents, with the help of the ISP troopers were bringing the bodies up and staging them on the grinder. The deputies had removed the spike strips and wreckers were on their way to pick up the SUVs. They were to be impounded by the county and gone over for any evidence.
Dale had been moved to the infirmary, where the doctor was tending to his wound. Fortunately, it looked worse than it really was, as the bullet grazed his arm, but missed the bone. By the time I got there, the doctor was sewing up the gash in his arm.
"How are you feeling?" I asked.
"Like shit," he said. "But I'll be okay. You get that fellow?"
"I hit him, but it looks like he did himself in," I said. Dale shook his head. "You take care of yourself," I said as I prepared to leave. John came in to check on his old friend just as I was leaving.
I got to the line of dead bodies and noticed that well over half had the same foam around their mouths as the man I took down. Apparently, they were under orders not to be captured. As I stood in front of one man, I heard what sounded like a radio. I looked and found he was wearing a headset attached to what appeared to be a satellite phone. I took the headset off and listened.
"Report, Taylor," a woman's voice said. "What's going on? Did you get him yet? Talk to me, Goddammit!" Could this be Mona, I wondered. I took a chance and keyed the microphone.
"You lose, Mona," I said. "And I'm coming for YOU!" There was silence for a few seconds, then I heard a primal scream before I lost connection. I put the headset back down and looked at the line of bodies. From what I could tell, all of them had been wounded, but less than half actually died from their wounds.
I stood up as Smith came over to me.
"You sure do know how to throw a party," he said.
"It would've turned out a lot different if you guys weren't here," I said. "Thanks." He smiled as we shook hands.
"What do you want done with all this?" he asked, motioning to the line of bodies and the pile of gear.
"I want all of it shipped back to Fort Apache," I said. "Our people will take it from there."
"Your base, right?" he asked. I nodded my head and handed him my card. "Okay," he said. "It is your party, after all. Sure save me a shitload of paperwork." He walked off as John came over to me.
"How's Dale?" I asked.
"He's tough. He'll make it," John said. "You know, Dale and I have been together for years. He saved my ass more than once. He's set to retire in a couple years. I may resign over this. It's the least I can do."
"You think Dale would want that?" I asked. "He doesn't strike me as the quitting type. And neither do you. These men need you."
"Thanks for saying so," he said. "I'll certainly give it some thought." He turned to Joni who came over when she found us. "Put out the word," he said. "Cancel all classes for tomorrow. Let's give these folks time to clean up and do their work." She nodded her head.
"Yes, sir," she said. She started to turn away but John stopped her.
"You were there for Dale and I appreciate it," he said. "Good work, Joni. Thanks." She smiled at him.
"It was my pleasure," she said before leaving. By then, the SUVs had been hauled off and several vans showed up to collect the bodies and the gear for shipment. I went to Jim's barracks to check up on him. He was alright, but shaken up by the firefight, as were all of the students.
"Officer," he said. "I just remembered something. About a month before my wife went on that retreat, we hired in a new tech, Allison Gatsby. Good-looking, redhead, fairly petite. I didn't work with her much, but there was something about her that set me off. She was always trying to figure out what the other teams were doing instead of focusing on her own work. I caught her watching my team several times, as though she was listening to what we were doing."
"I'll remember that, Jim, thanks," I said. I went to the main administration building and called Bill to give him a brief report.
"Glad you're okay, son," Bill said. "You say over half of them died from some kind of poisoning?"
"That's what it looked like to me," I said. "Anyway, they're all being transported to Fort Apache for our forensics people."
"Thanks," he said. "Anything else?"
"I'm not sure, but I think I may have spoken to Mona after the firefight," I said.
"Really?" he asked. I told him about the incident with the radio. "Hmmm," he said when I was done. "Interesting. Well, get your report to me as soon as possible, and make sure to thank everyone for me. I take it you'll be flying out tomorrow?"
"Yes," I told him. "I want to stop in Denver and speak to the folks over at G&S before I come back. I'd also like to arrest Jim's wife while I'm there."
"Good idea," he said. "I'll get an arrest warrant for you, then alert the local FBI office. I'll also have someone from our Denver office pick you up. Let me know what you find out." We ended the call and I finished my report. It was nearly 4:00 am before everything was cleaned up. I looked up as Cliff, my ISP escort, plopped down in a chair.
"I don't know about you, but I've had about as much fun in a 24-hour period as I can stand," he said. I laughed.
"It's been quite a day," I said. "Why don't you get some sleep. I'll be leaving about 7:00." He nodded his head and closed his eyes. Soon, he was asleep. Loni came in wearing her normal work clothes and put an afghan over him.
"I'm surprised you're still up," I told her. She smiled, showing off her dimples.
"John and Dale need me," she said. "They won't admit it, but it's true."
"You sure did a helluva job giving Dale first aid," I said. "I know John appreciated it."
"Not the first time I've had to do that," she said wistfully. "I just hate that it had to happen here."
"I know what you mean," I said.
"Are you going to be here for a while?" she asked. I nodded my head.
"Yeah, I have a few more things to check out before I leave," I said.
"Okay, I'll put a fresh pot of coffee on," she said.
"Thanks," I said as she walked out. I suddenly remembered what Jim told me about Allison. It dawned on me that I had seen someone with that general description in one of the the DVDs I got from Jim. I pulled it out and scanned through it quickly. There she was -- petite, red hair, generally attractive in a girl-next-door sort of way. And she was with Lisa. I grabbed a fresh cup of coffee and watched the video.
They were talking, but I couldn't make out everything they said. I recognized Allison's voice right off -- it was the same woman I heard on the radio earlier. I was also able to make out fragments of their discussion, which seemed to center around Jim's work. After that, they headed to the master bedroom for some one-on-one time. I wasn't interested in watching a lesbian scene between the two women, so I ended the video. I made a note to have the tech guys enhance the audio, however.
I then sent Ron an email asking him to do a deep scan of Allison and provide everything he could about her. Then I sent Bill an email requesting an arrest warrant for one Allison Gatsby. I made copies of Jim's DVDs and PI reports and put those in my briefcase. By the time I was finished, it was 6:00 am.
John came into the office looking refreshed and asked if I wanted breakfast.
"I could use a bite to eat," I said.
"Been up all night?" he asked. I nodded my head.
"I needed to get some work done and copy off the stuff Jim gave me," I said. "I'll sleep on the way to Denver." We headed to the mess hall, where the cooks had made omelets and hash browns.
"You'll love these," he said. "Better than anything you'll get at most diners." I took a bite and was impressed.
"So, you eat here with your men?" I asked. He nodded his head.
"I eat here, I sleep here. Hell, I live here," he said. "I owe it to them. I'm responsible for their well-being."
"I would've thought you'd have a nice big cabin on the lake somewhere with a wife and a few children," I said. He snorted with a mouthful of food.
"Maybe in another timeline," he said. "Didn't work out for me, like so many in the service."
"Divorced?" I asked. He nodded his head.
"Yeah," he said. "After 20 years. Came back to an empty house. She even took the toilet paper rolls. Tell me, who does that, anyway? All she left was a note and her rings. Oh, and some of my clothes. Said she found someone else. Someone who happened to be around while I was off fighting terrorists. She blamed me, if you can believe that."
"I can," I said.
"Anyway, the Sergeant Major and I retired at the same time," he said. "I got offered a job to set up and run this place, so I took it. I offered Dale the senior instructor job and he accepted. Moved up here with his wife and they have a nice home on the lake. I promised them he'd be safe."
"I understand," I said.
"His wife's been after him to retire for the last year or so," he said. "She might get her way after this." He thought for a second before he spoke again. "You know, I've seen a lot of men come through these gates. Men screwed up and abused by the very women who promised to love them for the rest of their lives. I've made it my life's work to help these men. I can't imagine doing anything else."
"Then don't," I said. "Have you talked to Dale?"
"I have," he said. "He told me he'd kick my ass into the middle of next week if I even thought of resigning. He's probably the only man on earth I'd let say that to me. So, I'll stick around. But I promise you there'll be a lot of changes around here. This'll never happen again."
By the time we finished our breakfast, the students were coming in to get their breakfast. The instructors hovered over them like mother hens, making sure they took everything they were supposed to. They got their breakfast only after the students were finished. John and I put our trays in the stack to be washed and headed to the instructor's table.
"How's everyone doing after last night?" he asked. They all responded affirmatively, nodding their heads. "Well, I've canceled class for the day, so use this as your time with the men." I spotted Jim's instructor and addressed him.
"I'll be leaving in a bit, but I'll bring Jim's original paperwork and DVDs back before I leave," I said.
"Thanks," he said. "There should be someone in the office." We said our goodbyes and left.
"By the way, we have a ceremony here that we do at the end of each class," John said. "It's called the 'burn the bitch' ceremony. Anyway, Jim's will be coming up in about two weeks or so, so maybe you can come back and witness it."
"I'd like that," I said. "I've never heard of anything like that before. What's it all about?"
"It's a way to help them blow off some steam before they leave," John said. "Truthfully, it's my favorite part of the training here, followed by the graduation."
"Since I'll be escorting Jim back home, I'll make sure to be here for that," I said.



"Good," he said. "I'll confirm the date for you before you leave." We arrived at the main building, so John went to his office and I went into the conference room to collect my things and wake Cliff up. Cliff, however, was already awake and chatting with Loni. John handed me a card with the date for Jim's ceremony, so I grabbed my things and we went out to the car, which Cliff had already pulled out front. After I put my stuff inside, I went to Jim's barracks and dropped off the PI reports he gave me the previous day.
Cliff was pretty quiet on the drive back to the airport. I couldn't blame him. Last night was pretty hectic and I knew he didn't get much sleep. Neither one of us felt much like talking. We said our goodbyes at the airport and I headed to the company jet, which was preparing to leave.
I stashed my gear and sat down, waiting for the plane to take off. By the time the pilot came back to let me know he was ready to go, I was nearly asleep. I thanked him and waited until we were airborne before putting the seat all the way back. I slept the whole way to Denver.
After we landed, I wiped the sleep from my eyes and made my way to the lavatory, where I did my business. I looked at myself in the mirror and realized I needed to shave and clean up before visiting G&S Labs. Truth is, I looked like shit.
I shaved, brushed my teeth, and washed myself as best I could in the sink. I changed my clothes, putting on a clean shirt. I looked a little better -- at least I hadn't slept in this shirt. I gathered my stuff and exited the airplane, where I was met by an attractive brunette.
"Officer Warren?" she asked. I nodded my head.
"That's me," I said. "And you are?"
"Officer Bascomb," she said. "Julie Bascomb, Denver office. Bill asked me to pick you up. How was your flight?"
"Don't know," I said. "I was asleep." She laughed.
"You look it," she said. "I hear you had some fun last night."
"Yeah, big fun," I said sarcastically. She handed me a couple of folded envelopes.
"Here's the arrest warrants you asked for," she said. "Bill sent one to me late last night. The second one came in just as I was on my way here to get you." I nodded my head.
"Thanks," I said.
"I take it we're going to G&S first?" she asked. I nodded my head.
"Yes," I said. "Hopefully, Allison will be there and we can take her into custody without too much of a scene."
"I was informed there'll be a couple of FBI agents there who'll take her downtown," she said.
"Good," I said. We pulled into the parking lot for G&S Labs and made our way inside. Two FBI agents were at the front door when we got there. We made our introductions and walked inside, where we were escorted to the office of one Ellis Drummer, the head of Jim's section. He got up as we walked in and we all shook hands. I took in the certificates and massive diplomas on his wall.
"Thank you for meeting with us, Dr. Drummer," I said.
"Please call me Ellis," the balding man said. "I hate all that 'doctor' shit." I liked this man right off the bat.
"Jim has already briefed me on his work, Ellis," I said. "What's the status of that project now?"
"Given what's happened, I decided it would be best to shelve that particular project at this time," he said. "Everything related to it has been archived and I hope it never sees the light of day."
"Probably for the best," I said. "I am curious to know why you didn't take any stronger action when he first informed you of what was going on."
"I had hoped we could throw them off," he said. "I misread the situation, apparently."
"Apparently," I said, sarcastically. "Were you aware of an attempt to kidnap Mr. Adams from Camp Rollins?" I asked. His face turned white.
"Oh my God," he said. "No, I wasn't. Is he alright?"
"Yes," I said. "He's fine, but the men who tried to take him aren't. They're all dead." I let him absorb what I said before continuing.
"My concern, of course, is for Jim's safety," I said. "If they tried once, chances are they'll try again."
"I understand," Ellis said. "What do you have in mind?"
"I haven't talked to my boss yet, but I think he should stay with us," I said. "We have a research team and he can liaise with you as needed, online."
"I think we can arrange that," he said.
"What about Allison Gatsby?" I asked. "Is she here today?" He shook his head.
"No, she hasn't come to work yet and no one has heard from her," he said. "We've been trying to get in touch with her, but we haven't been successful." I stood and motioned for the others with me to leave. I handed Ellis my card.
"Please call me if you hear from her," I said. He nodded his head.
"I will," he said. "And thanks for looking after Jim. He's a good man. I'd hate to lose him, but I understand."
We left and drove to the address we had for Allison. There was a blue Toyota in the driveway, so we assumed she was home and knocked on the door. The door opened slightly when I knocked on it, so I announced our presence.
"Federal agents," I said loudly before pushing the door open farther. There was no answer, so we tiptoed inside, weapons drawn. We saw no evidence that anyone was there, and began looking around to see if we could determine where she might be. It looked as though she had packed and left in a hurry. We could see that she had taken some clothes and most of her toiletries were gone. We met back in the front room and was looking around, when I noticed her answering machine counting down.
"30... 29... 28..." the display read. Holy fuck, I thought to myself -- a bomb! I grabbed Julie and yelled at the others to leave.
"Get out!" I yelled "Now." We all ran out of the house and took cover just as the entire house erupted in flame, sending debris over several houses in the neighborhood. We called 911 and heard the sirens as fire trucks and police cars made their way to the neighborhood minutes later. The officers took our statements and I spoke to the fireman in charge, handing him a card with instructions to forward his report to me. He promised he would and the FBI agents said they had requested an APB -- All Points Bulletin -- be put out for Allison, but I suspected she was already long gone by now.
"What now?" Julie asked when we got back in the car.
"To the Adams residence," I said. "Hopefully, it's not too late." She headed out, the FBI agents following us in their SUV. We arrived at Jim's house about a half hour later. The FBI agents joined us at the front door. I rang the doorbell, but got no answer. The agents went to their vehicle and came back with a battering ram, which they would use to smash in the door.
A man in a white van pulled up in front of the house and introduced himself as Greg Hollister, a private investigator working for Rollins Enterprises.
"Someone was here about a couple hours ago," he told us. "He went in, then came out about ten minutes later. I got photos."
"Let's see them," I said. He pulled up the stored photos on his camera and I saw a man, dressed in black, enter the house after ringing the bell. Sure enough, he was out five minutes later. "You have video of what took place inside?" I asked.
"Not yet," he said. "The system is designed to upload videos to a cloud service at a set time each day. But if there are videos, they'll still be on the device we have set up in the attic."
"Can you get them?" I asked.
"Yes," he said. "But I have to access the storage device directly."
"Okay," I said. "Once we have the place secure, I want you to get whatever video you can and give me a copy." He agreed, and sat in his van as we went to the door.
After a second attempt at ringing the doorbell, the agents smashed the door in. We announced our presence, but got no response. After what happened at Allison's place, we were very careful as we moved inside. We saw nothing to indicate a booby trap had been set, and finally made our way to the bedroom. Julie nearly threw up when she walked in.
There, lying on the bed, naked, was Lisa. Her arms and legs were stretched out, and her throat had been slashed from ear to ear. The bed was soaked in blood and the room reeked of urine and feces. We called 911 and reported a homicide. I gave Greg a set of latex gloves and followed him into the attic, where he retrieved the storage device.
We looked at the day's videos and saw a man dressed in black walk into the house. He said very little to Lisa, who embraced him as a lover. They walked silently into the bedroom, where he watched her strip. As she turned to get on the bed, he pulled out a knife and slit her throat. She didn't have a chance. He arranged her body on the bed, then left. We searched the video, but couldn't get a good look at his face. I thought this was one of the men I had seen in other surveillance videos, but wasn't certain.
"You've seen this man here before?" I asked Greg.
"Yeah, he comes here frequently," Greg said. "I still haven't been able to positively identify him." I gave him my card.
"I want all videos, audio and photos you have forwarded to me. Understand?" He nodded his head. "I do not want Jim to see this video. I'll take care of notifying him."
"What do I tell my people?" he asked.
"You tell them I said it's in the interest of national security. Got it?" I asked. "If they have a problem, they can take it up with me."
"I got it," he said. The senior FBI agent with us told me he would also put out an APB on the man in the video. I thanked him and pulled out my phone to brief Bill. I knew he wouldn't be happy, but there wasn't anything more I could do at the moment.
"So, Allison and what we can presume is her accomplice, got away?" he asked.
"It seems that way, boss," I said. "The FBI is putting out an APB on both of them, but I doubt we'll see them any time soon."
"Does Mr. Adams know about his wife?" Bill asked.
"Not yet," I said. "I'll call the camp commandant and let him know."
"Okay," he said. "Have them search the place and tell Julie to confiscate everything and forward it here. You may as well come on back home."
"Will do," I said, ending the call. I gave Julie instructions to have everything cataloged and forwarded to Fort Apache for analysis. She agreed and I made one more call.
"Oh my God," John said when I told him what happened. "I'll notify Jim. Are you still coming to his ceremony?"
"I'll be there," I said before ending the call. I gave my contact information to Julie and managed to hitch a ride with one of the police officers back to the airport. There wasn't much I could do here, and I still had a lot of information to sort through.
Exhausted, I slept the whole way back to Fort Apache. Bill met me when the plane landed and drove me back to my apartment. I spoke to him about bringing Jim on board to work with the analysts and he agreed it would be good to have someone with his background on board. He also agreed with my assessment that if MMAS wanted him so bad they would risk attacking Camp Rollins, they might try again.
After greeting the children, I took a much-needed shower and went to bed where I slept until the next day.
When I got to work, I found that Ron had emailed me particulars on Allison Gatsby. It turned out that was her real name and she had graduated with a degree in biochemistry. And, Ron told me in his report, she was also a known MMAS operative with suspected ties to Mona Larsen. The techs analyzing Pat's files had found a few references in her notes to someone identified as "AG." According to what they found, Allison was directly tasked by Mona to secure something that would "ensure the compliance of the overall male population." No other specifics were provided.
For the next two weeks, we pored over all the evidence that had been provided to us. Julie said a vial of colorless liquid was found in Lisa's medicine cabinet. Initial analysis indicated it was a drug very similar to one Renee tried to use on me.
I went through the DVDs Jim had given me, along with the video I got from Greg. It seemed that Lisa had been recruited by Allison to get whatever she could from Jim, while setting him up for a fall. In return, Lisa was given all the sexual stimulation she could ever ask for, from Allison, the man in black and a few others.
According to the report I got from Ron, Henderson's real name was Gabe Washburn, and he was a contract driver for Acme who was recruited by Allison to keep an eye on Jim. From the discussions I heard between Allison and Lisa, she surmised Jim was going to Camp Rollins and arranged for Gabe to attend as well, in order to confirm his presence. She even arranged for Mona to pay for Gabe's tuition.
Bill took all this in as I briefed him on what I had found out so far. He closed the folder and stamped it as a "cold" case.
"You know you'll probably never see either Allison or this 'man in black' ever again, don't you?" he asked. I nodded my head.
"Yeah, probably," I said. "Mona's not one to accept failure."
"No, she's not," he said. "You still going to Camp Rollins this weekend?"
"I am," I said. "I made a promise plus I need to get Jim back here."
"Alright," he said. "I'll make a company jet available for your use. Have a good trip."
I flew back into Coeur d'Alene, but this time, John met me at the airport. We made small talk on the way back to camp. Dale was still out recovering from his wound, but, John told me, he would be back for the ceremony, set to take place that evening.
That night, I stood in the background with John and Dale and watched the strangest ceremony I had ever seen. The men were gathered around a wooden stake with wood piled at the base. On an instructor's command, a straw effigy was tied to the pole and the men attached pictures of their spouses to it.
Once they were finished, the instructor called Jim to the front. He stood to attention in front of the instructor.
"Burn the bitch!" the instructor commanded, handing him a lit torch.
"Sir! Burn the bitch! Aye, aye, sir!" Jim said in response. He lit the pile of wood, and the fire quickly engulfed the straw figure. The students began chanting, "burn, burn, burn!" As the figure burned, the students went wild, pumping their fists into the air, howling and chanting. When the figure fell on the ground, the students danced and chanted and some, including Jim, urinated on the figure. This went on for some time until it was reduced to ashes.
When the fire was completely extinguished, the men were formed back up and marched back to their barracks. I looked at John and saw he had a slight smile on his face. It seemed that he enjoyed this as much as the men did, if not more so.
"What now?" I asked.
"They graduate tomorrow," John said. "Then we regroup and bring in a whole new class." I looked at Dale, who still had a bandage on his arm.
"How are you doing?" I asked. He smiled before speaking.
"I'm doing okay," he said. "Wife's bugging me to retire, but I got some time left." Something told me he wouldn't complain even if he had cause to.
The next day, I stood in the background as John addressed the students. He wished them well and the instructor dismissed them. Once the graduation was finished, I walked to Jim.
"You ready to go?" I asked. He nodded his head as he picked up his bag.
"I'm ready," he said.
"I'm sorry about your wife," I said. He shrugged his shoulders.
"Don't be," he said. "Whoever killed the bitch saved me the expense of divorcing her. Her parents had her cremated. I told them they could do whatever they wanted with her ashes."
"What about your house?" I asked. "All your stuff?" He shrugged his shoulders.
"We were renting it from Lisa's parents," he said. "Most everything was hers. There's a few things I might want, but that's it. I'll have her folks ship it all out."
"You're okay with all this, then?" I asked. He looked at me with determination on his face.
"I'm ready to do anything I can to put this bunch out of business for good," he said. I smiled and shook his hand.
"Welcome to the Task Force," I said.
...
Epilogue:
The case technically remained open for over two decades before it was finally closed. Several months after this incident, Mona was shot and killed by federal agents after she foolishly pulled a gun on them. Her twin sister, Elizabeth Skaggs, committed suicide after an aborted attempt on her husband, the President of the United States.
Allison's male partner, the "man in black," was never seen nor heard from again. Allison, however, managed to remain out of sight for over twenty years, having changed her appearance and her identity after leaving the country. She never gave up on her dream of a female-dominant society.
Dale retired about a year after this incident and was replaced by a retired Marine Gunnery Sergeant, Alan Roberts. John continued to run Camp Rollins until he retired at age 70. A number of changes were put in place, thanks to John's leadership, and the company worked closely with the Task Force, vetting potential students and working with those victimized by MMAS. The camp remains in operation to this day.
Jim joined the task force and later became the head of the biochemical research department, where he worked until he retired just a couple years ago. He never remarried.
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Lionel Hawkins could feel the car he was in come to a stop, but he had no idea where he was. One minute, he was working at home, the next, he was drugged, tied, gagged, blindfolded and placed in the trunk of what appeared to be a fairly expensive car. He was being jostled as he started coming to, and suspected he was being taken somewhere remote. But where? And for what? Was he going to be killed? His stomach knotted up at the thought.
He heard the trunk latch and was hauled up by at least two strong sets of hands. He felt the punch to his stomach and thought he was going to throw up. He was tossed to the ground and thought he would soon be shot in the head, but the expected gunshot never came.
Instead, he felt several kicks to his ribs, followed by something wet being poured on his forehead. He heard two men laughing, but the real kick to his stomach was the laughter of the third person. It was the laughter of a woman. But not just any woman. It was Cheryl, his wife, the woman he had loved exclusively for over a decade.
"I always wanted to piss on him like that," she said as the others two snickered. "Too bad his mouth wasn't open at the time.
"Why don't we just do him right here?" he heard one man say.
"No, no," he heard his wife argue. "Between the heat and the snakes, he'll be dead soon enough. I don't want anything that could lead authorities back to us."
"Besides," he heard the other man say. "It'll be years before anyone finds him out here. By then, there'll be nothing left but bones." The other two laughed at that. He could hear his wife move, then he smelled her perfume as she knelt close to him.
"I'm sorry it has to end like this, dear," she said sarcastically as the other two laughed. "But you knew it wouldn't last forever. Besides, Enrique and his men fuck me better than you ever could." That prompted even more laughter. "Believe it or not, this isn't personal. It's just business. Oh, who the hell am I kidding. Of course, it's personal." She snickered, then stood back up. "Untie his hands," she told the other two men.
"Are you sure?" the first man said.
"Yes," she said. "Leave his legs tied and his blindfold on." She knelt by her husband. "Now, you be a good boy and count to 100 after we leave before you untie yourself and take off the blindfold. You hear me?" Lionel nodded his head, unable to say anything with the gag in his mouth. She stood back up. "Do it," she ordered.
Lionel could feel one of the men cut the zip ties holding his hands behind his back.
"You're getting off easy, cuck," the man whispered. "If it were up to me, I'd blow your fucking brains out then feed you to the fish."
When his hands were free, he rubbed his wrists together. The man left him and got back in the car. He heard his wife one last time.
"Now you be a good boy and do as I say," she said. "Otherwise, I'll just have to sic my dogs on you. I'd like to say it's been nice, but that would be a lie. Now do humanity a favor and die, okay? That's a good boy." She laughed and closed the door. He cried as he heard the car take off. He counted to 100 as she said and removed the blindfold and gag. He squinted his eyes until he got used to the bright light and looked around at the harsh desert terrain. He knew he wouldn't last very long out in the open.
He untied his legs and stripped off his shirt and his jacket. He tied his shirt around his head to give him some protection from the oppressive heat. He could barely make out the tracks from the vehicle he had been in and decided to follow them as far as he could.
As he walked, he thought about his life with Cheryl. They met in law school, dated, fell in love and got married. They both worked for a large legal firm but he felt like his talents were being wasted. He didn't go to law school to get rich, after all. He genuinely wanted to help people. So he started his own firm about three years after they graduated, dedicating at least 10 percent of his billable time to pro-bono work, helping people who needed legal advise but couldn't afford it.
Cheryl helped him out when she could and seemed supportive of his work. At first, she admired his "gumption" and his willingness to strike out on his own, taking on the big firms all in the name of community service. But something happened along the way.
It turned out Cheryl wasn't as concerned about helping people, unless she was the one who benefited. Her goal was simple - get rich and powerful, and not necessarily in that order. While she was giving his fledgling firm lip service, she was schmoozing big-wigs in other firms, hoping to land a position as a partner.
She eventually landed a position with one of the largest firms in the area and was soon making much more than he was. And she wasn't shy about her new status in life. At her insistence, they split up their bank accounts and she rarely contributed to the bills, even though she made much more than he did.
She bought herself a brand new BMW, while he got around in a five-year-old Toyota he maintained himself. Worse yet, she rarely let him ride in her car, unless it was to cart him to one of her social events, where she would introduce him before disappearing with her new colleagues to do God-knows-what.
Her new position also required her to travel - a lot. She was often gone to New York, Washington, D.C., Boston, Miami, Seattle - even London and Paris. She had even joined her partners on cruises to the Bahamas and the Mediterranean, telling him that spouses weren't invited.
In the last two years, she was gone more than she was home and she even missed their last two anniversaries. She always promised to make it up to him, but she never did. Their tenth anniversary was coming up, but this year, he decided to do nothing just to see if she would even notice. So far, she hadn't said a word.
He was pretty certain she had been cheating on him lately. All the signs were there, but he didn't have any concrete proof - at least nothing that would stand up in court. Worse yet, he couldn't afford to pay for a private investigator, especially since all of his money went to keeping his business and household afloat. Several times, he could smell another man's cologne or after shave on her. He also smelled something else on her more than once.
Of course, their sex life had hit rock bottom in the last two years. They used to make love several times a week, but now, he was lucky if they got together once or twice a month. Even then, it felt as though she was just giving him a quick mercy-fuck to hold him over until she could be bothered to be in his presence.
Things got worse in the last year and a half or so, but the last six months were the absolute worse. The firm she worked for assigned her to a client who demanded she service him exclusively. Now, she was taking trips all over Latin America - Bogota, Lima and Mexico City were just a few of her destinations, along with all of her other trips. Having been raised by a mother who emigrated to the States from Costa Rica, she was fluent in both Spanish and English - something that worked to her favor in this new assignment.
He knew nothing about this new client of hers, other than he was very rich, very influential and very demanding. And he was quite certain she was screwing him on the side. But again, he had no concrete proof. Not that it would matter a whole lot. He knew he would get screwed in court no matter what.
So he bided his time, deciding that at some point she would go off the rails. Then he would make his move. He had already done all he could to protect himself and his fledgling business from her so it was just a matter of time. But he never thought she would do this.
He wondered what brought this on, then he remembered some forms she wanted him to sign and notarize on behalf of her client. She said it was some kind of import/export thing, but he refused to do anything with the paperwork, not knowing her client and not knowing what it was he intended to do with it. Moreover, he wondered, if it was legit, why couldn't she have her own firm handle it? It all seemed too fishy to him.
She even offered him a large sum of cash - that's right, actual cash money - much more than would be required to trigger an investigation should he actually try to deposit it all at once. She showed him the cash, which was stashed in a briefcase, and that raised all kinds of red flags.
Was she involved in something illegal? Was her client looking to smuggle drugs or guns? His first instinct was to contact the authorities, but he held off until he could learn more. In hindsight, he realized he should've been more proactive. Sadly, Cheryl wasn't too open about it, simply telling him that if he couldn't handle filing a simple form, she would find someone else who could.
But, she said, she would give him a chance to rethink his position. He remembered telling her he needed more information about her client and his intentions, but she scoffed at the notion, saying he should simply trust her in this.
Then there was the day he found that slip of paper stuck between the forms she wanted him to notarize in advance. It had the number 350 next to the initials AK and a date with what looked like GPS coordinates scribbled in a man's handwriting. It made no sense to him, so he showed it to one of his colleagues, Andy McGregor.
"Let me see if I can make sense of all this," Andy said. The next day, Andy came to him and suggested it could indicate the date and location for a shipment of illegal arms.
"There's no way Cheryl could be mixed up in anything like that," he told Andy.
"Are you 100 percent certain?" Andy asked. "After all, you said she wants you to notarize forms that haven't even been filled out or signed yet. If it were me, I'd go straight to the ATF with this. I wouldn't waste any time."
"Let me talk to Cheryl first," he said. "Thanks for looking this over."
"You're welcome, Lionel," he said. "But I think you're making a huge mistake by not going straight to the authorities." As it turned out, Andy was right about his inaction being a mistake. He got home and had no sooner put his briefcase on his desk when he felt a prick at the back of his neck. Seconds later, it was lights out.
Suddenly, he felt a sharp pain in his leg and yelled out. Looking down, he saw a rattlesnake. He was so lost in his own thoughts he didn't even hear the snake shake its rattle. Damn, he thought. Looking around, he found a large rock, picked it up and smashed the snake's head just as it prepared to strike again.
His leg ached and he hobbled to a joshua tree, hoping to get a bit of shade. He knew that if the bite wasn't treated quickly, he could be a goner. But he had nothing - not even a pocket knife. Cheryl and her goons had taken everything from him when they kidnapped him - even his watch and wedding ring. He watched as the sun dipped below the horizon and knew there was a possibility he wouldn't last till morning. He felt himself start to slip into unconsciousness and did something he hadn't done since he went to that crusade thing 15 years ago - he prayed, "God, please help me."
...
It was late in the afternoon and as was our custom, we sat on the back porch with our nine-month-old son, William. I enjoyed this time with my family, recalling the day's events and looking forward to the next day. My lovely wife, Danni, sat next to me and put her head on my shoulders as I bounced our son on my knee. She got a kick out of watching me talk baby-talk to our child.
"It's a good thing no one can hear you right now, Amos," she said, laughing. "They'd think you were going through your second childhood." I laughed and kept on bouncing William. That's me, by the way - Amos Jones.
"Aw, he's just a baby," I said. "Gotta have some fun with him sometime." Just then, our doorbell rang. I handed William to Danni and got up to answer it. I was surprised to see my Grandpa Elijah at the door. As always, he was dressed like a character straight out of an old western, complete with duster and battered Stetson.
Grandpa Elijah, by the way, isn't JUST my grandfather. He's my great-great-great-great grandfather. You might say that's impossible, but here he is at my doorstep. Don't ask me to explain it, because I frankly don't understand it myself. Let's just say he helped me deal with my cheating wife, Andrea. That happened before I met my current wife. And yes, she knows who he is as well.
"Come on in, Grandpa," I said. "Long time no see. How're ya doing?" He came in and gave me a big hug.
"Finer 'n frog's hair," he said, smiling. "Jes' came by ta see mah grandsons - both of 'em."
"We're all out back, enjoying the sunset," I said. "C'mon out. You want a beer?"
"Of course," he said. "Need something ta wash down this trail dust." I grabbed a beer out of the fridge and went out to the back porch, and saw he had already sat down and was bouncing little William on his knee, making baby noises as the youngster smiled. He took the beer from me, and swallowed half of it before putting the bottle down.
"See?" I asked, looking at Danni. "I'm not the only one who does that." She laughed. Grandpa Elijah looked at us, confused.
"Does what?" he asked.
"Danni was giving me grief about making baby noises at William here," I said. He laughed.
"Well, I was doing this a hundred years before either of you were a twinkle in yer daddys' eyes," he said. "You know, William here sure looks a lot like yer Grandpa Jedediah at this age," he added.
"You mean, my great-great-great grandfather?" I asked. He nodded his head.
"Yup," he said. "One and the same. He was about this age when things went to hell in a handbasket."
"You mean the war?" I asked.
"Yup," he said. "Rebs fired on Fort Sumter and the next thing you know the whole country's at war. Brother against brother, the whole thing. I joined up with a regiment forming up in Indianapolis. We were an infantry regiment at first, but later became a cavalry unit. That's the last time yer Grandma Lizzy or the kids ever saw me alive."
"Damn," I said. "That had to be rough." He nodded his head.
"Yeah, it was," he said. "We were all over the place - Shiloh, Chickamauga, Atlanta, a hundred other places. Seen a lot of good men die on both sides." I thought I saw a tear form in his eye. He wiped his face and turned his attention back to William.
"I hope you never have to experience anything like that, son," he said quietly. His face suddenly changed for a few moments. He stood up and handed William to me. "I'm sorry, but I have to go. I'll be right back. You got a snakebite kit or something?"
"Of course," I said. Anyone living in these parts would be crazy not to have one, but there were some who argued the suction kits could cause more harm than good. Fortunately, we had a doctor in the area who still made house calls and was known for his rapid response.
"Good," he said. "Get it ready and be prepared to call a doctor." He left the house and a few minutes later, was back, carrying a man who had a shirt wrapped around his head. Grandpa set him down on the couch and put his damaged leg so it would be below his heart. Danni handed me the kit and called Doc Thompson as we cleaned the man's wound. He was still breathing, but it was clear he wasn't doing too well.
A few minutes later, Doc Thompson came to the door and Danni rushed him inside. Doc was well known to everybody in the area. He was a kindly, older man who used to work at the hospital in town before putting up his shingle out here. He took one look at the man and knew what had to be done. He reached into his bag and pulled out two fresh syringes and two small bottles of fluid - I presumed it was antivenom. He gave the man two shots, then handed us some pills for nausea.
"Looks like you got to him just in time," he said, standing up from the man. "Keep an eye on him, don't let him get up and don't give him any food or water for a while. Keep that foot below his heart level. If his condition gets worse, call me and we'll get him to the nearest ER. If his face starts to swell up or he starts vomiting, call me immediately. I'll be out in the morning to check up on him."
"Is he going to be okay, Doc?" I asked. He nodded his head.
"I think so," he said. "It looks worse than it really is, but keep an eye on him just the same. I gave him a tetanus shot and some antivenom, but if he gets worse, he may have to get an IV. I hate to ask, but do you know if he has any insurance?"
"No idea, Doc," I said. "Listen, I'll take care of the cost. Just send me the bill."
"Well, okay," he said. "Let me know when you can get any information on him. Damn government paperwork makes things a whole lot harder than they need to be. What happened to him, anyway?"
"He was dumped," Grandpa said. "Left for dead."
"Maybe you should call the sheriff," Doc said.
"Not much the sheriff here can do," Grandpa said. "Don't worry, he's in good hands."
"Well, okay, if you say so," Doc said. "Keep an eye on him tonight. I'll see y'all in the morning." We thanked him as he left, then sat down in the living room.
"What's going on, Grandpa?" I asked. He took a deep breath before continuing.
"His name is Lionel Hawkins. He's an attorney in southern California. His wife and some of her goons bushwhacked him, took him out to Death Valley and dropped him off to die," he said.
"Did he do something bad?" I asked. Grandpa shook his head.
"No," he said. "He's completely innocent. His wife, well, that's another story." He looked up at Danni. "Can you get information about someone on that computer thing of yours?"
"Yeah," she said. "I still have my Lexis-Nexus access. What do you need?"
"I'd like all the information that thing can give you on Enrique Castillo and Cheryl Hawkins," he said.
"You mean the wealthy Mexican businessman?" she asked.
"Yeah," he said. "One and the same."
"Okay," she said. "And I take it Cheryl Hawkins is this man's wife?"
"Yes," he said quietly. "She's also an attorney. Her maiden name is Lindstrom, and she uses that a lot as well."
"I'll get right on it," she said. "It's about William's bedtime anyway, so I'll put him down and get started." He nodded his head, saying nothing. I knew he was trying to work things out in his mind so I said nothing for a few minutes.
"What are you thinking, Grandpa?" I asked.
"I'm thinking our friend here stumbled onto something he shouldn't have," Elijah said. "Something big. And now his wife is trying to frame him to cover up their activities."
"What?" I asked. "Drugs? Guns?" He shook his head.
"I'm sure that plays a role in this. Nah, there's something bigger," Elijah said. "It's just not coming to me, though."
"You think this is something like what Mike was up against?" I asked. He shook his head.
"Not quite," he said. "Lionel's wife wanted him to stamp or notarize some kind of forms but he refused. Told her he didn't know her client and didn't know his intentions. Then he accidentally stumbled on something just before they bushwhacked him. I don't think he even realized what it was he found."



"Is that what you're trying to figure out?" I asked. He nodded his head.
"Yeah," he said. "Unfortunately, Lionel's memories are a bit fuzzy right now."
"You can read memories?" I asked. He smiled and nodded his head slightly.
"A bit," he said. "One of the perks of the job. Maybe after he wakes up I can get a better read."
"I thought you said you could read a man's face," I said. He nodded his head.
"I can," he said. "I can tell a lot from a man's face. But not necessarily everything. The trick is to look into his eyes - those are the windows into a man's mind." I took in what he said for a few moments before speaking again.
"Whaddya say we go out back for a beer and a smoke?" I asked. He looked at Lionel for a second, then nodded his head.
"Why not?" he asked with a smile. "Can't do much more here till he wakes up." We got up and headed out back, stopping at the fridge long enough to get two longnecks. I pulled out the case he gave me, opened it and offered him a cigarette. He took it as I pulled out a match and struck it on my jeans. He puffed as I lit his cigarette, then lit my own. We stared out into the darkness, lost in our own thoughts for a while.
"These jobs you do, Grandpa," I said. "Are they always like Mike's or Lionels?"
"Nah," he said. "Most of the time, they're pretty straightforward. Kinda like yours. More often than not, the fellas I help don't even know I was involved. I kinda like it that way. But lately, it seems they've gotten a lot more complicated, a lot more intense. Sometimes, it makes me think people don't even know the difference between right and wrong anymore. Worse yet, a lot of 'em don't seem to care."
"I can understand that," I said. "Well, Danni and I will do everything we can to help."
"I appreciate that, son," he said. "It means a lot to me. Especially since I'm not up on all this new-fangled technology of yers. In my day, it was a lot simpler. Shoot the bastard and be done with it. Not quite so easy anymore. Speaking of shooting," he began.
"Yes?" I asked.
"You've been practicing with that rifle I gave ya?" I nodded my head. The last time I saw him, he gave me a Winchester Model 1892 44-40 rifle with a modified lever. It was designed so that all I had to do to fire the thing was cycle the lever after putting a pin in place. It worked a lot like the rifle used in that old television western.
"Sure have," I said. "Funny thing, though."
"What's that?" he asked.
"Darn thing never seems to run out of bullets," I said. He laughed.
"Noticed that, have you?" he asked with a grin. "That can come in handy in a gunfight. Trust me, you take care of it, and it'll damn sure take care of you." We finished our cigarettes and our beer and headed back inside. Danni was waiting for us in the front room. She had several sheets of paper in her hand.
"I looked up Castillo and Cheryl Lindstrom/Hawkins for you," she said. "You ready to hear what I learned?"
"Sure," Elijah said, sitting down.
"Okay," she said. "First off, according to what I could find, Cheryl last worked as an attorney for Dewey and Cheatham in southern California. I'm not sure if she's still employed there or not, but Castillo was her most recent assignment. Apparently, she handles all of his legal work in the U.S. She also travels with him a lot. Mexico City, Bogota, Caracas, even overseas. There's been articles written online about Castillo and a lot of the pictures of him seem to include her. And she looks more like arm candy than a high-priced attorney." She stopped to hand us a printed photo.
Cheryl was a very attractive woman with long dark hair and doe-like eyes. Her Latin heritage was easy to spot. She wore a short dress that showed off a lot of well-toned leg and a fair amount of cleavage. Castillo looked to be a little older than her and appeared to be quite refined in his expensive suit. He had his arm around her and she seemed to enjoy the embrace. It was obvious there was chemistry between them.
"There's more. Castillo has large villas in Colombia and Mexico," she said. "He's also been under investigation by Mexican authorities for various allegations. Drugs, guns, human trafficking, you name it. Nothing ever came of those investigations, however, since they magically seemed to disappear. It also appears that lately, he's been very active politically in the Mexican state of Chihuahua. That's the biggest state in Mexico and borders Texas and New Mexico."
"What do you mean, active?" I asked.
"It seems he's been building up a coalition to eventually oust the political leaders there," she said. "It's not really that much different than rich people here in the states propping up politicians. He's already gotten several mayors replaced with politicians loyal to him and he's gotten a number of bureaucrats replaced as well. People are starting to ask questions."
"But you think there's more to it?" Grandpa asked.
"I don't know," she said. "It's hard to tell just from these reports."
"Alright," Grandpa said, taking the stack of papers from Danni. "I'll go through this. Much obliged, Danni. Why don't you young'uns get some sleep and I'll stay up with Lionel here."
"Are you sure, Grandpa?" Danni asked. "You need your sleep, too." He laughed at that.
"Don't worry yer pretty little head, sweetheart," he said. "I have no need for sleep anymore, remember?"
"Sorry, forgot," she said. He kissed her on the forehead as she walked upstairs. I looked at him before I went up, but he was already going over everything Danni gave him.
"Goodnight, Grandpa," I said. He looked up and gave me a wave.
"Goodnight, son," he said. "Don't worry about disturbing me, by the way," he added with a smile. I knew what he meant. Danni could be a screamer at times. I smiled and headed on up. As it turned out, I didn't have to worry much as Danni kept a pillow close by just to keep from screaming out.
The next morning, I awoke to the smell of bacon and coffee and knew Danni was already up and about. I went into the bathroom and did my business, took a shower, dressed and headed downstairs.
"'Bout damn time you got up, sleepyhead," Grandpa said, laughing. "Half the day's gone already." I smiled and went into the kitchen to grab a cup of coffee and give my wife her morning kiss. I wrapped my arms around her and nuzzled into her neck.
"Damn, that smells good," I said.
"Thank you, kind sir," she said. "But you'd better let me finish before it gets burned." I gave her a kiss, grabbed my coffee and went into the front room. William was in his high chair and Lionel was awake but still laying on the couch.
"How are you feeling?" I asked. He looked at me, confused.
"My leg hurts like hell and my back itches," he said. "Where am I? Who are you people? How did I get here? Am I..."
"One question at a time," I said. "To start, no, you're not dead. My name is Amos Jones. The woman making breakfast is my wife, Danni, and this other fella is..."
"Justice O. Peace," Grandpa said, holding out his hand. Lionel took it and looked closely at Grandpa.
"I remember seeing you," Lionel said. "You were the one who picked me up in the desert." Grandpa nodded his head. "How did you know where I was?"
"You asked for help," Grandpa said. "I answered your call." Lionel thought back and remembered his prayer. He looked at Grandpa, shocked.
"Are you..." he began. Grandpa shook his head.
"No, no," he said. "Not even close."
"So, where am I?" Lionel asked.
"Texas," I told him. "Are you up for a little breakfast?" He nodded his head.
"Yeah, I'm starving," he said. Danni brought him a plate of bacon and eggs and set it on the coffee table after putting down a placemat. "Thank you so much," he said.
"You're welcome," she said. "Dig in." He didn't have to be told twice. He picked up the fork and scarfed down the food as though he hadn't eaten for days. Danni brought out food for the rest of us and we sat and ate in silence. She sat with William and fed him as she ate, placing him in his playpen when she was finished.
"So," I said after I finished. "What can you tell us? How did you end up in Death Valley?"
"Is that where I was?" he asked. I nodded my head.
"Yeah," I said. "What happened?"
"The last thing I remember was setting my briefcase on my desk at home so I could go over some paperwork," he said. "The next thing I know, I'm tied up and in the trunk of a car. The car stopped and they threw me out. My wife pissed on me and made it clear she wanted me dead."
"Oh my God," Danni said.
"What kind of paperwork?" I asked. He shook his head.
"Just some things Cheryl - that's my wife, by the way - wanted me to notarize for her client," he said.
"This is important, Lionel," Danni said. "What kind of papers?"
"She's been after me to pre-notarize and sign documents for some kind of import and export thing her client is doing," he said.
"Wait," Danni said. "She wanted you to sign and put a notary stamp on something that hadn't even been signed or completely filled out yet?" she asked, shocked.
"Pretty much, yeah," he said.
"Why?" Danni asked. He shrugged his shoulders.
"I don't know," he said.
"You're wife is an attorney, right?" she asked. He nodded his head.
"Yeah," he said.
"So why couldn't she take care of this if it's so important?" Danni asked. He shook his head.
"Again, I don't know," he said. "I asked her, but she just blew me off. I told her I wouldn't do it unless I first met her client and discussed it with him and I also told her I refused to put my stamp on anything that wasn't completely filled out and verified first. Look, I don't have much, but I still have my integrity."
"I understand," Danni said. She looked at Grandpa and I before speaking again. "I'm smelling a very large rat here," she said. "Nothing about this makes any sense." She turned back to Lionel. "Did she offer you money?"
"Oh, God, yes," he said. "A whole damn suitcase full of $100 bills. I didn't count it, but I knew it had to much more than $10,000. You know what happens when you try to deposit that much cash at once, right?" Danni nodded her head.
"I also know what happens if you try to deposit that in incremental amounts," she said. "You didn't accept it, did you?"
"Hell, no," he said. "I told her in no uncertain terms I either meet directly with her client and get the full story or no deal."
"How is your relationship with your wife right now?" Danni asked. He laughed out loud.
"What relationship?" he asked. "The last three months, I'm lucky if I see her maybe five days the whole month. The rest of the time she's off to meetings in Mexico City, Acapulco, Bogota, wherever else she goes. Even when she's home, she's either on her phone or on her computer."
"Do you think she's cheating on you?" Danni asked.
"Right now, I'm certain of it," he said. "I've suspected for a while, but she was never home and I could never afford a PI to check up on her."
"What makes you certain of it now?" Danni asked.
"Her last words to me," he said. "After she pissed on me, she told me to do humanity a favor and die. One of her goons called me a 'cuck' and she admitted fucking other guys. I may be weak, but I'm not stupid." Danni showed him one of the photos she printed off the internet.
"Is this your wife?" she asked. He looked at it and nodded his head.
"Yeah, that's her," he said.
"Do you know the man she's with?" Danni asked.
"No, not personally," he said. "I assume he's one of her rich clients."
"Her only client from what I can gather," Danni said. "His name is Enrique Castillo and he's one of Mexico's wealthiest businessmen."
"Figures," Lionel said. "Enrique comes from the German name Heinrich, which basically translates to 'powerful ruler of the home.' The name Castillo translates to 'Castle.' Which tells me he's probably an overbearing asshole with delusions of power and grandeur." He looked at us after he said all that. "Sorry, it's a hobby of mine. I like to research the origin and meaning of names."
"So we can assume that whatever she wanted you to notarize had something to do with him," Danni said. "Am I right?" He slowly nodded his head.
"Yeah," he said.
"Maybe it has something to do with that note you found before you were nabbed," Grandpa said. Until now, he had just been listening, watching Lionel's face, not saying much of anything. Lionel's eyes widened at that.
"How do you know about that?" he asked.
"It's a hobby of his," I said. "He reads faces." Lionel looked back and forth between us.
"And he can tell that from my face?" he asked.
"I can tell a lot about a man by his face," Grandpa said. Just then, we heard a knock at the door. I opened it and ushered Doc Thompson inside.
"How's our patient this morning?" he asked, looking at Lionel. "You seem to be doing a bit better."
"I am," he said. Doc nodded his head and examined Lionel's wound.
"The bit looks a lot better than it did yesterday," he said as he began to change the dressing. "You eat anything yet?"
"I had some bacon and eggs," Lionel said. Doc nodded his head again.
"Good," he said. "No nausea, dizziness or anything like that?"
"No," Lionel said, shaking his head.
"Even better," Doc said. "Well, that should do you," he added as he finished replacing the bandage. "Don't put too much weight on that leg for a while and call if you need anything."
"How much do I owe you?" I asked. Doc waved his hand.
"Don't worry about it," he said. "My office manager will send a bill. You folks take care now, y'hear?"
"See ya, Doc," Danni and I said as he walked out. After he left, we turned our attention back to Lionel.
"You were going to explain something about a note you found," I said. Lionel took a deep breathed and sighed.
"Yeah, it had some numbers and the initials AK along with what looked like a date and GPS coordinates," he said. Grandpa looked at me.
"Jee Pee Ess? What's that?" he asked.
"GPS," I said. "Stands for Global Positioning Satellite. It's a way to find and track anything on earth."
"Good grief," Grandpa said. "What'll they think of next?"
"What do you think it was?" I asked Lionel.
"I honestly don't know," he said.
"But you have an idea, don't you?" Grandpa asked him. Lionel nodded his head.
"Yeah," he said. "A friend of mine suggested it had something to do with a possible shipment of illegal arms. But I just can't imagine Cheryl being involved in something so blatantly illegal."
"Did you ever imagine that your wife would cheat on you and try to get you to engage in unethical if not outright illegal behavior with your notary?" Danni asked. She didn't wait for an answer before she continued. I knew she was in full lawyer mode and wouldn't stop until Lionel figured it out for himself.
"Did you ever imagine that your wife would have you drugged, kidnapped and left you in the desert to die?" she asked, her voice getting angrier. "Did you ever imagine that she would literally piss on you and tell you to do humanity a favor and die?" Lionel shook his head, tears falling down his cheeks.
"No," he said quietly. "I figured she was cheating, but I never would've imagined the rest."
"So is it really too far of a stretch to think that she might be involved in something highly illegal, like gun running?" Danni asked. He shook his head again.
"Not when you put it in that context, no," he said. All during this exchange, I noticed Grandpa's eyes were closed and it looked like he was in communication with someone, but I didn't know who. After Lionel spoke, Grandpa opened his eyes and looked up at me.
"Do me a favor, son," he said quietly. "Turn on that television device of yours and put it on channel 970." I picked up the remote and did as he asked. We didn't have anything that went up that high on our service, so I wondered what we would see. When I put the cable box on 970, the image showed what looked like an expensive veranda with a bistro table and two chairs. I hit the button to start recording to the DVR.
Cheryl stepped on the veranda, wearing nothing but a short robe that was open in the front. As she walked, the robe opened and we could see she was naked. After she sat down, a dark-skinned man dressed in a somewhat longer robe sat across from her. A servant came by and handed them each a cup from a serving tray.
"What are we looking at, Grandpa?" I asked. He held up his hand.
"I'll tell you when it's done," he said. As we watched, they took a sip from their cups before speaking.
The man said something in rapid Spanish and a box appeared at the bottom of the screen with a translation.
"I see you took care of your clueless husband yesterday," the English translation in the box read.
"Yes," Cheryl said in Spanish.
"I'm sure it was difficult for you to dispose of him in such a way," he told her. She shrugged her shoulders.
"Not really, Enrique," she said. "It's been building for a while. It would have to have been done sooner or later anyway. This just saves me the trouble and expense of a divorce. Now, his entire estate and his business will be mine once he's declared dead."
"I take it you didn't love him, then," Enrique said. She shook her head.
"Not for a long time," she said, prompting more tears from Lionel. "At first, yeah. But he just didn't have the drive for wealth and power that you do. And I'll be damned if I'm going to carry someone because they don't have the ambition to do better on their own."
"And now?" he asked. She smiled and took a sip of her drink.
"Now, I have you," she said, causing him to smile. "And I've never been happier or more satisfied."
"And soon, you will have all of Chihuahua at your feet," he said, causing her to smile. "Once the weapons are delivered, my new army will be ready to move and we will strike. You know, my men said they lost track of your husband a few hours after you dropped him off. They're still looking, but they haven't found anything yet." She shrugged her shoulders.
"Maybe he fell into a ravine or crawled away somewhere and died," she said. "Who cares? Besides, where could he go? He didn't even have his comb when I left him and I didn't see any angels swooping down to take him away. Face it. He's gone now. It's just you and me." He smiled as he nodded his head.
"Yes, it is, isn't it?" he asked rhetorically. He was suddenly distracted and reached into his pocket. He pulled out a mobile phone and spoke into it.
"Are you sure about that?" he asked. We couldn't hear the other end of the conversation. After a few seconds, he responded. "Do it, now," he ordered before ending the call.
"What was that, Enrique?" Cheryl asked. He smiled and shook his head.
"A minor administrative detail," he said. "Nothing for you to worry about. Now, where were we?"
"You were going to tell me again about our future," she said.
"Ah, yes," he said. "First, we take Chihuahua. Then we take all of Mexico. After that, we unite all of our people under one banner. Then, we move north and join our oppressed brothers and sisters and take back that which the gringos stole from us so long ago. It will be a glorious war and I will become the Napoleon of the Western Hemisphere." Cheryl had opened her robe and was masturbating as he spoke, her legs spread wide. "That excites you, does it?" he asked as he watched her tremble in orgasm.
"Yes, it does," she said. "And I'll be your Empress Josephine and I'll be at your side when the crooked President of the United States is forced to surrender to you, my king."
"Am I your king?" he asked with a crooked smile.
"Of course, Enrique," she said. "Always and forever. I want to be your queen and give birth to your heirs."



"I certainly hope so," he said. "Because you know how I deal with those who betray me."
"I would never betray you, darling," she said, climbing into his lap, rubbing her pussy on his growing manhood. He smiled and moaned as he grabbed her ass.
"That is so good to hear, my queen," he said.
"Fuck me, my king," she moaned. "Fill me with your royal seed and make me your woman." As they watched, she positioned him at the entrance of her sex and slowly impaled herself on him. They moaned as they bucked into each other on his chair. After a few moments, they each cried out in orgasm. They kissed deeply before she got up and they could see Enrique's semen drip out of her.
"I've seen enough," Lionel said. "Turn it off. Please!" The video ended, leaving them to watch static. I looked at Grandpa.
"What the hell did we just see?" I asked. "Where did that come from?"
"I can't get into the particulars right now," he said. "Let's just say I'm not the only one who does what I do. What you saw actually happened as you saw it. That's all I can tell you. I don't know how it was done and I couldn't even begin to explain it."
"You're telling me we just watched two people discussing a revolution in Mexico and a planned invasion of the United States in real time?" Danni asked. Grandpa nodded his head.
"Sure looks that way," he said. He looked back at Lionel. "Which means we need to get you somewhere they'll never be able to find you."
"But where?" Lionel asked.
"I think I know just the place," Grandpa said. "But I suggest you take a bath first. No offense, but yer startin' to get a little ripe." We all laughed at that, even little William.
"Yeah, but I can't stand on this for very long," Lionel said.
"No problem," Danni said. "We've got something you can use to sit down on while you take a shower. Honey, would you mind getting that shower seat out of the back closet for Lionel?" she asked, looking at me.
"No problem," I said. "I'll see if I have any clothes that might fit him as well." I found the shower seat along with an old pair of clean jeans and a shirt I thought he might be able to wear. He would have to use his own shoes and underthings, but I wasn't too concerned with obeying any fashion rules. I put them all in the downstairs bathroom and went back front so I could help him get to the bathroom. After I got him situated, I sat back down in the living room.
"Where are we taking him?" I asked Grandpa.
"Someplace similar to where I took you," he said. "He'll be safe there."
"We need to get that video to the authorities," Danni said as I prepared to burn it to DVD.
"And tell them what?" I asked. "That we saw video of two people somewhere - we don't know where - discussing a revolution before having sex? They'll lock us both up in a looney bin somewhere."
"You're right," she said.
"But Danni's got a point, Grandpa," I said. "We gotta do something."
"I understand how you feel, son," he said. "I'll have to give it some thought first. Saving a man from certain death in the desert is one thing. Stopping an attempted revolution is something else. Let's get Lionel to safety first and then we can discuss it."
"Okay, Grandpa," I said. I excused myself for a bit and went into my office, returning with a backpack. After another half-hour, Lionel hobbled back into the living room. He looked ridiculous in worn, ill-fitting jeans and expensive, albeit ruined, dress shoes, but at least he didn't stink. Grandpa stood up as he entered the room.
"You about ready to go, son?" he asked Lionel.
"I'm ready," he said, nodding his head. Grandpa went out and came back with his lasso. He gathered Lionel to him as I kissed Danni and William.
"I'll be back as soon as I can," I said. She smiled as she kissed me back.
"Better be, cowboy," she said. I stood next to Lionel, giving him support as Grandpa did his rope trick. The next thing I knew, we were standing in the middle of a dusty street, very much like the one Grandpa took me to when I faced off with my first wife and her lover. Grandpa pointed to a two-story wooden building with a sign that simply read, "Hotel."
I helped Lionel up the creaky stairs to the boardwalk as Grandpa opened the door for us. The interior of the place was a lot cooler than outside and I felt as though I had walked into a museum of the old west. A balding man wearing a band on one arm came from the back and welcomed us.
"Eli, you old dog," he said. "How're ya doin'?" Grandpa walked to the man and the two of them shook hands.
"Can't complain," Grandpa said. "How're you these days?"
"Ahh, you know," the other man said with a wink, causing Grandpa to smile.
"Listen, Jake, can you put my friend here up for a bit? Preferably downstairs, since he's been snake-bit," Grandpa said. The other man looked at Lionel and shook his head.
"Yeah, I reckon we can," he said.
"I appreciate that," Grandpa said. "And you think maybe you can fit him up with some decent clothes and boots? Maybe introduce him to a six-gun?" Jake looked at Grandpa through squinty eyes.
"You ain't gonna have him kill someone in my hotel are you?" he asked. Grandpa shook his head.
"I wouldn't do that to ya, Jake," he said. Jake looked at Lionel for a moment before speaking.
"Well, if'n you can keep him from scratching himself like a damn cow on a fence post, I reckon so," he said. We looked and saw Lionel trying to scratch his back on a door jamb.
"What the heck's wrong with ya, boy?" Grandpa asked Lionel.
"Sorry, my back itches like crazy," he said. "It won't stop."
"Lift up your shirt," I told Lionel, stepping behind him. Lionel did as I asked and I saw a large red spot on the lower part of his back. As I looked, I saw what looked like a small hair at the center of the spot. Grandpa looked at it with me.
"Is that some kind of a bite?" I asked.
"I ain't never seen a bite like that," Grandpa said. I looked closer and saw something just under Lionel's skin.
"That's because it isn't a bite," I said. "I think they may have chipped him with some kind of tracking device."
"What?" Grandpa asked.
"Yeah," I said. "You hear what that man said in the video. They lost track of him a few hours after they dropped him off, remember?"
"I sure do," he said. "I thought maybe they had people out in the desert watching him." I shook my head.
"I doubt it," I said. "I need a knife and some rubbing alcohol. We need to get this out of him. It looks like he's getting an infection." Grandpa pulled a blade out of his belt and handed it to me, then looked at Jake.
"You got any rubbing alcohol, Jake?" he asked. The other man looked under his counter and produced a glass bottle. He handed it to Grandpa.
"Here ya go," he said. "You might need this as well," he added, handing Grandpa a small wooden stick.
"Thanks," Grandpa said. He handed me the alcohol and looked at Lionel. "This is probably gonna hurt like hell," he said. "Use this. It'll help. Trust me." Lionel looked at the stick for a moment, then opened his mouth. Grandpa put the stick in his mouth and he bit down.
I poured some alcohol on the knife, hoping to sterilize it somewhat and began working the skin around the site of the device in hopes of opening up the injection site. I saw clear fluid start to leak out and poured a bit of alcohol on it. Lionel tensed up briefly as the alcohol got under his skin.
Using the knife, I made a tiny incision, just enough to work the device out. Lionel screamed and bit on the wooden stick. Grandpa held him to keep him from twisting away from me. I kept working and soon, got the thing out of his back. As it came out, so did a good amount of pus. I poured some alcohol on a handkerchief and rubbed the site to work out as much as I could.
Afterward, I examined the site and found that almost all of the redness was now gone. I administered a bit more alcohol, hoping it would help. I figured he would be alright for a while, and if it did get worse, I would have Doc Thompson take a look when we got back. I put his shirt back down and stood up.
"How re you feeling, Lionel?" I asked. He shook his head.
"Much better," he said. "Thanks." We looked at the tiny device in my handkerchief. It was about twice the size of a grain of rice, black, with tiny wires sticking out either end.
"Is that a tracking device?" Grandpa asked? I nodded my head.
"I believe so," I said. "They probably injected it into him after they drugged him." I threw it on the floor and smashed it with my boot. Grandpa looked at Jake.
"Where's his room?" he asked. Jake pointed down the hall.
"Jes' down that way," he said. "Outhouse is out back. He'll have to empty out his own chamberpot."
"Outhouse? Chamberpot?" Lionel asked. Jake laughed.
"This ain't New York City, boy," he said. "You want something to eat, there's a place across the street. Right next door to the barber shop. You can get a shave and take a bath there if you're a mind to. Jes' tell 'em it's on Eli's tab." Lionel looked at us, shocked.
"We'll explain later," I said. "Let's get you into your room." We thanked Jake and helped Lionel to his room. When we got inside, he looked around. There wasn't much - a bed, a table with a bowl and a pitcher of water and a wardrobe in one corner.
"What, no TV?" he asked. "Where's the light switch? What's that for?" he asked, pointing to a large ceramic jar with a wide opening that sat next to the nightstand.
"That's a chamberpot," I said. "It's for when you have to pee at night." Lionel blanched at that.
"This won't work," he said. We sat him down on the bed.
"That's why I packed this up for you," I said, putting the backpack on the bed. "It's not much, but it'll help you pass the time till we get back." I pulled out an old tablet and handed it to him. "I've got two seasons of NCIS and a couple movies downloaded on this. The battery is fully charged, so it should tide you over if you don't try to binge-watch everything at once. There's also a roll of toilet paper and something to snack on if you want. I tossed in a couple magazines as well."
"Thanks for that," he said. "It'll help. What about lights?" Grandpa pointed to the kerosene lantern on the nightstand.
"That's what this is for," he said. "Ever use one of these?" Lionel shook his head.
"No, never," he said. Grandpa shook his head.
"Good grief, boy," he said. "Let me show ya," he added. After a few minutes, Lionel understood how to light the lantern.
"I can't believe people actually lived like this once," Lionel said. Grandpa chuckled at that.
"Believe it, boy," he said. "Let me tell you, we were damn glad to have what we did."
"How long will I be here?" he asked.
"Hopefully not too long," I said. Grandpa nodded his head in agreement.
"We're gonna do everything we can to help you, son," he said. "But when the time comes, you're gonna have to do the heavy lifting. Think you can do that?" Lionel looked at Grandpa for a few seconds before slowly nodding his head.
"I think so," he said.
"Good," Grandpa said. "You listen to what Jake tells ya, hear me? And stay out of trouble."
"I will," he said. "And thank you, both of you."
"Hang in there, Lionel, we'll get you through this," I said as we walked out of the room. We got to the front of the hotel and said our goodbyes to Jake. Then Grandpa's eyes widened for a moment.
"We gotta go, now, son," he said. We ran outside and he pulled out his lasso. Bringing the rope over us, we found ourselves back in my front room. I looked around and saw the front door was open. I called out for Danni, but she wasn't there. I saw no sign of William, neither.
"What happened?" I asked.
"They got Danni and William," he said. My heart sank for just a moment. Then I got pissed - royally pissed. I swore they would pay for this. We looked at the table and saw a note with a set of GPS coordinates and a time.
"You know who we're looking for," the handwritten note read. "Bring him to these coordinates by the time specified and your wife and child will be released unharmed."
"Can you find this location?" Grandpa asked. I nodded my head and fired up my computer. When it was up, I did a search and found the location was about 200 miles south of the Mexican border inside Chihuahua. I looked at my watch.
"They're heading south of the border," I said. "About 200 miles into Chihuahua. They're giving us less than six hours to be there."
"I've got an idea," Grandpa said.
"What's that?" I asked. "You plan to hand Lionel over to them?" He shook his head.
"No," he said. "I don't think they'll let Danni and William go even if we did hand Lionel over to them. Mr. Castillo sees himself as some kind of Napoleon. I think he needs to meet his Waterloo. And I know just the fellas who can make that happen," he added with a wicked grin. "Tell you what. Get yer rifle cleaned up and ready, then go saddle up Ringo. We're gonna go on a little raid tonight."
After he left, I cleaned my rifle and made sure it was ready to go. Then I went outside and saddled Ringo, making sure he was ready as well. By the time I finished and got back in the house, Grandpa had returned.
"You ready?" he asked. I nodded my head. "Good. Don't forget yer badge." I grabbed the tin star off the mantle and pinned it on my shirt. He smiled as I did that. "I don't want to go riding into battle without mah deputy, you know," he said, slapping me on the shoulder. We went out and jumped on our horses, then headed for the clearing near Jacobs Ravine.
"You ready?" Grandpa asked. We had done this once before, and I knew what was coming, but I would gladly endure it if I could save my wife and son. I gritted my teeth and nodded my head.
"Let's do it," I said. He smiled and looked ahead.
"HIYAHH!" he yelled as he spurred his horse forward. I joined him, determined to rescue my family. We headed for the cliffs that marked the ravine and just as we were going to go over the edge, a large dark hole opened just above the ground.
We rode through the hole at a full gallop and found ourselves on a grassy ridge. We kept riding and soon came across a large group of men in dark blue uniforms. We slowed to a stop, then got off our horses. A man with a scraggly goatee and fairly short hair came over to us and shook Grandpa's hand. I could see the oak leaves on his shoulder tabs.
"Glad to see you could make the party, Eli," he said. "Who's this young man?" he asked, looking at me.
"This here's mah great-great-great-great grandson, Amos Jones," Grandpa said. "Amos, this is Lieutenant Colonel Fielder A. Jones, commanding officer of the 8th Indiana Cavalry." The colonel extended his hand and I shook it.
"Good to meet you, Colonel," I said. He nodded his head.
"Good to meet you as well," he said. "Jones, huh? You think we might be related?" Grandpa laughed.
"It's possible, Colonel," he said.
"I hope you don't mind, Eli, but I extended your invitation to join this little party of yours," the colonel said.
"Not at all," Grandpa said.
"Good," the colonel said. "Let me introduce you." A man in a light blue-gray jacket walked up to us. His beard was longer and thicker than any I had ever seen before. He wore a small hat with one side pinned up and sported a huge saber on his hips. He pulled off his gloves and extended his hand to Grandpa.
"General Stuart," Grandpa said. "We meet at last. It's an honor, sir."
"The honor's mine, Sergeant," he said. And who might this young feller be?" he asked, looking at me.
"General, this is my great-great-great-great grandson, Amos Jones," Grandpa said. "Amos, this is James Ewell Brown Stuart, one of the best cavalry officers in the Confederate Army."
"It's great to meet you," I said. "I've read a lot about you." His smile broke through the heavy beard.
"I hope some of it was good," he said. "And please, call me Jeb."
"Yes, sir," I said. Jeb turned to Col. Jones.
"So, what's your plan, Colonel?" he asked. Col. Jones walked to a point overlooking a noisy camp below. I could see a helicopter parked on the south edge of the camp.
"It's pretty simple, really," he said. "Eli and Amos will make first contact." He pointed to an area to the right of the camp. "Three companies of the 8th will hit their left flank. I'll be at the center with three companies and a battery of artillery. I'd be obliged if you and your men could attack their right flank, over there," he added pointing to the opposite side of the camp. "It's good ground and they won't be expecting you. Eli will give the signal. When he does, I'll have the artillery lob in some shells to disorient them. Then we move in." Jeb nodded his head as he surveyed the ground.
"What about the south approach?" Jeb asked.
"Mexican Army is coming in from the south," Col. Jones said. "They're still a few miles away, but my guess is these boys will break when things start happening and they'll high-tail it south as fast as they can."
"What makes you think that, Colonel?" Jeb asked.
"They're not Mexican regulars for one thing," he said. "Most of these guys look like conscripts, perhaps recruited off the streets or right out of jail. Very little to no training. No discipline whatsoever. If they're not drinking, they're eating or sleeping. Not exactly my idea of a viable force."
"Good point," Jeb said.
"Wait, Colonel," I said. "My wife and child are in that camp. I don't want them hit by artillery."
"Well, if things go as I predict, Danni and William will be outta there before we strike," Grandpa said.
"Also, the guns are set to fire over their heads," Col. Jones said. "The shells will hit just south of the camp. We're firing to distract them. Don't worry, these gunners are the best there are. Your wife and child will be just fine."
"I hope so, Colonel," I said.
Jeb joined Grandpa and I as we turned to walk back to our horses.
"Col. Jones never told me what this was all about," he said. "Care to explain this to me?"
"It's the same old thing," I said. "Guns, power, money. Of course, lawyers are involved."
"Of course," he said.
"Only this time, they've taken my wife and young son," I said. "And I intend to get them back."
"I understand," he said. "I'll do everything in my power to help make that happen, son," he said, shaking my hand.
"Thank you, General," I said. When we got back to our horses, I heard a fiddle playing softly in the background along with some men in gray jackets singing a song. It had a catchy tune and I stopped to listen for a second.
"Now each cavalier that loves honor and right, let him follow the feather of Stuart tonight.
"Come tighten your girth and slacken your rein;
"Come buckle your blanket and holster again;
"Try the click of your trigger and balance your blade,
"For he must ride sure that goes riding a raid!"
"Catchy tune," I told Grandpa as the fiddle played. "What's it called?"
"Riding a Raid," Grandpa said. "It's an old Confederate cavalry song."
"You ever sing like that during the war?" I asked. He nodded his head.
"Lots of times," he said. "Remember, we didn't have all those fancy doo-dads you kids have nowadays. We had to make our own entertainment."
"We are three thousand horses, and not one afraid; We are three thousand sabers and not a dull blade," I heard the men sing as Grandpa and I mounted our horses. For some reason, I felt even more confident that we would be successful.
"You ready to do this?" Grandpa asked.
"I was born ready, Grandpa," I joked. He looked at me a bit funny before his face broke out into a smile.
"Let's do it, then," he said. We waved at Col. Jones on our way out of the camp. He waved back and turned to his men.



"Grandpa, I don't understand something," I said as we rode.
"What's that, son?" he asked.
"Weren't you and General Stuart enemies during the war?" I asked. He nodded his head.
"It's true, we fought on opposite sides during the war," he said. "I still admired him, though. You know, he had quite a record as an Army officer before the war began. Besides, we quit being enemies a long time ago. Remember, the war ended for us both before it was officially over."
I took in what he said and mulled it over for a while. In the meantime, we rode past the group of cannons and headed straight toward Castillo's camp. After a few minutes, we were stopped by a man with an automatic rifle.
"Alto," the man ordered. "¿Qué quieres?"
"We're here to see your leader, Enrique Castillo," Grandpa said. "He's expecting us." Keeping his rifle pointed in our general direction, he yelled to someone behind him.
"What's he saying, Grandpa?" I asked.
"He asked for someone to bring Castillo," Grandpa said. The man turned back to us and nervously kept his weapon aimed at us until another man in a gaudy uniform jacket with large round fringed epaulets and medals on his chest came up to us.
"Are you Castillo?" Grandpa asked.
"Si, I am Enrique Castillo, Generalissimo of the Army of New Chihuahua and future Emperor of Latin America," the man said in English. "Who are you and what do you want?"
"My name is Justice O. Peace," Grandpa said. "This here's mah deputy, Amos Jones. We're here to get the woman and child you had kidnapped earlier today. Then we're takin' you in." Enrique laughed.
"We thought you would arrive by helicopter," he said with a smirk. "Yet here you are on horseback. How did you get here so fast? And where is the man you were supposed to bring?"
"Our horses were faster," I said.
"The man you seek is safe from you, but you'll see him soon," Grandpa said.
"And what if I decide not to hand over the woman and her child?" Enrique asked.
"Then I'll jes' have to introduce you to some of my friends," Grandpa said. Enrique's eyes widened when he saw the mass of dark blue uniforms on horseback that suddenly appeared behind us. The men with him also appeared shocked. I looked back and saw some of the horses snorting fire and the men had drawn their sabers.
"Who are these men? What kind of sorcery is this?" Enrique asked.
"Like I said, some of my friends," Grandpa said, his eyes blazing with fire. "Meet the 8th Regiment of Indiana Cavalry. Augmented by Jeb Stuart's Cavalry. Veterans of countless battles. You wanted a war, right? I'll be happy to give you one the likes of which you won't believe." By now, the woman I knew as Cheryl, Lionel's wife, appeared. Her face turned white when she saw the ghostly cavalrymen behind us. She turned to face us.
"Where's my husband?" she demanded.
"Someplace safe," Grandpa said. "Now bring out the woman and her child." Enrique looked at Cheryl.
"Do it," he said.
"But Enrique," she began.
"Just do it!" he snapped. She turned and gave orders to two men behind her. A minute later, Danni was escorted out. One of the men with her carried William and handed him to her when they got in front of us.
"Are you alright?" I asked her. She nodded her head.
"We're okay," she said. "They didn't hurt us. We just got here a little while ago." Grandpa whipped out his lasso and tossed it over Danni. As he did, I mouthed, "I love you" to her. She returned the endearment before she vanished. Enrique looked at me before speaking.
"Oh, so you are the woman's husband, are you not?" he asked.
"I am," I said.
"Well, then, it is perhaps a good thing you showed up before my men decided she would make a good party toy, eh?" he said, laughing. Cheryl laughed with him. Grandpa gathered his lasso and tossed it one more time, encircling Enrique and Cheryl. They were frozen in place, but I could see that Enrique had pissed his pants. I couldn't help but laugh. Some general... Grandpa pulled on the rope and they also disappeared in a puff of smoke.
Grandpa put two fingers to his lips and let loose with an ear-piercing whistle, louder than any I had ever heard before. Before anyone could react, the ground shook as the cannons opened fire, sending shells flying over our heads, exploding just south of the camp. One of the shells hit the helicopter and it exploded in flame.
I could hear a bugle sounding "charge" off to my right and to my left I heard what I could only assume was a series of rebel yells as the two cavalry columns struck the camp's flanks. The men behind us advanced, their sabers drawn. Grandpa sat on his horse, taking shots at men as they got close. I jumped off Ringo and pulled my rifle.
Crouching down and placing the butt against my leg, I began furiously working the action, firing at any enemy soldier I could see. I heard screams all around me as men were brutally cut in two by the cavalrymen. I saw flashes, or sparks, as bullets came close to my body, but, surprisingly enough, nothing hit me. And, fortunately, nothing hit Ringo either. I was also surprised at how calm the animal was during all this.
After a few minutes, I saw a number of Castillo's men drop their weapons and run south as fast as they could to escape the melee. Soon, there was no more enemy fire and a thick cloud of acrid smoke hung over the destroyed camp like a fog. I could hear moans from the men who lay on the ground, wounded.
The horse soldiers rode silently out of the camp, leaving the mess they had created behind them. Col. Jones looked at me as he rode out. I waved and gave him a thumbs-up. He smiled, returned the gesture and saluted before he rode away and disappeared.
Looking to my left, I saw Jeb Stuart on his horse. He gave an open-handed salute and Grandpa returned the gesture. I waved at him and he waved back. Seconds later, he and his men were gone and there was no trace of them anywhere except in my memory and in the devastated camp before me.
Stunned, I put my rifle back into its scabbard. I couldn't believe what I had just experienced. It was impossible to describe my emotions at that moment. I stood there for a moment, leaning against Ringo while gathering my thoughts when I felt a strong hand on my shoulder. I looked and saw my grandfather gazing at me intently.
"You okay, son?" he asked. I nodded my head.
"Yeah, I think so," I said.
"You did good, son," he said. "I'm proud of ya. Now, why don't we get outta here before the whole Mexican Army shows up?"
"Sounds good," I said. We mounted our horses and headed back the way we came. A familiar "hole" opened up and the next thing I knew, we were on a dusty road heading into the now-familiar frontier town. We stopped at the hotel and tied our horses to the hitching post out front.
Danni leaped in my arms when I entered the hotel, smothering me with kisses. I held onto her as hard as I could, returning her kisses.
"Are you okay?" I asked. She nodded her head. I saw Jake bouncing little William on his knee and could tell from his giggles that he was alright.
"I am now," she said.
"What happened?" I asked.
"Not long after you and Grandpa left, a helicopter landed by the house and a bunch of men with guns came barging in," she said. "They wanted Lionel. I tried to tell them I didn't know anyone by that name but they didn't believe me. They took us both and that woman wrote a note for you. We only landed at that camp about a half hour before you showed up."
"Did they hurt you?" I asked. She shook her head.
"They really didn't have time to do anything," she said. "But that Castillo person said if you didn't show up by the deadline he was going to hand me over to his men." I didn't need to wonder what they would have done to her and William. I saw Lionel sitting in a chair by the wall.
"How is he doing?" I asked Danni.
"He seems to be doing better," she said. "At least he can walk a bit."
"Good," Grandpa said. "He can come with us to the jail."
"You're putting him in jail?" Danni asked. Grandpa shook his head.
"No," he said. "That's where Castillo and Cheryl are at the moment." He looked at Lionel. "Are you ready to face your wife now?" he asked. Lionel nodded his head and patted the pistol in the holster on his hip.
"I am," he said.
"Let's go, then," Grandpa said. Lionel got out of his chair and we turned to walk out the door.
"Wait," Danni said. "If you're going to face the two of them, then I'm coming with you. I have a score to settle as well."
"I think you should stay here with William," Grandpa said. Danni shook her head.
"No," she said. "They took my child and put him in danger. I can't let them get away with that." Grandpa knew better than to argue with Danni when her mind was made up. He nodded his head and looked at Jake, who seemed engrossed with little William.
"You mind looking after my grandson fer a bit?" he asked. Jake smiled as he looked up.
"Be happy to, Eli," he said. "Been a long time since I held a young'un. Sure looks an awful lot like Jed, doesn't he?"
"Yes, he does," Grandpa said. "Alright, let's go," he added as he turned. On the way, I stopped and grabbed my rifle out of its scabbard. We walked to the jail and saw Enrique and Cheryl sitting in a cell. Grandpa looked at the sheriff and motioned for him to open the cell.
"You sure about this, Eli?" the sheriff asked.
"I'm sure," Grandpa said as the sheriff opened the cell door.
"You need me to stick around?" the sheriff asked.
"I'll take it from here, sheriff," Grandpa said. "My deputy has me covered. Why don't you go grab something to eat for a bit?" The sheriff nodded his head.
"Don't mind if I do," he said as he walked out.
"Alright, you two," Grandpa said. "Out," he added, gesturing with one hand. The two looked at each other for a second before slowly getting up. I waited until they were in the main part of the office, then slammed Castillo in the nuts with the butt of my rifle.
"That's for kidnapping my wife," I said as he doubled over in pain. I swung the rifle and caught him on the side of the face. "And that's for kidnapping my son," I told him as he fell down. Cheryl moved to his side, but Danni intercepted her and punched her as hard as she could in the face.
"And that's for putting my son in danger, you bitch," she yelled. Cheryl looked at her with anger in her eyes and started moving toward her, but I put the muzzle of my rifle in her face and shook my head.
"Don't even think of it," I said. "Sit!" I commanded. She sat down in a wooden chair and watched us. Grandpa laughed as he watched us.
"You should know it's dangerous to get between a mother and her child," he told her. He turned to Castillo. "Well, Generalissimo," he said sarcastically. "You should know that your glorious little war is over." He turned to Lionel. "You have something to discuss with your wife?" he asked. Lionel pulled up a chair and looked at his wife.
"Give me one good reason why I shouldn't kill you right now, bitch?" he asked. She looked at him in shock.
"Because I love you," she said quietly. He laughed out loud as Castillo looked at her, surprised by her answer.
"Right," Lionel said. "That's why you left me in the desert to die and pissed on me, right? That's why you tried to set me up and took up with this wannabe dictator, isn't it? I'm glad you love me, though. I'd hate to think of what you'd do to me if you didn't."
"You lying bitch," Castillo grunted through his pain. "You told me you didn't love him anymore and you wanted to be my queen. You swore allegiance to me. I told you what I would do if you betrayed me."
He lunged for her, his hands reaching for her throat. We were all surprised when we heard a shot ring out. He fell back on the floor, dead, a gaping hole in his forehead. A reddish glow emanated from his body and he disappeared. We looked and saw Lionel holding his pistol.
"Where did he go?" Cheryl asked.
"To his eternal destination," Grandpa said. Cheryl looked at Lionel, who still held his pistol.
"You murdered him," she gasped.
"Maybe you would have preferred that I let him strangle you," Lionel said. "So tell me, bitch. Why did you do it? Why did you cheat on me with him? Why did you plot to have me murdered?"
"Because," she said. "He was rich and powerful. He was ambitious."
"He was a liar with delusions of grandeur, just like you," Lionel said.
"So, what are you going to do?" she asked. "Murder me as well?"
"It's tempting," Lionel said. "But I had an idea while Jake was showing me how to use this thing." He looked at Grandpa. "Tell me, is it possible for someone to escape from this place?" Grandpa shook his head.
"Not normally," he said. "Why?"
"Are you familiar with the story of Prometheus?" Lionel asked.
"I remember that old story from Greek mythology," Grandpa said. Cheryl looked at Lionel, confused.
"Let me explain," he began. "Prometheus gave fire to the human race along with the skill of metalworking. For that, Zeus chained him to a rock and made sure an eagle ate his liver every single day. Every night, his liver would grow back, only to be eaten again the next day. This went on for many years until Hercules killed the eagle with one of his arrows."
"What does that have to do with me?" Cheryl asked.
"You left me to die in the desert with nothing," Lionel said. "You even pissed on me before you left and told me to do humanity a favor and die." Her eyes grew wide as Lionel turned to Grandpa. "You think something like that can be arranged for her?" Grandpa's eyes narrowed as he thought for a while.
"You can't do that to me," Cheryl said. "Please, Lionel. Divorce me if you must but don't desert me."
"Shut up, bitch," Lionel said. "You know as well as I do that the courts would favor you in any divorce. That's why I'm not going to divorce you. I'll wait however long it takes to have you declared dead." She recoiled at that.
"I'll get away from here," she said. "I'll find you. You know I will. And I'll make you pay for this."
"No, you won't," Grandpa said. He looked at Lionel. "I see where you're going with this. It's unusual, but not totally out of the question. Are you absolutely sure about this?" Lionel looked at him before speaking.
"I'm absolutely certain," he said. "I want her to feel the hurt and the pain she made me feel." Grandpa nodded his head.
"Okay," he said. The next thing I knew, we were standing next to a large rock in the middle of nowhere. Everywhere we looked was sand and scrub brush. Cheryl was chained, naked, to the rock, her arms and legs spread wide. She looked around, shocked and afraid.
"You're actually going to leave me here?" she cried. "I'll die out here!"
"That's what you were going to do to me," Lionel said. "And all I ever did was love you, without question."
"Actually," Grandpa told her. "You won't die out here. You'll remain here, alive, chained to this rock, until you are declared dead, however long that takes. Then you'll move on to your eternal destination. You'll be visited from time to time by vultures and wild beasts. They'll have their way with you and move on. You'll recover enough for the next beast. You'll receive sustenance each morning, enough to keep you alive. Other than that, you'll remain alone. You're familiar with the saying, an eye for an eye?"
"Please, you can't do this to me," she begged as the realization of what he said hit her. "Give me another chance, Lionel. I'm begging you."
"If your husband sees that you've had a change of heart and he's willing to extend mercy, he can ask that you be released and given a reprieve," Grandpa said. She looked at Lionel, tears streaming down her face. Lionel walked up to her and unzipped his pants.
"Remember you said you always wanted to do this to me?" he asked. He began urinating on her face. She closed her eyes and tried to avoid it but was unsuccessful. When he finished, he zipped his trousers back up and leaned into her face. "I'm sorry it has to end like this, dear," he said, repeating her own words back to her. "You knew it wouldn't last forever. I'm sure I'll find someone who's a much better fuck than you anyway."
She sobbed uncontrollably as we turned and walked away from the rock. The next thing I knew, we were back in the hotel. Lionel appeared somewhat shaken by what had just happened. Danni and I looked at each other, shocked.
"Do you think she'll ever have a real change of heart?" Lionel asked Grandpa.
"It's possible, assuming she doesn't go mad first," Grandpa said. He pulled a ring with a red stone out of his pocket and handed it to Lionel. "Watch that stone. When you see it flash blue, you'll know that she's truly repentant. If you wish to have her released at that time, press the stone." Lionel looked at the ring for a bit before putting it on his finger.
"I'll watch it every day," he said. "Did I do the right thing?" he asked, looking at Grandpa.
"Sometimes, people have to get to the end of themselves before they make a change," Grandpa said. "You ever hear the story of Jonah?"
"Yeah," Lionel said. "Wasn't he swallowed by a whale or something?"
"Something," Grandpa said. "He refused to do what God wanted him to do and even ran in the opposite direction, so God sent a great fish to swallow him. He sat in the belly of that fish for three days and nights, praying before he repented. The fish spit him onto the land and Jonah finally did what he was supposed to do. You know he had to look and smell awful by then. Maybe your wife needs a similar lesson. The real question is, can you ever let go of your hatred and forgive her?" Lionel shook his head.
"I don't know," he said quietly. "She tried to kill me, after all."
"Yes, she did," Grandpa said. "C'mon," he said after a few moments. "Let's go home." We gathered our stuff and made our way back to the ranch. I gave Lionel my address and cell phone number in case he ever wanted to talk with me, then Grandpa took him home. Danni fed William and laid him down for the night. Exhausted, I grabbed a beer and headed out back for a smoke. Danni joined me a bit later.
"It feels so good to finally be home with you," she said, burying her head in my shoulder. I wrapped my arm around her and held her to me as tight as possible.
"Yes, it does," I said. "I'm just grateful you and William are okay. I don't think I could've handled it if I lost either one of you."
"Believe it or not, I was scared, but never worried," she said, taking a drag off my cigarette. "I knew you and Grandpa would save us. And you did." I ground out the cigarette and held her beautiful face in my hands. I kissed her like I had never kissed her before.
"I love you so much," I told her.
"I love you more, my husband," she said, unbuttoning my shirt. "And I'm about to show you just how much." She started kissing my chest, working her way down, when we heard a man cough from the back door. We sat up, startled and looked.
"Sorry to interrupt you kids," he said, smiling. "I jes' wanted to let y'all know I got Lionel home safe."
"No problem," Danni said. "How is he, by the way?"
"I think in time he'll be alright," Grandpa said. "He's been through a lot. We had a nice talk about things. We'll see."
"Do you think he'll ever forgive his wife?" I asked.
"No idea," Grandpa said. "Right now he's very angry, and he has every right to be. I told him to stay in touch with you and he said he would. Listen, I know you kids need to reconnect, so I'll head on out." Danni got up and ran to him before he could leave, throwing her arms around him. "What's this fer?" he asked.
"I just wanted to thank you and tell you I love you," she said, kissing him on the cheek. He smiled as he looked at her.



"I love you too, Danni," he said, hugging her back. "Now you take good care of my grandsons - both of 'em - y'hear?"
"I will, Grandpa, promise. Tell Grandma Lizzy we said hi and give her our love," she said. He nodded his head.
"I will," he said. "I'll be seein' y'all," he said, touching the brim of his hat. After he left, Danni came back over to me.
"Now, where were we?" she asked, unzipping my jeans with a mischievous smile on her face.
...
Epilogue:
A few days after that incident, I ran across a small article online about a foiled coup attempt in the Mexican state of Chihuahua. A Mexican Army colonel named Alejandro Rojas was credited with bringing down a wealthy businessman who had been building an army in an attempt to take over the state and eventually the entire country. Some of the men he captured claimed they had been attacked by demons on horseback. Rojas dismissed the claims as being the rantings of drug-induced madmen.
He also said the raid on the camp produced evidence of a shipment of illegal arms. The weapons were confiscated and the Mexican authorities said they were in the process of identifying who else might be involved. Initial reports claimed a lawyer working for a firm based in southern California was allegedly involved, but the unnamed lawyer had yet to be found.
Rojas was promoted to brigadier general, given a medal and hailed as a national hero. I saw no mention in the news of a cavalry assault - fortunately.
Lionel stayed in touch with me and let me know that he had filed a missing person's report on Cheryl, mostly to cover his tracks in case he decided to divorce her in absentia. He also started seeing a counselor.
About a year later, he called to say the stone in the ring he wore had started flashing blue. By then, our daughter, Elizabeth, had been born.
Lionel said he followed Grandpa's instruction and pressed the stone. Grandpa delivered a thin, haggard, hysterical woman to his home shortly thereafter. Lionel told me he cleaned her up and tried to reintegrate her into society, but with very little success. She barely spoke, refused to wear clothing most of the time and ate like every meal would be her last. He even had to retrain her to use the toilet, like a child. Moreover, it took her several weeks before she could even walk more than a few steps.
He let her stay out of pity, not wanting to turn her out into society until he knew she could survive on her own. I heard from him several times over the next few months and one day he called to say she was gone.
"She left the house?" I asked.
"No," Lionel said, crying. "She committed suicide. I thought she was starting to do better. I came home from the office and found her in her bed. She had taken an overdose of sleeping pills and pain medication."
"I'm sorry to hear that," I said.
"That's okay," he said. "Your grandfather said she finally made her peace with God and was ready to go. She wrote a fairly lengthy manuscript that explains quite a lot. It's pretty graphic in some places. She also left a will, giving me her entire estate - over five million dollars in an offshore account. I never knew she had all that. Maybe it was her way of apologizing to me."
"Wow," I said.
"Would you like to read her manuscript?" he asked.
"Yeah, sure, if you're okay with that," I said.
"I am," he said. "I'll have to go through it and clean up some of her mistakes. She spent the last month or so writing this and it's pretty hard to read in some places. It'll take me a while to go through all this. Maybe three weeks or thereabouts."
"Just take your time, don't rush it. Are you okay?" I asked.
"Yeah, I'm fine," he said. "These last few months have reopened some old wounds, but I'll be okay."
"You take care of yourself," I said. "And stay in touch."
"I will," he said. "And thanks again for everything."
"You're welcome," I said. We ended the call and I told Danni what Lionel had said.
"That's too bad," she said. "But I'd be interested in reading what she had to say." I had to admit, I was curious as well. But, I figured, we could wait the three weeks. We looked out back and saw William riding on Grandpa's back, like a horse, as Elizabeth giggled and squealed.
I got a kick out of seeing Grandpa on his hands and knees making horse noises as he let William ride on his back. It was hard to tell who was having more fun, William or Grandpa.
I looked at Danni and saw the love on her face. Kissing her sweet face, I realized just how truly blessed I really was.
...
Notes: Fort Sumter was fired upon by the Confederates on April 12, 1861. The 8th Regiment of Indiana Cavalry was first organized as the 39th Regiment of Infantry on August 29, 1861 and re-designated the 8th Cavalry on October 15, 1863. It fought in a number of battles until it was mustered out on July 20, 1865. The name Elijah Jones does not appear on any list I could find for the unit, so I exercised a bit of artistic license there. Fielder A. Jones, however, did serve as a Colonel in the regiment.
Those who have read some of my previous stories, specifically, the Cheater's Gallery, and a couple entries in "The Cheating Zone," may recognize some of the "technology" used by Adrestia Rhamnousia. As you may have surmised, she is the one Elijah referred to when he said he isn't the only one who does what he does...
I am debating as to whether or not to turn Cheryl's manuscript into a story. If that is something you'd like to see, let me know in the comments or drop me a line. If anyone wants to take a stab at writing that story, please feel free to do so with my blessing.
And stay tuned...
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It seems that the worse thing a woman can do to the man she claims to love is betray that love by cheating on him. Mark Hurley thought about that as he sat in the dark, alone. Just a few hours ago, he thought he had it all - a great job with a good company that paid well, a nice house and a loving wife. He still had the first two, but the third was another matter.
He thought about his life with Allison, his wife of nearly five years. He met her shortly after she joined the company where he works, The Marcus Financial Group, a company that helps small businesses with their finances.
Like so many others, she started in the Administrative Support section, taking care of all the niggling clerical things that have to be done in their business dealings. From there, she became an Executive Assistant to Jake Marcus, his boss, about seven months ago. It's no coincidence that Jake's last name is Marcus - his grandfather started the company decades ago and handed it off to his son, Allen, the current CEO.
Allen brought his son, Jake, into the business after he finished college a couple years ago, and started him off like everyone else so he could learn the ropes. He did, and was quickly promoted to his current position as the Regional Manager, reporting only to Allen and the Board of Directors. Of course, at some point, Jake would become the CEO, but that was years off.
Mark liked and respected Allen. Allen was something of a father figure to him and helped him transition back into civilian life after being wounded in Iraq. They had met while Mark was undergoing physical therapy. Allen had just finished a meeting with the board of the facility and stopped to watch the Marine veteran as he worked out.
Allen saw something in Mark and bought him lunch that day. They discussed many things during that lunch meeting, and Allen was surprised to learn that Mark had finished his four-year business degree just days before being shipped off to Iraq. Allen was impressed with the young Marine and offered him a job, right on the spot. Surprised, Mark accepted the offer and went to work for Allen the next Monday.
That was almost eight years ago. Mark finished his therapy and focused on his work, taking night classes to get his MBA. Then Allison came along. He was smitten with her the day they first met. After verifying there would be no repercussions from HR, he asked her on a date. They dated for a few months, fell in love and eventually married. Allen surprised Mark by paying for their honeymoon to Hawaii.
Three years after they married, Allen brought Jake on board. Mark had hoped something of the old man had rubbed off on Jake, but he learned early on that wasn't quite the case. Jake liked to drop dimes, letting others around him know who his father was and that one day, he would be the one in the big corner office on the top floor. Jake managed to somehow alienate pretty much everyone around him.
One day, Allen spoke to Mark about his son, and expressed the same concern Mark had heard from others.
"You know, I'm going to have to make him the Regional Manager at some point, Mark," Allen said.
"I know," Mark said.
"I'm counting on you to lead by example, maybe you can help Jake transition into the job a bit," Allen said. "Think you can do that?"
"I think so, Allen," Mark said. "It won't be easy, though."
"What's your honest appraisal of him, Mark?" Allen asked. "Don't bullshit me. Forget he's my son. Tell it to me straight."
"Okay, I will," Mark said. "He's too full of himself to be effective, in my opinion. He refuses to listen to others, spends far too much time flirting with the girls and likes to throw his name around. Allison tells me he's pretty much a sexual harassment lawsuit waiting to happen. He not only likes to chase the women, he likes to brag about it as well." Allen shook his head.
"I was afraid of that," he said. "His mother doted on him from the time he was born. Let him get away with darn near everything. I had hoped bringing him on board might help him mature a bit. I'll have a talk with him."
"So when is Bill going to retire?" I asked. Bill Collins, the current Regional Manager, had been with the company for years and everyone like him. He had been talking retirement for a while and bought a place up in north Idaho so he and his wife could retire in the country while he was still young enough to enjoy himself.
"Sometime in the next six months or so," Allen said. "He's dead set on it. Personally, I don't blame him." Allen left the office with a promise to stay in touch. Mark knew he would make good on that promise. There were other things Mark saw in Jake that he didn't tell the old man. Thinking back on it, he realized he probably should have.
Bill retired a few months after that discussion and Allen moved Jake into his position. It didn't take long for Jake to make changes. Some of them were good, but Mark wasn't so certain about others. He continued to do his job, though, and tried not to let Jake trouble him too much.
Jake did change as he grew into the position, but Mark didn't like what he saw. Jake tended to micromanage things, often times to the irritation of the more experienced members of the team. He also liked to move people around a lot - sometimes into positions that pretty much set them up for failure.
One day, a little more than seven months ago, Jake came into Mark's office. He plopped himself into the chair across from Mark as he was on the phone with a client. When Mark hung up, he looked up to see Jake smirking at him.
"What can I do for you, Jake?" Mark asked.
"I've been thinking about hiring in a new EA," he said. "And I think Allison would fit that role quite nicely."
"My wife?" Mark asked. "That Allison?" Jake nodded his head, the smirk never leaving his face.
"One and the same," Jake said.
"What's wrong with Gretchen?" Mark asked. Gretchen Wilson had served for years as Bill's EA.
"Nothing," Jake said. "It's just that she's looking to retire in a bit and the office could use some new blood." Uh, huh, Mark thought to himself. More like new eye candy for Jake.
"Have you talked to Allison about it?" Mark asked.
"Not yet," he said. "I wanted to get with you, first."
"Oh?" Mark asked. "I appreciate that, but why?"
"I wanted to know what she's like," Jake said. "After all, you live with her. You sleep with her every night. I mean, is she bitchy and demanding, or is she always the happy, bubbly type? Is she playful or serious? I wanna know what I'm in for if I bring her in." Mark didn't like the way this discussion was going - at all.
"Well, Jake," Mark said. "First of all, Allison and I are very happily married and yes, she's always a joy to be around. Second of all, she's married. To me. Third, she's a professional. If you think she's qualified for the job, then offer it to her. Whether she accepts or not is up to her. But the most important thing to remember is this. She's married. To me." Mark deliberately repeated himself to make sure Jake understood his position.
"I get it," Jake said. "You've probably heard the gossip and you're concerned. I would be too if I was married to someone as beautiful as Allison. If she takes the job, it would mean travel, sometimes overnight. Are you okay with that?"
"I trust my wife," Mark said. "If she accepts the job, knowing that's part of it, then she knows the boundaries. And I expect you to respect those boundaries. And my marriage."
"Of course, Mark, old buddy," Jake said, the smirk never leaving his face. "I know you and my old man are tight. He respects you and so do I. Believe me, I'd never do anything to get between you and Allison."
"I hope not," Mark said.
"Who knows," Jake said. "There might even be a promotion in it for you as well." That night, Mark spoke with Allison.
"Did you speak with Jake today?" he asked as she put the finishing touches on their dinner.
"Yeah," she said. "He mentioned something about wanting me to be his new EA."
"And what do you think about that?" Mark asked.
"Well, it would mean some travel and probably some late hours, but it would also mean a nice raise," she said. "We could certainly use the extra money, especially if we're going to have children someday. Why? Are you concerned about something?"
"I just remember you telling me that he was a sexual harassment lawsuit waiting to happen," Mark said. "Do you still feel the same way?"
"I'd be lying to you if I said I wasn't concerned," she said. "I do hear all the rumors, you know. Do you trust me?" He looked at her before answering.
"Of course, I trust you," he said. "But I trust him about as far as I can throw him. He came by my office today and asked how you are at home. I thought it was a bit impertinent, personally."
"That's just the way he is," she said. "What did you tell him?" she asked, her eyebrows raised.
"I told him you're a joy to be around, and I meant it," Mark said. "I also let it be known that you and I are happily married and I would expect him to respect that."
"I would expect nothing less myself," she said.
"Good," Mark said. "So, are you going to take the job?"
"I think so," she responded. We went to bed that night and made love before falling asleep.
She took the job, and as predicted, was gone at least once every two weeks for up to two days at a time. She also ended up working late at least three nights a week. Mark dealt with it as best he could, and did all he could to support Allison in her new role. He kept an eye out, but saw nothing that suggested she was anything but professional in her new job.
Then the unthinkable happened a little more than three months ago. Allen suffered a massive stroke one day in his office. Paramedics were called and he was rushed to the hospital, but he didn't last the night. He passed away, having never regained consciousness. Everyone in the company was devastated by the news and attended his funeral. Mark and Allison were surprised at how many people were there.
Jake thought his father's untimely death meant he would immediately move into Allen's office and take over as CEO. But the board of directors thought otherwise, saying Jake was far too inexperienced for that role. Over Jake's vehement objections, the board brought on David Matheson to serve as an interim CEO until such time that a suitable replacement could be named.
Jake became a changed man after that, and set out to prove he was ready for the helm. He had Allison working almost every night until late, and made her accompany him nearly every weekend on trips out of town. It didn't matter if Mark and Allison had plans or not. The schedule was taking its toll on both of them and their marriage suffered as a result.
For starters, their sex life almost disappeared completely. He also noticed changes in Allison's wardrobe. Where she had normally worn business and professional attire, she was now wearing clothes that were a bit more revealing.
On top of that, her attitude toward him had changed somewhat. She had always been outgoing, friendly, bubbly and respectful. But now, she was a bit more demanding, short-tempered and had started tossing little digs at him. He thought that perhaps it was simply from the stress of her job.
Finally, one Sunday when Allison returned from a weekend trip to New York, he sat her down for a talk.
"Allison," he said. "We need to talk."
"About what?" she said with an edge in her voice.
"About us," he said. "I rarely ever see you anymore. This schedule Jake has you on is not just killing you, it's killing us. We need to take some time off and re-connect."
"I'm sorry," she said. "Jake has a lot going on right now. Things are crazy. I can't help it."
"Tell Jake you're taking a week's vacation," he said. "You have the time. We need to do this if we're going to survive." Allison said nothing for a few moments as she collected her thoughts. He could tell this was bothering her as well. Finally, she nodded her head.
"You're right, Mark," she said. "I could use a break. Jake's been running my ass ragged these last three months. I'll talk to him tomorrow, promise."
"Please do," Mark said.
The next day, Allison came home happier than he had seen her in a long time.
"What happened?" Mark asked.
"I talked to Jake like I told you, and he agreed we need to take a breather," she said. "He said we could both take next week off if we want, so long as we attend a party at his place Friday night."
"Party?" Mark asked. "What kind of party?"
"It's just a little get-together with him and some of his friends," she said. Mark didn't feel comfortable with this partly he really didn't care for the little twerp, but also because he didn't feel it appropriate to be partying with his boss. As the saying goes, familiarity breeds contempt. Plus, he didn't know who else would be at this get-together.
"Do you know any of these people?" Mark asked.
"I've met some of them," she said. "They're mostly friends of his from college, but one or two of them work for clients. I don't know who else is coming, though."
"I see," Mark said. "Well, alright, but only if you can get home at a normal hour this week. Can you do that?"
"I think so," she said. "We do have to work on the Henderson account on Wednesday, though. Jake is having a dinner meeting with them and he wants me to be there." He was aware of the Henderson Manufacturing account. It had become something of a priority since it was something Allen started handling before his stroke.
"Okay," Mark said. "Wednesday night, but the rest of the week, I want you home at a normal hour. Deal?" She smiled and wrapped her arms around him.
"Deal," she whispered, kissing him on the lips.
The next afternoon, Jake showed up at Mark's office and as usual, sat down in the chair in front of the desk, across from Mark. As usual, he had that never-ending smirk on his face.
"What can I do for you, Jake?" Mark asked.
"Allie tells me you guys are on for Friday night," Jake said. "Allie?" Mark wondered. Where did that come from? He called her that once and she let him know in no uncertain terms that she hated that name.
"Yes, we discussed it briefly last night," Mark said. "Provided she gets home at a decent hour the rest of the week and we get next week off to re-connect."
"Of course," Jake said. "We do have that dinner meeting with the folks from Henderson on Wednesday, but I promise, no late nights the rest of the week."
"What kind of a party is this?" Mark asked. "And who all is going to be there?"
"It's just a casual get together," Jake said. "A few of my old college buddies will be there. One of them works for a client, but it's nothing fancy. Come casual. You don't need to bring anything. Except Allie, of course." Mark took that in and nodded his head. Jake wasn't finished.
"By the way, Mark, old buddy," Jake said, causing Mark to wince inside. "You were right. Allie IS a joy to be with. I appreciate you letting her take the time she needs to do her job without giving her a lot of crap. She's quite good at what she does. Frankly, I'd be lost without her." Mark didn't quite know how to take that.
"I'm glad you're satisfied with her work, Jake," he said. "One thing, though."
"What's that?" Jake asked.
"Do you call her 'Allie' to her face?" Mark asked.
"Of course," he said. "Why?"
"Just curious," Mark said. "That's all." That night, he mentioned it to Allison while they were eating.
"Do you always let Jake call you 'Allie'?" he asked. "I'm just curious, cause you never let me call you that."
"I figure he's my boss and he can call me whatever he wants," Allison said. Mark dropped it, but it still ate at him. The rest of the week went pretty well, and except for Wednesday night, she was home right on time and they made love every chance they got.
That Friday, after Mark threw on a pair of jeans and a casual shirt, he watched Allison get ready for the party and noticed the dress she chose to wear. He had never seen this dress before and wondered when she got it. It was much shorter than her other dresses and seemed to show off a lot of skin.
He also noticed the thong she put on to cover her shaved pussy. She had always kept it shaved, which he liked, but he had never seen this thong before. Then she threw on the dress, not bothering to wear a bra. This was definitely something different. After she had the dress on, he took it all in. It was shorter on one side than the other and had slits up the sides from her waist to her arms.
He could see why she chose not to wear a bra. The front exposed a lot of flesh, and the back was open to a point right above her ass, almost revealing her thong. He could see her B-cup breasts swell against the material and her nipples threatened to poke through the thin fabric.
"Wow," Mark said. "You look good enough to eat. Maybe we should stay home and play." She smiled.
"No, no," she said. "After we get home."
"By the way, where did you get that dress?" Mark asked. "I've never seen it before. It sure doesn't look casual to me."
"I got it the last time we were in New York," she said. "Jake asked me to wear it tonight." Of course, he thought.
"Better be careful," Mark said. "Someone might get the wrong idea." She chuckled at that.
"I don't think so," she said. "Everyone knows their boundaries."
"They'd better," Mark said, giving his wife a hug. He started to kiss her, but she waved him off.
"Later," she said. "I don't want my makeup messed up." They drove to Jake's two-story townhouse, located in a fairly ritzy part of town and rang the doorbell. Jake opened the door and invited them inside. Mark detected the faint odor of marijuana and had a sinking feeling.
Three other young men about Jake's age came into the front room and Jake introduced them to Mark.
"Guys, this is the man of the hour, Mark Hurley," Jake said with a big shit-eating grin on his face. "Mark, this is John Whitehead, George Franklin and Alan Jenkins. Alan, by the way, works for Henderson." Mark shook hands with all three of the men and wondered what Jake meant by calling him the "man of the hour." He also wondered why Jake didn't introduce Allison to them. Did she already know them? Jake turned his attention to Allison.
"My God, Allie, you look so fucking hot in that dress," he said. "I knew you would. Doesn't she look fucking hot, guys?" he asked, turning to the other three men. They all nodded their heads, their tongues nearly dragging on the floor. Allison smiled and turned around as if modeling the dress for them. They whistled their appreciation. Mark had to admit, she did look good, but he didn't care too much for Jake's reaction.
"Where are my manners?" Jake asked. "Here, let me get you two something to drink. Allie, I know you like white wine. What about you, Mark?"
"That's fine for me as well," Mark said. "I really don't drink much these days - very low tolerance to alcohol." Mark really didn't have a low tolerance to alcohol. The truth was that he could probably drink these bozos under the table. He all but quit drinking years ago, while he was in the Marines. In reality, he was a mean drunk, and nearly killed a much bigger man with his bare hands the last time he got drunk. After that, he swore it would never happen again.
"No problem," Jake said. "I'll be right back." Jake came back with two glasses and handed them to Mark and Allison. Allison took a big swig from hers while Mark took very small sips. Mark's internal red flag was waving and he swore to remain as sober as possible. Something about all this didn't sit right with him.



Jake invited everyone to take a seat in his living room, so Mark followed Allison and noticed that she sat on a love seat. He started to sit next to her, but Jake beat him to the punch. Instead, he took a seat on a couch that faced the love seat and watched his wife carefully. Jake looked at him for a moment.
"Sorry, old buddy," he said. "Force of habit. I'm used to sitting on this side of the love seat."
"No problem," Mark said, looking at his wife. She looked back, but couldn't read his face. They sat for a while, engaging in small talk. Jake looked at Mark before he spoke up.
"My dad told me you were in the Marines," he said. "Is that right?" Mark nodded his head.
"Yeah, I served five years before I got a medical discharge," he said. John looked at Mark.
"Marines, huh?" he asked. "I hear they're real bad-asses. You ever see any combat? Ever kill anyone?" Mark slowly nodded his head. He hated it when people asked that.
"Yeah," he said quietly.
"What? See combat or kill anyone?" John asked.
"Both," Mark said. Allison looked at him, surprised. He never told her any of this before. He spent the last several years trying to forget about all that.
"You never told me that," she said.
"It's not something I like to talk about," he said. George pulled out a large plastic bag. Mark recognized it as marijuana. It was legal to purchase in this state, but he never cared for it much, having tried it once while in high school.
"Hey," George said. "I scored some really good shit. You guys wanna try some?"
"Yeah, sure," Jake said. The others, including Allison agreed. Mark had never known her to smoke anything, especially marijuana. George rolled a large joint and lit it up. He passed it around, and the others took a hit off of it. Mark held up his hand and shook his head when Alan offered it to him.
"Thanks, but no," he said. "I never really cared for it." Alan nodded his head and passed it to Jake. Jake took a hit and looked at Mark.
"Aww, c'mon, Mark," he said. "Lighten up a bit."
"You go ahead," Mark said. "I'd like to keep a clear head tonight."
"Your loss, man," he said. "Besides, this is a party. If you get too fucked up, you can always stay here. Hell, you're gonna be off next week anyway." He turned to Allison. "Shotgun?" he asked. Mark was surprised when she smiled and eagerly nodded her head.
"Sure," she said. Jake put the lit end of the joint in his mouth and Allison opened her mouth as he blew a huge amount of smoke into her. She inhaled it all, coughing just a bit. She patted her chest as she inhaled. "That is some good shit," she said. Mark was stunned and wondered who this woman was. Jake handed the joint back to George.
"You know," Jake said, pointing a finger at Mark, "this man is without question the best business analyst in the company. Hell, he's saved us millions of dollars in lost revenue. Not only that, but if it weren't for him, I wouldn't have this lovely creature as my assistant." Allison smiled at him, and Mark noticed it wasn't just the kind of smile one gives in response to a compliment. There was something else. He also noticed the way she seemed to hang on his every utterance.
"In fact," Jake said, looking at Mark. "I like to think of her as my work wife." He patted Allison's bare thigh and Mark thought he saw Jake's hand start to inch under her short dress. Mark saw Allison's face flush for just a moment before Jake pulled his hand back. "Truth is, I'd be lost without her," Jake added.
"So would I," Mark said, watching Jake's reaction. He couldn't help but notice that Allison looked down at the floor for just a moment. "If you'll excuse me for just a bit, I need to use the restroom," Mark added, breaking the silence in the room.
"Sure," Jake said. "Just go down the hall, first door on the left." Mark got up and walked into the bathroom. Locking the door behind him, he looked in the mirror for a moment, a million thoughts running through his head. Prime among them was the idea that Allison was cheating on him with Jake.
Jake was right about one thing - Mark was a damn good analyst, but that was because he paid attention to detail. It was something Allen taught him when he first started.
"Remember, son, it's not just numbers. In any business dealing, the devil's always hiding in the details," the old man told him. "Pay attention to the details, trust your gut and you'll never go wrong." Mark took the old man's words to heart and they always served him well. Now, he had other details to think about.
First, there was Allison's dress - or lack thereof. Second, there was the interaction between her and Jake. Third, her drug use - he had never known her to use drugs, and they had never even experimented with them before. But here she was, eagerly accepting what Jake gave her. Then there was her reaction to Jake's touch and Jake's own words. What was it he called her? His work wife? What the hell was that all about? Then there were all the little niggling things he had noticed over the last three months.
Added together, it all spelled trouble, and if he was right, it also meant the end of his marriage. He sensed that something was going to happen, and knew he had to get out of there with something tangible he could use as proof. He considered simply taking Allison and leaving, but he had a feeling it would only cause a fight and delay the inevitable. He saw his cell phone in his shirt pocket and noticed the camera lens peeked out over the top of the pocket. That's it, he thought.
He pulled the phone out and started a video recording before placing it back in his pocket. After he did his business, he flushed the toilet and washed his hands. He steeled himself before he opened the door.
As he walked into the front room, he noticed Allison suddenly sit up after leaning over the coffee table. He saw a few specks of white powder on her nose and realized she had probably sniffed a line of cocaine. Jake also had a bit of white powder on his nose as did the other three men. He sat down and saw the guilty look on her face.
He picked up his glass and took a small sip when he spotted undissolved granules of some kind of powder in the bottom of his glass. What the hell? He quickly set the glass back down on the table and noticed everyone looking at him. He started to say something but suddenly found himself very tired and unable to say anything coherent.
"Are you okay?" he heard Allison ask. He looked at her, confused, unable to speak. Jake and the three men stood up. Allison stood up with them and grabbed Jake's arm. He looked at them all, wondering what they were going to do next. He tried to stand, but was unable to.
"Why don't you just take a little nap for a while, Mark, old buddy?" Jake asked as the other men put his feet up on the couch. Mark was unable to do or say anything as Allison removed his shoes. He wanted to get up, grab her and run out as fast as he could. He looked around, trying to find anything he could to support himself and saw her thong on the love seat where she and Jake were sitting. The bitch, he thought.
Allison came over to him and covered him with an afghan. He wanted to grab her by the throat but couldn't move his arms. She leaned down and kissed him on the forehead.
"I'm sorry, Mark," she whispered in his ear. "I really do love you." Unable to keep his eyes open, he fell into a deep sleep.
...
The whole place was dark when he awoke. He rubbed the sleep out of his eyes and looked around. It seemed no one was awake. He listened and heard nothing but the sound of snoring coming from upstairs. Glancing at his phone, he realized he had been out for a little more than three hours. He stopped the video recording and put the phone back in his pocket.
He crept upstairs and glanced in the master suite, making sure he stayed in the shadows. He saw Allison, nude, on Jake's bed, her arm over his chest and one leg over his. He could see cum dripping out of her and was disgusted. One of the three men was also naked and laying next to Allison on the large bed. The other two men were also asleep - one on a couch under the window and the other positioned precariously in an overstuffed recliner sitting in one corner.
He crept quietly back downstairs. He wanted to find out what it was they had dosed him with, so he rummaged around in Jake's kitchen until he found a Tupperware container with a screw-on lid. He poured the drink in the container and sealed it up tight.
Going back in the front room, he pulled Allison's key chain from her purse and noticed a key he never saw before. It looked like a house key, but it wasn't one of theirs. Acting on a hunch, he pulled the key off and stuffed it in his pocket.
Then he had another thought and grabbed Allison's phone, putting it in his pants pocket. He planned on going through it later on. Pulling his wedding ring off, he set it carefully on the top of her purse so she would easily see it. He put his shoes back on and crept to the door.
"Details," he thought to himself. He looked around but didn't see a security system or a console anywhere near the door. Opening the front door, he tried the key he took off Allison's ring. It fit perfectly, just as he thought it might. He quietly closed the door behind him, locking it with her key. He got in his car, closing the door as quietly as he could. He backed out of the driveway and left, not turning his lights on until he was on the street.
He had an idea and pulled into a convenience store. He pulled out his phone and looked up his old friend, R.K. Evans. In the service, Mark knew him as Corporal Evans, but all his friends simply called him "RK." After he left the service, he started his own private investigative firm and Mark help him with the financial details.
"Hello," a sleepy RK said when he answered the phone.
"Hey, RK, it's me, Mark," Mark said. "Sorry to call so late, but I need your help."
"What's up, Mark?" RK asked. "You get in a bar fight and need me to bail you out or something?"
"Not quite," Mark said. "Can you be at my place in about 15 or 20 minutes?"
"Yeah, sure," RK said. "Everything alright? What's going on?"
"I'd rather not talk about it over the phone," Mark said.
"Gotcha," RK said. "I'll see ya in about 20 minutes."
"Thanks, buddy," Mark said. "I appreciate it."
"Hey, Semper Fi, do or die, right?" RK asked. Mark chuckled. RK liked to say that a lot.
"Oorah," Mark said. They ended the call and Mark looked at the store. Fuck it, he thought to himself. He bought a 12-pack of beer and a couple packs of cigarettes. He hadn't smoked since he left the service, but at this point, he felt he needed to do something before he punched something or someone out.
He got home and put the beer in his refrigerator, grabbing one for himself. He opened a pack of cigarettes and lit one up after he sat on the couch, using a candy dish that had their picture on the inside for an ashtray. It was a wedding gift to them and Allison liked to keep it stocked with little candies and treats. He didn't care if Allison complained about the smell, especially after what happened earlier.
About that time, he heard the doorbell and saw it was RK. He invited his old friend inside and offered him a beer.
"What's up, man?" RK asked as he opened his beer. Mark filled him in on what happened earlier in the evening.
"Holy fuck," RK said when Mark finished. Mark handed him the container that held the dosed wine.
"Think you can get that analyzed?" he asked. RK nodded his head.
"Yeah, but it'll probably be Monday or Tuesday before I can get results," RK said.
"I also need everything you can get me on Jake Marcus, John Whitehead, George Franklin and Alan Jenkins," Mark said. "I understand Jenkins works for Henderson Manufacturing. I don't know what he does there." He pulled out his phone and brought up the video from earlier. He scanned through it until he found a frame that showed all four of them. "Here's a picture of them. I know it's not the best."
"Got it," RK said. "You want surveillance from inside his place as well as yours?"
"Yeah, if you can swing it," Mark said. "I've got a key if you want it. I didn't see any security system, but that doesn't mean anything." RK took the key and looked at it.
"No problem," he said. "How did you get this, by the way?"
"I took it off Allison's key chain," Mark told him. RK nodded his head.
"You realize you probably won't be able to use any video from inside his place as evidence, right?" RK asked.
"I figured as much," Mark said. "This is personal. I really don't give a shit about what's legal or not right now."
"I understand," RK said. Mark handed RK an extra key to his house.
"Here's a key for this place," Mark said. He wrote down a four-digit number and handed it to him. "And this is the code for my security system."
"I don't think I'll need the key. If you want, I can set up some equipment while I'm here," RK said, handing the key back. "High-def cameras, audio, the works. Hell, I can even record what gets said on your land line."
"Do it," Mark said. "How much is all this going to cost me?"
"Don't worry about it," RK said. "You saved my ass over there in Iraq. This is the least I can do for you."
"Thanks, old friend," Mark said. "At least let me cover your costs."
"Alright, if you insist," RK said. "What else have you got? You showed me part of the video you took. Why don't we go through some of it and see if we can get some clues." Mark pulled the video back up and started it from the beginning.
"Stop right there," RK said. Mark paused the video. "Can you back it up just a bit?" Mark did as RK asked and they watched again. The camera clearly picked up Allison finishing a line of cocaine that was laid out on the coffee table. Mark stopped the video.
"Damn," he said. "I saw her just as she sat back up, but that clearly looks like cocaine on the table."
"Yes, it does," RK said. "Interesting. Have you ever known Allison to use before?" Mark shook his head.
"No, never," he said.
"Okay, let's see what else is on here," RK said. Mark started the video again and they could tell when Mark sat on the couch across from Allison. "Hold up," RK said. Mark paused the video again. "What's that?" he asked, pointing to something on the love seat. Mark looked closely and saw it was Allison's thong.
"Holy shit," he said. "I saw that right before I passed out, but I thought I was just seeing things. I'll bet she took it off right after I got up to use the bathroom." He started the video back up and they could tell when the drug had started to affect Mark. They saw the camera pointing up as he laid down and watched as the four others looked down at him.
They heard Allison ask if he was okay and Jake telling him to take a nap. Then they saw Allison lean over him and whisper in his ear. Mark remembered this, but he had no recollection of what they heard next.
"You sure you don't want to tie him up and make him watch us?" George asked.
"No," Allison said. "This is enough for one night."
"We have all week, you know. We can always step things up if he doesn't go along with the program," Jake said. "You know, John swings both ways. Maybe he could introduce ol' Mark to the joy of gay sex," he added to laughter. Mark felt his face turn red as he heard Allison join them.
"Now that's something I'd like to see," she said.
"Really?" they heard John ask. "You'd let me fuck your husband in the ass?"
"Sure, why not," she said. "Maybe if you're nice, you can get him to give you a nice sloppy blowjob while I peg his ass with a big black dildo." They all laughed again.
"Wow, I've never done a Marine before," John said. "I doubt he can give as good a blowjob as you, though." Mark fought back the urge to throw his phone through the wall.
"Seriously, Jake, is he gonna be okay? You didn't give him too much, did you?" Allison asked.
"Nah, he'll be fine," Jake said. "He'll sleep for about 12 hours, wake up with a bit of a headache. He'll think he just drank too much. Tomorrow I'll introduce him to the really hard stuff. By this time next week, ol' Mark here will be a full-fledged cock-loving addict. Maybe I'll even have him work the street for me. Too bad dear ol' Dad isn't around to see his golden boy fall."
"Is that why you hate him so much?" we heard Allison ask.
"That's all I heard about while I was in college," Jake said. "About how good old Mark went to school while serving his country and fighting for America. About how he worked to make something of himself while defending his country. Sometimes I thought Dad would rather have Mark as a son than me. Well, guess what, Dad? I'm Mark's boss now. I have Mark's woman. And by this time next week, your golden boy will be a cock-sucking drug addict." They all laughed at that.
"Are you boys with me on this?" he asked. We heard the three of them say yes. "What about you, Allie? Are you with me? Because if you're not, tell me now and I promise you'll be on the street with him."
"I'm with you, sweetie," Allison said. "Besides, I've grown to love this too much to walk away from it." We assumed she was referring to Jake's manhood, as we couldn't see what she was referring to.
"Alright then," Jake said. "C'mon, let's go upstairs and get the real party started."
"Goody," Allison said as they headed up the stairs. "This time I want you guys to make me airtight." There was no movement in the video, but they could hear the sounds of sex coming from the bedroom. Mark ended the video and put his head in his hands. RK put a reassuring hand on his shoulder.
"I know this is gonna be rough on you, but we'll get you through this," he said. Mark nodded his head.
"Thanks, RK," he said.
"What are ya gonna do?" RK asked.
"I'm divorcing her, there's no question about that," Mark said.
"I understand," RK said. "Why don't you get away from here for a few days, let me and the boys handle this?"
"What do you plan on doing?" Mark asked.
"It's probably best if you don't know," RK said. "I can tell you this. We just witnessed a criminal conspiracy. If I have my way, someone will go to jail. But we need to get you out of here for a bit."
"But I can help you," Mark said. RK shook his head.
"No," RK said. "You're in danger right now and the last thing we need is for you to go off on any of them. Remember ol' Gunny Johnson? Well, he's retired and in Vegas now. He owes me a favor or three. He said he'd set me up with a place to rack out for a few days if I ever wanted to visit Vegas. I'll call him and see what he can do for ya." Mark nodded his head.
"Okay," he said. "Let me get the place here wired for audio and video, then I'll head out. You need to maintain. Understand?" Mark nodded his head.
"Thanks, RK, you're a good friend. I appreciate it," Mark said. RK smiled.
"Semper Fi, bro. Do or Die!" RK said.
"Oo-fucking-rah," Mark said. He went on the back porch with a beer as RK wired the front room and the bedrooms for audio and video. RK also tapped the house phone. He set it up so that all the audio and video would be stored on a cloud server that could be accessed from anywhere on the Internet. When he finished, he gave Mark the server address and credentials to access the files. He also showed Mark the switch that would let him turn the surveillance system on and off.
"I'll call Gunny tomorrow and let you know what he says," RK said. "One way or another, we're getting you out of here. Don't do anything stupid, you hear me?"
"I hear you, RK," Mark said.
"I hope so, Mark," he said. "Hang tough, my friend. I'll be in touch."
"I will, RK," Mark said. "Thanks again. For everything." After RK left, Mark turned on his computer and pulled up his bank accounts. He still had one open from before he got married that was in his name only. Since he married Allison, he deposited ten percent of his earnings into that as a rainy-day fund. He had hoped to use the money for a cruise as a surprise gift to Allison. But those days were done.



He transferred half of everything out of their joint account into his old account, then paid off and canceled their joint credit cards. He still had a card in his name only from his original account. Shutting that down, he packed enough clothes to last him a few days and threw the suitcases into his car.
Coming inside the house, his gaze fell on the wedding portrait that hung on the wall over the fireplace. Allison looked so beautiful in her wedding dress that day. He was the happiest man on earth and thought he had hit the jackpot. But no longer. Filled with rage at her betrayal, he grabbed a large hunting knife and shredded the portrait. Once finished, he looked around and pulled down every picture that included Allison. All of them got tossed into the fireplace.
He ran upstairs and pulled her wedding dress from the closet, then tossed that into the fireplace as well. He considered burning it all right then, but decided to wait a bit. At that moment, he was filled with blind seething hatred for her and wanted her to personally witness their marriage going up in flame.
Then he had another idea. Grabbing a bottle of beer, he went back to the couch and picked up his phone. He emailed the video to himself and verified it on his laptop.
He wrote a very-carefully worded letter to each member of the board of directors and David, the interim CEO, explaining in detail what had transpired. He remembered something Allen had told him before. The board wouldn't respond too well to threats, but they would respond to a careful and thoughtful analysis of any situation. He didn't know David very well, having only spoken to him a few times, but hoped he was as reasonable as the members of the board.
Without threatening anyone, he reminded the board that Jake, as an executive, was required to operate under the morals clause of his employment agreement and his actions, along with those of his wife, were exactly the kind of things the morals clause was written to address. He also reminded them that their actions were not only criminal in nature, but were the types of things that could spark lawsuits and scandal - the type of scandal that could easily destroy a company like Marcus Financial.
He reminded them of his time with the company, telling them of his great respect for Allen. He expressed hope they would do the right thing. He read and re-read his letter, editing a few words here and there. When he was satisfied, he wrote an email, attaching the letter and the video and sent it to David as well as each member of the board, telling them he would be on vacation for the week, but could be reached by email or phone. He suspected he probably wouldn't hear anything until Tuesday and by then, he planned to be out of the area.
He then sat back, lit up a cigarette and put it in the candy dish, watching as the heat from the lit cigarette burned into Allison's face. At that moment, that's exactly what he wanted to do to her. He picked up her phone and unlocked it. He knew the code since he set it up for her when he first got it.
He went through her text messages and got even more furious. It seemed the two of them had been screwing for at least the last six months, but it was only in the last three that Allison began openly disrespecting him to Jake. Of course, he thought, just the fact that she was screwing him was disrespectful enough.
He found a treasure trove of pictures - pictures of a man's erect cock, which Mark had to admit, was quite large. He wondered if this was Jake's or if it belonged to someone else. There were other pictures - pictures of Jake and Allison playing kissy-face and dancing in a nightclub, perhaps in New York, and pictures of Allison's cum-smeared face surrounded by hard cocks.
Other pictures showed her getting plowed by two men at the same time. One of them showed her getting screwed from the rear by a large black man while Jake throat-fucked her face. He wondered who took the pictures and if they were taken with this phone or another device.
She had also stored videos on the phone - videos of her having sex with Jake and others, including the three men at the party. No wonder she acted as if she already knew them, he thought. So this is what she had been doing while claiming to be on work-related trips. He copied everything he could and emailed it himself using her device.
By then, he had downed six beers and smoked half a pack of cigarettes, grinding them out on her face in the bottom of the dish. He looked outside and saw that the sun had already started to rise. Soon, he thought, she would be up and would know that he had left.
He figured she would be up and about in an hour or two, so he grabbed his shotgun, made sure it was loaded and locked both locks on his door. Then he laid back down on the couch with the shotgun next to him and tried to get some sleep.
...
Allison woke up and looked at the clock on the nightstand next to Jake's bed. She saw it was 8:30 so she rolled out of bed and went to the bathroom to clean up. Jake and the others began to stir and were up by the time she got out of the bathroom. Jake threw on a robe and looked at Allison.
"You wanna go downstairs and get some breakfast started?" he asked. "Mark will probably want some coffee, assuming he's waking up."
"Yeah, sure," she said. She tossed on a robe, padded downstairs in her bare feet and went into the kitchen. She started a pot of coffee and walked into the living room to wake up her husband. Then she realized with a start that he wasn't there. The afghan she put over him was thrown back and his shoes were gone. She ran around the first floor, thinking that perhaps he was in the bathroom, but he wasn't there. Looking out the front window, she realized their car was gone. She turned around and saw his ring sitting on her purse, which was laying on its side on the coffee table.
"Oh, shit," she gasped. She ran upstairs, yelling. Jake stopped her as she ran into the master bedroom.
"What's wrong?" Jake asked.
"He's gone," she said.
"What do you mean, gone?" Jake asked her.
"He's gone, Goddammit," she yelled. "He must've woke up in the middle of the night and left. He took the car and left his wedding ring."
"Shit," Jake said. "You'd better call him and see if you can track him down. Tell him he needs to come pick you up."
"Okay," she said, running back downstairs. She put Mark's ring in her purse and looked for her phone, but it wasn't there. She was certain she had brought it with her last night. She never went anywhere without it. By then, Jake was downstairs.
"My phone is gone," she said.
"That's okay," Jake said. "Use the house phone."
"You don't understand," she said. "I never go anywhere without it. It's full of texts, along with the pictures and videos you sent to me. If he has it, he's probably seen them."
"Don't worry about it," Jake said. "What we need to do is get him over here. The boys and I will take things over from there. Now call him." Allison nodded her head and picked up the phone in Jake's living room. She nervously dialed Mark's cell phone, hoping he would answer.
"Hello," Mark said when he answered. He sounded as if he had just woke up.
"Mark, sweetie, it's me," she said.
"The fuck you want?" he growled. Allison recoiled. He had never spoken to her like that before. She realized he must be super-pissed. She had no idea.
"Mark, honey, you weren't here when I got up and I was worried about you," she said. "Are you alright?"
"What the fuck do you care, bitch?" he asked.
"Sweetheart, I need you to come pick me up at Jake's house," she said. "Could you do that for me, pretty please?" Mark laughed out loud.
"Fuck you, cunt," he snarled. "I may have been clueless yesterday, but I'm not anymore. And you don't ever get to call me sweetheart or honey or anything else ever again."
"Mark, please, don't be angry with me," she pleaded. "I do love you."
"Yeah, right, bitch," Mark said. "Tell me another one."
"Mark, we need to talk," she said.
"Damn right we do," he said.
"Then I need you to come to Jake's and pick me up," she said. "We can talk about this on the way back home."
"Wrong answer, cunt," he said, causing her to recoil yet again. "There's no way in fucking hell I'm going over there. If you want to come home, you can walk or call an Uber. The only thing we have to talk about is how we're going to split everything up."
"What do you mean, split everything up?" she asked.
"That's what usually happens in a divorce, bitch," he said.
"I don't want a divorce," she said. "Please, can't we get through this?"
"I didn't want to be drugged and cuckolded, either," he said. "Just get your ass home if you feel the need to talk. But I'm warning you, don't let Jake or any of those other fuckers bring you home. I'm armed and if any of them step foot in my house, I'll blow their fucking heads off, so help me God. You understand me, bitch?"
"Uh, okay, I'll call an Uber," she said.
"Do that," Mark said. "And make sure you either have cash or your ATM card."
"Why?" she asked.
"Because your credit card doesn't work anymore," Mark said.
"Why doesn't my credit card work anymore?" she asked.
"Because I canceled it last night," he said.
"Oh," she quietly said. "By the way, do you happen to know where my phone is?"
"Yeah, it's here on the coffee table," Mark said. "Got an interesting collection of pictures and video, by the way. Now I know what you and fuckwad have been doing these last three months or so when you claimed to be on business trips. They'll really help my divorce case."
"Oh my God," she whispered. "Mark, I'm really very sorry," she said. "I never wanted to hurt you."
"Shut up, cunt, and save your worthless excuses for someone who gives a shit," he said. "Now, if you want to come and talk to me, do it now while you can. And come alone."
"I'll be there, Mark," she said, ending the call. Putting the phone down, she looked at Jake.
"Well?" Jake asked.
"He's not coming," she said. "He said I need to go there and talk to him."
"Alright," Jake said. "We'll take you, then." She shook her head.
"No," she said. "He's armed and he said if any of you show up, he'd kill you. I think he really means it. You didn't hear him. I've never heard him so angry in my life." Jake thought for a moment, then went into his study. He came back out with a syringe in his hand.
"Here's what we do, then," he said. "Put this in your purse. You call an Uber and we'll follow you to your place. The first chance you get, you pull the cap off and inject it into his arm - all of it. Then you call me. We'll be close by. We'll come and pick him up and put him in the trunk of my car."
"What is that?" she asked.
"It's just a special concoction I had made up for him," Jake said. "Some narcotics, heroin and something to put him out. It acts pretty fast. Don't worry, it won't hurt him. Just stick him with it and when he's out, you call me. Got it?" He handed her the syringe and watched as she carefully put it into her purse.
"Okay," she said. "Just promise me you won't hurt him."
"We'll do our best," Jake said. "Right, boys?" he added, looking at the three men, who laughed. He turned back to Allison. "Go ahead, call for your ride." She arranged for an Uber driver to pick her up in a half hour and went back upstairs to finished getting ready. When the driver arrived, she got in the car and left. Jake and his three friends got into his car and followed Allison, parking about a block away. None of them took note of the white van parked on the street across from Jake's house.
...
A few minutes after he spoke to Allison, Mark's phone rang again. He saw it was RK, so he answered.
"What's up?" he asked.
"Just wanted to let you know my boys picked up a conversation between your wife and her accomplices," RK said.
"What?" Mark asked. "How?"
"The wonders of modern technology, my friend," he said. "You'd be amazed at what we can do these days with a parabolic microphone. Anyway, your wife is getting an Uber and her buddies are going to follow behind. They plan on dosing you with something then kidnapping you. Whatever it is, it's in her purse. Apparently, she's going to hit you with it as soon as she gets a chance. My boys will follow Jake and his crew when they leave."
"Damn," Mark said.
"Yeah," RK said. "Anyway, just be careful. I'll text you when they leave. Turn on the surveillance gear when she gets there and I'll monitor it. I'm just down the street. I'll call the cops when the time comes. Just be ready."
"Okay," Mark said. "Thanks." He waited and got the text about a half hour later: "On the move."
"Showtime," Mark said to himself. He knew he had about 20 minutes or so before they arrived, so he stashed the shotgun where he knew Allison wouldn't spot it right off and turned the surveillance gear on. He went into the kitchen and grabbed a plastic ziplock bag for the syringe and a tissue.
He saw the Uber pull up in front of his house and watched as Allison paid the driver and got out of the car. She seemed exceptionally nervous and kept her hand on her purse, which was slung over her left shoulder. He hit the switch to turn on the fireplace and watched as the pictures and her dress started to catch on fire.
She walked to the door and slowly opened it. She grimaced as she walked in and smelled the cigarette smoke. Mark really didn't care. Her eyes grew wide when she saw the destroyed portrait over the fireplace and got even wider when she looked at her dress and photos now turning to ash.
"My wedding dress," she exclaimed. "Our pictures. Mark, why are you doing this?" Tears were falling down her face, but he was unmoved.
"I wanted you to see for yourself what your actions have done to us," he said. She looked at the beer bottles and cigarette butts in her beloved candy dish.
"I thought you had a low tolerance to alcohol," she said. "And I never knew you smoked."
"I used to smoke, but quit," he said. "As for the other, the truth is, I get downright mean when I get drunk. The last time I got really drunk I nearly killed a man with my bare hands. A much bigger man than me, by the way. I made a choice to never get drunk again. Just like you made a choice to become Jake's whore."
"Oh my God, Mark," she said, crying. "What have I done?"
"You tell me," he said. "What the fuck happened to you? You used to be the sweetest, kindest, most level-headed person I ever knew. Did you overdose on stupid pills? Did Jake hit you with a Martian slut ray? Since when have you snorted cocaine? And who are all these men you've been fucking?"
"Clients, mostly," she said quietly. "Jake made me."
"Oh fucking terrific," Mark said. "You know, your actions could put Marcus Financial out of business. Tell me, how long have you wanted to drug me and rape me in the ass? Was that your idea, or is that something Jake put you up to?" She looked at him, shocked.
"I never..." she began before Mark cut her off.
"Shut the fuck up, cunt," he said, pulling out his phone. He played the video and let her hear herself and her accomplices talk as they stood over him. Her face turned white as she heard her own words.
"How did you get that?" she asked.
"It doesn't matter," he said. "What's important is that David and the members of the board now have this video. The police will have it also. Not only are we getting divorced, but if I have my way, you'll be in prison for a very long time. I just want to know - why?"
"You don't understand," she said. "It's a long story."
"Maybe you can tell me one day when I'm not so inclined to wring your scrawny neck," Mark said.
He watched her as she started to open her purse, but before she could do anything, he ripped it off her shoulder and dumped the contents on the coffee table. He saw the syringe filled with a dark liquid and picked it up with the tissue he had set aside for that purpose.
"Is this what you had planned for me?" he asked. "Do you even know what this is?"
"Not exactly," she said.
"Not exactly?" he asked sarcastically. "You mean to tell me you were going to inject this in me without any fucking clue what it really is or what it could do? You're one sick bitch, you know that? Did Jake tell you to do this?" She nodded her head.
"Yes," she said quietly.
"I suppose if Jake told you to shove a red-hot poker up your ass, you'd do that too, wouldn't you?" he asked. "Let me guess, you're supposed to inject this into me, then call him when I'm down so he can come kidnap me. Am I right?" Ashamed, she nodded her head.
"Pretty much," she said.
"Alright," Mark said. "Here's what we're gonna do. You're going to call Jake. Put it on speaker so I can hear both sides. You're going to tell Jake you did what he asked. I'll take it from there. Don't you dare tell him I'm waiting for him. Got it?"
"You want me to set him up?" she asked.
"Yes," Mark said. "Any questions?" She shook her head.
"No," she said. "I understand."
"Good," Mark said. "Now do it, and no tricks." Mark watched as she called and put the phone on speaker.
"Jake, it's me, Allie," she said. "It's done. He's out."
"Good girl," Jake said. "We'll be right there." She ended the call and looked at Mark.
"He's going to kill me when he sees you're not really down and out," he said.
"Tough shit, bitch," Mark said. "Remember, no signals, nothing to let him know the truth. Otherwise I may kill you myself." He sat in a recliner and waited for Jake to come inside. When he saw Jake and his three buddies through the window he closed his eyes but left them open just enough so he could see.
Jake opened the door and walked inside. He looked around at the mess before starting to come toward Mark.
"You did good," he told Allison. "Now, we're gonna put him in the trunk." Jake reached down to lift Mark, but before he could lay a hand on him, Mark opened his eyes. Before Jake could react, Mark brought up one hand and smashed Jake in the throat. Jake reeled back and Mark stood up. Jake shook his head for a second, but Mark was already on the move, and kicked him as hard as he could in the crotch.
The other three stepped inside to help Jake, but were detained by RK's men, who had followed them onto Mark's property.
Jake was on his knees, moaning in pain. Mark slipped behind him and pulled out his hunting knife as he knelt down. He grabbed Jake's hair and pulled his head up while positioning the knife at his throat.
"Make your peace with God, asshole," Mark growled. "Because I'm going to cut your motherfucking head off." Jake pissed his pants in fear as Allison recoiled in horror. Who was this monster, she asked herself. Jake began pressing the knife against Jake's throat when he heard RK's voice from the door.
"Sergeant!" RK shouted, getting everyone's attention. "Don't do it! Drop the knife. Police are on their way."
"This fucking dog deserves to die!" Mark exclaimed. By then, RK was on one knee in front of Jake.
"Yes, he's a piece of shit and he deserves to die, my friend," RK said. "But not at your hand. Listen to me, Mark! If you kill him, he'll feel nothing ever again. He'll turn to dust in his grave, but you'll end up in prison. You deserve your revenge, but what kind of revenge is that? This isn't Iraq, buddy. Let the authorities do their job. Please, I'm asking you as a friend. Put the knife down and let the police take him in. He'll pay for what he's done. They all will."
Mark looked at his friend for a minute before responding. He could feel Jake trembling in fear for his life. He slowly pulled the knife away from Jake's throat and stood up behind him. Looking down, he saw Jake crying. RK turned him over and had him lay on the floor, face down, as he zip-tied Jake's hands behind his back.
RK then turned to Allison and told her to lay on the floor as well, face down, hands behind her back. She complied and looked in the fireplace as RK secured her hands. Hot tears fell down her face as she watched a picture of her and Mark catch fire and turn to ash.



Mark sat on the couch and watched RK make sure both Allison and Jake were secure. The other three were on the front yard, similarly secured by RK's men. They heard the sirens of the police cruisers as they stopped in front of Mark's house.
"Hand me your phone," RK said. "I'll go talk to the police before they come inside." Mark nodded his head and gave RK his phone. As RK left, Jake lifted his head and turned to face Mark. His smirk was finally gone. Apparently all it took was the thought that he was about to die.
"You know, my father always did love you more than he did me," Jake said. Mark shook his head.
"Not true, Jake," Mark told him. "He always hoped you would mature enough to step into his shoes one day."
"Would you really have cut my head off?" Jake asked.
"I guess we'll never know now, will we?" Mark asked in response. "But I guarantee you, where you're going, you'll be surrounded by people who won't hesitate the way I did. And I promise if you ever come after me like this again, I won't hesitate either." Jake laid his head back on the floor and said nothing.
Three large police officers came into the house and surveyed the situation. Picking Jake and Allison up, they read them their Miranda rights and marched them out to the cruisers. One officer looked at the syringe laying on the coffee table in its plastic bag and picked it up.
"Is this what they planned to use on you?" he asked Mark.
"Yes, it is," he said. The officer made notes as he took Mark's full statement. After about a half hour, he turned to Mark.
"You were lucky, you know that don't you?" he asked.
"Nah," Mark said. "My fellow Marine had my back." The officer smiled and nodded his head.
"Semper Fi," the officer said, shaking Mark's hand.
"Oorah," Mark said in response. After they left, RK came into the front room and sat on the couch.
"You got another one of those?" he asked, pointing at the beer bottles.
"I think I have one or two left," Mark said. "Kinda early for this, don't you think?"
"After this shit, no," RK said as Mark handed him a cold bottle. "How are you holding up?"
"Okay," Mark said. "I feel like I did back in Iraq, though. I guess I need to decompress a bit."
"Yeah, about that," RK said. "I talked to Gunny this morning. He said he'd take care of everything if you wanted to go hang out in Vegas for a few days. Told me to give you his number."
"I may just do that," Mark said. "I have a few things to take care of here first, though." RK pulled a couple of cards out of his pocket and handed them to Mark.
"There's Gunny's number if you want to call," he said. "The other card is for a divorce lawyer I do work for. Michelle Hawkins. She's a real shark. Hates cheaters with a passion. I took the liberty of calling her this morning. She said she's expecting you at her office at 8:00 am sharp Monday morning."
"Thanks," Mark said, nodding his head. "For everything."
"Hey, Semper Fi, bro. Do or die," RK said. Mark chuckled at that.
"Oo-fucking-rah," he said in response. After they finished their beer, RK stood up and looked around.
"Looks like you got a bit of cleaning to do here, so I'll be on my way," he said.
"See ya, my friend," Mark said. "I'll be by later to get all the surveillance gear." RK left and Mark turned to the job of cleaning the house. That afternoon, he got a call from David Matheson.
"Mark, this is David Matheson," the older man said when Mark answered the phone.
"Yes, Mr. Matheson, what can I do for you?" Mark asked.
"You can start by calling me David," he said. "I got your email and looked at the video. So did the board members. We're all in agreement with what you said in your letter, which, I must say, was quite impressive."
"Thank you, David," Mark said.
"You're welcome," he answered. "We also agreed that both Allison and Jake's employment should be terminated immediately. Especially given that they're both in custody right now. I'm heading to the county jail to take care of that personally. There's a couple other things."
"What's that?" Mark asked.
"We think it would be good if you took a few days to go somewhere, let off a bit of steam," David said. "You have someplace you'd like to go for a bit?"
"A friend of mine said he'd look after me in Vegas for a few days," Mark said. "I have an appointment with a divorce lawyer Monday, then I'll be looking to head out."
"Vegas, huh?" David asked. "Well, I can't think of a better place to get your mind off all this than Vegas. Have a good trip, Mark, and we'll see you a week from Monday."
"Thanks, David, I will," Mark said.
"There's just a couple other things," David said. "We unanimously agreed that with Jake's departure, you would be the best person for his job."
"Me?" Mark asked.
"Absolutely," David said. "We're very impressed with the way you dealt with this and the board has had its eye on you for a while. I don't mind telling you, they're very happy with your work. Of course, there'll be a nice increase and a few other benefits along with that promotion, but I think you deserve it."
"Thanks, David," Mark said.
"Don't thank me just yet," David said. "The first thing we need for you to do is oversee the external audit we're going to have done. We're bringing in auditors from an external outfit to go over everything Jake has touched since he's been here. They'll report directly to you and you'll report those findings, good, bad or indifferent, to me."
"I think that's a good idea," Mark said. "I've learned since I sent that email that Jake has had Allison engage in sex with some of our clients."
"Good God," David said. "Well, I'll leave that in your capable hands. In the meantime, you have a good trip and we'll see you a week from Monday."
"See you then, David," Mark said. "Thanks."
After the call from David, Mark finished cleaning the house, then mowed the yard as he usually did on Saturdays. He called Gunny Johnson afterward and the two of them caught up on everything.
"So, you wanna come out for a few days and have a bit of fun?" Gunny asked.
"Yeah, sure," Mark said.
"Alright," Gunny said. "Come on out. I'll set you up with a nice room and show you the ropes. Then you're on your own. And please remember, this is Las Vegas, not Bangkok." They laughed over that.
"I'll remember, Gunny," Mark said. "See ya Monday evening."
"See ya, Mark," Gunny said.
RK stopped by and gathered his equipment.
"Just wanted to give you a little update," RK said. "Cops searched Jake's place and hit a gold mine. A shitload of drugs, paraphernalia, sex toys, DVDs, you name it. Seems old Jake was a real pervert. Friend of mine on the force said he wouldn't be surprised if there was child porn in all that stuff they picked up."
"Damn," Mark said.
RK stayed for dinner and Mark fell asleep shortly afterward, exhausted both mentally and physically. The next day, he set about tossing all of Allison's things into trash bags. He hauled them to the garage and decided to wait on taking it all to Goodwill until he knew for certain that she would be going to prison.
As he was emptying out her dresser drawers, he came across an extremely large black strap-on dildo. He figured the studded phallus had to be a good 14 inches in length and nearly as big around as a baseball bat. He wondered if this was what she planned to use on him and shuddered at the thought.
He also found a strange-looking device he was unable to identify. After doing a search on the Internet, he realized it was a male chastity device, or a cock cage. Was there no limit to her depravity, he wondered. He finished packing her stuff in trash bags and put it all in the garage.
The next morning, he was at Michelle Hawkins' office right at 8:00 and was escorted right inside. She looked over his evidence and paperwork and made notes as he talked. She informed him of California's divorce laws and explained that everything is generally divided equally. Since they had no children, she explained, and the house was his before their marriage the court would probably allow him to keep the house.
Since he had already split their bank accounts, she said, the court would most likely give the half still in their account to Allison. She also explained that her adultery could not be brought up in the divorce, however, the criminal accusations against Allison would quite probably be considered by the judge in any order. She also said it was highly unlikely he would have to pay Allison any support while she is incarcerated, however, that could change when she gets released.
"I'll do everything I can to make this as painless as possible," Michelle said. "I'll draw up the papers and have them served. If she signs them as is, I'll present them to the judge. From there, it's a matter of waiting six months."
Mark agreed, and gave her a retainer for her work before he left. He stopped by the county jail on his way home to let Allison know he was filing for divorce. He sat at the table and watched as they brought her out. She looked haggard and the orange jumpsuit didn't exactly flatter her figure. They picked up the handset so they could communicate since they were separated by a thick Plexiglas shield.
"Hello, Allison," Mark said.
"Hello, Mark," she responded.
"I just wanted to let you know I saw an attorney today and I'm filing for divorce," he said.
"I figured you would," she said.
"When is your arraignment hearing?" he asked her.
"Tomorrow morning," she told him. "The prosecuting attorney is asking that we be held without bail."
"I think that would probably be best," he told her. "Tell me something, and I want the God's honest truth."
"What's that?" she asked.
"What the fuck happened to you?" he asked her. She looked down, embarrassed.
"Things were going quite good with the job at first," she said. "Jake seemed to be just like any other executive. Things didn't really start until after Allen passed away. Jake was furious that he didn't get promoted and he blamed you, said his father had probably set things up for you to get that job."
"That's crazy," Mark said. "Allen always said he hoped Jake would become the CEO one day."
"I know," she said. "We went to New York that weekend, and that's when it all started. We were at a club with some people from one of our clients, dancing and drinking. Nothing too outlandish. Yeah, I flirted a bit, but I didn't think I was out of line. The next thing I know, I started feeling really good and before you know it I was in bed with two of the other guys. Jake joined in later." She paused for a moment before continuing.
"The next morning I realized what had happened and I felt really guilty about it," she said. "Then Jake showed me some pictures and video that he had taken and said I would have to do whatever he wanted or he would make sure you got them."
"So he blackmailed you," Mark said. "And I'll bet he drugged you as well."
"He did," she said. "He admitted it to me later."
"I'm not surprised," Mark said. "They found a ton of drugs in his place, including a lot of date rape drugs. Is he the one who got you on cocaine?" She nodded her head.
"Yes," she said. "And marijuana. And some other stuff."
"So how many of our clients did you end up fucking?" Mark asked. She shrugged her shoulders.
"I don't know," she said. "Several. Jake set it all up and that's pretty much what I did whenever we went anywhere." Mark shook his head.
"I found a couple of your toys," Mark said. "Is that what you planned on raping me with?" She started crying.
"Yes," she said through her tears. "I'm sorry, I really didn't want to."
"Looked to me like you were pretty excited about the whole idea," Mark said. "Drugging me, raping me, turning me into a gay prostitute for Jake's amusement. Tell me, was Wednesday's dinner really about the Henderson project?" She shook her head.
"No," she said. "We were planning Friday's party."
"So you planned all that out in advance?" Mark asked. Allison nodded her head.
"Yes," she said quietly. "I'm sorry, Mark."
"Yeah, that's about the first thing you've said that I agree with," he told her.
"Do you think you can ever forgive me?" she asked. He chuckled before he answered.
"Not no, but hell no," he said. "You cheated on me with that asshole and God only knows how many others. Then you plotted with him to have me drugged and raped. You're out of your fucking mind. And don't even ask if we can be friends."
"I understand, Mark," she said.
"I hope it was all worth it to you," he said. "Goodbye, Allison." He hung up the phone and watched her do the same, tears falling down her cheeks. He went home, packed and headed for Vegas.
He met up with Gunny Johnson and the two reminisced over dinner. Afterward, Gunny showed him around and gave him some tips for the gambling tables, then escorted him to his room. When they walked inside, Mark saw a lovely young brunette sitting on the bed. She got up as they entered.
"Mark, this is Candy," Gunny Johnson said. "She'll be your, er, tour guide while you're here."
"Gunny, this really isn't necessary," Mark said.
"Nonsense, son," Gunny said. "This is exactly what you need after what your wife put you through. Relax, have a good time and remember, what happens here, stays here. Usually." They all laughed at that. "Well, I gotta go. You kids have fun," he added before he left. Mark turned to Candy.
"Tell me, are you an..." he began.
"Escort?" Candy asked. "Prostitute? Not any more, thanks to Gunny. He got me out of a very bad situation and thanks to him I'm clean, going to school and working a real job. He told me a little bit about you and asked if I wouldn't mind spending some time with you. That's all. If you want, I'll leave and never bother you again."
"No," Mark said. "He's right. I could use some companionship right now. And you are a very lovely woman. Would you care to go out for a drink or something?"
"That sounds nice," she said, smiling. They went to the club and had a few drinks, then talked and danced for a few hours before coming back to his room, where she spent the night, helping him forget his troubles. He woke up the next morning to find her giving him a toe-curling blowjob. Afterward, they took a shower together and got dressed.
"I have classes today, but I can meet you back here tonight if you want," she said.
"Sounds like a plan," he said. They kissed before she left, and he went downstairs for breakfast. From there, he sauntered over to the casino to try his hand at a few games. He followed Gunny's advise and walked away that afternoon with about $300 extra in his pocket. He spent it on dinner, drinks and a show with Candy that night. That night, she rocked his world yet again.
The rest of the week went pretty much the same, and by the time Friday rolled around, he was ready to go home and carry on with the rest of his life. Candy hated to see him go, but understood. She gave him her phone number and email address just in case he ever wanted to contact her again. He liked her, but didn't think it would ever become a full-blown relationship. She was so much younger than him and had her whole life ahead of her. Still, he thought, who knows?
He drove back home with a smile on his face, memories of Candy dancing through his head. When he got home, he caught up on the news of Allison and her cronies. The judge, after seeing the evidence presented by the prosecuting attorney, ordered them all held without bail.
He also received confirmation from Michelle that Allison had been served with divorce papers. According to Michelle, Allison immediately signed them and the papers had been filed with the court. In six months, he would be free of her for good.
The following Monday, he went to work and found all his things had been moved into Jake's old office. Everyone welcomed him back and wished him well in his new position. He settled into his new office and found himself meeting the external auditors.
He got them situated and was introduced to his new assistant, Marsha Bodine. He had known her ever since she started with the company a few years earlier. He liked Marsha, knew she was married and had received high marks from her previous supervisors. She also knew his situation and was very careful not to mention it to him.
The audit turned up more than a few irregularities in Jake's paperwork. For starters, he had fudged his expense account on several trips he and Allison had taken. Then the auditors found that Jake had mismanaged some of their clients' accounts. This was immediately reported to the SEC and Jake soon found himself facing federal charges.
Mark and David spent a great deal of time in the next few months cleaning up the mess that Jake had left behind. Fortunately, they didn't lose any clients thanks to their rapid response, but they had several very uncomfortable discussions with other executives who were understandably upset.
Meanwhile, Mark stayed in touch with Candy, mostly through emails. Eventually, she informed him that she had met someone at school and they were quite serious about each other. He wasn't surprised and wished her well.
At the same time, Allison and Jake's trials dragged on, as charges were added and motions flew back and forth. Mark found himself testifying against his wife and her co-conspirators, even though her defense team tried to steer him away from doing so, telling him that he wasn't required to testify against his own wife.
"I may not be required to, but I want to," he told her lawyer. "Besides, in a few weeks, she won't be my wife anymore." The jury was shocked when they heard his testimony and even more shocked when the video Mark took that Friday night was played for them.
Finally the day came when the jury would announce their verdicts. Mark and David sat in the courtroom and watched as Allison, Jake and the other three men were brought in. None of them were able to look Mark in the face. By now, the trial had become something of a media circus. The court was brought to order and the judge asked if the jury had reached their decision. The foreman stood up and announced they had.
Everyone waited with baited breath as the judge ticked off the charges, which included conspiracy to kidnap and rape. Jake faced additional charges involving the drugs found in his townhouse and the lewd photos and videos he had involving underage girls.
They were all found guilty of every charge leveled at them. The judge set the date for sentencing and the five now-convicted conspirators were led out of the courtroom. Mark and David walked out, brushing past the gaggle of reporters pushing cameras in their faces.
About ten days later, they were sentenced. The judge made it clear he was thoroughly disgusted with all five of them and basically threw the book at them. Jake's three buddies got the lightest sentences, but still faced 20 years in prison.
Allison was sentenced to 25 years to life in prison and Jake ended up with 50 years to life for his crimes. He would also face federal charges brought by the SEC, which would be handled in federal court. Allison sobbed as she was led out of the courtroom. Jake simply looked down in shame as he was taken away.
Jake's time in prison ended about six months later, however, when he was found decapitated in the shower. It seems he pissed off the wrong people who didn't care for his smug attitude.
Epilogue:
A month after the sentencing, Mark was sitting in his office going over some paperwork when Marsha buzzed him on the intercom.
"Mr. Hurley, there's a Dr. Kristen Marcus here to see you," she said. The last name caught Mark's attention.
"Send her in," he said. The door opened and Mark saw an attractive blonde enter his office. Her hair fell below her shoulders and she was dressed in a skirt that fell just below her knees. She smiled as she approached him, extending her hand.



"It's great to finally meet you, Mr. Hurley," she said. He shook her hand and invited her to sit.
"Please, call me Mark," he said. "Would you like something to drink? Coffee? Tea?"
"Coffee would be wonderful," she said. "Black, please. And please call me Kristen." Mark asked Marsha to get them each a cup of coffee and sat down as his assistant left the office. "Marcus," Mark said, looking at her. "Are you any relation to Allen? His daughter, perhaps?" She smiled and shook her head.
"No," she said. "I'm his niece."
"I see," Mark said. "I'm surprised I haven't met you before. I thought I'd met pretty much everyone in Allen's family."
"I've been quite busy," she said. "I was in France when Uncle Allen died and wasn't able to make it back for his funeral."
"So, what can I do for you?" he asked.
"I just wanted to meet the man who took my asshole of a cousin down," she said.
"I take it there's not much love lost between the two of you," Mark said. She shook her head.
"No, none," she said quietly. "I'm just glad to see he's finally been forced to pay for his crimes. I'm really very sorry about what he did to you. From what I know about you, you didn't deserve any of it and I'm sorry. I've heard a lot about you from my uncle."
"So, I see you're a doctor," Mark said. "Are you a medical doctor?"
"No, I have a PhD in business and economics," she said. "I teach over at UCLA. My uncle and I shared a lot of the same interests, but I'm more geared towards academics. And no, I'm not interested in moving into the corner office upstairs." Mark laughed at that.
They talked for a while longer before she said she had to get back to work. Mark didn't want the conversation to end and, truth be told, he was interested in this woman.
"Listen, Kristen," Mark said. "I'd love to continue this discussion with you, say over dinner? That is, if you don't mind being seen in public with a lowly MBA." She smiled and her eyes sparkled.
"There's nothing lowly about being an MBA," she said. "And I'd love to be seen with you in public. Dinner would be great. How about Red Lobster tonight at 7:00?" She handed him a card with her number and address.
"Red Lobster it is," Mark said, taking the card from her. "I'll pick you up at 6:30 if that works."
"I'll see you then, Mark. It's been great meeting you," she said before walking out.
That evening, Mark learned from Kristen that Jake tried to rape her after she had just turned 18. Ashamed and afraid she might be blamed, she never said anything to anyone, but avoided Allen and his family as much as she could. She also avoided relationships with men as a result of Jake's actions and spent months in therapy while going through college.
He told her about his experience with Jake and what happened with Allison. Kristen was shocked, but not surprised.
"I'm so sorry," she said. "You deserve much better."
Mark and Kristen dated for several months, falling in love. She nearly tackled him to the floor, smothering him with kisses, when he asked her to marry him.
"I take it that's a yes?" Mark asked when she finally let him breathe.
"No," she said. "That's a HELL yes, Marine. Now, carry me to bed and ravish me properly!"
"Yes, ma'am," Mark said, carrying his bride-to-be upstairs. Yes, he thought, things were looking good.
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The sun had yet to peek over the horizon as the pilot verified all the necessary parameters. Direction, wind speed, altitude and outside temperature played a crucial role in this operation, and everything had to be just right for this to work. After double-checking everything, he flipped the switch which caused the chemicals in his external tanks to mix.
Once the indicator light flashed, he knew it was ready to be released. He flipped another switch and the chemical solution began pouring out of the tanks. Soon, the heavier-than-air droplets would reach their target, a medium-sized Midwest city not very much unlike every other community in this part of the state.
He didn't know exactly what the chemical compound was supposed to be for, and to be honest, he really didn't care, just so long as it wasn't poisonous to the local population. The woman who paid him did so in cash, with a promise that the second half would be paid upon completion of his flight.
She also made it clear he was to keep his questions to himself. He could've been spraying the town with Agent Orange and wouldn't have cared. All that mattered is that he was given a job and was paid handsomely to complete it. It had been a while since he had a job that actually paid well, and he didn't know when the next one would come along.
With the tanks empty, he banked to the north and flew to his pre-arranged landing site. After a half hour, he spotted the mostly deserted field and made his descent. He guided his aircraft in front of a large hangar and shut down as instructed. Making his final checks, he exited the aircraft and walked into the hangar, hoping to find the woman so he could get the rest of what he was promised. He spotted the petite redhead and made his way toward her.
"Did you finish the run?" she asked him. He nodded his head.
"Yep, just as you directed," he told her. "You have the rest of my payment?"
"Yes," she said, and motioned for him to head to an office in one corner of the large building. He turned and headed in the direction she indicated. He never made it, however. After stepping onto a plastic sheet laid out on the concrete floor, the woman pulled out a silenced 9mm handgun and put two bullets in the back of his head.
"Get that out of here," she told the two large, muscular women waiting in the office. Saying nothing, they stepped out of the office, emptied the man's pockets, then rolled up the plastic sheet with his body and slipped it into a metal drum. After filling the drum with lime, they closed the lid and welded it shut. They put the drum on the back of a flatbed truck and drove out.
The red-headed woman pulled out her mobile phone and checked the messages coming in. They all said the same thing: Mission successful. She smiled. Things were about to get interesting in a number of towns across America's heartland. She saw the sun begin to rise over the horizon. Yes, she thought to herself. Phase One is complete and a new day is dawning in America. Phase Two would begin in 10 days, according to her schedule. And, she thought to herself, things are going to be quite different from here on out. She smiled as she pulled out her cell phone and typed a text to her Mistress in London: "P1 done."
...
Oscar Warren sat at his desk and glanced over the day's security brief. Not much happening here requiring any action from him or his agents, he thought to himself. Good. It seemed everyone's attention was riveted on the situation in the UK, which had elected a female-dominant government to power a few months back.
Ordinarily, this wouldn't be much of an issue, except for the fact that the new party in charge was driven by a hatred of men he hadn't seen since the attempt on President Pierce. The concern by the powers-that-be was that this ideology could spread to the United States. In fact, an American version of the party, known as The New Way, had already spread to the States, but hadn't caught on very much outside some of the larger cities like New York and Los Angeles.
He poured a cup of coffee and thought about that as he watched the morning news. The Task Force was originally set up to deal with an organization called the Mutual Marital Assurance Society, or MMAS. The organization was started and run by one Mona Larsen, a bitter, man-hating attorney who, with her twin sister and others, plotted the overthrow of the government in an attempt to force her ideology on society as a whole.
The corporate entity known as MMAS was ultimately taken down, and it took the Task Force nearly a decade to clean up the mess it left behind. But the ideology that drove it never went away, and they found themselves battling one copy-cat or another over the years. He remembered the words Pat Witherspoon, the MMAS operative who helped destroyed his life a quarter century ago, told him that day during his interview, that other entities would simply carry on the work she and her boss had started.
She turned out to be right, but Oscar had no idea just how bad things could actually get at the time. Since that interview, he had personally intervened to protect two sitting presidents, a British prime minister, and numerous others caught up in the web of betrayal and deceit that was the hallmark of MMAS and others that followed.
He looked up when he heard a tap on his door and saw the familiar face of Bill Jackson, his friend, boss, mentor and father-in-law. Bill was in his early 70s by now, but he was still strong as an ox and refused to retire. Oscar smiled and waved him in.
"Cup of coffee?" Oscar offered. "Still fairly fresh."
"What the hell," Bill said, pulling his cup out of Oscar's office sanitizer. The sanitizer was the result of the coronavirus pandemic of 2020 and a subsequent outbreak that caused nearly as much damage as COVID-19. Bill put the cup on the counter and Oscar filled it with steaming hot liquid. Bill took a sip and screwed his eyes shut.
"There oughta be a law against this shit," Bill said after his first sip. This was part of their morning routine and Oscar smiled, enjoying the dig.
"You mean like elder abuse?" Oscar quipped, smiling. Bill laughed.
"Fuck you," he said with a smile. "And the horse you rode in on." They laughed at the joke. Bill had given Oscar crap about his coffee for years, but shared a cup with him in the mornings every chance he could. "You see this morning's briefing?" Bill asked.
"Yeah," Oscar said. "Not much pertaining to us, thank goodness."
"Not so fast, Hoss," Bill said. "You been keeping an eye on that New Way business over in England?"
"Somewhat," Oscar said. "Frankly, politics just isn't my thing."
"Well, you might want to dig into it some," Bill said. "The White House is very concerned about what ramifications it might have here, especially with all the refugees we've taken in from over there."
Oscar knew more than he let on. The "New Way," as it was called, began as a grassroots movement touting the usual stuff -- equal pay for equal work, equal treatment in the workplace, that sort of thing. All-in-all, it seemed rather harmless. At least in the beginning.
Several of the activists ran for public office and ended up getting elected to Parliament. Over time, more New Way activists were elected and eventually had enough seats and enough clout to get one of their own, Victoria Harrison, elected Prime Minister. They formed a majority government and promised a new day for the British Isles -- along with a "compassionate, loving" government that listens to "the people."
Their line of reasoning wasn't much different than what voters had heard before -- that women were better suited to run government because of their inherent qualities as nurturers and givers of life. Also, they argued, women would be less likely to go to war or create conflicts with other nations. And they would be more in tune with the needs of the population.
They promised a firm hand, but one tempered with love, compassion and understanding. As time went on, however, the "firm hand" became more apparent and the rest seemed to get lost in the shuffle. As the New Way consolidated its grip on power, lawmakers from the more traditional parties found themselves increasingly shut out of the process, to the point that their existence was essentially meaningless.
Then the changes began. Subtle changes to the law put men at a decided disadvantage in practically every aspect of life. Men were often set aside in positions of business in order that their female counterparts could more easily step in and take charge.
Definitions of things like "hate speech" and "offensive conduct" were expanded to include criticism of the new female-led order. Men who complained about having to forcibly give up their positions to less-experienced women without any real cause found themselves facing criminal charges and jail.
Instead of stepping back, the government pressed on, to the point that groups of men began protesting the regime firmly ensconced at 10 Downing Street. In response, the government reacted with massive police presence and the military was even called up in a few cases.
Facing potentially violent reprisals, the Harrison regime cooked up what it thought was a way out. Instead of backing off its edicts, it gave those who wished a 30-day window to leave the country and find asylum elsewhere, no questions asked. In return, those leaving would be required to renounce their citizenship and abandon all their assets and property, handing them over to the government.
As a result, a number of people fled. Some came to the United States, while others fled to Canada and Australia. Those who couldn't afford the long trip headed north for Scotland, which had just voted for independence in the wake of the New Way's rise to power. Still others went to Ireland while many more fled to France or Scandinavia.
Concerned about the large influx, France closed its border after taking in nearly 50,000 refugees. The 31-mile-long Channel Tunnel, or "chunnel," between England and France was closed by the French until the situation in England had stabilized. Video shown by news organizations showed thousands of distraught Britons, sobbing as they left their beloved homeland, many clutching the Union Jack. Harrison's government, for whatever reason, had replaced the flag with a banner of its own, a white female power symbol centered on a green background.
After the 30-day window was up, the government closed the border and initiated martial law, ordering everyone to remain in their homes until further notice. Even the royal family was required to remain under what amounted to house arrest.
The Harrison government then conducted a massive purge of military and business leaders, replacing its top brass with women, many of whom were found lacking in training and experience. The BBC was given directives to air only government-approved programming, which always portrayed the New Way in a favorable light. Parliament was disbanded and the elected New Way officials were named "Guardian Mistresses" over the communities they once represented and given near-dictatorial powers over their subjects.
After several weeks of being locked down, the economy was in tatters, tempers began to flare and a mini-revolution began to erupt. But just as soon as the mini-revolt began, it ended. It was almost as if all the courage had been sucked out of the population overnight.
A few days later, the world was treated to a spectacle the likes of which it had never seen before. A number of men the government called "leaders" of the so-called "insurrection" were paraded into public areas across the country. They were each secured to large rectangular frames, their hands bound over their heads and their feet attached to spreader bars.
As a horrified world watched online, the men were publicly stripped naked, flogged, sodomized by women wearing leather costumes and castrated.
"Let this be a lesson to anyone who dares to cross the New Way," Victoria declared in a videocast from her office on Downing Street, the New Way banner prominently displayed behind her. "From this moment forward, all marriages in England are declared null and void. Men are now the property of the woman closest to them, be it their mother, their sister or a former spouse. Those without a close female relative will be assigned to serve their Guardian Mistresses as required.
"In addition, men are no longer allowed to own property and will will no longer hold positions of power or authority. They are no longer allowed to be seen in public unless they are accompanied by their respective mistresses. Further guidance will be made public in short order. Those who refuse to obey these edicts will be seen as traitors to the New Way and will be dealt with harshly," she stated before closing the video stream.
The world reacted with disgust and horror. Many nations broke off relations with England and President Lopez, unable to secure any compromise with the new government, responded by recalling the U.S. Ambassador and his staff. American citizens were barred from traveling to England as long as the New Way remained in power. Similarly, the British Ambassador and her staff was expelled from the country. In a rare show of unity, both houses of Congress unanimously passed resolutions strongly condemning the new government while welcoming anyone who sought asylum in the United States.
Over the course of the next few weeks, a sort of Cold War broke out between England and the United States. It was as if two long-time friends had suddenly split apart and were now staring at each other across the Atlantic, each daring the other to blink first.
Of course, Oscar was aware of all this, and was deeply concerned. For one, he was concerned about his two friends, Collette and Amanda, the two British soldiers who served as liaison officers to the Task Force before their retirement ten years ago. The last he heard, they were in Australia, exploring the outback. That was a few months before the New Way's rise to power. With the new restrictions in place, however, he was unable to contact them.
The officer who replaced Collette, Major Alan Branson, was ordered back to England and had been gone for some time. Oscar made an offer of asylum to Alan, but the major respectfully declined, saying his first duty was to England. Oscar was more than somewhat concerned Alan might reveal what he knew of the Task Force to the new government.
Oscar was also concerned the movement might spread to the United States, and possibly gain a foothold. All this ran through Oscar's mind in a matter of a few moments.
"You think there might be some infiltrators spreading the New Way message here?" he asked the older man. Bill nodded his head and opened his briefcase. He pulled out his tablet, brought up some photos and set it on Oscar's desk.
"I do. Take a look at this," Bill said. Oscar looked at the photos and zoomed in, using his fingertips. He looked at each of them, his mind going back more than twenty years. He looked at Bill, shocked.
"Is this really her?" Oscar asked.
"It looks that way," Bill said. "Granted, the tech boys had to do some extrapolation since none of the footage we have shows her whole face. Plus, she's put on a few pounds and her hair has changed a bit, but I believe that's Allison Gatsby. The last of the old MMAS holdouts."
"The one who got away," Oscar said, mostly to himself. Ever since the incident at Camp Rollins in Idaho more than twenty years ago, she had occupied a top spot on the Task Force's "Ten Most Wanted" list. His mind went back to that incident, in which 29 men died in a failed attempt to nab Jim Adams, a bio-chemist who now works as the head of the Task Force Bio-Chemical Research team.
He also remembered the day he and Officer Bascomb went to Allison's house in Denver. They were going to apprehend her for questioning, but she had already left and booby-trapped the place with a bomb that nearly killed both of them along with the FBI agents who accompanied them.
"Are you saying she's here, in the States?" Oscar asked. Bill nodded his head.
"I'd say so," Bill said. "Those photos were taken at New Way rallies in Berkeley and New York. And they were taken after the mass exodus from England. I've asked Ron to do some digging and see what he can find, but I personally think she's been in England all this time and came back during the migration. As you recall, there was very little to no vetting of the refugees at the time. She could've easily slipped back in the country with no one the wiser."



"Damn," Oscar said.
"Yeah," Bill said. "If I were a betting man, and I'm not, I'd wager she's got something cooked up. It's only a matter of time before she makes her move."
"That's assuming she hasn't already," Oscar said.
"True," Bill said. Sitting his coffee cup on Oscar's desk, he stood up and prepared to leave. "Listen, I'm on my way to Washington. I'll be meeting with the Director of National Security and a few others. You may want to pack a bag just in case you need to come out."
"Okay," Oscar said. "I'll get some agents on this and see what we can shake loose. Plus I'll talk to Jim. One thing I don't understand, though."
"What's that?" Bill asked.
"I have a very hard time with the idea of everyone in Britain suddenly going along with all this," Oscar said. "I can't imagine any self-respecting Englishman just giving up they way they seemed to. Something doesn't add up."
"You suspect something?" Bill asked. Oscar nodded his head.
"I do," he said. "And it all goes back to what Jim was working on twenty years ago."
"Let me know what you come up with," Bill said. "Who knows, maybe they fed them that shit you call coffee," he added with a smile.
"Still trying humor, I see," Oscar said, laughing. Bill chuckled and waved as he left the office. Oscar picked up the phone, called Jim and asked him to come to his office. A few minutes later, Jim showed up at his door.
"Come in, Jim," Oscar said. Jim walked in and Oscar motioned for him to sit down.
"Care for a cup of coffee?" Oscar asked.
"Sure, that would be nice," Jim said as Oscar poured a fresh cup after grabbing a cup out of the sterilizer. He watched as Jim took a sip and smiled to himself when he saw the slight grimace on his face. "What can I do for you, Oscar?" he asked.
"Jim, you remember that project you were working on for G&S Labs twenty years ago, back before we first met at Camp Rollins?" Oscar asked.
"Yes, I do," Jim said. "Why?"
"I was told by your supervisor at the time that project had been shelved," Oscar said. "Is there any way it could have somehow gotten out of G&S Labs?" Jim thought for a moment before answering. He shook his head.
"I don't see how," he said. "Those old project files would've been buried in the vault and only two people could access it."
"G&S shut down sometime after that incident," Oscar said. "As I recall, that happened about the time Acme scaled back its operations. Is it remotely possible those old files could've been leaked?"
"Anything's possible, Oscar," he said. "I wasn't there when that happened so I couldn't say for certain."
"Do you remember Allison Gatsby?" Oscar asked.
"Yes, I do," he said.
"Do you think she could possibly have replicated your efforts?" Oscar asked.
"It wouldn't be completely outside the realm of possibility," Jim said. "Why?"
"I'm sitting here wondering what could account for an entire population suddenly submitting itself to an absolute control freak," Oscar said. Jim shrugged his shoulders.
"There's lots of things, actually," Jim said. "There's been work with psychopharmacological agents, for example, that cause a temporary induction of hallucinations or delirium. I've read where there was supposedly a secret chemical weapons testing program run by the U.S. Army back in the 50s and 60s where they tested LSD and other drugs on thousands of soldiers. And of course, we have our own experience with MMAS and their use of mind-altering drugs."
"Could something like that account for the scenario I mentioned, where a population on the edge of possible armed revolt could suddenly change and submit itself to an authoritarian figure?" Oscar asked.
"One thing I've learned in my years working here and at G&S is that nothing is impossible," Jim said. "Having said that, in my professional opinion, the effects of those agents I mentioned before were generally temporary. And from what I know of them, their impact was mostly psychological, not physical."
"Is it remotely possible that someone could maybe mix something like that with the agent you developed?" Oscar asked.
"Yes, it is," Jim said.
"Could that account for the scenario I laid out earlier?" Oscar asked. Jim thought for a moment before answering.
"Yes, Oscar, it could, in my opinion," Jim said. Oscar nodded his head.
"I'd like you and your team to brainstorm that and see what you can come up with," Oscar said.
"You think something like that has been used?" Jim asked.
"I do," Oscar said, putting one of the photos he had on his desk so Jim could see it. "And if I'm right, it may get used again. That's why I need you on top of this." Jim's face went white as he looked at the photo.
"Is that who I think it is?" he asked.
"I believe so," Oscar said. "And I have reason to believe she may have played a role in what happened in Britain. And she's now here, in the States. That's why I'm counting on you and your team."
"We'll get right on it, Oscar," Jim said.
"Thanks," Oscar said as Jim left. He emptied Jim's coffee cup, rinsed it out and placed it back in the sterilizer. He made another pot of coffee and placed a secure video call.
"Yo, Oscar," Ron Wiseman said when he saw Oscar's face on his screen.
"You have anything for me on Allison Gatsby?" Oscar asked.
"Well, her name is now Allison Hornsby," Ron said. "It took some doing, but I was able to dig up some old CCTV surveillance footage from Heathrow and there she was, just a day or two after you tried to apprehend her. British databases are now closed off to anyone or anything not directly connected to MI5 or MI6, but I did see where she came back during the great exodus out of Britain. According to what I was able to piece together, she married a chemist named Geoff Hornsby. She came back to the States alone. I have no idea what happened to him and apparently, neither does anyone else. He just simply disappeared."
"And you think she's now connected to New Way activities here?" Oscar asked.
"Sure looks that way," Ron said. "I've only been able to get fleeting shots of her, but when I put them all together and run facial recognition, it comes up as her. A bit older, perhaps. Definitely a bit of gray, but there's no question it's her. I've spotted her at several rallies talking to different women. I've got speech software trying to piece together her conversations."
"Let me know when you get something," Oscar said.
"I will," Ron told him. "By the way, Bill asked me to let you know if I ever run across something odd."
"What did you find?" Oscar asked.
"Well, it may not seem like much, but I got something in my feed this morning," Ron said. "Turns out that about 50 relatively small aircraft were outfitted with external spray tanks. Each one flew over a small or medium-sized city that just happens to sit on a tributary feeding a larger river. The manifest claimed the tanks contained an environmentally-friendly pesticide. All the aircraft followed their flight plan and made their destination. All the tanks were empty and flushed as required. This happened about two days ago."
"And what's odd about that?" Oscar asked.
"No one has seen the pilots since then," Ron said. "On top of that, the communities involved say they never requested any such flyover or treatment. And I found no requests or orders for such flyovers."
"Now that is odd," Oscar said. "Get me a list of those cities, will ya?"
"I'm on it, boss," Ron said. It might be nothing, Oscar thought, but then again... He got the list from Ron and pulled down a large map in his office. He placed pins in all the locations Ron listed and stepped back when he was finished. That's when he realized he was looking at a basic outline of the entire Mississippi Basin, an area that stretched from the Appalachians to the Rockies.
"Holy crap," Oscar said as he looked at the map. One of the locations marked was about 50 miles outside the restricted airspace over Fort Apache. He picked up his phone and called Jim.
"Yeah, boss," Jim said when he answered.
"You have a team you can send out to collect soil and water samples?" Oscar asked.
"Yeah, sure," Jim said. "We can also borrow some other folks if we need to. What's up?"
"Not sure yet," Oscar said. "Get to my office, ASAP."
"On my way," Jim said before hanging up. By the time Jim got there, Oscar had printed off a map of the area that had been sprayed. He handed it to Jim as he walked in the office.
"I want you to take soil and water samples in this area," Oscar said, showing him the map he had just printed off. Jim looked at the map before speaking.
"What's going on?" he asked.
"I don't know," Oscar said. "May be nothing. But could be a shitload of trouble. Get on it right now and report back to me the second you have results."
"Got it," Jim said, walking out of the office. He had another thought and called Ron McMaster, the head of base operations. It was a job he held for some time before Bill split base operations from field operations.
"Yeah, Oscar, what can I do for you?" Ron asked.
"I just wanted to verify something," Oscar said. "Are we still on a sealed water system?"
"Absolutely," Ron said. "Sealed and filtered just to be safe."
"What about the reservoir?" Oscar asked.
"That doesn't supply any of our potable water, but it does help feed the aquifer and the sprinkler and fire systems," Ron said. "Why? Is there a problem?"
"Not sure yet," Oscar said. "Can you do a thorough testing of the reservoir and our water supply?"
"Sure," Ron said. "It might help if I know what we're looking for."
"Anything that doesn't belong," Oscar said.
"Okay," Ron said. "When do you need this done?"
"Two days ago," Oscar said. "And I want the results immediately if not sooner. Also, I think you should close the reservoir until further notice."
"On it," Ron said. "I'll be in touch." Oscar thanked him and ended the call. He didn't want to cause any unnecessary panic, so he decided to wait until he heard back from Jim and Ron before taking any additional steps. In the meantime, he arranged to have agents conduct a quick tour of the affected towns just in case. Now it was just a matter of waiting...
...
Troy Hanson woke up with a splitting headache. He reached to the other side of the bed only to find it empty. Maybe Lisa was cooking breakfast, he thought, but he didn't hear anything from the kitchen and he didn't smell anything cooking.
He looked and saw that her side of the bed looked like it hadn't been touched. Odd, he thought. Where is she? He vaguely remembered her saying she was going out with her friends for a drink last night but she still wasn't back when he went to bed. This wasn't like her at all, he thought. He got out of bed and stumbled into the bathroom, feeling like he usually did with a hangover. Except he wasn't drunk when he went to bed last night.
As he stood in front of the toilet to take his morning piss, he looked and saw something had changed. His dick appeared to be much smaller than usual. Normally, he sported a respectable seven inches, but this morning, it was barely two. What the hell, he asked himself. He did his business, then took his morning shower and shaved, noticing that his skin was softer than normal. He threw on his work clothes and went into the kitchen.
Seeing that nothing had been made, he started a pot of coffee and grabbed a bowl of cereal, wondering where his wife was. He looked at his phone and saw no messages or calls. He called his wife, but it went straight to voicemail. He ate his breakfast, grabbed a cup of coffee and left for work.
Silver Pine, Montana, was a fairly small community of about 5,000 people that sat on the banks of the Missouri River. Once upon a time it was much larger, but the mines ran dry and many left for greener pastures. Those who stayed eked out a living as best they could but things hadn't been going very well these last few years as the youngsters left to find better paying jobs elsewhere.
Troy had worked at the sawmill for years, as it was the only place in town that still paid a fairly decent wage. The loggers kept them well-supplied with timber, which they cut and treated, then sold to companies like Home Depot and Lowes. It was a fairly large operation and employed quite a few people, which helped support the local economy.
He got to the mill and walked into the building where he worked as a shift foreman. Donna Price, the office manager, looked up at him when he walked in.
"Christ, Troy," she said, clearly irritated about something. "You look like shit."
"Had to make my own breakfast this morning," he said. "Lisa never got home last night."
"Not surprised," she said.
"What do you mean?" he asked her.
"Well, she seemed to be having a grand old time at the Truck Stop last night," Donna said. The Truck Stop was an actual truck stop, but it also sported a bar and grill and bands often came in to provide music for dancing. It was the closest thing to a "club" in the small town and it had gotten a reputation as a place one could go for a quick hook-up. Truckers often stopped to spend the night and spend time with the local women. "Last I saw, she was sandwiched between three huge truck drivers."
"What?" Troy asked. "When was this?"
"I guess about 11 or so," Donna said.
"What were they doing?" he asked. She sneered as she looked up at him.
"What do you think?" Donna asked sarcastically. "They weren't exactly holding a Bible study, that's for sure."
"Fuck," Troy said.
"Yeah, I think that's what she did," Donna said.
"Please, don't tell me that's what she was doing," he said. Donna shrugged her shoulders.
"She wasn't the only one, believe me," she said. "I think half the women in town were there, myself included."
"What were you doing there?" Troy asked, shocked. Donna was the very definition of "homebody." The idea that she would be at the Truck Stop late at night was foreign to him.
"Not that it's any of your business, but I was having a good time," she said.
"Did Dale know about this?" he asked her.
"Yeah, I told him," she said. "He's my husband, not my master. If I wanna go play, that's what I'm gonna do. Now, I think you need to get to work, buster." Shocked, Troy ambled off to his office where he went over the day's work. Donna had never spoken like that to him. And the idea of her cheating on Dale was unthinkable. But she all but openly bragged about it. An hour later, Bob McDonald, the mill manager, poked his head in Troy's door.
"Hey, Bob," Troy said. "What's up?"
"Got a sec?" Bob asked.
"Yeah, sure," Troy said. "Come on in." The two of them had been good friends since they were kids -- went to the same school, played football together, served in the National Guard together and started at the mill together. They were both shift foremen when Bob was promoted to his current spot as the mill's manager.
"You notice anything different in the last day or so?" Bob asked. Troy thought about the morning before answering.
"Well, now that you mention it, yeah," Troy said. He told Bob about what happened earlier, first at home, then his encounter with Donna. "I've never known her to act like that before, and I've never known Lisa to be out all night. Plus, well, you know."
"Yeah, I know," Bob said. "Pretty much the same thing happened to me this morning. Except Brenda was still home. But she sure hasn't been herself lately. She was a stone cold bitch to me this morning, and I have no idea why."
"What's this about the Truck Stop last night?" Troy asked.
"Beats the hell outta me," Bob said. "I've heard some of the guys mention it this morning. They made it sound like there was some kind of an orgy going on or something. By the way, have you been on the floor this morning?"
"Not yet," Troy said. "I was getting ready to head over there when you came in. Why?"
"Something's up with the guys," Bob said. "It's like the strength has been sucked right outta them. I can't quite explain it. I guess you'll need to go see for yourself."
"Yeah, I'll check it out," Troy said. Just then, Donna stuck her head in Troy's office.
"Hey, you two," she said. "There's some federal guy here who wants to talk with you. Think you can quit gossiping for a minute and speak with him?"
"Yeah, sure," Troy said. "Send him on in." Donna stepped back as a medium-sized man in a dark blue windbreaker, shirt and tie stepped into the office.
"Special Agent McGregor, HomeFront Security Task Force," he said, holding a set of credentials. "Mind if we talk for a minute or two?"
"Sure," Troy said, introducing himself and Bob. "Come on in. Can I get you a cup of coffee or something?"
"No, but thanks anyway," he said.
"What's this HomeFront Security Task Force?" Troy asked.
"It's a special federal unit," he said, sitting in one of the two chairs across from Troy. "We're just checking out some reports and making sure everything is alright in the area. Have either of you noticed anything a bit off or strange lately? Say, in the last day or two?" Troy and Bob looked at each other, surprised.
"Well, Agent McGregor, now that you mention it, yeah," Bob said. "We were just talking about that."
"Please, I'd be very interested in what you have to say," McGregor said. "Any information you can provide would be most useful." Troy and Bob related to McGregor what they had just been discussing. He took notes and listened intently as they talked.
"And you both experienced, er, physical changes as well?" McGregor asked. Both Troy and Bob nodded their heads and responded in the affirmative. "Interesting," he said. "Some of the folks I've spoken to said they saw chemtrails a couple days ago. Did you see those as well?"
"Yeah, I did," Troy said. "I'm not one of those conspiracy nuts or anything, but I thought it was kinda odd. We normally don't see them in these parts." McGregor nodded his head and made notes.
"So I understand," he said, looking at Troy. "Well, gentlemen, thank you for your time. If you can think of anything else, no matter how small, please give me a call." He handed them each a business card and stood up to leave. They shook hands and he exited the building. Donna watched as he made his way to the dark sedan parked out front, then picked up her cell phone and responded to the strange text she had received earlier that morning.
McGregor sat in his car for a couple of minutes before pulling out his tablet. Something had definitely happened here, he thought. But what? He had spoken to a number of people this morning and they all said pretty much the same thing. He sent Oscar a brief field report then started his car and headed for his office in Libby, where he would write up his full report. That, along with the soil and water samples he collected earlier, would be sent out that night by company jet to Fort Apache, in accordance with Oscar's instructions.
...
Later that afternoon, Oscar reviewed the field reports he received from the agents he had sent out that morning. They all said basically the same thing -- local residents experienced physical changes along with changes in behavior since the reported flights. He knew he wouldn't see any lab results until the next day, but he decided he had enough information from the field to act. He picked up his secure phone and called Bill.
"What's up, Oscar?" the older man asked when he answered.
"I think we have a problem, boss," Oscar said. "Earlier today, I spoke with Ron and he told me there were reports of aircraft making flights with spray tanks over 50 small to medium-sized communities along tributaries that flow into the Mississippi River. I plotted them out and they appear to cover the entire Mississippi Basin. One of those took place not far from here. I dispatched agents to collect samples and speak to local residents. Initial field reports indicate a change in behavior along with physical changes in the men they spoke to. Jim took water and soil samples locally and he's running an analysis, but won't have any results until tomorrow morning at the earliest."



"Shit," Bill said. "What about Fort Apache? Is the water supply there safe?"
"Yes," Oscar said. "At least the potable water is safe. Ron McMaster tested the reservoir and gave samples to Jim for analysis. We closed it off until we have the results from that test."
"Good," Bill said. "I'll get with the EPA folks here in Washington and give them a heads-up. Take whatever action you feel is necessary. Call me the second you have lab results."
"Will do," Oscar said.
...
Allison Hornsby was in her San Francisco apartment when the messages began pouring in. One woman after another reported that agents with the Task Force had begun snooping around, asking questions. That didn't take long, she thought to herself.
Leaning back in her recliner, she thought back to that time twenty two years ago when she came "this close" to getting Jim Adams from Camp Rollins. It was Oscar Warren who stopped that from happening, handing her a humiliating defeat that nearly cost her life at the hands of Mona Larsen.
But Allison was always a couple steps ahead of Mona. She was one of the few people Mona was unable to control with her chemically-enhanced hypnosis and she knew Mona was the one who had her house rigged to blow the morning after she failed to secure Jim. But Allison turned the tables on her, escaping while setting the device to blow a few minutes after the agents would come for her.
After making her way to England, she met Geoff Hornsby. Geoff was a good man -- that is, if one could think of men as "good," she wryly thought. Not only was he a brilliant chemist, he knew his place in their marriage, and he also knew how to use his tongue. He was the one who helped her unlock the key behind Jim's work, and he didn't even need the original formula.
Thanks to Geoff, she was able to bring Mona's dream to life. First, she had to bring down England and then the United States. After the New Way's victory in Britain, she dealt with Geoff and "escaped" to the States, just as she and Victoria had planned.
It was a shame Geoff had to be disposed of the way he was, but he understood that painful sacrifices sometimes had to be made for the greater good. She remembered the way he told her that he forgave her just before voluntarily stepping into the vat he knew would soon be filled with sulfuric acid. She wasn't completely heartless, however, and made sure he was pumped full of sedatives before the acid dissolved his body.
And now, she vowed to get revenge on the one man who had managed to foil her devious plot. She started getting excited at the idea of inflicting pain on Oscar and began rubbing herself. It wasn't enough, however, so she snapped her fingers.
"Come, boy," she commanded. A young man dressed in a loincloth scampered to her on his hands and feet. Just like a good doggie, she thought to herself. She pointed at her now dripping pussy.
"Lick, boy," she ordered. The boy smiled widely and buried his face in the patch of red hair between her legs. "That's it, boy. Make momma squirt all over your pretty face." She moaned as the boy licked at her most intimate parts. He wasn't nearly as good at this as Geoff, but he was close enough. She thought about the delicious pain she would personally inflict on Oscar's body and as she did, she felt her first orgasm begin to hit.
"Drink it, boy," she said as she began squirting on the man's face. "Drink it all down. Make momma proud." Like a dog, the man obeyed, lapping up her liquid. As her orgasm subsided, she considered snapping his neck with her powerful thighs, but realized it might be a while before she could train a suitable replacement. There would be plenty of time later, she thought. Besides, this kid is kinda cute, she said to herself...
"Now, go back to your cage," she ordered after he had finished licking her clean. She watched as the young man went to his dog cage on all fours and meekly laid down on the thin blanket on the bottom of the metal cage.
...
The next morning, Oscar received a call from Jim. The lab analysis was complete and he was ready to give an initial briefing. Oscar asked him to come to his office.
"What did you find?" Oscar asked.
"We found a compound that is very similar in many ways to what I came up with at G&S," Jim said.
"Similar? But not exact?" Oscar asked.
"That's correct," Jim told him. "It's a lot like what I came up with, but there's other things mixed with it. The compounds are made up of chemicals that, by themselves and in very low doses, are basically harmless. When mixed together, however, they can have some pretty nasty affects."
"Like what?" Oscar asked.
"Rapid loss of testosterone, shrinkage of male genitalia, loss of muscle mass, for starters," Jim said. "The compound seems to have a different affect on females, however."
"Such as?" Oscar asked.
"Increased libido is one immediate affect," Jim said. "Psychologically, it's hard to say. My concern, however, is that this could leech into the aquifer. And if that happens, we've got serious problems."
"Can you come up with an antidote?" Oscar asked.
"In time, yes," Jim said. "But for now, this is in the water. If we don't do anything, it'll spread throughout the entire Mississippi Basin."
"Can it be filtered out or counteracted with something?" Oscar asked.
"I believe so," Jim said. "I've taken it upon myself to get with the Engineering folks. They're working on it now. And we're working on something to treat the water."
"Good job," Oscar said. "What about our water supply? The reservoir?"
"Our water supply tests negative," Jim said. "The reservoir also tested negative. Fortunately, it's fed by underground streams, so this hasn't made it that far down yet."
"How long you think we have before this gets into the aquifer?" Oscar asked.
"Maybe seven days," Jim said.
"Damn," Oscar said. "That doesn't give us much time, does it?"
"No," Jim said.
"Is there some way to keep this from getting into the aquifer?" Oscar asked.
"Again, Oscar, that's something the Engineering folks could answer," Jim said. "Yeah, we can come up with a compound to counteract it, but treating the aquifer is something outside my expertise." Oscar appreciated Jim's candor. The last thing he wanted on this was a "yes man" who didn't know his limitations.
"I understand," Oscar said. "How long before we can have an antidote?"
"Hard to say," Jim said. "Treating the water is one thing. Coming up with an antidote that's safe for use on humans is something else. There is one person who can help, if we can bring him on board. He's a stone genius. If anyone can find an antidote quickly, it's him."
"Who is he?" Oscar asked.
"His name is Ron Black," Jim said. "Biochemist. Got his first doctorate by the time he was 18. Graduated from MIT, works for Smith Pharmaceuticals."
"You know this man personally?" Oscar asked.
"As a matter of fact, yes," Jim said. Oscar thought for a moment before answering.
"Alright," he said, picking up his phone. He dialed a number and spoke to Marshall Johnson, the U.S. Marshall assigned to Fort Apache, asking him to pick up Ron Black and bring him back.
"Tell him it's a matter of national security," Oscar said. "Hog-tie him if you have to."
"Will do, Oscar," Marshall Johnson said. "I'll have him back in an hour." They ended the call and Oscar turned back to Jim.
"I want to see everyone on your team and the Engineering team in the conference room in one hour," Oscar said.
"Got it," Jim said. He headed for the door but Oscar stopped him.
"By the way, good work on this, Jim," he said. Jim smiled as he nodded his head.
"Thanks, Oscar," he said. After he left, Oscar made a couple more calls. He moved the map to the conference room and an hour later, the room filled up. Marshall Johnson showed up with a confused Ron Black, who looked around, wondering what he had been brought into. Two uniformed military officers also showed up along with a suit-wearing civilian. Oscar called the meeting to order. Everyone at the table quieted down and listened to what he had to say.
"Good morning, everyone," he said. "First off, let me introduce General Hillman from the Army Corps of Engineers and Admiral Westinghouse from the Medical Corps. I'd also like to introduce Ron Black, of Smith Pharmaceuticals, who, I'm told, is a stone genius, and John McRae of the EPA. Let me explain the situation.
Everyone sat in shocked silence as Oscar spent the next half-hour explaining the situation and the potential ramifications. When he finished, General Hillman spoke up.
"Our ability to deal with groundwater issues has improved quite a lot over the last 10 years," he said. "We can have a solution in place as soon as you need it." He looked at John. "Wouldn't you agree?" he asked. John nodded his head.
"Yes, I would, General," he said. "I'll have my people work closely with yours to monitor this. Will that work for you, Agent Warren?" he asked.
"It will, but please feel free to consult with our engineers as well," Oscar said.
"We will," John said.
"I'll make inquiries with doctors and hospitals in the affected areas," Admiral Westinghouse said. "I want to see what's happening out there before taking any additional action."
"Sounds good," Oscar said. "Keep this all low-key, though. The last thing any of us wants is a panic. I don't want to see millions of people stripping stores of toilet paper and I sure as hell don't want to see any of this in the media."
"I think we all agree on that," Admiral Westinghouse said. General Hillman and John both nodded their heads in agreement. They all knew what happened in 2020 and didn't want to see a repeat of that. Oscar looked at Ron Black.
"I apologize for the way you were brought into this, Mr. Black," he said. "But I think you can see why we need your expertise. Can you help us?" Ron nodded his head.
"I think so," he said. "I'll have to look over Jim's notes first, but I believe we can come up with something."
"Jim, you're the point man on this," Oscar said. "Everyone will report their progress to you. Not a word of this to anyone outside this facility. Remember, this is a matter of national security. Any questions?" he asked everyone. They all shook their heads.
"Good," Oscar said. "I want progress reports every 12 hours and I want results in 48. Let's roll." Everyone stood to leave and Ron walked up to Oscar.
"I'm just curious," he said. "Why couldn't you have just come to me through the company?"
"No time," Oscar said. "As you just heard, we're on a very compressed timeline. Plus, at this point, the fewer people who know, the better we can deal with it."
"I understand," he said. "It's just a bit embarrassing to be escorted away from work by a couple of giant federal marshals."
"Again, I apologize for that," Oscar said. "At least you'll have something to tell your grandkids one day." Ron chuckled at that.
"Yeah, right," he said before leaving to catch up with Jim. Admiral Westinghouse came up to Oscar after Ron left.
"You really think they can develop something to counteract this?" he asked. Oscar nodded his head.
"Between the two of them and our team, yes, Admiral," he said.
"I get the feeling you've dealt with something like this before," the admiral said.
"You have no idea," Oscar said. "Maybe one day, I'll buy you a beer and tell you about it."
"I look forward to that," he said, extending his hand. Oscar accepted it and shook the man's hand.
"Thank you for your help, Admiral," Oscar said.
"My pleasure, Agent Warren," he said before leaving. Oscar looked at the now-empty room and headed for his office. When he got there, he called Bill and briefed him on what he had done.
"Good job, Oscar," Bill said. "I like your initiative. I need you to get your ass here to Washington so you can brief President Lopez on this."
"I'll have to catch a commercial flight," Oscar said. "All of the company planes are out right now."
"I know," Bill said. "And I have one of them. I've already got you a ticket, just show up at the American Airlines counter. It's waiting for you there. You and I can take the company plane back."
"Alright," Oscar said. "Let me pack a few things first and I'll be right out."
"Better give that daughter of mine a kiss first," Bill said.
"I will," Oscar said, laughing. He checked his email before leaving and saw a fairly large one from Ron Wiseman. Opening it, he realized that Ron had been quite busy.
From what he could gather, Ron had managed to hack into the New Way USA website and discovered a database of people who expressed interest in the movement. After comparing that to metadata of text messages he received from federal sources best left unnamed, he found that quite a few had been in communication with the same number within the last couple days. All of them were inside the target areas.
The attached database listed the names, addresses, employers and phone numbers of the individuals who sent the text messages. Oscar saved the database and emailed it to the Task Force's satellite offices for follow-up investigations. Once done, he went home, packed, then drove to see his wife Rita. Fortunately, she worked in Fort Apache's legal office.
"Your dad said I'd better give you one of these before I leave," he said, kissing his wife on the lips as her colleagues watched. Rita smiled and kissed him back, much to the delight of her co-workers.
"You'd damn well better, Husband," she said. "Otherwise I may have to help Daddy kick your ass." They both laughed. "Take care of yourself, and I'll see you when you get back."
After their farewell, he headed out for the airport.
...
Special Agent Steve McGregor finished reading the email he had just received from Oscar. He pulled up the attached database and was relieved to see he only had one person in his area of responsibility to interview. Others had several individuals to interview, and he didn't envy them one bit. He took in the name, address, phone number and place of employment listed on the sheet. He remembered it right off.
Donna Price, he read. He remembered her as the office manager of the sawmill he visited in Silver Pines. He left a note for the other agent who worked out of his office, grabbed his stuff and stopped by to let Marcy, the office manager and receptionist, know.
"I don't think I'll be back today," he said.
"Okay, boss," she said. "Take care out there."
"I will, Marcy, thanks," he said as he left. Three hours later, he parked in front of the sawmill. He noticed there weren't quite as many vehicles as there were the last time he was here. He gathered his briefcase and entered the office.
"Agent McGregor," Bob said as he walked in. "What can we do for you today?"
"I'm here to see Mrs. Donna Price," Steve said. "Is she available?"
"Yes, I am," she said as she walked back into the front office. "What can I do for you?" Steve looked at Bob.
"Is there someplace we can speak in private?" he asked. Bob nodded his head and pointed down the hall.
"Sure," he said. "Use the conference room down the hall."
"Thank you," Steve said. He looked at Donna. "Please, join me. And bring your cell phone. Don't worry about opening it right now."
"I haven't done anything wrong," she said.
"I'm not saying you have," Steve said. "I'm just doing a followup. I'll explain." He motioned to the conference room. "After you." Confused, she walked to the conference room. He followed and closed the door behind him. She sat down at the long table and he took a seat across from her. He opened his briefcase and pulled out his laptop and an audio recorder. "If you don't mind, I'm going to record this," he said. "I want to make sure I have your responses correct."
"I don't mind," she said quietly. When he finished, he looked at her.
"According to the HomeFront Security Act of 2032, I should inform you that you are currently not a suspect, however, failure to comply with my investigation could see you charged as an accomplice in a possible terrorist attack against the United States or one or more U.S. citizens. You could also be charged with obstruction of justice. Do you understand what I have just explained?"
"Yes," she said.
"Very well," he said. "At this time, although it isn't really necessary, I should inform you that you have a right to legal representation before we get started. Do you wish to exercise that option?"
"I haven't done anything wrong, so no, I don't need a lawyer," she said defiantly.
"Very well, Mrs. Price," Steve said. "May I call you Donna?"
"Yes, that's fine," she said.
"Thank you," he said. "Please unlock your phone and hand it to me."
"That's personal," she said.
"Are you choosing not to cooperate with my investigation, Donna?" Steve asked. She shook her head.
"No," she said quietly, unlocking her phone and handing it to him. He attached it to his laptop and began cloning it. At the same time, he installed an app that allowed him to monitor her texts, calls, email and online activity in real time. It also allowed him to monitor the location of the phone. He looked back at her when he was finished.
"What is your interest in the New Way USA?" he asked. "We know you have subscribed for news alerts and texts."
"You know all that?" she asked.
"Yes," he said. "It's all perfectly legal. So, what is your interest? Are you a member or an activist with the organization?"
"No," she said. "I'm just interested in things like equal rights, you know. There's nothing illegal about that."
"No, there's not," Steve said. "But participating in potentially seditious activity is, as is communication with others engaged in seditious or terroristic activity. Did you or did you not receive a text alert or message before I arrived the other day?" She looked down before answering.
"Yes, I did," she said.
"And did you respond to that message?" he asked.
"I don't see how that's any of your business," she said. He picked up her phone and navigated to her text messages. He found the thread he was looking for and read the last few messages. Most were innocuous texts about this law or that, but the one he was interested in arrived a few hours before his first arrival.
"Pls advise if you receive a visit from a federal agent," it read. He saw Donna's response.
"An Agent McGregor arrived here this morning, spoke to boss, then left," Donna had written. He showed her the message.
"Did you send this text?" he asked.
"Yes," she said. "I didn't think it was illegal to do that."
"Have you spoken to the person you texted?" Steve asked. She shook her head.
"No," she said.
"Just out of curiosity, Donna, do you subscribe to all of the New Way's ideas?" he asked. She shook her head.
"Not all," she said. "But I do like what they say about things like female empowerment and so on."
"Uh huh," Steve said. "How are things between you and your husband, Dale?"
"That's a bit personal, don't you think?" she asked.
"Yes it is," he said. "But I'd like to hear your answer. How are things between the two of you right now?"
"Until just recently, things have been great," she said.
"When did things start not being so great?" Steve asked. She shrugged her shoulders.
"I don't know," she said. "Maybe in the last couple days or so."
"I see," he said. "Have you noticed any radical changes in either of you?"
"I have," she said. "He's not quite as, well, masculine, as he used to be. He actually cried last night. I've never known him to cry, and I've known him since grade school. He never cries."
"And what do you think prompted that?" Steve asked calmly. She looked down, a bit embarrassed, for a moment before looking back at Steve. He saw her go through a gamut of emotions before she boldly answered.
"I told him I fucked three men at the Truck Stop," she said defiantly. Steve saw the fire in her eyes. "And I told him he could suck it up and deal with it."



"And that's when he started crying?" Steve asked.
"Not right at first," she said. "He pouted like a baby at first. Then he started crying. And begging me to stop."
"How did that make you feel?" he asked.
"I was ashamed of him," she said. "I felt disgusted. I couldn't believe the man I married was such a wimp and a loser. The man I married would've kicked my ass to the curb. Literally." Steve sat back and watched her closely. There was no shame, no remorse in this woman whatsoever. And there was no love for her husband.
"How did you react?" he asked.
"I spit on him," she said angrily. "I told him if he didn't stop crying, I'd put a diaper on him and make him sit and watch me fuck one man after another. After a while, I left."
"Would you have done those things to him?" Steve asked her.
"I most certainly would've," she said. "I didn't last night, but I may do it tonight. I haven't decided yet."
"I see," Steve said. "Do you still love your husband?"
"I don't really know right now," she said. "I don't love what he's become lately."
"Have you noticed similar changes in others recently?" Steve asked. She nodded her head.
"Yes," she said. "Most of the men in town have turned into spineless wimps, crying over the littlest things."
"And the women?" he asked.
"They're turning into slutty bitches out to fuck everything they can," she said. "Mostly the truck drivers who pass through town."
"Like you?" he asked. She looked at him shocked and angry for a moment, then her face softened a bit and she looked down. Perhaps this one did have a conscience, he thought. Or not.
"I guess," she said.
"Just so you know, Donna," he said, handing her phone back. "Your online activity will be monitored from now on. All of it. We will be keeping an eye on you. I would strongly suggest you have nothing more to do with this New Way and try to focus on your marriage." Embarrassed at her actions, she nodded her head.
"Okay," she said. "I guess you're right." Steve ended the recording and shut down his laptop. He stopped the audio recording and put everything away. Standing up, he offered his hand.
"Good luck to you, Mrs. Price," he said.
"Thank you," she replied before he left.
Getting back in his car, he looked on his map and found the location of the garage where Dale worked. He intended to have a discussion with him as well, but he had a pretty good idea what he would say.
He found the garage and pulled into the large parking lot, noticing that it was fairly close to the Truck Stop. That made sense to him, but he also noticed a lot of activity at the Truck Stop, primarily in the area where the bar was located. He decided to check it out before he left. He got out of the car, making sure his audio recorder was in his pocket, and headed for the main office.
"Is Dale Price available?" he asked the man at the counter.
"Yeah, sure," the counter guy said. "You need some work done?"
"No," Steve said, pulling out his credentials. "Federal agent."
"Hang on," counter man said, picking up a telephone. "Dale to the counter, please," he announced. Steve could hear the announcement over the shop's intercom. A couple minutes later, a tall, lanky man in coveralls came into the front office, wiping his hands with a rag. He tossed the rag in a metal drum and walked to Steve when the counter man pointed his way.
"Dale Price?" Steve asked. Dale nodded his head.
"Yes," he said. "What can I do for you?" Steve flashed his credentials.
"Steve McGregor, Federal Homeland Security Task Force," Steve said. "Is there someplace we can talk?"
"Yeah, sure," Dale said, pointing to a small break room. They walked in and sat down at a small round table. "What's this about? Have I done something?"
"No, Mr. Price," Steve said. "I'm doing a follow-up and wanted to speak with you for a couple minutes. I just spoke with your wife and I wanted to check on a few things with you." Steve saw Dale's face change for just a brief moment. Apparently he had hit on a touchy subject.
"You spoke with my wife?" Dale asked. "Has she done something wrong?"
"It's not quite that clear-cut at this time, Mr. Price," Steve said. "I'd like to ask you about your home life if I may. Is everything alright between you and your wife?" Dale looked down at the table for a moment, then glanced out the window. Steve could see the emotional pain in his face and he detected a tear forming in the big man's eye. Dale finally looked back at him.
"Things haven't been too good these last few days," Dale said, a tear falling down his cheek.
"What do you mean?" Steve asked.
"She's been fucking around on me," Dale said. "Putting me down, threatening me. I don't get it. We've known each other since we were kids. She's never been like this before. I thought we were doing okay. I thought she loved me. And you wanna know the worst part of it?"
"What?" Steve asked, concerned.
"It's like I don't have the strength to stop her," he said. "I don't even recognize myself anymore."
"And you say this has just happened in the last few days?" Steve asked. Dale nodded his head.
"Yeah," he said. "It's like I woke up in the fucking Twilight Zone or something. You know what I did last night?" Steve shook his head no. "I watched a goddamn chick flick on Hallmark. Cried the whole time. Can you believe that shit?"
"You say your wife threatened you?" Steve asked. Dale nodded his head.
"Yeah," he said. "She threatened to put a diaper on me. Said if I was gonna act like a baby, she was gonna treat me like one."
"I see," Steve said. He looked out the window at the Truck Stop bar across the way. "What's going on over there?"
"A party, I guess," Dale said. "Been like that non-stop for the last couple days or so."
"Have you noticed any changes in other men around town?" Steve asked.
"Yeah," Dale said. "It's like everyone's turned into some kind of a wimp or something. And all the women have turned into screaming slut bitches all of a sudden. I don't get it. How is that possible?"
"That's what I'm looking into," Steve said. He handed Dale a card. "Thank you for your cooperation, Dale. I know this isn't easy for you. If you feel physically threatened, call me any time. That number goes directly to my phone."
"Thanks," Dale said quietly. "Do you think you can fix this?"
"We're going to do everything we can, Mr. Price," Steve said. Dale nodded his head and the two parted after shaking hands. Steve left and drove to the Truck Stop. He made note of the heavy traffic going into the bar. He followed and instantly noticed the odor of beer, sweat, cigarettes and sex as he walked inside.
"What can I get for ya?" the young bartender asked as Steve walked to the bar. He pulled out his credentials.
"Answers," Steve said. The young man looked at the badge for a moment before answering.
"Sorry, don't have any for non-paying customers," he said.
"Get me a Coke," Steve said, pulling out a $50 bill. The bartender brought back a cold Coke and took the bill. Concerned the ice may contain whatever might have been put in the water, Steve chose not to drink it, but let it sit on the counter. "What's going on in there?" he asked, looking into the main area of the bar. The bartender chuckled.
"What's it look like?" he asked sarcastically. "It's party-time. Been like that damn near non-stop for the last few days."
"Who're all these people?" Steve asked.
"Well, the men are all from outta town," the bartender said. "Truck drivers, mostly. Coming in from out west -- Spokane, Billings, Seattle, Portland. You know. Word's gotten out this is the place to be if you wanna get some pussy."
"No local men in here?" Steve asked.
"You mean besides me? Nah," the bartender said. "All the local men have turned into wimps."
"And these women?" Steve asked. "Are they all local?"
"Yup," the bartender said. "Wives, girlfriends, you name it. They all come here cause that's where the action is." He pointed to a group in one corner. Steve saw a young blonde woman being made airtight by a group of three men as three others stood around. An older woman stood next to them and directed all the action. "See that young blonde?" Steve nodded his head.
"Yeah," Steve said. "Who is she?"
"That's Michelle Grandy," the bartender said. "The mayor's daughter. Turned 18 yesterday. Her mother brought her in to introduce her to the joy of sex. They've been at it for hours now. I'll bet she's taken 20 guys in her by now."
"And the older woman," Steve said. "The one who looks like Dolly Parton. That's her mother? The mayor's wife?"
"Yup," the bartender said. "Mabel's her name. She's had a few men in here herself."
"And the mayor is okay with this?" Steve asked. The bartender chuckled.
"Who knows? No one's seen hide nor hair of him for three days," the bartender said. "Word is she's got him locked up in their basement."
"And you're okay with this going on?" Steve asked.
"Hey, so long as no one gets hurt and no money changes hands between them, I don't really give a shit," he said. "Revenue's been way up these last few days."
"What about the police?" Steve asked. "Surely they don't like this? I'm surprised they haven't closed you down by now." The bartender laughed and pointed at another corner. Steve looked and saw two women. The woman on the bottom was getting fucked by a big man wearing nothing but a cowboy hat and boots while the other straddled her face, rubbing her pussy on the other woman's mouth.
"The one on the bottom is the chief of police," the bartender said. "The other one happens to be the county sheriff. I don't think they're too interested in handing out citations, do you?"
"What about the men in town?" Steve asked.
"There are no men left in this town," the bartender said. "They've all turned into wimps and cuckolds."
"You saying they've all changed?" Steve asked.
"Yup," the bartender said.
"What about you?" Steve asked. "Have you experienced any changes?"
"A few," the bartender said. "Not like most of the guys here. I'm not married and I ain't got a girl friend, so I haven't been cucked yet. You wanna know my secret?"
"What's that?" Steve asked. The bartender pulled up a bottle of water.
"I don't drink the local water," he said in a conspiratorial tone of voice. "I quit drinking it a long time ago, when they started putting all that fluoride shit in it. Nope. Strictly bottled water for me."
"I see," Steve said. Just then, two young girls came into the bar and walked up to Steve. One of them opened her blouse revealing her firm breasts and lifted her skirt to show she wasn't wearing panties.
"Hey, you're new in town," she said. "I'm Cheryl. Let's fuck."
"Thanks, but no thanks, ladies," Steve said. "I'm just leaving." They waved him off and headed into the bar, stripping off their clothes. Steve looked back at the bartender, who shrugged his shoulders.
"What can I say?" he asked. "That's the way it's been the last few days." Steve nodded his head and turned to leave, thanking the bartender. When he got to his car, he pulled out his tablet and began dictating his field report to Oscar. He continued dictating as he drove back to his office in Libby. Something definitely happened here, but what? When he finished dictating his report, he instructed his email client to send the report to Oscar with high importance.
...
After spending hours going through airport security, Oscar finally took his seat in the first class section of the airplane. He looked at the scenery below, but his mind was on the current problem and his upcoming meeting with President Lopez.
He hated politics and generally had no use for politicians, having seen what happens in Washington. Nevertheless, he was generally impressed with Ricardo Lopez, the current President of the United States. He knew the man's background -- hell, the whole country knew, which is what propelled him to office.
The son of naturalized Cuban immigrants, he was born in the States, played football in high school and won awards as a member of his school's debate team. He enlisted in the Marines, where he served with distinction for four years. He finished college afterward, getting degrees in business and political science.
He was well-thought of in his local community, so he ran for office and was elected to the Texas state legislature. After two terms, he ran for Congress, and served in both the House and the Senate. He ran for president and was elected by an overwhelming margin, easily defeating his more experienced opponent.
President Lopez was known as a decisive man of action, and didn't take any crap off anyone. When faced with a problem, he carefully analyzed the situation, listened to those around him, then took action -- the media and the detractors be damned.
What impressed Oscar the most was the ease with which he accepted responsibility for his actions. Others may have been good presidents, he thought, but this man was a leader who inspired everyone around him and got things done -- a rare commodity in Washington.
His thoughts were interrupted by a buzzing that came from his tablet. He looked and saw that he was already receiving field report from the agents he dispatched earlier. He scanned through the reports and saw that the situation was progressively getting worse. In town after town, the men had experienced physical and emotional changes while the women had turned into slutty, hardhearted cheating bitches. He had a feeling that once this was over, there would be a huge spike in the divorce rate in the affected areas.
He spotted something in one report that piqued his curiosity. It was from Steve McGregor, out of the Libby, Montana, office. He had been dispatched to Silver Pine to speak with one of the women, one Donna Price, but had expanded his investigation to get further details.
Apparently, Steve had spoken to a bartender who hadn't been as badly affected by the compound since he drank only bottled water. Other agents might have glossed over that detail, but not Steve. Oscar knew Steve fairly well and appreciated his attention to detail.
Oscar also noticed something else. It seemed that local law enforcement in all the affected areas had been compromised. He wondered if this also extended to federal officers and military personnel in the immediate areas. He sent a blanket email instructing his agents to continue their observation, informing him of any significant changes. This was something he would have to pass on to Bill and the team at Fort Apache.
By then, the airplane began its descent into Washington, D.C., so Oscar sat back up, put his tablet away and waited for the aircraft to land. When the aircraft stopped, he gathered his things and headed for the terminal, where Bill was waiting.
"Thought I was gonna have to call the National Guard to come get you," Bill said as they made their way to the limousine that would take them to the White House.
"Goddamn airport security," Oscar said. Bill nodded his head.
"Understand that," Bill said. "Unfortunately, it's a necessary evil these days." They got into the limousine and headed for the White House. On the way, Oscar briefed Bill on everything he had done and everything he had learned so far. Bill listened intently as Oscar spoke.
"Good job, son," Bill said when Oscar finished. "I know President Lopez is impressed with what you've done so far. He supports your actions 100 percent."
"I felt like I had no choice," Oscar said.
"You really didn't," Bill said. "If we had done things the old-fashioned way, people would still be trying to get their thumbs outta their asses." By then, the limo pulled up to the White House and stopped at the front door. Bill and Oscar exited the vehicle when the door opened. A uniformed military officer introduced himself and escorted them to the Oval Office.
Bill introduced Oscar to President Lopez, who seemed to be a more imposing figure than the media portrayed. After shaking the big man's hand, Oscar was introduced to the others in the office, which included the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, the Secretaries of Defense, Justice and the Interior, the Director of National Security along with Field Marshall Derek Hodges of the Free British Expeditionary Force.
"Field Marshall?" Oscar asked. "I thought that was largely a symbolic rank."
"In peacetime, yes," Derek said. "This, however is a time of war. Our country has been taken over by what amounts to an insurrection, and we're determined to take it back."
"We?" Oscar asked. President Lopez and Derek explained that the Free British Expeditionary Force was made up of current and former members of the British military along with expatriates and foreign volunteers from the U.S., Canada, Australia and New Zealand. A number of the British soldiers, airmen and sailors had left England during the 30-day exodus and were anxious to get back in order to set things right.
As Derek explained, the Canadian government allowed them to gather, mobilize and train in camps across Newfoundland and Nova Scotia while the United States provided much of the logistics and material support like arms, aircraft and even naval vessels, some of which had recently been decommissioned.
"I'm curious about something, Field Marshall," Oscar said.
"What's that?" Derek asked.
"Has there been anything to explain how your entire population could just surrender to the New Way in the manner it did?" Oscar asked. Derek shook his head.
"No, none," he said. "I've tried to figure it out myself, but I haven't been able to come up with an answer."
"Do you think it's possible the population was exposed to something?" Oscar asked.
"I suppose it's possible," Derek said. "To be honest, I hadn't considered that as a possibility. Do you think that's what happened?"
"After what's happened here recently, yes," Oscar said.
"Well, let's sit down and hear what you have to say, Agent Warren," Ricardo said. They all sat down and listened intently as Oscar briefed them on what he knew so far and the actions he had taken. He also briefed them on Allison Hornsby and her previous attempt on Camp Rollins.
"Hornsby," Derek said. "I've heard that name before."
"According to our researchers, Geoff Hornsby was a brilliant chemist," Oscar said. "He and Allison married after she arrived in Britain over twenty years ago. He suddenly went missing and no one has seen nor heard from him since." Derek nodded his head.
"I recall hearing something about Hornsby going missing," he said. "That was shortly before the New Way's rise to power. Yes, he was a brilliant chap. I remember meeting him once. As I recall, he was doing some hush-hush research for the military. Interesting. You think he might have had something to do with all this?"
"Quite possibly," Oscar said. "Unfortunately, we don't have the access we once had, so we're somewhat limited as to what we can piece together."
"Understandable," Derek said. "And you say you have top people working on some form of antidote?"
"Yes," Oscar said.
"Agent Warren," General Mitchell, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, said. "We've all been briefed on what happened to Presidents Skaggs and Pierce. Do you think President Lopez is in similar danger?"
"I think every man in America is in danger right now, General," Oscar said. "Especially President Lopez. But I don't think he would be a priority target for Hornsby. At least, not personally. If anyone, I believe that would be me, since I'm the one who stopped her twenty two years ago."
They discussed strategy for the next hour or so, and agreed on a number of steps designed to counteract the affects of Allison's drug. When the meeting was over, Ricardo looked at Bill.
"Mr. Jackson," he said. "I want you to know I am very impressed with the leadership and initiative Agent Warren has shown in this. I believe that reflects well on you, also."



"I appreciate that, Mr. President," Bill said. "I like to think I've trained him well," he added with a smile. Ricardo smiled as well.
"Maybe you can rethink retirement, then," he said. Bill shook his head.
"No sir," he said. "I plan to live forever. Besides, someone has to kick this galut in the balls now and then. Trust me, if you ever drank his coffee, you'd want to kick him in the balls, too." We all laughed at that.
"In all seriousness," Ricardo added, looking at both Bill and Oscar. "If there's anything you need. Anything at all. Don't hesitate to call me."
"Thank you, Mr. President," Bill said. "Right now, I believe Agent Warren and I need to grab some lunch and head back home." Ricardo nodded his head.
"I agree," he said. "Keep me updated on your progress."
"We will," Bill said. They shook hands and were escorted out by the same officer who originally met them. They ate lunch and went to the airport, where they boarded a company plane.
"What do you think?" Bill asked as the plane reached altitude.
"I'm very impressed with the way President Lopez handled the situation," Oscar said.
"You mean, you finally met a politician you actually respect?" Bill asked. Oscar laughed.
"Well, probably the second or third," Oscar said. "But yeah, I do respect him. Maybe there's hope for us yet." By the time they landed, trucks had already started to deliver bottled water to the affected communities. Groundwater remediation had also begun and emergency notices had been issued by the EPA, warning residents to use bottled water for the next few days, until additional testing could be completed. No mention was made of any contamination as no one wanted to spark a panic.
Pleased with the initial action, Oscar and Bill went to Jim's lab for an update. The lab was bustling with activity when they entered and Oscar spotted Jim and Ron having a discussion in his office. They stopped talking when Oscar and Bill entered.
"Everything alright?" Bill asked.
"Yeah," Jim said. "We're just going over some preliminary results and we think we may have a possible solution."
"You 'think' you may have a 'possible' solution?" Oscar asked, with emphasis on "think" and "possible."
"It's loosely based on something I developed years ago as a hobby," Ron said. "I've used it myself for years with no adverse side effects and it's been used at Camp Rollins with excellent results. Better yet, all the ingredients are readily available and have already been approved by the FDA."
"What do you think, Jim?" Bill asked. "Do you trust this?"
"Dr. Black is pretty much the smartest man on the planet," Jim said. "I trust what he says." Bill nodded his head.
"When will you know for certain if this will work?" Oscar asked.
"Within 24 hours," Ron said.
"That doesn't give us a whole lot of time. Can this be mass produced and delivered in four days?" Bill asked. Jim and Ron looked at each other before either one spoke.
"That may be a tall order," Ron said. "To be honest, I don't know. Maybe if the president uses the Defense Production Act like they did during the 2020 pandemic it can be done, but outside of that, who knows?" Bill nodded his head.
"Let us know the minute you have an answer," he said.
"We will, boss," Jim said.
"Good," Bill said. "Keep at it." Bill and Oscar left and went back to the main administrative building. When they got there, Bill addressed Oscar.
"I think it's time for you and the other agents to focus on Allison," he said. "I'll take care of coordinating everything else. Once I hear from Jim and Ron, I'll contact the president."
"Sounds good, boss," Oscar said. "You sure you don't want to retire?" Bill laughed.
"Not on your life, son," the older man said.
...
Dale Price got home that night, sore, tired and feeling weaker than he had since that day they all saw the strange chemtrails in the sky. Donna was still gone. He figured she had probably headed to the Truck Stop as she had been doing these last few days. He trudged into the kitchen and turned on the water faucet to make a pot of coffee. He recoiled when he saw the brown stuff coming out of the faucet.
"What the fuck?" he asked out loud. He quickly turned off the faucet and tried the bathtub with the same results. It was a good thing he had cleaned up at the shop before he left. There was no way he could use what was coming out of the tap.
He grabbed a beer and went into the living room, sat down and turned on the television. The first thing he saw was a blue screen, advising residents in the county to avoid using any tap water until further notice. Terrific, he thought. Now, he would have to drive to the store and stock up on bottled water.
He drove to the supermarket and found a number of people in line and three large trucks offloading case after case of bottled water. The water didn't seem to last very long, as most of the customers were buying it up as fast as it could be put on the shelf. He grabbed two large cases and 10 one-gallon jugs -- the maximum amount the manager was letting anyone take at one time, then proceeded to the checkout counter, where he stood in line for nearly a half hour.
He paid and drove home, noticing Donna's car in the driveway. He wondered what happened that caused her to come home so early. He got out of the truck and carried the water into the house, stacking it on the kitchen floor.
"What the hell did you do to the water?" Donna screeched at him. He looked at her and took in her "dress," or rather, what there was of it.
"Nothing," he said. "Why are you home so early? I figured you'd be at the Truck Stop."
"It's closed," she said in a testy tone of voice. "So is every other restaurant and bar in town."
"So, I guess it's just the two of us tonight," he said.
"Yeah, well, you can forget getting any of this," she told him, pointing to herself. Just then, there was a knock at the door. Donna opened it to find a man wearing an official-looking jacket. He was accompanied by two others in medical garb with a cart. He handed her a pamphlet.
"What is this?" she asked. "Who the fuck are you?"
"I'm with the county, ma'am," the man said. "I'm informing you that we are now under a no water usage order until further notice. The pamphlet I gave provides additional information."
"How long is this going to be?" she asked.
"That's difficult to say, ma'am," the man said. "Could be two days, maybe longer."
"What?" she asked. "I have to take a shower. What about using the toilet?"
"That's all explained in the pamphlet, ma'am," the man said. The two medical types walked in the house, pushing their cart.
"What are you doing?" Donna asked, irritated.
"County Medical," one of the techs said. "We're here to take a blood sample from everyone in the house."
"Why?" she asked.
"Routine tests, ma'am," the other tech said. "You can either let us take blood here, or at the police station, after we've arrested you for violating lawful medical orders."
"What?" Donna asked. "You're full of shit. I never heard of such a thing." One of the techs pulled out a set of handcuffs. Seeing that, Donna suddenly backed down. "Alright, just get it over with," she said. The techs took two vials of blood from both Donna and Dale and put them in a temperature-controlled chest.
"Good day," the tech said when he finished. They left the house as Donna stood there, open-mouthed, about to say something else. How dare those stupid man simply walk into her house and not give her the deference she deserved, she thought to herself. Apparently, all men are as stupid as her husband, she mused. She slammed the door and turned to Dale.
"You need to fix this," she ordered. "How the fuck am I supposed to take a shower?"
"You don't," he said quietly. "You wash yourself with this," he added, holding up a gallon jug of water.
"What? You expect me to wash myself in the sink with a jug of cold water?" she asked, livid. He shrugged his shoulders.
"What do you think we did in the Army when we were out in the field?" he asked.
"You're gross," she said, disgusted. "Get away from me. You can wash your scuzzy ass like that, but don't expect me to." She stormed into the bedroom and slammed the door, locking it behind her. He chuckled as she did so. Maybe, he thought, she'd stay out of his face that night. That would be a nice change.
...
Allison sat in her recliner in her San Francisco apartment as her "doggie" knelt between her legs, doing his best to make his mistress happy. Right now, she wasn't very happy. Her phone had been buzzing all evening with text messages saying that no-water usage orders had been placed on the counties she had targeted in phase one of her scheme.
This wasn't good, she thought to herself. The chemical she had dispersed was designed to be distributed through the local water supplies and the aquifer. She and Victoria had worked this all out. The sites were carefully chosen so as to have the best distribution of the drug, and it was already having an impact on the local population. In a few days, the chemical would leach into the groundwater and spread throughout the entire Mississippi Basin.
Only after that had happened could phase two begin. She did a quick news search and discovered that a number of counties -- more than the ones she had targeted -- were under similar orders, and that the Army Corps of Engineers, working with the EPA, were engaged in groundwater remediation operations.
The reports didn't specify any reason for the operation, but the head of the EPA claimed it was being done for routine "testing" to ensure a safe and adequate water supply. Bullshit, she thought to herself. There was only one reason this was being done. And deep down, she knew who was ultimately behind it -- Oscar Warren, the same man who defeated her 22 years ago. Angry, she screamed and threw her phone against the wall.
"AAAAARRRGHHHHH!" she screamed, causing the emasculated creature between her legs to recoil, whimpering as he did so. He looked at her through scared eyes, trembling. He had never seen his mistress like this before. Was she going to hurt me, he thought fearfully.
She looked at him and her face softened for a moment. She thought about killing him in that instant, but had a change of heart. It wasn't his fault, and she was responsible for his life. She reached out and petted his head softly.
"It's okay, boy," she said. "I'm not angry with you." The young man stopped trembling, but kept his eyes on her, wondering what she was going to do next. She petted him for a few more moments and waited until he had calmed down. "Go on back to your kennel now. Everything's going to be fine. Just get some sleep now." The man scampered to his metal cage on all fours, climbed inside and curled into a ball on his blanket. He felt safe behind the bars of his cage and fell asleep, sucking his thumb.
Once she felt safe that he was secure in his cage, she sat back down and thought some more. There was no question about what had to be done. Oscar Warren had to die. But how? He had defeated her once before and he had managed to take down the top tier of Mona's organization. And she knew he had the support of the entire federal government. It wouldn't be easy, but she realized that she would have to draw him into the open somehow...
...
The next morning, Oscar sat in his office going through his email when he saw an urgent message from Ron Wiseman pop up in his secure messaging application. He opened it up and saw Ron's face.
"What have you got for me, Ron?" he asked.
"I've nailed down the location of that cell phone where all the texts were being sent," he said. "There was another flood of messages sent to it last night. All of them referring to the water orders that went out in the Mississippi Basin."
"Where is it?" Oscar asked.
"San Francisco," he said. "I'm emailing you what I have. The GPS on the phone is accurate to within 30 feet."
"Are you tracking it now?" Oscar asked.
"I am," he said. "It just turned on and seems to be stationary at the moment, so there's a chance she may have abandoned it and moved on."
"Thanks," Oscar said. They ended the call and Oscar opened the email Ron sent him. He entered the code for the phone on his mobile device and before long, a flashing red dot indicated the location of the phone. It appeared to be in an apartment complex on the east side of town. He called the Task Force's San Francisco office and spoke to Harold Greene, the agent in charge.
"Harold, this is Oscar Warren," he said when Harold answered.
"What's up, Oscar," Harold said.
"I need you to apprehend someone," Oscar said. "She's on our ten most wanted list."
"Love to, Oscar," Harold said. Oscar sent him the GPS coordinates of the phone by email.
"I just sent you GPS coordinates," Oscar said. "I suggest you take some backup with you. And use extreme caution. The last time I tried to apprehend her, she booby-trapped her place with a bomb. Call me the moment you have her in custody."
"Will do, Oscar. I'll take some bomb techs with me," Harold said, ending the call. Oscar called Bill and gave him the good news.
"Did you say San Francisco?" Bill asked.
"Yes, why?" Oscar asked.
"I'll have to double-check, but I think President Lopez is headed out that way for some kind of a fundraiser with the governor," Bill said.
"Shit!" Oscar exclaimed. "When?" he asked.
"Not sure, but I think either today or tomorrow," Bill said. "Why?"
"I'm wondering if this might be a trap," Oscar said.
...
Harold Greene pulled up to the two-story apartment complex and put on his tactical gear as FBI agents and local bomb squad techs gathered around. He fired up his body cam and made sure it connected to the Internet, then briefed the others on the situation. Afterward, they headed to the second-story apartment where Oscar said Allison's phone had been located.
They got to the door of the apartment and Harold looked at the FBI agent who studied his scanner device. It was designed to "see" through walls and could locate hot spots that might indicate the presence of a person.
"What do you see," Harold asked quietly.
"There's someone inside," the agent said. "Looks like he or she is crouched in one corner, but the heat signature is somewhat obfuscated."
"Let me see," Harold said. He looked at the screen and saw the heat signature. The center of the person appeared to be much cooler than the rest, almost as if the person had something covering his or her chest. Harold didn't want to take any chances, so he had another agent drill a small hole in the wall next to the door, down by the floor.
After the hole was drilled, a tiny camera was inserted and the agent operating it guided the camera so they could see inside. When he was finished, they looked and was shocked to see a nearly-naked young man trembling in one corner as he looked from right to left. He wore what was obviously an explosive vest.
"I don't see any other heat signature in the apartment," the first agent said as he scanned the apartment from outside. Harold motioned for a bomb tech to examine the vest on the high-def screen. The tech zoomed in and examined the device.
"It looks like a fairly standard setup," the tech said. "And unless I'm missing something, it looks like it's set to go live when the door opens."
"Can you jam it from out here? Keep it from arming?" Harold asked.
"Possibly," the tech said. "But we need to evacuate this part of the complex first." Harold motioned for the other agents to gather around, then instructed them to clear the complex as fast as possible. They nodded their heads and moved off, clearing the other residents from the building. Once the other residents were clear, the tech pulled out another piece of equipment and turned it on.
"Everyone needs to get back downstairs," he said. Harold gave the signal and everyone went back downstairs. We watched as the bomb tech did his thing. After a few minutes, he gave the thumbs up and they went back upstairs.
"Is it disarmed?" Harold asked. The tech nodded his head.
"I believe it is," he said. "But there could be a mechanical switch." One of the FBI agents checked the camera and shook his head.
"I don't see any tripwires or a dead man switch," he said. Another FBI agent carefully picked the door lock. Standing to one side, he carefully opened the door. Nothing happened. The young man in the corner shook as he watched us slowly enter. He eyes were wide and he seemed frightened.
The agents worked their way through the apartment, announcing "clear" as they went from room to room. The bomb tech went to the man and examined the device on his chest. He clipped a few wires and removed the vest. He handed it to two other techs, who put the device inside a heavy box and took it outside.
The man looked at us, his face white, his eyes wide with fear. It was almost as if he didn't understand what had nearly happened to him.
"Where's my mistress?" he cried in a slight British accent, tears falling down his cheeks. "I want my mistress. Please," he begged, his hands reaching out to the agents. Harold noticed the large dog kennel where the man slept and couldn't believe what he was seeing. He had witnessed a lot in his time on the Task Force, but nothing quite like this. What kind of a monster does this to a fellow human being, he asked himself.
An FBI agent brought out a blanket and Harold wrapped it around the man's shoulders. He called for an ambulance to take the man to a hospital and noticed the man was either unable to stand on his own two feet or was unwilling to do so. Harold helped him stand and supported him as he slowly hobbled to the door, where a gurney and two medical technicians stood, waiting. Harold looked at the man.
"How long ago did your mistress leave?" he asked. The man looked at him, not quite sure how to answer.
"A while," he finally said. "I don't know," he added in a whiny voice. The medical folks took the man away after Harold gave them his card. The agents continued searching the apartment. Harold found the phone and placed it in an evidence bag. It seemed that Allison had taken everything else and wiped the apartment clean of fingerprints. She was apparently done using the place as well as the man she had attached the bomb to.
Harold walked out of the apartment and called Oscar, who picked up on the first ring.
"I take it you saw what happened?" Harold asked.
"We saw," Oscar said. Both he and Bill saw the whole thing from inside the operations room thanks to the body cam Harold wore during the operation.
"I'm going to the hospital to follow up on the man," Harold said. "I'm also putting out an APB on Allison."
"Good idea," Oscar said. "Let us know what you find out."
"I will," Harold said. Oscar ended the call and turned to Bill.
"You were right," Bill said. "It was a trap. And that poor slob damn near lost his life. What do you plan to do now?"
"I plan to trip her trap," Oscar said. "When is President Lopez set to be in San Francisco?"
"Tomorrow morning, about 9 am local time," Bill said. "You're not seriously going to go there are you?"
"I have to," Oscar said. "I'm the one she wants. This has to end."
"Then I'm going with you," Bill said. Oscar started to argue, but the look on Bill's face shut him down.
"Then we'd better get going, don't you think?" Oscar asked. "That way we can get there before the temporary airspace restriction sets in." Bill nodded his head. "I'll let Rita know and meet you at the airfield." Within an hour, they were flying to San Francisco. On the way, Bill spoke to Ricardo and his security detail and briefed them on the situation, while Oscar called Harold and arranged for him to meet them at the airport.
After the plane landed and was secured in its hangar, Oscar and Bill met Harold and they drove to a hotel downtown. Harold updated them on the man in Allison's apartment.



"We're still trying to identify him," Harold said. "We've taken fingerprints and DNA but so far nothing has come up. He doesn't seem to remember anything about himself. He barely knows how to function as a person. It's like his brain has been wiped of almost everything. All he does is whine and beg for his 'mistress,' which I assume is Hornsby. He responds and acts more like a trained dog than a human being. I've never seen anything like it."
"We have," Oscar said. "What is the hospital doing with him?"
"They're running him through a battery of tests right now," Harold said. "We'll have results later tonight."
"Good," Bill said. "Stay on top of that and keep us briefed. Take a picture of him and shoot it over to Ron Wiseman. Tell him it's priority and have him cc the results to Oscar and I."
"I will," Harold said. "What time you want me to pick you up tomorrow?"
"Be here at 7:00 am, sharp," Bill said. "That should give us time to meet Air Force One."
"See you then," Harold said, leaving. Bill and Oscar ordered room service and went over their notes as they ate. While they were eating, Oscar's phone rang. Seeing it was Jim, he answered.
"Yeah, Jim," Oscar said. "What have you got for me?"
"Good news," Jim said. "Our initial tests show the compound Ron and I came up with worked. We're running a few more tests to validate the initial results, but I think we can start putting an antidote together. Also, our tests on the local groundwater indicate the remediation is starting to work."
"That is good news," Oscar said. "When can you start production?"
"Let us complete these tests first, but I think we can start gearing up for production. Give us just a few more hours," Jim said. They ended the call and Oscar turned to Bill.
"Good news on the antidote," Oscar said. "And local groundwater testing show our efforts there are paying off."
"How much longer before we can start mass production of the antidote?" Bill asked.
"Jim said he should have an answer in a few hours," Oscar said.
"That's cutting it awful close," Bill said.
"It is what it is," Oscar said. "We don't want to put something out that's worse than the original drug."
"I understand that," Oscar said, nodding his head.
...
Dale looked at himself in the mirror as he cleaned himself from the day's work. The last few days had taken their toll on everyone. Now, no one could take a shower, and even though he had heated up the water on the stove, Donna couldn't bring herself to wash up in the sink. She tried her best, but it just wasn't the same. The water coming out of the tap was still brown, but not as thick and dark as it was earlier. Hopefully, they would have decent water in a day or two.
Dale dealt with it the way he did in the service, and quietly sucked it up. He managed to clean up well enough for work and even shaved. Strangely enough, he felt a tiny bit more like his old self. The urge to cry over everything had waned somewhat and he found himself actually getting a bit irritated at Donna's constant bitching and moaning.
He dressed, made some coffee using a couple bottles of water, then headed out the door. He stopped when he heard Donna screeching at him.
"Aren't you even going to give me a kiss?" she asked. He turned, looked at her, shook his head and walked out, leaving her shocked. He had never left for work without giving her a kiss. Stopping at the corner gas station, he saw his old friend from school, Troy Hanson.
"Hey, Troy," he said. "How's it hanging?"
"These day's it ain't," Troy said.
"I know what you mean," Dale said.
"How're things at home?" Troy asked. Dale shook his head.
"Not good, buddy," Dale said. "Not good at all."
"Donna?" Troy asked. Dale nodded his head.
"Yeah," he said.
"I know what you mean," Troy said. "She's been busting our balls at the mill these last few days."
"How're things at your place?" Dale asked.
"Rough," Troy said. "I went to see lawyer Smith yesterday."
"Oh?" Dale asked.
"Yeah," Troy said. "He told me about half the men in town have come in, all of 'em looking to get a divorce."
"You going to file for divorce?" Dale asked.
"Maybe," Troy said. "Smith suggested we wait a few days and see what shakes."
"What do you think is going on?" Dale asked.
"Beats the hell outta me, man," Troy said. "It's like everyone went nuts overnight. I don't think I can take much more of it."
"I know what you mean," Dale said. "You get a visit from the county yesterday?"
"Yeah," Troy said. "What's up with that shit?"
"I don't know, buddy," Dale said. "I'm wondering if something got in the water."
"I was thinking the same thing myself," Troy said. "Whatever it is, I hope they get it fixed soon. I'm at the end of my rope with all this shit."
"I hear ya," Dale said. "Well, I'd better get on over to the shop. See ya."
"See ya," Troy said.
...
Oscar and Bill were awake at 5:30 and had just finished their breakfast when Oscar's tablet buzzed. He noticed it was an online call from Ron Wiseman, so he got Bill's attention and fired up the device.
"Damn, Ron," Oscar said. "Don't you ever get any sleep?"
"Sleep is so over-rated these days," Ron said, smiling.
"What do you have for us?" Bill asked.
"Got some info on the mystery man Harold picked up yesterday," Ron said. "Took a bit of doing, but I found out his real name is Ian Hodges. He was a graduate student, working toward his doctorate. He was also a research assistant to Geoff Hornsby. My guess is he came in the great exodus with Allison."
"Interesting," Oscar said. "Hodges, huh? Any relation to Derek?"
"You mean the Commander-in-Chief of the Free British Expeditionary Force?" Ron asked. "Yes. As a matter of fact, he's Derek's son."
"Derek's son," Oscar said. "Are you sure of that?"
"Absolutely," Ron said. "I also managed to get a look at Ian's initial test results. It doesn't look good. You know the medical folks took blood from people living in the initial target areas."
"Yes, we know," Bill said.
"Well, all of them show positive for the compound Jim found in the groundwater," Ron said. "So did Derek. With one major difference. The level in Derek's system was through the roof. There was also something else found in his blood work, but the hospital couldn't identify it. I've sent the results to Jim for further analysis. According to the hospital records, Ian's higher brain functions have been basically short-circuited. For all intents and purposes, his mental capacity is somewhere between a puppy and a human toddler. I'm not a chemist nor a doctor, so I can't explain it."
"In other words, Ian wasn't just a research assistant. He was a goddamn guinea pig," Bill said.
"That's about the size of it," Ron said.
"Anything on Allison's whereabouts?" Oscar asked.
"Nothing yet," Ron said. "However, I would suspect that she won't be too far from President Lopez. That's just a guess on my part."
"Understand," Oscar said. "Thanks, Ron." After ending the call, Oscar reached out to Jim, who answered right away.
"Any word?" Oscar asked.
"Yes," Jim said, excited. "We got the initial tests from Ron on that Hodges fellow along with results from the testing done in the targeted areas. Ron and I agree that the stuff used earlier this week was just the first phase. We believe the second phase would have to be administered about 10 days after the first to be fully effective."
"In other words, if Allison is successful, we all eventually end up just like Hodges," Oscar said.
"Pretty much," Jim said.
"Will your solution work?" Oscar asked. "Will it counteract the drugs? Even with the second phase?"
"Yes, we believe it will," Ron said.
"Alright," Bill said. "Keep at it. I'll talk to the president and see if we can't get him to authorize mass production through the Defense Production Act. I'll also see about getting Hodges transferred to the medical facility there at Fort Apache. Maybe your solution can help him."
"Got it," Jim said. They ended the call and went downstairs to meet Harold. He showed up right on time and drove them to the airport. When they got there, Bill gave Harold his marching orders.
"I want you to go to the hospital, get Hodges -- the man you picked up yesterday -- transferred into our care so we can transport him to the medical facility at Fort Apache," Bill said. "If they give you any crap, any at all, you call me."
"Got it, boss," Harold said, nodding his head. "I'll cite them with obstruction on the spot if need be."
"Good," Bill said. "Call me if you need anything." They exited the vehicle and joined the gaggle of federal officers waiting for the president's arrival.
...
Allison sat in her small hotel room scouring the news. There had been no reports of an explosion, which concerned her. She had packed enough explosives on Ian's chest to take out most of the apartment complex. The fact that there was no explosion meant that Oscar's men had succeeded in foiling her yet again.
It also meant that Ian was probably still alive. Part of her felt bad for leaving him that way, alone, scared, not understanding what was about to happen. Thanks to the drugs she and Geoff had concocted, he was little more than a trained dog with human DNA at this point, the way many men in England and the States would be if their plan came to fruition.
She recalled the way he whimpered like a lost puppy as she left her apartment and a tear threatened to creep down her cheek. She angrily wiped it away.
"NO!" she said to the empty room. "I will not cry! I will not feel regret."
If the explosive device had worked as planned, he would have been remembered as a martyr to the cause, the way Geoff would be. But now, who knows. If the authorities had him, he would be under heavy guard and there would be no way she could get to him.
Based on the dwindling reports she received from her online sources, her timetable had already been disrupted. Despite early successes, phase one had failed. Victoria wasn't happy, but then again, neither was she. There was only one course of action left for to take -- kill Oscar Warren. And if need be, take out President Lopez at the same time. She considered the pistol in her purse and hoped it would be sufficient for the job.
She knew authorities would be searching for her, so she purchased a blonde wig to hide her red hair and bought a fake pair of glasses to obfuscate her appearance. It wouldn't be enough to throw off facial recognition software, but it might be enough to fool eyes on the ground. And it might give her the few seconds she would need to do her job.
She considered bringing in some assistance, but Victoria had made it clear. This was her mess and it was up to her to fix it. She really could use some help, she thought to herself, but this situation was hers to handle -- alone. She understood the message. Failure on her part meant certain death. She steeled her resolve and walked out of the room.
...
Bill and Oscar stood, watching the giant blue and white airplane as it parked near the hangar. They joined the throng of agents who walked to the end of the red carpet, where President Lopez would board his armor-plated limousine and waited. After the giant aircraft stopped, a ramp lowered and the vehicle exited, slowly making its way to the carpet.
Eventually, the door of the airplane opened, and President Lopez, along with his lovely wife, Carmella, stood at the top of the ramp, waving to the cheering crowd as a band played, "Hail to the Chief." They walked down the ramp, greeting the dignitaries at the bottom and followed the red carpet to the limo. Ricardo nodded and smiled at the two rows of police officers in dress uniform who stood at attention along the carpet.
When he reached the end of the carpet, he waved at the crowd one last time, then made his way to the limo, where an agent stood next to an open door. He ushered his wife inside first, then motioned for Oscar and Bill to enter before getting in the car himself. Once the doors were closed, he introduced them both to the First Lady then turned his attention to Bill, who briefed him on the situation.
He listened intently, nodding he head in understanding as Bill spoke. His brow furrowed as Bill explained what happened to Ian.
"So you need a DPA authorization to get this underway?" he asked Bill.
"Yes, Mr. President, we do," Bill said.
"Very well," he said, pulling out his phone. He gave instructions to someone at the White House then ended the call. "Consider it done," he told Bill. They arrived at the venue where Ricardo and his staff would meet with the Governor of California and his people about a crime measure, and exited the car when the doors were opened.
Oscar looked around at the crowd and didn't see anything out of the ordinary. The Secret Service agents with them did the same. They stepped toward the building when suddenly, a blonde-haired woman stood apart from the crowd, a large pistol in her hand. Oscar and several agents drew their weapons and fired at the woman, who managed to get a shot off.
Oscar felt the sting in his upper left arm and knew he had been hit. He didn't know how bad it was, but gritted his teeth in pain and squeezed a couple more rounds off, watching as the woman's head flew back and blood spurted from her chest. Her wig flew off and he could see her red hair.
The gathered massed screamed and ran for cover as the short exchange of fire took place. When it was over, Oscar holstered his firearm and fell to his knees, gripping his arm with his good hand. He looked around and saw that Ricardo had already been rushed inside. Good, he thought. The president was safe.
Bill and a Secret Service Agent looked at Oscar's arm. The bullet had grazed his arm and left a deep gash, but didn't break any bones. The Secret Service agent cut the sleeve of his jacket off and put a large bandage on the wound, holding it in place with his hand.
"Are you okay, son?" Bill asked. "Can you walk?" Oscar nodded his head.
"Yeah," Oscar said through clenched teeth. "Is she dead?"
"Yeah, we got her," the Secret Service agent said. "We've called an ambulance, so hang in there, okay?"
"Okay, thanks," Oscar said.
"You know who that woman was?" the agent asked. "It looked to me like you were her target." Oscar nodded his head.
"Allison Hornsby," Bill said. "She was on our most wanted list."
"Well, not anymore," the agent said.
"Reckon not," Bill said. By then, an ambulance pulled up and Oscar was placed inside. Bill jumped inside and they rushed to the hospital. Once there, Oscar was wheeled into an exam room and the wound was examined. After they cleaned it up and verified there were no broken bones or bullet fragments in his arm, they stitched the wide gash.
After they finished, they gave him some pain killers and left the room. Bill sat next to Oscar and looked at him before speaking.
"Son," he said quietly. "I know I don't say this very often, but I want you to know I'm damn proud of you." Oscar smiled and started to respond, but Bill cut him off. "I also want you to know that I think of you as the son I never had. And, well, it's hard for me to say, but the truth is, dammit, I love you. Even though your coffee tastes like shit." Oscar looked at him, surprised. "I just wanted you to know that." Oscar smiled at the older man. "And if you ever tell anyone I said that, so help me I'll kick your balls into the middle of next week," he added with a smile. Oscar chuckled before he spoke.
"Your secret is safe with me... Dad," he said. The two men smiled and Bill gave his son-in-law a hug before standing up.
"You get some rest now," Bill said. "I have some calls to make. I'll get Harold to take us to the airport when they release you." Oscar nodded his head and closed his eyes. A few hours later, Oscar was given a prescription for pain, and released, his left arm in a sling. Bill walked next to him as he was wheeled to the exit, where Harold waited with the car.
They made their way to the airport and jumped in the company plane. Ian had already been transported and was secured to his seat, where he sat sleeping. Working with the Secret Service, Bill had managed to get their outbound flight cleared, so they took off and headed for Fort Apache.
"I called Rita and spoke with her," Bill said. "She's okay, just worried about you. Get some rest now, and take a couple days off. I've got it from here." Oscar was too groggy to argue, so he nodded his head, closed his eyes and slept for the rest of the flight.
When they arrived at Fort Apache, Ian was taken to the medical facility where Jim and Ron Black waited with his treatment. Rita met them at the plane and helped Oscar in their car. She sat in the back, holding Oscar's head as Bill drove them home.
"Is he going to be okay, Dad?" she asked Bill after they got Oscar in bed.
"Yeah," he said. "It's just a flesh wound and he's a tough fellow. He's just tired from all the meds they gave him."
"Are we gonna be okay, Dad?" she asked. Bill nodded his head.
"Yeah, princess, we're gonna be just fine," he told her, giving her a hug. "I gotta get back and feed the fish, so you take care of him."
"I will, Dad," she said. "Thanks for bringing him back safe." He smiled and gave her a hug.
"You're welcome, princess," he said, giving her a kiss on the cheek.
The next morning, a small plane landed at Fort Apache. Dressed in a civilian suit, Derek Hodges stepped off and was greeted by Bill, who drove him to the medical center. They entered the facility and made their way to Ian's room. Derek looked at his son, who was asleep in bed, his body connected to tubes and wires.
"My God, man," Derek said. "What happened to him?"
"He was the New Way's guinea pig," Bill said. "This is what they had planned for all of us." Derek shook his head as tears threatened to fall down his cheek. Just then, Ron and Jim came up to them. After introductions, Jim briefed them on Ian's condition.
"Our therapy seems to be working," he said. "There's been a slight improvement overnight, and we're monitoring him closely."
"Will he ever get back to normal?" Derek asked.
"Hard to say," Jim said. "Even if we're able to get his body chemistry back to normal, he'll probably face years of psychological counseling and retraining. As of right now, his higher brain functions are all but gone. He doesn't even know who he is anymore."
"I'll make them pay for this," Derek said, his face grim. "So help me God, they'll pay. Every last bloody one of them." He looked at Jim. "Can I go see him? Talk to him?"
"Sure," Jim said. "He may or may not recognize you, though." Derek nodded his head.
"I understand," he said. "If there's anything I can do to help, let me know," he added looking at Bill.
"Let your son know you're there for him and that you love him," Bill said. "Then take those bitches down."
"I will," he said. "By God, I promise you I will." They watched as Derek entered the room and walked to Ian's bed. The older man sat down next to his son and took one hand in his. He bent over Ian and whispered something in his ear. As they watched, he bowed his head for a moment, then wiped his eyes. He bent down and kissed his son on the forehead, adjusted his covers and walked out of the room.
"Feel free to come visit any time you wish, Derek," Bill said. "Your son's in good hands here."
"I will. Thank you," Derek said. "For everything. By the way, how is your Agent Warren?"
"A little worse for wear," Bill said. "He'll be okay once the pain medications wear off."
"I'm glad he'll be okay," Derek said. He entered his aircraft and Bill watched as it took off, heading for Canada.
...
Two days later, the residents of Silver Pine, Montana watched as a new chemtrail made its appearance in the morning sky. As they looked, they could see the white streak dissipate as the chemical droplets made their way to the ground below. The no-water usage order was still in affect and people exercised a form of social distancing, brought about not by a virus, but by something more well-known -- body odor. Later that day, the mayor called a town council meeting and invited any who wanted to attend.



Tempers had flared over the last three days as relationships began to dissolve. The men of the town became angrier at their spouses and girlfriends as knowledge of their activities became known. The anger even spread to the town council meeting that afternoon when one man suggested that all the women in town be tarred and feathered for what they had done.
"Burn the bitches at the stake!" another man shouted from the audience. The women in the audience cringed when a number of other men shouted their agreement. "Burn, burn, burn," some began chanting. Donna Price, who attended the meeting with her husband, was shocked when she saw him angrily join the chant with hatred in his eyes. She had never seen him like this. Mayor Grandy pounded his gavel to quiet everyone down.
"No one in this town is angrier than I am," he said. "Especially after what my wife did to my daughter the day after her 18th birthday. However, we need to approach this with cooler heads and find out what actually happened. I've been informed by experts from the University of Montana that this type of communal behavior is all but impossible without some form of outside stimulus. I've also been informed by the three lawyers in town that almost every married man here has at least considered divorce. Yes, I have as well. But, I think we need to get some facts and get to the bottom of this, whatever this is, before it happens again.
"So, I'm going to ask everyone to take a breath, step back and think about things before going any further. Do what you feel is right for you, but at least do it with full knowledge of what caused it," he said. There was a lot of grumbling, but several could be heard agreeing.
"On a somewhat happier note," the mayor said. "I'm told the no-water usage order will be lifted at 5:00 pm this afternoon." Everyone applauded loudly at that. "Restaurants will be opening back up the day after tomorrow after they've been inspected by the county health department. I'm also told that county personnel will be going out to collect blood samples from everyone just to make sure that we're all okay, at least physically."
"Business having been conducted, I'm calling this meeting done," he added. "No offense, but you all smell like shit." he pounded his gavel as everyone laughed at his last remark.
"I really fucked everything up, didn't I?" Donna asked quietly as they drove home from the meeting. Dale looked out the window and didn't say anything for a few moments. He finally nodded his head.
"Yes, you did," he said. She wiped tears from her eyes as he spoke.
"Do you really want to burn me at the stake?" she asked. "Do you really hate me that much?"
"Honestly?" he asked. "I did hate you that much, and yes, for a moment, I would happily have burned you at the stake. Hell, I'd even throw gasoline on the fire just to make sure it took."
"What about now?" she asked.
"I don't know," he said. "We've known each other since grade school. Two weeks ago, I would never have believed you had it in you to do and say what you did. The mayor said there had to be an outside stimulus that caused this, but I can't help but think that maybe some part of you really wanted to do all that stuff."
"No," she said. "It's just that I felt compelled to do things. I can't explain it. You know that wasn't the real me."
"Right now, I don't think I even know the real you anymore. I understand what you're saying, though. It's kinda like the way I felt," he said. "I suddenly felt like all the manhood had just been sucked outta me. And you seemed to take advantage of it."
"If you want, I'll move out tonight," she said quietly. "If you really want a divorce, go ahead and file. I won't fight it. Just let me have my car and my things and I'll never darken your doorstep again. Maybe one day when you don't hate me so much, we can go out for a burger or something. I'm really sorry about everything. I don't know what came over me." Dale took a deep breath and exhaled.
"Look," he said. "It's been a rough few days. Let's get cleaned up, get some rest, get the results from our blood tests and go from there, alright? In the meantime, let's see if we can at least be civil to each other. I just wanna know one thing."
"What?" she asked.
"Do you still love me? I mean, like you did when we first got married?" he asked as he pulled into their driveway. Tears fell down her cheeks.
"Oh yes, Dale," she cried. "I love you so much it isn't even funny. I don't think I could live without you." He smiled as he looked in her face.
"You wanna know the hell of it, Donna?" he asked. She shook her head. "I love you, too. I just don't know what the future holds right now and I don't have any answers. Right now, I'm so damn confused. Part of me wants to put my fist through your face, but another part wants to hold you and tell you everything's gonna be alright."
"Now that's the Dale Price I know," she said, wrapping her arms around him. "I'm so, so sorry, Dale. I only hope you can forgive me."
"We'll see," he said, returning her hug.
They each took very long showers, scrubbing themselves and washing their hair twice to get the crud out. They dressed and went into the front room. They heard a knock on the door and Dale answered. Two medical technicians with a cart were on the doorstep.
"Price residence?" one of them asked.
"Yes, it is," Dale said, inviting them inside. They came in and set up, then took blood from each of them after asking a few questions.
"When will we have the results?" Donna asked.
"Give us a couple days," one tech said. "As you can imagine, we're fairly swamped at the moment."
"Okay," she said. "Thanks." They said their goodbyes and left. The door had almost closed when Donna saw Agent McGregor walking up. She held the door open and waited for him to step on the porch.
"Mrs. Price," he said. "Would you mind if I come in and talk with you and your husband?"
"Not at all," she said. "Please come in." Dale looked up as Steve walked in the door.
"Agent McGregor," he said. "What brings you out here? Care for something to drink?"
"No, thanks," Steve said. "I just wanted to speak with you two for a few minutes, that's all."
"Have a seat," Dale said. "We just finished taking a very long shower."
"Thank you," Steve said, sitting down on one of the two reclining chairs in the front room. Dale and Donna sat on the couch. They didn't make contact but Steve was happy to see they were at least civil to one another.
"I'm about to break protocol here and I could get in trouble if word of this gets out," Steve began. "So please, what I'm about to tell you can't go beyond us. Understood?" Dale and Donna nodded their heads.
"I saw the two of you at the town meeting earlier and wanted to give you an explanation before I left for Libby tonight," he said. "Have you been watching the news lately?"
"Some," Dale said.
"Have you heard what's going on in England with the New Way?" Steve asked.
"A little bit," Donna said. "Why? Does that have something to do with us?"
"Yes, I'm afraid it does," Steve said. "What happened to you -- to everyone in town -- is what happened in England when all this started. You see, Silver Pine was just one of at least 50 towns in the Mississippi Basin that were targeted. You were all subjected to a chemical attack." Donna gasped and Dale's eyes widened when he heard that. He remembered the chemical defensive training he had in the Army.
"The chemical that was used on you caused changes, both physically and emotionally," Steve explained. "It also affected men differently than women. I don't think I need to explain what happened, since you both lived through it. That attack, by the way, was only the first step in the plan. If we hadn't caught it and taken action, the next step would probably already be under way."
"Oh my God," Donna said, covering her mouth with her hands.
"So you're saying there was no way we could control what we did?" Dale asked.
"Pretty much," Steve said.
"Even if we'd never been inclined to act that way before?" Dale asked. Donna knew what he was getting at.
"I'm not a scientist, Mr. Price, but from what I understand, yes," Steve said. "Imagine a woman who's been given a big dose of a date rape drug. Her inhibitions are lowered, and she's liable to act and respond in ways she never otherwise would. Imagine that, only multiplied by a factor of, say, 100. Add to that chemicals that cause physical changes. When you put it all together, the results can be catastrophic."
"I never thought of that," Donna said.
"Now imagine that chemical being weaponized," Steve said. "Deliberately used for the purpose of bringing down a government, or a whole society. That's pretty much what happened here."
"Holy fuck," Dale said.
"Yeah," Steve said. "The truth is, you and everyone in town were simply collateral damage to the people who used this stuff. They really didn't give a damn about you. You were just targets of opportunity to them. I know that doesn't make things easier, but I think you should know the whole truth before you get a divorce."
"Can't you tell the rest of the town?" Donna asked. Steve shook his head.
"Not yet," Steve said. "We're still rounding up suspects and this is a matter of national security. So we really can't allow it to become common knowledge. I did brief the mayor before today's meeting, though."
"Is that what the mayor meant when he said he spoke to someone from the University of Montana?" Donna asked. Steve nodded his head.
"Yes," he said. "Although there really was someone from the university who corroborated what I told the mayor."
"What do you think we should do?" Dale asked.
"I understand emotions are pretty raw right now," Steve said. "At the very least, I think you should discuss it between the two of you, maybe get some counseling. That's up to you." He stood and prepared to leave. "I need to get back to my office now and I have a long drive ahead of me. You have my number. Feel free to call if you have any questions. I'll be by off and on just to see how things are going."
"Thank you, Agent McGregor," Dale said, extending his hand.
"Please, call me Steve," he said. "And good luck to you two." He shook their hands and left. Dale and Donna watched as he drove off, then looked at each other, teary-eyed. They knew there would be a lot of hard discussions in their future.
...
The next morning, Oscar decided he had lounged around at home long enough. It was a nice morning, so he decided to walk to work. He waved at the formations of Marines doing their morning run around the base. He got to the front door of the main administration building where his office was located and the Lance Corporal at the door snapped to attention and opened it for him.
"Thank you," Oscar said as he prepared to step inside.
"Good morning, sir," the young Marine said smartly. "Good to see you back, sir."
"It's good to be back, Lance Corporal," Oscar said in return. He went into the main operations office where the agents worked and saw Bill standing by the Most Wanted board. Looking up, he saw Allison's picture had yet to be crossed off.
"About damn time you got your ass to work, boy," Bill said with a smile. He pointed to the board as Oscar laughed. "I thought you deserved the honor," Bill said. Oscar smiled and walked over to the board. Bill handed him a roll of red tape. Holding the roll in his left hand, which was still in a sling, he pulled off a long piece and put it on the picture, from the top right corner to the bottom left.
He pulled off another long piece and attached it in the opposite direction, so that a big red "X" went through her picture. Bill nodded as Oscar wrapped up, patting the tape down over her picture. This had been 22 years in the making and it made Oscar feel good to finally put it to bed.
He looked at the next board, which contained photos of agents lost in the line of duty. They were all special to him, but one was more special than the rest. He looked at the picture of Frank Michaels, the senior agent who trained him when he first came on board. He remembered Frank's last words to him as though they were spoken just yesterday: "Get the motherfuckers, Oscar." Oscar touched the picture as he remembered that incident.
"I got the motherfuckers, boss," he said quietly as Bill watched. In his mind, he saw Frank smile that shit-eating grin of his as he nodded his head. "Yes, you did, Probie," he heard Frank's voice say in his mind. Bill stood at the elevator and held the door open as Oscar went inside. They rode the car quietly to the top floor and went into Oscar's office.
"Want some coffee?" Oscar asked.
"What the hell," Bill said. "I hadn't been poisoned in the last couple days." Oscar laughed. Some things never change, he thought. Bill grabbed their cups out of the sterilizer as Oscar poured them each a cup. Bill took a sip and winced.
"Yup," he said. "Still tastes like shit."
"So, what's been happening the last couple days?" Oscar asked.
"Well, you'll be happy to know that the antidote works," Bill said. "Most of the affected towns have been treated and the treatment combined with the remediation seems to have made a huge difference."
"How are the local townspeople handling it?" Oscar asked.
"About as you'd expect," Bill said. "There's a lot of raw nerves out there. A few are handling it okay. Others, not too well. The men in one Nebraska town shaved all the women's heads and tossed 'em in a freight train headed for San Francisco."
"Damn," Oscar said.
"Yeah," Bill said. "Another town actually built a set of gallows and was getting ready to hang all the women in town, but the state police stepped in and put a stop to it. Some guy in Montana suggested literally burning the women at the stake. Hasn't happened, though, thank goodness. Needless to say, we're gonna be busy for a while."
"I guess," Oscar said. "What about our patient?"
"He's responding to the treatment," Bill said. "A bit slower than Ron said he'd like to see. But at least it's helping. Poor guy keeps begging for his mistress. He's gonna need a lot of help when reality sets in, though."
"Yes, he is," Oscar said. "What about the New Way activists working with Allison?"
"Good news on that front," Bill said. "Between us and the FBI, we've nabbed over 150 of them across the country. Their website has been closed down and President Lopez declared it a subversive organization."
"Good," Oscar said.
"Speaking of President Lopez," Bill said. "He's drafting an executive order giving you a medal."
"No," Oscar said. "I don't deserve that."
"Horseshit," Bill said. "If it wasn't for your initiative and quick thinking, we'd all be screwed. Look, just take the damn medal and smile for the cameras. It'll give your grandkids something to talk about."
"Yeah, okay," Oscar said. He could think of a hundred agents who deserved it more than he did, but decided not to fight it.
"Spoken to the kids yet?" Bill asked. John and Christine, Oscar's two children from his first wife, Renee, had been on their own for some time now. William and Michelle, Oscar and Rita's younger children, were still at home and would be graduating from high school soon.
"Rita called them last night," Oscar said. "They settled down after I told 'em it was just a minor flesh wound. So, what about you? Give any thought to retirement?"
"Hell no," Bill said. "Somebody's gotta keep an eye on you, especially if you're gonna go out and get yourself shot." They chuckled over that for a bit. Bill took one last sip of coffee and stood up to leave. "Well, I'd better get back to work and let you get caught up. It is good to see you back, son," he added with a smile.
"Good to be back, Pop," Oscar said.
Epilogue:
The formation of stealth bombers flew over the coast of Britain and the encrypted signal was given. Right on cue, the pilots flipped the switches that activated the large spray tanks situated in the bay that normally held cruise missiles or other weapons of war. As they watched, the odorless and colorless liquid spewed out of the tanks and settled to the ground below. Once the tanks were empty, the aircraft turned and flew back to base. Thanks to their advanced stealth capabilities and quiet engines, the aircraft were never spotted.
It had been four months since the chemical was first used to counteract the agent deployed in the States by the New Way, and everyone hoped it would work as well in Britain.
Three days later, two divisions of Free British forces were positioned just north of the border with Scotland, waiting for the signal to move. Two more divisions sat off the south coast while others were positioned off the east and west coasts. An armada of ships barricaded the island nation as aircraft took off from carrier decks and fields in France, Scotland and Ireland. Backing all this up were two carrier groups from the U.S. Navy that remained outside the area of operations unless called in for backup.
Twenty-four hours after operations began, Wales and the northern part of England had been liberated from the New Way. Harrison's forces, hurt from the New Way purges and edicts, offered only token resistance and were easily swept aside by Derek's well-trained troops.
Thirty-six hours after "D-Day," London was the only city still under New Way control, and it was now surrounded by Derek's forces. On top of that, an insurrection had broken out in the city as men revolted against their mistresses. Derek, reluctant to open fire on his beloved hometown, gave Harrison an ultimatum: Either surrender in eight hours or die. Victoria realized there was no way she could win, and, facing her own "bunker" situation, called her top advisers to Downing Street.
She looked at them, now seated at the long conference table. Male orderlies placed cups of a dark liquid in front of them. They all knew what was about to happen. Victoria lifted her cup.
"We tried," she said, before downing the liquid in a single gulp. The others looked around. "Drink!" she ordered. They each picked up their cups and quickly drank. Within minutes, all of them were dead. News of their deaths reached Derek at the end of the eight-hour deadline.
He stepped out of the Range Rover as it stopped in front of 10 Downing Street, a folded flag in his arms. He looked up at the green banner flying over the building and handed the flag to an officer next to him.
"Cut that rag down and burn it," Derek ordered. The officer looked at the folded Union Jack, took it and saluted smartly, the emotion evident on his face.
"Sir!" the officer said before leaving. Derek and his staff entered the building and was escorted to the room where the bodies of Victoria Harrison and the others remained. He saw a familiar face next to Victoria -- it was the face of the woman he once called his wife, the woman he had loved exclusively for over thirty years, and the woman who had given birth to the young man now being treated by the Task Force. He shook his head.
"Stupid cow," he muttered before walking out.
The announcement went out that England was now free of the New Way, and the country erupted in celebration. Derek and his troops were hailed as liberators and the reprisals began. Retribution was swift and brutal.
Many of the New Way's Guardian Mistresses and their accomplices were simply executed by those who had been enslaved by them. Most were shot, but others were hung. More than a few were stripped in public, doused with gasoline and set on fire. Videos showed them burning, screaming in pain as crowds chanted, "burn, burn, burn."
The parliamentary order was quickly restored and many clamored for Derek to serve as prime minister, but he refused, saying his first duty was now to his son. Not wanting anything to do with politics, Derek quietly retired, but not before he was knighted and decorated. He was also allowed to maintain the rank of Field Marshall.



"My soldiers and I have done our bit for Queen and county," he said when a reporter asked about his political aspirations. "We gave England back to you. It's now up to you to keep it."
He settled in to his new estate and his son, who was still undergoing treatment, was brought to him. He spent the rest of his life overseeing Ian's rehabilitation while writing his own memoirs.
...
Oscar was given a Presidential Medal of Freedom for his work in stopping the New Way's plot in America. A big part of him felt that he really didn't deserve it, but he sucked it up and accepted it in stoic silence.
Things were slowly getting back to normal in the Mississippi Basin, but the Task Force kept a sharp eye out for anything that might suggest the group had reformed. After Derek and his Expeditionary Force liberated England from the New Way, the refugees made their way back home to rebuild their lives and their country. Diplomatic relations had been restored with the liberated country. Oscar looked over the after-action reports filed by his agents in the field.
It would take years to fix the damage Allison and her accomplices had brought about. The divorce rate in the area had spiked considerably, but was slowly returning to pre-New Way levels. He read the last after action report in his pile, submitted by Agent Steve McGregor from the Libby office.
Life in Silver Pine, Montana, like so many other towns targeted by the New Way, went on, the report said in summary. Troy Hanson, one of those interviewed after the initial attack, divorced his wife, as did Mayor Grandy and many others. As of this writing, Steve said, Dale and Donna Price were seeing a marriage counselor, but it wasn't easy and they nearly called it quits more than once.
Oscar filed the report with all the rest, then stamped the folder, "Closed," before adding it to the others that would eventually be placed in the classified archives. He looked out the window at the traffic below and took a sip of coffee.
"What next," he asked himself...
The end... For now...
Note:
As far as I know, the town of Silver Pine, Montana, does not exist on any map and was created purely for the purposes of this story.
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Cheryl's Lament

The following is a spin-off from "Justice Ch. 03: Lawyers, Guns & Money," and is presented here after a number of readers said they would like to see it. To fully understand the context of this story, I suggest you first read "Justice Ch. 03" if you haven't already done so.

This is not my usual fare. As regular readers know, cheating spouses typically don't fare too well in my stories. This not what you would call a "BTB," nor is it a "RAAC" type of story.

Many thanks to those who offered comments and constructive criticism on my previous stories. For those who want to say this or that would never happen, remember this is my universe, a place where nearly anything can, and often does, happen. At least on paper...

Please refer to my profile for more on my personal policy regarding comments, feedback, follows, etc. (And yes, I DO moderate comments) And please remember, this is a work of fiction, not a docu-drama...

I gathered the mail from the box by the road and noticed a fairly large envelope addressed to us from Lionel Hawkins, the California lawyer we rescued from his wife, Cheryl and her lover, Enrique Castillo, a wealthy Mexican businessman who fancied himself something of a modern-day "Napoleon."
After I got back in the house, I called my wife, Danni, and we read the 24-page manuscript, which had been neatly typed in Word. Lionel had included a short note with the manuscript.
"Dear Amos and Danni," it began. That's me, by the way -- Amos Jones. My great-great-great-great grandfather, Elijah, and I had faced off against Castillo's ragtag army in Chihuahua while Lionel was kept hidden in a place where no one on earth could get to him. Danni, of course, is my wife.
Before I go any further, please don't ask me to explain my Grandpa Elijah, since I still don't understand it all myself. All I can say is that Grandpa Elijah helped me deal with my first wife, Andrea, and we've helped him out a couple times since then. Lionel's letter continued.
"Thank you for your call, and yes, I am doing alright," he wrote. Danni and I had kept in touch with him to make sure he was alright after the incident with him and Cheryl.
"Here is the manuscript I promised earlier," he added. "As I indicated before, parts of this were pretty hard for me to read, and I've cleaned it up as best I could. This doesn't excuse any of her actions, but it does explain a lot and I do feel she really did have a change of heart toward the end. I had hoped to wait until she was stable, physically and emotionally, before making a final decision on divorce, but she beat me to the punch.
"I didn't have the heart to tell her parents about what she was doing with Castillo, but I think they know that things weren't good between us. No matter what Cheryl did, I like her parents and didn't want them to think badly of her," he said.
"Your grandfather told me she had made her peace with God," Lionel wrote. "She said the same as well in her suicide note, which I found on her computer after they took her away. I hope that's true. I haven't found it in my heart to forgive her yet. Maybe someday I will, I don't know yet. I'm seeing a counselor who's helping me work through all of this. She did try to kill me, after all. Anyway, here is her manuscript. Please stay in touch."
The letter ended, "All my best, Lionel Hawkins." We picked up the manuscript and began reading.
"My Lament, by Cheryl Hawkins," it read at the top. Danni and I found it interesting she kept her married name. The manuscript, as written by her, continued.
...
Lionel:
I've started this several times in the last few weeks, but until now, have not been able to finish. I guess the best way to deal with the truth is to just put it out there and let the chips fall where they may.
Let me begin by saying that despite what you may think of me, Lionel, I appreciate the kindness you have shown by letting me stay with you while I recover. I know that it would be far too much to expect that you would ever forgive me for all the hurt and pain I have caused you. I also know that you have already started the process to divorce me in absentia.
You told me that you would give me six months to get back on my feet before taking any additional action, and I appreciate the time you have given me. I promise that when the time comes, I won't fight it. I deserve nothing and I expect nothing.
I was shocked when you said I had been gone for 359 days, just a few days shy of a full year. It seemed a lot longer to me, but then again, I was the one chained naked to a rock the whole time.
I know it may be hard for you to believe, but I never cheated on you until I met Enrique. Sure, I was tempted, many times. While working for Dewey and Cheatham, I had many, many opportunities to do so, but I never did. Yes, I flirted with a lot of men, perhaps more than I should have. Yes, I teased them mercilessly and danced quite provocatively with them -- even let a few of them feel me up from time to time. I know it's not the kind of behavior that would pass the "husband test," but that was all that happened.
Perhaps that's part of the reason the senior partners trusted me enough to assign me to work with Enrique exclusively. That, along with my Latino heritage and the fact that I speak Spanish fluently.
I remember blowing off our anniversary a couple years in a row, and I promised to make it all up to you. I also know that never happened, yet you continued to stick with me. And before you ask, yes, I noticed you didn't do anything for our tenth anniversary. It hurt at first, but then I realized I probably had it coming. After all, I wasn't much of a wife to you in those last few years.
Then I was assigned to Castillo. It was my job to handle all of his US legal needs, which I did. But something happened that shouldn't have. I found myself getting attracted to him, sexually.
Put simply, Enrique was everything you weren't, Lionel. He was wealthy -- very wealthy. Much more than you can imagine. He was also ambitious, as I'm sure you know by now. Add to that his boyish charm and good looks, and I was basically swept off my feet.
It didn't take very long for him to work his way into my panties. I know this hurts, Lionel, but I need to tell you the whole truth. You should know that most of the time I was with Enrique, I slept with him. Yes, we had sex -- a lot of sex. And no, he never used any protection. Fortunately, I was on the pill so I never got pregnant.
He often laughed at the possibility that he might get me pregnant so you could raise his child. I'm now ashamed to say I laughed along with him. As you know, I would never have gotten an abortion. I'm now glad I never had to deal with that situation.
I hadn't been assigned to him very long before we started having sex. And yes, he was very good. I'm sorry to tell you all this and I know it hurts, Lionel, but you deserve the whole truth. You're probably wondering if he was bigger or better than you.
Well yes, he was bigger -- much bigger than you. And he was much more energetic in bed than you. He knew what he wanted and he took it. Where you were always gentle and loving, he was rough and demanding. And I grew to love it. At the same time, I lost respect for you. I felt that you were nowhere near the man he was. Now that I think about it, I realize that you were a much better man than he could ever hope to be.
We did it everywhere we could -- in bed, on the dance floor, in an elevator, everywhere we could get naked and fuck. And yes, that's what we did -- we fucked. There was very little lovemaking involved. It was just pure, animalistic sex. Sometimes, we even used drugs -- cocaine, marijuana, you name it.
And yes, he did things to me I never let you do. He fucked me in the ass many times, sometimes with a dildo stuck in my pussy. I know I denied you that pleasure, but there was no denying Enrique. I was his personal slut, his personal cum whore. And at the time, I loved it.
Once, while at a private party at a club in New York, he stripped me naked and had me lean against a railing while he fucked me from the rear. I remember looking down at the crowd below, my tits hanging over the railing as he fucked my pussy. I saw several men looking up at me as I moaned in ecstasy. At the time, I loved it. I felt so wicked, so wanton. And I loved the fact I was doing it behind your back.
Reading this now, I'm sure you hate my guts even more than ever before, but you need to know the whole truth. Yes, I was Enrique's to use as he saw fit.
Do you remember the last time we had sex, Lionel? It was after a trip I took with Enrique to South America. He fucked me as the chauffeur drove us to the house. Enrique came inside my pussy just as we got to the house, and he told me to make sure I made you clean his cum out of my pussy.
That day, I climbed on top of you and had you eat my pussy, remember? You commented on how wet I was and I told you that was because I was super horny for you. You went to town on me and actually brought me to orgasm, all the while not knowing that you were actually taking Enrique's cum in your mouth. You were so horny for me that you never even seemed to notice, but I loved it. I got off on humiliating you that way, all the while knowing that you were my cuckold.
I admit that at the time, I loved the power I had over you. And I loved that I could fool you so easily. Thinking back on it now, I realize just how wrong I was and I beg your forgiveness.
It didn't end there, however. Do you remember when I started pestering you about that paperwork for Enrique? You kept asking me why I couldn't have my firm do what I was asking you to do. Instead of giving you the truth, I berated you as an incompetent boob. Well, here's the truth.
Enrique had started telling me about his desire to unite all of Latin America under a benevolent dictatorship. It was his dream to enrich Latin America using his prowess as a businessman. I believed he could do it.
Remember, my mother originally came from Costa Rica. As a child, she would tell me stories of how she and her parents lived and about some of the hardships they endured over the years. When my father met her and fell in love with her, he promised her parents -- my grandparents -- that she would never want for anything as long as she lived. He lived up to that promise, and even though he was never wealthy by New York standards, he made sure she had a good life.
Enrique promised the same thing for all of Latin America, and I truly thought that if anyone was up to the task, he was. And, I was to be his queen. Sure, he was ruthless when he had to be, and he could be something of a braggart, but he was very adept at business. Remember, he was a self-made man who worked hard to earn his wealth, even though a lot of his money came from less than reputable sources.
By this time, Dewey and Cheatham had received reports about my relationship with Enrique and they were concerned my activity could reflect poorly on them. They warned me several times, but I simply ignored the warnings. I was, after all, racking up tons of billable hours, which Enrique gladly paid.
But as luck would have it, an attorney with one of our competitors saw Enrique and I and took pictures and video of our "public indiscretions." In short, they caught me red-handed with Enrique's cock buried in my pussy at a nightclub in Brazil. The photos made their way back to the firm and the board wasted no time in firing me. That happened about six months before we dropped you off in the desert.
Enrique was livid and threatened to sue the firm, but Dewey and Cheatham countered by threatening to inform certain federal agencies of his less-than-reputable activities. They also threatened to inform the federales south of the border.
Enrique wasn't concerned too much with the federales, especially since many of them were on his unofficial payroll, if you know what I mean. That is, except for one Mexican Army colonel who had dogged him for years.
He was more concerned about certain alphabet agencies in the federal government and the force they could bring to bear, since a lot of his overseas contacts had close dealings with groups our soldiers were fighting overseas. The last thing he wanted was a SEAL team landing in his compound late at night.
So Enrique put me on staff and paid me himself, which he decided was a good deal, since it saved him a lot of money. On top of that, I was his personal live-in consort.
He came up with an idea and wanted you to pre-notarize manifest statements of use and other forms for shipments of certain materiel. On the surface, they would appear to be things like produce or medical supplies. In reality, they were shipments of arms for the army he was building in Chihuahua.
But you, being the ethical person you are, refused to have anything to do with it, not knowing the true nature of the shipments. Enrique eventually tired of your intransigence and that's when we cooked up the idea of dropping you off in the desert.
Believe it or not, I never wanted any harm to come to you. That's why we implanted that tracker in your back after we drugged you. The plan was to watch your movements for a couple days or so, then give you one last chance. We thought you would be so thirsty and hungry you would do anything for a sip of water.
But that didn't work out. Enrique got word that your tracking device suddenly went off-line and couldn't be found. Then it suddenly appeared in Texas. He had some men close by and dispatched them to get you and bring you to the camp we had in Chihuahua. They went to the tracker's last known location, but you weren't there. Instead, they found some woman and her child, so they took them as ransom.
Imagine my surprise when those two cowboys suddenly showed up on horseback. I'll never forget that day. Enrique got word that two men had just rode up to the camp and was demanding to see him. He went to speak to them as I got dressed. When I joined him, I was stunned at what I saw.
In addition to the two cowboys on horseback, there looked to be an entire army of hellish apparitions on horseback behind them. They looked like something out of an old movie. I couldn't make out any faces, but their eyes seemed to glow like fire and when the horses breathed, I saw fire coming out of their nostrils. Many of the men had drawn swords and looked like they were ready to charge us.
I heard one cowboy -- the older of the two -- introduce them to Enrique as some kind of cavalry regiment. I could tell Enrique was scared. It was the first time I had ever seen that. He was trembling slightly and I could hear him praying under his breath.
I demanded to know where you were, and the older cowboy said you were someplace safe where I couldn't get to you. Then he demanded we produce the woman and child we nabbed in Texas. I couldn't believe the nerve of this man. Did he not know who he was speaking to? I was even more stunned when Enrique told me to produce them. This wasn't the man I pledged my life to.
I did as Enrique said and saw the interaction between the woman and the younger cowboy. It was then I realized they were husband and wife and the young boy was their child. Suddenly, the older cowboy threw a rope over them and they disappeared. What kind of trickery was this, I asked myself.
I didn't have much time to think about it because the next thing I knew, that cowboy tossed his rope over Enrique and I. Suddenly, we were sitting in an old jail, like the ones you'd see in those old western movies. We were both stunned. How did this happen?
Then you showed up with that woman and those two cowboys. The sheriff opened the cell door and left. Then the younger cowboy rammed the butt of his rifle into Enrique's crotch, saying that was for kidnapping his wife. He followed that up by hitting Enrique in the head, telling him that was for taking his son.
I had never seen anyone stand up to Enrique like that before. What's worse, Enrique didn't fight back. I went to his side, but the woman punched me in the face. I was about to go after her, but the younger cowboy put his gun in my face and the older guy said something about getting between a mother and her child.
Then he told Enrique that his little war had been stopped before it could start. I knew we were doomed, and I started thinking about what I might say to throw you off balance. Then you shocked me when you asked why you shouldn't kill me right there on the spot.
I never knew you to be like that, and it threw me off balance for a moment. I had to say something to keep you from killing me, so I told you that I loved you. Then you laughed in my face. I couldn't believe it. You had never reacted to me like that before. I was even more shocked when you actually shot Enrique in the head when he was going to attack me.
At the time I thought I could talk you out of doing harm to me, then disappear after we got back home. I didn't know that my nightmare was just starting. You had changed and I was truly frightened that you were going to kill me in cold blood the way you did Enrique.
Then I heard you talking to that cowboy about the story of Prometheus. Yes, I remembered my Greek mythology and I knew what you were thinking. I couldn't believe you would actually do something like that to me.
I remember begging you to please not desert me the way I had you. I remember the shock I felt when you said you would wait however long it took for me to be declared dead. My God, I thought at the time. What have I done to you? I dealt with it the way I dealt with any other threat and went after you, thinking that you would knuckle under if I got angry enough.
I remember telling you that I would find a way to escape and would make you pay, but the old cowboy simply said that no, I wouldn't escape. The next thing I knew, I was chained to a rock in the middle of nowhere, completely naked.
I remember that cowboy telling me I would be alone, but somehow kept alive. I got scared when he told me I would encounter beasts and wondered what he meant. I begged you to give me one more chance, but you threw my own words right back in my face.
Then you pissed on me. Just the way I did to you when I dropped you off in the desert. I couldn't believe you hated me that much. How could you do something so horrible to me? Then it hit me -- How could I have done something so horrible to you? I cried harder than I had ever cried in my life. And suddenly, you were gone. And I was alone. More alone than I had ever been in my life.
I cried. I screamed. I begged for mercy, but none came. I tried to move, to break free of the chains, but I couldn't. I cried some more and screamed until my throat was hoarse. But I was alone and no one heard my cries. I began to wonder -- is this what you felt when I left you in the desert that day?
I sobbed until the sun went down and I finally fell asleep. The next day, a little white bird landed on my head. It had something in its beak and put it in my mouth before it flew away. It was kinda like a sponge and I found that I could actually chew it. As I chewed, I could feel liquid in my mouth and I swallowed. The substance, whatever it was, had no flavor, but I was able to keep it down. What was it, I asked myself.
A while later, another bird landed next to me. This one was much larger and looked mean. It squawked in my face and began pecking at my abdomen. I screamed and twisted my body, hoping to scare it away, but it stayed put, and kept pecking at my abdomen. I could see blood pouring out of my abdomen and whatever the bird was doing hurt like hell.



As I watched in horror, it tore chunks of flesh out of me. It swallowed some, but threw other chunks on the ground next to the rock. The pain grew worse and worse and just as I thought I would pass out, the bird stopped and flew away. I looked down and saw a huge hole where my abdomen was. Blood poured out of me and I thought I was going to die.
As the sun began to dip below the horizon, I thought I was going to die, but I didn't. I passed out and woke up when a white bird landed on my head again. I don't know if it was the same bird as before, but it had a piece of something in its beak and put it in my mouth before flying away. I chewed and swallowed it, then looked down and saw my abdomen was back to normal, except for a few splatters of blood.
I thought I was going to be okay until I heard an ungodly noise at my side. I looked and saw a strange reptilian creature that reminded me of those monsters from the Jurassic Park movies. I cringed and tried to back away, but the chains wouldn't allow any movement. It looked at me with menacing yellow eyes before screeching in my face.
Then it reached out with one of its short arms and slashed my breasts and stomach. I screamed in pain, and the creature kept slashing. Then it opened its huge mouth, letting me see row after row of long, sharp teeth. I screamed again, but it bit into my abdomen and took a huge chunk of flesh. The pain was unbearable and I cried out. I saw the monster chewing on what it had taken from me. It finally left and I looked at my ruined body, taking in the damage that had been done.
Under normal circumstances, I knew I would have died from my wounds, but like the old cowboy said, I was kept alive. Again, I passed out from the pain just as the sun was beginning to set and I realized this was going to be my eternal fate.
This went on, day after day after day. Each morning started with the white bird bringing my daily sustenance. Most days found my body being torn by one animal or another. Tigers, lions, birds, reptilian creatures that looked like dinosaurs, you name it. They would come, torture me, tear me apart, then leave.
They didn't always go after my stomach or abdomen. Sometimes, the birds pecked at my face, taking out my eyes. Other times, the animals would go after my chest. Once I thought I saw them taking one of my lungs. No matter what they took, I always survived the attack and my body would heal as I slept during the night. The next day it would start all over again.
The only respite I got from the creatures were the days when the weather was bad. Several times, the wind would pick up and I would find myself covered in grit and dirt. When the wind finally died down, the clouds would move in and drench me with rain. It was so hard laying on that rock, exposed, unable to get any cover. Several times I thought I was going to drown. Many times, I hoped I would drown just to end the pain.
When I wasn't being tortured by animals or pelted with dirt and rain, I cried. I screamed. I sobbed and begged for help, but none ever came. I began having imaginary discussions with you in my mind, begging you to forgive me while telling you that I had learned my lesson.
One day, after I had eaten my daily "food," a very large bull with huge horns walked up to me. I had never seen a bull like this before, not even at the rodeos my father used to take me to when I was a child. I trembled in fear as he sniffed between my legs for a few minutes.
Then he jumped on the rock where I was chained, putting his front hooves on either side of me and sniffed my face. We were literally nose-to-nose and I could smell his putrid breath as he sniffed me with those giant nostrils. I looked down and saw his bovine dick start to get hard.
"No, please, not that," I begged quietly. I thought I could handle just about anything, but not that! I laid there as still as I could as he sniffed at me. Then, he jumped down off the rock and walked away. I let out a deep sigh, thinking I had just dodged the worst thing I could possibly experience.
Just then, I screamed in agony as the bull charged as hard as he could into me, goring me with those giant horns. He backed away, then charged again, and I felt the air rush out of he as he struck a second time. He trotted off and I could see four giant gashes in my side where he had hit me with those horns. It took some time before I could get my breath back, but as before, I passed out, only to find the wounds healed up the next morning.
A few days later, after I had been fed, a group of four hairy human-like creatures shuffled by the rock. They reminded me of pictures I had seen of prehistoric cavemen. They stopped and looked at me, smelling me as they mauled me with their rough hands. They grunted at each other in what I thought might be some form of crude language for a bit, then one of them positioned himself between my legs.
I saw his dick start to get hard and I knew what was going to happen. Sure enough, he stepped forward and rammed himself into me without any warning. I was already filthy dirty and knew I smelled horrible, but the creature fucking me didn't seem to care. He kept ramming into my dry vagina until he ejaculated, then withdrew, only to be replaced by a second.
All four of them had their way with me, more than once. They jumped up and down, did fist bumps with each other and seemed to enjoy themselves. I felt torn, used and humiliated. Finally, they walked off and I looked down to see blood and semen splattered on the rock under me. I laid back down and sobbed until I fell asleep.
Something happened the next day after I was fed. It was as if I had snapped inside. I began sobbing, uncontrollably, and as I did so, I apologized for everything I had done. I actually apologized for being born. I begged for mercy. I even begged for death -- anything to stop this nightmare.
I opened my eyes and saw all the creatures who had tortured me since being chained -- even the four cavemen. They looked at me, not moving.
"Please, no more," I begged, sobbing. I was completely broken and at the end of myself. I knew I was probably going mad, if I wasn't there already. "I'm so sorry for everything," I added. They looked at me for a few more moments, then silently walked away.
Nothing more happened that day, but the next morning I saw that old cowboy riding up to the rock. Finally, a human being! The first one I had seen in a long time. I began crying out, hysterically.
He approached me and as he did so, the chains fell off of my arms and legs. I tried moving but was unable to. He got off his horse, threw a blanket over me and, saying nothing, he picked me up and set me on the back of his steed. I couldn't stop crying and sobbed the whole trip back.
He started to ride and the next thing I knew, I was here, in your house -- the house we used to share as husband and wife. Finally, I thought, my nightmare was over. As it turned out, my physical nightmare was over, but the heartache wasn't.
The cowboy you called Elijah set me in the warm bathwater you had drawn for me. At first I wondered how you knew I would be back, but later decided it wasn't something worth discussing. You welcomed me back in what was now clearly your home and I was grateful for that.
After you saw the cowboy out, you returned and began washing me. I tried, but found that I could hardly move my arms or my legs. Every inch of my body ached. I looked at you and tried to speak. I wanted to thank you for letting me in and giving me a much-needed bath. After so long, I'm sure I stunk to high heaven.
Unfortunately, all I was able to manage was a weak croak. You looked at me and put your finger to your mouth, indicating that I shouldn't say anything.
"It's alright, Cheryl," you said. "Just relax, I'll take of this. It's not like I haven't seen you naked before." I put on a weak smile and let you do your thing. It took quite a while, but you eventually managed to scrub every inch of me and even washed my hair, which was not only filthy, but long, ratty and as scraggly as it could possibly be.
Then you really surprised me. Opening the bathroom drawer that was once mine alone, you pulled out a fresh razor. I remembered it was one that I had bought before I left to be with Enrique that last time. You shaved my legs, which were a mess and even shaved my armpits, something I knew you probably didn't care too much for.
For a moment, I thought you would trim the bush that had grown between my legs, but you didn't. I don't know if that was because you weren't interested, or didn't want to send the wrong signal. I had always kept it either trimmed or shaved before and you always seemed to like that. I didn't complain and in fact, it felt good to be clean for the first time in who-knows how long.
As you dried me off, I looked in the mirror and was shocked at what I saw. My skin, which had always been soft and supple, was now much darker and weathered so much it almost looked like tanned leather. My hair was stringy and a good six to eight inches longer than it was before. I looked like I had aged 20 years and I could see wrinkles and dark spots on my face and neck.
My lips were dry and cracked and when I opened my mouth, my once white teeth were now brown and I could see some were beginning to rot. I looked like shit, overall. Tears fell down my cheeks as I took stock of the horrible creature looking back at me. No amount of makeup would ever restore this face to what it once was.
After you dried me off, you brushed my teeth, then picked me up and carried me into the guest bedroom. You seemed much stronger than I remembered and I enjoyed the way your arms felt around me. You gently laid me on the bed, which had already been pulled down, then grabbed a pair of my panties and a nightgown. I almost forgot I had those and was surprised you kept them.
As I watched, you slid the panties on, then put the nightgown over my head and adjusted it so it would be more comfortable. I had forgotten what it felt like to have something on, and to be honest, it felt strange. Good, but strange.
After you got me situated on the bed, you turned the television on and showed me how to use the remote. I had actually forgotten how to use the thing.
"I'll be back with some soup," you said when you finished. As you walked out of the room, I began to wonder if there was a possibility we could reconcile. You were so kind and attentive and you never demeaned me once. But then, I realized, you always were kind and attentive. I was just too much of a bitch at the time to notice or care.
A bit later, you came in with a tray. You made a bowl of chicken noodle soup, my favorite, and brought a glass of orange juice. I was a bit startled when you tied a napkin around my neck.
"I know it's been a while and I don't want to see any soup on your nightgown," you calmly said. Then you sat down and actually started to feed the soup to me, patiently holding the spoon so I could take it in my mouth. I started to say something, but realized my arms were simply too weak to even lift a spoon.
So I sat there on the bed and let you feed me. I enjoyed the attention you were giving me and thought you would make a wonderful father some day. I also thoroughly enjoyed the soup. Finally, something with flavor! I savored it as it went down my throat. I closed my eyes and inhaled the fragrance that came up from the bowl. It's amazing how we take little things for granted, I thought as you fed me.
When I finished the bowl of soup and drank the orange juice, you stood up with the tray and prepared to leave. I looked up at you, a tear falling down my cheek.
"More, please?" I asked.
"Maybe in a bit," you said. "I don't want you getting sick."
"Sorry," I said weakly. You looked down at me, perhaps seeing the sadness in my eyes. You gave me a small smile and nodded your head.
"I know," you said. "I have to make some calls, but I'll be back. You just get some rest and we'll talk later, okay?"
"Okay," I said, watching you as you left the room. I felt so bad about everything I had done. You were always so kind and gentle to me. Even now, when you had every reason to hate my guts, you were still kind and gentle. I hoped that maybe we could work through this, but somehow, deep down, I suspected it wouldn't.
About a half hour later or so, you came back and sat on the bed next to me. I had a hard time reading your face. Were you angry? Sad? What?
"I called into the office and took a couple weeks off," you said. "You're pretty weak and you're gonna need help until you can start getting around on your own. I set up a hair appointment for tomorrow afternoon and also arranged for an appointment with Dr. Williams for the day after tomorrow to have you checked out. I also made a dental appointment for you. We're still technically married and you're still on my insurance, so it's covered. They're going to ask questions, so we'll just tell them you've been missing these last 359 days or so and just came back. They'll want to know where you've been, so we'll tell them we really don't know where you were. Which, technically speaking, is the truth. I don't know where that place was."
"Okay," I said. It made sense. I didn't know where it was either, so it wouldn't be a lie. If I told them everything, I would probably end up in a rubber room somewhere. Who knows? Maybe I'll end up there anyway.
"I had divorce papers drawn up, but I haven't filed them yet," you said. I expected that, but it still felt like I had been punched in the stomach. "I was waiting for the full year from that day. And just in case you're wondering, no, I'm not seeing anyone seriously. I've dated a bit, but I'm not looking for the next Mrs. Lionel Hawkins. Once bitten, twice shy, I guess." I nodded my head in understanding and gave him a slight smile. I had done this to him, and that made me feel even worse.
"Anyway," you added. "Right now, my first priority is getting you back in shape. I won't do anything with the papers for a while yet, so don't worry about that. I want you to concentrate on getting well again."
"Thank you for that," I said.
"There's another issue you should be aware of," you said. "Of course, I'll need to let the police know that you're back so they can close their missing person's case. But the feds are gonna want to talk to you about your time with Castillo and your dealings with him. They've come by the office a time or two asking questions in the last year. From what I've learned, you may be facing federal charges. I don't know yet. You and I both know that you've broken the law. I've also heard the authorities in Mexico may have some questions for you as well. I can hold the feds off for a little while, given your medical and psychological condition, but as an officer of the court, I can't hold them off forever."
"I understand," I said weakly.
"Elijah -- that's the big man who brought you here -- told me you've had a real change of heart," you said. "Is that true?"
"Yes," I said, nodding my head.
"We'll see," you said. "I'm a bit skeptical. You really hurt me bad, you know that?"
"I do," I said, tears running down my face.
"The problem is that I just don't trust you anymore," you said. I could understand that. "But I see no need to be an asshole about it. Not anymore. Right now, the main thing is to get you back on your feet. We'll deal with the rest when the time comes." That was so like you, I thought. Always kind, compassionate and considerate. Even when others did you wrong.
I realized just how bad I had fucked things up. You were nothing like Enrique. In fact, you were ten times the man Enrique ever was or could ever hope to be. I was just too stupid and blind with power and greed to see it. I looked up at you, tears falling down my face. It was hard, but I lifted my arms up to you.
"Please," I croaked. "Hold me." You looked at me for a moment before moving. Then you came to the bed, sat next to me and wrapped your arms around me. I buried my face in your shirt and sobbed. If only you knew what I had gone through this last year. You rocked me as I cried, reminding me of the way my father used to hold me. The memories made me sob even harder.
You sat on the bed next to me and held me while you flipped through the channels on the television. I remembered when we used to do this years ago, during happier times. You hit one of those educational channels that just happened to be showing a tiger eating its prey in the wild and I screamed in horror.
"Change it," I said, tearing my eyes off the screen. "Hurry!" You looked at me strangely, then changed the channel. Seeing the way that tiger went after its prey reminded me of what happened on that rock and I couldn't bear to look.
"Are you all right?" you asked, concerned. I nodded my head.
"No animal stuff," I begged. "Please." We used to watch a lot of those programs back during the "happy years" but I simply couldn't bear to look at them anymore. Especially now that I knew what it felt like to be the prey.
You put the television on a channel playing old comedies and we watched that for a few hours. It felt so good to lay there with you and laugh the way we used to do. For a time, I forgot about Enrique, animals, rocks, divorce papers and federal authorities.
After a while, you excused yourself to make dinner. I hated to see you go, but I understood. You came back a while later with some chicken, mashed potatoes and gravy and cottage cheese. It smelled so good. You fed me as you did before and made sure I ate everything. I was surprised when you even let me eat a second helping.
My tummy full, I slept well for the first time in a very long time. I was surprised when you agreed to stay and hold me. The next morning, you fed me eggs, toast and some cream of wheat. Carrying me into the bathroom, I was ashamed that I had forgotten how to use the toilet, but you said nothing and patiently showed me.
I almost forgot that I needed to wear something for my hair appointment and we spent quite some time before we found something I could wear that didn't hang off of me. On the way to my appointment, you stopped and picked up a wheelchair and a walker so I could get around a little bit better. When we got to the salon, the woman who checked me in said it would take a while, so you told them to do whatever needed to be done, then left and came back when they texted you.
I was so embarrassed when we first went inside. I knew I looked like hell and I saw the sideways looks I got from the other women. I suspected you were ashamed to be seen in public with me, but you said nothing about my appearance.
When they finished, I looked at myself and was pleasantly surprised. They had done a wonderful job on my hair and suggested some products I could use at home. They had also given me the most extreme facial I had ever experienced, and I could see a significant difference. I was no where near as pretty as I had once been, but at least I didn't look like the proverbial "wild woman from Borneo" anymore. Nevertheless, they suggested I see a dermatologist.
They had also given me a manicure and a pedicure, and painted my nails. They were all very kind and understanding, and no one asked any embarrassing questions. I was pleasantly surprised when you complimented me on my appearance.
From there you took me out to update my wardrobe since nothing I had fit right anymore and everything was at least a year old. I almost felt like a new woman going through all those clothes. I remembered when you used to complain about all the money I spent on clothes, but this time, you said nothing when you handed your credit card to the cashier.
The next day, we went to see the doctor. They took blood and urine samples, took X-rays and gave me a pap smear. The doctor listened to what we said and seemed to accept our cover story. He gave me a thorough examination and brought us into the conference room.



"Other than some malnutrition and some strange scar tissue, you're basically in good shape," he said. "I am concerned with those sores on your back and the condition of your skin, so I would recommend you see a dermatologist." He gave us a diet and an exercise regime to get me back into shape and gave us a prescription for medical-grade vitamins and supplements. He also gave me a prescription for birth control, just in case. "We'll send your samples off for analysis and get back to you in a couple days," he added. "And given what you told me earlier, I suggest you talk with a counselor. If you like, I can recommend one."
We thanked him and took his recommendation, although I wasn't sure I wanted to go through that. How could I possibly tell a counselor the whole story without ending up in a padded room, I thought.
From there, we went to the dentist. My teeth were cleaned and the cavities were filled. Fortunately, I didn't lose any of my teeth, but the dentist was concerned about a couple of them and wanted to do a follow-up in a couple months.
Things went okay for the next several days. We heard back from the doctor, who said that other than some levels that were off due to my malnutrition, the tests came back okay, which surprised me. You made me stick to the diet, even though I wanted to eat everything in sight and I found that my strength was starting to return.
Throughout all of this, you were so kind and considerate to me and for a while I thought that maybe we could make a go out of our marriage. You never spoke to me in anger, never brought up my affair with Enrique, and was so patient with me. You even worked out with me and helped retrain me to do basic things around the house, like operate the washing machine and the dishwasher. It was hard to get around, since I couldn't walk more than a few steps without the walker, but you were always there to help.
It was also hard for me to get used to wearing clothes around the house. After spending so much time naked on that rock, it just felt natural for me to go without clothes. I could tell it bothered you, but you didn't make a big deal of it, and simply asked me to put on a robe or something.
I also had to deal with the nightmares from my time chained on the rock. Several times, I woke up, scared and sweaty. A few times, you had heard me screaming and came into my room. I felt so safe when you held me and rocked me back to sleep like a young child.
"What happened to you?" you asked me one morning after my screaming woke you up. You listened patiently as I recalled what happened. When I finished you thought for a moment before speaking.
"Interesting," you said. "Even with all that, it took almost a whole year before you had a change of heart. Still, I have to give you credit. I don't think I could have handled that for more than a day."
"So you see, Lionel," I said. "I really have changed. I'm not the greedy, selfish bitch I used to be."
"Perhaps," you said. "But the proof is in the pudding. Can you really resist temptation? You know, when that ring began flashing, I knew you had undergone a change. I could've left you there to be tortured for all time if I wanted. But I had to know if the change was real or not. I had to see it for myself."
"And I have changed, Lionel," I said. "I know now that I screwed things up and I'll never do it again. I promise. I'm really sorry for all the hurt I've put you through and I'll spend the rest of my life making it up to you."
"Do you know the difference between ethics and morals?" you asked. I thought hard before saying anything, but you continued. "There's a whole school of thought about this, and I know some would disagree with me. That's okay. To me, the ethical person does the right thing because there's a set of rules that guides him. Or her, as the case may be. The moral person, on the other hand, does the right thing because he or she knows the difference between right and wrong. If, for example, a person lives in a setting where adultery is considered to be okay under certain circumstances, then the ethical person will quite likely have no problem with having sex outside the boundaries of the marriage because the ethics of the community says it's okay in certain situations.
"The moral person, however, views adultery as being wrong because it goes against his or her personal standard of right and wrong, regardless of where that standard originates. When we married, we took a vow to forsake all others until death do us part. To me, that meant all other women were out of bounds -- period. The circumstances don't matter. Can you understand that?" I thought about it for a bit before answering.
"And that's why you couldn't do what I had asked you to do," I said. You nodded your head.
"That's right," you said. "In that case, what you asked was both morally AND ethically wrong. Sure, I might have gotten away with it, but I would've known that what I did was wrong and illegal, and I couldn't have lived with myself if I had done what you asked. Understand something. My clients trust me because they know that I'll never steer them wrong or tell them something that isn't true. If I don't know, I tell them. And they know that I'll not only do what I say I will, I'll do what is both legally and morally right. Trust is everything, especially in our business. You should know that."
"I think I understand," I said. "And now, you don't know if I can be trusted to do the right thing even when no one is looking."
"Bingo," I said. "It all boils down to trust. You burned me, good. You hurt me in the worst way possible and even committed crimes against me. So no, there really isn't any trust left. That has to be earned. Can you really do the right thing even when I'm not around? I don't know yet. We'll have to see."
"Fair enough," I said.
"Look, don't get me wrong," you said. "I'm not perfect by any means. After all, I killed your boyfriend and left you on that rock."
"I don't blame you for any of that," I said. "If I hadn't cheated on you with him, it never would've happened. Besides, Enrique would probably have killed you the first chance he got."
"You're probably right," you said. "Anyway, right now, my priority is to get you back on your feet."
"Thank you for that, Lionel," I said. "It means a lot to me." I wanted to ask more, perhaps talk about reconciliation, but I knew that topic was off-limits, at least for now. So I didn't bring it up.
Eventually, your vacation, such as it was, ended, and you had to go back to work. By then, I was able to get around the house a bit more and I wanted to start pulling my weight. I didn't think it right of me to lay there and let you do everything for me, even though I did enjoy the attention.
By then, you had bought me a new laptop and showed me how to use it so I would have something to do while you worked. I found myself starting to get stronger with each passing day, and I noticed I wasn't quite as ugly or haggard as I was when I first came back. Something else happened that you didn't notice. I was falling in love with you all over again. And for all the same reasons I fell for you over a decade ago. I could only hope that you had some feelings for me as well.
A few days later, my period came. I cried when it happened, both out of relief and shame. Relief that those four things who raped me didn't get me pregnant. And I was ashamed that I messed up the sheets on your bed. You said nothing as you quietly changed the sheets, then brought me a tampon and reminded me how to use it. You didn't even complain when I asked if you could get me some feminine hygiene products.
As time went on, I got stronger, thanks to the diet, your cooking and the exercise regimen the doctor had put me on. My skin was slowly healing, thanks to the cream and the medications the dermatologist gave me. I still had nightmares, and you still came into my room to comfort me.
I finally got to the point where I could cook something without burning it to a crisp and you even ate it without a word of complaint. I guess Tabasco sauce really can cover a multitude of sins.
No more was said about Enrique, my time in purgatory -- that's how I saw it -- nor was anything more said about divorce. I knew the day would come when you would drop the papers on me, but I hoped it wouldn't be for a long time, if ever, so I tried to put it out of my mind. We were little more than room mates, but not much more. I was anxious for there to be more, but I had no idea how you felt about it.
I can't tell you how many times I wanted to wrap my arms around you and smother you with kisses, but I didn't know how you would react. Would you reciprocate? Or would you push me away? I had no way of knowing what was on your mind. I had always been pretty good at reading people and their body language, but you were a complete mystery. Maybe that's why you became such a good litigator.
We went out a few times for dinner, but I never really felt comfortable. It wasn't your fault, though. It was me. For some reason, I didn't feel safe around people I didn't know. I liked to think that you took me out because you still had some feelings for me, but I suspected you were simply trying to get me acclimated back into society. Whatever your reason was, I simply enjoyed being with you.
I started spending more time on my new computer while you were at work. At first I caught up on all the news, but then I searched for any information on Enrique. I learned that most of his legitimate businesses had either been taken by one government or another, and the rest simply collapsed, bankrupt.
I read about that Mexican colonel, Alejandro Rojas. I knew he had been after Enrique for some time. He took credit for wiping out Enrique's camp, and no one disputed the claim. I knew what I had seen with my own eyes, though, and those things on horseback certainly weren't part of the Mexican Army.
Somehow, Rojas got word about Enrique's last arms shipment -- maybe it was from you, or maybe one of those cowboys, I don't know. At any rate, I read that he had intercepted it. He was decorated, promoted to General and hailed as a hero. What's the name of that old song? Que Sera, Sera? What will be, will be.
Eventually, I decided I would need to find work before too long. I knew I would have to at some point. I didn't want to be a burden to you, and I realized that once you had me served with papers I would need to support myself. I started looking at job postings and wrote up a resume. I thought about getting back into the legal profession full-time, but knew I didn't exactly have a stellar record. I checked and learned that the firm didn't file any ethics complaints with the state Bar, so that was a good sign. But there were still problems.
For starters, I had been out of circulation for a year, and I knew potential employers would frown on that. I would also have a very difficult time explaining what I had been doing during that time. I laughed when I thought about it.
"Oh, I was chained naked to a rock in a different dimension for a year while animals chewed on my body," I imagined myself telling a potential employer. Yeah, that would go over real well, I thought sarcastically.
Then there was the fact that I had been fired from Dewey and Cheatham. It wouldn't take more than a phone call or two for an HR person to learn about my indiscretions with Enrique. I seriously doubted anyone would hire someone who had been fired after becoming a consort to a wannabe dictator.
I even thought about asking you for a job. I had worked with you before, when you first struck out on your own. Perhaps you would let me work with you again. Or maybe, you wouldn't want to see me around the office all day.
But I realized that I would eventually have to find a way to support myself at some point. Perhaps I could work as a legal secretary, or a receptionist. It would be a waste of talent, but at least I would have something coming in.
Then I remembered the off-shore bank account Enrique had me set up. That was the account I used to put the money he paid me for my legal services. The last time I looked, there was a lot of money in it, but I didn't remember how much there was. For that matter, I didn't even know if it was still active. But if the money was still there, it would be a big help, even if I had to give half of it to you in a divorce.
I made a mental note to go through my papers you stashed in the basement to see what I could find when I felt I could safely go down there. The last thing I wanted was to get stuck down there and not be able to make it back up.
About eight weeks after I got back, I was sitting on the couch, looking through our old wedding book and photo album, remembering the good times we had when were first married. We were so young and so much in love with each other. As usual, I sat on the couch naked as I thumbed through the photos.
There were several pictures you had taken of me on the beach during our honeymoon. I remember I was a bit of an exhibitionist at the time, and would flash my breasts, letting you take pictures of me. That was the day we got naked and made love right there on the beach. Fortunately, no one was around to see us as we ravished each other's bodies.
As I sat there thinking about those days I felt a familiar stirring between my legs and found myself slipping a finger down below. For the first time in a year, I started to feel horny. I looked at the hair between my legs and had a wicked thought.
I went to the master bathroom, grabbed a pair of scissors out of my drawer and trimmed what I could. Then I grabbed a razor and some of your shaving cream and turned on the water in the tub. You had a seat next to the tub I could sit on while taking a shower, so I put it in the tub and sat down. I covered my pubic area with shaving cream and started shaving myself. I remembered how much you liked it when I shaved myself and I was giddy with excitement.
When I finished, I grabbed the shower head and rinsed myself off. Seeing my bald pussy, I began fingering myself again. I was wet, and not just from the shower. I closed my eyes and remembered the way you used to make sweet love to me.
Before I knew it, I had propped my feet on the sides of the tub and was furiously rubbing myself, sticking first one, then two fingers inside me. As I did so, I closed my eyes and thought about your cock being inside me, fucking me to orgasm. I moaned as I finger-fucked myself.
"Oh yes, Lionel," I said to the shower, hearing my voice echo in the otherwise empty bathroom. "Fuck me, baby. Please. Stick that beautiful cock inside me. Fuck your wife one more time." As I rammed my fingers inside myself, I imagined that it was you between my legs, fucking me. I felt an orgasm coming -- a strong one -- and began rubbing my clit.
I shook when it hit and I knew I had actually squirted inside the shower. I threw my head back and trembled as one orgasm after another hit.
"I love you," I moaned, picturing your smiling face in my mind. After a while, I caught my breath and was finally able to calm down. As I opened my eyes, I realized you weren't really there and I felt tears falling down my cheeks. Then I started sobbing with the realization that I had probably lost you for good.
"What have I done to you, Lionel?" I cried as I sat there in the shower. Right then, I decided that I would do whatever it took to win your heart back. I know I deserved whatever you dished out to me -- even divorce. But, I reasoned, if God could give me a second chance, surely, you could too, Lionel. I swore at that moment I would rather die than dishonor or disrespect you ever again.
I looked at the clock and realized that you would be home in a couple hours. Perfect, I thought. I drew a hot bath and added some fragrant oil and soaked for about 45 minutes. After I dried myself off, I grabbed some of those scented candles you like so much, put them in the master bedroom and lit them. I wrote a note and left it on the kitchen counter where I knew you would see it: "Dinner is upstairs."
Giggling like a schoolgirl, I went upstairs and freshened up my hair, dabbed some perfume and inspected myself in the mirror. I still wasn't as pretty as I used to be, but I looked much better than I did when I first got back. I only hoped you would still like what you saw. Then I pulled down the covers on the bed and climbed on, waiting for your return.
I heard the garage door and knew you had made it home. I spread my legs and assumed a sexy pose, hoping it would entice you. I could feel the wetness between my legs as I anticipated your reaction. I heard the door open and your footsteps. They stopped for a bit and I hoped you were reading my note.
Then I heard you start to climb the stairs. I saw you enter the bedroom. You stopped, your eyes wide as you took in the scene before you.
"See anything you like, cowboy?" I asked in a sultry voice. You walked to me and looked at me from head to toe. I could see your cock start to tent your trousers and smiled.
"My God, you're beautiful," you said. "And you shaved. For me?" I nodded my head.
"Of course, silly," I said. "Come on, why don't you take those clothes off and join me? I need my husband, more than ever before." As I watched, you practically tore your clothes off, and soon, you were naked before me. I could feel myself getting even more excited as your cock sprang forth, bigger and harder than I ever remembered.
I put my arms up and you came to me. When you kissed me, it felt like it did when we dated so long ago. I wanted to climb inside you, to become one with you. We kissed with a passion I hadn't felt in a long, long time.
Then you went between my legs and began kissing me the way you used to. It felt so good to have you back where you belonged. I cried out and moaned as you pleasured me with your tongue. You were always so good at that.
You positioned yourself between my legs, your beautiful cock poised to enter me for the first time in well over a year. I looked up at your face as I took your shaft in my hands and guided you inside me. We both gasped when you entered me. I needed this so bad.
We held each other tight as you worked your way into me. It almost felt like it did the very first time we made love. I couldn't get enough of you. I never wanted it to end. Soon, we were bucking into each other, moaning and gasping.
"Oh yes," I cried. "Make me your woman again, Lionel," I begged. "Please, baby, don't ever stop."
"I won't," you said as you fucked into me. I wrapped my legs around you and tried to pull you into me even more. You pushed even deeper into me as you hit that special spot and I could feel an orgasm start.
"I'm cumming," you whispered.
"Do it, lover," I said. "Cum inside me. Fill me up." You tensed up and I could feel you spurting inside me. I came with you and it felt like magic. After a few moments, we calmed down and looked each other in the eyes. You smiled -- really smiled -- for the first time since I got back. Wrapping my arms around your neck, I kissed you and you responded.
"I love you so much," I said after we kissed.
"I love you, too," you said, filling me with hope.
"I needed that so bad," I said as we laid there on the bed.
"Me too," you said. "So, what's for dessert?" you asked. I laughed, realizing this was the Lionel I married over ten years ago. I grabbed your hand and pulled you off the bed.
"Let's go take a shower and see what we can do about dessert," I said. You joined me and we showered together for the first time in a very long time. Afterward, we went back to the bed and made love for what seemed like hours. Snuggled up next to you in bed, naked, I slept better than I had in a long time, and suffered no nightmares.
That day, it felt like we had started a new chapter in our lives. The next day, you suggested I move back into the master bedroom if I wanted to. If I wanted to? Of course, I wanted to! I knew we still had a lot to resolve, but at least I felt like there was a chance.



You kissed me on the lips before you left for work but I didn't want to let you go. I stopped you just before you opened the door.
"Did you really mean what you told me last night?" I asked. "That you love me?" You looked back at me, smiled and nodded your head.
"Of course," you said. "I never stopped loving you, not completely anyway. That's why what you did hurt so much."
"I understand," I said.
Later that week, I approached you about getting a job. You listened as I explained my need to be productive again.
"I appreciate that you want to start contributing again," you said. "That's a good sign. Is your law license still valid?"
"As far as I know it is," I said. "I've got a lot of make-up work to do to catch up on my required continuing education, though." Lawyers in California are required to complete 25 hours of approved continuing legal education, or MCLE, every three years. I had completed a little more than half of that when the shit hit the fan a year ago.
"Well, there are other obstacles as well," you said. "First off, you were fired from Dewey and Cheatham and then there's your association with Castillo. Second, you have a year that you're not going to be able to adequately account for. Third, you're still not strong enough to put in the time you would need to if you did get a job somewhere. And let's not forget the feds may still want to talk with you about your time with Castillo, and there may be some charges stemming from that."
"I've thought about all that," I said. "And you're right. But I don't have to be a practicing lawyer. I'd be willing to do just about anything. What if I came to work for you? I worked with you once before?"
"And what would you like to do?" you asked.
"At this point, I'd do just about anything," I said. "Legally, that is. Maybe you could hire me to be your personal assistant."
"My personal assistant?" you asked. I smiled.
"Sure," I said. "Why not? I know you don't have one. I could be your PA with benefits, maybe?" You chuckled at that. It was good to see you do that. "Can I be honest with you?" I asked.
"Always," you said.
"The truth is," I began, "I've done the corporate attorney thing. Frankly, it didn't work out too well for me. I just want to be useful to someone again. And I know I may have to fend for myself sometime in the future. If possible, I'd like to be useful to you, for once." You looked at me strangely for a moment.
"What happened to that go-getter who wanted to get rich and famous, travel the world, drive fancy cars, hob-nob with the mucky-mucks and live the high life?" you asked.
"Let's just say I had a 'come-to-Jesus' moment," I said. "Been there, done that, got the t-shirts. It ended up costing me more than it was worth. And frankly, it wasn't all that it was cracked up to be."
"You really have had a change of heart, haven't you?" you asked.
"Yes," I said, nodding my head.
"I tell you what I'll do," you said. "I'll bring home some books so you can get caught up on what's changed since, well, you know. You study up on that when you're feeling up to it. In a couple months or so, we'll revisit the subject and see where things are. Fair enough?"
"Fair enough," I said.
"Although, I have to admit, I kinda like the idea of you being my PA-with-benefits," you said with a smile. "Of course, you'd have to wear something for most of the day."
"Do I have to?" I asked in a fake whiny voice.
"I'm afraid so," you said.
"Darn," I said. "But think about it. We could have some really nice long lunches," I said. "You can stare at my boobs all day or look up my skirt and I'd never complain. And you could tell me you're having an affair with your PA and I wouldn't get upset."
"That is something worth thinking about," you said. "And you could admit having an affair with your boss, and I'd be okay with that as well." I laughed.
"And you'd never have to worry about a sexual harassment lawsuit," I said.
"There is that," you said with a huge smile.
You did as you promised, and brought home a stack of books for me to read and study. I spent the next six weeks studying at home, when I wasn't exercising or working around the house.
Meanwhile, I got stronger and was finally able to stay on my feet for most of the day. I started writing this for you as a way to help you understand what I had gone through the last few months. I hoped it would help you when it came time to decide whether or not to go through with the divorce.
I also made it to the basement and went through all my old papers. Fortunately, there was nothing incriminating there, but I did find an old statement from the bank where Enrique had deposited my money. I contacted the bank and started the process of proving my identity.
At the same time, we had a lot of hard discussions about what happened. We bared our souls to each other, and I'd like to think it helped us both. We spent a lot of time holding each other, drying each other's tears, and of course, making sweet love to each other. Then we got the visit I had hoped we could have avoided.
We were getting ready to eat dinner when there was a knock at the door. You answered it to find two very large federal agents in dark suits and sunglasses. For a moment, I was reminded of that movie, "Men in Black."
"Agent Smith, FBI, this is Agent Jones," one of the men said. "Is Cheryl Hawkins here?"
"Yes, she is," you said after examining their credentials.
"We need to take her in and ask her a few questions, if you don't mind," Agent Smith said as they came inside. By then, I had come into the front room. Fortunately, I was dressed. "Are you Cheryl Hawkins?" Smith asked.
"I am," I said in response.
"We need for you to come with us, please," Smith said.
"Why?" I asked.
"We have a few questions regarding Enrique Castillo," Smith said.
"Wait," I said. "I'd like to call my attorney first if I may?"
"Certainly," Smith said. I went to my purse and pulled out my phone. I dialed your number and we all heard your cell phone ring. We watched as you pulled out your phone.
"Lionel Hawkins," you said when you answered.
"Mr. Hawkins," I said, looking directly at Smith. "I'm being detained by two FBI agents who want to take me in for questioning and I'd like to retain your services."
"Certainly," you said. "Go with them peacefully. Answer no questions and say nothing to them. Understand?"
"I understand," I said. Smith and Jones followed the conversation, their heads turning in tandem to each of us as we spoke. I ended the call.
"Okay, Agent Smith," I said. "I'll go with you, but I'm not saying anything without my lawyer present."
"I see," Smith said. "And I presume you're her attorney?" he asked, looking at you.
"I am," you said. "Did you or did you not just witness her calling me and retaining my services?" Smith nodded his head in the affirmative.
"Alright, Mrs. Hawkins," Smith said, preparing to pull out a pair of handcuffs. "Please turn around, hands behind your back."
"Wait," you said. "Is Mrs. Hawkins under arrest?"
"No, sir," Smith said. "But we are detaining her for questioning."
"But she's not under arrest, and she told you she would go with you peacefully," you said. "There's no need for the handcuffs." Smith looked at you for a moment before responding. He slowly put his handcuffs away. Watching you stand up to this highly-trained, armed FBI agent made me respect you even more.
"Very well," he said. "Please come with us," he said, looking at me.
"I'll follow you," you told me, making sure Smith and Jones heard. I nodded my head. We drove to the federal building downtown and you followed as the two agents escorted me to a small interview room.
We sat through the questioning, with you interrupting as you felt necessary. I had a difficult time remembering everything that took place and I could tell the agents were getting frustrated. Finally, you spoke up.
"I have a few questions I'd like to ask if you don't mind," you said. Smith shrugged his shoulders.
"Go ahead," he said.
"This is an investigation into alleged criminal activity, is it not?" you asked Agent Smith. He nodded his head.
"Of course," he said.
"Do you have any evidence -- either direct or circumstantial -- linking my client to any of that alleged criminal activity?" you asked.
"None at this time," Smith said. "But she was Mr. Castillo's attorney." You turned to me before speaking.
"Mrs. Hawkins, you're still a trained and licensed attorney, are you not?" you asked. I nodded my head.
"Yes I am," I said.
"So you're familiar with the rights afforded under Miranda?" you asked. Smith's face paled at that.
"Yes, I am," I told him.
"At any time, from the moment Agents Smith and Jones came to pick you up until now, have either of them informed you of those rights?" you asked.
"No, they didn't," I said. You looked at Smith before speaking again.
"Then this interview is over, gentlemen," you said.
"But we're not finished," Smith said.
"Yes, you are," you said. "What, did the two of you go to the James Comey School of Law Enforcement or something? First, you question my client without reading her Miranda rights, then you expect her to violate attorney-client privilege. As a result of your incompetence, nothing that was said in this 'interview' can be used in any potential case. And rest assured, I will be speaking with your superiors about what I see as an abuse of power. This interview is over. Now!"
You stood up, and motioned for me to stand up as well. Smith was fuming, but you had him dead to rights. I looked at you with a new-found respect. You could have handed me over to him right then, but you chose not to, for whatever reason.
"Very well, Mr. Hawkins," Smith said. "But be advised, we're not finished."
"I think you are," you said, before turning to me. "Let's go." I stood and we walked out of the room, and back to your car. I started to say something, but you motioned for me to be quiet, then pulled out your phone. I watched as you called someone and asked them to meet us at the house. When you got in the car, you wrote the word, "bug," on a piece of paper and motioned for me to stay quiet. I understood what you meant.
When we got home, I saw a black SUV in front of the house. You got out and spoke to the man for a minute, then brought me inside, motioning for me to remain quiet. We sat at the kitchen table, drinking coffee as the man and an assistant did their job. When he was finished, he came to the table.
"Just as you suspected, we found three bugs in the house," he said. "I also found a bug and a tracking device on your car." He put the devices on the table in front of us. "They've all been disabled. I also took the liberty of installing a jamming device in the house. They also tapped your phone."
"Thanks, Sam," you said as you walked him to the door. When you got back, you sat back down and looked at me. I couldn't read your face, and didn't know what you were thinking.
"Smith and Jones will be back, I can assure you of that," he said. "And I guarantee they'll have all their ducks in a row. They won't fuck up like that again. Tell me the truth, is there any incriminating evidence in the house that I don't know about?" I shook my head.
"No, nothing," I said.
"Not even in your papers?" you asked. I shook my head again.
"No, just old statements and things from Dewey and Cheatham," I said. "Why are you defending me?" I asked after a few seconds. "You had the perfect opportunity to hand me to them on a silver platter."
"Several reasons," you said. "First off, unless they changed the Constitution and failed to tell me, you're still entitled to an adequate defense, and you're still presumed innocent until found guilty beyond a reasonable doubt by a jury. Second, it's up to the prosecution to prove your guilt, not your job to prove your innocence."
"But you know what I've done to you," I said.
"Yes, I do," you said. "But you heard Smith. They have no evidence, not even circumstantial, to link you to anything Castillo did. Not even to me. And I don't think those folks in Texas will say anything. They haven't yet, anyway. And it would be pretty hard to explain to the authorities what took place. We'd all probably end up in the nut house if we did."
"Thank you for defending me, anyway," I said.
"It's the right thing to do," you said. "Besides, at the risk of being thought of as a wimp and a cuckold, I think you've been punished far more than any court could punish you."
"You're many things, Lionel Hawkins," I said. "But I don't think of you that way. Not anymore. I just watched you go toe-to-toe with an armed federal agent. You made him stand down, and not just once. I truly underestimated you and I'm so very sorry for that."
"Apology accepted," you said.
"And I promise you this, Lionel," I said. "No matter what you decide, I will never disrespect you nor will I ever dishonor you again. I would rather die first." You said nothing as you examined me for any sign of deception. I hoped and prayed that you found none, because I meant what I said.
Life went on for us and two weeks later, we were visited by Special Agent McIntosh, who informed us that the case against me had been dropped due to lack of evidence. He also apologized for the way Smith and Jones acted toward me. I felt as though a huge weight had been lifted off my shoulders. Only you, I, and those folks in Texas knew the whole truth.
Nothing more was ever said about the pending divorce, but I knew that the deadline was fast approaching. I was now able to get around on my own, but it was hard living day to day knowing that at any time, I would be served with the papers.
I was determined to show you that I was worthy of your love, and I hoped you could see that I really was a changed person. I would do anything for you, Lionel, even die, if that's what it took to make you believe that I was no longer that greedy, unfaithful shrew you chained to a rock.
I know things will never be the same between us, Lionel, but I hope that in these last few months, you can see that I'm a completely different woman. Still, I will accept whatever you decide. Just please remember that no matter what, I do love you, with all my heart...
...
The manuscript ended there, but Lionel had attached a couple other pages. One held what he said was a note Cheryl had written on her computer before committing suicide. In it, she described why she took her own life.
According to the note, Cheryl said three men had barged into the house about an hour after Lionel had left for the office. They got in by pretending to be utility company workers inspecting homes for gas leaks. They raped her, repeatedly, she said. Worse yet, they used no protection.
After they left her body on the floor, she cleaned herself up as best she could, donned her wedding gown, then wrote a note in which she explained what happened and informed him of her off-shore account. Then she took an overdose of sleeping pills and alcohol and laid down on the bed. The last line of her note caused a lump in my throat.
"I promised that I would rather die than dishonor or disrespect you ever again, Lionel, and I intend to make good on that promise. I have made my peace with God, and I can only hope and pray that you can find it in your heart to forgive me someday," she wrote.
"Your loving wife, Cheryl," the note said in conclusion. The other sheet was a copy of an article published in the Los Angeles Times.
"Daylight Rapists Reportedly Dropped Off At Police Headquarters By Unidentified Man on Horseback," the headline read. The article went on to say that three very frightened men were hogtied and dropped off at police headquarters by an unidentified man on horseback late at night. The men confessed to raping several women, including Cheryl Hawkins, after their husbands left for work.
According to the report, the men said they would case out a home and watch it for several days before making a move. They were watching one home when they were reportedly caught by the strange man. Witnesses said the man only identified himself as "Justice" before riding away.
Police looked for the man, but were unable to find him, the article said. Authorities asked the public to contact police if they have any information about the unidentified horseman, but so far, no one has called.
After reading everything, I called Lionel to see how he was holding up.
"I'm doing okay," he said. "But it's not easy. Believe it or not, I actually miss her."
"I believe it," I told him. "Just curious, though. Were you planning to go through with the divorce?"
"Doesn't matter anymore. It's all academic now," he said. We ended the call, promising to stay in touch. I held my wife, Danni, and kissed her sweet face, grateful to have her, the kids and of course, Grandpa Elijah, in my life.
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After writing "Cheryl's Lament," I felt the need to write something a bit different, if for no other reason than to engage in a bit of "soul-cleansing." So this is not my typical fare. This is a story about a real "loving wife," so if you're looking for a scorched-earth BTB, this isn't it. Maybe next time...
Elements of this story are based on actual events and people. No, I won't say which ones. I'll let you speculate.
Many thanks to those who offered comments and constructive criticism on my previous stories. For those who want to say this or that would never happen, remember this is my universe, a place where nearly anything can, and often does, happen. At least on paper...
Please refer to my profile for more on my personal policy regarding comments, feedback, follows, etc. (And yes, I DO moderate comments) And please remember, this is a work of fiction, not a docu-drama...
I guess at some point, every man who's ever been happily married, even for a short time, likes to think his is the "best wife ever." I really can say that, however. For 50 years, I was happily married to Wendy, and yes, she really was the best wife a man could ever want.
I say "was" because she's no longer among the living. A little less than a year ago, she was diagnosed with a rare non-Hodgkin's form of lymphoma, just the latest in a long line of medical issues that plagued her throughout her life.
They found that she had pockets of infection throughout her abdomen, mostly around her large intestine, and the doctor said she would need to undergo surgery in order to survive the rest of her chemo. It would be risky, but if all went well, the doctor said, she would be able to continue her chemo and recover from the cancer.
But all didn't go as planned. The infection had spread farther than they first realized, and they had to do much more than remove some of her large intestine. They did everything they could, but she never survived the operation.
I was devastated when they gave me the news, but we both knew going into this that there was a chance she might not make it. We also knew there was no chance of her surviving without the surgery. So we decided to give it a shot.
I had just returned to our home from the funeral -- a sad affair, but one well attended, as everyone who knew her loved her dearly. I sat in my recliner and pulled out our photo album, thinking about the life we shared.
It may sound strange, but I met Wendy before I met my first wife, Marcy. It was 1967 and I had just been assigned to my unit at Marine Corps Base Camp Pendleton, in southern California. My MOS, or occupational specialty, was 0311, Infantry. One of the guys in my unit set me up with a blind date so I decided to go -- after all, it sure beat the hell out of sitting on base.
My buddy, Tony, had originally set me up with Wendy's friend, Pat. It turned out, however, that Tony and Pat got along pretty well, so he ended up with her while Wendy and I got to know each other. I was instantly struck by her long blonde hair and pretty face. She had the biggest blue eyes I had ever seen and a smile that could launch a fleet of ships. I had always been a leg man, so her small breasts didn't bother me at all. In fact, I thought they fit her 5-foot 3-inch frame perfectly. But her legs... Oh my God, those legs were, as the kids today might say, to die for.
To say I was smitten would be the understatement of the year. We spent the evening getting to know each other and found we had a lot in common. Both of us were in the service, but where I was in the Marines, she was in the Navy, and worked at the Naval Hospital in Balboa as a corpsman -- the Navy's version of a medic. We both liked the same music, the same movies, and had lots of other interests in common as well.
Before the night was over, I knew that I was going to marry this woman. We dated for a few months but slowly drifted apart. She told me that she was worried we were getting too close, so we quit seeing each other on a regular basis. I was heartbroken at first, but eventually met Marcy, the girl who would become my first wife.
Was that ever a mistake! At first, Marcy was kind and sweet and fun to be with, but it seemed the moment we got married, the mask came off and I found myself waking up next to the Shrew From Hell. We weren't even married a whole year before I caught her in bed with some guy she went to high school with.
My unit was in the field, undergoing training, and we were scheduled to be gone for a full week, but we wrapped it up a day early. I was looking forward to getting home to surprise Marcy, but I was the one who got surprised.
I could hear them the instant I walked into the small apartment we shared off base. I went into the bedroom to see some skinny, long-haired, scraggly-looking maggot between her legs pounding for all he was worth. I was filled with rage and proceeded to kick his ass all over the apartment before tossing him out the door.
Marcy cringed under the covers as I came back into the bedroom for her.
"Please, Jeff, don't hit me," she begged. I shook my head. I was raised never to hit a woman, and I wasn't about to now, even though I felt like putting my fist through her cheating face. I pulled down a couple of suitcases and tossed them on the bed.
"Get out," I told her. "Just pack your fucking trash and get the fuck out. NOW!" She packed her stuff while I grabbed a beer and waited. When she finished, she came out into the living room, where I sat.
"I'm sorry," she said. I never said a word, but pointed at the door. She called her parents, and they came to pick her up. Her father was also a Marine and I told him what I walked into. He shook his head.
"I'm sorry, Jeff," he said. "I thought we raised her better than that." They took her away and I never saw her again, thankfully. The next day, I filed for divorce. I was surprised that she agreed to my terms and our marriage became yet another statistic.
A couple months after I filed for divorce, my unit was deployed to Vietnam, just in time for the February 1969 Tet offensive. I'd like to say I beat them all back with the jawbone of an ass, but I can't. Truth be told, I was the one who got beaten. An enemy bullet tore through my upper left leg and another hit me in the abdomen.
They managed to save my leg, but told me I would be in physical therapy for some time. I also ended up going through several surgeries to fix the damage to my gut. Eventually, I was shipped stateside and ended up at Balboa Naval Hospital.
A day after I arrived, I woke up to find Wendy standing over me. At first, I thought I had died and gone to heaven. I'll never forget her first words to me.
"What are you doing in my hospital, Jeff Hammond?" she asked with a smile. "Is this a ploy to get me to go out with you or something?"
"Can't blame a guy for trying," I said. I looked and saw she had two chevrons on her white uniform, making her a Petty Officer, Second Class. "I see you made Second Class," I said. She nodded her head.
"Yup," she said. "And if I'm not mistaken, that means I outrank you, Corporal." I smiled.
"For now," I said. I noticed she didn't have a wedding band and a big part of me was glad. "How are things with you? Have you met someone yet?"
"Nope," she said. "I guess you kinda ruined me for anyone else," she said with a smile. "Now, Corporal, you need to get your rest. I hear they're going to start your physical therapy before too long."
"Will I see you again?" I asked. She gave me a sly smile before answering.
"You'd better believe it, Marine," she said. "I'm going to be watching you like a hawk." I couldn't help myself and flashed a big shit-eating grin. That was the best news I had heard in a long time. She looked around for a moment, then slyly kissed me on the cheek. "Take care of yourself," she said. "I'll check on you later."
She kept her word and came by about the time my dinner was brought into my room. Her shift had just ended, she said, and she wanted to see me before she left for home. We sat and talked as we both picked at the dinner on my tray. After she asked, I told her about my failed marriage to Marcy. She listened in silence, then took my head in her hands.
"She was a fool and an idiot," she said. "You deserve much better than that." We talked until she was told that visiting hours were over. I stopped her before she left the room.
"You know, I thought about you an awful lot over there in 'Nam," I said. She looked at me for a moment, sadness on her face.
"I've thought about you almost non-stop since our last date," she said. "Maybe if I hadn't pushed you away," she began, before her eyes filled with tears. Wiping her eyes, she ran out of the room. What was that all about, I wondered. Surely she didn't blame herself for me being wounded?
I saw a lot of her for the next six months. She came by my room at least twice a day to check up on me -- even on the days she was off-duty. Many was the time she would take outside in a wheelchair so I could enjoy a smoke. We spent hours talking about one thing or another. When she was off-duty, she would wear her shorts, knowing how much I enjoyed looking at her legs.
As time went on, I knew I was in love with her and there was no denying it. I could tell she felt the same way, but something was holding her back. I decided to press the issue. One day, while we were outside, I told her how I felt. Tears filled her eyes as she spoke.
"Oh, Jeff, I love you, too," she said.
"Then let's get married," I said. She looked down for a moment before saying anything.
"But, you don't understand," she said.
"What?" I asked. "Is there someone else?" She shook her head.
"No, there never has been," she told me.
"I don't understand," I said.
"I can't have children," she said. She explained that she was diagnosed with Turner Syndrome, a condition I later learned affects about 1 in 2,000 women born in the United States. This explained her relatively short stature and, she said, affected her ovaries, meaning she could never conceive a child. Worse yet, she said, there's no cure.
I could tell this bothered her, but I reassured her that my love for her wasn't based on any ability to have children. She cried as I held her tight.
"But you deserve a complete woman, someone who can give you children," she said. I held her face in my hands and looked her in the eyes.
"You ARE a complete woman," I said. "When the time comes, we can adopt," I told her. "There's lots of kids out there who needs a good mother. Hey, look at me. I was adopted, and I turned out alright." She smiled.
"Seriously?" she asked. "You were adopted?"
"Yeah," I said. "My birth parents were killed in a car accident when I was just six. My aunt and uncle took me in and adopted me as their own."
"You mean, you'd let us adopt a child?" she asked.
"Maybe two children," I said. "Who knows?" She smiled as she wrapped her arms around my neck.
"I love you, Jeff Hammond," she said.
"I love you too, Wendy," I said. "Now, will you marry me?"
"Hell yes," she said, smothering my face with kisses. "I'll be the best wife a man could ever want." After a few minutes of intense tongue-wrestling, I looked her in the eyes.
"Just curious, is this why you didn't want to date me before?" I asked. She looked at me, tears in her eyes.
"Yeah," she said quietly. "I was afraid you'd hate me if you knew the truth."
"I could never hate you," I told her. "The truth is, I loved you the moment I first laid eyes on you."
"Really?" she asked.
"Really," I said. "In fact, I knew then we would get married." She wrapped her arms around me and kissed me some more.
"I felt the same thing myself," she said. "I was just too scared at the time. By the way, you should also know that I'm still a virgin." That shocked me. I figured a woman who looked as good as her would have men banging her door down. Excuse me, that should've been "hatch." She was Navy, after all...
"Seriously?" I asked. She nodded her head.
"Yup," she said. "I promised my parents before they died that I would save myself for my husband. And that's exactly what I did."
"Wow," I said. "Are you upset that I'm not a virgin?"
"No, silly," she said. "You'll just have to promise to go easy on me on our wedding night." I smiled at her before answering.
"I promise," I said.
I finally got to the point where the service felt I could get around okay, so long as I used a cane and didn't put too much weight or pressure on my damaged left leg. I lost a few pieces from my abdomen, but the scars had healed and there was no other damage.
In its infinite wisdom, the Marine Corps determined that since I was medically unfit to serve in combat, I would be given a medical discharge under honorable conditions, which meant I would receive a small stipend every month.
Wendy and I discussed it and she offered to let me stay in her apartment since her latest room mate left, having been transferred to another duty station. Not wanting to be away from her for even a day, I accepted. Besides, we were set to be married in January 1970, which was just a few months away.
So I moved in with her and stayed in the second bedroom, the one her former room mate had used. Wendy was adamant that we were not to sleep together until we were married. It was hard, as I longed so much to make love to her, but I respected her wishes.
Things were tight -- after all, I wasn't getting anywhere near what I used to make -- but Wendy proved to be quite well organized and she somehow managed to make it work. All she asked from me was a little bit to help cover the utilities. I was more than happy to do that for her.
I contacted my folks in Wichita Falls, Texas, and gave them the news. They were thrilled to hear that Wendy and I were going to be married and promised to come out. Dad suggested that I needed a new truck, since my old one had a manual transmission. I told him I couldn't afford the payments for a new one, but he wouldn't hear any argument.
"Call it a wedding present," he said. "We'll use it to bring all your stuff out and we'll fly back." He also suggested I call the local bank where I had a savings account and arranged to have some of those funds transferred to California.
When I was married to Marcy, we had an account with the credit union on base, but closed the account and divided it up when we divorced. I opened a new account with a civilian bank in town, using my half of the money, and still had funds sitting there, since that's where my checks had been deposited. In the grand scheme of things, it wasn't much, but with the cash I had sitting in Texas, it would certainly help get us over the hump.
I knew I couldn't stay in Wendy's apartment all day doing nothing and wanted -- no, NEEDED -- something that paid actual money. Wendy, however, said I should use the time to check out the local colleges and get my degree, using my GI Bill. Since I didn't have a car, she let me use hers, provided I took her to work and picked her up. Fortunately, her car was an automatic.
I checked out the local colleges and after discussing it with Wendy, decided to go for an engineering degree. Classes would begin about three weeks after our wedding, so that worked perfectly. I made the arrangements with the VA, filed the necessary paperwork, and it was a done deal.
We got married in a small ceremony in a chapel close to where Wendy worked. Many of her colleagues came out to wish us well, as did my parents, who fell in love with Wendy. My dad had arranged for us to stay at a nice hotel in Las Vegas for our honeymoon, so after the wedding, we were off.
I'd like to say that we screwed like rabbits on our wedding night, but we didn't. There was no doubt in my mind that first night that Wendy was a virgin -- that was something new for me, but I certainly didn't complain. I also learned that the key to sex with Wendy was foreplay and oral stimulation -- lots of it. And I was certainly up to the task.
It also helped that her doctor had put her on hormones. It was slow going at first, and I had to learn to be patient, but it was certainly worth it. Once she got warmed up and started lubricating, it was "Katy bar the door."
She surprised me when she attempted to give me a blowjob. She had never done it before, and it showed. Not that I complained, mind you. What she lacked in experience, she more than made up for in enthusiasm. She promised that she would get better at it -- and did she ever!
Wendy discovered -- much to my delight -- that she preferred to be on top. That way, she could control how much she could take at one time. I enjoyed it for several reasons -- the first being that my left leg was still a bit weak and couldn't take very much weight for any length of time. The second being that I loved watching her petite frame bounce naked on my stiff dick. And I could play with her B-cup breasts as she rode me.
We enjoyed our time in Vegas, and came back happy and ready to start our new lives together. The first four years weren't easy, as money was fairly tight, but Wendy was able to make every dollar stretch and we always made it from month to month. She re-enlisted in late 1970 for four more years to give me time to finish college. In her mind, it was an investment in both of our lives.
She also turned the old guest room into an office where I could study in relative peace and quiet. Somehow, she scraped up enough money to buy an old desk and some bookshelves from a local thrift store. Then, she had them delivered to the apartment and refinished them so they matched. When she finished, they looked like she had spent a small fortune. I still have that desk and those bookcases, and they look as good now as when she first got them.
Many evenings, as I sat and studied in my "office," Wendy would entertain us both by playing her piano or her violin. I loved listening to her play, and would sometimes pull out my grandfather's old guitar or my mountain dulcimer and play along with her. We were never really that good, but we had fun anyway, and the musical breaks often turned into foreplay, which inevitably turned into romantic interludes in the master bedroom.
During those early years, we made sure to save enough money to go out on a date at least twice a month. It was during one of those outings that I got a glimpse at another side of my wife. I always thought that Wendy was the most beautiful girl around. Apparently, I learned, so did a few other men, some of whom worked at the same hospital she did. One of them happened to be at a club Wendy and I sometimes liked to frequent.
With my leg in the shape it was, I wasn't able to dance for very long at any one time, and even then, all I could do were slow dances. Forget that hopping around stuff -- it just wasn't going to happen. Wendy, on the other hand, liked to dance fast, and was often asked to dance by other guys in the club. She always asked my permission first, and I usually let her after giving the fellow asking her the once over.
I also kept an eye on what he was doing as they danced. I trusted Wendy, but I didn't trust some of the guys who asked her on the dance floor. One night, this guy came to our table and started chatting my wife up without so much as a "by your leave" to me. Wendy recognized the slight and introduced him to me, letting him know I was her husband.
"Good to meet you," he said nervously as he shook my hand. "So, you mind if I have a dance with your wife?" I looked at Wendy and could tell she wanted to dance, so I nodded my head. As they danced, I saw him try to reach for her several times, but she backed away from him.
I took a sip of my beer and that's when I heard the commotion from the dance floor. I looked up and saw him on the floor, looking up at her. She stood over him, furious. The others around them stopped to watch what transpired between them. I grabbed my cane and headed over to them.



"Don't you ever touch me like that again, you hear me, asshole?" she yelled. I knew she had a temper, but I had never seen her so angry before.
"You bitch," he growled. "I'll get you for this." I got to them and put the end of my cane on his Adam's apple and pushed him back down, none too gently.
"If I was you, I'd stay right where you are, Hoss," I told him. "Trust me, you don't want to piss her off any worse than you already have. And you DAMN sure don't want to piss me off."
"Maybe you'd better put a leash on that woman, cuck," he said. Cuck? What the fuck is going on here, I asked myself. I would definitely have to have a talk with my wife. I pushed harder on the cane.
"Maybe you'd best keep your fucking paws off my wife," I told him. "Otherwise, I may just have to cut your balls off with a dull butter knife." His face paled, but he said nothing. I turned to Wendy, who was still red-faced. "Are you okay?" I asked her.
"I'm okay now," she said. I nodded my head.
"Maybe we'd better get going," I said.
"Yes, let's get out of here," she said in response. We went back to the table and grabbed our things, then headed for the car.
"What was that all about?" I asked her when we got in the car.
"I'm sorry," she said. "He works at the hospital. I dated him a couple times before we got together and I guess he thought that gave him a right to move in on me."
"What happened out there on the dance floor?" I asked.
"He put his hand on my ass, so I kneed him in the balls," she said. "It's a move I learned from an old Master Chief years ago."
"Well, it was a good move, kneeing him in the balls," I said. "What did he mean by calling me a cuck, by the way?"
"He's an asshole who thinks he's God's gift to women," she said. "That's the way he talks to any man who's with a woman he wants. I've never cheated on you, and I never will. Surely, you know that."
"Okay," I said. "Case closed. Good move, by the way." The truth is, I knew she was right. I remember seeing him around the hospital and saw the way he interacted with other women. I was frankly surprised he hadn't gotten his ass kicked for the way he came on to the married nurses. I also knew Wendy's reputation at the hospital. If there was ever a straight-shooter, she was it.
"I like the way you handled that cane, putting it on his throat like that. Would you really have cut his balls off?" she asked. I laughed.
"You really don't want to know, do you?" I asked. It was her turn to laugh.
"Not really," she said. "But it's good to know you're there to defend me. Now, please take me home and make love to me."
"Yes, ma'am," I said, heading for the house.
I graduated with my bachelor's degree in 1974 and Wendy was there to cheer me on when I got my diploma. I got a job with a local aerospace company and still work there, but I intend to retire very soon. Let me tell you, it felt so good to finally contribute something to our finances. Wendy had always been so supportive of me that I wanted to do something special for her, especially since her birthday was coming up.
So I took the sign-on bonus I received, along with the rest of the savings I had in Texas and booked a five-day reservation in Hawaii. Her eyes opened wide when I showed her the tickets. She took leave from work and off we went.
On the flight over, she surprised me when she leaned over and whispered in my ear, "When we get to the hotel, I'm going to suck your cock until you come in my mouth." Then she took my hand and placed it under her sundress. I was shocked to find she had no panties on. "I'm completely naked under my dress," she whispered.
I felt my manhood rising and she deftly guided one of my fingers inside her. I could hear her moaning as I slowly fingered her, right there on the airplane.
"I'm about ready to fuck your brains out," she said as I felt her out even more. True to her word, she wasted no time slipping her dress off when we got to our room. She looked so gorgeous standing there in front of the window, naked. She guided me to the bed, undressed me, then took me fully in her mouth and gave me a mind-blowing blowjob. She had definitely gotten much better at this over the years.
"I'm about to cum," I told her, halfway expecting her to stop as she usually did. But she didn't and kept on until I exploded in her mouth. She shocked me even further by swallowing every drop and licking me clean. She took a drink of water to rinse out her mouth, then climbed on top of me, having made me hard yet again with her mouth.
"I'm just getting started with you, Mr. Hammond," she said in a sultry voice that held lots of promise. Soon, she hovered over my face and pressed her wet sex against my mouth. I didn't hesitate and commenced to lick and suck her pussy like there was no tomorrow. Soon, she was bucking against my face, holding my head against her as she moaned through her orgasm.
She worked her way back down my body and was soon riding my hard cock for all it was worth. I had never seen her this excited before and was loving it. She grabbed her breasts as she rode me, tweaking her nipples.
"Fuck me," she moaned. "Keep fucking me, my husband, don't ever stop." Who was I to argue? She kept riding me, even as I ejaculated inside her. She slowed down for a bit, but only long enough to lean down and kiss me deeply as she gyrated her hips.
"This feels so fucking good," she whispered in my ear as she slowly moved her hips up and down, taking me deep inside her. I couldn't remember her being so excited before and I was determined to savor it as long as possible.
This went on for what seemed like forever. After we were both spent, she rolled off of me and laid on the bed, her legs spread wide. Her fingers spread her lower lips open and I could see cum dripping out of her. She wasn't done surprising me just yet, and scooped out a bit of cum and brought it to her mouth. She moaned as she licked her fingers clean.
Who was this woman and what did she do with my wife, I asked myself. Who cares, I thought, answering my own question. Whatever happened, I was enjoying this little show she was putting on. After a bit, she giggled like a naughty girl and looked at me with mischief in her eyes.
"Watch this," she said. She got off the bed and stood in front of the window, completely naked. We were several floors up, so I didn't know how many people could see her. As I watched, she put one bare foot on the sill and began masturbating as she looked out the window. I couldn't help myself and walked behind her, taking her breasts in my hands from behind. As I kissed her neck, I massaged her breasts softly, the way I knew she liked. She leaned back into me, moaning as she fingered herself.
I could feel my cock start to get hard yet again, and pressed myself into her. She started moving her ass back into me, which made me even harder. With a little giggle, she reached down and guided my hard cock inside her wet pussy from the back, right there in front of the window.
She had always been a bit of an exhibitionist, flashing just a bit of her legs and giving me a "nip slip" from time to time, but she had never been this wild before, and to be honest, I was loving it.
"Fuck me, baby," she said. "Right here, in front of God and everybody. Fuck me nice and slow. I want everyone to see your big cock inside my pussy. Show the world how a real man fucks his woman." As I slowly moved in her, she massaged her clit and soon, we both exploded in orgasm yet again, which was a good thing, since my leg was starting to ache.
Except for dinner, we stayed naked and made love to each other for most of the night, finally falling asleep in each other's arms early in the morning. We enjoyed the rest of the week and even made love on a secluded beach in broad daylight.
Eventually, all good things must come to an end, and this vacation had to as well. We flew back home, rested and rejuvenated. We hated leaving Hawaii, though, and promised we would do it again someday.
Later that year, Wendy decided to go into the Naval Reserves when her enlistment ended. By then, she had been promoted to Petty Officer First Class and didn't want to see her eight years go to waste. She had been offered a job at Scripps Memorial Hospital, so she took it.
Six months later, we decided it was time to buy a house, so we found one we both liked -- a two-story, four bedroom house that had everything we both wanted. The stairs were something of a challenge for me, but since Wendy loved the place so much, I decided that would be a minor inconvenience.
It was about six months after that we started talking about adopting a child. We made inquiries and spoke with several agencies that introduced us to the process and showed us photos of children waiting for adoption. It was so difficult seeing these children waiting for someone to take them in. We instantly fell in love with a set of 8-month-old twins, Michael and Michelle, who were currently in a foster home along with several other children.
We started the process and jumped through all the hoops, and finally became the official parents of Michael and Michelle, two lovely children who stole our hearts the day we first met them. Wendy was scared at first, but she took right to her new role as mother. As for me, I was over-the-top happy. I had two beautiful children and a happy wife -- what was there not to be happy about?
Oh sure, we had to adjust our lives to accommodate the children, but then again, so does every new parent. We had to adjust our schedule a bit to accommodate the children, and we didn't want them in day care. So we looked at our budget and found that we could afford a part-time nanny to stay with them when we had to be at work.
One day I came home to find Wendy in our bedroom, crying.
"What's wrong, sweetie?" I asked.
"The kids called me 'momma,'" she said.
"That's a good thing, isn't it?" I asked. She nodded her head as she cried on my shoulder.
"Yes, it is," she said. "I just never thought I would ever hear anyone call me that." Tears crept down my cheek as I held her. I knew how much this meant to her.
Michael grew to be quite the athlete and started playing sports early on. I thoroughly enjoyed taking him to Little League and watching him play. We all went to see him play, then would go out for pizza or a burger afterward.
Michelle followed in Wendy's footsteps and wanted to play piano. So we paid for lessons and attended her recitals. I loved listening to the two of them play duets on Wendy's piano, which sat prominently in the living room.
Michael decided he wanted to play guitar, so we bought one for him and paid for lessons. About the same time, Wendy decided I needed to broaden my musical horizons and gave me a nice Gibson banjo, knowing how much I enjoyed bluegrass. I started taking lessons, and loved playing the thing. Within a year or so, I found I was able to actually play a halfway decent tune on it. By then, we had formed an informal family band, and often jammed together in the living room.
I'll never forget the time Michael and I played "Dueling Banjos" together at a neighborhood picnic. By the time we were done, everyone was stomping their feet and clapping as we played. When we finished, Michael and I gave each other a "high-five" as everyone gave us a standing ovation. What I didn't know was that Wendy had caught it all on video.
Life went on with all of its ups and downs. Things were great for us, overall, and we had our minor disagreements, like any other family, but we always got through them.
In 1986, Wendy was diagnosed with thyroid cancer. She assured me that it was a very common and treatable condition, but I was still worried and wondered if it was connected to her Turner Syndrome. She got through it okay, just as she promised, but she now had to take pills every day for her thyroid.
Four years later, Saddam Hussein invaded Kuwait, and Wendy, along with several others in her reserve unit, were called into active duty and assigned to the USNS Mercy, a hospital ship based in San Diego. By then, she had just been promoted to Senior Chief Petty Officer. Having served in combat, I was naturally concerned for her well-being, and of course, the children were scared as well, but she put our minds at ease, telling us that hers was not a combat role, and that it was considered a war crime to attack a hospital ship.
It was a tearful departure that day in August 1990 when the kids and I took her to the ship. After giving us all kisses and hugs, she promised to stay in touch as often as she could. The children and I had tears in our eyes as we watched her sail off to war.
She kept her promise and called at every opportunity. We exchanged letters at least three times a week and she called us from the ship about twice a month to let us know she was okay. The holiday season, though, was the worse part of the whole ordeal. The kids and I missed her so damn much, but we got through it.
She called on Thanksgiving and Christmas, and the kids and I even played a Christmas song for her as she listened. But it just wasn't the same without her there.
We finally got word in the middle of March 1991 that the ship would be leaving the area of operations and would return to Oakland in April. We all jumped for joy at the news. When the time came, the kids and I drove to Oakland to pick her up.
We smothered her with hugs and kisses when she got off the ship and I could tell she was happy to be back home. I don't know if the kids noticed, but I saw something different about her. Having been through combat, I thought that maybe she was just experiencing a bit of fatigue from what she had experienced. But after a couple weeks, I knew there was something else going on.
She seemed to be tired all the time, and struggled just to get through the day. Little tasks wiped her out and I found her catching her breath more than once. I finally convinced her to see a doctor and took the day off to be with her.
After examining her, the doctor recommended she see a cardiologist. It only took him 30 seconds of listening to her heart through a stethoscope to tell us she needed surgery, right then and there.
It turned out that what other doctors simply wrote off as a "heart murmur" over the years was much worse. The valve on her aorta wasn't working and had to be replaced. They ended up giving her a mechanical valve, which the doctor said would probably last longer than she would. They also put her on coumadin, a medication to keep her blood thin.
She was much better after that, but it was a bit strange to hear her valve clicking at night when nothing else was moving in the house.
A couple months later, she started experiencing some of the symptoms of menopause, which we both knew was probably due to the Turner Syndrome. Her joints ached all the time, and she experienced a number of wild mood swings. She could be happy and care-free one moment, then start crying for no reason whatsoever. A moment later, she would be angry at the world over essentially nothing. Of course, her libido practically disappeared, as did our sex life.
Her doctor did what he could, but eventually suggested she have a hysterectomy. She agreed to the procedure and had it done, spending five days in the hospital. She improved considerably afterward, but things were never quite the same.
Our love for each other never decreased, but our sex life basically disappeared. We tried a few times, but she found the actual penetration too painful, even with creams and lubes. We satisfied each other as best we could orally, but there was still something missing.
Life went on, and the children graduated from high school in 1993. Michael got an appointment to the Naval Academy at Annapolis and Michelle got accepted to UCLA, and hoped to one day become a doctor. Wendy and I tearfully bid them farewell as they moved forward with their lives. Then our lives as "empty-nesters" set in.
We discussed selling the house and moving into something smaller, but dismissed that idea after looking at the rising cost of housing. Not only that, we had a lot of happy memories in the house where we lived and raised the kids and, we reasoned, the day could come that we'd be entertaining grandchildren. So we stayed where we were and moved ahead.
A couple years later, Wendy realized she had enough points to retire from the Navy Reserves, so she did. She stayed on at Scripps and buried herself in her work.
One night, Wendy turned to me and uttered the words no married man ever wants to hear: "We need to talk."
"What's the matter?" I asked.
"Before you say anything, I want you to please hear me out, completely," she said.
"Okay," I said, getting nervous. Was she going to ask me for a divorce? I had no idea what was going through her head.
"Promise me you won't get mad or anything, okay?" she asked. I was actually getting a bit peeved by now, but I held my tongue.
"Just talk to me, Wendy," I said. "What's going on?"
"I know the last few years have been hard," she said. "It's been hard on both of us. And I know it's been a long time since we've been able to do anything, you know, in bed. I don't blame you, not at all. It's me. It's all my fault."
"No, it's not your fault that you had to undergo surgery," I said.
"But I can't satisfy you anymore," she said tearfully. "And it's not right for you to have to go without sex because I can't do it anymore."
"What are you suggesting?" I asked.
"Maybe you should find another woman and have sex with her," she said.
"What?" I asked. "Do you want a divorce or something?"
"Oh, heaven's no," she said. "I love you with all my heart. I just want you to be happy, and if having sex with another woman is what it takes, then I'm prepared to let you do it."
"You want me to cheat on you?" I asked, shocked that she would even suggest such a thing, especially after what I went through with Marcy. She shook her head.
"No, I don't," she said. "It wouldn't be cheating, anyway. Not really. You'd have my permission and you wouldn't be sneaking around on me. Besides, it's just sex." It was my turn to shake my head.
"No, dear," I said. "I'm not going to do it. With or without your permission. I took a vow to you in front of God and witnesses to love, honor and cherish you in good times and bad, through sickness and health. On top of that, I promised to forsake all others until death do us part. I'm not breaking those vows."
"But I can't satisfy you any more," she said, tears falling down her face. "It's not fair. You deserve to be happy."
"But I am happy," I told her. "Every minute I get to spend with you makes me happy."
"How can you be happy with me?" she asked, crying. "I can't possibly make you happy anymore. I'm a failure. I'm scarred and ugly. I don't know how you can even stand to look at me." She broke down, sobbing. I knew her "zipper" made her feel less attractive, but I never made mention of it. I held her close to me and rocked her as she cried on my shoulder.
"You're not a failure," I told her. "And you're certainly not ugly. You're the most beautiful woman I've ever known, and I'll be happy to compare scars with you. I don't ever want to hear you say that again. You've made me the happiest man in the world and you raised two wonderful children. All while working and serving your country. You're the best wife and mother any man could ever hope for. Don't ever tell me that you're a failure, because you're not. Believe me, I know plenty of women who couldn't hold a candle to you."
"I'm sorry," she cried. "I just want you to be happy. You deserve that."
"And you do make me happy," I told her. "Listen, let's make an appointment with the doctor and see what can be done, okay?"
"I don't want to see another doctor," she said. "And I'm tired of taking pills." I could relate to that.



"I understand," I told her. "But it won't hurt to find out. Please, call the doctor tomorrow and make the appointment. Promise me." She nodded her head.
"Okay," she said. "I will."
She called the next day and made an appointment for later that week. I took a comp day off and went with her. The doctor and I both listened as she explained what was going on. He took notes as she talked and waited for her to finish. Then he consulted her chart before speaking.
"I see you were on hormones before your hysterectomy," he said. "Are you still taking those?" Wendy shook her head.
"They took me off of them and said I wouldn't need them anymore," she said. He nodded his head.
"I see it's also been a while since we've checked your thyroid," he said. "Let's get some blood work done and see what we're dealing with first. Given your history, I also want to check your glucose level. My office will be in touch in a day or two and we'll go from there, okay?"
"Okay," she said. After the doctor left, a nurse came into the room and took a few vials of blood. We left and went home after stopping for a quick bite to eat.
A couple days later, the doctor's office called. Some of her levels were off, including her thyroid, so the doctor called in a new prescription. He also found her glucose levels were elevated and determined that she was diabetic, but not so bad that she required medication. His plan was to see if it could be managed through diet. That didn't surprise me.
I had started reading up on Turner Syndrome on the Internet and a number of sites suggested that diabetes was fairly common among women with the condition. I also made note of the symptoms that were listed and found that Wendy had displayed a number of them over the years.
The doctor also prescribed a new hormone therapy and set her up to visit his dietitian. He also asked her to come back in 30 days for a follow-up. I picked up her new meds and scheduled another day off to visit the dietitian with her. I planned to go on the diet with her, partly to give her support, but also because I wanted to avoid diabetes myself.
It took a few days before we saw results from her new regimen, but it was worth it. Wendy's mood improved considerably and she was almost back to her old self. About a week after the new diet and prescriptions, Wendy met me in the bedroom wearing nothing but a smile. It had been a while since I had seen this.
"You wanna play?" she asked, striking a sexy pose. I took her in my arms and gave her a kiss.
"Always," I said. I started to undress, but she stopped me.
"Let me take care of that," she said as she began unbuttoning my shirt. After she had my shirt off, she took off my belt and unzipped my trousers. She pulled them down with my boxers and knelt in front of me. She gave me a sultry smile as she took my growing manhood in her hands. "This looks delicious," she said before taking me in her mouth.
I groaned as she sucked me to completion. After swallowing my first load, she sat me on the bed, took my shoes and socks off and pulled my trousers off, tossing them on a chair. Then she laid me back on the bed and climbed over me, taking my cock in her hands. After she got me hard for the second time, she positioned herself over me and gently settled herself down, impaling herself on my hard prick.
We both moaned in pleasure and I let her take as much as she felt comfortable with. She felt so tight and wet and it took all my willpower to keep from pounding up into her. I didn't want to hurt her, after all, and this was the most we had done in a very long time.
She leaned over me as she slowly fucked herself on top of me and looked me in the eye.
"This feels so damn good," she said. "I've missed this so much."
"Me too," I said. "You feel so hot and tight. Don't ever stop doing this."
"I won't," she said. "In fact, I may just chain you to the bed and stay just like this, naked for the rest of my life."
"Works for me," I said. After a few more minutes, I exploded inside her and her orgasm hit at the same time. I felt like I could go on for much longer, and started moving under her, but I saw her face grimace just a bit.
"I'm sorry, babe, but I'm starting to get a bit sore," she said, rolling off of me.
"That's alright," I said, holding her close to me. "No need to apologize." She took my cock in her hands and looked me in the eye.
"I'm so glad you didn't take me up on my stupid offer," she said.
"So am I," I told her.
"You have my permission to kick my ass if I ever mention that again," she added.
"I may just take you up on that," I said. She laughed as she gripped my cock.
"This cock is mine," she said. "All mine. And no one else can have it, ever."
"Damn straight," I told her.
"I love you so much," she said, before giving me a deep kiss.
"I love you more," I said in response after we kissed. It felt so good to have the old Wendy back. Our sex life improved quite a bit. We weren't nearly as active as we were when we first married, but it was still very satisfying.
In 1997, Michelle got her bachelor's degree and prepared for the next stage in her education. After we watched her receive her diploma, the three of us went to Annapolis to watch Michael graduate from the Naval Academy as a newly-commissioned ensign.
After the ceremony, he introduced a number of his classmates to us, many of whom thanked Wendy and I for our service. We accepted their gratitude and congratulated them on their achievements. Afterward, I asked Michael what he would be doing.
"I'm going for jets," he said.
"You're going to be a pilot?" I asked him.
"I'm going to be a Naval aviator," he told me with pride.
After we celebrated our children's graduations, we came home and Michelle stayed with us for the summer until she had to back to school. She still had four years of medical school plus her residency before her education was complete.
Over the next 20 years, Wendy dealt with one medical problem after another. She began to develop cataracts, and ended up going through lens replacement surgeries. In 2005, doctors found an aneurysm on her aorta, so she went through yet another heart surgery to replace that. While there, the doctor discovered he would have to replace her mechanical valve, so he put in a pig valve, which he said should last for the rest of her life.
She ended up dealing with one niggling medical problem after another over the next 15 years. At one point, they found a lump in one of her breasts and did a biopsy. Fortunately, it wasn't breast cancer. Doctors fretted over her liver, then her kidneys, and at one point, they were concerned that she was having heart failure. Thankfully, we had good insurance which covered all this stuff, otherwise we would have been bankrupt.
I remember reading that a lot of this could possibly be traced to her Turner Syndrome, which, from what I saw, could decrease her life by as much as 13 years. At this point, I was grateful that she was still alive and I savored every minute with her I could. By that time, I really wasn't all that concerned about sex, or lack thereof. Just having her in my arms was good enough.
She finally retired from Scripps and spent a few quiet years at home. By that time, both of the children had married. Michael had just been promoted to Commander, and was in charge of a fighter squadron assigned to an aircraft carrier. He married a lovely girl he met in Maryland and they now had two children.
Michelle finished her residency and decided to join the Navy to serve as a doctor after she became licensed. By now, she was a Lt. Commander and was stationed at Balboa Naval Hospital, the same facility where Wendy spent much of her career. She had also married, but caught her husband cheating on her with a nurse and gave him the heave-ho with a well-deserved kick to the balls. After her divorce, she began dating another doctor, but there wasn't anything serious between them.
Then it happened. For some time, Wendy had been having difficulty breathing or swallowing her food. It got to the point that the only way she could sleep was if her head was elevated. One night in October 2019, she woke me up, frantic. I could tell she was having a hard time breathing and tried to get her to calm down. Nothing worked and I could tell that she was truly suffering. So I called 911.
The ambulance was there in short order and they took her to the emergency room. I followed behind and ran in as they wheeled her into the exam room. They checked her out as I took care of the paperwork. I had been through this many times, so I felt like an old hand at this by now.
After waiting for what seemed like forever, a doctor came out to inform me that they had found a mass in the back of her throat that prevented her from breathing properly. They took a sample of the mass to determine what it was and had her on a machine that would allow her to breathe. I asked if I could see her, but they said she was sedated at the moment.
So I waited. And waited. And waited some more. I drank one cup of bad coffee after another as I sat waiting for someone to tell me something. I drank so much coffee I had to use the head several times. I even dozed off for a while as I waited for them to tell me what was going on.
Eventually, the doctor came out and pulled me into a small conference room where we could speak in private. That's when he informed me that the mass appeared to be cancerous, and they were prepping her for emergency surgery to remove the mass so she could breathe. He also informed me they were still analyzing it to determine whether or not the tumor was malignant. The surgery could take quite some time, he said, so he suggested I go home and give the nurse my cell number so I could be informed when they were finished.
I followed his advise and headed home after leaving my cell number. I was exhausted, but anxious. When I got home, I called in to work to let them know what was going on and my supervisor told me to take whatever time I needed. I collapsed on the couch and slept fitfully until the chime on my phone woke me several hours later.
When I got to the hospital, I was taken to the recovery area and asked to wait until they had her room prepared. While I was waiting, a doctor came out and gave me the news that they had confirmed the cancer. Although it was a fairly aggressive cancer, they were certain it could be treated through chemotherapy. I signed all the appropriate papers to start her treatment and went to visit her.
My heart broke as I saw her in that hospital bed. She looked haggard and worn, but put on a brave face. I held her hand in mine and kissed her cheek.
"Did the doctor talk to you yet?" I asked. She nodded her head. "Are you going to be okay?"
"Yeah," she said weakly. "I'm just worried about you."
"I'll be fine, dear," I said. "I'm right here. I'm not going anywhere." We sat there holding hands until she finally drifted off to sleep. I kissed her on the forehead and went home after the doctor said they were going to keep her for a few days to get her set up for chemo.
My supervisor understood the situation and told me to take whatever time I needed. I had a lot of vacation, sick and comp time saved up, so I took it and made the necessary changes in the house so she wouldn't have to navigate the stairs in her weakened condition.
The next three months were rough. Fortunately, the kids came out for the holidays and Jennifer, Michael's wife, cooked the holiday meals with Michelle's help. By this time, Michael was a Captain in the Navy, and commanded a carrier air group. He took enough leave so they could spend Thanksgiving and Christmas with us. Wendy and I spent as much time as we could with the grandkids.
It was just after Christmas when the doctors discovered her infections. They immediately stopped the chemo until they had settled on a plan of action. You know the rest.
The children were an absolute Godsend. They helped me arrange the funeral and deal with Wendy's final arrangements. We all cried on each other's shoulders during this time.
It was two months after the funeral when I finally decided to tackle the last of Wendy's things. By then, almost everything else had either been given away as she wished or donated to Goodwill. With everyone locked down due to this damn coronavirus thing, I figured this was just as good a time as any to get to it.
I went into the bedroom and looked at the large hope chest that ran the width of our bed. I had made it for her 45 years ago when we first moved into the house, using the table saw and router she had given to me as a housewarming present. Until now, I had never opened the thing so I had no idea what she kept in it.
I remember asking her what she used it for, and she would simply give me a sweet smile and say it was a place for her best memories. Whatever that meant. I figured she kept some knick-knacks or things that had been handed down to her over the years.
When I opened the chest, a part of me felt like I was invading her privacy. I looked inside, wondering what I would find. There was an envelope sitting on top addressed to me. I set that aside for a moment and went through what she had placed in the chest.
I found several notebooks and opened them up. Wendy had kept every picture the children and grandchildren had ever drawn, and had inserted them neatly into sheet protectors. On top of that, she had kept every card, letter and note she had ever received from us. There were several bundles of letters and cards from the three of us and I found that she had kept every note I had given her over the years. She even kept locks of hair from the children that she had collected over the years.
I also found a stack of videos she had made of the family, including a tape of the barbecue where Michael and I played "Dueling Banjos." I decided I would make copies of them for the kids.
I opened the letter and pulled out a handwritten note. I could tell this was fairly recent, as her handwriting wasn't as neat as it used to be.
"My Darling Jeff," it began.
"I don't know if I'm going to survive this operation or not, so I wanted to get this off my chest while I still can. Over the last 50 years, you have made me the happiest woman on earth, and I only hope and pray that I have made you happy as well.
"Please don't cry for me. I've made my peace with God and I'm prepared to meet my Maker with a clear conscience. In the 50 years we've been together, you're the only man I have ever been with and I know you've been faithful as well.
"I also know that you still have needs, so please find someone who will make you happy in your old age. Just promise that you'll remember me from time to time, okay? I'll be here in Heaven waiting for the day when we're reunited.
"Forever your loving wife, Wendy," the note said in conclusion. Tears ran down my face as I read that note three times, knowing it would be the last note from her I would ever read. I put the note back in the envelope and replaced it in the chest, along with her memories.
I closed the chest and decided to keep it closed and locked from that time forward. I looked up at the ceiling, wondering if she could see me.
"I love you, Wendy," I whispered into the room. "And I always will. You were the best wife ever and no one could ever replace you."
...
Notes:
Turner Syndrome is a very real condition that affects about 1 in 2,000 women. Symptoms vary from person to person, but all of the women affected by it are unable to conceive. There is no cure for the condition, but if diagnosed early enough, the symptoms can be treated, and many women are able to live fairly normal lives.
The USNS Mercy actually was deployed during the 1990 Gulf War during the dates in the story. I'm not certain if there were any female corpsmen assigned to it at the time, so I exercised a bit of artistic license there.
And now, back to the madness...
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Many thanks to those who offered comments and constructive criticism on my previous stories. For those who want to say this or that would never happen, remember this is my universe, a place where nearly anything can, and often does, happen. At least on paper...
Please refer to my profile for more on my personal policy regarding comments, feedback, follows, etc. (And yes, I DO moderate comments) And please remember, this is a work of fiction, not a docu-drama...
What do you do when you learn your wife has turned into an Internet meme? And a hypocritical one at that! That's just a couple of the things that went through my mind as I viewed the video I had just downloaded from my home server.
I watched the video as I sat in one of our data centers early in the morning while waiting for all of the updates to complete on several of our servers. Allow me to explain just a bit.
My name is Jim Fielding, and I work as an IT specialist for a bank with branches across the state. For the last five years, I've been married to Donna, and until now, thought I had a good, stable marriage. We had even begun talking about starting a family. But sadly, that's not going to happen.
Until recently, Donna managed a fairly high-end hair salon downtown. What happened, you ask. That's simple -- the coronavirus pandemic. Donna's hair salon, like so many other businesses, had to close down.
Fortunately, I still had a job because banks are considered "essential," especially with all the stimulus money being lent to businesses to keep them afloat. Our bank had already instituted a program where most of the employees could work remotely, through VPN.
That worked well for me, because it meant I could do most of my work from home. But there were times when I had to drive to one of our data centers, or to a branch, to correct one problem or another.
The first 15 days were great. Donna and I spent lots of time together, a good amount of it in bed. The next 15 days, though, things started to get just a bit strained. I could tell Donna was eager to get back to work, and no one could really blame her. A lot of other people were just as eager to go back to making a decent living.
But it seemed like there was something else bothering her. At first, I couldn't quite put my finger on it. She became short-tempered and snippy over little things. She hated the fact that I sometimes had to leave to take care of problems that were normally handled by subcontractors.
I couldn't help it, though. The bank had decided to scale back on its use of subcontractors during the pandemic to keep costs down. That meant I sometimes had to drive up to 150 miles to do things like replace a battery in a branch UPS, or perform manual updates of software on the back-end machines.
It was during that second 15-day period that I began to notice some changes in Donna. For starters, there were several times I thought I caught a whiff of aftershave or cologne when I would get home from one of my trips. I didn't use any of that stuff, so I naturally wondered where it was coming from.
I thought that maybe it was coming from Donna, but that would mean she had to be in contact with another man. Nah, I thought. My Donna would never do that. Perhaps she had someone over to the house while I was gone, I wondered. But she never said that was the case.
As time went on and the lock-down continued through the month, the changes got worse. Donna became a screaming shrew, yelling at me about little things while I was trying to do my work in my office. Then the state health department issued a series of new rules and "guidelines" about social distancing, wearing masks and other things.
Some of it didn't make a lot of sense to me, but I'm an IT person, not a medical professional, so, I figured, I would do my best to follow the rules so long as they made some kind of sense. Donna, however, went off the deep end.
Let me explain something about Donna first. As long as I've known her, she's always been a "by the book" kind of person. I guess that's one of the reasons her salon always did so well. Everything had to be done just right. She expected her employees to follow the rules, and they did.
When the new guidelines came out, she went over them with a fine-toothed comb, making sure we did everything the state said we should do. If I had to leave for a job, she made sure I wore a mask, had at least two pair of latex gloves and gave me a bottle of hand sanitizer to keep in the truck, which was worth its weight in gold these days. All fine and good, I thought.
But that wasn't enough for her. She went so far as to measure the distance between us in bed. When she realized there was no way we could keep six feet apart in our king-sized bed, she announced that I would have to sleep in the guest room until the crisis was over. Which also meant no sex.
"Are you out of your damn mind?" I asked. "We live in the same house, and we've been having sex all this time. Surely if we were going to get the virus, we would have by now."
"It's only temporary," she said. "Besides, you know as well as I that you can have this thing and not show any symptoms. Look, you're out there touching all kinds of things. There's no telling what you might be bringing home."
"But no sex?" I asked. "That's outrageous!"
"It's affecting me as well," she said. "I don't like it any more than you do, but the rules ARE the rules. And we have to follow the rules." But it didn't end there.
Being one to go "by the book," Donna decided that we could no longer share the same bathroom, or eat at the table together, since that would put us closer than six feet apart. Donning heavy latex gloves, she split the dishes into two piles -- one for me and one for her. We had to use only the dishes in our respective pile and was responsible for washing what we used.
But wait -- there's more, as the commercials like to say. She decided that we needed to be responsible for washing our own clothes.
Not only were we not sleeping together, we weren't eating together. Any day now, I suspected, she would have us cooking our own food. For all intents and purposes, we had become little more than room mates, living under the same roof, but nothing more.
Then the mayor announced what some called a "snitch line" and a website where residents could report neighbors and others not following the strict guidelines. I understood and appreciated the mayor's desire to keep residents safe, but I personally thought this was probably a bit much. I expressed my concern to Donna, but she had a different opinion.
"I think it's a great idea," she said. "I can't tell you how many times I see people not following the social distancing rules. There's no telling what can happen out there."
"Well, I'm not going down that road," I said.
"Suit yourself," she said. "But I intend to make good use of it."
"You're not going to snitch on our neighbors, are you?" I asked. I considered several of them to be good friends and the last thing I wanted was to see any of them get into trouble over something like violating a six-foot social distancing guideline.
"It's for their own good," Donna huffed. "If they don't care enough about their own health and well-being, then someone else needs to."
"But Donna, we have to live next to these people, even after the pandemic is over," I said. "These are our friends, our neighbors."
"Well then, they'd better play by the rules," she said haughtily. "I don't want to see one of us get sick because they were careless."
"All I'm going to say is just be careful," I said. "You do know we have sunshine laws in this state, right? If they find out you were the one who turned them in, it's going to affect both of us. And I damn sure don't want to lose any friends over something like this."
"If they follow the rules, they have nothing to fear," she said. I couldn't believe what I was hearing. I shook my head and went to my office. That's when I realized my wife had turned into something of an Internet meme.
I had read about this in a few articles I saw online -- some from various bloggers, but I had read some posts about them at more than one mainstream outlet. "Karens," they were called. One site I read called them the "policewomen of all human behavior," the kind of suburban woman who calls the cops on kids' pool parties. Another article described them as having a sense of "entitlement, selfishness, a desire to complain."
There were other articles that said similar things, and still more that sounded like psychobabble to me. But as I thought about them, I could see elements of Donna in what the writers were describing.
Was that my Donna? God, I hope not, I thought to myself. The next few days, I watched her closely. She spent a lot of time at the window, looking around at what the neighbors were doing. I know she called the snitch line a couple times when she saw some of the neighbor kids playing in a yard across the street.
Nothing happened when she called the first time, but about an hour after her second call, a police car stopped and an officer spoke to the kids and one of the parents who lived at the house. After a few angry words were exchanged, the exasperated parent brought her children inside and the others left. I only hoped the family who lived there never found out Donna was the one who ratted them out.
There were other signs that things weren't as they should be in the Fielding household. I noticed, for example, that since the lock-down began, Donna seemed to make an excuse almost every single day to go to Walmart or another store. Ordinarily, I wouldn't notice, except that Walmart was only a 10-minute drive from the house. Donna is a very organized shopper who generally doesn't waste time in stores -- she makes a list for the week's groceries, goes in, gets what she needs, then comes back. It's not like her to just buy one or two things at a time.
That means an ordinary trip to Walmart for her normally lasted not much more than maybe 45 minutes to an hour at most. But now, she would be gone for as long as three hours, and maybe come home with a single small item for dinner. I knew there were lines as the store was controlling their doors, but something about this just didn't add up.
On top of that, there were days that she would actually get dressed up -- just to go to Walmart. Who the fuck does that? Why not just wear jeans and a sweatshirt like she normally did, I wondered. Why did she have to dress up like she was going out? I asked her about it a couple of times, but she would only sigh and tell me she simply wanted to look nice.
"Do you have a problem with me wanting to look nice in public?" she asked, with more than a little bit of attitude.
"Not at all," I said. "I've just never known you to get all dolled up for Walmart." Making things worse, several times, she would run straight to the master bathroom -- a room I was no longer allowed to use -- and take a shower after returning. Why would she need to do that if all she did was go grocery shopping? For one or maybe two small items...
I realize that when it comes to women, I may not be the sharpest tool in the box. But I certainly didn't just fall off the turnip truck last night. Something was going on, and I was determined to get to the bottom of it. Why would she get dressed up and leave for "Walmart" every day about the same time, only to be gone for up to three hours?
Something was definitely rotten in Denmark. I tried to believe her -- after all, I had seen some of the lines going into the stores myself. But 45 days into the lock-down, I knew something wasn't adding up. I pulled out my cell phone and called John Winthrop, an old friend from college who now ran his own private investigative company.
"What's up, buddy?" he asked. He listened quietly as I explained the situation to him.
"Damn," he said. "That doesn't sound good at all. Email me a recent picture of Donna if you would and I'll get started. Maybe you ought to put some cameras in your house and have them stream to that server of yours."
"Good idea," I said as I emailed a picture of Donna to him.
"I've got some here that's not being used," he told me. "If you want, you can borrow those and set 'em up. Meet me over by your office this afternoon and I'll get 'em to ya if that will work."
"That'll work," I said. "I'll be there about 2:30. She's usually back from 'Walmart' by then."
"Gotcha," John said. "Your office, 2:30. I'll be there. I just got your email, by the way. Thanks."
"No, thank you," I said. "I just want to get to the bottom of this."
"You may not like what you find," John said.
"I don't like what's going on now," I told him. "See ya this afternoon, buddy." We ended the call and I pondered his words for a moment. I may not like what he finds out, but I figured that sure beat the hell out of what's going on right now. Better to face it head on, deal with it, and move forward. I showered, changed and left, putting a note on the kitchen counter letting Donna know I would be gone till later this afternoon.
I met John outside the entrance to the building where my office was located. He handed me a box with three very small devices he said were motion-activated cameras that could be installed practically anywhere, even in smoke detectors. He also gave me a sheet that detailed the installation process.
"I hope things work out for you, Jim," he said. "I'll get on this right away and let you know what I find out, okay?"
"Thanks, John," I said. "I appreciate it." After he left, I went inside and found that some UPS batteries and several DVDs had been delivered while I was out. Checking my work email and our in-house ticketing system, I learned the upgrades and battery replacements were scheduled to be done this evening, after normal banking hours. Looking at the clock, I realized I had just about enough time to get home and set the cameras up before grabbing a couple hours sleep for the night.
I got home and found that Donna still hadn't returned, so I grabbed my ladder and headed into the master bedroom, a place I had been exiled from. Out of curiosity, I looked in her hamper and found a pair of small panties that looked like they had some crusty semen in the gusset. Disgusted, I set about my task.
As I was finished installing the camera in the smoke detector, Donna came in the room. I could instantly detect the odor of a man's cologne on her, along with something else.
"What are you doing in my room?" she asked.
"Your room?" I asked in response. "The last time I looked, my name is on the mortgage, which means I can go into any goddamned room I fucking choose to. And that includes the MASTER bedroom, you know, the place where you and I USED to sleep together." She recoiled from that. I rarely, if ever, talked to her like that. "Just so you know, I had to change the battery in the smoke detector. I'll be doing the same in the guest room and the living room."
"Okay," she said. "You don't have to be so short with me." I said nothing and finished my work as she went into the bathroom to take a shower. From there, I went into the guest room, where I had been sleeping and did the same. My next stop was the living room.
After I finished, I replaced the ladder and went into my office to make sure the cameras would connect to my server. It took a few minutes, but I was happy with the results. The images were clear and I could hear everything going on through the tiny microphones. I watched as Donna came out of the bathroom and put on a pair of jeans and a light sweatshirt. I hoped that nothing incriminating would be caught and we could move ahead. After I finished, I headed upstairs to what was now my bedroom.
"I have to go to the data center tonight to install some updates on our servers," I told Donna as I got to the top of the stairs. She seemed happy to hear that I would be gone. "I'll probably be gone almost the whole night, so I'm going to get a couple hours sleep before I have to leave."
"Okay," she said as she walked off, apparently unconcerned that I would be gone. It didn't escape me that she didn't even bother to say "good night." I could remember a time when an announcement like that would upset her. I shook my head and went into "my" room, where I laid down and tried to sleep for a couple hours.
I woke up when my alarm went off, and stumbled into the bathroom, where I brushed my teeth and took a shower. I dressed and headed downstairs, where I made a sandwich and grabbed a cup of coffee for the road. Donna was sitting on the couch and didn't even say a word to me. I felt as though I needed to reach out to her, to say something.
"Donna," I said from the dining room table. She turned to look at me.
"Yes?" she asked.
"Do you still love me?" I asked.
"Of course," she said. "Why do you ask?"
"I was just wondering," I said. "You're never civil to me anymore, you never even tell me that you love me and we haven't had sex in a long time." Exasperated, she sighed heavily before responding.
"Is that what's bugging you? No sex?" she asked.
"It has been a while and we used to make love pretty regularly," I said. "Now, we're basically room mates. Is something going on?"
"Look, maybe I'm just tired of being locked down in the house all the time, okay?" she said.
"It's not easy for me, either," I said. "I'm just concerned that we're drifting apart." She nodded her head.
"Maybe you're right," she said. "I'm sorry if it seems like I've been out of sorts lately. Maybe after all this is over, we can go somewhere for a nice vacation."
"Yeah, that would be nice," I said. Personally, I didn't think that would ever happen, but I went along with it. "Look, I'm going to be gone for most of the night to get these updates done. I'll call you when I'm ready to come home."
"Okay," she said. "Thanks." She went back to watching her program. After I finished eating, I went into the office, checked to make sure my server was doing its thing, grabbed my briefcase and locked the door after I left. I looked at Donna as I opened the front door to leave the house.
"I'm headed out now," I said. "Love you." She didn't even bother to look up at me.
"Yeah, me too," she said. I stood there for a couple moments and realized that was all I was going to get from her. There used to be a time when she would send me off with a scorching hot kiss. But I guess those days are over, I thought as I nodded my head.
"Goodbye, Donna," I said, closing the door behind me. I got in my truck and headed out, my heart heavy.
It took a little over an hour for me to reach the data center. I went in, replaced the UPS batteries and started the upgrade script. I knew this would take several hours to complete, so I grabbed some coffee and sat down at the desk. I pulled out my personal laptop, connected to the network and logged into my home server.
I found several videos from earlier, so I checked them out. There wasn't anything unusual there, just short videos of me sleeping, Donna going into the front room -- that sort of thing. I noticed that several times, she pulled out her cell phone and was busy texting someone. I hadn't had a chance to check her phone since she always kept it with her, so I had no idea who she was texting.
One short video showed Donna in the master bedroom. She was holding a wedding photo that normally sat on the dresser. From the timestamp on the video, I knew this happened as I slept. She looked at the photo wistfully, then sat it face down on the dresser before she left the room.
There were a couple other videos. One showed me getting ready for work and the other showed our discussion before I left. I couldn't help but notice that aside from her heavy sighing, Donna showed very little emotion during that discussion, and she showed even less when I told her goodbye.



It got very interesting after I closed the door, however. She looked at the door for a few moments, then got up to see if I had left. Once she was convinced I was gone for the evening, she pulled out her phone and made a call. Unfortunately, I could only hear one side of the call.
"Hey, lover," she said, smiling. "Yeah, dipshit's gone... Probably all night... You ready to come over and play? In my bed, of course... (laughter) And anywhere else you want... You want me to do what? Really? Okay, just for you... Hurry and get over here, my pussy is getting wet just thinking about you... Yeah, okay... Love you, stud muffin. See you soon." What the fuck, I asked myself. It was now clear to me that Donna no longer loved me and had fallen in love with someone else.
As I watched, Donna went upstairs to the master bedroom and stripped naked. It had been a while since she had even let me see her naked, and I was surprised that she had shaved herself completely bare. I had asked her to do that several times for me, but she refused, saying that only sluts did that. She picked up our wedding photo and giggled as she looked at it.
"Don't you wish you were here so you could watch me?" she asked before putting the picture back, face down. The next video showed her back in the front room, standing naked as she looked out the window. A few minutes later, a car pulled into the driveway. She opened the door and stood naked as a man stepped onto the porch.
He smiled and took her in his arms, kissing her deeply. She responded, all the while running a bare foot up and down his legs. It had been a long time since she had even touched me, let alone give me a kiss like this. I felt as if my heart was being ripped out of my chest. They came into the room and I got a good look at the man's face.
He looked somewhat familiar, but I couldn't quite place him. His dark hair was well cut and combed back, making him look like something you'd see in those pictures they often put up in hair salons. That's when it hit me. He was a hairdresser who worked in the salon Donna managed. I vaguely remembered meeting him once before when I stopped by to see her. At the time I thought he was either gay or bisexual -- that was just the vibe he gave off. But it was clear in this video he wasn't.
"So, is the asshole gone all night," he asked her.
"Yep, all night," she said with a huge smile. "C'mon, let's go upstairs and fuck. I'm so fucking horny for you right now."
"First things first," he said, unzipping his trousers. As I watched, he dropped his trousers and Donna knelt before him, pulling down his tiny briefs.
"Mmmm," she moaned, taking his growing prick in her hands. He looked to be about as big as me, so I wondered what it was she saw in him. As I watched, she took his cock in her mouth and began sucking, working the whole thing in her mouth. I knew what he was feeling, as I had felt her do that to me many times.
Before long, he started ejaculating. I thought she would take her mouth off of him, as that's what she always did to me, telling me she hated the taste of cum. But she didn't. She took everything he gave her and swallowed, making a production of gargling his cum before letting it go down her gullet. The bitch, I thought.
"That tastes so good," she said, looking up at him. "I love the taste of your cum."
"There's plenty more where that came from," he said with a smile.
Then they ran up the stairs into what used to be our master bedroom. The video ended and I saw another had just been saved to the server, so I opened it.
This video picked up where the previous one ended. Donna and her lover were in the bedroom and she had gotten on the bed, her legs spread wide. Fuckface got between her legs and was eating her shaved pussy to orgasm. When he brought her to orgasm, she pulled him up on top of her.
"Fuck me , NOW," she demanded.
"As you wish," he said, positioning his cock at her entrance. "You really want to do this in your marital bed?"
"It's not our marital bed anymore," she said. "I kicked him out of the bedroom just like you suggested. This is MY bed now. Or better yet, OUR bed -- yours and mine." That explained a lot, I thought. They obviously had planned this all out.
"Too bad the wimp isn't here to watch a real man fuck you," he said with a wicked grin. She laughed.
"Maybe later," she said. "Forget about him. Right now, I need you to fuck me."
I can't begin to describe the emotions that went through me as I watched and listened to them degrade and humiliate me in my own house, in what I thought was my marital bed. Part of me was sad for the loss of what I once thought was a beautiful thing. Another part of me was furious with blind, seething hate and rage.
After all the years I had given her, supported her and took care of her, this was the thanks I get. It was probably a good thing I wasn't there when this was going on, I thought. I would probably have gotten my gun and killed both of them where they lay. But that would only see me put in jail, and I didn't want that.
It's amazing how much a person's feelings can change in such a short time. At this moment, I didn't see Donna as my soul mate. She certainly wasn't my wife. For that matter, I had difficulty even thinking of her as a woman. She was just a self-absorbed, narcissistic cunt. A sperm receptacle for any dick within her reach. And I hated her guts.
I had to get away from this before I went crazy. I stopped the video and left the data center. I drove to a convenience store and bought a couple packs of cigarettes and a six-pack of Coke. I would've bought some beer, but I still had a job to finish and I would need to be able to drive back to the house.
It had been years since I smoked, but I felt I needed one before I completely lost it. I sat in the truck and smoked a cigarette before heading back into the data center, thinking about what I needed to do.
Divorce was a no-brainer, but it wouldn't be nearly enough. I had to get some measure of revenge on Donna and her asshole lover for what they were putting me through. But what could I do that wouldn't land me in jail?
I went back in and checked on the updates, then sat back down to finish watching the video. I've read stories where guys talk about getting excited at seeing their sexy wives getting fucked. That didn't happen to me, thank goodness. Sure, Donna was a sexy woman, but what I felt watching them wasn't excitement -- it was pure hatred.
What was worse than watching the two of them screw in the master bedroom that used to be just for Donna and I was listening to what they were saying.
"Fuck a baby in me," Donna moaned as he pounded at her pussy.
"You want me to get you pregnant?" he asked.
"Yes, baby, get me pregnant. Knock me up," she said.
"What about your wimpy husband?" he asked.
"What about him?" she asked derisively. "I'll make him think it's his and he'll have to raise it."
"I like that idea," the man said. "Here it comes!" He groaned as he stiffened up and shot a load into her pussy. She grabbed his ass and cried out as her orgasm hit. When they had untangled, I could see his semen leaking out of her puffy pussy. His cock was still somewhat hard, so she took it in her hands.
Removing her rings, she put them in the palm of her hand and held his cock so that some of his semen could coat them. Then she smiled and licked his juice off of them and tossed them on her nightstand as she laughed.
"God, you're wicked," he told her.
"That's why you love me, isn't it?" she asked.
I cried, I raged, I yelled. I wanted to throw my laptop against the wall. I couldn't believe the woman I had promised to love to the end was doing this to me -- to US. I swore that whatever it took, I would get vengeance on them both.
As I watched the video, the two were cuddled up in what used to be my bed. Donna was fondling his cock as they talked some more.
"So tell me, Donna," he said. "Why don't you just divorce the asshole and come live with me?"
"Oh, come on," she said. "You think I'll give this up to live in that little trailer you call a home? Look, I love you, and I love the sex, but I can't afford to divorce him right now. I need the money."
So, I thought. That's all I am to her now. A meal ticket. Well, fuck that noise. I stopped the video and went online to check our account. I did all the usual stuff -- open a new account in my name only and put half of all our money into it, then paid off and canceled our joint credit cards.
I also went into our online HR page and took her name off my retirement account. I would've taken her off my insurance, but was unable to because it wasn't open enrollment and I didn't have a final divorce decree, according to the rules HR had laid out for us. Other than that, I did everything I could to separate her from me financially -- one of the benefits of working for the same bank that held our account. I started the video back up.
"So, are you telling me that once this pandemic is over and we're back to work, you'll divorce him?" he asked.
"Yeah," she said. "By then, I'll have more money saved up and I can file for mental cruelty or something. I'm sure I can find a shark who'll ruin him." Not if I find one first, you bitch, I thought. "Ooh, this looks like it's coming back to life," she cooed as his cock began to get hard. "You want to take my ass now?"
What? I asked myself. She's going to let him fuck her in the ass? That had never appealed to me much before, but I remember her once telling me that she couldn't stomach the idea of anal sex. Now here she is OFFERING it to him on a silver platter!
"Fuck yeah," he said as she got on all fours, handing him a tube of lube. He spread lube all over her rear end and began working himself into her. I couldn't take much more of this and fast-forwarded through this part of the video. After he had fucked her in the ass, she turned around and cleaned him off -- with her mouth. I thought I was going to throw up.
When they finished, they laid back down in the bed and snuggled some more. So much for social distancing, I thought. After a while, they went to sleep and it looked as though the night's festivities were over.
I checked on the status of the updates and found they were going faster than I anticipated. At this rate, I figured they would be done in about an hour, so I sat back down and thought about what I should do.
After what I heard tonight, there was no way I could ever imagine being in the same house as Donna. I had seen and heard enough, and felt there was no need for John to follow Donna. So I came up with an idea. I spliced several pieces of video into one clip, and sent the video I made to every one of her family members, explaining that I would be getting a divorce, and filing under adultery.
By then, the updates were complete, so I tested the systems and verified everything was working as it should. I packed my stuff up and headed back out to the truck, deciding to crash Donna's little party. I checked the time and found that it was only 1:30 am. That meant it would be about 2:30 by the time I got home. Donna wasn't expecting me until much later. Good, I thought with a wicked smile.
I got in the truck and lit up a cigarette, then headed out. It was actually 2:25 by the time I got home, so I turned the headlights off so as not to wake Donna or her lover. I parked in the driveway, next to Shithead's car, not bothering to open the garage door.
I went into the house, turned off the security system and put my laptop bag in my office. Then I slowly crept up the dark stairway and walked through the open master bedroom door. They were both sound asleep, their arms around each other. How fucking touching, I thought. I stepped into the room and turned the overhead light on.
"GET UP! GET UP! GET UP!" I shouted, the way my drill instructors did when I was in boot camp. Surprised and scared, they jumped up out of the bed, not knowing what was going on. "WHAT THE FUCK IS GOING ON IN HERE?" I yelled at the top of my voice.
"Oh my God," Donna said when she realized I was the one who woke them up. "Jim, what are you doing home? You were supposed to be at work all night."
"I got finished early and wanted to see my loving wife," I sneered. "But what do I find instead? I find my wife with her lover in MY bed!" Fuckwad looked at me, scared.
"Look man, I'm sorry," he stammered. I glared at him.
"Just get your clothes on and get the FUCK out of my house," I roared. "You have 30 seconds and 25 of them are already gone. MOVE!!!" He ran around like a chicken with his head cut off, looking to find his clothes. I turned to Donna.
"Maybe I should call the mayor's snitch line and report you for violating social distancing guidelines," I told her. "Pack your shit and get the fuck out. NOW!"
"Jim," she begged. "Please, it's not what it looks like." I laughed in her face.
"Oh please, spare me your bullshit, cunt," I said. "You love Fuckwad here, go live with him."
"But, but," she stammered.
"No 'buts,' bitch," I said. "Get out. NOW! I'm no longer your meal ticket. You want to have Fuckwad's children, fine. You go live with him in his trailer. I'm seeing a lawyer about a divorce as soon as I can. Now, get OUT. Don't make me repeat myself."
"Wait, you know about..." she began.
"I saw and heard everything you two said and did tonight, cunt," I said. Her eyes grew wide as she took in what I told her. "And right now, you make me wanna puke." She started crying as the realization of what I said hit her.
"Stop crying, cunt," I growled. "Pack your shit and get out. Whatever you leave behind is either getting burned or thrown away."
"You can't mean that," she cried.
"Oh, yes, I can, and I do," I told her. "I loved you exclusively, and you repaid me with lies and bullshit, cheating on me with that sack of shit. Right now, I hate your guts with every fiber of my being. I never want to see your scuzzy face again as long as I live. Is that clear enough for you?"
Crying from my verbal assault, she got out of bed and began packing. Fuckwad was still trying to get his clothes on, so I decided to enlist his assistance.
"Help her pack, asshole," I ordered.
"What?" he asked.
"Are you stupid AND deaf?" I asked. "I said, you can help her pack. I'll bring up some garbage bags and you can start throwing her shit in them. You're part of this shit-show, so you can do your part." I went downstairs and came back with a handful of large plastic trash bags. I threw them on the cum-soaked bed. "Now, get to it," I said. "You have 5 minutes. After that, everything else is getting tossed or burned."
A few minutes later, Donna and her lover carried out several bags of her belongings, placing them in their respective vehicles. I found Donna's purse and pulled off her house key, then grabbed the garage door opener out of her car. I removed my wedding ring and put it in Donna's hand. She looked at me with tears in her eyes.
"Don't you want this?" she asked. I shook my head.
"No," I said. "Not anymore. Now go. I assumed you'll be living at Fuckwad's trailer, so I'll have you served there. Just leave me the address so I can give it to my attorney." She wrote an address down on a piece of paper and gave it to me.
"I'm sorry," she said.
"Yeah," I told her. "You are. And I'm sorry I ever laid eyes on you." Crying, she left the house. I watched as her and Fuckwad drove off. I closed the door and locked it. Exhausted, I laid down on the couch and fell asleep.
It was almost 8:00 am when I woke up. Realizing I had a lot to get done, I called my boss and asked for the week off, telling him what was going on.
"No problem, Jim," he said. "You've got a ton of comp time coming to you anyway. Take what you need. And thanks for getting those updates finished last night."
"You're welcome," I said, ending the call. I then called John to let him know there was no need for him to follow Donna, relating the events from earlier in the morning.
"Damn," he said. "I'm sorry to hear that, Jim, but I'm glad you found out when you did. Let me know if there's anything I can do for you."
"Thanks," I said. "I'll get your equipment back to you and we can settle up." We ended the call and I refreshed my coffee.
I began searching for a family law attorney and found one who worked from his home. I called and he agreed to meet with me through some kind of teleconferencing system his firm had set up. After I got the email with the details, I signed in and we were soon chatting "face-to-face" between our living rooms.
I explained what happened and what I wanted and he responded by telling me the divorce laws in our state. It turned out that we lived in a "no-fault" state and I couldn't file under adultery. Her adultery, however, could, and probably would, be used to prevent her from getting any alimony or support. The downside was that I would probably have to sell the house and give her half the proceeds. That was fine with me, since I really didn't want to stay in the place anymore.
"I'll get started on the paperwork and have her served in a couple days," he said. I gave him all the pertinent information -- her address, place of business, that sort of thing. "Someone from our office will contact you for my retainer," he said. "I'll be in touch." I thanked him and we ended the call.
I pulled the cameras, then began gathering up what Donna had left behind, putting it into three piles -- one for the burn pit, another to toss out and a third for Goodwill. It was nearly 12:00 when my phone rang. I looked and saw that it was her sister, Doreen. Doreen was a couple years younger than Donna and was also out of work since the restaurant she worked for closed down.
"Jim, what's this shit about you tossing Donna out in the middle of the night?" she asked. I could tell she was quite angry.
"Did she tell you why I threw her out?" I asked.
"She said it was just a little misunderstanding," Doreen said.
"Check your email," I told her. "Once you see what I sent, you'll know why. Goodbye, Doreen." I ended the call before she could respond. A few minutes later, I got another call, this time from her parents. I always liked her parents and we got along quite nicely.
"Jim, I got a strange call from Donna," her father, Alan, said. "She tells us you threw her out of the house at 2:30 in the morning. Is that true?"
"Yes, Alan, it is," I said.
"Why in the world would you do something like that?" he asked.
"Did you check your email?" I asked him.
"No, I didn't," he told me.
"Check your email, and you'll know why," I said. "Talk to you later, Alan. Give my best to Linda." Linda was Donna's mother, and I loved her like my own mother.
I kept working and the piles were growing as I sorted through all of Donna's stuff. About an hour later, I got another call. It was Doreen. I answered my phone.
"Jim, I just watched that video and I'm so sorry," she said. "She made it sound like you were being unreasonable and tossed her out for no good reason."
"Do you know who that is she's with?" I asked.
"Yeah, that's Ronnie," she said. "He worked at Donna's hair salon before it was closed. She confessed to me that they've been an item for quite a while -- even before the pandemic."
"Fucking wonderful," I told her.
"Listen, she asked if I could pick up some of her things," Doreen said. "You think I could swing by and get them?"
"If you're fast," I said. "I'm sorting through what she has here. A lot of it's going to Goodwill. The rest is getting thrown out or getting burned."
"Burned?" she asked, shocked.
"Yeah," I said. "Like her wedding dress, all of our photos, that kind of thing."
"You're going to burn her wedding dress?" she asked. "Really?"
"Absolutely," I said.
"Please, don't burn anything or throw anything away until I get there, please," she begged. "I may want to keep some of that stuff myself."



"Like I said, you'd better hurry," I told her.
"I'll be right over," she said. I stopped and went out back for a cigarette and a cup of coffee. About the time I sat down and lit up, my phone rang again. Damn, won't these people just leave me the fuck alone, I asked myself. I looked and saw it was Alan, so I answered.
"Hi, Alan," I said.
"Jim," he said. "I owe you a huge apology. I saw that video and I've never been more disgusted in my entire life."
"Those were just the lowlights, if you know what I mean," I said. "I have a lot more of that crap."
"We've seen all we need to," he said. "Linda's a mess over all this. We let Donna know in no uncertain terms she's not welcome here anymore. Look, Jim, we both think the world of you. If there's anything you ever need from us, just call, okay?"
"Thanks, Alan, I appreciate that," I said. We ended the call and I went back inside. By then, Doreen was knocking on the door. I opened it and saw her standing there in a pair of short shorts and a cropped t-shirt, leaving her midriff bare. I could tell she wasn't wearing a bra and her nipples threatened to poke holes in her cut-off t-shirt. It was fairly warm so I didn't blame her for wearing shorts, but damn, they looked like they were painted on her.
"Hi, Doreen, come on in," I said. She came into the house, flipping her long blonde hair back over her shoulders. "I'm sorting her stuff upstairs if you want to come up and go through it."
"That sounds good," she said. I handed her a trash bag. She smiled as she took it.
"What, is this what passes for luggage in your house now?" she asked. I laughed.
"For her, yeah," I said. "And she's lucky I'm using a clean bag." It was her turn to laugh. We went upstairs and she looked through the piles of stuff, tossing quite a bit into the bag. Needless to say, she wasn't very careful with it. She saw Donna's rings sitting on her nightstand.
"She left her rings here?" Doreen said. I nodded my head as she reached out for them.
"You might want to disinfect them first," I said. "Ronnie smeared his cum all over them before she tossed them on the nightstand." Doreen recoiled back, a grimace on her face.
"Ewww," she said. "That's gross. No way am I touching those things. What're you gonna do with them?" I shrugged my shoulders.
"I don't know," I said. "I was thinking about cleaning them, then selling them at a pawn shop or something. They're worthless to me and they obviously don't mean shit to Donna anymore."
"Obviously," she said.
"Well, I'll let you grab what you want," I said. "I'm going out back for a bit. Feel free to come out if you feel the need to talk or something."
"Okay," she said. I warmed up my coffee and went out back for another cigarette. A few minutes later, Doreen stuck her head out.
"Mind if I join you?" she asked.
"Not at all," I said. She came out and sat in a chair opposite me.
"I didn't know you smoked," she said.
"I quit some time ago," I said. "Started back up last night after I saw that video."
"Nasty habit," she said. "Mind if I join you?"
"It's a free country," I said, surprised that she smoked as well. She pulled a pack out of her purse and I offered her a light. She sat back after and looked at me before speaking.
"My sister is an idiot," she said. "I can't believe she treated you as bad as she did."
"You don't know the half of it," I said, telling her how Donna kept us apart, claiming it was because of the virus. In reality, though, it was meant to keep me away from her.
"She's not just an idiot, she's a stupid fucking idiot," Doreen said. After a few moments, I saw her spread her legs a little bit -- just enough to let me see that the crotch of her shorts was barely wide enough to cover her sex. A small smile began to creep over her face. "You know, I've had a crush on you from the moment I first met you," she said.
"Really?" I asked. Of course, I knew. She was always quite flirty with me whenever we were together, rubbing up against me or letting her breasts "accidentally" brush against my arms or my chest. I knew it irritated Donna to no end, but I never did anything to encourage her. For that matter, I never did anything to discourage her, either.
"I've always thought the world of you as well," I said. She smiled and spread her legs a bit more as she arched her back, letting her breasts push against her thin t-shirt.
"I'm not my sister," she said.
"I know," I said.
"No, you don't understand," she said. "Yeah, we grew up together, but that's about it. She's always been self-centered and more than a bit narcissistic. I can't tell you how many times she got me in trouble with our parents. Then she'd go and do the same exact thing. To be honest, I'm surprised the two of you lasted as long as you did."
"Really?" I asked. "Why?"
"She was always changing boyfriends when we were younger," Doreen said. "She'd hook up with a guy and it would last maybe a few months before she was hooking up with someone else. Every other guy she had dumped her like a sack of potatoes."
"I wish I had known that before I married her," I said.
"I thought about warning you back when I first met you," she said.
"Why didn't you?" I asked.
"I almost did, several times," she said. "But I could tell you were head over heels in love with her. I didn't think you'd believe me." I nodded my head in agreement.
"You're probably right," I said. "I did love her -- once. And I probably would've thought you were just trying to split us up so you could move in."
"I did warn her, though," Doreen said. "I told her if she ever hurt you in any way I would make her pay. She promised me she would never hurt you or treat you the way she did her other boyfriends. Have you thought about revenge?"
"It's crossed my mind," I said. "I spoke to a divorce attorney this morning, and he's started the paperwork."
"But is that all?" she asked. "Isn't there something else you'd like to do?" I knew what she was hinting at, but I wasn't about to take the bait. Not yet, anyway.
"Yeah," I said. "But I'd end up in jail." She laughed.
"That's not what I had in mind," she said, her free hand stroking the crotch of her shorts. I could see her nipples getting harder. I could probably have had her right then and there, but it was too soon.
"I'm still legally married," I said. "The divorce papers haven't even been served yet." She smiled before she responded.
"Good answer," she said. "That's okay. I've waited five years, so I guess I can wait a bit longer."
"Are you staking a claim or something?" I asked. She laughed.
"Damn right I am," she said. "Donna fucked up big time, but like I said, I'm NOT my sister. I'm strictly a one-man woman. Always have been." I smiled back at her.
"That's good to hear," I said. "But I'm a bit surprised. I figured you'd have men lining up."
"Nah," she said. "Most of the guys I know are either assholes stuck on themselves or mama's boys."
"That's a shame," I said.
"Not really," she told me. "Truth is, none of them can hold a candle to you. I just want to know one thing."
"What's that?" I asked.
"Is there any chance that you'll take her back?" she asked. I shook my head.
"No," I said. "None whatsoever. She burned that bridge good last night."
"Too bad for her, I guess," Doreen said. She looked at her watch. "I've got to get going. I promised Donna I'd have her stuff back to her this afternoon. Is there anything you want me to tell her?"
"Tell her I spoke to a lawyer this morning, and she can expect to be served in a couple days or so," I said.
"I'll tell her," she said, standing up. "I really am sorry about what she did to you."
"Thanks," I said. "I'll be okay, though."
"I know," she said, wrapping her arms around me. "Let me give you something to help take your mind off things." I started to say something, but found myself getting the deepest, most sensuous kiss from the softest pair of lips I have ever encountered.
Our tongues wrestled for a bit as she ground herself into me. I felt my manhood stir as she moaned into my mouth. She broke the kiss and brought a finger to my mouth. I could smell her arousal as she gently put her finger in my mouth so I could taste her.
"Just a taste of things to come," she said. "Are you on Skype?" she asked when she backed away.
"Yes, I am," I said. I wrote down my Skype handle and handed it to her.
"Good," she said. "I'll meet you on Skype this evening and I'll let you know how it went, okay?"
"Yeah, I look forward to that," I said. I helped her carry the rest of Donna's things to her car and kissed her after she got in. I watched her drive away, then went back inside. I hoped I wasn't jumping out of the frying pan into the fire, but I didn't see any deception on her part at all.
I grabbed another soda and started for the back door when my phone rang again. This time it was Donna. What the fuck did she want, I wondered.
"What do you want?" I asked when I answered the call.
"You BASTARD!" she screamed. "How could you do that to me?"
"Do what, cunt?" I asked.
"You know what," she yelled. "You sent that horrible video to my parents and my sister. Now they all hate me. Why did you do that?"
"Why do you think, cunt?" I asked in response. "As I recall, it was you who cheated on me. It was you who lied to me and stabbed me in the back. I loved you exclusively for years and you do this to me? You actually thought you could get me to raise Ronnie's child? Fuck you, cunt. And the horse you rode in on."
"Stop calling me that!" she said. I knew she hated that word, which is why I used it, but I didn't care.
"Why?" I asked. "Isn't that what you are? A worthless, no-good, lying, cheating CUNT? Face it, cunt, that's all you've ever been and that's all you'll ever be. We're finished. I spoke to a lawyer this morning and you can expect to be served with divorce papers in a couple days or so. Meanwhile, I don't want to hear or see you ever again."
"Jim, please, I'm begging you," she cried. "I'm so sorry for what I did. We can work through this."
"No, we can't," I said. "You destroyed me with your cheating and I'm through putting up with your bullshit. You made your choice, now you get to deal with it. Goodbye, and I'm serious when I say I hope to God I never see you alive ever again." I thought I heard a sob but I frankly didn't care. I ended the call and instantly blocked her number.
Later that evening, Doreen contacted me on Skype. From what she told me, Donna wasn't too thrilled with the condition her things were in. Too bad, I thought. I told Doreen about Donna's call and she had a good laugh.
"It serves her right," she said. We talked for a bit longer before we ended the call. I thanked her for everything she had done and let her know it meant a lot to me.
"It's my pleasure," she said sweetly. "I'll be in touch." We said our goodbyes, and I found myself fantasizing about having sex with Doreen.
The next day, I finished sorting through the rest of Donna's things. I cleaned her rings, then took the pile of crap going to Goodwill and loaded it into the truck after stuffing it all into trash bags. After I dropped off the bags, I stopped at a pawn shop and sold her rings, getting a fraction of what I had paid for them five years ago.
Oh well, I thought. If Donna wants them, she can go buy them back. I even mailed the pawn ticket to her at Ronnie's trailer so she could get them if she chose. I figured she would get the ticket in a day or two, so there might be a chance she could still get them if she wanted to. I'm not completely heartless, after all. I called John and arranged to return the surveillance gear he let me use.
Getting back home, I tore the bed down and put it in the front yard, along with the dresser and the nightstands. I put a sign on it saying, "Free." With a couple hours, it was all gone. I gathered the rest of the stuff, which included her wedding dress and all the photos that included her image, and carried them out back. I pulled a 50-gallon drum out of the garage and stuffed all the crap inside it, then soaked it down and set it on fire.
I stayed with the drum until everything had burned to ash, then made sure the fire was completely extinguished and placed the lid on the drum. I decided to let it stay where it was until it had cooled off enough to move.
I went back inside and looked around to make sure I had exorcised everything in the place that might remind me of Donna. It looked a bit bare, but I figured it was worth it to not be reminded of her. By then, it was evening and I was exhausted, so I fried up some hot dogs and watched a bit of TV before going to bed.
I slept in the next day, but still got quite a bit done. I opened the windows in the now-empty master bedroom to air it out, then grabbed some spackle and filled in the nail holes. I grabbed the carpet shampoo machine and cleaned the carpet as best as I could. It was late afternoon by the time I got finished with all that. I was in the garage, cleaning out the shampooer when I saw Ronnie's car pull up out front. I opened the garage door and grabbed a baseball bat I had by the back door.
I stood by the open garage door and saw them get out of the vehicle and start walking to the front door. I stepped out and stopped them.
"What do you want?" I asked. Donna looked at me and held up two envelopes.
"What is this shit?" she asked.
"If I'm not mistaken, those are divorce papers," I said. "Sign them and send them back. I've been more than fair, so the sooner you do that, the sooner we can end this sham of a marriage. And don't fight me on this. I'm prepared to use the whole video I captured of the two of you in our bed."
"Well, what's this?" she asked, holding up a smaller envelope. I recognized it as being the one I mailed to her earlier.
"That looks like a pawn ticket," I said. "I got rid of your rings. I took a wash on them, but I guess that's just the way it goes. I sent you the ticket in case you wanted to buy them back. I don't want them and from what I saw, you didn't give a shit about them either. I suspect the judge will probably understand why I did what I did."
"You bastard," she cried. "Do you really hate me that much?"
"Yes, I do," I told her.
"What else did you do?" she asked.
"I got rid of the rest of your stuff just like I promised," I said. "I gave away the bedroom set, hauled stuff to Goodwill and burned the rest."
"Burned?" she asked. "What did you burn?"
"Your wedding dress, any pictures that included you, you know -- junk," I said.
"You actually burned my wedding dress?" she said, tears falling down her cheeks.
"Yup," I said. "You want the ashes or something?" She broke down sobbing as Ronnie held her. He looked at me before speaking.
"You really are a heartless bastard," he said.
"Yeah, I am," I said. "Especially when someone I once loved with all my heart stabs me in the back like she did with you. I should warn you though. She's liable to cheat on you before too long, so don't get too used to having her around. Now, get the fuck off my lawn and out of my neighborhood." He turned her around and guided her back to his car. She turned to look at me before she got inside. She started to say something, but I cut her off.
"By the way," I said. "You two look to be a lot closer than six feet. And neither one of you are wearing masks. Maybe I'd better call the mayor's hotline and report the two of you." I pulled out my phone and acted as though I was actually going to call. She sobbed as she got in the car and closed the door. Ronnie got in and took off, squealing his tires. I smiled and put my phone back in my pocket.
I figured she would probably fight the divorce, so I was surprised when I got a call from my lawyer the next morning telling me she had signed the papers and dropped them off at his firm.
"So, I got them filed and we have a tentative court date set for two weeks from today," he said. "Fortunately, the court in this county is a lot more technologically advanced than many others, and this can be done online since she doesn't appear to be contesting it. I've sent both you and Donna information on how to access that system. I've also sent a copy of your video to the judge so he can take a look at it. I have a feeling things will work out well for you."
"Thanks," I said before ending the call. About 2:30, I got a call from Doreen.
"How's it going? I hear Donna got served," she said.
"Yeah, she did," I said. "Lawyer called, said she signed the papers and returned them. We have an online hearing set for two weeks from today."
"Good," she said. "Donna also told me what you did with her rings and wedding dress."
"Yeah," I said. "Not exactly two of my finer moments, but it was something I felt I had to do."
"I can understand that," she said. "I actually don't blame you. I would probably have done something similar. So, are you up to having some company for dinner tonight?"
"Actually, I am," I told her. "What did you have in mind?"
"Well, I thought I'd make you some of my world-famous lasagna and garlic toast," she said. "Think you can muster up some wine?"
"Lasagna, huh?" I asked. "My favorite. Yeah, I think I can rustle up some wine."
"Good," she said. "I'll be there about 6:30 if that works for you."
"I look forward to it," I said. We talked for a while, then ended the call. Afterward, I headed out to grab a bottle of wine, stopped to buy some flowers, then came back and jumped in the shower. I shaved and dressed, putting on a clean pair of jeans and a polo shirt.
I saw that I had a little bit of time before Doreen arrived, so I pulled out the good dinnerware, set the table and placed some candles in the center. I felt a bit like a high school boy wanting to impress his first date. I had just lit the candles when the doorbell rang.
I opened the door and invited Doreen in, taking the hot lasagna from her and setting it down on a heat rack I already placed on the table. She put the garlic bread on a large plate I had set out for it. As she did, I took in her dress.
She looked absolutely stunning in her short black dress. It was backless, and had only a bit of silky fabric covering her breasts. The front -- if you could call it that -- tied behind her neck and showed a lot of cleavage. The hem fell several inches above her knees and showed a lot of smooth, tanned leg. I could tell she wore no pantyhose and wondered if she had bothered to wear panties. I got my answer later on when she bent over the table to dish out the lasagna. To my delight, she had no panties on underneath. I felt my manhood stir at the thought that she was completely naked under her dress.
As she dished out the lasagna, I poured us each a glass of wine and then held out her chair. She smiled sweetly and sat down, giving me a good look at her breasts.
"You look every bit as delicious as this lasagna does," I told her. She smiled up at me.
"Well thank you," she said. "And you look pretty fetching yourself in that polo shirt. By the way, I like what you've done with the place. I don't see anything that suggests Donna ever lived here."
"That was the idea," I said. I took a bite of the lasagna and felt like I was in heaven. "This is the best lasagna I have ever eaten," I told her.
"I'm glad you like it," she said. "Just wait till you see what I brought for dessert." Dessert? I didn't see that she had brought anything else. I was confused for a second, but then it hit me... Duh, I said to myself, mentally slapping myself on the head. It just dawned on me what she meant, and I smiled at her as I adjusted my trousers. Yeah, I got what she meant.
After we ate, Doreen helped me clean up the table. After we were finished, she turned to look at me. Reaching up, she untied the dress from behind her neck and let it fall to the floor. When she stepped out of it, I saw she had removed her sandals as we ate.



It took me a few seconds to realize I had actually stopped breathing. Standing before me was the most beautiful woman I had ever seen in my life. And she was completely naked, offering herself to me.
"What's the matter?" she asked. "Haven't you ever seen a naked woman before?"
"Not one as sexy and beautiful as you," I finally stammered. She kissed me deeply as she began removing my clothes. Soon, we were both naked.
"Are you ready for dessert?" she asked. Oh yes, I was more than ready. She squealed with delight as I picked her up and set her down on the table. Her legs were spread wide and I could see she was dripping wet. "You might want to get a towel and put it under me," she said. "I tend to squirt just a little bit." I ran into the kitchen and pulled a towel out of the drawer and slid it under her ass. Then I knelt down in front of her and began licking and sucking on her gorgeous female delights.
She wrapped her legs around me, moaning and bucking her hips up to meet my face, which was firmly planted between her legs. I was loving this.
"I'm coming," she moaned after a few moments. I could feel her tremble and her legs gripped me tight. Then it happened. She screamed as her orgasm hit. My face was dripping wet as she soaked me, but I didn't care. I kept licking and sucking her, taking in her aroma.
"Fuck me, baby," she said, spreading her legs wide. "Please. Give it to me. I need your big cock inside me, right now!" I wasn't about to argue. I stood over her, my cock now harder that I could ever remember. I slid inside her, gasping as I did so. I couldn't remember feeling anything this good in my life -- not even with Donna.
"Oh, God, baby, you feel so good," I moaned.
"Your cock feels so damn good inside me, lover," Doreen said. "Fuck me to your heart's content. Make me your woman. Please." I started fucking her, enjoying the view I had. She was so sexy, laying there naked on the table, her legs spread wide. I also loved hearing her talk dirty as we fucked. Donna had never done that with me. Sure, she moaned a lot, but never anything like this.
"Fuck me, baby, keep fucking me," she moaned. "I love your cock. Fill me up, lover." On and on like this, she kept going, encouraging me to keep fucking her. I never wanted this to end. I had never felt so good with a woman before. Soon, I felt an orgasm coming.
"I'm getting ready to cum inside you," I said.
"Yes," she said. "Cum inside my pussy, baby. Fill me with your cum. Do it. Fuck me." My orgasm hit and it felt like I had ejaculated a gallon of semen inside her. Her orgasm hit at the same time and I felt her juice on my groin. I could feel her pussy grip me and milk me for every last drop. We shuddered as our mutual orgasms died down.
I held her as tight to me as possible, savoring her smooth, silky skin. She wrapped her arms around my neck and kissed me deeply.
"I love you, Jim," she said when she broke the kiss. "I've always loved you and I always will. Don't ever stop doing this to me, please. I promise you, I'll be your woman as long as you'll have me." I kissed her pretty face and smiled down at her.
"I love you too, Doreen," I said. "I wish to God I'd met you before I met Donna." She smiled back at me.
"Me too," she said. "There's one thing I want to do, though," she added, as she got off the table.
"What's that?" I asked.
"I want to suck your cock," she said. "I want to taste my pussy on your cock." She knelt down and took my cock in her mouth and sucked me back to hardness. "This tastes so good," she moaned. She took my cock out of her mouth for a moment and looked up at me. "This is mine, baby," she said. "All mine."
"Damn right," I said. "You wanna go upstairs?"
"I thought you'd never ask," she said. We went upstairs, arm in arm, and went into the guest bedroom. The bed was a bit smaller than the one that used to be in the master bedroom, but there was plenty of room for Doreen and I. We made love on that bed for what seemed like hours before finally falling asleep in each other's arms.
The next morning, she woke me up with another blowjob -- something else Donna had never done before. Then we took a nice long shower together. I felt like a new man, and I had this wonderful woman to thank for that. We padded downstairs, naked, and I made some coffee while she cooked up some breakfast.
I sat in a stool at the breakfast counter and watched as Donna made bacon and eggs, wearing nothing but an apron to keep the grease from burning her.
"I could get used to this," I told her as I watched her sexy ass. She laughed.
"I hope so, cowboy," she said. "Because I intend to do this every chance I get."
"Seriously?" I asked.
"Yep," she said. "You have no idea how long I've dreamed of being with you." She pulled out two plates and filled them both with bacon and eggs. We sat at the counter as we ate our breakfast.
"So, what's on your agenda for the day?" she asked when she finished.
"I have things to finish up around here," I said. "I need to start getting the place ready to sell. I have a feeling the court will order it sold anyway, so I might as well get a head start on it."
"I saw the master bedroom," she said. "Looks strange seeing it empty like that. Are you going to replace the master bedroom set?"
"Eventually, but not before I know what's going to happen with the place," I told her.
"That makes sense," she said.
"What's on your plate?" I asked.
"You mean, besides lounging around naked and getting you all hot and bothered?" she asked with a smile.
"Yeah, besides that," I said.
"Well, I had an idea I wanted to run by you," she said.
"What's that?" I asked.
"How about I grab a few things from my apartment and keep them here, and I stick around to help you out. That way, you can get the place ready for the market sooner and we can be together and get to know each other better," she said. "What do you think?" I thought about it for a moment before answering.
"I like that idea," I said. "We just have to be careful, though. The last thing I want is Donna filing against me."
"You're right," she said. "But somehow I don't think that's going to be too much of a problem. I know my sister, and I suspect she's accepted the fact that the two of you are done. But I promise to be careful. If anyone asks, I'll say that I'm here helping you out through a difficult situation. I'll stay at my little studio apartment one or two nights a week, but the rest of the time I'll be here with you." I thought about it for a moment before answering.
"Consider it a deal," I said.
"Good," she said, giving me a kiss. "I want you to know I meant what I said last night."
"What's that?" I asked.
"That I love you," she said. "I've always loved you. And I'll always be here for you, no matter what. I'll never treat you the way Donna did."
"And I love you too, Doreen," I said, kissing her on the lips. I actually did love her, and I hoped this wasn't just a "rebound" relationship. "I'm already feeling better about all this stuff. And it's all thanks to you." She kissed me one more time before standing up.
"Well, I guess I'd better get dressed and head out," she said. "I'll be back this afternoon, okay?"
"Sure, that works," I said. "Oh, wait just a second," I added, grabbing my jeans off the floor where they had been left last night. I pulled out my key ring and handed her Donna's old house key. "Just in case I'm not here when you get back. I'll give you her old garage door opener as well. And I'll have to give you the security code for the alarm."
After we got all that ironed out, Doreen headed upstairs, threw her dress on and headed out. The next two weeks were wonderful. Doreen spent most nights with me, and she was a huge help, especially after I went back to work. We got a lot done around the place, and even painted most of the interior walls.
She understood the nature of my job required that I sometimes work late or out of town now and again, and she was perfectly fine with it. On those nights, she went back to her apartment and we would stay in touch over Skype until she had to go to bed.
The most important thing for me was developing trust, and Doreen seemed to sense that without me saying anything. If I had to work, I would make it a habit of letting her know, either with a call or a text. She would do the same if she had to make a run to the store or head to her apartment. By the end of the two weeks, it seemed like old hat to us both.
It would be an understatement to say that she went a long way to healing my heart over those two weeks. It almost seemed like a pre-honeymoon honeymoon and we learned a lot about each other. It turned out we had a lot in common, even in our taste of music.
I also learned that she was a bit of a closet nudist, and loved staying naked around the house as often as she could. I enjoyed that as well and, even though it took some getting used to, I found that I liked it as well. But only if she were there with me. The idea of lounging around naked by myself just seemed a bit strange...
Eventually, the date for our online hearing rolled around. I was surprised that Donna hadn't tried to contact me during the previous two weeks, but I really didn't mind that she hadn't tried to call me. Doreen came by and sat off to the side so she could listen in.
I dressed for the online meeting and listened as my lawyer explained what would happen. As he described it, since Donna wasn't contesting anything, the hearing should be over in about 15 minutes or so. Nevertheless, the judge had allowed for a full hour just in case.
"Between you and me, I think he likes to take a break in between these things," my lawyer said. Soon, everyone was online -- the judge, the bailiff, the court reporter, my self and my attorney. Donna, however, was not online.
"Mr. Winthrop," the judge said. "Do you have any reason why Mrs. Fielding isn't online?"
"No, your honor, I don't," my lawyer said. "I sent her an email with the instructions a couple days ago but I haven't heard from her."
"Mr. Fielding, have you heard from your wife?" the judge asked.
"No, sir, I haven't," I told him.
"All right," he said. "Bailiff, I want you to contact the sheriff's office. Get them out to Mrs. Fielding's address immediately. If there's no good reason for her to not be online, have her taken into custody."
"Yes, sir," the bailiff said. We sat around, cooling our heels waiting for something to happen. Finally, after about 45 minutes, the bailiff returned.
"Your honor, I just heard from the deputies who were dispatched to Mrs. Fielding's residence," he said. "According to them, both Mrs. Fielding and her companion were found deceased. The medical examiner has been called to the location."
"I see," the judge said. "Thank you, bailiff. Mr. Fielding, it appears your petition for divorce has been rendered moot by your wife's untimely death. I'll wait until I get the official word from the medical examiner before I officially close the case. In the meantime, please accept my condolences and the condolences of the court for your loss."
"Thank you, your honor," I said. The judge, bailiff and the reporter left the call, leaving just me and my attorney.
"I'm sorry about this, Mr. Fielding," he said. "If you like, I can take care of your wife's probate. I assume she didn't have a will."
"No, she didn't," I said. "Thanks." I held Doreen as she cried over Donna's death. I felt a bit of sadness as well. Thanks to Doreen, I no longer hated Donna, but I still hated what she had done. Then I remembered telling Donna I wished to never see her alive again, and I felt a pang of guilt. It was something said in anger, but it still ate at me.
Epilogue:
A couple weeks later, the state began reopening and life started to return to some semblance of normal. The autopsy on Donna and her lover revealed that both of them had died from the coronavirus, however, the medical examiner found that both of them had taken rather large quantities of illegal drugs. The ME also reported that Donna was also pregnant. No doubt, with her lover's child. For some reason, neither of them had thought to go to the hospital.
I agreed to attend the funeral, mostly to support Doreen and her parents. Fortunately, I had taken out a term life insurance policy on both Donna and I through the bank, so her final expenses were more than covered.
Alan and Linda were both happy to learn that Doreen and I were together as a couple. I'm still not sure where our relationship is going, but I suspect I'll be popping the question before too long. Right now, she's showing me just how much she loves me, and I have to admit, I'm enjoying it. So if you'll excuse me, I'm going to concentrate on this beautiful woman for a while...
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My name is Tim Robinson, and the last year or so of my life would have to improve to be considered hellish. There are two reasons -- well, actually three -- for that.
First off, I was involved in an accident one day a little more than a year ago while I was riding my motorcycle. A trucker apparently didn't see me as he pulled out onto the highway and he hit me. As a result, several vertebrae in my spine were crushed, and I was paralyzed from the neck down.
About all I could do was blink my eyes and breathe. I could swallow with some difficulty, but only if I was taking in liquid or my food was pureed. I couldn't even chew, couldn't speak, and had no sensation whatsoever from the neck down. Don't even ask me about going to the bathroom. All the doctors at the hospital said I was lucky to even be alive.
Thanks to the multi-million dollar settlement I got from the trucking company, all of my medical expenses were covered and I now received a monthly stipend that would support my wife and I for the rest of our lives. Between that, my disability and the money my wife, Beth, made at her job, I knew we would be okay financially.
I remained in the hospital for six months before I was finally allowed to come home, and that's when my life got even worse.
"How's that?" the counselor asked, looking at me intently.
"I'm so ashamed I don't think I can even repeat what happened during those six months," I said, a tear falling down my cheek.
"That's okay," she said in response. "Everything you say here will be kept confidential. Remember, I'm here to help you heal." I nodded my head and took a sip of water before continuing. "Let's start with your marriage," she said. "Tell me a little bit about that."
I told her about my marriage to Beth -- how we met in college, then married after we both graduated. At the time of my accident, I was only 25 and we had been married for three years. I worked as a mechanical engineer and she worked as a paralegal for a big law firm downtown. We were able to afford a fairly large three-bedroom apartment.
Originally, we had planned on turning one bedroom into a nursery. The second bedroom was used as an office by both of us, but after my accident, the "nursery" was turned into my room, since it was large enough to accommodate all of my medical equipment.
Beth did all she could to take care of me the first month or so, but it was clear that she wasn't up to it, especially the bathroom stuff, so she sought help. Our neighbors, Don and Kathy Akins, said they would do what they could to help. At the time, I considered them friends, and since he was an attorney at Beth's firm, he often drove her into work.
Kathy was a nurse at a local hospital, so she would check in on me from time to time to make sure I was alright. She even helped us secure a home health nurse to check in on me during the day. After a month, it was obvious that Beth wasn't up to the task, even with all the help.
"And that's when Don stepped in?" the counselor asked.
"Yes," I said. It all began innocently enough, but I could tell that he had a thing for my wife. She often broke down crying and of course, he was always there to console her. I could hear them in the front room, making out on our couch. Then he would take her into what used to be our master bedroom and have sex with her.
"But it didn't end there, did it?" the counselor asked. I shook my head.
"No," I said. "Afterward, he would come into my room and put his finger under my nose so I could smell Beth on him. He would taunt me, telling me how sweet my wife's pussy is." I saw the look on the counselor's face. "Sorry," I said.
"Don't be," she said. "I need to hear it all, and there's nothing I haven't heard before."
"Then he would take his dick out and rub it on my face," I said. "He would laugh and tell me it was just in my wife's pussy and ass."
"Where was his wife during all this?" the counselor asked. "Was she working?"
"Yes," I said. "She often worked strange shifts and it wasn't unusual for her to be gone all night, working the graveyard shift."
"I see," the counselor said. "Go on." I took a deep breath before continuing.
"After about a month of that, he came in my room while Beth was taking a shower. He literally picked me up, spread my legs as wide as he could and," I began before tears started falling down my cheeks. I was so ashamed I couldn't even finish my statement.
"Did he sodomize you?" the counselor asked. I nodded my head as I wiped the tears off my face.
"Yes," I said quietly.
"How often did this happen?" the counselor asked.
"I don't know," I said. "Maybe a couple times a week or so for about four months. He even told me that he was going to bring some of his friends over to do the same thing to me."
"Did your wife know this was going on?" the counselor asked. I shrugged my shoulders.
"I don't know," I said. "She was never right there when it happened. She would always come by later and go on about how good it was we had friends like Don to help look after me. I'll never forget the day he brought in that damn monitor and set it up on my dresser. He had it hooked up to a camera and had me watch as he fucked my wife. Beth thought it was wonderful that he brought it in."
"When did the abuse stop?" the counselor asked.
"The day Dr. Steiner came by to see me," I said. I remembered that day like it was yesterday. Beth brought Dr. Steiner and my attorney into my room just a couple hours after Don had taken me. Dr. Steiner was an older, somewhat short, balding man, with a German accent. I thought back to that visit...
...
"Tim, there's a Dr. Steiner here to see you," Beth said, escorting him into my room. Dr. Steiner came over and introduced himself to me. He also introduced an assistant carrying a tablet. My lawyer, Alan Harrison, was also there.
"Tim, I'm Dr. Franklin Steiner, and I'm here to discuss a possible treatment for your condition," he said. He turned to Beth before continuing. "I'll take care of it from here, missy," he told her. "Please wait in the other room." She left the room, but I noticed a look of concern on her face. He turned back to me, pulled up a chair and sat looking at me eye-to-eye before speaking.
"Now, Tim, let me explain," he said. "I run a high-end research facility on Lake Arrowhead. We've been doing some groundbreaking research on 3-D bone reconstruction and implants to heal nerve damage. I think your case is tailor-made for us.
"I've looked at your chart and I know the extent of the damage you have suffered," he added. "I believe we can help you regain much, if not all, of your physical capabilities. Is that something you might be interested in? Please blink once for yes and twice for no." What else could I say to something like this? Of course, I blinked once.
"Good," he said with a smile. "Now, you need to understand this is all experimental but we have been given approval for human testing. And thanks to external grants we've received, it will cost you nothing whatsoever." That was good news, but I was a bit concerned about this being experimental.
"I know you're probably concerned about this being experimental," he said, as if reading my mind. "Don't let that concern you. If the operation isn't successful, you won't be in any worse shape than you are now. But I believe you are a good candidate and I have confidence that everything will work just fine. In fact, if we're as successful as I believe we will be, you will be even stronger than you were before the accident." That gave me some hope, so I listened as he explained the procedure.
Basically, he explained that all of the damaged vertebrae would be replaced with vertebrae made from a composite material that would be even stronger than the original. On top of that, the new vertebrae would be constructed with a 3-D printer that used data obtained by my own body. In theory, the new bones would be exact duplicates of the old ones -- just stronger. In addition, he would insert tiny electronic implants that would help to heal the damaged nerves. The operation itself would last three to four hours and the recovery time could last up to several days, depending on how fast I healed.
Dr. Steiner also explained that he had already reviewed the data from my hospitalization and had started the process of constructing the new bones.
"I hope you don't mind," he said. "Initially, we wanted to see if we could actually reconstruct the damaged bone based on data gleaned from your records. Once we found that we could, we decided to go for the actual procedure."
Once I was strong enough, he said, I would undergo physical therapy. That, he said, could last a few weeks.
"So, is this something you would like to try?" he asked. "Blink once for yes or two for no." Of course, I blinked once. He smiled and rubbed his hands together.
"Sehr gut!" he exclaimed. He motioned for his assistant to join us. "Please, let Mr. Robinson read the agreement." The assistant came over and held the tablet as I read through the agreement. When I was finished, Dr. Steiner asked me if I agreed, again instructing me to blink once for yes. I blinked once.
"Very well," he said, instructing his assistant to have me electronically sign with my thumbprint. Once that was done, Alan countersigned, verifying that he had witnessed my agreement to the procedure. "Are you ready to get started?" he asked. Of course! I blinked once. He smiled.
"Then let's get going," he said. "Don't worry, we have everything you'll need at the facility." He motioned for his assistant to wheel me out of the apartment and toward a large van that was waiting in the parking lot. Beth stopped us on the way out.
"Where are you going?" she asked. Dr. Steiner looked at her before answering.
"Your husband has agreed to a procedure which could put him back on his feet," he said.
"Where are you taking him?" she asked. "How long will he be gone? How much is this going to cost?"
"We are transporting him to my facility on Lake Arrowhead," the doctor said. "He could be gone for several weeks, depending on how well he responds to the procedure and the therapy. His doctor and his lawyer is fully aware of what is going on and they and your husband have approved. Cost is not an issue. Now, if you don't mind, we'd like to get going."
"Wait," she said. "I haven't seen any agreement and I don't even know what's going to happen."
"He doesn't need your approval, Mrs Robinson," Alan said. "He's disabled, not incompetent. Everything has been explained to him and he's given his approval. You do want your husband to get better, don't you?"
"Yeah, of course I do," she said. I could detect a bit of guilt in her voice. "Can I at least come see him?"
"Perhaps after the procedure, when he's up to having visitors, you can come," Dr. Steiner said. "Otherwise, it's probably best if you stay right here for now. We'll be in touch. Perhaps this would be a good time to say goodbye and wish your husband well." Beth came in front of me and kissed me on the lips.
"Get better, sweetheart," she said. "Let me know when I can come see you, okay?" Of course, I couldn't say anything, but I was steaming inside. Dr. Steiner and his assistant wheeled me out to the van. After they got me inside, the assistant got in the driver's seat we headed out. I could see Beth standing there in the parking lot, watching us leave. I didn't know what she was thinking, but I felt as though I had just been rescued from a hostage situation.
A couple hours later, we arrived at the facility and I was taken to a very nice room where several nurses began preparing me for the procedure.
"I hope you don't mind, Tim, but I thought it best to get started right away," Dr. Steiner said. He turned to the nurses. "Once you have him prepared, please bring him to the operating room."
"Yes, Dr. Steiner," one of the nurses said.
"Okay, Tim, I will leave you in the capable hands of your nurses and I'll see you in the OR," he told me before leaving. Soon, they had me undressed, washed down and in a gown -- you know, the type that leaves you exposed in the back. They placed me on a gurney and wheeled me to the operating room, where three very large orderlies gingerly picked me up and placed me face down on the table.
The anesthesiologist did his thing and the last thing I heard before I was out was Dr. Steiner saying, "oh my..." I had no idea what he was referring to.
I woke up still face down, but this time I was in some kind of a contraption that kept me immobile. I had a tube going down my throat and an IV stuck in my arm. A blood pressure band was on my right arm. Suddenly, the contraption turned and I was looking up into Dr. Steiner's face.
"You are awake," he said. "Good. You will be happy to hear the operation went off quite well. We're going to have to keep you immobile for a few days to make sure everything heals properly. We had to replace quite a bit, after all. You may feel some tingling or itching in your back. That's normal. That means the implants are doing their job. The nurses will keep a very close eye on you as will I. The device you are in will automatically rotate your body every so often, so don't be alarmed. Just try to relax for now, okay? We'll talk in a couple days."
With that, he checked my vitals, gave some instructions to the nurses and left. What was it he said? Relax? What else was I going to do, I wondered. He was right about one thing -- I did feel a tingling sensation in the middle of my back, and it aggravated me to no end. I also felt the itching, and I wanted to scratch, but I couldn't. As aggravating as it was, it was nice to actually feel something for the first time in over a year.
That night, a couple nurses came in to wash me down. I could feel them as they washed my legs, buttocks and back. I was more than surprised. I was shocked -- I could actually feel what they were doing. They turned the "bed" over and began to wash me from the front. That's when I got a good look at them.
They were both quite young and attractive. One had shoulder-length blonde hair and the other was a brunette. As they washed me, I felt something else -- something I hadn't felt in a long time -- a stirring in my groin. I couldn't move my head, but I could see a smile creep across their faces as they washed me. The blonde looked at me.
"Well, I'm no doctor, but it looks like something is working down here," she said with a smile. They giggled a bit, but kept doing their job. They finished what they were doing and left the room, but not before giving me some encouragement.
I ended up staying in the device for four days. Each day was pretty much the same -- X-rays were taken every morning and nurses came in to massage my arms and legs. Later in the day, I was given a thorough sponge bath. I found that as each day went by I could feel more of what was being done to me. On the fourth day, Dr. Steiner came into the room and looked me over carefully.
Sitting down next to me, he pulled out a pin and quickly stuck me in the leg -- I felt it and made a noise. I couldn't say anything since I still had a tube in my throat. He looked at me.
"Did you feel that?" he asked. I blinked once and tried to nod my head, but I couldn't move it as it was still strapped down. He smiled. "Very good," he said. He asked me to try moving my toes. To my surprise, I could. Then he asked me to move my fingers, which I did.
"Outstanding!" he exclaimed. He examined my X-rays closely and called in some nurses.
"I think it's time we got Mr. Robinson out of this contraption," he said. They pulled the tube out of my throat, removed my catheter, disconnected all of the tubes and unstrapped me from the device. Then they moved me to a gurney and took me to my room, where they moved me to a bed. He spoke to the nurses then sat down next to me.
"I can't tell you how pleased I am with your results," he said. "We will need to start your physical therapy now, and we'll start with some exercises you can do in your bed. I don't want to put too much pressure on your back just yet." He put a cup with a straw to my mouth. "Take a drink," he said. I did, and it felt so good going down my throat. "Try to say something," he said after I had swallowed.
"Wow," I croaked. He laughed and nodded his head.
"That will do," he said. "How do you feel?"
"Like a new man," I said, my voice still very weak. I could feel my eyes start to water. This was the first time I had been able to do or say anything since the accident. He pulled a tissue and wiped my eyes.
"I know this is a very emotional moment for you, Tim," he said. "For now, I want you to take it easy. Don't try to overdo it. Your back still has to heal a bit, but it looks like the implants are working just fine. I am concerned that you may have lost some muscle mass since the accident, so we're going to set you up with a program of diet and exercise to help you regain the use of your muscles. Now, I'd like to introduce you to the staff members who will be taking care of you." He waved his hand and a group of young women entered the room.
"This is Angela, your dietitian," he said. "Ingrid will be your physical therapist," he added, referring to a short-haired muscular blonde who nodded her head once. "Linda will be your day nurse," he said, pointing to a petite woman with short dark hair. "And this is Kirsten, your night nurse," he added, pointing to a taller red-haired woman. Her eyes twinkled as she smiled at me.
"Nice to meet you," I managed to say.
"Now, if there is anything you need, please feel free to let us know," Dr. Steiner said. "We all live here at the facility, so we're available 24 hours a day." He motioned for the women to leave the room for a bit, then turned back to me.
"Tim, I need to speak with you about something," he said. "This is a delicate subject, so if you feel a bit uncomfortable, let me know. I'm curious -- I noticed a fair amount of rectal damage when we started the procedure on you. I also took samples of something I found in that area. I'm not here to judge, but I was just wondering. Are you gay or bisexual?"
"No," I croaked, more than a bit embarrassed.
"I see," he said. "So you were abused?" Tears began to fall down my cheek.
"Yes," I managed to get out. He wiped my face before speaking.
"You know, I have an obligation to report this to the authorities," he said. "In this state, it's a felony to sexually abuse a disabled person. It's also considered a hate crime. I took samples of what I found and the lab is doing analysis, including DNA. Do you know who did this to you?"



"Yes," I said quietly.
"Was your wife involved?" he asked.
"Don't know," I said. "She was never around when he did it."
"I see," he said. "Are you willing to name the person who did this to you?" I nodded my head.
"Yes," I told him.
"Good," he said. "Once we have the analysis, I'll contact the authorities. In the meantime, I'll set you up with a counselor."
"Thanks," I said.
"You're welcome," he said. "Now, let's concentrate on getting you back on your feet, shall we?"
They attached a device to the head of my large bed that allowed me to lift weights while laying down, but Dr. Steiner didn't want me to use it just yet. For the first week, they simply had me do hand exercises and they brought in a machine so I could do leg exercises. Ingrid turned out to be quite the therapist as she called cadence.
"Eins, zwei, drei, fier," she counted in German as I pushed with one foot, then the other. I couldn't help but notice that her accent was far more pronounced that Dr. Steiner's. She would have made a good drill instructor, I thought, as she pushed me to go faster.
"Gut!" she declared. "We'll feed you some protein and get those muscles back in shape. Soon, every freulein in town will be after you. And probably a frustrated hausfrau or two," she added with a wicked laugh.
...
"And that brings us to the present," I said, looking at the counselor, who patiently listened to my story. She put her pen down and looked at me.
"Tim," she said. "These next few weeks are going to be very difficult for you. Frankly, I don't know which is going to be harder -- the physical recovery, or the emotional one. I'm glad you feel you can talk to me about this, and I hope you take action against those who abused and neglected you. They violated the law and need to be dealt with. I want you to know that I'm here for you and you can talk to me any time you need. Okay?"
"Okay," I said. "Thanks." With that, the session ended and I was wheeled back to my room.
A couple days later, Dr. Steiner came in my room, escorting a couple of men wearing dark suits. I noticed Alan was with them. After chasing the nurses out of my room, the doctor sat down next to me.
"Tim, these men are here to discuss your situation at home," he said. "I took the liberty of calling your lawyer as well. I hope you don't mind."
"Not at all," I said. Alan seemed shocked when he heard me speak.
"You're looking much better, Tim," he said as he stood over me. I smiled and reached out to shake his hand. Surprised, he accepted and shook my hand.
"Thank you," I said. "I'm feeling much better. I can even eat on my own now."
"He is doing quite well," Dr. Steiner said. "If all goes well, he'll be even stronger than he was before the accident."
"That's good to hear," Alan said.
"Tim, this is Agent Smith and Agent Jones, with the state police," Dr. Steiner said. "They're here to take your statement. Are you up to speaking with them?"
"Absolutely," I said. The three men pulled up chairs and Agent Smith pulled out a recorder.
"Mr. Robinson, I hope you don't mind if we record this interview?" he asked.
"Not at all," I said. They spent the next hour taking notes and asking questions as I recalled the previous four months of abuse at the hand of the person I thought was my friend, Don Akins. This was the third time I had to admit what was done to me and it was just as humiliating and painful as it was the first two times.
"And you say this Mr. Akins is the man who assaulted you repeatedly?" Agent Smith asked.
"Yes," I said.
"I have the sample I took from Mr. Robinson, along with the analysis," Dr. Steiner said. "There was significant rectal damage that had to be taken care of. That is all in my report."
"We'll need to take that into evidence," Agent Smith said. Dr. Steiner nodded his head.
"Tell me, Mr. Robinson," Agent Smith said, looking back at me. "Is this the same Don Akins who works at the law firm of McMaster and Williams?"
"Yes, it is," I said.
"And your wife works at this firm as well?" he asked.
"Yes, she does," I told him.
"And you allege that the two of them have been engaged in an affair during this time?" he asked.
"That's correct," I told him.
"Was she ever present when the assaults took place?" Agent Smith asked. I shook my head.
"She was in the apartment, but never in the same room, as I recall," I told him. "In fact, she seemed to think that he was helping me, somehow."
"I see," the agent said. "Nevertheless, we're going to have to bring her in as an accessory. Even if she wasn't physically in the same room, it's difficult to believe she wouldn't have known something was going on."
"Tim, are you certain about all of this?" Alan asked, shocked. "I know Don Akins personally, and I find it hard to believe he would do something like this."
"Maybe you don't know him as well as you think. Tell me, how else would his semen have gotten in my ass?" I asked, rhetorically. "You have Dr. Steiner's report and you have the sample."
"I can't explain it," he said. "I take it you're going to want a divorce from your wife."
"Absolutely," I said. He nodded his head.
"Alright," he said. "I'll start the paperwork. I'll get with you before we file."
"I also want a restraining order," I told him. "I don't want either of them anywhere near me and I sure as hell don't want them in my apartment."
"As of right now, we'll be treating your apartment as a potential crime scene," Agent Smith said. "How much longer is Mr. Robinson going to be here?" he asked Dr. Steiner.
"Hard to say," the doctor told him. "At least five more weeks, perhaps longer. It depends on how well he responds to the treatment and the therapy."
"Very well," Smith said. "At least he'll be safe for a while longer." He turned to his partner. "Get a search warrant for the Robinson apartment and arrest warrants for Mrs. Robinson and Mr. Akins." The other agent nodded his head and left the room. Smith turned back to me.
"Just so you know, Mr. Robinson," Smith said. "We're going to charge your wife as an accessory. If it comes down to it, would you be willing to testify against her in court?"
"Yes," I said.
"Okay," he said quietly. By then, Jones had returned and gave a thumbs-up.
"Warrants will be ready when we get back to the office," he said. Smith nodded his head and packed up his gear and the sample he got from Dr. Steiner.
"We'll be in touch, Mr. Robinson," he said. "I hope everything works out for you."
"Thank you," I said. After they left, Alan came over to me.
"Tim," he said. "These are serious charges you're making. Don could lose everything -- his job, his license, maybe even his marriage. Are you 100 percent certain about this?"
"I'm 100 percent certain, Alan," I said. "I frankly don't care if he loses everything. In fact, after what he's done, he deserves to lose everything. I hope you're on my side in this. Tell me now if you're not and I'll find another attorney."
"I'm on your side, Tim," he said. "It's just, I don't know, hard for me to believe. I've met his wife, eaten at their home. I've never seen anything to suggest he'd do something this stupid."
"Well, he did," I said. "Can I sue him as well?"
"I don't see any reason why not," Alan said. "We live in one of the few states where alienation of affection lawsuits are allowed, so I'll look into that as well, but you should know they typically don't go very far. I'm truly sorry about this, Tim. I had no idea."
"Not your fault," I said. "I had no way of letting anyone know." We said our goodbyes and he left. I felt a bit better, knowing that something was going to be done.
The next couple weeks went fast. Ingrid had me up on my feet in no time. At first, she had me walk on a treadmill, then she had me working with weights. Angela had me on a diet high in protein and fiber, and I began to notice my muscle mass returning to normal.
In the meantime, authorities were building a case against Don and Beth. Alan decided it would be best to hold the divorce papers until she was arrested. Agents Smith and Jones returned a couple times with state prosecutors, looking to get more detailed information from me about the assaults. They informed me that analysis verified that it was Don's DNA Dr. Steiner had extracted from me.
Alan had also hired a PI to gather evidence of their adultery. It wasn't difficult to do at all, since the two of them were quite blatant about their affair. Apparently Don's wife, Kathy, was oblivious to their activity since she worked nights while they screwed around, and slept during the day while they were at work.
After gathering evidence and finishing the paperwork, Alan came out to go over it with me. He planned to file on the grounds of adultery, neglect and cruelty. He had plenty of photos, video and audio of them to back up his case. I really didn't want to hear or see what they had done, especially since I had already seen and heard enough of them to last a lifetime. He also had paperwork against Don and planned to sue the firm they worked for, since Beth was technically his subordinate and he had clearly violated company policy.
Additionally, he planned to report Don to the state Bar Association and had paperwork drawn up accusing him of various ethics charges.
I couldn't help but notice that Beth never once called the facility to check on my progress, and she never once came out to see how I was doing. Apparently, she and Don were too busy screwing to bother with me. Oh well, I thought. This, too, would pass.
And it did. At the end of the two-week period, the authorities moved in and arrested them at the firm. Alan's process server was also present and delivered the papers to all the parties concerned. My lawyer even alerted the media, who captured video of the two cheaters being placed in the back of police cruisers.
Shocked by the allegations and the evidence we had against Don, the firm acted quickly, and settled with Alan for most of what we asked for. They also fired the two of them and reported Don to the state Bar.
Kathy got word of the arrest that day, when Don called her from the county lockup, telling her he was in jail and would need her to show up in court for the arraignment so she could post his bail. Agents Smith and Jones got with Dr. Steiner, and the three of them took me to the courthouse for the arraignment. Kathy spotted me as I was wheeled in for the hearing, and came running up to me.
"How is he?" she asked Dr. Steiner. I looked up at her.
"Better," I said, watching her reaction. It had been a year since she had heard me speak. "Didn't you hear? Your husband has raped me repeatedly over a four-month period," I said. "At the same time he's been fucking Beth. You didn't know?"
"Oh my God," she said. "I didn't know, Tim. Please believe me. I had no idea this was going on."
"I've also filed for divorce from Beth and I'm suing Don for alienation of affection," I said. "If you want, I'll give you the name of my attorney in case you decide to file for divorce."
"Damn right I'm divorcing the son of a bitch," she said. We went into the courtroom and saw the sheriffs bring Don and Beth in, both in orange jumpsuits, their hands and feet shackled and connected to another chain around their waist. They both looked like shit.
The state prosecutor asked that both be remanded without bail, stating that Don could be a flight risk and a restraining order had been placed against Beth. He also told the judge that I was undergoing medical treatment and had filed for divorce. The prosecutor expressed concern that Don might try to retaliate against me physically. The judge looked over the paperwork in front of him and agreed, ordering them both held without bail until the hearing, which he set for the next week.
As they led Don and Beth out, she looked and saw me sitting in the back of the courtroom. Her eyes widened as I held up one hand with the middle finger extended. Kathy caught up with me after Agents Smith and Jones wheeled me out of the courtroom. She stopped them and knelt down to speak to me.
"Tim, I can't tell you how sorry I am about all this," she said. "I really didn't know."
"That's alright, Kathy," I told her.
"How long are you going to be gone?" she asked. I shrugged my shoulders.
"I don't know," I told her. "Maybe a few more weeks. They've really done a very good job. I can even walk around some now."
"That's terrific," she said. "Please keep in touch and let me know how you're doing."
"I will, Kathy," I said.
"We really need to go now, miss," Agent Smith said. Kathy nodded her head and stood up.
"I understand," she said. "Take care of yourself, Tim," she added.
"Thanks, Kathy," I said as Agent Smith wheeled me out to the van. After we got back to the facility, I was taken to the physical therapy room, where Ingrid had been waiting for me.
"About time you showed up," she said. "Time to begin!" She put me through my paces and even gave me extra exercises to make up for being late. I was sore by the time she was finished with me, but I felt good.
After dinner, Kirsten stayed behind to check my vitals and do her paperwork. When she finished, she came to the bed, made sure I was comfortable, sat down and looked at me for a few moments. Something seemed to be bothering her.
"Is everything alright?" I asked. "You look like you have something on your mind."
"I was just wondering something," she said.
"What?" I asked.
"Do you find me attractive?" she asked.
"Absolutely," I said. "I think you're a lovely girl and a damn good nurse. Why?"
"It's just... Well, you haven't made a pass at me the whole time you've been here," she said. "I was wondering if I've done something to upset you or if maybe you don't find me attractive." I smiled at her before responding.
"I'm actually very attracted to you," I said. "It's just that, for one thing, I'm still married and secondly, I'm just learning how to get around all over again. Hell, I haven't even been able to speak for a year. Besides, what about your other patients?"
"You're my only patient," she said quietly. "Dr. Steiner is very particular about who he assigns to the night shift."
"I see," I said. "So, our Dr. Steiner is not only a medical genius and a miracle worker, he's also something of a match maker?" She laughed at that.
"It's been known to happen," she said.
"Well, Kirsten," I said. "It so happens that I'm very partial to shy beautiful redheads. And I am getting divorced, so there's that." She smiled widely and her eyes twinkled.
"Would it be okay if I kissed you goodnight?" she asked.
"Absolutely," I said. She leaned in and gave me a soft kiss. After a second, the soft kiss turned into something more sensuous and soon, our tongues were wrestling in each other's mouths. When she broke the kiss, I felt a stirring in my groin.
"I'm here for you all night," she said. "Every night. If you ever need anything, anything at all, call me okay? I know you're back isn't up to sex, but I'd love to just spend time with you."
"I will, promise," I said. She smiled and quietly left the room. I thought about what she said and fell asleep, images of redheaded angels dancing in my head all night.
The next few days flew by, with Ingrid working me harder and harder. I found that I was able to walk several miles on the treadmill and my muscles had strengthened to the point that I was able to bench press more weight than I ever could before. The daily X-rays showed that my new vertebrae were working even better than Dr. Steiner had predicted and the implants had repaired nearly all of the damaged nerves.
Kirsten kept me company most evenings, laying on the bed, watching television with me or, on other evenings, just talking. We would often share a bowl of popcorn while watching a movie, and would snuggle up together with the bowl on our laps. We always ended the evening with a hot kiss or two. Or three. I started to feel like a high school boy on a date with the prettiest girl in school. On top of that, I was falling for her -- hard.
By the time Agents Smith and Jones came to pick me up for the main part of Beth and Don's trial, I no longer needed the wheelchair. But Dr. Steiner insisted that I use it anyway, just to make certain I didn't accidentally hurt myself. And he went along as well, not only as a witness to the injuries I sustained, but to make sure I got back in one piece.
I sat in my chair immediately behind the prosecutor, with Dr. Steiner next to me. I saw Beth and Don enter the room and sit down next to their defense attorney. They glanced over at me before whispering to their attorney. Kathy sat behind them, but she didn't look very happy. The jury, which had been selected the previous day, was seated and soon, the judge entered, with the bailiff giving the order for everyone to stand up.
Using the rail in front of me for support, I stood up and noticed the look of shock on Don and Beth's face. When the judge came in, he gave the order to be seated and we all sat down. Dr. Steiner asked me quietly if I was okay and I nodded my head in the affirmative. The judge opened the proceedings by reading the long list of charges and noting that both Don and Beth had plead not guilty.
After both sides gave their opening statements, the judge turned to the prosecution attorney, who called me as his first witness. Dr. Steiner walked beside me to make sure I didn't fall down on the way, then went back to his seat after I sat down in the witness chair. Don and Beth looked at each other, shocked.
They were even more shocked when I spoke after the bailiff swore me to tell the truth. The prosecutor stood up and walked over to me. He began by congratulating me on my progress, then asked questions relating to my accident and the year or so I spent as a quadriplegic. I understood what he was doing -- by asking these questions, he was informing the jury of my physical condition prior to my treatment at Dr. Steiner's facility.
Most of the questions at this point dealt with my home life, how Beth tried to look after me but was unable to, and how Kathy had managed to get home health care professionals to take care of me during the day.
"And during any of this time, did your wife ever attempt to see to your emotional needs?" the prosecutor asked.
"No, sir," I told him.
"Did she ever attempt to please you sexually?" he asked.
"No, she did not," I said.
"Had she tried, would she have been successful?" he asked. I shook my head.
"No," I said. "I had no feeling from the neck down."
"I see," he said. "Did she ever hug you or kiss you or spend time with you, maybe reading a book or watching television?" I thought hard before answering, but I honestly couldn't remember her doing much of anything like that. Sure, she gave me the occasional kiss on the cheek, but that was about it.
"She sometimes gave me a peck on the cheek, but that was about it," I said.
"Did she participate in your care?" he asked. "Did she feed you, help bathe you, perhaps help you in the bathroom?"
"She tried at first, but she simply wasn't up to it," I said.
"When did Mr. Akins come into the picture?" he asked.
"Almost from the beginning," I said.
"Were you friends before your accident?" the prosecutor asked.
"Yes, we were," I said. "They lived next door to us and we had spent time together before my accident."
"I see," the prosecutor said. "So, you weren't surprised to see him in your apartment, then?"
"No, like I said, I thought we were friends," I said. "They often came over and we would share a beer or dinner sometimes."
"You say he and your wife engaged in sexual activity in your apartment," the prosecutor said. "When did that start?"
"I'm not certain, exactly," I said. "They could have been doing it while I was in the hospital, but I'm not certain. I have no proof of that. He often let her cry on his shoulder when they were both there. I guess it was about a month after I got home from the hospital that I first heard them."



"Heard them?" the prosecutor asked.
"Yes," I said. "I could hear them kissing and moaning as if they were making out. I could hear Beth as he drove her to orgasm." Beth wiped her eyes as I recalled what I heard. "Then I heard them in what used to be our bed, having sex."
"What happened then?" the prosecutor asked.
"He would come into my room and taunt me while she showered," I said. "He put his finger under my nose and tell me that was as close as I would ever get to my wife again. One day, he brought in a monitor and a box and told me it was so I could watch a real man fuck my wife." That brought gasps from Beth and the jury.
"Your honor," the prosecutor said as the bailiff wheeled out a cart with a large monitor and a black box into the courtroom, "this is the monitor and box Mr. Robinson is referring to. The box is actually a digital video recorder. The system also included two video cameras, one set up in Mr. Robinson's master bedroom and another in the room where he stayed. We copied several hours of video recorded by the device." The prosecutor turned back to me.
"Is it your testimony that Mr. Akins used this so you could watch him have sex with your wife?" he asked.
"Yes," I said quietly. Beth looked at Don, shocked.
"You bastard," she said. The judge pounded his gavel.
"Order in the court," he said. Beth quieted down and the prosecutor continued.
"Did you know that Mr. Akins placed a camera in your room as well as the master bedroom?" he asked me. I shook my head. This was news to me.
"No, sir, I didn't," I said.
"How did your wife react to this monitor?" the prosecutor asked.
"She thought it was wonderful that he had gotten it for me," I said. "Apparently, she thought it was so I could watch sports on television."
"And was it about this time that the abuse against you began?" the prosecutor asked.
"Yes, it was," I said.
"Please, tell the court what would typically happen," the prosecutor said.
"After Don and my wife had their fun, he would come into my room and turn the monitor off," I said. "Then he would lift me up and pull my pajama bottoms down and have his way with me."
"Is it your testimony that he sodomized you?" the prosecutor asked.
"Yes," I said, embarrassed.
"Go on," the prosecutor said. "Did it end there?"
"No," I said. "Once he was finished, he would force my mouth open and put his penis inside. I thought I was going to get sick to my stomach."
"So, it's your testimony that after Mr. Akins sodomized you, he forced you to perform fellatio on him?"
"Yes," I said, even more embarrassed.
"Was your wife ever present when this took place?" the prosecutor asked.
"Not that I'm aware of," I said. "He always seemed to finish about the time she was done with her shower. Afterward, she would come into my room and tell me how wonderful it was we had a friend like Don to help look after me."
"How often did this happen?"
"About two or three times a week," I said.
"For how long?" the prosecutor asked.
"About four months," I said. I heard members of the jury gasp and as I looked, I saw some of them glare at Beth and Don with hatred in their eyes. Beth looked down at the table, as Don sat stoic, looking straight ahead.
"So, you estimate that this happened about 35 times overall?" the prosecutor asked.
"About that, yes," I said.
"Were you aware that Mr. Akins recorded his time in your room?" he asked me. I shook my head.
"No, I wasn't," I said. The prosecutor looked at the jury.
"In fact, ladies and gentlemen, Mr. Akins recorded himself abusing Mr. Robinson 36 times on this device," he said. He paused as the jury took that in. "With friends like that, who needs enemies?" the prosecutor asked, rhetorically. The defense attorney objected, and the judge sustained the objection. "That's all I have for this witness at this time," he said. "But I reserve the right to recall Mr. Robinson to the stand."
"Very well," the judge said. "Your witness, Mr. Greene," he said to the defense attorney. Greene stayed at his table and looked up at me before speaking.
"Mr. Robinson, I am sorry to hear of your injuries and I do hope you get better," he said.
"Thank you," I said.
"Just one thing," he continued. "At any time, did you ever indicate to Mr. Akins that you did not approve of his alleged actions?"
"I wasn't able to," I said. "I was completely disabled at the time and I couldn't even speak."
"So the answer is 'no,' then," he said.
"That's because I couldn't," I said, getting irritated.
"You also failed to inform anyone what happened, not even your wife. Isn't that true?" he asked. Now I was pissed.
"That's because I was completely disabled and couldn't, you FUCKING MORON!" I yelled, slamming my fist down on the heavy wood rail in front of me. For a moment, no one said or did anything. When I moved my hand away, I saw that I had cracked the railing. I didn't realize I had hit it that hard. I looked at the judge before speaking. "I'm sorry, your honor," I said. "I lost my temper."
"Don't do it again," he warned me. I nodded my head.
"That's all I have for this witness," Greene said. The judge indicated that I could leave the stand, and Dr. Steiner came to walk me back to my seat. The prosecutor then called Dr. Steiner to the stand.
He told the court about my injuries, and the extent of my disability. He also explained that he had found significant rectal damage and semen. He took samples for evidence and testing, then did what he could to heal the damage. He also explained the surgery he had performed and my progress since the surgery.
"And in your professional opinion, the only way for this damage to have been done is for Mr. Robinson to have been sodomized, is that right?" the prosecutor asked.
"Correct," Dr. Steiner said. "It would also explain the presence of semen."
"Thank you," the prosecutor said. He turned to the jury. "Ladies and gentlemen, that sample was tested by the state and found to be semen. Further testing and DNA analysis proves with a 99.999995 percent certainty that the semen is that of the defendant, Mr. Donald Akins." He turned to the judge. "That is all I have for this witness, your honor."
"Your witness, Mr. Greene," the judge said.
"Thank you," he said. "Dr. Steiner. You run the Arrowhead Institute of Advanced Medical Research, is that correct?"
"Yes, that is correct," he said.
"You engage in some pretty cutting edge research there, do you not?" Greene asked.
"Ja," Dr. Stein said, slipping into his native German, as he sometimes did. Greene pulled out a piece of paper and began reading.
"Each of us have various defense mechanisms to help us cope with extreme situations. Sometimes, we fall back on an alternate version of ourselves, what could possibly be described as an 'alter ego,' if you will. That alter ego could manifest itself in many ways. A normally quiet, unassuming individual could suddenly become boisterous, arrogant and overbearing, for example. Those not familiar with this behavior from that person would suddenly have a much different opinion of him or her," he read before looking back up at Dr. Steiner.
"You also write about something called an 'inner beast' that lays dormant within each of us. According to your writings, you claim to have found a way to unleash that so-called 'beast' to help deal with a particular situation. Is that true?" he asked.
"I did write that, and yes, my research has found that to be the case," Dr. Steiner said.
"Is it not true that some time back, you worked with a Mr. Bill Dalton, and helped him find his alleged 'inner beast?' Just yes or no would do fine," Greene said.
I worked with Mr. Dalton, yes," Dr. Steiner said. "The exact nature of my work, however, is a matter of doctor-patient confidentiality."
"Is it not true that toward the end of his treatment, Mr. Dalton's house mysteriously blew up?" Greene asked. The prosecutor immediately objected.
"Irrelevant, your honor," he said.
"Your honor," Greene said. "We all witnessed Mr. Robinson's reaction. If you'll allow me, I think there is a connection."
"I'll allow it for the moment, Mr. Greene," the judge said. "But I would appreciate it if you could make your point and move on."
"I will, your honor, thank you," Greene said. He turned back to Dr. Steiner.
"Are you aware of what happened to Mr. Dalton's home?" Greene asked.
"I remember seeing something about it on the news," Dr. Steiner said. "I also remember the police saying that Mrs. Dalton and her live-in lover were making drugs using highly volatile material. I don't see the connection to this case."
"According to police reports, Mrs. Dalton was seen running out of the house screaming about a monster," Greene said.
"Apparently a result of the drugs she and her lover were manufacturing," Dr. Steiner said.
"Your honor, this is completely irrelevant to the case before the court today and Mr. Greene knows that full well. I insist this line of questioning be stopped," the prosecutor said.
"I tend to agree," the judge said. "I've been more than fair, Mr. Greene. Please move on."
"Very well, your honor," Greene said. "I have no further questions for this witness." The judge dismissed Dr. Steiner and the case went on.
The prosecutor called the state agents who searched my apartment. Both of them said they found what appeared to be copious amounts of body fluid in the seat of my wheelchair. Samples showed they were semen and blood -- Don's semen and my blood.
Then he called home health care nurses who testified they noticed what appeared to be signs of physical abuse. They noted it in their records, but the home care facility never followed up and the reports ended up falling through the bureaucratic cracks.
"I have one last piece of evidence, your honor," the prosecutor said. "With your permission, I would like to play a portion of video taken of the abuse against Mr. Robinson."
"Very well," the judge said. The prosecutor looked at the jury.
"Ladies and gentlemen, what I am about to show you is graphic and shocking," he said. "I take no joy in this, but I believe it's necessary that you see for yourselves what Mr. Robinson had to endure for months on end." He turned on the monitor and began playing the video. The jury grimaced as they watched Don taunt me, then roughly pull my pajama bottoms down, lift my legs over his shoulders and penetrate me.
As they watched, Don could clearly be seen as he fucked me roughly. He looked up and his eyes were screwed shut as he began to ejaculate. The prosecutor paused the video and enlarged the picture.
"Ladies and gentlemen, let there be no doubt in your mind who is doing this heinous act to a man who once thought of him as a friend," he said. After the jury looked at the picture for a few moments, he started the video again.
As we watched, Don finished, then pulled my pajama bottoms back up. The video then showed him forcing his dirty prick in my mouth. Tears started falling down my face in shame. Once again, the prosecutor paused the video. He looked at the shocked members of the jury.
"I rest my case," he said with disgust.
"Mr. Greene, you may present your case," the judge said after the prosecutor sat down. Greene got up and called Beth to the stand.
"Mrs. Robinson," he said. "Is it true that you had a sexual affair with Mr. Akins?"
"Yes, it is," she said quietly.
"Can you tell us why?" he asked.
"My husband, Tim, was injured so bad and I felt lost and hopeless," she said. "He was there when I needed a shoulder to cry on. Yes, we had sex, but that's all it was. Just sex, nothing more."
"Were you aware that Mr. Akins was also with your husband?" Greene asked.
"No, I wasn't," she said.
"If you had known, would you have done anything to stop him?" Greene asked.
"Yes, I would have," she said.
"Thank you, Mrs. Robinson, that's all for now. Your witness, Mr. Johnson," he said, sitting down. The prosecutor got up and walked to the monitor. He went to an image on the video that clearly showed both my face and Beth in the same frame.
"Mrs. Robinson," he began. "You testified that you had no idea your husband was being abused. Is that correct?"
"Yes," she said.
"Look at his face in that video," the prosecutor said. The hurt and humiliation was obvious to anyone looking at the video. "Do you expect this court to believe that you could look at your husband of three years in that condition and not know that something was wrong?"
"It didn't cross my mind at the time," she said.
"Before Mrs. Akins brought home health care workers into the home, did you ever once feed him or clean your husband?" the prosecutor asked.
"I tried, but I wasn't very good at it," she said.
"What about afterward?" he asked. "Did you even try to help?"
"No," she said quietly.
"And why was that?" the prosecutor asked.
"I don't know," she said. "I thought Don was helping him and I really didn't know what to do."
"The truth is, you basically abandoned him, didn't you?" the prosecutor asked, eliciting an objection from Greene. "I withdraw the question," Johnson quickly said. "You said your affair with Mr. Akins was purely sexual, correct?"
"That's right," she said.
"And you claimed in your testimony that you still love your husband, right?" he asked.
"Yes," she said. Walking back to his table, Johnson pulled out an audio recorder and a folder from his briefcase. He walked back to the bench.
"Your honor, this is a written report done by Samuel Jenkins, a private investigator hired by Mr. Robinson's attorney," he said, handing the report to the judge. "A copy of this report and the audio was provided to Mr. Greene, as the accompanying affidavit shows. The report references an audio record of a conversation between the defendants made as they were out on a dinner date shortly after Mr. Robinson was admitted to Arrowhead. With your permission, I'd like to play that audio for the jury."
"Very well," the judge said. Johnson pressed a button on the recorder and the courtroom could hear a conversation between Beth and Don.
"So, have you given any thought to what we discussed?" Don's voice said on the audio.
"I have, and I admit, I'm intrigued," Beth said.
"Well, what do you think?" Don said.
"I have to admit, these last several months with you have been terrific," she said in the recording. "Much better than my life with Tim has ever been. Are you sure we can pull this off?"
"Of course," Don said. "I'm a lawyer. You know I can get a judge to do whatever I want. Getting Tim declared a ward of the state would be a piece of cake. He can't take care of himself and it's obvious you're not trained to take care of him."
"Frankly, I can't stomach the idea of it," she said. "I mean, feeding him like a baby, wiping his drool, changing his diaper and washing his ass -- yech. It makes me sick just thinking about it. I need a man -- a whole man. A real man, like you."
"You and I both know this Steiner guy won't be able to do anything for him," Don said. "All the doctors said he would be an invalid for the rest of his life. Once we get him declared incompetent, we can get hold of that huge ass settlement of his and go live like kings in Costa Rica someplace. Wouldn't that be better than staying here, wiping the shit off little Timmy's ass?"
"Yeah, it would," she said. "What about Kathy, though?"
"What about the bitch?" Don said. "Look, things haven't been that great between us for a long time. She wants kids, but I don't and I'm frankly getting tired of her constant nagging anyway. I just want to make sure that you're not going to go soft on me and tell me you still love Tim after we get things rolling."
"That won't happen," she said. "I love you and only you." The prosecutor stopped the audio, then looked at Beth. I felt as if my heart had just been torn out -- again.
"So, you and your lover planned to have your husband declared incompetent so the two of you could grab his settlement money and run off to Costa Rica," Johnson said. "So, were you telling your lover the truth, or were you telling the truth here in court? Which is it, Mrs. Robinson? Please tell me now so I know whether or not to charge you with perjury." Tears ran down her face as she was now forced to publicly face her own duplicity.
"I don't know," she cried. "I still love Tim, but I love Don, too." She looked over at me. "Please, Tim, forgive me." I shook my head and looked away from her. Johnson looked at her, disgusted.
"I'm done with this... witness," he said, walking away. The judge excused her and Greene called Don to the stand.
"So, Mr. Akins," Greene began after Don was sworn in. "We've seen video of you and Mr. Robinson. There's no denying what we all saw. I just have one question. At any time, did Mr. Robinson indicate to you that he did not consent to your actions?"
"Not once," Don said, a sneer on his face.
"Thank you," Greene said, turning away. "Your witness," he told Johnson, who was already on his feet.
"Mr. Akins," Johnson began. "You graduated from Harvard Law School, did you not?"
"Yes I did," Don stated proudly.
"And you graduated near the top of your class, didn't you?" Johnson asked.
"I did," Don said.
"In fact, you're highly regarded as a top litigator in your firm," Johnson said. Greene objected.
"Relevance, your honor," he said.
"Your honor, I intend to show that Mr. Akins not only knows the law, but he knew that Mr. Robinson could not possibly have denied consent," Johnson said.
"Go ahead, Mr. Johnson," the judge said.
"Thank you," Johnson said. He turned back to Don. "You knew that Mr. Robinson was disabled, didn't you?" Don sighed but said nothing. "DIDN'T YOU?" Johnson bellowed.
"Yes, I knew," Don said.
"And you knew that the law in this state says persons with Mr. Robinson's disabilities are incapable of giving consent, didn't you?" Johnson asked.
"Yes, I guess so," Don said. Johnson looked at him with disgust for a few moments, then shook his head.
"I'm finished with this witness," Johnson said, walking away.
"Any more witnesses, Mr. Greene?" the judge asked. Greene shook his head.
"No, your honor," he said. "I rest my case."
"Very well," the judge said. "We'll take fifteen minutes and reconvene to hear closing arguments." He pounded his gavel and everyone left the courtroom. Dr. Steiner handed me a cup of water.
"How are you holding up?" he asked as I sipped the water.
"I'll be okay," I told him. He patted me on the shoulder.
"Good," he said. Johnson turned to see how I was doing.
"I'm sorry you had to relive all that," he told me. "I think we've made an impression on the jury. We'll see. This is almost over, Tim. Hang in there."
"Thanks," I said. Soon enough, the break was over and everyone came back into the courtroom. Don, Beth and Mr. Greene didn't look as confident as they did earlier in the day. Kathy looked angry enough to spit nails. This was the first time she had heard much of this. The bailiff had everyone stand when the judge came back in.
"All right, Mr. Greene, present your closing statement," he said. Greene stood up and faced the jury.
"Ladies and gentlemen of the jury," he said. "This is not an easy case for any of us, and contrary to what you might believe, we do hope that Mr. Robinson gets better. We've stipulated that the sexual intercourse happened with Mr. Robinson. We're not arguing that point. But this is a case that revolves around consent, or the lack of it. Mr. Robinson admitted under oath that he never once indicated to my client that he did not give consent. Mrs. Robinson had no clue there was anything out of order and she never knew the sexual activity had taken place. Therefore, you have no choice but to find my clients not guilty. Thank you."



He took his seat and the judge motioned for Johnson to give his closing remarks. On the way, he turned the monitor on and showed the image of Don abusing me.
"Ladies and gentlemen of the jury," he said. "Thank you for your service here today. I know this has been very hard on all of you. The defense has tried to obfuscate the issue, claiming that Mr. Robinson never indicated that he did not consent to what was being done to him. There's only one problem. Mr. Robinson was disabled -- he could not speak and he could not defend himself. Under the law in this state, persons with disabilities like his are incapable of giving or denying consent. Mr. Greene knows this. So does the defendant Akins, who, by the way, is a well-trained Harvard lawyer.
"They've admitted to the acts against Mr. Robinson. You've seen the video, you've heard the audio. You know the defendants intended to fraudulently have Mr. Robinson declared incompetent in order to take what is rightfully his and flee the country. The defendant Akins took Mr. Robinson's wife and he intended to take Mr. Robinson's money, leaving his own wife high and dry. You've heard the defendants plot and scheme against Mr. Robinson.
"The defense has not provided any doubt about what took place. Thirty-six times, the defendant Akins sexually abused Mr. Robinson. In each case, Mrs. Robinson did nothing to put an end to it. In this state, sexual abuse and intentional neglect of a disabled person is classified as a hate crime. That's why I'm pushing for the maximum punishment allowed by law. The state has done its job. Now I ask that you do yours and give Mr. Robinson the justice he deserves. Thank you."
After Johnson took his seat, the judge gave his orders to the jury and sent them off to deliberate. He then put the rest of the court into recess. Dr. Steiner and I went into the hallway, where Alan was waiting.
"I just wanted to let you know that Beth signed the divorce papers," he said. "She's not contesting anything. I just got back from filing them. The judge will sign off on them in a day or two and in six months, you'll be a free man."
"Free, huh?" I asked sarcastically. "Why don't I feel free, then?"
"You've been through a lot, young man," Dr. Steiner said. "Trust me, it'll get better."
"I hope so," I said.
"And I think I know just the person who can help you feel better," the doctor said with a knowing smile.
"You mean, Kirsten?" I asked. Dr. Steiner smiled and nodded his head.
"Ja," he said. "She really likes you, you know." It was my turn to smile.
"I like her too," I said. "A lot."
"Good," Dr. Steiner said. "Just be careful, though. I don't want you having sex for at least another six to eight weeks. I don't want to see you put too much strain on your back just yet," he added with a smile.
"By the way," I added. "What's the deal with that rail? How did I manage to crack that thing? I barely slapped it."
"Must be the supplements we've been giving you," he said. "That and Ingrid's physical therapy."
"Ah," I said. "Nothing to do with that inner beast stuff?" He laughed.
"Nein," he said. "Not at all. That's a whole different project. Besides, I wouldn't recommend that for you. Not with the custom-built vertebrae we've put in." We talked for a while longer and after about an hour, Johnson stuck his head into the hallway.
"Jury's back in," he said.
"Already?" I asked. He nodded his head.
"That was fast," I said.
"Yeah, it was," Johnson said. "Hopefully, that's good news for us." We went through the motions again as everyone filed back into the courtroom. The bailiff instructed us all to rise as the judge entered, then we all took our seats on his signal.
"Has the jury reached a decision?" he asked.
"We have," the jury foreman announced. The bailiff took the sheet from the foreman and handed it to the judge. After he read it to himself, he instructed Beth and Don to stand up. Greene stood with them.
"On the charges against defendant Don Akins, how do you find?" the judge asked.
"We find the defendant Don Akins guilty on all charges," the foreman said.
"And on the charges against defendant Beth Robinson, how do you find?"
"We found the defendant Beth Robinson not guilty on the charge of accessory to sexual abuse of a disabled person, your honor, and guilty on all the other charges," the foreman said. The judge nodded his head.
"Very well," he said. Turning to the defendants, he unleashed his fury on them. "I have seen and heard a lot in this courtroom over the years. But I have never seen nor heard anything as outrageous and egregious as I have witnessed here today. The two of you, frankly, make me sick to my stomach. Not only have you made a mockery of your marriages, you have made a mockery of the legal profession. That's why I'm giving you the maximum sentences allowed by law.
"Mr. Akins, as a well-trained lawyer and an officer of the court, your activity disgusts me beyond words. Upon the prosecutor's request, I am sentencing you to no less than 450 years at hard labor. That's 12 years for each of the 36 counts of sexual abuse, along with 20 years added for committing a hate crime. I've also added eight years for conspiracy to commit fraud.
"Mrs. Robinson, I do not agree with the jury's not guilty verdict. I personally do not see how any person with more than two brain cells could not know the abuse against your husband was taking place. Nevertheless, I will abide by the verdict. I am, however, giving you the maximum sentence for criminal neglect, negligence and conspiracy to commit fraud, which, under the state guidelines, totals 15 years in prison, making you eligible for parole in ten," he said. He raised his gavel but Greene addressed the judge.
"Your honor," he said. "Mrs. Robinson has just informed me that divorce papers have been filed and she would like to speak with Mr. Robinson before she is taken into custody."
"Are you okay with that, Mr. Robinson?" the judge asked.
"I can give her a couple minutes, your honor," I said. He nodded his head.
"Very well," he said. He pounded his gavel and declared the court dismissed. Beth walked over to me as deputies prepared to take Don away.
"You look good, Tim," she said.
"Thank you," I said.
"I just wanted to tell you that I'm sorry about all of this," she said. "I really had no idea what he was doing to you. I would've done whatever I could to stop it if I had known."
"I think you convinced the jury of that," I said. "I agree with the judge, though. I find it hard to believe. You're not a stupid woman. At any rate, you'll have 15 years to think about it. Was there something else?"
"Yes," she said. "I wanted you to know I signed the divorce papers and I'm not going to fight you over it."
"That's what I heard," I told her.
"Don't you want to know why it happened?" she asked. I shook my head.
"I really don't care," I told her. "I'm sure it was all for greed and lust. You betrayed me, plain and simple. The 'why' really doesn't matter anymore."
"Do you think you could ever forgive me?" she asked.
"Why is it all you cheating bitches think you can come crawling and begging for forgiveness?" I asked. "You sure didn't give a damn about me when I needed you the most. To answer your question, though, no, I don't intend to ever forgive you. Instead, I'm going to do my best to forget you exist. Was there something else?"
"I know you won't believe me, but I do love you," she said. "I just wanted to tell you that before they take me to jail."
"You're right," I said. "I don't believe you. But thanks for saying so anyway. I think you'd better get going, those deputies don't look too happy over there."
"Okay," she said. "Goodbye, Tim." With that, she walked away, tears in her eyes. At that point, I felt absolutely nothing for her. As I got up, Kathy came over to me.
"How are you, Tim?" she asked. "You look better than you have in a long time."
"Thanks," I said. "I'm doing much better, thanks to Dr. Steiner here."
"I just wanted to apologize for what my asshole soon-to-be ex-husband did to you," she said.
"I appreciate that," I told her. "Did you get in touch with Alan?"
"Yes, I did," she said. "Don's father insisted we get a prenuptial agreement before we got married and it has a very strict infidelity clause in it. So Alan's going to have a field day with it."
"I'm glad to hear it," I told her. "If there's anything I can do to help, let me know."
"Thanks," she said. "I may need to borrow some copies of those videos from you."
"No problem," I said. "Whatever you need. I'll be gone for a bit longer, but I'm sure Alan can use what he already has."
"One last thing," she said. "I still have that key you guys gave me right after the accident. I'll get your place cleaned up and get Beth's things out of there if you want."
"That would be a big help, Kathy," I said. "Thanks."
"No problem," she said. "Good luck, and I'll see you soon," she added, giving me a kiss on the cheek. We watched as she left. I couldn't believe how stupid Don was to cheat on such a good woman.
"Are you finished flirting with all the women?" Dr. Steiner asked. "I'd like to get back to work if you don't mind."
"Works for me," I said. "But how are we gonna get back?"
"No problem, we'll take care of that for you," Agent Smith said from behind us. "After all, we're the ones who brought you here." At Dr. Steiner's insistence, I sat down in the wheelchair and he took me out to the car, where we all piled in. Actually, I was a bit relieved to have the wheelchair. I had been up and down most of the day and I was feeling a bit tired and achy.
We got back to the facility and Dr. Steiner wheeled me into my room, where Kirsten was waiting for me. After dinner, she helped get me ready for bed, then went into the bathroom where she changed into her sleepwear, which was actually just a long t-shirt.
"How are you feeling?" she asked when she climbed into bed with me.
"Wiped," I said. "It's been a long day." She kissed me and laid her head on my shoulder.
"Yes, it has," she said. "I know it's been hard, but it had to be done. Now you can start putting all that behind you. And I'll be here to help in any way I can." I looked into her face for a while before speaking.
"I love you, Kirsten," I said without thinking. She smiled sweetly and kissed me on the lips.
"And I love you, Tim," she said. She put her head on my shoulder and draped an arm over my chest. I felt happier than I had in a very long time. Soon, we were both asleep.
They ran me ragged over the next five weeks. Ingrid's inner drill instructor came out, pushing me to go farther and faster with each session. On top of that, I was making twice weekly visits with the counselor, who helped me get past the abuse I suffered over the previous year. Every day, they took x-rays to check the status of my spine. Kirsten spent every night in my bed and we got to know each other quite well.
Finally, Dr. Steiner announced that I had healed well enough that I could be sent home. By then, my body was in better shape than it had ever been, but he instructed me to refrain from sex for another three weeks. He also scheduled me to come in twice a month for the next year so they could do a checkup on my back.
I was anxious to get back home, but I also knew I would miss Kirsten. The day I was scheduled to leave, I wrote a note, telling her of my feelings for her. I also invited her to come visit me any time she wished. I finished the note as Dr. Steiner came into my room with a wheelchair. I looked at him, confused. I was able to walk on my own by now, after all. He shrugged his shoulders.
"Regulations," he said.
"I understand," I said as I sat in the wheelchair. I had hoped to never sit in one of these things again. He wheeled me to the pick-up area outside and I looked around, waiting for the Arrowhead van to show up. Instead, I saw a dark blue Toyota RAV-4 pull up. The driver's side door opened up and I saw her -- Kirsten, my red-headed angel of mercy.
She came around and opened the passenger door for me. Surprised, I looked at Dr. Steiner.
"Kirsten has a new assignment," he said. "She'll be your live-in care-taker. That is, unless you have any objections."
"Absolutely not," I said, smiling. I shook his hand. "Thank you, Dr. Steiner. For everything."
"You're welcome," he said with a smile. "I'll see you in a couple weeks." He looked at Kirsten. "And please, take care of our boy, okay?"
"I will," she said with a smile. After helping me inside, she got in the car. I noticed several bags had been packed into the back of the vehicle.
"So, how long are you going to be assigned to me?" I asked.
"That depends on how long you need me," she said.
"How long do you think that might be?" I asked.
"Conservative estimate, I'd say at least 60 years," she said. "Is that okay with you?"
"Damn straight it is," I said. She kissed me on the lips, then pulled out and headed home.
Epilogue:
When we got home, I marked the date on the calendar when Dr. Steiner said I could start having sex. As it turned out, that just happened to be the day after my divorce from Beth was final. And yes, we did have sex on the day I had marked on the calendar, but it was much more than just sex -- it was darn near a religious experience. Being inside Kirsten, I felt like nothing else existed in the universe -- just the two of us making sweet love to each other.
As Alan had predicted, my alienation of affection lawsuit against Don didn't go very far, but that was okay. Kathy had eviscerated him in her divorce and I had heard that he was quite popular with a group of very well-hung convicts who had taken him under their wing. I smiled at the thought of him being used the way he used me. The only difference being that he could fell everything being done to him.
Kathy stayed in the apartment she had shared with Don and became good friends with Kirsten. About two years after her divorce, she fell in love with a doctor and got married.
I never visited Beth in prison, but I learned that she was going through counseling. After 15 years, she was released on parole and got a job as a waitress in a truck stop diner out on the highway.
Kirsten and I tied the knot about six months after my divorce was final. That was a good thing, since she informed me a few weeks after we returned from Hawaii that we were going to be parents. We had two more children after that and decided that would be enough for the time being.
Our love for each other never waned, and when our youngest child left for college, we celebrated with a round-the-world cruise. Even after all these years, she's still my beautiful red-headed angel of mercy.
My vertebrae got stronger and it seemed that I was in better health than I had ever been. The implants also did their job and all the nerve damage I suffered from the accident had been reversed. Dr. Steiner performed the operation successfully several more times over the next ten years and the procedure now awaits final approval.
As I look back on my life now, I can't help but think about that quote by John Milton that every cloud has a silver lining. Yes, I went through hell for a year after that truck ran me over. That was my dark cloud. But what I have now would put any silver lining to shame.
...
Note: In 2012, a study revealed that over 70 percent of disabled persons reported having been abused. Over 41 percent of those reported having been sexually abused, while 37.3 percent reported neglect. Worse yet, the study found that most of the abusers are close to their victims.





        Houston Ch. 01: The Problem

        Houston, we have a problem.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/houston-ch-01-the-problem

Title: Houston Ch. 01: The Problem

Author: saddletramp1956

Category: Loving Wives

Description: Houston, we have a problem.

Tags: marriage, cheating, cuckold, wife, husband

Series: Houston Ch


Houston 01: The Problem

Many thanks to those who offered comments and constructive criticism on my previous stories. For those who want to say this or that would never happen, remember this is my universe, a place where nearly anything can, and often does, happen. At least on paper...

Please refer to my profile for more on my personal policy regarding comments, feedback, follows, etc. (And yes, I DO moderate comments) And please remember, this is a work of fiction, not a docu-drama...

John Smith pulled into his garage and pressed the button shutting the door down behind him. He saw his wife's Toyota in the garage and was looking forward to seeing her. It had been a long trip, and he missed having her in bed with him.
For a moment, he reflected on his life. While John Smith was the name the government had given him, it wasn't his given name. He was originally born to Bill and Freda Muenster, and was given the name Herman. It seems they had a thing for old sitcoms and they were known to have a warped sense of humor.
They may have thought it was cute, but he didn't. He spent much of his childhood trying to live it down, and he caught hell for it in boot camp. After graduating from high school, he did what many others in the small Texas town where he grew up did, and enlisted in the military. He spent six years in the Marines, two of those in what was affectionately called the "sandbox," and caught the eye of recruiters who thought he would be a good fit for their organization.
So after six years in the Corps, he joined an outfit called "Alpha Sector," a secretive government organization that no one is supposed to know about. Part of what made him a good fit for the job is that he neither looked nor acted like one might think an undercover operative might.
To the untrained eye, he was just an average man, of average height and build, doing an average job. He had a generally good disposition and wasn't one to act like an asshole. He was one of those guys who could easily disappear in a crowd if he chose.
As far as anyone knew, he serviced systems for a multi-national software corporation. And the folks at Alpha Sector -- also known as "The Company" -- made sure that anyone checking into him would simply dismiss him as just another nerdy IT type.
Among those who thought he was just an average fellow was his wife of four years, Houston. Yeah, that was her name. Born to Fred and Alexa McIntosh, he met her while attending a college computer course the Company made him attend in order to bolster his government-supplied identity. Her parents said they named her that because that's where she was conceived. He was just glad they hadn't done the deed in the ghost town of Two Guns, Arizona.
They dated for several months, fell in love, and he asked her to marry him -- after the Company checked her out and gave their approval. After she graduated, she went to work as a legal secretary for a law firm downtown, Omega Legal Services, Inc. She was a warm, loving person, a very good cook and lots of fun in bed. The only concern he had was that she could be a bit ditzy and gullible at times.
She knew when they married that his job required him to travel, and she never seemed to complain. The most fun part of traveling, after all, was the reunion. Of course, she wasn't allowed to know what he really did for a living. As far as she knew, he was sent to clients around the world to deal with software issues.
To a point, that was true. He actually did do software upgrades and perform maintenance on systems. But that was just a cover for his real work, which was collecting information. That information was analyzed, sifted and put together with other information that would eventually become hard intelligence. He didn't know what was done with it afterwards, and he frankly didn't care.
Sometimes -- not very often -- he actually had to use some of his other specialized training. This last trip was one of those times, and as always, it left him in a bit of a sour mood. Hopefully, he thought, a nice quiet evening in bed with his lovely wife would make him fell better.
He walked in the house and instantly smelled the aroma of lasagna -- his favorite dish. Well, one of his favorites, anyway. Houston was an excellent cook, and he loved everything she made for him. He walked into the dining room and saw she had even set the table using the expensive china her parents gave them on their wedding. Yes, he thought, this would be a good evening indeed.
He turned to go upstairs just as he saw her walking down. His eyes nearly popped out of his head as he took in the lovely sight before him.
Houston was a lovely woman no matter what she wore, but the black dress she had on left almost nothing to the imagination. It was the shortest dress he had ever seen her put on, and barely covered her tight ass. It was backless, and had two strips of cloth that just covered her B-cup breasts and tied behind her neck. Her long dark hair flowed over her shoulders and the ensemble was topped off with a pair of CFM heels.
"What do you think?" she asked as she twirled around, modeling the dress for him. He could see she wore only a tiny thong underneath the thing and fought the urge to rip it off her right then and there.
"Damn," he said. "You look good enough to eat," he said. She giggled as he scooped her up in his arms.
"Careful," she said. "I don't want you messing up my makeup."
"So, what's the special occasion?" he asked. "I see you pulled out the good china."
"Only the best for our guest," she said.
"Guest?" he asked. "But there's only two places here. Where is our guest going to sit?"
"At the head of the table, of course," she said. He suddenly had a very bad feeling about all this.
"So, where am I supposed to sit?" he asked. "And where's my plate?"
"I'll get to that," she said. "But first, we need to talk." He didn't like the sound of that at all.
"About what?" he asked.
"Maybe we'd better sit down first," she said.
"Perhaps we should," he said, sitting down in his recliner. He could see that she was nervous about something. She sat down on the couch, facing him. "First of all, who is this guest?"
"That would be my boss, Greg Wilson," she said.
"You mean the Lounge Lizard?" he asked. "The guy who thinks he's God's gift to women?"
"You think of him that way," she said. "But he's really very nice. And I'm sure you'll come to like him after you spend time with him."
"I doubt that very much," John said. "But please, go on."
"Well, you remember me telling you about that new position I'm up for?" she asked.
"Yeah, something like an Executive Support Team member?" he asked.
"Yes, that's the one," she said. "Well, Greg and the other partners have been evaluating me and a few other girls for the team and it looks like I may get the job. That will mean a lot more money for us plus it means I'll be traveling a bit to places like New York and Paris. Isn't that exciting?"
"What else does it mean?" he asked. He could see she was getting a bit more nervous.
"It means that I may have to, you know, provide extra services to Greg and the partners," she said. "Maybe even help them win over new contracts."
"And by 'extra services,' are you talking about sex?" he asked.
"Well, yeah," she said. "But it doesn't take anything away from us. In fact, it'll be good for us. And besides, Greg says that it's every man's fantasy to see his wife get screwed by another man."
"What else did Greg tell you?" he asked, fighting the urge to punch a hole in the wall.
"Well, he said that from now on, I'm to call you 'cuck' and not let you have sex with me without his express approval," she said. "And tonight, he said he was going to help me make your fantasy come true."
"Well, Houston," he said. "It seems we have a problem."
"A problem?" she asked. "I don't understand."
"First of all, have I ever given you any indication that I want to see you with another man?" he asked.
"You've never said so outright, but Greg says most men don't realize they're really cuckolds at heart," she said. "According to him, they need to be shown that they're cuckolds by an alpha male."
"I see," he said. "So, let me get this right. You've invited this Greg character to come into my home, eat my food off my table, using our good china, then you intend to let him fuck you in our bed. Have I got that right?"
"Pretty much," she said. "Oh come on, John, it'll be fun. He said you'll really like it after a while."
"He did, did he?" John asked.
"Yes," she said. "He said you may get upset at first, but you'll get used to it."
"Have you already had sex with him?" he asked.
"Oh, no, I haven't," she said. "He was very clear that the first time should be done in front of you."
"I see. Let me get something straight with you, first," he said. "One, if you ever call me 'cuck,' either to my face or behind my back, so help me, I'll kill you where you stand," he told her with a smile on his face. "And believe me when I tell you that no one will ever find your body." Her eyes grew wide as she listened to her husband. He had never shown any inclination to violence, and she was shocked that he would say this to her.
"Second, if this Greg character shows up and disrespects me in my house, I'll turn him inside out," he said, the smile never leaving his face. "Third, if you love me and want to stay married to me, you'll call him up right now and tell him not to come over. Then you'll quit your job. Are we clear?"
"Of course I love you and want to stay married to you," she said. "This is just sex. It doesn't mean anything."
"It means everything," he said. "Now call him."
"Um, I can't," she said.
"And why not?" he asked.
"Because he's already on his way over here," she said. "He'll be here any minute."
"Let me ask you one question," he said.
"What?" she asked, scared.
"Do you really want to stay married to me?" he asked.
"Yes, of course I do," she said.
"Then go upstairs and change right now," he said. "And don't get in my way. You let me handle Greg."
"But he's so much bigger than you," she said. "He works out and knows karate. You're just a software repair guy. He'll hurt you."
"You let me worry about that," he said. "Now, go and change. MOVE!" She jumped back and ran upstairs, crying. He sat wondering what he should do about his errant wife. Divorce was out of the question, since there was too much of a chance his real life could get exposed. The agency had ways of dealing with this, but the idea of turning her into a mindless vegetable didn't appeal to him. He believed her when she said she had never cheated on him, but there was always a chance this could happen again. As he thought, the doorbell rang. He opened the door to find a tall, well-built man standing there.
"You must be Greg," John said.
"Yes, I am," Greg said with a smirk on his face. He walked into the house, brushing his shoulder against John. John hated it when people did that and fought to keep from snapping Greg's neck.
"Well, come on in," John said, closing the door.
"Don't mind if I do," Greg said. He looked John over carefully before speaking. "So, you must be the cuck." Yep, John decided. He had to die.
"No," John said. "I'm Houston's husband."
"Husband, cuck, same thing," Greg sneered. "Get me something to drink."
"Fuck you," John said. "I'm not your goddamn servant."
"What did you say to me, cuck?" Greg said, irritated. No one had ever spoken to him like that before. Who does this little pipsqueak think he is anyway, he asked himself.
"I said, FUCK YOU," John said. "Are you stupid AND hard of hearing or something?"
"Why, I oughta pound your ass into the dirt for talking to me like that," Greg said. "Do you know who I am?"
"Yeah," John said. "You're the one filling my wife's head full of crap."
"Speaking of your wife, where is she?" Greg asked.
"She's getting dressed," John said. "Oh, there she is now," he added as Houston came down the stairs, wearing jeans and a t-shirt. Greg looked at her before speaking.
"Why aren't you wearing the dress I bought you?" he asked. "I specifically told you to wear that dress tonight."
"I decided I didn't want to wear it," she said. Greg's face turned red as he looked at John.
"I told her to wear that dress for me tonight," he said. "I demand she go change."
"Tell you what, asshole," John said. "Why don't the three of us discuss this in my office?"
"There's nothing to discuss," Greg said.
"Fine," John said. "Then I'll just kill you right here. Will that work?"
"Is that a threat?" Greg said, getting angrier. John smiled. This was way too easy.
"I don't make threats," John said. Houston tried to intervene, but John held up one hand. "Just five minutes in my office. If you're still standing, then you can do whatever you want to my soon-to-be ex-wife." Houston gasped as he said that. Greg's sneer grew even wider.
"I'll have you know I was the state karate champion two years running," Greg said. "You really wanna try to take this on?"
"Five minutes," John said. "That's all I ask."
"All right, pipsqueak," Greg said. "I'll give you your five minutes, but I promise you, you'll be the one begging for mercy." John motioned to the door that led to his basement "office." As Greg walked to the door, John motioned for Houston to follow him.
"This involves you too, Houston," he said. She looked at him, confused. This was a side of him she had never seen before, and it frightened her. She slowly followed Greg into the basement. John followed them inside, flipping the switch that turned on the lights and activated the security camera.
After they got downstairs, John motioned for Houston to take a seat in a chair along the wall. Greg turned around and sneered at John.
"Alright, big man, what now?" he asked.
"I'm waiting to see what you've got," John said, calmly. "What, you can't come after a man looking you in the eye? Okay, I'll get down on my knees. How's this?" he asked as he dropped to his knees. "Maybe I should put my hands behind my back as well? Okay." He put his hands behind his back and looked up at the bigger man. "Things ought to be just about even, don't you think? Come on, big man. Show the little lady what you've got. What? Are you too chicken to take on a man on his knees with his hands behind his back?"
"All right, you motherfucker," Greg growled. "We coulda done this the easy way, but you gotta act the tough guy. Well, here goes." He telegraphed his move as John suspected he would. Just before Greg's fist got to him, he moved, faster than Greg had ever seen anyone move before. Houston sat, shocked at what she was seeing.
Within seconds, John's arm had been broken in three places, his clavicle was broken, one of his legs were broken, several teeth were laying on the floor and John had him in a head vise, his arm around Greg's neck.
"If anyone asks, you slipped on a bar of soap, you got it?" John asked quietly. Greg nodded his head. "I'm sorry, I didn't hear you," John said.
"I... got it," Greg squeaked.
"Alright then," John said. "And remember, I know about 1,000 ways to kill you. Fuck with me again, and you'll find out about some of them. Say goodnight, Gracie," he added, applying enough pressure to put Greg to sleep. John let his body slump to the floor, unconscious, then stood up and pulled out his phone.
"Clean up on aisle two," he said. "And I'll need a verifier. Thanks." He ended the call then looked at Houston, who sat in the chair, shocked and frightened.
"Is he..." she began.
"Dead?" John asked. "Nah, but he'll have one helluva headache when he does wake up."
"Who are you?" she asked.
"What, don't you know your own husband?" he asked.
"I never knew you could do... this," she said. "I thought you were just a programmer."
"What can I say?" John asked. "All programmers can do this," he said calmly. She shook her head.
"No, they can't," she said. "I've seen Greg take down bigger men than him. I've seen him break bricks and boards. You took him down in seconds. He never stood a chance."
"No matter how big and bad you think you are, there's always someone bigger and badder," John said. "I was just motivated and pissed off. He's lucky I didn't kill him."
"So what happens to us?" she asked. John looked at her.
"That depends," he said.
"On what?" she asked.
"On how truthful you are when the verifier gets here," John said.
"Verifier?" she asked. "What's that?"
"That's a tool my company uses to verify someone's statement," John said.
"What happens if I don't pass?" she asked.
"You really don't want to think about that," he said.
"Did you really mean what you said about killing me if I called you... that word?" she asked, a tear running down her cheek. John looked at her and nodded his head.
"Yes," he said. He saw her tremble in fear and decided she was owed an explanation. "You see, my mother cheated on my father for years. He considered a divorce, but learned it would cost him more than he could afford to pay. He'd lose the house, half of everything he worked for, become a part-time father. He was ruined as a man, but at least he would be there for us kids. So he stuck it out. The whole time, he hated her guts and we could all see what it was doing to him.
"Our mother didn't care, and kept rubbing it in his nose, even though he worked his ass off for all of us. She ran him down and called him that every day, and it ate at him horribly. After my youngest brother went to college, he tossed his wedding ring in the toilet, drove to the bar where he hung out, had a couple beers, said goodbye to his friends, then drove off a cliff and into a quarry where he died," he said.
"Oh my God, I didn't know," she said. "I'm so sorry I fell for Greg's line of bullshit. Can you ever forgive me?"
"Ask me that after the verification is done," John said. Just then, the doorbell rang. John ran upstairs and opened the door. Three men wearing white suits came inside. Two of them placed Greg on a gurney and wheeled him to an ambulance outside. The third man opened a briefcase and pulled out a tablet with something attached to the camera.
"Alright, missy," the verifier said. "We're going to take your statement. This device measures galvanic skin response and a few other things. It's more accurate than a standard lie detector machine. Just answer the questions truthfully. First off, state your full married name."
"Houston Smith," she said. "No middle name."
"State your age," the man asked.
"Twenty-six," she said. The verifier looked at John and nodded his head.
"Houston, at any time since we've been engaged, have you ever cheated on me?" John asked.
"No," she said, shaking her head.
"You've never engaged in any sexual act with a man or a woman in that time?" he asked her. Again, she shook her head.
"No, never," she said.
"At any point in that time, have you ever allowed another person to touch you intimately?" he asked.
"No, no one has ever touched me like that," she said.
"Have you ever engaged in oral stimulation with either a man or a woman other than me?" John asked.
"No, I haven't," she said.
"What about hand jobs or masturbation? Have you ever touched another man or a woman in a sexual manner since our engagement?" he asked her.
"No, never," she said.
"Were you planning to engage in sex with Greg in our marital bed tonight?" he asked. Tears fell from her eyes as she spoke.
"Y-yes," she stammered.
"Why?" he asked.
"Because he told me you would want me to, and that you loved me enough to let me do it," she said.



"What else did he tell you?" John asked, trying to keep a neutral tone of voice.
"He said all married men want to see their wives get screwed by another man," she said.
"And you believed him?" John asked.
"Yes," she said. "I'm sorry, John. You're gone so much and I honestly thought it would make you happy."
"Were you offered a position that would require you to engage in sexual acts with senior members of your firm?" John asked.
"Yes," she said.
"And would this position require you to have sex with clients and potential clients?" John asked.
"I believe so," she said.
"And were you led to believe I would approve of this?" he asked her.
"They said you would resist at first, but that you would eventually come to accept it," she said.
"Did they say what might happen if I didn't approve or accept?" John asked.
"They said it wouldn't go well for you," she told him.
"Did they imply a threat?" John asked.
"Yes," she told him.
"Are other women in your firm required to perform sex acts for the partners?" John asked.
"Yes, some are," she said.
"As far as you know, do their significant others approve of this?" he asked.
"As far as I know, yes," she said.
"Have you personally spoken to them about this? The significant others, that is?" John asked.
"No, not personally," she said. "A couple of the other women said they've come to appreciate it and the extra money they get as a bonus."
"So, the other women are paid extra to engage in sex acts with the partners and the clients?" John asked.
"Yes," she said.
"Do you love me?" he asked. She began sobbing.
"Yes, more than anything," she said.
"Are you willing to quit your job right now?" John asked.
"Yes, absolutely," she told him.
"Are you willing to take possible legal action against the firm?" he asked. She nodded her head.
"Yes, I'll do anything to make this right by you," she told him.
"Are you telling me all this because you think that's what I want to hear?" John asked. She shook her head.
"No, John," she said. "I'm so sorry. I got stupid and fell for Greg's line of crap, and the other women who spoke to me made it sound so wonderful and glorious. Please believe me." John looked at the verifier's tablet, then at the man holding it. He nodded his head.
"Very well, Houston," he said. "That will be all for now. Please stay here for a moment. I'll be right back." She nodded her head as John and the verifier went back up the stairs.
"Well?" John asked when they were alone in the front room.
"The verifier says she's telling the truth," the man told John. "Alpha One wants a word with you, by the way." He pulled up the messaging app on his tablet and John could see the craggy face of his boss, Regis Carlisle, a.k.a., "Alpha One," fill the screen, his one good eye looking intently at him.
"John," Regis said. "I hear you've had quite a homecoming."
"Yes, boss," John said. "I've had better."
"Of course," Regis told him. "I've seen the results of the verification. What are your intentions?"
"My gut tells me to kick her to the curb," John said. Regis nodded his head.
"No one would blame you if you did, John," he said. "Before you do, though, you should know the full skinny."
"What's that?" John asked.
"If you file for divorce, there's a chance your affiliation with Alpha could be discovered," Regis said. "And that would be... unfortunate, if you catch my drift. For both of you."
"I understand," John said. Alpha Sector didn't believe in loose ends. If he were compromised, especially in a court of law, it could cost his life -- and Houston's. And he knew Regis had no qualms about making people disappear, no matter how close he might be to them.
"Good," Regis said. "You should also know that we've had our eye on Omega for a while now, thanks to some of the intel you've brought back these last few trips." That was news to John. "Which means we've been keeping tabs on your wife," he added. That didn't surprise John. "And I can tell you that while your wife showed an extreme lack of judgment, she hasn't crossed the line -- yet."
"That's good to hear," John said. "Can you enlighten me about Omega?"
"Not over this connection," Regis said. "But I do think it's time to bring Houston in from the cold, so to speak. After all, you have been living something of a lie these past few years. Think you can do that?"
"I think so," John said. Regis nodded his head.
"Good," he said. "Don't tell her too much -- just enough to pique her interest. I want to see the two of you in my office first thing tomorrow morning."
"But she doesn't have access," John said. "Are you planning to recruit her or something?"
"She'll have access by then," Regis said. "And for all practical purposes, she's already been recruited. She just doesn't know it yet." John considered his boss' statement. If that was true, Houston had very little choice but to help. He didn't want to think of the alternative. "So, have some of that lasagna she's got warmed up in the oven, let her fuck your brains out tonight, and have her here at 0700 hours, sharp. Got it?"
"Got it, boss," John said.
"By the way, you know that technically, you screwed up, letting Greg live," Regis said.
"How is he, by the way?" John asked.
"Well, that's one hell of a bar of soap he slipped on. He's in a medically induced coma right about now," Regis said. "I hear he may lose one of his testicles. He'll have some amnesia when, and if, he comes out of the coma. We might be able to get a confession out of him, but I'm not so certain. Don't worry, we'll take care of his memory when and if that becomes an issue." John nodded his head in understanding.
"See you in the morning," Regis said. He smiled, then ended the conversation. John looked at the man holding the tablet. He shrugged his shoulders and put his tablet away.
"See ya later," he said as he headed for the door. John turned and headed downstairs after the door closed. He found Houston still in her chair, wiping tears from her eyes. She looked up at him sadly as he walked in. He sat down in front of her and looked at her.
"I've really fucked up, haven't I?" she asked. He nodded his head.
"Yes," he said. "Big time."
"I'm sorry, John," she said. "I really believed what Greg and the others told me. I never knew you'd react like this. The last thing I ever want to do is hurt you. I'll pack up and leave now. You deserve someone much better than me." She started to get up, but he stopped her.
"Stay where you are for now," John said. "I accept your apology. And I need to apologize to you as well."
"For what?" she asked. "You didn't do anything wrong."
"I need to apologize for leaving you alone as much as I have," he said. "My work, it's, well, complicated."
"I understand," she said. He shook his head.
"No, you don't," he said. "For starters, John Smith isn't the name I was born with."
"What?" she asked. "Then, who are you? And was that story about your father true? Or was that a lie?"
"No, the story about my father is real," he said. "I was born to Bill and Freda Muenster in a little town in north central Texas, just south of the Red River. They thought it would be cute to name me Herman."
"Herman?" she asked. "As in," she began before he cut her off.
"Yeah," he said as she giggled. "What's so funny?"
"Your original name," she said. "I'm sorry, but it is funny."
"Well, it wasn't funny growing up with that name, let me tell you," John said. "However, my name was changed to John Smith after I got out of the Marines."
"You were in the Marines?" she asked. "I didn't know that."
"There's a lot about me you don't know," he said. "And it's about time you did. You think that lasagna is still good?"
"Yeah," she said. "It's just staying warm in the oven."
"Good," he said. "Why don't we have some lasagna and I'll tell you a little story."
"Does this mean you forgive me?" she asked.
"We'll see," he said, standing up. "Care to join me for dinner?" he asked, extending his hand. She smiled, took his hand and stood up.
...
To be continued...
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"There's a lot about me you don't know," he said. "And it's about time you did. You think that lasagna is still good?"
"Yeah," she said. "It's just staying warm in the oven."
"Good," he said. "Why don't we have some lasagna and I'll tell you a little story."
"Does this mean you forgive me?" she asked.
"We'll see," he said, standing up. "Care to join me for dinner?" he asked, extending his hand. She smiled, took his hand and stood up.
...
And now, "Houston Ch. 02: The Intervention"
Houston sat in silence and listened as her husband, John, told her his story - the one he had kept hidden for the last five years or so. She barely touched her lasagna as he told her about his childhood as Herman Muenster, his time in the service, including two combat tours overseas.
He, on the other hand, wolfed down his food as he talked about how he was recruited to join an outfit called "Alpha Sector," a government intelligence-gathering agency that she had never heard of before. He explained the reason for his name change and assured her that it was all legal and above-board.
"But you don't look like a secret agent type of person," she said quietly. He chuckled.
"What, you think we're all supposed to look like Arnold Schwarzenegger or the latest guy playing James Bond?" he asked.
"Well, that's what I thought," she said. He laughed again.
"Trust me, you've been watching way too many movies," he said. "The last thing the Company wants is someone who stands out in a crowd. The more nondescript and average, the better. And no, I don't wear tuxedos and frolic in ritzy casinos in Monaco or anything like that. Hell, most of my work is really rather boring. All I do is collect information. That's it. I bring it back and others do the hard analysis. Most of the time, I don't even know what the case is all about."
"What about what happened with Greg?" she asked. "Did they train you to do that?" He nodded his head.
"Yeah, most of it," he said. "I already had some martial arts training, so they just built on what I already knew. Fortunately, I don't have to use it very often, but it's nice to know I can defend myself if I have to."
"What belt do you have?" she asked. "Greg said he has a 5th degree black belt."
"Mine is leather," he said with a smile.
"Leather?" she asked. "I never heard of that one."
"That's what the tag said, anyway," he told her, showing her his work belt.
"You brat," she said with a smile, slapping his arm in jest. Her face turned serious after a few moments. "What's going to happen now? To us?" He stopped chewing for a moment and thought before answering.
"That depends on you, I guess," he told her. "Tomorrow morning, we're going to see my boss. If you think I'm a hard-ass, wait till you meet him."
"What time do we have to be there?" she asked.
"He said 7:00 am sharp, which means we'd better get there at 6:45," he said. "Regis hates to be kept waiting. And since it takes about an hour or so to get there, we need to be out of the house at 5:30. So we probably should get to bed a bit early." She took his hand in hers.
"I'm serious, John, I never meant to hurt you," she said.
"Well, you did," he said. "And it's going to take a lot of work to deal with that. Trust me, the only reason you're still here is that you never got a chance to go through with what you planned to do. I just want to know why. What in God's name ever possessed you to think I'd want something like that? This didn't come about overnight. How long did they work on you?"
"A little more than a couple months, total," she said. "But the big push came about in the last couple weeks. Greg and the other girls showed me some stories online that made it sound like every guy loves that kind of thing. They kept pushing, making it sound like it was so wonderful. At first, I told them no, but they kept pushing. Then I spoke to the head of that team, and she made it sound like it was the best thing to happen to her marriage."
"But you never spoke directly to the spouses yourself," he said. "So you really don't know if they were telling you the truth. Worse yet, you never spoke to me about any of this. I just can't believe you were gullible enough to fall for this."
"They told me not to tell you," she said. "They were just going to spring it on you. That's what Greg was going to do tonight."
"Yeah, well, that didn't work out too well for him, did it?" John asked.
"No, it didn't," she said quietly.
"You said earlier that they threatened to do something if I didn't go along with their plan," he said. "What, exactly, did they threaten to do?"
"I was told they would send the enforcers after you," she said.
"Enforcers?" John asked. "What is that?"
"It's the firm's private security force," she said. "Greg was the one responsible for them. They provide security for the executives and their support staff."
"I see," he told her. "And I take it they're all former military?" She nodded her head.
"Yeah," she said. "They're basically hired gorillas. Big, mean, ugly, you name it. Just thinking about them scares me."
"Which means they're not going to be very happy about what happened to their boss," John said.
"Probably not," she said.
"Did they tell you what, specifically, might happen to me?" he asked her.
"They suggested you might have an accident, or the brakes on your car might malfunction, or that you may get mugged," she said. "They said a lot of bad things could very easily happen to you."
"I see," he said. "Well, we'll just have to make sure that doesn't happen, won't we?"
"It would kill me if anything happened to you," she said.
"It'll be okay," he said in an attempt to ease her fears. In truth, John was just as concerned, but he didn't want to let her know. "Why don't we go to bed now and deal with this tomorrow?" She smiled.
"Okay," she said. "I'll take care of the dishes." He watched as she stood up to clear the table. While she put everything away, he double-checked the security on the house to make sure everything was good for the night. Then he went into his office and opened his gun safe, pulling out a .45 caliber handgun. He made sure the magazine was loaded to capacity and placed it in his nightstand where he could get to it easily.
Then he went upstairs and prepared to go to bed. He remembered what Regis had told him: "... Let her fuck your brains out tonight..." He intended to do just that. He laid in bed and watched as his wife slipped under the covers, naked. He loved he way she felt against him, and instantly got hard. She smiled as she took him in her hands.
"I see this still works," she said, before taking him in her mouth. He loved the feeling of his cock in her mouth and let her suck him off to completion. She got him hard again and climbed on top of him, taking his erection between her legs. He let her ride him until he exploded inside her and held her as her own orgasm swept over her.
"I love you so much," she said. "You're the only man I've ever had and the only man I ever will have. I hope you believe me."
"Of course," he said. He didn't want to think about the other option at that point. They held each other close and slept soundly.
They woke up early the next morning and got ready to leave. John took a quick shower and shaved as Houston went downstairs to make coffee. She came back up and took a shower as he got dressed. He went downstairs and double-checked the security system and made sure everything was set. If anyone did try to get in the house, it would be captured on his video surveillance system.
He poured a cup of coffee for each of them and warmed up a couple of breakfast rolls for the road. By that time, Houston was downstairs and ready to leave. They grabbed their coffee and rolls and headed out. Houston had no idea where her husband's office was, and was shocked when they pulled into what looked like a salvage yard in the middle of nowhere.
"You work in a junk yard?" she asked, surprised. He smiled as he responded.
"Not everything is as it seems," he said, pulling up to what looked like a portable toilet. She looked at him, even more confused.
"Oh please, don't tell me you work in a porta-potty," she said. He laughed and turned the car off.
"Remember what I just said," he told her. "By the way, give me your cell phone." She took it out of her purse and handed it to him. He opened it up and after a few swipes of his fingers, handed it back to her. "I nearly screwed up big time," he told her. "I disabled the tracking software they put on your phone. Hopefully, they won't be able to track us here."
"They were tracking me?" she asked.
"Yep," he said. "C'mon, get out. Regis is waiting for us." She got out and watched as he walked to the portable toilet and unlocked the door. He opened the door and motioned for her to enter. She stepped inside and looked around as he joined her.
"At least it doesn't smell in here," she said. He smiled and locked the door from the inside. Soon, they felt the tiny room begin to descend. That's when she realized they were in an elevator. They descended for quite some time before the elevator stopped and the door automatically opened.
John motioned for her to step out first and as she did, a security guard in a green camouflage uniform stepped up to her and demanded to see her identification. She pulled out her driver's license and handed it to him. He scanned the code and looked at his screen for a second, then held a device to her eye.
"Stand still," he said, as a red light scanned her retina. He looked at his screen for a moment before nodding his head. He repeated the procedure with John. "Go ahead. Alpha One is waiting for both of you," he said. John motioned for Houston to follow him as he walked down a long empty corridor. When they got to the end, another door slid open and they passed through.
They stood in a large marble foyer with an emblem on the floor. "Alpha Sector," it read. "The First Line of Defense," the caption read. On one wall, she saw, "Our enemies never sleep. Neither do we." John motioned for her to join him on the large round emblem. As she did so, the emblem seemed to descend and they found themselves in another large room, this one filled with monitors and people talking quietly into microphones.
As they looked, a large man with a scarred face, an eye patch and a flat-top haircut walked toward them.
"Regis Carlisle," he said as he extended a hand to Houston. "Everyone here calls me 'Alpha One,' but you can call me Mr. Carlisle or Regis. You must be Houston. Good to meet you."
"I am," she said. "Good to meet you as well."
"That's an interesting name for a woman - Houston," he said.
"My parents named me that because they said that's where I was conceived," she said. He nodded his head.
"Well then, I guess you're fortunate they didn't conceive you in Toad Suck, Arkansas, aren't you?" he asked with a smile.
"I guess so," she said.
"Please, join me in my office," he said, turning away. They followed him into a glassed-in office. The door slid silently closed behind them and the glass instantly darkened so no one from the outside could see them.
"I'm sorry, Regis, but I've never heard of Alpha Sector before," Houston said.
"And that's a good thing," Regis said. "If you had, that would mean we have a mole, and someone would have to die."
"Oh," she said. "So, what do you guys do?"
"We collect information from all over the world, analyze it, and either pass it on or take action as needed," Regis said. "Your husband is just one of our many information collection specialists." He looked at John before continuing. "By the way, Mr. Wilson is still consuming oxygen, although he's in a medically induced coma. I saw the way you handled him last night. Impressive."
"Thank you," John said.
"But it was stupid of you to get on your knees," Regis added.
"I'm sorry, Regis, it just seemed like the thing to do at the time," John said. Regis nodded his head.
"Well, just don't do it again," he said. "So, how long have you known about this Executive Support Team?" he asked Houston.
"I guess about two or three months now," she said.
"What did they tell you about it in the beginning?" he asked.
"Well, they said it was a prestigious team within the firm that supports the executives and the senior partners," she said. "They told me that they only selected certain people from the firm and that it would mean a lot of travel for me, but I would get a big raise and bonuses. And John would also get a bonus from the company."
"When did you learn about the sexual aspect of the work?" Regis asked, his one good eye narrowing.
"About two weeks ago," she said.
"While John was on his last assignment, right?" Regis asked. She nodded her head.
"Yes," she said. "The lady who heads it up, Linda Wharton, called me into her private conference room and told me about it."
"Yes, she did," Regis said, clicking icons on his computer. "Watch," he added. Soon, they were looking at a large image on a monitor behind Regis. It was an image of a nicely-appointed conference room. The camera appeared to be placed somewhere high on the wall. Houston gasped as she saw the image.
"How did you get this?" she asked. "That's Linda's private conference room."
"Through a camera in the wall-mounted television," Regis said, calmly. "Surely, you've heard stories about that. It's been all over the Internet for some time."
"I thought that was just a conspiracy theory," she said. He smiled.
"That's what you're supposed to think," he told her. "Now, watch." He clicked a button and the video began playing. As they watched, Houston entered the room, with Linda behind her.
"Why don't you take a seat, Houston," Linda said. "Would you care for some coffee?"
"Oh that would be great, please," Houston said. They watched her sit down, as Linda turned to pour a cup of coffee. She looked back at Houston for a second, then dumped something into the hot liquid.
"Stop right there," John said. Regis paused the video. "What is Linda doing there?" John asked.
"Good catch," Regis said. "It looks to me as if she's putting some kind of a drug in Houston's drink. We'll come back to that in a minute." He clicked a button and the video resumed.
"You take sugar in your coffee, don't you, Houston?" Linda asked.
"Yes, please, just a little bit," Houston said. Linda poured in two small spoonfuls of sugar and mixed it into the coffe before handing it to Houston, who took a sip. "That's perfect," she said. "Thanks." Linda sat down across from Houston.
"So, Houston," she began. "I just spoke to the senior partners, and they're excited to have you on the team."
"Oh, great," Houston said, excitement in her voice.
"I just need to talk to you about a couple things first, before we go any farther," Linda said. "First off, how are things between you and your husband, John?"
"Oh, things are great between us," Houston said.
"He's on an assignment right now, isn't he?" Linda asked. Houston nodded her head.
"Yeah, he just left last night and he'll be gone for about two weeks or so," Houston said.
"Does he know that you're being considered for the team?" Linda asked.
"Yes, and he's glad to see that I'll get a chance to grow in the firm," Houston told her.
"So, he's basically supportive of you, then?" Linda asked.
"Oh, yes, he's the most supportive and loving husband a girl could ever want," Houston said, smiling.
"I'm glad to hear that," Linda told her. "Now, what I'm going to tell you may come as a bit of a shock to you at first, but trust me, you'll come to appreciate it. And it helps that your husband is supportive because that's crucial."
"Oh, yes, he's very supportive of me," Houston said. "All he wants is for me to be happy."
"That's even better," Linda said. "Because there's an element of the job that we haven't told you about yet."
"What's that?" Houston said.
"Well, all the members of the team are expected to provide, shall we say, personal, services to the executives and the senior partners," Linda said. "And sometimes to clients or potential clients." Houston took a sip of her coffee before answering.
"What do you mean by 'personal'?" she asked.
"Well, to be blunt, sexual," Linda said in a calm voice. "That's why it's so important that you have a good relationship with your husband."
"You mean, I'll be expected to cheat on my husband?" Houston asked, shocked.
"Not exactly," Linda said. "Because by the time you go active on the team, your husband will be all for it, and we'll help him make the necessary adjustments. That's part of the reason he'll be getting bonus checks from the firm as well as you."
"I don't know if I can do that," Houston said.
"I know it's a shock," Linda said. "It shocks every new team member at first. But trust me, it'll be just fine. By the time we explain it to him, he'll be more than happy to see you get the satisfaction you deserve. Besides, did you know that every married man wants to see his wife have sex with other men?"
"I didn't know that," Houston said.
"It's true," Linda said. "Most of them are just too embarrassed to admit it, but deep inside, it's one of their biggest fantasies."
"John's never said anything about wanting to see me with another man," Houston said.
"Of course not," Linda said. "He's probably afraid you'd think he was a wimp or something if he did. But believe me, guys love the thought of their wives getting fucked by a huge cock. Or two. I'll send you some links to stories that'll just blow your mind. You DO want to be part of this team, don't you?"
"Yes, of course I do," Houston said. "I just don't want to do anything that'll hurt my marriage or hurt John."
"Listen, don't worry about your husband," Linda said. "We'll take care of that. You just focus on your job and read the stuff I'll be sending you."
"What about the others?" Houston said. "What do their husbands think?"
"They're more than fine with it," Linda said. "They get a nice check every month, plus their wives love to show them all the new things they've learned. You'll be amazed at the difference in your sex life with John. Trust me."
"What do I tell him?" Houston asked.
"Don't tell him anything," Linda said. "At least not yet. Like I said, we'll take care of that for you."
"Well, okay," Houston said. "If you say so."
"That's my girl," Linda said. "Now, go on back to what you were doing and we'll talk later, okay?"
"Okay, Linda," Houston said. "Thanks for the coffee." She finished the cup and left the room. Linda watched her leave, a smirk on her face. Regis stopped the video and looked at Houston.
"How did you feel after that meeting?" he asked her.
"At first, I was shocked and confused," she said. "But something happened. I don't know what."
"You began to feel a bit excited, didn't you?" he asked. "You started thinking about what she said and it got you hot. Isn't that right?" She slowly nodded her head.
"Yeah," she said, her face turning red. "I had to go to the ladies room to relieve myself."
"You masturbated in the ladies room?" John asked her. She nodded her head.
"Yeah," she told him. "I've never done that before."



"Probably from whatever it was she put in your coffee," Regis said. "I suspect you had the same experience after every discussion about the team, am I right?"
"Yes," Houston said quietly. Regis nodded his head.
"There's more," he added, bringing up another video. This one was shot in Linda's office. As the video started, Linda had picked up her office phone and placed a call. They heard a man answering at the other end.
"George, Linda here," she said in the video. "I just spoke to Houston Smith."
"Yeah, and?" they heard him ask. "Is she in?"
"I'm working on her," Linda said. "I think she'll go for it. I've sent her some links to stories that I think will give her something to really think about."
"You mean, get her horny as hell, right?" he asked. She chuckled.
"Yeah, that too," she said.
"Her husband is going to be gone for a couple weeks, right?" he asked.
"Yes," she said. "Which gives me plenty of time to turn her. By the time he gets back, she'll be ready to fuck a whole battalion right in front of him."
"Heh," he said. "I'd love to see that. After I've tapped that ass of hers first, that is."
"So, how do you want to play this?" she asked.
"You let me worry about Mr. Smith," he said. "You concentrate on getting her ready for the partners. I'll have Greg break him in when he gets back. If Smith gives us any shit, I'll send some enforcers to take care of him."
"Just be careful," Linda said. "Houston is gullible as hell but she loves her husband. If you do anything to hurt him, we'll lose her."
"If that's the case, we'll just fast-track our plan," he said. "I've already got buyers in the Middle East who would love to have a piece of her." John and Houston looked at each other, shocked.
"Well, don't jump the gun," Linda said. "Give me the two weeks to get her warmed up. Once Greg and the partners are done with her, you can do what you want."
"Don't screw this up, Linda," he said. "Remember who the real target is here."
"I've got it under control, George," she said. "Keep your dogs on their leashes, okay? Two weeks."
"You got two weeks," he said before ending the call. Regis stopped the video.
"Who's George?" John asked Houston.
"George Black," she said. "He's the top partner in the firm." John looked at Regis, his eyes burning with anger.
"And you knew about this?" he asked.
"Hold your horses, John," Regis said. "You know how this works. You were overseas on assignment. I couldn't have you distracted on a job. You know that. Besides, I figured you could handle Greg, and you did. If it got out of hand, I knew you'd send up the signal. You're a trained agent, not a seal that claps on command. It's your job to improvise, adapt, overcome." He took a deep breath before continuing.
"There's more videos, by the way, if you're interested in seeing them. Most of them are conversations between Houston, Linda and Greg, basically saying what Houston has already recounted. Others show Houston speaking with other women on the team. Each one also shows Houston being given a dose of something. They were setting you up for a fall, John, all the while dosing Houston in hopes of having her turn on you. And they damn near succeeded." He looked at Houston before continuing.
"I don't think you were the target, however," he told her. "You were the bait. I believe John and the Sector were the main targets. You heard what George said about Middle Eastern buyers?"
"Yes," John said.
"We believe the partners at Omega are involved in a sex trafficking ring with overseas connections," Regis said. "You were just their latest victim."
"Oh my God," she said. Regis put the pictures of five women on the monitor.
"These five women have gone missing within the last two years," he said. "All of them have one thing in common. They worked for Omega. Did you know any of them?"
"Yes, I knew a couple of them," Houston said. "They told me they were being transferred to another department and I never saw them again."
"Neither did their husbands," Regis said. "They continued to receive checks from the company, while being told their wives were away on assignment. After hearing nothing from their spouses, they eventually filed missing persons complaints. Nothing more was heard about the women. We believe they were eventually sold into slavery. Just as you would've been, Houston."
"Any chance of getting them back?" Houston asked. Regis shook his head.
"I doubt it," he said. "Personally, I'd be surprised if they're still alive."
"So what do we do now?" John asked. "Obviously, Houston can't go back to the company."
"No, she can't," Regis said. "Besides, I think the company is coming to her."
"What do you mean?" John asked. Regis clicked on his computer and brought up streaming video of John and Houston's living room. Four large men in dark suits and sunglasses were in the room, along with Linda.
"What the hell?" John asked, shocked. "How did they get past our security system?"
"Good question," Regis said, looking at Houston.
"I didn't give them the code, honest," Houston said defensively.
"Let's watch and see what they do," Regis said, turning to the video.
"They're not here," one of the big men said to Linda. Linda pulled out her phone and looked at it for a while, before pressing the screen. A few seconds later, Houston's phone rang. Regis nodded to her, indicating that she should answer it. She pulled it out and answered the phone.
"Houston, where are you?" they heard Linda say in the streaming video.
"Uh, John and I are out," she said.
"What happened to Greg last night?" Linda demanded.
"I don't know," Houston said. "I think he slipped on a bar of soap or something."
"That was one hell of a bar of soap," Linda said. "He's in a coma and they had to remove one of his testicles. He's got several broken bones, a hematoma and a possible concussion. What the hell happened last night? Did Greg get into a fight with John?"
"Well, John didn't go along with it the way you said he would," Houston said.
"This isn't going to end well," Linda said. "The senior partners aren't too happy right now. You need to come to the office right now."
"I can't do that," Houston said. "In fact, I'm thinking about giving my two-week notice."
"That's not going to happen," Linda said. "You made a commitment and the partners expect you to keep it."
"I made a commitment to my husband first," Houston said. "And that's much more important. You can take your job and shove it, Linda. I will not be your slut. I'm done. Goodbye." With that, she ended the call and looked at John, who smiled and nodded his head in appreciation. They turned back to the video. Linda stared at her phone for a few moments, her face turning red. She punched a few more icons on her phone before addressing the men.
"The last signal from her phone came from what looks like a salvage yard out on Route 87," she said. "Get out there and intercept them. Bring them back to me. Whatever you do, don't kill him. We need them both alive. Now, MOVE!" The four men nodded their heads and left the house. Linda looked around for a few moments before shaking her head and leaving. The video ended after Linda closed the door.
"Well, I'd say we have about an hour before they arrive," Regis said. He picked up his phone and dialed a number. "Operation Junkyard Dogs, one hour," he said before hanging up. Sure enough, two dark SUVs pulled into the salvage yard about an hour after the call. They pulled up behind John's car and stopped. Four men in dark suits got out and walked to John's car, where they were met by two men in overalls and baseball caps. Regis, John and Houston watched the encounter on video.
"What can we do you fellers for?" one of the men in overalls asked in a thick southern drawl, his smile revealing discolored teeth. His name badge read, "Bubba."
"We're looking for the man who owns this car," one of the suits said.
"Why? You lookin' to buy it off him or something?" Bubba asked.
"We need to talk to him," the suit said, trying to intimidate "Bubba" with his size. He opened his jacket to reveal a handgun in a shoulder holster. "Where is he?"
"Hey, T-Bone," Bubba said, glancing at the man with him. "Looky there. Ol' Hoss has hisself a gun." T-Bone chuckled and brought up a pump shotgun.
"That ain't no gun," T-Bone said. "That's a baby's toy. Now this here's a man's gun," he added, slamming a shell into the chamber. The suit held up his hands.
"We don't have any quarrel with you fellows," he said. "We just want some answers, that's all."
"Well, we're fresh outta answers, Hoss," T-Bone said. "But I do have a case of whoop-ass out back. I'd be more than happy to give y'all some for free if ya want."
"You realize there's four of us and just two of you, right?" another suit said.
"Not so fast, Hoss," another man said, coming up next to "T-Bone."
"Now, why don't you fellers just get back into them there SUVs and git yo' Yankee asses the fuck on outta Dodge, before you piss ol' T-Bone here off," Bubba said.
The suits looked around and saw several others in coveralls, all holding shotguns, and realized they were outnumbered and outgunned. The second suit put his hand on the first before speaking.
"Smith's not going anywhere without us knowing about it," he said. "We don't need to mix it up with a bunch of junkyard hillbillies." The first suit nodded his head.
"You're right," he said. "Okay, we don't want any trouble, so we'll be leaving now, okay?" he said, talking to "T-Bone" and "Bubba."
"Y'all do that," T-Bone said. "And don't come back now, hear?" The other men in coveralls laughed. The suits nodded their heads and got back in their vehicles while keeping a wary eye on the men in coveralls. They left the junkyard, one vehicle turning left on the main road and the other turning to the right.
"T-Bone" looked at "Bubba" after the vehicles left and shook his head.
"Git yo' Yankee asses the fuck on outta Dodge?" he asked, all traces of a Southern accent gone. "Where the fuck did you come up with that?" "Bubba" shrugged his shoulders.
"Sounded good at the time," he said, his accent mysteriously gone. "T-Bone" laughed and pulled out his walkie talkie.
"Suits gone," he said. "One turned north, the other turned south."
"Copy that," said the voice they knew belonged to Alpha One.
Regis turned from the video and pressed a button on his phone.
"Eagle One, this is Alpha One," he said. "You see those two SUVs?"
"We do," a man's voice said over the speaker. "One is parked just north of the yard entrance, the other south of it."
"Keep an eye on them," Regis said. "Let me know the second they move."
"Will do," the man said. Regis ended the call and looked at Houston and John.
"We'll let them stew there for a while," he said. "You know they're they're waiting for you to leave."
"I know," John said. "So what do we do now, besides wait?" Regis looked at Houston.
"What we do now is have Houston fill in all the missing pieces," he said. She looked at him a bit surprised.
"What missing pieces?" she asked.
"Believe me," Regis said. "You may be a bit gullible, but you're not stupid. I know for a fact that you have a higher-than-average IQ. I also know there's a treasure trove of information locked away in that brain of yours. I think it's time we had a look."
"What do you mean?" she asked.
"We'll be using a form of hypnotherapy to help you recall parts of your memory," Regis said. "The firm has spent the better part of two months conditioning you. Basically, they've been programming you. The drugs they've given you over the last two weeks were just part of that. We need to undo the damage they've done. I have no doubt that once that's accomplished, you'll remember far more than you realize."
"This won't hurt her, will it?" John asked. Regis shook his head.
"Not at all," he said. "We've come a long way in the last few years. We haven't had to lobotomize anyone in a very long time," he added with a wry smile. John knew this was Regis' sick sense of humor, but the statement shocked Houston, who looked to John for protection. Regis chuckled. "I'm only joking," he told her. "You'll be just fine. I also want to see if we can figure out what they've been drugging you with." He picked up his phone, spoke a few words quietly, then hung up.
"What now?" John asked.
"In a few moments, a couple of nice men will come and take Houston to see our psych specialist," Regis said. "You can join her if you wish."
"I do," John said.
"You'll stay with me?" Houston asked her husband.
"Of course," he said, holding her hand. After a few moments, two men in white smocks arrived with a wheelchair. After Houston got in the chair, they headed out.
...
"They've been in there an awful long time," the lead "enforcer" told Linda as he watched the gate to the salvage yard. There had been no traffic for hours and the four men were getting antsy.
"Alright," she said. "We know where they're at. Come on back to base. We'll catch them later." The call ended, the two SUVs headed back the way they came. Linda put her phone away and looked at George.
"I take it they failed to recover the Smiths?" he asked. Linda nodded her head.
"Yes," she said. "So, any word on Greg?" she asked him. He shook his head.
"It's not looking good," he told her. "They say his injuries are worse than they originally thought and he may not make it through the night."
"So, what's your plan now?" she asked him. "Do we abduct them and bring them here?"
"No," George said. "We take them to the beach house."
"How do we get them there?" she asked.
"I'll leave that up to you," George said. "Houston said she wants to turn in her two-week notice. Maybe you should let her. Assure her there'll be no problem. She's gullible enough to believe you. I suspect her husband will want to come with her. Let him. Have the enforcers ready to nab both of them. I need to know how much he knows about our operation."
"Why is that so important?" she asked. "I thought he was just a software guy for an insurance company." He shook his head.
"There's more to it than that," he said. "I just don't know how much."
"So, you plan to use Houston as bait, is that it?" she asked.
"He'll spill his guts," George said. "Once he understands how much is at stake, he'll do or say anything to save his wife."
"I hope you're right," she said. George smiled.
"I am, trust me. Just get everything at the house ready," he said. "You tried to make him a willing cuckold. Now we'll make him an unwilling one. And when we're done, we'll hand her over to her new masters and he'll have committed suicide. With a little help, of course." She smiled at the prospect and left the office. What neither one of them knew was that video of their discussion had just been uploaded to Alpha's servers.
...
To be continued...
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The end of "Houston Ch. 02: The Intervention":
"So, you plan to use Houston as bait, is that it?" she asked.
"He'll spill his guts," George said. "Once he understands how much is at stake, he'll do or say anything to save his wife."
"I hope you're right," she said. George smiled.
"I am, trust me. Just get everything at the house ready," he said. "You tried to make him a willing cuckold. Now we'll make him an unwilling one. And when we're done, we'll hand her over to her new masters and he'll have committed suicide. With a little help, of course." She smiled at the prospect and left the office. What neither one of them knew was that video of their discussion had just been uploaded to Alpha's servers.
...
And now, "Houston Ch. 03: Alpha and Omega":
John sat in the waiting area as his wife underwent the hypnotherapy Regis said would help unlock her memory. He had been there for at least an hour when Regis came into the room.
"Got a few minutes?" Regis asked. John looked up at him.
"Sure," he said. "Any idea how long this'll take?"
"I'd say at least two more hours," Regis said. John nodded his head and stood up. Regis headed out of the room and John followed. In a few minutes, they were in what Regis liked to call his "smoking parlor," a well-ventilated room with overstuffed chairs facing a fake fireplace. Regis sat down and motioned for John to join him. He pulled out a small case and opening it up, offered John one of his expensive flavored mini-cigars.
"Thanks," John said as Regis lit it for him. "I still can't believe they let you smoke these in here," he added, savoring the fruity cigar.
"What the hell," Regis said, shrugging his shoulders. "This place was designed to survive a direct nuclear hit. I'm sure one or two cigars won't hurt anyone." John chuckled at that. Regis handed him a folder. John opened it and saw a medical report that meant very little to him.
"What's this?" he asked his boss.
"A report on your wife's blood work," Regis said. "You'll notice those two compounds that are circled. One is a date rape drug, and the other is a compound I haven't seen in quite some time."
"What is it?" John asked.
"From what I understand, when used in low dosages, it renders the target extremely susceptible to suggestion," Regis said. "That, combined with the date rape drug, and I suspect Houston was about ready to climb the walls. They could have told her to fuck an army of wild mongrel dogs and she probably would've done it. I'm frankly surprised she was able to keep it together as long as she did. Anyway, turns out there's a federal task force that tracks the usage of that stuff. They've dispatched one of their top guys and he should be here later this afternoon."
"Okay," John said, savoring his cigar. "Anything else?"
"Yeah," Regis said. "Omega's planning to shanghai the two of you first chance they get."
"We already know that," John said.
"This time, they intend to make it permanent," Regis said. "From the video we got, they intend to hand her over to some Middle Eastern pimp and take you out, make it look like a suicide."
"What's the plan?" John asked.
"Obviously, we're not going to let that happen," Regis said. "We've got eyes on them so we'll know where this is supposed to go down. I've got a conference call scheduled in just a little bit to discuss this."
"Would it be too much if I asked to sit in?" John asked.
"Sorry, son, this is well over your pay grade," Regis said. "Your primary job is to be there for your wife." John nodded his head in understanding. They smoked their cigars for a few more minutes before John spoke up.
"Were you ever married, Regis?" he asked. Regis glanced at him with his one good eye.
"Yeah, a long time ago," he said, the pain showing in his voice.
"What happened, if you don't mind my asking," John said.
"The same thing that happens to a lot of guys in our business," Regis said. "Too much time on the job, too much stress dealing with the nation's enemies and keeping it a secret from those you love. You know how it goes." John nodded his head.
"Yeah, I do," he said. Regis looked at him hard.
"It was too much for my wife to deal with," Regis said. "I came home one day and she was gone. Left a note telling me she had found someone else - someone who would be home and who could open up to her. I got served with divorce papers that day. That was 15 years ago."
"Sorry to hear that," John said. "Any kids?"
"Yeah," Regis said. "Two beautiful little girls. Her mother took them and they now call some other guy 'dad.' I haven't spoken to them in years. I suspect they've forgotten all about me by now. It doesn't have to be that way for you, though."
"I hope not," John said. Regis nodded his head.
"Houston's a good woman," Regis said. "She may be a bit ditzy sometimes, and a bit gullible, but she's smarter and tougher than you know and she really does love you. God only knows why." They both chuckled at that. "You need to be there for her, John." John nodded his head.
"I know," he said. "And I will be."
"Good," Regis said, standing up. "I've got to go make that call. You go be with Houston. I'll text you when I'm ready for you to join me."
"Sounds good," John said. John finished his cigar after Regis left, then headed back to check on Houston's progress. When he got there, he was told they were getting ready to wrap things up and she should be out before too long. He sat down and watched television, but his mind wasn't on whatever was playing. About an hour later, the door opened and Houston came out. She smiled when she saw him, and he noticed she looked a bit different, but he couldn't quite explain it.
"How are you feeling?" he asked her. She smiled as she looked at him.
"I'm just fine," she said. He looked at the technician taking care of her.
"Is she free to go now?" he asked. The technician nodded his head.
"She's free to go," he said. "They're preparing the report for Alpha One now."
"Okay, thanks," he said before turning back to Houston. "I don't know about you, but I'm starved. Wanna go to the cafeteria, get something to eat?"
"Sure," she said. They left and went to the cafeteria, where they each got a large juicy bacon cheeseburger and an order of fries.
"You look different somehow," he said after they sat down. "Are you sure you're okay?"
"I'm feeling better now than I have in a long time," she said. "My head feels, I don't know, clearer, somehow."
"Did you remember a lot?" he asked.
"Oh, God, yes," she said. "I can't believe how much I remembered." Her eyes got watery before she continued. "I can't believe how close I came to cheating on you. Can you ever forgive me?"
"I think so," he said, opening the folder with the medical report.
"What's that?" she asked.
"It's the report on your blood work," he said. "They found traces of a date rape drug, along with something else meant to make you susceptible to suggestion. Regis tells me with what they found, you were probably climbing the walls. Is that true?" She nodded her head as she wiped her eyes.
"Yes, I was," she said. "The last week was the absolute worst. It was all I could do just to get through the day."
"What about those stories Linda sent you?" he asked her. "Did you read them?" She nodded her head. "Do you want to tell me about them, or can I pretty much guess what they were all about?"
"You can guess, but I'll tell you," she said. "They were all pretty much the same. All of the husbands were wimps, all of the wives were sluts and all of the men they cheated with were assholes with monster dicks. The husbands were treated like shit, forced to watch their wives fuck another man, then made to clean their wives out afterward."
"And reading these stories got you excited?" John asked.
"I'm ashamed to say it, but yes, they did," she said. "Between that and the stuff Linda, Greg and the girls told me, I was horny pretty much all the time. It got so I started carrying a dildo in my purse. I can't tell you how many times I ended up in the restroom fucking myself with that thing. Of course, now I know I was being drugged and conditioned the whole time."
"Regis said it's a wonder you made it as long as you did," John said.
"It wasn't easy, John," she said. "It was like there were two of me fighting inside. The good Houston said, 'no, don't cheat on your husband, it's wrong.'" But the bad Houston kept saying, 'go for it, girl, let Greg fuck your brains out, John will never know.'"
"Well, I'm glad you listened to the good Houston, except for that last day," John said. "Would you really have fucked Greg if I hadn't kicked his ass?"
"Probably," she said. "No, that's not true. Yes, I would've. And I feel so bad about that." John nodded his head. "You gave me quite the wake-up call, though." He smiled at her. "Can you ever forgive me?"
"I think I can manage it this time, given the circumstances," he said. "Just don't ever let that happen again."
"I won't, I promise," she said. "I know I'm pretty gullible sometimes, but my eyes have been opened."
"I do have a condition, though," John said, a smile forming on his face.
"What's that?" she asked.
"You'll have to show me what you do with that dildo of yours someday," he said.
"Seriously?" she asked, smiling. "You wanna watch me do myself?"
"Sure," he said. "Why not. Maybe if you talk nice to me I'll let you watch me at the same time."
"You're such a naughty boy," she said. "But I accept." John felt his phone buzz and pulled it out. It was a text from Regis.
"We need to go see Regis," he told Houston. "Are you finished with your lunch?" She nodded her head and stood up.
"Yes, I'm finished," she said, swallowing her last french fry. He joined her and they headed to Regis' office. When they got there, they noticed an average-looking man in a dark blue jacket.
"John Houston," Regis said. "This is Oscar Warren from the Homefront Security Task Force. Oscar, this is John and Houston Smith." They all shook hands and Regis motioned for John and Houston to sit down.
"Homefront Security Task Force?" John asked. "What's that? I've never heard of it."
"Just as most people have never heard of you guys," Oscar said. "We're a public-private task force that deals with issues similar to what the two of you are going through." He put photographs of four women on Regis' desk. "Tell me, Mrs. Smith, have you ever seen any of these women?"
"This one," she said, pointing to one of the photos after studying them for a few moments.
"Are you certain?" Oscar asked. She looked up at him before speaking.
"Yes," she said. "It's been a while - maybe a couple years - but I'm certain of it. She was talking with George and Linda."
"That would be George Black, the senior partner, and Linda Wharton, the head of the so-called Executive Support Team?" Oscar asked. Houston nodded her head.
"Yes," she said.
"Any idea what they were discussing?" Oscar asked.
"No, none whatsoever," she said. "I thought maybe she was a client or a potential client."
"Have you ever heard of MMAS or the Mutual Marital Assurance Society?" he asked. Houston thought before answering.
"I have seen those terms before," she said. "They were mentioned briefly in a couple documents that came across my desk. But I never really gave them any thought at the time."
"The woman you identified was Pat Witherspoon," Oscar said. "Does that name ring a bell?"
"No it doesn't," she said. Oscar nodded his head.
"Who's Pat Witherspoon?" Regis asked.
"She was a top operative with MMAS," Oscar said. "She died about a year and a half ago while in custody."
"And what, exactly, is this MMAS?" Regis asked.
"It was an organization set up originally to facilitate punishment of men who strayed in their marriages," Oscar said. "But it morphed into something else. What concerns me is what Witherspoon was doing with Omega. MMAS was in the business of pushing a fem-dom political ideology, so what were they doing with a law firm involved in white slavery?"
"Good question," Regis said. He turned to Houston.
"What do you know about a company beach house?" he asked her.
"The firm has a place on the coast," she said. "But it's much more than just a house. It's a whole compound, complete with a dock and a helipad. I've never been there, but I was told it's completely walled in and has security gates. It's where the top people go when they want to host clients or just have a retreat."
"That's where George and Linda said they were planning to take the two of you," Regis said. Houston said nothing as she thought for a few moments. Then her eyes grew wide. "What?" Regis asked.
"I remember one of the girls telling me about a party she went to there once," Houston said. "The way she described it, it was an orgy with all kinds of wild things going on - drugs, bondage, toys, you name it."
"Well, that's where they plan to hand you over to one of their so-called buyers," Regis said.
"I think we need to contact the White House," Oscar said. Regis nodded his head and addressed John.
"Why don't the two of you step out for just a bit," he said. John stood and motioned for Houston to join him outside the office. After they were out of the office, Houston spoke up.
"What did Regis mean by that?" she asked her husband.
"Linda and George planned to have you turned into a sex slave," he said. "From what I gathered, they also planned to kill me."
"Oh my God," Houston said. "What are they going to do now?" John shrugged his shoulders.
"I don't know," he said. "We'll just have to wait and see." They didn't have too long to wait. A few minutes later, the door opened and Regis asked them to come inside. As they sat down, Regis punched a button on his phone.
"We located the beach compound," Regis said. "You were right - it's walled in and there's a manned security gate. And it looks like there's some activity there." He punched a button, and video of the compound showed on the monitor. Regis spoke into his phone.
"What's your status?" he asked.
"We've got eyes on the site now," a man's voice said. "Looks like there's six people in the main building. Two arrived by chopper just a few minutes ago. Four of them appear to be security. There's also one woman and an older man."
"That would probably be George and Linda," Houston said.
"Very well," Regis said. "Stand by." He punched another button. Another man's voice came through the speaker.
"Eagle One," the man said.
"Eagle One, this is Alpha One," Regis said. "Do you have eyes on the target?
"That's affirmative, Alpha One," the man said.
"Are you packing?" Regis asked.
"Roger that," the other man said. "Fully loaded. Locked, cocked and ready to rock." Regis knew what that meant. The agency's Reaper drone was usually equipped with four Hellfire air-to-surface missiles.
"Stand by for my signal," Regis said. "Take out the chopper and level the main building."
"Copy that," the man said. Houston's phone buzzed. She took it out and mouthed, "Linda."
"Hi, Linda," Houston said. "What can I do for you?"
"Houston, I think maybe we got off on the wrong foot this morning and I'd like to make it up to you," Linda said. "Do you think you and your husband can make it out to the beach house?"
"When?" Houston asked. "Now?"
"Yes, now would be good," Linda said. "Can you do that? It sure would mean a lot to George and I if you could."
"I don't think that's going to happen, Linda," Houston said. "Not today, not ever. In fact, you can go fuck yourself. Oh, and Linda?"
"What?" Linda asked, clearly angry.
"Enjoy Hell, bitch," Houston said before ending the call. She looked up at Regis, who smiled and nodded his head.
"Take them out," he said to the drone operator. There was an acknowledgment and they turned to the monitor. Within seconds, they saw the helicopter erupt in a ball of flame, followed by the house, which was completely destroyed when three Hellfire missiles hit.
"YES!" Houston exclaimed as the house was consumed by fire. She punctuated her outburst with a fist pump. John smiled as he watched her. Regis and Oscar chuckled.
"As entertaining as this may be, we still have to finish taking down Omega," Regis said. John looked at him, concerned. Regis noticed, and spoke up. "I take it you're concerned that we may have just droned American citizens out of existence without due process. Am I right, John?" John nodded his head.
"Yeah," he said. "The thought crossed my mind." Houston looked at him, shocked.
"They deserved it, John," she said.
"I'm not arguing that," John said. He looked at Regis. "Well?"
"You're right to be concerned, John," he said. "I guess we should read him in, especially since he'll be part of the crew taking Omega out," Regis added, looking at Oscar. Oscar nodded his head in agreement.
"I agree," he said. He looked at John and Houston before continuing. "You remember the incident with the First Lady about six months ago or so?" he asked.
"Yes, she suffered a stroke as I recall," John said.
"There's a bit more to it than that," Oscar said. "The truth is, she was part of a plot to take down President Skaggs. She failed, and ended up committing suicide with the very drugs she planned to use on me. We've been working to find out who else might have been involved in their plot, and we have reason to believe that Omega, or at least some of its executives, were involved. The drug found in Houston, and the information she provided seems to back that up."
"In short, John, Houston was targeted because she had seen and heard too much," Regis said. "Even though she didn't it at the time. Add to that the middle eastern connection. The man George was going to sell her to has connections to terrorist groups all over the area. To them, she was a loose end that needed to be eliminated."
"Who gave the order to take them out?" John said.
"The order to take them out came straight from the top," Regis said. "But there's still work to do." John nodded his head in understanding.
"All right," he said. "Count me in."
"Good man," Regis said.
...
George Black thought about what he would do to Houston as he drove along the coast highway. He smiled when he anticipated sinking his dick into Houston as her husband was forced to watch. Linda was good at her job, and he had no doubt she could lure the couple to the beach compound.
Suddenly, he came upon a police roadblock and slowed to a stop. He rolled down his window as a uniformed patrolman came upon him.
"I'm sorry, sir, there's been an incident up ahead and we've had to close the area off," the patrolman said. "We can't let anyone inside."
"But I have to get to my house," George said.
"I'm sorry, sir, you'll have to turn around and go back," the officer said. "No one is allowed in this area until we have the all-clear."
"How long will that be?" George asked, visibly upset.
"Hard to say. Could be a couple days," the officer said. George thought about his options and decided to turn around.
"Thank you, officer," he said as he began to turn around. He drove back the way he came, and saw the patrolman in his mirror, talking to someone on his radio. He pressed the button on his dashboard that brought up the mobile phone menu. He selected Linda's cell number and waited for her to answer. He was concerned that she didn't pick up her phone and thought it strange that it went to voicemail. That never happened, he thought to himself. She always answers her phone. He ended the call, not leaving a message. He pressed another button on the menu.



"I think we have a problem," he said when the man at the other end answered the call.
"Get back to the office," the other man said before ending the call. For the first time since all this started, George began to get nervous...
...
"So what's the plan?" John asked.
"We have a team assembling near Omega's headquarters," Regis said, handing him a slip of paper with an address. John committed it to memory before stuffing it in his poscket. "I just got word that Black was turned back at the checkpoint we had set up, so he should be there in about an hour or so. Oscar and some of our boys will follow you," Regis added.
"I'm going, too," Houston said. John looked at her, confused.
"Why?" he asked. "This could get dangerous. I don't want you to get hurt."
"That's my decision," she said. "I belong at your side. You're my husband. Where you go, I go." He looked at Houston and saw something in her face he had never seen before - determination. He looked at Regis, who simply nodded his head.
"This involves her as well," he said. John understood and looked back at his wife.
"Okay," he said. "But you follow my lead. Got it?"
"I understand," she said. They left Regis' office and went back to John's car. Oscar joined the Sector team members who brought him to the compound and followed John as he headed back to the city. John and Houston didn't say very much on the drive, but he wondered what had happened to his wife. On one hand, he was concerned for her safety, but on the other hand, he was proud of her. This could prove interesting, he thought.
They got to the address Regis had given him, and he pulled up next to the mobile command unit, a trailer filled with electronic gear. He got out of the car and opened the trunk as Oscar's SUV pulled up next to him. He grabbed some body armor and helped put it on his wife.
"What's this for?" she asked.
"I don't want you getting shot," he said. "Remember, you do as you're told."
"I will, John," she said. "I'm not stupid, you know." He smiled and kissed her.
"I know," he said. His thoughts were interrupted by a man's voice.
"Smith?" a large man in a dark uniform asked loudly.
"Yes?" John and Houston answered. He looked at her before continuing. "I'm John Smith," he said.
"Special Agent Jones, FBI. We're starting the briefing now," the man said. John, Houston, Oscar and the others stood around a large table as Agent Jones briefed them on the layout of the building and the attack plan. When he briefed them on his somewhat convoluted plan to access the top floor, Houston held up her hand.
"Yes?" Jones asked condescendingly.
"I have a badge that'll get us on the top floor," she said. "Wouldn't that be a lot easier than everything you just said?" John smiled to himself. Jones' face turned red for a moment. After taking a deep breath, he nodded his head.
"Alright, Mrs. Smith," he said. "We'll just use your badge then. You can lead us up to the top floor." She smiled sweetly at him when he finished. "Any questions?" he asked. Everyone shook their heads. "All right," he ordered. "Let's roll." The group of heavily armed men went to their staging areas and John checked his equipment one last time, making sure he had a fully-loaded magazine in his pistol.
"I'm sorry if I embarrassed you," Houston told John as he finished checking his gear. He looked at her and smiled.
"I'm not embarrassed," he said, wrapping his arm around her. "I'm proud of you. I don't think I've ever seen anyone shut Jones up like that." He gave her a kiss, then finished checking his gear. Oscar joined him and they headed out.
...
George sat at the large conference table in the top floor of the building that housed Omega and listened in shock as Jim Bradbury, the Chairman of the Board of Directors, told him about the destruction of the beach compound.
"So, what do we do?" he asked the older man.
"Get rid of all the evidence, you clodhopper," Jim said. "I told you that if you didn't start thinking with your brain instead of your dick this would happen. But you wouldn't listen. Now, get to it!" George started to get up out of his chair when a large man in a dark suit came into the room.
"We got a problem," he told the two executives. "Feds are moving in."
"What?" George asked.
"Feds," the man said. "They're all over the building."
"Get to the roof," Jim said. "I'll call in a chopper."
"Too late," the enforcer said. "Feds have already occupied the roof."
"Damnit," George said. "Now what?" They were interrupted by the sound of federal agents crashing through the door. The enforcer went for his gun, but was stopped by an FBI agent who tased him before he could pull out his handgun. John, Houston and Oscar came into the room along with several heavily-armed federal agents.
"Now you can become Bubba's bitch," John said as he walked up to George. George looked at Houston as she walked up to him. Without saying a word, she kneed him as hard as she could in the crotch. She kicked him a couple more times as he lay on the floor screaming.
"I quit," she yelled in his face as he moaned in pain. John rolled him over, cuffed his hands behind his back and Mirandized him. Oscar did the same to Jim. Federal agents fanned throughout the top floor and had arrested other top members of Omega's organization. All of them were charged with a number of felonies, which included seditious conspiracy, prostitution and trafficking. The agents had also confiscated Omega's files and were busy hauling them out of the building.
As they watched the activity around them, John's phone buzzed. He answered, seeing the call was from "Alpha One."
"Smith," he said when he answered.
"John, good work," Regis said.
"Thanks, boss," John told him.
"Listen, why don't you and Houston take the rest of the week off," he said. "Have her here for training at 0700 Monday morning."
"Training?" John asked.
"Yes," Regis said. "I'm sure you want your new partner to be fully qualified to operate in the field with you."
"Did you say, partner?" John asked.
"Of course," Regis said. "You two work well together, and I like her style. Now go, and enjoy each other while you can."
After they ended the call, John looked at his wife. Having her as a partner would certainly be interesting, he thought to himself.
"Everything okay, honey?" she asked. He nodded his head.
"Yeah," he said. "Regis has given us the week off. Then you start training."
"Training?" she asked.
"Yeah," John said. "You're going to be my new partner." She smiled and wrapped her arms around his neck.
"Partner, huh?" she asked. "I like the sound of that. C'mon, Mr. Smith, I need that big beautiful cock of yours inside me."
"Sounds like a plan," John said. They walked out of the office arm-in-arm and headed home.
Epilogue:
The senior members of Omega were tried in federal court and found guilty of all charges. They were given the maximum sentences allowed by law. The women who had been part of the so-called "Executive Support Team" turned state's evidence and testified in court, which helped secure the guilty verdicts. Greg never woke up from his coma and died of a heart attack the day Omega's remaining executives were found guilty.
Two months later, John and Regis stood in the gallery overlooking the gym, watching Houston go through her paces with her hand-to-hand combat instructor. She had come a long way in a short period of time. She was no longer the ditzy, somewhat gullible woman John had married. She was now a strong, confident woman who could more than hold her own. John was proud of the progress she had made.
"Tell me something, Regis," he said as he watched his wife.
"What's that?" Regis asked.
"Did you guys do something to her during that hypnotherapy session?" John asked.
"No," Regis said. "What you're seeing now is the real Houston Smith. All we did was help her realize her true inner strength. You're not having second thoughts about having her as a partner, are you?"
"Not at all," John said. "In fact, I'm looking forward to it."
"Good," Regis said. "She's got just a few weeks to go, then I have a job for the two of you."
"Oh?" John asked. "What's that?"
"Not now," Regis said. "When she's finished. I think it's about lunchtime. Why don't you take her to lunch?"
"Sure," John said. He went downstairs and entered the gym as the instructor walked out. Houston saw him and wiped the sweat off her face before she ran up to him.
"What do you think, partner?" she asked, giving him a deep kiss.
"Nice work, but I think you need to take a shower before we go to lunch," he said, laughing. She laughed back, and playfully slapped his arm. "After lunch, I'll take you to the range."
"Oh, do I get to play with your gun?" she asked, grabbing his crotch.
"You are froggy today, aren't you?" he asked.
"I'll show you froggy tonight, when I jump your bones," she said. She was always fun in bed, but she had turned into a wild woman ever since her training.
"I can't wait," he said. He watched her walk into the shower, admiring her toned legs and ass. Yes, he thought, life was going to get very interesting indeed...
The end...
Or is it?
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A Time To Cheat

Many thanks to those who offered comments and constructive criticism on my previous stories. For those who want to say this or that would never happen, remember this is my universe, a place where nearly anything can, and often does, happen. At least on paper...
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Rhamn (pronounced 'rahm') K'luahine enjoyed feeling the wind rush through his thick black hair as he drove his small American convertible on the two-lane highway that would take him and his wife to the southernmost part of his home island, Ka'atani.
Located in the south Pacific Ocean, Ka'atani actually consisted of several islands, the largest of which was about 65 miles from tip to tip and home to about 1.5 million natives and another 100,000 foreigners, mostly Americans.
Ka'atani was an independent nation, with its own government, police and defense force. Historically, the nation had been ruled by a monarch, but had adopted a democratic system similar to that used in the United States. It had a president, who was elected to serve one five-year term, and a house of representatives, with members elected every two years by the citizenry.
The nation had begun an aggressive campaign of modernization over 70 years ago under a previous monarch who felt it was time to bring the population into the twentieth century. As a result, Ka'atani today had all the conveniences of modern life, including the Internet, along with all the trappings of a modern civilization.
Fortunately, the people had managed to remain true to most of their ancient values, and as a result, the nation still had the lowest divorce rate in the world -- even surpassing India, which by some reports, only has a one percent divorce rate.
Except for the strange rocks scattered on the sides of Mount S'tani that glowed at night, the sandy beaches and the hospitality of the population, Ka'atani had nearly nothing to offer potential conquerors, and had so far escaped the stigma of foreign rule. Not even the Japanese considered Ka'atani during World War 2, thinking it too far south to be of much use in its conquest of the Pacific.
This was where Rhamn was born and raised, the place he called home, and he loved it. It was a good day for a drive, he thought. Not too hot, not too cold and the humidity was bearable at this altitude. The reason for the drive, however, made him both angry and sad.
He looked at the woman sitting in the passenger seat. Marion was her name. She was a California beauty, he thought. Blonde hair, soft, supple skin, firm breasts with prominent nipples that begged to be sucked and tanned, toned legs made for sex. She wasn't just his wife -- she was every man's wet dream. He had just over an hour before they reached their destination, so he thought back over their lives together.
He met her six years ago, when he first accepted a teaching position at the local campus of an American university headquartered in Washington, D.C. At the time, he had just completed his doctorate and decided to return home. The local university board welcomed him with open arms and offered him the position. He took to it like a fish to water. He loved teaching, and he enjoyed teaching the local youth.
She worked in the admissions office as a counselor, and the two of them met at a social function held by the president of the university. They took to each other, dated for about a year, and eventually married. She was an only child who had lost her parents in an auto accident just a couple years before. As far as he knew, she had no other relatives.
Strangely enough, she wanted a traditional Ka'atani marriage. He thought that odd, since most local girls wanted anything but a traditional marriage these days. At first, he thought that maybe she was either patronizing him or was a bit delusional, and questioned her about it. Perhaps she didn't fully understand the true meaning of what she claimed to want, he thought. But she was adamant that was what she wanted.
So he gave her a text file of the chant she would have to repeat at the ceremony and taught her the proper way to pronounce the words. She already knew some of the local language, enough to communicate in the local markets, but not enough to fully understand the real meaning of what she would commit herself to.
The ceremony itself was beautiful. Toward the end, Marion knelt in her short white robe and picked up the pillow next to her. She held it up to him and chanted the traditional phrase perfectly. A rough English translation of the phrase was, "I submit myself to you, my husband, in body, mind and spirit." Of course, there was a much fuller meaning of the phrase, but it had long since been largely forgotten by all but the oldest and most traditional of the population.
He grasped the s'ivaj sitting on the pillow -- a short, curved dagger carried by husbands in the old days -- a sign that they were off limits and prepared to defend to the death that which was theirs and theirs alone. He admired Marion's handiwork -- the richly adorned handle with the seal of his family. She had even anointed it with her own blood as was done in the old days.
After he repeated the chant, he held the knife and cut the ties holding her robe, letting it fall to the ground. She remained still, her naked body now in full view of those in attendance. He opened his own robe and presented his manhood to her. As tradition demanded, she took his manhood into her mouth and sucked it until he was fully erect. To his amazement, she managed to engulf his entire penis in her mouth. At eight and a half inches, he was slightly larger than the average Ka'atani male.
Then he picked her up and placed her, naked, on the wedding altar. He spread her legs wide for all to see. He smiled as he took in her shaved pussy. In the old days, the husband would use the s'ivaj to remove his bride's pubic hair on the altar, but that wasn't necessary today.
He moved close and, in front of all those present, consummated the marriage on the altar, until they both reached orgasm. In times long past, this was where the bride would prove to her family and to the community as a whole that she was a virgin, worthy of her new husband.
He helped her off the altar and the two walked back down the "aisle" to his car, his semen running down her leg, a sign that she now belonged to him and him alone. After their first night on the island, they flew back to the States, where they enjoyed a week-long honeymoon in Las Vegas.
The next three years were great. Rhamn and Marion continued their work at the University and spent their free time making sweet love to each other. He couldn't imagine life getting any better than this. Then Marion got transferred to the main campus in Washington, D.C., so he put in for a transfer as well, hoping the school would give him a chance to teach in the American capitol city.
The board agreed to transfer him, and so the two set off to live and work in Washington. Marion had lived there prior to coming to Ka'atani, and promised to show him all the sights, not knowing that he had spent several weekends in the city while attending college.
The next year and a half saw a number of changes in their lives. Marion's new position required her to work later than normal sometimes, travel and attend social functions where she hob-nobbed with the rich and famous. Sometimes, she took him with her to these functions. Even though she introduced him as her husband and a professor, he got the feeling that he was a token, or worse, an exhibition -- a zoo creature to be stared at by the locals.
More than once, he felt uneasy and irritated at the patronizing manner in which the others spoke to him. Some even raised their voice and spoke slowly as though he was some kind of invalid who didn't understand English. More than once, he had to refrain from putting his fist through someone's face. He remembered one conversation he had with Marion after a recent event.
"Are you okay, honey," she asked as he stripped off his expensive suit.
"No, I'm not," he growled in his deep baritone voice.
"What's wrong?" she asked. "Did someone say something bad to you?"
"It's the way it was said," he told her. "Do you remember that scene in 'Outlaw Josey Wales' where the character played by Chief Dan George talked about meeting Abraham Lincoln at the White House?" She nodded her head.
"Yes, I do," she said. They had just watched the movie on DVD a couple nights previous.
"I can relate to what he said," he told her. "It's almost as if these people think because I'm a Pacific Islander I should have a bone in my nose and wear a loincloth."
"Well, you would need a pretty long one," she told him, patting his crotch. He chuckled at that.
"Do they not realize I graduated at the top of my class at Harvard?" he asked her. "Do they not know how I worked to put myself through college so I wouldn't be a burden or have to carry a heavy load of debt?"
"I don't think so," she said quietly.
"Well, I don't like these people you have to kowtow to," he said. "And I sure as hell don't like being displayed like some kind of zoo specimen."
"It's all part of the game," she said. "But I understand how you feel. You don't have to attend these things if you feel uncomfortable, you know." He shook his head.
"No, you're my wife, and I should be there to support you," he said. "Besides, I don't like the thought of someone else escorting you. By the way, what's with this new boss of yours, Jake Hamilton?" he asked. He met Jake that evening for the first time and took an instant dislike to him. His face had "pussy hound" written all over it.
"They just recently brought him in," she said. "He's from New York. He's really a very sweet guy once you get to know him."
"He's seems to have taken a liking to you," Rhamn said. He couldn't help but notice that Jake had spent most of night close to Marion. Some times, he thought, maybe just a bit too close.
"You're not jealous, are you?" she asked. He smiled and took her in his big arms.
"Of course I am," he said playfully. "But he does know that you're married, right?"
"Yes, he knows," she said, putting her arms around his neck.
"Good," Rhamn said. "I hope he remembers." They finished the night making love, but he had a bad feeling in his gut. Something told him he needed to keep an eye on Jake Hamilton.
Thing went straight downhill over the next six months. Marion ended up getting sent out of town with Jake a number of times, and she started working much later in the evenings -- far more than before. As a result, their sex life all but disappeared as she always seemed to be too tired to do anything.
It all crumbled one day when Rhamn was in his office going over student papers. He was interrupted by a knock at the door.
"Come in," he said. The door opened and a petite brunette poked her head inside. She pushed her glasses up her nose before speaking.
"Dr. K'luahine, do you have a couple minutes," she asked. He looked at her and instantly recognized her as one of the girls who worked in Marion's office, but he couldn't remember her name. He motioned for her to come inside.
"Please, come in," he said. "And feel free to call me Rhamn. My students call me Dr. K'luahine, but you're obviously not one of my students." She walked into his office and stood before his desk. "What can I do for you, Ms..."
"Harper," she said quietly. "April Harper. I work in your wife's office."
"Yes, of course," he said. "What can I do for you Ms. Harper?"
"Well," she began nervously. "I don't quite know how to say this."
"I find it's best to simply say what's on your mind," he told her. She nodded her head.
"Well, it's about your wife and Mr. Hamilton," she said, getting his full attention. "I'm kinda embarrassed to say, since it's quite personal, but I think what they're doing is just wrong, and I thought you have a right to know. That is, unless you already know and approve of it. I know some guys like that sort of thing."
"What sort of thing is that, Ms. Harper?" he asked. "What are they doing that upsets you so much?"
"They're, well, having an affair," she said. He felt his face turn red.
"Are you absolutely certain of that, Ms. Harper?" he asked. "That's quite an accusation."
"They're gone most every day for lunch," she said. "And their lunches often last longer than normal. They take trips together all the time. He buys her flowers and it's pretty obvious from the way they interact that it's more than just a professional relationship. Plus, the girls are all talking. Mr. Hamilton has quite a reputation, even though he tries to keep it all hush-hush."
"I see," Rhamn said. "Have you personally witnessed anything to suggest they're having an affair? Have you seen them kiss each other or do anything inappropriate? PDAs? Anything?"
"I did see them kiss one day when they came out of his office," she said nervously. He nodded his head when she finished.
"Tell me, Ms. Harper, how often does Mr. Hamilton have you girls work after hours?" he asked. She shook her head.
"We generally don't work after hours," she said. "The college is very strict about that. Marion and Jake sometimes stay late, but the rest of us normally don't. The only time we might work after hours is when we're getting ready for graduation or student enrollment. But even then, we get comp time to make up for it. They hate paying overtime."
"I see. Have you said anything to anyone else?" he asked.
"I haven't said anything to anyone," she said. "I wanted to bring it to you first. We all like Marion and we don't want to see her get in trouble. Still, it's unsettling. If the dean or the president ever saw it, there'd be hell to pay."
"Yes, there would," Rhamn said. "Thank you for bringing it to my attention, Ms. Harper. I'll take care of it from here."
"Thank you, Dr., er, Rhamn," she said. After she left the office, he pulled up a Word document that he had saved on his computer. It was a list of private investigators and divorce attorneys he had been collating for a while. He had hoped he wouldn't need to use any of the information, but he felt as though he now had no choice. If she was cheating as April said, he would have no choice but to divorce her. He picked up his phone and made a call.
He wasn't surprised when Marion texted him later that day to say she would be working late. He sat at the dining room table and picked at his food, wondering what his wife and Jake were doing at that moment. Eventually, he tossed the leftover lasagna into the garbage disposal and went upstairs to the master bedroom. He put on a pair of pajamas and laid in bed with the television on.
He woke up when he heard Marion in the room. She came over to him and gave him a kiss on the forehead. Her hair smelled like it had been freshly shampooed and he thought he detected an odor of after shave.
"I'm so sorry," she said. "I didn't know he would keep me so long. I grabbed a bite to eat on the way home." She went into the bathroom and came out a short time later wearing a pair of flannel pajamas. That was her signal that there would be no sex tonight. He really didn't want to have sex with her anyway, not if she had just been with Jake.
"He's been working you late a lot lately," Rhamn said. "How much longer is this going to go on?"
"Hard to say," she said. "He's kept the whole department working late." He felt rage hearing her lie to him, but kept himself under control.
"The whole department, huh?" he asked. "I thought the college frowned on overtime."
"Normally, yes," she said. "But he's got a big meeting coming up with some major donors soon and we have to be ready for it. Oh, that reminds me. We're going to New York on Friday. We'll be leaving before lunch and will be gone for the weekend."
"That's rather short notice," he said. Today was Wednesday, or rather, early Thursday morning.
"That's why we're working so much now," she said. "I'm sorry. I'll make it up to you."
"Okay," he said, rolling onto his side. He knew this was bullshit, but wanted to give her enough rope to hang herself.
Later that day, Jake came to visit Rhamn at his office. He knocked on the door and entered before Rhamn could respond. Rhamn looked up to see Jake's perpetual smirk.
"What can I do for you Mr. Hamilton," he asked.
"I just wanted to drop by and apologize for monopolizing your wife's time," he said. "I'm sure you may have heard the rumors, and I just wanted to reassure you nothing inappropriate is going on."
"I don't put much stock in rumors, Mr. Hamilton," Rhamn said. "I deal in facts and evidence. And I certainly hope for your sake there is nothing inappropriate happening." Jake's smirk wavered for a moment. This wasn't the response he expected. In his experience, academic types tended to be wimps.
But there was something about this man that unnerved Jake. Maybe it was his voice, or the inscrutable manner in which Rhamn regarded him. Nothing about Rhamn said "wimp," and for a moment, Jake considered abandoning his plans for Marion.
"Of course not, Dr. K'luahine," he said. "By the way, did Marion tell you that we'll be in New York this weekend?"
"She did," Rhamn said. He purposefully did not give Jake permission to refer to him by name as he really didn't like the man. "Rather short notice, I must say. I had planned on taking her out Friday night. She's been spending more time with you than with me lately."
"Again, I apologize for that," Jake said. "It's our work. It never ends, you know."
"When do you think I might be able to spend some time with my wife?" Rhamn asked somewhat sarcastically.
"Very soon," Jake said. "We just have some things that need to be taken care of. Look, I have to go now. It's been nice speaking with you." Rhamn said nothing as he watched Jake slither out of the office. After Jake left, he picked up his phone and made another call.
He got a text from his wife that afternoon that she had to work late again to prepare for the weekend "meeting." He wasn't surprised, and the email he received on his personal account didn't surprise him, either. He went home, stopping for dinner on the way. He had had enough of lies and leftovers.
About 8:00 pm, he called Marion on her office number, but the call went to voicemail. He left a message and called Jake's office number. He got the same response but he didn't leave a message. He read and re-read the message he had gotten earlier that day and looked at the photos that were attached. He was still at his computer when Marion came back late that night.
"Are you still up?" she asked, a concerned look on her face. "Did you eat anything?"
"I stopped for dinner on the way home," he said. "I'm tired of leftovers."
"I'm sorry," she said. "We were going over everything one last time for the meeting."
"So you were at your office?" he asked.
"Well, yes," she said. "Where else would I be?"
"You tell me," he said. "I called your office at 8:00, but got no answer. I also called Jake's office."
"We were in the conference room, and didn't hear the phone ring," she said. He knew the layout of her office and knew that was bullshit. Even if that were the case, she should have seen the message light indicating that someone had called.
"Did you not see that I had left a message?" he asked.
"I didn't even look, Rhamn. I'm sorry," she said. "By the way, Jake said you were a bit rude to him earlier today. And what's this about a Friday night date? You never mentioned anything about that to me."



"It was supposed to be a surprise," he said. "I guess it doesn't matter now."
"Of course it matters, Rhamn," she said.
"No, it doesn't," he said. "I have to go to bed now, Marion. Goodnight." He trudged up the stairs to the master bedroom, wondering how much longer the deception would last before he ended it. He said nothing as she slid under the covers and tried to cuddle up to him.
"I love you, Rhamn," she whispered into his ear. He grunted in response.
"I love you, too, Marion," he said quietly, a hint of sadness in his voice. "Goodnight." She took the hint and rolled away from him. He could hear quiet sobs from her side of the bed but shut them out of his mind. The next morning he cornered her before he left.
"Can you at least let me know where you're staying and keep in touch with me over the weekend?" he asked.
"Of course," she said. She wrote down the name of her hotel and the room number, then handed it to him.
"Thank you," he said, folding the paper and placing it in his pocket. "Have a safe trip." He turned to walk out the door, but Marion intercepted him.
"Rhamn, what's the matter?" she asked. "You've not been yourself lately. Have I done something to make you angry with me?" He almost laughed out loud.
"I think you know the answer to that," he told her. Her face paled as he continued out the door, not giving her a kiss goodbye.
"I love you, Rhamn," she said as he got in his car.
"So you've said," he replied before he started his car and drove to work. Even though the damage had been done, he hoped she would realize the error of her ways and change her mind about going to New York. He already knew from the investigator's report the "meeting" was a farce cooked up by Jake to get the two of them alone for a weekend.
Unfortunately, however, she and Jake left for the airport at lunch and he didn't hear from her until later, when she arrived at the hotel. He didn't hear from her for the rest of the weekend, but he did hear from the investigator, who kept him updated on what the two lovers were doing.
From the reports he read, they had a lot of fun, visiting the local night clubs, dancing and drinking, then having sex for most of the weekend. He nearly put his fist through a wall when he saw video of the two of them in bed. He couldn't help but notice that Jake used no protection whatsoever. He didn't know if Marion was still taking her birth control.
He considered his options. In his mind, divorce was a no-brainer. But he also knew from speaking with colleagues that divorce in the States almost always went bad for the husbands. Then he had a brainstorm, and that Sunday, he made a couple of overseas calls.
He was already in bed when Marion got home late Sunday night. Normally, he would welcome her home from these trips with a hug and a kiss, then a romp in the sack. But not this time. He didn't even offer to help carry her bags in. She put her bags in the closet, changed in the bathroom and got in bed. She tried to give him a kiss, but he rolled over to avoid touching her.
The next morning, he got up before she did and left the house without saying a word to her. During his break period, he contacted his investigator and got the full report of Marion's activities over the weekend, then made another call. Marion tried contacting him throughout the day, but he ignored her calls and texts.
He saw her at home that night but said very little to her. She finally cornered him in the front room after dinner.
"Rhamn, what's going on?" she asked. "You haven't said two words to me since I got home. Don't you want to know if we were successful?" He looked at her hard before speaking.
"I'm sure you got what you wanted," he said.
"What's that supposed to mean?" she asked. He reached to his laptop and brought up a video of her in bed with Jake. Her eyes widened as he played the video.
"Oh God, Jake, you feel so good inside me," the Marion in the video moaned as Jake pumped his seed inside her.
"Better than that savage you married?" Jake asked.
"Please, you know I don't like it when you talk like that about him," she said. "He may be a savage, but he's a good man."
"Well, why are you here with me instead of with him?" he asked her.
"You know why, Jake," she said.
"Yeah, I do," he said, wrapping his arms around her. "C'mon, let's go for it again." Disgusted, Rhamn turned off the video and glared at Marion.
"How did you get that?" she asked Rhamn when he stopped the video.
"What difference does it make?" he responded. "What I'd like to know is, why?"
"Rhamn, it was only sex, that's all," she said. "It had nothing to do with you. You know I would never hurt you."
"Well you did," he said. "So, tell me, dear wife, I noticed he didn't bother to use protection. Were you planning to get pregnant with his child and try to pass it off as mine?"
"I never thought of that," she said.
"Were you not concerned about what diseases you might get from him?" Rhamn asked. "According to my report, Jake has at least two other women he sees on a regular basis. And those don't include his frequent one-night stands."
"He assured me that he's clean," Marion said.
"And of course, you foolishly believed him," Rhamn said. "After the way you disrespected me, I can no longer work here. I've requested a transfer home. I've already spoken to the chancellor and he agrees it's best. He also agreed to fire both you and Jake for blatant violations of the university's rules."
"When are you planning to leave?" she asked.
"At the end of the term, which finishes up this week," he said. "We leave Friday."
"What about us?" she asked.
"There is no 'us' anymore," he told her. "You killed that. The divorce will be finalized when we get back. Both you and Jake will need to be there for that. What you do afterward, I don't care."
"Why does Jake need to be there?" she asked.
"Why do you think?" he asked in response. "He's the one you were cheating on me with. The order has already been given. He can either go peacefully, on his own, or he can be extradited."
"Extradited?" she asked. "Isn't that a bit extreme?"
"You forget that the Ka'atani nation has an extradition treaty with the United States," he said. "When you married me, you earned a dual citizenship. As for Jake, he has no choice. He will be there, one way or another." Rhamn stood, indicating that he was finished and would say no more. Marion sat, stunned at what just happened. Jake had assured her that Rhamn would never find out, but he had.
"Please, Rhamn, I don't want a divorce," she said, tears in her eyes. He glared at her for a few seconds before walking out of the room.
"Why did you do it?" he asked. "Was I not good enough for you?"
"You're the best," she said.
"Then explain to me why," he demanded.
"Well, Jake and I knew each other in college," she said. "He was my first, and I guess I just fell for him again."
"I guess the old saying is right," he told her.
"What saying is that?" she asked, confused.
"It's a take on your Bible passage that says there's a time for everything," he said. "A time to cheat and a time to die."
"What do you mean?" she asked. "Are you saying there's no hope for us?"
"When you cheated on me, you killed our marriage," he said. "You killed 'us.' I hope it was worth it to you."
The rest of the week was difficult. The chancellor called Jake and Marion into his office and fired both of them for violating university rules regarding fraternization. Then he handed Jake a sheet of paper that had been emailed to him the previous day.
"What the hell is this?" Jake demanded angrily.
"A summons from the Kingdom of Ka'atani," the chancellor said. "You are party to Dr. K'luahine's divorce. I'm told that if you refuse to go, you will face extradition. A plane ticket is being sent by express mail. Security will meet you there."
"This is bullshit," Jake exclaimed.
"Perhaps," the chancellor said. "But I've been told by the State Department that it's all legit. They're staying out of it. Now pack your trash and get out of my school. Both of you." Dejected and ashamed, Marion went to her desk and packed her things. Jake, however, had another idea, and headed to Rhamn's office.
Rhamn was grading papers when Jake barged into his office, angry. Rhamn put his grading pen down before looking at Jake.
"You motherfucking sonofabitch!" Jake yelled as he charged across the office, determined to put the bigger man down. Rhamn simply put out a hand and caught Jake in the throat, abruptly ending his foolhardy charge. He stood over Jake, who was on the floor gasping for air and shook his head.
"Get out of my office," he said calmly. "And I don't want to see you until the hearing."
The rest of the week went fairly quick. Rhamn avoided Marion as much as he could, and said practically nothing to her. Marion tried to get back in her husband's good graces, but he largely ignored her and would simply walk away when she began crying. On Wednesday, movers came to the house, packed up their things and prepared them for shipment to Ka'atani. A realtor had already put a for sale sign in the yard.
With everything out of the house and all of their affairs in order, Rhamn and Marion spent a night at a motel, sleeping in different beds. It was hard, as he always found her to be sexy and very enticing, but he was determined not to give in to her. They flew out early Friday morning.
After they settled in to their room at the Marriot Hotel, he made a couple calls and learned that Jake had actually left the States and was on his way to the island. He then learned that the proceeding would take place on Monday and Jake had been taken into custody by the King's Guards, an elite unit of the national police.
The weekend was hard on both of them. Marion did everything she could to talk him out going through with it, but he rebuffed her efforts.
"Please, can't we get through this?" she begged. He looked at her and simply shook his head.
"No," he growled. "You disrespected me in the worst way a woman can. You made your choice. Now you must live with it."
"But I promise it'll never happen again," she whined. "Please Rhamn, I love you."
"And I loved you as well," he said. "What good are your promises, anyway? Do you remember the promise you made to me when we married? You failed to keep that one, so how can I possibly trust that you'll keep any other promises?"
"We can try counseling, can't we?" she asked. "Please, Rhamn, I'm begging you. It didn't mean anything. I didn't mean to hurt you."
"SILENCE, WOMAN," he thundered. "It meant EVERYTHING to me, dammit. You pledged yourself to me and me alone just as I pledged myself to you only. I kept my pledge to you, but you broke yours to me. Now, it's time to deal with it and move on." Finally, Monday morning arrived, and Rhamn woke Marion up at 4:30 am.
"Why are you waking me up so early?" she asked.
"It's time to get ready," he said. "You should probably have some breakfast before we leave. We have a long drive ahead of us."
"But the courthouse isn't that far away," she said. "It's just a few blocks over. We can walk there in less than a half hour."
"We're not going to the courthouse," he said.
"Where are we going?" she asked.
"Mt. S'tani," he said, referring to the dormant volcano on the southernmost tip of the island. The last time it erupted over 2,500 years earlier, it blew off the top third of the mountain, leaving a giant hole in the ground that later became a holy site for the island's population. "You were the one who wanted a traditional marriage. I think it only fitting we have a traditional divorce." The realization of what he said began to sink in.
"What?" she asked. "You can't mean..."
"Yes," he said. "Now, get ready. We have enough time to eat before we have to be on the road." Marion got up, shocked, and went into the bathroom to get ready. She knew about the legends of Mt. S'tani and the place it held in local folklore. It was the traditional place where marriages were dissolved. But those ceremonies usually ended up with someone dying. Surely he wouldn't do that, she thought.
After they dressed, Rhamn put a gym bag in the trunk of their rented car, and took her to the dining room where they ate breakfast. He ate a hearty breakfast as he always did, but she barely touched her food. Inside, she was a bundle of nerves. Surely the old stories were just that -- stories, she said to herself. Or were they?
The drive to the mountain, which sat on the southernmost tip of the island, would take more than an hour. She sat in the passenger seat, looking out the window while feeling like a condemned criminal being taken to the gallows.
Finally, they reached their destination. Rhamn pulled off the winding two-lane highway and drove to the parking lot, where he stopped the car. He got out, grabbed his bag and opened Marion's door.
"Let's go," he said quietly. Marion looked at him with tears in her eyes and slowly got out of the car. Her legs buckled under as she stood, but he steadied her and guided her to the ancient rock steps that led to the top of Mt. S'tani. "Climb the steps," he told her. Trembling, she began the long walk up the staircase, wondering how many others had done this in ancient times.
When they reached the top, two uniformed members of the King's Guard met them. As they looked, they saw several older Ka'atani sitting in a semicircle in front of the ancient rock plank that jutted out over a giant, gaping hole that was once the caldera of Mt. S'tani. She knew the hole was at least 5,000 feet deep and a stream of lava flowed at the bottom.
They also noticed a portable gazebo surrounded by King's Guards. Large flags flew on either side of the gazebo. Inside the enclosure was an older Ka'atani, dressed in traditional garb. Marion gasped when she realized who it was. She looked at Rhamn.
"Do you know the king?" she asked.
"I should," he said. "He's my father's brother." Rhamn looked at the guards. "Get her ready," he told them. He watched them take her to a tent and went to another, where he donned his traditional robe. He considered his s'ivaj, and recalled that day on the beach when Marion presented it to him. He had hoped it would never get used. He placed it in his belt, then went back outside.
By then, Marion had been prepared and was being led to the plank wearing a short red robe. Jake had already been delivered and was standing on the plank, his arms and legs firmly secured. He wasn't too happy, but the guards had already informed him to keep quiet unless he was addressed. Rhamn stepped before the gazebo and bowed to his uncle, who acknowledged him with a nod of his head. He then took his place in front of the tribunal, which was seated in a semi-circle before the plank.
"Prince Rhamn K'luahine," the man at the center of the semi-circle said. "This tribunal has reviewed your request for divorce. We have also examined all the evidence and have determined that your case is valid. Based on the evidence, your petition for divorce has been granted. Do you wish to address those who have wronged you before you carry out the final judgment?"
"I do, Counselor," Rhamn said.
"Very well, then," the older man said. "Proceed." Rhamn bowed to the tribunal and turned to face Marion and Jake, who were now tied together on the plank. He could tell that Marion was frightened, as she had every right to be. Jake, on the other hand, had no idea what was about to happen, and remained arrogant as ever.
"What the hell is this all about," Jake asked as Rhamn walked toward them.
"Shut up," Marion told Jake.
"Why?" Jake asked. "Are they going to sacrifice us to their volcano god or something?"
"God, you're such an ass," she whispered.
"Are you two about finished?" Rhamn asked. They said nothing as they stared back at him. Rhamn continued, looking at his soon-to-be ex-wife.
"Do you remember the pledge you made to made to me down there on the beach five years ago?" he asked.
"I remember," she said.
"Did you fully understand the nature of the pledge we made to each other?" he asked.
"I.. Yes, I do," she said slowly. Rhamn nodded his head in sadness. He had given her an out, but she did not take it. It would have been one thing if she did not understand the nature of her wedding pledge. Her admission to the contrary, however, sealed her fate.
"Pledge?" Jake asked. "What pledge?"
"Marion wanted a traditional Ka'atani marriage, part of which requires the couple to pledge each other their mind, body and soul for as long as they live," he explained. "You see, Jake, here, we believe that the most important traits a person can have are loyalty and fidelity. Without those, nothing else matters. In the old days, when a Ka'atani couple married, they pledged those things to each other, in front of witnesses, with full understanding that the cost of betrayal would be their very lives." He pulled the sharp, curved knife from his belt. Jake's eyes widened when he saw the blade.
"But that's murder," Jake stammered.
"In your culture, perhaps," Rhamn said. "Here, we call it divorce. This blade was given to me by Marion on the day we wed, as tradition dictates. It's more than just a bauble or a trinket to hide behind glass. In the days of my ancestors, it was worn by the husband as a sign that he was not available. It was also intended as a warning to anyone who might encroach on the couple. Someone like you, Jake."
With that, Rhamn swung his arm out in a flash. When he was done, a red line appeared on Jake's neck and his eyes went wide as he realized his carotid artery had just been cut. The blood spurted and poured down his neck and he began to sway as he lost strength. Marion tried to steady them on the rock plank, but found it difficult as Jake lost the strength to stand. Suddenly, a strong gust of wind blew over them, causing Marion and Jake to fall into the abyss below.
Rhamn closed his eyes for a moment in an effort to keep from sobbing. He opened his eyes and tossed the blade into the large hole then pulled off his wedding band and tossed it after the knife. He heard a gavel pound behind him and the chief of the tribunal spoke.
"This divorce is final," he said. Rhamn stared straight ahead as the tribunal gathered their things and left. He felt a hand on his shoulder and turned to see his uncle standing beside him.
"You loved her," his uncle said.
"I did," Rhamn said.
"You even gave her a way out, but she didn't take it," the older man said. "In the end, she did the honorable thing."
"I suppose so," Rhamn said.
"I know this was the hardest thing you've ever had to do, my son," the king said. "Trust me, when you get into my position, it doesn't get any easier."
"You will outlive me, uncle," Rhamn said. The older man chuckled.
"Hardly," he said. "At any rate, your honor has been restored. Now it is time to mourn what has been lost and move ahead. By the way, Sika is anxiously awaiting a call from you. She still loves you and she's managed to keep the hounds at bay."
"After all these years?" Rhamn asked.
"Yes," the king said. He pulled out a card and handed it to Rhamn. "She would be a good wife to you, and a good queen when the time comes. And I must admit, I've always fancied having a real doctor in the family." The last time Rhamn had spoken to her, she was in the States working on her medical degree and was going through her residency.
"Now please, call the girl and give her your number. And let her know I'm not your answering service," the king said with a smile. Rhamn laughed at that.
"Thank you, uncle," he said. "I'll do that." The older man smiled and patted him on the shoulder before leaving. Rhamn went to his tent and changed out of the robe he had worn. He sat for a minute and thought about Marion. He wiped the tears from his eyes and went down the steps to his car. After he got in the car, he pulled out his phone and saw he had good service. He dialed the number his uncle had given him.



"Cha," said a sweet female voice after the first ring. He thought back to his younger years and recalled the sweet, curvy, dark-haired woman he was so attracted to before he met Marion.
"Cha," he said in response. "The divorce is final."
"Good," she said. "Now please come home to the one who loved you first, Rhamn. I've missed you so much."
"I'm on my way," he said. Perhaps there really is something special about one's first love, he thought.
...
Note: The Kingdom of Ka'atani does not exist, so there is no need to Google it. I made it up for the purpose of this story...
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It was early afternoon when I pulled up to our house, an old two-story farmhouse set out in the Kansas countryside surrounded by large fields of wheat and alfalfa. Before you ask, no, I'm not a farmer. For that matter, I wouldn't know one end of a tractor from another. The fields belong to someone else, thank God.
My name is Bill Jacobs. Maybe you've heard of me, or read some of my work. I'm an art critic whose weekly articles are syndicated in about 200 newspapers across the country and featured on a number of large mainstream websites. I do most of my work here, in this quaint country house my wife of eight years and I decided we would call home. I do spend some time on the road, about one to three days a week, depending on what it is I'm writing about at the time.
My wife, Denise, works as a surgeon at the county hospital located in what the locals here call a town. Don't get me wrong -- they're good people -- honest, decent, hard-working folks who take care of their families and try to do right. The kind of people who look you in the eye when they shake your hand. It's just that the town isn't quite what I'm used to, having lived in southern California most of my life.
I met her at an exhibit in Los Angeles. I was covering it for the paper I wrote for and she was there taking a break from her studies. At the time, she was a student finishing her medical degree. I remembered that day as if it were yesterday. I was examining a piece of art, making notes in my pad when she approached me.
"That's an interesting piece," she said.
"Think so?" I asked.
"Yes, I do," she responded. "What do you think?"
"Personally, I've seen more cerebral work done by six-year-olds with crayons," I told her.
"Don't you like abstract art?" she asked.
"I like abstract art okay," I said. "But this... This isn't abstract. It's lazy. No doubt done by someone who hasn't sold anything in a few months. Probably figured he'd slap some paint on a canvas, stick his little finger out and spout some psychobabble about inner conflict or something. He'll probably sell it, but I wouldn't give a plugged nickel for it myself."
"Are you an art buyer?" she asked.
"No, I'm a critic," I said. "Bill Jacobs," I said, offering my hand.
"Denise Blackman," she said, taking my hand. "You're a real art critic?" I chuckled at that.
"Yup," I said. "They actually pay me real money to write horrible things about stuff like this. Some artists actually think it's a badge of honor to be insulted by me." She laughed at that.
"Sounds like an interesting life," she said. I shrugged my shoulders.
"It can be," I said. "Mostly, I travel to see exhibits like this, maybe talk to an artist or two. Most of my time is spent on a computer, though. It can get rather boring. What about you?"
"I'm a medical student," she said. "I start my residency next year."
"Now that sounds exciting," I told her.
"It's all work and no play," she said. "That's why I came here. I need a break from studying."
"I can understand that," I told her. "Now if you want to see some REAL art, take a gander at that piece over there," I added, pointing to a picture of a country farmhouse covered in snow. "Tell me what you think of it." She looked at the piece and her face lit up.
"That kinda reminds me of where I grew up in Kansas," she said. "I love the way the moonlight reflects off the house."
"Are you sure it's moonlight?" I asked. "Stand in front of it and tell me what you think." She walked to the picture and I followed her. She looked shocked as she stood in front of it.
"It looks so much different from here," she said.
"Indeed," I said. "The brush strokes the artist used and way the colors are blended, it's almost like looking at a different picture depending on where you stand. And if you look close enough, you'll see detail here you never would have picked up over there."
"You're right," she said. "I like this."
"Congratulations," I said. "You're now an art critic." She laughed.
"Oh no," she said. "I could never do what you do. I'd be too afraid of hurting someone's feelings."
We spent the next two hours looking at the rest of the exhibit. I had to admit, I liked hearing her input on different portraits. I hated it when she had to leave, but I understood that she had to get back to class. We exchanged numbers and email addresses before she left.
"It's been a pleasure meeting you, Bill," she said, giving me a peck on the cheek. "I'd like to do this again sometime."
"So would I," I told her.
We spent the next few months getting to know each other and started dating exclusively. At first I was concerned she might be put off by the fact that I was six years older than her, but she wasn't. She certainly did make me feel like a younger man. One thing led to another and before you know it, we got married.
I thought I had hit the jackpot. Denise was -- and still is, in my opinion -- a very warm and loving woman. Sex between us wasn't just good -- it was over-the-top great. She never complained about my work schedule, and never complained when I had to travel across the country to review an exhibit.
At the same time, her hours varied greatly, as she worked through her five-year residency. Sometimes she worked a normal day shift, but often had to work late or work after hours depending on what was going on. We discussed this in the beginning and I had no problem with her odd schedule, even though it often made it difficult for us to connect in the evenings or on weekends.
After her residency, she was offered a job at the hospital in her home town. They had just put in a fancy new surgical center so the locals wouldn't have to go hundreds of miles to get surgery. By then, I had become syndicated, so it really didn't matter where I worked, physically. The Internet was my office and I could submit pieces from anywhere on the planet, so long as I had web access. So we packed our things, sold the condo and headed to Kansas.
The house we bought was a two-story farm house that supposedly dated back to the 19th century. Everything had been upgraded so it sported all the modern conveniences, including central air conditioning. I made sure it had cable access, which included high-speed Internet -- that was crucial for my work.
We turned one bedroom on the second floor into my office, and planned to use the third bedroom as a nursery. The master bedroom was huge and included a nicely-appointed master bathroom that could easily accommodate both of us at the same time.
The biggest adjustment for me was the fact that nights in the country were actually dark. I mean, pitch-black. You couldn't even see your hand if you put it in front of your face. This was a far cry from what I was used to in the bright lights of the big city.
What I really loved, though, was the view of the night sky. I had never seen so many stars before in my life. I used to have a small telescope when I was a kid, and enjoyed looking through it at night, but nothing prepared me for this. Seeing my interest in the night sky, Denise surprised me with a nice eight-inch telescope that had all the accessories needed for taking pictures. Naturally, I thanked her that night in bed -- repeatedly.
It took a while for me to get the hang of astrophotography -- there's a lot more to it than just pointing a camera and clicking. But I eventually figured it out and soon, my office was adorned with pictures of planets, galaxies and brightly-colored nebulae. Denise had even taken a few to decorate her office.
The most fun for me, though, were the nights Denise and I sat out back with the scope. After watching the stars for a while, we would often make love right there in the back yard, under the night sky. I felt like I was on top of the world.
The first seven years or so of our marriage seemed idyllic -- at least to me. I had a good job I loved, a nice home and a beautiful loving wife. What more could a man want, I thought. We had even started discussing children. Denise had been on birth control, and wanted to wait until she was more established, which I understood.
Then I started seeing subtle changes in her. Her hours got longer, more erratic. She became short-tempered over the littlest things and we argued over ridiculous issues. I figured it was the stress of her job, so I didn't say much.
One year, she was asked to attend a medical conference in Wichita. The conference lasted five days, starting on a Monday. She seemed pensive and out of sorts before she left, but she wouldn't say why. I tried to make love to her the night before she left, but she begged off, claiming a headache.
The next day, she left, promising to call me every night. I had a major exhibit to review that week in New York and, looking at my itinerary, found that I could meet her in Wichita that Friday and come home with her. I hoped she would appreciate the surprise.
The exhibit went well, and I managed to get my article done by my weekly deadline. Denise called every night as she promised, but I got the feeling that she would rather do anything other than talk to me. I decided not to say anything about the upcoming Friday. I figured that maybe we could even spend the weekend there.
I got to the hotel where Denise was staying and looked all over for her, but couldn't find her. After verifying my identity, the hotel said she had not checked out of her room yet, and might be in one of the conferences still taking place. So I placed a call.
"Are you alright, Bill?" she asked in a quiet voice when she answered the call.
"Yes," I said. "I thought I'd surprise you by stopping by on my way back from New York. I figured we could spend the weekend here and then go home together. Where are you? Are you in a seminar or something?"
"Well, yes, I am," she said, sounding irritated. I could hear someone say something to her in the background, but I couldn't make out what was being said. I could tell Denise covered the phone so I couldn't hear her response and wondered why she would do that. After a few moments, she uncovered the phone and spoke to me.
"Listen, sweetie," she said. "That's so sweet of you to surprise me like this, but I'm afraid I won't be very good company right now."
"Why's that?" I asked.
"Well, I've been invited to observe a couple of procedures over at the hospital here by the head of surgery, so I'll be here for another day or so," she said. "I didn't know about it until just a couple hours ago. I'm sorry. I'll be home Sunday night and we can make up for it then."
"Yeah, okay," I said. "It's just that I've missed you all week."
"I miss you, too," she said. "Please, go on home and I'll see you Sunday night, okay? Promise."
"Okay," I said. "See you then. Love you."
"Love you, too," she said. She didn't immediately close the connection and I thought I heard her say something about dodging a bullet. It's possible I didn't hear her correctly, but that's what it sounded like. So I went back to the airport and caught a flight back home. To say I wasn't very happy was an understatement. For the first time in our married life, I began to wonder if she was cheating on me.
Denise did get back on Sunday. Well, technically, it was actually Monday, at about 2:30 am. She tried to move quietly so as not to wake me up, but I was already awake. She put her suitcases in the closet, then went into the bathroom. She came out a few minutes later wearing a floor-length robe and climbed into bed. I couldn't help but notice the distinct odor of cigar smoke, after shave and something else when she tried to cuddle next to me.
"Please go take a shower," I mumbled. "You smell like an ashtray."
"I'm too tired to take a shower," she said.
"Fine," I told her, getting up. "I'll go sleep on the couch." I grabbed my pillow and a blanket and headed downstairs. I didn't sleep too well that night, only drifting off a couple times. I got up at 8:00, when Denise stumbled into the kitchen to start coffee.
"Thought you were going to be home yesterday," I said.
"I'm sorry," she said, wiping the sleep from her eyes. I could still detect the odor of cigar and after shave, so I kept my distance. "It went longer than I originally planned and I had a hell of a time getting a flight last night. Why were you such a sourpuss when I came in?"
"Sorry, you know how sensitive I am to odors," I said. "I could smell cigar smoke and after shave all over you when you came in this morning. What were you doing, anyway?"
"Dr. Branstead took a smoke break on the way to the airport," she said. "I didn't even think that you might smell it on me."
"And the after shave?" I asked. "Was that his?"
"Probably," she said.
"You had to have been awful close to get it all over you like that," I said.
"He gave me a goodbye hug when he dropped me off at the airport," she said.
"That must've been some hug," I told her.
"Look, nothing happened, alright?" she snapped.
"You're mighty defensive over something that never happened," I said. "I just asked a simple question."
"You're right," she said. "I'm sorry, I was wiped when I left there and I was just too tired to even think about a shower when I got home."
"So, what's your schedule like?" I asked her.
"I don't have to be at the hospital until 11:00 today," she said. "I'm meeting our new head of surgery and then I have a couple procedures this afternoon. I'll probably be late getting home."
"All right," I said. "I'll order a pizza, then. I'd better get to it, see what my week looks like."
"Bill," Denise said as I turned to go upstairs. "I really am sorry we didn't connect this weekend."
"Me too," I said with a wry smile. "Maybe next weekend."
As predicted, Denise didn't get home until after 8:00 pm, and of course, she was exhausted. I didn't complain too much as I knew how hard she works. I had an exhibit to review in Denver that week, so between that and her flaky schedule, we saw very little of each other that week. We did manage, however, to spend some time together over the weekend, but I sensed there was something else on Denise's mind.
About a month or so later, Denise announced that we were invited to a social function the hospital was holding. The reason, she said, was to introduce the new regional director. So, I got my best suit cleaned and accompanied her to the event.
Denise looked stunning in her black dress, which highlighted her figure quite nicely. It wasn't risque by any means but she still looked good enough to eat. I was proud to escort my lovely wife to the dinner that night, and that's where I met the new regional director -- Dr. George Branstead.
He came up to us when we arrived at the event, and I noticed that he appeared to be a bit older than me, with a full head of dark hair that showed some gray at the temples. He filled out his suit nicely, and looked like someone who worked out. I also noticed that he was about three inches taller than me and outweighed me by a good 20 pounds, all of which appeared to be muscle. I instantly recognized the after shave he wore and the slight scent of cigar smoke that seemed to hang around him.
"This must be the famous art critic, Bill Jacobs," he said as he held out his hand. "I've heard a lot about you," he added as we shook hands. "In fact, I have you to thank for keeping me from making a bad decision."
"How's that?" I asked.
"Well, that article you wrote about the exhibit in Washington, D.C., a couple years ago," he said. "My wife and I had been thinking about getting a couple new pieces of art that were being shown there, but after you did that review, we changed our minds."
"Glad to be of service," I said. "I take it you already know my wife from that conference in Wichita."
"Yes," he said. "That's quite a woman you have there." I noticed the glances between them and wondered if there was something else going on.
"Yes, I agree," I told him.
"She's quite the surgeon," he added. "I have big plans for her and I'm quite sure she's up to the task," he said, looking at her. I noticed her face turning a bit red and wondered what it was that would embarrass her like that.
The evening went fairly well. Dinner was nice, and we heard from several higher-ups about Dr. Branstead -- how wonderful he was, how much he did for the community, blah, blah, blah. Then we were dismissed to enjoy the open bar and the dance floor.
Denise and I danced several times, and she took a turn or two with Dr. Branstead. I watched as they danced, and it seemed to me they were a little closer to each other than I considered appropriate. More than once, I saw him whisper something to Denise, causing her to laugh. A couple of times, she glanced my way after he said something to her, and I wondered what it was they were discussing. He escorted her back to me and made a show of offering her hand to me.
"I think it only fitting the good doctor have the last dance with her husband," he said with a smirk. I thanked him and took Denise's hand. I held her close as we danced and I noticed the cigar/after-shave smell on her. I wondered if this was how she got his stink on her at Wichita.
Finally, the dance was over and we left. Looking around, I saw Branstead leaving the venue alone and wondered where his wife was. We left and drove home.
"I noticed George was alone tonight," I said. "What happened to his wife?"
"He said she wasn't feeling good enough to come," Denise said.
"You two seemed to hit it off nice," I told her. "Do I have anything to be worried about?"
"Of course not," she said. "You're the only one I love."
"I'm glad to hear that," I said. "And you're the only one I love. So, what are these so-called 'big plans' he has for you?"
"There's been talk of having surgeons travel to do procedures at different hospitals in the area," she said. "I just happen to be on the list."
"I see," I said. "It sounded to me like he had something else in mind."
"I don't know what that could be," she said. I had never caught her in a lie before, but something about all this didn't sit right with me. I decided to drop the subject until I had more information.
Things were a bit strained over the next couple months. Denise's schedule was even worse than before. She was placed on a team that saw her traveling to clinics and hospitals throughout this part of the state and I had no idea when she would be working. We hardly ever saw each other, and when we did, it was only to say "hello" and "goodbye."
Frustrated, I tried to get her to change her schedule so we could spend time together, but it seemed that she was more concerned about working her way up the ladder than anything else. Something about all of this didn't quite pass my reporter's "smell test." Part of me thought about hiring a private investigator, but a couple of things stopped me. First of all, if she was innocent, she would be royally pissed over me spying on her, and with good cause. Second, I didn't want to spend a lot of money only to find out nothing was going on.



Fortunately, I had a lot of friends in the news business who were investigative reporters, something Denise didn't know. So I reached out to a couple to see what they could dig up on this Dr. Branstead and his traveling medicine show.
I was in Seattle reviewing an exhibit when I got a call from Denise telling me she would be in Topeka for the weekend for some kind of meeting. I had just about had it with all of this and it took everything I had to hold my temper.
"I'm sorry," she said. "I know you were planning for us to get away when you got back from Seattle this weekend. I'll make it up to you." God, if I only had a nickel for every time I heard that phrase, I thought. I counted to ten before responding. "Bill?" she asked when I didn't respond. "Are you there?"
"I'm here," I said. "Who else is going to this meeting?"
"Well, Dr. Branstead," she said. Of course, I thought to myself. "There's several others I know. Some from my hospital and others from hospitals across the state."
"Okay," I said. "You gotta do what you gotta do. I'm not happy, but I understand."
"You're the best," she said. "I love you."
"Love you too," I said before we ended the call. This shit has to stop, I thought as I put my phone away. I finished going through the exhibit and made my way to the hotel. As I was eating, my phone rang again. It was Ralph Williams, a friend of mine who works as a reporter for the Kansas City Star.
"Hello," I said.
"Hey, Bill," he said. "How's it hanging?"
"Yup," I said, causing him to chuckle.
"That good, huh?" he asked sarcastically.
"Pretty much," I said. "You find something?"
"I sure did," he said. "Your Dr. George Branstead is quite the guy."
"Is that a good thing or a bad thing?" I asked.
"Well, let's put it this way," Ralph said. "He's richer than God, married to a trophy wife who can't stand him, knows everyone who's anyone and has a well-deserved reputation as a philanderer. He loves married women, by the way. In more ways than one, if you catch my drift."
"Unfortunately, I do," I said.
"Rumor mill has it that he's currently seeing a cute little blonde-haired surgeon from the middle of the state," he said, causing my heart to sink.
"You have a name for this blonde surgeon?" I asked.
"No, I don't," Ralph said. "But I can tell you she's a real corn-fed Kansas farm girl. Cute as a button from the photos I saw."
"Photos?" I asked. "You have photos?"
"Yeah, sure do," he said. "They were spotted at a gathering of healthcare pros here a few weeks back. Looked pretty chummy with each other if you ask me."
"Can you email me some of those photos?" I asked.
"Sure," he said. "Be happy to."
"Thanks, Ralph, I appreciate it," I said.
"Any time, old friend," he said. "By the way, turns out the good doctor was caught in a scandal out west a few years ago."
"What kind of a scandal?" I asked.
"The kind that sees big-name doctors get a polite shove out the door, if you know what I mean," he said. "I don't have all the details, but I know someone who does. I'll send you her info with the pictures. She writes for a society gossip blog out in California. She's expecting your call."
"Thanks," I said before ending the call. I remembered Denise telling me she had a meeting in Kansas City a month or so ago, but she never mentioned being with George. I heard my phone ding, indicating I had an email. I dreaded looking, but I opened the email and took a look at the photos, expecting the worst.
Sure enough, there was my Denise, sitting in a hotel restaurant with George Branstead. One photo showed them kissing and another showed them walking away, holding hands. This was no professional relationship. I felt like I had just been punched in the stomach. How long had this been going on, I wondered. Was she in love with him? How could she do this to us? So many questions went through my mind I couldn't even think straight. I had one more call to make, so I rang the number for Linda Carson, the blogger Ralph told me about.
"Linda Carson," she said when she answered the phone. I introduced myself to her and told her Ralph had referred her to me.
"Yes," she said. "I've been expecting your call. You're curious about George Branstead?"
"Yeah," I said. "What can you tell me?"
"Well, he was caught screwing a coed in his office about eight or nine years ago," she said. "He got the boot and now I hear he's in Kansas."
"Do you know the name of the coed he was caught with?" I asked.
"Yes, I do," she said. "It never made it into my report, though. The school was adamant that her name be kept out of my report. Let me look here just a minute. Ah, here it is. Denise Blackman." I thought I was going to get sick.
"Are you sure?" I asked.
"Absolutely," she said. "Why, do you know her?"
"That's my wife's maiden name," I said. "When did this happen?"
"I'm sorry to hear that," she said. "Hold on, let me look at my notes. Here it is," she said giving me the date. I brought up the archive of my day planner and checked -- it was the day I first met her at the exhibit. Damn. I thanked Linda for the information and ended the call.
Somehow, I managed to get through my dinner, then went to my room and finished my article for the week. I got it submitted just in time and decided to check out and go home. I needed answers but none came to me. I prayed that the situation would get resolved and we could move on. I could only hope this wasn't as bad as I thought.
I got home early Friday afternoon, grabbed the mail out of the box by the road and went inside. The place seemed eerily quiet, more so than usual, I thought. I put my clothes away and sorted out the mail. Bills went into one pile for Denise and I to go through as we always did, and obvious junk went into the trash. There was a beige-colored envelope addressed to me in a well-done calligraphy from someplace called Rhamnousia Gallery. I never heard of the place, so I opened the letter.
According to the invitation, I had been invited to an exclusive showing at 5:00 pm that evening. I looked at the address and realized it was local. Strange, I thought. I never knew there was an art gallery in town. Perhaps it was just established and the owner wanted to give me a preview. What the hell, I thought. It would take my mind off Denise for a little while.
I pulled up to the large, two-story Victorian house right at 5:00 and was surprised when the door opened before I could knock. I stood face-to-face with a slim, petite blonde who didn't look to be more than 25 years old.
"Mr. Jacobs," she said. "Right on time. I appreciate punctuality. Please come in." I followed her inside. After she closed the door, she turned to look at me. "My name is Adrestia Rhamnousia. Welcome to my gallery," she told me, extending her hand.
"A pleasure to meet you. I didn't know this little town had an art gallery," I said. She smiled and flipped a strand of hair out of her face.
"Trust me, Mr. Jacobs," she said. "There's nothing like it anywhere else in the world."
"Please call me Bill," I said.
"Okay, I will, Bill," she said. "And you can either call me Adrestia or Dr. A."
"Adrestia," I said. "That's an interesting name."
"I've been called many things over the years," she said. "Please, feel free to look around if you wish." I took her up on her offer and looked at the portraits on the walls. All of them had a strange, near-photographic quality to them and all of them appeared to be of people facing their inevitable demise. It was the most macabre collection of portraits I had ever seen in my life. I looked at them, trying to determine who the artist was, but I was unable to decipher the markings in the lower right corner.
I ended up in front of a portrait of a woman who appeared to be falling backward. Her eyes were wide open and her hair appeared to be flying in front of her face. Her mouth was open in a silent scream as she realized the end was near.
"This is a rather strange collection," I said. "Do you sell many of these?"
"These aren't for sale," she said. "They're for posterity. This portrait is one of our most recent."
"They look so... realistic," I said. "Who painted these?"
"Some of them painted themselves," she said. I looked at her, shocked. How was that even possible?
"So, if these portraits aren't for sale, how do you stay open?" I asked.
"Money isn't an issue," she said. "You could say we have, well, deep pockets. Very deep pockets." After a few awkward moments of silence, she spoke again. "Oh, I understand. You thought I invited you here to write up a review."
"Isn't that why you sent me that invitation?" I asked. She smiled and shook her head.
"No, it's not," she said. "I'm sorry if you got the wrong impression. Actually, I have something here just for you. Please, come with me." I followed her through a set of double doors into a room that contained a covered portrait on an easel and two chairs with a round table between them. "Please, have a seat," she told me, gesturing to the chair on the right hand side of the table. I sat and watched as she went to the portrait and removed the cover.
To say I was shocked was an understatement. There, in the portrait, was Denise, wearing a sexy black dress showing a lot of cleavage. Her hair was well done and her nails were painted a deep red. I noticed her rings were missing from her left hand, which happened to be on top of another hand attached to -- you guessed it, George Branstead.
She smiled as she gazed at George with a look that screamed, "fuck me." It was a look I had seen many times since we first met. I sat back in the chair, shocked. But this was a painting, not a photograph. How could it possibly have been done in such short notice, I asked myself. Is this real?
"Is this some kind of a sick joke?" I asked, upset with the portrait before me.
"No, it's not. You're probably wondering right now if this is really happening," Adrestia said, as if reading my mind. "Trust me, it is real. I can't explain it in any way that would make sense to you, but I can assure you it's real." She covered the portrait and sat in the chair next to me.
"I know this is a terrible shock to you," she said. I nodded my head, feeling numb.
"Yes," I stammered.
"I also know you've suspected your wife has been cheating for a while, but you've gotten no real proof," she said.
"How would you know that?" I asked.
"It's my job to know," she told me. Who in the hell is this woman, I asked myself. She smiled, almost as if reading my thoughts.
"Please, come back at 11:00 pm tonight," she said. "Your questions will be answered once and for all." Numb, I got out of the chair and let her lead me to the front door. "Remember," she said. "11 pm tonight." I nodded my head and left after she closed the door.
I went home, ate and tried to keep my mind off what Denise was doing, but it was impossible. I thought about drinking a beer, but decided I wanted to be clear-headed when I went back to the gallery. So I watched some television and tried to take a short nap. I finally dozed off for a bit, and woke up just in time to brush my teeth and get to the gallery.
The door opened just as I was ready to knock and Adrestia motioned for me to come inside. I followed as she went into the private viewing room. After I sat down, she pulled the cover off the portrait. I was shocked to see Denise, naked, riding George Branstead's cock. What kind of trickery is this? I looked at Adrestia, confused.
"Please, come into my office," she said. I got up and followed her up the stairs. I looked around when we entered her office. There were shelves filled with what looked like ancient books and scrolls. A computer monitor sat on her desk and another large monitor was attached to the wall. She made a cup of tea, handed it to me and sat behind her desk as I took a sip. Strangely enough, I felt somewhat better.
"What's going on?" I asked. "How could that portrait have changed?"
"Perhaps this will help make things clear for you," she said. After moving her mouse around a bit, the monitor on the wall came to life. I could see Denise bouncing on George's cock for all she was worth. I could see his erect cock filling her as she ground down on it. When she lifted, I saw white globs on his shaft and knew that he had finished inside her, without a condom. She lifted one leg and lay down next to him, his semen running out of her cheating cunt.
"Oh, God, that was so good," George said. Denise laughed.
"Yes, it was, sweetie," she said. "The best."
"Think I managed to get you pregnant tonight?" he asked. What?
"Possibly," she said. "I quit taking my birth control and I've been careful about not letting Bill fuck me lately." He laughed.
"Think he'll believe it's his child?" he asked her.
"I hope he does," she said.
"Why do you stay with that loser?" he asked her.
"Why do you stay with your wife?" she asked in response.
"You think he suspects something?" George asked.
"No, he doesn't," she told him. "He believes whatever I tell him." I had seen and heard enough. I saw her phone on the night stand and called her. I could see her phone light up as the call went through. She picked it up, looked at it for a moment, then declined the call and put it back.
"Who was that?" George asked.
"Him," she said. "Probably just got back from Seattle. Now, come over here and fuck me again." He started to get above her, but I called her phone again, interrupting them. Denise grabbed the phone, declined it, and tossed it back on the nightstand, this time extending her middle finger.
"What did you do that for?" George asked.
"Cause, he's pissing me off," she said. Fuck that, I thought. I was about to research the number to their hotel when Adrestia handed me a piece of paper.
"Here's the number to their hotel," she said. "They're registered in room 625 as Dr. and Mrs George Branstead." Pissed, I thanked her and dialed the hotel. When I got the receptionist, I asked for room 625. I heard the room phone ring in the video and saw George pick up the receiver.
"Hello," he said.
"Put my wife on the phone right fucking now," I growled. As I watched, he looked at the receiver and slowly handed it to her.
"It's for you," he said quietly. Denise took the receiver and answered. I could tell she wasn't too happy, but I didn't care.
"Hello," she said quietly.
"Well hello there, Mrs. Branstead," I said. I saw her face go pale in the video. "Having a good fucking time, I see."
"Bill," she said. "There's nothing going on. Why are you so upset?"
"Why are you fucking Branstead?" I asked. "Why did you register as Mrs. Branstead? Did you divorce me without saying anything?"
"Bill, nothing happened," she said.
"Bullshit, bitch," I told her. She recoiled when I said that. I had never used profanity around her before and it caught her off guard. "I just watched the two of you. Did you honestly think you could get pregnant with his child and have me raise it? Are you out of your fucking mind?"
"You saw us?" Denise asked, looking around for a camera.
"Yes, I saw you and I heard you," I said. "How long has this been going on? I know you and he were an item in college. And I know you were caught the day we first met. So tell me, why?"
"Look, Bill, I don't know what you think you know, but you're mistaken," she said. "This is the first time we've done anything. Please, let me come home and we can talk through this. It doesn't have to affect us."
"There's nothing for you to come home to, you lying bitch," I said. "You might as well stay with him. I'm going to see an attorney on Monday and I'll have you served with divorce papers."
"I don't want a divorce," she begged. "Please, don't do this. I love you."
"Yeah, I can see how much you love me," I said. "Like I said, don't bother coming back. I don't ever want to see your face as long as I live." I ended the call and watched as she handed the receiver back to George, tears falling down her face.
"I gotta go," she said, scrambling for her clothes. "I gotta fix this with Bill."
"Why?" George said. "I could hear him on the phone. He's divorcing you. That frees you up." She shook her head.
"I gotta make this right with him," she said as she dressed. George got out of bed.
"Well, then, I'll drive you," he said. "You're in no shape to drive and there's no telling what he'll do to you."
"Bill would never hurt me," she said.
"Under normal circumstances, probably not," he said. "But he just caught you cheating on him. There's no telling what he'll do. Does he own a gun?" She shook her head.
"No," she said.
"Still, I'm driving you home, and that's all there is to it," he said. As we watched, they dressed, then packed up and left the room. I noticed her rings were still sitting on the nightstand where she had left them. I looked at Adrestia before speaking.
"How did you get that camera into their room?" I asked.
"Trade secret," she said. "Did you mean what you said about not wanting to see her face again?" I nodded my head.
"Yes," I said. She closed her eyes for a moment before speaking.
"Very well," she said. "Why don't you go home and try to get some rest."
"Maybe I should," I said. She took my head in her hands and I felt a giddy warmth spread throughout my body.
"Things will get better," she said. "Trust me." Strangely enough, I did. I left her office and went home. Denise was right -- I didn't have a gun, but I did have a nice Louisville Slugger. I laid down on the couch and set the bat on the floor next to me.
I woke up when I heard pounding on the front door. I rubbed the sleep out of my eyes and looked at the clock -- 6:30 am. I wondered if it was Denise and her lover, and was surprised when I saw a Kansas state trooper on my porch.
"Mr. Jacobs?" he asked. "William Jacobs?"
"Yeah, I'm Bill Jacobs," I told him.
"I'm sorry to inform you, sir, but your wife is dead," he told me.
"Dead?" I asked. "How? When?"
"She was in a car belonging to one Dr. George Branstead when they encountered a freak tornado on the highway," he said. "The trooper who witnessed it said the tornado hit, picked the car up and slammed it on the ground about a half-mile away. No one survived. I'm sorry, sir. Her body has been transported to the county morgue."
"Thank you," I said, numb. I wondered if Adrestia had anything to do with that, then dismissed the notion. How could she have conjured up a tornado in the middle of nowhere? I showered, dressed and headed for the county morgue to identify her. While there, I spoke with the trooper who called it in.
"Strangest thing I ever saw," he said. "There wasn't even a cloud in the sky. Tornado just appeared out of nowhere, picked the car up like it was nothing, slammed it down on the ground a half mile away, then dissipated. Whole thing took just a few seconds. Sorry for your loss." I nodded my head.
"Thanks," I said. My next stop was to the gallery. As before, Adrestia opened the door before I could knock.
"Please, come into the viewing room," she said. We went inside and she uncovered the portrait. There was Denise's face, her eyes wide open, her mouth open in a silent scream. I could see the seat she was sitting in and what looked like a swirling cloud outside the window next to her. I followed Adrestia as she picked up the portrait and carried it to the spot she had reserved for it on her wall.
With tears running down my face, I watched as she hung the portrait on the wall. I looked around and suddenly realized what kind of a gallery this was. Adrestia looked at me after she hung the portrait.
"It really does get easier," she said. She took my head in her hands and the desire to mourn was suddenly gone. She smiled and kissed my forehead. "Go now," she said. "Live, love and enjoy life. You'll find someone much better. Trust me." I nodded my head and left the gallery.



Denise's funeral was well-attended. She had made a lot of friends at the hospital, and most of them were there, along with her parents, who were stunned to hear that she had died in a tornado. I accepted the condolences that were offered, but strangely enough, I felt no need to mourn. I was also able to get through the day without telling anyone of her infidelity. When the funeral was over, I drove to the gallery, but was shocked to see the building was gone.
I parked the car and looked at the lot, now covered with weeds. I verified the address, and looked around but didn't see anyone else out and about. Was it all a dream, I asked myself. No, I heard Adrestia's voice say in my head. It was real, she said in my mind. I nodded my head and went back home.
Epilogue:
For some strange reason, I decided to keep the house. There was something calming about being out in the country, and to be honest, I liked the night sky. I spent some time exorcising Denise's presence from the place, giving her stuff away to members of her family. They were good people and we still got along well, strangely enough.
About six months later, I was in the front room when I heard a knock on the door. I opened it to see an attractive brunette wearing a t-shirt and a pair of short shorts.
"Yes?" I asked. "May I help you?"
"Mr. Jacobs?" she asked. I nodded my head.
"Yes, that's me," I said.
"I'm Kirsten Smith," she said. "Formerly Kirsten Branstead."
"Please come in," I said. "What can I do for you?"
"I just wanted to thank you," she said.
"For what?" I asked her.
"Well, it was my husband who died in that car with your wife," she said.
"I had nothing to do with that tornado," I said. "I don't know why you're thanking me."
"I know you didn't have anything to do with the tornado. I wanted to meet you ever since you reviewed my piece at that exhibit in Los Angeles," she said. "The one with the country house." Suddenly, I remembered. She lifted a box and handed it to me. I took it and invited her inside.
"Please have a seat," I told her. "Would you like something to drink? A Coke, perhaps?"
"Coke would be fine," she said. I grabbed her a cold coke and opened the box. Inside was the picture I reviewed the day I met Denise.
"Does it look familiar?" she asked.
"Yes, it's the picture I reviewed all those years ago," I said.
"Look closer," she said. I did, and suddenly it hit me. It looked very much like my house.
"Is this," I began. She smiled.
"I used this house as the model," she said. "And I want you to have it."
"That's very nice," I said. "But why?"
"Well, it's strange," she said. "Everybody put me down for wanting to be an artist. Even George. They all said I'd never get anywhere as an artist. Then you wrote that really nice review. You were the only one who ever said I have any talent. I framed that review and hung it up on the wall next to the picture. After George died, I was going through everything and I heard this little voice in my head tell me to give it to you. I thought I was just hearing things, but the voice kept coming back. I even heard it in my dreams. So I finally decided to pack it up and bring it."
"Well, that's very nice of you to do," I said. "I'll definitely hang it up. What are you doing now, by the way?"
"Not much of anything," she said. "I really don't need to work anymore, now that I've got George's money, and I was thinking I might start painting again." I nodded my head.
"Do you have someplace to work?" I asked her.
"Not yet," she said.
"Well, there's a lot of space in the building out back," I said. "It's got electricity and I can set it up so you can work there if you want."
"You'd do that?" she asked, shocked.
"What the hell?" I asked. "I'm not doing anything with it, so it might as well get put to good use." She wrapped her arms around me and thanked me several times. I took her out and showed her the space.
"This would be perfect," she said.
"I'll need to put in some heat and air conditioning," I said. "It gets awful hot out here in the summertime and cold as hell in the winter. But I think it would work well for you."
"I'll pay you rent for it," she said. I shook my head.
"Don't worry about it," I said. "If you don't mind keeping an eye on the place while I'm gone, that would be payment enough."
Kirsten practically lived in the workspace I set up for her, and it felt good to know someone would be around when I was gone. We got to know each other quite well, and I gave her the run of the place. One thing led to another and after a few months, she was essentially living in the house, and yes, in my bed.
A few months after that, we got married. On our wedding night, I thought back to the last thing Adrestia said to me: "You'll find someone much better. Trust me."
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Evil Woman, Pt. 01
As always, constructive comments are always welcome and appreciated. Please refer to my profile for more on my personal policy regarding comments, feedback, follows, etc. (Yes, I moderate comments...) And remember, this is a work of fiction, meaning that it is not real in any way, shape, matter or form.

"You made a fool of me... But them broken dreams have got to end...
"Hey, woman, you got the blues; 'Cause you ain't got no one else to use..."
I hit the button on the radio, changing to one of those all-night talk shows that ramble on about seeing Bigfoot or UFOs. I had heard that same song repeatedly in the last few hours and I was sick of hearing it. Why, you ask. Simple -- it reminded me too much of the woman I walked away from. I take that back. I didn't walk -- I RAN!
Let me start from the beginning. My name is Stan Shipman and for the last five years, I've been married to Lucy, formerly Lucy Dalton. We were sweethearts in high school and I thought we were soul mates. We married right out of high school -- yeah, a big mistake, I know. But we were so much in love with each other we thought we could make an honest go of it. Boy, was I wrong.
Money wasn't an issue. I'm a welder by trade, been doing it since I was a kid. My dad was a welder and he taught me everything I needed to know. I've been putting metal together since I was big enough to handle a welder safely. I always wanted to join my dad on job sites when I was younger, but couldn't -- union rules and insurance regulations prevented it.
But my dad did fabrication at home on the side and he was always giving me stuff to do. It was a great learning experience for me and I enjoyed doing it. I went to school for welding after I graduated from high school, but got bored with the classes since I already knew all this shit, so I tested out, blowing all the instructors away.
I got my certificate and went straight to work. Because I already had lots of experience and could do fabrication and fitting in addition to welding, I got paid good money, especially when I had to travel for big jobs out of state. I even did underwater welding and made a ton of money doing that. I made enough to put Lucy through college and now she's a paralegal working for some hotshot law firm downtown.
So why am I running? And why am I now on the freeway in the middle of the night? The answer to that is the two-legged creature I married and her evil "friend." Oh yeah, Lucy was all sweetness and light when we were younger. But things have a way of changing, and they did.
Don't get me wrong. I loved the woman, and I was more than happy to pay for her college. Her parents were convinced I'd have to go into hock up to my neck to make it happen. They underestimated me, though, big time. They were just as proud of me as they were of her the day she graduated. Better yet, she graduated without having a dime of student debt to pay back, thanks to me.
But things went to shit after she started working for the law firm of McMaster and Fredricks. The first couple months were okay, but as time went on, they got worse.
To start with, some of her female colleagues were, for lack of a better phrase, a bad influence on her. Lucy began going out with them for "girls night out" once a week -- usually on Wednesday nights. I didn't mind at first, since she was normally home early enough for us to enjoy the evening together and I was frequently away on a job site busting my ass.
But as time went on, she started going out Wednesday AND Friday nights. What pissed me off was that Fridays used to be our date night. When I reminded Lucy, her response was, "We can always go out on Saturdays. I deserve this time with friends."
Then she started staying out later and later. It got to the point that she was out until early Saturday morning. If I tried calling her number to see if she was alright, the call always went to voicemail. I finally had had enough and sat her down to talk about it.
"We need to talk," I said one Saturday morning over coffee.
"About what?" she asked.
"These Friday night parties of yours," I said. "Friday used to be our date nights. But lately, you've been out until nearly 4:00 am Saturday mornings. What the hell's going on? I hardly ever see you anymore."
"The girls from the office and I like to go out and unwind with a few drinks," she said. "And sometimes we dance. That's all."
"I know those clubs are usually closed by 1:00 am at the latest," I told her. "But you've been out a lot later than that. What's going on? Are you seeing someone else?"
"Of course not," she said with a heavy sigh. "If you really must know, we sometimes go get a bite to eat afterward."
"Yeah, but until 4:00 am?" I asked.
"Sometimes," Lucy said.
"Well, this shit needs to stop," I told her. "You have to make a decision. You're either my wife or their friend. They already see you more than I do. I didn't mind one night with the girls, but I feel like you're taking advantage of me."
"I'm sorry," she said. "If you want, I'll stop going out with the girls on Fridays."
"I think that would be a good idea," I said. "That way we can maybe spend some time together." She nodded her head in agreement and went to take a shower. I took the opportunity to grab her phone out of her purse and installed a phone finder app so I could keep track of where she was. Part of me hated doing it, but I felt as though I needed to, just for my own peace of mind.
Things were okay for a few weeks, but Lucy went right back into her old habits and soon, she was right back to going out on Wednesday and Friday nights. I had to find out what the hell was going on, so I fired up the phone finder app and figured out where she was.
After I got off work that Friday, I cleaned up a bit, then headed to the club where she and her friends were. It wasn't really much of a club, more like a bar with a DJ and a dance floor. I walked in and spotted her right off, sitting with a group of about four women and three men. I noticed that Lucy was pretty chummy with one guy sitting next to her. Too chummy, if you know what I mean. I also noticed she was wearing something much sexier than she had put on that morning.
They were completely oblivious to my presence until I was right at their table. Everyone but Lucy looked up at me and the guy next to her spoke up.
"What do you want?" he asked, putting on an attitude as if he was going to kick my ass.
"I just got off work and thought I'd get a beer," I said, causing Lucy to look up at me, surprised. "So here I walk into this bar and look what I find. Aren't you going to introduce me to your friends?" Lucy looked around, nervous. She was obviously embarrassed.
"Everybody," she said. "This is Stan. He's my husband," she added as an afterthought. "Stan, this is everybody."
"Well hello, everybody," I said sarcastically. I saw that she wasn't wearing her wedding or engagement rings. "Did you happen to forget something?" She saw that I was looking at her left hand.
"I, uh, took my rings off so I wouldn't lose them," she said. Bullshit, I thought to myself. But I decided not to push it.
"I see," I said. The guy next to her stood up and puffed out his chest. He offered a hand so I took it.
"Jake," he said. "Jake Rollins. Lucy and I work together. A lot," he added with a smirk. The others chuckled a bit, except for Lucy. He squeezed my hand in a vain attempt to intimidate me and establish himself as the alpha male. He wasn't able to, so I returned the squeeze and did my best to crush his soft, effeminate hand in mine. I could see he was in pain, so I let up. "I was just gonna ask your wife to dance, if that's alright," he said, rubbing his hand. I looked at Lucy.
"Is that right?" I asked her. She looked at me and slowly nodded her head. I thought this might be a chance to get some insight into what was really going on so I nodded my head and gave him permission.
"Yeah," I said. "Just watch your hands. And know that's MY wife and I WILL be watching you." He nodded his head as Lucy scooted out of her seat. After she was up, I sat in the seat formerly occupied by Jake and ordered a beer. Most of the others had already left for parts unknown.
"You don't own her, you know," the girl next to me said as I waited for my beer.
"And you are?" I asked.
"Marie," she said. "Marie Compton. I've been mentoring Lucy a bit. You know, show her the ropes, that kind of thing."
"So, Marie, Marie Compton," I said, taking a jab at the way she and Jake introduced themselves. "Who are you that I need to take marriage advise from?"
"I'm Lucy's friend, and like I said, I'm mentoring her," she said, taking a sip of her drink. "The partners like her work and they have big plans for her." I didn't like her smug attitude and wondered what kind of bullshit she's feeding Lucy.
"Well, Marie," I said. "I never said I owned Lucy, but I AM her husband. If there's something going on that's interfering with our marriage, I need to know about it."
"The truth is, Stan, Lucy needs to expand her horizons a bit," Marie said. "All she's ever known is college and you. She needs to, you know, spread her wings a little."
"Broaden her horizons and spread her wings, huh?" I asked. "Anything else she needs to spread? Like maybe her legs?"
"There's no need to be crude," Marie said. "But since you mention it, yes, maybe she needs to experience other things. Of course, you'll benefit in the long run."
"Oh? How?" I asked.
"Well, maybe she'll learn a thing or two that she can bring home to you," Marie said with a smile. "After all, you're probably getting some on the side when you go away for jobs, aren't you?"
"No, Marie, I don't," I said. "I go to work, I bust my ass, I put in my hours, get paid, then come home. I love Lucy and I'd never do anything to hurt her or put my marriage in jeopardy."
"Well maybe it's you who needs to broaden your horizons a bit," she said with a smirk.
"I take my wedding vows very seriously," I said. "And I trust Lucy to do the same. I don't see any rings on your finger. Have you ever been married?"
"A couple times, actually," she said.
"Let me guess, your husbands caught you cheating on them, didn't they?" I asked. She shrugged her shoulders.
"Yeah, so?" she said. "No one owns me. I do what I want with whomever I want."
"Well, Lucy's taken, and I expect you to respect that," I said. She chuckled.
"Yeah, you keep right on thinking that," she said. By then, Jake and Lucy returned from the dance floor. I stood up to let Lucy sit between me and Marie. I sat down, keeping Jake from sitting next to her. He didn't look too happy but I didn't really give a shit.
"So, Lucy tells me you're a welder," Jake said. "What do welders make these days? $15.00 an hour?"
"Actually, I make over $35.00 an hour," I said. "More if I have to work underwater. Didn't Lucy tell you I paid her way through college?"
"You're paying her student loan, then?" he asked.
"No, she has no student loan because I paid her way," I told him. "I also bought that new Toyota for her."
"Damn, I didn't know welders made that much," he said. "I'm in the wrong racket. I bet you get lots of women on the side when you go out of town, huh?" he asked, poking me with his elbow.
"No, I work when I go out of town," I said. "I typically work 16 hours a day when I'm on a job site. Like I told Marie, I take my wedding vows very seriously."
"I'm sure you do," Jake said smugly. I didn't like the direction this was going and these people were beginning to royally piss me the fuck off. I turned to my wife.
"Did you drive here tonight?" I asked her.
"Yes," she said.
"Good," I told her. "Because I've had about as much fun as I can stand here tonight. I'm going home. I expect to see you close behind me." I started to get up and "accidentally" knocked my nearly-full ice-cold beer into Jake's lap, coating the crotch of his khaki trousers.
"Oops," I said. "Sorry about that. Guess you'd better get home and change your britches." He jumped up, furious and looked like he was going to take a swing.
"You'd better make it count, pal," I told him. "Because I WILL put your dick in the dirt when I get up." He saw the look in my eyes and backed down. "Smart move," I told him. I turned back to my wife. "You coming?"
"I'm right behind you," she said quietly. I noticed the look Marie was giving me. Believe me, if looks could kill, I would probably already be dead. I headed out the door, not looking behind me.
Lucy pulled into the driveway a few minutes after I did. Good for her, I thought. I grabbed a beer from the fridge and waited for her in the living room. She stormed in, her face red.
"What the hell was that all about?" she demanded. "You embarrassed the hell out of me!"
"I embarrassed you?" I asked rhetorically.
"Are you following me or something?" she asked. I shook my head.
"No, I was actually just looking to grab a beer and I was surprised to see you there with your friends from work," I said, realizing that I had just lied to her for the first time since I had known her. "If anyone had any reason to be embarrassed, it was me. Imagine what went through my head when I saw my wife, the love of my life and my best friend in the world sitting there with some pussy hound acting like a giddy school girl. Then imagine how I felt when I saw you had removed your wedding ring. It was like you were embarrassed to admit you're married to me. Is that it?" Her face softened and she sat down next to me.
"Of course not," she said. "It's just that I have to work with these people and Jake is the attorney I work with the most."
"And Marie?" I asked. "What's her role?"
"She's higher up in the food chain than I am," Lucy said. "She's been mentoring me, showing me the ropes."
"Does that include marital advise?" I asked her.
"What do you mean?" she asked.
"Well, while you and Jake were dancing, she was telling me a bunch of crap about how you need to broaden your horizons and spread your wings," I said. "I asked if that meant spreading your legs as well, and she all but admitted you had and would going forward. Be honest with me. Have you cheated on me?"
"No, I haven't," she said, looking down. For some reason she couldn't look me in the eye. Was she lying to me?
"I hope not. Because you know that's the one thing I could never forgive," I told her.
"Well, Marie has said it's possible you're getting some while you're gone," Lucy said. "Are you?"
"No," I told her. "We've known each other, what, since the sixth grade. Have you ever known me to be unfaithful to you, ever?" She shook her head.
"No," she said quietly.
"I have never cheated on you and I never intend to," I said. "I love you too much to disrespect and hurt you like that. Besides, when I'm gone, I'm too busy working. I wasn't kidding when I told Jake I often work 16 hours a day."
"I know," she said. "I've seen your pay stubs."
"There you go," I told her. "What do you think put you through college, bought you that new car out there, kept you in nice clothes all that time? That's on top of paying our normal bills. You know, I've been saving up to put a nice down payment on a house. So you can tell Marie to shove her bullshit up her ass and shut the fuck up about things she knows nothing about."
"You didn't care for her much, did you?" Lucy asked.
"No, not at all," I said. "I don't like the bullshit she's been feeding you. Same with Jake. I don't trust either one of them. You know she's been divorced twice? For cheating?" Lucy looked at me, shocked.
"How do you know that?" she asked.
"She told me," I said. "Seemed awful proud of it, too. I get the feeling the two of them are up to something and they intend to bring you down with them. You haven't done anything wrong, have you?"
"No, Stan, I haven't," she said. "It's just..."
"Just what?" I asked her.
"I enjoy going out with them," she told me.
"Well, I enjoy going out with you as well," I told her. "Think you could start spending some time with your husband?"
"Of course," she said, wrapping her arms around my neck. "I'm sorry."
"That's okay," I told her. "You know there's only three things I've ever wanted in life."
"What's that?" she asked.
"First, to be married to you," I said. "The second, to be the best welder around, and the third, to have a family with you." She smiled as she snuggled in closer to me.
"Well, you got the first two," she said. "Wanna work on the third?" It was my turn to smile.
"Let's go," I said. We ran into the master bedroom and spent the rest of the night making love. Things seemed to settle down for another couple months. Lucy stayed home on Fridays and I made a special effort to be more attentive and loving. I purposefully didn't mention Marie or Jake again since I trusted Lucy to do the right thing. Then it happened...
I came home one Friday night and found the house dark except for some lit candles on the dining room table. I could smell lasagna from the kitchen and figured Lucy had something special planned out. I went into the dining room and saw she had our best china set on the table. When I turned around, I saw her -- my lovely wife, wearing one of the shortest dresses I had ever seen.
I loved looking at her legs, and she knew it, so she had chosen a dress that made sure I got a good view of her best features. The front of the dress was little more than two panels that barely covered her B-cup breasts. The dress was completely backless. She came to me and wrapped her arms around me, giving me a deep tongue kiss. Tonight was already looking good.
"Do you like what you see?" she asked. I nodded my head.
"Oh yeah," I said, taking in her lovely form.
"I'm glad," she said. "Tonight's going to be very special."
"Why's that?" I asked.
"It's a surprise," she said. "Go get cleaned up, then take a seat while I get dinner." I went into the master bedroom and cleaned up, changing out of my work clothes. By the time I had got washed up and back into the dining room, Lucy had the lasagna served up and had even poured us each a glass of wine. I loved Lucy's cooking, and I especially enjoyed her lasagna, which was always dripping with cheese and filled with meat and mushrooms.
"I don't know which is more tempting, you or the lasagna," I said when I sat down. She giggled as she sat down.
"Well, I hope you enjoy both tonight," she said with a smile. I dug into my lasagna and it was delicious, as always. I took a few sips of my wine, not wanting to get too buzzed for the sex I knew would be coming later.
After I finished everything, I found myself feeling just a bit strange. I tried to stand up, but I was so dizzy I nearly fell down. I looked at Lucy, confused. What had she done, I asked myself. I tried to speak, but found it very difficult.
"Wha..." I began, but the next thing I knew, I was falling to the floor.
When I finally came around, I found myself naked, secured to a chair in our bedroom. My arms were zip-tied to the arms of the chair and my legs were similarly zip-tied. There was a contraption around my waist and my cock was stuck inside a strange-looking tube. What the hell was this, I asked myself. I was royally pissed off and yelled out.
"LUCY!" I shouted. "What the FUCK is going on?" A few moments later, Lucy walked into the bedroom, but she wasn't alone. Marie was with her. "What kind of bullshit is this?" I asked. "Get me the fuck outta this chair. NOW!"
"I'm sorry, sweetie," Lucy said. "Marie said it was best."
"Best for what?" I demanded.
"So you can see your wife expand her horizons," Marie said calmly. "And her legs."
"Was it your idea to drug me and tie me to this chair?" I asked.



"Of course," Marie said. "Lucy told me you'd never go along willingly, so I gave her something to put you out for a while. This way you can watch your wife cuckold you and there won't be a thing you can do to stop it." I looked at Lucy, madder than I had ever been in my life.
"And you went along with this shit?" I asked. "You know what this means."
"I'm really sorry," Lucy said. "But Marie said it was the only way. Trust me. Please. This won't affect us at all. It's only sex. I still love you. Marie said that most married men fantasize about this kind of thing."
"Well I don't and never have. And yes, it DOES affect us. I told you I wouldn't stand for any cheating. And what the fuck is this thing you put on me?" I asked her.
"It's called a cock cage," Lucy said. "It's designed to give me complete control over you and let you know who's in charge of our marriage."
"I swear to God," I told Lucy. "I have never fantasized about this and I promise you that if you don't untie me from this fucking chair and get this thing off me right fucking now, we are finished."
"Please don't be that way," Lucy begged. "It's just one night. I'll let you loose when we're finished." I shook my head.
"You're not this fucking stupid, Lucy," I told her. "Cut me loose right fucking now!" Marie walked over to me with something in her hand. The next thing I knew, she had put some kind of a ball in my mouth that kept me from speaking.
"You need to be quiet," she said. "And let your wife get fucked by a real man. Or two." I shook my head to try to keep her from putting the gag in my mouth, but wasn't successful. I tried everything I could to break out of the chair, but wasn't able to. Marie stood up and walked to the door of the bedroom.
Jake and another man from her office came into the room and looked at me, chuckling.
"Well, well," Jake said. "The cuck is ready for his initiation?"
"He is," Marie said. "But he's not being very cooperative."
"Really?" Jake asked. "This might help." He reared back and hit me across the face with his fist. Then he hit me again. I could taste blood in my mouth. I was seeing red by now.
"Don't hurt him!" Lucy screamed. "You promised me you wouldn't hurt him."
"I owe him for ruining my pants," he said. "Now he's gonna watch as I fuck his wife." With that, he reached up and tore Lucy's dress off. "Get those panties off," he told her. I shook my head, but Lucy dropped her panties and handed them to Jake, who sniffed the crotch before tossing them at me.
As I watched, Lucy got on her knees in front of Jake and began sucking his cock while looking me in the eye. I was trembling with rage. Jake and Marie laughed as they saw my discomfort.
"Your wife sucks a mean cock," Jake said. "I wonder if she swallows." He grabbed her head and began fucking her face. The other man was jacking off as he watched Lucy suck Jake, and Marie was recording it on a small hand-held camera. Soon, Jake erupted in Lucy's mouth and as I watched, she looked into Marie's camera and made a production out of swallowing his semen. Something about the way she did that indicated it wasn't the first time she had done it with him.
Lucy wasn't finished, however, and began sucking off the other man in the same way. I thought I was going to get sick watching her.
"You like watching your wife with other men, don't you?" Marie asked as she recorded the action. "Admit it," she said. I shook my head and stared daggers at her. After Lucy finished the second man, Jake guided her to the bed.
"It's time for the main attraction," he said, glancing at me. As I watched, Jake spread Lucy's legs and Marie guided his cock inside Lucy's shaved pussy. I closed my eyes as Lucy moaned.
"Do it," she said. "Fuck my married pussy. Take it."
"Any time," Jake growled as he pushed inside her.
"Oh God, that feels so fucking good," Lucy said.
"Better than your wimp husband?" he asked.
"Oh yes, so much better," Lucy said as tears fell down my cheeks. At that moment, whatever love I had for Lucy was gone. I've read stories where wimpy husbands got hard watching their wives get fucked, but all I felt was hatred. I tried to keep my eyes off of them, tried to focus on something else, but it was hard.
By now, Jake was fucking Lucy for all he was worth as the other man put his cock in her mouth. After Jake came inside her, they switched places. For the next hour, the three of them had a grand time doing everything they could as Marie recorded the whole thing.
After Jake finished inside her for the second time, they got off the bed and walked over to me. Lucy put one foot on the chair and smeared her cum-filled pussy on my face, making sure to coat my face and nose with the two men's semen. As she did, the other three laughed.
"That wasn't so bad, was it," Marie said as she smeared the goo on my face. Jake and the other man pushed Marie and Lucy out of the way.
"Make sure you get this," Jake said to Marie. The next thing I knew, the two men urinated on me, making sure to coat my face with their piss. I thought I was going to throw up. Lucy laughed as they pissed on me. When they finished, Jake leaned over to me.
"If you say or do anything, cuck, I swear I'll make your life a living hell," he said. "From now on, your wife belongs to me. I'll come over whenever I want and do whatever I want. You got me?" He stood up, and motioned to the other man. "C'mon, let's go," he said. After they left, Marie came over to me.
"Don't even think of causing any problems," she said. "Jake wasn't kidding. This was child's play compared to what we could do to you. Understand?" She stood up and looked at Lucy. "Wait till I'm gone, then let him loose. If he gives you any shit, call me." Lucy nodded her head in understanding. After Marie left, Lucy took the gag out of my mouth and cut the ties holding me to the chair.
Then she grabbed a key off a nightstand and took the cage off of my cock. She started to say something but I cut her off, put my clothes on and went to the phone.
"What are you doing?" she asked as I dialed 911. I may be a welder, but I'm not stupid. I knew that what she and her cohorts did was highly illegal and I intended to see them in jail that very night. Lucy freaked out as she realized I had just called the cops and reported a sexual assault with illegal detention.
I grabbed Lucy's phone to keep her from calling Marie. I also took her keys out of her purse to keep her from driving off. She tried to take her phone and keys out of my hands but I was able to keep them from her and put them in my pants pocket. When I ended the call, I sat down and waited for the cops. I knew they would want to examine me and take samples of the body fluid for evidence.
"Please don't press charges," Lucy begged. "I don't want to go to jail."
"Trust me, that's the safest place for you right now," I said. "You might as well get dressed. The cops will be here any minute."
"You heard what Jake and Marie said," Lucy told me. "They mean it. You don't want to mess with them."
"Get dressed," I told her. Lucy saw the look on my face, and knew better than to push me. She quietly put her clothes on and I felt her phone buzz in my pocket. I pulled it out and saw that Marie had sent a text.
"Everything ok?" Marie's text read.
"Everything is fine," I wrote. "He's not too happy, but he'll deal with it." I sent the message, hoping Marie would fall for the deception. I put the phone back in my pocket. By the time Lucy came into the front room, the cops had arrived. I opened the door and let them inside. It only took one look at my face to know that things weren't good.
One of the officers took my statement while the other officer talked to Lucy in the bedroom. The officer taking my statement called for an ambulance and took swabs of the stuff on my face, placing them inside evidence bags. The second officer came back out and they conferred for a few minutes outside the front door before returning.
When they did, the second officer went into the bedroom and came out with Lucy. Her arms were behind her back and she was crying.
"Please don't let them arrest me," she begged. "It was supposed to be just in fun." I shook my head and turned away from her. By then two more cop cars showed up along with an ambulance. A female cop showed up at the door and took Lucy. The cop who took my statement said she was under arrest for illegal detention, drugging me and sexual assault.
"We'd like to have you checked out at the hospital," he told me. "We'll need to get samples of your blood and urine to determine what they dosed you with." I thought about arguing, but decided not to. The more evidence against the assholes who did this the better. "You probably should also swear out a protection order," he told me.
He handed me a card with a name of an attorney with the local DA's office and a number. "I've taken the liberty of calling her already, and she said she would meet you at the hospital," he told me. I thanked him and went with the paramedics, who gave me a brief examination on the way to the hospital.
Once in the Emergency Room, they examined me, took samples of the stuff on my face, cleaned me up and took blood and urine samples. They gave me some pain killers which were just starting to relax me when a well-dressed woman came into the exam room.
"Stan Shipman?" she asked. I nodded my head.
"That's me," I said.
"Mr. Shipman, I'm Linda Calloway," she said. "I'm the assistant DA assigned to your case. How are you feeling?"
"I've been better," I said. "Kinda tired right now. They gave me something to take the pain away."
"Mr. Shipman, the officers who had you brought in briefed me on the situation," she said. "I've also been told the other woman and the two men who attacked you have been picked up and are now being held in county jail pending their hearing. I'm asking that they be remanded without bail, but the truth of the matter is they'll probably end up being released on their own recognizance. The company they work for has a lot of influence in the county, I'm afraid. So I've taken it upon myself to seek a protection order for you."
"Thank you for that," I said. "Think it'll do any good?" She shrugged her shoulders.
"I can't say for certain," she said. "Maybe. But there's no guarantee." I nodded my head.
"I understand," I said.
"If there's any consolation, they'll be in lockup at least until Monday morning when their arraignment hearing takes place," she said. "After that..."
"I get it," I said. "I'm just a regular working-class stiff with no friends in high places. When push comes to shove, I'm on my own."
"You have me, Mr. Shipman," she said with an edge in her voice. "As long as you don't do anything stupid. But you may want to retain a divorce attorney. Unless you plan on remaining married to your wife."
"No, I'm done with her," I said. She nodded her head in understanding.
"I've been told they plan to keep you overnight for observation," she said. "It's just as well, since your apartment is now a crime scene. It'll take them a while to go through everything and bag up the evidence. Do you own a gun, by the way?" I shook my head.
"No, I don't," I told her. After my youngest brother accidentally shot himself in the leg with my dad's .22 caliber pistol, he got rid of all his guns and I decided it would be best to not have one.
"Okay," she said. "Just so you know, we do have castle laws in this state, so you're allowed to defend yourself in your own home."
"I'll keep that in mind," I said.
"What about drugs?" she asked. "Do you have any drugs in your apartment?" I shook my head again.
"I don't but apparently I can't say the same for my wife," I said.
"Okay, I'll pass that on," she said. After she left, I found myself falling asleep and woke up when they wheeled me into a private room. After they got me situated, they gave me more meds and I fell asleep for the night.
The next morning, my parents came by after I finished breakfast. They sat in silence as I told them everything that happened. My father was livid when I finished.
"What are you going to do, son?" he asked.
"I'm divorcing the bitch," I told him. He nodded his head in approval.
"Good for you," he said. "Is there anything we can do?"
"I could use the name of a good divorce lawyer," I said.
"I know a few people," he said. "Let me see what I can come up with."
"I could also use a ride home after I get discharged," I said.
"No problem," my dad said. "Just call me when you're ready. In the meantime, you get some rest and take it easy. Don't do anything stupid."
"You know me," I said.
"Yeah, I do," he said with a smile. "That's why I said not to do anything stupid." We all had a good laugh and they left after my mother gave me a hug. A little while later, Lucy's parents came by. We had always gotten along well and they were like a second set of parents to me. I told them what happened the night before. They were both shocked and embarrassed at what their daughter had done.
"I take it you'll be filing for divorce," her father said. I nodded my head.
"Yeah," I said. "I can't live with what she's done."
"I understand," he said. "And I'm truly sorry."
"Is there anything we can do?" her mother asked.
"If Lucy gets out of jail, she's going to need a place to stay," I said. "The assistant DA is getting an order of protection, so she can't stay at the apartment."
"She can come stay with us," her mother said.
"Thanks," I told her. We said our goodbyes and they left. The doctor came by a couple hours later and checked me out. He declared me fit to be released and the nurses began their paperwork. I knew it would take a while, so I called my dad and let him know.
My parents showed back up about the time the paperwork was done. After the nurse gave me my instructions, she put me in a wheelchair and pushed me to the loading zone where my dad's car was parked. They helped me get in and we were off. Before long, we pulled up in front of the apartment. My dad helped me to the door and we said our goodbyes again.
"Remember," he said. "If you need anything, just call."
"Thanks, dad," I said. I walked into the apartment and took a look around. The police had gone through everything, and I knew it would take a while to get things put back away. I noticed right off there was a message on our answering machine. I played the message.
"Dead meat," the message said. Nothing else -- no introduction, nothing. I looked, and found the number was listed as "Private." Something about the message seemed familiar, so I listened to it a few more times. Then it dawned on me. This wasn't someone speaking directly into the phone. I recognized the phrase as a line from one of those old Rocky movies, specifically, the one with Mr. T. Whoever sent the message had recorded it, then played it back over the phone. A few minutes after I figured that out, the doorbell rang.
I looked through the peephole and saw a fairly young, attractive brunette standing outside. I remembered seeing her at the club the first time I met Jake. I looked, but didn't see anyone else with her. I had a brainstorm and pulled my cell phone from my shirt pocket. I activated the camera and set it to record, then placed it back in my pocket. Then, I opened the door but kept the chain connected.
"Yes?" I asked.
"Mr. Shipman?" she asked quiety.
"That's me," I said. "And you are..."
"Holly Brinkman," she said. "I work with your wife. May I come in, please?"
"Are you alone?" I asked.
"Yes, I am," she said. I closed the door long enough to disconnect the chain and opened it back up to let her inside. After she came in, I closed and locked the door.
"What can I do for you, Ms. Brinkman?" I asked.
"Please call me Holly," she said.
"Alright, Holly," I said. "Again, what can I do for you?" She handed me a manila envelope. "What's this?" I asked.
"Open it, please," she said quietly. I opened the folder and glanced inside. I saw a couple of photos, so I set the envelope on the coffee table and excused myself to go to the kitchen, where I grabbed a pair of latex gloves. I didn't want to take the risk of getting my fingerprints on anything. I came back and pulled the photos out and was shocked at what I saw.
The photos showed a man on his knees, his hands tied behind his back. His head had been cleanly cut from his body and placed on the floor facing the camera. I could see his eyes had been gouged out. The floor under him was covered in blood. The other photo was the same man, but from a different angle. I looked at Holly.
"Who is this?" I asked.
"It was... my... husband," she said, tears falling down her cheeks. "His name was Brian."
"Did you report this?" I asked her. She nodded her head.
"Yeah," she said. "The police ruled it a suicide."
"How?" I asked.
"You don't understand," she said. "The firm we work for has friends in very high, and low, places. They own a good part of the police force, and several judges are also on their payroll."
"I see," I said. "Did Jake do this?" She shrugged her shoulders.
"I don't know," she said. "He may have ordered it."
"So why are you still with the firm?" I asked her.
"I have no choice," she said.
"Let me guess," I said. "You're not just a legal secretary, am I right?"
"That's right," she said. "They did to us what Jake and Marie did to you. Except my husband went after Jake. And paid the ultimate price."
"So you're really just a whore for the firm, aren't you?" I asked. She nodded her head.
"Yes," she said. "It's my job to be available for the attorneys and their clients."
"What's Marie's role in all this?" I asked.
"She's kinda like the madam," Holly said. "She handles all our, er, assignments."
"And she was adding Lucy to her stable?" I asked her.
"Yes," she said. I looked in the envelope and saw something else -- a piece of paper, folded in two. I pulled it out and opened it up. It was a note, but the letters appeared to be cut from magazines and newspapers and glued to the paper. Talk about cheesy! I nearly laughed out loud, but stifled the urge.
"Stan Shipman," the note began. "Back off or this could be you," it read. I looked at Holly.
"Did you read this?" I asked her. She shook her head.
"No," she said. "It was dropped off at my apartment this morning with a note to hand-deliver it to this address."
"Would you be willing to tell this to the district attorney?" I asked. She shook her head.
"No," she said. "I'd like to keep living, if you don't mind. You have no idea how evil these people are. Especially Marie."
"How many people in your firm know about all this?" I asked.
"Pretty much everyone above the mid-level executive level," she said. I nodded my head.
"Figures," I said. "Alright, Holly, thank you for bringing this to me."
"I'm sorry about everything," she said. "You seem like a really great guy. Lucy's lucky to have you."
"Thanks for saying so, Holly," I said. "Have a good day," I added, opening the door for her. I watched as she left and made sure no one else was around. I closed and locked the door. This and the voicemail changed things dramatically. Oh, I still intended to divorce Lucy, but these threats brought everything to a whole new level.
I ended the video and called Linda. Fortunately, she had written her personal cell number on the back of her card.
"This is Linda Calloway," she said when she answered. I told her about the voicemail and the envelope that had just been delivered.
"This changes everything," she said. "Alright, I want you to bring that to me, right now." She gave me her address, then ended the call. I decided at that point, I needed to get the fuck out of dodge for a bit. I packed enough stuff to hold me over for a few days, then tossed it in the back seat of my F150.



I had another brainstorm and grabbed the cock cage Lucy had used on me the previous night. That, too, went into the truck. I had an idea and I wanted to explore it a bit. After putting some of my basic welding tools in my truck, I called my boss to let him know what was going on and ask for some time off, which he quickly gave me.
"The job's done and you have a shitload of vacation time coming anyway, so take whatever time you need and get this squared away," he said.
"Thanks, boss," I said. I double-checked everything, locked the door and headed out. I made it to Linda's condo in less than 30 minutes. She was shocked when she saw the photos and the note.
"I also have a video of the discussion I had with the woman who brought this," I said. "It's pretty eye-opening."
"Let me see it," she said. I pulled out my phone and played the video for her. "Oh my God," she gasped when the video ended. "This explains a lot. Can you let me have a copy of that?" I gave her the phone to let her do what needed to be done. When she finished, she handed the phone back.
Then I realized I still had Lucy's phone in my pocket. I pulled it out and handed it to her.
"What's this?" Linda asked.
"This is Lucy's phone," I said. "I put it in my pocket the night Jake assaulted me. I forgot all about it till now. Maybe you can find something there."
"I'll have our boys take a look," she said. Then she sat back in her chair. "On second thought, maybe I should get with the state or the feds on this. If what Holly said is true, I can't even trust our own police department." She looked up at me before continuing. "What are you going to do?"
"I'm getting out of town for a bit," I said. She nodded her head.
"What about protective custody? Maybe we should put you into a witness protection program," she said.
"Yeah, right," I said. "So Jake and his buddies will know exactly where I am. No thanks."
"Alright," she said. "Just let me know where you are, okay?"
"Okay," I said. I headed out, not knowing where I was going. All I knew is that I had to get away from this shit for a while. I stopped at a bank and pulled out as much cash as I possibly could and drove around some more, constantly keeping an eye out for any cars that might be following me around. All I could think of was those photos of that poor man who was killed because he didn't want to be cuckolded by Jake and Marie. I knew that if I wasn't careful, that would me me.
It was late at night when it finally came to me. I pulled into a rest stop and made a call. I hoped it wasn't too late and fortunately it wasn't.
"Yeah," said the gruff voice at the other end of the call.
"Dave, it's me, Stan," I said. Dave was an old friend from way back. We had worked together on a number of jobs and got along quite well.
"Stan, you old son-of-a-bitch," he said. "What the fuck's going on, man?"
"I gotta little problem and was wondering if I could come rack out with ya for a few days," I said.
"Sure, buddy," he said. "Come on up. Just do me a favor and pick up a couple six-packs if you wouldn't mind."
"No problem, buddy," I said. "See you in a few hours."
"See ya," he said before ending the call. Feeling better, I pulled onto the interstate and headed north.
...
To be continued...
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The end of Evil Woman, Pt. 01:
...
"Dave, it's me, Stan," I said. Dave was an old friend from way back. We had worked together on a number of jobs and got along quite well.
"Stan, you old son-of-a-bitch," he said. "What the fuck's going on, man?"
"I gotta little problem and was wondering if I could come rack out with ya for a few days," I said.
"Sure, buddy," he said. "Come on up. Just do me a favor and pick up a couple six-packs if you wouldn't mind."
"No problem, buddy," I said. "See you in a few hours."
"See ya," he said before ending the call. Feeling better, I pulled onto the interstate and headed north.
...
And now, Evil Woman, Pt. 02:
I spotted a convenience store on my way north, so I stopped and grabbed a couple six-packs of beer along with a styrofoam chest and some ice to keep it cold. I also warmed up my coffee and decided to grab a couple packs of smokes. I normally didn't smoke around the apartment, but I knew Dave smoked and thought he might appreciate the gesture. He was letting me rack out at his place for a while, after all, so I thought I owed him that much at least.
Dave Brolin was about 15 years older than me and had worked with my father. That's how we met. He stayed at our place several times when he was working in our area, and he was kind of like a big brother to me. I learned a lot from him working in my dad's shop.
He had it rough growing up. His father worked in the shipyards and ended up dying from complications due to mesothelioma, thanks to the asbestos he was constantly exposed to. After his father died, his baby sister, Beverly, stayed home to watch over their mother until she died a year or so ago from stomach cancer.
I had known Bev for quite some time. She was a no-nonsense kind of girl, attractive in a girl-next-door sort of way. Of course I never made a move on her partly because of Dave's friendship with me and my dad, but mostly because I was already smitten with Lucy. Bev and I got along nicely, and we were more like siblings than anything else, ribbing each other over this or that. I hadn't seen her in a while, and was curious to see what she was like nowadays.
Like me, Dave married young, but ended up divorced when he came home to find his wife with one of her co-workers. He never re-married, but does go out now and again. Most of his time is spent looking after Beverly, who now lives with him. Beverly, of course, would say she's watching over him.
I pulled up in front of Dave's two-story log house about 2:30 am, grabbed my stuff and the ice chest, and met Dave on the front porch.
"I hope you got some beer in there for us," he said with a smile. After taking the pack of smokes I offered him, he opened the door and helped me get the rest of my things inside. I carried the ice chest into the kitchen and saw a gorgeous blonde coming down the stairs wearing a long t-shirt and a short pair of pajama bottoms.
"Whose the blonde bombshell?" I asked Dave. He laughed.
"You know who I am, numb nuts," the blonde said. I did a double-take and realized it was Beverly. She looked nothing like the gangly teenage girl I remembered. Her legs were well-toned, her breasts had gotten a bit larger and her hair reached almost to the middle of her back.
"Beverly?" I asked, confused. "Is that really you?"
"You know it is, dipshit," she said sarcastically. "Why are you here so damn early in the morning? Lucy catch you cheating on her and throw you out or something?"
"No, not quite," I said with an edge in my voice. Bev's face softened as she took me in.
"I'm sorry, Stan," she said, looking at my bruised face. "What happened? Are you alright?"
"Not really," I said. "That's why I'm here."
"Why don't you grab a beer and come explain it to us?" Dave said. I nodded my head, grabbed three beers and headed into the front room. I handed one to Dave, then turned to Beverly.
"You sure you're old enough to drink?" I asked her sarcastically. She smiled as she held up a middle finger and grabbed a beer out of my hands.
"Spill it," she said. "What's going on with you two?"
"It's pretty embarrassing," I said.
"So?" Beverly said. "We're adults and we're damned near family, so out with it."
"Okay," I said before telling them the whole story about Lucy, Marie and Jake. I showed them the video I took of my brief meeting with Holly. They sat, shocked into silence, when I finished.
"Damn," Dave said after he took a swig of his beer. "Do you think they know where you are now?"
"I don't think so," I told him. "I didn't see any cars follow me up here anyway."
"Well, fortunately, we're on top of this hill and we can see anyone heading up here. And I still have the guns I bought from your dad after Mikey's accident. You still remember how to shoot, don't ya?" I nodded my head.
"Yeah, but I haven't touched a gun since that happened," I said. My younger brother, Michael, or Mikey, as everyone called him, accidentally shot himself in the leg with my dad's .22 caliber pistol years ago. Mikey only suffered a minor flesh wound and recovered just fine, but my dad felt so bad about it that he got rid of all his guns and never replaced them.
"That's alright," Dave said. "I'll take you out back and let you get familiar with them. Bev can work with you as well, she's gotten to be a pretty decent shot." I looked at Beverly, surprised. She sat up a bit and gave me a wicked smile. "Does your dad know you're up here?" Dave asked me. I shook my head.
"No," I said. "I haven't told anyone where I'm at. I need to let the assistant DA know, though. You have to remember, I didn't even think about coming up here until I had already left."
"Okay," he said. "I'll call your parents and let them know this morning after the sun comes up. Don't use your cell phone if you can help it. In fact, it might be a good idea to turn your phone off and remove the battery, just in case there's some kind of tracker on it."
"Good idea," I said, turning the phone off. I popped the back off and removed the battery.
"So Lucy and her friends are going before the judge on Monday?" Beverly asked.
"Yes, the arraignment is on Monday," I said. "The DA is hoping the judge holds them without bail, but after what I heard from Holly, I'm not so sure that'll happen."
"Well, you're welcome to stay here as long as you need to," Dave said. "I have a job to get to a week from Monday and I'll be gone for a week, but if you need to hang around, that's okay. How much time are you taking off?"
"I was planning on two weeks," I said. "I'm hoping this gets squared away by then."
"Like I said, you're welcome to rack out here," Dave said.
"Thanks, I appreciate that," I said. "If there's anything I can do to help, let me know." Dave looked at Beverly, then smiled.
"I'm sure Bev can think of a thing or two," Dave told me. "But you're a guest here and your folks always treated us like royalty, so you can kick back and enjoy the country air as far as I'm concerned."
"Well, guys, this has been fun, but I have to get up and make breakfast in a few hours," Beverly said, standing up. "I hope you like omelets and hash browns, cause that's what I'm fixing," she added, looking at me.
"Breakfast of champions," I told her. "Sounds great to me." She waved and headed upstairs. After I heard her bedroom door close, Dave and I went out back to smoke a cigarette and talk.
"What's the story with her, anyway?" I asked. "I figured she'd be married and raising kids by now."
"Well, she never met anyone she really cared for," Dave said. "She dated a few guys, but she said they just didn't measure up."
"Measure up? To what?" I asked. He looked at me seriously.
"To you, numb nuts," he said. "She's always had a major crush on you."
"No way," I said, shocked.
"Absolutely," he said. "The only reason she never told you was because of Lucy. She didn't want to be the reason you two split up."
"Are you serious?" I asked.
"As a heart attack," he said.
"What makes you think she's still got a crush on me?" I asked.
"I hear her sometimes after she goes to bed," Dave said. "She's got this dildo named 'Little Stan' and I've heard her use it a few times. I've heard her call your name out more than once."
"That's just a bit too much information," I said. Dave smiled and took a sip of his beer.
"Well, it is what it is," he said.
"So when did Beverly turn into a babe?" I asked.
"She's always been a pretty girl," Dave told me. "She just never flaunted it. Besides, you only had eyes for Lucy, remember?"
"Yeah, I do," I said.
"Look, between you and me, I'd be more than okay with you two getting together," he said. "Just do me a favor, willya?"
"What's that?" I asked.
"Don't break her heart," he said. "I love my sister and I think you do, too, if you think about it. I just don't want to see her get her hopes up, then watch you and Lucy reconcile. That would destroy her." I shook my head.
"I'm done with Lucy," I said.
"Alright," he said. "Well, I'd better get my ass to bed. See ya later this morning." He stood up, ground out his cigarette in the can he had set up and headed upstairs. I finished my cigarette and went to bed a few minutes later. I was asleep the minute my head hit the pillow.
I woke up later when Beverly opened the door and yelled at me to "rise and shine." I wiped the sleep from my eyes and noticed it was 8:30. I went into the bathroom and did my morning routine, then took a quick shower, dressed and headed downstairs. I looked at the ring on my finger as I got dressed and pulled it off, tossing it on the dresser.
I saw Beverly in the kitchen making breakfast when I got downstairs. She was wearing a short t-shirt and a pair of cutoff shorts. Her long hair was pulled back into a ponytail and her blonde bangs fell over her forehead. She was a vision of loveliness and I wondered why I hadn't seen it before.
"That smells good," I said. She smiled.
"I'm glad you think so, cowboy," she said. "Coffee's already made if you want some. You still like Butter Pecan creamer?"
"Sure do," I said. "You got some?"
"Oh yeah," she said. "In the fridge. Help yourself. Just save some for Dave and I." I poured a cup of coffee and added some creamer. I love southern butter pecan, thanks to my dad. Dave got hooked on it when my dad brought some onto a job site.
"Go ahead and have a seat," she told me with a smile. "I'll have it done in just a minute." I took a seat at the table where Dave had already sat down, reading the Sunday paper.
"Morning," I said. He looked at me over the paper.
"Morning," he said in response.
"Anything interesting in the news?" I asked.
"Yeah, a piece here in the paper about some fancy lawyer getting arrested for various charges," he said. "Take a look," he added, handing me the article. The article didn't mention any names, nor did it give much in the way of specifics. It was pretty much boilerplate "news" drivel that wouldn't mean anything to anyone who didn't know the whole story. I grunted and handed the paper back. By then, Bev had finished making breakfast and was bringing it to the table on a cart.
"This is delicious," I said as I took a big bite.
"Thank you, kind sir," Beverly said with a smile. "I'm glad you approve." We finished our breakfast and Dave stood up after he cleaned his plate.
"I have to run into town and get some things," he said. "I'll be gone for at least a couple hours. If you need to call the DA, you can use the house phone."
"Thanks," I said. Beverly handed him a list of things she needed and he stuffed it in his pocket. He grabbed his keys and headed out. I looked at Beverly.
"You need some help clearing the dishes?" I asked.
"I don't necessarily need it, but it would be appreciated," she said. "Thanks for asking." I got up and helped her clear the table. She tossed me a towel and began washing the dishes already in the sink.
"I see you're not wearing your ring," she said as she washed a plate. "Are you actually going to divorce her?"
"Yeah," I said. "I told her I wouldn't stand for any cheating, and I meant it."
"Good," she said with a slight smile. "I'm glad to see you still have some balls."
"What's your story?" I asked. "How's things with you?" She shrugged her shoulders.
"Okay, I guess," she said.
"Anyone special in your life these days?" I asked.
"There was once," she said. "But he was taken. Besides, I wouldn't have been able to pursue a relationship anyway. Too busy taking care of my parents."
"That's what I heard," I said.
"Yeah, well, it had to be done," she said. "After Dad died, Mom needed my help. I worked as a waitress to help bring in some money, since all she had was Dad's 401K and some Social Security. I worked until she was too sick to do anything, then stayed home and took care of her full-time."
"I'm sorry to hear that," I said.
"Don't be," she said. "I don't regret staying home with her. I just hope when I'm at her age someone will be around to help me out."
"So, what happened?" I asked.
"After Mom died, there wasn't much left," she said. "We had to sell the house and a lot of her stuff. Between what was left of Dad's pension and 401K, we managed to pay off all her final expenses. There was a little bit left over, and Dave let me have it since I took care of her. He promised Mom he'd let me stay here with him and this is where I've been ever since. Dave offered to pay for me to go to college but I turned him down."
"Why?" I asked.
"I don't want to be beholden to anyone," she said. "I want to make it on my own steam if I can. So I stay here and work at the McDonald's in town. I make enough to cover my expenses and I'm taking a few business courses at night."
"Good for you," I said.
"Yeah, well, Dave has this idea about starting his own fabrication business, and he mentioned having me do the accounting and stuff," she said.
"He's still talking about that?" I asked.
"Yeah," she said. "He does a lot of one-off things for folks around here. Custom barbecue grills, trailers, that sort of thing. Gets pretty good money doing it. His dream is to stay home and work out of his shop out back. Maybe he'll show it to you while you're here."
"That would be nice," I said. We fell quiet and I found myself admiring her. For the first time, I realized how beautiful she really was, and not just on the outside. She glanced at me before saying anything.
"What are you looking at?" she asked.
"I think I'm looking at the most beautiful woman I've ever met," I told her. I thought I saw a tear form in her eye.
"Stop teasing me," she said quietly, looking down.
"I'm not," I said. "I can't help but admire you. You put your own life on hold for your parents, you refused to accept Dave's offer to put you through college and you're working your own way through school. I'm just sorry I didn't notice it before now."
"Well, you were blinded by Lucy, so I can't really hold that against you," she said.
"Yeah, I guess you're right," I said. Having washed all the dishes, she drained the water in the sink, dried her hands and turned to me.
"She used you, you know," Bev said.
"I think you're right," I said.
"Of course I'm right," she told me. "I saw through her years ago."
"Why didn't you say anything?" I asked.
"You wouldn't have believed me," she said. I realized she was probably right. "Hell, she could do no wrong in your eyes. She had you wrapped so tight around her little finger you would've done anything for her."
"All I wanted to do was keep her happy," I said.
"And look where that got you." she said rhetorically. "She got her degree, her new car, all kinds of baubles and trinkets and clothes, all on your dime. Then when she didn't need you anymore, she traded you in for a new model. I'm glad she's in jail, cause if she were here right now, I'd rip her a new asshole."
"I believe you would," I said.
"I just wanna know one thing," she said, her hands on her hips.
"What's that?" I asked.
"Are you gonna fall for her tears and take her back?" she asked. I shook my head.
"No," I said. "That ship has sailed. After Friday, that's not gonna happen."
"Good," she said. "And in case you have second thoughts, remember this." She pulled her t-shirt over her head and tossed it on the floor, revealing her bare breasts to me for the first time. I felt a stirring in my groin as I looked at her. She wasn't finished and pulled her shorts and panties down at the same time, revealing her smooth pussy. I could see her lips protruding from her slit. My cock was getting harder by the second.
She walked to me and put her arms around me, giving me the deepest tongue kiss I had ever experienced. As we kissed, she unbuttoned my shirt and pulled it off. Then she pulled my t-shirt over my head and unzipped my jeans. She pulled my jeans and boxers down, and my cock sprang free. Then she grabbed my manhood and put one leg around me.
"Fuck me, Stanley Shipman," she whispered. "Fuck me full of your cum and make me your woman. Please." I gasped as she slid my cock inside her. I had never felt anything so hot, wet and tight in my life. This woman was scorching hot and she was making me hot as well. I grabbed her ass and held her up as I pumped into her. She moaned in my ear, encouraging me to fuck her.
"Oh God, fuck me," she moaned. "I've wanted to do this for so fucking long. Your cock feels so fucking good inside me. Don't ever stop fucking me. Make me cum. Do it, baby, cum inside my pussy." I couldn't hold back any longer and erupted inside her. Her orgasm hit the same time and we held each other's trembling bodies until we settled down.
"I love you, Stan Shipman," she said. "I've always loved you. Don't ever forget that. I'll be your woman for as long as you want me."
"I love you too, Beverly," I said. "I wanna stay like this for the rest of my life."
"That sounds nice, but I don't think my brother would appreciate that," she said jokingly. I laughed, then kissed her deeply. Then it hit me. I looked at her, concerned.
"I just realized I didn't use any protection," I said.
"Don't worry about it," she said. "I'm on the pill. Besides, I wouldn't mind if you got me pregnant. I'd love to have your children."
"I'm going to hold you to that," I said.
"We'd better get cleaned up before Dave gets back," she said. "I have to put out the meat for tonight so why don't you run up and take a quick shower, okay? I'll be up in a bit."
"Okay," I said. "What's up with the meat?"
"We like to barbecue on Sundays, weather permitting," she said. "You like venison, don't you?"
"Yeah, I love venison," I said. "But it's been years since I had any."
"Good," she said. "I shot it myself with Dave's .50 caliber flintlock. Even dressed it in the field with my own two hands."
"My, you are quite the woman," I said. "The rugged outdoorsy type. I'm truly impressed." I had seen Dave's flintlock and knew it had to be at least 49 inches long. "Did you load it yourself?" I asked her.
"Of course," she said. "Patched round ball with 100 grains of double-F powder. Even molded the bullet myself."
"Damn," I said. "Do you like fishing as well?" She smiled.
"I love to go fishing," she said. "I even bait my own hooks and clean my own fish."
"Is there anything you haven't done?" I asked sarcastically.
"I haven't rebuilt the transmission in Dave's truck," she said. "Yet. I did help him rebuild his engine, though."



"I am definitely in love," I told her, giving her a kiss. She kissed me back.
"Now, hurry, run upstairs and grab a quick shower," she said. "I'll be up in a bit." I headed up and jumped in the shower. A few minutes later, Beverly joined me. I got hard just looking at her lovely nude form. She giggled as she grabbed my manhood.
"No time for this right now," she said. "Just wait till tonight when we go to bed. By the way, you're sleeping with me from now on. My bed's a lot bigger than the one in your room."
"Won't Dave get upset?" I asked.
"Nope," she said. "Besides, we're both consenting adults." After our shower, we dressed and headed back downstairs.
"I need to call the DA and let her know where I'm at," I said. Bev pointed to a wireless phone set sitting in its cradle.
"Go ahead and use that phone," she said. I picked up the phone and called, nearly forgetting that it was long distance. Linda picked up the phone after the second ring.
"Linda Calloway," she said.
"Linda, this is Stan Shipman," I said. "I just called to let you know where I'm at."
"Stan, thank God you called," she said. "I was starting to get worried. I see you're calling long distance. Where are you?"
"I'm with an old friend of the family," I said. "I've turned off my cell phone, just to be safe."
"Okay," she said. "I'll keep you in the loop as much as possible. I've already heard from the feds. Seems they're looking into the firm your wife works for. By the way, I took the liberty of talking to an old friend of mine who just happens to be the best damn divorce lawyer in the area. I hope you don't mind."
"No, I don't," I said.
"Good," Linda said. "She's expecting to hear from you tomorrow. I told her a little bit about your situation. If anyone can deal with this, she can."
"Thanks," I said. "I'll do that." Linda gave me the information I needed and promised to let me know how things went at the arraignment before we ended the call. By then, Dave had returned so I went out to help him carry in what he had bought.
"By the way," he said when we finished. "I called your folks. They were pretty concerned about you. I told them you were staying with us for a while."
"Thanks," I told him. That night, we barbecued the meat and enjoyed a nice dinner outside on their deck. After dinner, we all pitched in and cleaned up. Dave and I grabbed a beer and headed out for a smoke as Beverly finished up.
"Bev tell me you're gonna be sleeping in her room," Dave said. "Is this gonna be a permanent thing?" I felt a bit uncomfortable discussing this with him. She was his sister, after all.
"I think so," I said.
"You think?" he asked.
"Yeah, it is," I said. "I just have to get my divorce out of the way."
"Do you love her?" he asked.
"Yeah, I do," I said.
"Good," he said. "It's about time you got yer head outta yer ass," he added with a smile. "Look, Bev's a big girl and can make her own decisions. She can definitely take care of herself. I just don't wanna see her get hurt, that's all."
"I'd never hurt her," I said.
"I'm glad to hear that," he said. "Welcome to the family," he added, extending his hand. I took it and we heartily shook each other's hands. "Just don't keep me up all night, okay?" I laughed as I nodded my head.
"I'll do my best," I said. That night, after Bev and I made love in her bed, I held her close to me and considered our possible future together. I felt more content right then than I had in a very long time.
"Whatcha thinking about?" she asked quietly.
"The future," I said.
"Oh?" she asked.
"Yeah," I said. "I mean, what do you want out of life? Where do you see yourself in, say, five or ten years?"
"I know it's popular for women nowadays to wanna break through the glass ceiling and reach for the brass rings," she said. "But I'm not like that. I'm not looking for a career or anything like that. All I want is a faithful husband who loves me as much as I love him and a family to care for. That's all."
"What about your classes?" I asked.
"That's mostly for Dave's benefit," she said. "When he gets his business going, he's going to need help. What about you? What do you want out of life?"
"I guess I'm a lot like you," I said. "All I really want is a faithful wife who loves me as much as I love her and a family of my own. I thought I had that with Lucy, but that didn't work out."
"What about your job?" she asked.
"I love what I do for a living," I said. "Sometimes, it takes me away for a couple weeks at a time, though. Can you deal with that?" She laughed.
"Please," she said. "My brother's a welder same as you, remember? I know what to expect. I can deal with anything as long as I know you're coming back home to me." I looked at her for a few moments before saying anything.
"I wish I had met you before I met Lucy," I said.
"Me too," she said. "But what's done is done. We'll get through this together, okay? We're a team and we can do anything so long as we're together. I'll always be here for you, no matter what."
"I love you so much," I said, kissing her.
"I love you more," she said, wrapping her arm around me. I fell asleep, feeling truly loved for the first time in ages.
The next day, Beverly was up before the rest of us. After she made breakfast, she scampered upstairs to get ready for work. She gave me a kiss on her way out, letting me know she had school that night after her shift.
"I'm usually home by 9:30, so you guys will have to fend for yourselves," she said. "Remember, no matter what happens, I love you and I'm here for you."
"I love you, too," I said, returning her kiss. She had no idea how much it meant to hear her say that.
"What?" Dave asked. "Don't I get a kiss too?" he added with a smile. Beverly laughed and gave him a sisterly peck on the cheek.
"You two try to stay out of trouble, okay?" she asked as she left.
"I need to call that divorce lawyer Linda recommended to me," I said, looking at the clock. Dave motioned to the phone so I picked it up and called.
"Law office of Bernice Goodwin," said a friendly female voice at the other end. I introduced myself and asked if Bernice was available, letting the receptionist know that she was expecting my call.
"Ms. Goodwin is expecting your call, sir," the woman said. "One moment please." I heard some muzak on the phone for a few moments before another woman answered.
"Bernice Goodwin," the woman said. "How may I help you?"
"This is Stan Shipman," I said. "Linda Calloway gave me your number and said I should call you this morning."
"Ah yes, Mr. Shipman," she said. "Linda told me some of what's going on and I've been expecting your call. Normally, I like my first meeting to be in person, but I understand that's not possible this time around. That's okay, we can do most of this online nowadays. Please, tell me your story and leave nothing out." I spent some time explaining the situation and she patiently listened.
"What are your expectations?" she asked when I finished.
"I want as much as I can," I said. "No alimony, and at least my share of our assets."
"I think we can do that," Bernice said. "Your wife facing criminal charges should strengthen your case. I will need to see your financials, though. Do you own any property, a house, anything like that?"
"No, we live in an apartment," I said.
"What about action against Marie and Jake?" she asked. "Alienation of affection suits are allowed in this state, but I have to tell you, they usually don't go very far. You'd probably be better off suing for intentional affliction of emotional distress."
"Do what you feel is right," I said.
"Alright," she said. "I'll take a closer look at this and get things rolling. Do you have an email address?"
"Yes, I do," I said.
"Good," she told me. "I'll send you some documents. One of them is a contract I'll need you to electronically sign and return. The other is a checklist of things to do. Take care of that for me, please. I'll also need you to pay a retainer. Can you do that today?"
"Yes," I said.
"Good. I'll get this stuff sent out to you and once everything is ready, I'll have the papers served," she said. "Any questions so far?"
"No questions," I said. I gave her my email address before she transferred me to her assistant, who took down my credit card information. After I got off the phone, I fired up my laptop and checked my email. Sure enough, there was an email from Bernice, complete with two attached documents.
I opened the contract, electronically signed it and sent it back with a receipt so I could see that she got it. There was also a document advising me of how to protect myself financially. Thank God for Internet banking, I thought. It took me a while, but I managed to open a new account for myself, transferring half of our savings and checking into it. I paid off and canceled Lucy's credit card but kept mine open since I just paid my retainer with it.
It was early afternoon by the time I finished doing everything, so Dave took me out to his shop where he was working on a trailer for one of the farmers in the area. I worked with him for a while and found it to be somewhat relaxing to keep myself busy.
About 3:00 that afternoon, we got a call. Dave answered the phone, using the extension in his shop and handed the receiver to me.
"It's that lawyer of yours," he said.
"This is Stan," I said after taking the receiver.
"Stan, Linda Calloway here," she said. "Bad news. The judge gave all of them the smallest bail possible and let them go."
"How is that possible?" I asked.
"He's probably on their payroll," she said. "Fortunately the protection order is in place, but I'm afraid that's about as good as the paper it's written on. It's best you stay put. Don't come into town. The feds are keeping an eye on them for now, but I can't guarantee your safety."
"Terrific," I said. "So what do we do now?"
"You stay where you are," she said. "I'll do everything I can from this end. Call me if you need anything, okay?"
"Yeah, okay," I said. We ended the call and I handed Dave the receiver back.
"Bad news?" he asked.
"Yeah," I said. "The judge let them go."
"Crap," he said. "I'd better call your folks and let them know."
"I think that's a good idea," I said. "I should probably be the one to tell them." Dave nodded his head and handed the receiver back to me. I dialed the number and my father answered on the second ring.
"Dad, it's me, Stan," I said.
"How're you doing, son?" he asked.
"I'm doing okay," I said. "I just wanted to let you know the judge let Lucy and her friends go free. You might want to be on the lookout. Something tells me they might pay you a visit to find out where I'm at."
"Don't worry, son," he said. "We won't tell them anything. You still down at John Harrison's place?" The question surprised me, since he already knew where I was at. John Harrison was a retired forman my dad and I had worked for in the past. After he retired, he and his wife moved to a place about two hours south of town. Then it hit me -- Lucy and her friends were probably there right now looking for me. I decided to play along with the ruse.
"Actually, I'm in a motel about 50 miles south of there," I told him.
"Okay," he said. "Just so long as you're okay."
"I'm fine," I said. "I'll be leaving here in the morning, though. I plan to head east."
"Just let me know where you are, okay son?" he asked.
"Yeah, sure," I said. "Can I talk to Mom?"
"Uh, she's busy in the bathroom right now," my dad said. I listened carefully and thought I heard noises in the background.
"Okay," I said. "Tell her I'm okay and I love her."
"I will son," my dad said. I could hear the strain in his voice and prayed he would be safe. "Talk to you soon, okay?"
"Will do, Dad," I said. "Love you!"
"I love you too, son," he said before the call ended. I looked at Dave and placed another call.
"What's up, Stan?" Linda said when she answered her phone.
"I think Lucy and her friends are at my parents house," I told her.
"Okay," she said. "I'll get a couple federal agents and head over there right now. Stay put." We ended the call and I handed the phone back to Dave.
"What's going on?" he asked.
"I think Lucy and her buds are at my parents house trying to find out where I'm at," I said.
"Yeah, I heard what you told your father," he said. "You think they'll buy the ruse?"
"I hope so," I said. "At least for a few hours anyway." I knew that we had maybe six to eight hours at most if they went south to John's place. "Maybe I'd better head out and find someplace to hide until this blows over."
"No," Dave said. "We're in this together. You stay put. Let me get cleaned up a bit and I'll head into town, talk to the sheriff. Don't go anywhere, you hear me?" I nodded my head. A couple hours later, he left the house and headed into town. After he left, Linda called back.
"Stan, you were right," she said. "Lucy, Marie, Jake and a couple of their thugs went there after the hearing. They tied your folks up and threatened them. They said they didn't reveal your whereabouts. We've got an APB out for them right now. They left one of their goons here and he's in custody right now. Of course he isn't talking."
"Do you know where they're going?" I asked.
"No, I don't, but I don't think they bought your story," she said. "Here, talk to your father." A few seconds later, my dad was on the phone.
"Stan, I don't think they bought the ruse," he said.
"Are you guys okay?" I asked.
"Yeah, we're okay now, but I think Lucy and her friends are heading your way," he said.
"What makes you think that?" I asked.
"I overheard Lucy talking," he said.
"Okay," I said. "Let Linda know so she can call the sheriff here."
"Will do, son," he said. "You be careful, hear?"
"I will, Dad," I said. The next voice on the phone was Linda's.
"Where are you, exactly?" she asked. I told her where I was and gave directions. "Do you think Lucy knows where that is?"
"She knows," I said.
"Alright," Linda said. "You stay put. We'll get someone out there as fast as we can." We ended the call and I headed back to the house. As I left the shop, I heard a familiar voice -- it was Jake.
"Well, well," he said. "Thought you could outsmart us, did you? Nice try, telling your folks you were going south when you were really up north. Fortunately for us, Lucy knew this would be where you would go. Now, move," he added, waving a handgun at me. "Get in," he said, motioning to a black SUV. I got in the back and saw Lucy looking at me with a smirk.
"Thought you could outsmart us, did you?" she asked with a smirk.
"This isn't going to end well for you, Lucy," I said. "The cops will be here before long."
"No matter," she said. "It'll be too late for you. You should've just gone along with the program. Now you're going to pay the price." Marie and Jake snickered at that. Jake told the goon with them to drive down to a spot along the creek bed at the bottom of the hill. When we got there, Jake opened my door and motioned for me to get out with his gun.
"So, you plan to murder me, is that it?" I asked Lucy. She laughed.
"You know what they say -- dead men tell no tales," she said. Jake and Marie laughed as the goon zip-tied my arms behind my back. When he was done, he forced me to my knees.
"First things first," Jake said. "You know, I've always wanted to have sex in the great outdoors. What about it, Lucy? You up to giving your soon-to-be deceased husband one last show? Something to send him off with?"
"What the hell," she said, stripping off her clothes. "Come over here and fuck me, baby." Jake snickered and pulled his pants down. "Just think, Stan," she said. "While your corpse is rotting here in the creek, Jake is going to be fucking me every day. I'm going to enjoy spending your money and playing the role of the grieving widow."
She spread her legs and Jake began fucking her. The goon holding me down snickered.
"Enjoy it," he whispered. "It'll be the last thing you ever see." I turned my head and refused to watch Lucy and Jake rutting like animals on the ground. Personally, I hoped the two of them would end up eaten by chiggers. It would serve them right.
"I told you Lucy would be broadening her horizons," Marie said. "You might as well enjoy the show. It'll be the last time you ever get to see your wife."
After about a half hour, Jake dumped a load of cum inside Lucy's twat. After catching his breath, he got up and pulled his trousers back on. I looked at Lucy.
"Why?" I asked her. "Why did you do it?" She shrugged her shoulders.
"What can I say?" she asked rhetorically. "He's richer than you and his cock is bigger than yours. Besides, I don't want to be married to a welder for the rest of my life. I want the good life and Jake can give it to me."
"Are you two through reminiscing?" Jake asked. "We have business to tend to and it's getting late." He motioned to the thug, who forced me to bend forward. Jake, meanwhile, had gone to the SUV and returned with a long sword. "I'm sure you know what's going to happen next old friend," he said. "Don't worry. I'm told death is pretty much instantaneous. You won't feel a thing. Now, make your peace with God, asshole." I closed my eyes and said a silent prayer. I could see Jake's shadow and knew he had lifted the sword over his head.
Then I heard it -- a rifle shot. As I watched, I saw Jake's body fall to the ground, a bullet hole in his forehead. His eyes were still open, but I knew he was dead. Another shot rang out, and the goon went down as well, blood pouring from his chest. Marie tried to grab Jake's gun, but another shot rang out and she went down, screaming, having been struck in the shoulder. Lucy looked around, scared, and tried to take cover behind Jake. I heard the tell-tale sound of a four-wheeler in the background and I knew it was heading toward us. I tried looking to see who it was, but all I saw was a cloud of dust as it came closer.
Then it was on us and I could see the long blonde hair flowing behind the driver. I knew it was Beverly. She stopped the four-wheeler and jumped off, a scoped hunting rifle in her hand. She pulled a large knife from her belt and cut the zip tie securing my hands. After I was free, I sat up and watched as she ran over to Lucy. She smacked Lucy as hard as she could across the face with the butt of her rifle, sending her reeling on her back.
"Don't you EVER touch my man again, or I swear to God I'll blow your stupid fucking head off!" Beverly yelled. "You understand me, BITCH? I said, DO YOU FUCKING UNDERSTAND ME, BITCH?" Lucy nodded her head slowly.
We heard sirens in the distance, so Beverly went to the four-wheeler and pulled out a flare gun. She pointed it toward the sky and fired off a flare to let the cops know where she was. Soon, we saw flashing lights heading our way.
"Are you okay, sweetie?" she asked when she came over to me.
"I am now," I said. "You saved my life. I'll never be able to repay you for this."
"Trust me, you'll have the rest of your life to make it up to me," she said with a smile.
Soon, we found ourselves surrounded by police cars. Dave pulled up in his truck and got out to check up on us. One of the deputies called for an ambulance and the coroner.
"Are you okay?" Dave asked when he came up to us.
"I am now, thanks to Bev," I said. "She saved my life."
The sheriff took our statements and oversaw the rest of the operation. By now, an ambulance arrived and paramedics were looking after Marie and Lucy.
"She murdered Jake and Ronnie," Marie cried out. "Aren't you going to arrest her?"
"Nope," the sheriff said. "This is Dave's property and we have a castle doctrine here. Miss Brolin was well within her rights to defend Mr. Shipman's life. Consider yourself lucky she didn't kill you as well."



As I watched, deputies handcuffed Lucy and led her away. The sheriff informed me he was charging her and Marie with attempted murder and conspiracy to commit murder. After the officers gathered the evidence and hauled the bodies away, we were turned loose. I rode the four-wheeler with Beverly back to the house.
"I thought you had classes today," I said. "What happened?"
"Dave came by McDonald's and told me what happened," she said. "So I clocked out and came on back home. I had to make sure you were alright. I saw the tire tracks in the grass and followed them down to where you were, so I got into a deer stand I have set up and, well, you know the rest. When I saw what Jake was going to do, I just reacted. I'll make up the class, don't worry."
"I'm not worried," I said. "I'm grateful. More than you'll ever know." I grabbed the phone and called Linda to let her know what happened. She was relieved to hear I was okay.
"After this, we have them right where we want them," she said. "Don't worry, the firm is going down, hard."
"I hope the hell so," I said. After that, I called my parents to let them know what happened. They were also glad to hear things turned out well for us.
That night, I thanked Beverly profusely for saving my life. After giving her several orgasms with my tongue she pulled me up, grabbed my rock hard cock and told me in no uncertain terms to fuck her brains out. I was more than happy to oblige.
Epilogue:
Marie recovered from her wounds and both her and Lucy stood trial for attempted murder and conspiracy to commit murder. They were found guilty and convicted of charges related to my initial assault and illegal detention. Both were given a life sentence, and faced even more charges related to conspiracies and racketeering by the firm.
I only saw them twice in that whole time -- once when Bev and I were called to testify and again when they were sentenced. Both times, they looked like shit and I couldn't help but smile. The bottom line was that neither of them would ever breathe free air again. And I couldn't be happier.
In the meantime, Beatrice pushed the divorce through and because of Lucy's convictions, convinced a judge to give her nothing. She also got a hefty settlement against Marie as well as Jake's estate. By the time she was finished, I was rolling in money. Oh yeah, Bernice got a portion of it, but I was very happy with my take.
The firm also settled for a very large amount of money, since the partners were defending themselves against numerous federal charges, including racketeering and charges related to the mysterious deaths of two other men. By the time it was all said and done, the firm was forced to close shop and the partners found themselves behind bars for life.
All that took place in a period of about six months. By the time it was over, I had more than enough for Beverly and I to live on for years. I bought a nice ring for her and proposed to her properly, on one knee. She squealed and smothered me with kisses.
A month or so later, we were married, and spent a week in Las Vegas. When we got back, we sat Dave down in the living room and made our proposal. His eyes went wide as we suggested the formation of D&S Welding and Custom Fabrications.
"Are you serious?" he asked us.
"Hell yeah," I said. Beverly pulled out her spreadsheet and showed him the business plan she made up. After he looked it over carefully, he sat back.
"You know, I think this just might work," he said. "Oh, by the way, I almost forgot," he added, reaching into his pocket. He pulled out a set of keys and handed them to us. "You know that lot over on the south side?"
"Yeah," Beverly said. "What about it?"
"Did you see that new double-wide sitting on it?" he asked.
"Yeah," she said. "We thought you sold that lot off."
"Nope," he said. "That's your wedding present. From me and your parents," he added, looking at me. "It's brand-spanking new and has all the latest goodies. The lot and the home is registered in your name, by the way. Your dad and I have already moved your stuff into it from your apartment, except for anything with Lucy's picture on it, of course."
"Wow," I said. "I don't know what to say." Of course, I could afford to build a custom home, but the double-wide was nice and just as sturdy as a stick home. I certainly wasn't going to look a gift-horse in the mouth. I knew that place had to cost them well over $150,000.
"Say thanks, partner," he said, holding his hand out. I smiled and grabbed his hand. We ended up in a manly bear hug.
"Will you be okay with us down there?" Beverly asked. "I'd hate to see you alone."
"I'll be just fine," he said. "Besides, I'll finally get a decent night's sleep. I'm getting tired of hearing you two moan all night long."
We celebrated that night and I called my parents to thank them for the present as well. Later that evening, Beverly and I christened the master bedroom. Yes, I thought as we laid there in each other's arms, things were going to work out well...
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On His Terms

Took a bit of a break for a few days, but I'm back. As regular readers know, cheaters in my stories generally do not fare too well. This story is somewhat different in that regard, however, the cheaters still pay a price.

As always, constructive comments are always welcome and appreciated. Please refer to my profile for more on my personal policy regarding comments, feedback, follows, etc. (Yes, I moderate comments...) And remember, this is a work of fiction, meaning that it is not real in any way, shape, matter or form.

Tom Wheeler sat in the booth, nursing his drink with his tablet sitting on the table. The constant pressure he felt in his head made it a bit difficult, but he managed. Tonight would signal the end of what he considered the most fucked-up situation a man could find himself in. It wasn't always that way, though.
He met his wife, Melinda, while they were both in college. They were each working toward a business degree and shared several classes together. They spent a lot of time studying together and when it was all said and done, they had helped each other graduate with good grades. During that time, they dated and fell in love. They married after graduation.
Tom went to work as an accountant with a financial services company, while Melinda decided she wanted to sell real estate. She knew there was lots of money to be made selling high-end property, and Tom agreed. So she took additional classes and got her license, then joined a firm in town.
The first five years for them were great. They both made good money, and ended up buying a house. They christened every room in the house and made love several times a week.
Five years after they married, Tom Jr., came into the world. A year later, Timmy joined him. One year after that, Lisa came into their lives. Melinda had a difficult time with Lisa, and asked Tom to get a vasectomy, which he did.
Tom enjoyed being a father, and actively took part in raising the children -- feeding them, changing their dirty diapers, the works. He was always there for them, rocking them to sleep or holding them to give Melinda a break. Sex between the couple dropped off, as one might expect with three very young and active children. But Tom never complained. He loved his family and would do anything for them.
His job at the firm was steady, and he always worked "banker's hours," meaning he generally never had to work late. He also never had to travel out of town, although he did play golf with some of his colleagues a couple times a month. He received regular increases in pay, along with the occasional promotion. He was just a couple steps below the CFO when his life went south.
Melinda, meanwhile, had progressed well at her job, and was frequently recognized as the top sales person in the area. To be successful in this area, one had to be available at all hours, and one also needed to be available for some travel. Such was the case with Melinda, and Tom accepted it as being part of her job. He knew she could accomplish whatever she wanted, and he promised to support her career.
So it came as no surprise when she would sometimes have to work late into the evening showing property, or would sometimes have dinner with a client. There were also times when she would have to travel out of town for a day or two -- sometimes over a weekend -- for a conference or a meeting with clients. He never begrudged her those times out, so long as they never interfered with things like birthdays, planned vacations or anniversaries. Melinda always gave him plenty of warning and made sure to be available for family time.
As time went on, though, it seemed she was gone more often. Then she starting having "girls nights out" to blow off stem, or so she said. Again, he never begrudged her that, as he sometimes spent time out with the guys. Of course, accompanying this was a steady decrease in sex.
Again, Tom never complained. He believed his wife would never step out on him, so he let her have her time and used that to bond with the children. Life in the Wheeler household went on, but over the years, he began to notice a few things.
For starters, he saw a distinct difference in the children. Tom, or "Junior," as they called him, was the spitting image of his father -- they both had sandy hair and piecing blue eyes. Except for the age difference, they could have been mistaken for twins.
Timmy, however, had dark hair and brown eyes and over time, became physically larger and more muscular than his older brother. Lisa had her mother's blonde hair and green eyes, but very few features from his side of the family. His mother mentioned it to him a few times, but he didn't want to accept the idea that his wife had cheated on him. Besides, he loved the children so much he couldn't bear the thought that they might not be his.
Then he began to notice changes in the way Melinda treated him. She would often be gone till all hours, not even bothering to notify him that she would be out. When he mentioned it to her, she would snap at him, telling him it was none of his damn business.
Many times, after being out so late, she would immediately run into the bathroom to take a shower, not even bothering to say hello to him or the children.
When Junior was ten, he decided it was time to put to rest any question about the childrens' parentage, so he ordered a DNA kit. When it came, he followed the instructions and got samples from each of the children, himself and Melinda, waiting until she was asleep. He sent it off and patiently waited for the results, hoping to finally quiet his mother.
When the results came back, he was shocked. Junior was definitely his son, and Lisa, strangely enough, was also his, but the report said Timmy had been sired by someone different. He wondered if this was a mistake and ordered another kit from another lab. He sent those samples off and waited on pins and needles, but the results were the same.
That meant Melinda had been cheating on him, for somewhere between nine and ten years, at least. He decided to contact a private investigator and had her followed for a couple weeks. When he met the PI for the report, he was completely gobsmacked.
According to the report, which included pictures and video, Melinda was having sex with another man at least once a week. The report said she always met the man in homes she was selling. Her "girls nights out" were essentially cover for public parties with the man. He looked at the man's face closely, and noticed a striking resemblance to Timmy.
He now knew why they hadn't made love much lately -- she was already too fucked out to do anything with him. Worse than the video of her getting fucked was the "pillow talk" where her lover put him down, demeaning him as a wimpy cuckold.
"Who is this man?" Tom asked the PI.
"That is none other than Jake Winthrop," the PI said. "His shingle says he's a family law attorney, but in reality he's a slimy snake. I'd call him a piece of shit, but that would be an insult to pieces of shit everywhere. He has a reputation for seducing married women and destroying families. He's also been known to knock the women up so he can extract exorbitant child support from the husbands whose lives he destroyed. Bottom line is that Jake gets off on fucking up people's lives. And once he has his hooks in a woman, he almost never lets go."
"And he gets away with that?" Tom asked.
"So far," the PI said. "His father happens to be a powerful Superior Court judge with friends in very high places. Anytime Jake gets in a jam, daddy comes along and bails him out." Tom pulled out his cell and brought up a picture of Timmy.
"Look familiar?" Tom asked, showing the PI his phone.
"Yeah, sure does," the PI said. He pulled out a fairly thick folder and handed it to Tom. "You can have this. It's a copy of my dossier on Winthrop. Your wife sure knows how to pick 'em."
"Thanks," Tom said with a heavy sigh.
"Good luck," the PI said. "Let me know if there's anything else I can do for you." Tom paid his bill, thanked the PI one more time and left.
No wonder things had gone to hell in their marriage, he thought. Suddenly, he remembered the few times she would come home and jump him, demanding he eat her out. He felt sick to his stomach thinking that maybe she was feeding him whatever it was her lover dumped in her pussy.
He took the kids to his parents and asked if they could stay the night.
"Sure," his mother said. "Is everything alright, Tom?" she asked. "You don't look too good." He shook his head.
"No," he said. "I'll tell you later."
Back home, he sat at the kitchen table, his laptop and briefcase open and ready. It was after 1:00 am when Melinda finally came through the door. He looked at her, taking in her disheveled appearance. He could smell cigarettes, beer and something else on her.
"Sit down," he said. "We need to talk."
"Later," she said. "I need to take a shower."
"I said, SIT YOUR ASS DOWN!" he yelled. She recoiled from his outburst. Tom had never raised his voice to her like that.
"Please, keep your voice down," she said, pulling out a chair. "You'll wake the kids."
"They're at my parents house tonight," he said.
"Oh?" she asked. "Why?"
"Because we need to have a talk, and I didn't want to upset them," he said.
"What's wrong?" she asked.
"How long have you been cheating on me?" he asked.
"How dare you suggest such a thing!" she exclaimed. "I've never..."
"SHUT UP, GODDAMMIT!" he roared, throwing the DNA test results down in front of her. She looked at the report, not understanding what it meant.
"What's this?" she asked.
"DNA test results," he said. "I even had two different labs run tests to make sure. You'll be pleased to know Junior and Lisa are mine. Timmy isn't. Which tells me you've been cheating on me for at least nine years and nine months. Do you even know who the father is?" She shook her head slowly.
"I had hoped it was you," she said.
"But you knew otherwise, didn't you?" he asked her.
"I suspected," she said.
"Yet you had me get a vasectomy knowing full well I wasn't Timmy's biological father. And you never stopped." He tossed down the photos of her in bed with Jake. Her eyes grew wide as she saw the photos.
"You bastard," she exclaimed. "You had me followed. How dare you!"
"No, bitch," he growled. "How dare you! According to the PI report, you had sex every week with this clown while denying me most of the time. How many times have you given me sloppy seconds or made me eat this guy's cum out of your nasty cunt? How many?"
"I don't know," she said. "A few, I guess."
"You guess?" he asked sarcastically. "You've fucked him so many times over the years, you don't even know? Who else have you screwed behind my back?"
"You don't understand," she said. "It's a dog-eat-dog world out there. You have no idea how hard it is to sell in this area."
"So you offer your body to spice up the deal, is that it?" he asked. "No wonder you're always getting the top sales awards." She shrunk in her seat a bit, but Tom continued.
"I also noticed this guy never used protection," he said. "For all you know, he could have given you a disease and you would've brought that home to me. Is that your plan? Give me something to make me sick, or worse, kill me?"
"No," she said emphatically. "Look, it was just sex. I did it for us. None of what I did affected you."
"Are you fucking kidding me right now?" he asked. "You have me raising a boy who isn't even mine, you risk giving me a deadly disease and you have the gall to say it doesn't affect me? Are you out of your mind?"
"So what are you planning to do?" she asked.
"I'll be seeing a lawyer to start the divorce," he said. "In the meantime, I've moved all your stuff into the guest suite and changed the lock on the master bedroom. I trust you haven't fucked your boyfriend in the house."
"No, I haven't," she said. "And there will be no divorce."
"You're kidding, right?" he asked.
"My client happens to be a high-power family law attorney," she said.
"You mean, Jake fucking Winthrop, your fuck buddy," he said. She shrugged her shoulders.
"Whatever," she said. "He told me that if you threatened divorce, he would represent me for free. And he said we would ruin you. Not only would you lose the kids, you would lose the house. You would have to pay so much in alimony and child support that you would be ruined financially. Your reputation would suffer as well. He would destroy you in more ways than one. Divorce me, and you'll end up a pauper."
"We'll see," Tom said. She smirked.
"Yeah, we'll see," she said as she turned to go upstairs. "Now, are you coming to bed or what?"
"I don't ever want to touch you again," he said.
"Have it your way," she said. He watched as she went upstairs. He heard her try the master bedroom door. Finding it locked, she went to the guest suite. He waited until he heard the door close before heading upstairs with his laptop and briefcase.
Over the next few days, he visited several divorce attorneys, all of whom told him basically the same thing. Sure, he could file for divorce, but the state they lived in didn't allow for divorce on the basis of adultery. The judge would give her the children and the house while making him pay the mortgage.
In addition, he would be required to pay a hefty amount of child support for the three children, even though Timmy wasn't his. As far as the state was concerned, the fact that his name was on the birth certificate was all that mattered.
Then he would be required to pay alimony, or spousal support, as it was called, since their last few tax returns showed he made considerably more than she did. On top of that, he could lose half of his 401K plus half of their marital assets. And he could end up paying for her attorney -- Jake -- and court costs. Talk about fucked up!
"Look, Mr. Wheeler," the last lawyer he spoke to told him. "It's not about justice. The court doesn't give a damn about that. It's about economics and the children." Tom did the math in his head, using the numbers the lawyer gave him. If correct, he could end up losing over 60 percent of his take home pay before it was all said and done. And he would end up being a part-time parent, maybe seeing the children once every couple weeks if he was lucky.
Meanwhile, Melinda would be living in the house on his dime, fucking her slime-ball boyfriend in his marital bed. Fuck that, he thought to himself. Then he had an idea, something he had read about once.
"What about an agreement of some kind?" he asked.
"You mean, like a post-nuptial agreement?" the lawyer asked.
"Yeah," Tom said.
"I suppose we could put something together that would be binding," he said. "You know that in order for it to be valid, your wife would have to sign off on it as well."
"I figured that would be the case," Tom said.
"Alright," the lawyer said. "Why don't you take a few days and think about what you would like to see in the agreement and then get back to me."
Tom took the attorney's advise and spent a few days thinking about what he wanted in the agreement. In the meantime, things were frosty between him and Melinda and the children noticed it. Very little was said between the couple and they continued sleeping in different rooms.
"Dad, are you and Mom getting divorced?" Junior asked him.
"I don't know. I don't think so, son," he said, giving him a hug.
"I hope not," he said. "I'd hate having to pick between you and Mom."
"Me too," Tom said. A few days later, he met with the attorney and hashed out the agreement. That evening, he took the kids back over to his parents' house and explained the situation to his mother, who was shocked.
"I'm so sorry, son," she said. "What are you going to do?"
"I hashed out an agreement with an attorney," he said. "I'll be giving it to Melinda tonight. Either she accepts it or we'll end up divorced."
"Let me know how it goes, and for God's sake, don't do anything stupid," she said.
"Don't worry," he said.
That night, he was at the kitchen table when Melinda finally decided to come home. Again, she looked as though she had been partying with her lover, and he could see a blob of gunk on her leg.
"Sit down," he told her. "We need to hash a few things out."
"Can I at least take a shower?" she asked.
"Later," he said. "Sit." She knew better than to push him so she sat down. He pulled out an envelope and put the agreement in front of her.
"What's this?" she asked. "I hope you didn't file for a divorce. That would be a big mistake."
"No, this is a post-nuptial agreement," Tom said. "It spells out how our marriage will be from here on out, and how things will be divided in the event of a divorce." She began looking over the paperwork, getting agitated as she read.
"I don't understand. What is all this?" she asked.
"It gives you what you wanted," he said.
"I didn't want any of this," she said. "No celebrating anniversaries or birthdays, no gifts for Christmas? What is this shit?"
"It's what you wanted," he said. "A sham, loveless marriage. We'll be in the same house, we'll still take care of the kids, but things will be different. You can fuck whoever you want, but as long as you're fucking other men, you'll never share a bed with me. At the same time, I'll be free to fuck whomever I want. We both agree not to bring our fuck buddies into the house and we both agree not to rub it in the other's face."
"But I don't want this," she said. "I love you!"
"No you don't," Tom said. "If you did, you wouldn't have cheated on me to begin with. And to be honest, right now, I don't love you either. I'm doing this solely for the kids. By the way, notice that the agreement stipulates that if you get pregnant, you'll be expected to get an abortion on your own dime. I'm already raising one of your bastard children and I refuse to pay for any more. The agreement also requires that you surrender your wedding and engagement rings for the duration."
He reached over and grabbed her left hand, removing her rings. He put them in his pocket and continued.
"The first chance I get, I'll be removing you from my insurance, both medical and life," he said. "I'm also removing you as a beneficiary of my 401K. From now on, we'll have three separate accounts. One will be for the bills, mortgage and household expenses. We will each contribute half of the expenses to that account. The amounts are shown in the table. We will each have our own accounts for whatever is left over. You'll be responsible for your own car payment and maintenance and I'll be responsible for mine.
"In addition, we'll each file married but separate tax forms. You will be expected to care for the children as you have, well, at least when you're here, and I'll continue to take care of the general house and yard maintenance. We'll act as a married couple in public for the kids' sake at least until they leave home. If any of these conditions are violated, the next step is divorce. The division of assets are as stipulated. We sell the house, split the proceeds, take what is ours and go our separate ways with no support from the other. Any questions?"
"What if we decide to reconcile?" she asked.
"If that happens, you'll need to prove to me that you've been celibate for at least six months, and have a clean bill of health," he said.
"How do I prove something like that?" she asked.
"Not my problem," he said.
"What about you?" she asked.
"What about me?" Tom asked in response. "You're the one who wanted to have your cake and eat it too. Now you can have it. I'm not the one who's chasing others for a roll in the hay."



"How long is this supposed to last?" she asked.
"If you look, you'll see that the agreement expires one year after Lisa leaves home," he said. "If things haven't been resolved by then, the divorce will kick in. We'll sell the place, split the equity, take what's ours and call it quits."
"You're serious about this," she said.
"Yes I am," he said. "Tomorrow, we see the lawyer, sign the paperwork and it gets filed." He pulled a card out of his pocket. "Be there at 1:00 pm, sharp. By the way, you should take a good long look at this." He tossed a copy of the dossier of Jake on the table.
"What's this?" she asked.
"It's a file on your lover, Jake fucking Winthrop," Tom said. "A real piece of shit. You should at least know something about the man you've chosen to replace me with. And you should know you're not the only married woman in his little harem."
He stood up and went to his bedroom, leaving Melinda at the table by herself. He saw her flipping through the file as he made his way upstairs.
The next day, Melinda met him at the lawyer's office. She didn't look very happy, but he didn't really care. They signed the agreement, the lawyer witnessed the signatures, and had it notarized. He made a copy for each of them.
"I hope this works out for you," he said, shaking their hands. "Now, if you'll excuse me, I'll go get this filed."
"This isn't what I wanted," Melinda told Tom.
"I know," he said. "You expected me to roll over and just accept your infidelity. Then you threatened to ruin my life and make me a pauper if I refused to go along with your demands. It's not what I wanted, either. But it is what it is. Now if you'll excuse me, I have things to attend to. Goodbye." With that, he left.
Things settled into a routine around the house over the next couple months. Tom didn't know if Melinda was still seeing Jake and she never volunteered any information. She never came home disheveled and quit going out with the "girls." Sure, she could've been seeing Jake or someone else in the office, but there was nothing to indicate she was -- no tell-tale odors or clothing out of place.
Then her birthday came around. The kids all bought her a card and some small trinkets. They even worked together to make her a birthday cake and Junior bought a gallon of ice cream. He smiled at the effort they put into the cake.
That night, the kids gave her their presents and they had cake and ice cream. The kids sang "Happy Birthday" as Tom recorded it. Melinda noticed that he never joined in the celebration, but he did eat a small piece of cake and some ice cream when Lisa handed it to him.
But Melinda couldn't help but notice there was nothing from her husband -- no card, no present tucked away somewhere -- not even a note. Later, as he went to bed, he stopped in front of her closed bedroom door and listened. He smiled to himself when he heard her sobs.
A few weeks later, Christmas came around. They bought presents for the kids as usual and took the children shopping. Tom reminded Melinda not to buy him anything.
"Please," she begged. "Just something small."
"No," he said. "Don't even think of it." He could see how bad it made her feel, but he didn't care. Holidays like this had always been special for them, but no more.
That Christmas morning, they gathered around the tree and Tom played "Santa," handing presents out to the kids. They had bought Melinda a tin full of popcorn, which he gave to her, and happily accepted the screwdriver set they bought for him. But there was nothing for Melinda from Tom, and nothing for him from her -- not even a card.
Once the kids were busy playing with their things, Melinda ran upstairs to her room, where she spent much of the morning crying. Again, Tom smiled to himself. Let her feel some pain for a change, he thought to himself. Does that make me a bastard, he asked himself. Yeah, he thought. But so fucking what...
Later, they went to his parents house where they ate dinner. Melinda didn't say very much, but Tom could tell she was hurting. She didn't think he meant what he had put in the post-nuptial.
"What's going on with Melinda?" his mother asked when they were alone. "She looks like she's really hurting. Did you do something?"
"I just followed our agreement," he said. She knew what he meant and breathed out a heavy sigh.
"Tom, please," she said. "This is Christmas. Can't you let the hurt go for just one day?" He shook his head.
"She needs to learn just how bad she hurt me," he said. "After fucking around for over nine years, she thought she could just bat her eyes and get her way. No more. Maybe after she's experienced a bit of pain, she'll come around."
"Will you ever forgive her, Tom?" his mother asked.
"Don't know," Tom said.
"How long is this going to go on?" she asked.
"Don't know that either, Mom," he said. "That's up to her. At most, not much more than 10 years. But she can end it anytime she really wants to."
"I hope you're doing the right thing, son," she said.
"I hope so, too," he said. "But remember, it was you who said I need to put the kids first. And that's what I did. They need both a father and a mother."
"Yes, they do," she said. "But they need a father and a mother who love each other and are working together for their benefit. Maybe I should talk to her."
"Do what you think best, Mom," he said.
After dinner, Tom joined his father and the kids in the front room to watch football. Melinda sat with Tom's mother in the kitchen. Tom could hear Melinda sobbing and knew that if anyone could talk sense into her, it would be his mother.
They rode home that evening in silence. The kids were sound asleep in the back seat and Melinda looked out the window the whole way home. When he pulled into their driveway, Melinda looked at him. He could see the sadness in her eyes.
"I'm so sorry," she said quietly before getting out of the car. It was a start, Tom thought. Until now, she had never apologized for anything. They got the children inside and into their beds. Tom started into the master bedroom, but Melinda stopped him.
"Can we spend the night together, just once?" she begged. He looked at her and thought hard before responding.
"Just tonight, and only because it's Christmas. No sex," he said. She looked down, hurt. Then she nodded her head.
"Okay," she said. "No sex. I just want to know you're there." Tom unlocked the master bedroom door and ushered her inside. This was the first time in months she had seen the inside of what used to be their room. She noticed he had turned over all the pictures of them and took their wedding portrait off the wall.
"I... like what you've done with the place," she said sarcastically. He shrugged his shoulders.
"It's just a place to sleep," he said. "Why don't you go get your pajamas on?"
"Are you sure that's necessary?" she asked.
"Yes," he said.
"Okay," she said. "I'll be right back." He got into his pajamas and had climbed into the king-sized bed by the time she returned. She closed the door and got in bed with him, snuggling up to him.
"I've missed this so much," she said.
"Me too," he said in response.
"I know it's all my fault," she said, tears falling down her cheeks.
"No argument there," he said.
"Will you ever forgive me?" she asked.
"One day, maybe," he said. "I don't know yet. Let's get some sleep, okay?"
"Okay," she said. "Hold me, please." He wrapped an arm around her and held her close. He took in her scent and closed his eyes. Damn her, he thought. Why did she have to screw everything up?
He woke up the next morning and felt her warm, wet mouth on his manhood. At first, he wanted to jump out of bed and smack her, but decided, what the hell. It had been a while since she had given him a blowjob, and he wasn't about to look a gift horse in the mouth.
"Good morning, sleepyhead," she said after he had exploded down her throat.
"Good morning," he said. "So much for no sex I guess."
"Well, it's been what, four months since we've done anything," she said.
"At least four months for me," he said. "I'm not sure about you."
"It's been the same for me, but I guess I deserve the dig," she said, getting out of bed. "I'll get cleaned up and go make breakfast."
"Good idea," he told her. "Besides, the kids will be up soon."
The rest of the day went pretty well. Tom spent as much time as possible with the kids after clearing the snow off the walkway and the driveway. Melinda puttered around in the kitchen and cleaned up the house from the previous day. Several times, she caught herself crying. This was the first time her husband had given her nothing for Christmas -- not even a card. Christmas had always been her favorite holiday and it hurt to think that she got more from strangers and local businesses than her own husband.
The rest of the week went by fast. Both Tom and Melinda were off work so they spent as much time as they could with the kids. Melinda knew better than to push her husband for another night in bed, but she secretly hoped he would invite her anyway. She spent her nights alone, in her bed, sobbing into her pillow, realizing, probably for the very first time, what she had thrown away for some illicit sex.
A week after Christmas, the family sat in front of their huge television, watching the ball drop in New York City. They counted down with the host of the program: "5...4...3...2...1...Happy New Year!" They hugged each other and could hear fireworks going off in the neighborhood. Tom turned to Melinda and without thinking, kissed her as hard as he could, for the first time in several months. When he pulled back, he saw tears in her eyes.
"Tom," she said. "Do you want to hear my resolution for the New Year?"
"Sure," he said.
"I am going to do whatever it takes to win you back," she said. He looked at her hard, looking for any sign of deception, but saw none.
"That's a pretty tall order," he said.
"I know," she said. "But I swear to God, I'm going to do it, whatever it takes." He nodded his head. "And if I fail to win you back by the end of the year, I'll accept whatever you decide in the divorce and I'll leave you alone forever."
"We'll see," he said. She grabbed his head and kissed him again.
"I haven't told you this in a long time, but I want you to know, Tom Wheeler, that I love you," she said. He kissed her on the forehead and held her to him.
"I... love you, too," he said quietly. "You know what you have to do," he whispered in her ear.
"I know," she said. "Come upstairs and I'll show you something."
"Okay," he said. "Let's get the kids off to bed first." They rounded up the kids and got them to bed then went into her room. She closed the door and took off her clothes. The first thing he saw was her shaved pussy. This was something new, and he liked the way it looked. But there was more. A fairly new tattoo adorned her shaved mound. Looking closer, he read the inscription: "Prop. Of Tom Wheeler."
"I'm impressed," he said.
"There's more," she said, opening a dresser drawer. As he watched, she pulled out what looked like a leather g-string with metal attached to it.
"What the hell is that?" he asked.
"It's a locking chastity belt," she said, pulling it up. He saw a small opening in the crotch of the device. "That's just big enough to let me go to the bathroom," she told him. Taking a key, she locked the device onto herself and handed him the key. "That's the only key I have, so don't lose it. You can let me out when I get home if you want."
"A key?" he asked.
"Yes," she said. "The agreement says I have to prove to you that I've been celibate for at least six months. I haven't been with anyone since we signed the agreement, but I don't know if you'd ever believe me. This was the only way I could think of to prove it to you."
"When did you decide to do all this?" he asked.
"The other day when I was out shopping," she said. "I wanted to surprise you."
"Well, you certainly did that," he said.
"There's more," she told him.
"More?" he asked.
"Yes," she said. "I'll be quitting my job this week."
"But," he began. She cut him off.
"My friend, Cheryl, says they have an opening in the home loan division of the bank where she works. She says I'd be a shoo-in with my background," she said. "I have an interview scheduled for Tuesday morning. Once I'm hired, I'll quit my job at the real estate office. My base pay will be a bit more, and I'll lose the commission checks I've been getting, but the benefits are better and I'll have a regular schedule."
"That bank is only a couple blocks from where I work," he said. "Maybe we could carpool together if you want." She nodded her head.
"That's what I was thinking," she said. He thought for a moment and finally nodded his head.
"Okay, we'll give it a try," he said. "Six months, remember?"
"I know," she said. "And at the end of that time, I'll get tested."
"What made you decide to do all this?" he asked.
"You know how I feel about birthdays, Christmas and stuff," she said. "I felt so bad when you didn't get me anything for my birthday, and I thought maybe you would relent on Christmas. But you didn't, and I felt so... alone. It hurt so bad. Your mother talked to me while you guys were watching football, and she made me realize I had to go the extra mile if I ever wanted to get you back. I realized how bad I hurt you, and I never want to hurt you again. And I can't live like this anymore. It's killing me, inside."
"Well, I am impressed that you would go this far," he said. "And a deal is a deal. Alright, I'll give you your six months. We'll see how things go after that."
"Thank you," she said, wrapping her arms around Tom.
"What about Jake?" Tom asked. "When was the last time you saw him?"
"I called it quits when we signed the paperwork," she said. "I read that dossier you had on him and I felt so ashamed. He called me and I told him I couldn't do it anymore. He wasn't too happy."
"I'll bet," Tom said. "How did you hook up with him to begin with?"
"I worked with him for a couple months looking for a piece of property for his new office," she said. "He wanted to celebrate the day we closed on his new space. He brought me to his office, where he had a table laid out. We ate, drank some wine and I felt a bit, well, funny. The next thing I know, we're doing it, right there on the floor."
"Talk about a class act," Tom said. She chuckled.
"I felt guilty afterward," she said. "Then a few days later, he approached me and wanted a repeat performance. I told him no way, but he showed me a piece of video. Yeah, he recorded us that day. He said if I didn't go along with him, he would show the video to everyone -- you, my boss, my friends, everyone."
"So he drugged you, then blackmailed you?" Tom asked. She nodded her head.
"Yeah," she said. "I felt like I had no choice. So I went along with it."
"For nearly ten years?" he asked. "Why didn't you tell me? We could've put a stop to it."
"I've seen what he's done to other men," she said. "He said that was nothing compared to what he would do to you. Plus, he said his father was a powerful judge, and he would do whatever it took to put you behind bars, or worse, if you tried to stop him. When I read that dossier, I finally realized how bad he really was. For the first time, I was afraid. I mean, really afraid."
"And now?" Tom asked.
"I'm still very afraid, but I think he's finally realized that I'm done with him," she said.
"I hope so," Tom said. "There's still one issue left."
"Timmy?" she asked. He nodded his head.
"At some point, we're going to have to tell him," Tom said.
"I know," Melinda said in response. "Maybe when he gets a bit older. I'm just afraid you're going to start treating him different. It can't be easy knowing that he's not your real son."
"I may not be his sperm donor, but he's my son in every other way that matters," Tom said. "He's not to blame for what happened. Besides, I loved him before I learned about all this, and I'll always love him."
"Thank you," she said, wrapping her arms around him. "I know I don't deserve another chance, but thank you for letting me try."
Melinda followed through with her promise. She went to her interview and was hired on the spot. Then she put in her two week notice at the real estate office. She and Tom carpooled to and from work and things looked to be improving. Every morning started with Tom locking her chastity belt and each day ended with him removing it. They abstained from sex according to their agreement, but they ended each day with a goodnight kiss and a snuggle.
Two months later, Tom was at a bar with some of his friends from the office after work. He had just picked up his drink when he heard a shout from behind him.
"Wheeler! You motherfucking sonofabitch! I'm gonna kill your fucking ass," yelled an angry man. Tom turned around and was about to say something when he was struck across the face with a pool cue. He felt the pain of the cue, and saw stars, then nothing.
The next thing he remembered was waking up in a hospital bed with something in his throat. As he came to, he saw medical people around him checking his vitals and looking in his eyes.
"Doctor! He's waking up," he heard a nurse call out. He could make out a man in a white medical smock come in and lean over him, checking him out.
"Alright, get that breathing tube out," he ordered. "It's alright, Mr. Wheeler," the doctor said. "Hang on, we're going to get the breathing tube out and look you over."
After they got the tube out, they examined him thoroughly. Melinda and another man in a dark suit came into the room and the doctor stood up.
"I'm glad you're here," he told them.
"What happened?" Tom croaked.
"We've had you in a medically-induced coma for the last five days," the doctor said. "We wanted to make sure the swelling around your brain healed."
"Five days?" Tom asked.
"Yes," the doctor said. "We almost lost you a time or two."
"Damn," Tom said. "How did this happen?"
"It was Jake," Melinda said. "He texted me after work, and I told him to leave me alone or I would file charges. He went nuts and came after you. It took several guys to pull him off you. The cops charged him with attempted murder."
"Is he still in jail?" Tom asked.
"No," the suit said. "His father managed to get him out on bail."
"Goddammit," Tom said.
"Don't worry," the suit said. "We've got officers watching him and he's wearing an ankle bracelet. If he so much as crosses the street wrong, we'll get him."
"What about the kids?" Tom asked.
"They're at your parents house," Melinda said.
"Well, we have another problem," the doctor said, putting an x-ray on the display box.
"What's that?" Tom asked. The doctor motioned for the suit to leave the room. He closed the door for privacy and returned to the display.
"That," the doctor said, pointing to a dark area of the image. "We have a specialist looking at it, but it appears that you may have an inoperable brain tumor."
"What?" Melinda asked, shocked.
"In my experience, a tumor of that size and in that location is generally inoperable," the doctor said. "Have you experienced any headaches or had trouble with your vision lately?"
"Some," Tom said. "I figured it was just stress."
"Well, I'm sure that played a role, but I believe this is the source of those headaches," the doctor said.
"And you say it's inoperable?" Tom asked.
"That's been my experience," the doctor said. "That's why we have a specialist on the case."
"How long do I have?" Tom said.
"Hard to say," the doctor said. "Maybe six months, a year at the outside." Melinda broke down crying when the doctor said that.
"Is it possible you could be mistaken?" Tom said.
"Yes, it is," the doctor said. "That's why we have a specialist on the case. We're going to keep you here for a few more days, and they'll run more tests while you're here. In the meantime, I suggest you rest."



"Thanks, Doc," Tom said. After the doctor left the room, Melinda broke down, sobbing on Tom's chest.
"No, no, no, please, God, no," she cried, soaking his blanket with her tears. He kissed her head and held her as best he could.
"It'll be alright," he said. "If anything happens, you'll be taken care of. I never took you off the insurance, so if the worst happens, the mortgage will be covered and you guys will have enough money to make it."
"I don't care about the money or the mortgage. All I care about is you. I don't want anything to happen to you," she cried. "I love you, Tom. Please don't leave me. Please don't die. I can't live without you. Promise me you won't die."
"I'll do my best," he said. "But it's not my decision." She smothered his face with kisses, tears streaming down her cheeks.
"I'm so sorry for everything," she said. "I've been such a horrible wife to you. I promise if you live I'll be the best wife you could ever want." He ran his hand through her hair, tears falling down his face.
"It's okay," he said. "We'll get through this just like we've gotten through everything else. Listen, don't tell the kids about the tumor. Let's see what the specialist says first, okay?"
"Okay," she said. Just then a nurse came into the room with a tray.
"I need to check your vitals and take some blood," she said. "Then we're going to run some tests."
"I'm a bit hungry," Tom said. "When can I get something to eat?"
"After we've run a couple tests," the nurse said, shooing Melinda out of the room. "You can come see him tomorrow," the nurse told her.
"I love you," Melinda said as the nurse closed the door.
The next few days went by fast. Tom was run through a battery of tests, and examined by specialists. All he was told is that they were working to see what could be done about the tumor. His parents came by nearly every day, as did Melinda. She brought the children in and they all got caught up on recent events.
"Are you gonna be okay?" his father asked one day.
"Yeah, I'll be fine," Tom said. His father nodded his head.
"Melinda and your mother are having a real hard time with all this," he said. "We'll do everything we can, though."
"Thanks, Dad," Tom said.
His boss came by and spoke with him for a bit.
"So, Melinda tells me you have a tumor," he said. "Anything to get out of work, huh?" They had a good laugh over that.
"Listen, I just want you to know that your job is safe," he said. "You've got 300 days of sick time coming, so take what you need and get well. If Melinda or the kids need anything, have them contact me, okay?"
"Thanks, boss," Tom said.
Eventually, Tom was released and Melinda drove him home. It felt good to be back in his own bed in his own home. Melinda turned out to be a wonderful caretaker and waited on him practically hand and foot.
Over the next few weeks, Tom found that he could make his way around the house, but felt a constant pressure in his head and often had to steady himself before moving. Sometimes the headaches got so bad, he could hardly function, and he frequently had dizzy spells.
The specialists had run him through constant tests, and took several scans of his head to monitor the progress of the tumor. There still was no word on whether or not it could be removed.
One night, he sat down with Melinda.
"We need to talk," he told her.
"About what?" she asked.
"There's one thing we need to deal with," he told her.
"Jake?" she asked. He nodded his head.
"Yes," he said. "Is he still trying to contact you?"
"Yes, he is," she said.
"Okay," he said. "I have an idea and I need to do this now while I can still function, but I'll need your help. Are you up to it?"
"Of course. I'll do anything, Tom," she said.
"Here's my plan," he said...
...
Two weeks later, he was sitting in the bar just around the corner from the house, nursing his drink while watching the video feed on his tablet. The PI he had originally hired did an excellent job setting up cameras in the front room and the bedrooms. The system he used live-streamed everything to a cloud server, which Tom could access from anywhere provided he had internet.
If everything worked out, tonight would be the end of the whole fucked-up situation with Jake. The children were at his parents house and Melinda was at home by herself. But Tom knew she wouldn't be alone for very long.
Jake rang the doorbell right at 9:00 pm, just as they knew he would. Watching the video feed, Tom saw his wife take a deep breath, then answer the door. Jake barged into the room and leered at her.
"I knew you wouldn't be able to stay away from me forever," he said, eyeing her. As per their plan, she wore a short skirt and a thin t-shirt with no bra.
"This is the last time I intend to see you," she told him. "After tonight, I never ever want to see you again."
"Whatever," he said with a smirk. "Where's the wimp? Off sucking his thumb or licking his wounds?"
"He's out," she said.
"Too bad," Jake said. "I was kinda hoping he'd be around, so I could show him how a real man fucks his woman."
"I'm not your woman," Melinda said.
"You are if I say you are," he said. "Now, off with the skirt."
"Okay," she said, unzipping the skirt. She let it fall to the floor, revealing her locked chastity belt.
"What the fuck is this?" Jake asked.
"It's my chastity belt," she said. "And it's locked."
"Unlock it, goddammit," he said. She shook her head.
"Can't," she said. "Tom has the only key."
"What?" he asked. "You let your husband lock you up in one of those things? Why, that's abuse." She smiled.
"No," she said. "I locked myself up and happily gave him the key. And if you look closer, you'll see that my pussy is his property. Exclusively."
"Well, we'll see about that," he said, pulling out a knife. Tom was shocked -- it wasn't supposed to happen like this. They had hoped that the police would be monitoring the ankle bracelet and would have responded by now. The knife changed everything.
He had seen enough and shut down the tablet. It only took him a few minutes to pull up to his house. Opening the glove box, he pulled out his .45 caliber semiautomatic pistol, inserted a fully-loaded magazine and slammed a round in the chamber. He got out of the car, making sure he didn't slam the door shut and made his way to the front door.
Looking in the front window, he could see Melinda on the couch, begging for her life as Jake swung the knife around haphazardly as he threatened her. He took a deep breath and opened the door, the pistol behind his back.
As he opened the door, Jake looked at him, his eyes filled with hatred.
"Well, well, look what the cat dragged in," he said, pointing the knife at Tom.
"Get out of my house," Tom said.
"Or what, wimp?" Jake asked, waving the knife. "Maybe I'll cut your heart out and feed it to your wife. Yeah, that's what I'll do." He lunged at Tom, but only got a couple feet before Tom pulled the pistol from his back and aimed it. He had a hard time, as his vision got blurry and he saw two Jakes. He hoped he was aiming at the right Jake and pulled the trigger, twice.
The two rounds hit Jake in the center of his chest and knocked him across the room, where he laid in his own blood, lifeless. Tom's head felt like it was splitting and his vision went fuzzy. The last thing he remembered was the floor coming up to meet him.
...
For the second time in two months, Tom woke up in a hospital bed. This time, it was quite different. He could hear a ventilator and monitoring devices beeping. The room was completely dark and he was unable to move. He also felt the pressure from bandages on his head. A nurse came into the room and adjusted something next to his bed and he fell back to sleep.
The next time he woke up, it wasn't quite as dark and the room was full of nurses and other medical types. An older man dressed in a medical smock examined him briefly, then smiled. The ventilator was gone, but his throat felt sore and his lips were dry.
"How are you feeling, Mr. Wheeler?" the doctor asked. Tom tried to talk but couldn't. A nurse gave him an ice chip and he sucked on it so he could talk.
"Like hell," Tom croaked. The doctor laughed.
"That's normal," he said. "You'll be happy to know we were able to remove your tumor. All that's left is for you to rest and heal up. Your family will be notified, and I'm sure they'll want to come see you. In the meantime, I want you to rest, okay?"
"Okay," Tom managed to say. A nurse put something in his IV and he fell back to sleep.
The next time he opened his eyes, he saw Melinda and the doctor. Melinda was smiling as the doctor examined him.
"What happened?" Tom asked.
"Well, the paramedics brought you in a few days ago, and we decided that it was time to see what we could do about that tumor," the doctor said.
"I thought it was inoperable," Tom said.
"Well, it might have been if we had waited another month or so," the doctor said. "Still, it wasn't easy. You'll be with us for a bit, so just rest for now, okay? I'll be back after a while." Tom watched the doctor leave and turned his attention to Melinda.
"How are you doing?" he asked. She kissed him on the cheek and ran her hand over his face.
"Better now that you're awake," she said.
"What happened?" he asked.
"The police came a couple minutes after you shot Jake," she said. "He's dead, by the way. The ambulance came and brought you here while the police processed everything at the house. I told them what happened, and showed them the video. They ruled it a justifiable homicide and said it was in self defense, so you're in the clear. The kids are with your parents, by the way. I didn't want them to see the house until it was all cleaned up."
"Good idea," Tom said.
"I hope you don't mind, but when I got here, the doctor said they needed to get you into surgery right away," she said. "I took care of all the paperwork."
"Thank you for that," he said. Just then, there was a knock at the door.
"Come in," Tom said. The door opened and an older man in an expensive suit came into the room.
"Tom Wheeler?" the man asked.
"Yes," Tom said.
"I'm sorry to intrude on you like this," the man said. "My name is Malcolm Winthrop. I'm Jake Winthrop's father."
"Judge Winthrop?" Tom asked.
"Yes," the older man said. "Please, call me Malcolm. I just wanted to stop by and apologize for what my son did to you and your wife. I've seen the reports and I know what you did was in self defense. I want you to know that I don't blame you for what you did. I would've done the same thing myself. I wanted to personally give you something." He reached inside his jacket, pulled out an envelope and handed it to Melinda.
She opened it and saw a check for five million dollars. She showed it to Tom, who was shocked.
"This really isn't necessary," Tom said.
"Actually, it is," Malcolm said. "What my son did to you two was completely unforgivable. I've bailed him out so many times over the years it isn't even funny. If I had known half the crap he did, I would've put him in jail myself. Besides, it's from his trust, so yes, it's necessary. I want you to please accept this along with my personal apology."
"Thank you," Tom said. "We accept. I'd shake your hand, but I'm a bit restrained at the moment. Is there something you want from us in exchange for this?" Malcolm smiled.
"No, Mr. Wheeler," he said. "Just get well."
"I will," Tom said.
"Good day," Malcolm said before leaving the room. Tom looked at Melinda, shocked.
"Well, I guess we don't have to worry about sending the kids to college," he said.
"No, we don't," she said.
"Maybe after I recover from this, you and I can take a nice cruise and enjoy a second honeymoon," he said.
"Really?" Melinda asked, tears falling down her cheeks.
"Really," he said. "That is, if you want to."
"Oh, yes," she said. "I want to so much. Can I have my rings back?"
"I don't know," Tom said. "Maybe a fresh start would be better with a new set of rings." She squealed and hugged Tom. "And of course, a fresh start means a new set of rules."
"Like what?" she asked.
"Like, no more secrets, ever," he said. "No matter what it is, no matter how bad, no more secrets. I won't be so nice the next time around."
"No more secrets," she said, kissing her husband.
...
I considered several possible endings for this story, but decided to go with this. Perhaps over the next few weeks, I'll submit some alternate endings...
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Kate's Date

Many thanks to those who offered comments and constructive criticism on my previous stories. For those who want to say this or that would never happen, remember this is my universe, a place where nearly anything can, and often does, happen. At least on paper...

Please refer to my profile for more on my personal policy regarding comments, feedback, follows, etc. (Yes, I moderate comments) And please remember, this is a work of fiction, not a docu-drama...

How long does it take to completely screw up a 22-year-long marriage? Not very long. I watched the flashy sports car take off down the road and something told me this would be the last time I would ever see her. How could she possibly do this, I asked myself. After 22 years -- more if you consider we were high school sweethearts four years before we married.
My name is Ron Nelson, and I thought I'd grow old with Kate, the woman who just took off down the road in the company of one Jake Greene. But I guess it just wasn't meant to be.
I won't bore you with all the details of how we met, dated and fell in love. I will say I was smitten with her the first time I saw her at the vending machine in our high school. She wore a knee-length dress that showed her toned legs, but it was her eyes that first caught my attention. We struck up a conversation at the machine and we just clicked.
We dated all through high school, and celebrated our 18th birthdays by surrendering our virginity to each other. She was the only woman I had ever been with and up until tonight, I was the only man she had ever known in the biblical sense.
We got married shortly after graduation and settled into married life. She had been working for Walmart since she was old enough to work, so she stayed there, since she liked what she did. Thanks to my father's connections at the plant where he worked, and my aptitude with computers, I got a job as a helpdesk technician in the company's IT department.
It was pretty good work, and I made a fairly decent wage. On top of that, the company paid for my college education, so I took night classes and got my networking degree in about three years. At the same time, I got a number of certifications.
Kate stayed with Walmart and was working her way up the ladder. We weren't rich by any stretch of the imagination, but we did alright.
We had two children early on. Our daughter, Linda, was born about a year after we married, and our son, Greg, was born about a year after that. Greg's delivery was pretty rough, so Kate had her tubes tied when he was born, saying we had done our bit to perpetuate the human race.
We had what you might call a fairly typical life. We loved each other dearly and we loved our children. Sure, we had issues like every family does, but we managed to work through them. Kate was a wonderful wife and mother and I did everything I could to be the best husband and father possible.
A few months after Greg was born, Kate decided to go back to work. I was concerned about the cost of child care, but her parents and mine graciously stepped up to watch over the children as much as they could.
After Greg turned one, we realized there just wasn't enough room for all four of us in that little two-bedroom apartment, so we worked out our budget and realized we had enough to put a nice down payment on a house. So we went out and bought a fairly new three-bedroom ranch home with a full unfinished basement and a two-car garage.
And that's where we've been ever since. Life was good, or at least, it seemed that way to me. We did all the things married couples with children do -- games, recitals, you name it. We even did the PTA thing. We decided early on that Fridays would be our night out, so the kids would spend the night with one set of grandparents or the other and Kate and I would go out to enjoy each other and reconnect.
Eventually, the children graduated from high school -- the same one Kate and I had attended, by the way. Linda decided she wanted to be a doctor, so she went to college after she graduated. Greg enlisted in the Marines after he graduated.
After Greg went to boot camp, I took Kate on a cruise to the Caribbean to celebrate our 20th anniversary. Things started going south about six months later.
I noticed Kate seemed a bit moody and uncommunicative at times. I did everything I could to lift her spirits, but it seemed as though her mind was always somewhere else. I reached out to her to find out what was on her mind, but she would always dismiss my concerns.
Like most couples our age, sex had also dropped off quite a bit. When we first married, it seemed like we did it every single day -- sometimes two or three times a day.
Of course, things dropped off a bit after the kids were born, but we still enjoyed each other about three times a week. Lately, though, it seemed like that had dropped off to about three or four times a month. I didn't push the issue much, and chalked it up to age. Both of us, after all, were now pushing 40.
The last six months, though, it seemed like we didn't do very much at all. Sure, we went out on Friday nights, but it seemed like Kate always had a headache or something that caused her not to want to have sex.
Then it happened -- the night that changed my life forever.
I came home at my normal time. By now, I worked as the head network administrator for the company, and Kate worked as a regional manager. I came home one Friday, having just bought a bouquet of flowers, and hoped to have a nice evening out with her.
When I went into the bedroom, I noticed she had put on a very nice black dress that showed a lot of leg and a lot of cleavage. She had just put on a new set of earrings I had bought for her a couple months ago.
"You look good enough to eat," I said. "Where are we going?" She looked down before she answered.
"We're not going anywhere," she said quietly.
"What?" I asked. "What do you mean, we're not going anywhere? This is Friday, we always go out on Friday nights. And you're all dressed up. What's going on?"
"I said, WE'RE not going out," she said. "But I am."
"Wait, what?" I asked, shocked. "What do you mean, you're going out without me?"
"Yes," she said quietly. "I... I have a date."
"WHAT!?" I exclaimed. "You have a date? You mean, like with another man?"
"Yes," she said.
"And you expect me to just be alright with this?" I asked.
"It's just one date," she said. "I need to do this, just one time. Then we can go on with our lives."
"I suppose you intend to have sex with this man," I said.
"Probably," she said.
"No," I said. "This is totally unacceptable. I won't allow it."
"Look, Ron," she said. "You're the only man I've ever been with. I just want to experience someone else just once before, you know, we get too old. It's only one date. It doesn't have to affect us."
"It already has," I said. "Who is this guy, by the way?"
"His name is Jake Greene," she said. "He works in the regional office with me."
"Have you slept with him already? Do you love him?" I asked. She shook her head.
"I don't love him and we haven't done anything yet," she said. "We've been out for lunch a lot these last several months, but we've never done anything. Honest, Ron, I just need to get this out of my system. After tonight, we can move on with our lives."
"No, you're wrong, Kate," I said. "I'm here to tell you if you go through with this, we're finished. I will not be your willing cuckold."
"But it's just one date," she said. "Surely you love me enough to let me do this just once."
"Is that what Jake told you?" I asked.
"Yes," she said. "He told me that if you really love me, you'd let me do this just once. He said that you wouldn't jeopardize 20 years over a single date."
"I'm not the one jeopardizing anything," I said. "And I promise that if you go through with this, our marriage is over."
"You'd throw away 22 years over a single date?" she asked.
"Like I said, I'm not the one throwing away 22 years," I said. "You are. I've never once even thought about another woman and I sure as hell have never cheated on you."
"I wouldn't be cheating, either," she said.
"What?" I asked. "You just got finished telling me you were going to screw this guy. How is that not cheating?"
"Because I told you beforehand," she said. "I would never do anything behind your back."
"You've spent the last several months with this guy behind my back," I said. "You let him get into your head and the two of you planned this night out. You think that just because you told me you're going to screw him that's not cheating?"
"It's not the same thing," she said. "Look, Ron, it's only one date. That's all. You and I have been together over 20 years. You owe it to me to let me do this."
"I owe it to you?" I asked. "Are you kidding?"
"Please, Ron," she begged. "I promise it's only the one date." I shook my head in disbelief.
"You're determined to do this, aren't you?" I asked. She nodded her head.
"Yes," she said. "It's only the one night. Then it'll just go back to being the two of us." Angry, I reached out, took her left hand and yanked her rings off.
"What are you doing?" she asked.
"What do you think?" I asked. "I've given you my entire life, and this is how you repay me? Screw that. I'll not have you spoil the rings I gave you."
"But..." she began.
"But nothing, Kate," I said. "I promise that if you go through with this, you'll not be welcome back into this house."
"That's where you're wrong," she said. "I'm going to do this, and there's nothing you can do to stop me. Now, get out and let me get finished. He'll be here any time."
"What?" I asked, shocked. "You invited him here so you can rub my nose in your infidelity?"
"He's picking me up," she said.
"You're not letting him into this house, Kate," I said. "And I mean what I said. If you do this, you may as well stay gone."
"What are you going to do?" she asked, defiant.
"I'll go see a lawyer about a divorce first thing in the morning," I said. "Then you can fuck Jake to your heart's content."
"But I don't want a divorce," she said.
"Tough shit," I told her. "You made your choice, now you get to live with it." I took my ring off and set it down on the dresser, hoping she would get the message. Then I stormed out of the room.
About a half hour later, she came out of the bedroom, dressed to the nines. I fought to keep from crying. My whole adult life was getting ready to walk out the door. I heard a car horn out front and realized it was her date. Kate walked to the door and looked back one last time.
"I promise, after tonight, I'll be all yours," she said. "Don't wait up. I probably won't be back till tomorrow."
"Kate," I said. "I meant what I said. If you walk out that door, we're finished. You won't have a home to come back to."
"I'm sorry, Ron," she said. "I have to do this. I'll be back tomorrow." With that, she left.
After the sports car left, I locked the door, grabbed some trash bags and headed into the bedroom. I tossed her things into the bags, not caring if anything got broke or ruined. I grabbed our wedding albums and tossed those into the bags as well. Everything got crammed into her car. By then, it was about 11:00 pm, so I decided to deal with the rest of her crap later and sat down in the front room with a beer.
I ended up falling asleep on the couch, having consumed several beers. About three hours later, I awoke to the doorbell ringing. I got off the couch and opened the door to see two police officers.
"Ronald Nelson?" one of the officers asked.
"Yeah, that's me," I said. "What can I do for you officers?"
"Are you married to a Katherine Nelson?" he asked.
"At the moment," I said.
"Sir, your wife is in critical condition at Mercy Hospital," the officer said. "She was hurt in an automobile accident."
"What?" I asked. "What happened?"
"According to the report, the car she was in got t-boned by a speeding truck," the policeman said.
"What about the other person she was with?" I asked.
"Jacob Greene?" the officer asked. "I'm sorry, sir, but he was pronounced dead at the scene."
"Crap," I said. I wanted to get my pound of flesh from both of them, but I didn't want to see Kate get physically hurt. I never met Jake, but I felt a bit of satisfaction knowing that he paid a heavy price for seducing my wife. "Alright," I told the officers. "Let me get showered and changed and I'll head over to the hospital."
"Very well, sir," the officer said. "Again, I'm sorry."
"Thank you," I said as the officers left. I headed into the master bathroom, showered and changed and left for the hospital.
When I got there, I inquired about Kate's location and was directed to the ICU. I checked in and was told to wait for the doctor. After sitting in the waiting area for about an hour, a doctor in a green medical smock came out.
"Mr. Nelson?" he asked. I stood and shook his hand. "I'm Dr. Abernathy. I'm the doctor who's been taking care of your wife, Katherine. Can we talk for a few minutes?" I let him lead me into a small room with a table and four chairs. He closed the door and I began to suspect the worst.
"How's my wife?" I asked him.
"Not good," he said. "There was a lot of damage, a lot of internal bleeding. We did everything we could, but I'm afraid she may not make it through the night. You may want to contact the family." I knew what that meant -- she was dying. I nodded my head, numb with shock and anger.
"Thanks, doctor," I said.
"You're welcome, and please accept my condolences," he said, shaking my hand. After he left, I called her parents and mine, passing on what the doctor told me. They said they would be right over. I thought about calling the kids, but realized there was no way they could get here tonight. I decided to call them after I spoke with the parents.
I finally found Kate's room and looked in on her. She was covered with bandages and I could see the IV drips in her arms. A tube went down her throat and they had installed a nasal canula to help her breathe. Tears ran down my face as I looked at her, hooked up to all those instruments.
I sat next to her and held her hand. About a half hour later, our parents showed up.
"What happened?" her father asked me. What do I say, I asked myself. Do I tell them she was on her way to fuck her date for the night?
"She was in a car with one of her work colleagues," I finally said, deciding to spare them any additional pain. "From what the police told me, they got hit by a truck. The other person was killed."
"Oh my God," her mother said, tears streaming down her face. "Is she going to make it?"
"The doctor said she may not make it through the night," I said, prompting more tears. "I need to call the kids, so you may want to say your goodbyes," I said, stepping out of the room.
I called Linda first and gave her the news. I knew she couldn't make it since she was on the west coast. After she calmed down a bit, she made me promise to keep her informed about Kate's condition. Greg was just as upset and I made the same promise to him. After speaking with the children, I went back into Kate's room. All four of our parents were doing their best to keep it together, but I knew it wasn't easy for them. Finally, I saw Kate open her eyes. I walked to her side and took her hand.
She looked up at me, sadness in her eyes. I saw her lips move, but heard no sound. As I bent down to hear her, I saw a tear slide down her cheek. Then I heard the equipment she was hooked up to sound off. Looking up, I could see she had flat-lined. I knew at that moment she was gone for good. I gave her a kiss on the cheek and stepped back as the room filled up with medical personnel.
The five of us stood in the hallway as they did their work. Finally, Dr. Abernathy came out and gave us the news. She was gone -- dead. We cried and hugged each other for a while.
"Let us know if there's anything we can do, son," my father said as they left.
"Thanks," I told him. After they were gone, I sat in the hallway, processing everything that just happened. If I had been more insistent, perhaps she would still be alive, I thought. We might have ended up separated or divorced, but at least she would still be alive.
Epilogue:
The funeral went well, I thought. The pastor gave a nice speech and Kate was eulogized as a loving wife and mother. Greg got emergency leave from the Marines and showed up in his dress blues. Linda was there as well. There were plenty of tears and condolences to go around.
I had managed to get a copy of the police report and read that Jake and Kate had just left a night club. The report didn't say, but I suspected they were on their way to a hotel for the night. According to the report, Jake's neck was broken when the truck hit them and the officer noted that his trousers were open.
Kate's body was slumped over and it appeared her head was in his lap when the truck hit. It was pretty obvious what was going on when the accident happened. A piece of his penis was found lodged in her mouth when they pulled her from the wreckage.
A couple days after the funeral, Greg reported back to duty and Linda came to sit with me on the couch.
"Dad," she said. "I hope you don't mind, but I read the police report. What was Mom doing in that car with that guy?"
"Ending our marriage," I told her.
"That bitch. You never said anything to anyone about it," she said. "How come?"
"I didn't want anyone to remember her that way," I said.
"What are you going to do now?" she asked.
"I don't know," I said. "I'll probably stay here, redecorate the place. Maybe turn it into the mother of all man-caves. It'll give me something to do."
"Just don't turn into a bitter old man, okay?" she asked. "There's lots of fish in the sea, you know."
"So I've heard," I said. "I just don't think I'll ever meet anyone like your mother. It's going to take a while to get over this."
"I understand," she said. "Just take care of yourself, okay? Mom would want you to find someone, you know."
"I guess," I said.
It took a long time for me to get over what Kate had done. I spent the next couple years redecorating and painting the place until I had finally exorcised it of Kate's presence. I had met and dated a few women, but none of them struck my fancy, and I wasn't sure I could trust any of them.
I finally met a woman at a conference I attended in Seattle that caught my eye. Her name is Carmen, and like me, she's widowed. We spent a couple evenings together and stayed in touch. One day, she called and said she was being transferred to my city, so we spent some time together and I let her stay in the house while she looked for a condo of her own.
We dated for about a year before I decided it was time to make a move. I'm not sure what's going to happen, or even if she'll accept my proposal, but I figure I'll never know unless I ask.
"Go for it," I heard a female voice whisper in my ear. I looked around and saw nothing, but a chill went up my spine. Could it be...
Nah, I said to myself. That stuff only happens in stories...
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...

Your eyes flit from left to right as you drive down the tree-lined country road, looking for any signs of danger. You look ahead as the headlights pierce the inky blackness of night. There's a signpost up ahead. You've just entered... The Cheating Zone.
(Cue dramatic music.)
...
"Are you two sure this is what you want?" the older man said as he held the paper in his hands. He took off his reading glasses and considered the young couple across the desk from him.
"Yes, we are," Zach Greenley said, looking at his fiance, Tabitha Jones, "Tabby" to her friends and family. She smiled as she looked at her man, nodding her head in agreement. The older man shook his head.
"This is... very unusual," he said. "I can't ever recall vows like this being spoken in this church."
"Is there a problem with them? I mean, legally," Tabitha asked.
"Well, technically, no," Pastor Bob said, putting the paper down on his desk. "I personally don't have a problem with them. It's just that, well, there are some who might take offense at this. You know how easily some people can be triggered these days."
"But they're not illegal, right?" Zach asked.
"It's not that they're illegal, per se," Bob said. "It's just that we could get into serious trouble with the State Church Commission if someone reports it. We could lose our non-profit status and face monitoring by the state."
"But what if we have a small ceremony?" Tabitha asked. "You know, just close friends and immediate family."
"That might work," Bob said. "Let me consult with the elders and see what they say. We may have to consult with the regional directors as well. Don't get me wrong. I think what you two want is commendable. It's just, well, you know. People talk, and sometimes things get out of hand."
"Please, Pastor Bob," Tabitha said. "Do what you can. Zach and I have always wanted to get married in this church." The older man smiled and nodded his head. He had known them all their lives. He remembered the day when he baptized them right here in this sanctuary. They were such beautiful babies. And here they are now, all grown up and ready to take the most important step in their lives.
"I will, Tabby," he said. "Don't worry, we'll make this work. One way or another."
"Thanks, Pastor Bob," she said. "It would mean so much to both of us."
"One last thing," Bob said. "Have you two been to the county yet?"
"You mean for our license?" Tabby asked.
"Yes," Bob said.
"Not yet," she said.
"Alright," he told her. "I'll call and set up an appointment for you. You know that you'll need to go through the mandated counseling session."
"Yeah, we know," Zach said.
"I'll arrange for that and give you the date," Bob said. They said their goodbyes and Bob Hastings watched as they left, hand-in-hand. He knew they were meant to be together and he wanted their wedding to be memorable. But he was also concerned about the vows they wanted spoken, and the way they wanted to be referred at the end of the ceremony. It was all highly unusual, and could cause a firestorm of controversy. He sighed and picked up the phone.
...
"So, where are the two lovebirds?" Megan Morrison asked as she set her cup of tea down.
"They're off to see the pastor about their wedding," Linda Jones said.
"I'll bet you're so excited to finally see them get married," Megan said. "How are things going so far? I'll bet you and your husband are going nuts with all the planning."
"We are excited," Linda said. "I had hoped for a huge community party, but Tabby says she wants something a bit more traditional."
"Oh?" Megan asked. "How traditional?"
"Just something small," Linda said. "Cake, champagne, a light dinner. Maybe a band with some dancing. That sort of thing."
"How boring," Megan said. "What about the bachelorette party?"
"She really doesn't want much," Linda said. "Maybe a small gathering for tea with friends."
"What?" Megan asked, shocked. "Tea? No strippers? No alcohol? What's wrong with that girl?" Linda laughed.
"I don't know," Linda said. "She says she wants to be wide awake and squeaky clean on her wedding night for Zach."
"That's just not normal," Megan asked. "Don't tell me she's still a virgin?"
"Yeah, she says she is," Linda said. "Zach, too."
"At their age?" Megan asked, shocked. "How can that be?"
"I don't know, but she says they are," Linda said. "Doesn't even want a normal bachelorette party. It's downright scandalous. I remember my bachelorette party. God, there were so many dicks I lost count. I must've had a couple dozen orgasms that night. At least that I can recall."
"I know what you mean," Megan said. "I must've swallowed a gallon of cum during my party. My pussy and ass were sore for a week."
"That reminds me," Linda said. "Are you and George going to the big party at the VFW this weekend?"
"Of course," Megan said. "We wouldn't miss it for the world. What about you and Mike?"
"We'll be there," Linda said. "In fact, I plan to win the contest again this year, just like last time. By the way, did you see the notice they sent out?"
"Yeah, I did," Megan said. "No condoms allowed. Promises to be a wild party."
"Yes it does. I can't wait," Linda said.
"Me neither," Megan said, giggling. "And I know George can't wait either." Linda giggled with her friend.
...
After their meeting with Pastor Bob, Zach and Tabitha went to the local Sonic for a hamburger and a Coke. They placed their order and sat in the car waiting for their food to be delivered. Zach looked at his fiance.
"Are you okay with all this?" he asked her.
"You mean, waiting till our wedding night?" she asked.
"Yeah," he said. "That, and the vows and everything." She leaned in and kissed him on the cheek.
"I'm more than okay with it," she said. "I wouldn't have it any other way." He smiled at her before speaking.
"Neither would I," he said. Just then, their food was delivered and they began eating. "How are your folks taking it?" he asked between bites.
"They're not too happy," she said. "I think Mom wanted me to follow in her footsteps, so to speak."
"My Dad's the same way," Zach said. "He keeps showing me these videos he took of Mom."
"Your Dad has videos?" Tabitha asked.
"Yeah," Zach said. "He says he's going to submit them to the Porn Channel. You know, for their 'Amateur Hour.' He claims there's nothing like going in after someone else."
"Ewww," Tabitha said.
"My thoughts exactly," Zach said. "Seems pretty gross to me."
"That's because it IS gross," she said. "I will never ask you to do something like that -- ever."
"Thanks," Zach said.
"In fact, I'll never, ever let another man touch me," she said. "This is all yours, and only yours." He smiled.
"And this is all yours, babe," he said.
"Good," she said. Just then, there was a tap on Tabitha's window. They saw it was Alice McMaster, a friend who worked with Tabby's mother. Tabby rolled the window down.
"Hey you two," Alice said. "Getting ready for the big day?"
"Sure are, Alice," Tabby said. "How's things with you?"
"Just wonderful," Alice said. "Are you guys going to the big bash over at the VFW this weekend? Everyone in town will be there, you know."
"No, Alice," Tabitha said. "Zach and I plan to cuddle up and watch some old movies."
"That sounds exciting," Alice said sarcastically. "Well, I know your mother will be there, so tell her I've been practicing and I intend to beat her this year."
"I'll let her know, Alice," Tabby said.
"Good," Alice said. "See you guys around." Tabitha rolled the window up as Alice left.
"What was that all about?" Zach asked.
"Alice and my mother work together and they've been rivals at the annual VFW bash for as long as I can remember," Tabby said. "You know my mom won last year and the year before."
"I remember that," Zach said. "Are you glad we're not going?"
"Hell yeah," Tabby said. "I'd much rather spend a quiet evening at home with you any day."
"You're the best," he said, giving her a kiss. She smiled and kissed him back.
"Damn right," she said. "But you're even better." They finished their meals and Zach took her home.
...
Bob Hastings shook his head and grabbed a cup of coffee. He looked out his office window and considered the conversation he just had with the members of his church board of elders. Like him, they had reservations about performing Zach and Tabitha's wedding using the vows the two youngsters had chosen. Like him, they were concerned about what might happen if the State Church Commission received a complaint.
They suggested performing the ceremony someplace outside the church -- perhaps in a park, or at one of the parents house. Both families had fairly large homes with nice back yards, they said. Surely, they had enough room to host a small, private ceremony.
It wasn't always this way, he thought to himself. Things used to be a lot simpler. But everything seemed to have changed over the last century with the onset of what was now called the New Morality. Things had been steadily changing for years, but everything escalated rapidly within the last couple decades. Nothing was off limits and it seemed to him that people now lived by the adage of, "do as thou wilt."
Maybe it's time I retire, he wondered. He had worked at the church ever since he was ordained 45 years ago, and had served as the senior pastor for the last 25 years.
Now, at 67, he was old enough to collect Social Security and he had enough in his retirement account to keep him and his wife comfortable for the rest of their lives. Maybe it's time to let the younger generation take over, he thought. But he was determined to give Zach and Tabitha the wedding they wanted.
He arranged an interview for the couple with the county and made a note to call them, but he first needed to make one more call, and he wasn't looking forward to it. He screwed up his courage and picked up the phone.
...
Linda looked up as her daughter came in the house. She set down what she was doing and joined Tabby in the front room.
"How did it go with Pastor Bob?" Linda asked.
"It went well," Tabby said.
"What did he say about the vows you and Zach want to use?" the older woman asked.
"He said he has to speak to the board, but that he would find a way to make it happen," Tabby said. "By the way, I saw Alice at Sonic. She said to tell you she's been practicing for Saturday night and she intends to beat you this year at the VFW bash."
"That'll be the day," Linda said with a laugh. "Nice try, by the way. You're not changing the subject that fast, you know."
"Mom, I've said all I'm going to say on the subject," Tabby said.
"You're depriving poor Zach, you know," Linda said.
"Depriving him of what?" Tabby asked. "You forget, we made this decision together."
"I'm sure he would've gone along with whatever you wanted," Linda said. "Men are weak like that, you know. It's up to us women to guide them and direct them."
"Zach is not weak, Mom," Tabby said, getting a bit upset. "So, what, exactly, am I allegedly depriving him of?"
"Don't be coy with me, young lady," Linda said. "You know darn good and well what I'm talking about."
"You mean, the privilege of watching me have sex with a lot of other men," Tabby said. "The privilege of sucking their cum out of me. Is that what you mean?"
"Of course," Linda said. "That's what marriage is all about. Our men provide us with hearth and home and pay the bills. Meanwhile, we get to indulge in whatever strikes our fancy. And our husbands get the privilege of cleaning us up afterward."
"That may work for you and Dad, but it doesn't work for us," Tabby said. "Besides, didn't you say it was my body and my choice?"
"Yes, I did, honey," Linda said.
"Then it's my choice," Tabby said. "Zach is the only man who will ever touch this body. Besides, when he looks at our children, I want him to know without a doubt they're all his."
"Look, dear, just because your father wasn't the one who got me pregnant with you doesn't mean that he's not your Dad," Linda said. "He accepted you as his from the time you were born. You know that."
"Yes, I do, Mom," Tabby said. "But I can see the pain in his face when I talk to him about it. I know it bothers him, but he won't tell you."
"That's right," Linda said. "Because he knew from the beginning that it was my choice as well. And I chose for another man to get me pregnant. But that doesn't mean he loves you any less than he normally would."
"How would you know?" Tabby asked. "You never gave him a chance to have a child with you."
"And that, too, was my choice," Linda said. "And like every other man, he accepted it, just like he accepted his role in our marriage. All men do. That's the way it's always been."
"And what about diseases?" Tabby asked. "What if you picked up some horrible STD from one of your partners and passed it on to him? You know they're finding new diseases all the time."
"Please, Tabby, you know that will never happen," Linda said. "That's why we take the STD blockers. Which reminds me, I noticed you haven't been taking yours."
"That's because I don't need them," Tabby said. "I'm saving myself for Zach. And ONLY Zach. Period. End of sentence." The STD blockers had been mandated by state and federal health organizations after a wave of sexually-transmitted diseases swept the country back in the early 1970s.
Linda sighed in exasperation. Apparently, she thought, her daughter simply would not listen to reason. Maybe this was just a phase she was going through. That's it, she reasoned. Once she was married, she would accept reality, and so would Zach. She smiled inside, knowing that one day, Tabby would make a cuckold of the young man. Oh, to be a fly on the wall that night, she thought to herself.
...
Zach walked into his house and saw his father watching a video on their big-screen television. He recognized it right off -- it was from last year's gathering at the VFW where his mother took on a group of about ten men, coming in third place to Tabitha's mother, who won that year's gangbang contest.
"Hey, son," his father said as he walked into the room. "How's it hanging?"
"Okay, Dad," he said. "You watching this again?"
"Yeah," the older man said. "I love watching your mother get creampied like this. C'mon, sit down and watch it with me."
"Uh, no, thanks anyway," Zach said.
"What's the matter, son?" his father asked.
"Uh, nothing," Zach said. His father stopped the video and considered him for a moment before speaking.
"Does this really bother you that much?" he asked Zach.
"Yeah, it does, actually," Zach said. "I mean, that's mom, for crying out loud, not some random porn actress. No offense, but watching her get laid by three guys at once isn't exactly my idea of a good time, you know?"
"I understand, son," his father said. "Look, in a few years, this could be you and Tabitha. She's quite a nice-looking young girl, and you know she's gonna be stepping into her mother's shoes before long."
"I don't think so, Dad," Zach said.
"It really bothers you seeing your mother taking on other men like this, doesn't it?" his father asked.
"Yeah, it does, Dad," Zach said. "Doesn't it bother you?"
"At first it did, a little bit," the older man said. "But, she says she still loves me, and as long as she comes home to me, it's okay. Besides, I get to sow a few wild oats of my own from time to time. So it all evens out. Besides, I happen to think your mom's quite the MILF." Zach shook his head.
"I could never do that," he said.
"You say that now, but wait till you've been married a few years," his father said.
"I don't think so," Zach said.
"Have I failed you somewhere along the way?" the older man asked.
"What do you mean?" Zach asked.
"Have I missed something in raising you?"
"I don't know what you're referring to," Zach said.
"You know, I've done my level best to raise you up to be a good man," his father said. "I want you to be a good husband to your wife. You know, give her what she needs. And someday you'll have kids of your own." Zach smiled and nodded his head.
"You're the best dad a guy could want," he said. "You've always been there for me, respected me as a person. I've always felt like I could talk to you about anything."
"So, you just can't deal with the idea of being a cuckold, like every other married man on the planet. Is that it?" his father asked.
"Something like that," Zach said. "Tabby and I are so much in love with each other, and the idea of sharing with other people just doesn't appeal to us. It's nothing personal. It's just a choice we made."
"And of course, I respect you for that," his father said. "I just don't ever want to see you hurt. What happens if she decides after a few years that she wants to be with another man? Could you handle that?"
"First of all, I don't think she'll ever do that," Zach said. "We've talked about it a lot. Even made a chart with pros and cons, the way you taught me. We both made a pledge to each other to be open and honest about everything."
"Well, son, I hope it works out for you two," his father told him. "I really do. I think the world of Tabby and I know how much she means to you. I just don't want to see you hurt a few years down the road."
"Thanks, Dad," Zach said. "I appreciate that. Well, I have to get to bed, got an early day at the bank tomorrow. Goodnight, Dad. I love you," he added as he went to his room.
"Goodnight, son. I love you, too," his father said as he watched his son climb the stairs to his room.
...
That Saturday, Zach and Tabitha held each other as they sat on the couch in the basement, watching some old movies while sharing a big bowl of popcorn. His father had turned the basement into something like a family theater and they often enjoyed watching movies on the huge television mounted on the wall.
"Did you hear from Pastor Bob?" Tabitha asked.
"Yeah," Zach said. "He told me they could do a private service at the church just the way we wanted. He also got us an appointment with the county next week."
"That's what he told me as well," Tabitha said. Zach sensed something was wrong with her.
"Are you okay?" he asked. "You seem out of sorts."
"My mom's been giving me a bunch of crap because I refuse to cuckold you," she said. "She wanted me to go to the big bang over at the VFW with her and Dad, but I told them no."
"I heard the Porn Channel is broadcasting it live," Zach said. "Did you want to check it out for a couple minutes?"
"No," Tabitha said. "Not really. Why? Did you want to check it out?" He shook his head.
"I'm not really interested in seeing a bunch of people having sex," he told her.
"Good," she said. After a few minutes, she sat up and looked her fiance in the eye. "Zach, have you thought about moving our wedding up a bit? I know we have enough to get our own apartment now and I really want to be with you. You know, all the time," she said, rubbing his crotch. He smiled and looked at his lovely fiance.



"I have thought about it," he said. "What brought this on?"
"I'm really getting sick and tired of hearing my mother go on about how I should be cheating on you," she said. "That's just part of it. I can't stand to be apart from you. What do you say? We can call Pastor Bob and schedule a small service just for us and our families."
"Let's ask him tomorrow morning after church," he said. She smiled and kissed him deeply.
"I love you so much," she said.
"I love you more," he told her, returning her kiss.
...
The next afternoon after church, Tabitha walked into the kitchen, where she found her mother nursing a cup of coffee. Her eyes were red and puffy, and ringed with dark circles. It was obvious she had just gotten out of bed and she looked as though she had been put through the ringer.
"Good afternoon," Tabitha said. "I see you finally managed to get out of bed. How did it go last night?"
"I won, again," Linda said. "I think I'm getting a bit old for these all-nighters."
"Congratulations," Tabby said. "How many men did you take on?"
"I think they said 47 in all," Linda croaked. "I lost count. Anything new with you? How was church?"
"Church was fine," Tabby said. "Everybody asked how you were feeling. From what I was told you were quite the wild woman. I told them you were still in bed. By the way, Zach and I have an appointment with the county on Wednesday to get our license and do our required counseling. The wedding is set for a week from Friday, at 4:30 pm. It'll be a private ceremony with just family and close friends. I trust you and Dad will be there."
"We'll be there, dear," Linda said. "Maybe by then I won't be so sore and I'll be able to walk."
...
Zach and Tabby met at the courthouse on Wednesday, blood test results in hand. They filled out the form, paid their fee, and were directed to a waiting area for the counselor. After a half-hour wait, they were ushered into a small room that held a desk, three chairs and a very large woman who reminded Zach of the term, "battle axe."
"Have a seat," she said, her pudgy fingers pounding on a well-used keyboard. When she finished, she put on a pair of glasses and looked over some paperwork.
"So, you two want to get married," she said.
"Yes, we do," Zach said. The woman looked at him over her glasses.
"Pastor Hastings informed me you two plan to remain faithful to each other," the woman said with more than a hint of disapproval in her voice. "Is that true?"
"Yes, it is," Tabby said.
"Uh huh," the woman said. "Are you aware that the state allows for divorce on the grounds of fidelity?"
"We're aware of that," Tabby said. "Is there a problem with us choosing to be faithful to each other? It's not illegal."
"No, it's not illegal," the woman said. "But it is highly irregular. Tell me, how many sex partners have you two been involved with?"
"None," Tabby said, causing the woman to look at her sharply.
"Same here," Zach said. The woman looked at both of them, shocked.
"You mean to tell me that neither of you have engaged in sexual intercourse with anyone?" she asked. "At your age? I find that very difficult to believe."
"But it's true," Tabby said. "Zach and I have always been close and we decided a long time ago to wait until our wedding night."
"Are you two part of some kind of religious cult?" the woman asked, her brows furrowed.
"No," Zach said. "We've attended the First Community Church all our lives. This is something we chose to do."
"Well, I've known Bob Hastings for years and he's a good man," the woman said. She looked hard at Zach before speaking again. "You do realize that Ms. Jones has every right to take as many sex partners as she chooses, right?"
"I know," Zach said. She looked at Tabitha before speaking again.
"And you know that Mr. Greenley can have as many partners as he chooses?" she asked.
"Yes," Tabby said. "We know all that. But we're both consenting adults and we've chosen to be faithful to each other." The woman sat back in her chair and regarded them both for a few moments before continuing.
"I trust you two are current on your STD blockers?" she asked. Zach and Tabby looked at each other before answering.
"Uh, we're not taking them," Zach finally admitted.
"And why not?" the woman asked, clearly irritated with his statement.
"Because we're not sexually active," Zach said. "I have a note from my doctor," he added, handing the woman a folded piece of paper from his pocket. She took it, read it over, then handed it back to Zach and made a note in her file.
"Very well," she said. "But if you ever plan to have sex with someone other than your spouse, you need to start taking them. Understand?"
"I understand," Zach said.
"I've looked over your resumes and finances and I don't see anything that would prevent you two from getting married," she said. "I am very concerned about your vow of fidelity, and your claim of virginity. It's not a good idea to blatantly disregard societal norms. That's no way to start a marriage, in my opinion. However, you two seem to be sincere in your desire, and it's not illegal. So, I am going to approve your license, however, I suggest you seek additional counseling. Maybe in a few years, and with the right coaching, you can start to enjoy a more normal relationship."
As Zach and Tabitha watched, the woman signed and stamped the license, then made a copy and handed it to Zach.
"Good luck, you two," she said. "Please feel free to call if you decide to go for counseling. I have a number of people I can refer you to."
"Thank you, but that won't be necessary," Tabitha said, standing up. Zach stood as well, and they bid the woman goodbye.
"God, that woman was awful," Tabby said when they got outside the courthouse.
"Yeah," Zach said. "I feel sorry for the poor guy she's married to." Tabby laughed.
"Well, at least we're legal now, so we can get our apartment and get married," she said. The next several days were a blur as Zach and Tabitha prepared for the wedding while securing an apartment of their own.
That weekend, some of Zach's friends took him to a bar where they shared a few beers and watched a mildly-erotic stage show. At first, he had no idea what they planned and felt uncomfortable going to a bar like that, but Tabitha said she was alright with it so long as there was no touching. Zach knew that her mother and some friends of hers had also planned to celebrate with her that night as well.
"Don't worry," his friend, Jeremy, told her. "He'll be just as pure as the day he was born. I promise."
"Darn well better be," she said with a laugh. "Go on, have some fun with your friends."
"Okay," he said. "And you be good tonight as well." She smiled and kissed him.
"Don't worry," she said. "I'll be on my best behavior." After Zach left his house, she got in her car and headed to the lounge where her mother had reserved a booth. When she got there, she saw that her mother was already there with Lisa, Carmelita and Gloria, three of her best friends from high school, and she spotted a few wrapped presents on the table. She got to the booth and ordered a mixed drink.
"Well, there she is," Linda said, hugging her daughter. "Let's get this party rolling."
"This is nice," Tabby said as she looked around the lounge. She couldn't help but notice the waiters and male strippers who walked around the tables, chatting up the women, when they weren't on stage. She also noticed the lounge was filled mostly with scantily-clad women who openly fondled the strippers who flirted with them. "I see there's a lot of women here," she told Linda.
"Of course," Linda said. "This is 'ladies night,' so..."
"Ahh," Tabby said. "You come here a lot?"
"Sometimes, when your father is out playing golf or something," she said. "I especially enjoy the strippers." They both laughed at that. After their drinks arrived, Linda passed the wrapped presents to her daughter. "Go ahead, dear," she said. "Open them up."
Tabby picked up the first package and tore the wrapper off. Her face turned red as she saw the 11-inch dildo inside.
"Something to help you get ready for your wedding night," Lisa said with a guilty smile.
"I'll help you with that if you're not sure how to use it," Linda said with a smile.
"I think I can manage," Tabby said. They all giggled like schoolgirls and Tabby opened the rest of the gifts. She loved them all, especially the see-through "sleepwear" with holes strategically placed to expose her nipples and crotch. They spent some time chatting about the wedding when a large, light-skinned black man wearing a bow tie and a revealing thong came to their table.
"Good evening, ladies," he said with a smile. "How are you, Linda? I haven't seen you since the VFW bash the other night."
"I'm doing fine, Jacques," Linda said. "I finally recovered, by the way." He laughed.
"Congratulations on your victory," he told her. "So, what brings you ladies out tonight?"
"We're celebrating my daughter's wedding," Linda said. "You've never met my daughter, have you?"
"No, ma'am, can't say that I have," he said. He extended a hand to Tabby. "It's a pleasure to make your acquaintance. So, you're getting married?"
"Yes, I am," Tabby said.
"Well, congratulations," he said with a smile. "If we had known that, we would've reserved a VIP room for you."
"I appreciate that, but I just wanted a small gathering," Tabby said.
"Well, to each his, or her, own," Jacques said. "If there's anything you ladies want or need, just let me know, okay?"
"Actually," Linda said, stroking the front of his thong, "there is something I'd like, if you don't mind."
"Of course," he said with a broad smile. "Anything for you, my dear. Help yourself." Linda smiled wickedly and pulled the front of his thong down, revealing a very large cock. Tabby estimated it to be at least nine inches, and it wasn't even hard. As they all watched, Linda pulled his cock out and stroked it with her hand. She turned to the other girls before speaking.
"Take notes, girls," she said. "There may be a test later." They all giggled and watched as Linda expertly took all of his hardening cock in her mouth and sucked it. Jacques put one hand on the back of her head and moaned quietly, his eyes closed. As they all watched, Linda continued sucking until he erupted in her mouth. She swallowed everything he gave her, then licked his cock clean. Smacking her lips, she pulled his thong back up and smiled at him.
"That was delicious, as always," she said. He smiled back down at her.
"I'm glad you approve," he said. "I always enjoy taking care of my best customers." He gave her a kiss on the lips and looked at the other girls. "Remember, if you need anything, just let me know."
"Well, I just might need something after a while," Carmelita said, lifting her short skirt to reveal her shaved pussy.
"Say the word, my dear, and we'll get you taken care of," he said with a wink. She smiled back as she ran a finger along her slit.
"Are you really going to, you know, have sex with that guy?" Tabby asked after Jacques left.
"Why not?" Carmelita asked with a shrug. "It's ladies night, after all. And why should those girls have all the fun?" They looked where Carmelita pointed and saw a young naked blonde getting fucked by a stripper on her table as her friends cheered her on. Another stripper came to the table and the blonde took his cock in her mouth as the first pounded her between her outstretched legs.
"Wow," Tabby said as she watched. The first stripper finished inside her pussy as the second blew a load in her mouth. Then they switched places and began again.
"That's it," the blonde growled. "Fuck me full of your cum," she said through clenched teeth before sucking the other stripper.
"See what you're missing out on?" Linda asked Tabby quietly. "That could be you."
"No, Mom," Tabby said. "That'll never be me. Please, not tonight."
"Okay," Linda said. "I'm sorry. I just hate it that you're missing out on all the fun you could be having."
"I know, but trust me, Zach is all I'll ever need," she said. They talked and drank for a bit longer.
"So, have you and Zach done the deed yet?" Gloria asked Tabby.
"No, not yet," Tabby said.
"Not yet?" Gloria asked. "You two have been together since forever. What are you waiting for?"
"Our wedding night," Tabby said.
"Seriously?" Gloria asked. Tabby nodded her head.
"Oh my God," Gloria said. "I thought the two of you would've been swinging from the chandelier by now." Tabby laughed.
"Nope," she said. "We decided we wanted to make our wedding night extra special."
"You mean, you're both still virgins?" Gloria asked.
"Yeah, we are," Tabby said.
"Wow," Gloria said. "Let me tell you about my first time," she added before telling her story. Except for Tabitha, they each told the story of how they lost their virginity.
"So, what about you, Linda," Carmelita said.
"Well," Linda began. "As you all know, Tabby's dad and I went to the same high school as you did. I was on the varsity cheerleading squad in my senior year, and it happened the night of our homecoming game."
"You had sex with a football player?" Gloria asked.
"Actually, it was all of the players," Linda said. "Some of them two or three times. We won that night, and started celebrating in the locker room. The next thing you know, it turned into an orgy."
"Did you know Tabby's dad back then?" Lisa asked.
"Oh yes," Linda said. "He was a defensive lineman back then. I don't know who enjoyed that night more, me or him. Anyway, I learned two things that night."
"What's that?" Gloria asked.
"First, I learned that I loved being made airtight," Linda said, causing the girls to giggle. "And second, I knew that I would marry Mike someday."
"That's sweet," Lisa said.
"Well, I don't know about you guys, but all this talk about sex is making me horny, and I did promise my husband I would bring something back," Carmelita said, standing up. She unzipped her skirt and let it fall to the floor. "If you guys don't mind, I just have to get fucked." Linda laughed.
"Go for it, girl," she said. Carmelita smiled and motioned to Jacques with her finger. He smiled, nodded his head and made his way to their table.
...
The next morning, Zach woke up with a pounding headache. He remembered most of the night, right up to the point where Jeremy put him in the car and helped him in the house. As drunk as he was, he knew that all he had done was watch.
After he relieved himself, he got a call and saw it was from Tabitha.
"Hey," he said when he answered the phone.
"Hey yourself," she said. "What time did you get home?"
"I don't remember," he said. "It was pretty late. How about you?"
"About 1:30 in the morning," she said. "Did you have a good time?"
"Yeah, I did, and I was a good boy, except for maybe getting drunk," he told her.
"Yeah, that's what Jeremy said," she replied.
"So, did you have a good time?" he asked.
"Yeah, it was fun, and they gave me some rather interesting presents," she said. "And yes, I was a good girl. Although I have to admit I got a bit horny watching everything that went on."
"Think you can manage for a few days?" he asked her.
"I think I can manage," she said. "Don't forget, we have a lot to do yet, so I'll be by in a couple hours and we can go out, okay?"
"Yeah, okay," he said. "Just let me get this jackhammer out of my head."
"Okay, sweetie," she said, laughing. "See ya in a while."
Finally, everything got done and the couple, along with their families, made their way to church for the happy event.
"Oh, my," Linda said as she helped her daughter into her wedding gown. "You are the most beautiful bride I have ever seen." She wiped tears from her eyes as she took in her daughter. "Zach is really one lucky man to have you. I just hope you two are doing the right thing."
"Thanks, Mom," Tabby said. "I think we are."
"You know, Zach would make such a sweet cuckold," Linda said.
"Don't even start that, Mom," Tabby said with a smile. "You know how I feel about that."
"I know, dear," Linda said. "It's just that he reminds me so much of his father."
"Listen, dear, just know that if you have any questions -- any at all -- feel free to call me, okay?" Linda asked. Tabby laughed.
"No problem," she said. "I watched all those videos like you asked. I think I have it under control."
"Good," Linda said. "Now, let's go get you married."
Zach stood at the altar with his younger brother, Ryan, who had come home from college to be Zach's best man. He had a hard time catching his breath as he watched her father, Mike, walk Tabby down the aisle. When they reached the altar, Pastor Bob asked the age-old question, "Who gives this woman to be married?"
"Her mother and I," Mike said, as he placed Tabby's delicate hand in Zach's. He shook Zach's hand and sat with Linda, who wiped a tear from her face.
The service was like most weddings until it came time for the two to exchange vows. Pastor Bob paused for a moment, then uttered the phrase, "forsaking all others until death do you part." At that, Linda fainted.
"I do," Zach said. Tabby repeated the promise when it was her turn.
"By the power vested in me by the state and almighty God, I pronounce you... husband and wife," he said, prompting another set of gasps. While not illegal, the state had encouraged churches to refrain from using gender-specific terms in ceremonies like these, but Bob was in no mood to worry about the consequences.
"You may kiss the bride," Bob told Zach. Pulling the veil from Tabby's face, Zach smiled and gave his bride her first kiss as his wife. By the time he finished, everyone was on their feet, applauding the young couple.
After the ceremony, they retreated to another room for a reception, which included a light dinner and some dancing. Toward the end of the festivities, Zach's father gave his son an envelope.
"What's this?" Zach asked.
"Just a little something for you two," he said. Looking in the envelope, Zach saw two tickets for Hawaii and another paper that showed a reservation for the two for a week. There was also a small wad of cash. After Zach showed it to Tabitha, he hugged his parents.
"Thanks, Dad," he said. "This means a lot."
"Well, we just wanted you guys to have a memorable honeymoon," the older man said. "The plane leaves about 9:00 am tomorrow morning, so you might want to give yourself time to get some sleep tonight."
Later that night, Zach held his new wife in his arms, having made love to her for the first time ever. His mind was still reeling from the experience.
"Just think, my husband," Tabby whispered in his ear. "We get to do this as much as we want from now on."
"I can certainly live with that," Zach said.
"Better yet," she said. "You're the only man who will ever get this."
"And you're the only woman who will ever get this," he said.
"Damn well better be," she said, kissing him deeply. They slept in each others arms and woke up early to catch their flight to Hawaii. Fortunately, both of them were able to take the week off so they could enjoy the trip.
After their honeymoon, they went back to their jobs. Tabby worked as an emergency room nurse, and Zach was an IT specialist for a regional bank with branches along the west coast.
Then about three months later, the nation was gripped by the coronavirus pandemic. Because of their positions, they were able to remain working, even though many others had been laid off. They followed all the guidelines and managed to remain free of the virus.
About three months later, the country began re-opening and they thought life would get back to some semblance of normalcy. But a few weeks later, the virus re-emerged with a vengeance.



This time, though, the casualty rate from the infection went through the roof. Within a few weeks, over 15 million people in the United States alone had tested positive for the virus, and over 300,000 had died.
Nothing seemed to work against this new strain, and it appeared that no measure of masking or social distancing made any difference. People had even begun wearing makeshift haz-mat suits, but to no avail.
After about a month, the casualty rate had climbed to dangerous levels. Over 30 million people in the country tested positive, and the death toll had broken the half-million mark. Zach and Tabby's parents were among those clinging to life in the hospital where she worked, and the patients kept coming.
By now, the economy had all but crumbled and the unemployment rate was the highest it had ever been. National supply lines had been disrupted worse than ever, and everyone scrambled just to keep the necessities. Things were even worse in other countries.
Scared, Zach and Tabby laid in bed and watched as the president held one of her daily pandemic briefings.
"I'd like to introduce Dr. Ron Black, a top-level researcher who is on loan to the CDC," the president said somberly. It was times like this she wished that other guy had won back in 2016, and he would've if the Electoral College was still in place.
Now, here she was in an election year, struggling with high unemployment, a ruined economy and a major pandemic. Plus, the country had been gripped with violence and rioting in a number of major cities. Making matters worse, her normally reliable allies in the media were beginning to get a bit skeptical. They were even asking her questions. She made a mental note to have a meeting with the heads of those networks.
Setting her problems aside, she glanced at her notes to make sure she had her talking points down pat, then looked at the small gaggle of reporters in front of her.
"We have been told that he and his team have uncovered some information regarding this new outbreak and we hope they will have answers for us. Dr. Black..." A young man in a suit approached the podium and addressed the reporters in the briefing room.
"Thank you, Madame President," he said before turning to the reporters and cameras. "Good evening," he began. "First off, I'd like to state what many here have already surmised. That is, the original novel coronavirus has mutated. It's not altogether unusual to see a virus mutate, however, this mutation is something no one could have imagined or predicted.
"Our research indicates this new version of the virus has become a sexually-transmitted disease. That would explain why the vast majority of those who have tested positive with this strain are adults of child-bearing age. We have also determined that the vast majority of those infected have led lives that are, shall we say, quite promiscuous," he said.
"Wait, Dr. Black," one reporter said. "Are you telling us that this is now spread through sexual contact?"
"That's exactly what I'm saying," Dr. Black said.
"But wouldn't the STD blockers the CDC has recommended for a half century prevent any infection from taking place?" another reporter asked.
"I'm glad you asked that," Ron said. "Our research indicates that the mandatory STD blockers are actually the cause of the mutation." The briefing room erupted in chaos at the announcement.
"But, Dr. Black, about 65 percent of the adult population take STD blockers," a third reporter said. "Are you saying all those adults are at risk?"
"Actually, our research suggests that over 85 percent of the adult population are on STD blockers," he said. "Not all of those individuals are sexually active, but it appears that everyone who has taken them are at a much higher risk. Naturally, being sexually active increases the chance of infection."
"Does that mean that all adults who are sexually active are at risk?" another reporter asked.
"Technically, yes," Ron said. "But our research indicates that those who are in monogamous relationships are far less likely to contract the disease than those who are more active. That number decreases significantly if STD blockers haven't been used. In fact, we have determined that for the most part, monogamous adults who have never used the blockers will, in all likelihood, never contract this new version of the virus. That doesn't mean they're immune from the original strain, however."
"What can be done to stop the spread of this new strain?" the first reporter asked.
"Two things," Ron said. "First, stop taking the STD blockers. Second, quit being promiscuous."
"You're talking about abstaining from sex, right?" another reporter asked.
"In essence, yes," Ron said. "It might be an inconvenience for some, sure, but it beats dying, don't you think?"
"Is there a vaccine being developed for this new strain?" the second reporter asked.
"We are working as hard and as fast as we can to produce one, however, we are nowhere near ready to begin human testing," Ron said.
"What's the survival rate for this new strain?" another reporter asked.
"Significantly lower than the original strain, I'm afraid," Ron said. "In addition, we have found those who have survived the infection generally suffer from other complications. A number of men who survived, for example, were found to be sterile and suffer from extreme erectile dysfunction."
"What about women?" the reporter asked.
"That's a different ball game, I'm afraid," Ron said. "We have seen everything from decreased libidos to ovarian cancer."
"How are patients being treated now?" the third reporter asked.
"For the most part, we are only able to treat the symptoms right now," Ron said. "We have found some success using readily-available medications like hydroxychloroquine, however, there is a very short window in which that can be used."
"Madame President," one reporter blurted out. "What steps are you taking?"
"Well, we're looking at a number of things," the president said. "One step is an executive order ending the mandatory use of STD blockers. I have decided to maintain the national mask mandate, and may strengthen it. I am also considering a moratorium on all sexual activity until the pandemic is over."
"How would you enforce such a mandate?" one reporter asked. The president looked at the reporter with a frown before answering.
"We have ways of making it work," she said grimly. "In addition, my administration is working with governors and members of Congress to get relief to the American people and minimize the damage to the economy. I'll have more on that in the coming days. I'm afraid that's all the time we have for today," he added. "Thank you for being here, Dr. Black, and thank you for all you're doing."
With that, Ron and the president left the podium, as reporters shouted questions. Zach muted the television.
"Damn," he said, holding his wife. "Have you heard anything about our folks? They won't let me go up to see them."
"Only that they're on ventilators and they're doing everything they can for them," she said. "They won't let me up there, either."
"Do you think they'll make it?" Zach asked.
"I hope so," she said quietly. "You know, we could've been up there on that ward with them."
"I know," Zach said. "I try not to think of that. I'm just glad we made the choice we did."
"So am I, sweetie," she said. "So am I. What else is on, by the way? All this news is making me depressed."
"I don't know," he said. "Let me take a look." He began flipping through the channels and stopped when he saw an old, very familiar black and white program.
"What's this?" she asked.
"I think it's an old Twilight Zone episode," Zach said.
"Oh, that sounds good," she said. "I always did like those old shows."
"Me too," he said. As they turned to watch, the scene changed to a grim-faced man in a dark suit, his mouth pulled back against his teeth. He held a cigarette in one hand and seemed to stare right at them.
"Imagine, if you will, a world in which infidelity is the norm. A world in which human beings live only for the next sexual high, the next toe-curling orgasm, with no apparent consequences for their actions. A world where fidelity and promises are looked down upon and ridiculed. Zach Greenley and Tabitha Jones lived in such a world, but chose to go against the grain, opting instead to live their lives, their way. All of our choices have consequences, even if we don't see them right away. In this case, the choice they made quite likely saved their lives. Consider this a public service straight from... the Cheating Zone."
With that, he winked, smiled and took a puff off his cigarette.
Fade to black...
Notes:

The concept behind this episode of The Cheating Zone came from the 1959 episode of The Twilight Zone, "Eye of the Beholder." Additionally, nothing in this story is intended to reflect actual medical opinion. STD blockers, for example, do not exist and were created solely for the purposes of this story. Also, this takes place in an alternate universe, so the president could literally be anyone. Remember, this is fiction, meaning it is not real...





        Snugglebunny Ch. 11: Remote Control

        Chris and Chloe reconnect using the Internet.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/snugglebunny-ch-11-remote-control

Title: Snugglebunny Ch. 11: Remote Control

Author: saddletramp1956

Category: Mature

Description: Chris and Chloe reconnect using the Internet.

Tags: mature, sex toy, outdoors, wife, husband, remote control, internet

Series: Snugglebunny Ch


Snugglebunny Ch. 11: Remote Control
This is the eleventh chapter in the saga of Chris and Chloe Weber. While the story can be read separately, I suggest you read the earlier chapters to understand the full context of what is happening here. It would also help to read "No Greater Love." This story takes place about 4 years after the events in "Snugglebunny Ch. 10: The Snake." For those not familiar with the earlier stories, the two main characters often refer to each other as "brother" and "sister," but there is no incest as the two are not related.

Jon and Rose Carlson are from my five-part series, "Rules."

As always, constructive comments are welcome and please remember, this is a work of fiction... Please refer to my profile for more on my personal policy regarding comments, feedback, follows, etc.

Sunday, June 5, 2044:
Chris Weber slid the box under the large master bed, hoping his wife, Chloe, wouldn't see it before it was time for her to open it. He finished packing his bags and double-checked to make sure he had everything he would need for his trip.
He had hoped Chloe could join him, but her job at the hospital made it impossible as she was preparing for an upcoming HIPPA audit. Book tours were always exhausting but he found they were more enjoyable when she could be with him. When he closed his last suitcase, he carried it down to the car and loaded it up with his hanging clothing bag.
"You about ready to go, sweetie?" Chloe asked when he came back into the house.
"Yeah," he said, wrapping his arms around the woman he had loved all his life. "I'm gonna miss ya so much. These things are never much fun when you're not with me." She smiled and gave him a kiss.
"Well, we can always talk on the phone, you know," she said. "Truth is, I'm gonna miss you even more."
"I've got a copy of your itinerary, so at least I'll know where you're supposed to be," she said.
"Are you gonna be okay?" he asked.
"I'll manage," she said. "This audit's got me running like crazy lately."
"Well, do me a favor, and call Marilyn if you need any help with anything here," Chris said. Their youngest child, Marilyn, had just graduated with her nursing degree and had just been employed by the hospital where Chloe worked. "Maybe she'll spend the night with you or something. Of course, if there's an emergency, just call me and I'll come right home."
"Don't worry, dear," Chloe said. "This isn't our first book tour, you know. I'll be alright. Of course, I'll call Marilyn if need be, but I suspect she'd rather spend her evenings with George." George Freeman, Marilyn's boyfriend since high school, had also just graduated with his engineering degree and started work at a prestigious aerospace company. The two of them had just gotten engaged and were planning to get married early the next year.
The truth was, he was more concerned about his wife. It had been a little less than four years since the incident with James Ktume, the so-called "Snake" who kidnapped her, drugged her and nearly raped her before he and his friend Ron stopped him. Chris still shuddered when he thought of that incident. That was the first and only time he had ever killed a man, and he hoped he would never have to do it again.
Chloe got through the incident okay, and the Super-E had gotten out of her system. Fortunately, Ktume was never able to finish what he had started. Chloe went through several months of counseling as mandated by the hospital, and she seemed okay on the surface.
But the incident had changed her more than most people knew. Chloe had always been an outgoing, happy woman, but something changed inside her after that. They used to make love with wild abandon whenever, or wherever, the opportunity presented itself -- in the back yard of their country home, on the hood of their car, on the small beach at the family lake house or in their swimming pool.
But that had stopped. In fact, their sex life had practically come to a complete halt. It was as if she was scared that something else would happen. On top of that, she had become somewhat skittish, a bit withdrawn and seemed to be scared of nearly everything.
He realized that age might be playing a role -- they were almost 60 years old, after all. But the change in Chloe was so drastic and sudden. He never pushed her or bugged her about it, but things reached a head one night when he rolled over in bed and put his arm around her.
She screamed as if bitten, jumped out of the bed and fled the room in a panic, locking herself in what used to be Marilyn's room. He was shocked, to say the least. That was the first time anything like that had ever happened. He thought about following her, to see what was bothering her, but decided to give her some space.
She apologized profusely the next day over breakfast, telling him she had a bad dream that night.
"I'm so sorry, Chris," she said.
"Are you alright?" he asked, genuinely concerned for her well-being. "What happened?"
"I had a bad dream about Ktume last night," she told him. "I was surprised when you put your arm around me and for a moment, I thought it was him."
"I'm worried about you," he said. "Maybe we need to seek some professional help. I get the feeling there's other things bothering you as well."
"I think you may be right," she said, taking a sip of coffee. "I've thought about it myself for a while. There's a counselor who works out of her home in town, a Dr. Rose Carlson. My insurance will cover the cost."
"I don't care about the cost," Chris said. "If this counselor will help, then maybe you should set up an appointment. Call her today, please." She nodded her head in agreement.
"I will," she said. "I'm so sorry. I didn't mean to run out on you like that."
"It's okay, dear," he said. "Just call her, okay? I love you and I'm worried about you."
"I love you, too," she said. "I'll call and make an appointment, promise."
Rose worked out of an office in her home, which she shared with her husband, Jon, an executive at a large IT company headquartered in town. Dr. Carlson insisted on meeting them both at Chloe's first appointment, so he went. He was impressed with her from the beginning and felt that if anyone could help his wife, she could.
Dr. Carlson, who preferred to simply be called, "Rose," listened intently as they told her about their lives together. She insisted they leave nothing out, so they told her as much about themselves as they could cram into the hour-and-a-half long session.
"How long have you two been married?" Rose asked.
"It'll be 42 years on September 1," Jon said.
"Wow," Rose said. "That's impressive. How long have you two known each other?"
"All our lives," Chloe said. "We were born on the same day in the same hospital, even. Our parents are good friends, so we were practically raised together. I can't tell you how many times people thought we were siblings. It got so we even started calling each other brother and sister."
"I bet that make people talk," Rose said.
"Yeah," Chris said. "Especially when they'd see us hold hands and give each other a peck on the cheek."
They talked about some of their married adventures, like the time they spent at Mardi Gras, where Chloe got pregnant with Mike, their first son, now deceased. That was back in 2009, some 35 years ago.
"You did it right there on the balcony with everyone watching?" Rose asked.
"Yeah, well, it seemed like the thing to do at the time," Chris said.
"I see you had three children," Rose said. "You already said the oldest was killed in action. What about the other two?"
"Well, Brian and his wife are in Washington, D.C.," Chris said. "They just had their second child and they're doing quite well. Then our youngest, Marilyn, just finished college and now works at the same hospital as Chloe."
They talked about their other adventures, the weekend they spent with their close friend and "sister," Amy, and many of their other pre-Ktume sexual adventures. They briefly related what happened with the "Snake," and how things had radically changed afterward.
"It sounds like you two have had quite a marriage so far," Rose said. "I can tell you guys love each other very much."
"I'd be lost without her," Chris said. Rose nodded her head.
"Well, of course, I'll do everything I can," she said. "But you've both have been through a lot. For starters, you lost your first child, and I don't know any parent who ever gets over something like that completely. You're both empty nesters and Chloe's had quite a traumatic experience with this Ktume character. This could take years to work through. It will have to be a team effort and she'll need your help. Are you up for that? Team Chloe?"
"Team Chloe," Chris said, looking at his lovely wife. "I like that. Of course, Rose, I'll do everything I can to help."
"Good," she said. "We'll get a schedule worked out then. I'd like to see you both together periodically to get a feel for how things are going if that's alright."
"Absolutely," Chloe said.
"Good," Rose said. She looked at Chris. "While you're here, I hope you don't mind, and I'm sure you get asked this a lot, but I have a small favor to ask if that's okay."
"Sure, anything," Chris said. Rose pulled a book from her shelf.
"Would you mind signing this for my husband and I?" she asked sheepishly. "It's one of our favorite books." Chris saw that it was the tribute he wrote to his son, Mike. He smiled as he took the book. He was used to this by now, so he pulled out a pen and signed the book.
"Jon will be so thrilled," Rose said when he handed the book back. "I would also like the two of you to join us for dinner sometime soon if that's okay."
"Sure," Chloe said, looking at her husband. Chris nodded his head.
"Any time," he said. They had dinner a few nights later and over time, became good friends. So good that about a year later, Jon opened up to Chris about what happened to him and the first woman he married, Sara, at the hands of a now-defunct cult.
Chris was spellbound by what Jon told him and considered writing a book about it. After doing some research to verify the story, he approached Jon and Rose with his idea, and they agreed, with some stipulations. For starters, all the names in the story were changed.
And so it was that Chris' next book, "Rules," was born. After he finished, he let them read it, made a few final changes, and submitted it for publication.
Rose's counseling sessions were having an impact on Chloe, and he could see steady progress. But after two years, things still weren't where he thought they should be. He hoped his little gift, now sitting under the bed, might help a bit.
"Earth to Chris!" Chloe said, getting her husband's attention. "It's time to get you to the airport."
"Yeah, okay," Chris said, his attention snapped back to the present. They got in the car and Chloe drove him to the international airport outside town. She stopped in the unloading zone and helped him get his things together. He took her in his arms before going inside the terminal.
"I love you so much," he said, giving her a deep kiss. She smiled up at him.
"I love you more," she said. "Now, you go knock 'em dead. Sell millions of books." He laughed at that.
"Okay," he said. "I'll call you tonight from the hotel."
"You'd better," she said. He watched as she drove off and headed into the terminal.
...
The flight to New York was uneventful. Chris stretched out in his first class seat and closed his eyes. He thought of his wife as he rested, recalling their lives together. He missed the old Chloe, the sassy, fun-loving girl who would strip naked at the drop of a hat for him.
Sure, they were older now, but they were still in good shape, thanks in large part to her diet and exercise regimen, which included kegel exercises, light weightlifting and most recently, martial arts routines. When they were younger, she insisted he join her, so he did. You'll never regret it, she had told him. And she was right.
While most of their contemporaries were fighting wrinkles, obesity and diabetes, they were still fit and trim. Sure, there was a little bit of sag and the odd wrinkle here and there, but they were still in good shape. Physically, the doctors all said they could easily live to be 100 years old and there was no reason for them to not have an active sex life.
When the airplane landed, he got off with the rest of the crowd, picked up his luggage, grabbed a taxi and headed for the hotel. He sent a text to let Chloe know he had made it and would call her from the room after he ate. He got an acknowledgment shortly afterward.
"Thanks for letting me know," she wrote. "Love you! Talk to you later."
"Love you more," he wrote back. After he got to his room, he put everything away, then headed downstairs to grab a quick dinner. He was anxious to get his wife on the phone so she could see the new toy he had bought for her.
He knew her schedule, and watched the time as he ate. By now, he thought to himself, she would be taking a shower. Afterward, she would dry and brush her hair, then don her bathrobe and grab a cup of green tea.
So he savored his filet mignon, enjoying each bite as thought it would be his last. Chloe had been after him for a while to cut down on his red meat consumption, preferring instead that he eat fish or poultry. He liked fish and poultry just fine, but there were times when he wanted REAL meat, and this was one of those times.
He finished his meal and checked the time. After paying his bill, he made his way back to his room. He pulled out his laptop and connected to the hotel's guest network and made sure he had a good connection. He fired up the software he had just installed and made sure it was working as well.
Pulling out his cell phone, he sent a text: "Getting ready to call. Get your laptop." He waited for the reply: "OK. Just got out of shower."
He opened the video messaging application on his laptop and saw her computer was online, so he called. When the video popped up, he saw his lovely wife sitting cross-legged on their bed, wearing her white terrycloth robe. God, she's so beautiful, he thought as he looked at her.
"Hi, sweetie," she said, smiling sweetly at his image on her computer. "How's New York?"
"It's still here," he said. "How are you holding up?"
"Missing you, as always," she said. "Did you have a good dinner?"
"Yes, I did, thanks for asking," he said.
"Let me guess, you had the filet mignon?" she asked.
"Yeah," he said a bit sheepishly. "It was delicious, though."
"As long as you got enough to eat," she said.
"I have a surprise for you," he said. Her face perked up at that. She liked surprises, especially when they came from him.
"Oh?" she asked. "What'd you get me?"
"Well, it's under my side of the bed," he told her. As he watched, she got off the bed and looked under it. She came back up with a box and set it on the bed.
"What is it?" she asked.
"Open the box and find out, silly," he told her. As he watched, she knelt by his side of the bed and pulled the box out. She placed it on the bed, opened it up and put the parts on the bed. He could tell she was confused until she pulled out a rather large dildo with an attachment on the base. She looked at him with a smile on her face.
"Is this what I think it is?" she asked. He smiled and nodded his head.
"Pretty much," he said. "Except this one can be controlled over the Internet." She chuckled.
"Christopher," she began. "C'mon, we're nearly 60 years old. We're way too old for this kind of thing."
"Old, my ass," he said.
"You really don't want to see me naked on this thing, do you?" she asked. "Don't you think I'm too old to play like this? I mean, we're not kids anymore."
"Is that's what's been bugging you these last couple of years?" he asked. "You think we're getting too old to have some fun together? Is that it?" She looked down before answering.
"Well, we have grandkids now," she said.
"Haven't you heard?" he asked. "Sixty is the new 40 nowadays. Or something like that. Besides, you're still the sexiest, most beautiful woman I know."
"Oh Chris," she said. "You still think of me that way?"
"Hell yes," Chris said, bringing a smile to her face.
"Well, okay, then," she said. "Tell me how to put this contraption together." He chuckled and guided her through the instructions. The base of the unit had a small tank for water that would be heated and used to warm up the phallus so it would feel more life-like. On his command, it would also squirt a small amount of warm water, giving the impression of an orgasm. He couldn't wait to see it in operation.
Once she had it all together, she stood up and looked at Chris. "Maybe I'd better put a couple towels down, just in case," she told him. He nodded his head in agreement.
"I think that's a good idea," he said. She went into the bathroom and returned with two large towels, which she put under the device on the bed.
"I don't want to ruin the bedspread," she said with a smile. "Are you ready?"
"I was born ready," he told her. She smiled and slowly removed her robe, revealing her toned, naked body to him. She may be close to 60, he thought, but her body was just as smooth and lovely as it was when she was much younger. It was times like this he truly appreciated her life-long devotion to health and fitness. He felt his manhood respond and had to adjust himself. She looked into the camera.
"Well?" she asked.
"Well what?" he asked in response.
"If I'm going to be naked, you have to get naked as well," she said.
"Fair enough," Chris said as he began to disrobe. Once he was undressed, he sat back down in his chair.
"That's more like it," she said as she got on the bed.
"Before you climb on that thing, press and hold that red button on the front until you see a blue light come on," he told her. She looked, found the button and held it as he suggested.
"What does that do?" she asked.
"It connects the device to your laptop," he said. "That way, I can can control it over the Internet."
"I get the feeling you're going to enjoy this a bit too much," she said, causing him to laugh wickedly.
"You have no idea," he said. She straddled the device and took the penis-shaped dildo in her hand so she could guide herself onto it.
"Oh my, this feels just like the real thing," she said, surprised.
"That's supposed to be the idea," he told her. As he watched, she lowered herself down, taking the entire thing inside her, gasping as she did so. He had seen her masturbate like this hundreds of times over the years and always enjoyed seeing her experience a new toy for the first time.
Her eyes closed, she began bucking up and down on the dildo.
"Take it easy," he said. "Let me do the work." She slowed down, and as she did so, he began clicking on his laptop. Suddenly, the device came to life and began moving, up and down. She groaned and began rubbing her pussy as the dildo moved inside her.
"Oh God, this feels so good," she moaned. "More. Give me more." He responded by clicking a few more icons. The device kept moving up and down, and began vibrating as it did so. She responded by rocking harder, so he increased the speed of the vibration.
"Oh my God," she moaned, rubbing her clit harder. "Harder. Harder. Please." He clicked another icon and the dildo began to get bigger inside her, causing her eyes to fly open. "Oh shit, it's growing!" she exclaimed. She bucked harder on the dildo as she rubbed herself with wild abandon.
He couldn't help himself, and took his own penis in his hand as he watched her fuck herself. They had masturbated together many times in the past, so this was nothing new for them.



"Fuck me, baby," she moaned. "Fuck your sister's pussy with this thing. Don't ever stop." He clicked another icon, and the dildo moved side-to-side as it went up and down, vibrating even harder inside her. She bucked even harder on the device and he could hear her ass cheeks as they slapped against the base.
"Fuck. Fuck me, baby, make me cum for you," she moaned. Her eyes closed, she rubbed her pussy as hard as she could. He could tell she was getting close to her orgasm, so he clicked another icon, causing the dildo to pump a small amount of warm water inside her. Her eyes flew open as she felt it squirt inside her, and that sent her over the top.
As he watched, her whole body trembled as she squirted, sending streams of juice on to the towels she had wisely put on the bedspread. Seeing her like this, he felt his own orgasm coming and grabbed the tissue he had close by. Once he had calmed down enough, he send a command and the dildo slowly stopped, returning to its original length and girth.
Chloe slowly regained her breath and climbed off the machine. Her face was red and beads of sweat rolled off her body. She looked at Chris and smiled.
"God, that was intense," she said when she finally caught her breath.
"I take it you enjoyed it?" Chris asked.
"Oh yeah," she said. "What about you?"
"I loved it," he said. "We'll have to do this again."
"You know it," she said, still catching her breath. They talked for another half-hour before finally ending the call.
"You promise to call every night you're gone?" she asked.
"Of course," he said. "Might be a bit late tomorrow, though. I have those late night interviews. But I'll call as soon as I'm done."
"That's right, I forgot," she said. "You'd better call me. And just for this," she added, pointing to the machine, "I'm going to fuck your brains out when you get home."
"That's what I'm counting on," he told her with a smile.
"I love you so much," she said.
"I love you more," he told her. "Talk to you tomorrow."
"Good night," she said before ending the call. Chris enjoyed a cigar and a drink on the balcony, then went to bed, feeling much better, knowing that Chloe enjoyed the surprise he got for her. She was more like her old self tonight.
The book tour went well. After his interviews, he criss-crossed the country, visiting a new city every day. His hand was sore from signing so many books, and he met a number of people who said they, too, had experienced abuse at the hands of one group or another.
Of course, he called Chloe every night and played with their new remote-controlled toy. He couldn't wait to get home to her.
The tour ended in Los Angeles, and he was pleased to see the book had made it on the New York Times best-seller list, and was also a hit online. On his last night, he met a Hollywood producer who said he was interested in turning the book into a movie. They exchanged information and promised to stay in touch. He had heard this before, and wondered if the man really meant what he said. Only time would tell, he thought to himself.
It was early Sunday morning when his plane landed, so he decided to grab a cab rather than call his wife and wake her up. He was surprised to see her up when he got home. She met him at the door, wearing nothing but her robe, which was open so he could see she was naked underneath.
She wrapped her arms around him and gave him a deep tongue kiss when he got to the door.
"I've missed you so much," he said. "I'm surprised you're up so early."
"How about breakfast in the back yard?" she asked with a wicked smile.
"Sounds good," he said. "What's on the menu?"
"For you? Me," she said as she unzipped his trousers. "And I'm craving some of this," she added, grabbing his cock.
"With or without ketchup?" he asked. She chuckled.
"That sounds kinky," she said. "You know me, I'll try just about anything once." She ran into the kitchen, took a bottle of Heinz ketchup out of the fridge, grabbed his hand and led him into the back yard, where she had already laid out a large blanket and a couple of pillows. My God, he thought, she's serious about this...
...
A few orgasms later, they laid in each other's arms, looking into the clear blue sky overhead.
"I needed that so bad," Chloe whispered.
"Me too," Chris said. "I have to admit, that was different. Ketchup?"
"Maybe next time, I'll try some honey barbecue sauce," she said, causing him to bust out laughing. Yes, he thought, this was the girl he married, and it was good to finally have her back. She sat on top of him, looking him square in the face.
"I love you so much," she said.
"I love you more," he answered. She reached out with one hand and wrapped a little finger around one of his. He knew what was coming.
"Am I still your Snugglebunny?" she asked quietly. Suddenly, he recalled that Christmas so long ago when he gave her that t-shirt with the goofy-looking flop-eared rabbit. The caption read, "Snugglebunny." Tears came to his eyes as he remembered when she first asked him that. They were nine years old at the time. He reached up with his free hand and cupped her face.
"You'll always be my Snugglebunny," he said.





        A Father's Justice Pt. 01

        Jilted husband deals with the man who destroyed his family.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/a-fathers-justice-pt-01

Title: A Father's Justice Pt. 01

Author: saddletramp1956

Category: Loving Wives

Description: Jilted husband deals with the man who destroyed his family.

Tags: father, daughter, divorce, cheating, wife, husband, revenge

Series: A Father's Justice


Many thanks to those who offered comments and constructive criticism on my previous stories. For those who want to say this or that would never happen, remember this is my universe, a place where nearly anything can, and often does, happen. At least on paper...
Please refer to my profile for more on my personal policy regarding comments, feedback, follows, etc. (Yes, I moderate comments) And please remember, this is a work of fiction, not a docu-drama...
Ryan Caldwell sat in the rocking chair on the porch of his old, run-down, two story house in the west Texas countryside, sipping an ice-cold glass of sweet tea. It was a hot dusty day, but it seemed like they all were in this part of the country. Still, he enjoyed the solitude and the peace and quiet that came with it.
He took another sip of his tea and lit up his second cigarette of the morning. He looked around and took note of the things that needed to be done. Then he said "to hell with it" and figured it would be there tomorrow, just like it was yesterday and the day before that. And the many other days before that. So he pulled his beat-up Stetson down over his eyes and enjoyed his cigarette.
After all, it's not like anyone ever came out to visit him. Besides, he didn't buy this place to impress anyone - just the opposite. He didn't want visitors. He just wanted to be left the hell alone. That's why he bought this place three years ago, along with the 20 acres of dirt and scrub brush it sat on.
Sure, he could afford better - much better. But the house had a good foundation and good bones. The plumbing and electrical were surprisingly in good shape and it even had cable with phone and internet. The roof was in reasonably good shape and he saw no visible signs of rot. On top of that, it suited him just fine.
So he bought the place, paying the asking price. In cash. The realtor was happy, the seller was happy to be rid of it, and he was happy to have a place he could call "home," even though it was basically a piece of crap that desperately needed a coat of paint.
His attention was suddenly drawn to a noise from his left. He turned to look and focused his one good eye on the cloud of dust at the end of his long dirt driveway. Who the fuck is coming here, he asked himself. Concerned, he grabbed the loaded 12-gauge pump shotgun leaning against the wall next to him and laid it across his lap.
He watched as the black sedan stopped in front of his house. He saw the sticker on the front bumper and knew it was a rental. A cloud of dust rolled over the car and Ryan waved his hand in front of his face to keep the flying dirt out of his good eye. The driver's side door opened and a young man wearing a white polo shirt got out.
Ryan stood with his shotgun and pumped a shell in the chamber. The young man flinched as he considered the tall, lanky man. A large patch covered his left eye and partially covered the scar that ran down the left side of his face. A full dark beard covered his lower face. Nevertheless, the man knew this was Ryan Caldwell, even though the picture he had of the man was over 10 years old.
"Are you Ryan Caldwell?" he asked nervously. Obviously, this wasn't a cop, Ryan thought.
"Depends," Ryan said. "Are you some kinda salesman? If ya are, I ain't lookin' to buy anything."
"I'm not here to sell anything, sir," the man said.
"Well then, you must be a fed, in which case, there's no Ryan Caldwell here," Ryan said.
"I work for the government, but I'm not here on official business," the man said. "It's a family matter."
"I ain't got no family," Ryan said.
"It's about your daughter, Sarah, sir," the youngster said.
"I tol' ya, I ain't got no family," Ryan said. "My daughter died over ten years ago." That wasn't exactly true, and Ryan knew it. He did have a daughter, but she had been dead to him for about 12 years now, ever since she turned 16.
"It's a matter of life and death, sir," the young man said.
"You got that shit right, boy," Ryan said. Calling someone "boy" in these parts was considered an insult and often ended up starting a fist fight. "You can either get back in that rig and get the fuck outta here or I can drop ya where ya stand."
"Sir, please," the man begged, holding a hand in front of him. "Can you just give me five minutes of your time?"
"Five minutes," Ryan said. He was curious to know what this youngster wanted, and he certainly didn't carry himself like a lawman or a fed. "Not one second more." The young man nodded his head and grabbed a briefcase from his car.
"Please, can I come up there?" he asked Ryan. "It's awful hot out here."
"Welcome to west Texas," Ryan said. "C'mon, show me what ya got." The young man scurried to the porch and Ryan pointed to a wooden chair. "You got some ID?" Ryan asked. The man pulled out his wallet and showed Ryan his license. Ryan read the name out loud.
"Robert Greene," Ryan read. "That really you?" The man nodded his head.
"Yes, sir, that's me," he said. "Everyone just calls me Bob."
"So, Bob," Ryan said. "Who do you work for? FBI? CIA?"
"I work for the Commerce Department, sir," Bob said. "I do statistical analysis."
"Commerce Department?" Ryan asked. "Statistical analysis? Sounds about as exciting as watching paint dry. What's that got to do with me?"
"Nothing, sir," Bob said. "Like I said, it's your daughter. Sarah. She's my wife." He pulled out another photo and showed it to Ryan. Ryan looked at the picture and recognized his daughter in her wedding dress. Bob stood next to her, smiling. He handed the photo back.
"Congratulations," Ryan said. "But like I said, I don't have a family. Not anymore."
"So, you don't care if your daughter dies?" Bob asked, visibly hurt and unable to fathom how a man could turn his back on his only child. Ryan looked at him before answering.
"She's been dead to me for over 10 years already," he said. Bob nodded his head, wiped a tear from his eye and started to stand.
"Alright," he said, his voice filled with sadness. "I'll let her and our son know. I'm sorry to have wasted your time, sir."
"Wait," Ryan said. Bob sat back down and looked at the older man. "What's wrong with her?" Ryan asked.
"She's in the hospital," Bob said. "She's been diagnosed with a very rare blood disorder. The doctor said if she doesn't get a bone marrow transplant soon, she'll be dead in six months." Ryan thought for a moment. His father had died from a rare blood disorder years ago. As angry as he was with his daughter, he didn't like the idea of making her son - his grandson - an orphan. He knew what it was like to lose a parent.
"And you say you have a son?" Ryan asked. Bob nodded his head and pulled out another photo, handing it to Ryan.
"Yes," Bob said. "He's three. Sarah named him Ryan, after you." Ryan's head shot up in surprise. "It really pissed her mother off, but Sarah didn't care." Ryan chuckled at that. He could just see his ex-wife's reaction to that.
"What about Sarah's mother?" Ryan asked. "Couldn't she donate bone marrow?"
"The doctor tested her, but she wasn't compatible enough," Bob said. "Said at best, it might give Sarah a few months, but that's it."
"I see," Ryan said. "So how did you find me?" he asked.
"It wasn't easy," Bob said. "It took me several months, even with the resources of the federal government at my disposal. You're a hard man to find."
"That was the idea," Ryan said. "Did you tell anyone you found me?"
"Not yet," Bob said. "I wanted to make sure I had really found you before saying anything." Ryan nodded his head.
"That was a smart move," he said. "Did Sarah tell you what happened between her mother and I?"
"She told me some of it," Bob said. "Said her mother left you for another man. Said she sided with her mother against you and you didn't take it too well. She also told me she's regretted it ever since. She tried to reach out to you. Wrote several letters but they all came back unopened." He opened his briefcase and pulled out a stack of letters, handing them to Ryan. Ryan looked at the letters, tied together with a red ribbon. All of them were stamped, "No forwarding address. Return to sender."
"Is her mother still married to Jake Knight?" Ryan asked.
"Yeah," Bob said. "But things aren't very good between them. He's abusive and we think he's been cheating on her." Ryan chuckled at the irony. The cheater getting cheated on. How delicious, he thought sarcastically.
"Why does she stay with him, then?" Ryan asked.
"Money, mostly," Bob said. Of course, Ryan thought. That's the reason she left to be with him in the first place.
"You're probably biting at the bit to ask what happened between Sarah's mom and I, aren't you?" Ryan asked.
"I am a bit curious," Bob said. "Her mother seems to think you're dead and she won't talk about it at all." Ryan handed the photo back and considered Bob for a few moments.
"Would you like to hear about it?" he asked the younger man.
"Yes, sir, I would," Bob said. Ryan nodded his head.
"This could take a bit," Ryan said. "Care for some ice tea?"
"I'd like that very much, sir," Bob said. Ryan went inside and came back with a clean glass. He poured some tea from the pitcher sitting on the outdoor table and handed it to him. "Thank you, sir," Bob said.
"First things first," Ryan said. "Call me Ryan, not sir. I don't own you. Not yet, anyway," he added with a smile. "Mind if I smoke?" he asked, pulling a cigarette from the pack in his pocket.
"Not at all," Bob said. "Mind if I join you?" he asked, pulling a pack from his briefcase. "Sarah doesn't like me to smoke in the car." Ryan smiled. Maybe this young man was worth keeping around after all. He shook his head.
"Not at all," Ryan said, lighting up. He offered Bob a light, and watched as the young man took a deep drag from his cigarette. "Let me tell you what happened."
Ryan's story:
Lisa and I were high school sweethearts. I played on the varsity football team and she was a cheerleader. God, she looked so hot in that little skirt. We were inseparable in those days. Made love for the first time after our senior prom. We were both 18 and felt it was time. I only had two dreams back then - own my own garage and marry Lisa.
When we graduated from high school, she went to college to get a business degree and I joined the Army. We planned to get married at the end of that first four years.
I ended up in combat - spent a year in Iraq and another in Afghanistan. That's when I learned I had another gift. I came back and we got married just as we had planned.
Lisa got a job with Knight Petroleum and I got a job fixing cars. I'd been doing that since I was a young man, and I was damn good at it. She started at the bottom of the totem pole at Knight Petroleum. We weren't rich by any means, but we did alright.
Sarah was born 11 months after we got married. I fell in love with that little girl the moment I laid eyes on her. Lisa took three months maternity leave and went back to work, taking little Sarah with her. The company had an in-house day care and it saved us a lot of money.
We progressed in our jobs and finally had enough to put a down payment on a house. It wasn't easy, but we managed. I still dreamed of owning my own garage so I took some night courses to learn about running a business and got ASE certified. Eventually, I became a master technician.
Lisa had also moved up at Knight Petroleum, and eventually became the personal assistant to Jake Knight, the wealthy CEO of the company. That's when the out-of-town trips began. Some of them were overseas, and I spent many weekends playing "Mr. Mom" with Sarah. I didn't mind, though. I loved that little girl.
Even with all that, I thought we had a good marriage and a good life, but I began to notice a change in Lisa's attitude. Suddenly, it was as if I wasn't good enough for her.
By then, Sarah was in high school. We were still close, but she was going through that rebellious phase that all teenagers go through, I guess.
Then one day, Lisa lowered the boom. I came home from work and noticed that she still hadn't gotten home yet. That, in itself, wasn't unusual. I began making dinner, since I had been doing that more and more lately. Finally, Lisa came home. She told Sarah to go to her room for a bit then grabbed a glass of wine.
"Everything all right at work?" I asked her. "Jake giving you a hard time?" She shook her head and sat down at the kitchen table.
"We need to talk," she said.
"What's wrong?" I asked as I sat down. She pulled something out of her briefcase and handed it to me.
"What's this?" I asked.
"Divorce papers," she said. You could have knocked me over with a feather at that point.
"What?" I asked. "Divorce? Why?"
"I don't want to be married to a... mechanic," she said, with special emphasis on the word "mechanic."
"What?" I asked. "Are you saying that after these years I'm not good enough for you anymore?" Then it hit me. "Oh my God," I said. "You've fallen in love with someone else, haven't you? You've been cheating on me. Who is he?"
"Jacob Knight," she said calmly. "And yes, we've fallen in love. I didn't mean for it to happen, but it did. And yes, we've been... together."
"You mean, you've been fucking him behind my back," I said.
"No need to be crude," she said. "But yeah, we've had sex. A lot. It's nothing personal, it's just that he can give me things you never could. And you never will."
"Nothing personal? What do you mean?" I asked.
"He's filthy rich," she said. "He's a billionaire. He's not only rich, but he's powerful. One snap of his fingers and entire governments go down the drain. You? You're just a grease monkey."
"What about our future?" I asked, dumbfounded. "What about Sarah?"
"We have no future together," Lisa said coldly. "And Sarah will be just fine. Jake's already got her enrolled in a private boarding school in the northeast. She'll be going there when we get back from the south of France in a few weeks."
"Sarah knows about this?" I asked, shocked.
"Of course," Lisa said. "She's quite excited about it."
"I'd like to hear that from her," I said.
"Whatever," Lisa said before calling Sarah back down.
"Is this true?" I asked Sarah. "Did you know what your mother planned?" Sarah looked down before answering.
"Yes," she said quietly. "Papa Jake already has everything set up. He said you'd be okay with it and he promised to buy me a new car when I turn 16."
"Papa Jake?" I asked. Sarah nodded her head.
"Yeah," she said. "That's what Mom told me to call him." I looked at Lisa, my blood boiling.
"Don't worry," Lisa said. "If you look, you'll see I'm giving you unlimited visitation, but I doubt if you'll get to see Sarah much, what with her schedule and all." I looked back at Sarah.
"And you're alright with all this?" I asked her.
"Mom said it would be best, Dad," she said.
"Did you know about your mother and Jake before this came down?" I asked her. She nodded her head again.
"Yeah," she said. "Mom made me promise not to say anything, though." I looked back at Lisa.
"How long have you been plotting this behind my back?" I asked.
"About six months," she said. "Look, Ryan, I'm not asking for anything from you - no alimony or support. All I want are our clothes and a few things, then we'll be gone. Sign the papers and it's a done deal."
"What if I decide to fight this?" I asked.
"That wouldn't be wise," she said. "Like I said, Jake is very powerful. You have no idea. He can destroy you in a heartbeat." I looked between Sarah and Lisa. Neither one could look me in the eye.
"Fine," I said. I grabbed a pen and looked over the divorce papers. She didn't want anything, not even her half of the house. I signed the papers and handed them back to her.
"Thank you, Ryan," Lisa said, taking off her rings and dropping them on the table. "I'm sorry it had to end like this."
"Just get out," I said. "Now." Sarah came over to me and tried to give me a hug, but I rebuffed her advance.
"Just go," I said. "You're both dead to me. I never want to see either of you again." Sarah jumped back, tears in her eyes. Lisa looked at me, shocked.
"Ryan," she began.
"Just GET THE FUCK OUT! NOW!" I yelled. "Tell Jake if he fucks with me, so help me God, I'll kill him where he stands." They both left the house and I never saw or heard from them again. After they drove off, I went upstairs and found that all of their things were gone. Apparently, Lisa had their stuff taken out while I was at work.
I took a few days off work and removed all traces of them from the house. Pictures, clothing, everything they left behind was put into a barrel and burned. I wanted nothing behind to remind me of either one of them.
Without Lisa's income, the bills became a challenge, so I sold the house and a lot of the extra furniture. I rented a one-bedroom apartment and lived there for a few months. I remembered seeing an article about Jake and Lisa getting married after I got the final divorce decree. The picture in the paper showed Lisa and Jake, with a smiling Sarah next to them. According to the article, Jake was planning to adopt her.
That night, I sat at a bar, crying in my beer, when Bill Johnson, an old Army buddy I hadn't seen in years, sat next to me.
"Hey, Ryan," he said. "You doing okay, man?" he asked. I shook my head.
"No," I said quietly.
"Saw the report about your ex getting married," he said. "That sucks. Wasn't that your daughter with them?"
"I don't have a daughter anymore," I told him. He commiserated with me for a while and we engaged in some small talk as we drank. That's when he hit me with his idea.
"Look, Ryan," he said. "You've got nothing holding you down here. Why don't you join up with me. I'm putting together a team for a job and I could really use your help."
"Doing what?" I asked him.
"Mostly private security," he said. "Kinda like what we did in Afghanistan, but with a much better compensation package."
"I'm kinda old for that shit," I told him. He laughed and shook his head.
"C'mon, you're the same age I am," he said. "You're still in pretty good condition. It'll do you some good to get away from this shithole for a while. A few weeks with me and I'll have you back in shape, no problem." I thought about it for a while. I had dreams, but that was back when I had Lisa and Sarah. Now that they were gone, I really didn't have much of anything, not even a dog.
"What the fuck," I said. "Okay, count me in." And that began my nine-year career as a "private security consultant," or to put it simply, a mercenary. I handed in my two-week notice, put all my stuff in storage since I would be gone most of the time and started my new life as a gun for hire.
Overall, it wasn't a bad life. I got to travel, got paid good money doing what I did best, besides fixing cars. Most of the time we actually "consulted" or trained the guys who would do the actual work, but sometimes, we had to pitch in. It was either that, or end up dead.
My last job was working for a Middle East oil sheikh who needed help dealing with what he called an "outside interest" trying to take over his oil fields to put him out of business. It was a business his family had owned and operated for years. I didn't know who this outside interest was, and frankly, didn't care.
I did my job as always, but one day the balloon went up as the fields came under an intense attack by groups of black-clad men in pickups. We fought them off but not before a nearby tank exploded after it was hit with a rocket-propelled grenade shot by someone in the back of a pickup.
I woke up sometime later, obviously, in a hospital room, with half of my head covered in bandages. I saw an IV in one arm and I felt a tube in my mouth. Before long, a nurse came in and checked my vitals. A doctor came in and looked me over before ordering the tube removed from my mouth.



That's when I learned that I had lost my left eye. I had been struck in the face by a piece of shrapnel, apparently from the tank that exploded. I was told the shrapnel would have severed my head in two had it not been for the kevlar helmet I wore. Still, I had suffered a lot of damage and the doctors put my face back together as best they could.
Except for the jagged scar that went down the left side of my face, and the glass eye in my left eye socket, there were no other signs of major damage. A couple days after I woke up, the sheikh came to visit. He told me I had been in the hospital for several weeks undergoing reconstructive surgery. They kept me in a medically-induced coma to help me heal during that time.
He also gave me a very large bonus. Apparently, the "outside interests" no longer found it viable to attack him or his oil fields directly. After that attack, the sheikh was able to negotiate terms in such a way so as to remain in business and be even more profitable than before. It turned out the "outside interest" was none other than Knight Petroleum.
"So, Jake Knight knew I was working for you?" I asked.
"It would seem so," the sheikh said. "Your courageous defense taught him that it would be better to act like a civilized man than a street thug. And for that, I am eternally grateful."
"I take it you know I have some history with him?" I asked. He smiled before answering.
"Yes, I know about him and your wife," he said, handing me a folder with a dossier. "I make it my business to know who I am dealing with. As far as he knows, you did not survive the attack. I have chosen not to inform him otherwise nor will I ever tell him. I owe you my life and my family's business, after all. Perhaps you can now go and live in peace."
"I'll do my best," I said. He smiled and we shook hands.
After a few more weeks, it was determined I could travel safely, so with the aid of the local U.S. Embassy, I was able to arrange transport home. I pulled my stuff out of storage, came here, bought this place and here we are.
Ryan looked at Bob as he finished his story.
"Damn. That sounds like something out of a movie," he said. Ryan chuckled at that.
"Look, it's starting to get late," Ryan said. "Why don't you stay the night."
"What about Sarah?" he asked.
"I'd like to sleep on it for a bit before I make any decisions. We'll discuss it in the morning," Ryan said. They went inside and Bob looked around at the empty walls and the sparsely-furnished room.
"It's like a cave in here," Bob said, his voice echoing off the bare walls.
"It suits me," Ryan said. "I don't need much. Four walls and a roof to keep the elements out. You can sleep on the couch if you want. Bathroom's just down the hall. Are you hungry?"
"I could eat something," Bob said.
"Don't have much," Ryan said. "TV dinners, mostly. I don't do much cooking anymore."
"Okay," Bob said. "What do you have?"
"Salisbury steak, macaroni and cheese, hot dogs," Ryan said. "I prefer 'em raw. Your choice."
"The mac and cheese sounds good, please," Bob said.
"Okay," Ryan said. "Just give me a minute to fire up the microwave. Feel free to turn on the TV. Might be something good on. Who knows." Bob turned the television on as Ryan tossed the meals in the microwave. He came back with two plates and handed one to Bob.
"Don't you ever get lonely out here all by yourself?" Bob asked. Ryan shook his head.
"Nope," he said.
"What about women?" Bob asked. "Have you dated anyone since your divorce?"
"Nope," Ryan said. "Been there, done that. Gave Lisa 20 years of my life and for what? Never again. If I get really hard up, I'll go into town and rent a woman for an hour or two if you know what I mean." Bob chuckled at that. "Trust me, son, at some point it'll happen to you, too."
"Sarah would never do to me what Lisa did to you," Bob said.
"That's what I thought once upon a time," Ryan said. "And what did that get me? It's in their genes, son. You'd best do what you can to protect yourself now."
"You must really hate women," Bob said.
"Nope," Ryan said. "Just one or two of 'em. The rest I trust about as far as I can spit 'em."
"What about your dream of owning your own garage?" Bob asked.
"Up in smoke, same as my marriage," Ryan said.
"What are your dreams now?" Bob asked.
"Wake up, get through another day," Ryan said. "Although, I do fantasize about getting Jake alone for about five minutes."
"Would you kill him?" Bob asked.
"Don't know," Ryan said. "It'd be mighty tempting, but I kinda like the idea of seeing him in pain for the rest of his miserable life, constantly looking over his shoulder." They finished their meal in silence. Finally, Ryan got up and collected the dishes. He took them into the kitchen and rinsed them before placing them in the dishwasher.
"You have a place to stay tonight?" he asked after he came back out.
"Not yet," Bob said.
"Might as well rack out here then," Ryan said. He grabbed a blanket and pillow out of the hall closet and handed them to Bob. "Couch is fairly comfortable. Only one bed in the place and that's where I sleep. Make yourself to home. I'm usually up about 6:00. Goodnight."
"Goodnight," Bob said as he got ready for the night. He noticed Ryan had the letters he had given him earlier in the day and wondered if he planned to read them.
...
The next morning, Bob woke to the smell of coffee and something he didn't recognize. Ryan came in the front room and handed him what looked like an egg burrito.
"Good morning," Ryan said. "I trust you slept well last night. Have some breakfast. Not much flavor but it'll help kick start ya."
"Thanks," Bob said, yawning. He took a bite of the burrito and set the rest back on the plate. Ryan was right. There wasn't much flavor and the microwaved tortilla was already getting hard as a brick.
"So, what have you got planned for the day?" Ryan asked.
"I'll be flying back this morning," Bob said. "I'd like it if you came back with me."
"I figured you would," Ryan said. "I'm packed and ready to go any time you are." Bob looked and saw a duffel bag next to the door. "When is your flight?"
"There's a flight heading out at 11:00," Bob said. "We'd better head out pretty soon if you plan to go back with me. If you don't mind my asking, what made you decide to do this?"
"Sarah's letters," Ryan said. "I read them last night. I think she realizes that what she did was wrong."
"I could have told you that," Bob said.
"Perhaps," Ryan said. "But it means more coming from her. How well does she get along with her mother?"
"Not very well," Bob said. "She's polite and all, but she doesn't approve of what her mother did, and she's not shy about telling her that. And she can't stand Jake." Ryan nodded his head.
"Well, I guess there is hope for her after all," Ryan said. "C'mon, we'd better get going." Ryan closed up the house, making sure everything was locked up and after Bob took a shower and dressed, they left.
When they got to the airport, Bob turned the rental car back in and paid for it, then they went to the ticket counter. As Ryan paid for his ticket - in cash - Bob made a phone call. They met back up and stood in line for security.
"You always carry a lot of cash on you?" Bob asked quietly so no one else could hear.
"I prefer to pay for everything in cash," Ryan said. "Keeps me off the grid, if you know what I mean."
"Ah," Bob said in response. "Well, just be careful."
"Don't worry, son," Ryan said. "I got yer back." He smiled and winked at the younger man who simply shook his head.
"By the way, Dr. Fritz - Sarah's doctor - wants to see you as soon as we get to the hospital," Bob said.
"Is that who you were talking to earlier?" Ryan asked.
"Yeah," Bob said. "I also called Sarah and told her I was coming back. And no, I didn't mention you at all. I figured you'd want to surprise her."
"Good man," Ryan said. They finally got settled into their seats and the plane took off. Ryan was already asleep when the aircraft reached its cruising altitude, his beat-up Stetson pulled low over his face. A couple hours later, the plane descended, waking Ryan up from his nap. Their flight ended shortly thereafter and they made their way off the plane.
Ryan followed Bob to the parking lot, his duffel bag slung over his shoulder. They got to Bob's car, a fairly new RAV4, and put their luggage in the back. They climbed in and Bob drove to the hospital as Ryan checked out the area.
When they got to the hospital, Bob led Ryan inside and took him to Dr. Fritz's office, where he introduced the two men to each other. Ryan shook the doctor's hand and sat down at his invitation.
"I understand you're Sarah Greene's father," Dr. Fritz said.
"That's right," Ryan said.
"Her mother told me you were dead," the doctor said.
"Well, her source was mistaken," Ryan said.
"I see," Dr. Fritz said. "I take it Mr. Greene has told you about your daughter's condition."
"Yes, he has," Ryan said. "And if there's anything I can do to help, I will."
"I'm glad to hear that," Dr. Fritz said. "What Sarah needs more than anything right now is a bone marrow transplant."
"Will that cure her?" Ryan asked.
"I believe it will," the doctor said. "I don't want to give false hope, but without it, she won't make it."
"What do I have to do?" Ryan asked.
"We'll need to take some blood from you and run a series of tests to make sure it's safe and compatible," the doctor said.
"Do what you need to, doc," Ryan said. "When will you know for certain?"
"We'll take the samples now and run them over to the lab," Dr. Fritz said. "We'll know for certain by noon tomorrow."
"Alright," Ryan said. "Let's git 'er done." Dr. Fritz smiled at that. He stepped to the door of his office and called for a nurse. He gave her some instructions and turned to Ryan.
"Just follow Nurse Black," he said. "She'll take you to the room over there and draw the blood. Check back with me about this time tomorrow."
"Can I see my daughter when we're done here?" Ryan asked.
"Absolutely," Dr. Fritz said. "I'm sure her husband knows the way by now. Good to meet you, Mr. Caldwell. I'll talk to you tomorrow." They shook hands one more time and the doctor left to tend to another patient. Ryan followed the nurse to a small room and watched as she prepared the vials. He hated needles and looked away as she got everything ready.
"Okay, Mr. Caldwell," she said after wiping his arm with an alcohol swab. "Just a little poke and we're done." Ryan closed his eyes and was surprised that it didn't hurt nearly as bad as he thought it would.
"That's it," she said with a smile. "That wasn't too bad, now, was it?" she asked as she put a colorful band-aid on his arm.
"No, it wasn't," he said.
"Good," she said. "We'll get this to the lab and we should have results tomorrow. See you then." After she left, he buttoned his shirt sleeve and walked out to meet Bob.
"You ready to go see Sarah?" Bob asked. Ryan nodded his head.
"Yeah," he said nervously. "Let's go do this." He followed Bob, wondering how anyone could work here without getting lost. The place was like a labyrinth, with corridors and hallways going every which way. They got to an elevator and rode it to the sixth floor. After they got off, they went down a few more corridors until they got to Sarah's room. Bob knocked on the door and peeked inside. He motioned for Ryan to stay outside for just a moment. Ryan could hear his daughter's voice from inside the room.
"Hi, sweetie," she said weakly.
"I have a surprise for you," Bob said.
"Oh goody," she said. "You know I love surprises." Bob motioned for Ryan to come inside. He stepped in the room and saw his daughter for the first time in over 10 years. She was still quite beautiful, even though her skin was pale and somewhat mottled. When she saw him, her eyes grew wide and her mouth opened in surprise.
"Daddy?" she asked, reminding him of when she was little. Tears began to form in the corner of his good eye as he looked at her. "Is that really you?" she asked.
"It's me, princess," he said, calling her by the nickname he used when she was little. As he stepped to her side, she lifted her arms out to hug him, tears falling down her face.
"I thought you were dead," she cried as she hugged him tight.
"Rumors of my death have been greatly exaggerated," he said in a vain attempt at humor.
"What happened to you?" she asked.
"Oh, you mean this?" Ryan asked, pointing to the eye patch.
"Yeah," she said.
"A workplace accident," he said. "I, uh, did a lot of traveling overseas after you and your mom left."
"What were you doing?" she asked.
"I was what you might call a private security consultant," he said. "Sometimes things would get a bit, well, dicey."
"Did you ever start up your garage?" she asked. Ryan shook his head.
"No, never," he said. "After your mother left me the way she did, I lost the desire to start a garage."
"Oh, Daddy, I'm so sorry," she said. "I feel so bad about how that happened."
"I know," Ryan said. "I read your letters."
"Is that why they all kept coming back?" she asked.
"Yeah," he said. "I sold the house and got rid of everything after you left. Saw no reason to keep it."
"Why didn't you ever write me?" she asked.
"Well, the way you guys left, I got the impression you didn't want to see or hear from me," Ryan told her. "Besides, I didn't have your address."
"I'm sorry about that," she said. "I fell for all of Jake's bullshit, just like Mom did. Can you ever forgive me?"
"I already have, princess," Ryan said, prompting her to sob uncontrollably as he held her. "It's okay, sweetie," he whispered as he held her and stroked her hair. "Daddy's here. Everything's going to be alright." After a few minutes, she laid back in her bed, exhausted.
"Did Bob tell you what's going on?" she asked.
"Yes, he did," Ryan said. "I've already talked to Dr. Fritz. They took some blood and they're testing it to make sure it's compatible. If it is, I'll donate the bone marrow for you."
"When will you know for sure?" she asked.
"Tomorrow," Ryan said.
"Thank you," she said. "I'll never be able to repay you for this."
"There's no need," Ryan said. "You just get well, okay? And take care of my grandson." She smiled weakly and nodded her head.
"I will," she said before turning to Bob. "Thank you for finding my daddy," she told him. He smiled and hugged her as she cried some more.
"You're welcome," he said. "I told you I would, didn't I?"
"Yes, you did," she said. They heard the door open and turned to see who was coming inside. Even though it had been over 10 years, Ryan recognized the woman standing there - Lisa. She was still in good shape and was quite attractive, but he noticed her features were somewhat harder, more defined than before.
"Ryan?" she asked. "Is that you? I thought you were..."
"Dead?" he asked, finishing her sentence.
"Yeah," she said. "That's what Jake told me."
"Well, I'm very much alive, no thanks to you," Ryan said, causing her to flinch. "Your husband did his best, but he missed the mark."
"What do you mean?" she asked, shocked.
"Oh, come on, Lisa," Ryan said. "Surely you know it was him who sent those men to take me out in the Middle East. Figured he'd kill two birds with one stone. But he screwed up and missed."
"I don't know what you're talking about," she said.
"Bullshit," Ryan said.
"Can we talk somewhere, in private?" she asked. Ryan looked at Sarah and Bob before responding.
"Sure," he said, standing up. He went to the nurse's station and asked if there was a private room they could use for a few minutes.
"Sure," the nurse said, pointing to a small conference room. "Just put this on the door before you close it," she added, handing him a sign that read, "In Use."
"Thanks," Ryan said, taking the sign. They went into the room and Lisa sat down as Ryan hung the sign on the door. He closed and locked it before sitting down.
"Alright, Ryan," Lisa began. "What's going on? Why are you here?"
"You're a smart woman," he said. "Surely you can figure that one out. Your son-in-law found me and informed me that Sarah needs a bone marrow transplant. She's still my daughter, despite everything you and Jake did to split us up and I'm here to help her in any way I can."
"How much do you want?" Lisa asked.
"What?" Ryan asked, shocked.
"You heard me," she said. "How much do you want for your bone marrow? That's why you're really here, isn't it? Your garage is failing and you obviously need money, so you came here to see what you could get out of me."
"First of all, bitch," Ryan said, emphasizing the word, "bitch," causing Lisa to recoil, "I have no need of your stinking blood money. Second, our daughter is in a room right over there fighting for her life. So you can get off your God damned high horse."
"So, you think that after 10 years you can just waltz in here and suddenly be the father of the year?" she asked sarcastically.
"Okay, so I'm not perfect," Ryan said. "But it wasn't me who cheated on you. It was the other way around. It wasn't me who dropped a divorce on the table without a moment's warning. It wasn't me who plotted and schemed to destroy our family. It was you. You're the one who cheated on me and for what? For money. What does that make you? Hmmm? The last time I looked, that fit the definition of a prostitute. So don't act all high and mighty with me."
"So what do you want?" she asked. "Really?"
"I want my daughter to get well," he said.
"But surely there's something else," she said in response.
"Since you mention it, there is something I'd like," Ryan said.
"What's that?" Lisa said.
"Five minutes alone with your husband," he said.
"For what?" she asked. "So you can hit him? Is that it? You didn't get to confront him when I left you for him so now you want to meet him on the playground?"
"Actually, I was thinking about that nice dark alley between Third and Fourth Streets off Riverside," Ryan said.
"You can't be serious," she said.
"I am serious," he told her.
"You think my husband - a wealthy, powerful man worth billions, a man powerful enough to get people elected to office - has the time to meet you in an alleyway?" she asked. "You're out of your mind."
"Fine," he said, standing up. "I guess you really don't care about your daughter getting well. Maybe I should just go home."
"Wait," she said. "You're really serious about this."
"I am," he said. "Five minutes. No weapons, no security, no bodyguards. Just him and me, mano a mano. He owes me a pound of flesh and I intend to get it from him one way or another."
"He knows karate," Lisa said. "He can defend himself."
"Good," Ryan said. "He'll need to be able to defend himself. Tell me, does he use you as his personal punching bag?"
"What's that supposed to mean?" she asked.
"I can see the edge of a bruise there on your collar," he said. "I also noticed a bruise on your arm. How long has he been abusing you?" She pulled her sleeve down and looked away for a moment.
"That was an accident," she said nervously. "I was clumsy and tripped." Ryan chuckled.
"Bullshit," he said. "I know he's been abusing you. Hell, from what I can tell, everybody knows. Bob knows, which means Sarah knows as well. Why do you stay with him? Is it the money? That's it, isn't it? It's all you've ever cared about."
"Look, Jake is under a lot of stress," she said. "Sometimes, he does things, but he really doesn't mean anything by them." Ryan shook his head.
"I don't believe a word you're saying," he told her. "Why don't you grab your phone and call him, right now."
"Are you serious about this?" she asked. "You really want to meet him in a dark alley so you can hit him?"



"I plan to do more than just hit him, but yeah," Ryan said.
"When do you want to do this?" she asked.
"Right fucking now," Ryan said. She looked at him, shocked. Who was this man, she wondered. She pulled her phone from her purse. "Put it on speaker," Ryan said. She nodded her head, hit the speed dial and put it on speaker.
"What's up?" Jake asked asked when he answered the phone.
"Hi, babe," Lisa said. "Um, there's someone in town visiting Sarah in the hospital and he wants to see you right away."
"Oh?" Jake asked. "Who is it?"
"It's, um, Ryan," she said.
"Ryan?" Jake asked. "Your ex? That Ryan?"
"Yeah," Lisa said. "He's pretty adamant about seeing you right away. Says he only needs five minutes."
"Well, I'm not sure I can get away right now," Jake said. "I've got a shareholder's meeting this afternoon and I have a lot to go over."
"Listen to me, you little prick," Ryan said. "I have a score to settle with you and I want to meet you right fucking now."
"Where?" Jake asked.
"In the alley between Third and Fourth off Riverside," Jake said. "You know the area?"
"Yes, I know it," Jake said.
"Good," Ryan said. "Be there. No security, no bodyguards, no weapons. Just you and me. Or are you too scared to face a real man on your own? Maybe you'd prefer to hide behind your wife's skirts."
"You bastard," Jake snarled.
"You got that right," Ryan said. "Tell me, Jake, do your shareholders know how you broke up my family? Do they know about how you managed that deal in the Middle East three years ago? Do they know you sent a team there to assassinate your wife's ex-husband? Do they know about your philandering and the bastard children you've brought into the world? Do they know about how you abuse your wife?"
"You fucking prick," Jake growled. "You wouldn't dare put that out into the public. I'll sue you for defamation."
"You're wrong about that, Jake," Ryan said. "I've got a dossier on you that's nearly three inches thick. And I know some reporters over at the Wall Street Journal who would love to get their hands on it. I think the boys over at the SEC and the DOJ might be interested as well. So, what'll it be? Are you gonna meet me one-on-one, or do I make a phone call? What are you, Jake? A man? Or a mouse?"
"Alright, you asshole," Jake said. "I'll meet you, just as you said."
"Good," Ryan said. "And just so you know, if something - anything - happens to me, my daughter or Lisa, that dossier will get sent out to a hundred media outlets and more than a few federal agencies, not to mention your shareholders and your board of directors. Along with pictures and video. Got it?"
"I got it," Jake said, sighing. The call ended and Ryan looked at Lisa, who regarded him with shock.
"Were you serious about all that?" she asked.
"Absolutely," Ryan said. "You don't think I've been twiddling my thumbs all these years, do you?"
"I want to go with you," she said.
"I don't think that's a very good idea," he told her.
"I don't care," she said. "I have a right to face him as well."
"I take it you didn't know about all of this?" Ryan asked. She shook her head.
"No, I didn't," she said. "Not all of it, anyway. You really have evidence of all this?"
"Sure do," Ryan said. "One call and it becomes public knowledge. Certainly won't be very good for business."
"That bastard," she said quietly.
"You ready?" Ryan asked. She nodded her head and stood up. "Good. Let's go. I'll have Bob drive us over." They walked out of the room together and went to Sarah's room.
"Bob, I need you to drive Lisa and I over to an alley off Riverside," Ryan said.
"What?" Bob asked.
"You do know the area?" Ryan asked.
"Of course I do, but are you sure?" Bob asked. "That's a pretty rough neighborhood."
"We won't be there long," Ryan said.
"What's going on?" Sarah asked.
"Just going to clean up a loose end," Ryan said. "Don't worry, we'll be back."
"I love you, Daddy," she cried out. Ryan looked at her before he answered. It had been years since anyone had said that to him.
"I love you, too, princess," he said. "Get some rest, we'll be back." They went to Bob's car in silence and got in. Bob started the engine and looked at Ryan.
"What's going on?" he asked. "Really?"
"Just a friendly little meeting," Ryan said. Bob didn't believe him, but decided it best not to press the issue. He put the car in gear and headed out. They saw Jake's Jaguar parked next to the curb and pulled in behind it. After the car stopped, Ryan looked around to see if Jake had posted any guards or snipers. Seeing none, he got out of the car as Lisa and Bob did the same.
They walked into the alley and saw Jake leaning against a dumpster, his expensive jacket over his shoulder.
"Stay here," Ryan told Bob. "Keep an eye out. And hold my hat." Bob took Ryan's beat-up Stetson and stayed behind as Ryan and Lisa walked into the alley.
"Well, the cuckold returns from the grave," Jake said, a sneer on his face. "I thought you were killed three years ago in the Middle East. Guess if you want something done right, you gotta do it yourself."
"Reckon so," Ryan said. Lisa stood off to the side and watched the two men interact.
"You know, I'm a third-degree black belt," Jake said. "I've won a bunch of tournaments."
"What do ya want, a medal or something to pin it on?" Ryan said. Jake snickered.
"A sense of humor, I see," he said. "Good. If you think that was funny, check this out. You know the best part of seducing a married woman?"
"No, but I'm sure you're gonna tell me," Ryan said.
"Yeah," Jake sneered. "The best part is knowing that she'll be taking a sloppy old creampie back to her unsuspecting husband. That he'll probably end up eating it out of her nasty cunt that very day, or night."
"So that's all Lisa was to you, a cunt?" Ryan asked.
"She was the best piece of ass I've ever had," Jake said. "I watched for six months as she slowly lost her love and respect for you. Then I talked to your daughter. Got her to go along with my little plan to fuck up your life."
"So you just used them for your own satisfaction," Ryan said. Jake shrugged his shoulders.
"Yeah," he said. "And you wanna know why? Because I could. And I'm still doing it. Sorry, Lisa, didn't mean to let it out of the bag like that. It was just sex, though. I still love you."
"You fucking piece of shit," she said.
"It's not exactly a secret," Ryan said.
"I guess not," Jake said. "So, we gonna get this show of yours on the road, or are we just gonna stand around and jaw-jack all fucking day?"
"Let's see what ya got," Ryan said. Jake sneered and assumed a fighting stance. Ryan shook his head and snickered. Jake let loose with a kick that Ryan easily blocked.
"Boy, using that oriental martial arts bullshit on me is gonna get real fucking expensive," Ryan said. Jake snickered and came at Ryan, but he was prepared, since Jake telegraphed his move. Ryan was a blur, striking Jake in the throat, the solar plexus and finally in the groin.
As Jake doubled over, Ryan picked him up and ran toward one of the brick walls that lined the alley. He heard the cracking of bones as Jake's back came into contact with a large metal pipe that jutted out from the building. Jake screamed out in pain as Ryan threw him on the ground.
He wasted no time, repeatedly kicking Jake as hard as he could in the crotch and the ribs. Jake doubled over in pain and Ryan knelt down on his throat, blocking Jake's airway.
"I... can't... breathe," Jake gasped. Ryan ignored him and began grinding his knee into the other man's throat.
"Ryan, please stop," Lisa cried. "You're killing him." Ryan looked at her with his one good eye.
"Yes. Exhilarating, isn't it?" he said with an evil glint in his eye. He looked back down and saw Jake's face begin to turn blue. He took his knee off Jake's throat and watched as he desperately gasped for air. Ryan knelt by Jake and whispered loud enough for Lisa to hear him.
"Our time is about up, Jake, old buddy," he said. "But know this. If you ever raise a hand to Lisa, or if you ever do anything to hurt anyone in my family, I swear to God I will hunt you down like the dog you are and I will cut your stupid fucking head off and feed it to the pigs. You understand me?"
"Yes," Jake croaked.
"Yes, WHAT?" Ryan bellowed.
"Yes... sir," Jake said. Ryan nodded his head.
"By the way," Ryan added. "Parts of that dossier are being sent to the feds, anonymously. The parts that involve your illegal transactions, that is."
"But you promised," Jake croaked.
"So I told a little fib," Ryan said. "You know all about that, don't you? I couldn't very well cover up illegal behavior. That would make me an accessory after the fact. You have a nice day now, you hear? Oh, and remember, I was never here." Ryan stood and looked at Lisa.
"So, this is the piece of dog shit you and Sarah left me for," he said, kicking Jake one more time in the groin. "I hope he was worth it. By the way, you may want to call for an ambulance. I think he slipped on something."
"A part of me wants to let him lay there and die," she said. "But that would be wrong, wouldn't it?" Ryan shrugged his shoulders. "I'll call, but that'll be the last thing I ever do for him. Maybe I'll tell them he slipped on a banana peel." Ryan smiled.
"You might as well take his Jag over to the hospital," Ryan said. "Somehow, I don't think he's gonna be in any shape to drive for a while." Ryan turned and walked away, taking his hat as he passed Bob.
"What now?" Bob asked as they walked to his car.
"There's a Holiday Inn Express a couple blocks down the road," Ryan said. "Take me there, if you would, please."
...
To be continued...
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"So, this is the piece of dog shit you and Sarah left me for," he said, kicking Jake one more time in the groin. "I hope he was worth it. By the way, you may want to call for an ambulance. I think he slipped on something."
"A part of me wants to let him lay there and die," she said. "But that would be wrong, wouldn't it?" Ryan shrugged his shoulders. "I'll call, but that'll be the last thing I ever do for him. Maybe I'll tell them he slipped on a banana peel." Ryan smiled.
"You might as well take his Jag over to the hospital," Ryan said. "Somehow, I don't think he's gonna be in any shape to drive for a while." Ryan turned and walked away, taking his hat as he passed Bob.
"What now?" Bob asked as they walked to his car.
"There's a Holiday Inn Express a couple blocks down the road," Ryan said. "Take me there, if you would, please."
...
Part 02:
Several hours later, Ryan grabbed his hat and prepared to leave to grab some dinner when there was a knock on the door. He expected a visit from the local police, but when he looked through the peephole he saw Lisa with a younger man, dressed in a white shirt, vest and tie. He wondered what she wanted and opened the door.
"Good, you're here," Lisa said. "Can we come in for a bit, please?" Ryan looked and saw no one else, and noticed the cart between them.
"I was just gonna go grab a bite to eat, but yeah, come on in," he said, opening the door and standing back.
"You can put that on the table over there," Lisa told the man with her.
"Yes, ma'am," he said, wheeling the cart to the table. As Ryan watched, the man took two covered dishes out of the box on the cart and set them on the table. He put a bucket of ice on the table and opened a bottle of wine, pouring it into two flutes, which he set next to the covered dishes. When he finished setting the table, he uncovered the dishes.
"Cornish game hens," Lisa said. "It's one of my favorites. Served with steamed carrots, onions, mushrooms and rice pilaf. And a nice Cabernet Sauvignon." She turned to the man with her. "Thank you, Raul, that will be all. I'll bring the dishes back with me."
"As you wish, ma'am," the man said quietly. "Enjoy your dinner, sir," he told Ryan.
"Thank you, Raul," Ryan said. The young man turned and left the room, pushing the cart before him. Ryan looked at Lisa.
"You didn't have to do this," he told her.
"I didn't," she said. "This was supposed to be Jake's dinner tonight, but he's in the hospital and I don't think he'll be in any shape to eat at home for a while. The staff worked on this for several hours, and I couldn't just throw it out. Besides, Bob tells me all you eat are TV dinners and raw hot dogs, so I thought you might enjoy a real meal for once."
"This was supposed to be Jake's dinner?" Ryan asked. Lisa nodded her head.
"Yes," she said.
"Well, then," he said. "In that case, let's dig in. I'd be more than happy to eat his dinner. How is Jake, by the way?"
"He's been better," she said, sitting down. "He's got several broken and cracked ribs. His throat is damaged and the doctor said he'll probably end up losing one of his testicles. On top of that, there's a chance he'll be paralyzed from the waist down for life. Whatever it was you threw him against did a lot of damage to his spine."
"Well, you'll pardon me if I don't wish him a speedy recovery," Ryan said, taking a bite of the bird on his plate. "This is delicious, by the way. My regards to your chef." Lisa smiled.
"Thank you," she said, taking a bite of her food. She considered him for a while before speaking. "What happened to you, Ryan?" she asked.
"What do you mean?" he asked.
"You've changed," she said.
"Yeah, well, that's what happens when the people you loved more than life itself screw you in the ass with no Vaseline," he said, taking a sip of wine.
"I'm really very sorry about that," she said. "So, what did you do after we split? I know Sarah tried to get in touch with you, but she was never able to. What happened?"
"I sold the place and got a small apartment," Ryan said. "I spent a few months crying in my beer, basically feeling sorry for myself. When I saw the article about your marriage to Jake, I went to a bar to get drunk. Ran into an old Army buddy and he recruited me for a job. Spent the next nine years working as a 'private security consultant.'"
"A what?" Lisa asked.
"A mercenary," he said. "A gun for hire. Made pretty damn good money doing that, by the way. Also gave me a chance to work off some of the anger I felt toward the three of you."
"You really must've hated us," she said.
"You have no idea," he said. "Every time I pulled the trigger, I saw you or Sarah or Jake."
"Oh my God," she said. "Ryan, I'm so sorry. I had no idea it would've hurt you like that. I thought you'd just find another woman and move on." Ryan shook his head.
"Nope," he said. "Don't get me wrong. I met lots of women. Even had sex with a bunch of them. But I'm done with relationships. Once bitten, twice shy, I guess."
"What about now?" she asked. "Is there someone in your life now? A girlfriend or something?" Ryan shook his head.
"No," he said. "Tried that once. It didn't take. Like I told Bob, if I get that hard up, I go into town and rent someone for a couple hours."
"You must be so lonely," she said.
"I'm alone, but I'm not lonely," he said.
"Do you still hate us?" Lisa asked.
"No," he said. "Not as much, anyway. I've forgiven Sarah, in case you're wondering."
"What about me?" she asked.
"Well, after today, I feel like I can be in the same room as you without feeling the urge to strangle your pretty little neck," he said.
"Thank you for that, I guess," she said. "You forgave Sarah, why not me?"
"I read her letters," he said. "Bob brought them out to me. I realized after reading them that she was manipulated. After all, she was young, inexperienced and impressionable. You and Jake took advantage of that. He dangled promises of expensive cars, an expensive education and trips to fancy places, and there was no way I could compete with that. She grew up, though, and realized what she had done was wrong. She tried to tell me back then, but I never got her letters. I'm sure if I knew how to use email back then, she would have reached out that way as well. Hell, I didn't even know how to use a computer, let alone use email. I didn't even know how to use a cell phone. I still don't have one, by the way." He took a sip of wine before continuing.
"You, on the other hand, had no such excuse," Ryan said. "It's not like you were drugged, or raped, or blackmailed. He seduced you and you went along with it. Then you helped him turn Sarah against me. That's not something I can just forgive or forget. You destroyed me. Deliberately. Believe me, it would have been better if you had just blown my head off."
"I never thought of it like that," she said. "I really am so very sorry."
"Anyway, I worked for an oil sheikh in the Middle East on my last job," Ryan said. "He was under pressure to sell out and had come under attack. I was hired to help train his security forces. Guess who it was going after him?"
"Jake?" she asked.
"Bingo," Ryan said. "You know, you'd be amazed at who hires mercenaries these days. Turns out Jake hired a bunch to seize the sheikh's oil fields. Kinda like a carrot-and-stick approach. If negotiations don't work, use force. Turns out Jake learned I was working for him, so he embedded some assassins to take me out. I guess he figured he'd kill two birds with one stone."
"That's how you lost your eye?" she asked. Ryan nodded his head.
"Yup," he said. "They came close, but missed. The sheikh knew but never let on to Jake or his representatives that I was still alive."
"How do you know all this?" Lisa asked.
"He gave me a dossier with all kinds of very interesting information," Ryan said. "He also gave me a bit of fatherly advise. Something along the lines of getting rid of my hate before it kills me. He was right, of course. He paid for my medical expenses, gave me a very large bonus and suggested I find someplace nice and quiet. So I bought a place in west Texas and started my own little operation."
"Operation?" Lisa asked.
"Yeah," he said. "I've spent the last three years and about three million dollars keeping Jake under constant surveillance. Even recruited a few moles within Knight Petroleum. You'd be amazed at what I've found out."
"That's the dossier you spoke about earlier, right?" she asked.
"Yes, it is. Tell me something," Ryan said. "All that stuff Jake said in the alley. Is that true? Did you really do all that to me?" Her face turned red and she looked down for a moment before answering.
"Yes, I'm sorry to say, but it is," she said quietly. "I can't begin to tell you how ashamed I am of what I did to you. You didn't deserve any of it."
"Suppose the shoe was on the other foot," Ryan said. "What if it was me who cheated on you? How would you have reacted?"
"I'd be furious, of course," she said. "I know, it sounds hypocritical."
"That's because it is," he said. "Now what if I told you I have ironclad proof Jake actually did cheat on you? That, in fact, he's been cheating on you for at least three years? How would feel about that? You were there in the alley. You heard what he said."
"I'd like to see that proof," she said. Jake grabbed his duffel bag, pulled out a notebook binder and handed it to her.
"There you go," he said. "Written reports, DVDs with photos and videos, even certified copies of his children's birth certificates and DNA test results proving he's the sperm donor. I've been told there's more than enough proof for a judge to grant you a divorce on the grounds of infidelity." She flipped through the pages in the binder, shocked at what she read. Finally, she closed the binder and wiped a tear from her eye.
"Hurts like hell, doesn't it?" he asked.
"Yes," she said quietly. "I've suspected for a little while, but I had no proof. I'll bet this made you happy, didn't it?"
"I gotta admit, when I first learned about it, I was somewhat exuberant," Ryan said. "The cheater getting cheated on by the guy she originally cheated with? Talk about poetic justice. Then I remembered how I first felt."
"At least I told you," she said.
"Six months after the fact," Ryan answered. "Speaking of which, how did it happen? How did he manage to turn the two of you against me?"
"You want a play-by-play?" she asked.
"No, the Cliff Notes version will do just fine," he said.
"It started after I got hired as his PA," she said. "At first, he was professional, friendly, polite. Then he turned on the charm. You know I traveled with him all over the world on business trips. We stayed at the best hotels, ate at the finest restaurants. I met a lot of what you would call 'mucky-mucks' -- celebrities, members of Congress, business tycoons, heads of state. I even met the president once.
"Jake started making little statements here and there, telling me this could be my life if I chose. He constantly put you down, saying you were just a washed-up grease monkey who would never amount to anything and would never be able to give Sarah and I the life we deserved.
"After a while, I started seeing you the way he did. I'm not sure exactly when it happened, but I lost all respect for you. On one hand, I knew you were working hard for Sarah and I and I knew you had your dream. But on the other, I knew Jake was right. The sex just came naturally, I guess." She looked at the floor, her face red with shame.
"I'm so sorry, Ryan," she said. "I realize now that I was just being a selfish bitch. Right now, all I can do is hope that one day you can forgive me."
"I'm not your father confessor," he said. "When did the abuse start?"
"About four or five years ago," she said. "I accused him of having an affair. I didn't have any proof, just a rumor I had heard at the office. We had a huge fight and he slapped me, hard. I told him if he ever hit me again, I'd divorce him. It didn't happen again for quite some time. He didn't hit me, but he roughed me up pretty bad. It happens now about once every couple weeks."
"Why didn't you call the cops?" Ryan asked. "You could've had him thrown in jail."
"I was afraid," she said. "I've seen what he does to people and I didn't want to end up dead."
"Dead?" he asked. She nodded her head.
"He's the one who told me that you were dead," she said. "The way he said it frightened me. He never gave any specifics, but somehow, I knew he was involved."
"I see," Ryan said. "By the way, There's one other thing I think you should see." He pulled an envelope out of his duffel bag and showed her the letter inside. It was one that Sarah had sent him years earlier. He pointed to a paragraph he had highlighted.
"I hate it here," Sarah wrote. "I hate Jake and I hate Mom. He's creepy, Dad. You have no idea. He stares at me all the time and he makes crude comments about my body. I swear if he touches me, I'll kick him in the nuts the way you taught me. I wish you were here so you could kick his ass. I tried telling Mom, but she never listens. She's too wrapped up in his money and his dick to give a damn." Lisa handed the letter back, a tear falling down her cheek.
"Oh, God," she said. "My own daughter hates me."
"I don't think she feels that way anymore," Ryan said. "Judging from the postmark, this was written about a week or so after she turned 18. Still, it provides some insight into your home life at the time. Did you ever notice anything between them?" Lisa shook her head.
"I don't really remember," she said. "But she was right. I was pretty wrapped up in his money. And, his dick. I do remember her saying something to me about it back then, but I just chalked it up to teenage rebellion and blew it off. I guess I should've listened to her."
"So basically, you looked and thought the grass was greener on the other side of the fence, and learned it was full of chiggers, ticks and snakes," Ryan said.
"Yeah, pretty much," Lisa said.
"So, what are you gonna do?" he asked.
"I'm not looking forward to another divorce, but I can't go on like this," she said.
"Well, whatever you do, you'd better do it fast," Ryan told her. "Once the feds get what I sent them, the shit's gonna hit the fan."
"What kind of stuff are we talking about?" she asked.
"Most of it's financial stuff -- way over my head. There's also bribes to foreign officials and some other things, like attempted murder and conspiracy to commit murder. Against me, by the way. My attorney tells me Jake could end up in prison for a long time and Knight Petroleum could end up on the ash heap with Enron. Once they get started, they could easily freeze all of your assets," Ryan said. "So if I were you, I'd strike while the iron's hot. Get what you can before the feds close in."
"You're probably right," she said. "I'll call my attorney first thing in the morning."
"I think that would be wise," Ryan said.
"Why are you doing this?" she asked. "Helping me, that is. After what I've done to you?"
"That's easy," Ryan said. "Sarah's gonna need all the help and support she can get, and she's got a young 'un that needs his grandma."
"Do you think that maybe once this is all over, that we could, you know," Lisa began before Ryan cut her off.
"What? Get back together? Start over where we left off like nothing ever happened?" he asked. He shook his head. "I don't see that happening. Been there once already. Like I said, I'm damaged goods. You said it yourself. I've changed. A lot. I'm not the man you knew 12 years ago. Besides, you're cornish game hens, champagne and caviar while I'm TV dinners, sweet tea and raw hot dogs."
"I understand," she said quietly. "Think maybe we could at least be friends? Maybe even with benefits?"
"I've learned never to say never," he said. "I don't know. Maybe, one day. Who knows what tomorrow might bring?"
"Can I at least come visit you in Texas?" she asked.
"Well, I don't live in a mansion like you do, and I sure as hell don't have servants waiting on me hand and foot, but I reckon you can, that is, if you don't mind sleeping on the couch or the floor," he said.
"The couch or the floor?" she asked.
"Yeah," Ryan said. "I've only got one little twin bed and that's where I sleep. If Bob's there, he gets the couch. That only leaves the floor. But it is a fairly good size place, so there's lots of floor." She chuckled at that.
"I remember a time when we could make good use of a twin bed. Or a couch. Or a floor. But, at least it's a start," she said. "Speaking of tomorrow, when are you going back to the hospital?"
"I'm scheduled to see Dr. Fritz just before noon," he said. "Bob's coming by to pick me up about 10:00."
"Alright," she said. "I'll see you at the hospital."
"Okay," he said. "And, thank you for the meal. It was the best I've had in years." She smiled and kissed him on the cheek. "Why don't you let me help you carry this down to your car?"
"That would be nice," she said. "Thanks." They gathered the used dishes, made sure the wine was closed back up and carried everything down to her car. After it was loaded up and secured, Lisa looked at Ryan one last time.
"I'm so sorry I fucked everything up," she said. "I hope that one day you can set your hatred of me aside and learn to forgive me."
"One day at a time," Ryan said. "That meal was a nice start. Thank you again."
"Any time," she said, giving him a hug. She was surprised that he hugged her back the way he always used to. She got in her car, a tear falling down her cheek. How could I have been so stupid and selfish, she thought to herself. He waved and watched as she drove off, smoked a cigarette, then went back to his room.
...
The next morning, Bob picked him up right at 10:00 and they headed for the hospital.
"I heard you and Lisa had dinner last night," Bob said.
"Yeah," Ryan said. "She brought over a cornish game hen."
"The good stuff, huh?" Bob asked. "Say what you want about Jake, but his staff sure does know how to cook. You two have a chance to talk much?"
"Yeah, we did," Ryan said. "I think we managed to get off to a good start. For Sarah and little Ryan's sake, that is," he added as Bob smiled.
"Of course," Bob said. They got to the hospital and went to see Dr. Fritz.
"Mr. Caldwell," the doctor said as they walked in. "Please, come into my office." They went into his small office and the doctor closed the door.
"What's the word, doc?" Ryan asked.
"Good news, Mr. Caldwell," Dr. Fritz said. "You're a perfect match."
"Excellent," Ryan said. "So when do we get started?"
"I've got a surgical suite reserved for 1:00 this afternoon," the doctor said. "We'll take both you and Sarah in at the same time, put you both under then we'll get it done." The doctor went on to explain the procedure, which sounded quite painful to Ryan. "Don't worry," Dr. Fritz said. "You'll be under the whole time. We'll keep you overnight just to manage the pain. You'll be pretty sore for a little while, but it'll wear off."



"How long before we know if it works?" Ryan asked.
"We should know pretty soon after the procedure," the doctor said.
"Good," Ryan said. "Is it okay if we go up to see Sarah now?"
"By all means," Dr. Fritz said. "We'll need to get you checked in pretty soon, though, so don't take too much time."
"Got it," Ryan said. He stood, shook the doctor's hand and the two left. They went to Sarah's room and gave her the news.
"Oh, thank goodness," she said. "I was told they might be prepping us for surgery pretty soon."
"Have you talked to your mother?" Ryan asked.
"Yes, she popped in earlier and said she was going to see her lawyer," Sarah said. "Is she going for a divorce?"
"I think so," Ryan said.
"It's about damn time," she said. "Bob told me what you did to Jake," she added. "You were too easy on him from what I heard."
"Your mother said he may be paralyzed from the waist down," Ryan said.
"He still got off too easy," she said bitterly.
"Something tells me the real fun is just beginning," Ryan told her.
"You mean, there's more?" she asked. Ryan smiled and winked at her, causing her to smile. "Goody! I can't wait." After they visited for a while, Dr. Fritz came in with a couple nurses.
"Good, you're all here," the doctor said. "It's time to get you two ready. Mr. Caldwell, please go with Nurse Jacobs here and she'll get you checked in and into your room."
"Okay," Ryan said. He bent over his daughter and gave her a hug and a kiss on the cheek. "Showtime," he said with a smile. She smiled back at him. "It's gonna be just fine," he said. He followed the nurse out of the room and went to a desk next to the nurse's station.
After filling out what seemed like a ream of paperwork, he was escorted into a room, handed a hospital gown and told to disrobe.
"Since we're going to need access to your pelvic region, we'll need you to strip completely," the nurse said with a somewhat evil smile. After he was ready, they inserted an IV into his arm and checked his vitals. Before long, they wheeled him out of the room and into a rather cool surgical suite. They had already given him a sedative and he was feeling the affects. Dr. Fritz looked down at him and Ryan could tell he was smiling.
"Ready?" the doctor asked.
"Git 'er done," Ryan said. They put something over his face and he fell asleep.
The next thing he knew, he was waking up in his room. It took a while for him to get his bearings but as he did, he felt the pain in his hips. The doctor warned him this would happen. A few minutes after he woke up, Dr. Fritz came into the room and looked him over.
"How are we feeling?" he asked. Ryan laughed to himself. Why do they always use "we," he asked himself.
"My hip hurts like hell," Ryan croaked.
"That's normal," Dr. Fritz said. "We'll give you something for the pain. Normally, we'd handle this on an outpatient basis, but since you're in from out of town, I'm keeping you here overnight, just to monitor your recovery."
"How's Sarah?" Ryan asked.
"I think she's going to be just fine," the doctor said. "It's too early to tell, but she seems to be responding better than we anticipated." Ryan nodded his head.
"When can I see her?" he asked.
"Oh, not until tomorrow," Dr. Fritz said. "I want the two of you to recover a bit first. Get some rest now, Mr. Caldwell. I'll check in on you later." A nurse came in, checked his vitals and gave him a pill for the pain.
"Get some rest now, Mr. Caldwell," she said. "If you get hungry, just call the kitchen and let them know what you want, okay?"
"Thanks," he said before falling asleep. He woke up a couple hours later and looked at the menu. He called the kitchen, placed his order and a worker brought his meal up to him -- meat loaf, mashed potatoes and gravy and green beans. It was somewhat better than the TV dinners he was used to, but not by a whole lot. Still, it took the hunger away. He had just finished when he heard a knock at the door.
"Yeah," he called out. Bob and Lisa came into the room. They took positions on either side of him.
"How are you feeling?" Lisa asked.
"Sore," he said. "But okay otherwise. Doc says I'll be released tomorrow."
"Good," Bob said.
"How's Sarah?" Ryan asked. Bob nodded his head.
"She's doing better than anyone expected," he said. "They're very optimistic."
"That is good news," Ryan said. He looked at Lisa before speaking again. "How are things with you?"
"Frantic," she said. "I saw my lawyer this morning and got the divorce started. I've also started the process to split our assets. This is a community property state, so technically I'm entitled to half of all our assets. The only fly in the ointment is the prenup he made me sign, but my lawyer thinks he can get around that."
"Well then, you should be in good shape," Ryan said.
"In theory," Lisa said. "We'll see. It's not going to be an easy divorce, certainly not like ours."
"I reckon not," Ryan told her.
"I'm also getting a restraining order to keep him away from me, the house and Sarah," she said. "I don't think that'll be a problem, though."
"Have you seen Jake yet?" he asked.
"Not yet," she said. "I'm not going to see him until he's served. He's still in the hospital, probably will be for a while yet. After that, who knows. Look, I'd better get going. I have a lot to do yet. I'll be by tomorrow, okay?"
"Sure," Ryan said.
"How long will you be here?" she asked.
"Don't know," he said. "Maybe another day or so. I want to make sure Sarah is gonna be okay before I go home."
"Alright," she said. "I'll see you later, then."
"See ya," he said. To his surprise, she bent over and gave him a kiss on the cheek.
"Sweet dreams," she said with a smile. Before he could react, she was out the door. He glanced at Bob, and saw the questioning look on his face.
"What?" Ryan asked.
"That must've been some dinner she gave you last night," Bob said. Ryan smiled.
"Yeah, it was," he said. "But that's all it was."
"Whatever you say," Bob said. "If you don't mind, I'm gonna check on Sarah then head out. See ya tomorrow."
"Okay," Ryan said. "See ya then."
The next day, he found that his hip didn't hurt quite as bad as before, was was still sore and it was hard to walk without support. A nurse brought him a cane and he found that helped a lot. That afternoon, the doctor checked him out and released him after giving him a prescription for pain medication. A nurse brought a wheelchair in and took him to Sarah's room, where Bob was already waiting.
"Daddy!" Sarah exclaimed when she saw him. "How are you feeling?"
"Better," he said. "How about you? You're looking better. At least you have some color in your skin."
"I'm still pretty sore," she said, "but the doctor says I'm doing a lot better than they anticipated."
"I'm glad to hear that, princess," he said. They visited for a while longer, until Ryan noticed that Sarah looked a bit tired. He looked up at Bob.
"Mind giving me a ride back to the hotel?" he asked.
"Not at all," Bob said. They said their goodbyes and a nurse wheeled Ryan to the patient pickup area where Bob had parked.
"You going to be okay getting to your room?" Bob asked.
"I'll manage," Ryan said. "They gave me some pills and this cane, so I'll be okay."
"Alright," Bob said. "Pick you up tomorrow, say about 10:00?"
"Yeah," Ryan said. "That works. See ya then." Ryan climbed out of the RAV-4 and went to his room, using the cane for support.
...
That night as he lay on the bed in his pajamas watching television, he heard a knock on the door.
"Just a minute," he said, grabbing his cane. He limped to the door and looked through the peephole. He saw Lisa and noticed she was alone, so he opened the door. He still expected a visit from the local authorities so he looked around as she stepped inside, carrying what looked like a large picnic basket.
"I hope you don't mind my stopping by," she said. "Have you eaten yet?"
"No, not yet," he said. "I was just sitting here watching a little TV."
"Why don't you get off your feet and I'll get you some dinner," she said. "You still like lasagna?"
"Love it," he said.
"Good," she said as she set the large basket down. Opening it, she pulled out a portable tray and set it on the bed across his lap. Then she pulled out a covered dish and some silverware, placing it on the tray in front of him. Then she pulled out a can of green tea.
"You have some ice?" she asked.
"Yeah," he said, pointing to the bucket on the dresser. She put ice in a plastic glass and poured some tea into it.
"Thank you," he said after she set the tea on the nightstand next to him. "Aren't you going to eat?"
"I've already eaten," she said.
"So, what brought this on?" he asked her.
"I remember how much you used to enjoy my lasagna, and I just thought you might appreciate it," she said.
"Well, I do," he told her. "Thanks, and it's every bit as good as I remember."
"Better than those TV dinners?" she asked with a smile.
"By a long shot," Ryan said.
"You know, those things are loaded with all kinds of crap," she said.
"Yeah, and sometimes I think the cardboard would taste better than what's inside," he told her.
"So why do you eat them?" she asked. "Don't you cook anymore? You used to cook all the time."
"Well, I had someone to cook for at the time," Ryan said. "I guess it's just laziness. I don't see the need to go to a lot of trouble when it's just me."
"Did you ever start your garage?" she asked. He shook his head.
"No," he said. "That dream died when you and Sarah left. I'm too damn old and worn out to start a business anyway."
"Nonsense," she said. "You're what, 50? That's not too old."
"When you've been through what I have these last ten years or so, it is," he said with a wistful look in his eye. "Trust me."
"But what do you live on?" she asked.
"I do just fine," he said. "I've got enough to last me the rest of my life."
"What do you do all day?" she asked.
"Mostly just sit around, drink tea," he said. "Watch the weeds grow. Look at the clouds. Do a little target practice from time to time."
"That's no way to live," she said. He shrugged his shoulders.
"Maybe. The place could use a coat of paint," he said. "Maybe I can start on that when I get back."
"That's better than doing nothing," she said.
"Sometimes, doing nothing suits me just fine," he said.
"Mind if I sit with you and watch some television?" she asked.
"Not at all," he said, gently scooting over to give her room on the bed. She sat next to him and they watched a movie.
"I remember we used to do this all the time," she said. He nodded his head. He remembered it as well. "I loved it when you would sit and rock Sarah to sleep. She looked so innocent with her little arms around your neck. You'd take her to bed and cover her up and give her a good night kiss. I miss that."
"Yeah, me too," he said. She nuzzled close to him and put her head on his shoulders.
"Hold me? Please?" she begged. He put an arm around her and held her close. It had been years since he had done this. She felt as good as she did when they were still married. Suddenly, she burst into tears, sobbing on his shoulder. He held her close and let her cry.
"I'm sorry," she said, wiping the tears from her face. "I miss this with you so bad. I can't ever remember Jake doing anything like this. I really fucked everything up for everyone, didn't I?"
"You'll get no argument from me," he said. She cried some more as he held her in silence. They watched another program in silence, Lisa's head on Ryan's shoulder. After the program ended, she sat up and looked at him.
"I have to get going before it gets too late," she said. "I've really enjoyed spending this time with you."
"I have too," he said. "And thank you again for the dinner. It was delicious."
"You're welcome," she said. "Will you do something for me, please?"
"What's that?" he asked, wary of what she might want.
"You said the other day that little Ryan needs his grandmother," she said. "He also needs his grandpa. Will you promise to be there for him? And Sarah?"
"Of course," he said, bringing a smile to her face.
"Thank you," she said. "When are you going home?"
"I'll be flying out tomorrow afternoon," he said. "Bob is picking me up in the morning and I'll say goodbye to Sarah, then I'm heading back."
"Okay," she said. "Don't be a stranger, okay?"
"I won't," he said. She kissed him on the cheek, gathered her stuff and left.
...
The next day, he found that he wasn't quite as sore as before, but still needed the cane to get around. After breakfast, Bob came by and helped him with his gear. He checked out of the hotel and they headed to the hospital.
When they got to Sarah's room, he saw a young boy next to her bed. He knew from the photo he had seen earlier it was her child, Ryan. He looked up as they walked in.
"Ryan," Sarah said. "This is your grandpa. He's also named Ryan. Why don't you go say hello?"
"Hello, sir," the little boy said. "Are you really my grandpa?" Ryan sat and smiled as he looked at the youngster.
"Yes, I am," he said.
"What happened to your eye?" the little boy asked, pointing to Ryan's eye patch.
"Well, I lost it," Ryan said.
"Want me to help you find it?" the boy asked. "I'm real good at finding things." Ryan laughed.
"I'm sure you are," Ryan said. "But no, that's alright." He gave the boy a hug and turned to Sarah.
"How are you feeling?" he asked her. "You're looking better than you did yesterday."
"Still sore and weak, but getting better," she said. "They're gonna keep me here for a few days to monitor my progress."
"That's probably wise," Ryan said. They talked for some time before Lisa came into the room. After they all got caught up, Bob looked at his watch.
"I think it's time we get you to the airport," he said. Ryan looked at his watch.
"You're right," he said. He stood and gave his daughter a hug and kissed her cheek. "You get well, now, you hear me?" he asked.
"I will, Daddy," she said. "Thank you for everything. I love you."
"I love you too, princess," Ryan said.
"Uh, Bob," Lisa said. "If it's okay with you, I'd like to take Ryan to the airport. I have a couple of things I need to talk to him about. Do you mind?"
"Not at all," he said. "I'll go down and get his bag."
"Promise me you'll come visit sometime," Ryan told Sarah.
"I will, Daddy," she said. He nodded his head and walked out of the room, Lisa next to him.
"So, what do you need to talk to me about?" Ryan asked after he got in Lisa's BMW.
"I got a visit from Elmer Jenkins, the chairman of the board," she said. "It seems the feds got your dossier and someone gave him a heads-up. The board will be getting together this evening to discuss the situation. Elmer tells me the board is leaning toward putting Jake on an extended leave of absence, at least until the court case is resolved."
"Couldn't happen to a nicer guy," Ryan said.
"He also said they're thinking about having me fill in as interim CEO for a while, at least during the investigation and the trial, if there is one," she said.
"Congratulations," he said.
"That may be premature," she said. "But thanks anyway. After Jake and I married, he made me a vice president and put me in charge of what he called 'administrative operations.' Basically, I was the head paper-pusher. Apparently, Elmer thinks I can up to speed on what Jake was doing pretty fast, and he seems to think the company needs a Knight at the helm, at least for now."
"I wish you the best of luck," he said. "So, why are you telling me this?"
"Because I know how the board works," she said. "They're going to want to know how you got that information."
"And they think you can turn on your feminine charms and get it out of me?" Ryan asked. "Maybe ply me with homemade lasagna?" She chuckled at that.
"Perhaps," she said.
"Well, that's not going to happen," he said. "I promised anonymity, and I keep my word. Besides, it's out of my hands now."
"I understand," she said. "Completely. I won't push it, promise." They pulled in front of the terminal and Lisa stopped the car. She pulled a box out of her purse and handed it to him.
"What's this?" Ryan asked.
"Just a little present," she said. "I know you don't have a phone, so I got you one. It's the latest with all the features. You can send texts, emails, take pictures, video, whatever you want. I've already got it set up with your area code and programmed it with my number, along with Bob's and Sarah's."
"Thank you," he said. "You didn't have to do this."
"I know," she said. "But you promised to stay in touch, and I think this is the best way."
"Is there an instruction book for this?" he asked.
"Of course," she said.
"Good," he told her. "That'll give me something to read on the way back." She walked with him to the check-in counter and waited for him to get his boarding pass. She stayed with him until he reached the security checkpoint.
"I guess this is where we say goodbye," he said.
"Not goodbye," she said. "Just, 'so long,' at least for now. Let me know when you get home, okay?"
"I will," he said. She kissed him on the cheek.
"It was good to see you again, Ryan," she said. "I really am sorry about everything." He nodded his head.
"I know. It was good to see you, too," he said. "Give the kids my love, will you?" She smiled.
"I will," she said before walking off. He watched her leave before getting in line for the security check.
...
A few hours later, he stood in front of his house after the cab dropped him off. Home, crap, home, he thought to himself as he looked at the old place. He could see the paint peeling off, exposing boards that had turned gray with exposure. The whole place looked... sad.
In his mind's eye, he pictured a cartoon house with a sad face, a tear falling out of one downcast eye. It reflected the way he had felt for quite some time. He felt bad about letting the old place fall into such disrepair. It had been good to him -- gave him shelter from the elements, kept him warm in the winter and relatively cool in the hot summer.
But something had changed in him over the last few days. He no longer felt the pervasive anger and hatred that had kept him company all these years. Perhaps, he thought, it was time the house reflected that.
"Maybe it's time we get you fixed up, old friend," he said to no one in particular. In his mind, the sad house-face smiled and the tear disappeared. He pulled out his phone and was surprised he had good reception. It took him a while, but he sent a text to Lisa, Sarah and Bob, letting them all know he made it home.
"Thanks for letting us know," Bob replied. Sarah sent the same message, adding, "I love you," with a happy face emoji. Lisa also thanked him for letting her know. He grabbed his cane and his duffel bag and went inside.
The next day, he began walking around the place, taking notes of everything that needed to be done. He finally realized there was no way he could do all this by himself, so he started calling contractors. Over the next few days, several had come out to look at the place and give him an estimate.
The contractor he selected wasn't the cheapest, nor was he the most expensive. But he said he could get everything Ryan wanted done, even if he had to hire subcontractors. Ryan knew it would cost him but he wasn't worried about that. He just wanted a good job done on the place.
Ryan originally wanted the place painted, but the contractor suggested he have the old wood removed and replaced with siding. That way, he said, they could also get a good look at the frame and replace whatever was needed. That sounded good to Ryan, so he gave the contractor the go-ahead, along with a check to get things started.



A couple months later, Ryan sat in his front room, eating a microwaved meat loaf dinner, watching television, when a news report grabbed his attention.
"This just in," the anchor said. "Today, the Department of Justice announced federal indictments have been handed down against Jacob Knight, the former CEO of Knight Petroleum. Knight has been charged with a number of allegations, which include attempted murder and conspiracy to commit murder. He was relieved of his duties by the board two months ago after he was reportedly mugged in a Central City alleyway. His estranged wife, Lisa Knight, was named the interim CEO in his absence. Knight, who is now confined to a wheelchair, has been taken into federal custody and is being held without bail."
A few minutes after the report, his phone buzzed. He noticed it was Lisa, and took the call.
"Did you see the report?" she asked.
"Just saw it," he said.
"What do you think?" she asked.
"I think he's still as dangerous as ever," Ryan told her. "Maybe even more so. You be careful."
"I will," she said. "How are you doing?"
"I'm doing fine," he said. "Just getting some work done on the old place."
"I can't wait to see what you've done to it," she said. "I saw that picture you sent. It looked pretty sad."
"Yeah it did," he said. "So, was there anything else you wanted?"
"Yeah," she said. "Now that he's been indicted, you may hear from the feds," she said. "They're interested in his attempt on your life. I just wanted to give you a head's up."
"Thanks for that. I've been expecting it," he said. They ended the call and Ryan finished his dinner.
The next day, he got a call from Mike Gregory, his lawyer in town, asking him to come by.
"I've got two federal agents here," he said. "They want to talk to you about the attempt on your life."
"Not without immunity," Ryan said.
"That's already been arranged," Mike said. "Can you make it in?"
"Yeah, I'll be right down," Ryan said. He let the foreman running the renovation know he would be gone for a while and headed into town. When he got to Mike's office, he was introduced to two men in dark suits, Special Agent Darrel Smith and Agent Jim Jones, both with the FBI, based out of El Paso.
"What can I do for you two?" Ryan asked.
"We're tying up some loose ends in the case against Jacob Knight and we'd like some information about your work in the Middle East," Smith said. Ryan looked at Mike before saying anything.
"I'd like some assurances first," Ryan said.
"We've already agreed to give you total immunity," Smith said. "We just want to know why Jacob Knight would want to target you." Ryan looked at Mike for confirmation.
"It's alright, Ryan," Mike said. "You have total immunity in exchange for whatever information you can give them." Ryan nodded his head and sat down.
"Alright," he said. "Did you know he, meaning Jake Knight, stole my wife 12 years ago and conspired to destroy my family?"
"No, we didn't know that," Jones said.
"He did," Ryan said. "After he took my wife and daughter from me, I did some private work for about nine years. My last job was in the Middle East, helping an oil sheikh beef up his security. I was later told that he was under pressure to sell out to Knight Petroleum. While I was there, we came under attack by armed individuals. At first I thought they might have been terrorists with al Qaeda or ISIS, but I later learned they worked for Knight. Somehow, Knight got word I was working for the sheikh, so he embedded a team of assassins to target me."
"How did you learn that?" Smith asked.
"I got that from the sheikh after the attack," Ryan said. "He gave me a dossier which was part of the package I passed on to the DOJ."
"Do you know how Sheikh Abdullah got that information?" Smith asked.
"No, I don't," Ryan said. "And I didn't feel it was my place to ask. I put it together with everything else I got later and forwarded it to you."
"So, you're the source of the dossier?" Jones asked.
"Yes," Ryan said. "After that attack, I came here and bought a place, but I paid to have Knight kept under surveillance. It took me three years, but after I got what I thought would be enough information to have him arrested and taken down, Mike forwarded the whole package to your office. As you know, the dossier includes overseas monetary transfers to individuals for the purpose of taking me out."
"You think he deliberately targeted you because of your ex-wife and daughter?" Jones asked. Ryan nodded his head.
"Yeah," Ryan said.
"But why?" Smith asked. "He already married your ex-wife. Why would he go after you like that?"
"Because he's a vindictive son of a bitch," Ryan said. "Because he's an asshole. I don't know and frankly, don't care. Perhaps he thought he could kill two birds with one stone."
"You know Knight was reportedly mugged the day before we got your dossier?" Smith asked.
"I heard something happened to him," Ryan said.
"You know anything about that?" Jones asked.
"Just what I heard on the news today," Ryan said.
"I see," Jones said.
"Is that all?" Ryan asked.
"For now, Mr. Caldwell," Smith said. "If we need anything more, we'll be in touch." They said their goodbyes and left. Ryan turned to Mike.
"Do you know what happened to Jake?" Mike asked.
"I know he got what was coming to him," Ryan said. "Call it a father's justice and leave it at that, okay?"
"Okay," Mike said. Ryan took his leave of Mike and headed back home.
He heard nothing more from the federal agents and stayed in touch with Lisa, Sarah and Bob as the legal cases wound their way through the court system. Jake's attorneys were quite busy, making sure everything had slowed down to a near-crawl.
Finally, after about six months from the time he reached out to the contractor, the renovation on his house was complete, and, not surprisingly, it cost a bit more than the contractor originally said. But it was worth it, as far as Ryan was concerned. The old exterior boards were replaced with siding, some additional insulation was added and some of the frame had to be replaced.
On top of that, the interior walls were repaired and painted, and new carpet was put in throughout the house. He had most of the plumbing redone, and the electrical system upgraded. The 50-year-old swamp cooler was taken out and replaced with a modern central air and heat system. The bathrooms and kitchen were remodeled and all new appliances were installed.
He had even built window boxes for the front-facing windows and had potted flowers put in. The old garage was torn down and a new one was built, with a door leading into the kitchen. Feeling adventurous, he built a white picket fence around the front yard and replaced the gate.
The front and back yards were completely landscaped, with new topsoil brought in, and hydro-seeded. Trees were brought in and planted to help shade the house and the yard. By now, the yard was lush and green, and Ryan realized he would need to buy a lawn tractor to keep it up. He even had a swimming pool installed in the back yard, thinking little Ryan might like that if he ever came to visit.
He also bought all new furniture for the place, replacing his old twin bed with a king-sized one, and furnished the other three bedrooms just in case Sarah, Bob and Lisa came to visit.
"You have quite a place here, Mr. Caldwell," the contractor said, admiring his work. "The foundation is in good shape, and most of the frame is holding up quite well. If you ever decide to sell the place, you'll make a killing."
"Thanks," Ryan said. "But I think I'll keep it." After the contractor left, he looked at the house and took a photo. In his mind's eye, the house seemed to smile at him, and he smiled back.
He went inside and admired his newly-remodeled house. Smiling, he prepared to send a picture to Sarah, Bob and Lisa, when his phone rang. It was Sarah's number, so he answered.
"Daddy," she cried. "You need to get back, quick. Please hurry."
"What's wrong, princess?" he asked. "Are you sick again?"
"No," she cried. "It's Mom. She's been shot. The doctors don't know if she'll make it."
"I'll be there as fast as I can," he said, ending the call.
...
To be continued...
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End of "A Father's Justice, Pt. 02":
"You have quite a place here, Mr. Caldwell," the contractor said, admiring his work. "The foundation is in good shape, and most of the frame is holding up quite well. If you ever decide to sell the place, you'll make a killing."
"Thanks," Ryan said. "But I think I'll keep it." After the contractor left, he looked at the house and took a photo. In his mind's eye, the house seemed to smile at him, and he smiled back.
He went inside and admired his newly-remodeled house. Smiling, he prepared to send a picture to Sarah, Bob and Lisa, when his phone rang. It was Sarah's number, so he answered.
"Daddy," she cried. "You need to get back, quick. Please hurry."
"What's wrong, princess?" he asked. "Are you sick again?"
"No," she cried. "It's Mom. She's been shot. The doctors don't know if she'll make it."
"I'll be there as fast as I can," he said, ending the call.
...
Ryan called his lawyer and the private investigator he had looking into Jake, then arranged for a flight back to Central City. Once there, he rented a car and flew to the hospital.
After asking the information desk, he donned the face mask he was given and made his way to the surgical waiting area where he found Sarah and Bob with an older man he didn't recognize. Sarah spotted him and ran to him, crying.
"Daddy, you made it," she cried.
"I got here as fast as I could," he said, hugging her tightly. "How's your mother?"
"They're still working on her," the older man said. "I'm sorry, I'm Elmer Jenkins, Chairman of the Board of Knight Petroleum," he added, extending his hand. "You must be Lisa's ex-husband, Ryan."
"I am," Ryan said, shaking Elmer's hand. He had met Elmer once before, but only briefly, and that had been nearly 20 years ago at a company Christmas event. "What happened?"
"Lisa left the office and was getting ready to get in her car, when another car came around," Elmer said. "There were two people in the car and one of them fired two shots out the window. One shot hit Lisa in the shoulder and the other struck her in the head. They drove off and haven't been seen since."
"They were staking her out, then," Ryan said. Elmer nodded his head.
"It would appear so," he said. "I still don't know how they got into the parking lot. That particular lot is for executives only and requires either a card key or a security code entered at the gate."
"Do the police have any leads?" Ryan asked.
"None, even though we have video surveillance," Elmer said. "The license plate was obscured."
"Can you get me a copy of that video?" Ryan asked. Elmer nodded his head.
"I believe so," he said. "But I don't know what you can do. The police have it as well, and they haven't been able to make any headway."
"I have resources that might be able to find something," Ryan said. "Get me that video. Immediately, if not sooner."
"Alright," Elmer said, surprised by the commanding way Ryan spoke to him. "I will. I'll head out now." Ryan nodded his head in acknowledgment.
"What about your mother?" Ryan asked Sarah as Elmer left. "Any word on her condition?"
"They removed the bullet from her shoulder, and they've been working on her head wound," Sarah said. "It's been hours now. That's all I know."
"Where's little Ryan?" he asked.
"At home," Bob said. "My mother is staying with him right now." Ryan nodded his head again and stepped away, pulling out his cell phone. He referred to a card in his wallet and placed a call.
"Yeah," said the man at the other end when he answered. He sounded as if he had been asleep.
"Jorge, it's me, Ryan Caldwell," Ryan said. Jorge Trujillo was one of the investigators Ryan hired over three years ago to perform surveillance on Jake. In Ryan's mind, Jorge was one of, if not the, best investigator in the business, and was equipped with some of the most high-tech gear one could imagine an investigator using.
"Are you in town now?" Jorge asked. "What's going on? You were pretty cryptic when you called earlier."
"Yeah. Listen, Lisa's been shot," Ryan said.
"What?" Jorge asked. "When? By whom?"
"The when is a few hours ago," Ryan said. "The by whom is what I need you to help me find out. I have a pretty good idea, but you have tools I don't. If I get you video, do you think you can get me a name?"
"Possibly," Jorge said. "You think Jake is behind this?"
"I'd almost bet on it," Ryan said.
"Damn," Jorge said. "When will you have this video?"
"Soon," Ryan said. "Someone is bringing it back to me now."
"Okay," Jorge said. "Time is of the essence in situations like this. I'll come get it right now. Where are you?"
"At the hospital, in the surgical ward," Ryan said. "Call me when you're here and I'll come get you."
"Got it," he said. "I just need to get cleaned up and dressed."
"Sounds good," Ryan said. They ended the call, and Ryan dialed another number from his card, hoping his old friend was somewhat sober and still in the area. It only took two rings for him to answer.
"Yeah?" Bill Johnson growled.
"So, you really are alive," Ryan said. Bill Johnson was the old Army buddy who recruited Ryan for "private" security work nearly 13 years ago.
"Who the fuck is this?" Bill demanded.
"Is that any way to talk to an old friend? Especially one who saved your ass over in Africa?" Ryan asked.
"Ryan Caldwell?" Bill asked. "Is that really you? I haven't seen you in what, three years?"
"Try three and a half," Ryan said. "How are you getting along?"
"Doing alright, I guess," Bill said. "Retired after that mess in the Middle East. Seems no one's interested in hiring someone missing part of a leg."
"Yeah, I hear ya," Ryan said. "Listen, you think you can let me bend your ear for a bit later today or tomorrow? I could use your help with something."
"Sure," Bill said. "Got a case of beer sitting here just begging to be opened."
"Okay, I'll call you later," Ryan said.
"You got it," Bill said. "Bye." They ended the call and Ryan went back to Bob and Sarah. Elmer had just returned and handed him a DVD in a plastic case.
"That shows the entire incident, from the time those two entered the parking lot," he said.
"Good," Ryan said. "Thanks."
"The nurse came out a couple minutes ago, said the doctor would be out shortly to let us know what's going on," Bob said. Ryan nodded his head. A couple minutes later, the double door to the surgical suite opened, and a doctor in a white smock walked over to them.
"Are you folks here for Lisa Knight?" he asked.
"We are," Sarah said. The doctor motioned for them to go into one of the small conference rooms next to the waiting area. When they were all in the room, the doctor closed the door.
"I'm Dr. Brown," he said. "I just wanted to let you know we've removed the bullets from Ms. Knight and she's in recovery right now."
"How is she, doc?" Ryan asked.
"She's in a medically-induced coma right now," he said. "We want to give her a chance to heal before we try to revive her."
"Is she gonna make it?" Ryan asked.
"I'm not going to sugar-coat this," Dr. Brown said. "We almost lost her a couple times in the operating room. Her vitals are stable right now, but she's still in critical condition. The next 24 to 48 hours will be crucial."
"Will she recover fully?" Elmer asked.
"It's impossible to say right now," the doctor said. "We won't know until she regains consciousness."
"Is there anything we can do for her?" Bob asked.
"Right now, I'd say the best thing you can do is pray for her, if you believe in that sort of thing," Dr. Brown said. Bob nodded his head in understanding.
"When do you think we can see her?" Sarah asked.
"Probably not for a couple days yet," the doctor said. "After we move her to ICU, you can come and stay with her."
"Do you have the bullets you took out her?" Ryan asked.
"Yes, we do, but they're going to the police," the doctor said.
"I'd like to see them, if you don't mind," Ryan said.
"Like I said, they're in evidence bags right now and will be delivered to the police for analysis," Dr. Brown said.
"I wasn't making a request, doctor," Ryan said. "I won't take them out of the evidence bags. I just want to see them." The doctor looked at Ryan, shocked at his tone of voice. After a few moments, he nodded his head.
"Alright," he finally said. "Give me a minute and I'll bring them out."
"Thank you," Ryan said as the doctor left the room. He came back a minute later with two bags, each carrying the remnants of a lead bullet. He handed the bags to Ryan, who looked at them closely with his one good eye.
"Small caliber round, probably a .32," Ryan said. "Not really much stopping power. I can still see some paint embedded in the lead. Looks like it ricocheted off something before it hit her, probably her car." He handed the bags back to Dr. Brown. "Thank you," he told the doctor, who took the bags and left the conference room.
"What do you make of that?" Elmer asked.
"Whoever did this is no professional," Ryan said. "I have a feeling we'll never see the gun that was used. Probably a throw-away pistol that's already been disassembled and disposed of by now. I'll know more once the video's been looked at." Just then, his phone rang. He saw it was Jorge, so he excused himself and took the call.
"I'm in the front lobby," Jorge said.
"I'll be right down," Ryan said before ending the call. He turned back to the others. "I have to go to the lobby, then I'll be off to see a friend of mine."
"Do you have a place to stay?" Bob asked.
"Not yet," Ryan said. "I came straight here from the airport."
"Why don't you stay with us?" he asked. "I know little Ryan would love to see you."
"That sounds good, but I don't want to impose on you," Ryan said.
"It's no imposition," Sarah said. "We'd love to have you. Please?"
"Alright," Ryan said. Bob gave him the address and wrote directions on a small piece of paper. Ryan tucked it in his pocket. "I don't know exactly when I'll be there."
"That's alright," Sarah said. "We'll probably be up anyway."
"Okay," Ryan said. Elmer handed him his business card.
"If there's anything I can do, please let me know," he said. "Feel free to call me any time."
"Thank you," Ryan said, shaking Elmer's hand. He gave Sarah a hug and shook Bob's hand before leaving. He went to the lobby and saw Jorge in the waiting area. Jorge stood up as he came over.
"Here's the video of the shooting," Ryan said.
"Good," Jorge said. "I'll get started on this right away. I'll call you the second I know something. How's Lisa, by the way?"
"She's out of surgery and in recovery," Ryan said. "They're keeping her in a medically-induced coma right now. The next day or two are critical."
"I'll keep her in my prayers," Jorge said. Ryan nodded his head.
"Thanks," he said. "I appreciate that."
"Any time, old friend," Jorge said. "I'd better get on this. Expect to hear from me soon."
"Sounds good," Ryan said. After Jorge left, he pulled his phone out and called Bill.
"You got a few minutes?" he asked his friend.
"Let me check my busy social calendar," Bill said. "Why, yes, I just happen to have an opening. Come on over." Bill gave him directions and they ended the call.
...
After finding the small trailer, Ryan stopped the car, got out and knocked on the door. Bill opened the door and let him in.
"Damn," Bill said after they shook hands. "You've gotten better-looking over the years," he added, pointing to the eye patch and the long jagged scar.
"And I see you're getting around okay," Ryan said, laughing. Bill laughed with him. He handed Ryan a beer and they sat in the front room of the 12x60 mobile home.
"Nice place you have here," Ryan said. Bill shrugged his shoulders.
"It'll do," he said. "It's paid for and it keeps me off the street. What's going on in your world?" He listened as Ryan brought him up to speed over the events of the last three years.
"Damn," Bill said when Ryan finished. "I heard that Jake was in a wheelchair. They said it was muggers. I shoulda known you had a hand in that. You think he's the one behind your ex getting shot?"
"I'm pretty certain of it," Ryan said. "I just can't prove it yet."
"You getting soft in your old age or something?" Bill asked.
"What do ya mean?" Ryan asked.
"I remember a time when you woulda just snapped his neck and left him to rot," Bill said. Ryan laughed.
"I thought about it," he said. "But I figured it'd be better if he became Bubba's bitch for the rest of his life. Besides, I have no desire to go to jail, not even for killing a piece of shit like him."
"So, how did you work around this?" Bill asked, pointing at Ryan's eye patch. "That had to play hell with your depth perception."
"It did," Ryan admitted. "But you know, I didn't just sit around with my thumb up my ass for three years in Texas. I set up a workout area in my garage, and got some help from a mixed martial arts teacher in town. Wasn't easy, but it helped."
"Just curious, why didn't you just send that dossier of yours off once you had all the information?" Bill asked.
"I wanted to personally confront Jake one time before the feds came after him," Ryan said. "I'd been gaming that out for a few months when my son-in-law showed up."
"So, Sarah's sickness gave you the opportunity you were looking for to face Jake personally?" Bill asked.
"Yeah, something like that," Ryan said.
"What about your ex?" Bill asked. "Why do you care what happens to her? Are you thinking about getting back with her or something?" Ryan shook his head.
"No," he said. "That ship sailed a long time ago. I'm concerned about Sarah and little Ryan. He needs his grandma, and she still needs her mom."
"Little Ryan?" Bill said. Ryan pulled out his phone and showed Bill a picture of his grandson.
"Handsome young man," Bill said. "So, what're you planning to do?"
"That depends," Ryan said. "I have someone going over video of the shooting. I'm hoping he can identify the son of a bitch who pulled the trigger."
"What then?" Bill asked.
"I plan to hunt him down and ask a few friendly questions," Ryan said.
"You need some backup?" Bill asked.
"I could use some, preferably from someone I can trust," Ryan said.
"Count me in, if that's okay with you," Bill said.
"I can't think of anyone I trust more," Ryan said. "And I'll pay you for your time."
"Oh no you won't," Bill said. "I'm the one who got you into the business, and you saved my ass a few times. I owe you this."
"As I recall, you saved my ass a time or two," Ryan said.
"What're friends for?" Bill asked, raising his beer. Ryan smiled, and touched his beer to Bill's before taking a long drink. They spent the next couple hours catching up. Finally, Ryan got up and shook his friend's hand.
"I'd better get back to Sarah," he said. "I'll be in touch, probably tomorrow."
"Sounds good," Bill said. "By the way, when was the last time you got laid?"
"Been a while," Ryan said. "Why?"
"Well, I thought maybe you and I could go to this little place I know in town one of these days," Bill said. "The girls are good-looking, clean and a lot of fun, if you know what I mean."
"Sounds like fun. Let's see how things go," Ryan said.
"I'm holding you to that," Bill said. "Talk to you soon." Ryan left and went back to Sarah and Bob's place. When he got there, he knocked on the door. Bob answered and let him in.
"You don't have to knock," Bob said. "You're family, remember?"
"Thanks," Ryan said, walking into the house. He looked around at all the pictures and knick-knacks in the room. The place seemed cozy, friendly. Little Ryan came up to him, holding his arms out.
"Hold, Grandpa, please," the little boy begged. Ryan picked him up and held him in his arms. For a moment, he was reminded of how he used to hold Sarah when she was little.
"Listen, I have to get into the office early, so I'm going to hit the hay," Bob said. "Goodnight."
"Goodnight," Ryan said in response.
"Hi, Daddy," Sarah said when she came into the room. "I see little Ryan found you. You can sit in the rocker with him if you want."
"Thanks," Ryan said, sitting down in the rocking chair next to the couch. As he rocked, little Ryan put his arms around his neck and was asleep in practically no time.
"I'll take him if you want," Sarah said.
"That's alright," Ryan said. "Let him stay for a bit if he wants." He looked at his daughter and saw a tear form in her eye.
"I remember when you used to rock me to sleep like that," she said.
"Me, too," Ryan said. "Those were the happiest days of my life."
"Have you eaten yet?" she asked.
"No, I haven't," Ryan said.
"Why don't we get Ryan to bed and I'll get you something," she said. "I hope you don't mind leftover goulash."
"Not at all," he said, standing up, little Ryan still in his arms, sound asleep. They went to his room and Ryan laid him down, then covered him up. Sarah kissed him on the cheek and turned to her father.
"He's my little angel," she said. "I don't know what I'd do without him."
"I know the feeling," Ryan said. They went downstairs and Sarah dished out some goulash and put it in the microwave. She set it on the dinner table with some silverware.
"What would you like to drink?" she asked. "I've got some Coke if that's alright."
"That's perfect," Ryan said. She poured a glass of Coke and sat it on the table in front of him before taking a seat across from him.
"I'm sorry I haven't asked before now, but how are you doing?" Ryan asked after taking a bite.
"I'm doing much better, thanks," she said. "I've started back to work. They put me on a reduced schedule, but at least I'm back in the game."
"What is it you do?" he asked.
"I'm a veterinarian," she said.
"Good," he said. "You always did have a soft spot for animals."
"I love working with them," she said. "Can we talk for a bit?" she asked after a few moments.
"Sure," Ryan said. "What do you want to talk about?"
"When you were here last, you said you did a lot of travel overseas," she said. "What were you doing, if you don't mind my asking. I know you said you were a private security consultant."
"Not at all," Ryan said. "That's a fancy name for a hired gun. In short, I was a mercenary."
"My God," she said. "That sounds dangerous."
"It could be," he said.
"Where did you go?" she asked.
"I was all over," he said. "Africa, South America, the Middle East. Wherever there was someone causing trouble, basically."
"What do you do now?" she asked.
"Right now, I'm living off what I made those nine years," he said.
"You did that because of what Mom and I did to you?" she asked. He shrugged his shoulders.
"Pretty much," he said. "I had nothing left here, so when I was offered the job, I took it."
"But Mom said she left you everything in the divorce," Sarah said. "She didn't even ask for support."
"It's true that your mother let me keep the house and the bank account and it's true she never asked for any support," Ryan said. "But in reality, she took everything that meant anything to me. Namely, the two of you. The rest was just stuff, and that can all be replaced. I couldn't replace you."



"I remember what you said the day we left," Sarah said, a tear falling down her cheek. "You must've hated us for that."
"I did," Ryan said. "For a very long time. In fact, the two of you were basically dead to me for over ten years. As far as I was concerned, I had no family -- nothing. And nothing to live for. After this," he said, pointing to his scar and patch, "all I could think of was getting revenge." Sarah wiped her face as tears flowed down her face.
"You said you forgave me, though, remember?" she said.
"Yes, after I read your old letters," Ryan said. "Tell me, how was your life with Jake? I remember reading in the paper he wanted to adopt you."
"Yeah, well, he was told he'd have to get your permission first. Personally, I think he just said that for the article. Anyway, life with Jake seemed exciting at first," she said. "He took us to the south of France, then I went to that school in the northeast. I came home a few times every year on break and during holidays. Jake always gave me expensive gifts. A car, cell phone, computer, you name it. Everything top of the line and brand new. He always made sure to tell me that you could never afford to give me what he did. But it just wasn't the same."
"What do you mean?" Ryan asked.
"Jake isn't an easy man to be with," she said. "He's great at buying things, but he's not exactly father material, if you know what I mean. We never really bonded, and after a while, I saw right through him. I got to the point I couldn't stand to be around him anymore. Or Mom."
"Did he ever molest you?" Ryan asked.
"No, but he was very creepy," she said. "He would make little comments now and then, and I didn't like the way he looked at me."
"I read that in your letters," Ryan said.
"I used to daydream about you coming back and kicking his ass," she said. Ryan chuckled at that. "It was you who put him in a wheelchair, wasn't it? Bob never told me what happened that day." He looked at her for a few moments before responding.
"Yeah, it was me," he said.
"I'm glad you did that," she said. "Served the bastard right."
"Well, you won't get any argument from me," Ryan said.
"You think he's responsible for what happened to Mom, don't you?" she asked.
"Yes," he said. "I just can't prove it yet. But I will."
"What will you do then?" she asked.
"I don't know yet," he said. "But I did make a promise and I fully intend to see it through, one way or another."
"I probably don't want to know what that promise is, do I?" she asked. He shook his head.
"No," he said.
"Do you think you and Mom will ever get back together?" she asked.
"No," he said. "She betrayed me once in the worst way a woman can betray someone she claims to love. I won't let that happen again. Besides, I've changed over the years. I'm not the same man I was 12 years ago. And I'm not looking to get into another relationship."
"Will you promise me something, Dad?" she asked.
"What's that?" he asked.
"Will you promise to at least be there for her? As a friend if nothing else?" she asked.
"I'll try," he said after a few moments. "It won't be easy, though. She hurt me worse than you can ever imagine."
"I understand," she said.
"Will you promise me something?" he asked.
"What's that?" she asked in response.
"Promise me you'll never do to Bob what your mother did to us?" he asked.
"I'll never hurt him, Dad. Ever," she said. "He's stuck with me for life."
"Good," Ryan said. "Remember, you'll never be too old for me to put you over my knee."
"I believe that," she said with a smile. "I'd better get to bed now. I'll be up early making breakfast. Good night."
"Good night, princess," he said. He finished his meal, then stepped outside for a cigarette, using the butt can Bob had placed on the deck, then went to bed.
The next morning, he awoke to the smell of bacon. He did his morning routine, showered, dressed and went downstairs.
"Bob's already left for work," Sarah said as she put the food on the table. "After breakfast, I'll take little Ryan to my mom's then I'll head over to the hospital."
"Sounds good," Ryan said as he poured his coffee. "I hope to hear something from Jorge on the video I gave him yesterday."
"You really think that will lead to something?" she asked.
"I think so," Ryan said. "If anybody can glean anything from it, he can." They sat down to eat, and Ryan's phone buzzed the second he finished. He looked, and saw it was Jorge.
"Good morning," he said when he answered. "You're up early. You got something for me?"
"Yeah, I do," Jorge said. "Can you get to my office this morning?"
"Absolutely," Ryan said. "Just finished breakfast. I'll be right over."
"See ya when you get here," Jorge said, ending the call.
"What'd I tell ya?" Ryan asked Sarah.
"He found something?" she asked.
"Sure did," Ryan said. "I'm heading over there now. Call me if you get any news on your mother, okay?"
"I will, Dad," she said. "Love you."
"Love you, too," he said. He gave little Ryan a hug, then headed out. He got to Jorge's office and went inside.
"So, what'd you find?" Ryan asked.
"I can tell you who pulled the trigger," Jorge said. "I can't identify the driver, though."
"Well, that's a start," Ryan said. "Who is he?"
"A street punk who goes by the name, 'Tyrone J.' Thinks it gives him standing with the other street punks, I guess," Jorge said. "His real name is Timothy J. Scroggins. Dropped out of high school and hangs with a bunch of real bad apples."
"Sounds like you've run across him before," Ryan said.
"Yeah, I busted him a few times when I was on the force," Jorge said. "Drugs, mostly. He's got an arrest record that goes back 10, 12 years. Never been convicted of anything, though. I know he lives in his mother's basement, so he shouldn't be too hard to find. If you watch the video, you can see the car pull up to the gate and the driver punching a code on the keypad."
"Someone on the inside had to give them that code, then," Ryan said.
"My thoughts exactly," Jorge said.
"Something I don't get," Ryan said. "The police have this same video. Why haven't they arrested this clown yet?"
"Truthfully?" Jorge asked.
"Yeah, truthfully," Ryan said.
"In case you haven't been watching the news lately, there's been a lot of riots across the country these last few months," Jorge said. "Mayor and the city council are afraid it'll start up here, so they've been slowly reducing the police budget and turning a blind eye to petty criminals like Scroggins. I've heard that up to 20 percent of the force has quit because of it, which means they don't have the manpower to investigate anything like this." Ryan shook his head.
"That sucks," he said.
"Yeah, it does," Jorge said in agreement. "So, what do you want to do?"
"I wanna talk to this Tyrone clown and see what he has to say," Ryan said. "Preferably while his mother's not at home."
"Well, she works during the day, and he normally isn't out and about until sometime in the afternoon," Jorge said.
"Perfect," Ryan said.
"Want me to come with you?" Jorge asked.
"If you want," Ryan said. "But I can guarantee you I won't play by the rules."
"I kinda figured that," Jorge said.
"There's one other person I'd like to bring with us," Ryan said. "An old buddy of mine I used to serve with."
"Okay," Jorge said. "You're calling the shots." Ryan nodded his head, pulled out his phone and called Bill.
"Hey," Bill said. "What's up?"
"Wanna come visit our trigger man with me?" Ryan asked.
"Hell yeah," Bill said. "Mind if I bring my AR?"
"Why not," Ryan said. "We'll be by in about a half hour. Make sure you grab some duct tape and zip ties."
"Will do, boss. See ya then," Bill said. After ending the call, Ryan motioned for Jorge to follow him. They got in Ryan's rented vehicle and drove to Bill's trailer. Ryan honked his horn as soon as he pulled up, and watched as Bill came out of the trailer with his rifle and a backpack.
"Holy fuck," Jorge said. "Are you seriously going to let him carry that thing around?"
"He knows what he's doing," Ryan said. "Trust me." Bill opened a back door and got in. Ryan saw the AR had a bump stock attached to it.
"Is that thing legal?" he asked his friend.
"You mean the stock?" Bill asked. "Probably not. I don't care though. That's my 'Mob Control Device.' You know, just in case they make it up this way."
"Well, there's only one guy we're going after, so I doubt you'll need it," Ryan said.
"Better safe than sorry, I say," Bill said with a chuckle. Ryan smiled and pulled out.
"So, where are we going?" Ryan asked.
"Fifth and Emerson," Jorge said. "Just get back on the main road to town and I'll tell you when to turn."
"Okay," Ryan said. He knew the basic area, since the block wasn't too far from where he and Lisa used to live. They finally made it to Tyrone/Timmy's address and sat in the car a just across the street. Jorge looked at his watch.
"His mother should be gone to work by now, assuming she still has the same schedule," he said. "How do you want to play this?"
"You and I will go to the front door, Jorge," he said. "Bill will circle around and enter through the back. You bring your lock pick kit?" he asked Bill.
"Never leave home without it," Bill said from the back seat.
"Good," Ryan said. "Don't forget your backpack."
"Not a problem, boss," Bill said.
"Okay," Ryan said. "Bill, why you get out first and we'll give you some time to make it around back. And for God's sake, try to keep that rifle concealed. I don't want nosy neighbors freaking out and calling the cops. Remember, the idea is to get Timmy between us."
"Got it," Bill said, opening the door. As they watched, Bill quickly worked his way to the back door. They didn't see any movement from the other houses, so they got out and walked calmly to the front door. Looking in the window, they could see clear through the house and noticed that Bill had made it to the door. Ryan knocked on the door, then rang the bell.
"Yeah, yeah, I'm coming," they heard Timmy shout from inside. He opened the door, wearing a white t-shirt and a pair of jeans that hung below his waistline, revealing the top of his boxers. It was a look that disgusted Ryan to no end.
"Yeah," Timmy said. "Whaddya want?"
"We want some answers, Timmy," Ryan said. "Or is it Tie-Rone," he added, mispronouncing Timmy's street name on purpose.
"Get the fuck outta here, cracker, before I bus' you up," Timmy sneered. Ryan chuckled and looked at Jorge.
"You hear the racist shit comin' outta this boy's mouth, Jorge?" he asked. "Maybe we outta wash his mouth out with soap." Jorge chuckled at that. Ryan turned back to Timmy.
"Boy," he said. "Have you looked in the mirror lately? You're about three shades whiter than I am." Ryan saw Timmy start to pull a switchblade out of his jeans. He shook his head.
"Unless you're real hungry and wanna eat that toadsticker, boy, you'd best leave it the fuck alone," Ryan said. Timmy hesitated for a moment.
"Unless you want a bullet in the back of yer head, you'd best do as yer told," Bill said from behind Timmy. Scared and surprised, Timmy let go of the blade and put his hands at his side.
"Why don't you do the neighborly thing and invite us inside," Ryan said.
"Uh, yeah, okay," Timmy said. "Come on in." He stepped back so Ryan and Jorge could enter the room. "Are you like, police or something?" Timmy asked.
"Something," Ryan said. "We have questions. You have answers. And yer gonna give 'em to us."
"Maybe I outta just have my home boys cap yo' ass," Timmy said, trying to act tough. Ryan chuckled and turned to Bill.
"A tough guy, huh? How many little wannabe tough guys like this you reckon we've killed over the last 12 years?" he asked.
"I don't know, boss," Bill said. "I've lost count. Offhand, I'd say about 400."
"400, huh?" Ryan asked rhetorically. "That sounds about right. So, Tie-Rone, how'd you like to be number 401?"
"Look," Timmy said, clearly scared, "I don't know shit. And I don't know who you guys are. What the fuck is this about?"
"Sit down, Timmy," Ryan said. Timmy sat down on the couch. Ryan sat next to him as Jorge stood in front of him. Bill stood to the opposite side, his AR pointed in Timmy's general direction. "Who we are doesn't matter. The fact that there's three of us to your one, and the fact that one of us has a very itchy trigger finger because he hasn't killed anyone in three years, should be all that matters to you right now. Like I said, we have questions. You have answers. So, we're going to ask you some questions. Then you're going to give us the answers. You do that, and you live. Got it?"
Timmy looked at the three men and nodded his head.
"I'm sorry, I didn't hear you," Ryan said.
"Yes," Timmy said.
"Good," Ryan said. "Now, tell us what you know about a woman who was shot over at Knight Petroleum a couple days ago."
"I don't know nothing 'bout no woman getting' shot at Knight Petroleum," Timmy said. Jorge pulled out an enlarged photo and set it on the coffee table so Timmy could see it. They could clearly see Timmy's face and his arm out the window of the car, holding a small pistol sideways.
"Bullshit, Timmy," he said. "We have video. That's you with your head half out the window, and that's your hand holding a pistol."
"Tell me, Tie-Rone," Ryan said. "Where the fuck did you learn to hold a gun? Watching the movies? You know, if anyone working for me ever held a sidearm like that, I'd shoot 'em myself." Bill chuckled.
"Okay, so it was me," Timmy said. "So fucking what?"
"Someone paid you and gave you that gun," Ryan said. "I wanna know know who and I wanna know right fucking now."
"Or what?" Timmy asked.
"Or else, I'm gonna have to start slicing you into tiny little pieces," Ryan said. "Surely, you wouldn't want to get blood all over your mother's house, would you?"
"Okay, okay," Timmy said. "I'll tell you what you wanna know."
"Good answer," Ryan said.
"Okay, so, this dude comes up to me one day and says someone he knows has a job for me," Timmy said.
"This dude," Ryan said. "He have a name?"
"He never told me," Timmy said.
"What'd he look like?" Ryan asked.
"An older dude, I don't know," Timmy said. "He had an expensive suit, wore sunglasses and a hat of some kind."
"What'd the hat look like?" Ryan asked. "Was it like mine?"
"No," Timmy said. Ryan pulled out his phone and brought up a web site that sold all kinds of hats. He showed it to Timmy.
"What'd the hat look like?" he asked. Timmy looked and pointed at one style. Ryan read the caption: Ivy and Flat Caps. "What color was it?" Ryan asked.
"Grey, with some red stripes," Timmy said.
"What else did you notice about this guy?" Ryan asked. "Did he have a beard or a mustache? Did he have an accent?"
"Yeah, he had a big cheesy mustache, kinda like that guy on television, John something-or-another," Timmy said. "I don't know his whole name. My mom watches Fox News all the time and I saw him there."
"Okay, what else?" Ryan asked.
"He had a slight accent, I think it was either British or Australian, I don't know," Timmy said. Using his phone, Ryan went to the Knight Petroleum website and looked through the pages that highlighted the executives and members of the board. He found an older man sporting a big mustache and wire frame glasses. He showed the picture to Timmy.
"This look like the guy?" he asked.
"Yeah, that kinda looks like him," Timmy said. Ryan read the bio associated with the picture. The man was identified as Colin Blackstone, and, the bio noted, he came to the United States from London when he was 15 years old. That would explain the accent, Ryan thought.
"What happened then?" Ryan asked.
"Well, he took me to the lockup downtown and had me talk to some guy they were holding," Timmy said.
"Was this guy in a wheelchair?" Ryan asked.
"Yeah, he was," Timmy said. Ryan pulled up a picture of Jake and showed it to Timmy.
"Is this the guy?" Ryan asked.
"Yeah, that's him," Timmy said.
"What'd he tell you?" Ryan asked.
"Well, he wanted to know if I would like to make $10,000," Timmy said. "I said, sure. So he told me to follow the first dude's instructions and if I did a good job, he might have more work for me. Then the other guy takes me down to the river and parks behind this other car. He told me to get in the back seat on the driver's side and I would find instructions. I did what he said and found a briefcase with some money, a picture of some woman and a gun. The instructions said I was to do as the driver said and put a couple rounds in the woman, then I'd get the rest of the money.
"So we drove to this gate, and the driver punches in a code or something and it opened up. We went into the parking lot and waited for about a half-hour. Then this woman comes out and just as she was getting into her car, the driver tells me to get ready. I did, and we drove by her. I put the gun out the window and got off a couple shots real quick, then the driver takes off through the gate. I saw the woman go down, but I didn't know how bad she was hurt.
"We went back to the river where the other dude was waiting. He told me to take the gun apart and toss it in the river, so I did. Then he gave me another briefcase and told me to get lost. Said he'd be in touch if he had another job," Timmy said.
"Did you ever get a look at the driver?" Ryan asked. Timmy shook his head.
"No, never," he said. "He wore a baseball cap, sunglasses and a face mask. I never got a look at his face."
"Where's the money now?" Ryan asked.
"Downstairs, under my bed," Timmy said.
"I'll go take a look," Jorge said. After he left, Ryan turned back to Timmy.
"You know how to write, boy?" he asked.
"Yeah, I ain't stupid, you know," Timmy said.
"Right," Ryan said. "You're going to write down what you just told me, got it?" Timmy nodded his head. Ryan picked up a notepad sitting on an end table and a pen. He placed the pad in front of Timmy and handed him the pen. "Start writing," he told Timmy. He watched as Timmy wrote down what he told Ryan.
Jorge came back up, carrying two briefcases. He set them down and opened them up so Ryan and Bill could see the contents. One case still held the photo of Lisa and a printed document with the directions Timmy was to follow. Both cases held a large amount of cash.
"Is all the money still here?" Ryan asked Timmy.
"Most of it," Timmy said. "I bought some weed and stuff for my bros."
"You about finished with that?" he asked. Timmy nodded his head and handed Ryan the paper. Ryan looked it over. It was hard to read, with the numerous misspellings and lack of punctuation, but he could see that Timmy had written down pretty much what he had told them. He handed the confession to Jorge, who looked it over. When he finished reading it, he folded it up and put it in his folder, then turned to Timmy.
"Alright, stand up and turn around, hands behind your back," he said.
"What?" Timmy asked. "You said if I told you everything I'd live. I told you everything I know."
"You'll live," Jorge said. "I never introduced myself. I happen to be a reserve deputy sheriff and I'm placing you under arrest for the attempted murder of Lisa Knight." He pulled out his handcuffs and put them on Timmy as he read his Miranda rights. "Do you understand those rights as I have explained them?" he asked Timmy when he was finished.
"Yeah," Timmy said, his face downcast.
"Good," Jorge said. "Now, we're gonna take you down and you're going to have a chat with some very nice policemen about what you did, understand?"
"I understand," Timmy said.
"And remember," Ryan said. "You never saw me or my partner. Got it? You mention one word and I promise you, mine will be the last face you ever see on this earth."



"I got it," Timmy said.
"Let's go," Jorge said. They left through the front door and quickly made it to Ryan's car. Bill and Jorge got in the back, squeezing Timmy in the middle. When they got to the police station, Ryan turned to face Timmy.
"This is where you get off, Timmy," he said.
"That woman," Timmy said. "Who was she to you? Why do you care what happened to her?"
"That woman was my daughter's mother," Ryan said. He looked at the cross dangling from Timmy's neck. "You believe in God, boy?"
"Yes, sir, I do," Timmy said quietly.
"Then you'd better pray to your God that the woman you shot lives," Ryan said. "If she dies, so help me God, I'll do everything in my power to make sure you die, too. Got it?"
"I got it," Timmy said. "I'm sorry, man. Really, I am."
"Just remember, you never saw the two us," Ryan said, indicating himself and Bill.
"Never," Timmy said.
"I'll take care of Timmy from here," Jorge said.
"Need a ride back?" Ryan asked.
"No, thanks anyway," Jorge said. "My office is just up the street a couple blocks."
"We have one more stop to make," Ryan said. "I'll be in touch. Thanks for everything."
"Just wait till you get my bill," Jorge said with a laugh. They watched as Jorge escorted Timmy to the police station, then pulled out.
"Where to now?" Bill asked.
"Knight Petroleum," Ryan said. When they arrived, Ryan pulled out his phone and placed a call.
"Elmer Jenkins," the man at the other end said when he answered the call.
"Mr. Jenkins, this is Ryan Caldwell. We met at the hospital," Ryan said.
"Of course, Mr. Caldwell," Elmer said. "I remember. What can I do for you?"
"I have some information regarding the attempt on her life, and I need to talk to you about it," Ryan said.
"Good," Elmer said. "When would you like to meet."
"Right now," Ryan said. "It involves a member of your board."
"Well then, I guess we had better meet. The sooner the better. Please come on up," he said.
"Thank you, Mr. Jenkins," Ryan said. "I'll be right up." He ended the call and looked at Bill. "Is it just me, or did he sound a bit... off?" Ryan asked.
"What are you saying?" Bill asked.
"I have a feeling there's a lot more going on here," Ryan said. "You have your phone on you?"
"Of course," Bill said. "Also have my backup in the bag. Why?"
"Can you record calls on your phone?" Ryan asked.
"Yeah," Bill said.
"Good," Ryan said. "I'm going to call your phone. I want you to listen and record everything that's said. If you sense anything going wrong, I want you to call Jorge, then call the FBI."
"You think this is a trap?" Bill asked.
"Sure smells like one to me," Ryan said. "I'm going to keep the keys to the car here, just in case you have to make a hasty retreat."
"Okay," Bill said. "You think they'd actually try to take you here? In their own executive suites?"
"They tried to murder Lisa in their executive parking lot, didn't they?" Ryan asked.
"I see your point," Bill said.
"I'm going in now," Ryan said. "Keep your eyes and ears open, okay?"
"Will do, boss," Bill said. Ryan dialed Bill's phone and waited for him to answer. Bill started the recording as Ryan got out of the car. Bill watched as Ryan made his way to the front of the building. He went inside and consulted the board in the front lobby, looking for Elmer Jenkins. He found what he was looking for and walked to the line of elevators, noticing that only one went to the floor Jenkins was on.
"Excuse me, sir," a man at the front desk said, getting Ryan's attention. "Can I help you?"
"I'm here to see Elmer Jenkins," Ryan said. "He's expecting me." The man looked miffed as he took in the tall, lanky cowboy with the scarred face and eye patch.
"And you are?" the man asked, his voice dripping with condescension.
"Ryan Caldwell," Ryan said.
"One moment, please," the man said, picking up a phone. Ryan heard him talking to someone for a moment. He put the phone back down and handed Ryan a blank white card. "You'll need this to access the elevator," he said.
"Thanks," Ryan said, taking the card. He walked to the elevator and held the card in front of the reader. The doors slid open and Ryan stepped inside. After the doors closed, the elevator automatically began its ascent.
When the elevator stopped, the doors opened. Ryan looked around, halfway expecting to see security guards. Instead, he saw a rather attractive blonde receptionist sitting alone at a large desk. She looked up as he walked toward her.
"Ryan Caldwell to see Elmer Jenkins," he said.
"Good day, Mr. Caldwell," she said with a smile. "Mr. Jenkins is expecting you. Please follow me." He followed her through a set of double doors and down a hallway to a large office. After opening the door, she announced Ryan's presence.
"Ah, Mr. Caldwell, please come in," Elmer said. Ryan walked in and looked around. He saw no guards but stayed on the alert. "Have a seat," Elmer said as the receptionist left. Ryan sat, and finding the chair was on wheels, turned so that he could keep an eye on the door.
"Always vigilant, eh, Mr. Caldwell?" Elmer said with a smile. "I guess that's helped keep you alive all these years, isn't it? You know, I've kept an eye on you for quite a while now. Impressive record. Bronze Star, Silver Star, Purple Heart, Combat Infantryman Badge. You're commendations are rather impressive. It's really a shame you decided to go private after all that. You would've made quite an asset to our team."
"Sorry to disappoint," Ryan said. Elmer shrugged his shoulders.
"No problem," Elmer said. "I guess I can understand why you did what you did. No doubt you were hurting after what Jake did to you and your family."
"So you know about that?" Ryan asked.
"Of course," Elmer said. "I didn't get to be the Chairman of the Board by just sitting on my ass, you know. I know everything that goes in in this company. It's my job to know. Just like I knew about those moles you recruited. Oh, don't look so surprised. That took balls, by the way. They found exactly what I wanted them to find. Oh yes, it's all legit. But thanks to Lisa, most of that has been mitigated by now. We might have to pay a fine or suffer a slap on the wrist by the SEC, but that's minor. That's just regular business for us.
"What you don't know is that Jake wasn't the only one to sample what your ex-wife has to offer. Or I should say, had to offer," he said.
"What are you talking about?" Ryan asked. Elmer opened a desk drawer and pulled out a DVD. He tossed it to Ryan who caught it in mid-air.
"Those are just the highlights, if you will," Elmer said with a smirk. "Or lowlights if you prefer."
"Did you..." Ryan began.
"Of course," Elmer said. "Along with most everyone else on the board. Women included. Lisa was quite the wild child. Always the life of the party. Espeially at our annual summer retreats. She and some of the board even thought about including your daughter after she came of age. Of course, most of that stopped after she married Jake. It's one thing to cuckold an outsider like you, a lowly mechanic, but it's something else again to do it to the CEO behind his back."
"Then why have her shot?" Ryan asked quietly, his stomach in knots by these new revelations. He wanted to choke the life out of this guy, but he knew he'd never get out of the building alive if he did. "You already had control of her."
"I don't think you quite understand the big picture," Elmer said. "Take a look out there," he added, motioning to the city far below. "Know what you see down there? Commerce, my boy. Commerce and trade, all made possible by us and other companies like us. You see, oil is the engine that drives the economies of every nation on earth. Hundreds of millions of people, all working because of the energy industry. Without it, you'd be poor, dumb, blind and naked. You wouldn't even have the buttons on that shirt you're wearing."
"What's that got to do with shooting Lisa or trying to kill me?" Ryan said.
"Let me explain it this way," Elmer said. "You're a mechanic. You understand how engines work. Everything has to be just right for that engine to work. If something breaks, the engine doesn't work and the car doesn't run like it should. As a mechanic, it's your job to find the part that doesn't work and replace it. The world is a lot like that. You see, we're all parts of a great global engine. When everything fits like it should and everyone does as they should, things work.
"But when one of those parts stops working like it should, it needs to be taken out and replaced," Elmer said. "Jake screwed up. He was replaced, and you, unwittingly, helped make that happen. Lisa also screwed up. Some of her ideas were a bit too progressive for some people's tastes.
"You see, there are some who think companies like ours are evil and need to be destroyed. Some even want to take us all back to the Stone Age where we live in caves, wear animal skins and eat whatever we can catch or gather. Humanity just doesn't work like that, my boy.
"I will admit, though, having a woman at the helm, at least for a while, gave us more capital than we anticipated, especially with some on Capitol Hill. That, believe it or not, means more than money in some circles."
"So you wanted her killed because she's something of an environmentalist," Ryan said. "What, you have a problem with clean air and clean water?"
"Not at all," Elmer said. "I'll match our environmental record with anyone. Truth is, the folks who think they can replace oil with wind and solar power are living in a dream world. It'll never happen, at least not in my lifetime. Probably not in your grandson's lifetime."
"So, why have her killed?" Ryan asked.
"Well, it was mostly a business decision, but we came to an agreement with Jake," Elmer said. "He had a lot to lose with the divorce and the charges against you. So we came to a gentleman's agreement, if you will."
"And Colin Blackstone helped arrange it," Ryan said.
"He played his role, and did so remarkably well," Elmer said. "Unfortunately, a family emergency forced him to leave the country in something of a hurry."
"Sorry to hear that," Ryan said.
"I'll pass that on. It was rather unfortunate," Elmer said.
"I'm sure it was," Ryan said.
"Let me give you a bit of friendly advise, Mr. Caldwell," Elmer said, leaning forward in a vain attempt to intimidate Ryan. "A smart soldier like you knows when it's time to charge and when it's time to back up and regroup. This is a fight you can't win, and you know it. So, why don't you just go back to that nice little hacienda of yours in Texas. You got enough money to live comfortably the rest of your life. Enjoy your golden years. Who knows. Maybe you'll meet a nice woman. And don't piss in my soup again. I'd hate to see something happen to that cute daughter of yours, and that nice little grandson."
"Well, Mr. Jenkins, I thought you were a smarter man than that," Ryan said.
"What are you talking about?" Elmer said.
"You should know the worst thing you can do is threaten a man's family," Ryan said. "I'll take your advise under consideration, but you need to know one thing. You fuck with my family -- you even think about fucking with my family, and I'll give you a war the likes of which you won't fucking believe. And you know I can do it." Elmer looked hard at Ryan for a few moments before smiling.
"Fair enough, Ryan," he said. "And I'll make sure that if Lisa gets through this, she'll be well taken care of for the rest of her life." He stood and extended a hand. Ryan looked at it for a few moments, then took Elmer's hand in his. As they shook, Elmer squeezed his hand. Ryan knew what he was trying to do and squeezed harder. Elmer looked at Ryan and for a moment, felt as though he was looking into the face of death itself. He recalled the line spoken by Marc Antony in Shakespeare's Julius Caesar: "Cry havoc! And let slip the dogs of war."
Ryan saw the discomfort on Elmer's face and released his hand. Elmer looked at him and felt fear for the first time in many years. Perhaps, he thought, they made a huge mistake going after this man and his family.
"Well, then," Elmer said. "I take it we have an agreement."
"Reckon so," Ryan said coldly, not wanting to give Elmer so much as a hint of what he was thinking.
"Good," Elmer said. "Now, if you'll excuse me, I have work to do." Ryan nodded his head.
"Me too," he said. "Y'all have a nice day, y'hear?" he said, touching the brim of his beat-up Stetson. He turned and left the office, leaving Elmer to wonder if perhaps he had just made a big mistake crossing swords with the man he once dismissed as an uneducated grease monkey.
After he left the building, he took the phone out of his pocket.
"You catch all that?" he asked Bill.
"Sure did," Bill said in response. Ryan ended the call, and turned off his phone. He got in the car and looked at his friend.
"What do ya think?" he asked.
"Shit's gotten pretty deep," Bill said. Ryan nodded his head.
"I agree," he said, taking the battery out of his phone.
"What are ya doing?" Bill asked.
"I get the feeling they knew everything I've been doing for the last six months," he said. "You know anyone who's an expert with phones?"
"Yeah, I know someone," Bill said. "Best damn hacker in the business. Got his own storefront down on Main Street. You think your phone's been bugged or something?"
"Something," Ryan said. "Let's go. I wanna talk to your friend." They pulled out and Ryan followed Bill's directions to a strip mall on Main Street. They saw a small store advertising computer and phone repair and parked in front of it.
"Let me see your phone real quick," Ryan said. Bill handed him his phone. "You got that call recorded and saved on here?" he asked.
"Yeah, why?" Bill asked in response.
"I wanna send it off to someone," Ryan said. "Here's his email address," he added, handing Bill the card he got from FBI Special Agent Smith.
"You want to send this to the FBI?" Bill asked, confused.
"Absolutely," Ryan said. "Then I wanna talk to him."
"Okay," Bill said as he put the email together. He sent it to the address on the card and handed Ryan the phone. Ryan made the call and waited for Smith to answer.
"Smith," the man on the other end said when he answered.
"Agent Smith, this is Ryan Caldwell," Ryan said.
"Caldwell," Smith said. "I was just thinking about you."
"Look, I just sent you a recorded phone call," Ryan said. "It's a recording of a meeting I just had with Elmer Jenkins."
"The Chairman of the Board of Knight Petroleum?" Smith asked.
"One and the same," Ryan said.
"I think you'll find it... interesting," Ryan said. "I don't know if it can be used as evidence, but maybe you can get it to whoever's prosecuting Jake Knight. My name isn't on the email, by the way."
"I see something just came in," Smith said. "Alright, I'll check it out. Did he threaten you?"
"You could say that," Ryan said. "He said a few other things you might find enlightening."
"I see," Smith said. "You're not going to do anything stupid are you? I am aware of your background, you know."
"I won't do anything unless I'm forced to," Ryan said.
"Uh huh," Smith said. "Leave this to the pros, Mr. Caldwell. This isn't some third-world country, you know."
"I know," Ryan said. "And I promise to let the pros do their job. One last thing."
"What's that?" Smith asked.
"Jenkins threatened my family," Ryan said. "I want round-the-clock protection on them. Starting today. That includes my son-in-law's parents. Will you do that?"
"I can make some calls," Smith said. "I'll get it taken care of. Anything else?"
"That's it for now," Ryan said.
"Alright," Smith said, not completely convinced Ryan would back off. "We'll be in touch. Bye." The call ended, Ryan handed Bill's phone back and got out of the car. They walked into the store and Bill introduced him to the young, long-haired man behind the counter. He didn't look to be more than 18 or 19 years old.
"Ryan, this is Greg Hamilton, the best in the business," Bill said. "Greg, this is my good friend, Ryan Caldwell." The young man extended his hand and shook Ryan's hand.
"Good to meet you, Mr. Caldwell," Greg said. "What can I do for you?"
"I'd like my phone checked out," Ryan said as he put the battery back in and unlocked it.
"Is it giving you trouble?" Greg asked.
"I think it's been bugged or something," Ryan said. "Can you tell if it has?"
"Yeah," Greg said, shrugging his shoulders. "Let me take a look." Ryan handed the phone and watched as Greg's fingers flew over the screen.
"Holy fuck," Greg said when he was finished.
"What's wrong?" Ryan asked.
"Oh, your phone has been hacked alright," Greg said. "It's probably been cloned as well. It's full of spyware and there's a hidden app that's designed to record and transcribe your calls."
"What?" Ryan asked.
"Yeah," Greg said. "Some companies use an app like this if they suspect someone of corporate espionage or something. It records everything you do -- texts, emails, photos, videos, calls -- literally everything. Then it transcribes the calls into a text file and uploads it all to the cloud."
"The cloud?" Ryan asked.
"Yeah, the Internet," Greg said. "Or to be more precise, to a server somewhere on the Internet."
"Well, can you unclone it?" Ryan asked. "Can you get rid of all that stuff?"
"Yeah," Greg said. "The app has the server address and the credentials. The server address and the username is easy to see, but the password is encrypted. I can get through that, though. I might even be able to delete whatever they've copied. It's gonna take me a while, though. There's a lot to do and I'll need to get in touch with your carrier to see if it's been cloned. They can block the cloned device if it has. Can I hang on to it overnight?"
"Yeah," Ryan said. He pulled a roll of cash out of a money belt around his waist and peeled off ten $100 bills. "Think this will cover it?" Greg nodded his head and took the bills.
"Yeah, it'll more than cover it," he said. "If you come back by in the morning, I'll have it ready for you, clean as the day it was made."
"Thanks," Ryan said, shaking Greg's hand. They said their goodbyes and left.
"You think Lisa set that all up?" Bill asked.
"She's the one who gave it to me the last time I was in town," Ryan said. "I remember she told me she had already set it up for my area code and had already programmed some numbers in it for me. At this point, I don't know what to believe."
"So, what are ya gonna do now?" Bill asked.
"Elmer made a good point," Ryan said. "A smart soldier knows when it's time to back up and regroup. I think maybe that's exactly what we should do."
"You're going back home, then?" Bill asked.
"For now," Ryan said. "I'll need to talk to Jorge first. I'll do that tomorrow. I'll talk to the kids tonight. I'll let Elmer think he's got the upper hand, at least for a while. That'll also give the feds time to do their work."
"Want me to reach out to the old team?" Bill asked. "You know they'd do anything for you."
"Yeah, do that," Ryan said. "I'll be in touch, probably after I've gotten back home. Once I've had a chance to wrap my head around all this shit, I'll set up a meeting, probably at my place."
"Okay," Bill said. "Let's do it, then." Ryan started the car and took his old friend home, then went back to Sarah and Bill's house. He saw Sarah's car in the driveway and parked behind it. Walking in the house, he saw her in the kitchen.
"Hey, princess," he said. "How's it going?"
"Not too bad," she said. "Bob's still at work and little Ryan is at his folk's house. I'm just trying to head start on everything before tonight."
"How's your mother?" he asked.



"No improvement from yesterday," she said. "The doctor said they'll probably keep her under for another couple weeks. Hopefully, the swelling will go down by then. Is everything alright with you?"
"Not really," Ryan said. "I need to talk with you for a few minutes. This whole thing is a lot worse than I originally thought."
"What's wrong?" she asked.
"Turns out your mother's attack was planned and carried out by her own board of directors. They paid some punk $10,000 to take her out," he said.
"What?" Sarah asked, shocked.
"Yeah," Ryan said. "We got the punk. He confessed and we turned him over to the police. I also met with Elmer Jenkins today," he said. "He gave me this," he added, tossing the DVD on the coffee table.
"What's that?" she asked.
"He called it 'highlights' of her time as Jake's company-paid whore," Ryan said. "Did you know anything about that?"
"No, I didn't," she said. "Have you looked at the DVD?" she asked. Ryan shook his head.
"Not yet," he said. "I don't know that I want to."
"Maybe we should, just to get an idea of what she was up to," Sarah said.
"I'm not sure that's something you ought to see," Ryan told her.
"Dad, please, I'm an adult," she said. "I know all about sex. Remember, I'm married and I've given birth. And it may shock you to know that I've even watched some porn in my day."
"This is your mother we're talking about, though," Ryan said.
"I know," she said. "But maybe it'll help us both understand her frame of mind at the time. Go ahead and set it up and I'll grab us some tea." She walked into the kitchen and Ryan reluctantly put the DVD in the player and turned on the television. She came back with two glasses and set them on the coffee table. They sat down on the couch and Ryan started the video. They were both shocked at what they saw.
The first thing they saw was a much younger Lisa, completely naked, lying on her back with her legs spread wide, her shaved pussy dripping on the table where she lay. She held a sign that read, "You are here," with an arrow pointing to her wet pussy. They heard laughter from off-camera and several people came into view. They were naked as well.
Ryan recognized Jake and a younger Elmer and noticed there was a mix of men and women -- probably the board of directors at the time this was recorded. A couple of the men were black and very well-endowed. He noted the timestamp in the lower corner, which suggested the video was made about eight months before she hit him with divorce papers.
"Let's get this show on the road," Elmer hollered out as the others laughed. "Who's taking the minutes of this meeting?" he asked.
"I am," said a voice that seemed to come from behind the camera. Elmer looked at the camera and smiled.
"Take good notes, kid," he said. "There may be a test on this after the meeting." That prompted more laughter. He turned back to Lisa. "As the Chairman of the Board, it is my duty to go first," he announced, stroking his cock, which was quite hard by now. "Are you ready, Mrs. Caldwell?" he asked Lisa.
"Oh, God, yes, sir, I'm more than ready," she giggled. "Fuck me," she begged. Elmer licked her snatch, then stood up and slid his hard prick inside her. The man holding the camera moved to get a close-up view of the action. As they watched, Elmer fucked her hard as everyone else gathered around and cheered. They could hear Lisa moaning as Elmer pounded her on the table.
After a few minutes, they heard Elmer grunt as he ejaculated inside Lisa. He pulled out of her and the camera zoomed in on her pussy so everyone could see his semen dripping out of her.
"Next!" Elmer declared. A large black man got between her legs and positioned his large cock at her opening.
"It's my turn," he said. "I gotta have some of this white pussy. You ready for a real man's dick?" he asked.
"Yeah, Vern," she moaned. "Shove that monster cock in my pussy and fuck my brains out."
"Here goes," he said, pushing inside her until his balls slapped against her ass. She cried out as he rammed her hard.
"God, yes, fuck me, dammit," she cried. "Fill me up. Fuck me." Another man stood next to her head and put his cock at her mouth. She opened her mouth and began sucking as Vern fucked her hard. After he finished, one of the women came around and cleaned out the mess between her legs with her tongue.
"Eww," Sarah groaned as she watched the woman on the video. When she finished, Lisa got up and another man slid on the table underneath her, his hard prick jutting up. Lisa straddled him and sat down on his cock, letting him impale her. She leaned forward so her ass was in the air.
"Make me airtight," she moaned. Another black man came behind her, spit on his cock, then guided it into Lisa's ass. She moaned loudly as he did so and adjusted herself to accommodate both pricks. A third man came in front of her and pointed his cock at her face. She opened her mouth and took the whole thing down her throat.
As they watched, the three men fucked her furiously until they, too, dumped their loads inside her.
Lisa took on every man in the room, with some, including Jake, fucking her more than once. She even went down on the women, licking their pussies to orgasm while the men cheered. At one point, she took two large cocks into her gaping pussy at the same time while sucking a third. When the gangbang was finally over, she sat on the table, her body covered with cum and cum leaking out of her pussy and ass.
"God, that was wonderful," she said. "I'd better get cleaned up, though. I don't want Ryan to suspect anything."
"Don't bother with that," Elmer said. "Just let that stupid grease monkey you're married to clean you up himself if he wants." Everyone laughed at that.
"Maybe when that cute daughter of yours turns 18, you can bring her in to join the fun," Vern said to everyone's approval. "I'd love to pop that little white cherry." Lisa chuckled but didn't say no.
"WHAT?!" Sarah screamed. "That bitch! That no-good fucking bitch! Turn it off, Dad, NOW! I've seen enough." Ryan stopped the video and turned the television off. He held his daughter as she cried on his shoulder. "I can't believe she'd want me to do something like that," she said as she sobbed. "I hate her. I fucking HATE her! I hope she fucking DIES!"
Ryan said nothing as he held his daughter. He wrapped his arms around her and rocked her as she sobbed. For a moment, she was a little girl again. He comforted her as best he could, but his emotions were just as roiled as hers. He knew she had cheated on him, but he had no idea of the depth of her depravity.
Finally, Sarah collected herself and sat on the couch, wiping her face. She looked at her father, sadness in her eyes.
"How could she do that to us?" she asked.
"I don't know," he said.
"No wonder you hated her so much," she said.
"I had no idea it was this bad, though," Ryan said. "I'm sorry. Perhaps you shouldn't have watched it."
"No, I had to," she said.
"What are you going to do now?" he asked her. She shook her head.
"I don't know, Dad," she said. "I know this was over ten years ago, but it's like it just happened."
"I know how you feel," he said. "But I'm afraid it's even worse than we originally thought."
"What do you mean?" she asked.
"You remember your mother gave me a cell phone when I was here six months ago?" he asked.
"Yeah," she said.
"Turns out that phone is loaded down with all kinds of spyware," he said. "I don't know if she put it on or if someone else did. On top of that, Jenkins threatened you and little Ryan. Suggested that something bad would happen to you and little Ryan if I didn't back off."
"Oh my God," she said. "You're not going to back off, though, are you? Please tell me you're not."
"No," Ryan said. "But he needs to think I am. You guys will have federal protection. I've already arranged for that. I need to make plans, but I can't do it here. I need to go home and set things in motion from there."
"When are you leaving?" she asked.
"Tomorrow," he said. "I have a couple things to do in the morning, and then I'll heading back."
"What about Mom?" she asked.
"I don't plan on seeing her again," Ryan said. "You do what you feel you have to do."
"Okay," she said. "Wait a minute. I have Mom's things here. I got them when I went to the hospital. Maybe her phone is still in her purse. Let me go look." She went upstairs and came back down a couple minutes later with a phone that looked much like his, except hers was in a pink case.
She turned it on and they noticed it was locked. Ryan thought for a moment and had Sarah punch in her mother's birthday. Sarah put in the month and date of Lisa's birthday and the phone opened right up.
"My dad, the hacker," Sarah said with a smile. Ryan laughed at that. "Looks like the last thing she had opened was her messenger," Sarah said, looking at the phone. They read the last few messages, which were between Lisa and Elmer.
"You heading out to Starbucks now?" Elmer asked.
"I'm leaving now," she wrote back. "You want anything?"
"Yeah, I'd love a latte if you don't mind," he wrote back.
"No problem," she said. "Be back in a few."
"So, it looks like Elmer knew she was leaving the office," Ryan said. They noted the time, which was just a few minutes before Lisa was gunned down.
"You think Elmer knew that guy was waiting for her?" Sarah asked.
"I do," Ryan said. "I'll take that with me tomorrow. I'll have a chance to go through it in more detail after I leave." Just then, Bob came in the door.
"Hey, guys, I'm home," he announced. His jovial spirit quickly went away as he looked at the two of them. "What's going on?" he asked.
"There's been some developments," Ryan said. "I think you should sit down." Bob put his briefcase down and sat on the couch next to Sarah. Ryan spent the next half hour filling Bob in on the events of the day.
"Crap," Bob said when he was finished. "So, what are you gonna do now?"
"I'm going home tomorrow," Ryan said. "There should be federal agents showing up here any time now. They'll be here to protect the three of you. Agents will also be sent to your parents house," he added, looking at Bob, who nodded his head.
"Thanks for thinking of them," he said. "I'd better call and let them know." He left the room and called his parents to advise them of the situation. He came back out a few minutes later. "We decided that it might be best if little Ryan stay there for a day or two," he said. "Don't worry, Dad's a former Marine. He knows how to handle himself and he's armed.
"Good," Ryan said. They settled down for a quick dinner, which was a somber affair. Afterward, they settled in the living room. Ryan pulled the DVD from the player and turned the television on. Just then, there was knock at the door. Bob looked through the front window and saw two men in dark suits and sunglasses. He opened the door slightly.
"Can I help you?" he asked. The two men pulled out their credentials and identified themselves.
"Agent Gillespie, FBI," one man said. "This is Agent Williams. Are you Robert Greene?"
"I am," Bob said. "Please call me Bob."
"Very well, Bob," Gillespie said. "We've been assigned to protect you and your family. May we come in?"
"Sure, come on in," Bob said. They came into the house and looked around. Williams went upstairs while Gillespie walked around the lower floor.
"Do you have any firearms?" Gillespie asked Bob. Bob shook his head.
"No," he said. "I'm a statistical analyst for the Commerce Department, and they don't issue us firearms."
"Yes, we know where you work, Mr. Greene," Gillespie said. Williams came back downstairs.
"Second story is clear," he said. "There's no one else here."
"I understand you have a young child," Gillespie said.
"Yes, we do, but he's at my parents' house," Bob said. "Will be tonight and probably tomorrow." Gillespie nodded his head.
"Very well," he said. "Agents have been dispatched there as well."
"Can I get you two something to drink?" Sarah asked. "Coffee, tea, Coke?"
"Coffee would be wonderful, ma'am," Gillespie said. "Extra hot, strong and black."
"Coming right up," she said, going to the kitchen. Gillespie looked at Ryan.
"You Caldwell?" he asked. Ryan nodded his head.
"I am," Ryan said.
"Special Agent Smith wants you to know that he's gone through the audio you sent him and has forwarded it to the federal prosecutor," Gillespie said. "He expressed his gratitude for your assistance."
"I appreciate that," Ryan said.
"He also wanted me to remind you that you're not in Africa or the Middle East," Gillespie said. Ryan smiled and nodded his head.
"Thank him for me, will you?" Ryan asked. Gillespie nodded his head slightly.
"There's a spare bedroom right upstairs if you need to get some sleep," Bob said. "You're welcome to it if you want."
"Thank you, Mr. Greene, but we won't be sleeping," Gillespie said. "Will we, Agent Williams?"
"No, we don't sleep," Williams said, grimly.
"Right," Bob said. "Well, please make yourself at home." Sarah came back with two cups of coffee. She handed one to Williams, who accepted it with a slight smile and a nod. Then she handed another to Gillespie, who took a sip.
"Extra hot, strong and black just as you wanted," she said.
"Thank you, ma'am," Gillespie said. "It's perfect."
"I'll station myself on the back porch," Williams said. Gillespie nodded his head.
"I'll be right out front," Gillespie said. "If you need anything, please let me know."
"We will," Bob said. "Thank you again."
"No problem," Gillespie said. "It's our job." They went out the doors and took their stations, leaving Sarah, Bob and Ryan looking at each other.
"Nice, aren't they?" Bob asked.
"They're just doing their job," Ryan said.
"So, you're going home tomorrow?" Bob asked.
"I am," Ryan said. "I'll be leaving in the morning, right after breakfast."
"I understand," Bob said. Ryan looked at his daughter.
"Are you gonna be alright, princess?" he asked. She nodded her head.
"I'll be okay, Dad," she said. "I'm just so pissed at Mom right now, I could scream."
"I understand," he said. "It does get better with time. Trust me, I've been there."
"At least I know the whole truth," she said. "God, what was she thinking?"
"She wasn't," Ryan said. "At least, not with her brain. I'd better get to bed. See y'all in the morning."
"Good night," Sarah and Bob said as he made his way upstairs.
The next morning, Ryan woke up, showered, dressed and went downstairs, following the smell of bacon and fresh coffee. Sarah put some bacon and eggs on a plate for him as he poured a cup of coffee.
"Careful with that coffee, Dad," she said. "I made it extra hot for our guests."
"Thanks for the warning," he said. Bob and the two agents were already at the table when he sat down. He watched as the agents ate their breakfast, and couldn't help but notice that they seemed to chew almost at the same time.
"Quiet last night?" he asked.
"Yes," Gillespie said. "But it's still early. They could strike at any time. You're still leaving this morning?"
"I am," Ryan said.
"Good," Gillespie said. "No offense, but having you here puts them in even more danger."
"None taken," Ryan said. "And I agree with you 100 percent." Gillespie nodded his head, seemingly satisfied with Ryan's answer. After they finished, Ryan put his plate in the sink and headed upstairs to grab his gear. He came back down a few minutes later and hugged Bob and Sarah.
"You two be careful, you hear me?" he asked.
"We will, Daddy," Sarah said. Bob nodded his head in agreement.
"Good," Ryan said. He turned to his daughter. "I want you to know that I'll support whatever you decide to do about your mother. Understand?" She smiled and nodded her head.
"Thanks, Dad," she said. "I'll look after her, but I don't support what she did. And I'll make damn sure she knows after she's awake. I know I made you promise to try to be there for her, but I'll support whatever you decide as well."
"Thanks, princess," he said. "Give my grandson a hug for me, willya? Tell him I love him, too."
"I will Dad," she said. "Bye. Let us know when you get home."
"I will," he said. He shook the agents' hands and left for Greg's shop. The young man met him at the counter.
"How'd it go?" he asked Greg.
"Worked on it most of the night, but it's clean and good as new," Greg said. "I took the liberty of calling your provider, and they verified it had been cloned. The other device has been blocked, so you should be good to go. I also managed to get into the server where everything was being stored. They has a shitload of stuff sitting there. Anyway, I was able to delete it and I wreaked a bit of havoc on the server while I was at it. I think you'll find the phone is a lot faster than before as well, now that all that crap is off. I've also turned off the GPS feature, so they won't be able to track it as easy."
"You did do a lot," Ryan said. "Thanks," he added, handing Greg an extra $500 from his belt.
"You don't have to do that," Greg said. Ryan shook his head.
"You worked hard, you deserve it," Ryan said. "Take the little lady out to dinner or something on me." Greg smiled as he pocketed the extra cash.
"Thanks," he said. "If there's anything else I can do for you, let me know."
"Will do," Ryan said. He turned and left the store, but gave Jorge a call before he pulled out of the parking lot.
"What's up?" Jorge asked when he answered.
"I'm heading to the airport," Ryan said. "You got a couple minutes?"
"I do," Jorge said. "You heading back home?"
"I am, at least for now," Ryan said. "How'd it go with ol' Tie-Rone?" Jorge laughed at Ryan's deliberate mispronunciation.
"He's in federal custody right now, and singing like a canary," Jorge said. "The prosecutor took the case over. He's filing charges against Timmy, and he's also looking at charges against Elmer Jenkins and others. He got the audio you sent Agent Smith, by the way."
"That's good," Ryan said. He brought Jorge up to date on what transpired after he dropped him off with Timmy.
"Look, you be careful out there," Jorge said. "I'll stay on the case as long as you need, but you should know that you've stirred up a hornet's nest. They will be coming after you and quite possibly your family. It's only a matter of time."
"I tend to agree," Ryan said. "That's why I'm going back home, at least for now. I need to regroup and I can't do that here. By the way, what do I owe you?"
"I'll send you a bill," Jorge said. "Be careful and let me know when you get home."
"Will do," Ryan said, ending the call. He pulled out and drove to the airport. After returning the rental vehicle in, he made his way to the terminal and, a couple hours later, was flying back to Texas. As he sat in his seat, he read through the texts and emails on Lisa's phone.
The plane landed and Ryan got off. After grabbing his duffel bag, he walked to his truck and headed home. Home, sweet home, he thought. He was almost there, when he saw a lone figure walking alongside the road, carrying a suitcase.
As he got closer, he could tell it was a woman. Then he recognized who it was -- Beverly Simons, the 45-year-old widow who lived just down the road from him. He wondered what she was doing out here on the hot road like this, so he pulled up and stopped next to her.
"Ms. Simons," he asked. She turned a tear-streaked face to him. "Are you okay, ma'am?" She shook her head as tears flooded down her face. "Come on, get inside. It's too hot to be out there like that."
"Are you sure, Mr. Caldwell?" she asked. "I don't want to impose."
"I'm sure," he said. He got out, put her suitcase in the back seat and opened the front door for her. He closed the door after she got in. He climbed back into the driver's seat and looked at her.



"What's wrong?" he asked. As if on cue, she began sobbing uncontrollably. He held her in his arms as she cried.
"I've lost it all," she cried. "Everything." He held her as she wailed. Wonderful, he thought. Another crisis...
...
To be continued...





        A Father's Justice Pt. 04

        Ryan's life changes for the better, but disaster hits.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/a-fathers-justice-pt-04

Title: A Father's Justice Pt. 04

Author: saddletramp1956

Category: Loving Wives

Description: Ryan's life changes for the better, but disaster hits.

Tags: retreat, father, cheating, outdoors, wife

Series: A Father's Justice


A Father's Justice, Pt. 04

Many thanks to those who offered comments and constructive criticism on my previous stories. For those who want to say this or that would never happen, remember this is my universe, a place where nearly anything can, and often does, happen. At least on paper...

To understand the full context of what is taking place here, I suggest you first read, "A Father's Justice Pt. 01,""A Father's Justice Pt. 02" and "A Father's Justice Pt.03."

Please refer to my profile for more on my personal policy regarding comments, feedback, follows, etc. (Yes, I moderate comments) And please remember, this is a work of fiction, not a docu-drama...

...

End of "A Father's Justice, Pt. 03":
The plane landed and Ryan got off. After grabbing his duffel bag, he walked to his truck and headed home. Home, sweet home, he thought. He was almost there, when he saw a lone figure walking alongside the road, carrying a suitcase.
As he got closer, he could tell it was a woman. Then he recognized who it was -- Beverly Simons, the 45-year-old widow who lived just down the road from him. He wondered what she was doing out here on the hot road like this, so he pulled up and stopped next to her.
"Ms. Simons," he asked. She turned a tear-streaked face to him. "Are you okay, ma'am?" She shook her head as tears flooded down her face. "Come on, get inside. It's too hot to be out there like that."
"Are you sure, Mr. Caldwell?" she asked. "I don't want to impose."
"I'm sure," he said. He got out, put her suitcase in the back seat and opened the front door for her. He closed the door after she got in. He climbed back into the driver's seat and looked at her.
"What's wrong?" he asked. As if on cue, she began sobbing uncontrollably. He held her in his arms as she cried.
"I've lost it all," she cried. "Everything." He held her as she wailed. Wonderful, he thought. Another crisis...
...
And now, A Father's Justice, Pt. 04:
"What do you mean, you've lost everything?" he asked the woman crying in his front seat.
"The house, my car, all my furniture, everything," she wailed through her tears. "Even my chickens." She started crying even harder, her face turning beet red. "My defenseless chickens. They'll die if I'm not there to feed them." He knew she kept chickens and sold eggs to families in town to supplement what she got from her husband's Social Security and he knew they meant a lot to her.
"How did this happen?" he asked. "Did someone come and take your property?"
"The sheriff was out this morning and said if I didn't have the money I owed the bank I had to leave," she said as she sobbed.
"So where were you going?" he asked.
"Down to the creek," she said. "I have no where else to go, so I thought everything would be better if I just went there and died," she said. That brought on another crying jag. Saddened by her plight, he held her for a few minutes.
"Why didn't you say something?" he asked.
"I don't want to be a burden," she said. "My poor Wallace would be so ashamed of me if he knew about this." He knew Wallace was her deceased husband. He had never met the man, but heard good things about him from folks in town.
"It's no burden," he said. "How much do you owe?"
"Too much," she said. "About $170,000. I had all my bills consolidated through the bank and I've done everything I could to make ends meet. I've even stopped eating every other day to save money, but it's not enough. Every time I think things are gonna work out, they turn to shit. I'd be better off dead."
"Nonsense," Ryan said. "Where do you bank?"
"First National Bank in town," she said. "There's nothing you can do. All they want is their money."
"That's where I bank as well," Ryan said. "Let me make a call." He pulled out his wallet and found the business card he was looking for, then grabbed his phone.
"First National Bank," a receptionist said when she answered the phone.
"I'd like to speak with Jay Goldsmith, please," Ryan said.
"Let me see if Mr. Goldsmith is available," the receptionist said. "May I ask who's calling?"
"Tell him it's Ryan Caldwell, and if wants to keep my business, he'll become available," Ryan said.
"Oh, yes sir, Mr. Caldwell. Just one moment, please," she said. A few seconds later, Jay was on the phone.
"Mr. Caldwell," he said, sounding excited. "Good to hear from you, sir. What can I do for you today?"
"You can tell me what's going on with Beverly Simons," Ryan said.
"I'm sorry, Mr. Caldwell, privacy regulations prohibit me from divulging that kind of information," he said.
"You'll be a lot sorrier when I pull my account from your bank," Ryan said.
"I'm sorry, Mr. Caldwell, but those are the rules, and I have to follow them," Jay said. "Besides, why are you involved?"
"She's sitting in my truck right now, crying her eyes out, telling me she's going to commit suicide because you had the sheriff come and evict her from her home," Ryan said. "Tell me, Mr. Goldsmith, what kind of a piece of shit kicks a widow out of her own house with nothing but the clothes on her back just because she's down on her luck?"
"Mr. Caldwell, please understand," Jay began. "I don't like it any more than you do. We've done everything we legally can to help her out, but this has been coming for quite some time. My hands are tied. Her account needs to be cleared."
"So if her bill gets paid, you'll release her house back to her?" Ryan asked.
"Well, yes," Jay said. "But there's other issues. Her debt to income ratio is very high. I'm afraid this will only happen again later on."
"You let me worry about that, Jay," Ryan said. "Tell you what. I'm coming into town and we're gonna get this mess straightened out. Get her paperwork ready and make sure that piece of crap sheriff is there to return her keys. What's the deadline?"
"Well, five o'clock today, closing time," Jay said. Ryan looked at his watch.
"It's 11:30 right now," Ryan said. "I'm turning around and I'll be there in just a little bit. And you'd better be there. Got it?"
"Why, yes sir, Mr. Caldwell," Jay said. "I'll be right here. And thank you, Mr. Caldwell. From the bottom of my heart."
"You're welcome," Ryan said. He ended the call and looked at Beverly. Her eyes were wide and she looked shocked. "Come on, Ms. Simons, let's go get your house back." She broke into a wide smile and threw her arms around his neck.
"Thank you, Mr. Caldwell," she said. "That's the kindest thing anyone's ever done for me."
"It's my pleasure," he said. "And please, call me Ryan. Mr. Caldwell was my father." She laughed for the first time in a very long time.
"Please call me Beverly. Or Bev. That's what all my friends call me," she said, wiping tears from her eyes. Ryan whipped his truck around, spraying gravel, and headed back to town.
"So, Bev," he said. "What happened, if you don't mind my asking?"
"The last several years haven't been easy on us," she said. "Wallace was a hard worker and always took care of things. But he started having medical problems. He got diabetes, but he wouldn't adjust his diet like the doctor said. I tried to get him to eat right, but he wouldn't hear it. It got so bad they ended up amputating his feet. After that, he started having problems with his kidneys and had to go through dialysis. It got so he couldn't take care of the crops, so he sold the fields and the equipment.
"That helped some, but then he started having other medical problems. It was one thing after another after another. We took a loan on the house to help pay for everything. He went on Social Security and had a major heart attack about seven or eight months later. He never survived," he said.
"It took up pretty much everything we had to pay for his final expenses and his funeral," she said. "I got some of his Social Security, and sold eggs to make ends meet. It wasn't easy, but I managed. I still had the mortgage and everything to pay for, and my monthly expenses took up pretty much everything coming in. Then this damn coronavirus hit. Half the town's out of work now and my egg sales have nearly dried up. Jay did everything he could, extending credit and all, but it just wasn't enough. Then my car broke down and I had to get it fixed. That took up nearly a month's income. Now this."
"You say your husband was on Social Security?" Ryan asked. "He must've been about what, 25 years older than you?"
"Yeah," she said. "I've known him all my life. He was a friend of my parents. They died in a car crash and he took me in. They were dirt poor all their lives and didn't have anything, really. They didn't even own the trailer we lived in. Wallace let me stay with him after they died. I didn't want to be a freeloader, so I helped him on the farm. I cooked, took care of the house and all the animals while he tended the fields. He offered to send me to school, but I told him no."
"Why?" Ryan asked.
"All I ever wanted to be was a wife and a mother," she said. "Don't need no college education for that."
"Reckon not," Ryan said.
"Anyway, Wallace and I fell in love," she said. "I always had a bit of a crush on him, so it was pretty easy for me. We got married, had a boy and I thought we'd be together forever. Then he died."
"I've heard good things about him," Ryan said.
"He was a good man," she said. "He worked hard, helped his neighbors when they needed it, took good care of me and our boy, Jason. He never got drunk, was never abusive and was always there for us."
"Sounds like you two were very happy," he said.
"We were," she said. "We were crazy in love with each other." She started crying again. "Now I've lost everything we worked so hard for."
"You haven't lost it yet," Ryan said. "We're here," he added as he pulled into the bank parking lot. "Might want to clean up a bit," he said, handing her a clean handkerchief. She wiped her face and checked her makeup in the mirror on the passenger side visor.
"You ready?" he asked. She looked at him and nodded her head. "Good," he said, smiling. "Let's git 'er done." She chuckled and got out of the truck. They walked into the bank and Ryan headed straight for the elevator. They got in and Ryan punched the button for the fourth floor where Jay's office was located. An attractive receptionist met them as they got off the elevator.
"Mr. Goldsmith is expecting you, Mr. Caldwell," she said. "Please, go right in." Beverly looked at Ryan and wondered who this man was and how did he command so much deference. She didn't know anything about the man who bought the old Winters place, and thought he was just a lonely drifter, living in that old, run-down house. He certainly didn't look like anyone special in that battered old hat, jeans and plain western shirt. And what happened to his face, she asked herself.
"Thank you," Ryan said, walking to a set of double doors. He opened the door and motioned for Beverly to go in first, then closed the door after walking through. Jay stood up from behind his desk and extended a hand. Ryan shook it and nodded at Sheriff Coltrane, who also stood up to shake his hand.
"Let's get this done, shall we?" Ryan asked. Jay nodded his head. "What does Ms. Simons owe, total?" Jay wrote a number on a piece of paper and handed it to him -- $175,253.84. Ryan looked at Jay.
"And if this is paid, you'll release everything back to her?" he asked.
"Yes," Jay said. "But like I said before," he began before Ryan cut him off.
"Yeah, I know," Ryan said. "Income to debt ratio. But if her debts are paid, that shouldn't be a problem, should it? I was led to understand this is the sum total of what she owes for everything."
"That's true," Jay said. "But she still has monthly expenses to consider. Bills, utilities, gas, food, what have you. What she has coming in now barely covers that."
"Okay," Ryan said. "Let me worry about that. What do we have to do?" Jay positioned a card reader on his desk.
"Just insert your debit card and punch in your code," he said. After Ryan did that, he continued. "Now punch in the amount you want to transfer," Jay added. Ryan did some quick math in his head and punched in $1,750,000.84. It was just under one percent of what he had deposited in Jay's bank, but he felt Beverly deserved a break.
"Are you absolutely sure about this?" Jay asked, his eyes wide.
"Absolutely," Ryan said. "That should mitigate any concerns over income to debt ratios, don't you think? Even after whatever taxes she might have to pay, that should last her a good long time."
"Yes, it will," Jay said. He turned to Beverly. "Ms. Simons, if you could, please, insert your ATM card so we can complete this?" Beverly nodded her head, pulled out her card and inserted it in the reader. As they watched, Jay clicked a few buttons on his computer and watched.
"The transfer has been made," he said. "Let me just make one more transfer. Hang on." They watched as he typed something on his computer. He hit enter and watched for a few moments more. Then he punched a button on his phone and his receptionist answered.
"Yes?" the receptionist answered.
"Mrs. Barber, would you please come into my office?" he asked. "And bring your notary stamp, if you would please."
"Right away, sir," she said. A few moments later, she came into the office. Jay looked at Sheriff Coltrane.
"Sheriff, would you please witness my signature on this?" he asked.
"I'd be honored to," the sheriff said, standing up. They signed all the papers and Mrs. Barber notarized them when they were done. She made copies and brought them back to Jay, who handed a copy of the paperwork to Beverly.
"Ms. Simons, here's paperwork showing all your debts to this bank are paid in full," he said. "You'll get the deed to your property and the title on your car in the next few days." He turned to the sheriff and handed him another set of paperwork. "Sheriff, if you would please, run this over to the courthouse and get it filed, effective immediately."
"It'll be my pleasure," the big man said, taking the paperwork. "While I'm at it, I'll get the paper to drop that public notice. Don't want folks to get the wrong idea."
"Do that," Jay said. It was common for the local paper to publish public notices on legal matters like foreclosures, divorces and auctions. Sheriff Coltrane stood before Jake, the papers in his hands.
"Mr. Caldwell," he said. "I want you to know that it plum broke my heart to do what I did earlier. I take no pleasure out of that. Please accept my apologies."
"Accepted," Ryan said. "But I think she's the one you need to apologize to."
"You're right," the sheriff said. He considered Ryan a bit before continuing. "I don't know if you're a church-going man or not, Mr. Caldwell, but I get the feeling it was God's will for you two to meet out there like you did." He glanced at Beverly before continuing. "You do know he's single, like you, right, Ms. Simons?" She shook her head.
"I didn't know," she said. Sheriff Coltrane smiled as he nodded his head. He fished a set of keys out of his pocket and handed them to her.
"I'll get a deputy over to your place and have him take off all the locks," he said. "You take good care of this man now, you hear me?" She smiled as she took the keys.
"Thank you, sheriff," she said. "I will." He turned back to Ryan.
"That was the damndest thing I ever did see," he told Ryan. "You're a good man, Mr. Caldwell, and I thank you from the bottom of my heart."
"I appreciate that sheriff," Ryan said.
"You let me know if there's anything I can ever do for ya, okay?" the sheriff said.
"Well, there is one thing," Ryan said.
"What's that?" Sheriff Coltrane asked.
"No publicity," Ryan said. "I know how something like this can get out in a small town, and I don't want any publicity."
"You got it," the sheriff said. "Y'all have a nice day now, y'hear?" he asked, touching his gray Stetson before he left.
"Here's your new balance, Ms. Simons," Jay said, handing Beverly a small slip of paper. Her eyes grew wide as she looked at the balance. She turned to Ryan.
"I can't accept all this," she said. "I'll never be able to repay you." Ryan smiled.
"Don't even think about it," Ryan said. "And yes, you can accept it." He turned to Jay. "I trust you'll have one of your financial advisers work with her to create a budget and manage this so it lasts her for a while."
"I'll take care of it myself," Jay said. "Just curious, why did you do this?"
"I don't mind helping someone who's making an honest effort," Ryan said. "Besides, I know what it's like to lose everything that means anything to you. A wise old man gave me a second chance once, so I figured I'd pay it forward."
"I understand," Jay said. He turned to Beverly. "Give me a call this week and we'll set up an appointment, okay Ms. Simons?" he asked. She nodded her head.
"I will," she said. "Thank you so much." They said their goodbyes and walked out of the bank. Beverly was stunned by what Ryan had done and wondered what he wanted in return. He opened the door of his truck and helped her inside, then climbed in behind the wheel.
"When was the last time you had a decent meal?" he asked.
"It's been quite a while," she said. "Why?"
"I don't know about you, but I could eat something," he said. "Why don't you let me treat you to a nice lunch?"
"Are you sure?" she asked. "After everything you've already done?"
"It's only lunch," he said. "Besides, it'll take a while for the deputy to get out to your place."
"Okay," she said. "It's just been a while since a handsome man asked me out."
"Maybe we should see about getting your eyes checked while we're at it," Ryan said, indicating his scar. Beverly smiled.
"Call it a woman's intuition," she said. "But I suspect under that rough exterior is a kind, handsome man." Ryan chuckled as he started truck. They left the bank and pulled into a steak house along the main drag. They went inside and was escorted to a booth in the back.
"This is the first time I've ever been here," she said. "Looks expensive."
"I've eaten here a time or two," he said. "They make real nice sirloin. You should try it."
"Maybe I will," she said. "It's been a long time since I've had a steak." They placed their order and waited for the food to arrive.
"So," Beverly said. "I've told you my story. What's yours? What did you mean about knowing what it's like to lose everything?"
"I was married once as well," he said. "A long time ago. Thought I had a good life. Then it all went down the toilet."
"What did you do?" she asked.
"I was a mechanic," he said. "A certified ASE Master Mechanic. Had dreams of opening my own shop one day."
"A mechanic?" she asked. "Do you still work on cars?"
"Not for a long time," he said.
"What happened, if you don't mind my asking," she said.
"I don't mind," he said. "Was married for about 17 years to my high school sweetheart. Had a good job, a nice home, a family. Wife came home one day and announced she was divorcing me. Said she didn't want to be married to a grease monkey who wasn't going anywhere. Seems she found greener pastures with a rich oil tycoon."
"Oh my God," Beverly said. "That must've been horrible."
"It was," he said. "And to add insult to injury, my daughter announced she was going with my wife."
"I'm so sorry," she said.
"Not your fault," he said. "That day, they both died to me. So did my dreams."
"That had to have hurt so much," she said. "I can't even begin to imagine what that felt like."
"Sure you can," Ryan said. "I felt pretty much the same way you did when I picked you up this morning."
"But you still had your house, right?" she asked. "You still had your job and your dream of opening your own shop."



"Without Lisa and Sarah, none of that meant anything anymore," he said.
"So what did you do?" she asked.
"Cried in my beer. Even thought about killing myself a time or two," he said. "I even put a gun in my mouth once. I couldn't pull the trigger, though."
"Oh my God," she said.
"Ran into an old friend of mine at a bar one night after the divorce went through," Ryan said. "He offered me a job and I took it. Traveled a lot outside the country for the next nine years."
"What were you doing?" she asked. "Where did you go?"
"I was what you might call a private security consultant," he said. "Wherever there were bad guys with attitude screwing with good guys just trying to make an honest living, that's where I went. Africa, South and Central America, Middle East. You name it."
"So, you were kinda like an equalizer," she said.
"I never thought of it that way," he said. "But, yeah, I guess you could say that's what I did."
"And I take it you got paid good money to do this," she said.
"I did," he said. "A whole lot more than I ever made as a mechanic. And I had a friend who helped me make even more money off the money I earned."
"Is that how this happened?" she asked, indicating the eye patch and the scar on Ryan's face. He nodded his head.
"Yeah," he said. "It was my last job. The sheikh I worked for made it possible for me to retire from the business."
"That's the wise old man you talked about earlier?" she asked.
"It was," Ryan said. "He suggested I go someplace quiet and find peace."
"So you came here," she said. Ryan nodded his head.
"Yep," he said. "And it's been home to me ever since."
"I always wondered why someone would buy that old run-down house," she said. "I remember playing with the kids who used to live there a long time ago. The place was pretty run down even then. So what are you doing now?"
"Right now, I'm just dealing with family issues," he said.
"I thought you said your family was dead to you," she said.
"They were," Ryan said. "Turns out my daughter married some analyst who somehow managed to track me down. She had a rare blood disease and needed a bone marrow transplant. So I helped her out. And of course, I ran into her mother."
"Let me guess," Beverly said. "They want you and your ex-wife to be friends or something, right?" Ryan chuckled.
"Something like that," he said.
"Are you?" she asked.
"What, reconcile with her?" he asked. He shook his head. "No," he finally said. "It's a bit complicated."
"No it's not, Ryan," she said. "She ripped your heart out with her betrayal. I can understand you'd want to help your daughter. She's your flesh and blood. But I could never imagine being friends with the person who destroyed you like that."
"You're very wise, Beverly Simons," he said. "Besides, I've just learned a few things about my ex."
"Oh?" she asked.
"I just got back from seeing the family," he said. "She was shot in the head."
"I'm sorry to hear that," she said. "DO they know who did it?"
"We know," he said. "We also have an idea about why."
"Wait a minute," she said. "I saw something on the news about a female oil company CEO who was gunned down. Was that her?"
"Yeah it was," he said.
"Wow," she said. "So what happens now?"
"I don't know," he said.
"If there's anything I can do, please let me know," she said. He smiled.
"I don't know what you can do, but thanks anyway," he said. They finished their meal and headed out.
"I hate to impose after everything you've already done," she said. "But would you mind if we stop at the Piggly Wiggly? I have to pick up a few things."
"Not at all," he said. "I need to grab a few things myself." They stopped at the store and he walked with her, pushing the cart as she filled it up with groceries. Her eyes popped out when she saw him grab a packet of hot dogs and some TV dinners.
"You eat those things?" she asked.
"Yeah, why?" he asked.
"You'd be better off eating the cardboard that crap comes in," she said.
"So I've heard," he said. They paid for their food and Ryan loaded it in the truck. They got back in and headed out. By the time they got to her place, the gate was unlocked and open. He pulled in the driveway and parked in front of her two-story ranch house, then helped her carry everything inside.
"Well, I'd better get on home," he said. She stopped him at the door and wrapped her arms around him before giving him a kiss on the cheek.
"Thank you for everything," she said. "I don't know what I would've done if you hadn't picked me up." He smiled as he looked into her pretty face.
"It was my pleasure," he said. "If there's anything else you need, please let me know."
"I will, thanks," she said. "Would it be alright if I come by every so often?"
"Any time," he said. "Let me give you my number." He wrote his cell number on a slip of paper she gave him and handed it back to her. "It's been a long time since I've taken a woman out, but maybe we can go catch a movie or something if that's all right with you."
"It would be more than alright with me," she said with a smile. He left her house feeling like a teenager who had just arranged his first date. When he got home, he put the few groceries he had away and took his duffel bag upstairs. His phone began buzzing, so he took it out of his pocket, and noticed it was Sarah. That's when he realized he forgot to call when his plane landed. He answered the phone.
"Hello," he said.
"Thank God you're alright," Sarah said. "I've been worried sick. What happened?"
"Oh, I ran into a widow on my way home and helped her for a bit," he said. "I'm sorry I didn't call, I just got home. Any news?"
"No, not really," she said. "We were just worried that something happened to you."
"I just had lunch with an attractive widow, then took her to the store," Ryan said.
"You mean, you actually took a woman out to lunch?" she asked. "What about all this stuff about no more relationships and living like a miserable hermit for the rest of your life?"
"Well, maybe I spoke too soon about that," he said.
"Someday, you're going to have to tell me about this attractive widow," she said.
"I just might do that," he said. "The FBI guys still there with you?"
"Yeah," she said. "Gillespie is playing cops and robbers with little Ryan if you can believe that."
"Now that's something I'd like to see," Ryan said. "Listen, you guys be very careful, you hear me?"
"We will, Dad," she said. "Anyway, I have to go make dinner now. I'll call if I hear anything."
"Do that," Ryan said. The call ended, Ryan went downstairs and made a fresh pitcher of sweet tea, then went on the front porch. He sat down in his rocking chair, lit a cigarette and pulled out Lisa's phone.
The first thing he did was check to see if there was tracking software on it, the way Greg showed him earlier. He didn't see anything, but turned off the GPS anyway just in case. He didn't think anyone would be monitoring it in any case, since she was in a coma, but he thought he'd rather be safe than sorry.
He spent the next couple hours going through her emails and texts trying to find something that would give him a clue about what was going on. Most of it was dry, business-oriented stuff that didn't mean a lot to him. There were emails about things like audits and profit-and-loss sheets, and a few emails about minimizing the damage from Jake's pending trials, but not much of anything that helped him out in any real meaningful way.
Then he came across an email that mentioned a retreat.
"I bet you can't wait for this year's retreat," Elmer had written. He looked through the thread, and read her reply.
"It'll be the first retreat I've been on without Jake," she said. "I can't wait to get out of town for a bit to recharge."
Ryan thought about that exchange and remembered Elmer mentioning a retreat to him. What was it he had said? He thought hard and remembered Elmer telling him how Lisa had gone wild at their annual summer retreats. He figured out how to do a search on her email and started one using the word, "retreat." He watched as the app searched on his keyword, the arrow continually spinning. He set the phone down and pulled his out, dialing Jorge's number.
"Hey, Ryan," Jorge said when he answered. "You made it home, I see."
"Yes, I did," Ryan said. "Look, I need you to see if you can find something for me."
"What's that?" Jorge asked.
"It seems the executives of Knight hold an annual retreat somewhere out of town," Ryan said. "Can you do some digging and see if you can find out where that might be? I'm thinking they own some property somewhere rural where they can go without being spied on by nosy neighbors."
"I'll do some searches and see what I can come up with," he said. "It'll take me some time."
"No problem," Ryan said. "Let me know as soon as you find something." They ended the call and Ryan had another idea. He called Bob's cell phone. His son-in-law answered on the first ring.
"What's up, Ryan?" he asked.
"Tell me something, Bob," Ryan said. "I'm curious to know how you found me out here."
"Well, it took some work," Bob said. He went on to talk about county records and macros and downloading spreadsheets, causing Ryan's eyes to glaze over.
"Bottom line, you found me by digging through county tax and property records, right?" Ryan asked.
"Yeah, you could say that," Bob said. "Why?"
"You think you could do the same thing, only this time search for property owned by Jacob Knight or Knight Petroleum?" Ryan asked.
"Yeah, I don't see why not," Bob said. "I already have the macros programmed, I'd just have to change the search parameters."
"How long do you think that could take?" Ryan asked.
"I don't know," Bob said. "A couple days, maybe a bit more. I've already done the really hard work looking for you."
"Do it," Ryan said. "Coordinate with Jorge Trujillo if you would, please."
"Yeah, sure," Bob said. "When do you need this?"
"Immediately, if not sooner," Ryan said.
"Alright, I'll get right on it," Bob said. Ryan gave him Jorge's number, then ended the call. He looked at Lisa's phone and saw the search had finally completed, and had displayed all emails mentioning the word, "retreat." He began to read through them and realized the retreats were nothing more than three or four-day long parties filled with alcohol, illicit sex and drugs. A plan began to form in his mind as he read the emails.
After reading the emails, he turned her phone off and yanked the battery. After smoking one last cigarette, he went inside, consumed a microwaved TV dinner, then went to bed.
He was out back at his homemade pistol range the next afternoon, shooting targets with his .45 caliber pistol when he heard someone call from behind him. He cleared his pistol and turned to see Beverly in a t-shirt and a pair of short shorts, holding a basket.
"Well, hello, neighbor," he said, taking in the lovely sight before him. Beverly looked at least ten years younger in those shorts, which exposed a lot of well-toned leg.
"Hello yourself," she said. "Target practicing, I see."
"Yeah, I like to keep in practice," he said.
"You seem to do quite well, given you only have one good eye," she said. "Mind if I try?"
"Not at all," he said, handing her his ear protection. She put it on, then loaded a magazine and slid it into the handle. He was impressed that she knew how to handle the pistol. She took her stance and holding the pistol with both hands, fired nine rounds into the paper target he had placed up. She cleared the pistol and they looked at the target. One round went high and to the right, but the rest formed an impressive group in the middle of the target.
"Nice shooting," he said. "Where'd you learn to do that?"
"Wallace taught me to shoot when I was old enough to hold a gun," she said.
"He kept guns in the house?" Ryan asked.
"Of course," she said. "We had to sell them though. All except for my old .410 shotgun. I use that to keep the coyotes away from the chickens."
"I'm impressed," he said.
"I take it you have a few guns as well," she said.
"Yeah, one or two," he said. "What's in the basket, if you don't mind my asking."
"Not at all," she said. "I made up some lasagna and thought maybe we could have dinner tonight. Unless you have something else planned."
"I could go for some lasagna," he said. "C'mon up to the house, it's about supper time anyway." He grabbed the basket and they walked to the house.
"I really like what you've done to the place," she said. "It doesn't look quite as sad as it used to."
"Thanks. It's been good to me, so I figured I'd fix it up a bit," he said. He opened the back door and motioned for her to enter, checking out her legs as she went ahead of him. He noticed there was maybe a quarter inch of denim between her legs as she climbed the stairs into the house. Wallace was a lucky man to have this, he thought to himself.
"I see you remodeled the inside as well," she said. "Very nice, but it seems a bit... spartan," she added, taking in the bare walls.
"Well, I didn't see any need to clutter the walls," he said.
"Maybe you need to make some new memories in here," she said. "Some happy memories."
"Maybe," he said wistfully. He put the basket on the kitchen counter and she began emptying it, placing the dish of lasagna on a potholder he had next to the microwave. He pulled out a couple plates and some silverware, placing them on the table. Then he grabbed a couple glasses.
"I hope you don't mind sweet tea," he said. "It's either that or Coke."
"Sweet tea is perfect," she said. He put ice in the glasses from the refrigerator door and poured them each a glass of tea. He grabbed a couple potholders from a drawer and carried the lasagna to the table. Beverly took the potholder it sat on and placed it on the table for him. He grabbed a spatula and dished them out a helping of lasagna.
"I hope you like it," she said. "It's been a while since I cooked anything like this. I like to use a lot of mushrooms and cheese."
"I love lasagna," he said. "Especially when it's full of mushrooms and dripping with cheese." He took a bite and savored the flavor. "My God, Beverly, this is the absolute best lasagna I've ever had." She smiled as her face turned red from embarrassment.
"Thank you, you're too kind," she said.
"Not at all," he said. "I could eat like this every day. You cook like this for Wallace?"
"Yes," she said. "I loved cooking for him. I also enjoyed making this for you." He looked at her and took in her features, her soft eyes, her dimples, her blonde hair arranged in a ponytail.
"Thank you very much," he said. "This sure beats the hell outta TV dinners, let me tell you." She chuckled.
"I'm glad you like it," she said.
"So, how was your day?" he asked.
"Well, I went into town and got some feed for the chickens," she said. "The good stuff this time. It sure felt good. I felt, I don't know, alive, for the first time in a very long time. I can't tell you how long it's been since I felt this good."
"You shoulda called, I would've helped you," Ryan said. "Those bags of feed had to have been heavy."
"Nonsense," she said. "I'm a farm girl. I've been slinging bags of feed since I was little girl."
"I can believe that," he said. They ate their meals and engaged in small talk. Ryan found himself getting more comfortable with this woman, and he felt really good for the first time in ages. After they ate, he cleared the dishes, rinsing them off in the sink and placing them in the dishwasher. Beverly covered the lasagna and placed it on the stove as it was still too warm to put in the refrigerator. He refreshed their glasses with tea and began heading for the front porch.
"I'm sorry," he said. "Old habit. I generally like to enjoy a smoke on the porch after I eat."
"Wallace and I did that too," she said. "Would you mind if I joined you?"
"Not at all," he said. They went on the porch and Ryan handed her a cigarette, holding the lighter for her. He pulled out another and lit up, taking his usual seat. She sat down with him.
"I really enjoy this time of the day," he said. "Not too hot, not too cold."
"Me too," she said. "It's been a long time since I've been able to just relax and take it all in."
"I understand that," he said. "So tell me, how long were you married?"
"I guess about 23 years," she said. "I was 19 and he was 44. We were so in love."
"You said you two had a son," Ryan said. "Where is he now?"
"He's in the Naval Academy at Annapolis," she said. "Got a congressional appointment. He's in his second year. Wants to be a Marine pilot."
"I'll bet you're proud of him," Ryan said.
"I am," she said. "Very proud. He's the first one in our family to ever make it to college, let alone the Naval Academy."
"I've seen those Marine pilots in action before," Ryan said. "They know their stuff."
"Were you ever in the service?" she asked.
"Army," he said. "Infantry. Served in Iraq and Afghanistan."
"Wow," she said. "That's impressive." He shrugged his shoulders. "Can I ask you a personal question?"
"Please," he said.
"Are you in a relationship now? Is there someone special in your life? I mean, besides your daughter and grandson," she said. He shook his head.
"No," he said. "I swore off relationships after Lisa and Sarah dumped me."
"That was over ten years ago," she said, shocked.
"Well, I haven't exactly been an angel," he said. "I've been with a few women, but not for more than a couple hours at most."
"I see," she said.
"What about you?" he asked.
"No, there hasn't been anyone in my life either," she said. "To everyone here, I'm Wallace Simons' widow. The egg lady."
"I'm surprised," he said.
"Why do you say that?" she asked.
"Well, you're beautiful, still relatively young, and you sure can rock a pair of shorts, if you don't mind me saying so," he said. She smiled.
"You think so?" she said. "Wallace loved it when I wore these. Said it reminded him of those girls in the Lil Abner cartoons."
"I can understand that," he said.
"Truth is, I haven't been able to relax or think of anything besides bills for the last few years," she said. She got out of her chair and stood before him. "You know, it's been nearly six years since I've been with a man. And I've only been with one other man my whole life." She unbuttoned her cutoffs. "I know we just met, but I feel a connection to you. I hope you don't think I'm being too forward, but I need you inside me. Please."
As he watched, she lifted her t-shirt over her head and tossed it on her chair, revealing a perky set of breasts. She unzipped her shorts and let them fall to her feet. She stepped out of them and placed them on the chair with her t-shirt. She stood before him, naked except for a pair of tennis shoes. He felt his manhood come alive as he took in her smooth body and shaved pussy.
"Make love to me, Ryan Caldwell," she said. "Please. I need you so bad." He stood up, picked her up in his arms and carried her inside. He was surprised as how little she weighed. He carried her upstairs, her arms around his neck, and gently placed her on his king-sized bed. She smiled and got on her knees in front of him and helped him disrobe.
Once he was naked, she took his hard cock in her hands and enveloped him in her mouth, causing him to gasp. As he watched, she sucked his entire penis in her mouth, moaning as she did so. Before long, he exploded in her mouth. She swallowed everything he had to offer, then laid back on the bed with a smile.
One good turn deserves another, he thought, so he went down on her smooth, sweet pussy, kissing and licking her creamy center. Soon, she wrapped her legs around him and coated his face with her juice.
"I'm sorry," she said. "I should've warned you. Sometimes I get a little juicy when I climax." He smiled and kissed his way up her lithe body.



"That's okay," he said. "You can do that to me any time you want." He positioned himself between her outstretched legs and positioned himself to enter her.
"Do it," she moaned. "Please, baby, do it. Make me your woman. Fuck me." They both gasped as he entered her. He couldn't remember feeling anything so good before. Soon, he was all the way inside her. He began stroking in and out and she matched his thrusts. He felt as if he could do this all night long and he never wanted it to end.
"Yes," she moaned. "Oh God, yes. You feel so damn good inside me. Fuck me. Don't ever stop fucking me," she whispered in his ear.
"You feel so warm, so tight," he said back. "I could do this all night."
"Me too, baby," she said. "Oh God, I need this. Fuck me, lover. Fuck me. Cum inside my pussy. Please. Fill me up." He couldn't help but respond to her and soon, he exploded inside her. She ground herself into him, raking his back with her nails as her orgasm hit. They both growled as they climaxed together, and held each other tight, enjoying the moment. For Ryan, this was much better than anything he had ever experienced before, even with Lisa.
After they calmed down, they stared into each other's faces for a few minutes. They kissed each other deeply, their tongues wrestling for control.
"My God, that was wonderful," she said when they finally broke their kiss.
"It was better than that," he told her.
"Your ex was one stupid bitch to cheat on this," she said. "I'll never do that to you." He smiled as he considered the possibilities.
"Yeah, she was," he said. "And I'd never do that to you, either."
"I know," she said. They spent the next couple hours making love to each other, in as many positions as they could think of. Drained, they lay in each other's arms, each lost in their own thoughts.
"I know you said you've given up on relationships, but do you think we can at least be partners?" she asked. "Maybe friends with benefits?"
"Maybe I was a bit too hasty about giving up relationships," he said. "But yeah, we can certainly be partners." She got up on one knee and wrapped a finger around his.
"Then it's a deal," she said. "An exclusive partnership?"
"Sure," he said. "Exclusive. Who knows where this can lead." She smiled and kissed him deeply. She got off the bed when they broke their kiss.
"I've got to get back home," she said. "I'm usually up very early to feed the chickens and gather the eggs."
"Need any help?" he asked.
"I got it," she said. "Maybe next time you can spend the night at my place and then you can get up at 5:00 in the morning with me." He laughed at that. "You think I'm kidding, don't you?" she asked.
"You really get up that early?" he asked.
"Yep," she said. "Been doing that since I was a little girl. That's what it's like on a farm, you know."
"Damn," he said. "You're one impressive lady, you know that?"
"I'm glad you think so, cowboy," she said, giving him a kiss. "You're pretty impressive yourself." They dressed, then headed downstairs. "You might as well hang onto that lasagna, maybe you can finish it off tomorrow or something," she said, making her way to the door. "I'll get the dish later. Don't worry, I know where you live, remember?"
They held each other for several minutes at the door.
"I never thought I'd feel this way again," he told her. "Thank you. You're a wonderful woman, Beverly Simons."
"And you're a damn good man, Ryan Caldwell," she said. "My man. Remember that, partner." He smiled and they kissed each other good night. He watched as she went to her car and drove off. He smoked a cigarette on the porch, thinking about what had just happened. Was Sheriff Coltrane right? Was Beverly be the woman he was meant to be with? For the first time in ages, he felt content -- happy, even. He finished his cigarette and went back to bed.
The next two weeks flew by for Ryan. After that first night with Beverly, he began spending every other night at her house, waking up at 5:00 after a rousing night of lovemaking. He even helped her with her chickens, and his respect for her grew with each passing day.
He realized just how hard she worked. And it turned out those bags of feed could get pretty heavy. How did she lug those around all these years by herself, he wondered. Not only did she tend to her chickens, she kept her house neat as a pin, cooked meals fit for a king and still had enough energy left over to make him feel like a new man at night.
On top of all that, she found that her egg business was starting to take off again. So most of her days were spent delivering eggs and taking orders for more.
On the nights he stayed home, he found himself waking up at 5:00 anyway, so he would start his days with a workout and a run. The rest of the time, he spent going through years of Lisa's emails, trying to glean what he could from them.
He also stayed in touch with Jorge, Bob and Sarah. Bob and Jorge were pretty sure they had the location of the Knight retreat nailed down.
"It looks like it's only a couple hours or so north of where you are, in New Mexico," Jorge said.
"Seriously?" Ryan asked.
"Yep," he said. "I'll send you a Google Map link and you can check it out for yourself." He did, and Ryan printed out a large map of the area so he could study it closer.
Sarah informed him that Lisa was finally brought out of her medically-induced coma. As the doctor feared, the damage to her brain was fairly extensive. She had lost a lot of her motor control and could barely speak.
She was now confined to a wheelchair most of the day, and was undergoing physical therapy. But, the doctor said, it was highly unlikely she would ever be able to walk more than a few steps at a time. She was also going through speech therapy, and, they said, it was possible she might be able to fully communicate on her own -- some day.
The FBI agents were still watching over Bob, Sarah and his parents, but the higher-ups were beginning to think the danger had probably passed and were considering the possibility of pulling the protection details.
The court case against Jake was proceeding slowly, and from what he could glean from his FBI contacts, the investigations against Knight and Elmer Jenkins were bogged down in minutiae and legal motions.
A couple weeks later, Ryan decided it was time to let Beverly know what was going on, so he explained the entire situation to her one night over dinner. He even told her about the nine years he spent as a mercenary. She sat silently as he laid it all out for her. When he finished, she nodded her head and thought for a moment before responding.
"Thank you, Ryan," she said. "I appreciate that you trust me enough to tell me the whole truth. I can understand why you held back before. I would probably have done the same. The truth is, I suspected something like this before."
"Really?" he asked.
"Yes," she said. "You may dress the part, but it's obvious you're not just some dumb redneck. I see the way you carry yourself, the way you handle yourself and the way you take everything in -- almost as if you're planning some kind of defense. Almost as if you're expecting an attack. I've seen that faraway look you get in your eye sometimes, almost as if you're a thousand miles away. And I've heard you cry out in your sleep." He looked at her, shocked.
"Who's Dawson, by the way? I've heard you call out, saying something like, 'Dawson! No!' What's that all about?"
"He was a comrade of mine," Ryan said. "We were in Africa. A grenade was tossed into our camp. The rest of us scattered for cover, but not Dawson. He threw himself on the grenade just as it went off. He saved us all."
"But he didn't make it, did he?" Beverly asked. Ryan shook his head, remembering that night.
"No," he said, a tear falling down his cheek. "We were surrounded and weren't able to get him out of there. We used his body to give the rest of us cover. He had a wife and three kids. I'm the one who had to tell her that he wasn't coming back."
"Oh my God," she said. "That must've been terrible."
"I've lived with the guilt of that ever since," he said quietly. "I keep thinking that should've been me. He had a family to live for. I had nothing." She came to him and held him in her arms as he wept bitter tears.
"It's okay," she said. "That's all in the past. It's over. I'm here with you now. I am curious, though. Why tell me all this now?"
"Because I'm falling for you, Beverly," he said. "I don't want there to be any secrets between us."
"Guess what, cowboy?" she asked. "I'm falling for you, too. I'm your partner in all this, remember?" He nodded his head. "And where you go, I go. That's just the way it is. You hear me, soldier?" He smiled as he nodded his head.
"I hear you," he said. "Loud and clear."
"Good," she said. "So, what are you planning to do about this retreat? Are you thinking about going after it?"
"I don't know," he said. "I'm tempted. I have a lot to work out yet."
"Just don't do anything stupid," she said. "I've just found you and I don't think I could stand to lose you, too." He smiled.
"No problem," he said.
A week later, he got the call he feared might come. He had just finished dinner at Beverly's house when his phone rang.
"Ryan?" Bob said when he called. Ryan could tell Bob was upset.
"What's going on, son?" Ryan asked.
"They took Sarah and little Ryan," Bob said, hysterical.
"Who took them?" Ryan asked.
"Elmer's boys," Bob said. "I came home from work and the two FBI agents were dead in our living room and Sarah and Ryan were gone. They left a note saying to call off the authorities or Sarah would be the center of their next retreat. I've called the FBI, but I don't know if they're doing anything. They won't tell me anything."
"Okay, son," Ryan said. "I'll take it from here."
...
To be continued.
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End of "A Father's Justice, Pt. 04":
A week later, he got the call he feared might come. He had just finished dinner at Beverly's house when his phone rang.
"Ryan?" Bob said when he called. Ryan could tell Bob was upset.
"What's going on, son?" Ryan asked.
"They took Sarah and little Ryan," Bob said, hysterical.
"Who took them?" Ryan asked.
"Elmer's boys," Bob said. "I came home from work and the two FBI agents were dead in our living room and Sarah and Ryan were gone. They left a note saying to call off the authorities or Sarah would be the center of their next retreat. I've called the FBI, but I don't know if they're doing anything. They won't tell me anything."
"Okay, son," Ryan said. "I'll take it from here."
...
And now, "A Father's Justice, Pt. 05":
"What's wrong?" Beverly asked when Ryan ended the call.
"They've taken Sarah and little Ryan," Ryan said.
"Oh my God," Beverly said.
"Listen, I have to get home, make some calls," Ryan said. "Do what you normally do. Don't say anything to anyone."
"Okay, dear," she said. "I just have a few things to do here. I'll come right over when I'm finished. We'll get through this, don't worry."
"Okay," Ryan said. He gave Beverly a kiss and left for home. Once there, he called Bill.
"Hey, how's it hangin?" Bill asked.
"Not good, they've taken Sarah and little Ryan," Ryan said.
"Oh shit," Bill said. "Any idea where they're going?"
"Yeah," Ryan said. "I haven't verified it but I have a pretty good idea. Look, I need you to reach out to the old team, get 'em here as fast as you can. Got it?"
"Got it, old friend," Bill said. "I'll be in touch." They ended the call and Ryan dialed Jorge's number.
"Evening," Jorge said. "What's the word?"
"I just heard from Bob. Elmer's boys grabbed Sarah and little Ryan," Ryan said. "Also killed the two FBI guys protecting them."
"Crap," Jorge said.
"My thoughts exactly," Ryan said. "I've reached out to Bill. He's making some calls. I want you to reach out to both Bob and Bill. I'd like you on the team if that's possible."
"You think they're going to the retreat?" Jorge asked.
"I do," Ryan said.
"Okay, I'll reach out to them and call you back," he said. "I've got something that might come in handy." They ended the call, and Ryan went into his home office, where he had a map of the retreat on a board. He studied the map and began making plans. A few minutes later, Beverly came through the front door and stood next to Ryan.
"What are you planning?" she asked.
"I need to take a look at that camp," he said.
"What?" she asked. "Are you going there tonight? Alone?"
"I need to know if our intel is correct and I need to know if they've taken Sarah and Ryan there," Ryan said. "I can't do that from here. It's only about two and a half hours by car. I can cross Hwy 62 here, take this road into New Mexico and be north of their camp. If this is correct, I can be right here," he said, pointing to a spot on the map, "and I should be able to look right down into their retreat without them knowing a thing."
"What if someone like a neighbor spots you?" she asked.
"From the satellite photo I got off the Internet, it doesn't look like there's anyone living within 10 miles of the place, so I don't think that'll be an issue," he said.
"Why don't you just call the FBI and let them deal with this?" she asked.
"Right," Ryan said. "Because the FBI did such a terrific job protecting my family. Look, Bev, these people are dangerous and they don't play by the rules. Neither do I. They might expect the FBI, but they're not expecting me. Besides, they have my family and I made Elmer Jenkins a promise. This has to end now."
"You have to do this?" she asked.
"I do, sweetheart," he said. "It's my family they've got. Don't worry. I'm just going to do some recon. Two and a half hours there, maybe a half hour or so on site, then two and a half hours back. It's 8:00 now. If you don't hear from me by, say, 11:30 or so, call this number." He handed her Agent Smith's card. "Tell him where I am. He'll take it from there."
"All right," she said. He handed her a .45 caliber pistol.
"You hang on to that," he said. "If anyone other than me gets through that door, you know what to do. Aim center mass and fire."
"Okay," she said nervously. He took her to a closet in the hallway, opened the door and pulled a hidden rope. The floor opened up, revealing a set of stairs.
"Then you get yourself in here, close this behind you and get the hell out. It opens up out by the pistol range," he said. "Got it?" She nodded her head.
"I got it," she said.
"Good," he said. "I just need to grab a few things and I'm gone." He went back to his office and grabbed the backpack he put together earlier. Beverly went into the kitchen and came back with his thermos, full of fresh, hot coffee. He smiled as she handed it to him.
"Remember I love you," she said, kissing him deeply.
"I love you, too," he said, returning her kiss. "Don't worry, this is just a recon. I'll call you when I'm on my way back. Don't call me. If Bill, Bob or Jorge calls, tell them to text me. I'll call them back."
"What if the people who took your daughter call? What do I tell them?" she asked.
"Tell them I'm out drinking a beer or something," he said. "Take a message, text me and I'll call them back."
"Okay," she said. They kissed one more time and Ryan headed out. She watched the truck go down the driveway, tears in her eyes. "Please God," she prayed. "Keep my man safe and bring him back to me."
Ryan filled up both of his truck's fuel tanks in town, as well as the two five-gallon cans he kept for emergencies. He knew there was a station where the road crossed the highway, and he planned to top off his tanks there, but he didn't want to take any chances. He headed on through town and made it to the highway, where he topped off his tanks and refilled his thermos. Now it was on into New Mexico.
He carefully followed the road and finally got to his destination. He put the truck into four-wheel drive and followed the dirt road for about 100 yards before shutting down. He grabbed his backpack and applied camouflage paint to his face. He took the night vision binoculars and carefully made his way to the rocks overlooking the camp.
Attaching the binoculars to his head, he looked and found a Lear Jet parked at one end of a dirt runway, indicating that the board, along with Sarah and little Ryan, were already there. He scanned the camp itself, and noticed it was surrounded with a high chain link fence. Probably electrified, he told himself, observing what looked like signs attached here and there to the fence. He suspected the place was surrounded with sensors to detect possible intruders.
There was one gate, manned by two guards, and he counted 12 other guards walking the grounds. There could be more, he thought. Perhaps they were already inside one of the log buildings. He studied their movements and made notes on his pad.
As he watched, he saw a woman and a young boy being led into one of the buildings by an armed guard and a bigger man he thought looked like Elmer. No doubt, this was Sarah and Ryan. He made note of the building on his pad.
He spotted several other unarmed individuals wandering between the buildings without a care in the world. They seemed to be slightly drunk and he could hear them laughing and joking, although he couldn't make out what they were saying. Perhaps these were other members of the board, there for the festivities.
He made notes on the terrain and the general layout of the area, then slowly made his way back to the truck. Consulting his watch, he realized he had been there for just over 30 minutes. He put everything away and wiped the camo paint off his face. He reconnected his smartphone to the truck's Bluetooth so he could use it hands-free, then eased the truck back up to the road, keeping his headlights off.
When he got to the road, he turned and sped off, keeping his lights off for at least a mile. Fortunately, there was enough moonlight that he could see the road quite clearly. After he felt that he was in the clear, he called Beverly.
"Are you okay?" she asked as soon as she picked up.
"I'm fine," he said. "I'm on my way back."
"So you got what you needed?" she asked.
"Oh yeah," he said. "No problem. Any news on your end?"
"Yeah, I got a call from Jorge, he said to let you know they're on their way and you can call his cell when it's safe," she said. They, Ryan wondered. Who the hell is "they?" He dialed Jorge's cell. Bob answered the phone.
"Hey, Ryan," he said.
"Hey yourself," Ryan said. "What's going on?"
"Well, Jorge, Bill and I are on our way to your place," Bob said.
"What?" Ryan asked. "All three of you?"
"Yeah," Bob said.
"Look, son, this isn't a camping trip, you know," Ryan said.
"I know, Ryan," Bob said. "But they've got my family and I'm not just going to sit around waiting for someone else." Ryan knew how Bob must be feeling, so he chose not to argue the point, at least not on the phone.
"We'll talk about this later," Ryan said. "Let me talk to Bill." He could hear the phone changing hands.
"Yeah, boss," Bill said.
"You get in touch with the old team?" Ryan asked.
"Yeah, some of them, anyway," Bill said. "I spoke to Ian, Buster, Cap and Jim. They're on their way to your place now. Should be there about noon or so."
"Okay," Ryan said. "When do you think you'll be there?"
"The way Jorge's driving, I'd say about 5 pm or so," Bob said. Damn, Ryan thought. Jorge must be driving like a bat out of hell.
"Alright, I'll see you then," Ryan said. "Be safe." He ended the call and kept driving. He pulled up in front of his house, grabbed his gear and went inside, where Beverly was waiting for him. She ran to him and threw her arms around his neck.
"Thank God you made it home," she said. "I was so worried about you." He hugged her back and returned her kiss.
"Nothing to be worried about," he said. "It was just a recon."
"Are they at the retreat, like you thought?" she asked.
"They are," he said. "And they have Sarah and little Ryan there."
"What are you going to do now?" she asked.
"Some friends are on their way," he said. "I intend to go get them."
"What?" she asked, shocked. "Are you nuts?"
"Probably," he said. "I warned Elmer Jenkins what would happen if he messed with my family. You should probably stay here tonight, just to be safe."
"Okay," she said quietly. "But I have to tend to the chickens in the morning."
"I'll go with you," he said. "Just in case. Do you have any deliveries tomorrow morning?"
"I have a few, but they're close by," she said.
"Maybe I'd better go with you," he said.
"Thanks, but that won't be necessary," she said. "I don't think they'll come after me. But I'll take my shotgun just in case."
"Take your phone as well," he said. "Keep a sharp eye out. If you see anything that looks off, you call me immediately."
"I will, promise," she said. They slept fitfully for a few hours, then got back up. Beverly made breakfast as Ryan showered and dressed. After they ate, they drove back to her house and tended to the chickens. Beverly gathered the eggs she was set to deliver and her .410 shotgun.
"Can you do me a favor, please?" he asked, pulling a $100 bill out of his pocket.
"Sure," she said.
"Would you mind stopping at Jerry's store on your way back and picking up a couple 12-packs? And about 10 cigars?" he asked. Jerry's was a small country store that catered to the folks in this area.
"Are we having a party?" she asked. He smiled and shook his head.
"No," he said. "It's something of a tradition."
"Okay," she said.
"Thanks. And remember, call me if you see anything out of the ordinary," he told her.
"I will, promise," she said. "I'll let you know when I'm done and on my way back." They kissed and he watched as she drove off. He headed back to his place and studied his map. After a while, his phone rang. He looked at the screen and saw it was from an unknown number. He thought about letting it go to voicemail, but decided against it.
"Hello," he said when he answered.
"Ah, Mr. Caldwell," said a voice Ryan recognized as belonging to Elmer Jenkins. "Just the man I'm looking for."
"What do you want, Jenkins?" Ryan asked.
"What I want is for you to get the feds off my ass," he said.
"I don't run the FBI," Ryan said. "And besides, why would I want to do that?"
"Because I just happen to have your daughter and grandson, that's why," Elmer said.
"I don't believe you," Ryan said, even though he knew otherwise. "Let me talk to them."
"Okay," Elmer said. Ryan could hear movement, then Sarah came on the phone.
"Daddy?" she asked.
"Are you okay?" Ryan asked. "What about little Ryan?"
"I'm okay but they've drugged Ryan and he's asleep right now," she said.
"You hang in there, princess," he said. "I'll get you home soon."
"Not so fast," Elmer said. "You have 24 hours to get the feds off my back or your beautiful princess here will get mailed back to you in little pieces."
"You remember what I told you, Jenkins?" Ryan asked. Elmer laughed.
"What are you gonna do?" he asked. "You're an old, washed-up, one-eyed merc. You'd better make the best case you can to your FBI buddies and you'd better do it fast."
"Just so you know, Jenkins," Ryan said. "I always live up to my promises. So I hope pain is something you enjoy, because I'm coming for you."
"You and what army?" Elmer said, laughing. "Twenty-four hours, old man. Make it happen." Ryan started to say something but Elmer had already ended the call. He checked his watch and saw it was nearly 11:00 am. He remembered Bill saying the rest of the crew would be there about noon, so he headed upstairs.
He pulled a trunk out of his closet and opened it up. He hadn't used any of this stuff in about four years, and he wasn't sure if the old uniforms would even fit him anymore. He pulled out a set of folded desert camouflage and a pair of worn combat boots.
Stripping off his clothes, he donned a black t-shirt and the camouflage trousers. Removing his cowboy boots, he put the combat boots on and laced them up, then bloused the trousers over the boots. He was surprised that the old trousers still fit.
He grabbed his web belt and some other gear, then pulled the old desert camouflage hat and jacket out of the trunk. He slammed the lid shut, then headed downstairs. He tossed the jacket and hat on a chair in his downstairs office and inspected his equipment. A few minutes later, his phone rang. He looked, and saw the call was from Beverly.
"Hey," he said when he answered. "Everything alright?"
"Everything's fine," she said. "I hope Coors is okay, because that's what I got. And I got your cigars. So I'm on my way back."
"Thanks for letting me know," he said. "And I really appreciate you getting that stuff. I'll see you when you get home."
"My pleasure," she said. "Love you!"
"Love you, too," he said, ending the call. A few minutes later, she pulled up, so he went out to help her bring everything inside. She looked shocked when she saw him in his camouflage.
"Are you going off to fight a war or something?" she asked.
"Something," he said as he helped her carry everything in the house. "I made Elmer a promise, and I intend to keep it."
"What promise was that?" she asked.
"I promised him a war he couldn't believe if he messed with my family," Ryan said. "And that's exactly what I'm going to give him."
"What if you get hurt?" she asked.
"Then I get hurt," he said. "It happens."
"No," she said. "I won't let that happen. I can't lose you, too. Not like this."
"He's got my daughter and my grandson," Ryan said. "Besides, I won't be alone. My team is on the way."
"You mean, the other mercenaries you used to work with, right?" she asked.
"Some of them, yes," he said. Just then, they heard the tell-tale sound of a helicopter coming over the house. Ryan looked out back and saw an olive drab Vietnam-era vintage Huey land in the area he normally used as a shooting range.
"Well I'll be damned," he said, laughing.
"What is it?" Beverly asked, scared. "Is Elmer coming after us or something?"
"Nope," he said. "That's the cavalry. Would you mind rustling up some lunch? The boys are gonna be a bit hungry, I think."
"Sure," she said. "I can whip up some egg salad sandwiches if that's okay."
"Sounds perfect," he said, giving her a kiss. "I'll be right back." He grabbed his camo hat and went out to meet his old comrades, who were already getting off the old helicopter.
"Jim, you old dog," Ryan said as he approached the man piloting the chopper. "How're doing? Where'd you get this?"
"Been working on it for the last three years or so," Jim said. "Whaddya think?"
"I'm impressed," Ryan said. "Does this thing have any bite to it?"
"Does it ever," Jim said, walking around the front of the craft. Ryan noticed a black emblem on the front -- a raised fist with the middle finger extended. Ryan laughed.
"Nice touch," Ryan said, pointing to the emblem. Jim laughed.
"Matches my mood most of the time," he said. "Check this out," he said, opening a side door. He pulled back a tarp to reveal an M134 Minigun. "Think that'll do the trick?" Jim asked.
"Reckon so," Ryan said. The M134 is a six-barrel rotary machine gun capable of firing 2,000 to 6,000 rounds of 7.62 mm NATO bullets per minute. Jim had a rig that allowed the gun to be fired from the side door.
"I wanted to get some rockets, but they just weren't in the budget," Jim said.
"So, you put this thing together by yourself?" Ryan asked.
"Pretty much," Jim said. "Took me a while to scrounge all the parts. I had to retool a few things, and the engine took a bit of work. But it's basically as good as new."
"How much is this going to set me back?" Ryan asked. Jim shook his head.
"Just cover my fuel, give me a beer or two and we'll call it even," Jim said. "We're comrades. You saved my ass plenty, so I figure I owe you." Ryan nodded his head and shook Jim's hand.
"Thank you, old friend," Ryan said. The four men grabbed their gear and Ryan led them back to the house.
"Guys, this is my girlfriend, Beverly Simons," Ryan said as they entered the kitchen. "Beverly, this is Jim Talbot, Ian White, formerly of the SAS, Charles Torres -- we call him Buster -- and Mark Hammond. We just call him Cap. That's short for 'blasting cap' since he's so good with explosives."
"Girl friend?" Cap asked. "I thought you gave up on women."
"I did, until I met Beverly," Ryan said. He gave them a quick tour of the place and let them be to set their gear down and use the bathroom.
"So, I'm your girlfriend now?" Beverly asked quietly when he returned to the kitchen.
"Yeah, you could say that," Ryan said, noticing the smile on her face. "Do you have a problem with that?" She smiled as she shook her head.



"Not at all, sir," she said, giving him a kiss.
"None of that, now," Buster bellowed in a good-natured tone as he entered the kitchen, causing them all to laugh. Beverly finished making the sandwiches and sat them on the kitchen counter, then poured each a glass of sweet tea.
"I hope y'all like egg salad and sweet tea," she said.
"Love egg salad, ma'am," Cap said as he took a bite out of his sandwich. "Thank you."
"You're welcome," she said.
"Ryan, you'd better hang on to that woman," Cap said. "Anyone who can make egg salad this good is a keeper."
"I intend to," Ryan said. They spent the next half hour or so eating their sandwiches and catching up. When they finished eating, Ryan spoke again.
"Bill won't be here for a while, so I might as well bring y'all up to date on the situation," he said. "When Bill gets here, we'll go over the plan." He spent the next hour or so telling them all the story of what had transpired since the day Bob came into his life.
"Bloody hell," Ian said when Ryan finished.
"I agree," Ryan told him.
"You screwed up letting Jake live, you know that, don't you?" Buster asked.
"Perhaps," Ryan said. "I actually considered killing the bastard, but I thought better of it. If I had, I would probably have ended up in jail."
"You're right," Cap said. "And there would've been two witnesses to it."
"How'd you manage that with just the one eye?" Ian asked.
"Wasn't easy, but I've been working out," Ryan said.
"So you can function in the field, then?" Ian asked.
"I manage," Ryan said. They heard a vehicle pull in front of the house. Ryan looked and saw it was a dark SUV. He noticed Agent Smith getting out of the car.
"Hide those weapons," he said. "I'll take care of this." He walked out the door and stood on his porch as Agent Smith walked up to him.
"So, you heard what happened?" Ryan asked.
"I did," Agent Smith said. "I figured you'd be putting something together."
"And you thought you'd try to stop me, is that it?" Ryan asked. "I did it your way, and look at what that's gotten us."
"You don't understand, Ryan," Smith said. "You don't mind if I call you Ryan, do you?"
"Not at all," Ryan said.
"Roger Gillespie, one of the agents protecting your daughter, was a good friend of mine," Smith said. "He was the best man at my wedding and I was his best man. His little boy is my godson."
"So, what is the bureau doing?" Ryan asked.
"Not a goddamn thing," Smith said. "It's all politics. They're all trying to dig their thumbs out of their collective asses hoping they can save face with the politicos in Washington. Knight Petroleum is very powerful in certain circles. There's even talk the president might issue a blanket pardon if anyone's convicted."
"So, what do you want from me?" Ryan asked.
"I want to join you," Smith said. "I figured you're planning something and I want to help."
"I'm not out to arrest anyone," Ryan said. "I don't believe in taking prisoners. You understand that, right?"
"I figured that," Smith said.
"But can you live with it?" Ryan asked.
"This isn't my first rodeo, you know," Smith said. "I spent time in the SEALs before I joined the Bureau. So, to answer your question, yes, I can live with it."
"Doesn't sit too well with that badge," Ryan said.
"Right now, I'm not an agent," Smith said. "Like you, I want justice." Ryan regarded him for a moment before answering. It was possible Smith was simply trying to worm his way in only to arrest them all later. But the look on Smith's face and the fire in his eyes said something different.
"Okay," Ryan said. "Welcome to the party," he added, extending a hand. Smith grasped his hand and they shook. Just then, a dark panel van came up the driveway and stopped in front of his house. Ryan looked at his watch -- 5:00 pm, on the dot. As he watched, Bob, Jorge and Bill climbed out and made their way to the porch, where Ryan made introductions.
"Ryan, I want to come with you," Bob said. "I know I haven't seen a lot of combat like you, but I want to do my part. It's my family, after all."
"You have any military training at all, son?" Ryan asked.
"I was in the Army Reserves for four years," he said. "My unit got deployed to Iraq for about eight months."
"Reserves," Ryan said. "What'd you do in Iraq?"
"I spent some time as a door gunner on a helo," Bob said. "I don't know if that will be any help to you, though."
"Door gunner?" Ryan asked. "You ever operate an M134 Minigun?" Bob chuckled.
"Yeah," Bob said. "Don't tell me you've actually got one of those." Ryan smiled.
"Today's your lucky day, son," he said. "Not only do we have an M134, we also have a Huey to carry it."
"No shit?" Bob asked.
"No shit, son," Ryan said. "C'mon inside. We have some planning to do." Ryan motioned for them to enter the house, and closed the door behind him when they were all inside. After introductions, Ryan sat everyone down and asked Beverly to dole out the beer. After everyone had a beer he stepped forward.
"We got some planning to do, fellas," he said. "But first, we have a little tradition. Ian, will you do the honors?" Ian stood up and raised his beer.
"'Ere's to Dawson, and all the other blokes who never made it back 'ome," he said. Everyone raised their beer.
"Dawson," the veteran mercenaries repeated before taking a long swig from their beers. Beverly, Bob and Smith joined in. When they finished, Smith raised his beer.
"To my friend, Roger Gillespie, who gave his life protecting Sarah and her son," he said. Everyone raised their beer.
"To Gillespie," they all said, taking another long drink.
"Normally, we'd break our bottles on the ground," Ryan said. "But since this is a fairly new carpet, we'll just have to forego that part of the tradition." Everyone laughed. "There's been a slight change in plan. Jim, meet your new door gunner," he said, putting a hand on Bob's shoulder.
"You ever fire a minigun?" Jim said. Bob nodded his head.
"I have, in Iraq," he said.
"Alright, then. When we're done here, you can join me and we'll get it mounted up for you, alright?" Jim asked.
"Yeah," Bob said. Beverly came to Ryan and took him by the arm.
"I want to come, too," she said. Everyone stopped what they were doing and looked at her, shocked.
"Sweetheart, this isn't a pleasure trip," Ryan said. "You could get seriously hurt."
"But we're partners," she said. "Where you go, I go, remember?"
"Ryan's right, Beverly," Smith said. "Besides, what would you do?"
"Actually, I could use her help in the comm post," Bill said. "Have you seen the inside of that thing? Jorge's got so many damn monitors and things, there's no way I can watch it all by myself." Ryan thought it over for a few moments. Bill was a good man, but his prosthetic leg would hinder his movement in the field, and having someone with him to watch the monitors would free up Jorge. He looked at Bill.
"You'll train her and make sure she has protection, right?" he asked.
"Absolutely, boss," Bill said. Ryan nodded his head.
"Okay, after we plan the op, you get her out there and start training her," Ryan said.
"Will do, boss," Bill said. Ryan looked at Beverly.
"Promise me you'll be careful," he said.
"I will, Ryan," she said. "Thank you for letting me be part of this. I'm sorry if I embarrassed you or made you upset." He took her in his arms and smiled into her face.
"I'm not embarrassed or upset," he said. "I couldn't be more proud of you right now. Besides, it'll give us something to tell the grandkids one day." She smiled back up at him.
"Really?" she asked. "You mean that?"
"Of course," he said. "Now, c'mon, let's go plan this out." They all went into Ryan's office where he had the map and the layout of the camp. They spent the next two hours planning out the operation. When they ironed out the plan of attack, Bill handed everyone what looked like a GoPro camera that attached to their body armor and a communication unit with an earbud at the end of a spiral wire. Each unit had a number stenciled on it. Ryan's was numbered "1."
"Okay," Bill said. "Call sign, as always, is Whiskey Delta. Ryan, of course, is Whiskey Delta One. Everyone else's numbers are on their comm units. We'll be monitoring your actions in the CP. That's 'command post' for those of you not familiar with the term," he added, looking at Beverly.
"What does Whiskey Delta mean?" she asked.
"War Dogs," Jim said. "It's from the old line, 'cry havoc! And let slip the dogs of war.' That's Shakespeare, you know."
"So, that means Ryan is the number one war dog?" she asked innocently. Everyone else snickered. She looked around, not understanding what was so funny.
"Something like that," Buster said.
"Alright," Ryan said. "We leave at 2300, or 11:00 pm. That'll put us on target at 0130. It's still light enough out to get everything set up, so let's go." Bill and Jorge handed everyone a set of night vision goggles. Bob went with Jim to the helicopter to get the minigun set up and Bill took Beverly to the CP to start her training. Just then, a sheriff's patrol car pulled up in front of the house.
"Crap," Ryan said quietly as he watched Sheriff Coltrane get out of his vehicle. Ryan looked at Agent Smith. "I'll need you to help deal with this," he said. Smith nodded his head and put on his best official face.
"Sheriff Coltrane," Ryan said with a smile on his face. "What can I do for you, sir?"
"I was driving by and saw all the activity, and that chopper out back and was just curious," the sheriff said. "You got some kind of a party going on here, or what?" Agent Smith pulled out his credentials and showed them to the sheriff.
"Special Agent Smith, FBI," he said, identifying himself. "Are you THE Sheriff Coltrane?"
"As a matter of fact, yes, I am," the sheriff said, puffing himself up.
"I've heard good things about you, sheriff," Smith said.
"I'm happy to oblige the FBI whenever I can," the sheriff said.
"Good," Smith said with a smile. "I'm glad to hear it. Listen, Mr. Caldwell is helping us with a very special operation and I'd consider it a personal favor if you could help us out."
"What can I do?" the sheriff asked.
"We'll be leaving here about 1100 hours, and I'd appreciate it if you could clear the road for us, say, from here to the state line. Can you do that, sheriff?" he asked.
"Of course, I can," Sheriff Coltrane said. "Is this one of them black operations?"
"Something like that. The most secret operation you can imagine, sheriff," Smith said. "Lives are in the balance here, so I'd appreciate it if you said nothing about this to anyone. I do mean nothing. In fact, it would be best if you just forgot we were even here."
"Consider it done, Agent Smith," he said. "Uh, just how secret is this?"
"This is so secret that only a very few people even know it's happening," Smith said. "That's why I'm counting on you to help us keep it that way. Truth is, I've probably broken federal law just telling you it's going to happen. You realize that it's treason if this gets out, and you know the penalty for that." Coltrane gulped as he considered what Smith said.
"You've got my solemn word, Agent Smith," he said. "No one will ever hear about this from me."
"Thanks, Sheriff," Ryan said. "We'll let you know when we're ready to go." Ryan and Smith went back into the house and walked into the office.
"You know, I'm probably going to hell for this," Smith said. Ryan chuckled.
"I don't think so," Ryan said. "At least not without a good fight." Ryan donned his web gear and pulled out his fighting knife. It was the largest knife Smith had ever seen. Ryan picked up a piece of paper and deftly cut it in two.
"Damn," Smith said. "Now that's a knife."
"Is that your service pistol?" Ryan asked, pointing to the pistol in Smith's shoulder holster.
"Yes it is, why?" Smith asked.
"Leave it," Ryan said, walking to the open gun cabinet in the office. "Along with all your ammo."
"But what will I use?" Smith asked. Ryan handed him a much older .45 caliber M1911 pistol and several fully-loaded magazines, already in carrying pouches.
"This," Ryan said.
"Where'd you get this from?" Smith asked.
"You don't really want to know," Ryan said. "Last I heard, it came up from Mexico." Smith checked the pistol and observed the serial number has been filed off. He checked the action and inspected the magazines.
"Mexico, huh?" Ryan asked.
"That's what I heard," Ryan said. "I think it was one of the guns in that Fast and Furious scandal a while back, but I'm not 100 percent sure."
"Uh huh," Smith said, placing the pistol in his shoulder holster. Ryan tossed Smith a can of camo paint. Smith caught it and put it in his jacket pocket.
"Put that on when we get to the state line," Ryan said. "You have gloves, I hope?"
"Gloves?" Smith asked. "Why?"
"Fingerprints," Ryan said. "I don't want to leave anything that might lead back to us, just in case."
"Good thinking," Smith said. "Yeah, I have a pair of gloves."
"Leave 'em," Ryan said. "Use these," he added, tossing him a pair of black gloves. "I don't want any GSR on your gloves if we can help it."
"What about my jacket?" Smith asked.
"Leave that as well," Ryan said. "Use one of mine if you have to. We're about the same size." Smith looked in Ryan's cabinet and found a dark green lightweight jacket. He put it on and Ryan tossed him a camo floppy hat and a kevlar vest. Smith put it on and Ryan checked him over. He nodded his head when he was done.
"You'll do," Ryan said.
"Gee, thanks," Smith said sarcastically. Ryan smiled and looked at his watch.
"About time to go," he said. He keyed the microphone on his vest. "Time to go," he said quietly. "Whiskey Delta 7, give us a 15 minute head start, then head out."
"Roger that," Jim said in response. According to the plan, Smith, Jorge, Ryan, Bill and Beverly would ride in the van while everyone else would take the helicopter. Smith walked out as Ryan turned off the lights and locked the doors.
Smith went to the van, where Jorge, Bill and Beverly were waiting and Ryan went to the sheriff's car.
"Just so you know, Sheriff, we won't be using our main headlights," Ryan said. "We'll have our parking lights on until we hit the state line."
"How will you see?" Sheriff Coltrane asked, confused. Ryan held up a pair of night vision goggles. "Damn," the sheriff said. "You people really know what you're doing, don't ya?"
"I like to think so," Ryan said. "And remember what we said earlier. Besides, you promised me if I ever needed anything to ask."
"I remember," the sheriff said.
"Route us around the town, if you would," Ryan said. "I don't want folks wondering what's going on."
"Good idea," the sheriff said. "We can take that new bypass. It's faster and it'll save y'all some time."
"Okay," Ryan said. "Watch for my colleague's signal and we'll follow you. I want to stop at the station at the junction of Highway 62 for gas." He shook the sheriff's hand and got in the van, where he saw Beverly and Bill sitting in front of a large collection of monitors and communication equipment built into what had to be a custom setup. Beverly was wearing a kevlar vest and a helmet sat on the console in front of her.
"You ready, dear?" he asked. She nodded her head, nervous. "Don't worry. You'll do just fine."
"That's what I've been telling her," Bill said.
"Let's roll," Ryan shouted. Jorge waved and motioned to the sheriff, who waved back before turning his car around. They headed out and as they got on the blacktop, Bill turned back to the consoles, showing Beverly more features of the system.
"You got a police scanner in here?" Ryan asked.
"Of course," Bill said.
"Turn it on," Ryan ordered. "I want to make sure our sheriff doesn't make any unwanted calls."
"Got it, boss," Bill said, turning on the scanner. They heard nothing but normal late-night chatter, with the sheriff saying he was going to patrol the bypass on out to the state line.
"10-4," the dispatcher said. They listened, but Sheriff Coltrane remained true to his word and mentioned nothing of the van behind him. They sped on into the night, and pulled over at the gas station by the junction to Highway 62. Jorge jumped out and filled the tank.
"If you need to hit the bathroom, this is your chance," Ryan said.
"I gotta go -- bad," Beverly said.
"Me too," Bill said.
"Okay," Ryan said. "Make it fast." A few minutes later, they were back and headed north into New Mexico. Jorge waved at Sheriff Coltrane as he crossed the state line. He secured his night vision goggles and turned off his lights. Ryan looked at Beverly and took her hand. She was trembling. He squeezed her hand and smiled.
"It's alright, dear," he said. "Piece of cake." She nodded her head.
"Piece of cake, right," she said. "Maybe for you. I'm scared to death."
"That's normal. Take a deep breath," Ryan said. "Then hold it." She followed his direction. "Now, slowly let it out." She obeyed as he watched. "Just do that a couple more times. You're doing just fine."
"You really did this for a living?" she asked.
"Yeah, I did," Ryan said. "So did Bill here."
"How did you do it all those years?" she asked.
"One day at a time," Ryan said. "Isn't that right, Bill?" He nodded his head.
"Yup," he said.
"Didn't you ever get scared?" she asked.
"All the time," Ryan said. Bill nodded his head.
"Then why did you do it?" she asked.
"It's what we were paid to do," Ryan told her. "The fear helps keep us alert." Soon, they were on the road overlooking the camp and Jorge pulled off onto the road leading to the main gate.
"Stop here," Ryan said quietly. Jorge pulled off the road so the brush would help conceal the van. Ryan knew they were about 50 yards from the front gate. He pulled out two crossbows and handed one to Smith.
"You any good with this?" he asked. Smith nodded his head. "Good. Let go." Ryan rummaged around and grabbed two remote charges Cap had handed him earlier, then he, Smith and Jorge quietly climbed out of the van, making sure not to make any noise that might alert the guards. Ryan handed a crossbow to Smith and they crept up the road until they were just a few yards from the gate. Two guards sat at the gate, and Ryan could tell they were asleep in their chairs. He motioned for Smith to take out the one on the right side of the road. They took careful aim and fired.
The bolts shot out as the bows made a "thwip" sound. The two guards fell over, dead. Ryan and Smith handed the bows to Jorge.
"Get these back to the van, then get back up here as fast as you can," Ryan whispered. Jorge nodded his head and left with the two bows. They crept up to the gate and saw no one else. Ryan looked in the small guard shack and saw an array of indicators on a console. No doubt, he thought, warning lights for sensors in the brush surrounding the camp.
He pulled out his knife and cut all the cables he could see. Noticing the large gnarly dogwood trees on either side of the narrow road, Ryan placed a charge at the base of each one and turned the detonators on as Cap instructed.
Confident they still hadn't been spotted, he slowly lifted the gate so the van could get in when the time came. They looked in the compound and noticed two large black SUVs parked in front of one of the buildings. Ryan motioned to Smith.
"Those weren't there yesterday," he whispered. Smith nodded and looked at the vehicles.
"Mexican plates," Smith whispered. "From Chihuahua. Any idea who they might belong to?"
"None," Ryan whispered. By then, Jorge had made it back. Ryan pointed to the building where he saw Sarah and Ryan taken the previous day. "That's our target," he whispered. Jorge and Smith nodded their heads. Ryan keyed his microphone and issued the command.



"Go, go, go," he said. He heard the blades of the chopper overhead and saw the aircraft descend to a point about 10 feet off the ground by the Lear jet. He saw three ropes come out of the craft and three men descending, reminding him of a passage from an old Jethro Tull song:
"Like spiders down ropes to free-fall;
A thirty round clip for a visiting card;
Admit one to the embassy ball."
After the men made their way down, they crept up to the buildings, remaining in the shadows. The chopper lifted and all hell broke loose as the minigun opened up, shearing the nose off the Lear jet. Suddenly, guards came out of the buildings, and walked straight into a wall of hot lead from the AK-47s carried by Ian, Cap and Buster.
The three men scampered to their designated buildings, kicking in doors, firing as they went. Ryan heard Beverly on the radio, giving instructions to the men.
"Whiskey Delta four, bogey at 10 o'clock," she said, which was followed by a short burst of fire. As she gave directions, the chopper turned its fire on the vehicles, smashing the engines. Ryan was impressed that Bob thought enough not to target the gas tanks. Still, the possibility the vehicles could still catch fire weighed on his mind. The last thing he wanted was a fireball alerting local law enforcement.
He looked at Jorge and Smith and gave the signal to move. As he did so, he spotted Elmer and a guard going into the building. They sprinted to the building, firing at guards as they came toward them. Ryan flipped his night vision goggles up as they approached the building.
Just as he was ready to kick the door in, it opened and a large man stood there shocked. Ryan wasted no time, putting a bullet in his head. They rushed inside and saw Elmer with one arm around Sarah's upper body. He held a knife to her throat.
"Watch the door," Ryan told Jorge. Jorge wordlessly turned to the door to provide cover. They could hear the staccato noise of the AK-47s and the sound of the minigun. A few scattered shots could be heard, along with shouts and screaming, but those died off soon enough. Ryan and Smith spread out, their pistols at the ready.
"Come any closer and I'll cut your pretty little daughter's head off," Elmer threatened, pissing Ryan off even more. Sarah was crying as she struggled to get free.
"Boy, didn't anyone ever tell you never to bring a knife to a gunfight?" Ryan asked. He watched and waited for an opening as Elmer tried to position himself. Ryan knew he only had one shot at this. Soon enough, Elmer's leg presented itself. Ryan aimed low and fired, hitting Elmer's lower leg. He screamed and dropped the knife.
Sarah, now free, ran toward Ryan and Smith as Elmer screamed in pain on the floor.
"Daddy," she cried, her arms outstretched.
"Where's little Ryan?" Ryan asked his daughter.
"In the next room," she said. "They've got him drugged up on something."
"Get him and get them the hell outta here," Ryan told Smith. "Go!" Smith holstered his pistol and ran into the other room, where the little boy was laying on a bed, unconscious. He picked the boy up and carried him out into the main room, Sarah close by.
"Come on, Ryan, we have to go," Smith said.
"Get them outta here," Ryan said. "I'll be along directly. GO!" Smith looked at Elmer, nodded his head, then spoke into his microphone.
"Whiskey Delta CP, objectives secured," he said. "Get in here, now!"
"Roger that," Bill said. Smith escorted Sarah out of the building. Jorge looked at Ryan.
"Go, Jorge," Ryan said. "Cover them. I'll be there shortly." Jorge nodded his head and left with Smith. When they were gone, Ryan approached Elmer, kicking the knife away. Elmer looked at Ryan, fear etched in his face.
"Please, Ryan," he begged. "Don't kill me. I have money. Lots of it. It's yours. All of it. Just please don't kill me. I'm begging you."
"Not so full of piss and vinegar now, are you? I don't want your money, asshole," Ryan said. "I have enough of my own." He delivered a swift kick to Elmer's balls, causing him to scream in pain. "That's for fucking my wife and destroying my marriage." He kicked Elmer again, twice. "That's for kidnapping my daughter and grandson." He delivered another kick to Elmer's groin. "And that's just because you're a scum-sucking, maggot-infested piece of shit and I hate your guts. Remember what I promised you, boy?"
Elmer nodded his head.
"Well, whaddya think?" Ryan asked. "You like this little war? You having fun now? Huh? ANSWER ME, GODDAMMIT!"
"Please, stop," Elmer whined.
"Grow the fuck up," Ryan snarled. "You brought this on yourself." He put his pistol away and drew his large knife, causing Elmer's eyes to go wide.
"You believe in God?" Ryan asked, seeing the St. Christopher's medal around Elmer's neck. Elmer nodded his head. "Good. Because you're going to meet him. Real soon," Ryan said, causing Elmer to piss his trousers. Ryan chuckled as he saw that. He got behind Elmer and grabbed his head, bringing the knife to Elmer's throat.
...
A few minutes later, Ryan walked to the van, having cleaned his knife on Elmer's trousers. He saw Smith by the open back door, motioning for him to hurry. He double-timed to the van, took one last look around to make sure everyone was secure, then stepped inside.
As the van passed the gate, he grabbed the remote from his pocket, lifted the protective cover and pressed the button. Two muffled explosions could be heard, followed by the sound of falling trees. He glanced back and saw they effectively blocked the gate. That should slow down anyone trying to get in or out, he thought.
"Whiskey Delta Seven," he said in his microphone. "Sitrep."
"Everyone present and accounted for," Jim said in reply. "All buildings secured. One casualty." Ryan's heart dropped.
"Who?" he asked brusquely.
"Gunner," Jim said. Ryan knew he was referring to Bob. "Cap says it's just a minor flesh wound. He's alright." Ryan breathed a sigh of relief. Still, it hurt to hear that his son-in-law was injured. "He did good, boss," Jim said, making Ryan feel better. More than that, really. He was proud of the young man.
"Roger that, Whiskey Delta Seven," Ryan said. "Get back to base. Maintain radio silence." He heard the click of a keyed microphone in acknowledgment, and took his comm unit off. He turned to Beverly, who was shaking.
"You alright?" he asked. She nodded her head.
"Did I do okay?" she asked.
"You did better than that," he said. "You were perfect. We couldn't have done this without you." He held her until she stopped trembling. He looked at Sarah and Ryan. She was holding the boy in her arms, crying. He let go of Beverly and went to his daughter.
"Are you alright?" he asked. She nodded her head and cried.
"Yes, thanks to you. Again," she cried. He held her as she sobbed and comforted her as best he could. "I'm worried about little Ryan," she said in between her sobs. Beverly came to them and looked at the boy, then put her ear by his mouth.
"He's breathing," she said. "So maybe he's just asleep. What did they give him?"
"I don't know," she said. "They kept him doped up the whole time we were there."
"We'll have Cap take a look when we get home," Ryan said. He looked at his daughter's tear-streaked face. "Did they do anything to you?" he asked.
"No, but they were planning something bad," she said. "I overheard them talking about a gang bang, then selling me off to some Mexican cartel if you didn't come through."
"You don't have to worry about them anymore," Ryan said. He sat on the bench, holding his two women as Jorge drove home. He considered telling her about Bob, but decided to wait until they got home. He looked around at the others and realized they were decompressing in their own way, so he said nothing.
Bob turned the police scanner back on after they crossed the state line, and heard some chatter indicating local LEOs were on the way out of Carlsbad.
"ETA 90 minutes," they heard one officer say. Of course, Ryan knew that didn't necessarily mean other officers weren't closer. He hoped they would be home by the time the locals arrived on the scene.
"Jorge, go ahead and turn the lights back on," he said. "And watch your speed. The last thing we need is to get pulled over by DPS."
"Got it," Jorge said in response. This particular road wasn't traveled much, but that didn't mean a state trooper wasn't sitting in a speed trap waiting for an unsuspecting car. Border Patrol agents were also known to troll some of these roads. It seemed that all of them were holding their breath the whole way back, but they finally pulled into his driveway. When Jorge stopped, Ryan exhaled.
"Home, sweet home," he said. They climbed out of the van and made their way inside. Ryan carried his grandson upstairs and laid him down on one of the beds. He covered the boy and kissed him on the top of his head. He went downstairs and noticed that Beverly had unlocked the back door, letting the others inside.
Cap had Bob's uninjured arm around his shoulder and guided him to a chair in the kitchen. Ryan could see the torn shirt and the sleeve was drenched in blood. His heart ached for the boy. He put a hand on Bob's good arm.
"It's just a scratch," Cap said. "A bullet ricocheted off the door panel and struck him. He'll need a couple stitches but he's okay otherwise." Ryan nodded his head, bent down and kissed the boy on the top of his head. He grabbed the second 12-pack of beer and the cigars off the counter and began handing them out.
Sarah took one look in the kitchen and saw Bob sitting there as Cap cleaned his wound. She cried out and ran to him as everyone watched.
"Oh my God," she cried. "You've been hurt. I didn't know you were there."
"Who do you think was making all that racket outside, shooting up everything in sight?" Cap asked.
"That was you?" she asked. Bob nodded his head, a weak smile on his face. She wrapped her arms around him and smothered him with kisses. "Why? Why were you there?"
"I couldn't just sit home and wait," he said. "If anything happened to you or little Ryan and all I did was sit at home, I could never live with myself."
"Oh, sweetheart," she said. "I love you so much. You're now officially my new hero." He chuckled as she said that. "Just wait till I get you home. I'll show you how much I appreciate what you did." He smiled at the thought of that.
"Why don't you let me finish up here, and I'll go check on your son," Cap said. Sarah nodded her head, kissed Bob one more time and went into the front room, where everyone had already opened their beer and lit their cigars.
"You know," Cap said quietly after she left, "the old man really thinks the world of you." Bob looked at him, shocked. "So do the others. You earned their respect tonight."
"How?" Bob asked.
"Well, you stood up and fought for your family," Cap said. "And you shed some of your own blood in the process. That means a lot to hard guys like Ryan, Bill, Buster and Ian."
"And the rest of you?" Bob asked.
"You've earned all our respect, Bob. Excuse me, Gunner. That's your new name now, at least among us," Cap said. Bob smiled.
"I like that," he said. "Gunner. Yeah, I can live with that."
"You know what else might be nice?" Cap asked, as he stitched Bob's arm.
"What?" Bob asked.
"If you started calling Ryan, 'Dad.' He thinks of you as the son he never had," Cap said.
"Really?" Bob asked. Cap nodded his head as he cleaned up and bandaged Bob's arm.
"I can see it in his face," Cap said. "The way he looks at you, the way he talks to you. He was like that with Dawson, too."
"Who was this Dawson guy?" Bob asked.
"He was on our team for a few years," Cap said. "Had a wife and three kids at home. They got into a bit of a pickle, so he joined up to earn his way out of debt. Ended up throwing himself on a grenade without even thinking about it. Ryan tried to stop him, but it was too late. He's carried the guilt of that ever since. Always thought it should've been him instead of Dawson."
"Damn," Bob said. "I never knew that."
"There's a lot about that old guy you don't know," Cap said. "Maybe it's time you got to know him a little bit better." Bob nodded his head.
"Maybe you're right," he said. Cap finished with the bandage, packed his gear and stood up.
"I'd better go check on your son now," Cap said. "Take it easy with that arm for a few days. It may itch after a while. I'll give you some antiseptic cream for it."
"Thanks," Bob said. Cap nodded his head and went upstairs. Ryan came to the table and sat down. He opened a beer and handed it to Bob, then offered him a cigar.
"You know, this'll probably be the only time Beverly will let you smoke one of those in here, so enjoy it while you can," he said with a smile.
"Thanks... Dad," Bob said. "You don't mind if I call you that, do you?" Ryan fought back a tear and shook his head.
"Not at all, son," he said. "In fact, I'd be a bit irritated if you didn't." Bob chuckled.
"I've seen you when you get irritated," Bob said. Ryan smiled and shook his head.
"No, you've seen me get plum pissed the fuck off," Ryan said. "Still... Jim tells me you did real good out there. According to him, you stood right up in the door of that chopper after you got hit and just kept firing. Tell me, why DID you come out here?"
"Like I told Sarah, I just couldn't sit at home knowing she and Ryan were in danger," Bob said. "I could never live with myself if something happened to them and all I did was sit on my ass at home waiting to hear from someone." Ryan nodded his head.
"I can respect that," Ryan said. "You're a man -- a father and a husband. You wanted a father's justice. And you got it. And I couldn't be more proud to call you son." Bob looked at him, shocked. Ryan smiled, nodded his head and stood up.
"Well, I have one little thing to deal with here tonight," Ryan said. "Why don't you come in and join us for a bit. You're about to see history unfold." Bob grabbed his beer and his cigar and followed Ryan into the front room.
Ryan held up his beer and tapped on the bottle with his knife to get everyone's attention. Everyone stopped what they were doing and looked at him. He set his beer down, put the knife back in its scabbard, then took the cigar out of his mouth and handed it to Jim. He motioned for Beverly to join him. She went to him and looked up at him, wondering what he planned to do.
As everyone watched in stunned silence, he got down on one knee, took her hand and looked up at her.
"Beverly," he began. "I never thought I would ever be able to love another woman again. But you came along and made me feel whole again. And for that, I will always and forevermore love you with everything in my heart. So, in front of all these witnesses, I'm asking, will you marry me and make me the happiest man on earth?"
"Oh my God, Ryan," she said, tears falling down her face. "Yes, my dear Ryan, I'll marry you. I love you so much." He stood back up as everyone cheered and clapped. They embraced each other right there in front of everyone.
"Get a room, willya?" Buster shouted out, causing everyone to laugh.
"Got one, upstairs," Ryan said to more laughter.
"Oh God, the whole place is gonna be rockin' tonight," Buster said. That prompted more laughter. Ryan and Beverly hugged and kissed each other again.
"So, when's the wedding?" Smith shouted.
"Well, I have a few loose ends to tie up, then well git 'er done," Ryan said. "If that's okay with the lady of the house," he added.
"Damn, not even married yet and he's already pussy-whipped," Ian shouted. They all laughed again.
"Well, you know what they say," Ryan said. "It's okay to be hen-pecked if ya don't mind the hen doing the pecking."
"It's more than alright," Beverly said. She looked around before continuing. "Just so y'all know, Ryan definitely wears the pants in this family. I'll have you know this wonderful man saved my life once. I thought I had lost everything, but then he came along and made it all right."
"That's what my dad does best," Sarah said, hugging Beverly. "And if it's alright with you guys, I'd like to start calling you 'Mom' as of right now. After all, you risked your life for me and little Ryan and that's something my birth mother never, ever did." Beverly held Sarah in her arms and the two women shed a few tears together.
"Of course it is, dear," she said. Suddenly they heard a telephone ring.
"Hold on," Smith shouted. "It's for me. Everyone, be quiet." They all quieted down as Smith answered his phone.
"Yeah, Smith," he said. They only heard his side of the conversation. "Uh huh. What's that? In New Mexico? Really? That sounds awful. Okay, call Jones and have him meet me there. I'll be there as soon as I can. Right. Bye." He ended the call and looked at the group.
"What was that all about?" Ryan asked.
"The local LEOs in New Mexico called the FBI field office in El Paso," Ryan said. "They want me to investigate an attack on a corporate retreat. Said the place looks like a war zone. No survivors. Y'all wouldn't happen to know anything about that, would you?"
"Us?" Jim asked. "Oh, hell no," he added to laughter.
"That's what I thought," Smith said. "Anyway, I'd better get cleaned up and get going. You wouldn't mind brewing a pot of coffee, would you?"
"I'd be happy to," Beverly said. While she was making coffee, Ryan spoke up.
"There's two more bedrooms upstairs, guys, and that couch isn't too bad. Might as well settle in for the night," he said. Everyone split up and found a place to sleep. Ryan met Smith at the front door as he prepared to leave.
"You have everything?" he asked.
"Yeah," Smith said. "Good thing you made me keep my service pistol and badge here."
"You gonna be alright?" Ryan asked. "You did put your career on the line tonight."
"Let me worry about my career," Smith said. "It'll be alright. I'll call you tomorrow, okay? You gonna be home?"
"I'll be flying back east with Sarah, Bob and Ryan, but you can still get me on my phone," Ryan said. Smith nodded his head.
"Okay," he said. "I'll be in touch."
"Thanks again," Ryan said. "For everything."
"You're welcome," Smith said, shaking Ryan's hand. Weary, Ryan closed the door and headed upstairs where his wife-to-be was waiting. He knew they would only get a few hours sleep before she had to get up and tend to her chickens.
"I need a break," he said to himself as he laid down next to Beverly.
"Goodnight, my husband-to-be," Beverly said as she kissed him on the face. He returned her kiss and wrapped his arm around her. She felt so soft and warm.
"Goodnight, my wife-to be," he responded before falling asleep.
...
To be continued...
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End of "A Father's Justice, Pt. 05":
"You gonna be alright?" Ryan asked. "You did put your career on the line tonight."
"Let me worry about my career," Smith said. "It'll be alright. I'll call you tomorrow, okay? You gonna be home?"
"I'll be flying back east with Sarah, Bob and Ryan, but you can still get me on my phone," Ryan said. Smith nodded his head.
"Okay," he said. "I'll be in touch."
"Thanks again," Ryan said. "For everything."
"You're welcome," Smith said, shaking Ryan's hand. Weary, Ryan closed the door and headed upstairs where his wife-to-be was waiting. He knew they would only get a few hours sleep before she had to get up and tend to her chickens.
"I need a break," he said to himself as he laid down next to Beverly.
"Goodnight, my husband-to-be," Beverly said as she kissed him on the face. He returned her kiss and wrapped his arm around her. She felt so soft and warm.
"Goodnight, my wife-to be," he responded before falling asleep.
...
And now, "A Father's Justice, Pt. 06":
The next morning, Ryan woke to the smell of bacon coming up from the kitchen. He rubbed his eyes and looked at the clock -- 7:00 am. Crap, he thought. Beverly liked to get up early to feed her chickens. He glanced at her side of the bed and noticed she was already gone. He didn't even know she was up.
He stumbled out of the bed, took a quick shower and dressed in his usual clothes. That's when he saw the note on the dresser.
"My dearest Ryan," it began. "I got up early to go tend to the chickens. I have some deliveries to make this morning, so I'll be gone till about 12:00. I knew you were exhausted from last night, so I let you sleep. Sarah said she would make all y'all some breakfast. I know you planned to take the kids home today. If you have to leave before I get back, just call. I'll be okay. Love you so much!"
The note was signed, "Your soon-to-be happy wife, Beverly." He smiled and shook his head. She was so devoted to those chickens, he thought. How could she have done what she did last night and still get up so early to tend to them, he wondered.
He heard the television playing as he made his way downstairs. Buster saw him coming down, and motioned for him to come in the front room. Little Ryan was sitting on the couch with Buster and Ian, so he picked the youngster up and set him on his lap as he took a seat. The boy's eyes were glued to the television, like everyone else in the room.
"Check this out, man," Buster said, turning the volume up a bit.
"Shares of Knight Petroleum took a hit this morning as news broke of a possible attack on a southeastern New Mexico retreat owned by the company," the anchor said. "State law enforcement officials are working with agents of the FBI to determine what actually took place. We take you live to a press conference in progress at the camp." The scene shifted to a report taken at the site of the camp. Agent Smith's bleary-eyed face took up the screen.
"We are still collecting evidence in an effort to determine what took place here overnight," he said.
"How many were killed or injured in the attack?" one reporter shouted.
"We are not releasing any of that information until the next of kin have been notified," Smith said.
"Were there any survivors or witnesses?" another reporter asked. Smith shook his head.
"No," he said. "None that have come forward at any rate. No survivors have been located in the camp."
"Is it possible drugs may have been involved?" asked a third reporter.
"We are examining all possible scenarios," Smith said.
"What about terrorism?" another reporter shouted out.
"As I indicated before, we are looking into all possibilities," Smith said.
"Could this be related to the ongoing investigation of the former CEO, Jacob Knight or the shooting of interim CEO Lisa Knight?" another reporter asked.
"We have not ruled out either of those possibilities," Smith said.
"If so, how would this impact either of those investigations?" the first reporter asked.
"You'll have to direct that question to the federal prosecutor in charge of those cases," Smith said. "I'm here to investigate a possible crime, not speculate on the impact of an ongoing case where litigation is either pending or ongoing."
"Damn, that Smith fella is one cool cucumber," Buster said. Everyone agreed.
"Can you tell us anything about how this was reported?" one reporter asked. "This is a fairly remote area and from what we can tell, the nearest neighbor is several miles away." Smith turned to a local deputy sheriff, who stepped to the podium.
"Actually, the nearest neighbor is about 12 miles away," the deputy said. "He happened to be outside when he thought he heard gunfire from this general direction. He called 911 and it took officers up to an hour and a half to determine this was the site of the incident."
"Why so long?" one reporter asked.
"Well, look around," the deputy said. "There's very few roads going in and out of here, not very many people. There's a lot of territory to cover out here. This ain't the big city, you know."
"Agent Smith, have you been in touch with any of the executives at Knight Petroleum?" a reporter asked.
"I have not, no," he said. "We attempted to make contact but were told they were not available."
"Don't you find that a bit odd?" the second reporter asked.
"We find a lot of things about this... incident odd," he said in reply. "That will be all for now. We'll be in touch when we have something new to share. Thank you." He stepped down, and the scene shifted to a reporter on the scene, speaking into a microphone.
"And we just heard from FBI Special Agent John Smith, who basically said they are looking into a number of possible scenarios, and have no real information to share at this time," the young woman said. "It is interesting to note that earlier, two damaged SUVs with what appeared to be Mexican license plates were spotted being removed as well as the damaged fuselage of a Lear jet registered to Knight Petroleum. We were able to confirm the aircraft is one of a small fleet used to ferry executives and VIP clients. Back to you, George."
"Thank you, Sherry," the male news reader said when the scene shifted back to the studio. "We now go live to Central City, where reporters are waiting to hear from a media spokesperson at Knight Petroleum." The scene shifted once again to a briefing room. A podium sat in front of a curtain that displayed the Knight Petroleum logo. As they watched, an attractive brunette took her place behind the podium and consulted her notes.
Sarah, seeing that everyone was glued to the news on the television, started bringing plates filled with scrambled eggs and bacon into the living room. She set a place mat on the coffee table and put a smaller plate of food for little Ryan on it.
"Sorry, hon," Bob said. "Do you need some help?"
"No, no, I got it," she said. "You boys keep your eyes on the news." The men began eating as soon as they had food in front of them. Ryan sat the young boy down in front of the coffee table so he could eat his breakfast. As they watched, the brunette looked at the reporters in the room and spoke.
"As you all know, reports emerged this morning that a retreat owned and operated by Knight Petroleum allegedly came under attack by a person or persons unknown," she said, reading from her script. "There have been reports of casualties, but we are not releasing any names pending notification of next of kin. Of course, our condolences go out to the families of those individuals and we will do everything we can to minimize the impact on the families of the victims. We are working with federal and state officials in New Mexico to determine the facts of the case. We will now take a few questions from members of the press."
All of the reporters raised their hands, and the brunette picked one in the front row.
"A report from the scene said a damaged Lear jet registered to Knight Petroleum was removed from the scene for analysis," the reporter began. "As I understand from your own records, that jet is one of several used by your company to ferry executives, members of the board and VIPs. Were any of your executives or board members on that aircraft or in the camp at the time? And if so, what is their disposition?"
"I am not privy to that information," the brunette said. "At this time, I do not know who was on the aircraft. It's possible that it was empty and simply made a stop there to refuel. Our flight crews do that sometimes, and often make use of the facilities for overnight sleepovers. We also keep a small staff stationed at the facility for maintenance and security."
"You don't know where your own executives or board members are?" the reporter pressed.
"I didn't say that," the brunette said. "I simply said I do not know if any executives were on the aircraft or at the facility. It's quite possible there were no passengers."
"But the flight plan we uncovered showed the aircraft left here the day before yesterday, and the plan said its destination was New Mexico," another reporter said. "Also, the manifest we obtained showed the aircraft had nine passengers on board, the maximum number it could safely carry. Can you explain that?"
"I cannot explain that," the brunette said. "I will have to check with management to verify that allegation."
"Why haven't we heard from your board of directors, Mr. Elmer Jenkins?" another reporter shouted out. "Or anyone else from the board?"
"I cannot answer that," the brunette said, prompting groans from the reporters. Another reporter stood up.
"There have been several reports in the last day or so from the UK that say the body one of your board members, a Mr. Colin Blackstone, was found dismembered and stuffed in a suitcase in Manchester, England," the reporter said. "How do you respond to that?"
"We just received those reports as well," the brunette said. "Mr. Blackstone recently returned to England to deal with a family emergency. We have nothing else to report other than we are working with authorities there to solve the case. That will have to conclude today's conference, ladies and gentlemen. Thank you very much." She turned and left the podium, clearly agitated. Reporters shouted questions as she left, but she never acknowledged them. Ryan turned to Jorge and Bill.
"Blackstone," Ryan said. "That's the guy Timmy fingered as the one who introduced him to Jake, remember?" Jorge nodded his head.
"What?" Sarah asked.
"Yeah," Ryan said. "Timmy was the one who shot Lisa. According to him, this Blackstone fella approached him about the job, took him to meet Jake, then set him up with the gun, the instructions and the payment. I asked Elmer about it, and he told me Blackstone had to go home for a family emergency."
"Bloody hell," Ian said.
"I agree," Ryan said. "But we've got another problem."
"What's that?" Buster asked.
"If Sheriff Coltrane saw that report, he'll be looking for answers," Ryan said.
"That's the sheriff who came out last night and escorted us to the state line?" Jorge asked. Ryan nodded his head.
"One and the same," Ryan said. "Agent Smith and I talked directly to him. Russell T. Coltrane may come off as a down-home country sheriff, but he's sharp. He'll put two and two together and I suspect he'll be out soon."
"Then we should probably make ourselves scarce," Buster said.
"I agree, mate," Ian said.
"If Gunner can help me out, I can have the chopper ready to go in 15 minutes," Jim said.
"Bill and I should probably head out as well," Jorge said. "He got a good look at me and my van." Ryan thought for a moment and nodded his head.
"Alright," he finally said. "Let's roll." They all got up and put their things together. Bob went out with Jim and helped get the chopper ready to fly. Ryan walked Jorge and Bill to the van.
"Do me a favor, would ya?" Ryan asked Jorge.
"Sure, anything," Jorge said.
"Can you let me know when Jake has his next court appearance?" Ryan asked.
"I think he's set to be in court tomorrow," Jorge said. "I'll have Bill double-check the docket on our way back and we'll let you know."
"You can do that from your van?" Ryan asked. Jorge smiled.
"Of course," he said. "That's why they call it 'mobile.' We can access the Internet from anywhere these days. Welcome to the 21st century."
"Okay, okay," Ryan said. "Thanks."
"No problem," Jorge said. "We'll be in touch." They said their goodbyes and Ryan watched as they drove off. He went back inside the house and met Ian, Cap and Buster. They had each gathered their things and were heading out. Ryan shook their hands.
"Thank you, guys," Ryan said. "I really appreciate all your help."
"No worries, mate," Ian said. "Just make sure to invite us to the wedding."
"You got it," Ryan said. They walked out to the chopper and Ryan watched as it lifted off, raising a huge cloud of dirt. After the dust settled, he saw Bob making his way to the house.
"You think Elmer may have had that Blackstone guy murdered?" Sarah asked as she cleaned up the dishes. Ryan nodded his head.
"I do," he said. "He was a loose end that had to be eliminated."
"What a mess," she said. "And to think Lisa was part of all that. What a waste. She had us all fooled." Ryan noticed her use of her mother's name. It was the first time he could remember her not calling Lisa, "Mom."
"That she did," Ryan said. He looked at little Ryan, who was sitting on the couch, watching television. "I'm glad to see Ryan's up and about."
"Me too," Sarah said. "He had me so worried last night. That Cap guy checked him out last night and said he should be okay. Still, I wanna scratch that bitch's eyes out for what they did to him." Ryan had no argument, so he gave her a hug and a kiss on the forehead.
"I know how you feel," he said. "Look, I have to make some calls. I'll be right out front."
"Okay, Dad," she said.
...
FBI Special Agent John Smith looked around at what was left of the camp. It looked quite different in the light of day. He remembered the events of the previous evening as he took in the carnage. He shuddered when he saw Elmer's burnt head in the still-smoldering fireplace of the building where he, Jorge and Ryan confronted Jenkins and considered himself glad that Ryan insisted he leave the building when he did. He knew of the old mercenary's reputation, but he never fully realized just how vicious Ryan could really be.
He had seen things like this before during his time in the SEALs, but never from anyone he had served with. As he watched, crime scene investigators cataloged and bagged thousand of rounds of 7.62 mm brass -- shells he knew came from the minigun Bob used last night.
A part of him felt sorry for the poor suckers at the receiving end of that barrage. More than one pile of bloody body parts were recovered from the compound and he knew the chances of them being positively identified were slim. There just wasn't enough left to put back together.
Among the evidence collected were two cross-bow bolts removed from the dead bodies of two security guards. He remembered shooting one of those bolts last night, killing one of the guards.
"Any fingerprints on these?" he asked Jones as he looked at the bolts that were now in separate evidence bags.
"No, none," Jones said. "Whoever used them knew what they were doing." Smith grunted in response.
"Any video? Surely they had some surveillance set up," Smith said.
"They had a system set up, but all of the cables ran through the security shack, and they were cut," Jones said. "So, no, there isn't any surveillance footage." Smith nodded his head. Ryan was apparently more clever and thorough than he originally thought.
"What about tire or shoe tracks?" Smith asked.
"Forget about it," Jones said. "When I got here the whole road was jammed with all kinds of vehicles. They had to bring in a big ass truck to get rid of the trees blocking the gate and there must've been a hundred agents and LEOs stomping all over the place. Whatever tracks might've been there are long gone."
Smith nodded his head as he took in what Jones said. He mentally considered what was found in the camp.
The buildings contained the nude and nearly-nude bodies of a number of people, some of whom were obviously shot as they engaged in sex. He and Agent Jones had uncovered a huge cache of illicit drugs and weapons. Cocaine, marijuana, meth and date rape drugs like Ecstasy were found, making him wonder what really went on here.
They also found a treasure trove of DVDs and documents, all of which were bagged and tagged for further examination back in El Paso. Several computers were bagged and taken for further examination. Agent Jones came up to him and handed him a document. He looked it over, and saw it was a list of known casualties. Except for Colin Blackstone, the list included the entire board of directors of Knight Petroleum, along with the company's chief financial officer.
The list also included the four names of Mexican nationals, two of which he recognized as known members of a vicious drug cartel that operated across the border. Why were they here, he wondered. Eight unidentified women were included on the list. Perhaps, he thought, they were prostitutes who were either brought across the border or procured in one of the local towns. Or both.
"I've already forwarded this to El Paso," Jones said. "They'll arrange all the notifications. They'll also reach out to the Mexican consulate." Smith nodded his head.
"Good," he said.
"What do you think, boss? A drug deal gone bad?" Jones asked. Smith looked around before speaking.
"Possibly," Smith said, fully knowing the real story. "How would you call it?" Jones thought for a bit before speaking.
"Just from the amount of drugs, the viciousness of the attack and the presence of those Mexican nationals, I'd be tempted to say it was drugs," Jones said. "Maybe a rival cartel did this and the Knight people were just in the wrong place at the wrong time."
"Hmm," Smith said. "Sounds logical to me." Smith's calm voice masked the turmoil taking place inside him. He had served his country all his adult life, first in the Navy as a SEAL team member, then as a Special Agent in the FBI. Now, he was directly involved in covering up his own illegal actions.
He thought about the situation as he looked around the compound. He knew how easy it was for a case to fall apart. All it would take was a partial fingerprint, a reflection in a cell phone photo or a tiny blob of DNA from someone's spit. Was Ryan really that good, he wondered. Could he really have pulled this off without leaving anything behind?
"Anything else?" he asked Jones. Jones shook his head.
"No, boss," he said. "That's pretty much it. Everything is on its way to El Paso." Smith nodded his head. As he thought about the scene, something niggled at the back of his mind. Ryan said he saw no vehicles here earlier. He knew the jet carried maybe nine people, tops. The two SUVs might have carried 10 or 12. What about the others?



From what he and Jones saw, it appeared that at least 15 people had been staying here full time. Surely, Knight wouldn't have left them here without transportation. And could someone really have heard the gunfire from 12 miles away? Something didn't make sense here, and he was determined to get to the bottom of it.
"Okay, lets get on outta here," he said. "I'm tired and I could use some sleep."
"Sure, boss," Jones said.
...
Ryan finished making his calls and went back in the house. Sarah was playing with little Ryan out by the pool, so he went into his office. He knew he would have to get rid of any evidence from last night's raid, so he disassembled the weapons he and Smith used, cleaned them thoroughly and placed them in a box. He would have to get rid of them, but how?
He picked up his desert camouflage and the gloves he wore, and noticed the dried blood. His boots also had blood on them. He put it all in a bag and carried them to an incinerator by his pistol range where he burned most of his trash. He put the clothing in the unit, along with his garbage and fired it up, hoping it would do the trick.
He took the box of pistol parts and dug a hole by the range, covering the box with dirt. He knew he would have to eventually dump the parts somewhere else, but at least this would get them out of the house.
He got back and had just cleaned up when he heard a car pull into his driveway. He looked and saw it was Sheriff Coltrane. He looked around to make sure there was nothing incriminating in the open, then opened the door and went outside.
"Good morning, Sheriff," Ryan said as he stepped onto his porch. "What can I do for you this morning?" Sheriff Coltrane came up to the porch and offered his hand, which Ryan accepted. "Can I get you something? Coffee? Tea?"
"No, but thanks for asking anyway, Mr. Caldwell," he said. "Mind if we talk for a couple minutes?"
"Not at all, Sheriff," Ryan said. "Have a seat. Mind if I light up?"
"Your house," the sheriff said. "Mind if I join ya?"
"Help yourself," Ryan said, lighting up a cigarette.
"How's Beverly these days?" Sheriff Coltrane asked.
"Doing quite well, thanks for asking," Ryan said. "She's out delivering eggs this morning."
"Yeah, I saw her over by the Jennings place," the sheriff said. "You two getting along okay?"
"Yes, as a matter of fact, I asked her to marry me," Ryan said. "And she said yes."
"Good for you," Sheriff Coltrane said. "Congratulations. I knew the two of you would hit it off." he took a long drag off his cigarette before continuing. "I see y'all got home safe and sound last night. Everything go okay?"
"Yeah, it did, thanks," Ryan said. He knew the sheriff was toying with him and waited for the other shoe to drop.
"You see the news this morning?" the sheriff asked. Here it comes, Ryan thought.
"You mean about the incident in New Mexico last night?" Ryan asked. "Yes, I did."
"Interesting, the FBI guy they interviewed was the same fella I talked to last night," Sheriff Coltrane said. "I took a look at my map, and noticed that camp's not too far from where I left you at the state line last night. You wouldn't happen to know anything about that, would you?" Ryan shrugged his shoulders. He looked at the sheriff and tried to read his expression, but was unable to. He thought for a moment and made a decision. He hoped it was the right one.
"They had my daughter and my grandson," Ryan said quietly. "They were going to rape her then sell her off and do God knows what to the boy if the feds didn't back down from prosecuting Knight Petroleum." He looked at the sheriff, but was still unable to read his face. "Tell me, sheriff, what would you have done if it was your daughter? Your grandson?"
"Well, Ryan," the sheriff said. "May I call you Ryan?" Ryan nodded his head. "I reckon if it were me, I'd move heaven and earth to get 'em back." The sheriff looked at him hard before continuing. "You know, Ryan, I may be a country sheriff, but I'm not stupid," he added, his west Texas accent all but gone. Ryan looked at him, confused. "I figured it was something like that. I understand the secrecy, but I just wished you would've told me up front." Ryan nodded his head.
"So, what are ya gonna do now?" Ryan asked. Sheriff Coltrane shook his head.
"Nothing I can do or say, even if I wanted to, which I don't," he said. "That FBI fella swore me to secrecy, remember? Besides, there ain't no law against riding in a van late at night. At least not in this county. Far as I'm concerned, if you took that bunch out, you did us all a big favor." Ryan chuckled, noticing the accent had returned. Who was this guy, really, he asked himself.
"Speaking of the law," Sheriff Coltrane added. "You ever consider going into law enforcement?" Ryan laughed.
"Seriously?" he asked. "I'm an old man, and I only have one eye." Sheriff Coltrane laughed.
"Old?" he asked. "Son, I'm a lot older than you. Besides, I have to deal with this," he said, lifting one trouser leg to reveal a prosthetic limb.
"So, why are you asking me?" Ryan said. "I've never done police work in my life, and I'm too old to start out at the bottom."
"Fortunately, that's not a requirement to be sheriff in this county," the sheriff said. "Sheriffs here are appointed by a county board, based on recommendations from local citizens."
"That's all well and good, but where are you going?" Ryan asked.
"I'm planning to retire in a couple months," the sheriff said. "Been thinking about who might be best to take my place."
"Surely you have deputies who would be far more qualified than me," Ryan said.
"Yeah, they're a good bunch of fellas alright," Sheriff Coltrane said. "Hell, one of 'em even served on the LAPD before coming here. But none of 'em want the job. I already asked."
"Why me, then?" Ryan asked.
"Folks here like you," the sheriff said. "They all say you're a good man, and I agree. Besides, you command respect. Trust me, it's a lot safer than what you did before you moved here." Ryan looked at him, shocked.
"Oh yeah," the sheriff said. "I know all about you. You're not the only one with friends, you know. Does Beverly know?"
"Yes, she does," Ryan said.
"And she's okay with it?" Ryan nodded his head.
"Well, there ya go," the sheriff said.
"If I do this, will you at least help snap me in?" Ryan asked.
"Of course," Sheriff Coltrane said. "I wouldn't just throw you to the wolves."
"I have a few loose ends to tie up and I'd have to talk with Beverly about it first," Ryan said.
"I'd expect nothing less," the sheriff said.
"When do you need to know?" Ryan asked.
"Anytime in the next few days will work. Just don't wait too long, though," the sheriff said. "You let me know, and I'll put in my recommendation to the board. By the way, when are you and Beverly getting married?"
"We haven't set a date yet," Ryan said.
"Well, I'd appreciate an invitation," the sheriff said. "Believe it or not, I think the world of her. She's been through a lot."
"Consider it done," Ryan said. "By the way, why don't you come on in and meet my daughter and grandson?"
"I'd love to," he said. "And please, call me Russell, willya?"
"Okay, Russell," Ryan said. They went inside and saw Bob, Sarah and little Ryan in the kitchen. Sarah looked up as they walked in.
"Bob, Sarah, this is Sheriff Russell Coltrane," Ryan said. "Russell, this is my daughter, Sarah, her husband, Bob and my grandson, Ryan." Russell smiled as he gave Sarah a hug, then shook Bob's hand. He knelt down to say hello to little Ryan, but the youngster held on to Sarah's leg.
"It's okay, young feller," Russell said. "I'm a friend of your granddad's." Little Ryan looked up at Sarah then at Ryan, who smiled and nodded his head. Slowly, he let loose of Sarah's leg and held out his hand. Russell smiled and took the boy's hand in his and gently shook. Russell stood up and looked at Sarah.
"That's quite a young fella you got there," he said. Sarah smiled nervously as she thanked him.
"It's alright, sweetheart," Ryan said. "He knows." Russell nodded his head.
"Are you alright?" Russell asked her.
"Yes, we're doing fine, thanks," she said.
"I'm glad to hear that," Russell said.
"Are you going to," she began before Russell shook his head.
"Arrest your father?" he asked, finishing her question. She nodded her head. He shook his head before speaking. "No, I'm not. Hell, I'd have done the same thing if it were my daughter. In fact, I'd like your dad to take over when I retire."
"Really?" she asked, shocked.
"I can't think of anyone better to protect the folks in these parts," Russell said.
"Wow," she said, smiling. "My dad, the sheriff." Ryan shrugged his shoulders.
"Are you gonna do it, Dad?" Bob asked.
"Well, I need to talk it over with Beverly first and I have a couple loose ends to deal with, but I think so," Ryan said.
"Well, congratulations, Sheriff," Bob said, holding out his hand. Ryan smiled as he shook Bob's hand.
"Well, folks," Russell said. "I've got to be going. Good meetin' y'all."
"Good meeting you, Sheriff," Bob said. Ryan walked Russell to the door just as Beverly drove up. They met in the driveway.
"Hey, Beverly," Russell said.
"Hello, Sheriff," she said. "Is everything alright?"
"Everything's fine dear," Ryan said. "He knows." She looked at Russell, wondering if he was taking her husband away.
"It's alright, darlin'," Russell said.
"So you're not going to arrest Ryan?" she asked.
"Arrest him?" Russell asked. "Hell no. I plan to make him sheriff." She looked at him shocked.
"Seriously?" she asked.
"Well, the final decision is up to the county board, of course, but if I have my way, yes," Russell said.
"I haven't said yes yet," Ryan said. "I told him I needed to talk to you first."
"Thank you for that," she said. "Personally, though, I think it'd be a great idea. It'd get you out of the house anyway," she added with a smile. Russell laughed before continuing.
"By the way, I hear congratulations are in order," he said. "You're daddy would be so proud."
"Thank you," she said. Suddenly her face changed. "Oh my God, that reminds me."
"What?" Ryan asked.
"Who's gonna walk me down the aisle?" she asked. Ryan looked at her for a moment, then they both turned to Russell. Beverly spoke up first. "Sheriff, I hate to ask, but would you..."
"What? Walk you down the aisle? Why, I'd be proud to, Beverly," Russell said. "That is, if Ryan doesn't mind."
"Not at all," Ryan said. "In fact, I can't think of anyone better."
"Well then," Russell said. "It's settled." Beverly wrapped her arms around him and kissed him on the cheek."
"Thank you so much," she said.
"You're welcome," he said. "But only if you start calling me Russell."
"I will, Sher, er, Russell," she said.
"Well, I'd better be getting," Russell said, opening his car door. "Y'all have a good day, y'hear?"
"Will do, Russell," Ryan said. "And I'll call when I get back. I wanna talk to you a bit about this before I make a final decision."
"Sounds good, Ryan," Russell said. "See ya then." They waved as Russell drove off. Ryan helped her carry her things into the house and poured her a glass of tea.
"So, what happened?" she asked when he handed her the tea.
"Did you hear the news this morning?" Ryan asked.
"I heard something about it on the radio," she said. "They're suggesting it was a drug cartel or something."
"Well, as I suspected, Russell saw the report and put the pieces together," Ryan said. "He came out to talk to me about it. I thought for a moment he was going to arrest me, but he didn't. Said Smith swore him to secrecy. He also said he knows about my past. He had every right to put me in cuffs and haul me off, but he didn't. Instead, he says he wants me to take over his job when he retires."
"I guess someone's looking out for you," Beverly said.
"Reckon so," he said. "So, how'd it go with you today?"
"Went very well," she said. "I picked up a couple more customers today."
"Good," Ryan said. "By the way, I've got reservations to fly the kids back set for this afternoon. I didn't want to leave until you got back."
"I appreciate that," she said. "I'm sorry I didn't wake you up this morning, but I figured you'd be plum tuckered out. I know I was."
"Thanks, I appreciate that, but you still should've woken me up," he said. "I'd have gladly helped you out."
"I know, but I wanted you to get some sleep," she said. "Speaking of sleep, I'm wiped. I hope you don't mind if I go home and crash."
"I don't mind a bit," he said. "You deserve a good night's sleep."
"Thanks," she said, standing up. He took her in his arms and kissed her deeply.
"I love you so much," he said. She smiled and kissed him back.
"I love you more," she said. "Call me tonight, okay? I wanna make sure you got there okay."
"I will," he said. "You run on home now. I'll call you this evening. Maybe when I get back you can model those little shorts for me again."
"Maybe I'll make a new pair, just for you," she said with a wicked gleam in her eye. They held each other for a bit, looking in each other's eyes.
"Okay guys," Sarah called from the kitchen. "There's young eyeballs here." Ryan and Beverly smiled and turned to Sarah who was holding little Ryan. The boy looked at Beverly, somewhat frightened. Beverly walked over to the young boy and ran her hand through his hair.
"I'm sorry, we've never really met," Beverly said.
"Are you grandpa's friend?" little Ryan asked.
"Yes, she is," Sarah told him. "In fact, she's gonna be your new grandma." The boy looked at Beverly for a moment, confused.
"Are you really gonna be my new grandma?" he asked. Beverly smiled and nodded her head.
"Yes, I am," she said. "Is that okay with you?" The boy thought for a moment before answering.
"Are you gonna help grandpa find his eye?" he asked.
"If he wants me to, yes," Beverly said. Ryan looked as if he was deep in thought. Then he looked up at her.
"Okay then," he said. "You can be my new grandma." Beverly smiled and took the boy in her arms.
"Thank you," she said. "That means so much to me."
"You're welcome," he said. Beverly stood up and looked at Sarah.
"He's a lovely boy," she said. "Reminds me of my own son. Well, if you don't mind, I'm going to run home and get some much needed sleep."
"Sure, Mom, you've earned it," Sarah said, hugging her. Beverly's eyes watered as she heard Sarah call her "Mom." They broke apart and Beverly headed for the door.
"Don't forget to call," she said as she opened the door.
"I won't, dear," Ryan said. He walked to her and gave her one more kiss. "Have a good sleep, okay?"
"Don't worry, I'll be asleep as soon as my head hits the pillow," she said. He watched as she walked to her car. He waved when she left and saw her wave back.
"She's gonna be good for you, Dad," Sarah said from the kitchen. "I just know it."
"I know," Ryan said. "Well, are y'all about ready to leave? The plane leaves at 2:00."
"Just about," Bob said. "I'm just finishing up."
"Well hurry up, we need to get going," Ryan said.
"On my way," Bob hollered back. Ryan shook his head.
"Kids," he said jokingly. "Take a bullet and they think they can get away with anything." Sarah laughed.
"It's good to see you joke, Dad," she said. He smiled as he gave her a hug. Bob came back downstairs carrying a suitcase.
"Okay, I'm ready," Bob said. "Let's hit the road." Sarah chuckled as Ryan shot her a sarcastic look. He checked the doors and grabbed his duffel bag, then followed Sarah and Bob out the door. His phone buzzed when he parked the truck, letting him know he got a message. He pulled his phone out and saw he got a text from Agent Smith.
"Long day," the message said. "Watch tonight's news. Interesting developments. Call me after. Gotta get some sleep. Too old for this shit." Ryan chuckled and put his phone away. He was curious to see what Smith had to say.
They headed into the terminal, checked in and headed for the security area. His phone buzzed again, and he saw it was a call from Bill.
"Yeah," he said when he answered.
"Verified that Jake has a court appearance at 8:00 tomorrow morning," Bill said. "Also took a look and found they're going to be doing maintenance on the video surveillance system all day tomorrow. I think they're gearing up for possible protests and such."
"Interesting," Ryan said. "That's good to know."
"I thought so as well," Bill said. "So, how'd it go with the sheriff?"
"He figured it out," Ryan said.
"What? And you're still walking around free?" Bill asked.
"Yeah," Ryan said. "In fact, he wants me to take over as sheriff."
"Damn," Bill said. "Talk about luck."
"Tell me about it," Ryan said. "Anyway, we're getting ready to board the flight now. I'll call you later. Oh, Smith texted me, said to watch the news tonight. Maybe you can catch it while you're on the road."
"Yeah, sure, will do," Bill said. "That's pretty much all they've been talking about today. Knight Petroleum is taking a beating on the market."
"Couldn't happen to a nicer bunch of assholes," Ryan said. "Talk to ya later."
"Okay, boss, talk to you later," Bill said, ending the call. They finally settled into their seats and were sound asleep by the time the aircraft reached its altitude. When the plane landed, they disembarked, grabbed their luggage and headed for the car rental where Ryan got a nondescript sedan.
After they arrived at Bob and Sarah's home, Ryan and Bob put everything away. Fortunately, most of the mess left behind by the abduction had already been cleaned up, but the house still smelled of bleach and antiseptic. Sarah opened the windows to air the place out. Bob grabbed a couple beers, handing one to Ryan. They sat in the front room and turned on the news.
They listened as the anchor read off a few local reports, but their eyes were soon glued to what was hailed as "breaking news."
"This just in to Eyewitness News," the anchor said. "Federal authorities have released the names of those killed in a raid on a New Mexico retreat owned and operated by Knight Petroleum. According to officials, the casualty list includes six of the seven members of the company's board of directors, including Elmer Jenkins, the chairman of the board.
"That follows reports from the UK that say another board member, Colin Blackstone, was found dead in Manchester," the anchor said. "In addition, the chief financial officer of Knight Petroleum was found dead in New Mexico. We now turn to Brenda Carpenter, reporting from El Paso. Brenda..." The scene shifted to an attractive blonde standing outside a tall building, presumably in El Paso, Texas.
"Yes, Jerry, thank you," she said. "We spoke to federal officials earlier, and they informed us that in addition to the Knight executives, at least four Mexican nationals were among those killed in New Mexico. Additionally, a large cache of drugs and guns were found at the facility, leading investigators to suspect involvement of a drug cartel." Suddenly, Smith's face appeared on the screen, his eyes covered with a pair of extremely dark glasses.
"We are still going through all the evidence that's been collected," Smith said. "But at this point, we believe the compound was targeted by a drug cartel."
"Can you confirm reports that claim the site was used for illicit sex parties and human trafficking?" one reporter asked.
"The evidence we have seen so far would suggest that is the case," Smith said.
"There have also been reports that two of your agents were killed in Central City," another reporter said. "From what we were told, they were protecting the daughter of Lisa Knight, the interim Knight CEO who was gunned down in a company parking lot. Can you confirm that report and is it related to this incident?"



"I have been authorized to confirm that information," Smith said. "At this point, I think it's fairly safe to conclude that everything regarding the incidents involving Knight is related at some level." The scene shifted yet again, going back to the blonde reporter.
"Agent Smith tells us the agency is sifting through a mountain of evidence that suggests executives were involved in a myriad of crimes. It seems we're just seeing the tip of the iceberg. Back to you, Jerry," she said.
"Thank you, Brenda," Jerry said. "For more, we turn to Andrew Conrad, live at the federal courthouse where disgraced former CEO Jacob Knight is set to appear yet again tomorrow morning. Andrew?"
"Yes, Jerry, indeed, Mr. Knight, who is confined to a wheelchair as the result of a mugging, is set to appear here tomorrow morning," Andrew said. "I spoke to Marvin Morrison, the federal prosecutor in charge of the case." The video changed scene and they saw a tall, thin man with curly hair talking with the reporter.
"The evidence we've seen so far suggests to us that the executives of Knight Petroleum spent more time committing crimes and covering them up than they spent producing oil and gas," Marvin said. "And something tells me this is just the beginning."
"Will there be more charges filed?" Andrew asked. Marvin looked intense as he answered.
"Absolutely," he said. "And I expect there will more on top of that."
"Will you be speaking with the surviving executives?" Andrew asked.
"Yes," Marvin said. "We've already started those discussions, and we've widened the investigation to include lower-level managers."
"The defense has been quite effective in blocking your motions so far," Andrew said. "What is your strategy for that?"
"Well, Andrew," Marvin said. "You're right that the defense has been effective in putting up roadblocks. But I think that will all change tomorrow."
"What kind of charges can we expect to see?" Andrew asked.
"Shocking charges," Marvin said. "That's all I'll say about that right now. You'll get a better idea tomorrow morning."
"So, Jerry," Andrew said after Marvin walked off, "it looks like we might see some fireworks tomorrow morning."
"Thank you, Andrew," Jerry said. "We'll be watching." He turned to face another camera. "The allegations against Knight Petroleum have also had a serious impact on the market today as shares have dropped, causing concern among investors. We now turn to Eyewitness News financial analyst Tyler Morgan. Tyler, what do you see happening?"
"Well, Jerry," Tyler said, having suddenly appeared in the shot, "I think Knight Petroleum may be on its last leg, so to speak. If something isn't done soon, the company will fold, and that could have global repercussions."
"Do you know of anything in the works?" Jerry asked.
"I've heard rumors, but nothing I can conclusively report at this time," Tyler said.
"I know if something does happen, you'll be the first to let us know, Tyler," Jerry said. "Thank you." He turned back to the camera. "Up next, man's best friend goes on a little joyride. Stay tuned to Eyewitness News." Bob turned the TV off as the station went to a commercial.
"You're the analyst, Bob," Ryan said. "What do you think?"
"I think Knight Petroleum is screwed, blued and tattooed," Bob said. "I'll be surprised if they're still in business a month from now." Ryan nodded his head in agreement.
"I think you're right," he said. He pulled out his phone and called Smith, who answered on the first ring.
"Yeah, Smith," he said.
"Just saw the news," Ryan said. "Is all that shit true?"
"You wouldn't believe the shit we found at that camp," Smith said. "I have a feeling if we hadn't acted when we did, someone else would've."
"What did you find?" Ryan asked.
"Unbelievable shit, Ryan," Smith said. "More drugs than you can shake a stick at, DVDs of drug-crazed orgies, possibly including underage girls, ties to drug cartels, evidence of human trafficking, you name it. I also think I know why the agency turned a blind eye to Gillespie's murder."
"Damn," Ryan said. "Don't tell me they had a mole in the agency."
"Yup," he said. "Someone fairly high up in the food chain. He's already been brought in for questioning."
"Any evidence linking Lisa to all this crap?" Ryan asked.
"Nothing yet," Smith said. "It's possible they managed to keep it from her, but I don't see how she could've not known something was going on. Maybe she was blinded by Jake's money and too involved in her own work to notice. I don't know. So, what's the word on your end?"
"Well, Sheriff Coltrane put it together after the report this morning," Ryan said. "Came out to see me after the guys left."
"Oh?" Smith asked. "And he didn't take you in?"
"No," Ryan said. "In fact, he wants me to take over as sheriff when he retires." Smith laughed.
"Damn, son, you get all the breaks," he said. "You gonna do it?"
"I'm considering it," Ryan said. "I got a couple things to take care of first."
"Well, I just might be knocking on your door looking for a job when this is all over," Smith said.
"You planning to retire or something?" Ryan asked.
"I'm thinking about it," Smith said. "The agency just isn't what it used to be."
"Maybe they need a good man like you to become director and make it all right," Ryan said.
"Maybe. I don't know. It's all political these days. How's Beverly and your kids doing?" Smith asked.
"They're doing alright," Ryan said. "By the way, you coming to the wedding?"
"Wouldn't miss it for the world," Smith said. "Anyway, I'll be in touch. You watch your six, you hear me?"
"Will do," Ryan said. "Bye." They ended the call and Ryan left the room to call Beverly. A little while later, he returned with a smile on his face. Sarah noticed, and sat next to him on the couch as he wrestled with little Ryan.
"Talk to Mom already?" Sarah asked. Ryan knew she meant Beverly. He nodded his head.
"Yeah," he said, as he tickled the young boy in his lap. "How did you know?"
"Well, you left the room to call, and then you come back with a shit-eating grin on your face," she said. "It's good to see you in love again. I remember you used to be that way with Lisa." Ryan looked at her and saw a tear form in her eye. He stopped tickling Ryan long enough to wrap an arm around his daughter. She broke down crying.
"I'm so sorry, Daddy," she cried. "I treated you like shit when I was a kid and you still saved my life -- twice. I don't deserve a father like you."
"It's okay, princess," he whispered in her ear. "You were young, dumb and impressionable when that happened. They took advantage of that. But you smelled the coffee and woke up. You've made something of yourself. I'm proud of what you've done with your life. You have a wonderful family and I'll always be here for you."
"Thank you, Daddy," she said, sniffling. "I love you."
"I love you, too," he said.
"I'd better go make dinner," she said. After she left for the kitchen, Ryan turned his attention back to his grandson, who squealed with delight as the older man tickled him some more. That night as he slept, Ryan dreamed of pretty blonde farm girls in Daisy Duke shorts and white t-shirts.
...
The courtroom filled up quickly the next morning, as reporters, potential witnesses, and observers filed inside. No one paid any attention to the tall man who sat in the back row. Wearing a dark baseball cap, dark glasses and a bandanna that covered the lower half of his face, he looked much like several others in the room. Because of social distancing guidelines, everyone was seated at least six feet apart.
As the man watched, Jake was wheeled into the room, a chain locked around his waist. The attorneys entered and took their places and the bailiff ordered everyone to stand as the judge entered the room. They all sat back down when the judge nodded his head, having already taken his place behind the high bench.
He watched the lawyers make arguments, counter arguments and motions, followed by counter motions. The judge took it all in and said very little. To the man in the back row, it sounded like something out of an old Charlie Brown cartoon -- gibberish that included very little real words, at least to him. He did understand the judge's last order, however.
"Motion to continue granted," the judge said. Marvin stood to argue, but the judge pounded his gavel. "Court adjourned until tomorrow morning at 9:00," he said. "That is all." Marvin, frustrated, tossed his paperwork on the table in front of him as Jake sneered. The guards came to wheel him away and no one noticed the man had already left the room.
Likewise, no one paid any attention when the man stood at the junction of two hallways, watching the interaction between Jake and his guards.
"Goddammit, I need to take a shit," Jake declared. One guard shook his head and motioned for the other to check out the restroom. The second guard went inside, glanced around, looked under the large stall at the end and seeing no one, walked back out. No one noticed the tall baseball cap-wearing man walking out of the building.
"It's clear," the second guard said. Jake looked at the first guard.
"Get these off me before I shit my pants, willya?" Jake demanded. "I'm in a fucking wheelchair for crying out loud. I'm not going anywhere. Just give me some privacy for a couple minutes."
"All right, all right," the first guard said, unlocking the chains. "Make it fast, though."
"Yeah, yeah," Jake said as he wheeled himself inside the restroom. After the door closed, Jake made his way to the large handicap stall at the end of the restroom. He moved his chair to open the stall door and wheeled himself inside. He closed the stall door and was surprised to see a tall man wearing a baseball cap, dark glasses and bandanna standing in the corner. He wondered why the man wore an old apron, latex gloves and blue show coverings.
Something inside Jake snapped as he realized who it was before him. He also remembered what the man had said to him once: "If you ever raise a hand to Lisa, or if you ever do anything to hurt anyone in my family, I swear to God I will hunt you down like the dog you are and I will cut your stupid fucking head off and feed it to the pigs."
The blood drained from Jake's face and his eyes grew wide in terror as he realized he was about to die. He tried to say something but couldn't. The pressure in his chest suddenly built up and he could no longer breathe. As the man watched, Jake raised a hand to his chest, and tried with all his might to breathe, just one last breath.
But it never came. Jake slumped over in his wheelchair, unconscious. The man lifted his glasses and examined Jake with his one good eye without touching him. The man had seen enough death to know Jake had gone to his eternal reward. Or punishment, as the case might be.
He looked at his face in the mirror, the glass eye in his scarred left eye socket reminding him of something out of an old science fiction movie. He put the dark glasses back on and turned around. Bending low, he jumped up to the ledge at the bottom of the high window, and climbed up onto the ledge. He opened the window slightly to check out the littered alley.
Seeing nothing, he climbed out, quietly closed the window and jumped effortlessly to the ground. Following a pre-arranged path, he disposed of the apron, hat, booties, glasses and gloves in storm drains along the way.
...
About fifteen minutes later, the guards at the door to the restroom decided they had given Jake enough time to finish his business.
"I swear to God, he does this every fucking time we're here," one guard said. "Go in there and get him the fuck out here."
"Okay," the second guard said. A few seconds later, the guard came back out. "Call 911, we need an ambulance here right now," he said.
"What?" the first guard said. He keyed his microphone and made the call as he went inside. When he got to the stall, he saw Jake's lifeless body on the floor. His eyes were wide open and the guard knew he was dead. Nevertheless, he checked for a pulse. Looking around, he saw no evidence that anyone else had been in the stall, leading him to believe Jake had probably suffered a heart attack.
"Couldn't happen to a more deserving asshole," he said to no one in particular. When the paramedics arrived, he went to the security room to see if anything out of the ordinary had been reported. If anyone had been anywhere near this part of the building, it would have been captured by the video surveillance system.
Unfortunately, for him, however, the security system was down and there had been no video captured from that part of the building. Updates and maintenance, he was told, all in preparation for potential riots that might happen that night. Or the next. Crap, he thought. He went back to the restroom and saw them bringing Jake's body out on a gurney, covered in a white sheet.
"He didn't make it," one paramedic said. "We're taking him to the coroner for an autopsy, but we're pretty certain he had a heart attack." The guard nodded his head in understanding.
...
Ryan got into his rented sedan, noticing he still had a few minutes left on the parking meter. He put his patch back on, donned his old Stetson, then lit a cigarette and took a deep drag, offering a silent prayer of thanks that he didn't have to lay hands on Jake. When he finished, he realized he still had a couple stops to make before going back to Bob and Sarah's house.
A half-hour later, he pulled into the parking lot of the rehab facility where Lisa had been taken. He knew from Sarah that she would be here for some time undergoing therapy. He also knew that Lisa's ability to speak would be severely diminished, and she had limited control of her arms and legs. However, he also knew that she would understand what he had to tell her. He grabbed the DVD laying on the seat and got out of the car.
He went inside and was directed to her room. She perked up when she saw him and opened her mouth to say something, but he shook his head.
"Don't say anything, Lisa," he said. "Just listen." She looked crestfallen and nodded her head slightly. He rolled a chair next to her head and took a look at her. She had once been so beautiful and full of life. That was all gone now.
"You know, you almost had me fooled," he said, prompting her to look at him, surprised. "I almost fell for it. But you know the old saying -- almost only counts in pitching pennies, horseshoes and throwing grenades. For a moment, I found myself starting to believe what you were telling me. I have to admit, the food was a nice touch. Nearly worked. And the phone -- that was nice. Did you know Elmer had it cloned and crammed full of spyware?" She shook her head.
"Problem is, Lisa, I don't believe you," he said. "I'll never be able to believe another word you say. That's what cheating and lying does." He paused to let it sink in before continuing.
"When I heard you were shot, I rushed right over. What I learned after that cut me to the core. That's when I learned your own board of directors conspired with Jake to hire a hit man to take you out." Her eyes opened wide. "I take it you didn't know they were out to get you, did you? Well, Elmer made a huge mistake. He threatened Sarah, Bob and little Ryan. He also informed me of your activities. Not only did you cheat on me with Jake, but with the whole goddamned board. And you were doing it long before you said you took up with Jake." He tossed the DVD on top of her covers.
"That's just in case you get bored," Ryan added. "According to Elmer, that contains the highlights of your career as a company whore for Knight Petroleum. Yeah, I know all about your executive 'retreats' in New Mexico and how you were the life of the party." He saw a tear slide down her face, but continued.
"Yeah, I've seen it," he said. "And so has Bob and Sarah." He paused to let it sink in before continuing. "She's not too happy with you right now. Especially since you planned to introduce her into your depraved lifestyle." Lisa dropped her head as more tears fell.
"Elmer had Sarah and little Ryan kidnapped," Ryan added. "Did you know anything about that?" She looked up, surprised, and shook her head.
"They're safe now," he said. "No thanks to you. But it seems that Knight Petroleum no longer has a board of directors. And I've been told by the FBI that they've uncovered a mountain of evidence of crimes your company has committed. Everything from trafficking to drugs, guns and who knows what else. I don't know if you had a hand in any of that." She shook her head and mouthed "no," but Ryan continued.
"So far, they haven't found any direct evidence linking you to those crimes, but that doesn't mean they won't," Ryan said. "Even if they don't charge you with crimes committed by Elmer, Jake and the board, you may get charged as an accomplice. If I were you, I'd get an attorney to cut a deal. Maybe they'll give you immunity if you turn state's evidence.
"At any rate, Knight Petroleum is all but history right now. You should also know that a class action lawsuit has been filed against Jake and/or his estate. Seems I'm only one of about 100 other men whose lives and marriages he's destroyed.
"I'm not a lawyer, so don't ask me to explain it all, but my lawyer back home also happens to be a member of the bar in this state, and he found a loophole in the law that makes the suit possible," Ryan added. "I wouldn't be planning any trips to the French Riviera any time soon if I were you. By the time they're done, I don't think Jake will be worth a plugged nickel. Even if his lawyers win the case, he'll go broke paying the bill." She looked at him with tears falling down her face.
"I... I'm so sorry," she croaked. Ryan nodded his head.
"Yeah, well, that and a couple bucks might get you a cup of coffee somewhere," he said, causing more tears to fall down her cheek. "But right now, it don't mean shit to me. You once asked if we could be friends. The answer to that is no. I can never be friends with a backstabbing, lying, hypocritical cheat. Besides, I've met a wonderful woman and we're going to get married soon." He pulled out his phone and showed her a picture of him and Beverly embracing each other. More tears fell as she sobbed.
"Beautiful, isn't she?" Ryan asked. "Her name is Beverly, and she's made me feel better and more alive than I've ever felt in my life. I thought I would never love another woman again, until she came along. You know, she helped rescue Sarah and little Ryan. Sarah has even started calling her, 'Mom.' And little Ryan seems to love her as well. I think she'll make a wonderful grandmother, don't you?" Lisa's body jerked as she sobbed. He pulled his chair back and stood up.
"Chances are you won't be seeing me again," he said. "And I suspect Sarah and Bob will also cut you out of their lives," he added as she wept. "Sucks losing everything, doesn't it? But you know what they say -- karma's a bitch. And then you get the bill. Enjoy what's left of your miserable existence. Goodbye." He put his hat back on and walked out of the room. He could hear her wailing as he walked down the hallway and he saw the nurses rush into her room. He didn't care, though, and walked on out to his rented car.
...
To be continued...
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End of "A Father's Justice, Pt. 06":
"Beautiful, isn't she?" Ryan asked. "Her name is Beverly, and she's made me feel better and more alive than I've ever felt in my life. I thought I would never love another woman again, until she came along. You know, she helped rescue Sarah and little Ryan. Sarah has even started calling her, 'Mom.' And little Ryan seems to love her as well. I think she'll make a wonderful grandmother, don't you?" Lisa's body jerked as she sobbed. He pulled his chair back and stood up.
"Chances are you won't be seeing me again," he said. "And I suspect Sarah and Bob will also cut you out of their lives," he added as she wept. "Sucks losing everything, doesn't it? But you know what they say -- karma's a bitch. And then you get the bill. Enjoy what's left of your miserable existence. Goodbye." He put his hat back on and walked out of the room. He could hear her wailing as he walked down the hallway and he saw the nurses rush into her room. He didn't care, though, and walked on out to his rented car.
...
And now, "A Father's Justice, Pt. 07":
He made one more stop, then headed back to Bob and Sarah's house. He noticed Jorge's car out front and wondered what was going on. Pocketing the small box he just picked up, he went inside where he was met by Jorge, Bob and Sarah.
"Have you heard the news?" Sarah asked.
"No, what?" Ryan asked.
"They just announced that Jake Knight died of a heart attack," Bob said.
"A heart attack?" Ryan asked. "When did that happen?"
"According to the news, just after the hearing this morning," Bob said.
"Well, imagine that," Ryan said.
"Did you have anything to do with that?" Jorge asked. Ryan shook his head.
"Never touched the man," Ryan said. Jorge looked at him suspiciously.
"I'm serious," Ryan said. "I never touched him. Not once."
"So, what were you doing?" Sarah asked. Ryan pulled the box out of his pocket and opened it, revealing a very expensive wedding and engagement set.
"I picked this up for Beverly and went to see Lisa," Ryan said, purposefully leaving out his visit to the courtroom.
"That's beautiful," Sarah said.
"I hope she likes it," he said.
"Trust me, she will, Dad," Sarah said. "So, you went to see Lisa?"
"I did," Ryan said. "I gave her the DVD Elmer gave me and confronted her about all the lying, cheating and backstabbing. I also told her about what's happening with Knight and I told her about Beverly. I don't think she took it too well."
"That's just too damn bad," Sarah said sarcastically. Ryan smiled and nodded his head.
"No argument from me, princess," he said. Later, Sarah put dinner on the table and they all sat down to eat. They had invited Jorge to stay, so he joined them. After a nice dinner, they all went into the front room.
"There's going to be a special on Jake tonight," Bob said. "Thought it might be interesting to see how they spin his life and career."
"Why not?" Ryan asked. Sarah brought in several glasses of sweet tea and they watched the program, which had just started.
"This is one of my favorite shows," Bob said. "I enjoy his take on business." Ryan grunted and nodded his head. How anyone could enjoy something like that was beyond him. But, he decided, to each his own. They turned their attention to the program.
"Good evening, and welcome to a special edition of the program," said a relatively young man with curly dark hair. "Tonight, we will examine the life of Jacob Knight, the disgraced former CEO of Knight Petroleum who was accused of conspiring to murder his estranged wife and her former husband. As you may know, Mr. Knight died earlier today from a heart attack.
"Joining us tonight to discuss this is author and investigative journalist Trevor Whitaker, who is set to publish a book about Knight, titled, 'From Riches to (Oil) Rags: The Rise and Fall of Jacob Knight.' Welcome to the program, Mr. Whitaker."
"Thank you for having me, Neil," said an older, well-dressed man in a gray suit.
"I'm not one to speak ill of the dead, so I'd like to start by offering our condolences to the family and friends of Jacob Knight. Our thoughts and prayers are with you. Tell us, Trevor, what are your thoughts about all this?" Neil asked.
"Like you, Neil, I don't wish to speak ill of the dead, either," Trevor said. "But frankly, in this case, I'm not sure you're going to find anyone who would really mind if you did."
"That doesn't sound too nice," Neil said. "Why would you say something like that?"
"Well, to be honest, Mr. Knight was not the kind of man who engendered good thoughts," Trevor said in response.
"Surely, he was somewhat well-liked, wasn't he?" Neil asked.
"On the contrary, Neil. In fact, from my research over the last several years, he was not liked at all. By anyone. In fact, he was universally despised and hated, even by members of his own small family," Trevor said. "One source even told me -- and I'm quoting from my book -- 'look up a-hole in the dictionary and you'll find a picture of Jacob Knight.' That was from someone who worked closely with Knight for a number of years."
"Ouch," Neil said. "So, why did your source stay with him so long?"
"Simply put, Knight paid him well," Trevor said. "And, the man was frankly scared of what Knight would do if he ever left. You see, Knight believed that you were either for him or against him. Turning on him was not considered a wise career choice."
"I see," Neil said. "Getting to the case, Knight was accused of, among many other things, conspiring to murder his now-estranged wife's ex-husband. From what we learned, the divorce between her and her first husband took place over 12 years ago and it seemed to be about as amicable as a divorce can be, at least on paper. There was no demand for support of any kind, even though there was a teenage daughter, no demand for spousal support and in fact, she left him with all of the marital assets. So, why would Knight suddenly desire to go after the man? That doesn't make sense. He had the man's wife and daughter. Why pay to have him killed after nine years?"
"To answer that question, you need to understand the man," Trevor said. "Several years ago, I sat in Knight's office doing an interview for a lengthy article about the company's rapid expansion and growth. On his desk was a plate that read, 'Kill them all. Let God sort them out.' That pretty much sums up Jacob Knight. That's how he did business, and it's how he conducted his personal life. If he saw something he wanted, he did whatever it took to get it. That includes businesses, property, even women."
"Women?" Neil asked.
"Yes," Trevor said. "In that regard, Jacob Knight made a certain former president look like a Boy Scout. If he saw a woman he wanted, he did whatever it took to have her. I've spoken to quite a few men whose lives and marriages he reportedly destroyed. For him, it was a sport, like big game hunting."
"I see," Neil said. "So explain why he went after this man."
"Well, Neil, it turns out the former husband was working as a private security contractor for a foreign oil company Knight wanted to absorb," Trevor said. "You have to understand, Knight's idea of business negotiations went something like, 'nice business you have here, be a shame if something happened to it.' He often used a carrot-and-stick approach, offering what might look like a lucrative price while at the same time presenting a show of force meant to intimidate the target."
"About four years ago, Knight went after that foreign competitor. It was then that Knight learned the former husband, whose name has never been mentioned publicly, thanks to an injunction, worked for this company," Trevor said. "Knight apparently believed he could literally kill two birds with one stone and went after the man with a team of assassins, according to the court documents we've seen. Keep in mind all this came from the man Knight originally targeted, so that explains the judge's order."
"I see," Neil said. "I found it interesting that the original divorce documents were sealed by this judge's order, and the brief summary we were given as a result of an FOIA request had all the names and addresses of the parties redacted. That's a bit odd, isn't it?"
"The federal prosecutor said he acted out of concern for the man's safety," Trevor said. "The defense has gone after this like a shark smelling blood in the water. They want this man's identity made public and they want him to testify in open court. Given what has happened recently, it's a good thing the judge has stuck to his guns."
"So, Knight went after him, what, just because he could?" Neil asked.
"Pretty much," Trevor said. "Knight didn't really need a reason to do anything. All that mattered was what he wanted, period."
"So, what do you see happening now?" Neil asked.
"Just because the executives, including Knight, are now dead, doesn't necessarily mean the case is over, even though the indictments against those individuals have been rendered moot," Trevor said. "The man who allegedly shot Lisa Knight has turned state's evidence in return for leniency, but that doesn't mean he won't see any prison time. Also, the feds are still looking into Knight's internal operations, and it's possible Ms. Knight may be indicted as an accomplice. So, this could drag on for some time to come."
"What about the company itself?" Neil asked.
"As you know, Neil, stock in the company has taken a huge hit," Trevor said. "Shareholders are dumping it as fast as they can to minimize their losses. If something isn't done soon, the company will probably go under. I have heard a rumor that something is in the works, but that hasn't been confirmed to me yet."
"I see," Neil said. "Very interesting. Thank you for being here, Trevor, you've given us all a fresh look at the situation."
"Thank you, Neil," Trevor said.
"Up next, will the situation with Knight Petroleum affect your retirement accounts, and if so, how? We'll address that with a well-known financial advisor in just a few minutes. Stay tuned," Neil said before a commercial cut in.
"Damn," Bob said. "I had no idea it was that bad."
"It was," Ryan said. "Well, guys, this has been fun, but I need to call home and hit the hay."
"You still want me to keep tabs on things here?" Jorge asked.
"If you would, please," Ryan said. "I think the primary danger is over, but you never know."
"I agree," Jorge said. "Alright, well, thanks for the dinner, guys, but I need to head out. Talk to ya later." They all said their goodbyes and Ryan went upstairs where he called Beverly and went to bed.
The next morning, he was up early, and after breakfast, gave a warm farewell to Bob, Sarah and little Ryan. After saying his goodbyes, and promising to keep them informed of his wedding plans, Ryan left and headed for the airport.
On the way, he spotted a large church, and something told him he needed to stop. He hadn't been to a church since Sarah's baptism, but something just drew him to the place. He parked and went inside. He lit a candle for his old departed comrades and took a seat in a back pew, noticing that he was the only one inside the large sanctuary, except for a priest at the altar. He felt compelled to get on his knees and as he did so, he thought of Dawson and all the others who never made it back.
As he knelt, his head resting on his clasped hands, he mentally confessed everything he had ever done since that day Lisa and Sarah left. All his hatred, his anger, his disillusionment -- everything -- poured out of his heart. He wept for his losses and gave thanks for what he now had. When he finished, he looked up at the large crucifix above the altar and considered what it meant.
As he sat back on the pew, a young Latino man in priestly robes sat next to him.
"Is everything okay, my son?" he asked softly. Ryan smiled to himself. He was old enough to be this man's father. He kept his tongue in check -- something not normal for him -- and looked at the young priest. He smiled as he nodded his head.
"It is now, padre," he said. "Thanks."
"Then may the peace of God which passes all understanding, go with you, my son," the priest said, crossing himself.
"Thank you again," Ryan said. The priest stood up and Ryan joined him.
"If there is anything you need -- prayer, confession, counseling -- please feel free to ask," the priest said.
"I think I'm good now, padre," Ryan said. "Thanks, anyway."
"I will pray for you anyway, my son," the priest said, nodding his head. "I sense that you are starting a new chapter in your life and you will need all the help you can get."
"Don't you need to know my name?" Ryan asked. The priest smiled as he shook his head.
"God already knows, my son," he said. Ryan nodded his head.
"Reckon so," he said. "Thank you." The priest smiled, nodded his head and walked to the large altar up front. Ryan grabbed his hat and left the building. When he stepped into the bright sunlight, he inhaled deeply. He felt like a new man. He laughed to himself, got in the car and went to the airport.
...
He called Beverly when his plane landed, tossed his duffel bag in the truck and headed home. As he drove, he felt better than he had in ages. Everything seemed fresh -- new -- almost as if he had never looked at it before.
He finally got home and saw Beverly waiting for him on the porch. His eyes nearly popped out of his head when he took her in. She was always lovely, he thought, but the shorts she had on were the tiniest he had ever seen on a woman. They were even shorter than the ones she had before and he noticed this pair had holes strategically placed in the front. She also sported a cut-off t-shirt that barely covered the bottoms of her B-cup breasts.
"You're a sight for sore eyes," he told her as he wrapped his arms around her. They kissed each other, deeply, for several minutes. When they broke the kiss, she stroked the front of his jeans, feeling his hard cock.
"Lunch is out by the pool if you're hungry," she said with a wicked smile.
"Lead on," he said. As she walked in front of him, he noticed the shorts left nothing to the imagination. When they got out back, he looked at the pool, expecting to see a picnic basket or something. He walked around, but still didn't see any lunch items.
"Where's lunch?" he asked.
"Right here," she said from behind him. He turned and saw her standing on the deck, completely naked. "That is, if you want me," she said.
"Oh, God, yes," he said as he wrapped his arms around her. They made love on the deck for some time, enjoying each other and the bright sun at the same time. When they finished, he got up and grabbed his trousers.
"I almost forgot," he said. "I got a little something for you." He pulled the box out of his pocket and opened it up. Her eyes grew wide as she looked at the set of rings.
"Those are beautiful," she said. He pulled the engagement ring out and gently placed it on her finger. She smiled as a tear formed in her eye.
"I love it," she said. "And I love you."
"I love you too," he said. She studied his face for a bit before speaking again.
"Are you alright?" she asked. "You seem, I don't know, a bit different."
"Actually, I am," he said. "I feel like a new man turning over a new leaf." She smiled and kissed him again.
"I'm so glad," she said. "I think we've both had enough sadness to last a lifetime, don't you?"
"Yeah," he said. "I agree completely. Oh, I got something else."
"What?" she asked. He went inside and pulled a box from his duffel bag. He handed it to her and watched her open it. She pulled out a wrought-iron chicken made to hang on the wall.
"I love it," she said. "What made you decide to get this?"
"I don't know," he said. "I saw it and I thought of you. I figured it's time we started putting some things up on the walls, make the place feel like a home again."
"I think that's a good idea," she said. "And I know exactly where to put it." He smiled as she said that. Yeah, he thought. Home, sweet home. For real this time.
After they dressed and put the chicken on the wall in the kitchen, he called Russell.
"Hey, Ryan," Russell said. "You get everything squared away?"
"Yeah, I did, and I'd like to come talk to you about that job offer," Ryan said.
"Perfect," Russell said. "Come on down and we'll talk."
"Be right there," Ryan said. After letting Beverly know, he cleaned up and went into town, pulling up in front of the Sheriff's Office. He went inside and noticed the deputies giving him the once-over.
"Sheriff Coltrane is expecting you, Mr. Caldwell," the uniformed deputy said. "Right this way." He followed her to Russell's office. She opened the door and escorted him inside, then left and closed the door. Russell got up and shook his hand.
"Have a seat," he said. Ryan sat down and faced Russell. "So, you have any questions?"
"Yeah," Ryan said. "I have one. What about my background? You already seem to know what I did for nine years." Russell smiled.
"You mean, being a 'private security consultant' and all that?" Russell asked, making air quotes as he said, "private security consultant."
"Yeah, that," Ryan said.
"Well, nine years training security people to deal with dangerous situations is a lot of experience if you ask me," Russell said. "Plus your service in the Army was quite exceptional. The county board agrees."
"What?" Ryan asked.
"Yeah," Russell said. "They seem to think you can teach our deputies a thing or two."
"I never thought of that," Ryan said.
"Don't worry, son," Russell said. "I've already done a background check on you. Standard procedure. They just want to make sure you're not an axe murderer on the lam from the law. You've never been behind bars and everything checks out. Hell, on paper, you're cleaner than some of my deputies. So, if you're willing, you'll need to go through an interview with the board. That's pretty much a formality, though. I would suggest you maybe get some nicer clothes and a new hat."
"What about the beard?" Ryan asked. "Trust me, that hides a multitude of sins." Russell smiled.
"So long as you keep it neat and trimmed, it's not a problem," he said. "Besides, it gives you character." Ryan smiled.
"You got this all figured out, don't you?" he asked. Russell smiled.
"Comes with the territory, my boy," he said. "Once they give the okay, we'll get you fitted out with a uniform and you'll spend some time shadowing me. So, what do ya think?"
"What the hell," Ryan said. "The worse they can do is say no. Set it up."
"That's my boy," Russell said. "How about tomorrow morning bright and early, say, 8:30?"
"Yeah, that sounds good," Ryan said. "I'll go down now and get some new duds."
"There ya go," Russell said. "See you then."
From there, Ryan spent much of the afternoon, buying new clothes, boots and a new hat. Beverly was shocked when he came in, arms loaded with new clothes.



"Don't ever complain about me getting new clothes," she joked. "So, when do you go before the board?"
"Tomorrow morning," he said.
"I'm glad to see you taking this on," she said. "It'll do you some good to get integrated into the community. I'm so proud of you." He smiled and kissed her.
That night, they watched the news and learned that the federal case against Knight had expanded to include a number of the middle-level managers. It seemed that more people were involved than originally thought, but none of them apparently knew the full situation. The expose on Jake also caused the company's stock prices to fall even further as confidence in the company dwindled to practically nothing.
The next day, Ryan appeared before the county board with Russell. As Russell indicated, the meeting was cordial and mostly informal. There were only a few questions that Ryan had to think carefully about before answering.
"Doesn't that eye patch give you problems with your depth perception?" one of the board members asked.
"It did at first," Ryan said. "But I've learned to work through it."
"So you can drive and fire a sidearm without any problem?"
"None so far," Ryan said.
"Personally, I prefer to see someone with direct law enforcement experience," another board member said. "You don't even have a degree in law enforcement. If we do this, would you be willing to enroll in an online course and get a two-year degree?"
"Absolutely," Ryan said.
"How much do you expect to get paid, Mr. Caldwell?" one female board member asked.
"I hadn't really thought about it, ma'am," Ryan said. "To tell you the truth, I really don't need the money."
"Yes, we checked your financials over at the bank," she said. "By the way, that was a wonderful thing you did for Ms. Simons."
"Thank you," he said. "She needed help, so I thought I'd lend a hand."
"So, about the compensation, how much do you think you'd like to get paid?" she asked.
"Frankly, I haven't given it any thought," he said. "Whatever you're paying Sheriff Coltrane, I guess. Maybe you could donate it to the homeless shelter downtown or the women's and children's center." She smiled and nodded her head.
"I think we can arrange that," she said. "Don't you?" she added, looking at the other board members. They looked at each other and nodded their heads.
"Yeah, we can do that," one of the others said.
"Gentlemen, I think we've found our candidate, don't you?" the female board member said. They discussed it among themselves before answering.
"I agree," one of the board members said. "I say we vote on it."
"I second that," another board member added.
"Well then, let's take a vote," the female board member said. "All in favor of appointing Mr. Ryan Caldwell as sheriff raise your hands." Everyone raised their hands. "Those opposed?" No hands went up.
"Very well," she said. "Mr. Caldwell, welcome aboard and congratulations."
"Thank you," Ryan said, accepting her hand.
"Sheriff, why don't you take Mr. Caldwell here down and get him a uniform?" she asked. "We'll conduct the swearing in ceremony about 1:00 this afternoon."
"Will do," he said, standing up. They drove back to the sheriff's office and Russell took Ryan into the back, where he found several shirts and pairs of trousers that looked as though they would fit. Ryan was relieved to see they had all been cleaned and pressed, and still hanging inside their protective plastic coverings. Ryan tried them on and found they fit perfectly. Russell also grabbed a new hat, a gray Stetson, and handed it to him.
"That looks like a good fit," he said. Ryan tried it on and was surprised to see it fit better than his old beat-up hat. Russell looked at him, nodding his head in approval. "Looking good, son," he said. He grabbed a black name tag from his desk drawer and attached it to Ryan's shirt. Apparently, Ryan thought, he had it pre-made just for the occasion. After attaching the name tag, Russell glanced at his watch. "About time for your swearin' in," he said. "Let me make a quick call."
As Ryan watched, Russell pulled out his cell phone and dialed a number. He was surprised to hear Beverly's voice answer. Russell winked at Ryan, and put the phone on speaker.
"Beverly, I really need you to come down to my office, right away," Russell said, sounding serious.
"Is everything alright?" she said.
"Don't know," he said. "But it's serious and I need you down here as soon as you can."
"Alright, Sheriff," she said, sounding scared. "I'll be there in just a few minutes." Russell ended the call and put his phone away. He looked back at Ryan and smiled.
"That was mean," Ryan said.
"Yeah, it was," Russell said. "But I had to make sure she'd get here, y'know? Wouldn't be right for you to get sworn in without her here, don'tcha think?" A few minutes later, Beverly came in through the front door and was escorted to Russell's office.
"Is everything alright? What's going on?" she asked, frantic. Russell smiled and sat her down.
"Everything's just fine, darlin'," he said. "I just thought you might like to be here when they swear your man in." He turned to the door leading down the hallway and called for Ryan. Beverly gasped when she saw her husband-to-be come in wearing a uniform.
"Wow," she said. "I always did like a man in uniform," she told him. "So, when is the swearing in?" she asked Russell. He glanced at his watch.
"Any time now," he said. A few moments later, they heard the front door open and a group of well-dressed people came into the station. The desk sergeant came into Russell's office to let them know they had visitors.
"Thanks," Russell said. "Have everyone meet in the main conference room if you would, please."
"Will do, Sheriff," she said, leaving the office. Russell looked at Ryan and Beverly.
"You two ready for this?" he asked. Ryan looked nervous.
"Ready as I'll ever be, I reckon," Ryan said. They went down the hall and entered the large room, which was full of people, including a number of uniformed deputies. Ryan noticed an ice chest on the floor next to the table and a store-bought cake that had been decorated for the ceremony.
The deputies checked Ryan out as he walked in and he thought they seemed to approve of Russell's choice. He sensed no animosity or jealousy from any of them, which was a good thing.
The ceremony itself was short and sweet. The senior county board commissioner administered the oath of office, and Russell pinned the new badge on Ryan's chest. He handed something to Beverly, and asked her to follow his lead.
She watched as Russell pinned three stars on Ryan's shirt collar -- the rank insignia worn by the sheriff. She pinned the other set of stars on his remaining collar and stood back to admire him.
"Congratulations, Sheriff," the commissioner said, shaking his hand. "And may God have mercy on your soul," he added, causing everyone in the room to laugh.
"Thank you, Commissioner," Ryan said.
"There's tea and coca-cola in the ice chest, and Ryan, excuse me, Sheriff Caldwell, gets the honor of serving up cake," Russell said to laughter. "Sorry, no beer, we're still on duty, you know." Ryan sliced the large cake and served Beverly first, then the deputies. He gave Russell a slice, then served the commissioners. He cut a small piece for himself and noticed there was still about a third of the cake left.
"Why don't we save this for the fellas out on patrol?" he asked. Russell agreed.
"Good idea," he said. The female desk sergeant smiled and put the cake in a refrigerator for safe keeping. Ryan ate his cake, then made the rounds, meeting the deputies he would soon be responsible for. They all seemed nice, he thought, and they appeared to accept him as their new sheriff.
After the ceremony, Beverly came to Ryan and took him in. He looked so good in his uniform, she thought. Almost as if it was made just for him.
"You look so good, sweetheart," she said. "I'm so proud of you." He smiled and gave her a kiss.
"Why, thank you, little lady," he said, using a horrible John Wayne impersonation that caused her to laugh.
"I'd better get back now, dear," she said. "I have to stop and pick up some feed for the chickens, and get dinner started. I'll see you at home, alright?"
"I'll be there," he said, giving her one more kiss. He watched as she walked out the door. The deputies all congratulated her and seemed to welcome her into their little family. Ryan turned to Russell.
"So, what now?" he asked.
"Now, I issue your sidearm and your gear," Russell said. They walked to the armory, and Russell had him sign for a belt and a Smith and Wesson M&P 9 mm pistol, a polymer-framed, striker-fired full-size pistol similar to the Glock 17. All things considered, Ryan knew this was one of the best 9 mm handguns on the market, and he was surprised that a small sheriff's department like this would issue them. He almost expected them to carry six-shot revolvers.
"One last thing," Russell said, pulling a small box from his desk drawer. He handed the box to Ryan, who opened it and saw a small bar that sported a blue field with white stars on one side and three stripes, one white stripe with a red stripe above and below it. On the white stripe was written, "U.S. Army vet."
"What's this?" Ryan asked.
"It's a little something to show appreciation for your service," Russell said. "All the vets get one here." Ryan had seen some of the deputies sporting something similar and he noticed Russell had one as well that said, "USMC vet."
"Thanks," Ryan said.
"You're welcome," Russell said.
"What now?" Ryan asked.
"Well, we start getting you up to speed tomorrow morning," Russell said. "Be here at 8:00 am, sharp."
"See you then," Ryan said as he gathered his civilian clothes. The deputies said their goodbyes as he walked out the door. When he got home, he gave Beverly a kiss and headed upstairs. He looked at himself in the mirror.
"There's a new sheriff in town," he said quietly to the image in the mirror. The boys'll never believe this, he thought to himself. He smiled as he imagined himself asking, "Do ya feel lucky, punk?" They enjoyed a quiet meal and an evening of lovemaking.
"I'm glad I got to be a part of that ceremony today," Beverly said as she snuggled her naked body against him.
"I am, too," Ryan said.
"Promise me you'll be careful out there?" she asked. He wrapped an arm around her and kissed her as he took in her warmth.
"I'll be careful, little lady," he said. "I promise."
The next two weeks flew by for Ryan as Russell gave him a crash course in law enforcement. Ryan watched as Russell briefed the deputies on the day's duties and took in every nuance he could. This was a good group, he thought to himself. Dedicated, motivated and loyal. They knew their stuff.
Russell finished the briefing by turning to Ryan, asking, "Anything you'd like to add, Sheriff?" Ryan knew this was Russell's way of making sure they knew he would eventually be taking over.
"Be careful out there," Ryan said, causing the deputies to nod in approval.
Russell took Ryan to the combat shooting range and was surprised when Ryan breezed through it, hitting all the bad guys while avoiding the "good guys." Actually, they were just cardboard cutouts, but it was a useful exercise that helped officers learn to distinguish between the two in a real-life situation.
From there, it was on to the defensive driving course, and Ryan got through it easily. When he finished, Russell got into the passenger seat and shook his head.
"Where'd you learn to drive like that?" he asked.
"Oh, you'd be surprised," Ryan said.
"No, I wouldn't," Russell said. During the time with Russell, Ryan was like a sponge, soaking up everything he could from the man. Russell had shown him how to use the radio and the computer in the patrol car and walked him through simple traffic stops. Ryan had signed up for an online program through the University of Texas and spent what free time he had going through the courses assigned to him.
Meanwhile, Russell had taken him around town to meet the locals, all of whom seemed to take to Ryan, after they recovered from the shock of his eye patch and scar. While they were out one day, Ryan turned to Russell.
"You seem to know an awful lot about me," Ryan said. "Would you mind explaining that?"
"Not at all," Russell said. "I knew about you pretty much from the time you came to town. Goldsmith got a hold of me after you made that huge deposit in his bank, asked me to look into you. So I did. I reached out to my contacts at the FBI and kept a loose tab on ya for a while. I'd seen ya sitting out there on that porch of yours and I asked myself, I said, 'self, why would a man have all that money in the bank, yet choose to live in that piece of crap old house looking like a reject from an old Clint Eastwood movie?' I figured you was either hidin' from something or somebody or else you was a loose cannon getting' ready to cause trouble."
"I just wanted piece and quiet," Ryan said. "I didn't want to call attention to myself."
"With all that money in the bank?" Russell asked. "Where'd you get all that, anyway?"
"A lot of it was money I made on the job," Ryan said. "Other was money I earned from some well-placed investments, and quite a bit of it came from an oil sheikh who appreciated what I did for him. He gave me a second chance and said I should go someplace where I could find some peace. So I came here. Figured no one would find me here."
"And all that money you gave Beverly," Russell said. "Were you expecting something in return?"
"No, I wasn't," Ryan said. "I felt for her. Like I told Goldsmith, I know what it's like to lose everything that means anything to you. When I saw her out here on the road that day, I was reminded of what I went through. What I nearly did."
"I understand," Russell said quietly. "It hurts like hell when someone dumps you the way your wife did. Oh yeah, I saw the reports. Went through something like that myself once, a long time ago. You know you're not going to be able to help everyone like you did her."
"I know," Ryan said.
Ryan also spent time riding with the other deputies -- partly to learn the job and partly to get to know them better. He enjoyed the time with them and they seemed to appreciate his efforts. He also went on night patrol a few times with Russell.
One night, they were on a back road known as a local "lover's lane." They came up behind an old pickup that was rocking side to side. They both knew what was going on, so Russell pulled up behind the truck and flashed his lights briefly, causing the couple in the truck to look out the back window in surprise. Russell looked at Ryan.
"You wanna do the honors?" he asked.
"Sure, why not?" Ryan answered. He got out of the car and approached the drivers side, a flashlight in one hand and the other close to his pistol. He tapped on the window with his flashlight. A nervous young man rolled the window down. Ryan could see he was shirtless, and his trousers had been rapidly pulled up, but not fastened. He looked at the girl in the cab and saw she was covering herself with a blanket.
It was obvious to him that she was nude under the blanket and he saw a pile of clothing on the floor at her feet. He also detected the smell of sweat and sex from the cab. They were both shocked at Ryan's appearance.
"Drivers license and registration, please," Ryan said. The young man pulled out his license and grabbed the registration from the glove box. "I'd like to see your ID as well, young lady," Ryan added. As he watched, she pulled her license from her purse, which was on the floor. Ryan examined the licenses and looked at their faces. He verified they were both 18 -- probably high school students just out for a bit of nookie. He handed the documents back and addressed the young man.
"Out of the truck, sir," he said. "You, get dressed," he told the girl. The young man got out of the truck, fastening his trousers as he did so and tightening his belt. Ryan motioned for him to stand by the bed of the truck and looked at him closely. He could tell the youngster was "this close" to pissing his pants.
"You love this girl, son?" Ryan asked quietly.
"Y...yes, sir, I do," he said. Ryan nodded his head.
"You planning on marrying this girl?" Ryan asked.
"I don't know," the young man said. "Maybe."
"So, you like her enough to fuck her out here in the middle of nowhere, but not enough to marry her, is that right? Do your parents know? Do her parents know?" Ryan asked.
"No, sir, they don't know," the man said, trembling.
"Look son," Ryan said. "It's late and I really don't like the idea of dragging you two down for public lewdness, so I'll say this just once. The next time you feel the urge, show a little respect. Take her to a motel or something. You know, someplace with four walls and clean sheets. It's downright dangerous out here late at night, you know. People crossing the border, wild animals, snakes, one-eyed sheriffs. You understand what I'm saying?" The man nodded his head.
"Alright," Ryan said. "Get on outta here. And don't let me catch you on this road again, you hear me?"
"Yes sir," the man said, scrambling to get in the truck. As he watched, the man looked out the window. "Thank you, sheriff," he said. Ryan nodded his head and the man drove off, no doubt relieved that he wasn't going to jail. At least, not tonight. Ryan got back in the car and looked at Russell, who sported a big shit-eating grin.
"Well?" he asked.
"Yeah, they were doing the dirty," Ryan said. "Girl was stark naked under her blanket."
"And you let them go?" Russell asked.
"What the hell," Ryan said. "There weren't any drugs or alcohol. Just a couple kids looking to get laid. I chewed his ass out, told him to never show up here again, take her to a motel or something. I don't think he'll give us any more trouble." Russell laughed.
"Welcome to law enforcement, Ryan," he said, putting the car in gear. Ryan knew he would have a good story to tell Beverly that night.
During that period of time, Ryan and Beverly were also planning their wedding. They finally decided to have the ceremony in his back yard. While Ryan worked, Beverly arranged almost everything for the ceremony. Ryan offered to help, but Beverly wouldn't hear of it. She spoke to the pastor of the country church she attended when her first husband was still alive, and he agreed to perform the ceremony, but only after he met Ryan.
The meeting went well, with Ryan appearing at the church in his uniform. They spoke for some time about this and that, and by the time the meeting was over, the pastor felt a peace about uniting Beverly to the tall, scarred man.
Ryan kept an eye on the news, but it seemed that other things had managed to push Knight Petroleum off the front page. Everything, including Jake's probate and the class action lawsuit, was now in the hands of the court system and lawyers more adept at slowing things down than anything else. Ryan wondered if it would ever get resolved.
He stayed in touch with Sarah, Bob, Bill and Jorge. They were all pleased that he was now a sheriff and loved the pictures Beverly sent them of him in his uniform.
"The fellas will never believe this shit," Bob wrote in response to the pictures, causing Ryan to laugh.
Then one day, as Ryan and Russell were in the office working, Agent Smith walked in the door. He smiled as he saw Ryan in his uniform.
"Damn," he said. "You look good in that uniform. It suits you."
"Thanks," Ryan said.
"Yeah, I'll make a lawman outta him yet," Russell said as he shook Smith's hand. "So, what can we do for ya, Agent Smith?"
"You got a couple minutes?" Smith asked Ryan.
"Yeah, sure," Ryan said.
"Is there someplace we can talk?" Smith asked. Ryan looked at Russell before responding.



"Yeah," Ryan said. "Right here. Sheriff Coltrane knows everything. There's no secrets in this office." Smith looked at Russell, who nodded his head.
"Alright," Smith said, sitting down. "A couple things bothered me about that site in New Mexico. For one thing, there were only those two vehicles there from Mexico and the Lear jet. I knew from the number of bodies we found there was no way they all got there in that jet and those two vehicles. I also doubted that anyone could have heard that gunfire from 12 miles away. So I pulled the 911 call and had our folks analyze it. They found the noise of a vehicle running in the background."
"So, someone made the call while they were on the road?" Ryan asked. Smith nodded his head.
"Yeah, they had to," he said. "I did some digging and found a vehicle registered to Knight Petroleum in New Mexico. The address matched the one used for the camp. So we put out a nationwide APB and discovered it in the long-term parking at Albuquerque International Sunport."
"Sunport?" Ryan asked.
"Yeah, that's the international airport there," Smith said. "Been called that since the 1990s because they get about 280 days of sun every year." Smith pulled out a photo and showed it to Ryan. "Surveillance cameras there caught this man getting out of the vehicle." Ryan looked and Smith saw recognition in the scarred man's face.
"You've seen this man before?" Smith asked.
"Only about 100 times in my nightmares," Ryan said. "He's the one who fired the RPG that did this," he added, indicating his eye. "You know who he is?"
"His name is James Weston," Smith said. "Formerly of the FBI. He left the Bureau about five years ago to go work for Knight Petroleum. He's one of Jacob Knight's top enforcers."
"Do you know where he is now?" Ryan asked.
"We put out an APB for him as well, but so far, nothing's turned up," Smith said. "I'm pretty sure he knows we're looking for him and he knows how to avoid us."
"You think he had something to do with your agents being killed?" Ryan asked.
"Don't know," Smith said. "But it wouldn't surprise me if he did."
"You think he's coming here?" Ryan asked.
"I'd almost guarantee it," Smith said. "You're the one who gave us all that info, so I'm pretty certain he's going to come after you." He pulled out some additional photos of Weston from his days at the FBI. "You may want to warn your deputies." Ryan nodded his head and Russell agreed.
"You gonna be around for a little while?" Ryan asked.
"I was thinking about it, maybe for a day or two," Smith said.
"Why don't you come out and bunk at my place then," Ryan said. "Beverly would love to have some company and there's always plenty of food."
"I'd like that," Smith said. "Thanks."
"It's settled then," Ryan said. "Let me just call her and let her know."
"I'll pick you up in the morning, Ryan," Russell said. "Sheriff gets his new car tomorrow."
"Sounds like a plan," Smith said. They left at the end of the work day, with Smith following Ryan to his house. Beverly met Ryan with a deep kiss and offered Smith her hand.
"Good to see you again, Agent Smith," she said. "I hope you like meatloaf, mashed potatoes and gravy and green beans."
"Sounds wonderful," Smith said. They sat down to eat after Ryan changed out of his uniform.
"I gotta say, Ryan," Smith said. "That uniform really looks good on you. I'm impressed."
"Well, thanks," Ryan said. "I still have a lot to learn." Smith chuckled.
"You never stop learning in this business," he said.
"Any news on Knight Petroleum?" Ryan asked. "I haven't heard too much in the news lately."
"That's because it's mostly in the hands of the lawyers and the bureaucrats," Smith said. "DEA is looking into the drug connections. Lisa and her lawyers are working with the prosecutor's office back east. Looks like she was starting to get too close to Jake and Elmer's operation."
"And that's why they tried to kill her?" Ryan asked.
"Looks that way," Smith said. "I'm sure she had to know some of what was going on, though. She was there with Jake all those years, after all. Still, he was pretty good as keeping things from her, or so she says."
"Think they'll prosecute her?" Ryan asked. Smith shook his head.
"I doubt it," Smith said. "She's turned state's evidence and I personally don't think anyone will prosecute a woman in her condition."
"What about the shooting of those two agents?" Ryan asked.
"After the shitstorm caused by what happened in New Mexico, the agency changed gears," Smith said. "But personally, I don't think they'll get anywhere. Some heads rolled after that, let me tell you." Smith looked at Ryan before continuing.
"I gotta say, I went over that camp with a fine-toothed comb, just like I would any other crime scene," Smith said. "I don't know how you managed to get in and out like that without leaving any direct evidence. No fingerprints, DNA, nothing. Just a lot of brass and carnage. Even my partner said it looked like a rival drug cartel. DEA said the same thing."
"I've had some experience with that sort of thing," Ryan said quietly.
"Uh huh," Smith said quietly. "You can't be doing that anymore, you know. At least not while you're wearing that badge."
"I know," Ryan said. "I don't think it'll be necessary anyway."
"I hope not," Smith said.
"Me too," Ryan said.
The next day, Russell picked Ryan up in his patrol car. Ryan kissed Beverly and advised her to be on the lookout.
"You call me right away if you see anything suspicious," he said.
"Don't worry, I will," she said. "Go on now. Go get them bad guys." Ryan got in the car and Russell headed out, Smith close behind them. When they got to the station, Russell pulled into the back, Smith parked close by. Ryan saw the new four-wheel drive truck and looked at Russell.
"That mine?" he asked. Russell nodded his head.
"Sure is," he said. "I know how partial you are to trucks, and I know you like the extra headroom."
"Thanks," Ryan said. They got out of the car and a man in a shirt and tie came over to them. He handed Ryan a set of keys.
"I hope you like your new rig, Sheriff," he said. "Top of the line, all the bells and whistles. It'll outrun pretty much anything, on or off the road."
"Thanks," Ryan said. "Looks nice."
"Nice job, Wilbur," Russell said. "You got the paperwork?"
"Sure do, Sheriff," the man said.
"Alright, take it on in and Sergeant Bledsoe will see to it," Russell said. The man nodded his head and went inside.
"Damn," Smith said, looking the truck over. "New job, new truck, new woman. You really did hit the jackpot." Ryan smiled.
"No argument there," he said. They went inside and headed for the briefing room where the other deputies had already gathered. Russell, Ryan and Smith went to the front of the room. Russell conducted the briefing, then turned it over to Smith after introducing him. Smith pointed to the large picture of Weston on the wall.
"The man in this picture is James Weston," Smith began. "He's wanted by the FBI for questioning regarding crimes involving the Knight Petroleum camp in New Mexico that was the scene of an attack. He's a former FBI agent and we believe he's on his way here."
"Excuse me, Agent Smith," a deputy said after raising his hand. "Why would he be coming here?" Smith looked at Ryan. Everyone else did as well.
"He'll be looking for me," Ryan said. "Whatever you do, don't try to take him on by yourself. If you see him, let me know immediately. Call for backup. This man should be considered armed and extremely dangerous." They all nodded their heads and studied the pictures handed out by Sergeant Bledsoe. "Any questions?" Ryan asked. There were none, so Ryan dismissed them with a warning: "Be careful out there."
Everyone filed out of the briefing room and headed for their destinations -- some, like Sgt. Bledsoe, to their desks, while others went out back to their patrol cars. One went out front, where his car was parked. A couple minutes later, Sgt. Bledsoe came back into Russell's office, where he, Ryan and Smith were discussing the situation with Weston.
"Sheriff," she said. "There's a man out front. It looks like that Weston guy. He's got a hostage and a gun." The three men sprang into action and ran into the front office. Ryan looked out the window. Sure enough, there was Weston, across the street. One arm was around the neck of a small blonde woman -- Beverly. He held a small revolver in his other hand.
"Caldwell!" Weston shouted. "I know you're in there! Come out here and face me like a man!" Ryan looked at Russell.
"This is my problem, Sheriff," he said. "Let me handle it. Besides, it's time I start pulling my weight around here." Russell thought for a moment, then nodded his head.
"Alright, Ryan," he said quietly. "How do you want to play this?" Ryan looked at the remaining deputies in the office.
"Clear the streets," he told them. "Get those civilians outta there. And block off both ends of this street. Go!" They moved quickly out of the door, and began herding the citizens away from danger. Sgt. Bledsoe spoke into her radio, and four sheriff's patrol cars blocked each end of the street. Ryan looked at the two men with him.
"Okay, Russell, I want you 10 yards to my right," he said. "Smith, you go 10 yards to my left. Follow my lead."
"Yes, sir," Russell said. He regarded Ryan for a moment. The tall scarred man wasn't just in charge, he was in command, and Russell knew there was a big difference.
They went out the door and Russell went 10 yards down the sidewalk as instructed, pulling his sidearm. Smith went the opposite direction, pulling out his weapon. Ryan stood there and looked Weston in the face. He looked at Beverly, who was struggling as Weston held her tight. He could tell she was frightened and looked her in the face. She settled down and he nodded slightly.
He pulled out his pistol and sent a bullet into the chamber. Standing in the open, he took aim at Weston.
"Boy, if you don't put that gun down and let that woman go right now, you're gonna be in a heap of trouble," he said. "You hear me, boy? I'm giving you to the count of three." The deputies that were close by looked at Ryan, shocked. Some of them had never seen anyone do something like this. Ryan wasn't even trying to take cover. Worse yet, he was taunting this man using language that would piss anyone off in these parts. As Ryan stood, his weapon trained on the man, Weston looked back and forth nervously, between Smith, Ryan and Russell.
"This is between you and me, Caldwell," Weston said. "I missed you the last time, but I won't this time. But maybe I'll fuck this pretty little woman of yours first."
"One," Ryan called. Weston shook his head. Ryan looked at Beverly and made a slight nod with his head, hoping she would get the message. He had been teaching her self defense, and he had recently taught her how to throw a man who grabbed her from behind.
"Two," Ryan called. He looked down at Weston's feet again. "What's the matter, Weston? You gotta hide behind a woman?" he taunted. Weston's face began to turn red. Then Ryan saw Beverly's hands go to the arm around her neck. Good girl, he thought to himself.
"Three," Ryan called. Beverly bent down as far as she could, throwing Weston off balance. Unable to complete the throw, she turned, kneeing him in the groin before running away into the arms of a deputy. Pissed, off balance and in pain, Weston stood back up and took aim at Ryan.
Ryan wasted no time and put a round square into Weston's left eye socket. The bullet went through his head and out the back, taking a fair amount of brain tissue and bone with it. Russell and Smith popped two rounds into Weston's body at the same time.
The three men approached Weston's body, their weapons still trained on him. As they reached him, Ryan kicked Weston's pistol away, observing that it was an older style single action revolver. The hammer hadn't been cocked yet. He looked at Russell before speaking.
"Is this where I'm supposed to read him his rights?" he asked, causing Russell to laugh.
"I don't think that's going to be an issue," Russell said. He looked at Weston's face before speaking again. "Were you aiming for his left eyeball?" he asked Ryan.
"Of course," Ryan said. "An eye for an eye. Isn't that what the good book says?"
"Yeah, but I don't think it was talking about your proficiency with firearms," Russell said. Ryan turned and saw Sgt. Bledsoe coming across the street.
"I called an ambulance, Sheriff," she said. Ryan nodded his head.
"Thank you, Sergeant," he said, motioning for her to follow him. He walked toward Beverly who rushed into his arms, sobbing. He held her as she cried.
"Are you okay?" he asked her. She nodded her head.
"I was so scared," she said.
"It's okay," he said. "You did good. We're partners, remember?" She nodded her head. "Why don't you go inside with Sgt. Bledsoe. She'll look after you and take your statement, okay? I'll be along directly."
"Okay," she said, shaking. Sgt. Bledsoe put an arm around her and led her back across the street.
"It's okay, sweetie," he heard Bledsoe say. "He can't hurt you any more." Ryan walked back to Weston's body.
"I thought you said this guy was former FBI?" Ryan asked Smith.
"Yeah, he was," Smith said. "I guess he got stupid in his old age or something."
"Reckon so," Ryan said. By then, the ambulance arrived. A paramedic checked Weston out, and shook his head. They placed his body on a gurney, covered it up and loaded it into the back of the vehicle.
"Well, Sheriff," Russell said. "Looks like you get to call for cleanup. And you get to handle the paperwork. You know there's going to be an inquiry into the shooting, right?" Ryan nodded his head.
"I figured as much," Ryan said.
"Welcome to law enforcement," Russell said, slapping Ryan on the back. "One thing's for certain, though."
"What's that?" Ryan asked.
"Everyone in town will feel a whole lot safer now. Anyone coming here looking for trouble will know better than to mess with the sheriff in this town," Russell said. They got back into the office and Ryan made some calls as Sgt. Bledsoe took Beverly's statement. When they finished, the sergeant brought Beverly over to him.
"Sheriff, I'm going to take Beverly over to her car now if that's alright?" she asked. "She was delivering eggs to Mrs. Williams when the suspect grabbed her." He knew Mrs. Williams lived close by on a small street a few blocks from downtown, well within walking distance. He looked at Beverly before answering.
"Are you okay?" he asked her.
"I am now," she said. He gave her a hug, holding on to her tight.
"Alright, sweetie," he said. "Why don't you head on home now. I'll see you this evening."
"I've got more eggs to deliver first," she said. He smiled and nodded his head.
"Okay, babe," he said. "Be careful. If you're not up to it, call me and I'll come help."
"I'll be alright," she said. He watched as the sergeant escort Beverly out the door.
"I guess that wraps up this part of my case," Smith said. "I'll be heading on back now, unless you need anything else."
"I think we're good to go," Ryan said. "Thanks again, for everything. You will be here for the wedding, right?"
"Wild horses couldn't keep me away," Smith said. He shook Russell's hand as well. "Good to see you again, Sheriff," he said. Russell nodded his head.
"Same here, Agent Smith," Russell said. After Smith left, Russell turned to Ryan. "Well? Getting the bad guy is just half the job. C'mon, we got paperwork to do. Correction -- YOU have paperwork to do." Resigned to the inevitable, Ryan went with Russell into the office.
That night, he held a trembling Beverly in his arms. Feeling her soft, smooth skin against him, he was sorely tempted to ravish her body, but he knew she needed to be held and comforted. There would be plenty of time for love-making later.
"Hold me, please," she begged. He held her closer to him and took in her scent. "That's the second time you've saved my life," she said. "Tell me, is every day going to be like this?"
"No, sweetheart," he said. "I think we're done with that bunch. They threw their best at us, but they failed." Still, he knew deep inside they had gotten lucky. If Weston had cocked the hammer, things could've ended up a lot different. He kept that to himself, not wanting to cause Beverly any additional angst.
...
Two weeks after the shooting, Ryan sat at the big desk in his office. Russell had already moved to a smaller desk, giving him access to what would be his permanent working area. Having finished his daily reports, he was working on an online course, trying to get far enough ahead so he could take a week to spend on his honeymoon. Russell was gone for the day, doing patrols and meeting with a real estate agent in hopes of selling his house. There was a knock at the door. He looked up to see Sgt. Bledsoe.
"Sheriff, there's a Texas Ranger here to see you," she said.
"Send him in, please," Ryan said. She backed off to allow the Ranger into his office. Ryan took in the tall, lanky, square-jawed man who looked like he just came out of an old western. He wore a battered Stetson, a red shirt, blue jeans and cowboy boots -- with spurs -- and a floor-length duster. Ryan could see the man's badge and the pistols on his hips. Was he imagining things, or were those cap and ball revolvers, he wondered to himself. He motioned for the Ranger to come inside the office and accepted his hand.
"Have a seat. What can I do for you today, Ranger?" Ryan asked.
"Name's Peace," the Ranger said, sitting down. "Justice O. Peace. Just wanted to let you know the inquiry's been finished. They found in your favor."
"That's good to know, Ranger Peace," Ryan said, wondering what kind of a name that was. The Ranger looked at him hard before continuing.
"That was quite some shootin'," Justice said. "Were you really aiming for his left eyeball?" Ryan nodded his head.
"Yes," Ryan said. "How do you know that?"
"That's what you told Sheriff Coltrane, isn't it?" Justice asked.
"I don't recall that being in the report," Ryan said.
"It wasn't," Justice said. "It was an observation on my part. It's kinda what I do. Tell me, was that because of..." he said, pointing at the patch covering Ryan's left eye.
"I reckon so," Ryan said. Justice nodded his head.
"An eye for an eye, huh?" Justice asked. "He took out your eye in the Middle East, so you returned the favor. I can understand that. Your idea of biblical justice, huh?"
"How do you know that?" Ryan asked. Justice shrugged his shoulders.
"It's my job to know," he said. "I can tell a lot about a man by looking in his eyes. Or in your case, eye." Justice stood up and looked out the window. "Been a long time since I was in these parts. An awful lot has changed over the years." Ryan wondered what he was talking about. Sure, there had been improvements over the years and new construction come in, but he had seen pictures of the town and knew it was pretty much the same as it was 40 years ago.
"Just a nice quiet, peace-loving town," Ryan said. "And I get paid to keep it that way." Justice turned and looked at him.
"Yes, you do," Justice said. "You know, when Sheriff Coltrane first named you for this job, a lot of us, myself included, thought it was a mistake. It doesn't happen often, but I'm man enough to admit when I'm wrong." He extended his hand. Ryan stood up and accepted it.
"Thank you, Ranger, that means a lot coming from you," Ryan said. Justice smiled and nodded his head.
"Well, it's certainly not every day I get to meet someone who can make a man's heart go into vapor lock just by lookin' at him," Justice said. Ryan was shocked. He was certain no one knew what happened that day at the courthouse with Jake. "You know, you remind me an awful lot of an old friend of mine. They once said he would charge the gates of hell with a bucket of water," Justice said. "I just wanted to look you in the face and see if you were that kind of man, and I believe you are."



"Well, I'm flattered, Ranger," Ryan said. "Listen, if there's anything me or my department can do to help the Rangers, please feel free to ask." Justice smiled grimly at Ryan as they shook hands.
"I'll remember that, Sheriff Caldwell," Justice said. "You take good care of that woman of yours, you hear me?"
"I will, Ranger," Ryan said. Justice nodded his head.
"We'll be seeing ya," he said as he turned toward to door. "Y'all have a nice day, now, y'hear?"
"Will do, Ranger," Ryan said. "You do the same." A chill went up Ryan's back as he watched the Ranger walk through the office, tipping his hat as he passed Sgt. Bledsoe. He sat back down to his computer and looked up as he heard what he thought was the "clip-clop" sound of hooves on the pavement outside. Looking outside, though, he saw nothing. "Maybe I'm losing it," he thought to himself and turned back to his work.
A few minutes later, there was a tapping at his door. He looked and saw Sgt. Bledsoe.
"Yes, Sergeant, what can I do for you?" he asked.
"If you don't mind my asking, Sheriff, what did that Ranger want?" she asked.
"Says the inquiry is finished and it was a good shoot," Ryan said. "I don't know why they'd send a Ranger out to tell us that, though. Don't they use email?"
"Who knows, these days?" she asked with a smile. "May I speak candidly for a minute, Sheriff?"
"Always, Sergeant," Ryan said. "What's on your mind?"
"Well, the other deputies and I have been talking," she began. "At first, we were a bit concerned when Sheriff Coltrane named you for this job. I mean, with your lack of law enforcement experience and all."
"I can understand that," Ryan said. "I was concerned as well."
"Well, I think I can speak for everyone here when I say that we're all glad you're with us," she said with a smile.
"Thank you, Elaine," he said, referring to her by her first name. "That means a lot to me. Truth is, I'm glad to be here with all of you as well." She smiled as he said that.
"That's all I had, Sheriff," she said. "I'd better get back to work now." Ryan nodded his head.
"Yeah, me too," he said.
...
Two weeks later, he and Beverly received a notice from the county. The board had put them up for a commendation, and the governor and state attorney general were coming to present the awards.
Personally, Ryan didn't think he deserved an award. In his mind, he was just doing his job. He was glad, however, that they decided to give Beverly an award. Nevertheless, he dressed in his best uniform and accompanied Beverly to the courthouse, where the presentation was to be made.
As he listened to governor's speech, he thought it somewhat fitting that a one-eyed sheriff would be given a commendation by a governor restricted to a wheelchair. He watched and smiled with pride as the attorney general placed an award around Beverly's slender neck. Then it was his turn.
After the governor handed him the commendation letter, he turned to the audience for a few short remarks, that concluded with: "And let this be fair warning to those who would come here to make trouble. Don't mess with Texas." Everyone applauded loudly, including Ryan and Beverly.
After the congratulations were over, Beverly whispered in his ear.
"I'm so hot for you, I'm ready to jump your bones right here, cowboy," she said.
"I've never made love to a genuine heroine before, so I'm ready," he said back.
...
Two weeks later, Ryan was in his upstairs bedroom, getting into his tuxedo. Today was the day he and Beverly had been waiting for -- the day they would become husband and wife. Beverly, being the strong woman she is, got through the incident with Weston just fine, despite the initial shock.
As he got dressed, he looked out the window and saw a gleaming white helicopter land on his pistol range. He saw a familiar logo on the side and wondered what was going on. It was a logo he hadn't seen in about four years. He knew Jim planned to ferry them to Las Vegas for their honeymoon, but he wasn't expecting this. He was shocked when he saw Jim climb out of the chopper in a fresh uniform. What the hell, he asked himself. He ran downstairs and made it into kitchen just as Jim walked in.
"Jim," he said. "What the hell?" Jim smiled and shook his hand.
"Like it?" Jim said, showing off his uniform with the gold wings and gold stripes on his sleeve.
"Looks nice," Ryan said. "But..."
"Ah, looks like my boss just got here," Jim said.
"Boss?" Ryan asked. Jim pointed out the front window. Ryan looked and saw a large white limousine pull in front of the house. Ryan ran outside just as a door opened. Out stepped two fairly young Middle Eastern men. One held the door open as a very familiar figure in a gleaming white robe stepped out. He extended a hand, which was filled with the hand of a very attractive Middle Eastern woman. Ryan went out the door and met them at the gate.
"Sheikh Abdullah," Ryan said. "As-salaam alykum," he added, shaking the man's offered hand. The man smiled and responded: "Wa alaykum as-salaam, Ryan. It is good to see you as well, my old friend."
"I'm surprised," Ryan said. "I wasn't expecting you." The old man smiled and nodded his head.
"I just concluded some business, and thought I would visit," he said. "It is, how might you say it, icing on the cake. Please, if I may, let me introduce my wife, Alia," he said, turning slightly to the small woman next to him. Ryan knew the sheikh wasn't as much of a traditionalist as other Middle Eastern men, but he didn't want to offend the man, or his wife. So, he placed his right hand on the left side of his chest and bowed slightly while greeting her. She smiled and did the same.
"And my oldest sons, Muhammad and Ibrahim," the sheikh said. Ryan shook their hands and greeted them as well.
"I understand you spent some time in our country," Muhammad said.
"I did," Ryan said. "I worked for your father for a time, but I never met his family."
"My sons were in college at the time," the sheikh said. "Harvard Business School. Now they get to prove that I did not waste my money educating them." Ryan chuckled at that.
"Please, come inside," Ryan said. He held the gate open for them and ushered them inside. The house was already full of guests, but Ryan found Bob and waved him over.
"Sheikh, this is my son-in-law, Robert Greene," Ryan said. Bob shook the sheikh's hand, then Muhammad's and Ibrahim's. He nodded at Alia, having noticed that Ryan did not shake her hand.
"So you are 'Gunner,' is that right?" the sheikh asked. Bob smiled sheepishly and nodded his head.
"Yes, that's what I've been called," he said.
"It suits you," the sheikh said. "Jim told me all about you. I've been following your career at the Commerce Department. That report you wrote on making Amtrak profitable was quite interesting."
"You read that?" Bob asked, surprised.
"Oh, yes," the sheikh said. "Too bad your government will never adopt it, though. It makes too much sense." They all laughed at that. "Personally, I think your talents are wasted at the Commerce Department. Perhaps it's time you spread your wings and take on new challenges."
"I don't know what else I'd do," Bob said.
"Perhaps you'd like to come work for me," the sheikh said.
"Work for you?" Bob asked. "Doing what?"
"Well, it's going to make the news soon anyway, so I might as well tell you," the sheikh said. "As you know, Knight Petroleum is in the middle of a shake-up. Stock plummeting, confidence falling, the whole infrastructure is collapsing."
"Yes, I've been following that," Bob said.
"Well, I've just concluded a deal to take it over," the sheikh said. Bob looked shocked. "Yes, we now have control of nearly 75 percent of the available stock in the company and we concluded a deal. It just has to be approved by your government, but that's a mere formality at this point. We are now in the process of recruiting new leadership to take over as soon as the transition is approved. Everyone on the old management team is transitioning out and the new leadership will be in place within a few days. I just need a new CFO, and I felt it was time to inject some new blood. Would you be interested in the position?"
"Wow," Bob said, excited. "Yes, sir, I would. Very much."
"Excellent," the sheikh said. "Let's meet after the festivities and we can discuss the details of the acquisition and your compensation package."
"That sounds terrific, sheikh, thanks," Bob said. The sheikh turned back to Ryan and took an envelope from Muhammad. He handed it to Ryan.
"I hope you don't mind," the sheikh said. "A small wedding gift. I've placed my executive helicopter and my pilot at your disposal for the week, and I took the liberty of upgrading your reservation. You and your lovely bride are now in the penthouse suite, at my insistence. And I've given you just a little bit of walking around money."
"Thank you, sheikh, you didn't have to do that," Ryan said.
"I know, but I wanted to," the older man said. "Enjoy, please. After all, how often do you get to visit Las Vegas?"
"Very true," Ryan said. "You have my heartfelt thanks."
"Speaking of which, where is your lovely bride?" the sheikh asked.
"She's upstairs with my daughter getting ready," Ryan said. "It's tradition that the bride stay out of sight until the beginning of the wedding."
"Ah, I understand," the sheikh said. "Well, then, Mr. Greene, would you please accompany us to our seats?"
"Absolutely," Bob said. "Then I have to get back. I'm Dad's best man." The sheikh nodded in approval. Ryan watched as they walked out and opened the envelope. His eyes grew wide when he saw a pre-paid Visa card. A card attached to it said $100,000 was loaded on it. A small gift, indeed. He knew this was chump change for the sheikh, however.
He looked around the house for a moment and thought about all he had been through to get to this point in his life. The place was packed with friends, both old and new. His old team -- Bill, Buster, Ian, Jim and Cap -- were all there, along with Jorge, Jay Goldsmith, every deputy that wasn't on duty and of course, Russell. A few members of the county board of commissioners were there as well. He hoped they would have enough food and drink for everyone. He was glad he had plenty of space out back for everyone to park.
Quite a few friends of Beverly's were there as well, along with some of their neighbors. There was one person missing, though. He looked out front and saw a dark SUV pull into the driveway. After it stopped, he saw Agent Smith get out, then open the passenger door for his wife. Ryan smiled as he greeted his friend.
"I thought you guys weren't going to make it," Ryan said.
"Wouldn't miss this for the world," Smith said. He introduced his wife, Gloria, and Buster walked them out to their seats. Ryan looked at his watch and realized it was about time. He checked himself one last time in a mirror, then headed out.
He stood at the outdoor altar with Bob, Ian and Cap. They all turned as the Wedding March was played on the outdoor sound system. Everyone got a smile as little Ryan walked down the aisle, spreading flower petals in front of the procession.
Bob steadied Ryan as he watched his bride-to-be walk down the aisle on Russell's arm, preceded by Sarah, Elaine Bledsoe and Trish Callaway, one of Beverly's long-time friends. Beverly looked so beautiful to him that he had to remind himself to breathe. When they reached the altar, the pastor asked, "Who gives this woman to be married?"
"On behalf of the community of Hard Rock, Texas, I do," Russell said. Everyone smiled at that. The ceremony was uplifting, and the whole thing was captured and streamed live for the benefit of Beverly's son, who couldn't get away from the Naval Academy. A few days before the wedding, Ryan had finally gotten a chance to talk with him over Skype and they hit it off just fine.
When it was finished, the pastor asked them to face the audience.
"And now, it is my distinct pleasure to introduce for the first time, Mr. and Mrs. Ryan Caldwell," the pastor said, prompting applause from everyone. The reception went well, as a local band played an eclectic mix of country, bluegrass and rock music. There was plenty of food and drink and everyone had a good time, reminiscing and dancing.
Everyone came up to wish the newly-married couple well and Ryan was glad no one ruined the day by mentioning Lisa. Not that they needed to -- Ryan already knew her situation thanks to Jorge, Sarah and others. Having lost the vast majority of her wealth, she had been forced to sell her mansion and was now in assisted living while undergoing therapy that could last years. On top of that, she was still considered an accomplice to much of what Jake, Elmer and the board had been doing. The only thing that kept her out of jail was her cooperation and her physical condition.
Timmy, the man who shot Lisa, was facing about 10 years in jail, thanks to a plea deal his lawyers made with the federal prosecutor. A number of mid and lower-echelon managers with Knight were also on their way to jail for various crimes. Police in England still had not solved Blackstone's murder, but were pursing all leads with the assistance of the FBI.
The class action lawsuit was still slowly working its way through the system, and Ryan figured he would never see a dime from it. Still, he was heartened to know that Knight's legacy would always be remembered with infamy.
Authorities attributed the attack on the Knight compound to a drug cartel operating south of the border and Smith was on his way to Washington, D.C., where he would take a new deputy director position responsible for cleaning up the agency.
All in all, Ryan thought, everything worked out well. He and Beverly still hadn't worked out all the details regarding their two homes, but he knew they would, eventually. Beverly's egg business was doing well and she had mentioned expanding it and perhaps hiring in a couple of people, turning her old house into an office space.
"I just want to say thanks for staying to look out for my chickens," Beverly told Sarah and Bob. "I just hope it isn't asking too much."
"Nonsense, Mom," Sarah said. "I'm a veterinarian, remember? It's a pleasure. Besides, you two deserve some time together."
"Are you sure you guys can handle all this?" Ryan asked Bob, handing him keys to the house.
"Don't worry, Dad," Bob told him. "Sarah and I will take care of this."
"And we'll help him, won't we boys?" Buster asked. Cap, Ian, Bill and Jorge nodded their heads.
"Alright," Ryan said. "Thanks for everything."
"No problem, Dad," Bob said. "You guys go, have fun." Ryan turned to Russell.
"You got everything under control?" he asked. Russell laughed.
"Oh, I think we can manage a week without you," he said, laughing. "Go on, your chopper's waiting."
Ryan and Beverly said their goodbyes and ran through a gauntlet of well-wishers tossing rice. They made it to the helicopter and Jim closed the door as they climbed in. Jim had already loaded their luggage on the helicopter and they were ready to go. Everyone could see, "Just Married" written on one of the back windows after the door was closed.
"Sorry," Cap whispered to Sheikh Abdullah. "I couldn't help myself."
"No problem," the sheikh said. "It will give Jim something to do." They all laughed. They waved as Ryan and Beverly waved from the chopper. They watched as the aircraft lifted slowly, then turned and headed north.
"You think they'll join the mile high club in that thing?" Buster asked.
"It wouldn't be the first time it's happened," the sheikh said, smiling. "It is much more comfortable than that rickety old thing Jim likes to tinker with."
"Think Ryan finally found what he was looking for?" Ian asked. The sheikh nodded his head.
"I think so," he said. Sarah looked at him, confused.
"What was he looking for?" she asked. The sheikh looked at the chopper, now nearly out of sight.
"Peace," he said. "And a father's justice."
...
Fade to black...
Notes:
Apologies in advance if I got any of the greeting with the sheikh and his wife wrong. I relied on Google for that, so if anything is incorrect, the blame falls on Google...
As far as I know, there is no town in west Texas named Hard Rock. I made that up for the purpose of this story.
I also know that sheriffs in most jurisdictions are elected, not appointed. Remember, this is MY universe, where my rules apply...
For those who may be wondering, "Ranger" Justice O. Peace is from my series "Justice." I suggest you read that series to learn about him.
On a final note, I want to thank everyone for the votes and kind words. I hope you enjoyed this series as much as I enjoyed crafting it for you. I'm sure there are those who want to say this or that wouldn't or couldn't happen, but this is a work of fiction, and therefore isn't real.
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I looked at the faded black-and-white photo that fell out of my grandfather's old unit book. I recognized my grandfather right off. He was dressed in his Army uniform, with his hat sitting at a rakish angle on his head.
Standing next to him with her arm draped over his, was an attractive woman wearing a long skirt, blouse and jacket that was typical of the period. I looked on the back of the photo and saw, "Grove and Doris, Hawaii, 1946," handwritten on the back. Grove was my grandfather's name -- Grover Harrison. To me, though, he was always just, "Pops."
So who was Doris, I wondered. I knew it wasn't my grandmother -- her name was Patricia. I had never heard my grandfather ever mention anyone named Doris. Perhaps she was just a girlfriend from his time in the war. I decided to ask him about it the next time I saw him, which would be later that day.
I put everything back and went to my apartment, which took up the entire basement of my grandfather's house. I moved here at his insistence several months ago when he went to the nursing home. It made sense the way he explained it. He wanted someone to look after things while he was gone and it would save me money as well.
For several years now, my grandfather had been suffering from a number of medical issues. Thankfully, Alzheimer's or dementia weren't among them. Nevertheless, it got to the point where he could no longer do the things he used to do and with my parents deceased, there was no one to take care of him in the way he needed.
Sure, he had someone come by once a week to clean the place and gardeners came by once a week to look after the yard. But that wasn't enough. I did as much as I could, but I work during the week. At this stage, he needed full-time care, especially considering that he was now restricted to a wheelchair all day long.
"It's not easy getting around when you're 99 years old, you know," he would say in that Minnesota accent of his. "Things start to break down about that time."
So I took a shower and grabbed a bite to eat, then headed to the nursing home. When I got there, I waved to the nurses at the front desk and signed in.
"How's my grandfather today?" I asked Julie, the nurse at the desk.
"Frisky as ever," she said with a smile. I smiled back.
"Did he try to pat you on the rear end again?" I asked.
"Of course," she said. "He does that every morning when I take him his breakfast." I laughed and headed to his private room.
"Hey, Trey, come on in, son," he said when I knocked on his partially-open door. That's me, by the way -- Trey Harrison. I walked in and gave him a manly hug.
"Hey, Pops," I said. "How're you feeling this morning?"
"Oh, fair to middlin' I guess," he said. We talked about a number of things -- fishing, news, the general state of the union -- for a while. Then I pulled out the photo.
"Whatcha got there, son?" he asked. I handed it to him and watched as his face changed. A number of emotions crossed his face -- sadness, anger and maybe a bit of guilt. He looked down and handed the photo back. "Where did you find that?" he asked.
"It fell out of your old unit book from the war," I said. "I was just curious about who she was. I never heard you mention anyone named Doris before. Was she a girlfriend or something?"
"Something, all right," he said. "I thought I had gotten rid of all her pictures. Obviously not."
"I'm sorry," I said. "I didn't mean to drudge up bad memories."
"It's all right, son," he said. "I guess if there's anyone who has a right to know about her, it's you. Listen, why don't you get us a cup of coffee, then close the door and I'll tell you about her."
"Sure, Pops," I said. I grabbed us each a cup of coffee -- decaf for him -- then closed the door and sat back down. While I was up, I turned on the audio recorder on my phone, hoping I had enough space to get the whole thing.
"Thanks, son," he said after I handed him his cup. He collected his thoughts for a bit before he continued. "Just so you know, you're the only person I've ever told this to. I don't care if you record it for yourself, but this absolutely cannot be repeated to anyone, ever. Do you understand me?"
"Sure, Pops," I said. "I'm recording, but it's just for me."
"Okay," he said. He took a sip of coffee and looked up for a minute before continuing.
...
Grove's story, as transcribed from the audio recording:
I should probably start from the beginning. I was halfway into my junior year of college when the Japanese hit Pearl Harbor. Like everyone else, I went down to enlist. Unfortunately, I wasn't able to because of my flat feet. They had never bothered me before, but I didn't argue. So I went back to school and finished my degree in physics.
After I graduated in 1943, the government came to me, if you can believe that. Said they needed my expertise on a new project. Apparently, my flat feet weren't a problem anymore. So I agreed and signed on the bottom line.
They put me through a quick officer's candidate school, made me a second lieutenant, put me in the Army Corps of Engineers and assigned me to something called the Manhattan Project. I was shocked when they told me what it was all about. Who would've ever thought about using nuclear material for a bomb?
It was an exciting time. I actually got to work with some of the most renowned scientists of the day, including J. Robert Oppenheimer and Enrico Fermi. I learned more from them than I did in my whole time at college.
I was one the more than 400 people at the Alamogordo site when the first bomb test was conducted. We didn't even know if the damn thing would work. But it did, and the world changed that very day.
I was sent to Tinian, an island in the Pacific, where I was to help set up and load the bomb that would be used on Hiroshima. We all hoped this would work, and would cause the Japanese to surrender. The bomb worked just fine, but they didn't surrender. Three days later, we sent another bomb, this time to Nagasaki.
We all knew the stakes were high. If the bomb didn't work, or if the Japanese didn't surrender, we would have to send our boys in to take the nation by force. And if that happened, we knew the casualty rate would be extremely high. Fortunately, it worked. The next day, the Japanese offered to surrender. On August 12, the United States said it would accept the offer to surrender. In early September, the formal surrender ceremony took place.
I stayed on Tinian for a while and took part in the damage assessment phase of the attacks on Nagasaki. I still have nightmares about that. It wasn't just the physical damage that got to me -- that was bad enough. It was seeing the survivors and the things they were dealing with. Yes, I was proud that I had helped end the war, but I wasn't proud of the fact that the two bombs I helped deliver to Japan killed over 100,000 people. That still sticks in my craw.
I made my reports and was finally reassigned to something that would turn into "Joint Army/Navy Task Force One" in February 1946, about the time news broke of a Soviet spy ring in Canada that caused a bit of a stir. I went to Hawaii and pulled R&R there for a while, and that's when I met her.
She introduced herself to me as Doris Hastings, originally from Norman, Oklahoma. She was a delightful woman, and quite beautiful. We spent a lot of time together, dancing and making out on the beach.
Of course, she could do a lot more than dance. The things that woman did with her mouth drove me nuts. We had what you would call a whirlwind romance and got married by a justice of the peace in April 1946.
Later that year, I was involved in something called "Operation Crossroads," which consisted of two nuclear tests in the Bikini Atoll. There was a third test scheduled, but that one got canceled.
I re-upped in 1947 and was made part of a joint operation to perform nuclear testing in Nevada. Doris and I moved to what was then the town of Las Vegas, since that was just an hour or so away from where the new testing facility would be located. Believe me, it was nothing compared to what it is now.
Anyway, we continued our lives and I thought things were going well between us. One day, though, as I was making my way home from the test site, I saw Doris' car parked at a motel on the edge of town. That was 1948, I think. My memory's not quite what it used to be. What was she doing there, I wondered. I could only think of one reason why she would be at a motel, and it certainly wasn't good.
...
I stopped the recording when a nurse tapped on the door. Pops and I looked up and saw the young woman enter the room. She walked over to my grandfather and smiled down at him.
"Are you ready for your therapy, Mr. Harrison?" she asked.
"Only if you're taking me," he said with a smile and a wink. I couldn't help but smile watching the old man flirt with the young nurse. She smiled back and unlocked the wheels, then began pushing him to the door.
"I'm gonna be a bit busy for a while, son," he told me. "Come by tomorrow and we'll talk some more."
"Sure, Pops," I said, giving him a goodbye hug. "Take care of my grandfather, now," I said to the nurse.
"Of course," she said. I left the room and headed home. I looked through his things, trying to find a clue about this woman, but found nothing. I looked through all of his old papers, and saw a number of commendations, letters, awards, but nothing that even mentioned this Doris woman -- not even an old marriage license or any records related to a house in Las Vegas. Of course, if there had been anything left, it would probably have been long gone by now, I thought.
I looked at my watch and remembered I had a date with Karen that night, so I got ready and left to pick her up. We had been dating exclusively for the last several months and I was nearly at the point of popping the big question. She looked good, as always, wearing a fairly short green dress that accentuated her eyes and flaming red hair. She also showed off a lot of what Pops called "a great set of gams."
As we sat at the Texas Roadhouse eating, she looked at me with concern.
"Are you alright, Trey?" she asked. "You seem to be a million miles away."
"I went to see Pops today," I said.
"Is he alright?" she asked.
"Yeah, feisty as ever," I said.
"Well, what's the problem?" she asked, concern on her face.
"I found this today in one of his old unit books from the war," I said, pulling the photo from my pocket. She looked at it for a moment before speaking.
"This is your grandfather?" she asked. I nodded my head. "Good-looking man. I can see where you get your looks from. He kinda reminds me of that actor, Errol Flynn. Who's the woman with him?"
"Her name was Doris. Pops said he was married to her before he married my grandmother," I said. "Funny, I don't recall him ever mentioning her before. My parents never mentioned her, either. I looked, but I couldn't find anything in his stuff mentioning her. No letters, notes, cards, nothing. And you know how he held onto everything."
"Sounds like a mystery to me," she said. "So, are you going to go all Sam Spade on me now?" I laughed.
"No, but I am curious," I said. "I mean, what happened to her?"
"Well, I happen to know some people who search public records for a living," she said. "I can make a couple calls and see what comes up, if that'll help. If he was married to this woman, we should be able to find something. What was her name again?"
"He said it was Doris Hastings, and she was supposedly from Norman, Oklahoma," I said.
"Well, if there is anything, I'm sure we can find it," she said.
"That would be great," I said. "Thanks."
"You're welcome," she said with a smile. "So, what did your grandfather do during the war?"
"He says he was part of the Manhattan Project," I said.
"Wasn't that the bunch who dropped the bomb on Japan?" she asked. I nodded my head. "Wow," she said.
"Yeah," I said. "He never talked about it before. I know he worked for the government until the late 60s, then went into teaching. That's where he met my grandmother."
"Hmm," Karen said. "Interesting." We dropped the subject and finished our dinner, then went for a drink and some dancing and finally back to my place, where she reminded me again of why I found her so alluring and sexy.
The next morning, she woke up early and padded upstairs to fix us a light breakfast. I rolled out of bed and went upstairs after doing my morning business and throwing on my robe. I got upstairs to see her wearing nothing but an apron, buttering some bagels. Cupping her firm and delectable rear end, I gave her a kiss.
"Watch it now," she said, laughing. She handed me a bagel, which I gladly accepted. I poured us each a cup of coffee and we sat to eat at the breakfast nook.
"Why are you up so early?" I asked.
"Well, I need to get home to get ready for work," she said. I knew she worked at the DMV office. Her job put her in front of people most of the day, renewing vehicle registrations and that sort of thing.
"Why don't you move some stuff in here so you don't have to leave so early?" I asked.
"Why, Trey, that almost sounds like a commitment," she said with a smile. "Are you sure about this?"
"Absolutely," I said, kissing her hand. "I could get used to waking up to this every morning."
"Yeah?" she asked. "Well, you know what they say about redheads, right? You've never seen me get pissed off."
"Then I guess I'll have to be on my best behavior," I told her.
"Damn right," she said with a smile. "I guess we could try for a bit, if you really want to up things a notch. So, what's on your plate today?"
"I have a server install this morning," I said. "I should be finished with that about 2:00 if all goes well, then I'll go over to see Pops. I wanna hear more of his story."
"Okay," she said. "Don't forget, I'll be over at Mom's after work. She promised to help me with something I've been working on. I'll call you this evening, okay?"
"Sounds like a plan," I said. "Tell your mother I said hello."
"I will," she said. "Mom really likes you, you know."
"Yeah, I like her too. She reminds me of you for some reason," I said, causing her to laugh.
"Are we still on for this weekend?" she asked. "Remember, you promised to give me a rematch at the miniature golf course."
"Of course," I said. "Maybe we can go see Pops if you want."
"Sure," she said. "You do know that all he does is look at my legs?" I ran a hand up one of her legs.
"Can you blame the old guy?" I asked. "I like looking at these legs myself."
"You're such a naughty boy," she joked.
"Only with you," I said, prompting a smile. After we finished our breakfast, she went back downstairs and threw her clothes on, then headed out. I gave her a kiss at the door and watched as she got into her car and drove off. I headed back into the kitchen and poured a bowl of cereal. Karen was a wonderful woman, but she ate like a bird.
I finished my cereal and went back downstairs to get ready for the day. I only had the one server install, which suited me just fine. For the last several years, I had worked as a self-employed IT consultant, mostly doing work for various computer manufacturers.
They provided the equipment, scheduled the appointments and I did the work, along with whatever maintenance the client agreed to. The client paid the manufacturer, who, in turn, paid me. The hours were good, the pay was great, and I liked the boss, a man whose face I saw every morning in the mirror.
The install went as I had planned, and by 2:00 pm, everything was up and running just as it should. The client signed off on the work, happy to see the new system in place. I jumped in my work truck, scanned the paperwork with my portable scanner, emailed it to the manufacturer and headed over to see Pops.
"Hey, Pops," I said, giving him a hug. "How're you doing?"
"Oh, fair to middlin, I guess," he said in that accent I loved so much. "I guess you wanna hear more about Doris?"
"Yeah," I said. "If that's alright."
"Sure," he said. "Get some coffee and I'll tell you some more." I poured us each a cup of coffee and put his cup in the holder attached to his chair. I sat down and started my voice recorder.
"So, where was I?" Pops asked.
"You had just seen Doris' car at the motel the first time," I said.
"Oh, yeah," he said. He closed his eyes and thought for a moment before continuing.
...
Grove continues his narration:
After I saw Doris' car at the motel that first day, I went home in a state of turmoil. She had never given me any clue that she wasn't happy in our marriage. She was always loving and warm. I had no idea there was a problem. Perhaps, I thought, it's true the husband is always the last to know about these things.
I knew I needed to get more information before doing anything rash. For starters, I needed to act normally, which was hard. I was hurt, humiliated and more than a little upset. It would be very hard for me to respond to her normally if, in fact, she really was cheating.
I also knew I had to take decisive action, given the sensitivity of my position. Something like this could be used against me by a hostile foreign power. I had been through all the security briefings and had heard this was the type of thing the Reds like to use as blackmail.
I grabbed the telephone book and looked for a private investigator. I called one going by the name of James Ham and spoke to his receptionist. She put me through to him and I made an appointment to see him first thing in the morning. My next call was to my boss. I explained the situation to him and he agreed I needed to get to the bottom of it, so he gave me the day off.
Shortly after I got off the phone, Doris pulled in. She came into the house carrying a bag of groceries and set them down on the kitchen counter. I looked, but didn't see anything out of whack. Her clothes looked fresh, her makeup wasn't messed up and her hair looked as good as it did when I last saw her. She came over and gave me a kiss on the cheek and I didn't detect any strange odors.
"So, how was your day?" she asked.
"Okay, I guess," I told her. Even though she was my wife, I was forbidden from giving any details of my work, so I often spoke in generalities. "Just dealing with things as they come up. How was yours?"
"The same," she said. "Did some shopping, then went to the store and picked up some stuff for dinner."
"So, you didn't go anywhere else or see someone today?" I asked.
"No, nothing else," she said. "Why?" I couldn't believe it. She just lied to my face. How long has she been lying to me like this, I wondered.
"Oh, nothing, I was just curious, that's all," I said. Damn. Damn, damn, damn. "What's on your plate for tomorrow?"
"Probably more of the same," she said. I'll bet, I thought to myself. I changed into some civvies and joined her at the table for dinner. After dinner, we grabbed some sherry and sat down to watch a bit of television. We had bought one of the first TVs mass produced, an old RCA.
There wasn't really a whole lot to watch in those days, not like today, but we enjoyed the old Kraft Television Theatre. Milton Berle was also a favorite of ours, and I always enjoyed the old Superman serials and The Life of Riley. The old Candid Camera came out about that time, too, I think. They sure don't make 'em like that anymore, I tell ya.



Anyway, we watched some television, then went on to bed. I had a hard time trying to be the same with her that night, but I managed. I think Doris noticed something was off, but she never said anything.
The next day, we had breakfast as usual. I put my uniform on, grabbed a cup of coffee and headed out. I didn't want her to think I was doing anything different, so I stopped at a diner for some coffee before my meeting with James.
I got to his office and was ushered in by a blonde gum-chewing receptionist. James looked up as I came in, stood and shook my hand. He sat back down, lit up a cigarette and looked at me through the smoke.
"So, what can I do for you today, Captain, uh, Harrison?" he asked, referring to my rank while glancing at a paper on his desk. I told him about seeing Doris' car at the motel and explained that my work was quite sensitive, without saying exactly what.
"So, you suspect your wife is running around on you and you want me to get to the bottom of it, is that it?" he asked.
"Yes, it is," I said.
"Alright," he said. "Let me have what you got on her -- a picture, the make of her car, her license plate, and so on, then give me a week or so to see what I can come up with. I like to know as much as possible about her, so I'll call some colleagues in Hawaii and Oklahoma and see what we can come up with. Might take a few days and cost a bit extra, if you're okay with that."
"Yes, of course," I said. You have to remember, we didn't have all the fancy gadgets and doo-dads you youngsters take for granted today. Nosiree. A gumshoe had to work hard to get the goods back in those days.
I gave him the information on her car, the color, make and license plate number, then I handed him a picture. The same one you found, in fact. His brow furrowed for a bit when he looked at it. I didn't understand why at the time, but I would later on.
"Okay," James said. "In the meantime, don't do anything stupid. Let me do my job. It could be nothing. Maybe she's meeting an old friend or member of the family. You thinking about getting a divorce?"
"I don't know," I said. "I guess it depends on what you find out."
"Alright," he said, handing me a business card. "That's the name of an attorney I highly recommend. My receptionist will handle my retainer. I like to have something up front to get started, then I'll bill you for the rest when I'm done. Fair enough?"
"Yeah, that's fine," I said.
"Call me in, say, 10 days, and I should have a full report for you," he said.
"Thank you, Mr. Ham," I said.
"You're welcome, and good luck, Captain," he said, standing up while offering me his hand. I shook it, then left and settled up with the receptionist. I looked at the card, and asked for directions, which the receptionist was more than happy to provide. I drove to a small house on the edge of downtown that had a sign that read, "Wilbur Capshaw, Attorney at Law. Divorces handled here, quickly." Back then, Nevada was considered the divorce capital of the country.
I parked and went inside, where another blonde receptionist escorted me into the office of Wilbur Capshaw, Esquire. I couldn't but wonder if blonde receptionists grew on trees here. Wilbur stood and shook my hand when I came in and asked me to take a seat.
"What can I do for you today, Captain?" he asked.
"Well," I said. "I'm thinking about getting a divorce and was wondering about my options."
"You came to the right place," he said. "You looking for a quick 'Reno' divorce?"
"I'd like it to be quick," I said.
"I can handle that for you, easily," he said. "On what grounds are you looking to divorce?"
"Possibly adultery," I said. "I'm not sure yet."
"Oh?" he asked. "Why not?"
"Well, I don't have any conclusive proof yet," I said. "I got someone looking into it for me."
"By someone, you mean, Mr. Ham?" he asked. "He called and said you might be coming by. I get a lot of business from him."
"Uh, yeah," I said. He nodded his head. "So, how does this work?" I asked him.
"How long you been here in Nevada?" he asked.
"Several months, since I was assigned here last year," I told him.
"Good," Wilbur said. "So residency isn't an issue. According to the law, you only have to have lived here six weeks. Can you get someone to testify that you've been here all that time?"
"Absolutely," I said.
"Even better yet," he said. "Well, basically, the way it works is this. Once you decide to do it, come see me. I'll get the paperwork done, get it filed and have her served, then arrange for an attorney in Reno to go into court with you. You'll need to get there on your own, either by car or train. I suspect you already have a car, right?"
"Yes, I do," I said, nodding my head.
"Once there, you'll go into the courthouse, you or your attorney will present your case and if she doesn't contest it, you'll walk out a few minutes later a free man, divorce decree in hand. Later, if you want, you can even toss your wedding ring in the Truckee River."
"Just like that?" I asked.
"Pretty much," he said.
"Well, I'd like to see what Mr. Ham finds first," I said.
"I understand," Wilbur said. "You don't want to go off half-cocked. Just so you know, though, you can still divorce her. Hell, I know of a fella who divorced his wife 'cause she wouldn't let him listen to the radio."
"Wow," I said.
"Yeah," Wilbur said. "He called it 'cruelty,' if you can believe that. Take your time, make sure this is something you want, then come see me. I'll still be here."
"Thank you, Mr. Capshaw," I said. "I may just do that."
"My pleasure, Captain," he said, standing up. We shook hands and I left. When I got back into my car, I realized it was time for lunch and went back to the diner to eat and think about my options. I ate my lunch and thought back, wondering what it was I had done wrong. I always put her before myself and did my best to treat her with respect and love. How could she do something like this? Before I knew it, it was 2:00 pm. I couldn't sit there all day, and I didn't really feel like getting drunk. I had an idea and headed out after paying my bill and leaving a nice tip for the waitress who had been so patient with me.
I drove by the motel where I saw her parked before and didn't see her car. Good, I thought. I decided to go home and surprise her. When I got to our house, though, I saw a strange car with California plates parked out front. I pulled into the driveway and parked next to Doris' car, then headed for the door.
...
Pops and I both looked up as we heard a tapping on the door, interrupting his narrative. I turned the recording off as a nurse stuck her head in the door.
"It's time to get you ready for dinner, Mr. Harrison," she said sweetly. He smiled back at her.
"Already?" he asked. "My, time flies when you're having fun." I stood up and gave Pops a hug.
"I'd better get going, then," I said. "I'll be by tomorrow, if that's okay."
"That's more than okay, son," he said. "See ya then." I nodded at the nurse as I left and went on home.
When I got there, I checked my schedule for the next day, which happened to be Friday. I didn't have any installs scheduled, but I did have some maintenance work planned, which could all be done remotely. I sat at my computer and started doing a search.
I found several old articles mentioning James Ham, and also learned that he had served in the Office of Strategic Services, or OSS, during the war. The OSS, I knew from a documentary I once saw on the History Channel, was the forerunner to the CIA. I also found mention of Capshaw, a divorce lawyer who made a ton of money facilitating quick divorces during the 1940s and 1950s.
Don't get me wrong -- I never once had any reason to doubt my grandfather. I just wanted to find something -- anything -- that could corroborate his story. After dinner, I got a call from Karen. She was at her mother's house working on a project of hers. She loved to knit and crochet and often sought help from her mother, who was an expert.
"So, how did it go with your grandfather today?" she asked.
"It went well," I said. "I'll probably go over tomorrow afternoon when I get finished."
"Okay," she said. "Don't forget we have a date tomorrow night."
"How could I forget something like that?" I asked. She chuckled at that.
"By the way, Mom said to tell you hi," she said. I heard her mother in the background yell out, "Hi, Trey!" I laughed.
"Tell your mother I said hello," I told Karen. I could hear her turn to her mother.
"Trey said to tell you hello, Mom," she said before turning back to the phone.
"By the way, Trey Harrison," she began. "I love you. I know I don't tell you that as often as I should, but I do."
"I love you too, Karen," I said. Karen had been hurt bad in the past and wasn't one to express love at the drop of a hat. I felt truly lucky that she felt as though she could tell me that. And the truth of the matter was, I really did love her.
"I'll see you tomorrow night, okay?" she asked.
"I'll see you then," I said. We said our goodbyes and ended the call.
The next day, I finished my work earlier than I had anticipated. I spent some time checking my schedule for the next week, sent out my time sheets so I could get paid and headed off to see Pops. I wanted to hear the rest of his story.
When I got to the nursing home, I said hello to Julie, who smiled as I signed in, then went to his room. I gave him the customary hug and poured us each a cup of coffee, placing his cup in the holder.
"So, how are you and things with that redhead?" he asked. "What's her name? Karen?"
"Yes, Pops, it's Karen, and things are really good between us," I said.
"You thinking about marrying her?" Pops asked. I nodded my head.
"I think so, Pops," I said. He nodded his head and smiled.
"You know, it'd be perfectly okay by me if you want to, you know, move her into the old place," he said with a wink.
"You mean, live in sin?" I asked sarcastically while acting shocked. He laughed.
"I may be old, but I'm not stupid," he said. "She's a good influence on you, son. And I know your grandmother would approve as well."
"Thanks, Pops," I said. "I just wish Mom and Dad were still here." He smiled and patted my knee.
"I know, son," he said. "So do I. But it's time you started looking toward your future. And I think Karen should be a part of that. But that's not what you're really here to hear is it?" I smiled at that. He leaned back and closed his eyes for a moment. "Let me see, where was I now?"
"You just pulled in front of your house and saw a strange car out front," I said. Having read some online stories, I knew the "strange car out front" routine well as quite a few writers included that in their stories.
"Oh, yes," he said. He gave me a minute to start my recording before he continued.
...
I parked my car and took a deep breath before walking into the house. What would I find, I wondered to myself. Would she be in his arms? Would they be having sex in my bed? I screwed up my courage and got out of the car. I walked in the house, not knowing what I would find.
When I stepped inside, I saw a tall, well-built man in a dark suit sitting on the couch. He stood up as I walked inside. Doris was in the kitchen, fixing dinner. She came out when she heard the door open, and I saw her wiping her hands on the apron she wore around her house dress.
"Grove, you're home early," she said. "I was just starting dinner. Please, meet my cousin, Michael J. Smith, from Ardmore, Oklahoma. Mike, this is my husband, Grove." The man extended a hand and I reluctantly shook it. I noticed what appeared to be a smudge of lipstick on his mouth and I took note of a slight scar that ran across his right cheek.
"It's a pleasure to finally meet you," he said in perfect English. I would have thought that being from Oklahoma, he might have a slight western accent, but he didn't. I found it rather odd. But then again, I hadn't met that many people from Oklahoma before.
"A pleasure to meet you, Mike," I said. "Please, have a seat. I'm just going to get out of this uniform if you don't mind."
"Not at all," he said with a smile. Something about that smile set me on edge. Don't ask me what it was, but I just didn't feel too good about it. I opened the door to my office, and set my briefcase down, double-checking to make sure it was locked. I closed and locked the door, then went into the master bedroom to change.
While there, I listened to see if I could hear them say anything, but I didn't. I looked around, but saw no evidence that they had done anything here. I changed out of my uniform and went back into the front room. I poured myself a drink and noticed Mike had already helped himself.
"I hope you don't mind," he said. "Doris said I should help myself."
"Since you're her cousin, I see no need to say otherwise," I said. "How does that saying go? Mi casa es su casa." Mike looked confused for a moment before reacting. Had he not heard that before?
"Oh, well, thank you," he finally said. We sat in the front room as Doris stayed in the kitchen.
"So, what is it you do, Mike?" I asked. "And what brings you here to Las Vegas?"
"Well, I'm a salesman," he said. "I spend a lot of time on the road. And I just happened to be passing through on my way to Reno. I'm sure it's nothing as exciting as what you do," he added, attempting to goad me into bragging about my job.
"Oh, I don't know," I said. "You get to travel a lot, see new things all the time. I'm stuck in the same old pile of dirt every day. So what is it you sell?"
"Building supplies, mostly," he said. "Nothing retail. It's all for contractors. You'd be amazed at how much building has taken place after the war."
"I noticed the scar," I said. "Were you in the war?"
"Yes," he said. "I got this from a Kraut bullet. Were you in the war?"
"Yes," I told him. "I spent time in the Pacific theater. I'm sure I didn't see as much action as you did in Europe." He shrugged his shoulders.
"We all did our part," he said. Doris came out and called us to the table. We sat, eating, and I think I studied them almost as much as they seemed to be studying me. I couldn't help but wonder if they were really cousins, or if that was just a story they told me to throw me off.
When we finished, Mike stood and gave Doris a kiss on the cheek. I noticed the way she looked at him. Something wasn't right about this.
"That was delightful," he said. "We'll have to do this again." He turned to me and extended his hand, which I accepted. "I must be going now. Thank you for allowing me to share dinner with you, Grove. It was a pleasure to meet you."
"Likewise," I said. After he left, I helped Doris clear the table, then sat down in the front room after pouring us each a drink.
"Nice fella, your cousin," I said when she sat down.
"Yes, thank you," she said.
"You two seemed pretty close," I said.
"We always were close," she told me. I'll bet, I thought. "I haven't seen him since he left for the war."
"Hmm," I said. She looked at me strangely for a minute.
"You seem pre-occupied with something," she said. "Is everything alright?"
"Of course," I said. "Just thinking about something that recently came up. I'll work through it, though." She smiled and curled into my arms as though nothing was going on.
I was on pins and needles the next several days, waiting to see what James had learned. Of course, I gave him all the info I could on Mike -- a description of him and the car he drove, along with the California license plates attached to it. He nodded his head in appreciation when I finished.
"Thanks, Captain Harrison," he said. "This will help a lot."
A few days later, I called James to see if he had any information for me.
"Actually, I do, Captain," he said. "Can you swing by on your way home from work today?"
"I'll be there," I said. I left a bit early and stopped by his office. His receptionist showed me right in.
"Good to see you, Captain," he said, lighting up a cigarette.
"So, what did you find out?" I asked anxiously.
"Several things," he said. "First of all, my colleague in Hawaii did a records check. Did you see the justice who married you sign the wedding license?"
"No," I said. "It was signed when I looked at it, though. He said he would file it for me."
"Well, it turns out there was no marriage certificate filed," James said. "Ever. In fact, the justice who supposedly married you was found dead from a gunshot wound a few days after your 'wedding.' The truth is, as far as the authorities there are concerned, you were never married."
"What?" I asked.
"There's more," he said. "The woman you know as Doris Hastings is really a Russian."
"Really?" I asked. "Are you sure?"
"Absolutely," he said. "I thought I recognized her face from the photo you gave me. Her real name is Svetlana Federova, and she's an agent with the KGB. I last saw her in Bavaria toward the end of the war. I thought she had been killed, but apparently not. The man you know as Michael Smith is really Michel Schmidt. Formerly of the Waffen SS. Word in the intel community was that he was recruited as a double agent by Federova and went to the Soviet Union after the war."
"Holy cow," I said. "Maybe we'd better call the FBI or someone."
"Ordinarily, I'd agree," James said. "But I'm afraid that could cause you a lot of trouble. Being duped by a Soviet spy wouldn't look too good on your record. It could also cost you your clearance and possibly your job."
"But I had no idea she was a Russian," I said.
"Doesn't matter," James said. "I suspect they've targeted you for something. What, I don't know exactly, but I do know they plan to kill you when they're done. I can also tell you that they've been quite active." He pulled out a few black and white photos of the two of them, naked, in a motel room.
"How did you get these?" I asked.
"It's best you don't know," James said. "But that's the least of your worries. With there being no official record of your marriage, there's no way you can divorce her."
"So, what do we do, then?" I asked.
"I have an idea that will take care of everything," he said with a sly smile. We talked and plotted for about the next hour or so.
...
Pops stopped talking and looked up at me before speaking. I saw a tinge of guilt and shame in his face. I stopped the recording.
"Is everything alright, Pops?" I asked.
"This next part is the hardest part of the whole story," he said. "I just hope you won't think ill of me afterward."
"Pops, there's nothing you can say that will ever change how I feel about you," I said. He nodded his head.
"I hope that's the case, son," he said. "I want you to know I'm not proud of what I did."
"That's okay, Pops," I said.
"Okay, son. Here goes," he said. I started the recording again and waited for him to finish.
...
I waited until the day of our next test, just as James and I had planned. He had been keeping an eye on both Doris/Svetlana and Mike and had their routine down pretty well. It seemed that Mike had a motel room and Doris went to see him nearly every day. I called James and he informed me the two of them were in their motel room and would probably be there for a few hours.
It wasn't unusual for me to come home in a government truck. I used it often in my work while setting up test sites. You see, part of my job was to make sure everything was set up for each test. That meant I was the last one on site before the detonation.
When James told me where they were, I made sure I had the gear we discussed earlier. I went to the motel and met James. Fortunately, their room was on the first floor and in the back of the motel. No one would see us go in or come out of the room, he said. As we planned, I made sure I wore a pair of green overalls and cap so no one would recognize me as an Army officer.



"Shh," James said after I got out of the truck. "They're asleep right now. Get everything ready while I put them under." I nodded my head and quietly opened the back of the truck. I pulled out a ramp and attached it to the back, then opened a metal box that was already sitting inside. When I turned back around, James had Doris/Svetlana in a burlap bag over his shoulder. He dumped her inside the box.
"Is she," I began. He shook his head.
"No, but she'll be out for several hours," he said. "I'll be right back." A few minutes later, he returned with Mike and dumped his body in the box next to hers. Then he grabbed what few things they had in the room and placed them in the box. As I watched, he cuffed their hands behind their backs, making sure the chains were intertwined. He had also stuffed their undergarments in their mouths. I closed the box and locked it up. They were crammed in so tight, there was no way they could move, much less escape. When I finished, I looked at my watch.
"You have time to get back before the test?" he asked. I nodded my head.
"Oh, yeah," I said.
"Let me know how it goes," he said. I thanked him and left as he wiped down everything he had touched. I got to the test site just in time and was ushered in by the military police.
"Thought you weren't gonna make it, Cap," one of the guards said.
"Just wanted to grab a bite to eat before the test," I said. They looked inside the back of my truck quickly before waving me on in.
"Take care, Cap," the guard said before throwing a salute. I saluted him back and drove on inside. I got to the tent where the weapon was being readied for the test. Once I finished my part of the job, I sent every one else on their way as I always did. Fortunately, I was able to park my truck so that my movements couldn't be seen from the camera set up several miles away.
Once I knew everyone else was gone, I backed the truck to the tent, opened it up, then lowered the ramp and grabbed the dolly. It took some doing, but I managed to get the box centered on the dolly. It wasn't easy, let me tell you. Doris/Svetlana didn't weigh that much, but Mike easily weighed as much as I did, if not more.
I finally got the box under the scaffolding that held the weapon and noticed there was a metal plate that went across the scaffolding underneath the bomb, perhaps for structural support. At least it would hide what was under the weapon and that's all I cared about. I unlocked the box and opened it up slightly.
They were starting to wake up and blinked their eyes a few times before they recognized me. They were both quite surprised to see me as I knelt over them.
"So," I said. "I take it you wanted to get a good look at our atomic technology. Well, here ya go. In terms of yield, it's really not much bigger than the bombs we dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, but it'll do. If it's any consolation, you won't feel a thing when it goes off. You'll be here one second, then gone the next. Just like that," I added, snapping my fingers. I could tell Doris/Svetlana wanted to say something, so I pulled the gag out of her mouth.
"You imperialist pig," she spit. I stuffed Mike's underwear back in her mouth and laughed.
"You lying, cheating commie bitch," I said in response. "I know all about you and Comrade Schmidt here. You've got about 15 minutes or so to make your peace with whatever it is you commie pinkos worship. By the way, I want a divorce. Goodbye and enjoy Hell." Her eyes went wide as I slammed the box shut and locked it back up. I knew there was no way they could escape.
After I replaced the dolly, I removed the canvas tent and stuffed it into another metal box, then loaded it up into my truck as I always did. I took a last look around, then left the site the way I came, just as I always did. My hands were trembling and I was shaking inside. I took several deep breaths before I reached the protected observation area and had managed to calm down a bit before I parked the truck and went inside.
I joined the rest of the observers after I grabbed my protective gear and we took our normal precautions. Soon, I heard the countdown and knew all hell would break loose in just a few seconds. Sure enough, it did. I knew that Doris/Svetlana and her accomplice were now vaporized and would never be seen or heard from again.
I waited a bit before looking, like everyone else, then took in the mushroom cloud as it lifted into the sky. Using my binoculars, I looked at what would've been ground zero. I'm not sure why, I knew there would be no evidence of what I had done. Still, I was compelled to look.
When everything died down, I went through the monitoring stations like everyone else, then returned the truck and got into my car. I was still shaking when I got home. I had never done anything like this in my entire life, and I just knew I was going to Hell.
"It's over," I told James when I called him from the house.
"Good," he said. "Give it a day or so, then report her missing. If you need to talk, let me know."
"I will," I said. "Thanks for everything." He laughed.
"Just wait till you get my bill," he said. I laughed for the first time that day.
...
Pops stopped talking and looked at me, guilt and sadness in his eyes. I stopped the recording.
"It's okay, Pops," I said, giving him a hug. "You said yourself they planned to kill you when they were finished. You not only saved your own life, but you protected the country from two hostile foreign agents. You've got nothing to be ashamed of." He nodded his head.
"I've been telling myself that ever since," he said. "Still, it weighs on me, you know?"
"I know, Pops," I said. "But we were at war, remember? You did what you had to do. It was either you or them. And personally, I'm glad you did it. Otherwise you and I would have never met." As I looked, a tear formed in his eye and he smiled.
"I never thought of it that way, son," he said.
"You know, you're the bravest man I ever met, Pops," I said. "I'm proud of you." He held me tight and I could feel his tears soaking my shirt. After a few minutes, he wiped his eyes and looked at me. The guilt and sadness were gone.
"Maybe telling you this was what I've needed all these years," he said. "I carried the weight of that inside me ever since."
"I'm curious, though," I said. "What happened afterward?"
"Well, I waited a couple days, then filed a missing person's report," he said. "They came back a few days later and said her car was found over at the motel, but they never found any trace of her. They said it was possible she met up with someone and took off with him. Said I'd probably never hear from her again." We both laughed at that.
"That would be one helluva phone call," I said, causing him to laugh out loud. "What happened after that?"
"I let a couple months go by, then went to see Capshaw, at James' suggestion," he said. "James and I decided it would be best for me to act as though the marriage was real, even though we knew it wasn't. Capshaw filed for divorce on the grounds of abandonment. I went to Reno and in a few minutes it was a done deal. On my way out of town, I stopped and tossed my ring in the Truckee River, just as he suggested. For the next several years, I halfway expected to see federal agents come by, but they never did. I retired from government service in the 1960s, then took up a job teaching. That's where I met Patricia. The rest is history."
"How did she keep in contact with her superiors?" I asked. He shrugged his shoulders.
"I don't know," he said. "And I never did find out. Guess it doesn't matter now, does it?"
"I guess not," I said.
Our visit was cut short when a nurse tapped on the door. She came in and announced it was time for dinner, so I said my goodbyes.
"Make sure you bring that lovely young girl of yours by," he told me.
"I will Pops," I said. "Maybe tomorrow, if that's okay."
"Look forward to it," he said.
That night, Karen and I went out for dinner, drinks and dancing. She brought a few things with her, including a large paper sack with something inside she said was a surprise. Later, after we made love in my apartment, she turned to me.
"Are you alright, Trey?" she asked.
"Yeah, why do you ask?" I asked her.
"Well, it just seems that you're a million miles away," she said. "What's on your mind?"
"I went by and saw Pops today," I said. "He told me the rest of his story." I briefly recalled what he told me.
"Wow," she said. "Remind me never to get on his bad side." I chuckled at that. "Are we gonna go see him tomorrow, maybe after I kick your ass on the miniature golf course?"
"Sure, if you want to," I said. The next day, we played a game of miniature golf, and yes, she beat me. And no, I didn't let her. She would've seen through that in a heartbeat. Later, we went to see Pops. She had taken the bag with her and took it inside the nursing home. His eyes lit up when he saw us coming in.
"Well hello there, young lady," he said as she gave him a big hug.
"I have something for you," she said, handing him the paper sack. He opened it and pulled out a plastic blanket container that held an afghan. She helped him open it and took out the afghan.
"I just finished this the other day," she said. "I know you like afghans, so I made one for you." He smiled as he held it in his hands.
"This is wonderful," he said. "Thank you, I love it." He turned to look at me.
"Son, if you don't marry this girl, I will," he declared.
"You're right, Pops," I said. I took one of Karen's hands in mine and knelt in front of her, right next to my grandfather. I looked into her eyes.
"Karen," I said. "I'm madly in love with you and I want to spend the rest of my life with you. Will you marry me?" She looked surprised at first, then broke out into a wide smile. She threw her arms around my neck and kissed my face.
"Oh yes, Trey," she said. "I'll marry you! I love you so much!"
"I love you, too," I said. We heard clapping from the door and turned to see several nurses clapping and smiling. Pops joined in as well.
We married a couple months later, and the nursing home brought my grandfather to the church so he could celebrate it with us. He handed me an envelope, which contained a set of first class airline tickets to Las Vegas, along with reservations at a top hotel.
A few months later, his health had deteriorated to the point where he was transferred to the hospice wing of the nursing home. Karen and I spent as much time as we could by his side. I could tell that while his body was shutting down, his mind was still very active. I could also tell that he no longer carried any guilt about what he had done.
On my last visit, he was lucid enough to tell me that he had made his peace with God and was ready to join his beloved Patricia.
"Don't cry for me, son," he said quietly. "We'll be together again. I promise. I love you, son." I held him as he took his final breath. I couldn't help myself. I cried.
"I love you too, Pops," I said in between sobs. When I looked at his face, I saw that slight mischievous smile I had grown to love ever since I was a little boy and knew he was in a much better place. Karen came in and held me as we both mourned his passing.
He was laid to rest in his uniform with full military honors next to his wife, Patricia. The honor guard carefully folded the flag that draped his coffin and presented it to me along with a salute. He had fought for his country and deserved all the honor due him, I thought.
A few days later, I received a letter from his attorney asking me to stop by his office. I was curious to know what he wanted, so I went.
"Your grandfather left everything to you," the lawyer said. "His house, money, everything. All told, it's a considerable amount, even after his final expenses. If you want, I can set you up with a financial advisor to help manage it. He also wanted me to give you this," he added, handing me a large sealed envelope that looked fairly old. "I've had it in my safe for a number of years. Don't ask me what's in it, because I have no idea. Your grandfather said it was only to be opened after his death."
"Thanks," I said. "And yes, I'd like to meet your financial advisor," I added after seeing the rather significant amount of money Pops had left. I didn't open the envelope until after I had gotten home. I was shocked at what I found. It seems Pops HAD kept everything, including a copy of the report written by James Ham, and a yellowed divorce decree declaring his freedom from one Doris Harrison, nee Hastings, on the grounds of abandonment. There was even a picture of the house they lived in.
That night, Karen and I went through it all, shocked. It seems everything Pops told me was true.
The last sheet appeared to be a photocopy of something printed from an old official report, in Russian. It looked like something that was part of a giant cache of documents that had been released from the old Soviet KGB. Attached to it was an English translation. As best as I could tell, it appeared to be a series of field reports from one Svetlana Federova, telling her superiors in Moscow that she suspected her target, meaning Pops, might be aware of her real identity.
Her earlier reports said only that she had become intimate with someone very familiar with the American atomic weapons efforts. She never mentioned Pops by name, but it was clear she was frustrated with her inability to get anything useful out of him, telling her superiors that all he wanted to do was have sex and watch "capitalist television."
Later dispatches revealed even more frustration, with her superiors telling her that she should become more aggressive in her efforts. Her last dispatch indicated that she and Michel were planning something drastic.
"I will deal with him at the earliest convenience," she told her superiors. Karen and I had a good laugh over that. The KGB report said that neither Federova nor her German-born assistant was ever heard from again. They even speculated the two had run off to get married, but they simply couldn't be found. The operation was stamped, "Dead."
"They have no idea," I said, causing Karen to laugh.
...
Notes:
I did my best to stay true to the history of the period, and with the tests that took place at the time.However, I exercised a bit of artistic license with the final test scene.As for tossing the ring in the Truckee River, that is an old tale that has been around for years.Some say it never happened, but a local news outlet said it did, but not as much as some stories might suggest.
For those who may wish to nitpick this or that (and you know who you are), please remember, this is a work of fiction.It is not real, at least as far as I know...
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Prologue:
A lifelong collector of goods and objects from far and wide has passed and left the entire collection and the business built around them to the only remaining relative, a niece on a career path of her own. Vikki has taken on the task of administering the estate and liquidating the business and collection. However, she has come to find out that many of the goods have been cursed or enchanted with amorous powers that affect those who encounter them. These are the stories of some of those encounters with objects found at Amorous Goods.
...
My work day had just ended and I was on my way to the restaurant where Terri, my wife of 16 years, said I should meet her and our two teenage children, April and Robert. Today was my 40th birthday and I wondered what she had in store for me. That morning, she woke me up with a toe-curling blowjob and said that was just the beginning. Naturally, that was all I thought about that day, especially since she had never done anything quite like that before.
"See ya, Jack," my secretary, er, personal assistant, said as I walked out my door. That's me, by the way -- Jack Thornton -- and I work as the chief financial officer for a manufacturing company that makes specialized equipment for other manufacturers. I won't get into all the details, because they can be rather boring. Suffice it to say, we make things other factories use to make things. Hopefully, that makes sense. We do good quality work, make lots of money and employ a lot of people. My job is to make sure we keep making lots of money.
Earlier that day, the office held a little celebration. Not much, really, but I appreciated the effort and the thought behind it. They all meant well, and we had a good time. Alan Charles, our CEO, had bought a nice cake and everyone else pitched in to provide snacks and drinks. There was, of course, light-hearted banter at the expense of my age. Someone gave me a cane, for example. Another person handed me a jar of dirt with a note that read, "Scientist found the one thing older than Jack Thornton." I got a good laugh out of that.
Everyone there knows my love of antiques, and much to my surprise, they had pitched in and bought an old Victrola. I saw it was an authentic hand-crank Victor with an external horn and knew it had to easily cost north of $5000.
"Guys, this is too much," I said. "You really shouldn't have done this."
"Nonsense," Alan said. "Where do you think your year-end bonus went?" We all had a good laugh at that. After the party, I rearranged the credenza in my office and set the old record player right in the middle, surrounding it with birthday cards. I wanted everyone in the office to know how much I really appreciated the gift.
Alan came into my office and looked at the display on my credenza. He smiled as I arranged the cards around it.
"I hope you like it," he said. "We all know your fondness of antiques."
"I love it," I said. "But seriously, you guys spent way too much money. An original hand-crank Victrola in that condition normally costs several thousands of dollars, and there's not that many left. This thing looks almost brand new."
"Actually, it didn't cost much at all," he said. "I was pretty surprised about it myself." He handed me a business card with the name and address of a shop that had just recently opened up. "The lady who runs the place, I think she said her name was Vikki, was apparently contracted to sell off a collection of artifacts from a collector who passed away. She said she has some old records that would work on that thing if you're interested."
"Of course I'm interested," I said, taking the card. "Thanks." He smiled and nodded his head as he began to leave the office.
"You're welcome," he said. "And enjoy." When he left, I called the number on the card and spoke to Vikki.
"Yes, I remember selling that old Victrola," she said. "It was part of a collection an uncle had and I was tasked with selling it after he died."
"I was told you have some records that would work on it," I said. "Do you still have those?"
"Yes, I do," she said. "I have about 10 of them, and you can have them all if you want."
"How much would you want for the lot of them?" I asked.
"Well, since you already have the Victrola, I'll let you have them cheap, say $20?" Twenty dollars for a collection of old wax 78 RPM records? Hell yeah, I thought to myself.
"I'll take them," I said. "Can you hold them for me, please?"
"I'll be happy to," she said. I gave her my name and phone number and arranged to stop by in the morning on my way to work. But as for right now, I had other priorities.
When the work day was over, I set off to see what surprises my wife and children had up their collective sleeves. Terri was wonderful about things like this. I already figured she would get something to add to my antique collection. But what, exactly? A sword? An old rifle?
I had lots of those already, including a sword stamped, "Republic of Texas." I also had a number of antique long guns I hung on the wall. A couple of them -- .75 caliber smooth-bore Brown Bess muskets, complete with bayonets -- dated to the Revolutionary War. Of course, I never fired them, but I had fired replicas.
Granted, there was a lot of money hanging on those walls, but my collection wasn't about money -- it was about touching history and knowing those items were once used in the everyday lives of people shaping what would become the future. I always had a love of history and sought to instill that in our children, telling them stories of bravery, sacrifice and courage in the days before modern conveniences like cell phones and the Internet.
I also had some pieces of antique furniture, including a rocking chair my great-great-great grandfather made for his wife. We never sat in the thing, but used it as a prop for one of my wife's afghans and a set of big flop-eared rabbits my daughter once made as an anniversary present. They were supposed to represent Terri and I, she said.
So I wondered what Terri and the kids had picked up when I parked in the lot and walked to the restaurant. I knew she was there as I saw her car when I pulled in. When I got inside the restaurant, I was escorted to the large booth already occupied by Terri and the kids. I gave my wife a big kiss and hugged the kids.
"So how was your day?" she asked.
"Very good, actually," I said. "The crew threw a party for me and they gave me an old Victrola. Can you believe it? I've always wanted one of those things."
"What's that, Dad," Robert asked.
"It's an old-time record player," I said. "This one has a hand crank and a big horn attached to the needle. No electronics or anything."
"How does it play records, then?" he asked. I laughed.
"Well, it doesn't play modern vinyl, for one thing," I said. "Back then all the records were made out of wax and they played at 78 RPM, a lot faster than today's records. Besides, the needle on that thing would destroy a modern album."
"Wow," he said. "Too bad they didn't have YouTube in those days." We chuckled at that. We ordered our dinner and afterward had a piece of cake and pie. I was surprised when the staff all came to our table and sang "Happy Birthday." Even Terri and the kids joined in. We all clapped afterward and April gave me a big hug.
"Happy birthday, Daddy," she said. "We love you." I hugged her back.
"I love you too," I said. I looked around at my family, my eyes watery. "I love all of you so much. Just being here with you all is the best birthday present ever."
"It's not over with yet," Terri said. "There's one more thing."
"What's that?" I asked. She pulled a small box out of her purse and set it on the table in front of me. "What's this?" I asked.
"Your present," she said. "From all of us." I opened the box and found a set of car keys. I looked at them, confused.
"You remember that old 1957 Chevy you saw a while back?" Terri asked. I nodded my head. It was a two-tone red and white Chevy coupe sitting next to an old house. It looked like it hadn't been run in ages.
"Well, I spoke to the people who lived there, and they said the car belonged to an old guy who recently passed away," she said. "It hadn't been run in years, so they let Robert come over and check it out. We had it towed to the house earlier today. You always said you wanted a project car that you and the kids could work on together, so we thought, what the hell, and bought it."
"It's not in bad shape at all, Dad," Robert said. "The interior looks almost new. It could use some engine work and a bit of paint, but the body is in excellent shape. Not a spot of rust anywhere."
"I don't know what to say, guys," I said, tears threatening to fall down my cheeks. "That sounds wonderful. Thank you so much. This is the best birthday ever." We had a group hug, then got ready to leave. Before we split to go to our separate cars, Terri came over to me and kissed me deeply.
"Your party's not over yet, sailor," she said with a sultry look on her face I knew all too well. "I'll give you my present later on tonight." I saw that gleam in her eye that meant tonight was going to be even more fun. I smiled and kissed her back.
"I can't wait," I said with a smile. I watched her walk back to her car, feeling a familiar stirring in my groin. It had been a while since we had made love. I don't know why that was, exactly. It just seemed that we were either too tired or something intervened to keep us apart. It wasn't my job -- I never went anywhere, and rarely did I go to the bar to drink with the guys.
As I drove home, it hit me that the real reason Terri and I hadn't been together as much lately was because of her schedule. She sells real estate and while she makes a good living at it, she's gone a lot more than I would like, sometimes on weekends and other times in the evenings.
About once a month, she goes out to blow off steam with the girls from the office, and I never begrudged her that. I knew her job involved a lot of stress, so I actually preferred she not take it out on her family. But there have been a few times I thought she had just a bit too much to drink on those nights out, and more than once, I've detected the whiff of a man's cologne on her. I never thought she might be cheating because that was the one thing we both knew was a deal-breaker.
Not only that, but Terri was not one to flirt and never had been. She was friendly, polite and always professional in public, but never flirty, and she never came on to other men. I think that was one of the things that attracted me to her from the beginning.
Still, I couldn't help but wonder sometimes. She's a few years younger than me, and she still carries herself very well. When she dolls herself up for a night out, she can easily pass for someone much younger. Plus, her time at the gym has really helped keep her in good shape. But something kept niggling at the back of my mind. It had been nearly two months since we had done anything, and about three weeks since I had even seen her in the nude.
Worse yet, she almost seemed like two completely different people. I had no idea from one day to the next which Terri I would come home to -- the sweet, loving woman I married, or the distant, self-absorbed, short-tempered shrew she had recently been sometimes.
We pulled into our driveway and went into the garage. I grabbed my briefcase and got out the same time Terri and the kids did. Robert came right over to me.
"Did you see the car, Dad?" he asked. I had seen it, as it was sitting next to the garage under a tarp. We all went over to take a look and I was impressed at the shape it was in. Robert was right -- there wasn't a spot of rust on the body, which looked to be pristine. There were a few places where the paint was starting to fade, but I figured that could easily be taken care of. I looked under the car and saw no leaks -- an even better sign.
"What do you think, Dad," he asked me, excited. I nodded my head.
"Maybe this weekend we can start looking at the engine," I said. His smile broadened and I thought he was going to jump up and down, clapping. Terri came over to me as we walked around the thing.
"I hope you like it," she said.
"I love it, dear," I said. "We'll have this thing back on the road in no time and we can all go on a drive in it together. What do ya say?" She smiled and shook her head.
"Boys and their toys," she said. She turned and walked into the house and we followed close behind.
"You kids have any homework?" I asked.
"Nope," Robert said. "All done." April basically said the same thing. We had a hard and fast rule in the house -- homework was to be done before anything else. Tonight was a bit of an exception since they took me out to dinner and I was willing to let them slide, just this once. It was my birthday, after all.
"Okay," I said, heading upstairs to change. Terri had already gone up and she was in the bathroom when I entered the bedroom. I set my briefcase down and put on my sweats. We were all tired from the day's activities and I was looking forward to some alone time with Terri, something we haven't had much of lately.
As I was putting my sneakers on, Terri came out of the bathroom, wearing a pair of cutoffs and a t-shirt. She could rock a pair of cutoffs, and I loved looking at her smooth, toned legs. The t-shirt revealed just a bit of midriff and her B-cup breasts looked so inviting. She saw the look on my face, smiled and waved her finger.
"Not just yet," she said. "Kids are still up. Just wait."
"Aw, c'mon," I said, slapping her butt.
"Watch it, now," she said, laughing. We went back downstairs, grabbed a soda and plopped down on the couch. I grabbed the television remote as I always did and turned the TV on.
"Anything interesting happen in your world today?" I asked Terri.
"Not much," she said. "Just the same old, same old. I do have a potential buyer for the Parker place, though." I knew she had been trying to sell that old Victorian house for quite a while. The sellers wanted top dollar for it, but it was just too much house for most of the buyers who looked at it. At least, that's what Terri said.
"That's good news, isn't it?" I asked.
"Yeah," she said quietly. "It's been a thorn in my side for far too long. I may have to work a few evenings to get it sold, though, if this buyer doesn't take it." I knew what that meant -- I would have to play "Mr. Mom" while she showed the place off to people who actually work for a living. Some of those showings sometimes lasted until after 8:00 or 9:00 pm. I often wondered who went out looking at houses that late, anyway.
"Personally, I kinda hate being in that place alone, though," she said quietly. "It's so... big. And it just seems to have this strange atmosphere. I can't explain it."
"Are you saying it's haunted?" I asked. She laughed and shook her head.
"Haunted, I can handle," she said jokingly. "No, it's something... different. I can't quite explain it."
"Well, old Jonas Parker lived there a long time, didn't he?" I asked.
"I was told all his life," she said. "He was 93 when he died. Took the family a couple months just to get all of his stuff out of there. You wouldn't believe all the things they took out. Boxes and boxes full of trinkets and things."
"Was he some kind of a hoarder or something?" I asked.
"Not really," she said. "He was more like a collector. Had all kinds of crazy things. Old things. I heard a niece of his took over his business and is trying to sell it all off. Vikki somebody-or-other. I don't know. All I know is the place makes me feel... strange." I pulled out the card Alan gave me earlier.
"Is this the person selling all that stuff?" I asked, handing her the card.
"Yeah, I believe so," she said, handing it back to me.
"Maybe the kids and I can come with you if it'll help," I offered. "Maybe I'd finally get a chance to see my wife in action." She laughed nervously.
"No, but thanks for offering anyway," she said. "I can usually get someone from the office to come with me." I found her choice of words interesting. Not "one of the girls" from the office, but "someone" from the office. I filed that away in the back of my brain for the time being. "You wouldn't mind looking after the kids those evenings, would you?" she asked.
"Of course not," I said. "Maybe it'll give us a chance to research parts and things for the car. By the way, I'm curious. How much did you spend on that thing? I hope you didn't spend too much on me."
"I'm not telling," she said. "It's a gift from us to you, and it would be bad manners and bad luck to say. I will tell you, though, that it was very reasonably priced. A lot less than I first imagined."
"Well, I really do like it," I said. "I remember my grandfather had a car like that when I was a kid. He used to take us out in it all the time."
"Just do me a favor and don't put those dice things on the mirror," she said. "I'd die from embarrassment if anyone saw me in a car with dice." I laughed at that.
"Okay, it's a deal," I said. "Note to self," I said, pretending to write something on a piece of paper. "No dice on the mirror." She playfully slapped my arm with her right hand.
"You brat," she said jokingly. That's when I first noticed the ring she was wearing. I had never seen it before. It looked rather plain, but had a design I couldn't make out.
"What's this?" I asked. She looked down for a second before responding.
"Oh this?" she asked. "I found it in my jewelry box the other day and thought I'd wear it." Did she just lie to me? I had never seen this ring before, but then again, she had a lot of jewelry sitting around, so I decided to drop it for now. One more thing to file away in the back of my mind.
By then the kids had come into the front room and we spent the rest of the evening watching television and talking about the car. Soon enough, it was bed time, so we all headed upstairs.
"I'll be right back," she said, heading into the master bathroom. I had already done my business in the bathroom and wondered what she could be doing in there. I stripped down to my boxers and had just climbed under the covers when the door opened and she stepped out wearing a short, flimsy, see-through nightshirt and nothing else. I nearly stopped breathing when I saw her. She looked so damn sexy in that thing.
I could see absolutely everything through the nightshirt -- her perky breasts, her hard nipples begging to be licked and kissed, and something else... She had shaved her pussy completely bare. She usually kept it trimmed, so this was quite a surprise. I could feel my cock responding.
"You like what you see, sailor?" she asked in a husky voice dripping with desire, her hands traveling up and down her toned body.
"Oh my God, you're so beautiful," I said. "And sexy." She smiled and walked toward me, lifting the nightshirt over her head so she was completely naked. She dipped one finger inside her pussy and brought it to my lips.
"Can you taste me?" she asked.
"Mmmm," I replied as I sucked on her finger. She chuckled, then put one bare foot on the bed next to me. Taking my head in her hands, she guided my face to her bare female flesh and held me there.
"Then kiss me," she said. "Lick me. Eat me out. Make me cum with your tongue." I did as she asked, causing her to moan with pleasure. She pulled my head into her even harder and held me there as she breathed heavily. "Oh yes," she moaned. "Eat my pussy, lover. Taste me. Make me your dessert."
I continued licking her creamy center as she bucked against my face. Before long, I could feel her start to tremble and knew she was about to have an orgasm. She practically howled as she thrust her pussy in my face and I could feel her juice on my face. When she settled down a bit, she pulled back and looked at me with the wildest eyes I had ever seen.



"My turn, birthday boy," she said with a wicked smile on her face. She pushed me down on the bed, then grabbed the opening in the front of my boxers and literally ripped them off, throwing the pieces of cloth on the floor. Who was this wild woman, I asked myself.
Taking my hard cock in her hand, she put it in her mouth -- the WHOLE thing, something she had never done before. I'm a bit bigger than average in both length and girth, and she had never been able to do what she was doing right now. I thought what she did this morning was wild, but THIS... As I watched, I could see her nose was literally buried in my pubic hair as she worked her tongue over my shaft. Before long, I felt the beginning of an orgasm coming on.
"I'm getting ready to cum, baby," I said, knowing she had always refused to take my semen in her mouth. That prompted her to work even harder on me, and soon, I exploded in her mouth. When I finished, I looked down. She had taken my shaft out of her mouth and was looking at me, her mouth open. She ran her tongue through the stuff in her mouth and made a production of swallowing my load.
She got up off her knees and put my feet on the bed. Then she climbed on top of me and kissed my face.
"I've always wanted to taste my pussy on your face," she said. She sat back up and took my penis in her hands and began stroking. "I'm just getting started, birthday boy," she added, a wicked gleam in her eye. "I'm going to put this big hunk of man-meat inside my wet little pussy and I'm going to fuck... your... brains... out," she said, spacing out and emphasizing the last four words. I could've swore I saw a glint in her eyes, but it could just as easily have been a reflection. "You just lay back and enjoy the ride, okay?"
"Uh huh," I managed to croak. Terri had always been a passionate lover, but this was way beyond the way she usually acted. I didn't complain, though. After she got me hard again, she slid my cock inside her and began riding me, cowgirl style. It felt so good to be inside her like that again. She rode up and down, back and forth, moaning the whole time.
It's normal for us to encourage each other as we made love, but tonight was completely different. Yes, I enjoyed hearing her talk dirty as we had sex, but tonight, she was downright vulgar. I didn't complain, though, as I heard her tell me to fill her cunt -- yes, she used that word, something she never did before since she hated it.
"Oh yes," she moaned. "Fill my cunt with your cum. Fuck my juicy wet pussy. Make me your personal cum whore." On and on it went like that. Between her dirty talk and her riding me like I was a bucking bronco, I couldn't last any longer and exploded deep inside her, sending her into another orgasm. She literally growled as she bit my shoulder to keep from screaming.
Eventually, we both calmed down and lay there in the bed, covered with sweat, catching our breath. She looked up into my face and smiled. The wild look in her eyes was gone. I smiled back and kissed her.
"Happy birthday," she said. "I hope you liked your present."
"That was wonderful," I said. "I loved it. Except maybe for that bite at the end."
"Oh my God," she exclaimed. "I'm sorry, I didn't know I had bit so hard. Are you okay?"
"Did you draw blood?" I asked. She looked before answering.
"No," she said. "But it did leave a mark. I'm sorry."
"That's okay," I said. "What brought all that on?"
"I realized I'd been putting you off for a while, and I wanted to give you a night you'd never forget," she said.
"You certainly did that," I told her. "I love you so much."
"And I love you, my husband," she said. We held each other and drifted off to sleep.
The next day began as most of our mornings did, getting breakfast and seeing the kids off to school. Robert and April gave us each knowing looks and I wondered if they heard us last night. They headed out and I grabbed a cup of coffee for the road as I always did. I noticed Terri didn't have the ring on her right hand.
"Anything special today?" I asked her. She smiled and shook her head.
"No, other than staying off my feet as much as I can," she said. "You wore me out last night." I chuckled at that. "How's your shoulder?"
"It's sore, but it'll be alright," I said. "I really enjoyed last night. I never knew you were such a wildcat in the bedroom." She smiled and gave me a kiss.
"You were pretty amazing yourself," she said. "I'm still tingling. I hope you had a happy birthday."
"I did, dear," I said. "And I have you to thank for that."
"Only because I love you so much," she said. "I'd better get going, I'll see you tonight."
"See you," I said. "And I love you, too." We kissed and headed out the door. On my way to work, I stopped at the address Vikki gave me yesterday and went inside. The shop was crammed full of all kinds of things. If I didn't have anything else to do, I could have easily spent a couple hours in this place. Eventually, a young woman came out.
"You must be Mr. Thornton," she said with a smile, offering me her hand.
"Yes. And please call me Jack," I said, shaking her hand.
"I have those records all ready for you, Jack," she said, stepping behind the counter. She pulled out a large cloth shopping bag from behind the counter. "I think we agreed on $20 for the stack."
"Yes, we did," I said, pulling a $20 bill from my wallet. "Quite a place you have here. All this came out of the Parker house?"
"Yes, it did," she said. "Did you know my Uncle Jonas?" I shook my head.
"No," I said. "I only know what my wife has told me. She's selling his house." Her face lit up as she remembered Terri.
"Oh, of course," she said. "Terri Thornton. I should've put it together. Yes, she's doing a wonderful job. I think she comes over almost every day to do one thing or another. I've heard she may have a buyer or two considering the place. Frankly, I'm surprised she found someone so soon. We weren't expecting the place to sell for quite a while."
"She's there nearly every day?" I asked. That wasn't the impression I got from her.
"Almost," Vikki said. "My brother even gave her a little ring as a token of our appreciation for all her hard work."
"I see," I said. So the story about the ring was also a lie, I thought.
"Oh, it's not much, really, just a little trinket my uncle picked up during his travels," Vikki said. "I hope you don't get the wrong impression."
"Of course not," I said. I looked through the records and saw they were in brown protective paper sleeves with a cutout for the label. Most of them were recordings of bands and singers from bygone days, but one had a label with no markings or writing on it at all. "Any idea what's on this?" I asked Vikki.
"No, none," she said, shaking her head. "We really didn't mess with that old thing. Didn't want to take a chance the records would get broken. They're wax, you know, and they can break pretty easy. I think that was a record my uncle cut for his wife a long time ago. They used to do that back in those days. A spoken love note to her or something, I think. I asked him about it once and all he would say was that it held a message specifically for the listener. I figured he was making some kind of philosophical riddle so I never pressed him on it."
"Interesting," I said. "So all of this stuff came from his house?"
"Every bit of it," she said. "And there's more on top of this. That's in addition to the inventory he had on hand when he died. I just didn't have enough room to bring it all in."
"I see," I said. "Well, it's been very nice talking with you, and I expect I'll be back to look at more of what you have to offer. I love antiques." She smiled and her eyes twinkled as she did so.
"I look forward to seeing you again soon, Jack," she said. "If you have any questions or concerns, please feel free to call."
"I will, thanks," I said before heading to the door. As I was about to step out, she spoke up.
"Seriously, Jack," she said, the smile now gone. "Any time day or night. I'm always here." I considered her words and the tone in which they were spoken. I nodded my head.
"I'll remember that, Vikki," I said. "Thank you again." I drove the rest of the way to work thinking about what Vikki had told me about Terri. I was very concerned about the lie I had been told about the ring. And why would Vikki's brother give Terri a ring? That made no sense to me. Then I thought about the way Terri acted last night.
Granted, she was always a passionate woman and she often encouraged me during sex with slightly dirty talk. But she was like a whole different woman last night. There wasn't much if any love involved in what we did last night. It was just lust. She was more like an animal rutting for the sake of the act. Yes, it felt stimulating at the time, but it was so unlike her.
Prior to yesterday, for example, she never gave me a blowjob like that. It was maybe a few kisses, some licks and she might take an inch or two in her mouth. She never took the whole thing and she never let me finish in her mouth. And she was completely against swallowing.
I got to the office and headed inside. When I got there, I decided to play one of the albums, so I selected one marked "John Philip Sousa -- Stars and Stripes Forever." I figured that would get everyone's blood pumping. I turned the crank to wind up the spring motor inside, put the record on the green felt that covered the turntable, flipped the switch to get it started and placed the needle on the record.
Soon, the sounds of a marching band playing "Stars and Stripes Forever" boomed out of the external horn. It was a bit tinny, and sadly, there was no adjustment for volume or tone. Still, I thought it sounded good. Everyone looked at me like I was crazy when the music began. A minute or so into the song, Alan came into my office.
"What are you trying to do, give us all a heart attack?" he asked, laughing.
"I just thought I'd get everyone's heart started," I said.
"Well, you did that. Is there any way to turn that down a little bit?" he asked. I shook my head.
"No can do, boss," I said. "These old things didn't have volume controls."
"Well, close your door, then, please," he said as he prepared to leave.
"Will do," I said. After he left, I closed the door and listened to the record play. I was truly impressed with the way the record sounded on that old machine. But I had work to do, so after the record finished, I turned the thing off and got to my paying job. I wanted to hear the record with the blank label, but I knew I would have to wait until I could figure out a way to play it softly.
It was the end of the quarter for us, and I was tied up in meetings and spreadsheets for several days, making sure everything was as it should be. I went over all the expense reports, the balance sheets, and the spreadsheets provided by the various departments. I also spent a lot of time making sure our tax filings were correct, so I didn't have much time at work to do any research on the record player.
I also spent that time watching Terri closely. I noticed some things after a few days. Call it a trend, if you wish. For starters, she always wore that ring on the days she went to the Parker house. I also realized that we never had sex on those days, or most of the other days for that matter, but NEVER on the days she wore that ring.
I also noticed her temperament was quite different on the days she was at the house. Instead of the carefree, happy woman I married, she seemed distant and sometimes short-tempered. At first, I thought it was the stress of selling the place, but she was always under stress to sell more property, so that couldn't be it. What was so different about those days, I wondered.
I also noticed that she was spending more days at the Parker house than before, and she was coming home later and later. Sometimes, she wouldn't get home before midnight. She always dressed professionally and she never appeared disheveled when she came home. I never said anything because I didn't want to set her off. The few times I asked if everything was okay, she simply said, "just fine," waving me off before she turned and went the other way.
Eventually, the kids began to notice as well. Both of them came to me, asking if there was anything wrong between Terri and I.
"It's just that damn house she's been trying to sell," I told them.
"Well I hope she sells it soon. It's like she's two different people, and I want our old Mom back," April said.
"Yeah, me too," I said.
It was about the middle of October when things settled down at work. By then, I had found what I thought might be a solution to the volume issue. I found a couple websites where people said they used to put socks in the horns to quiet them a bit. According to one site, that's where the phrase, "put a sock in it" came from. Whatever works, I thought, but I didn't want to use anything that might scratch the ornate wooden horn, so I found a nice soft towel and decided to give that a try.
The next day, I put the towel in the horn of the old player and tested it with "Stars and Stripes Forever." Sure enough, it worked like a charm. I could even open the office door as it played and no one was bothered by it. I decided to try it with the unlabeled record during my lunch hour.
When the time came, I grabbed my lunch out of the refrigerator -- a sandwich, a banana, a small bag of chips and a Pepsi -- packed by myself, since Terri was too busy these days to really care about much except her work. I closed the door, put up my "out to lunch" sign and pulled the shades -- a signal to everyone else to leave me alone -- and fired up the player.
I had just taken a bite out of my sandwich when I heard the voice of a man with a slight accent come out of the horn.
"Good afternoon, Mr. Thornton," the man's voice said. I nearly spewed Pepsi out of my nose when that happened. I looked at the Victrola, shocked. "Yes, I'm talking to you, Mr. Thornton. Jack, isn't it? May I call you Jack?"
"Uh, yeah, Jack is fine," I said. "And who are you?"
"I'm Jonas Parker," the man said.
"But how can that be?" I asked. "You're dead. Aren't you?"
"It is true that my physical body no longer functions and is what you would call 'dead,' at least on the physical plane you perceive as reality, but the essence of who and what I really am continues on," the man said. "You might call it the soul."
"But how is that possible?" I asked. The man laughed before continuing.
"What was it the Bard once wrote?" Jonas asked. "Ah yes, 'There are more things in heaven and Earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in your philosophy.' You have no idea how correct he was."
"But how can you be speaking to me through this phonograph?" I asked.
"Because it was once mine," he said. "It was in my home for many years and like so many other things in my home, it has become what you might call enchanted. Or cursed, as the case may be. Although I am glad it is now in the hands of someone who appreciates history as you do. I know it will be well cared for."
"You still haven't answered my question," I said. "HOW is all this possible?"
"Very well," the man said. "I don't have time to explain more than 50 years of work, but I'll give you a brief synopsis. In 1921 an amateur archaeologist named Alfred Watkins discovered that ancient sites around the world, both man-made and natural, seemed to have a form of alignment. When looked at on a map, they seemed to be arranged in straight lines. These lines were later called 'ley lines,' and the points where those lines intersect were thought to be highly charged with pockets of supernatural energy that can be harnessed by some individuals.
"It turns out that my house happens to sit at the intersection of six of these lines. My grandfather was something of a spiritualist in his day, and felt there was something special about the location, so he built the house there, long before Watkins made his discovery. Naturally, I took up his work and traveled the world looking for clues -- anything that might give me answers.
"Along the way, I collected a number of artifacts and trinkets that on their own, held some amount of power. But when brought together at that location, their power grew in ways you cannot imagine. I learned to harness the power of those objects for my own benefit. You see, the so-called 'scientific community' wasn't interested in hearing about what men like Watkins had to say. They dismissed it as just so much hokum."
"So I endeavored to prove them all wrong. I spent over a half century collecting and researching. I sold many of the items I collected, but there were others I kept for myself. You wouldn't believe the mountain of information I gleaned. Eventually, I was able to understand nearly all of it, but there was one step I had to take before I could realize my ultimate goal," he said.
"What was that?" I asked.
"I had to let my physical body die," he said. "So I did. And voila, here I am."
"You're mad," I said. He chuckled.
"Perhaps," he said. "I've been called that and much worse, by experts. But consider this. Of the two of us, which one is holding a conversation with a machine?"
"I see your point," I said.
"Each of us has a purpose, Jack," he said. "Mine is to travel the space-time continuum and enjoy whatever is out there. Yours is to raise your two children to be responsible adults. And your wife is fulfilling her purpose even now as we speak."
"What are you talking about?" I asked, my anger rising.
"Oh come on, Jack, surely you know what I'm talking about," he said.
"You mean selling your house?" He laughed out loud.
"Selling it?" he asked. "Heavens no. She's not selling it. She preparing it."
"For what?" I asked. "Quit talking in riddles, dammit!"
"For our return," he said. "My wife was taken from me years ago by a cruel disease. In short, I was robbed of a lifetime of love and happiness. I intend to get that back."
"How do you plan to do that?" I asked. "And what role does my wife play in your scheme?"
"I'm sure you noticed the ring she was given," he said. "The pattern came from an ancient tribe of people who believed the dead could replace the souls of the living. The pattern on that ring makes it possible. Your wife's body will soon host my dear departed wife's soul for good. Haven't you noticed the changes in your wife recently?"
"I have," I said.
"That's because the human mind was not made to house two people," he said. "My wife's soul is slowly taking your wife's body and mind over. In the meantime, she's learning to adapt and use what your wife's body has to offer. And I must say, it's quite exhilarating. Your wife sure knows how to be a wild woman in bed, the way my Annabelle once was."
"And what happens to my wife's soul?" I asked.
"Eventually, it will replace Annabelle's in the great beyond," he said. "Before long, there'll be no need for the ring. When Annabelle gets strong enough, she'll push your Terri out completely."
"You'll never get away with this," I said. He laughed.
"Jack, Jack," he said condescendingly. "Please don't insult my intelligence. Look at the big picture here, will you? There's no way you can stop what has already started. And who would believe you? You'd be sent to a mental institution, and who would be left to care for your children. Hmm? Why not simply accept the inevitable and get on with your life? There are other women out there, you know. Many of them would love to be with someone like you."
"This can't be real," I said quietly.
"Oh, but it is real, Jack," he said. "It's as real as it gets. Look, I'd love to chat some more, but the record finished playing long ago and I really need to get back to what I was doing. I know this is a lot for you to embrace at one time. Terri has left a message for you on one of the records you bought this morning. The label is clearly marked. In the meantime, listen to this..."



His voice went away and was replaced by moaning and the sound of flesh slapping against flesh. I could hear a woman's voice in the background and knew it was Terri.
"Oh God, yes," she moaned. "Fuck my pussy, Master. Keep fucking me. Cum inside my slutty cunt." I heard a man groan out loud and then there were no more sounds. I looked and saw the needle was in the final groove next to the label. How long had it been there, I wondered. Shocked, I lifted the needle and stopped the player.
I pulled the wax record off the turntable and replaced it in its paper sleeve before putting it away. I looked through the other albums carefully and found one with an old RCA label marked, "To Jack From Terri." Strange, I thought. That wasn't there this morning. How could this possibly be? I thought about playing that record, but had another idea. I had a turntable at home that could play 78 RPM albums, so I decided I would take the record home and listen to it there, and if necessary, confront my wife.
I looked at the time and realized my lunch break was nearly over. Could I really have been conversing with a dead man through an old phonograph that long? Stunned and shocked, I tossed the rest of my lunch away and went back to my desk. I called Terri's office, hoping to speak to her.
"Is Terri Thornton available?" I asked the receptionist.
"I'm sorry, Jack, but she's been out all day," the receptionist said. "I don't expect her back until sometime tomorrow. Can I leave a message?"
"No, that's alright," I said. "I'll talk to her later." I ended the call, then pulled out the card and called Vikki.
"Hello, Jack, I was expecting your call," she said. "Would you like to come over so we can talk?"
"Yes," I said. "How did you know I'd be calling?"
"Call it a woman's intuition," she said. "I suggest the sooner you get here the better."
"Okay, I'm coming right over," I said, ending the call. I went to Alan's office. He looked at me and invited me inside. I walked in and closed the door behind me.
"What's the matter, Jack?" he asked. "You don't look too well. Are you feeling alright?"
"I need to take some time off," I said. "Family emergency."
"Well, you've got comp time coming, and we don't have anything pressing, so go ahead. Take a few days and get it under control," he said. "If there's anything I can do, please let me know."
"Thanks, Alan," I said. "I appreciate that." With that, I went back to my office, put the record from Terri in my briefcase and headed out. I decided to drive by the old Parker place to see if she was there. Sure enough, she was. I could see her car along with another parked in front of the house. I couldn't get in because the iron gate at the driveway was closed. I looked but didn't see any signs indicating the place was for sale. Odd, I thought.
From there, I drove straight to Vikki's shop. I was desperate for answers and I hoped she could give me some. When I got there, I went inside and saw her behind the counter. She looked up as I walked inside.
"Good afternoon, Jack," she said. "I assume you want some answers."
"You assume right," I said. She nodded her head, went to the door and locked it, putting up a sign that read, "Closed." She turned back and started walking to the back of the shop, I assumed, where her office was located. She stopped and looked back at me.
"Perhaps you should come with me," she said. I followed her into a small, crowded office with a desk and three chairs. One of the chairs sat in a corner and was covered with an afghan. She invited me to sit in the other chair as she took her place behind her desk.
"I take it you listened to the record with the blank label," she said. I nodded my head.
"You might say that," I said. "More to the point, I had a conversation with the man who recorded that disk. What can you tell me about your uncle?"
"Well, for starters, he was actually my great-uncle -- my grandfather's oldest brother," she said. "He held two degrees. One in archaeology and another in history. He got married and taught for a while, but after his wife died of meningitis, he left the college and began exploring the world, collecting artifacts from all over. About 35 years ago, he finally settled back into the old house and opened this place. He never remarried and always talked about how he and his beloved wife would one day be reunited."
"Did he say how that might happen?" I asked. She shook her head.
"No, but he did talk a lot about otherworldly things," she said. "Supernatural things."
"Was he involved with the occult?" I asked. She shrugged her shoulders.
"I can tell you that he was accused of that, more than once, and I can tell you he dabbled in things I never really cared to mess with," she said. I nodded my head in understanding. "Would you like to see a picture of his wife?" she asked.
"Sure," I said. She turned to her computer and pulled up a digitized black and white photograph of a stunningly beautiful woman in her mid 20s. I looked at the photo in shock. She looked like the spitting image of my Terri. Vikki saw the expression on my face. I pulled out my cell phone and showed her a recent picture of Terri. She looked at it, shocked.
"What's your wife's maiden name?" she asked.
"Hanson," I said. Vikki opened another file on her computer.
"Uncle Jonas was really into genealogy," she said. "He originally had everything on paper, but put it into a computer a few years before he died." She pointed at one entry in a box. "This was his wife -- Annabelle. Her maiden name was Simpson and according to this, she had a sister, Freida. We know Annabelle didn't have any children and Uncle Jonas never remarried. Let's follow Freida's line and see what we come up with."
We both examined the screen, following the lines down through the generations. Fortunately, there wasn't much to go through, but Vikki found it and pointed to a box on the screen. I looked and saw it: Terri Ann Hanson. A box next to it was connected with a line and had my name inside. Below that were the names of our children.
"There's your answer," she said. "He was waiting for someone who resembled Annabelle."
"Do you have a picture of your brother on here?" I asked.
"Sure," she said, going back to the pictures folder. She pulled one up and showed it to me.
"How much does he resemble your uncle?" I asked.
"Quite a bit," she said. "His name is Donald. They were quite close."
"Is it possible that your uncle had him give her that ring?" I asked.
"Anything's possible, I guess," she said.
"Did your uncle keep track of the things he picked up over the years?" I asked her.
"Yes," she said. "Mostly for keeping inventory. It's all here in the database. He spent years putting it together."
"Can you search for 'ring' and 'soul' in that database?" I asked.
"Yes I can," she said, pulling up what looked like a custom program built for a database. She entered the search terms and hit enter. There were a few items displayed and most were marked as "sold." The top item, however, caught my eye. It was the exact ring I saw on Terri's hand. Vikki clicked on the item description and we read the entry Jonas had input.
"According to this, he discovered the ring at a dig in central Africa," Vikki said. "Local legend had it that an ancient tribe used a ring like this to commune with the dead. The wearer could supposedly channel the spirit of someone who passed away and even take on some of that person's personality traits. But there's a warning. If worn long enough, the departed spirit could displace the spirit of the person wearing the ring."
"Oh my God," I said. "Did Jonas say anything else? Like, how to reverse the process?"
"He has an entry here that gives a chant," she said. "According to Jonas, it has to be spoken by two females, and one of them has to be related to the person wearing the ring." Terri's mother lived in Florida, and was too far to get here in time. But there was one other person. It was a risk, but if we were ever to get Terri back, it had to be done.
"Would you be willing to help me break that spell?" I asked.
"Yes, I would," she said. "But we need two females. Where are you going to get the other?"
"I'll have to get her out of school," I said. "Print out two copies of that chant if you would please. I have to call the school."
"Okay," she said. As she did that, I called April's school and told them there was a family emergency and I needed to pull her out. They wanted to know the nature of the emergency, and I simply told them it had to do with her mother. The vice principal I spoke to reluctantly agreed and I said I would there shortly. By the time I ended the call, Vikki was finished.
"I assume you can get into the gate and the door at your uncle's house?" I asked her.
"Of course," she said.
"Alright," I told her. "If you have that printed out, let's go. I'll bring you back later." WE headed out and got to the school, where April was waiting outside. She got in the car and looked at Vikki, confused.
"What's going on, Dad?" she asked. "Is Mom okay? Who is this woman?"
"No, she's not, dear," I said. "By the way, this is Vikki. Vikki, meet April, my daughter. Could you please give her the chant?" Vikki handed her a sheet of paper with the strange chant printed on it in large letters. April looked at it, her brows furrowed.
"What is this, Dad? It's gibberish," she said.
"We're going to the old Parker house," I told her. "When we get there, you and Vikki will need to recite that together. Can you do that?"
"I guess so," she said. "But I'm confused. What is this and what does it have to do with Mom?"
"Remember you told me you wanted your old mother back?" I asked.
"Yeah," she said.
"This is the only way that'll ever happen," I told her. "I really can't explain too much more than that. I'm not even sure I believe it all myself."
"Huh?" April asked, nearly hysterical. Vikki turned in her seat.
"My great-uncle Jonas was into a lot of strange things," she told April. "He's to blame for what's going on with your mother."
"But he's dead," April said.
"Only his body is dead," Vikki told her. "I'll explain later. Just familiarize yourself with that chant. Follow my lead. When I tell you, we say it together. Understand? Your father is counting on you to do this." April calmed down, looked at my reflection in the mirror, then nodded her head.
"Okay," she said quietly. I saw her reading the paper intently as I drove. We finally made it to the Parker house and Vikki hit a series of numbers on the pad in front of the gate. When she did so, the gate opened and I drove inside, stopping next to Terri's car. Vikki turned to April.
"Remember, follow my lead," she said. "There may be things happening here that might shock you. Just look past it. Whatever you might see, remember, it's not really your mother. Understand?"
"I guess," she said. We got out of the car and walked to the front door. Vikki already had her keys out and opened it. We stepped inside and looked around, but didn't see anyone. We listened and heard a woman moaning in orgasm. I recognized the voice -- it was Terri.
"What's going on here?" April asked.
"You don't want to know, dear," I told her. Vikki put her finger to her mouth telling us to be quiet. We followed the voices to a set of stairs leading into a basement, and went downstairs. We entered a large, dimly-lit chamber and saw two figures -- Terri and Donald. Both had just thrown on a robe and were securing the ties when we walked in. I noticed he wore a ring very much like Terri's. They looked at us, surprised to see us there.
"What are you doing here, man-child?" Terri asked, an ugly sneer on her face. Her eyes had changed and were completely black. "And who is the little girl?"
"I could ask you the same, Terri," I said. "What are you doing here? You certainly aren't selling any real estate, that's for certain. And this girl is our daughter. Don't you remember your own daughter?" Terri laughed.
"Terri's not here right now, man-child," the woman said. "Call me Annabelle. And I don't have any children. Not yet, anyway. I'm just getting used to this body. It's been a long time since I felt a hard cock inside me." The man laughed as she said that. He looked at me and I noticed his eyes were also completely black.
"It's just as I told you earlier, Jack, my boy," he said in Jonas' voice.
"You don't belong on this plane of existence anymore, Uncle Jonas," Vikki said. "It's time for you and Aunt Annabelle to go back where you really belong." She looked at April and nodded her head. They both began reading the chant in unison.
"No," Jonas/Donald exclaimed. "This can't be happening. You can't do this!" As the two women chanted, the atmosphere in the room changed and became more charged. I looked and saw what appeared to be two vortexes, each one swirling over Donald and Terri. Their eyes flashed for a moment, and the swirling became more pronounced.
I thought I saw figures in the vortexes -- strange, hooded things with fire for eyes. I looked at Vikki and April and saw what looked like an electrified aura surrounding them. Their eyes were wide and shone like fire. They held the papers at their sides and were now chanting as one, as if on autopilot.
Terri and Donald screamed and tried to break free of the vortexes, which had by now completely covered their bodies. It continued to build, the charge in the room getting worse and worse. Suddenly, it all vanished and everything became normal. The girls stopped chanting and we looked at Donald and April.
Their eyes had returned to normal and they stood there for a moment, expressionless. Then they fell to the floor, not moving. April and I ran to Terri while Vikki went to Donald.
"Get that ring off of him," I told Vikki as I pulled the ring off Terri's right hand. There was a fireplace at one end of the room and we tossed the rings in the fire. I took Terri's face in my hands and tried to get her attention as April cried for her mother. Vikki tried to get Donald's attention at the same time. We were both unsuccessful. Terri looked at the two of us kneeling by her, but there was no recognition or emotion in her face. It was completely blank. Donald was in the same condition.
Vikki stood up and pulled her phone to call 911. We tried to make the two of them as comfortable as we could and spoke to them, trying to make them recognize us, but to no avail. Soon, the paramedics arrived and checked the two of them out before putting them on gurneys.
"We'll be taking them to County General," one of the medics said. We got in my car and followed the ambulance to the hospital. Then we waited. And waited. And waited some more. Finally, a couple of doctors came out to see us. One of them spoke to Vikki while the other spoke to April and I.
"Mr. Thornton," the doctor said. "I don't quite know what to tell you. Physically, there's not a thing wrong with your wife. All of her blood work and other tests came back just fine. All of her levels appear to be exactly where they should be and we didn't find any evidence of drugs. I am concerned, however, with the results of her EEG. It's almost as if the lights are on, but no one is home."
"So, what do we do?" I asked.
"I'm going to recommend she stay here for a few days," he said. "I'd like to have her go through more extensive tests under the supervision of our neurology department. Maybe we can find out what's going on there." I nodded my head.
"Okay," I said. After the doctor left, Vikki and I compared notes and learned the doctor said the same thing about Donald. We stayed until they got the two of them into a room. April and I spoke to Terri, but she looked at us as though we were completely alien to her and she didn't say a word. Finally, we said our goodbyes, kissing her on the cheek. Her face showed no emotion whatsoever as we did so.
We drove back to Vikki's shop in silence, all of us shocked by the events of the last few hours. I promised to stay in touch when she got out of the car. She promised to look through her uncle's notes to see if she could find anything that might help. When she got out, April jumped in the front seat.
"What now, Dad?" she asked. I shook my head.
"I don't know, dear," I said. "We do everything we can to support your mother, help her get back to normal, I guess."
"Are you going to divorce her?" she asked sadly. "You know what they were doing down there, don't you?"
"I know," I said. "Somehow, I don't think your mother had any control over that. Don't ask me to explain. I'm not sure I understand it all myself."
"What if she did?" April asked.
"Then we deal with that when the time comes," I said. We rode the rest of the way home in silence, but my mind was going into overdrive. April had a good point. If Terri did knowingly cheat on me, there would be no question that divorce was the only option. But something told me to hold that thought.
Robert was already home when we got there. He came up to us, worried.
"What's going on, Dad?" he asked. "Where were you guys?"
"We were at the hospital," I said.
"Hospital?" he asked. "Is it Mom? It is, isn't it? What happened?"
"Mom's not herself right now," April said. "We can't explain it and neither can the doctors. They're going to keep her for a bit and run some tests."
"Is she okay?" Robert asked.
"Physically, yes," I said.
"Oh my God," Robert said. "Is Mom a psycho or something?" April looked at him, angry, and started to slap his face, but I grabbed her hand before she could.
"No, your mother's not psycho," I said. "And I never want to hear you say that again," I added calmly but firmly. "She has a problem, but they're going to find out what it is. In the meantime, we will support her as we always have. Got it?"
"I got it, Dad," he said. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean it that way."
"I know you didn't, son," I told him. I opened my arms and held the two of them. We shared some tears for a bit before I let them go.
"I'm going to warm up some dinner," April said. I nodded my head.
"Do that," I said. "You guys go ahead and eat, then do your homework. I have some things to do."
"Are you going to be okay, Dad?" she asked.
"I think so," I said. "This is all so overwhelming right now." I went into my home office and shut the door. I set my briefcase down and opened it. I pulled the record that held Terri's message on my turntable, set it to 78 RPM, then plugged in my headphones. I hoped this would actually work. I grabbed a beer out of my small refrigerator and sat down to listen to the record.
"Jack, it's me, Terri," I heard her say in the headphones. "I don't know where I am, but I wanted to get this done so you might understand what's going on. I know this is going to sound strange, but I was given this ring by Donald Parker. He said it was a gift for all my work in getting the house ready for sale. Ever since he gave me that ring, though, strange things began to happen.
"I can't quite explain it, but it's as if there's two people in my head, me and someone else. Someone from a long time ago. Her name is Annabelle, and she was Jonas Parker's wife. She's been using my body and I have no control over what she does with it. She speaks through me and does things and I can't do anything to stop her. I tried, but it feels like I've been shoved aside and made to stay in a fog. I've seen her do things with Parker, sexual things. I tried to make her stop. Honestly, I did. But I couldn't. The night of your birthday, Annabelle took control and she's the one who did all those things to you. She originally promised to let me have you that night, but she reneged on her promise. Then she made me watch and taunted me the whole time.
"I tried to tell you, but she wouldn't let me. She said I was a lousy fuck and you'd be better off with a woman who at least knew how to give a good blowjob. I cried as I watched her suck your cock. I saw the look on your face and it hurt knowing that it wasn't really me making you feel so good. I felt so inadequate as a wife.



"I know this probably sounds like bullshit to you. If you told me something like this, I'd kick your ass to the curb so fast it isn't even funny. But you have to believe me. I've never cheated on you. Ever. You're the only man I've ever had and the only man I ever want to have. I fought them as hard as I could, but I was powerless to stop them. I feel so dirty and ashamed. I wouldn't blame you if you divorced me.
"I just hope that one day, you can forgive me for being weak. Please know that I love you with all my heart, and I always will. Tell the kids I love them and give them a big hug and kiss for me. Annabelle says I'll be gone for good soon and this is the last time I'll ever be able to get anything to you.
"Please, sweetheart, find a woman you can love and be with her. Forget about me. I'm gone now and I don't think I'll ever be able to get back. Just remember that you made me the happiest woman on earth and If I have to, I'll wait here forever for you.
"I love you, Jack," she said, crying. "Goodbye, sweetheart." The recording ended and I sat there with tears rolling down my face. She was right about one thing. If she had told me this before tonight, I don't think I would've believed her. But there had been so many strange things happen lately that I couldn't help but give her the benefit of the doubt.
So now, I wondered, what do I do? My wife's body was in the hospital, while her spirit, or soul, or whatever you want to call it, is "out there," somewhere. For a moment, I felt like I was in the Twilight Zone and I halfway expected to see Rod Serling step out and say something profound.
I wondered what was on the other side of the record, and took a quick look. The label was blank, but there were grooves as though something had been recorded. I tried to play that side of the record, but heard nothing. I took the record of the turntable and put it back in its sleeve.
A thousand thoughts went through my mind as I sat there considering Terri's message. I realized I needed to speak to someone about this, and I knew just the right person. I recorded Terri's audio to a thumb drive, saving it in MP3 format. I pulled out my phone and made a call.
"Hello," I heard a man's voice say at the other end.
"Mike, you busy right now?" I asked. Mike Dunkirk was an old friend from college. He was actually more than that -- he was once my college counselor and as my mentor, he was probably the only person on earth I could speak to about this.
"Well, just finishing up some meat loaf, but otherwise, no," he said. "You got a problem you need help with?"
"Yeah," I said. "It's pretty strange actually. I'd like to bend your ear for a bit if that's okay and get your take on it."
"Well, if you're calling me, it must be a humdinger of a problem," he said. "Sure, come on over. I'll have a beer waiting for you."
"Thanks, Mike, I appreciate that," I said. We ended the call and I went into the front room where the kids were doing their homework.
"Will you kids be okay if I step out for a bit?" I asked.
"Yeah, sure Dad," April said. "We're not exactly little kids anymore, you know."
"Don't remind me," I said. "Okay, keep the door locked and don't let anyone inside. Call me if you need to. I may be gone for a couple hours or so."
"Okay, Dad," Robert said. I headed out and drove to Mike's place, a small two-bedroom condo not too far from my house. He by himself these days, since his wife died a year or so ago. When I got there, he handed me a beer and we sat in his front room.
"So, what's on your mind, Jack?" he asked.
"Mike, I'm about to tell you a story that you're gonna find very hard to believe," I said. "Hell, I went through it and I'm not sure I believe it myself." I told him the story -- all of it, He listened intently, not interrupting me. When I finished, he took a deep breath and let it out slowly.
"Damn," he said. "If anyone else had told me this, I'd have them packed off to the loony bin. You have a recording of her message?"
"I do, right here," I said, pulling out the thumb drive. He walked to the table where his laptop sat and inserted the drive. We listened to it together, then he pulled the drive out and handed it to me.
"Neither you nor Terri are prone to exaggerate things," he said. "And I know she would never cheat on you. It's just not in her to do that. So now, you're probably wondering what you should do."
"I am," I told him. "Dammit, I don't want a divorce, but I can't live with this."
"Let me ask you something," he said. "Suppose Terri was walking home one night and she was grabbed by someone and raped at gunpoint. Would you divorce her over that?"
"Of course not," I said. "That wouldn't be right. It was done against her will."
"Exactly," he said. "And so was this. There's really no difference. You heard what she said, the anguish in her voice. That's not something she could just make up."
"Yeah, but it's just so..."
"Strange?" Mike asked, finishing my statement.
"Yeah," I said.
"Well, if Jonas Parker is involved, strange is the order of the day," he said.
"What do you mean by that?" I asked.
"I've stopped by his shop a few times just to look around, maybe buy something. I'd spoken to the old man while I was there. He was something else, to be sure," Mike said. "I got curious about the guy and did some research. Someone wrote a book about him and his family. From what I read, the old man never really got over the loss of his wife. Spent many years searching for answers. Some thought he was looking for a way to bring her back from the dead. Maybe he finally succeeded."
"Wow," I said.
"So, are you dead set on getting a divorce?" he asked.
"I don't know," I said. "If it turns out she deliberately did this, then yes."
"Are you in a hurry to do this?" he asked.
"No, I guess there's no need to rush into it, not with her in the condition she's in," I said. "What do you suggest?"
"I think you should let the medicos do their thing," he said. "Let them observe her, run their tests. If she's faking, they'll know pretty quick. And you'll have your answer."
"I think you're right," I said. Inside, I knew he was right. In all the years I had known Terri, she never once seemed the type to come on to other men. Even when we were in college, she wasn't the flirty type who jumped from man to man. None of this was like her at all. And with her in the hospital, I knew she wouldn't be going anywhere anyway.
"Look, why don't you go home, give the kids a hug and get some sleep," Mike said. "Take it one step at a time. You'll have your answers soon enough. And of course, if you need to bend my ear, I'll always be here for ya."
"Thanks, Mike, I appreciate that a bunch," I said.
"Anytime, old friend," he said. "You know, I just had a thought. Why don't you bring that record with her message by tomorrow, along with another recording of her, maybe a voicemail or something. I have a friend who works at the police lab. Maybe he can verify if that voice is really hers."
"That's a good point," I said. "I'd be curious to know how it got onto that record. I'll bring it by in the morning."
"Sounds good, Jack," he said. "I'll see you then." We said our goodbyes and I went home. The kids had finished their homework and were playing games on the television. I grabbed some leftovers and a coke and watched as they played their game. Even with the kids there, the place seemed so empty without Terri in it.
Eventually, we all tired and headed to bed. I held Terri's pillow and tried to sleep, but it wasn't easy. When I finally did fall asleep, I dreamt of Terri, searching her way home through a dark fog. I tried calling out to her, but was unable to speak. I woke up the next morning, drenched in sweat.
I got up, showered, shaved and dressed, then went downstairs. The kids were already eating breakfast and getting ready to leave for school. I made sure they had their lunches then saw them out the door and watched as they climbed on the bus.
I grabbed the record with Terri's message and copied a voicemail she left me from my phone to a thumb drive and headed to Mike's. He met me at the door when I got there.
"Please be careful with this," I said. "It's an old wax record, and they can break very easily."
"No problem," he said. "How did you sleep, by the way?"
"Not that good," I told him.
"Remember what I said. Take it one day at a time," he said. "You going to the hospital to see her?"
"Yeah," I said. "Maybe they'll have some news."
"Alright," he said. "Keep me in the loop. I'll let you know what my friend says."
"Thanks again, Mike," I said. I left and went to the hospital to check on Terri. When I got there, I went to the nurse's station to get an update on her condition. They told me that she had soiled herself and had to have a diaper put on her. They also told me that she had to be fed like a baby. Apparently, she had forgotten how to eat or even use the toilet. The doctor saw me and came over to me.
"Mr. Thornton, I've got your wife scheduled for an MRI later today," he said. "I've also reached out to a colleague of mine who happens to be a top neurologist at Johns Hopkins. He'll be coming to look over the test results."
"Is she going to be okay?" I asked.
"Physically, she's in great shape," he said. "But it's as though there's no memory of anything."
"So she has amnesia?" I asked.
"This appears to go beyond simple amnesia," he said. "She seems to have forgotten everything. How to eat, how to use the restroom, everything. She doesn't respond to visual or verbal stimuli."
"Maybe I should try to talk to her," I said.
"That wouldn't hurt," he said. "Maybe you can trigger a reaction. It might also help if you brought your children in later. Maybe she'll respond to them." I nodded my head.
"I'll do that," I said.
"I'll be in touch," he said before walking off. I went into Terri's room and looked at her. She seemed okay, physically, but there was no recognition in her face when I walked in.
"Terri, it's me, Jack," I said, sitting down next to her. She looked at me with her big brown eyes, but didn't respond. "Can you hear me? Can you understand what I'm saying? Nod your head if you do." There was still no reaction. I picked up her dainty hand and brought it to my lips, kissing her fingers as I sometimes did after we had made love. Still no reaction.
"Talk to me, Terri," I said. "The kids and I miss you so bad. Do you remember the children? Robert and April? Do you remember what April did yesterday?" I looked at her face for any sign of, well, anything. But there was nothing. I may as well have been talking to the wall.
I had a brainstorm and decided to change tack. I looked at Terri before speaking.
"Why did you do it, Terri?" I asked calmly. "Why did you lie to me about that ring? Why did you have to fuck that asshole? Surely you knew that I wouldn't tolerate that. I need answers, Terri. If I don't get any, I'll have no choice but to file for a divorce. And I'll be asking for custody of the kids. Talk to me, Terri. Why?"
There was absolutely no reaction from her. I had hardly ever used profanity in her presence and I had hoped it along with the threat of divorce would snap her out of whatever was going on in her head, but it didn't. Either she was the best actress on the planet or she really wasn't there. I sat with her for a while longer, then had another idea. I got up and kissed her on the forehead.
"I'll be back," I told her. "I'll bring the kids by later. We'll talk then, okay?" She looked up at me, but said nothing and her face remained passive. I went out of her room and asked about visiting hours.
"You can visit pretty much any time before 8 pm," the nurse said. I thanked her and headed out. My first stop was Vikki's shop. I went inside and found her behind the counter, helping another customer. When she finished, she came over to me.
"How's your wife?" she asked. I shook my head.
"Not good," I said. "It's like she's not even there. What about Donald?"
"The same," she said, tears falling down her cheek. "What are you going to do?"
"I have an idea, but I don't know if anything will come of it," I said. "Can you keep looking through your uncle's notes to see what you can find?"
"I have been, but I'll keep looking," she said. "If I find anything, I'll let you know."
"Thanks," I told her before leaving. From there, I drove to my office. Everyone asked about Terri and expressed their condolences. I thanked them and got to my office, where I met Alan.
"How's Terri?" he asked. I shook my head.
"Not good," I said. "Physically, she's okay, but it's like she's not there. They're going to do an MRI today and they have top specialists coming in to take a look."
"We just ordered some flowers for her," he said. "You just take it easy. If you need any more time off, take it. Just let me know."
"Thanks, Alan," I said. He went about his business and I went into my office. I closed the door and pulled the blinds, then grabbed the record with the blank label. After winding up the old Victrola, I placed the record on the turntable, turned it on and listened, hoping to hear Jonas. This time, however, I had the voice recorder on my phone ready to go, and set it on the table, close to the Victrola's external horn. After the player started, I heard his voice.
"Jack," he said through the horn. His voice sounded a bit different, almost as if he was going through something painful. "You surprised me, old boy. I never knew you had it in you. And you managed to recruit my own niece. Quite clever of you."
"Where's Terri?" I asked.
"In the hospital, I imagine," he said. "Along with my nephew."
"Bullshit, Jonas," I said. "Her body's there, but she's not. Neither is Donald. Where are they?" He laughed before responding.
"You figured that out, did you?" he asked. "Well, if you must know, Donald is here, with me. Or rather, his spirit is here. Terri's spirit is in what you might call purgatory, where she'll wander for all eternity, long after her physical body has turned to dust."
"There's got to be a way for her to get back, Jonas," I said.
"I'm sure there is, but even if I knew and was inclined to help you, I can't," he said.
"Why is that, Jonas?" I asked.
"Because, I'm being punished for what I did," he said. "As is Donald. We are someplace you never want to be."
"Where is that, Jonas?" I asked.
"You might know it as Hell," Jonas said.
"And Donald is there with you?" I asked.
"Yes," he said, his voice cracking from whatever strain he was under. "We're both being punished for what we did. As is my lovely Annabelle. And we'll be here for all time. I'm told Donald's body won't last much longer. Maybe a year or two at most from your perspective. Time doesn't have much meaning here."
"Why, Jonas?" I asked. "Why did you do it, and why Terri?"
"I only wanted to be reunited with my lovely bride," he said. "Terri was the best candidate. She was a descendant of Annabelle's sister and she resembled her enough for my purpose. Donald and I planned it all out long before my body died."
"And Terri knew nothing of this?" I asked.
"Nothing," he said. "She was duped from the beginning. Donald gave her that ring in the store when Vikki was out. He told her it was a token of the family's gratitude. She had no idea what we were doing until it was too late for her. By the time you and Vikki showed up, her spirit had already been displaced."
"And she never willingly gave herself to you or Donald?" I asked.
"No, never," he said. "That was Annabelle's doing. She was always a vivacious and passionate creature."
"There's got to be a way to get Terri back into her body," I said. "Think, man. Tell me."
"I... I can't," he said, seemingly out of breath. "I'm sorry, Jack, old boy. I can't think of anything except my pain... Please, make it stop..." His voice erupted into a howl of anguish and then died out. All I heard was the scratching noise of the needle in the record's groove. I realized I would hear nothing more and stopped the player. I ended the recording and listened to some of it, just to verify that I was able to capture his voice.
I pulled the record off the player and put it back into its protective sleeve. I sat there for a bit, thinking about what to do next. Then I had an idea. I packed up the Victrola along with a couple of records and left the office. I drove back to Vikki's shop and went inside.
Vikki's eyes grew wide when I played the conversation I had with her uncle. She listened to it twice, apparently to make sure it really was him. There were tears in her eyes when she was finished.
"That's his voice," she said. "There's no doubt about it. It's like hearing him die all over again. And my poor brother. Jonas used him and now it's going to cost him his life as well." I held her as she sobbed on my shirt.
"I'm sorry, Vikki," I said. "I had no idea this would happen."
"Neither did I," she said. "My brother went along with Jonas' evil plan and he's paying the price. But your wife was completely innocent. What are you going to do?"
"I have an idea," I said. "I don't know if it'll work, but at this point, I'm ready to try just about anything. Maybe I can help Vikki find her way back. And I think that old Victrola may be the key." She nodded her head.
"Let me know how it goes, okay?" she asked.
"I will," I said. "And I'm truly sorry for your loss."
"Thanks," she said. "Donald and I weren't all that close, but he was still my brother." We promised to stay in touch and I left the shop, heading for home. I put the Victrola in my office and prepared dinner for the kids, since I knew they would be home soon. I wasn't much of a cook, but I had helped Terri a few times and figured I would do what I could. At least they wouldn't starve.
When they got home, we ate the hamburger helper I made -- without complaint, I might add -- then went to see Terri. The kids were shocked when she didn't respond to them. They tried telling her about their day at school, but she just looked at them with no response and no indication that she even knew who they were.
I saw her doctor as we left, and he told me they had conducted the brain scan on her and the specialist would be there in a day or two to go over the results.
"Is there any chance she could be faking any of this?" I asked him. He shook his head.
"I've dealt with amnesia before, but I've never seen anything quite like this," he said. "I honestly don't think so. Just keep visiting her and talking to her. Maybe that will help."
"What if I bring some things from the house? Would that maybe help her out?" I asked.
"It certainly can't hurt," he said. That's what we did for the next couple of days. I visited her whenever I could, talking to her about things we had done, places we had seen, but that didn't strike a chord with her at all. Neither did the pictures and video I showed her of the four of us on vacation.
I got a call from Mike two days after I gave him the record with Terri's message.
"You got some time?" he asked.
"Sure," I said. "What's up?"
"My friend finished analyzing that record and he'd like for the three of us to meet over lunch," he said. "Are you available?"
"Sure," I said. "Where?"
"Well, there's that little diner over on Third Street you like," he said. "How about there?"
"That sounds good," I said. "They make the juiciest burgers."
"It's on, then," he said. "See you at 12:00." We ended the call and I was there right at 12:00. I saw Mike when I walked in. He waved at me, and I saw another man at the table. I headed over to them, and gave my order to the waitress.
"Jack, this is my friend, Al Nelson. He works for the police in their forensics lab," Mike said. I shook Al's hand and he handed me the record and the USB drive.



"Good to meet you, Al," I said. "What did you find?"
"Good to meet you, too, Jack," he said. "Well, I performed a voice print analysis of the woman on the record and it matches up perfectly to the voicemail from your wife. I also took a look at the record and I can tell you it appears to be the genuine article."
"What are you saying?" I asked him.
"Well, if I had to testify in court, I'd have to say it appears that recording was cut over 100 years ago," he said. "And it was cut by the same person who left that voicemail."
"How is that possible?" I asked.
"My tests can't make that determination," he said. "I suppose it's remotely possible that someone made that record with technology from the early 20th century, but I don't know anyone with access to that kind of equipment, and the grooves on the record are consistent with what was used to cut records back in those days. I honestly don't have an answer for that."
We spent the next hour eating and talking about the tests he performed. Both Mike and I were shocked at what he had found. Truth be told, I was nowhere near as shocked as Mike -- not after what I had experienced myself. I kept quiet about that, though.
After we ate, I got a call from Terri's doctor asking if I had time to swing by his office. I told him I would be right there, so I said my goodbyes, thanked Al for his efforts and headed over. Dr. Jacobs' office was in a building adjacent to the hospital, so I went there and introduced myself to the receptionist, who ushered me into his office.
"Mr. Thornton," he said, "this is Dr. Williams, from Johns Hopkins. He's probably the best in the business and I asked him to take a look at your wife's test results." I shook the older man's hand and Dr. Jacobs showed me a short video. I didn't know what it was I was looking at, so he explained it to me.
"This is the typical brain activity in a normal, healthy, functioning human being," he said. I took in the splotches of color and was amazed at what I saw. All that goes on in the human brain, I asked myself. He stopped that video and showed me another. This one had about a tenth of the activity of the previous video.
"This is your wife's brain activity," he said. "You can see the significant difference."
"Yes," I said. "What's going on?"
"That's what we'd like to find out, Mr. Thornton," Dr. Williams said. "It's almost as if the part of the brain associated with memory and personality has been short circuited somehow. The good news, however, is that there's no tumor or growth that seems to be causing this."
"So, what are you recommending?" I asked.
"We'd like to do exploratory surgery on her brain," Dr. Jacobs said. "Maybe there's something that isn't showing up on the scan. We've contacted another specialist who has done some research in this area, a Dr. Stein. He has a clinic on the other side of the state, and he's expressed an interest in the case. What we would need is consent from you to do this."
"What's the risk to my wife?" I asked.
"There's always a risk where surgery is involved," Dr. Williams said. "I don't believe there's much risk to your wife, but we are concerned that this condition could get worse. The other patient -- the man brought in with her -- is showing some degradation. It could happen to your wife as well."
"I really need to think about this for a day or so," I said.
"Please don't take too long," Dr. Jacobs said. "If you do, there's a possibility that her brain could simply forget how to keep her heart beating."
"Is it that bad?" I asked.
"Not yet," Dr. Williams said. "But it could get to that point."
"Two days, tops," I said. "Can you give me that much time?"
"I think so," Dr. Jacobs said. "But not much more than that. Her life is on the line here."
"I understand," I said. "More than you know." After I bid my farewell, I headed straight home. When I got there, I pulled out the record with Terri's message and looked at the opposite side -- the side with no label. I wound up the Victrola, placed the record on the turntable with the blank label up and put the needle on the record.
"Terri?" I asked. "Can you hear me, Terri? Are you there?" For a second or two, I heard nothing but a scratchy noise come out of the horn. I was about ready to turn it off, when I heard her voice come through.
"Jack?" she asked. "Is that really you, Jack?"
"It's me, dear," I said, excited. "I'm here. Where are you? Are you alright?"
"I don't know where I am, Jack," she said. "It's foggy and dark here. I'm scared. And I'm so lonely."
"I'm here with you, dear," I said. "And we've been lonely for you, too."
"Jack, please help me get out of here," she said.
"I got your message," I said. She began crying.
"I'm so sorry, Jack," she said. "I know it was my body, but I never cheated on you. That Donald guy fooled me into taking that ring. I never should've accepted it or put it on, but I just felt... compelled. After that, Annabelle started taking over. You know I would never have cheated on you. Ever. Please forgive me."
"I've already forgiven you," I said. "I know what Jonas, Donald and Annabelle did to you. They're being punished for it even as we speak." Her crying intensified.
"I love you, Jack," she said. "I miss you and the kids so much. Please help me."
"We miss you too, dear," I said. "Listen to me, please. I have an idea. It's weird, but it's the only thing I could think of."
"What?" she asked.
"Your body is in the hospital," I said. "It's okay, you're body is doing just fine, and they say you're healthy, except for your mind. They want to do exploratory surgery on your brain, so we don't have a lot of time."
"What do you want me to do?" she asked.
"I'm going to take this Victrola and this record to your hospital room," I said. "You stay right where you are and don't move until you hear from me, got it?"
"I got it, Jack," she said. I heard nothing for a moment, then: "Jack? Could you do me a favor, please? Pretty please?"
"What's that?" I asked.
"Sing to me, baby. Please?" she begged. I sometimes sang along with some of the old songs I would play. I didn't think I had a very good voice, but she liked to hear me sing anyway. Sometimes, she would even join in. I pulled out a CD and found the song I was looking for, an old World War 2 song sung by Vera Lynn. I put the CD in the player and started the song, singing along with it.
"We'll meet again, Don't know where, Don't know when;
But I know we'll meet again some sunny day;
Keep smiling through, Just like you always do;
Till the blue skies drive the dark clouds far away"
I couldn't finish the tune as I was crying like a baby by this time. I could hear her crying as well. I stopped the song and sobbed for a few moments, then blew my nose.
"I'm sorry, I can't," I began.
"That's okay, sweetheart," she said softly. "That was all I wanted to hear. I'll stay right here. You go to the hospital, and I'll wait for you."
"Okay," I said. "I love you."
"I love you too, Jack," she said. "And only you. Hurry, now."
"I will," I said. "I'm turning the player off now. I'll talk to you in just a bit."
"Okay, dear," she said. I collected myself before lifting the needle. I didn't want to risk scratching the record. I shut the Victrola down, then packed it into the car, along with the record. I also grabbed a portable CD player and the CD with the Vera Lynn song on it. I left a note for the kids telling them where I was. They had a key to the house and I knew they would be alright.
I headed to the hospital and got some strange looks when I walked in carrying the Victrola. The record and the CD player were in a backpack, carefully packed to protect the record. I got into her room and set the Victrola on the counter. The way it sat, the horn faced Terri as she lay in the bed. Terri looked at me, her eyes wide with wonder as she took in the player.
I set up the small CD player, inserted the CD and started playing it. I then put the record on the turntable. I started playing the record, then sat down next to Terri.
"Terri, can you hear me?" I asked.
"I can hear you now," I heard her voice say from the external horn. Terri turned to look at the horn as her voice came out.
"I'm in your hospital room," I said. "Can you hear the music?"
"Yes, I can hear it," she said.
"Okay, I want you to focus on my voice and the music. Can you do that?" I asked.
"I can," she said.
"Follow the sound of my voice and the music. Concentrate on that and nothing else. Do you understand?" I asked.
"I do," she said. "I'm looking around, but... WAIT!" she exclaimed.
"What?" I asked.
"I see something... a light," she said. "Off in the distance."
"Try walking to the light," I said.
"I am," she said.
"Do you hear the music louder?" I asked her.
"Yes, I do," she said. "And I can hear you better, also. The light's getting bigger and bigger." I could hear her breathing heavy, as she might do while running.
"What about now?" I asked.
"Yes," she said, laughing. "I can hear you and the music getting louder. And I can feel it."
"Feel what, Terri?" I asked.
"Your love," she said. "It's all around me. It's surrounding me. It's wonderful," she added, laughing. "I'm nearly there. Oh, wait, I'm starting to..." Suddenly, her voice was gone and all I heard was a scratchy noise as the needle neared the last groove on the record. I started to tear up. Had I lost her for good? God, no, I said to myself.
Suddenly, a ball of light shot from the horn of the Victrola and entered Terri's body. I heard a gasp from the door and saw two nurses standing there, their eyes wide with shock. Then I heard the most wonderful sound coming from the bed.
"Jack?" Terri asked. I turned and saw her. Her face had changed just slightly and she looked up at me.
"Terri?" I asked. "Is it really you? Are you back?" She smiled and nodded her head slightly.
"It's me, sweetheart," she said. "We did it." We wrapped our arms around each other and smothered each other's faces with wet kisses. My Terri was back from the purgatory Jonas had tried to exile her to. The nurses were shocked at what they saw and one of them ran to the station to call the doctor. We were both crying and holding each other just as the song ended.
"We'll meet again, Don't know where, Don't know when;
But I know we'll meet again some sunny day."
Epilogue:
The next few days were hectic for all of us. Dr. Jacobs and Dr. Williams both insisted that Terri get a complete check to make sure she had fully recovered. They kept her in the hospital for an extra couple days just to make sure the recovery was complete.
The kids were ecstatic to learn their mother had recovered. The reunion between mother and children was a tearful but happy one.
The brain scan revealed that Terri had indeed recovered and was her normal self. The doctors wanted to know what happened and I showed them the Victrola. They both shook their heads and walked away. They were happy for her recovery, but I sensed a bit of disappointment in them. Oh well, I thought to myself.
We brought her home and celebrated with a steak dinner at her favorite restaurant. While we were eating, she turned to me.
"So, hotshot," she said with a laugh. "When are you and Robert going to take us out for a ride in your Chevy?" We all had a good laugh over that. Later that night, she turned to me in bed.
"I'm not Annabelle, but I did manage to learn a thing or two from her, you know," she said.
"Oh?" I asked. "Like what?" She smiled and took my cock in her hand.
"This," she said, taking my entire manhood in her mouth.
"Oh my God," I moaned as she proceeded to give me a world-class blowjob. She even swallowed when I ejaculated in her mouth. She looked at me while licking her lips.
"That doesn't taste anywhere as bad as I thought it would," she said with a wicked smile. "I could definitely get used to that."
"What about keeping yourself shaved?" I asked.
"You like that, don't you?" she asked.
"Most definitely," I said.
"Well, since you did save my life and brought my soul back from purgatory, I think I can go along with that," she said with a smile. Yep, I thought. My Terri is back.
Life went on in the Thornton house. Terri went back to work and the kids continued their schooling. Robert and I worked on the old Chevy and finally had it ready to roll. After doing the legal stuff with the DMV, we took it out for a ride and had a great time.
Donald, however, didn't fare as well as Terri. A couple weeks after Terri recovered, his organs began shutting down. Shortly thereafter, he died. The doctors said it was renal failure. Terri wasn't too broken up about it, although she felt bad for Vikki.
"I hope he gets what's coming to him," Terri told me privately.
"I have it on good authority that he's getting exactly what he deserves," I told her. I also felt bad for Vikki. She had helped save Terri from Jonas. After Donald died, she shut the house down and refused to let anyone go inside for any reason whatsoever. To this day, she still works at her uncle's shop, selling off the rest of his large inventory.
A couple months after all that, I looked at the record that held Terri's message. I had thought about getting rid of the thing, but I noticed something about it. The label had changed and there was a label on the flip side as well. I put it back in its protective sleeve and marked, "do not play" on the label.
To this day, I get teary-eyed when I hear that Vera Lynn tune.
"We'll meet again, Don't know where, Don't know when;
But I know we'll meet again some sunny day."
...
Just something a tad different from some of my previous offerings.
Many thanks to those who offered comments and constructive criticism on my previous stories. For those who want to say this or that would never happen, remember this is my universe, a place where nearly anything can, and often does, happen. At least on paper...
Please refer to my profile for more on my personal policy regarding comments, feedback, follows, etc. (Yes, I moderate comments) And please remember, this is a work of fiction, not a docu-drama...
Oh, by the way, Happy Halloween...
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Cheater's Gallery Ep. 03: Kelli
This story was actually inspired by two different stories: "Michelle's Cruise," a three-part story written in 2017 by robertl, and "A Cuckold's Diary Ch. 19," written in 2011 by Paul Pines. Adrestia Rhamnousia first appeared in "The Cheating Zone 03: Lori," as "Dr. A," and appeared in a couple other episodes of that series. I decided to feature her in a series of her own.
Like "The Cheating Zone," each episode in this series can be read as a separate story.
As always, constructive comments are always welcome and appreciated. Please refer to my profile for more on my personal policy regarding comments, feedback, follows, etc. (Yes, I do moderate comments.) And remember, this is a work of fiction, meaning that it is not real in any way, shape, matter or form.
What's that old saying? When life hands you lemons, make lemonade? Right... As I pulled in front of the building that housed the one-bedroom apartment my wife, Kelli, and I shared, I wondered what was happening to our marriage. Was it turning into a basket of rotten lemons, or was I just imagining things?
I got out of the car and grabbed the mail out of our box. More bills, ads and junk, most of which was addressed to "occupant." I was beat, as normal. That's what working 16 hours a day four days a week will do to a man after a while. Plus the one day I didn't work at the fast food place not too far from the apartment.
The reason I was working so much was simple. We had bills to pay and wanted to save money to buy a house someday. Plus, I wanted to do something special for Kelli on our fifth anniversary, which was coming up in a few days.
It's not like she doesn't contribute to things -- she does. In addition to taking care of the place, she works at a travel agency. She doesn't make great money, but it certainly helps. As for me, I work 40 hours a week for a company that handles customer service for all of its customers, which means I'm on the phone all day long, either listening to people gripe about one thing or another or taking orders for the many products our clients offer. It can get old after a while, believe me.
But the money's not too bad and we have a terrific benefit package. I make $18 an hour, plus we get a commission check every month for the orders we take and a bonus check every six months that's based on how well the company does as a whole. Most of the time, my commission checks are slightly more than what I had earned with my hourly wage.
On top of that, I work part time at the fast food place, taking people's orders and their money. It sounds boring, and it sometimes is, but it's a far cry from what I put up with every day. I'd been working like this for nearly two years now, and it was taking its toll on me.
On the up side, I had managed to get our finances on track, while at the same time saving a good chunk for a down payment on a house. Between the two jobs, I was making north of $7,000 a month before taxes. My plan was to quit the second job once I felt we were in good enough shape to do so financially. After the cruise, I intended to take a hard look at our finances. Because of my schedule, Kelli had been taking care of the bills for the last year and so far, she seemed to have had a handle on things.
Through her work, Kelli had been able to get us tickets for a five-day Caribbean cruise at a significant discount. Because of that, I splurged and paid extra for a suite that had a balcony and a nice ocean view. I was so looking forward to spending that time alone with her, out on the open water. Both of us had arranged to take vacation the same time and we were set to take off after work tomorrow, which happened to be Friday.
I trudged up the stairs to our apartment and opened the door. The place was dark and I couldn't hear anything except the cuckoo clock on the wall. Strange, I thought. Kelli didn't say anything about not being home. I put the mail on the table by the door and flipped the light switch. The place was clean and tidy, as always, but something was off.
"Kelli, I'm home," I called out. Nothing. I went into the kitchen but didn't see anything prepared. She generally leaves me a covered plate in the refrigerator on the days I get home late, but there was nothing. I went into the bedroom, and saw the bed was made up, but no sign of Kelli. I pulled out my phone and tried calling, but it went straight to voicemail.
"Kelli, this is Sam," I said. That's me, by the way -- Sam Carmichael. "Where are you? I'm at the apartment. Please call me." I hung up and tried sending her a text: "Where RU?" I got no response. I went into the closet and saw several items missing from the rack on her side. Where did she go? I wondered? Did she leave me?
Opening her dresser drawers, I noticed that some of her things were missing. I went into the bathroom and found that most of her toiletries were also gone. Then I saw it -- an envelope, sitting on the bathroom counter between the two sinks, addressed to me in her handwriting. Shaky, I grabbed the envelope and opened it.
I went into the front room, sat down and read her letter. "Sam," it began. Not "Dear Sam." Just, "Sam." This didn't look good at all. I continued reading.
"I know this is going to be hard for you to understand, and I know you're going to be very mad at me. Please let me explain. I've been having an affair for the last several months. I'm with him now, and I'm going to spend the next week with him on the cruise you and I had planned for our anniversary.
"I know you and I had talked about having children but the truth is, I don't want to have children with you. I know you're a hard worker and a good provider, and will make a wonderful father to whatever children I have.
"Just so you know, I've been off the pill for the last three weeks at my lover's request. That's one of the reasons we haven't had sex for the last month. I wanted to make sure he was the only one who got me pregnant.
"I know this all sounds cold, and I'm sorry for that. You'd really like him, Sam. He's a good man. In more ways than one. LOL. He's also got a much bigger dick than you and he really knows how to bring me off with his tongue.
"It's not that you don't get me off -- you do, sometimes. But he can give me an orgasm just by talking to me. And he makes me want to be a slut for him. I love sucking his huge dick and swallowing his cum. I know I've never done that for you, but frankly, until I met him, I found the idea disgusting.
"Just so you know, his name is Jake, and he works at the agency with me. And yes, everyone there knows about our relationship and they think it's wonderful that he and I are going away for a while. They also agree that you would be a terrific Dad to the children Jake and I have together.
"I know you're wondering if I've fallen in love with him, and I have to say yes. It's not that I don't love you. I do, but it's more like a sister might love a brother. Or the love that close friends might share. Truth is, Sam, since I met Jake, I don't love you the way a wife should love her husband. Not any more. I'm sorry if that hurts you, but that's the truth.
"That doesn't mean I want a divorce. I don't. Like I said, you're a hard worker and a good provider. Jake agrees that it would be best if we stayed married. That way our combined insurances can cover my pregnancies and you can raise his children. He admits he probably wouldn't be a very good dad.
"There's also going to be a few changes when we get back. I'll be spending some nights at his place and he'll be spending a few nights at our place. When he does, you can either sleep on the couch or go somewhere for the night. Maybe you can get a third job so you'll be out making money while Jake and I are screwing. That will be a big help when the children start to come.
"And just so you know, Sam, I won't be having sex with you anymore. Jake says he refuses to share and frankly, your little dicklet just doesn't excite me anymore. Maybe after a while, I'll let you clean his cum out of my pussy or something. And don't even think of finding a girl friend. That would be totally unacceptable.
"I know you're probably very angry right now and are thinking of a divorce. Jake says that if you do, I'll rape you in the court system. I'll get your retirement along with half of your paycheck. He also says you'll have to pay me child support as well. So forget about a divorce.
"I know this hurts, but a part of me is hurting as well. So, Jake and I are taking the tickets you paid for and we're going on the cruise. Don't bother trying to call or text me, because I've already blocked your number. We'll send you some pictures or video to give you an idea of what you're missing and to let you know I'm safe.
"I've got to go now, the taxi is here and I'm meeting Jake at the airport. We decided to get a day head start so we won't be so tired when the ship leaves. I'll call or something when we're back and you can pick me up. Again, I'm sorry, but this is the way it will have to be from now on.
"Your friend, Kelli." I sat, stunned, as the letter fell from my hand. "Friend?" What the hell was that all about? With a "friend" like Kelli, who the hell needed enemies, I wondered.
Yeah, things had been a bit off these last few months, but I thought it was only because of my schedule. That's why I paid for that damn cruise. The more I thought about that letter, the angrier I got.
I pulled the ring off my finger and threw it across the room. To hell with her and her stupid ideas. If she thought I would just sit here and take this, she was out of her ever-loving mind. I looked at the clock -- 3:00 am. I had to be at my day job in five hours and knew I would only get a few hours of sleep.
I thought about sleeping in the bed, but all I could think of was her with this Jake asshole, whoever he was. I grabbed a pillow and an afghan and laid down on the couch. I fell asleep because I was frankly too exhausted to stay awake.
The next day, I awoke, wondering why I was on the couch. Then I remembered what happened the previous night. I looked at my phone, hoping that perhaps I got a message saying it was all a joke. Unfortunately, that wasn't the case. I dragged myself into the bathroom, took a shower, dressed, then grabbed a quick cup of coffee for the road.
I tried to set my personal problems aside while I worked, but it was hard listening to these people complain and bitch about some perceived issue. I did what I could, but it seemed others noticed there was something else on my mind. After lunch, my supervisor, Wanda, called me into her office. I knew there was an issue when she asked me to close the door.
"Is everything okay, Sam?" she asked, genuinely concerned. "You seemed out of sorts this morning. Everything okay at home? I know you're working two jobs. Maybe you should consider quitting the fast food place." I thought about it for a moment before answering.
"No, Wanda, everything's not okay at home," I said. She had always been up front with me in the past, and I felt she had a right to know what's going on.
"Can you tell me about it?" she asked. I reached in my pocket and pulled out the letter Kelli left for me last night.
"I came home to this last night," I said, handing her the letter. She took it, opened it up and read what Kelli wrote. When she finished reading, she handed it back to me, shaking her head.
"Look, Sam, we need you to have your head completely in the game here," she said. "I've heard from some of the others and they tell me you've been short-tempered and snippy all morning. After reading that, I understand completely. Look, you were scheduled to be on vacation all next week, so why don't you take the rest of the day off. I'll give you the comp time. Hell, you've earned it. And here, let me refer you to someone," she added, writing something on a piece of paper. When she finished, she handed it to me.
"That's the name and number of the attorney I used in my divorce," she said. "I've been right where you are now. Well, maybe not exactly, but close enough. Give her a call, tell her I recommended her."
"Thanks, Wanda," I said. "I appreciate that."
"No problem, Sam," she said. "Take the next week, get things straightened out and come back with your head screwed on right, okay? And remember, there's lots of fish out there." I chuckled at that.
"I hear you, Wanda," I said. "Thanks again." She dismissed me, so I went to my desk and shut down, telling my cube mate I'd see him in a week or so. He waved as I left. When I got to my car, I pulled out the note Wanda gave me and called the number.
"Law offices of Hawkins and Bledsoe, how may I direct your call?" the receptionist said when she answered.
"I'd like to speak with Linda Hawkins, please," I said. "Wanda Greene gave me her number and recommended her to me."
"One moment, sir," the receptionist said. I was put on hold and listened to the elevator music as I waited. A couple minutes later, the receptionist came back on the line.
"Sir, Ms. Hawkins is scheduled to be in court this afternoon, but she does have a slot open at 4:00 pm," she said. "Will that work for you?"
"That will be perfect," I said. "I'll be there. Where are you located?" She gave me the address and I wrote it down on the slip of paper. She took my name and confirmed the appointment. I thanked her and ended the call.
I looked at the time, and realized I had enough time to head over to the travel agency where Kelli worked. Maybe I could catch her in time to put a stop to this insanity. I also wanted something else -- my money back.
I got to the agency, parked the car and went inside. There were four other women in the main office and they all looked up when I came in. The looks they gave me indicated they knew what was going on. I went to the front desk, where Julie, the receptionist sat. I had met them all before at gatherings with Kelli.
"Hello, Sam," Julie said.
"I'm here to see Kelli," I said. She looked around before answering.
"She's not here today," Julie told me. She opened a desk drawer and pulled out a large envelope and handed it to me. "She told us you knew and asked that I give you this if you came in." There were smirks on the faces of the other women and I wondered how much they knew. I opened the envelope and immediately recoiled when my nose was assailed with Kelli's odor, mixed with urine and something else.
I looked inside and saw a pair of Kelli's panties folded up inside. They were soaking wet. I refused to touch them, and as I shook the envelope, I noticed something else. I picked up a long pencil off Julie's desk and used it to move the wet cloth to get a better look. Kelli had tucked her rings inside the gusset of the panties, and were covered with a white, gooey substance that could only have been Jake's semen. There was also a USB drive at the bottom of the envelope.
Disgusted, I looked at Julie, who was smirking. I looked around and saw all the other women were doing the same.
"You think this is funny?" I asked. Julie had the good sense to look away, embarrassed. "What's on the thumb drive?"
"We had a bon voyage party for her and Jake yesterday afternoon," Julie said. "That's got some pictures and video she said you'd enjoy."
An older woman came into the front office from the back and was leaning against the wall, watching me.
"She's not here, Sam," the older woman said. "Her and Jake have already left. And yes, we all knew about the two of them."
"And you approved of it?" I asked. She shrugged her shoulders.
"What do you want, Sam?" she asked.
"I want my money back," I said. "I paid for that cruise. I don't have the tickets, so I want my money back."
"Can't do that, Sam," she said. "Those tickets were non-refundable. But I do have to say I think it was very nice of you to let Kelli put one in Jake's name."
"I did no such thing," I told her. "I worked my ass off to pay for those tickets. I don't have them. What Kelli did was fraudulent, and you went along with it. I want my money back, right now."
"Sorry, Sam," she said. "Not gonna happen."
"Then we'll see what the court says," I told her. "I'll be suing this agency and every single one of you over this." I turned to walk out but Julie stopped me. "What do you want?" I asked.
"Sam, I'm sorry about this," she said. "Kelli was so excited about the cruise, and she led us to believe that you approved of what she was doing. Just let her have this, okay? There'll be other cruises."
"Are you married?" I asked her. She shook her head.
"No, I'm not," she said.
"Then you have no idea what it's like to be stabbed in the back by someone who claims to love you," I said. "Maybe one day, you'll come home to find your significant other gone. There'll be no cruises with her and no more anniversaries. If you hear from the bitch, tell her I hate her fucking guts and never want to see her slimy face again as long as I live. You tell her that, you hear me?"
"Sam, you can't mean that," she said.
"I do mean it," I said. "Tell her I hope she and fuckwad rots and dies of fucking AIDS." Julie looked at me, shocked. The others looked shocked as well. I looked around the office before speaking again. "I guess I'll see you all in court. Goodbye." I turned and left before anyone could say anything else.
I still had a couple hours before I had to be at Linda's office, so I pulled into a park, found a shady spot and took a nap in my car after setting the clock on my phone. Is there no justice in the world, I asked myself as I put my seat back.
The nap helped, but not much. My neck was stiff and sore when I sat up in the driver's seat. I took a sip of lukewarm coffee and started the car. When I got to the building where Linda's office was located, I checked myself in the mirror. I looked like hell. I combed my hair as best I could, grabbed Kelli's letter and the envelope Julie gave me and headed inside.
When I got to the office, a pretty blonde receptionist took my name and asked that I be seated. She offered a cup of fresh coffee, which I graciously accepted. A few minutes later, she came out and escorted me to Linda's office, closing the door after I was inside.
Linda Hawkins was older than me, but still quite attractive. She stood up and offered her hand, which I accepted.
"It's good to meet you, Mr. Carmichael," she said. "Please have a seat."
"Thank you, Ms. Hawkins," I said, sitting down. "Please call me Sam."
"I will, Sam," she said with a slight smile. "And feel free to call me Linda. What can we do for you today?"
"I'd like to see about getting a divorce," I told her.
"And why would you want to do that, Sam?" she asked.
"My wife is cheating on me, and there's more," I said, handing her the letter Kelli left me. Linda took the letter from me and read it, frowning as she did so. When she was finished, she handed it back to me.
"And what's in the envelope?" she asked. I handed it to her.
"Kelli left it for me. She had one of her colleagues at work give it to me. Be careful opening it," I said. "It's pretty gross." She opened the envelope and her face screwed up as the odor hit. She closed it back up and handed it back to me.
"I don't blame you for wanting a divorce," she said. "What are you looking to get out of it?"
"Basically, everything," I said. "To tell you the truth, I want her to burn for what she did. Not only is she cheating on me, she and the agency she works for defrauded me out of more than $2,000."
"I see," she said. "Sam, what do you know of the divorce laws in this state?"
"I don't know anything about them," I said. "That's why I came to you. My boss recommended you."
"Well, I'm glad she did," Linda said. "Let me be blunt, Sam. The family court system isn't about justice. It doesn't really matter who does what to whom, at least not in this state. It's all about economics -- money. Do you have any children?"



"No," I said. She nodded her head.
"That's actually a good thing," she said. "Divorce is always hardest on the children. What about property? Are you buying a house?"
"No, we're renting a one-bedroom apartment," I said. "I've been working extra to help save up for a down payment."
"I see," she said. "So that's one less thing we have to deal with. And you say she works?"
"Yes," I said. "She works for AA Travel Agency."
"And how much does she make?" Linda asked.
"About the same as my base pay, about $18.00 an hour," I told her.
"Okay," Linda said. "Well, the court may order you to give her some support for a couple years unless she gets married, and you'll probably be required to split all your assets, including any retirement plans you may have set up, but it looks like it's pretty straightforward."
"What about her adultery?" I asked.
"This is a no-fault state," she said. "We can't even mention that in the papers, but we might be able to use that in whatever negotiations take place. What about counseling? Have you considered that?"
"No," I told her. "There's no way I can get past this, and no amount of counseling can fix it."
"The court may order it anyway," she said. "It's not uncommon."
"What about her threat to bring her lover into the apartment," I said. "Can she do that?"
"Is her name on the lease?" Linda asked.
"Yes, it is," I said.
"Well, technically, unless she or her boyfriend have threatened you with harm, there's nothing you can do to stop her from inviting people into the apartment. She lives there, too," Linda said.
"This sucks," I said, shaking my head.
"Yes, divorce sucks," Linda said. "You could say it's the fucking you get for the fucking you got." I chuckled at that. "Look, Sam, it's possible she could have a change of heart by the time she gets back. Maybe she'll realize the mistake she's made and decide to give the marriage a second chance. I've represented a lot of people in divorces and I can tell you, it's not an easy process. Maybe you should consider a legal separation, give yourself a cooling-down period. After that, if you still want a divorce, we can proceed. I'd also suggest quitting the second job. The more money you bring in, the more she'll want from you. Besides, it looks to me like you've been burning the candle at both ends for quite a while now."
"What the hell," I said. "Okay. What about getting my money back for the cruise?"
"I think we can do something about that," she said. We discussed the particulars and Linda made notes as we talked. When we finished, she handed me a checklist of things to do, most of it dealing with the bank. I shook her hand and left, stopping at the front desk to leave a retainer on my way out.
I still felt like crap about the whole situation, but at least I was doing something about it. I considered quitting the second job. It was wearing me out anyway, so I decided to go in and talk to the manager tomorrow and give my notice. On the way home, I stopped at the bank and made the changes Linda suggested.
I paid off the joint credit card Kelli had and canceled it. Then I emptied out half of all our joint accounts and put it into the separate account I had already set up for the bonuses and commissions. Kelli didn't have access to that account anyway, so I figured it would be safe. I had planned to use that money for a house, but those plans were out the window.
I got home, grabbed the mail out of the mailbox, then ate some leftover meatloaf Kelli had made a few days earlier. She had a habit of cooking large dishes, then freezing what we didn't eat for later. It took a while to thaw, but that was okay by me.
I sat down with my dinner and looked through the mail. Mostly junk, crap, and advertisements addressed to "occupant" or "resident." Except for one piece that looked like a hand-written invitation with detailed calligraphy, addressed to me personally from something called "Rhamnousia Gallery." I never heard of it, and nearly tossed it as well, but I felt compelled to open it.
What I found was an invitation to a private art showing. I wasn't sure if this was something Kelli signed me up for or not. She had always tried to get me interested in the arts but I frankly just didn't have much time with my work schedule.
The invitation said I should be there at 9:30 am, sharp. As I looked at the invitation, I felt as though this was something I needed to do. Don't ask me to explain it. I put the invitation on the refrigerator door with a magnet and decided to go. If nothing else, it might take my mind off my problems for a bit.
I put on a pair of latex gloves and opened the envelope Julie had given me earlier. After I got past the smell from what was inside, I pulled out the panties and noticed the ring was sitting right in the wettest part. I pulled out a plastic sandwich bag and put them inside, then sealed the bag back up. I took out the USB drive and wiped it down with alcohol. I didn't know if that would do any good, but I figured it wouldn't hurt given what was enclosed with it.
I pulled out my laptop and inserted the drive. I had a feeling I wouldn't like what was on the thing, and I was right. There was one folder dedicated to pictures -- pictures of Kelli next to a man I assumed was Jake -- drinking with their friends from the office and having a good time. I couldn't help but notice the skirt -- if you can call it that -- was so short, you could nearly see the bottom of her ass.
Jake's hands were all over her ass in the photos and the other girls were all smiles. Other photos showed her pulling her top down to reveal her B-cup breasts or lifting her skirt to show off her tiny panties -- the same panties that were in the envelope Julie gave me. As I looked, I saw a steady progression. Kelli topless, then Kelli naked. Finally, Kelli sucking Jake off and swallowing his cum while looking at the camera.
More photos showed Jake fucking her with her legs spread wide as the other girls, even the older woman I knew was their supervisor, stood around and watched. One picture showed Jake pulling out of her with cum running into the crack of her ass.
The next to last picture showed her straddling a toilet bowl naked as two girls held her panties underneath. One of them was Julie. In the middle of the panties were her rings, the ones I had put on her finger nearly five years ago. I looked and could see a stream of urine drenching the undergarment and the gold rings.
The final picture showed Kelli still naked over the toilet with the drenched panties and rings under her. She looked straight into the camera and smiled widely as she waved. The others stood around her, all smiling and waving with her. I never felt so humiliated in my life. Then after a while, I felt something else. Hatred. At that moment, I hated her with every fiber of my being.
I got out of that folder and went into another, where I found several video files. I previewed them, not really wanting to see her fuck this clown. I was more intent on hearing what she and the others had to say. I went to the final video, wondering what the deal was with her pissing on her rings.
When I started it, I saw her adjust herself over the bowl as the others brought the panties in. Kelli took her rings off as Julie and another girl stretched her panties underneath. She handed her rings to the older woman, who carefully placed them on the garment so they wouldn't fall into the toilet.
"Ready now?" I heard Jake ask.
"Yeah," Kelli said. "I gotta pee so fucking bad." She looked straight into the camera. "This is just so you know what I really think of you and our marriage, Sam. Enjoy. I know I've wanted to do this for a while."
As I watched, she let loose with a stream of urine that splattered off the rings. The others laughed and applauded as she did this. When she finished, Jake walked to her, cock in hand. He started masturbating over the soaked rings, but she took his hard pecker in her hands and began stroking. As she did, he moaned in delight.
"Oh yeah, that feels so good," he said. "I'm getting ready to cum again." She pointed his cock head at the rings and stroked him harder.
"Do it," she said. "I wanna see you drench those rings with your cum." A few seconds later, he jerked and cum flew out and onto the rings. Everyone applauded as the degradation was completed. When he finished, she kissed him and let loose of his dick.
"Alright, get the envelope," she said. One of the girls brought the envelope in and they carefully folded the drenched panties with the rings and put them inside the envelope. "Make sure you include the photos and video," she told them. "If Sam comes by tomorrow, and I suspect he will, give that to him, okay, Julie?"
"Sure, Kelli," she said. "I'll be happy to do that for you."
"All right," Kelli said. "Give Sam one last wave. Bye, Sam! Hope you have a good weekend," she said while waving. The others stood around and waved with her. After they were finished, Jake turned to the camera.
"Don't worry, cuck," he said. "I'll make sure she gets fucked good and proper while we're gone. Maybe she'll even get pregnant and give you the first kid to take care of. And thanks for paying for all this. You're not half bad, no matter what Kelli says," he added with a sneer. The video ended and I felt like throwing up. I wasn't normally a violent man, but at that moment, I wanted to kill the lot of them with my bare hands and feed the pieces to the dogs.
I put my head in my hands for a bit. I was too shaken and angry to cry. All I wanted to do was lash out and hurt someone, something. Anything would do. I couldn't for the life of me understand why she would do this to me. I had never cheated on her, never hurt her in any way. All I ever did was work so that we could have a good life together. All she had to do was tell me I was working too many hours and I would've cut back. But she didn't.
I had a thought and pulled up the agency's website. I found it was part of a much larger organization based out of New York and had offices across the country, so I looked and found an email address of the CEO and the Chairman of the Board. I wrote an email threatening a lawsuit and attached copies of the video, then sent it off.
I looked around and saw the pictures of Kelli and I on the end tables and on the wall. I lost it and tore them all down, ripping her image out of every one of them. I was looking for something else to destroy when I heard the doorbell ring. Who the fuck is that, I wondered. I looked through the peephole and saw Julie with another woman from Kelli's office. I couldn't remember her name at the moment. I opened the door.
"What the fuck do you slimy cunts want?" I growled. They jumped back, shocked at my anger.
"Can we talk, Sam? Please?" Julie begged.
"Why?" I asked. "Haven't you skanky bitches done enough? What the fuck makes you think I want to hear anything you have to say?"
"Can we at least come inside?" she asked. What the fuck, I thought to myself. I pulled out my phone and started a voice recording. Then I opened the door and let them in. I sat down on the couch and looked at them standing in the middle of the room.
"Well?" I asked. "What's so important that you just had to come and tell me?"
"Can we have something to drink, please?" Julie asked.
"No," I said. "You won't be here that long. Say what you came over to say and get the fuck out." They looked at each other nervously for a moment before Julie addressed me.
"I spoke with Kelli earlier," she said. "I told her what you said. She's very upset."
"Like I'm supposed to give a shit?" I asked. "What else did she say?"
"She wants to know if there's anything she can do to make this up to you?" Julie said. I laughed out loud.
"Yeah, there's something they can do," I said. "They can eat a bullet for all I care. Better yet, they can jump overboard and get eaten by a shark. That might make me feel a little bit better." They looked at me, shocked.
"You can't mean that," Julie said. "She's your wife." I handed her the letter Kelli left for me.
"Read that," I said. I watched her eyes grow wide as she read Kelli's letter.
"I'm sorry, Sam," she finally said, handing me the letter back.
"Yeah, you are," I said. "You're all a bunch of sorry-assed bitches. You knew what Kelli was doing and you egged it on. I saw that video. You all had a good laugh over that, didn't you?" They had the good sense to look embarrassed.
"I'm sorry about all that, Sam," she said. "Kelli made us think you were okay with what she and Jake were doing."
"Well, she was wrong," I said. "I think it's time the two of you leave," I added after a while. They turned for the door, and prepared to leave, but Julie turned back before she left.
"Maybe I can help you get over this, Sam," she said. I shook my head in disbelief. Yeah, she was an attractive woman, but not one I could trust and I certainly wasn't going to give Kelli any reason to counter-sue.
"Maybe the two of you should leave and never darken my doorstep again," I said quietly. They left and I locked the door behind them. After a while, I decided to drown my sorrows, so I drove to the convenience store on the corner and bought a six-pack of beer and a couple packs of cigarettes.
I had quit drinking and smoking when we got married, but I decided to hell with it. When I got back, I sat on the balcony and drank my beer and ended up smoking several cigarettes before deciding to turn in for the night.
The next day, I got up, showered and washed the beer and cigarette taste out of my mouth, dressed and headed out. I looked online and got directions to the gallery and realized I had just about enough time to get there by 9:30, so I headed out after making a cup of coffee for the road.
I pulled up to the Victorian house at the address on the invitation and was a bit surprised to see no other cars. Surely others would have been invited to this showing, I thought. I got out of the car and walked to the door. I was about to knock when it opened and I was treated to the sight of a petite blonde woman who appeared to be in her early twenties.
"Good morning, Mr. Carmichael," she said with a smile. "You're right on time. Please, come inside. By the way, I'm Dr. Adrestia Rhamnousia," she added, extending her hand. I shook her hand.
"Good to meet you as well," I said. "Am I the only one coming to this?"
"Yes, you are," she said as she ushered me inside a room that held a covered portrait on an easel. Two chairs sat in front of the portrait, separated by a small table. "Please take a seat," she said, indicating the chair that sat to the right of the table. I sat down and watched as she began to uncover the portrait. "This may be a bit shocking to you," she warned. I nodded my head.
"Okay," I said, wondering what was under the cover. She lifted it up and I saw a painting of Kelli on her back in a strange bed, her legs spread wide. Jake was between her legs and I could see that his cock was firmly embedded inside her. I closed my eyes. "Cover it up," I said. "Please. Cover it back up."
"I'm sorry," she said, putting the cover back over the portrait.
"How did you get this?" I asked. "Did she put you up to this? What kind of trickery is this? I am not amused."
"No, Kelli did not put me up to this," she said. "I know this is a bit of a shock to you. Why don't we go to my office and I'll explain." I followed her up a flight of stairs and walked into an office filled with old books and scrolls. I saw a large monitor hanging on one wall. She pointed to a chair that sat in front of an old, cluttered desk.
"Please take a seat while I make some tea," she told me quietly. Tea? How would tea make this any better? I sat down, still in a state of shock, and watched as she poured a cup of tea. She handed it to me and stood in front of me to make sure I drank it. Strangely enough, I did begin to feel a bit better after a few tentative sips. She smiled and sat down at her desk.
"Would you mind explaining to me what the hell is going on?" I asked. She nodded her head before saying anything else.
"Of course, Sam," she said. "It's alright if I call you Sam, isn't it?"
"Yes," I said.
"All right. Sam, I help people like you get justice. I've been watching your wife for some time now and I decided to get actively involved after she wrote that letter to you," she said. "You had no idea any of this was going on, did you?"
"No, I didn't," I said. "And how did you know about that letter? Were you following us? Spying on us? Are you some kind of private investigator or something?"
"I'm not what you would call a private investigator," she said. "I monitor all marriages. It's what I've been doing for many years now, longer than you can imagine. Let me show you something. Please, watch the monitor." I looked up at the monitor on the wall and saw it flicker to a video that looked as if it was taken in my apartment.
I saw Kelli writing the letter while sitting at the kitchen table. Below the video was another box with words scrolling through it -- the words that Kelli wrote on the paper. I saw her pause as she prepared to write another paragraph. Below, I watched other words scroll through the box.
"I have to keep him from filing for divorce," the words said. "How can I put this? I know he won't accept what I'm doing and I can't tell him I'll counter sue citing cruelty or abuse. That's what I would do, but I can't tell him that. No, I'll tell him what Jake told me. That's it."
"What is that below the video?" I asked.
"Those were her thoughts as she wrote that letter," Adrestia said.
"Her thoughts?" I asked. "How is that even possible?"
"It just is," she said. "It's all quite proprietary. The bottom line is that once you file for divorce, she'll counter, telling the court that you beat her and abused her."
"But that's a lie," I said. "I've never done anything like that."
"I know," she said. "But unfortunately, at least in this state, the court will be more inclined to believe her than you. And she knows that."
"My lawyer said nothing about that," I said.
"I know that as well," she said. "You see, the lawyers and the system are the only real winners in divorce these days. If you're looking for justice or fair treatment, you can forget about it. Kelli also told Jake that's what she would do. Watch." As I watched the monitor, the scene changed. This time, I saw Kelli and Jake snuggling together as they sat in their seats on the plane.
"So, did you leave that letter for your loser husband?" Jake asked Kelli.
"Yeah, I did," she said.
"You know he's gonna blow a gasket when he reads it," he told her.
"I know," she said. "And frankly, I don't really care."
"What are you gonna do when he files for divorce?" he asked. "'Cause you know he will."
"That's easy," she said. "I'll have my lawyer respond, saying that he beat me and abused me. I didn't put that in my letter to Sam, but I figure the court will probably take my side." Jake chuckled.
"Remind me to never get on your bad side," he said. She laughed and punched his arm.
"You know it," she said. The video stopped and I was in even more shock.
"That's all a lie," I said. "How can she do something like that and get away with it?"
"People do it all the time," Adrestia said.
"I don't understand something, though," I said. "Why would she do this? I've never cheated on her. I've always provided for our needs. I've been working my ass off to get us ahead. Why?"
"Who knows why people do what they do," she said. "Perhaps you were working too hard on your finances and not spending enough time with her. I'm not excusing her actions, but it's been known to happen before."
"She could have said something to me," I said. "I would've dropped the second job if I knew this was going to happen."



"Perhaps," she said. "But that's no guarantee this wouldn't have happened anyway."
"So, what do you think I should do?" I asked.
"If you want, I can help you get a measure of justice," she said. "Would you be up for that?"
"Of course," I said. "But how?"
"You had a pretty good idea last night," she said with a wicked grin.
"What are you talking about?" I asked. She smiled that wicked smile again, then got up from behind her desk and came around to me. She took my hand in hers and indicated that I should stand.
"You know their ship already sailed early this morning, right?" she asked. I nodded my head.
"Yes, I know," I told her. "I paid for that cruise, remember?"
"That's right, you did," she said. "Maybe we should pay them a little visit." I looked at her, stunned. How could we do that, I wondered. She smiled as she took my hand in hers. The next thing I knew, we were standing on the deck of a very large cruise ship.
I looked around and didn't see very many people on the deck, but I did see Kelli and the Asshole, standing by the railing. She wore a tiny two-piece bikini that showed off everything, while Asshole wore a small pair of trunks. They were locked in an embrace and Kelli was stroking the front of his suit. I "coughed" to get their attention.
"Sam?" Kelli asked when she saw me. "How did you get here? And who is that slut with you?"
"Slut?" Adrestia asked, her face red. "How dare you! I'm no slut. I'm Justice. And I'm here to make sure you pay for what you've done to your husband." Kelli and Jake laughed.
"And what will you do?" Jake asked in a threatening tone of voice. They started walking toward us, but slipped on something as they walked, lost their balance and ended up tumbling over the railing. I ran to the railing, and Adrestia joined me. We looked over the railing, and Adrestia held me back. At first, I didn't understand why.
Just as they got about 15 feet down, the largest shark I could ever imagine emerged from the water, its mouth wide open, revealing row upon row of large, jagged teeth. The maw of this thing had to be easily thirty feet wide. I couldn't remember ever being so afraid.
As I looked, Kelli screamed loudly, her eyes wide with fear. Suddenly, both she and Jake were in the shark's mouth. The monster clamped its mouth shut, sending geysers of blood back up to the deck. Then it silently slid back under the water. I heard screams from the deck and looked to see other passengers throwing up on the deck. I noticed some had phones out, probably taking video.
Adrestia pulled me back and I heard klaxons going off. Crew members rushed to the railing to see if there was anything that could be done, but it was too late. Adrestia grabbed my hand, and the next thing I knew, we were back in her office. I felt sick to my stomach, but she quickly took my head in her hands and the nausea passed almost immediately.
"Did that really happen?" I asked, shocked. Adrestia sat me back in the chair and poured another cup of tea.
"Yes, it happened," she said, handing me the tea. "Drink this, it'll help." I took a sip of the tea and felt much better. I was still trying to reconcile what I had just experienced, but the feeling of shock was no longer there. I noticed something else at the same time. I felt no remorse whatsoever. No sadness, nothing. I felt nothing for what happened to Kelli and Jake. I looked at Adrestia, hoping for answers.
"The tea I gave you will help you deal with the situation," she said. She was right. By the time I finished the tea, I felt much better about the whole situation. Oddly enough, I didn't even feel any sadness over Kelli's death. Shouldn't I feel something, I asked myself. After all, I was married to her and there was a time I had been madly in love with her.
"Don't worry about any lack of emotion over her death," Adrestia said as if reading my mind. "That's a side-effect of the tea I gave you. It tends to numb any negative emotions you might have."
"I know this will sound like a stupid question, but where is Kelli now?" I asked. "I know she's dead, but..."
"I know what you mean," she said. "You were raised in a religious home and were taught to believe that people either go to Heaven or Hell when they die. Come, let me show you." I followed her back to the show room where she first unveiled the portrait. She took the cover off the painting and I saw it had changed -- drastically.
The portrait now showed her face frozen in fear, her eyes wide, her mouth open in an eternal scream. Behind her face was the shark's maw, row after row of sharp teeth waiting for her. Adrestia pointed to the painting.
"This is where she is now," she said. "Forever captured in the final moment of life. She will spend eternity here, forever regretting her decision to do you wrong. I suppose you could say she's in a hell of her own making." As I watched, she took the painting off the easel and walked to a blank spot on one wall, where she hung the portrait.
I looked around and saw row upon row of portraits very similar to this one. Men and women, captured in the final moments of life, forever regretting that one decision that sealed their eternal fate.
"And all these people," I began.
"Were cheaters," she said, finishing my sentence. "Every last one. And they, too, will spend eternity regretting what they did. For me, this is justice. It's who I am and it's what I do. And believe me when I tell you these walls aren't even halfway filled up."
"How long have you been doing this?" I asked.
"Longer than you can imagine, Sam," she said sadly. She took my head in her hands and looked at me intently. For a moment, I thought I saw a tear in her eye. "The next few days will be rough, but remember, Sam, I will always be with you. No matter how old you get, I will be here, in your heart. Go now, live long and find a new love. Trust me, she's out there, waiting for you." She kissed my cheek and I felt... content. I can't explain it, even to this day. She walked me to the door and closed it after I left.
Shaken, I drove to my second job and turned in my notice. The manager wasn't too upset, but he understood and wished me well. We left on a good note and he said he would have my final check mailed to me. I drove back home, grabbed a beer and sat in front of the television for a while. I thought it strange that I still didn't feel any remorse over Kelli's demise.
I turned on the television and found that video of the shark incident had already made the news. It turned out that several people had taken video of what happened. As I flipped through the channels, I saw that several news programs were already talking about the feasibility that such a large beast could exist. All of the reports said they were still waiting for the identity of the victims to be released.
Going online, I found that video of the shark had also gone viral on social media. It was everywhere -- YouTube, Facebook, Twitter, you name it. I couldn't watch the video, so I turned my computer off. I grabbed a pile of trash bags and went through the apartment, collecting all of Kelli's things. Before long, I had everything packed up and stuffed in her car. I called her mother and told her that she needed to come get it.
"Why, Sam?" she asked. I told her about Kelli's cheating, but didn't tell her about Kelli getting eaten by a giant shark. She was understandably upset and said her and Kelli's father would be by to pick it all up later that day.
They came by that afternoon and left after making a tearful plea to patch things up with her. I made it clear that no reconciliation was possible. I still didn't tell them about her getting eaten. I figured they would learn about that soon enough. After they left, I dressed and went to a bar and grill where I consumed a juicy burger and several beers.
I got through the rest of the weekend, somehow, and woke up late Monday since I was technically on vacation. I sat in front of the television with a bowl of cereal as a news report came on saying the offices of AA Travel Agency had been destroyed by fire. According to the report, everyone got out okay, but just barely.
An hour or so later, I got a call from Julie, who was more than a bit shaken up.
"Sam," she cried. "Did you hear about the office? It burned to the ground. We're lucky to be alive."
"That's what I heard," I said. "And before you ask, no, I didn't do it."
"I know," she said. "It was the strangest thing. Kelli's desk lit up and exploded in flame and the whole inside was filled with fire within a minute or two. We barely got out alive. No one knows how it happened. By the way, have you heard from Kelli?"
"No," I said. "And I don't care if I ever do. Why? Have you heard from her?"
"I got a strange text from her just before the fire broke out," she said. How was that possible, I wondered.
"Yeah?" I asked. "What did it say?"
"It didn't make any sense, just something about sharks and the hounds of hell," Julie said. "Any idea what that's all about?" I smiled to myself.
"Nope," I said. "No idea whatsoever." We ended the call and I sat back, smiling. I took a drive to see Adrestia and ask her about the fire, but the Victorian mansion that housed her gallery was gone. I sat there and looked at the empty lot, wondering what happened. After a while, I shook my head and drove home.
Epilogue:
It took a couple weeks, but I eventually heard from the cruise line. They informed me of Kelli's death and enclosed a check they said included the price of my tickets and the payout from the accidental death and dismemberment policy I had purchased with the tickets. I contacted Linda and told her the separation was no longer necessary. She offered her condolences, but they meant nothing to me.
A couple weeks later, I heard from the headquarters of the travel agency. They offered me a large sum of money in exchange for my silence and a promise not to file a lawsuit. They also told me that everyone in the office where Kelli worked had been fired and a new team was being considered for their new office. I thought about their offer for a while and decided to accept it.
Kelli's parents held a memorial service for their daughter, but I chose not to attend. I didn't even send any flowers. They weren't happy, but said they understood how I felt.
Life went on, but it took a long time before I started dating again. Since I didn't have to work the second job any more, I started going to the gym to get back in shape. It was paying off, and I found myself getting hit up for dates by a number of women where I work. I dated a few of them, but held off on starting a relationship. It took a couple years before I felt I could even trust another woman at that level.
Eventually, though, I found someone -- Marcy, a co-worker who divorced her husband after she found him in their marital bed. We've been dating now for some time and I'm seriously thinking about asking her to marry me. All in all, life is looking better.
...
Adrestia moved on to the next case that came before her. One day, however, she sat down at her desk and took a long look at everything. All the pain, all the anguish, and all the cries for help. As she looked at it all, she was suddenly overwhelmed. She put her head in her hands and did something she hadn't done for two millennia.
She wept.
...
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The ending of "Cheater's Gallery 03: Kelli"
Adrestia moved on to the next case that came before her. One day, however, she sat down at her desk and took a long look at everything. All the pain, all the anguish, and all the cries for help. As she looked at it all, she was suddenly overwhelmed. She put her head in her hands and did something she hadn't done for two millennia.
She wept.
...
And now, "Max Burnage Ep. 01: Cheaters Beware"
Maxwell Burns opened his eyes and noticed the darkness. Where am I, he asked himself. He could hear the beeps of equipment and instantly noticed that his head had been bandaged up. The room he was in was also dark. Perhaps it's night time, he said to himself. It was obvious to him that he was in a hospital, but he couldn't quite remember why.
As his vision began to adjust to the darkness, he thought he saw two shadowy figures in the room at the foot of his bed. One appeared to be a tall, lanky man with a battered Stetson and the other seemed to be a much shorter, petite woman. They were talking quietly to each other and he focused as hard as he could, hoping to glean some information.
"What do you think, Eli?" the woman asked.
"Well, he certainly appears to have the heart for the job, but," he began.
"He's a bit on the weak side, and he doesn't have the skill set for the work," she said.
"I agree," the man said.
"The body can be built up and the skills can be learned," she argued.
"Idaho?" the man asked.
"Yes, for starters," she said.
"I take it you've already got approval for this?" he asked.
"Yes," she said. "The big guy has approved, but with some conditions. One is that you help me mentor him, at least through his first couple of jobs. Will you do that for me?"
"Of course, you know I will," he said. "But I have to ask. Why?"
"Not now," she said. "He can hear us." The man looked at Maxwell. "I just need to know that you'll support me in this.
"Of course, That's what I'm here for, remember?" the man asked, trying to make a joke.
"And I would be totally lost without you, Eli," she said. "That's why I recruited you."
"Well, you need to be careful. He's still a flesh and blood mortal man," the tall man said. "With all the emotions and desires that go with it. I still can't help but think there's something else going on, though."
"You're very perceptive, Eli," she said. "But like I said, we'll talk about that later."
"So, why him?" the man asked.
"Because I sense the same desire for justice in him that I felt in you all those years ago," she said.
"And what's his story?" the man asked.
"Name's Maxwell Burns," she said. "He's an accountant. A very good one with a sharp eye for detail. He's been married for about five years to Shannon Dupree. No children, at her insistence. She works as a legal secretary and has been involved with a high-end attorney there for about the last year. This attorney, by the way, does work for some rather shady characters. Anyway, Max was gone for a week-long seminar to review changes in the tax code. When he returned, he was ambushed in his home, drugged, tied to a chair and forced to watch his wife take on multiple men. They made demands of him and he refused. So they beat him. Brutally. His wife also participated in all this. When they were finished, they dumped him at the hospital, unconscious. He was in a medically-induced coma for several days so the swelling in his brain could go down. They also did reconstructive surgery on his face. They tried to kill him, Eli."
"I take it she hasn't bothered to visit him?" the man asked.
"No," the woman said. "Some police officers have been by, but he hasn't been able to talk to anyone. Some of the people his wife are involved with are very dangerous. You and I both know that if Maxwell talks, he's as good as dead."
"Why did they target him?" the man asked.
"Simple," she said. "His wife wants his money and her accomplices want him to cook the books for one of their clients in order to hide some of his activities. All very illegal."
"So we need to get Maxwell Burns outta here before they come back, is that it?" he asked.
"In a nutshell," she said.
"He's in no shape to move now, that's for damn sure," the man said. "He needs protection. Is there anyone trustworthy enough to do that here?"
"No one I would trust," she said.
"So, you're saying I need to provide security for him?" he asked.
"I'm afraid so, Eli. Will that be a problem?" she asked. He shook his head.
"No, I can do that. If necessary I'll ask Amos and see if he's available. He's gotten pretty handy with that Winchester," the man said. "What will you be doing?"
"I need to make arrangements for him," she said. "This is very important to me, Eli." He studied her face for a moment.
"I can see that," he said. "Alright, but I want your promise that you'll tell me what's really going on."
"I will," she said. "Promise. Thank you, Eli, this means more to me than you'll ever know." With that, the two figures seemed to fade away. Am I dreaming, Max asked himself. What the hell is going on? What do they mean by Idaho? What's up there that he can't get here in good ol' Texas? None of this was making any sense. What did she want to recruit him for? He tried to make sense of it all, but was unable to. His door opened and a nurse came in. She checked his vitals, made notes on her chart, then inserted a syringe in the IV line. A few minutes later, he was sound asleep.
The next day after breakfast, a doctor came into his room. He examined Max and checked his notes, then pulled up a stool and sat next to his bed.
"Well, Mr. Burns," he said. "You seem to be healing quite nicely. How do you feel?"
"Still a bit sore," Max croaked.
"Well, that's to be expected," the doctor said. "You were nearly dead when you were dropped off. We had to do a lot of work on you."
"Has anyone been by to visit?" Max asked.
"Your boss and co-workers have been by almost every day to check up on you. They're very concerned," the doctor said. "Of course, you probably don't remember, do you?" Max shook his head.
"What about my wife?" Max asked. The doctor shook his head.
"I don't recall seeing her here," he said. "I think we're about ready to remove some of those bandages from your face. Would that be okay?"
"Yeah, sure," Max said. The doctor turned to a nurse who had entered the room with a cart filled with various implements. He put on a pair of latex gloves and picked up a pair of scissors.
"Alright, just relax and let's see what we've got," the doctor said. He began cutting the bandages off and when he was finished, looked Max over before saying anything. "Very nice. Still some bruising, which is normal, but the swelling is going down. Would you care to take a look?"
"Sure," Max said quietly. The doctor handed him a mirror. Max was surprised when he took in his face. There were blue blotches on his face, but he barely recognized what he saw in the mirror. It was almost like looking at a totally different man.
"Why do I look so different?" he asked.
"Well, there was considerable damage to your face, and we tried our best to make it look the same as before the attack, but we were simply unable to," the doctor said. "I'm sorry about that."
"That's okay," Max said. "It doesn't look too bad. It's just different."
"Once the bruising and the swelling goes down, perhaps it won't be so bad," the doctor said. "We'll keep an eye on it."
"How much longer will I be here?" Max asked.
"I'd say about two more weeks," the doctor said. "I want to make sure all your injuries have healed up sufficiently before we release you. In the meantime, I've arranged for a counselor to come spend some time with you. Will that be okay?"
"Sure," Max said. The doctor made notes on his chart, handed it to the nurse and left the room. As the nurse left the room, a young, petite blonde woman entered, pushing a small cart with a teapot and two cups. She put the cart next to his bed and looked at him with sadness in her face.
"Good morning, Mr. Burns," she said. "How are you feeling today?"
"Sore, but I guess I'll be okay," he said. Her voice seemed familiar to him somehow. He looked at her name plate. All it said was, "A."
"Is that really your name, doctor? A?" he asked. She smiled as she looked at the name plate on her chest.
"It's what people call me most often, so yeah, you could say I'm Dr. A," she said. "My real name is Adrestia Rhamnousia."
"That's quite a mouthful," Max said. "So I can call you Dr. A, then?"
"That'll work for now," she said, pulling up a stool. She looked at him intently for a few moments. "Would you care for some tea? It's my own special blend. It might help relax you."
"That sounds nice," he said. "Thanks." She poured hot water into the cups over a tea bag she pulled from her pocket, stirred in a dollop of honey and handed one to him.
"Careful, that's hot," she said. He blew on the hot liquid before taking a sip, and savored the taste, which had just a hint of citrus.
"Very good," he said. "Thanks."
"You're welcome," she said. "I'm glad you like it." She took a sip of her tea and set her cup down. "Can I call you Max?" she asked.
"Sure," he said.
"Max, what do you remember about your injuries?" she asked. He thought for a moment before answering.
"Honestly, I don't remember hardly anything," he said. "I had been at a seminar dealing with changes to the tax code. I'm a certified public accountant, and we have to keep up on these things. I got home and the next thing I know, I'm waking up here in more pain than I've ever felt in my life."
"So you don't remember how you got injured?" she asked.
"No, I don't," Max said.
"How are things between you and your wife?" she asked.
"Now that I can talk about it," he said. "At best, it's not good."
"What do you mean, Max?" she asked quietly.
"I think she may be having an affair," he said. "She started acting different about a year ago or so. Until then, she was the sweetest person you'd ever want to know. Then she started changing. One day, she'd be friendly and the next she'd be an absolute bitch. Sorry about the language."
"That's alright, Max," she said. "I've heard a lot worse. Go on, please."
"Then she started going with some of the girls she worked with for happy hour," he said. "I didn't mind since I sometimes go out for a beer with a couple of the guys now and then. But her happy hours got longer and longer. After about a month, she'd be out till about 1:00 or 2:00 in the morning. And she reeked when she got home. These days, I don't hardly know her at all. And now, I learn she hasn't even been in to check up on me."
"Have you ever cheated on her?" she asked. He shook his head.
"Absolutely not," he said. "Infidelity is a non-starter with me, and she knows it. Yeah, I've been hit on from time to time, but I've never cheated on her and I never would."
"Of course not," she said. "What would you do if you learned she's cheating on you?"
"That's a no-brainer," he said. "I'd kick her ass to the curb in a heartbeat." She smiled and nodded approvingly as he said that. He looked at her before speaking again. "Do you think she's cheating on me?"
"I would say it's a definite possibility," she said. "Would you like to know the truth?"
"Absolutely," he said. "Do you have a way to find out?" Her smile widened.
"Oh yes," she said. "Without a doubt. Do you think you can handle learning the truth?"
"I have to know," he said.
"Okay," she said. "Give me some time and you'll have your proof. For now, I need you to rest and get better. Will you do that for me?"
"Yeah, sure," Max said. "Could you leave me some of that tea, please? That's really very good."
"I'm glad you like it, Max," she said. "Don't drink too much, maybe a cup with lunch and another after dinner. I think you'll find that it'll help you sleep better as well."
"Oh, doctor, I have one more question if you don't mind," he said.
"What's that?" she asked.
"Were you in my room last night?" he asked. "I heard someone in here talking to another person, and I could've sworn it was your voice." She thought for a moment before answering. She could lie to him, but she decided that she simply couldn't do that to him. Finally, she nodded her head.
"Yes, Max," she said. "I was here last night. I've been following your case from the beginning and I want to do everything I can to help you."
"And that man you were talking to," Max said. "Who was he?"
"That was a good friend of mine who agreed to help me watch over you," she said. He nodded his head. "Well, I need to get going, Max," she added. "I'll be back tomorrow and we can talk more, okay? In the meantime, drink some tea and get some rest."
"Okay, doc, thanks," Max said. "I'll see you tomorrow." He watched her as she left. She was a very attractive woman and well-put together. She seemed rather young to be a doctor, he thought. She was obviously holding something back, but what?
He didn't worry too much about it, as he was also holding something back, namely his memory, which was quite good. In fact, more than one doctor had suggested he might have hyperthymesia, which would explain his highly superior autobiographical memory. So why can't I remember what happened that night, he asked himself.
After lunch, he had a visitor. He was watching the news when a man tapped on his door. He looked up to see a tall man in a gray suit, holding a set of credentials.
"Mr. Burns," he said. "I'm Detective Hanson, and if you're up to it, I'd like to ask a few questions."
"Sure, come on in, Detective," Max said. The man came in and sat down next to him.
"You're sure looking better than you did the last time I saw you," he said. "How are you feeling?"
"Sore," Max said. "But getting better. What can I do for you?"
"I heard you were fully awake and I was wondering if you remembered anything about the attack on you," he said. Max shook his head.
"No, I don't remember anything between the time I pulled into my driveway and the moment I woke up here," he said. "Which is strange given that I normally have a very good memory."
"Well, maybe it's due to whatever they drugged you with," the detective said.
"Drugged?" Max asked.
"Yes. Weren't you told?" Max shook his head, surprised.
"No, no one said anything to me about that," he said. "I'll have to ask the doctor when I see him."
"Have you spoken to your wife?" the detective asked.
"No, I haven't seen her nor have I heard from her," Max said.
"So you don't know that she's been in New York with that lawyer she works for? Jake Sylvester?" Detective Hanson asked. Max had met Jake a couple times and didn't care for him one bit. He came off as sleazy, oily. And he hated that perpetual smirk on the man's face.
"I understood she was just a legal secretary," Max said. "I didn't know she worked for a specific attorney."
"That's the word from her office," Hanson said. "They've supposedly been in New York for the last week or so, meeting with clients and potential clients."
"But that's not her job," Max said. "She types up legal briefs, documents, that sort of thing."
"Apparently not any more," Hanson said. Max shook his head. Shannon never said anything to him about this.
"I don't know what to tell you, Detective," he said. Hanson nodded his head, stood up and handed him a card.
"Well, if you remember anything, give me a call," he said. "The longer this goes on, the less chance we have of catching who did this to you."
"Okay," Max said, taking the card.
"Hope you get to feeling better," he said before he left the room. After he left, Max watched more television and was walked around the ward by the nurses on duty. When he got back to his room, it was time to eat, so he did, and enjoyed a cup of tea. He fell asleep, felling better than he had in some time.
He woke up at 3:30 am with a start, bolting upright in his bed. He remembered what happened the day he came back from that seminar.
"Holy fuck," he said to no one in particular as the memories flooded back to him. He laid back down and tried to go back to sleep, but found it difficult. Eventually, he dozed off, but woke back up when the nurses came to take him for his early morning tests, exams and X-Rays.
He ate breakfast when he was brought back to his room, and was running over his recalled memories when the doctor tapped on the door and came inside.
"How are we feeling this morning, Max?" he asked.
"Much better than yesterday," Max said. The doctor nodded his head and placed some X-Rays on the display device so he could see them. After consulting his chart, he turned to Max.
"I must say, I'm very impressed with your progress," he said. "The X-Rays show that your ribs are nearly completely healed, as are the fractures on your skull. On top of that, your testicles appear to be almost completely healed and fully functional. I see the swelling on your face is almost gone and the bruising is significantly diminished. Whatever it is you're doing, please keep doing it. At this rate, we might be able to discharge you in just a couple days or so."
"That's good to hear, doc," Max said. "You mentioned my testicles. How badly were they damaged?"
"Bad enough that we considered removing them," the doctor said. "But like I said, they now seem to be almost completely healed. Tell me, overall, how much pain are you feeling, on a scale of one to 10, with one being the least and 10 the worst?"
"Overall, I'd say about two or so," Max said.
"Good," the doctor said, making a note in his chart. "We'll keep an eye on things for a bit and I'll adjust your medications accordingly. You just rest and get well, okay? Do you have any questions for me before I leave?"
"Just one, doc," Max said. "What can you tell me about that counselor?"
"Dr. Rhamnousia?" the doctor asked. "I don't know much about her, other than to say she's licensed by the state and board certified. She couldn't work in or through this hospital if she wasn't. She's one of several who practices privately but does contract work with us. I can tell you that she specifically asked to be put on your case, and I approved her request. Why? Is there an issue we should be aware of?"
"No, Doc," Max said. "She's been great to me so far. She just seems a bit... young, if you know what I mean." The doctor chuckled at that.
"I know what you mean," he said. "She's quite attractive and takes good care of herself. But don't let any of that fool you. She's been around for quite a while and I've heard nothing but good things about her. Trust me, you're in very good hands. Is there anything else?"
"No, that's all," Max said. "I was just wondering. Thanks for clearing that up."
"You're welcome," the doctor said. "I'll be by later to check on you." With that, he left the room and Max turned on the television, but his mind wasn't on what was playing. A while later, there was another tap on the door, and Adrestia poked her head inside.
"Good morning, Max," she said, getting his attention. He looked up and waved her inside. As he watched, she entered pushing a cart with a pot of hot water and two cups. Her briefcase also sat on the cart. She closed the door as she entered the room.



"Good morning, Dr. A," he said. As he watched, she poured them each a fresh cup of tea and handed him one after dropping a bit of honey into the cup. "Thank you," he said, accepting the cup. "I really like this tea." She smiled.
"I'm glad to hear that," she said. "So, how is your memory doing? I understand you made some progress. Is that right?"
"Yes," he said. "I remembered everything about my attack last night. How did you know? I never said anything to anyone." She smiled, opened her briefcase and pulled out a tablet.
"It's my job to know, Max," she said. "Truth is, I know everything about you and your marriage." He looked at her, shocked. How could she know all that? "That's part of the reason I got involved in your case. I take it you'll be seeking a divorce?"
"Yes," he said quietly. "Once I'm out of here, I'll be visiting my attorney to get the ball rolling."
"Do you know where your wife is now? What she's doing?" Adrestia asked. Max shook his head.
"I was told she's in New York with an attorney from her firm, but I don't understand why. She's a legal secretary and that type of work isn't part of her job description," he said.
"You're right, she's in New York, and she's there with Jake Sylvester," she said. "Let's just say, her 'work' has very little to do with her clerical skills, if you know what I mean. Would you like to see what she's doing right now?"
"Right now?" Max asked. "You can do that?" She smiled as she turned on her tablet.
"Yes," she said. "Watch this." She put the tablet on the cart so they could both see the screen. The video appeared to come from the back patio of a large, expensive home. A man dressed in swimming trunks and a woman wearing a tiny micro-bikini were sitting at a table. Max recognized the woman -- it was his wife, Shannon. He didn't recognize the diminutive swimsuit, which consisted of two tiny strips of cloth that barely covered her nipples and crotch.
"That's Jake Sylvester," Max said. "I remember him from that night."
As they watched, another man wearing a swimsuit came to the table. He was older than Jake and much bigger. He dried himself off with a towel and motioned to someone behind him. A cart was wheeled to the table as he sat down, and a servant placed glasses of liquid in front of each of them.
"Nice morning for a swim, don't you agree?" he asked, taking a sip of his drink.
"That's Mario Alvarez," Adrestia told Max as they watched. "He's a very well-connected man in New York with ties to one of the largest criminal organizations in the country." They turned their attention back to the video.
"Yes, it is, Mario," Jake said, answering Mario as he took a sip of his drink. "And this drink is perfect. Don't you think so, dear?"
"Yes, it is," Shannon said. Mario nodded his head in her direction.
"Thank you," he said. "You're too kind." He turned his attention back to Jake. "Enough with the pleasantries. I need to know. Can your guy handle the job or not?" Jake looked at Shannon, a bit uncomfortable.
"Technically, he has the skills," Jake said. "But he's still in the hospital." Mario shook his head as he put his drink back on the table.
"Jake, Jake, Jake," he said, exasperated. "You weren't supposed to put him in the hospital. At most you were supposed to just scare him. I gave you everything you needed to make him compliant."
"Well, it didn't work," Jake said. "All it did was knock him out. I pressed him when he came to, but he refused."
"So you and your boys decided to rearrange his face after you fucked his wife in front of him, is that it?" Mario asked. Jake looked down for a moment. Mario shook his head. "What the fuck did you expect him to do? Goddammit, you may be a hotshot litigator in the courtroom, but you're about as dumb as a box of fucking rocks sometimes, you know that? And why didn't you tell me about this before now?"
"I tried, Mario, but I was told you were on an extended vacation with your wife and couldn't be reached," Jake said.
"Well, I was out of pocket for a while," Mario said. "Took the wife for a round-the-world cruise for our 25th anniversary. Okay, I'll let that go for now, but you need to get him on this project ASAP."
"We've got six months, Mario. That's plenty of time to get it done," Jake said.
"You don't get it," Mario said. "It'll take him at least five months to unfuck everything the last accountant left behind. And before you ask, no one will touch these books. We've already asked around. Everyone worth a shit won't even give us the time of day. And now, thanks to you, one month is already shot to hell. How much longer are you two going to be in town?"
"Another week, maybe 10 days, then we're going back," Jake said.
"That puts us into the beginning of next month," Mario said. "Alright, I'm giving you this one last shot. Get it done. And remember to use the carrot BEFORE the stick, you got it? Do what you gotta do. Suck his dick if you have to. You hear me?"
"I got it, Mario, you can count on me," Jake said, his face turning green at what Mario suggested.
"We'll see," Mario said. "Don't let me down again, Jake. Capisce?" Jake nodded his head.
"I understand," Jake said. "Thank you for the drink, Mario."
"Yeah, you're welcome," Mario said, standing up, signaling the end of the meeting. The video ended and Max looked at Adrestia, shocked.
"How did you do that?" he asked. "Are you some kind of private investigator or something?"
"It's a trade secret," she said, shrugging her shoulders. "Sorry."
"I'd better get in touch with Detective Hanson about this," he said. She put her hand on his arm.
"Not just yet," she said. "I've got another idea. How would you like to get justice on all of them?"
"Of course," he said, causing her to smile. For the next hour, they discussed her plan. When they finished, he looked at her carefully. "Who are you, really? You're not like any counselor I've ever heard of. Are you really a doctor?"
"Yes, I am," she said. "I have doctorates in a number of disciplines."
"Then tell me, who, or what, are you?" he asked. She considered him for a moment before speaking.
"Are you sure you really want to know?" she asked. He nodded his head.
"Yes," he said. "I really want to know." She nodded her head as she looked at him.
"Alright, I guess you deserve to know the truth," she said. "Lay back on your pillow and relax." He did as she said. "Now, close your eyes and focus on me for a moment." He closed his eyes, wondering what she had in mind. He felt her take his head in her hands and marveled at how soft and warm they felt. Then he felt the softest set of lips on his as she kissed him. For a moment, he felt her tongue work its way into his mouth and he began to respond. Then it happened.
A sudden jolt of static went through his body and his mind was filled with strange images -- dark, menacing, winged creatures, mountains covered with clouds, lightning flashing in the distance. A much larger version of Adrestia wearing a long robe, a double-edged sword in one hand and a balance in the other. Beneath her sandal-clad feet were snakes and as he looked, he could see people in various stages of distress.
One woman was immersed in a large vat of oil, a fire below it making the gooey substance boil, and another person was tied to a plank while being urinated on by large, horned creatures. He heard a scream in the distance and saw a woman falling into the open mouth of a giant shark.
A part of him knew that he should be frightened by all this, but he wasn't. Instead, he was attracted to Adrestia -- an attraction that far outweighed any he had ever felt for Shannon or any other woman. He felt... love. And a sexual attraction he had never felt for anyone before. He could feel the stirring in his groin as his cock hardened and grew.
Instinctively, he wrapped his arms around the blonde woman and kissed her back, harder than he had ever kissed a woman before. He felt that he simply had to have this woman, this goddess. The images kept flashing in his mind as his desire for her grew even stronger. He held her tighter and realized she was now naked. He found that he was also naked, and his cock stood straight up, harder and bigger than he ever remembered it before.
He felt her hand on his cock and looked up to see her straddle him, her eyes glowing like fire. Looking down, he saw her start to guide him into her silky smooth pussy and felt desire as he had never felt before. But in his mind, he knew he couldn't go through with it. He stopped her advance, shaking his head.
"I can't do this," he said. "It isn't right. I'm still a married man." She looked at him for a moment and he didn't know how she would react.
"But your wife is cheating on you," she said quietly. "Surely you deserve this."
"I know she is," he said. "As desirable as you are, though, two wrongs don't make a right. Maybe if I wasn't married..." Her face broke into a wide smile and she kissed him deeper, releasing his manhood.
"Good answer," she whispered into his ear as she stroked his face.
Images flashed in his mind as she stroked and kissed his face -- the terrified faces of those who dared cross her -- people from all walks of life and all stations. He also saw the faces of the men she helped -- from a factory maintenance man to a member of the Roman Senate. They all flashed in his mind and he knew who and what she really was.
He found himself falling madly in love with her -- more than Shannon, more than anyone else. And he knew he would probably never feel love like this again. He knew that he would do anything she required of him, and he would do it happily, knowing that she would never double-cross him.
"I take it you understand now," she said, now dressed and sitting on her chair. He nodded his head, still reeling from what just happened.
"I'm still processing it, but yeah, I think I understand," he said. "But why..."
"I had to test you," she said. "And you passed. With flying colors. Most mortal men wouldn't have been able to resist but you did. You did the right thing."
"What about Eli? Did you test him this way?" he asked. "I heard you two talking the other day." She laughed when he said that.
"No," she said. "His heart has always belonged to his lovely wife. Besides, he was already dead when I recruited him."
"So, he works for you, then?" Max asked.
"Not exactly," she said. "He's more of an ally than an underling. He answers to another power, much higher than I."
"Oh," Max said, still not fully understanding.
"But speaking of allies," she said. "I think you would make a good ally here, in this plane of existence, if you're open to it." Max thought about it before answering. A move like this would require a lot of changes, and he would basically have to completely walk away from his life as an accountant. But at the same time, he couldn't refuse her request.
"Strangely enough, I am open to it," he said. "But that would require a lot of changes in my life."
"That's why I suggested the name change and the three month stay in Idaho," she said. "You'll be safe, and you'll get the training and conditioning you need for the work you'll be doing. Eli has agreed to help mentor you, and I'll provide everything you need, including funds. We don't have a lot of time to make this happen, you know."
"Yeah, I know," he said. "I'll need to get my attorney involved."
"Eli knows someone who can help with that and we both know a judge in this state who owe us a favor or two," she said. "Let us take care of that for you. You concentrate on getting better. I'll make the arrangements for the camp."
"I'll need to put in my notice at work," he said. She nodded her head.
"I agree," she said. "Your boss will be here later this afternoon, so you can tell him then. Just don't go into detail. The idea is for Maxwell Burns to disappear without a trace. That will put another monkey wrench in Shannon and Jake's plans."
"I just thought about something else," he said.
"What's that?" she asked.
"What about fingerprints? DNA? Those things don't change, you know," he said. She smiled and took his hands in hers. Her eyes glowed slightly and he felt a warmth in his hands. She released them and gave a slight smile.
"They just did," she said. "I'll get with Eli and he'll arrange a meeting with an attorney. You can expect to see her here tomorrow at the latest."
"So, who will I become?" he asked. She looked thoughtful for a moment before answering.
"I like Maximilian," she said. "That's it. Maximilian Burnage," she added, pronouncing the last name, "bernahhhj."
"Sounds good to me," he said. "Max Burnage."
"My personal avenging angel," she added with a smile. "Are you up for this?" He thought for a moment before answering. He rather liked the idea.
"You know what? I am," he said. She chuckled and wrapped her arms around his neck.
"Cheaters beware," she said, kissing him on the cheek. "Remember, not a word of this to anyone. Now, I have a lot to get set up, so I'd better get going. I've left you some tea bags, and I want you to get rested up. Trust me, you'll need all your strength when you get to Idaho." He nodded his head and watched as she walked to the door.
"Adrestia," he called before she opened the door. She turned to look at him. She smiled and spoke before he could.
"I love you too, Max," she said. "And I always will. I'll see you tomorrow, okay?" She smiled and waved, then went out the door.
After she left, he laid back and thought about what just happened. It was the most exciting non-sexual experience he ever had with a woman, but it was much more than just an exchange of passion -- it was like an exchange of information. He could see every face on the walls of her mysterious gallery. He knew every name and knew their stories.
He also knew everything about her -- all the different names she had been known by: Tyr and Nemesis being just two. He also knew that she was more than just Justice -- she was Retribution. And there was no escape for those who crossed her.
He had seen how close she had recently come to wiping out millions of people with a single thought. He also understood that she truly loved all those she had helped over the ages, but that love was not quite what she shared with him. Her love for them was an unconditional love that fell short of being romantic, while her love for him went far beyond anything she had ever shown anyone else.
That included Elijah Jones, the former Union soldier who once served in the 8th Indiana Cavalry Regiment during the Civil War. Struck down by a rebel bullet during Sherman's March to the Sea, he was recruited by Adrestia and now meted out his own brand of Western-style justice with the aid of his grandson, Amos.
But why me, he wondered. What's so special about me? He knew she had it within her to single-handedly wipe out Shannon and her cronies. So why involve me at all, he asked himself. He was brought back to reality by a tapping on the door. He looked up to see Jim Fredericks, his boss, sticking his head in the room.
"Come in," he said. Jim smiled and came inside. He stopped by the bed and looked at Max, confused. "What's wrong?" Max asked.
"You look... different," Jim said. "How are you feeling?"
"A bit sore, but much better, thanks," Max said. "They had to do some reconstructive surgery on my face and, well, that's why I look different."
"I'm glad to see you're doing better," Jim said. "I don't want you to worry about anything at the office. I just want you to concentrate on getting well. Any leads on who did this to you?"
"Yeah, I've got some idea of who did this," Max said. "And I need to talk to you about something while you're here. It's pretty important."
"What's that?" Jim asked.
"It seems I'm not out of danger just yet," Max said. "The people who came after me will be back. I hate to say it, but one of them was Shannon."
"Your wife?" Jim asked, incredulous. "Why would she do that?"
"Money," Max said. "That's what this is all about." Max gave him the Reader's Digest version of what happened and what he knew so far, without going into much detail. Jim looked shocked when Max finished.
"What do you need from me? A leave of absence, maybe?" Jim asked.
"Yeah, something like that," Max said. "I'll be getting a new identity to go along with this new face. The bottom line is that Max Burns needs to disappear."
"For how long?" Jim asked.
"I'm afraid it'll probably be permanent," Max said. "I'm sorry, Jim. I didn't want to just disappear without saying anything to you."
"I appreciate that, Max," he said. "Of course, I understand, given the circumstances. Look, I'll put you on a paid leave of absence for a period of four months. You have enough with your accrued comp, sick time and vacation to cover that. Let me know at the end of that time if it'll be permanent. In the meantime, we can bring in an accountant or two to help take up the slack. I don't want you to worry about anything."
"Thanks, Jim," Max said. "You've been a good friend and I appreciate it."
"It's my pleasure," Jim said. "You take care of things and hopefully we'll see you back at the office." They said their goodbyes and Jim left.
The next morning, Max was taken for his daily exams and X-rays. The doctor was practically giddy when he came into Max's room.
"Max, if I hadn't seen it for myself, I wouldn't have believed it," the doctor said.
"What's that, doc?" Max asked.
"All of your fractures seemed to be completely healed and your testicles are fully functional. I think we can start the process to have you released tomorrow morning," the doctor said.
"That is good news, doc," Max said. The doctor made some notes on Max's chart and gave the nurse a few orders, then left the room. After his breakfast, Max used his last bag of tea and sat watching television when Adrestia came in the room. A tall, lanky man wearing a beat-up Stetson and a floor-length duster joined her, along with a slim, well-built blonde.
"Good morning, Max," Adrestia said. "How are you feeling this morning?"
"Better than I have in a long time," Max said. "Doc tells me I may be released tomorrow morning."
"That is good news," she said. "By the way, this is Eli Jones," she said, indicating the tall man. He extended a hand and Max shook it. "And this is Danni Jones. She's married to Eli's grandson. And she's an attorney. She'll be working with your attorney on the divorce and the identity change." Max shook Danni's hand.
"Good to meet you both," Max said. "Let's get started, then, shall we?" Danni sat next to Max and went over the paperwork as Adrestia and Eli watched. They spent about an hour going over everything and when Danni felt the paperwork was complete, she sat back.
"Okay," she said. "I'll get with your attorney on this and we'll get it done." Adrestia handed Max his cell phone.
"This was left in your house," she said. "Why don't you call your attorney and let him know?" Max nodded his head and took the phone. He dialed his lawyer's cell and waited for him to answer.
"Max, how are you feeling?" his lawyer asked when he answered.
"I'm doing much better, Saul, thanks for asking," Max said. "Listen, I need a huge favor from you."
"Any time, my friend," Saul said. "What's going on?"
"Well, it's rather complicated and I really don't want to get into it over the phone," Max said. "I need some things done, quickly, and I've got someone on her way over to see you, a Danni Jones. I'd like you to work with her to expedite some things for me."
"Ah yes, I remember her," Saul said. "She's the one who took a huge bite out of Acme if I recall. If she's involved, it must be serious."
"More than I can tell you right now," Max said. "I've signed all the papers and I've given permission for her to work with you on my behalf."



"Okay, Max," Saul said. "I'm in the middle of something at the moment, but I should be free about 1:00 or so. I'll call the office and let them know to expect her." Max looked at Danni before speaking. "Is 1:00 good for you?" he asked her. She nodded her head and he turned his attention back to the phone. "1:00 is good. She'll be there. I appreciate all your help." Saul chuckled.
"Just wait till you get my bill," he said with a laugh. Max laughed as well. They ended the call and Max turned to Danni.
"Saul Dunetz will be expecting you at 1:00," he said. "Do you know where his office is?"
"Yes, I do, and I'll be there," she said, standing up. "I'd better get going. I'd like a bite to eat before I meet with him. It's good to meet you, Max," she added, extending her hand. Max shook her hand and watched as she left.
"Time for the second part of our plan," Adrestia said. "Text your wife and tell you you agree to do Mario's books. Tell her I'll meet her in the restaurant at the Four Seasons Hotel."
"Four Seasons?" Max asked. "Is that where she's staying?"
"Yes," Adrestia said. "Remember to tell her that she needs to bring everything you need and have her meet me there at 6:00 pm local time."
"Okay," Max said. "Are you sure she'll respond?"
"She'll respond, trust me," Adrestia said. Max pulled up his messenger app and sent a message: "I agree to do Mario's books. Assistant will meet you at Four Season's restaurant at 6:00 pm. Bring everything. Don't look for her, she'll find you."
A couple minutes later, he got a response: "OK. What about my demands?"
"You'll get what's coming to you," Max typed out. He hit send and waited for another message, but got nothing. Apparently, he thought to himself, she really doesn't give a shit about how he was doing.
"No, Max, she really doesn't care about you," Adrestia said as if reading his mind. She saw the tears forming in Max's eyes and took his head in her hands. "Don't cry for her, Max. She's not worth it. Stay strong for me. I love you like no one ever has and I'll always be here for you." She kissed his face and Max suddenly felt much better.
"I love you, too," he said as he looked into her face. She smiled and kissed him one more time before standing up.
"Well, I have a lot to do, so I'd better head out," she said. "By the way, you're set to fly out to Spokane tomorrow afternoon. You should be checked out of here by then. Eli will stay here tonight and fly out with you tomorrow. I'll see you in the morning before you leave."
"Okay," Max said, nodding his head. "Do I really need to go to Idaho?"
"I'm afraid so," she said. "For a couple reasons. First of all, we need to get you into shape, and fast. Second, we need you out of pocket and safe. You'll be safe there and no one will ever know where you went. Don't worry, I will always be with you." She placed a hand on his chest. "In here. And here," she added, putting a soft hand on the side of his head.
"I understand," he said, taking one of her hands in his. "Can you do me a favor, please?" he asked.
"Sure," she said. He pulled off his wedding ring and handed it to her.
"When you see Shannon, could you please give this to her? Tell her I have no more use for it," he said. She took the ring in her hand and studied it for a moment. She looked back at him and nodded her head.
"Of course, Max," she said. "I'll be happy to do that for you."
"Thanks," he said sadly. They looked at each other for a moment, then she stood and turned to Eli.
"Watch over him for me, please," she said. "I have a feeling something might happen tonight."
"Don't worry," he told her. "I've got this covered." She nodded her head and left.
...
A little more than 1,500 miles away, Shannon Burns looked at her cell phone. She couldn't believe the text messages she had received from her husband. He agreed to do Mario's books, even though he refused earlier. She knew he was still in the hospital, but a few questions crossed her mind.
First, how did he get his phone back? She emptied his pockets before the men tied him to that chair, and placed his phone on the bedroom dresser. No one picked it up when they hauled him to the hospital.
Second, why would he suddenly have a change of heart? That simply wasn't like him. Especially when it came to things like this. He prided himself on his ethics, and would never do anything illegal. So what's changed, she asked herself.
Third, who was this new assistant working for him? As far as she knew, the only "assistant" was a secretary, but she worked for several accountants in his office. She had met most of the people her husband worked with, so she was curious to see who this assistant might be.
And what was his last statement to her supposed to mean -- "You'll get what's coming to you." That almost sounded like a threat to her. Max was many things, but threatening wasn't one of them. In fact, he was the softest-spoken, most kind person she had ever known. She had never heard him raise his voice, and never once heard him speak in such a way.
But the kicker was his statement that his assistant would meet her here -- in the Four Seasons. How did he know that's where she would be? Did he hire a private investigator?
"What's wrong, babe?" Jake asked from behind her. She showed him the texts she got from her husband. He read them and shrugged his shoulders. "So he finally decided to go along with the program. What's the big deal?"
"This just doesn't sound like Max at all," she said. "And I've never known him to work with an assistant. I have the feeling he knows a lot more than he's letting on."
"So what?" Jake said. "He's still in the hospital, isn't he? Hell, he probably can't even take a piss without someone helping him. And so what if he knows what's going on? He'll be dead the second he finishes with the books anyway. I'll call Mario and give him the good news."
"Okay," Shannon said quietly. Jake looked at her, concerned.
"You're not having second thoughts about all this, are you?" he asked.
"No, it's just," she began.
"Just what?" Jake asked. "He'll be dead soon enough. Then it doesn't matter what he decides to give you. It'll all be yours anyway. Then we can be together forever, just like we planned. Right?"
"Right," she said with a wan smile.
...
Max finished his second cup of tea for the day and looked at Eli, now sitting in a chair next to his bed, reading a magazine.
"Anything interesting?" Max asked. Eli closed the magazine and tossed it on the tray that went over Max's bed. He shook his head.
"Do y'all really care that much about who some actress is sleeping with?" the tall man asked. Max snickered as he looked at the cover of the magazine.
"Personally, I don't," he said. "But I guess there's a lot of people out there who do."
"Waste of damn time if you ask me," Eli said. Max nodded his head in agreement.
"No argument from me," he said. He looked up and saw Eli glaring at him, hard. "What?" he asked. "Do I have something in my teeth?"
"No," Eli said. "I'm jes' tryin' to figure out what Adrestia sees in you. I've never known her to get all googly-eyed over a mortal man before."
"I'm trying to figure that out myself," Max said. "I'm just a regular guy, like anyone else."
"No, you're not," Eli said. "Trust me on that. I can read a man's face like a book. What I wanna know is, what are your true feelings toward her?"
"I can't explain it, but I love her," Max said. "Does that make sense? I'm a married man, but I love another woman." Eli chuckled at that.
"Makes perfect sense to me," he said. "You're a fairly young, normal red-blooded man. She's a very beautiful woman. Just a few thousand years older than you, but ya have to admit, she looks good."
"Yeah, she's very beautiful, but it's more than that," Max said. Eli examined him carefully, but saw no indication of ill-intent. "Much more. It's like she's a part of me now." Eli nodded his head.
"She is," Eli said. "But trust me, she's not like any woman you've ever met."
"I know," Max said. "I guess I need to be on my best behavior." Eli chuckled as he nodded his head.
"Reckon so," he said. "But something tells me that won't be a problem."
"What makes you say that?" Max asked.
"Well, you're a good, decent, honest, hard-working man," Eli said. "You've followed the rules all your life, always sought to do the right thing. Never cut corners or took the easy way out. You've always faced your challenges head-on, even when it meant being the bearer of bad news. All that will serve you well."
"You know all that about me?" Max asked.
"Yep," Eli said. "I can tell a lot about a feller by looking in his eyes. Adrestia loves you. She loves everyone she helps, but it's different with you. Truth is, she needs you probably more than you need her. Just treat her with respect and dignity. Don't try to hide anything from her because you can't. Be open and honest with her, even if you think the truth might hurt. And don't ever do anything to hurt her."
"I could never do that to her," Max said.
"I know you'd never deliberately hurt her, but you are human after all," Eli said. "Like every human, you're prone to make mistakes. All I'm sayin' is that when you do, own up to them."
"That makes sense," Max said. "But I'm a bit confused. You said she needs me more than I need her. What did you mean by that?"
"That's a fair question," Eli said. "And it deserves a fair answer. You see, she's been at this for a very, very long time. When she first started doing this, there were maybe 200 million people on the entire planet. Maybe less. Now, there's nearly eight billion. Imagine, hearing the cries of anguish from billions of people seeking justice."
"I can't even begin to imagine what that must be like," Max said. "But she's immortal, isn't she? I mean, isn't she immune from all that stuff?" Eli laughed.
"Hardly," he said. "She's immortal, but she's not without emotion. Truth is, most mortals would go crazy in a matter of minutes if they had to deal with what she faces every day, all day, year in and year out," Eli said. "She's been dealing with it for many years. I'm amazed she's been able to stay sane all this time, surrounded by the evil she faces on a regular basis. Can you imagine what could happen if she went insane, even for a moment?" Max shook his head.
"I can't even begin to imagine that. So where do I come into all this?" Max asked.
"She needs someone who can help her out on this plane of existence," Eli said. "More than that, she needs someone to help keep her grounded. Someone she can rely on, someone she can lean on from time to time. And more importantly, someone who can understand her and give her the love she deserves."
"That almost sounds like the definition of a husband," Max said.
"Reckon so," Eli said. "You think you can handle that? Think carefully before you answer. Remember, she's not like any creature you've ever met before. She may look like a young girl, but she's not. By a long shot."
"I know," Max said.
"Think about this," Eli said. "If you decide to be her soul mate, you'll know love like you've never known before. She may not be there to make your dinner or wash your clothes every day, but she'll always be with you, in every way that truly matters. In a way, the fate of humanity could be in your hands."
"No pressure there," Max said sarcastically. Eli laughed.
"You sound like my grandson," he said. He slapped Max on the shoulder and stood up. "There's no great rush. Take your time. Consider it carefully."
"I will, Eli," Max said. "So where are you off to?"
"There's a couple fellas down the street I need to have a chat with," he said with a wink. "Don't worry, I'll be back." With that, he left the room.
...
Shannon Burns and Jake Sylvester were sitting at their table in the restaurant of the Four Seasons, finishing their meal. She looked at her watch and saw it was 5:59 pm. The instant her watch read 6:00, she heard someone at her shoulder.
"Mrs. Burns, I presume?" a female voice said. Shannon turned to see a young blonde woman standing at her side. She looked to be fresh out of college, if that. My God, Shannon thought, is Max robbing the cradle or what?
"No, he's not," the woman said with a sly smile on her face as she took a seat between Shannon and Jake.
"Uh, not what?" Shannon asked.
"Robbing the cradle," the young woman said. "That's what you were thinking, wasn't it?" How did she know that, Shannon asked herself.
"It doesn't matter how I know," the woman said, her smile widening. Jake looked between the two women, confused. His eyes took in the woman's pretty face, her smooth skin and soft, doe-like eyes. I'd love to get that between the sheets, he thought to himself as he felt his manhood stir. The young woman gave Jake an icy glare.
"No, you wouldn't," she said. Now it was Shannon's turn to be confused.
"Wouldn't, what?" she asked the woman.
"Your boyfriend here thinks he'd like to get me in his bed," she said. Jake looked embarrassed as Shannon shot him an angry look. "Let's get this done," the woman said. Shannon reached for her bag and pulled out an external hard drive. She handed it to the woman.
"Everything Max needs is here," Shannon said. "The drive has been encrypted and the passcode is written on the bottom of the drive. We want to get regular updates on his progress."
"You'll hear from him when it's time," the woman said. "Speaking of your husband, aren't you at all concerned about his condition?"
"No, not particularly," Shannon said. "He has a job to do and if he's smart, he'll do it without asking a lot of questions. And just so you know, if he tries to email any of that information to anyone, like the authorities, the entire drive will be erased. And Max will end up in worse shape than he is now. Do you understand?" Shannon put one hand on the young woman's wrist and squeezed for emphasis.
"I understand," the woman said. "And if you don't take your hand off me, you won't live long enough to regret touching me. Do you understand me?" A spark flew between Shannon's hand and the woman's wrist and Shannon pulled her hand away quickly. "I'll be leaving now. We'll be in touch. And do me a favor -- the next time you go out in public, keep your dog on a leash." She got up from the table, then reached in her pocket.
"One last thing," she said. "Your husband said he has no further need of this." She tossed Max's wedding ring on the table. "Good night." With that, she turned and left, leaving Shannon and Jake stunned.
"What the hell was that?" Shannon asked. Jake shook his head and pulled out his phone as she put Max's ring in her purse. She felt a momentary twinge of guilt as she did so, but that passed quickly as she thought of getting her hands on his money.
"I don't know, but I want her followed," he said, dialing a number on his phone. "Yeah, she just left," he said to the person on the other end of the call. "Petite, blonde, good-looking. Be careful." He ended the call and put his phone away.
"So, were you really thinking about taking her to bed?" Shannon asked, anger in her face.
"I'm sorry," he said sheepishly. "I couldn't help it."
"Well, you'd better get your shit together," she said. A couple minutes later, his phone buzzed. He pulled it out an answered it.
"What do you mean, she disappeared?" he asked. "Find her. Whatever it takes. I want to know where she is." He ended the call and put his phone away. "They lost her. Can you fucking believe it? She turned a corner and was gone," he told Shannon. She smiled and pulled out her phone.
"Don't worry, there's a tracker inside the drive enclosure," she said. "We'll know exactly where it is." She fired up her app, but her face turned red with anger after a couple minutes. She shut her phone off and put it away.
"What's wrong?" Jake asked.
"Somehow, she disabled the tracker," Shannon said. "I can't get a lock on anything."
...
"Can ah help you fellas with something?" the tall, lanky man asked as he came up to two large men in dark suits. He could easily see the pistols in their holsters under the jackets. Surprised by the appearance of the man, they instinctively reached for their firearms but were stopped by a voice behind them.
"Don't even think of it," the male voice said. They turned to see a younger man in a cowboy hat holding a long rifle in one gloved hand. They moved their hands away from their pistols and held them out, palm forward.
"Now whaddya think these here fellers are doing out here in this dark alley, Amos? All dressed up like they's going to a hootenanny or something," the tall man asked.
"Who knows, Grandpa?" the younger man asked. "Why don't we ask 'em?" The tall, older man smiled and nodded his head.
"Good idea, son," he said. "So, what're you fellers doing out here this time of night dressed up like that? And carryin' those big ol' shootin' irons?"
"None of yer goddamn business, old man," one of the men said.
"You hear the disrespect comin' outta these fellers mouths?" Eli asked.
"Sure do," Amos said. Eli laughed and turned to the two men.
"You know, I have a mind ta put you two over my knee and give ya the whuppin' yer daddy shoulda give ya years ago," he said.
"Just try it, old man," the other suit growled. Eli smiled and before either of the men could react, he had the bigger of the two men across his knee, his trousers around his ankles. The other man started to react but thought better of it when Amos put the muzzle of his rifle in his face. As they watched, Eli brought his hand down on the first man's bare buttocks, hard. He screamed when Eli hit him. But the tall man wasn't done yet.
He gave the man ten swats on the rear end, and left him on the ground, crying. Eli looked at the other man.
"Well, you gonna take yer licks?" Eli asked. The man shook his head.
"No, please, don't," he begged. Eli laughed and grabbed the man's pistol out of its holster. In seconds, he had the pistol disassembled and the parts strewn across the alleyway. He then grabbed the other man's pistol and did the same to it.
"Y'know, I think you boys need to take a little nap," Eli said. He grabbed the man at the junction of his neck and shoulders and squeezed. The man's eyes rolled into the back of his head and he fell down, unconscious. Eli bent down and did the same to the other man, who quietly closed his eyes and went to sleep.
"Damn, Grandpa," Amos said. "Where'd you learn to do that?"
"Saw it on one of them television shows of yers a few days ago," Eli said. "Some guy with pointed ears did it and I thought I'd give it a shot. Figured it couldn't hurt."
"You do know that was just a television program," Amos said. "That wasn't real. Those were actors following a script."
"Now ya tell me," Eli said. "Sure looked real on the television."
"How long you figure they'll be out?" Amos said.
"Don't know," Eli said. "Reckon about a day or so, maybe. I squeezed extra hard to make sure."
"Maybe I should hang around to make sure they don't get back up," Amos said.
"Nah," Eli said. "We'll be gone tomorrow. I don't think they'll be up before then. Even if they do wake up, they'll need to put their guns back together. Why don't you head on back to the hotel, spend the rest of the night with Danni."
"Okay," Amos said. "We're heading back home tomorrow after her meeting with Max's stockbroker. Let us know when you're back."
"I will, son," Eli said. "Thanks." Amos turned and left the way he came. Eli took the time to smoke a cigarette before heading back to Max's room.
...
That night, Max and Eli were watching television as Adrestia walked in the room. She went to Max and gave him a kiss, which he returned.
"Where's my kiss?" Eli said jokingly.
"Lizzy would kick your ass if I kissed you and you know it," she said with a smile. Max looked confused. Who's Lizzy, he wondered. Eli answered his question.



"Lizzy is my wife, Elizabeth," he said. "And yeah, she would kick my ass."
"Oh," Max said. He turned to Adrestia. "So, how did it go? Did you get the information?"
"Yes, I got it all," she said. "I've already disabled the tracker and and worked through the encryption on the files. And I got rid of the virus they put on the drive."
"You did all that?" Max asked, shocked.
"Of course," she said with a satisfied smile. "I told you I have doctorates in multiple disciplines and I can multi-task as well."
"So, we're good to go with the plan, then?" Max asked.
"Yes," she said. "I'll start going through this and I'll make sure it just happens to get into the right hands."
"How did Shannon react when you gave her my ring?" Max asked her.
"She felt a tiny bit of guilt for a moment, but her greed took over," she said. "She really doesn't care what happens to you, Max. I'm sorry." Max nodded his head and felt his emotions rise again. Adrestia sat on the bed and kissed his forehead. He instantly felt better and looked into her face.
"I just don't get it. Why would she do all this to me?" he asked. "All I've ever done is love her and support her. Did I do something wrong?" Adrestia shook her head.
"You did nothing wrong, Max," she said. "Shannon is involved with some very bad people and they've twisted her mind and played on her greed. She's not the same woman you married. You're not having second thoughts, are you?"
"No," he said. "Even if I thought I could get past the cheating, which I can't, the fact is I could never trust her again."
"You should also know that they intend to kill you no matter what," Adrestia said. "Shannon figures that's the only way she can get her hands on your money. She knows she'll get nothing in a divorce."
"And you saw all this in her mind?" Max asked.
"I did," she said. "I had seen it before and hoped it was just a fleeting thought, but it wasn't. She's set on seeing you dead. One way or another."
"What will we do?" Max asked nervously.
"We follow our plan," she said. "Look at me," she said, firmly, taking his head in her hands. "Look me in the eye and listen to my words. Think of nothing else." He did as she directed. "No hand raised against you will ever prevail, my love. You must finish what we started. You are my chosen and I will see you through this. Do you understand?" He felt his resolve stiffen and nodded his head.
"I understand," he said. She smiled and kissed him softly. He felt a giddy warmth spread through his body as their lips met. When she broke the kiss, he felt as though he could take on the world. "Drink some tea and get some rest," she told him. "You'll need it. I'll be by to see you off in the morning."
"Thank you," Max said. "For everything." She stroked his face for a moment.
"Sweet dreams," she said with a sultry smile before leaving. He poured another cup of tea and sipped it as he watched television with Eli for a bit. When he finished, he laid back in the bed.
"If you don't mind, I'm going to get some sleep," he told the older man. "You can keep watching the TV if you want. It won't bother me."
"Reckon I jes' might do that," Eli said as Max nodded off to sleep. As Eli watched television, Max's mind was filled with dreams of a naked blonde goddess. When he woke up the next morning, he could still see her in his mind, her legs spread wide as she lay on the ground under the trees, her beautiful smiling face encouraging him to enjoy what she offered him. He looked and saw Eli was still watching television.
"Didn't you get any sleep last night?" he asked. Eli shook his head.
"Don't need to sleep anymore," he said. "I take it you had a good night's sleep." Max smiled as he recalled his dreams, which seemed so vivid.
"Oh yeah," he said. Eli smiled as though he knew what was going through Max's mind. The nurses came and took Max for his morning X-rays and exams. A few minutes after he was back, the doctor showed up and gave him the good news.
"Well, Max, it looks like you're completely healed," he said. "I see no reason to keep you here. I'll go ahead and start the process and we'll have you ready to go in just a short bit."
"That's great, doc," Max said. "Thanks." By the time Max finished his breakfast, Adrestia came into the room.
"I hear you're getting discharged," she said.
"I am," Max said. "No offense, but I'm ready to get outta here and back on my feet."
"No offense taken," she said. She turned to Eli. "I understand you ran into a couple of Mario's goons last night."
"Yeah, Amos and I took care of 'em," he said. She nodded her head.
"Well, their boss isn't too happy with them right now," she said. "That's their tough luck." She reached into her briefcase, pulled out an envelope and handed it to Max. "There's two tickets to Spokane, one for you and another for Eli. I got round trip tickets for you both, but something tells me Eli won't need the return ticket. There's also some new ID cards in there for you, just in case. Danni and your attorney will be working with the stockbroker after they see Judge Stone this morning. Basically, everything is set to go."
"Wow, you have been busy," Max said. "What about Mario's books? Did you have a chance to look at any of that information?"
"Oh yes," she said. "There's evidence of a multitude of crimes there. Guns, drugs, prostitution, graft, pay-for-play, you name it. And it looks like a number of elected officials across the country are involved as well. No wonder they couldn't get anyone to look at them. I'm sorting through it all, but it'll take some time. So, how are you feeling? You look well rested."
"I feel better than I have in a long time," Max said. "And yes, I am well-rested, thank you."
"I'm glad to hear that," she said. "And just so you know," she whispered in his ear, "that was just a small taste of what's in store for you when this is all over."
"You mean," Max began before she silenced him with a kiss.
"Oh yes, that was very real," she said after she broke the kiss. "I hope you enjoyed it."
"Oh, I did," he told her. "Very much."
"I'm very glad to hear you say that," she said. "I've always had a thing for the outdoors."
"Oh my," Max said. He could still see her in that forest, giving herself to him completely.
"Hang on to that," she said. "And don't worry. I'll write you every week, and I promise you'll see me every night."
"Write me?" Max said. "What do you mean?"
"Well, the rules at Camp Rollins are quite clear," she said. "No phones, no Internet. Only what you would call snail-mail. I'll make sure you have an address where you can reach me. And remember, your name is Burnage, not Burns."
"Burnage," Max said. "Got it."
"One more thing, Max," she said. "I know you've been through Air Force boot camp. Trust me, this is a lot worse than that."
"Terrific," Max said. She smiled and shook her head.
"Don't worry about it," she said. "You'll do just fine. You're a lot stronger than you give yourself credit for. There's an inner strength you've never tapped into before. That's not your fault. You've just never had to do that before. Trust me. You'll have to do this yourself, but I'll be right there with you. When you feel your strength starting to wane, think of me. Will you do that?"
"I will," Max said.
"Good. Listen, they're getting ready to bring your discharge papers, so I'll have to get going," she said. "And remember what I told you."
"I will," he said. She started to turn away, but Max stopped her. "What about my luggage? Don't I need to take some things with me?"
"No," Adrestia said. "They'll have everything you need."
"Oh, okay," Max said. He looked into her face for a moment before he spoke again. "I love you, Adrestia," he said before kissing her.
"And I love you, too, Max," she said when they broke apart. She smiled at him one last time and left the room. After she left, he pulled out his clothing, which had been washed and returned to the small wardrobe in the room. Making sure he had everything, he got dressed. By then, a nurse came into the room with his discharge papers and a wheelchair. She went over everything with him, and had him sign the papers when she was finished.
"What's the wheelchair for?" he asked.
"That's for you," she said. "Hospital policy. We don't want you getting hurt by accident on your way out."
"That makes sense," Max said, sitting down in the chair. The nurse wheeled him to the patient loading area, Eli following close behind. They got to the curb and the nurse hailed a cab. She helped him get inside, even though he didn't really need any help and Eli got in the other side.
"Where to?" the driver asked after the door was closed.
"Airport," Max said. He looked at the tickets to find out what airline they would be flying on. "American Airlines terminal, please."
"You got it," the driver said, heading out. After they got to the terminal, Max realized they had a couple hours before they needed to check in.
"Care for a beer before we have to go? It's on me," he offered.
"Why sure," Eli said. "Let's go find us someplace to park." They found a small bar inside the terminal and ordered a beer. Eli pulled out a pack of cigarettes.
"Mind if I... smoke?" he asked. Max shook his head.
"Not at all," he said. Eli offered him one. He thought about it, but it had been years since he had smoked.
"Go on," Eli said. "One won't kill ya." Max shrugged his shoulders and took the cigarette. Eli opened a box of matches and brought one out. To Max, it looked like his last match. Eli scratched the match over his jeans and lit Max's cigarette, then his own. Max took a puff and looked at the cigarette. It didn't smell like a normal cigarette would and didn't taste like one, either.
"Is this some kind of special blend or something?" Max asked.
"Actually, it is," Eli said. "Worked on that for a long time to get it jes' right. You like it?"
"I do," Max said. "I haven't smoked since I left the Air Force. Never tasted one like this before." Eli tossed him the pack and a box of matches.
"Glad you like it. Go ahead. Keep 'em," he said. "You may get a chance to enjoy one now and again. Personally, I like to end the day with a beer and a good smoke."
"Thanks," Max said. "I appreciate that. So, what do you know about this camp?"
"I know it's pretty tough," Eli said.
"You ever deal with anyone who's been through it?" Max asked.
"Once or twice," Eli said.
"You don't think I'm up to this, do you?" Max asked.
"Well, I think you got the heart for it and I think you have the brains for it," Eli said. "But..."
"But I look like someone who's spent ten years sitting on his ass behind a keyboard all day," Max said. "That's because for the most part, I have. I've put on some weight and I've gotten soft. I get that. I've been meaning to hit a gym but I just haven't had time to do it. You think maybe that's why Shannon's doing what she's doing?"
"Don't rightly know, son," Eli said. "Could be. Maybe she sees you as someone she can push around because you've let her. Personally, I think it's mostly because she's greedy and she's let some asshole fill her head with a bunch of crap."
"No argument there," Max said.
"We know she's after your money," Eli said. "How much are we talkin' about?"
"A lot," Max said. "Somewhere north of 10 million dollars." Eli whistled.
"How'd you get all that?" he asked.
"I've been fascinated with numbers and economics for years," Max said. "My dad was a whiz on the stock market and he taught me everything he knew. I learned the value of saving and investing at an early age. He opened a custodial account with his broker for me when I was 14. I started small, made some mistakes along the way, but I learned from them. By the time I was 18, I was worth half a million dollars. I kept at it while I was in the Air Force and by the time I went to college I had over five million. It's doubled since then."
"No wonder she's so anxious to get her hands on it," Eli said.
"When Shannon and I got married, my broker suggested I get a prenuptial agreement, so my attorney put one together. Shannon was livid, but I got her to understand this was just to protect what I'd spent so long building up," Max said. "My goal was to put whatever children we had though college, set them up and be retired by the time I was 55. Guess she got tired of waiting."
"Reckon so," Eli said.
"So, what advise do you have for me regarding this camp?" Max asked.
"For starters, you've got an edge most of the guys who go to that camp don't," Eli said. "Most of them fellers are scared, alone, humiliated, weak. They don't have the support you do. They go in looking like scared rabbits and they come out mean as hell with a chip the size of Texas on their shoulders. Not all of them, but enough of 'em are like that. They got it in their heads all they have to do is kick someone's ass and their problems are over. They lash out without thinking and sometimes they end up in more trouble than they had going in."
"Basically, you're saying I need to learn to pick my fights," Max said. "I get that."
"It's a bit more than that, but you're on the right track," Eli said. "Adrestia and I can help you hone those skills so you're not a loose cannon out there tearing up everything in sight. Let them build you up physically, teach you what you need to know, but you need to remember one very important thing."
"What's that?" Max asked.
"No matter how big and bad you think you are, there's always someone bigger and badder than you," Eli said. "You're not bullet-proof, like me. After all, I'm already dead. I can't be killed twice."
"Good point," Max said quietly. Eli chuckled and slapped Max on the shoulder.
"Don't worry, you'll do fine," he said. They finished their beer and cigarette and noticed it was time to get in line for the security check. They had no luggage, which surprised the security agent, and went through the detector without a hitch. Soon, they were in line to board the aircraft.
They found their assigned seats and sat down. Max was placed in a seat next to one of the windows. Eli sat in a middle seat and looked a bit nervous.
"First time flying?" Max asked.
"First time on one of these flying machines," he said. Max thought that a strange phrase. "Normally, I'm on horseback."
"Horseback?" Max asked. Eli nodded his head.
"Yeah," he said. "I'll tell ya about it someday."
"I can't wait to hear about that," Max said. "Trust me, these things are safer than just about any other means of transportation. Besides, even if we do crash, you don't have to worry, right?"
"Technically, no, but that don't mean I like the idea of falling from hundreds of feet in the air," Eli said.
"Try thousands of feet," Max said. "These things get pretty high."
"That makes me feel better," Eli said. Max smiled at that. Soon, the flight attendants were walking around, making sure everyone was belted in. Eli had some difficulty figuring it out and Max helped him. After one of the flight attendants gave her safety spiel, she sat down and the aircraft began its journey to the runway.
They sat there for a minute or two and suddenly, the aircraft began its takeoff. As it lifted off the runway, Max heard a quiet, "oh, shit," from Eli's seat and smiled to himself. As the aircraft reached its cruising altitude, Max looked and saw that Eli had relaxed a bit and was looking out the window.
"You okay?" he asked the older man.
"Yeah, this ain't so bad," Eli said.
"I told you," Max responded. "If you don't mind, I'm gonna get a bit of sleep."
"Okay," Eli said, looking out the window. A bit more than three hours later, the plane landed in Spokane, Washington, and they followed everyone else off the plane. Eli stayed with Max outside the terminal, and the two enjoyed one last cigarette as they waited for the bus that would take Max to Camp Rollins. Finally, the bus arrived and a stocky man in a khaki uniform stepped out of the vehicle.
"You heading for Camp Rollins?" he asked as he approached Max and Eli.
"Yes, I am," Max said. The man nodded his head.
"Go ahead and finish your smoke, then get on board," the man said.
"Okay," Max said. They finished their cigarettes and shook hands after crushing out the butts.
"You take care now," Eli said. "Remember what we told you and you'll do jes' fine. I'll be back to get ya when yer finished."
"Thanks for everything, Eli," Max said. Eli nodded his head, tipped his hat, then turned and walked back into the terminal. Max saw a few others get on the bus, so he joined them.
...
"Oh. My. Fucking. Gawd," the man in uniform yelled as he gazed at the small group of men standing on yellow footprints painted on the parking lot asphalt. "How in the hell do they expect me to make men when they won't even send me human fucking beings to start with? This is the sorriest collection of illiterate cum bubbles I have ever seen in my entire fucking life! Christ on a motherfucking bicycle!" He spoke to another man in uniform. "Get this sorry-assed bunch of maggots out of my sight and get them processed before I start cussing!"
"Yes sir," another man wearing sergeant's stripes said. As the sergeant turned to the group of about 15 men, Max wondered what the hell he had gotten himself into. These guys seemed far more severe than the military training instructors he had at Lackland Air Force Base in San Antonio.
"Turn to the right," the sergeant barked. They all faced to their right except for one skinny kid who turned to his left. The sergeant was instantly all over him like white on rice.
"What are you, a fucking IDIOT? Do you not even know the difference between right and left?" the sergeant screamed in the kid's face as he bounced the wide brim of his campaign hat off the kid's face. "THIS is your right," the sergeant screamed, stomping on the kid's right foot. "And THIS is your left," he added, stomping on the kid's left foot. "Now, turn to your right," the sergeant ordered. The kid faced to the right, looking embarrassed.
"Forward, MOVE," the sergeant barked. Everyone started walking forward, following the sergeant's direction. When they reached what he realized was the processing center, the sergeant issued another order.
"Hippity-hop, mob, STOP!" Everyone stopped except for one guy who took an extra step. "Goddammit, I said STOP! When I say STOP, you STOP, understand me, maggot?" the sergeant screamed in his face. Before the man could respond, the sergeant walked away and opened the door to the building. He ordered the group inside and watched as they received their buzz haircut, then took them to the clothing and equipment issue area.
There, the students, as they were called, gave up all their personal items -- clothing, wallets, jewelry, everything, was tagged, inventoried and placed in a locked container. They were even required to remove the batteries from their phones and give those up as well.
They were then issued two sets of olive green overalls, several pair of white t-shirts and boxer shorts, socks, tennis shoes, boots, caps and a bag filled with toiletries. The sergeant gave then just a few seconds to shower, shave and don their new uniforms. Once finished, he instructed them to form up outside, where he explained the rules, which were simple. They were not to speak unless spoken to, they would run wherever they went and were to follow whatever instructions they were given without question.
He double-timed them to another small building, which they learned was their barracks -- their home for the next three months. They were set loose and told to find their designated racks -- the term that was used for their beds -- and stow their gear in footlockers located at the foot of the small twin-sized beds.
That night, Max slept soundly, dreaming of a particular blonde goddess.



...
Shannon was clearly angry as she looked at her phone. Jake saw the anger in her face and approached her.
"What's wrong?" he asked.
"He's gone," she said. "I can't find him anywhere. I called the hospital and they told me he had been discharged and had already left. I know I put a tracker on his phone, but it doesn't seem to be working."
"Maybe he turned it off or blocked you," Jake said.
"The GPS should still be able to track his phone," she said. "Where is he?"
"Don't worry, we'll find him," Jake said.
"You'd better," she said, her face red. "There's 10 million dollars on the line and I can't afford to lose him. Not now."
...
The first month of camp was rough on Max, but he expected it. They ran everywhere -- up and down steep hills, through obstacle courses that included rope climbs into tall trees, and to the gym, where they worked out with weights until their arms could hardly move.
They were given exercises that made little sense to him at the time. These workouts took place every day from 5:00 am until 6:30 pm -- that was the time they returned from dinner and were allowed to have one cigarette in a formation outside their barracks. Max couldn't help but notice that the partial pack Eli gave him never seemed to be empty. He wondered about that, but didn't dwell on it. Where Eli and Adrestia were concerned, nothing surprised him anymore.
The only other break the students got was on Sundays. Those who wished, went to church. The rest were given jobs around the camp -- mowing the grass, or washing laundry. That was also the day they were allowed to write letters. Some wrote to their wives, while others wrote to their children.
Max would write Adrestia, telling her how much he missed her and updating her on his progress. He thought it was a bit silly, since he was certain she already knew what was happening to him. Still, it felt good to put pen to paper and express himself to her.
He responded to the letters he received from her, which he treasured. He loved reading her carefully-crafted calligraphy, which looked like an art form unto itself. He could even detect her scent on the paper she used.
She kept him up to date on her progress with Mario's books, and what was happening with Jake and Shannon. Like the other students, a private investigator kept tabs on Shannon's activities, and filed weekly updates complete with pictures. She was a very busy girl from what he gathered, and not just with Jake.
But unlike the PI, Adrestia was able to record Shannon and Jake's thoughts and plans. She was able to record the two of them in places the PI couldn't. Of course, he had no way of watching any videos, so Adrestia kept those on file for him in case he wanted to look at them later. He really didn't want to, but realized he might have to at some point in the future.
As time went on, he realized that Eli was right about her. Yes, she was immortal -- a goddess with abilities and knowledge he was barely beginning to fathom. But at the same time, she was very much a real woman. The more he read her letters and the more time he spent with her in his dreams, the more he found himself falling madly in love with her.
The first month of camp ended soon enough, and Max found that he had lost the flab that had gathered around his midsection. He also found that his muscle tone had improved considerable and while he felt tired, he seemed to have more energy than before.
The second month of camp began with the class telling their sad tales of cuckoldry. He listened as they spoke and realized he didn't have it nearly as bad as some of the others. When his turn came, he told them about the night he was ambushed, drugged, tied to a chair, cuckolded and beaten. He didn't mention Adrestia or Eli, but simply said he got help from two close friends. The counselor, a Dr. Deborah White, listened intently as he told his story, taking notes.
"Your case doesn't seem quite as bad as the others, Max," she said as he finished. "I can't help but wonder why you're here."
"My friends said it would do me good," Max said.
"Do you feel like it's helping so far?" she asked.
"I do," he said. "For starters, I've gotten rid of that spare tire around my gut," he added to laughter. "And I'm feeling more confident than I have in quite some time." She nodded her head.
"Okay, Max," she said. "We'll talk more in private later. Next..."
The physical training continued and the curriculum now included psychological counseling. He found some of it useful, but a lot of it was psychobabble to him. Adrestia confirmed that to him several times in his dreams.
Meanwhile, Shannon and Jake were beside themselves trying to get a lock on Max's location. Shannon was even more concerned, given that she had never been away from her husband for more than a few days at a time.
She thought it odd that she never heard from him -- no texts, no calls, no emails -- nothing. Nevertheless, all their bills were being paid and she received a weekly stipend, which she spent on food and other things she needed. She began to wonder if maybe Jake and Mario had taken him out. She broached the subject to Jake a couple times but he shut her down.
As for the updates on Mario's books, all they received were anonymous emails saying they were being processed. When they tried responding, all they got were error messages saying the address they attempted to contact did not exist. What they didn't know is that enough information had already been forwarded to certain agencies who were preparing to make some big arrests.
Max finally got to the third month of his training, and found that he enjoyed the close combat and self defense training he received. Of course, the physical training and psychological counseling continued. They also offered him free legal help, but he turned that down, since he already had an attorney working his case.
Then came the BTB, or "Burn the Bitch" ceremony, which marked the end of their training. The instructors gathered them outside after dinner around a pole that had a pile of wood around it. A straw figure lay on the ground next to it.
"When I give the command, take one photo of your spouse and pin it to the figure," their senior instructor commanded. "Ready? Move!"
They all pulled a photo of their spouse and pinned it to the figure. All Max had was a photo he got from the PI that showed both Shannon and Jake. He stabbed a pin through Shannon's face, securing the photo to the figure.
"Mount the figure!" the instructor ordered. They picked up the straw effigy and tied it securely to the pole.
"Burnage! Front and center!" the sergeant ordered. Max stepped in front of the sergeant, who handed him a lit torch. He grabbed the torch with both hands and held tight. "Burn the Bitch!" the sergeant ordered.
"Sir! Burn the Bitch! Aye, Aye, Sir!" Max shouted in response. He walked to the pile of wood below the straw effigy and set it on fire. The flames licked up, catching the straw figure on fire.
"Burn! Burn! BURN!" they all chanted as flames devoured the straw figure. The photos quickly curled up and burned to ash. "BURN! BURN! BURN!" the men shouted, pumping their fists in the air.
They continued to chant and pump their fists in the air. The chants turned into howls and angry growls as the figure burned. The men sounded more like wild animals than human beings as they howled. Soon, the figure fell off the pole and burned as it lay on the ground. A few of them unzipped their trousers and urinated on the figure. Max joined them.
The sergeant gave everyone a beer from a chest at his feet and they celebrated the end of their training. Max joined several others and lit up a cigarette to go with his beer.
That night as he lay in bed asleep, Adrestia joined him in his dreams, as she had every night since he arrived.
"That was quite a ceremony," she said as he lay in her arms. "How did it make you feel?"
"Like a weight has been lifted off my back," he said.
"Well, I'm glad it helped," she said. "The last thing I want is to compete with memories of an ex-wife." He chuckled.
"You have nothing to worry about, dear," he said.
"I must say I like what they've been able to do with you," she said. "Physically as well as mentally."
"I feel like a new man," he said. "And I owe it all to you."
"No, my love," she said. "You had it in you all along. All I did was help you realize it."
"I couldn't have made it through this without you," he told her. "And truth be told, I can't imagine ever being without you."
"I told you, my dear sweet man, I love you. And I'll always be here for you. Always," she said. He looked at her before continuing.
"I love you so much, Adrestia," he said.
"And I love you too, Max," she said. "I'll always love you."
"Well, tomorrow is the big day," he said. "We graduate tomorrow."
"I know," she said. "Eli will be there to fly back with you. You should know that Shannon and Jake plan to be at your house tomorrow. They'll have some of Mario's guys there as well. They intend to track you down and kill you unless you provide the work they think you've been doing. The FBI has already brought in several high-powered figures for questioning and Mario is convinced you somehow provided the evidence. There's going to be a lot of people arrested over the next few days."
"What do you suggest we do?" Max asked.
"This is your show, remember?" she asked. "You need to handle this. We'll back you up, but you have to do the heavy lifting. I'm going to give you something that I think will help you. Lay back and close your eyes."
Max did as she said and felt a warmth go through his head as she took his head in her hands. He felt a strange tingling in his brain and saw flashes of light in his mind's eye. He sat up when she was finished.
"What did you do?" he asked.
"I gave you a little gift," she said. "I call it a 'command voice.' You can use it to control any mortal."
"How do I use it?" he asked.
"Just focus on the command and give the order, like your instructors did here at the camp," she said. "Use it wisely. And don't forget what I told you earlier. No hand raised against you will prevail. Think of me as your armor."
"Okay," he said.
"There's one last thing," she said.
"What's that?" he asked.
"Kiss me, now!" she moaned. He smiled and took her soft form in his arms and kissed her deeply. He felt her take his manhood in her delicate hand and suddenly...
REVEILLE!!!
Damn it, he thought to himself as his eyes flew open. That always happened to him. He got up, and followed the rest of the class into the head where he showered, shaved and got ready for the day. After getting dressed in freshly-laundered jeans and denim shirts, the class went to breakfast, retrieved the stuff they turned in, then formed up for the graduation. The camp commander and the senior instructor stood before them.
"You men have come a long way since you arrived," the camp commander said. "You came here, scared, uncertain about your future, defeated and humiliated by the ones you loved the most. Now, you've gotten your manhood back. You look like men with the confidence to take on the world. You have the tools and the wherewithal to take on and successfully complete whatever you set out to do.
"I wish the best for each one of you. Remember, we're here for you 24 hours a day, seven days a week. If you need anything -- anything at all -- even someone to talk to, we're here for you. Now, go and take on the world!"
Their senior sergeant stood in front of the class.
"Class, attention! Dis...missed!" The men whooped as they picked up their bags and headed to the bus, stopping to shake the sergeant's hand. Many of them gathered before entering the bus to exchange contact information, promising to stay in contact with each other.
When they got to the airport, Max saw Eli waiting for him in the terminal. Eli smiled as he held out a hand.
"You look good, Max," he said. "I see three months in the fresh air have done wonders for ya."
"Thanks, Eli," Max said. "It's good to finally be able to go home." They checked in and boarded the plane. After they took their seats, Eli turned to Max.
"You should know that Shannon, Jake and some of Mario's boys are at your house," he said. "Amos is with the private investigator keeping an eye on things. I'm told there's some sheriff's deputies with them."
"Yeah, Adrestia told me they'd be there," Max said. Eli nodded his head.
"You gonna be able to handle this?" Eli asked. Max took a deep breath and let it out slowly.
"I think so," he said. "I just need to get some sleep."
"Okay, pardner, y'all jes' get some rest," Eli said. Max nodded his head and was asleep before the plane reached altitude. When the plane landed, Max woke up and saw Eli reading a magazine.
"Sleep well?" Eli asked.
"Yeah," Max said, stretching his arms. "I'm ready to get this done." Eli nodded his head and the two of them stood up with the other passengers leaving the aircraft. Not having any luggage, the two of them went outside and flagged down a cab. Before they got in, though, a young man on a skateboard came zipping down the sidewalk, bowling over a woman pushing a baby stroller.
"HEY, YOU!" Max ordered. The teenage boy on the skateboard stopped and turned to Max.
"Are you talking to me?" the teenager asked. Max took in the ring he wore in his nose and upper lip.
"Yeah, you," Max said. "Get over here and apologize to this woman. NOW!" He ordered. He noticed a slight vibration in his voice when he gave the order and fully expected the kid to give him a bunch of crap. But he didn't. Instead, the kid got off his skateboard, picked it up and walked to the woman he had knocked over.
"I'm sorry, ma'am," he said sheepishly. "I wasn't looking where I was going. Are you alright?"
"Yes, I am," she said. "Didn't you see the signs? There's no skateboarding on this sidewalk. You could've hurt my child."
"I'm really sorry," the teenager said. He looked at Max. "I didn't see the sign, honestly."
"You see it now, right?" Max asked. The kid nodded his head.
"Yes sir, I do," he said. Max nodded his head.
"And you'll obey them from now on, won't you?" Max asked.
"Yes sir, I will. I promise," the kid said.
"All right," Max said. "You'd better." As he watched, the kid turned and walked the way he was going. He looked at the woman, who was checking her child. "Are you all right, ma'am?" he asked. She looked at him and nodded her head.
"We're both fine," she said. "Thank you." Max nodded his head.
"You're welcome, ma'am," he said. "You have a nice day now." The woman smiled and walked on. Stunned, Max got into the cab, with Eli following. Max gave the driver his destination, then turned to Eli.
"Did you see that?" he asked. Eli nodded his head.
"I did," Eli said. "Good job. Jes' don't let it go to yer head." Max chuckled at that. Eventually, they made their way to Max's house, which sat on a five acre wooded lot on the edge of town. They came upon a pickup that Eli recognized. He asked the driver to pull over for a second. The driver pulled over and Amos came to the cab.
"There's four fellas inside with Mrs. Burns and her lawyer friend," he said. "Process server and sheriff's deputies are here with arrest warrants for all of them."
"Okay," Eli said. "Follow us inside." Amos nodded his head and walked back to the deputies on the other side of the road. Eli gave the signal for the driver to pull into Max's property. Max paid the driver with his credit card and got out of the vehicle. Eli got out on the other side. He directed the others to follow close behind him and waved the cab driver off.
After the cab left the property, Max, Eli, Amos, the process server and two deputies went to the front door while a third deputy went behind the house to enter from the back door. Max opened the door and walked in. The four goons turned, and began to pull out their weapons, but Max stopped them.
"FREEZE!" he ordered. The four men instantly stopped what they were doing. "SIT! And keep your hands where we can see them," Max ordered. Everyone obeyed, much to the deputies' surprise. Max turned to the process server and nodded his head. The process server walked to Shannon.
"Are you Ms. Shannon Burns?" he asked. She nodded her head.
"ANSWER HIM!" Max ordered.
"Yes, I'm Shannon Burns," she said. The process server handed her an envelope, which she accepted.
"You have been served," he said before stepping back. Shannon looked inside the envelope, and didn't seem surprised to find a set of divorce papers.
"SIGN THE PAPERS," Max ordered. Shaking, Shannon accepted a pen from Jake and signed the papers before handing them back to the server.
"I'll get this back to your attorney," he said quietly. Max nodded his head.
"Now, you are all going to be arrested and taken to jail," Max said quietly. "When you get there, you will all confess your crimes -- all of them. You will sing like canaries and then throw yourselves on the mercy of the court and you will accept whatever punishment you are given. Do you understand?"
"But Mario will have us killed," Jake whined. "Please, have mercy on us."
"Mercy?" Max asked. "You mean like you had on me? Fuck you. You're lucky to be alive right now. That's as much mercy as I'll grant you. If Mario decides to take you out, that's your problem. Not mine." He turned to the deputies. "Take them away," he said quietly. As Max, Eli and Amos watched, the deputies took them all into custody, reading them their rights. Shannon looked at Max as she was being cuffed.
"What happened to you?" she asked.
"You happened to me," Max said. "And for the record, Maxwell Burns no longer exists."
"What?" she asked. "Then who are you, really?"
"Max Burnage," he said in a tone of voice that sent chills up and down her spine. The deputies took them out of the house and loaded them in their cars. They watched as the police cruisers left the property. Eli slapped Max on the shoulder.
"Good job, son," he said. Max shut the door as they turned back inside and was shocked to see Adrestia standing in the front room. She had a smile on her face as she wrapped her arms around Max.
"I agree," she said. "Although I am a bit surprised you let her live."
"I thought hard about that," Max said.
"I know," she said. "Why did you spare her life?"
"A couple reasons," Max said. "First, I didn't want her death on my conscience. Second, I figured her suffering is just beginning. Something tells me she won't last too long behind bars." Adrestia nodded her head in approval.
"You were right, Eli," she said. "He does have the heart for this. There's just one thing left to do," she added.
"Mario?" Max asked.
"Yes," she said, pulling out her tablet. "He's meeting with his attorney in New York even as we speak. She showed him the tablet. He saw Mario sitting on his pool desk with a well-dressed man, discussing the federal case against him. He saw the thought monitor at the bottom of the video.
"I'm going to have that Maxwell Burns drawn and quartered for what he's done," Mario thought as the attorney spoke.
"How would you like to crash his little party?" Adrestia asked. Max looked at her, his curiosity piqued.
"And how would we manage that?" he asked. Adrestia smiled and took one hand in hers.
"Follow me," she said quietly. "We'll be back shortly," she told Eli and Amos. She turned back to Max. "I'll be with you, but they won't see me. Follow your heart and do what you think is right." Max nodded his head. "Now, take one step with me." He followed her lead...
And found himself on Mario's pool deck. He looked to his right, where Adrestia was before they left his living room. He could discern her outline, but knew they couldn't see her. He turned back to Mario and his lawyer, deep in conversation. He cleared his throat to get their attention. They looked at him, stunned.



"Who are you," Mario asked as he stood up.
"Yes," the lawyer said. "Speak up, man. Who are you and how did you get here?"
"Don't you recognize the accountant you wanted to do your books? You really should know who you're doing business with, Mario," Max said.
"What?" Mario asked. "What are you talking about?"
"I'm the guy Jake and Shannon told you about," Max said.
"Oh, so you're the accountant who double crossed me," Mario said. "Do you know who you're dealing with? Do you realize I can have you taken out with a single call?" Max chuckled.
"The real question is, do you know who you're dealing with?" Max said. Mario took a step back. He wasn't used to people standing up to him. He considered his options before speaking.
"Alright," Mario said. "You've got my attention. Now, tell me what I need to do to make things right with you. You do know that even if the feds come after me, I'll never spend a minute behind bars. My lawyers will keep the courts tied up in knots for years. So, tell me what it is you want. Money? I got lots of it. Women? I've got more than I can shake a stick at. You can have some of it -- as much as you want. Just name your price."
Max felt his face turn red with anger. Deep down, he knew that Mario was right. Even though he deserved to spend the rest of his life in prison, he knew Mario's attorneys would fight tooth and nail to keep him out. And he would be free -- free to ruin more lives and free to prosper off the ruin he left behind. There was nothing remotely redeeming about this creature, and Max knew he had to be eliminated.
"There's only one thing you can do that would satisfy me," Max said.
"Name it," Mario said. "Anything." Max smiled, but there was no warmth in his smile.
"DROP DEAD," Max commanded. Mario began to smile, but the smile faded and he brought a hand to his chest. He gasped for air, but was unable to breathe. He looked at Max one last time before his eyes rolled up. He fell to the concrete, his eyes glazed over in death. The lawyer looked at Max, shocked.
"Who are you?" he asked.
"Max Burnage," Max told him. "And as far as you're concerned, I don't exist. I was never here. Understand?"
"Y...Yes, I understand," the lawyer stammered.
"Good," Max said. "Now, go to sleep. And when you wake up, you won't remember a thing." The lawyer dropped to the concrete, his eyes closed in a deep slumber. Max felt a warm hand in his and found himself standing in his front room, Adrestia next to him, a wide smile on her face.
"Did I do okay?" he asked nervously. She wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him deeply.
"Yes," she said when she broke the kiss. "More than okay, my avenging angel."
"So, I take it our services are no longer required here tonight," Eli said.
"No, Eli, I have it under control," Adrestia said. "But remember your promise."
"I remember," he said. He turned to Amos. "We'd better get going." He looked back at Adrestia. "Go easy on him, okay?" She laughed.
"He's in very good hands, I promise," she said with a smile. Eli nodded his head and left the house with Amos in tow. She looked back at Max and kissed him deeply. "Come with me, my love," she whispered, taking his hand in hers.
The next thing he knew, they were in his bed, naked. So mush for preliminaries, he thought to himself. She straddled him and kissed his face as she stroked his manhood.
"Now, Max," she said. "Relax and let me love you like you've never been loved before." He nodded his head as she positioned his hard cock at her center. He gasped as she impaled herself on him. He had never felt anything so wonderful before. He moaned as she rode him. He never wanted this to end.
"Oh... My... Goddess," he exclaimed as his first orgasm hit. He filled her with his semen as she kept riding him.
"Yes, my love," she whispered. "Fill me up with your love. Make me your woman." She kept riding him and he was surprised to find that he was still just as hard as before. After he ejaculated the second time, he rolled them over and looked at her lovely body spread out before him. Taking his cock in his hand, he guided it one more time inside her.
"Oh, yes," she cried as he made gentle love to her. "Don't ever stop." They continued making love to each other until the sun began to shine in the windows. He lost count of how many times they had climaxed together and was amazed that he could last as long as he did. He stopped and held her in his arms. Ordinarily, he would have been fast asleep by now, but he found that making love to her actually energized him.
"I love you, Adrestia," he whispered in her ear as he held her tight.
"And I love you as well, Max," she said.
"Does this mean," Max began.
"It means that we are mated," she said. "For all time, if that pleases you."
"It does," he said. "And I promise to be faithful to you." She smiled.
"I know, my love," she said. "I would not have chosen you if I thought you would not be true to me. Don't misunderstand. I know you're a mortal man with all the desires that come with it. And I know you may be tempted from time to time. But I'll always be here, in your heart, and I'll help see you through those temptations."
"I can't believe all this is happening to me," he said.
"Your life will definitely be different from here on out, Max," she said. "It will take some getting used to. But Eli and I will help you as much as you need. And all you have to do is ask. I may not always be here with you, physically. But I will always be in your heart, and in your mind."
"I love you so much," he said, holding her tight to him.
"And you have no idea the depth of my love for you," she said. "But for now, your body needs rest. And you need your sleep. Sleep now, my love. Tomorrow is a new day and there is much work to be done." She kissed his face and he found himself falling asleep.
...
Epilogue:
Max slept for nearly 24 hours and woke more refreshed and invigorated than he could remember. Adrestia was gone, but he could feel her presence in his heart and in his mind. He felt something on his hand and looked to find a ring on his finger. He didn't remember seeing it before, but he knew it was from her.
He got up and did his morning routine. After he showered and shaved he got dressed and went into his front room. He turned on the news after getting his morning cup of tea. He was pleased to see that Adrestia had left an entire box of tea bags for him. His attention was drawn to a report about Mario.
"This just in to Eyewitness News," the anchor said. "Reputed mob boss Mario Alvarez was found dead in his New York home. According to the coroner, he suffered an aneurysm and bled out internally. Authorities say his attorney was found in a deep sleep near Alvarez' pool, and had no recollection of the incident. Alvarez and his organization came under intense scrutiny after federal authorities received files regarding his alleged activities from an anonymous source.
"In related news, a local attorney with ties to Alvarez was found dead in his cell. Prison authorities say the man, who has yet to be identified, appears to have committed suicide. A woman who was arrested with the attorney also appears to have suffered a panic attack and is currently being held for observation. Stay tuned to Eyewitness News for more updates."
Max chuckled as he turned the television off. A few minutes later, he heard a knock on his door. Looking through the peephole, he saw Detective Hanson and opened the door.
"Good morning, detective," he said. "What can I do for you?"
"You have a minute?" Hanson asked.
"Sure, come on in," Max said.
"I was just curious to know if you can tell us anything about what happened with your wife and her attorney friend," Hanson said. Max shook his head.
"No, I can't tell you anything," Max said. "I haven't spoken to her since she was taken into custody. Maybe you can tell me what happened." Hanson shrugged his shoulders.
"I really don't know how to describe it," he said. "Your wife said something about seeing creatures in her cell overnight. She was pretty hysterical. They had to sedate her and put her in the psych ward of the jail."
"Did she confess to what she had done?" Max asked.
"She did more than that," he said. "All of the perps we picked up sang like canaries. It's going to take us weeks to get through everything they confessed. You don't know anything about that, do you?"
"I advised them to confess everything they could," Max said. "Nothing wrong with that, is there?"
"No, I guess not," he said. "By the way, you're looking much better than you did the last time I saw you."
"Thanks, detective," Max said. "It's amazing what three months in the country can do for you."
"I guess," Hanson said. "So you have nothing else to offer?" Max shook his head.
"Not a thing, detective," he said. Hanson nodded his head.
"Okay," he said, preparing to leave. "Call me if you can think of anything."
"Of course," Max said. He escorted the detective to the door, shook his hand and closed the door after he left. After he watched the detective drive off, he went into his home office and sat at his computer.
He pulled up Word and Excel and began typing, making entries in the spreadsheet as he went. He worked for hours, stopping only to grab something to eat. When he finished, he sat back and looked over his work. Smiling to himself, he stepped on his back deck with a cup of tea and one of Eli's cigarettes.
"Burnage Agency," he thought to himself. He liked the sound of that. He repeated it to himself a few times, liking the name even more. He took a long drag of his cigarette and heard a quiet female voice in his mind.
"Cheaters beware," he heard Adrestia say in his mind as clear as if she was right next to him. He thought about it for a bit with a smile on his face. He nodded his head in agreement and repeated to no one in particular: "Cheaters beware."
...
Notes:
The camp mentioned in this story is Camp Rollins, the camp central to my "Camp" series and featured in other stories. Eli Jones is better known as "Justice O. Peace," from my series, "Justice."
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Introduction, by Max Burnage
My name is Maximilian Burnage, but you can simply call me Max. I was born Maxwell Burns, but changed my name after my wife and her cohorts targeted me in an illegal scheme that included a plot to murder me. With the help of two incredible individuals, namely, a Civil War veteran named Elijah Jones and an immortal goddess named Adrestia Rhamnousia, I was able to reclaim my life and get a measure of justice from those who sought to do me harm.
I spent three months at Camp Rollins, a facility in north Idaho set up to help men in situations like mine. After my return, I was, for all practical purposes, a completely new man. Adrestia bestowed upon me a gift, something she called a "command voice" that allows me to make anyone do anything. With her guidance and Eli's tutelage, I have learned to use that gift for the good of those who seek my help.
After I dealt with my now ex-wife and her accomplices, I started the Burnage Agency to help people deal with cases of extreme marital betrayal and infidelity. Both Eli and Adrestia have lived up to their promises, providing me with the tools and the guidance to do my job. Adrestia even provided me with the software and systems I would need to monitor anyone, anywhere on the planet.
And for those who are wondering, yes, Adrestia and I are in a fully-committed exclusive relationship. It's a bit difficult to explain -- maybe I'll do that in an upcoming episode.
I'm an accountant by trade, and not a writer, so I am grateful that Saddletramp1956 accepted my invitation to shadow me on some of my cases. This is just one of my stories. At my request, the names of those involved have been changed to protect the innocent.
...
Ryan Davis looked at the door simply marked, "Burnage Agency," and wondered if he was doing the right thing. He had seen a pop-up ad on the Internet that said he should immediately visit the agency and was intrigued. The ad said no appointment was necessary and simply gave an address. Surprised that it was located in his home town, he drove to the address and took the elevator to the fifth floor.
He turned the knob and opened the door. When he walked inside, he was greeted by a slim brunette receptionist in business attire. Looking around the office, he felt as though he had stepped back in time.
"Good morning, Mr. Davis," the receptionist said with a smile. "Please come on in. Mr. Burnage has been expecting you," she added, pronouncing the name, "bernahj."
"He has?" Ryan asked, a bit shocked.
"Of course," she said, standing up. "Right this way, please." He followed her to a door marked, "Private." She tapped on it twice before opening it. He walked inside and noticed a smoky haze in the office. A well-built man in a dark business suit sat behind a large wooden desk. He looked up as they walked inside.
"Good to see you, Mr. Davis," he said, extending a hand. "I'm Max Burnage," he added. "Please, have a seat." He looked at the receptionist before speaking again. "Sally, would you please bring us some fresh tea?"
"Of course, Mr. Burnage," she said, walking back into the front office.
"You knew I was coming here to see you?" Ryan asked Max.
"Of course," Max said.
"But how did you know that?" Ryan asked. "I never even called."
"The wonders of targeted Internet marketing," Max said. "My better half is a whiz at that stuff." Ryan noticed a picture of Max and a very lovely blonde on his desk and pointed at it.
"Is that her?" he asked. Max smiled as he looked at the photo of him and Adrestia. He nodded his head.
"Yes," he said. "That's her. I'd be nothing without her."
"You're a very fortunate man to have someone so lovely supporting you," Ryan said.
"I wholeheartedly agree," Max said. By then, Sally returned with two large cups of hot tea. She set one down in front of Ryan and handed the other to Max, who took a sip. "Perfect, Sally, thank you." He looked at Ryan as Sally left the office, closing the door behind her. "Go ahead, take a sip."
"This is delicious," Ryan said after taking a sip. "I've never tasted anything like it."
"It's my wife's personal blend," Max said. "I find it to be... most invigorating. In many ways."
"Yes, I agree," Ryan said. Max picked up a pack of cigarettes and pulled one out.
"Mind if I... smoke?" Max asked. Ryan shook his head.
"No, go ahead," he said. "It's your office." Max lit the cigarette and Ryan was surprised it gave off almost no odor whatsoever. He was equally surprised when Max offered him one.
"Go ahead," Max said. "One won't hurt you." Ryan had never smoked, and considered declining, but something in Max's voice compelled him to take one. He put it in his mouth and inhaled when Max lit it for him. He halfway expected to choke on the smoke, and was surprised when he didn't. Between the tea and the cigarette, he found himself feeling strangely relaxed.
"May I call you Ryan?" Max asked.
"Please do," Ryan said.
"Thank you," Max said. "Tell me about your situation."
"Well, it all began about a year or so ago," Ryan said. "My wife, Jessie, and I had just got back from a night out with friends. That's when we were accosted by two big guys who raped her. I wasn't able to help her at all and I ended up simply watching as they took her over and over again."
"Did you ever report the rape to the police?" Max asked. Ryan shook his head.
"No," he said. "That was at her insistence."
"When you say you weren't able to help her, do you mean that you were held down at gunpoint or forced to watch by the rapists?" Max asked. Ryan shook his head again, looking down. He was clearly embarrassed.
"No," he said quietly. "I, uh, wimped out. I simply laid there and whimpered like a baby. It's like I had no fight in me whatsoever. I can't explain it." He began to cry.
"It's okay, Ryan," Max said calmly. "People react to situations like that in very different ways. It's like a soldier who experiences combat for the very first time. Some people run, others fight, and then there are some who, like you, simply freeze up. I take it you're one of those who prefer not to fight. Am I right?"
"Yes, you're right," Ryan said. "I've never been much of a fighter. And no one's ever taught me how to fight."
"So, after the rape, what happened?" Max asked.
"Well, things between my wife and I got strained," Ryan said. "It's like she was ashamed to even be around me. I decided to do something about it after a couple weeks. I swore that I would learn how to fight so I could protect my wife if anything like that happened again."
"Sounds reasonable," Max said. "Go on."
"I found a place that said they taught mixed martial arts, so I went there," Ryan said. "I had hoped I could learn something."
"Let me guess," Max said. "The instructor didn't teach you anything, did he?" Ryan shook his head. "He just beat you up and sent you home with a black eye, didn't he?"
"Yes," Ryan said. "Then Jessie got upset that I went without telling her. She thought it was funny that I would even try to learn how to fight. Then she started going with me. And that's when the really bad stuff started happening."
"You mean, between the instructor and your wife?" Max asked.
"Yes," Ryan said. "The teacher, Jim is his name, would simply have me attack him. Then after he beat me, he would work with Jessie. He actually taught her some moves and then the two of them would gang up and take turns beating me."
"Did this 'Jim' even teach you anything?" Max asked.
"No," Ryan said. "All he did was beat me and berate me."
"So he took your money but taught you nothing, is that right?" Max asked.
"That's right," Ryan said. "And after they were finished beating me, they would have sex, right there in the ring, in front of me. The whole time they would berate me and humiliate me even further."
"How long have you been married, Ryan?" Max asked.
"Two years when this all started," Ryan said. "Three years now."
"Have you considered divorce?" Max asked. "Or going to the police? It sounds to me like you would have grounds to have your wife charged with spousal abuse and assault."
"I've considered divorce," Ryan said. "I even talked to a couple of attorneys, but they told me I'd basically be screwed. I never thought about going to the police. Truth is, I'd be too embarrassed. I've been laughed at enough. I just want it to end."
"You know, there is a facility that helps men in your situation," Max said. "It's a three-month program, but I think you would benefit from it. I know I have."
"You mean Camp Rollins?" Ryan asked.
"Yes, Camp Rollins," Max said. "You've heard of it, then."
"I have," he said. "I saw their ad on the Internet and checked them out. Problem is, I can't afford it, and my insurance wouldn't cover it. Otherwise, I'd go in a heartbeat."
"Tell me honestly, Ryan," Max said. "Do you love your wife?"
"Truthfully, right now, I don't know," Ryan said. "Part of me still does, but a part of me wishes she would just go away and die. She won't even let me touch her, and she brings Jim into our apartment and fucks him in the bed I used to sleep in. Then she expects me to clean her up with my tongue. She's done even worse than that. I can't stand living there anymore. I've even thought about killing myself. I can't take it anymore."
"Has Jim forced himself on you?" Max asked. Ryan looked down, his face red. He slowly nodded his head.
"Yes," he said quietly. "The last time, he shoved his dick in my mouth after fucking Jessie in the ass. He demanded I clean him up. I got sick and threw up on him. Then they both beat me unconscious."
"Did you call the police?" Max asked.
"No," Ryan said. "I was too ashamed." Max considered the man crying uncontrollably and took out a sheet of paper. He handed it to Ryan.
"I'll take your case, Ryan," Max said. "But you have to do exactly as I say. Do you understand?"
"Yes," Ryan said. "But I don't think I can afford you." Max shook his head.
"Don't worry about the cost," Max said. "I'm not in this for the money. I'm taking your case pro bono. Now, here's some things you need to do right away," Max said. "The first thing we need to do is get you out of that apartment and get you someplace safe. Does your wife work?"
"Yes, she works at a convenience store down the street from our apartment," Ryan said.
"Alright," Max said. "Pack up your things and go to the address on this piece of paper. Tell them I sent you. I'll give you a card you can show them. They'll set you up with a room. Do not contact your wife. No one is to know where you are. Do you understand me?"
"Yes," Ryan said. Max handed him a slip of paper. "What is this place?"
"It's a safe house I set up for clients in your situation," Max said. "Do you have vacation time coming?"
"Yes, I do," Ryan said.
"Good," Max said. "Take a week's vacation. If they give you any flak, you contact me immediately and I'll take care of it. You are to stay at the safe house unless I contact you. Do you understand?"
"Yes, I understand," Ryan said.
"Okay. Now, write down your address and the address of this so-called gym," Max said. "I'll be paying him a visit." Ryan wrote the address of Jim's gym and handed it to Max. "I have an attorney and a counselor on retainer. I'll arrange for them to visit you at the safe house. Any questions so far?"
"Not at this time," Ryan said.
"Good," Max said. "Remember, say nothing to your wife and stay away from her and Jim. They've already broken a number of laws and there's no telling what they intend to do next. You let me handle this from now on. Understand?"
"Yes, I understand," Ryan said. Max nodded his head.
"Alright, go get your things and report to the safe house, then call your work and take vacation," Max said. Ryan nodded his head and stood up. Max stood with him.
"Thank you for everything," Ryan said.
"You're welcome," Max said. He knew the pain Ryan was feeling. He had already seen the file Adrestia provided him on the man's marriage and knew all about the abuse he had suffered at his wife's hands. He sat back down and turned on his tablet. He entered the information Adrestia had given him on Jessica Davis and was soon watching her working behind the counter of a Zip store. He activated the thought monitor and waited for it to sync up to her thoughts.
The surveillance software and thought monitor were programs Adrestia had developed herself. As she once told him, she had doctorates in multiple disciplines and was quite good at all of them. She gave him the tablet with the software installed and showed him how to use it. He found it to be quite useful in his work. By now, the monitor had synced to her thought patterns and he could read what she was thinking.
"I can't wait for this shift to end," he read. "Jim said he'd be coming over tonight with a brand new electric cock cage for the wimp. I can't wait to see him writhing on the floor in pain." Max shut the monitor off in disgust and left the office.
"I'll be back in a bit," he told Sally as he donned his fedora and long khaki double-breasted trench coat.
...
Max stood outside the largely nondescript, run down brick building housing Jim Carter's gym. He already knew Carter's history -- Seven time world champion in mixed martial arts. His glory days as a fighter and founder of the art form were behind him and he now languished as a "teacher," training a new generation of fighters. He opened the door and walked inside.
He looked around at the walls, covered with large black-and-white photos of Carter in his prime. Carter taking down an opponent with his fist. Carter throwing a wild kick to an opponent's face. Carter with his hands raised in triumph. Carter accepting a trophy. As he walked around, he took in the trophies that sat in a case along the wall. All of them were inscribed with Carter's name.
He took note of the boxing ring set in the middle of the gym and walked around, looking at the trophies and commendations. He stopped in front of a table that held three samurai swords, each one a different length. One of them he recognized as a "wakizashi," the sword used in the suicide ritual known as seppuku.
"Impressive, aren't they?" he heard a man ask from behind him. He turned to see a slim, gray-haired man wearing a gi with a black belt around his waist. He recognized him as Jim Carter, one of Ryan's tormentors.
"Are they real?" Max asked, pointing to the sword set.
"Of course," Jim said. "Perhaps you'd like a demonstration."
"Thanks, but I'll pass," Max said.
"So, do you want to learn how to fight?" Jim asked with a sneer on his face. Max shook his head.
"Already know how to fight," Max said. "Personally, I find the spoken word to be more powerful than a fist." Jim laughed.
"Seriously?" he asked. "Maybe you'd like to show me how that's possible." Max smiled, but there was no warmth in his smile. Jim's sneer disappeared.
"Perhaps one day," Max said.
"So, why are you here?" Jim asked.
"I'm curious to know about your training sessions with Ryan Davis," Max asked. Jim snickered as he walked into the center of the ring.
"What's it to you?" Jim asked.
"Have you actually taught him anything, or are you just using him as a punching bag so you can fuck his wife?" Max asked.
"What has he told you?" Jim asked.
"Answer my question," Max said, using his command voice. Jim felt a strange vibration in his head as Max spoke. What was this, he asked himself. He felt compelled to tell this man the truth.
"Of course, he's just a punching bag," Jim said. "And yes, Jessie and I torture him every chance we get."
"Then I'll make you a deal," Max said.
"What's that?" Jim asked.
"I'll bring Ryan here next Friday -- that's one week from today -- at 5:00 pm. You have Jessie here. Ryan will challenge you to combat in this ring -- just you and him," Max said. Jim snickered.
"Seriously?" Jim asked.
"Seriously," Max said. Jim laughed as he nodded his head.
"Okay, sure," he said. "Bring the wimp by here Friday. After I kick his ass, I'll fuck his wife right here in front of him." Max shook his head.
"No, you won't," he said. Again, Jim felt the strange vibration in his head. "You fancy yourself something of a modern-day samurai, don't you?"
"Yes, you could say that," Jim said.
"Good," Max said. "Here's the deal. If he wins, you take this and commit seppuku right there in the middle of the ring," he said, pointing to the short sword. "Got it?" Jim felt the strange vibration and found himself accepting the deal.
"What about Jessie?" he asked.
"She can either join you or turn herself in to the police," Max said. "I really don't care which. If she chooses the latter, she'll accept Ryan's terms of divorce with no questions asked."
"But what if I win?" Jim asked.
"In that case, you can live and keep Jessie, but she'll still accept Ryan's terms for divorce," Max said. "He walks away and the two of you leave him alone, forever. Deal?" Jim felt the strange vibration and wondered who this man was. He found himself nodding his head in agreement.
"You have a deal," he said. "Be here, next Friday at 5:00 pm. We'll be waiting." Max smiled grimly as he regarded Jim.
"See? I told you the spoken word is more powerful than a fist," he said. "We'll be here. In the meantime, you and Jessie are to leave Ryan alone so he can prepare. He's already someplace safe, so don't bother looking for him. And one last thing."
"What's that?" Jim asked.
"No tricks," Max said. "Trust me, it won't go well for either you or Jessie if you try to pull something."
"No tricks," Jim said quietly. Max tipped his fedora and walked out of the gym. Jim eyed him as he left. As the door closed, he wondered who this man was.
...
"You did WHAT?" Ryan asked when Max told him the deal he had made with Jim. "You know I can't beat him. He's stronger and more powerful than me." Max took Jim's head in his hands and looked him in the eye.
"Listen to me, Ryan," he said. "And listen good. It's time for you to man up. You're younger than him, and whether you know it or not, he's already shown you what to do and what not to do. You need to remember that. He's an old washed-up has-been. His glory days are behind him and he gets off on beating people like you."
"Max is right," said a tall, thin man standing behind Max.
"Ryan, this is Ralph Wilcox," Max said. "He was in a situation similar to yours once. He got help and he's going to help you remember everything you need to know. But you need to trust him and listen to him. Understand?" Ryan felt a strange vibration in his head. As the vibration wore off, he felt... different, stronger and somewhat more confident. Where did that come from, he asked himself. Deep down, he knew Max was right. He had to man up for his own good. He nodded his head.



"Okay, Max," he said. "You're right. So, what do I need to do?"
"You work with Ralph and let Mike put together your divorce paperwork," Max said. "No matter what happens, you're going to stand up for yourself and dump the cheating bitch."
"Alright," Ryan said. "I'll do it." Max nodded his head and stood up. He pulled out a tablet and handed it to Ryan.
"What's this?" Ryan asked.
"This tablet contains video of every 'training' session you've had with Jim," Max said. "Use those videos to refresh your memory. Ralph will work with you and show you what you need to know."
"How did you get them?" Ryan asked, confused.
"Trade secret," Max said. "You can thank my better half."
"I will, if I ever meet her," Ryan said. Max smiled and nodded his head. He turned to Ralph.
"You have this under control?" he asked.
"No problem," Ralph said. "We'll get started right away."
"Thanks," Max said. "Don't forget to give him a cup of tea three times a day."
"Don't worry, I won't," Ralph said. Max nodded his head.
"Thanks," he said. "I'm heading home now. Call if you need anything."
"I will," Ralph said. Max left the safe house and headed home.
...
"I had an interesting visitor today," Jim said after he arrived at Ryan and Jessie's house.
"Oh?" Jessie asked.
"Yeah," Jim said. "Some guy who looked like he crawled out of an old movie. Never did give me his name."
"What did he want?" Jessie asked.
"You're not gonna believe this," Jim said. "He actually got me to agree to face off against your wimpy husband next Friday." Jessie snorted at that.
"Seriously?" she asked.
"Yeah, can you believe it?" Jim asked. "By the way, where is the limp-dick little brat?"
"I don't know," she said. "He wasn't home when I got here, but he was here earlier. A lot of his clothes and things are gone. I called his work and they told me he took off for vacation. He left this on the dresser," she added, showing Jim Ryan's wedding ring. He looked at it for a second before speaking.
"So you have no idea where he is?" Jim asked.
"No, none," she said. "I tried calling but all I got was his voicemail. Do you think maybe we pushed him too far?" Jim laughed.
"Nah," he said. "Your husband's a wimp with absolutely no backbone whatsoever. Hell, I can beat him with one hand tied behind my back. Trust me, he's a glutton for punishment. Guys like him live to be pushed around. Now, why don't we adjourn to your bedroom and have a bit of fun?" She giggled as he moved in on her.
"Okay," she said. "I've been thinking about this big cock of yours all day. But it won't be as much fun without wimpy here to push around. I was looking forward to pissing in his mouth and making him drink it."
"You are a nasty girl," Jim said.
Disgusted, Max shut down the tablet and looked at the blonde goddess sitting next to him.
"I must say, my love, I like your style," she said with a slight smile. "What made you think of doing this?"
"There's an old saying," he told her. "Give a man a fish, and you feed him for a day. Teach a man to fish, and you feed him for a lifetime." She nodded her head as she thought about it.
"I can see the logic in that," she said. "Do you think Ralph can really make a difference?"
"I do," Max said. "Ralph has been trained by the best. Ryan's body already knows what to do and what not to do. His mind just isn't convinced yet. Ralph can help in that regard."
"Do you think Jim will actually perform seppuku if he loses?" Adrestia asked.
"He'll do it," Max said grimly. "Trust me. He's a legend in his own mind and the disgrace of losing to Ryan will be more than he can bear. And I'll be there to remind him of his deal if he hesitates." Her smile grew wide.
"You're a man after my own heart, my love," she said. "Now, come here and make my day." He smiled as he wrapped his arms around her.
"As you wish, my goddess," he whispered as he showered her with kisses.
...
The next afternoon, Max stopped at the safe house to check on Ryan's progress. He went to the basement gym where Ralph and Ryan were working out. Ryan wiped the sweat off his face with a towel as Max walked in.
"Well, how's everything going?" Max asked.
"We're making good progress," Ralph said. "I think our boy here has grown a whole new set of balls. Now if I can only get him to breathe right we'll be in good shape" Max smiled and looked at Ryan.
"How're you feeling?" he asked. Ryan nodded his head.
"I'm tired and sore, but I'm actually learning something," he said.
"Good," Max said. "Just remember to follow directions and you'll do just fine. How are the divorce papers coming along?"
"Mike is taking care of that," Ryan said. "The plan is to file them Friday morning and you can serve them to her Friday when we get to Jim's place."
"Sounds good," Max said. "Did you remove the battery from your phone like I said?" Ryan nodded his head.
"Yeah, I did that first thing," he said.
"Excellent," Max said. "Alright, I'll get going. If you need anything, give me a call," he told Ralph.
"Will do, boss," he said. Max headed home and looked at his tablet to see what Jim and Jessie were up to. Jessie had stopped by the gym after her shift was over and the time Max looked in on them, they were naked in the ring with Jessie riding Jim's cock cowgirl-style. After he ejaculated inside her, she climbed off of him and lay on the mat, her legs spread wide.
"Too bad wimpy's not here to clean me out," she said. He laughed at that. "So, are you ready to face him on Friday?" she asked. He snorted at the idea of preparing to face Ryan.
"I don't need to prepare," he said. "He'll probably trip over his own feet when he climbs in the ring like he did the first day he showed up. Hell, all I'll have to do is stare at him hard and he'll go running to his mother crying like a baby. I can see it now. 'Mama. Mama, I need my diaper changed'," he said, mocking Ryan's voice. Jessie laughed at Jim's impersonation of her husband.
"You really hate him, don't you?" she asked.
"Yeah, almost as much as you do," he said. She nodded her head.
"Yeah," she said. "I used to love him, but I lost all respect for him the day I got raped. I've never forgiven him for that. I'm just afraid that maybe we pushed him too far." He snorted at the idea.
"Guys like him deserve to be treated like shit," he said.
"I guess you're right," she said. "Wait, that gives me an idea."
"What?" he asked.
"After you kick his ass Friday, why don't we make him do it?" she asked.
"Do what?" Jim asked.
"What we've always wanted to do," she said. "You hold him down and I'll take a dump on him." He laughed at that.
"Seriously?" he asked.
"Yeah, why not?" she asked gleefully. "It'll be the ultimate humiliation."
"You're on," he said.
Max ended the video surveillance and turned his laptop off. He couldn't believe people were capable of that kind of cruelty.
"They are capable of that, you know," Adrestia said, handing him a glass of wine. She was good at that -- responding to his thoughts. "I've seen it all, and believe me, they are very capable of that kind of cruelty." He shook his head in disbelief before taking a sip of wine.
"I don't know how you've handled that all these years," he said quietly.
"It hasn't been easy," she said. "That's why I need your love. I don't know what I'd do without you to remind me that there are still people with a sense of justice and humanity." He set his glass down and took her in his arms. She was so petite, so soft and warm. So much power in such a beautiful frame. He kissed her face and held her close.
"And I'll always be here for you, my goddess," he said quietly. "I'll always love you."
"And I love you, Max," she said, kissing him back.
...
The next few days went as Max predicted. Ryan was getting stronger and more confident under Ralph's tutelage. Jessie and Jim met every day to have sex and plot even more humiliation for Ryan. Finally, Friday rolled around. Mike had filed the divorce papers and handed Max the copy to serve on Jessie. Max went to the safe house and collected Ryan and Ralph.
"Are you ready?" he asked Ryan. Ryan, already dressed in a white gi, nodded his head, a look of determination on his face.
"I'm ready," he said. Max looked Ryan in the face.
"Listen to me and listen carefully," he said. "Follow Ralph's instructions to the letter. Don't speak to Jessie -- at all. I'll serve her the divorce papers. Jim will probably try to psyche you out. Ignore him. Just do as Ralph says and you'll be fine. Understand?" Ryan nodded his head.
"I understand," he said.
As they drove to Jim's place, Ralph whispered instructions to Ryan. Ryan followed Max's directions and absorbed everything Ralph told him. When they got to the gym, Max parked and they got out. Max put on a pair of leather gloves and picked up the envelope Mike gave him earlier.
When they went inside the gym, they saw Jessie sitting in a chair close to Jim's corner. She smirked as Ryan walked in, but her expression changed when she saw the look on Ryan's face. Something about him was different, and she began to get concerned.
Max walked up to Jessie, holding the envelope with the divorce papers and a restraining order.
"Jessica Davis?" he asked. She nodded her head.
"I'm Jessica Davis," she said. He handed her the envelope.
"You've been served," he said before walking away. She glanced in the envelope and saw the petition for divorce and the restraining order. A tiny part of her felt guilt, but that soon went away.
"Well, let's get this little show on the road," Jim shouted from his corner of the ring. Ryan stepped into the ring, looking more determined than ever. Both Jim and Jessie were surprised, but Jim's cockiness never wavered. He never had any respect for Ryan, and it showed.
"Let's see what you got, little boy," Jim said as he danced around the ring. Ryan took the stance Ralph showed him, presenting as small a profile to Jim as possible. He looked Jim in the eye and waited for the older man to move. Jim chuckled and took a swing at Ryan, but Ryan suddenly wasn't there. Somehow, he had turned in a way that perfectly countered Jim's swing and in the process, kicked at Jim's lower right leg, breaking the bone.
Jim fell down in pain, grabbing his right leg. He looked up at Ryan, who was standing still, presenting only a side profile. Ryan eyed the older man and waited for him to rise and make his move. Jim got up slowly, favoring his one good leg. He knew he would have to take Ryan down with a single move. Unable to kick, he tried to close the distance between them. He hoped to get close enough to punch Ryan in the throat, then the solar plexus.
Ryan's face showed no fear, only determination, as he waited for the older man to move. Sure enough, Jim struck out with his right fist, but Ryan had moved again, and kicked Jim's lower left leg, breaking that bone as well. The older man went to his knees, shouting in pain.
"Ryan, stop it, you're killing him," Jessie shouted from her chair as she stood up.
"SIT DOWN!" Max roared. Jessie sat down as soon as he spoke.
Ryan wasn't finished with the older man and lashed out with a devastating kick to Jim's throat. Jim was in too much pain to block the kick and went down on his back, trying to catch his breath. Ryan stood back, out of Jim's reach and waited for the older man to get back up on his knees.
Finally, he managed to get back on his knees and looked at Ryan. Who was this man who had managed to defeat him, he wondered.
"Do you accept defeat?" Max asked. Jim looked at him for a moment before slowly nodding his head. "SAY IT," Max roared.
"I... admit... defeat," Jim said slowly. Max picked up the wakizashi, still in its scabbard, and tossed it in the ring. It landed right in front of Jim.
"You know what to do," Max said. Jim felt that strange vibration in his head again. Without thinking, he opened his gi, picked up the short sword and pulled it from its scabbard. As they watched, he performed the ritual as the ancient samurai had done.
As he lay dying on the mat, Jessie screamed and tried to get up, but Max's last order prevented it. She cried as she sat in her chair and looked at Ryan.
"Why?" she cried. He looked at her with hard, unloving eyes. He glanced at Max, who nodded his head. Looking back at Jessie, he spoke.
"I once loved you with all my heart, Jessica," he said. "I admit, I was weak, scared, and didn't know how to defend you when you were raped. That was the absolute worse day of my life. For that I am truly sorry. But I sought help and I had hoped that I could learn how to defend you. But you shit all over my love with this piece of crap. And I can never forgive that. Right now, I hate you with every fiber of my being and I wish to God I had never met you."
"I'm truly sorry," she said, his words stinging her to the core. "Is there anything I can do to make you not hate me?" He looked at Max and Ralph for a moment before turning back to her.
"Eat shit and die, cunt," he growled before stepping out of the ring. He walked to the door with Ralph. Max looked at Jessie with sadness on his face.
"You heard the man," he said before turning away. They walked out of the gym as Jessie sobbed in her chair.
...
Ryan, Ralph, Max and Adrestia sat in the front room of the safe house and watched the news. Two people, a man and a woman, were found dead at Jim Carter's gym. Police said both deaths appeared to be suicide, providing no details. According to the report, the woman apparently killed herself shortly after receiving divorce papers. The unnamed man, the report said, was named in the divorce.
"Are you okay?" Max asked Ryan. Ryan nodded his head, tears falling down his cheek.
"Why did she do it?" he asked. Max shrugged his shoulders.
"Hard to say why people do the things they do," he said. "Best thing you can do now is move forward with your life. There's lots of women out there. I'm sure one day you'll meet someone and fall in love all over again." Ryan shook his head.
"I don't know," he said. "I don't think I could go through something like this again. But I know one thing."
"What's that?" Max asked.
"No one will ever call me a wimp or a pussy ever again," he said.
"Well, don't let it go to your head," Max said. "Look, you have my number and you know where my office is. If you need to talk, I'll be here for you. Take some tea with you -- it'll help you relax and clear your head. Right now, I think you may want to head on home. I suspect the police may be stopping by. Tell them you were here with me discussing your pending divorce. I'll corroborate your story." Ryan nodded his head.
"Okay, thanks," he said. "For everything." He shook everyone's hands, gathered his clothes and left for home. After Ryan left, Max turned to Ralph.
"Thank you for all your help," he said.
"My pleasure," Ralph said. "You really think he'll be alright?"
"I think so," Max said. "In time. This whole episode has been very hard on him. I'll keep an eye on him for a while just to make sure." Ralph said his goodbyes and headed out. Max turned to Adrestia.
"What do you say we head home, my dear?" he asked. She smiled and wrapped an arm around him.
"Lead on, my love," she said.
...
Epilogue:
As Max predicted, officers stopped at Ryan's apartment a couple hours after he got home. There were two uniformed officers and a detective wearing a dark suit. The detective, who introduced himself as Detective Frank Greene, asked Ryan to accompany him to the police station. Ryan, seeing he had no choice, went with him.
Greene showed him the pictures of Jim and Jessie. Ryan didn't want to look at them, but Greene forced the issue. He saw Jim laying in a pool of blood, the sword still in his hands. Jessie was hunched over a toilet, her face in the bowl. He could see something on her face and wondered if she had actually tried to do what he said.
Ryan sat in the room for two hours, telling and retelling the story of how Jim and Jessie had abused him for the last year. Greene seemed sympathetic but was clearly trying to get him to confess to killing them. Ryan finally sat up and made his demand.
"I want an attorney present," he said. "I told you where I was, and I told you what had been going on. That's why I filed divorce papers. Either charge me or let me go." Greene considered him for a few moments before relenting.
"Alright, Mr. Davis," he said. "I'll check out your story. I may have to bring you back, so don't go anywhere, you got me?"
"I got you," Ryan said. Greene spent the next few days checking out Ryan's story. He spoke to Max, who corroborated Ryan's alibi and looked over all the forensic evidence. Nothing pointed to Ryan, but Greene wondered how Carter's legs got broken.
Greene knew in his heart that Ryan had to be involved somehow, but there was no evidence to support that theory. Eventually, the case was finally ruled a double suicide.
Ryan went back to work and began to pick up the pieces of his shattered life. He refused to claim Jessie's body, so her parents stepped in and made arrangements for her funeral, which he refused to attend. He let them take whatever they wanted of her possessions and gave the rest to Goodwill. He replaced the bed that Jessie and Jim had used to torment him along with any other piece of furniture that reminded him of Jessie.
He spent the next two years alone, but eventually met a girl at a company function and the two began dating. At her insistence, he started seeing a counselor who diagnosed him with a mild form of PTSD. He enrolled in a martial arts class, and is determined to never repeat the mistake he made with Jessie.
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The following was inspired by Jam X's 2001 three-part story, "Camping Trip," in which a wife cheats on her husband while at a camping trip with his 40-year-old boss and the boss' son. Her cheating doesn't end at the trip, however, and she ends up getting made airtight while at a bachelor party thrown by his boss while her husband is on a business trip a few days later.
The story ends with her spending the night at his boss' house. At no point in the story does her husband ever seem to find out, despite the fact that the boss has video of her having sex with multiple men.
The premise remains the same, but assumes that the husband, who seems to be something of an afterthought, is not as clueless as he was made out to be in the original story. The names have also been changed. This story picks up at the end of "Camping Trip Ch. 3."
Jon Carlson and his wife Rose are central characters in my series, "Rules."
As always, constructive comments are always welcome and appreciated. Please refer to my profile for more on my personal policy regarding comments, feedback, follows, etc. (Yes, I do moderate comments. Please remember, this is a work of fiction, meaning that it is not real in any way, shape, matter or form.
...
Timothy Burns, Tim to his friends, looked at his cell phone after leaving a message from Candace, or Candy, as she liked to be called, his wife of five years. He had just landed a service contract with a large company in California that had offices nationwide. He knew his boss, Jake Hudson, would be extremely pleased as the new contract meant a huge expansion in his IT firm. The new contract also meant a huge increase in his salary as well. Maybe now, he thought, he and Candy could finally start their family as they had planned.
But he had concerns -- concerns that began niggling in the back of his mind after the camping trip with Jake a little more than a week ago. There was something a bit... different... about her when they returned from the trip. It seemed that her mind was on something else most of the time and she had started getting just a bit snippy with him. But there was more.
He noticed something else when they got home and had thrown their clothes in the hamper. A pair of her panties had something in the gusset. He picked them up and noticed that whatever it was had already hardened and had a very distinctive odor. Then it hit him, and he felt as if his whole world had collapsed.
He had no idea whose cum was in her panties, though, but he swore to find out the truth. He knew he had a trip coming up to the west coast, so he visited an attorney to find out what options he had. If Candy was cheating, he thought, that would be the end of their marriage.
"Are you sure that your wife is cheating?" Ruby Hawkins asked. Ruby was an attorney who specialized in family law and divorce, and was recommended to him by a friend who had just divorced his wife for cheating.
"Not 100 percent," he said. "But I need to know and if she is, I want a divorce."
"Well," Ruby said. "Most divorces in this state are no-fault. You can file on the grounds of adultery, but you'll need to have ironclad proof."
"You mean, like photos or a video?" Tim asked.
"Yes," Ruby said. "If you like, I can have an investigator keep tabs on her and find out for certain."
"Yes, please," Tim said. "What can I expect in a divorce?"
"Well, since she makes about as much as you do with her teaching job, there's a chance we can keep you from having to pay her any alimony," Ruby said. "You don't have any real estate and you don't have any children, so basically, everything will be split 50-50. You keep your retirement and she keep hers. Basically, it's an even split of the assets. If she is cheating on you, we'll use that as the grounds and use whatever evidence we have to ensure a good outcome. I'll start putting the paperwork together and we'll go when we have the evidence."
"Okay," Tim said. "Go ahead and do it. I'll be out of town for about three days, so I imagine that's when she'll probably do it."
She called in her investigator, Marvin Johnson, and he suggested Tim place a tracking app on her phone. He also gave Tim a device to record phone calls on his land line and an audio recorder he would stash in her purse. Tim hated doing this, but he had to know the truth.
There were other clues as well. Ever since the camping trip, Jake seemed even more arrogant and condescending than before. It was almost as if he knew something Tim didn't.
He managed to get through the week and Candy drove him to the airport, giving him a kiss as he left.
"I'll call you tonight after dinner," he said.
"Okay, dear," she told him. "Have a safe flight."
The first night he was gone, he called Candy as promised and was a bit shocked when she told him she would be working as a waitress for a party Jake was holding at his house that evening. According to Candy, one of the original waitresses had gotten sick, and Jake asked if she would fill in. He wasn't aware that Jake had anything planned, as he hadn't mentioned anything.
"He promised to pay me $150 for the evening," Candy said. "I could use the extra money since I don't start back to work for a couple weeks." He knew that classes were starting back up soon, and she really could use the extra money. But something seemed a bit off about this.
"Really?" Tim asked. "Okay, go ahead, but be careful and tell me about it tomorrow, okay?"
"Okay," she said. "You know I love you, right?"
"Yeah," he said. "And I love you too. Good night." He ended the call, but a knot was starting to form in his gut. He called the investigator.
"I just wanted to let you know that Candy's been asked to work as a waitress for a party at Jake Hudson's house," Tim said.
"Okay," Marvin said. "We've got it. I'll forward whatever we find out to you."
"Thanks," Tim said, ending the call.
The next day, he called Candy's cell, but got no answer. He also called the house phone, but only got the answering machine. Surely, she didn't spend the night with Jake, he thought to himself. His hopes were dashed, however, when he got the email from Marvin that afternoon.
"Candy spent the night at Hudson's house and she's still there," the email said. "And she was quite busy the night before. I've attached a couple of photos, but I want to warn you, they're pretty graphic. I'll give you my full report when you return."
Tim opened the attachments and his heart sank. There was his lovely wife of five years, a cock in her mouth, a cock in her ass and another cock in her pussy. The cock in her mouth was attached to Jake, while the other two belonged to colleagues from the office -- men he once considered friends.
The second picture showed her sprawled on the floor, her legs spread wide, with cum dripping from her ass and her pussy. Jake's cum was also smeared all over her smiling face. His hands began shaking as tears fell from his eyes. He couldn't believe what he had just witnessed.
He tried calling her phone one more time, but it went straight to voicemail. He also tried calling the house phone, but only got the answering machine. He left no message and went to the bar in the hotel to drown his sorrows.
The next morning, he checked the tracker and found that Candy's phone was still at Jake's house, which meant she was probably still there. Marvin verified that assumption with an email that contained two more photos of his wife engaging in a gangbang with about ten men, including Jake, his son Mike and five others who worked at Jake's IT firm. He had once considered all these men to be trusted colleagues, but no longer. He didn't recognize the other three and figured they were friends of Mike's.
He concluded his business with the California client and, contract in hand, checked out of the hotel and grabbed an early flight home. He grabbed a taxi at the airport and noticed that Candy's car was gone when he arrived home. Checking the tracker, he saw that her phone was still at Jake's house.
He went inside, changed clothes and called Ruby's office. He was surprised when her receptionist said she was available and could see him that afternoon. He called Candy's cell, and was surprised when she answered. She seemed out of breath when she answered.
"Hello?" she asked.
"Hey, it's me, Tim," he said. "Where are you?"
"I'm at home, just catching up on a few things before classes start," she said. He was shocked that she would lie so blatantly to him.
"I see," he said. "Well, I'm done here in California and I'm on my way home."
"Oh good," she said. "I've missed you so much. Call me when you land and I'll come pick you up at the airport."
"No, don't bother," he said. "I'll grab a taxi or something. Bye." He ended the call and wondered if she noticed that he didn't tell her he loved her or would see her later. Shaking his head, he left the house and went to see Ruby.
...
Candy looked at the phone after Tim ended the call. He always ended his calls by telling her he loved her, but he didn't this time. In fact, she noticed that he didn't sound very friendly at all.
She had every intention of going home after that first night, but being sandwiched naked between Jake and his son felt so good to her that she just couldn't leave. After all, she owed this to herself, she thought. It would all end when classes started back up, she thought. And Tim would never know.
So she spent the next day and the next night with Jake and his son, Mike. Jake went to work that second day for a couple hours, but Mike kept her busy and even arranged for several of his friends to come by later for a gangbang.
When Jake came back home, she was naked, riding Mike's cock on Jake's bed. Jake came over and pulled his pants down, offering her his seven-inch cock, which she eagerly took in her mouth. After they finished, Jake sat down and looked at her.
"So, maybe I should send your husband out more often," he said with a wicked smile.
"You do know I have classes starting back up soon," she said. "So I won't be available during the week. I don't dare do anything like this while he's still home."
"Why not?" Jake asked. "Maybe he'd get off on seeing you get fucked by some real men for a change." Jake and Mike both laughed at that.
"Well, I have to admit, I have gotten hooked on your big cocks," she said. "But I still love Tim, and I don't want to hurt him."
"Well, maybe I can make sure that he gets sent out over the weekend," Jake said. "That way you can come over and play house with us."
"That sounds like fun," she said. "But he's going to find out at some point. Tim's not stupid, you know."
"Don't worry," Jake said, picking up his camcorder. "I'll take care of Timmy-boy. There's just one thing."
"What's that?" she asked.
"I don't want you to have sex with him any more," Jake said. "You belong to us now. Got it?"
"But how will I do that?" she asked.
"You'll figure something out," Jake said. "Make up some excuse. You know, like, 'I have a headache,' or something."
"Okay, I'll try," she said. Later that day, some of Mike's friends came over and they got a chance to sample Candy's wares. Jake invited a few single guys from the company and they joined in. By the time the party was over, Candy had taken several loads of cum in her ass, pussy and mouth. She was officially a party slut now and she reveled in it.
"Timmy-boy can't hold a candle to this, can he?" Jake asked as he filled her wet pussy with one last load of cum.
"Oh God, no," Candy said. "I've never had so many orgasms in my life." None of them ever took notice of the service van parked across the street from Jake's house and none of them noticed the mini-cams attached to the windows that recorded all of her antics.
...
Tim was a wreck when he saw all the evidence Marvin had gathered. In addition to photos, he had two DVDs full of video starring his wife performing multiple acts with multiple men -- things she would never do for him. His love for her had burned away after watching her debauchery.
Ruby comforted him as best she could, but it was a lost cause. After five years, how could she just turn into such a slut, he wondered. And what did I ever do to deserve this? And what about Jake? He had considered the somewhat older man to be a friend. Now, he knew better.
"I'll go ahead and draw up the papers for divorce, citing adultery," Ruby said. "If you want, I can also file for alienation of affection against Jake and the men you work with. Those lawsuits usually don't go very far, but I think we can get a good settlement."
"Do what you have to do," Tim said.
"Just don't do anything stupid," Ruby said. "I don't want to have to bail you out of jail." Tim shook his head.
"Don't worry," he said. "I won't. When can you have the papers ready?"
"I can have everything ready to go in just a couple days," she said. "In the meantime, try to act normal around your wife."
"I'm not that good of an actor," Tim told her. "And there's no way I'm touching her ever again. God only knows what she's gotten from all those men."
"Tell her you're not feeling too well," Ruby suggested. "That should buy you a little time." Tim nodded his head.
"Yeah, okay," he said before he left. Sitting in his car, he suddenly realized something else. There was no way he could work for Jake anymore. And there was no way he could tolerate being around the men who had cuckolded him. He pulled out his phone and looked through his contacts until he found the number he was looking for. He hit the number and hoped for the best.
"Carlson," the man at other end said when he answered.
"Jon, this is Tim Burns," Tim said.
"Tim, how are you, old friend?" Jon asked.
"Could be better," Tim said. "Listen, is that position with Empire still open?" Jon Carlson, an executive with Empire, had been trying for some time to get Tim on board, but Tim felt he needed to stay with Jake out of a sense of loyalty to him. That loyalty, however, was now gone.
"Of course it is," Jon said. "You finally decided to come join an established company?"
"Yeah, something like that," Tim said. "Some things have come to my attention and I find I can no longer work there."
"I'm sorry to hear that," Jon said. "Is there anything I can do?"
"Just give me a job," Tim said. "I promise I'll work as hard for you as I did for Jake."
"Of course," Jon said. "Would Monday be okay to start?"
"Absolutely," Tim said.
"Good," Jon said. "Listen, why don't you and that pretty wife of yours come by tonight and have some of Rose's famous lasagna? We can catch up and I'll go over the compensation package with you."
"I'd love to, but unfortunately, I can't bring Candy," Tim said.
"Oh?" Jon asked. "What happened?"
"I really don't want to get into it on the phone," Tim said. "I can get into it a bit tonight if you want."
"Sure, Tim," Jon said, sounding concerned. "You know, Rose is a licensed counselor. Maybe she can help you if you want."
"That actually sounds good, Jon, I appreciate it," Tim said.
"Good," Jon said. "I'll call Rose and let her know. Think you can come by at, say, 6:30 tonight?"
"Sure," Tim said. "6:30 it is. Thanks again, buddy."
"My pleasure," Jon said. They ended the call and Tim felt as though a giant weight had been lifted off his back. He started his car and headed home. When he got there, he noticed that Candy still hadn't made it back from Jake's house. He grabbed his briefcase and went inside. He showered, changed clothes and sat at his computer, where he wrote his resignation letter.
Candy finally came in about 5:00 pm and noticed her husband sitting at his computer. She went to give him a kiss, but he turned his head and she ended up kissing his cheek. Surprised, she looked at him before speaking.
"Is everything alright?" she asked.
"Not really," he said. "I'm not feeling too well. Maybe it's jet lag or something, I don't know. I'll sleep on the futon when I get back tonight."
"Get back?" she asked. "Where are you going?"
"I'm meeting someone for dinner," he said.
"Are you meeting a woman?" she asked, concern in her voice.
"You mean, am I cheating on you?" he asked her. "No, I've never cheated on you in all the time we've been together and I have no intention of doing so now. Can you say the same?" She recoiled in horror. Does he know, she asked herself. No, there's no way he could ever know.
"Of course I can," she said. Tim wasn't convinced. "So, how was your trip to California?" she asked, trying to change the subject.
"Successful," he said. "And how was your little job at Jake's house?"
"It went well," she said. "Even when it was hard, it was still fun."
"I'll bet," he said with no emotion in his voice. He looked at his watch before speaking again. "I'd better get going," he told her before saving his work and shutting down his computer. He stood and walked past her without a word and went into the master bedroom, where he changed into something a bit less casual. When he came out, Candy was sitting on the couch.
"How long will you be gone?" she asked.
"I don't know," he said. "Don't wait up for me. Bye." He grabbed his keys and headed out the door. She couldn't help but notice that he didn't kiss her and tell her he loved her. He always did that when he left the house. After she saw his car leave, she picked up the house phone and called Jake, unaware that her conversation was being recorded.
"Jake, I think he knows something," she said.
"What makes you think that?" Jake asked.
"He wouldn't touch me at all," she said. "He usually always gives me a kiss and tells me he loves me, but he didn't. He seemed so... cold. And he just left, saying he had a dinner appointment."
"Oh?" Jake asked. "Did he say with whom?"
"No, he didn't," she said. "Jake, what if he knows? What if he's planning to leave me?"
"So what if he does?" Jake sneered. "You can always come stay with us. And don't worry about Timmy-boy. I'll keep him running around so much he'll hardly ever be home."
"But I don't want to lose him," Candy cried. "I love him." Jake laughed out loud.
"Yeah, you showed us all how much you love him these past two days or so, didn't you?" Jake asked.
"That's not funny, Jake," she said. "I know what I did with you guys and yeah, I enjoyed it, but I still love him. I don't want to lose him."
"Yeah, right," Jake said. "Look, let him get it out of his system. After a while, he'll come on board. And if he doesn't, well, we can do something about that as well."
"You're not going to hurt him, are you?" she asked.
"Not in so many words," Jake said. "We'll just have to show him the way things are gonna be from now on. And you're gonna help make it happen."
"What?" Candy asked, shocked.
"That's right, my big cock-loving slut," Jake said. "When the time comes, you're gonna help us explain things to him. Remember who you belong to now. I'm sure you wouldn't want the school board to see those videos we have of you."
"You wouldn't dare," Candy said.
"Oh, yes, but I would," Jake said. "I've got videos of you at the camping trip and lots of videos of you in some very compromising positions. Your ass literally belongs to me. So it's up to you to keep Timmy-boy in line." Feeling trapped, Candy gave in.
"Okay, Jake," she said. "But don't hurt him." Jake sneered over the phone.
"Yeah, yeah, whatever," he said, ending the call.
...
Tim pulled up to the large two-story home where Jon and Rose Carlson lived. He got out of his car, grabbing the bottle of wine he picked up on the way over. Jon answered the door when he rang the bell and graciously accepted the wine.
"Come on in, Tim," he said with a smile. "And thanks! It'll get put to good use tonight." Jon led Tim into the dining room, where Rose was waiting with her lasagna.



"Tim, please meet my wife, Rose," Jon said. "Rose, this is Tim Burns, our brand new account representative." Tim shook Rose's hand as Jon opened the bottle of wine.
"Good to meet you, Tim," Rose said with a smile.
"A pleasure to meet you as well, Mrs. Carlson," Tim said.
"Please, call me Rose," she said. "Mrs. Carlson sounds so formal." They took their seat at the table and Rose dished out a helping of lasagna as Jon poured the wine. Tim had never tasted lasagna this good and offered his thanks.
"This is the best lasagna I've ever eaten," he said.
"I'm glad you like it," Rose said. "It's one of my specialties."
"So, Tim, I don't mean to pry, but I'm curious why you decided to leave Jake so fast," Jon said. "Did something happen?" Tim nodded his head before he began.
"Yeah, something happened alright," Tim said.
"Please, Tim, tell us about it," Rose said. Tim gathered his thoughts for a moment before giving them the story.
"Damn," Jon said. "That's cold. I feel for you, really. I had something similar happen to me, but the circumstances were quite different. So what are you going to do now, besides change jobs?"
"I've seen an attorney and I'm filing for divorce," Tim said. "My lawyer says it'll pretty much be an even split."
"What about counseling?" Rose asked. "Have you considered that?"
"It's too far gone," Tim said. "I don't know what got into Candy. It's like she just flipped a switch and became a slut all of a sudden. I never knew she had it in her to be like this."
"How are you handling all of this?" Rose asked.
"Not too well," Tim said. "My lawyer says I should try to act normal around Candy, but I'm finding it very hard to do that. Right now, I can't even stand to look at her."
"Maybe you should consider counseling," she said.
"I may do that," Tim said.
"Trust me, Rose is the best in the business," Jon said. "I think she can help you get through this if you want. Besides, it's covered in your benefit package."
"That's certainly a plus," Tim said, laughing.
"I'm serious," Jon said. "Rose was a godsend when I needed her. I know she can help you as well." He turned to Rose. "Do you think you can fit him in your schedule?"
"Of course," she said. "I think an hour a week should work. What about it, Tim?" Tim thought about the offer before answering.
"Okay, I'll do it," he said. Jon smiled and patted Tim on the shoulder.
"Good man," he said. "I'll make sure you get the time you need for counseling. Work it out with Rose and let me know what you come up with."
"I will, thanks," Tim said.
"And now, if you don't mind, dear, Tim and I will retreat to my office so we can discuss his new job," Jon said.
"I don't mind at all," she said with a smile. "And I'm looking forward to working with you as well, Tim."
"Thank you," Tim said as he stood with Jon. They retreated to Jon's home office where he poured them each a sniffer of brandy. They spent the next two hours discussing his new job. By the time they were done, Tim felt as if he was taking control of his life again. Tim shook Jon's hand and headed back home.
...
It was about 10:00 pm when Tim pulled into his driveway. He looked and saw the lights were still on in his apartment. He hoped Candy was there by herself. He got out of his car and went into his apartment and saw Candy sitting on the couch.
"So, how did your little meeting go?" she asked.
"Very well, thank you," he said. "Now, if you don't mind, I'm going to bed. Goodnight." He went into the second bedroom where his computer was and began to get undressed.
"Are you sleeping in here now?" Candy asked from the door.
"Yes," Tim said. "I'm still not feeling too good, so I'll sleep on the futon. Is that a problem?"
"Uh, no, I guess not," she said. "It's just that you've been gone for three days and I was hoping we could, you know, play around a little bit?"
"I'm not up to it tonight," Tim said. In reality, the thought of touching her right now made him squeamish.
"Okay," she said quietly. "Maybe tomorrow?"
"I don't know," he said. "We'll see." She nodded her head and turned away. She couldn't help but wonder what, if anything, he knew about her activities lately.
The next day, he got up before Candy, grabbed his resignation letter and poured a cup of coffee. He saw Candy's purse on the kitchen counter and grabbed the audio recorder, then downloaded the audio from the previous day's phone call. He left the apartment without saying goodbye or telling Candy that he loved her. She heard the door close when he left and lay in bed, tears falling down her cheeks.
When he got to the office, he barely spoke to anyone. He said hello to his secretary, then went into his office and closed the door. He was packing his things when Jake came into his office.
"What's this?" Jake asked. Tim reached into his briefcase and pulled out two envelopes.
"One is the signed contract from California," he said. "And the other is my resignation, effective immediately. I believe you owe me a bonus for getting the California account and you owe me my final pay, with the balance of my vacation time."
"Resignation?" Jake asked, shocked. "What the fuck! Why are you leaving? I need you!"
"Seriously?" Tim asked. "You honestly don't know why? You think I'm stupid or something? I'm not, you know. Frankly, some things have come to my attention and I've decided that I can no longer work here. So I've accepted a position with another firm. I'll be out of your hair in just a few minutes. Then I'm going to HR."
"Wait, Tim, can't we talk about this?" Jake asked. Tim shook his head.
"There's nothing to talk about, Jake," Tim said. "I'm done. Finished. I considered you my friend, but you stabbed me in the back and destroyed my marriage. You can find someone else to cuckold."
"So that's what this is all about," Jake said. "Well, just so you know, your wife was more than willing to have sex with me. We don't need to let something like that ruin your career. Just go with the flow for a while. Let Candy sow a few wild oats for a while. When she's done, she'll be all yours again."
"God, you are a slimy piece of shit, aren't you?" Tim asked. "You honestly think I'd go along with something like that? How long have you been screwing her, by the way?"
"Well, the first time was at the campout," Jake said. "On the second day while you and the others were out skiing. And you should know she came on to me that day, sucking my cock right there in your tent. She even told me I'm bigger than you. And when I ate her out she just about exploded right on my face. Then she begged me to fuck her, right there."
Tim had never gone down on Candy. He had tried several times, but just couldn't do it. He couldn't explain why, and Candy never said anything about it.
"And that's about the time you suddenly had me leave to take care of something at the office, isn't it?" Tim asked. "You wanted me out of the way so you could fuck my wife." Jake smirked as he nodded his head.
"Yeah, so what?" he asked. Tim wasn't finished.
"And that whole thing about hiring her to be a waitress at your party was just another excuse to get her into bed, wasn't it?" Tim asked.
"Yeah, it was. So what?" Jake asked. Tim pulled out his phone and stopped the audio recording he started when Jake walked in the office.
"Thank you for your admission," Tim said. "Now, if you don't mind, I'm done packing. I'll go to HR and I'll be out of your hair."
"Wait," Jake said. "You can't use that recording."
"We'll see," Tim said. "I'm outta here. Goodbye, Jake. Rot in hell, okay?"
"You forgot something," Jake said, picking up a photo of Candy that Tim kept on his desk.
"I didn't forget," Tim said. "I don't want it. You and your son want the skank so much, you can have the skank. I'm done with her. And you. Goodbye." With that, he left the office.
Jake looked at Tim as he left, wondering what the hell just happened. How did Tim find out about what he and his son had done with Candy, he asked himself.
...
"What do you mean, he resigned?" Candy asked when Jake called.
"He just handed me a signed contract and a resignation letter and left," Jake said. "He knows, Candy. I don't know how he knows, but he knows."
"What did you tell him?" she asked.
"The truth," Jake said. "I told him about the first time, on the camping trip."
"You idiot," she exclaimed.
"Well, he asked, so I told him," Jake said. "He also left the picture he kept of you on his desk. Said he didn't want it."
"Terrific," she said, tears falling down her cheek. "So what do we do now?" she asked.
"Not my problem," Jake said. "He's your husband. You deal with it. Unless, of course, you want me to come over and make him see the error of his ways."
"No," she said. "You've done enough, thank you. Stay out of this. I'll deal with it."
"Whatever," he said. With that, he hung up. Candy looked at her phone, tears falling down her face. She didn't want a divorce, but she knew Tim wouldn't stand for her cheating. She decided she would do everything she could to hang on to him. She sat on the couch, her head in her hands, sobbing over what she had done.
A few minutes later, Tim pulled into the driveway. He saw Candy's car and looked to see if Jake's car was anywhere around. Not seeing it, he grabbed his box and briefcase and went inside. He saw Candy on the couch and saying nothing, went into his office.
He closed and locked the door, then checked for any voice recordings. He found the recording and listened to the call between Candy and Jake. He forwarded it to his lawyer, then gave her a quick call.
"Hello, Tim," she said. "I just got your latest email. I'm in the process of filing your paperwork now."
"Good," Tim said. "When can they be served?"
"If you want, I can pull some strings and have my process server deliver them late this afternoon," she said. "Will that work?"
"It will, thanks," he said. After hanging up, he went to his gun safe, opened it and pulled out his old .45 caliber semiautomatic pistol. He had no plans on using it, but he didn't want any problems with Jake or Candy. He made his way into the kitchen, set his briefcase on the table and looked at Candy.
"We need to talk," he said, setting the pistol on the table so he could get to it quickly if he had to.
"Is that really necessary?" she asked, pointing at the gun.
"I hope not," he said. "I just want to make sure, just in case your lover decided to come barging in."
"My lover?" she asked.
"Don't play coy with me, bitch," he said. "I'm in no mood for your games. Now, sit down. We have a few things to discuss." She sat down, scared, not knowing what her husband was planning to do. "First things first," Tim said. "Later today, someone is going to come by and serve you with papers. Divorce papers." Candy recoiled in shock.
"Divorce?" she asked. "Why? I don't want a divorce. I love you."
"Bullshit," Tim said. "I know all about you and Jake and his son and all the others you've been fucking these last few days. So, I filed for divorce on the grounds of adultery."
"Adultery?" she asked. "You don't have any proof of that." Tim smiled as he pulled out an envelope. He dropped a few time-stamped photos, all of which clearly showed her having sex with multiple men, including Jake.
"I also have video and audio," Tim said. "Would you like to watch?" She shook her head, knowing it was a lost cause. "Good," he said. "Considering the circumstances, I've been more than fair. No support, you get half of what's in the bank, we each keep our retirement and you can have all your stuff. I've already paid off and canceled your credit card. I have a cashier's check for your half of what's left. There's also a restraining order that says you have to remain at least 500 feet away from me, my residence and my place of work. So you have from now until you're served to pack your trash."
"You're kicking me out?" she asked, tears falling down her cheeks.
"That's pretty much the size of it," he said.
"But what if I decide to fight the divorce?" she asked. Tim laughed.
"I don't think that would be very wise," he said. "What do you think the school board would say if some of these photos and videos just happened to appear? Do you think the parents of your students would want someone like you teaching their kids? I know I wouldn't."
"You wouldn't dare," she exclaimed.
"You wanna take that chance?" Tim asked. Candy looked down for a moment before shaking her head.
"No," she said. "I don't. I'll need that job."
"That's right, you will," Tim said. "There's a couple other things you should know."
"What?" she asked, dejected.
"You'll be required to surrender your rings and give up my surname," he said.
"My God, you have become a heartless bastard, haven't you?" she asked, pulling her rings off.
"Yeah, well, You gave me good reason," Tim said. "I just wanna know one thing. What happened? What made you go from being a loving, faithful wife to a walking cum-dump for anything with a dick?" She looked down before speaking.
"It happened the second day of the camping trip," she said. "You were out on the boat and I was in the tent. Jake came by and saw me. I had taken off my clothes and was laying there trying to rest when Jake came by and walked into the tent. He seemed embarrassed at first, seeing me naked like that. We started talking and then he pulled his pants down, and that was it."
"So, some asshole with a bigger dick than mine drops his pants and you're on it like white on rice," Tim said. "And that's all it took for you to become a cheating slut. How many times did you fuck him on that trip?"
"Twice," she said. "The first time when you were out water skiing, and the second time when Jake sent you back to the office." Tim shook his head and pointed at the photos.
"I see that none of your lovers used any protection," he said. "Weren't you worried about getting pregnant or getting something from one of them?"
"I'm still on the pill," she said.
"That doesn't mean you can't get pregnant," Tim said. "And you can still get a disease. Is that what you were planning?"
"Oh God no," she said. Tim shook his head.
"You know, in all the time we've been together, I've been hit on a lot -- by women who look like goddesses compared to you," he said. "I turned them all down. You know why? Because I thought I had a loving and faithful wife at home and I would never do anything to hurt her. But you... You didn't even think about what you were doing. You didn't give a damn about what I would feel. All you wanted was a big dick. Or ten. I hope it was all worth it to you. Now, get your shit packed. I expect you to leave when you're served."
"Tim, please," she began. "Can't we get some counseling? Please? I'll never do it again, I promise. Can't you forgive me this time?"
"I will never forgive you for what you've done," Tim said, his expression harder than she had ever seen before. "Ever. Maybe if you had slipped just once, were raped or drugged or something, I could overlook it. But that didn't happen. From the moment Jake dropped his trousers, you were his willing slut. And I can never forgive that level of betrayal."
"But don't you love me enough to get past this?" she asked. He shook his head.
"No. Right now, I can't stand the sight of you," he said. "The sooner you're out of my life, the better. Now go, start packing. Whatever you leave behind will either get burned, thrown out or given to Goodwill." Sobbing, she stood up and went into the master bedroom to pack.
Tim watched as Candy brought out one full trash bag after another. She stopped once and looked at him.
"Can you at least help me get this in my car?" she asked.
"Nope," Tim said. "Your trash, you deal with it. And remember, whatever you leave behind will either get burned or tossed. That includes pictures and your wedding dress."
"You'd burn my wedding dress?" she asked. "My parents paid thousands for that dress."
"Well, then you'd better take it if you don't want it burned," Tim said. Sobbing, she carried the bag out to her car and came back for another. Damn, Tim asked himself. How much shit does she have? A couple hours later, she sat down at the bale, exhausted.
"I can't fit anything else in the car," she said. "Can I come back later for the rest of it? Please?"
"No," Tim said. "You won't be allowed within 500 feet of the place. Ask your parents if they'll come by for it if you want. I'll hold off throwing anything out for a few days."
"Thank you, Tim, I appreciate that," she said. "Oh my God, I just thought, what will I tell my parents?"
"Try the truth for a change," Tim said. "Tell them you cheated on me with my boss and others and I kicked your ass out."
"Seriously?" she asked. "They'll disown me if I do that."
"Not my problem," Tim said. "But I guarantee you it'll be a lot worse if you try to make me out to be the bad guy or sugar-coat it with them. You know how your parents feel about lying." About that time, there was a knock at the door. "I think that'll be for you," Tim said. Candy went to the door slowly and opened it to find a sheriff's deputy.
"Candace Burns?" he asked. She nodded her head.
"That's me," she said.
"Do you have some ID?" he asked. She pulled out her drivers license and showed it to him. After he inspected it, he handed it back to her then handed her an envelope.
"You've been served, ma'am," he said. "There's also a restraining order that requires you to vacate the premises immediately. You can sign the divorce papers now if you wish." She nodded her head and pulled out the divorce paperwork. After looking it over, she asked for a pen and signed the papers.
"I'll get this back to the attorney," he said. "You'll need to leave now. If you try to come back, you'll be arrested and put in jail. Do you understand?"
"Yes," she said, tears falling down her cheeks. She looked back at Tim.
"I'm so sorry," she said.
"Yeah, me too," Tim said. "Bye."
"Goodbye," she said quietly as she left. The deputy looked at Tim and nodded his head before he left.
...
The next few days were hectic for Tim. Candy never tried contacting him, but Jake called the house phone twice and left threatening messages.
"Goddammit Tim, I know you're there," he screamed. "If you don't drop this lawsuit, I'm going to come and kick your fucking ass." Tim smiled, copied the voicemail and forwarded it to Ruby, who in turn, notified the local sheriff's department.
Candy's parents also called, wondering if they could come by to get more of her things.
"Yeah, sure," Tim said. "Just make sure she's not with you. There's a restraining order on her."
"Okay," George, Candy's father said with a sigh. When he and Candy's mother, Bernice, came by, they grabbed what Candy had left behind and used the time to encourage Tim to drop the divorce.
"Tim, she made a mistake," Bernice said. "Surely you can get past what she did and take her back. She's crazy about you."
"What did she tell you, Bernice?" Tim asked.
"She said she screwed up with your boss," Bernice said.
"And that's it?" Tim asked.
"Well, yeah," she said. "She didn't get into any specifics and we didn't press it." Tim grabbed the envelope with the pictures and DVDs and showed the photos to Bernice and George. They were shocked when they saw the photos.
"I'm sorry she didn't tell you the whole truth," Tim said. As you can see, it was a lot worse than she made on."
"Oh my God," Bernice said. "I had no idea it was this bad. I'm so sorry, Tim," she said. "I don't blame you for what you did." George's face was red with rage.
"I'm going to have a long talk with that stupid daughter of ours," he said. "Have you done anything else with these photos?" he asked. Tim shook his head.



"Not yet, but I warned her not to fight the divorce," he said. They commiserated with him for a bit, then finished packing up the rest of her things. A half-hour later, they left the apartment, giving Tim a hearty hug and wishing him well.
Later that day, as Tim sat watching television, there was another knock on the door. He looked through the peephole and saw Jake, Mike and two of Tim's former work colleagues. He went into his office and grabbed his pistol from the gun case and called 911. Holding the gun behind his back, he barely got the door opened before they barged in.
"We're gonna kick your fucking ass," Jake growled. Tim pulled his pistol and held it on Jake, causing them to pause. "You're not really gonna shoot us," Jake said. "You don't have the balls."
"You really want to put that to the test?" Tim asked. "Just so you know, I've already called 911 and police are on their way over here right now. If you're here when they get here, you're going to jail for violating the restraining order."
"Uh, Jake, I think he means it," one of the other two men said. Jake looked at him for a moment then turned back to Tim. Just then, they all heard a siren nearby and saw the flashing red and blue lights.
"Yeah, Jake, I mean it," Tim said. They turned to leave but two very large uniformed police officers were at the door. Tim lowered his pistol.
"Put the gun down, sir," one of the officers said. Tim obeyed, putting the pistol on the kitchen counter.
"Sir, these men are violating a restraining order," Tim said. "They barged into my apartment and threatened me. I want them arrested."
"Do you have a copy of the order?" the other policeman asked. Tim nodded his head.
"I do, officer," Tim said. He pulled an envelope sitting on the kitchen counter and handed it to the officer, who examined the order carefully. After a few moments, he handed the order back to Tim, then turned to the four men.
"Turn around, hands behind your back," the officer said. The four men glared at Tim as the officers cuffed them and read them their rights. Once they were cuffed, one of the officers turned to Tim.
"Do you have a license for that firearm?" he asked.
"Yes, I do," Tim said. "Would you like to see it?" He pulled out his wallet and showed the officer the license card and his NRA firearms training card. The officer nodded his head after examining the cards.
"Alright," he said. "You be careful with that thing, you hear me?"
"I hear you, officer," Tim said. "Thanks."
...
The next three months were a blur for Tim. He enjoyed working at Empire, much more than he ever did working for Jake. His weekly counseling with Rose also helped him deal with his trust and anger issues.
At the same time, he joined a gym and worked out three days a week. In addition, he began taking classes in martial arts, more for the mental discipline than anything else. On top of that, he took a course in diet and exercise that Rose recommended to him.
The divorce went through the system with ease, especially since Candy didn't contest it. The alienation of affection lawsuits, however, were somewhat different. Ruby had warned that they might end up dismissed, and two of them were.
The case against Jake, however, surprised both Tim and Ruby. After listening to testimony, reviewing the evidence Ruby put forward and reviewing Jake's financial disclosures, the judge summarily found in Tim's favor and ordered Jake to pay $1 million in restitution. He had no kind words for Jake at the end of the trial.
"Mr. Hudson, your behavior in this matter is beyond reprehensible," the judge said. "Not only did you take advantage of a man who considered you a friend, you abused your position as his employer in order to deliberately destroy his marriage and his family. I also notice that you defied the restraining order against you on more than one occasion. Therefore, I find in favor of the plaintiff and order you to pay restitution in the amount of one million dollars."
"Your honor, this is highly irregular," Jake's lawyer said, standing up.
"Mr. Winthrop, this court finds Mr. Hudson's behavior not only irregular, but absolutely despicable. The order stands," the judge said.
"When is this restitution due?" Winthrop asked.
"Immediately," the judge said. "Unless, of course, your client would rather spend some time in jail for contempt."
"No, your honor, my client will pay as ordered," Winthrop said, sitting back down.
"Good," the judge said. "And may God help you if this check bounces. Case closed." He banged the gavel, ending the hearing. Jake wrote a check and passed it to his attorney, who handed it to the bailiff. After the judge made note of the check, the bailiff handed it to Ruby, who, in turn, gave it to Tim. To Tim's surprise, the check actually cleared the bank, and he paid Ruby her share of the judgment.
While working at Empire, Tim was contacted by several of Jake's clients. It seemed that word of the lawsuit had gotten around, and a number of businesses were leery of doing any further business with someone who deliberately set out to ruin another man's marriage. In their view, a man who would deliberately destroy a friend's marriage simply couldn't be trusted. At the rate things were going, Tim figured that Jake would be out of business within a year.
Throughout this time, Tim refused to date, even though he had been approached by several very nice women in the company. In his mind, he would be a married man until he got his final decree. Once that happened, then he would be free to pursue a relationship, but not before. When the final decree finally arrived, he went out to celebrate with some friends from work. Part of that celebration included a lap dance from a very well-endowed stripper.
A couple months after he got the final decree, he received a phone call from Candy's mother.
"Tim, this is Bernice. Do you have a few minutes?" she asked.
"Sure, Bernice," he said. "What's going on?"
"It's Candy," she said. "She's HIV positive. She just got the test results."
"I'm sorry to hear that, Bernice," Tim said. "But to be honest with you, I'm not surprised. Besides, we're officially divorced now, so there's nothing I can do. She's not on my insurance and I'm not responsible for her."
"I know," Bernice said. "I was just hoping that maybe you could see it in your heart to talk to her for a little bit."
"Well, I guess I can, but I don't know what good it'll do," he said.
"Please, just come over and talk to her for a few minutes," Bernice begged. Tim thought for a minute before responding.
"Alright," he said. "I'll come over for a few minutes."
"Thank you so much," Bernice said. Tim drove to Bernice and George's house and was shocked to see how thin and frail Candy looked. She started coming toward him, but he waved her off. Saddened, she sat down and invited him to sit on the couch.
"You're looking good, Tim," she said. "Better than I remember. How are things going with you?"
"Good, Candy," he said. "New job, new friends, a new outlook on life. How are you doing?"
"Not well at all," she said. "You know that I'm HIV positive."
"That's what your mother said," he told her. "I'm sorry to hear that, but frankly, I'm not surprised. Do you know when you got infected?"
"I think it was one of the days I spent at Jake's," she said. "I had a lot of unprotected sex with several men that day."
"Does Jake know?" he asked. She shook her head.
"Not yet," she said. "I'll have to tell him so he can get tested as well."
"I'm sure he's not going to take it well," Tim said.
"No, probably not," she said. "Listen, Tim, I just wanted to apologize to you one last time and I was hoping maybe you could see it in your heart to forgive me for what I did to you. I realize now my actions have destroyed a lot of lives. I could have said 'no' at any time, but I didn't. I was stupid and greedy and I let my hormones overrule my rational mind. And now, I'm paying the price. I had the best husband and lover a girl could ever want, and I threw it all away for a big dick. I know you hate me and you have every right to, but I don't want to go to my grave without your forgiveness."
Tim considered her words carefully. This was the first time he could recall that she actually took responsibility for what she had done, and the first time that she acknowledged what her actions had done to others. Sure, he could continue hating her, but he recalled his sessions with Rose. Holding a grudge against Candy wouldn't help him move on. He nodded his head.
"Alright, Candy," he said. "I forgive you." She began crying as she sat in the chair. He thought about taking her in his arms, and began to stand up, but she waved him off.
"Thank you so much, Tim," she said through her tears. "That means more to me than you know. Listen, I want you to find a woman you can love and trust, marry her and have children with her. I'm done. I'm finished, but you have your whole life ahead of you, and you deserve to be happy."
"Thank you," he said. "I'll do that. And if you ever want to just talk, let me know, okay?" She nodded her head as she wiped the tears from her eyes.
"I will, Tim," she said. "Thank you for coming over and talking with me. I've missed you so much these last few months."
"I've missed the woman I married," Tim said calmly. "How are things with Jake and Mike, by the way?" She shook her head.
"Not good," she said. "He's gotten very abusive lately. He didn't take losing to you in court very well. You probably know his business has taken quite a hit lately."
"I've noticed," Tim said. "Has he hurt you? Physically?"
"Not yet, but he's very abrupt," she said.
"Do you want me to be with you when you tell him about your diagnosis?" Tim asked.
"No, but thanks for asking anyway," she said. "This is my responsibility and I need to handle it. You know, I keep thinking that if I had just told him to leave that first day at the camping trip we'd still be together."
"That's quite possible," Tim said. "But I have a feeling it would've happened at some point anyway. He'd been after you for quite a while."
"I think you're right," she said. "Listen, I'm getting really tired and I need to rest before I go back. Thank you for coming over. It really does mean more to me than you know."
"You're welcome, Candy," he said. "And remember, call me if you just want to talk or something, okay?" She nodded her head weakly.
"I will," she said. "Goodbye, Tim," she added. "Think of me every once in a while, okay?" He detected a bit of finality in her last statement and wondered if she intended to commit suicide.
"I will," he said. "Just don't do anything stupid, okay?" She smiled.
"I won't," she said. He stood and walked to the door. Bernice came over to him before he walked out.
"Thank you, Tim," she said, giving him a hug. "This means more to her than you know. And to me as well."
"You're welcome, Bernice," he said. "Keep an eye on her, okay?"
"I will," she said.
A couple weeks later, Tim was sitting on his couch, eating dinner and watching the evening news when he heard a report that caught his attention.
"The bodies of a local businessman, his son and a woman believed to be the man's lover were found earlier today, in what police believe was a double murder and suicide," the anchor said. "Jacob Hudson, President and founder of Hudson Consulting, along with his son and a woman whose identity has yet to be released, were found dead. According to authorities, all three were the victims of gunshot wounds. Police are investigating the incident and more details will be provided as they are released."
After recovering from his initial shock, Tim called Bernice. She was sobbing when she answered the phone.
"Bernice, what's going on?" he asked.
"We just got informed that Candy is dead," she said. "It looks like that bastard Jake shot her, then his own son and himself."
"Oh my God," Tim said. "I saw a report on the news and I was hoping it wasn't her. I'm so sorry."
"It's her," Bernice said.
"Do the police have any idea why it happened?" Tim asked.
"They're not 100 percent certain," she said. "But I'm pretty sure she told Jake about her HIV, and he lost it. They're doing autopsies on them now."
"I'm really sorry, Bernice," Tim said. "I want you to know I never wanted this to happen."
"I know, Tim," she said. "Candy made her own bed and paid the price. Still, it's hard to lose an only child like that. I'm just glad you were able to make peace with her. I like to think she's in a better place right now."
"Well, let me know if there's anything I can do," he said.
"Thank you, Tim," she said.
Candy's memorial service took place a couple weeks later, and Tim took time off to be there for her parents. According to the autopsies, both Jake and Mike were found to be HIV positive, along with Candy. From what police were able to piece together, Candy told Jake about her diagnosis and said they should get tested. When Jake and Mike learned they were also positive, the older Hudson shot her in the head, then his son, and finally shot himself.
Tim spent a few days mourning Candy's death, thinking back over the good years they had together. Then one day, out of the blue, he got a visit from Cynthia Stone, another rep who worked on his team.
"Hey, cowboy," she said. "You wanna join us for happy hour tonight? You look like you could use some company." Tim thought about it for just a moment. He almost turned her down, but then had second thoughts.
"What the hell," he said. "I could use some good company right about now. Sure, I'll join you."
"Well, then, come on down to the Hitchin' Post after work, okay?" she asked, smiling.
"I'll be there," he said. "Thanks for the invite." And so, the circle of life continues, he thought as she walked away. Then he heard a familiar female voice in the back of his mind.
"Go for it, big boy. She's got the hots for you," the voice said. Surprised, he looked around but saw no one. He felt a chill go up his spine for a moment. No, he thought to himself. That isn't possible. Or is it?
...
Note: For those who wish to nitpick (and you know who you are), I used some artistic license in the courtroom scene with Jake. Remember, this is fiction...
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Greg and Allie, Pt. 01: The Beginning
This is something just a bit different from many of my other stories. I realize I probably could have put this in any one of several different categories, but I chose to put it here. I hope you enjoy reading this as much as I enjoyed writing it.
As always, constructive comments are always welcome and appreciated. Please refer to my profile for more on my personal policy regarding comments, feedback, follows, etc. (Yes, I do moderate comments. Please remember, this is a work of fiction, meaning that it is not real in any way, shape, matter or form.
...
"Hey Smith, better get a move-on. Your flight's leaving pretty soon," the driver shouted from the hallway.
"Yeah, I'm coming," I shouted back as I grabbed my bags and looked around to make sure I got everything. Once I had double-checked everything, I was in the hallway of the dormitory I had called "home" for the last year, double-timing to catch up to Jenkins, one of the company drivers. Together, we walked at a brisk pace to the truck outside.
I stowed my gear in the back seat and climbed in the front, where Jenkins was waiting. Fortunately, he had already turned the air conditioner on and the cab was nice and cold -- an improvement over the hot air outside.
"Let's roll," Jenkins said as he put the truck in gear. I looked out the window as we headed for the airport. I had spent the last year here in Erbil, Iraq, working as an IT contractor for an international oil and gas company, and I was anxious to finally get back home.
When we got to the airport, Jenkins helped me get my bags out, and shook my hand.
"It's been a pleasure working with you, Smitty," he said as we shook hands. That's me, by the way. Greg Smith, "Smitty" to my close friends. "Good luck back in the world. You ever get bored with life, we'd love to have you back." I snickered as he said that. This had actually been my third trip to Iraq and my first as a civilian.
I went through all the security, had my passport stamped and finally got on the aircraft. Shortly thereafter, we took off and I closed my eyes wondering what awaited me at home. If it had been up to me, I would've been out of here a month ago after I learned my mother had been diagnosed with stage 4 pancreatic cancer. But she insisted that I stay and finish my contract.
"A man's word is his bond," my mother said. "If you can't keep your promises, then what good are ya?" That was just like her, I thought. I remembered that fateful Skype call just about a month ago like it was yesterday.
"We have good news and we have bad news," the doctor told us. "The bad news is your mother's got stage 4 pancreatic cancer. The good news is she's got 30 days to get her affairs in order."
"Damn," I said. "There's nothing you can do?"
"Other than try to keep her as comfortable as possible, no," the doctor said.
"Then maybe I should cut my contract short and come on back home," I said. That's when my mother piped up.
"Don't you dare," she said. "You've only got a month or less to go, so you finish what you started and then come home. I'll still be here. And if I need help, Allie is here and she can help me." Then she laid the line about a man's word being his bond.
But my world collapsed yesterday when Allie emailed to say Mom had passed away.
I guess to understand my story a little better, you probably need to know something about my family. My father, Irwin Smith, and my mother, Georgina, worked together in their own business for as long as I can remember. Dad was an architect and Mom was an interior designer. Together, they designed and built or remodeled custom homes. They were quite good at it and often reminded me of those HGTV programs where a husband and wife team designed and remodeled homes for people.
They did that until my second year in the Corps, when Dad was t-boned one night by a trucker who hit a patch of black ice on the road. The big rig slammed my Dad's pickup into a large tree. He was unconscious when they took him to the hospital and he never woke up.
Naturally, Mom was devastated, but her work ethic was such that she decided to finish the jobs they had pending, no matter what needed to be done. She hired an architect to complete the work my Dad had started and when those jobs were finished, she closed the business down. After that, she went into semi-retirement, writing blog posts about interior design.
The only remaining family member I have now is my sister, Allison, or Allie. She's eleven months younger than me, and she worked hard to complete her nurse's training several months early, taking summer courses while her classmates partied. When she finished her degree, she got a job at the local Memorial Hospital, working in the Emergency Room.
You'd never know we were siblings just by looking at us. I stand six foot two inches and weigh in at a muscular 200 pounds. Like my Dad, I have short dark hair and brown eyes. Allie, on the other hand, stands at five foot six inches and weighs somewhere around 125 pounds. Unlike the rest of us, she has long blonde hair and the deepest blue eyes you can imagine.
To the best of my knowledge, no one else in our family has blonde hair or blue eyes. Both our parents were only children, so there are no aunts, uncles or cousins, and our grandparents, who have been dead for a while, all had dark hair and brown eyes. I don't know where Allie got her blonde hair or blue eyes from, but it never mattered to any of us.
I enlisted in the Marine Corps straight out of high school. I was fortunate enough to get the MOS, or military occupational specialty, I wanted -- 0651, Cyber Network Operator, what the Corps used to call a data network specialist. That fit perfectly with my plans. I wanted to get as much training and certifications as I could, then start up my own IT consulting firm after I got out.
While I was stationed stateside, I attended college in my off-duty hours and got as many certifications as I possibly could. Two tours in Iraq, however, put a kink in my college education, and when I got out, I was "this close" to getting my degree. So I went to college using my benefits and finished my degree.
After that, I was offered an overseas contract job that paid exceptionally well, so I took it. The plan at that time was to take the money I earned from that job, combine it with some of what my Dad left me and start my own firm. Mom said I could take over the loft she and Dad used for their business to get started, and she also promised to help me get my books set up.
Keep in mind that our family has always been very close-knit, so I had no problem whatsoever learning business tricks from my mother -- she took care of the bookkeeping for her and Dad's business and was very successful at it, so I figured it would be best to learn from someone who knows what they're doing.
Right now, though, my thoughts turned to Allie. We had always been close. Oh, sure, we squabbled and argued like siblings generally do when we were younger, but we always made up afterward. A few things leaped out at me, though. In our last weekly Skype call, Mom said something to me that I thought rather odd.
"I want you to know that I'm very proud of you, son," she said. "I know your Dad would be proud of you as well. I just want you to promise me one thing."
"What's that, Mom?" I asked.
"Promise me you'll always be there for Allie," she said. "She's a very special girl and she's going to need you now more than ever." I already knew she was a special person. When Mom got sick, Allie sold her condo and moved back into the house to help take care of her. I knew it was hard for her to give up her personal space like that, but that's the kind of person she is.
"Of course, Mom," I said. I thought that odd, especially since I always looked out for her. I was your typical "big brother" type when it came to Allie. God help the sonofabitch who might want to hurt her, as more than one asshole found out the hard way.
"Is there something I need to know?" I asked.
"Well, yes, but it can wait until you get home," she said. "There's some things I need to show you."
"Like what?" I asked. Now she had me worried. Did Allie have some kind of medical condition?
"You'll see, dear," she said. I knew better than to press the issue. Once Mom's mind was made up about something, there was no changing it. But my curiosity had been piqued. Sitting back in my seat, I recalled my relationship with Allie.
I guess you could say that we were pretty much like any other siblings growing up. By the time I was in my senior year of high school, we were more like best friends than brother and sister. We shared secrets that we would never share with anyone else, and talked about practically everything. We discussed our hopes and dreams, talked about the people we dated, even shared our fears with each other.
I trusted Allie, and always felt comfortable talking to her about anything. I'm pretty sure she felt the same way about me. The day I left home for boot camp, we shared a tearful goodbye and wrote each other nearly every day.
I didn't get a chance to see her much after that. We did see each other a few times when I came home for leave, but that was it. I finished my training and was deployed to Iraq for the first time, and by then, she had graduated from high school and was on her way to college upstate. We kept in touch as best we could under the circumstances during that first deployment, but it wasn't easy.
I missed her when I came home for leave after that deployment, as she was still in school and couldn't get away. Still, we kept in touch through Skype and email. I couldn't get over how much she had changed in that one year. She had blossomed and developed into a beautiful woman and I knew it wouldn't be long before she was breaking hearts. Whoever managed to land her would be one lucky fella, provided he passed the "big brother" test, of course.
As luck would have it, her schedule and my deployments conspired to keep us apart for the majority of my time in the service. I was shocked when I first saw her after I got out of the service.
"My God, girl, you've turned into a real woman," I said, taking her in. "Alright, what'd you do with my sister? Where is she?" I joked.
"Right here, you brat," she said, slapping my arm as she laughed. "Ooh, is that a muscle I felt?" she joked back. She squeezed my arm a few times before continuing. "I guess it is. Maybe the Marines turned you into a real man after all."
"Oh, trying humor, are you?" I said in response. She giggled as she poked me in my side.
"Watch it," she said. "You may be a big bad-ass Marine now, but I know where you're ticklish." I laughed, remembering the tickle-fights we used to have when we were younger.
"Speaking of men," I said. "Have you managed to find Mr. Right yet?" She shook her head.
"Nope," she said. "I haven't even found Mr. Right Now."
"Really?" I asked. "I figured you'd be married to some rich doctor by now."
"Nah," she said. "I'm looking for a real man, and so far, no one I've met has made the grade yet. How about you?"
"I've dated some, but I haven't met anyone I'd like to settle down with," I said. "Besides, I've seen too many guys get divorced. Marriage and the Corps don't seem to mix very well."
"That's too bad," she said. "I think you'd make a great husband for some lucky woman."
"Thanks," I said. "Maybe one day." I fondly remembered that first day back home. Our home was a testament to my parents' hard work. It sat in the middle of a five-acre plot and had three levels. The bottom level was actually a full-size day basement that opened into the back yard, which contained a swimming pool and a large area where we used to hold barbecues.
That's where we spent most of our time. Dad built a game room and a home theater in that part of the house, and brought in a pool table, a Foosball table and some pinball machines. I had a lot of fond memories of us all gathering there to play games or watch movies.
The ground floor contained a large formal living room where my parents entertained guests. It also included a spacious kitchen, a formal dining room and a breakfast nook. The bedrooms were all on the top floor.
Originally, the place had four bedrooms with a bathroom in the hallway. When Allie and I turned 13, Mom and Dad decided to remodel the entire top floor. By the time they were finished, there were three large bedrooms complete with their own bathrooms. My parents decided that would give each of us our own space and preclude lines at the bathroom. My room, or suite, overlooked the back yard and Allie's faced the front yard. The master suite took up most of one end of the top floor.
That first night back home, Allie, Mom and I celebrated with a large meaty lasagna dripping with cheese and laden with mushrooms. That was my favorite and I loved eating Mom's lasagna. I was surprised when Mom said Allie had made this lasagna.
"My compliments to the chef," I said, prompting her to smile.
"Thank you, kind sir," Allie said. "You know what they say. The way to a man's heart is through his stomach." I thought that to be a rather odd thing to tell one's brother, but said nothing.
"So," Mom said. "What are your plans now that you're back home?"
"Well, I'm planning on going back to college," I said. "I have my veterans benefits and I have about a year to go before I finish my degree. I've been thinking about starting my own IT firm after college." Mom nodded her head in approval.
"That sounds like a very good idea," she said. "Believe me, there's nothing like being your own boss. Granted, the risks are higher, but I think the rewards can be much greater in the long run. If you'd like, I can help you put together a business plan and when you're ready, I'd be more than happy to help you get things set up."
"Yeah, I'd like that," I told her.
"Meanwhile, you can set up in the loft if you want," she said. "It's empty now so you can set it up any way you want. The only thing you can't do is use it as a retail space. We're not zoned for that and the city wouldn't like it."
"That's not a problem," I said. "These days a lot of IT work is done remotely. But it would be nice to have a place to work on equipment."
"And of course, you're welcome to stay here if you want, for as long as you need," Mom said. "I promise to respect your privacy. You can even entertain some of your friends here if you want."
"Thanks again, Mom," I said. "That'll help me save some money, but you don't need to worry about parties. I'll probably be too busy with my studies for that. Besides, I've never been much of a party animal anyway."
A couple days later, Allie invited me to her condo for dinner. I was surprised when I arrived. The complex she lived in was gated and looked to be quite luxurious. Her condo was a one bedroom unit on the top floor and was very spacious.
"Wow, you can afford this on a nurse's salary?" I asked as I looked around. "I'm in the wrong business." Allie had prepared a meat loaf with mashed potatoes, gravy and green beans, another of my favorites. She topped that off with ice cream and a homemade apple pie. I was stuffed by the time I pulled back from the table.
"You're getting to be quite the cook," I said. "That was delicious. Thank you."
"You're welcome," she said. "It's the least I can do for one of our veterans." We settled in the living room, where we watched television and talked about various things over a bottle of wine. I realized I was just a bit too buzzed to drive back home, so Allie insisted I stay the night.
"The couch pulls out into a nice bed, so you can stay here," she said. "I don't want you to get hurt driving drunk."
"That's probably a good idea," I said as she pulled out the bed. It turned out to be more comfortable that I thought and I was asleep in no time. After tucking me in, she planted a kiss on my cheek.
"Good night," she said. "Welcome home."
"Good night," I said before falling asleep. The next morning, she made breakfast and I headed back to the house as she went to work. That became something of a weekly ritual and I found myself looking forward to it.
I went back to school, burying myself in my studies. On the days I had no classes, I worked in the loft to set it up for my business. I repainted the walls, ran network cables, and built a bench so I could have a place to work on equipment. I purchased a couple of racks and began setting up a small server farm.
True to her word, Mom helped me formulate a business plan and put me in touch with the accountant she and Dad used when they had their business. With Mom's help, I set up a limited liability corporation, or LLC, and got a crash course in business accounting and bookkeeping. She suggested I take a couple of courses in business law and accounting, so I signed up for them during my next semester.
I was pretty busy with all this and didn't really have a whole lot of time for dating. I did, however, meet a girl in one of my classes and asked her out. I told Allie during our weekly dinner, and her response surprised me.
"I met someone at school the other day," I said over dinner.
"Oh?" she asked quietly. "Have you asked her out?"
"Yeah," I said. "We're planning to go have dinner, then grab some drinks at that night club over on Main Street, maybe do some dancing." For a moment, I thought Allie was about to start crying. "Are you okay?" I asked.
"Yeah, I'm fine," she said, brushing a tear from her eye. "I'm... glad... to hear you've met someone. Do you think it'll develop into something serious?" I shrugged my shoulders.
"I don't know," I said. "I just met her. I don't even know that much about her."
"Oh," she said quietly. "That club you're going to, is that the Flatliner?"
"Yeah, I think that's what it's called," I said. "I've never been there, but Sue -- that's her name -- said she's been there a lot and really likes it."
"I've heard things about that place," Allie said. "Be careful, okay?"
"Yeah, sure," I said. "What kind of things?"
"Well, from what I've heard, it's a real meat market, if you know what I mean," she said. "I'd hate to see you get hurt."
"I can handle myself," I said. "I spent four years in the Marines, you know."
"I know," she said. "I'm just concerned for you."
"I appreciate that," I said. "So, what about you? Aren't you dating anyone?" She shook her head.
"No, not right now," she said.
"Have you met anyone?" I asked.
"Yeah, but I haven't said anything to him yet," she said.
"Why not?" I asked.
"It's... complicated," she answered. "I don't want to get into it right now. I just don't think he'd understand how I feel about him."
"You'll never know if you don't say anything," I said. "Don't you think you owe it to him to let him know? Maybe he feels the same way about you."
"Maybe you're right," she said. "I'll think about it."
"How well do you know this guy?" I asked. "Is he someone who works at the hospital?"
"I've known him for years," she said. "And no, he doesn't work at the hospital, so I don't get to see him as often as I'd like."
"Do you love this guy?" I asked. She smiled and nodded her head.
"Yeah, I do," she said. "More than anything."
"Why don't you say something to him?" I asked.
"I'm afraid he'll think bad of me and reject me," she said.
"Well, if he does, you let me know and I'll go set him straight," I said. "No one rejects my little sister like that."
"Always the big brother, huh?" she asked with a smile.
"That's what I'm here for," I said.
My date with Sue didn't go very well -- at all. I picked her up at her apartment and complimented her on her dress, which was fairly short and accentuated all of her curves. We went out for dinner and enjoyed a nice steak, then headed for the Flatliner. That's when things went to shit.



We were there for about an hour when it happened. I excused myself to visit the men's room and when I came back, she was gone. I looked around and saw her on the dance floor with a guy who looked to be somewhat younger than me. I watched them dance for a while, then I saw them head out the back door.
I followed them outside and saw them in a dark corner. She had her arms around his neck and was kissing him vigorously as his hands crept up her short skirt. As I watched, he lifted her skirt up around her waist and put his hands on her nearly naked ass. As they kissed, he ground her into his crotch. I could hear her moan from where I stood and knew where it would finally lead. When they broke apart, I stepped back inside and waited for them by the door.
"Hello, Sue," I said when they came inside. "I didn't see you when I came back from the men's room, but I see you've managed to occupy yourself." She looked embarrassed for a moment.
"I'm sorry, Greg," she said. "This is Richard, my fiance. We had a fight and broke up before you asked me out but we've gotten back together. If you don't mind, I'd like to stay with him for the evening."
"Well, I hope you have a nice life, Sue," I said. "Good luck, both of you. Now if you'll excuse me, I'll be leaving. Good night." I turned and left the club, more humiliated than I had ever been in my life. I got in my car and headed out.
On the way, I realized that Allie's condo was close by. I felt like I needed to talk to someone, and figured she was the best choice, so I went. I buzzed her condo from the gate and entered the grounds. When I got to her door, she was waiting for me, wearing a short robe.
"Are you alright?" she asked. "I thought you had a big date with Sue. What happened?"
"Well, Sue met up with her fiance and decided to finish the night with him," I said. "I'm sorry if I'm imposing. If you'd rather, I can leave and go back home. I just needed someone to talk to."
"It's no imposition," she said. "You've been drinking and I'd rather you stay here tonight. Let me grab your pajamas and you go get changed." I nodded my head and went into her bathroom. She handed me a folded set of pajamas that I had left from a previous visit and I changed. When I came back out of the bathroom, she handed me a cup of chamomile tea and guided me to the bed she had pulled out in her living room.
I sat down and drank the tea, then laid back on the bed. To my surprise, she climbed on with me and put her arm around me. I told her what happened that night and what led me to come visit her.
"I'm so sorry to hear that. And I'm glad you felt like you could come to me," she said. "You want me to go scratch her eyes out and call her a whore and a bitch?" I chuckled at that, but the truth was, I could see her actually doing it.
"She probably is a whore and a bitch," I said. "But I'm glad I found out now instead of later. I've never been so humiliated in my entire life."
"She doesn't deserve you," Allie said. "And yes, it's good you found out now. Try to get some sleep and things will be better in the morning, okay?"
"Okay," I said. "Thanks for putting up with me."
"Any time," she said. Allie put her head on my shoulder and before I knew it, I had fallen asleep. She was still there when I woke up the next morning. I went into the bathroom and did my usual morning routine and put my clothes back on. She was in the kitchen making coffee when I came back out.
"Good morning," she said when she turned around.
"Good morning," I answered. "Thanks for giving me a shoulder to cry on last night."
"Anytime," she said. "Here, have some breakfast. What's on your plate today?"
"I'll be working in the loft," I said. "I have some servers I need to finish setting up. What about you?"
"I have to go to work today," she said. We sat and ate our breakfast and talked about what happened the previous night.
"You know, you're going to make some lucky man very happy one of these days," I said when I finished.
"I hope so," she said with a slight smile. "Listen, you know you're welcome to bunk here any time you want, got it?" I nodded my head.
"Got it," I said. "Thanks again."
I buried myself in my studies from that point on, not wanting to experience another episode like that again. I continued to visit Allie and we spent time talking, eating, watching movies or playing cards. After about six months, I had completed my degree and graduated. Mom and Allie were both there and we celebrated the event with a steak and lobster dinner at an expensive restaurant.
A week later, I was offered the contract job in Iraq. I spoke with Mom after I accepted and told her about it.
"Well, it would certainly give you a lot of experience and the money would help get you started," she said. "When do you leave?"
"In three days," I said. "I've already got my passport and I just need to get a few things updated, but other than that, I'm good to go."
"Have you talked to Allie yet?"
"Not yet," I said. "I was planning on talking to her about it tonight."
"You know, she had a very difficult time when you were gone before," Mom said.
"No, I didn't know that," I said. "This is different, though. I won't be in a combat situation."
"Still, that's a very dangerous part of the world right now," Mom said. "She's going to be very worried about you. So am I, for that matter, but I know you can handle yourself."
"Will you be okay with me gone?" I asked.
"I'll be fine," she said. "I've managed to get along just fine since your dad passed away. And if I need anything, Allie will help." As promised, I told Allie about the job that night.
"And you'll be gone for another year?" she asked. I nodded my head.
"Yeah," I said. "But this time will be different. I won't be in a combat situation."
"But you could still get hurt," she said.
"They have security people over there. I'll be okay," I said.
"I hope so," she said. "I couldn't handle it if something ever happened to you." I put my arms around her as she began to tear up. "Promise me you'll come back to me."
"I promise," I said. "I'll be just fine. You'll see." We spent the rest of the night watching television as we laid on her pull-out bed. As usual, I was in my pajamas and she had donned a long t-shirt. I didn't know if she had anything on under it, but I could see her hard nipples threatening to pop through the shirt. Allie wrapped her arm around me and nuzzled close.
"I'm going to miss this," she said quietly.
"Yeah, me too," I said.
"Can I ask you a personal question?" she asked.
"Sure," I said. "Anything."
"Do you think I'm pretty?" she asked. I thought that was an odd question, but answered anyway.
"Of course," I said. "I've always thought you were pretty."
"You're not just saying that because you're my brother?" she asked.
"No," I said. "Have you ever known me to do something like that?"
"No," she said. "Would you be attracted to me if we weren't brother and sister?" she asked nervously. Where is this going, I asked myself.
"Yeah, I could see that happening," I said. "I've told you before that I think you'd make some lucky man very happy and I mean it."
"But what if you were that lucky man?" she asked. I looked at her confused. "Pretend you don't know me for a minute, okay? What if you saw me out somewhere by myself. Would you be tempted to ask me out?"
"Truthfully, yes," I told her.
"Would you be tempted to kiss me?" she asked with a smile on her face.
"If we weren't brother and sister, yes," I said truthfully.
"Would you take me in your arms and make mad passionate love to me?" she asked. I could sense that she was getting excited by this little game and wondered where she has heading with it. Looking down, I she had placed a hand at her crotch with one finger under her t-shirt and wondered if she was actually masturbating in front of me. I found my body responding to this and quickly adjusted myself -- the last thing I wanted was for her to see me excited.
"I'm not sure this is appropriate," I said. She laughed before replying.
"I'm just playing pretend, okay?" she said. "We've played pretend before."
"Yeah, but never like this," I said. "What's this all about, anyway?"
"I'm just curious," she said. "You want to know the real reason I don't go out on dates?"
"Yeah," I said.
"Because, I always end up comparing the guys who ask me out to you," she said. "And they just don't cut it."
"I'm flattered," I said.
"I have a confession to make to you," she said.
"What's that?" I asked.
"I was jealous when you told me about your date with Sue," she said. "A part of me hoped it wouldn't go well. I'm sorry. I don't ever want to see you hurt by anyone, but a part of me hurt when you went out with her."
"Wow," I said. "I didn't see that coming."
"I hope you're not angry with me," she said.
"No, I'm not," I told her. "I just never expected anything like this."
"That night when you were here with me, holding me in your arms, I dreamed about you making love to me," she said. "Please don't be angry, but I haven't been able to get that out of my head."
"I'm not angry," I said. "But I'm not into incest. That's just wrong. On so many levels."
"I know," she said. "And I agree. But in my dream, we weren't related."
"Tell me more about this dream," I said.
"Well, it's pretty straightforward. You and I were naked, in bed," she said. "And we were making love to each other. You even brought me off with your tongue and I did the same to you." We had talked about sex before, but those discussions were always about dates we'd had with other people or things we had seen or read online.
"Wow," I said. "That must've been some dream."
"But you wanna know the best part of the dream?" she asked.
"What?" I responded.
"Afterward, you held me in your arms, told me you loved me, then kissed me," she said. "That's when I saw it."
"Saw what?" I asked.
"A wedding ring on your finger," she said. "And in my dream, I knew it was the ring I put on your finger." It would be an understatement to say I was shocked.
"And you've had this on your mind ever since?" I asked. She nodded her head.
"Yeah," she said. "I've even brought myself off a few times thinking about it since then."
"You masturbated to that dream?" I asked, even more shocked. The last thing I could ever imagine was my sister masturbating. She smiled and nodded her head.
"Yeah," she said. "I sometimes lay in bed naked and fuck myself silly thinking about it. I've even had to change my sheets a time or two."
"Now that's just TMI -- too much information," I said. She laughed.
"I can't help it," she said. "I'm a normal adult woman, so yeah, I have fantasies and sometimes I use them to, you know, help relieve myself. I even have a few dildos I use as well. You want me to show you?" I held up my hand.
"Thanks, but no thanks," I said.
"I hope you're not upset with me, or think bad of me," she said.
"No, I'm not upset and I could never think ill of you," I said. "I just never imagined we would ever have a discussion like this."
"To be honest, neither did I," she said. "But I just wondered how close my dream was to reality."
"Well, since we are related, I don't ever see us getting married or having sex," I said. "But if we weren't related, well, that might be a different story." She smiled and planted a soft kiss on my lips.
"Since you're going to leave in a couple days, would you mind if I slept here with you tonight?" she asked. "I'm going to miss you so much and I just want to have something to remember you by. I promise I'll be good."
"Okay," I said after giving it a bit of thought. We climbed under the covers and I held her in my arms as she put one bare leg over my pajamas. Strangely enough, I felt quite comfortable with her like this.
"Goodnight, Greg," she said, giving me another kiss.
"Goodnight, Allie," I said, returning her kiss.
The day I left for Iraq, Mom and Allie drove me to the airport and went with me as I checked in. When it was time for me to go through security, we said our goodbyes. Mom hugged me and kissed me on the cheek, wishing me well, then Allie hugged me tight and kissed on the cheek. Then she leaned into my ear.
"I love you, Greg Smith," she whispered. "Please come home to me."
"I love you too, Allie," I whispered back, giving her one last hug.
...
I woke with a start as the plane began its descent. Following the flight attendant's directions, I brought my seat into the upright position and double-checked my seat belt. When the plane came to a full stop, I got up and deplaned with everyone else.
After going through all the security and customs checkpoints, I headed for the baggage claim. I grabbed my bags and made my way to the terminal where Allie was waiting for me. I spotted her in the terminal before she saw me and I couldn't help but think that she had gotten even more beautiful over the last year.
Her face lit up as she saw me, and she ran to me, her arms spread wide. She wrapped her arms around me and smothered my face with kisses. Anyone watching would think we were long lost lovers.
"Thank God you came back to me, Greg," she cried. "I've missed you so much!"
"I've missed you too," I said, returning her hug.
"Come on, let's get home," she said, grabbing my hand. I followed her to the car and put my bags in the back seat. She was already in the driver's seat and was starting the car when I got inside.
"How are you holding up?" I asked.
"It's been miserable," she said. "Fortunately, Mom got all of her affairs in order. The funeral is tomorrow afternoon at 1:00, so we need to get you a suit. I hope you don't mind, but I put you down as a pall bearer."
"No, of course not," I said. "The funeral is tomorrow afternoon? That's pretty fast, isn't it?" She nodded her head.
"Yeah, but thanks to her planning, the funeral home was prepared for it," Allie said. "You know how Mom liked to plan everything out."
"Tell me about it," I said.
"We also have an appointment to see her attorney on Monday," she said.
"Were you able to get time off for all this?" I asked. She nodded her head.
"Yeah, I'm on bereavement leave, so I'm off until Wednesday," she said. The next two days were a blur. After we got home, I put my things away and Allie took me down to buy a new suit, since all the suits I had were too small and out of style.
There wasn't time to get it tailored, so we bought one off the rack that seemed to fit the best. Fortunately, Allie was there, and helped me select something suitable. Then we went to the funeral home where the viewing was taking place.
As we walked in, a number of people expressed their condolences, which we graciously accepted. I finally made my way to Mom's casket and looked down at her. She seemed so peaceful laying there. The funeral home did an excellent job on her, dressing her in a classy black dress, her hands folded neatly on her chest.
Tears began falling down my cheeks, and I fought to make them stop. I didn't want anyone here to see me cry. That would come later. Allie came to me and put her arm around me.
"It's okay," she said. I nodded my head, saying nothing. Finally, everyone left and we went home.
"I've got some meatloaf in the fridge if that's okay," she said.
"Yeah, that's fine," I told her. We ate at the dinner table in silence, each of us immersed in our own memories of our mother. When we finished, we went downstairs and tried to relax in the theater, but to no avail.
"Thank you for all of your help," I told Allie. "I know it wasn't easy for you, and I appreciate it more than you know."
"You're welcome," she said. "I was happy to do it. You have no idea how much she and Dad meant to me."
"You know, I never got a chance to say goodbye," I said. I couldn't help it. The tears poured out of my eyes as I sobbed on the couch. Allie wrapped her arms around me and kissed my face.
"It's alright, sweetie," she said. "Mom knows how much you love her. She was so proud of you. Believe me, she understood that you had to finish your contract. You know how she felt about that kind of thing." I nodded my head.
"I know, believe me," I said. "The last time I talked to her, she told me in no uncertain terms not to break my contract. I just wish I could've been here to see her one last time. Now, I'll never get to talk to her again."
"Neither will I," she said. "I learned a lot from her as well." We hugged each other as we both mourned Mom's passing. After we calmed down, I looked at Allie and remembered something Dad told me after I finished boot camp.
"You know, Dad was right," I said.
"What's that?" she asked.
"He once told me the day would come when it would just be the two of us," I said. "We're all that's left of our family. Do you realize that?" She nodded her head.
"I know," she said. "That means we need to stick together more than ever. And no more trips overseas. You got that? I can't go through that again."
"I got it," I said. "I promise, no more trips overseas. From now on, I'll be right here."
"You'd better be," she said.
"So, what do we do now?" I asked.
"We move on, one day at a time," she said. "We get some sleep tonight, do the funeral tomorrow, then go see the lawyer on Monday."
"Place isn't going to be the same without her here," I said.
"No, it's not," she said. "I guess we'll just have to make some new memories, won't we?" I nodded my head and looked around the place. We spent the next hour or so, talking about old times and the fun we all had here as a family. That caused both of us to start crying again. After we settled down again, I looked at the time.
"I don't know about you, but I'm wiped," I said. "It's been a long day, and tomorrow's going to be even longer."
"I'm wiped as well," she said. We headed upstairs to our respective rooms and went to bed. The next day, we woke up fairly late, grabbed some breakfast and began preparing for Mom's funeral. The funeral home asked us to be there an hour early, which meant we had to leave the house at 11:30.
We got there on time to find that some people had already started showing up. We greeted everyone as they came in, and graciously accepted all the cards, flowers and condolences. I had no idea Mom was so well liked, but I wasn't surprised. She had made a number of friends through her business over the years and most of them had stayed in touch with her.
The service was quite nice, and we enjoyed the pastor's short message of love and forgiveness. The funeral director asked if I wanted to say a few words, and I accepted after giving it some thought. I got up, not knowing exactly what I would say, but as I looked at her face in the casket, it came to me. I looked at the crowd and was a bit nervous.
"Mom," I began. "I wasn't able to be here to tell you goodbye and I never got a chance to express how much I love and appreciate you. You taught me what it is to be a man. You encouraged me to be the best I can be and you supported everything I ever did, offering to help when and where you could. You respected me enough to let me make my own mistakes and loved me enough to help pick me up and point me in the direction I needed to go. I want you to know I love you with all my heart, and I miss you so very much. I promise you I will do everything in my power to be the man you raised me to be. Thank you, Mom. I love you."
With that, I sat down, tears falling down my face. Allie was crying as well, and I noticed a few others wiping tears from their face.
After the service, we loaded her casket into the hearse and headed to the cemetery. The ceremony there was short and sweet, just the way Mom would have wanted it. Her casket was lowered into the ground, in a space next to Dad. When the ceremony was over, everyone came by and wished us well. We thanked them for coming.



Albert Silverman, Mom's attorney, was one of the last to see us. He handed me a card and reminded us to stop by his office first thing Monday morning.
"I'm usually there at 8:00 in the morning," he said.
"Thanks," I said. "We'll be there."
Allie and I waited until everyone else had left, then went home, where we finished up the meatloaf and spent another evening on the couch watching television. We both agreed to watch something that would make us laugh and take our minds off the funeral, so we watched an old Bill Murray comedy. After the movie was over, we headed to bed.
The next morning, we had breakfast and I went back to my room to take a shower and get dressed. I thought about spending the day relaxing, perhaps going through the loft to see what might need to be done there.
After my shower, I dried myself off, then wrapped the towel around my waist and went into my room to get dressed. As I stood at my dresser, I heard a wolf whistle from the door to my room. Surprised, I turned around and saw Allie, completely naked, standing in the doorway, her hands on the door jamb over her head, her delicate feet spread shoulder width. Her pussy was shaved bare and I could see her lips slightly protruding.
"Good God, girl," I exclaimed. "Go put some clothes on, willya?"
"Why?" she said. "I'm a big girl. I like being naked. What's the matter? Haven't you ever seen a naked woman before?"
"Well yeah," I stammered. "But..."
"But what?" she asked. I took in her body and my manhood began to respond. I couldn't help it. It had been a long time since I had gotten laid, and here was my sister, shamelessly naked, walking into my room. It didn't help that she was quite possibly the sexiest and most beautiful woman I had ever seen. "We're brother and sister? Is that what you were going to say?"
"Well, yeah," I said. She chuckled as she approached me.
"So, now that you've seen mine, maybe you can show me yours," she said with a wicked smile, running her hands over her B-cup breasts. "I hope you like that I keep my pussy shaved. I had a feeling you might, and I certainly love the way it feels."
"But... but," I stammered, not certain how to deal with this situation. By now, she was right in front of me.
"C'mon," she said. "Let me have a peek, please? You haven't got anything I haven't seen before. I'm a nurse, remember? I've seen all kinds of cocks. Big ones, little one, fat ones, skinny ones. Even micro-dicks. So, what kind of a dick do you have? Hmmm?" She was teasing me now and I had a feeling I knew what was coming next. I held on to my towel as tight as I could, but it didn't work.
Quick as a flash, she reached out with her hands and began tickling me. That's the problem with trying to deal with someone who knew how to get the best of you in a tickle-fight. Before I knew it, she had the towel out of my hands and had tossed it on the bed.
"Oh my," she said, looking at my hardening cock. "Maybe I spoke too soon. I don't think I've ever seen a cock as perfect as this one. It's so nice and big and warm," she added, taking it in her hand. "Can I have a taste? Please? Just one little taste? I'll let you taste me if you want." She put one finger to my lips and I could smell her arousal as she worked her finger into my mouth.
She began stroking my cock, gently, making it grow even bigger and harder. I knew if this didn't stop soon, I would end up ejaculating all over her hand. Her eyes grew wide as did her smile. She leaned in even closer to me and pressed her bare flesh against mine.
"Oh my God," I moaned as she stroked my hardening cock.
"You like that, sweetie?" she asked. "Maybe you'd like to stick this monster inside my wet little pussy." She guided me between her legs and I could feel her moisture as she slid herself along the length of my cock. "Wouldn't you just love to fuck your sister's pussy right now?"
"Allie," I started to protest, but she cut me off.
"No, no," she said. "I'm not letting you go. I know you'd love to stick your big cock inside me and fuck me full of your cum, wouldn't you? Admit it."
"Allie, please, this isn't right," I said. She stopped and looked at me with a slight smile.
"Because we're brother and sister?" she asked.
"Yes," I said.
"Are you sure about that?" she asked in response.
"Well, yeah," I said. She stepped back and beckoned me to follow her with her finger. I grabbed the towel off my bed and wrapped it around me, then followed her into the master bedroom. She opened one of Mom's dresser drawers and pulled out a large manila envelope.
"Maybe you should take a look at this," she said, handing me the envelope. I looked at it and saw it was addressed to me in Mom's handwriting. I opened the envelope and saw some folded documents along with a DVD.
The first document I saw was a birth certificate for one Allison Marie Smith -- Allie. Her parents were listed as Marcus and Freida Smith, not Irwin and Georgina. What the hell, I asked myself. The next document I pulled out showed that Irwin and Georgina Smith -- my parents -- had become Allie's legal guardians about ten months after her birth. Attached to that was a notarized letter of consent signed by both couples.
Another document showed DNA test results proving that Allie and I were not related by blood. There were also some photographs. One of them showed a sandy-haired man with a blonde woman holding a young baby. The woman had an uncanny resemblance to Allie. I looked on the back and saw an inscription -- Marcus, Freida and Allison. Another photo showed the same couple with my parents, apparently while they were on vacation.
Then I saw an old newspaper article. According to the article, Marcus and Freida were shot and killed in a random drive-by shooting. The shooters were never found.
"What's the meaning of all this?" I asked Allie. She sat on the bed and patted the space next to her.
"Sit down and I'll explain," she said. I sat and waited for her explanation.
"Mom explains this in the video on the DVD in that package, but here it is in a nutshell. I am the daughter of Marcus and Freida Smith," she began. "They and your birth parents were long-time friends and made an agreement to care for the child of the other couple should something ever happen. My birth parents were killed in a random drive-by shooting when I was just six months old. Your birth parents took me in, filed for and got legal guardianship of me and raised me as their own.
"As far as you or anyone else knew, I was their child -- your younger sister. They raised me, loved and cared for me just as if they had brought me into the world themselves. According to the agreement they signed, I was not adopted. They wanted to make sure that when the time came, I would get my full inheritance plus whatever interest might accrue over the years. From what Mom told me, I think they also anticipated the possibility that you and I might develop a relationship with each other.
"I was never aware of any of this until after I turned 18, when the guardianship legally ended. That was something else they each agreed to. By then, you were already in the service. By the time I graduated from high school, that inheritance had grown considerably. That's what paid for my college and I used it to buy my condo. Trust me, I don't have to work if I don't want to," she said.
"And you've known about this for what, four or five years now?" I asked.
"Yes," she said.
"Why didn't you tell me about this?" I asked her.
"Mom wanted to tell you herself," Allie said. "She wasn't quite sure how to do it, I think, partly because of the way I reacted when they first told me. Then Dad was killed and you were overseas. It just never happened."
"It must've been hard on you to learn all this," I said.
"It was. Imagine, going through life with a functioning family and suddenly learning your parents aren't really your parents and your big brother really isn't your big brother," she said. "I was hurt. Devastated. I felt like I was all alone in the world. My whole life was a lie. Mom and Dad -- and yes, I think of them as my parents since they're the only parents I've ever known -- were very patient and loving. God knows they had to be to put up with what I did.
"They let me stew, yell, scream, cry, whatever it took to get it out of my system. When I finally got coherent, they patiently explained everything to me. I went through several months of counseling and finally came to terms with it," she said.
"So that's why you asked me if I could fall in love with you if we weren't brother and sister?" I asked.
"Yes," she said. "Mom and Dad were actually pretty smart when they raised us. I grew up loving and respecting you. You were my big brother -- my ideal man. After I finally accepted all this, it just came together for me. I realized I had been in love with you my whole life."
"Was Mom aware of all this?" I asked.
"Yes," Allie said. "We've had a lot of very frank discussions about it over the years. I've learned a lot from her, and not just how to cook." She laughed before continuing. "Some of the stories she told me about her and Dad were pretty hot, let me tell you." I laughed at that.
"Yeah, they always seemed very happy together," I said.
"Yes, they were," she said. "And she shared a lot of her secrets with me."
"And this, running around naked and all, is this for real?" I asked.
"Yes, it is," she said. "I've always been something of an exhibitionist."
"What about that stuff you said in my room? Where did that come from?" I asked.
"That was just me being naughty," she said. "I hope you don't mind. I thought it was kinda exciting."
"Well, you sure had me going for a while," I said.
"I just hope you don't hate me for what I did, coming on to you like that," she said. "It's been a few years since I've been with a man, and when I saw you I just couldn't help myself." I put an arm around her and held her close to me.
"I've known you and loved you my whole life, Allie," I said. "I could never hate you." Tears fell from her eyes as she kissed me.
"I love you more than you'll ever know, Greg," she said.
"I love you, too, my dear sweet Allie," I said, kissing her back. This time, it felt so right.
"Listen, why don't you go watch Mom's video now," she said. "I'll be right outside. We can talk more when you're finished. Or do other things, if you want." I nodded my head.
"Yeah, that sounds like a good idea," I said. Then it hit me what she said. "Wait, you're going out back like this?" She smiled and nodded her head.
"Yeah," she said. "It's okay. No one will see. What do you think the privacy fencing and tall trees were put in for?" I looked at her, shocked. She laughed. "That was Mom's idea. She had Dad do that years ago."
"Oh my God," I said, chuckling. "You're gonna have to tell me about that some day."
"I will," she said, standing up. I followed suit and went into my room with the envelope. Allie went downstairs and into the back yard. I pulled out the DVD, put it into my laptop and started the video. I nearly broke down when I saw my mother's face. She didn't look well at all, and I knew she was extremely weak from the cancer.
"Greg, my beautiful boy," she said with a smile. "I had hoped to talk to you before, well, you know. First off, I want to apologize for not being there to help you with your business. I know you'll do well. You're so much like your father it isn't even funny.
"Second, I can't tell you how proud I am of you. You've grown into a wonderful man, and I know your father would be proud of you as well. But that's not the reason for this video.
"I want to start by apologizing to you. Your father and I kept something from you all these years -- something very important. I know we probably should have told you sooner, but, well, we didn't know how you would react.
"The truth is, son, Allie is not your sister. As you can see from the paperwork in the envelope I left for you, she is the daughter of Marc and Freida Smith, two very dear friends of ours. Your father and Marc served together in the Army and went to school together. Marc was the best man at our wedding and your father was the best man at his.
"We developed a close friendship over the years and one day after Allie was born, the topic of our children came up. We all wondered what would become of you guys if something bad ever happened to us. Like your father and I, both Marc and Freida were only children. None of us wanted to see you taken into foster care, so we came to an agreement. Simply put, if anything ever happened to one set of parents, the other would accept guardianship of the surviving child.
"Since we were Allie's godparents, and they were yours, it was an easy decision to make. We worked with Albert Silverman, our lawyer, and came up with a contract that spelled out what we would do. None of us ever thought anything would ever happen, but I guess the old saying is true -- man plans and God laughs.
"One night, Marc and Freida were out on a date. Allie was at home with a babysitter. We would've taken her that night, but we were returning from a job site after picking you up from day care. As they left the club, they were struck by gunfire and killed. We were devastated. Then we remembered the contract and contacted Albert, who made sure we got custody of Allie. Then he filed for the guardianship and the rest is history. I won't bore you with the details, since all the paperwork is in the envelope.
"I'll never forget the first day we brought her home. You were just a toddler then. We introduced her to you as your new baby sister. You smiled so big and gave her a big hug. I knew then we had done the right thing.
"You know, your father and I always wanted a second child. I had a very difficult time when you were born, though, and had to have my tubes tied. We thought we would never have another child, but when Allie came along, everything changed. She was our special gift. And it was such a joy to see the two of you grow up together.
"You're probably wondering why we never adopted her. We talked about it, but we had made an agreement with Marc and Freida and you know how I feel about agreements. The way things turned out, I'm kinda glad we didn't.
"You see, Greg, Allie loves you with all her heart. She loves you the same way I loved your father for all those years. I've seen the way you two are together, the way you interact with each other. Call it a mother's intuition, but I think if you look deep inside, you'll find that you love her the same way.
"I would never presume to tell you what to do in matters of the heart, son. I just want you to think about something. True love -- the kind your father and I had for each other -- is something that a lot of people never really experience. When it comes along, you need to grab onto it with both hands and hold onto it as tight as you possibly can.
"You remind me so much of your father at your age and I know you'll do the right thing. Please don't cry for me, son. I had a wonderful life. I got to spend a lot of it with my true soul mate and I got to raise two wonderful children. I just want the two of you to be happy. I love you, son."
With that, she blew a kiss to the camera and the video faded to black. I wiped the tears from my eyes and considered her words carefully. So many things made sense to me now. I went through the papers in the envelope, did some searches on the web and realized that she and Allie were telling the truth. Putting everything away, I searched my own heart and realized that Mom was right.
Yes, I did love Allie. Not just the way a brother loves a sister, but the way a man should love a woman. I looked out the window and saw her in the back yard. Laying on a blanket with two pillows, she was positioned so that I had a clear view of her. Her legs were spread wide and her fingers were deep inside her. I had never seen anything so sexy in my entire life. I felt my manhood stir and made my decision.
I went out back, my towel still wrapped around my waist. I could hear Allie moan as I approached her. When I reached her, she looked at me through glazed eyes. I dropped the towel and stood before her, naked, my cock now fully hard. She stopped what she was doing and smiled at me. She got on her knees in front of me and took my cock in her delicate hands, gently stroking it.
"Is this really for me?" she asked, looking up at me. I nodded my head.
"If you want it, yes," I said. She smiled and took my whole cock in her mouth, gently sucking as she massaged my balls. I gasped as she sucked and heard her moan as she loved me with her mouth. I had received blowjobs before, but nothing like this.
"I'm getting ready to cum," I told her after just a couple minutes. She worked faster and then it happened -- I exploded in her mouth, filling her with semen. She continued sucking me as I shot off a couple more times in her mouth. When she finished, she licked my cock clean and pulled me down on the blanket with her.
"I've always wanted to do that," she said, taking a drink of water from a bottle next to the blanket. I kissed her and gently pushed her back on the blanket.
"My turn," I said. Her eyes grew wide as I spread her legs and positioned a pillow under her ass. I looked down and saw her wet shaved pussy open before me. "I hope you like to have your pussy eaten out," I said. She smiled, licked her lips and spread her legs as far as she could.
"You really want to?" she asked, spreading her lower lips with her hands.
"God, yes," I said. "You're the sexiest woman I've ever seen, you know that?"
"Really?" she asked. I nodded my head. "Then you should know that I tend to squirt a bit. Are you okay with that?" she asked, rubbing her pussy. I smiled at her.
"More than okay," I said. I positioned myself between her legs and worked my tongue up and down her slit, then flicked her clit with my tongue. She moaned out loud and wrapped her legs around me. I worked on her, savoring her warm depths and ran my tongue s far as I could inside her.
"Oh God, yes," she moaned. "Do it, baby. Eat me out. Don't ever stop." I kept working on her with my tongue as she bucked herself against my face. After a few minutes, she tensed up and I knew her orgasm would soon follow. She cried out as she climaxed and her juices soaked my face, but I kept going, driven with desire to give her the orgasm of her life.
When her orgasm stopped, she grabbed my head and pulled me to her, kissing me deeply. Our tongues wrestled as we kissed.
"That was wonderful," she said. "I love tasting my pussy on your face, you know that?"
"We're just getting started," I said. Her eyes lit up even more as she looked in my face. I positioned my cock at the entrance of her smooth pussy and rubbed it along her slit.
"You really want to fuck me right here in the back yard?" she asked.
"More than anything else," I said.
"Then do it," she declared. "Put that that monster inside me and fuck me to your heart's content. Make me your woman right here in front of God and everybody. Don't worry about getting me pregnant. I'm on the pill." I slowly pushed into her and gasped as I felt her warm wetness take in. She moaned as I worked my way into her.
"Oh baby, you feel so good," I moaned. "So warm, so wet and so tight. I could stay like this forever."
"Me too, baby," she said, wrapping her arms and legs around me. "Do it. Fuck me." I began thrusting inside her, reveling at how she felt.
"Ohh, ohh, ahh, yes, yes," she grunted as I thrust into her. I grunted along with her as we did the horizontal dance of love there in the back yard. I had never felt anything as good as this in my entire life and I never wanted it to stop.
"I'm getting ready to cum again," I told her after we had been at it for a while.



"So am I," she moaned. "Do it, lover. Cum inside my pussy. Please. Fill me up with your hot cum." Then it happened. I felt her tense up as I ejaculated inside her. Her pussy milked my cock, and I could feel her squirt yet again. That caused me to cum inside her a second time.
We laid on the blanket in each other's arms for a while, catching our breath. My cock eventually slid out of her and I rolled off, laying next to her. We studied each other's faces for a few minutes before speaking.
"That was the most incredible experience of my life," she said.
"Me too," I said.
"So you're not worried about the whole incest thing now?" she asked. I shook my head.
"No, I'm not," I told her. "Now that I know we're not really related."
"Did you mean what you said earlier? That you could stay like this forever?" she asked.
"Yes," I said. "What about you?"
"Most definitely," she said. "What made you decide to do this?"
"Something Mom said," I told her. "About true love. Grabbing onto it when it comes and holding onto it for dear life." Allie smiled and kissed me.
"So you admit you really do love me? As a woman?" she asked. I nodded my head.
"I do," I said. "What about you?"
"Oh Greg, you silly man," she said. "I've been in love with you for years. I want us to have what Mom and Dad had. And I promise I'll be your woman, and ONLY your woman for as long as you'll have me."
"That could be a long time," I said.
"It damn well better be," she said. "Because I plan on growing old with you."
"What do you think Mom would say if she knew what we just did?" I asked. She chuckled at that.
"She'd say we picked a good spot," she said. I looked at her, surprised.
"You mean," I began. Allie laughed and nodded her head.
"Yup," she said. "Right here with Dad. In fact, she said this is where you were conceived. That was before the privacy fence and the trees." I shook my head.
"Now that's just too much information," I said. She laughed and laid back on the blanket. I laid back as well and put my arm arm around her. She snuggled up to me, running one of her bare feet up and down my leg. It felt so good to relax here with her.
"I love you so much, Greg," she said after a few moments.
"I love you too, Allie," I said. We kissed, holding each other tight.
"You know, Allie," I said after a while. "I think this is the beginning of a beautiful relationship," I told her, paraphrasing the famous line from "Casablanca."
"I think you're right, my dear," she said quietly.
...
The beginning...
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Back in March 2019, I published a story called "The Anniversary Dance," about a young, sexually repressed wife who turned to stripping as a way to help her open up to her husband. This story is another take on the theme, but the wife in this story has a much different motive...
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...
Josh Hurly was on his way home from Seattle after wrapping up a successful negotiation that would significantly improve cash flow for the software company he worked for. On top of that, he had the opportunity to see his younger sister, Lisa, who had come up from Tacoma, where she attended the University of Washington.
They had a good dinner at the Hilton Garden Inn and spent a couple hours catching up. It had been a few years since he had seen her and he enjoyed the time they spent together. Now, he was looking forward to seeing Donna, his wife of nearly five years. He hated being away from her, but unfortunately, that was just the nature of his job.
What he was really looking forward to was their five-year wedding anniversary, which was on Friday, the day after tomorrow. Unknown to her, he had already made a reservation at a local resort hotel for the weekend, and had ordered a blue sapphire sunburst necklace he intended to give her at the hotel. His plan was to pick it up from the jewelry shop the next afternoon.
Right now, though, he wondered where she could be. He called her cell phone before he boarded the flight, but it went straight to voicemail. He also tried calling the house, but that, too, went to voicemail. Perhaps she's just out shopping with one of her friends, he thought.
He thought about Donna and how much he missed her. Standing at just under five and a half feet, she had long wavy dark hair, hazel eyes and a dark complexion that looked like a permanent suntan. She was a terrific lover and kept her pussy trimmed just the way he liked it.
The only complaint he had was her insane jealousy. She was normally one of the sweetest women he had ever known, but he hated it when she made her false accusations. He loved her too much to ever cheat on her, and went out of his way to make sure she realized that. Still, it had gotten so bad that he couldn't even have a business meeting with a female colleague without Donna thinking they were having an affair.
He thought he had finally nipped it in the bud when he challenged her to hire a private investigator and have him watched. Maybe, he thought, once she had proof of his fidelity she would back off and realize her fears were unfounded. He was getting more than a little fed up with her jealousy and false accusations.
It's not that he didn't have secrets from her. He did, and her constant harping on his so-called "infidelity" threatened to bring one of those secrets to light -- in a very ugly way. He felt his heart rate increase as he thought about her constant harping on the subject. He took a few deep breaths as he had been taught, but to no avail. He felt his face start to burn and knew he had to get himself under control, quickly.
He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small packet of pills. He took one and began to relax after a few minutes, his heartbeat returning to normal. The man sitting next to him eyed him with concern.
"Are you okay, sir?" the man asked. "Do you want me to call for someone?" John shook his head.
"No, but thanks for asking," he said. "It's just an old heart condition. I've got medication for it." The man nodded his head and sat back, but kept an eye on John, just in case.
Finally, the plane landed. John grabbed his luggage and went to his car, sitting in the short-term parking lot. He tried calling Donna again, but got her voicemail. He got the same response when he called the house. Where the hell was she, he asked himself. He started the car and drove home.
When he finally pulled into his garage, he noticed Donna's car was gone. He thought it odd that she wouldn't be home, since it was about 6:30 pm. Normally, she was home from work by 5:30 or so. Maybe she had decided to go out with some of her friends from work for a drink, he thought.
It didn't happen often, and he never begrudged her that bit of time to blow off steam, but she would generally call or text him to let him know in advance. Moreover, she knew he would be coming home today. Usually, she would be home so they could reconnect when he returned from a trip. He grabbed his things and trudged into the dark house.
He put his things away and headed downstairs to see if Donna had left a note. He found nothing, and made himself a cup of coffee. This was strange, he thought. She always let him know when she would be out for a bit, so why was there no note? He pondered this as he sipped on his coffee. Suddenly, his phone rang. He saw it was from Donna, so he answered.
"Donna?" he asked. "Where are you?"
"I'm sorry, John," she said. "I was getting ready for tonight and I didn't realize you had called until just a few minutes ago."
"What were you getting ready for?" John asked.
"It's a little surprise," she said. "Some friends and I wanted to surprise you when you got home tonight. Why don't you come on over so we can celebrate?"
"Sure," John said. "Where are you?" She gave him an address and he wrote it down.
"What is this, anyway?" John asked. "Is it a club or a restaurant or something?"
"An old friend of mine has a private club at his house and we decided to put something together for you," she said. "Kinda like a combination welcome home and anniversary party."
"That sounds like fun," John said. Donna laughed at that.
"Yes, I promise it'll be a lot of fun," she said. "Wear something casual, okay?"
"Okay," John said. "I'll see you soon."
"See ya, babe," she said before ending the call. Strange, he thought. She didn't tell him she loved him, but yet, this was supposed to be a surprise anniversary party of some sort. Still, there was something about the way she spoke that made him wonder what was going on. He went upstairs, showered, shaved and dressed in blue jeans and a polo shirt.
He looked the address up on Mapquest and saw that it was in a fairly rough area of town. Who did she know that lived out there, he wondered. He knew most of the people in the insurance office where she worked and didn't think any of them lived out there. So who was this friend? He knew she once ran with a group of fairly rough types when she was younger, but thought she had outgrown them.
He locked up, got in his car and punched the address in his Garmin Smart Drive. He backed out and followed the GPS device to the address and was a bit shocked when he reached the destination. A medium-sized house sat in the middle of a lot that was surrounded by a chain-link fence. He noticed the pickups and motorcycles parked around the place and started to get a bit concerned, since he didn't recognize any of the vehicles.
He pulled in, parked and went to the front door. A large man wearing a t-shirt and jeans opened when he knocked on the door. John noticed the beer in his hand and heard rock music coming from inside.
"Yeah?" the man asked.
"I'm John Hurly, and my wife, Donna, asked me to meet her here," John said. "I hope I have the right address." The man smiled, but John wasn't convinced it was out of genuine friendship. The man reached up and shook John's hand.
"You must be Donna's old man," he said. "You can call me T-Bone. We've been expecting you. Come on in." John walked in and looked around to see several other large men in the front room. "Hey everyone, the man of the hour is finally here," T-Bone said. The other men nodded and smiled at John. They may have been smiling, but John didn't feel any real friendship here.
"Where's Donna?" John asked.
"Oh, she's downstairs getting ready for the main event," T-Bone said, causing the others to chuckle. "Want a beer?"
"Uh, yeah, sure," John said. One of the others handed John a bottle of cold beer. "Thanks," John said. He opened it and took a tentative sip. "So, what is this main event?" he asked T-Bone.
"That's the surprise," T-Bone said. "Yer ol' lady wanted to do something special for yer anniversary and asked us to help her out."
"I'm afraid you have me at a disadvantage," John said. "Who are you guys?"
"Well, that over there is CJ," T-Bone said, pointing at one of the men in the room. "Over there is RJ, and that guy standing next to him is AJ," he added. "That big feller back there, we call him 'Bull.' I'm sure you can understand why." John saw the very large, muscular black man standing by the kitchen table. All of them looked to be mean as snakes, and John saw the large knife sheathed in a scabbard on RJ's hip.
"Yeah," John said. "And you're all Donna's friends?"
"Yup," CJ said. "Have been for a while. Haven't seen her much since she married you, though."
"She never mentioned any of you to me before," John said.
"I'm not surprised," T-Bone said. "Most people try to avoid us as much as they can."
"And you have a private club here?" John asked.
"Yeah," T-Bone said. "Down in the basement. Built it ourselves. We like to get together from time to time, have a few drinks, bring in some entertainment, you know..." The others chuckled at that, but John's hackles were raised. Something bad was about to happen, but he didn't know what. John heard footsteps coming up from the basement.
"She's ready," a sixth man said as he walked into the front room. "Is this her old man?"
"Yeah," T-Bone said. "John, this here's Jake. He'll escort you down."
"What's going to happen?" John asked.
"A little surprise," T-Bone said. "I promise it'll be an evening you won't forget." The others chuckled, but John was nervous.
"It'll be alright," Jake said. "C'mon, Donna's waiting for you." John walked over to Jake, who led him downstairs.
"Happy anniversary," T-Bone said as John began his descent. When he got downstairs, he saw a small bar in one corner of the basement and a well-lit raised area that occupied one end of the room. A curtain was hung across the end of the area, which he realized was probably a stage. What concerned him the most was the bed in the middle of the stage and the camera mounted on a tripod a few feet back.
There were several neon beer signs hanging on the walls and the room was fairly dark, like a bar or a club. A pool table was placed at the opposite end of the basement and John saw a few tables in the room. A jukebox occupied one area of the wall, and John realized that was the source of the music. Two other men stood in the room and watched John as he entered. Jake led him to a chair that sat in front of the stage. The chair sat next to a table but faced the stage.
"Have a seat," Jake said, pointing to the chair.
"Where's Donna?" John asked.
"She'll be out shortly," Jake said. "Go on, sit down. You can put your beer on the table if you want." John set the beer down and looked around. Something inside told John he needed to get the hell out of here, but he suspected the five men upstairs were not about to let him go. Plus, he was worried about Donna. What would they do to her if he ran out? He took one last sip and placed his bottle on the table.
The moment he sat in the chair, Jake and the other two men quickly grabbed his arms and zip-tied them to the arms.
"What the fuck is going on?" John asked, getting angry. The men ignored him and zip-tied his ankles to the legs of the chair. "Get me outta here right fucking now," John demanded.
"Shut up, asshole," he heard his wife say. He looked up and saw Donna, wearing nothing but a tiny thong and a half bra that exposed her nipples.
"What the fuck is this?" John demanded. "Why are you dressed like that? Who are these guys?"
"This is to celebrate our anniversary," she spat. "These guys are my friends, and they're going to help me teach you a lesson about cheating." She threw a picture on his lap and he looked -- it was a photo someone had taken of him eating dinner with his sister.
"I've never cheated on you," John said. "You've got this all wrong."
"BULLSHIT!" she screamed. Suddenly, John saw stars as one of the men who tied him in the chair hit him in the face. John shook his head and closed his eyes. "Stop it," Donna told the man, who backed off. "I'll be the one who teaches him his lesson." She turned back to her husband.
"Donna, stop this right now and we can discuss this," John said. "It's not what it looks like."
"Oh really?" she asked. "It looks to me like you're enjoying yourself with that blonde floozy. So if you can enjoy yourself, so can I. But unlike you, I'm not going to keep it a secret." With that, she turned away and stepped on the stage. "Ok, boys," she declared. "It's showtime."
John tried to object, but one of the men put a ball gag in his mouth, preventing him from saying anything. He tried to fight the man, but was unsuccessful. By now, all the others had made their way downstairs. T-Bone stood next to him and whispered in his ear.
"Nothing personal," he said. "But Donna's an old friend, so we decided to help her teach you a lesson. Now, sit and enjoy the show. Don't try to be a hero. Once she's done, we'll let you go. Maybe she'll go with you, but that's up to her." John tried to say something but the gag in his mouth prevented it. "Just relax," T-Bone said. "Take yer medicine like a man."
He stood back up and nodded at CJ, who stood by the jukebox. CJ pressed a button and a song began playing. As the music began, Donna started dancing, twirling around like a stripper. She kicked her shoes off, then slowly removed her bra, rubbing her tits as she did so.
"You like this, lover boy?" she sneered at John. "Did your little blonde slut do this for you? Huh?" She danced a bit more, then started working her thong down her legs. John could see that she had shaved her pussy bare and could tell she was wet between her legs. Donna laughed as she tossed the tiny thong at John.
"I really hope you like this, lover-boy, because you're never going to touch my pussy ever again," she said. "Come here boys and show little Johnny how a real man fucks a woman." She laughed as all the men -- except for RJ -- all surrounded her. As John watched, they stripped off their clothes and Donna knelt down. She took turns sucking and stroking their cocks. John shook his head and tried screaming, "no" through the gag. He noticed that RJ stood by John's chair, his arms across his chest. He was obviously there to keep John under control.
Donna stood up and led the men to the bed on the stage. She sat on the bed and looked at John.
"This will teach you to cheat on me, you bastard," she growled. She laid down on the bed and two of the men stood by her head as T-Bone positioned himself between her legs. He looked back at John for a moment.
"Nothing personal," he said. "But Donna's the best fuck I've ever had." He laughed and turned back to her. "Get ready, baby."
"Yeah, T-Bone," she said. "Put that cock in my pussy and fuck me." T-Bone laughed and pushed his hard dick inside Donna, causing her to moan. As he plowed her, she took first one cock into her mouth and then the other. John heard T-Bone start to grunt, then saw him tense up as he filled her pussy. He stepped back from Donna and John could see his semen dripping from her.
AJ removed his cock from Donna's mouth and took T-Bone's place. He plunged into Donna and T-Bone stepped back. Jake took AJ's place at Donna's head and she began sucking his cock as AJ fucked her pussy. It went on like this, with everyone taking turns at her until Bull stepped between her legs. Bull stroked his massive dick as he looked back at John.
"Those were just the warm-ups," he said with a sneer. "Now it's time for the real thing." He laughed as he turned back to Donna. "You ready for some real meat?"
"Oh fuck yeah," Donna moaned. "Put that massive cock in me and fuck me."
"Here goes," Bull said. He slowly pushed his way into Donna, causing her to groan. Once he was fully inside her, he began pumping.
"Oh God, yes," she cried. "Fuck me, Goddammit! Fuck my pussy!" He kept fucking her as she stroked the other cocks positioned at her face. She periodically took one cock or another into her mouth and the other guys stroked themselves as they watched the action.
John, however, wasn't turned on by the action taking place on the stage -- just the opposite. He tried to control himself with the breathing exercises he had been taught in his martial arts training, but felt the rage beginning to build up inside him. Bull filled Donna's pussy and stepped back. John could see a massive glob of semen drip out of her and felt sick to his stomach. She was right about one thing -- he would never touch her again.
He thought the degradation was over when he saw Donna get up on her knees, but he was wrong. She looked at him and laughed.
"Don't worry, honey," she said sarcastically. "We're just getting warmed up, aren't we, boys?" The men laughed at that. She moved to let T-Bone get on the bed, then straddled his cock. After she impaled herself on him, she leaned forward, putting her ass in the air. She reached behind her and spread her cheeks.
"Who's first?" she asked. Jake chuckled and positioned himself at her rear entry. Oh God, no, John thought to himself. She had never let him fuck her in the ass, saying it was dirty and disgusting. A tube of lube appeared and Jake put some on her, then on himself and began working his cock inside her.
Donna moaned as he worked himself inside her. Finally, he was all the way in her ass and she began fucking both T-Bone and Jake. AJ stood at her head and she opened her mouth to take his cock. As John watched, she made herself "airtight" and was thoroughly enjoying herself.
John looked up at RJ, who was smiling as he watched the show. John wondered why he wasn't participating in the gangbang. RJ looked down at him, frowned and took John's head in his hands.
"Watch them, not me," he growled as he forced John to look at the stage. John felt the rage continuing to build inside him as Donna took them in all her holes, even Bull. By now, she had cum dripping out of her pussy and her ass and had swallowed several loads.
When they stepped back from her, John thought the degradation was over, but it wasn't. She got off the bed and motioned for T-Bone to lay down. She climbed on him, reverse cowgirl style and worked her now very-sloppy pussy on him. She smiled as she looked at John.
"You wanna see just how nasty a slut I really can be?" she asked. "Watch this." She motioned for Jake to stand in front of her and as John watched horrified, Jake worked his cock inside her already-occupied pussy. My God, John thought. How is this possible? Jake worked himself inside her until he was balls-deep in her pussy.
"I'll bet your blonde plaything can't do this, huh?" Donna asked. "C'mon boys, fuck my pussy. I want both of you to cum inside me at the same time." As the three of them fucked, Donna turned her head and sucked on the cock nearest her head. After the first three finished, another group took their place. She finished with Bull and AJ filling her pussy. She sat up on the bed, semen drooling out of her pussy and cum on her face.
"Just so you know, I'll probably get pregnant tonight," she said with a smirk. "I'm sure you noticed no one used a condom. And I've been off my pills for the last few weeks. Don't worry, I used a diaphragm whenever you fucked me, so you don't have to worry about it being yours. But you will raise this child as yours." John shook his head, his anger blurring his vision.



"You're probably wondering why RJ hasn't fucked me, aren't you?" she asked. John nodded his head. "You see, RJ is gay. He prefers boys over girls. And after tonight, you will too." They all laughed as John felt his face get red-hot. He turned and looked at RJ and noticed he had unzipped his jeans. He fished out his hard cock and began moving towards John.
"I'm going to take this gag off you," RJ said. "And you're going to learn to suck cock. Do it right and I won't kill you." RJ took the ball gag out of John's mouth and pointed his cock at John. "That's it, open up and take it. I promise, you'll love it."
For the second time in his entire life, John snapped. The next thing he knew, he was standing in the middle of a pile of moaning bodies on the floor. RJ was screaming in pain, his left hand pinned to the table by a knife buried to the hilt. He felt the pain in his arms and legs and saw blood dripping from where the zip ties had secured him to the chair. Looking up, he saw Donna, wide-eyed and trembling.
"Please don't hurt me," she begged.
"I'm not going to hurt you," John said, shaking his head.
Keeping his eye on her, John pulled his phone out of his pants pocket and dialed 911. When he finished, he put his phone away and looked at her.
"You stupid cunt," he growled.
"John, I've got you dead to rights," she said. "You cheated on me with that blonde slut. I was just getting even with you."
"So you got a PI to follow me in Seattle, is that right?" he asked.
"Yes," she said. "And I got that photo."
"Did you bother to read the report that came with it?" John asked. She shook her head.
"No," she said nervously. "All I did was look at the photo."
"That was my SISTER, you ignorant cunt!" John yelled. "The last time we saw her was at our wedding. She's a senior at the University of Washington in Tacoma. She came up to visit me in Seattle and we had dinner. That's all -- just dinner. So you saw the picture and didn't even ask me about it. You just made an assumption, like you always do. Well guess what, you stupid cunt. You're right about one thing. I'm never touching you again. I'll see you in jail and then I'm divorcing your skanky ass. We're finished!"
"No, John, please don't do that," she begged, walking toward him.
"Stay away from me, cunt," John said.
"John, please," she begged. "I made a mistake. That's all."
"Yeah, you made a mistake all right," John said. "And you're going to pay for that mistake, big time." By then, the police had arrived and several officers came downstairs after breaking the front door down. The each had their guns drawn and looked around at the carnage. They quickly moved through the basement, checking each of the men. One officer pulled the knife out of RJ's hand and watched as he slumped to the floor. A sergeant approached John.
"Did you do all this?" he asked. Shaking, John nodded his head. "Why?" the sergeant asked.
"Look at the video and you'll know why," John said, pointing at the camera.
"Check out that video," the sergeant told one of the officers. The officer looked at the video briefly and motioned for the sergeant. After quickly scanning the video, the sergeant came back to John.
"Okay, it looks like self defense on your part," he said. "But I'll need a full statement and you need to get checked out." By then, ambulances arrived and paramedics began taking the men upstairs on gurneys. A plain-clothes detective arrived and was looking around the room, talking to the officers. After looking through the video, he came over to the sergeant and John.
"I'm Detective Jones. You must be Mr. Hurly," the detective said.
"Yes, that's me," John said.
"I've briefly looked at the video," the detective said. "I agree with Sgt. Smith here. It appears you acted out of self-defense. Tell me what happened." John recalled the events of the last few hours. The detective took notes as John spoke.
"How did you manage to break out of that chair?" Jones asked. "And how were you able to take all these men down? They all appear to be much bigger than you."
"I have a medical condition," John said. "I've had it since I was a kid. There's a name for it, but I can't pronounce it. The bottom line is that under certain conditions, my adrenaline levels go through the roof and I basically 'lose it' for lack of a better term. I have a prescription that helps me keep it under control and my marital arts training also helps me keep my cool. This is only the second time in my life something like this has ever happened."
"Do you have that medication with you?" Jones asked. John nodded his head.
"I keep it with me at all times," he said. "I only take it when it's needed, which fortunately isn't very often." Jones asked one of the other officers to bring a bottle of water, which he did.
"Maybe you should take one now," Jones said, handing John the water. John pulled the small packet out of his pocket and swallowed a pill with the water Jones had given him. A few seconds later, John felt much better.
"Are you okay now?" Jones asked.
"Yes, thanks," John said.
"Do you remember what you did here?" Jones asked.
"No, I don't," John said, shaking his head. Jones showed John the video. He was shocked at what he saw. It was like watching a Steven Segal movie, only this was real life. He saw himself roar, then break out of the chair. In the video, he grabbed RJ's knife out of its scabbard and plunged it into the bigger man's left hand, pinning it to the table.
The other men came after him as Donna sat, scared. In less than a minute, John had taken all of the other men down.
"You don't remember doing any of this?" Jones asked.
"No, I don't," John said. "Honestly, I never thought I even had it in me to do something like this."
"What's the last thing you remember?" Jones asked.
"That man getting ready to stick his dick in my mouth," John said.
"You're saying he was going to force you to perform fellatio?" Jones asked. John nodded his head, tears falling down his face.
"Yes," he said quietly. "He was going to rape me. And my wife was in on it."
"I see," Jones said, looking across the room, where another officer was taking Donna's statement. By then, the officers had covered her cum-coated body with a blanket. "I want you to go to the hospital and get checked out, Mr. Hurly. I'll speak with you a bit more after I've had a chance to collect all the evidence. I take it you'll be wanting to press charges."
"Absolutely," John said.
"What about your wife?" Jones asked. "Do you want to press charges on her as well?"
"Especially against her," John said. "She's the instigator of all this."
"Very well," Jones said. He took John's contact information as a paramedic checked out his wrists and ankles. "I'll be in touch, Mr. Hurly. I'd appreciate it if you didn't leave town."
"I'm not going anywhere," John said. Detective Jones nodded his head and gave instructions to the officers and went to see Donna, who was still being questioned by an officer. A couple minutes later, John heard her wail as she was cuffed and led out of the room.
"Please John," she cried. "Don't let them take me away. Please tell them it was all a big misunderstanding." John shook his head and looked the other way. After everyone was finished with the questioning, John drove to the hospital to get checked out.
A few hours later, he drove home, his cuts dressed, cleaned and bandaged. On the way, he realized he hadn't eaten since he left Seattle and went through a drive-through for a burger. Once home, he ate, then called his boss, Jim Rollins, to explain the situation.
"Damn, John, I'm sorry to hear that," Jim said. "Look, why don't you bring the signed contract in then take the next week off. You've got plenty of vacation time coming."
"Thanks, Jim, I appreciate that," John said. After he calmed down, John showered and went to bed. The next day, he went to the jewelry shop and canceled the order for Donna's necklace. He ended up paying a small restocking fee, but got most of his money back. He also canceled the hotel reservation and had the charges reversed.
He then called around and set an appointment to see Jenny Hawkins, Attorney at Law, about a divorce on Friday. He just finished eating lunch when his phone rang. He looked and saw it was Donna's parents. He took a deep breath and answered.
"Hello," he said.
"John, what the hell is going on," asked Marsha, his mother-in-law. "Donna called from the county jail. She said she's been arrested and they're holding her without bail. Did you do something?" John couldn't believe the nerve of this woman. He counted to ten and took a few deep breaths before answering.
"Did she tell you why she was arrested?" John asked.
"She said it was all some kind of misunderstanding on your part," Marsha said.
"Really?" John asked. "You mean she didn't tell you that she plotted to have me tied up? Forced me to watch her have sex with multiple men? Then was going to have me raped by one of her gay friends? Didn't she tell you about that?"
"What?" Marsha asked. "Why would she do such a thing?"
"Because she saw a picture of me having dinner with my little sister and thought I was having an affair," John said. "The woman is nuts. And tomorrow, I'm seeing an attorney and I'm filing for divorce."
"You can't be serious," Marsha said. "Look, I know you're probably upset but surely you can understand how she would feel. What would you do if you saw a picture of her eating lunch with a man?"
"I would ask her about it," John said. "I wouldn't fly off the handle the way she did. Look, Marsha, you have no idea what your daughter did, and there's no way in hell I can overlook it. I've been dealing with her insane jealousy since we got married. I'm tired of it. It ends, now!" With that, he ended the call. When she called back, he sent the call straight to voicemail.
Curious, he went into the second bedroom, where he and Donna had their home computers set up. He sat down at her computer and fired it up. He already knew her passwords, so he got into her desktop easily. He opened her email client and was shocked at what he saw.
He found an email from something called Jenkins Investigations and opened it up. Attached to the email was a document and a photo. The photo was of him and his sister eating dinner -- the same one she threw in his face earlier. The report stated that "target John Hurly," meaning him, had eaten dinner with what appeared to be a much younger woman.
The report went on to say that after dinner, the woman left the hotel and Hurly went to his room. There was more. The report clearly stated that the woman was Lisa Hurly, a senior attending the University of Washington at Tacoma, and according to public records, was John's youngest sister.
"At no time was Hurly with a woman for the purposes of illicit sex and at no time during our observation did Hurly ever engage in any inappropriate behavior with anyone, male or female," the report concluded. If Donna had bothered to read the report, she would have known he was innocent of cheating on her. But as usual, she simply saw the photo and came to her own -- false -- conclusion.
He printed that out and kept digging. He saw emails from her to something called "hotcheatinggettingeven.com" in which she falsely claimed that her husband was cheating on her and she wanted revenge. He saw emails from the site and read the thread that followed. As he read, he felt his blood pressure begin to rise. What happened to him last night was carefully scripted, and he realized she intentionally planned to have him raped. He printed off the emails and kept digging.
He checked her browser history and found that she had visited several sites similar to the one she contacted. Looking at the site she reached out to, he saw several sample videos where other men, presumably husbands, had been tied down and forced to watch as their wives fucked several men, all the while putting them down.
Some of the husbands were forced to clean out their wives with their tongues. The final humiliation was making the husbands engage in gay sex. He instantly recognized the men in the videos -- T-Bone, CJ, AJ, Jake, RJ, Bull and the other two men whose names he never heard mentioned.
What shocked him even more was that the videos on the site were available to anyone who paid a premium fee. John wasn't stupid -- he had seen online porn before and knew there had to be a release form filled out giving site owners permission to publish the videos. He was never given that opportunity and wondered if the other men had signed such a form. He picked up his phone and called Detective Jones.
"Jones," the detective said when he answered.
"Detective, this is John Hurly. I have some information here you may find interesting," John said. "Can you come to my house?"
"Sure," Jones said. "Let me finish what I'm doing and I'll be right over."
"Thanks," John said, before ending the call. As he waited for Jones, he performed a whois search to see if he could tell who owned the site. The registration was done in a way to keep the owner's name private, but he knew that a law enforcement agency could subpoena the record. He also knew which company hosted the site. He printed that out for Jones. About a half hour later, Jones rang the doorbell.
"Thanks for coming, Detective," John said, opening the door.
"You have something for me?" Jones asked.
"Yes, in my computer room," John said. Jones followed him upstairs and looked over the printouts John gave him.
"That corroborates what we found at the house," Jones said. "From what we saw, they've done this to a number of men."
"What about release forms?" John asked.
"We found release forms signed by the wives," Jones said. "Even your wife signed a release form. We're still going through everything, though."
"So she knew this was going on the Internet?" John asked.
"Looks that way," Jones said.
"But what about the husbands?" John asked.
"I don't recall seeing anything like that," Jones said. "But like I said, we're still going through all the evidence. Look, I'm going to have to confiscate your wife's computer for evidence."
"Go ahead," John said. "I'd like to keep these printouts for my attorney, though. The files are still there in her email." Jones nodded his head after giving it a bit of thought.
"Sure, but don't destroy them," he said. After Jones left with Donna's computer, John sat at his machine and had a brainstorm. He began searching some of the porn video sites and found several fairly lengthy videos produced by the site. He scanned through them, and saw that in each one, the husband was treated much as he was while the wife took on all of the other men, except for RJ.
Each video ended with RJ engaging in sex with the husbands. In most of them, the poor saps were simply made to suck the bigger man's cock to completion, but a few of the husbands were sodomized by RJ. He looked back through the email thread he printed from Donna's computer and read it carefully. There it was, in black and white.
"Just so you know," T-Bone wrote, "we usually end the session with some gay sex involving the husband. Are you okay with that?"
"Oh, definitely," Donna wrote back. "How far does it go?"
"As far as you want, so long as your husband agrees to it," T-Bone said.
"I'd like to see him get fucked in the ass," Donna wrote. "Can you do that?"
"Sure," T-Bone wrote back. "But he has to agree."
"Don't worry about that," she said. "I'll make him agree." The bitch, John thought. He felt his blood pressure begin to rise, and stepped back from the computer, taking deep breaths. Unfortunately, that wasn't working, so he took another pill and went downstairs. He couldn't stand to be exposed to any more of this.
The next day, he went to see Jenny about a divorce. He made a copy of Donna's emails and took them with him. One copy would be for Jenny and the other he would present to Donna's parents. He arrived at the office a few minutes early and was escorted right in.
After the introductions, he explained his situation to Jenny and showed her the email thread between Donna and T-Bone. Jenny listened without interruption, making notes as he spoke. She read the email thread and shook her head.
"You know, I thought I had seen it all," she said. "Fortunately for you, this state allows for divorce on the grounds of adultery, cruelty and abuse. I think this covers about all three of those situations. You say she was arrested and is being held without bail?"
"Yes," John said. Jenny turned to her computer and nodded her head a few moments later.
"I see here that she was arraigned yesterday and was slapped with a whole slew of charges," she said. "Spousal abuse, sexual assault, conspiracy to commit rape, fraud and illegal imprisonment for starters. Apparently, the judge felt she's dangerous enough to keep in custody. It also looks like her accomplices are also being held on multiple charges, very much like hers. And you say these men operate a web site that posts this trash to the Internet for money?"
"Yes," John said. "I've found a few of their videos and they're all pretty much the same thing."
"Did they explain this to you before they tied you down?" Jenny asked.
"No," John said.
"Did they have you sign a release form?" she asked.
"Again, no," John said. "They made it sound like it was some kind of an anniversary party or surprise. They never said anything about the sex or selling videos on the Internet."
"Well, I think we not only have a solid case against your wife, but we have a case against the men who did this to you as well as the hosting provider," she said. As John watched, Jenny did a few more things on her computer before saying anything further.
"Do you know if they offered your wife any royalties for this video?" she asked.
"No, I haven't seen anything like that," John said.
"It looks like that web site gets a lot of traffic," she said. "I'll bet they make a ton of money off this filth. Okay, here's what I'd like to do. I'll write up the divorce papers asking for 90 percent of everything. On top of that, we'll ask for the house and everything we can get our hands on. The judge may not go along with that, and it's possible we'll have to negotiate our way down.
"That's just a starting point. We'll use this email thread and the fact that she's being held without bail as leverage. If they do release her, I'll get a restraining order against her and her accomplices, but I don't think you have much to worry about there. You say Detective Jones has the video they made as evidence and it never got to the Internet?" she asked.
"He has the video," John said. "As far as I know, it never got to the Internet."
"But it would have gotten to the web," she said.
"Oh yes," he told her. She nodded her head.
"Okay," she said, taking notes. "I'll get with him about that video. We'll have her served, and if you want, I'll file a civil claim against the website owners and the hosting provider."
"Yes, that would be good," John said. She looked at him before continuing.
"Do yourself a favor," she said. "Don't visit your wife. Stay as far away from her as possible. Don't even think about what she did. Let me and the authorities deal with it. From what you told me, you'd be better off not even thinking about her. If you want, I can set you up with a therapist to help you deal with this. Would that be alright?" John nodded his head.
"Yeah," John said. "I've tried everything I know, but it just doesn't seem to be enough. Normally, the breathing and the medication keeps me under control. But I've never had to deal with anything like this."
"I understand," Jenny said. She handed him a card. "I'll give her a call right now if you want."




"Please," John said. She picked up her phone, called and made an appointment for him. When she finished, she smiled and looked at John.
"Dr. Sykes said she can see you this afternoon at 4:00 pm," Jenny said. "Will that work for you?" John looked at his watch, then nodded his head.
"That'll work, thanks," John said.
"Good," she said. "Here's some things you need to take care of right away," she added, handing him a sheet of paper with a list of things he needed to get done. Most of it involved the bank, so he decided to take care of that after his appointment with Jenny.
"I'll take care of this right away," he said.
"Terrific," she said. "Listen, I know this has been rough on you, so I want you to rest, relax and let us take care of things, you understand?"
"I do," he said.
"Good," she said. "Don't worry, John, this will all work out and you can move ahead with your life." He thanked her and left after leaving a healthy retainer. From there, he went to the bank, paid and closed out their joint credit cards, and withdrew everything but 10 percent, then opened a new account in his name only and applied for a new credit card.
From there, he stopped at Donna's parents' house and explained to them what happened, showing them the email chain between Donna and T-Bone. They were shocked when he told them what he knew.
"This is sick," Donna's mother, Marsha, said. "I can't believe she'd actually do something like this. Are you sure you didn't cheat on her?"
"Marsha, I loved Donna with all my heart, and I never even thought about cheating on her," John said. "She saw a picture of me having dinner with my baby sister and thought we were having an affair. She didn't even bother to read the report. If she had this probably wouldn't have happened." She shook her head.
"I don't know what to tell you, John," she said. "I'm truly sorry this happened to you."
"Me too," John said.
"Just do me a favor and stay in touch, okay," she asked. "We've always thought of you as the son we never had."
"I'll do that, Marsha," he said. "By the way, her car is still at that guy's place. I'll give you her keys if you want to go pick it up. I'll bring her stuff by later today or this weekend sometime."
"Okay, thanks," she said. He handed her the keys and gave her the address. By then he had just enough time to get to his appointment with Dr. Sykes.
Dr. Sykes -- Rhonda to her friends and patients -- listened to John's story and said nothing until he was finished.
"I've heard about your condition, but I've never met anyone who was actually diagnosed with it," she said. "And you say you've been using martial arts training to help keep it under control?"
"Yes," John said. "Breathing exercises, mostly. That, along with medication to help my blood pressure. It usually works pretty quick and until recently I've hardly had to use it at all."
"Are you still taking martial arts training?" she asked.
"Yes," John said.
"Maybe we should take a look at some exercises in meditation," she said. "Would you be open to that?"
"I would," John said.
"Good," she said. "We've got a lot of work to do, John, but I think we can help you through this without any more medication."
"I would prefer that," John said.
He left and went back home, where he bagged up Donna's things, including all their wedding photos and her wedding dress. He looked around and boxed up some trinkets she had collected over the years. They meant nothing to him now and he wanted nothing in the house that would remind him of her.
That weekend, he changed the locks on the house, took Donna's things to her parents, and did his usual weekend yard work. On Sunday, he found an app that said it would help calm him, so he downloaded it to his phone and listened to the sound of rain as he went through a regimen of breathing exercises. After a half hour of that, he felt like his old self and decided to go into work the next day.
Things were quiet for John over the next few weeks. He went to work, went home, watched television, relaxed and went to bed. The place seemed much quieter without Donna, and he enjoyed being able to do what he wanted without her constant accusations.
The therapy sessions with Rhonda helped quite a bit and he found the relaxation techniques she suggested helped a lot. He stayed in touch with Jenny, who said she was going to wait until after Donna's trial to have her served. Her thinking was that the divorce would go smoother if she was a convicted felon.
The day of Donna's trial came around and he was asked to testify, which he was more than happy to do. The jury was shocked when the DA presented his evidence, which included John's testimony. They were so shocked that they came back with guilty verdicts on all charges in just a couple hours. The judge had no sympathy for her, either, sentencing her to the maximum possible under state law -- 20 years. She would be eligible for parole in 15 years, the judge said.
As she was being led out, a process server stepped forward. He verified her identity and handed her a manila envelope.
"You've been served," he said. Defeated, Donna signed the papers and handed them back. "Have a good day," the server said as he accepted them. She looked at John with tears in her eyes, but he simply looked away. The deputies escorted her out and took her to the van that would transport her to the state women's prison. A couple months later, John learned from Jenny that Donna had gotten pregnant from her gangbang, but had suffered a miscarriage. Too fucking bad, John thought to himself.
The trials against T-Bone and his crew took quite a bit longer. Detective Jones found a treasure trove of evidence which suggested they had victimized up to 15 men over the last 13 months. They found what appeared to be releases signed by the husbands they had targeted, but the men they had tracked down said the releases were signed after the fact and under duress. Making matters worse, the site owners had also posted personal information about the men they targeted. At least three of the victims had committed suicide as a result of what was done to them.
By the time it was all said and done, all of the men involved were sentenced to 25 years hard labor, the site was torn down and all of the victims -- or at least all of the men Jenny's team of attorneys could locate -- received a huge sum of money, which bankrupted T-Bone and his associates. The hosting provider settled with the men, which added to the pot. John nearly broke down crying when Jenny presented him with a two million-dollar check. While he appreciated the restitution, the money did very little to soothe his broken heart.
"You're a good man, John Hurly," she told him. "There's lots of good women out there who would love to be with you. You'll find her."
"Thanks, Jenny," he said. "Maybe one day."
John continued seeing his therapist, who helped him deal with his issues. Over the next two years, he buried himself in his work and dated periodically, but it has only been in the last couple months that he dated the same woman more than once.
"He's got a lot of issues to deal with," his therapist wrote as she transcribed her notes. "But on the up side, he hasn't had any more episodes and seems to be moving forward. I think he'll do just fine in the long run."
At least, I hope so, Rhonda thought.
...
Notes: According to my research, 46 states and the District of Columbia have laws against revenge porn sites. Unfortunately, victims and legal professionals have found a lot of those laws unsatisfactory because they don't have effective laws against online distribution.
Worse yet, internet laws like Section 230 of the Communications Decency Act provide loopholes that allow so-called "interactive computer services" to escape responsibility.
As far as I know, there is no website with the name I used.
As for the medical condition mentioned in this story, while there are stories of people who have experienced "super-strength" as a result of a rush of adrenaline, I am not aware of any actual verified medical condition similar to what I described, although I am certain there are some anecdotes that might lead some to believe a condition like this exists. In that regard, I exercised a bit of artistic license. As I mentioned earlier, this is a work of fiction and not reality...
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Greg and Allie, Pt. 02: Discussions
This is something just a bit different from many of my other stories. I realize I probably could have put this in any one of several different categories, but I chose to put it here. I hope you enjoy reading this as much as I enjoyed writing it.
To understand the full context of what is happening here, I suggest you read "Greg and Allie, Pt. 01: Beginnings."
As always, constructive comments are always welcome and appreciated. Please refer to my profile for more on my personal policy regarding comments, feedback, follows, etc. (Yes, I do moderate comments. Please remember, this is a work of fiction, meaning that it is not real in any way, shape, matter or form.
...
I laid there on the blanket in our back yard, staring at the sky. I was winding down from the most incredible sexual experience of my life with a woman who, until just this morning, I thought was my younger sister, Allie.
The two of us were all that was left of our family. My mother, who died from pancreatic cancer, was laid to rest yesterday. Then I saw the video Mom left and went through the documents she enclosed with the DVD, including a copy of Allie's birth certificate and the guardianship papers filed when she was just a baby. The evidence was all there, including DNA test results.
Allie, who is 11 months younger than me, is not my real sister, even though we were raised together as siblings. I accepted Mom's explanation, and all the documents she provided, along with what I found on the Internet, backed everything up. What I didn't fully realize until just recently, however, was the fact that Allie had fallen in love with me. I should have seen the signs and listened more closely to the things I had heard them say, but I didn't.
After listening to my Mom and searching my own heart, I came to the realization that I loved her just as much as she professed to love me. I knew things would change after Mom's death, but it hit me that things would be changing a lot more than I initially realized. I turned to Allie and regarded her beautiful face for a few moments.
"You okay, Greg?" she asked. That's me, by the way -- Greg Smith. I nodded my head.
"Yeah," I said softly.
"You look like you have something on your mind," she said. "Care to talk about it?" Allie and I had always been able to talk openly about everything and I saw no reason for that to change. She was right, though. I had a lot on my mind, especially after what Mom said in her video.
"Yeah, but if you don't mind, I think we should put something on first," I said. "As much as I enjoy looking at you naked, I think it might be a bit of a distraction." She smiled and sat up.
"I can understand that," she said. "Tell you what, why don't we go throw something on and meet back in the theater." The theater, as we called it, was on the lower floor of the house and featured a huge couch and a giant flatscreen television. Because of the sheer size of the thing, and the expensive surround sound system attached to it, we simply called it the "theater."
We got up, gathered our things and went inside. A few minutes later, we met in the theater, each of us dressed in cutoffs and a t-shirt. I noticed her cutoffs were quite short and her t-shirt left her midriff exposed. It was easy to see she had no bra on underneath. I smiled at that.
"Care for a Coke or something?" I asked.
"Sure, that would be great," she said. I pulled a couple of bottles out of the small refrigerator in the theater and handed one to her. We sat next to each other on the large couch and took a sip of our drinks.
"So, talk to me, Greg," she said. "What's bothering you?"
"I just wanted to clear the air," I said. "It just seems like my whole life has been turned upside down. First Mom dies, and then I find out you're really not my sister. I can't help but wonder what else I'm going to find out."
"I know exactly how you feel," she said. "When Mom and Dad told me, I was devastated. I told you how I went off the deep end. But I didn't tell you everything."
"Oh?" I asked.
"I got stupid," she said. "I never did drugs or anything like that, but I did start drinking and yes, I had sex with some guys. I was 18, so I figured it was my life and my body and I'll do what I want. But as time went on, I realized what I was doing. I never really clicked with any of those guys and I wondered why for a long time. By then, I was seeing a counselor and she asked me what I thought about you. We talked about that for some time and she made me realize that in my mind I was substituting them for you."
"Wow," I said. She chuckled.
"Yeah, I was surprised by that as well," she said. "We talked about that for a long time and that's when I started fantasizing about you. One day, I was laying on the bed thinking about you. We had just finished talking on Skype and I started feeling a bit horny. The more I thought about you, the hornier I got. The next thing you know, I had taken my clothes off and was masturbating, right there on my bed. Guess what happened then?"
"Mom caught you," I said. She nodded her head.
"Yeah," she said. "I was so embarrassed. I tried to cover myself up, but it was too late."
"I bet she about blew a gasket," I said.
"Strangely enough, she didn't," Allie said. "She came into my room, sat down on the bed with me and held me in her arms. Then she asked me if I was thinking about you."
"Seriously?" I asked. She nodded her head.
"Yeah," she said. "I remember my face burning a bit, but I told her the truth. I was thinking about you. We talked about that for the longest time. She told me that she often did that thinking about Dad. Talk about surprised. The next day, she brought home my first dildo and suggested I make sure the door was tightly closed before I used it. She even gave me some tips on how to get the most out of it."
"Whoa," I said.
"So that's what I did," she said. "Every night, I would take my clothes off and climb under the covers with that thing and start thinking about you. Sometimes I would pull out my tablet and watch porn, imagining that it was us making love to each other."
"And?" I asked.
"What do you think?" she asked. "I fucked my brains out with that dildo. I even had my first real orgasm with it."
"Well, I hope the real thing measured up to the fantasy," I said.
"Oh yes," she said. "More than you can ever imagine. Anyway, after I came to grips with my feelings for you, things started getting better. I wasn't angry with the world anymore and I was able to focus on what I needed to do."
"Did you date anyone in college?" I asked. She shook her head.
"No," she said.
"Why not?" I asked.
"That's easy," she said. "By then, I knew exactly what, or rather, who, I wanted to spend my life with. I decided it didn't make any sense to date anyone else. So I focused on my studies and waited for you." When she said that, it was like a light bulb suddenly went off in my head, and all the little comments I had heard from her since I got out of the service made sense to me. How could I have possibly missed that, I wondered. "That's not to say I didn't have my moments. I did, believe me," she added.
"Yeah?" I asked. "What was the craziest thing you did in college?"
"The craziest thing?" she asked. "That would be spring break in my junior year. A couple of us went to Key West, Florida that year. We were walking around and someone dared us to take part in a girl-girl wet t-shirt contest. We were a bit buzzed, so we said, 'what the hell,' and did it."
"No way," I said.
"Oh yeah," she said. "At first, it wasn't any big deal. We danced, flashed our tits and rubbed up against each other the way the other girls did. But as the contest went on, we saw the other girls were getting a bit more daring. So we decided to up the ante a bit."
"So, did you get naked on stage, then?" I asked, a bit shocked. She smiled and nodded her head.
"Yeah," she said. "But there was more. We ended up stripping each other naked. The crowd started chanting and yelling and we both got so fucking hot. We ended up naked on the stage floor in a 69."
"What?" I asked.
"We actually ate each other out right there on the stage," she said. "Like I said, we were both fairly buzzed and by then, we were so horny we could've fucked the whole audience. Everyone went nuts, believe me."
"Did you win?" I asked.
"Yeah, we actually won that round," she said. "I've never done anything like that since so before you ask, no, I'm not bi or anything like that. It was strictly a one-off thing and I have no desire to do anything like that again."
"Do you still keep in touch with her?" I asked.
"Yeah, we stay in touch," she said. "She works at a hospital a couple hours south of here and we reach out to each other every so often. So, what's the wildest thing you've ever done? With a woman, that is?"
"Nothing like what you just described," I told her. "This morning was the wildest experience of my life, believe me."
"Oh come on," she said. "Surely you've had one really hot memorable date."
"Yeah, I've had some hot dates and some were hotter than others," I said. "But frankly, nothing compared to what you did to me this morning."
"So you liked it when I came on to you this morning in your room?" she asked.
"I did, but I gotta admit, I was a bit scared that we might actually, you know, engage in incest," I said. She laughed.
"Maybe we ought to do that a bit more often," she said quietly. I looked at her and saw a smile forming on her face. "I know I enjoyed it."
"I hope you enjoyed yourself out in the yard," I said. "I know I did."
"I certainly did," she said. "I think that was the hottest thing I've ever done. I'd like to do that more often."
"And you really do like to run around naked?" I asked.
"Absolutely," she said. "If it were up to me, I'd never wear any clothes. Does that bother you?"
"No," I said. "I like looking at you. You're an incredibly sexy woman."
"You really think I'm sexy?" she asked.
"Oh yes," I said, causing her to smile. She leaned in and kissed me on the lips.
"I'm glad you think so," she said. "And for the record, I think you're the sexiest hunk on earth."
"Why thank you, little lady," I said, using a bad John Wayne impersonation, causing her to laugh.
"I just want you to know that I love you with all my heart," she said. "And I want to spend the rest of my life making you happy." I held her close to me.
"I love you the same way," I told her. "And I also want to spend the rest of my life making you happy."
"Then it's settled," she said.
"What's that?" I asked. She took my hand in hers and looked me in the eye.
"From now on, it's just you and me," she said. "No one else. Ever. Promise?" I smiled and nodded my head.
"Promise," I said. We kissed one more time, our tongues exploring each other's mouths.
"So, what do you think is gonna happen to this place?" I asked after we broke our kiss, looking around.
"Nice diversion," she said. "I know Mom wanted us to keep it, if at all possible. I'd certainly hate to sell the place. I guess we'll know more after we see Albert tomorrow morning."
"Yeah, I guess so," I said. I had already started setting the loft up for my IT consulting business and I hated the idea of tearing it all down. Plus, there was all the furniture and thirty years worth of trinkets already in the house. What would we do with it all if we ended up having to sell it? We talked a bit more about the house and what we should do with all of Mom's things and before we knew it, it was dinnertime.
"Let me go see what's in the fridge," she said. I nodded my head as she got up and headed up into the kitchen. A few minutes later, she came back down. "Would a tuna casserole be okay for tonight?" she asked.
"Sure," I said.
"Okay, give me a half hour or so and I'll whip something up," she said as she went back upstairs. About 45 minutes later, we were at the dining room table enjoying a tuna casserole.
"This is delicious," I said. "Mom did a good job teaching you how to cook."
"Thank you," she said. "I learned a lot from her." We settled back in the theater after dinner and watched a couple of movies, then headed upstairs for bed. I went into my room, stripped down to my boxers and climbed under the covers. A few minutes later, Allie showed up in my room, naked.
"Mind if I join you?" she asked.
"You mean," I began. She smiled and nodded her head.
"That's what couples do, you know," she said as she got under the covers with me. "And since we're now a couple, I plan on sleeping with you every night from now on." Her hand went to my groin as she kissed me. "This simply will not do. These boxers have to go," she said, pulling them down my legs. She pulled them off and tossed them on the floor next to the bed.
"Much better," she said, running her hands up and down my body. "I love the way you feel. So hard and strong." She kissed her way down my body, and finally got to my now-hard cock.
"This is what I want," she purred as she stroked my manhood. "I can't get over how big and beautiful your cock is." Looking me in the eyes, she opened her mouth and began sucking my cock. I leaned back and groaned. This felt so good! The next thing I knew, she straddled my body and her pussy was right in front of my face. I couldn't resist and began licking her slit.
"That's it, baby," she moaned. "Eat me while I suck your cock." I dove in and worked on her pussy as she gave me another toe-curling blowjob. A few minutes later, she turned around and raised up enough to guide my hard cock inside her pussy. I gasped as she lowered herself on me.
"You like this?" she asked as she rode my cock.
"God, yes," I said, fondling her B-cup breasts.
"Go ahead, baby, suck my tits," she said. I sucked on one nipple as she rode me, then the other. She put her hands on my head as she moaned. "This feels so good. Don't ever stop," she moaned. I ran my hands over her smooth skin as I sucked on her nipples. Looking down, I could see her pussy sliding up and down my cock, coating it with her juices. She kept riding me and I could feel an orgasm coming.
"I'm getting ready to cum," I moaned.
"Do it, lover," she said. "Cum inside my pussy. Please. I need it so bad." Our orgasms hit at the same time and we held each other tight until we quit shaking. She kissed me deeply and I returned the kiss.
"I love you so much," she said.
"I love you too," I told her. Finally, she slid off me and laid in the bed next to me. It felt so good to be in bed naked with her. I felt... alive.
"This is where I belong," she said, putting an arm over my chest. I wrapped an arm around her and held her close to me.
"Roger that," I said as I drifted off to sleep.
The next morning I woke up to find Allie on her knees with my cock in her mouth. This was a first for me. She looked at me with a mischievous smile on her face.
"I need my morning cream," she purred.
"Damn, girl," I said. "You're going to spoil me rotten."
"Good," she said. "That's the whole idea." She went back to sucking me until I exploded in her mouth. She wiped her lips, then got out of bed. "C'mon, sleepyhead, we need to get ready to go. Wanna take a shower together?"
"Sure," I said. "Let me just hit the head real quick first."
"Alright," she said, padding into her room naked. God, I loved watching her walk around like that. I did my business and just finished brushing my teeth when she came into my bathroom. She started the shower running and adjusted the temperature. Fortunately, we both liked to take fairly warm showers.
I stepped inside the shower and we soaped each other down, washed each other off and then used the removable shower head to rinse each other down. As I rinsed her off, I ran a finger along her slit and felt her smooth skin.
"Watch it," she said. "We may never get finished if you keep that up."
"I can't help myself," I told her. "You're so soft and smooth down there."
"You like that I keep it shaved?" she asked.
"Absolutely," I told her.
"Good," she said. "I was hoping you would." When we finished, I stopped for a moment and took her in my arms.
"You know, I really could get used to this," I said.
"You'd better," she said with a smile. We got out of the shower, dried ourselves off and got dressed. I knew she would need extra time to put her makeup on, so I went downstairs and started the coffee. I threw a couple bagels in the toaster and pulled out the cream cheese.
Allie had made it downstairs by the time the coffee was done, so she poured us each a cup and I grabbed the toasted bagels and began spreading the cream cheese. This was nothing new for us as we had often made each other breakfast when we were younger. Still, it felt like old times and I relished the teamwork we had developed over the years.
After we ate our bagels, we headed out. About a half hour later, we arrived at the building that housed the offices of Albert Silverman, Attorney at Law. Albert had been Mom and Dad's attorney for years. He was also a family friend and we sometimes thought of him as "Uncle Albert." I parked the car and we headed up the elevator to the sixth floor, holding hands.
His receptionist, Julie, recognized us when we entered the office. She called Albert and escorted us into his office. Albert stood and shook our hands when we entered.
"Good morning, you two," he said as he sat down. "How are you guys holding up?"
"We're managing," I said. He nodded his head and pulled out a large folder.
"I'm glad to hear that," he said. "I thought the world of your parents and I miss them as much as you. Let's get started, shall we?" He opened the folder and pulled out a document, setting it before us.
"After your father died, your mother and I put everything into a family trust," he said. "You should know that your mother was not only a shrewd businesswoman, she was also a very astute investor. By the time she died, her estate was worth more than 80 million dollars."
"Wow," I said. Albert nodded his head.
"Indeed," he said. "The mortgage on the house has been paid, so all you have to worry about are property taxes. It was her hope that the two of you would keep the property. All of your mother's final expenses have been taken care of, so there's nothing left for you to deal with.
"Each of you will receive an inheritance of 10 million dollars," he added. "Those funds will be disbursed by ACH once we have confirmation that your mother's federal estate taxes have been paid. We've already filed the paperwork for that. She made a few charitable contributions, and the rest is to remain in the family trust."
"Your mother named the two of you to be her co-trustees," he said. "In a nutshell, that means the two of you have equal rights to what is left in the estate after taxes, fees and so on. That includes the house, the bank account and so forth. There's a little bit more to it than that, but we don't need to get into the weeds over that. Bottom line is that she willed everything to the two of you. We did it this way to help minimize the tax burden on you. Any questions so far?"
"Not at this time," I said. Allie shook her head. "We may have some questions later, though."
"That's fine," Albert said. "That's what I'm here for. Now, I just have some things for you two to fill out and sign, if that's okay." He pulled out another document and went through it, page by page. Allie and I initialed and signed where he indicated. When that was finished, he pulled out another file and repeated the procedure.
"All this is so we can file the necessary paperwork for the county, including the deed to the house and the title to your mother's vehicle," he said. After we signed our lives away, Albert put the documents back into the folder. "I'll get all this taken care of and send you copies." He leaned back in his chair and looked at us for a few moments before continuing.



"I know this has been a trying time for both of you," he said. "I worked with your parents for years and thought of them as part of my extended family. I'd be honored if you would allow me to continue working with you." I looked at Allie and we both nodded our heads in agreement.
"Of course, Albert," I said. "We've always thought of you as part of our family as well."
"I'm glad to hear that, Greg," he said. "Your mother had me work up your LLC paperwork and I'd be more than happy to help you get your consulting business off the ground. I've been thinking about upgrading our systems here and I know a lot of other attorneys who could really use your expertise."
"That would be great, Albert," I said. "Thanks."
"My pleasure," he said. He looked at Allie before continuing. "Allie, would you mind if I spoke with Greg privately for a bit?"
"Not at all," she said. "I'll be right outside," she added. I nodded my head. When she closed the door behind her, Albert addressed me.
"I hope I'm not speaking out of bounds here, Greg, but I was wondering if you got the package your mother left for you?" I knew he was referring to the DVD and the documents Mom put together.
"Yes, I did," I said.
"So you now know about Allie and her true parentage?" he asked.
"Yes," I said.
"You know, I'm the one who helped put together the agreement between your parents and hers. And I'm the one who filed for Allie's legal guardianship," he said.
"I saw that on the documents," I said. "I've been wondering why I wasn't informed about it before now."
"I don't doubt that one bit," he said. "Allie had a difficult time adjusting after your parents told her. They were more than a bit concerned about how you might deal with it. I know how close the two of you were as children." I wondered what he would think if I told him how close we are now.
"Your parents and I talked about that from time to time," he said. "Unfortunately, life interfered and it just never happened. You were in the service and then your father died. It was very hectic for all of us. Your mother was a strong woman -- the strongest woman I've ever known, next to my own wife of course. But even she was a bit overwhelmed after he passed away. It just never happened, and for that, I apologize."
"I accept your apology," I said. "But you have nothing to apologize for."
"I appreciate that, Greg. I really do," he said. "I know you just came back from a year-long contract in Iraq, so I imagine you're having a difficult time adjusting to everything."
"At first, yes," I said. "I had hoped to be home before Mom died, but she insisted I finish my contract." Albert chuckled.
"Yes, I know," he told me. "What was it she said? Oh yeah, 'a deal's a deal.' That's the kind of woman she was." I laughed at that.
"I hear that," I said.
"So, how are things between you and Allie?" he asked.
"Actually, things are better than ever," I said. "We've gotten even closer than before." He nodded his head.
"I hope I'm not speaking out of turn, Greg," he said. "But I know how Allie feels about you. I've spoken with both her and your mother about it. I know I'm not your father or even your real uncle, so if you want to tell me to piss off and mind my own business, I'll understand and respect that decision."
"That's alright, Albert," I said. "I've always thought of you as the uncle I never had, and I was raised to listen to my elders. Fact is, I'd appreciate some fatherly advise." He smiled at that and continued.
"Thank you, Greg, that means a lot to me," he said. "So, how do you feel about Allie? I know she has very strong feelings toward you."
"I feel the same way about her," I said.
"So you love her?" Albert asked.
"Yes, I do," I said.
"Do you love her enough to marry her?" he asked. That hadn't crossed my mind before, so I thought about it a bit before answering. It didn't take long for me to respond.
"Yeah, I do," I said.
"That's quite a big step, you know," he said. "A successful marriage takes a lot of work. There's a lot more to it than just the physical aspect. Are you really prepared to commit the rest of your life to her? Put her needs before yours? Perhaps have children with her?" I hadn't even thought about that, but I knew the answer.
"Yes," I said. "Is that okay? I mean, is it legal? We were raised as brother and sister, after all."
"Legally, yes," he said. "She wasn't adopted, and the two of you have different parents, so there's no blood relationship. That's why your mother included all the documents with the video. There's nothing keeping you from getting married, if that's what you really want to do." He got a serious look on his face and I wondered what he was thinking. "I would only ask one thing, however."
"What's that?" I asked.
"I'd appreciate it if you two let me walk her down the aisle," he said with a smile. I smiled and nodded my head.
"Yeah, I'm okay with that," I said. "I'll have to run it by her, though."
"Of course," he said. "I wouldn't have it any other way."
"I just wish Mom and Dad were here, though," I said quietly. He nodded his head.
"They'll be with you in spirit, Greg," he said. "Never forget that. So, when are you going to pop the question?" I hadn't even thought about that, but I had a brainstorm.
"I think maybe tonight," I said. "Over dinner."
"Good idea," he said. "Let me know how it goes. And please, feel free to reach out any time you need."
"I will," I said. He stood and I stood with him. We shook hands, said our goodbyes and I walked out of the office. Allie was waiting for me in the foyer. I took her hand and we went back to the car.
"So what did Albert want to talk to you about?" she asked as I began driving home.
"Oh, just guy stuff, you know," I said.
"Uh huh," she said. "It'll be time for lunch when we get home," she added after a while. "Would you like me to make up some olive and cream cheese for sandwiches?" I love olive and cream cheese sandwiches, especially the way Mom used to make them.
"That sounds terrific," I said. "You go back to work on Wednesday, right?"
"Yeah, why?" she asked.
"Well, I thought tonight we could go out for some surf and turf," I said. "Then maybe go to a club for some dancing afterward. You up for that?"
"You mean you want to take me out on a date?" she asked. "A real, honest-to-goodness date? In public, where everyone can see us together?"
"Yeah," I said. "A real date with the prettiest girl in town. You like that idea?"
"It'll be our first real date, you know," she said. I nodded my head.
"Yeah," I said.
"Let me guess," she said. "You intend to wine and dine me, then sweep me off my feet for some hot wild monkey sex later. Is that what you're thinking?"
"The thought crossed my mind," I said with a smile. Her face lit up as she smiled and grabbed my hand.
"You're on, buster," she said. I held her hand up and kissed it, glancing at her dainty fingers. I wondered how she would look wearing an engagement ring. I smiled to myself and drove the rest of the way home.
Allie went upstairs and took her clothes off, then came back down wearing nothing but an apron. God, she looked so hot. I reached out to her as she walked by, but she waved my hand off.
"Not now, or we'll never eat," she said with a smile.
"Darn," I said. After about 15 minutes, she had the olive and cream cheese made up and had put together two sandwiches. We ate at the table but I couldn't keep my eyes off of her. When we finished, I took the plates into the kitchen and put them in the sink. I turned and gave Allie a big hug and a kiss.
"That was delicious," I said. "Thank you for making it."
"You're welcome," she said.
"Listen, I need to run into town for a bit," I told her.
"Oh? What's up?" she asked.
"I just need to pick something up," I said. "And maybe let my old girl friends know I'm not available anymore." She chuckled as she slapped my arm.
"Damn right you're not available anymore," she said jokingly. "Just so you know, Greg Smith, I'm strictly a one-man woman. And I absolutely will not share under any circumstances."
"I'm glad to hear you say that," I told her. "I feel the same way."
"Good. Well, since you'll already be out, we could use a couple things around here, if you don't mind stopping at the store," she said. "Let me give you a list. It's not very much, but we could use some toilet paper, paper towels and coffee creamer."
"Okay," I said. "I'll stop at the store before I get home so nothing goes bad."
"Sounds good," she said as she made out her list. When she finished, she handed me a slip of paper with a few things listed. I folded it up and put it in my shirt pocket.
"I'll be back after a while," I told her, giving her a kiss.
"Call if you get lost, okay?" she asked.
"No problem," I said.
"I love you, Greg," she said.
"I love you too," I said before I left. Yeah, I could get used to this, I thought. I headed for the mall, knowing there was a jewelry store there and finally found what I was looking for. I knew I would probably spend more than I really needed to, but I figured Allie was worth it. The clerk assured me that I could get the rings sized if necessary and went out of her way to validate the sale.
"She's going to love this," the clerk said, handing me the bag. I thanked her and went to the grocery store, where I bought the stuff on Allie's list. I got home, put the ring box in my pocket and made sure the bag and receipt were out of sight. I walked inside and saw her naked in the back yard with her tablet.
I stood and watched as she slowly fingered herself, her legs spread wide, her eyes closed. I felt my manhood stir and watched as she rubbed herself to an orgasm right there in the yard. Damn, I thought, that is one sexy woman. I looked at my watch and was surprised to see it was nearly time to get ready for our date. I hadn't realized I was out that long.
She looked at me through glassy eyes when I walked up to her in the yard. She looked so sexy, so enticing, with her legs spread wide.
"Take a picture if you want," she said in a sultry voice as she stroked her lower lips. "It'll give you something to remember in your old age." I smiled, pulled out my cell phone and took several pictures of her. She chuckled and posed for me as I walked around, taking pictures of her.
"God, you are so sexy," I said. "I could do this all day, but we need to get ready for our date." She stopped and looked up at me.
"Is it that time already?" she asked. I nodded my head. "Okay, help me up." I grabbed her hand and helped her stand.
"How long have you been out here?" I asked.
"I don't know, an hour or so, maybe," she said as she picked up her tablet. "Did you get everything taken care of?"
"Yeah," I said. "I even put the groceries away."
"Thanks for doing that," she said. We went inside, headed upstairs and grabbed a shower. I put on a pair of khakis and a polo shirt as she went into her room to get dressed. When she came out, I gave her a wolf whistle, the way she did to me the previous day.
"You look good enough to eat," I said. She wore a short red dress that fell several inches above her knees and was slightly shorter on the sides than the front and back. The back of the dress revealed a lot of skin and I wondered if she was wearing a bra.
"Maybe if you play your cards right you just might get lucky," she said. We headed out to the steakhouse and enjoyed our steak and lobster, then topped it off with dessert. When we finished, I stood up, pulled the small box out of my pocket and knelt next to Allie.
"Greg, what are you doing?" she asked quietly. I looked around and noticed several sets of eyes on us. I looked her in the eye and opened the box so she could see the rings. Her eyes grew wide as she looked at the rings.
"Allie, I've known you and loved you my whole life," I said. "I want to spend the rest of my life with you. Will you marry me and make me the happiest man alive?"
"You... you really want to marry me?" she asked.
"Yes," I said. Her face broke out in a wide grin and she threw her arms around me, smothering my face with kisses.
"Yes, baby, I'll marry you," she said. The patrons around us clapped after she said that and we kissed each other deeply. After we broke the kiss, I took the engagement ring out and slipped it on her finger.
"It's beautiful," she said, looking at it. "I love you so much."
"I love you, too," I said. "You ready to go dancing?" She nodded her head.
"Yes," she said. "I'm ready for something else, too." I paid the bill and we drove down the street to a night club we spotted on the way in. It looked to be a bit crowded, but not too bad, since it was a Monday night. There were several women in the place, but none looked as good as Allie and I only had eyes for her, anyway.
"You're clearly the prettiest woman here," I whispered. She smiled as she grabbed my arm. I could see several men giving her the once-over.
We grabbed a table and ordered a couple drinks, then Allie excused herself to go to the ladies room. She came back a bit later and we eased onto the dance floor. This was the first time I had ever danced with her in a setting like this, and I found it enjoyable, especially when she ground herself into me and teased me with her dress, lifting it up a few inches to show off her legs.
After a couple dances, we went back to the table and sipped our drinks. As we sat, I spotted a fairly large, good-looking fellow making his way to our table. He seemed familiar to me somehow and I tried to recall where I had seen him before.
Then it hit me. He was a star player on the local pro football team -- Marc something-or-another. I couldn't recall his last name since it had been a year or more since I had seen the team play. He reached our table and tried to take Allie's hand but she recoiled from him.
"May I have a dance, please?" he asked without even looking at me. I took an instant dislike to him and didn't appreciate his disrespect. She held up her hand so he could see her ring and shook her head.
"Sorry, but I'm already taken," she said, making me feel ten feet tall. I was so proud of the way she shrugged him off. He tried to take her hand again.
"It's just one dance," he persisted. "Please?" By now, I was royally pissed off. I stood up, flexing my muscles, my fists clenched. I was about ready to put this piece of shit in the dirt and I didn't care if he was a star football player or not. He finally took notice of me.
"Are you hard of hearing or are you just stupid? The lady said she doesn't want to dance with you," I told him. "So piss the fuck off."
"And just who might you be?" he asked in a condescending tone of voice.
"I'm her fiance and I just got back from Iraq," I said. He looked at me and finally backed down. I don't know if it was the muscles he saw flexing under my shirt, my clenched fists, the Marine Corps tattoo on my left arm or the murderous look I was giving him. Perhaps it was all of the above. He finally held up his hands and backed away.
"Just asking," he said. "No harm, no foul." He backed away and finally turned around, but I saw him glance back at us a couple times as he made his way back to his table. When he got there, one of his buddies said something, causing them both to glance in my direction. I was still standing, my attention riveted on his table. I relaxed and sat back down.
"What did I tell you?" I asked Allie. "You really are the hottest woman in this place."
"You're pretty studly yourself," she said. "Do you know who that was you just faced down?"
"I think he's a football player or something," I said.
"That's Marc LaValliere," she said. "He's supposedly one of the most eligible bachelors in town, but I hear from some of the girls at work that he's just an asshole who likes to steal wives out from under their husbands' noses."
"Sounds like an asshole to me," I said.
"Why don't we get up and show Asshole what he'll never get to touch?" she asked.
"I like the sound of that," I said with a smile. We got up and enjoyed a couple slow dances. I loved the way she felt in my arms. As we danced, I kept a lookout for Marc through my peripheral vision and noticed that he and his buddies were eyeballing us closely. I figured everything would be okay as long as they stayed away. During the third dance, Allie put her mouth up to my ear and whispered.
"I'm not wearing any panties and I'm so fucking hot for you right now," she said. I looked at her, shocked. She smiled, nodded her head and put her mouth next to my ear again. "I swear to God, if you don't take me home and fuck me right now, I'm going to strip completely naked and jump your bones right here," she said.
"Let's go then," I said. She grabbed my hand and led me out to the car. I opened the car door for her and shut it after making sure she was inside. By the time I got in the drivers seat, she had already taken her sandals off and tossed them in the back and had unfastened the top of her dress, revealing her breasts. Her nipples were hard as a rock and getting harder s she rubbed them.
"Hurry, baby," she said. "I'm on fire and I need your big cock inside me."
"On my way, lover," I said, starting the car. By the time I pulled onto the street, she had adjusted her seat all the way back and was pulling her dress down over her legs. She took it off and tossed it into the back seat and I could see she was naked. Fortunately, it was dark outside and my windows were tinted as dark as the law allows.
She placed her bare feet on the dashboard with her legs spread as wide as possible and began rubbing her pussy with one hand while massaging a breast with the other.
"Careful," I said. "Someone might see you."
"It's dark," she said. "And as long as it's not a cop, I don't care. I'm just so fucking horny right now. Why don't you pull out your camera and take some pictures or something." When we reached a red light, I turned on my cell camera, placed it in the holder I had in the console and began taking video of her masturbating in the front seat. I was getting pretty excited myself and I could smell her arousal as she moaned and squirmed in the seat.
"Hurry home, sweetheart," she said. "I gotta have your cock fucking me."
"I'm hurrying," I told her. She put two fingers inside her wet pussy and fucked herself for a few moments, then pulled them out and rubbed them over my face and lips.
"Can you taste me, lover?" she asked. "Can you tell how wet and horny I am for your big cock?"
"Yes, I can," I said. By now, my cock was straining to get out of my trousers and it was more than a bit uncomfortable. She leaned over to me and began undoing my belt.
"What are you doing?" I asked.
"I need to suck your cock, baby," she said. "I love sucking your big beautiful cock." With my belt undone, she unzipped my trousers and freed my stiff cock. She took it in her hands and stroked it a few times.
"I'm going to suck your cock until you cum in my mouth," she said.
"Just be careful," I told her. "I don't want to get into an accident."
"Keep your eyes on the road, mister," she said. "I'll take care of this." I felt her take me in her mouth and it took all my concentration to stay on the road. Finally, we made it to the house and I pulled into the garage, closing the door behind us. I grabbed my phone and stopped the video as she sat up. I got out of the car and walked around to her side.
I opened her door and she spread her legs wide. Spreading her lips with her hands, she looked up at me with lust in her eyes.
"Ram that monster in me and fuck me, right here," she said. Who was I to argue? I dropped my trousers and my boxers and rammed my hard cock inside her dripping pussy. "Ahh, yes," she cried. "Fuck me, baby. Your cock feels so good in me. Make me your personal cum slut." We fucked furiously for several minutes and experienced yet another mutual orgasm.



I stepped back and pulled my trousers up as she grabbed her clothes from the back seat. I helped her out of the car and we made a mad dash to my room, where we fell into bed, kissing and fondling each other.
We made sweet love to each other for hours and finally drifted off to sleep when the sun began to peek over the horizon. When I woke up, I noticed the time -- 2:00 pm! I looked next to me and saw Allie had just woke up. Her hair was a mess and she looked like she had been rode hard and put away wet. A smile formed on her face.
"Good morning, lover," I said. "Or rather, good afternoon."
"Good afternoon yourself," she said quietly. "That was some date."
"The best," I said. We kissed and made our way to the shower, where we washed each other.
"I have a question for you," she said as she dried herself off.
"What's that?" I responded.
"Why didn't we use the master bedroom? We're engaged now, right?" she asked.
"Yes, we are," I said. "I thought it would be best to wait until after we're actually married to use the master bedroom. That will give us some time to get a new bed and fix it up the way we want. Besides, I don't think it would be right to use Mom's bed."
"Yeah, I can see where you're coming from," she said. After she finished drying herself off, she looked at her ring for a few moments.
"Are you okay?" I asked.
"I'm more than okay," she said. "I'm the happiest girl in the world right now. All of my dreams are coming true. I love you so much, Greg, and I can't wait to spend the rest of my life with you." I wrapped my arms around her and kissed her pretty face.
"I love you too, Allie," I said. "You're the best thing that's ever happened to me."
And the adventure continues.
...
Note: Marc LaValliere was a central figure in my story, "February Sucks -- Big Time," and first appeared in GeorgeAnderson's story, "February Sucks."
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Greg and Allie 03: February's Curse
This is something just a bit different from many of my other stories. I hope you enjoy reading this as much as I enjoyed writing it.
To understand the full context of what is happening here, I suggest you read "Greg and Allie 01: Beginnings" and "Greg and Allie 02: Discussions." I could probably have posted this in another area, but chose to keep it here instead.
Marc LaValliere appeared in the previous chapter of this story and was a central figure in my story, "February Sucks -- Big Time." He first appeared in GeorgeAnderson's epic story, "February Sucks," and in the many sequels that story inspired. This chapter is set before LaValliere met Linda, for those familiar with "February Sucks" and all the spin-offs that followed.
As always, constructive comments are always welcome and appreciated. Please refer to my profile for more on my personal policy regarding comments, feedback, follows, etc. (Yes, I do moderate comments.) Please remember, this is a work of fiction, meaning that it is not real in any way, shape, matter or form.
...
End of Greg and Allie 02: Discussions:
"Are you okay?" I asked.
"I'm more than okay," she said. "I'm the happiest girl in the world right now. All of my dreams are coming true. I love you so much, Greg, and I can't wait to spend the rest of my life with you." I wrapped my arms around her and kissed her pretty face.
"I love you too, Allie," I said. "You're the best thing that's ever happened to me."
...
Eighteen months later:
I sat in my office, which occupied a loft over our garage, eating a sandwich while watching a video on my tablet. It was a video of my wife, Allie, in our back yard. As was often the case, she was naked, enjoying herself on a dildo she had just purchased. It was a video she asked me to make -- something to help me remember what I have at home when I feel lonely or bored, she said. I've watched this video many times since. It was also nice to watch on cold, blustery December days like today.
"A successful marriage takes a lot of work." Albert's words stuck in my mind. Albert Silverman was not only an old family friend. He was my parents' attorney and now he was mine. He had also become something of a father-figure since my Dad died a few years ago, and he was the one who walked Allie down the aisle at our wedding.
I considered what he told me. He was right. It did take a lot of work to make a marriage successful, but I figured I had a distinct advantage. For starters, Allie and I had been raised as brother and sister. Her birth parents were killed six months after she was born and my parents became her legal guardians.
I never knew any of this until just after Mom passed away from cancer. Allie was told after she was 18, after the guardianship legally ended. We had always been close, and by the time I learned of her true parentage, we knew each other inside out and could read each other like a book. Nothing was off the table between us and we discussed everything one can imagine -- sex, politics, you name it.
I learned a lot about the girl I knew as my sister after I last returned from Iraq. For starters, I discovered that she was quite the exhibitionist, especially around the house, and always with me. She even posed for me and had me take video of her. Last Christmas, she bought me a GoPro camera system and had me use it to take video of us making love -- another something to help me remember what I have at home while out of town on business trips.
After I proposed to her, we began making changes to the house. We painted and remodeled the master bedroom to make it ours and replaced all the furniture. We bought a brand new California King-sized bed and christened it the day we returned from our honeymoon in Hawaii.
I also upgraded our Internet service to the fastest speed possible and installed network cables throughout the house along with several wireless access points so our devices got the best signal possible. I was surprised Dad hadn't done this when he remodeled the top floor, but then I realized that the technology back when I was 13 was nothing like it is today.
Fortunately, he had left a set of detailed blueprints and had taught me how to read them when I was younger, so the job went a lot easier than it normally would. I found that knowledge helped me out on more than one job where I had to supervise network installations.
Allie and I sometimes watched porn on the brand new 85-inch flatscreen we had installed in the master bedroom, and sometimes read erotic stories online while laying in bed. We got a lot of ideas from all that, and the stories prompted quite a bit of discussion between us.
One night, for example, we read a story about a husband who had been humiliated and cuckolded by his wife. We both thoroughly enjoyed the revenge the husband got against his wife and her lovers, and talked about it when we finished.
"If I were that husband, I would have fed her ass to the dogs," Allie said. "I hope you don't think I would ever do something like that to you. I'd rather die first."
"No, I don't," I said. "And I'd never do anything like that to you."
"Better not," she said, snuggling close to me. "I'd cut your balls off and mount them on the wall if you ever did." Knowing Allie as I did, I believed she actually would. We kissed and made love until we both fell asleep.
I guess this is about as good a time as any to mention that our love life couldn't be better. We had sex as often as we possibly could and there were times when Allie simply wanted to get fucked hard and fast. Of course, I'm always up for that.
Allie was quite adventurous and we tried as many different things as we could imagine. Oral sex was a given -- I loved going down on her smooth pussy and thoroughly enjoyed her blowjobs. We even experimented with a bit of light bondage and talked about installing a sex swing in the bedroom just for fun. Only three things were off limits -- sharing/swapping, pain and anal. Neither of us had any desire for that, and readily agreed it would never be part of our lives.
We had also discussed having children. Both of us agreed we wanted to be married at least three years before we started a family. We had even set a limit of two children, but were open to more.
In the meantime, Allie continued working at the hospital Emergency Room -- mostly for the benefits -- and I pursued my dream of running my own IT consulting firm. Sure, we could've laid back on what our parents had left us, but we were both raised with a very strong work ethic and the idea of simply doing nothing repulsed us.
Albert came through on his promise and brought me in to upgrade his network. I installed a new server rack and updated all his old equipment. He was so pleased with my work that he began telling other attorneys he knew. By the end of my first year in business, I was providing IT services to about half of the lawyers in town. Some of them had satellite offices in other cities, so I would periodically travel to take care of issues that might arise.
Toward the end of September, I was contacted by Roger Billings, an attorney with the Sharks, the local pro football franchise. He had heard about me through the city's network of lawyers and wondered if I would be interested in refreshing the team's IT infrastructure. Naturally, I was interested in his proposal, so I responded and he set me up to meet the team's IT guy, Ryan Black.
Ryan admitted that his expertise was primarily desktop support, which comprised about 80 percent of his workload. He could handle the day-to-day server stuff, but was a bit weak in the area of network infrastructure. He also informed me they already had a contract to handle the desktops, which were leased through a large manufacturer. I was impressed with his honesty.
After a couple of meetings that included walk-throughs of the corporate offices and the team training area, I had a better understanding of what needed to be done, so I put together a proposal and submitted it. This was similar to what I had spent a year doing in Erbil, but on a smaller scale. I also knew there was no way I could do this by myself and still take care of my existing client base, so that was factored into my proposal. I figured the job could be complete in about four months if my timeline was followed.
Roger and Albert hammered out the details of the contract and it was approved about the end of October. I mapped out the new network and purchased the equipment according to the contract, then hired in a crew of seven contractors and brought them up to speed on what needed to be done. I turned them loose on the job site about the middle of November, per the schedule laid out in the contract, and checked in with them on a daily basis. So far, things were running smooth and we looked to finish on schedule and under budget.
This morning, though, something odd happened when I stopped by the job site. Lenny Johnson, my lead contractor, pulled me aside after the morning briefing.
"Smitty, you got a couple minutes?" he asked.
"Sure, Lenny," I said. "What's up?"
"Do you know Marc LaValliere?" he asked. I remembered the incident at the dance club with Allie the night I proposed to her and my blood ran cold.
"I met him once, about a year and a half ago," I said. "Why?"
"He asked me about you yesterday," Lenny said. "Said you two met some time back. I guess he saw you here making the rounds with Ryan."
"Did he say anything else?" I asked. Lenny shook his head.
"Not much, just that he might talk to you sometime when you're around," he said.
"Well, don't give him any info," I said. "Pass it on to the other guys if you would, please. Between you, me and the lamp post, I wasn't all that impressed when I met LaValliere that one time."
"Got it, Smitty," he said.
After leaving, I stopped to take care of some minor things with a couple clients, then went home for lunch. After I finished eating, I went into the kitchen. Allie had a pot roast and vegetables already set up in a crock pot and had asked me to turn it on after I ate my lunch so it would be ready by the time she got home. I followed the directions she left for me, then went back to the loft.
I don't mind doing things like this for her. Hell, she works as hard as I do, then comes home and still has enough energy to cook and see to my needs. I didn't have a lot left to do that afternoon, so I finished everything on my schedule and looked to see what I had going on the next day. Thank God for remote access, I thought to myself. Before I knew it, I heard the garage door open under the loft and headed downstairs to meet my bride.
"There's my favorite nurse," I said as she climbed out of the car. I gave her a kiss, which she returned. "How was your day?" I asked.
"Rough," she said. "There was an accident on the interstate and we got slammed with patients this afternoon. I thought I might have to pull a double shift, but Roxanne made it in on time for a change. Did you get the pot roast started?"
"Of course," I said. "I even followed your directions."
"Excellent," she said. "Thanks for doing that. I hope you don't mind."
"I'm happy to help when I can," I told her.
"I appreciate that," she said. I could tell she was tired. "If you don't mind, I'm going upstairs to get out of these clothes. I'll be right back."
"Okay," I said, watching her climb the steps to the top floor. She came back down a few minutes later wearing nothing but an apron. It was one she had decorated herself. The top part of the apron had what looked like a "Mountain Dew" logo, but read, "Mount And Do Me."
"I just might take you up on that offer," I told her as she stepped in the kitchen.
"I just might let you," she said with a smile. She checked the pot roast, and seeing that it was done, turned the crock pot off and pulled out a large platter. I grabbed a couple utensils and put the cooked meat on the platter and she scooped out the veggies and potatoes. When she was finished, I carried it to the table while she grabbed the plates and silverware. I grabbed a couple Cokes out of the refrigerator and two glasses and set them on the table.
"This smells delicious," I said as she sliced the meat, putting a nice chunk on my plate. After she finished doling out the meal, I held her chair back and seated her.
"Thank you," she said with a smile.
"My pleasure," I said.
"After we eat, would you mind rubbing my feet?" she asked. "I've been running all day and I could really use some pampering."
"I'd love to," I told her.
"You're the best husband," she said.
"Well, you're the best wife," I told her in response.
"So, how was your day?" she asked.
"Interesting," I said. "I went to check up on things at the football team headquarters this morning."
"How's that going?" she asked.
"Quite well, actually," I said. "If all goes well, we'll finish ahead of schedule and ahead of budget."
"That's good," she said.
"Something else happened, by the way," I said.
"Oh?" she asked.
"Yeah," I said. "You remember that creep, Marc LaValliere, the guy who came on to you at the club a year and a half ago?"
"Yeah," she said. "Did you see him or something?"
"Lenny told me that he's been asking the crew about me," I said. "Don't ask me why. Have you seen him or talked to him since that night?" She shook her head.
"No, I haven't," she said. "You think he remembered us from that night?"
"Possibly, I don't know," I told her.
"Maybe he wants to apologize for the way he acted," she said.
"Could be," I said. "But something tells me he's not the type to apologize. He could've done it that night, but he didn't."
"You may be right," she said. "I don't remember if I told you or not, but one of the nurses said she spent the night with him after he picked her up at that same club."
"No, I don't remember you saying anything about that," I said.
"Yeah, she was there with her husband and some friends," Allie said. "According to her, he just came right up, cut in and took her out of her husband's arms while they were dancing."
"Talk about gall," I said.
"According to her, he seduced her right there on the dance floor in front of her husband," she said. "Then she left with him. Said it was the best sex of her life."
"What did her husband do?" I asked.
"He filed for divorce, but she said she got him to calm down and take her back," Allie said. "They're in counseling now. Personally, I don't think it'll work. She still talks about the night she spent with Marc." I shook my head.
"I can't help but wonder how many others he's done that to," I said. "Lord knows I'd never put up with it."
"I know you wouldn't," she said. "And I'd never put up with it, either."
"What did you tell her?" I asked.
"I told her she was an idiot and didn't deserve to be married to her husband," she said. "Then she had the nerve to tell me that it was just a one-time thing, didn't mean anything and any woman would be honored to sleep in LaValliere's bed. I told her that it meant everything to her husband and her family and if she had any brains, she'd throw herself at her husband's feet and beg for mercy. Well, suffice it to say she doesn't speak to me much anymore." I laughed at that.
"I guess not," I said. I've seen Allie upset a time or two in the past, and trust me, that's not something you forget easily. We finished dinner and I helped her clear the table, putting the leftover crock pot in the refrigerator.
"Mind if we have that tomorrow?" she asked.
"Not at all," I said. "C'mon, let's go to the theater and chill out in front of a movie for a while." We headed to the lower floor and I grabbed a tube of lotion and warmed it up in the microwave. When we got there, she threw off her apron and sat on the couch before turning the television on. I let her put her feet in my lap after I sat down, and began rubbing warm lotion on them.
"Oh, God, that feels so good," she said. I kept rubbing her feet, admiring her dainty toes, and rubbed her legs, slowly making my way to her shaved pussy. She smiled and rubbed my crotch with her bare feet.
I rubbed her feet and legs as we watched a movie. When the credits began rolling, I looked over and saw her lying on the couch, her eyes closed, one hand kneading her right breast as the other stroked her lower lips. I could see moisture dripping from her and her nipples were hard.
"You wanna take this upstairs?" I asked. She opened her eyes and smiled.
"I thought you'd never ask," she said. We slid off the couch and went upstairs, where we made love for a couple hours before falling asleep in each other's arms. We woke up early the next day as we usually did during the week and did our morning workout, then showered and ate breakfast.
"I'd better get to work," she said, grabbing her travel cup. "Love you," she added, giving me a kiss.
"Love you too," I said, returning her kiss. I watched as she left, then headed up to the loft. When I got there, I saw the message light blinking on the phone and wondered who would be calling so early. I hoped I hadn't missed an emergency outage overnight and checked the voicemail. My regular customers had my cell and knew they could call me on that number if there was an emergency I had to deal with right away.
There were two calls, but when I played the messages back, there was nothing but silence and a click as the person ended the call. I found that odd, but figured that whoever called probably realized they got a wrong number. I checked my email, then grabbed my laptop bag and my notes for the day and headed out.
My first stop was to the Sharks headquarters to see how things were going with that job. When I arrived, Lenny brought me up to speed on the progress they were making. Half of the crew was busy running and routing cable while the other half were setting up new server racks, servers, routers and switches. After speaking with Lenny for a bit, I turned into the hallway and almost ran into Dylan James, head coach for the Sharks. I had seen him on television many times and instantly recognized him.
"Excuse me," I said. He smiled and held out a beefy hand, which I accepted.
"No problem, young man," he said, shaking my hand. "I probably should watch where I'm going. I'm just glad we didn't collide, you probably would've knocked me flat on my ass." He looked at what we were doing for a few moments before saying anything. "So, you must be the guys doing our network."
"Yes sir, we are," I said. He looked me over as I spoke.
"You ever play football?" he asked, pointing at my biceps. "You look like you'd make one helluva linebacker."
"A bit, in high school," I said. "But that was a long time ago."
"You ever played any team sports at all?"
"Well, I did do some combat soccer when I was in the Marines," I said.
"Marines, huh?" he asked. "Well, thank you for your service. What's combat soccer?"
"Well, you put a platoon at one end of the field, then put another platoon at the other end, place about three or four soccer balls in the middle of the field and let them have at it," I said.
"Dang," he said. "What kind of rules are involved?"
"There's only one rule," I told him. "Win." He let loose with a belly laugh and shook his head.
"Now that's a game I'd love to watch," he said. "Listen, if you ever get tired of this computer stuff, maybe you could try out for the team. We're always looking for new blood."
"Thanks, Coach," I said. "But this is where I belong." He nodded his head and smiled.



"I understand, son," he said. "Listen, it's been good meeting you. Have a nice day now, you hear?"
"You do the same, Coach," I said. "Good meeting you as well." I turned back to Lenny, who smiled as he looked at me. "You got everything under control here?"
"Sure do, Smitty," he said. "I should have two of these switches mounted, configured and tested today."
"Good," I said. "I'm going to check up on the other guys. Call if you need anything."
"Will do," he said. I went back into the hallway and there he was -- Marc LaValliere. For a moment, we stood there like two gunfighters facing each other off in the middle of a dusty street.
"So, it really is you," he said. "I thought I saw you walking around with that little nerd guy but I wanted to make sure. Greg Smith. That's your name, isn't it? I never figured you for a geek. Were you really in Iraq?"
"Well, you know what they say," I said. "Never judge a book by its cover. And yes, I spent three years there. Two as a United States Marine and one as a civilian contractor. Why are you so interested in me, anyway?"
"You still with that hot little number from the club?" he asked. "You said she was your fiance." I was surprised he remembered after all these months.
"She's not my fiance anymore," I said.
"Oh?" he asked. "What happened?"
"We got married," I said. "She's my wife now." He smirked and nodded his head.
"Even better," he said.
"I think so," I said. "What do you want? I have work to do."
"You don't get it, Smith," he said. "When I see something -- or someone -- I want, I get it. It's that simple. No matter how long it takes. She still work over at the hospital?"
"That's not your concern," I said.
"I think it is, Smith," he said. "And I figure you owe me."
"How do you figure that?" I asked.
"You embarrassed the hell out of me that night," he said. "Made me look bad in front of my teammates. I can't have that."
"That's not the way I see it," I said. "My wife told you no. Maybe you haven't heard, but 'no' means 'no.' You shouldn't have pressed it. In my view, you made yourself look bad."
"No one says no to me, Smith," he said, his face turning red. "Especially a woman."
"There's lots of other women out there," I said. "Forget about my wife and move on. I hear that's what you generally do anyway."
"And what if I don't want to move on?" he asked. "What are you gonna do?"
"I don't know what kind of men you're used to dealing with," I said. "But I can assure you I protect what's mine. Especially my family. You stay away from me and my wife and we'll get along just fine. Don't fuck with me."
I did a quick comparison. We were about even in height and I figured he outweighed me by about 20 pounds or so. But I had an advantage in that I had been trained in combat by the best and I had combat experience, something I seriously doubted he had, since he was drafted straight out of college. I had another advantage over LaValliere, but I shuddered thinking about it.
"That sounds like a threat," he said.
"Consider it a friendly admonition," I said. "You DO know what an admonition is, don't you?"
"I'm not stupid," he said, spittle flying from his mouth.
"Couldn't prove it by me," I said. "Now if you'll excuse me, I have work to do." I walked past him and got a few steps beyond him when he spoke.
"Don't walk away from me when I'm talking to you," he snarled. I stopped, turned and saw Lenny watching us from the door I had walked through earlier.
"Or what? You'll take a swing at me? I don't think that would be very wise," I said.
"What makes you say that?" he asked. I nodded to the ceiling.
"You see those little dark domes in the ceiling?" I asked. He looked up at them as I spoke. "Those are security cameras. And my foreman is right over there watching us. Are you really so stupid that you'd assault me on camera and in front of witnesses? You really think I'd just stand here and take it without defending myself? You forget, I've been in combat. I've faced assholes who did far less that take a swing at me. You stay the fuck away from my wife or we're going to have a very real problem, you hear me?" Suddenly, I heard a voice from farther down the hall.
"LaValliere, get your ass in here, right now." Marc turned and we both saw Coach James standing outside a door, looking at us.
"Coming, Coach," Marc shouted. He turned back to me for a moment before speaking.
"This isn't over, Smith," he said.
"I think it is," I told him. He turned and left. I watched him leave and glanced at Lenny, who gave me a "thumbs up." I nodded my head and returned the gesture before leaving.
That night over dinner, I told Allie about the confrontation. She was shocked when I told her that he knew where she worked.
"Have you seen him at the hospital?" I asked. She shook her head.
"No," she said. "You think he's stalking us?"
"I don't know," I said. "He could be. I want you to keep an eye out, though. Let me know if you see him, okay?"
"Of course," she said.
"You remember what I taught you?" I asked. I had given her some tips on self defense and we had practiced them in the workout area I set up out in the garage.
"Yeah," she said. "I remember. Are you gonna be okay, though?"
"Oh yeah," I said. "I've faced up against bigger assholes than him, believe me."
"Oh, by the way, don't forget to have your suit tailored and cleaned for the Christmas party," she said.
"Thanks for reminding me," I said. "When is that, by the way?"
"A week from Friday," she said. The hospital always held an annual bash every year for Christmas for employees and their significant others. This party was being held the Friday before Christmas, which fell on a Wednesday. It wasn't exactly a formal affair, but most everyone liked to dress up for the event. I had the suit I wore to Mom's funeral, but I hadn't worn it since then.
"I'll take care of that tomorrow," I said. "What about you? Have you bought a new dress or something?"
"Yeah, I got a little something," she said with a smile.
"Care to model it for me?" I asked.
"Not yet," she said. "You'll just have to wait."
The next week and a half went by fairly quickly. I kept an eye on things at the job site and didn't see LaValliere. Lenny hadn't heard anything from him, either. Perhaps he had gotten the message and decided to back off, I thought.
Allie and I took off a couple hours early on the day of the party so we could get ready and make it to the hotel on time. We knew parking would be tough, so we wanted to get a head start. I had to remind myself to breathe when I saw Allie in the gown she bought for the party. It was a black, floor-length gown that accentuated her body perfectly. It was very sexy on her, even though it didn't show off a lot of skin.
"Damn, you look incredible," I said as she modeled it for me.
"Thank you, kind sir. You look quite handsome yourself," she said. We kissed and headed out. The place was already fairly packed when we got there. Apparently, quite a few others wanted to get a head start on things. We were ushered to our table, which we shared with two other couples. I knew some of the nurses Allie worked with, but I didn't recognize these couples. We made our introductions and enjoyed the meal.
After dinner and the requisite speeches, the Master of Ceremonies got on stage and took the microphone. We wondered what was going to happen next.
"Ladies and gentlemen," the MC said. "We have a special treat before the dancing begins. Please give a big welcome to... the Sharks!" Everyone applauded as the curtain on the stage was pulled back. Standing on stage was the entire Sharks football team, with Coach James standing in front. Looking at the line of players, I saw him -- Marc LaValliere.
"Did you know about this?" I asked Allie. She shook her head.
"No, I didn't," she said. As we watched, Coach James took the microphone and thanked the hospital administration for inviting them to the party. Then he introduced the members of the team, who waved as he called their names. LaValliere waved and looked right as our table as he did so. I hoped he wasn't planning to screw up our night.
When the coach finished, he and the team members walked down the steps and among the tables, shaking hands and talking with the hospital staff. Meanwhile, a band had taken the stage and couples were already starting to dance as the music began. Looking around at the people near us, I noticed that several of the women seemed to get very excited all of a sudden and I wondered why. My question was answered in very short order.
"Good evening, Allie. May I have this first dance?" I looked up and saw him -- Marc LaValliere. He was standing in front of Allie with his hand out. I saw the smile on his face and noticed the look he gave me. Her response prompted gasps from some of the women around us.
"I told you a year and a half ago the answer was 'no.' It's still 'no,' and my husband is the only man I dance with," she said. Then she turned to me. "I believe they're playing our song, dear."
"I believe you're right," I said. "Care to dance?" I held out my hand. She smiled, placed her hand in mine and we stood up.
"If you'll excuse us," she told Marc, "they're playing our song." I eyed Marc as we left the table. His face was red and his eyes narrowed to slits as we walked by. We made it to the dance floor, where she melted into my arms.
"God, I love you so much," I told her. She ground herself into me as we danced, a wicked smile on her face.
"Did I do okay?" she asked.
"You did better than okay," I said. "I'm so proud of you right now."
"Really?" she asked. "You're proud of me?"
"Absolutely," I said. "You really are the best wife a man could ever ask for. And I love you more than you'll ever know."
"I love you more, my dear, sweet husband," she said. As we danced, I looked around and saw LaValliere dancing with another woman. They seemed to be deep in conversation and the woman he was with gazed at him with adoration. I saw him glance at us a few times and noticed the expression on his face darkened whenever he looked at us. I hoped he wasn't stupid enough to try something tonight.
After a few songs, we made our way back to the table. Several of Allie's coworkers stopped her on the way to say they couldn't believe she turned down a dance with Marc.
"Why would I want hamburger, when I've got this hunk of a man?" she told one woman while wrapping herself tighter around my arm. Coach James was at our table when we arrived. I introduced him to Allie and we sat down after ordering a refill on our drinks.
"Pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Smith," he said after shaking her hand.
"It's a pleasure to meet you, Coach," she said. He turned to me as Allie spoke with some of her colleagues.
"That's some woman you've got there, son," he said. I nodded my head in agreement.
"Thanks," I said. "I agree 100 percent."
"I saw what happened with LaValliere," he said quietly. "I also know you had words with him a couple weeks ago. I take it there's a history with him?" I told him what happened the night I proposed to Allie a year and a half ago.
"Well, that explains it," he said. "I know he has quite a reputation. He's been called on the carpet more than once for his behavior. Believe me, if he wasn't a star tight end, he would've been canned a long time ago."
"Why is he allowed to get away with what he does, then?" I asked.
"Politics," Coach said. "The last thing management wants is a scandal that affects the bottom line. I'm sure you understand."
"Sadly, I do," I said. "You think he'll try something tonight?"
"I hope not," he said. "I told him earlier today to be on his best behavior. You let me know if he gets out of line, okay?"
"I'll do that, Coach," I said. "Thanks."
"You're welcome, son," he said. "Well, I'd better go mingle with the crowd. Good seeing you again."
"Good seeing you, Coach," I said, shaking his hand. "Merry Christmas."
"Merry Christmas to you as well, son," he said before going to the next table. I turned back to Allie and saw she was deep in conversation with another woman. Allie saw me turn to her and introduced her friend.
"Greg, this is Julie, the nurse I mentioned before," she said. I remembered her telling me about the nurse who nearly got divorced after her encounter with Marc and shook her hand.
"Good to meet you, Julie," I said.
"Good to meet you, Greg," she said. "Listen, I want you to know that you've got a wonderful woman here. I wish I had been strong like her and told Marc to buzz off. Maybe my marriage wouldn't be on the brink if I had."
"I understand," I told her. "How are things between you and your husband, if you don't mind me asking."
"Not great, but at least he's not talking about divorce any more," she said.
"Is he here with you tonight?" I asked.
"Yes, he's in the men's room right now," she said. "He doesn't let me out of his sight. I don't blame him, really. Listen, Greg, whatever it takes, you keep that asshole away from Allie. He won't stop coming after her until he has his way."
"Don't worry, I will," I said.
"Well, I'd better get going," she said. "It was great meeting you, Greg."
"Good meeting you as well," I said. We watched as she headed for the restrooms. After taking a few more sips of our drinks, we headed back out to the dance floor. As we danced, I saw LaValliere walking toward us.
"He's coming our way," I told Allie. As he drew close to us, I positioned Allie behind me and looked him square in the face.
"What do you want?" I asked.
"I want to dance with your wife," he said.
"Want in one hand and shit in the other," I told him quietly. "Let's see which one fills up first." I saw him tense up and his face turned red. I knew he was about to take a swing at me. "Don't even think of it, asshole," I said. "I'll put your dick in the dirt so fast you won't know what fucking hit you. Now just turn around and walk the fuck away, otherwise we're going to have a serious problem."
I saw him look to the side and I quickly glanced in the direction he was facing. I saw Coach James standing there, shaking his head with a very stern look on his face. I glanced back at Marc. He looked at me for a moment, then turned and walked away. Coach came over to us.
"I don't think he'll bother you any more tonight," he said. "Enjoy your evening with your wife."
"I will, thanks," I said.
"Would you really have put him down like you said? He's a pretty big fella," he said. I nodded my head.
"In a heartbeat," I said. Coach nodded his head.
"I'm glad it didn't come to that," he said.
"Me too," I said. We shook hands and he walked away. I saw Marc approach another woman for a dance and I turned back to Allie. "You okay?" I asked her.
"More than okay," she said. "But to be honest, I'm about ready to head home. I've had about enough excitement for one night and I could use some special time with you if that's okay." I looked around and saw that several other couples had already left.
"It's more than okay," I said. We headed back to our table and said our goodbyes, then went home, where we spent the rest of the night making love.
We spent the weekend doing our last-minute Christmas shopping in between bouts of love-making. Since we had no other family, we only needed to buy stuff for each other, but we did buy a stocking stuffer for Albert and I bought gift cards for the crew.
Allie also helped me address and sign the cards I would send out to my clients wishing them a Merry Christmas. I had written up a short note letting them know I would be closed for the week between Christmas and New Year's but would naturally be available for emergencies. I drove to the post office on Sunday and dropped them in the mailbox, thinking they should be delivered in the next day or so.
After Allie left for work on Monday, I noticed another message had been left on my office phone. Whoever called didn't leave any message, but I could hear heavy breathing. I deleted the message and went about my business. When I got to the job site that morning, I gathered all the contractors together.
"Is everything alright, Smitty?" Lenny asked.
"Oh yeah, everything's fine," I said. "I just wanted to give you all something for the holiday." I handed them each a nice bonus check for all their work and told them they could take off at noon on Tuesday, and come back on Thursday, January 2. It was rare that contractors got bonuses or holiday pay, and they were all very grateful. I knew it was unconventional, but I really didn't care. I felt they deserved it. "You'll get paid a full check, don't worry," I told them. "Just be ready to get back to it on Thursday."
"Wow, thanks, Smitty," Lenny said when he opened his envelope. The others echoed his sentiments.
"You're welcome," I said. "Have a Merry Christmas and stay safe out there, okay?"
"Will do," Lenny said. "You have a Merry Christmas as well." We all shook hands and I left.
Allie and I exchanged presents Wednesday morning as we had always done. Christmas had always been a special time for our family. As children, we would be awake and sitting in front of the tree by 5:00 am, eagerly waiting for Mom and Dad to come down and start handing out presents. Now it was just the two of us.
We looked at the brightly-lit tree and the ornaments that hung off its branches. It was the same tree Mom and Dad had used for years and many of the ornaments reminded us of Christmases long past. We tore into the presents and gushed over what we had bought each other.
Among other things, Allie had given me a new drone, complete with a camera and an app that allowed me to control it with my smartphone. There were other items -- toys and gadgets mostly, but she had also purchased some new power tools and a set of camouflage boxer shorts.
I had given her a brand new top-of-the-line Keurig coffee maker, since the one we had was getting worn out, along with a necklace I had seen her gush over. Of course I bought her some other things, including a remote control vibrator and some sexy lingerie.
"We've got to try this out," she said wickedly. We made some breakfast and sat in the theater, holding each other as we watched snowflakes fall in the back yard.
"I wish Mom and Dad were here," she said quietly as we looked outside. "I miss them so much."
"Me too," I said. "But they're still with us, you know, in our hearts and in our memories." She snuggled into me tighter.
"You ever wonder if our kids will spend Christmas like this here after we're gone?" she asked.
"Possibly," I said. "Maybe even our grandkids."
"Grandkids," she said quietly. "I like the sound of that."
"Yeah, me too," I said, giving her a kiss. We spent the rest of the day getting acquainted with our gifts. Allie modeled the lingerie for me, which naturally led to a bout of lovemaking on the couch. About 11:00, she headed into the kitchen to start dinner and I turned on the television, having been chased out of "her" domain.
About three hours later, we sat down to eat. Allie had prepared a turkey, dressing, mashed potatoes, mushroom gravy, green beans, squash and cranberry sauce. She topped that off with pie and ice cream. It was a meal fit for a king. I helped her clean up and we made our way back to the theater, stuffed. We ended up dozing off in the middle of a movie.
That night, she put a couple towels on the bed and pulled out her new vibrator. We read through the directions and I installed the control app on my phone. At her insistence, I mounted my camera on a tripod to record her first remote-controlled orgasm. When we were ready, she laid on the bed, spread her legs and inserted one end of the device inside herself.
I played with the controls a bit and watched as her body jerked when I turned it up. I teased her, bringing the level down to almost nothing, then back up again. Her eyes grew wide and her body lifted up off the bed.



"Quit teasing me like that," she shouted. "You're driving me nuts!" I gave a wicked "Snidely Whiplash" laugh and kept playing with the control, watching her rub herself furiously as the device buzzed inside her pussy.
"Bwahahahaha," I said wickedly as I kept adjusting the control. "I have total control," I added, putting the device at just under the maximum level. Her eyes flew open even wider and her body jerked up off the bed as she rubbed herself furiously.
"Oh, fuck," she cried. "Fuck, fuck, FUCK! Make me cum! Hurry up! I need to cum! Fuck!" I ran the level all the way up and watched as she shuddered on the bed. "AAAAAAAHHHHHHH," she screamed as she squirted all over the towels. She bucked on the bed a few times as wave upon wave of pleasure overtook her. Finally, she settled down and lay there on the bed, looking at me with a smile on her face.
"You enjoyed that way too much, you brat," she said as she pulled the soaked towels off the bed.
"I most certainly did," I told her. "We'll need to do this much more often."
"Get over here," she said. "I'm not finished yet." I walked over to her, my hard cock sticking out of my new boxers. She pulled my boxers down and stroked my manhood as she looked up at me. "This is all I really wanted for Christmas," she said as she took me in her mouth. It didn't take long for her to coax a load out of me. She swallowed what I gave her and pulled the covers back.
I climbed in bed with her and we made love for a couple more hours. When we finished, we laid in each other's arms.
"I love you so much," she said. "I hope you liked your Christmas."
"I love you too," I told her. "I loved it. Thank you. I hope you enjoyed your Christmas."
"I did," she said. "Very much. I just can't believe what a brat you were." I knew she was referring to the remote control vibrator. I chuckled.
"Maybe we can use it the next time we go out," I told her.
"You're kidding," she said with a smile. "You would use that on me in public?"
"Why not?" I asked. "I've seen videos of it online."
"You'll have to show me some of those videos," she said. "I can't believe anyone would actually use something like that in public."
"Okay," I said. "Tomorrow, remind me and I'll show you." We finally drifted off to sleep. Neither of us had to work the next day, so I didn't bother setting the alarm.
As promised, I showed Allie the videos I found the next day over breakfast. She watched them all and looked up at me before speaking.
"I'll have to give that some thought," she said. "Maybe after it gets a bit warmer."
The rest of the week went fast for both of us. We spent much of it at home, playing with our new presents -- and each other, of course. Allie challenged me to a game of strip Foosball, which I won. Neither of us complained when we celebrated my win.
She had a short list of "honey-do's" for me that week -- nothing out of the ordinary -- and I managed to get them all done. I didn't mind doing them at all -- they were things that needed to get done and this was as good a time as any to finish them.
We went out for dinner and dancing over the weekend, and Allie wore her new necklace. We deliberately avoided the club where we first encountered LaValliere and had a great time.
I kept an eye on the business phone, just in case someone called in. I had already set the system up so clients could either leave a message or speak to me if necessary by simply pressing "1." That would forward the call to my business smart phone, which was always within reach. Fortunately, there were no calls that week, not even wrong numbers or hangups, which made me feel good. Allie was called into the emergency room a couple times when they got overwhelmed, but she didn't mind and was back home in a couple hours after things settled down.
We celebrated New Year's Eve at home with champagne, rather than risk going out. We decided to see if we could give each other an orgasm on the first second of the New Year. We tried our best, but unfortunately, missed it by just a few seconds. Oh well, we decided. There's always next year.
On Thursday, we went back to work. It didn't escape my attention that Allie and I had all but forgotten about LaValliere over the holidays, and that was a good thing. I couldn't help but wonder if I would see him when I reached the job site. I didn't and that, in itself, was some cause for celebration.
In fact, I didn't see or hear anything from the creep for about three weeks. Maybe he finally decided to move on, I thought. The reprieve, however, was short-lived. It was the Monday of the fourth week in January when it happened.
I went to my office as I usually did in the mornings. There were no messages, but the phone rang before I could take it out of what I called "holiday mode." The call was forwarded to my business phone, which lit up. I saw the number was set to "private," but answered anyway.
"Greg Smith," I said when I picked up the call.
"Hey asshole," a man's voice said. I recognized the voice instantly -- it was LaValliere. "You probably thought I forgot about you, but I haven't. I just called to let you know that one day real soon, I'm going to kick your ass. Then I'm going to make you watch me fuck your wife. Trust me, by the time I'm finished with her, she won't ever want your little dick anywhere near her again." He laughed and ended the call.
I thought about calling Albert, or getting the team management involved, but then it hit me -- I had no real evidence since I answered the call and there was no recording of it. If I made a stink about it, it would be his word against mine. I thought for a few minutes, then it hit me. I looked through the list of contacts I had for the team, found the number I was looking for and made the call.
"Dylan James," the man said when he answered my call.
"Coach, this is Greg Smith," I said.
"Yes, Greg, how are you this morning?" he asked. "I hope you had a good holiday."
"I did, thanks," I said. "I'm sorry for calling you up like this, but I was wondering if we could meet for a few minutes. Something's come up and I'd like your input."
"Let me guess," he said. "That something might be Marc LaValliere?"
"Yes," I said. I heard him sigh over the phone.
"I was wondering how long it'd be before you called," he said. "Listen, you know that little coffee shop over on 3rd and Main?"
"Yeah, I know it," I said.
"Why don't you meet me there about 11:30 this morning. Will that work for you?" he asked.
"I'll make it work, Coach, thanks," I said.
"No problem," he said. "I'll see you then." We ended the call and I went about my business, stopping first at the job site to make sure the crew survived the holiday week. They had, and were hard at work. Lenny brought me up to speed on his progress and pulled me over to the side.
"Have you seen LaValliere yet?" he asked.
"No and I don't plan to," I said.
"Well, he came by looking for you," Lenny said. "I told him I didn't know exactly when you'd be here."
"Okay, thanks, Lenny," I said in response.
"What's up with him, anyway?" Lenny asked. "It seems like you're living rent-free in his head."
"He wants something and I'm in the way," I said.
"I see," Lenny said. "Well, if you need anything, let me know. I've got your back."
"Thanks, I appreciate that," I said before heading out. I made it to the coffee shop with a few minutes to spare and grabbed a table that sat in one corner of the shop after ordering my coffee. I saw Coach James walk in and waved him over.
"Care for a cup of coffee?" I asked when he got to the table.
"Sure, why not," he said. I took his order and came back a couple minutes later with his coffee. "Thanks," he said after I sat down. "So, what's going on between you and LaValliere?" he asked. I told him the whole story -- of how he tried to pick Allie up the night I proposed to her, how he confronted me earlier and about his threatening phone call. He listened intently as I spoke.
"Have you said anything about this to upper management?" he asked.
"No, I haven't," I told him.
"It's just as well," he said. "All of the players have a morality clause in their contracts, but management tends to look the other way. Their opinion is that 'boys will be boys' and they're not interested in dealing with things like this. Unfortunately, LaValliere has a reputation for going after married women. Especially if they're as attractive as your wife. Yeah, I saw how he eyed her at the Christmas party. That's why I kept an eye on him. So what are you going to do about it?"
"I'm not sure yet," I said. "But there are times when I want to rip his head off and crap down his throat." Coach chuckled at that.
"Yeah, well, with your background and skill set, that may not be the wisest thing to do," he said. I looked at him, shocked. "You still doing the mixed martial arts thing?"
"I still work out, but it's been a few years since I've been active in it. You know about that?" I asked. He nodded his head.
"I was in California and saw you compete in the joint services championship a few years back," he said. "I thought I recognized you when we met that first time, so I did some checking. I understand your reason for not wanting to go professional, by the way."
"I wanted to put all that behind me," I said. "It's not something I'm proud of."
"Does your wife know?" he asked.
"We don't have any secrets between us," I said. "She knows how I feel about that. I was going through a tough time in my life. My father had just died. We don't talk about it these days."
"You understand that with your background and history, you could get arrested if you went after LaValliere," Coach said. "Possibly even charged with attempted murder."
"I know," I said. "That's why I haven't done anything yet."
"That's a wise move on your part," he said. He took a sip of coffee before speaking. "I have an idea about something that may put an end to all this."
"What's that?" I asked.
"Marc doesn't know anything about you, except for the fact that your wife is very attractive," he said. "Maybe we ought to bring him up to speed. What do you think?"
"What are you thinking?" I asked. "Are you suggesting the two of us get in the ring?" He shook his head.
"No, he wouldn't last five seconds in the ring with you, and the last thing I want is an injured tight end," he said. "I was thinking more along the lines of a private demonstration. Are you up for that?"
"What kind of a demonstration?" I asked.
"I was thinking maybe have you come in and break some boards or bricks," he said. "You know, the stuff you used to do for demonstrations. Can you still do that?" I thought for a moment before answering.
"Yeah, it's been a while, but I can still do that," I said.
"Alright," he said. "Let me make a call and get something set up. I think the sooner the better, don't you?"
"I agree," I said. We finished our coffee and stood up to leave.
"I'll call you later today, will that be okay?" he asked.
"Sure," I said.
"Hopefully, this will sink into LaValliere's thick skull without having it broken," he said.
"I hope so, too," I said. We went our separate ways and I finished the jobs I had lined up before going home. Coach James called late that afternoon.
"A friend of mine runs a dojo down on Riverside," he said. "Are oyu familiar with it?"
"I've seen it, yes," I said.
"Good," Coach said. "Can you be there tomorrow evening, say about 6:00 pm?"
"Yeah, I can be there," I said.
"Okay, then I'll see you there," he told me. "Feel free to bring Allie with you. I think Marc will have something to say when you're finished."
"Alright, I'll talk to her tonight," I said before ending the call. I told Allie what happened over dinner.
"Are you going to actually fight him?" she asked.
"That's not the plan. The idea is to teach him a lesson without actually hurting him," I said. "So, will you go with me?"
"You promise me you won't get yourself in any trouble?" she asked.
"I promise," I said.
"Okay, I'll go with you, then," she said. The next day, Allie met me at home after work and we headed out. When we got there, I changed into the shorts I used to wear when competing. When I came back out, Marc and Coach James had arrived. Coach had Marc sit by the mat where the demonstration would take place.
After all the introductions, the sensei took his place in the middle of the mat and picked up a board. He held it as far as he could and turned his head as I broke it with my fist. I saw Coach turn to Marc.
"Just think, son, that could've been one of your ribs," he said, causing Marc's face to go white. The sensei picked up another board and I broke it with a standing kick. I asked the sensei if he could hold two boards. He nodded his head and held two boards together, which I broke with my fist.
The sensei had me break several other boards just to make the point. Then he called out one of his students and cleared the mat. The student was a big man, muscular, wiry and about the same size as Marc.
We bowed, then faced off. I asked him to come at me the way someone like Marc would. He understood and took a swing, which I easily deflected. Using the momentum of his swing, I threw him on his back, then made three punches, all of which I pulled. One went to the student's throat, a second to the solar plexus and a third to the gut. The whole thing only lasted a few seconds.
I stood up and offered my hand, which the student accepted. He got up and we both turned to face Marc. Coach looked at him before speaking.
"Tell me, why do we watch videos of the teams we're about to face?" he asked.
"So we know as much as we can about the opposing team," Marc said.
"That's right," Coach said. "Tell me, what did you know about Mr. Smith before today?" Marc looked at me for a moment before answering.
"He's a computer geek," Marc said.
"With a beautiful wife," Coach added. "A wife you'd like to take to bed. Isn't that right?" Marc looked down, somewhat embarrassed.
"Yeah," he said quietly.
"But you really don't know anything at all about her husband, do you?" Coach asked.
"I guess not," LaValliere said.
"Which means you don't know that Mr. Smith here won a joint services mixed martial arts championship a few years back, do you?" Coach asked. LaValliere shook his head.
"No, I didn't," he said.
"He could've gone professional if he chose to, but he didn't," Coach said before looking at me. "You want to tell him why, son?" Marc looked at me as I spoke.
"I nearly killed a man with my bare hands," I said. LaValliere's face grew white. "I was on a date and someone tried to move in on her the same way you tried to do with Allie. She said no, I said no, but he refused to back off. Then he took a swing at me. I almost broke his neck. He ended up in the hospital with a couple broken ribs and a broken arm." LaValliere shuddered as he put his hand up to his throat. "I decided I didn't want to take a chance of something like that happening again."
"You see, Marc, you were very lucky. Not once, but three times," Coach said. "Yeah, I know all about what happened between you and Greg. It's a good thing you didn't take a swing at him. They'd still be putting your ass back together. Now, I think you owe him an apology." Marc looked at me for a few moments. I could see the conflicting emotions as he considered what Coach told him.
"I... I'm sorry, Greg," he said. "I'll never bother either of you again."
"I accept your apology, but I think you should apologize to my wife," I said. By then, Allie was standing next to me.
"I'm sorry, Allie," he said. "Please forgive me."
"I accept your apology, Marc," she said. "And for the record, the answer will always be 'no.' No one but my husband touches me and he's the only one I'll ever dance with." Marc nodded his head.
"I understand," he said. He looked at me before speaking. "That's a good woman you've got there, Greg. Hang on to her with everything you've got."
"I agree," I said. "And I will." We all shook hands and left the dojo after thanking the sensei and his student.
"How are you feeling?" Allie asked me on the way home.
"Better, now that's over with," I said, which was true. I didn't consider LaValliere a friend by any means, but I hoped tonight's demonstration would put an end to the bullshit. "Promise me, though, you'll let me know if you hear from him."
"I will," she said.
...
Life went on for all of us -- the job progressed as I had expected, and, true to his word, LaValliere left us alone. In fact, the one time I saw him after that, which was a week later, he smiled and waved. I smiled back and returned the wave.
Then February really kicked in. In case you haven't heard, February sucks. For the first two weeks, we literally didn't see the sun -- at all. It was all grey skies, high temperatures in the 20s and an occasional inch or two of snow. Fortunately, both of our cars were all-wheel drive, and were outfitted with snow tires. Both of us had a lot of experience driving in this weather, so I wasn't as worried as I might otherwise have been.
Everyone was looking forward to Valentine's Day, which started with two inches of snow on the ground and more falling from the sky. By mid-afternoon, the whole city was shutting down. I called Lenny and told him to let the crew go home. We were far enough ahead that I figured one afternoon wouldn't hurt. By nightfall, all of the major roads had been closed off to everything except essential traffic.
I wanted to take Allie out that night, but we decided to stay home. Instead, she modeled her new lingerie for me and performed one provocative striptease after another. She finally gave me a naked lap dance on the couch, which morphed into a session of wet, wild sex.
The month wore on and we continued our work. By month's end, we were preparing to "flip the switch" on the new network. It was March 1 when I saw the headline in the morning paper: "Who is Marc LaValliere's New Girlfriend?"
I read the article and looked at the pictures, shaking my head. I couldn't help but wonder who the poor husband was and what he was going through. Perhaps I should've kicked LaValliere's ass, I thought. Allie was shocked when I showed her the headline. She read the piece and looked at the pictures, shaking her head.
The next day, I saw a headline that read, "Jilted Husband To Consider Legal Action Against Sharks, Tight End Marc LaValliere."
"The man who identified himself as the woman's husband also provided graphic video that clearly shows sexual activity between a woman he says was his wife and LaValliere. One video showed a man who appeared to be LaValliere taunting him by saying he would continue to have sex with the woman, perhaps even in the man's own bed, as he was forced to watch," the article said.
"According to the husband, his wife's friends allegedly assisted her in making her getaway with LaValliere. Attempts to contact those individuals have so far been unsuccessful.
"Like all the other players on the team, LaValliere's contract with the team includes a very strict morals clause. Violation of that contract and failure to enforce that clause could potentially leave the team open to legal action.
"We reached out to the team management as well as LaValliere for comment. We did not receive a response from the team, and LaValliere simply said, 'No comment,'" the article said in conclusion. With friends like that, I thought, who the hell needs enemies? I let Allie read the article.
"Can you believe that?" I asked her. She shook her head.
"I guess he didn't learn his lesson," she said.
"I guess not," I said, putting the paper down.
"Do you think maybe you should reach out to someone and tell them what he did to us?" she asked.



"I'll give it some thought," I told her.
The next day, news broke that LaValliere had been taken into custody after he broke into a man's house and allegedly assaulted a child. From what I saw and read, the man went after LaValliere with a skillet and put him in the hospital. I couldn't help but smile. It couldn't happen to a more deserving asshole. When she got home, Allie told me about what happened.
"Guess who was brought into my Emergency Room today?" she asked.
"Marc LaValliere," I told her.
"I guess good news does travel fast," she said. "Yeah, some guy cleaned his clock with a frying pan."
"So much for mixed martial arts," I said jokingly. She laughed.
"Remember that, buster," she said with a smile. After dinner, we caught the evening news.
"Sharks tight end Marc LaValliere is reportedly facing multiple charges tonight after he allegedly kicked in a door of the home of a woman he was spotted with Friday night. According to police reports, he is said to have assaulted the woman's husband and one of her young children. The report says the husband defended the home and his children with a large cast iron skillet," the anchor said.
"LaValliere is currently at County General Hospital where he is being treated for a serious head wound and other injuries. The District Attorney said that charges will be filed and LaValliere will be taken into custody when his medical condition improves. The Sharks team management just issued a statement saying LaValliere is suspended pending the outcome of the investigation." The scene changed to show Roger and Jack standing behind a microphone. I was curious to see how they would spin this.
"We regret to say that tight end Marc LaValliere is currently in the hospital receiving treatment for a head wound and other injuries," Jack said. "We read the police report and would like to express our apologies to the family he allegedly assaulted. For the record, we reached out to the husband and made what we feel is a more than reasonable offer, however, he rejected it."
"How do you respond to the charges being considered?" One reporter asked. "From what we can see, those charges include making a terroristic threat, breaking and entering, assault and battery and striking a child."
"We have no comment at this time," Roger said. "However, we have placed Mr. LaValliere on paid suspension pending the outcome of the investigation. At this time, he is still unconscious, so we have not heard his side of the story. That is all for now. Thank you." The scene shifted to the studio.
"This is a breaking story," the anchor said. "Stay tuned to Eyewitness News for updates as they come in."
"You think maybe you should say something to the team about what he tried to do to us?" Allie asked.
"I'll get with Coach James tomorrow," I said.
The next day, things were hectic at the team headquarters. Everyone seemed on edge and the tension could be cut with a knife. I tracked down Coach James and spoke with him briefly.
"What's going on with LaValliere?" I asked. "I've seen the reports."
"I'm afraid he's in some serious shit," Coach said. "And the team is facing a potential lawsuit."
"Have you told management about what he did to me?" I asked. He nodded his head.
"Yeah, I did," he said.
"And?" I asked.
"They've put him on suspension pending the outcome of the official investigation," he said.
"I heard that last night," I said.
"Well, your story is just one of many others, I'm afraid," he said. "The only difference is he never succeeded in bedding Allie. But it will be a factor in their final decision." I didn't dwell on it much, though. We were nearly finished and I figured the sooner we could wrap things up, get paid and get out of there, the better.
A few days later, the switch was flipped on the team's network and we spent a couple days making sure everything was up to speed. Everyone seemed happy with the speed and efficiency of the new system. According to the contract, Lenny would stay on for two months to transition Ryan into the new system. The rest of the crew were finished, their jobs having been completed to satisfaction, so I paid them and gave them another bonus for their hard work.
Eventually, LaValliere was sentenced to eight to 15-years in prison, and the team fired him. I heard that a class action lawsuit was being filed against him and the lawyer putting it together was asking for any information from the public that might help the case. After talking with Allie, I agreed to meet with the lawyer.
I reached out to Lisa Hawkins, who asked me to come by her office and give a full statement. I told her the whole story from our first encounter to the day of the demonstration.
"And you're saying all it took was for you and your wife to say, 'no' to him?" she asked.
"Well, not all, but he never got his hooks into her," I said. "I think once he realized I wasn't going to take his crap lying down, he got the message and backed off. I hope my statement helps you here."
"It does," she said. "It'll go toward establishing a pattern of behavior. Maybe your wife should hold a class on how to say, no," she said with a smile. I wasn't expecting anything from this, but I hoped my statement might help the men whose lives and marriages LaValliere destroyed.
That night as we sat in the theater, Allie looked up at me with a mischievous grin. Uh, oh, I thought. Here comes trouble.
"You know, it's starting to warm up a bit outside," she said. "You still want to take me out with my new vibrator?"
"Now that sounds like fun," I said, wrapping my arms around her.
Yeah, February sucks -- more for some than others, I thought -- but for me, life was good, and promised to get better...
To be continued...
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Last Christmas Party 01: Tom
Acme Enterprises is the same company used in "Justice Ch. 02: Ghost Riders" and "The Camp Ch. 03: The Coward." And yes, it is just as dastardly as it is in those two stories...
As always, constructive comments are always welcome and appreciated. Please refer to my profile for more on my personal policy regarding comments, feedback, follows, etc. (Yes, I do moderate comments. Please remember, this is a work of fiction, meaning that it is not real in any way, shape, matter or form.
...
It was 3:15 pm on the day of the company holiday party, what many people might think of as a "Christmas" party or a "year-end" party. In 45 minutes, everyone in the office would be leaving to change for the annual dinner and dance as they had done for years. Tom Johnson sat at his desk, holding the picture he kept of his family. Linda, his wife of 17 years, looked even better to him now than she did when he first met her 19 years ago in college. The twins, Leah and Liam, looked happy as they smiled into the camera. At the time this picture was taken, they were 13 going on 14. The three of them were his rock, his reason for living.
As he looked at the picture, he reminisced about their lives together. He first met Linda when he went back to school to finish his business degree. It was June 2001 and he had just finished a four-year stint in the Army as an artilleryman, the last year on the DMZ in South Korea.
He had taken college courses during his time in the service, and had two years to go before getting his bachelor's degree. He enrolled as soon as he got back home and met Linda, the great-granddaughter of Irish immigrants. He normally didn't believe in love at first sight, but was instantly taken by her smile, her long red hair and green eyes. They dated, fell in love and got married after graduating from college.
She got pregnant a year after their wedding and gave birth to twins, which they named after Linda's great-grandparents. Tom didn't mind -- he liked the names anyway and thought they fit the children perfectly.
After college, Tom accepted a position with Tyndall Holdings after a grueling interview with Bill Tyndall, the man who ran the family-owned company. Bill was a hard taskmaster, but a fair man. He had Tom work in a number of positions during his first five years in order to give him a better view of the company as a whole. Bill's goal was to make Tom an executive within 10 years, and he felt this would make him more effective.
Bill was right, of course, and by the time Tom reached his current position as a mid-level manager, he understood every aspect of the company's operations. Linda, meanwhile, stayed home until the children started school. Not wanting to putter around the house all day by herself, she accepted a position with a real estate company. Tom understood her needs and gave his full support without any argument whatsoever.
Between the two of them, they made very good money, so they bought a two-story house in a nice neighborhood and saved for the children's education. All in all, things were well in the Johnson household. As far as Tom was concerned, life was good. Until just recently, that is.
The last ten months had been a bit challenging, to say the least. Bill died of a stroke a little more than a year ago, leaving the company to his two sons, Mike and Ron. Unfortunately, neither of them shared their father's long-term vision for the company and began shopping around, looking for a buyer with deep pockets.
The buyer came along, and ten months ago, Tyndall Holdings was merged with Acme Enterprises, a somewhat shadowy multinational conglomerate that had its hands in almost everything. As is so often the case, everyone was concerned about their positions. The executive transition team from Acme assured everyone that while there would be changes, most everyone below the top two or three tiers of management would stay on board.
As Tom feared, the entire top level of management was gone within a few weeks, and most of the managers directly below them were replaced a few weeks after that. One by one, he saw old friends pack up their offices and leave for greener pastures. He had known these people for years and hated to see them go. His immediate boss, Ryan Witmer, a 62-year-old man whose wife passed away from cancer a year ago, left back in March. Ryan stopped by Tom's office on his way out to say goodbye.
"Et tu, Ryan?" Tom asked. Ryan nodded his head and sat down in a chair across from Tom's desk.
"'Fraid so, Tom," he said. "Listen, if you're smart, you'll get the hell out of Dodge as soon as you can."
"Why?" Tom asked. "What's going on?"
"Let's just say there's some serious changes coming down the pike, and I don't think you're going to like them," Ryan said.
"What kind of changes?" Tom asked.
"I can't get into it," Ryan said. Tom understood. Most of the managers who left had signed nondisclosure agreements and he was pretty certain Ryan had as well. "I know how loyal you were to old man Tyndall, but for your sake and for your family's sake, don't let that loyalty cloud your judgment. Tyndall is gone, and I'm afraid his dream is as well. You're a young man, young enough to get a job with a good company. If you need it, I'll give you a good reference. Just get out as fast as you can."
"What are you going to do?" Tom asked.
"I'm finished," Ryan said. "My days are over. I've decided to take an early retirement. With Wendy gone, there's nothing to keep me here. I've already sold the house and I'm moving to Florida to be close to the kids and the grandkids. I've got my investments and my 401K, so I'll be fine." He pulled out a card and handed it to Tom. "Feel free to contact me if you need to. Goodbye, old friend. It's been an honor working with you." Tom took the card and gave the older man a hug. He felt as though he was losing his father -- again.
"Goodbye, Ryan," he said. "It's been an honor working with you as well. Take care of yourself. Do you need help with any of this?"
"I can get it. Thanks, son," Ryan said. He took a last look around the office and left. Tom thought he saw a tear forming in the older man's eye. He wondered what kind of changes Ryan was talking about, but didn't dwell on it too long. With Ryan gone, Tom knew he was the most senior person left from the old Tyndall team. He talked to Linda about it that night after dinner.
"Ryan left today," he said after the kids had gone to their rooms. Linda seemed shocked at the news.
"Oh?" she asked. "That means you're the most senior manager left from the old crew. Do you think you're next?"
"I don't know," he said. "I think I'll start updating my resume and see what's out there."
"I think that would be wise," she said. "I don't want you to worry about a thing, sweetheart. We've got plenty saved up so if something does happen to your job, we'll be okay for a while."
"I know," Tom said. "I'd just hate to dip into our savings."
"Me too," she said. "But at least I'm still working, so we'll be okay. I don't expect you to just accept the first thing that comes along. I want you to be happy, and there's nothing worse than taking a job you won't like."
"Truer words were never spoken. Ryan said there's going to be some changes coming along soon that I'm not going to like," he said.
"What kind of changes?" she asked.
"I don't know," he told her. "The question is, do I want to stick it out just to see what's going to happen?"
"Whatever you decide, dear, I'll support you," she said.
"Thanks, babe, that means more to me than you know," Tom said, kissing her hand.
The next day, Tom met Ryan's replacement, Jake Wheeler. Jake was much younger -- and more energetic -- than Ryan. He came across as a very confident, self-assured man with the world at his fingers. He wore expensive suits and spoke with a thick New York accent. Tom was on his guard the moment Jake barged into his office.
"You must be Tom Johnson," Jake said as he came in. "I'm Jake Wheeler, your new boss," he added, extending a hand. Tom stood and shook the man's hand.
"Good to meet you, Jake," Tom said.
"That's 'Mr. Wheeler,' if you don't mind," Jake said. "At least until we get to know each other a bit better. You know the old saying, familiarity breeds contempt."
"I'm aware of it," Tom said. Jake looked at Tom, his eyebrows raised. "Mr. Wheeler," Tom added, prompting Jake to nod his head. He looked at Tom's desk and saw the family picture. He picked it up and looked at it for a few moments before saying anything.
"Nice family you have here," Jake said. Tom almost expected him to say something like, 'be a shame if anything happened to it.' "Wife and kids, I take it?" Jake asked.
"Yes," Tom said. Jake nodded his head and put the picture back down.
"I want to meet your wife as soon as possible," Jake said. "Tomorrow at 9:00 am, sharp. You're invited as well." He saw the question on Tom's face and continued. "Is there a problem?" he asked.
"You may be my boss, Mr. Wheeler," Tom said, irritation in his voice. "But my wife does not come and go by your leave."
"Of course not," he said. "My apologies. I like to know the spouses of those who work under me. It helps me connect with my employees. I'd appreciate it if she can come by in the morning."
"I'll ask her tonight," Tom said. "She has a job of her own and may not be able to get away."
"This isn't a simple request, Johnson," Jake said. "Do what it takes. Make it happen. 9:00 am. My office. Be there." Jake's expression had changed with that last exchange and Tom didn't like what he saw. He also didn't appreciate the condescending tone Jake used. "Are we clear, Johnson?" Jake asked after a few uncomfortable moments of silence.
"Crystal, Mr. Wheeler," Tom responded, a bit more abrupt than he originally intended. Jake looked at him for a few moments, examining Tom's expression. After a while, he nodded his head, turned and walked out of Tom's office. Tom was furious -- how dare this jerk think he can just waltz into his office and order his wife around like that! Linda wasn't very happy when he told her about it that night.
"What?" she asked. "He wants to see me, and thinks I can just show up when he demands it?"
"Apparently," Tom said.
"Well, fortunately, I have an appointment with the eye doctor tomorrow morning at 10:00 and Rhonda gave me the morning off, so I can be there," she said. "And I intend to give him a piece of my mind tomorrow morning. Don't worry, I'll keep my temper under control." Tom knew what she could be like when she gets pissed off and smiled.
"Thanks, dear," he said. "I appreciate that."
The next morning, Linda showed up at Tom's office just a few minutes before nine. They kissed, then headed upstairs to Jake's office together. Jessie, Jake's secretary, ushered them inside when they arrived. Jake stood up and extended a hand to Linda.
"Ah, Mrs. Johnson," he said. "I'm glad you could make it in this morning. Please, have a seat, both of you. Would you care for a cup of coffee or tea?"
"No, thank you," she said, taking her seat. "I have a doctor's appointment this morning, so I was able to squeeze this in. You know I have a job as well and I can't just take off when you demand it."
"I understand and appreciate that," Jake said. Tom could see Jake eyeing his wife. At 38, Linda was in great shape and took care of herself. "You're probably wondering why I asked to see you."
"Yes, I am," she said.
"Well, I like to meet the spouses of my employees," he said. "It gives me a better insight into the people who work for me. May I call you Linda?" he asked.
"Yes," she said. "As long as I can call you Jake. So, what do you want to know?"
"Well," Jake said. "For starters, I'd like to know a bit about you. How long have you been married, that sort of thing."
"Tom and I will be celebrating our 17th anniversary in July," she said. "We have two children, twins, a boy and a girl, both in high school. Tom and I are very happy together and we intend to stay that way. We both support and love each other very much and intend to spend the rest of our lives together. Is there anything else you wish to know?"
"I think you've pretty much summed it up, Linda," he said. "Please don't misunderstand. Acme -- the umbrella company that now controls Tyndall -- likes to know as much about the spouses of its employees, especially the managers, as possible. We sometimes take that into account when it comes time for things like promotions and evaluations. Tell me about where you work, if you could please."
"I work for Harmon Real Estate," she said. "I've been there for about 10 years now. Most of the time, I work in the office, but I also do some outside sales as well."
"I see," Jake said. "Sounds interesting. I'd like to hear more about it sometime. Perhaps over dinner. Would you be open to having me by your place for dinner sometime soon? Perhaps this Saturday?"
"I'll have to look at my schedule," Linda said. "Tom and I normally reserve Saturdays for ourselves."
"So the two of you still go out on dates?" Jake asked. "Even after nearly 17 years?"
"Yes," Linda said. "Tom and I have a very vibrant relationship and we like to keep the home fires burning. Especially after nearly 17 years." Jake nodded his head and looked at Tom with a smirk.
"You're a very lucky man, Johnson," he told Tom.
"You have no idea," Tom said. Jake and Linda picked up on Tom's hostility.
"So, is Saturday good for dinner, then?" he asked. Tom and Linda looked at each other for a moment. Linda slowly nodded her head. Tom looked at Jake.
"Saturday is fine," Tom said. "Be there at 6:00 pm. Sharp."
"Very well," Jake said. "6:00 it is then. Should I bring something?"
"Only your appetite," Linda said. "Will you be coming with someone? A Mrs. Wheeler, perhaps?"
"There's no Mrs. Wheeler," Jake said. "But I would like to bring someone with me, if that's okay."
"That's fine," Tom said. "Is there anything else?" Jake thought for a moment, then shook his head.
"That's all for now," he said, standing. "It was a pleasure meeting you, Linda," he added, extending his hand.
"Likewise," Linda said, taking his hand in hers. "Just don't expect me to come running at your beck and call, though. I'm not one of your employees, and I have a job and a life of my own," she added with an edge in her voice. Tom recognized the tone she used and knew she was not happy.
"Of course not," Jake said. "And I apologize if I came across as being presumptuous. I look forward to seeing you on Saturday."
"Saturday," Linda said. She turned to leave and Tom saw the fire in her eyes. Tom nodded at Jake and followed his wife out of the office. He could almost see smoke coming from her ears. They walked together to her car.
"I don't like that man," she said when they got to her car. "Not one bit. And I don't trust him."
"I don't think too highly of him either," Tom said.
"I especially don't like the way he inserted himself into our lives," she said. "Who the hell does he think he is? Saturdays are supposed to be for us."
"I don't like it, either," he said.
"You know I'll support you no matter what," she said. "But I will NOT have him or this company interfering in our lives. We'll do this one dinner, but that's it. Are you with me?"
"Of course I am," Tom said. "So, what are we gonna do about Saturday?"
"Maybe you could grill some steaks on the barbecue," she said. "I'll whip up some mashed potatoes and vegetables. Would that be okay?" Tom nodded his head.
"Yeah," he said. They kissed each other and she got in her car. "Thanks for coming, sweetheart," he said.
"You're welcome," she said. "I love you."
"I love you, too," he told her right before closing her door. He watched as she left and headed back inside the building. Jake was waiting for him when he got back to his office.
"Quite a woman you have there, Johnson," he said.
"I think so," Tom said.
"I guess what they say about redheads is true," Jake added.
"Why's that?" Tom asked.
"I was beginning to think she was going to rip my face off for a minute there," Jake said.
"I can't imagine why," Tom said with an edge in his voice. Jake picked up on it and his tone suddenly changed.
"Well, I'm sorry if I came across as an asshole," Jake said. "Blame it on my upbringing if you want. So, what's for dinner Saturday?"
"I'm going to grill some steaks," Tom said.
"Good," Jake said. "I like mine medium rare."
"One medium rare," Tom said. "Got it." Jake regarded him for a few moments before continuing.
"Look, Johnson," he said. "Perhaps we got off on the wrong foot. I've looked at your record, and I like what I see. All of your previous managers had great things to say about you. Personally, I think you could go far in this company. How far you go is pretty much up to you. Remember, Acme is a huge company with interests all over the world. All I'm asking is that you work with us a bit. Give us a chance. I think you may come to appreciate what we have to offer."
"I'll keep that in mind," Tom said. Jake nodded his head and left.
On Saturday, Tom fired up the grill, rubbed the steaks down with seasoning and began cooking the meat as Linda prepared the mashed potatoes and vegetables. The doorbell rang at 5:50, ten minutes before dinnertime. Having just finished the steaks, Tom answered the door and saw Jake with a somewhat older attractive woman and ushered them inside.
"Something smells good," Jake said.
"Thanks," Tom said. By then, Linda had placed the food on the table, removed her apron and came into the living room. Jake turned to the woman with him.
"Brenda, this is Tom and Linda Johnson," he said. "Tom, Linda, this is Brenda Carson." They all shook hands and Tom invited them to the dinner table, where they all sat down. Tom dished out the steaks, giving Jake one cooked medium rare as Linda served up the potatoes, gravy and vegetables.
"So, Brenda," Linda said as she poured them a glass of red wine. "Are you and Jake a couple?" She smiled and shook her head.
"Oh no," she said. "I work for Acme. I'm part of the Executive Morale Team."
"Executive Morale Team?" Linda asked. "I've never heard of anything like that before. What is it you do, exactly?"
"As the name implies, it's my job to see to the morale of our executives," she said. "You have to understand, Acme is a multinational company with interests around the world. We usually promote our executives internally as they are already somewhat familiar with our corporate culture, which, I'm proud to say, is quite... unique."
"In what way?" Tom asked.
"Let's just say our executives, and their spouses, enjoy certain benefits not normally available to executives in other firms," she said. "These benefits go a long way to ensuring the stability and loyalty of those who choose Acme as their employer of choice. Do you realize that among our executives, we have a 99.9 percent retention rate?"
"I didn't know that," Tom said.
"That's because of the effort we put into keeping our executives happy," she said. "Those benefits extend to the spouses as well. You know the old saying, 'happy wife, happy life?' We take that to heart at Acme, and strive to keep our executives, and their wives, happy and content."
"I... see," Tom said, curious about what she meant. "And how do you go about doing that?" Brenda smiled and waved a finger.
"Not yet," she said. "Remember, we normally don't keep executives at your level in most of the companies we acquire. Not without a thorough evaluation."



"And what does that evaluation entail?" Linda asked.
"For starters, we like to observe the executive and his or her spouse in their own environment for a while," Brenda said. "See how they interact with each other, how they perform as a team, that sort of thing. It helps to know how stable the home environment is before we take the next step."
"What about you?" Tom asked Jake. "Did you go through this evaluation before you were promoted?"
"Well, I've never been married," Jake said. Somehow, Tom wasn't surprised. Jake continued. "So there wasn't much to evaluate. I knew what I was getting into when I accepted my first promotion, however."
"Oh?" Tom asked, causing Brenda to look sharply at Jake. "What were you getting into? Exactly." Jake seemed a bit nervous for a moment, but quickly recovered.
"Only that I knew what was required of me before I signed on as a junior executive," he said. "You have to understand that being an executive in the Acme family is more than just a job -- it's a lifestyle that affects both the executive and his or her significant other."
"And that's why we like to thoroughly evaluate everyone who has the potential of becoming an executive within the Acme family," Brenda added.
"You've both mentioned the word family," Linda said. "Can you explain that a bit, please?"
"At Acme, we think of our executives -- and all of our employees -- as something of an extended family," Brenda said. "We share in each other's joy, and we all share each other's concerns. In fact, we share pretty much everything. That's what a family does. And we do so happily." Tom began to wonder what else they share and shuddered at what crossed his mind.
"I take it, then, that this dinner is part of that evaluation?" Tom asked.
"Of course," Brenda said. "Just as your meeting was earlier this week."
"And how long does this evaluation take?" Tom asked.
"In an established company like Tyndall, it can take several months, even a year," Brenda said. "Changing a corporate culture isn't exactly something that can be done with an interoffice memo. We've learned over the years that it has to be cultivated and nurtured to have lasting affect."
"Speaking of changes," Jake said, looking at Tom. "Starting next week, I'd like for you to start visiting your old clients, let them know about the merger. Feel them out a bit, maybe smooth over any ruffled feathers."
"You realize I haven't been in the field for 10 years, right?" Tom asked. "Isn't that a job better suited for the sales and customer service people?"
"Under normal circumstances, yes," Jake said. "But you were instrumental in getting these customers yourself. I think you should be the one to make the calls. And I'll expect you to continue carrying your normal workload at the same time. Delegate where you can, of course, but the work has to go on. Is that a problem?"
"No," Tom said, not happy. He looked at Linda and saw she wasn't happy either. He had quit traveling a long time ago as it was becoming an issue in our marriage. Fortunately, old man Tyndall was wise enough to see what it was doing to them and took Tom out of that role before things came to a head. Now, Jake wanted Tom to not only start traveling again, but he expected him to maintain his normal workload at the same time.
They finished the main course and Linda brought out dessert, a homemade apple pie. They each enjoyed a slice, keeping enough for the kids, who were spending the night with their grandparents. When they finished, Jake pulled out a cigar and began to light up, but Tom stopped him.
"We don't smoke in the house," he said. Jake put the cigar and his lighter back in his pocket.
"Sorry," he said. "Old habit."
"No problem," Tom said. "I used to smoke when I was in the Army, but I quit when I started dating Linda. I know how hard a habit it is to break." After they shared a last glass of wine, Jake and Brenda prepared to leave.
"Thank you for a wonderful dinner," Brenda said. "It was delicious. If it's okay with you, Tom, I'd like to stay in touch with your wife from time to time. Maybe a lunch here and there. Just for some girl talk." Tom looked at Linda and she nodded her head.
"Sure, I'll let you two work that out," Tom said. "Thank you for coming by."
"Thank you, Tom," Jake said. Tom noticed the use of his first name for a change, but he still had a bad feeling about all of this.
"You're welcome, Jake," Tom said, looking for a reaction that never came. "I'll start reworking my schedule on Monday."
"Good," Jake said. "I'd like to see you make at least one trip a week. Again, thank you for dinner. We'll be seeing you." With that, they left. Tom turned to Linda after closing the door.
"What the hell just happened?" he asked. Linda shook her head.
"I don't know, but I have a very bad feeling about all of this," she said.
"So do I," Tom said. "What did you get out of all that gobbledegook they were laying on us?"
"I think there's a whole lot more to this 'Executive Morale' garbage than they were letting on," she said. "And somehow I don't think it's anything we want to be a part of."
"I agree," Tom said. They went to bed that night and made love before going to sleep in each other's arms.
On Monday, Tom began making calls and adjusting his schedule. He hated the fact that he was now forced to go back on the road to make Jake happy. He also felt like he was stepping on the toes of the account reps who were charged with taking care of these customers, so he brought them into his office and explained the situation so they would understand what was going on. He felt as though he owed them that much, at least. They didn't like it, but they said they understood and thanked him for at least keeping them in the loop.
Then he brought in Julia, his secretary, and the rest of his immediate team, and explained the situation to them. Like him, they had a hard time accepting Jake's demands, but promised to do everything they could to help carry the load. By the end of the day, he had established a schedule that minimized his time away from home while achieving the objective Jake demanded.
Jake came into his office at 4:45 pm, 15 minutes before the end of the business day. Tom hoped this wasn't going to be a pattern.
"Well, have you worked up a schedule yet?" he asked. Tom handed him a printout of his schedule.
"Yes," he said. "I've also got it on your shared Outlook calendar. I've called the clients to let them know and I've informed their current account reps."
"Why did you do that?" Jake asked.
"It's something called, 'common courtesy' and 'not stepping on toes.' Google it sometime," he said. Jake gave him a sharp look and started to say something, but chose not to. Instead, he looked at the schedule.
"I see you don't have anything scheduled for the third week in July," he said. "Why is that?"
"I'll be on vacation that week," Tom said. "17th wedding anniversary -- remember? Linda and I will be on a cruise that week. It's been scheduled since the beginning of the year and I've already paid for the tickets."
"I guess we can let that go then," he said, handing the schedule back while nodding his head in approval. "I take it you've already spoken to your team as well?" he asked.
"Of course," Tom said. "I didn't just start this job yesterday, you know."
"I know," Jake said. "I just wanted to make sure all your bases were covered. I see you scheduled your trips for Wednesdays and Thursdays. Any special reason why?"
"Yes," Tom said. "Those are the two lightest days of my week. I can do whatever needs done and be home for the weekend. I trust you'll approve the expenses, since I'll be using my company credit card. The next few weeks' travel has already been arranged, by the way."
"Of course I'll approve them," Jake said. "Good job, by the way, Johnson."
"Thank you," Tom said. "Now if you don't mind, I'll be heading home."
"Not at all," Jake said. "See you tomorrow." Tom left and met Linda at home. After dinner, he told her about his schedule.
"So you'll be gone Wednesday nights then?" she asked.
"Yeah," Tom said. "If I hit one customer a week, it will take until mid-November to meet them all. There's a possibility I can cram two clients in one trip, but I seriously doubt it. At any rate, I made sure I'd be home for most of the week."
"I'm glad you did that," she said. "I can't believe he's making you do this."
"I can't either," Tom said. "Will you be okay with this schedule?"
"Yeah, since it's only one night a week," she said. "But only if you promise to Skype me every night you're gone."
"Consider it done," Tom said. The next day, Julie gave Tom confirmations for the next several trips. That Wednesday, he flew out early in the morning after hugging Linda and the kids.
"I'll contact you by Skype this evening, after dinner," he told them. More hugs and kisses followed with Linda giving him her love.
The meeting with the client went well, however, the CFO was curious about the visit. Tom explained that his boss wanted to make sure everything was still on-track even with the merger.
"Well of course," the CFO said. "We don't have any issues, especially since your services are always well above par and your account representative has been very attentive to our needs. I honestly don't know why they felt it necessary to send an executive. Don't get me wrong. I always enjoy a nice lunch with you, at your expense, of course, but I don't really see the need for such a high-level visit."
After their lunch, Tom headed back to the hotel, wrote up his report and checked in to see what was going on. As he suspected, everything was going just fine with no intervention needed on his part. After dealing with his work, he ordered dinner from room service and texted Linda. He got a reply almost instantly, so he fired up his laptop and connected with Linda on Skype.
The first thing he saw were his two children, smiling as they waved and told him about their day. When they finished, he gave them his love and told them good night. After they left, Linda turned to the camera on her computer.
"Guess who called me this morning?" she asked.
"Either Jake or Brenda," Tom said.
"Yeah, Brenda," Linda said.
"Imagine that," Tom said sarcastically. "What did she want?"
"She wanted to meet me for lunch, so I went," Linda said.
"How did it go?" Tom asked.
"It went okay," she said. "We just talked. Brenda asked a lot of questions -- how we met, so on and so forth. I think she just wanted to get to know us a bit better."
"Hmm," Tom said.
"Don't get me wrong. I still don't trust her," Linda said. "But I figured it couldn't hurt to be polite. And she did pay for the lunch, so there's that."
"Free food is always a good thing," Tom said with a laugh. They talked for another hour about this and that before calling it a night.
"I miss you so much, Tom," she said.
"Bet I miss you more," he told her in response.
"Nuh uh," she shot back, imitating the kids. Tom laughed at that.
"I love you so much, babe," he said.
"I love you too, sweetheart," she said.
"My flight leaves at 8:30 tomorrow morning, so I'll stop at the office and be home at the normal time," he said.
"Okay," she said. "I'll see you then. Sleep tight. Love you."
"Good night, babe. Love you too," he said. The call over, Tom went to bed. The next day, he flew home, got in his car and drove to the office. Jake was out, so he dropped his report on the desk. When he returned to his office, he saw Brenda waiting for him.
"Hello, Brenda," Tom said. "What can I do for you today?" She followed him into his office and closed the door behind her.
"I take it Linda told you about lunch yesterday?" she asked.
"Yes, as a matter of fact, she did," Tom said. "I find it interesting you chose to invite her out on the day I'm out of town."
"There's nothing for you to worry about, Tom," she said. "I'm only doing my job."
"Your job?" Tom asked.
"Yes," she said. "Making sure things are okay when the executive is away from home is part of what my team does. The last thing I want you to worry about while you're gone is your wife."
"So, is this going to be the new norm?" Tom asked.
"Frankly, yes," she said. "Unless, of course, she objects. Look, Tom, it's only lunch. We talked a bit, and that's all it was. My goal is to keep you productive. The best way I can do that is to make sure your wife is happy while you're gone."
"And this is all part of your 'evaluation,' then?" Tom asked. Brenda smiled.
"Yes, it is," she said. "Trust me, Tom. Everything is going to be okay. The board likes your work and they want to keep you around."
"Thanks for saying that," Tom said. "Just remember one thing."
"What's that, Tom?" she asked.
"This evaluation business is a two-way street," he said. "While you're evaluating me, I'm doing the same. I want to make sure this is where I want to stay. And trust is a huge part of that evaluation. I have to know I can count on the people I work with. Including my superiors."
"That's very wise, Tom," she said. "I truly hope we can earn your trust." She turned to the door and looked back one last time. "We'll talk again, Tom," she added before she left. Tom sat down and went over the day's work. Satisfied that everything was up to par, he left for home.
The next seven weeks were repeats of the first. Tom went to visit clients, and Brenda would take Linda out to lunch where they would talk about this or that. It all seemed innocent, and Tom didn't suspect anything was amiss. When he got back from the eighth trip, Linda hit him up with a change in plans.
"Brenda wanted to know if she could come for dinner the next night you're gone," she said.
"Just Brenda?" Tom asked. "Not Jake?"
"Just Brenda," she said. "She says she wants to meet the kids. I don't think that'll be a problem, do you?" Tom thought carefully before responding.
"I guess as long as it's just dinner and it's only Brenda, that would be okay," he said. "You two seem to be hitting it off pretty well these days."
"Well, I'd be lying if I said I trusted her completely," she said. "I'm at the 'trust but verify' stage of all this. But yeah, we've gotten to know each other a bit better over the last couple months. Is that okay?"
"I guess, at least for now," Tom said. "I just want you to be careful."
"Don't worry about me, sweetheart," Linda told him. "I'm a big girl and I can take care of myself."
During that two month period, Tom noticed other changes. It seemed that Jake was increasing his workload, piling one report after another on his desk, with almost impossible deadlines. Tom delegated as much as he could, but increasingly found himself working overtime to complete one project or another.
He also observed the new executives brought in to replace the ones who had left. They were all established Acme employees and some had been newly-promoted into their positions. It didn't surprise him to see them form a clique, but he was a bit concerned at the way they treated Jake and the other senior managers.
It was almost as if they basically worshiped the ground the senior managers walked on. It didn't escape his notice that they never once questioned Jake or the others. Nor did it escape his notice that Jake would periodically fly a few of them back to New York for "team-building," whatever that meant.
The next week, Tom eagerly waited in his hotel room for the text from Linda telling him that Brenda had left. The text finally came at 10:00 pm, so he booted his laptop and launched Skype. After telling the kids goodnight, he spoke with Linda and couldn't help but notice the smile on her face.
"So, I trust you had a good evening?" he asked.
"Actually, yes we did," Linda said. "I gave Brenda a quick tour of the place. She really liked your shop, by the way." Tom had a small are in the garage where he did a bit of woodworking from time to time.
"I'm glad she approved," Tom said sarcastically.
"Of course she approved," Linda said. "She said it's good to know that you have a hobby you can get into now and then."
"So, what else did you talk about?" Tom asked.
"Just girl stuff," she said. She looked around to make sure no one was listening, then leaned into the camera a bit before speaking. "I've got a little surprise for you," she told him quietly.
"What's that?" he asked.
"You'll just have to wait till you get home," she said in a conspiratorial tone of voice. "But trust me, you'll like it."
True to her word, Tom did like the surprise she presented to him when he got home. After the kids were put to bed, she went into the master bathroom and came out a bit later wearing only a sheer nightshirt. After modeling it for him, she pulled it off and stood in front of her now-aroused husband.
"What do you think?" she asked in a sultry voice.
"It's... lovely," he said, taking in the sight of her newly-shaved pussy. He couldn't help himself, and instantly went down on her, savoring her sexuality. He had always wanted her to do this, but she balked, saying it was something only sluts did in porn movies.
"I take it you approve," she whispered as he eagerly tongued her slit.
"Oh yes," he said.
"Then do me, baby," she said. "And don't ever stop." Who was he to argue? Afterward, he held her in his arms.
"That was incredible, babe," he said. "What brought all that on?"
"Oh, it was just something Brenda suggested," she said.
"So you guys are now discussing our love life?" Tom asked.
"We talk about it from time to time," she said. "Brenda suggested I try doing something special for you -- something you had always wanted me to do. I know you always wanted me to shave, but I always put it off. Now that I've done it, I actually like the way it feels. Do you like it?"
"Oh yeah," Tom said.
"Good," she said. "You know I love you more than anything in the world, right?"
"Of course," he said. "And I love you more." She giggled and held him tighter. The next day at work, Brenda cornered Tom in his office again.
"How was your return last night?" she asked coyly.
"It was good, thank you for asking," he said. She smiled and nodded her head.
"I'm glad," she said. "You know, I suggested she do something very special for you. I hope you don't mind."
"Given the way things worked out, no, not at all," he said.
"Good," she said.
"Tell me something, Brenda," he said.
"What's that?" she asked.
"I've noticed that Jake and the new managers sometimes fly to New York for 'team-building' conferences and the like," he said. "What's up with that? And why haven't I or the original managers been included? Are we not part of the team here?"
"That's a fair question," she said. "To be honest, yes and no. Yes, you ARE part of the team here, but you're not fully vetted by corporate just yet. Neither are the other holdovers. The evaluation hasn't been completed yet."
"So there's a chance we might be let go, then?" he asked.
"Possibly," she said. "We won't really know for certain until the end of the year or so."
"I see," Tom said. "Do the other managers know this?"
"Yes, they do," she said. Tom nodded his head.
"So tell me, what takes place at these 'team-building' events?" he asked.
"Well, we don't talk about that," she said. "That's a hard and fast rule at Acme. You'll find out if and when the Board reviews and accepts your evaluation. Let's just say, these events are designed to help build loyalty and trust in the senior managers. Kind of a bonding, if you will."
"And the spouses are also involved?" Tom asked.
"Of course," she said. "In fact, they're a central part of what takes place. Trust me, Tom, when the time comes, you and Linda will learn all about it. And you'll both come to accept your roles." Tom filed that away in the back of his mind. Just one more bit of innuendo and double-speak. What are they hiding, he asked himself.



With that non-answer response, Tom continued sending his resume out while making contact with headhunters. There were plenty of companies who could use someone with his knowledge and experience, he thought.
Things continued as before until the middle of July, when Tom and Linda left for their anniversary cruise. The twins stayed with Linda's parents and the two of them enjoyed their time away from work. Tom didn't even bother bringing his laptop, and turned his phone off so they wouldn't be disturbed. After a few days of sun, sea, celebration and sex, the ship returned to Miami and they flew back, happy and well-rested. They gathered the kids, handed out souvenirs and drove home, where they collapsed in their own bed for the first time in a week.
Things continued as "normal" at work for Tom. Every week was the same drill -- more reports, more deadlines, the weekly trip out of town and, of course, the weekly meeting between Linda and Brenda. Even there, however, things seemed to change. It wasn't just lunches or the occasional dinner at his house.
Over time, Brenda began taking Linda out for dinner on Wednesday nights. A few times, Jake joined them -- something that irked Tom to no end. Granted, Jake wasn't as much of an asshole as he was that first day, but he still grated on Tom's nerves. And he didn't like knowing that his boss was spending time with Linda while he was out of town.
Linda, for her part, always made sure she was home by about 10:00 pm, and they would enjoy their weekly Skype chat. Over time, he began to notice that she had been drinking during some of these outings, as her speech would sometimes be slurred. She assured him that Jake was present, nothing inappropriate took place. Having known her for nearly 20 years, he trusted her -- but didn't trust Jake or Brenda.
As the months wore on, Tom started noticing little changes in Linda's attitude. Sure, she was still loving and attentive, but there were times when she appeared to have something on her mind -- something that caused her to become distant and distracted. More than once, he had to do something to bring her back to reality.
"Hello!" he once said as he snapped his fingers. "Earth to Linda! Are you there, Linda?" Linda jumped and looked at him, surprised when he did that. "Are you okay?" he asked. "You seemed to be a million miles away. What's going on?"
"Oh, I'm sorry," she said. "I was just thinking, that's all."
"Thinking about what?" he asked.
"I was just thinking about what it would be like when you finally get accepted by Acme," she said. "It would really mean a big change for us. Flying to New York for team-building events, seeing Broadway shows, meeting famous people and all. It would certainly boost our social standing, not to mention the huge increase in pay. I might even be able to quit my job."
"I've never been much on social standing," Tom said. "You know that. So what has Brenda been telling you about these New York events?"
"Oh, I'm not really supposed to say," she said. "Brenda said she was taking a risk just by telling me a little bit about them. But from what she said, they seem like they're a lot of fun not to mention life-changing."
"I don't like this much, sweetheart," Tom said. "We've never had secrets between us. Can't you tell me anything?"
"Well, let's just say they're designed to widen your horizons," she said. "We'd both be doing things we never imagined."
"Like what?" Tom asked. Linda shook her head.
"No, I can't say any more," she said. "I'm sorry, sweetheart. I promised Brenda I wouldn't say anything." Tom was pissed, but chose not to press the issue. He HAD to know what was going on between Brenda and his wife.
The next day after work, he stopped at an electronics shop and picked up a voice-activated audio recorder. According to the shop owner, the device was very sensitive and could record up to 200 hours of audio. He figured that would do the trick, so he bought it and slipped it into a side pocket of the purse Linda normally carried when she went out. He tested the audio to make sure it worked. He hated the idea of spying on his wife, but he felt as though he had no choice.
By now, it was mid-November, and he only had one more trip before he was finished visiting all his old clients. As he gathered his files for the next day's journey, Brenda came into his office.
"Getting ready for another trip?" she asked as he put his paperwork and laptop away.
"As a matter of fact, yes," he said. "My last one. What can I do for you?"
"I was just wondering if you're still looking for another position," she said. He was shocked, as he never told anyone he was looking for another job in the event he lost this one.
"I'm always keeping my options open," he told her. "Especially since I'm not sure if I'm going to be deemed acceptable by Acme. That's only smart, don't you think?"
"I see your point," Brenda said. "I was just hoping you would choose to stay here. We have so much to offer a man of your... talents."
"I'd rather stay as well," he said. "I've been here for a very long time, I like the work I'm doing and I like the people I work with. But I can't wait until the last minute to start looking for something. I believe in being pro-active if at all possible."
"I can understand and appreciate that," she said. "I just hope you consider what that might mean for Linda."
"I always have her best interest at heart, first and foremost," Tom said. "Along with the children. It's called being responsible."
"Of course," she said. "I'd just hate to see you turn your back on the opportunity of a lifetime. Unless, of course, you'd rather see your wife working the rest of her life in that real estate shop. Just think long and hard before you make the biggest mistake of your life." With that, she turned and left the office. What the hell was that all about, he asked himself. That night at home, Linda told him of Brenda's call.
"She wants to take me out for dinner tomorrow night," she said. "I might be a bit later than normal getting home. Is that okay?"
"What about the kids?" he asked.
"Mom and Dad said they could stay there overnight," she said. "Brenda said she'd pick me up and get me home."
"You're planning on being out all night?" he asked.
"No, but I don't want the kids here by themselves after dark," she said.
"Is Jake going to be with you guys?" he asked.
"No, I don't think so," she said.
"So we won't even be able to Skype each other tomorrow night?" he asked. "You know how much I miss you on these trips."
"And I miss you, too. I'll text you when I get home and see how I feel," she said. Tom could feel himself get angry, but he didn't want to get into an argument the night before a trip. Especially his last trip.
"Okay, just promise me you'll be careful and don't do anything that might not pass the husband test. Can you do that?" he asked.
"Of course, sweetheart," she said. "In fact, let me take you upstairs and give you the fuck of your life." With that, she took his hand and led him upstairs, where she proceeded to rock his world. She had been doing this more often lately, but Tom wasn't one to complain about getting sex from his beautiful wife.
The next evening, he sat in his hotel room watching television as he waited for her text. It was nearly 1:00 am when the text finally came: "I'm home. Sorry so late. Too tired to Skype right now. See ya 2morrow. Love you." Tom was pissed and ready to fire off something nasty, but changed his mind at the last minute.
"OK. Get some sleep. Talk to you tomorrow. Love you," he wrote, adding heart emojis at the end of his message. What the hell was she doing out until 1:00 am, he wondered. Was she cheating on him? Is that why she was gone so long? He tossed and turned for much of the night and finally realized he had audio of her meeting sitting in Linda's purse. He finally dozed off, and woke up at 6:00 am, exhausted.
The next day, he flew home and drove to the office as usual, stopping only for a cup of coffee. He noticed that Linda called, but he didn't return her call, concerned that he might go off on her. When he got to the office, he dropped off the report with Jake and wearily made his way to his own little domain. When he got there, Brenda was waiting for him.
"You look like you had a rough night," she said. "Are you okay?"
"No, not really," he said. "I was hoping to talk to my wife last night before going to bed, but she didn't get home until 1:00 am."
"I'm sorry," she said. "You can blame me."
"What the hell were you two doing until 1:00 am?" he asked.
"Settle down," she said. "We ate dinner and talked, then they had a live band come on stage, so we stayed for a bit and had a few drinks. Yes, we both danced a bit, but nothing happened. We left at 12:30 and I drove Linda back home. Nothing happened."
"I thought your job was 'Executive Morale,'" he told her.
"It is," she said.
"Well, my morale went to shit last night waiting for my wife to get home," he said, more than a bit angrily. She recoiled at his outburst, her eyes growing wide. He realized what he had done and sat down. "I'm sorry for blowing up like that," he said. "It's just that I waited until 1:00 am and didn't get to talk to her at all. I hardly got any sleep last night. I'm exhausted and just a bit pissed off at the moment."
"Again, I'm sorry for that," she said. "You're right. And you have every reason to be upset. Why don't you go home, get some sleep and talk to Linda, okay? Believe me, nothing happened last night. Nothing at all."
"Okay," Tom said, cooling off a bit. "I'll see you later." He grabbed his laptop bag and his briefcase, then left the office. Linda wasn't home, so he went upstairs and put his things away. He looked in the hamper and saw the dress she wore the previous night. He picked it up and looked at it. It was short -- shorter than she normally wore -- and looked like it would reveal a good bit of cleavage. He never saw this dress before and wondered where she got it.
He looked in the hamper and saw the tiny panties she wore under the dress. He inspected them, but found nothing to suggest any sexual activity took place. Of course, if she had fucked someone else, he could have used a condom. He looked at the dresser and saw the purse she used when she went out. It was a lot smaller than the monstrous bag she carried during the day. He found the audio recorder and took it to his home office. He fired up his personal computer and connected the recorder to a USB slot.
He listened to the audio through his headphones. The first half hour didn't reveal much, just car noise and idle chit-chat and small talk. He heard them get out of the car and heard the crunching of gravel as they walked across the parking lot of the restaurant or club or whatever it was they went to.
More idle chit-chat, ordering food and drinks. More small talk. Compliments as the food was delivered. Small talk as they ate their dinner. So far, pretty boring stuff. Finally, when they finished eating, they started talking in earnest.
"So, have you given any thought about going to New York?" Brenda asked. "I know the Board of Directors is really anxious to meet you."
"It's about all I've thought about lately," Linda said. "I just don't know about going there without Tom, though. And I'm pretty certain he wouldn't want me going there by myself."
"Maybe you can tell him you're going to visit a relative or something for a couple days," Brenda said.
"Well, for one thing, all my relatives live here in town, and Tom knows it," Linda said. "Secondly, I can't lie to him like that. He would see right through it. Isn't there any way he could come with me?"
"That's out of the question," Brenda said. "The introduction and initial evaluation has to be done without the spouse present. That's the way it's always been done."
"I just don't know, Brenda," Linda said. "It sounds exciting and all, and it certainly sounds like fun, but I'd feel horrible doing something like that to Tom behind his back."
"He would never know, and what he doesn't know won't hurt him," Brenda said.
"Trust me, Tom would know," Linda said. "The guilt would be all over my face."
"Alright," Brenda said. "Let's drop that for now. Jake and I will come up with something. I just want to know if this is something you would like to try."
"A big part of me says yes," Linda said. "From what you've told me, it sounds so exciting. But another part of me says this is wrong. I've never done anything like this to Tom. Are you sure all the other executives' wives do this?"
"All of them, dear," Brenda said. "And they're happy as clams. And so are their husbands. You know, a lot of men secretly want to see their wives with another man. Or two or three."
"I can't imagine Tom would ever want to, though," Linda said. She was right about that, Tom thought.
"The first couple of times might be a bit hard for him, but we have ways of handling that," Brenda said.
"What kind of ways?" Linda asked. Tom's mind reeled at the implications of that as well.
"I'll get to that later," Brenda said. "Only if it's necessary. Besides, if you two are accepted, he'll have his pick of wives to choose from. Believe me, he won't be left out in the cold."
"What about that other stuff you mentioned?" Linda asked. "Would Tom be required to do that as well?" What other stuff, Tom wondered to himself.
"That's usually intended for the new junior executives," Brenda said. "We generally don't expect managers at Tom's level to do that. It's only intended to reinforce the new executive's place in the order of things -- remind him of who he serves."
"That's good," Linda said. "Because I know Tom would kick someone's ass if they even suggested something like to him." That prompted laughter from Brenda.
"I kinda figured that," she said. Tom heard a lot of scuffling in the background before Brenda spoke again. "Oh, the band is getting ready to play. Why don't we enjoy some music and maybe we can get in a dance or two."
"Yeah, sure, that sounds like fun," Linda said.
"By the way," Brenda said. "That dress really looks good on you. I knew it would."
"You don't think it's too revealing?" Linda asked.
"Not at all," Linda said. "You have such a nice figure and your skin practically glows. I can tell that you really take good care of yourself. Believe me, you look good enough to eat." Linda laughed at that.
As Tom listened, music began playing and he heard someone ask Linda to dance. He skipped through the next couple hours of audio, but heard nothing that would indicate there was anything happening other than some dancing. He kept skipping ahead and found the spot where they were getting ready to leave.
"Oh crap, it's almost 12;30," Linda said. "Poor Tom's probably wondering if I'm still alive. I need to get home so I can text him."
"Alright," Brenda said. "Let's go, then." He heard them giggling as they made their way to the car. Doors closing. Engine starting. More chit-chat. More small talk. He skipped through the next 20 minutes or so until he found the part where they were pulling into the driveway.
"Thank you for this, Brenda," Linda said. "I had a good time. I just want you to understand. I appreciate your friendship and all, but Tom and I have been together for over 19 years. We just celebrated our 17th anniversary. We also have two teenage children who need both their parents. As lovely and exciting as all this sounds, I'm afraid of what it would do to us."
"I'm glad you had a good time tonight, and I appreciate your concerns. Really, I do." Brenda said. "Listen, the holidays are coming, so why don't we wait a bit for a final decision, okay? Maybe sometime after the first of the year. I know everyone's going to be busy with end of the year stuff anyway. There's no pressure. Jake and I will come up with something. In the meantime, just be yourself and be happy with your family. Okay?"
"Okay," Linda said. "Thanks again. I'll talk to you later." He heard the door close. He listened as her heels clicked on the concrete walkway leading to the front door. Then he heard the door open and close behind her. More footsteps, perhaps going up the stairs. He though he heard her put her purse down. He closed his eyes and could imagine her taking her dress off. After a while, he heard the toilet flush. More muted sounds that he couldn't quite make out. Perhaps she was texting him.
After a few minutes, he thought he heard her moaning. He listened closer and realized she was masturbating in the bed. It wasn't the first time she had done this. He had seen her bring herself off more than once and it never failed to make him hard as a rock.
He could hear her literally fucking herself with her fingers and could make out the distinct noise as she pounded her hands into her pussy. All this talk of sex with other men must've really turned her on, he thought.
"Oh, God," he heard her moan. "Please baby, fuck my juicy pussy," she cried as she fingered herself. He could see her in his mind, naked under the covers, furiously fucking herself. Then he heard her cry out and knew she was experiencing an orgasm. He only wondered what she was thinking about as she did this. Was she fantasizing about him, or was she thinking about fucking other men as he watched?
He ended the recording and pulled out the recorder. He thought about what he had just heard and quickly formulated a plan. His decision about staying with the company had been made, but he felt it would be better if he waited until right after the New Year holiday to make it happen. After all, he thought, Brenda said they would wait until sometime after the new year. In the meantime, he would step up his efforts to secure something before the end of the year.
On the upside, Tom thought, Linda apparently hasn't actually done anything yet. Well, except for maybe listening to Brenda in the first place and actually entertaining thoughts of cuckolding him. They would definitely have to talk about this. He couldn't help but wonder how Brenda had managed to get to his wife like she had. He could remember a time when she would have told Brenda to eat shit and die, in no uncertain terms.
Most importantly, he thought, she sais that she still loved him and the kids and wasn't looking for anyone to replace him -- yet. There would have to be some hard discussions, he was certain of that. Perhaps some counseling as well. But she hadn't crossed a line that couldn't be uncrossed. So far, there was a glimmer of hope.
He remembered his old boss, Ryan, and decided to give him a call. He pulled out the card Ryan had given him the day he left and called the cell number listed. After a couple rings, he heard Ryan answer.
"Johnson, is that really you?" the older man asked. Tom could hear noises in the background.
"Yeah, it's me, boss," Tom said. "How're things in Florida?"
"Couldn't be better, my boy," Ryan said. "How about you? You still with Tyndall?"
"Yeah, at least for the moment," Tom said. "You got a few minutes we can talk?"
"Sure," Ryan said. "Hang on." Tom heard Ryan say something to someone and a few seconds later, he came back on the line. "Sorry about that, got company here at the beach house and it gets pretty noisy sometimes. What can I do for you?"
"Remember the day you left, you said something about changes that you couldn't talk about?" Tom asked.
"Yeah, I remember that," Ryan said.
"I need to talk about that," Tom said.
"Technically, the NDA is still in effect for another year or so, but I think we can discuss things in general terms. What's going on?" he asked. Tom briefly explained the situation, but admitted there were some areas he still wasn't certain about.
"So you see, I need those blanks filled in," Tom said.



"Yeah, those are some pretty big blanks," Ryan said. "And that's why so many of us left. In fact, I'm surprised you're still there. My opinion, for what it's worth, is this. They're not really interested in you. They're interested in Linda. You're just icing on the cake and they'd rather have you along as well. Probably figure they can control you easier if they have control of Linda. I also did a bit of research on Acme. Know why they have such a high retention rate?"
"No," Tom said. "Why?"
"All of their internal employees sign a lifetime employment contract," Ryan said. "They cross-train all of them and frequently move them around in case a position gets eliminated. Sometimes, they put their employees in various subsidiaries as necessary."
"So that's why you left?" Tom asked.
"Partly. Plus, I didn't have a spouse," Ryan said. "Still don't. So there's nothing they can use to control me. And I'm too damn old to put up with their shit anyway. So I told them to forget about it. There is someone you could probably talk to who can tell you a lot more than I can."
"Who's that?" Tom asked.
"You remember John Greene?" Ryan asked.
"The original IT manager?" Tom asked. "Yeah, I remember him. He left about the time you did." John was an excellent IT manager, and Tom remembered that he could get pretty salty at times. Still, he knew his stuff.
"Yeah, and for the same reason," Ryan said. "Except he has something I didn't have -- a hot-looking wife. Give him a call. I'll bet he'll be able to fill those blanks of yours in."
"Think he'll talk to me?" Tom asked. "After all, didn't he sign a non-disclosure agreement as well?"
"Probably did, but I don't think he really gives a shit," Ryan said. "And I'm pretty certain he'll talk to you. Let me get his number." Tom heard Ryan shuffling papers for a few moments before coming back on the phone. "Here it is," he said. Tom wrote the number down as Ryan read it off to him. He realized it was a local number. Good, he thought to himself.
"I hope this helps you out, son," Ryan said.
"It does, boss, thanks a million," Tom said.
"You're welcome," Ryan told him. "Tell that wife of yours I said hello and you get your ass outta that place as fast as you can."
"I will," Tom said as he ended the call. He quickly dialed John's number, hoping for the best. After a couple rings, John answered his phone.
"John Greene," John said when he answered.
"John, this is Tom Johnson. How're you doing?" Tom asked.
"Well, I'll be damned," John said. "Tom Johnson. How the hell are ya?"
"Could be better," Tom said. "I got your number from Ryan, he suggested I give you a call."
"I take it this is about the shit over at Tyndall," John said.
"Yeah, it is," Tom said.
"You still there?" John asked.
"I am, but not for much longer," Tom said.
"Oh? What's going on?" John asked. Tom gave him the Reader's Digest version of what he knew so far.
"The problem is, I need more information, to fill in the blanks, so to speak," Tom said.
"Yeah, I suppose you deserve that much, at least," John said.
"I was curious to know if this is what happened to you?" Tom said.
"Something like that," John said. "They offered me an IT manager slot there if I stayed. It was a junior executive position, but it paid better than what I was already making. Unfortunately, there were a couple of things I just couldn't reconcile."
"Like what?" Tom asked.
"Well, it seemed that they were already nosing in on my wife," John said. "As you may remember, we hadn't been married very long, maybe three years when that happened. They got her to New York for what they called an 'evaluation.' When Lisa told me she was going to New York, though, she said it was to visit her grandmother. Thing is, her grandmother really did live in New York, and she was in a nursing home and not expected to live much longer."
"I remember you telling me something about that," Tom said.
"I found out when I called the nursing home to speak with them," John said. "They told me Lisa had never showed up and they weren't aware that she had planned to come out. I got her to confess when she came back. She claimed she never did anything with them, but I didn't believe her. A couple days later, I was offered the manager's slot. I turned them down."
"Why?" Tom asked.
"It's rather personal, and frankly, it makes me sick to my stomach thinking about it," John said.
"That's okay," Tom said. "Can you give me some idea what it was?"
"Hang on," John said. Tom heard him close a door before he came back on the phone. "Sorry, I don't want anyone hearing this. They told me it was a package deal -- they didn't just want me, they also wanted my wife. On top of that, they said I might be expected to, uh, service a senior manager or two from time to time."
"Service?" Tom asked. "What the hell is that supposed to mean?"
"They expected me to suck a senior manager's cock," John whispered. "While my wife watched. Said it was meant to cement my place in the grand order of things in the Acme family."
"Holy fuck," Tom said.
"Yeah, no shit," John said.
"So, what did you tell them?" Tom asked.
"I told them to eat shit and die," John said. "Said if any of those cocksuckers whipped out their dicks, I'd cut the motherfuckers off or die trying. I gave 'em the finger and walked out."
"I don't blame you," Tom said. "How are things between you and your wife now?"
"Better than they were, but not great," John said. "We separated for a few months but ended up back together. We're going through counseling now. She explained to me how she was hoodwinked into going along with their crap."
"Was there a Brenda Carson involved?" Tom asked.
"Yeah, that was her," John said. "Filled my wife's head with a bunch of crap. Even gave her some drugs to make her feel extra horny and shit. Told me if I really loved my wife, I'd let her have this. She's the one who managed to get Lisa to lie to me about New York. From what Lisa said, I think they gave her Ecstasy or something when she got there. She swears the only thing she remembers is dancing for the Board, but I don't believe it."
"Interesting," Tom said.
"So, you finally getting smart enough to leave that place?" John asked.
"Yeah," Tom said. "I'm looking to leave right after the first of the year. I want to get my team through the year end stuff, and it just works better for me."
"Well, we're gonna be looking for someone with your expertise here pretty soon," John said. "The CFO is looking to retire sometime after the first. Why don't you send me your resume and I'll make sure it gets to the right person."
"That sounds like a good idea," Tom said. "Give me your email address and I'll get it over to you right away." Tom wrote John's email address on a slip of paper. "Thanks, I'll get that resume right over to you."
"Hey, no problem," John said. "With your background, they'd be stupid not to hire you." They ended the call and Tom sent John his resume with a note of thanks. He was physically and mentally exhausted by this time, but felt as though he was taking some positive action. He went to bed, determined to speak with Linda when she got home.
Linda got home later that afternoon, after picking the twins up from her parents' house. She came into the master bedroom and saw Tom laying in bed, asleep. She gently kissed him until he woke up.
"What are you doing home and in bed so early?" she asked. "Are you sick or did something happen at work?"
"I was exhausted when I got to the office," he said. "I think I only got a few hours sleep last night. I was worried sick when I didn't hear from you."
"I'm sorry," she said quietly.
"Brenda told me it was her fault," Tom said. "You have no idea what was going through my mind last night. For all I knew, you were lying in the road dead somewhere, or worse."
"What do you mean?" Linda asked.
"I began to wonder if maybe you and Brenda had, you know, picked up a couple of guys for the night," he told her.
"Oh my God," Linda said. "No, sweetheart, I would never do something like that to you. Ever."
"I hope not," Tom said. "You've been my life for nearly 20 years, and it would kill me to lose you like that." Linda sat on the bed, tears flowing down her cheeks. She leaned over and wrapped her arms around her husband.
"Is that's what's been bothering you?" she asked. Tom nodded his head.
"Yeah," he said. "Have you noticed that since Jake had me start going out of town that Brenda's been right there with you every single time I'm gone? At first, it was just lunch, and I was okay with that. Then it became dinners here at the house. Then going out for dinner or whatever. And last night, you're gone till 1:00 in the morning. Can you see how I might start to get just a bit suspicious?"
"Yes, I can," she said. "And I'm truly sorry for that. I guess I just let her get to me."
"Have you ever cheated on me?" Tom asked. Donna shook her head as the tears continued to fall.
"No, sweetheart, never," she said. "I love you with all my heart and I would never do that to you."
"I hope not," Tom said. "I can handle a lot, and I can forgive a lot, but not that." Linda cried as she held her husband.
"I'm sorry, please forgive me," she said.
"It's okay, sweetheart," Tom said. "I trust you to do the right thing," he added, causing her to cry even more. "What's wrong?" he asked.
"Brenda's been after me to go to New York," she said. "She wants to introduce me to the Board of Directors."
"Without me?" Tom asked. Linda nodded her head.
"Yes," she said quietly. "She asked me to keep quiet about it. Said it was all part of her evaluation." This fit in with what John had told him.
"What have you told her?" Tom asked.
"I've been putting her off," she said. "Asking questions, that sort of thing. I haven't committed to anything."
"Good," Tom said. "Tell me honestly, were you tempted to do it?" She looked down for a few moments before speaking. She didn't know it, but Tom was putting her trust to the test.
"Honestly?" she said. "Yes. At least a part of me was. I'm sorry. Please don't hate me."
"Of course I don't hate you," Tom said. "And thank you for your honesty. What tempted you about her offer?"
"Several things," she said. "The promise of a good life, lots of money, fancy clothes, expensive cars, life in the big city, all the sex I can handle and then some. If I was a young single woman I probably would've jumped on it in a heartbeat."
"And what did she promise for me?" Tom asked.
"Money, women, prestige, and a few other things," she said. "Things I'm sure you would never find acceptable."
"I can imagine," he said. She shook her head.
"No, I don't think you can," she said. "It makes me sick just thinking about it." Tom already knew what she was talking about, after speaking with John. "So, what do we do now?"
"I'm planning to tender my resignation right after the first of the year," Tom said. "I think I owe it to the team to help them get through all the year-end stuff. Hopefully, I'll have something lined up by then, but even if I don't, we can manage for a while. Are you okay with that?"
"Yes," she said. "I'm more than okay with that."
"Good," he said. "While we're baring our souls, I have a confession of my own to make."
"What's that?" she asked.
"I put a voice-activated audio recorder in your purse right before I left for this last trip," he said. Her eyes grew wide as he continued. "I apologize for invading your privacy like that, but with all the changes and innuendo I've seen and heard these last several months, I needed to learn the truth. There were just too many little things that didn't add up. It was either that or hire a private investigator. I'm glad that you finally told me the truth, but I have to tell you, my trust level has taken quite a hit."
"I'm sorry," she said. "Brenda swore me to secrecy and said she could get in trouble for telling me as much as she did. Normally, I'd be livid with you for spying on me like that, but I can understand why. I'd probably do something similar if I were in your shoes."
"I'm curious, though," Tom said. "Eight months ago, you were ready to castrate Jake and you said back then you didn't trust either him or Brenda. What happened since then?"
"I guess she just kept working on me bit by bit," Linda said. "It wasn't like she just came out and said, 'hey, wanna go fuck around on your husband,' you know. I would've just told her to take a hike. So what do we do now?"
"For starters, I think you should limit your exposure to Brenda and the others," he said.
"You're right," she said. "But you know we'll probably see them at the year-end party. And I'm sure she's gonna call and want to do lunch or something."
"Yeah, I suppose so," Tom said. "Put her off if she does. Be gentle, but firm. Tell her you don't have the time or something. Don't give her any reason to think we know what's going on. And remember, it's crucial that no one knows I'm leaving. Especially not Brenda or Jake. Agreed?"
"Agreed," she said. She started crying even harder. "I'm so sorry. How could I have been so damn stupid?" Tom held her as she sobbed on his shoulder.
"You were played by an expert," he said. "I think we both were to a degree. In fact, I'd bet you a dollar to a doughnut hole those trips were something Jake cooked up so Brenda could get you alone."
"How long did it take you to figure that out?" she asked.
"I figured it out on the first trip," he said. "Every client I visited asked the same thing. Why would Tyndall send an executive to do the work of an account representative?"
"Why didn't you say something?" she asked.
"I wanted to find out what their end game is," he said. "And I was curious to see how far they would go."
"Weren't you concerned with how I would respond to them?" she asked.
"I trusted you," he said. "I knew that when push comes to shove, you'd do the right thing."
"But I almost didn't," she said.
"I realize that, and that's why I said my trust level has taken a big hit. In fact, I'm a bit miffed that you didn't flat out reject what she told you. But you know what they say about 'almost,' right?" he asked. "It only counts in pitching pennies, horseshoes and throwing grenades." She laughed and punched him in the arm playfully.
"That's not funny," she said.
"Sounded funny to me at the time," he said.
"So, what now, Mr. Executive?" she asked jokingly.
"I think we give the kids some money, have them order a pizza and you and I have dinner in bed. Naked," he said.
"Ohhh, I like the sound of that," she said, kissing him deeply. "Do you know how much I absolutely adore you?"
"Maybe this much?" he responded, holding two fingers an inch or so apart.
"How about THIS much," she exclaimed, wrapping her arms around him as she gave him a deep tongue kiss. When they broke the kiss, Tom grabbed some money out of his wallet and called to the children. A few moments later, they heard the sound of footsteps running up the stairs. Liam and Leah popped their heads in the door.
"Why don't you kids order a couple pizzas tonight?" Tom asked as he held out some bills. "Mom and I are going to spend some alone time for a bit." Liam grabbed the money and looked at his mother.
"Alone time?" he asked. Leah slapped his arm playfully.
"That means they're going to have sex, stupid," she said, laughing. "Duh."
"Oh," Liam said.
"You two have fun," Leah said with a wink and a smile.
"Thank you, dear," Linda said. "Please save us a couple pieces and close the door on your way out, okay? And try to keep the noise level down a bit."
"Okay, Mom," Leah said. She gave her parents a kiss on the cheek and the two of them left the room, bounding down the stairs. "I want a veggie pizza," they heard her shout through the now-closed door.
"I want extra anchovies," Liam shouted back.
"Ewww, gross," Leah said in response. Tom laughed as Linda shook her head.
"Are you absolutely sure those two sprang from our loins?" Tom asked jokingly.
"Trust me, they did," Linda said. "We were both there, remember?"
"Oh yeah, that's right," he said. "Now, come here, wife. I need some extra attention tonight." Linda smiled as she ground herself on top of her husband.
"I'm all yours, husband," she purred. A couple hours later, they laid in each others arms, their naked bodies intertwined with each other.
"God, I needed that," he said.
"Me too," she told him.
"You know, I heard you masturbating on that audio I captured last night," Tom said.
"Really?" Linda asked. "You heard me?"
"Yeah," he said. "I guess your visits with Brenda really got you worked up, didn't they?"
"Sometimes, yes," she said.
"You ever wonder about that?" Tom asked.
"A few times," Linda said. Suddenly, her expression got serious. "Do you think that she..."
"What?" Tom asked. "Drugged you?"
"Yeah," she said. "I mean, couldn't that be a possibility?"
"I don't know," Tom said. "I guess it's remotely possible. Nothing would surprise me anymore. So, tell me, who were you thinking about while you did that?" he asked.
"You," she said. "Especially right after we Skyped each other. I missed you so much and after seeing you there on the computer, I wanted you so bad. But I have to admit, there were times after my meetings with Brenda that I just had to relieve myself. Don't ask me why because I can't explain it myself." She was quiet for a few moments then turned to Tom.
"Do you still love me?" she asked quietly.
"Of course," he said. "If I didn't, we wouldn't even be having this conversation. Do you still love me?"
"Oh yes," she said. "More than ever. And I'm so sorry I caused you to question my loyalty to you. You're the only man I've ever wanted in my life. And you're the only man who will ever touch this body. I hope you know that."
"I do," he said. "But I think that maybe when this is all over we might want to get some counseling."
"I think you're probably right," she said. Eventually, they drifted off to sleep. Tom felt better than he had in a very long time. The next day, he went to work with a huge smile on his face, mostly from the blowjob Linda had given him that morning when he woke up. It had been a while since she had done that.
"You're looking mighty chipper this morning," Brenda said when she caught up to him. "I trust you had a good night's rest."
"Yes, I had a very good night, thank you," he said.
"I hope everything is well in the Johnson household," she said as she followed him into his office.
"Very well, thank you," he said. "Is there something I can do for you this morning?"
"I was just wondering if you two have plans for Thanksgiving," she said.
"Actually, we do," he said. "We usually invade my in-laws' house for a day of turkey, pie and football. Been doing it for years. Why?"
"Oh, nothing, I guess," she said. "I just thought that maybe we could do something if you didn't have anything planned. But since you've already got a full day planned out, it's no big deal."
"Actually, we have a whole weekend planned out," he said. "Take a rain check?"
"Uh, yeah, sure, that would be fine," she said. "I'll talk to you later then."
"Sure, talk to you later," Tom said. He watched her leave the office and wondered what she had in mind. Later that afternoon, Jake came by.
"I see you're back to the land of the living," he said. "Brenda told me you were exhausted when you got back yesterday. Everything okay?"
"Yes, it is, thanks for asking," Tom said.
"Good," Jake said. "I just wanted to let you know that Brenda and I will be taking a few of the new managers to New York for some team-building exercises this afternoon. I don't know if we'll see you before Thanksgiving, so if I don't, please give our best to your family."



"Well, thank you, Jake, I appreciate that," Tom said. "Same to you, and I hope you have a safe trip."
"Thank you," Jake said. "You know, I really look forward to the time when you can join me for these team-building events." I'll just bet you do, you sick fuck, Tom thought to himself. "There's nothing quite like them, believe me."
"Well, you never know what the future might hold," Tom said.
"I guess you're right," Jake said as he prepared to leave. Tom watched as Jake spoke to a few others, then turned back to his work. A few minutes later, his phone buzzed. He didn't recognize the number, but answered anyway.
"Tom Johnson," he said.
"Good afternoon, Mr. Johnson," a female voice said. "My name is April Jennings, and I'm with Ryder Industries." That was the company John worked for. "I wanted to let you know we got your resume and Mr. Ryder would like to schedule an interview at your earliest convenience."
"Of course," Tom said. "It's pretty late today, so is Monday a good day for Mr. Ryder?"
"Absolutely," April said. "I have an opening for 9:00 am. Will that work for you?"
"Yes, it will," Tom said.
"Good," she said. "I've got you in his schedule and I look forward to seeing you then. Can I email or text you directions to our corporate headquarters?"
"Yes, that would be perfect," Tom said, giving her his personal email address.
"Got it," she said. "We'll see you then, Mr. Johnson."
"See you then, Ms. Jennings," Tom said as he ended the call. Putting his phone away, he smiled. I love it when a plan comes together, he thought. On his way out, he told Julia that he would be a bit late on Monday.
"Okay, Tom," she said. "See you when you get in. Have a good weekend."
"You do the same, Julia," he said. Linda was ecstatic when he told her of his interview.
"Oh, honey, that's wonderful," she said. "I'm sure it'll work out."
"I hope so," Tom said. After a nice relaxing weekend, Tom pulled off the directions and headed for Ryder Industries on Monday. He followed April's directions and found himself on the top floor where the executives worked. April, a fairly tall, attractive brunette stood up as he walked into the central part of the suite.
"Mr. Johnson?" she asked with a smile.
"Yes," Tom said. "You must be Ms. Jennings."
"Please, call me April," she said as they shook hands. "Mr. Ryder is expecting you. Please follow me." She ushered him into a large office, where two older men stood and extended their hands. Tom shook their hands as April walked out of the office.
"A pleasure to meet you, Mr. Ryder," Tom said.
"Please call me Alfred," Ryder said. "This is Wendell James, our current CFO. I hope you don't mind, but I thought it best if he were part of this discussion. It's his position you'll be filling, after all."
"Not at all," Tom said. "Pleasure to meet you, Mr. James." Wendell smiled.
"Please call me Wendell," he said. "Mr. James was my father." They all laughed and Alfred motioned for them to sit down.
"Care for anything to drink?" he asked. "Coffee, tea?"
"I'm fine, Wendell, thanks," Tom said.
"I imagine John told you that Wendell here is planning to retire after the first of the year," Alfred said. "After 30 years, he's going to Idaho. Can you believe that?"
"Idaho?" Tom asked. Wendell nodded his head.
"Yep," he said. "Coeur d'Alene. Beautiful place. Got a house overlooking the lake. You know they even have a floating, movable golf green up there."
"Really?" Tom asked. Wendell nodded his head. "Sounds like fun."
"That's what I thought as well," Wendell said. They discussed the job for several minutes and Tom was impressed with the level of controls the company had in place. He had already checked the company out online and saw that it had a very good reputation. Both Alfred and Wendell were impressed with his knowledge and with the fact that he had researched them before the interview.
"Tom, Wendell and I went over your resume and frankly, we're both impressed," Alfred said. "I also spoke with your previous manager, Ryan, and he had nothing but good things to say about you. I'm especially impressed that you've been at Tyndall for what, 17 years?"
"Yes sir, 17 years," Tom said.
"That's the kind of loyalty I'm looking for here," he said. "I want someone who's interested in the long game and won't run off when a shiny new object comes up. I'm curious, though, why are you looking to leave after 17 years?"
"Well, as you probably know, Tyndall was bought out by Acme Enterprises," Tom said.
"Yes, I heard," Alfred said.
"The truth is, I'm not sure I'd be a good fit with the new corporate culture there," Tom said. Both Alfred and Wendell nodded their heads. Unknown to Tom, this wasn't the first time they had heard this.
"I understand completely," Alfred said. "John has mentioned a thing or two in the past and we've heard rumors from others. I want you to know that this is a family-owned company. And we strive to make sure it stays that way. To me, family is the most important thing to a person."
"Thank you for saying that," Tom said.
"When do you think you can be available?" Alfred said.
"I'd like to get my current team through the year-end stuff," Tom said. "My plan was to give a two week notice before Christmas and be available right after New Year's."
"That sounds good to me," Alfred said. "What about you, Wendell?"
"That works for me as well," he said. "That'll give us a couple weeks to make the transition. Think you can get up to speed on everything in that amount of time?"
"Yes, sir," Tom said.
"Excellent," Wendell said. He looked at Alfred before speaking again. "I think we've found our man."
"I agree," Alfred said. He pulled out a sheet of paper and wrote a number on it before handing it to Tom. "Does that look like a reasonable offer to you?" Tom looked and saw it was considerably more than he was currently making. He also noticed the benefit package that came with it.
"Yes sir, that's very reasonable," he said.
"Wonderful," Alfred said. "If you would, go ahead, look it all over and sign on the dotted line. I'll have April start the onboard process and we'll see you here on January 4." Tom felt as if a giant weight had been lifted off his shoulders.
"Thank you," he said, shaking Alfred's hand. He read over the offer, looked it over again to make sure he didn't miss anything and signed the offer, handing it back to Alfred. Smiling, they all shook hands.
"I'll see you on the 4th of January," Wendell said. "Welcome aboard."
"Thank you, Wendell," Tom said. "I'm looking forward to working with you." They exchanged holiday greetings and Tom left the office, practically walking on air. He smiled and waved at April as he walked by.
"I'll see you next year," he said.
"See you then, Mr. Johnson," she said with a bright smile. He waited until he got in his car before giving a hearty fist pump.
"YES!" he said as he pumped his fist. He called Linda and told her the good news.
"YES! YES! YES!" she exclaimed. "I'm so proud of you, sweetheart. I love you so much!"
"I love you, too," he said. He went back to his office after ending the call. It was all he could do to keep from shouting at the top of his lungs. But, he was a professional, and knew he had to maintain some form of decorum so as not to let anyone know that his days there were already numbered.
The rest of the week went without incident. Tom was grateful that neither Brenda nor Jake were around, and enjoyed the more relaxed atmosphere. The Thanksgiving weekend also went well, as Tom, Linda and the kids enjoyed themselves at the in-laws' house. Tom and Linda spent a lot of time re-connecting with each other and celebrating his new job.
He didn't see either Brenda nor Jake until the first week in December. By then, he and his team were neck-deep in year-end reports. Brenda came into his office, a pensive look on her face.
"Tom, can we talk for a minute?" she asked.
"Sure, Brenda," he said. "Please, take a seat. What can I do for you?"
"Is everything okay?" she asked.
"As far as I know, yes," he said. "Why do you ask?"
"Well, I've been trying to touch base with Linda for several days, but she keeps telling me she's too busy to go have lunch or even have a couple drinks for happy hour," she said. "I get the feeling she's avoiding me." Tom recognized the ploy but didn't buckle under.
"Well, it is end of the year," he said. "I'm sure she's just as busy as I am. We have a lot going on right now with work and getting ready for the holidays. I wouldn't think too much of it if I were you."
"Maybe you're right," she said. "Are you two coming to the year-end party?" The party was set to be held Friday after next.
"Yes, we go every year," he said.
"Okay, maybe I'll see her then," she said. "Have you given any thought to a possible career with Acme? The Board is dying to meet the two of you." I'll just bet they are, he thought to himself.
"Actually, I haven't had time to give it any thought, Brenda," Tom said. "Maybe after the holidays once things settle down to a steady roar."
"Okay," she said quietly. "I hope you decide soon, though. I'd hate to see you miss out on the opportunity of a lifetime."
"I'm sure," he said. "Don't worry, Brenda. Let me get through the end of the year and I'll be able to address it then, okay?"
"I understand," she said. "Tell Linda I said hello."
"I'll pass it on," he said. Seeing that Tom wasn't in the mood to talk further, she left. On Wednesday afternoon, Jake came to his office. Tom looked up as his soon-to-be ex-boss walked in.
"I need you to take a trip up to Spokane," he said, "Tomorrow morning, first thing," he added, dropping a folder on the desk.
"Oh?" Tom asked. "Why?"
"I need you to check in with Blue Tail Acquisitions up there and get some things settled," Jake said. "It seems they're having some issues." Tom smiled to himself as he instantly saw through Jake's scheme. He picked up the folder and looked through it. He saw the entry Jake highlighted and knew it had been falsified. He closed the folder and set it back down.
"No can do, boss," he said. "Surely, you know that next to tax season, this is the busiest time of the year for me and my department. I'm up to my ass in alligators right now and I need to get the end of the year reports and financials finished. I'll get this to the customer service department and have their rep take a look, though."
"Are you questioning my authority, Johnson?" Jake asked, his face starting to turn red. Tom looked up at him and mentally counted to ten before responding.
"Your authority? No," Tom said. "Your motives and your judgment? Yes. This is a customer service issue and they should be the ones to handle it. I spent eight months traveling around the country at your request and every client I visited wondered why you would send an executive to do the job of a field representative. I had to wonder about that myself. Why? And why would you waste two days of my time and hundreds of dollars of company money to deal with something that can be handled with a 10 minute phone call and a couple minutes of work by an internal book keeper?" He saw Jake take a glance at the photo on his desk.
"If you were part of the team, you'd know why," Jake hissed.
"I think I know a lot more than you may realize, Jake," Tom said, standing up.
"What's that supposed to mean?" Jake asked, his face red with anger.
"It means I'm not stupid, Jake," Tom said. "Now, if you'll excuse me, I have work to do. I'll get this over to Customer Service." Jake grabbed the folder off Tom's desk.
"Never mind, I'll walk it over myself," he said. He turned and headed for the office door, but Tom spoke before he walked out.
"Jake, in case you've forgotten, I was just at Blue Tail in October," he said, loud enough for some of his team members to hear. "I've already familiarized myself with their records. You do realize that falsifying financial information for personal gain violates federal law and could affect everyone in this company, don't you? And I'm sure you realize my responsibilities as well, right?" Jake turned slowly to face Tom.
"Is that a threat?" he asked through clenched teeth.
"Just a friendly reminder," Tom said. Jake said nothing for a few moments, then slowly nodded his head.
"I'll... take care of this... myself," he finally said before walking away. I bet you will, Tom thought to himself. When he sat back down, he pulled up the Blue Tail records on his computer and found that the "error" Jake found wasn't there, indicating that Jake himself had changed the spreadsheet before printing it out, not saving the change to the actual file. After Jake left, Julie and a couple of the team members came to his door and looked at Tom.
"Is everything alright?" Julie asked.
"Yeah, Julie," Tom said. "Just a simple misunderstanding. But pass the word. I want everyone to check and double-check everything."
"Got it," she said. After dinner that night, Linda spoke with Tom.
"Is it true that you're going to Spokane for two days?" she asked.
"No," Tom said, recalling what happened with Jake earlier. Linda was shocked when he told her that Jake actually falsified a record and intended to use that as an excuse to get to her. "How did you know about Spokane?" he asked her.
"I got a call from Brenda asking to go out tomorrow night," she said. "She told me you were being sent to Spokane for two days."
"When did she tell you this?" he asked.
"This morning," Linda said.
"Really?" Tom asked. "Jake didn't say anything to me until this afternoon."
"Oh my God," Linda gasped. "That means they had something planned the whole time."
"Yeah," Tom said. "And you can bet they'll keep trying. I want you to be extra careful. There's no telling what they'll do. They basically threatened the livelihoods of everyone at Tyndall just to get their paws on you."
"I want you out of there, right now," she said. Tom nodded his head.
"I do, too," he said. "But I have to get these year-end reports finished first."
"I'm worried about you," she said.
"I'll be okay," he said. "You just stick to your schedule and keep an eye out."
"I will," she said. The next several days went by without incident and Tom thought he was finally home free.
And today, finally, was the day of the year-end company party. Tom always looked forward to this time of the year and he always enjoyed socializing with his wife and his colleagues. He looked at the clock on the wall -- 3:45 pm. Just fifteen minutes until he could leave and meet his bride at home.
It's amazing how much a person can recall in just a half-hour, he thought. He smiled as he looked at the photo in his hand and set it back on his desk. He stood up and grabbed his jacket off the rack and started shutting everything down. Then it happened. Jake came storming into his office with a thick file folder in his hand.
"What do you want, Jake?" he asked. "We're all getting ready to leave for the party."
"I'm sorry to do this to you, Tom," Jake said. "But I just got this from Acme HQ. They need this report put together ASAP."
"Okay, I'll get on it Monday morning, first thing," Tom said.
"No, I said ASAP," Jake said. "As in before you leave the office. I'm sorry, really I am. It's not my call, Tom. This is straight from the Chairman of the Board. He specifically said he wants YOU to put this together immediately. His memo is right there on top."
"Are you serious, Jake?" Tom asked. "It's 3:45 on the Friday of the company holiday party." He opened the folder and read the memo. Jake appeared to be telling the truth, for once. Crap.
"Please, Tom," Jake begged. "I know we've had our differences in the past, but I'm begging you. Do this one thing for me, please. I'll make it all up to you, promise." Damn, Tom thought. He must really be desperate. This wasn't the Jake he was used to seeing. He figured that either Jake was a very good actor or he was really in need.
"Alright, Jake," he finally said. "I'll get on it."
"Thank you, Tom," he said. "You have no idea what this means to me. I'll make sure the Board is aware of your sacrifice."
"Yeah, yeah," Tom said. "Let me call Linda and let her know. Go on, I'll see you later."
"Thanks again, Tom," Jake said as he left. Tom called Linda and told her what happened.
"Do you think it's another one of his plots?" she asked, concerned.
"I don't know," Tom said. "He seemed really desperate. He was practically kissing my ass. And the memo from the Chairman appears to be real."
"How long do you think it'll take?" she asked.
"Don't know, maybe two or three hours," he said.
"Alright," she said. "I'll get ready and take an Uber to the Radisson. If it takes longer than three hours, call me so I don't get worried. And I'm saving all my dances for you."
"I will, dear," he said. "And you'd better." They ended the call and Tom started on the report. It seemed legitimate to him, so he dove in and worked as hard as he could. Three hours later, he realized it would take at least another hour, so he called Linda. The call went to voicemail, so he left a message. He figured her phone was probably in her purse and she wasn't able to hear it with all the noise. He sent a follow-up text just in case. He didn't see a reply. He hoped she was alright and kept working.
He finished the report right at 7:45, so he whipped up a cover letter, attached it to the final report and carried the entire folder to Jake's office. He put the heavy folder on Jake's desk and saw the screen saver on Jake's laptop suddenly pop up, perhaps as a result of him setting the folder down.
This is odd, Tom thought. Company policy required all laptops to be with their users at all times in the event of an emergency. It was part of their business continuity plan. Leaving a laptop at work like this could get an employee written up or worse, fired. He looked at the screen saver for a moment and had a wicked brainstorm.
"What's on this thing?" he asked himself. He looked around and saw nothing that gave a hint to a password. He opened a couple desk drawers but saw nothing. When he opened to top middle drawer, he saw it -- a piece of paper with what looked like passwords written down -- another security violation. All of the passwords except for the last one were scratched off. He took a gamble and entered the cryptic password. Suddenly, Jake's email client came into view.
"The stupid motherfucker," he muttered to himself. He started going through the emails and was utterly shocked at what he saw. One email between Jake and the Chairman of the Board bemoaned the fact that Tom didn't fall for the falsified report earlier.
"I told you, he's not stupid," Jake wrote.
"Alright, we'll figure something else out," the chairman wrote back. The next email in the chain had an attachment -- the base data Tom was given earlier today, the one Jake said "had" to be finished today.
"Do this," the chairman wrote. "Do what you have to do. Kiss his ass, whatever it takes. Tell him this has to be done TODAY, without fail. When you get to the party, give it a couple hours, then get Linda out of there, put her on the plane and bring her here. Brenda already has what she needs to make her ready and compliant. Any questions?"
"None," Jake wrote back. "Consider it done."
The next email was sent to Brenda. In it, Jake outlined the plan and told her to be ready to intercept Linda when she got to the party.
"You have what you need to make it happen?" Jake asked.
"Everything," she said. "Just keep Tom occupied and leave her to me."
"This is gonna be great," Jake wrote. "I can't wait to have that asshole on his knees in front of me, sucking my dick."
"Glorious, isn't it?" Brenda wrote. "And we'll make sure Linda is there to watch. That'll make his humiliation complete."



Furious, Tom printed the entire email chain off, along with several other email chains between Jake and Brenda outlining their scheme against him and Linda. He swore they would pay for this. After he printed everything out, he grabbed a folder and called Linda's phone one more time, hoping to reach her. As before, it went straight to voicemail.
He ran back to his office, grabbed his laptop and his jacket and drove straight to the Radisson. When he got there, he ran to the ballroom where the party was still going on. He looked around, frantic, hoping to see his wife. He didn't but several of his colleagues looked at him, concerned. He asked around, but no one knew where she was. He finally found Julie.
"Hey Julie," he said. "Do you know where Linda is? Have you seen her?"
"I don't know where she is now," Julie said. "But I saw her earlier. Tom, she wasn't acting like herself at all."
"What do you mean?" he asked. She pulled out her phone and showed him a video of Linda, rubbing herself all over the man she was dancing with. As she moved out of the way, he saw the man she was with was none other than Jake fucking Wheeler. And Brenda was close by.
"I'm sorry, Tom," she said. "For a moment, I thought she was gonna screw him right there on the dance floor."
"Shit," he said. "Is Brenda still here?"
"I saw her a couple minutes ago over by the rest rooms," Julie said. "You need to get Linda home, fast."
"Thanks," Tom said, heading in the direction of the restrooms. On the way, he spotted Brenda by the bar, sipping a drink. He changed direction and went straight to her.
"Nice to see you could finally make it, Tom," she said with a smirk on her face. "Care for something to drink?"
"Where's my wife?" he asked. "What have you done with her?"
"Your wife?" she asked, the smirk getting more pronounced.
"Yes, Goddammit, my wife. Linda. What the fuck have you done with her and where the fuck is she?" Tom shouted. Others heard him shout and stopped dancing to find out was going on. As they stood off, others stopped dancing as well to see what was going on. The band finally stopped playing and the room got quiet.
"Well, you've made quite a scene," she said. "I hope your proud of yourself."
"Answer my question," Tom demanded. "Where is my wife? I want to see her here right fucking now!"
"Settle down," she said. "Your wife is in very good hands. I'd say she's probably a third of the way to New York right about now. In a few hours, she'll have been 'evaluated' by every member of the Board, male and female alike. She'll be returned to you, a bit worn for wear. But the cost for her return will be a blowjob."
"What?" Tom asked.
"That's right," she said. "You'll be required to suck Jake's dick. That's the price for getting your wife back." There were gasps from many of those now gathered around them. "Don't be alarmed," Brenda said. "That's just the way we do things at Acme." Tom pulled out his phone.
"Then perhaps this is as good a time as any to give you my two-week notice," Tom said, shocking a number of his colleagues. "That's right. I quit. Now, I'm giving you five seconds to call Jake and turn that plane around," he said. "Then I'm calling the authorities to have you, Jake and the Board of Directors arrested and charged with kidnapping and conspiracy."
"Kidnapping?" Brenda asked with a smirk. "You can't be serious. She left of her own free will. She knew exactly what she was doing."
"I don't think so," a male voice said from the crowd. Tom looked and saw Chuck Marston, one of his teammates, step forward. "I saw her with Jake. I even said hello to her, but she never responded. She looked to me like she had been drugged." More gasps from the crowd.
"I also have the emails between Jake, the Chairman and you, outlining your plot to drug and kidnap her," Tom said. You have to the count of five to call Jake and turn that plane around.
"What?" Brenda asked.
"Five," Tom said.
"You can't mean that?" she said.
"Four." She pulled out her phone.
"Three." She hit Jake's number on speed dial.
"Two." He heard Jake's voice over her phone.
"Put it on speaker," Tom demanded. Brenda put the phone on speaker so everyone could hear.
"Yeah, what?" Jake asked. "We're a little busy right now." They could all hear a woman screaming and moaning in the background.
"Jake, you need to turn that plane around right now," Brenda said.
"No way," he said. "We're going to New York and the slut is putting on one helluva show right now."
"He knows everything and he's here," Brenda said. "He's threatening to have us all arrested for kidnapping."
"Kidnapping?" Jake asked.
"That's right, asshole," Tom shouted. "Kidnapping, conspiracy and whatever else I can think of. Then I'm going to rip your goddamn head off and shit down your throat. Now you get my wife back here right fucking now!" A tall man stepped from the crowd. Tom recognized him as Alan Hawkins, a senior attorney from the company's legal department.
"Jake, this is Alan Hawkins from legal," he said. "Tom's right. There's witnesses here who say she wasn't acting herself. If you did in fact drug her or have her drugged for the purposes of taking her to New York against her will, he could have you arrested for kidnapping along with a few other charges. The best thing you can do right now is turn that plane around and bring her back."
"Okay, hang on, let me talk to the pilot," Jake said after a few moments. Just then a large hotel security man showed up.
"Is everything alright here, folks?" he asked.
"No," Tom said before Brenda could get a word out. "This woman," he said, pointing at Linda, "drugged my wife so her accomplice could kidnap her from the party and take her to New York. I want the police called and I want her arrested." The security man looked Brenda over, then nodded his head, turned around and spoke quietly into his microphone. A few moments later, he turned back to them.
"The police are on their way," he said. "You'll need to stay with us, ma'am," he told Brenda.
"Just a moment, please," Tom said. "We're trying to get the plane she's on turned around." The security man nodded his head and stood quietly, keeping his eyes on Linda. By now, the scene looked like something out of an old Frankenstein movie, but this time, Brenda was Dr. Frankenstein and Tom's colleagues were the townspeople carrying pitchforks and torches. A few moments later, they heard Jake's voice.
"Alright, I talked to the pilot and he's turning the plane around," he said. He says we can be back in..." Jake's voice was interrupted by a horrible sound. They could hear the engines revving up in the background along with the sound of screaming.
"Jake, what's going on?" Brenda shouted.
"Oh shit," Jake exclaimed. "One engine is on fire. We're going down." The call suddenly ended and Tom looked at Brenda with hatred in his eyes.
"So help me God, if she dies, I'll make sure you die as well," he said. Brenda looked around at the others, who also eyed her with hatred and anger. Most of them didn't care for Acme to begin with, and for them, this was the last straw. The security man spoke into his microphone for a few moments.
"We've alerted the local air traffic control," he said. "I'm told they're monitoring the situation and first responders are standing by." Just then, several uniformed police officers showed up and began asking questions.
After taking Tom's statement, they spoke with the others at the party. Several told the officers they thought Linda had been drugged, based on the way she was acting.
"You say you have an email chain that can corroborate all this?" a sergeant asked.
"Yes, in my car," Tom said. The sergeant nodded his head.
"Very well," he said. He turned to a couple other officers. "Arrest this woman on charges of kidnapping, and conspiracy to kidnap. I'm sure there'll be other charges." He turned to Tom. "One of our detectives is on his way and he'll need to speak with you. You can give him that email chain." Tom nodded his head, saying nothing.
By then, Brenda had been led away in handcuffs and Tom's colleagues gathered around him and did what they could to comfort him. Hurt, angry, humiliated and scared for Linda, Tom put his head in his arms on the bar and cried bitter tears.
"It'll be alright, Tom," Julie said. "We'll be there for you."
"Thanks," Tom said. He closed his eyes and quietly prayed for his wife -- something he hadn't done in a very long time. He was filled with rage -- partly at Brenda and Jake, but mostly at himself for not seeing through Jake's despicable act and not insisting that Linda stay home until he could pick her up. His friends and colleagues did all they could but it seemed he was inconsolable.
After about 45 minutes, he heard a man's voice coming through the crowd. In a few minutes, he sensed the man's presence and looked up to see a burly man in a trench coat and a taller man wearing the standard dark suit of a federal agent. They each held up a set of credentials.
"Mr. Johnson," the trench coat said. "I'm Detective Abernathy, and this is Special Agent Ron Smith, FBI. Could we have a word please?"
"Sure," Tom said. He thanked his friends and walked with Abernathy and Smith to a smaller, more private room off the main ballroom. They sat down and Abernathy asked a hostess if she could get a couple cups of coffee. The hostess nodded her head and walked off.
"Before we start, I want you to know that we've been informed that first responders are on the scene of the crash and they report three survivors. One woman and two men. I'm not aware of their condition, but they're being stabilized and airlifted as we speak," Abernathy said.
"Thanks," Tom said. At least she was alive.
"What happened here tonight, Mr. Johnson?" Abernathy asked. Tom told them both the whole story, leaving nothing out. They listened intently, taking notes, and only interrupted Tom to ask some clarifying questions. When he finished, he looked at them. Abernathy looked at Smith, who nodded his head.
"From what you've told us, Mr. Johnson," Smith said. "It sounds like a clear cut case of kidnapping. You say you have an email chain that can back all this up?"
"Yes, I have the printed emails in my car," Tom said.
"Go get them, please," Abernathy said. Tom nodded his head and went to his car. He returned a few minutes later with the folder and handed it to Abernathy. They looked through it and read what the co-conspirators said to each other.
"You say you know where the computer is, the one that holds these emails?" Smith asked.
"Yes, I do," Tom said. "I also know the password."
"Alright," Smith said. "We'll have to confiscate that as evidence. Can you get into the building this time of night?"
"Yes, my security fob gives me 24/7 access," Tom said.
"Then let's get over there," Smith said. "We'll follow you." They left the hotel and drove to the building housing Tyndall. Tom opened the front door and escorted Smith and Abernathy inside. The building security guard approached them, but walked away when the two officers flashed their badges.
When they got to Jake's office, the two officers donned latex gloves and asked Tom to stay at the doorway. They examined everything, taking pictures with cards holding numbers. Smith pointed at the folder Tom put on Jake's desk earlier that evening.
"Is this the report you spoke of? The one Wheeler used to distract you?" Smith asked.
"Yes, it is," Tom said. Smith placed the folder in an evidence bag and continued his search.
"You say you know where the password is for this computer?" Abernathy asked.
"Top drawer, right hand side," Tom said. "Right on top. The last password is the one that worked." Abernathy nodded his head and opened the drawer. He took a picture of the password list and used it to bring Jake's laptop up. The two officers looked at each other and nodded their heads. Apparently, Tom thought, these guys use some kind of secret code. They brought Jake's laptop down and bagged it as evidence.
When they finished, they came out of the office and Abernathy put tape across the door labeling the office as a crime scene. He turned to Tom before speaking.
"This office is now a crime scene," he said. "No one is to enter until we clear it. Understand?"
"Yeah," Tom said.
"What about the woman, Brenda? Where is her office?" Abernathy asked.
"Right across the hall," Tom said. They entered and found no computer on her desk. They went through her desk drawers but came away empty-handed. They took pictures as they had done in Jake's office and also marked it as a crime scene.
"I want you to understand that we may be back for more statements and we may want to do another search," Smith said as Abernathy answered his phone.
"I understand," Tom said. "I'll make sure everyone knows."
"Thank you for your cooperation, Mr. Johnson," Smith said. By then, Abernathy had put his phone away.
"Your wife has just been admitted to Mercy General Hospital, Mr. Johnson," he said. "She's undergoing surgery right now."
"Is she going to be okay?" Tom asked.
"You'll have to talk to the doctor about that," Abernathy said. "Maybe you should head on over. We're finished here for now, anyway." They left the building and Tom drove to the hospital, praying that Linda would be okay. He knew he would have to tell the children and Linda's parents, but he was desperate to learn of her condition first.
...
To be continued...
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...

End of "Last Christmas Party 01: Tom"
"Thank you for your cooperation, Mr. Johnson," Smith said. By then, Abernathy had put his phone away.
"Your wife has just been admitted to Mercy General Hospital, Mr. Johnson," he said. "She's undergoing surgery right now."
"Is she going to be okay?" Tom asked.
"You'll have to talk to the doctor about that," Abernathy said. "Maybe you should head on over. We're finished here for now, anyway." They left the building and Tom drove to the hospital, praying that Linda would be okay. He knew he would have to tell the children and Linda's parents, but he was desperate to learn of her condition first.
...
And now, "Last Christmas Party 02: Linda"
The woman woke up in a dark room and instantly realized she was in a hospital of some sort, but she had no idea why or how long she had been there. She glanced down and saw an assortment of tubes and wires going into various parts of her body. She had trouble seeing out of one eye, then realized that was because it was covered with a bandage of some type. She felt the tube in her mouth, making it hard for her to speak.
Her whole body ached, her chest was sore and her mouth was dry. She also noticed that she couldn't move her head very much. She tried to move a leg but found she couldn't. Looking down, she noticed it was in a heavy plaster cast from the tips of her toes all the way to her hips. She felt a persistent itch on once arm but couldn't get to it. That's because it, too, was in a cast. What the hell is going on, she asked herself.
She tried to put the pieces together in her mind, but she simply couldn't. Something about a party and an airplane flashed in her mind, but it just didn't make any sense to her. She almost laughed when she thought, "who am I? Where's my car?" But that, too, was simply too painful. After a while, the door opened and she could make out a nurse walking to her bed.
The nurse flipped on a small light, looked at a chart attached to the foot of the bed, then consulted the beeping monitors by her head. She made some notes, then looked down at her. Her face broke out into a wide grin.
"Ah, Mrs. Johnson," the woman said. "Merry Christmas. How are we this morning? I'm glad to see you've finally woken up." Johnson, the woman said. At least I know my last name now, the bed-ridden woman thought to herself. And she referred to me as "Mrs.," so I must be married, she added. "You've been asleep for the last two weeks."
Two WEEKS, the woman asked herself. What the hell happened to me? "Tell you what," the nurse said. "Let me go grab the doctor and see what he says, okay? Just relax now. You're doing really well." Relax, the woman thought. Yeah, right. You try relaxing with all this stuff attached to your body. The nurse left the room and the woman looked around as much as she could.
Thanks to the light left on by the nurse, the woman spotted a board on the wall across the room. Across the top of the board was written, "Saturday, 12/26" "PT: Linda Johnson" was written underneath. Below that was, "Dr. Wilkins," then "Nurse: Abby." The next line read: "Emergency Contact: Tom (husband)" and a phone number.
Okay, the woman thought to herself. My husband's name is apparently Tom. Her eyes flitted around the room and she saw a picture of a red-haired woman with an attractive sandy-haired man and two red-haired teenage children. Good-looking family, the woman thought to herself. Is that my family? Are those really my children? And is that good-looking man my husband? God, I hope so. He's a real cutie.
She saw flowers and cards placed around the room, so apparently, she meant something to someone. And what was it the nurse said? Merry Christmas? Did I really spend Christmas here, like this? A tear started to form in her eye and she let it trickle down her face, unable to do anything about it. A few moments later, the door opened again and the nurse was back with an older man in a white medical smock. "Wilkins," a name tag on his chest read.
"Good morning, Mrs. Johnson," he said as he walked to the side of her bed. "I'm Dr. Wilkins. I'd ask if you had a Merry Christmas, but I'm pretty sure I already know the answer to that. Let me take a look at you for a minute. Just lie still for me, okay?" He shined a light in her eyes for a bit, listened to her chest with his stethoscope, then consulted her chart. He turned to the nurse and spoke softly.
"I think we can get this breathing tube out of her," he said. "But I want to run a couple tests first." He gave her some instructions then turned back to his patient. "We're going to run a few tests first, and if all looks well, we'll get that tube out of your throat, okay? Just relax." With that, he left the room. A few minutes later, several others came in, pushing carts with equipment and supplies for taking blood.
They took a couple vials of blood from a port already in her arm and whisked them off to be tested. Two more nurses attached a set of electrodes to various parts of her body and removed them a couple minutes later, having completed their test. When they left, another group came in pushing a larger piece of equipment.
"Good morning, Mrs. Johnson," the technician said. "We're going to take some X-rays for the doctor. It shouldn't take very long. Just lie still." They put a heavy lead-filled covering over her, placed a cassette under her head and took a picture of her. They repeated the procedure, this time taking pictures of her chest. They put the cassettes in a holder and removed the heavy covering.
"We'll get these to the doctor and he'll take a look, Mrs. Johnson," the technician said as they left. About an hour later, Dr. Wilkins and the nurse came back in the room.
"Good news, Mrs. Johnson," he said. "You're healing up just fine. We're going to get that tube out of your throat now. Just relax and lie still for me." They pulled the tube out of her chest and the woman felt relieved once the thing was out of her mouth and throat. She took in a deep breath and relaxed.
"See, that wasn't so bad," Dr. Wilkins said. The nurse slipped an ice chip in her mouth and she sucked on it, letting it melt in her mouth. That felt so good, as her mouth was parched and dry and her throat felt sore. She tried to thank the nurse, but the only sound that came out of her was an inhuman croak.
"Don't try to talk right now," the nurse said. "Your throat is still a bit inflamed. Just relax. Here, let me give you another ice chip." The woman eagerly accepted the chip and let it melt in her mouth as well.
"While we're here, we're going to get that tube out of your stomach, okay, Mrs. Johnson?" Dr. Wilkins asked. "We had to put that in so we could feed you. But I think you're at the stage where you'll be able to eat normally. Relax, okay?" He turned to the nurse and the two of them pulled the tube out of her abdomen. The woman was surprised that she didn't feel any real pain or discomfort. They closed up the hole and covered the area with bandages.
"You've had quite a traumatic morning so far, Mrs. Johnson," Dr. Wilkins said after examining her one more time. "So Abby here is going to give you something to help you relax. It will probably make you drowsy, but that's alright. I suspect you may be experiencing a bit of amnesia, but that's normal. I want you to take some time and try to remember whatever you can." He turned to the nurse, who injected something into her IV. A few minutes later, she felt herself start to get drowsy. Remember, she said to herself as she dozed off.
Her dreams were filled with flashing images of family -- children, a loving husband, a happy home. She also caught glimpses of a party and other people, including a somewhat older woman. She seemed familiar somehow, but she couldn't quite place her. There was another person in her dreams -- a large, overbearing man with a thick New York accent. He was also familiar to her, but she couldn't quite put it together.
She woke up as a nurse brought breakfast in to her room. The young woman placed the tray in front of her and realized her patient was unable to feed herself. She adjusted the bed to raise the woman's head, and sat down next to her.
"Since you can't feed yourself, I'll help you, okay?" the nurse asked. She put what amounted to an adult bib on her patient, then helped her take a sip of juice through a straw. After that, she patiently fed the woman her breakfast, chatting about this or that as if this was the most normal thing in the world to her. When the nurse finished feeding her, she grabbed a towelette and wiped her face clean. When she finished, she stood up.
"I think your husband is coming in this morning, so I'll let the two of you visit for a while before I come back," the nurse said. "See ya later." The woman closed her eyes and tried to think about what her life was like before... this. Unfortunately, she couldn't put it all together. A little while later, there was a knock on the door and a sandy-haired man peeped inside. Is this Tom, she asked herself. He came in, walked to her side, bent over and gave her a kiss on the lips. It felt like the most natural thing in the world to her.
"It's so good to see you're finally awake," he said, sitting down. "We've all been so worried about you. The kids are over with your parents, by the way. I wanted to talk to you a bit first before they all came over. We stopped by yesterday and had a little Christmas celebration. It just didn't feel right to have Christmas without you." He stopped for a bit and grabbed a tissue from the box on the counter behind him.
"I'm so... sorry for all this," he said, wiping tears from his eyes. She frowned a bit, confused by what he meant. "I should've seen through Jake's plot. He seemed so desperate, though. He wasn't his usual overbearing asshole self. I saw the letter from the Acme Chairman and I thought it was legitimate. I should've known better, but I was certain from that audio I captured that they would back off until after the first of the year." He wiped his face again and looked away for a second. He turned back.
"I should've insisted you stay home until I was finished with that damn report," he added. "I feel like this is all my fault. I guess that's what I get for being a company man." The woman opened her mouth, telling him "no." It hurt a bit to talk, and she really didn't know why she said it, but it pained her to see this man in such agony. He smiled and continued.
"Then when the plane you were on went down, I thought I had lost you for good," he said, tears falling down his face. So THAT's what happened, the woman thought. I actually survived an airplane crash, she said to herself. But why was I on an airplane? "I was so relieved when they told me you were one of the three survivors. The pilot and another passenger were killed, but you, the co-pilot and Jake somehow managed to survive. By the way, Jake's in a lot worse shape than you are. And I'm told he's going to be taken into custody when he finally recovers." Jake? Custody? What the hell, she asked herself.
"Brenda's also in jail," he said. "They're holding her on a bunch of charges, including kidnapping and conspiracy. Judge considered her a flight risk so she was denied bail. Did you know she drugged you?" The woman mouthed, "no."
"Yeah," Tom said. "They found a pretty potent mix in your blood. Ecstasy and some other stuff all mixed together, and the doctor said they believe she's been giving you small doses of something over a period of time, maybe months. Do you remember her giving you anything?" The woman frowned and again mouthed, "no."
"The feds have taken over the case now," he said. "It looks like you're not the first woman they've done this to. They told me you were lucky to be alive. 'Lucky Linda.' Maybe I'll start calling you that, eh? According to the U.S. Attorney I spoke with, one woman was killed after they managed to steal her from her husband. That happened a while back. Sometime early this year, I think. Anyway, they're planning to go after the entire Board.
"Speaking of which, Friday was my last official day at Tyndall," he said. "They threw me a party on Wednesday and kicked out all the Acme managers. The whole place is in open revolt against Acme right now. Alan said they've put together a package for the employees to buy the company out from Acme. Even got a bunch of the Acme shareholders to go along. Talk about a 'hostile takeover.' You know the fur's gonna fly over that." The woman listened intently, not fully understanding the context of what Tom was saying, but she found that she enjoyed hearing him talk. She wanted to hear more.
"I start up over at Ryder on January 4," he told her. "I think you'd like them. They seem like really good people who care about their employees and their customers. They know what happened to you and they said I could take time to come see you." She listened as he talked about his new job, the children, her parents and life in general. He must've talked for at least another hour before he fell silent. After a few moments, he looked at her. She could see the love in his face.
"I've missed you so much," he said. "I thought I'd lost you. I can handle a lot, but I don't think I could ever handle that. I love you more than you'll ever know." He leaned forward and kissed her again. She reveled in the kiss and tried to return it. He sat back up and looked at her for a few minutes. For the first time since she woke up, she smiled. He smiled back and she somehow knew that everything would be alright.
"Look, your parents are bringing the kids by later today," he said. "I'm doing some things around the house to help you get around a bit easier. Doc says you may be in a wheelchair for a while even after they release you. I've got a whole list of things I was told needed to be done. I'll probably have to hire a contractor to do a lot of it, maybe after the first of the year. I've got a few things done, but I've got a lot more to do, so I'm going to get working on that. I'll be by tomorrow, or maybe even later today, okay?"
"Okay," she whispered. He smiled and gave her another kiss, which she returned, eagerly this time. He stood to leave and the door opened. Another nurse came in the room pushing a cart.
"I'm sorry, I've got to get more blood from your wife," she said. "Then she's going down for some more tests."
"I was just leaving anyway," Tom said. He waved to her from the door and blew her a kiss. She smiled again and pursed her lips, hoping he would understand what she was doing. After the nurse took her blood, a doctor came into the room.
"We're going to run a few more tests on you to see how things are going," he said. "How is your memory doing, by the way?"
"Slow," she whispered. "Having trouble remembering stuff." He nodded his head.
"That's normal," he said. "Don't push yourself too hard. Just try to relax and think about what your husband told you. He said he would be talking with you quite a bit today."
"He did," she said.
"Excellent," the doctor said. "Let's see how that works for now, okay?"
"Okay," she whispered. The rest of her day was packed with tests, examinations and a visit with her parents and her children. Her memory still failed her, but she felt a familial connection and enjoyed the visit. She felt a special connection to the children. For starters, they reminded her so much of Tom. That night, after dinner and a bit of television, she ran over everything she heard today and tried to put the puzzle together.
She started with names, hoping that might jar her memory. Brenda, Jake, Tom, Acme, Tyndall -- they all seemed familiar to her. Think, woman, think, she chided herself. Then she remembered what the doctor said -- relax. So she did. Eventually, she fell asleep.
Suddenly, she woke up, tears flowing down her face as she realized that she had remembered everything. She shook and sobbed as the memories flooded her mind. Someone must've noticed that her vitals had drastically changed and a nurse came into the room to check her out. Seeing her crying, the nurse grabbed some tissues and wiped the tears from her face.
"Are you alright, Mrs. Johnson?" the nurse asked. "Did you have a bad dream?"
"I remember," Linda said.
"Your memory is back?" the nurse asked.
"Yes," Linda said. "I remember -- everything."
"Okay," the nurse said. "Let me go get the doctor." The nurse left the room and returned a couple minutes later with Dr. Wilcox in tow. The doctor checked her vitals and sat next to Linda.
"You remembered everything, Mrs. Johnson?" he asked, concerned.
"Yes," she said. "Everything." He tried to calm her down as she sobbed.
"It's okay, Mrs. Johnson," he said. "Would you like to speak with one of our counselors?"
"Please," Linda begged.
"Okay, just relax and I'll make a call," he said before leaving the room. A couple minutes later, he returned. "One of our staff counselors is on her way now," he told her. "Just relax. Everything will be fine." About a half hour later, a tall, thin woman in medical garb came into the room. Dr. Wilcox looked up as she entered.
"She says she remembers everything," he said.
"Okay," the counselor said. "I'll take it from here." She turned to Linda. "Mrs. Johnson, I'm Wendy Castillo, staff counselor. Would you like some hot tea and honey? That might soothe your throat and calm you down."
"Yes, please," Linda said. Wendy turned to the nurse, who nodded her head and left the room. When she came back, she had two cups of tea and handed them to Wendy. The nurse and Dr. Wilcox left the room. Wendy sat down and helped Linda take a sip of tea through a straw.
"Would you like to tell me what you remember?" Wendy asked.
"Yes," Linda said.
"If you don't mind, I'd like to record this," Wendy said. "Is that okay? Whatever you say will be held in confidence unless you say otherwise."
"Yes, that's okay," Linda said. The hot tea and honey had helped calm her down and her throat wasn't nearly as sore. "Whenever you're ready," Wendy said calmly. "Just start with your name and a brief introduction if you would, please."
"Okay," Linda said. She took a breath, whipped up her courage and began her narrative.
...
My name is Linda Johnson. I'm married to Tom, the most wonderful man in the world. We've been married for 17 and a half years. We have two children, twins. Leah and Liam. We named them after my great-grandparents, the first in my family to come to the States from Ireland.
I met Tom in college over 19 years ago. He had just gotten out of the Army and wanted to finish his business degree. I was no virgin at the time, but I knew from the moment I met him that we were soul mates. We dated, fell in love and married right after college.
He got a job at Tyndall, and that's where he's been until just recently. I got pregnant with the twins a year after we married and I stayed at home to be with them until they started school. Tom realized I needed something to fill my days after that, so I got a job at Harmon Real Estate. For the first few years, I sold real estate, but I also worked in the office taking care of deeds and stuff.



Everything was going great for us. We had it all -- a wonderful marriage, two beautiful children, a nice home, nice cars, you name it. We were living the dream and thought it would never end.
Then one day, about ten months ago or so, Tom came home and said Tyndall had been bought out by Acme and things would be changing. I think it was in March when his boss left and the new boss came in. That would be Jake Wheeler. Tom came home mad one day and said his boss demanded to see me the very next day. I couldn't believe the nerve of the man.
Fortunately, I already had a doctor appointment the next day so I was able to go and meet Jake. I told him in no uncertain terms that I was not at his beck and call. Somehow, he managed to get us to have him over for dinner that weekend. We weren't too happy, since Saturday has always been for Tom and I. But we sucked it up and went along, hoping it would smooth things over.
He brought Brenda Carson with him that night, and that's when I first met her. She gave us a bunch of BS about an 'Executive Morale' team and talked about how Acme is like a family. Then Jake said he wanted Tom to start traveling again. Tom hadn't done that in years. Neither one of us was happy about that.
But Tom found a way to make it work. It would take him longer to finish meeting all his clients, but it only meant that he would be gone one night a week. We were able to manage that, and stayed in touch with each other over Skype. That's when Brenda started working her way into my life.
Every time Tom was gone, she would call or text and invite me to lunch. I was still very suspicious of her, but she came across as being sincerely concerned for me, and I found myself relaxing a bit around her. For the first two months, we talked mostly about my marriage to Tom, the kids and that sort of thing.
Then she said she wanted to come have dinner at my house while Tom was out. She said she wanted to meet the kids. I saw no harm in that, so I agreed. We had a nice dinner and I gave her a tour of the house. After the kids went to bed, we sat in the front room and talked over some wine. She started asking about my love life with Tom and she gave me a couple suggestions. We talked about it for quite a while before she left, and by that time, I was pretty worked up.
"Did you masturbate after she left?" Wendy asked as Linda took a sip of tea through the straw.
"Yes," Linda said, surprised by Wendy's direct approach.
"And did you follow the advise she gave you?" Wendy asked.
"I did, and Tom enjoyed it very much," Linda said.
"Please, go on," Wendy said. Linda continued her narrative.
After that, Brenda and I met at different venues. Sometimes, we would meet at lunch and later in the evening for dinner, or sometimes a drink for happy hour. If I knew we would be going out, I would ask my mother to let the children stay with her. Jake joined us a few times, but I never did get over my dislike of him.
As time went on, we began to talk about more personal things, like my sex life with Tom. Brenda asked me if I had ever cheated on Tom, and of course, I told her the truth -- I hadn't and I had no intention of ever cheating on him.
She once asked if we had ever done anal, had threesomes or engaged in bondage of any type, and I told her no, which was the truth. Sure, we had things we liked to do, but we were never into anything like that. She wanted to know if we ever considered opening our marriage, but again, I told her no, that was something that neither one of us would consider.
At one point, she suggested I read some stories online to get some ideas. She sent me links to some stories she said she liked and I read them. She told me they were fiction, but that there were some people who actually did some of what the characters in those stories did. I found them to be exciting, but nothing I would want to do.
"How did you react to those stories, physically?" Wendy asked.
"Frankly, some of them got me extremely excited, and yes, I often ended up masturbating after reading them," Linda said.
"Did you find yourself becoming more stimulated after your meetings with her?" Wendy asked.
"Now that you mention it, yes," Linda said.
"Do you think she might have been slipping something in your drink to maybe get you that way?" Wendy asked.
"At the time, the thought never crossed my mind," Linda said. "Looking back in hindsight, though, I can see that it could be a definite possibility."
"Okay, go on, please," Wendy said. Linda continued her narrative.
Tom and I took a week off in July to celebrate our anniversary. We took a cruise in the Caribbean, and it was just what the doctor ordered. After we came back, things went back to the way they were. Tom would be gone one night a week, and of course, Brenda would take me out for dinner and some drinks. Sometimes Jake came with her, but not very often.
They both started hitting me up about New York, telling me the Board was anxious to have Tom join them. They said the members of the board wanted to meet with me. Brenda kept going on about how it was part of her evaluation. I wondered why the board couldn't come here, but Brenda said it was crucial that I go there.
Then Brenda told me a little bit about the New York meetings. She didn't come right out and say she wanted me to cheat on Tom, but it was implied. She said all the executives' wives do it and it helped them build a more solid team and helped the husbands advance in their careers. Plus, she said the wives often benefited in other ways -- monthly bonus checks, tickets to Broadway shows, invitations to celebrity gatherings, that sort of thing.
She didn't tell me a whole lot, and claimed that she had already told me too much. I told her in no uncertain terms that I would never cheat on my husband, that I love him and my children too much. She told me it wouldn't really be cheating, since he would be made aware of it and would be allowed to participate in their activities.
Then she told me about what they would expect from Tom. She made it sound like a rite of passage or something. Described it as a way for the managers to bond and cement their standing in the order of things.
"What did they expect your husband to do?" Wendy asked.
"They expected him to perform oral sex on his immediate supervisor," Linda said.
"I see," Wendy said. "Did you tell your husband about this?"
"Not at first," Linda said. "I knew he'd get very upset and Brenda made me promise not to say anything. She told me she could get into a lot of trouble if anyone learned that she revealed corporate secrets."
"So he never learned?" Wendy asked.
"He learned, eventually," Linda said.
"How?" Wendy asked.
"He put an audio recorder in the purse I use whenever I go out," Linda said. "I didn't know about that until later. It was during his last trip. That night, I didn't get back home until 1:00 and we didn't get to talk to each other. He was pretty upset about it. I confessed to him and that's when he told me about the audio recorder and what he heard."
"What did you two decide?" Wendy asked.
"For starters, that I would cut Brenda out of my life," she said.
"And did you?" Wendy asked.
"Yes," Linda said. "She kept calling and sending emails, but I told her I was too busy and couldn't do anything. Tom and I both figured we were safe until after the first of the year. By then he would be out of the company and away from both of them. I guess we just didn't realize how determined they really were. And we figured we were out of the woods when he was offered the job with Ryder that Thanksgiving week."
"Why didn't your husband quit his job then?" Wendy asked.
"You have to understand that my husband is a company man," Linda said. "He had no loyalty to the Acme people, but he had worked with the Tyndall team for years. They were his friends and he wouldn't just leave them to handle all the year-end stuff by themselves. So, he decided he would stay long enough to get them through that, and then leave."
"Did anything happen after that?" Wendy asked.
"Yes," Linda said. "Tom's boss wanted him to fly up to Spokane for a couple of days. That morning, Brenda called to let me know he would be gone and she wanted to meet with me. Tom told me that evening what happened. Said they actually falsified financial records as an excuse to get him out of town, but he saw right through it. Nothing else happened after that and we both figured we were safe."
"Do you remember the night of the party?" Wendy asked.
"Most of it," Linda said. "I was upset when Tom called and said he had work to do and would be late. So I told him I'd grab an Uber and meet him at the Radisson. He said he'd only be two or three hours late at the most. I didn't think they'd try something at a public event with all those other people there."
"Tell me what you remember of the party," Wendy said.
"Okay," Linda said. She took another sip of her tea and recalled as much as she could.
...
When I got to the party, everyone I saw greeted me and asked about Tom. I told them he was running late, doing some report Jake dropped on him at the last minute. Brenda caught up with me shortly after I arrived.
"I heard Tom is staying behind to get some last minute work done," she said, handing me a drink.
"Yeah, he's running a bit late, but he said he'd be here in a couple hours or so," I said, taking a sip of my drink.
"I was beginning to think you were avoiding me," she said.
"No, I was just busy. We had a lot to do, with work and Christmas shopping and all," I said.
"I see," Brenda said. "Listen, they're getting ready to sit down for dinner and a couple speeches. Why don't we take our seats?"
"Sure," I said. We got to the table and I noticed Tom's place was empty. Brenda was seated next to me and we chatted a bit as we ate dinner. Quite a few people came by to say hello and asked about Tom. I told them he was still working. Then Jake got up and said a few words, thanked everyone for their hard work and passed out the bonus checks. I noticed there wasn't one for Tom, but Brenda said he would be getting his bonus later.
After dinner, Brenda got us another drink and we headed off for some dancing. I got asked to dance by several guys, but I told them I was waiting for Tom. I remember finishing my drink and Brenda handed me another.
"I need to watch myself," I told her. "I don't want to be too drunk to dance with my husband." I remembered she snickered when I said that.
Then I started feeling... strange. Before I knew it, Brenda had placed another drink in my hand.
"Live a little," she told me. "It's not like you're driving, so enjoy." I don't know why I did it, but I practically gulped the drink down. I don't know why, but I felt even more strange. Then the next thing I know, I'm dancing with Jake Wheeler. I didn't even remember him asking me for a dance. I felt odd, almost as if I was on fire. For some reason, I thought Tom was there and I started getting... excited. The next thing I knew, Jake whispered something in my ear. I wondered where Tom had gone and I looked around but didn't see him.
"I have something to show you," he said.
"Oh?" I asked. "What's that?"
"You'll have to come with me," he said. By then, I really didn't care. I was wet, horny and excited. He led me out of the hotel and took me to a limo parked outside.
"Why are we here?" I asked.
"Because what I have to show you isn't inside the hotel," he said.
"Oh, okay," I said, not really caring. The next thing I know, I'm in the back seat of the limo, and I was feeling extremely horny.
"Why don't you get rid of those panties?" Jake asked. I took them off and dropped them on the floor of the limo, not caring if he saw or not. "Oh my," he said. "You really are hot tonight, aren't you?" he asked.
"Oh, yes," I said. I lifted my skirt over my waist and spread my legs so he could see.
"I'll bet Tom really likes that shaved pussy, doesn't he?" Jake asked.
"Yes, he does," I said. Thinking about Tom, I started fingering myself, right there in the limo.
"Oh, that's nice," Jake said. "Tell me, have you ever seen the inside of a corporate jet before?"
"No, I haven't," I said. "Will Tom be there?"
"You'll see him later," Jake said. "Oh, wait, we're here. Let's go, so I can show you."
"Okay," I said. We got out of the limo and walked to the airplane. The door was already open and Jake walked me up the stairs. When we got inside, he sat me down and handed me another drink.
"How would you like to take a little trip?" he asked.
"Yeah," I said. "Where are we going?"
"New York," he said. "The Board is expecting you. Don't worry about Tom."
"Okay," I said, feeling more excited.
"Why don't you get out of that dress and get more comfortable?" he asked. I took my shoes and dress off, and sat on the little couch, naked. I felt so horny and so excited sitting there naked.
"Are you feeling horny?" he asked me.
"Yes," I said. "I'm so fucking horny right now."
"Good," he said. "Why don't you give us a little show while we fly to New York. Let us see how horny you really are." I don't know why but I got up and began dancing naked right there on the plane in front of Jake and a couple other guys. At one point, I was on the couch with my legs spread, rubbing myself like crazy.
Then I saw Jake answer his phone. I could tell he wasn't happy about something. He left the cabin, I guess to go speak with the pilot. He came back a little bit later and I could feel the airplane start tu turn around.
Then the whole airplane shook and I saw fire outside the window. I grabbed my dress and put it back on, scared. Then I heard Jake say something about us going down. I vaguely remember the airplane hitting the ground, and the next thing I remember is waking up here.
...
"I can't believe I was so stupid," Linda said, sobbing. Wendy put her notepad down and helped Linda collect herself. "Tom is going to hate me."
"He doesn't hate you," Wendy said.
"He already blames himself for not seeing through Jake's plot," Linda cried. "I have to tell him the truth."
"The truth is, you were both played and taken advantage of," Wendy said. "It's obvious that you were drugged. Tom already knows that and he doesn't hold it against you."
"If I give you permission, will you let Tom hear what I told you?" Linda asked. "I want him to hear the whole truth. He deserves that much."
"Are you sure?" Wendy asked.
"Yes, absolutely," Linda said through her tears.
"Alright, if you're certain that's what you want," Wendy said. "Listen, why don't I call the nurse back in. You've been through a lot and I think you need some rest. If you want, we can talk more, perhaps with your husband present. Would you like that?"
"Yes, that sounds good," Linda said, her sobs subsiding. Wendy grabbed a nurse, who checked Linda's vitals. After consulting her chart and the doctor's orders, she gave Linda something to help relax her. Soon, Linda was falling asleep.
...
She woke up just as a nurse came in with lunch. The nurse wheeled her cart around and helped Linda eat her food, then made notes on her chart. Later that afternoon, Tom and Wendy came into the room. Tom sat next to her and held her as best he could while planting little kisses on her face.
"I listened to what you told Wendy last night," he said.
"I'm so sorry, Tom," Linda said, tears falling down her face. "You probably hate me right now."
"I could never hate you," he said. "It's not your fault you were drugged and taken advantage of. If anything it's my fault for not seeing through their plot. Can you forgive me for that?"
"Tom, nothing is your fault," she said. "Neither one of us saw through them that night. I should've insisted on staying home until you were finished."
"Listen," Wendy said. "Tom and I had a very long talk this morning after he finished listening to what you said. Both of you made mistakes. Hell, we all make mistakes. The important thing is that you quit beating yourselves up over this. You need to get beyond this. I'll work with you as long as necessary to help you get past this if you're willing."
"I am," Linda said. Tom nodded his head.
"I am, too," he said.
"Good," Wendy said. "Now, kiss your wife, tell her you love her and let her get some rest, okay? You've both had a very long day." Tom smiled and kissed his wife deeply. She returned the kiss.
"I love you so much," he said.
"I love you more," she told him. Tom kissed her one more time and they left the room. Afterward, Linda closed her eyes and wondered what would've happened if they had made it to New York.
A couple days later, Dr. Wilkins came in and examined her head wound. He seemed pleased with what he saw.
"It looks like all the swelling is gone," he said. "I'm going to remove the bandage from your head now." He took the bandage off and completed his exam, making notes in her chart. "We're going to hang on to you for another couple weeks, then we're going to transfer you to the rehab center. You're still going to need round-the-clock care until you can get around on your own. How are you feeling now?"
"Much better," Linda said.
"Good," Dr. Wilkins said. "I see that you and your husband are working with Dr. Castillo. I'm pleased to see that. Is everything okay between you and your husband?"
"Yes, it is," she said.
"Excellent," he said. "You just get some rest now, and we'll see you later, okay?"
"Thank you, Dr. Wilkins," she said.
Later that week, Tom and her parents came by with the kids and they celebrated the New Year in her hospital room, toasting the event with cups of juice. When the clock struck midnight, Tom kissed her and held her as best he could.
"Alright, everyone, I'm going to have to end this little party," a smiling nurse said as she entered the room. "Linda needs her rest. Now, shoo," she added with a smile. Everyone said their goodbyes and left the room.
The next two weeks went fairly quick for Linda. She was finally able to leave the room, thanks to a new motorized wheelchair Tom got for her. By now, she was able to move her hands enough that she could control the chair but she was till unable to feed herself.
The day before she was transferred to the rehab center, she rode around the ward and came across Jake's room. She saw his name on the plate outside the door and stopped. Looking around, she saw no one paying much attention to her, so she slowly went inside the darkened room.
She saw him laying in his bed, asleep, tubes and wires running to various parts of his body. She looked at the bed and realized from the way the blanket laid on him that one of his legs appeared to be missing. He was also missing the lower part of one arm. She couldn't help but smile. Too bad he didn't lose his head, she thought to herself.
He stirred in his bed and opened his eyes. He began to get agitated as he realized who was in his room.
"Wha... What are you doing here?" he asked.
"Well, hello there, Stumpy," she said with a smile. "I guess you're not going to be doing much traveling anymore, are you?"
"What do you want?" he asked.
"What do I want?" she said, repeating his question. "I want you to take away the last ten months. Can you do that? No, I don't think so. Did you know that Brenda is in jail? That's right, she's up on charges of kidnapping and conspiracy. And I'm told, you will be too once you're out of here. How long do you think a one-legged, one-armed asshole like you will last in prison? Huh? I hear there's lots of really big guys in prison who'll love to have their way with slimeballs like you. You wanna know what I want? Really? What I'd really like is to see you spit-roasted by Bubba and his big hairy friend. Sad thing is, you'd probably enjoy that."
"Get out," he hissed.



"Oh don't worry, asshole," she said. "I'm outta here tomorrow. I'll be in rehab, but at least I'll be free. Not like you. No, you're going to pay for what you did. Big time. Have fun, asshole. Oh, one last thing." She got as close as she could to his face and spit on him. "Fuck you, asshole," she hissed. "And the horse you rode in on." She turned and left the room.
The next day, she told Tom what she did. He got a good laugh out of that.
"Well, at least you got the last word," he said. After they got her settled into her new room at the rehab facility, he sat down and helped her eat her lunch. He made a game out of feeding her, the way he used to do with the twins.
"Stop it," she said, laughing. "I'm not a child, you know."
"I know, but it is fun," he said. "The kids used to love it when I played airplane with them." After lunch, he looked at her for a few moments. She could see he had something on his mind.
"Talk to me," she said. "What's on your mind?"
"The strangest thing happened yesterday after work," he said.
"What's that?" she asked.
"Alfred and I stopped off at Charlie's Tavern for a quick beer after work," Tom said. "After Alfred left, I finished my beer and got up to leave. Just then, this guy comes over to me out of the blue. I swear, he looked like he just stepped out of an old western. Had a big hat, duster, boots, the works. He just smiled and tipped his hat."
"That is strange," Linda said.
"It gets stranger," Tom said. "This guy looked at me and just said, 'don't worry, pardner, justice is coming soon.' Then he smiled, tipped his hat again and walked away. I tried to catch up to him, but he just disappeared."
"Have you ever seen him before?" Linda asked. Tom shook his head.
"Never," he said.
"That is strange," she said.
...
Epilogue:
Linda's recovery went well. All the casts were finally removed and she was finally able to get around on her own with very little help, thanks to the physical therapy she received at the rehab center. Tom visited her every day, usually stopping by for lunch. He often brought the children by to visit with her after work and school. Her colleagues from work also stopped by and visited with her.
Tom and Linda continued their counseling with Wendy, and were no longer blaming themselves for what had happened.
The feds finally moved in on Acme's corporate headquarters. News reports painted a picture of a company deeply involved in crime, sex, drugs and illegal guns. According to the report Tom and Linda saw in her room, every member of the board was arrested, along with most of the senior executives. All of them received life sentences.
More than one ended up committing suicide. One of them was Jake Wheeler. Brenda was found guilty on all charges, and was found to have been involved in many other kidnappings, very similar to Linda's. As a result, she was sentenced to life in prison. The company itself was broken up and the pieces sold off to other interests.
Tom learned that the employees at Tyndall successfully managed to buy what was left of the old company from Acme. The board at Acme was eager to accept their demands, hoping to use the funds to pay for their mounting legal expenses. Tom was offered the CEO position, but politely turned it down, wishing his old friends the best of luck. Being a company man, his loyalty was now to Ryder.
Tom never saw the strange man again, but he felt as though he and Linda finally got their justice. He carried his bride of 17 years into their master bedroom and gently laid her on the bed. He looked into her smiling face and kissed her deeply before he started undressing her.
"Oh God, I've missed this so much," she moaned as he kissed his way down her stomach.
"Me, too," he said. "And don't worry about the kids. They're spending the weekend with your parents."
"You've thought of everything, haven't you?" she asked.
"Yup," he said, running his hand under her panties. "It's what I get the big bucks for. And now, it's time for dinner," he added with a smile, pulling her panties down.
"Oh, yes," she said as his tongue hit her creamy center.
...
The end...
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In case you haven't quite figured it out yet, February sucks. Big time. Cold weather, snow, you name it. If I could ban one month every year, it would be February. But you know the old saying, "if" can be the biggest word in the dictionary.
I had planned on taking my wife, Linda, out for Valentine's Day. But fate stepped in and the whole town ended up getting shut down overnight. So we stayed in with the kids. Don't get me wrong, we enjoyed the time with family, and ended up watching "Frozen" for the gazillionth time. But the kids had fun, and yes, Linda and I did get to connect.
Later that month, Linda and I had collapsed against each other in the sofa in the living room after finally getting Emma and Timmy down for the night, when her phone rang. I growled and uttered something, but I don't remember what it was.
"It's Dee, I have to get this," she said. We had a loose circle of five couples we hung out or went out with from time to time. We had all met as married couples, so there were no uncomfortable "back when you were single" moments. We all had the same ideas about fidelity -- that is, you just did it, it simply wasn't negotiable. At least I thought so at the time.
That way when we went out, we could dance with each other's spouses if we wanted some variety, and know we were safe. We were closest to Dee and her husband Dave. She and Linda were almost what you might call "best friends forever." Linda made an "I'll keep this short" gesture as she answered the phone.
I could see Linda getting more excited as she talked with Dee. She was all but glowing when she ended the call and plopped herself into my lap.
"So what was that all about?" I asked. My face couldn't help reflecting her smile.
"Well, my dear husband," she said with a smirk. "I know you think this horrible February has gone on just about long enough."
"You got that right," I said, reaching for my glass of wine. Linda grabbed my wrist to stop me, and firmly placed my hand on her slender waist.
"Well, we've been bemoaning the fact that not only is this the worst February in the history of the human race, we have to put up with an extra day of it," she said.
Something about that didn't reconcile with the smile on her face and I told her so.
"That's because Dee had this wonderful idea," she said. "The extra day of horribleness is on a Friday. What if we all got together, got sitters for the kids, had a really nice dinner, then some dancing at a good club, and then had hotel rooms for the night? That way we could get a little bit crazy and not worry about driving home, and we would end this horrid month right." I liked the idea, but had a couple questions.
"What about getting from the club back to the hotel? Wouldn't we have to drive?" I asked. Smack me if you want, but I'm almost always the guy who asks what can possibly go wrong with a plan.
"That's the best part, Jim," she said, sounding excited. "You know the Madison uptown? We've eaten there, remember? There's a dance club some of Dave's co-workers go to in the next block over. They have a live band coming in on Friday night, and there's no cover if you eat at the Madison! Oh, and Phil and Jane have already asked Mrs. Porter to take their kids overnight, and they say she's fine with ours, too."
"Hmmm, I have to think about this," I said, acting cerebral. I really didn't, but I knew if I acted like there was a concern, she would find a way to convince me. Instead, she grabbed a sofa pillow and bashed me over the head with it.
"Ow! Okay, okay, I've thought about it. Let's do this. But there's one condition," I told her.
"What's that?" Linda was looking at me suspiciously. I took her sweet face between my hands, and looked into her blue eyes.
"You wear the dress you bought for Valentine's Day, that I still haven't seen," I said.
"As you wish, my lord," she said with a smile. "Your wish is my command."
It was blue. The dress, that is. Don't ask me to describe what kind of blue it was because I can't. All I can tell you is that it made her blue eyes look like they would glow in the dark. It was long sleeved and high necked, and the skirt came below her knees, but it was anything but a granny dress.
Two days before the big night, I came home from work and looked through the mail Linda had set on my desk. Bills, more bills, junk mail, advertisements, what have you. But there was something else. A fairly large envelope addressed to Jim and Linda Carlisle -- us. By name. I couldn't help but note the lettering was done in a very meticulous calligraphy and it seemed to have been done by hand and not by a machine. It was from something called "Rhamnousia Gallery." I was tempted to toss it in the trash, but something in the back of my mind said, "open it." So I did.
The letter said that Linda and I were cordially invited to a private personal exhibit and further said we were to appear at the gallery at 6:00 pm the next evening. No dress code was stipulated. At first, I thought this was one of those deals where you go for something "personal" only to get a pitch for a timeshare in Outer Slobbovia someplace. I looked and saw nothing that indicated this was a sales pitch and there was nothing asking for a donation. I showed it to Linda.
"Have you ever heard of this place?" I asked. She shook her head.
"No, never," she said. "Are you sure this isn't some gimmick? Maybe this is just a way to lure us into donating money or something."
"I looked and saw nothing to indicate that," I said. "And there's nothing asking for donations or anything else."
"What the hell," Linda said, shrugging her shoulders. "Maybe it's for real. What could it hurt? If we don't like what we see, we can always leave. Tell you what, I'll call Mrs. Porter and see if she'll look after the kids till we get back. You can drive me in to work and pick me up afterward and we'll go from there."
Linda made the call and Mrs. Porter graciously said she'd look after the kids for us, so it was settled. The next day, we left just a bit early so I could drop Linda off and get to work on time. After work, I picked Linda up and we headed for the address on the invitation.
We pulled up to the gallery, a large Victorian-style house that looked like it was at least 100 years old. We made our way to the front door, which opened just as we stepped on the porch. A young, attractive blonde woman stood in the doorway.
"Welcome, Mr. and Mrs. Carlisle," she said. "I'm Dr. Adrestia Rhamnousia, and this is my gallery. Please step inside." Linda and I looked at each other for a moment then stepped inside. I looked around and saw a number of portraits on the wall. All of them appeared to be of individuals in various stages of distress.
"What kind of gallery is this?" I asked.
"It's a very special gallery, Jim," the blonde said. "There's nothing like it in the world. I'm sorry, may I call you Jim?"
"Of course," I said.
"Thank you," she said. "And please call me Adrestia, or Dr. A, if you choose. Most people find that easier."
"So, you're really a doctor?" Linda asked.
"Yes," the woman said. "I have doctorates in multiple disciplines." I wondered how that was possible considering her apparent youth.
"Age and appearance has nothing to do with accomplishments, Jim," she said, almost as if reading my mind. "Trust me, I'm much older than I appear," she added with a smile. She led us to a set of large double doors. Opening them, she ushered us inside. We walked in to find a covered portrait on an easel sitting in front of two antique chairs separated by a small table.
"Please have a seat," Dr. A said, motioning to the two chairs. We sat down and watched as she took her place next to the portrait. "What you are about to see may surprise and perhaps shock you," she said. "Do not worry, however. All will be explained." With that, she lifted the cover off the portrait. It would be an understatement to say we were shocked at what we saw.
The portrait showed Linda in her blue dress -- the new one she had never worn before -- standing up, her dainty hand in the hand of another man. I recognized the man right off. Marc LaValliere, star tight end for the Sharks, the local pro football team.
The look she gave him was one of lust and adoration -- the kind of look she usually reserved for me. It was the look that said nothing else mattered in her universe except the man she was gazing upon. Worse than that, it was the look that said, "I'm going to rock your world in bed." I studied the picture further.
Behind her was another man -- me -- dressed in the clothes I planned to wear for our date. The look on my face was one of shock. I didn't know which was worse -- the look of adoration Linda was giving LaValliere in the portrait, or the look of shock and humiliation on my face. Linda and I looked at each other for a moment, and I could feel my face burning with embarrassment.
"Please, don't be embarrassed," Dr. A said. "I know you have a number of questions and I'm prepared to answer all of them, although, you may not like what I have to say."
"How did you get this portrait?" I asked. "My wife has never even worn that dress, and she's never been with... that man." Dr. A nodded her head.
"I know," she said. "Please come to my office and I'll try to explain." We got up and followed Dr. A up a flight of stairs and into a small office that was crammed full of books and scrolls. She invited us to take a seat in two chairs sitting in front of her desk and walked around to a credenza that sat behind her desk.
"Care for some tea?" she asked. "It's a special blend."
"Yes, please," Linda said nervously. Dr. A smiled and poured two cups of tea and handed them to us. We each took a tentative sip and found the tea refreshing. Smiling, Adrestia sat down.
"Please open your minds and allow me to explain something before you ask your questions," she said. "What you just saw was a snapshot from your very near future, perhaps 24 to 30 hours in your future. It is, or rather, will be, a pivotal point in your relationship. That is to say, it WILL happen. There is no way around it. What matters is how you deal with it."
"Wait," I said. "You're telling us that what we saw in that portrait is going to happen tomorrow, no matter what?"
"Yes," she said.
"What if we decide not to go out tomorrow night as we planned?" I asked.
"Then you will simply be putting off the inevitable," Dr. A said. "Like I said, it WILL happen."
"Why are you showing this to us?" Linda asked. "Who ARE you, exactly?" Dr. A smiled.
"I have been called many things in the past," she said. "Nemesis and Tyr are just two of the names I have been called. I am sure that others think of me in much less polite terms, especially those who have experienced my brand of justice. Let me explain a bit as this is something rather new to me as well. Normally, I don't get involved in a situation unless I'm asked or invited. By then, the dirty deed has been done and all that's left for me to do is dispense justice. My husband suggested I take a different approach this time, a more pro-active approach."
"Is that your husband?" Linda asked, pointing to a small photo on her desk that showed her with a smiling man wearing a fedora. Dr. A smiled and picked up the photo.
"Yes, that's him," she said. "His name is Max, and he's much more than just my better half. He's a confidant and a trusted ally, someone who shares my love for justice. He's the one who suggested I be more pro-active in this matter." She set the photo back down and looked at the couple sitting across from her.
"You see, we have had our eye on Mr. LaValliere for quite some time," Dr. A explained. "I don't know if you're aware of it, but he's something of a serial seducer who primarily targets married women." Linda looked at me, shocked. Adrestia continued.
"About a month ago, he targeted another young, attractive woman, a nurse married to a self-employed businessman," she said. "He was determined to get her in his bed, but they were able to ward off his advances. Finally, the husband demonstrated what could befall Mr. LaValliere if he persisted. LaValliere wisely backed off and we thought that maybe he had learned his lesson. Nevertheless, we continued monitoring him."
"You've been monitoring him?" I asked. Adrestia nodded her head.
"Yes," she said. "Let me show you something." She turned to her computer and fired up a large monitor on the wall. "Watch the monitor." As we watched, we could see LaValliere talking with a couple of his team mates.
"So, Marc, you going out with us tomorrow night?" one of the other men asked.
"Hell yeah," LaValliere said. "It's been a long time since I've gotten a good piece of ass."
"What, that cheerleader you banged the other day wasn't good enough for you?" the other team mate asked, causing them all to laugh.
"Aw, she was alright, I guess," LaValliere said. "But there's nothing like picking up some prime married pussy, especially when she's out with her husband."
"Didn't you get into some trouble the last time you tried that shit?" the first team mate asked. LaValliere shrugged his shoulders.
"Yeah, a little bit," he said. "But what are the chances that the next husband will be some kind of a mixed martial arts champion? Give me a break. Most of these guys are wimps. There's no way any of 'em will come after me. Besides, if that happens, I'll just kick the wimp's ass and walk away with his woman anyway." They all laughed at that. A real class act, I thought sarcastically.
Linda and I looked at each other, shocked. This wasn't the Marc LaValliere we had heard about in the news. According to all the reports, he was a highly respected man, involved in all kinds of activities and charities. Most of the community looked up to him as a hero. What we heard, though, was something quite different.
"Not exactly the Marc LaValliere you've heard about in the news, is he?" Dr. A asked.
"No, not at all," Linda said.
"So when did this happen?" I asked.
"This is in real-time," Adrestia said.
"You're having him followed?" I asked. Dr. A chuckled at that.
"Not hardly," she said. "I'll just say it's part of my job and leave it at that."
"So, what happens next? After the portrait you showed us, that is?" I asked.
"Well, that's where things get a bit... dicey," Adrestia said. "I can show you any point in the past, and anything happening right now, just as you saw. The future, however, is a different ball game. Yes, I can glimpse a few hours into the future, but in all honesty, there are an infinite number of possible outcomes. It's quite literally up to you. I can, however, show you some possible outcomes. Would you be interested in that?"
"Yes," Linda and I said at the same time.
"Alright, follow me, please," Adrestia said, standing up. We got up and followed her out the door and up another flight of stairs. When we reached the third floor, we saw a hallway with what looked like four alcoves on each side.
"This is a new addition to the gallery," Dr. A said. "I call it the 'Hall of Possibilities.' Each alcove will give you a glimpse into what could happen, depending on your actions. Remember, these are just possible outcomes. Nothing is set in stone... yet. All you have to do is step into the alcove and the scenario will play out in front of you. You will not be able to interact with anyone or anything and no one will interact with you. You may experience a bit of vertigo, so keep one hand on the side rail at all times. When you feel you have seen enough, simply take one step back. Any questions?"
"No," I said.
"Very well," she said. "I'll monitor your progress and come get you when you are finished." As we watched, she went into another room on the floor and closed the door behind her. Linda and I looked at each other for a moment, shrugged our shoulders as if to say, "what the hell," and walked to the alcove marked, "1."
"You ready for this?" I asked.
"No, but I feel we have to do it," she said. "Remember, none of this is real."
"I know, but I'm still just a bit nervous," I said.
"Me too," she said in response. "Here we go." We held hands, grabbed the side rail and stepped into the first alcove. The glass in front of us and on each side shimmered briefly before showing us what looked like the inside of a club.
It was as if we were watching a movie through a pair of virtual reality glasses. I was overcome with the sense that we were actually there. I saw people walking around, milling about, drinking, and heard them talking just as if we were there. I looked to my side and saw Linda doing the same as me. I looked back at the scene in front of us and saw nine people at a table -- Linda in her blue dress and the other four couples, including Dee and her husband, Dave.
Apparently, I was either getting something from the bar or in the men's room. I saw Dave ask the Linda in the "movie" to dance, and heard her response.
...
"I'd love to, Dave, and I would another time, but I want to make tonight special for Jim and me. I'm only dancing with him tonight," she said.
Was I proud? Happy? You'd better believe it. I distributed the wings and whispered into Linda's ear.
"So is it time to leave yet?" I asked.
"Right after you brought a fresh plate of wings? What are you thinking? We'll both need our energy for what I have planned," I said, raising an eyebrow. She gave me that look again, and held my hand under the table.
A few minutes later, the band took a break. In the relative quiet, we could hear loud laughter from another table, and turned to look.
"Hey, isn't that Marc LaValliere?" Phil asked, craning his neck to see around me.
"It is, it is!" Dee squealed excitedly. Marc LaValliere was the star tight end on the Sharks, our city's professional football team. Unlike many others on the team, he made his year-round home here. He had the reputation of being a genuinely good guy, and he was as well known for his community activities as for his exploits on the field. Marc became the main topic of conversation at our table, as the guys talked about his football feats and the women praised his good works and good nature.



"It doesn't hurt that he's a hunk, either," Dee added. Linda and I both knew who he was, but we weren't very interested in anything besides each other just then. We let the conversation wash over us, holding hands under the table.
"Hey, you two, get a room!" Dee said. Linda and I looked at each other. We hadn't even been kissing. Well, not really kissing, anyway. My feeding her wings didn't count. Besides, we'd already gotten a room. We were saved from further embarrassment when the band started again.
"Shall we dance here, or upstairs?" I whispered to Linda. Before she could reply, Jane interrupted.
"Look! He's coming this way!" she exclaimed. Sure enough, LaValliere had left his table and was heading for ours. I was amused by the reaction of the women at our table. Four of them primped and strutted, all but saying "pick me, pick me!" Talk about an embarrassing display. If you think a woman can't strut while she's sitting down, think again. Linda looked down, and held my hand a little tighter.
"Hi, I'm Marc. Would you like to dance?" he asked. He stood behind Linda's left shoulder, holding his hand out to her.
I felt her gasp as she dropped my hand as if it were a hot potato. I watched, dumbstruck, as she turned her back to me without a word, gave Marc her right hand and gracefully rose from her chair without even giving me a second look. I noticed her hand practically disappeared in his large paw. I also noticed the look of rapture on her face. At that moment, I had simply ceased to exist in her mind.
"Hey, man, now my feelings are hurt. I thought she was just dancing with you tonight," Dave said as he needled me.
"Yeah, that's what I thought, too," I grumbled.
"Relax, Jim. It's just a dance," Jane said as she tried to soothe me. I tried to believe her, but I couldn't help having a bad feeling about this.
The band played a couple of fast songs, and our whole table watched them dance. So did everyone else in the room. Marc was good, far better than I was, and Linda was clearly enjoying herself. Her partner and her dress combined to show her off to perfection.
"Don't they look great together? Come on, Jim, let's join them," Dee invited, clearly trying to distract me.
"Thanks, but no," I said abruptly.
The next song was a slow one. I watched Linda melt into his arms, fitting perfectly as though she belonged there. He was good at that, too. Lots of practice, I'll bet, I thought to myself. Marc whispered something to Linda. She smiled sweetly as she responded. He wasn't doing anything I could legitimately object to. He didn't dance any closer to her than I danced with Dee or Jane -- his hands didn't go anywhere they weren't supposed to.
Another slow song, a ballad this time. I could see the band leader taking his cues by watching my wife and her new partner. Marc smiled as he held her in his arms. He was clearly pleased with whatever was going on. I'd seen enough and was determined to put a stop to it. I rose from my chair, and felt Jane's hand on my arm.
"Wait, Jim. Let her have this. Don't ruin it for her," she said.
I jerked my arm free, and then looked at Linda's face. She clearly wanted to be exactly where she was, and nowhere else. She did not want any interference from me. In fact, I was nowhere in her thoughts, and it was obvious. I slumped back into my chair, broken-hearted. Finally, the song ended. Marc nodded at the band leader, who started a faster song. He and Linda left the dance floor, smiling at each other, but not touching, not even holding hands. Linda gave him a last brilliant smile as she turned toward our table and Marc turned toward his.
The difference between a woman's best smile and her second-best smile isn't much. Unless you know the woman well, you probably wouldn't notice it at all. As Linda neared our table and our eyes met, her best smile faded to her second-best. At that moment, I knew we had a problem.
"I keep telling you that you're the most attractive woman in here," I whispered in her ear as I seated her. I reached for her hand, and held it in both of mine. "Is it time to take the next dance back to our room?"
For just the tiniest moment, I could have sworn Linda was afraid. Her eyes widened and I could feel her hand trembling. She recovered quickly, and looked away from me, across the table.
"I'm sorry, everyone, I just have to go to the restroom right now. Linda, come with me?" Dee asked. Her voice could be heard far beyond our table. I was too preoccupied to wonder why she had to broadcast this to the room at large. Linda looked at me apologetically.
"Sorry, Jim. I can use some freshening up, too," she said, a hint of sadness in her voice. She rose and left, without answering my question. Of course, the conversation immediately turned to why no woman who is out with a group can possibly go to the restroom by herself. I had just started to wonder why my friends were working so hard to keep the conversation going on that topic, when Dee came back. She was alone.
"Where's Linda? Is she okay?" I asked, practically shouting.
"Relax, Jim," Dee said, smiling. "Linda is fine, she just has something to do. You don't need to worry about her. She is a grown woman, you know." What was that supposed to mean, I wondered. It's true that I worried about Linda, but she worried about me the same way. I put up with the ribbing for about five minutes, and when Linda still hadn't returned, I'd had enough. I got up and headed for the bar, taking an empty plate with me as an excuse and approached one of the female bartenders.
"Excuse me, but my wife went to the restroom about fifteen minutes ago, and hasn't come out," I said. "She never takes that long. Could you please go, or send someone, to be sure she's all right?"
The bartender gave me a dubious look. The plate in my hand gave me an idea.
"The wings are great, and she likes spicy food, but every now and then she gets a reaction. Really, I just want to know she's all right. Her name is Linda. Here, let me show you a picture of her," I said. I put the plate down and pulled up Linda's picture on my phone. The bartender was beginning to look somewhat sympathetic when there was a voice at my elbow.
"She's all right, you don't need to check on her," Dee said almost apologetically. She turned to the bartender. "Everything's fine. I'll take care of this," she said, placing a five dollar bill on the counter. I wondered why the bartender looked at me with what seemed like sympathy as she pocketed the bill.
"What... why... but she went there with you? because you asked her?" I was completely confused.
"Jim, she's not in the restroom. She has left the club," Dee said. I felt as if I had just been punched in the gut.
"Left? Without me? Why? What's the matter? Why didn't she tell me? Where did she go? Is she all right?" I asked. I still didn't get it.
"Let's go to the end of the bar where there's some privacy," Dee said. I just went where Dee dragged me. It was quieter in the dark corner at the end of the bar. She looked me in the eye.
"Jim, Linda loves you. She loves you and the children more than anything else in the world, and she always will, and you know it. But she is spending tonight with Marc," she said.
I stood there with my mouth open, looking stupid as my whole world ended. Pictures whirled madly through my mind, or what was left of it. Linda at the top of the stairs in her beautiful blue dress. Linda at dinner. Linda at the club. Linda as we fed wings to each other. Linda in Asshole's arms. Asshole fucking Linda. My Linda. The mother of our children. The love of my life. My anger rose.
...
Angry, I took a step back and was relieved to see Linda had joined me. Her face had turned a shade of white that I'm sure contrasted sharply with the hot burn of humiliation I was feeling. She looked at me and shook her head.
"Jim, you know this isn't real," she said. "I'd never do anything like that to you. Ever."
"Apparently, someone thinks you would," I said. "I saw the look you gave him in that... that... scenario, and it was the exact same look in the portrait."
"But sweetheart, this isn't real," she said. "Let's go back in and see what else is going on, okay? Please?" I looked at the glass in the alcove before responding. Did I even want to see any more? Could I handle it? Finally, I nodded my head and we stepped back in. I got the impression that the scenario had continued to play even though we weren't there to see it all.
...
"Jim, I know how much you love Linda, and how much she loves you. This doesn't have to be a big deal. It's just one night, a one-time experience, compared to all the years and all the love you two have together. It isn't a big deal, unless you make it one. I know she'll come home to you, and I know eventually, you'll be fine," she said.
Dee spoke gently but confidently. It was all I could do not to grab the stupid woman and shake her until her teeth rattled for spouting such nonsense. She must be living in some sort of alternate universe if that's what she really thought.
"So if Asshole had picked you, as you wanted him to, you'd have done the same thing?" I asked her.
"I would." She flung her answer into my face.
"Does Dave know that?" I asked her.
"No, and he doesn't need to, because I don't think it will ever happen," she said softly.
"Maybe I should tell him," I said.
"Jim, please don't. Don't think that way. I know you're hurting, but that won't help. Please come back to the table. Let us take your mind off it for a while. You haven't danced a single dance with me all night, you know," she said as she smiled.
"I wanted to dance with my wife, but thanks to you and her and Asshole, that's not an option anymore, is it? I also wanted to spend the night alone with her, but that obviously isn't happening either," I said. I turned my back on her and stalked back to our table.
The talk at the table stopped abruptly when I appeared. The averted eyes told the tale. All of our so-called friends now knew that my wife and Asshole were at that very moment making a cuckold of me. I wanted to strangle them. I wanted to tear the place apart. I wanted to find Asshole and kick his nuts into the middle of next week.
"Uh, Jim, are you going to be okay?" Dave asked hesitantly after he seated Dee. I wanted to tell him what Dee had said and ask if he would be okay, but I couldn't force the words out of my mouth. I guess I hadn't gotten over being the good guy yet. Oh yes, I would have to work on that.
"It depends on what you mean by okay," I said. There were a couple of nervous giggles.
"I mean, yeah, that was a shitty thing to do, but you two are going to make it, aren't you? You're not going to divorce Linda over this, are you?" Dave asked.
"I don't see why I shouldn't," I responded coldly. There was a collective gasp around the table.
"Why are you all acting surprised?" I asked. "We all know how we feel about cheating: once and done. We established that a long time ago."
"But Jim, it's Marc LaValliere..." Dee interposed.
"So what? I don't care who's fucking her. If it isn't me, that's that," I said angrily. I looked at Dave. "What would you say if it was Dee who walked out with Asshole to spend the night? Would you be okay with that?" He turned red in the face for a moment, then looked at his wife, who was now busy examining a spot on the floor.
"Jim, what about your kids? We all know how much you love them, and how much they need you. Think of them before you do anything," Jane said. Her kids were about the same age as mine and were best buds.
"You mean, like my wife is thinking about them right now?" I asked.
"Well, that's why you got a sitter, so you wouldn't have to think about your kids," Dee said. I thought she meant it to be funny, but it fell as flat as it deserved to. "Come on, Jim, it's just one night. It's an opportunity she'll never have again. You wouldn't divorce Linda over one night," she added.
"Why the fuck not?" I glared at her. An uncomfortable silence followed.
"Jim, try to think of it this way, maybe it will help," Jane said, trying to sound sympathetic. "What if the cover model from the Sports Illustrated swimsuit issue was here tonight? Say she picked you out of everyone here to dance with, and then she offered to spend the night with you. Can you honestly say you wouldn't be tempted? Can you honestly say you would turn her down?" The pleading look in her warm brown eyes made her look like a winsome puppy dog, and was usually quite effective in getting her what she wanted. But it wasn't going to happen. Not tonight. I stood and looked down at Jane.
"Yes, I might be tempted, but I would turn her down," I said emphatically. "You see, I have a wife, and I don't want to hurt her. At least, that's what I'd have done before tonight."
There was another one of those deafening silences. I looked around the table at each of my former friends, all of whom were siding with my cheating wife. At that moment, I sincerely hoped never to see any of them again. A rather large and muscular bouncer made his way to our table.
"Is there a problem here, folks?" he asked in a deep baritone voice.
"Yeah, there is, a big one," I said. I pulled out a twenty dollar bill and dropped it on the table.
"Don't worry, I'm leaving," I said, putting up one hand. He nodded his head as I turned back to the others. "That will pay my tab. You're all covering for the slut I came with. You might as well cover her bill, too." I turned on my heel and stalked out of the club.
...
This time, Linda stepped out of the alcove, dragging me with her. She looked at me, shocked. I felt betrayed, humiliated and angry. I couldn't believe the woman I married would even contemplate doing what I saw. Did I even know her? Had she done something like this before?
"You called me a slut," she said, tears falling down her face. "And you said you would divorce me. Would you really do that over one night?" I looked at her hard before answering.
"Yes, I would," I said. "One and done, remember? You know how I feel about infidelity. We've talked about it enough. I just can't believe you actually have it in you to do something like that."
"But Jim, it's not real," she cried. "It's just one possible outcome. Let's look at the others. Maybe something different happens." I looked at the other alcoves. Did I really want to look? Truthfully, I had to say, no. But another part of me said that no matter what, I had to take a chance. We went through the other seven alcoves.
They were all pretty much the same, with just a few slight variations. In all but one scenario, Linda left with the Asshole. That's how I thought about him by now. In all but one scenario, we ended up divorced, our family destroyed, relationships with friends gone. We saw the anguish in our respective parents and witnessed the children crying when told their mother and father could no longer live together.
I did notice something in all of the different scenarios -- in each one, LaValliere approached Linda. In each one, she left to dance with him. And in each one, I simply sat, shocked, stunned and humiliated. And in each one, our so-called "friends" acted like it was no big deal. But it was a big deal, at least to me.
We were both shaken by the time we completed all eight scenarios. I looked at Linda, not recognizing the woman who stood there. I simply couldn't believe she had it in her to publicly humiliate me that way. Linda must've seen the expression on my face, since she wrapped her arms around me and cried on my shoulder.
"Please, Jim, you have to believe I would never, ever, do something like that to you," she said through her tears.
"I feel like I don't even know you," I said.
"Right now, I feel the same way about you," she said in response. "Oh my God, what are we gonna do?"
"Move forward," Adrestia said as she came up to us. "What happens in the future is up to you. Each of you has a choice to make. Choose... wisely. And, Jim, to answer your question, no, Linda has never done anything like this before. That's one reason I chose to give you advance warning." She turned to leave and we followed her back downstairs.
"Remember, the future is in your hands," she said as she approached the front door.
"Dr. A," I said as she began to open the door. "What kind of a gallery is this?"
"It's a gallery of cheaters," she said. "From throughout the ages. Men and women of all stripes and all walks of life. Destined to spend all eternity on these walls. It is not a place you want to end up, trust me."
"Do we have a chance?" Linda asked, still shaken.
"Of course you have a chance," Dr. A said. "Your future is in your hands. For your sake and the sake of your children, make it a good one."
"We will, I promise," she said.
"I certainly hope so," Dr. A said with a thin smile. "Have a pleasant evening, and feel free to come back after tomorrow night."
"Thank you, we will," I said, guiding Linda out the door. Dr. A closed the heavy door as we left. We got back in the car and drove home in silence, each of us processing what we just witnessed. We stopped long enough to pick the children up and drove home. It was fairly late by the time we got home, so we put the kids to bed and tried to eat some leftover pizza, but neither of us had much of an appetite. Exhausted and shaken, we went to bed and simply held each other. Neither of us felt much like making love that night. What we experienced at the gallery had shaken us to the core.
The next day, I simply went through the motions. I got through the day, but several of my co-workers commented that I seemed to have my mind on something else. What could I tell them? That I saw my wife humiliate and cuckold me in the future?
I went home and we got ready for the night, both of us scared about what might happen. The kids picked up on it, but we assured them everything was alright. We dropped them off and headed to the hotel. After dropping off our overnight bags, we walked arm-in-arm to the club, both of us scared about what was sure to happen.
We both tried to put on brave faces, but our friends noticed that something was amiss. Dave pulled me over to the side.
"Is everything okay with you two?" he asked. "You're both about as nervous as two cats in a room full of rocking chairs. What's going on?"
"You'd never believe me if I told you," I said.
"Just relax, please, and enjoy the evening," he said.
"I'm trying, believe me," I said. I got the same from the other three men and Linda got the same from Dee and the other girls. They sensed that something was wrong, but what could we say? I tried to relax, but it was difficult. I decided to break the ice by complimenting Linda on her new dress.
"You're attracting a lot of attention, babe," I whispered in her ear. "You're clearly the most attractive woman in the room, as usual."
"Oh, you," she said nervously. She looked up at me, lightly pressing a soft breast into my arm. I could feel her trembling and knew she was every bit as anxious as I was. "You know flattery will get you everywhere."
Neither of us are the best dancers, but we did it for the fun and the enjoyment of being with each other. So I danced with the love of my life, taking breaks for hot wings and drinks. I had gone to replenish the wings. When I came back, Dave was asking Linda to dance. I heard her response and knew the time of decision was nearly upon us. I could tell by the way her voice cracked that Linda realized the same thing.



"I'd love to, Dave, and I would another time, but I want to make tonight special for Jim and me. I'm only dancing with him tonight," she said. I felt pride at her answer. I handed out the wings and whispered in her ear, suggesting we leave. She put me off, promising a hot night in bed later on. Then it happened, much like it had at Dr. A's gallery the previous day.
...
A few minutes later, the band took a break. In the relative quiet, we could hear loud laughter from another table, and turned to look.
"Hey, isn't that Marc LaValliere?" Phil asked, craning his neck to see around me.
"It is, it is!" Dee squealed excitedly. Marc LaValliere was the star tight end on the Sharks, our city's professional football team. Unlike many others on the team, he made his year-round home here. He had the reputation of being a genuinely good guy, and he was as well known for his community activities as for his exploits on the field. Marc became the main topic of conversation at our table, as the guys talked about his football feats and the women praised his good works and good nature.
"It doesn't hurt that he's a hunk, either," Dee added. Linda and I both knew who he was, but we weren't very interested in anything besides each other just then. We let the conversation wash over us, holding hands under the table.
"Hey, you two, get a room!" Dee said. Linda and I looked at each other. We hadn't even been kissing. Well, not really kissing, anyway. My feeding her wings didn't count. Besides, we'd already gotten a room. We were saved from further embarrassment when the band started again.
"Shall we dance here, or upstairs?" I whispered to Linda. Before she could reply, Jane interrupted.
"Look! He's coming this way!" she exclaimed. Sure enough, LaValliere had left his table and was heading for ours. I was amused by the reaction of the women at our table. Four of them primped and strutted, all but saying "pick me, pick me!" Talk about an embarrassing display. If you think a woman can't strut while she's sitting down, think again. Linda looked down, and held my hand a little tighter.
"Hi, I'm Marc. Would you like to dance?" he asked. He stood behind Linda's left shoulder, holding his hand out to her.
...
For a moment, time seemed to stand still. Then it happened. I saw the look of rapture on her face. I saw her raise her arm and watched as his large beefy hand encompassed hers. I saw her start to rise, and I suddenly knew what I had to do. I stood up quickly and spoke out.
"The lady's with me and her dance card is already filled," I said. Marc looked at me, surprised, as though I was just an insignificant bug to be squashed under his heel. Linda turned to look at me, surprise and shock on her face. I looked back at her. "Isn't that right, dear?" I asked, firmly.
Suddenly, her face changed, almost as if waking up from a trance. Her eyes grew large as she looked up at me. She turned back to Marc and yanked her hand back, as if she had just touched a very hot stove. Marc looked surprised.
"My husband is right," she told him. "I'm flattered, really, but I promised him all my dances." I could see the indecision in his eyes, as he considered his options. I knew he could clean my clock if we came to blows, but I was damned if I was going to let this piece of crap ruin our marriage. Come hell or high water, I was prepared to defend myself and my wife from this homewrecker or die trying.
He shook his head after a few moments. "Very well," he finally said. He turned to the other girls at the table and asked if any of them would like to dance. I decided to take a chance and spoke up.
"They're taken as well," I said firmly. "Isn't that right, gentlemen?" I asked forcefully, hoping the other men at the table would get a clue. Slowly, I could see the light bulbs flash on in their minds. To the women's surprise, they each stood up with me.
"That's right," Dave said. The others nodded their heads in agreement. The girls were shocked and surprised. Apparently, they weren't used to their husbands standing up like this. Dee looked at Dave and started to say something, but Dave shot her a look that made her close her mouth. Marc looked at all of us, stunned.
After a few moments, the standoff ended. Marc nodded his head, realizing that if he pushed the issue, there would be a very embarrassing public altercation -- something that would certainly not help his image as a community "hero."
"Alright," he said, holding up his hands in defeat. "I get it. No problem. You folks have a nice evening, you hear?"
"We will, thank you," I said. To my surprise, he turned and walked away, heading for another table of anxious ladies.
"Do you know who that was you just turned away?" Dee exclaimed angrily.
"Yes," Linda said. "A no-good homewrecker. Believe me, girls, Jim just did us all a huge favor."
"How do you know that?" Dee asked. "You just met him."
"Trust us, Dee," I said. "He's the last person you want in your life." I turned to look at my wife and I saw it -- the look of love reserved only for me. But there was something else. Pride, perhaps? Or a new-found respect? She closed her eyes and leaned in, giving me a scorching hot kiss. Our tongues wrestled for a few moments as we kissed each other deeply.
"Care for a dance, my love?" I asked. She smiled and leaned into my ear.
"The only dancing I want to do right now is in bed. With you. Naked," she whispered. I liked the sound of that. She grabbed my hand and turned to our friends. "Sorry to break up the party, but Jim and I are heading to our room." She looked back at me before continuing. "I just need to stop at the little girls' room on the way out." She almost pulled me to the restrooms and I stood outside the door, waiting for her to return. Dave sidled up to me as I waited.
"What the hell just happened?" he asked.
"You wouldn't believe me if I told you," I said.
"Does LaValliere have something to so with it?" he asked.
"Yeah," I said. "Let's just say he's not what everyone thinks he is and leave it at that, okay?"
"Okay," he said. "Everything alright between you and Linda?"
"I think they're going to be better than alright," I said. "Go have fun, okay? I'll talk to you later."
"Alright, Jim," he said. "Talk to you guys later." He went back to the table and the restroom door opened. Linda walked out and handed something to me. I looked and saw her tiny panties in my hand. She had a wicked smile on her face.
"I'm naked under this dress and I'm horny as hell right now," she said. Happy and smiling, I took her arm and escorted her out, waving to our friends on the way. We embraced in the elevator on the way up to our room and I could smell her arousal. We got to the room and she was naked before the door finished closing.
Later, we held each other in bed, basking in the afterglow of our lovemaking. Linda turned to me and ran her finger over my face as she looked at me.
"You're the bravest man I know, Jim Carlisle," she said. "You stood right up to Marc LaValliere even though he could wipe the floor with you."
"What can I say? I think you're definitely worth fighting for," I told her.
"You would really have fought him over me?" she asked.
"I was ready to," I said.
"My hero," she whispered with a smile. Okay, yeah, it was a corny line, but I accepted it in the spirit it was given. "I love you so much, Jim Carlisle. Only you. Never forget that."
"I love you too, Linda," I said. "You're my life and I simply wouldn't be complete without you." She kissed me again and we made love one more time. We finally fell asleep holding each other tight. I knew that all would be well.
The next day, we left the hotel after sharing breakfast with the others. On the way, we stopped at Dr. A's gallery. As before, Adrestia opened the door before we could knock.
"Please come in," she said with a smile. "I trust you had a pleasant evening."
"We did, thank you," I said.
"Good," Dr. A said. "Please follow me. I have something to show you." She opened the double doors to the parlor holding the portrait and ushered us inside. We saw a tall, well-built man in a fedora and a trench coat. "This is Max," Dr. A said. We shook hands and Adrestia stood next to the covered portrait.
"Thanks to the three of you, I'm forced to open a new wing in the gallery," she said.
"Is that a bad thing?" I asked. She laughed.
"Normally, I deal in revenge and retribution," she said. "Happy endings are very rare here."
"Well, you know the old saying," Max said. "Living well is the best revenge."
"I'm impressed with your recently-acquired knowledge of George Herbert," Dr. A said, giving her husband a smile. "We'll have to discuss this philosophy sometime. But first, I think our guests deserve to see their new portrait." She lifted the cover and we were treated to a picture of the two of us in bed, covered, gazing into each others eyes.
"What happened to the other portrait?" Linda asked.
"It... changed," Dr. A said. "Do you approve?"
"Yes," Linda and I said at the same time.
"So, what happens to LaValliere?" I asked.
"Don't worry about him," Adrestia said. "He'll get what's coming to him soon enough." She smiled and turned to Max.
"Sweetheart, would you be a dear and hang this up for me in the new section?" she asked.
"Of course, my love," he said with a smile. "Your wish is my command." As we watched, he picked up the portrait and left the room. Adrestia turned back to us. She gave a wink and spoke in an exaggerated stage voice.
"The trick is to make 'em think they're in control," she told Linda, who smiled in response. "Seriously, I'm really glad things worked out well for you," she said after a few moments. "You both chose... well. Now, go, live, love and have a very happy life. And remember... The doctor is watching." She pointed two fingers at her eyes, then at us. We got the message.
"One final thing," she said as we approached the front door.
"What's that?" Linda asked.
"Congratulations," Adrestia said.
"For what?" I asked.
"You'll know soon enough," she said with a smile. Linda and I looked at each other, confused. Adrestia closed the door and we left, wondering what she meant.
...
Epilogue:
A few weeks later, I arrived home to find Linda waiting for me at the door, wearing nothing but a very short, transparent negligee and a smile.
"I could get used to this," I said. "Where are the kids?"
"They're staying with my parents for the night," she said. "I have some good news for you."
"What's that?" I asked.
"You're going to be a daddy... again," she said. I held her in my arms and kissed her face. That was the best news I had heard in a long time. "As near as we can tell, it happened at the hotel that night."
"Really?" I asked. Was that what Adrestia meant when she congratulated us? How could she know? I shrugged off that thought and accompanied my wife to the bedroom, where she rocked my world yet again. Yes, things were going well.
The next day, I went to see Adrestia. I wanted to tell her the good news. But when I got to the address, I found nothing but an empty lot. I verified the address, but was confused. Where did the house go? I looked around and saw an older man sitting in a rocking chair on his front porch. I walked over to him.
"Excuse me, sir," I said. "What happened to the house in that lot?" He looked at me like I was crazy, then looked at the empty lot.
"Son, that lot's been empty for a decade, ever since the old Barton place burned down," he said. I turned to look, but saw no evidence of a house, or any other habitat. Confused, I thanked the old man and drove home.
A few weeks later, we saw an item in the news. Apparently, LaValliere had finally met his Waterloo, in the form of a very angry husband who took exception to his wife being seduced from right under his nose. According to the report, the man, who turned out to be a highly-decorated veteran suffering from PTSD, went to LaValliere's house the night his wife left to be with the Asshole.
When LaValliere opened his door, the man saw him, and his wife, wearing nothing but bathrobes. Incensed, he pulled out a 12-gauge shotgun and blew both of LaValliere's knees to kingdom come. He took a third shot at the player's groin as he writhed on the floor in pain, but most of the buckshot missed. Still, it was enough to effectively end LaValliere's career as a wife-stealer.
Police took the veteran into custody, charging him with assault with a deadly weapon and attempted murder. The vet said if he intended for LaValliere to be dead, he would be. Somehow, evidence of LaValliere's past deeds mysteriously came to light and the jury felt sorry for the man. He was found not guilty of attempted murder, but the assault charge stuck. The judge took his PTSD and military service into account and sentenced him to time served and two years probation.
LaValliere's reputation in the city took a nose-dive after that. His football career finished and his endorsements gone, he fled west where he finally got a job as a sportscaster for a radio station in Fresno. The last we heard, a group of men whose marriages he had ruined got together and filed a class-action lawsuit against him. No longer worried or concerned about LaValliere, we put him out of our minds.
Life went on in the Carlisle household. Linda and I were closer and more in love than ever before. Her pregnancy was going well and we signed up for Lamaze classes. Both Tommy and Emma were looking forward to having a little brother or sister. Linda went into labor about noon on Thanksgiving while we were visiting her parents.
Kristen Marie Carlisle came into the world at 5:30 that afternoon, weighing nine pounds, eight and a half ounces. We all agreed, she was our special Thanksgiving blessing. Linda glowed as the nurse placed the newborn in her arms.
On Christmas, Linda and I sat on the couch, watching Tommy and Emma open their presents. Linda held Kristen, nursing her as the other children enjoyed their new presents. I looked at the tree with its blinking lights, tinsel and shiny ornaments. One ornament in particular caught my attention -- it was a round silver ball, but there was a reflection in it that made me look twice.
As I watched, I saw two figures looking back at us -- a young, petite blonde and a man in a fedora. I instantly recognized them -- Adrestia and Max. They smiled, waved and nodded their heads. I began to raise my hand to wave back, but the images suddenly disappeared. I felt a chill run up my spine. Linda looked at me, concerned.
"Are you alright?" she asked.
"Yeah, I'm fine," I said. "Everything is fine."
"Good," she said. "Merry Christmas, sweetheart. I love you."
"Merry Christmas to you," I said. "I love you too." We kissed and turned back to watch the kids play with their new toys. I looked down at little Kirsten, sucking on her mother's breast.
As I watched, it hit me. Yeah, February can be a challenge, but it doesn't have to suck -- at least, not completely.
...
Final note: Last year, I decided my final piece of the year would be something with a happy ending, in recognition of Christmas. I decided to do the same this year. I want to thank you all for your readership, your kind words and your votes over the past year, and would like to wish each of you a very happy and memorable holiday season.
Until next time... Happy trails...
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...
June 17, 1855
The young man sat on his horse and looked down at the tiny town below him. The locals called this place, "Hard Rock," supposedly after a large outcropping of rock the natives allegedly used to punish slaves and others who ran afoul of their edicts. According to legend, the poor victims were tied down to the rock for days or weeks, exposed to the elements until they either died or had suffered sufficiently to atone for their misdeeds.
He took in the few buildings that made up the sleepy town. There was a saloon, a hotel, a general mercantile, the sheriff's office/jail and a few other buildings. The building that caught his attention was the saloon, where he saw three horses tied at the hitching post. He knew those were the horses whose tracks he had followed for the better part of the day. He double-checked his pistols and headed into town, going straight to the saloon.
He got off his horse and tied it to the hitching post. Entering the dark saloon, he instantly saw her -- Lizzy, his wife. He noticed the garish dress she was wearing along with the two gunmen next to her, leering at her nearly-exposed breasts. It was clear she was not there of her own accord.
Next to them was the man responsible for this scene -- Jackson Abercrombie, formerly of New York City, now here working to take over the small farms and ranches that had sprung up around town. Jack looked up as the man walked in.
"Eli," Jack exclaimed. "Took you long enough to get here."
"Let my wife go, Jack," Eli said. "We can settle this like men." Jake laughed.
"You think it's gonna be that easy, Eli?" Jake asked. "I don't think so."
"What do you want, Jack?" Eli asked.
"You know what I want, Eli," Jack said, a sneer on his face. "Your father's ranch. Either that, or my boys and I will take something a bit more precious to you. Like, your woman. After she performs for us." The other two laughed at that. "What'll it be, Eli?" Eli looked and saw Lizzy struggling against the ropes they had bound her with. Fire burned in his eyes as his fury threatened to erupt. As angry as he was, he knew he would have to play it cool. He studied the two men and as he watched, he saw one of them move his hand toward a pistol holstered on his hip. Eli beat him to the punch.
Pulling out his Colt 1851 Navy revolver, he put a .36 caliber bullet in the forehead of the first man, and another in the second man, even as he reached for his pistol. As their blood soaked into the wood floor, Eli pointed his pistol at Jack and cocked the hammer. Jack held up his hands and got out of his chair.
"Now, Eli, there's no call for that," he said, his voice shaking. "As you can see, I'm unarmed. You wouldn't shoot an unarmed man now, would ya?"
"Considerin' that mah brother was unarmed when your boys shot him, and considerin' that you took my wife against her will, yes," Eli said. Jack shook his head as Eli approached him.
"No, Eli, please," Jack begged.
"Make yer peace with God, Jack," Eli said. "Maybe he'll have mercy on ya. Because I won't." Jack's eyes grew wide with fear as he realized his end was coming. His teeth clenched, Eli pulled the trigger, sending a .36 caliber bullet into Jack's chest. Jack's body slammed against the wall behind him, then fell forward, hitting the table as he went down. He tried to take a few last breaths and managed to gurgle his final remarks.
"This ain't over, Eli," he said, blood dripping from his mouth. "If I have to crawl out of the pit of Hell and damnation itself, I'll be back." He slumped on the floor, dead. Eli hawked up some mucus and spit, hitting Jack on the back of the head.
"Reckon not," he said quietly. He holstered his pistol and went to his wife. He pulled her ropes off and looked her over. "Are you okay?" he asked. Lizzy nodded her head.
"I am now that you're here," she said, wrapping her arms around him.
"You got some decent clothes to wear?" Eli asked.
"Yes, in the back," she said. "They made me put... this... on and said I would be their entertainment when you got here."
"Well, them fellers won't be in any need of entertainment now," Eli said, causing her to chuckle. "Why don't you go on back and put something decent on. I don't want to take you home looking like a hussy." She nodded her head and went into the back room of the saloon.
Just then, a tall man came through the saloon door. Eli looked up to see the town sheriff, a worthless piece of crap on a good day. The sheriff looked around at the bodies on the floor.
"What the hell happened here?" he asked.
"Them three fellers came in here with Lizzy Jones, made her dress up like a dancing girl, then tied her up so they could bushwhack Eli, sheriff," the bartender, Jake, said. "Eli came in, one of them boys started going for his gun, but Eli beat him to it. It was self defense, sheriff." The sheriff looked at Jake and nodded his head.
"Uh huh," he said.
"That's my story and I'm sticking to it," Jake said.
"Alright," the sheriff said. "Can you at least help me get them over to the undertaker?"
"Yeah, reckon I can do that," Jake said. "Then I need to get back over to the hotel." The sheriff turned to Eli.
"What's yer story, Eli?" he asked.
"I was out tending to the herd when I heard gunfire," Eli said. "I rode back to the house as fast as I could, and saw they had shot my brother, Bill. He's gonna be alright, the bullet went in and out, didn't hit anything vital, but he's gonna be laid up fer a bit. Pa told me that Jack and his boys grabbed Lizzy and left. I followed their tracks here. You know the rest."
"Alright, well, you get yer wife on home and see to yer brother," the sheriff said. "I'll take care of these fellers."
"Thanks, sheriff," Eli said. By then, Lizzy had returned, wearing the clothes she had on when Jack and his boys snatched her from the ranch. He put her on his horse and slowly rode out of town, thankful that Lizzy wasn't hurt.
...
September 25, 2020
Jessica Shriver sat in the four-wheel drive Hummer with her friend, April Jennings, watching her laptop for any signs of activity from the various cameras they had set up in and around the small adobe structure. April was also watching her laptop, switching from one camera to the next.
Jessica and April were more than just two long-time friends. They were part of a paranormal group that liked to investigate historic sites in hopes of perhaps finding evidence of the paranormal that might help unlock the secrets and mysteries of the past.
They traveled around the country, and used the best equipment available. They were funded in part by a website in which they published video and blog posts -- for a price. The vast majority of their funding, however, came from a trust fund April inherited when her grandfather died.
They had dreams of perhaps getting a television show of their own, but they were concerned the commercial aspect of such a show and the desire to produce "evidence," whether real or not, would ruin the reputation they had built up over the last five years.
They had been looking at this site off and on for the last two months -- ever since they got word the state was interested in making it a protected historical site. So far, they hadn't gotten much for their efforts.
After examining hundreds of hours of video and audio, they've only gotten a handful of "anomalies" on video -- what might be considered "orbs," and a few possible shadows. They did, however, capture several migrants stopping at the place after crossing the border. They didn't stay very long, for some reason, and were quite eager to leave when they did.
As for audio, they only captured a handful of EVP's, or electronic voice phenomenons. Most were garbled, but a couple could be distinctly heard. In one, a man is heard sobbing. Another was of a woman saying only, "Eli," and the third wasn't a voice, but a very clear gunshot. Their research indicated the man who built this place had a son named Elijah. Was there a connection, they wondered. And what happened to him?
"You know, this place just gives me the absolute creeps," Jessica said.
"You and me both," April said. "I can't imagine anyone actually lived in this place once upon a time."
"Yeah," Jessica replied. "It may have been the cat's meow back in the 1800s, but it sure sucks now."
"Seen anything yet?" April asked.
"Nah," Jessica answered. "Let me switch to infrared. Maybe we'll catch something there."
"Did you hear they've got someone coming out to do an initial site survey for the historical commission?" April asked.
"What, again?" Jessica asked. "When are they finally gonna make up their damn minds?"
"No idea," April told her. "My friend at the commission says the governor's office is sending someone out as early as next week."
"Think we can find out who they're sending?" Jessica asked.
"Already know," April said. "Some lawyer named Danni Jones."
"Jones?" Jessica asked. "Think there's any relation to the original builders of this place?"
"I doubt it," April said. "You can't swing a dead cat without hitting someone named Jones."
"I guess you're right," Jessica said. "Still, it would be kinda cool to meet someone related to the people who built this thing."
"I suppose," April said. Suddenly, Jessica thought she saw movement on one of her infrared cameras.
"Wait, I think I just saw something," she said.
"Really?" April asked. "Show me." Finally, after days of getting nothing but shadows and the odd sound, they captured something on video. She craned her neck to see Jessica's screen. Jessica rewound the digital video on her laptop and pressed play. Everything on the screen had a reddish tint, but as they watched, they clearly saw what looked like a black shadow slither out of the ground and shoot away from them.
"What the hell was that?" April asked. Jessica shook her head.
"Don't know," she said. "It moved pretty fast. Maybe it was an animal. I'll back up and play it slower." She rewound the video and played it, slower. They watched the black shadow appear to climb out of the ground and run off away from them. Jessica rewound again and played it, even slower.
Chills ran up their backs as they watched the thing. They weren't scared, but they were surprised. It appeared to actually claw its way out of the ground. They could discern what looked like a head and shoulders. The "head" seemed to look around. When it did, they thought they spotted a set of yellowish eyes. The head turned back around and the thing took off, as though running. They looked at each other, shocked.
"That's no animal," April said.
"I agree," Jessica said. "We need to get this back to Roger, see if he can make heads or tails of it." Roger Greene was the team tech guru, and was also a very capable analyst. Being confined to a wheelchair, he generally didn't work in the field. Instead, he worked on what was sent to him through the Internet in his well-appointed home office. If anyone could make heads or tails of this, he could.
"I say we pack up for the night and head back to camp," April said.
"Sounds good to me," Jessica said. "We've got lots of video to analyze anyway. Come on, let's go." She turned on the high-power overhead lights, bathing the entire site in bright light. They got out of the vehicle and collected their gear, rolling up the cables as they went. Nothing was said. Nothing needed to be said.
Such was the beauty of their teamwork. They knew what had to be done and they simply did it. When it was time to work, they worked. And when it was time to play, they played. After about 45 minutes, they had everything packed up.
"Let's roll," April said when she closed her door, flipping her long dark hair over her shoulder.
"On it," Jessica said, turning the vehicle around.
...
October 1, 2020
"You gonna be okay taking care of the munchkins for a few days?" my wife, Danni, asked after I helped her carry her bags into the airport.
"I'll be fine," I told her. "Don't worry about a thing. Maybe Grandpa will come out and spend some time with them. You know how he loves to play with them."
"Yeah, I do," she said.
"You gonna be okay out there in the middle of nowhere?" I asked her. She was part of a state historical commission and the governor's office had asked that she look over a small site the commission was interested in adding to its list of protected historical sites. From what I could gather, it was little more than an old adobe building that had been built sometime before the Civil War.
She accepted the assignment but was stymied when she tried to book a hotel or motel room for the weekend. It seemed that an agricultural convention had already booked up everything that was available, so the local sheriff offered to let her stay with him and his wife at their house. I spoke to the man myself, a fellow named Ryan Caldwell, a one-eyed veteran who had recently been cited for bravery by the governor himself.
He seemed like a decent guy, at least over the telephone, and I figured if Danni wasn't safe with the local sheriff, she wouldn't be safe with anyone.
"Don't worry about a thing, Amos," she said. That's me, by the way -- Amos Jones. "You worry too much. It's just an old building in the middle of nowhere. It's not like there's gonna be an army of insurgents waiting to kidnap me."
"Been there, done that, remember?" I told her.
"Don't remind me," she said. "I'll call you tonight, okay?"
"You'd better," I said with a laugh.
I kissed Danni and watched as she made her way to the small airplane that would take her to Hard Rock, a fairly small town in west Texas. I had personally never been there, but I knew my Grandpa Elijah lived there before moving back to Indiana with his wife, Elizabeth.
Grandpa told us they first went to Texas in the late 1840s with his parents and two brothers. He and his young wife, Elizabeth, or Lizzy, moved back in about 1856 when her father died. Lizzy, he explained, needed to help her mother, who was now alone, run the family store. After war broke out in 1860, he enlisted, joining what would later become the 8th Regiment of Indiana Cavalry.
He was later killed by a Confederate bullet during Sherman's March to the Sea, leaving Lizzy to raise two children on her own. She never remarried, and kept a journal of her experiences for future generations of the family. My mother still has her journal and I've read it more than once.
By now, you're probably scratching your head wondering how it's possible that a man who died over 150 years ago could tell me all about this in the 21st century. Believe me, you wouldn't be alone. I've been scratching my head over it from the beginning and I've since decided it's just one of those things I'll never fully understand this side of the grave. What I can't deny are the things I've witnessed since he came into my life.
I watched her airplane ascend into the sky, then headed home. My first stop was to pick up the kids from her parents' ranch. Then it was home to tend to the horses.
...
Sheriff Ryan Caldwell had just finished his morning report when Elaine, the female desk sergeant who ran the front office with the efficiency worthy of a military operation, tapped on his door and stuck her head inside.
"Sheriff, there's a Mrs. Jones here to see you," she said.
"Oh, thanks, Elaine," he said. "Please show her right in." She left and a few moments later, came back with Danni in tow. Ryan stood up and extended a hand.
"Mrs. Jones, I'm glad to see you made it okay," he said. "I trust you had a good flight."
"Very good, Sheriff, thank you," she said, shaking his hand. "And please, call me Danni."
"Very well, Danni," he said. "And please call me Ryan. So, what does your schedule look like today?"
"Well, Ryan, I'd like to get out to the site as soon as possible so I can start taking photographs and cataloging what's out there," she said.
"I can understand that," he said. "What are you driving?"
"I've got a rental," she said. "A Toyota Camry."
"Well, Danni," he said. "That's pretty rough terrain out there. Your Camry won't make it. You'll either need a four-wheel-drive or go in by horseback. I guess you could charter a helicopter, but I don't know if one can be arranged on such short notice. Tell you what, though. I'm actually done here for now. Why don't you follow me to the house. You can stash your gear in a spare bedroom and I can take you on out. My vehicle is designed to handle terrain like that."
"That sounds good, Ryan," she said with a smile. "Thank you."
"You might also want to think about changing your shoes before we go out there, though," he said. "Like I said, it's pretty rough. You have any boots?"
"Never go anywhere without them," she said.
"Good," he said. "Let's get going, then." They left the office with Ryan giving instructions to Elaine on the way out. Danni followed Ryan in her rented Toyota and soon, they were pulling into the long driveway leading to his house. When they went inside, Ryan called out to his wife, Beverly.
"Hon, I'm home," he said. "Got us a visitor. Mrs. Jones is here." An attractive blonde woman came out of the kitchen and met them in the front room. She extended a hand to Beverly.
"Mrs. Jones, it's good to meet you. Please call me Beverly or Bev," she said.
"Good to meet you Bev," Danni said. "And please call me Danni."
"Alright, Danni," she said. "Why don't you let Ryan grab your things and I'll take you on up to your room." Danni turned and saw the scarred, one-eyed sheriff had already picked up her suitcases.
"Great," she said. They went upstairs, and Ryan set her bags on the bed as Bev showed her around the upper floor. He was waiting in the front room when she came down, wearing boots and jeans more appropriate for the work ahead.
"We're heading out to the old homestead, hon," he said. "We should be back in time for dinner."
"Okay," she said. "Is lasagna okay for dinner tonight."
"Oh, yes," he said. "I hope you like lasagna," he told Danni.
"I love it," she told him.
"Alrighty then," he said. He reached over and kissed Beverly. "Be back as soon as we can. Love you."
"Love you too, babe," she said. "Be careful out there."
"We will," Ryan said as they left the house. Danni and Ryan climbed into his truck and they took off.
"Nice town you have here, Ryan," she said.
"Thank you," he said. "It kinda grows on you after a while, and the folks here are as friendly as they come. I like it and I get paid to keep it nice and quiet."
"Must be nice to live in a place relatively free of crime," she said.
"It is," he said. "But don't kid yourself. We do have our own criminal element, like any other town, but they generally stay underground, like gophers in their borrows. When they pop up, though, we're there to nab 'em."



"I'm curious, how'd the town get its name?" she asked.
"There's a big outcropping of rock a few miles out the other side of town," he said. "Legend has it the native Apaches who used to live here would tie prisoners to it for days on end. Not sure if any of that is true, but that's what the legend says."
"Well, you know what they say," Danni said. "Every legend has some basis in truth. You think maybe we could go take a look at it before I head back?"
"Reckon so," he said.
"So, what can you tell me about this site?" she asked.
"Not much, really," he said. "It's been out there forever. Not a lot to see. Just an old adobe house in a box canyon. There used to be a barn, but it fell down on itself a long time ago. You can still see some fence posts, but I don't know how old they are. No one's lived in the place full time since before the depression, though."
"No one?" she asked.
"Except for the occasional migrant coming up from the border, no," he said. "Sometimes, kids go out there for Halloween or to make out, but they usually don't stay very long. Especially at night. There's no electricity and I don't think I'd trust any of the old plumbing there."
"Oh," she said. "So who owns the place now?"
"The county's been in control of it since about 1930," he said. "They still can't decide what they want to do with it, even after 90 years."
"I guess that's modern government for you," Danni said. Ryan laughed.
"Isn't that the truth?" he asked sarcastically, causing Danni to laugh.
"By the way, there's a paranormal group that's been coming out from time to time over the last couple months," he added. "They come out for a few days at a time, set up some cameras and stuff, then leave. They're here now, as a matter of fact. They rent a space on the edge of town and have an RV parked there when they come. That's how I know they're here. They seem to be good kids, keep pretty much to themselves, don't cause any problems. Personally, though, I honestly don't know what they expect to find out there."
"I take it you don't believe in ghosts or the afterlife," she said. He snorted.
"I don't know know about that, but I have seen some pretty strange things in my day," he said.
"You think it might be possible to talk to these paranormal people?" she asked. "I'd be curious to see what they've come up with."
"Your call," he said. "I don't have a problem with it, but I don't know how much good they'll be to you."
"You never know," she said. "As they say, the devil's in the details."
"Reckon so," he said. "Maybe if there's enough time after we're done at the site, we can head over. The park they stay in is right on the way."
"Sounds like a plan, Ryan," Danni said. They made small talk for the rest of the trip. They spent a good part of the journey on a rough "road" that consisted mostly of two ruts with weeds growing between the ruts. Because of the deep holes in the trail, Ryan was forced to drive fairly slow so as to avoid the worse part of the road.
"You were right," Danni said. "That Camry would never have made it through this." He laughed.
"Hate to tell you this, but that was the GOOD part of the road," he said. From there, the "road" became rocky and uneven, with a deep ravine on one side and piles of rock on the other. Eventually, it evened out somewhat, and they came upon a box canyon. The dirt trail led to the door of the adobe shack, which sat in the middle of the canyon. Ryan stopped the truck and they got out.
"Careful," he said. "There's all kinds of crawling things out here. Don't want you stepping on a snake by accident."
"I was raised on a ranch, Ryan," she said. "But thanks for the warning anyway." She looked around and took a few pictures from the truck. She walked around and saw tire tracks, perhaps left behind by the paranormal investigators. She walked up to the door of the house and opened it up.
"Careful now," Ryan said. "Those floorboards are probably 100 years old."
"Got it," she said, easing herself inside. She found herself standing in what looked like a combination living room and dining area. The exterior walls were surprisingly quite sturdy and seemed to be about a foot thick. The rest of the place, however, left a lot to be desired. Every window in the house was either cracked or broken and the floor was covered with dust and dirt.
She spotted a few electrical outlets, no doubt using old knob-and-tube wiring. It was clear these had been added a long time ago, perhaps in the late 1910s or early 1920s. She could see bare spots on the dirt-covered floor where people had slept and observed a few places where mice had left their droppings.
Looking around, she saw a kitchen with an old stove and a large sink. Except for an ancient tub-style washer, and an old refrigerator, there were no other appliances. A door in the kitchen led outside, perhaps where an old outhouse was located.
She could make out three bedrooms off the main room and a bathroom off the kitchen that had obviously been added after the place was first built. She carefully walked through the old place, testing the floor as she went. She could hear the floorboards creak as she walked around.
Did Elijah's family really live here, she asked herself. If he did, it must've been horrible. The place was tiny and would've been quite cramped with six people. She pictured them walking around in the small place in her mind and wondered what it must've been like.
"Did you really live here, Grandma Lizzy?" she asked quietly. She almost expected to get an answer, but none came. She took pictures as she walked around, then headed back outside.
"What do ya think?" Ryan asked.
"Not exactly 'Good Housekeeping' quality, but interesting," she said. "I can't imagine people actually lived way out there back in those days. What did they do for food, water and supplies?"
"They dug a well," Ryan said. "You can see what's left of that over there next to the place. I suspect they had a garden out here and probably raised cattle over there in the field. Back then, the town was about seven miles in that direction," he added, raising his arm. "I doubt they went to town very often, given the terrain. It probably would've taken most of the day to get there and back with a horse and wagon." Danni walked around the old house, taking photos as she went.
"Any idea what this might've been?" she asked, looking at a bare rectangular area in the dirt.
"No telling," Ryan said. "Maybe an old garage or a stable where they kept horses. If you look over there, you can see where the old barn was. It's been down for quite some time, though. You can see where the old well was, over there, and they had an outhouse in the back." She walked around a bit more, taking pictures of everything she could. After an hour or so, she stopped and took one last look around.
"I think I've seen all I need to see right now," she said. "Maybe we can come back out later if necessary, if that's alright."
"Sure," Ryan said. "Where to now?"
"I'd like to speak with those paranormal investigators if that's alright," she said.
"As you wish," he said. They got back in his truck and headed out.
...
The two girls lay in bed, their naked bodies intertwined after a bout of lovemaking. April and Jessica had been lovers since their senior year in college, about six years ago. They had known each other for three years at the time they consummated their relationship during the spring break of their senior year. Over time, their love grew and blossomed.
Sometimes, they would invite a man to share their bed, but their love was reserved for each other, and the odd man would find that he was a third wheel -- a human dildo to satisfy a physical urge and nothing more. In all, they could count the men they had during their years together on one hand. As April gave her love a kiss, she heard a knock on the door of their RV.
"Shit, someone's at the door," she said, rolling out of the bed. She threw on a pair of shorts and a t-shirt, not bothering with underwear. Slipping her feet into a pair of flip-flops, she stood up and looked at her lover. "Better get something on," she told Jessica as she headed for the door.
"Okay, okay," Jessica said as she sat up. April opened the door and found herself staring at a large, one-eyed bearded man in uniform and an attractive blonde who stood next to him. She recoiled a bit when she saw the scar running down the left side of his face. What happened to him, she asked herself.
"Yes, sheriff, what can I do for you?" she asked.
"April Jennings?" the man asked. April nodded her head in the affirmative. "I'm Sheriff Caldwell and this is Mrs. Danni Jones. She's doing some work for the state historical commission and would like a word with you about the old homestead if that's okay."
"Oh, okay," April said. She glanced back and saw that Jessica was dressed much as she was and turned back to the sheriff and Danni. "Come on in. I hope everything is okay. We have our permit from the county."
"Yes, I know," he said. "There's no problem with that at all." He guided Danni up the small stairs leading into the large RV. They both noticed her hair was disheveled and her nipples threatened to poke through her t-shirt. They stepped into the vehicle and saw the place covered with books, charts, computers and other equipment. They also detected the scent of vanilla, which did almost nothing to mask the odor of sex.
"This is a mighty big rig. Are you girls by yourself?" Ryan asked, seeing Jessica was in the same state as her companion. April nodded her head.
"Yes, it's just the two of us," she said. "My parents have a rig much like this one and my father taught me how to drive it when I was 17. I taught Jessica and we go everywhere in it. It beats having to rent a motel room."
"Reckon so," Ryan said. "I suppose I should also ask if you girls are armed."
"Yes, we are," April said in a matter-of-fact tone of voice. "Two girls on the road, alone? You better believe we're armed. And we know how to shoot. I've got all the permits if you'd like to see them."
"No, that's quite alright," Ryan said.
"Ms. Jennings, I just want to talk with you about your investigation of the homestead if that's okay," Danni said.
"Sure," April said. "Please, call me April. This is Jessica." They all shook hands. "Please have a seat if you can find one. Feel free to move some of that stuff if you need to," April said. "Can I get you something to drink? A Coke, maybe?"
"Coke would be fine," Danni said. "And please call me Danni."
"One coke coming up," April said, handing her a cold can out of the small refrigerator. "How about you, sheriff? Would you like a coke?"
"Don't mind if I do," Ryan said. "Thank you," he added when she handed him a can. She pulled out two more and handed one to Jessica as she sat on the small couch with her lover.
"So what would you like to know?" April asked.
"I'm curious to know what you've found so far," Danni said.
"You mean, have we encountered any ghosts or something that might scare off potential tourists?" April asked.
"Well, just in general," Danni said. "I'd like to find out what you've learned mostly."
"Uh huh," April said. "Well, Danni, let me start by saying that the vast majority of what we do is research. Unfortunately, most people think that all we do is go someplace after hours with audio and video recorders, shout at the air and 'poof,' ghosts magically appear or start talking to us. It's not like that at all, is it, Jessica?"
"No, not hardly," Jessica said. "You see, we might collect hundreds of hours of audio and video and maybe -- just maybe, we'll get maybe a total of one or two minutes of what might be considered evidence. Then we spend hours combing through all that audio and video and try to debunk what evidence we may collect. Mind you, about 85 percent of what we capture can be explained. What's left -- the 15 percent of that one or two minutes worth of evidence -- is what we consider unexplained and possible paranormal."
"That doesn't mean there's ghosts or anything like that," April added. "It's 'para' normal, which simply means it's outside of what we can reasonably explain. We send that evidence off to an outside resource for additional analysis. The rest of the time, we go through libraries, county records and newspaper archives to learn everything we can about a place. In fact, we spend more time doing that than anything else."
"What has your research uncovered about the homestead?" Danni asked.
"From what we've learned, the original house was built in 1849 by Tobias Jones. He came here from Indiana with his wife, Margaret, his three sons, William, Travis and Elijah, and a daughter-in-law, Elizabeth. She was married to Elijah," April said.
"Elijah and his wife left in about 1856 and returned to Indiana," Jessica said. "He joined the cavalry when war broke out and was killed during Sherman's March to the Sea. Travis joined the Confederates in this area and was part of the push to take Santa Fe. He was captured by the Union Army and died in captivity. Tobias died in 1870 and Margaret died five years later. William stayed on the homestead until he died in 1903. They're all buried in the Hard Rock cemetery."
"The house was bought by a young couple in 1905," April said. "They stayed until just before the crash in 1929 and moved to California. The house has sat empty ever since, although the county did use it as storage for a few years after they took the property over. They quit using it because the road was simply unusable."
"Sounds like you ladies have done your homework," Ryan said.
"Thank you, Sheriff," Jessica said. "We have to. Without it, we can't even begin to provide context for any evidence we might get."
"Have you gotten any evidence so far?" Danni asked.
"Yes, we have," April said. "It's not much, but that's not too unusual. Would you like to see it for yourself?"
"Could I, please?" Danni asked, excited. Ryan said nothing, but was also interested in seeing what they had found. April looked at Jessica, who gave a slight nod of approval.
"Of course," April said, stepping up to the small table between Danni and Ryan. "There's four pieces we haven't been able to explain or debunk. They're still being looked into by our analyst, but he hasn't been able to explain them, either. There's three pieces of audio and one video. Here's the first piece of audio." She pressed a button on her laptop and everyone listened intently. They were surprised to hear what sounded like a gunshot.
"Can you play that back again, please?" Ryan asked.
"Sure," April said. She played the audio again as Ryan listened.
"That certainly sounds like a gunshot," Ryan said. "But it's obviously not a modern firearm. The report is much different."
"That's what we thought as well," Jessica. "We did some digging to see what we could learn and found an entry made by the sheriff back in 1855. From what he wrote, William had been shot but was recovering. We know that William had a difficult time getting around, which is why he never went into the army."
"I see," Ryan said. "What else have you got?"
"Here's the second one," April said. "It's very short, but you can clearly hear what's going on." She played the audio, and as Danni and Ryan listened, they heard the sound of an older man sobbing. April stopped the audio.
"Sounds like a man crying," Danni said.
"Yes, it does," April said. "But we don't have anything to put it into context. Here's the third piece of audio." They listened and heard an older woman say, "Eli." She sounded like she was in distress when she said it.
"I heard her say, 'Eli,'" Danni said when it was finished.
"That's what we heard as well," Jessica said. "And it sounded to me like she had been crying when she said it."
"That's what I gathered as well," Danni said.
"Again, we can only make an educated guess based on what we know of the family," April said. "But it sounds to me that the woman could very well have been Margaret, perhaps mourning the loss of her son in battle."
"Interesting," Danni said, her mind racing. "You said you also have video."
"Yes,"April said. "This one has us both stumped. We captured this last Friday night using an infrared filter. Our tech guru still hasn't been able to figure it out." She pulled up the video and pressed play. Danni and Ryan watched the blob as it appeared to crawl out of the ground and run away."
"What the hell was that?" Ryan asked as tingles ran up his spine.
"We don't know," April said. "You can see more if you watch it at a slower speed." She restarted the video, playing it again, only much slower. They saw the thing turn what looked like a head and saw the two yellow "eyes."
"Holy crap," Ryan said when it was finished. "That doesn't look like an animal to me."
"That's what we thought as well," April said. "We've got some old drawings of the property that were done in the very early 1900s. It looks to us like this was the location of the original well, which has since collapsed in on itself. I don't know if that has anything to do with this, though."
"You haven't seen anything like this since then?" Ryan asked. Jessica shook her head.
"No, nothing," she said. Danni closed her eyes and thought to herself for a few moments before speaking.
"You said Elijah was married to a woman named Elizabeth, right?" she asked.
"Yes," April said.
"One of my husband's ancestors was named Elijah, and he was married to a woman named Elizabeth," Danni said. April and Jessica looked at each other, excitement evident on their faces. "We know he served in the Union cavalry and was shot just as you described. We also know they lived in this part of Texas before the war. From what you've said, they could very well be the same ones who lived here. In fact, this was her engagement ring," she added, lifting her left hand.
"Wow," April said.
"There's more," Danni said. "After Elijah died, Elizabeth, or Lizzy, as she was called, began keeping a journal. That journal has been in my husband's family ever since. Would you be interested in seeing it?"
"Yes, we would, Danni," Jessica said. "Very much. I promise, we'll take very good care of it."
"I can't promise anything, but I'll talk to my husband about it today," Danni said. "I know his mother has made copies for the family, and keeps it under lock and key. She's very protective of it."
"I don't blame her," April said. "Yes, if you can get us a copy of that journal, that would be outstanding."
"Alright," she said. "How long are you two planning to be here?"
"We're planning to be here for another week, but we'll be back," April said.
"Okay, I'll let you know what he says tomorrow if that's okay," Danni said.
"We look forward to seeing you then, Danni," Jessica said. Danni and Ryan stood as they prepared to leave.
"Until tomorrow," Danni said, extending her hand. April and Jessica shook her hand and escorted them to the door. They watched the two leave in Ryan's official truck and turned to each other, squealing with excitement.
...
"You really think your husband's grandparents are the ones who lived in that old house?" Ryan asked as he drove home.
"I do," Danni said.
"Talk about a small world," he said.
"Yeah," Danni said quietly. "What do you make of that video? Have you ever seen anything like that?"
"No, I haven't," Ryan said. "I gotta admit, it sure was pretty compelling."
"Yes, it was," she said.
"Reckon I'd better keep an eye out for shadowy blobs with yellow eyes," he said, half-jokingly.
"Maybe you should put out an APB," Danni said with a smile, causing Ryan to laugh.
"Yeah, I can see it now," he said. "They'd probably lock me up in the loony bin if I did." They finally got back to his place, where they settled down for a nice dinner.



...
That night, Danni called and told me what happened.
"So, they want to see a copy of Grandma Lizzy's journal?" I asked. "Really?"
"Yes," she said.
"Do you really think that's the house they lived in?" I asked.
"I do," she said. "Everything seems to fit."
"Well, if it'll help, I guess so," I said. "I already have all her journals scanned and saved as PDF files. I also have some photos I've scanned. I can email them to you and you can give them a copy."
"That's a great idea," Danni said. "That way, we won't have to mess with mailing them and it'll be a lot quicker. Yes, please email them to me and I'll get a copy over to them tomorrow.
"Okay," I told her. "Consider it done. Wanna talk to the kids?"
"Sure," she said. After talking with the two youngsters, she spoke with me one last time.
"I miss you, sweetheart," she said.
"I miss you too," I told her.
"Love you," she said.
"Bet I love you more," I told her. We ended the call and I headed for the office. After I emailed all the files to Danni, I turned back to the children. As I started to get them ready for bed, there was a knock at the door.
...
The man looked at himself in the long mirror and smiled. It had been seven days since he climbed up from the well at the old Jones place and he noticed that his corporeal form was finally beginning to take shape and solidify, just as his boss/benefactor said. It still wasn't perfect, but it was good enough for what he had in mind that night.
According to the being who sent him back, he needed something called "Eye Dee" and modern money. He was told where to go for that, so he decided to make a visit. Because he was still in flux, he was able to move through solid objects at will, the same way he came up through the ground. He looked out the window of the old abandoned warehouse where he was hiding and looked at the lights of the town outside.
Hard Rock had changed a lot since he was here last. The place had grown considerably. The streets were paved and people moved around in strange-looking carriages that moved without the benefit of a horse. In fact, he had yet to see an actual horse since he got here. They even had big metal birds that flew through the sky. What kind of a place is this, he wondered.
He had spent the last few nights prowling around, hiding in the shadows so as not to be seen by the locals. He observed the people walking around, shocked at how little clothing women wore these days. They might as well be naked, he thought. He looked in the stores and browsed all the items that were available for purchase. They had nothing like this when he was alive. And people seemed to be much better off as well.
There was very little of the town he remembered. The old saloon where he was shot was gone, as were almost all of the other buildings. If he looked hard enough, he could see a reminder here and there, but otherwise, nothing here was the way it used to be.
Once upon a time, he had dreamed of owning this town and all the land around it. But those dreams were shattered when Eli put a bullet in his chest so long ago. Damn him, he thought. He remembered his promise when it happened, and now it was going to be fulfilled.
His benefactor was also interested in seeing Eli pay, but for a different reason. Nowadays, Eli called himself, "Justice O. Peace" and generally made a nuisance of himself, repeatedly stymieing the being's efforts. He had good reason to be upset with Eli, but the reason didn't really matter. All that he was concerned about was putting the man down, once and for all. And if necessary, his progeny.
But he had other priorities at the moment, namely, food, drink and pussy, and not necessarily in that order. Of course, he didn't really NEED the food or drink, but he wanted them, since it had been so long since he had tasted a thick juicy steak and a glass of whiskey. He also missed sinking his meat into a nice warm pussy.
He was told that he would be very well equipped for that, and he looked down at himself. Sure enough, his manhood, even though not completely formed, was much larger and thicker than most men, and certainly much bigger than he remembered.
Now that it was dark enough, he closed his eyes and willed himself to his destination. He opened his eyes and looked around. There he was, the man who would give him his Eye Dee and whatever else he would need to pass for a local in this modern version of Hard Rock. He cleared his throat to get the man's attention.
"Geez, you scared the shit outta me," the man said when he turned around. "Dontcha know how to knock?" His tone changed as he looked at the being before him. "Oh my God, it's you," he said. "What happened to you? Did you get burned or something?"
"Don't worry about me and don't ever use that name around me," the man said. "Are you Johnson?"
"Yeah, that's me," Johnson said.
"You have what I need?" The frightened man nodded his head and went to his desk.
"Right here," he said. His hands shook as he held out the small packet. The man took the packet and looked through it. There was a wallet with something called a driver's license and it was full of crisp $100 bills.
"Where's the Eye Dee?" he asked. Johnson pointed to the license, frightened.
"That's it," he said. "Your ID -- identification. Your driver's license. You'll need that to do pretty much anything these days. It's already got a picture and everything." The man looked at the license and saw it was inscribed with his old name -- Jackson Abercrombie. It even had a picture that could pass for him. Good, he thought.
"What about clothes?" the man asked.
"Right over here," Johnson said, walking to a rack filled with men's clothing. "I went by the instructions in the email I got. Take whatever you want. There's shoes, boots and socks if you want them. You'll blend in perfectly, trust me."
The man went to the rack and browsed through the clothing. He selected a pair of denim jeans and a plain long-sleeve shirt. He put on a pair of socks and slipped his feet into a pair of black cowboy boots. He couldn't help but notice how much better they felt -- clean and soft, not hard and scratchy the way his old clothes felt. He looked at himself in the mirror and liked what he saw.
"You got a hat?" he asked.
"Yeah, right here," Johnson said, handing him a black Stetson. The man nodded in approval and placed it on his head.
"Very nice," he said as he looked at himself again. He turned to Johnson. "Tell me, where's the best place in town for steak and women?"
"Well, there's a bar and grill over on Main, called 'The Joint,'" Johnson said. "Food is great, and the women, well, they're to die for."
"Never saw a woman I'd die for," the man said. "I usually make other men die for their women. These women, do they like sex?"
"Oh hell yeah," Johnson said.
"They married?" the man asked. "I prefer married women."
"A lot of 'em are, yeah," Johnson said. "They usually go there to get laid."
"Sounds like my kind of women," the man said. He looked around Johnson's place and was impressed. It was certainly a lot more comfortable than that old warehouse and probably even had a real bed. "Tell me, do you live here alone?" Johnson nervously nodded his head.
"Yeah," he said. "So, when do I get paid? I was told you'd take care of that."
"And you were told right," the man said. "Why don't we settle up right now?"
"That would be terrific," Johnson said. "I could really use the cash." The man smiled as best as he could, then approached Johnson.
"I bet you could," he hissed. He reached out and took Johnson's head in his hands. Johnson's eyes grew wide as the strange man began to crush his head. "Don't worry, you won't need cash where you're going," the man said as he squeezed harder.
The man wasn't just crushing Johnson's head -- he was sucking everything he could from Johnson -- memories, knowledge and yes, his life essence. Suddenly, Johnson's now-emaciated body was wrapped in a strange red glow and the man could hear him scream, even after he had disappeared in a brilliant red flash. Johnson's clothes fell to the floor in a heap.
After absorbing what Johnson had to offer, the man realized he had a set of new memories, and new knowledge to go with it. He rifled through Johnson's pants and grabbed his wallet and his keys. There was a nice wad of cash in the wallet, along with a couple of cards, which he slipped in his pocket. He looked around what he now knew was called a "condo."
As he looked, he realized that he knew what every appliance was and how to use it. He also realized there was something called a "computer" in Johnson's office. He knew how to use it, and even knew all of Johnson's passwords. He went into Johnson's bank account and saw he had over $100,000 sitting there. Damn, he thought. These people are fucking RICH! He looked at the credit card in his pocket. Time to celebrate, he thought to himself.
He looked at himself in the mirror and noticed that his body was solidifying quickly now. Out of curiosity, he lowered his jeans and saw that his manhood was also completely formed. It was also huge, just as his benefactor promised. Flaccid, it had to be at least eight inches long.
Digging deeper in Johnson's memories, he noticed something else. The man liked to watch naked women on his computer. He went to one of the websites in Johnson's memories and was shocked at all the choices available to him. His enlarged penis grew painfully hard as he watched several movies. It seemed these women were willing to do just about anything, anywhere, he thought. Yes, it's time to celebrate, he thought.
He left the condo and went to the garage, where he saw Johnson's car, something called a "Camaro." Using his new-found knowledge, he opened the door and slid inside. He got the car started and managed to back it out without destroying anything. He found rather quickly that having the knowledge to drive this thing and actually doing it were two different things. Everything felt so strange, and he hadn't quite developed the coordination required to operate something like this.
After a few abortive starts and some test runs in the parking lot, he finally figured out how to make the thing work and headed for The Joint.
...
I went to the door and looked through the peephole to see who had knocked. It was my Grandpa Elijah, so I opened the door and invited him inside.
"You don't have to knock," I said. "My house is your house."
"I know, just like to be polite," he said. "Thought I might come by and spend some time with my two favorite grandkids," he added, looking at the two youngsters.
"Wait a minute," I said, smiling. "I thought I was your favorite."
"You are, but they're my favorite great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great grandkids," he said, ticking off the nine "greats" with his fingers.
"Well, that's different," I said, laughing. He played with the kids until they were about to drop from exhaustion, then helped me put them to bed. They fell asleep the second their heads hit the pillow. Grandpa smiled and kissed them on the forehead, telling them he loved them. We went back downstairs, grabbed a beer and went out back for a smoke.
"I hear Danni's in Hard Rock," he said, taking a drag off his cigarette.
"Yeah, she's doing something for the governor's historical site commission," I said. "Didn't you used to live there once upon a time?"
"Yeah, once, a long time ago," Eli said. "How long is she planning to be there?"
"Maybe a couple days, I don't know. Why?" I asked.
"Oh, just wondering," he said.
"C'mon, Grandpa, there's more to it than that, isn't there?" I asked, concerned.
"'Fraid so, son," he said. "We may have a problem there."
"Well, she did say she thinks the place she's checking out was the house you used to live in," I said. "Does it have something to do with that?"
"It could," Grandpa said. "Let me tell ya a little story. I think it was in 1855. There wasn't much to Hard Rock back in those days. We lived about seven miles outside town. Took the better part of the day just to go in, stock up and get back home. I was out tending to the herd one day. A piece of crap named Jack Abercrombie came by with two of his boys. They'd been pressuring my folks to sell the place. Jack was what the southerners would later call a carpetbagger. Came from New York with delusions of power and thought he could buy everyone out.
"He did manage to swindle a few people out of their homes, but after a while folks started standing up to him. So he upped the ante. That day, he came and threatened my folks. Pa told him to go to hell. He left, but then he saw Lizzy out in the garden. His boys grabbed her. She screamed when they took her and my younger brother William ran out to stop them.
"They shot him in the leg and took off. Bullet went clean through him. He never walked right after that. Anyway, I heard the shot and came running. By the time I got there, Travis and my parents had gotten Bill back into the house and were tending to his wound. I saddled up, jumped on my horse and took off after 'em. I followed their tracks and realized they were heading to town.
"They already had a pretty good head start on me, maybe an hour, but I had a pretty good idea where they were going. I figured they'd head for the saloon, and sure enough, that's where they were. I went in and saw my dear sweet Lizzy, tied up and dressed like a damn dancing girl. Jack said she was going to be their entertainment.
"I lost it. I pulled my pistol and shot them fellers, just like you did with that Roscoe guy and his two thugs, remember?" I remembered all too well.
"Yeah, I remember," I said.
"I'll never forget it," Grandpa said. "He was laying on the floor, bleeding. Blood was coming out of his mouth and his chest. He looked up and me and said it wasn't over. Said he'd crawl up out of the pit of Hell and damnation itself to get back at me. Of course, I didn't believe him at the time.
"That was the first time I ever killed a man. I'll never forget it. I felt like I had no choice, though. They had my wife and woulda done God-knows-what to her if I hadn't stepped in and done something," he said. "Little did I know that five years later, I'd be fighting a war."
"And you think this Jack fella has actually come back?" I asked. He nodded his head.
"I think so," he said. "I never woulda believed it was possible, but I've seen way too much since then. Believe me, son, anything's possible."
"I know that," I said. "But how could he have done that? Couldn't you have been warned? Couldn't they let you know? I've seen it happen before, right here."
"Well, son, ya gotta remember there's two sides in the grand scheme of things," Grandpa said. "And I've made quite a few enemies doing what I do. Some of 'em are pretty eager to get back at me. I reckon there's a lot of old scores to settle. And you have to remember there's a whole different set of rules at play here, what you might call dynamics. It's too complicated to get into right now."
"So, what are ya gonna do?" I asked.
"I need to get to Hard Rock," he said. "Take a look around, see what I can see. I've met the sheriff there and he seems like a good fella. I'll need to talk to him."
"Maybe I should go with you," I said. "Especially if Danni's in danger." He shook his head.
"No, son," he said. "The best thing you can do is stay here and look out for yer young'uns. Believe me, if what I think happened has happened, there's nothing you or yer Winchester can do. I gotta take care of this myself."
"Maybe I should call Danni and let her know," I said.
"That might be wise, son," he said. "Careful what you tell her, though. I want her to keep an eye out, but I don't want her jumping at shadows. It may be nothing, but then again..."
"True," I said. "Plus, she's with that Sheriff Caldwell."
"That's even better," Grandpa said. "Besides, I don't think anything will happen tonight. Maybe I can speak to both of 'em at the same time." We finished our beer and our smokes and stood up. "Don't worry, son," he said. "I'll look after Danni."
"Thanks, Grandpa," I said. He looked at me for a minute and gave me a manly hug before he left. I sat back down and looked at the time. I knew Danni would probably be asleep, so I sent a text message asking her to call me first thing in the morning before she did anything else. I checked on the kids and headed to bed.
...
Jack Abercrombie, or rather, the reconstituted creature known as Jack Abercrombie, sat at his table in the restaurant of The Joint, enjoying his T-bone steak. It melted in his mouth and he savored every bite. The cold beer he had with it was also good, much better than the swill Jake used to serve in the old tavern. And he didn't even need to suck on a piece of hard mint candy.
When he finished his meal, he paid the bill, shocked at how much they charged, and headed into the bar. The area was packed with people, drinking, dancing and having a generally good time. He ogled the women and took note of their skimpy attire.
The place also had a small stage where three women were dancing topless. All they wore were tiny strings around their waists with a bit of cloth that barely covered their crotches. Things sure have changed over the last 165 years, he thought to himself. He sidled up to the bar and took a seat.
"What'll you have?" a young bartender asked.
"Whiskey," Jack said. The young man looked at him for a minute before saying anything.
"Uh, what kind of whiskey?" he asked.
"What do you mean?" Jack asked in response.
"We have all of the most popular brands," the bartender said. "Take your pick."
"I don't know," Jack said. "What do you like?"
"I like 'em all," the youngster said. "But my personal favorite is Maker's Mark. Would you like to try that?"
"Uh, yeah, sure, I reckon," Jack said. The bartender poured some into a small shot glass and placed it on the bar in front of Jack.
"That'll be $5.50, please," the bartender said. Jack was stunned. Five and a half bucks for a tiny shot of whiskey? The last time he bought a shot in Jake's bar, he only paid 12 cents. No wonder people were so rich these days, he thought. They had to be if they wanted to buy anything. He pulled out $6.00 and placed it on the bar.
"Keep the change," Jack said. "How much for the whole bottle?"
"Sorry, pal, we don't sell by the bottle," the bartender said. "Shots and mixed drinks only. A mixed drink will cost ya $8.50. If you want a bottle, you'll have to go to the liquor store, and they usually charge about $35.00 or so, depending on what you get."
"Okay," Jack said, disgusted. He couldn't believe what he just heard. He took a tiny sip of his whiskey and felt the familiar burn. He had to admit, this stuff had a much different flavor and was much smoother than the rotgut Jake used to pour.
He looked to his right just as a very attractive brunette in the skimpiest dress he had ever seen walked up to the bar, a few feet from him. He checked her out from top to bottom. Her hair was long and wavy and the top of her dress was little more than two pieces of cloth that came up over her breasts and joined at the back of her neck, exposing her cleavage almost to her navel. Her back was completely bare and it was obvious she wasn't wearing a bra. The bottom of the dress fell a couple inches below her ass and was slit up one side almost to her waist.
She looked at him and smiled as she checked him out. He was surprised at the way she openly stared at the bulge in his crotch.
"Hello there, cowboy," she said in a sultry voice.
"Well hello there yourself, pretty lady," he responded. He wondered what guys said these days when they wanted to pick up a woman. He searched through Johnson's memories and recalled some of the videos he watched earlier. "Say, you wanna... fuck?" he asked. She laughed, her face blushing at his candor.



"Short, sweet and to the point, huh?" she asked, facing him directly. "I can appreciate that. As a matter of fact, yes, I wanna fuck. But not after a line like that. You want a piece of this ass, cowboy, you're gonna have to do a lot better than that. Here, let me give you something to think about."
As he watched, she pulled her tiny panties down over her legs. Pulling them off her feet, she held them to his nose. He could smell her arousal on them and took them out of her hand.
"Think about it, cowboy," she said. "But don't wait too long." She smiled, took her drink off the bar and turned away, flipping the back of her skirt up so he could see her bare ass. Damn, he thought to himself. He watched as she went to a table where she began talking to a couple other women. They glanced his way and he saw they were smiling. He turned back and saw the bartender looking at him.
"What's her story?" Jack asked.
"Her husband travels a lot," the bartender said. "She comes in here when he's gone, trolls the place looking for a bit of strange."
"Strange what?" Jack asked. The bartender chuckled and shook his head.
"You from a different planet or something?" he asked. "Strange dick. You know, something on the side."
"Oh," Jack said.
"Let me give ya a little piece of advise, pal," the bartender said. "This is probably the best place in the world to get laid tonight, what with the convention in town and all. But if you really wanna score, you're gonna have to up your game a bit. Use a little finesse. Know what I mean?"
"Reckon so," Jack said, realizing that Johnson probably wasn't the sharpest tool in the box. The bartender walked off to take care of another customer. Jack took a sip of his drink and turned back around. The woman was still at her table, talking to her friends. He quickly finished his drink and set the shot glass back on the bar, then walked over to the woman's table. She looked up as he approached.
"Excuse me, miss," he said. "I'm sorry if I came on a bit too strong. It's been a while since I've frequented establishments like this. My name's Jack, by the way," he added, extending his hand. She smiled and held her hand out. He accepted it, lightly kissing the back of her hand, causing her smile to widen.
"Well, Jack, apology accepted," she said. "My name is Stephanie. This is Nadine and Linda." Jack nodded and tipped his hat.
"A pleasure to meet you ladies," he told them before turning back to Stephanie. "Would you care to dance?"
"Of course I would," she said, standing.
"It's been a while since I've danced with a lovely lady such as yourself, so I may be a bit rusty," he said.
"No problem," she said. "Just follow me." He followed her onto the dance floor and did his best to emulate her moves. He finally decided to let her make her moves while he simply copied what he saw some of the other guys doing. Eventually, she was rubbing herself against him and he could feel his enhanced manhood begin to respond. It helped that he could see her nipples poking through the material of her dress and the shaved junction between her legs.
"What is this monster you're packing?" she whispered in his ear as she brushed her hand over his crotch. "Is this all for real?"
"Yes, ma'am, it's all real," he said.
"I gotta see this," she said with a sultry smile. "Wanna come see my bedroom?"
"Sure," Jack said. They walked back to her table where she told her friends she was leaving and had already gotten a lift home. She grabbed her purse and the two of them walked out of the club. Looking back, Jack saw the bartender give him a thumbs-up. He returned the gesture.
"You're gonna have to give me directions," he said after they got in the car. "I'm fairly new in town."
"No problem," she said. He followed her directions and found that he had gotten used to driving this "Camaro" enough that no one honked their horn or yelled at him the way they did earlier. It wasn't easy to do, given that Stephanie had opened her dress, revealing her naked body in the seat. One hand rubbed a breast as the other worked between her legs.
When they got to her house, she jumped out of the car, her open dress flying around her body. He got out of the car, his jeans stretched from his growing cock. He followed her upstairs into the bedroom she shared with her husband. She tossed her dress on the floor and kicked her shoes off. He took his clothes off as fast as he could.
He marveled at her naked body, having never seen a shaved pussy in real life. He found it highly erotic and his huge erect cock jutted out in front of him. Stephanie gazed at it before taking it in her hands.
"I gotta have this," she said as she tried to fit it into her mouth. She was barely able to get much more than the head inside her mouth, so she simply licked the length of it, moaning with delight. "How big is this thing?" she asked.
"I don't know," Jack said. "Never measured it."
"It must be at least 10 inches," she said. "I've never seen one this big. It's certainly a lot bigger than my husband's. C'mon, let's do it. Fuck me in my marital bed. Don't worry about my husband. He's out of town and won't be back for a couple days. He'll never know, anyway."
He climbed on the bed with her and was soon buried to his balls in the hottest, wettest pussy he had ever experienced. 165 years of pent-up sexual frustration overwhelmed him as he began working into her. As he drove deeper, she cried and moaned in ecstasy.
"Oh yes, fuck me," she moaned as he pumped into her. "Keep fucking my married pussy." She tossed her head from side to side, crying out as he fucked her. He found that not only was he much larger and more virile than ever before, but his mind had been infused with numerous sexual techniques from the ages. He used those techniques to prolong his pleasure, and hers.
Her constant stream of dirty talk kept him aroused and wanting more. Additionally, he got a perverse sense of pleasure from the fact that he was fucking this beautiful woman in the very same bed she shared with her husband.
He wanted to take her every way he could, and he did. By the time it was over, several hours later, he had filled her womb with several large loads of his very potent seed and she was nothing more than a quivering pile of naked female flesh, having experienced a number of toe-curling wet orgasms.
His now flaccid cock dropped out of her gaping pussy, and he could see a veritable river of semen pouring out and into the crack of her ass. He knew that she was now ruined for her husband forever and he wondered if the poor sap would ever feel the inside of her now very-well fucked pussy. He laughed to himself when he thought about it. He didn't even care if he got her pregnant. He would be long gone and her husband would be stuck with the kid -- and the bills.
He laid down next to her and watched as she got on her knees, licking their combined juices off his cock.
"This tastes so fucking good," she said. "I swear, this thing is bigger soft than my husband's is hard." She straddled him, sliding her wet pussy along the length of his cock. "Maybe I ought to have you come over and show my husband how to fuck. Would you like that?" He smiled at the thought of cuckolding the puny mortal in person.
"That sounds delightful," he said.
"Maybe I'll have him clean me out with his tongue after you cum inside me," she said. They both laughed at that. Eventually, she fell back on the bed next to him, drained. "I'm so tired," she whispered. "You literally fucked my brains out, Jack. I swear, I've never been fucked so damn good in my whole life."
"I'm glad you enjoyed yourself," he said.
"Oh yes, I did," she murmured as she drifted off to sleep. He didn't need sleep, but he liked the way her bed felt, so he laid there with her and closed his eyes. As good as this was, he knew that he had to stay focused on the job he had been sent to do. According to his benefactor, the wife of Eli's descendant was supposed to be in town, looking over the old Jones place. He knew that in order to get Eli, he had to first get her. But how?
Eventually, his mind drifted off. The next thing he knew, it was getting light outside, and Stephanie was on her knees over his cock, trying her best to fit it all into her mouth. He savored her warm wet mouth as she licked and sucked. Finally, she got on top of him and impaled herself on his fully-erect penis. He looked down and could see her juices covering him as she lifted herself up. He watched as her gaping pussy went up and down on him.
He bucked up and down as she rode him, her head back, her eyes closed. Her nasty talk egged him on even further. Finally, he erupted inside her yet again and he could see some of his thick semen coating his cock as she raised herself up. As she climbed off, he saw globs of cum dripping out of her gaping pussy. She got on her knees and eagerly cleaned him with her tongue, swallowing everything she could.
"Good morning," she said when she finally finished.
"Good morning yourself," he said. She got up and went into her bathroom. She came out a bit later, wearing a short robe.
"Care for some breakfast?" she asked. What the hell, he thought. I fucked a man's wife and now I'm going to eat his food, he said to himself.
"Sounds wonderful," he said. After doing his business, he dressed and went downstairs where she was preparing bacon and eggs. Ahh, the smell of bacon, he thought. Thankfully, some things never change.
"So, what's on your agenda for the day?" Stephanie asked as they ate.
"I have some work I need to get done today," he said.
"Oh," she said. "Will you be coming back by tonight?"
"You want me to?" he asked.
"I'd like it if you could," she said. "I'm still tingling from last night and this morning." He smiled at that.
"Let me see how things go today," he said. After they finished eating, he helped clear the table, took his leave and headed for the door. She called out to him before he left.
"I hope last night wasn't a one-time thing," she said. "I really enjoyed it."
"I'm glad," he said. "I enjoyed it as well. Haven't felt that good in ages."
"Feel free to come by any time," she said. "And I do mean ANY time. If I'm not here, I'll probably be at the club."
"I'll remember that," he said before leaving. As he went to his car, Stephanie slipped a hand under her robe and gently stroked herself. There was something different about this guy, but she couldn't quite place it. Still, she found herself missing him already. It had been years since she felt like this about any man, even her husband. God, I hope Jack comes back, she thought.
...
I woke up a few minutes before my alarm went off. That wasn't unusual when Danni wasn't around. I rolled over and turned the clock off before getting up. I did my morning routine and got dressed. Suddenly my phone rang. Seeing it was Danni, I answered.
"Good morning, sunshine," I said. "About time you woke up."
"Ha ha," she said. "Good morning to you as well. What's going on? You said you wanted me to call first thing, so that's what I did."
"Grandpa came by last night," I said.
"Oh?" she asked. "What did he want? Besides playing with the kids?" I told her what Grandpa relayed to me. When I finished, I waited for Danni to respond. "Are you there?" I asked.
"Yeah, I'm here," she said. "Sorry, I was just thinking about what you told me. So, he's coming here? To Hard Rock? And he thinks I may be in danger?"
"Yes, yes and I don't know," I told her. "He's on his way there, or is probably already there. And we don't know if you're in danger or not. The bottom line is that you need to be extra careful. I want you to stick as close as you can to either Grandpa or Sheriff Caldwell."
"Well, some of my work involves research at the public library," she said. "I can't expect them to watch over me every minute of the day. Besides, I'm a big girl and I can handle myself just fine, thank you very much."
"I know, but I'm concerned about you. I almost lost you once before and I don't want to go through that again. Maybe the sheriff can assign a deputy or something to keep an eye on you," I said. "You remember that code we set up after the incident in Mexico?" After she and the kids were kidnapped and taken to Mexico by Enrique Castillo's goons, we came up with a "911" phone code she could send if she was in trouble. We had practiced it many times until she got to the point that she could surreptitiously send it with one hand.
"Yeah," she said.
"Use that if need be," I said. "We still have the phone finder app set up so I can at least track where your phone is and can report that to the sheriff. Will you do that?"
"Okay, Amos," she said. "I will. And I'll tell Grandpa when he gets here."
"Good," I said. "I think I'll take the kids and head over to your folks' place after I tend to the horses. There's safety in numbers and I think the kids would like to spend the day with their grandparents anyway."
"That's a good idea," she said.
"Alright, well, I'd better get the kids' breakfast going," I said. "I'll text you when I get to your parents' house. Do me a another favor and text me so I know where you are and where you're heading. That way, I'll have an idea of what's going on just in case I need to get in contact with the sheriff."
"I will," she said. Danni is a smart woman and I know she can handle herself, but I wanted to cover all our bases. We ended the call, expressing our love for each other as we always did. I headed downstairs to start breakfast. I knew they would be up soon, eager to watch their Saturday morning cartoons. I figured I would take care of the horses while they watched television, then take them over to see their Grandpa Bill and Grandma Kate.
"Come and get it!!" I yelled as I finished the bacon and eggs.
...
After ending the call, Danni climbed out of bed, put on a robe, then grabbed her things and went into the upstairs bathroom to shower and dress. Ryan and Beverly were already up and Danni could smell breakfast cooking downstairs.
"Good morning," Beverly said as Danni came downstairs. "Care for some coffee?"
"Coffee would be terrific right about now, thanks," she said.
"I hope we didn't wake you up this morning," Bev said. "I'm always up early to tend to the chickens and Ryan comes with me most days. We've got a young couple that live in my old house now and they take care of the chickens in the mornings, but I usually go over anyway. They're my babies, I guess and I reckon old habits are just hard to break."
"I understand that," Danni said. "I grew up on a ranch and my husband and I have a couple horses, so I know all about getting up early."
"I'll bet you do," she said. "That can be hard work."
"It can," Danni said. "But it can also be a lot of fun. So, how many chickens do you have?"
"Well, we just increased our flock, so we're now up to 150 hens," Beverly said.
"Wow," Danni said. "That's a lot of chickens. You sell the eggs?"
"Sure do," Beverly told her. "I've been doing it for years. At first it was just a way to bring in a little extra money, but lately, it's turned into a real business, thanks to Ryan. I even had to lease a truck and the guy who lives in my old house makes deliveries every day."
"She's done a real good job with that little venture of hers," Ryan said. "Mighty proud of her, by the way." Beverly smiled as he said that. They sat down and ate a hearty breakfast as they discussed the day's agenda.
"So you wanna head back over to see those two paranormal investigators?" Ryan asked.
"Yes," Danni said. "My husband sent me a copy of his grandmother's journals and scanned in some old photos."
"You think there's anything to what those girls found out there?" Ryan asked.
"I don't know," Danni said. "I've seen a lot of strange things in my life that I can't explain. Once I'm done there, I'd like to go to the library. Is it open on Saturdays?"
"Yes, it is," Ryan said. Just then, his phone rang. He looked at it to see who was calling, then answered. "Sheriff Caldwell," he said.
"Sheriff, this is Sergeant Meyers," the woman on the other end said.
"Yes, Rhonda, what can I do for you?" Ryan asked. Rhonda Meyers was the weekend desk sergeant and she rarely called, so Ryan knew this had to be important.
"Sheriff, there's a Texas Ranger here looking for you," she said. Ryan had a feeling he knew who it was.
"This Ranger, does he look like something that just stepped out of an old movie?" Ryan asked.
"As a matter of fact, yes," Rhonda said. "Should I have him come out to your place?" Ryan thought for a moment before answering.
"Sure, Rhonda, have him do that," Ryan said.
"Okay, I will," she said. He heard her cover the mouthpiece as she spoke to the Ranger. After a few moments, she came back on. "He says he knows where you live, and he'll be out directly. He's on horseback, by the way."
"Horseback?" Ryan asked. "Well, I guess he won't be here for a couple hours yet. Thanks, Rhonda."
"No problem, Sheriff," she said. "Talk to you later." Ryan ended the call and looked at Danni before speaking.
"Got a visitor heading out," he said. "He's on horseback, so it'll be a while before he gets here." Just then, they all heard the sound of a galloping horse coming to a stop in front of the house. "What the hell?" Ryan asked as he went to the front door. Danni followed him onto the front porch.
They saw the tall man climb off the horse and wrap the reins around a decorative hitching post Beverly had Ryan install by the front fence. He came through the front gate and approached Ryan and Danni.
"How the hell did you get here so fast?" Ryan asked. "Didn't you just leave my office?"
"It's a Ranger thing as my grandson might say, Sheriff," Eli said as he extended a hand. "Good to see you again." Ryan shook his hand and introduced him to Danni, not knowing the man already knew her.
"Please have a seat, Ranger," Ryan said as they stood on the porch. "Mind if I smoke?"
"Not at all, Sheriff," Eli said. "Mind if I join ya?"
"Help yerself," Ryan said. "Care for something to drink? Tea? Coffee?"
"Coffee sounds good, thank ye," Eli said. Ryan looked at Danni and nodded his head. She got the message and went inside, coming back out with two cups of coffee.
"You know, I did some checking the last time you were out," Ryan said. "I found no reference to a 'Justice O. Peace' anywhere. You do know it's illegal to impersonate an officer of the law." Eli nodded his head.
"Interesting you should mention the law, Sheriff," Eli said quietly. Ryan looked at Danni before responding.
"Maybe you should go inside, Mrs. Jones," he told her. Eli waved his hand.
"No need," he said. "What needs to be said can be said in front of her. I have no secrets from my grandson's wife."
"You know this man?" Ryan asked Danni, surprised.
"Yes, I do, Sheriff," she said. "And I suggest you listen to what he has to say." Ryan nodded his head.
"Were you thinking about the law when you, your son-in-law, your wife and a small group of mercenaries went into New Mexico to rescue your daughter and grandson?" Eli asked. "Were you thinking of the law when you took out Elmer Jenkins? You were going to do the same to Jacob Knight in that restroom, but he had the gall to die before you could do anything." Ryan's one good eye went wide.
"How do you know about that?" he asked.
"It's my job to know," Eli said. "I know all about you. I know what you did for nine years after your first wife left you. I also know what you did for that woman in there," he added, nodding his head toward the house.
"The FBI report said," Ryan began.
"I know what the FBI report says, Sheriff," Eli said, cutting him off. "Do you remember that chapel you went into the day you left Central City? Do you remember what you prayed for?"



"Yes, I do," Ryan said.
"Probably the best 30 minutes you ever spent on yer knees," Eli said. "You asked for forgiveness. And you got it. Without reservation. And you'll be happy to know that Dawson is doing quite well." Ryan looked at him, shocked. Dawson was a comrade who gave his life saving the rest of the team. Eli smiled.
"Personally, I don't blame you for what you did," Eli said. "Them fellers deserved what they got, if you ask me. Oh, and for the record, I was a Texas Ranger. Once. A long time ago. Served under a different name. I still serve, in my own way. And I now work for a much higher authority. Just so you know, I have no quarrel with you. None whatsoever. You remember that day I first met you? Remember what I said?"
"Something about charging the gates of Hell with a bucket of water," Ryan said. Eli nodded his head.
"That's right, son," he said. "I think that day may be coming sooner than you think." Ryan looked at Eli, wondering what he meant.
"What can I do for you, then?" he asked. Eli smiled and held out his hand.
"You can start by calling me Eli," he said. "All my friends do." Ryan looked at the outstretched hand and took it. After a hearty handshake, Eli continued.
"Tell me, Sheriff, what do you know about a feller named Irwin Johnson?" he asked. Ryan shook his head.
"Name doesn't ring a bell," he said. "Why?"
"Not surprised," Eli said. "Fairly new to town. He's gone missing."
"Oh?" Ryan asked. "I don't recall any report of a missing person. Even so, we typically don't do anything about missing person reports for at least 24 hours. Do you suspect foul play?"
"The most foul," Eli said. He pulled a piece of paper out of a pocket and handed it to Ryan. "This is where he lives. You might want to check the place out." Ryan looked at the address and recognized it instantly. It was the new condominium complex just north of downtown.
"You think his disappearance is related to something you're working on?" Ryan asked.
"I do," Eli said. Ryan thought for a moment before responding.
"Okay, Eli," he said. "Tell you what I'll do. I'll get a search warrant together and dispatch a team to check this place out. Will that help?"
"It will," Eli said. "In the meantime, I'll go with Danni to see those paranormal investigators."
"You know about that?" Ryan asked. "We were just talking about that this morning over breakfast."
"I know," Eli said with a smile.
"Is there anything you don't know, Ranger?" Ryan asked sarcastically. Eli smiled and nodded his head.
"A few things," he said. He looked up at Danni. "You about ready to head out, Danni?"
"I am, Grandpa," she said. Eli turned back to Ryan.
"Don't worry about my horse," he said. "She's very well trained. I'll be back to get her directly."
"Yeah, okay," Ryan said. He watched as Eli and Danni got into her rental car. As they drove off, he wondered what he had gotten himself into. And how DID Eli know so much about him? When they left, he pulled out his phone and called Rhonda.
...
Jessica looked out the window of the RV she shared with April and saw the woman pull up in her rented car. This time, she had a tall man with her who looked like he could've been in an old 1950s western movie. She saw the badge on his red shirt and the two pistols on his hips.
"We got company," she shouted out to April, who was in the back of the RV getting dressed. "That Jones woman and another lawman. Looks like maybe a Texas Ranger or something."
"Texas Ranger?" April asked. "Well, let 'em in, let's hear what they have to say." Jessica opened the door and greeted their visitors.
"Please come in," she said. "Danni Jones, right?"
"Yes," Danni said. "This is..."
"Justice O. Peace," Eli said as he extended a hand. Jessica accepted his hand and felt a strange sensation wash over her. Eli noticed it as well and looked at her closely. Was it possible that she was gifted, he asked himself.
"I'm Jessica," she said as she withdrew her hand. "This is April," she added as she eyed Eli cautiously.
"Ma'am," Eli said as he tipped his hat.
"I have copies of the journals my husband sent me, along with some pictures he scanned," Danni said. "Do you have a way we can transfer this off my phone?"
"Sure," April said, grabbing a cable. "May I?" she asked, her hand out. Danni handed her phone to April and watched as she copied the files to her computer.
"You say these are copies of the journals your husband's grandmother wrote?" April asked.
"Yes," Danni said. "She wrote about their life here, then about the trip back to Indiana. She added quite a bit later on, after her husband was killed in the war. I hope this helps."
"Oh it will," April said. "It'll go a long way toward putting the history of the place in context."
"I'm curious," Jessica said. "Why would the Texas Rangers be interested in an old adobe house out in the middle of nowhere?"
"The Rangers aren't," Danni said. "But he is. He's related to my husband. Do you think it might be possible for him to see and hear your evidence?" April and Jessica looked at each other for a bit.
"I guess it wouldn't hurt," Jessica said. "Go ahead, April. Show him." April handed Eli a set of headphones.
"You can probably hear better with these," she said. "I'm going to play three pieces of audio we captured in the old house." Eli put the headphones on and listened. The first piece of audio was that of a man crying.
"Pa," Eli said quietly, a tear threatening to run down his face. Neither April nor Jessica reacted, but Danni saw his reaction.
"This is the second piece of audio," April said, bringing up the short audio of a woman calling for Eli. Again, Eli's face looked pained as he heard the quiet sound of a woman crying out Eli's name. "Here's the last piece of audio," April said as she brought up the last file. Eli listened as he heard the gunshot.
"Can you play that again, please?" he asked. April started the file again. After he listened, he took the headphones off. "Did you hear that moan after the shot?" he asked. Both girls shook their heads.
"No, we didn't hear that," April said.
"You say you have video?" Eli asked.
"Yes, we do," April said. "We still haven't been able to make heads or tails of it." She turned her computer around and played the video, then played it again at a slower speed. Eli watched closely, his face taking on an expression Danni had never seen before. It was almost as if he was... afraid.
"You say you have no idea what this is?" he asked.
"No, none," April said. Eli nodded his head slowly. He knew what it was, and he also knew where it came from. But he had no way of tracking the thing and he couldn't sense Jack's presence.
"I've seen your face before," Jessica said, causing Eli to look at her.
"Oh?" he asked. "Where?"
"Here," she said, grabbing a stack of printed photos. She shuffled through them until she found what she was looking for. She put the picture on the table next to Eli. It showed a man in the uniform of a Union soldier. He had sergeant's chevrons on his arms. "The resemblance is rather uncanny, wouldn't you say?" she asked. Eli looked at the photo and nodded his head.
"Reckon so," he said. Jessica moved her chair close to Eli and took his hands in hers. He looked at April, confused.
"Jessica is what some people might call 'gifted.' She has a way of discovering things about people," April said. He looked back at Jessica, who sat with his hands in hers, her eyes closed. After a few moments, she opened her eyes and looked at Eli, surprised. She felt his wrist as if checking for a pulse. Then she leaned down and listened to his chest. She put her hands on his chest for a moment, then jumped back, her eyes wide.
"What's wrong, Jessica?" April asked.
"It's him," Jessica exclaimed. "The man in the picture. He has no heartbeat and I can't read anything from him. Plus he has a deep hole in his chest. You're him, aren't you?" she asked. Eli looked at Danni for a moment before responding.
"Yes," he said quietly, causing April and Jessica to gasp.
"How is this possible?" Jessica asked.
"What was it the Bard once wrote?" Eli asked. "Oh yeah, 'There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio,Than are dreamt of in your philosophy.' He was right, you know. Trust me, there are some things you aren't meant to know."
"You know Shakespeare?" Jessica asked.
"Personally," Eli said. "He's a pretty decent fella once you get to know him. Years ahead of his time."
"Can you explain the evidence we showed you?" April asked.
"Yes," Eli said.
"Can you tell us?" Jessica asked. "Please?"
"Ordinarily, no," Eli said. "But it seems that you've already surmised more than you should really know. So I'll make an exception in this case. The woman you heard was my mother. I appeared to her some time after my father's death. It wasn't easy for me to do at the time, but I wanted to let her know I was in good hands."
"And the man was your father?" April asked. Eli nodded his head.
"Yes," Eli said. "That happened when he learned of Travis' death at the hands of his Union guards. You see, Pa lost two sons in that damn war. One to a Confederate bullet, and the other to mistreatment at the hands of Union soldiers. He cursed God for that, and did so even on his deathbed."
"Oh my God," April said. Eli nodded his head.
"So, what about the gunshot?" Jessica asked.
"I believe that's the shot that crippled my younger brother William," Eli said. "If you listen closely, you can hear him moan after the shot."
"What about the video?" April asked. "Can you explain that?"
"I believe so," Eli said. "Let me tell you a little story first." He recalled the incident from 1855 in which he killed Jack and his thugs and saved Lizzy.
"So you think that thing we saw was Jack Abercrombie crawling out of Hell?" April asked, incredulous.
"Not the Jack Abercrombie who once walked on this earth," Eli said. "At least not the exact same one. It's difficult to explain. He's not the same as before. He may look the same, sound the same, even have the same memories, but he's been changed somehow. That's why I can't sense his presence the same way I can sense the presence of others, like you or Danni."
"And you think he's come back to settle an old score or something?" Jessica asked.
"That, and possibly more," Eli said.
"But why would he come up on your old property like that?" April asked.
"That was the location of the original well we dug," Eli said. "Pa filled it back in after an old Apache medicine man told him the well could be used by unholy things as an entry point into this world. Pa wasn't a very religious man, but he respected the Apache people. We filled in the well and dug another where the medicine man said it was safe to do so. After we did that, the medicine man cleansed the property and said we would be safe from the unholy things as long as we lived there."
"Wow," Jessica said. Eli smiled.
"Indeed," he said. He looked at Danni and stood up. "I hope this helps you fill in some of the blanks."
"It does," April said. "Thank you for telling us."
"You must never repeat a word of what I've told you," he said. "To anyone. You already know far more than you should and you're dealing with forces you cannot possibly begin to understand. Take my advice. Do what you came here to do, then move on and forget you ever met me."
"Will we ever see you again?" Jessica asked.
"If you need me, I'll be there," he said. Standing up, he turned to Danni. "I think our business here is finished." Danni picked up her phone and turned to April.
"I hope the journals and pictures help," she said. "You have my number if you need anything more."
"Thank you, Mrs. Jones," April said. "It was a pleasure meeting you both." The girls watched as Danni and Eli went out to her car and drove off.
...
Eli looked at Danni and wondered why she pulled over to the side of the road.
"What's wrong?" he asked.
"There's more to that story you told them, isn't there?" she asked. He looked out the front window before answering. He slowly nodded his head.
"Yes," he said. "Would you like to hear it?"
"You know I would," she said.
"That day when the medicine man performed the cleansing ritual, he performed a ritual on each one of us," Eli said. "When he came to me, he looked me square in the eye and told me something I've never forgotten."
"What's that?" Danni asked.
"He said, and I quote, 'one day the Great Spirit will lift you up to be his instrument of justice.' I didn't understand or think too much of it at the time," he said. "When I joined the Army, I thought maybe that's what he meant. I realized later it wasn't."
"Is that why you call yourself Justice O. Peace?" she asked.
"Yeah, it is," he said.
"There's something else, isn't there?" she asked.
"Yes," he said. "I'm afraid you may be in danger."
"I've been there before," she said. "But I can't let that stop me from doing my job. And you can't spend all your time babysitting me. I have work to do. And so do you."
"What do you suggest?" he asked.
"I'm going to the library to do some research," she said. "I want you to bring Amos out. He'll watch over me while you go after this Jack character."
"Amos needs to watch over the children," Eli said.
"The kids are with my parents," she said. "Between them and the ranch hands, they'll be okay. I want Amos here with me, Grandpa. I'll call the sheriff and have him send a deputy to meet me at the library. I want you to go get Amos and meet us there." Eli chuckled as he looked at her.
"I swear, you're more like my Lizzy than you know," he said.
"Is that a bad thing?" she asked.
"Not at all," he said. "Okay, we'll do it yer way. I'll go get Amos and bring him to the library. Promise me you'll call Ryan right away."
"I will, Grandpa," she said. He nodded his head and gave her a kiss on the cheek.
"You stay safe," he said. "Lizzy will tan my hide if anything happens to you."
"I'll be fine," she said. He got out of the car and was gone in a flash. She pulled out her phone and called Ryan.
...
Ryan looked around Irwin Johnson's condo as the team of investigators took photos and cataloged their evidence. Danni had just called and said she was on her way to the library and wanted to know if he could get a deputy to meet her there. He promised to get someone out and called Rhonda to dispatch someone to the library.
"Make sure he doesn't let her out of his sight," he told Rhonda.
"Got it, Sheriff," she said. When they ended the call, he walked to the center of the front room, where a forensic specialist dressed in tyvek coveralls was studying a shirt and a pair of shoes left in the middle of the floor.
"What do ya think, Ron?" Ryan asked. Ron shook his head.
"Not sure, boss," he said.
"What do you make of that powder on the inside of the shirt and shoes?" Ryan asked.
"Hard to tell," Ron said. "I'll have to analyze it back at the lab."
"What does your gut say, Ron?" Ryan asked.
"Off the top of my head, I'd say it was ash," Ron said. "The same kind you'd see in a cremation."
"Is there enough there to account for a whole person?" Ryan asked.
"Not even close," Ron said. "We've found it spread throughout the condo. It's also inside a pair of jeans laying on the floor in the bedroom. You know what this reminds me of?"
"No, what?" Ryan asked.
"That War of the Worlds movie, when the aliens hit people with their death ray," Ron said. "The bodies just went, 'poof' and turned into ash."
"So, maybe we should put out an APB for aliens with death rays? Is that what you're telling me, Ron?" Ryan asked sarcastically.
"Of course not," Ron said. "I'm just saying that's what this reminds me of."
"Interesting," Ryan said. He stood when another deputy came up to him. "What'd you find out?"
"Well, Sheriff," the deputy said. "Police in Albuquerque have a warrant for Johnson. Counterfeiting and false IDs mostly. Low-level stuff."
"That explains the stuff we found on that desk over there," Ryan said. "Any idea who Jackson Abercrombie is? Some of the stuff we found had that name on it."
"No idea, Sheriff," the deputy said. "There's no record of anyone with that name. We did learn something odd though."
"What's that?" Ryan asked.
"Well, some of the neighbors say they saw this guy's car pull out late last night. A dark Camaro," the deputy said. "Strange thing though."
"What?" Ryan asked.
"They said he drove forward and backward a few times. Almost as if he was just learning to drive or something," the deputy said.
"Well, there can't that many dark Camaros in town," Ryan said. "Put out an APB on that car and anyone named Abercrombie."
"Will do, boss," the deputy said.
"Anything else, Ron?" Ryan asked.
"Not much," Ron said. "We've dusted for prints and took his computer to the lab for analysis. Maybe we can get something out of that."
"Okay," Ryan said. He looked around the condo some more. He got the impression Eli was holding out on him. He knows something happened here, Ryan thought to himself. But what? "Call me if you find out anything," he said. "This is top priority."
"Got it, boss," Ron said as Ryan walked out of the condo.
...
Danni pulled into the library parking lot and saw a group of deputies standing around as a dark sports car was being pulled onto the back of a flatbed tow truck. She parked her car and headed for the entrance, where she was met by a deputy in uniform.
"Mrs. Jones?" the deputy asked.
"Yes, that's me," she said.
"I'm Deputy Winthrop," he said. "Sheriff Ryan asked that I meet you here. I'm under orders to keep an eye on you while you're here."
"Oh good," she said. "Thank you. I'll be doing some research for a bit, and I'm expecting my husband and a Texas Ranger to come by."
"Yes, ma'am," the deputy said. "I'll try to stay out of your way."
"Thank you," she said. They went to the second floor and Deputy Withrop sat on one of the couches as Danni looked through the archives. After about a half-hour, he came to her side.
"If you'll excuse me for a minute, Mrs. Jones, I need to use the men's room," he said.
"That's fine, deputy," she said. "I'll be right here, and it doesn't look like there's anyone else here at the moment."
"Thank you," he said. "I'll be right back." She turned back to her work as he walked off. A minute or so later, she heard footsteps behind her and thinking it was the deputy, she turned.
"That was fast," she said. Then she realized the man who crept up behind her wasn't the deputy. "Uh, I'm sorry. Is there something I can do for you?"

"Matter of fact, there is," the man said with a wicked grin. Before she could do or say anything, the man grabbed her, putting one hand over her mouth. She instinctively reached for the phone in her purse and began pressing buttons. Suddenly, she realized she was no longer in the library.
...
I had just returned from Bill and Kate's place, having dropped off the children. As I pulled in front of the house, I saw Grandpa standing at the door. I stopped and got out of the truck.
"Everything okay, Grandpa?" I asked.
"Yeah," he said. "Danni insisted I come get you. Are the kids okay?"
"Yeah, they're over at their grandparents house," I said, opening the door.
"Alright, get yer stuff and let's go," he told me. "And don't forget yer badge."
"Got it," I said, grabbing it off the counter. I also grabbed the Winchester, just in case. We went outside and before I knew it, we were standing in front of the Hard Rock Municipal Library. Grandpa had a funny look on his face.
"You smell that?" he asked, looking around. I sniffed but didn't smell anything.
"Smell what?" I asked.
"Kinda like rotten eggs," he said. I sniffed again, but still didn't smell anything.



"Sorry, I don't smell anything," I said.
"He's been here," Grandpa said. Just then, my phone buzzed. I looked and saw it was Danni's "911" code. I quickly pulled up the phone finder app and saw her phone was at a remote location outside town.
"Yeah, and Danni's in trouble," I said.
"She's out at the old homestead," Grandpa said. "Call that Sheriff Ryan and have him get out there." I hit the speed dial and got Sheriff Caldwell.
"Caldwell," he said when he answered.
"Sheriff, this is Amos Jones, Danni Jones' husband," I said. "She's been abducted and is at the old homestead. We'll meet you out there."
"On my way," he said before ending the call. I put my phone away and looked at Grandpa.
"Let's go," I said. He nodded his head and the next thing I knew, we were at the old Jones place. I saw a man wearing a fairly new Stetson, holding Danni with one arm around her waist. She was struggling to get away from him, but he was too strong.
"Eli!" the man yelled. "I tol' ya I'd be back. This place shoulda been mine. Yer pa shoulda sold out to me when he could. But no, he had to be stubborn."
"Let the woman go, Jack," Grandpa ordered. "This is between you and me. You don't have any quarrel with these kids."
"I don't think so," the man yelled back. "You know, I think this one's a bit more feisty than yer wife. I think she'll do jes' fine. Maybe I'll take her back with me. I think the boys'll get a real kick outta her. What do ya think?"
"I think I'm going to fucking kill you if you don't let her go," I said as I started to shoulder the Winchester. Grandpa saw me raise the rifle and put his hand up to stop me.
"You won't be able to take him, son," he said.
"I gotta do something, Grandpa," I said. "I can't let him take her."
"I know," he said. "I said YOU can't take him. But I know someone who can."
"Who, Grandpa?" I asked.
"That would be me," said a woman's voice next to me. Startled, I turned to see my Grandma Lizzy. She wore an old-style dress and her body was bathed in a bright aura. She reached out one hand. "May I?" she asked with a smile.
"You want my rifle?" I asked. She nodded her head. "But Grandpa said it probably would work against him."
"But I've got the magic bullet right here," she said, lifting a bullet from her purse. The sun's reflection off the bullet nearly blinded me. I handed the rifle to her and watched as she loaded the bullet. Cocking the rifle, she turned to Danni and the man holding her.
"You're not the only one with an old score to settle, Jack," she said. She nodded her head and Danni stomped on the man's foot as hard as she could. He let go of her as he screamed in pain. She saw her chance and ran away from him as fast as she could, ending up in my arms.
"It's time for you to go back to the Hell from whence you came, Jack Abercrombie, never to return again," Grandma Lizzy said, shouldering the rifle. She took careful aim and fired one shot. His head exploded as the bullet struck him between the eyes.
As we watched, his body seemed to melt like the evil witch in the old Wizard of Oz movie. Soon, he was nothing more than a black blob slithering toward the spot where the old well was located. When he got there, he seemed to disappear into the ground in a way that reminded me of something being flushed down the toilet.
"Remember, Amos, always use the right tool for the job," Grandma said as she handed the rifle back to me. "Are you alright, Danni?" she asked.
"I am now," she said. "Thank you." Lizzy smiled and wrapped her arms around Danni.
"You're welcome, my dear," she said. "We Jones women have to look out for one another, you know."
"How did you know I was here?" Danni asked. Lizzy looked down at Danni's left hand. "The ring?" Danni asked. Lizzy smiled and nodded her head.
"Of course," she said. "You and I have a connection very few can understand." She looked around at the old homestead. "This place sure has changed a lot since the last time I saw it."
"Yes, it has," Grandpa said.
"The state is thinking about turning this into a historical site," Danni said. Lizzy nodded her head in approval. "Are you okay with that?"
"Of course, dear," she said. "It's sat empty for far too long. I admit, it was a hard life, but there was a lot of love here."
"But what about the old well?" Danni asked.
"I don't think that'll be a problem," Grandpa said. We looked and saw the image of an old Native American medicine man next to the well site. We could hear him chanting as he spread something over the ground. He turned to look at us, nodded his head and raised a hand in greeting. Grandpa nodded his head and raised a hand in return and the medicine man disappeared from sight. Just then, we heard a siren coming up the road.
"I should probably get back," Lizzy said. Grandpa gave her a kiss.
"I'll see you soon, dear," he said. She smiled and disappeared from sight. By then, Ryan's truck had made it to the clearing. He stopped and got out of the vehicle.
"What's going on?" he asked. "Is everyone okay?"
"We're fine, Sheriff," Danni said.
"The word I got is that you were abducted," Ryan said.
"I was, but everything's been taken care of," Danni told him. Ryan looked from Danni to me to Grandpa.
"I hope you have an explanation for this," he said.
"We do, but I don't think you really want to write it up the way it actually happened," Grandpa said. "Suffice it to say, Abercrombie has been dealt with for good. You won't be seeing him ever again."
"By the way, how's Deputy Winthrop?" Danni asked.
"He was found unconscious in the library men's room," Ryan said. "He's okay, though. Said he was hit on the head as soon as he walked in. Never saw who did it, though. You realize I'm going to be buried in paperwork over this little incident?"
"That's the way it goes, Sheriff," Grandpa said. "Listen, would you mind giving Danni a lift back to the library? I need to get Ryan home, and then I'll be by to get my horse."
"Okay," Ryan said with a heavy sigh. "C'mon, Mrs. Jones, let me give you a lift back. And I'll expect a full statement from you."
"Whatever you say, Sheriff," she said. She turned to me and gave me a deep kiss. "I love you, sweetheart," she said. "Call me when you get home, okay?"
"I will," I told her.
...
Epilogue:
Danni gave Sheriff Caldwell a full statement of what happened that day. He had a very hard time believing her, but wrote a carefully-crafted report anyway, calling it an "unresolved" case since the perpetrator, namely Jackson Abercrombie, was never found. Ryan was never able to explain the disappearance of Irwin Johnson. The case remains open.
A few weeks later, Stephanie Carmichael discovered she was pregnant. Her husband, George, was ecstatic at first, until he realized that she had gotten pregnant while he was on one of his frequent business trips. He filed for divorce and left the house. A week later, he returned to get some of his things and got the shock of his life when he went into what used to be his master bedroom.
After he finished throwing up, he called 911. Stephanie's body looked like something had chewed its way out of her abdomen. Following a trail of bloody prints, they found a tiny disfigured creature with jagged teeth chewing on a gas line. When they smelled gas, they quickly left the house and called the fire department. Before firemen could arrive, however, the house exploded and burned to the ground. No one was able to explain the charred burned remains that were recovered.
The state eventually accepted Danni's report and turned the old homestead into a historic landmark. The road was fixed, the site cleaned up and a replica of the old barn was put up. The house itself was restored and made safe for tourists. Pictures of the Jones family were featured in the house along with snippets of Lizzy's journal. Displays showing how the original settlers lived were also installed.
Ryan was impressed with what had been done to the place. He looked around the displays, read the journal entries, but got a shock when he looked at the photograph of a younger Elijah Jones in his Union Army uniform. No, he thought. There's no way. As he looked closer, he thought for a moment he saw the man in the photo smile and wink.
"I've been out in the sun too long," he thought to himself.
April and Jessica continued their paranormal work, traveling around the country investigating historic sites. They had seen a lot in their work, but nothing compared to what they experienced in Hard Rock. They eventually married, wrote a series of books and retired off the royalties.
As for us, well, life went on. The kids continue to grow and Grandpa comes by whenever he can get away to spend time with them. Lately, though, we've been seeing more of Grandma Lizzy and she spends a lot of her time with Danni. All-in-all, life in the Jones house is good.
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Merl and Heide
The following is inspired by Odiouser's recent tale, "Can You Cheat In An Open Marriage," about a man who learns his wife is a very-highly paid and popular prostitute and has been for quite some time. He never ended the story and invited readers to provide a possible ending. This is the result. Many thanks to Odiouser for giving me permission to write this sequel to his story.
I also want to extend thanks to those who offered comments and constructive criticism on my previous stories. For those who want to say this or that would never happen, remember this is my universe, a place where nearly anything can, and often does, happen. At least on paper...
Please refer to my profile for more on my personal policy regarding comments, feedback, follows, etc. (Yes, I DO moderate comments) And please remember, this is a work of fiction, not a docu-drama...
...
Ending of "Can You Cheat In An Open Marriage":
I had to reluctantly admit to myself that I still loved her and maybe always will. But does she truly love me? I realized that I don't even know what 'Love' really is. I do understand that the overpowering sexual component of marriage is clearly separate from all the other feelings two people have for each other. But I think it takes both to make a real marriage.
If she were to tell me she wanted to stay happily married but that her sex had to be reserved only for paying clientele and the occasional Spencer or Rudolf, then, of course, we would be done for. Even it she was a world class chef and conversationalist; I wouldn't call that a marriage.
Or turn that around. Would I willingly leave and divorce her if I was guaranteed a free pass to frequent sex with her? I don't think so. Yeah, I would want the free pass, call it a Platinum membership card for Rye Balled, but then I would want to hook up with a new woman for the many other things of a married life. I do not want to come home every evening to an empty home. That's not even a home. God, what a deep thinker I can be.
One thing was starting to clear up through the haze. We cannot go on like this, with her leading the life she is and me pretending to be clueless. If we have any chance of surviving, we absolutely have to get her out her current employment.
I honestly think I could maybe tolerate her getting way more sex than I was, but my ego would not allow me to live within the community knowing I was a cuckold to the loosest woman in town. Sorry to be so thin-skinned and fragile.
SO, she would have to agree to quit the job and lifestyle but I am almost sure she wouldn't. I equally doubt she would agree to moving far away from here and starting over. I finally drifted off to sleep.
...
And now, my conclusion: "Merl and Heide"
I woke up to the smell of breakfast wafting up from the kitchen. I got up, did my morning business, showered, shaved, dressed and went downstairs where Heide was finishing up. I grabbed a cup of coffee, gave her a kiss good morning and sat down. She had fixed us each a very nice Denver omelet with bacon and toast, just the way I liked it.
It was hard for me to reconcile the sweet woman lovingly making breakfast with what I knew about her. I thanked her for the food and dug in. It was delicious, as always. After I finished, I put my plate in the sink and sat back down at the table and looked at her. She stopped eating long enough to look back.
"Is everything alright, sweetie?" she asked. Showtime, I thought. It was either now or never.
"We need to talk, Heide," I said in an even tone of voice. She took a couple more bites of her food, then tossed the rest down the disposal and rinsed off her plate. She walked back to the table and grabbed her purse. "I'm serious," I said, pressing the issue. "We need to have a talk about things."
"You're right," she said. "But not right now. I have things I need to get done and I have to get going. Meredith is expecting me this morning." She started for the front door.
"Dammit, woman," I said, getting irate. "This is our marriage we're talking about. Is Meredith more important than our marriage?" She stopped and turned to look back at me.
"Look, sweetie," she said. "I know that you think it's important that we talk, but right now I have things I HAVE to get done. I'll be late getting home tonight, but if you're still up, we'll talk then, okay? I gotta go. Love you." With that, she turned back and strode out before I could even respond.
"Yeah, me too," I said as the door closed. I sat there, stunned. Did she not even care about our marriage anymore? Apparently not. Hell, we haven't even had a marriage in what, two years? Try two-and-a-half years -- ever since she started working at Rye Balled.
I headed on into work and tried to get through the day, but it wasn't easy. My secretary popped her head in a few times to see if I was still alive and functioning. At lunchtime, I had had enough and decided to call it quits for the time being. I felt like I had to talk to someone about this mess, but who?
Then it hit me -- my sister, Leanne, was an attorney. If anyone could help me sort this out, it would be her. I called her office and was put right through.
"Hey there, little brother," Leanne said when she answered the phone. Leanne was about three years older than me and one of the wisest people I knew. Next to my dad, of course.
"Do you have a few minutes?" I asked. "I need to talk to someone."
"Bad enough that you need to talk to your big sister?" she asked.
"Yeah," I said.
"I take it this is personal and confidential?" she countered.
"Unfortunately, yeah," I said.
"Okay," she said after a few moments. "Come on over. I'll cancel my appointments this afternoon. We'll get to the bottom of whatever's going on."
"Thanks, Leanne, I really appreciate this," I said. I left the office, telling my secretary I would be gone for the rest of the day and possibly the next. I headed to Leanne's office and was escorted right in. Leanne looked up from her desk when I walked in. She got up, came around and gave me a sisterly hug, then escorted me to a couch she had in her office.
"No offense, Merl, but you look like hell," she said. "What's going on? Is it Heide?"
"Yeah," I told her. "And it's driving me nuts."
"Tell me all about it," she said. Leanne listened as I told her my story, how I found out about Heide working at Rye Balled, about the expensive coin and necklace she bought with her earnings, about her affairs with Spencer and Rudy -- everything.
"So, you're telling me that Heide, your wife of 16 years, is this 'Flaming Red' and she's kept all of this away from you all this time?" Leanne asked. I nodded my head.
"Yeah," I said quietly. Leanne regarded me for a few moments before speaking.
"And you don't know what you should do?" she asked.
"Something like that," I said. The next thing I knew, she slapped me on the back of the head. I looked at her, shocked.
"God dammit," she exclaimed. "Your wife is a fucking prostitute and you don't know what you should do? Look, you're my little brother and I love you, so take this in the spirit it's intended. Were you born stupid, or did you go to school to get that way?" I looked at Leanne, surprised. She had always been very direct but she had never spoken to me like this before.
"Consider this a wake-up call, little brother," she said. "Prostitution is illegal in this state. There's no telling what else she's into. And, you say she's earned a lot of money doing this. Do you know if she's reported any of her earnings to the IRS?" I shook my head.
"No idea," I said. "I know she hasn't mentioned any of it to me in the last two years. According to the manager over at Rye Balled, they set her up as a business contractor. 'Customer Perquisites, LLC,' or something like that. He said they haven't been withholding any taxes and he thinks she may have set up a business tax ID so she wouldn't be using her social security number."
"And you haven't confronted her about any of this?" she asked.
"I tried to talk to her about it this morning, but she said she had stuff to do and left," I said.
"Alright," she said. "Here's what I'll do for you. I don't do family law, but I know several attorneys in town who do. I'll call one right now and see if we can get you in for a consultation this afternoon. I'll go with you."
"Thanks, Leanne," I said.
"You're welcome, little brother," she said as she pulled out her phone. I sipped on my coffee as she talked on the phone. A couple minutes later, she came back to the couch.
"You're in luck," she said. "I spoke with Wilbur Jennings. He's the best in the business, at least in this town. He's got a slot open for us, and he's bringing in a private investigator. If we leave now, we can get there just in time. He's within walking distance, so we don't even need to fight for parking. C'mon," she added as she put her jacket on. I followed her out the door. About a half hour later, we were in the reception area of his business office.
"Leanne," Wilbur said as he stood up and offered his hand. He looked to be in his fifties, well-built with just a touch of gray at his temples. "Long time no see. Is this your brother?"
"Yes, Wilbur," she said. "This is Merl." Wilbur and I shook hands and he turned to another man in the room..
"This is John Williams, a private investigator I like to use," Wilbur said, introducing us to a short, stocky, plain-looking man in a somewhat rumpled suit. We all shook hands and sat down.
"So, I understand you have a domestic issue," Wilbur said. "Tell me all about it and let's see what we can do." I relayed everything to Wilbur just as I did with Leanne. I wondered how many more times I would have to tell this story. Wilbur and John made notes as I talked and I saw them looking at each other a few times.
"So, your wife, Heide, is this 'Flaming Red' who works at Rye Balled?" Wilbur asked.
"Yes," I said.
"You're positive about that?" he asked.
"Absolutely," I told him. "I even spoke to the club manager. Is that a problem?" Wilbur sat back in his chair and glanced at John before speaking.
"I'm going to be brutally honest with you, son," he said. "As much as I'd like to take your case, and your money, the fact is, I can't. There could be a... conflict of interest."
"What do you mean?" I asked. "Are you representing her?"
"No, I'm not," he said. "But I have, er, taken advantage of her services a few times."
"You mean, you've had sex with her," Leanne said. I felt sick to my stomach as he nodded his head.
"Yes," he said. "I'm sorry, son. I'm single and, well, you know... Again, I'm sorry. I didn't know she was married, and I've never seen her wear any rings. Truth is, Merl, she's probably serviced most of the male divorce lawyers in the city, and probably in the county. Along with a few judges, the mayor as you already know, and a state senator or two. Hell, word is, she's even been with the governor once or twice."
"I thought prostitution is illegal in this state," I said.
"It is," he told me. "There was no direct exchange of cash, and she referred to her work as 'stress counseling.' I know it's a very fine line, but that's the way it was."
"So, what can I expect if I decide to divorce her?" I asked. He shrugged his shoulders.
"I can summarize your situation in two words," he said. "You're screwed. First off, this is a no-fault state. You can't even mention adultery in the divorce. Even if you could, it wouldn't matter since you've already said you agreed to an open marriage from the beginning. Second, this is a community property state, meaning you'll have to split everything with her -- your bank account, savings, the house, retirement plans, everything. You have no children, so naturally there won't be any child support. But you may be required to pay alimony."
"Alimony?" I asked. "Hell, she's already made more in two and a half years than I've made my entire life. Why would I have to pay alimony."
"Do you have anything showing what she's made?" Wilbur asked. "A Form 1099? Anything?"
"No," I said. "Nothing like that."
"Well, there you go," he said. "On top of all that, she could hire a top gun, rack up all kinds of legal bills and get the court to make you pay for it. There's a number of things she can do to slow you down. Counseling, for example. The bottom line is you have no real proof you can offer in court."
"So, what do I do?" I asked.
"Well, I suppose you could just leave," he said. "Don't tell her where you are. Don't communicate anything. Just go somewhere and let her stew for a while. Maybe she'll use some of her money to hire an investigator to track you down and file for divorce herself."
"I can't do that," I said. "I have a job here, clients here. And I'm not one to run."
"I've got an idea," John said. We all turned to look at him.
"What's that?" Leanne asked.
"Why don't I tail her for a bit?" he asked. "Let me and my crew see what we can come up with. I still have some friends over in the Vice Squad and I know they've been very interested in Rye Balled for a while now. From what I've been told, that place has been quite good at avoiding the law. Seems they have a way of knowing when the undercover cops will be there. But they don't know me or anyone who works for me. Maybe we can help Vice shut this place down."
"How long would you need to do this?" Leanne asked.
"Maybe a couple weeks, tops," John said. "That is, if you're up to paying my fees," he added, looking at me. I thought about it for a bit, and made my decision. It would be expensive, but I had to have something.
"Sure," I said. "Let's do it." I had been saving money for another cruise, but with all this, I decided to hell with the cruise.
"Good," he said, handing me a card. He opened a briefcase and gave me a form to fill out and sign. I did, and handed him a check for a retainer. "Just let me know who you're going to have represent you and I'll make sure to forward a copy of my report."
"Look, Merl, I'm sorry I can't do more for you," Wilbur said, extending a hand.
"You've helped," I said, shaking his hand. "Thanks for your time." Leanne and I stood up to leave. She looked at Wilbur before speaking.
"If I were you, Wilbur, I'd stay out of that place from now on," she said. "You and I both know what's going on there, and I'd hate to see you in trouble with the State Bar." He nodded his head.
"Point taken, counselor," he said. We left and walked back to her office.
"Merl," Leanne began when we got back. "I know this has been hard on you, and it's only going to get harder. I know another attorney we can talk to, but she's away on vacation with her husband in Europe and she won't be back for another two weeks. Let's see what John can dig up and when Lisa gets back, I'll call her."
"Okay," I said.
"In the meantime, you need to get your head out of your ass," she said. "Dig deeper, see if you can find tax forms, anything. Try to maintain calm when you're around her. I know it won't be easy. You already know she's a bald-faced liar, so take whatever she says with a grain of salt. Don't go after her lovers, either. I don't want to have to bail your sorry ass out of jail. Got it?"
"I got it," I said.
"Good," she said. "If things get too bad, call us. Ron and I have a spare room you can stay in for a few days if you feel you have to. And remember, this will get taken care of. One way or another."
"Thanks, Leanne," I said. "I appreciate everything you've done for me." She smiled and gave me a hug.
"You're welcome," she said. I left her office and drove on home, determined to find what I could. I figured I had several hours since it was highly unlikely I'd see Heide before midnight, if her recent schedule was any indication.
I began looking deeper, even going up into the attic. I was somewhat surprised when I saw a fairly new box, the type used in offices for papers and files and such. I opened it up and saw several file folders. A few of them contained smaller envelopes that held DVDs. I had a pretty good idea what was on them, but I grabbed a few anyway so I could review them.
I also saw something else. Tax forms -- 1099s, filled-out 1040s and various forms dealing with self-employment and so on. I looked, and sure enough, the 1099s were made out to " Customer Perquisites, LLC." According to the forms, she had earned nearly $1.5 million in one year. The next year, she made somewhere north of $2 million. Damn, I thought. She had to do a lot of fucking to make that kind of money. But where did it all go? There was no way it all went for an old coin and a necklace.
I looked deeper and found a recent statement from Fidelity Bank Ltd., in the Cayman Islands. According to this, she had just over $4,000,000 in her account. Damn. I couldn't help but think she intended to use this as her "escape" fund. But there was more.
Another folder contained what looked like a contract between her and something called "Rye Balled Productions." As I read, it became clear what this was -- Heide was more than just a dancer and a high-priced prostitute -- she was a porno star, with a contract to perform in ten feature-length movies. In for a penny, in for a pound, I figured. No wonder she was always gone. I kept looking...
One folder held medical forms and bills from about 14 years ago. According to this, Heide had gone down for a D&C. I new what that was -- an abortion. She also had a tubal ligation done to prevent further pregnancies. Now I knew why we didn't have any children. According to this, she paid cash for the whole thing, which is why I never saw a bill or anything on a benefit statement.
Was she screwing around on me back then, too? I remembered some of the playful banter we once shared after my first out-of-town business trip.
"I hope you didn't ball every guy in the club," I said when she told me she had gone to Rye Balled while I was gone. That was early in our marriage.
"No, silly, just a few of the guys and none of them were even worth the bother. None at all," she said in a teasing tone of voice. I remembered she gave me similar sarcastic remarks on subsequent trips. Eventually, I simply quit asking. Now, it seems, the sordid truth is out.
And there was more. I found calendars dating back 14 years. There were entries on a number of dates and I realized these were days I was out of town on business. The entries included dollar amounts, much like what I saw on the calendars in the kitchen drawer. Some of the dollar amounts were staggering.
There were other notations. "S" showed up on several dates, and I wondered if those were references to my so-called "friend," Spencer. Some dates were marked with "R" and I suspected those were days she had been with Rudy. I realized of course, those could have represented anyone.
There were other markings on other dates, but I had no way of putting them into context. I saw dates marked with "M," and figured those were the days we had sex. I couldn't help but notice that several dates had multiple notations, like "M" and "R," for example. I nearly got sick thinking that maybe she had been with me after having sex with another man.
Behind the calendars I found a small ledger with entries, what appeared to be an accounting book. It looked as though she started this after 2019, which explained why I saw nothing beyond that date on the calendar I found in the kitchen. There were entries for "personalized consulting" and even larger entries for "royalties," which appeared about once every three months. I didn't take the time to add them all up, but it looked to me like she could have easily grossed a couple million dollars in just one year.



Looking further, I found envelopes filled with cash. I counted about $6,000 total and found folders filled with pictures of Heide. Some were of her on stage and others were of her with one, or quite often, more men engaging in a number of sex acts. I wondered why she left these here but put others in the folder I found in the kitchen.
I took the statement, the hospital documents, tax forms, and the contract with Rye Balled Productions and went into my home office, where I made copies on our printer. I called Leanne to let her know of my discoveries.
"Damn," she said. "Tell you what, scan those and email them to me, okay?"
"Consider it done," I said. It didn't take long, and when I was finished, I put them back, hoping Heide wouldn't notice her box had been opened. I went back to my computer and grabbed one of the DVDs. Something told me I was going to regret looking at whatever was on it, but I felt compelled. My initial assumption was correct.
The first video showed Heide on stage, doing a fairly standard striptease. Subsequent videos showed her going a bit farther, masturbating herself on stage and fucking herself with a large dildo. From there, I saw videos of her doing naked lap dances as men gave her money.
The next few videos showed her in what appeared to be a motel room, giving customers blowjobs or getting fucked. The last video showed her getting gang-banged by at least five guys. None of the men wore condoms and yes, all of them finished inside her pussy and her mouth. I also saw her getting made "airtight" by three men. That video finished with the men leaving dollar bills on the dresser as they walked out.
I ejected that disc and inserted another. This one was more of the same. Heide dancing, stripping and getting herself off on stage and more lap dancing. But the following videos were different. These showed her with just one man at a time. I recognized our city's mayor in one, and Spencer, my so-called "friend," in another.
The last video on the disk showed Heide and her friend Meredith getting fucked next to each other in what looked like a motel room. When the guys finished inside them, the two girls engaged in a 69, licking each other's pussies. Afterward, they laid next to each other and engaged in some small talk.
"God, that was so good," Meredith said.
"Yeah, it was," Heide said.
"I bet poor Merl would go nuts if he saw us right now," Meredith said. Heide laughed.
"He would probably ask for a manual or something so he would know what just happened," she said, causing her friend to chuckle.
"Seriously, though, how much longer do you plan on doing this?" Meredith asked. Heide shook her head.
"I don't know," she said. "As long as I can, I guess. Maybe a couple years. Rye Balled owns me for a while yet, at least until I finish all ten movies. Merl doesn't know, and hopefully he'll never find out."
"Think you could ever go back to just having one man?" Meredith asked.
"I don't think so," my wife said. "Merl's a good guy, but there's no way he'll ever be able to satisfy me by himself. Not anymore. Besides, we only do it maybe twice a week, at most. Except lately, it's been a lot less than that."
"Think he's getting any on the side?" Meredith asked.
"Nah, not Merl," Heide said. "He did once, a long time ago, but that was it."
"Seriously, though," Meredith said. "You know somewhere along the way, he's going to find out. You haven't exactly kept all this a secret. I mean, you were photographed in public with the mayor. What will you do?"
"I don't know," Heide said. "Throw myself at his mercy, maybe. Even if he does throw me out or divorces me, I've got plenty of money saved up. It'll be hard, but I'll be okay. I don't think he'd miss me much anyway. I'm hardly ever at home these days." That's the damn truth, I thought. As I watched, Meredith looked up at the camera.
"Turn that damn thing off, willya, Greg?" she asked. Greg? As in Meredith's husband? The video ended after that last statement. I knew I was going to have to talk with Greg before this was all over. I had to wonder how much he knew about their antics.
I ejected the disk and locked them all up in my desk. I sat there at my computer, trying to process everything I had seen and heard. I turned the computer off, grabbed a beer and sat in front of the television. I really wasn't paying any attention to what was playing -- it was just background noise to me anyway. I was having a hard time seeing, and realized I was actually crying.
I went upstairs and washed my face. I looked at myself in the mirror and didn't like what I saw. My face was still red and my eyes were puffy from crying, but I knew that divorce was the only option. There was simply no way I could stay with a woman I couldn't satisfy sexually. I trudged back downstairs and grabbed a sandwich. All this crap had made me hungry. I thought about going out, but my heart just wasn't into it.
I looked at the clock and saw it was already 10:00 pm. Time certainly flies when you're having fun, I thought sarcastically. Still no sign of Heide, and no messages or calls. She did say she would be late getting home, and I had a pretty good idea of why. I pulled up the Life 360 app on my phone and it said her phone was at Rye Balled. Of course, I thought. I shut the thing off and went to bed.
I woke up when I heard the garage door open. I looked at the clock and saw it was 2:30 am. Terrific. It was officially my birthday. Happy fucking birthday to me. I sarcastically wondered how much she had made tonight and closed my eyes. I heard her come upstairs into the bedroom. She walked to the bed and I felt her touch my cheek. When she walked away, I looked and saw that she seemed sad for some reason.
She went into the bathroom and closed the door. A few minutes later, she came out wearing a long nightshirt and climbed into the bed. She started snuggling up to me, but I turned on my side and scooted away from her. She kissed the top of my head and laid down. I thought I heard her sobbing into her pillow, but I just didn't care anymore.
A couple hours later, I heard her softly snoring and decided to get up. I put my bathrobe on and went downstairs as quietly as I could, grabbing her phone off its charger. I went into my office and looked at her text history the way I had done earlier. I noticed there were more texts between her and Spencer.
"So, how's the wimpy little cuck?" he asked her. She apparently didn't like that question.
"Stop calling him that," she said.
"Why? Isn't that what he is?" Spencer wrote.
"He's no wimp," she replied.
"Maybe not, but he is a cuck," Spencer said. "And you made him one."
"Stop reminding me," she said.
"So, have you fucked him since we talked last?" Spencer asked.
"No," she said.
"Good," he told her. "You going on the cruise?" Cruise? What cruise? I hadn't heard anything about this.
"Yeah, I'm going," she wrote. "It'll be hard to explain to Merl."
"You don't owe him an explanation," he said. "Just tell him you're going. From what I hear, you could make a ton of money."
"That's true," she said. "R U going?"
"Pretty expensive for my taste, but I might," he said.
"From what I heard, they're already sold out," she said.
"I guess that's the way it goes," he said. "Maybe I'll see ya when U get back."
"K. Gotta get back 2 work. TTYL," she wrote, ending the texts. I had to find out about this cruise. Would she actually go on a cruise without telling me, or worse yet, just tell me she's going and expect me to just suck it up? This was getting out of control.
I looked around a bit more and saw she had a text from what looked like a payment processor. I opened it up and from what I could tell, she had managed to earn just over $2,500.00 today. No doubt on her back. I closed everything out, put her phone back on its charger and made my way back upstairs.
The next morning, Heide made breakfast as before, and I dutifully ate what she prepared. She sat and looked at me as I ate. Apparently, she was somewhat disturbed by the absence of a greeting or a good morning kiss.
"Are you alright?" she asked. I stopped chewing long enough to glare at her.
"Uh huh," I mumbled, going back to my food.
"You sleep okay last night?" she asked. "You seem a bit grumpy this morning."
"I guess loneliness can do that," I said. "You gonna be home today, or not?"
"I'm sorry, but Meredith and I are going to be busy again today," she said.
"Of course," I said. "You know, we still need to talk about things. Do I need to book a reservation in advance or something? Is there a booking agent I should call?"
"Of course not," she said. "What makes you say that?"
"Oh I don't know," I said sarcastically. "Just the fact that I hardly ever see you anymore. Seems like you're just home long enough to get some sleep, then change clothes and go back out again."
"Look, I have things I need to do as well," she said.
"Whatever," I said, getting up from the table. "I gotta go to work. I'll see you when I see you." I grabbed my jacket and keys and headed out the door. I heard her say she loved me but I didn't respond. I was done with her.
That afternoon, I got a call from Leanne.
"Hey, little brother," she said. "How's things at home?"
"Not good," I said.
"Well, why don't you come over to our house tonight? Ron and I would like to celebrate your birthday," she said.
"That sounds good," I said.
"Is Heide going to be around?" she asked me.
"I don't know," I said.
"Well, it'll actually be better if she isn't," Leanne said. "I got a call from John. He says he has some information so I invited him over as well. Is that okay?"
"Yeah, sure," I said. "What time should I be there?"
"Come over any time after work," she said. "I'll be leaving here about 4:30 this afternoon."
"I'll see you about that time then, I guess," I told her. We ended the call and I went about my work. I left a bit early and checked out the 360 app to see where Heide was. Sure enough, she was at Rye Balled. Again. I shook my head and drove to Leanne's house.
Leanne and Ron met me at the door. She gave me a hug and he shook my hand. It felt a bit strange to think I had gotten more affection from my sister in the last two days than I had gotten from my wife in what seemed like weeks. Ron handed me a beer and we went into the dining room. Leanne had gone all out for dinner.
The doorbell rang just as she was putting a freshly-made pan of lasagna on the table. Ron answered the door and invited John inside. We all sat down and had a nice dinner, topped with ice cream and cake. Naturally, they sang happy birthday to me after I blew out the candles. Afterward, Leanne handed me a birthday card -- I thought it was quite funny and had the first good laugh in a long time.
John opened his briefcase and pulled out a report. He handed me a copy and began to talk as I read the report.
"I hate to be the bearer of bad news, especially after such a wonderful meal," he said.
"That's okay," I said. "It had to come out sooner or later."
"I gotta tell ya, Merl," he said. "Your wife is quite the star down there at Rye Balled. There is something you need to know, though."
"What's that?" I asked.
"The club is sponsoring a five-day adult cruise in the Caribbean," he said. "Of course, when word got out that Flaming Red was part of it, tickets sold out almost immediately. Our source inside the club confirmed to me today that she committed herself to the cruise a while back."
"Oh my God," Leanne said.
"Happy fucking birthday," I said. "So, when is this cruise taking place?"
"The hostesses -- that's what Rye Balled is calling them -- are supposed to leave for Miami on Friday," John said. "The boat leaves on Saturday and is scheduled to be back sometime Wednesday." He pulled out a poster and handed it to me.
"Sun, sea and sex," the poster declared in garish red and yellow letters. "Join Flaming Red and friends for the first Rye Balled Windjammer Caribbean Cruise!" The poster showed what looked like a modern schooner on the water. Heide's smiling face was in the upper right-hand corner.
"Is this supposed to be the boat they'll be on?" I asked.
"Yeah," John said. "Supposed to be a take on the Bahamas Windjammer Cruises. I don't think I need to explain what will take place on this cruise."
"No, I get the idea," I said.
"We've also learned that the cruise will be used as a backdrop for her next adult movie," John said. "Flaming Red Does The Caribbean, or some such nonsense. From what we gathered, the people who bought tickets will get to see her perform live." I felt like I was going to throw up. "I'm sorry, Merl," he added.
"That's okay, John," I said. "I guess I should've expected it." I looked at Leanne. "When is your friend due back from Europe?"
"Two weeks," she said.
"Is she really as good as you say?" I asked.
"The best," Leanne said. "She hates cheaters with a passion."
"Alright, when she gets back, I want to file for divorce," I said. "Do you think you have enough for your friends at Vice?" I asked John.
"I believe we do," he said. I nodded my head.
"Alright," I said. "Let me know how much I owe you. I think I have enough evidence for my purposes." We talked for a bit longer, then ended the meeting.
"I'm so sorry," Leanne said before I left. She gave me a sisterly hug and I shook Ron's hand. "If there's anything I can do for you, let me know."
"Thanks, Leanne," I said before leaving. I was drained by the time I got home. Of course, Heide wasn't home, so I went to bed and fell asleep almost instantly. I woke to the smell of bacon and went downstairs after I got ready for work.
"Where were you last night?" Heide asked when I got to the table. "I tried calling the house but got no answer."
"I was at Leanne's house," I said. "Her and Ron had me over for my birthday last night."
"Oh my God," Heide said. "Yesterday was your birthday? I completely forgot. I'll make it up to you, I promise." Yeah, right. Like her promises mean anything to me anymore.
"Don't worry about it," I said.
"Just so you know, I'll be spending the night with Meredith," she said. "We're flying to Miami for a shopping excursion early tomorrow morning."
"Oh?" I asked. "When did this come up?"
"We've been talking about it now for a few days," she said. "I know it's last minute and all, but she said the place is crawling with flea markets this weekend and we can get some really good deals on stuff."
"Does this shopping excursion include a five-day Caribbean cruise?" I asked. She looked at me, shocked.
"What are you talking about? What cruise? I don't know what you're talking about," she said. I opened my briefcase and pulled out the poster John gave me last night. I tossed it on the table.
"This cruise," I said. "The one with Flaming Red. Yeah, I know who -- and what -- you are," I told her. "Enough with the lies." She looked at the poster for a minute before speaking. I could see the wheels turning in her head.
"I... I," she stammered.
"Don't give me any of your shit," I said. "You've been lying to me our whole marriage, haven't you, Red?"
"I don't know what you're talking about," she said.
"Bullshit," I told her. "Were you ever going to tell me about your abortion 14 years ago? I wondered why we never had kids, and now I know." I tossed the hospital paperwork on the table. "You had your tubes tied at the same time. Tell me the truth. Was it even my child?"
"I... I don't know," she said. "I had sex with a whole bunch of guys one night while you were gone. I don't know whose child it was and I didn't want to take the chance that it wasn't yours. I'm sorry. I should've told you."
"Yeah, you should've," I said. "Were they paying you to fuck them?"
"How can you ask me such a thing?" she asked, getting indignant.
"Oh, please," I said. "I know about your career as a high-priced prostitute and porn actress. How long have you been getting paid for sex?" She started trembling and tears ran down her face.
"I started taking money for sex after the abortion," she said quietly. I shook my head. "We had an open marriage, remember? We both agreed."
"Yeah, we did," I said. "But it seems to me that the word 'open' would involve a bit of truth and a modicum of respect for the other partner in the marriage. The truth is you've disrespected me, humiliated me and lied to me for at least 14 years. Isn't that right? Hell, you had an affair with the mayor, for crying out loud!" I tossed the newspaper clipping that showed her with Rudy on the table.
"But you aren't exactly innocent," she said.
"No, I'm not," I said. "I had sex with one other person early on in our marriage -- Cindy. But that's it. And you knew all about it because I told you. Since then, I've been completely faithful to you. But you! You went off the fucking deep end. How many guys have you fucked in the last 14 years? A few thousand? And now you're a goddamn prostitute and porn actress. Do you realize prostitution is illegal? You're damn lucky you didn't get busted by the cops. Were you ever going to tell me about that? Were you ever going to tell me about your offshore account in the Caymans or that expensive coin and necklaces you have stashed away upstairs?" She looked at me, shocked.
"You know about that?" she asked. I nodded my head.
"Yes, I do," I said. "I also know you fucked my so-called friend, Spencer. You even did it one time at the pig roast my company held not that long ago, about 100 yards away from me. And I know he wanted you to cut me off completely. Tell me, wife, how many times have you fucked him this month?"
"I don't know," she said. "Maybe five or six times."
"Five or six times," I said. "That's more times than you've been with me this last month. Do you know what it's like to be seen as the biggest goddamn cuckold in the county? Do you know the humiliation you've heaped on me? I may have to leave town because of you, you goddamn lying bitch." Tears started falling down her cheeks but they had no affect on me whatsoever.
"You know, I've asked myself a million times if it's possible to cheat in an open marriage," I said quietly. "You've shown me the answer to that is 'yes.' I probably could've handled the odd one-night stand now and then, but I can't handle what you've done. It's not just the lack of physical attention. It's the complete disrespect you've shown me these last 14 years."
"I'm sorry," she cried. "If you want I won't go on the cruise. I'll stay home. I'll quit Rye Balled. I'll be faithful to you from now on." I shook my head.
"No," I said. "You won't. You can't. Fidelity is impossible for you now. And you're already committed to this lifestyle of yours. Besides, our marriage is toast anyway. Go, have your last fling as a married prostitute. That's what you are, after all. What was it you told Meredith? There's no way I can satisfy you by myself anymore?"
"I didn't mean it that way," she said through her tears.
"Yes you did. It doesn't matter anymore," I said. "Just go. I loved you once, with all my heart. But I can't handle what you've turned into and I won't stay with someone who constantly lies about everything. Go. Have your fling. Make your goddamn movie. Do what you gotta do. Just know that I'll be filing for divorce when you get back."
"But I don't want a divorce," she said.
"Frankly, my dear, I don't give a damn what you want anymore," I said, echoing the famous line from that old movie, Gone With The Wind. "I'm done with you. Goodbye. Don't be here when I get back. I don't ever want to see your face again." I picked up the papers from the table, tossed them back in my briefcase and left for work.
I wanted to ask her about the stuff she kept in the kitchen, but I figured it didn't really matter -- not anymore. I had my say and I was done with her. Later that evening, I got a call from Greg, Meredith's husband.



"Merl, what's going on?" he asked. "Heide's really upset. She says you're going to divorce her. Is that true?"
"Yes, it is, Greg," I said.
"But I thought you were okay with her being with other men," he said.
"To a point, I was," I said. "But the more I dug, the more I learned, the less I liked. I won't stay with someone who's lied to me and publicly humiliated me the way she has for as long as she has. Tell me something, Greg, did you know about her little cruise?"
"Yeah," he said. "In fact, I got hired to be part of the camera crew. Meredith and I are both going. We're heading out early in the morning."
"How many of her flings did you record?" I asked.
"Uh, a bunch," he said. "I don't know the exact number. Meredith thought it might help me deal with it if I became part of what they were doing."
"I see," I told him. "Well, that's more than I got. Anyway, enjoy your little cruise. Bye." I ended the call and pulled the file from the kitchen. I looked back through the photos and pulled out some featuring Heide and Spencer. I figured it was about time to let Spence's wife know about his affair with my soon-to-be ex-wife. I knew where he lived, and figured he'd be out trolling for pussy tonight, so I headed to his house.
I saw him leave his house and waited a bit to make sure he wasn't just going to the store. Then I pulled into his driveway, grabbed the photos I had and knock on the door. A somewhat older woman answered the door. It was Spence's wife, Christine.
"Merl, what a surprise," she said with a smile. "I'm sorry, you just missed Spence, he's heading out for a beer and a game of pool with some friends. If you hurry, you might catch him over at George's Tavern."
"That's alright, Christine," I said. "I really didn't want to talk with him anyway. Do you have a few minutes?"
"Of course," she said. "Come on in. Would you like a cup of coffee?"
"That would be nice, thanks," I said. She poured us each a cup of coffee and we sat in their living room.
"What's this about?" she asked. "Is everything alright?"
"No, it's not," I said. I handed her the photos. "I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but I've recently learned that Spencer and my wife have been having an affair, and it's probably been going on for quite a while." Her face revealed various degrees of shock and embarrassment as she looked thorough the photos I gave her.
"Oh my God," she cried. "How did you get these?" she asked. I told her the whole story -- everything. I even told her about the text messages between Spencer and Heide. I wrapped my arms around her as she broke down crying. Eventually, she collected herself and sat up straight.
"You know, Merl, I've suspected something for a while, but I didn't have any proof," she said. "Have you confronted Heide yet?"
"I have," I said. "And I'll be filing for divorce when she gets back from her cruise. I would file against Spencer, but unfortunately, this state doesn't allow for alienation of affection lawsuits. Believe me, he's only one of probably thousands she's been with over the last 14 years."
"I'm so sorry to hear about this, Merl," she said. "And to think he was your friend."
"Some friend, huh?" I asked sarcastically.
"Yeah," she said. "Well, you better believe I'm going to take him to the cleaners over this. Thanks for letting me know, Merl. Are you gonna be okay?"
"I'll be fine," I told her, more to convince myself than her. "I'd better get going. Thanks for the coffee. Call if there's anything you need."
"You're welcome," she said. "Rest assured, I'll be seeing a lawyer first thing in the morning." I gave her a hug and left.
The next day was mostly uneventful. I wasn't surprised to find that Heide never contacted me. I got no calls, texts or emails. Apparently she didn't care enough to even bother reaching out. Oh well... Things did get a bit interesting when I left the office at the end of the workday. Spencer was leaning against my car waiting for me to exit the building.
"You fucking bastard," he growled as I approached the car. "Thanks to you, Christine kicked me out of the house last night."
"I guess that's what you get for fucking a friend's wife," I said.
"I'm going to kick your fucking ass," he hissed as he took a swing at me. I was able to dodge his first swing, but he connected on the second. Naturally, we got into it right there in the parking lot, and I was doing pretty well. Fortunately for me, the building security guard saw him take a swing at me and called the police.
The next thing I knew, there were two police cars in the parking lot and four officers had split us apart. After taking statements and reviewing the security video, they put Spence in handcuffs and carted him off to jail.
"I'm not finished with you, asshole," he yelled as they forced him into one of the cars. I went home, stopping on the way for a burger and fries. I got to bed at my normal time -- 9:00 pm -- and slept soundly all night.
The next day, I grabbed some trash bags and gathered up all of Heide's clothes, shoes and whatever toiletries and cosmetics she left behind. After filling up three very large bags, I carried them into the garage so she could get them when she next bothered to show up.
I thought about going out that night for a beer or three, but decided to stay home and enjoy the peace and quiet. I figured I would have to get used to living alone, anyway. The next day, I pulled out the old trusty lawn mower and cut the grass. That took up a good part of my Sunday.
After I got home from work on Monday, I caught an item on the news that grabbed my attention. I immediately sat down and turned up the volume on the television.
"This just in," the news reader said. "Flaming Red, a well-known local exotic dancer and adult movie actress, is believed to have been lost at sea, along with the other 100 passengers and 35 crew-members of the cruise vessel Mirabella, which the Coast Guard says appeared to have capsized in a freak storm in the Caribbean either late Sunday night or early Monday morning.
"Officials with the Coast Guard say rescue efforts are still underway, but no bodies have been recovered. Flaming Red has been identified as the woman who was seen many times with Mayor Rudolph Burns. The Mayor has repeatedly denied having an affair with the woman.
"The vessel was under contract by Rye Balled, a well-known strip club north of town. The club had sponsored the five-day adult cruise promising 'sun, sea and sex with Flaming Red.' The vessel was scheduled to return to Miami on Wednesday," the anchor said.
"Damn," I said to myself. I changed channels and caught the same report on another local network. I jumped on my computer and found a few stories that pretty much said the same thing. It took a while for the news to sink in. Of course, there was no proof that Heide was dead. Still... As pissed as I was at her, I didn't want her dead. I picked up the phone and called Leanne.
"Did you see the news?" I asked when she answered.
"Yes," she said. "I saw that. They still haven't found any bodies. Are you okay?"
"I'm in a bit of shock right now," I told her. "I never wanted this."
"I know," she told me. "Let's give them some time to finish their search and see what the investigation reveals. Maybe you should come over and spend a couple days with Ron and I."
"No, I'll be alright," I told her. "But thanks anyway."
"Okay," she said. "You still want to go through with the divorce if they find her still alive?"
"Yes," I said. "That's a no-brainer."
"Alright," she said. "Just get some rest and try not to dwell on it too much, okay?"
"Whatever you say," I told her, ending the call.
I was miserable over the next few days. I kept an eye on the news, hoping for some word on Heide, but there was nothing -- at all. I tried to locate her using the 360 app, but got nothing. I even called Rye Balled and spoke to Devan, the general manager. He remembered me from the Sunday I stopped by to see him.
"I'm so sorry, Merl," he said. "I haven't heard anything. I promise if I do hear something, you'll be the first one I call."
"Thanks," I said, ending the call. A few days after the initial report, Leanne took me to Meredith and Greg's house so I could pick up Heide's car. I couldn't help but notice the pile of papers on the front porch, and it was obvious no one had been there in a while.
I heard nothing from anyone for nearly five months. I didn't just sit around moping, however. I had a lot of time to think and take inventory of myself when I wasn't busy working on the house. I was still a fairly good-looking guy, not quite 40 years old. I still had a thick head of hair and a well-functioning penis and I was still in relatively good shape. I figured I was still young enough to have a child, provided I could find a woman who would actually want to have a kid with me.
I realized, with some consternation, that my initial thoughts about infidelity were probably a result of the fact that Heide and I married so young. If I were to get married again, there's no doubt I would have to insist on exclusivity. I certainly didn't want to go through what I had experienced with Heide all over again.
I came home one day to find a letter in my mailbox from one Alan Hastings, Esquire, Attorney-at-Law. The letter asked me to contact his office as soon as possible regarding the estate of Heide White, a.k.a., Flaming Red. I called and got an appointment for the next morning.
Alan stood and greeted me with a thin smile when I was ushered into his office. After his receptionist left, he asked me to take a seat.
"Please accept my condolences for your loss," he said. "We got word about four months ago that authorities had determined that everyone on the Mirabella was lost at sea. Your wife's estate has been in probate ever since." He handed me a check and asked me to sign for it. I looked and saw it was for $1.5 million.
"Excuse me, Alan," I said. "I saw a statement not that long ago that said she had over four million in that account. What happened to the rest of it? Taxes?" He shrugged his shoulders.
"No, her account was well below the threshold for estate or inheritance taxes. I don't know what to tell you," he said. "Your wife's federal taxes are current. That's what was in the account when the authorities made their determination, minus her final expenses, which weren't that much. She also indicated that she has a valuable coin and some necklaces, which I believe are currently worth a combined total of about a million dollars."
"Yes, I know where those are," I said.
"Good, because she's given those to you as well as everything else in her estate," he said. "She also left this for you shortly before the cruise," he added, giving me an envelope with my name in her handwriting. "I haven't read it, so I have no idea what it says." I didn't want to read it in front of him, so I put it in my pocket.
"I'll read it later," I said. We finished going through her will, and I signed everywhere he indicated. When he finished, he closed his folder, handed me a copy and looked at me.
"Again, I want to express my deepest condolences," he said. "Are you planning a memorial service for her?"
"No," I said. He seemed a bit shocked to hear that. "You don't understand. We didn't exactly part on the best of terms."
"I understand," he said.
"Plus, I have a hard time believing she's actually dead," I said.
"I can understand that," he told me. "You were married what, 16 years?"
"Yeah," I said.
"Maybe you should speak to a counselor to help you deal with your grief," he said. "If you like, I can recommend someone."
"I'll check around," I said. "Thanks for offering anyway." We said our goodbyes and I left to go back to work. I pulled out the envelope Alan gave me and read the letter Heide wrote.
"My dearest Merl," the letter began. Yeah, right, I thought. I continued reading.
"If you're reading this, then chances are I'm dead. I want to start by telling you that I love you with all my heart and I'm truly sorry things have turned out the way they have. I know you probably don't believe me, and I can understand that. After all, I have been lying to you for a very long time now.
"As you surmised, I've been having sex with other men the whole time we were married. I figured I'd take advantage of the fact that we agreed to an open marriage, and I figured it was only sex and didn't affect our relationship. I should've known better, but I got to liking what I was doing. Then I got pregnant. That happened after a gang-bang with several men.
"I couldn't take the chance that the baby wasn't yours. I knew you would never raise another man's child, so I exercised my legal right and had an abortion. I made sure to do it while you were on one of your trips and I paid cash so you would never know. I also had my tubes tied so I wouldn't get pregnant again. You know I've always hated condoms and I tend to react to birth control pills.
"After that, someone suggested I could make a lot of money having sex. I thought, 'what the hell,' so I started charging. Yeah, I knew it was illegal and I had to be very careful. I came close to getting busted more than once. Anyway, you know how good I am at raising lots of money, and that's exactly what I did.
"At first I hid the money in the attic, but eventually, it got to be too much to hide, and I couldn't exactly take the cash directly to the bank. It wouldn't take very long for them to figure out something wasn't right. And I knew they would have to file all kinds of reports if I deposited too much cash at one time.
"So I bought the necklaces and the coin. I figured that over time, they would be worth a lot more than what I paid for them. I kept doing what I had always done, being careful to only go out when you were away, and hiding the cash in the attic.
"When you quit traveling for work, I had to come up with another plan. I couldn't very well explain going out three or four nights a week without you getting suspicious. Of course, I kept on looking for cheap things I could sell to make extra cash, and that's when I got the idea of working at Rye Balled part time.
"You remember when I started volunteering for the homeless shelter? At first, I really did go there, but after a while, that became my cover. Along with the evening 'shopping trips' with Meredith. By then, I was gone three nights a week. You can imagine what I was really doing.
"When I signed on at Rye Balled, the general manager, Devan, suggested I work as a private contractor. He helped draw up the paperwork and even got someone to help me set up an offshore account in the Cayman Islands. I still had a lot of cash sitting in the attic, so I used most of that to open the account.
"Things just progressed from there. I danced, did lap dances, and had lots of sex with a lot of guys. And no, I didn't have sex with two state senators. It was actually three state senators. Also the governor and a member of Congress (LOL)." I hated seeing that in her letter, since I didn't find any of this funny, but continued reading.
"Then Devan approached me about doing movies and posing for pictures. He said it would help increase my revenue and give me more exposure in the industry, no pun intended. So I signed on. I was supposed to do ten movies over four years and I was promised a royalty check every three months. I've done five so far, and the money has been terrific.
"I got more daring and more open with my activity, and even started having sex in public, in places where you could very easily have caught me. You can blame Spence for part of that. He thought it would be a lot of fun to cuckold you in public. And to be honest, by that time, I thought it would be a lot of fun as well.
"I admit, I lost respect for you during those last several months. And for that, I'm truly sorry. You worked hard to take care of us, while all I did was fuck around on you for my own selfish pleasure and enrichment.
"Do I have regrets? Yes. Oddly enough, I don't regret the sex, but I do regret what I ended up doing to you. I especially regret that I could never give you a child. You would make a terrific father.
"So why am I writing this? I don't know, really. I just have a strange feeling that something might happen, and I wanted you to know the reason I did what I did. All I can do at this point is hope that one day you'll find it in your heart to forgive me. I'm not sure I could if I were in your shoes, but I know you're a much better person than I.
"Please believe me when I say I love you," she wrote, ending the letter with, "Your loving wife, Heide."
I folded the letter back up, put it back in the envelope and tossed it in my desk drawer. I had a very difficult time believing she actually loved me. But could I forgive her? What would be the use of that, I asked myself. She's dead and gone. Right?
I went about my work and a couple days later, I got a visitor at the office, one Alice Hastings. My secretary tapped on the door to get my attention and told me she was there.
"Send her on in, please," I said. Alice, a fairly tall, svelte blonde in a business suit, came into my office. I shook her hand and invited her to sit.
"What can I do for you today, Mrs. Hastings," I said, noticing her rings.
"I'm with First Fidelity Life Insurance Services," she said. "And I'm here to deliver your benefit payment."
"What benefit payment?" I asked. "I don't have a policy with you."
"No, but your wife, Heide White, did," she said. "It was a policy taken out through her place of work."
"I see," I said. "I didn't know she had a policy through her work."
"She did, and she named you as her beneficiary," Alice said, opening her briefcase. She pulled out an envelope and handed it to me. I opened it and found a check for two million dollars.
"Is this for real?" I asked.
"Yes, it is," she said. "The policy was for one million and had a double indemnity clause. Because her death was ruled the result of an accident, or to be more precise, an act of God, you get two million." She handed me some paperwork to sign, which I did.
"Is there anything else?" I asked.
"No," she said. "I just wanted to deliver your payment, Mr. White. Please accept our condolences for your loss."
"Thank you," I said. "For the condolences and the check." She smiled as she stood and we shook hands again. I sat back down after she left. I looked at the check and shook my head. If that don't beat all, I thought to myself. Three-and-a-half million, plus a coin and some necklaces worth a total of about a million dollars. I couldn't help but wonder what might happen next.
Life went on for me. It wasn't exactly what I would call fun, but at least the drama had ended now that Heide and Spence were both out of my life. Leanne, however, decided to play matchmaker, and spent the next couple years fixing me up with dates.
Most of the women she introduced me to were fun and interesting, and I had a good time dating them. I even had sex with quite a few of them. But there was no spark with any of them. That is, until she introduced me to Robyn Carson.
Robyn was a 36-year-old divorcee, having caught her husband in bed with another woman. Strange, I thought. A few years ago, that wouldn't have mattered all that much to me. Now, though, I had a different perspective on things and felt bad for her. I told her my story and we discussed the issue of fidelity.
"So, I take it you're not into the idea of an open marriage?" I asked.
"Oh hell no," she said. "If that's what you want, you might as well stay single." I thought about what she said carefully and realized she had a point.
"You know, I tend to agree," I said. We seemed to hit it off well and dated for another six months before I popped the question. She squealed with delight as she wrapped her arms around me. A little more than a year later, she gave birth to a bouncing baby boy, Robert.



Yes, I thought as I held my newborn son in my arms, this is the way it's supposed to be.
...
Epilogue -- 26 years later:
The woman sat at the table on her balcony, looking out over the sea. She had just read an article on her tablet about the man she once called her husband. According to the article, he just retired from his position as the CEO of an international quick-loan company.
Now a billionaire, he and his wife of more than 20 years were set to embark on a round-the-world cruise. According to the article, their son, Robert, had graduated from the United States Naval Academy at Annapolis, Maryland, with honors, and was now an officer in the United States Marine Corps.
A tear slid down her face as she thought about that. It should've been her son, and it should've been her going on that cruise. But she foolishly threw all that away for sex, fame and money. Her ex-husband -- the man she cuckolded for most of their 16-year marriage -- looked happier than she could ever remember.
Worse yet, he still had his good looks. She watched the video that accompanied the article and couldn't help but notice the way he and his wife looked at each other. They were clearly a couple deeply in love with each other -- the way she and Merl used to be. A reporter asked him the secret of his success.
"Truth, fidelity and the love of a wonderful woman," he said with a smile, taking a glance at the brunette standing next to him. A sob escaped her mouth as she touched the screen. Why was I so damn stupid, she asked herself.
It had been 26 years -- 26 years this month, in fact -- since the Mirabella capsized, sending everyone to their deaths. Well, not everyone. There was one survivor: Heide White, a.k.a., "Flaming Red," every man's wet dream. A married prostitute and porno star, ready, willing and able to spread her legs at the drop of a hat for anyone with a hard dick and the right amount of cash.
She remembered that God-awful night as if it were just yesterday. She remembered barely grabbing her purse when the vessel went on its side. She managed, somehow, to get into one of the few life rafts that were left. She remembered seeing her friend, Meredith, as she slipped under the water, her eyes and mouth open in panic. She reached out to save her friend, but couldn't get to her in time.
For days, she huddled under the tarp on the raft, trying in vain to protect herself from the elements. Several times, she heard the sound of a helicopter in the distance, but the rescuers never saw her. She tried to get the sounds of the screaming passengers out of her head, but to no avail. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw Meredith looking up at her from the watery depths.
As she bobbed helplessly in the sea, she came to the realization that she would never be rescued. Perhaps, she thought, that would be a good thing. After all, she would have to explain what she was doing in the wheelhouse that night that distracted the helmsman so much he was unable to respond to the danger ahead.
Somewhere out there in the sea, she understood that all those deaths were her fault, and she would have to answer for that. Perhaps it would be best if she died out there, all alone, in the middle of the sea. The raft had a few supplies, which included a few tins of food and a small canteen of fresh water. She rationed her supplies and managed to keep herself alive until a fishing boat came by and pulled her out.
The captain of the fishing boat said they were going to George Town on the Grand Cayman Island. She knew that was where her bank was located. Perfect, she thought. They fed, clothed and took care of her until they reached their destination. She thanked the captain with a handful of $100 bills she pulled from her purse and asked for directions to the bank.
Fortunately for her, she still had her passport in her purse, so she was able to access her account and get some walking around money. A little more than two months and some $75,000 later, Heide White, a.k.a., "Flaming Red," was gone, replaced by Anita Garrity, an American expatriate from Boston.
Of course, all of her papers and documents had been forged, but they were good enough to pass muster with the local officials. She didn't even look like the same woman who left her husband a little more than two months ago.
With a check worth just over $2 million in hand, she made her way to Costa Rica, where she bought a modest but comfortable home on the shore of the Caribbean. She lived there in relative obscurity from that time on, periodically keeping tab on her ex-husband. She had hoped that he might try to find her, to tell her that he forgave her, but it never happened.
She saw that the government chalked the Mirabella incident up to a freak storm and had declared all hands lost at sea, which meant she was -- at least as far as the government was concerned -- dead. Still, she knew the truth would eventually come out as it always did. So she stayed in hiding. But it wasn't easy. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw her friend Meredith, pleading for help as she slipped deeper into the water.
Eight months after the government declaration, she saw that Rye Balled had been raided. The club was shut down permanently, and a number of arrests had been made. Of course, by then, "Flaming Red" had been replaced by a younger, more nubile and blonde version of what she used to be. Over time, the world forgot that Red had ever existed.
She also read about Spencer's stint in the county jail. After his release, he was destroyed by a very vindictive wife who took him to the cleaners in her divorce. She never heard anything more about him after that. Rudy was eventually recalled and left the city in disgrace. The governor and state senators she had hooked up with went on to get re-elected.
She carried on with her new life, and worked to remain as reclusive as possible. She got to know many of the locals and became quite fluent in Spanish. She sometimes spoke with other expatriates, but never dated or formed any close relationships with any of them out of concern one of them might recognize her.
Her dreams continued and became even more vivid as time went on. Eventually, the Meredith in her dreams began calling out to her, begging her to join them. More than once, she was tempted to end her self-exile with an overdose of sleeping pills, but she managed somehow to resist the temptation.
Recently, she had been diagnosed with a rare form of cancer for which there was no treatment. The doctors all told her she had maybe six months to live. Anita, or rather, Heide, did what she had always done and planned her own demise. She was determined not to rot away in a hospice somewhere. She would die as she lived -- on her own terms.
After turning her tablet off, she looked at the paperwork in front of her. She double-checked to make sure everything was in order and signed it on the bottom. She wrote a note to Lupe, the 40-ish local woman who had been her only real friend for the last 15 years. She knew that Lupe would be around in the next day or so to check up on her as she always did.
"Lupe," she began. "I'm leaving to join some friends I haven't seen in years," she added in her best Spanish. "Because of my diagnosis, I won't be coming back. Thank you for your kindness and your friendship these many years. It has meant more to me than you can know. The house and everything in it is yours. I have also signed over the balance of my bank account to you. Please give my love to your wonderful family. All my love, Anna."
She put the letter and the forms where she knew Lupe would see them when she came by. Wracked with pain, she made her way to the dock where a small wooden motor boat was tied. She had already checked and knew that everything she needed was already on board -- extra gas, check; drill, check; diver's weights, check; tequila and sleeping pills, check.
Her plan was simple and easy. When she reached her destination, she would don the diver's weights, drill holes in the boat so it would fill with water and sink, then take a handful of sleeping pills with some tequila to numb the pain. Afterward, she would slip into the water and no one would ever know where she went. She climbed in the boat after untying it from the dock and started it up. She looked back at her house and bid it farewell, then headed out, going northeast.
"I'm coming, Meredith," she said quietly, tears falling down her cheeks. "I'll be with you soon."
...
The end...
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The Plant Pt. 03 - Colony
The following is the third entry in my series, "The Plant," and is set about three months after "The Plant Pt. 02 - Spores."It may help to read the first two stories in the series to understand the full context of what is happening here.
I realize it has been about a year and a half since I last touched this series, but after finishing "Merl and Heide," I decided to take a detour from the tragic and sometimes sad world of cheating spouses for a bit.In other words, this is quite different from my usual offerings...
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...
Ending of The Plant Pt. 02 -- Spores:
Donning the communicator's headpiece, she printed the map the council had placed in her head, wondering why they had chosen to give her this piece of information.
She studied the map, which included air currents for her location and realized it came from a local meteorological website. She also saw a fairly complex equation on the map and realized the council had provided this to her so she could determine the approximate location of the spores emitted by the female plant in her last minutes of life.
She plugged the equation into her computer and instantly realized what the council had given her. She made notes on the map and decided to check out the areas she had marked.
She walked around the neighborhood, taking notes as she went. A few weeks later, she noticed something odd. Strange plants were beginning to sprout in the areas marked on her map. Some of them, unfortunately, had taken root in areas that were constantly being mowed, but there quite a few that had started to germinate in areas that weren't regularly maintained.
Quite a few had even managed to land in the local park, in the shade of some very large trees. She made a note of these areas and decided she would find a way to feed these plants. A few of them were female, but, she noticed, the vast majority were male. Growing in the wild like this, she knew the plants would take longer than normal to mature.
But, she wondered, was this the beginning of a new Gingravik colony? Could the male plants entice other human females or would they choose to gravitate to the female Gingravik? What would be the result of human sperm mixed with Gingravik female DNA? Would she be able to communicate with these hybrids? Would these plants be as monogamous as native Gingravik? Would they follow the High Council and participate in the final remedy? Each question brought about even more questions.
Perhaps, she thought with a wicked grin, she could get the local conservationists to lobby on behalf of the new species of plant. She began to laugh at the irony. Imagine, she thought, humans lobbying to protect the very species that would eventually replace them all. Maybe she could even get the plants listed as an endangered species, forcing the humans to relocate out of the area.
"Praise Marsook," she said to no one in particular. Laughing and singing, she walked home, a spring in her step. Yes, she thought, that would be the ultimate irony.
...
And now, The Plant Pt. 03 -- Colony:
April Jennings, May Carlson and June Benning sat in the park on their blanket, enjoying the warm air and the food they had brought with them. It was a wonderful day for a picnic, and the fresh air was just what they needed to help get their minds off their work.
Known in their dorm as the "Calendar Girls" for obvious reasons, the three graduate students were good friends who spent a lot of their free time together talking about this or that. Sometimes, they got together to study, or just share gossip in the student common area, but other times, they would go out for happy hour or simply get together for a nice lunch in the park, weather permitting.
They often bragged about their boyfriends or talked about whatever they might have seen on the news or heard in class. Today, they simply wanted to get out into the fresh air before the weather turned bad. It was, after all, mid-September, and they knew that the nice temperatures wouldn't last for too much longer.
"This was a good idea you had," June said as she took a bite from the shrimp salad sandwich April had made for them.
"Yes, it was," May added as she finished her sandwich. "It's so nice out today. It would be a shame to let it go to waste."
"Well, if you guys don't mind, I think I'll go see if there's any fresh berries to pick," April said. "The last time I was here, there were several bushes full of wild berries just past the tree line."
"Go for it," June said. "I think I'll just lay here and soak up some sun."
"Yeah, me too," May said. "Besides, that sandwich filled me up. I may just take a nap."
"Okay," April said, standing up. "I'll be right back." She grabbed a small basket and headed into the trees. About a half hour later, they heard April calling out to them.
"Hey you guys, come check this out," she yelled. May and June ran into the trees, wondering what their friend had found. They saw her, bending over, looking at a plant that was a bit more than a foot high.
"What's up?" June asked as they came to April's side.
"Take a look at this," April said. "Have you ever seen anything like it before?" May bent over and took a close look at the plant. Her eyes were instantly drawn to the strange pustules at the end of stalks coming up from the middle of the plant. She counted twelve in all.
"Yeah, come to think of it," she said. "The last time I went out with Mike Jenkins." The other girls laughed.
"You're so bad," April said.
"I'm serious," May said. "They look like little penises. Complete with testicles. They're kinda cute if you ask me."
"Yeah, and they even feel kinda like little penises, too," June said. "Look," she added as she held one in her hand. "They even grow a bit when you stroke them." As they looked, one of the pustules seemed to have grown a full two inches longer as June stroked it. It even appeared to get bigger in girth as well.
"Wow, that is bigger than Mike Jenkins," May said with a laugh.
"Get serious," April said.
"I am," May told her. "Have you ever gone out with him?"
"No, and I don't intend to," April shot back.
"I wonder what they taste like," June said as she started to put one of the pustules in her mouth.
"Don't do that," April exclaimed. "For all you know, they could be poisonous. And you have no idea who or what might've peed on them." June recoiled as April said that.
"Oh my God," she said. "I never even thought about that."
"Hey, what's this?" May asked, pointing to something on one of the leaves. April looked at what May was pointing at and saw a droplet of what looked like dew. She wiped it up with a finger and examined it closely. She sniffed at it, but there was no odor. She was tempted to taste it, but decided against it, not knowing what it was. She wiped her finger on the leg of her jeans and thought nothing more of it. A few seconds later, she reacted as June cried out.
"Your jeans," she said. "Look!" April looked down and saw a long, ragged hole in her jeans where she had wiped her finger. "Isn't that where you wiped your finger?"
"Yes, it is," April said. "Good thing I was going to cut holes in these anyway. I guess we'd better leave this plant alone for now."
"What are you planning?" May asked.
"I'm going to take some pictures, then come back later today and get some samples, maybe a leaf or two," April told her. "I'll show this to my botany teacher and see what he can make of it. In the meantime, I suggest staying away from it until we know more."
"I think that's a very good idea," May said.
"Yeah, me too," June said. "And to think I almost put one of those things in my mouth. Damn." April pulled out her cell phone and took several pictures of the plant, going out of her way to avoid the leaves. After she finished, the three girls packed their things and headed back to the dormitory.
...
Margaret sat in her office, looking at the map on her wall. She wasn't happy. Not at all. Of the male Human-Gingravik hybrids that germinated after the spores settled down, almost 90 percent had died. She chalked this up to the climate and the soil composition, which wasn't exactly the optimum for Gingravik. She did her best to keep them virile, but it just wasn't enough. Fortunately, the council understood her dilemma and didn't hold it against her.
"It was an experiment," the head science councilor told her. "We all understood the potential risk. There's no need for self-recrimination, Facilitator. You have performed admirably for us. Perhaps the survivors may be useful in producing the drones necessary for the final task."
"Thank you, Councilor," Margaret said. "Marsook's will be done."
"Of course," the councilor said.
"In the meantime," another councilor said. "It would probably be best to focus on the compound. I understand you have already moved the Queen Mother and her Gingravik consort, is that correct?"
"It is, councilor," she said. "And the Queen Mother has been briefed on the mission objectives. She is in full agreement."
"Good," he said. "We will send you instructions for our upcoming operation. I suggest you make the necessary preparations."
"As you wish, Councilor," Margaret said. "And if I may be so bold, what does this operation entail?"
"You will be made aware of the details when necessary, Facilitator," the councilor said.
"Yes, Excellency," she said. "It will be as you say."
"Very well," the councilor said. "Make it so." The connection ended, Margaret patiently waited for the encrypted instructions to arrive. When they did, she read them with interest and wondered what the High Council had in mind.
...
Theresa Hemmings stood at the railing, taking in the activity on the floor below her. Next to her was Bernie in his motorized cart. As always, Theresa was naked. She had long ago quit wearing clothing while in her apartment.
Since moving to her new quarters at the compound, she quit wearing clothing altogether, and chose to remain naked. The idea of covering any part of her body had become repugnant to her. She enjoyed the freedom her nudity afforded her and it also made it easier for Bernie to copulate with her when the desire struck.
Bernie, a true Gingravik, was no ordinary being. And he was much more than her consort. He was her reason for existence and she loved him with all her heart, body and soul. To the normal human eye, he appeared as a large leafy plant with a thick central stalk and a dozen large pustules that bore an uncanny resemblance to the human penis.
What the human eye could not detect was the near telepathic link between Theresa and the plant. Nor could the human eye detect the love the plant being had for Theresa. The fact is, Theresa not only had no need or desire for clothing, she had no need or desire for what most humans would call "food" although she did consume a fair amount of water, or tea, made from leaves the plant generously provided for her.
The plant even provided her with nutritional supplements that kept her healthy and nubile. Since adjusting his proteins, Theresa had not even suffered so much as a sniffle or a headache in the last three and a half years.
"Shall we inspect the troops?" Theresa thought, directing her question at the intelligent plant next to her.
"As you wish, my queen," Bernie replied in her mind. Theresa turned and followed the lush red carpet down the stairs as Bernie -- whose real name is unpronounceable by humans -- worked the controls of his cart to maneuver down the plank next to the stairs. He considered offering her a ride, but knew she would deny the offer, preferring to stimulate the beings below with her grace and beauty while showing that she was not one who needed to be carried about everywhere she went.
When she reached the bottom of the staircase, a matronly woman came to attention.
"The subjects are ready for your inspection, Excellency," the matron said. Theresa smiled and nodded her head.
"We shall see, Matron," she said. "We shall see." The matron barked an order and the 80 nude humanoid beings came to attention, their large cocks jutting in front of them.
"All of the subjects are well within the designated specifications," the Matron said.
"Very well," Theresa said. She slowly walked in front of the first rank, admiring their chiseled facial features, their beautifully-sculpted bodies and their large cocks. They were, indeed, magnificent specimens of masculinity. If she were an unattached human female, she might find herself attracted to one or more of them.
But the truth was, she felt no sexual attraction to any of them. That was reserved for her one true love, the plant being in the cart next to her. Additionally, all of these beings had come from her body. In essence, they were her "children," the result of the union between her and Bernie. After inspecting the first rank, she turned to the second.
Her head flit back and forth as she inspected the rear of the first rank while checking out the front of the second. She smiled as she inspected her progeny. She turned to the third rank, repeating what she had done for the first two. About halfway down the line, however, she stopped, a slight frown on her face. She looked at the penis of the being in front of her and noticed that while it was quite large, it was flaccid. She looked the being in the face before speaking.
"Does my nudity offend you?" she asked.
"No, My Queen Mother," the being said in perfect English.
"Then correct yourself," she said. "Immediately."
"Yes, My Queen Mother," the being responded. Theresa looked down and saw the thing's cock had instantly become fully erect, and appeared to be a full 10 inches in length. It appeared to be one of the largest and thickest she had seen so far today. She smiled and looked back up.
"Much better, my son," she said. "Much better. You will do well among the women of this race."
"Thank you, My Queen Mother," the thing said in response. Smiling, Theresa moved on and finished her inspection. She and Bernie went to the front of the group and conferred with the Matron.
"You have done quite well, Matron," she said. "As you noted, their specifications are well within our expectations. Their pigmentation even appears to be more than adequate."
"Thank you, My Queen Mother," she said.
"I believe it is time to send them forth," Theresa said. "Make the necessary preparations."
"As you wish, My Queen Mother," the Matron said, clicking her heels. "Would you honor us by giving the order?"
"Of course, Matron," Theresa said with a smile. She stood in front of the assembled group, her feet spread shoulder-width.
"You are ready, my children," she said. "It is time to go forth, breed and multiply. The Matron will see to all your arrangements. May Marsook follow you and watch over you in your travels."
"YES, MY QUEEN MOTHER!" they said in unison. She smiled and turned to the Matron.
"Please keep me informed of their progress," she said.
"Yes, my Queen Mother," the older woman said. Theresa and Bernie made their way back up the stairs to the landing. She turned and watched the activity below as the new breeders were prepared for their first excursion into the rat-race known as the human world.
She thought back over the last few years -- how she had changed and morphed into the voluptuous beauty she is today. It wasn't that long ago that she was a mousy, unattractive, flat-chested woman with no future and no one who truly understood or loved her. Back then, most people went out of their way to avoid her. And men? Well, let's just say they weren't exactly attracted to her, at all.
But that all changed when Bernie came into her life. He saw her potential, and turned her into the sexual creature she is today. When Margaret told her the truth about Bernie and what he represented, she was shocked for a bit, and expressed concern.
"Are they here to wipe us all out?" she asked Margaret at the time.
"No, dear," Margaret said. "The Gingravik aren't here to wipe us out. The Gingravik love life. They wish to coexist. They're here to make our lives better. Do you remember what I told you when you first birthed? You asked me what the pods represented. I told you they represent the future. A future without war, without poverty, hunger, disease or pestilence, a future without strife and division. That's a future worth working for, is it not?"
"Yes, it is," Theresa said.
"And that's the future the Gingravik want for us all," Margaret added. "But they need our help. You've gotten to know and love Bernie, right?"
"Yes," Theresa said. "I can't imagine living without him."
"That's what they want for everybody," Margaret said. Bernie explained more to Theresa using the mental link they had already established. She learned, for example, that the Gingravik were an extremely advanced race that dominated several planets in the Milky Way, having developed a form of space travel and communications that made their exploration much easier.
She also learned that the Gingravik were a fiercely-monogamous race that mated for life. They were especially interested in the human race and were quite fond of the human female form. Their goal, he explained to her as best he could, was not military conquest -- although that could be an option if it was necessary -- but rather a partnership. Of course, they would be the senior partner in any relationship.
The ultimate goal was the betterment of the Gingravik, and as much as possible, the betterment of the human species as a whole. Together, he explained, they could face any challenge that might befall either species.
Theresa finally understood and saw the truth of it for herself in the mirror. Bernie loved her in a way no human ever had -- not even her parents. Because of him, she was desirable, powerful and free of disease. She had no need for the trappings of humanity anymore.
She eagerly accepted her role and her position in the New Order. She opened herself up even more to her lover and soaked up everything he told her about the Gingravik. She began to understand that they were far superior in every way to the puny and often petty species that occupied this planet. She swore her loyalty to the Empire and in return was officially named the Queen Mother of Earth by the High Council.
For his role, the Council honored Bernie, making him her official Consort. He accepted it in the stoic manner of the Gingravik, but he was, nevertheless, proud. Theresa and Bernie were officially united in the Gingravik way, making them the equivalent of husband and wife, to be united until death. Theirs was the first union of its kind, and, she hoped, would be a model for all mankind. She turned to Bernie.
"I could really use an orgasm right about now, my love," she whispered. The plant reacted happily and formed a seat with two of its larger leaves. She took the hint and sat down, reverse cowgirl style. She had long ago discarded all of her inhibitions along with her desire to wear clothing and spread her legs wide as Bernie moved one of his large penis-shaped pustules to the entrance of her wet, shaved pussy.
She moaned as she guided him inside her. She knew everyone below could see what she was doing, and that excited her even more. She wanted them all to see her get fucked by her lover. She leaned back as Bernie caressed her now-full breasts with his leaves.



"Feed me, my love," she moaned. "Please." Bernie moved one of his other large pustules toward her face. She opened her mouth wide and took it inside, letting his naturally-sweet ejaculate coat her throat. Bernie continued fucking her as she eagerly swallowed, and soon, she trembled as her orgasm hit.
"Don't stop, my love," she said in her mind. "Keep fucking your woman." Bernie obliged, replacing the first pustule with another. "Oh yes, don't ever stop fucking me, my love. I love you so much."
"And I love you as well, my queen," the plant said in her mind.
...
After dropping off her friends, April made her way to her private room in the dormitory. She went into her small kitchenette and grabbed a few Tupperware containers along with some small plastic bags for samples. She left the dorm and made a stop at the local Home Depot, where she purchased a pot, a shovel, a bag of latex gloves and a bag of potting soil. After loading up her car, she went back to the park.
She knew she didn't have a lot of time before it would be dark, so she quickly made her way to the plant, donned her gloves and collected more of the dew she had encountered earlier, placing it in the Tupperware containers. She closed the containers and marked them. Then she collected some of the leaves laying on the ground next to the plant and put those in plastic Ziplock baggies. She also collected soil samples.
Grabbing her shovel, she carefully dug the plant up. She put some of the potting soil in the pot and carefully transferred the plant from the ground into the pot, filling it the rest of the way with potting soil. She lifted the pot and carefully carried it back to her car.
After loading the rest of her things, she wiped her face and hands and checked to make sure her clothing was still intact. Convinced that she had managed to avoid getting more of the substance on her, she drove back to the dorm.
It took a bit of effort, but she finally got the potted plant back into her room and placed it on a stand close to her bed. She placed the samples in a paper bag and set that close to the door so she wouldn't forget to take it with her on Monday. Tired, she took a shower and changed into her soft pajamas.
She grabbed a spray bottle of water she used to mist her other plants and gave the new addition a few squirts. She looked at it for a moment and noticed that it appeared to have perked up some since she first took it out of the ground. She opened her phone and looked at the picture she took earlier, comparing it to the plant now sitting in her room. Yes, she thought. It HAS perked up a bit.
She looked at one of the penis-shaped pustules and saw that it appeared to have gotten larger since she first saw it. Odd, she thought. She took it in one hand and was shocked when it began to get hard, just like a real penis. What the hell, she asked herself. She also noticed that it was warm. How is this possible?
Almost instinctively, she began stroking the small plant penis, and was shocked when it got even harder, and yes, a bit bigger as well. This thing was reacting just like her boyfriend, she thought. Out of curiosity, she kept stroking it, the same way she would stroke her boyfriend's cock. Soon, she saw a drop form on the head.
She threw caution to the wind and ignored the warning she had given June earlier that day. She opened her mouth and put the pustule on her tongue. Closing her mouth, she began sucking on it, just as she would her boyfriend. Before long, it ejaculated, surprising her.
She swallowed without thinking and noticed that it had a fruity taste that reminded her of tangerines. She felt a tingling between her legs and quickly took the now-soft pustule out of her mouth. This couldn't possibly be happening, she thought to herself.
She noticed more of the dew had formed on the leaves. She carefully took some of it on her fingers and had a wicked thought. She opened her pajama top and spread some of it on one of her nipples. She felt a jolt go through her body as she applied the dew and realized that she was actually wet between her legs. What the hell just happened, she asked herself.
She carefully wiped her finger with a tissue, and saw that the Kleenex had disintegrated almost immediately. She licked her fingers and carefully removed her pajama top, not wanting it to get damaged. Feeling herself getting excited, she removed her bottoms, along with her panties. Feeling herself getting even more excited, she took some of the dew and began masturbating, rubbing her pussy lips with abandon.
She had another wicked idea and grabbed her dildo out of her nightstand. She put some of the dew on the fake phallus and inserted it inside herself.
"Ahhhh," she moaned as soon as it was firmly embedded inside her pussy. She had never felt so wanton or horny before in her life, not even with any of her boyfriends. She began fucking herself furiously, pounding the dildo inside her pussy. As she did so, she noticed another of the pustules had grown even larger.
She couldn't help herself. She opened her mouth and began sucking on it with one hand as she fucked herself with her dildo. Her orgasm hit when the pustule sprayed its stuff into her mouth. She came so hard that she literally soaked her bottom sheet.
After coming down from her orgasm, she got up, changed her sheets and climbed back in bed, naked. She normally didn't sleep that way, but she somehow felt compelled to this night. She softly stroked herself as she drifted off to sleep, dreaming of disembodied cocks ravishing her body.
She woke up, feeling more refreshed than she normally did and went into the bathroom to take her morning shower. After drying herself off, she looked at the plant and was surprised to see that it had perked up even more overnight. She saw more of the dew on its leaves and collected it, placing it in a Tupperware container. After what happened last night, she thought she would try it again tonight -- all for science, of course, she snickered to herself. She misted the plant one more time and got dressed.
Carrying the paper bag with her samples, she made her way to the botany lab, hoping to see Dr. Johnson, her teacher, friend and mentor. On the way, she spotted her boyfriend, Steve Williams. He was standing with a group of his friends, talking and joking. When he spotted her, he smiled and came over to her, giving her a quick kiss on the lips.
"Hey, sweetie," he said. "You look wonderful this morning. You try some new facial cream or something?" She chuckled at that.
"No, why do you ask?" she asked him.
"I don't know," he said. "Your skin just seems to glow even more than normal."
"Well thank you," she said. "Flattery will get you everywhere."
"Hey listen, some of the guys and I were talking about going to the Hitching Post tonight for some beer and wings," he said. "We thought we might catch a game or something. You wanna come along?"
"Would you mind taking a rain check on that?" she asked. "I have a pretty big project I'll be working on."
"Sure," he said with a smile. "Maybe this weekend then?"
"Yeah, that sounds good," she said. "See ya then, stud." She gave him a kiss and they went their separate ways. On the way to the botany lab, she ran into her friends, May and June.
"Girl, you look good this morning," May said. "You get a piece of Steve last night or something?"
"Nah, just got a good night's sleep for a change," April told her.
"Where are you off to?" June asked.
"I'm taking some samples to the botany lab," April said. "I'm hoping Dr. Johnson will take a look at them."
"So you really went back out there, huh?" May asked.
"Yeah, I did," April said.
"Well, let us know what you find out," June said.
"I will," April told her. "See y'all."
"See ya, girlfriend," May said as they parted ways. April finally got to the botany lab and saw Dr. Johnson in one corner talking to another student. She put her books down and waited for him to finish. When the student left, she approached him.
"Good morning, Dr. Johnson," she said. He looked at her and smiled.
"Well good morning yourself, April," he said with a smile. "You look bright-eyed and bushy-tailed this morning. I trust you had a good weekend."
"I did, thank you," she said.
"So, what can I do for you this morning?" he asked.
"I have some samples of a plant I found in the park over the weekend and I was wondering if you had some time to work on them with me," she said. "I've never seen anything like this."
"Well, let's see what you have," he told her. She put the bag down and pulled out the samples. Then she pulled out her phone and showed him the pictures she had taken.
"You're right," he said. "This is an unusual specimen. I don't believe that I've ever seen anything quite like this, either. It does remind me of pictures I've seen of a Nepenthes pitcher plant, though. You say you found this in the park?" She knew about the plant he spoke of -- it was supposedly the largest of the meat-eating plants and lived mostly off bugs.
"Yes, Dr. Johnson," she said. He picked up a Tupperware container that held the dew she collected from the leaves.
"Where did you get this?" he asked.
"I scraped it off the leaves," she said. "Be careful," she added as he opened the container. "I got some on my jeans and it ate right through the material."
"Really?" he asked, surprised. "Well, we'll have to break out some PPE then." He grabbed some latex gloves and pulled out two rubberized aprons. They put the gear on and slid a clear face shield over their eyes.
"Let's get some of this into the mass spectrometer," he said. "See what we can find out." They put the sample in the machine and Dr. Johnson started the process.
"What about DNA?" she asked. "You think we can do that here?"
"Well, we have the rudimentary equipment, but that could take some time," he said. "What the hell. Let's take a stab at it and see what we get." They took some of the leaves she collected and started the analysis. Curious, Dr. Johnson put one of the leaves under a strong microscope. After looking, he turned on a monitor so they could both take a look. "Interesting," he said.
"What's that, Dr. Johnson," she asked.
"Well, this looks like a normal plant cell, but there's a couple bodies in there I can't identify," he said, pointing to two round blobs in the screen.
"That does look odd," she said. "Take a look at this," she added, pointing to a couple of squiggly lines that seemed to end close to each other.
"Hmm," he said. "That almost looks like a synapse," he added.
"You think this thing has a nervous system?" she asked, surprised.
"Well, as you know, April, plants do have a rudimentary system that uses glutamates as neurotransmitters," he said. "But this looks to be much more advanced than that. I've never seen anything quite like this. Where is this plant now?"
"I transferred it to a pot and it's in my room right now," she said.
"I'd like to get a closer look at this plant of yours," he said. "Do you think you can bring it by later today?"
"I don't know," she said. "I had a heck of a time getting the pot into my dorm room. It's pretty heavy."
"Tell you what," he said. "I'll come by with a cart after class this afternoon and we can transport it here if you don't mind. Will that be okay?"
"Sure," she said. "I don't have anything scheduled for this evening."
"Alright," he said. "I'll see you about 4:30 if that works for you. The rest of the analysis we started will be complete by then."
"Great," she said. "Thanks, Dr. Johnson. I'll see you later."
"You're welcome, April," he told her. He watched her leave then turned back to the screen, a frown forming on his face. "What are you and where did you come from, my friend," he asked himself.
...
Margaret sat in her office looking at the flashing dot on her screen. She had gone to the park earlier to check on the plants that had sprouted and noticed that one of them had been removed. After tending to the others, she rushed back to her shop and fired up her locator application, setting it to detect the location of human-Gingravik hybrids in the general area. She needed to know what happened to the plant that had been taken.
She focused on the blinking dot and cross-referenced it with her map application. After zooming in on the dot, she realized that it was located at one of the dormitories at the local university. What was it doing there, she asked herself. As she watched, the dot began to move. Eventually, it stopped moving when it reached another one of the university's buildings. A quick check showed that the building housed the college's advanced science department.
Shit, she thought. This wasn't good. Not at all. She ran her hands over the controls of her equipment and tried to focus on the plant's visual receptors, but the hybrid simply wasn't advanced enough for that, but she was finally able to tune into the plants audio receptors. She cleaned up the audio until she got a clear signal, then amplified it.
...
"Damn, this thing is heavy," Dr. Johnson said. They lifted the plant onto one of the tables in the lab and wheeled it into a small room. "Alright, let's take a look at what's inside this thing, shall we?" They both donned protective jackets and took their position inside the separate control booth. Dr. Johnson flipped a switch, then flipped it off a few seconds later.
He pulled out a cassette that had been positioned behind one of the more prominent pustules and put it inside another device that would develop the photo.
"While that's developing, why don't we take a look at our tests from earlier today?" he asked.
"Sounds good," April said. He pulled out the DNA test and shook his head.
"This can't be right," he said.
"What do you mean?" she asked.
"Unless I miss my guess, this indicates that our friend over there shares 65 percent of its DNA with human beings," he said.
"That can't be possible, can it?" she asked.
"Well, about half of a bananas DNA is shared with humans," he said. "Hell, cows share about 80 percent of our DNA. And we share about 99 percent of our DNA with lettuce. So this doesn't really surprise me. Keep in mind that the DNA molecules in plants and animals, including human beings, are essentially the same. Without getting too much in the weeds, the primary difference is in how they are sequenced and used. In the case of our friend here, much of the sequencing is exactly the same as for human beings."
He put a long sequence of letters, consisting of T, C, A and G. He put another one directly under it. April saw the similarities.
"The top line is a sequence of human DNA," he said. "Below that is a sequence from our plant. Notice how similar they are."
"My God, they're almost identical," she said.
"Yes, they are," he told her. "The key word being 'almost.' The real puzzle though, is how those sequences are used. I think we need to bring in some geneticists and see what they have to say."
"Okay," she said. "What about the mass spectrometer analysis?" He grabbed a printout and showed it to her.
"Mostly enzymes and proteins," he said. "Pretty much what I would expect to see in a leaf. There are a couple compounds I can't identify, but the molecular breakdown doesn't suggest anything harmful to humans. In fact, I suspect those leaves would produce a very nice hot cup of tea."
"Seriously?" she asked.
"Absolutely," he said. "Why don't you try brewing a cup tonight and see what you think?"
"Maybe I'll do that," she said with a laugh. Just then, they heard a ding.
"Ah, our photo is ready," he said. He pulled out the cassette and extracted a black and white photo. He placed it in a light board mounted on the wall and turned the light on.
"What are we looking at?" she asked.
"I'm not a medical doctor, but offhand, I'd say we're looking at an X-ray of a penis," he said. "Complete with a set of functioning testicles." She stepped closer and looked at it carefully.
"My God, you're right, Dr. Johnson," she said.
"It's probably how this plant reproduces," he said. "I have a feeling there may be a female version of this thing out there in the woods somewhere."
"I didn't see anything that would indicate that," she said.
"You probably weren't looking for it," he said. "Why don't we go out and look around sometime, maybe later this week or over the weekend?"
"Yeah, I think that would be a good idea," she said.
"Well, let's get this back over to your dorm room," he said. "I think we've done all we can do for one day. I would suggest you take copious notes. I'll talk to the bio-chem folks and see if they might be interested in this little mystery."
"You'd do that?" she asked.
"Sure," he said. "I'd like to learn something about this plant myself. C'mon, let's get this back." They picked up the potted plant and set it back down on the cart, then headed for April's dorm room. For a moment, she felt somewhat guilty about not revealing what she had done with the dew, but her guilt faded fast. Besides, she reasoned to herself, there really wasn't anything to suggest the dew had any role in what she experienced.
...
Margaret made a copy of the conversation she just heard, wrote out a report and sent it to the Council. They would definitely be interested in this turn of events, she thought. Hopefully, they wouldn't see it as a potential security breach.
She made a note of the plant's location in the dormitory, then sent the report. Perhaps, she thought, I'll need to pay young April a little visit...
...
After placing the plant back on her nightstand, April thanked Dr. Johnson for his help, then sat down and finished her homework. She looked at her watch and realized she hadn't eaten since lunch and the canteen would only be open for another half hour, so she went and grabbed a burger.
She got back and looked at the plant closely. Is it my imagination, or has it filled out since last night, she asked herself. She pulled out her phone and compared the plant to the photo she took over the weekend. Sure enough, it had appeared to fill out just a bit. Even the penis-like pustules appeared to be larger and more healthy than before. She removed her clothes and sat on her bed, looking closely at the plant. She didn't want to risk any damage from the dew on the leaves.
She took some of the leaves from her sample and followed Dr. Johnson's suggestion. She made a cup of hot tea and took a tentative taste. She was surprised at the naturally-sweet flavor. On top of that, it seemed to calm her nerves considerably.
As she sipped her tea, she had a wicked idea. She got up and grabbed the Tupperware container that held the dew she collected earlier. She put some on one of her nipples and felt the reaction, but this seemed to be stronger for some reason. She put a bit more on her other nipple and got the same reaction.
Placing some of the dew on her dildo, she ran it along her slit and found that herself getting rather excited. She put the dildo all the way inside herself and began fucking herself with it. She licked her lips and put one of the larger pustules in her mouth, sucking it as she would Steve. She felt it grow and get hard, so she kept on sucking as she ran the dildo in and out of her dripping pussy.
She felt the pustule tense up in her mouth and welcomed the sweet stuff that shot down her throat. She swallowed eagerly and fucked herself even faster. She heard something rustle and stopped long enough to look at the plant.
To her amazement, all the pustules were long and hard, perhaps six inches long or so. On top of that, they were moving! As she watched in amazement, the stalks bent forward toward her wet pussy and seemed to be reaching out for her. This can't be real, she thought to herself.
Crazed with lust, she spread her legs wide in front of the plant and watched to see what it would do. As she watched with amazement, one pustule entered her wet pussy and began fucking her. She couldn't believe what she was seeing. She didn't even have to hold the thing -- it was doing this all by itself. How is this possible, she asked herself.



She didn't have much time to consider her question as the thing grew even larger and pumped away inside her, driving her to heights of lust she hadn't ever felt before. She began to respond, bucking her hips as the thing drove into her. As it thrust inside her, she saw another pustule move toward her pussy.
She spread her legs as wide as she could and watched in amazement as the second pustule pushed its way in her pussy alongside the first. They kept fucking her and eventually synchronized themselves so one was pushing in as the other pulled back. The action was driving her crazy with desire and she moaned with the pleasure they were giving her.
A third pustule had found her face and was pushing at her lips. She got the hint and opened her mouth, letting it work its way down her throat. She closed her lips and sucked it, running her tongue over the head. It shot its load down her gullet the same time the other two ejaculated inside her pussy. She felt her own orgasm wash over her, but she didn't get much time to revel in it.
Two more pustules had replaced the first two in her pussy and another replaced the one in her mouth. The first one made its way to her pussy and squeezed inside with the other two. My God, she thought. There's THREE of these things fucking my pussy. And it feels so damn GOOD! A second orgasm ripped through her body as the second group of pustules filled her with their ejaculate.
The process repeated itself twice more as the other six pustules took their turns fucking her. By the time they were finished, April was a quivering mass of naked female flesh. All she could think of was, "more..." But she knew her body couldn't handle any more. As the plant returned to its normal state, she began to take stock of herself.
Looking down, she saw gobs of yellowish-white "semen" dripping out of her pussy, which was gaping wider than she ever thought was possible. Some of it had gotten on her bed and her sheet was destroyed. Most of it, however, had pooled up on the linoleum floor.
After she had calmed down a bit, her rational mind took over. She thought about the ramifications of what had just happened. She had just cheated on her boyfriend with a plant! Or had she? It wasn't a real person, after all. It really wasn't any different than pleasuring herself with a dildo. Or was it?
And could she get pregnant by this thing? She ran that through her mind and came to the conclusion that she couldn't. After all, she was on the pill and there was no way a plant could impregnate a human. Right?
Then there were her two friends, May and June. How would she tell them? Or should she tell them? She put that in the back of her mind and decided she needed a sample of what had been deposited inside her. She grabbed a clean Tupperware container and scooped up some of what had pooled on her floor.
She sealed the container and decided to check it out the next day in the lab. Then she grabbed as many paper towels as she could and wiped up the rest, although it wasn't easy as the towels disintegrated shortly after gathering up the gunk.
After cleaning up, she headed for the bathroom to take a shower. Stuff was still leaking out of her wide-open pussy, but there wasn't much she could do about that. She looked at herself in the mirror and saw her lower lips were puffy, red and opened wide. She hoped that a shower and a few hours of sleep would help.
As she washed herself in the shower, she thought again of her two friends. She couldn't very well tell them that she just got fucked into oblivion by a plant. No, she thought, I'll need to show them. A germ of an idea came into her head as she cleaned herself out.
What she didn't know was that her activities had been heard and recorded a few miles from the campus...
...
Several hundred miles away, the tall, well-built man entered the crowded club. According to the identification he was given, his name was Jake Sinclair, and he was on a business trip from North Platte, Nebraska. His things were already in his room at the hotel just around the corner. He scanned the room, taking in the large number of attractive women who were obviously there to get laid.
He knew from the atmosphere and the pheromones in the room he could have any woman he wanted. But his mate for the evening needed to meet certain prerequisites. He danced with several women, going down the checklist in his mind. They were all very attractive, so that wasn't an issue. Some were married, but that didn't matter to him. He wasn't looking for an affair -- just a quick coupling.
He finally found the female he was looking for. She met all the requirements and her genetic specifications were perfect for his needs. On top of that, she was in her most fertile period of the month and just happened to be ovulating. He knew this from the pheromones she gave off. The scent of her ovulation nearly knocked him over and he was surprised the human males weren't aware of it.
Making his move, he asked the woman to dance and she agreed. After a couple dances, he offered to buy a drink, which she accepted. He had no need for drugs or anything of that sort. His physique and the pheromones he gave off were more than enough for the job. They danced once more after their drink and the woman, who introduced herself as Sharon, was ready to screw him right there on the dance floor.
"Shall we retire to my room, then?" he asked quietly.
"Oh yes," she said. "I can't stay the night, though. My husband might get suspicious."
"That's not a problem," he told her. "Even a few minutes with you would be delightful."
"Let's go, then," she whispered, wrapping her arm around his. "I need you right now." They got to his room and she dropped her dress on the floor, quickly following that with her bra and tiny panties. He had removed his shirt, and she came to him, unbuckling his belt.
"I gotta see what you're packing down here," she said. She pulled his trousers and boxers off and gasped when she saw his cock, which was already hard and erect. It was the largest male organ she had ever seen in her life and his testicles looked to be huge. She moaned as she grasped his cock in her hands and began stroking.
Seeing a drop of pre-cum at the head, she tried to fit it into her mouth, but it was simply too large. She licked the length of his organ and sucked the pre-cum off the head.
"That's so delicious," she said. "Much better than my husband. Fuck me with this thing. I need it in my pussy. Right now." She laid on the bed and spread her legs wide for him. He smiled and climbed on the bed with her. He positioned his cock at the entrance of her pussy and began working it inside.
"Ahhh," she moaned as he penetrated her wet pussy. "Fuck me, baby. Do it!" Once fully inside her, he began stroking. As he picked up the pace, she bucked against him. "Fuck me. Harder," she hissed.
"As you wish, my queen," he said with a smile. He pumped into her harder, causing her to thrash around under him. He felt his balls tighten and knew he wouldn't last much longer. "I'm getting ready to cum," he whispered.
"Oh yes, do it," she moaned. "Cum inside my married pussy." With a low groan, his seed burst from his genetically-enhanced cock, flooding her womb. The explosive ejaculation and the enhanced semen triggered her orgasm and she laid under him, trembling with ecstasy. Then she went unconscious.
He looked to see if she was alright, and saw that she was still breathing. This was not unexpected. He knew that she would be out for at least 45 minutes, which, if the Matrons were correct, would be enough time for her egg to get fertilized. He kept his massive organ inside her, waiting for the chemical signal that would let him know the fertilization was complete.
About ten minutes later, he felt a spark on his cock -- that was the signal he was waiting for. He knew the egg was fertilized and he even knew its location inside her. He also knew that would signal the other sperm inside her to die off. He withdrew his cock from her and saw his semen drip out of her pussy.
He went to the briefcase on the dresser and opened it up. He pulled out a pair of what looked like latex gloves and put them on, then he grabbed a small pre-paid and pre-addressed overnight delivery box. Opening the box, he carefully withdrew the transportation vial that would keep the fertilized egg viable for at least 96 hours.
He adjusted the glove and went back to the sleeping woman on the bed. To the human eye, the gloves looked like any other plain latex glove. But they were much more than that. They were designed to locate and safely retrieve the fertilized egg from the woman, along with some of the surrounding fluid.
He carefully inserted one long finger inside Sharon and mentally triggered the glove to do its job. After about five minutes or so, he withdrew his hand and looked at the end of the gloved finger. There sat a small bubble with something inside. He adjusted his eyes, putting them into "microscope mode" and examined the contents of the bubble.
Sure enough, there was the egg, which he knew had been fertilized. "This is for you, my Queen Mother," he whispered to no one in particular. He carefully put the bubble inside the transportation bubble and prepared it for shipment. After putting the box back in his briefcase, he discarded the gloves and laid on the bed next to Sharon.
About a half-hour later, Sharon woke up and stirred on the bed next to him. She looked at him through glassy eyes.
"Wow," she said. "How long was I out?"
"About 45 minutes," he told her. "I kept an eye on you. Are you alright?"
"Oh, yes," she said. "I've never been so well-fucked. It's getting late. If you don't mind, I'll clean up and head out. Will I ever see you again?"
"Possible," he said. "I'm heading out in the morning, but I may be back later in a month or two." She wrote her name, address and phone number on a notepad and tore it off, handing it to him.
"If you're ever in town, call me," she said. He took the paper and smiled.
"I will," he said. "And thank you for a wonderful time." She smiled and went into the bathroom to take a quick shower. A few minutes later, she came back out, dressed.
"I'll never forget tonight," she said.
"Neither will I," he told her, giving her a deep tongue kiss.
"Bye now," she said at the door. "And I'm serious. If you're ever in town, call me."
"Count on it," he said with a smile. Early the next morning, he dropped the small package in a FedEx box and headed to his next destination, just a few miles away.
...
The next morning, April got up and made a pot of coffee. As she waited for the coffee, she misted the plant and collected more dew off its leaves. The plant seemed even healthier than it was yesterday, and produced about twice as much dew as it had the previous day. Interesting, she thought to herself.
She showered, dressed, drank her coffee and headed for the lab, making sure to grab the Tupperware container that held the goo she collected last night. When she got to the building, she saw her friends, May and June. She thought for a second, then decided to go for it...
"Hey guys, how're you doing?" she asked.
"Doing great," May said.
"That's good," April said. "Hey, listen, would you guys mind coming to my room tonight, say about 7:30 or so?"
"Yeah, sure," June said. "What's the occasion?"
"I thought we could have some tea," April said. "And I wanted to show you that plant I got from the park."
"Yeah, okay," May said. "We'll be there about 7:30. See ya!"
"Bye," April said, watching them leave. She went on into the lab, where she saw Dr. Johnson.
"Good morning, April," he said. "How are things with you today?"
"Fine, Dr. Johnson," she said.
"Good," he said. "I'll leave you to your studies then," he told her. "I've already got your assignment on the board. I've got a meeting with the bio-chem folks this morning about your little discovery. I could be a while. They're quite interested in what you've found."
"Oh, good," she said. "Listen, I have a couple things I need to do this afternoon..."
"I don't see a problem," he said. "Just don't forget your assignment."
"I'll get right on it," she said. "Thanks." She watched him leave and pulled out the container she brought with her. She put a small sample on a slide and looked at it through a microscope. What she saw shocked her.
Directly in her field of view were sperm cells. What the hell, she asked herself. They weren't moving, so she surmised they were dead. She knew that sperm cells normally didn't last very long once exposed to the air, but could live for up to five days once ejaculated into the vagina. But she never expected to see sperm cells from a plant... Then she began to panic. What if they could get her pregnant?
She cleaned the slide and washed the rest of the sample down the drain. She didn't know quite what to make of this development. She would have to get a sample from the plant, and check it out right then. She looked at the clock, and began work on the assignment Dr. Johnson gave her. She wrapped it up about 1:00 pm and headed out, taking one of the microscopes with her. She signed one of the equipment check-out forms he had on his desk and quickly made her way back to the dorm.
When she got to her room, she quickly stripped, set up the microscope on her table and cleaned out the Tupperware container. Once it was clean and dry, she knelt next to the plant, donned a pair of latex gloves and began stroking one of the large pustules. It quickly responded to her attention and got hard. After a few minutes, it erupted, and April was ready with her container. She captured the ejaculate and headed back to her table.
She put some of the fluid on a slide and placed it under the lens of the microscope. Mentally crossing her fingers, she looked into the scope. She saw several sperm cells, but none of them appeared to be moving. That answers that, she thought to herself. But is this the norm? She knew there was one more step she had to take, so she dressed, cleaned the slide and the Tupperware container, then grabbed the microscope and headed out the door.
When she got to the park, she was relieved there was no one else around. She grabbed the Tupperware container and another set of gloves and went into the wooded area of the park, where she had first spotted the plant. She found the hole easily and looked around carefully. She spotted a second plant, about 10 yards away from the one she dug up. Like hers, this one had 12 pustules, but they seemed a bit smaller than the one she had in her room.
She knelt by the plant, put on her gloves and began stroking one of the pustules. The things we do for science, she wryly thought to herself. She always thought she'd work in a laboratory one day, and never imagined she would actually be masturbating a plant. The pustule responded quickly and got hard as it became erect. After about five minutes of stroking, it gave up its load, which she captured in her Tupperware container.
She quickly got to her car and pulled out the microscope. She put some of the liquid on a slide and looked through the eyepiece. What she saw stunned her. The small sample of liquid was teeming with sperm cells, and all of them were moving around, their tails rapidly flagellating in the liquid. She looked again to confirm what she saw the first time.
Shocked and relieved, she stood up from the scope and made notes in her binder. She knew she would have to eventually tell Dr. Johnson about this. She was also relieved when she deduced there was no way the plant in her room could get her pregnant.
But, she thought to herself, what if this plant managed to couple with someone? She shuddered at the thought. Fortunately, the plant wasn't in an area that was well-traveled. Someone would probably have to go looking for it, and that didn't seem likely to her. Putting her things away, she headed out to a local Home Depot and got the few items she would need for May and June's visit.
...
Margaret watched the activity on her monitor with interest. Earlier that morning, she had placed some tiny cameras in the park in order to keep watch over the few plants growing in the wild. The Council suggested she perform surveillance on April but warned her not to do anything that would put her in harm's way. She had a feeling the student would come back to the place where she had found the first plant, and she turned out to be right.
She watched as April got her sample and looked at it through her microscope. She knew April was a smart woman nd would probably figure out the possible ramifications of her discovery. As she watched April drive off, she decided it was time to meet with her. Maybe tomorrow...
...
That evening, May and June tapped on April's door, wondering what she had in store for them. They were a bit surprised when April opened the door naked. They walked inside and looked her over before speaking.
"Whoa, girl," May said. "Are you turning into a nudist or something?" April smiled.
"Not quite, but I have to admit, I kinda like it," she said.
"Hey, whatever floats your boat, you know?" June said with a smile. April couldn't help but notice June was checking her out. "So, besides you being naked, what's going on?"
"Come on in," April said. "Check it out," she added, pointing to the center of the room. They looked and saw that April had scooted her furniture back and placed a sheet of thick plastic on the floor. The plant sat in the middle of the sheet and there were three lawn chairs placed close to the plant. "Go ahead and have a seat," April told them. "I've already got the water hot and I'll pour us a cup of tea."
May and June walked over to the plant and looked at it from different angles.
"Has this thing grown or something?" May asked.
"Yes, it has," April said. "What do you think?"
"Well, I'd say it's a real conversation piece," June said. "I can't help but wonder, though, are those... things... real, or are they just for decoration?"
"They're real, trust me," April said. "Why don't you have a little taste?"
"What?" June asked. "Seriously? But what if they're poisonous?"
"They're not," April told her. "Maybe a bit addictive, but not poisonous. Remember, you were ready to suck one out in the woods."
"Yeah," June said. "Well, okay, I guess, if you say it's okay."
"I'd recommend you guys take your clothes off first," April said. "I'd hate to see then get damaged."
"You mean, get naked?" May asked, a bit surprised.
"Oh come on," April said. "We've seen each other naked before. Remember that little thing we did on Spring Break a couple years ago? That was on stage in front of a bunch of screaming guys."
"Yeah, but we were drunk then," May said.
"Yeah, but you still loved doing it," June said. "I'll never forget that. I had the two of you all over me. I tingled for days afterward."
"Well, okay," May said, removing her clothes. June got undressed as well and April folded their clothes neatly and placed them on her table.
"Here, why don't we have some tea," April said, bringing a tray with three cups of tea and a container that had some of the dew she collected. The girls took a sip of the tea.
"That's delicious," June said. "Where did you get that?" April smiled and pointed at the plant.
"From that," she said. "I find it has a nice calming affect. What do you think?"
"It does," May said.
"I agree," June added. "So, what's that in the container?"
"That's some of the dew I've collected," April told her. "It eats through pretty much anything with cotton in it, but it doesn't hurt the skin at all. In fact, it can be quite... stimulating."
"Oh really?" May asked.
"Yeah," April said. "Go ahead, try it. Rub some of into your boobs. I think you'll like it." May tentatively took some on a couple fingers and began massaging it into her breasts and nipples.



"Oh my God," she moaned. "That does feel good. Try this, June, you'll love it." June took some on her fingers and rubbed it into her breasts. Her mouth went wide when the stuff made contact with her sensitive nipples.
"You'll especially like this," April said, taking some on a finger. She approached June and rubbed a bit of it on her pussy. June nearly collapsed as her friend massaged her pussy lips. Giggling, May took some and began rubbing herself as well.
"You wanna have a taste now?" April asked as she rubbed the stuff on herself.
"Yes," June said quietly. She got on her knees in front of the plant and took one of the pustules in her mouth. "Mmm," she moaned as she sucked.
"Tastes good, doesn't it?" April asked. June nodded her head and kept on sucking. May got on her knees and took one of them into her mouth. Soon, all three of them were naked before the plant, each sucking one of the pustules. After a few minutes, the pustules ejaculated into their throats, and they each swallowed what the plant gave them.
"Wow, that tastes so good," June said. "Much better than any guy I've ever sucked off."
"I agree," May said.
"Well, there's more, if you girls think you're up to it," April said, challenging them.
"What do you mean?" May asked. April smiled and pulled one of the lawn chairs close to the plant. She sat down and spread her legs wide, rubbing her pussy as she did so. They got the hint and did the same.
"Watch this," April said with a wicked gleam in her eye. As they watched, the pustules began moving toward them.
"It's moving," May exclaimed.
"That's nothing," April told her. "Just watch." The pustules moved toward the three women in groups of four, their stalks seemingly adjusting for the distance. Soon, they were positioned at the entrance to their pussies. May and June looked at April, who took one in her hand and guided it inside her. Their eyes grew wide as they watched the pustule begin to fuck their friend. Horny and anxious, they did the same.
Soon, the girls each had a second pustule in them, then a third. Finally, a fourth squeezed inside them. The girls bucked and bounced as they each had four pustules fucking them. Their eyes closed, their heads thrown back, they were each lost in their own lust as the pustules pistoned in and out of their gaping pussies. Finally, the pustules ejaculated inside them and the girls responded with orgasms of their own, their juices coating the plant.
After a few minutes, the pustules had shrunk and worked their way out of the girls. They sat there on the chairs, plant semen dripping out of their pussies.
"Oh... My... God," June finally managed to get out when she caught her breath.
"Well," April said. "What do you think?"
"I think we can all ditch our boyfriends," May said to laughter. "I've never experienced anything like that."
"That's the truth," June said. "That was fucking amazing." April smiled and looked at her friend. June looked back. April remembered the fun they had on that Spring Break trip and found herself wanting to relive that moment.
"Are you okay?" June asked. April smiled and looked at June's pussy. She licked her lips and June got the message. "You want to..."
"Yes," April said. June smiled and spread her legs wider. April crawled out of her chair and got between June's legs.
"What about me?" May whined as she pouted. June looked at her and extended a hand.
"Come here, sweetie," June cooed. "Let June-Bug take care of you." Smiling, May got up and straddled June's face. April looked and saw June licking May's pussy as the plant's ejaculate dripped out of May and into June's open mouth. Seeing that got her excited, and she lowered herself onto June, licking and sucking her friend's wet pussy.
Soon, the three girls were on the floor, with April licking and sucking on June's pussy, June doing the same to May as her head was planted between April's legs. After bringing each other to another orgasm, they laid together on the floor, exchanging wet, sloppy kisses.
"Wow. Just... Wow," May said. "That was wild."
"Yes, it was," June said. "Think we can do this again sometime?"
"I don't see why not," April said. May looked at the clock and saw it was nearly 10:30.
"Shit, I gotta get back and finish my homework for tomorrow," she said.
"You might want to take a shower and clean yourself out real good first," April said. "I'd hate to see your jeans and panties get destroyed."
"You're right," May said. "Mind if I use your shower?"
"Go for it," April said. June sat up and looked at April as May went into the bathroom.
"Can that thing get us pregnant?" she asked. A little late to worry about that, April thought.
"No," she said. "The plants in the wild, though, that's another matter. But for some reason this one is sterile. Besides, I've never heard of a plant impregnating a human female."
"Thank God for that," June said. "I'd better get going as well. Thanks for a wonderful time. I really needed that."
"Any time," April said. "I think we all did." As her friend went into the bathroom to clean up, April stood and put everything away.
...
Margaret listened to the audio she received from the plant in April's room. At least she now knew the human-Gingravik hybrid plants weren't monogamous. She wondered how the Council would take that. Gingravik prided themselves on their strong sense of fidelity. Suddenly, she heard a chime and noticed that she was getting a notification from one of the cameras she had placed in the park.
Opening up the feed from the camera, she adjusted it for extremely low light and saw a young woman had taken notice of a plant in the park. The woman wore shorts and a hooded sweater and carried a backpack with a sleeping bag.
Perhaps, Margaret thought, she was one of the many homeless people who often slept in the park. Most of them used the benches or just crashed on the open ground, but this girl decided to go into the wooded area.
As she watched, the woman pulled out a cell phone and placed it in flashlight mode. She bent over the plant and took one of the pustules in her hand. Margaret saw her brush something off her jacket, then set her backpack down.
The woman looked around and took her jacket off. Margaret saw that she appeared quite young, perhaps no more than 18. Her hair was short and she wore a tube top that did little to hide her fairly large breasts.
As Margaret watched, the girl spread out her sleeping bag, took another look around and pulled her tube top off over her head. She took a pustule in her hand and stroked it for a bit before placing it in her mouth. Margaret knew what was about to happen, so she punched a button on her console.
"Dispatch," a male voice said from the a speaker.
"This is the Facilitator," Margaret said. "I need a Matron at coordinates G137-R239. Immediately."
"Fairfield Park?" the male voice said.
"Yes," Margaret said.
"Matron on her way," the male voice said. Margaret hoped she would arrive on time. Turning her attention back to the screen, she saw the young woman had already removed the rest of her clothing and was now standing over the plant, guiding one of the pustules into her pussy. As she watched, the pustule fucked the girl for some time before exploding inside her.
The girl sat on the ground next to the plant and four other pustules made their way to her. First one, then two and finally, three of the pustules squeezed into the girl's pussy as the fourth pushed at her mouth. As the three pustules pounded the woman, she opened her mouth and began sucking the fourth.
By the time a Matron came on site, all of the pustules had thoroughly fucked the girl, leaving her unconscious on the ground, semen pouring out of her pussy. The Matron opened her bag and pulled out a tester. A few moments later, she reported to Margaret.
"The girl has been inseminated," she said.
"Extract and tag," Margaret said.
"Copy that," the Matron said. As Margaret watched the feed, the Matron extracted the fertilized egg and placed it in a transport container.
"Extraction complete," the Matron said. "Activating tag." A few moments later, Margaret saw the indicator on her overhead map flicker on. This would allow her to keep track of the girl's movements.
"Verified," Margaret said. "Return to compound. Put a team on standby at this location."
"Will do," the Matron replied before walking away. Margaret wondered how long it would take for the girl to return, perhaps with some of her friends. She also wondered how the Council would react to this turn of events. She sat back and closed her eyes to get some rest.
A couple hour later, her communicator dinged. She sat back up and saw it was from Theresa. She straightened herself and open the comm port.
"My Queen Mother," she said upon seeing Theresa's nude form on the screen.
"Facilitator," Theresa said. "I understand one of our hybrids had a... visitor."
"Yes, my queen," Margaret said. Theresa nodded her head before speaking again.
"The next time she shows up, I want her returned here to the compound," Theresa said.
"Are you sure that's wise, my queen?" Margaret asked. Theresa smiled before answering.
"Bernie and I are in agreement on this, Facilitator," Theresa said. "Are we not working to ultimately rid the planet of hunger and want?"
"Yes, we are, my queen," Margaret said.
"The girl is obviously lost, homeless and hungry. Perhaps she is even on drugs. If we cannot take care of one lost girl, Facilitator, how can we possibly care for a whole planet?" Theresa asked, causing Margaret to feel a bit of shame. "The next time she shows up, have her brought here. With the hybrid if necessary."
"Understood, my queen," Margaret said. "It shall be as you say."
"In fact, I am increasingly of the opinion that all of the hybrids should be brought to the colony as soon as possible," Theresa said. "I am concerned there could be a security breach. And I understand things will become... interesting, fairly soon."
"That could present a problem, my queen," Margaret said.
"Oh? Why?" Theresa asked. Margaret briefly explained the situation with April. Theresa said nothing until Margaret finished her report.
"That is an interesting development, Facilitator," she said. "I wish you had informed me of this earlier, but I understand there was nothing you could have done to prevent it. I take it you intend to meet with this student?"
"I am," Margaret said. Theresa nodded her head.
"Very well," Theresa said. "Perhaps the time will come when I will have to meet her as well. She could be an asset to our cause. Continue with your work, Facilitator. And thank you for your efforts. They will be rewarded."
"Thank you, my queen," Margaret said before Theresa ended the comm. Margaret smiled at Theresa's maturity. She remembered the mousy woman who first entered her shop all those years ago. But thanks to the plant she calls Bernie, she'd grown into a strong, confident woman, secure in her sexuality. And, Margaret thought, a very capable and compassionate leader.
Margaret looked at the video feed from the park and saw the girl sitting up. She was obviously stunned from what had just happened. As Margaret watched, the girl slid her panties back on, but the gusset and much of the front instantly disintegrated when she pulled them up against her crotch. Shocked, the girl pulled out a bottle of water and tried to clean herself.
Crying, she tossed the ruined panties away and pulled a short skirt from her backpack. She pulled it up, grabbed her backpack and sleeping bag and moved away from the plant. Margaret watched the console, keeping track of the girl's movements. By now, she was far away from any of the plants in the park.
"It's going to be a long week, Margaret thought as she filed her report.
...
The next day, April went to class and ran into her friends, May and June. They gave each other a quick hug.
"How are you this morning?" April asked.
"We're doing great," May said.
"Yeah, I haven't slept that good in a long time," June responded.
"Listen, let's keep this whole plant thing a secret between us,okay?" April said quietly.
"Oh yeah," May said.
"Count on it," June told her. April smiled and hugged them.
"Good," she said. "I gotta get to class. Talk to you guys later, okay?"
"Okay," June said. "See ya." April got through her classes, even though she felt a constant tingle between her legs. She didn't know if it was from the plant, or the attention she got from her two friends. Either way, she secretly enjoyed it and found herself fantasizing about what could be.
That afternoon, she went to her dorm room and saw an envelope on the floor just inside the door. She wondered what it was. Opening the envelope, she saw a piece of paper with an address scrawled on it.
"Meet me here at 5:30 pm," the note said. "Don't be late." The note was signed, "Margaret." She looked at her clock and saw it was just after 4:00 pm. She had plenty of time, so she gave the plant a few squirts from her water bottle and went to her computer to find the address in the note.
She saw that it was the location of an old shop she had seen for many years. She had never been inside but had heard the place sold trinkets and things that generally could not be purchased anywhere else. There was no website or Facebook page for the shop, which surprised her a bit. She didn't dwell on it for long, however. She nuked a small dinner from her freezer, and busied herself with her homework until about 5:00, when she left for the shop.
She pulled in front of the small nondescript shop right at 5:25. She turned on a digital audio recorder and placed it in her purse, then walked in and was met by a woman who appeared to be in her late 40s. The woman looked April over and extended a hand.
"April Jennings, I presume," the older woman said with a smile. April shook her hand and nodded her head.
"Yes," she said. "And you must be Margaret."
"I am," the older woman told her. "Please, come into my office. We need to talk." Margaret locked her front door and turned the hanging sign so it read "Closed," then went into the back of her shop.
"I understand you're interested in a particular species of plant, is that right?" she asked April.
"Perhaps," April said. "I AM a botany student, so you could say that I'm interested in all species of plants."
"Very well," Margaret said. "But this particular species happens to be one you found in Fairfield Park, am I right?"
"I did find an unusual specimen there, yes, and I transplanted it and took it back for further study," she said. "The park is a public space, and there's nothing posted that says plants can't be removed. I have no intention of hurting the plant. I'm a student of science, so my concern is purely scientific. I don't understand why you're questioning me about it."
"Purely scientific?" Margaret asked with a knowing smile that made April blush. "Are you sure about that? What were you hoping to learn with your two friends last night? Hmm? Was that an experiment, or was it something else?"
"Are you spying on me or something? Why are you invading my privacy?" she asked. "Look, I don't know you from a mud pie, but what I do with my friends in the privacy of my quarters is of no concern to you," April said.
"Point taken," Margaret said. "However, what you do with my plants does concern me."
"Your plants?" April asked. "What do you mean by that? Those plants are in the wild, and in a public space."
"Yes, they are," Margaret said. "But they're still my plants. They're actually the result of a failed experiment that produced a number of spores. The spores that survived germinated and became what you found in the park."
"But that doesn't make them yours," April said. "Where do these plants come from? Really? Did you import them from someplace? How did you get them in the country?"
"I don't think you're ready to hear the truth about that," Margaret said. April shrugged her shoulders.
"Hit me with your best shot," she said.
"Alright, young lady," Margaret said. "You want the truth? Here's the truth. Those plants are actually hybrids. They're the result of a union between a male human and a female Gingravik."
"A what?" April asked, incredulous. "What the hell is a Gingravik?"
"Let me explain it this way," Margaret said. "How many stars would you say are in the Milky Way Galaxy?"
"I don't know," April said. "Billions, maybe."
"And how many of those stars would you think could support life?" Margaret asked.
"I don't know," April said. "I suppose maybe millions. That's not my area of expertise."
"So, using that as a guide, how many planets do you think could actually support life in the galxy?" Margaret asked. April was getting tired of this game and hoped the older woman would make her point soon.
"Millions, I guess," she said. "Like I said, astronomy isn't my major."
"I've seen studies that suggest there could be as many as 40 billion planets that could support life in the galaxy," Margaret said. "Think about that. Forty BILLION."
"Okay," April said. "And what does any of that have to do with these plants?"
"There are at least three of these planets that are dominated by a species known as the Gingravik," Margaret said. April shook her head.
"Oh please, give me a break," she said.
"Hear me out, young lady," Margaret said firmly.
"Okay, tell me your wild story," April said.
"Thank you," Margaret said. "The Gingravik, as you may have surmised, are a plant-based life form. They are highly intelligent and technologically superior to us in every way. Many years ago, they learned how to... unite... with other life forms. Those life forms have been instrumental in helping the Gingravik build their infrastructure and the means to visit and explore other planets.
"They spent hundreds of thousands, if not millions of our years scouring the galaxy for a life form that is... compatible to them -- a life form that would be at least somewhat comparable to them in intelligence and drive. About 500 years ago, they came across Earth, and began to study it closely. They were, of course, drawn to the bipedal nature of the human body. And they were more than taken with the human female form.
"They studied us, closely. About 200 years ago, they saw our advancements in technology and sent travelers, hoping to find a compatible female for their... seed. You see, Gingravik are quite patient, and extremely monogamous. There were several attempts made, but none of those efforts succeeded. Until just recently," she said.
"And you're telling me there's one of these Gingravik things running around out there with a concubine or something?" April asked.
"Actually, the male is the official consort," Margaret said. "The female is highly regarded as the Queen Mother of this planet."
"Oh, this is getting better," April said. "You should write a book. Maybe someone will turn it into a movie." Margaret smiled and nodded her head.
"Perhaps I should," she joked.
"Wait, you said these things are monogamous?" April asked.
"Yes, native Gingravik are fiercely monogamous," Margaret said. "But as you learned last night, the plant you have isn't, is it?" April looked at her, shocked. "That's because the plant you have, and the others in the park, are all hybrids -- the result of a union between a female Gingravik and a human male. As I said before, it was an experiment that failed."
"So these plants can impregnate humans?" April asked.
"Indeed," Margaret said. "Except for the one you have. You exposed it to X-rays, am I correct?"
"Yes," April said. "We wanted to learn about its interior structure without damaging it."
"And I am grateful to you for that much, at least," Margaret said. "However, when you exposed it to X-rays, you rendered it sterile, and perhaps reduced its lifespan considerably. At this point, it's little more than a living dildo plant, I'm afraid."



"Interesting," April said. "So, assuming that what you say is true, what do these Gingravik want? Are they here to conquer the planet and make us all sex slaves or something? Will there be giant machines making waste to the planet?" Margaret chuckled at that.
"Oh heavens no," Margaret said. "Yes, they seek to conquer the Earth, but not in a malevolent way, certainly not in any way you can imagine. They are not what you would call a militaristic species, certainly not like us. Although, they can and will defend themselves if attacked. What they seek is more of a peaceful... coexistence. A partnership of sorts. Naturally, they would be the senior partners, since they do possess a superior intellect." April snorted at that remark.
"Yeah, I've seen those movies about beings with a superior intellect," she said. "As I recall, that didn't end too well for them."
"I saw that movie as well," Margaret said. "You don't understand what the Gingravik have to offer. Perhaps if you did, you might have a different opinion."
"And just what do they offer?" April asked. "Slavery, tyranny, death camps? What?"
"You have to understand that like us, the Gingravik are running out of time," Margaret said. "What they offer is a future free of want, poverty, disease, hunger, hate and despair. And they want that for both us and them. They feel the only way to achieve that is to work together -- to... unite. You've experienced some of their ways. Surely if you look deep inside yourself, you'll see I'm telling the truth."
"You know, I've heard a lot of bullshit in my short life, but this has got to take the cake," April said. Margaret smiled before continuing.
"Tell me, dear, when do you graduate?" she asked.
"Next year," April said. "Why?"
"We could really use someone with your skills and talent," Margaret said. "Why don't you consider coming to work for us?"
"Oh, you want me to turn my back on the human race now?" April said. "Seriously?"
"No," Margaret said. "I want you to help the human race."
"I may be many things, but I'm not a traitor," April said. "In the meantime, I'm going to continue my research. I'll find a way to stop what you're doing, assuming that any of what you say is true."
"You may find that hard to accomplish," Margaret said. "By now all of the hybrids have been moved or are being moved. It's hard to do research when there's nothing to study."
"Like I said, I'll find a way," April told her.
"Very well," Margaret said as she nodded her head. "At any rate, it was a pleasure meeting you," she added as she lead April out of her office. When they got to the front counter, Margaret stopped. "Just one thing before you go," she said. April turned to face her.
"What's that?" she asked.
<<SNAP>>
"I'm sorry you weren't able to find anything, miss," Margaret said in her best saleswoman voice. April shook her head and wondered where she was and what she was doing. The clock on the wall showed it wasn't quite 6:00 pm. How long was I here, she asked herself. I don't remember walking in this place.
"Uh, that's okay," she said.
"Please come back again sometime," Margaret said with a smile.
"Yeah, sure," April said before she walked out the door. What am I doing here, she asked herself. What's going on?
Margaret watched April through the window in front of the shop. She hated using the memory redaction device, but felt it was necessary. She only removed the last hour of the girl's memories, just enough to make sure she didn't remember any of their meeting. The device was also set to erase any digital recording the girl might have made.
She went back to her office and prepared her report for the Council. When she transmitted it, she got a notification on her monitor and looked at her screen. She could tell it was starting to get dark, but the video feed from the park clearly showed the young girl she saw the previous night had returned with three other young girls, all of whom looked to be homeless. They were frantically searching for the plant the first girl encountered earlier, but by now, all of them had been removed. Margaret keyed her microphone.
"Security detail," she said. "This is the Facilitator. Detain those four women, now."
"Copy that," a male voice said. "Disposition?"
"Take them to the colony," Margaret said. "Inform the QM."
"Will do," the male voice said in response. "Bravo Charlie out." Margaret watched her screen and saw the five men surround the girls. They seemed to argue for a bit, but went limp as the security men sprayed something in the girls' faces. The men carried the girls and their gear away.
...
April got to her room, still confused about what had just happened. When she closed her door, she put her purse down and instantly knew something was horribly wrong. The plant was gone. Missing. Frantic, she went into her kitchenette. The samples were also gone. She looked around, but found nothing else missing. She called campus police and waited.
When they got there, they dusted for prints and inspected the door. Finding no evidence of a forced entry, they surmised the lock had probably been picked by an expert. They also found no fingerprints other than those belonging to April and her two friends. By then, May and June had come to her room, having heard the commotion.
"What's going on?" May asked.
"Someone broke in and took my plant," April said, crying.
"Oh my God," June gasped. "Are you alright?"
"Yeah, it happened while I was gone," April said. "They also took the samples I had."
"What are you going to do?" May asked.
"I don't know," April said. One of the officers came to April.
"We don't see any evidence of a forced break-in, Ms. Jennings, sorry," the officer said. "Is there anything else missing? Anything of real monetary value?"
"No, nothing," April said. The officer shook his head.
"I'm sorry, miss, but there's not much we can do," he told her. "I'll put in a report and ask dorm security to keep a closer eye on your floor."
"That's fine," April said. "Thanks for coming up."
"You're welcome," the officer said, tipping his hat. "You ladies have a good evening." After the officers left, April broke down crying. May and June comforted her as best they could.
"When did this happen?" they asked.
"I was at some shop over on Front Street," April said. "I remember driving in that general direction, then the next thing I know, I'm getting ready to leave. There's about a half hour or so I can't remember. When I got back, I saw the plant was gone."
"So what are you going to do?" June asked.
"Well, I guess I'm going to have to go back out to the park and find another plant," she said.
"Why don't we come with you?" May asked.
"No, I'll ask Dr. Johnson," April said. "He was just as interested in this plant as I was and he wanted to check the area out himself."
"Okay," May said. "Are you going to be okay now? Do you need us to stay with you? We will, if you want. Or maybe you'd rather spend the night with one of us?"
"I'll be fine, sweetie," April said. "Thanks for offering anyway."
"You're welcome," May said, hugging her.
"Listen, if you feel the need, just come on over, okay?" June asked.
"Thanks," April said. They left the room, and April sat in her chair, shocked. She wished she could make herself a cup of tea, but was unable to. Eventually, she went into her bathroom, showered and went to bed. Her dreams were filled with alien landscapes and large beings with multiple cocks surrounded by rapidly-moving creatures.
...
The young girl woke up in the small room and found that her wrists were cuffed and secured to a metal loop in the table she sat at. She looked around and wondered where she was. She looked in one corner of the room and saw a camera with a tiny red light.
"Hello?" she called out, scared. "Is anyone there?" She looked around but saw nothing she could use to help her escape. Eventually, the door opened and she watched as the most beautiful blonde woman she had ever seen walked in carrying a tray.
Not only was she taken back by the woman's beauty, she was shocked to see the woman was completely naked. And shamelessly so. She wondered if they were going to rape her and started shaking. The woman looked at the table and turned to a guard behind her.
"Are these absolutely necessary?" she asked.
"No, my queen mother," the man answered. Queen mother, the girl asked herself. Where the hell am I? Who are these people? The uniformed guard pulled out a set of keys and removed the handcuffs.
"That's much better," the woman said. She came into the room and set the tray down. Behind her was a large plant in a motorized cart. The plant was much larger and healthier than the one she was with last night, and she noticed its pustules were absolutely HUGE. My God, she thought. Do they expect me to fuck that thing? The woman sat down, smiled and looked at her.
"Why don't you have some tea?" she asked. "It will help calm you down a bit. I know you've had a traumatic experience. Go ahead." The girl tentatively picked up the cup and took a sip. It was hot, and tasted sweet and fruity. And the woman was right. It did help calm her down a bit.
"That's better," the woman said.
"Where am I?" the girl asked.
"You're at a private research facility about 150 miles outside the city," the woman said. The girl looked at the large plant.
"What is that?" she asked. The woman looked at the plant before answering.
"That? That's Bernie," the woman said. "He's a much bigger and healthier version of the plant you were with last night. You know, the one you had sex with." The girl looked down, embarrassed. "No need to be embarrassed here. It's quite alright. The plant must've liked you a bit, otherwise it wouldn't have been attracted to you."
"You name your plants here?" the girl asked.
"Yes," the woman said. "And you can call me Theresa, at least for now. What is your name?"
"Cassandra," the girl said. "Cassandra Williams. Everyone just calls me Cassie."
"Cassie," Theresa said. "A pretty name for a pretty girl."
"I'm not pretty," Cassie said, looking down. Theresa looked her over and took in her short, stright, dark hair, her bangs even with her eyebrows, her dark eyes, her B-cup breasts covered only with a torn tube top. Her nipples poked into the material and Theresa could tell the girl was excited. She took in the girl's midriff and the ring in her navel. She knew the girl wore nothing under her short skirt. She could smell the girl's arousal.
"I disagree," Theresa said. "Don't you, Bernie?" she asked, looking at the plant. To Cassie's amazement, the plant seemed to nod. Theresa looked back at her. "Where do you live, Cassie?" she asked. Cassie shrugged her shoulders.
"Wherever," she said. "Nowhere, really."
"You're homeless?" Theresa asked.
"Yeah," Cassie said. "Old man kicked me out when he brought his new girlfriend home. Parents disowned me when I turned 18, so yeah, I live on the streets now. Can I leave now?"
"And go where?" Theresa asked. "Back to diving through trash cans for scraps of food? Back to begging for cigarettes, drugs or spare change? Back to turning tricks for a few bucks?" Cassie shrugged her shoulders.
"I guess," she said.
"Wouldn't you rather have a roof over your head, warm food and a nice bed to sleep in at night?" Theresa asked.
"Yeah, who wouldn't?" Cassie asked. "But that requires a job, and I ain't got one of those."
"What skills do you have? What do you like to do?" Theresa asked.
"I ain't got no skills," Cassie said, taking a sip of her tea. She began to feel her old bravado coming back.
"What do you like to do, Cassie?" Theresa asked. "Surely there's one thing you like to do more than anything else." Cassie looked at Theresa and was starting to get pissed. Who was this woman and why was she so damn condescending to her?
"You wanna know what I like to do more than anything else? Really?" she asked, irritated.
"Yes," Theresa said calmly.
"Alright, I'll tell you," Cassie said. "I like to get naked and FUCK! What do you think about that?" Theresa smiled widely at her answer.
"And the plant you fucked last night was the best you ever had, wasn't it?" Theresa asked. Cassie was shocked into silence.
"Yeah, I guess so," she said. Theresa nodded her head.
"Good," she said. "I think you'll do well here."
"What?" Cassie asked.
"You heard me," Theresa said. "You like to fuck, right? You'll do quite well here."
"What? Are you going to make me a hooker or something?" Cassie asked.
"No, we have no need for prostitutes here," Theresa said. "We'll house you, feed you, take care of all your needs. All you have to do is what you did last night."
"What about my friends?" Cassie asked.
"They've already agreed to join us," Theresa said. Cassie thought for a moment before answering.
"Okay, I'll do it," she said. "But no pain. I'm not into that shit."
"That won't be a problem, Cassie," Theresa said. "Welcome to the Colony." She extended a hand and Cassie shook it, wondering what she had gotten herself into. "Just one thing, Cassie. Outside this room, you are to refer to me as 'Queen Mother,' okay? You'll learn why soon enough."
"Okay," Cassie said. Theresa got up from the table and walked out the door. The plant followed behind her in his cart. Cassie wondered how they made that happen. Once outside the room, Theresa turned to the Matron waiting next to the door.
"Clean her, detox her, then shave and prepare her along with the others, Matron," she said. "Treat her with kindness and respect." The Matron came to attention, clicking her heels.
"Yes, my Queen Mother," the Matron said. "Designation?" Theresa looked at the door before answering.
"In-house breeders," she said. "Assign her to the same hybrid she was with last night. Distribute the others among the remaining girls."
"As you wish, my Queen Mother," the Matron said. The Matron went into the room and another woman approached Theresa with a printed report.
"Yes?" Theresa asked.
"The report of the most recent shipments from the deployed breeders, my Queen Mother. We've now received 185 fertilized eggs from the field," the woman said. "They are being processed at this very moment."
"Very good," Theresa said, looking over the report. She smiled and looked at the woman. "Carry on, by all means."
"Yes, my Queen Mother," she said before turning away. Theresa looked at Bernie.
"This has been quite a productive day, my love," she said. "Shall we retire to our quarters?"
"Your wish is my command, my Queen," Bernie thought in her mind.
...
The next morning, April drank a cup of coffee before going to school. She saw Dr. Johnson when she entered the lab. He looked at her, concerned.
"Are you alright, April?" he asked. "I heard about the break-in last night."
"I'm okay," she said. "I just feel... violated."
"I understand," he said. "If you want, you can take the day off to recuperate if you wish."
"No, Dr. Johnson, I want to get back to work," she said. "Do we still have all our notes and test results from the plant?"
"We should," he said. "Let's go take a look." They went to the locked filing cabinet and opened it up. They looked, but couldn't find anything.
"It's gone," he said, shocked. "How could that be? Everything is gone. X-rays, samples, reports, everything. I don't understand this."
"Damn," April said. We'll have to start from scratch. Look, would you be willing to go with me to the park where I got that first plant? There should be more of them there, and I'd like it if you were with me."
"Sure," he said. "I don't have much of anything scheduled until noon. Why don't we go now? We can ride over in my truck if you wish. I already have a shovel in the back."
"That would be terrific," she said. They left the school and headed to the park. When they got there, April showed him where she had found the first plant. He parked and they got out. They walked past the tree line and found the spot where April had dug up the first plant. They spread out from there and walked around.
At one point, Dr. Johnson looked up into one of the trees. He made sure April wasn't looking and winked at the camera he knew was there. He turned back to the ground and kept looking. There were several recently-dug holes spaced about 20 or 30 feet from each other, but no plants were found.
"Praise Marsook," Dr. Johnson said quietly. He had hoped all the plants would be removed, and thankfully, they were.
"What?" April asked, looking at him. "I'm sorry, I didn't hear what you said."
"Oh, I just said it's a shame," he lied. "I thought for sure we could find something here. I don't see anything, do you?"
"No, but someone left a pair of panties out here," she said, holding up a tiny pair of panties with a stick. The gusset looked like it had been chewed out.
"Hmm," he said. "I think we can discard that, don't you?"
"Yeah," April said, tossing the stick away. After looking for another half-hour, they gave up the search.
"Well, maybe we'll find some later," he said. "That's the way it goes sometimes. C'mon, let's get back to the school. I'll buy you a cup of coffee at Starbucks if you want."
"Thanks," she said. "I could use a cup of coffee right about now." They got back in the truck and headed out, stopping at a Starbucks on the way.
"You know, this sucks," she said. "What could've happened to all that stuff we had in the lab? Who could've taken it?"
"I don't know," he said. "There's only a few people who have access to that cabinet. I didn't take them, and I know you didn't. I'll ask around."
"I guess that means our research is over, doesn't it?" she asked.
"For now, yes," he said. "It happens sometimes, you know. But you need to focus on your studies, anyway. Call this a learning experience and move on. By the way, what do you have planned after graduation next year?"
"I don't know," she said. "I'd like to get on with a company doing research somewhere."
"Well, I just happen to know of a private firm that could really benefit from your expertise," he said. "I'm very impressed with your work and your attitude and I'm sure they would be as well," he said. "If you like, I can put in a good word for you."
"You'd do that for me?" she asked, excited.
"Sure," he said. "Anything for my star pupil." She smiled.
"Now you're just teasing me," she said. "So, where is this outfit?"
"They're about 150 miles or so outside of town," he said. "They're pretty much self-sufficient. They don't even have a presence on the web if you can believe that. They're pretty much into anything green, if you know what I mean."
"150 miles," she said. "That's one hell of a commute."
"They provide housing for all their employees," he said. "Everything you need is already there. Still want me to talk to them? See if they'd be willing to hold an interview?"
"Sure," she said. "I'll talk to them. Thanks!"
"You're welcome," he said with a smile.
...
By mid-October, things had settled down to a somewhat steady roar. April had a phone interview with a woman named Theresa Hemmings, who identified herself as the CEO of Gingravik Genetics and Botanical Research Services. She was a bit surprised that the CEO herself would actually contact her, but the woman seemed quite friendly over the phone. Additionally, the name Gingravik seemed somewhat familiar to April, but she couldn't place it.
After an hour-long discussion, April agreed to come work at the facility after graduation. She was told that she would have to undergo a full background and security check as some of her work would be highly classified. She had no problem with that. Besides, the benefit package was much more than she expected, plus she would be provided a nice condo at the compound.



Cassie and her friends transitioned nicely into their new roles as breeders. Healthier and happier than they had been in quite some time, the girls -- like Theresa -- had shed all their inhibitions and spent their days naked, either lounging at the pool or in their quarters, having sex with their designated plants.
Five other girls had been recruited into the in-house breeding program and together, the nine girls had produced a number of fertilized eggs that would eventually become soldiers, drones or low-skilled labor.
Theresa was also very pleased with the results of the field breeders, who had produced over 2,300 fertilized eggs since being deployed. Those beings would be given designations based on the needs of the colony and would be programmed from the beginning to be ready experts in their designated specialties. Before long, Theresa thought, these children would be able to reproduce on their own, eventually incorporating Gingravik DNA into the human race as a whole.
Margaret had just signed on to confer with the Council. She was informed they had an important announcement for her. After the obligatory greetings, she waited as the councilors sent her a graphic. She watched as the graphic took shape on her monitor.
She was somewhat confused when the image was fully formed. It looked like a round object with a number of stalks protruding from it.
"What is this, Councilor," she asked. "I don't understand."
"This, Facilitator, is a virus," the councilor told her.
"A virus?" Margaret asked. "But why?"
"Because it is time we started the final push," the Councilor said. "The Colony is growing, thanks to you and the Queen Mother, but we feel that it is time to step things up a bit."
"But this is biological warfare," Margaret said.
"It is an unfortunate but necessary step, Facilitator," the Councilor said.
"How many will die from this?" she asked.
"It will vary by country and area, and believe me, Facilitator, we regret any loss of life," another Councilor said. "However, our engineers estimate the survival rate to be somewhere over 90 percent."
"Forgive me for asking, but why this?" Margaret asked.
"You are forgiven," the first Councilor said. "After all, it is your species that will be affected. As to why, consider. This is a novel strain, which means it has never been encountered before. That means your health authorities will need to spend time coming up with new ways to deal with it. That means economic hardship, as well as political chaos. It will take at least a year, or longer, before a suitable vaccine can be developed. Even longer for a distribution plan to be formed."
"Plus," another Councilor said. "There will be a very important election in the country where you live. We have been following the news there, and we believe this will have a tremendous impact on that election. Our estimates are that by the time that election has concluded, there will be significant political upheaval in your country, and perhaps others as well."
"All of this will serve our purposes," a third Councilor said. "The more divided the human race is, the easier it will be for us to operate and complete our objectives."
"What about your allies here on Earth?" Margaret asked. "And everyone at the Colony?"
"We have already taken that into account," one Councilor said. "We are transmitting instructions to you now. You will ensure those instructions are carried out to the letter. Do not worry, Facilitator. All will be cared for."
"I understand," she said. "So, none of us will get this virus?"
"No, you will all be spared and immune from it," the Councilor said.
"When will this virus arrive?" Margaret asked.
"By your calendar, it should be there sometime in early November," one Councilor said. "According to our calculations, it should make planetfall somewhere in the body of land you know as China. It will spread from there quite rapidly."
"In the meantime, Facilitator, I suggest it is time you close your shop for good," the first Councilor said. "You have earned enough that you can collect your government's social security. You should file for that immediately. We suggest you move your operation to the Colony as soon as possible."
"It shall be as you say, Councilor," she said. "Marsook's will be done."
"Of course, Facilitator," the Councilor said.
"There is a phrase that has been attributed to your Chinese brethren, Facilitator," one Councilor said. "May you live in interesting times. The times are indeed going to be interesting. We will remain in contact as always. Stay the course and remain true to the cause. Report when you have completed the move to the Colony."
"I will, Councilor," she said. After the obligatory ending, the communication ended. Margaret stood there, stunned, for just a few moments. But only a few moments. There was much work to be done.
...
To be continued...
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I couldn't believe what I was seeing. Simone, my wife of five years, was topless, bouncing on the lap of one of the guys in the hot tub below. From the look on her face and the look on the guy's face, it was pretty clear to me they were actually fucking. What the fuck? Angry, I pulled out my phone and took a short video.
I thought about changing into my swim trunks, but changed my mind. I sat on a chair in the room and thought back. No wonder she didn't want me to come to this party with her. She had been working as a secretary for S&G Funds, a hedge fund company, for about a year or so, and she really seemed to be happy. Now I know why.
Earlier that week, I saw a text come up on her phone, letting her know there would be a company Christmas party this weekend, and she was allowed to bring a "plus one." When I told her about it, she tried to dissuade me from going.
"Oh Carl, you'll just be bored anyway," she said.
"I don't get it," I said. "Why don't you want me to go with you?" I asked. "Are you ashamed to be seen in public with me or something?"
"Of course not, silly," she said. "It's just that these are financial gurus. There's probably going to be a lot of boring talk about money and stuff and you'd just get bored."
Her company had a habit of holding these parties about once a month, and they had always been staff only. Most of the time, Simone was gone until late that night, or even sometimes late the next day. I never made a fuss about it, but now I had a better idea of what actually went on at these things.
"I see," I told her. "Well, maybe I'd like to spend the evening with you anyway."
"Have it your way," she said. "If you're going, you'd better get your tux cleaned. But trust me, you're probably not going to have a lot of fun."
The day of the party, she suggested I bring a pair of swim trunks. Swim trunks? For a Christmas party? It's December, for crying out loud, and it's cold outside.
"Swim trunks?" I asked her. "It's awful cold outside for swim trunks, don't you think?"
"Nah," she said. "We usually end up in my boss' penthouse after the main party and he has a real nice hot tub."
"I see," I told her. "So, you do this often, then?"
"Yeah, pretty much every time," she said. "Now, promise me you'll be on your best behavior tonight, okay?"
"I always am," I told her. This didn't sound too good. Why would she tell me this? "Why are you telling me this?"
"Oh, it's just that these parties can get pretty wild sometimes," she said. "I don't want you getting upset with anything you might see. The guys there are quite friendly and can get pretty handsy, if you know what I mean."
"Well, as long as everything passes the husband test, there shouldn't be any problem, right?" I asked in response. She smiled and said nothing, but gave me a kiss on the cheek.
When we got to the main party, Simone introduced me to a friend of hers, Linda.
"Linda, this is my husband, Carl," she said. Linda looked me over and smiled.
"Husband?" she asked. "This is going to be fun. You really are a wild and crazy girl, you know that?" she asked with a smile. I wondered what she meant by that. Simone smiled as she giggled.
"I gotta go mingle, sweetie," Simone told me. "Could you get me something to drink? Maybe some wine. C'mon, let's go," she told Linda without giving me so much as a backward glance. I made my way to the bar and got her wine and a beer for myself. I looked around but I didn't see Simone anywhere. I walked around, looking for her, but to no avail.
After a half hour, I sat at an empty table and hoped she would come look for me. In the meantime, I watched as everyone danced and had a general good time. No one said anything to me and walked around me as though I wasn't even there. I guess she was right -- I wasn't having any fun at all, and I was getting more than a bit pissed off that my wife would simply abandon me like this.
After nursing my beer for a couple hours, I said 'to hell with this shit,' and got up. I figured if Simone wasn't even going to spend any time with me, I'll just go home and leave her to her friends. I started walking to the entrance when Simone and Linda came up to me. There were three other guys with them, and one had his arm around Simone's waist. Simone didn't bother to make any introductions.
"Oh there you are," she said. I could tell she had been drinking. "We were looking all over for you." Yeah, sure you were, I thought. When she kissed me, I could detect the taste of tequila and something else.
"Yeah, I was just getting ready to go home since you abandoned me two hours ago," I said. "Where were you?" She blushed and looked down as the guys with her smirked at me. I felt like punching them in the teeth.
"We were just having a few shots," Linda said. Simone looked at her funny. I wondered what the hell was going on here.
"Shots of what?" I asked Simone. "I can taste tequila, but there's something else."
"Oh nothing," Simone said. "Hey, listen, we're all going over to Ben's place. He's got the hot tub warming up. Are you ready?"
"I guess," I said. "Am I going to get to spend some time with you or are you planning to abandon me again tonight?"
"Oh, don't be silly," she said. "You'll see me later. I'll ride over with Linda and the guys if that's okay with you."
"Why not ride with me?" I asked. One of the guys grabbed her by the hand and pulled her away.
"You can follow me, dude," he said in a tone of voice that pissed me off even more. Simone and Linda followed the guys and I could hear them laughing as they left. I got my car and followed them. When we arrived, I saw that Simone had already changed into her bikini. What the hell was going on here?
When we got there, Simone had already gone into the hot tub with the two guys, who I later learned were Ben and Dale, the two senior partners in the firm. Both of them struck me as little more than rich frat boys. Linda came over to me after they were outside.
"So, you think that maybe we can hook up later tonight?" she asked.
"What makes you think I'm even inclined to do that?" I asked. "I'm married."
"Oh," she said. "I thought you guys had an open marriage or something."
"What makes you think that?" I asked.
"Well, the way Simone carries on with all the other guys," she said. "I thought you were into being cuckolded, especially the way she kissed you earlier."
"What the hell makes you say that? What do you mean the way she kissed me earlier?" I asked.
"Well, she had already sucked off Ben and Dale," she said. "She still had their cum in her mouth when she kissed you. Did you enjoy that?" I felt like throwing up. Her expression changed when she saw my reaction. "Oh my God, you didn't know, did you?"
"No," I said. "How long has she been doing this?"
"Ever since she came on board the company," Linda said. Oh my God, I thought. That's been over a year now. All this time she's been their whore and I had no clue.
"Is that what she was doing at the party?" I asked. "Fucking and sucking those two guys?"
"And a few others," Linda said. "I'm sorry. I just assumed you knew. She really does love you, you know."
"Yeah, I'm feeling the love," I said.
"Look, why don't you go upstairs and change," she said. "Maybe she'll keep herself under control tonight since you're right here."
"Yeah, right," I said. I headed upstairs and that's when I saw her fucking those two guys. As much as I loved her, there was no way I was going to tolerate this. I decided to confront her about this and went downstairs.
"Oh there you are," Simone said as I got to the bottom of the stairs. "Why aren't you in your bathing suit? Aren't you coming out to the hot tub with us?" I grabbed her arm and pulled her into what looked like a study and closed the door. "What's the matter, Carl?" she asked.
"What's the matter?" I asked. "Were you ever going to tell me about having an open marriage?"
"What?" she asked.
"That's what Linda told me," I said. I pulled out my phone and played the video of her fucking the two guys in the hot tub. "What's this all about? Thought that maybe you'd just humiliate me even further after abandoning me at the party? And is it true you fucked and sucked those guys off at the party so I could taste their cum in your mouth?"
"Oh come on, Carl," she said. "We were just having a little bit of fun. Yeah, I sucked them off. So what? It doesn't mean that I love you any less. And yeah, I fucked them as well. It doesn't mean anything." I couldn't believe what I was hearing. She admitted to having sex with them and I was just supposed to go along with it.
"It means everything," I said. I pulled off my wedding ring and put it in her hand. Then I grabbed her left hand and pulled off her rings.
"Carl, what are you doing?" she asked.
"You're a disgusting pig and right now, I hate your guts," I said. "Merry fucking Christmas. I hope it was worth it to you. Don't bother coming home. I'll be seeing a lawyer about a divorce on Monday."
"You can't mean that," she cried. "I love you. I don't want a divorce."
"I don't care what you want anymore," I said. "I know the truth. I know why you didn't want me to come with you. I won't be your cuckold. Goodbye, Simone." I turned and left. One of the guys, I don't know which, called after me.
"Hey, brah, you leaving already?" he asked. "You know, that's one hot wife you got there."
"Glad you like her," I said. "She's all yours from now on." I left the penthouse, went downstairs to my car and drove home. Simone began calling and texting me after I left, but I ignored her calls. When I got home, I deleted her messages and blocked her number.
I changed out of my tux, grabbed some trash bags and began tossing her clothes and things into them. I put them into her car and pulled it out of the garage. I removed the garage door opener and changed the code so she couldn't get back inside.
By then it was about 2:30 am and I was dead tired. I fell on the bed and instantly went to sleep. I woke up the next morning to the sound of our house phone ringing. I picked it up without thinking.
"Yeah," I said when I answered.
"Carl, it's me," Simone said. "Please come get me."
"Fuck you, bitch," I said. "You're not my problem anymore."
"Carl, please, we have to talk," she begged.
"No, we don't. If you have anything to say, you can say it through my lawyer. You do need to come get your car out of my parking space. I've already packed all your shit in it," I told her before hanging up. She called right back, but I unplugged the house phone. I had no desire to ever see her face or hear her voice again. I fell back on the bed and went to sleep,plugging the phone back in when I got up.
That afternoon, after I finally woke up enough to be coherent, I looked and saw that her car was gone. Good. Maybe she finally got the message. I started looking online for a divorce lawyer and read all I could find about the divorce laws in our state.
This was a community property state, but we didn't own any real estate, so that wouldn't be an issue. We had no children, so there would be no child support. She made as much, if not a little more than me, so I didn't think there would be any alimony.
I also found that while most divorces in this state were "no fault," there was a provision to file on the basis of adultery, cruelty or abuse. That would make the divorce more costly and take more time to resolve, but I didn't care about that. After looking, I noted the number for one Jenny Hawkins, Attorney at Law, and decided to give her a call on Monday.
As I was making my notes, my cell phone rang. I looked but didn't recognize the number. I figured Simone could have been using someone else's phone to call me. But it could have been anyone, so I decided to answer it.
"Carl?" asked a female voice.
"This is he," I said.
"Carl, this is Linda," the woman said. "I just wanted to let you know Simone is staying with me for a few days. Are you really going for a divorce?"
"Yes, I am," I said.
"Carl, she's a wreck," Linda said. "She's in her room crying her eyes out. I'm afraid she's going to have a nervous breakdown."
"I don't care," I said. "She brought it on herself."
"Don't you have any feelings for her at all?" Linda asked.
"Yeah, right now they can be described as hatred and disgust," I said. "She's been fucking around on me for a year or more and she had the audacity to humiliate me in public. We're through."
"But she loves you," Linda said.
"So she claims," I said. "Tell me, what did she do after I left? How long did you two stay at the penthouse? Did she fuck Ben and Dale again?"
"She was upset," Linda said. "We all were."
"You're not answering my questions," I said.
"Okay," she said. "Yeah, we all hooked up last night after you left. But only to help Simone feel better. You could've had a good time as well if you'd only stayed."
"Where the fuck do people like you come from?" I asked, incredulous. "I gotta go, Linda. Goodbye." I ended the call and that's when I noticed two text messages from numbers I didn't recognize. The messages came in early this morning after I had gone to bed. I pulled them up and noticed that videos were attached to them.
"Missed one helluva party, bro," one message read. I played the video and saw Simone getting made airtight by three of the men at the penthouse. I recognized Ben and Dale, but didn't recognize the other. Linda stood next to them, naked, and masturbated as she watched. When they pulled apart, I saw cum dripping out of Simone's ass and pussy. The man I didn't recognize looked into the camera and spoke.
"That's quite a wife you have there, brah," he said with a shit-eating grin. "Too bad you weren't here. You coulda had a great time eating our cum out of her ass and cunt." They all laughed as he said that. Even Simone laughed. Yeah, I thought. So much for loving me.
The second video was more of the same, except it ended with Ben smearing his cum on my wedding ring as Simone held it in her open hand. She looked at the camera with a smirk and licked his cum off my ring. My hatred for her only grew exponentially. I transferred the videos to my PC and made a copy of them for the lawyer.
I thought about sending the videos to all of her friends and her family, but decided against it, at least for now. The info I got from Jenny's website indicated that I needed to be very careful about how I reacted to her actions. Any negative reaction on my part could easily undo my case, her site warned. Okay, so I decided to hold off for the time being.
I didn't hear anything from Simone or Linda the rest of that day or the next, which was a good thing as far as I was concerned. I spent the rest of the weekend exorcising Simone's presence from the apartment. On Monday, I called my boss, explained the situation and took a few days off for vacation. I knew I would be basically worthless and my boss understood. He had gone through a divorce from a cheating wife so he understood how I felt.
I called Jenny's office and arranged for an appointment that afternoon. On the way to my appointment, I stopped at the bank and did everything I could to separate her from our joint account. I paid off her joint credit card, then canceled it. I took out half of everything and opened a new account in my name only.
Jenny explained the divorce laws in our state and asked if I wanted to pursue an alienation of affection lawsuit against her bosses. She explained that it might not go very far, but there was always a chance, given the evidence I had. I told her to do what she thought best.
"Where would like them served?" she asked me.
"At their office," I said. I wanted them to experience a bit of the same public humiliation they had heaped on me this past year. She nodded her head and made notes. When we finished, I paid a retainer, then headed home. On the way, I got a call from Linda.
"Hello," I said when I answered.
"Carl, would you be willing to meet with Simone and I someplace this afternoon?" she asked.
"Not really," I said. "I just finished seeing my attorney and she suggested I stay away from her. If she has something to say, she can do it through my lawyer. Would you like her contact information?"
"Hold on," she said. I could tell she had placed one hand over the phone and I could hear her talking to someone, but the voices were muffled. A few moments later, she came back on.
"I guess that'll have to do," she said quietly. After I gave her Jenny's contact information, she tried to lobby for Simone one last time. "She really does love you, Carl, and she's willing to make this up to you. Can't you please find it in your heart to forgive her?"
"Well, she has a damn funny way of showing her love," I said. "And how, exactly, will she make this up to me? Can she unfuck herself? Can she turn the clock back a year? I don't think so. The answer is no. I will never forgive her for what she did."
"Okay, if that's the way you want it," she said. "I'll pass that on to her. But you know you're going to have to talk to her sometime."
"Not if I can help it," I said. "What's done is done. Tell her she can expect to be served with papers soon." I ended the call and drove the rest of the way home, stopping only to pick up a 12-pack of beer and a couple packs of cigarettes. I had stopped smoking when we first got married, but I felt that I needed to do something to keep from punching holes in the walls.
Shortly after I got home, the house phone rang. I answered, wondering who was calling now.
"Hello," I said.
"Mr. Jacobs, this is Ben Carlson, your wife's employer," the young male voice said. I recognized the voice from the party. He seemed to have adopted a more professional tone now that he was back in his place of business.
"I know who you are, Ben," I said. "What do you want?"
"Look, I know you're upset about what happened Friday, and I want you to know that we all thought you were okay with your wife's, er, activities, at the company gatherings," he said.
"So you knew she was married during all this?" I asked.
"Yes," he said. "But honestly, she told us you guys had an open marriage and that you were okay with what she was doing."
"And you never bothered to ask me about it?" I asked.
"I didn't think I had to," he said.
"And the videos you guys sent me Friday night?" I asked. "What was up with that?"
"Those videos were her idea," he said. "Look, I'm really very sorry about all this. Is there anything I can do to make it up to you?"
"Yeah," I said. "You can let me kick your balls into the middle of next week after you testify against her in court. Oh, and I intend to sue you for alienation of affection. If you really want to make it up to me, you'll accept my terms without any argument. Anything else?"



"You're really suing us?" he asked.
"Yes," I said. "Especially since you've been violating your own morals clauses for the last year while you've been destroying my marriage."
"Look, man, this was all just in fun," he said. "We didn't intend to destroy your marriage."
"Well, what the hell did you think was going to happen?" I asked. "Did you honestly think I was just going to sit back and applaud you for fucking my wife and using her as a goddamn sperm receptacle? Sounds to me like you've been reading too many stories on the Internet."
"Look, man, we can work through this," Ben pleaded. "A lawsuit like that could ruin us."
"Not my problem, asshole," I said. "You shouldn't have turned my wife into your whore. Goodbye." I slammed the phone down and grabbed a beer, then headed to the balcony for a smoke.
I didn't hear anything from the cheaters until Wednesday, when they were served at Simone's office.
"I don't believe you actually did it," Linda said. "You didn't even give her a chance to explain. Do you have any idea how humiliated she is right now?"
"I really don't give a shit," I said. "She didn't care about humiliating me with her cheating, so I simply don't give a fuck. Goodbye, Linda. Don't call here again," I added, slamming the phone down. God, that felt so good. A few moments later, I got another call. I recognized the number as coming from Ben's office.
"WHAT?" I yelled as I answered.
"You motherfucker," he hissed. "I'm going to kick your ass. How dare you sue me! Simone wanted to fuck us all, you stupid shit. Maybe you should've taken care of her better."
"Bring it, asshole," I said. "How dare you fuck up my life. Now I'm going to ruin yours." I slammed the phone down and called Jenny to tell her about Ben's threat.
"Good," she said. "I'll file for a temporary restraining order against Simone as well as her cohorts today. I'll make sure you get a copy of the order. Remember what I said. Don't do anything stupid."
"What if he comes after me?" I asked.
"Make sure that you have witnesses and don't instigate anything," she said. I understood what she meant. Later that afternoon, there was a knock on the door. True to her word, Jenny had filed the TRO and a courier had just delivered my copy.
I decided to hedge my bets somewhat and purchased a small motion-activated camera to cover my front room. I also had a nice Louisville Slugger close to the front door just in case. I figured if Ben or his accomplices intended to make good on their threats, I needed to have something for evidence, and I needed some means of protection.
Things remained relatively peaceful for the rest of the week. Thankfully, I didn't hear anything from Linda, Simone or her boyfriends. Until Saturday night, that is. I was sitting on my balcony nursing a beer and a cigarette when I heard my doorbell. That was followed up by pounding on the door.
I ground out my cigarette and went into the front room and looked out the peephole in the door. Sure enough, it was Ben, and I could make out someone with him. The pounding continued.
"Open up, Jacobs," he shouted. "I can hear you in there. Open up so I can kick your fucking ass."
"You're violating a restraining order. I'm calling the cops right now, Ben," I said as I dialed 911 on my phone.
"You wouldn't dare," he yelled. "Open up now, Goddammit!" he yelled. "Take your medicine like a man, you little wimp." When the 911 operator came on, I told them what was happening at my door.
"We've gotten a couple calls for that area and have already dispatched a couple cruisers to your location," the operator said. "In the meantime, do not open the door until officers arrive."
"Thank you," I said before ending the call. The pounding continued and I began to wonder if he was going to break the door down. I clutched the bat tighter and waited.
"Goddammit, open up before I break this fucking door down," he yelled as he pounded on the door. I heard a commotion and looked through the peephole. I saw two very large police officers putting cuffs on Ben and the other man with him. One of the officers knocked on my door.
"Police," the officer said. I opened the door to see the two men in cuffs. Ben looked at me as the officer led him back to his cruiser.
"I'm not finished with you, wimp," he yelled. "I'm going to come back and kick your fucking ass." I looked back at the officer.
"Do you know this man?" he asked. I nodded my head and showed him the copy of my TRO. He read it over and spoke into his radio before addressing me again.
"We'll be taking them downtown," he said. "They'll be spending the night with us. Can you tell me what this is all about?" He took copious notes as I told him my story. "Thank you for your cooperation," he said when I finished. "I don't think he'll be giving you any more trouble for a little while." I closed the door and locked it before heading back out to my balcony with a fresh beer.
The next day, the news of Ben's arrest hit the papers. "Hedge Fund CEO Arrested," the headline read. The short story below didn't go into a lot of detail, but something told me this was just the beginning of his downfall.
Over the course of the next few days, more articles came out, saying that a number of S&G's clients were leaving the company. It seems their clients felt they couldn't trust a company that ruined their employees marriages. Naturally, this had an impact on the company's bottom line. Good, I thought.
I went back to work the following Monday. It was difficult, but I managed to get some work done. I never heard from anyone for about three weeks. Then I got a call from Jenny.
"Good morning, Carl," she said. "How are you holding up?"
"About as well as can be expected," I said. "Any word from Simone?"
"Yes," Jenny said. "She's gotten an attorney and they've petitioned the court for marriage counseling. The judge agreed and has ordered six sessions beginning this week."
"They can do that?" I asked.
"Yes," she said. "And it would be to your benefit to show up. If you don't, the judge can hold you in contempt of court and even put you in jail."
"There's no way I'm reconciling with that bitch," I told her.
"I understand," Jenny said. "But you need to show up anyway. If the counselor sees there's no hope for reconciliation, she'll let the judge know."
"Okay," I said. "Was there anything else?"
"Yes," Jenny said. "Her attorney tells me that Simone is pregnant. If that's the case, the court won't do anything more until paternity has been established."
"So I have to wait another eight or nine months?" I asked.
"As of right now, yes," Jenny said. Crap. "If it's your child, you'll be ordered to pay child support. On a positive note, however, the judge has agreed to a legal separation, at least until she gives birth."
"Wonderful," I said. Jenny gave me the address for the counselor and wished me luck. I wrote down the information and put it on my calendar. I decided that I would make it clear in no uncertain terms there was no way I would ever reconcile with the cheating slut.
When I got to the counselor's office, I was ushered right in. A somewhat older woman looked at me over her glasses. Simone sat across from her in a love seat looking somewhat forlorn. I had a very bad feeling about this.
The counselor introduced herself as Dr. Abigail Farnsworth and indicated I should sit next to the slut on the love seat. I chose instead to sit in a smaller, wooden chair placed at a 45 degree angle to the love seat.
"Good to see you could make it, Mr. Jacobs," she said.
"I understand I have no choice," I said, crossing my arms in front of my chest.
"True," she said. "Still, I'm glad to see you here." She turned to Simone. "Tell me, Mrs. Jacobs, what do you hope to get from these sessions?"
"I want to get back together with my husband," she said. "We're going to have a baby and I want to be a family again." I snorted in derision as she said that. Abigail looked at me.
"And what do you hope to get out of these sessions, Mr. Jacobs?" she asked.
"What I want is for you to realize there's no way I'm reconciling with... that," I said, nodding my head in Simone's direction. I saw her recoil when I did that. Abigail nodded her head.
"Not even for the sake of the child?" she asked me.
"I honestly don't think it's my child," I said. "If by some miracle it is, I'll pay child support and I'll do everything I can to be a father to it. But there's no way I'm reconciling with her. Period, end of sentence."
"Not even for the sake of the child?" she asked. I pulled out my phone and brought up the videos that were sent to me. I showed them to Abigail. She was clearly disgusted with what she saw. When they finished, I put my phone back in my pocket.
"I see you're married, Doctor," I said. "Tell me, if that was your husband in those videos instead of her, would you want to reconcile? And what if you learned he had been doing that to you for more than a year, and actually did it in front of you? Would you reconcile then?"
"This isn't about me," she said. "This is about the two of you. And now you have a little one to think about."
"Wrong, Doctor," I said. "She has a little one to think about. I don't believe her child is mine. In fact, I'd be willing to bet on it. I would like a few answers from her, though." Abigail thought for a moment, then nodded her head and looked at Simone.
"I think he's entitled to some answers, don't you?" she asked Simone. She looked down, sheepish, her face burning with embarrassment. She finally looked up at me before answering.
"I... I guess so," she said. Abigail looked at me before speaking.
"The floor is yours," she told me. I nodded my head in thanks nd turned back to Simone.
"The night of the party, you knew what was going to happen, didn't you?" I asked. She nodded her head.
"Yes," she said.
"And that's the real reason you didn't want me to go with you, isn't it?" I asked.
"Yes, it is," she said. "I tried to warn you that you wouldn't have any fun."
"And you were right," I said. "It was the absolute worse night of my life. When you kissed me at the party, you deliberately made sure you had those two men's cum in your mouth when you did, didn't you?" Her face burned red for a bit.
"Yes, I did," she said.
"Why?" I asked. "Did I do something to deserve that kind of humiliation?"
"You did nothing," she said. "We just thought it would be... wicked and exciting."
"So all of you planned to humiliate me, didn't you?" I asked. "And you intended to humiliate me even further at Ben's place, didn't you?"
"Yes and yes," she said sheepishly.
"How long have you been screwing those guys?" I asked.
"Pretty much from the time I joined S&G," she said.
"Again, why?" I asked. She shrugged her shoulders.
"Because I liked it," she said. "It was fun. It was naughty and exciting. They made me feel sexy."
"How many times did you give me sloppy seconds or kiss me with their cum still in your mouth?" I asked.
"I don't know," she said. "A few." I felt like throwing up after hearing that, but managed to keep myself under control.
"How many men did you have sex with since you started there? Not counting me," I said.
"I don't know," she said. "Maybe four or five... dozen."
"Four or five DOZEN?" I asked, shocked. "You've fucked 48 to 60 other men over the last year? My God, woman, are you out of your fucking mind? Haven't you heard of STDs? What, were you trying to kill me off with something? Do you even know who the father of this child is?"
"Not 100 percent," she said.
"But you expect me to raise it and pay for it, don't you?" I asked. "You're a real piece of work, you know that?"
"But I love you," she said quietly.
"Well I don't love you," I said, my anger building. "Not anymore. In fact, I hate your guts right now and I hope you rot and die of fucking AIDS." Both of them looked at me, shocked. Simone looked as if she was about to start crying, but I didn't care. In fact, I wanted to hurt her even more with my words and started to say something else, but Abigail stopped me.
"That's enough, Mr. Jacobs," she said. "You've made your point. I see you're determined to throw away five good years of marriage."
"I didn't throw anything away," I said. "She did, the first time she spread her legs for another man. And it wasn't five good years. Four, maybe. The last year, she wasn't really my wife. She was just a cum dump for everything she could get her hands on. You heard her. She screwed 48 to 60 men over the last year. She doesn't even know who the father of her child is. No, I will never, ever, reconcile with that."
"Alright, I think we've heard enough for today," Abigail said. "I want to have a session with each of you on an individual basis, then we'll go from there." We scheduled our appointment for the next week and left. I heard Simone call out to me when we got to the parking lot, but I ignored her and went to my car. As I pulled out, I saw her slumped over her steering wheel, sobbing. Good, I thought. Let her feel some pain for once. That night, I got a call from a very angry Linda.
"I hope your fucking happy," she yelled.
"What do you mean?" I asked in response.
"Simone is in the hospital," Linda said. "She had a miscarriage. She told me what you said and the way you treated her."
"So, what do you want? Sympathy? I simply told the truth, which is a lot more than she did this last year," I said.
"Didn't you hear what I said?" Linda asked. "Your wife is in the fucking HOSPITAL! Don't you care about that?"
"Frankly, no, I don't," I told her.
"My God, you really are a bastard," she said quietly.
"Well, you guys only have yourselves to thank for that," I said.
"The very least you can do is go down and give them your insurance information," she said. "Legally, she's still your wife and you'll end up getting the bills anyway." I calmed down for a moment and remembered what Jennie told me.
"Alright," I said. "What room is she in?" Linda gave me the information and I went to the hospital. When I got there, I made my way to her ward and conferred with the nurse. I gave them my insurance information and briefly spoke to the doctor.
"Any idea what caused this?" I asked the doctor. He shook his head.
"It's hard to say. There's a number of things that can happen in a pregnancy," he said.
"How far along was she?" I asked.
"I'd say maybe nine or ten weeks along," he said. That meant it was possible the child could've been mine. I would never know, however. It didn't matter, though. As far as I was concerned, her miscarriage only meant the divorce could proceed.
"How is she doing?" I asked.
"She'll be okay," the doctor said. "I want to keep an eye on her for a little bit, but she'll be able to go home in a couple hours or so."
"Thanks," I said, before going into her room. She looked like hell, laying there in the bed. She looked at me with tears in her eyes. Linda stood at the end of her bed.
"Are you happy now?" she spat at me.
"Shut the fuck up, bitch," I growled. Linda shrank back from me before leaving the room. I looked at Simone.
"I guess we're really through, aren't we?" she asked. I nodded my head.
"Yeah, we are," I said.
"Do you really hate me as much as you said earlier today?" she asked.
"Right this second, no," I said. "But there's no way I'm taking you back. You've proven that I could never trust you out of my sight. Every time you went to the store, I'd sit at home wondering if you're fucking the clerks at the checkout stand. Besides, I simply can't get past your blatant disrespect. I don't get it. I treated you like a queen all those years. Did I do something to make you turn your back on me all of a sudden?"
"No," she said. "You were the best husband and lover a girl could want."
"Obviously not," I said. "Or you would've told those clowns to fuck off."
"It wasn't you," she said. "It was me. They brought out the slut in me, told me that every guy wants to see his wife get fucked by other men. I guess I just bought into their bullshit. I saw the other girls doing it and thought, why should I miss out on all the fun. And that's all it was. Just fun."
"Yeah," I said. "It's all fun and games until the spouse finds out." I waited a few moments before continuing. "Look, the divorce is going to happen, no matter what you do. All you're doing is wasting your time and money. End this charade and move on, okay? We're done. I'm never taking you back."
"Alright," she said quietly, tears falling down her face. "I'll tell my lawyer tomorrow."
"And don't ask if we can be friends," I said. "I don't see that happening." The tears kept falling down her face.
"I'm really sorry," she said quietly. I looked at her for a few moments.
"Yeah," I said as I began to leave her room. "Goodbye, Simone." I could hear her cry as I walked away. Tough shit, I thought. Good riddance.
A few days later, I got a call from Jenny. True to her word, Simone dropped all of her objections to the divorce. Abigail wrote a report that said reconciliation was impossible. She included a suggestion that I go through anger management, however. The judge agreed and made the same recommendation, although she fell short of making it an order.
Jenny managed to get settlements from S&G Funds as well as Ben and Dale about a month later. She handed me the largest check I had ever seen in my life.
"That's minus my take, of course," she said.
"Of course," I responded. I deposited the check and went on with my life, such as it was.
Epilogue:
S&G, or "Sodom and Gomorrah," as I tended to think of it, closed its doors about six months later. It seems that its customers felt they couldn't trust the company with their money. Wonder why, I wryly asked myself.
I never heard from Ben and Dale after that day at the apartment. They both spent 30 days in the county jail for their stunt and apparently didn't want to go back. Their reputations in the community destroyed, they left for greener pastures on the West Coast.
Simone and Linda continued living in the same apartment and ended up working in a strip mall retail store -- one of those places that specialized in women's clothing and cosmetics. I saw them around from time to time, but never acknowledged their presence.
I stayed single and dated periodically over the next couple of years. I finally met Claire Hansen, a recent divorcee, and we dated for a few months, each of us taking it slow and easy. Like me, she had been burned by a cheating spouse, and was still hurting from that. I understood her pain and did all I could to support her.
The first few weeks, all we did was talk, or go out for dinner and a movie. She was bit more fragile than I was at the time. We spent a lot of time holding hands and walking through the park. I was quite attracted to her and decided to let her make the first move.
One night, after a delicious lasagna at her condo, she looked at me as if studying a specimen under a microscope.
"Do you find me attractive?" she asked. I smiled and looked her in the face.
"I find you very attractive," I said. "In more ways than one. Why?"
"I was just wondering," she said. "You've never made a move on me. I was beginning to think that maybe you don't like girls."
"Oh, I like girls just fine," I said. "It's just, once burned, twice shy, I guess."
"I can understand that," she said. "But we're not all like your ex-wife."
"True," I said. "And we're not all like your ex-husband. I happen to believe in the sanctity of marriage." She smiled.
"I know you do," she said. "I hope you realize I feel the same way."
"I do," I said.
"So, what are you going to do with this little bit of information?" she asked. "Do you think you could manage to do more than give me a kiss on the cheek?"



"Where would you like me to kiss you?" I asked, teasing her. She slowly lifted her dress over her waist. I could see she wore no panties and her pussy was clean shaven. I felt my cock respond. She gave me a sultry smile.
"Well?" she asked as she spread her legs for me. I smiled and got down between her legs. Oh yeah, things were definitely looking good...
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Tom Williams sat in his chair on his covered patio, waiting for Julie, or Jules, as he called her, his wife of almost 20 years to come through the door. Sarah Miles, a friend and colleague, sat at a 90 degree angle to his right. He took a puff off his cigarette, ground it in the ashtray on the table in front of him, took a sip of coffee and lit another srlmoke.
"You alright, Tom?" she asked. He shook his head slowly.
"Not really, Sarah," he said. "But I'm glad you're here."
"That's what friends are for, Tom," she said. He nodded his head and thought back over his marriage.
Nearly 22 years ago, he finished his four-year stint in the Marine Corps, having served as a military policeman, or MP. All he ever wanted to be was a cop. To be more precise, he wanted to be a detective. After his tour in the Corps, he went back to college full time using his veterans benefits. His goal was to complete his Criminal Justice degree and become a policeman.
That's where he met Julie. She was completing her business degree and they were in the same business law class. For her part, she was instantly attracted to the Marine combat veteran. Standing at just over 6 feet, he weighed in at 190 pounds, all muscle. Broad in the shoulders and narrow at the hips, he cut an imposing figure in any uniform he wore.
They dated, fell in love and got married after they graduated. She was about five years younger than him and had been engaged once before. She never explained why they broke up, only that he graduated a couple years ahead of her and moved on to New York.
He really didn't care about her old boyfriends -- hell, he had been something of a wild man in the Corps, chasing women wherever and whenever he could. But when he met Julie, he knew he had met his soul mate, and was determined to settle down with her.
They married right after graduation. He was able to get on with the police department, but it would be six months before he could attend Police Academy, so they put him to work as a 911 dispatcher. He knew it was only temporary, but at least he was doing something and was bringing home a paycheck.
Julie went to work for an investment firm that had offices nationwide. Together, they made enough to pay for a small but nice apartment, which suited them just fine. Most of their time was spent in the bedroom anyway. She liked her work, but the only part of her job Tom didn't like were the mandatory quarterly meetings back East, either in Washington, DC or New York.
According to her, they usually consisted of seminars that covered the latest regulatory changes, but sometimes, they included meetings with various officials. The trips usually lasted just three days, but could go for an entire week. He hated having her away from him, but she rocked his world when they reunited.
She gave birth to their first child, Andrew, about six months after he finished police academy, which was about a year and a half after they married. Two years later, she gave birth to their second child, Marie. She had a difficult time with Marie's delivery, and convinced him to get a vasectomy.
Both children were graced with their mother's blonde hair and piercing blue eyes. His mother suggested he have their DNA checked to verify they were his, but he rebuffed her efforts, saying Julie would never cheat on him.
"If you say so," his mother said quietly.
About five and a half years after joining the force, Tom took his detective test and passed with flying colors. He also made it through the oral exam with ease, thanks to his ongoing studies and his time in the Corps. No one expected him to make detective so early in his career, but he did, surprising everyone, including himself.
The promotion could not have come at a better time, as they were looking to buy a house large enough for their family. They found a nice two-story three bedroom house in a decent neighborhood and bought it. By then, Julie had earned a couple promotions and was bringing in more money as well.
A couple months after making Detective, he accompanied Julie to her company Christmas gathering, which was held in a ballroom at a local Marriot hotel. Julie introduced him to Alf Henrickson, a mid-level manager who was in town from New York.
"Ah yes, one of the city's finest," Alf said as he shook Tom's hand. "I hear you just made Detective. I'll certainly sleep better tonight knowing you're on the job."
"Thank you," Tom said, tamping down his irritation. Something about this guy bugged him. Like Julie, he sported long blond hair and had the deepest blue eyes he had ever seen in a man. But there was something else about the guy that bugged him. He couldn't quite put his finger on it, though.
"At any rate, it would seem the better man won, eh?" he asked in a tone that baffled Tom. Alf chuckled as he took in Tom's confusion. "I was engaged to Jules once, you know. That was before I graduated and came to New York."
"I see," Tom said.
"At any rate, I'm glad we finally met," Alf said. "I have heard so much about you. Is it true you won one of those silver things in Iraq?"
"Silver Star," Tom said. "Yes, it's true."
"Ah, a war hero," Alf said. "Well, thank you for your service."
"Just doing my job," Tom said in a non-committal tone of voice. "The real heroes are usually those who come home in boxes."
"Of course," Alf said. Tom danced with his bride and watched as she danced with Alf a couple times. He saw the tall man whisper something to Jules but other than that, saw no inappropriate touching between them. When they were done, he walked Julie back to their table and made a show of handing her back to him.
"It has been a pleasure seeing you again, Jules," Alf said. "And a distinct pleasure finally making your acquaintance, sir," he added with a slight bow to Tom.
"You as well," Tom said, noticing the slight smirk on the man's face. As they drove home, Tom turned to Julie.
"Was that the guy you were engaged to in college before we met?" he asked.
"Yes, it was," she said quietly.
"Don't you think it would've been nice to let me know you were working with an old boyfriend?" he asked.
"He works in New York and we don't see each other very much," she said. "He's in a completely different department than I am. I'm sorry, I just didn't think it really mattered. It was so long ago. You're right, though. I probably should've mentioned it to you. Forgive me?" Tom smiled and chuckled.
"Of course," he said. "So, what happened between you two if you don't mind my asking?"
"Not at all," she said. "I wanted to get married and have kids. He wanted the benefits of marriage but not the responsibility. You know -- kids, mortgage, bills, all that stuff. When he left for New York, he made it clear that he would probably be seeing other women. I decided it would be best to end the engagement."
"I see," Tom said. "Any regrets?" She smiled as she looked at him and shook her head.
"None whatsoever," she said. "I've got everything a girl could ever want." She took his right hand in her left hand and and brought it to her mouth, giving it a kiss. "And right now, I'd love it if you could take me to our bedroom and make mad passionate love to me."
"Your wish is my command, my love," he told her.
He never met Alf again and Julie never mentioned his name, so he filed the encounter in the back of his mind and never brought it back up. The quarterly meetings continued and Tom never saw anything in her demeanor or actions to indicate there was a problem. She was always loving and attentive and their married life seemed to be quite good.
As time went on, Tom became acquainted with a few of Julie's friends from her office. They seemed friendly enough, but he got the sense there was something they were hiding. He got to know Alice, one of her colleagues, fairly well, when her and her husband had witnessed an armed bank robbery downtown. He caught the robber and the couple testified in court. By this time, he had been on the force for over 17 years and had risen to the rank of Detective Lieutenant.
He sometimes stopped by Julie's office for lunch and always made it a point to see how Alice was doing as her and her husband had experienced some trauma from the robbery. Staring down the barrel of a loaded shotgun can do that to a person sometimes. He admired their courage, however, when they bravely stood up and testified in court. When the prosecuting attorney asked her if she could identify the man, she said yes, then pointed right at the defendant and loudly proclaimed, "that's him, right there." That was about two and a half years ago.
Lately, though, he noticed Alice would look at him somewhat strangely when he came by. It was the same look he had gotten from several of Julie's co-workers at the company functions he had attended with her. He thought it odd at the time, but didn't let it bother him.
But one day, he decided he would find out what was bothering her. He walked into the area where Julie and Alice worked and headed for his wife's cubicle. Alice intercepted him before he got there, though.
"Julie's out for a bit," she told him.
"Oh?" Tom asked. "When will she be back?"
"She said she had to run some documents to legal, so she could be gone for a while," Alice said. He saw the look on her face and decided to press the matter.
"Is there a problem, Alice?" he asked. "Everything okay between you and your husband?"
"We're fine," she said. "I'm just curious though. Are you aware that Julie's been seeing Alf when we go back east?"
"No, I'm not," Tom said. "Why?"
"She said you guys have an open marriage, and you're okay with it because of your injury," she said.
"Injury?" Tom asked. "What injury?"
"She said you were injured in the line of duty and can't... perform," she said. "I'm sorry if I've put my nose someplace it doesn't belong," she added when she saw the look of shock on his face.
"You're right, I'm not, and I don't understand why she would say something like that, Alice," Tom said. "Do you have any proof of this?"
"I have some pictures I took with my cell phone the last time we went," she said. "If you want, I'll email them to you."
"Sure, that would be good," he said, writing his email address on the back of a business card. He handed it to her. "Do you know how long this has been going on?"
"I'm not sure, but I've seen her with him every time we went back," she said.
"How long?" Tom asked, pressing the issue.
"Ever since I've been here, about five years now," she told him.
"I see. Do me a favor, please," he said quietly. "Don't say anything to her about me being here, okay?"
"Mum's the word," she said. "I'll send those to you right away."
"Thanks, Alice," he said. "And for the record, I've never been injured in the line of duty, and I can... perform... just fine. I'll see you later." With that, he left, his mind and his stomach in turmoil. Was she cheating on him with Alf? Cheaters usually give off some sign that they're engaged in an illicit affair, he thought. But he couldn't recall anything that wouldn't pass the husband test. Julie always seemed loving and attentive, and never gave any hint that something was going on.
Of course, he never went though her luggage or demanded she give him a detailed rundown of her itinerary. She always called every night when she was gone. But that didn't really mean anything. He knew it was possible that Alice may have been exaggerating just a bit, so he decided to wait until he saw the pictures before taking any further action.
He got them about ten minutes after leaving Julie's work. He nearly lost what was in his stomach when he looked at the pictures. He saw the way Julie and Alf kissed as they danced, and saw the way his hand was on her near-naked ass under a short skirt he had never seen her wear before. His eyes filled with tears when he saw a picture of the two of them going into an elevator. She was smiling as she looked at him with a look he knew all too well -- it was the look she always gave him before they made love.
When he got back to his office, he had a hard time keeping his mind on work. Looking at the situation board, he decided to call it a day and head home.
"You okay, Lt?" one of the other detectives asked as he walked out.
"Sour stomach," he said. "Must be something I ate. I'm heading home for the rest of the day."
"Alright," the detective said. "See ya tomorrow."
"Yeah, see ya," Tom said as he walked out of the room. When he got home, he grabbed a beer and sat down at his computer. He pulled up his calendar to see when Julie's next trip back east was scheduled. He saw that it was coming up in just a couple days, on Friday. According to the colored bar that highlighted the days of the calendar, she would be gone for the whole week.
He copied the photos from his phone to his computer and enhanced them. He zoomed in on Alf's face, and that's when the bottom fell out of his world. Now he realized why the man's face triggered something in him all those years ago when they met. He pulled up pictures of his two children and compared them to Alf's. Damn, he thought. Andrew was the spitting image of Alf, and Marie was a close runner-up.
Fighting his tears, he knew he had to get proof of their parentage. He looked up the number of a company he knew that did fast and accurate DNA testing and called. After he got them to set aside a kit for him, he began to head out and his cell phone rang. He knew it was Julie from the ring tone.
"Hello," he said.
"Tom, are you okay?" she asked, concerned. "You sound like you're out of sorts. Is everything alright?"
"Just a case I'm working on that has me a bit upset," he said. "Plus my stomach is a bit sour. What's going on?"
"Well, you know I have that week-long trip back east, so I'll be working with the managers here late tonight on the itinerary," she said. "We'll probably go out to dinner and have a couple drinks afterward, so I may not get back till after 11:00. Would you mind looking after the kids tonight?"
"No problem," he said. This was nothing new. She always got with management before their quarterly meeting and knew she would probably get home well after 11:30.
"Thank you so much," she said. "Make sure they get to bed by 9:30. They have tests tomorrow and I want them to get a good night's sleep."
"Of course," he said.
"You're the best," she said. "I'll see you later. Love you."
"Yeah," he said. "Love you too." They ended the call and Tom realized the hardest part of all this was pretending there wasn't a problem between him and Julie. If what he suspected was true, that would mean she had been cheating on him their whole marriage. The only way he could get through this without going off the deep end was to treat it like he would any criminal case -- with cold, hard detachment. Follow the clues and see where they lead.
He got the DNA test and made it home before the kids. He realized he would have to wait until they were asleep before he could get anything from them. The last thing he wanted was for them to know what was going on. They weren't stupid and they would know what was up if he asked them for a cheek swab. He hated the subterfuge, but decided it was necessary.
He then looked in his contact list and found the name he was looking for. Roger Dunleavy -- a former police detective who retired a couple years ago. He moved to New York, his home town, and started his own private investigative service. His specialty was cheating spouses. He called, hoping to catch him.
"Dunleavy and Associates," his friend said when he answered.
"Roger, how are you, you old dog?" Tom asked.
"Tom Williams? Is that really you?" Roger asked.
"Yeah, it's me," Tom said. "How's business these days?"
"Well, there's more cheating spouses here than you can shake a stick at," Roger said, chuckling. "What's up? Finally realize you're never going to make Captain and want a piece of the action? I could use a good man like you."
"Nah," Tom said. "But I may have a job for you if you're willing to take it. And of course, I'll pay."
"Don't tell me you think Jules is cheating on you," Roger said.
"I'm pretty certain of it," Tom said. "And if what I suspect is true, it's been going on for a long time."
"Holy fuck," Roger said.
"She's going to be in town for a week starting Friday," Tom said. "I'll email you her itinerary and a picture of her and the guy I suspect she's been screwing."
"I take it you want the whole ball of wax," Roger said. "Audio, video, pictures, written report."
"Yeah, all of it," Tom said. "Don't hold anything back. I gotta know the whole truth. So, what do you think it'll cost me?"
"Listen, Tom," Roger said. "You saved my ass more than once. Just cover my expenses, buy me a beer and I'll call it quits."
"I don't want to take advantage of you," Tom said.
"Fuhgeddaboudit," Roger said in his New York accent, making Tom laugh. "I owe ya plenty."
"Thanks, Roger, you're a real stand up guy," Tom said. Roger laughed.
"Now yer getting' it," Roger said. "Let me give you my secure email address." Tom wrote the address down and spelled it back to make sure he got it right.
"Thanks, old friend," Tom said. "As soon as I have her itinerary, I'll email it to ya."
"I'll be looking for it," Roger said. "Talk to you soon." They ended the call just as the kids got home from school.
"Pizza okay for tonight, guys?" he asked as he walked into the front room.
"Yeah, sure," they said. "Mom's gone on one of her meetings again?" Andrew asked.
"Yeah," Tom said. "She's leaving Friday, will be gone for a week."
"A week, huh?" Marie asked. Tom couldn't help but notice the sarcasm in her voice.
"Yeah, a week," he said. "So you two need to be on your best behavior. I'm armed and carry handcuffs, you know," he added jokingly, causing them both to laugh. He ordered the pizza and they ate in the living room while watching television. "You guys ready for your tests tomorrow?" he asked.
"Yeah, pretty much," Marie said. Andrew said the same thing.
"Well, maybe you guys ought to spend some time in your books before you hit the rack," he said, using the Marine term for "bed."
"Mom lets us stay up till 10:00 on test nights," Andrew said.
"Don't bullshit a bullshitter," Tom said. "Lights out at 9:00 pm, sharp."
"Shouldn't that be 2100 hours, Dad?" Marie asked.
"You're absolutely correct, dear daughter," Tom told her. "Now go on, git upstairs." They grabbed their books and headed upstairs. Tom watched them go into their rooms. They were good kids and he loved them dearly. He just hoped he wouldn't find what he suspected.
He went back to his office and pulled out a blank white notebook. If he was going to treat this like a case, he wanted to do it right. He put paper in it and began making notes, starting with the information Alice had given him. He printed out and included the photos she had sent him.
Then he put the comparison photos he had made with the children's faces in the notebook and made a note under it: Paternity? He pulled up his calendar and took a quick look at the dates. Julie's meetings took place every three months, like clockwork. After marking the childrens' birth dates, he counted back and realized that in both cases, her pregnancies seemed to begin right around the times of those meetings. Were those coincidences, he asked himself, already knowing the answer.



He thought back and recalled the conversation they had on the way back from the party where he met Alf. What was it she said? It was after she told him she had no regrets. "I've got everything a girl could ever want," she told him.
Of course. A lover, no doubt with a big dick, and a clueless husband at home to take care of her kids while she went off to play in the big city. Damn her, he thought. Damn her to hell. He looked at the time and saw it was 9:45 pm. He closed the notebook and locked it in his desk drawer. He grabbed the DNA kit and looked upstairs.
Seeing the lights off in the kids' bedrooms, he crept up and looked inside. Sure enough, his two angels were sound asleep. He grabbed what he needed and in no time whatsoever, had secured two fresh DNA samples without even causing them to stir. He made sure they were covered and kissed them on the forehead before leaving their rooms.
He added his own DNA to the kit, filled out the paperwork and placed it all in his briefcase. He hated doing this, but decided it was something that had to be done. As he sat in his recliner, he thought about the situation and what he would do once he learned the truth. If she was cheating on him, divorce was a certainty.
But that opened up a whole 'nother can of worms, he thought. What about custody of the kids? Child support? Alimony? He made a note to speak with a family law attorney. There were other issues as well. Could she be charged with fraud or perjury if she knew Alf was the father but listed him on the birth certificate? If Alf turned out to be the father, could he be held liable for back child support? What have you done, Jules, he asked himself.
He trudged to bed, but found he could hardly sleep. Julie came in from her meeting about 11:45 and found him still awake on the bed.
"Are you okay?" she asked.
"Not really," he said.
"Wanna talk about it?" she asked.
"It's a case I'm working on," he told her. "Guy comes home and finds out that his whole marriage has been a lie. Learns the kids he's been supporting for over ten years aren't even his."
"Oh my God," she said, shocked. "What happened?"
"He snapped. He killed her," Tom lied. "With his bare hands. Then he killed the kids. He ended up killing himself."
"That poor man," she said. He looked at her before saying anything else.
"Yeah," he said. "I can't even begin to imagine what he must've felt. Makes me feel kinda lucky I don't have those kind of problems." She smiled but said nothing for a few moments as she formulated her response.
"You know I love you, right?" she asked.
"Yeah, I know," he said.
"What, you don't believe me?" she asked.
"Of course I do," he said.
"You'd better," she said. "Oh by the way, I'll be leaving a day early. On Thursday."
"What?" Tom asked. "That's tomorrow. Why?"
"I have some things to set up there before the official meetings begin," she said. "I'll pack up in the morning before I go into work. I've left a copy of my itinerary on the kitchen counter for you. I'm sorry for the late notice."
"What about reservations?" he asked.
"Those were made this morning," she said.
"So you've known since this morning?" he asked her.
"Yeah," she said. "Is that a problem?"
"Well, I was hoping to see you one more day before you left," he told her.
"I'm sorry," she said. "Look, I'm bushed. I gotta take a shower and get out of these clothes, then I'm going to crash."
"Yeah, of course," he said. "You must be bushed."
"Thanks for understanding," she said. She went into the bathroom and closed the door. He took the opportunity to grab her cell phone from her purse. He tried the code to unlock it, but found the code he knew all these years no longer worked. When did she change it, he asked himself.
He put the phone back and looked through her purse a bit more. This was something he had never done before, and he was curious what he might find. He found a box marked "Plan B One-Step." Underneath that was "emergency contraceptive." He knew what this was for and his heart sank even further. He knew she was still on the pill. She claimed they helped regulate her period, and maybe they did. But there was only one reason for this, and it made him sick. He took a picture with his phone, then put the box back and laid back down in bed.
When Julie came out of the bathroom, she laid in bed and snuggled up to Tom. Instead of embracing her as he normally would have, he rolled away as far as he could from her. Stunned at his snub, she backed away, tears in her eyes. Does he know, she wondered to herself.
The next morning, he said nothing to her as she packed. He showered, shaved, dressed for work, then went downstairs to get his morning coffee. He grabbed the itinerary she left on the counter and put it in his briefcase. After seeing the kids off to school, he headed for the door.
"Aren't you even going to give me a kiss goodbye?" she asked as he neared the door. He stopped, turned and looked at her, not saying a word. "Tom, I really do love you, you know."
"Uh huh," he said. "Of course you do. Call me when you get there." He went on out the door, leaving her standing there wondering just how much he really did know. This case must really be bothering him, she thought. He's never been so... cold.
Tom scanned and emailed Julie's itinerary to Roger, along with the photos he had of her and Alf. Then he dropped off the DNA samples and set up an afternoon appointment with Lucy Hawkins, a shark of a divorce lawyer who hated cheating spouses. She was known by many on the force as the cop's best friend, next to the bartender. She hated cheaters with a passion, especially those who ran around on police officers. Then he finally dragged himself into work. He thought he had it made until he got called by his boss, Captain Smith.
"Lt. Williams," he called. "Get your ass in my office, pronto!"
"Coming, boss," he said as he made a face at his fellow detectives.
"Shut the door, Tom," Capt. Smith said when Tom showed up. "Sit down, willya? Before you fall down." Tom sat as Capt. Smith closed the blinds. He looked at Tom before speaking.
"Alright, Tom, spill it," Smith said. "What's going on?"
"I think my wife's cheating on me," Tom said.
"Welcome to the club, pal," Capt. Smith said. "Happens to all of us at one point or another."
"You don't understand," Tom said.
"What?" Smith asked. "Is your case special or something?"
"I think she's been cheating our whole marriage," Tom said. "I have reason to believe the kids aren't even mine."
"Oh, shit, Tom," Smith said. "That sucks. I'm sorry to hear that."
"I've got an appointment to see Lucy this afternoon," Tom said.
"Good. Maybe you should also stop by and talk to Wilkerson," Smith said.
"What, the precinct shrink?" Tom asked.
"Couldn't hurt. You're going through hell right now, Tom," Smith said. "I need you at your best, and unfortunately, you're no good to me right now. I know your whole world has gone to shit, but you're not the first one it's happened to. If you need comp time to take care of your personal stuff, fine. Just don't let your cases slip. Get your shit together and get back to work. You copy?"
"I got it, Cap," Tom said. "Thanks."
"Yeah, yeah," Smith said. "Get outta here, ya bum," he added with a smile and a wink. Tom thought about what the captain said and went to see Donna Wilkerson after checking in with the rest of the team.
"Well, the mighty Tom Williams is actually tapping on my door for a change," Donna said when he knocked on her door. Donna was an attractive woman, a brunette with hazel eyes. She was about five years younger than him and well-built, with firm C-cup breasts and shapely legs. She was also married with three children. "Please, come in, have a seat." He walked into her office and closed the door before sitting down. "This must be serious. What's going on, Lt.?" He told her what he had learned so far.
"But you don't have any real evidence yet?" she asked.
"I'm in the process of getting that now," he told her.
"Have you spoken to an attorney yet?" she asked.
"I have an appointment with Lucy Hawkins this afternoon," Tom said. Donna nodded her head.
"That serious, huh?" she asked.
"Yeah," he said. "If what I suspect is true, there's no way I can forgive her or look past it. We're done."
"Have you told the kids yet?" she asked.
"No," he said. "Not yet."
"You know they'll be devastated by this," she said. "You're the only father they've ever really known. If you're not careful, they could be traumatized for years."
"I know," he said. "But I've always taught them to tell the truth no matter how much it might hurt initially. I can't hide this from them. They'll find out eventually. Better it come from me first."
"How are you dealing with all this?" she asked.
"Not well," he said. "If what I suspect is true, then the last 20 years has been a lie."
"I take it you haven't spoken to your wife about this yet?" she asked.
"No, I wanted to get my facts together first," he said.
"That's probably wise," she said. "Maybe we should talk a bit more after you've found out what's really going on. And remember, your children are the most important things in your life. Their needs have to come first."
"I've never forgotten that," he said. "But now it looks like they're not even my children."
"You may or may not have been the sperm donor," she said. "But there's no question that you're their father. You're the one who raised them and made them into what they are today. Never forget that, Tom."
"I won't, Donna," he said.
"Good," she said. "I think we should talk some more after you've gotten your facts together. You will get through this, Tom. As much as it hurts now, you will get through it. Just don't let it destroy you or your children. My door is always open, Tom, and just so you know, whatever we say here remains confidential."
"I appreciate that, Donna," he said, standing up. "Thanks. I'll be in touch." That afternoon, he found himself in the office of Lucy Hawkins, Attorney at Law. She listened attentively as he told his story.
"You say you have a PI in New York already?" she asked.
"Yes," he said.
"And you're waiting for the results of your DNA test?" she asked in a followup.
"Correct," he said. She nodded her head.
"I don't want to jump the shark on this," she said. "Let's see what the evidence says before we do anything drastic. I will say, though, that I'm very concerned with what she's apparently saying about you at her place of work. Technically, that could be slander, and as such, cause for legal action. I'm also concerned about the birth certificates. If she knew you weren't the father when she signed them, she could be charged with paternity fraud and possibly perjury under state law."
"Seriously?" Tom asked. She nodded her head.
"Yes," she said. "Different states handle that type of thing in many different ways. But in this state, if she named you as the father and signed those certificates knowing you weren't the father, she could be fined up to $10,000 and sentenced to five years in jail. For each offense. And if the real father knew about it at the time, that could be considered a conspiracy, which as you know, is considered a felony in this state."
"Damn," Tom said.
"Yeah, it can be a mess," she said. "Listen, let me do this. I'll start a file, but I won't prepare anything until we get some evidence. In the meantime, I'll get my investigators on the case and see what we can learn. Keep me in the loop at all times and don't give Julie any reason to be suspicious. Give her all the rope she needs to hang herself. Don't do anything stupid or foolish, and remember the children are your primary concern."
"I got it," he said. They ended the meeting and Tom went home. He got a call from Roger as soon as he went inside.
"Hey buddy," Roger said. "How's it hanging?"
"Okay, I guess," Tom said. "Julie should be on her way there by now. I just spoke to my attorney and we're waiting for evidence before we pull the trigger."
"Good," he said. "It cost me a couple Benjamins, but I was able to get a camera into her room. It's voice and motion-activated and it has its own web server to boot. Let me give you the IP address and you can check it out for yourself if you want. You can even record the streaming video."
"Okay, give me what I need," Tom said. Roger gave him the address and the logon credentials and Tom wrote it all down. "Thanks, buddy," he said.
"Any time," Roger said. "I'm on my way to the airport now. Her plane should be landing in an hour or so, and I'll keep an eye on her. Talk to you soon." They ended the call and Tom brought up his computer.
...
Julie Williams sat in her window seat on the airplane as it made its way to New York. She contemplated her life as she looked out the window.
For nearly 20 years she had been married to the most wonderful man a girl could want. He was a well-respected and decorated police officer, dedicated to his work and his family. He was a terrific father to her two children. He doted on the kids, teaching them how to fish, play ball, and even took them to the pistol range when they were old enough and taught them how to handle a firearm.
Part of her felt bad about what she had done over the years. But she couldn't help herself. Alf had been her first true love, and had the biggest dick she had ever experienced. What's more, he knew how to use it. She wanted to marry him and have his children, but he let her know in no uncertain terms that he didn't want to be saddled with children.
She was sad when he left to go to New York, and even sadder when he said he would date other women. But, she figured, if he could it, so could she. And then she met Tom Williams, a Marine veteran who wanted to become a police officer.
In terms of physique, Tom was very much like Alf. He could be demanding when necessary, but unlike Alf, treated her like a queen. They fell in love and she decided to marry him. But she also wanted Alf's children. She kept in touch with Alf, mostly by email and text messages. Tom respected her enough to never inquire about her past, so she used that to her advantage.
By now, Alf had earned a reputation in Apex Financials, and it was his recommendation that secured her job. Her affair with him started on the very first quarterly meeting in New York. She knew she would have to be discreet, and always made sure to take extra steps to keep Tom in the dark. She called him every night when she was gone and made sure to come home squeaky clean.
Since she only wanted Alf's children, she organized a schedule for taking birth control. She and Tom had discussed children, and decided she would take birth control pills until they were ready. She did take the pills as agreed, but would quit taking them right before her trips without telling her husband. Several times when he initiated sex, she would put him off, telling him she was on her period or didn't feel too well. The truth was, she didn't want to take the chance of getting pregnant by her husband.
Tom was in his third month at the police academy when she got pregnant with Andrew. She knew it was Alf's child, but told Tom it was his. He was shocked, since he knew she was on the pill, but he was also happy at the prospect of a little boy or girl.
When Andrew was born, she knew right off it was Alf's child. Tom was so wrapped up in seeing the little boy, he never took notice, but his mother did -- more than once. Tom insisted that his wife would never cheat, and dropped the matter. Of course, Alf knew it was his child as well, but the two of them decided she would list Tom as the father.
The same scenario played out when she got pregnant with Marie. After Marie's birth, she told Tom she had a really hard time with the delivery and begged him to get a vasectomy. Concerned with his wife's health and safety, he acquiesced. After the vasectomy, Julie breathed easier. She no longer had to worry about ever getting pregnant by her husband. But she stayed on the pill, telling him it helped with her menstrual cycle.
Her affair with Alf continued, and she saw him every time she went back east. At first they were discreet, not wanting to cause gossip in the office. She wasn't worried about Tom ever meeting Alf, since they were separated by at least 1,000 miles and Alf never came to their town. That is, until the night of that Christmas party.
She cornered Alf when she first saw him, and told him to play it cool with Tom. The last thing she wanted was a clash of the Titans between Alf and her husband.
"Don't worry," Alf said. "I bullshit people all the time. Your little detective won't suspect a thing."
She was a bit surprised when she saw the two men actually talking calmly later on. On the way home, however, Tom brought up her relationship with her former fiance. When he asked her if she had any regrets, she skirted the issue by saying she had everything she could ever want. And it was the truth. She had a wonderful husband who was also a good father, and she had a lover to fulfill her sexual needs.
She continued seeing Alf, but over the years, a few people began to take notice. About five years ago, Alice, a new girl who just joined her team, confronted her. Not wanting to cause a problem, she told Alice a lie.
"Look, Alice, my husband knows all about this," she said. "We have something of an open marriage. He's okay with it as long as it's out of town. Besides, he was injured in the line of duty and, well, he can't really get it up much anymore anyway. Please, don't say anything to anyone, okay? He's embarrassed enough about it as it is."
"Well, okay," Alice said. "I just don't think it's right, but I won't say anything."
"Thanks, Alice, that means a lot to me," she said. "Tom and I are really happy and he's great with the kids. I don't want to mess all that up, and if it ever got out, he'd be devastated."
But over the last couple days, Tom seemed to be... different. He said it was just a case he had been working on, but could that just be a ruse? She simply didn't know. Lately, she had begun to wonder about the future. Andrew was close to graduating from high school and he had indicated he wanted to follow in Tom's footsteps. Marie was nearing 17 and wasn't sure what she wanted to do with her life.
They would be out of the house soon enough, and then what, she asked herself. She and Alf had discussed the possibility of divorce, but she wanted to wait a bit, perhaps until after Tom had retired from the force. That way, she could potentially get half of his pension along with half of everything else. Then she could transfer to New York and be with Alf full time. But she wasn't sure if that's what he wanted.
She was brought back to reality when the captain announced the aircraft was beginning its descent to LaGuardia airport. She sat up and, noticing the flashing overhead sign, put her tray up and buckled her seat belt.
...
Tom watched the monitor on his screen. He looked at his watch and figured she should be in her room any time now. Suddenly, the video started and he saw his wife enter the room, followed by Alf. He was stunned to see how much the man looked like his children.
As he watched, Julie put her bags down, then turned and gave Alf a scorching hot tongue kiss. He fondled her breasts as they kissed and Tom felt sick. A few minutes later, the two of them were doing the horizontal mambo on the bed.
"Oh God, I needed that," she said when they finished.
"Me too," Alf said. "So, tell me, how are things with Deputy Dawg?"
"Please, don't talk about Tom like that," Julie said. "He's a highly respected police officer."
"Yeah, yeah," Alf said derisively. "I can see how much you respect him. He's so good, he still hasn't figured out what you've been doing behind his back all these years. Hell, he's been raising my kids all this time and he still doesn't have a clue. Maybe I ought to send him a card on Father's Day to thank him for the stellar job he's done."



"Don't you dare," Julie said, slapping his arm.
"So, when are you going to leave him?" he asked.
"Not until after the kids are out of the house," she said. "Maybe not until after he retires. That way I can get a good chunk of his pension."
"You know, I've been thinking about asking to have you transferred to my section," he told her. "You'd still have your seniority and we'd be together for good. What do you think?"
"Maybe after the kids are gone," she said. "Once they graduate, it wouldn't matter. Right now, they need me there with Tom."
"Okay, how long are we talking about?" he asked.
"Well, Julie will be 17 soon," she said. "I'd say no more than one and a half, maybe two years, tops. Given that we've been doing this for 20 years, that should be a piece of cake. I really do wish you'd at least meet your kids just once. I think once you see them, you'd fall in love with them."
"No, no, we agreed, remember?" he asked. "From the time you first got pregnant, we said I would have no contact with them. We even agreed that you would pass them off as Tom's, remember?"
"I know," she said. "I just think it would be nice if you met them."
"Maybe one day, after you divorce the cop," he said. "By the way, we have a reservation for dinner. Better get ready."
"Okay," she said. "I'll go shower and change. See you downstairs in, say, a half hour?"
"I'll see you then," he said, giving her a kiss.
"I really do love you, Alf," she said, echoing her words to Tom. "And I always have." Tom felt like he had just been punched in the stomach.
"And I love you too, Jules," he said. "See you downstairs, okay?" He got up and left the room. As he watched, Julie pulled out her cell phone and dialed a number. A few seconds later, his phone rang. He pulled it out and considered letting it go to voicemail. After a few rings, he answered.
"Yeah," he said.
"Uh, Tom, it's me, Julie," she said.
"I know," he said.
"I just wanted to let you know I made it to New York okay," she said.
"Good," he said.
"How are things coming with your case?" she asked.
"I think we'll have it all sewn up by the time you get back," he said. "I'm very close to nabbing my prime suspect."
"I'm glad," she said. "I can tell how much this has bothered you."
"You have no idea," he said.
"I'm getting ready to head out for dinner, but I'll call you tomorrow evening, okay?" she asked.
"Okay," he said.
"I really do love you, Tom, you know that, right?" she asked.
"Yeah, sure," he said. "I'll tell the kids you called and made it. Talk to you later. Bye." He ended the call and wondered if she noticed that he never said he loved her. He looked at the video feed. She looked at her phone for a few seconds after he hung up. He could tell by her expression that she was worried. Good, he thought. He verified the video had been recorded to his hard drive and saved it so he could burn it to DVD later on. Turning off the monitor, he headed into the living room. By then, the kids had arrived home from school.
The next day, he got a call from the DNA lab, letting him know they had the results of his test. He went over and picked it up. He wasn't surprised to find that neither of the children here his. Now it's official, he thought. He took the DVD he burned the previous night and the DNA test to Lucy's office.
"The DNA test is good, but you know I can't use the video as evidence in court," she said. "Still, I think we have enough to start the process. We'll file for divorce based on adultery and fraud. This is a community property state, but the court takes adultery into account when it comes time for division of assets. I'm still not sure we can do much about the paternity fraud, though, since the evidence can't be admitted into court."
"What if I could get her to admit what she did?" Tom asked. "Maybe in the presence of witnesses."
"Let me think on that a bit," she said. "Get with me on Wednesday. I'll have something figured out by then."
"Okay, Wednesday it is," he said before he left. That night, Julie called as normal, always right after fucking Alf. She was good, making sure her lover was quiet as she talked into her phone. Apparently, after many years of deception, they had this all worked out. Tom made sure never to tell her he loved her.
On Wednesday, he met with Lucy as she asked. This time, another man was in her office. Tom knew him -- Marvin Morrison, the District Attorney. There was another person, a sheriff's deputy named Sarah Miles. Tom had worked with her several times in the past and they had become good friends. They all shook hands before the meeting began.
"Lt. Williams," Marvin said. "Lucy has brought your case to my attention, and I agree that what your wife did was a willful fraud, but we need more than the video captured in her hotel room."
"So, what do you suggest?" Tom asked.
"Maybe if you could get your wife to admit that she fraudulently signed those forms, we can detain and charge her," Marvin said. "When is she due back?"
"I believe she's due back on Saturday morning," Tom said. "I'll ask her when she calls tonight."
"Good," Marvin said. "I also suggest you have a witness. You know Deputy Miles, I believe?"
"Yes, I do," Tom said.
"That's even better," Marvin said. "Get your wife to admit what she did, preferably on audio, then the deputy here can serve her divorce papers and arrest her at the same time."
"Alright," Tom said. "I'll let you know when to expect her," he told Sarah. "I'll make sure the kids are gone. I don't want them seeing their mother hauled off in handcuffs."
"Good idea," Marvin said. "You get her into my custody and I promise we'll throw the book at her." That night, Tom verified her return when she called.
"You still planning on coming back Saturday morning?" he asked.
"Of course," she said.
"Good," Tom said. "Maybe we can have a celebration or something."
"That would be so nice," she said. "You know I love you and I miss you, right?"
"Yeah, of course," Tom said in a neutral tone of voice.
"Don't you love me?" she asked. "You haven't told me you loved me or missed me at all this week."
"Yeah, I loved you," he said. "Talk to you later. Bye." He ended the call, wondering if she caught the past tense he deliberately used. He looked at the monitor and saw her look at the phone with a worried expression. He smiled as he did so. As he watched, she set her phone down and climbed on the bed with Alf.
"Well?" he asked.
"They want to have a celebration when I get back," she said.
"How quaint," he said. "So, what's bothering you?"
"Tom," she said. "He's been... cold all week long. He said he's been working on a case that's really bothering him, but I'm starting to wonder if he knows about us."
"He doesn't know shit," Alf said.
"You don't know Tom like I do," she said. "I think he knows, and he's planning something."
"So what if he knows," Alf said. "What's he gonna do? Divorce you? Heh, you'd end up with nearly everything and he'll end up living in a cardboard box eating cat food. Who knows, maybe he'll eat a bullet as well. Then you'll have everything. Now, why don't you shut up about him and focus on this instead," he added, taking his cock in his hand. Julie smiled as she put it in her mouth.
Tom turned off the monitor and let the video save to his hard drive. He put on a brave face for the kids and went out to join them for dinner. On Friday, he got a call from Lucy and went to her office. Sarah was already waiting for him.
"Okay, Tom, here's the divorce papers," Lucy said. "We're filing on the grounds of adultery and fraud. I've asked for custody and that you keep the home. I've also asked for a 70-30 split of all marital assets given the long-term nature of her affair and her fraudulent activity since the beginning of the marriage. It's possible a judge may see it differently, but we'll see what happens. I've also filed against Alf Henrickson, seeking substantial relief for child support and expenses. Deputy Miles will serve the papers on Saturday, and will also arrest her if you can get her to admit to paternity fraud. I've forwarded the papers against Alf to New York and asked that he be served on Saturday morning. Any questions?"
"Nope," Tom said. "Be at my place by 7:30 if you can," he told Sarah. "Her flight is scheduled to arrive at 7:00 am, and it doesn't take that long to get home from there. You know the address, right?"
"I know, Tom," she said. "I'll be there."
"Thanks," he said. He took a deep breath and let it out. "This is it, I guess," he told them. "Showtime."
That evening, he packed a couple bags and took the kids to Julie's parents house. They were confused about what was going on.
"Isn't Mom coming home tomorrow morning?" Andrew asked.
"Yes," Tom said.
"So, why can't we stay here, then?" Marie asked.
"Listen, kids, I have to talk to your mother about something, and it would be better if you two weren't here when that happened," Tom said. "I'll explain it all Saturday afternoon, promise."
"Are you getting a divorce?" Marie asked. "Please, Dad, don't tell us you guys are splitting up."
"I'm afraid it can't be helped," Tom said.
"Did you cheat on her or something?" Marie asked. Tom shook his head.
"No, I've never so much as thought about another woman the whole time we've been married," Tom said.
"Are you saying she cheated on you?" Andrew asked.
"Please, kids, work with me on this," Tom said. "I'll explain it all to you tomorrow afternoon, promise. And don't say anything to your mother." They loaded the car and drove to Julie's parents house. It was a quiet ride, except for Marie's crying. When they got there, Julie's mother met them at the door.
"What's going on, Tom?" she asked. "Why is Marie crying?"
"I'm sorry, Maggie," he said. "I need to speak with Julie in the morning when she gets back. I promise I'll fill all of you in on what's been going on tomorrow afternoon."
"You're not going to hurt her, are you?" she asked.
"No, I'd never do that," he said.
"You're divorcing her, aren't you?" Maggie asked. "Is there another woman?"
"No," Tom said. "It's the other way around. I'll explain it tomorrow. Thanks for taking the kids, okay?"
"Okay, Tom," she said. "You'd better tell us the whole truth tomorrow."
"I will, trust me," he said before leaving. That night, he spoke to Julie briefly. He watched her on the video feed, sitting naked on the bed with Alf.
"So, you'll be here tomorrow morning as scheduled?" he asked.
"I will," she said. "How is your case coming along?"
"Just about wrapped up," he said. "I expect we'll have our suspect in custody by this time tomorrow."
"Good," she said. "Then maybe things will go back to normal."
"Maybe," he said. "I gotta go eat. Talk to you in the morning. Bye." He ended the call and watched her on the video. He could see tears on her face as she looked at her phone. He smiled. Oh yeah, he thought. There'll be a lot more of that tomorrow.
...
And here it was, Saturday morning. Sarah showed up just before 7:00 am and helped him set up the back deck for the final confrontation. Tom had just ground out his cigarette as he heard Julie's car go into the garage. He hoped she wouldn't hit the large pile of trash bags that held all of her clothes. He listened and could hear her high heels clicking on the floor as she walked to the back deck.
"Tom?" she asked when she opened the back door. He waved her out to the back deck.
"Julie," he said. "I trust you had a good flight."
"Yes," she said, looking around. "What's going on? Who is this? Where are the kids? What's with the cruiser out front?"
"The children are with your mother right now," he said. "This is Deputy Sarah Miles and that's her cruiser out front. Please, sit down. We need to talk."
"I need to take a shower first," she said.
"No, Julie, I said, sit down. We need to talk, NOW," he said in a firm tone of voice. Shocked, she slowly sat in the seat opposite Sarah's, putting her at a 90 degree angle on Tom's left side. He pulled out a digital audio recorder, pressed a button and set it on the table. "I hope you don't mind if we record this little conversation," he said.
"I suppose given the nature of this, I should read you your rights," Tom added. "You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law. You have the right to an attorney. If you cannot afford an attorney, one will be provided for you. Do you understand these rights as I have read them to you?" he asked.
"Of course," she said, shocked. "But I'm not one of your suspects. I don't need a lawyer because I haven't done anything. What's going on, Tom?"
"Actually, you are a suspect," he told her. "My prime suspect, in fact." He pulled out two sheets of paper and placed them in front of Julie. "Do you recognize these forms?" he asked.
"Yes, of course I do," she said.
"What are they?" he asked.
"They're the kids' birth certificates," she said. He nodded his head.
"For the record, they are certified true copies of birth certificates for Andrew Jackson Williams, age 18 and Marie Constance Williams, age 16," Tom said for the recording. "Whose name is that on the signature line, there?" he asked.
"That's my signature," she said. "On both of them."
"Can you please read the text beneath the signature?" he asked.
"Yes, it says 'on penalty of perjury, I attest the above to be true and factual,'" she read.
"Who is listed as the father?" Tom asked.
"You are, of course," she said.
"Read the name, please," he said.
"Thomas Jefferson Williams," she read. He pulled out another sheet of paper and put it in front of her.
"What's this?" she asked.
"This is a DNA test performed by Acme Laboratory here in town," he said. "You will note three samples -- Sample A is one taken from an adult male, namely, one Tom Williams. Sample B is one taken from Andrew Williams and sample C is one taken from Marie Williams. Please read the summary below."
"It says that the test subjects represented by sample B and sample C are related, but neither sample is related to the test subject represented by sample A," she said.
"In English, that means I am NOT the biological father of the two children corresponding to those birth certificates," he said. "So please tell us who the father really is."
"Why, you of course," she said, her voice trembling. He shook his head.
"Please direct your attention to the video on the laptop," he said. She watched, her eyes wide, as he played video of their first encounter the previous week.
"How did you get that?" she asked.
"I'll ask the questions," he said. "You and your lover, one Alf Henrickson, just admitted that he is the real biological father of the children in question. And the two of you admitted you schemed to commit fraud by having me listed as the father when you knew that was not the case."
"Alright, dammit," she said angrily. "I admit it. I wanted his children, not yours. And yes, I signed the birth forms listing you as the father. It's my right to decide who I want to father my children."
"But you don't have the right to commit fraud," he said. "Tell me, what did you say to your colleagues at work about your long-term relationship with Mr. Henrickson?"
"What?" she asked. "What business is that of yours?"
"Do you know one Alice Blackstone?" he asked.
"Yes, I do," she said.
"Do you remember what you told her some five years ago?" he asked, pulling out another sheet of paper.
"Vaguely," she said. "I told her we had an open marriage."
"But we don't, do we?" he asked.
"We never agreed to that, no," she said.
"Do you remember what else you told her?" Tom asked.
"Something about you being injured," she said.
"According to her, you said in no uncertain term that I had been injured in the line of duty and could no longer perform sexually," he said. "Do you recall that?"
"Okay," she sighed. "Yeah, I remember that."
"And according to what my lawyer found, you told a few others the same thing, correct?" he asked.
"Yes," she said.
"So you admit lying about me to justify your actions with Alf, correct?" he asked.
"Yes," she said quietly.
"I see no reason to continue with this interview," he said. He looked at Sarah and nodded his head. She stood and handed Julie a manila envelope.
"Julie Williams, you have been served," she said. Tears began falling down Julie's face. Sarah looked at Tom, who nodded his head again. "Please stand, turn around and place your hands behind your back, Mrs. Williams," Sarah said.
"Why?" Julie asked.
"You are under arrest for two counts of paternity fraud and two counts of conspiracy to commit fraud," Sarah said.
"What!" Julie exclaimed.
"That's right, Julie," Tom said. "In this state, what you did violates the law. Adultery is also a misdemeanor in this state, but the DA tells me he probably couldn't get a conviction on that. Nevertheless, I think it would be a good idea to get yourself an attorney." He looked at Sarah before speaking. "Take her away." Sarah began leading her away. Julie turned and looked at Tom, tears falling down her cheeks.
"Tom, please, I love you," she cried. "Please don't do this."
"I'm relieved to hear you say that," Tom said. "I shudder to think what you'd have done to me if you disliked me." He watched as Sarah led a crying Julie to the cruiser out front. Sarah put her in the back seat and drove away. Tom was relieved it was over, but he felt an emptiness inside that surprised him. He had loved her for more than 20 years. How could she have betrayed him like this?
Now it was time for the hard part. He would have to face the children and Julie's parents and tell them what happened. How do you explain to two children that you had to have their mother tossed in jail? Even though Alf was the sperm donor, he was the one who raised them. He grabbed his laptop and a USB drive that held an edited video and drove to Maggie's house, wondering what he would say to them. When he got there, he knocked on the door. Maggie answered and invited him inside.
"I guess it's time to explain everything," he told her. "Where are the kids?"
"They're out back," she said. "Let me go get them."
"You might as well get Cliff as well," Tom said. "He needs to hear this also." Cliff was Julie's father and Tom had always respected him. A few minutes later, they were all in the front room.
"What's going on, son?" Cliff asked. "Where's Julie?"
"I suspect she's being booked into the county jail by now," Tom said.
"Jail?" Cliff asked. "For what?" Everyone else was shocked as well.
"It's a long story," Tom said. "Let me explain." He looked at the kids before continuing. He hoped they wouldn't hate him after today, but in his heart, he knew that what he had done was right.
"A long time ago, your mother decided she didn't want my children," he began, causing everyone to gasp.
"But, we're your children," Marie said, shocked.
"I raised you, but I'm not your biological father," Tom said. "There was a guy she was engaged to over 20 years ago. Before she met me. She wanted to marry him, but he didn't want the responsibility of children."
"Wait a minute, I remember that guy," Maggie said. "Big guy, blond, long hair, a Norwegian, I think. I have a picture around here somewhere of them." She pulled out a photo album and found the picture, then showed it to Cliff. His eyes grew wide when he saw the resemblance between Alf and the kids.
"Yeah, his name is Alf Henrickson," Tom said. "Anyway, Julie decided she was going to have his children, even though he didn't want any. So she did."
"So she's in jail for having sex with another man?" Andrew asked.
"No, she's in jail for something called paternity fraud," Tom said. "When you guys were born, she filled out the birth certificate and signed it, saying I was your father, even though she knew all along I wasn't. Worse yet, she and this Alf character conspired to have me raise the children he gave her as my own.



"What she did is illegal, and can be punished by as much as $10,000 and or five years in prison," Tom added to gasps. "On top of that are charges of conspiracy to commit fraud. There's more."
"More?" Cliff asked.
"Yes," Tom said. "After Marie was born, she asked me to have a vasectomy, even though she knew the children weren't mine. I can no longer have any children, thanks to her. And, she's been having an affair with this guy the whole time we've been married. Every time she went back east, she was with him. Just this last week, she discussed divorcing me and moving in with him. I've got it all on video if you want to watch."
"Oh my God," Maggie said.
"As you can imagine, I'm divorcing her instead," Tom said.
"What about us?" Marie asked. "What will happen to us? Are we orphans now?"
"No, sweetheart," Tom said. "I asked the court for custody of you both. I may not have contributed the sperm to bring you into this world, but I raised you and I can't imagine not having you in my life. I fell in love with you the moment I laid eyes on you." Marie ran to him and threw her arms around him.
"Oh Daddy," she cried. "I love you, too!" Tom looked up and saw Andrew slowly moving toward them as he fought to hold back his tears. Tom reached out to him with one hand as he held Marie.
"It's okay to cry, son," he said. "I've been doing a lot of that myself."
"I'm still your son?" Andrew asked as tears started falling down his face. Tom nodded his head.
"Of course," Tom said. "You'll always be my son." Andrew joined his father and sister and the three of them cried as they held each other.
"I love you, Dad," Andrew said.
"I love you too, son," Tom said, hot tears falling down his face. "It'll be alright, guys. We'll get through this together."
"So, what happens to Julie now?" Cliff asked after Tom and the kids collected themselves.
"Well, she's being booked into the county jail," Tom said. "She may even call you before long, I think. The DA is set to throw the book at her and from what I gather, he's working to extradite Henrickson back to face the conspiracy charges. He's planning to argue that Julie is a potential flight risk and may flee to New York if let out on bail. We'll know how that goes probably Monday when her first hearing is held."
"What if they let her out on bail?" Maggie asked.
"I'd be surprised if they do, but she may ask to stay with you," Tom said. "I've already bagged up all her stuff and it's in the garage right now." Just then the house phone rang. Maggie answered and found herself talking to a hysterical Julie. She finally got Julie calmed down enough to listen.
"Look, Julie, Tom is here and he told us what you did," Maggie said. "I have to say I'm very ashamed of you. If you didn't want Tom's kids you should never have married him." We could hear Julie say something on the other end. "Dammit, Julie, you broke the law," Maggie said firmly. "We raised you better than that. If they do let you out, you can stay here, but don't expect us to condone what you did, and no, we think the kids should stay with Tom." We could hear something from the other end, and Maggie called out to the children.
"Do you guys want to talk to your mother?" Maggie asked. Andrew and Marie looked at each other for a few moments before answering.
"Hell, NO!" they shouted at the same time. Tom and Cliff chuckled at that. Maggie turned back to the phone.
"I'm sorry, Julie, but they're not interested in talking to you right now," she said. "Maybe they will after they've calmed down a bit. Yeah, we'll see if we can find an attorney for you. We gotta go now, Julie. Nice talking with you." We could hear Julie crying even as Maggie hung up the phone.
"Well, that went... well," Cliff said.
"That girl's got a lot of growing up to do," Maggie said. "Listen, why don't you kids stay here for one more night so your dad can get things done around the house, okay?"
"Okay," Andrew said. Marie agreed. Maggie looked at Tom, who was still a bit shaken from what had happened.
"It's going to be okay, Tom," she said. "We'll be here for you and the kids. Why don't you go on home and straighten up. You can come get them tomorrow."
"Thanks," Tom said as he gave her a hug. Cliff shook his hand and Tom hugged the kids one more time. "I'll see you guys tomorrow," he told them. "I love you both and I'm very proud of you."
"We love you too, Dad," Marie said.
...
Epilogue:
The following Monday, Julie was brought in for her arraignment. After hearing the arguments made by Marvin Morrison, the District Attorney, the judge ordered her remanded to custody without bail, concerned that she might flee the area and go to New York to be with her lover.
After three months, a jury convicted her of two counts of paternity fraud and two counts of conspiracy to commit fraud. The judge sentenced her to a total of 10 years, and made her eligible for parole in six. Her company fired her after the verdict was handed down.
Alf was extradited, tried, found guilty and sentenced to five years. He would be eligible for parole in three. The company fired him as well. The civil case against him took a bit longer, but a jury awarded Tom a significant award, which he immediately put into a college fund for the children. The defamation lawsuit was dropped after a judge ruled that Tom had suffered no actual damages.
Tom's divorce was granted, based on Lucy's filing. Julie was awarded 30 percent of their joint bank accounts, which Tom set aside for her to access upon her release from jail. He never visited her in jail, but the children did, once. After that, they never went back. Andrew told Tom that Marie was so upset and angry at their mother that she nearly had to be restrained.
Andrew graduated from high school and followed in his father's footsteps. He joined the Marine Corps and was made a military policeman. Tom was so proud of his son that he took Marie to watch him graduate as the honor recruit in his platoon.
Tom continued his service on the police force and was finally promoted to Captain, after Capt. Smith retired. His social life basically disappeared and he had no desire to date. That didn't stop Marie from playing matchmaker. One day, she came home with a note and handed it to him.
"My English teacher, Ms. Harris, wants to see you after school tomorrow," she said. "I know you're stuck behind a desk now, so there's no reason you can't be there."
"You're not trying to play matchmaker again, are you?" Tom asked.
"Who, me?" Marie asked, her eyebrows raised. The next day, he went to see Ms. Harris. When he got to her room, she stood up and extended a hand, which he accepted. The moment their hands made contact, though, he found himself smitten.
"Uh, good to meet you, Ms. Harris," he said, stumbling over his words. He didn't want to let go of her hand. He looked her over, hoping he wasn't too obvious. He liked what he saw. A fairly short, pretty brunette with hazel eyes, she was well proportioned with nice breasts and had a lovely smile.
"Oh please, call me Brenda, Captain Williams," she said.
"And you can call me Tom," he told her. "Marie said you wanted to see me."
"She did?" Brenda asked. "Uh, I did? I don't recall... Well, it's always good to meet the parents of my students. I understand you're divorced."
"Yes, I am," he said.
"And you're raising a teenage daughter all by yourself? I'm impressed," she said. "That can't be easy."
"Well, I am armed and I carry handcuffs," he told her with a smile. She laughed. He noticed she wasn't wearing rings, but could make out the indents on her finger. "I see you're not married."
"That's right," she said. "I'm divorced as well."
"So, it would seem my daughter is playing matchmaker again," he said. "I'll have to talk to her about that." She laughed.
"My daughter did the same thing before she left for college," she said.
"Well, I'm sorry to have wasted your time," he said. "I'll leave you to your work."
"That's okay," she said. "I'm finished up here anyway, and I was just going to grab a quick bite to eat, then head back to a lonely old house. If you're not too busy, maybe we can share dinner. Perhaps a glass of wine afterward."
"Why not?" Tom asked. "Just one thing, if you don't mind me asking."
"What's that?" she asked.
"You don't happen to have an old college boyfriend or anything, do you?" he asked. She laughed.
"Oh, good heavens, no," she said.
"Good," he said, offering his arm. "What sounds good to you?" he asked as he led her out of the classroom.
...
The end...

Note: For those who like to pick nits, and you know who you are, laws regarding paternity fraud vary from state to state. In my research, however, I did find that one state DOES have a very strict law about intentionally falsifying information on a birth certificate. So I used a bit of artistic license in this story regarding that...
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Strikes
Just a short quirky little flash tale of a married couple having a conversation...
Many thanks to those who offered comments and constructive criticism on my previous stories.For those who want to say this or that would never happen, remember this is my universe, a place where nearly anything can, and often does, happen.At least on paper...
Please refer to my profile for more on my personal policy regarding comments, feedback, follows, etc.(Yes, I DO moderate comments)And please remember, this is a work of fiction, not a docu-drama...
...
It was about 6:30 pm when I finally pulled up to the old two-story house that had been in my family for four generations. It had been a very productive day in the field and I felt like I got a lot accomplished. I was more than ready for a good home-cooked meal and a quiet evening with Terri, my wife of 20 years.
I had it made, I thought, as I decompressed from the day's work. Sure, working a farm is hard, but the rewards more than made up for it. On top of that, I had the best wife a man could want. Terri was a lovely girl, always so warm, friendly and loving. Sure, she had her moments, like we all do, and she tended to be a bit too trusting sometimes. And a bit ditzy now and then. But she was my partner -- my rock -- and I wouldn't trade her for anything.
I walked in and instantly detected the odor of freshly-cooked meat loaf and knew I was in for a treat. Terri loved to cook, and she had a way of making even the most mundane dish taste delicious. I glanced at the mail on the small table next to the door.
Most were for "Occupant" or "Resident" -- garbage and advertisements for this or that. A couple were addressed to Bill and Terri Carson -- my wife and I -- and I knew they were the standard bills we always got this time of month. I walked into the kitchen to see Terri pulling the hot meat loaf out of the oven and I ran over to help her.
She thanked me for taking it, and I put it on the table. Afterward, I went into the first floor bathroom and washed up. By the time I got back, she had the rest of our dinner waiting for us on the table.
"This smells delicious, honey," I said as I sat down.
"It's not much, just meat loaf," she said. "I put in some mild chili peppers and mushrooms in it. I hope you like it."
"I'm sure I'll love it," I told her. She put a nice helping on my plate before piling on the mashed potatoes and mushroom gravy. I couldn't help myself. I looked at her and smiled. She definitely knew the way to my heart. She sat down and put some food on her plate.
"So, how was your day?" I asked. She nodded after she took a bite of her food.
"Okay," she said. "Finally sold the old Jennings place." Terri had started working at a real estate office in town about ten years ago. She wanted to contribute something to the family after the twins were old enough to walk to and from the bus stop.
Now they were both gone. Dan, our son, had received an appointment to the U.S. Military Academy in West Point and Lisa, our daughter, was at the University of Washington, studying to be a veterinarian.
Between Terri's work and the revenue from the farm, we did quite well. Our goal was to retire at 60 and take a nice, long cruise. Maybe in the Caribbean. We hadn't decided yet. I looked at Terri. Our lives together had so far been wonderful, but I noticed that she had become a bit moody over the last couple months. Tonight, she was even more pensive than usual.
"You okay, dear?" I asked. "You seem a bit preoccupied."
"I think we need to talk, after dinner," she said quietly.
"Okay," I said. "Maybe after we eat, we can retire to the back porch." That's where we usually went when we wanted to smoke and consume some adult beverages. We had long ago agreed not to smoke inside the house.
"That sounds like a good idea," she said. We finished our dinner and I wondered what was bothering her. I helped her put everything away, then grabbed a beer and poured her a glass of wine. We went out back and I offered her a cigarette, which she readily accepted. After lighting up, I sat down on the porch swing as she sat in a chair next to the bistro set.
"So, what's on your mind?" I asked.
"Bill, please promise me that you'll hear me out completely," she said. "I'm so torn and I'm afraid you'll hate me when this is all over. Please just let me finish before you say anything, and promise me you won't get mad."
"Alright," I said. "I'll listen. What's on your mind?"
"Bill, you know that I love you more than anything, right?" she asked. I was starting to get a bit worried, but I encouraged her to continue.
"Of course," I said. "You've put up with me and living on this farm for 20 years, so that's got to mean something, right?" I jokingly asked. She smiled, but the smile didn't last long.
"You know you're the only man I have ever been with in my whole life," she said.
"And you're the only woman I've ever been with," I told her. "What's this all about? You're starting to scare me."
"I guess I should just come on out and say it," she said. "I'm thinking about taking a lover before I get too old. We'll both be 40 in just under two years and I'd like to know what it's like to experience another man."
"Wait, what?" I asked. "Are you saying you want to have sex with another man? And you want me to just accept it?"
"Yeah, that's what I'm saying," she told me. "It's no reflection on you or anything, and it doesn't have to change anything between us. I'll still love you just as much as I do now. It's just, well, I want to experience this just one time in my life before, you know, the change."
"What, don't I please you enough?" I asked. "Is there something I'm doing wrong?"
"No, no," she said. "You're a wonderful lover. It's just that I've never been able to, you know, have anything to compare you to. It's like, driving a Ford pickup all your life and one day getting a chance to drive something else, like a sporty sedan. Like I said, it doesn't mean anything, and it doesn't have to change anything between us."
"I really don't think I like your comparison," I told her. "And for your information, it already HAS changed things between us."
"I guess maybe I didn't use the right phrase," she said. "Please don't take this the wrong way."
"So, have you done it yet?" I asked.
"No," she said.
"Have you decided who you want to do this with?" I asked.
"No, not at all," she said. "It's just something I've been thinking seriously about lately."
"You didn't just come up with this all by yourself. Who put this silly notion in your head, Terri?" I asked, fighting to keep calm. I wanted to punch a hole in the wall, but I knew that would only drive Terri further away. I needed to get more information. And I needed to get Terri to smell the coffee.
"Well, Marie Cunningham, you know her, she works in my office," Terri said. "We sometimes go out for lunch and stuff, and she told me that it was something I really needed to do to validate myself. And she said if you really love me you'd let me have this. That's why I wanted to talk to you. She said it really wouldn't be cheating if I got your permission first."
"Really? Marie Cunningham? Brunette, about five foot, nothing, in her early 30s, dresses like a teeny bopper? That Marie Cunningham?" I asked.
"Yeah," Terri said. "You know her?"
"I've met her a few times at your office, but I can't say that I know her very well personally," I said. "From what I've heard, she's been divorced two times in the last six years. And she's working on her third divorce."
"I don't know about all that," Terri said, somewhat surprised. "I know she's been divorced at least once."
"Word down at the Wagon Wheel is that she's been quite friendly with a whole bunch of guys," I said. "Her husband is pretty suspicious and from what I hear, he's getting ready to file for divorce."
"I didn't know all that," Terri said. I decided to change tactics and try to get her to realize the grave mistake she was making.
"Tell me something, dear," I said. "How long have we known each other?"
"I don't know," she said. "About 30 years, maybe a bit more."
"And we've been together ever since our freshman year in high school, right?" I asked.
"Yeah, something like that," she said.
"In all that time, have you ever known me to be someone who would accept something like this?" I asked her. She shook her head.
"Well, no, not really," she said.
"So what makes you think I'd be willing to do so now, after all these years?" I asked her.
"Well, Marie says," Terri began before I cut her off.
"Forget Marie," I said. "Marie's an idiot. I want to hear what YOU think. Let me put it to you this way. What would you do if I came home one day and said, 'hi, dear, you know I love you, but I really need to go have sex with another woman to validate myself,' huh? Would you put up with that?"
"Oh hell no," she said. "I'd kick your ass..."
"So, why should it be any different now?" I asked. She looked at me, shocked.
"Oh my God," she said. "I never thought of that."
"You remember my grandparents?" I asked her. My grandparents died in 2001, a couple years after their 80th wedding anniversary. By then, they were just a bit over 100 years old and well-known in the area. In 1999, the family threw the mother of all anniversary parties for the two of them at the assisted living facility where they lived.
"Yeah, I remember," she said.
"You remember their 80th anniversary party?" I asked. "You and I were talking marriage at the time, remember that?"
"I do," she said with a smile.
"I know I've told you this before, but I'll tell you again just in case you forgot," I said. "I asked Grandpa what the secret to their marriage was. He told me a story I'll never forget. Back when they got married, a lot of folks in these parts still used horse and buggy to get around. That was in 1919, right after the First World War.
"Grandpa told me that after their wedding, he put Grandma in the buggy and left the church. They got a couple miles or so down the road and the horse fell down. 'That's one,' Grandpa said. He got the horse back up and they kept going on down the road. A couple miles further, the horse falls down again. 'That's two,' Grandpa said.
"They kept going and about the time they were pulling into the house, the horse falls down yet again. 'That's three,' Grandpa said. He got out of the buggy, pulled his rifle from the back and shot the horse, dead as a door nail. Right out there, as a matter of fact," I said, pointing to the driveway.
"Well, Grandpa said, Grandma wasn't too happy, and started raising all kinds of hate and discontent. Grandpa said he just looked at her, smiled, and said, 'that's one.' You know, I don't ever recall ever hearing so much as a cross word between them the whole time I knew them," I said. I looked at Terri and saw her eyes were wide with fear.
"Right now, you've got two strikes against you," I told her. "The first is for even listening to that dipstick Marie in the first place. The second is for thinking I'd actually go along with this cockamamie idea of yours. Even though you haven't done the deed yet, there's some who'd say I should leave you out there in the driveway, the same way Grandpa left that horse."
"You mean, you'd actually kill me?" Terri asked, shocked.
"No, but it'd be tempting," I said. "The truth is, I still love you, even as ditzy and gullible as you can be sometimes, and I have a lot of years invested in you."
"You think I'm ditzy?" she asked in a small voice.
"Sometimes," I said. "You remember that little incident with the sandwich?" Terri usually made my lunch and one day, several years ago, she made a sandwich for me. Except she forgot to put anything on the bread. Imagine my surprise when I pulled out two clean slices of bread with nothing on them. When I got home that night, she asked me if I liked my lunch and I told her it was great, but I'd never had a "jammed" sandwich before. She swore she made me a bologna and cheese sandwich, and felt like an idiot when I told her that I found two slices of bread jammed together.
"You're never going to let me live that down, are you?" she asked with a smile.
"No, I'm not," I told her, laughing.
"So, what do we do now?" she asked.
"That's up to you," I said. "You're a smart girl. You've raised two good kids. You figure it out. I've never told you what to do before and I'm not going to start now. Just know this. I absolutely will not be your cuckold and I will not be disrespected. Think of it this way. You're in the bottom of the ninth inning, and you have two strikes against you. Where we go from here depends on what you do. Now if you don't mind, I need to get up early in the morning to head back up to the north 40, so I'm going to bed." I stubbed out my cigarette and headed upstairs.
...
Epilogue (Three months later):
I stopped the combine, climbed out and walked to my pickup. It was lunchtime and I looked forward to enjoying my meal in the comfort of my air-conditioned cab. When I got in, however, I realized I had left my lunch at the house.
Crap, I thought. Now I'll have to waste at least a half hour going back to get it. I looked in my rear-view mirror and saw a cloud of dust heading in my direction. I looked and saw it was Terri's SUV heading toward me.
She pulled up next to my truck and got out. I noticed the skimpy jean cutoffs and smiled. Even after all these years, she still looked good to me, and I loved looking at her well-toned legs. She came over to me and gave me an open-mouthed kiss.
"Hey, cowboy," she said. "You left your lunch at the house so I thought I'd bring it out to you."
"Well, thanks," I said. "I was just fixin' to head back to get it."
"Mind if I join you?" she asked.
"Not at all," I told her. She opened the side door of her SUV and we got in the back, where she had packed a picnic lunch. As we ate, I thought back over the previous three months.
After our discussion, she told Marie to stick her idea in her ear. Not long after that, Marie's husband caught her doing the nasty with one of her many boyfriends and dropped divorce papers on her so fast it made her head spin. Terri apologized profusely to me the day after our little talk, first with words, hugs and kisses, then with a spectacular meal and finally with a scorching hot striptease and a wild night of mind-blowing sex.
I know there are some who say I should've kicked her ass to the curb for even entertaining the ideas Marie put in her head. But the fact is that I just can't turn off more than two decades of love like that. It might have been different if she had actually acted on her desires, but she didn't.
And the truth is that I really don't give a damn what other people think. It's my life and my marriage and I know I'd be miserable without her. It'd be like cutting off my own arm or leg.
Terri stayed at the real estate company for a couple months and sold several pieces of property that netted her some very nice commissions. After looking over our finances, she realized we had enough between all of our accounts to retire comfortably if we chose, so she quit her job and became a stay-at-home wife. Sometimes, she even spent her days with me in the fields. I have to admit, I enjoyed having her with me. After we ate, she pulled out a can of whipped cream.
"This is for our dessert," she said with a wicked smile. I looked in the basket, but didn't see anything to put it on.
"So, what's for dessert?" I asked. "I don't see anything in the basket." She whipped off her short t-shirt, revealing her bare breasts, then pulled her shorts and panties over her legs, exposing a freshly-shaved pussy. Leaning back, she spread her legs for me and smiled.
"This," she said, spreading her lower lips with her fingers. "If you want it..."
"Hot damn," I said, smiling. "I always knew you were the best cook in the county. You just hit a home run with that. Now, give me that can of whipped cream..."





        

  
    The Cheating Zone 13: Treatment
  
  The Cheating Zone 13: Treatment

        Be careful when pointing a finger...

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/the-cheating-zone-13-treatment

Title: The Cheating Zone 13: Treatment

Author: saddletramp1956

Category: Loving Wives

Description: Be careful when pointing a finger...

Tags: divorce, cheating, wife, adultery, revenge

Series: The Cheating Zone


The Cheating Zone 13: Treatment

As always, constructive comments are always welcome and appreciated.Please refer to my profile for more on my personal policy regarding comments, feedback, follows, etc.
All episodes of "The Cheating Zone" can be read as separate stories.
For the nit-pickers who want to say this or that would never happen, remember, this is the Cheating Zone, a place outside the normal space-time continuum where literally anything is possible...Please remember, this is a work of fiction, meaning that it is not real in any way, shape, matter or form.
...
Your eyes flit from left to right as you drive down the tree-lined country road, looking for any signs of danger. You look ahead as the headlights pierce the inky blackness of night. There's a signpost up ahead. You've just entered... The Cheating Zone.
(Cue dramatic music.)
...
I made the last turn on my drive home and would soon be in the arms of my wife, Jenny. I had finished my job a day early and decided to come home to surprise her. She didn't know I had finished early -- I wanted it to be a surprise. My boss gave me the next couple days off as thanks for a job done early and within budget.
My name is Troy McGregor, and I've been married to the love of my life, Jenny, for seven years. We have no children, thanks to the fact that I'm sterile. From what the doctors said, I was born this way. Jenny knew about it when we got married, but she never complained. We had talked about adopting children, but that's as far as we ever got.
Things had been a little bit off between us lately, mostly due to my work schedule, which takes me out of town far too often. I work for a company managing networks and server infrastructure, and we have a lot of big clients all over the country. Lately, I've been out of town more than I've been home, and it's taking a real toll on our relationship.
I've been looking around for another job, but to be honest, no one offers the pay and benefits I have now, and on top of that, I'm the only breadwinner in the house. Jenny sometimes does volunteer work at the library or the local homeless shelter, but she doesn't have a job. I'm okay with that, and never pressed her to get a job.
When I got to my two-story house, I pulled into my driveway and closed the garage door behind me. It was still fairly early in the evening, so I thought I'd surprise Jenny with flowers and a night on the town. But it was me who got the surprise.
Talk about a fucking cliché. I walked into the house and noticed it was fairly quiet. I also noticed a strange jacket draped over my favorite recliner. I picket it up and rifled through the pockets but found nothing. Then I heard it -- the tell-tale sounds of sex coming from the master bedroom upstairs.
"Oh yes, Bill, fuck me with that giant thing," I heard Jenny moan.
"You like that, don't you," I heard a man's voice ask. I recognized the voice right away -- Bill Johnson, the lawyer who lived across the street. His wife died about a year and a half ago, and he had been to our place more than once for dinner. Jenny had invited him over on those days, saying she felt bad for him.
"Oh yeah, I love it," Jenny cried.
"Better than that wimpy little thing you call a husband?" he asked.
"Much better," she said with a giggle. I grabbed my pistol out of the gun case and was tempted to go upstairs, but I changed my mind. I had no desire to spend time in jail, and I figured they weren't worth the powder it would take to blow them both away. Maybe I should kick his ass, I thought, but I knew that he was more powerful than me, had a black belt in karate and would probably wipe the floor with me.
So I tossed the flowers in the garbage, grabbed a glass of Jack Daniels and sat down on the couch, putting the pistol on the coffee table. At some point, I figured, they would come downstairs. An hour later, they were still at it, so I pulled out my cell phone and called her number. I knew she always kept her phone on the stand next to the bed.
"Hello," she answered, sounding out of breath.
"Yeah, it's me," I said. "When you and Bill are through fucking, we need to talk."
"Huh?" she asked. "What are you talking about, sweetheart? I'm here by myself. Wait, where are you?"
"In the living room, slut, listening to you fuck our marriage away," I said.
"What?" she asked, surprised. "You're home? Right now?"
"Yes," I said. "Tell Bill to get his ass out of my house before I mistake him for a burglar and a rapist." I ended the call and listened. I heard a lot of frantic movement upstairs, then I heard them coming down. Bill came into the living room and smirked as he grabbed his jacket.
"Next time I come over, have something better to drink," he said as he put his jacket on.
"Next time you come over, I'll blow your ass out the fucking door," I said. He laughed and kissed Jenny. She kissed him back.
"See you later, sweet cheeks," he said.
"See you later, stud muffin," she said with a smile. I noticed his cum dripping down her leg. After he left, she started toward me but I stopped her.
"You should've told me you were on your way home," she said with an edge in her voice.
"How long has this shit been going on?" I asked.
"Well, now that you know, there's no sense in hiding anything from you," she said. "About a year now. He comes over and spends the night when you're out of town."
"And drinks my booze, and eats my food as well," I said.
"Yeah, well, you know I believe in being hospitable," she said. "Look, I know this looks bad, but it doesn't change the way I feel about you. I still love you, just not like I used to. You're a good provider and all, but I just gotta have his dick in me when you're not here. I can't help it."
"Well, this certainly changes the way I feel about you," I said. "I'll make an appointment to see a lawyer about a divorce tomorrow."
"Oh no you're not," she said. "Bill warned me that you might do that, and he promised to represent me if you do. He says that I'll get the house, half of your retirement, a good chunk of your paycheck and you'll have to pay the mortgage. In other words, you'll be living in a cardboard box while paying for me to keep fucking him. That is, if you're not in jail for child porn or something."
"You would do that to me?" I asked, shocked.
"Oh yes," she said. "Bill said he could find all kinds of things out about you. Maybe even make up stuff about you. Says he does it all the time."
"After all the years we've been together, you'd actually do that to me?" I asked, shocked. Who was this woman?
"I don't want to," she said. "But I'll do what I feel is necessary."
"Why, Jenny?" I asked. "Why are you doing this to me, to us?"
"I'm not doing anything," she said. "You're gone a lot, and I get lonely."
"Yeah, I'm gone making a living for us, and you're up there on your back with that asshole," I said. "Some wife you turned out to be."
"Well, since you know about Bill now, I'll be having him over more often," she said. I looked at her, shocked.
"You bring that asshole into my house again and so help me God, they'll carry you both out of here in body bags," I said, picking up my pistol. Her eyes grew wide.
"You'd kill us?" she asked, shocked.
"I came this close to it an hour or so ago," I said, holding my thumb and forefinger very close to each other. "Now get away from me. I came home early hoping to surprise you and take you out for a night on the town. I even bought you flowers."
"You did?" she asked. "Where are they?"
"I tossed them in the garbage," I said. "Right next to our marriage."
"Look, Troy, I'm sorry," she said. "Can't we get past this? Please? I promise I'll do better."
"Get away from me," I said. "Right now, you disgust me. You stand here with his cum dripping down your leg and expect me to just get over it? You're fucking delusional." I grabbed my bags and went upstairs. I glanced in the master bedroom and saw the mess they had made of the bed and smelled the odor of their coupling. No way was I ever sleeping in this room again, I thought.
I tossed my things in the guest suite and grabbed some clothes out of the closet. Jenny stood there, tears falling down her face.
"What are you doing?" she asked.
"What does it look like, cunt?" I growled. "I'm moving into the guest room. There's no way I'm sleeping in that bed again, not after what you and Bill did. Where else did you two fuck?"
"Please, don't talk like that to me," she begged.
"I'll talk any goddamned way I want, cunt," I said. "Where else did the two of you fuck? Did you do it in the guest bedroom?"
"No," she said. "But we did use your office a couple times. And the kitchen table where you normally eat. And the couch."
"What about my recliner?" I asked. She looked down, and I had my answer. I put my things in the guest bedroom and went to my office, where I fired up my computer. After a search, I found names and numbers of several divorce lawyers. It was late afternoon, so I made some calls and got an appointment for the next morning.
Then I went into the front room and began carrying my recliner to the curb. After I dropped it off, I came back and started moving the couch. Fortunately, it broke into sections and I was able to wrestle it out. The dining room set was the next to go. When I had it all piled on the curb, I posted a sign that read: "Free Stuff. Help yourself."
"What will we use for furniture?" Jenny cried.
"Not my problem," I said. "But I'll be damned if I'm going to sit or eat where the two of you have fucked. Is there anything else that needs to go?" She shook her head, crying.
"No," she cried. "Please, don't do this. I love that furniture."
"Too fucking bad," I said.
"But where will we sit?" she asked. "Where will we eat?"
"Not my fucking problem anymore," I said. "You want furniture, get a job and buy your own goddamned furniture." I had a thought and pulled off my wedding ring. I tossed it to her. "While you're at it, sell that since it doesn't mean anything anymore."
"Why are you being so mean?" she cried as she held my ring.
"Are you out of your fucking mind, cunt?" I asked. "I come home to find you screwing our neighbor in our bed, and you expect me to just accept it after telling me you've been screwing him for a year while I'm out busting my ass to make a living for us?"
"But it's just sex," she whined. I had had it with her cliches and excuses.
"Get the fuck away from me," I growled. She backed off and ran back up the stairs, crying. So much for a nice evening out, I thought. I looked in the refrigerator and pulled out some cold chicken. I nuked it for a few seconds then sat on the floor and watched a bit of television. I didn't hear from Jenny for the rest of the night.
About 9:00, I decided to head upstairs to the guest room. I heard Jenny crying in the master bedroom, but I really didn't care how she felt. I got up early the next day and looked out the window. The stuff I had put on the curb was gone. I showered, shaved and dressed, then went downstairs, where Jenny was making breakfast.
"Good morning," she said, as if nothing happened the night before. "I've got coffee made and the eggs will be done soon. I don't know where we'll eat, though."
"Eat wherever you want," I told her. "I'm heading out. I don't know when I'll be back."
"But what about breakfast?" she asked. "You always eat breakfast."
"After last night, you think I trust you enough to eat your food?" I asked. Her eyes grew wide as I spoke. "You fucked where I eat and you fucked that asshole on my furniture. For all I know, you could be poisoning me and I'd never know it. No thanks. See you later. And remember what I told you." Tears fell down her face as I walked away, but I wasn't falling for it. To hell with her, I thought.
After a nice pancake breakfast at IHOP, I drove over to the offices of William P. Jacobs, Attorney at Law, and was ushered in to his office by an attractive redhead. William shook my hand and offered me a seat.
"So, what can we do for you today, Mr. McGregor?" he asked. He listened quietly as I told him my story. When I finished, he nodded his head.
"So, what are my options?" I asked.
"Well, unfortunately, in this state, you don't have many, and none of them are really much good," he said. "Your wife was essentially correct. You could sell the house but she'd get half of the proceeds. And yes, you will be required to pay spousal support for a few years, until she gets married. She'd also probably get half your retirement and the court could order you to keep her on your insurance until she gets coverage of her own. On top of that, it's possible the court may order you into counseling. As far as Mr. Johnson is concerned, there's not a whole lot we can do, unless of course, he does try to defame you in some way. If he does represent her, we can argue there's a conflict of interest, but I can't guarantee anything will come of it."
"What's my other option?" I asked. He shrugged his shoulders.
"Put up with it for now, hope that maybe she'll get it out of her system," he said. I shook my head.
"I can't do that," I said.
"I'm sorry to say, those are your options, Mr. McGregor," he said. Terrific, I thought. I could either go broke or put up with her making me a cuckold for the rest of my life. "So, what do you want me to do?" he asked. I thought for a few moments before answering. There had to be something else I could do.
"I'll get back to you," I said. He nodded his head.
"My door will always be open to you, and good luck, Mr. McGregor," he said. I headed out and thought about maybe seeing another lawyer for a second opinion, but changed my mind. Instead, I went to Harvey's Tavern, a bar I sometimes stopped at for a beer.
"A bit early for you, isn't it, Troy?" Harvey the bartender asked as he poured me a mug of beer.
"Yeah, I guess," I said, taking a long pull off my beer.
"Problems at home?" he asked.
"Yeah, you could say that," I told him.
"Wife cheating on ya?" Harvey asked. I looked at him.
"How do you know?" I asked him.
"You have the look," he said. "I've seen it a million times in here. Guy comes home from work, learns his wife is fucking around on him behind his back."
"Ever happen to you?" I asked. He nodded his head.
"Yep," he said.
"So, what did you do?" I asked.
"Well, I wasted a lot of time talking to lawyers who told me I was basically screwed," he said. "I was looking around on the Internet one day, and found someone who could help me, though. You interested?"
"It doesn't involve anything illegal, does it?" I asked. He laughed.
"No, nothing illegal," he said.
"Well, I guess," I said. He reached into his wallet and handed me a card. I looked it over and slid it into my pocket.
"Go by and see him tomorrow," Harvey said with a smile. "Tell him I sent ya." He went to another customer and I took a second look at the card. "Cheating spouse? No problem," it read. There was no phone number, but the two-tone card did have an address. I made a note of it and put it back in my pocket. After a second beer, I said my goodbyes.
"Remember," Harvey said. "Stop by and see him tomorrow morning."
"I will," I said. "Thanks." He waved as I headed out. On the way home, I stopped and bought a pizza loaded with meat, something Jenny hated. She preferred veggie pizzas, but I wasn't in any mood to accommodate her. When I got home, I plopped the pizza on the counter and grabbed a couple pieces before heading into my office. Jenny was sitting on the floor where the couch used to be, her legs crossed, watching me.
"Aren't you going to say something?" she asked. "Anything?"
"There's pizza on the counter," I told her as I closed and locked to door to my office.
"Troy, please, we need to talk," she said from the other side of the door.
"I have nothing to say to you," I told her in between bites of my pizza. I heard her sniffle before walking away. I watched a couple movies on Amazon as I finished the pizza. I noticed that Jenny didn't take any. Her loss, I thought to myself. This was good pizza. Eventually, I went upstairs to my bedroom, closed and locked the door just in case she tried to sneak in.
The next morning, I did my thing, then headed out. As before, Jenny was cooking breakfast, but I said nothing to her. Her face was downcast and I could see she had been crying. Too bad, I thought to myself. I found the small shop at the address listed on the card. It didn't look like much and I wondered if Harvey was just pulling my leg.
Walking inside, I was met by an older man who looked to be well into his seventies. He walked slowly, with the help of a cane. He came up to me and looked me over carefully before speaking.
"You Troy McGregor?" he asked.
"Yes," I said. "Were you expecting me?"
"As a matter of fact, I was," he said. "Please, come into my office," he added, putting a sign on his door saying he was closed. I followed him to a back room filled with papers and books. He sat at his desk and brought up his computer.
"Harvey said you could help me," I told him. He looked at me before turning back to his computer.
"And I can," he said. "Your wife is cheating on you, right?"
"Yes," I said. "How do you know that?"
"You wouldn't be here if she wasn't," he said as he continued looking at his computer. I couldn't really argue with his logic, but I was still a bit concerned.
"So, how can you help me?" I asked.
"You've spoken to a lawyer, right?" he asked.
"Yes, I have," I said.
"And you learned that you really don't have many options, didn't you?" he asked.
"Pretty much," I said. "So, what can you do?"
"Your situation would seem to be suitable for the treatment," he said.
"Treatment?" I asked. "What do you mean?"
"I call it the 'Saddletramp Treatment,'" he told me. I looked at him, confused. "It's named after an online writer. You see, cheating spouses generally don't fare too well in his stories."
"Oh?" I asked. I don't spend much time reading stories on the Internet, so I hoped to glean whatever information I could from him.
"Yes," the old man said. "For example, one was fed to a giant shark. Another ended up at the bottom of a volcano, and two were nuked out of existence. One ended up at the bottom of a lake with her lover, and another died when her plane crashed into the Pacific Ocean."
"Well, I don't want anyone killed," I told him.
"Well, what do you want, young man?" he asked, looking at me with eyes of fire. "You want to go on being disrespected and cuckolded by your wife? Or would you prefer to be broke while paying for your wife to go on fucking her lover? Maybe you'd like to continue eating Bill Johnson's cum out of her pussy? Is that what you want?"
"No, of course not," I said. "Wait, has she actually done that to me?"
"You have no idea the nasty things she and her lover have done to you already," he said. "Even now, they're plotting ways to turn you into her willing cuckold."
"What?" I asked. "How do you know this? What are they plotting?"
"How I know is of no concern," he said. "Suffice it to say, it's my job to know. Just this morning, your wife bought a male chastity device, and her lover hacked into your computer. He's busy planting child pornography on it right now and they intend to blackmail you with it if you don't go along with their affair."
"No way," I exclaimed. He looked over his glasses at me and simply nodded his head.
"Oh yes," he said. "They plan on ambushing you later this evening. They've gotten some drugs to knock you out, and they plan on tying you down to a chair so you can watch them after they've knocked you out. Rather cliched, if you ask me -- no imagination whatsoever. Anyway, if you refuse to go along with their demands, Bill said he would call the police and report you for possession of child pornography."



"Why?" I asked. He shrugged his shoulders.
"Because they're assholes," the old man said. "The 'why' really doesn't matter. What matters is what they intend to do to you."
"Damn," I said.
"You sure you don't want them fed to sharks?" the old man asked. "Maybe tossed out of an airplane at 30,000 feet with no parachute?" His eyes sparkled as he mentioned other grisly methods of getting rid of them.
"No, I don't want their deaths on my conscience," I said. The old man looked disappointed. "Isn't there anything else you can do?"
"Well, I suppose we can make her disappear," he said.
"Disappear?" I asked. "How?"
"Disappear," the man said, repeating himself. He seemed rather put out. "As in, she doesn't exist. I can make it so she never existed."
"You can do that?" I asked, surprised.
"Of course," he said. "That's a piece of cake. But not very dramatic, if you ask me. Far better that she go out in a blaze of glory, wouldn't you say?" I began to wonder what this guy was smoking.
"No," I said. "Just keep it nice and quiet. In fact, I'd like it if you can do that to ALL the cheaters involved in this."
"Of course, I can," he said. "But are you certain? I mean, absolutely certain?"
"Yes," I said emphatically. "Surely, Bill's not the only person she's been screwing, is he?"
"Well, no," the old man said. "In fact, she's been a pretty busy girl while you've been out working."
'Oh?" I asked. "How many? Who?"
"Well, I know of five others she's been with over the last few months," the old man said. "All of them friends of Bill's."
"Then I want ALL of the cheaters in this relationship dealt with," I said.
"As you wish," the old man said. "Your call."
"By the way, how much will this cost me?" I asked. He looked at me and smiled.
"How much do you have on you right now?" he asked.
"About $200," I said. He nodded his head.
"Then it will cost you about $200," he told me. I pulled out my wallet and handed him $197.00. It was all the cash I had on me at the time. He accepted it and put it in his pocket.
"Thank you," he said. "There, it's done," he added after making a few clicks with his mouse. "It will happen tonight, about 7:00 pm."
"Excellent," I said, smiling. He said nothing and simply nodded his head.
"Keep an eye on your television," he said.
"I will," I told him as I stood up.
"Good luck," he said when I left. I waved and headed on out to my car. I had no desire to go back home, so I drove around and spent the day doing pretty much nothing. I got home about 4:30 and saw Jenny was dressed in a short skirt and a pair of high heels.
"What's the occasion?" I asked.
"I'm going out," she said. "I can't take another night of you pretending I'm not here, so I'm going to spend an evening with someone who actually wants to be with me. We'll talk about things when I get back."
"Whatever," I said, going into my office. I locked the door behind me and sat at my computer. I heard her walk out the door and I looked out the window. Sure enough, she was going across the street. Bill met her and the two of them kissed like long-lost lovers. As I watched, he opened the passenger door of his Mustang and closed it after she got in. They pulled out of his driveway and sped off. I didn't care where they went. I just wanted them gone.
I turned my computer on and started searching. Sure enough, I found what he had put on my computer and promptly deleted it, using a program to wipe the files completely off my computer. Suck on that, asshole, I thought to myself. While I was there, I changed my password and cleaned up my hard drive, just in case he wanted to try something else.
By the time I finished, it was 6:00 pm, so I grabbed a beer and a beanbag from my office and sat in the front room to watch a Twilight Zone marathon. That had always been one of my all-time favorite programs and I loved it when they played the marathons.
Toward the end of the second episode, there was a newsflash on the television. From what the anchor said, police were responding to an unusual crash on the Interstate. It seemed that an unoccupied Mustang had crossed the median and crashed head-on into an oncoming truck that couldn't get out of the way.
From the video report, I could tell the car was Bill's Mustang, the front end completely destroyed. There was no way anyone could've walked away. According to the anchor, police were stymied by the fact that the car was unoccupied when the crash occurred.
"YES," I screamed, pumping my fist in the air. I reached for the beer sitting on the floor next to me, but was unable to grab it. Surprised and more than a bit confused, I looked at the beer and tried grabbing it again, but my hand went right through the can. What the hell is going on, I asked myself.
I held my hand up and was shocked when I realized that I could see right through it. I looked down and noticed I could also see through my legs. Then it hit me.
"Oh shit," I said to myself. I looked at the television and the last thing I remember seeing was a grim-faced man in a dark suit. He held a cigarette in one hand and the smoke curled around his head as he spoke.
"Meet Troy McGregor," the man said. "A hard-working man who truly loves his wife. He came home one day to find her with one of her lovers. Devastated, he sought to get revenge, and he got it. But in his zeal to deal with his cheating wife, he forgot about his own one-time drunken indiscretion with a woman he met in a bar five years earlier.
"He asked to have ALL the cheaters in his relationship dealt with, but he forgot one very important thing. When you point a finger at someone, there's three more pointing right back at you. Consider this an object lesson, straight from... the Cheating Zone."
He smiled, winked and took a drag off his cigarette.
Fade to black...
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...
I couldn't believe what I was hearing. Here I am at a major Chamber of Commerce function about to receive an award and Rhonda, my wife of ten years, just whispered in my ear that she was going to leave with Gerald, my business partner, for a weekend of sex in Las Vegas immediately after the award ceremony.
"Are you out of your mind?" I asked quietly so as not to be heard by anyone else.
"Only with lust," she whispered back. "For him. Right now, I'm feeling his hard cock through his trousers and soon, I'll be putting it in my pussy."
"We need to talk," I told her. "But not now. Later, after we get home from the ceremony."
"No, Ron, I'm telling you how it's going to be," she said. "If you want to talk, you can give me some ideas or maybe remind me of the things you've always wanted me to do with you but refused. I'll be home Monday evening and we can talk then if you still feel the need." This was the start of a three-day weekend and I knew she didn't have to be back to work until Tuesday.
"And you plotted this with him?" I asked quietly.
"Of course," she said. "His wife also knows." I looked and saw my soon-to-be ex-partner and friend sitting next to Rhonda with a shit-eating grin on his face. I wanted to punch the fucker out, but not here, not in front of all these people, these so-called "pillars of the community." I looked at Judy, his wife, who sat next to him. She didn't look too happy at all. Apparently, she also knew about this.
My mind was racing, but I focused back on the present when I heard my name called by the Master of Ceremonies. I got up, shook his hand and accepted the award, holding it for a second as a photographer took a picture. I gave my prepared acceptance speech and noticed as I did that Rhonda's hand was in Gerald's lap. I decided to make an impromptu change in my speech.
On my notes, I had included an acknowledgment of my wife, but I ended my speech a bit early, not even mentioning her name. Instead, I thanked the community for their support and the Chamber for the award, then ended my speech. I didn't know if anyone would notice the slight, but Rhonda mentioned it after I sat back down.
"What, didn't I even rate a mention?" she asked sarcastically as I took a sip of my now tepid drink. I simply glared at her, not saying a word. "So, that's how it's going to be, huh? Well, like I said, we'll talk Monday evening when I get back." Gerald got up and headed for the podium, deliberately bumping into me on his way up.
"If you go through with this, don't bother coming back," I whispered to Rhonda as Gerald spoke. "There'll be nothing here for you to come back to." To emphasize the point, I slipped my ring off my finger and handed it to her. She smirked as she dropped it in her purse.
"You know why I'm doing this?" she asked. "Of course you do," she added. "It's for what you did with Judy. Don't lie. I know all about it. I have pictures. So you'll say or do nothing, let me do this and we'll talk when I get back."
"Don't do this, Rhonda," I said. "Nothing happened between Judy and I except dinner. We can talk about it after the ceremony."
"Too late," she said. "It's going to happen. The tickets have already been bought. The reservations have already been made. I'm going to give Gerald my naked body this weekend. I'm going to let him do whatever he wants to me and there's nothing you can say or do to stop me."
"What if I told you he's HIV-positive?" I asked. She laughed.
"I wouldn't believe you. You'd say or do just about anything to keep me from going," she said.
"Don't say I didn't warn you," I told her. "I guarantee that if you do this, you'll regret it for the rest of your life."
"Look, just enjoy the weekend without me. Go play golf or something. When I get back, things will go on as before," she said. I couldn't believe the nerve of this woman.
"No, they won't, Rhonda," I told her.
"We'll see about that," she said. A minute or two later, Gerald returned and took his seat. Rhonda turned to him and I could see she had placed her hand back in his lap. Disgusted, I turned away from her. Finally, the event was over and we got up to leave.
"This is your last chance, Rhonda," I said. She and Gerald smirked as they looked at me.
"We're leaving now, Ron," she said. "I may call you. Or not. Either way, I'll see you Monday."
"No hard feelings, partner," Gerald said. "I promise not to damage her too badly for you."
"We're done, Gerald," I told him calmly. "As partners and friends. I don't ever want to see or hear from you again."
"We'll see about that, partner," he said as he guided Rhonda away. I turned and looked at Judy, who had tears falling down her face.
"Do you need a ride home?" I asked her. She shook her head.
"No, I have an Uber coming for me," she said. "Thanks for asking anyway."
"Didn't you tell them that nothing happened between us?" I asked. "That it was just a dinner and a conversation?"
"I tried, but they wouldn't listen," she said. "Gerald has pictures of us at the restaurant and Rhonda insists it was a prelude to an affair. You know how she can get sometimes." Yeah, I knew, all right. Until now, the only complaint I had about Rhonda was her uncanny ability to act on false assumptions. And once she got something in her head, there was almost nothing anyone could do to change her mind.
"I see," I told her.
"I'm sorry, Ron," she said. "You don't deserve this. I only hope he thought enough to bring condoms."
"It doesn't matter," I said. "Whether he uses a condom or not is immaterial. The fact that she's going to let him screw her is all that matters. No, I'm finished with both of them."
"What are you going to do?" she asked.
"What I need to," I told her. "What about you?"
"I told Gerald if he went through with this I'd divorce him," she said. "And that's exactly what I intend to do. This isn't the first time he's cheated on me, but by God, it'll be the last."
"Good for you," I said. "Let me know if there's anything I can do. If you like, I can refer you to a good lawyer."
"Thanks, Ron," she said. "I appreciate that." With that, she left and I followed shortly, making my way back to the car. On the way home, I thought about the last ten years with Rhonda. We married about five years after Gerald and I went into business together.
Gerald introduced me to her after we had been in business together for about four years. By then, he and Judy had been married for three years. Rhonda and I dated, fell in love and got married. Gerald was the best man at our wedding, and I never would have believed he would be capable of doing something like this. I never thought Rhonda would, either.
By the time we got married, the business was growing significantly, so my lawyer suggested I have her sign a prenuptial agreement to protect my assets, which included my home, and the business. She didn't like it, but she signed it anyway. I made sure the agreement was equitable, and included a clause for infidelity.
I had a lot to do and not a whole lot of time to get it done. It was still fairly early in the evening when I got home, so I called my lawyer, Jim Simpson, on his cell.
"Hey, Ron," he said. "I thought you and Rhonda would be celebrating your award tonight. What's going on?" He listened as I told him what happened earlier in the evening. "Oh my God, Ron, I'm so sorry to hear that," he said when I finished. "You want me to start drawing up papers?"
"Yes, Jim," I said. "I want a divorce for adultery based on our prenuptial and I want you to draw up papers dissolving the partnership." When Gerald and I drew up the partnership, we included a clause that said the partnership could be dissolved if one or more of the partners engaged in morally unacceptable behavior that could significantly impact the operation of the business. I felt this certainly fell into that category.
"Are you sure about that?" he asked.
"Yes," I said. "Absolutely. I want it reorganized as a sole proprietorship if possible. I know we had talked about incorporating it as a limited liability company before. Maybe this is the time to do that."
"Alright, I'll get the ball rolling on that," Jim said. "It's going to take some time, though."
"I know," I said. "But I want the partnership dissolved as fast as possible. And I want my losses mitigated as much as possible."
"Consider it done, my friend," he said.
"Thanks," I said, ending the call. I knew that under the terms of the agreement, I would have to pay Gerald something to get him out of the company, so the less I had to give him, the better. I knew Jim would come through for me. A couple hours later, I got a call from Rhonda.
"I just wanted to let you know we're at the hotel in Vegas," she said. "And I'm so ready for a weekend of hot sex."
"Rhonda, you should know before you do this that Gerald is HIV-positive," I said. "If you go through with this, you'll regret it for the rest of your life. Stop this nonsense and come home right now. If you do, then maybe, and I do mean, MAYBE, we can fix our marriage."
"Oh Ron," she said with a laugh. "Are you still on that? Get over yourself. This IS going to happen. I am going to let Gerald fuck my brains out all weekend long. And yes, I am going to let him cum inside my mouth, pussy and ass as much as he wants. In fact, I'm getting wet just thinking about it. Maybe if you're a good boy I'll feed you some of his cum when I get home."
"Rhonda, I'm warning you," I began to say, but she had already ended the call. That was it. I had warned her, but she refused to listen.
The rest of my now-screwed up weekend was spent exorcising Rhonda from my life. On Jim's advise, I went to the bank on Saturday morning and took care of things there, paying off her credit card before canceling it.
I got three voicemails from Rhonda and a few text messages over the weekend. She was doing her best to get me riled up.
"Oh yeah," she moaned in one of her voicemails. "Gerald's cock is buried balls deep in my pussy right now, Ron. It's so much bigger than yours and feel so much better. In case you're wondering, I've swallowed his cum several times already. I know I've never done that for you, but his cum is just soooo delicious. I've also let him cum inside my pussy and my ass at least five times since we got here. Maybe I'll let him get me pregnant. I know I'll be bringing home a load so you can eat it out of my pussy. Gotta go now, he's getting ready to cum inside me again. Bye now, bye."
The other voicemails were very similar. I forwarded all of them to Jim so he could have them as proof of Rhonda's adultery. I also forwarded them to Judy so she could use them in her divorce from Gerald.
I called a locksmith and had all of the locks changed on the doors. I wasn't worried about keeping the house, as I had bought it before we got married and the mortgage was in my name only. I tossed all of her clothes and prized possessions into trash bags and crammed them into her car, leaving enough room for her to drive. I pulled the car out of the garage and left it in the driveway.
I pulled down all of the photos that included Rhonda. I broke up the large wedding portrait that hung over the fireplace before placing the broken pieces inside to be burned. By the time I was finished, there was no evidence that she had ever been in the place.
After listening to her voicemails the next morning, I called her mother and said we need to talk. She invited me over for lunch, so I went. After eating a sandwich, she asked me what was going on, so I told her -- everything. I even played the voicemails Rhonda had left. By the time I finished, she was inconsolable.
"That stupid, stupid girl," she said. "I can't believe she would do something like this to you. I'm so sorry, Ron. Of course, she can stay here until she gets back on her feet, but I'm going to tan her hide for this."
"I'm sorry as well, Mom," I told her. I always thought of Rhonda's mother as "Mom," especially since my own mother died from a stroke a few years before. "She's going to need all the help and support you can give her."
"Of course," she said. "But I'm still going to put her over my knee." I chuckled and gave her a hug. "Please stay in touch, Ron," she said as we broke the hug. I promised I would and left. She was still wiping tears from her face when I left. From there, I went to a tavern that served the juiciest burgers and enjoyed one with a couple beers.
Jim called me on Monday to say he had the paperwork drawn up, so I went to his office. Everything looked good, so I paid his retainer and left. The papers would be filed with the court the next day, which was Tuesday.
"Where would you like her served?" Jim asked.
"Preferably at her place of work," I said. "She humiliated me in public, so I think it's only fair I return the favor."
"Okay," he said before I left. I got a couple more voicemails from Rhonda that day, the last one letting me know she was on her way home. I got a good laugh at that.
Gerald dropped her off that evening about 5:30, then took off. Apparently, he was a bit too cowardly to face me after what he had done. I waited and heard her come onto the porch. I heard her trying her keys, but none of them worked. Finally, she rang the doorbell. I ignored it for a few minutes, and she began pounding on the door.
"Let me in, dammit," she yelled. I got up and walked to the door. I opened it and stepped outside. She looked at me before trying to walk inside, but I stopped her. "What are you doing? I live here too."
"No you don't," I told her. "Not anymore. You gave up that right when you left Friday night."
"But I told you I would be back and we could discuss things if you still wanted to," she said. "And why is my car in the driveway? Why isn't it in the garage? And what's all that stuff in it?"
"That's all your stuff, Rhonda," I said. "Like I said, you don't live here anymore."
"Look, I know you're upset," she said. "We can talk about it if you want."
"I wanted to talk with you on Friday, but you weren't interested, remember?" I asked. "I practically begged you to listen to me, but you flat out refused and insisted on spending the weekend with Gerald."
"That's right," she said. "Since you fucked his wife, I figured I deserved to get some revenge."
"And what proof do you have that I had sex with Judy?" I asked. "Show me." She pulled out her phone and showed me a picture of Judy and I at a table in a restaurant.
"What's that?" she asked.
"That's two people talking over dinner," I said. "There's no sex in that picture. And nothing happened between Judy and I. For that matter, I have never been with another woman since you and I became exclusive."
"Then why were you having dinner with her?" Rhonda asked. "Surely you expected something afterward."
"There you go again, making false assumptions," I said.
"What are you talking about?" she asked.
"That's what I wanted to talk to you about on Friday, but you refused to listen to me," I said. "Tell me, did Gerald ever use a condom this weekend?"
"Of course not," she said. "You know I hate condoms."
"I see," I said. "And I guess you let him finish inside you multiple times."
"That's right," she said. "I still have some of his cum inside me right now. I was going to let you clean it out of me. And if you were repentant, I was going to let you have sex with me, but I don't think that's going to happen."
"So, you were planning to kill me, then," I said. Her eyes grew wide.
"Of course not," she said. "Where did you get that silly idea from?"
"Do you remember a few months back when he said he wasn't feeling too well?" I asked. "That was just a few weeks after he returned from a trip back east."
"Yeah, I remember," she said.
"I suggested he go see his doctor and get checked out," I told her. "He never told me what the doctor said, but Judy learned he tested positive for HIV. You wanna know how she learned about it? I'll tell you. She learned about it because he infected her. She tested positive just recently. That's what we were talking about at dinner that night. At the time he infected her, he didn't know he had it. But he sure as hell knew this last weekend when he was screwing you." I handed her a copy of Gerald's test results Judy had given me the night we had dinner. Rhonda's face turned white and her eyes widened. "I even told you on Friday, but you refused to listen."
"Oh my God," she said, feeling nauseous. "You were telling the truth. I'm going to get sick." She doubled over and vomited in the front yard. I stood and watched as she retched several times in the front yard. When she finished, she looked at me, scared. "I'm going to die, aren't I?" she asked. I shrugged my shoulders.
"I'm not a doctor so I don't know," I said. "Judy said her doctor told her it's not the death sentence it was a few years ago, but it's still pretty rough. At any rate, I suggest you go see Dr. Barnes first thing in the morning and let him know. Have him run some tests on you. Maybe if he can catch it early enough, he can do something. But I do know that our marriage is dead."
"Where will I go?" she asked, tears falling down her face.
"Your mother said you can stay with her until you get on your feet," I said.
"My mother? You told my mother?" she asked, shocked.
"Yes," I said. "She deserves to know the truth, don't you think?"
"I guess," she said.
"And you'll be served with divorce papers at work sometime this week," I told her.
"Please, no," she said. "I don't want a divorce. Can't we work through this?"
"No," I said. "We probably could've if you had talked to me on Friday instead of leaving me to spend the weekend with him in Vegas. But you just had to have things your way. You made your bed, Rhonda. Now you get to lie in it."
"So what were you doing with Judy in that restaurant?" she asked.
"I already told you. Talking," I said. "She got her test results and wanted to talk to me. She asked if I had any idea he was positive. Of course I told her the truth -- I didn't. I was trying to find a way to help the two of them get through this, but it seems Gerald decided to have her followed. He got those pictures of us in the restaurant. Naturally, when you saw them, you made your usual false assumptions, and here we are. I hope it was all worth it to you."
"Please, can't you just give me one more chance?" she begged. "I'm dying here."
"I've been dying since you walked out on me Friday night," I said.
"But I love you," she cried. Yeah, right, I thought. "Don't you have any love for me at all?"
"Love you?" I asked. "Right now, I don't even like you. Now, GET OFF MY LAWN!" I walked back inside and slammed the door, locking it behind me. I looked through the window and saw her, sobbing as she knelt on the lawn. She looked totally defeated and forlorn, but right then, I didn't care. Eventually, she turned and slowly ambled to her car, still crying. As I watched, she backed out of the driveway and drove off, still crying.



The next day, I got to the office early, hoping to catch Gerald when he came in. I had already advised security to confiscate his badge when he came in and had a couple security officers waiting by his office. When he arrived, he gave me a smirk but lost it when he saw the officers.
"What's this all about?" he asked.
"They're here to confiscate your badge and make sure you don't take any company property when you leave," I told him.
"Leave?" he asked. "I'm not going anywhere."
"Wrong answer," I told him. "As of today, the partnership is dissolved. You no longer work here."
"Bullshit," he said. "You can't do that."
"Read the agreement we both signed," I said, tossing a copy of it on his desk. "I highlighted the appropriate clause. The dissolution of partnership is being filed this morning, and the company is temporarily being reorganized as a sole proprietorship. I'll give you 15 minutes to pack your trash and get off the property before I have you escorted out."
"Is this all because I fucked your wife over the weekend?" he asked.
"Partly," I said. "It's also for deliberately exposing her to HIV, which, I've been told, is a crime in this state."
"What?" he asked.
"I saw your test results," I said. "Judy showed them to me. That's what we were discussing that day in the restaurant. She told me you infected her as well. I was planning to make you a silent partner so you could keep your medical coverage and still earn an income. But what you did this weekend was beyond the pale. You know you're infected, but you still chose to spend the weekend with Rhonda without informing her. That's illegal in this state. The two of you had this all planned out, except she didn't know you're HIV-positive. In my view, what you did violates the terms of our partnership agreement. I had considered giving you a severance package, but in light of your actions, I've changed my mind. Now, get out!"
"You can't do this," he exclaimed. "I'll fight you on this. So help me God, I'll start spreading rumors that you've been screwing half the female staff here, threatening their jobs if they don't go along with what you want."
"Really?" I asked. "You'd deliberately slander me in the community for revenge? On top of deliberately infecting my wife with HIV so she could infect me?"
"Goddamn right," he said. "By the time I'm done, you won't have any business at all." I smiled and pulled an audio recorder from my pocket. I hit a button and played our conversation back to him.
"I think that should add a few million to the lawsuit and help secure a conviction," I said. "Not to mention the fact that you made your claim in front of at least two witnesses. Right?" I asked, looking at the two security guards, who smiled and nodded their heads. I looked at my watch. "You know, I used to think you were my best friend. I also used to think you were quite intelligent. I see now that my initial assessment of you was wrong. You have 10 minutes to pack up and get the hell off my property." I looked at the guards before speaking again. "Keep an eye on him. Make sure he doesn't touch his computer and only takes what's his."
"Yes sir, Mr. Hastings," one of the guards said. Gerald packed his stuff as the security guards watched. On his way out, he stopped by my office.
"I'm sorry, Ron," he said.
"Just go," I said. "Get out." After Gerald left, I called a meeting of all employees. It was crowded in the main office, but I felt they deserved to know there would be changes. I told them that Gerald was no longer with the company and the partnership had been dissolved. I assured them that this change wouldn't affect their jobs in the long run, but could cause some short-term disruption. One of the employees asked why Gerald left, but all I would say is that it was a personal matter.
The next several weeks were a blur. Rhonda was served with divorce papers at her place of work on Thursday, which prompted a great deal of gossip. Her mother told me she had gone to see the doctor on Tuesday but it would be a while before she got the results of her tests. Thankfully, Rhonda didn't deluge me with calls or texts. It seems she finally realized that she had made a huge mistake -- one that would affect her for the rest of her life. Realizing there would be no reconciliation, she signed the papers. Jim told me the divorce would be final in 90 days.
Judy filed for divorce against Gerald on the grounds of adultery. She told me he was living in a motel room that rented by the week until he could find something else. But he had another problem. After Rhonda's visit, Dr. Barnes reported Gerald to the authorities.
From what I learned, the state we live in requires those infected with HIV inform their partners before any sexual activity takes place. Since Rhonda said Gerald never informed her, he could receive up to 20 years in prison. I also learned that this was one of those laws many prosecutors didn't like to enforce, since there was too great a chance of backlash.
But the local authorities decided to go after Gerald, based on Rhonda's testimony. A week or so after being kicked out of his house, police showed up at the motel where he was staying and took him into custody. Concerned that he could present a danger to the general population, he was placed in solitary confinement.
Gerald's trial became something of a circus. The prosecuting attorney painted him as a cruel, manipulative SOB who deliberately set out to infect me -- his partner -- with the disease by first infecting Rhonda. Rhonda testified as did I. Judy also testified. The prosecutor also played the audio I captured in my office, putting Gerald in an even worse position.
It didn't take long for the jury to convict. Disgusted by what he heard, the judge sentenced him to the maximum allowable by law -- 20 years in the state penitentiary. But Gerald's problems were far from over. Now he was in the middle of a divorce as well as civil litigation.
After Judy's divorce was finalized, she sold her home and moved out of the area. Rhonda contacted me a few days before our divorce was final and asked me if I would have dinner with her. After thinking about it, I agreed. I felt it was time for closure. We met at a quiet restaurant where we enjoyed a final meal.
"I hope you're not too scared or ashamed to be seen with me," she said.
"We're not going to be swapping any bodily fluids, so it shouldn't be a problem," I told her half-jokingly.
"I got the results of my test," she said. "I'm positive."
"I'm not surprised but I am sorry to hear that," I told her.
"It's not your fault," she said. "You tried to warn me, but I wouldn't listen. It's a mistake I'll be paying for the rest of my life."
"So, what is the doctor doing?" I asked.
"He's got me on an antiretroviral therapy," she said. "It'll never be cured, but he tells me I can live a fairly normal life if I take the drug every day. Of course, I had to let my boss know. He's letting me telecommute, so I can work from home and Mom says I can stay with her as long as I need to."
"That's good to hear," I said.
"My lawyer is also filing a lawsuit against Gerald," she said. "I've been told it's pretty much a slam-dunk with his conviction, but collecting may be an issue with him being in prison and all."
"I see," I told her. "Well, I happen to know that his 401K was pretty substantial, even after subtracting Judy's portion. She also sold their house, so maybe you can get his half of that. Have you spoken with her recently?"
"I have," she said. "She's out of the area, but we still talk from time to time. I'll mention that to her and see what she says."
"What happened to you, Rhonda?" I asked after a while. "I don't get it. I wanted to have kids with you, spend the rest of my life with you."
"I don't know," she said quietly. "When Gerald showed me those pictures of you with Judy I lost it. I just knew you were having sex with her. I really jumped the shark on that, didn't I?"
"Just a bit," I said. "But why didn't you just talk to me?"
"I was angry," she said. "I didn't want to hear anything you had to say. Judy tried to warn me as well, but I figured she was in cahoots with you and would say anything to stop me."
"I even told you that Friday about Gerald," I said. "Twice. I hoped you would've gotten the hint."
"Frankly, I didn't want to hear anything you had to say," she told me. "And now, I'm paying the price. I'll be paying it for the rest of my life. Can you ever forgive me for being so stupid?"
"I don't know," I said. "Right now, it's all I can do to be civil around you."
"I thank you for that, at least," she said. "I know it's probably not easy for you. So, how are you holding up?"
"I manage," I told her. "I stay pretty busy with the business. Now that Gerald is gone, my workload has doubled, so there's no shortage of things to do."
"Any women in your life?" she asked.
"No," I said. "I'm not in the market for a relationship. Probably won't be for quite a while. Once bitten, twice shy, you know."
"I'm sorry," she said.
"I've learned a thing or two myself from all of this," I said.
"What's that?" she asked.
"Never trust anyone," I said. She looked at me, shocked. "I knew Gerald for years before I met you. That is, I thought I knew him. I had no idea he was capable of doing what he did. And the things I learned about him during their divorce frankly makes me sick to my stomach. And what you did certainly didn't help."
"I'm sorry," she said.
"Yeah, well, it is what it is," I said. "I see you're still wearing your rings," I added, looking at her left hand.
"We're still technically married," she said. "At least for a few more days. If you want them back you can have them, but I was hoping you'd let me keep them."
"I don't want them," I said. "I'd just take 'em down and sell them anyway. Why would you want them?"
"As a reminder," she said. "Of what I once had and threw away."
"They're yours," I said. "Do with them what you want."
"Thank you," she said quietly, a tear falling down her cheek.
"I'd better get going now," I said. "I have a lot to do yet tonight. Tell your mother I said hello and good luck."
"I will," she said. "And thanks, Ron. I really am sorry about all this."
"Yeah," I said as I stood. "Me too, Rhonda. Goodbye." I could hear her sobbing as I left. I wasn't as angry as I was when this all first went down, but I still felt sad. It's not easy ending a decade-long relationship with someone you thought you'd spend the rest of your life with.
Epilogue:
Work went on as normal and within a year, things had settled down to a steady roar. I had plenty of opportunities, but chose not to date or pursue a relationship. I still had some serious trust issues after what Rhonda and Gerald had done. For me, life consisted of working, eating and sleeping. I had no social life whatsoever.
A year and a half after my divorce, Denise, my secretary, introduced me to her younger sister, Angela, at a company event. She was a couple years younger than me and had just gotten through a divorce from her husband, who left her for another woman.
We began dating, taking things one step at a time, slowly. Both of us had been burned by our previous spouses and still had some trust issues, but as we spent more time together, our trust in each other grew. We dated several times over the course of a month before we ended up spending the night together in my bed.
A few months later, I popped the question and she said yes. Our wedding is set for the spring, to be followed up with a five-day Caribbean cruise. We extended an invitation to Rhonda's mother, but we don't know if she plans to attend.
I'm still hurting from what Rhonda and Gerald did, but Angela has done a superb job in healing the scars. I've done my best to help her heal as well and I'm certainly looking forward to spending the rest of my life with her.
Thinking about Angela, I'm often reminded of the old saw that says, "Sometimes the bad things that happen in our lives put us directly on the path to the best things that will ever happen to us."
...
Notes: For those who like to nitpick (and you know who you are), every states deals with the intentional transmission of infectious diseases like HIV differently. A few states do have some very strict penalties for this, and some states are softening their stand on it.
In North Dakota, for example, one lawmaker sought to ease the state's law, making it an infraction instead of a Class A felony, but the measure was soundly defeated. In that state, a Class A felony can carry a penalty of up to 20 years in prison and a $20,000 fine.
According to the Centers for Disease Control, 37 states still have laws criminalizing intentional HIV exposure.
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I couldn't believe the bullshit that Nikki, my wife of seven years, had just thrown in my face. In the space of just a couple minutes, I learned just how little she really thought of me. Here we are at a mountaintop resort attending a four-day bachelorette gala for her older sister Kirsten, who was getting ready to marry for the third time. I couldn't help but wonder how she managed to sucker her current fiance. Was it her money, or did she threaten to sue him?
I figured that being a lawyer, she no doubt had him sign the mother of all prenuptial agreements, probably while undergoing some form of medieval torture. The previous day -- Wednesday -- we decided to take advantage of one of the public hot tubs the facility offered.
Kirsten had warned there might be nude men in the hot tubs earlier that day. I thought she was just pulling our legs, but she wasn't. It seemed the hot tubs here were clothing-optional. After we got in the water, I noticed the five guys across from us appeared to be nude. My assessment proved to be correct when they got out of the tub, dried off and sat in their lounge chairs, not caring that they were exposing themselves to us.
One guy, however, a tall, muscular man with long hair tied in a ponytail, laid on the grass next to the hot tub on his side with one leg up. His cock looked to be huge as it hung between his legs. I noticed Nikki staring at him, her eyes glazed.
I suppose I should back up and tell you a bit about us. My name is Ned Carson, and my wife is Nikki. I'm 39 years old, and she's considerably younger, having just turned 32. I used to be a police officer, but was wounded in the line of duty. As a result of my injuries -- I was shot several times -- I was given a medical discharge. That was before I met Nikki. She was one of the physical therapists who worked with me, helping me learn to walk all over again.
I still have a hard time walking very far, but I manage to get around. After my discharge, I became a private investigator. Fortunately, most of my work is done either behind a desk or in the front seat of my car, and there's very little running involved. I worked with one of the best for several years until he died of a heart attack. After his death, I took over the day-to-day operation, answering to my former boss's partner.
Nikki and I dated for some time, fell in love and got married. The first five years of our marriage were great -- at least I thought so. A couple years ago, however, I was diagnosed with Type 2 diabetes and high cholesterol. Of course my two-pack-a-day cigarette habit didn't help matters much. Thanks in part to the medications I had for my diabetes and cholesterol, I found that I wasn't able to perform sexually the way I used to. I even tried to quit smoking, but all that did was make me irritable.
At first, Nikki said she understood, and we did the best we could. Even if I couldn't maintain an erection for very long, I still satisfied her with my tongue as best I could. She seemed to enjoy it, anyway, and I always made sure she got an orgasm.
But something changed in the last couple years. Slowly but surely, Nikki went from being a sweet, caring, loving woman to a shrew that I sometimes didn't recognize, constantly ordering me around and getting short-tempered at the drop of a hat. It seemed nothing I did satisfied her anymore. To top that off, our love life in the last year dwindled to almost nothing. I did what I could to keep her happy, but it seemed that had become a lost cause.
I hoped that this little trip to the mountain resort might renew the spark between us. But it was becoming clear to me that it was a lost cause. As I looked at the man deliberately exposing himself to Nikki without a care in the world, I realized that he seemed somewhat familiar to me, but I just couldn't quite place him.
Earlier today -- Thursday -- Nikki said she was going shopping with her sister, so I decided to go play some golf. I got back a bit earlier than I had planned, took a shower and dressed. I hoped to take Nikki out for dinner and dancing later, as a possible prelude to sex. As I was getting dressed, Nikki came bounding into the room wearing a bathrobe. Her hair was wet and she appeared flushed. She sat on the bed and regarded me for a bit.
"I thought you were going shopping with Kirsten," I said.
"I changed my mind," she said. "I went to the hot tub instead."
"I can see that," I told her. "Were there any naked men out there today?"
"Oh, yes," she said with a smile. "The pony-tailed guy was there. Ramon Torres is his name. He does some kind of work with a movie studio out on the west coast. You'd really like him." That's when it hit me. I knew exactly who he was. Yes, Torres does work with a movie studio, but chances are you won't see his work on the big screen. That's because his work is a bit more... seedy.
"I take it you got to know this guy Ramon a bit," I said. She snorted at that.
"Yeah, I did," she said. "And some of his friends."
"I ... see," I said. "Did you have a good time?"
"The best time I've had in years," she said.
"Is that what you had in mind all along?" I asked. Her face changed, and I could tell the shrew was back.
"Yes, it is," she said. I looked at her and for a moment, I had no idea who this woman was. She looked at me before continuing. "You have no idea. For years you've been the only man I've ever gotten physical with. But the last two years have been hell on me. Here I am dying to get fucked, but you can't even get it up half the time."
"You know why," I said. "All these damn medications the doctor has me on. That's not my fault."
"Sure it is," she said. "All those years smoking, drinking, eating crap food, and lately you haven't gotten hardly any exercise. Now you're paying the price. And so am I. I need a MAN. Someone who has a nice big cock and a set of balls waiting to fill me up. Someone who doesn't cater to my every whim. I need someone who commands me to do what he wants. Not a desk-bound has-been who refuses to stand up to me."
I felt like I had just been punched in the gut. I couldn't believe what she was saying. I shook my head and wondered if this was all just a nightmare. She wasn't finished, however.
"You know what he did?" she asked with a sneer. "He ordered me to get naked right there in front of them all."
"And did you?" I asked.
"Of course I did," she said.
"And did you have sex with them as well?" I asked, already knowing the answer. She snickered as she tossed the robe off, revealing her nude body underneath. I could see the bruises and bite marks on her, saw her red, puffy pussy lips with semen dripping from her.
"Have sex?" she asked sarcastically. "No. I FUCKED them. All of them. I sucked their huge cocks and swallowed their cum. I licked their assholes and took their balls in my mouth. I let them all fuck me in the ass. I even took three of them on at the same time. And yes, I let them all cum inside my pussy. Why don't you come here and you can suck their cum out of me. You'd like that, wouldn't you? And you know what else?"
"No," I said quietly, trying to control my rage. "What?"
"They're all on their way here right now and they're going to fuck me senseless right here in this bed while you watch," she said. I got up and walked to the closet, where I grabbed my suitcase. "What are you doing?" she asked. "Are you going to run away like a little wimp?" I took a breath before answering and counted to ten.
I remembered now what it was about Ramon that set me off. It seemed he had a nasty habit of getting women hooked on sex and drugs. He then recruited those women into doing porn for him. Once he was finished with them, he usually turned them out onto the streets where they eked out a miserable existence as hookers, fucking anyone for their next fix. The guys in Vice had tried several times over the years -- unsuccessfully -- to bring him down.
"If you were smart, you'd run too," I said. "But you're not smart, are you? Stay and have your fling if you want, but no matter what, we're finished. Give your sister my regards." I finished packing my suitcase and headed for the door.
"What, you're going to just leave me?" she asked, a smirk on her face.
"Yeah, I'm leaving," I said. "I've had it with your bullshit. And I will not be your willing cuckold. Goodbye." With that, I turned and walked out. As I walked down the hallway, I saw Ramon and four of his buddies coming down the hallway. After they passed me, I called out to him.
"Ramon," I called. He turned and looked at me.
"Yeah, what do you want?" he asked. I took my wedding ring off and tossed it to him.
"You want her? She's yours," I said when he caught the ring. "I'm done with her." He smirked and pocketed the ring.
"Whatever, dude," he said. He snorted and turned back the way he was going. I went on out to the car, loaded up and drove off, stopping to buy a pack of cigarettes and a six pack of beer. At that point, I really didn't care if I lived or died, and I figured it was either smoke or break something. Three hours later, I was home. I had hoped Nikki would at least call and apologize, but she didn't. To hell with her, I thought to myself.
It was still fairly early, so I decided to take matters into my own hands. If Nikki thought she could just have her little gangbang and come home like nothing ever happened, she was out of her mind. I called a locksmith and arranged to have all the locks changed out on the house. I had to pay extra to have him come out late, but it was worth it to me.
I grabbed a beer and sat down on my back porch with a pad of paper and made up a list of things to do. I had worked on enough cases involving cheating spouses to know how it went. Usually, the husband got screwed, royally, while the wife ended up with half of everything. I also knew that I would not be able to file on the grounds of adultery, thanks to this being a "no-fault" state.
After making my list, I drank a couple more beers and smoked a few more cigarettes. Eventually, I went to bed, hoping to wake up and find this was all just a horrible nightmare. But that didn't happen.
The next morning, I got up and checked my phone, hoping against hope that Nikki would have come to her senses. But she didn't. There were no calls, no text messages, nothing. I downed a cup of coffee and called Nick Parsons, one of the main lawyers we did work for. After telling him what happened, he promised to work up the papers for divorce. We decided to have her served at her place of work on Monday for maximum impact.
"You know the drill, Ned," he told me. "Don't do anything stupid."
"You know me, Nick," I told him.
"Yeah, I do, and that's why I'm telling you not to do anything stupid," he said. "Talk to your boss and see if he can get someone out there to put eyes on your wife and Ramon. I don't want you involved in this at all. You got me? Stay as far away from it as you can."
"Yeah, I got it," I said. We ended the call and I dialed my boss, Paul Drake.
"Hey Ned, I thought you and that lovely wife of yours were up in the mountains," he said. "What's going on? Everything alright?"
"No, Paul, it's not," I said. He listened as I told him my story.
"Shit," he said when I finished. "I'm sorry to hear that. You want me to get someone up there to keep an eye on things?"
"Yeah, that'd be great," I said. "But it has to be someone Nikki doesn't know."
"I got it under control," he said. "I have been doing this for a while, you know. Do as Nick says and stay out of it for your own good. I'll get someone up there ASAP."
"Thanks, Paul, I appreciate it," I said as we ended the call. From there, it was off to the bank to take care of our accounts. I took out half and canceled her credit card. I thought about canceling her ATM card, but decided to leave it be so we could keep track of any charges she might make on it. I did reduce the amount she could pull out on a daily basis, however. Once I finished that, I went to another bank and opened an account in my name only.
I stopped at a diner and wolfed down a pastrami sandwich, then headed home. There really wasn't much more I could do but sit and wait. After a while, I decided it was time for me to take inventory of myself. I had to do something.
I stepped on my scale in the bathroom and took note of my weight -- 215 pounds. Then I looked at myself in the mirror. I still had a full head of hair, but I had developed something of a gut. And the muscles I used to have when I was in uniform had mostly turned to flab. No wonder Nikki didn't want to have sex with me anymore, I thought. Hell, I wouldn't want to have sex with me at this point.
I remembered the doctor telling me my diabetes would be easier to manage if I could get my weight below 200. He even gave me a dietary guide, but I had largely ignored it, thinking I was just too young for this sort of thing. Now, however, I had second thoughts. Maybe in a way Nikki was right -- I had let myself get in this condition. But dammit, she didn't have to do what she did. If she really loved me, I reasoned, she would've said something before now.
I decided right then and there things would change. Grabbing a phone book and my pack of smokes, I headed for the back porch and looked up gyms. I found one or two and decided to check them out. I was getting ready to leave when my phone rang. I saw it was a number I didn't recognize, but answered anyway.
"Carson," I said after answering. There was a female voice at the other end.
"Ned, where are you?" the woman asked. I recognized Kirsten's voice. We hadn't spoken much in the past, and I was a bit surprised that she called. "Nikki told me you left last night."
"Yeah, I left last night," I said. "Why?"
"Well, we were just wondering what happened," she said. "Nikki looks like she's been rode hard and put away wet. I've never seen her in such a state. Then she told me you two had a fight and you left. What happened?"
"Maybe you should have her tell you," I said.
"Is everything alright between you two?" she asked.
"No, it's not," I said. "Tell me, were you aware that Ramon Torres and his crew are at the resort?"
"Of course," she said. "They're providing the entertainment for our bachelorette party. I also had them bring a camera crew. Why?"
"Oh, nothing," I said. "So, you know the business he's in, right?"
"Yeah, I know," she said. "He came highly recommended."
"Did Nikki know as well?" I asked.
"Yeah, she knew," Kirsten said. "I told her. Frankly, I was a bit surprised when you showed up. This was just supposed to be a girl's thing, you know. But I figured if you two were into the whole 'hotwife and cuckold' thing, it wasn't really any of my business."
"So, you knew she intended to cuckold me?" I asked.
"Yeah," she said. "We all did. I thought, to each his own. Why? Is there a problem?"
"Nothing I can't deal with," I said, not wanting to tip my hand.
"Do you want me to have Nikki call you?" she asked.
"No need," I said.
"Alright," she said. "Listen, just let her have this, okay? I know she still loves you. When she's finished, she'll come back to you. It's only sex, after all."
"No, it's not," I told her. "It was a cold-hearted, cruel, calculated betrayal. And you helped facilitate it."
"Oh please, get off your high horse," she said. "It's just a weekend. You are coming back to pick her up on Sunday, aren't you?"
"No," I said. "She can find her own way back, but she won't be welcome." I could hear Kirsten gasp when I said that, but I really didn't care. To hell with all of them, I thought. "Goodbye, Kirsten," I added, ending the call. So, Nikki knew all along this was going to happen and had even planned it out in advance just to humiliate me. I felt like punching a hole in the wall.
I went to a gym instead, and spent time punching a bag, imagining it was Nikki and Ramon. I punched until I had no more strength in my arms and finally took a shower.
"You okay, Mac?" I heard a man ask as I dressed. I looked and saw one of the trainers standing there.
"Not really, but thanks for asking," I said.
"I saw you out there on that punching bag," he said. "I thought you were going to end up hurting yourself. Wanna talk about it?" What the hell, I thought. I sat down and took a breath. He sat down on the bench and waited patiently. I ended up telling him the whole story.
"I'm sorry to hear that, Mac," he said.
"Please, call me Ned," I said.
"Okay, Ned," he said in response. "Look, if you want to get back in shape, I can help you, but it sounds to me like you need to do more than just lose weight. If you like, I can recommend a good counselor." I looked at him and thought for a moment before answering. I realized he was right. I was a mess, both physically and emotionally.
"What the hell," I said. "Looks like I can use all the help I can get." He laughed and handed me a card. "Rose Carlson, counselor," it read.
"Give her a call," he said. "She's damn good, especially in cases like yours."
"Yeah, I'll do that," I said.
"In the meantime, I couldn't help but notice you tend to favor your right leg," he said. I explained my injuries from the shooting. He listened and nodded his head.
"I can help you with that, if you'd like," he said. "We can also help you with your diet and exercise regimen, but you'll have to commit to a long-term program. We have people here who specialize in people with diabetes. Are you willing to do that?" I thought about it before answering.
"Yeah," I said, nodding my head. I knew I had to do something, and fast.
"Good," he said. "C'mon, let's get you signed up. By the way, my name is John. John Greene." He held out a hand and I accepted it.
"Ned," I told him. "Ned Carson," I said.
"Carson," he repeated. "I've heard that name before. Wait, I remember now. You were the cop who saved my grandmother's life in that bank robbery. That was what, eight years ago or so?" That was the robbery where I had been shot. "It's a pleasure to finally meet you."
"How is your grandmother, by the way?" I asked.
"She's doing quite well," John said. "Thank you for asking." He took me to the front desk and signed me up for a program he said would help me lose weight and regain my strength. He introduced me to several of his colleagues as the cop who saved his grandmother's life and they all thanked me for my service.
"Listen, if you have any questions, please feel free to ask," he said when we finished. "And please, make sure you contact Rose."
"I will, John," I said. "Thanks for everything." I left the gym feeling better than I had in some time. It felt good to be appreciated by someone for a change. When I got home, I called Rose and made an appointment for the following Tuesday.



I held out some hope that Nikki might call or text, but she never did. I did get a call from Paul, who told me they had an operative on site who would record her activity and report directly to him. I thanked him and informed him of my appointment with Rose.
"Good," he said. "I'm glad to see you're taking positive action, Ned. Take whatever time you need to deal with this. I'll fill you in when I get something from our guy at the resort. You just take it easy now, you hear me?"
"Yeah, I hear ya," I told him. We ended the call and I tried to relax, but found it next to impossible. A part of me wanted to go out and drown my sorrows in a bottle, but the rational side of me said, "no."
I waited in agony for the rest of the weekend, but heard nothing from anyone -- until Sunday about 10:00 am. Paul contacted me to say that Nikki left with Ramon and his crew that morning.
"It seems she was quite busy over the weekend," he told me. "We've got video, audio, pics, the works. I'll get this all over to Nick and make a copy for you in case you want to see it."
"Do you know where they went?" I asked.
"No idea," Paul said. "They left about 9:00 am."
"Okay," I said. "That means she should be here around 12 or so."
"Assuming that she's coming home," Paul said.
"Yeah," I said in agreement.
"Stay in touch, let me know if she shows up," he told me.
"I will," I told him, ending the call. I decided to take a chance and dialed Nikki's number. Unfortunately, it went straight to voicemail. "Nikki, call me when you get this message," I said. "I know you've left the resort. Call me." I ended the call and dialed Kirsten's number. She answered after the third ring.
"Kirsten, this is Ned," I said.
"Yeah, I know," she said. "You missed one hell of a party, Ned."
"Somehow I don't think I really missed much," I told her. "I understand Nikki left with Ramon."
"Yeah, they left earlier this morning," she said.
"Do you know where they were going?" I asked.
"No idea," she said. "I'm not my sister's keeper. I assumed they were heading to your place, but I don't know for sure."
"Don't you care if she's coming home or not?" I asked.
"Hey, don't get snippy with me," she said. "Nikki's a grown-ass woman and she can do whatever she wants and go wherever she wants. With whomever she wants. If she chooses not to go home, that's not my problem. Now buzz off." With that, she ended the call.
I put my phone back in my pocket and sat in the front room, waiting. It's amazing how slow time goes by when you're watching the clock. The minutes ticked by slowly. Soon enough, 12:00 came and went with no sign of Nikki. I waited anxiously, but nothing. An hour later, there was still no sign of Nikki and still no response to my voicemail.
I pulled up the phone finder app on my cell and tried to find her with that, but to no avail. Apparently, she turned her phone off and removed the battery so I couldn't track her. I fired up my computer and checked my email -- nothing. I continued to wait. And wait. And wait some more.
She still hadn't shown up by 6:00 pm and I assumed that she either wasn't coming home or had gotten into an accident on the way. I reached out to Paul, who made some calls only to learn that she hadn't been checked into a hospital and as far as he could tell, hadn't been stopped by police along the way.
I had an idea and went back on my computer. I figured that if she had used her ATM card, I would see it reflected on our account. Pulling up the online register, I saw a $200 withdrawal had been made at an airport fairly close to the resort about 9:45 am. That was the daily limit I had set her card to on Friday.
Based on that bit of information, I figured she decided to fly off with Ramon and his gang, but to where? Opening up another browser window, I checked for flights out of that airport and saw one that had left for Los Angeles at 11:00. I also saw flights for Miami, San Francisco, Dallas and Seattle about the same time. I knew Ramon was based on the west coast, so I figured that was where she was headed, but I wouldn't be certain until she used the card again. I called Paul and filled him in.
"I guess we'll have to wait until she uses her card again," he said.
"That won't be until sometime tomorrow at the earliest," I told him. "And she could be anywhere by then."
"Have you considered reporting her missing?" he asked.
"Police won't do anything until she's been gone at least 24 hours," I said.
"Then there's nothing we can do but wait," he said.
"Is there anything in the transcript of the videos that indicates where she might be going?" I asked.
"I suppose if we comb through it line by line we might be able to find something," he said. "You want to try tackling that?"
"I've got to do something," I said. "There has to be something that indicates where she's at."
"Alright, come on over to my place and we can start going through it if you want," he said. "But I gotta tell you, what I've seen of this isn't pretty."
"I don't care about that," I said. "I need to know where she's going or if she's even coming back."
"Well, come on over, then," he said. We ended the call, and I drove to Paul's house as fast as I legally could. When I got there, his wife, Donna, answered the door and let me in.
"Can I get you something to drink, Ned? Coffee, maybe? Or would you prefer a beer?" she asked.
"I need my wits about me," I said. "Coffee would be perfect, please."
"Alright," she said. "Paul's in his office, so go right on in." I went into Paul's home office and saw him reading through a fairly thick set of papers. He looked up when I came in.
"Come in, Ned," he said. "Here, take this and see what you can find." He handed me a thick sheaf of papers and I sat down to read through them. He was right -- this wasn't pretty, at all. Most of it was Nikki begging to be fucked harder and faster, and there was a lot of commentary from Ramon and his gang regarding the quality of her pussy, ass and mouth. Most of it was pretty sickening and juvenile in my opinion.
I also couldn't help but notice the obligatory abuse heaped upon me by Nikki and her lovers.
"Too bad your loser husband was too chicken to stick around," Ramon said.
"Yeah, well, that's his loss," Nikki said. "He's never touching this pussy again."
"He gave me his ring on his way out," Ramon told her. "Said you were all mine now and he was through with you." (Laughter)
"Maybe I'll piss on it for old times sake," she said. (Laughter) At that moment, I wondered what it was I had ever seen in her. Good riddance to bad garbage, I thought. We kept looking through the transcripts trying to find a clue. Suddenly, Paul yelled out.
"Wait," he said. "I think I found something."
"What?" I asked.
"This was late Saturday night, about 11:45 pm," he said. "Here, read this. Tell me what you think." I took the transcript from him and began reading a few lines above where he indicated to get better context.
(Grunts) (Groans) (Moan)
"God, this is the best pussy we've had in a while, boss," said one of Ramon's flunkies. "We could make a ton off this ass."
"Think so?" Ramon asked.
"Oh fuck, yeah," another flunky said.
"What about it?" Ramon asked. "You up to making some real money with this fine pussy of yours?"
"I'm not a fucking prostitute," Nikki said. (Laughter)
"Nah, baby, I'm talking movies, on-line videos," Ramon said. "You got a killer body and a pretty face. All you gotta do is spread those legs for the camera and do what you're doing right now. You're a natural at this. I've been thinking of a whole new line of cuckolding and humiliation videos and you'd be perfect."
"Yeah? When would I get to start?" she asked.
"We can leave right after the party here if you want," Ramon said. "We'll set you up with a nice apartment in LA and you work strictly for me. Of course, I get a cut of everything, but you could make a hell of a lot of money if you do enough videos."
"Can I get more of that white stuff you gave me earlier?" she asked. "And some of that Ecstasy?"
"All you want, baby," he said.
"You mean I get all the cock and blow I want and I get paid," she asked. "And I get to humiliate losers like Ned?"
"That's right," Ramon said.
"Count me in," she said.
"What about your loser husband?" one of the flunkies asked. "You gonna tell him?"
"Fuck him, he's history," she said. "He'll never see me again. When do we leave?"
"Tomorrow morning," Ramon said. "We leave here at 9:00 am, go to the airport then fly out west."
"Fuck yeah," she said. "Let's do it." I handed the transcript back to Paul.
"We got this on video?" I asked him.
"Yeah, let me just get the disc and cue it up," he said. He pulled out one of the discs and inserted it into his computer, then started the video, forwarding it to the time stamp in the transcript. He looked at me before starting. "You ready for this?" he asked.
"Let's get it over with," I said. He started the video, and I could see it was taken through the window of the room Nikki and I had. She was naked, on the bed. Ramon was next to her and they were surrounded by his flunkies, one of whom held a camera. Next to them was a tray holding a few lines of what looked like cocaine.
I could tell from the way she was acting that she was high on something -- perhaps coke. I looked to see if I could spot anyone else, but I couldn't. I would not have been surprised to see Nikki's sister in the middle of all this. We watched the video, following along with the transcript. After they finished talking, they began fucking again, this time with Nikki taking Ramon's cock in her pussy, another cock in her ass and a third cock in her mouth.
"I've seen enough," I said, disgusted. "Turn it off." Paul turned the video off and looked at me.
"Well?" he asked.
"She's clearly doing this of her own volition, even though she's high on coke and God only knows what else," I said. "So kidnapping's out of the question. And I didn't see Kirsten anywhere in this video, so it's doubtful she knows anything. Even if she did, she wouldn't say. But we still have to make a good faith effort to locate her so we can have her served. You know anyone out in LA?"
"Please, Ned," Paul said. "You know I have contacts all over the place. I'll make some calls, see what we can come up with."
"When you find her, let me know, please," I said. "I want to be the one who serves her papers."
"No way, Ned," Paul said. "Not gonna happen. I know you've been hurt bad, but you are not to get any deeper in this than you already are. I know you. You'd do something stupid and I'd have to fly out there to get ya out of jail. You stay right here. Let Nick and I take care of this. So help me, I'll have your license pulled if you even think about going."
"Okay, okay," I said, putting my hands up. "I'll be a good boy, promise."
"Damn well better," Paul said. "Let me make some calls, then I'll get with Nick. Don't worry, I'll make sure you stay in the loop. Now, go on home, drink a beer, relax, watch some TV. In fact, why don't you take a few days vacation."
"I can't do that, Paul," I said. "I have things to do."
"I got it under control," Paul said. "Consider this an order. You're on vacation. Effective immediately."
"Alright," I said. "I'm on vacation. I'll be a good boy and go home." We shook hands and I headed out, thanking Donna for the coffee. I thought again about getting a beer, but changed my mind and drove home. It was a good thing, since I heard the house phone ring just as I walked into the front room.
"Hello," I said when I answered. After seeing Kirsten's number come up, I pressed the button on my machine to record the call.
"Hello, Ned, this is Kirsten," she said.
"Yes, I know," I told her. "And you should know I'm recording this conversation. I hope you don't mind."
"Not at all," she said. "If I were in your shoes I'd probably do the same."
"What do you want, Kirsten?" I asked.
"I just heard from Nikki," she said. "She's asked me to represent her in the event you file divorce papers against her."
"Do you know where she is?" I asked.
"She tells me she's in Miami at the moment, but she'll be moving around a lot and probably won't be back any time soon," Kirsten said.
"Miami, huh?" I asked. I knew she was either lying or had been lied to.
"That's right," she said. "At least that's what she said. She tells me you will probably divorce her. Is that true?"
"Papers are being drawn up as we speak," I said.
"When they're ready, have them sent to me," she said. "I'll email you my address."
"I'll pass that on," I said. "Did you know she intended to leave me to be a porn slut for Ramon Torres?"
"No, Ned, I didn't," she said. "I know you don't think too highly of me, but that's the God's honest truth. I thought she was just going to have sex with him to make you jealous enough to do something, but I didn't know she would leave you. I was shocked when she told me. I happen to know you're basically a good man, Ned, so please accept my apologies."
"Did you know about the drugs he used on her?" I asked. "The cocaine and Ecstasy?"
"Well, I knew about the Ecstasy, but not about the cocaine," she said. "We all took some of the Ecstasy that night but I saw no cocaine."
"You know what he does to the girls he recruits, right?" I asked.
"He makes adult films," she said. "He specializes in gangbangs, cuckolding and humiliation. He decided to start a new series featuring more mature amateur women, like Nikki. But I didn't know he had his sights on her."
"You didn't answer my question, counselor," I said. "Do you know what he does to them?"
"I'm not following you," she said.
"Don't play dumb with me, Kirsten," I said. "He uses them up. Burns them out. Then tosses them to the streets where they're forced into prostitution to get their next fix. That's what's in store for your sister. How long do you think she'll last?"
"Is this concern on your part?" she asked.
"Oh please," I said sarcastically. "As much as I hate her right now, I wouldn't wish that on anyone. Not even you. Where's your concern for your sister?"
"Not that it's any of your business, but I'll take her in myself before I let that happen to her," she said.
"Make sure she knows that," I said. "From what I know about him, he'll probably be done with her in five years. Maybe less. I hope you have a spare room handy."
"You don't need to worry about the size of my accommodations," she said. "All I need to know is what you're going for in your divorce."
"You'll find out soon enough, counselor," I said.
"Very well," she said. "Is there a message you wish me to pass on to Nikki?"
"No," I said. "I have nothing to say to her at the moment."
"Well then, I guess we have nothing further to discuss, Ned. Again, I'm sorry this happened. Have your attorney send the papers to me directly. Any communication will be through us," she said. "Goodbye, Ned." We ended the call and I stopped the recording. I called Nick and told him what she said.
"Representing her own sister, huh? After facilitating her actions," he said. "Wow."
"Isn't that unethical?" I asked.
"No, not at all," Nick said. "But in my humble opinion, it doesn't look very good. We'll send Kirsten a copy of the papers, but I want to see if we can track your wife down and serve her personally. There's too much of a chance Kirsten will conveniently not get the papers to her sister, then argue that she was never properly served."
"You think she'd actually do that?" I asked.
"Oh yeah," Nick said. "You'd be amazed at some of the things I've seen her do. I'll talk with Paul, see if we can locate Nikki. If not, we'll do what's called a divorce by publication."
"What's that?" I asked.
"Well, when a spouse leaves and can't be located, we can pay to publish the document in a newspaper where she's most likely to see it at least once a week for four weeks," he said. "If it turns out she's in the Los Angeles area as we believe, we'll run it both here and in the LA Times. That way, we can show the court we've jumped through all the necessary hoops to have her served."
"That's in addition to sending a copy of the paperwork to Kirsten, right?" I asked.
"Absolutely. Just because we send it to her doesn't mean that Nikki will get served," Nick said. We talked for a while longer before ending the call. I grabbed a bite to eat, smoked a cigarette then headed to bed.
Over the course of the next few weeks, we had monitored Nikki's ATM card usage and determined that she was most likely in the area of Long Beach, California. Paul reached out to his contact in Los Angeles and learned that investigators had spotted her in several night clubs where she did stage performances, but they were never able to pin her residence down to one specific place.
Pat Silva, Nikki's supervisor at the clinic where she worked as a therapist, called to ask about her, since she hadn't bothered to report for work. I calmly told her that Nikki had decided upon a career change.
"What do you mean a career change?" Pat asked.
"You haven't heard?" I asked. "She's decided to go into the porn business."
"What?" Pat asked, incredulous.
"Yes, she wants to be a drug addicted porn star," I said. "She's somewhere in southern California pursuing her dream even as we speak. I'm surprised she didn't tell you."
"Ned, you'd better not be pulling my leg," Pat said.
"I'm sorry, but it's true," I said.
"So she's not coming back, then?" Pat asked.
"I'd be very surprised if she does," I said.
"Okay, I'll process her final pay and get it out," she said. "Is there an address I can send this to?"
"For now, you can just mail it here," I said. "I'll get it to her attorney."
"Okay, Ned," she said. "I'm sorry to hear about this. We'll miss her."
"Thanks, Pat," I said, ending the call. I got Nikki's final pay and forwarded it to Kirsten as promised. I don't know if she ever got it to Nikki. Frankly, I didn't care.
I started my counseling sessions with Dr. Carlson -- Rose. She was a very good counselor and listened to what I had to say. At first I thought she would give me a bunch of psychobabble, or maybe even blame me for what Nikki did. But she didn't, much to my surprise. By the end of the first month, I was beginning to feel much better about myself.
My time at the gym was also quite helpful. I had managed to lose a few pounds and had developed a diet that I could actually live with. John helped considerably, and soon, I could see the old me start to reappear in the mirror.
Nick had been busy as well. After drawing up the heavily one-sided petition for divorce, he published it in the local paper and in the LA Times, twice a week for four weeks. Toward the end of the fourth week, he sent a courtesy copy to Kirsten, who wasn't very happy. She demanded a meeting with myself and Nick as soon as possible.
"What the hell is the meaning of this?" she demanded when we met in his conference room. "This is an insult, it's not a petition for divorce. Where the fuck do you get off by demanding a 75-25 split? With no support?"
"The real insult is what your client did to her husband, with your help, I might add. Since your client decided to abandon the marriage, my client and I both feel this is the most appropriate response," Nick said. "She hasn't even bothered to make arrangements to get her things out of my client's home."
"My client hasn't even been served with papers yet," Kirsten hissed.
"That's because your client has been hiding in the Los Angeles area," Nick said. "Since we don't have an address for her, and you haven't been very cooperative about informing us of your client's whereabouts, we decided to do a divorce by publication. The fourth announcement has just been published in both the local paper and the Los Angeles Times."



"I'm going to fight this, you know," she growled.
"Suit yourself," Nick said. And fight, she did. She filed motions that went nowhere and demanded counseling, which the judge reluctantly agreed to order. I was shocked when Nick told me.
"Don't worry about it," he said. "Judge Potter hates cheaters and loves cops. Kirsten thinks she's in the driver's seat, but in reality she's giving Nikki just enough rope to hang herself."
"What do you mean?" I asked.
"Chances are, Nikki won't show up for the counseling session," he said. "Judge Potter hates it when people don't obey his orders. When that happens, he'll probably issue a bench warrant for her arrest."
"Now that I'd like to see," I told him. I showed up at the court-appointed counselor's office right on time and of course, Nikki wasn't there. I knew the counselor, Judy McGregor, as she was the police counselor who worked with me after I had been shot. We spent the hour catching up, and she listened as I told my story.
"So, I take it there's no way you can see yourself reconciling with your wife?" she asked.
"None whatsoever," I said.
"Alright," she said. "I'll make a note of that, along with her absence, to the judge. Good luck, Ned. It was good seeing you again." From what Nick told me later, Judge Potter was livid that Nikki disobeyed his order and issued a bench warrant for her arrest. He told me the warrant was good for five years.
We continued monitoring her ATM usage, and noticed that while most of her activity was in the Long Beach area, she did use it in San Francisco a few times and in San Diego. She was quite busy, it seemed.
At the same time, I performed a search and found a few short videos featuring her. I could only stand to watch them for a few minutes, and I noticed they all had the same theme. In one, for example, she had sex with two men while another man, presumably her "husband," was tied up on the floor and forced to watch. After the men fucking her filled her with their semen, she went to the poor sucker tied up on the floor and rubbed her cum-filled pussy all over his face while laughing. I nearly threw up when I realized that this was what she probably wanted to do to me.
Finally, our court date was set. I met Nick at the courthouse and we went inside. Looking around, I could see Kirsten, but there was no sign of Nikki. I wasn't surprised. When it was our turn to approach the bench, Nick and I took our place and watched as Kirsten sat alone at her table. Judge Potter wasn't happy to see her by herself.
"And where is your client?" he asked.
"She's indisposed at the moment," Kirsten said.
"Indisposed?" Judge Potter asked. "What the hell does that mean?"
"She's on location right now," Kirsten added.
"On location?" the judge asked. "She's a porn actress for crying out loud. What, there's no beds in this town? Is her work more important than this divorce?"
"She simply couldn't get away, your honor," Kirsten said. Judge Potter let out a heavy sigh and contemplated the paperwork in front of him.
"Very well," he said. "In light of this, I will issue yet another bench warrant and I am prepared to rule on the divorce before the court today."
"But your honor, we still have motions to present," Kirsten said.
"I've seen all I need to see, counselor," the judge said, clearly irritated. He looked at both sides before proceeding.
"Although there are guidelines that govern what the court may award, the fact is that in this state, the bench has a great deal of leeway in determining the division of marital assets," he said. "In my deliberations, I have assessed both sides in this dispute. On one hand is a highly-decorated former police officer who nearly lost his life protecting a 70-year-old grandmother. On the other hand is a woman whose attorney admits that she is a drug-abusing porn actress who deliberately betrayed and abandoned her husband to pursue her depraved lifestyle. On top of that, she's doing work for one of, if not the, most notorious amateur pornographers in the business.
"And from what I understand, counselor, you had a hand in facilitating some of your client's activities. I must say, that disturbs me greatly. I consulted with the State Bar, and they tell me there's no ethical violations, although you came awful close to crossing the line. I advise you to be more careful in the future.
"After reading all the filings and the counselor's report, I feel I have no choice but to grant the plaintiff's petition for divorce as filed," he said, pounding his gavel. "Good luck, Mr. Carson, and thank you for your service to this community," he added. I looked at Nick in surprise.
"Did we just win?" I asked. He smiled as he looked at me.
"We sure did," he said, shaking my hand. "Congratulations, Ned, you're a free man now." Kirsten gathered her things and walked over to us.
"Congratulations, Ned," she said, extending a hand. "You got your pound of flesh. I hope you're happy now." I accepted her hand and shook it. I knew that losing a case like this wasn't easy for her.
"No, I'm not happy," I said. "I haven't been happy for quite a while." I pulled a DVD out of my briefcase and handed it to her. "You once said if I have anything to pass on to Nikki to let you know. Here's my final message to her. You can look at it if you wish, I don't care. I also have a cashier's check for her portion of our account. I closed it out late yesterday afternoon."
"I'll get this to her," she said quietly. "What's on the DVD, by the way?"
"Nothing much," I said. "Just a little message for her." In fact, it was more than just a little message. The previous day, I pulled a 50-gallon drum into the back yard and set up a camera on a tripod. As the camera recorded, I filled the barrel with all of the clothes she left behind, including her $2,500 wedding dress, all of the pictures I had that included her image and a number of little trinkets she had collected over the years.
I even broke up the wedding portrait that hung over our bed and crammed it into the barrel. I doused everything in the barrel with lighter fluid and set it on fire. As it burned, I spoke into the camera.
"Nikki," I began. "There was a time when I would've taken a bullet for you. I loved you with all my heart the whole time we were together, and I had hopes that we could have grown old together. Unfortunately, you had other plans, so that's not going to happen.
"I've seen some of your 'work' online and I can't help but think that's what you intended to do to me. That's not going to happen, either. Don't ask if we can ever be friends -- friends don't do what you've done. And don't ask if I'll ever forgive you because I won't. I only hope that one day you wake up and smell the coffee before it's too late. Goodbye, Nikki," I said before walking away, leaving the camera to record the final destruction of everything she left in the house.
...
Life went on post-Nikki. I redecorated the house, exorcising everything that even reminded me a little bit of my ex-wife. I continued my counseling sessions with Rose and worked out at the gym three days a week. I even followed the diet plan we put together and tossed my cigarettes in the trash. A couple months later, I weighed myself and found that I was now at 185 pounds. I still had a ways to go, but I was feeling better than I had in a long time. The only thing I lacked was the female companionship I once had with Nikki.
Then it happened. I was at the local market buying some groceries when I ran into her -- literally. It was an accident -- I wasn't watching where I was going and bumped into her with my cart. When I realized what I had done, I apologized profusely and came face-to-face with the most lovely smile one can imagine.
Talk about being disarmed! For a second, I forgot to breathe. Then I introduced myself, and noticed she wasn't wearing any rings. She accepted my apology and told me her name was Brenda Wilkins. We got to talking and somehow, I managed to invite her out to dinner. Much to my surprise, she accepted.
As it turned out, Brenda was a widowed doctor. Her husband and young son were killed in an auto accident a few years before as they were returning from a father-son camping trip. I offered my condolences and told her about my divorce from Nikki. Somewhere in all that, I mentioned my diabetes and what the medications had done to me. She nodded her head in understanding.
"I've run into that before," she said. "Listen, why don't you come by my office with your meds and let's see what we can do about that." I made the appointment and brought in all my medications. She was shocked when she saw everything. After taking some blood, she suggested making several changes, and I could feel the difference almost immediately. Of course, she explained, my diet and exercise had a lot to do with it. And giving up the cigarettes was a huge help.
The first time we slept together, I felt like a whole new man. And for the first time in over two years, I felt content. The next morning, when I woke up to Brenda's pretty face, I knew there was no way I could give this up. She smothered my face with kisses when I asked her to marry me.
After the wedding, we sold our homes, pooled our money and bought a new home in a recently-developed tract. We both decided that it would be nice to have a fresh start with nothing to remind us of the past.
A little more than a year after we married, Brenda gave birth to twins, a boy, Christopher, and a girl, Julie. Life went on the Carson household, and I found that I enjoyed being a father. One day, about ten years after we married, there was a knock on the door. I opened the door and saw Kirsten standing on the porch. She looked like she had been through a wringer.
"Ned, it's good to see you again," she said.
"Good to see you, Kirsten," I answered. "Please, come in." She walked in and looked around. I invited her to sit down and introduced her to Brenda and the kids. "So, what brings you here, Kirsten?" I asked.
"It's Nikki," she said. "You were right about Ramon."
"Oh?" I asked. "What happened?"
"It took about five years, but he eventually used her up just like you said he would," she told us. "She ended up on the streets turning tricks to support her habit. Unfortunately, prostitutes her age don't fare too well on the street for very long. She managed on her own for quite a while, but she eventually ran out of money and became homeless.
"She was found unconscious in an alleyway and taken to a rehab center. I found out a few months ago and had her brought here. She's got cancer and it doesn't look like she'll last much longer."
"I thought you said you'd never let her get to that point," I said. "What happened?"
"We lost touch with each other about six years ago," she said. "The authorities in Los Angeles contacted me and I flew out to see her. She doesn't look good."
"I'm sorry to hear that," I said. "So, what do you want from us?"
"She wants closure," Kirsten said. "She wants to see you one last time. I know you don't think too highly of her or for me, but I was hoping you could find it in your heart to see her one last time. Please." This was new -- Kirsten asking for a favor. I looked at Brenda and saw concern in her face.
"What do you think?" I asked her.
"Kirsten's right, dear," she said. "She needs closure. And frankly, so do you. How bad is the cancer?" she asked Kirsten.
"It's bad," Kirsten replied. "It's spread through most of her body by now. Doctors said if they had caught it much earlier, they might have been able to deal with it, but it's too advanced by now. They say she could live another few months, or another few hours."
"Okay," I said. "I'll go see her."
"I'll come with you," Brenda said. I agreed and pulled out my phone to arrange for a babysitter. Carla, a teenage girl who lived next door, often sat for us, and happened to be available. After she arrived, Brenda and I left, following Kirsten.
When we got to the hospice, Kirsten showed us to Nikki's room. I was shocked when I walked in. I didn't even recognize her. There were a number of tubes going into her thin frail body and her face was blotchy and discolored. It was as if all the beauty she once possessed had been sucked right out of her. She opened her eyes as I stood next to her bed.
"Ned?" she croaked as a tear fell down her face. "Is that really you? You look so good."
"Yeah, it's me, Nikki," I said.
"Oh, Ned, I'm so sorry," she sobbed. "I fucked up so bad. I fucked everything up. I know you said you'd never forgive me, but I'm begging you. Please. It hurts so bad. Forgive me?" I looked at Brenda and saw a tear slide down one cheek. I knew what I had to do, and it would be the hardest thing I had ever done. I sat down and took one of her hands. It felt cold to the touch.
"It's alright, Nikki," I said. "I... forgive you." She broke down sobbing and grabbed my shirt with her other hand. I held her and let her cry on my shoulder. A few minutes later, a nurse came in, looked at her chart and injected something into her IV.
"This will help her get some sleep," she said before walking out. I looked and saw she was already falling asleep, so I put her head back on her pillow.
"Thank you for coming in," Kirsten said.
"You're welcome," I said, nodding my head. "How long will you be here?"
"I'm staying until the end," she said quietly. "I've got my laptop and I'm working remotely. I've already made all the arrangements. There won't be a memorial service. She didn't want that."
"What happened to Ramon?" I asked. She opened her purse and pulled out a folded piece of newspaper.
"After he turned her out, he recruited another girl," she said. "Her husband didn't take too kindly to that and killed him, rather brutally." I scanned the article quickly.
"The mutilated body of noted pornographer Ramon Torres was found in an abandoned Ontario warehouse Saturday morning," the article said.
"Mutilated?" I asked Kirsten.
"Yeah," she said. "From what I was told, his penis was cut off and shoved in his mouth before he was decapitated. His arms and legs were cut off and he was disemboweled."
"Ouch," I said. "And they know for a fact it was the husband who did it?"
"Yeah," she said. "He was seen walking away from the warehouse waving one of Ramon's arms. The jury found him not guilty based on temporary insanity."
"I can understand that," I said. "I felt like doing that to him myself."
"I'm sorry, Ned," she said. "For everything."
"Yeah," I said quietly.
"For what it's worth, we both felt bad after we watched that video you gave me," she said. "I never thought too much about having sex outside my marriage until I saw that video. Until then, it was just something I did to get my own gratification. After I watched that video, I had a change of heart. I never really understood how much it would hurt to be cheated on. Or how expensive it could be," she added, glancing at Nikki. "Thanks to you, I'm not the same woman I was 10 years ago."
"I'm glad to hear that, Kirsten," I said.
"Take care of yourself, Ned," she said, giving me a hug. "And take care of my former brother-in-law," she told Brenda, hugging her.
"Count on it," Brenda said, hugging her back. We left and went back to the car.
"You alright?" Brenda asked as we buckled our seat belts.
"Yeah, I'm fine," I said as I started the car.
Karma -- I guess it really can be a bitch, I thought as I headed home.
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Linda Richards pulled into her driveway and hit the button to open the garage door. She pulled inside as she always did, and noticed that her husband's truck wasn't in the garage. Perhaps he took the kids out for dinner, she thought. It was a bit late for them to be out, she thought, but then again, the kids didn't have school tomorrow since it was Friday night. She smiled at the idea of Jack taking care of the kids for a change, since she often felt as though she was taking care of three children, not just two. She got out of her car and went in the house.
It was already dark outside, and the interior of the house she shared with her husband and two children seemed eerily quiet without the lights and the noise of video games blaring from their large-screen television. She recalled what she had done earlier that evening with her lover Michael, and felt just a bit guilty. But only for a moment. Looking around the dark, quiet house, she wondered if this would be her fate if Jack decided to finally end their marriage.
After thinking a bit, she laughed and headed upstairs. No, she thought. If Jack was going to take action, he would've done it by now. She had been seeing Michael for eight months now, and Jack had bought all her excuses, no questions asked. At first she only visited him one or two days a week, but lately, she had been at his house for up to four evenings a week, including Fridays, while making up excuses for Jack. She was pretty certain Jack knew what she was doing, but he never pressed her.
He never even questioned her when she lied and told him she had a weekend conference in New York a month or so ago. The truth was, she had spent that weekend with Michael. In New York, of course. Michael was the one who had a conference to attend. She was his "plus one" for the weekend. And now, they were planning to spend a whole week on a cruise together. They just needed to find an excuse that Jack would accept.
Once upstairs, she undressed and slipped into the shower. She wanted to be as fresh as possible for her husband when he came back with the kids. Michael had deposited quite a lot of semen inside her and she wanted to be clean for Jack just in case he wanted to fool around. Of course, he hadn't made any advances toward her lately, so she didn't expect he would tonight. Still, she thought, one never knows...
She slid under the covers and fell asleep quickly, her pussy still tingling from the workout Michael had given her earlier. The next morning, she awoke, expecting to see her husband next to her. But he wasn't there, and his side of the bed didn't look like it had been disturbed. She listened, but didn't hear anything else in the house. Maybe they're outside, she thought.
She got up, threw on a robe and looked around the house, but there was nothing to indicate they were there. She looked outside, thinking maybe they were doing yard work, but there was nothing. She ran around the house, calling out for them, but there was no answer. Frantic, she looked in the garage, but Jack's truck was still gone.
She ran back upstairs and looked in the closet. All of Jack's clothes and toiletries were gone. She ran into the kids' bedrooms, and saw their things were missing as well. Had he finally left? She pulled out her phone and tried calling Jack, but got a message saying the number she called is no longer in service.
"Oh God, no," she cried. She called his parents in southern California hoping they might know what happened.
"Mom, it's me, Linda," she said when Jack's mother answered the phone. "Have you heard from Jack or the kids lately?"
"No, I haven't, Linda," Lorraine, Jack's mother said. "Is everything alright?"
"No," Linda said. "I got home late last night and they were gone. I figured he took them out to dinner, but they didn't come back home. I tried calling Jack, but I got a message saying his number is no longer in service."
"I don't know what to tell you," Lorraine said. "Maybe you should call the police and report them missing."
"I'll do that, thanks," she said. When she ended the call, she went into the kitchen to get a cup of coffee. That's when she saw it -- an envelope sitting next to the coffee pot. Jack's ring was sitting on top of the envelope. Scared, she opened the envelope and pulled out a sheet of paper -- a typed note from Jack. She sat down with a cup of coffee and read the note.
"Linda," the note began. "In case you haven't figured it out yet, I'm gone. The kids are with me, and they're fine. It's quite apparent to me that you forgot Friday was our 15th wedding anniversary. Of course, you chose to spend it with Michael Freeman instead of me, but I'm really not surprised.
"It's not the first time you've missed an important family date. Last month, you apparently forgot that it was Jason's 13th birthday. I told him you were busy with work and couldn't get away. Of course, I know that you were really in Freeman's bed. You did the same thing with Allison's birthday three months ago. She was heartbroken to learn that you put your lover over her.
"And you remember when Jason got hurt playing football at school two months ago? That's right, you couldn't be bothered to look after him because you were off with Freeman. The school told me they tried to reach you but were told you were 'in a meeting.' Imagine my surprise when the PI told me that you and Freeman were actually doing the horizontal mambo at the Hilton that afternoon.
"Yes, I've known about your ongoing affair with Freeman for a while now. And the kids know as well. I also know about that alleged 'conference' you went to in New York. And I know about the cruise you and Freeman plan to take later this year. Don't worry, you won't need to lie to me about it anymore.
"Since you've decided that Freeman is more important than your family, I decided to take matters into my own hands. I had hoped you would've ended it with him and come back to being my wife and the mother of our children again. Perhaps we could've worked things out. But you chose not to. You've basically been gone for the last several months, so now it's my turn. I'm gone. For good. And since you don't seem to care about the children, they're gone as well and will be staying with me.
"You will be served with divorce papers sometime early next week at your place of work. Yes, I am filing on grounds of adultery, since that is allowed in this state. I am also suing Michael for alienation of affection, since that is allowed in this state as well. I may not get very much, if anything at all, but it's the principle that matters. You see, I am teaching the children that bad choices have consequences.
"Given that you chose your lover over the children and leave them in my care three to four nights a week while you fuck Freeman, I am asking for custody of the children, and you may be required to pay support. Since you make good money, I am asking that no spousal support be awarded. I won't keep you from seeing the kids, although you'll have to get a passport and pay for your own travel.
"You see, we're moving to Australia. I accepted a promotion and will be running our company's operations there for at least the next five years. I had hoped to share this bit of good news with you, but as always, you chose to spend your evenings with Freeman and I never got to celebrate my promotion with you.
"You will also find in my top desk drawer a signed quit claim deed. I am leaving you with the house and I have left you with half of our accounts. I have taken my name off everything. It's all yours now. Enjoy.
"By the way, if you decide to fight the divorce, you may find yourself the next Internet porn sensation. With the quit claim deed, you will find a packet that contains some rather explicit pictures of you and Freeman together. Those are just a few of the snippets I have from the many hours of video that were taken of the two of you.
"I'd like to say the last 15 years have been wonderful. Unfortunately, I can't. Granted, the first 13 or so were pretty good, and I gave you all the love I could muster, but apparently, it wasn't enough for you. The last year or so, you've been drifting away and rebuffed all my efforts to bring you back, offering only flimsy excuses for your ongoing absences. You may have noticed that I have not initiated sex with you for quite a while. The truth is, the thought of getting sloppy seconds from you filled me with disgust.
"I suspect you thought I was okay with what you were doing because I never tried to physically stop you. You know I would never get physical with you or tell you what to do. I'm just not wired that way. But the truth is, you hurt me more than you know. And I'll never be able to get past that. So please spare me the cliches and the bullshit.
"You should know that in all the years we've been together, I have never once even thought about cheating on you. I was always there for you and the children. You were my first priority, above everything else. You, on the other hand, have been gone to us all for the last eight months. Now, we're the ones who are gone. I hope it was worth it to you.
"Do not try to contact me or the kids. I will let them contact you if they choose, but I must warn you, they're not very happy with you right now. If you have anything to say to me, please do it through my attorney, whose card you will find in this envelope.
"Goodbye, Linda," the letter said in conclusion. It was simply signed, "Jack."
With tears in her eyes, Linda folded the letter and put it back in the envelope. She pulled out the card for Jack's attorney and set it on the table, vowing to call on Monday. She pulled out her cell and called Michael. He answered on the second ring.
"He did what?" Michael roared when she told him what Jack had done. "That sonofabitch. You told me he was okay with what you were doing."
"I was pretty certain he knew, but he never once tried to stop me," she said. "Now they're all gone. What do I do?" she cried.
"You want me to come over?" he asked.
"Please," she begged. Michael came to the house, oblivious to the man parked just down the street in an obscure sedan.
...
"Thanks, Mom," Jack said when his mother ended the call from Linda.
"You're welcome, son," she said, giving him a hug. "Promise me you'll call when you get to Melbourne."
"I will, Mom," he told her. The children gave their grandmother one last hug and the three of them were off to the airport. For the children, this was the beginning of a new adventure. For Jack, it was the end of a 15-year-long chapter in his life. Part of him missed Linda, but another part of him was glad to be away from her. She had cuckolded him for eight months with Freeman, and now, it was over. Time to begin anew, he thought.
As promised, Linda was served divorce papers at work the following Monday. The process server made sure to announce that she was being served divorce papers on the grounds of adultery and neglect. Linda felt her face burn with embarrassment as her co-workers looked on. Michael Freeman was served with a lawsuit for alienation of affection.
Linda reached out to Jack's attorney, but he simply told her to either sign the papers or get her own attorney. She consulted with a few lawyers, but was told Jack's proposal was as fair as she could expect, given the circumstances. She signed the papers and returned them to Jack's attorney.
Jack, meanwhile, had moved into his new condo in Melbourne, and the children loved their new surroundings, even though it took them a while to get acclimated to the area. Jack read the email from his lawyer with interest. He was glad to learn that Linda had signed the papers, but wasn't happy about her moving Michael into his former house. Oh well, he thought. It was just a matter of time before it happened.
The divorce was granted quickly, since Linda didn't object. The court ordered her to pay a small amount of child support, which she did. Jack really didn't need the extra money, so he put it into a college fund for the kids. Freeman settled with Jack's attorney out of court. That money was also placed in a college fund for the children.
Over the next couple years, Linda sent Christmas and birthday cards to the children, along with a small letter to each of them. Through those letters, Jack learned that she had sold the house and married Michael, who ended up cheating on her.
After doing a search on the Internet, Jack learned that the woman Michael was seeing was married, and her husband didn't take too kindly to being cuckolded. As a result, both Michael and the woman ended up with a .45 caliber slug in their heads and the husband ended up in jail. Jack, of course, wasn't surprised at all. Once a cheater, always a cheater.
Linda kept promising to visit the children, but she never came. Again, Jack wasn't surprised, and it wasn't long before the kids just laughed off her promises as more smoke and mirrors. Over time, the cards and letters became less frequent and after three years, stopped coming altogether.
Jack, on the other hand, had met Chloe, a blonde beauty who original hailed from Adelaide. She moved to Melbourne five years earlier after her husband left her for another woman. The two of them dated for nearly a year before he asked her to marry him.
"Are you sure about this, Jack?" she asked. "You know I can't have kids and that's what caused my first husband to leave."
"Your first husband was an idiot. I've never been more sure about anything in my life," he said. "I'm madly in love with you and I want to spend the rest of my life with you."
"I'm madly in love with you as well, Jack," she said. "And I want to spend the rest of my life with you. But what about your kids? Will they accept me as their step-mother?"
"Well, let's ask them," Jack said. The next day, Jack and Chloe sat down with the kids in his condo.
"Guys, I've fallen in love with Chloe and I've asked her to marry me," he said. "But I want to know how you feel about this. Will you accept her as your stepmother?"
"No," Allison said, causing Chloe to reel back in shock. Jack looked at his daughter, surprised.
"Why not?" he asked.
"Because, Dad," Jason said, "We don't want her to be our stepmother. We want her to be our Mum."
"Really?" Chloe asked. "You want me to be your mother? But what about your birth mother?"
"She gave up on us a long time ago," Allison said. "So if you want to marry Dad, you'll have to be our Mum. Are you willing to do that?" Chloe looked at Jack, shocked. Then she looked back at the kids and wrapped them in her arms.
"Of course," she said, tears falling down her face. "I'd love to be your Mum." A couple months later, Jack and Chloe were married in a small outdoor ceremony. Allison stood as Chloe's maid of honor and Jason was Jack's best man.
At the end of five years, they all came back to the States for a short visit. Jason had been accepted to the Air Force Academy, so they decided to take him there after a quick stop in southern California, where Jack introduced Chloe to his parents.
From there, they flew to Denver where Jack was to meet with his boss and the board of directors before going back to Australia. After they checked in to the hotel, they headed to the elevator, but stopped when Jack heard a familiar voice.
"Jack, is that really you?" he heard a woman asked. Jack looked and saw his ex-wife, Linda, coming toward them. She looked as though she had aged twenty years since the last time he saw her. She was thin and her hair showed streaks of gray.
"Linda?" he asked.
"Yes, it's me," she said. "Who are these people? Aren't you going to introduce me?" she asked, pointing at Chloe and the kids.
"You don't even recognize your own children?" Jack asked. "The ones you haven't so much as said hello to in the last couple years?"
"Oh my God," she said, shocked. "You've grown so much. And you look so... healthy. Well, who is this young lady?" she asked pointing to Chloe. Jack couldn't help but smile.
"This is our mum," Jason proudly said, a slight Australian accent in his voice.
"Her name is Chloe," Allison added. "She's our mother now." Linda stepped back, shocked.
"Your... mother?" Linda asked. "But, I'm your mother."
"No," Jason said. "You gave birth to us, but you quit being our mother a long time ago. About the same time you quit being Dad's wife." Linda looked like she was about to collapse, and an older man in a suit came up to her.
"Linda, are you alright?" he asked. She shook her head, tears falling down her cheeks. The man steadied her and helped her sit down, then looked at Jack, Chloe and the kids.
"Who are you people?" he asked. "What did you do to her?"
"We're just passing through," Jack said. "All we did was remind her of what she once had but threw away. And who are you?"
"Karl Williams," he said, extending a hand. "Linda's fiance."
"Fiance, huh?" Jack asked. "Well, I hope you have better luck with her than I did."
"You're her first husband?" Karl asked.
"Yes," Jack said.
"I see," Karl said. "Linda told me about you and the children."
"Did she tell you what happened?" Jack asked.
"She said she made the biggest mistake of her life," Karl answered.
"Yes, and it only cost her entire family," Jack said. "Like I said, good luck to you. You'll need it. Catch ya later, mate." With that, Jack, Chloe and the kids went to their rooms, leaving a sobbing Linda behind.
"That was really your first wife?" Chloe asked on the way up.
"Yes," Jack said. "And if you ask me, I definitely traded up."
"Yes, you did," she responded with a smile. "And don't you forget it."
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End of "The Plant Pt. 03 -- Colony"
"By your calendar, it should be there sometime in early November," one Councilor said. "According to our calculations, it should make planetfall somewhere in the body of land you know as China. It will spread from there quite rapidly."
"In the meantime, Facilitator, I suggest it is time you close your shop for good," the first Councilor said. "You have earned enough that you can collect your government's social security. You should file for that immediately. We suggest you move your operation to the Colony as soon as possible."
"It shall be as you say, Councilor," she said. "Marsook's will be done."
"Of course, Facilitator," the Councilor said.
"There is a phrase that has been attributed to your Chinese brethren, Facilitator," one Councilor said. "May you live in interesting times. The times are indeed going to be interesting. We will remain in contact as always. Stay the course and remain true to the cause. Report when you have completed the move to the Colony."
"I will, Councilor," she said. After the obligatory ending, the communication ended. Margaret stood there, stunned, for just a few moments. But only a few moments. There was much work to be done.
...
And now, "The Plant Pt. 04 -- Pandemic"
June 13, 2020
April Jennings looked at the empty space that had been her home for the last several years. All of her things had been packed and shipped to her new residence at the Gingravik facility, where she would be starting her new position as an entry-level botanical researcher.
She had already shared a tearful farewell with her friends, May and June. The three of them had been known around campus as the "Calendar Girls" for obvious reasons, and they had grown very close in the time they had been here. They promised to stay in touch with each other and exchanged contact information.
The commencement ceremony this year sucked, thanks to the global coronavirus pandemic. Students were given a choice to either go virtual or attend in person. Many chose the virtual route, but the three girls decided that after six years, they had earned the right to get their degrees in person. So they donned their gowns and masks and went to the sparsely-attended ceremony.
Afterward, they celebrated, but there wasn't much they could do, as all of the clubs, bars and restaurants had been closed, thanks to the governor's lockdown edicts. They grumbled, but understood.
The last few months for April had been something of a blur. She never did learn what really happened to her plant, or all of the research information and test results that mysteriously went missing. She hounded Dr. Johnson about it, but he simply said the investigation revealed nothing. That didn't make sense to her, since the cabinet that held the research data was kept under lock and key, and he had one of the few keys to the lock.
She eventually dropped the subject, realizing she wouldn't get any answers, but had suspicions of her own that she never voiced. Then there was her boyfriend, Steve. In January, she caught him in bed with a cheerleader when she went into his room. She dropped him like a hot rock when that happened, but strangely enough, she was secretly glad that she had found him balls-deep inside the blonde cheerleader's shaved pussy.
The truth was that after her encounters with the strange plant she found in the local park, she found Steve to be somewhat... lacking. He was fairly-well endowed, and he usually always brought her to orgasm. But there was something missing.
Try as he might, Steve simply couldn't fully satisfy her the way the plant did. It wasn't his fault, that's just the way it was. Thinking about it, she realized there was no man who could do to her what the plant did. Strange, she thought, that she would miss a plant like that. The memories of those encounters often caused her to get quite horny, prompting her to seek relief with her own fingers or her trusty dildo.
Last year, she was offered a position with a company that operated a huge facility 150 miles out of town. She accepted the position after a lengthy interview with the CEO, a beautiful woman named Theresa Hemmings. She also had Dr. Johnson to thank for that, as he was the one who recommended her to them.
After passing the company's background and security check, she received a package. The company wanted spit and blood samples for DNA testing. They also wanted a vaginal swab. She thought that odd, but did as she was asked. The package also contained a fairly lengthy questionnaire.
She had seen questionnaires like this before -- personality tests that didn't have any right or wrong answers, but were designed to give the questioner a good look at what makes the subject tick. She knew some companies used tests like these to see if a potential employee would be a good fit. So she answered the questionnaire honestly.
She found some of the questions to be somewhat odd. One question, for example, asked, "Do you believe in the possibility of intelligent life on other planets?" She thought about that and selected "Yes, with some reservations." Another question asked, "Do you think human beings are the only intelligent species on planet Earth?" After thinking it over, she selected, "No," having seen documentaries about the intelligence displayed by dolphins and other animals.
Several of the questions, however, were of an explicit, sexual nature. She gritted her teeth and answered those honestly as well. One question asked, "Are you offended by displays of public nudity?" She answered "no," especially since she and her two friends had stripped naked while taking part in a wet t-shirt contest once a few years back.
Another question asked if she had ever engaged in sex with another woman. She thought that was a bit intrusive, but answered honestly: Yes. There were other questions, which she answered truthfully and honestly. She hoped this wouldn't hurt her employment and was relieved to see a disclaimer at the bottom which stated: "The answers you provided on this questionnaire have no impact on your already-approved employment." Apparently, they just wanted to know something about her. She packaged everything back up and sent it off.
The next few months went by quickly. She was neck-deep in tests and her thesis, which was about chemical reactions in certain plants. Her thesis was accepted and she received top marks on it. In May, she received a letter from Gingravik, welcoming her to the "family." They said she was welcome to come on board anytime between June 14 and June 21, with June 22 being her first official day on the job. They also provided her with a sticker giving her access to the facility.
She decided to leave as soon after her graduation as possible, to give her time to get settled in and to become familiar with her new surroundings. She was also eager to leave town, since violent protests had broken out in late May. A number of buildings in the downtown area had been severely damaged and some had been burned to the ground.
By the time graduation had come, she had already said her goodbyes and was ready to head out. Dr. Johnson indicated he might see her again sometime and cautioned her to remain true to her chosen profession.
"Remember, you're a scientist now, and you need to keep your mind open to new possibilities," he said.
"Thank you, Dr. Johnson," she said. "For everything. And I assure you that I will keep an open mind. Especially after everything I've already experienced." He smiled and hugged her as a father might hug his daughter and watched as she walked off.
On Sunday, June 14, April said goodbye to her empty room, closed the door and turned in her key for the last time. Wearing a summer dress that fell just a few inches above her knees, she got into her car and headed out.
...
Margaret sat in her new office at the Colony and considered her console. She had just wrapped up her daily brief with the Council, and was gratified they had deigned to acknowledge her efforts over the years. She missed her old shop, and was saddened when she learned that it had recently been burned to the ground by protesters. It wasn't her problem anymore, thank goodness, and due to the Council's foresight, she, and all her secrets, were safe.
She also noted with a bit of irony that April Jennings had left the college and was on her way to the facility. She smiled when she saw the text from "AJ" that said she had left the campus. She recalled the conversation she had with the young female botany student just nine months ago. Ironic, she thought, that the young girl would unknowingly be employed by the very people responsible for the plant she had found in the park.
She sent a message back to "AJ," the man April knew as Dr. Johnson: "Acknowledged. Look forward to seeing her." Just then, the door opened and Theresa walked in. She stood next to Margaret.
"Is our new researcher on her way?" she asked.
"Yes, my Queen Mother," Margaret said. Theresa smiled and put a hand on the older woman's shoulder.
"Margaret, when it's just us, you can call me Theresa," the younger, naked woman said.
"But you are the Queen Mother, and I should respect that," Margaret said quietly.
"Oh, Margaret," Theresa said. "If it weren't for you, I'd still be that mousy little girl stuck in an old apartment, working a dead-end job with no one to love. I owe everything to you. You're like the aunt I never had."
"You're too kind," Margaret said.
"Have you seen our new recruit's questionnaire yet?" Theresa asked.
"Yes, I have," Margaret said.
"I think she'll be a good fit for us, don't you?" Theresa asked.
"Yes, I agree," Margaret said. "But we'll need to work her into the fold carefully."
"Of course," Theresa said. "I've got that under control. Trust me."
"I do," Margaret said.
"Please let me know when she arrives," Theresa said. "I'd like to present her with a little 'welcome home' gift."
"I will, Theresa," Margaret said. She watched as the woman padded out of her office. Yes, she thought, Theresa had come a long way from that first day when she first came into the shop. It had been what, four years now, since that day. Since accepting her role as Queen Mother, she had worked tirelessly to advance the Gingravik cause.
The Colony she oversaw had grown considerably, with nearly 60 percent of its 21,000 residents carrying Gingravik DNA. Many of those were the result of couplings between the breeders who had been deployed across the country and the human females they had encountered. Since the lockdowns began, many of those original breeders had been recalled, and the rest continued to search for available partners.
Others were the result of couplings between the designated in-house breeders recruited off the streets by Theresa and their assigned plants. The enhanced beings that resulted were placed into their designated areas of expertise. Thanks to their scientific advances -- provided by the Gingravik, of course -- their growth had been expedited and their knowledge implanted into their genetic makeup. By now, a fully-developed adult could be produced and put on-line within a matter of a few weeks.
Every field of endeavor was covered, and every need of the Colony fulfilled. Every so often, an outsider, like April, would be recruited or employed to fill a pressing need, but those were very few and far between. Most had no idea what went on in the secure inner compound, and none had any idea what the desired objective really was.
Margaret smiled as she thought about that objective. One day, she thought, we will fuck the human race into submission.
...
April had finally left the city limits and was now on the open road, heading toward the facility. She stopped before she left town and filled up her gas tank, knowing there was only one station between there and the compound. She found the exit she was looking for and took it, finding herself on a lonely stretch of road.
As she listened to the soft music playing on her CD player, she thought about her encounters with the strange plant she found in the park. She had never felt so uninhibited, or sexually satisfied, in her entire life. Thinking about the three or four penis-shaped pustules filling her pussy at the same time caused her to get excited. There was no way Steve -- or any other man, for that matter -- could compete with that.
Looking in her mirror, she realized she was the only one on this stretch of road, so she set her cruise control, lifted her dress, put one finger under her panties and began stroking herself. Unbuttoning the top of her dress, she rubbed her breasts through her bra, alternating between her breasts and her pussy while keeping one hand on her steering wheel.
Her lust continued to build and she found herself working the top of her dress down over her shoulders. With one hand, she managed to get her bra off and tossed it in the passenger seat, letting the wind from the open window blow over her naked breasts.
She saw what looked like a small rest area up ahead, and pulled in, her excitement causing her to get too distracted to drive. Fortunately, there was no one else in the rest area, so she parked next to the small rest room and turned her car off.
"I don't believe I'm actually going to do this," she said to herself as she whipped her clothes off. By now, all she wanted was an orgasm, and she didn't care how she got it. Naked except for her sandals, she took one last look around and seeing no one, spread her legs and masturbated furiously.
"Oh, fuck," she moaned as she rubbed her wet pussy in the drivers seat. Pushing two fingers inside her, she opened the door, spread her legs wide as she sat in the seat and finger-fucked herself until she squirted on the gravel parking lot. By now, she was so horny, she really didn't care if anyone driving by had seen her. Her orgasm complete, she caught her breath, wiped herself with some tissues she kept in her glove box and put her dress back on, not bothering with her bra or panties.
She finally collected herself enough that she felt she could drive safely, so she started her car and headed back out. Unknown to her, a small camera overlooking the rest area had captured her antics and streamed them to an office located at the facility where she was going. Margaret smiled as she watched April bring herself to orgasm, and made a quick report to her boss.
An hour and a half later, April turned off the road and drove to the front gate of Gingravik Botanical Research, where she was met by a security man in a blue uniform. He came to her window, clipboard in hand.
"April Jennings," she told the man. "I'm a new employee." He nodded his head and looked at his clipboard.
"Yes, ma'am," he said. "I see you listed right here. If you could please, drive over to that building and they'll take care of your onboarding."
"Thank you," she said with a smile. He smiled back and touched the tip of his hat.
"You're certainly welcome," he said. "And welcome aboard." Smiling back, she turned where he pointed and parked in front of a one-story building. Turning her car off, she put on a mask, took her papers and went inside.
"Yes, may I help you?" an attractive brunette behind the front desk asked.
"Yes, I'm April Jennings and I'm a new employee," April said, putting her papers on the desk. "I was told to report here first." The brunette consulted her computer, noted the "QM" flag next to the picture she had of April and smiled.
"Of course," she said. "Welcome aboard." She took April's paperwork and license and verified her identity. "Please come with me," she said, handing the paperwork back. April followed the brunette into a separate room, where she was tested for COVID-19. The brunette left and returned a few minutes later to inform her she was free of the disease.
The next hour, April was briefed on many of the rules and the security measures at the facility and was informed her section was in the least secure area. She was given a thick employee handbook and advised to go through it when she could. Her phone had also been taken and scrutinized, and the facility's security filters installed.
"You've been assigned to Section 230," the brunette said, pointing to a spot marked on the map she gave to April. "Just follow the signs on the road and you'll find it quite easily. When you get to your housing facility, park in the slot with your name on it and report to the receptionist in the building. The lab where you'll be working is in the building next door to that, so you should be set to go."
"Thank you," April said.
"You're welcome," the brunette said. "Oh, one thing before you go. Many non-work related areas in that section are clothing optional, so you'll need to watch the signs."
"Oh," April said, rather surprised. "Thanks for the warning."
"You're welcome, and welcome aboard," the brunette said with a smile. April grabbed her things and headed out to her car. She followed the map and was surprised at the size of the place. She was also impressed by the upkeep. Everything looked immaculate. She finally found the six-story building that housed her accommodation and parked in the covered spot that displayed her name. Walking inside, she found the receptionist and reported in.
"Oh yes, April Jennings," the redheaded receptionist said. "I'm Rhonda. We've been expecting you. Welcome aboard." She walked around the desk and pointed down the hallway. "Just so you know, everything you'll need is right here on the first floor -- the commissary, gym, lounge, cafeteria and general service areas are right down there. There's a swimming pool out back, and it is clothing optional. Follow me and I'll take you up to your apartment."
April followed the redhead to an elevator and got in with her. They exited on the sixth floor and walked down the hallway to a large door. The redhead swiped a cardkey over a plate next to the door and when they heard the click of the door release, handed the card to her.
"This is your key, so you'll need to keep this with you whenever you go out," she said. "If you do forget your key, though, just buzz us downstairs and someone will let you in. Also,if you need any maintenance work done, just give us a call on the intercom and we'll take care of it."
"Thanks," April said, opening the door.
"Enjoy your stay," the redhead said as she walked away. April went inside, expecting to find a small dingy room, but got the shock of her life when she looked around. This place was huge and it was nicely appointed.
The apartment featured a sunken living room, with a leather couch and recliner. A large coffee table sat in front of the couch and there was a fireplace with a very large flat-screen television above it. She found the kitchen was very nice and had all the modern appliances she could ever want.



Walking around, she found the bedroom and noticed it had a queen size bed and a walk-in closet. She put her things down and found that all the stuff she had shipped was already there and placed where she had easy access to it.
She went to the patio door, and found that it opened onto a large balcony that included a hot tub, sauna and a bistro set. Impressive, she thought to herself. She put her things away and went into the kitchen. Opening the cupboards, she found they had already been stocked with dishes and dry goods.
She also found several boxes of tea. Feeling a bit thirsty, she opened one of the boxes and made a cup of tea. When she sipped on it, she was shocked at the very familiar flavor. Except this was much better than what she had before.
She sat down in the living room, sipping on her tea. She was about halfway finished when her doorbell rang. Who could this be, she wondered. She looked through the peephole and saw Theresa. Surprised, she opened the door and her eyes grew wide when she saw the naked blonde woman at the door.
"Good afternoon," Theresa said. "May I come in?"
"Oh, yeah, sure," April said. "I'm sorry, I wasn't expecting any company." Theresa came in, followed by two men with a cart. The cart looked to hold a potted plant, but the top of it was covered.
"You probably weren't expecting to see a naked woman at your door, were you?" Theresa asked. April laughed nervously.
"It doesn't happen to me very often, I gotta admit," she said.
"That's alright," Theresa said. "You'll get used to it, I'm sure. This is a clothing-optional facility and we're very open about our sexuality here." She turned to the two men. "Please put that on the coffee table if you would," she told them. As April watched, they put the pot on the coffee table. "Thank you, that will be all," Theresa said. After the men left, Theresa looked at April. "I have a little surprise for you," she said, walking to the coffee table. She took the cover off the plant and April gasped when she saw what it was.
"What?" she began. "Where did you get this?" As she walked forward, the plant began to quiver.
"This is the same plant you found in the park," Theresa said.
"But it looks so much healthier, so much more..." April began.
"Vibrant?" Theresa asked, finishing April's question.
"Yes," April said. "And why is it quivering like that?"
"It's happy to see you," Theresa said. April looked at her, shocked.
"How is that possible?" she asked.
"The male of this species tends to imprint on the first female it... encounters," Theresa said. "You were the first, so it became attached to you. In fact, it was so attached that we became concerned that it wouldn't survive the separation."
"How do you know it was me?" April asked, confused.
"We found your DNA on it," Theresa said. "There was DNA from two other women, but it responded only to yours."
"Wait,"April said, getting suspicious. "You said the male of the species. Is there a female version of this plant?"
"Yes," Theresa said. "It's how these plants normally reproduce in the wild. The female plants are relatively rare, though. And they're not as... compatible with the human male as these are to the human female. It's been tried, and the results were... devastating to say the least."
"How do you know all of this? Do you have one of these plants?" April asked.
"Yes, as a matter of fact I do," Theresa said. "I've been with mine for about four years now. You could say it's made me what I am today. And I have no desire to give it up. Most of the women here have one, in fact."
"So, you're responsible for the plant being taken out of my room?" April asked. "Did Dr. Johnson know about that?"
"Yes," Theresa said. "To both questions. He agreed that having these plants in the wild could cause problems, possibly even a panic. I apologize for the subterfuge, but we decided that it would be in everyone's best interest to consolidate all of the plants here. Please understand, this entire facility is dedicated to the study of these plants. There's so much we have to learn from them."
"And bringing me here was a way to keep me silent?" April asked.
"Not at all, April," Theresa said. "If the Board wanted you silenced, they could have done it in any number of ways. The truth is, Dr. Johnson felt you would be a tremendous asset to us here, and I agree. You have a brilliant mind, and your exposure to the plants is a big plus. Again, I apologize for the subterfuge."
"Apology accepted," April said quietly. "But I still don't quite understand something. You say these plants are compatible with human females. Can they get a girl pregnant?"
"Under the right circumstances, it is quite possible, which is one reason we wanted to get them out of the wild," Theresa said. "Here, we can control how, and with whom, they interact. This plant, however, is sterile, so there's no chance it can impregnate you, if that's what you're concerned about." As they watched, the plant extended a tendril toward April. "I think it wants to make contact with you."
As April drew close, the plant wrapped its tendril around her arm in what felt to April like a loving embrace. April looked at Theresa, surprised. Theresa smiled before she spoke.
"I think it wants to get reacquainted," Theresa said. "I'll get going and let you two reunite," she added with a knowing smile. "I really am glad you've joined us. I think you'll be a tremendous asset to our work here."
"Thank you," April said. "I'm looking forward to working with you." Theresa nodded her head and stood up.
"I'll be checking in on you from time to time, April," she said. "In the meantime, welcome aboard. And... have fun with your... work." With that, she left the apartment, giving April a smile and a wave. April turned back to the plant, which was still quivering even as it held her arm. She examined it closer and saw the pustules had grown considerably.
Flaccid, they looked to be just under four inches in length, and looked exactly like human male sex organs, even more than they did before. She took one in her hand and was surprised that it felt warm to the touch. She stroked it a bit and marveled when it started getting hard and erect. She took it in her mouth and lovingly sucked on it, taking as much as she could down her throat. The plant responded to her and soon, it ejaculated in her mouth. She swallowed as much as she could, reveling in the sweet flavor.
Letting it fall out of her mouth, she looked and saw a leaf move toward her. She noticed several drops of dew and remembered what the dew did to clothing. She had an idea, and decided to give it a try.
"Go ahead, take it off," she whispered to the plant. "All of it. Everything." The plant quivered and two more dew-laden leaves came forward. The next thing she knew, all three leaves were on her dress. As the dress began to disintegrate, tendrils came forward and pulled the fabric away, exposing her naked flesh.
She felt a certain amount of excitement as she watched her dress being demolished and torn from her body. This was something she would have to explore further, she thought to herself. At no time did she feel threatened by the plant as it stripped her completely naked.
"I see you've learned some new tricks," she whispered. The tendrils worked their way through the torn cloth and ripped the dress from her, piece by piece. Soon, her destroyed cotton dress was in a heap on the floor. She kicked her sandals off and sat there on the couch, waiting to see what the plant would do next.
The velvety leaves caressed her body, spreading their dew on her skin. When they touched her breasts, she felt the dew on her nipples, causing her to moan in ecstasy.
"Oh God, that feels so good," she whispered. She spread her legs and took some dew from another leaf. Putting her hand between her legs, she rubbed it into her wet pussy and cried out when it made contact with her clit. She spread her legs further and looked at the plant.
"Fuck me," she whispered. "Fuck my juicy pussy like you used to. Please." She looked and saw the cocks turn toward her. In her mind, that's what they were now. Cocks -- not "pustules." They were much longer now, thick and hard. And in her lust-crazed mind, they were the most perfect examples of circumcised male genitalia she had ever seen. And they were all hers!
As she watched, the first made its way to her sex and gently pushed at the opening. She guided it into her and gasped as it worked its way deep inside. As it began to fuck her, another cock made its way to her mouth. She instinctively opened her lips and took it inside, running her tongue over the mushroom-shaped head.
Leaning back with one cock in her mouth and another in her pussy, she glanced down and saw another cock move to her pussy. She spread her legs wider as two tendrils snaked their way around her legs. They held her legs as wide as they could and the third cock wiggled its way inside her pussy to join the first.
The two cocks in her pussy see-sawed back and forth inside her as she sucked the cock in her mouth. Then she felt something else and looking down, spotted another cock trying to squeeze its way into her pussy. The others slowed down and allowed the third cock to enter her. April thought she was going to pass out by now.
The cock in her mouth exploded and she swallowed its load. It withdrew and another took its place as the three cocks in her pussy kept fucking her. The more they fucked her, the more she wanted to be fucked and soon, they erupted inside her, triggering her first orgasm. Her juices squirted all over the stalks as the three cocks slithered out of her, only to be replaced by three more.
As they fucked her, she scooped up the goo that was dripping from her pussy and rubbed it into her skin. She noticed that it absorbed into her skin like a thick lotion, and it made her tingle as she rubbed it in.
The process continued until all 12 of the plant's cocks had ejaculated inside her mouth and pussy. By then, she was in sensory overload and was close to passing out when the last cock pulled out of her pussy. She heard a whirring noise below her and looked to see a robotic floor cleaner doing its work on the floor in front of the leather couch.
She looked at the plant and wondered out loud, "Is it possible for a girl to fall in love with a plant?" A tendril wrapped itself around her head and she heard a male voice in her mind: "Yes. Sleep now, my queen." She smiled and, satisfied beyond her widest expectations, stretched out on the couch, falling asleep the moment her head hit the small pillow next to the arm rest.
...
"Very nice," Theresa said as she watched April stretch her nude body on the couch, her well-fucked pussy gaping wide as the thick plant semen dripped out. "The hybrid has accepted her as his queen." Margaret smiled as she looked at Theresa. "Delete that video, Margaret. Make your report to the Council, but do not invade her privacy again. We need to earn her trust."
"As you wish, my Queen Mother," Margaret said.
"Now, if you'll excuse me, I need to get a bit of relief myself," Theresa said with a wicked smile. "Good night."
"Good night, Theresa," Margaret said as the younger woman walked into her inner chamber where Bernie was waiting. She turned back to her console and wrapped up her report to the Council.
...
April woke up early the next morning, her pussy still tingling from the workout she got the previous day. She rubbed the sleep out of her eyes, then went into the kitchen to make some coffee. After pouring herself a cup, she went into the bathroom and took a nice, long, hot shower. Looking down at herself, she decided to shave and pulled out her razor. When she finished, she climbed out, dried herself off and looked in the mirror.
She liked what she saw. She noticed her skin felt a bit softer and she couldn't help but notice that her lower lips protruded a bit from her shaved slit. That was different, she thought to herself. But not surprising, she added, given what had happened the previous day.
She put on a pair of jeans and a t-shirt and went out onto the balcony and looked around. She was startled to see just how large this place really was. What did they do here, really, she asked herself. And who's paying for all this? Perhaps it really doesn't matter in the long run, she decided. Finishing her coffee, she went back inside and misted her plant. When she was finished, she put her water bottle down and whispered to the plant.
"I've got to go for a little bit, but I'll be back soon," she said. As she walked out the door, she wondered, "Am I really explaining myself to a plant?" Shaking her head, she went to the first floor and grabbed some breakfast in the cafeteria, then went to the gym to check out their equipment. Impressed with what she saw, she signed up and went to the commissary to buy some workout clothes. She walked out an hour later, carrying bags full of clothing, lingerie and other things she thought she might need.
On the way back to the elevator, she glanced out at the pool and saw a man sitting nude in a lawn chair. Straddling him, with his dick buried in her pussy, was a young, nubile woman with long dark hair. April noticed the dark green tattoo right above her ass and wondered if it had any significance. She turned and saw the receptionist she had met the previous day, Rhonda.
"Are they allowed to do that in the pool area?" April asked. Rhonda looked, smiled and nodded her head.
"Oh yes, that's Sam Winston and his designated companion," she said. "And yes, they are, as long as it doesn't become an orgy. One of the perks of living here."
"Designated companion?" April asked.
"Yes, the company takes real good care of its employees," Rhonda said. "Isn't it sweet the way they just seem to meld together?"
"Uh, yeah," April said. "Are they married or something?"
"Something," Rhonda said. "I'm sorry, I forgot. You're new here. You see, all the male employees get a designated companion that's exclusive to them. The companions help keep the guys focused, on the straight and narrow, if you will. The upside is that you don't have to worry about them hitting on you."
"Ah, I see," April said. "I bet that goes a long way to preventing sexual harassment claims."
"Yes, it does," Rhonda said. "And how are you doing so far?"
"Doing just fine, thanks," April said. "Just had breakfast, signed on to the gym and spent a bunch of money at the commissary."
"Well, it sure looks like you've been busy," Rhonda told her. "I gotta get back to work. See ya later, okay?"
"Sure," April said. She took one last look out back and saw the woman bouncing up and down on the man's cock. Designated companion, huh, she asked herself. But I've got a plant with 12 cocks. So there, she added with a smile on her face.
She went back to her apartment and put her things away. She looked at the lingerie she bought, and knew it wouldn't last very long. But it would be fun to see what the plant does with it, she thought. After she put everything away, she picked up the thick employee handbook, made herself a cup of tea and sat down on her couch to read through it.
...
"Ah, my Queen Mother, your delightful form graces our monitors yet again," the presiding member of the High Council said after Margaret completed the secure connection.
"Thank you, Councilor," Theresa said. "And what may we do for you today?"
"We have noted with great satisfaction the progress you have made in just the last few months, my Queen," the Councilor said.
"Thank you again, Councilor," Theresa said. She knew there was a "but" coming, and she was right.
"However, we are concerned about the rapid growth of the Colony," the Councilor said. "The Council has conferred with the Treasury and we have decided it is time to, as your people might say, spread the wealth, just a bit. We have selected five islands around the planet for subsidiary colonies. These islands are strategically located in areas that will allow you to dispatch teams of breeders to spread the Gingravik seed. The funds have all been approved and the adjustments made in your books. We would like you to dispatch construction units to those islands to begin immediate work on the necessary facilities."
"We can do that, Councilor," Theresa said. "Is there anything else?"
"Yes," another Councilor said. "We have been monitoring the global pandemic and as you know, the economic and political upheaval has fallen well within what we predicted, but we are concerned with the progress of this, uh, Operation Warp Speed. It seems the humans are operating with near-Gingravik efficiency and may have something useful by the end of your year."
"We are glad to see the lockdowns and edicts in certain areas are having the desired results, but it appears we may to activate some of our assets to, as you might say, throw a monkey wrench into the works," another Councilor said.
"Don't forget, Councilor, there is an election coming up here in about four and a half months," Margaret said.
"We are well aware of that," a third Councilor said. "We have been monitoring the situation and we are already implementing a plan to deal with that."
"And that plan would be, what, exactly," Theresa asked.
"I'm afraid that's on a need-to-know basis, my Queen Mother," the first Councilor said. "It would be best if that were kept confidential. Suffice it to say, steps are being taken to insure the desired outcome."
"Very well, Councilor," Margaret said. "Marsook's will be done."
"Yes, yes, of course," the Councilor said. "One last thing. We have monitored your newest arrival, uh, April Jennings."
"Yes?" Theresa asked.
"We are pleased to see she has successfully bonded with her Gingravik mate," the second Councilor said. "But we are concerned that she may not be willing to accept our ultimate goal, given what she has already told the Facilitator."
"I have already addressed that with the Facilitator," Theresa said. "The issue, I believe, is one of trust and... presentation. If I had been told everything at the very beginning, there is a chance I wouldn't be here right now. She needs to be eased into this, as I was. I believe once she has a well-established relationship with her hybrid male, as I have with Bernie, and experienced the benefits to her personally, she will welcome what we have to offer, just as I did."
"Your words make sense to me, Queen Mother," another Councilor said. "We will leave it in your capable hands."
"Thank you, Councilor," Theresa said.
"Very well, that will be all for now," the first Councilor said. "You both are to be commended for your work. Please carry on and we will be in touch soon."
"Thank you, Councilor," Margaret said before the link was cut. She turned to Theresa.
"Do you really believe she will accept what we offer to the world?" she asked.
"I do, Margaret," she said. "We both saw how she reacted to her hybrid. She's falling in love, just as I did with Bernie. It will take time and patience on our part, but she'll come around."
"As you wish," Margaret said.
"In the meantime, get me the information on those remote sites," Theresa said. "We need to get moving on that."
"Yes, Theresa," Margaret said.
...
April spent the rest of the day reading through the employee handbook, stopping only to make a sandwich for lunch. She continued reading through the afternoon, and put the book down when it was time for dinner. She went to the cafeteria and ate some meatloaf, mashed potatoes and gravy and broccoli, and met some of her new co-workers.
One of the girls she met, Sally, had been with the facility for a year, and she gushed over her job. Like her, Sally had a plant of her own, and had even given it a name.
"I call him Bruno," Sally said.




"Really? Bruno?" April asked.
"Yeah, it helps us connect when I can refer to him with a name," Sally said. "You know, since I've been with Bruno, I've lost over 30 pounds and I find I don't have to eat very much at all."
"That's some diet plan," April said.
"Isn't it, though?" Sally said in response. "Trust me, after a while, you'll see the same thing happen." April thought about that as she went back to her apartment. She turned on some soft music and sat in front of the plant as she misted it.
"What should I call you?" she said softly. A tendril snaked its way to the side of her head. "I can't call you Steve. That's my old boyfriend and you're much better than he ever was."
"Not... Steve," she heard in her head. She snapped up and looked at the plant. All 12 cocks seemed to be pointing at her face as if the plant was focusing on her.
"That WAS you yesterday," she exclaimed.
"Yes," the plant said in her mind. She looked at the plant for a moment, wondering how this was even possible. After a while, she gathered her thoughts.
"Maybe I'll call you... Jake. Short for Jacob," she said.
"Yes, I... like... Jake," the plant said in her mind. "I am Jake. You are my queen. Jake loves his queen." April looked at the plant, even more shocked. How could a plant love a human being? How could a plant show any emotion at all? This was all too new for her. One thing was certain in her mind -- this plant IS an intelligent being. And it also knew how to make her feel good. She had a wicked idea.
"Would Jake like to rip my clothes off and fuck me again?" she asked quietly. The cocks began to get erect. Was it her imagination, or were they a bit bigger than they were yesterday?
"Yes. Jake would love to rip clothes off queen," the plant said. She smiled and stood up. The cocks followed her movements.
"All right, Jake," she said. "Let's go into the bedroom and I'll put something on." She picked up the pot and carried it into the bedroom, where she set it down on a chest at the foot of her bed. She went into the closet and grabbed a black body-stocking that hugged her every curve. She came out of the closet and saw Jake's erect cocks pointing in her direction. They followed her movements as she went to the bed and she saw his leaves quivering.
She pulled the bedspread down and realized the sheets were silky. She laid down on the bed, and propped her head up.
"Come, strip your queen," she said in a sultry voice. As she watched, two large leaves came forward and brushed her body, the dew disintegrating the stocking as it went over her torso and down her legs. She felt strangely erotic as tendrils reached out and slithered into the holes the dew made in the stocking. She knew what was coming, but was still surprised when she heard the fabric rip.
She watched the plant remove bits of the stocking and her skin felt tingly as it was exposed to the room's air. She watched the stocking get torn off of her, first from her torso, revealing her breasts, then her arms, followed by her legs. She spread her legs and gave Jake access to the gusset of the stocking, which was still intact.
She watched as a leaf brushed against her crotch, causing a hole to form in the crotch. A tendril worked its way in the hole, then coiled up and ripped the cloth from her, exposing her shaved pussy. She gasped as another leaf caressed her breasts, rubbing its dew into her nipples. A second leaf went over her slit and some dew got onto her clit, causing her to cry out.
Tendrils worked over her body, ripping the last shreds of cloth from her body until she was completely naked. She moved down on the bed and spread her legs wide.
"Fuck me," she hissed. The plant sent out two tendrils that wrapped around her legs. She felt the plant spread her legs even wider and as she watched, four hard cocks came forward. One worked its way onto her belly and slithered up to her breasts, stopping at her mouth. She opened her mouth and let it enter. The other three rubbed themselves on her slit, making her even wetter than she already was.
Eventually, all three entered her pussy and began fucking her rhythmically. She felt her pussy stretch out again, and she found that she absolutely loved the sensation. She sucked on the cock in her mouth and felt it begin to tense up.
"Jake... feed queen," she heard in her mind before the cock in her mouth erupted. She swallowed all of the sweet ejaculate. When the cock pulled out of her mouth, she grabbed it and sucked on its testicles before it withdrew. Another cock was already slithering up to her mouth.
One of the three cocks inside her pussy pulled out, having filled her with semen. As it did, she had the first of several strong orgasms, coating Jake with her juices. Two more hard cocks came forward and squeezed their way into her pussy. Now, four of them were pumping into her, driving her to a sexual frenzy she had never experienced before.
When the four cocks exploded in her pussy, she scooped up what she could and rubbed it into her skin. Four more cocks came forward and repeated the process as another moved to her mouth. She sucked first one, then the other, alternating between them until they both came in her mouth. She eagerly swallowed everything they gave her. The process repeated one more time as the remaining cocks fucked her to a final, explosive orgasm. She caught her breath and began to doze off when a tendril went to her head.
"Love... queen," Jake said in her mind. She smiled and looked at the plant, all of its cocks now flaccid.
"Love Jake," she said before falling asleep. The rest of that first week went by quickly for April, as she became more acquainted with her new surroundings. When she wasn't out exploring and simply enjoying the warm air, she was in her apartment with Jake.
Every night, she let the plant ravish her body after ripping her clothes off and found that she truly enjoyed it. By Friday, she was back in the commissary, buying new items for the plant to rip off her body.
On Monday, she started her first official day on the job. It wasn't quite what she thought it might be, but she enjoyed her work anyway. Instead of being given a problem to research, she found herself to be part of an assembly line of sorts. She was given her tasks, which she performed, noting her observations, then handed the work off to the next person. She had no idea what it was her team was researching. Still, she enjoyed her work and came to like the other members of her team.
After work, she would join them for a meal, then retire to her apartment for an evening of lovemaking with Jake. It was almost like returning home to a faithful, loving husband. Except she never had to worry about Jake leaving the toilet seat up or running around with another woman.
That Friday afternoon after work, she stood out on her balcony in a pair of cutoff jean shorts, enjoying a glass of iced tea. She looked and saw several planes lined up at the airport located on the far edge of the facility. Large trucks pulling trailers drove up to them and she saw pallets being transferred to the aircraft. Groups of men marched out of the trucks and boarded the planes before they lined up to take off. She wondered what was going on, but her attention was diverted when she heard her doorbell ring.
Answering the door, she was surprised to see Theresa, naked as always, standing at the door with a smile on her face.
"Please, come in," April said. "It's a pleasure to see you again. What can I do for you?"
"I just wanted to check on you and see how things are going," Theresa said. "How was your first full week at work?"
"Great," April said. "A bit different from what I expected, but I'm enjoying the work and I like the people I work with."
"Good," Theresa said.
"I was just a bit curious about what's going on out there at the airfield," April said. Theresa followed April to the balcony and watched what was going on. As they looked, another airplane took off and headed west.
"We're expanding our operations," Theresa said. "We're setting up auxiliary facilities in five outside locations. Those are the advance teams leaving to prepare the new locations."
"Oh," April said, wondering if she would be part of the expanded operations.
"How are things with your plant?" Theresa asked.
"Doing quite well, actually," April said. "But I do have a question, though."
"What's that?" Theresa asked.
"I know this will sound strange, but it seems as though we can actually... communicate," April said. "Is that normal with these plants?"
"Absolutely," Theresa said. "They're quite intelligent, you know. And yes, they can engage in a form of communication. I'm surprised it's happened so fast in your case, though. It usually takes a few months of constant interaction."
"Well, it's fairly rudimentary right now," April said. "It's not like we have long discussions."
"That's how it normally starts," Theresa said. "As time goes on, though, you'll develop a rapport with..."
"Jake," April said. "His name is Jake." Theresa smiled.
"Jake," Theresa said, repeating April. "And what do you and... Jake... talk about?"
"Right now, it's mostly small talk, pillow talk, I guess," April said.
"Pillow talk?" Theresa asked.
"Yeah," April said.
"I see," Theresa said. "So, you and Jake..."
"Yeah, we do," April said. "Every night, in fact."
"That's sweet," Theresa said.
"Yeah," April said. "It's a lot like having a boyfriend or a husband who never complains about anything and only wants to see me happy. Does that make sense?"
"It does," Theresa said. "My Bernie is a lot like that. How do you feel about Jake?"
"Truthfully?" April asked. "I've developed feelings for him. I can't imagine not having him around." Theresa smiled even wider.
"That's so good to hear," she said. "I think you'll do very nicely here, April. Look, I have some things to get done before I can call it a day. I just wanted to stop by and see how you're doing."
"Thank you for coming by, Theresa," April said. "Have a good evening."
"You do the same, April," she said, giving her a hug. After Theresa left, April sat down on her couch in front of Jake. She picked up her water bottle and misted the plant. A tendril wrapped itself around her head.
"Does Jake make queen happy?" the plant asked. She wondered if the plant heard her and Theresa talking.
"Happier than I've ever been in my life," she said. And it was the truth.
"Queen makes Jake very happy also," she heard in her head. She couldn't help but smile.
"Does Jake want to play?" she asked.
"Oh yes, Jake loves to play," the plant told her. She kicked off her shoes and put her feet on the coffee table. Leaning back, she spread her arms.
"Then do it," she said. She smiled as the tendrils came forward, followed by the large leaves dripping with the dew that would soon leave her naked and open, the remnants of her destroyed clothing on the floor. By the time she felt her panties being torn off, she was dripping wet. "Please... Fuck me," she begged.
"As you wish, my queen," Jake said in her head before filling her mouth and pussy.
...
"Well, how's our newest addition doing?" Margaret asked when Theresa returned.
"Much better than I anticipated," Theresa said. "She's falling for her hybrid. And it seems they've developed a form of communication."
"Good," Margaret said. "She's progressed much further than anyone anticipated. You were right, my Queen Mother."
"I could just as easily have been wrong, Margaret," Theresa said. "We will need to keep an eye on her, at least for the time being. But do not invade her privacy. I will not tolerate that. I would prefer their relationship develop without our interference." She quickly changed the subject. "What's the status of the operation?"
"All of the advance teams have been deployed to their destinations," Margaret said. "I will continue to monitor their progress."
"Good," Theresa said. "What is the word from the Council?"
"The Council says things are progressing better than they anticipated," Margaret told her. "The virus is having the desired result planet-wide. Chaos, economic disruption, political upheaval. It's everywhere now."
"Yes," Theresa said quietly, looking at the world map filled with red dots indicating hot spots. "Except, of course, for us. An island of calm and serenity in a sea of madness and chaos."
"Yes, my Queen Mother," Margaret said, looking at Theresa. She really has come a long way in a short period of time, the older woman thought. "By the way, Dr. Johnson called. He's expecting a return call."
"Thank you, Margaret," Theresa said, as she left the room.
...
Four months later, in mid-October, April assessed her situation as she watched the news. She enjoyed her work tremendously, and made a number of new friends. The pay and benefits, of course, were excellent, and it helped that the company provided her living quarters, which, when she thought about it, would have cost her more than a pretty penny outside the facility.
She did notice a few oddities about the place, though. For starters, she never met anyone who was married, which she found a bit strange. Nor did it seem that anyone she met dated other employees, even though they sometimes stopped for a drink at the end of their shift. All of the men had their "designated companions," while the women had their plants. And no one seemed interested in fostering anything more than a friendly professional relationship outside the workplace.
During that time, she came to understand a lot more about the plants. For example, she learned they really did have what could be called a "brain," located just under the soil at the base of the main stalk. It was about half the size of a human brain, and was tightly packed and protected by the root ball. They also seemed to have audio and visual receptors in their stalks and a very highly-developed nervous system.
This explained the ability to communicate, she thought. Then she wondered -- if they could communicate, could they also organize? Could they solve complex problems? Were they capable of logic and reasoning? The possibilities were staggering.
She also learned the male plants were capable of synthesizing essential proteins and nutrients for their female counterparts. In addition to fertilizing the females "eggs" or spores, the male, it seemed, was responsible for essentially feeding the female. So this was why Jake spoke of "feeding" his queen. On top of that, she learned, the males could adjust those proteins and nutrients to ensure the overall health of their females. She could see the result of that for herself when she looked in the mirror.
In those four months, she had lost a bit of weight and had toned up quite well, partly due to the workouts she got from Jake, but also due to her time in the gym. Additionally, she was happier and more content than she could ever recall and she hadn't experienced so much as a sore throat or a headache since coming to the facility.
With Jake, she had no need, or desire, to seek companionship with another man. The plant gave her everything she needed and she found that she was closer to Jake than she had ever been to any male human.
What impressed her the most was that Jake actually LISTENED to what she had to say. Strange, she thought, that she could have a better relationship with a plant than a human male. She had even managed to "train" Jake somewhat, and their sexual encounters had improved considerably. The only concern she had was keeping enough serviceable clothing around for him to rip off her body. As much as she loved the feel of being stripped by him, she found it somewhat expensive to keep any kind of a wardrobe on hand.
And, she learned, just as she had developed a taste for clothes-ripping as part of their foreplay, she found that Jake had a fetish or two of his own. It turned out that he loved watching her masturbate for him, and loved it when she squirted on him.
She watched the news and saw the disruption and chaos taking place in the midst of a pandemic that had already killed well over 100,000 people in the United States alone. Yet, there was no sign of the virus here, and no indication of any upheaval here at all. It was as if she was in a cocoon of sorts, insulated from the craziness going on in the world.
It was almost as if there was some kind of invisible shield around the facility. No one had been infected, but at the same time, no one wore masks or other PPE outside of the lab. In fact, she couldn't recall seeing anyone with so much as a sniffle since she had been here. She wasn't complaining, but she found it a bit strange. Her mind was brought back to reality by the phone on her wall.
"Hello," she said, answering the call.
"Miss Jennings, there's a Dr. Alan Johnson here in the lobby to see you," the female voice said on the other end. She thought for a second before answering.
"I'll be right down," she said, ending the call. "I have to go downstairs for a bit, but I'll be right back," she told Jake.
"Okay," Jake's childlike voice said in her mind. She left her apartment and went downstairs, wondering what Dr. Johnson wanted. She also had some questions for him, and hoped she would get some straight answers. She saw him with a younger, nude woman at the front desk.
"April, so good to see you," he said, giving her a fatherly hug.
"Dr. Johnson," April said in response. "Good to see you as well."
"Please, call me Alan," he said. "We're colleagues now. Oh, this is my designated companion, Lucinda." April appraised the nude woman and noted the dark, forest-green eyes, dark complexion and silky-smooth skin, topped with nearly black hair that fell over her shoulders. She also saw the dark green tattoo between the girl's breasts.
Lucinda wasn't the first "companion" April had seen or met since coming to the facility. Nearly all of the single male employees had one, and they all had many of the same traits. She shook the girl's hand.
"It's good to meet you, Lucinda," April said.
"And you, April Jennings," Lucinda said with a smile that revealed perfectly-straight white teeth. April looked at Alan before speaking.
"I thought you were married," she said.
"I was, but Judy died from the virus a month or so ago," he said.
"I'm sorry to hear that," April said. "Why don't we go out back and catch up?"
"After you," Alan said. April walked onto the desk next to the swimming pool and sat down. Alan sat in a chair next to her and Lucinda sat down at his feet, placing a protective arm over his legs as she eyed April, her slightly spread legs causing her pussy to open slightly.
"So, what brings you out here?" April asked Alan.
"Well, I'm getting ready to head out to one of the new satellite facilities and I wanted to stop by and see you before I left," he said.
"Oh?" April asked. "What happened to your job at the college?"
"Well, things have changed drastically since you left," he said. "Mostly due to the pandemic. Most of the classes are now virtual, which really isn't all that conducive for the type of hands-on research I prefer. On top of that, the riots have gotten pretty much out of control. You wouldn't recognize the place these days. So, I accepted a position with the company here and I'm going to be heading up one of the satellite facilities."
"So, you knew about the plants when I showed you the one I found," April said.
"I knew of them and knew of their potential, but yours was the first I had ever seen or examined up close," he said.
"Did you have something to do with my plant being taken out of my room?" she asked. He looked down before answering.
"Yes, I did, April, and I'm truly sorry for the way that happened," he said. "It was just too risky having these plants in the wild like that."



"You also know what happened to our research, don't you?" April asked.
"Yes," he said after a moment. "Again, I apologize. I had no choice but to remove it. There's no telling what could've happened if it fell into the wrong hands."
"You lied to me," April said. "Was my job here a way to keep me quiet?"
"No," he said. "I saw the way you reacted to the plant, and I felt you would be an asset to the work here. And you've proven me right. I take it you've been reunited with your plant."
"Yes," April said. "But you're skirting the issue. What do you know about these plants?"
"I can tell you that we have much to learn from them, April," he said. "We're just now starting to get a basic understanding of what they have to offer. Surely you can see that."
"Thing is, I do understand what you're saying," April told him. "But you should've trusted me enough to tell me the truth."
"You're right, April," he said. "You were my best student and I should've taken you into my confidence. Unfortunately, I was prevented from doing so. Forgive me? Please?" April couldn't stay mad at him, as much as she wanted to.
"I guess so," she said. "This time. Next time, though, I'll kick your ass," she added, laughing. Alan laughed with her. "So, when are you leaving?" she asked.
"We'll be leaving in just a short bit," he said. "So, how are you getting along here?" he asked after a few moments.
"Getting along quite well, actually," she said. "I enjoy the work, and yes, it's quite different from what we did in the lab. I've made a lot of friends and I'm getting used to my new quarters."
"I'm glad to hear that, April," he said. "I think you could go far here." They talked for a bit more about work and school. Eventually, he looked at his watch. "We'd better get going," he added, addressing Lucinda. He turned back to April. "It was good seeing you and I hope to see you again sometime soon, April."
"Good to see you again as well, Alan," she said. "Good luck with your new assignment." As Alan and Lucinda began to walk away, Lucinda turned back and whispered in April's ear.
"He loves you, you know," she said. April looked at her, confused.
"Who?" she asked. Lucinda smiled.
"Jake, who else," she said quietly before turning away. April stood there, stunned. How did this girl know that? She watched the two of them go back to his car and drive off before going back to her apartment. When she got there, the first thing she noticed was Jake, quivering in his pot.
"What's the matter?" she asked as she walked over to him. "Are you not feeling well?"
"Jake... scared," the plant said in her mind as a leafy tendril reached out to her. For a moment, she thought the plant would start crying, it sounded so pitiful.
"Scared?" she asked. "Why would you be scared?"
"Afraid queen leave with doctor," he told her. "Leave Jake alone again."
"I would never leave you alone," she said. "I'm not going anywhere. And even if I did go, I would take you with me."
"You would?" Jake asked.
"Yes, of course," she said. "I need you."
"Really?" Jake asked in a manner that reminded her of a child needing comfort and love.
"Yes," she said. "By the way, how did you know I was seeing Dr. Johnson?"
"Companion told me," he said in her mind. What, she asked herself. Was he in telepathic contact with Lucinda? How could that be? After everything she had experienced lately, it wouldn't surprise her. Maybe, she thought, that's how Lucinda knew Jake loved her. She decided to find out what she could about these "designated companions."
"Well, don't you worry about a thing," she said. "I'll never leave you alone again. Did you tell Lucinda that you love me?"
"Yes," he told her. "Is queen mad?"
"No, of course not," she said. "I love you too."
"You do?" he asked, his leaves shaking in excitement.
"Yes," she said. "No one makes me feel as good as you."
"Does queen want to... play?" he asked.
"Oh, yes," she moaned. "Most definitely."
...
October 23, 2020:
Theresa mentally prepared herself for the annual Council Review and thought back over what had been accomplished here. She never dreamed when she walked into Margaret's shop so long ago that this would be the result.
Over the last year, the tempo of operations at the Colony -- a self-contained compound cleverly disguised as a botanical research facility -- had increased significantly. Although botanical research did take place at the secure compound, there was much more going on behind the scenes.
Construction had ramped up significantly on new buildings which would house newly-acquired workers. Although most of the work was done by human-Gingravik hybrids, the Council agreed with Theresa that outsiders would need to be brought in to complete some of the less confidential work. That meant hiring candidates who were not only qualified to do their jobs, but who were also young, single, physically fit, and open to new and somewhat radical ideas.
The hiring process had begun and new candidates were brought in. Theresa was concerned, however, that some of the new hires might become romantically entangled with each other, perhaps causing them to get distracted from their work or worse, become potential security leaks that would have to be dealt with. The last thing she wanted were raging hormones getting in the way of their objective.
After consulting with the Matrons and the facility's top scientific advisors, she tasked them with creating "designated companions" for the outside male employees. The advisors all said it could be done and would help mitigate potential problems. All they would need was a suitable model, a "blank" fertilized embryo and DNA from the male candidates.
The program had become a rousing success. In addition, all female employees were mated to male Gingravik. Some, like April, were mated with hybrids. As a result, the human employees saw no need to engage in sexual liaisons or complicated relationships with each other. In addition, productivity and morale was as high as one could possibly imagine.
And now, one year since the last Annual Review, she stood in front of Margaret's monitor, waiting for the connection to be established. Before long, they heard the slight ping, indicating the subspace connection had been established with the Council, located on a planet orbiting a yellow star several hundred light years away. The monitor flickered to life and they saw a row of large plants, their stalks facing them. Theresa knew the very large plant in the center was the Emperor. She and Margaret bowed slightly as the image coalesced.
"Ah, Queen Mother," the Emperor said. "Once again, your delightfully smooth mons pubis excites our visual receptors and titillates our stalks. Images of your exquisite nudity have prompted numerous erections and ejaculations across the Empire."
"Thank you, Emperor, I am truly honored," Theresa said.
"It is us who are honored, Queen Mother," the Emperor said in response. "I have reviewed your report for the previous cycle, and I am truly impressed with your progress. You have accomplished more in the last three of your years than in the previous 200. I understand the satellite facilities are now being established."
"Yes, Excellency, they are ramping up even as we speak," Theresa said.
"Good," the Emperor said. "When will they be at peak production?"
"The plan is for them to be fully operational shortly after the first of the year," Theresa said. "We hope to see Gingravik DNA go global by the middle of next year. The planners tell me if everything goes as planned, we could see global Human-Gingravik integration within a few generations."
"Wonderful," the Emperor said. "I could not help but notice that your engineers have very successfully integrated Gingravik technology with your own. I am quite impressed. I believe yours is the first non-Gingravik species to do so."
"Thank you, Excellency," Theresa said. "The engineers tell me the two technologies are quite compatible and easy to integrate with each other."
"I am also interested in hearing about these, er, designated companions you have devised for your male human workers," the Emperor said. "Please tell me something of those."
"Of course, Excellency," Theresa said. "I felt that something needed to be done to keep the employees, well, focused, on their work. The female workers have their Gingravik mates, but there was nothing for the male workers. After consulting with our engineers, we came up with the companions.
"They appear to be fully human females on the outside, and they function as human females. But they are more Gingravik than human on the inside. Each one is genetically designed to the specifics given by the make workers and each one is totally devoted to their human male partners.
"Since implementing the companion program we have notice a significant increase in productivity, morale and retention. The male workers are dedicated to their jobs and there have been no instances of inappropriate behavior between any of the human employees whatsoever," she said.
"Very novel thinking, Queen Mother," the Emperor said. "I'd also like to inquire about your latest human acquisition, er, April Jennings. I understand she was mated to a hybrid before coming on board."
"Yes, Excellency," Theresa said.
"I'm surprised you allowed the hybrid to continue," the Emperor said. "From what I heard, his emotional development and his ability to procreate was hampered by the treatment he received from the humans."
"Yes, his emotional development was hampered," Theresa said. "Part of that was from the trauma of being involuntarily separated from the female. The damage was done when his body was examined. The researchers who did that were unaware of the consequences of the examination. They did not act out of malice toward the hybrid.
"We were also concerned about his emotional and psychological state when he was brought here. Part of his condition was due to the composition of the soil where he germinated. I did not feel it right to terminate him since his condition was not of his own doing. We worked hard to restore his health and he is doing much better now that he is reunited with April," she said. "They have connected and appear to be quite happy with one another."
"Noted. Your compassion toward this hybrid is most... Gingravik, Queen," the Emperor said. "While he may not be able to procreate, he can still live a happy and relatively healthy life. I am touched." He turned a stalk toward the First Councilor. "And the pandemic?"
"The pandemic is having the desired impact, Excellency," the First Councilor said. "The human governments are responding as we predicted. The ongoing political and economic upheaval will help mask our operations and spur the planet's inhabitants to seek... alternatives."
"Peacefully?" the Emperor asked.
"One can only hope, Excellency," the First Councilor said. "Unfortunately, humans have a tendency to get... violent... at times."
"So I've noticed, Councilor," the Emperor said. "What have you put in place to mitigate that?"
"Our functionaries are pushing for more lockdowns and perhaps more masking, Excellency," the First Councilor said. "Even with the potential presence of viable vaccinations. Human media operatives are doing their best to keep the population under control. Our hope is that the message will reach enough humans to get the job done."
"Let's hope they are successful, Councilor," the Emperor said. "I understand there is an upcoming election in your region, Queen Mother."
"Yes, Excellency," Theresa said. "We have filtered much of the political news here out of concern it could interfere with our work, but much of the country is torn right now."
"Do not concern yourself with that, Queen Mother," the First Councilor said. "The outcome has already been guaranteed, although that, too, will certainly cause even more political upheaval. It has been factored into our plan and should help further mask our operations. Your focus needs to remain on the work at hand."
"And it will," Theresa said.
"Very good, Queen Mother," the Emperor said. "Let me end this meeting by saying that we are very pleased with your overall progress, Queen. I trust you will continue your work until the job is done."
"Yes, Excellency," Theresa said. "Marsook's will be done."
"Yes, of course," the Emperor said. "And I look forward to the day when you will accompany me into the world body known as the United Nations where we will announce the Human-Gingravik Compact."
"As do I, Excellency," she said.
"From this moment forward, you are to be known throughout the Kingdon as Queen Tere, the queen mother of the Gingravik Prefect of Earth," the Emperor said. "Long live the Queen!"
"Long live the Queen," the councilors said in unison.
"I'm flattered, Excellency," Theresa said. The Emperor turned to the other councilors before speaking.
"Please excuse us for a moment. I wish to speak privately to the Queen," he said. The councilors nodded their stalks before turning away. "You may remain, Facilitator," he added before addressing Theresa.
"Queen, you should know that you have become something of a celebrity throughout the Empire," he said. "One cannot watch a single infocast without a mention of you, and many of our seedlings spend much time ogling your delightful form."
"I was not aware of that, Excellency," Theresa said.
"It is true," he said. "I'm sure you're aware that we are quite fond of the human female form. The Empress wants to know if you would be willing to provide us with a moving image of you with your consort."
"You mean, you want to watch us coupling?" Theresa asked.
"Yes," the Emperor said. "If it's not too much trouble, that is."
"I believe we would be honored to mate for you and the Empress," Theresa said with a smile.
"The Empress would be delighted if you could do so," he said. "Just one question. Is it true you can take more than one of his stalk-ends at a time inside you?"
"Yes, Excellency, it is," she said, blushing.
"Oh my," the Emperor said. "That must be quite the challenge."
"Sometimes," she said.
"Well, Queen, the Empress and I look forward to your exhibition," the Emperor said. "Until then, may all your orgasms be blessed."
"Thank you, Excellency, and the same to you as well," Theresa said before the connection was ended.
...
"You seem rather taken with this female queen, Excellency," the First Councilor said when the High Council reconvened.
"As is most of the Empire, Councilor," the Emperor replied.
"Yes," the Councilor said. "These human females are quite easy on the visual receptors, are they not? You do realize she was not always so... pleasing."
"I know, Councilor," the Emperor said. "We have her consort to thank for her transformation. He has done a remarkable job. It seems he has also managed to make her more Gingravik than human in many ways."
"Indeed," the Councilor said. "These humans can be quite... self centered and uncaring at times. And brutal when necessary. Their history of warfare and conflict bears that out."
"Let us hope it never comes to that, Councilor," the Emperor said. "I shudder to think of the consequences."
"As do I, Excellency," the Councilor said.
"Perhaps it is time we consider your plan, Councilor," the Emperor said.
"You mean, bring human female embryos back here to the home world?" the Councilor asked. "For study and procreation?"
"Yes," the Emperor said. "I want you to consult with the engineers to see if it can be done."
"Very well, Excellency," the Councilor said. "It shall be as you command."
...
Margaret looked at Theresa when the connection ended. She was proud of the young woman and all she had accomplished.
"So, you have been renamed," she said. "Do you realize the significance of that?"
"No," Theresa said.
"Tere was the name given to the first Empress, many years ago," Margaret said. "According to Gingravik legend, her petals launched thousands of spores into the depths of space looking for new worlds to settle upon."
"Really? Like Helen of Troy? What happened to her?" Theresa asked.
"It is said the Empire was born through her," Margaret said. "She lived a long life and died in her mate's branches, beloved by everyone. Her mate died shortly thereafter. He couldn't bear living without her. Much of what the Gingravik believes came from the two of them. You already know his name."
"Oh?" Theresa asked.
"Yes," Margaret said. "He was called Marsook. It is believed he and Tere watch over the Gingravik even to this day. Your consort can tell you much more."
"Wow," Theresa said, surprised. This was the first she had heard of this. She, like so many others in the inner circle, frequently invoke his name as a form of blessing and greeting. She slowly began to understand the significance of what the Emperor had done. "It seems I have some rather large shoes to fill," Theresa said quietly.
"More than you know," Margaret said. Standing up, she took Theresa in her arms and held her as a mother would hold her daughter. "I want you to know that I am so very proud of you, Theresa. And I love you as if you were my own daughter."
"Margaret, that's so... kind... of you to say," Theresa told her. "You're like a second mother to me." Margaret smiled at that.
"Thank you, my dear," she said. "Come now, we have much work to do."
...
To be continued...
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...
Rhonda Greene had a long day at work and was looking forward to a nice quiet evening at home. Her husband, Jake, had been gone on a business trip for the last two days and would be gone for two more. At least that's what he had told her. She knew he was in Dallas -- roughly a two-hour drive from their home in Wichita Falls, and she had the number for his hotel room there.
But she wasn't completely convinced that he was spending all of his evenings by himself. She thought back over their seven-year marriage. Things between them started off great. The first five years were wonderful, and they were both looking forward to having their first child. Then she miscarried. They held each other, cried a lot, but got through it. Then the doctor said he found a cyst on one of her ovaries.
They got through the surgeries -- yeah, they ended up removing both ovaries, meaning they wouldn't be able to have children. More crying ensued, followed by counseling. They both wanted children, but now it seemed the only that would happen is if they adopted. Rhonda was okay with that, but Jake always wanted children of his own.
Despite counseling, things started going downhill for them. Sure, they still loved each other, but something had changed in their relationship. Rhonda did everything she could to keep Jake happy, but it wasn't enough. She even went on hormone therapy, but it became clear to her that he wasn't interested in her anymore -- at least not sexually.
About six months ago, she began to see changes in Jake that she didn't like. He was gone more often, supposedly either out with the boys for a beer or busy with something from work. He was a regional manager for the company he worked for and was frequently gone dealing with one issue or another. In her mind, he could have delegated most of the work, but that just wasn't the way he operated.
But there was more. Several times, she smelled another woman on him when he came staggering back into the house. He would either laugh it off, and tell her she was imagining things, or claim he was working with some of the staffers from the other offices in the area, and they just happened to be women.
But she knew better. Call it intuition, call it whatever you want, but she knew. Something was wrong. She took inventory of herself one night in the bathroom. At 32, she was a very attractive woman with a nice figure. Long, blonde hair fell over her shoulders, framing a pretty face with full lips and deep blue eyes
She sported B-cup breasts and an hourglass figure, topped with well-toned legs. She kept her pubic area shaved, just for Jake. She knew he loved to go down on her and the sight of her shaved pussy usually drove him nuts. She did whatever he wanted -- blowjobs, anal sex, whatever it took to satisfy him.
Apparently, though, it wasn't enough for him. One night not too long ago, he came home and she could smell the stench of another woman's pussy on his face. Then she smelled it even stronger when she pulled his boxers down to give him a blowjob. No way am I sticking this in my mouth, she thought as she pulled his boxers back up.
"What's wrong?" he asked her.
"Who is she, Jake?" she asked angrily.
"I don't know what you're talking about," he said.
"Don't give me that shit, Jake," she said. "I can smell her nasty cunt all over you. Who are you screwing?"
"No one," he lied.
"Bullshit," she said. "You're sleeping in the guest bedroom tonight. And you'll stay there until you can level with me. And don't even think about touching me until you get checked for STDs. I'll be damned if I'll let you give me a disease." Things were frosty in the house for several days until he finally broke down and admitted he had sex with one of his co-workers.
"You fucking bastard," she hissed when he told her. "Give me one good reason why I shouldn't divorce your ass right fucking now."
"I'm sorry," he begged. "I had too much to drink. It was just the one time. Please forgive me."
"Just one time?" she asked.
"Yes, just the one time," he said. "I'm sorry. It'll never happen again."
"It better not," she said. "Cause the next time, I'm cutting your dick off. But you're still sleeping in the guest room until your test results get back. And I still want to know who you were with." Later that day, he told her it was Angela Carlisle from the Dallas office.
"Maybe I should have a talk with this Angela Carlisle," she said. "Tell her to keep her mitts off my husband."
"Please don't do that, Rhonda," he said. "It was just a one-off thing and I could get in a lot of trouble and maybe even lose my job."
"It's either that or lose your marriage," she said. The truth was, she didn't want to divorce Jake. Her parents were strict Catholics who didn't believe in divorce and they had taught her that divorce was a sign of failure. As mad as she was at her husband, she still loved him and hoped to patch things up with him.
"I don't have her number with me," he said. "Please, Rhonda, she's married as well."
"Then maybe her husband should know what his wife is doing when she comes up," she said. "Wouldn't you want to know if I was out screwing around on you?" He looked at her, shocked.
"Are you," he began.
"What, getting a little bit on the side for revenge?" she asked with a smirk. "God knows I should. I may not be able to have kids, but I can still enjoy a good fuck now and then. Maybe that's what I should do. Go out and get a couple big guys to come and fuck me in our bed while you watch. Is that what you want?"
"You wouldn't," he pleaded.
"No, I wouldn't," she said. "I'm not going to stoop to your level -- this time. But so help me God, if I ever catch you with another woman again, it's 'Katy bar the door.' You catch my drift?"
"I got it," he said, defeated. He knew that she would carry her threat out, and there were a lot of guys in town who would be more than happy to help her teach him a lesson. Things settled down quite a bit after that. Either he was on the straight and narrow, or he had gotten better at hiding his trysts from her. She didn't know which it was, and couldn't afford an investigator to check up on him. Nevertheless, she decided to keep him on a very short leash.
His tests came back negative, so she let him back into the master bedroom. It still took a while before she began making love to him again, and she kept a close eye on his activities. She also found a picture and short bio of Angela Carlisle on his company's web site.
According to that, she was an office manager in Dallas, married with two young children. A quick check of the online white pages provided her with a home phone number. A search on Facebook and LinkedIn gave her even more details, along with photos of her family. The children in the photos looked to be mixed race, and she wondered if they were adopted. She nearly called the woman several times, but chose not to, opting instead to give her errant husband a chance to prove himself.
By the time this latest trip came up, she thought things were back to some semblance of normal. But she still had a lot of trust issues. That's what cheating will do, after all.
It was just after 6:00 pm when Jake called to let her know his day had just ended and he would be eating dinner with some reps from Dallas along with a couple of their clients. She finished her leftover meatloaf and watched a bit of television, then went to bed.
She jolted out of bed when the house phone rang. Picking up the handset, she looked at the time and saw it was 1:30 am. Who would be calling at this hour, she wondered.
"Hello," she said as she wiped the sleep from her eyes.
"Mrs. Greene, this is Terri Gadsden and I'm calling from Parkland Hospital in Dallas," the woman said on the other end. "Is your husband Jacob Greene?"
"Yes," Rhonda said, sitting up. "What's happened? Is he alright?"
"Mrs. Greene, your husband was in an accident and was brought here for emergency treatment," Terri said. "I can't get into the specifics, but the doctor would like to see you as soon as possible. I understand you live in Wichita Falls, is that right?"
"Yes, I can be there in a couple hours or so," Rhonda said.
"That will be fine, Mrs. Greene," Terri said. "Your husband is in surgery now, and may be for a while." Terri gave Rhonda the address before ending the call. She had a sister, Jennie, who lived with her husband in Arlington, a town outside Dallas, so she called.
"Hey, sis, what's so urgent?" Jennie asked.
"It's Jake," Rhonda said. "I just got a call from Parkland Hospital. He's been in an accident and they took him there. Would it be alright if I stay with you for a couple days?"
"Sure, hon," Jennie told her. "Come on down, we'll get the spare room set up for you and meet you at the hospital." Rhonda thanked Jennie, then ended the call. Her next call was to April, her supervisor at the insurance agency where she worked.
"I'm sorry to call so late, but I just got word that my husband was in an accident in Dallas, and he's in surgery right now," Rhonda said.
"Oh my God, Rhonda, are you going down there at this time of night?" April asked.
"Yes, I have to," Rhonda said.
"Alright, go ahead and take the rest of the week off if you need to," April said. "Let me know how everything goes."
"I will, thanks, April," Rhonda said. After ending the call, she jumped out of bed, showered, dressed and threw some things in an overnight bag. Making sure everything was shut down and locked up, she headed out.
Jennie met her in the hospital parking lot and the two of them went into the emergency room. Eventually, they were directed to a waiting area and was told Dr. Kim would see them as soon as he could. Looking around, she saw a man sitting in the room, his head buried in his hands. She could tell he was crying and felt bad for him.
When he looked up, she recognized him from the pictures she had seen on Facebook -- Fred Carlisle, Angela's husband. She got up and walked over to him. He looked at her, tears streaming down his face.
"Mr. Carlisle?" she asked.
"Yes, that's me," he said quietly. "What can I do for you?"
"Is your wife's name Angela?" she asked. He slowly nodded his head.
"Yeah," he said. "She was my wife. She's dead now. They said she lost too much blood and there was too much damage."
"I'm so sorry to hear that," Rhonda said. "Was she in an accident earlier tonight?"
"Yes," he said. "How did you know that?"
"Was she alone?" Rhonda asked. He shook his head.
"No," he said. "She was with some guy from her company in his car." She looked away for a moment, fearing the worst. She saw an Oriental doctor come into the waiting room and saw the name on his tag -- Kim. She turned back to Fred.
"Mr. Carlisle, my name is Rhonda Greene," she said. "Can we talk, later?"
"Yeah, sure, what the hell," he said. "I'm not going anywhere for a while."
"Okay, Mr. Carlisle," she said. "Again, I'm so sorry for your loss." He nodded his head, saying nothing as Dr. Kim walked up to her.
"Are you Mrs. Greene?" he asked.
"Yes, that's me," she said.
"I'm Dr. Kim," he said. "Can we talk?"
"Sure," she said. "Is it okay if my sister joins us?"
"I suppose so," he said. "Please, let's go into one of the privacy rooms." Rhonda motioned for Jennie, who got up and followed the two of them into a small room off the waiting area. Dr. Kim closed the door to the room before sitting down across from them.
"Your husband is recovering from surgery," he said. "We've stabilized him and reattached his penis, however, he's still in critical condition at the moment and is in a medically-induced coma."
"Wait," Rhonda said. "You reattached his WHAT?"
"Um, his... penis," Dr. Kim said. "You know..."
"Yes, I know WHAT a penis is, doctor," she said. "What I want to know is HOW it got unattached."
"I'm not 100 percent certain of that," he said. "Perhaps you should speak to one of the officers who responded to the accident. I believe one of them is still here."
"I will," she said. "You said my husband is in a coma?"
"Yes," Dr. Kim said. "He suffered a significant number of injuries in the accident and there's some bleeding and swelling of his brain. His head hit the driver's side window pretty hard."
"I see," Rhonda said. "Is he going to make it?"
"If he makes it through the next couple days, I think so," the doctor said. "Of course, we'll know more as time goes on. But if he does recover, I doubt very seriously he'll regain the full... use... of his penis."
"Actually, that may be a blessing in disguise, doctor," she said, prompting a look of surprise on his face. "When will I be able to see him?"
"Right now, he's in ICU, and he's in a coma, so it may be a few days," Dr. Kim said. "I want to give his body a chance to heal a bit before we proceed any further. I understand you live in Wichita Falls, is that right?"
"Yes," she said, "but my sister said I could stay here with her for a while." He nodded his head and handed her a card.
"Okay," he said. "Make sure we have a good number to reach you and we'll call if there's any change in his condition. You can also call the ICU yourself if you want to check on his status. Don't worry, he'll get the best care possible here."
"Thank you, doctor," Rhonda said, looking at the card he gave her. When he left the room, a nurse came in, took her information down and had her fill out some forms, including a DNR -- do not resuscitate -- order, just in case.
"One of the officers who responded to the accident is here to see you," the nurse said when she got up to leave. "You may want to speak with him. I hope everything works out for you."
"Thank you," Rhonda said. After the nurse left, a large Hispanic man in a police uniform came in and sat down across from Rhonda holding a folder.
"Sergeant Hernandez," he said, introducing himself to them. "Are you Mrs. Rhonda Greene?"
"Yes, officer, that's me," she said.
"And your husband, Jacob Greene, drives a green Toyota RAV4?" he asked.
"Yes, he does," Rhonda said. "What happened?"
"One more question, Mrs. Greene," Sgt. Hernandez said. "Do you know a woman named Angela Carlisle?"
"I've never met her, but I know who she is," Rhonda said. "Was she with him at the time of the accident?"
"Yes, she was," the policeman said. "I, uh, don't quite know how to tell you this..."
"Was he screwing her when it happened?" she asked.
"Not... exactly," Sgt. Hernandez said. "But they were... engaged."
"What does that mean, Sergeant?" she asked. "Engaged? How? Please, tell me what happened."
"It looks like she was performing fellatio at the time his vehicle was struck," he said.
"You mean, she was sucking his dick when the accident happened?" she asked.
"I'm afraid so, Mrs. Greene," he said. "I'm sorry."
"And that's why they had to reattach his penis?" she asked as Jennie gasped in shock.
"Yes, ma'am," he said, embarrassed. "It was found in her mouth. According to witnesses, he was driving erratic, crossed a median and was struck head-on by an oncoming vehicle. It looks like that's when she bit down..."
"Was he drunk?" she asked.
"His blood-alcohol level was below the legal limit," Sgt. Hernandez said. "From what I could tell, he was simply too distracted to operate the vehicle safely."
"And my husband was at fault?" Rhonda asked.
"That's exactly what I'm saying, Mrs. Greene," he said. "And since Mrs. Carlisle died in that accident, your husband may face criminal charges. That's up to the District Attorney."
"Crap," Rhonda said. "What about the other driver?"
"The other driver was banged up pretty bad, but he'll be okay," Sgt. Hernandez said.
"So what happens now?" she asked him.
"Again, that's up to the District Attorney," he told her. "We're still investigating the accident, but it appears that your husband may be held criminally liable. There may also be civil litigation as well. You may want to seek legal representation."
"That fucking bastard," she hissed.
"I'm sorry, Mrs. Greene," he said. He handed her a card with a case number and contact information. "You can get a copy of the police report by calling this office. Just ask for that case number. If there's anything I can do, let me know."
"Thank you, Sergeant," she said, taking the card. After the sergeant left, Rhonda looked at her sister.
"What are you gonna do?" Jennie asked.
"I feel like going in there and killing that stupid son of a bitch," Rhonda said. "I shoulda kicked his ass out the first time I caught him."
"He's cheated on you before?" Jennie asked.
"Yeah," Rhonda said. "I laid the law down and bought his bullshit lies. I shoulda known he'd never quit."
"Let's go to my place, get a good night's sleep," Jennie said. "Tomorrow, we'll see about getting you an attorney."
"Thanks, sis," Rhonda said. "I appreciate all your help." After they left the conference room, Rhonda stopped to speak with Fred, who was still in the same chair.
"Mr. Carlisle," Rhonda said. "I really am sorry about all this. If there's anything I can do, please let me know. I'll be in town for a few days, in case you want to talk." He looked at her, his eyes red from crying.
"Thank you, Mrs. Greene," he said. "I may take you up on that. Please call me Fred. I know it's not your fault. It's probably just as well it ended like this."
"What do you mean?" she asked.
"Things weren't going too well between my wife and I when this happened," he said. "I guess she wanted to recapture the thrill of her youth."
"So you knew what your wife was doing?" she asked.
"Yeah," he said quietly. "She told me I didn't have any choice but to 'suck it up' and deal with it. Said it was 'just sex' and didn't affect us at all. I practically begged her not to go out with your husband. Yeah, he was the one behind the wheel, but she's the one who chose to be with him. And now it's cost her everything. On the bright side, I guess you could say she died doing what she wanted to do. At least I won't have to deal with her cheating anymore. I still don't know how I'm going to tell the kids."
"At least you still have your children," she said, trying to comfort him. He looked at her with sad eyes.
"Yeah, I guess," he said quietly. For a moment, she thought he was going to say more, but he didn't.
"Please feel free to call me anytime," she said, writing her cell number on the back of a business card. "Again, I'm sorry." He simply nodded as he took her card and pocketed it. The two sisters left the hospital and drove to Jennie's house.
The next morning, Jennie made a call and got Rhonda an appointment with Durwood Schnablegger, Attorney at Law, that afternoon. According to Jennie, he was a shark who hated cheaters with a passion. If he had his way, Jennie said, he would personally castrate cheaters with a dull butter knife and a blowtorch.



"How do you know this guy?" Rhonda asked.
"Friend of mine got a divorce a while back," Jennie said. "He was her attorney. Trust me, this guy is good. My friend said her ex was lucky to walk out of the courtroom with his ass still attached to his body."
"Sounds like my kind of attorney," Rhonda said. That afternoon, they went to his office. Rhonda wasn't sure what she expected, but thought she had made a mistake when they walked into his office. He was short -- about five foot seven -- balding, somewhat plump, with thick coke-bottle glasses. In short (no pun intended), he looked like the stereotypical bookworm -- the kind of guy who got sand kicked in his face at the beach. He listened quietly as Rhonda told her story.
"And you say he's in the hospital now? In a coma?" he asked.
"That's right," Rhonda said.
"Alright, well, the first thing I think we need to do is mitigate your potential financial liability," he said. "From what you just told me, your husband could be facing two very nasty lawsuits on top of potential criminal liability." He pulled out a checklist and handed it to her.
"With your husband being in a coma right now, this is the perfect time to get things started," he said. "I need you to get back home and take care of the items on this checklist -- the sooner, the better. I'll start the paperwork for your divorce and should have it ready to go in a couple days. I'm assuming you want to file on the grounds of adultery. Also, try to find out if this Carlisle fella plans to file a lawsuit. I'll try to find out about the driver of the other car and see if I can learn what the DA plans to do. Any questions?"
"What about my husband's car?" Rhonda asked. He shrugged his shoulders.
"What about it?" he asked. "If the DA plans to prosecute, he'll probably want it as evidence. If he decides to release it, the insurance company will probably total it. That's actually the least of your worries, in my opinion. We'll deal with that later. The first thing we gotta do is protect your assets."
After discussing the case, Rhonda paid a retainer and the two girls left the office. On the way back to Jennie's house, Rhonda got a call from a number she didn't recognize.
"Hello," she said when she answered the phone.
"Mrs. Green, this is Fred Carlisle. Can we get together for a bit later today?" he asked.
"Uh, yeah, sure, Fred," she told him. "Where would you like to meet?"
"My place, if that's okay with you," he said.
"Yeah, that's okay," she said. "Is it okay if my sister comes with me?"
"Sure," he said before giving her his address. She wrote it down and handed it to Jennie, who nodded.
"We can be there in 20 minutes," Jennie said.
"Twenty minutes, is that alright, Fred?" she asked.
"That's fine," he told her. "I'll see you then."
"What was that all about?" Jennie asked when Rhonda ended the call.
"I'm not sure," Rhonda answered.
"Well, we'll find out when we get there, I guess," Jennie said. Twenty minutes later, the two girls walked up the steps and knocked on Fred's door. He opened the door and invited them inside.
"Thank you for coming by," he said. "Can I get you two something to drink? Coke? Tea?"
"Tea sounds good, please," Rhonda said. He went into the kitchen and came back with three bottles of green tea and handed them out.
"Have a seat, please," he said. The girls sat down and waited for Fred to continue. He seemed nervous about something.
"Mrs. Greene," he began.
"Please call me Rhonda," she said. He nodded his head.
"Rhonda," he said. "I know you've been through a lot, so please bear with me."
"Of course, Fred," she said. "By the way, where are your kids?"
"They're with their mother's parents," he said. Rhonda found his deliberate choice of words interesting. "In case you're wondering, they're not mine."
"I see," Rhonda said. "Did you adopt?"
"No," he said. "They're my wife's children. That's part of my explanation. Look, I know it was your husband who drove that car, and technically, he's responsible for what happened to Angela. I've been hounded all day by ambulance-chasers wanting to take my case. I told them all to go away and leave me alone. Yes, your husband killed my wife, but I want you to know that I'm not taking any action against you."
"Thank you, Fred, you have no idea what that means to me," Rhonda said.
"The truth is, Rhonda, your husband freed me from six and a half years of hell," he said.
"I don't quite understand, Fred," she said. He got up and walked to a small desk, then came back with a photo. Rhonda looked at it when he handed it to her. It was a photo of a much younger Angela and Fred. But the Fred in the photo bore little resemblance to the man standing in front of her. The man in the photo was fit and muscular, unlike the thin shell of a man standing before her.
"What happened, Fred?" she asked.
"That was Angela and I shortly after we got married ten years ago," he said. "We had a great marriage at the time, or at least I thought we did. About seven years ago, she went to a weekend spa retreat with three of her friends. When she came back, she was a totally different person. And not for the better. She was a complete bitch. It was as if the good Angela was sucked out of my wife's body and an evil Angela took her place.
"She made it clear to me that she would be taking lovers whether I liked it or not. And she threatened to destroy me personally if I filed for divorce. I started getting letters from something called the Mutual Marital Assurance Society, but I never responded to them since I never heard of them. Eventually, the letters quit coming. I asked Angela about them, but she claimed ignorance, so I tossed them in the trash.
"Six years ago, I came home and was ambushed right here in my own living room by a couple of big guys. I tried to fight them off, but they injected me with something. I woke up tied to a chair in my bedroom. They had removed my clothes and shaved all the hair off my body except for my eyelashes. Then they put something in my mouth and started hitting me with canes. Finally, Angela came into the bedroom and informed me that things would be much different from then on.
"I was forced to watch as those two guys took turns screwing my wife. The whole time, she put me down and laughed at me, calling me a wimp. When they finished, she rubbed their gunk all over me and called me her little cuckold. Her lovers beat me as I sat tied in that chair. When they left, she told me that she was in charge and I was never to question her about anything.
"Some time after that, I bought a gun," he added, holding up a .45 caliber semiautomatic pistol. "The only place I carried it was here in the house. I told Angela if she or her fuck buddies ever tried doing what they did before I would blow their heads off. She believed me but that didn't stop her.
"She deliberately had sex with other men and had their children. I refused to sign the birth certificates since it was obvious I am not their father. I also got DNA tests to prove they weren't mine. She wanted me to raise them as mine but I refused. I never abused them or neglected them, but I never treated them as mine. I treated them as I would anyone's children. But not mine. Suffice it to say as they grew older, Angela taught them to disrespect me every chance they could.
"She went to work for your husband and set her sights on him early on. Yeah, he had sex with her -- a lot. Sometimes, right here in this house, in her bed. But she was just as eager for it as he was, and frankly, I wouldn't be surprised if she blackmailed him into it. You should know, Rhonda, that your husband had sex with a number of women, not just Angela. I'm sorry to have to tell you that.
"I started noticing changes in my own body about four years ago or thereabouts. At first, I thought it was just from age or stress. God knows there was enough of that around here. Imagine sleeping behind a locked door with a loaded gun under your pillow. Now I know it was something else. I started seeing doctors about it but they had no answers for me. About three months ago, I went to a specialist and he ran several tests on me. It turned out Angela had been giving me something. I guess she put it in my food and over time, this is what happened," he said.
"Why would she do that?" Rhonda asked.
"It was her way of keeping control over me," he said. "I believe it was that MMAS bunch that gave it to her. I did a search and ran across a website where guys could report this kind of thing. So I filed a report. The specialist I saw also reported it. Said it was part of a new federal law or something. I got a visit from some federal agent who said they've been getting a number of reports like mine."
"Did they do anything?" Rhonda asked.
"They verified the doctor's test results and were going to arrest her this week," he said. "But she was killed in that accident. So you see, your husband doesn't know it, but by killing her, he saved my life."
"Oh my God," Jennie said.
"So what are you going to do now?" Rhonda asked.
"I've taken a four month leave of absence from my job and I'm going to a camp up north," he said.
"What do you intend to do with the children?" Rhonda asked.
"They'll stay with their grandparents from now on," he said. "I thought about giving them a choice -- either stay with the grandparents, go to an orphanage or live on the street. I ultimately decided to simply take them to Angela's folks."
"Did you tell them what happened to their mother?" Jennie asked.
"Yes, I told them their bitch mother was killed in an accident and wouldn't be coming home ever again," he said. "I know that may sound cold, but you don't know what it's been like around here."
"They must've taken that pretty hard," Rhonda said.
"They did," he said. "They started crying, saying they wanted their mother. I got angry and told them to shut up and suck it up. I told them to never forget that life's a bitch, and then you die."
"Maybe you should write a book on how to explain life and death to young children," Jennie said sarcastically.
"Look, I know it sounds cruel, but in all fairness, you don't know squat until you've walked in my shoes for a couple years," he said.
"So, I guess you're not going to file a lawsuit, then?" Rhonda asked, trying to change the subject.
"Nope," he said. "If anything, I should thank your husband for ending my misery."
"I see," Rhonda said. "What about your wife's funeral? That's going to cost a lot of money."
"There won't be a funeral," he said. "I donated her body to science. Her parents didn't like it, but that's too damn bad. Maybe the brainiacs can figure out what turned her into such a cunt. Excuse my language."
"That's alright," Rhonda said. "I understand. So, when do you go up north?"
"First of the month," he said. "That'll give me time to sell or burn all of her crap and deal with her final expenses."
"I see," Rhonda said. "Well, I think we'd better get going. Thanks for having us over, Fred. Good luck with your camp. If there's anything I can do, please let me know."
"Thanks, Rhonda," he said. "I appreciate you letting me vent. It's been a while. And good luck to you as well."
"Thank you, Fred," she said. She stood, and Jennie followed her lead. They left and drove back to Jennie's house.
"Now there's a man with some serious anger management issues," Jennie said.
"Perhaps, but I can understand how he feels," Rhonda said. "You have no idea what it's like when your spouse cheats on you and disrespects you."
"I guess you're right about that," Jennie said. "I got lucky in that department."
"No, you just have a husband who truly loves you," Rhonda said.
"So, when are you heading back up to Wichita Falls?" Jennie asked.
"I probably should get going this evening," Rhonda said. "That way I can get an early start on this checklist Durwood gave me."
"Okay," Jennie said. "Just give me a call when you get there, and let me know if you hear anything from the hospital."
"I will, and thanks for letting me stay," Rhonda said. That evening, she made the two-hour trip home, grabbed a burger, then went to bed. The next day, she began going down Durwood's checklist, taking care of everything he suggested she do. As he requested, she sent him an update on a daily basis.
A week later, she got a call from Dr. Kim's office letting her know that Jake was starting to wake up from his coma and that the good doctor wanted to see her as soon as possible. She called Jennie, made arrangements through her work, then called Durwood's private cell.
"Good morning, Rhonda," he said when he answered.
"Good morning, Durwood," she said. "I heard that Jake is waking up and the doctor wants to see me, so I'm on my way down there now."
"Good," he said. "I have some news for you as well. Ronald Schmidt, the man driving the other car, plans to sue your husband for medical expenses, lost wages and punitive damages. I spoke to his attorney and from what he tells me, they're probably going to ask for at least a million dollars."
"Damn," Rhonda said.
"On top of that, the District Attorney told me that when Jake is released from the hospital, he plans to file charges for criminal neglect and vehicular manslaughter," Durwood said. "Your husband could find himself in jail for quite a while if he gets convicted."
"Good," Rhonda said. "At least he'll be off the road." Durwood chuckled at that.
"Yes, indeed he will," he said. "Anyway, the divorce papers are ready to be filed and served, so let me know when you're in town, and we'll get things rolling."
"Why don't I come by your office tomorrow morning," she said. "I have no idea how long I'll be with the doctor."
"That works for me," he said. "I'll let my receptionist know and we'll see you first thing in the morning."
"Okay, Durwood, thanks," she said, ending the call. She loaded up enough stuff for a week, topped off her gas tank and headed south. When she got to Jennie's house, she unloaded her things, said hello to her sister, then went to the hospital to see Dr. Kim.
She sat there as the doctor explained the extent of his injuries. She looked at the X-rays and the charts and saw that Jake was indeed, in a world of hurt. Her eyes glazed over as Dr. Kim explained what was happening to her soon-to-be ex-husband. She barely heard him tell her of a surgical procedure Jake would need.
"Mrs. Greene, are you getting all this?" he finally asked.
"Yeah, I'm just trying to process it all," she said. "So, what if he doesn't have this procedure? What happens?"
"Well, your husband's chances of recovery without it are slim," he said. "They'll be a little better once we've done the procedure. But I have to warn you, it's still somewhat experimental."
"Which means it'll be seen as an elective surgery not covered by his insurance," she said. "How much will this cost?" He slid a sheet of paper in front of her with a set of figures. Her eyes widened when she saw it.
"You gotta be kidding," she said.
"I'm afraid not," he said. "Tell me, Mrs. Greene, I'm aware of the circumstances behind your husband's hospitalization. What are your intentions?"
"I intend to divorce him as soon as he's out of here," she said. "I also understand the DA has charges pending against him as well."
"But until then, you're still responsible for his health care," he said. "What do you want us to do?"
"It's on me, is it?" she asked. He nodded his head as she continued. "Well, to tell you the truth, I'm not feeling all that hospitable toward him right now."
"But he could die if he doesn't have this done," the doctor said.
"We all die, Doctor," she said. "Someone told me not that long ago that life's a bitch, then you die. None of us get out of this alive."
"Perhaps," he said. "Mrs. Greene, I'm beginning to think that maybe we should find someone else to be responsible for your husband's care. Is there a parent or a sibling we can speak to?"
"No," she said. "Both of his parents are in an assisted living facility. They have Alzheimer's and don't even remember his name. There's no one else."
"I see," he said. "Please, give this some careful thought. Try to set your marital problems aside for a little bit. We're talking about a man's life here. But don't take too long."
"I'll think about it, doctor," she said. "Can I go see him now?"
"Yes, he's awake, but he can't speak too well," Dr. Kim said. She went to his room and looked in on him. This was the first time she had seen him since before he left for his latest trip over a week ago. He looked like hell in the hospital bed, bandages and casts covering most of his body. His eyes were open, but not by much. She walked to his side and looked down at him.
"This is a helluva mess you've gotten yourself into, Jake," she said. "They tell me they had to fish your dick out of Angela Carlisle's mouth. They reattached it, but you'll never get full use of it again. Oh, she's dead, by the way. Her husband said to thank you for liberating him from her.
"The District Attorney is also looking to file criminal charges against you. Criminal Neglect, Vehicular Manslaughter, Reckless Endangerment, and whatever else he can come up with. The driver of the car you ran into is also suing you for a shitload of money. And yes, I'm divorcing your sorry ass. I told you I would if you ever cheated on me again," she said.
"S...Sorry," he croaked through dry lips. She shook her head.
"You lied to me, repeatedly, you fucked around with multiple women, killed a woman, put another man in the hospital and destroy our marriage, and all you can say is, 'sorry?' Are you kidding me?" she asked, angrily.
"P...Please," he began. She waved him off.
"Oh shut up, asshole," she said. "I'm done with you. You remember what I told you the last time I caught you fucking around on me? Guess what, buster? It's time for you to pay the piper. Your ass is grass and I'm the fucking lawnmower." His eyes grew wide as she spoke. O, by the way, I spoke with the doctor before I came up here. Wanna know what he told me?"
"What?" Jake asked.
"He said, you're gonna die, asshole," she whispered in his ear. She smiled as his eyes widened and his face turned white. "Enjoy Hell, motherfucker," she added before standing up. "Later days," she shot at him as she walked out of his room.
...
Epilogue:
Rhonda woke up in her sister's guest room when her phone rang. Glancing at the clock, she saw it was 3:30 am. She picked up the phone and answered the call.
"Hello?" she asked.
"Mrs. Greene, this is Julie from Parkland Hospital. I'm sorry to inform you that your husband has passed away. Could you please come to the hospital?" the woman at the other end asked.
"Sure, on my way," she said before ending the call. She got up, showered and dressed. Jennie met her in the hallway.
"What's going on?" she asked.
"That was the hospital," Rhonda said. "Jake's passed away."
"Oh no," Jennie said. "Let me get dressed, I'll go with you." The two girls made their way to the hospital and went to the area where Jake's room was. They met Julie and John Williams, the doctor on call that night.
"What happened?" Rhonda asked.
"I'm sorry, Mrs. Greene," Dr. Williams said. "Your husband had a massive heart attack. He was gone before anything could be done. We have the paperwork here to release his body to you."
"I don't want it," she said.
"But," Dr. Williams began before Rhonda cut him off.
"I said, I don't want it," she said firmly. "Donate his body to science or something."
"Well, alright, if that's what you want," he said. "Julie will take care of the paperwork for you. Again, I'm sorry."
"Yeah, thanks," she said. Later that day, she met with Durwood and passed on the news.
"Well, I guess it's a good thing we haven't filed the divorce papers yet," he said. "Did your husband have a will?"



"Yes, a will, and two insurance policies," Rhonda said. "A term through his work and a whole life insurance policy he maintained outside work. He also had quite a bit in his 401K."
"You know this will make the DA's charges moot," Durwood said. "Can't try a dead man, after all."
"What about Schmidt?" Rhonda asked.
"His lawyer hasn't filed yet, but they still intend to," Durwood said. "You know they can still go after your husband's estate."
"Talk to them," she said. "If they still plan to file, make them a reasonable offer. Not this million dollar bullshit. I can see medical bills and lost wages. Nothing above that, however. And nothing gets finalized before Jake's estate is settled."
"I'll see what I can do," he said. "I'm sorry for your loss, Rhonda," he added, giving her a light hug. She nodded her head and returned the hug.
"Thank you for all your help, Durwood," she said.
Three months later, Rhonda got word from Durwood that Schmidt's lawyer settled for $150,000 -- a far cry from the $1 million they originally wanted. By now, both insurance companies had paid out Jake's benefits and Rhonda had received two checks for $1 million. After paying the settlement, Durwood's fees and Jake's final hospital bills, she still had a ton of money left over.
On top of that, the mortgage on their house had been paid off, thanks to the mortgage insurance she insisted they get when they bought the place, and Jake's company rolled the $350,000 he had in his 401K into hers.
After what Jake put her through, she was gun-shy about dating again. She had been asked out several times, but always refused. A few weeks later, she went to Dallas to see her sister and brother-in-law. The three of them went to a club where they danced and had a generally good time. Looking around the club, she saw a somewhat familiar figure and headed in his direction.
"Fred, is that you?" she asked. The man turned around, startled. He was in much better shape than the last time she saw him. He had filled out, and seemed much more confident in himself.
"Rhonda, is that right?" he asked.
"Yes," she said. "You're looking really good. Are you finished with your camp thing up north?"
"Yes, just got back a couple days ago," he said. "How are things with you?"
"Doing well, thanks," she said.
"How did things go with your husband?" he asked.
"He died, and is hopefully burning in Hell right now," she said with a smile. He laughed with her.
"Right along with my ex, I'm sure," he said. "Would you care to dance?"
"I'd love to," she said. They danced several dances together, and finally ended up at Rhonda's table, where she introduced him to Jennie's husband. "Listen, guys, I hope you don't mind, but Fred and I are gonna head on out. I'll see you tomorrow, okay?"
"Have fun, sis," Jennie said. "You take good care of my sister, Fred. Remember, I know where you live," she told him with a smile.
"I will, don't worry," he said before they left.
Rhonda and Fred enjoyed their evening together so much, they became a regular item. It got to the point that they would alternate weekends -- Rhonda would go to Dallas one weekend and Fred would drive up to Wichita Falls the next.
Six months later, his company transferred him to their Wichita Falls office and Rhonda let him move in with her. They were married six months later. He understood when she asked him to sign a prenuptial agreement. As it turned out, he had received quite a windfall from Angela's company insurance and 401K, so it worked out well for them both.
After their honeymoon in Hawaii, they decided to sell Rhonda's home and buy something new, something that didn't hold any bad memories for either of them. They were both happier than they had been in years. But as time went on, they realized there was something missing in their lives.
"Fred, have you heard anything about Angela's boys?" Rhonda asked after a rousing bout of lovemaking one night.
"The last I heard, Angela's parents adopted them and they're moving to Florida," he said. "Why do you ask?"
"Do you ever want to have children someday?" she asked.
"Someday, sure," he said. "I'd love to have one or two."
"You know I can't give you any children," she said. "Does that bother you?"
"Yes, I know, and no, it doesn't bother me at all," he said. "So we can't do it the old fashioned way."
"How would you feel about adopting one or two?" she asked. He thought for a bit before answering.
"Well, it would be kinda nice to have some kids we can take fishing or out to picnics in the park," he said. "After all, we have this big ol' house. There's plenty of room. Yeah, I can see us adopting."
"Really?" she asked, excited.
"Yes, really," he said. "Tell you what, let's start making calls tomorrow, find out what it takes." She threw her arms around his neck and smothered him with kisses.
"Okay, sweetheart," she said. "I'll start calling around tomorrow. I love you so much."
"And I love you more, my little flower," he said, returning her kisses.
...
The end...
Note: MMAS was featured in my series, "Revenge in Advance" and "The Warren Files."
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"What? We're going to Washington, D.C. for our next job?" Houston asked, expressing both shock and surprise.
"Yes," John said. "Alpha One suggested that we take a day or two off while we're there to go see the sights. I understand you've never been there before?"
"No," she said. "I've always wanted to go. Do you think we can take a tour of the White House?"
"I'm sure we can fit that in the schedule," he said.
"Oh, honey, that's wonderful," she said, throwing her arms around him and hugging him tight. "So, when are we going?"
"Well, we're finished up here, so we'll stay the night, then fly there tomorrow morning," John said. "Alpha One has already booked our flight and we have a suite waiting for us at the Georgetown Graham. What do you think?"
"Oh my gosh, this is so sudden," she said. "Do we need to get anything from the house before we go?"
"I don't think so," John said. "We've got most everything we need already with us. If we need anything else, we can get it there. I do need to contact him when we get to our room, though. He'll need to brief us on the job."
"Okay," she said. "I'm so excited. I can't wait till tomorrow. You're the best, John Smith." she smothered his face with kisses before rushing into the bathroom to get ready for the night. He looked at her as she practically skipped like a schoolgirl into the bathroom.
She had come a long way since that fateful week they were forced to deal with Omega's plan to make her a sex slave. The training had done wonders for her as well. She was no longer the ditzy, somewhat gullible woman he married. The Houston he was married to now was very capable, confident and sure of herself.
That confidence extended to the bedroom, where she rocked his world every chance she got. Working with her by his side every day, he had come to love and respect her more than ever before. He heard the bathroom door open and looked up. When she came out of the bathroom wearing only a tiny see-through nightshirt, he had to remind himself to breathe.
She flashed a sultry smile and padded to him until she stood before him, her delicate, bare feet spread shoulder-width apart.
"God, you're so beautiful," he said. She smiled and slowly peeled off the nightshirt, revealing her naked body to him. He took in her B-cup breasts and her shaved pussy, and kissed her from head to foot, worshiping her delightful body before taking her to bed.
The next day, they flew out of Heathrow and headed for Washington. When they got there, John signed for the rental car their boss, Regis, had already reserved for them. This wasn't John's first trip to the nation's capitol, so he made the drive to the hotel with ease.
"Welcome to Washington, D.C., Mr. and Mrs. Smith," the clerk said when they checked in.
"Thank you," John said as he took the key to their suite. When they got their, John put his briefcase on the bed, opened it and, pulling out a scanner, checked the room for surveillance devices. Finding none, he grabbed his tablet, connected to the company's secure VPN and fired up his video messaging app. Houston sat next to her husband on the bed as he pinged Regis, also known as "Alpha One."
"Well, it's about goddamned time you two showed up," Regis boomed, his craggy face taking up most of the screen.
"Good to see you too, boss," John said. Regis chuckled in response.
"Yeah, right, Smith," Regis said. "Alright, listen up you two, because this is extremely important. We have reason to believe there's been a security breach at the highest level. Your job is to observe and collect evidence. I can't say too much more than that over this connection, even though it is secure. About two minutes after we're finished here, you're going to get a visitor who will explain what he knows."
"Who is he?" John asked.
"His name is Ryan Ogilvie," Regis said. "He's a staffer with the Senate subcommittee responsible for funding and oversight of Alpha Sector. He'll tell you what he knows."
"That's Foghorn Leghorn's subcommittee, isn't it?" John asked.
"Yeah, but don't let him hear you call him that," Regis said. "Not unless you wanna spend the rest of your federal career shoveling shit in Louisiana someplace." Franklin H. Legstrom was a very powerful senator from the state of Wyoming and had been in office for about 30 years.
The nickname, "Foghorn Leghorn," was the result of several things -- his initials and last name, for starters. Second, he loved to tout himself as a "good ol' country boy" and wore western-style clothing every chance he got. His campaign commercials typically portrayed him as a throwback to simpler times and showed him either on horseback with a rifle in his hand or on the porch of a simple country home picking a banjo -- even though he never really learned how to play one. He also tended to speak with a slight drawl, especially while delivering his campaign stump speeches.
The truth, however, was quite different. Legstrom owned a very large luxury home that sat on twenty acres just outside the city of Cheyenne, along with a luxurious home in Georgetown. And he was anything but "down home" or "country," despite the fringed jacket, expensive western boots and wide-brimmed hat he liked to wear. Those were just props meant to lull people into thinking he could be easily handled.
In short, Legstrom was a true kingmaker. Nothing got through the Senate unless he approved it. Even the President deferred to him on many things.
"Got it, boss," John said. Regis turned his attention to Houston.
"Houston, I want you to know that I'm very impressed with your progress so far," he said.
"Thank you," she said.
"No thanks necessary," Regis said. "You've done quite well these last few months. You're just the partner John needs. You've earned my respect and trust."
"I appreciate that, sir," she said, causing him to smile.
"So I want you take what I'm about to tell you in the spirit it's intended," he said. "In case you're not aware of it, Washington is a festering swamp filled with all kinds of snakes. Most of them are the two-legged kind that are especially attracted to beautiful young women like yourself."
"I can handle that, sir," she said.
"I'm sure you can," Regis said. "But just in case, we've provided you with a bit of... assistance. If you look in the drawer of your nightstand, you'll find a small case with some pills inside."
"Pills?" she asked. "What kind of pills?"
"The kind that will help protect you from date rape drugs," he said. "They're very fast-acting. All you need to do is slip one under your tongue. I suggest you do it about 15 - 30 minutes prior to consuming any liquid."
"Date rape drugs?" John asked. "Is there a sexual component to this case? What's really going on?"
"Like I said earlier, I can't get into it in any great detail over this connection," Regis said. "But there very well could be. Ryan will go into it in more detail. I want to make sure Houston is... protected, just in case. I'd hate to see her get compromised."
"If that's a possibility, then perhaps Houston shouldn't be here," John said.
"No, I'm concerned that might send the wrong signal," Regis said. "Besides, she's a trained agent."
"Don't worry, dear, I'll be okay," Houston said, putting a hand on John's leg.
"Are you sure," John asked.
"I'm a big girl," she said. "Besides, you'll be with me."
"Okay," John said. Inside, however, he had a bad feeling about what could happen.
"So, if you two are done playing grab-ass," Regis said, a crooked smile on his face. "I'd like to wrap this up before Ryan gets there. Remember, your job is to collect evidence. Nothing more. Of course, if the situation warrants, I expect you to improvise, adapt and overcome. Just as you've been trained to do. Listen to what Ogilvie has to say. Follow his lead as you see fit. Any questions?"
"Not at this time, boss," John said. Regis nodded his head.
"Good," he said. "I'll expect regular reports from you. Alpha One out." The screen went black and John folded up the tablet and put it away. Houston went to the nightstand and found the small plastic box of pills Regis told them about.
"You think I'll really need to use these?" she asked.
"I hope not, but keep them with you, just in case," John said. Exactly two minutes after Ryan turned his tablet off, they heard a knock at the door. John looked through the peephole and saw a fairly young man wearing glasses looking nervously from side to side. He opened the door and let the young man in, noticing his slight build. He could easily pass for a teenager, John thought to himself.
"You Ogilvie?" John asked.
"Yeah, that's me," Ryan said, extending his hand. "Call me Ryan, please."
"Come in, Ryan," John said. "I'm John. This is my wife, Houston. Please, have a seat. Would you like something to drink? I'm afraid we just got here, so all we have is water."
"No, that's fine, thanks," Ryan said nervously. John saw that Ryan appeared shaken, scared.
"So tell me, Ryan, what's going on?" John asked. "Why are we here?"
"Well, I'm kinda embarrassed to say," Ryan stammered.
"That's okay, spit it out," John said.
"Alright," Ryan finally said. "It's Senator Legstrom. I think he's into some really bad stuff and I'm scared."
"Bad stuff, like what, exactly?" John asked.
"Well, I think he's been passing stuff on to the Russians, or maybe the ChiComs," Ryan finally said. "I came across some things that didn't make any sense to me. Some documents and what appears to be a ledger -- a spreadsheet of some sort. It looked like he was maybe laundering money to and from foreign sources. I asked him about it, but he told me it was nothing and not to worry about it."
"Okay," John said. "So what's the problem?"
"Well, I looked at them a little more after that, and it looks like he's funneling foreign money into his campaign war chest and into his personal account. When I checked his campaign finance records, I saw similar transactions taking place," Ryan said.
"Okay, that sounds like an issue for the FEC to look into," John said. "Why bring us into it?"
"Because I think those documents include classified information about our nuclear infrastructure," Ryan said.
"So, you think Legstrom is getting paid to hand over classified nuclear secrets to the Russians or the ChiComs?" John asked.
"I think so," Ryan said. "But I think it goes deeper than that. A lot deeper. And frankly, I'm scared."
"Why are you scared, John?" Houston asked. "Has he threatened you in some way?"
"Not directly," Ryan said. "But I'm afraid of what he'll do to ensure my silence."
"What do you mean, Ryan?" John asked.
"Well, you don't know him like I do," Ryan said. "In public, he's the most friendly guy you'd ever meet. In private, though, he's the scariest guy you'll ever run into."
"Did he say something to you?" John asked.
"Just that I need to keep an eye out for my wife," Ryan said.
"Do you think he plans to kill her or something?" Houston asked.
"Worse," Ryan said. "I think he plans to... make her have sex."
"Why would he do that?" John asked.
"To ensure my silence," Ryan said. "He's got something going on at his Georgetown place tomorrow evening and he told me I had to be there and to make sure I brought my wife."
"Okay, so he invited you to a party at his place," John said. "Why is that a threat?"
"Because he never, and I mean, NEVER, invites staffers to one of his parties unless he has something planned," Ryan said. "The only people who ever go to those things are other Senators, dignitaries or other powerful people."
"So, what makes you think he has plans against your wife?" Houston asked.
"Things I've heard, you know -- rumors," Ryan said. "Word has it that Legstrom has a thing for the ladies. No one talks about it openly, but there's lots of rumors. Really strange stuff." John looked at Houston before speaking. She could tell he was skeptical. He turned back to Ryan.
"You planning to wear that flag lapel pin to his party?" John asked.
"Yes," Ryan said. "I wear it everywhere." John nodded his head and went to his briefcase. After rummaging around, he came back with a pin that looked identical to the one Ryan had. He pulled off Ryan's pin and replaced it with one from his briefcase.
"The pin I gave you has a micro-camera and a microphone," John said. "It also has a built-in web server, wifi capability, GPS tracker and a satellite uplink. It even monitors your vital statistics -- heart rate, and so on. Once I activate it, my people will be able to track your movements, and they can see and hear what you see and hear." He pulled out his cell phone and activated the device, verifying its operation. He showed the screen to Ryan and the younger man saw the video feed on John's phone.
"Wow," Ryan said. "All that in this little thing?"
"You'd be amazed at what we can do these days," John said.
"How long does it last?" Ryan asked.
"On a full charge, it will work for 12 hours of continuous operation," John said. "It's got a built-in solar cell, so it recharges as it's exposed to light." Ryan reached into his pants pocket and pulled out a small thumb drive.
"I made copies of everything I could and put it on this," he said as he handed the drive to John.
"Thanks, I'll get our people on it right away," John said. "Now, one last thing. If you feel you're in any danger, just tap that pin three times, quickly. That will send a '911' signal to my phone and to my people. We'll keep tabs on you. Any questions?"
"No, none," Ryan said. "Look, I'd better get going. Legstrom likes to eat here a couple times a week and I don't want him seeing me here, especially not with you guys. No offense."
"None taken," John said. "In fact, it's probably best he doesn't know we're in contact. Just remember what I told you. Everything will be alright."
"Thanks," Ryan said, standing up. "I'll talk to you guys later." With that, he left the room.
"What do you think?" Houston asked after he left.
"I'm not sure," John said. "It sounds like some kind of Alex Jones conspiracy to me. I mean, we're talking about one of, if not the, most powerful man in Washington. It just doesn't make sense."
"Well, you do have whatever is on that thumb drive," she said.
"Yeah," John said. "I'd better get this all to Alpha One, see what they can make of it."
"Good idea," Houston said.
"Listen, this is gonna take a bit," John said. "Why don't you go get changed while I handle this and we can go grab a bite to eat, then see the sights."
"Sounds like a plan to me, dear husband," she said. "I'll be right back." He watched her go into the bathroom, then pulled out his tablet and connected the thumb drive. After checking it for malware, he took a look at the documents and sent them off. He also confirmed the tech guys were monitoring Ryan's pin. He closed down his laptop just as Houston came out of the bathroom.
"Ready?" he asked.
"For you, always," she said with a flirty smile. They locked everything up and headed downstairs to the Alex Cocktail Bar and Speakeasy, an adult venue billed as the hotel's tribute to Prohibition, where they ordered some Maryland blue crab cakes and a couple of cocktails. As they were eating, John saw him enter -- Sen. Legstrom. He made his rounds, shaking hands and sharing jokes and finally made his way to their table.
"I don't believe I've ever seen you two in here before," he boomed as he shook their hands. "Franklin Legstrom, from the great state of Wyoming."
"Senator Legstrom," John said. "It's a pleasure to meet you. This is..."
"Houston, am I right? Houston Smith?" he asked as he shook her hand.
"Yes," she said. "How did you know?"
"It's my job to know," he told her. "And you must be John Smith. Or should I say, Herman Muenster?" Herman was the name John was given when he was born. His parents were Bill and Freda Muenster, a quirky couple with a thing for old sitcoms. John grew up hating the name, and changed it after joining the Company.
"I'm afraid you have us at a slight disadvantage, Senator," John said. Franklin laughed as he pulled out a chair.
"Mind if I join y'all?" he asked as he sat down. "I see you've chosen the crab cakes. Good choice, if you ask me." He turned to the waitress. "I'll have what these folks are having, if you would please," he said. "And put their bill on my tab." He turned back to them with a smile. "It's the least I can do after interrupting your meal," he said.
"Well, thank you, Senator," John said.
"Not at all," he said. "It's my pleasure. After all, the two of you do work for me, in a roundabout way. So, John Smith, what brings the two of you to DC?"
"We just got back from London," John said. "Houston has never been here, so we thought we'd stop and see the sights." Franklin nodded his head.
"I can understand that," he said. "I think everyone should come and see Washington at least once in their lives. How long do you plan on being in town?"
"Hard to say," John said. "Maybe a couple days or so."
"Well, good," Franklin said, taking a large bite of a crab cake. "So, how did things go in London?"
"Went well," John said.
"Wouldn't care to enlighten me, would you?" Franklin asked.
"Now Senator, you know we can't discuss things like that," John said as Franklin wolfed down another crab cake.
"Of course not," Franklin said, wiping his mouth. "I'll see the after-action report anyway. Still, I'm glad to see you're on your toes." He looked at Houston. "And I must say, young lady, I'm very impressed with your progress."
"Thank you, Senator," Houston said with a smile.
"It must be nice being able to work with such a beautiful woman every day," Franklin said with a wink at John.
"It is, Senator," John said, smiling at Houston. "I couldn't ask for a better partner."
"I must say, I'm very impressed with the way you two handled Omega," Franklin said as he chomped on another crab cake.
"We had some help on that," John said. "We weren't alone, you know."
"Of course I know," Franklin said. "I just never got a chance to express my appreciation to you personally. It's not often I get to meet someone from your outfit." He ate another crab cake, then wiped his hands and downed his drink. "I could make myself sick on these things," he said. "Listen, I'm having a private little hoedown at my place tomorrow night. I'd like it if the two of you could make it. Nothing fancy, really, just a few drinks, some hors d'oeuvres, a cigar or two and some live entertainment. You might it... interesting."
"Well, thank you, Senator," John said. "Houston and I would love to go. Wouldn't we, dear?"
"Of course," she said with a smile.
"Good, good," Franklin said. He pulled a card out of his pocket and wrote something on the back before handing it to John. "Here's the address, just show this to the guy at the door and he'll let y'all in. We'll be starting about 8:00 pm. Dress is casual. I'll see you two then."
"Thank you," John said. "We look forward to it." Franklin stood up and shook their hands.



"As do I," he said with a smile. After shaking their hands, Franklin left. John waited until he was out of the club before speaking.
"What are you thinking?" he asked Houston.
"I'm thinking this could get very... interesting," she said. "Did you see the way he was leering at me?"
"I think everyone here could see," John said. "You think there may be something to what Ryan said earlier?"
"It's possible," she said. "There was something in the way he spoke that kinda creeped me out. You know what I mean?"
"Yes, I do," John said.
"So, what's on the agenda for tonight?" she asked.
"Well, I'll send a quick report to Regis, then I think we have just about enough time to make it over to see the Evening Parade," John said.
"Evening Parade?" Houston asked.
"Yeah, it's something they do at the Marine Barracks at 8th and I street every Friday night," John said. "I think you'll like it. Regis got reservations for us, and we need to be there by 7:00."
"Well, lead on, dear husband," she said. After verifying their bill was covered, they left the hotel and headed to the Marine Barracks. They got there in plenty of time and took their assigned seats. John recorded the event for them to watch later. Houston had never seen anything like this before and sat in awe, watching the Silent Drill Team perform. When the performance ended, she threw her arms around her husband.
"That was awesome," she said. "Thanks for bringing me here. Where to now?"
"Well, there's this nice little Irish pub I know about," John said. "They usually have live music. Wanna go grab a beer and do some dancing?"
"Sounds like fun," she said. "Let's go." They went to the bar and had a great time drinking dark beer and dancing to a live Irish band. A couple hours later, Houston threw her arms around John and kissed him on the mouth.
"I love you, John Smith," she said. "This has been a wonderful evening. Now, take me back to the hotel and fuck my brains out."
"I love you, too, Houston Smith," John said. "And I can't think of anything I'd rather do than fuck your brains out."
...
After breakfast he next morning, John fired up his tablet and connected to the Company's secure VPN for their morning briefing as Houston sat next to him on the bed. Shortly thereafter, Regis' face filled the screen.
"About Goddamned time you two lazy asses got out of bed," he said with a crooked grin.
"Good to see you too, boss," John said.
"I hope you enjoyed the Evening Parade last night," Regis told them.
"We did, very much," Houston said. "Thanks."
"You're welcome," Regis said. "I went over your report, John. The forensic analysts are going through the documents you sent with a fine-toothed comb. Jury's not out yet, though."
"So what do we do now?" John asked.
"I understand you've accepted Senator Legstrom's invitation," Regis said.
"I felt we really didn't have much choice," John said. "Plus, Ryan said he and his wife would be there."
"Right," Regis said.
"Do you think there's anything to his claim of sexual blackmail?" John asked.
"That's what I need you to find out," Regis said. "I've heard a lot of rumors, but I've never been able to get any solid proof. I understand you plan to do some sight-seeing today."
"Yes," John said.
"Good," Regis said. "I need you to be at the Washington Monument at 1100 hours. You'll be joined by an old friend who will give you more information."
"An old friend?" John asked.
"Yes," Regis said. "You'll know him when you see him. And Houston?"
"Yes?" she responded.
"Remember your pills," Regis said.
"I will," she said. "How long do those last, by the way?"
"One will protect you for about six hours. You may take two if you feel the need, but no more than two in an eight-hour period," Regis said.
"I'll remember," she said.
"Alright, gang, you have your marching orders," Regis said. "Be careful."
"We will, boss," John said, ending the call. Gathering what they needed, they headed out for the day.
...
"Have you got everything lined up for tonight?" Franklin H. Legstrom asked as he spoke into the phone.
"We've got everything set to go," the voice said at the other end of the call.
"Good," Franklin said. "Make sure she gets there on time. There can be no fuckups on this. You got me?"
"We've got everything under control," the person on the other end of the call said.
"See that you do," Franklin said before ending the call. He looked out the window of his spacious Senate office and wondered how it was there were so many incompetent people in one place at one time. A knock at the door got his attention and he turned to see Lucille, his receptionist, poking her head in the door.
"Senator, Mr. Ogilvie is here to see you," she said.
"Fine, send him in, Lucy," he said. The door opened wider and Ryan came inside. Franklin waved him in. "Come on in, Ryan," he said with a smile. "Please, have a seat. As Ryan walked to the chair Franklin pointed to, the Senator turned to the large security man. "Close the door on your way out, please," he said. The large man nodded his head silently, turned and walked out the door, closing it behind him. Franklin's expression changed when the two men were alone.
"You've been a busy little bee lately, haven't you, Ryan?" Franklin asked.
"Just doing my job, Senator," Ryan answered.
"Your job, huh?" Franklin responded. "It seems that you've also been something of a naughty boy while doing your job. Sticking your nose in where it doesn't belong, looking into things I already told you to leave alone. Talking to people you shouldn't be talking to."
"Senator, I..." Ryan began before Franklin waved his hand.
"I don't want to hear it, Ryan," Franklin said. "Look, I don't mind a bit of naughtiness. In fact, I've been known to get... naughty... a time or two myself. I know how this game is played. Hell, son, I was playing it long before you were a twinkle in your daddy's eye." Ryan looked down, trying to find something interesting in the carpet.
"Look at me when I'm talking to ya, boy," Franklin ordered, reminding Ryan of his overbearing father. Ryan's head snapped up and for a moment, Franklin saw something in the young man's eyes. Was it anger? Good, he thought. "The real question now is what are we gonna do about this? I can't just have staffers thinking they can do whatever they want whenever they want to do it. I need to be able to trust the people working for me. You can understand that, I'm sure."
"Yes, Senator, I do," Ryan said.
"Good," Franklin said. "Now, what would you do if you were in my shoes, huh?"
"I don't know, Senator," Ryan said. "Maybe clear the air."
"Well, I've got an even better idea than that, son," Franklin said. "You need to learn a lesson, learn your place in the grand scheme of things. Know what I mean?"
"I'm not sure what you mean, Senator," Ryan said. Franklin leaned back in his overstuffed chair and smiled, but there was no warmth in his smile.
"That's okay, son," Franklin said. "You will, soon enough." He saw Ryan start to tremble nervously. "Don't worry, no harm will come to you. Just go along with me on this. Trust me. Think you can do that?"
"I... I guess so, Senator," Ryan said.
"Then here's what we're gonna do," Franklin said, leaning forward.
...
A few hundred miles away, an operative observed the conversation between Ryan and Franklin. He was glad that it wasn't him facing the Senator and shuddered at what he heard. He turned to his supervisor, who sat at a large desk at one end of the room.
"Boss, you might want to come see this," the operative said. The woman sitting at the desk got up and walked to the operative's station. She watched the conversation as she put on a set of headphones. After a few minutes, she took the headphones off.
"You have all this recorded, right?" she asked.
"Yes, ma'am," he said.
"Good," she said, picking up the phone sitting on the station. She dialed a series of numbers and waited.
"Alpha One," she heard Regis say as he answered.
"Boss, we have something I think you should come see," she told him.
"On my way," he said, ending the call.
...
After seeing the Lincoln Memorial and several of the other landmarks and monuments in the area, John and Houston made their way to the Washington Monument. Houston had seen many pictures of the large, imposing obelisk, but those pictures simply didn't do this thing justice. She squinted her eyes as she looked up at the structure and marveled at its size.
"Wow," she said.
"Breathtaking, isn't it?" John and Houston heard a man ask behind them. "The view from the top is quite inspiring as well." They turned to see an average-looking man standing just a few feet from them. John recognized him instantly and extended a hand.
"Warren? Oscar Warren?" he asked. Oscar nodded his head as he shook John's hand.
"That's me," he said with a smile. "And how are you doing, John Smith?"
"Doing fine," John answered. "You remember my wife, Houston?"
"Of course," Oscar said, shaking her hand. "I'm glad to see the two of you working together. And in case you're wondering, yes, I'm the one you're supposed to meet here. Although we're not really supposed to officially meet for another two minutes or so."
"I won't tell anyone if you won't," John said, laughing. Oscar laughed with him.
"No problem," he said. "Let's take a walk, shall we?" The three of them turned and walked around the monument as they spoke.
"I understand you were contacted by a whistle-blower with information related to Senator Legstrom," Oscar said.
"Yes, we were," John said. "Are we running parallel investigations here?"
"Possibly," Oscar said. "You remember what we discussed before?"
"Yes," John said. "You think Legstrom was involved with this, what was it, MMAS? And Omega?" Before Houston was recruited, Oscar told them about an organization called MMAS, the Mutual Marital Assurance Society, an organization originally set up to allegedly punish husbands who strayed in their marriages.
The group, however, morphed into something else and became a vehicle used to push a femdom ideology nationwide. Among those involved was the former First Lady, who conspired to bring down her husband, Lincoln Skaggs. She failed, and died after taking poison. The other top operatives were also brought down.
From what Oscar told them, even though the organization was destroyed, there were a number of loose ends that had to be dealt with. Was Senator Legstrom one of those loose ends, John asked himself.
"That's what we're looking into," Oscar said. "George Black, the senior partner with Omega, and Ryan Dreyfuss, the Chairman of the Board, were both big contributors to Legstrom. In fact, Omega's PAC donated the maximum legal amount to Legstrom's campaign, and Dreyfuss was a major bundler. We believe he and Black both helped redirect foreign funds to Legstrom.
"As you may recall, Omega was also tied to MMAS. And we believe Legstrom had ties to them as well, although we're not 100 percent certain. It's also possible he may not have known what the organization was really all about. We do know that he and President Skaggs have been at odds with each other for a while now," Oscar said.
"On top of that, we've seen Legstrom's name mentioned a few times in Pat Witherspoon's files, but again, there's nothing that conclusively connects him to their operation," Oscar added. John recalled that Pat was the person Houston said she saw talking to her bosses when she worked at Omega. He also recalled Oscar saying she was a top operative with MMAS.
"Could it be that he was mentioned because he heads up the subcommittees that oversee both our organizations?" John asked.
"That's entirely possible," Oscar said. "There's a couple of other things. The wife of your whistle-blower attended one of MMAS' so-called 'spa retreats' about three years ago. That's how the organization recruited their 'customers.' From what we could tell, Ryan, your whistle-blower, never followed up with the group and was never interviewed.
"Additionally, we believe Legstrom's wife may have been involved with the group. Witherspoon often referred to people in her files by their initials, or the initials of their rank or position. One set of initials mentioned a few times is 'NG.' We've been unable to verify it, but we believe those are the initials of Legstrom's wife, Nancy," he said.
"Nancy?" John asked. "Wouldn't that make her initials 'NL' and not 'NG'?"
"Ordinarily, yes," John said. "But she prefers to go by her maiden name, Garrison, thus making her initials NG."
"Interesting," John said. "So far, I've heard a lot of coincidences and possibilities, but as Alpha One might say, nothing that would make my skirt blow up."
"I agree. That's why we need your help, John," Oscar said.
"Okay," John said. "What do want from us?"
"I understand the two of you have been invited to one of Legstrom's private parties," Oscar said.
"Yes," John said. "Tonight, in fact."
"I'd like you to press him a bit, see if you can get him to open up," Oscar said.
"I kinda doubt anything he says to me during a party could be used as evidence in a court of law," John said.
"I'm not interested in what can be presented in court," Oscar said.
"What are you looking for, Oscar?" John asked.
"Justice," Oscar said quietly.
"Isn't that what the courts are for?" John asked.
"You don't understand," Oscar said. He pulled out his cell phone and showed John and Houston a short video. They instantly recognized Liz Skaggs, the former First Lady, dressed in a white robe, her cleavage quite prominent. As they watched, she pulled a small vial from a pocket, drank it quickly, then downed the champagne in Oscar's flute. Her face immediately turned white and her eyes bulged. Seconds later, she was on the floor.
"Oh my God," Houston exclaimed as John handed the phone back to Oscar.
"That happened in her quarters at 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue, right across the table from me," Oscar said. "She killed herself in front of me right after I told her that her sister had been shot by officers."
"Her sister?" John asked.
"Yes, Mona Larsen, the one who founded MMAS," Oscar said. He pulled a folder from inside his jacket. "Go on, take a look." John opened the folder and the first picture he saw was of a man on a gurney with a dark substance in his mouth.
"What's that in his mouth?" Houston asked.
"Feces, Houston," Oscar said, causing Houston to feel nauseous. "Human feces. From his wife. Look at the rest of the pictures. Go on." John thumbed through the other pictures. Both he and Houston were shocked at what they saw. A couple of the pictures showed men with shaved heads in various stages of mental distress. John looked at Oscar with one eyebrow raised.
"Those are just a few of the men MMAS tortured, beat and humiliated," Oscar said. "We have a whole hospital full of men like this." Another picture showed a woman in a hospital bed. "That was my first wife, Renee," Oscar said. "She was sentenced to 30 years for her role in an attempt on my life. We had two children. They still don't fully understand why their mother could never come back home. She died of cancer shortly after Liz Skaggs committed suicide. We believe it was from the drugs MMAS gave her."
"And you're still wearing your wedding ring?" Houston asked. Oscar looked at his finger before responding.
"No, I've since remarried," he said. "In fact, we have a young son. Not quite two years old."
The next picture showed what looked like the aftermath of a terrorist bombing, with body parts strewn all over a room. John looked to Oscar for an explanation.
"That was the result of a sick experiment by MMAS," Oscar said. "They developed exploding male chastity devices, and that's what happened when one of them blew up. Believe me, many people have suffered and died thanks to MMAS. The last picture is of my first partner, Frank. Killed by MMAS in the line of duty." John closed the folder and handed it back to Oscar.
"No, you keep it," Oscar said. "I've got plenty of copies -- and memories. I'll never get those images out of my head. They've even tried to kill me, more than once. So you see, I want to know if Legstrom knew about this. I want to know what role, if any, he had in this."
"I'm sorry, Oscar, I had no idea. I think I understand now," John said. "I'll see what I can do."
"I'm sorry as well, John," Oscar said. "I shouldn't have gone off like that. It was unprofessional of me. And I appreciate any help you can give me."
"What are your intentions?" John asked.
"You mean, am I going to kill him?" Oscar asked. "God knows I should if it turns out he did know about this. But I probably won't unless I have no choice. Like you, I'm a trained federal officer, sworn to uphold the law and protect the Constitution and all that stuff. But so help me, there are times I'd like to take this badge off and do things the old-fashioned way. Know what I mean?" John nodded his head.
"Oh yes, I know exactly what you mean," he said, looking at Houston.
"I just wanted you to understand what we're up against here," Oscar said. "God help us all if these people get in power. If Legstrom had anything to do with this, I want him brought down -- hard." John looked at Oscar and saw the determination in his face. He wondered how Oscar had dealt with all of this over the years without going insane.
"We'll do everything we can, Oscar," John said.
"Thank you, John, I know you will," Oscar said. "Be extra careful tonight. I don't think Legstrom will try anything against you, but you never know. Contact me when you can," he added, handing John a business card. "I can be reached at that number any time day or night."
"Thanks for the heads-up," John said. "We'll be extra careful." They shook hands and parted ways.
"That poor man," Houston said after Oscar left.
"Yeah," John said. They finished their day of sightseeing a bit early, then went back to their room, where John fired up his tablet.
"I hope you two had a good time seeing the sights," Regis said.
"We did," John said. "We also met Oscar."
"So, you have a better understanding of what's at stake here?" Regis asked.
"I think so," John said.
"Good," Regis said. "Our analysts have been going through what Ryan gave you. Guess what?"
"What?" John asked.
"Most of those documents are fake," Regis said.
"Fake?" John asked. "Why would he plant fake documents? What about the transactions to his campaign coffers?"
"We're still digging and sifting through the transactions, but I suspect some of those may be fake as well," Regis told them. "As for the 'why,' that's anyone's guess. If you ask me, he's fishing, looking to trap some poor sucker like Ryan."
"That just doesn't make a lot of sense to me," John said. "Why go through all that trouble?"
"And that is the $64,000 question," Regis said. "Fortunately for the two of you, I think I may have a possible answer."
"And what might that be?" John asked.
"I think he wanted to entrap Ogilvie, knowing the young man's penchant for doing the right thing," Regis said. "He knew there was no security breach. He simply wanted an excuse to get Ogilvie and his wife to that party. The reason for that may be found in Legstrom's confidential profile," Regis said. "The one that not even he knows about. You see, Legstrom and his wife have what you might call an... interesting... relationship."
"Interesting?" John asked. "What do you mean?"
"It seems that his wife is into a form of domination," Regis said. "And Legstrom, well, he likes to watch."
"Watch?" Houston asked. "What do you mean, watch?"
"He gets off watching people have sex, Houston," Regis explained. "He also has a thing for intimidation. Put the two together. You can use your imagination for that."



"I don't understand," John said. "How is it something like this doesn't become national headlines?"
"Because he and his wife have probably intimidated enough of the right people to keep it quiet," Regis said.
"Warren suggested his wife might have ties to that MMAS group," John said. "Do you think that's possible?"
"Personally, I think it's more than possible, given what she's into," Regis said. "And I suspect she's probably used those ties to keep Legstrom in line."
"So, you think Legstrom has targeted Houston?" John asked. "And all of this is just a ... ruse to get Houston here?"
"I'm certain of it," Regis said. "He's had his eye on her ever since she joined the company. But she's not tonight's target. Ogilvie is. Still, I want you to be extra careful, Houston," he told her.
"I will, boss," she said.
"Good," Regis said. "I'm sending an encrypted copy of Legstrom's profile to you, John. I'm also sending a video of a conversation between Ogilvie and Legstrom. I think the two of you will find it... interesting. Oscar's team will be close by if you need backup tonight. Good luck to the both of you."
"Thanks, boss," John said as the video ended.
...
To be continued...
Notes:
Oscar Warren is featured in my series, "Revenge in Advance," and "The Warren Files." He has also appeared in other stories. The events he describes in this story can be found in those two series.
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Ending of "Houston Goes To Washington, Part 01":
"So, you think Legstrom has targeted Houston?" John asked. "And all of this is just a ... ruse to get Houston here?"
"I'm pretty certain of it," Regis said. "He's had his eye on her ever since she joined the company. But she's not tonight's target. Ogilvie is. Still, I want you to be extra careful, Houston," he told her.
"I will, boss," she said.
"Good," Regis said. "I'm sending an encrypted copy of Legstrom's profile to you, John. I'm also sending a video of a conversation between Ogilvie and Legstrom. I think the two of you will find it... interesting. Oscar's team will be close by if you need backup tonight. Good luck to the both of you."
"Thanks, boss," John said as the video ended.
...
And now, "Houston Goes To Washington, Part 2":
John looked at his wife and saw her expression. She was clearly frightened and tears were forming in her eyes.
"Houston?" he asked. "What's wrong?"
"I'm scared, John," she said. "I keep thinking back to when I worked at Omega, and what I almost did to you with Greg. What if something goes wrong? What if the pills don't work and don't protect me from their drugs? What if that Legstrom guy takes advantage of me? I couldn't live with myself if anything happened." John took her in his arms and held her close. She had come so far since that episode and it hurt him to see her like this.
"It'll be alright, dear," he said as he held her. "Don't worry." He remembered the night he came home and learned that she was planning to cuckold him with her boss, Greg Smith. It never happened, thanks to a quick intervention that put Greg in the hospital. Houston recommitted herself to the marriage and joined Alpha Sector after helping to take down Omega, the company she worked for.
"But I do worry, John," she said. "I know I came close to losing you before, and I don't want to go through that again."
"This is a totally different situation, dear," he said, looking her in the eye. "I'll be right there with you. Nothing is going to happen. Remember your training. Take the pills like Regis said." She finally collected herself and nodded her head.
"Okay," she finally said. "I'm sorry. I just love you so much and I don't want to hurt you."
"I love you too, sweetheart," he said. "And if anything does happen, I'll just kick your ass. Alright?" he added with a smile. She smiled back and slapped his arm.
"Yeah, you and what army?" she joked back. They heard a ping from his tablet indicating a file had come in.
"Let's see what Regis sent us," he said, picking up his tablet. He opened the encrypted file using the password of the day and read the profile which, he noted, had been augmented with information collected by the HomeFront Security Task Force, the agency Oscar worked for. As he read that, Houston looked through the folder of photos Regis had sent. To make things easier for them, John sent the folder to Houston's cell phone.
"Get this," he said to Houston. "The profile says that Sen. Legstrom's wife comes from a very wealthy family in New York. She rarely accompanies him to Wyoming and only shows up during campaign season where she attends fundraisers and appears in campaign commercials.
"His staff in Wyoming says they don't even sleep in the same room together. And from what this says, they're not too thrilled with her. They refer to her as the 'Ice Queen From Hell.' Apparently she thinks they're all beneath her and treats them like crap," he said.
"And according to this, she's had a number of affairs during their marriage. Moreover, he knows about them and doesn't seem to care."
"So why does he stay with her, then?" she asked.
"Money, I guess," John said. "Her family is loaded and they have a lot of connections. I guess he figures the best way to stay on the gravy train is to not rock the boat. Either that or they have something on him he doesn't want to get out into the public."
"I can see that," Houston said. "Take a look at these pictures. There's a bunch of him with his wife. There's certainly no love in this marriage."
"What makes you say that?" John asked.
"Well, look at them," she said. "They never touch each other. There's not a single picture where they even look at each other. This one, for example, you can see they're dancing, and they seem to be happy, but they're looking over each other's backs. Not at each other's faces. But look at this one."
John looked at the photo Houston referred to. It showed Legstrom dancing with Liz Skaggs, the former First Lady. The couple were smiling as they gazed into each others eyes.
"Maybe he told her a joke or something," John said. "And you have to admit, she does look rather good in that dress."
"Maybe," Houston said. "But if I ever caught you looking at another woman like that, I'd be clawing someone's eyes out."
"I don't doubt that one bit," he told her with a smile. "Besides, I only have eyes for you." She smiled back.
"You'd better," she told him with a nudge.
"Look at this," he said. "According to this, Legstrom's PAC has donated to Judy Chastain's campaign."
"The Speaker of the House?" Houston asked. "Isn't she the one with that staffer who tweeted 'kill all men' or something like that here a while back?"
"Yeah," John said. "That's the one."
"What's so off about him donating to her?" she asked him.
"They're not even in the same political party," he said.
"Maybe he expects something from her," she said.
"Could be," John told her. "Or it could have something to do with Legstrom's wife. Says here she's quite close to Chastain, as well as the former First Lady and Barbara Pierce."
"That's the Vice President's wife, isn't it?" she asked.
"Yeah," he said. "Of course all of these people practically drink from the same toilet bowl anyway."
"Ewww, that's gross," Houston said.
"Maybe, but it's true," he said. "It's not called a 'swamp' for nothing, you know."
"Yeah, but it's still gross," she said.
"So, let's review, shall we?" John asked. Houston sat down and listened to her husband intently. This was something they did on every operation to make sure they were both working on the same page, as he liked to put it.
"On one hand, we have a whistle-blower, a low-level staffer who believes he's come across something that could potentially impact national security and violate the law. He comes to us with this information, risking the wrath of his boss, who happens to be not just any old sitting senator, but the most powerful one in the whole damn institution.
"As it turns out, much of what he supposedly uncovered is fake -- perhaps something planted by the senator himself to catch a possible inside operative. This same senator, as it turns out, lives a double life. To the public, he's somewhat larger than life, a good-ol' country boy who values Mom, apple pie and country music. In reality, though, he's a paranoid control freak who gets his kicks out of humiliating others.
"On top of that, he's in a loveless marriage to a very wealthy and well-connected woman who publicly flaunts her affairs and treats her staff like chattel property. She, by the way, happens to have ties to a number of people involved with MMAS, the same group that tried to take down a sitting U.S. President," he said.
"Tried but failed," Houston said.
"Correct," John said, nodding his head. "Tried but failed. And, one of his biggest bundlers once ran a company that also had ties to MMAS -- the same company you once worked for and tried to cuckold me and sell you into slavery."
"Damn," Houston said quietly. "You almost need a program to follow all this." John looked at her for a moment as he thought. Then he sprung into action.
"You're a genius, sweetheart," he said, pulling a pack of blank index cards from his briefcase.
"I am?" she asked.
"Yes," he said. "We don't have a whiteboard, but we can still visualize what's going on." He grabbed a pen from his briefcase and a pack of pencils. He wrote names on the cards and placed them on the bed. Then he used pencils to illustrate the ties between them. When he finished, he stepped back and looked over his work. "Damn," he said quietly as he looked at the cards on the bed.
"What?" Houston asked.
"Take a look," he said. "Unless I'm missing something, it seems that Leghorn -- I mean, Legstrom -- is trying to tie up all his loose ends at once. I'd better get Alpha One online right now." He grabbed his tablet and connected as Houston looked at the cards on the bed and followed the links. Soon, Regis' craggy, one-eyed face filled his screen.
"What now?" Regis asked.
"Sorry to disturb you boss," John said. "Houston and I were reviewing the case before tonight's soiree and we decided to lay it out to try to make some sense out of all this."
"And what did you conclude?" Regis asked.
"Take a look for yourself," John said as he positioned the tablet so Regis could see the cards on the bed. Regis squinted his one good eye as he looked over the display.
"Hmmm," Regis said as he looked at the cards.
"Boss, did we ever figure out why Omega targeted Houston?" John asked.
"No, I don't think we ever did," Regis said. "Once the company was brought down, no one thought to dig any deeper. The consensus was that it wasn't necessary to look deeper. Why do you ask?"
"Think about it, boss," John said. "Legstrom's wife had connections to the former First Lady, the twin sister of the woman who started MMAS. One of MMAS' top operatives is known to have had ties to Omega. Legstrom himself received a ton of campaign cash from Omega's PAC and the Chairman of Omega's board was one of Legstrom's biggest bundlers. When we took Omega down, Legstrom lost a significant revenue stream."
"And you think this whole thing is an elaborate ruse for what, revenge?" Regis asked.
"Partly," John said. "Look at all the connections. Follow the money. That's what you once told me, remember? It looks to me like Legstrom is deliberately trying to undermine Alpha as well as Oscar's task force. At the same time, he also smokes out the person he thinks is trying to undermine him."
"You mean Ogilvie?" Regis asked.
"Yes, exactly," John said. Regis shook his head.
"Seems like an awful lot of trouble to go through just for that," Regis said. "And remember, Houston wasn't part of Alpha at the time."
"No, but I was," John said. "By targeting her, they were effectively going after me."
"And by extension, the whole company," Regis said. He thought for a bit before speaking again. "That sorry-assed, no good, calculating son of a bitch," he said quietly, anger on his face.
"What do you mean, boss?" John asked.
"Legstrom was the one who suggested I send the two of you to London," Regis said. "He's the one who tipped us off about the possibility of taxpayer funds being diverted to an extremist group over there."
"And?" John asked.
"We're still sorting through everything you provided," Regis said. "We haven't seen anything definitive yet, but it could take months for us to get through it all."
"So, he knew we would probably be coming here afterward," John said.
"Yes," Regis said, nodding his head.
"This is smelling like a set-up to me, boss," John said.
"I tend to agree, John," Regis told him. He looked at Houston before speaking again. "Houston, I'm not going to order you to go to Legstrom's place tonight. If you want to stay behind, I'll support your decision."
"No, boss," she said. "I'm a trained agent. I can take care of myself. Besides, John will be with me. I appreciate your concern, though." Regis smiled when she said that.
"Good girl," he said. "I had a feeling you'd say that. Still, I want to make sure you're gonna be safe."
"If anyone other than John gets too fresh with me, I know exactly where to kick him. Or her," she said, smiling. Regis let loose with a hearty laugh.
"I don't doubt that one bit," he said. "Alright. Remember, your primary job is to get information. Press him a bit, maybe rattle his cage, but don't push it too far and don't provoke him. Remember, he still holds the purse strings to Alpha. If things start to go too bad, give the 911 and Oscar's team will move in. Any questions?"
"None from me, boss," John said.
"One last thing," Regis said. "There'll be a package waiting for the two of you at the front desk of the hotel. Make sure you collect it before you leave. Let's git 'er done, guys," Regis said before ending the call. After taking a picture of the cards laid out on the bed, John put the cards and pencils away, then showered and dressed. Houston got herself ready as John dressed and went back through Legstrom's profile.
He looked up as she came out of the bathroom and smiled. She had wisely chosen a knee-length dress that did not show much skin, although it still highlighted her curves. He smiled as she turned, modeling it for him.
"You approve?" she asked.
"Most definitely," he told her, taking her in his arms.
"I'll show you what's under it later tonight if you're real good to me," she teased.
"I look forward to that," he said, giving her a kiss. "You just about ready?"
"Yeah, just about," she said. "One last thing, though." She pulled out the container of pills Regis provided for her and put one under her tongue. After it dissolved, she nodded her head. "Now I'm ready," she said, putting the container in her purse.
"Then let's go," he said, opening the door. On the way out, they stopped at the front desk and picked up a heavy box that had been left for them by a courier. Once in the rented car, John opened the box. Inside were their service pistols already in their holsters.
They were left behind when John and Houston traveled to London. Regis didn't want to chance the two of them running afoul of English gun laws when they left. John handed Houston her pistol then pulled his out. They checked their weapons carefully before putting them away. Houston's went into her purse, while John's went on his belt.
John put Legstrom's address into his GPS and followed its directions. Soon, they pulled up to a large two-story brick house surrounded by large trees. They saw several other cars parked in the driveway that ran in front of the house, so John pulled behind the last one in line.
"Damn," John said. "Is this a house or a castle?"
"It's huge," Houston said. "All this just for two people?"
"Yeah," John said, parking the car. "Well, here we are. Showtime." He looked at Houston and noticed the apprehension on her face. "Are you alright?" he asked her.
"Sorry, I'm still a bit scared," she said. He took her face in his hands.
"You'll do just fine," he told her. "Remember, I'm here with you. I love you and I trust you." She smiled at that.
"You have no idea what it means to hear you say that," she said, giving him a kiss. He smiled and returned her kiss.
"Let's roll," he said. They got out of the car, went to the front door and knocked. A large man with close-cropped hair opened. John gave him the card as Legstrom instructed. The man frowned as he looked at the back of the card, then back at the two of them.
"You'll need to surrender your sidearm, sir," he told John. John shook his head as he pulled out his credentials.
"Not gonna happen," he said. "We're federal agents." Houston opened her purse and pulled out her credentials as well, making sure the man saw the holstered pistol in her purse.
"I don't care if you're J. Edgar fucking Hoover," the man said. "You'll surrender your sidearms or you're not coming inside." Just then, Franklin Legstrom walked up to them, a drink in his hand.
"Is there a problem here?" he asked the man at the door.
"These guests refuse to surrender their firearms," the man said.
"They'd better not surrender them," Legstrom said. "Not unless they want to get fired. Did they show you their credentials?"
"They did, sir," the man said. "Said they were both federal agents."
"They are," Legstrom said. "I'll take them downstairs myself." He waved an arm at John and Houston. "Come with me," he told them. "I thought I said this was casual," he told John when they were out of earshot of the guard.
"You did, Senator," John said. "And we are casual."
"There's really no need for your service weapons here," Legstrom said.
"Perhaps not," John said. "But it's always best to be prepared, wouldn't you agree?"
"I suppose," Legstrom finally said. "Here, have something to drink," he added, pointing to a woman carrying a tray of drinks. John noticed the woman's name tag read, "Yolanda." Franklin took a glass of champagne and handed it to Houston. "Don't worry, it's quite safe, I assure you," he told her.
"Thank you Senator," she said, taking the glass. Franklin handed another glass to John, who examined it before taking a tentative sip.
"I take it old habits die hard," Franklin said as he watched John examine his drink.
"They do, Senator," John said. "Sorry."
"Nothing to be sorry about," Franklin said. "You get paid to be cautious. I understand all that. Believe me, if I wanted to trap you and your lovely wife, I wouldn't have so many witnesses here. Relax. Come, meet some of my guests." John and Houston followed Franklin as he introduced them to his guests. They met a dignitary from Russia, another from France and two other senators.
"And this is Ian McWhorter, from the British Home Secretary's office," Franklin said. "Ian, this is one of our best men, John Smith, and his wife, Houston." They shook hands as they sized each other up.
"Pleasure to meet you, Mr. Smith," Ian said in his refined British accent. "Mrs. Smith," he added when he shook Houston's hand.
"They just returned from London," Franklin said.
"Is that right?" Ian asked. "I hope you had a good trip."
"We did," Houston said. "I especially enjoyed going on the London Eye." Standing at just over 400 feet in height, the London Eye is one of the largest Ferris wheels in the world, giving visitors a breathtaking view of London's skyline.
"I'm glad you enjoyed it," Ian said before moving on. John and Houston followed Franklin as he escorted them to a table on a raised platform in the back of the room. They sat down and looked at the activity below them before John spoke.
"Where's your wife, Senator?" he asked. "I thought we would've met her by now."
"She's in back getting tonight's entertainment ready," Franklin said.
"I see," John said. "By the way, I didn't know you dealt with the British Home Secretary's office."
"Well," Franklin said after taking a sip. "I like to do my part to maintain good relations with our allies."
"I wasn't aware that you had connections with the Home Secretary's office," John said. "Isn't that the job of the State Department?"
"And who do you think oversees the State Department?" Franklin asked with a crooked smile. Before John could say anything else, Franklin turned to Houston.
"And now it's my turn to ask a question or two," he said. "Tell me, young lady, where did your parents get the idea to call you Houston? That's not exactly a very common name for a girl."



"No, I suppose it isn't," she said. "According to my parents, that's where I was conceived."
"I suppose you're grateful they didn't conceive you in Toad Suck, Arkansas?" he asked with a smile.
"Every day of my life," she joked back. "Now it's my turn to ask a question." Franklin looked at her with curiosity.
"Shoot," he said with a smile.
"How are things between you and your wife?" she asked. Franklin's smile disappeared for a moment. Apparently, Houston had struck a nerve.
"Why do you ask?" he responded.
"I'm interested in body language," she said. "You can tell a lot about someone if you know what to look for. For example, I recently saw a series of photos with you and your wife at a State dinner. I was just curious to know if my initial assessment was right."
"And what assessment might that be?" he asked. Houston smiled and waved a finger.
"You tell me," she said. He nodded his head and looked down for a moment before answering.
"I suppose we're not much different from most couples who've been married as long as Nancy and I," he said.
"But I doubt that most couples are okay with one spouse having multiple affairs," she said. "It's not exactly a state secret, you know, Senator."
"No, it's not," he said. "I take it you've seen my profile, then. Alright. I'll answer your question. Nancy and I have an agreement. She does her thing, I do mine and we don't make a public fuss about it. Does that answer your question?"
"And your relationship with the former First Lady?" she asked. "Elizabeth Skaggs?"
"Liz was an exceptional woman," he said. "She could have anyone she wanted, but she chose that... Lincoln Skaggs. Why do you ask?"
"I saw a photo of you dancing with her, and the two of you seemed rather... close," she said. "Were the two of you ever... intimate?" He chuckled at that.
"Promise you won't tell the president?" he asked.
"My lips are sealed," she said.
"Once or twice," he said. "They both liked to... play around, if you will. Except she was a bit more discreet than he was. And she had a kinky side I could relate to. What can I say? I like to watch."
"It must've hit you pretty hard when she died," John said. Franklin turned to look at John before speaking.
"Yes, it hit us all hard," he said.
"Didn't you find it a bit strange that a woman as young as she was and as fit as she was, would have a stroke at her age?" John asked.
"Well, to be honest, yes, I did," he said. "But I wasn't too surprised, really. She was under a lot of stress, from what Lincoln told me. Life in this town can get pretty stressful sometimes."
"No doubt. It probably didn't help hearing about her sister getting shot," John said. Franklin's face turned white. Yes, John thought. He HAD struck a nerve.
"Her sister?" Franklin asked.
"Yes, Mona Larsen," John said. "Ever hear that name before?"
"No, I can't say that I have," Franklin said. John didn't need a verifier to tell Legstrom was lying. It was written all over his face. "Who was she?"
"She was a lawyer who founded something called the Mutual Marital Assurance Society, or MMAS," John said. "Ever hear either of those two names?"
"No, can't say that I have," Franklin said.
"That's interesting, because the company Houston used to work for had very close ties to them," John said. "They also ran a PAC that donated the maximum amount to several of your campaigns. In fact, the chairman of their board was a major bundler of yours. I know you've heard of Omega, right?"
"Yes, I have, and yes, it was a shock to me when I learned what they were really up to," Franklin said. John could see "lie" written all over Franklin's face. "That's why I was so glad to see that Houston joined you. I was so relieved to hear that she had escaped their clutches. As for this Mona person, I don't know what to say. Listen, why don't we discuss this later, perhaps in my office?" John thought about pressing the issue, but he remembered what Regis said and decided to back off.
"I look forward to that, Senator," he said.
"Good," Franklin said. "I think the entertainment is about to begin," he added, looking at the stage. John and Houston looked, and saw a spotlight shining on the curtains that covered the front of the small stage.
"What do you have planned?" John asked Franklin.
"Call it an object lesson in loyalty," the senator said. "And I see the man of the hour is here. Good," he added, waving to the three men who just entered the room. As John and Houston looked, they saw Ryan, escorted by two very large men in dark suits and sunglasses. As the three men made their way to them, John could see that Ryan wasn't being "escorted," per se -- he appeared to be carried by the two large men as his feet seemed to be an inch or two off the floor. They stopped in front of Franklin and let Ryan stand on his own two feet. John was relieved when he saw Ryan still wore the flag lapel pin he had given him earlier.
"Good to see you could make it tonight, Ryan," Franklin said. "I take it you already know John and Houston Smith." Ryan looked at John and Houston, his eyes wide, his face showing fear. "Yes, I know you met with them before. That's alright, though. They work for me as well. Well, maybe not directly for me, but you know what I mean. You gave them something of mine after I told you not to concern yourself. You know how I feel about disloyalty."
"Yes," Ryan said quietly, looking down.
"So, would you kindly tell these two federal agents that you consent to what is going to happen here?" Franklin asked. Ryan looked at John, embarrassed.
"I... consent to what will happen tonight," he said quietly.
"What IS going to happen here, Senator?" John asked. Franklin looked at him before speaking.
"As I said before, an object lesson in loyalty," he said. "Don't worry, no one is going to get hurt, at least not physically." He turned back to the two large men. "Prepare him," he said. As they watched, the two men picked Ryan up and half-walked, half-carried him to a chair sitting in front of the stage. They sat him in the chair and secured his arms and legs so he couldn't move. One of the men stood directly behind him as the other stood to the side.
"Is that really necessary?" John asked.
"I'm afraid so," Franklin said. "It's for his own safety." When they turned back to the stage, the curtain had opened and they saw two women standing in front of a long padded table.
"Who are those women?" Houston asked.
"The one in the short dress is Naomi Ogilvie, Ryan's wife," Franklin told her. "The other one is Nancy, my wife," he added. Nancy, dressed in a leather outfit and carrying a riding crop, stepped off the stage and stood in front of Ryan. She placed one end of the crop under Ryan's chin before speaking.
"You've been quite a naughty boy, haven't you, Ryan?" she asked in a loud stage voice, making sure everyone could hear. "HAVEN'T YOU?" she asked again, louder this time, as she pushed Ryan's chin up with her crop.
"Y... Yes," Ryan said quietly.
"What?" Nancy asked. "I couldn't hear you."
"Yes," Ryan said a bit louder.
"Yes, WHAT?" Nancy demanded.
"Yes... Ma'am," he said.
"Better," she said, moving to Ryan's side. She knelt down, putting her mouth close to Ryan's ear. "Your wife is quite a lovely woman, wouldn't you agree?"
"Yes, ma'am," Ryan said.
"You've been married what, three years now?" she asked.
"Yes, ma'am," Ryan repeated.
"And you love your wife dearly, don't you?" Nancy asked.
"Yes, ma'am, more than anything," Ryan said.
"And in those three years, she's been faithful to a fault, hasn't she?" Nancy asked.
"Yes, ma'am," Ryan said.
"And you've been faithful to her as well, haven't you?" Nancy asked.
"Yes, ma'am, I have," Ryan said.
"Your wife agrees with me, Ryan, that you've been a very naughty boy," Nancy said. "And you know what happens to naughty boys?"
"No, ma'am, I don't," Ryan said.
"Naughty boys get punished," Nancy said.
"Please don't hurt her," Ryan begged. "She didn't do anything." Nancy laughed out loud as she looked around the room.
"What chivalry," she announced to jeers. She turned back to Ryan. "You don't understand, dear boy. Naomi has agreed to help us punish you in a way that you will never forget." Ryan looked at his wife in shock and saw her smirking. Nancy turned to the two men and nodded her head. One of them pulled out a ball gag and forced it into his mouth. He struggled for a bit but stopped when Nancy slapped him. John turned to Franklin.
"I thought you said no one would be hurt, Senator," he said. Franklin waved him off.
"No one's been hurt, John," the senator said. "Just watch." As they watched, Nancy stepped back onto the stage. Walking to Naomi, she lifted the spaghetti straps holding her tiny dress in place and pulled them off her shoulders, letting the flimsy dress fall to the floor. Everyone could see that Naomi was naked under the dress. Nancy walked in front of Naomi, running her hands over Naomi's shaved pussy. Smiling, she turned back to Ryan.
"She's so wet, Ryan," Nancy said as she stepped off the stage. She laughed as she rubbed her finger under Ryan's nose. "Enjoy it while you can, Ryan. That's as close as you're going to get to her pussy for quite some time." Ryan shook his head, tears falling down his face. Nancy stepped back on the stage and motioned to someone waiting in the wings. Three very large men wearing loincloths stepped onto the stage. One was black, another was Hispanic and the third was white. They ogled Naomi before turning to Ryan.
"Say hello to Naomi's husband, gentlemen," she said.
"Hey," they all said with a smirk.
"Ryan, these three men are going to give your wife something you cannot," Nancy said. "And yes, they are going to denigrate you and humiliate you while they do it. And I promise you, Naomi will be ruined for you from this night forward. Never again will you ever be able to pleasure her." Naomi smiled, but there was no warmth in her smile.
As they all watched, the men removed their loincloths, revealing their monstrous dicks. Naomi got on her knees in front of them and sucked each one into her mouth, one at a time, all the while looking at her husband. Tears were falling down Ryan's face and he shook his head, but the large man behind him held his head and forced him to watch.
"Gentlemen, remove her shoes and place her on the table," Nancy ordered. The three men picked Naomi up and placed her on the table, her legs spread wide. They removed her shoes and tossed them on the floor of the stage. "Now, Ryan, watch your wife get truly fucked," Nancy said.
The Hispanic man was the first to fuck Naomi with his giant tool as she eagerly sucked the black cock resting on her face. As they all watched, the first man emptied his seed into her unprotected womb and pulled out. He was replaced by the large white man who fucked her full of his semen as she alternated between sucking the other two cocks.
When he finished, they all switched places and the black man fucked her as she moaned and cried for more. The men wasted no time humiliating Ryan as they each fucked her. Even Naomi joined in the humiliation. By now, Ryan was a mess, tears falling down his face as he was forced to watch his wife take on the three men. It was clear to him that she thoroughly enjoyed what she was doing.
"Senator, this is outrageous," Houston said. Franklin stopped rubbing himself long enough to respond.
"They're all consenting adults," he said. "And there's no laws being broken. Sit back and enjoy the show." John and Houston looked at each other for a moment as Franklin continued stroking himself.
By now, all three men had finished in her pussy and mouth, and were preparing her for the next round. The white man sat on the table, his erect cock sticking straight up. Naomi straddled him and sat down, taking the huge thing all the way in her pussy. The black man had her lean forward and smeared her back door with lube before working his cock inside her ass.
Once he was fully inside her, she opened her mouth and took the third cock down her throat. After a few strokes, they found a rhythm that worked and screwed her in all three holes. After they had finished in her a second time, they switched places and did it again. They rotated one more time before the men stood to the side, letting Ryan see their cum drooling out of her pussy and ass.
Nancy motioned to the man behind Ryan and he removed the ball gag from his mouth. Then they laid Ryan back, still in the chair. Naomi walked to Ryan and squatted over his face, forcing him to swallow the cum dripping out of her body.
"Eat it," she hissed. "That's right, you little wimp, eat it like a good cuckold." Ryan shook his head back and forth, refusing to obey. One of the large guards held his head still and pinched his nose, forcing him to open his mouth. Naomi rubbed her pussy on his face, making sure he swallowed as much as he could. She finally stood up and urinated on his face, laughing hysterically.
"Senator, if you don't put a stop to this right now, I will arrest everyone involved," John said. Franklin looked stopped masturbating long enough to consider what John said.
"You would, wouldn't you?" he asked.
"Yes, Senator, I would," John said.
"On what charge?" Franklin asked.
"Don't worry. I'll think of something," he said.
"I believe you would," Franklin said. "Okay, have it your way." He motioned to Nancy, drawing his hand across his throat, signaling the end of the "show." Nancy got the message and pulled Naomi away.
The guards set John's chair back up and removed the restraints. John and Houston walked to Ryan, who was hysterical by now. As they approached him, Naomi started reaching out to Ryan, but John slapped her hands away.
"Get away from him," John ordered. "Haven't you done enough? Get me some towels. Clean him up. NOW!" he ordered. The guard looked at Nancy, who nodded her head. They left and returned a few moments later with towels. Houston began cleaning him as John checked him for damage. Naomi tried to approach Ryan but Houston stopped her with a withering look.
"Stay away from him, you worthless cunt," she hissed. Naomi jumped back, shocked that someone would speak to her like that. Nancy tried to intervene, but stopped when she saw the look on Houston's face.
"How dare you speak that way," she began before Houston cut her off.
"I'll speak any goddamned way I want to, bitch," Houston said. "And so help me, if you interfere with me one more time, you'll be wearing your fat ass for a hat." Nancy recoiled from Houston's broadside. One of the guards started moving toward John and Houston, but Franklin stopped him.
"Ryan, did you drive yourself here?" John asked. Ryan shook his head as he gave a weak, "no." John pulled a small communications device from his pocket and spoke into it.
"Did you get all that?" he asked.
"We got it," Oscar's voice said in response.
"Alright," John said before turning to Houston. "We're taking Ryan with us," he said. He pulled out his credentials. "Federal agents," he announced. "The party's over. Mr. Ogilvie is coming with us. So help me, I'll shoot anyone who tries to stop us." He pulled out his service pistol for emphasis. Franklin stepped in front of them.
"Look, this was all in good fun," he said. "No harm, no foul, right? Everyone involved consented to this."
"Fun?" Houston asked. "Does Ryan look like he had fun? What kind of a monster are you?"
"I'm the monster that runs things in this town, missy," Franklin said. "You'd do well to remember that."
"Are you threatening a federal agent, Senator?" John asked. "Because that sure sounds like a threat to me." Franklin backed down a bit.
"Not a threat," he said. "Just a friendly admonition. Look, why don't you come by my office tomorrow and we can discuss this, man-to-man."
"We'll see, Senator," John said. "I assure you, everyone here, including you, Mrs. Ogilvie, will get a visit about this so-called 'party,' so I suggest you stay in town and make yourselves available. Now, make a hole. Get the fuck outta my way." Everyone stood to the side and watched as John and Houston escorted a blubbering Ryan out of the house.
When they got to their rented car, John looked around to make sure no one was coming after them as Houston helped Ryan into the back seat. He pulled out his communications device.
"Are we clear?" he asked.
"All clear," Oscar said.
"Watch our six," John said. "Meet us at our room."
"Copy that," Oscar said. John got in the car and pulled out, heading for the Georgetown Graham. When they got there, John and Houston helped Ryan to their room. By this time, he had calmed down but was still in shock by what he had experienced. John helped him out of his suit and let him take a shower while he waited for Oscar.
When Oscar showed up, John pulled out his tablet and connected to the Company's secure VPN. Soon, Regis' craggy face filled the screen.
"About damned time you reported in," he said. "How's Ogilvie?"
"He's calmed down, but he's still in shock," John said. "He's taking a shower at the moment."
"Alright," Regis said. "Oscar, did you get anything useful out of tonight's clusterfuck?"
"Legstrom just confirmed a few things we already knew," Oscar said. "But I can't really say we learned anything new."
"I agree," Regis said. "John, it seems that you and Houston made a new enemy tonight. I hope you realize that."
"I know," John said. "But I just couldn't sit there and let that shit go on without saying something."
"I understand," Regis said. "And I don't fault you one bit. Are you going to see Legstrom tomorrow?"
"I probably should," John said. "But I don't want Houston anywhere near him."
"I agree," Regis said. "Oscar, can you get a couple of your boys to stand guard tomorrow?"
"Sure, I can do that," Oscar said.
"What about Ryan?" Houston asked. "There's no way he can function around Legstrom, not after what happened tonight."
"I can arrange temporary housing for him at Fort Apache," Oscar said. "But I think he's gonna need more than that."
"I agree," Regis said. "Think you can get him into that camp up in Idaho, Oscar?"
"I'll start making some calls," Oscar said. "I'm pretty sure we can get him in there. They've gotten pretty good about working with us on short notice. We'll just have to coordinate his leave of absence with the Office of Personnel Management." Just then, the bathroom door opened and a freshly-showered and dressed Ryan came into the room.
"What's this about a leave of absence?" he asked.
"Ryan, effective immediately, you're on a leave of absence," Regis said. "Don't worry about Legstrom. I'll let him know. Agent Warren has a secure place you can stay temporarily. We're also looking to get you someplace where you can get some help if you're interested. I'll let Oscar fill you in on that. Any idea what you intend to do about your wife?"
"After tonight, I don't consider myself married anymore," Ryan said. "I intend to get a divorce. I just don't understand why she did what she did."
"Do you think she may have been drugged?" Oscar asked.
"Possibly," Ryan said. "She wasn't acting like herself. Still, drugged or not, there's no way I can stay with her. Not after what she did."
"I understand," Regis said.
"One of my people will take Ryan by his place to gather what he needs, then escort him to Fort Apache," Oscar said. "She'll be here any minute."
"Fort Apache?" Ryan asked.
"Yeah," Oscar said. "It's the safest place in the country. We have a whole reinforced Marine battalion. No one will harm you there."
"Then what?" Ryan asked.
"I'm thinking three months in Idaho," Oscar said. "It'll be hard work, but I think it's worth it. Trust me, you'll come out of there a whole new man. Are you up to the challenge?"



"I don't know," Ryan said. "It sounds interesting." Oscar laughed.
"It is," he said. "I'll let Agent Harrison fill you in on the rest."
"So, what do we do about Legstrom?" Houston asked.
"We could file an ethics charge against him," Regis said. "But I personally don't think it'll go very far. These swamp creatures have a way of covering each other's backs. At the very least, we now have video evidence of what he's really like and I'm sure the good folks in Wyoming won't be so willing to send him back to the Senate."
"You really believe that?" John asked.
"No, not really," Regis said. "That's why I want you and Oscar to put the screws to him tomorrow. Houston, no offense, but I don't want you anywhere near him, not after last night."
"I understand, boss," she said.
"Good," Regis said. "John, I'll call Legstrom myself, tell him to expect you at his Senate office at 9:00 am sharp tomorrow morning. I'll let Oscar be our little surprise. Any questions?"
"No questions, boss," John said. Oscar, Houston and Ryan agreed.
"Alright, gang," Regis said. "Git 'er done." With that, they ended the call. John looked at Ryan before speaking.
"Are you all right?" he asked.
"I'm better," Ryan said. "I just can't believe Naomi would do what she did tonight." Just then, they heard a knock at the door. John looked through the peephole and saw an attractive brunette holding a set of credentials for the HomeFront Security Task Force.
"I think your Agent Harrison is here," John said, opening the door. The brunette smiled and identified herself as Linda Harrison. Oscar recognized her and waved her inside.
"Linda, this is Ryan Ogilvie," he said. "Ryan, this is Agent Harrison with our DC field office." He turned back to Linda. "I'd like you to accompany Mr. Ogilvie back to his place so he can pack a few things, then we'll need you to escort him back to Fort Apache. Tonight. I'll make the call and get the ball rolling. We also need to get him set up for a stay at Camp Rollins."
"Alright, I'll get things started on that," she said.
"Thank you," Oscar said. "I'll call OPM and start the paperwork for his leave of absence." He turned to Ryan and shook his hand. "Good luck to you, Ryan. I'll be in touch. And remember, don't tell anyone where you're going. Not your wife, not Legstrom -- no one. Got it?"
"I got it. And thank you," Ryan said. "Thank you for everything." After he left, Oscar made a call to Fort Apache, then compared notes John and Houston and discussed their strategy for dealing with Legstrom. By the time they were finished, it was just after midnight.
"Well, I don't know about you two, but I do need to get an hour or two of sleep before facing Legstrom," Oscar said.
"Yeah, we could use some sleep ourselves," John said. "Don't forget to have a couple guards here tomorrow morning."
"Thanks for reminding me," Oscar said. "I'll take care of that right away. See you in the morning." After closing the door behind Oscar, John turned to his wife and held her tight.
"I can't believe what happened tonight," she said. "You know what I kept thinking? I remembered what I nearly did to you with Greg. Then it hit me that the same bunch behind that are behind all this."
"Yeah, kinda makes you a bit sick to the stomach, doesn't it?" John asked.
"How many more like Legstrom are out there, do you think?" she asked.
"Who the hell knows," John said.
"What do you think is gonna happen to him?" she asked.
"I wish I knew," John told her. "The way things are these days in the 'justice' system, probably not much, if anything."
"So why are we doing this if it's all just a waste of time?" she asked.
"Maybe because it's the right thing to do," he answered.
"I keep thinking he's gonna keep coming after us until he gets one of us," she said.
"He'll have a helluva fight on his hands," John said.
"Got that right," she said. "C'mon, let's go to bed. I really feel the need to snuggle tonight."
"Me too," John said.
...
It was 7:30 the next morning when Oscar rapped on John and Houston's door. John looked through the peephole and saw Oscar with two large men and opened the door.
"You ready to get this done?" Oscar asked. John nodded his head.
"Yeah," he said. "Let me just grab my jacket." John put his jacket on, kissed Houston and walked out the door. He saw the two large guards. "I take it these are your men?" he asked.
"Yup," Oscar said. "Two of our best."
"Good," John said. "Let's get going." Oscar gave the two men their instructions and left with John. Oscar drove his car to the Russell Senate Office Building, where Legstrom's office was located so Houston would have a car available if she needed to go somewhere. John didn't think she would need to go anyplace, but didn't want to leave her without transportation. They stopped for coffee on the way and rehashed their strategy for dealing with Legstrom.
They walked into Legstrom's office as if they owned the place. One of Legstrom's security men tried to stop them, but John flashed his badge and made sure he saw the handgun on his belt. The security man held up his hands and let them pass. Legstrom looked up when they barged in.
"Didn't your mamma ever teach you to knock?" Legstrom asked.
"We're federal agents," John said. "We don't need to knock."
"Are you forgetting who's in charge here?" Legstrom asked.
"Not at all," Oscar said. "Truth is, we are. We can either have a nice friendly chat here in your office, or we can have a not-so-friendly chat somewhere else that I promise you is nowhere near as nice as this."
"Who the hell are you again?" Legstrom asked.
"Warren," Oscar said, holding up his credentials. "Special Agent Oscar Warren, HomeFront Security Task Force." Legstrom laughed.
"Oh yes, I remember now," Legstrom said. "You were the one with Liz Skaggs when she had her stroke. You still chasing ghosts and conspiracy theories?"
"Here's a theory for you, Senator," Oscar said. "A sitting United States Senator whose wife publicly humiliates him is up to his balls with an organization that tried to take down the President of the United States." Legstrom laughed out loud.
"Seriously?" Legstrom asked. "Are you actually gonna try to make that allegation stick?"
"It's just a matter of following the money, Senator," Oscar said. "Your biggest bundler was the Chairman of the Board for Omega, a company with very deep ties to MMAS. John and his wife were deeply involved in bringing Omega down. With Omega gone, you lost your largest source of campaign cash, some of which I'm sure came from foreign sources.
"Then there's your wife, Nancy. A woman who routinely humiliates you in public with her affairs. It's no secret the only reason you're still married to her is the family money and connections. And I'm pretty certain they also know about your sick little fetishes. How you like to masturbate like a little boy as others have sex. How you get off on watching others be humiliated like you humiliated Ryan Ogilvie last night. I'm sure you knew that she was also deeply involved with MMAS, although she operated mostly in the background."
"How is Ryan, by the way?" Legstrom asked.
"He's on a temporary leave of absence," John said.
"What?" Legstrom asked. "Who approved that?"
"The Director of Alpha Sector, by your direction," John said.
"What do you mean, by MY direction?" Legstrom asked. "I gave no such direction."
"You did when you gave him by direction authority," John said. "When Ryan passed on what he found, he became a de facto employee of Alpha answering to me and my boss."
"But you work for me, and so does your boss," Legstrom sputtered. "The same with you, Warren. You both work for me."
"Wrong, Senator," John said. "We work for the American people, not you. Our oath is to the Constitution, same as yours."
"I'll have your jobs for this," Legstrom said, his face turning red. John and Oscar smiled as they looked at each other.
"Tell me, Senator," John said, pulling a tablet from his briefcase, "what do you think the voters of Wyoming will think when they see this?" He began playing a video of Legstrom masturbating as Ryan was forced to watch his wife take on three men.
"You wouldn't DARE!" Legstrom bellowed. "That's blackmail."
"No, it's politics," John said. "The same kind of politics you like to play here in Washington." He paused for a bit, noticing something on the side of Legstrom's neck that he didn't see before. It looked like a bug bite, but was a bit bigger. "That's one hell of a bug bite you have there on your neck, Senator," he said. Oscar walked around and he eyes grew wide as he looked.
"That's not a bug bite," Oscar said. "There's something just under the skin. That's an injection site. And from the looks of it, I'd say it's no more than eight hours old or so." He looked at Legstrom as he pulled out his handcuffs. "Senator, I need you to follow my directions without question. Understand?"
"What are you talking about?" Legstrom asked.
"Put your hands behind your back," Oscar said.
"What?" Legstrom asked.
"DO IT!" Oscar commanded. Oscar slapped the handcuffs on Franklin as soon as his hands were behind his back.
"What are you doing?" Franklin asked. "Am I under arrest?"
"Not yet, Senator," Oscar said. "I need your hands immobilized. Do you have a first aid kit somewhere?"
"In the bathroom, right inside the door," Franklin said. "Why?"
"You'll see," Oscar said as he walked to the bathroom. Opening the door, he looked around, found the kit and returned. He opened it and pulled out two pairs of latex gloves. He put one pair on and handed the other to John. Then he pulled a small sharp pocket knife out of his trousers and opened it up, wiping the blade with alcohol. "Put those on. I'll need your help," he told John. He turned back to Franklin. "Senator, it looks like something was injected into your neck sometime in the last eight or ten hours. I need you to hold perfectly still. I don't want to accidentally cut your carotid artery. Can you do that?"
"Yes," Franklin said.
"What is it?" John asked.
"It looks like the same thing MMAS used to kill Pat Witherspoon," Oscar said. "We'll have to be very careful. If we put too much pressure on it, the capsule will pop and the good Senator can cancel Christmas. Forever."
"Shit," John said. "So you've seen this before?"
"I have," Oscar said. "Now, just follow my lead, and remember, take it slow and easy. We have to open that injection site just enough to work the capsule out. This may hurt a bit, Senator. Remember, don't move."
"I won't," Franklin said. "Just get it out of me." John and Oscar worked slowly, and finally, they saw the end of the liquid-filled capsule break the skin.
"Alright," Oscar said. "Get ready to catch it. I'm going to work it out now." John held one gloved hand under the site as Oscar slowly worked the capsule out of Franklin's neck. It finally came out and John held it as Oscar cleaned the site with alcohol and covered it with a band-aid. Oscar grabbed a plastic evidence bag and held it open as John dropped the capsule inside. He held it so Franklin could see what had been injected into him.
"What is that?" Franklin asked.
"I won't know for certain until we've analyzed it, but offhand, I'd say it's a fast-acting poison," Oscar said. He looked around, and saw no other injection sites on Franklin's neck, so he removed the handcuffs. Franklin rubbed his wrists and looked at Oscar, frightened. "Your services are no longer required," Oscar said in a neutral tone of voice. Just then, Franklin slapped the side of his neck with his right hand, as though swatting an insect.
"What the hell was that?" John asked.
"It's how MMAS handles those it no longer needs," Oscar said. "He's been given a subliminal hypnotic suggestion. If that capsule was still in his neck when he slapped it, he would be dead right now."
"And you've seen this done before?" John asked.
"I have," Oscar said. He turned back to Franklin. "Do you understand the significance of this now, Senator?" Franklin nodded his head slowly.
"So, what do you want from me?" Legstrom asked, defeated.
"Cooperate with us fully," Oscar said. "Turn state's evidence against your wife and anyone else involved with MMAS. Resign your seat. You can claim you want to spend more time with family. Isn't that the usual excuse?"
"You don't understand what you're asking," Legstrom said. "You think just because you brought down Mona Larsen and Liz Skaggs that you've stopped them. You have no idea how far they're already entrenched into the establishment. You honestly think those two built up their influence by themselves? Trust me, you're living in a dream world if you believe that.
"Who do you think controls much of what passes for news and information out there? Huh? All it takes is one word from them and, 'poof,' you cease to exist as far as everyone else is concerned. Say or post the wrong thing about the wrong person and you're done. You're deplatformed, censored, canceled, silenced, out of business. Who do you think decides what bills get pushed and what bills get buried? Who do you think really selects our elected officials? The voters? Hah!
"No, if I turn on them, it's over for me. And I'm not just talking my political career. I mean, it's over, as in goodnight, sweet prince. I'll be lucky if I end up pushing daisies. Oh yeah, I know what they do. I've seen it for myself."
"So you know what really happened to Elizabeth Skaggs?" Oscar asked.
"Yes," Legstrom said. "I knew the moment I saw the reports." John and Oscar looked at each other, surprised. They hadn't expected this.
"Were you aware of their plans for the president?" Oscar asked. He shook his head.
"No, I wasn't," he said. "Nancy keeps me on a very short leash and she's not one to confide in me about anything."
"So you're saying she knew?" Oscar asked. Franklin shrugged his shoulders.
"I don't know," he said. "You'll have to ask her."
"We will," John said. "But tell us, why did you go after Ryan?" John asked. "From what you've told me, he's basically a nobody. Who was your real target? Was it me? Houston? Who?"
"All of the above," Franklin said with a sneer. "You saw Naomi at the party. She's one hot woman. Nancy is the one who got her to go on that spa retreat. That's where she was recruited by MMAS. Ryan never responded to the notices he got in the mail, so Nancy and Naomi wanted to set him up for a fall. They tried hiring escorts and hookers hoping he would cheat on his wife, but he never did. So Nancy suggested I plant some documents for him to find. I never thought he would go to you with them."
"So, you admit falsifying classified documents for personal gain?" Oscar asked.
"I suppose you could say that, yes," he said. "I also knew the two of you would be in London working on something I mentioned to Alpha One, so I suggested the two of you take the case."
"Why?" John asked. "Why target us?"
"Partly revenge," Franklin said. "After you took Omega down, I lost a significant amount of campaign cash. I needed that money."
"And the other part?" John asked.
"Your wife," Franklin said. "She excites me. I wanted to watch her do to you what Naomi did to Ryan."
"You're a sick motherfucker, you know that?" John asked. Franklin looked down, embarrassed.
"So, what happens now?" Franklin asked.
"Your up for re-election this cycle, right?" Oscar asked.
"I am," Franklin said.
"The first thing you're going to do is retire," Oscar said. "Make up whatever excuse you want, I don't care."
"Okay," Franklin said. "Then what?"
"You cooperate fully with us, tell us everything you know," Oscar said. "We'll provide protection so you don't need to worry about that."
"You mean, you'll keep me at that renovated Army base you call Fort Apache?" Franklin asked.
"Maybe," Oscar said. "Maybe we can do something with your property in Wyoming. I'll have to take it up with my boss."
"And in the meantime?" Franklin asked.
"You already have protection, right?" Oscar asked.
"Yes, but Nancy hand-picked my security detail," he said. "Just as she handles all the personnel issues at my home."
"That could be a problem," Oscar said. "We'll take care of that right now." He pulled out his phone and made a call. As he did, John sat down and glared at Franklin.
"You know, I should kick your ass into the middle of next week just for shits and giggles," he told the senator.
"For what it's worth, John, I'm sorry," Franklin said. "I admit, I'm a pervert. But Nancy is the dangerous one. You need to take her down. I never wanted to see anyone get hurt. I just wanted the power and the money, you know?" John nodded his head.
"Yeah, I know," he said. "You're a regular piece of shit, you know that? Maybe after you retire, you can really learn how to play a banjo." Franklin chuckled at that.
"I take it you've seen my campaign commercials?" he asked.
"I have," John said. Just then, Oscar walked over to them.
"There's a new security detail on its way," he said. "They work for the task force. They should be here in just a few minutes." The three of them made small talk until the new security detail showed up. The two security guards already outside Franklin's office door stood up, confused, when the new detail arrived.
"What's going on here?" one of the guards asked.
"You've been replaced," Franklin said. "You're fired."
"You can't fire us," the guard said, making a move toward Franklin. John stopped him before he could get into the office.
"Well, you're fired," John said. "Now, get the fuck outta here." The two guards looked at each other, then at the group of well-armed men who just came into the office. Realizing they were out-manned and out-gunned, they threw up their hands and left. Oscar briefed the new detail as John sent a text to Houston. He got an immediate answer: "C U soon. Luv U!" When he finished reading her message, he turned to Franklin.
"Alright, Senator," he said. "Start writing. I want to know everything you know. Names, dates, places, everything. Got it?" Franklin nodded his head.
"I got it," he said. "One last thing, John."
"What?" John said.
"Houston is a good woman," he said. "Take care of her."
"I will," John said. "But you're wrong about one thing."
"What's that?" Franklin asked.
"She's not just a good woman," John said. "She's the best. And don't you ever forget that."
"I won't," Franklin said. Oscar walked up to John.
"We're set here," he said. "Ready to head back?"
"Yeah," John said, closing up his briefcase. "We need to brief our bosses. We can do that from my room."
"Sounds good," Oscar said. When they got to Oscar's car, he tossed the keys to John, who caught them in mid-air. "You drive," Oscar said. "I need to arrange a little party for the Senator's wife."
"Sounds like a plan to me," John said. They got in the car and went back to the Georgetown Graham. When they got to the floor where John and Houston's room was located, though, John noticed the guards weren't in the hallway. He hoped they were inside, and pulled his sidearm before opening the door.
"Houston?" he called when he opened the door. He heard nothing and looked inside. He saw the guards on the floor, their weapons still in their holsters. Looking around, he saw signs of a struggle, and noticed Houston's purse on the bed. He checked the room as Oscar looked after the guards. There was no sign of Houston anywhere. He looked at Oscar, who shook his head.
"They didn't make it," he said.
"Damn," John said. Then he saw a piece of paper on the dresser. It was a note from Nancy.
"If you ever want to see your wife alive, be at my house at 2:00 pm -- alone," the note read. It was signed, "N."
"They have Houston," John said. He looked at his watch. It was already 1:15 pm.



...
To be continued...
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Ending of "Houston Goes To Washington, Part 02":
"Houston?" he called when he opened the door. He heard nothing and looked inside. He saw the guards on the floor, their weapons still in their holsters. Looking around, he saw signs of a struggle, and noticed Houston's purse on the bed. He checked the room as Oscar looked after the guards. There was no sign of Houston anywhere. He looked at Oscar, who shook his head.
"They didn't make it," he said.
"Damn," John said. Then he saw a piece of paper on the dresser. It was a note from Nancy.
"If you ever want to see your wife alive, be at my house at 2:00 pm -- alone," the note read. It was signed, "N."
"They have Houston," John said. He looked at his watch. It was already 1:15 pm.
...
And now, Houston Goes To Washington, Part 03:
John grabbed his tablet and connected to the Company's secure VPN as Oscar made arrangements to have the two bodies picked up. Moments later, he and Oscar were looking at the craggy face of Alpha One.
"Boss, we have a problem," John said.
"Yes, I know," Regis said. "Senator Legstrom's wife abducted Houston. According to her tracking ring, she's at Legstrom's Georgetown residence."
"I'm going in," John said.
"I've already got assets in the area," Oscar said. "I was planning to arrest her this afternoon."
"Well, it looks like you can add kidnapping to the list of charges against her," Regis said. "I'll have aerial support in the area in 15 minutes. John, you do what you have to do, understand?" John nodded his head.
"I understand, boss," he said.
"Well, don't just sit there, Goddammit, get to it," Regis said, ending the call. By then, Oscar's team was in the room, removing the two dead guards.
"What does that mean, 'do what you have to do'?" Oscar asked.
"Alpha Sector isn't known for taking prisoners, Oscar," John said. "When they took Houston, they signed their death warrants. That aerial support Regis spoke of? There's probably enough firepower to level a few city blocks. They declared war, and you can believe Regis will go scorched earth on them if need be. You can take Nancy into custody if she survives. Deal?"
"John, you can't just kill her," Oscar said. "I understand how you feel, but we need whatever information we can get from her."
"Alright, Oscar," John said. "I'll try not to kill her. But she may not give me any choice. We'd better get going. We don't have a lot of time. Let me just grab a few things." John checked his weapon, then pulled out some clothes for Houston in case she needed them. He shuddered to think what Nancy and her goons might do to his wife. He swore to himself that if they touched her, he would kill them slowly, painfully. Thinking Houston may need some fresh clothes, he put a t-shirt, a pair of shorts and some shoes and socks in a small gym bag and left the room, with Oscar on his tail.
"At least take some body armor with you, John," Oscar said. John nodded his head.
"Good idea," John said. Oscar ran to his vehicle and came back a few minutes later with a vest.
"How long do you want me to wait before we move in?" Oscar asked as John put the body armor on.
"No more than two minutes," John said. "Nancy said to come alone, so that's what I'm going to do. She didn't say anything about anyone coming later."
"Alright," Oscar said. "Watch your ass out there, John. These people play for keeps."
"Yeah, well, they have my wife, Oscar," John said. "I'm not going there to 'talk' or chew bubble gum if you know what I mean."
"I know," Oscar said. "Just be careful."
"I will," John said. "Remember, two minutes. I'll see you there." With that, they left the hotel.
...
Franklin Legstrom, the "esteemed" senator from the state of Wyoming, sat at his desk, reviewing a piece of legislation that had been brought over from the House. He tried to focus on his work, but found that he was unable to do so. His mind kept going back to what happened earlier with Oscar and John. Suddenly, the door to his office opened and one of the guards came inside.
"Yes, what do you want?" Franklin asked the guard.
"Senator, you have a secure call coming in," the guard said.
"From who?" Franklin asked.
"Just take the call, sir," the guard said in a neutral tone of voice. Franklin looked at his computer just as the notification came up. He clicked on the "accept" icon and instantly saw the craggy, one-eyed face of Alpha One filling the window. Franklin saw the angry look on Regis' face and wondered what was going on. Regis never calls unless it's an emergency.
"Regis," Franklin said with a smile. "What can I do for you today?"
"Senator, I just got a very disturbing report," Regis said. "It seems your wife has abducted one of my top agents. Would you care to explain yourself?"
"Regis, I don't know what you're talking about," a surprised Franklin said.
"Bullshit, Franklin," Regis said. "I've known you for too long. What the fuck do you think you're doing, kidnapping one of my agents?"
"Honestly, Regis, I have no idea what you're talking about," Franklin stammered. Regis glared at Franklin with his one good eye. Franklin saw the veins popping out in his neck and knew the Director of Alpha Sector was beyond pissed. Regis leaned closer to his camera.
"You'd better not, Senator," he hissed through clenched teeth.
"Is there anything I can do?" Franklin asked. "Do you want me to call someone?"
"No, we're taking care of it, Senator," Regis said. "I want you to stay right where you are and do absolutely fucking nothing. Don't even pass gas. The guards there have instructions to keep you right where you are until further notice. And Senator?"
"What?" Franklin asked, scared.
"If anything happens to my agent -- anything at all -- I swear to God they won't even be able to scrape up enough of you for a DNA sample," Regis said. "You understand me?"
"I... understand," Franklin said. Regis growled, then abruptly ended the call, leaving Franklin frightened and shaking. He knew Regis' reputation and believed the crusty director would take him out without batting an eye. He considered calling Nancy and reached for his phone, but saw the guard shake his head. He withdrew his hand and sat in his chair, hoping for the best.
...
When John pulled up to Legstrom's Georgetown home, he looked around and noticed no activity outside. He also saw a number of cameras that covered every inch of the grounds. He knew there was no way he could sneak in without being detected. He climbed out of the car and made his way to the front door, pistol in hand.
He was almost at the door when he heard the sound of automatic weapons fire. It was a short burst, maybe three to five rounds at most. And he recognized the staccato report as coming from an AK-style weapon. Shit, he thought. He ran the rest of the way to the door and tried the knob -- it turned, and the door opened.
Holding his pistol with both hands, he peered first in one direction, then the other, and saw no one. Stepping in the door, he looked around, cautiously, waiting for someone to show up. As he slowly began to work his way to the basement, he heard another burst of gunfire and a man carrying a large knife ran into the room, frightened. John's reflexes took over, and he took the man down with a punch to the throat.
As the man lay on the floor, gasping for air, John kicked him several times and considered putting a round in the back of his head. Finally, the man lay still and John took the knife and checked him for a pulse. He was still alive, so John patted him down, looking for another weapon. Finding none, he kicked the man one more time.
"Don't move," he growled in the man's ear. Standing back up, he made his way to the stairs leading to Legstrom's basement "club." He stopped as he heard a woman's voice. It was Houston. Thank God she's still alive, he thought. He listened further.
"I said, get your fucking eyeballs off my boobs," she yelled. What the fuck, John thought. Then he heard another short burst of automatic gunfire. He peered down the stairs as he stepped ever so carefully. He saw one man lying on the floor at the foot of the stairs. Before he could look further, he heard Houston's voice again.
"I don't believe you slimy pieces of shit actually thought I'd let you fuck me," she yelled. He could hear the fury in her voice and for a moment, he pitied whoever it was she was yelling at. But only for a moment. He listened further.
"Look at you," she yelled. "Your tiny little dicklets are what, three or four inches long? HAH! My husband's is three times bigger than you and he knows how to use it." John smiled and felt like he was ten feet tall. "What the fuck is wrong with you? Don't you understand fucking English? I said, quit looking at my boobs, Goddammit!" Another short burst of gunfire. "And you'd better not be getting a hard-on! So help me God, I'll blow your fucking balls off if you do!" What the hell is going on, John asked himself.
He carefully worked his way down the stairs and saw another man lying on the floor. Then he looked at the small stage. There, he saw Nancy on the floor in a corner, huddled with the three large goons who fucked Naomi earlier. All of them were shaking and scared shitless of the woman standing before them. Then he took in his wife.
There she was, wearing the tattered remnants of a short dress, her bare feet spread just a bit more than shoulder-width apart. It looked as though the top had been almost completely torn away and he could tell she wasn't wearing a bra. The bottom of the dress had several long tears, all of them ending above her waistline.
Her hair was wild and she held an AK-47 with both hands. Another AK-47 was slung over her shoulder. She reminded him of one of those scantily-clad, sword-wielding female warriors he saw in some of those graphic magazines he used to read years ago when he was in the service.
As he watched her, he found himself getting excited. This was a side of her he had never seen before, and he had to admit, it turned him on to see her like this. Looking around, he decided it was time to join his wife, so he stood up and made his way into the basement club. He walked next to Houston and looked at the four people trembling on the floor. He couldn't help but notice they had wet themselves.
"Well, here I am worried that you're in trouble and it turns out you decided to go behind my back and bogart all the fun," John said with a smile. He saw the front of her dress was almost completely gone, baring most of her breasts and her nipples were hard.
"Thank God you're here," Nancy said from the floor. "Your wife is crazy or something."
"SHUT UP, BITCH," Houston yelled. "Or I swear the next bullet is going right between your fucking eyes! Please, John, let me kill them. Just once. I promise to make it slow and painful."
"I think Oscar wants to have a word with them first, dear," he said calmly. "Maybe after he's finished with them, you can kill them, okay?"
"Yeah, I guess you're right," she said.
"Everything all right down here?" John heard Oscar ask from behind him. He turned and saw Oscar with a group of heavily armed federal agents. "I thought I heard gunfire, so I decided to move in."
"I think so," John said. "I'm trying to figure out who needs to be rescued from whom, though." Oscar chuckled and turned to the federal agents with him.
"Secure the rest of the premises," he told them. "Get the forensics people in here. Looks like we'll need another ambulance for these two," he added, pointing to the men on the floor. "And put those four into custody. Don't let them touch their necks, by the way."
"Yes, sir," one of the agents said before giving directions to the others. Oscar reached toward Houston.
"I'll take those if you don't mind," he said. Houston handed him the AK-47 she held in her hands after putting it on "safe," then slid the other off her shoulders. "You really know how to fire one of these?" he asked her as he cleared them.
"Yes," she said. "I was taught how to operate quite a few different weapons."
"I'm impressed," he said. Houston's eyes were drawn to Nancy as she was being Mirandized and put into cuffs.
"Wait," she called out to the agent, who was preparing to lead Nancy away. The agent stopped and looked at her for a moment, trying not to be distracted by the state of her clothing. She walked up to Nancy and got right in her face. Then she hawked up some phlegm and spat in Nancy's face.
"Cuckold THAT, you scuzzy bitch," she snarled, causing the other agents to chuckle. Oscar walked over and looked at the side of Nancy's neck. Then he looked at the three men. Sure enough, all four of them seemed to have the same poison capsule under their skin.
"Keep the cuffs on 'em until we can get the medical folks to examine them and remove those capsules from their necks," he told the senior uniformed agents.
"Will do, boss," the agent said. He led Nancy and the three men out, not bothering to wipe the phlegm from her face. John took his body armor off and handed it to Oscar.
"Thanks, Oscar, I don't think I'll be needing this anymore," he said as Oscar took the vest. Turning to Houston, he slipped off his windbreaker and put it around Houston's shoulders to cover her up. "As much as I like what you've done with that dress, I don't want to see you get arrested for exposing yourself in public," he told her with a smile. "Are you okay?" he asked, looking her in the eye. She nodded her head.
"I am now," she said.
"Good," he said. "Listen, why don't you go into the washroom over there and collect yourself a bit. I have to report in, and I brought some fresh clothes for you."
"Okay," she said. "Thank you for thinking of me." He smiled and kissed her lightly on the lips.
"I always think of you," he said. "I love you, you know."
"I love you more, John Smith," she said before walking into the restroom.
"That's one helluva woman you've got there, John," Oscar said.
"Better believe it," John said as he pulled out his cell phone.
"Listen, I've got to wrap things up here," Oscar said. "I'll also need to speak with the senator. I'll swing by your room when I'm done. Could be a couple hours or so, though."
"That's fine," John said. "I'll see you then. Thanks for the backup, by the way."
"Any time," Oscar said. John called the secure number that went straight to Alpha One's desk. Regis answered on the first ring.
"What's your sitrep?" Regis asked.
"All clear at this end," John said.
"And Houston?" Regis asked.
"Safe and sound, boss," John said. He could hear Regis breathe a sigh of relief. "Oscar is clearing the site. We'll have a full report for you as soon as possible."
"I look forward to that," Regis said. "And John," he added in a softer tone, "take care of our girl."
"I will, boss," John answered before Regis ended the call. John put his phone away and went to his rented car, where he grabbed the bag with the stuff he pulled out for Houston. He went back inside and knocked on the closed door to the washroom. Houston opened the door and looked at her husband.
"You okay?" he asked her.
"Yeah," she said. "Just washing up a bit."
"Here's some clothes for you," John said, handing her the bag. "Not much, just a t-shirt and a pair of shorts."
"Perfect. Did you think to get me some shoes?" she asked. "I don't know where mine are."
"Yeah," John said. "There's some sneakers and a pair of socks."
"Thanks," she said, taking the bag. "I'll be right out." With that, she closed the door. A few minutes later, she came back out, wearing the clothes John brought. He took the bag from her and looked around for Oscar. When he spotted him, he waved.
"Heading out now," he said. Oscar nodded his head.
"I'll call before I come over," Oscar said. "Remember, it could be a couple hours or so." John gave a thumbs-up and escorted Houston out of the house. He walked with her to the car and helped her inside. After putting her bag in the back seat, he jumped in and headed out.
"You wanna tell me what happened?" John asked, turning on his audio recorder. He set it in one of the cup holders between them. Houston nodded her head.
"Yeah," she said. "Right after I got your text, I heard a commotion out in the hallway. I heard arguing and sounds of a struggle. I got scared and thought that maybe Legstrom was planning to abduct me, so I took two of those pills Regis gave me, just in case.
"Suddenly the door opened. I guess they got the key from the guard. There were three of them, really big guys. Two of them brought the guards in the room and dumped them on the floor. The third guy shot me with a dart. I didn't have time to react or do anything.
"I got real groggy and had a hard time standing up. I couldn't really even think straight. Two of them kinda carried me down to their van and threw me inside. One of them sat close to me and watched over me while the others got in the front.
"I could hear them laughing and joking, but I couldn't make out what they were saying. The next thing I knew, they pulled up behind Legstrom's house and carried me inside and down to the basement. By then, I was starting to get my senses back.
"I saw Nancy coming toward me. The three guys who did Naomi were standing on the stage next to the padded table. She had something in her hand -- it looked like some kind of tool for injecting something, but it was a lot bigger. One of the big guys tore my clothes and cut my bra off. Then he cut my panties off. I was still out of it a bit and didn't fully realize what was happening. I vaguely remember Nancy said something about me joining her stable, and that I needed to be prepared," she said.
"Prepared for what?" John asked.
"They were going to force me to cuckold you with those three guys," she said. "I remembered what happened with Greg and I decided that even if it cost me my life I would never do that to you. I remember telling Nancy they would have to rape my dead body because I was not going to go along with her plan.
"She laughed and said that I didn't have a choice in the matter. Then I thought back to my training and I remembered something my close combat instructor told me -- that when things get so bad there doesn't seem to be any way out, to get mean. Mad dog mean, he said. That's what I did. I got mad. I felt my whole body shaking with anger. Then I just lost it," she said.
"What do you mean, lost it?" John asked.
"I just acted," she said. "I lashed out and went nuts on them. I think it surprised them because they didn't know how to react. I kicked, clawed, scratched and bit them as hard as I could. Somewhere along the line, I grabbed a gun from one of the guys who was holding me and I hit him as hard as I could, right across the face. I hit the second guy a few times and I remembered him falling down.
"I think I hurt those guys pretty bad," she said.
"That's okay," John said. "They were bad guys so they deserved it. What happened next?"



"Well, I turned to Nancy and the three guys with her and I fired a few rounds," she said. "Somehow, I was able to get them to sit in the corner. I knew you'd be there soon, so I thought I'd just keep them there until you showed up."
"Did I do okay?" she asked. John smiled and nodded his head.
"You did better than okay," he said. "And that's when you noticed how bad your clothes were torn?"
"Yeah," she said. "But I didn't care. The guys kept staring at my body and that pissed me off even more."
"So I gathered," he said. "I heard some of what you told them. Did you mean all that?"
"You mean, what I said about you?" she asked.
"Yeah," John said.
"Hell yes," she said with a smile. She turned the audio recorder off. "I have a little confession to make and I don't want it to be part of your report."
"What's that?" he asked.
"Well, I got a bit... excited... when all that was going on," she said. "Is that okay?"
"I don't have a problem with it. Besides, I have a little confession to make myself," he said.
"What?" she asked.
"When I saw you standing there, your clothes nearly torn off your body, the way you held that AK-47 and all, you reminded me of those graphic stories I used to read years ago," he said. "Tell you the truth, I got a bit excited myself."
"Yeah, I've seen some of those old Heavy Metal magazines of yours," she said. "It really turned you on to see me like that?"
"Yeah," John said. "My very own warrior princess." She smiled and kissed him on the cheek. She ran her hand over his crotch and felt him start to get hard.
"Hmmm," she said. "You think of me as your warrior princess now?" she asked in a sultry voice. He glanced at her and smiled.
"Either that or my very own Wonder Woman," he said.
"Oh, so you see me as a scantily-clad sword-wielding Amazon?" she asked. "This is getting interesting. Maybe we should explore this fetish of yours a bit."
"And how do you propose we do that?" John asked.
"I can think of several ways," she said as she rubbed his crotch. "Looks to me like there's a sword down here that needs to be wielded. Keep your eyes on the road now. I don't want to get into an accident." She unzipped his trousers and fished out his cock, which was almost fully erect. "Oh my," she moaned. "So big..." She stroked it a few times before putting it in her mouth.
"Oh, shit," John moaned as she ran her tongue over his hard cock. After a few moments, she stopped, chuckled and kissed his cheek as she put his cock back in his trousers.
"That's just a preview of what's to come, my husband," she said. Then she took his right hand and guided it under her shorts so he could feel her smooth pussy. "Feel how wet that is?"
"My God, you're soaked," he asked.
"Hurry back to the hotel, sweetie," she told him. "I need you to ravage my body."
"Your wish is my command," John replied.
...
Franklin sat at his desk and tried to concentrate on something -- anything -- that might take his mind off the call he received from Alpha One. It didn't help that one of the guards left by Oscar did nothing but sit in his chair, staring at him with an expressionless face. He tried reading some piece of legislation, but put it away after realizing he couldn't focus on it. All he could think of was Regis' threat to take him out if something bad happened to his agent.
His attention was drawn to his computer when he heard a ding, informing him of an incoming secure call. He clicked on the icon and saw it was from Regis. He held his breath and clicked "accept." Regis' face instantly filled his screen.
"Senator, good to see you again," Regis said.
"I trust you have good news," Franklin said.
"If you're concerned about my agent, the answer is yes, she was recovered safe and sound earlier this afternoon," Regis said. "However, your wife and her staff have all been taken into custody and your Georgetown residence is now a crime scene. Federal agents are going through nook and cranny of the place even as we speak."
"What has she been charged with?" Franklin asked.
"Well, conspiracy to murder two federal agents, attempted murder for starters," Regis said. "Kidnapping a federal agent, conspiracy, the list goes on. Bottom line is that she'll be out of pocket for a very long time to come. As soon as they remove her poison implant, she'll be taken to a very secure location. I understand they literally have to pipe sunlight into where she'll be staying."
"I see," Franklin said.
"That's not all," Regis said. He took a deep breath before speaking again. "We've known each other a long time, Franklin, so I'm going to give it to you straight. I've got enough here to keep the Senate Ethics Committee and several alphabet agencies tied up for the next two years. Falsifying classified documents to entrap a federal employee, browbeating that same employee into sexual blackmail for your own sick gratification, questionable campaign finance activity, the list goes on."
"What do you intend to do?" Franklin asked quietly.
"You know I can't just sit on this, Franklin," Regis said. "I can't turn a blind eye to it."
"Dammit, Regis, you have that job because of me," Franklin said.
"Yes, I know," Regis said. "You stood up for me when the rest of the Intel Committee wanted to put me out to pasture over this," he added, pointing to his bad eye. "That's why I'm going to give you just one opportunity to do the right thing."
"What's that?" Franklin asked.
"Resign," Regis said. "Retire. You've had a good run. Go back to Wyoming. Fish, hunt. Maybe take banjo lessons." Franklin chuckled.
"I take it you've seen my commercials?" he asked sarcastically.
"Who hasn't?" Regis asked in response. "To be honest, you should be lucky there's no law against banjo abuse. Otherwise, you'd be in jail for life. Make the announcement tomorrow morning. I'll still have to brief the president and the Intel Committee, but I can do it behind closed doors and keep a lid on all this for a little while. Do yourself and the country a favor."
"And if I don't?" Franklin asked.
"Well, then I'd be forced to unleash hell," Regis said.
"You wouldn't," Franklin said, shocked.
"I would," Regis said. "I know the Washington Post doesn't like you very much. I'm sure they'd love to learn about some of your parties."
"I always knew you were a bastard," Franklin said. "I guess that's why I like you so much. What else do you want?"
"Special Agent Warren will be over to see you in a bit," Regis said. "I want you to cooperate with him fully."
"Alright," Franklin said, nodding his head in defeat. "You win."
"I knew you'd do the right thing, eventually," Regis said. "Take care of yourself, Franklin."
"Thanks, Regis, I will," Franklin said, ending the call. After ending the call, Franklin pulled up an unfinished document, added a few things, then printed it out. After signing the last page, he folded the short stack of paper and placed it in an envelope. He marked the envelope, "Agent Warren," and set it against his monitor. Then he opened his top desk drawer and pulled out a tiny envelope. He looked inside to verify it still held the small capsule, then placed it in his trouser pocket.
"I have to use the restroom," he told the guard who sat across the room from him. The guard nodded his head once as Franklin stood up. He went into the restroom, then closed and locked the door.
...
John looked up into his wife's pretty face as she lay on top of him, his cock still buried in her warm, wet pussy. His hands were on her ass, holding her in place.
"Oh, God, baby, that was fucking awesome," he said as she smiled. "What got into you?"
"The last time I looked, you," she said before giving him a deep tongue kiss. "I love you so much," she said after breaking the kiss.
"I love you more," he said. She saw a tear form in his eye.
"What's wrong?" she asked. It wasn't like John to cry.
"When Oscar and I came back and you were gone, I was afraid that I had lost you," he said. "I don't think I could handle that." She smiled and kissed his face.
"Oh, you're never getting rid of me, sweetheart," she said. "You're stuck with me forever. And don't you ever forget that."
"I can handle that," he said. Just then, John's phone buzzed. He picked it up and saw Oscar's number. "I'd better take this," he said, answering the call.
"John, I'm leaving Senator Legstrom's office now," Oscar said. "He's dead, John."
"What?" John asked.
"Legstrom's dead," Oscar said. "Paramedics are here now, and so are the Capitol Police. They said it looks like a heart attack."
"Any sign of foul play?" John asked.
"Nope, none," Oscar said. "The guard said he took a call from Alpha One, then went into the restroom. Never came out."
"Damn," John said.
"There's more," Oscar said. "Legstrom left a document for me. I'll let you read it when I get there. Pretty damning, at least for his wife."
"You think Legstrom committed suicide, then?" John asked.
"I do, but I'm going to keep that to myself, at least for now," Oscar said.
"Okay," John said. "How long before you get here?"
"Not too long," Oscar said. "Should be enough time for you guys to get cleaned up and dressed, though," he said, causing John to laugh.
"Well, thanks for the heads-up," John said. "See you in a bit."
"Yeah, see ya," Oscar said, ending the call. John put his phone down, then slapped Houston's ass. "Back to work, sweetheart," he said. "Oscar's coming by. Better get up and get dressed. Legstrom's dead, by the way."
"What?" Houston asked as she climbed off her husband. "What happened?"
"Don't know, but Oscar said he thinks it was suicide," John said. "C'mon, we got just enough time for a quick shower." Houston giggled as he patted her bare ass. They managed to finish their shower and get dressed before they heard a knock on the door. John looked through the peephole and opened the door when he saw Oscar's face.
"Come in," John said. Oscar came into the room and set his briefcase down. He looked at Houston before speaking.
"How are you doing, Houston?" he asked.
"I'm doing fine, Oscar, thanks for asking," she said.
"I guess we'd better brief Regis," John said, pulling out his tablet.
"Yeah, we'd better," Oscar said. "I've already submitted my report to my boss." John connected to the Company's secure VPN and logged in. Soon, Regis' face filled the screen.
"About time you three reported in," he said. "You look a bit flush, Houston. Are you okay?"
"I'm more than okay, boss," she said. He nodded his head.
"Good," he said. "Alright, let's hear it."
"To begin, Senator Legstrom is dead," Oscar said.
"Yes, I saw that report already," Regis said. "They're calling it a heart attack. You disagree?"
"Well, I'm going to wait for the official autopsy report," Oscar said. "The guard told me he saw Legstrom take something out of his desk drawer before going into the restroom. Plus, Legstrom left a fairly detailed document for me."
"Oh?" Regis asked.
"Yes, sir," Oscar said. "Legstrom admitted his wife's involvement with MMAS, and said she had been controlling him for the last couple years or so."
"I thought you said you had brought down their corporate structure," Regis said. "What, exactly, was her role?"
"According to Legstrom's letter, she was to reorganize and rebuild if anything happened to Mona and her sister," Oscar said. "He also claimed she had a hand in setting up much of the infrastructure we've been tearing down for the last year or so. I already have this scanned. I'll send you a copy."
"Do that," Regis said. "What's next on your agenda?"
"Nancy and the others we picked up at Legstrom's Georgetown residence have had their poison capsules removed and are being transported to Fort Apache," Oscar said. "Two of Nancy's guards are still being treated for their injuries, but they're well enough to travel. I'm getting ready to leave for Fort Apache myself pretty soon. We collected a lot of evidence from Legstrom's residence and that's all being sent to our forensic analysts."
"Keep me in the loop, Oscar," Regis said. "In fact, I'd like John and Houston to accompany you back to Fort Apache. Maybe they can help interrogate Nancy and the others."
"Okay," Oscar said. "I'll be wheels up as soon as we can get to the airport." Regis nodded his head in acknowledgment.
"You up for that, Houston?" he asked.
"I am, boss," she said, causing him to smile.
"Atta girl," he said. "Alright, you three get busy. I'll expect to hear from you soon, John.
"Got it, boss," he said before Regis ended the call. "Well, I guess we'd better get packing," he told Houston. It didn't take long for them to get packed up. Soon, John took one last look around the room, then locked up.
They checked out of the hotel and followed Oscar to the airport, where they turned in their rental. Soon, they were in one of the Task Force's Lear jets flying west. When they got settled into their seats, Oscar pulled a DVD from his briefcase and handed it to John.
"What's this?" John asked.
"Surveillance footage from the Legstrom residence," Oscar said. "I thought you might like to see it before I attach it to my report." John pulled out his laptop and inserted the DVD.
"You ready to take a look at this," John asked Houston.
"No, but I guess I should anyway, huh?" she asked.
"Yeah," John said, starting the video. The video began as three large men half-carried, half-walked a groggy Houston into Legstrom's basement club. Two of the men had AK-47s slung over their shoulders. John could see that Houston's dress had already been partially torn. They stopped at a point about midway to the stage.
Nancy came forward, carrying what looked like a large injection device of some kind. She stopped and looked Houston over for a moment, then motioned to one of the three men behind her. The large man stepped in front of Houston and ripped the top of her dress open. He then tore much of the top off her torso.
He pulled out a knife and sliced the front of her bra, exposing her breasts. He roughly tore the rest of the bra off of her and threw it on the floor. Still fairly groggy, Houston offered no resistance. Nancy smiled in approval as she ogled Houston's bare breasts.
"You have such lovely breasts, my dear," Nancy said, a wicked smirk on her face. "I'll bet your husband loves to kiss and fondle these, doesn't he? Of course he does. But those days are over. These now belong to me. Let's see what else she has to offer," Nancy told the man who tore the top of Houston's dress.
"Yes, ma'am," the man said, slicing the bottom of her dress with his knife, tearing it to her waist. He made a few more slices before pushing the material aside.
"Such well-toned legs," Nancy said. "You must work out. Good. Let's see everything," Nancy told the man. He reached under Houston's dress and sliced Houston's tiny panties off with his knife and tossed them on the floor. Nancy ran her hand over Houston's shaved slit and smiled.
"I see you keep yourself shaved," Nancy said. "Very nice. And you're already wet. Good." After running a finger into Houston's pussy, Nancy lifted it up and put it in her mouth. "Mmmm," she moaned as Houston trembled. "So tasty. You'll make an excellent addition to my stable. We'll just have to make sure your husband knows who you belong to from now on." John could see Houston shake her head as she began to realize what was happening to her.
"Huh?" Houston asked as the drug began to wear off.
"When your husband gets here, these guys are going to tie him to that chair over there, the same one Ryan was tied to," Nancy said. "Then he's going to get a front-row seat. That's right, my dear. You're gong to make him into a cuckold. And these three gentlemen are going to show you what it's like to really get fucked." She let loose with a cackle, causing the men to laugh with her.
"But first, I need to mark you," Nancy added. "This is just a little insurance policy to make sure you don't step out of line."
"You'll have to rape my dead body," Houston said, even though she was still a bit groggy. "There's no way I'm going along with this." Nancy laughed.
"Still full of spunk, are you? Well guess what, little girl? You don't have a choice in the matter," Nancy said with a smirk. "So you might as well just lay back and enjoy it. I know I will."
Nancy stepped forward with the injector, and that's when it happened. Houston tried backing away from Nancy, but the man behind her wouldn't let her move.
She brought up one foot and slammed it on the man's instep, causing him to scream in pain. Then she bit the man's arm so hard she nearly drew blood. He screamed and let go of her. As he released her, Houston swung her arm, knocking the injector out of Nancy's hand.
Houston moved so fast John had a hard time keeping track of her. She turned and kicked the man in the balls, grabbing his AK-47 as he fell. Nancy stepped back to keep from getting hit. Houston brought the rifle butt down on the fallen man's head -- hard. Then she executed a perfect vertical butt stroke, catching the second man square in the balls. She repeated the motion as he bent over and John could see teeth flying out of the man's mouth as Houston struck him with the rifle's wooden stock.
The man with the knife turned and started running for the stairs. Houston started after him but he had reached the stairs before she could stop him. John realized that was the man he encountered on the ground floor. Not wanting to give Nancy and her three fuckers an opportunity to escape, Houston turned around and let loose with a burst of automatic fire over everyone's head.
"FREEZE, BITCH!" Houston yelled. "In the corner, all of you. On the floor. NOW! MOVE!" She fired another three-round burst, then went back into the middle of the room, trying to cover herself with the top of her torn dress. She picked up the second man's AK-47 and slung it over her shoulder. John already knew how it ended, so he stopped the video and looked at Houston, who seemed to be as surprised as he was.
"Remind me to never piss you off," John said with a smile.
"Alright, I will. Don't ever piss me off," Houston said. John could tell she was joking by the sparkle in her eye. John turned his attention back to Oscar.
"You say you haven't sent this to Regis yet?" he asked.
"No," Oscar said. "I wanted you to see it first."
"Thanks, I appreciate that," John said. Oscar handed him the document Legstrom had left.
"You might want to take a look at that as well," Oscar said. John opened the document and read it, handing it to Houston when he was finished.
"Damn," John said. "He and his wife played us like a fiddle. What the hell happened to him?"
"Nancy happened to him," Oscar said. "She was the one pulling all the strings. In light of what Legstrom wrote, I'm going to make a recommendation to your boss that every member of the Intel Committee be thoroughly investigated. If Legstrom was compromised, there's no telling who else may be."
"You think she was involved in the plot against the president?" John asked.
"I'm going to assume that she was," Oscar said. "And I'm going to assume that he's still in danger. I've been in touch with my contact at the Secret Service and he assures me everything that can be done is being done. We'll see." Oscar looked at Houston before continuing. "So, Houston, you think you're up to facing Nancy one more time?"
"Only if it means I can gouge her eyes out," she said. John and Oscar both laughed. They talked a bit more and enjoyed an in-flight snack before the plane began to make its descent to Fort Apache. When the aircraft landed, they disembarked and got in a Jeep that was waiting for them. A few minutes later, the driver went through the sallyport of the facility's beefed-up stockade. After they parked, John and Houston followed Oscar to an elevator.



"How far down are we going?" Houston asked Oscar when the elevator began moving.
"About 300 feet, roughly," Oscar said.
"Why so far down?" Houston asked.
"Gives the prisoners a deeper sense of isolation," Oscar said. "We call it the dungeon, and for good reason," he added when the doors opened. John and Houston looked at the walls, which reminded them of something one would see in an old European castle. They appeared to be made of rock or brick, and the light bulbs in the center of the ceiling didn't provide much light in the hallway.
They walked about 50 yards to another door. A well-dressed man standing by the door shook Oscar's hand.
"John, Houston, this is Avery Hamilton," Oscar said. "He's the U.S. Attorney handling Nancy's case. Avery, this is John and Houston Smith, the federal agents targeted by Nancy. I take it she's conferring with her lawyer?"
"She is," Avery said. "The virtual hearing is about to start. I've filed a motion to have her named an extremist under the Enhanced Patriot Act."
"Enhanced Patriot Act?" John asked. "What's that?"
"After Elizabeth Skaggs died, the president pushed for and signed a bill that significantly enhanced the Patriot Act," Avery said. "It created an official designation -- extremist -- for individuals like Nancy and the others she worked with. Once designated an extremist by a judge, many of the person's constitutional rights are suspended, pending a review."
"Oddly enough, Senator Legstrom worked with the president to push this," Oscar said. "To my knowledge, Nancy will be the first to be designated an extremist."
"I may ask the two of you to testify," Avery said. "Are you up for that?"
"Sure, if it'll help," Houston said. Oscar pulled out his card key and opened the door.
Nancy was dressed in what appeared to be an orange hospital gown. She sat behind a small table and her hands were cuffed to two rings in the middle of the table, forcing her to lean forward. A female guard sat in one corner, watching her closely. Another man sat next to Nancy with papers laid out in front of him. Oscar addressed the guard first.
"Have you informed our guest of the rules?" he asked.
"Yes, sir, I have," the guard said. Oscar nodded his head before turning to Nancy.
"Uncomfortable, are we?" he asked as he opened his briefcase.
"Yes," she said. "Very." Oscar looked at the guard.
"I thought you said she was told the rules here," Oscar said.
"She was, Agent Warren," the guard said. "Apparently, she needs remedial training."
"Apparently," Oscar said. He turned back to Nancy. "Lets get one thing straight, bitch. I frankly don't give a shit if you're comfortable or not. This isn't a resort, in case you haven't noticed."
"I want my lawyer," Nancy said.
"And people in Hell want ice water, bitch," Oscar said, causing Houston to smile. "Besides, you have legal representation," he added, motioning to the man next to her.
"I said I want MY lawyer, not some underpaid public servant. My husband is a powerful U.S. Senator," she said. "My family is very powerful. You have no idea what we can do to you."
"That will be enough," Avery said. "We're not here to debate. We're here for your first preliminary hearing. Are you ready, George?" The other lawyer nodded his head.
"I am, Avery," he said. Avery nodded his head and motioned to the guard, who turned on a large monitor mounted on the wall. A man wearing a black robe could be seen sitting behind a bench. He looked up from the papers on his desk and spoke to his camera.
"Good evening, ladies and gentlemen," he said. "We are here today to consider an emergency motion by the U.S. Attorney asking this court to designate the plaintiff, Nancy Garrison, an extremist under the provisions of the Enhanced Patriot Act. Are the people ready to present their case, Mr. Hamilton?"
"We are, your honor," Avery said.
"And is the defense ready, Mr. Freeman?" the judge asked.
"The defense is ready, your honor," George said.
"Good," the judge said. "Present your case, Mr. Hamilton." Avery stood and consulted his notes before speaking.
"Your Honor," he began, "Ms. Garrison is known to be a top-echelon leader in an organization known as the Mutual Marital Assurance Society, or MMAS. This is an organization dedicated to the destruction of humanity as we know it. It's the primary reason for this Task Force's existence, in fact. The top two leaders of the group are now deceased, and we are in the process of dismantling the lower echelons of the organization. However, we have received information that indicates Ms. Garrison's role was to rebuild and reorganize should those top leaders be removed.
"Given the lengthy list of charges pending against Ms. Garrison, including seditious conspiracy, murder and crimes against humanity, and her leadership role in MMAS, the people believe it in the national interest that she be designated an extremist under the provisions of the Enhanced Patriot Act," Avery said, sitting down. The judge nodded his head and turned to George.
"Please respond, Mr. Freeman," he said. George stood and consulted his notes before speaking.
"Your Honor," George said. "The ACLU and a number of pundits have said the Enhanced Patriot Act, and especially the provision designating certain individuals as 'extremists' for the purpose of denying them some of their rights under the Constitution, are clearly unconstitutional. A case has been brought to the Supreme Court, but it has not yet been heard. My client has the right to due process and should not be denied that right.
"Additionally, she is the wife of a very important United States Senator. It's inconceivable she would be involved in the acts alleged by the prosecution," he added before sitting down. The judge nodded his head and considered what he heard before speaking.
"Well, before I address the merits of the motion before the court, I'd like to inform the defense that Senator Legstrom passed away earlier today," he said. Nancy sat stoic as she took in what the judge said. "I'm told it was a heart attack, but we won't know for certain until after the autopsy. Please accept my condolences, Ms. Garrison.
"Mr. Freeman made a good point, Counselor," he added, looking at Avery. "Regardless of what the defendant has allegedly done, she DOES have a right to due process and I'm not very comfortable stripping people of their rights, even on a temporary basis. Having said that, Mr. Freeman, I would like to remind you that it's up to the Supreme Court to determine the constitutionality of a law, not television pundits. To my knowledge, the Court has not placed an injunction against that provision of the law. Are you aware of any such injunction?"
"No, your honor," George said. "I'm not aware of any such injunction."
"In reviewing your motion, Counselor, I believe you have met all the requirements of the law," the judge said. "Considering the charges against the defendant and her leadership role in MMAS, I am granting the motion with a review in 30 days. I understand you will be pursing the death penalty, is that right?"
"Thank you. Yes, your honor, the people intend to seek the death penalty," Avery said. Nancy's face turned white as she took in what Avery said.
"Very well," the judge said. He pounded his gavel. "Court is adjourned." The monitor went dark and Avery looked at George.
"Well, I guess we'll see each other in court after all," Avery said. "By the way, are we still on for golf tomorrow?"
"Absolutely," George said. "You owe me a rematch. By the way, what happened to the Senator? This is the first I've heard of his death."
"Earlier this afternoon," Oscar said. "I'm the one who found him."
"How did it happen?" Nancy asked.
"He was in his office bathroom when I found him," Oscar told her. "I don't know exactly how it happened, but I suspect it was suicide."
"So, what happens to me now?" she asked George.
"Well, you're officially an 'extremist' with some of your rights temporarily suspended," George said. "You'll be held here, incommunicado, pending your trial. The only people you'll be allowed to contact until then will be me and your guards. Between now and your trial, it would be best if you followed all the rules you've been given, no matter how screwed up they appear to be. Trust me, the judge won't be impressed by the way you've acted so far."
"Can I at least contact my family?" she asked. "They'll need to get with me about Franklin's final wishes."
"No," George said. "Someone from my office will take care of all that for you."
"I hope you're happy now," Nancy told Houston. "You'll get your pound of flesh after all."
"I'll be happy when they plant your skanky ass in the ground, bitch," Houston said.
"Alright, I guess we'd better get going," Oscar said, looking to end a confrontation before it began. Avery stood up, grabbed his briefcase and followed Oscar, John and Houston out of the dingy cell.
"So, what's the reason for designating her an extremist?" Houston asked after they left the room.
"We'll be able to prosecute her far more aggressively than normal," Avery said. "Now that we have the designation, we can treat her like an enemy combatant. Maybe even put her case in front of a military tribunal."
"You think you can really get the death penalty?" John asked.
"I'm certain of it," Avery said. "Especially with all the charges she'll be facing. Several of them carry the death sentence."
"Well, good luck to you," John said. "If there's anything you need from us, let me know," he added, giving Avery a business card.
"I'll keep that in mind," Avery said. "Thank you."
"C'mon," Oscar John and Houston. "Rita's got dinner waiting and I'm starved. Why don't you guys spend the night, and I'll arrange a flight for you tomorrow morning."
"Sounds like a plan to me," John said as they headed back to the elevator. "By the way, how's Ryan doing?"
"He's doing alright," Oscar said. "We got him settled in and I've been told that he'll be going to Idaho at the beginning of the month."
"That's good to hear," John said. "You really think that Camp Rollins will help him?"
"Absolutely," Oscar said. "They have an amazing track record up there. I'm told all the instructors are former military plus he'll have access to the best counseling and legal support available."
"Good," John said.
...
Epilogue:
The next five months were a blur for John and Houston. Regis kept them busy with various assignments, but they were also called to testify in Nancy's trial, which was actually a closed-door military tribunal held at Fort Apache, out of the public's eye.
Nancy was finally found guilty on all charges and sentenced to death by lethal injection. Because of her designation as an "extremist," she was not allowed to appeal the sentence, which was carried out a week after the verdict. Her family, which was under investigation for a number of things, including its ties to the Chinese Communists and the Russian Mafia, was billed for the execution and court costs and placed under a gag order.
All of Nancy's accomplices were also found guilty on all charges, which included murder, kidnapping and conspiracy. They, too, were sentenced to death. Both John and Houston were called to testify in their trials as well.
After reading the transcripts of the trials, President Skaggs recognized Houston with a medal for bravery, which was given to her in a secret ceremony attended by John, Regis and the Joint Chiefs of Staff.
Today, John, Houston and Regis stood in the gallery overlooking the gym at Alpha Sector's headquarters, watching Ryan Ogilvie go through his paces below. Regis recruited Ryan after the former congressional staffer finished his three-month course at Camp Rollins in north Idaho. Following that, Ryan was put into an intensive two-month course at Alpha Sector. All three were impressed with him. Ryan seemed like a new man after he completed his course, and wanted to get out of Washington, DC.
"Where are you gonna put him, boss?" John asked.
"He'll be our new liaison officer to Oscar's task force," Regis said.
"I take it his divorce is final," Houston said.
"Yes," Regis said. "He made out like a bandit, in fact. Of course, it helped that Naomi was pregnant with another man's child."
"That poor man," Houston said.
"Not so fast," Regis said, motioning to the gym floor. As they watched, a curvy blonde stepped into the gym and wrapped her arms around Ryan after he finished his workout. They engaged in a deep tongue-kiss before heading to their respective locker rooms.
"That's Julie Carson," Regis said. "She's with the Task Force."
"That explains a lot," John said. Regis and Houston smiled at that. "So, what's our next assignment?"
"You two are going back to London," Regis said.
"Does this have anything to do with the new administration?" John asked. News broke two days earlier that President Skaggs died of a sudden heart attack. The Vice President, George Pierce, was sworn in to finish Skaggs' second term.
"Yes," Regis said. "When you get there, you'll need to report to the U.S. Ambassador. He'll fill you in on the details. He's also arranged a meeting between you and the British Home Secretary."
"Home Secretary?" John asked. "That's a bit over our pay grade, isn't it boss?"
"Just a bit," Regis said. "But I'm sure the two of you can handle it."
"Can you give us any idea what this is all about?" Houston asked.
"The new president is looking to make a number of changes," Regis said. "He and his contingent will be making the rounds to see how we operate. He's planning to visit Fort Apache first. There'll also be a contingent from the British government. I've heard some rumors that I need you two to verify. Remember, this is just information gathering. No heroics, you got me, young lady?" he asked, looking at Houston.
"I gotcha, boss," Houston said.
"So, when do we leave?" John asked.
"Day after tomorrow," Regis said. "Here's your tickets," he added, pulling two sets of tickets from his jacket pocket. "Take the rest of the day off. You two have earned it."
"Thanks," Houston said. They left Alpha's underground headquarters and drove home. When they got inside, Houston turned to John.
"I want you to go upstairs, sit down on the bed, close your eyes and wait for me, okay?" she asked.
"Sure, I guess," John said. "Why? What's going on?"
"It's a surprise," she said. "Don't peek until I tell you, okay?"
"Okay," John said before going upstairs. He sat on the bed with his eyes closed wondering what Houston had in store for him. He could hear her doing something, but he wasn't sure what. After what seemed like forever, he finally heard her voice.
"Okay, you can look now," she said. John opened his eyes and got the surprise of his life. Standing before him was his wife, wearing a costume he had never seen before. The top consisted only of two leather straps that criss-crossed her body, leaving her breasts bare.
The "skirt," if you could call it that, consisted of a few fairly wide strips of material that left the sides of her legs completely exposed. They were quite short, falling just below her crotch. She wore a tiara and a pair of laced sandals. In one hand, she held a long fake costume sword.
"Wow," he said as he took her in.
"Kneel before your warrior princess," Houston ordered with a slight smile on her face. John wondered what she was up to, and decided to play along with her a bit. He got down before her on one knee. She took the fake sword and touched one of his shoulders, then the other.
"I dub thee Sir John," she said when she finished. "Now, my knight protector, stand and accept your prize." He stood and looked at her pretty face. She wrapped her arms around him and looked him square in the eye. "Now, take me to bed and ravish my naked body, my wonderful husband. I need your big cock inside me right now."
"Your wish is my command, my princess," he said as he prepared to pick her up. Before he did, however, she reached over and pressed "play" on a DVD player sitting on his night stand. He instantly recognized the old song...
"It's your one way ticket to midnight...
Call it Heavy Metal..."
...
Notes: For those who like to pick nits, there is no such thing as an "Enhanced" Patriot Act with the "extremist" provision as portrayed in the story. I made that up... After all, this IS fiction...
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I've seen it said that the opposite of love is indifference. Right now, I would disagree. For me, anyway, the opposite of love is hate -- blind, seething hatred. I used to love my wife with all my heart and soul. I would've done anything for her, even taken a bullet. But that's not the case anymore. She tore my heart out and destroyed my once-happy life. And now, it's time for me to destroy hers.
The house was dark as I slowly crept up the stairs, doing my best to keep from giving myself away. Of course, the two cheaters in what was once the master bedroom I used to share with my wife couldn't hear me anyway, what with all the racket they were making.
I got to the door of the bedroom, which was only partially closed, and pushed it the rest of the way open with the 12 gauge pump shotgun I had with me. There they were -- my soon-to-be ex-wife, Alice, and my boss, Jake Harmon. He was pumping furiously between her spread legs while she grunted with each stroke.
I pumped a round into the chamber and watched as the two fuckers stopped and stared at me, surprised. There's nothing quite like the sound of a round being pumped into the chamber of a shotgun to get someone's attention. Jake got off Alice, his still-hard dick jutting out in front of him.
"What are you doing here, wimp?" he asked. "You're supposed to be in Jonesboro. Why are you here? You wanna watch a real man fuck your wife? Is that it? Are you some kinda pervert or something?" Alice giggled at that.
"Yeah, baby, he wants to watch a real man give it to me good," she said. "Maybe he wants to eat your cum outta my pussy." Jake laughed as he stepped toward me. That's when it began.
I said nothing as I fired a round at his crotch, blowing his private parts to kingdom come. He screamed in pain as he fell to the floor. Alice's screams joined his almost in perfect harmony. I pumped and fired again, this time taking off the top half of Jake's head. Alice kept screaming, so I turned my attention to her.
The first round silenced her screams as it removed most of her face. The next fifteen rounds left her a bloody mess on the top of the bed. I wasn't finished, and kept firing, alternating between Jake and Alice. At one point I looked down and saw my feet were almost buried in a pile of spent shotgun shells. Damn, I wondered. How many rounds are in this thing? I kept pumping and firing round after round into the goo that was once Jake and Alice.
I finally stopped, my rage now gone. The room reeked of gunpowder and I could see smoke hanging in the air like a thick blanket. I looked at the bloody mess before me and knew my life was over. Once the police arrived, they would probably shoot me dead. If they didn't, I would probably end up on death row. No, thanks. I checked and found I still had one round left. I put the muzzle of the shotgun under my chin, then reached down and pulled the trigger with my right hand.
...
I sat up in my bed, my body soaked with sweat. At first, I didn't recognize my surroundings. Then it came back to me. I was at a Day's Inn in Jonesboro, Arkansas, and had been since Sunday. It was now early Thursday morning. I was here to take care of a customer upgrade at Jake's direction. The job was finished on Wednesday and I had wrapped up my paperwork before going to bed. I had planned on driving back after checking out of the hotel after sunrise.
As my head cleared from the remnants of the nightmare, I caught my breath and looked at the clock. It was only 3:30 am. Shit, I thought. I'll never be able to get back to sleep. I got up out of bed, washed my face, then made a cup of coffee. I turned the television on, and tried to calm myself down.
This wasn't the first time I had experienced the nightmare, and something told me it wouldn't be the last. It had been like this almost every night for the last week, since I first learned of Alice's betrayal. Each nightmare had been quite similar, with the only variation being my weapon of choice. I remember one time I dreamed that I was carrying a mini-gun and had shredded both their bodies with thousands of rounds of ammunition.
In another dream, I actually carried a rocket-propelled grenade and blew them -- along with the bedroom -- into oblivion. Then there was the dream where I actually used a nuclear device and destroyed half the county along with the two cheaters.
Mind you, I'm not normally a violent man, and even though I spent four years in the Marine Corps, had never once fired a weapon in anger. Sure, I have a few guns, including a 12 gauge shotgun -- hell, everyone in these parts has a gun or two. But I never once considered using any of them against another human being. Until recently, that is. Why the change, you ask. Let me tell you...
My name is Thomas Jefferson Langley. My parents had a thing for history, so I was saddled with the name from birth. My sister and only sibling was named after Betsy Ross -- seriously. I joined the Marines straight out of high school and was made a Nuclear, Biological and Chemical Defense Specialist.
With the exception of a one-year tour to Okinawa, Japan, my time was spent stateside, mostly working as an instructor. My last six months in the service, I was one of the guys who ran the gas chamber at the base where I was stationed. I realized early on in my military service there was little to no use for someone with my skills in the civilian world, so I went to school and got a degree in networks and business.
It took three years to finish my two-year degree, so I got out at the end of my four-year stint and went back to school using my benefits. When I graduated, I went to work as an account representative for Empire Tech Solutions, a nationwide IT company headquartered at my home town in Missouri.
I met Alice when I was doing a survey at the local newspaper. She worked as an editor and was one of the people who decided what photographs would work best with their articles. We talked, dated, fell in love and eventually got married. That was five years ago.
The next four and a half years were good ones. Alice and I got along quite well, and enjoyed spending time together whenever we could. We made love several times a week and began to talk about having children. We made pretty good money, so we bought an old four-bedroom farmhouse in the country that sat on four acres. It needed some work, but we both loved it. She liked the fact that it was a bit rustic, and I liked the separate shop that sat on the property. Both of us also liked the fact that the master bedroom had its own gas fireplace. And there was plenty of room for children.
Then the world went to shit -- at least for me. My boss, Bill Michaels, retired, and the company began searching for his replacement. I thought this would be a golden opportunity for me, so I applied for the job. I didn't get it, but I was told by Jon Carlson, the man in charge of the company's service operations nationwide, that I was seriously considered, but the Board selected someone else -- Jake Harmon.
I looked up Harmon on the company intranet, and found that he was being moved here from Boston, where he worked as the senior account representative for the northeast region of the country. He had a bit more seniority than me, but not that much. His uncle also happened to be one of the senior members of the Board of Directors. Naturally, he got the job. I studied the picture of his face and took an instant dislike to him. There was something about that crooked smile of his that just screamed, "trouble."
He came on board and made all the rounds. The women in the office took to him like a moth to a flame. He stood a few inches taller than me, and was quite muscular. He smiled that crooked smile as he shook my hand the first time we met.
"Well, I finally get to meet my opposition," he said. "I'm told you almost got my job. Don't worry, I won't let that interfere with our relationship."
"I'm glad to hear that," I told him. He smiled, then left my office. Something about him really set me off, but I wasn't quite sure what it was. I told Alice about it one night after dinner.
"Why don't you invite him over for dinner one night," she said. "Maybe you can break the ice with him. Is he married?" I shook my head.
"I don't think so," I said. "I didn't see that in his online bio."
"Maybe he's just a bit lonely," she said. "A single guy in a new town surrounded by strange faces. It can't be easy for him adjusting, especially after living in Boston."
"Maybe you're right," I said. The next day I invited him to dinner and he eagerly accepted my invitation. "And feel free to bring the family if you want," I told him.
"There's no family," he said. "It's just me. But I'd love to come have dinner with you and your wife. Thanks for the invite. Should I bring anything?"
"Just your appetite," I said.
"Okay," he said. "I'll be there." He arrived at the house on time and we had a good evening, overall. We got to know each other a bit and I thought we had established a bit of a rapport. Alice went all out, making a pot roast with potatoes and vegetables. She even put some in a Tupperware container for him to take home.
"He doesn't seem like such a bad guy," Alice said after he left. "You two seemed to get along okay."
"Yeah, I guess," I said. Still, I had doubts niggling in the back of my mind. "That was a wonderful pot roast, by the way. Let me help you with the dishes, then I'll thank you properly upstairs," I added, giving her a swat on the rear end. She giggled, then pranced into the dining room to start putting things away. The next day at work, Jake came by my office.
"I just wanted to thank you for dinner last night," he said. "That was some pot roast your wife made."
"You're welcome," I said. "Yes, Alice is a very good cook." He smiled as he nodded his head. I couldn't help but wonder what else he was thinking.
"Listen, Tom, I'm going to need you to start making more trips out of town," he said. "I know my predecessor limited your time out of town, but I'm concerned we may see some business slip if we don't get a bit more aggressive."
"What are we talking about?" I asked. He was right. Bill made sure I took no more than one trip every two weeks at the most, concerned about the impact on my home life. That was one of the things I really appreciated about him.
"I'm thinking maybe one trip a week," Jake said. "I know it may be rough on things with Alice, but I'll make sure you get well compensated for your time away from home."
"When is this starting?" I asked.
"Next week," he said. That wasn't much advance time, given that today was already Friday. "In fact, I'd like you to go to St. Louis on Monday. Peters and Lystrom is talking about updating some of their servers in preparation for tax time, and I'd like you to assess the situation and make some recommendations. Normally, this would be done remotely, but I'd like you to be a bit more hands-on." Peters and Lystrom was an accounting firm that we had done business with for years, and this was the first I had heard of an upgrade.
"Alright," I said. "How long are we talking about here? This shouldn't take me more than a few hours at most."
"You forget, they have satellite offices all over the city," Jake said. "You'll need to visit them all." Crap, I thought. That could take two or three days. Maybe even four.
"All right," I said. "I'll let Alice know. She's not gonna be happy."
"I think she'll get over it when she sees your paycheck," Jake said before leaving my office. Alice wasn't happy with me being gone potentially four days the next week, but I took her out to dinner and dancing that night and we spent much of the weekend in bed.
"Call me when you get settled in, and I'll expect a call every day," she said when I packed my bags in the car. Fortunately, St. Louis was close enough that I could drive there. "And you'd better be on your best behavior."
"Aren't I always?" I asked before giving her a kiss. I called her cell phone when I got settled into my room in St. Louis, and later that evening after my first meeting with the client. I called the house phone every night and we enjoyed nice, long discussions, always ending on a happy note. As it turned out, I was finished with the client early Thursday morning, so I drove home, planning to surprise my wife. We had a great reunion, and I thought everything would be alright.
The next couple weeks weren't too bad. I ended up being gone only one night on those weeks. After that, things started to change. The trips got longer and for the next four weeks, I was gone four days, and one trip lasted five full days.
Jake was true to his word, and I did see a hefty increase in my paychecks, but that hardly compensated for the time I was away from Alice. At first, Alice seemed to be able to deal with the absences, but I could tell they were starting to affect her after the fourth week. After I got home that week, I thought I detected the odor of cigarettes.
Both Alice and I smoked when we first met. After we got married, we decided to kick the habit together. It was hard at first, but we finally did it. We've been smoke-free for about two years when all this started up. I asked Alice if she'd been smoking while I was gone.
"Yes," she said. "I'm sorry, it's just so hard when you're not here."
"I understand," I told her. "You do realize I have no choice. Jake's the one sending me out all over the place."
"I understand," she said. "I just don't like it, that's all. I wish you were home more often."
"I do, too," I said. "Maybe I'll have a talk with Jake, see if he'll let up just a bit." I did talk to Jake about it, but he put me off and said it was part of the job. If I didn't like it, he said, I was welcome to find another place to work. Like a good company man with bills to pay, I sucked it up and kept working, but I did put out some feelers.
About a week later, I had just arrived home from a trip and was getting ready for bed when Alice asked me to turn on the fireplace. We both enjoyed having it on as we made love, so I went to turn it on. That's when I noticed the pilot light was out. I wondered what could make that happen, and couldn't get it to stay lit. So I turned off the gas to the unit and made a mental note to call in a technician.
Because of my schedule, it took a couple weeks before I could get anyone out to take a look at it. After doing his diagnostics, the tech looked up at me and shook his head.
"I'm sorry, Mr. Langley," he said. "But that regulator's shot. It's probably been in there at least 60 years now."
"Can you replace it?" I asked. He shook his head.
"'Fraid not," he said. "They quit making those about 30 years ago. Frankly, I'm surprised it's lasted as long as it has without causing problems. You realize you could've had one hell of an explosion up here. If I were you, I'd replace that whole insert."
"I'm not sure when I'll have the time to do that," I said. "My schedule's pretty screwed up." He handed me a card.
"Well, when you get the time, come on down and take a look at what we've got," he said. "Hell, we've got units with remote controls and one you can control with your smartphone over the Internet. In the meantime, I'd keep the gas shut off to that thing, otherwise you could have a serious problem."
"Thanks," I said, taking his card. Unfortunately, I was never able to get around to replacing the insert, despite Alice's constant reminders.
Jake kept sending me out, sometimes over the weekend. As a result, things got very frosty in the house. Our sex life all but disappeared and Alice started getting very short and snippy with me. I did my best to maintain some semblance of calm, but it wasn't easy.
As the trips continued, Alice got even worse. Jake didn't seem to care, though, as he kept sending me out to one client or another. Several times when I called the home phone, I got the answering machine and when I called Alice's cell, it would go straight to voicemail. When I asked her about it, all she would do is offer excuses.
"Sorry, but I decided to go out for a drink with the girls and I didn't hear the phone ring," she would say. Then the worst possible thing that could happen did happen. I finished a site visit a day early and decided to come home to surprise Alice. As it turned out, I was the one who got the surprise.
As I pulled into our driveway, I saw Jake's BMW sitting in front of our garage. I wondered what he was doing here. I got out and put my hand on the hood of his car. It was fairly warm, so I knew he hadn't been here very long. I went into the house and saw Alice sitting on the couch with Jake. I saw her quickly pulling her hands back as I opened the door.
I also took note of what she was wearing -- a short black dress that showed off a lot of leg, and a lot of cleavage. The smell of cigarette smoke was also quite thick in the house.
"Tom, you're home," she said, standing up. Jake also stood up and looked at me, a smirk on his face.
"Yes, this is a surprise," he said. "You were supposed to be gone until tomorrow. What happened?"
"We finished the job a day early, so I thought I'd come home and spend some time with my wife," I said. "What's going on here?"
"Jake was just going to take me out to dinner," Alice said. Jake smirked as I nodded my head.
"I see," I said. I turned to Jake before speaking. "Well, I'm home now, so if anyone is taking Alice out, it'll be me, her husband. I think you should leave now."
"And if I don't?" he asked.
"Then I'll just have to kick your ass out of my house," I said. "You may be my boss at work, but not here, in my home." He chuckled and looked at Alice.
"I'll take care of this," Alice said, looking at Jake. "I think you should leave now." Jake said nothing for a few moments, then nodded his head and got ready to leave.
"I will be discussing this with Jon tomorrow," I said before Jake opened the door to leave. "I don't think he'll approve of you horning in on an employee's wife."
"You better not say anything to Jon," Jake said. "You forget, my uncle is a senior member of the Board. He'll have your job as well as Jon's. And don't forget, you're supposed to be in Jonesboro on Sunday." He turned to Alice. "I'll talk with you later," he added before closing the door. I turned back to Alice.
"What the hell is going on here?" I asked. "Are you sleeping with him now?" Alice said nothing, but looked down, embarrassed. I had my answer. "You are, aren't you? How long has this shit been going on?"
"A while. Dammit, Tom, you're never home," she said.
"Yeah, because the asshole you're fucking keeps sending me out of town," I said. "My God, Alice, how can you be so fucking stupid? You KNEW he was the one sending me away. Surely you're smart enough to figure out what he was doing. How many times have you fucked him in our bed?"
"I don't know," she said. "I haven't counted."



"Fucking terrific," I said. "Have you fallen in love with him?"
"A bit, I'm afraid," she said. "But I still love you. I just wish you were home."
"You know what this means, don't you?" I asked.
"What?" she asked.
"It means I'll be getting a divorce, as soon as I can," I said. "There's no way I can put up with this."
"Please, Tom, don't," she said. "I don't want a divorce."
"So, what, you think you can have Jake when he sends me away, then give me his sloppy seconds when I get home?" I asked.
"I've never given you sloppy seconds," she said.
"You haven't given me anything in a couple months or so," I said. "Not even a blowjob. Dammit, Alice, how could you be so damn selfish?"
"So, what are you going to do now?" she asked. "Do you still want to take me out to dinner?"
"Are you fucking kidding me?" I asked. "I'll have to get a motel room for the night. There's no way I'm sleeping in the bed again, not after you've fucked him in it, and there's no place else here for me to sleep. I'll be damned if I'm going to try sleeping on the couch. Besides, the whole fucking place reeks of cigarettes. Do you let him smoke in here, by the way?"
"We both smoke in the house," she said. "I'm sorry." I stood up and looked at her before speaking, trying to control my rage.
"Let me get one thing straight," I said. "I'm going to find a motel room for the night. I'll come by tomorrow while you're at work to get some of my stuff. If you bring that asshole into my house again before the divorce is final, you'll both wish to God you'd never been born. Understand me?"
"Yes," Alice said, tears falling down her face. I couldn't help but wonder why she was crying, since she's the one who caused all the hurt. I stormed upstairs to grab a suitcase and some clothes and saw the ashtrays on both nightstands. They were both filled with ashes and cigarette butts.
The room reeked of stale cigarette smoke and sex. It was all I could do to keep from throwing up. I packed enough things for a couple days, then went back downstairs. Alice was still on the couch.
"I'm leaving now," I said. "Here," I added, taking off my wedding ring. I tossed it on the table in front of her. "I won't be needing that anymore. Remember what I said. Goodbye." I walked out of the house, got in my car and left. I don't know what she did after I left, and I frankly didn't care. All I know is that she didn't pepper me with calls or texts after I left.
I found a motel that rented rooms with kitchenettes by the week and paid for two weeks in advance. I had a feeling I would be there a bit longer than that, though, and I didn't want to risk the room being taken when I got back from Jonesboro. I got settled in and that night was when the nightmares began.
The next day, I got to work a bit early and turned in all my paperwork. Purposefully avoiding Jake, I went to see Jon Carlson, who was the next one up in my chain of command.
"Tom, you're here early," he said. "How did everything go?"
"Went well, Jon," I said. "I've already turned in my paperwork. Listen, I have a personal problem I need to deal with before I leave for Jonesboro and wondered if I could take the rest of the day off."
"Have you spoken with Jake yet?" he asked.
"Well, Jake is part of my problem," I said. He looked at me, startled.
"Oh?" he asked. "You wanna tell me about it?" I spent the next few minutes telling him what transpired the previous evening and what Alice had told me.
"So I need to get more of my things and go see a divorce lawyer today," I said. "That's why I came to you instead of going to Jake."
"I see," Jon said. "Alright, go ahead and do what you need to. I'll take care of Jake. And listen, if you need to talk to someone, feel free to call me any time." I thanked him and left the building. Fortunately, I was able to avoid Jake. I stopped at a coffee shop and grabbed a quick breakfast while searching the web for a divorce lawyer on my smartphone. I found one and made an appointment for that afternoon.
After I finished my breakfast, I looked at the time and figured Alice would be gone to work, so I headed to what used to be our house. Her car was nowhere to be found, so I parked and went inside. The place still reeked of cigarettes, but it wasn't as bad as the previous night. I went upstairs and got some more of my things and carried them to my car.
I grabbed some trash bags and filled them up with as much as I could carry, and put those in the car as well. I figured I would need a storage unit for all this crap, and made a note to rent one that day. I went into my shop and took inventory of everything I had there. Naturally, I couldn't stash all this in the car, and I knew I would have to come back for it. Then I found something I forgot I had -- a small round container with about ten old CS training tablets -- the kind I used to use in the gas chamber.
For those who don't know, CS, or 2-chlorobenzylidene malononitrile, is one of the most commonly-used tear gases by the police and the military. Technically, it's not really a gas like hydrogen or oxygen -- it's more like tiny particles that get into literally everything -- clothes, hair, eyes, you name it.
We used these tablets to simulate a chemical attack when we held gas chamber training, and it's extremely effective. When I was in the service, we would typically take one or two of these tablets and place them on a metal plate. The plate would be heated and the capsules would melt, releasing the gas. Two capsules were usually more than enough for a decent gas chamber exercise.
A person exposed to CS would experience a burning sensation on exposed skin, tearing of the eyes and a burning irritation of the mucous membranes of the nose, mouth and throat. This results in coughing, extreme nasal discharge, disorientation, and difficulty breathing. It's not a pleasant sensation, but passes fairly quickly after a shower.
I used to conduct impromptu field "training" by surreptitiously sprinkling some CS powder in ashtrays, usually when we went into the field. Since the chemical reacts with heat, anyone who used the ashtray would find themselves in their own personal little gas chamber.
I had a wicked thought and took the capsules into the house. I opened a capsule and sprinkled the powder in one ashtray, then did the same to the other. If Alice and Jake decided to "enjoy" a post-coital cigarette, they would be in for a surprise. That'll teach 'em to smoke in my house, I thought.
I went through the house and did the same with a couple other ashtrays I found that had been used. But I didn't stop there. I took a couple capsules, opened them up and sprinkled the powder on the bottom sheet of the bed and the two pillows, then carefully replaced the top sheet and the bedspread.
I thought about sprinkling a bit of CS on the stove, but decided against it. I only had four capsules left and I wanted to have enough for a return trip. I figured that what I had already done would be enough to cause a bit of coitus interruptus, at least for now.
The last thing was to collect my guns, my personal laptop and our tax forms for the last two years, which the lawyer said she wanted to see. I locked the guns in the trunk of my car, then locked up the house and left. I headed for a storage facility, rented a small space and stashed my stuff until I could find another place I could call "home." When I finished unloading my car, I locked the storage unit up and noticed I had just enough time for a quick burger before my appointment with the lawyer.
I arrived at the Law Office of Lisa Hawkins right on time and was ushered into her office. She listened to my story, taking notes as I spoke. She didn't say anything until after I had finished.
"Well, Mr. Langley, that's quite a story," she said. "Do you see any way to put your marriage back together?"
"No, none," I said.
"Alright," she said. "Well, for starters, Missouri is a limited 'no-fault' state, however you can cite her adultery as that may affect the distribution of the marital assets. You have no children, so there won't be any issues with child support. I see from the tax forms you brought in that your wife made just a little less than you, but in my opinion, not enough to warrant any spousal maintenance. What about the house? Do you want to keep that?"
"No," I told her. "I can't live there anymore. She can keep it if she wants."
"Or you could sell it and split the proceeds, but I doubt you have very much equity in the place," she said. "I can suggest you sell it and see what she says in her response."
"That's fine," I said. "Can I go after Jake for what he did?" She shook her head.
"You mean for alienation of affection?" she asked. I nodded my head. "No, I'm afraid that's not an option in Missouri. Hasn't been since about 2003. You say he's your boss?"
"Yes," I said.
"Well, then I would recommend you go over his head, maybe speak with his boss or your company's HR department. You work for Empire Tech, is that right?" she asked.
"Yes," I said.
"Well, you're in luck," she said. "I happen to know they don't tolerate any behavior like that. Talk to them, let them know what's going on. I'm sure they'll work with you. If they don't, come back and we'll discuss it, okay?"
"That sounds good," I said. "Thanks."
"Alright, I'll get the paperwork started," she said. "Where would you like her served?"
"At her place of work would be nice," I said. Lisa smiled at that.
"Okay," she said. "Now, don't do anything stupid. That also means no dating. The court won't look at that very kindly at all. I would also recommend you see a counselor." She pulled out a card and handed it to me. I recognized the name -- Dr. Rose Carlson, Jon's wife.
"Got it, thanks," I said. We wrapped up the meeting and I paid a retainer after she handed me a checklist of things to do that she said would help protect me financially. We only had one joint credit card through our bank, so I canceled the card, withdrew half of what we had in the bank and opened a new account in my name only. From there, I grabbed a bite to eat and went back to the motel.
I didn't hear from Alice until later that evening. I recognized her number when it came up on my smartphone. I decided to take the call.
"You sonofabitch," she yelled. "What did you do to the house?" Right then, I knew exactly what happened.
"I don't know what you're talking about," I lied.
"Yes you do, you bastard," she said. "You put something in the ashtrays. And there's something in the bed."
"You mean, besides you and Jake?" I asked.
"Dammit," she said. "Tell me what you did. We can't even use the bedroom."
"We?" I asked. The next voice was that of my boss, and he wasn't happy.
"Goddammit, Tom, what did you do? The whole place is like a fucking gas chamber or something," he snarled. "I'm going to kick your fucking ass."
"What are you doing in my bed with my wife, you sonofabitch?" I asked. "If anyone deserves to get his ass kicked, it's you."
"You're going to pay for this, motherfucker," he threatened.
"I'll make sure to pass your little threat on to Jon and my attorney," I said. "Bye now, bye." I ended the call and started counting to ten. The phone rang again before I counted to seven. I ignored the call and let it go to voicemail. I couldn't help but smile, thinking about what just happened in the bedroom. Something told me they wouldn't be using that bed tonight.
I slept pretty good that night, except for the one nightmare where I dreamed about blowing the two cheaters away with a machine gun. I slept in the next day and didn't roll out of bed until about 10:30. I drove to an IHop for a late breakfast and was surprised when Alice sat at my table.
"What a surprise," I said. "How did you sleep last night?"
"I think you know how I slept last night," she said. "I was driving by and saw your car, so I thought I would stop in and see you."
"What do you want, Alice?" I asked. "I'm trying to enjoy a good breakfast."
"I want to talk," she said. "About us."
"There is no 'us' anymore, Alice," I said. "You made that happen when you decided to fuck my boss."
"I didn't mean to hurt you," she said. "I was just lonely."
"And you think I wasn't?" I asked. "You knew Goddamn good and well I was gone because your fuck buddy sent me away. By the way, I saw an attorney yesterday. She's working up divorce papers. You should get served sometime next week."
"But I don't want a divorce," she said quietly.
"And I don't want a cheating slut for a wife," I told her. "Don't worry, I'm letting you keep the house, unless you want to sell it. Either way is good for me. And your credit card no longer works."
"I know," she said. "I found out this morning when I tried to pay for gas. I had to use cash. So tell me, what did you do to the house yesterday?"
"I have no idea what you're talking about," I said. "I simply came by to get some more of my things. Especially my guns and my computer. Tell me, what happened?"
"Well, Jake and I were enjoying a cigarette in the bedroom before going to bed," she said. "I know you don't like smoking in the house, but we figured you weren't coming back, so it wouldn't make any difference. Right after we ground our cigarettes out, we both started feeling a burning sensation. We started coughing and snot was hanging out of our noses. I knew you had done something, but I didn't know what it was."
"Well, I guess you won't be smoking in the bedroom anymore," I said. "So, what did you do? Go to Jake's apartment?"
"Yeah, we spent the night there," she said. "Nothing happened, though. Neither one of us were up to it by then."
"That's just too fucking bad," I told her sarcastically. "So, what are you doing now?"
"I'm going back to air out the place and clean up the bedroom," she said. "Look, I know things are over between us, but I was wondering, is there any way we can at least part as friends?" I couldn't believe the nerve of this woman. I set my fork down and looked at her before saying anything.
"Friends?" I asked. "You did the worst possible thing a woman can do to someone she claims to love. You betrayed my trust and broke my heart by fucking my boss. In my house and in my bed. And you have the damn gall to ask if we can be friends? Let me tell you something, bitch. Right now, it's taking everything I have to keep from killing you right here with my bare hands." Her eyes grew wide as I spoke and her face turned white.
"Don't you have any feelings for me at all?" she asked, a tear streaming down her face.
"Yeah," I said. "I used to love you with all my heart. Not any more. As much as I used to love you, that's how much I hate you right now."
"You hate me?" she sniffed.
"With every fiber of my being," I told her. "And you'd better tell Jake if he fucks with me, I'll rip his fucking dick off and feed it to the dogs." Alice recoiled as I spoke. She had never seen this side of me before. She grabbed her purse and stood up. "Now, if you don't mind, I'd like to finish my breakfast in peace. Right now, the sight of you makes me sick to my stomach."
"I... I'm sorry, Tom," she sobbed before she turned and left. I watched her get into her car and drive off. Good riddance to bad trash, I thought to myself. I couldn't help but smile, though, knowing they hadn't encountered the CS I sprinkled on the bed...
I spent the rest of the day doing pretty much nothing. I drove around, walked in the park, then ended up watching a game in a bar while nursing a couple beers. I thought about going to the house to get more of my stuff, but reconsidered, not knowing how I could handle being around Alice. Afterward, I went back to the motel and got my stuff together for the trip to Jonesboro.
I heard from Alice once, on Tuesday after she was served divorce papers at work. She wasn't very happy and felt humiliated when the process server said she was being served divorce papers for her adultery.
"How could you humiliate me like that?" she asked.
"How could you humiliate me by fucking my boss, bitch?" I snarled back at her before ending the call. I also got a threatening email from Jake, which I forwarded to Jon. Jon wrote me back, saying not to worry about Jake.
"If all goes well, he'll be gone by the end of the week," Jon said. Good, I thought. He can take the slut with him.
And now, I'm getting ready to head back. In a way, it's probably good that I wasn't in town to deal with the cheaters these last few days. There's no telling what I might've done. Looking at the clock, I saw that it was nearing 5:00 am, so I decided to take a shower, grab some breakfast and head back.
I was on the road heading home about 6:30 on Thursday. I had a fairly lengthy drive ahead of me, so I used the time to unwind. As I approached my home town, I turned on the radio to my favorite local station, hoping to hear the morning news.
"At least one person is reported dead and another in critical condition after firefighters responded to an incident on Old Mill Road," the announcer said. Old Mill Road? That's the road where my house is, I thought. I turned up the volume and listened further.
"According to reports, an explosion tore off the second story of an old farmhouse on Old Mill Road late Wednesday night," the announcer added. "Firefighters responded, but were unable to control the blaze. Two persons were pulled from the house. One was pronounced dead at the scene. It's not known what started the fire."
I had a bad feeling about this and decided to swing by the house, just in case. When I got there, I was shocked at what I saw. The house was completely destroyed. All that remained were smoking ruins and the brick fireplace. I saw two vehicles by the shop. One was Alice's and the other appeared to be Jake's. The shop where all my tools were located appeared to be untouched. I pulled into the driveway and was stopped by a couple of firefighters.
"I'm sorry, sir, but you're going to have to leave," one of them told me. I pulled out my license and showed it to them.
"This is my house," I said. "I've been in Jonesboro since Sunday. What happened?"
"Someone reported an explosion late last night," the firefighter said. "We got crews here as fast as we could, but it was too late."
"I heard on the radio that two people were pulled out," I said. "My wife was here last night. What happened to her?"
"Well, sir," the firefighter said. "A woman was pulled out of the house. She was pretty badly injured and was taken to the burn center at the hospital in town. I don't know who she was and I haven't gotten any updates on her condition."
"And the other person?" I asked. The firefighter looked down before shaking his head.
"I'm sorry, sir, he didn't make it," the firefighter said. I nodded my head.
"What caused this?" I asked, pointing at the remains of the house. The firefighter looked at the pile of burned rubble and shook his head.
"Not sure just yet," he said. "We're still investigating. You may want to contact your insurance company." I nodded my head and pulled out. I got to my motel and called Jon to tell him the news.
"I'm sorry to hear that, Tom," he told me. "Just so you know, the Board agreed to terminate Jake's employment yesterday. He was going to be fired today. Why don't you go by the hospital and check up on Alice? Take the rest of the day off."
"Thanks," I told him. "I'll see you tomorrow." I went to the hospital and found the ward where Alice had been taken. I spoke briefly to the nurse on duty and gave her my insurance information. That's when I learned she had second and third-degree burns covering more than half of her body.
"She's lucky to be alive," the nurse said.
"Can I see her?" I asked.
"Not right now," the nurse said. "We've got her on antibiotics and she's been sedated. The doctor says she's probably going to need skin grafts."



"Let me know when I can see her," I said, giving the nurse my cell number. I went back to my room and cried. Don't ask me why. Maybe it was grief for the years I had spent with Alice, but I don't know. What I do know is that most of the hatred I felt for her was now gone. Before she hooked up with Jake, she was the love of my life.
I went online and filed a claim with my insurance company. According to the site, I would be informed of their intentions within 30 days. That night was the first time I slept without experiencing my nightmare.
Over the next few days, I confirmed that Jake had died in the initial explosion. Jon also informed me that Jake's job was now mine, if I wanted it. What the hell, I thought. I figured I might as well take it, since it would mean more money and not much travel.
I spent a couple days looking for a decent apartment and found one. I moved my stuff in, set up house and spent a weekend pulling my tools from the old shop. While I was there, I walked through the ruins of our house, looking for anything that could possibly be salvaged. Sadly, I found nothing useful.
A few days later, I got a call from the hospital, saying I could see and talk with Alice.
I walked into her room and looked at her, most of her body covered in bandages. I walked to the side of her bed and looked down at her. She looked up at me with one eye and I could see the tears falling down her face.
"Can you talk?" I asked. She nodded her head slightly and mouthed, yes. "What happened?"
"We went out Wednesday night," she said. "When we got back, I asked Jake to turn on the fireplace in the bedroom. He got it lit on Monday and we used it for two nights without any problem."
"What?" I asked, stunned. "Don't you remember I told you to keep the gas to that thing shut off until the insert was replaced? What were you thinking?"
"I'm... sorry," she said.
"Go on," I said.
"Well, Jake saw the pilot was out, so he checked to see if the gas was turned on, then he lit a match to start the pilot, and that's when it happened," she said. "I heard a loud boom, then the next thing I know, I'm waking up here."
"That's why I shut the gas off to that thing," I said. "I told you it was too dangerous to turn on."
"I guess I forgot," she said.
"Well, Jake is dead now," I told her. Tears fell down her face. "And the house is completely demolished. Just like our marriage."
"I really fucked everything up, didn't I?" she asked.
"Yes, you did," I told her.
"So, what happens now?" she asked.
"Well, they tell me you're probably going to need skin grafts," I said. "It's going to be very expensive. I don't know if your insurance will be able to cover it."
"What about us?" she asked.
"I already told you, there is no 'us' anymore," I said. "You fucked that up, too. The divorce will go on," I added as she sobbed. "But I'll keep you on my insurance until you get through this."
"Thank you for that," she said. "Do you still hate me?"
"Not as much as before," I said. "But I still don't like you very much."
"I understand, Tom," she said.
"Anyway, I'll get out of your hair for now," I said. "I just hope you've learned your lesson."
"What's that?" she asked.
"If you play with fire, you're gonna get burned," I said before walking out of the room.
Epilogue:
Much to my surprise, the insurance company came through for me, and I got a check for the damage to the house. There wasn't much left after the mortgage was paid off, and I had no intention of rebuilding, so I talked with Alice and we agreed to sell the property and split the proceeds.
She remained in the hospital for quite some time. The paper put her on an extended paid leave of absence while she recuperated. The divorce went through as my lawyer said it would, and in 60 days I was a free man. In the meantime, I had started seeing Rose and she was doing an excellent job of getting me through my anger issues.
I kept my word to Alice and kept her on my insurance until she was healed enough to get out and about on her own. The doctors had done a wonderful job on her and the skin grafts seemed to take hold just fine. She wasn't the beauty she was when we married, but she still looked pretty good, despite her scars.
As a final gesture, I helped her get set up in a new apartment. I handed her the keys to the place after the furniture was moved in.
"I hope you like it," I said. "I made sure to pick one that doesn't have a fireplace." She laughed as she took the keys.
"Thank you, Tom," she said, tears forming in her eyes. "I appreciate that. You're a good man, Tom, and you deserve a good woman. I'm sorry I messed everything up for us." I nodded my head.
"Yeah, well, I guess that's the way it goes," I told her, giving her one last hug. "You take care of yourself."
"I will," she said before I walked out. What now, I asked myself. I pulled out my phone and scrolled through my contacts. I couldn't believe so many women had given me their numbers these last few months. I found the number I was looking for and called.
"Hello," I heard a female voice say.
"Yeah, this is Tom," I said. "You busy tonight?"
"I was until you called," Nancy said. I had met Nancy a couple weeks ago at a club in town. She had the deepest blue eyes and legs that wouldn't quit. "You want some more of my lasagna?" she asked.
"You know it," I said.
"Well, come on over," she said. "I'll warm it up for you."
"I'm on my way," I said, ending the call. Yeah, sometimes playing with a little fire is just what the doctor ordered...
...
Note:Jon and Rose Carlson were featured in my series, "Rules."They've also appeared in a couple other stories as well.
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The first thought that crossed my mind when I woke up was that my throat was a bit sore. I tried speaking but found that I couldn't. That's because there was something in my throat -- something hard. I looked around and realized I was in a hospital room with tubes and wires connected to various parts of my body. I also discovered a cast had been placed on my left arm and I could feel the bandages on my face.
What the hell's going on, I wondered. How long have I been here? What happened to me? I tried moving but found it difficult. The door to my room opened and a nurse came in to check on me. She looked at my chart and checked my vitals, then left the room.
A few minutes later, she was back with what I presumed was a doctor. He also checked my vitals and flashed a light in my eyes. After he finished humming and hawing, he spoke to the nurse and the two of them removed the tube that had been placed down my throat. That explained why I couldn't talk earlier.
"Welcome back to the land of the living, Mr. Neely," the doctor said, standing up. That was me, by the way. Jackson Neely, or "Jack" to my friends. I tried talking, but my throat and lips were too dry. The nurse gave me an ice chip and I sucked on it until it melted, then she gave me another.
"How... long?" I managed to croak.
"You've been here for ten days, Mr. Neely," the doctor said. "You had some swelling on your brain and we put you in a coma to let your head heal. You took quite a blow to the head. You also suffered a broken arm." He turned to the nurse. "Why don't you call Mrs. Neely and let her know her husband is awake," he said. I shook my head when he said that.
"No!" I told him. He looked at me, concerned.
"Why not?" he asked.
"She's the reason I'm here," I said as I sucked on another ice chip.
"I see," the doctor said. "Perhaps we should contact the police, then?" I nodded my head.
"Yes," I said. "And a divorce attorney." The doctor laughed at that.
"We'll get the police for you," he said. "In fact, there's already been a detective asking us about you. You'll have to find your own divorce attorney, though." I nodded my head.
"Thanks anyway," I told him. He chuckled, then ordered the nurse to take me down for X-rays. When I was wheeled back into my room, a man wearing a trench coat came in and introduced himself.
"Detective Mel Greene, Metro PD," he said as he flashed a badge. "You feeling good enough to talk for a few minutes?"
"Yes," I said as I took a sip of water. He sat down next to my bed, pulled out a pad and an audio recorder. He set the recorder on the tray in front of me and turned it on.
"I hope you don't mind if I record this," he said.
"No, not at all," I said. He spoke into the recorder, to mark the date, time, and location of the interview then turned to me.
"Okay, Mr. Neely," he said. "Tell us what happened."
"Well, I had just got home after spending a couple days in Pittsburgh with a client," I told him. "I had finished the visit a day early and wanted to get home to be with Julie, my wife. When I got home, I saw a strange car in the driveway.
"I figured that she was maybe having company -- one of the girls from her office. I parked in the driveway and went into the house. Most of the house was dark, but I saw light coming from upstairs and I heard moaning.
"I had a pretty good idea what was going on, but I went upstairs anyway. That's when I saw them -- Julie and some guy -- having sex in my bed. I couldn't believe what I was seeing. Well, I stepped into the room and yelled out. They stopped and looked at me like I was an alien or something.
"The guy unplugged from my wife and I went after him. I was gonna belt him in the mouth, but he beat me to the punch. Literally. He hit me square in the face. Once. That was the biggest fist I had ever seen in my life. The next thing I know, I'm waking up here," I said.
"Uh-huh," Detective Greene said. "Did you recognize the man with your wife?"
"No, I've never seen him before," I said.
"Did you know your wife was having an affair?" he asked.
"I suspected something was going on, but I wasn't sure," I said. "Wait a minute," I added. "I just remembered. There are cameras set up in the house. I hired a private investigator just before my last trip. I wanted to find out if my wife was cheating on me. He wired up the house for audio and video just before I left. Everything was supposed to be saved to a cloud server. I never got a chance to check when I got home. It's probably still there." Detective Greene opened his bag and pulled out a laptop.
"Think you can access that from here?" he asked.
"I think so," I said. "I have the credentials written down on the back of a card he gave me. It should still be in my wallet." The detective went to the small wardrobe in the room and pulled my wallet out of the back pocket of my trousers. I looked through it and found the card. "Here it is," I said, pulling the card out. I handed the wallet back and he tucked it inside my back pocket.
"Angus McGregor," Detective Green said, reading the name on the front of the card. "Is that your PI?"
"Yes, it is," I said.
"He's the one who called 911," the detective said. "From what I was told, he gave officers a statement, then followed the ambulance here and gave the hospital your insurance information."
"Have you spoken to him yet?" I asked.
"Yes," Greene said. "Told me he found you on the floor at the foot of your stairs, then called 911. No one else was in the house at the time he found you. Let's see what the video shows us," he added as he fired up his laptop and connected to the hospital's wifi. Once connected, he swung the laptop around so I could log in.
I typed in the information Julius had written on the card and was presented with a directory listing of videos. I selected the video corresponding to the time I was at the house and hit play. The video began as Julie, my soon-to-be ex-wife, entered the living room through the front door, followed by a very large, muscular, bald-headed man.
"Do you recognize that man?" Mel asked.
"He's the one who hit me," I said. "I've never seen him before that day, though." We continued watching the video. After looking around the room, Julie turned to the man and gave him a scorching hot tongue kiss.
"C'mon," she told him. "Let's go upstairs and finalize our deal." The big man sneered and swatted her on the ass.
"Let's do it," he said. They walked up the stairs and the video ended shortly afterward. I remembered Julius telling me the cameras were motion-activated, so I went back to the directory and double-clicked on the next one in the list. That video started with Julie and the two-legged mountain walking in the bedroom.
Julie walked to her side of the dresser, opened one of the drawers, and pulled out a thick envelope. She handed it to the man, who pulled out a huge wad of cash. He quickly counted it, then put it back in the envelope.
"Half now, half when the job is done," Julie said. "Just as we agreed." Holy fuck, I thought. Was she paying this guy to kill me? He sneered as he looked her over.
"Well, sweet cheeks, what do you say we seal this little deal?" he asked. Julie smiled as she looked him over. Then she started undressing. Soon, she was naked before him. The man took his clothes off and the two of them embraced one more time before getting on the bed. "Which side does your husband sleep on?" he asked.
"Why?" she asked in response.
"That's the side I wanna fuck you on," he told her. She giggled and pointed to the side closest to the door.
"He sleeps right there," she said.
"Good," he told her, pulling the covers back. "Go on, get over there. Let's leave a nice wet spot for him."
"You're so wicked," she said as she spread her legs for him. He positioned himself between her legs and aimed his cock at her hole. Compared to the rest of his body, his cock looked to be fairly small, certainly not any bigger than mine. He grunted as he pushed himself inside her. She grunted in response.
"You like that, do you?" he asked as he began pumping into her.
"Oh yeah," she moaned. "So much bigger than my husband. C'mon, fuck me senseless." We watched as the two of them rutted like animals on my side of the bed. They went at it for some time and I could tell that he had ejaculated inside her at least once and was working himself into a second orgasm. That's when I walked in and caught them.
"What the fuck is going on here?" I yelled in the video. The two cheaters stopped fucking long enough to take a look at me. Julie had a smirk on her face as the big man pulled out of her. I watched myself charge the much bigger man as he stood, but he pulled back with one fist and caught me right in the middle of my face, causing me to fall down instantly.
Then he picked me up by my collar and hit me again. And again. And again. He hit me in the face several times, then dragged my limp body out of the room. Julie got out of the bed and followed, not bothering to cover herself. The video ended at that point. I went back to the directory and selected the next video.
That video showed three sets of feet at the top of the staircase. One set of feet -- mine -- was the only one with shoes. The big man picked me up and literally threw me down the stairs. My body lay still at the bottom of the staircase.
"Is he dead?" Julie asked.
"Don't know," the man said. "Want me to finish him off right now?"
"Not in my house," she said. "I don't wanna have to clean any more of his blood than I have to. Let him lay there. Maybe he'll do us both a favor and die."
"Maybe," the man said. "Even if he doesn't, I can come back and finish the job. Let's get outta here. We can finish what we started at my hotel room." A couple minutes later, Julie and the man came back down the stairs, dressed, and walked out of the house, stepping over my body. The video ended shortly thereafter. Out of curiosity, I checked the next video and opened it up.
In that one, Angus was seen coming inside the house. He checked on me, then pulled out his phone and called 911. He sat next to me until the paramedics and police arrived. I ended the video and checked the directory. There were no more videos after that. Whatever the cheaters had done, they apparently chose to do it somewhere other than the house.
"What now?" I asked.
"Well, we need to find your wife and her accomplice and arrest them," he said. "You sure you've never met that man before?"
"No, never," I said. "You sound like you know who he is."
"His real name is James Hammond," Detective Green said. "He goes by 'Jimmy the Ham.' He's a hitman. Wanted by the feds for a string of murders. He's well-known for killing his victims with his bare hands after he cuckolds them. You're damn lucky to be alive. I just can't figure out why your wife would want you dead. From what I know, you're basically a salesman."
"Account representative," I said, correcting him. "I travel a bit, and I do some sales, but most of my job is keeping customers happy by keeping them profitable."
"Any problems in the marriage?" Greene asked.
"Not until recently," I told him.
"Are you one of those guys who play around when he's out of town?" Mel asked.
"You mean, do I cheat on my wife?" I asked. "Hell no. You think I'd cheat when I have that at home waiting for me? You saw her. Would you be out chasing women with that at home?"
"No, can't say that I would," Greene said. "So, revenge is out as a motive. Tell me, do you have a life insurance policy?"
"Yes," I said. "I have a million-dollar policy through my work. Pays double in the event of an accident."
"And your wife is the beneficiary of that?" Greene asked.
"Yes," I said. "But there's more."
"What's that?" he asked.
"I won a lottery prize not too long ago," I said. "Three million after taxes. I was going to surprise Julie with a cruise for our anniversary."
"Did she know about the money?" Greene asked.
"I told her I had won, but I didn't tell her how much we won, though," I said. "I normally handle all our finances, so I didn't think she would find out about it since she rarely looks at the bank statements."
"So, if something were to happen to you, she could potentially walk away with as much as five million dollars, right?" Greene asked.
"I suppose so," I said after giving it a bit of thought. "You think she'd really kill me for money?"
"One of the oldest motivations known to man," Greene said.
"Damn," I said.
"Why don't you log into your account and see how much you have left?" he suggested. I did and found that Julie had made three withdrawals of $5,000 over the last 12 days. The rest was still in the account. "While you're here, why don't you go ahead and cancel any joint credit cards you may have. Once you're done, I'll make a call and put a temporary freeze on the account, just until we have her in custody," he suggested.
I followed his suggestion and canceled our joint credit cards and reported her ATM card as stolen. When I finished, he made a call to get an order freezing Julie out of the account.
"Any idea where your wife is now?" he asked when he finished. I shook my head.
"No idea," I said. "Ordinarily, I'd say that she would normally be at home this time of day, but I really don't know. Angus might know."
"Your PI?" Mel asked. I nodded my head.
"Yeah," I said.
"Give him a call," he said, handing me his cell phone. "We've been playing phone tag the last few days, so he'll be expecting a call from me anyway." I took the phone and dialed Angus' number. He answered after the second ring.
"McGregor," he said when he answered.
"Angus, this is Jack Neely," I said.
"Jack, you're awake," Angus said. "Thank God. I was so worried. This isn't your phone, though."
"No, Detective Greene is with me in the hospital," I said.
"Even better," he said. "I've been trying to get in touch with him, but we keep missing each other."
"Angus, do you know where Julie is?" I asked.
"Yes," he said. "Put me on speaker and I'll tell both of you." I put the phone on speaker and set it on the tray in front of me.
"This is Detective Greene," the detective said. "Can you hear me okay, Mr. McGregor?"
"Of course," Angus said. "And call me Angus, please. Mr. McGregor was my father." We all got a chuckle out of that.
"So where is Mrs. Neely now?" Mel asked.
"She's at the international airport and she just purchased a ticket for Chicago," Angus said. "The plane doesn't leave for four hours, though, so you should have enough time to apprehend her."
"What about James Hammond?" Greene asked. "Is he with her?"
"Not now," Angus said. "But from what I've learned, he's set to meet her there in the next couple of days."
"Okay," Greene said. "Angus, you keep your eye on her. I'll make a call and have her apprehended."
"Will do," Angus said before ending the call. Det. Greene called his partner and instructed him to get an arrest warrant for Julie. Then he made another call and put an APB -- all points bulletin -- out for Hammond. By the time he finished, the doctor came back into the room.
"How long is Mr. Neely going to be here?" Mel asked.
"Probably a few more days yet," the doctor said. "He's healing just fine, but he took a pretty bad beating, you know."
"Yes, I can see that," Mel said. "I'm going to arrange for a couple officers to stand guard over him while he's here if that's alright."
"That's alright with me, so long as they don't get in the way," the doctor said.
"Good," Mel said in response. He turned to me before speaking. "You take care of yourself, Jack. We'll be in touch. Call if you need anything."
"Thanks, Detective," I said. After he left, I lay in bed and tried watching some television, but my mind kept going back to my wife. Why would she do this to me, I asked myself. Wasn't I a good husband and provider? I thought back over our lives together and wondered what happened to the sweet girl I met in college.
I went straight to college out of high school. My father had worked his whole life in a factory and he made sure I had enough money for college. So I went and got a degree in business. That's where I met Julie Hempstead. I was smitten from the moment we first met. We dated for a couple years, fell in love, and got married after we graduated.
I went to work for a financial services company that specialized in helping small to medium-sized businesses maximize their bottom line. She got a job working for a bank downtown. She started as a teller, then worked her way into the home loan department. We both made pretty good money and bought a house about a year after we married.
The first four years of our marriage were wonderful. We had sex almost every day of the week, twice on Saturdays and Sundays. I thought we were a happy couple living the dream. We had even started talking about having children. So why, after all this time, would she do this, I wondered. Was it just the money?
My thoughts were interrupted when I heard a knock at the door. I looked up to see two policemen poke their heads into my room.
"We'll be right outside your room if you need anything," one of the officers said. I nodded my head.
"Thank you, officers," I said. Shortly after that, there was another knock and Angus came inside. He walked to one side of the bed and looked me over.
"You look a lot better than when they brought you in," he said. "How do you feel?"
"Like I've been run over by a truck," I said. "What's going on?"
"Well, they arrested your wife at the airport," he said. "From what I gathered, they're charging her with attempted murder and conspiracy to commit murder."
"What about Hammond?" I asked.
"They're still looking for him," Angus said. "They've also got officers around your house, but no sign of him just yet. By the way, I found your phone on the floor in your house. Couldn't find the charger so I bought one for you. Let me just plug it in and get it charging for you."
"Thanks," I said as he plugged the phone into the wall and set it on the tray next to my bed.
"I take it you haven't had a chance to speak with a divorce lawyer yet," he said.
"No, I just woke up from a coma earlier today," I said. He pulled a card from his pocket.
"That's what I thought," he said. "Give this lady a call as soon as you can. I do a lot of work for her and I already gave her a heads-up that you'd be calling. She's very interested in your case and she absolutely hates cheaters, by the way."
"Thanks again," I said. "So, what happened after they ambushed me?"
"Well, it seems your wife had been planning this for a little while," he said. "She took vacation shortly after you left for Pittsburgh. I don't think she planned on ever going back. After your attack, she holed up with Hammond and her boyfriend, going from motel to motel. Never went back to your house. I tried getting in touch with Detective Greene to let him know where they were several times, but we kept missing each other."



"Yeah, he told me you two played phone tag," I said. "So, any idea where Hammond is now?"
"No," Angus said. "I've got some feelers out, and if I hear anything, I'll pass it on to Greene."
"Sounds good," I said. "What now?"
"Well, there's not much left to do, except catching Hammond," Angus said. "And you need to get your rest and recuperate. I'll stop by and check in on you from time to time."
"I appreciate that," I told him. He shook my hand and left me to my thoughts. When I had a sufficient charge on my phone, I called the lawyer he recommended.
"Law Office of Alicia Hawkins," the receptionist said when she answered.
"I'd like to speak with Ms. Hawkins, please," I told her. "This is Jack Neely, she was recommended to me by Angus McGregor."
"One moment, please," the receptionist said in her cheery voice. A few moments later, I heard another woman's voice come on the line.
"Alicia Hawkins," she said. "Is this Mr. Neely?"
"Yes," I said. "I got your name and number from Angus McGregor. He suggested I call you."
"Yes, Mr. McGregor told me about your situation," she said. "I have been expecting your call. I understand you're in the hospital right now?"
"Yes, I am, so it's a bit difficult to get around at the moment, and there's a hitman out after me as well," I said.
"That's what I heard," she said. "Tell you what, Mr. Neely, I'm about ready to call it a day here at the office. Why don't I come visit you there? Would that be alright?" Wow, I thought. A lawyer who does house calls.
"That would be terrific," I said.
"Excellent," she said. "I'll be there shortly." Alicia showed up with her briefcase about an hour later and we spent the next hour going over the particulars of my divorce. Although the state we live in is a no-fault state, divorces could be granted on grounds like adultery or cruelty. Alicia said she would draw up the papers citing adultery and extreme cruelty -- especially since Julie hired a hitman to kill me, cheated on me with him, then left me on the floor of my house for dead. Having her in jail would go a long way to helping me get what I wanted in the divorce, which was almost everything.
She was putting her things back in her briefcase when Mel knocked on the door and stuck his head inside. He smiled and came into the room after I waved him in.
"Good afternoon, Detective Greene," Alicia said with a smile.
"Ms. Hawkins," he said. "I'm not interrupting anything, am I?"
"Not at all," she said. "We were just finishing up. Do you have an update for us?"
"As a matter of fact, I do," he said as he sat down.
"Well?" I asked.
"Your wife confessed to everything," he said. "Said she hired Hammond to have you killed and to make it look like an accident."
"Why?" I asked.
"Money," he said. "And lust. She said she started having an affair with a co-worker. Fella named Sylvester Johnson. You know him?"
"No, I don't," I said.
"Turns out Johnson is Hammond's nephew," he said. "Your wife and Johnson wanted to run off and go to Hawaii but couldn't afford to do it. She looked at your account, saw your lottery winnings and figured that would be her ticket to paradise. Figured between that and your insurance payout, she'd walk away with four or five million dollars. Not the first time I've seen that happen. Probably won't be the last. DA is going for the maximum penalty -- life in prison without parole. He's also going to recommend she be held in custody without bail. Says since she was caught trying to flee the city she could be seen as a flight risk."
"So, Johnson is the one who hooked her up with Hammond?" I asked.
"That what she says," Mel told me. "We've apprehended Johnson, and I'll be speaking with him later. If what she says holds up, we'll be charging him as well."
"What about Hammond?" I asked.
"We're still looking for him," he said. "We've got just about every officer in the county after him right now. Until we have him behind bars, we'll keep a guard on your door and we've got patrols going by your house." I shook my head in disbelief.
"I just don't get it," I said. "She never gave any hint that she wasn't happy. Why now?"
"Who knows," Mel said. "People will sometimes do crazy things when there's money involved. So, how much longer you going to be in here?"
"Doc says a few more days," I said. "He wants to make sure everything is healing up alright."
"That sounds wise," Mel said. "Well, I'll get out of your hair for now. If anything happens, I'll keep you in the loop."
"Thanks, Detective," I said.
"My pleasure," he said, standing up. "Ms. Hawkins, good to see you again."
"Good to see you too, Detective Greene," she said with a smile. After he left the room, I looked at Alicia.
"I take it you know him?" I asked.
"Yes, I represented him in his divorce," she said. "So, I'll get this worked up and have your wife served in jail."
"Let me get you a check for your retainer," I said. "Would you mind grabbing my wallet out of my trousers, please?"
"Not at all," she said, retrieving my wallet. I have a habit of keeping a blank check in my wallet for emergencies, so I pulled it out and wrote it for the amount she requested. She smiled as she accepted the check, then placed it in her briefcase.
"We'll be in touch, Jack," she said as she stood up. "Good luck to you."
"Thank you for your help," I said. I watched her walk out the door, then turned my attention back to the television.
...
All good things must come to an end, the saying goes. After a couple weeks, the doctor said I had healed enough to go home. In that time, I received several visitors -- friends, and colleagues from work, Angus and Detective Greene, who kept me in the loop about the case against Julie and the ongoing manhunt for Hammond. Mel told me Sylvester had been charged with conspiracy to commit murder.
Julie was served divorce papers while in jail and decided to accept the end of our marriage without a fight. Alicia told me she signed the papers without any argument whatsoever, which surprised me. In 60 days, I would be a free man, she said.
I got the house and all of our assets. Julie would be allowed to keep her car, clothes and personal items. I called her parents and they arranged to pick everything up. What they did with it after that their business. Angus picked me up from the hospital and took me home.
"Just curious," he said. "Do you have a gun?"
"Just an old shotgun my Dad gave me when I was 17," I said. It was a present for my birthday, and my Dad would take me out shooting trap and skeet. Those were some of my happiest memories. I still had the shotgun, but I hadn't fired it in quite a while. It sat, oiled up, in my locked gun case. I also had a box of shells for the thing. "Why?" I asked.
"Hammond's still out there," he said. "You may want to keep it handy." Crap, I thought. That night, I pulled the old shotgun out and gave it the once over. It was in good shape, even though I hadn't used it in a long time. I pulled out the box of shells and loaded it up.
I thought about sleeping in the master bedroom, but I couldn't -- not after what I had witnessed there before. So I slept on my recliner in the living room, the loaded shotgun within reach. It turned out that was a wise move.
I woke up late that night after I thought I heard some scratching outside the house. I grabbed the shotgun and looked around from where I sat. I only had one good arm, so I decided to use my left arm, which was still in a cast, as a rest for the shotgun. I looked and thought I saw a silhouette of a large man just inside the sliding glass door that leads into the back yard.
As I looked, the silhouette moved and I saw a large pistol in one of his hands. Apparently, he hadn't seen me yet, otherwise, I would probably be dead. I thought I'd get the drop on him, so I reached over and flipped the switch on my lamp. When I did, I saw him -- James Hammond -- and he WAS armed.
He looked at me, surprised. I saw him start to raise his pistol, so I brought up my shotgun and let him have it. He fell back against the screen door, nearly taking it out of its tracks. In the process, he fired a round from his pistol, but his bullet ended up in the ceiling. I got up, pumped another round into the chamber, and fired again. That round hit him square in the chest and put his body through the screen door.
I saw him lying on my deck, blood pouring out from his body. I picked up the phone and called 911. I pumped another round into the chamber and walked slowly to the door. I stood over his body and was about to put a third round into him when I saw flashing lights. Soon, the place was filled with officers, their guns drawn. I put the shotgun down and raised my hands so they could see I was unarmed.
One of the officers checked Hammond for a pulse and shook his head. Another officer called for an ambulance. I spent the next hour or so giving my statement to the officers. Just when I thought it was all over, the ambulance arrived. Detective Greene drove in behind the paramedics. The paramedics checked Hammond and put his lifeless body in a bag. After zipping it shut, they put it on a gurney and took him away, stopping only to let Mel look at Hammond's face.
"You alright?" he asked me. I nodded my head. I was still a bit shaken by the whole experience. I had never shot a man before, and I certainly had never killed anyone. Until that night, the only thing I had ever killed was a clay pigeon.
"Yeah," I said. "I'll be fine." Mel turned to the other officers in the house before speaking.
"You fellas just about done here?" he asked.
"We're wrapping it up now, Detective," a sergeant told Mel.
"Good," Mel said. "Make sure I get a report on this ASAP."
"Will do," the sergeant said. Mel turned back to me.
"How about I buy you a cup of coffee after they're done?" he asked.
"Yeah, that sounds good," I said. "Let me go throw something on. I don't think they'd care for me to come in my pajamas."
"Probably not," Mel said. I left the front room and headed upstairs. After changing into a pair of jeans and a t-shirt, I went back down. The other officers had just left and Mel was waiting for me.
"Ready?" he asked.
"Yeah, I'm ready," I said. We left the house and got into his car. He drove us to an all-night coffee shop not far from the house. We went inside and ordered our coffee. It had been a while since I had a caramel mocha, so I ordered one -- a large. Mel chuckled as he paid the tab.
"Thought you said you wanted coffee," he joked. "Not liquid candy."
"Been a while since I've had one of these, so thought I'd treat myself," I told him. We sat down and took a sip of our drinks.
"How you holding up?" he asked.
"I'm... okay. I guess," I said. "Never shot anyone before."
"I know how you feel, Jack," he said.
"You ever kill anyone?" I asked.
"Yeah," he said. "The first time it happened, I nearly threw up. I was just a rookie cop right out of the academy. Hadn't been on the beat for a whole month. Like you, I knew it was either him or me. And I was determined that it wouldn't be me put into a body bag."
"And you had the benefit of training," I said.
"Yeah, well, I don't think you can ever truly train anyone to handle something like that," he said. "You got lucky. You know that, don't you? Hammond was a trained killer."
"Yeah," I said quietly. "I know."
"Well, the important thing is that you're alive and he's not," Mel said. "Fortunately for you, we have castle laws in this state, so you won't be prosecuted."
"Thank goodness for that," I said. Mel smiled as he chuckled. He pulled a card out of his pocket and handed it to me. I read the name on the card: Dr. Rose Carlson.
"I think you should give her a call," Mel said. "She's the best counselor in the business. If anyone can help you get through all this, she can."
"Thanks, I'll do that," I told him, putting the card in my shirt pocket. We sat for a while, drinking coffee while talking about various things -- fishing, football, general "guy" stuff. After we finished our drinks, Mel looked at his watch.
"I gotta get back to work," he said. "You ready to head out?"
"I'm ready," I told him. We threw our empty cups in the trash and left the coffee shop. He dropped me off at my house and wished me well.
"Don't forget to call Dr. Carlson," he said. "I'll be in touch."
"Thanks again, Detective Greene," I told him. I watched him drive away, then went back into my house. I tried to get some sleep, but was unable to. Finally, about 7:30 am, I got up, showered and ate some breakfast. I decided there was one thing left for me to do. After making a call, I went to the county jail where Julie was being held.
I sat in the visiting area and watched as Julie was brought out. She looked tired, and the orange jumpsuit she wore didn't do much for her at all. She sat in the chair across from me and picked up the phone on her side of the Plexiglas partition between us. I picked up the phone on my side.
"Hello, Julie," I said.
"Hello, Jack," she responded. "What do you want? I signed the papers. You've got everything now."
"I want like some answers," I told her. "How long has this been going on with Sylvester?"
"I guess you're entitled to know," she said. "Not very long. Maybe two or three months."
"Why?" I asked. "Was I not a good enough husband or lover? Was it something I did or said? Why would you rip out my heart like that?"
"I don't know," she said. "I guess I was taken in by his charm. I know we talked about having kids, and I was scared. I was afraid I'd get fat and ugly and you wouldn't find me attractive anymore."
"That's bullshit, Julie, and you know it," I said. "That doesn't excuse what you did. There has to be something else. What is it? Was it the money?" Julie looked down, sheepish, before answering.
"Well, I guess so," she said. "Sylvester told me we could use that to run away and start fresh. Maybe take a cruise around the world."
"Is that why you decided to have me killed, Julie?" I asked.
"Sylvester said he could arrange it so I would get all of the money, plus your insurance," she said. "Without having to pay big bucks for a divorce."
"And he put you in touch with Hammond?" I asked. She nodded her head.
"Did you know Hammond was Sylvester's uncle?" I asked. Again, Julie nodded her head.
"Yes," she said.
"So why fuck Hammond, and in our bed?" I asked.
"He said he'd give me a discount if I fucked him in our bed," she said. "That's when you walked in and caught us."
"And you just left me for dead," I said. Tears fell down Julie's cheeks as she nodded her head.
"Yes," she stammered. "I'm sorry."
"Hammond is dead," I told her after an awkward silence. She looked at me, shocked.
"What do you mean, dead?" she asked.
"He came by to finish the job you paid him to do," I said. "I killed him when he broke into the house."
"How?" she asked.
"The shotgun my Dad gave me when I was a kid," I said. "Blew his ass right back out the door."
"I forgot all about that shotgun," she said. She looked at me with sad eyes. "I'm so sorry about everything. Do you think you can ever forgive me?" I laughed out loud -- loud enough to catch the guard's attention for a moment.
"You gotta be shittin' me, Julie," I said. "No, I will never forgive you for what you did. And from what I understand, you'll have the rest of your life to think about it. I hope it was worth it to you. Goodbye, Julie." I hung the phone back up, not wanting to hear any more from her. She slowly hung her phone up and looked at me with tears in her eyes. I got up, turned around and walked away.
...
The next two months went fast. It took a while, but I finally got everything I wanted packed and out of the house. After doing some minor repairs to the place, I put it up for sale and bought a nice condo not far from my office.
I was called to testify in Julie's trial as well as Sylvester's. It didn't take the jury long to find them both guilty of all charges. A week later, I was asked to address the court for Julie's sentencing. The judge thanked me for my time and sentenced Julie to life in prison without the possibility of parole. Sylvester also got a life sentence.
It turned out I had a life sentence as well, but mine wasn't served in prison. Julie's betrayal and attempt to have me murdered affected me worse than I thought it would. My body had healed but I was a wreck emotionally. I spent the next two years in counseling with Dr. Carlson, who said I was suffering from a form of PTSD.
I worked, came home, ate, watched television and went to bed. I hit the gym three times a week and went to counseling once a week. That was my life. I couldn't even bring myself to go out or ask a woman for a date. I just didn't trust anyone. As for sex, well, let's just say, I watched porn from time to time and got very acquainted with my right hand.
Finally, Rose suggested I put my fears aside and ask someone out. I considered it for some time before I finally screwed up enough courage to take that next step. But, I wondered, who should I ask out? There were quite a few women in my office who had expressed an interest in me, but I was concerned about dating co-workers.
Finally, one day, I decided, "to heck with it," and asked Rhonda, a colleague who worked in a different section of the company, out for dinner. To my amazement, she accepted. We had a great time, and I felt more relaxed with her than I originally thought I would. We didn't have sex on that first date. That happened after the third date, and she rocked my world.
We've been dating now for about six months, and things are going quite well. She's even introduced me to her parents and we seem to get along just fine. Will I ever marry again? I don't know. One day, perhaps. For now, though, I'm just taking things one day at a time. Who knows what the future will bring?
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August 31, 2093:
Holding his tablet, Chris Weber laid in his bed next to Chloe, his wife of 91 years. Well, it will be 91 years of wedded bliss tomorrow, God willing, he thought. It would also be their 110th birthday if they made it through the night. Earlier that day, he was in his office going over everything for the hundredth time, making sure it was all in order.
A few months ago, a strange mutation of a South American virus had quickly swept north, through Mexico and into the southern half of the United States, making its way to Canada. It was now halfway to the Canadian border and was moving quickly, carried by various species of birds, rodents and flying insects. Authorities had done everything they could, short of deploying nuclear weapons, but nothing seemed to stop the strange disease.
According to all the medical experts, the ones most vulnerable to the virus were the very young and the very old. Masking, social distancing and standard practices of cleanliness seemed to be the only defense against the strain. The medical and scientific community frantically worked to find a vaccine, but nothing seemed to work. At this point, the best anyone could do was treat the symptoms and hope for the best. Chris was reminded of the coronavirus pandemic that swept the world over 70 years ago.
Unfortunately, both Chris and Chloe contracted the disease a couple weeks earlier despite having taken all the recommended steps. Since the local hospital was filled to capacity, they remained at home under the care of their doctor, who just happened to be one of their grandsons.
The disease was much like pneumonia, only much worse, and like most forms of the disease, hit older people much harder. Chris knew in his rational mind that without divine intervention, their time was short.
Fortunately, he had spent much of the last year putting all their affairs in order, making sure the family trust was ironclad while working to make things as easy as possible for Brian and Marilyn, their two surviving children.
He also spent much time going through his extensive journal, making sure it would be appropriate for their descendants. He wanted them to know the story of his century-long love affair with Chloe, but he didn't want the kids exposed to their most private, intimate moments. Those, he felt, were between him, his wife, and their creator.
He also had thousands upon thousands of photos and videos of the two of them, many of which depicted the couple in the midst of various sexual activity. These were things they kept for themselves, as reminders of their love. And yes, even at nearly 110, they enjoyed looking at them while reminiscing about the "old" days.
The intimate things were removed from his computer and placed on his password-protected tablet. He promised Chloe these things would go to the grave with them, and he was determined to keep that promise. Brian assured him the tablet would be buried with him.
So as they lay in bed, Chris would play videos of happier times and the couple would reminisce about all the things they had done together and all the places they had visited. It wasn't easy as the disease had taken its toll on them, but they managed nevertheless.
Chris lay back in the bed and looked at his wife. Even after all these years, he was still madly in love with her and saw her as the most beautiful creature God put on Earth. He kissed her hand and held it close to his chest, closing his eyes while thinking back over the last 100 years.
The two of them were born within minutes of each other. They practically grew up together as their parents were very close and worked together.
He remembered her face lighting up when he gave her that nightshirt with the goofy rabbit on it. That was on the Christmas after their ninth birthday. The caption read, "Snugglebunny," and that became his nickname for her. He smiled as he recalled the way she held it up and asked, "Am I your Snugglebunny?"
She still asks him that, and he always answers in the positive. That shirt, which Chloe put into a frame and hung on their bedroom wall after Marilyn left for college so many years ago, now belongs to one of their great-granddaughters, who bears an uncanny resemblance to Chloe at the same age.
He remembered their time growing up as children. They lived next door to each other at the time, before this house had been built, and were always together. They were either playing together in his yard or hers, or were out riding their bicycles. Many times, they would walk to the large pond at the back end of the property and either fish or wade together.
They spent so much time together and there was enough of a resemblance between them that many thought they were siblings. Their parents had gotten DNA tests that proved otherwise, but the questions continued. So they began referring to each other as "brother" and "sister," just to tweak everyone a bit.
Then there was the morning of their eighteenth birthday -- the day they gave each other their virginity. That was over 90 years ago, but he remembered it like it was yesterday. He recalled the way she whispered in his ear to "cum inside sister's pussy." That got him so hot, he exploded inside her. From then on, she used that as part of their love-making. And it always worked.
They married young, went to college together and enjoyed many wild adventures together. Chloe, it turned out, was quite an exhibitionist who loved showing herself off for him. And, he had to admit, he loved looking at her. He also loved taking pictures and video of her. And she loved it when he did.
He thought back over all the public events where they made love -- spring break, Fantasy Fest, several public gatherings at Party Cove and even a visit to Lake Havasu.
He thought back and recalled their 23rd birthday, when she literally cut all her clothes off for him one piece at a time as they went from place to place. She ended up leaving the remains of her clothes on the parking lot of the last place they went, then rode home completely naked. They ended up making love on the hood of his car right out there in the driveway.
He also recalled the time they spent at the lakeside vacation home that their parents bought together. They had a lot of memories of the place. He lost count of the times they went skinny-dipping in the small lagoon. He also remembered the weekend they spent with their good friend and "adopted" sister, Amy.
Then there was the year they went to Mardi Gras. That was when their oldest child, Mike, was conceived. Chris still had a copy of the picture he sent to the man who owned the apartment with the balcony where they made love.
Mike became an officer in the U.S. Army and served in the Special Forces. He was killed in action 57 years ago in Africa when he threw himself on a grenade. He received the Medal of Honor postumously as a result of that action. Mike's wife, Lynette, committed suicide upon learning of Mike's death. They rarely talked about that time, but they kept a picture of Mike along with his medal and the flag that covered his coffin on the fireplace.
Chris dealt with his son's death by writing a book about the young man. The book contained a special foreword by General Avery Johnson, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and remained on the New York Times best-seller list for months. After discussing it with Chloe, he donated all of his royalties to a fund for wounded service members.
About four years later, the brother of the extremist Mike killed in combat returned and targeted Chloe for revenge. He intended to rape her, then murder her in front of him. Afterward, he intended to kidnap Marilyn, their daughter who was in college at the time, and take her back to Africa where she would be used as "breeding stock" before being killed.
With the help of his younger son, Brian, and a family friend, Chris managed to stop James Ktume, but not before the African doctor had already drugged Chloe. He and his friend, Ron Wiseman, took Ktume back to Wiseman's house, where they dealt with him once and for all.
Ktume was the only man Chris had ever killed in his life, and he never regretted it. Chloe went through several months of counseling but the incident had severely impacted her -- worse than he had originally thought. Their sex life had basically disappeared, and Chloe was a shell of the woman she used to be. It took almost four years to get her completely out of her funk.
He remembered the two years of counseling she went through with Dr. Rose Carlson. Together, Chris and Rose became "Team Chloe" and worked with each other to help her heal. The Webers also met Rose's husband, Jon, and Chris ended up writing a book inspired by Jon's experience with a cult. Eventually, the old Chloe came back, and as Chris recalled with a grin, so did their love life, aided by a remote-controlled vibrator and a bottle of ketchup.
The Webers and the Carlsons developed a hard and fast friendship that lasted until the Carlsons died a little more than 15 years ago. Jon died of a heart attack and Rose followed him to the grave a few months later.
Not long after Chloe fully recovered from her traumatic experience, their parents got together with them and hammered out a joint family trust that included all four properties -- the three residences and the land they sat on, plus the lakeside vacation home jointly owned by both families. Chris and Chloe's parents died not long afterward, leaving Chris and Chloe in charge of the trust.
Eventually, Marilyn and her husband, George Freeman, moved their family into the home formerly occupied by Chris' parents, and Brian moved his family into the home once occupied by Chloe's parents.
After Chloe retired from the hospital where she worked most of her adult life, they took a 'round-the-world cruise, then settled into their new roles as grandparents. They watched as one generation passed, leaving the next to fill the empty spaces. It was, as Chris realized, the ongoing cycle of life and it would continue long after they were gone.
Chris made sure all the necessary paperwork was laid out for Brian and Marilyn, then took one last look around his office. He took in the books, the pictures, the medals and trophies, but his eyes settled on his favorite picture -- the one taken the day he and Chloe married. He felt the pressure in his chest and the urge to cough.
Pulling out his handkerchief, he covered his mouth as he coughed. He looked and saw the red spots and knew it was almost time. His grandson, the doctor, poked his head in the door.
"You okay, Pops?" he asked. Chris nodded his head, unable to speak. Michael Freeman -- named after Marilyn's oldest brother -- saw the handkerchief and walked to his grandfather. "Come on, Pops, it's time to go upstairs. Mom's been asking for you for a while now." He helped Chris stand and walked with him to the chair lift at the staircase.
Marilyn was at the top of the staircase with a wheelchair. When Chris got there, he tried waving her off, but she wouldn't hear it.
"Get in the chair, Dad," she commanded in her nurse's voice. Chris looked at her for a moment and relented, realizing that she knew what she was doing. She wheeled him into the huge master bedroom, then picked him up and placed him in his bed. Chris was impressed with his daughter's strength and remembered when he used to carry her like that.
"Everyone, out," Marilyn said, in her head nurse's voice, shooing everyone out of the room. She and Michael worked together like a well-oiled machine without saying a word to each other. As she got the bed situated and a nasal canula on Chris' face, Michael was taking a sonogram of his chest with a portable unit. When she finished, he pulled a long syringe out of his case and prepared it.
"Okay, Pops," he said. "I need to clear some of this fluid out of your lungs." He looked at Marilyn. "Mom, could you give me a hand here, please?"
"Sure, son," she said. She was proud of her son and enjoyed working with him at the hospital. "What do you need me to do?"
"I need you to hold the sonogram for me so I can see what I'm doing," he said. "Pops, I'm going to put something on you to help deaden the skin where I'll be going in." He pulled out a cotton ball and a bottle. He put some liquid on the cotton, then wiped the area where he intended to inject the needle. Then he applied a topical anesthetic to deaden the skin.
After a few minutes, he pinched it to see if Chris felt it. "Did you feel that?" he asked. Chris shook his head no. "Okay, you may feel a slight pinch. Try not to move, okay?" Chris nodded his head. Michael injected the needle and made sure it went into Chris' lung. He pulled back on the handle, drawing a significant amount of fluid out and into a reservoir sitting next to the bed. After a few more draws, he removed the needle, Wiped the area with another alcohol swab and put a band-aid on the injection site.
"How do you feel?" he asked Chris.
"Better," Chris said weakly.
"Good," Michael said. "You should be able to breathe a bit better now. We got quite a bit out of you. I'll give you something for the pain that'll help you get some sleep, okay?"
"Sounds good. Thanks, son," Chris said. Marilyn picked up the reservoir and headed out of the room.
"I'll take care of this," she said.
"Thanks, Mom," Michael said. "Okay, you two," he added, turning back to Chris and Chloe. "Get some rest now and some sleep. We'll see you in the morning. If you need anything, just call, okay?"
"Okay, thanks, son," Chris said. Michael hugged the two of them before walking out of the room. Chloe put her head on Chris' shoulder and the two of them looked through more photos on his tablet.
"We had a good run, didn't we?" she asked quietly.
"Yes, we did," he said. "A life very well-lived. And you know what, my dear?"
"What?" she asked.
"You've made me the happiest man on earth," he said. "Seriously. You're the best wife a man could ever ask for."
"Only because I love you," she said.
"Well, I love you more," he told her in response.
"You know, I forgot to get you a present this year," she said. "Can you ever forgive me?"
"Of course. We've both been a bit pre-occupied lately. Just looking at your beautiful face one more day is more than enough for me," he said with a weak smile.
"I feel the same way about you," she said. "I'll let it go this time," she added with a smile. "God, I'm so tired," she said after a few minutes.
"Me too," he said. "Maybe it's those drugs Michael gave us. Let's get some sleep, okay?"
"Sure," she said. "Good night, babe."
"Good night," he said, kissing her lightly.
...
"Well, doc, what's the prognosis?" Brian asked as he, Marilyn, George and Michael sat at the dining room table sipping a cup of coffee. Michael was going through the display on his medi-scanner tablet, reading the information he collected from Chris and Chloe. He shook his head as he went through the stats.
"Not good, I'm afraid," Michael said. "They're systems are starting to shut down."
"But they seemed so strong after you cleared their lungs," Marilyn said.
"Yeah, well, appearances can be deceiving," Michael said. "This disease attacks more than just the lungs, unfortunately. They're both definitely in the final stages of this thing."
"Will they make it through the night?" George asked. Michael shook his head.
"I don't know, Dad," he said. "At this point, it's not up to me. I've done about all I can do."
"Well, they don't need a whole house full of people, that's for sure," Marilyn said. "I think maybe Michael and I ought to stay the night, maybe take shifts watching over them. Everyone else can bunk at our place or at Brian's. At least for tonight."
"I think you're right, Mom," Michael said. "I do have to get back to the hospital and do my rounds, though. I'll be back when I get done with that."
"Alright," George said. "Let's get everyone packed up and settled down, and we'll meet here in the morning."
"Sounds like a plan to me," Brian said. "Call me if you need anything, alright?" he asked Marilyn.
"I will, thanks," she said.
"By the way, Uncle Brian," Michael said. "Pops left a pile of paperwork for you in his office. He said you'd know what to do with it all."
"Thanks, Michael," he said. "I found it earlier."
Brian and George rounded up the rest of the family and headed for the two other houses. Michael grabbed his bag and headed for the door. Marilyn stopped him before he left.
"What's the matter, Mom?" he asked.
"Michael, I was just curious," she said quietly. "Is this thing contagious?"
"The jury's still out on that. It doesn't seem to be," he said. "But the CDC is still advising everyone to stay masked and exercise social distancing. That's pretty much been their go-to position for the last 70 years."
"So you don't think we may have gotten it from Mom and Dad?" she asked. Michael shook his head.
"I don't think so," he said. "I think if any of us had, we would have seen some symptoms by now, as much as you've been around them." He looked at her for a moment before speaking again. "What's wrong, Mom?"
"Oh nothing," she said. She put a hand on his cheek and looked at him sadly for a moment. "I just wanted to tell you I love you and I'm so very proud of you." He smiled at her before responding.
"Well, thanks, Mom," he said. "I love you too. What brought this on?"
"It's just... Look, I know I'm not as bubbly or outgoing as your grandmother and I know it's been a while since I've told you how I feel about you. I just wanted you to know." He took her in his arms and kissed her cheek.
"I appreciate that, Mom," he said. "I love you too. I've never doubted that you love me, but it is good to hear from time to time. And to be honest, I don't think anyone could be as bubbly or outgoing as Grandma." Marilyn laughed at that.
"I think you're right," she said.
"I'd better bet back to the hospital before they send out the National Guard to find me," he said. Marilyn nodded her head.
"Okay, son," she said. "I'll see you soon."
"Count on it, Mom," he said as he left.
...
The next morning, Chris woke up, coughed and looked at his wife. She was awake as well, and he could tell she was feeling just as crappy as he did. The pressure was back in his chest, and he had a difficult time breathing. Michael checked them both out and turned to his mother.
She saw the look on his face and understood the meaning. No words needed to be said. She went downstairs and called her husband and brother, telling them to bring the family over. Soon, the master bedroom was filled with children and grandchildren, all of them with tears in their eyes. Chris looked at them for a moment, then smiled and shook his head.



"Daddy..." Marilyn pleaded, tears falling down her face.
"It's okay, sweetheart. Don't cry for us," he managed to say. "We've made our peace and we're ready. We've had a long, wonderful life thanks to all of you." He turned and looked at Chloe. She was propped up, her head turned to him. He saw her extend her little finger and he wrapped one of his around it. She offered a weak smile.
"Happy birthday," she whispered. "Am... I... still..." She never finished her question. She wheezed a couple times, trying to get her breath then fell quiet. Chris looked at her still open eyes and realized she was gone.
Hot tears fell down his face as he realized that the love of his life was no longer with him. He thought he was prepared for this, but he realized that he wasn't. This was the first time in over a century that he was truly without her. He fell back on his bed, his face awash in tears. Everyone in the room was crying as well.
Suddenly, his eyes cleared and he stopped crying. He sat up and they watched him stare at a space between two of his grandchildren. He lifted one hand and smiled.
"You'll always be my Snugglebunny," he whispered before laying back down. Everyone looked at each other, confused. What had just happened, they wondered. Chris looked at Brian and smiled.
"It's okay, son," he said. "They're all there. Your Mom, your grandparents, Mike, Amy. Even Lynette."
"Lynette?" Brian asked. Lynette was Mike's wife, and Brian remembered what happened over 50 years ago when Mike came to the house after learning that she was cheating on him with a corrupt Army general. It was a sad episode in the family's history, and was rarely ever mentioned. Chris nodded his head in response to Brian's question.
"Yes," Chris said quietly. Brian could tell it took a Herculean effort for his father to speak. "And now it's my time. I'm going home, son. It's alright. I love you all so much." After that, the old man coughed a few times, then laid down, closed his eyes and took one last shallow breath.
Michael checked the monitors and ran his scanner one last time before officially recording the time his grandparents died. Everyone in the room cried and hugged each other, mourning the couple. Eventually, Michael covered them with a sheet and called to have their bodies picked up.
...
The memorial service and the graveside ceremony was well attended. Michael knew his grandparents were well-known, respected and loved by the local community, but he was surprised at how many people came out to pay their respects.
Of course, the local media was there, and he spotted reporters with camera crews from national outlets. He was also surprised to see a couple former presidents show up, along with a number of highly-decorated military officers. He pressed more flesh that day than he had in his entire life. Everyone had good words for his grandparents and he accepted their condolences with thanks.
The crowd finally thinned out and he looked up at the clear sky. For a moment, he imagined his grandparents walking hand-in-hand among the clouds, laughing and joking as they had always done.
Yes, he thought to himself, theirs was indeed a life well-lived.
...
Note:This is the final chapter in this series, but Chris and Chloe may appear in future stories.The incident involving Mike and Lynette were written about in "No Greater Love."The story of Jon and Rose Carlson was told in my series, "Rules."
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It Sucks To Be Me: Marc's Story
The following is based on one of the characters from GeorgeAnderson's epic Sept. 11, 2020 tale, "February Sucks," and my follow-ups to that story. I would like to thank GeorgeAnderson for giving me permission to post this and encourage you to read his original if you haven't already. This is NOT a rehash of the original.
Since that story came out, a number of authors wrote follow-ups and sequels to that story, as did I. This, however, is a bit different. Yes, it is a bit tongue-in-cheek in places,and it was meant to be that way.
Many thanks to those who offered comments and constructive criticism on my previous stories. For those who want to say this or that would never happen, remember this is my universe, a place where nearly anything can, and often does, happen. At least on paper...
Please refer to my profile for more on my personal policy regarding comments, feedback, follows, etc. (Yes, I moderate comments) And please remember, this is a work of fiction, not a docu-drama...
And as Vandemonium1 might say, lighten up...
* * * * * *
The doctor opened his notepad and looked at me before speaking. I was extremely nervous -- I had never been to a shrink or a counselor before, but I was told he was the best in the business. If anyone could help me, he could, I was told. I hoped they were right.
"So, young man," he said. "Tell me your story. Start from the beginning with a brief introduction. We have plenty of time. If it's okay with you, I'd like to record this." I nodded my head and he started the recording. "Okay, whenever you're ready."
I took a deep breath, then began:
It sucks to be me. I mean, it REALLY sucks. And not just in February. I'm talking 24 hours a day, seven days a week, 365 days a year. Why is that, you might ask.
Let me introduce myself. My name is Marc LaValliere. Yeah, THAT Marc LaValliere. Anyone who's spent more than a few minutes on this site knows who I am. I was living the dream -- a big-time football hero with fans around the world, endorsements out the rear end, more women than any ten guys could shake a stick at. I had it all -- money, power, prestige, you name it.
Life was going great for me. Then GeorgeAnderson wrote that story about the time I spent with the woman in the blue dress. I barely remember her name -- was it Lisa? No, Linda. That's who it was. Then all hell broke loose.
Since that story came out, there have been numerous other stories, written by a bunch of different people. And I was the bad guy in every single one of them. Do you know what it's like to be one of the most hated characters on a site like this? I doubt it.
I guess in hindsight, I should've seen it coming. A little more than a year before my evening with Linda, I spotted a gorgeous woman and tried picking her up. When her fiance stood up and faced me, though, I knew I had bitten off a bit more than I could chew. You should've seen him. I swear, it was as if he morphed right in front of me -- his eyes turned black, and his body seemed to pulsate with raw power -- the kind I didn't want to face without backup.
I backed down, but I ran into the twerp later. I turned out he was kind of computer nerd and he was doing work for the team I play on. I tried a second time to snatch his woman, but failed. Shortly after that, her husband, Greg, put on a demonstration just for me. It turned out he wasn't just a computer guy -- he was a former military martial arts champion who could probably kill me with his bare hands without breaking a sweat.
I slowed down a bit, but I guess the saying about dogs returning to their vomit is true. I couldn't stop being what I really am, or was. Let's face it, I was just another skirt-chasing asshole. But it's not my fault. Really. Let me explain.
You see, my father was also a skirt-chasing asshole. He wasn't always like that, though. He changed after my mother died. It happened about a year or so before I started high school. She died of pancreatic cancer and he didn't take it too well.
After a few months of moping around, he started hitting the bars on the weekends, bringing home strange women. I knew what he was doing, and I didn't like the idea of strange women in the bed he once shared with my mother, but I gradually grew to accept what he was doing. He was always good to me and we always got along great, so there was no problem there.
I inherited a lot of my father's traits. Like him, I was bigger and stronger than most guys my age, and since I loved playing football, I tried out when I started high school. I was accepted, and played football from that point on. My Dad was so proud that I had made the team, and always made it a point to watch me play every chance he got.
The Saturday after I turned 18, he took me to a bar and introduced me to a beautiful woman named Alicia. I'll never forget the way she looked in her short skirt and tiny tube top.
"This is my son, Marc," he said when he introduced us. "Make a man out him for me, okay?" he added with a smile. At first I didn't know what he meant. He slapped me on my shoulder and gave me a big smile. "I'll see ya in the morning, son," he said. Alicia took my hand and led me away for a night of carnal desire I would never forget. She even drove me back to the house the next morning and dropped me off with a kiss.
It didn't end there. My Dad gave me a lifetime membership to a porn site, and would sometimes invite me to join him and the girl he brought home that night. I can't tell you how many times we double-teamed some hot girl in his bed. By the time I graduated high school, I had received a sex education most guys my age could only dream about and had bedded most of the girls in my senior class.
"Eighteen to eighty, blind, crippled or crazy," was my father's motto, and it also became mine. Although, to be honest, I never saw my Dad with a disabled girl. I'm not bragging. That's just the way it was.
I went to college on a football scholarship and continued my sex education there, sleeping with as many women as I could. My Dad did his best to make to my games, but it was difficult given the distance. So, I managed to get videos of my games and sent them off to him.
I was drafted by the Sharks during my senior year in college and joined the team after graduation. My Dad was so proud he held a party at the house. I made sure he got season tickets every year, and even arranged to put him up in a nice hotel when we played out of town.
Eventually, he contracted cancer which ate him down to nothing. I helped whenever and wherever I could, but nothing seemed to help. He ended up in hospice care toward the end, but was able to watch me play in my first Super Bowl. Of course we won, and I gave him a shout out when I was interviewed after the game.
"Who do you credit the most for your success?" the reporter asked me.
"It may sound corny," I said, "but the man I credit the most is my Dad, who also happens to be my hero." I looked in the camera. "This is for you, Dad," I said. "I love you, Dad!" He died shortly after that, but the nurses told me he had tears in his eyes when he saw my interview.
I miss my Dad, but life goes on. My football career went into overdrive. I was a hometown hero. Streets were temporarily named after me. Women named their children after me. I had endorsements out the wazoo. I was living the dream.
At the same time, my sex life also went into overdrive. I didn't even have to work very hard to pick up women. All I had to do was introduce myself. Somewhere along the way, I found that I had a taste for married women. I especially liked the idea of cuckolding their worthless husbands. I got off on that about as much as I did the actual sex. Hell, I figured, if they had been taking care of business in bed, I'd be out of business, if you know what I mean.
Then it happened. It was February 29 -- the night I picked up the woman in the blue dress. I won't bore you with the details -- you probably already know all about that. My life changed forever. After the world learned about what I had done, it was "Katy bar the door."
Reading some of those stories, you'd probably think I was the spawn of the devil or something. Well, things went to shit for me. I picked up one more woman, and never even got a chance to do anything with her, thanks to her husband, who shot me in the knees, ending my football career.
Once word got out about my philandering ways, I became a pariah. The endorsements dried up. The owners of the team fired me. A number of husbands got together and filed the mother of all class action lawsuits against me. I was ruined, physically and financially.
It took months of strenuous physical rehab before I could even walk again. I was close to bankrupt and ended up selling my house and all but one of my vehicles. I packed up what I felt I would need to survive and sold the rest. I left town in the dead of night, my tail tucked between my legs. Thank God my father wasn't alive to see this, I thought as I headed west to look for greener and friendlier pastures.
I realized early on I would need to get another job as I couldn't live on what I had forever. When I reached the west coast, I began looking for work, but it wasn't easy. It turned out my reputation had preceded me. Once a potential employer looked at my name, it was all over. I can't tell you how many times I got the bum's rush.
Many of my nights were spent in small, smelly fleabag motels where I would fantasize about cuckolding some of the writers who published stories about me, especially that Saddletramp guy. Of course, nothing ever came of my fantasies. They were just fantasies, after all. Still, I thought, a guy can dream, right? Thing is, with the way my luck was going, I'd probably end up with a nuke strapped to my ass.
So I pushed on. I kept looking for work, but couldn't get anything. Hell, I couldn't even get a job flipping burgers. Frustrated, I drove north and finally ended up in Fresno. Surely, no one knew me here, I thought. I read the classifieds as I ate breakfast and found that a radio station was looking for a sports caster. What the hell, I thought. I had a degree in communications, even though I never used it. So I went to the station and applied for the job.
I sat in front of a desk as the woman looked over my resume. "Brenda Collier," her nameplate read. She was a somewhat older woman, and reminded me a bit of my mother. She frowned as she put my resume and application down. Then she stared at me through her glasses.
"I'm sorry, Mr. LaValliere. I'm aware of your history and I don't think you'd be a good fit here," she said. Suddenly, my vision blurred and I felt moisture on my face. I was crying -- something I hadn't done since my father died. I wasn't sobbing, but I could feel hot tears course down my cheeks and I couldn't control myself. I felt so embarrassed, so... useless.
"Please," I begged. "I'm not that guy anymore. All I'm asking for is a chance. I really need this job." That much was true. I was getting low on funds and really needed the job. On top of that, the never-ending stream of rejections had worn me down to the point that I was now begging for a job. I never had to beg for anything in my life. She studied me for a minute before speaking again.
"All right," she said. "Why don't you freshen up a bit, maybe gargle some warm water and let's see what you can do." I looked up at her, feeling hope for the first time in months.
"Really?" I asked. She nodded her head.
"Sure," she said. "You can use the washroom right down the hall." I went and washed my face and gargled with warm water as she suggested. I met her back in the hallway and she lead me to a soundproof room equipped with a microphone and a set of headphones.
"Just read what's on this and let's see what you sound like," she said, handing me a sheet of paper with a script. I took my seat, put the headphones on and waited for her signal. When she gave it, I read the script as written. When I finished, she ushered me back to her office, then listened to the tape.
"Well, Mr. LaValliere," she said. "It seems you have what we would call a good set of pipes. I tell you what I'll do. I'll bring you on for three months. Call it a probationary period. If things go well, we'll put you on full-time. But I'm warning you. This station is family-owned and operated, and the owners won't tolerate any bullshit. You understand what I'm telling you?"
"I understand, Ms. Collier," I said. "I'll be on my best behavior, I promise."
"I'm glad to hear that," she said. "And you can call me Brenda."
"Thank you, Brenda," I said. "You won't be disappointed."
"I hope not," she said. So I finally landed a job. Sure, it didn't pay anywhere near what I was making when I played for the Sharks, but it was better than a sharp stick in the eye. I moved into a small one-bedroom apartment and began my new career as a sports caster.
It didn't take long for me to get used to my new job. I reported in every day, checked out the reports, made adjustments as I felt necessary, then read the report on air. I was also tasked with doing the play-by-play for local high school games and found that I enjoyed it almost as much as I enjoyed playing. It felt good to be part of something like that again.
I felt that I had been given a second chance in life, so I quit partying like I did when I played football. Sure, I would go out to eat from time to time, or have a drink with some of the folks from the station, but that was it.
Everyone at the station treated me just fine. They all knew my history, but kept quiet about it. When my probationary period was over, Brenda called me into her office.
"Well, Marc," she said. She quit calling me, Mr. LaValliere a long time ago. "I must say that I'm truly surprised. You've done a remarkable job here. Our ratings are higher than they've been in a very long time, and advertisers are clamoring for spots during your broadcast. Not only that, but you seem to have turned over a new leaf. I'm impressed."
"Thank you, Brenda," I said.
"No, thank you," she said. "I'd like to offer you a one year contract. Is that something you'd be interested in?"
"Absolutely," I said. She handed me the paperwork and I looked it over.
"Keep in mind, there's a morals clause in this contract," she said.
"I saw that," I told her.
"Good," she said, handing me a pen. I looked the contract over one more time and signed it. Finally, I was back in the game for good.
Things continued as they had for the previous three months. I was doing well, and even managed to keep my trousers zipped. It had been months since I had been with a woman, though, and I began to feel the old urges coming back. Thank goodness I still had my subscription to that porn site, though.
A couple weeks later, the station brought in a new writer -- Lisa Collier. She had just moved back to Fresno from San Diego. I was taken back when I first saw her. She reminded me of the "girl next door" with long wavy dark hair that cascaded over her shoulders and piercing green eyes.
"Are you related to Brenda?" I asked when we first met.
"Yes, she's my aunt," she said.
"Oh," I said quietly. So much for asking her out. She wasn't wearing a ring, so I knew she wasn't married. Still, I didn't want to risk my job by asking her out.
"And I'm not attached, so it will be okay if you want to take me out for dinner," she said. What, I asked myself. Was she coming on to me? I decided to see if she was serious.
"Oh, okay," I said. "Are you available for dinner tonight?"
"Of course," she said. She wrote her address and telephone number down on a sheet of paper and handed it to me. "Be there, 6:00 pm. Sharp. I like seafood, by the way."
"Okay," I said. "I'll be there." I picked her up and we went to Red Lobster for dinner. Afterward, we went out for a drink. I would have taken her dancing, but I couldn't dance, thanks to my damaged knees. We spent a lot of time just talking and getting to know each other. It turned out she had divorced her husband after catching him cheating on her. As part of the divorce, she gave up her husband's surname and reverted to her maiden name. She left San Diego after the divorce was final. I felt bad for her and told her as much. I started to tell her some of my story but she stopped me.
"I know all about you," she said. "I followed your story in the sports pages. I was a bit surprised when Aunt Brenda told me she had hired you. She's very particular about who she brings on board."
"Is that what tonight's all about?" I asked. "You want to know what your aunt saw in me? Maybe you think I'm still the same guy I was a year ago?"
"Partly," she said. "Are you? The same guy you were before?"
"No," I said quietly. "I've learned my lesson. The hard way. I fell from grace once, and it was a hard fall. I'm not doing that again."
"I hope not," she said. "You seem like a really nice guy." I took her home and got a nice kiss for my effort. That night, I didn't need to watch any porn. The next day, Brenda came by.
"I understand you took Lisa out last night," she said.
"Yes, we had a nice dinner and a couple drinks, then I took her home," I said. "Nothing happened."
"I know," she said. "Just don't break her heart. She's been hurt once before and I won't stand by and let it happen again. Understand?"
"I got it," I said.
Lisa and I dated several more times and got to know each other quite well. Then it happened. She invited me into her apartment and offered a nightcap. As we sipped our drinks, we ended up in each other's arms.
"It's been a long time since I've been with a man," she said.
"It's been a long time since I've been with a woman," I told her.
"Let's do something about that," she said, straddling my lap. We ended up spending the night in her bed. Fortunately, it was a Saturday, so I didn't have to work the next day. The next morning, she fixed us breakfast and we chatted over bacon, eggs and coffee.
"It's been a while since I've made breakfast for a man," she said.
"It's funny, but I can't ever recall a woman making breakfast for me," I told her. "What would your Aunt Brenda think?" Lisa laughed at that.
"Neither one of us are married," she said. "And if I know my aunt, she'd probably wonder how I fixed your eggs." I chuckled at that. After a few moments of silence, she looked at me seriously. "I hope this isn't just a one-time thing. I'd hate to think I was just another notch on your bedpost."
"Technically, it was your bed we slept in last night," I said, causing her to smile. "And to be honest, I'm not looking for one-night stands anymore. I really enjoyed the time we spent together last night and I'm hoping we can do it again sometime soon."
"Well, play your cards right, and maybe we can," she said.
On Monday, I saw Brenda briefly and couldn't help but notice the knowing smile she gave me. I wondered if I would end up getting the axe, but it didn't happen. Lisa and I continued seeing each other and spent the night together several times. After a few months, I found myself falling for her. One night while we were out, I pulled out a small box and got down on one knee.
"Lisa," I said. "I've fallen madly in love with you, and I'd be honored if you would marry me." Her eyes widened and she hugged me, showering my face with kisses.
"I love you too, Marc," she said. "Yes, I'll marry you." I slipped the ring on her finger and we went back to my place for a night of wild lovemaking.
Everyone at the station was overjoyed to learn that Lisa and I were getting married. Finally, I thought, my life doesn't suck anymore and the old Marc LaValliere was finally gone. Even Brenda was overjoyed.
Lisa and I began planning our wedding, which was set to take place in three months. The closer we got to the happy day, the more excited I became. Then it happened.



Lisa and I went out for dinner and drinks a couple weeks before our wedding. As we sat in the club nursing our drinks, a tall, well-built man came to our table. He extended a hand to Lisa.
"Hello," he said. "My name is Robert. Would you care to dance?" Without even a glance at me, Lisa took the man's hand, stood and went to the dance floor. I was shocked. How could she do this to me? As I watched, the two of them danced through several songs. There wasn't any inappropriate touching, but I saw him whisper in her ear a few times, making her laugh. What were they talking about, I wondered.
Robert said something to the band leader, and the group began playing a set of fast songs. Robert and Lisa danced through the entire set. When they finished, they came back to the table. Lisa grabbed her purse and looked at me.
"Robert has asked me to go home with him tonight," she said. "Don't worry, I'll be back tomorrow. This has nothing to do with us and won't affect us at all. I still love you and I still plan to marry you. It's just something I need to do." Before I could respond, she turned and walked away. I saw the smirk Robert gave me and I felt like kicking his ass right there.
I didn't, partly because I knew that if I did, I would get arrested. I also knew that if I caused a scene, my whole life history would be news again, and I wasn't sure I could live with that. I looked around and saw the looks from the other men around me. They knew that I was going to be made a cuckold. So this is the thanks I get for turning my life around, I thought. Well, fuck that.
I was furious and left for home. If Lisa thought she could do this to me and just come back like nothing happened, she was out of her mind. By the time I got home, it hit me. This was exactly what I had done to so many men over the years. The pain I felt at that moment was probably what those other men felt as I took their wives from them.
Talk about karma! How many men had I done this very same thing to? Did they all feel like this, I asked myself. At least Lisa and I weren't married yet. And we never would be married. Not if this is what I had to look forward to.
I slept fitfully that night, my dreams filled with images of Lisa with Robert, the two of them laughing at me as they fucked each other's brains out. I now fully understood what drove that veteran to shoot me that night so long ago. If I had a gun, I would probably do the same thing.
It was about 10:00 the next morning when I heard a key in the lock. I was sitting in my recliner when Lisa walked in. I know I looked like hell. I hadn't slept very well and I hadn't even shaved that morning. Lisa came in the apartment, looking as fresh as she did when left me the previous night. Behind her was Robert. I couldn't believe the nerve of this woman, bringing him to my place like this. I stood up and was about ready to punch the motherfucker, but Lisa stopped me.
"Marc, I told you last night I would be back, and I'm here, just the same as when I left last night," she said.
"What are doing bringing this son-of-a-bitch in my apartment?" I asked.
"I'm sorry, I never introduced myself," Robert said as he extended his hand. "Robert... Collier."
Collier? What? I shook my head in disbelief. Was this her ex-husband? He continued.
"I'm Lisa's brother," he said.
"Brother?" I asked. I looked at Lisa. "You slept with your brother?"
"No, silly," she said. "We're close, but not THAT close. We had things to discuss. I told you it was something I had to do and it wouldn't affect us, and I meant it."
"I don't get it," I said. Robert laughed before he continued.
"We were actually discussing your bachelor party," he said. "And she asked me to walk her down the aisle since our father passed away a couple years ago."
"And that's it?" I asked. "Why the act in the club last night?"
"You can blame me for that," Robert said.
"I don't understand," I said. "I never met you before. Why would you do something like that?"
"A few years back you did the very same thing to a friend of mine," he said. "It destroyed him. He ended up divorced and is now a single father. He never got a chance to get back at you. Lisa told me you'd changed, but I wanted to see for myself and maybe give you a taste of what you did to my friend. You see, I love my sister and I'm very protective of her. She's already been hurt once, and I don't want to see her hurt again."
"I understand," I told him. "I love your sister as well, and I promise I'll never hurt her. I've learned my lesson."
"I hope so, Marc," he said. "I really do. Because if you ever do hurt her, I promise I'm going to hurt you. Got it?"
"I got it," I said. "I'm not that man anymore. I've learned my lesson and I love Lisa." He nodded his head and extended his hand again. "Welcome to the family." I accepted his hand and shook it.
"So what's this about a bachelor party?" I asked.
"We decided to throw you a party, but there'll be no strippers or anything like that," Robert said. "Just us guys enjoying a few beers. Maybe we'll watch some football or something. I'd hate to see you get tempted into doing something stupid."
"Yeah, me too," I said. I looked at Lisa. "You knew about all this?"
"Yes," she said quietly. "And I'm sorry if we gave you the wrong impression, but Robert said it was something that needed to be done. Do you still love me?"
"Of course I still love you, but you have no idea how bad I felt last night," I said. "I was ready to call it quits."
"Robert told me you might feel that way," she said. "After he explained it to me, though, I decided to go along with it. You see, I know how it feels to be cheated on. I'll never cheat on you -- ever. And I won't tolerate it from you, either."
"Message received," I told her. After Robert left, Lisa and I spent the day making up. The next Monday, Brenda cornered me.
"I heard you met my nephew, Robert," she said.
"Yes, I did," I told her.
"Lisa told me what they did to you," she said. "They've always been practical jokers. I can't say that I totally approve of what they did, but I understand it. I hope you got the message."
"I did," I said. She smiled.
"I'm glad," she said. "Everything okay between you and Lisa?"
"Yeah, we made up after Robert explained himself," I said.
"I take it the wedding's still on?" she asked.
"It's on," I told her.
"Good," she said. "Cause I'd hate it if we had to cancel the caterers," she added with a smile. "I hear Robert and some of the guys are taking you to a sports bar for a bachelor party this Friday. Have fun."
"Thanks, I will," I told her.
"And just so you know, the girls and I plan to take Lisa out that night as well," she said. "Don't worry, her virtue will still be intact when we bring her back."
"I'm glad to hear that," I said.
As planned, Robert picked me up that Friday and took me to a small bar on the outskirts of town. We had a good time, drinking beer and watching videos of my old team. Brenda picked Lisa up shortly after I left and they went out to another club where they did God only knows what.
Robert finally got me home and helped put me to bed. I woke up the next morning to find Lisa in my bed. She told me Brenda brought her home and helped her get into bed. Both of us looked like we had seen better days.
The wedding went off without a hitch. Robert walked Lisa down the aisle and I had never seen anyone look as beautiful as she did that day. When the preacher asked who gave her to be married, he said, "her parents and I," then shook my hand and sat down next to Brenda.
We went to Hawaii for our honeymoon, then settled down into married life. So far, things are looking great and I can't remember the last time I felt so content. I even dumped the subscription to that porn site. Who needs to fantasize when there's someone as beautiful as Lisa right there?
So why did I say that it sucks to be me? Simple. You see, I'm not even a real person. I'm just a fictitious character in a story that never seems to end...
After I ended my story, the doctor stopped the recording and looked at me.
"You're right," he said. "It does suck to be you."
"Is there anything you can do for me, doc?" I asked. He thought for a moment, then shook his head.
"I'm afraid not, Mr. LaValliere," he said. "You're right. You are just a character in a story, and I have no doubt you'll be written about many more times before it's all said and done."
"So, what can I do?" I asked.
"There's not much you can do about it," he said. "But I will give you one piece of advice, though."
"What's that?" I asked, hopeful. He smiled and looked at me.
"Embrace it," he said. "Embrace the suck."
* * * * *
Note: The incident with Greg was told in my story, "Greg and Allie 03: February's Curse."
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I looked at the clock as I sat at my desk. It was just a few minutes before 4:00 pm. In about an hour, I would be heading home to start the weekend. I always looked forward to weekends, but this one was special. Tomorrow -- Saturday -- marked 20 years since I married Katie, and I couldn't wait to whisk my lovely bride away for a weekend of wild sex at the lakeside resort cabin I had reserved.
I picked up the photo of Katie I kept on my desk and looked at it closely. It was a picture she gave me years ago. It was transcribed, "To the love of my life, Tom." That's me, by the way -- Thomas West -- Tom to my friends and family.
Katie and I were high school sweethearts who married shortly after graduating from high school. Katie insisted we wait until our wedding day to have sex. She said it would make our honeymoon that much better. I have to admit -- she was right.
My parents were happy for us and gave me a check for $100,000 and keys to a townhouse they used as a rental property. "Just to get started," my father told me at the time. The money, he explained, was the first payment from a $5 million trust fund he first set up for me shortly after I was born. And, he added, I would receive a similar payment every year.
He told me he started the fund not long after my birth mother died. I knew that she had died not long after my birth, but I never pressed him about it and he never talked about her. About a year after she died, he remarried, and that was the woman I knew as "Mom."
I considered joining the military after graduating, but was turned down, thanks to the fact that I had been diagnosed with diabetes as a child. It was kept under control with diet and a regimen of pills I took every day, but I didn't let that stop me from playing football or taking martial arts classes.
Katie and I went to college together. She wanted to be a teacher and I wanted to follow my Dad into the business world. Our plans were interrupted when Katie became pregnant with our only child, Jim, just six months after we married. Katie had a very difficult time giving birth to him and on the advise of our doctor, had her tubes tied after he was born. She took time off from college to take care of our son, and went back after he started kindergarten. She got her teaching certificate and went to work at a local elementary school.
In the meantime, I finished my degree and went to work for Ryder Industries as an accountant. I remember the day I told Dad about my job.
"Ryder Industries, huh?" he asked. Ryder Industries had been in business for nearly 75 years and was a very well-established company dealing with manufacturing and logistics. They had a huge client base across the country and an impressive portfolio with a lot of potential for growth.
"Yeah," I told him. "They're starting me off as an accountant. Good pay, and the benefits are terrific."
"Good. I'm proud of you, son," he said. "I hope it works out for you."
I remember being somewhat perplexed by the way he made his comment. I could tell that while he was proud of me, there was something else bugging him. I considered asking him about it, but held back. My father wasn't one to volunteer any more information than necessary, and I knew that bugging him about it wouldn't get me anywhere. So I dropped it.
The next 16 years were what you might call "normal." We worked, came home, took care of our family -- lather, rinse, repeat. My job didn't require any travel except for the occasional seminar, but we did take time out for an annual vacation, usually during the summer months when Katie didn't have to work.
I quit taking marital arts classes about five years into the marriage due to time constraints. Raising a child on top of working and taking care of a house tends to do that, I guess. I didn't talk about my job very often, but my father did suggest a few times that I consider exploring my options. I couldn't help but wonder why he would suggest that, but let it drop.
As a whole, Katie and I were happy. Sure, we had ups and downs like every married couple, but overall, things were good. Our love life was pretty stable, but dropped off a bit as we got older. About a month or so ago, though, I began to notice some changes in Katie. At first I chalked it up to the fact that school was out and she didn't have to go to work every day.
She had periods where she became withdrawn and aloof. A few times, she had gotten a bit snippy with me. I couldn't figure out what it was I had done, and tried to talk to her about it. She would just dismiss me with a wave of her hand before stomping away. A bit later, she would come back, apologizing for her behavior.
That was about the time I learned I was being considered for a vice president's position that just opened up. I was told I was one of two people vying for the slot. I learned later the other person being considered was Alex Marlow. Alex was a good man who deserved a promotion, but I thought I was a better fit for the job. I didn't say anything to anyone about the promotion, choosing to wait until I knew definitely one way or the other, so I didn't think that had anything to do with it.
Then it hit me. Things were changing around the house. Jim had just graduated from high school and had accepted an appointment to the U.S. Military Academy at West Point. In fact, he was on his way there now. Perhaps, I thought, it was the idea of becoming empty-nesters that was bothering her.
That's when I came up with the idea of a weekend getaway for our anniversary. I decided to make it a surprise for her, hoping that would snap her out of her funk.
My desk phone rang at 4:15, bringing me back to reality. I picked it up and was greeted by the voice of my secretary.
"Mr. West," she said. "Mr. Henderson just called and said you need to go see him, ASAP."
"Thanks, Rhonda," I said. Jacob Henderson III -- or "Jake," as he liked to be called, was the CEO of Ryder, and when he demanded your presence, you didn't keep him waiting. I figured he wanted to talk to me about the promotion.
I stood up, checked myself in the washroom mirror, adjusted my tie and headed to the elevator. On the way up, I pulled my smartphone out of my trouser pocket and set the audio record function to record for an hour, just in case. I always did that when I went into meetings for later review, just in case I might have missed something important. I put my phone back in my pocket just as the elevator stopped.
I got off on the 15th floor -- the floor that housed all the company's top executives -- and made my way to Henderson's suite, which took up much of one end of the floor. His PA, an attractive brunette named Brenda Harris, looked up at me when I walked in.
"Mr. Henderson is expecting you, Mr. West," she said with a slight smirk. I wondered what brought on the smirk. What's going on here, I asked myself. "Go on in." I nodded my head and opened the double door to Henderson's main office.
"Ah, Tom, come on in," he said with a smile as he waved me inside. I came in and sat in the chair he indicated, which was directly opposite a couch and coffee table set up at one end of the office. "Get Mr. West something to drink, will ya, Harvey?" he ordered, looking at a large man in a suit. I knew that Harvey Strauss was one of Jake's personal security guards and wondered where the other guard was. Henderson always kept two guards near him at all times, for some reason which escaped me. I had heard rumors over the years, but none of them were ever confirmed.
Harvey poured some bourbon in a glass and handed it to me. I didn't drink very often, but Harvey knew I preferred my bourbon neat, just like my father does. I accepted the glass and thanked him. Harvey nodded his head, but said nothing and didn't even offer a smile. Come to think of it, I don't think I ever saw the man smile.
Henderson walked to the couch and sat down. I noticed he had taken his jacket off and rolled up his shirt sleeves. Henderson was a big man, barrel-chested and muscular. He looked good for being in his mid 50s, I thought. He took a sip of his drink then set it on the coffee table and considered me for a moment before speaking.
"Go ahead," he said with a smile. "Take a drink. It won't kill ya to loosen up a bit." I took a tentative sip of the bourbon before placing the glass on a coaster he had on the coffee table.
"Thank you," I said. "What can I do for you today, Mr. Henderson?" Jake smiled before saying anything.
"That's what I like most about you, Tom," he said. "Always so polite, always so accommodating. I was telling Brenda a couple days ago that I don't think I've ever seen you get agitated about anything. How are things on the home front, by the way? Everything okay between you and your wife?" I nodded my head.
"Yeah, everything is fine," I said. "Our son just left for West Point, so we're adjusting to that. I had planned on taking Katie out this weekend to celebrate our 20th anniversary."
"Married 20 years?" Jake asked. "Congratulations. Well, I didn't call you up here to shoot the shit. Not that I don't like you -- I do. I wanted to talk to you about the upcoming promotion. As you know, it's between you and Marlow. There's just one or two things the Board needs before making a decision."
"I see," I said. "And what does the Board need?"
"They want to know how flexible you are," Jake said. "How you respond to stressful situations. How far you're willing to go to achieve the company's goals. You realize that when you become an executive, your work day doesn't end at 5:00 the way it does now?"
"I figured that to be the case, at least to a point," I said. "Surely the Board has seen my reviews, gone through my personnel file."
"Yes, of course they have," Jake said. "But they need more. They need to see for themselves how you might react under fire, so to speak."
"I'm sorry, Mr. Henderson, but I'm afraid I don't quite understand," I said. He smiled and took another sip of bourbon.
"You will, my boy," he said. "Tell me, how solid is your marriage?"
"Very solid, Mr. Henderson," I said, taking another sip of my drink. "Why?"
"That's good to hear. You see, I'm afraid you're going to have to cancel your weekend plans," he said. "If your marriage is as solid as you say, I'm sure your wife will understand." He looked at Harvey and gave a slight nod.
Harvey went to another door, opened it and came back to stand behind my chair. I felt a bit uncomfortable with that and wondered what was about to happen. Then I saw the other guard, Lenny Jameson, come through the door, but he wasn't alone. Katie was with him. He led her to Henderson and stepped back. I was shocked at what I saw.
Katie wore a very short backless dress. The front of her dress was open all the way to her waist and it was clear she wasn't wearing a bra. The hem of the dress fell just a couple inches below her ass. She looked in my direction but didn't seem to recognize me. I looked at her face and saw her eyes. She appeared to be drugged and I thought I saw something white on one nostril.
"Katie," I said. "What are you doing here? Why are you dressed like that?" She looked at me but didn't respond. Her eyes appeared to be glazed over and it was obvious she had been drugged. I looked back at Henderson.
"What is the meaning of this?" I asked. "Why is she here, dressed like that? She's obviously drugged. What did you give her?" He laughed at my question.
"Oh come on, Tom," he said. "You're a smart boy. What do you think she's doing here? And yes, I gave her a little something -- something I cooked up myself. Makes 'em hot, wet and compliant. Keeps 'em that way for a very long time. I even gave her three times the normal dosage." He nodded at Lenny, who untied the strip of cloth at the back of her neck.
When he let it go, her breasts were exposed. I could see her nipples were hard. Henderson reached up and tweaked one of her nipples. Katie didn't respond. I started to stand up, but I found that I couldn't move my arms or legs. What the hell? Then it hit me -- Harvey put something into my drink as well. But what?
Henderson looked at me, an evil grin on his face. He looked back at Lenny, who was standing behind Katie, and nodded his head. Lenny unzipped her dress and let it fall to the floor. Except for her high heels, Katie was now completely naked. That's when I saw that she had been shaved. Still, she didn't move. Henderson reached out and stroked her shaved pussy then looked back at me.
"I prefer my women shaved," he said. "Don't you?"
"She's not your woman," I said angrily.
"Oh, now you're getting agitated, I see," he said. "And we're only getting started." He reached out and ran his finger along her slit before inserting one finger into her pussy. Katie closed her eyes and gasped but made no move to get away from him.
"Get the fuck away from my wife," I blurted out in rage as Harvey held me down with both hands. Henderson looked at me and laughed.
"Or what?" he asked menacingly. "You'll kick my ass? Unless I miscalculated, you can't even move right now."
"Get away from her, you son of a bitch," I growled. Henderson laughed again and unzipped his trousers. He dropped his trousers and boxers and motioned to Lenny. The big man pushed Katie down on her knees in front of Henderson.
"Watch this, little man," Henderson said. He turned to Katie. "Suck, bitch." Katie obediently opened her mouth as she took Henderson's cock in her hand. "Suck it all down your pretty little throat." Katie put his cock in her mouth and began sucking him. I tried to fight against Harvey's grip, but was unable to move. I sat there helpless as Katie eagerly sucked Henderson's cock.
"You motherfucking son of a bitch," I yelled. Henderson looked at me before sitting down, his erect cock pointing up. He took Katie by the arms and sat her down on his lap facing me. As I was forced to watch, he easily slid his cock into Katie's wet pussy. Katie began fucking him, rocking her body back and forth. She slid up and down on him and I could see her juices on his cock.
"Your wife's pussy sure is tight, West," he said. "I'm going to really enjoy this."
Her eyes remained glazed as she moaned in pleasure. It was as if nothing else mattered to her and nothing else existed in her universe. Henderson began fucking into her hard, and soon, he erupted inside her. I could see his semen flowing out of her as he extracted himself. He pushed her off of him and glared at me with a sneer.
I was trembling with rage at this point and I fought to break free from Harvey, but I still couldn't move my arms. I looked at Katie, who was masturbating furiously on the couch, her legs spread wide. It was as if nothing mattered except her next orgasm. I looked back at Henderson.
"I'm going to fucking kill you, you son of a bitch!" I yelled. Henderson simply looked at me with a smirk.
"Now, is that any way to talk to your own flesh and blood?" he asked. "Such language. And in front of your dear sweet wife."
"She's not going to be my wife much longer," I said angrily. "And what do you mean, flesh and blood?"
"Oh, you mean no one's ever told you?" he asked.
"Told me what?" I responded.
"How my father knocked up your birth mother in front of her husband?" Henderson said with a sneer. "That's right, West, you and I are half-brothers."
"That's not true," I said, shocked. "Why are you doing this?"
"Several reasons, actually," he said. "First off, because I'm the CEO and I can do whatever the fuck I want. Call it executive privilege if you wish. Secondly, I've always wanted to cuckold my little half-brother. You don't think I brought you on board because of your grades or your abilities, did you?"
"You mean," I began.
"That's right, West," he said. "I knew your birth mother's husband when he worked here for my father. I was a young man at the time, not even out of high school. I worked here during the summer and on weekends, mostly in the mail room. I worked my way up the ladder and here I am holding the job my father once had. I kept a loose tab on you and when I saw you had graduated from college, I put out the word that if you applied for a job here that you were to be hired."
"You've been planning this all along?" I asked.
"Of course," he said. "I call it the 'long game.' I knew this time would come. It was only a matter of time. And now, I own your ass. And I own your wife. That brings me to the third reason I'm doing this. I intend to take back what was taken from my father."
"What do you mean, taken from your father?" I asked. "I never met your father."
"No, but the man you call 'Dad' did," Henderson said. "He sued my father and the company. Where do you think the money for your trust fund came from? Now I intend to take back what's mine. And I'm going to take it out of your wife's ass."
"You're sick, you know that?" I asked. He shrugged his shoulders.
"Maybe," he said. "It is what it is. So, here's how it's going to work, Tom. You're not going to divorce your wife. She's going to need the extra money to help support her new lifestyle. As I said before, she belongs to me now. She will become my personal corporate whore, and you're never to touch her again. She is to be available to me on a moment's notice 24/7. In fact, I'm taking her to New York for a couple days or so to introduce her to the Board. They've taken an interest in her as well. Don't worry. I'll bring her back, maybe a bit worse for the wear."
"You'll never get away with this," I said. He laughed.
"I already have," he said. "And there's not a damn thing you can do to stop me." He looked at Lenny and nodded his head. Lenny stepped in front of me and smirked.
"Nothing personal, Mr. West," he said. "I've always liked you. I'm just doing my job." With that, he hit me in the face, hard. I saw stars and finally blacked out after the third punch.
...
I woke up and knew right away that I was in a hospital room. I could hear the buzzing and beeping from instruments attached to me and I saw the plastic IV that was in my arm. My mouth was dry and my head hurt something awful.
I looked around and saw my Dad sitting in a chair next to my bed. He heard me stir and looked over at me. He looked like he hadn't slept in ages. He saw me try to speak and called for a nurse. A young woman in a nurse's uniform came into the room and checked my vitals before giving me an ice chip to suck on. She gave me another after the first had melted. After I had a couple more chips, I licked my lips and tried to speak.
"How long?" I asked.
"You've been here for about four days," Dad said as the nurse left the room to get the doctor.
"Four days?" I asked, shocked. "That means this is..."
"Tuesday," my father said. "I got a call from the hospital late Friday afternoon. They said you were dumped in front of the Emergency Room. You've been out ever since. What happened to you, son?"
"Later," I said, seeing the doctor come into my room.
"Good afternoon, Mr. West, I'm Doctor Pierce," he said. "I'm glad to see you back with us. How do you feel?"



"Like I've been run over by a truck," I said. "I hurt all over."
"I don't doubt it," he said. "You took quite a beating. Nothing's broken, but you do have a couple of bruised ribs and you had a slight hematoma. We were concerned that you might have suffered a concussion." He checked me out and made notes in my chart. "We're going to get some X-rays done, and I want to keep you over one more night for observation. If all goes well, we'll be able to let you go home tomorrow. I took the liberty of calling the police. It was quite obvious to me you had been attacked and we have an obligation to report possible criminal activity. I know they want to speak with you. Do you think you're up to that?"
"Yes, doctor," I said. "Most definitely."
"Alright," he said. "I'll call them and maybe they'll be here by the time you get back." He motioned to the nurse, who made a call. A few minutes later, I was taken to Radiology for X-rays. When I got back to my room, a man in a suit was talking to my Dad. After I was situated, the suit pulled out a set of credentials and introduced himself.
"Mr. West, I'm Detective Ryan Blackstone," he said. "Can you tell us how this happened?"
"Yes, I can," I told him, taking a sip of water. I told him everything I could, then remembered my phone. "Did you find my phone?" I asked my father.
"Yes," he said. "Your mother brought a charger and plugged it in. I figured you might need it." He unplugged the phone, which had been sitting on the table next to my bed, and handed it to me. I noticed there were some text messages from a couple numbers I didn't recognize and decided to check those out later.
I found the audio I had recorded and played it back for the detective. We could hear everything, including the blows to my body. I paid special attention to what happened after my beating.
"Alright, get him outta here," we heard Henderson say to the two guards. "Take him out the back way and drop him off at the hospital. If anyone asks, just say you found him that way, understand?"
"Got it, boss," I heard Lenny say. We heard movement, probably from the guards moving me. Then we heard them talking as they tossed me in the back of the car.
"Careful," Harvey said. "Don't wanna get blood on the seats."
"I'm trying, but he's one heavy son of a bitch," Lenny said.
"Aren't they all?" Harvey said, laughing. We heard doors slamming shut, then the recording ended.
"We have video from the hospital security system," Ryan said. "According to that, they drove up, opened the door and tossed you into the parking lot before driving away. A couple of ER techs saw you laying there and brought you inside. We were able to make out the license plate of the car. It's registered to Ryder Industries."
"I called your HR Monday morning to let them know where you were, and they told me that Henderson already said you'd be out on sick time for a week," Dad said.
"Any word from Katie?" I asked. Dad shook his head.
"No, son," he said. "None. I tried calling your house and her cell ever since I got the call from the hospital. I left voicemails but I haven't heard anything from her."
"She's probably still in New York," I said. "God only knows what they're doing to her."
"I'll put an APB -- All Points Bulletin -- out for her," Ryan said. "Do you have a recent photo of her?"
"I do," I said, pulling up my photos.
"Good," he said. "Send that to me along with a copy of that audio recording. I'll send the picture to the NYPD and ask them to do the same. I'll also swear out an arrest warrant for Henderson and his goons and forward that to the NYPD as well. I'm assuming you want us to press charges."
"Absolutely," I said.
"Alright," he said. "We'll take it from here, Mr. West. You just rest and let the professionals do their job, okay?"
"Okay, Detective," I said. "Thanks."
"We'll be in touch," Ryan said. "We may have some questions later." He pulled out a business card and handed it to me. "Call if you think of anything else." After he left the room, I looked at my Dad.
"Is what Henderson said true?" I asked.
"Yes and no," Dad said. "It's true that his father had his way with your birth mother and it's true he made me watch. But it turned out your mother was already pregnant when that happened. She just didn't know it at the time."
"What happened?" I asked.
"Well, after it happened, I filed for divorce," he said. "She kept telling me it was just a mistake, that she still loved, you know, all the usual bullshit. I wasn't about to hear it, though. I moved into the guest bedroom and refused to have anything to do with her. I also filed an alienation of affection lawsuit against Henderson and the company for allowing it to happen. You could still do that back in those days. Shortly after that, she learned she was pregnant and the court made us wait until after you were born before going any further."
"Couldn't you get a DNA test done?" I asked.
"You were born in 1982," Dad said. "That was before they used DNA for paternity. We had blood tests done, but those were inconclusive. It turned out that you, me, your birth mother and Henderson all have the same blood type. I won't bore you with all the details, but things just got worse around the house. Your birth mother started abusing alcohol and drugs and died of an overdose about six months after you were born."
"Damn," I said.
"The lawsuit against Henderson and Ryder went on, and we settled out of court," my father said. "That's where I got the money to start your trust fund. As part of the settlement, I agreed not to disclose any of the particulars about the case. That's why I couldn't tell you anything. About a year after all that, I met Patricia. She fell in love with you the moment she laid eyes on you. Insisted on adopting you after we got married. She wasn't able to have kids of her own, but in her mind, you were, and ARE, her son."
"So how did you learn that I really am your son?" I asked.
"You remember that motorcycle accident you had when you were 16?" he asked. I remembered that all too well. I was riding on the back of Jimmy Riordan's bike one day. He was usually very careful, but that day he hit a slick spot on the road and we took a tumble. Fortunately, we both wore helmets and that's what saved our lives. I still got banged up pretty good, though.
"Yeah, I remember," I said.
"Well, I had the hospital do a DNA test," he said. "I just HAD to know the truth one way or another. The test came back and showed there was more than a 99 percent chance I am your father. Which means that your birth mother was already pregnant with you when Henderson took her."
"Well, as far as I'm concerned, you ARE my Dad, no matter what any test might say," I told him, causing him to smile. "What happened to Henderson?" I asked.
"He died of a stroke about the time you went to college," Dad said. "His son stepped up and became the CEO. I had hoped the younger Henderson had learned from his father's mistakes, but it seems I was wrong."
"That's why you weren't too enthusiastic about my going to work there, isn't it?" I asked. He nodded his head.
"Yes," he said. "I wanted to tell you, but I couldn't. I wish to God I had now."
"It's not your fault, Dad," I said. "I just don't know how Katie could've fallen for his bullshit. After all these years, it just doesn't make any sense."
"Who knows," Dad said. "It sounds like she was drugged and had no control."
"She may have been drugged, but something just doesn't sound right," I said. "What was she doing there in the first place? And wearing that dress?" Just then we heard a tap at at the door. "Yes?" I hollered out. The door opened and Brenda popped her head into the room.
"Can I come in?" she asked meekly.
"Sure, Brenda," I said. "Come on in. What do you want?" She held a vase full of flowers and a large card.
"I wanted to bring this by," she said. "Everyone in the office chipped in and bought it for you. They also signed the card."
"Thanks, Brenda," I said. "Set the flowers down over there," I added, pointing to the counter next to the bed. She handed me the card and set the flowers down. Then she turned to face me.
"I want you to know I'm really sorry about all this," she said.
"You knew what Henderson planned to do?" I asked.
"I knew he was planning something with your wife," she said. "I didn't know about... this," she added, pointing at me.
"What happened?" I asked.
"He gave me a company credit card that morning and told me to pick your wife up," she said. "Said she was expecting me. He instructed me to take her out and buy her the shortest, sexiest dress we could find and take her down to have her hair done. He also insisted she have a bikini wax done. A full Brazilian wax. I had a pretty good idea what he intended. It's not the first time he's done it."
"So your boss uses you to prepare his whores?" Dad asked. Brenda's face turned red and she had the good sense to look down. "Did you know he drugged her?"
"He drugs all the women he sleeps with, Mr. West," she said. "He likes to experiment. Said he wants to create a 'Super Ecstasy' or something."
"Has he ever used it on you?" Dad asked. She nodded her head.
"Once," she said. "He gave me a tiny bit. Said it was just a quarter of a dose. Had me going for an hour or so."
"You know how much he gave my wife?" I asked. She shook her head.
"No, I don't," she said.
"He said he gave Katie three times the normal dose," I said. Her eyes widened and she brought her hands to her face.
"Oh my God," she said. "I had no idea. Your poor wife was probably climbing the walls for hours. I'll bet she didn't even know you were in the room. That stuff really does a job on you."
"When I came into your office, you knew what was going to happen, didn't you?" I asked. She nodded her head.
"I knew," she said. "But I didn't know he was going to have you roughed up like this. Honest."
"Do you know where Henderson and my wife are now?" I asked.
"The last I heard, they're still in New York," she said.
"Would you be willing to talk to the police?" Dad asked.
"I'll do whatever I can to help," she said. She looked back at me with a tear in her eye. "I'm really very sorry about this, Mr. West."
"Just one thing, Brenda," I said.
"What's that?" she asked.
"Did my wife know what was going to happen?" I asked. She nodded her head.
"I'm pretty sure she did, Mr. West," she said. "I know Mr. Henderson talked to her several times over the last month or so and he took her out for lunch quite a few times. Long lunches. I don't know if they did anything or not, and he never told me."
"But you think they did?" I asked.
"I'd say it was very likely, but I really don't know. Not for certain," she said.
"You do this sort of thing for Henderson a lot, do you?" Dad asked.
"Often enough," she said quietly.
"You approve of his actions then?" he asked. She shook her head.
"You don't understand, Mr. West," she said. "I'm a single mother with a special needs child and Mr. Henderson pays quite well for my assistance. And my silence."
"Well, this time, your silence put my son in the hospital, young lady," he said, his temper beginning to flare. She backed away as he glared at her.
"Honest, Mr. West," she said. "I didn't know they were going to hurt your son. I would've warned him if I did." Dad sat back in his chair and looked at her without saying anything.
"Brenda, I'm going to have a police detective contact you about this," I said. "I suggest you make yourself available and cooperate fully. Do you understand?" She nodded her head.
"I understand, Mr. West," she said.
"Good," I said. "And tell everyone I said thanks for the flowers and the card."
"I will," she said, wiping a tear from her eye. "Again, I'm sorry." With that, she turned and left the room. After the door had closed, I turned and looked at my Dad.
"That explains some of it," I said. "Katie's been acting a bit strange ever since school let out. At first I thought it was just because Jim had left for West Point."
"Well, we'll get to the bottom of it," he said. There was another knock on the door, and a hospital orderly came in wheeling a cart full of food. Dad smiled and stood up.
"Looks like it's supper time," he said. "That means I'd better get home before your mother sends out the National Guard looking for me," he joked. "Take care, son. Get some rest and we'll see you in the morning."
"Thanks, Dad," I said. "Tell Mom I said hello and make sure to tell her I love her."
"I will, son," he said. "And for the record, I love you, too." He smiled as we did a fist bump, then left the room. The orderly smiled at Dad as he left, then placed my food on the tray. It actually smelled quite good and I was a bit hungry, since it had been a few days since I had eaten.
I wolfed the food down, savoring the meatloaf and mashed potatoes. I especially enjoyed the mushroom gravy. It wasn't up to Mom's or Katie's standards but it did the job. I even enjoyed the broccoli, something I generally don't eat. I scarfed down the pudding cup and was sipping on my coffee when I decided to check out the text messages on my phone.
There were four messages in all, and each one of them had a video attached. The first message, dated later that Friday, simply read, "Enjoy. Bet you wish you were here." I didn't recognize the number, and opened the video. I instantly wished I hadn't.
The video started with Katie standing in front of a group of leering men in the same short dress she had when I last saw her. I recognized the men as members of the Board of Directors. That would only add millions to the lawsuit, I thought to myself. She stood silently as one of the men reached out and tore the dress from her body and tossed it on the floor. Another man pointed at her feet.
"Shoes, off," the man said. "NOW!" Katie obediently took the shoes off and stood before them, naked. One of the men dropped his trousers and held up the biggest cock I had ever seen.
"On your knees, bitch," he ordered. Katie fell to her knees, not saying a word. The man held his cock at her mouth and barked another order. "Suck it, bitch. All of it!" Katie obeyed, taking the large cock in her mouth. "Suck it nice," he said. Katie took the whole thing down her throat and sucked for all she was worth. The man moaned as she worked him over. I knew what he was experiencing as I had been the recipient of many of her blowjobs in the past. Suddenly, he grabbed the back of her head.
"I'm getting ready to cum," he growled. "Here it comes!" After he finished pumping his semen into her mouth he pulled her head away and turned it to face the camera. "Open your mouth, bitch. Show your wimpy cuck of a husband what you're about to swallow."
I could see that Katie's eyes were still glazed over and knew that she was under the influence of whatever it was Henderson had given her. I didn't know if that was from what he gave her on Friday afternoon, or if he had given her another dose. She opened her mouth wide as the camera zoomed in and I could see the man's semen in her mouth. She ran her tongue through it, then gargled the mess before swallowing. She opened her mouth so I could see it was all gone. Then she smiled, but there was no warmth in her smile.
"That was yummy," she said. "Better than yours by a long shot." She let loose with a wicked laugh, then turned back to the men. "I want more cum," she said. "Who's next?" Thankfully, the video ended, as I felt like I was about to throw up. After I collected myself, I opened the next message, which was dated early Saturday morning, and played the video. Again, I wish I hadn't.
In this video, Katie was straddling a man whose cock was firmly embedded in her pussy. Another man stood behind her and had just entered her ass. That was something we had never done as she felt it was gross. Katie howled as his cock penetrated her backdoor, then opened her mouth to take a third cock. As I watched, the three men pumped her full of cum and when they were finished, another group took their place.
The third video, dated late Saturday night, showed Katie on her back with her legs spread wide. One man was furiously fucking her pussy as she sucked another man's cock. As I watched, the man fucking her ejaculated inside her and pulled out. When he did, I saw a glob of semen drip out of her red, swollen, well-fucked pussy. Another man stepped in and slid his cock inside her and fucked her full of his cum. The man at her face erupted inside her mouth and she turned to another man next to her.
"Give me this cock," she moaned. "I need more cum." She opened her mouth and began sucking him off as the second man filled her pussy with his seed. This went on for about five or ten minutes before the video ended.
The fourth video was different. In this one, dated early Sunday morning, Henderson and Katie stared directly into the camera. Katie's face was peppered with droplets of what I assumed was semen. Her hair was also peppered with the stuff. I noticed that her eyes were bloodshot and large, dark bags had formed under them. How long had they been fucking her, I wondered. Henderson spoke first.
"I hope you liked what you saw, cuck," he said. "This is your wife's new life, so you'd better get used to it." He turned to Katie before speaking again. "Tell the cuck who I am, dear," he said.
"Jake Henderson is my master," she said in a voice devoid of emotion.
"That's right," he said. "And what's your new name?"
"My new name is Cunt," she said with a wicked smile.
"That's right. And what's your new job, Cunt?" Henderson asked.
"I'm Master's naked fuck toy," she said. "I fuck and suck whoever he says, whenever he says and however he says. For as long as he says."
"Very good," Jake said. "And tell the cuck who'll never get to touch you again."
"You, cuck," Katie said, pointing a finger at the camera. "You'll never get to touch this pussy ever again. Except maybe to clean me out," she added with a snicker. Henderson laughed at that before looking into the camera.
"Got that, cuck?" he asked. "Maybe if you're a good boy and don't rock the boat, I just might let you eat our cum out of her pussy. You'd like that, wouldn't you? And remember, don't rock the boat or the next time I have Harvey and Lenny 'talk' to you, you may not wake up. See ya later, cuck. Bye."
With that, the video ended. I ran the gamut of emotions -- hate, anger, sadness, disappointment. I couldn't believe what I just saw and heard. My once lovely wife of 20 years was now nothing more than a drugged-up cum bucket for Jake Henderson.
As far as I was concerned, he could have her. I looked at the wedding ring on my finger. It no longer held any significant meaning for me, so I pulled it off and tossed it onto the night stand. Maybe, I thought, I could sell it and get a few bucks for it at a pawn shop.
There was no doubt in my mind at this point that I would divorce Katie. I really didn't give a damn whether Jake liked it or not. I also intended to make him pay. But how? Alienation of affection lawsuits were possible when my dad filed for his divorce, but not any longer. I wanted to kill the fucking bastard, but to be honest, he wasn't worth going to jail over.
I called Ryan and told him of the videos and Henderson's threat. He asked me to forward them to him and said he would be in touch. I followed his instruction and turned my phone off. I thought about calling Katie, but figured that would be a wasted exercise. I put the phone on the night stand and watched a bit of television to get my mind off what I had just seen. Eventually, I fell asleep and dreamed of happier times, back when I had a loving and faithful wife.
The next morning, I awoke to the sounds of nurses in my room, checking my vital signs and looking over the monitors. Two of them wheeled me to the radiology department and had more X-Rays done, then brought me back to my room. After they set me back up, an orderly brought breakfast.



Dr. Pierce came into my room shortly after I finished my bacon and egg breakfast and gave me the good news -- everything checked out okay and I could go home. He wrote a prescription for pain and gave me a set of instructions.
"It'll take an hour or so for the discharge papers, so why don't you call your folks and have them come get you," he said. "You should be good to go by the time they get here. Take care of yourself, and I want you to make an appointment with your regular doctor within the week."
"Thanks, Doc," I said. "I will." After he left, I called my parents and gave them the good news. About an hour later, they showed up in my room. Mom gave me a hug. She looked at me and I could see the tears in her eyes.
"Oh, Tom, I'm so sorry this happened to you," she said. "How are you feeling?"
"I've been better, Mom," I told her.
"Well, I made up some of my lasagna for you and I put it in your oven so it would stay warm," she said. I loved my mother's lasagna. It was the best, dripping with several layers of cheese and loaded with mushrooms and meat. It was the ultimate in comfort food. I looked at her and smiled.
"Thanks, Mom," I said. "I appreciate that. Your lasagna always puts a smile on my face."
"I'm glad, son," she said. "Your father told me what happened, and I feel so bad. I have a good mind to put that woman over my knee and paddle her rear end." Dad and I looked at each other as we laughed. I had no doubt she would put Katie over her knee if she were here.
"So, is there any news?" Dad asked. I told him about the videos and Henderson's threat.
"Videos?" Mom asked.
"Trust me, Mom, you really don't want to see them," I said. "They're worse than bad."
"I take it you'll need the name of a good divorce lawyer," Dad said.
"Yeah," I said. "There's no way I can see getting past what she's done. What she's probably still doing. I also need to let Jim know. He's gonna be heartbroken."
"Well, I'll make some calls," Dad said. Just then, a nurse came into the room and gave me my discharge papers and instructions. They insisted I ride in a wheelchair, so the nurse had me sit down and pushed the chair as Mom and Dad walked next to me. We got to the loading area and I got into the back seat. Dad drove us back to my house, stopping at the pharmacy on the way so I could get my pain pills. I noticed my car was in the driveway when we got there.
"Your Mom and I picked your car up from Ryder on Saturday," Dad said. "Katie's car is still in the garage." We stopped and went into the house. I looked around and realized just how empty the place felt without Katie in it. I could smell the lasagna in the oven, and that lifted my spirits just a bit.
"I hope you don't mind, but I took the liberty of freshening up the place just a bit yesterday afternoon," Mom said. "It was starting to get a bit musty."
"I don't mind at all, Mom," I told her. "Thanks. For everything. I think I can handle things from here." Just then, we noticed a dark sedan parking in front of the house. I saw Ryan get out of the driver's side and another man in a suit got out of the passenger side. I opened the door and invited them in.
"Detective Blackstone," I said. "Please, come inside." I held the door open as the two men came inside. Ryan shook my hand as he came in. I introduced him to my mother and they shook hands.
"Can I get you two something to drink?" Mom asked. "Coffee? Coke?" Ryan shook his head.
"No, ma'am, but thank you anyway," Ryan said. He turned to the other man. "Mr. West, this is Detective Hawthorne, NYPD. Homicide." I was shocked for a moment as I took that in, but I finally held out my hand and Hawthorne accepted it. I invited them to sit down, and we all got as comfortable as we could.
"Homicide?" I asked. Hawthorne nodded his head and held out a photo. I took a look and saw Katie's face, but the eyes were closed and her skin had a sick tinge to it.
"Can you identify the woman in that photo?" he asked.
"It looks like my wife, Katie," I said. "But she was alive early Sunday morning. I have video."
"Did your wife have any markings or tattoos?" Hawthorne asked.
"Yes, she had a small dolphin tattooed at the top of her right thigh," I said. "She did it on a dare 15 years ago." Hawthorne looked at Ryan and nodded his head before looking back at me.
"I'm sorry to inform you, Mr. West, but it appears your wife may have been murdered," he said.
"Murdered?" I asked. "How? When?"
"That's what we're trying to determine, Mr. West," he said. "The coroner is still examining her but his initial assessment was that she had died of a massive heart attack."
"That wouldn't make her death a murder, would it?" I asked.
"Well, her body was found in a shallow grave in the middle of Central Park yesterday afternoon," Hawthorne said. "That usually points to murder, in my experience. We're still waiting for the results of the toxicology tests, and maybe that'll shed some light on what happened. What can you tell us?"
I told them both the whole story. Ryan listened and took notes, even though he had heard all this before. I pulled out my phone and let them listen to the audio. Then I played the videos for them. Mom hadn't heard or seen any of this, and began crying. Dad led her out of the room so I could speak with the detectives in private.
When they finished watching the video, I told them what Brenda said to me. They both took notes and looked at each other before addressing me.
"That explains the bruising and the general state of Mrs. West's body," Hawthorne said. He turned to me. "This Harris woman," Hawthorne began. "Is she working today?"
"As far as I know," I said.
"We'll need to speak with her," Hawthorne told Ryan, who nodded his head in agreement. He turned back to me. "What can you tell me about the drugs Henderson used? This so-called 'Super Ecstasy' stuff," he asked.
"Not much, just what Brenda told me, and what I saw," I said. "Doc said that whatever they used on me had already worked its way out of my system. What about Henderson and his goons?"
"That's one of the things we were hoping you could tell us," Ryan said. "Henderson's corporate jet left New York last night. According to the flight plan his pilot filed, they were coming back here, but there's no record of the plane landing here. Do you know where else he might've gone?"
"Ryder has satellite offices across the country," I said. "Could be anywhere."
"Great," Hawthorne said, looking at Ryan. "We'll need to get the FAA involved as well as the FBI."
"I have a contact at the local FAA office," Ryan said. "We can go there after we execute the search warrant at Ryder." Hawthorne nodded his head.
"What's going to happen?" I asked.
"If what you're telling us pans out, this may become a federal case, since Henderson took your wife across state lines," Ryan said. "We're looking at several charges against him, including murder and possibly kidnapping."
"In the meantime," Hawthorne said, "my people will complete their work, and release your wife's body. That could take a few days. We'll also apprehend the individuals in that video and see what we can learn from them." I nodded my head in understanding. Ryan looked at Hawthorne before speaking.
"I'd like to talk to Mr. West in private if you don't mind," he said. Hawthorne looked at me and nodded his head.
"Sure, I understand," he said. "I've got to make a call or two anyway. I'll be right outside." He looked at me before continuing. "I really am sorry about all this, Mr. West," he told me.
"Thank you detective," I said, shaking his hand. After he left, Ryan turned back to me.
"Mr. West... Tom," he began. "I wanted to talk to you a bit about what happened to your wife. And I wanted to do it privately."
"I appreciate that, Ryan," I said.
"I'll spare you the gory details," Ryan said. "But from what I read and saw, her last 48 hours were hell. I spoke with the medical examiner back east and he confirmed my suspicions. I don't believe your wife consented to what was done to her. I believe she was brutally assaulted, used and abused by a bunch of power-mad animals."
"Look, Ryan, I understand what you're trying to do here and I appreciate it," I said. "I really do. But the truth is, Katie and Henderson have been seeing each other for a month before this happened. I don't know exactly what happened between them, but I have a pretty good idea. Katie could've stopped it all at any point before last Friday. But she didn't. I don't know why she did what she did and now I'll never know."
"I understand," Ryan said quietly. He pulled a card out of his pocket and handed it to me. "I think you should get some counseling, Tom. Dr. Harmon is one of the best in the business. Give her a call, alright?"
"I will, thanks," I said.
"I am concerned about Henderson's goons coming back after you," he said. "I'd assign a couple officers to you, but I'm afraid we just don't have the manpower for that. I will have dispatch double up the patrols in your neighborhood, though. Do you own a gun?"
"No, I don't," I said. He nodded his head.
"Alright," he said. "Keep your windows and doors closed and locked at all times then. If you suspect anything, call 911 immediately."
"I'll do that, Ryan," I said. Just then, Hawthorne came back into the house.
"Just got off the phone with your partner, Johnson," he said. "He's got a nationwide APB out and he's also got the search warrants and is waiting for us." Ryan nodded his head and stood up.
"We'll be in touch, Tom," Ryan said, shaking my hand. Hawthorne reached out a hand.
"Sorry for your loss, Mr. West," he said.
"Thank you detective," I said. After they left, my parents came back out and sat down.
"You gonna be okay, son?" Dad asked.
"I think so, Dad," I said. "I've got a couple more calls to make and I'm looking forward to them." That much was true. I needed to let Jim know what happened to his mother, and I also needed to call Katie's parents.
"Alright, well, if you need anything, give us a call, okay?" Dad asked.
"I will, Dad, thanks," I said. We exchanged hugs and I watched as they left. I called Jim's cell and left a message. I figured it could be a while before he got back to me. I definitely was not looking forward to the next call.
Katie's father, Bill Anderson, was a retired Marine Colonel. He was a highly-decorated combat veteran who earned the nickname "Bloody Bill" during a tour in Afghanistan. I never knew all the details, but from what I heard, he supposedly killed several Taliban insurgents armed only with a knife. I'd seen him in uniform several times and the man had more ribbons and medals than I had ever seen on a military man in my life.
He and Katie's mother, Alice, retired to a home in the country a few years ago, after he retired from the military. "The Colonel," as we all called him, took no crap off of anyone, and I admit, I was a bit nervous about informing him that his only child was now dead. Fortunately, he and I got along well, and he insisted I call him "Dad." I counted to ten and dialed the number.
"Anderson residence," I heard Bill say when he answered the phone.
"Dad, it's me, Tom," I said.
"You okay, son?" he asked. "You sound like someone just took all your cookies."
"No, Dad, I'm not," I said. "I just got home from the hospital and learned that Katie is dead."
"Dead?" he asked, shocked. "Hospital? What were you doing in a hospital? Is that where she died? What the hell happened?"
"It's a bit... complicated," I said.
"Complicated?" he asked. "What do you mean, complicated?" I gave him the Reader's Digest version and let it sink in for a moment. I could almost hear the gears in his head grinding as he processed it all. After a few moments, he spoke. "We'll be there at 1600 hours," he said. "That's 4:00 pm for you civilian types."
"I know, Dad," I said, laughing.
"And make sure you have a fresh pot of coffee on," he said.
"I will," I said. We ended the call and I sat back, processing everything that had happened. Suddenly, the full realization of what happened hit me and I began sobbing. I felt as though I had lost everything that meant anything to me. My marriage had clearly been gone for a while and I just didn't know it. And now, the only woman I had ever truly loved was gone as well. As much as I hated what she did, I didn't want her dead. As for Henderson, that was a different matter.
I got up and ate some of Mom's lasagna. That had always made me feel better in the past, and it helped this time as well. After I ate, I put everything away and went through the house, thinking about the life Katie and I had together. Every corner -- every nook and cranny in the place -- held a memory for me. There was no way I could stay in this house. I decided that once this was all over, I would sell the place and find something smaller.
I found Katie's phone sitting on her night stand, still plugged into its charger. I decided to see if there was anything there that might give me a clue about why she did what she did. Her phone was locked, but I knew the four-digit code she used and entered it. Sure enough, it came right up. I saw there were several calls to her phone from Henderson and a few from Brenda's office number. The last one was from that Friday morning.
I looked through her text messages, and saw a conversation with Henderson from a couple months earlier, but it really didn't provide much context and they didn't say very much of anything in their messages. For all I knew they could've been talking about the weather. I also went through her emails, but again, there was nothing there that raised any red flags. I turned the phone off and set it back on the night stand.
Looking at the time, I realized that it was already 3:45 pm. I didn't realize how much time I had spent on Katie's phone. I knew how punctual the Colonel was, so I went into the kitchen and made a fresh pot of coffee -- strong, just the way he liked it. The doorbell rang right as the digital clock on the coffee pot said 4:00 pm. I new it was the Colonel, so I opened the door and invited him and Alice inside.
"Damn, son, didn't anyone ever teach you to duck?" the Colonel asked when he saw my face.
"My dad tried, but I guess I never really figured it out," I said half-jokingly. "Come on in."
As they came into the house, another car pulled into the driveway and stopped. I saw a tall, lanky fellow get out of the car and make his way to the door.
"I hope you don't mind," Bill said. "After what you told me, I took the liberty of calling in some reinforcements." By now, the tall man was in the house, a laptop bag on one shoulder. He carried two other bags and I wondered what was going on. Bill turned to the man.
"Ron, this is my son-in-law, Tom West," he said. "Tom, this is Ron Wiseman. We served together in the Corps."
"Good to meet you, Mr. Wiseman," I said, shaking his hand.
"Please, call me Ron," he said. I looked at the Colonel.
"Ron and his wife have some experience dealing with assholes like Henderson," he said. "Plus, he's got a particular set of skills I think will come in handy."
"Oh?" I asked. "What kind of skills?"
"I'm a trained accountant," Ron said.
"An accountant?" I asked. Ron smiled as he set his bags down.
"Well, I'm a bit more than that," he said. "I do some work for a special task force and I happen to have access to information that will come in very handy from what the Colonel said."
"I see," I said. "Well, have a seat, I'll go get us all some coffee." Alice joined me in the kitchen and we came back carrying four large cups of coffee. The Colonel liked his hot, fresh, black and strong. Alice handed him his cup and he took a tentative sip before setting the cup down.
"Not bad, Tom," he said. "Thanks. Well, why don't you bring us all up to date?" I filled them all in on what had transpired up to the time Ryan and Hawthorne left the house earlier.
"You say you have videos?" the Colonel asked.
"Yes," I said. "They're pretty graphic."
"I'd like to see them anyway," he said. "Don't worry, after 30 years in the Corps, there's not much Alice and I haven't seen." I pulled out my phone and queued up the videos. They watched all four of the videos before handing the phone back. I could tell Bill and Alice were very upset with what they had seen. Ron, however, took it all in stride, and paused the videos a few times to get a better look at the individuals involved.
"It's obvious she was drugged," Alice said. Bill and Ron nodded their heads in agreement. "But with what, exactly?"
"I don't know for sure," I told her. "Brenda, Henderson's assistant, said he was working on some kind of 'Super Ecstasy' or something."
"And Henderson drugged you as well?" Ron asked.
"Yes," I said. "But it had already worked out of my system by the time I was treated at the hospital." By now, Ron had his laptop out and booted up. I gave him the password to my house wireless and he connected to the Internet.
"The two goons who roughed you up," Ron said. "Were they in the videos?"
"Yes," I said. I pulled up one of the videos and paused it so Ron could get a good look at them. "Harvey Strauss and Lenny Jameson, right there," I said, pointing to the two large men in the video.
"Can you send those videos to me?" Ron asked, giving me an email address.
"Sure," I said, forwarding the video. Ron acknowledged receipt of the files and went to work.
"You know those aren't their real names," Ron said.
"No I didn't know that," I said. "Who are they? Really?"
"They're former mob enforcers," Ron said. "They went missing after their boss, James Brolin, a.k.a., Jimmy the Weasel, was found murdered in his marital bed. The feds have been looking for them for a while. How long have they been working for Henderson?"
"I guess a couple years now," I said. "Why?"
"That's about the time they went missing," Ron said. "You say they have a nationwide APB out for Henderson?"
"Yes," I said.
"Alright," Ron said, clicking his mouse. "Let's see what we can come up with. I'll let that run for a bit." We talked as Ron let his program do its thing.
"So, here's what we're gonna do," the Colonel said after we had talked a bit. "Ron has agreed to stay here with you until these fellas are out of commission. I don't like the idea of you being here by yourself with them still on the loose," he told me. "Ron, you let me know the minute you get something on them, got it? I'll take care of it from there."
"Got it, Colonel," Ron said.
"What are you gonna do?" I asked Bill.
"It's best if you don't know, son," he said. "Let's just say we Marines take care of our own and leave it at that. Don't worry. One way or another, Henderson and his thugs are gonna pay -- dearly. You say you're on sick leave until Monday?"
"Yeah," I said.
"What are your plans after that?" he asked.
"There's no way I can stay at Ryder, not after this," I said. "I've given it some thought and I plan to turn in my two week notice on Monday. I also plan to sell this place and get something a bit smaller."
"I don't blame you," he said. "Any word on when Katie's body will get released?"
"Could be a few days from what Hawthorne told me," I said.
"If you need any help with the final arrangements, let us know," he said.
"Thanks, Dad, I appreciate that," I said. Bill stood up, signaling the end of the meeting. Alice and Ron stood up as well.
"We'd better get going, dear," he said. "Ron, you let me know the minute you learn something."
"I will," he said. Bill turned to me and surprised me with a fatherly hug. In all the years I had known him, I never once saw him hug another man.
"It'll be alright, son," he said. Alice moved in when he released me and gave me a tender hug.
"I'm so sorry this happened, Tom," she said. "Don't worry about a thing, alright?"



"I won't, Mom," I said. "Thanks for coming over."
"You're welcome," she said. "And call if you need anything." My phone rang shortly after they left the house. I looked at the number and saw it was Jim. I answered the phone and sat down to let him know what happened. At first he was shocked at the news.
"Dad, that just doesn't sound like anything she would do," Jim said.
"I know, it doesn't make any sense to me, either," I said.
"Are there any clues as to why she did this?" he asked.
"No, son, I looked through her phone and her email, but there's nothing," I said.
"Maybe she's got a burner phone somewhere," he said.
"A burner phone?" I asked.
"Yeah, one of those disposable throw-away types where you pay as you go," Jim said. "Maybe she's got one of those somewhere you haven't found yet." My mind instantly went to the videos that were sent to me. Those came from a number I didn't recognize. Maybe that was her "burner" phone. If so, there was no telling where it was by now.
"You may be onto something there," I said. "I hadn't thought about that." We talked for a bit longer and ended the call with Jim asking me to let him know when his mother's body would be released for the funeral. After the call, I mentioned the idea of a burner phone to Ron.
"That makes perfect sense," he said. "If you have the number, I'll see what I can come up with." I gave it to him and he punched up another program and entered the number. A few minutes later, he had an answer.
"That number belongs to a phone purchased here in town," he said. "As you surmised, it's a disposable phone. The number is registered to Ryder and the last time it was pinged was Tuesday morning. In New York. There hasn't been any activity on it since you got the last video."
"Any idea where it might be now?" I asked.
"None," he said. "For all we know it's been taken apart and dumped in the river." He turned back to his computer, so I went upstairs and prepared the guest room for him, since I had no idea how long he would be staying.
He was still there on Saturday, with most of his time spent on his computer. I had no idea what he was doing, but we managed to get to know each other better since he came over Wednesday. He told me that he was a sniper in the Marines and now worked for a combined federal-private task force. Although he was a trained accountant, most of his work involved research.
He told me a bit about what he and his wife, Amy, had done to other executives who wanted to have their way with her. I wasn't sure if he was telling me the truth or not, but they were interesting stories. The night before, he asked if it would be okay if Amy joined him for the weekend. I gave him the go-ahead, and she arrived about 9:00 am Saturday morning. After he introduced us, they carried her things into the guest room and I slipped out into the garage to give them some privacy.
After tinkering in the garage for about an hour or so, I went back inside. Ron and Amy were in front of his computer, looking at something. Ron looked up as I came in.
"Any news?" I asked.
"Yes," Ron said. "First off, the FBI has taken over the investigation. Second, I got a positive hit on our targets about a half hour ago."
"All three of them?" I asked.
"Yes, they're just outside Colorado Springs," Ron said. "I've already reached out to the Colonel. He'll take it from there. There's one other thing."
"What's that?" I asked.
"I've been able to get a look at the official autopsy report on your wife," he said.
"Oh?" I asked. "What does it say?"
"According to the report, your wife did suffer a massive heart attack from the chemicals Henderson gave her, but that's not what killed her," Ron said. "They found particles of soil in her lungs."
"Meaning what?" I asked.
"She was alive when they buried her," Ron said. I felt like I had been gut-punched. "Barely alive, but alive nevertheless. I'm sorry. There's more."
"More?" I asked, shocked.
"Yes," Ron said. "The medical examiner says there was about a pint of semen in her stomach."
"A pint?" I asked. He nodded his head.
"Yes," he said. "Mixed with alcohol."
"Is that a lot?" I asked.
"Well, consider that the average male ejaculates somewhere between a quarter of a teaspoon and a teaspoon at a time," he said. "There's just under 100 teaspoons in a pint, so you do the math. There was also extensive bruising around her private parts and the toxicology report showed massive amounts of a number of chemicals in her blood including ecstasy, speed and cocaine. I'm sorry, Tom, but it looks like the last several hours of her life were brutal. I can't believe she did any of this voluntarily."
"What do you think happened?" I asked.
"Judging from what I read, Henderson and his cronies probably had themselves one helluva party going on," he said. "Your wife was so jacked up on whatever it was Henderson gave her that she simply couldn't control herself. Somewhere along the way, she had a heart attack. Instead of taking her to the hospital, where she might've survived, they probably thought she was dead, so they took her out and buried her."
I sat down, shocked by what Ron had just told me. Amy came over and put her arms around me as hot tears fell down my face.
"Henderson and his thugs are wanted for murder, conspiracy to commit murder, the manufacture and use of a number of controlled substances and racketeering, among other things, " Ron said. "The other people in your videos have already been arrested and are facing charges as well, but Henderson is the main one they want."
"What do you think will happen to him?" I asked. Ron shrugged his shoulders.
"Who knows," he said. "The way things are with the courts these days, it's anybody's guess."
...
It was early the next morning when I awoke to the sound of my phone ringing. I looked at the clock and saw that it was 4:30 am. Who could be calling me at this hour, I wondered. I answered the phone and heard a man's voice.
"Check your text messages," the voice said before ending the call. I could tell the voice was masked and the caller didn't leave a number. I brought up my text messages and found one with a video attached. In the video, I saw three men, naked and hog-tied. They had been dumped unceremoniously in front of a brick building.
I recognized them as Henderson, Lenny and Harvey. A sign had been hung around Henderson's neck. "Note to FBI: I murdered Katie West," it read. I wondered if the FBI would get a clue. I ended the video and went back to sleep.
I got up four hours later and went downstairs. Amy was in the kitchen frying some bacon and eggs for the three of us.
"I hope you don't mind I helped myself to your kitchen," she said. "Ron gets grumpy if he doesn't get his bacon fix in the morning."
"Not at all," I said. "I tend to get a bit grumpy myself when I don't get my bacon. Help yourself." When she finished, we all sat down and ate breakfast. We had just finished when there was a knock at the door. I opened it to find Ryan standing there.
"May I come in?" he asked.
"Sure," I said, inviting him inside. I introduced him to Ron and Amy, telling him they were friends of my father-in-law. "Would you like a cup of coffee or something?" I asked. He shook his head.
"No, Tom, I won't be here that long," he said. "I just wanted to let you know that Henderson and his two main thugs were taken into custody in Colorado Springs early this morning."
"That's a good thing, isn't it?" I asked.
"Yes," he said. "I hear they're singing like canaries. There's just some questions surrounding the way they were taken, but I'm sure you don't know anything about that, do you?"
"No, I don't," I said. "I've been here all night. Ron and Amy can attest to that."
"Uh huh," he said. "Well, I just wanted to let you know. I'll leave you folks alone now. Take care."
"Thanks, Ryan," I said. After he left, I looked at Ron.
"You don't happen to know anything about that, do you?" I asked.
"Ask me no questions and I'll tell you no lies," he said with a knowing smile. "I do suggest you give your father-in-law a call and thank him, though." I nodded my head and pulled out my phone.
"Anderson," Bill said when he answered his phone.
"Dad, I just wanted you to know I got a visit from the police," I said. "They tell me Henderson and his goon were apprehended in Colorado Springs."
"Well, that is good news," he said.
"Ron suggested I call and thank you," I told him.
"He did?" Bill asked.
"Yes," I said. "So, I just wanted to say, thanks."
"You're welcome, son," he said. "I take it you got a call last night."
"I did," I said. "Nice touch with the sign. Think that gave 'em a clue?" He chuckled as I said that.
"I hope to hell so," he said. "Talk to you soon, son. Take care now."
"I will, Dad," I said. "Thanks."
...
The following Monday, I went to work and tendered my resignation. Everyone said they hated to see me leave but understood my reasons. From there, I went to see a realtor about selling the house. I knew I had a lot of work ahead of me. We had lived in the place since the day we got married and the place held two decades of memories for me, along with two decades of accumulated junk.
It was another week before the medical examiner in New York released Katie's body. As promised, her parents took care of the funeral arrangements. I had mixed emotions about participating in the service. On one hand, I loved her exclusively for over 20 years and felt like a huge part of me had died with her.
On the other hand, I was torn by what she had done at the end. I found myself wondering if it was really the drugs Henderson gave her, or if it was something else. I finally decided to go, mostly for Bill and Alice's sake. They had been good to me and I felt as though I owed them that much, at least.
Jim was able to take a few days leave from West Point to attend the funeral. It was good to see him again, and we mourned Katie's death together, remembering the good times we shared as a family. I decided not to tell him what she had done at the end. He was always close to his mother and I saw no need to sully his memories of her.
With that out of the way, I saw an attorney about filing a lawsuit against Ryder. I wasn't sure how far it would go, but the attorney I spoke to seemed to think there was a good case to be made against Henderson and the Board of Directors, especially since they were all facing multiple criminal charges.
The criminal trial against Henderson and the members of the Board that participated in the two-day orgy with Katie seemed to go on forever. The U.S. Attorney prosecuting the case wanted the death penalty for Henderson, and the defense team filed one silly motion after another.
I did my part and testified to what happened to me personally, and listened as others testified. Brenda also took the stand, telling the jury Katie wasn't the only woman Jake had drugged and used as a sex toy. When asked directly, she said she wasn't 100 percent sure if Katie and Henderson had an affair prior to that fateful weekend.
Video acquired from the search of Henderson's office seemed to suggest that Katie rebuffed most, if not all, of Henderson's early advances. It became clear, however, that as time went on, she was beginning to warm up to the idea of turning me into a cuckold.
A search of his office and his residence also found evidence of his drug experimentation. Expert witnesses, however, were a bit unclear as to what the drugs he made would actually do. But all of them said most of the compounds he formulated were definitely intended to be used as "date-rape" drugs.
From the testimony, I finally learned what actually happened to Katie. It seemed that Henderson kept her going with drugs and alcohol for most of the weekend. At one point in the never-ending orgy, she experienced severe chest pain and fell on the floor, unconscious.
The men told the jury they checked her but couldn't find a pulse. Instead of taking her to a nearby hospital, which was only a few minutes away, they assumed she was dead. After haphazardly cleaning her up, they put her in the trunk of a car and took her to Central Park where they buried her.
When asked by the U.S. Attorney, none of those who participated said they had any training in CPR and none were qualified to make a medical opinion. Their fate was sealed when the medical examiner said he found soil in her lungs that matched the soil where she was buried.
"In other words," he told the jury, "she was buried alive." I could see some members of the jury gasp when he said that.
At the end of the trial, Jake, his two goons and all the participants of the weekend orgy were found guilty of all charges. The judge decided against the death penalty and sentenced Jake to life in prison, along with Lenny and Harvey. The others were also sent to prison, but received somewhat lighter sentences.
The civil lawsuits against Ryder and Henderson went full-bore after the criminal trial. By the time it was over, the company had lost almost all of its customers and was in receivership. After paying a huge sum of money to me, Henderson was forced to file for bankruptcy.
By the time it was all said and done, the fallout from Henderson's plot to make me a cuckold was far more than he had ever anticipated. Katie was dead, he and his accomplices were all broke and in prison, his beloved company was essentially gone, and hundreds of people were out of work.
As for me, life went on. The house finally sold and I bought a nice two-bedroom condo. I felt a bit sad when I closed the door to the house for the last time and handed the keys to the new owner. But I had the rest of my life to look forward to. My counselor suggested I take some time off and perhaps enjoy a nice cruise where I might meet a nice young woman.
So that's what I decided to do. I booked a round-the-world cruise and with tickets in hand, jumped in the Uber that would take me to the airport. From there, it was off to Miami and then around the world. Who knows what I might find out there?
...
Notes: Ron Wiseman and his wife, Amy, were the main characters in my stories, "An Ounce of Prevention," "A Pound of Cure" and "Cure, Inc." Ron has also appeared in several stories with Oscar Warren and in "No Greater Love."
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Friday, 5:15 pm, office of Jack Wellstone, Murdock Holdings
Sylvia Brown stepped into the shower to cleanse herself after giving her anal virginity to her boss, Jack Wellstone. After pledging her love to the much younger man, she offered the last untouched part of her body to him, which he graciously accepted.
At first, she was nervous and a bit frightened. For starters, she was afraid that it might hurt, but to her amazement, it didn't -- at least not as much as she originally thought. Secondly, that was a part of her body she never offered to Denny, her husband of nearly 30 years. She always felt that anal sex was disgusting, and her husband never brought it up in all the years they had been married.
So why now, she asked herself. Why would she let Jack her that way when she would never entertain the idea with her husband? Perhaps, she reasoned to herself, that was just one way of compartmentalizing two of her most important relationships. That was something that only Jack would have.
But what about Denny? Was there any part of her that was exclusively his anymore? Until the last few months, all of her had been Denny's, and no one else's. She never even entertained the idea of cheating on her husband and she knew he only had eyes for her.
The company she worked for, Murdock Holdings, was a large investment firm with interests all over the country. By all outward appearances, it was really no different from any other company. But it was very unique in one way -- executives were not only allowed and encouraged, but required, to engage in a sexual relationship with a "personal assistant," or PA. The tradition was that the company only hired men to be executives.
It was an unwritten rule that was enforced by the higher-ups and it was a tradition that was started over 75 years ago. It was also a well-established unwritten rule that the subject was never to be mentioned outside the company by any of the employees -- ever. Those who did were quickly counseled and their employment terminated. Most of the women who worked as PAs were single, but a few were married and most of them had somehow managed to keep their "work" from their unsuspecting husbands. All of them were required to sign non-disclosure agreements.
While a number of the younger women in the company aspired to be an executive's PA, Sylvia never did. The reason was simple -- she loved her husband and had made a promise in front of God and everyone to "forsake all others" until death do them part. Raised in the church by strict parents, it was a promise she took seriously -- until Jack came along, that is.
About eight months ago, the company hired Jack from a competitor based in New York. At first, he was reluctant to go along with the notion of having what amounted to a personal company-provided sex toy -- especially after what had happened to him in New York when he carried on an affair with a married co-worker. But after meeting Sylvia, who had been temporarily assigned to him, he had a change of heart.
At first, she let him know in no uncertain terms that she was happily married and intended to stay that way.
"Just so you know, Jack," she said. "I'm only assigned to you until you choose the woman you want as your permanent PA. There are a lot of very attractive young women for you to choose from, and they would all jump at the chance to be yours."
"But I don't want any of them," he said. "I want you. You are the most beautiful woman I have ever met in my life, and you seem to be the consummate professional. It is you that I choose."
"But you will be expected to have sex with your PA, Jack," she said. "And like I said, I'm very happily married to a wonderful man. Besides, I'm 49 years old -- old enough to be your mother. And I have a daughter who just graduated from college."
"You certainly don't look your age, Sylvia," he said. "In fact, you look to be ten years younger, at least. I tell you what I'll do. I'll select you as my PA but I won't ask for sex from you. We'll keep it platonic. If nothing else, you'll get a significant raise in pay and I'm sure the bonuses will certainly come in handy." She knew he was right about that. The company paid out $50,000 bonuses to the PAs every six months for their "services," on top of a very nice regular salary.
"Okay, Jack," she said. "We can try it for a while and see how it works out." There were a lot of crestfallen faces when Jack made his announcement, and more than a few noses had gotten out of joint. Everyone wondered what Sylvia had that they didn't.
She told her husband that she had gotten a promotion, and even told him that she had been selected as an "executive assistant," but she never told him what the job was supposed to entail. After nearly 30 years, Denny felt he could trust his wife, so he celebrated the good news with her.
At first, Sylvia and Jack kept the relationship platonic. They got together in his office suite three times a week -- on Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays from 4 -- 5:00 pm -- for what was called "PAs hours." While the other executives had sex with their PAs, Jack and Sylvia sat on the couch in his office and talked, mostly about her family and relationship with her husband.
"Tell me about your husband," he said one day as they sat.
"Denny -- that's his name, short for Dennis -- spent 20 years in the Marine Corps," she said. "He was an MP -- a military policeman -- and worked his way into criminal investigations. He served two tours in Iraq and one in Afghanistan. By the time he retired, he had established connections with the local police force and they brought him on as a detective. About a year ago or so, he was shot pretty bad taking down an armed robber. He spent months in rehab and was finally given a medical discharge with a pension."
"Oh my," Jack said. "What does he do now?"
"He does some part-time work now and then," she said. "He works as a process server and helps a friend of his who has his own private investigation firm. He says it's mostly dull and boring, but he doesn't have to run or chase criminals like he used to. Most of the time, he's at home though."
"Sounds like an interesting man," Jack said. "I'd like to meet him sometime."
"Why don't you come by for dinner sometime?" she asked. "Dennis loves to barbecue and I'm sure he'd like to meet you as well. In fact, our daughter, Alisha, is in town as well. Maybe you can meet her too."
"I'd like that," Jack said. After conferring with Denny, Sylvia invited Jack to dinner, and Dennis cooked up steaks on the grill as she made mashed potatoes, gravy and green beans. Alisha came by and they had a good time.
"That boss of yours seems like a pretty decent fella," Denny said after Jack left. "Not at all what I expected."
"What did you expect?" she asked.
"Oh, I don't know," he told her. "I figured since he came from New York he'd be something of an asshole. But he really surprised me. And I can see he's had an impact on you."
"Oh?" she asked.
"Yes, you seem to enjoy your job and you seem to be happier than I've seen you in a while," he said. "There's nothing going on between you two, is there?" he asked jokingly.
"Of course not," she said. "Don't be silly. You're the only man I love and want."
"I hope so," he said. "I'd be lost without you."
"Well, you're stuck with me, mister," she said, wrapping her arms around him. That night they had sex with her on top. Since being shot, Denny found that he wasn't able to perform nearly as well or as often as he could before, but he did everything he could to keep his lovely wife happy.
A month or so after selecting Sylvia as his PA, Jack found himself facing Aaron Harkness, the executive who recruited him into the company. Aaron sidled up to Jack after a meeting and asked to have a word with him in private.
"Anything wrong, Aaron?" Jack asked.
"Listen, you know how things work with the PAs, right?" Aaron asked.
"Yes, I do," Jack said.
"Tell me, are you really having sex with Sylvia?" Aaron asked.
"Well, no," Jack said. "We've become good friends and I've met her family. She's married, you know, and she says she doesn't want to do anything to hurt her marriage. I just want to respect her wishes."
"I understand that," Aaron said. "And I appreciate how you feel. But the PA position was designed for a specific purpose. I don't want to give an ultimatum, but you need to make a choice. Either become intimate with Sylvia, select a new PA or I'm afraid we'll have to replace you."
"So, I either fuck her, someone else, or be forced out?" Jack asked, shocked.
"I'm afraid so," Aaron said. Jack nodded his head and went back to his office. He called Sylvia inside and closed the door.
"What's wrong, Jack?" she asked.
"I've been given a choice," he said. "I either have sex with you, select another PA and have sex with her or get my walking papers."
"Okay," she said. "I'll leave so another can take my place."
"No," he said, putting his hand on her arm. "I don't want any of the others. I only want you."
"But, there are plenty of single women here much younger than me who would be a better fit," she said.
"You're the most beautiful woman in this company, Sylvia," he said. "I want to make love to you." She looked in his face as she thought about what he had to offer. Yes, he was much younger than her, and he reminded her so much of Dennis when he was younger. And she had developed feelings for him as well. But what about Denny?
She was undecided until he took her face and kissed her, full on the mouth. She responded eagerly and soon, found herself removing her clothes. When they were naked, she rode him to a mind-blowing orgasm, letting him cum inside her pussy. She wasn't worried about getting pregnant, as she had her tubes tied after Alicia was born.
When they finished, she was wracked with guilt. She had just cheated on her husband of nearly 30 years. Until today, Denny was the only man who had ever been inside her. Now, she had broken her vows and had become an adulteress.
"That was wonderful, Sylvia," Jack said. "You're an amazing woman and I could easily fall in love with you." She smiled at his compliment and kissed him on the mouth before climbing off.
"I'd better go take a shower," she said. "I don't think Denny will appreciate me coming home with your stuff inside me."
"I imagine not," he said. "What do you intend to do about your husband?"
"You mean, do I plan to leave him?" she asked. "No. I intend to stay with him. Despite what we just did, the fact is, I love him with all my heart. I also have feelings for you. But if it ever comes down to a choice between you or him, I'll quit my job and stay with him."
"I understand," he said.
"We also need to establish some ground rules," she said. "First off, there will be no trashing of my husband. If I ever hear you disrespecting him, we're done. Second, I will not give him sloppy seconds. Ever. Third, do not ask me to cut him off from sex. If you do, we're finished. Fourth, do not expect that we will do this in my house or in the bed I share with my husband. And never ask me to have sex with any of your friends or clients.
"We need to be very discreet about what we do and where we do it," she added. "What happens here in the office, stays in the office. And do not ever give him any reason to suspect something is going on between us. If we are at a public event and I am with Dennis, you will treat me as you would any other co-worker. Any questions?"
"No, none," he said with a smile. "I think you pretty much covered it all." She smiled, kissed him and went into the bathroom where she took a long shower. That's how her career as Jack's paid corporate sex object began.
Over the next few months, things progressed between Sylvia and Jack. He showered her with gifts and treated her like a queen. Except on Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays between 4:00 and 5:00 pm when he treated her like a slut. She loved what he did to her and for her and it didn't escape her notice that he held up his end of the bargain.
He never trashed Denny and he never asked to have sex in her house. When she attended company events with Denny, Jack treated her like he might any other colleague. Denny never had a clue what was going on between his wife and her boss.
When she got her first bonus check, she spent almost all of it on a new Ford F-150 pickup for her husband. He still drove his 2010 Ford, and was floored when it was delivered to the house.
"What's up with this?" he asked his wife.
"A present for my loving husband," she said.
"Can we afford the payments on this thing?" he asked.
"Not necessary," she said. "I got a nice bonus check and wanted to surprise you. I figured you deserve it for being such a wonderful and supportive husband."
"This is the nicest present anyone's ever given me," he said, taking her in his arms. "You're the best wife a man could ever want, you know that?"
"You're the best husband," she said, tears forming in her eyes. If he knew what she had done to earn the money, she thought, he wouldn't be so kind.
The relationship between Jack and Sylvia grew to the point that they began thinking of each other as "work spouses." It wasn't unusual for executives in this company to end up in long-term relationships with their PAs, and a few had even gotten married. One day, Jack proposed to Sylvia in his office, dropping to one knee.
"I love you so much, Sylvia," he said, holding an expensive pearl necklace. "Will you be my office wife?" She smiled and nodded her head.
"Yes, my darling Jack, I'll be your office wife," she said, kissing him. He put the necklace around her neck and admired the way it looked on her.
"By the power invested in me... by me, I declare us Office Husband and Office Wife," Jack announced with a bit of flair. Sylvia smiled as she looked into his eyes.
"You may now fuck your Office Bride," she told him.
"That's the best offer I've had all day," he said.
"Just one thing," she said, pulling her wedding and engagement rings off her finger.
"What are you doing?" Jack asked.
"From now on, when I'm at work, I'm your wife, totally devoted to you," she said. "And when I go home, I'm Denny's wife, totally devoted to him." She put her rings in her top desk drawer and closed it. "Now I'm ready, my Office Husband. Fuck me silly."
Their relationship blossomed after that. Jack, who was already quite wealthy, had purchased an entire wardrobe for Sylvia and insisted she wear what he provided when in the office. She happily obliged, changing clothes upon arriving at the office and changing again before leaving.
She also took the photo of her and Denny off her desk and stashed it in the bottom of one of her desk drawers. She wanted nothing at work to remind her that she was already married to Dennis.
Sylvia and Jack also increased the frequency of their trysts. By now, they were having sex every day of the work week, most of the time in his office. A few times, he took her to his condo. They chose not to use a hotel out of concern someone might see them together. Sylvia also began working a bit later than normal a couple days a week, telling Denny she had to work late to meet a deadline. In reality, she and Jack were screwing each other senseless in his office or his condo.
A few times, she accompanied Jack back east for seminars or meetings with clients. Of course, they shared a hotel room and spent their nights fucking like rabbits. She told Denny they had separate rooms, and would always make it a point to call home in the evenings, telling Jack to keep quiet so Denny wouldn't get suspicious.
As far as she knew, Denny had no clue what was really going on between her and Jack. She would often smile after her evening showers while admiring her body in the mirror. Yes, she thought, she had it all -- a loving, devoted, clueless husband at home, a great job and an equally devoted lover who brought her to the heights of sexual pleasure every day.
The only question now was, how long could this go on? How long did she want this to continue? Although she still looked good at 49, she knew that at some point Jack would want someone closer to his own age. And she knew that at some point, her body would start to show her age.
As she showered, another concern crept into her mind. Over the last few days, Denny had changed a bit. He was no longer the outgoing, happy-go-lucky guy she married nearly 30 years ago. He had become withdrawn and quiet, barely saying anything to her. He had started smoking again -- something he only did when he was really upset about something. She also noticed he quit driving the new truck she bought, keeping it covered in the garage.
"Why are you driving that old truck of yours?" she asked. "Is something wrong with the new one?"
"I don't want to get too many miles on the new one," he said. She tried talking to him, hoping to find out what was bothering him.
"Denny, is everything alright?" she asked one day. "You're awfully quiet. I'm worried about you."
"Everything's just peachy," he said in a neutral tone of voice. "Mac's got me helping him with a cheating wife case and it's really got me bummed out." Mac was Mike McGregor, the private investigator Denny worked for from time to time. The two of them served together in the Corps and he started his company after retiring from the police force.
"I'm sorry to hear that," she said. "Do you wanna talk about it?"
"Not really," he said. "I just don't get it, though. Why would a woman cheat on her husband, then tell him she loves him. Hell, if she wanted to screw around, why did she marry the guy to start with. I tell ya, if it were me, someone would have to die." She flinched at his words and wondered if he really meant what he said.
"Well, you'll never have to worry about that, dear," she said. "You know I'd never do anything like that to you." He looked at her hard for a few moments before responding.
"Yeah, I guess I'm a lucky guy, aren't I?" he said, flashing a smile that showed no warmth. She smiled back, but in her mind, she began wondering if he knew about her and Jack.
Coming back to the present, Sylvia finished her shower and climbed out to dry herself off. She took care to make sure she was completely dry and her hair brushed just the way it was when she left for work that morning. She went to great lengths to hide her trysts from Dennis, even using the same soap and shampoo she used at home. She put on the clothes she wore to work and went into the office. She gave Jack a searing kiss before she left his office.
"See you tomorrow," she said.
"See you then," he told her. "I love you."



"I love you, too," he said. She went into her office, unlocked and opened the drawer to retrieve her rings. She almost went into shock when she looked in the drawer and saw her rings were gone. She always put them in the partitioned space at the front of the drawer before closing and locking the drawer. There was no way anyone could've taken them. But the space was now empty.
Frantic, she searched through the whole drawer but the rings were gone. She looked around, wondering if maybe they had fallen on the floor, but there was nothing. She ran back into Jack's office.
"What's wrong?" he asked.
"My rings, they're gone," she cried. "Someone's taken my rings." Jack went into her office and the two of them searched for her rings but couldn't find them anywhere.
"They couldn't have just gotten up and left on their own," he said. "Are you absolutely sure you locked them in your desk drawer?"
"Absolutely," she said.
"They have to be around here somewhere," he said. "Listen, I'll leave a note for the night cleanup crew, have them keep an eye out for them. Don't worry, we'll find them."
"But what will I tell Denny?" she cried. "He'll notice they're gone right away."
"Tell him you took them down to have them cleaned and resized," he said.
"I hate lying to him," she said before catching herself. That's what she's been doing for months now. "But I guess I don't have a choice, do I?" She left the office as Jack wrote a note for the night crew.
...
Friday, 5:15 pm, home of Dennis and Sylvia Brown:
Dennis Brown sat in his chair on the back deck, twirling his ring in his hand. His other hand held a lit cigarette -- his third in less than an hour. He thought about putting the ring in his pocket with the other two that were already there but changed his mind. As he slipped the ring back on his finger he thought about Sylvia.
He was close to the end of his first four-year enlistment when he first met her. A friend had invited him over for dinner, telling him there was someone he should meet. He was smitten the moment he saw her. She was the sweetest and most beautiful woman he had ever met. He asked her out on a date and still remembers the first time she ever kissed him.
He remembered the way she lightly ran her tongue along his lips, and the way she gently sucked his lower lip. He had never experienced anything like that before and felt like he had died and gone to heaven. They continued to date and fell in love with each other. When he asked her to marry him, she threw her arms around him and said yes.
She said she was a virgin and insisted she remain that way until her wedding night. He was so taken with her that he agreed. By then, he had already met her family and they all got along great. Her father was a decent, hard-working man who didn't smoke or drink. When he wasn't working, he spent time with his family. In addition to her parents, he had to pass muster with her two older brothers, which he did.
They let him know in no uncertain terms that they expected him to treat their little sister with love and respect. In their household, family was everything. Her father spoke to him privately one day and expressed his concern.
"I know you say you love Sylvia," he said. "But I know what young Marines are like, especially when they're deployed. I won't stand by and see her get hurt."
"I promise you, I will never cheat on your little girl," he told Sylvia's father. Eventually, the older man relented and accepted him as his son-in-law.
"Promise me you'll take care of my little girl, no matter what," he said.
"I promise," Denny said.
For the next 29 and a half years, Sylvia was the best wife a man could ever ask for -- faithful, supportive, loving, caring and perhaps most important, flexible. She had to be to put up with Denny's constant deployments overseas and later, his odd work hours. It wasn't easy, but they got through it all.
They had other challenges as well. Sylvia gave birth to their first child, Leah, about a year and a half after they were married. Unfortunately, the girl died of sudden infant death syndrome, leaving the two of them devastated.
Sylvia got pregnant twice more, but miscarried both times. She spoke to Denny about having her tubes tied, but he wanted to try one more time. She went along with his decision and Alicia was the result. After discussing the matter with her husband, Sylvia had her tubes tied. At first, Denny wanted to try for a son, but he didn't want to see Sylvia hurt, so he agreed.
After serving in the Corps for 20 years, Denny decided to retire. They moved back to his hometown, where he became a detective for the local police department. Sylvia got a job as an administrative assistant at Murdock Industries and slowly worked her way up the ladder.
They continued on with their lives, which consisted mostly of work and raising their daughter, Alicia. Things were well in the Brown household, and Denny was looking forward to the day they could retire and enjoy their golden years, perhaps with grandchildren.
Then about a year and a half ago, he responded to a burglary call at a bank on the edge of town. Three perps had taken several hostages and had demanded police provide an escape vehicle and a clear route out of town. The incident ended with a brief firefight in which he was seriously wounded.
One of the three bullets that struck him did severe damage to his left leg and he ended up in physical therapy for about six months. Denny hoped he would be able to return to duty soon, but the department decided to give him a medical retirement instead.
Although he got a stipend every month from the force, along with his military retirement, their budget took a bit of a hit. Sure, they could pay their bills, but they didn't have as much wiggle room as before.
After he could get back on his feet and get around a bit, he took a part-time job as a process server. It didn't pay much, but it got him out of the house now and then. His friend, Mike McGregor, also offered him a part-time job as a private investigator.
He applied for, and got a license to work as an armed private investigator. Mike, or "Mac," as he preferred to be called, didn't want Denny to push it too hard, so he limited the work to stakeouts or research that could be done online.
Denny was so proud the day Sylvia came home and told him she was promoted and would be an assistant for a new executive the company just hired from New York. He felt she deserved the promotion and the salary increase would certainly help. He couldn't help but notice that her attitude and general outlook on life seemed to have improved. She was happier and far more relaxed than before. Perhaps, he thought, the extra money from her new promotion was the reason.
He was floored the day they brought the new pickup to their house. Silvia told him it was a present for being so supportive of her. He wondered how they could afford this and was surprised when she said she paid for it with a bonus check she had received. It wasn't very long after that his entire world collapsed on him.
It was the previous Monday afternoon when he received a call from Terri Knight, one of the girls who worked with Silvia. He was at Mac's office, having just returned from a surveillance operation.
"Brown," he said when he answered the call.
"Mr. Brown, this is Terri Knight," the woman said. "I work with your wife. Would it be possible to meet somewhere for a few minutes?"
"I suppose," Denny said. "There's that little coffee shop down on Riverside and 3rd. Would that be okay?"
"That would be perfect," she said. "Can we meet in, say, 20 or 30 minutes?" Dennis looked at his watch and saw it was 3:35 pm.
"Sure, I can meet you there," he said. "Can you tell me what this is all about?"
"Not right now and not over the phone," she said. "I'll tell you when I see you."
"Okay," he said. "I'll see you in 20 minutes or so." They ended the call and Denny went into Mac's office.
"Just got a strange call," he said.
"What's up?" Mac asked.
"Some woman who works with my wife wants to meet with me for a bit," Denny said.
"Really?" Mac asked. "You're not getting something on the side, are you?"
"Of course not, Mac, you know me better than that," Denny said.
"I know, I'm just yankin' your chain," Mac said. "Any idea what she wants?"
"No, none," Denny said.
"Well, go on ahead," Mac said. "Maybe it'll mean more business for us." He headed out and met Terri at the coffee shop. He recognized the young woman as he had met her before at a company Christmas party. After buying them each a latte, he sat down with her.
"What can I do for you, Terri?" he asked.
"I'm sorry to have to inform you, Mr. Brown," she said. "But your wife is in a relationship with one of our executives."
"Please call me Denny," he said. "What do you mean, in a relationship? Is she having an affair?"
"It's just a bit more than an affair, I'm afraid," she said.
"You mean, she's fallen in love with this executive?" he asked.
"I think so," she said. "That's the way it looks to me."
"Who is this executive?" he asked. "Is it Jack Wellstone?"
"Yes, it is," she said. "How did you know?"
"Sylvia told me she was accepted as his executive assistant," he said. "I've met the man. He seems like a nice guy. Are you sure Sylvia's involved with him? He's kinda young for her, isn't he?"
"She was his choice," Terri said. "And she's not an 'executive' assistant. She's actually a 'personal' assistant. And she's expected to have sex with him."
"How long has this been going on?" he asked.
"A little more than six months now," she said.
"Why are you telling me all this? And why now, after six months?" he asked.
"Well, I hate to say this, but I'm partly motivated by my own selfish desire," she said. "You see, I was hoping he'd choose me. But instead, he chose a married woman who's a lot older than him. No offense."
"None taken," he said. "I understand completely. Maybe I should have a talk with your management."
"Oh no, don't do that," she said. "Please."
"Why not?" he asked.
"We're all required to sign non-disclosure agreements," she said. "And we're never supposed to talk about the arrangements between executives and their PAs. We can get fired if we do."
"I see," he said. "So, does this arrangement work with the female executives as well?"
"No, the company doesn't hire female executives," she said. "I know it sounds a bit sexist, but to my knowledge, the company has never hired a female into an executive position. Quite a few have applied, but none are ever hired."
"Interesting," he said. "Tell me, are any of the other 'assistants' married?"
"A couple of them are, but most are single," she said.
"What about their husbands?" he asked.
"One doesn't know about the arrangement, and the other does," she said. "He's disabled and unable to work. They could really use the extra money, so he doesn't complain as long as she doesn't rub his nose in it."
"How much extra do they get?" he asked.
"Well, the salary goes up almost double, and they all get a $50,000 bonus every six months," she said. "That's after taxes."
"Wow," he said. So, that's where she got the money for his new truck. No doubt, an effort to assuage her guilt. Suddenly, the new truck didn't seem so nice.
"How often do they get together?" he asked.
"The company has regular 'PA hours' for the assistants to, uh, hook up, with their executives," she said. "That happens every Monday, Wednesday and Friday from 4:00 to 5:00 pm. Most, like your wife and Jack, find other times to get together."
"So, Sylvia is with him right now, then. Is that what you're telling me?" he asked. She nodded her head.
"Yes," she said.
"Could I get you to do me a favor, please?" he asked.
"I'll try," she said.
"Could you keep an eye on things between Sylvia and Jack for me for a little while?" he asked. "Let me know if you see or hear anything you think I should know about?"
"I think I can do that," she said. "But I have to be real careful."
"I understand, Terri," he said. "I don't want you to put your job at risk."
"I'd better get going, Denny," she said, standing up. "Again, I'm really sorry this happened. If I see or hear anything, I'll let you know."
"Thank you, Terri, I appreciate that more than you know, and I appreciate you telling me," he said. After she left, he sat for a bit to mull over what she had told him. He felt like someone had just punched him in the gut. So, he thought, this is how Sylvia repays me for 30 years of marital fidelity. He looked at his watch and realized it was about 4:30, meaning Sylvia and Jack would be about halfway through their "PA hour." He went back to the office, hoping to see Mac before he left.
"Hey, Denny," Mac said when he walked into the office. "I wasn't expecting you back. You okay? You look like someone just took all your cookies."
"No, Mac, I'm not alright," he said. "I just learned that Sylvia's cheating on me with her boss."
"Step into my office," Mac said, putting his jacket down. "We need to talk." Denny relayed everything Terri had told him. When he finished, Mac thought a bit before speaking.
"The first thing you need to do is get evidence of this," he said. "Right now, all you have is the word of a co-worker who admits she's got a thing for your wife's boss. Personally, I find it hard to believe Sylvia would cheat on you. Hell, you guys have been married, what, almost 30 years now?"
"Yeah," Denny said. "Almost. It'll be 30 years in just a couple weeks." Mac opened a drawer and pulled out an audio recorder disguised as a pen. He handed it to Denny.
"Put this in her purse," he said. "It'll catch up to 18 hours of audio from up to 50 feet away. I'll see what I can do about video surveillance. I know it's going to be hard, but don't let on that you suspect something's up and don't do anything stupid."
"Yeah, you know me," Denny said.
"Yes, and that's why I'm telling you not to do anything stupid," Mac said. "Tell me, Denny, what floor is her office on?"
"The fifteenth floor of the Parker Building downtown," Denny said. "Murdock occupies the top seven floors of the building."
"And that building sits across from the Block Building, if I'm not mistaken," Mac said. "Let me see what I can do. In the meantime, put that in Sylvia's purse and monitor it for the next few days, see what you can catch. And play it cool. Maybe there's nothing going on."
"Okay," Denny said before heading home. Putting the pen in Sylvia's purse was easy. Playing as though nothing was wrong was a bit more difficult. He watched her every move, but saw nothing out of the ordinary. He tried to see if he could detect the odor of cologne or anything that might indicate she was having sex, but again there was nothing.
He watched to see if she would instantly head up for a shower, but that didn't happen either. She simply got out of her work clothes just like she always did and came back down to fix dinner, just like she had every day since she started working at Murdock.
When they went to bed, Sylvia said she was extremely tired, which was code for "no sex." That didn't surprise Denny, as she was often "extremely tired" lately. He wondered if Terri was wrong, but the whole thing ate at him anyway. He figured he would know the truth one way or another soon enough.
He got his answer the next evening when he retrieved the pen from her purse. Downloading the audio to his computer, he heard Sylvia and Jack exchange much more than warm greetings. He could clearly hear her begging him to fuck her harder, then heard her cry out when her orgasm hit.
"I'd better go get cleaned up," she told Jack when they were finished. "Don't want to get Denny suspicious." After her shower, he heard the words that ended it all.
"I love you," Jack said.
"I love you, too," she said. "See you in the morning."
Denny sat in his office, tears running down his face as he heard that. The bitch, he thought to himself. That lying, scheming, no-good, scum-sucking bitch! How long has this shit been going on, he wondered. It didn't really matter as far as he was concerned.
His marriage was over. There was no way he was going to be her willing cuckold. He copied the audio file off the recorder, charged it back up and put it back into her purse. Tomorrow, he decided, he would start the process to end this sham of a marriage.
That night, he went to bed and turned his back to Sylvia when she reached out to him. He had never done that before. He had always been more than willing to respond to her. But that was over. He heard her turn away and for a moment, he thought he heard her sobbing. Tough shit, he thought to himself.
The next morning, he called and got an appointment to see a lawyer about a divorce. He knew several, as Mac did work for quite a few divorce lawyers.
"I take it you got audio proof?" Mac asked. Denny nodded his head. "Damn," Mac said. "I'm sorry to hear that. I was able to secure a spot in the Block Building that'll give me a good vantage point of her office suite. I've got a camera up there now. We'll see what we get."
When Denny met with the attorney, he laid out what he knew and let the attorney listen to the evidence he had. Afterward, the lawyer gave him the bad news.
"I'm sorry to hear about this, Denny," John Miller, the attorney, said. "But the fact of the matter is, it doesn't matter. You see, this is a 'no-fault' state, which means you can't file on any grounds other than 'irreconcilable differences.' A judge might take adultery into consideration when it comes time to split the assets or award support, but that's it."
"Can I go after her boss or her company?" Denny asked.
"You can't sue her boss for Alienation of Affection, if that's what you're thinking," John said. "State legislature took care of that some time back. There might be something we can do about the company, however. Let me work on that a bit and I'll get back to you."
"Alright, do what you can," Denny said. "I want a clean split from her. She can have the house. I just want my half of the assets and my retirement. She can have the rest."
"I'll draw up the papers," John said.
"I'd like to serve them myself," Denny said.
"Okay, when would you like to do that?" John asked.
"Next Wednesday," Denny said. "That's supposed to be our 30th anniversary."
"A bit of revenge, huh?" John asked. "I don't see a problem with that." After paying a retainer, Denny went back to the office, where he spotted Mac.
"Check this out," Mac said. Denny came around to see what Mac was looking at. There, on the screen, was Sylvia, taking her rings off and dropping them in her top desk drawer before changing clothes.
"What's she doing with her rings? And why is she changing her clothes?" Denny asked. Knowing she was fucking Jack was bad enough, but to see her ditch her rings like so much garbage tore him up inside.
"Good question," Mac said. "I get the impression she's gone all out for this asshole." They watched as Sylvia hung up the clothes she wore to the office, then grabbed another dress -- one that obviously cost more than the one she just took off -- and put it on. Then they saw her put a necklace on. Denny looked, but couldn't recall ever seeing the necklace before.
"I've got an idea," Denny said. "I've got some things to do, but I'll be back."
"Don't do anything stupid," Mac said.
"You know me," Denny said.
"Yeah, I do, and I'm not bailing you out of jail," Mac said with a laugh.
"Don't worry," Denny said. He left the office and went to an apartment complex. He had reached out to them earlier about renting a small one-bedroom apartment. After going over his budget, he figured he could afford a small apartment and put a deposit down on a first-floor apartment.



They said he could start moving in on Monday after the place was cleaned. After that, he went to the bank and withdrew half of their checking and savings account, then opened a new account at another bank.
From there, he went to the 15th floor of the Parker Building. He had been there many times before to see Sylvia, so it wouldn't be that odd for anyone to see him there. He managed to get to Sylvia's office without anyone seeing him, which was his plan. When he got there, he pulled out a lock-pick kit from his pocket and easily opened the top drawer of her desk.
Sure enough, her rings sat there in one of the partitioned slots of the drawer. He slipped the rings into his pocket and closed the drawer, locking it back up. He looked through her other drawers and saw the picture she used to keep on her desk, face down, underneath some folders. It was a picture of the two of them on vacation, taken several years earlier. Fighting back tears, he closed the drawer and walked out of the office.
From there, he went home, grabbed a beer out of the refrigerator and sat down on the back deck with a fresh pack of cigarettes. He was on his fourth cigarette when he heard Sylvia open the door and step outside.
"Denny, are you alright?" she asked. "How many of those have you had?"
"Not enough, apparently," he said. "I'm still alive."
"Dennis Brown, don't even joke like that," she said as she sat down in one of the deck chairs. "It's not funny." He looked at her fingers for a moment and wondered what she would say about her rings.
"Where are your rings?" he asked. She looked guilty for a moment, but recovered quickly.
"I, uh, took them down to the jewelers to have them cleaned," she said. Dennis noticed she looked down and to the side when she spoke. She always did that when she lied. He nodded his head.
"I see," he said. "I didn't know they were dirty." He took a drag off his cigarette before speaking again. "I hope you don't mind, but I took the liberty of getting us a reservation at Mangiacotti's for next Wednesday." Mangiacotti's was a fairly expensive Italian restaurant they sometimes frequented for special events like anniversaries or birthdays.
"Next Wednesday?" she asked. "What's happening next Wednesday?"
"Our 30th anniversary," he said calmly, not surprised that she forgot about it. "We always go out to eat on our anniversary. Is that a problem? Do you have something else going on that day?" Besides fucking Jack Fucking Wellstone, that is, he thought to himself.
"Uh, no, that's okay, I guess," she stammered. "Do you think that maybe we can change things up a bit this year? Maybe celebrate over the weekend? That way we'll have more time to spend together."
"Yeah, but it won't be our anniversary," he said. "But if you've got something more important to do and don't want to celebrate it, I can call and cancel."
"No, no, don't do that," she said. "I'd love to go out."
"Are you sure?" Denny asked. "I certainly don't want to put you out or make you feel like it's something you're being forced to do."
"Of course I want to go out with you on our anniversary," she said. "Denny, what's gotten into you lately? Is it that cheating wife case you're working on with Mac? You haven't been yourself at all lately. I'm really starting to get worried."
"Sorry, I've just had a lot on my mind, that's all," Denny said, putting out his cigarette.
"Well, you're starting to scare me," she said, standing up. "I've never seen you like this. You've been out of sorts all week long. If you don't mind, I'm going to change clothes and start dinner. You do know that I love you, don't you?"
"Yeah, sure," he said. She waited a few moments for him to tell her he loved her, but when he didn't, she kissed him on the cheek and headed upstairs. He knows, she thought to herself. That's the only thing can can explain his behavior. Oh, God, what have I done, she asked herself. And can I ever fix it? She changed clothes and went back downstairs to fix their dinner.
They ate mostly in silence. When they finished eating, Denny excused himself and went into his home office. He closed and locked the door, then went on his computer to find out everything he could about Jack Fucking Wellstone. Sylvia tapped on the door once.
"Are you okay, Denny?" she asked.
"Fine," he said. "Just catching up on some work."
"Okay, well, I'm going to bed. Don't stay up too long," she said.
"I won't," he said. "Good night."
"Good night," she responded. "I love you."
"Okay," he said. Stunned by his answer, Sylvia backed away from the door and went upstairs. She was asleep by the time her husband to bed.
The next day, Denny listened to the latest audio from the device planted in Sylvia's purse. Tears fell down his face as he listened to his wife let Jack fuck her in the ass. He was never into that, and as far as he knew, neither was she. But here she was, eagerly letting her boss take her last virginity. He felt like strangling her when he heard her tell him her ass was his, exclusively. He had to get out of the house before he said or did something stupid.
He shut down his computer, grabbed his keys and left without saying a word to Sylvia. He heard her calling out to him as he left, but he didn't respond. He just slammed the door and went to his old truck. He saw her standing in the front window as he pulled out and hoped she didn't see the tears falling down his face.
He drove to a park and sat in the parking lot for a while, letting the tears fall. He wasn't sure how much more of this he could take without exploding. Thirty years of wedded bliss, and this is how it ends, he thought. Someone has to pay for this. He had to talk to someone, so he called Alicia. After all, what was about to happen on Wednesday would affect her as well and she had a right to know. She picked up on the first ring.
"Dad," she said. "This is a surprise. Is everything alright?"
"No, sweetheart, it isn't," he said. "Can you spare a few minutes for your old man?"
"Of course, Dad," she said. "You want to come over? I can put some coffee on for you."
"That sounds great," he said. "I'll be right over. Just do me a favor, please?"
"What's that?" she asked.
"If your mother calls, don't tell her you talked to me, okay?"
"Okay, Dad," she said. "Is everything alright between you two?"
"No, it's not," he said.
"Alright," she said. "Come on over. I'll see you in a few." He got to her apartment complex and walked up the stairs to her second-story apartment. She saw him come up the stairs and opened the door before he had a chance to knock. He gave her a hug and a kiss on the cheek when she invited him inside.
"Coffee's ready," she said. "Have a seat and I'll get you a cup."
"Thanks," he said, sitting down on the couch. She handed him a cup of coffee -- black and hot, just the way he liked it -- then sat down across from him.
"What's going on, Dad?" she asked. He took a sip of coffee and set his cup down before responding.
"You're mother's cheating on me," he said quietly.
"What?" she asked, shocked. "Are you sure about that?" He nodded his head.
"Yeah," he said. "I'm sure. I've got audio, video, pictures. It's a full-blown love affair with her boss. Excuse me, her 'work husband.' Been going on for several months."
"Oh my God," Alicia said. "What are you going to do?"
"I have no choice," he said. "I'm divorcing her."
"There's no way you can work through this?" she asked. "I mean, you guys have been married, like, forever."
"No, dear, there's no way I can get past this," he said. "Maybe if it had been just a one-time drunken indiscretion but not this. I mean, she doesn't even wear my rings at work anymore. He even bought her clothes to wear at the office. She changes when she gets there, has sex at the end of her day, takes a shower, puts her old clothes back on then comes home and acts like nothing happened."
"Can't her company do something about that?" she asked. "That almost sounds like sexual harassment."
"Actually, her company not only encourages this, they require it from their executives," he told her.
"That's just not right," she said.
"No, it's not," he told her. "But they're paying her to have sex with him. That's how she was able to afford that new pickup."
"So, she's a company prostitute?" Alicia asked, shocked.
"In a manner of speaking, yes," he said.
"I hope you plan to do something about that," she said.
"My lawyer is working something up," he said. "Unfortunately, in this state you can't sue for Alienation of Affection anymore."
"That sucks," she told him.
"Yes, it does," he answered. "You wanna know what's even worse? She's had him over at the house. He's eaten at my table, pretended to be my friend. All the while, he's... you know."
"That's alright, Dad," she said. "I'm a big girl now. I've heard all the bad words before." That prompted a laugh from him, something he hadn't done in a while.
"The hardest part of all this is that she says she loves me," he said. "And you know, a part of me believes she does, at least to a point."
"Do you still love her?" she asked.
"Strangely enough, yes," he said. "That's why this hurts so damn bad."
"But it's not enough to keep her, is it?" she asked. He shook his head.
"No, it's not," Denny told her. "I can't trust her anymore. I've caught her in too many lies. Even if this Jack Wellstone goes away, what's to stop her from hooking up with another youngster? You know, he's not that much older than you."
"How old is he?" Alicia asked.
"Thirty, according to his bio on the company website," he said. "And it turns out your mother's not the first older woman he's seduced."
"I've heard about guys like that," she said. "Maybe he's one of those guys who had a thing for his mother when he was younger."
"You mean, like an Oedipus complex?" Denny asked.
"Well, there's a bit more to it than that, but in a nutshell, yeah," she said. "What do you plan to do about him?"
"I can't sue him, unfortunately, but I have no intention of letting him walk away unscathed," Denny said.
"Just don't do anything stupid," she said.
"Damn," Denny said. "Does everyone think I'm an idiot or something? You know how many times I've heard that?"
"I'm sure you've heard it more than once," Alicia said, smiling. "All joking aside, Dad, I just don't want you ending up in jail. I still love you, and always will. I just can't believe Mom would be so stupid as to fall for some younger guy like that."
"Yeah, well, she did," he said. "And after Wednesday, she's probably going to need all the support she can get."
"I'll do what I can, Dad, but that doesn't mean I won't be pissed off at her," she said. "Trust me, I'm going to give her a piece of my mind." They talked for a bit longer and after a while, Denny began to feel better. He looked at his watch and realized he had been gone for over two hours.
"I guess I'd better get back before your mother calls out the National Guard," he said.
"Are you gonna be okay, Dad?" Alicia asked.
"I'll manage," he said. "I really appreciate you letting me vent. Thank you."
"It's my pleasure," she said. "I'm just glad I could help. Thank you for being honest with me about this. It really means a lot that you could trust me."
"Well, I do feel much better now that I've been able to get it out," he said.
"If there's anything I can do for you, Dad, let me know," she said.
"Thanks, sweetheart, I appreciate that," he said. After exchanging another hug, Denny left and drove home. He wasn't sure what to expect when he got there. He almost expected to see Wellstone's car in his driveway, but fortunately, it wasn't.
He walked in the house and looked around. Thirty years of memories -- the last ten or more right here between these walls -- were everywhere. He nearly broke down crying when he looked around. He saw Sylvia out in the back yard, tending to her flowers as if nothing was wrong. How could she do it, he wondered. How could she fuck around on him, then come home and pretend everything was just fine.
Shaking his head, he grabbed a beer from the fridge and went out back. Sitting down, he opened his beer and lit a cigarette. Sylvia looked up when she heard the back door open and saw her husband lighting up. She got up and walked to the deck.
"Everything okay?" she asked.
"Just fine," he said.
"Where were you?" she asked. "You took off out of here like a bat out of hell."
"Something came to my attention," he said. "While I was out, I stopped off to see Alicia."
"How is she?" Sylvia asked.
"She's doing okay," he told her. Sylvia sat down and looked at her husband, concerned.
"Dennis, we really need to talk," she said.
"Oh? About what?" he asked.
"You. Us. Everything," she said. "You've been short, snippy, out of sorts all week long. You haven't told me once that you love me. You haven't even touched your new truck. Have I done something to upset you?" He looked at her funny when she asked that. What, has Jack fucked her stupid or something, he asked himself.
"You tell me," he said. "Have you done something that would upset me?"
"Not that I know of," she said, looking down and to the side. He felt like jumping up and wringing her neck. "But if I have, I'm sorry. I didn't mean to. Please, Dennis, talk to me. I hate seeing you like this. I feel like I'm losing you." That's because you are losing me, you stupid bitch, he thought to himself. After a few moments, she continued.
"I know you're working on that case with Mac, and that's got you upset," she said. "Maybe you shouldn't work with Mac if it's going to bother you like this. I've never known you to get so worked up over a case before."
"The case is just about resolved," he said. "It'll all be over soon."
"I hope so," she said. "Because I hate to see you like this. It's killing me. Listen, why don't you let me help take your mind off of things tonight? It's been a while since we've done anything. What do you think?"
Denny thought it over before answering. She had a point. It's been a while since they've had sex and after Wednesday, there was no telling when he would get laid again. Maybe, he thought, he could remind her of what she's about to lose. He smiled at her before responding.
"Sure, that sounds like a wonderful idea," he said. She smiled and gave her husband a kiss.
"I'll make it a night you'll never forget," she said.
And it was a night that neither one of them would forget any time soon. Dennis pounded his soon-to-be ex-wife into the mattress several times with a vigor he hadn't shown in the bed for quite a while. Sylvia was shocked at the number of orgasms her husband gave her, first with his tongue, then with his cock, which seemed to have gotten bigger since she last felt it inside her. Of course, it hadn't but it felt that way to her.
Not even Jack could keep up with what Denny was doing to her, she thought to herself. Then her husband surprised her when he turned her over on her stomach and had her get on her hands and knees.
"What are you going to do, Denny?" she asked.
"It's a surprise," he said, coating his cock with their combined juices. He also used it as a lubricant on her rear end. When she realized what he intended to do, she tried to get away from him, but he stopped her.
"No, Dennis, please," she begged. "We've never done that before."
"Then I say after 30 years, it's about time," he said. "I'll go slow, promise." He slowly worked his way inside her ass and was amazed at how tight she felt. They should've done this a long time ago, he thought to himself.
Sylvia, meanwhile, was mortified. This was supposed to be Jack's exclusive domain. What made Denny decide to do this all of a sudden? She knew she couldn't very well tell her husband to get out of what was supposed to be Jack's territory, so she relaxed and gave in to what Denny was doing. Oh my God, she thought as her husband inched deeper inside her.
After their final orgasm, Dennis pulled out and went into the bathroom to get a couple warm washcloths, one for himself and the other for Sylvia. He handed one to her as he cleaned himself. For a moment, he thought she was about to start crying.
"Why did you do that?" she asked. "You've never expressed an interest in that before."
"Your ass looked so good I couldn't help myself," he said. "I didn't hurt you, did I? I'm sorry if I did."
"No, you didn't hurt me, you just surprised me, that's all," she said. "You were an animal. What got into you?"
"You did," he told her. "You looked so enticing I just couldn't help myself." She smiled and wrapped her arms around him.
"I love you, Dennis Brown," she said. "I hope you never forget that."
"And I love you too," he said. They fell asleep in each other's arms, content. Denny wondered if this would give her the wake-up call she needed. They slept in late on Sunday, and Denny walked down to a bacon-and-egg breakfast.
"Good morning, sleepyhead," Sylvia said. "I hope you slept well last night. I know I sure did. I'm still tingling from what you did last night." He smiled, hoping to mask the pain he felt.
"I'm glad," he said. "Guess the old man still has some moves left in him. Yes, I slept better than I have in some time." After they ate, he went out to the back yard and fired up his lawn mower, perhaps for the last time. He mowed the yard and put the lawn mower away, looking out over his work, perhaps for the very last time. He would miss this yard, he thought to himself.
They made love again that night, but Dennis stayed clear of Sylvia's rear end as she was still a bit sore from the previous night's pummeling. That was fine as far as Dennis was concerned. Just knowing that it was no longer Jack Wellstone's exclusive territory was satisfaction enough for him. When they finished, Sylvia laid her head on Dennis' shoulder.
"Please don't forget that I really do love you," she said. "I'd be totally lost without you."
"I love you too," he said. Which was true -- he still loved her, which is why her betrayal hurt him so much. He made a decision that night before he went to bed, and put the audio device in her purse, hoping that she would tell Jack their relationship was over.
...
Monday -- D-Day-2:
Sylvia felt like a new woman when she left for work that morning. After consuming a nice breakfast for her and Denny, she gave her husband a kiss and practically skipped out of the house, a big smile on her face. Watching her leave the house, Denny hoped she would do the right thing.
When she got to work, she waltzed into Jack's office, selected a nice dress for the day and changed, putting on the necklace her boss gave her when they became "office spouses." She gave Jack a big hug and a kiss.
"You're in a good mood this morning," Jack said. "I take it you had a good weekend."
"The best," she said. "Denny and I reconnected this weekend and it was wonderful."
"I see," he said. "Did he leave anything for me?" She laughed.
"Oh, there's plenty here for you, my office husband," she said.
"Things going well at home, I take it?" he asked.
"Yes, they are now," she said. "But I think we do need to be extra careful."
"Oh? Why?" Jack asked.
"I think he's getting suspicious," she said. "He was in a foul mood all week last week. He said he was dealing with a cheating wife case and it was really getting to him. He didn't even drive his new truck at all last week."
"You don't think he would get violent, do you? I mean, he did serve in the Marines, and he was a cop for over 10 years," Jack said.
"Of course not," she said. "Denny's a pussycat. Don't let that gruff exterior fool you. By the way, I'm going to have to forego PA's hours on Wednesday."
"How come?" Jack asked. "That's our time, you know."



"I know, but it's my 30th wedding anniversary," she said. "Remember what I said when we first started this? If I had to make a choice I would choose him -- always. And I'm not about to screw up our anniversary. I suggested we move it to the weekend, but he wouldn't hear of it. Besides, he's already got reservations at Mangiacotti's."
"At least he has good taste," Jack said.
"Of course," she said. "He married me, didn't he?" Jack laughed and scooped her up in his arms before planting a kiss on her lips.
"Yes, he did," Jack said. "Well, since it will be your 30th anniversary, I think we can make some kind of arrangement. Maybe you and I can take a weekend and go somewhere."
"Deal," she said. "But not too soon. I want to make sure Denny's over his funk first. Something's really eating at him and I hate to see him like this."
"You think he knows about us?" he asked.
"I don't know," she told him. "Maybe. That's why I think we need to go slow for a little while anyway."
"By the way, what did you tell him about your rings?" Jack asked.
"I told him what you suggested," she said. "That I took them down to get them cleaned."
"And he bought it?" Jack asked.
"Yes," Sylvia said. "Did anyone find them?"

"No," he said, shaking his head. "No one turned them in and apparently no one saw anybody coming into the office Friday afternoon."
"Any idea what could've happened to them?" she asked. He shook his head.
"I have no clue," he said. "Believe me, I'm as baffled as you are. I'll keep looking and asking around. They have to be here somewhere."
"Okay," she said. "If nothing else, maybe I can buy a set like the original."
"If need be, I'll take you down and get a replacement set," Jack said. "After all, it happened in my office. I feel kinda responsible."
"You're a sweet man, Jack," she said. "No, this is on me. I'm the one who took them off and put them in my desk drawer. It's okay. I can put them on my credit card. Anyway, I'd better get to work."
"Speaking of work," Jack said. "I wanted to run something by you."
"What's that?" she asked.
"Well, since we're office spouses and all, and since you've already said you're 100 percent dedicated to me in the office, I was wondering how you'd feel about taking my last name?" he asked. "Only in the office, of course. The other executives have been talking about it for a couple weeks now, and it looks like they may want to make it policy." Sylvia thought for a moment and smiled.
"Sylvia Wellstone," she mused. "I like the sound of that. Okay, but let's wait a bit. Maybe for a week or so. Like I said, Denny's been a bear lately, and I want to make sure he's okay before we push things any farther."
"Okay, just say the word and I'll have HR change the directory," Jack said.
"Will do," she said before bouncing out of his office.
...
Denny was in a good mood when he got to Mac's office that morning. He grabbed a cup of coffee and sat down at his desk to check his email just as Mac came out of his office to refill his coffee.
"You know, as much of this stuff as we drink, maybe we should invest in coffee futures," Mac said jokingly.
"I'm all for that," Denny said with a laugh.
"You're in a good mood this morning," Mac said. "Have a good weekend?"
"Very good, thank you," Denny said.
"Things go well with Sylvia this weekend?" Mac asked.
"Yes, they did," Denny said. "Very well, in fact."
"That's good to hear," Mac said. "Just don't let her fool you, though. I've seen it happen so many times it isn't even funny."
"What's that?" Denny asked. "You think Sylvia would do that?"
"It's just the way cheaters work," Mac said. "Sure, they may go clean for a while. Make it up to their spouses, promise to never do it again or make their spouses think everything is fine. But it's not. In my experience, cheating is kinda like a drug addiction for these people. Sure, they get off on the sex, but there's a lot more involved. For them, it's about power, control. Getting one over on the poor unsuspecting spouse. Even if they get righteous for a while, they go right back to it. The only thing that changes is they get sneakier about it. Or they get downright blatant. One day you think everything is alright, the next day they've got you tied to a chair wearing a cock cage while they do the dirty in your bed."
"You think Sylvia would do something like that?" Denny asked.
"I've seen it before," Mac said.
"You sound even more jaded than when you were on the force," Denny told him.
"In the cops, we knew who the bad guys were -- the drug dealers, pimps, rapists, robbers, you name it," Mac said. "Out here, it's a whole different world. You do what you feel is right for you, Denny. I've got your back no matter what."
"Thanks, Mac, I appreciate that," Denny said. Later that morning, he got a call from John, his lawyer.
"Denny, how's things going?" John asked.
"I'm hanging in there," Denny said. "What can I do for ya?"
"Think you can drop by the office for a bit after lunch?" John asked. "I've got the papers worked up and I'd like to go over them with you."
"Yeah, sure," Denny said. "I'll be over at 1:00. That work for you?"
"Perfect," John said. "See you then." Denny was at John's office at 12:45 and was ushered right in. John stood up and shook his hand.
"Have a seat," he said. "I've got the divorce papers worked up just as you said. Take a look and let me know what you think." Denny looked the papers over and saw that everything was just as he wanted. He signed where John indicated and handed them back.
"What about Murdock?" Denny asked. "You come up with something for them?"
"I did," John said, pulling out another set of papers. He handed them to Denny, who began reading through them.
"Intentional infliction of emotional distress?" Denny asked. John shrugged his shoulders.
"I thought about it and decided to go that route," John said. "In my opinion, it meets all four tests required by law -- the company, through the enforcement of their established policies, acted recklessly and deliberately. Second, by allowing and requiring Jack to engage in sex with Sylvia, the company's actions were extreme and outrageous. Third, the conduct required by the company is the cause of your marital breakdown and distress. Fourth, you are experiencing extreme emotional distress as a result of the adultery which led to your divorce."
"You think a judge or jury will buy that?" Denny asked.
"Maybe," John said.
"And I see you're asking for $30 million," Denny said. "I can't imagine a judge or a jury will go for that."
"Probably not," John said. "I figured a million per year of your marriage was a good number. And I also doubt a judge or jury will go for it. I chose that number to get Murdock's attention more than anything else. A lawsuit that big will definitely get noticed, and somehow, I don't think they want to see this in the news. Bad for business, you see. They'll no doubt want to negotiate it down and I think they'll do anything to settle this out of court. I figure if we walk away with $2 million or more, we've won."
"And what's your take?" Denny asked.
"Normally, I get a third. But in your case, since you work with Mac, I'll only ask for 10 percent," John said. "Deal?"
"What the hell," Denny said. "It's a deal. How do we play this?"
"You say your anniversary is on Wednesday and you want to serve Sylvia that night, so why don't we do it that day?" John asked. "I'll file these late Tuesday afternoon, and we can go in to Murdock Wednesday morning. What do you think?"
Denny thought it over and agreed. That would give him time to take care of Jack Fucking Wellstone.
"Let's do it," he said. "I'll meet you at Murdock at, say, 9:30 am?"
"Works for me," John said. "See you then."
That night, Denny grabbed the audio device from Sylvia's purse and downloaded the audio to his computer while she was busy cleaning the kitchen. He put the headphones on and listened to what the device captured. His heart sank when he listened to the two of them. Now she wants to take his name while in the office.
Tears ran down his cheek as he realized that Mac was right. He stopped the audio and wiped his face. Soon, he thought, this will all be over. He pulled out his phone and sent a short text: "Game on."
That night in bed, he rolled away from Sylvia. She reached out to him, but he told her he wasn't feeling too well. He wasn't lying.
...
Tuesday -- D-Day-1:
Jack Wellstone sat at his desk and thought about the current state of his life. He had a great job that paid a lot of money, and better yet, a warm, willing and beautiful older woman for a sex toy. Better yet, the company was actually paying her to fuck him. It doesn't get any better than this, he thought with a smirk.
Sylvia had just left the office to pick up their lunch. He knew that after they had shared their food, they would be sharing each other's bodies. Soon, he thought, she would be all his, and there was nothing her clueless cuckold of a husband could do about it. It was a game he had played many times before, with other older women. But of all the women he had seduced, Sylvia was the best. He was brought back to reality when his phone buzzed. He recognized the number and answered.
"Wellstone," he said when he opened the call.
"Jack, this is Denny," the man on the other end said.
"Yes, Denny, good to hear from you," Jack said with a wicked grin. "What can I do for you?"
"I'm putting together a little anniversary surprise for Sylvia and I was wondering if you wouldn't mind helping me out," Denny said.
"Of course," Jack said. "I'll do whatever I can to help."
"Good," Denny said. "Listen, meet me over at Murphy's Bar at, say, 5:30 this evening so we can discuss it. And not a word to Sylvia."
"Mum's the word, Denny," Jack said. "I'll see you at 5:30."
"Great," Denny said. "See you then," he added before ending the call. Jack put the phone back in his pocket and wondered what Denny had in mind. Maybe, he thought with a smirk, I'll leave a load of cum in Sylvia's warm pussy for Denny to feast on later. Turning to his computer, he did a search on male chastity devices...
After work, Jack headed straight to Murphy's and parked in the lot. The small bar was at one end of a strip mall in an older part of town. He didn't feel too comfortable in this part of town, but figured it was still fairly early. He walked in the dark pub and spotted Denny sitting at a table at the far end of the bar. Two burly-looking men sat at another table and eyed him warily as he walked to where Denny sat.
Denny had a laptop on the table and was typing something when Jack walked up to him. He stopped typing and looked up when Jack pulled out a chair opposite him.
"Right on time," Denny said. "Good. I admire punctuality. Can I get you something to drink?"
"Yeah, a beer would be nice," Jack said. Denny waved to the man behind the bar and indicated two beers. The bartender grabbed two cold bottles of beer and brought them to the table. Denny handed the man some money and he walked away.
"So, what is this surprise you're telling me about?" Jack asked. Denny smiled but there was no warmth in his smile.
"As you probably know by now, tomorrow is my 30th wedding anniversary," Denny said. "Imagine, a woman as fine as Sylvia hanging with me for 30 years. Who woulda thought?"
"I know what you mean," Jack said. Denny nodded his head in agreement.
"So tell me, Jack, what was it like fucking my wife's ass?" Denny asked. Jack looked shocked and started to say something but Denny cut him off. "Don't tell me. It was just a rhetorical question. I know what it's like to fuck her in the ass. Did it last weekend as a matter of fact. What, she didn't tell you? I thought you two discussed everything. After all, she IS your work wife, right? You're the reason she takes my rings off when she gets to work in the morning, aren't you?" Jack looked at his beer, feeling embarrassed.
"Denny, I..." Jack began, but Denny cut him off.
"So, you want her to take your last name at the office, don't you?" he asked. "Do you plan on putting her on your health insurance as well? She is 49, you know, old enough to be your mother. In fact, you seem to have a thing for older married women, don't you?"
"I don't know what you're talking about," Jack said.
"Don't play coy with me, Jack," Denny said. "I know all about you. Does the name Robin Harkness ring a bell? How about Janice Taylor? Or Brenda Smith? There's more, but they all have the same story. Older married women, some with lots of money. And strangely enough, you manage to get yourself named in their wills. How do you do that, Jack? Don't bother answering. I already know. So tell me, what is it with you and older women, anyway? Is it some kind of Oedipus complex or something? Had feelings for your mother as a kid and never outgrew them?"
"What's an 'edipus complex?'" Jack asked. "What are you talking about?"
"Oh I forgot," Denny said. "You're a product of modern education. Probably never even heard the term before." Jack was starting to get agitated. Who did this little man think he is, anyway?
"Look, Denny, I love your wife," he said.
"Wrong thing to say to an armed man whose wife you've been fucking for what, six months or more?" Denny said.
"Alright, so, what do you want from me?" Jack asked. Denny turned his laptop around so Jack could see the screen. "What's this?" Jack asked.
"What, you don't recognize your company's Outlook Web Access site?" Denny asked.
"I see that," Jack said. "But what's this on the screen?"
"That's your letter of resignation," Denny said. "Effective immediately. I've already included the email addresses of your superiors, your board of directors and your HR department. All you have to do is put in your electronic signature and hit send. Then when you've done that, you can leave."
"I've got a better idea," Jack said, his face turning red. "How about I kick your fucking ass then fuck your wife in your bed while you watch?" Denny chuckled at that.
"It's true, you're 20 years younger than I am. You're in pretty good shape and you don't have a bum leg to deal with, but you're forgetting a couple things," Denny said.
"Yeah? Like what?" Jack snarled.
"First off, I'm armed," Denny said. "Second, I've been in law enforcement longer than you've been alive. Along the way I've picked up a couple things. Like how to make an asshole like you disappear. Without a trace. And no one will ever find your body." Jack looked at Denny, shocked.
"You'd actually kill me?" Jack asked.
"In a New York minute, asshole," Denny said. "Your choice. We can do this the easy way," he said, pointing to the laptop. "Or we can go somewhere a bit less hospitable and do it the hard way. Either way, you're out of my life forever. Personally, I'm kinda hoping you choose the latter. It's been a while since I've killed someone and my trigger finger is feeling a bit itchy right about now."
"And you say all I have to do is sign and send this email?" Jack asked. "What then?"
"Then you leave my city tonight," Jack said. "And you never come back. Ever."
"But I have everything in my condo," he said.
"Already taken care of," Denny said, pulling a key out of his pocket. "These two gentlemen took your stuff to a storage facility about an hour and a half outside town. Here's a key to your shed. It's already paid up for the month." Jack looked and saw the two burly men sitting at a table next to them. They didn't look very friendly at all.
Jack looked over the resignation letter Denny had written. He had to admit, this guy had a way with words. After reading it, he affixed his electronic signature and hit "send." He turned the laptop back to Denny. A few seconds later, they heard Denny's phone buzz.
"I included my email in the 'bcc' field," Denny said. "Now, get out of my town. These two gentlemen will escort you to the state line. Don't try to contact me, and don't even think of trying to contact my wife." Defeated, Jack nodded his head and stood up to leave. Denny stood up as well, and walked around the table to face Jack. "God help you if we ever cross paths again, Jack," Denny told him.
"Alright," Jack said. "You win. No hard feelings?" he asked, extending a hand. Denny looked at the hand for a moment and grasped it. As he shook, he pulled Jack closer and kneed him in the groin with his good leg. Jack went down to the floor in pain. The bartender looked at them for a moment.
"He's alright, just slipped on a wet spot," Denny yelled out. The bartender nodded his head and went back to work. Denny grabbed Jack's hair and yanked, forcing the younger man to look up at him.
"I'm going to keep tabs on you, Jack," he said. "If I ever learn that you're screwing another man's wife, so help me God, I'll hunt you down like a dog and end your miserable fucking existence. You hear me, BOY?"
"Y...Yes...sir," Jack said. Denny released him and stood up, looking at the two men with him.
"Get this piece of crap out of my sight and out of my state," he told them.
"Right away, boss," one of the men said. They grabbed Jack by the arms and pulled him to his feet before walking him out of the bar. Denny watched them leave, then noticed something on the floor by one of the chairs.
Bending over, he saw it was Jack's phone. Apparently, it had fallen out of his pocket when he fell to the floor. He turned it on and saw it was locked. Out of curiosity, he entered "1234" and pressed "OK." Oddly enough, the phone opened right up to him. He shook his head in amazement. Talk about stupid, he thought. He turned the phone off and put it in his pocket before heading home.
...
Wednesday -- D-Day:
Sylvia woke up early and noticed that Denny's side of the bed was empty. She hoped he was still downstairs and rushed down after throwing on a robe. They had a long-running tradition of exchanging cards on the morning of their anniversary and she hoped to catch him before he left. She went to the kitchen counter and saw that the card she had bought for him was still there, unopened.
She hoped to see a card from him, but there wasn't one. Instead, there was a note: "Had to leave early to get some things done. See you at Mangiacotti's at 6:00. Happy anniversary. Jack." This was odd, she thought. He didn't say he loved her and he always has a card for her to open in the morning. Concerned, she went back upstairs and got ready for work.
When she got to the office, she went into Jack's office and saw he wasn't there. He was always there before her, she thought. She looked around, but there was no sign of him anywhere. His jacket wasn't hanging on the rack, and his coffee pot was still off. She pulled out her phone and tried calling him, but it went straight to voicemail.
"Jack, sweetheart, are you all right? Please call me. I'm worried. Love you," she said before ending the call. She turned around and saw Robert Jones, the CEO, standing in the door with a piece of paper in his hand.
"Good morning, Sylvia," he said as he came into the office. "I hate to tell you this, but Jack is gone."
"Gone?" she asked. "What do you mean, gone?"
"He resigned his position last night," Robert said. "Sent this out after he left the office." He handed her the piece of paper. She read it, tears falling down her face.
"To whom it may concern," the short letter began. "I regret to inform you that I am tendering my resignation from Murdock Holdings effective immediately. While I enjoy my work and the team I work with, I can no longer, in good conscience, continue working here knowing that I am destroying the marriage of a good man. I hope for the best for the company and will send my contact information once I have settled in my new location."



"Best regards, Jack Wellstone," the letter said in conclusion. Sylvia read the letter twice before handing the paper back to Robert. He declined to take it, holding up one hand.
"You keep it, Sylvia," he said. "We were all surprised by this. I tried calling him as well but I haven't been able to get in touch with him."
"I don't get it. He never gave any indication he wasn't happy," she said.
"That's why we're surprised as well," Robert said. "We were very happy with his work and he seemed to be happy here. You didn't say anything to your husband, did you?"
"No, Mr. Jones, I didn't," she said.
"All right," he said. "Look, I know the two of you were very close. Why don't you take the rest of the week off. Your job is safe. Come back Monday and we'll figure something out, okay?"
"Thank you, Mr. Jones," she said, tears flooding her face. He gave her a fatherly hug before leaving the office. Sobbing, she left the building and drove away.
Denny and John sat in the parking lot in John's car, watching the building. They saw a clearly-distressed Sylvia get into her car and drive away. John looked at Denny before speaking.
"You ready?" he asked.
"Let's roll," Denny said. They got out of the car and walked into the building, entering the elevator that would take them to the executive suites of Murdock Holdings. When they got there, a receptionist tried to stop them from entering Robert's office, but Denny held up a badge and the two of them continued without slowing down. Robert looked up, startled, as the two men entered his office without knocking.
"Who are you men?" he asked. "What do you think you're doing barging in here like this?"
"Mr. Robert Jones?" Denny asked.
"Yes, that's me," he said. Denny pulled out a manila folder and placed it on Robert's desk.
"You've been served," Denny said.
"Served?" Robert asked, shocked. "For what?"
"It's all in the paperwork," John said. "Your company and your top executives are being sued for intentional affliction of emotional distress."
"What?" Robert asked. "Are you out of your mind? For what?"
"An executive of yours, a Mr. Jack Wellstone, has engaged in a six-month long affair with my client's wife, effectively ending his marriage and causing him a great deal of emotional pain," John said. "Moreover, your company required him to engage in this illicit affair in order to remain employed with good standing. Therefore, my client is asking for compensatory damages in the amount of $30 million."
"Now I know you're out of your mind," Robert said. "First off, Jack Wellstone is no longer employed here. He resigned last night." He looked at Denny before continuing. "Wait a minute, I know you. You're Sylvia Brown's husband, aren't you? The cop who retired after being wounded. Are you his client?"
"One and the same," Denny said. Robert looked at John, his face turning red.
"Well you can take this worthless lawsuit and shove it up your ass," he said. "Then you can stand the fuck by while my lawyers tear you to shreds over this defamatory piece of crap."
"Mr. Jones, we have audio, video and eyewitness testimony to all of our allegations," John said. "And you know the old saying: Discovery is a bitch. You know as well as I do what this lawsuit can do to your business. What do you think will happen once word gets out that your company requires its executives to engage in illicit sex with their assistants and has done so for 75 years or more?
"And what do you think will happen once word gets out that not one single female is employed here as an executive. In fact, I've spoken with several very well-qualified women who applied here for an executive position, but were told they weren't qualified for the job. Believe me, Mr. Jones, I'll be on the steps of the courthouse every single day telling reporters about the way Murdock discriminates against women and destroys the marriages of its employees.
"We also know that you pay your PAs up to $100,000 a year to have sex with their assigned executives. That sounds an awful lot like prostitution to me, and prostitution is against the law in this state. I'm sure the DA would have a field day with that.
"So if you want to counter-sue, that's your business. It'll only cost you a lot more money. We're both reasonable men and we're willing to entertain a reasonable counter offer. How about it?" he asked. Robert listened in shocked silence as John made clear what he would do. Eventually, he calmed down and looked at Denny.
"How long were you married to Sylvia?" he asked.
"Today would be 30 years," Denny said. "But instead of celebrating our anniversary, I'll be serving her divorce papers this evening." Robert deflated a bit more as he heard that. He looked back at John.
"All right, you've made your point, Counselor," he said. "How about three million? Will that make this go away?" John looked at Denny for a moment before either of them said anything. John looked back at Robert.
"That's three million AFTER taxes," John said. Robert sighed before speaking.
"Okay," he said. "Anything else?"
"A couple things, Mr. Jones," Denny said.
"What?" Robert asked.
"First, you agree to end this practice of yours," Denny said. "Second, you hire Sylvia to take Wellstone's position. She has a business degree and she's worked with Wellstone for months. She probably knows his job better than he did." Robert thought about it for a bit before speaking.
"And you agree to sign a non-disclosure if we do this?" he asked. Denny looked at John before speaking.
"Of course," Denny said.
"Alright, I'll need to confer with the Board first. When do you need an answer, Counselor?" he asked John.
"Preferably by close of business today," John said. "I think we can keep the media hounds at bay that long."
"You'll have your answer then," Robert said. "And Mr. Brown, I truly am sorry about your marriage."
"Thank you, Mr. Jones," Denny said. The three of them shook hands before John and Denny left.
"Well, that went better than I thought it would," John said when they got back to his car.
"Yeah, it did," Denny said. "There's just one last thing I gotta do."
"Trust me, you'll be fine," John said. "Just give it time." Denny nodded his head.
...
Sylvia parked her car and ran to the elevator that would take her to the floor where Jack's condo was located. She pulled out her key and opened the door, hoping he was still there. When she walked inside, though, the place was empty.
She ran from room to room, calling his name, but all she heard was the echo of her own voice. Realizing that Jack was truly gone, she left the condo and drove home, where she spent most of the day crying.
About 4:00, she went into the master bedroom to get ready for her evening with Denny. After crying her eyes out, she decided that she would spend the rest of her life making up for her adultery. She promised herself that she would go back to being the best wife Denny could ever want.
She went into her closet to pick out a nice dress for the evening and noticed that something was wrong. Looking at Denny's side of the closet, she realized that a lot of his clothes were gone. Frightened, she opened his dresser drawers and saw that they were empty. She fell back on the bed, frightened. This can't be happening, she thought to herself.
She collected herself long enough to take a shower and put on her makeup. He's not really leaving me, she kept telling herself. This is all just a joke. He would never leave me, she thought. She shook from fear as she dressed. Finally, she inspected herself one last time in the mirror. Denny would never leave this, she thought to herself.
She pulled into the parking lot at Mangiacotti's and saw Denny's old pickup there. Good, she thought. He's here and we can end this nonsense once and for all. She went inside and was ushered to a table that sat in a fairly secluded corner. Denny was already there, dressed in a nice suit. He smiled and stood as she approached.
He seated her as he always did, then sat down across the table from her. They ordered their food and a glass of wine. They exchanged small talk and pleasantries as they ate. When they finished eating, Sylvia raised her glass.
"To thirty years of marriage," she said. Denny nodded his head and took a sip. Sylvia continued. "And to thirty more years of wedded bliss," she said, taking a drink. Denny shook his head and set his glass down. She looked at him, shocked.
"I'm sorry, but that's not going to happen," he said sadly.
"What?" she asked, shocked. "Why not?"
"You're not stupid, Sylvia," he said. "And neither am I. I just have two questions for you. Why and how long were you going to keep playing me for a fool?"
"I honestly don't know why," she said. "Jack reminded me so much of you when we were younger and he was so nice to me. I just fell for him, I guess. I'm sorry, I didn't set out to hurt you. And I certainly didn't plan on making you look like a fool."
"Really?" he asked. "You're old enough to be his mother, for crying out loud. You had him in our house, fed him our food. Made me think he was a good guy. All the while you were giving him what should've only been mine.
"Worse yet, you were getting paid by the company to be his sex object," he added. "You know what they call that in this state?"
"What?" she asked quietly.
"Prostitution," he said. "Is that what you are now? A prostitute?"
"Oh, God, no!" she exclaimed. "The bonuses and extra money was for services rendered."
"Sexual services," he said, correcting her. "No matter how you spin it, that's what it was. The money for that new truck -- that was money you made on your back. You wanna know why I don't drive it anymore? Because it reeks of betrayal. Every time I think about that truck all I can see is you letting Jack screw you in the ass."
"You saw that?" she asked.
"Oh yeah," Denny said. "I saw it all. You wanna know what was worse than watching the two of you rut like animals? Watching you take your rings off and toss them in your desk drawer like so much garbage. You were so ashamed of me you couldn't even wear my rings at work. Then you lie and tell me you took them to get cleaned."
"I'm sorry," she said. "I went to get them and they were gone. I didn't know what to tell you, so I lied. I'm really sorry about that. It'll never happen again, I swear."
"I know it won't," he said, reaching into his jacket pocket. He pulled out an envelope and set it down in front of her. "Sylvia Brown, you've been served." She shook her head as tears fell down her face.
"No, no, no, I won't take them," she said. "I don't want a divorce, Denny. Please, tell me this is a joke."
"It's no joke, Sylvia," he said. "I've agonized over this all week and I'm not going to do it anymore. You still haven't answered my second question. How long were you going to keep making a fool out of me? Were you going to keep screwing Jack until you retired?"
"I don't know," she said as she sobbed.
"And this bullshit about taking his last name at work," he added. "Were you really going to do that, too?"
"I don't know," she sobbed. "Please, stop, Denny. I can't take any more."
"That's just too fucking bad," he said. "Now you have a small taste of what I've been feeling for the last week and a half. There is one good thing that's come out of all this, though."
"What's that?" she asked.
"You've been promoted," he said. "You've been selected to take Jack's spot. Congratulations. You're Murdock Holding's first female executive."
"You know about Jack leaving?" she asked, shocked.
"Yes," Dennis said. "I had a nice little man-to-man chat with him. Convinced him it would be in his best interest to leave."
"And how did you get Murdock to give me his position?" she asked.
"I had a bit of help from a good attorney," Denny said.
"Denny, I know it may sound like a cliché, but it was just sex between me and Jack. It really didn't mean anything," she said. "Surely we can get past this." Denny smiled and pulled out Jack's phone. He brought up the voicemail app and played her last message to him.
"Jack, sweetheart, are you all right? Please call me. I'm worried. Love you," they heard Sylvia's voice say. Denny closed out the app.
"Sweetheart? Love you?" he asked rhetorically. "That sounds to me like a woman in love. No, Sylvia, we can't get past this. You made your bed and now you get to lie in it. Just so you know you're not the first older woman Jack has done this to. Hopefully, though, you'll be the last." He reached in his pocket and pulled out another envelope. He tossed it on the table. "Go ahead, open it," he said.
Sylvia opened the envelope and saw three rings inside -- both of hers and his. She looked at him, shocked.
"You took my rings?" she asked. He nodded his head.
"Yeah," he said. "I figured if you didn't want to wear them, maybe I should take them back. I came close to cutting them in half, but figured you might need the money you'll get from them."
"We really are finished, then, aren't we?" she asked. He nodded his head.
"Yes," he said. "And just so you know, I've already told Alicia and your folks. They're not too happy with you right now."
"You told them?" she asked. "What did you tell them?"
"The truth," he said. "You cheated and I filed for divorce. Anyway, I guess that's that for now. The house is yours. We each keep our own retirement, and split the bank accounts. I've already taken my half. In case you haven't noticed, I've already moved some of my stuff out of your house. I'll have to come back to get the rest. Just let me know when it's convenient for you."
"You can come any time you want, Denny," she said. "As far as I'm concerned, the house is yours too."
"Alright," he said. "Well, I'll be heading out then. Happy anniversary. Goodbye, Sylvia." She reached out to grab him, but he was already at the counter, paying for their meal. As he left the restaurant, she felt hot tears falling down her face.
...
Epilogue:
The divorce went through without a hitch. Sylvia signed the papers and sent them back to John, who filed them with the court. In 60 days, the divorce would be final. On Monday, she went back to work and heard the news of her promotion. It was huge news in the company, and even made the local news.
The company also quietly informed the executives that they would no longer be required to have sex with their PAs. New executives would be assigned assistants, but the sexual component of the job would no longer be sanctioned. Sylvia took the initiative in formulating strict new standards regarding sexual harassment in the workplace.
Both of them immersed themselves in their work, and never dated. Sylvia continued wearing her rings even though she was divorced. In her mind, she was still married to Denny. Denny never got over what Sylvia had done and had a difficult time trusting any woman.
Six months later, he walked Alicia down the aisle at her wedding and sat next to Sylvia. The two of them held hands as they watched their daughter get married. They even danced together at the reception.
"You know I still love you, Dennis Brown," she whispered in his ear as they danced, tears in her eyes.
"And I still love you, Sylvia Brown," he responded. That night, they made love in what used to be their shared home.
A few months after that, Denny sat in his truck, watching the spouse of a client destroy her marriage. Suddenly, he felt a strange pain in his chest that radiated out to his left arm. He realized what was happening and reached for his phone to call 911, but by the time the ambulance arrived it was too late -- he died of a heart attack.
Sylvia was devastated and joined him in death a few months later. The official cause was listed as a stroke, but Alicia knew the real reason -- her mother's heart was broken. She was buried next to her ex-husband.
Jake never truly quit chasing after older, married women. About a year after Denny confronted him, he was caught in bed with his latest conquest by an enraged husband who blew his balls off with a 12-gauge shotgun. He died on the way to the hospital. The husband was found not guilty by reason of temporary insanity and divorced his cheating wife.
...
Note: For those who wish to pick nits (and you know who you are), I exercised a bit of artistic license with the tort lawsuit. This is, after all, FICTION, which means it's not real....
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...
Marsha Jones took a look at herself in the mirror and liked what she saw. Her short, clingy dress fell several inches above her knees, showing off a lot of toned bare leg. She twirled and noticed the dress fly up, showing off her tiny thong. The top of the dress was little more than two straps that crisscrossed over her chest before coming together behind her neck, leaving her back fully exposed. Of course, she wore no bra.
Yes, she thought, this would be perfect for what she had in mind. She smiled and headed downstairs, where her husband, Mike sat. He saw her come down and gave out a wolf whistle.
"You look good enough to eat," he said. "Where are we going?"
"WE aren't going anywhere," she said. "I'm going out with Linda for a bit of fun, now that things are opening up. I may be a bit late tonight, so don't bother waiting up. There's some leftover meatloaf in the fridge and I bought you a six pack of beer." He looked crestfallen as she spoke.
"But it's been so long since we've been able to do anything," he said. "Are you going to..."
"What, pick up some guys and fuck them?" she asked. "Probably. But remember, it's only sex, and it doesn't change anything between us. Just because I fuck some other guys from time to time doesn't mean I love you any less. Besides, I've been taking my pills and my STD blockers, so I won't bring anything back except maybe a pussy full of cum for you to clean up later," she said with a slight giggle.
"Well, I'd better get going. See ya. Bye," she said as she whirled out the door, blowing him a kiss.
Devastated, Mike sat back and shook his head. It was times like this he wished he had never married Marsha. Yeah, he loved her, but he secretly hated this whole "New Morality" thing that swept the country a couple decades ago. Because of it, adultery was considered the "new normal" and husbands like him were expected to be good cuckolds these days.
He especially hated it when she would go out and get laid, then expect him to clean her pussy with his tongue. So far, he had refused, telling her she needed to douche, bathe and get tested first before he'd even touch her. Of course, that would always make her mad, but he didn't care. To him, it was sick, degrading and disgusting.
"Your mother ever did anything like that to me back in the day, she'd be out on her ass," his father told him some time back as they sat out at the lake with a beer and a fishing pole.
"Yeah, well, these days, expecting fidelity from your spouse is considered grounds for divorce," he told his father. "I know because I asked a couple lawyers about it. It sucks, believe me."
"I don't know how you put up with it, son," his father said. Mike's thoughts came back to the present. They had both been locked down for some time because of the pandemic, and he understood her need to get out and blow off some steam, now that the initial lock-down was over. But he needed some release as well, dammit.
He grabbed a beer and a slice of cold meatloaf, then sat back down on the couch and watched television. A part of him hoped she got the mother of all STDs, despite taking her blockers.
Meanwhile, Marsha and Linda met at their favorite club and looked around at the fresh meat. Marsha spotted a tall, good-looking muscular man making the rounds and decided he would be her first conquest of the night. A part of her felt guilty -- after all, she really did love her husband.
But she felt that she deserved some strange cock after being stuck in the house with her husband for so long. She reached under her tiny skirt and pulled her thong down her legs. Stepping out of it, she stuffed it in her purse.
"What are you doing, girl?" Linda, asked.
"I just spotted my first target, and I'm going for it," Marsha said.
"What, you gonna do him right there on the dance floor?" Linda asked.
"Why not?" Marsha asked with a wicked grin. "Wanna join me?"
"What the hell," Linda said. "Let's go get some." They sashayed out to the floor and introduced themselves to the man, who said his name was Jake. Marsha looked at his crotch and smiled as she ran her hand over the front of his pants.
"Wanna... dance?" she asked in a sultry voice. Jake smiled and took her in his arms. Soon, the two of them were dancing with wild abandon, his hands all over her ass. As they danced closer, she unzipped his trousers and pulled out his cock. She loved the way it felt in her hands and noticed it was bigger and thicker than Mike's.
"Fuck me," she whispered in his ear. He looked at her, shocked.
"Right here?" he asked.
"Why not?" she asked in response, lifting her skirt so he could see her shaved pussy. He smiled and pulled her close to him. She wrapped one leg around him and guided his cock inside her. He fucked her standing up as others danced around them, watching the action.
"Oh God, yes," she moaned. "Fuck my pussy. Cum inside me, dammit." He pounded into her as she moaned and writhed. She reached up and unsnapped the material at the back of her neck, letting the dress fall open to reveal her B-cup breasts. The others around them began applauding as Jake pounded into her harder, eventually filling her with his first load.
She spread her legs wide as he laid her on a nearby empty table. Pulling her dress off, she beckoned for other men to join them, which they did. Linda and a couple girls got in the action as well, and were joined by several men, eager to get into some willing pussy.
Both Marsha and Linda had been made airtight several times that night, and even sampled each other's wares, but both felt a fire between their legs that could only be put out with more cock. They sucked and fucked several men, often taking two or even three at a time, letting them deposit their goo inside their eager bodies. They didn't even mind that some of the guys took video with their phones.
By the time the night was over, the two girls had been fucked more times than they could recall, and their bodies were drenched with cum. They looked around and found their dresses, then slipped them on before they left.
By the time Linda got home, it was after 2:00 in the morning. She was still leaking cum from her pussy, but she didn't care. She thought it strange that she still felt horny even after getting fucked so many times at the club. She rubbed herself and figured she'd give Mike a nice sloppy fuck after he cleaned her out.
She was surprised to see Mike still in his recliner, the television playing an old movie. She figured he would've gone to bed by now. He looked at her and shook his head.
"You look like shit, woman," he said. "And you reek. Take a hot shower and sleep in the guest bed. Stay the fuck away from me."
"What, am I too much woman for you to handle?" she snapped. "Here I am ready for you to fuck and you turn your back on me and expect me to sleep in the guest bedroom."
"It's either there or on the street," Mike said calmly. "Make your choice." She stood there fuming for a couple minutes and decided the guest bedroom would have to do. Fuck him if couldn't handle her. She staggered up the stairs and went into the bathroom. That's when she noticed all the marks on her body and the dried cum on her face and in her hair.
She looked down at the rest of her body in the mirror and realized there was cum still dripping down her legs and her pussy was red and swollen. No wonder Mike was turned off, she thought to herself. I would be too if I saw this walking in the door. She stepped in the shower and cleaned herself as much as she could. She dried herself off, put her robe on and laid down in the guest bedroom. Mike didn't even acknowledge her or tell her goodnight. He just closed the master bedroom door.
He woke up at 9:00 and chided himself for sleeping so late. Today was Saturday and he had things to do. He got up and checked on Marsha. Seeing she was still asleep, he went downstairs and grabbed some cereal, then headed to the garage. He mowed and edged the yard, then raked up the grass and stuffed it all into trash bags. By then, it was after 1:00 pm and he was a bit hungry.
He went upstairs to clean up and noticed Marsha was still asleep. It wasn't like her to sleep this long, he thought, and he was getting a bit concerned. He looked her over and took note of the bruises and marks on her body. She must've had one hell of a party, he thought to himself. Shaking his head, he went into the master bedroom, took a shower, then went downstairs and grabbed a sandwich.
He watched a movie on television, then glanced at the clock and noticed it was already 4:30 in the afternoon. He headed upstairs to check on Marsha and saw that she was finally starting to stir. He saw the beads of sweat on her forehead and wondered if she was too hot. She looked at him for a moment before speaking.
"Mike, I'm sorry, I don't feel so good," she croaked.
"I'm not surprised," he said. "You dragged your ass in here about 2:30 in the morning looking like hell. How many men did you fuck last night?"
"I don't know," she said weakly. "I lost count." He snorted and shook his head.
"You're not looking too good," he said. "Maybe I'd better check your temperature. Hang on." He went to the master bathroom and came back with their no-touch forehead thermometer. He did a scan and looked at the readout, shocked. He tried again and got the same result: 103.5 degrees Fahrenheit. He knew this was dangerously high and called 911. The dispatcher said an ambulance would be there as soon as possible. He went back into the bedroom.
"I've called an ambulance," he said. "Can you get dressed?" She moved slightly and tried to sit up, but had a difficult time.
"I don't know," she said. "I feel so weak and cold." Mike nodded his head.
"Alright," he said. "Let me go get something to put on you." He went into the master bedroom and grabbed a clean pair of panties, jeans and a sweat shirt. He went back to Marsha and helped her sit up, then slid the panties up her legs. That's when he noticed a yellowish discharge from her vagina. The odor nearly made him sick, so he went back to the master bathroom, grabbed a face mask and put it on.
"What's the matter?" she asked.
"You stink," he said, causing her to start crying.
"I'm sorry," she said. "I washed as good as I could." He said nothing and continued helping her into her clothes. By then, the ambulance had arrived and he ushered the paramedics into the room, telling them what he had observed. He thought it a bit odd they all wore fresh air suits.
"Have you had sex with her since she came back last night?" one of the paramedics asked. Mike shook his head.
"No," he said. "I haven't."
"Okay," he said. "I have to advise you not to touch her. You'll also need to be tested since you were close to her. Whatever she wore last night and whatever she used or laid on in bed needs to be burned. Do you understand?"
"Yeah," Mike said. "Is she going to be okay?"
"We'll take her to County General. They'll do everything they can," the paramedic said. "Don't be surprised if they don't let you see her for a couple days." They put her on a gurney, took her downstairs and loaded her into the ambulance. By then, she was unconscious.
He locked up the house and followed them to the hospital, where he gave his insurance information and signed all the necessary forms. They kept her in an enclosed area and wouldn't let anyone near her unless they wore the fresh air suits. A nurse came out and administered a test. Some time later, they told him he tested negative for COVID.
He didn't know it then, but that would be the last time he would see her alive. She passed away three days later, along with her friend, Linda, and several others who were at the club that Friday night.
...
Barbara Cassidy pulled her phone from her purse and looked at the screen before answering. What the hell do they want now, she asked herself. Couldn't they leave her alone just one night? Especially tonight, her 20th wedding anniversary. She gave her husband an exasperated look and answered the phone.
"Cassidy," she said when she answered.
"Barb, I'm sorry to call you like this, but we need you to come in, right away," said the man on the other end of the call. She knew who it was -- Ron Black, the man in charge of the team she was now a part of. He was put in charge of the team and was working on what some thought might be a new mutation of the coronavirus that had spread around the world.
"Tonight?" she asked. "My husband and I are out to dinner, Ron. We're celebrating our twentieth anniversary. Can't this wait until tomorrow morning?"
"No, Barb, it can't," he said. "This takes priority. I can't explain over the phone. I just need you to get in here, now." She put her head in her hands, took a few deep breaths and counted to ten. She could only hope her husband would understand. This was the first time they had even been able to go out since the lock-downs had started lifting and she was determined not to let their anniversary get screwed up.
"This had better be earth-shattering," she told him.
"It very well could be," he said. "Otherwise I wouldn't have called you."
"Okay," she said. "But I'm finishing my surf and turf first."
"I understand, Barb," Ron said. "Don't wait too long, though." He ended the call and she put her phone back into her purse.
"Work, again?" her husband, Mark, asked. She nodded her head.
"Yeah," she said. "I'm sorry. I can't believe they'd call me in on our anniversary like this."
"What's going on this time?" he asked. She shook her head.
"I don't know," she said. "My boss just said I needed to get back in."
"Damn," he said. "So much for our anniversary."
"I'm sorry, sweetheart," she said. "I know you had big plans for us and I was looking forward to celebrating tonight. Think we can do something this weekend?"
"I guess," he said. "Dammit, it seems like they have you coming in all the time these days. What the hell's going on?"
"I honestly don't know," she said. "And you know that even if I did, I couldn't tell you."
"I know," he said. Ever since she had been assigned to this new CDC team, it seemed she was constantly being called up at the most inopportune times. Worse yet, she would often get sent on trips out of the area or even out of the country at a moment's notice. Mark was proud of his wife's accomplishments, even though it wasn't easy being married to one of, if the, most sought-after virologist in the country.
But after 20 years of marriage, he learned to live with it, even though he didn't like seeing her getting sent away so often. The one consolation was that he knew her to be a woman of integrity. He never worried about her going off the rails and falling in bed with some slick-talking asshole. She just wasn't wired that way and she had no use for what had become known as the "New Morality." Many of her colleagues had told him over the years how lucky he was to be married to someone so faithful.
He also understood the need for secrecy in her work. If word ever got out about some of what she had investigated, it could cause a major panic.
They finished their steak and lobster dinner, paid the bill and prepared to leave. Mark, always the gentleman, helped Barbara with her coat and walked with her to the car. Even though they had been married 20 years, he still caught himself staring at her lovely form. She had kept herself in great shape, even after giving birth to two wonderful children, now in college, and the sight of her often aroused him.
After they got home, she changed into a pair of jeans and a blouse as Mark made a pot of coffee. He knew she would need a cup to help get her through the night. She came back down, grabbed a cup of coffee, then kissed her husband.
"I'm so sorry for this, baby," she said. "I'll make it up to you, promise."
"I know you will," he said. "Just go and save us all from the latest mutation of whatever it is Ron found out about. Give me a call when you're on your way back, though, okay?"
"I will," she said. "I love you so much."
"And I love you more," he said. He watched as she left, then went upstairs to take a shower and get ready for bed.
...
Barbara had her ID badge in her hand when she pulled up to the security gate. Rolling down her window, she flashed the badge for the military policeman who looked at, then at her, just to make sure the photo matched the person driving the car. After verifying her identity, he waved her inside and closed the gate behind her.
She saw a small cluster of cars in the area where she normally parked and knew something serious was going on. After pulling into her assigned slot, she went inside and found a flurry of activity. Looking around, she saw her boss, Ron Black, talking with one of the lab technicians. She walked up to him.
"Good evening, Barb," he said. "Glad you could make it in."
"Dammit, Ron, there had better be a good reason to call me in from my anniversary dinner," she said. "Otherwise I'm going to find a REAL batleth and cut your nuts off." She knew he and his wife were into Star Trek, spoke Klingon and often attended conventions dressed as members of the fictional warrior race.
"I'm sorry, Barb, it couldn't be helped," he said. "Take a look at this," he added, walking into a room filled with monitors. Pulling out a tablet, he slung a large photo on to one of the large main monitors on the wall. "What do you make of this?"
"It looks like a textbook photo of COVID-19," she said. "Nothing that we haven't seen a million times before. Hell, there's some companies using it for a goddamn logo nowadays. You called me in for THIS?"
"Take a closer look," he said, pointing to some unusual formations on the virus body. She squinted her eyes to get a better look. She shook her head.
"What is that?" she asked.
"No idea," Ron said.
"Is this a new strain of the virus?" she asked.
"It appears to be that new strain some have been talking about," Ron said. "Technically, it's been designated COVID-1984. Some of the techs have started calling it the Orwell Virus. They're doing a full analysis of it now."
"Any idea where it came from?" she asked.
"No," Ron said. "We're efforting that even as we speak, but we have seen a few hot spots in some major cities and I'm more than little bit concerned."
"Would you care to elaborate on that a bit?" she asked.
"This was found in the liver, kidneys and reproductive organs of several patients who recently died from the virus," Ron said. "Unfortunately, none of the standard treatments helped."
"How did it get into the reproductive organs?" Barbara asked.
"That's what I need you to find out," Ron said. "My guess is that it was sexually transmitted."
"What?" she asked.
"Take a closer look at the slide," he said. She looked closer and her brow furrowed as she did.



"Is that semen?" she asked. Ron nodded his head.
"Yes," he said. "There's been concern that the virus could be detected either in the testis or in seminal fluid. Some of us have been pushing for more research in that area, but the higher-ups have been reluctant to even broach the subject. It's something of a moot point now, with this new outbreak."
"But what could cause a mutation like this?" she asked. Ron shrugged his shoulders.
"Many things," he said. "My guess, based on what I've seen so far in our analysis, would be STD blockers. Everyone in this outbreak was found to be using them, and were found to be very sexually active. We have yet to find a case where this happened to someone not on the blockers. But that's just a guess. I need you to help me confirm that hypothesis. And I'll need you to help find a treatment. Fast."
"That bad?" Barbara asked.
"I'm afraid so," he said. "I'll be going to Washington for a bit. I have a meeting with the president. She's putting together a task force to address this new outbreak. Think you can handle this?"
"I think so," she said.
"Good," he said. "Make sure you take all the necessary precautions. By the way, are you or your husband taking the blockers?" She shook her head.
"No," she said. "My husband and I are in a strictly monogamous relationship. We chose to not go on the blockers years ago."
"Even better," he said. "I'll be in touch. Let me know the moment you find something."
...
Ron sat in his first-class seat on the airplane, wearing his face mask like everyone else, poring over the data in his reports. He was very concerned with what he saw. He went back over the data a second time to confirm his suspicions and hoped the president would listen to what he had to say.
He sat back and closed his eyes, formulating his argument in his mind. He knew he had to frame it very carefully, considering that she often listened to her scientific advisor, Dr. Steven Foltz. He knew Steve as the two attended MIT together years ago as he pursued his second doctorate.
He recalled that Steve was somewhat arrogant and had a tendency to say what he thought his audience wanted to hear. He also knew that Steve was the driving force behind the president's national mask mandate, even though he originally argued against it. He hoped Steve could set his personal feelings and ambition aside and pay attention to the actual science for a change.
When the plane landed, he was met by a driver who had been sent by the White House to collect him. He was mildly surprised and halfway expected that he would have been forced to pay for a taxi out of his own pocket. The driver took his bags and opened the back door of the car for him. After arriving at 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue, he was escorted by Secret Service agents to the Oval Office.
He didn't quite know what to expect from the president, and steeled himself for the encounter. He had read a number of stories about her -- many not very flattering -- and mentally prepared himself. He knew she was a former First Lady before serving in the Senate and spent time as the Secretary of State.
"The president will see you now, Dr. Black," a young woman told him, snapping him out of his thoughts. He nodded his head in acknowledgment.
"Thank you," he said. Picking up his briefcase, he followed her to the door of the Oval Office and was ushered inside. He was met by a somewhat short, older woman wearing her trademark pantsuit. Her makeup did little to hide the wrinkles in her face, and he estimated her height at just under five and a half feet tall. She smiled as she extended her hand in greeting, but he felt no warmth in her smile. He accepted her hand in a professional manner.
"Dr. Black, it's a pleasure to finally meet you," she said.
"Madam President, it's an honor to meet you," Ron said. She motioned to Steve, who also held out his hand.
"I'm sure you know Dr. Steven Foltz," she said.
"Yes, ma'am, Dr. Foltz and I spent some time at MIT together," Ron said as he shook Steve's hand.
"Good to see you again, Ron," Steve said with a smile.
"Likewise," Ron said.
"So, I'm told you're pretty much the smartest man on the planet when it comes to these kinds of issues," the president said.
"Thank you, Madam President," Ron said, glancing at Steve, who simply smiled. "I try my best."
"No need to be coy, Dr. Black," the president said. "Please, have a seat," she added, motioning to one of the chairs in front of her desk. He sat where she indicated and opened his briefcase. "So, what can you tell us about this latest outbreak?"
"The research is ongoing, but I can tell you the virus has mutated," Ron said, pulling two folders from his briefcase. He handed one to Steve and the other to the president. Steve shrugged his shoulders.
"Viruses mutate all the time, Ron, you know that," Steve said, adjusting his wireframe glasses to read the report.
"Not like this, I'm afraid," Ron said.
"Oh?" the president asked. "What makes this mutation so special?"
"This particular mutation is spread through sexual activity," Ron said, causing the other two to look at him in shock.
"Are you saying this has become a sexually-transmitted disease?" Steve asked. Ron nodded his head.
"I am," he said.
"But how is that possible?" Steve asked.
"As you know, I've suspected for some time that this virus could cross various sexual barriers and remain viable in semen," Ron said. "Unfortunately, our efforts to research that have been stymied, mostly by your friends at the World Health Organization."
"Crossing barriers is one thing, but saying that's related to a mutation is something else entirely," Steve said. "There's absolutely no evidence to suggest that's even possible."
"There is now," Ron said, pointing to the folder. "It's in your hands."
"Break it down for me, Dr. Black," the president said, shooting an angry glare at Steve.
"In the latest outbreak, the mutated virus was found in seminal fluid that had been, er, deposited, in each of the female victims," Ron said. "Autopsies of the males found an abundance of the mutated strain in the testis as well."
"Do you have any idea how this mutation happened?" the president asked.
"Our preliminary analysis indicates that the federally-mandated STD blockers played a significant role in that mutation," Ron said. "All of the victims were found to be long-time users of the blockers and were known to be very sexually active."
"Terrific," the president said, exasperated.
"I should also note that this is a very fast-acting virus," Ron said. "On average, only about 12 hours elapsed from exposure to the initial onset of symptoms. Each of the victims died about 72 hours later. None of the standard treatments seemed to work on any of them."
"Are you saying there's no treatment for this?" the president asked. Ron shook his head.
"No ma'am," he said. "Our tests suggest that hydroxychloroquine, if administered early enough, could have made a difference, but there's a very short window for that. Generally speaking, by the time the patient starts showing symptoms, it's too late."
"So what do you suggest?" the president asked.
"First off, the STD blocker mandate needs to be lifted in my opinion, since that what seems to be driving this mutation," Ron said. "The second thing I would suggest is a bit harder, and it'll be very difficult to enforce."
"What's that?" she asked.
"I'm thinking we should encourage people to take a voluntary moratorium on sexual activity," Ron said. "At least until we get this under control or can develop a suitable vaccine." Steve and the president looked shocked. This would fly in the face of a well-known statement he had made during an interview in which he suggested one-night stands would be okay during a previous lock-down.
"Are you serious?" Steve asked. Ron nodded his head.
"I'm afraid so," Ron said.
"And how would you suggest such a moratorium be enforced?" Steve asked sarcastically. Ron shrugged his shoulders and looked at the president.
"Well, we have a mask mandate," Ron began. "The president has the bully pulpit. Maybe she should encourage people to abstain. Surely they would listen to her." The president looked deep in thought as she stared at her desk, her lips pursed. She looked up at Ron before speaking.
"What are we talking about in terms of casualties in case this blows up?" she asked.
"Worst-case models we have suggest tens of millions infected within a matter of six weeks, and as many as 5,000,000 deaths," he said.
"Damn. How long would it take to develop a vaccine?" she asked.
"That's hard to say, ma'am," he said. "It would require a great deal of testing before it could be approved."
"Alright," she said. "We can use the Defense Production Act and get private companies working on it immediately. I can think of a thing or two I think would enforce the mandate. But I'll need help to convince the public this is necessary. Will you do that?" she asked, looking at Ron. He nodded his head.
"As long as it's constitutional and the science supports it, yes," he said. "What do you have in mind, if I may ask." She smiled, but again, there was very little warmth in it.
"Let's just say I know a thing or two about enforced sexual deprivation and leave it at that for now, okay?" she asked. Ron shuddered inside at her statement.
"How would you be able to sell it to the public?" he asked. She gave one of her short trademark cackles before answering.
"That's the easy part," she said. "Trust me. Look, Dr. Black, I'll need some time to digest all this and work up a plan. You realize I'm in the middle of a re-election campaign, don't you?"
"Yes ma'am," Ron said. "But I'm afraid time is a luxury we don't have. We need to act on this as fast as we can."
"Of course," she said. "I understand that. Just work with me on this, okay? In fact, I'd like you to be part of my task force on this. Would you be willing to do that?"
"Certainly," Ron said. "I'll do everything I can."
"Good," she said. "Then it's settled. Continue with your research. Keep me informed through Dr. Foltz. I'll get things rolling with the defense production act and have the pharmaceutical companies contact you for the details. Is there anything else you need to share?"
"Not at this time, Madam President," Ron said.
"Then it's settled," she said, standing up, signaling the end of the meeting. "Keep in touch."
"I will," Ron said, standing up. He shook hands with the president and Steve, grabbed his briefcase and left the office. When the door closed, the president looked at Steve.
"You think he can be trusted?" she asked.
"Absolutely," Steve said. She nodded her head.
"I hope so," she said. "I'll need to work on the messaging for this, run it through some focus groups, see what our legal options are. I'll also need to see how this will affect us in the polls. And for God's sake, no more talk about hooking up or Tinder dates, got it?"
"Certainly," Steve said.
"Oh, one last thing, Steve," she said.
"What's that?" he asked.
"I'd like you to do some research for me if you would," she said.
"Oh?" he asked. "On what?"
"Chastity devices," she said. "Both male and female. Are you okay with that?"
"Uh, yeah, I guess," he said. She smiled as she nodded her head, thinking about how a certain former president would react to being locked up in a cock cage 24 hours a day, seven days a week. "I'll get right on it," he told her.
"Do that," she said. "Make it your top priority."
"Yes, ma'am," he said nervously.
...
Ron flew back after the meeting, having no desire to stay the night in Washington, D.C. He was flattered that the president would ask him to be part of such an important thing as the pandemic task force. Still, something nagged at him.
For starters, there was Steve Foltz, a man who barely got his doctorate. Although he carries the honorific of "Doctor," the truth was he hadn't been involved in any real research for a number of years. These days, he was more a politician than scientist, and made most of his money through lucrative deals with various pharmaceutical companies.
Yet here he was holding a prominent position on the president's task force. From what he could tell, Steve spent more time yakking it up with television and Internet personalities than doing any real work. And when he did talk there was no telling what he was going to say.
One day, for example, he said one-night stands with dates acquired over the Internet were just fine. The next he would say they weren't. The same went with the mask mandate. One day, he said that everyday mask use wasn't necessary. Then he fell all over himself endorsing the president's national mask mandate. Not too long ago, he went so far as to suggest double- or triple-masking.
Personally, he had mixed feelings about the mandate. He agreed people needed to take steps to protect themselves and others, and he did his part, using masks designed specifically for viruses like this. But a lot of the face coverings he saw were all but worthless against something like Covid-19.
Then there were some governors who took the mandate even further, issuing edicts that included face shields and even latex gloves. At first, people were responsive to the mandates, but grew weary of them as time wore on. Predictably, protests grew as a result of the mandates and lock-down orders, some of which he saw as ridiculous power grabs and not based on any science whatsoever.
All of this made him wonder how the public might react to a moratorium on sexual activity. Worse yet, he wondered how local, state and federal authorities could enforce such a thing. Fortunately, he thought, that wasn't part of his job. But he was certain that drastic measures were necessary if this new strain was to be defeated.
On top of all that, he couldn't help but wonder if the president had another agenda, an ulterior motive. He knew she was in the middle of a campaign, so he couldn't help but wonder if she could devote the necessary time to something like this.
It was all making his head spin. He looked out the window and thought of happier things, like his wife, Belinda, a beautiful, intelligent woman who shared his love of Star Trek and like him, was fluent in the fictional Klingon language.
After his flight landed, he texted her to say he would be home soon. Her reply came within a couple minutes: "Good. I've missed you and can't wait to get you in bed." He smiled at the thought and hurried home.
...
It was 2:15 am when Patrolman John Benning received a call from dispatch to check out a public disturbance at Riverfront Park. He accepted the call and headed for the park, which was only a few blocks from his current location. He approached the park quietly without turning on his lights or sirens. He knew from experience the park was a favorite hangout for drug dealers, drunkards, homeless people and those who generally liked to cause trouble.
He expected to see people arguing or fighting, but nothing prepared him for the sight that presented him when he turned into the park. There had to have been at least 100 people in various stages of undress, participating in what could only be described as a wild, public orgy.
They were all fucking each other with wild abandon, not caring who saw them or where they were. On top of that, they didn't appear to be drunk. He saw women being screwed by as many as three men at the same time. When they finished, they simply moved on to the next available cock, or pussy. Some of them even looked right at him as he sat in the patrol car, but kept right on screwing. He picked up his microphone and contacted the dispatcher.
"I'm going to need some backup here, fast" he said after identifying himself and his location.
"10-4," the dispatcher said. "Backup on its way." He flashed his lights and turned his siren on for a few seconds to get everyone's attention. Those who were closest looked up, startled, and a number of them ran off when they realized the newcomer to their gathering was a police officer. John looked in his mirror when he saw another set of headlights behind him. The car stopped next to him and he got out, recognizing his sergeant's vehicle.
"Damn, Benning," the barrel-chested sergeant said when he got out of the car. "What the hell's going on?"
"Looks like a public orgy to me, Sergeant," John said.
"No shit," the sergeant said. "We're gonna need a few more cars and maybe a wagon or two to get this bunch to the lockup." He keyed his microphone and called dispatch. John turned toward the crowd just in time to see a naked woman rush at him, her eyes wild.
"Fuck me," she screamed as she fell down at his feet, masturbating wildly. "Goddamn it, stick your cock in me and fuck me," she demanded as she rubbed herself with wild abandon. Apparently, John thought, she was so far gone she didn't realize he was a police officer.
"What the hell are these people on?" the sergeant asked. John shook his head.
"Don't know, Sergeant," he said. "But they seem to have no grasp of reality." Soon, the park was filled with police cruisers and vans. Officers donned masks, latex gloves and face shields, then waded into the sea of naked, sex-crazed humanity. They cuffed as many as they could, and stuffed them into the back of the vans. One officer came to John and the sergeant, who were doing what they could to thin out the crowd.
"Where are we taking these people?" the officer asked.
"Dispatch says we're to take them to the hospital and have them quarantined," the sergeant said as he zip-tied one woman's hands behind her back. "Orders from the Health Department." The woman, oblivious to the officer holding her back, bucked her hips as orgasm after orgasm ripped through her body. The officer nodded his head in acknowledgment and went back to his work.
...
Ron shook his head as he read the reports that were stacking up on his desk. It had been a couple weeks since his meeting with the president, and he had yet to hear from the White House. What were they planning, he wondered. Were they hoping this would just go away? He had sent his daily reports to Steve, but so far all he had heard was a lot of bureaucratic buzzword blah.
A couple of pharmaceutical companies had reached out to him for advise, but he knew they were no closer to a cure than he was. He began to wonder if one could be found in time.
Every day brought an increase in reported cases, and the numbers were steadily growing. By now, over 30 million people in the country had tested positive, and the death toll had broken the half-million mark.
From the reports he saw, the mutated virus was now acting like a libido-enhancing drug, turning its victims into sex-crazed maniacs. He began to notice a trend, though. It seemed that those who had been using the blockers the longest were more affected than the others. Frustrated, he went to see Barbara to get an update.
"Any progress yet?" he asked.
"Some," she said. "But I have to tell you, I've never seen anything quite like this before."
"What do you mean?" he asked.
"Well, the best way I can describe it is this -- the new strain, once it incubates fully in the victim, is more potent than any date-rape drug on the market," she said. "And the presence of the STD blockers seems to amplify the symptoms. The more blockers in the victim's system, the worse the reaction." Ron suspected this as well, and her findings confirmed his suspicions.
"And of course, the victims are driven to engage in sex, thereby spreading the virus even further," Ron said.
"They're more than just 'driven,' Ron," she said. "It's the only thing they can focus on. All logic, all reason, any form of coherent or rational thought is gone. All they can focus on is getting sexual release."



"Any progress on a therapeutic for this?" he asked.
"We're getting close, but I'm not certain we're ready for human testing just yet," she said. He nodded his head in agreement. He had heard the same thing from his other teams as well and had hoped Barbara would have better news.
"Well, keep at it," he said.
"I will, boss," she said. Ron went back to his office and placed a call to Steve. Something had to be done.
By now, the economy had all but crumbled and the unemployment rate was the highest it had ever been in the nation's history. National supply lines had been disrupted worse than ever, and everyone scrambled just to keep the necessities. Congress passed one stimulus bill after another, sending money out to taxpayers on a near-monthly basis. Things were even worse in other countries.
"Hey, Ron, glad you called," Steve said. "I was just getting ready to call you."
"Talk to me, Steve," Ron said. "What's the White House planning?"
"We're going to hold a press conference tomorrow, and the president wants you here," Steve said. "Can you make it?"
"I'll be there," Ron said. "What time?"
"The conference is scheduled for 5:00 pm," Steve said. "The president wants to reach as many people as possible, so we're doing it during prime time. We'd like to discuss this with you before the conference, so if you can get here an hour early, that would be terrific."
"I'll be there," Ron said.
...
The next day, Ron found himself in the Oval Office with the president, Steve and others from the CDC and the WHO. He shook their hands when he was ushered into the office.
"Good to see you again, Dr. Black," the president said.
"Good to see you as well, Madame President," he said. They spent the next hour updating her on their progress and she told them how the conference would be run. Ron listened in silence and followed her and Steve into the briefing room, where a number of reporters were all gathered. The president stepped to the microphone and addressed the group.
"I'd like to introduce Dr. Ron Black, a top-level researcher who is on loan to the CDC," she said after her initial comments. "We have been told that he and his team have uncovered some information regarding this new outbreak and we hope they will have answers for us. Dr. Black..." She turned to Ron and motioned for him to take the podium. He stepped forward and began speaking.
"Thank you, Madame President," he said before turning to the reporters and cameras. "Good evening," he began. "First off, I'd like to state what many here have already surmised. That is, the original novel coronavirus has mutated. It's not altogether unusual to see a virus mutate, however, this mutation is something no one could have imagined or predicted.
"Our research indicates this new version of the virus has become a sexually-transmitted disease. That would explain why the vast majority of those who have tested positive with this strain are adults of child-bearing age. We have also determined that the vast majority of those infected have led lives that are, shall we say, quite promiscuous," he said.
"Wait, Dr. Black," one reporter said. "Are you telling us that this is now spread through sexual contact?"
"That's exactly what I'm saying," Dr. Black said.
"But wouldn't the STD blockers the CDC has recommended for a half century prevent any infection from taking place?" another reporter asked.
"I'm glad you asked that," Ron said. "Our research indicates that the mandatory STD blockers are actually the cause of the mutation." The briefing room erupted in chaos at the announcement.
"But, Dr. Black, about 65 percent of the adult population take STD blockers," a third reporter said. "Are you saying all those adults are at risk?"
"Actually, our research suggests that over 85 percent of the adult population are on STD blockers," he said. "Not all of those individuals are sexually active, but it appears that everyone who has taken them are at a much higher risk. Naturally, being sexually active increases the chance of infection."
"Does that mean that all adults who are sexually active are at risk?" another reporter asked.
"Technically, yes," Ron said. "But our research indicates that those who are in monogamous relationships are far less likely to contract the disease than those who are more active. That number decreases significantly if STD blockers haven't been used. In fact, we have determined that for the most part, monogamous adults who have never used the blockers will, in all likelihood, never contract this new version of the virus. That doesn't mean they're immune from the original strain, however."
"What can be done to stop the spread of this new strain?" the first reporter asked.
"Two things," Ron said. "First, stop taking the STD blockers. Second, quit being promiscuous."
"You're talking about abstaining from sex, right?" another reporter asked.
"In essence, yes," Ron said. "It might be an inconvenience for some, sure, but it beats dying, don't you think?"
"Is there a vaccine being developed for this new strain?" the second reporter asked.
"We are working as hard and as fast as we can to produce one, however, we are nowhere near ready to begin human testing," Ron said.
"What's the survival rate for this new strain?" another reporter asked.
"Significantly lower than the original strain, I'm afraid," Ron said. "In addition, we have found those who have survived the infection generally suffer from other complications. A number of men who survived, for example, were found to be sterile and suffer from extreme erectile dysfunction."
"What about women?" the reporter asked.
"That's a different ball game, I'm afraid," Ron said. "We have seen everything from decreased libidos to ovarian cancer."
"How are patients being treated now?" the third reporter asked.
"For the most part, we are only able to treat the symptoms right now," Ron said. "We have found some success using readily-available medications, however, there is a very short window in which that can be used."
"Madame President," one reporter blurted out. "What steps are you taking?"
"Well, we're looking at a number of things," the president said. "One step is an executive order ending the mandatory use of STD blockers. I have decided to maintain the national mask mandate, and may strengthen it. I am also considering a moratorium on all sexual activity until the pandemic is over."
"How would you enforce such a mandate?" one reporter asked. The president looked at the reporter with a frown before answering.
"We have ways of making it work," she said grimly. "In addition, my administration is working with governors and members of Congress to get even more relief to the American people and minimize the damage to the economy. I'll have more on that in the coming days. I'm afraid that's all the time we have for today," he added. "Thank you for being here, Dr. Black, and thank you for all you're doing."
With that, Ron and the president left the podium, as reporters shouted questions. When they returned to the Oval Office, the president dismissed everyone except Ron and Steve. She turned her attention to Ron.
"I get the feeling you purposefully held back some information," she said. "I've seen some of the reports you sent to Steve and I'm curious to know why you held back out there."
"For starters, I didn't want to cause a panic," he said. "A lot of what we've hypothesized so far has yet to be verified."
"I see," she said. "And were you serious about the blockers being the root cause of the mutation?"
"Yes," Ron said. "We've been able to verify that." She nodded her head in understanding.
"So you'll back my decision to lift the mandate on the blockers?" she asked.
"Yes, ma'am," Ron said.
"Good," she said.
"And I'm a bit curious how you intend to enforce a mandate on sexual activity," he said. She smiled and nodded her head at Steve.
"Go ahead," she said. "Show him." Steve picked up a box and pulled out two devices. He set them on the president's desk.
"What are these?" Ron asked as he examined them.
"Chastity devices," Steve said. "The one with the plastic tube is designed for men, the other is for women. And yes, they both have locks to prevent them from being opened."
"And you plan to mandate these for everyone?" Ron asked, incredulous.
"Of course," the president said. "I know it seems rather draconian, but I've run it by the Chief Justice and he assures me I'm within my legal rights to mandate these under the circumstances."
"But we're talking about millions of adults," Ron said.
"That's already been taken care of," she said. "Thanks to the Defense Production Act, we've been able to get over 200 million of these manufactured in a very short period of time." Ron was shocked. So this is what they've been planning.
"You think people will accept this?" he asked. "They're already protesting the mask mandate."
"That's for me to worry about," she said. "It's all in the messaging. Your job is to find a cure for this. The sooner you do, the sooner I can lift the mandate." Ron didn't like her solution, but knew he was unable to persuade her otherwise.
"When does this go into affect?" he asked.
"I'll be announcing it tomorrow morning when I sign the executive order," she said. "The devices have already been distributed to centers around the country. I expect your full cooperation on this, Dr. Black."
"I see," Ron said. "Well then, I guess I'd better get back to work." Steve and the president smiled.
"I guess you'd better," Steve said. Ron shook their hands and took his leave of them. On the way back to Atlanta, he wondered how this would be received. When he got to the airport, he texted his wife to let her know he was home.
"Hurry, my love," she texted him. "I need you so bad." He smiled as he sent her a message filled with virtual kisses.
...
That night as he and Belinda lay in bed, he broke the news to her. To say she was unhappy was an understatement.
"What?" she exclaimed. "You can't be serious. Can she do that?"
"Apparently so," he said. "And yes, she is serious about this."
"What about all the people who aren't on the blockers?" she asked.
"Doesn't matter," he said. "The virus can be spread to anyone, whether they're on the blockers or not. The blockers only make the symptoms worse."
"Crap," she said. "So how long are we supposed to put up with that?" He shrugged his shoulders.
"Don't know," he said. "Supposedly, just until we have a treatment."
"That sucks," she said.
"Yeah, it does," he said.
...
The next morning, millions of Americans watched as the president addressed the nation. She grimly looked into the camera as she spoke.
"My fellow Americans," she began. "As you all know, the nation is in the grip of a viral outbreak the likes of which we have never before seen. I want to assure each and every one of you that everything is being done to defeat this virus.
"Our best scientific minds are hard at work finding a cure for this disease, but until they do, we must take steps to protect the lives of every single American. I have thought long and hard about this and I have consulted with the Chief Justice of the Supreme Court to make sure that the steps we are taking, while drastic and somewhat unconventional, are legal and constitutional.
"As you all know by now, this new virus is spread through sexual contact, and the chances of survival for many are quite slim. So far, there is no treatment for it, leaving millions of Americans defenseless.
"Therefore, I have signed an executive order just moments ago mandating a moratorium on all sexual activity until the CDC declares the pandemic to be over. In addition, I have extended the national mask mandate and have ordered that everyone 18 years of age and older be fitted with chastity devices to prevent them from engaging in sexual activity.
"That mandate has already gone into affect. Locations of distribution centers can be found at the website named below," she said as a website URL was displayed on the bottom of the screen.
"These are trying times for all of us. Throughout history, Americans have sacrificed for the greater good, and this is no exception," she added. "Our best medical minds are working on this problem even as we speak and it is my hope we can find a solution to this virus quickly. In the meantime, as your president, I promise to take any and all action necessary for the good of every American. I only ask that you do your part to help save lives.
"May God bless you and may God bless the United States of America," she said in conclusion. Ron and Belinda shook their heads in disbelief as they went to the website to find out more about the mandate.
"Is this even legal?" Belinda asked her husband.
"She told me she consulted with the Chief Justice," he said. They read the mandate on the website and was surprised to learn that the National Guard had been called up to help enforce it. According to the site, anyone not wearing a chastity device could face a hefty fine and possible jail time, and, starting the next day, everyone was subject to random checks. They found the address of their local distribution center and headed out.
When they got there, they found a line stretched around the large building with armed and masked National Guard troops keeping everyone in check. Ron parked the car and they got in line, making sure their face was covered.
An hour later, they were ushered inside and their ID was checked. A female worker took Belinda into what looked like a small dressing room at a department store. A male worker escorted Ron into a similar room, and instructed him to drop his trousers and underwear. Ron felt embarrassed and humiliated, but obeyed. The man measured his penis and handed him a chastity belt that fit without being too uncomfortable. He locked it in place and handed Ron the key.
"Don't worry, you'll still be able to urinate without discomfort," the man said. "Keep an eye out for abrasion, though. If you feel discomfort or chafing, you may need to use a salve or a cream."
"Do I have to wear this while I'm sleeping?" Ron asked.
"Yes, according to the order, it has to remain on 24/7," the man said. "You can remove it for 30 minutes each day to bathe or shower, but otherwise, it is to remain on. Keep in mind that each device has a tracker so we'll know if it's been unlocked and removed for longer than the allowed time. You may feel some discomfort if you get an erection, so try not to let that happen. If it does, come back and we'll give you something to keep it from happening. Any questions?"
"One," Ron answered. This was far beyond anything he had agreed to and the idea that the device had a tracker on it was unacceptable to him. "Are you saying you can track our movements with this thing?"
"Yes," the man said. "It's all part of the enhanced contact tracing program. We're already tracking your phone, so the expectation is that the chastity device should be in close proximity to your phone. Of course, we'll get flagged if the device is unlocked for more than 30 minutes."
"Wait, you're tracking our phones?" Ron asked. "I never gave approval for that."
"That was done via an agreement with your provider," the man said.
"I see," Ron said. "So, what happens if the chastity device is unlocked for more than 30 minutes?"
"Well, it gets flagged and then monitored," the man said. "If it remains unlocked and stationary for more than an hour or so and it's not within a few feet of your phone, then you can expect a welfare check."
"I see," Ron said, concerned. He was unaware all of this was part of the president's plan.
"Anything else?" the man asked. Ron shook his head.
"Not at this time," he said.
"Good," the man said, handing him a small brochure. "If you have any questions, read this brochure and if necessary, reach out to us at our website." Ron looked at the brochure and saw it was from something called the "Federal Bureau of Chastity and Contact Tracing," which was part of the Department of Health and Human Services.
"Thank you, I will," Ron said, pocketing the brochure. He left the small room and looked for Belinda. He found her a few feet away, looking more than a bit embarrassed.
"Let's get the hell outta here," he said quietly, taking her hand.
"Please," she said. They got to his car and headed out. Ron felt very uncomfortable with the cage on and wondered how his wife felt.
"Are you okay?" he asked. She shook her head.
"No, I'm not," she said. "I can't believe you agreed to have the president do this."
"I never agreed to all of this," he said. "She assured me everything was legal, above-board and based on the science. Right now I feel like we're on a leash."
"Me too," she said. "What will we do?"
"Let me think it over," he said. "We'll discuss it tonight, okay?"
"Okay," she said. They drove the rest of the way to the house in silence. When they got there, they kissed each other goodbye and Ron headed back to work as Belinda drove to her job, which was in the opposite direction. When he got to his office, he called Steve.
"Hey, Ronnie-boy, how's things going?" Steve asked when he answered. He hated that name, as it reminded him of his time as a youngster at MIT.
"What's this about using these chastity things as tracking devices?" Ron asked.
"Well, we need to be able to trace everyone's movements," Steve said. "That's the whole idea behind contact tracing."
"I'm a bit concerned about privacy, though," Ron said. "This seems to go way beyond what we discussed earlier."
"I know," Steve said. "Look, it's just a temporary measure. I wouldn't worry about it too much."
"Are you wearing one of these things?" Ron asked.
"Of course," Steve said. "I was one of the first to get one."
"How are you liking it so far?" Ron asked.
"I'm loving it," Steve said enthusiastically.
"Yeah, you would, you sick freak," Ron said with a laugh. Steve laughed with him.
"Truth be told, it's not the first time I've had one of these things on," Steve said.
"You really are a sick freak, aren't you?" Ron asked. Steve chuckled.
"You have no idea, my boy," Steve said.
"Well, I'd better get back to work," Ron said. "Talk to you soon." They ended the call and Ron went to see Barbara.
"Any word so far this morning?" he asked.
"You mean, besides getting humiliated with this... thing?" she asked, pointing to her groin.
"Yeah, besides that," Ron said.
"Well, we've come up with a way to neutralize the STD blockers," she said. "Our initial tests indicate that's a necessary first step."
"Good," Ron said. "Can we get production started on that?"
"Already done," she said. "I'm told a test batch will be ready in two days. We just need volunteers to test it." Ron nodded his head. "I've spoken with Sanders about it and he's taking care of that." Roland Sanders was the CDC's point man for these kinds of things and worked to ensure everything met the Center's strict standards for human testing.
"Alright," Ron said. "What else?"
"We're working as fast as we can to counter this virus, but we're running into some issues and I could use your help," she said. Ron nodded his head and sat down to go over what she had done so far. It felt good to finally sit down and do what he had been trained to do. Before he knew it, the day was over and they headed home.
...
"So how was your day?" Ron asked Belinda as they sat on the couch, drinking a glass of wine.
"Unreal," she said. "You know how much of a pain this damn chastity belt is?"
"I'm sure it's about as much of a pain as this damn thing I have on," Ron said. "I'm about ready to chuck it in the trash can."
"Any idea how we can get around it?" she asked.
"Actually, I do," he said. "According to the directions and what I got from the guy who put it on me, we can unlock it and remove it for a half hour before it starts to send out warnings. They give it an hour before they respond. So, what I suggest we do is take the damn things off, lock them back up and put them about two or three feet away from our phones."



"Think that'll fool them?" Belinda asked. Ron nodded his head.
"Yeah," he said. "What's the worst that can happen?"
"Good point," she said. "I've got to get this thing off me."
"Let's go," he said. They raced each other up the stairs, unlocked the devices and removed them from their bodies. They carefully placed them on the dresser, putting their phones two feet away.
"God, it feels so good getting that damn thing off," he said.
"Same here," she said. "Think you can get it up for me tonight?"
"I think I can manage that," he said.
"Good," she said with a smile. "Then do me right now, my husband."
"Your wish is my command," he said.
"batlh Daqawlu'taH," she said, citing the Klingon phrase that translates to, "You will be remembered with honor!"
...
The next morning, they laid in bed eating breakfast while watching the news. Steve was being interviewed as part of a panel discussion on the mandates and the possibility of a vaccine.
"So, Dr. Foltz," the attractive blonde anchor said. "What do you think will happen once a vaccine has been created? Will we be able to end the mandates?"
"Well, I think it's a bit premature to speculate on that right now," he said. "I think to be safe we should consider keeping the mandates in place until we know for certain that the virus has been beaten."
"And what about the president's moratorium on consensual sex?" the anchor asked.
"For now, we should probably consider that to be the new normal, at least until the virus has been eradicated," Steve said.
"God, I wished he'd just shut the hell up for once," Ron grumbled.
"I take it you're not too impressed with him," Belinda said as she nibbled on her toast.
"Kinda hard to be impressed with someone who barely got his degree," Ron said. By then the interview was over and the anchor moved on to another story.
"Authorities responded last night to a number of incidents as protesters calling themselves the 'Free The Pussy' movement took to the streets across America," the anchor said. Video showed a number of protesters in the street attempting to cut through their chastity devices using hand-held Dremel saws. Of course, they all had keys and the devices could easily have been removed, but simply unlocking them was apparently not quite dramatic enough.
One woman with her legs spread wide managed to cut hers off, holding it aloft as though she had just slain a dragon. The video blurred out her groin, but it was clear she was naked from the waist down. She threw the chastity device to the ground and began furiously rubbing herself.
"Someone come here and FUCK ME!!!" she screamed as she masturbated for the crowd. A man who managed to cut his cock cage off came up to her and began fucking her as the crowd went nuts. Even with the blur in the video, it was obvious what was going on. Ron and Belinda shook their heads.
"Is this what we're turning into," Belinda asked. "God, they're like animals."
"That's what the virus does," Ron told her. "All reason goes out the window. All they can think about is the next orgasm." She looked at him, scared.
"Please, Ron, you have to find a cure for this," she said.
"We're working as hard as we can," he said, reassuring her. Having finished her breakfast, she got up and went into the shower.
"By the way, would you mind giving me a lift into work?" she asked. "My check engine light came on last night."
"No problem," he said. "I'll call the dealership and have them take a look."
"Thanks," she said, giving him a kiss on the cheek. "You really are the best husband."
"Well, that's only because you're the best wife," he said with a smile. They dressed and left in Ron's car. When they were a couple blocks from her office, the noticed traffic had come to a near halt. Ron looked ahead, wondering what had slowed them down. Was it an accident? He couldn't tell. Belinda called her office and told them they were stuck in traffic and she was running late.
He noticed as traffic slowly inched forward that they were being forced into a single lane. Then he saw the two M1A1 Abrams tanks -- one on each of the two outer lanes, their big guns pointing at the traffic in the center lane. What the hell is this, he asked himself. Two heavily armed soldiers wearing gas masks and full protective clothing came up to their car. One of them tapped on his window. He rolled his window down and found himself staring down the barrel of a military rifle.
"What can I do for you, corporal?" he asked.
"Chastity check point, sir," the masked corporal said. "Unzip your trousers, please."
"What?" Ron asked, shocked.
"Unzip your trousers, sir," the corporal said. "I won't ask again." Ron noticed the rifle and put the car in "park," then unzipped his trousers so the corporal could see his cock cage. He looked up at the corporal, angry and disgusted.
"Satisfied?" he asked.
"Just doing my job, sir," he said. The soldier at Belinda's side tapped the window with the barrel of his rifle. Belinda rolled her window down.
"What?" she asked.
"Ma'am, this is a chastity check point," the soldier said. "Could you please lift your skirt?"
"You want to look up my skirt?" she asked. "What, are you some kind of pervert? You get off on looking up women's skirts?"
"Please, ma'am, I just need to verify that you're wearing your chastity device," the nervous soldier said. Angry, Belinda lifted her skirt so the soldier could see she was wearing her belt, then put her skirt back down.
"Did you get a good look?" she asked.
"Yes, ma'am," he said. "I'm sorry, just following orders."
"We've heard that before, haven't we?" she asked. Ron saw a line of people being led into a tent by armed and masked soldiers.
"What's going on over there?" he asked the corporal. The corporal looked before answering.
"Just some domestic extremists who think their freedom is more important than the public's health, sir," he told Ron.
"So, what happens to them?" Ron asked.
"They'll get fitted with chastity devices," the corporal said. "And they'll get a stern lecture. Hopefully, they won't get caught again."
"What happens if they do?" Ron asked.
"They'll go to federal prison," the corporal said. "Maybe get shipped off to Gitmo. Who knows? Move along, sir." Ron rolled his window up and continued through the checkpoint, looking at the armed soldiers behind neatly-arranged sandbags.
"What the hell is this country turning into?" Belinda asked.
"I don't know," Ron said. "But I sure as hell don't like it. Not one bit." He dropped her off at her office and made it to work, after going through yet another check point. Angry, he called Steve.
"Hey, Ronnie-boy," Steve said. "How's it hanging?"
"What the hell is the deal with these chastity check points?" Ron yelled.
"Settle down, Ronnie," Steve said. "The president is very concerned about this so-called 'Free the Pussy' protest movement, so she ordered the check points. It's for everyone's benefit. We can't have people out thinking they can go around without their chastity devices."
"You know, this is really beginning to piss me the fuck off," Ron said. "You know how humiliating it was for my wife to lift her skirt so some asshole in uniform can check her out?"
"I know it's not pleasant, Ronnie-boy," Steve said. "But the sooner you can come up with a vaccine, the sooner we can end the mandate. How is that coming, by the way?"
"We're working around the clock," Ron said. "And don't call me 'Ronnie-boy' ever again, you hear me, you sick prick."
"Now, now," Steve said. "No need to get your dander up. Just get us that vaccine as fast as you can." Angry, Ron ended the call and checked in with Barbara.
"Any word?" he asked.
"Not yet," she said. "I was about an hour late thanks to those damn check points. You know how humiliating it was to have some jerk leer at me while I unzip my pants?"
"I know," Ron said. "Give me what you've got and I'll see what I can do to help. By the way, how are we doing with the test batch for the STD blocker neutralization?"
"Sanders has the test group and the control group set up," she said. "We're just waiting for the product so we can dispense it."
"Good," Ron said. "Keep me informed." Ron took the pile of papers she indicated earlier and headed to his office. He almost forget to call the dealership, so he took care of that first, then sat down to go back over the data.
Ron worked harder the next several days than he had worked in a long time. The test for the drugs designed to neutralize the STD blockers went well, so he presented the data to Steve, who passed it on to the president. She, in turn, initiated the production orders to get the drugs manufactured and delivered to the public. Ron learned the drug would be available for delivery in two weeks if all went well.
Meanwhile, the protests continued to grow, both in number and in intensity, as many felt the mandates were both unnecessary and unconstitutional. Others thought the development of the neutralizing drugs meant the pandemic was over, but it wasn't -- not by a long shot. The president ordered PSAs -- public service announcements -- telling the public that the pandemic was still a major problem while reminding everyone to obey the mandates.
Although neutralizing the STD blockers helped lower the fatality rate, Ron was still stunned when he saw the latest figures from the CDC -- over three million in the US alone had died, while the numbers were even greater in other parts of the world. By now, over 20 million had died globally, and millions more were still infected.
Ron continued working, hoping to find the magic "silver bullet" that would kill the virus. Several possible combinations appeared viable at first, but either exhibited unacceptable side effects or were found to be inadequate. Throughout all of this, Steve kept calling, demanding answers.
"Dammit, Steve, we're working as hard as we can. You know this isn't something that can be cooked up overnight," he said.
He had almost given up hope, but one day, he had a head-slapping "Eureka" moment. He went back over his data several times to make sure that he wasn't seeing things. Excited, he ran to see Barbara, hoping she could verify and duplicate his results. When he went into the area where she worked, though, he saw her staring at the large monitor at the front of the work area. There, he saw the president with Steve, addressing a room full of reporters.
"After consulting with the Joint Chiefs and our allies, I am here today to announce that I have given the order to launch a full nuclear strike to rid the planet of the virus that has already killed more than 20 million people worldwide," she said.
"All of the nuclear powers have been consulted and agree that in the absence of a viable vaccination, this is the only way to once and for all eliminate the virus. I estimate that as of now, we have approximately 30 to 60 minutes before the first bombs detonate," she added. "Good luck to you all. Goodbye."
"What the fuck was that?" Ron asked, shocked. He pulled out his phone and called Steve.
"Hey, Ron..."
"Don't hey me, you sorry sonofabitch," Ron yelled. "What the hell is going on?"
"You heard the president," he said. "You had your chance, and you failed."
"Steve, you know how this works," Ron said. "And for your information, I believe we finally have a workable solution. You have to get the president to stop this madness. It's not necessary."
"I'm sorry, Ron," Steve said. "She's already given the order. And you know how she hates to retract her orders. It's too late. It's been a pleasure working with you, Ron. Good luck."
"God damn you to Hell," Ron said. "God damn you all to fucking Hell."
"We'll have a lot of company, Ron," Steve said. Ron ended the call and looked at Barbara.
"What's going on?" she asked.
"Those fuckers have decided to nuke us all out of existence," Ron said. "You need to go get your husband and get as far away from the city as you can."
"What's that?" she asked, pointing at the paper in his hand. He handed it to her and she looked over the formula written there. My God, she thought. Was it really this simple after all? She looked back at Ron in disbelief.
"Go," he said. "Get out of here. All of you. Get out. You don't have much time."
"What about you?" she asked.
"I'll call Belinda," he said. "There's a shelter in her building. We might be able to ride it out. Now go." Nervous, she nodded her head and left. Ron pulled out his phone and called his wife, but was unable to reach her. He left the office and headed for her building.
Barbara got to her car and headed out as well, hoping to catch her husband before he left. She was about halfway to his building when she saw a bright flash of light in front of her that blinded her.
...
Barbara sat up straight in her chair as the overhead light went on. She wiped the sleep from her eyes and looked around. For a moment, she wondered where she was, then it dawned on her as the last fragments of her dream escaped her memory. She was in her home office, working on something for Ron. She looked up to see her husband looking at her, concerned.
"Barb, are you okay?" he asked as he walked over to her.
"Y...Yeah, I guess I dozed off for a bit," she said.
"You've been working way too hard lately," he said. "I'm going to have to talk to your boss. He's working you way too hard. Have you forgot today's our anniversary? We're supposed to be going out to dinner tonight."
"Tonight?" she asked. "Oh, yeah, I almost forgot."
"What's wrong?" he asked as he looked into her face.
"I guess I had a bad dream," she said. "I'll be okay. Just give me a minute to collect myself."
"Alright," he said. Just then, her cell phone buzzed. Barbara looked and saw it was Ron. She picked it up and looked at her husband.
"I have to take this," she said. He nodded his head as she answered. "Hello?" she asked.
"Barb, thank God I got you," Ron said. "Listen, I know it's your anniversary and all, but I need you to come into the office."
"Right now?" she asked.
"Yes," he said. "Right now. It's very important. The virus has mutated."
"What?" she asked.
"The virus has mutated," Ron said. "I need you to come in right away."
...
The end... Or is it?
...
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I ended the call and set about cleaning the condo up, hoping it would meet Candi's approval when she arrived. She would be here in a little more than four and a half hours, having just left her parents' house in Carlsbad.
Candi -- short for Candace -- is my younger cousin, and I agreed to let her stay at my condo in Albuquerque. My name is Tim Wheeler, and I'm a second-year student at the University of New Mexico. Candi will be starting her first year this August.
Both of us are only children but we spent a lot of time together growing up and always got along very well. My parents and I lived in a house outside Roswell, New Mexico, about an hour and a half north of Carlsbad. We visited each other several times a year, on holidays and over the summer.
When she was born, my grandfather nicknamed her "Buttercup," and the name just stuck. All the adults used to call us "kissing cousins," although the reason escaped me at the time, since she and I had never once kissed. Sure, we spent a lot of time together growing up and I always enjoyed our visits, but there was nothing more to it than that.
In fact, the first time she ever kissed me was at her high school graduation, just a couple weeks ago. I went down to see her graduate and applauded when she got her diploma. I was so proud of her for graduating in the top five percent of her class.
After congratulating her and visiting with my Aunt Pat and Uncle Grove, I went to my truck and was about to leave when I heard her calling to me. I turned around and saw her running over to me, holding her straw hat on her head.
"Hey, Buttercup," I said. "What's up?"
"This," she said as she wrapped her arms around me and gave me a scorching hot tongue kiss full of promise. I was beyond shocked, and never expected anything like this.
"Whoa," I said when she broke the kiss. "What was that all about?"
"Well, I'm over 18 now, so I can kiss whoever I want," she said with a huge smile. "Everybody says we're kissing cousins, so I figured, 'what the hell?' Wouldn't make to make a liar out of them, would we?"
"I suppose not," I said.
"Seriously," she said. "I just wanted to thank you for letting me stay with you. I figured it was the least I could do."
"Well, you're welcome," I said. "When are you coming up?"
"My dad's taking us all to California for a couple weeks," she said. "He's taking us to Disneyland and a few other places. When we get back, I'll pack up and come on up. I promise to call you before I leave."
"Alright," I said. "I'll send you directions."
"You'd better," she said. She looked around for a few seconds, then leaned into me and gave me another kiss. I felt myself responding to her and much to my surprise, she began grinding herself into my crotch. What the hell, I asked myself. When she backed away, she gave me a knowing smile.
"Something to tide you over till I see you again," she said, her eyes twinkling. "I'd better get back, my parents are waiting for me."
"Okay," I said, a bit flustered. She giggled as she lightly ran a hand over my jeans. "Watch it," I told her playfully.
"Love you, cuz," she said as she left with a wave.
"Love you too, cuz," I said, giving her our customary farewell. But there was something much different about this farewell. For the first time in my life I thought of Candi as a woman, and not just as my cousin. After watching her walk away, her long wavy hair bouncing as she went, I got in my truck and headed north.
About two hours later, I pulled into the driveway of the house I had grown up in. My father, Jacob, worked for the school district and my mother, Martha, ran her own bookkeeping business from the house. Between the two of them, they made pretty good money.
On top of that, my dad was something of a financial whiz, and came up with a plan to get me through college without taking out any student loans. He always thought he could do better than the government-sponsored 529 plans, so he set up an account for me when I was born. He and mom put a small percentage of what they made into it, and they invested it in various stocks. When I graduated, he handed me a passbook showing I had just over $700,000 saved up.
I was more than shocked. On top of that, my grades in high school were high enough that I was able to get a full ride to the University of New Mexico for four years, so I took some of the money in my account and put a hefty down payment on a two-bedroom condo in Albuquerque.
They talked Pat and Grove into doing the same for Candi when she was born, and she graduated with just over $650,000 in her account. That would more than pay for her education, and she wouldn't have to be burdened with any student debt.
Mom and Dad asked me about letting Candi stay with me since we would be going to school together. I thought long and hard about it before making my decision. On one hand, I didn't want to give up my freedom, and I had already established the second bedroom as an office and study area.
On the other hand, I looked forward to having Candi there. So I decided to try it for a while and see how things worked out. I moved some things around and brought in a twin bed for the second bedroom.
Seeing me pull into the driveway, my mother came out and greeted me with a hug and a kiss on the cheek. Dad grabbed my bags after giving me a manly hug and we went inside. We sat down at the dinner table after they got me situated for the night.
"So, how was Candi's graduation?" Dad asked.
"It went well," I said.
"She sure has grown into a lovely woman, hasn't she, Jake?" Mom asked.
"She sure has, Martha," Dad said with a smile. "Reminds me a bit of you when you were her age."
"Flattery will get you everywhere, sir," she responded, smiling back. She turned to me. "It sure is nice of you to let her stay with you, Tom," she told me.
"Well, she is my favorite cousin," I said.
"She's your only cousin," Dad said.
"She sure does think the world of you, Tom," Mom said, looking at me with a bit of a sideways grin. Did she know something I didn't?
"Well, I think the world of her," I said.
"That's good to hear, son," she said. "I'm sure the two of you will get along just fine. You always have, you know." I went to bed that night in my old room, thinking about everything that happened that day. The next morning, I left after wolfing down one of Mom's world-class breakfasts.
I heard from Candi almost every day over the next two weeks. She sent me pictures and short videos of her and her folks as they traveled about southern California. I especially liked the photos of her wearing a bikini on one of the many beaches out there.
Then the day came when she called to say she was finally heading out the door. It was just after 3 pm when she called, so I looked for her to show up sometime around 7:30 or 8:00 that night. She said she wanted to leave earlier, but her father wanted to double-check everything on her car to make sure she'd be safe on the road.
She finally called to let me know she was in town and would at the condo in about a half-hour, so I ordered a pizza and waited. She showed up about five minutes after the pizza had been dropped off. I opened the door to see her standing there wearing a tiny pair of frayed and ripped denim cutoffs and a short t-shirt that left her midriff bare. Of course, she topped that off with her old beat-up straw hat. God, she looked good enough to eat.
"Hey, cuz," she said. "You going to just stand there gawking or are you going to invite a lady inside?"
"I'm sorry," I said, shaken back to reality. "Please, come in. You look... good."
"Well, thank you," she said. "You look pretty good yourself." I helped her bring her luggage up and put it into the second bedroom. I gave her the nickel tour of the place after she called her parents to let them know she had arrived safely.
"Nice place you have here," she said. "Could use a woman's touch, though."
"Well, mi casa es su casa," I told her. "Feel free to touch all you want. Are you hungry? I ordered in a pizza."
"Pizza sounds good," she said. "I'm starving. Do you have any beer?"
"No," I said. "You can't buy beer in New Mexico until you're 21. I do have some Coke, though."
"Okay, I guess that'll do," she said. We sat down in the living room and caught up as we ate our pizza. She told me all about her trip to California and the fun times they had visiting the many beaches.
"So, have you got a girl friend?" she asked.
"I did, but she hooked up with some airman out at Kirtland Air Force Base," I said. "Said she wanted to 'expand her horizons' or some such nonsense."
"Stupid girl," Candi said. "That's okay, though. I'm sure you'll find someone a whole lot better."
"What about you?" I asked. "Got a boyfriend?"
"I did until I caught him boning some stupid cheerleader," she said. "Right under the bleachers during our homecoming game. Can you believe that?"
"Some guys just have shit for brains, I guess," I told her.
"Ain't that the truth," she responded. "Hey, you wanna play cards like we used to?" We used to play poker, just for fun, when we were younger. Since we didn't have any chips, we would use matchsticks.
"Sure," I said. "But I don't have any matchsticks."
"We don't need matchsticks for what I have in mind," she said with a mischievous smile.
"What are you talking about?" I asked, pulling a deck of cards out of the coffee table drawer.
"Clothes," she said.
"You mean, play strip poker?" I asked, shocked.
"Sure, why not?" she responded. "It'll be fun. C'mon."
"How far did you want to go?" I asked, a bit nervous. I wasn't so sure about getting naked in front of my cousin, and I was pretty sure she felt the same way. Or did she?
"That's a silly question," she said. "All the way, of course."
"You mean... naked?" I asked.
"Why do you think they call it STRIP poker, silly?" she asked. "C'mon, it's not like you haven't seen a naked woman before. I know you're not a virgin. I'm over 18 and you know I'm not a virgin, either. It's just for fun, and it's only the two of us."
"Well, okay," I said. "But if you want to stop anywhere along the way, just say so, okay?"
"Okay," she said. "But I'm ready to go all the way if you are. And I intend to beat the pants off you. Literally."
"All right," I said, determined to win. "We'll just see about that." I pulled an ottoman to the coffee table, then shuffled the cards and dealt us each five cards. The first four hands were fairly even, and all we had managed to do was get each other's shoes and socks off.
She won the next hand, so I pulled off my t-shirt, leaving me in my cutoffs and boxers. She whistled as I took my shirt off.
"You look like you work out," she said. "Very nice."
"Yeah, I like to work out in the gym two or three times a week," I said. I won the next hand and wondered what she would remove. She stood, unzipped her tiny cutoffs and dropped them at her feet. She sat back down, wearing only a t-shirt and a tiny pair of panties. She won the next hand, so I pulled my cutoffs down as she smiled and sat wearing only my boxers.
"I like your boxers," she said with a wicked smile. Her smile went away when I won the next hand. "Here goes," she said, taking her t-shirt off. She sat back as I admired her perfect B-cup breasts. Her nipples looked to be hard as erasers and I found myself responding to the sight of my beautiful cousin now wearing only a tiny pair of panties.
"Like what you see?" she asked, running her hand over her breasts.
"God, yes," I said. "They're perfect."
"I'm glad you approve," she said. I focused as hard as I could and won the next hand. Sighing, she stood up.
"You really want to go through with this?" I asked, giving her an out. She looked at me for a moment, then a wicked smile crossed her face.
"Watch this," she said, pulling her panties down. She tossed them on the floor and sat back down on the couch with her legs spread. I couldn't help but stare when I saw that she had shaved her pussy. "Well?" she asked. "What do you think? I stopped on the way up and shaved it, just for you."
"Seriously?" I asked.
"Seriously," she said. "Now it's my turn." We played one more hand, and she won. "Alright, show me the goods. You've seen mine, now it's your turn. Take it off!"
I stood up and dropped my boxers to the floor as she chanted, "take it off." I stood in front of her, my now-hard cock sticking straight out. Her eyes widened as she looked at me.
"That's so nice," she said. "I bet you make all the girls happy with that."
"So, what do we do now?" I asked when I sat back down.
"I'll make you a deal," she said. "We play one more hand, and the loser has to do whatever the winner says. Nothing is off limits. Think you can handle that?"
"What the hell," I said, picking up the cards. I shuffled and dealt us each five cards. After we exchanged our cards, she looked at me.
"Show me what ya got," she said. I put my cards down.
"Full house, queen high," she said. "Not bad. Unfortunately, it's not good enough." She put her cards down with a satisfied smile.
"Damn," I said, looking at her cards. She drew a straight flush, which beat my full house. I looked at her, wondering what she had in mind. She smiled before she spoke.
"Kiss me," she said quietly. I got up and walked over to her, prepared to give her a full kiss on her lips, but she stopped me as I bent down to kiss her. "Here," she added, pointing to her shaved, open pussy.
"Are you serious?" I asked. "You want me to go down on you? Really?"
"Yes," she said. "I know you've done it before. We talked about it, remember?" I did remember. It was during a Skype call just a couple months ago. In fact, we talked about of things I never thought I'd be discussing with my cousin. I looked down at her as she spread her legs wide for me. I could see she was wet with anticipation.
"You're not going to renege on me, are you?" she asked. "A bet IS a bet, you know." What could I say? I was torn, but the sight of what she offered was just too hard to resist. Somewhat reluctantly, I got on my knees in front of her and began working on her wet slit.
As I worked on her, I found her intoxicating. She wasn't as tangy as Sheila, my last girlfriend, and I liked the fact that she was shaved. The more I worked on her, the more I wanted to continue. And Candi certainly seemed to enjoy what I was doing, judging by her moans of pleasure.
Then I hit her clit, and it was as if she had been jolted by a spark of electricity. She wrapped her bare legs around me and pulled my head in closer with her hands.
"Yes, baby, that's it," she cried. "Eat my pussy. Please, make me cum." I kept going, thoroughly enjoying what she was offering me. Then her orgasm hit and she gushed all over my face as she cried out.
"Oh, God, that felt so fucking good," she said. She released her grip on my head and pulled me up. She gave me another scorching hot tongue kiss and looked me in the eyes. "I guess we really ARE kissing cousins now, huh?" she asked with a smile.
"I guess so," I said.
"That was the best," she said. "I've never had anyone eat me to orgasm like that before. Now it's my turn."
"Huh?" I asked as I stood up. She took my rock hard cock in her hands and looked up at me.
"Have you ever had a girl swallow your cum before?" she asked. I shook my head.
"No, never," I said. She smiled as she stroked my cock.
"Well, tonight's gonna be your lucky night, cowboy," she said before taking my cock in her mouth. I had gotten blowjobs before, but nothing prepared me for what Candi was doing to me. I had expected to feel teeth scraping me, but she seemed to know what she was doing and I wondered how she learned to do this.
I looked down and saw that she had taken my whole cock in her mouth and her tongue was doing things to me that I had never felt before. Soon, I felt the familiar urge.
"I'm gonna cum," I told her. She looked up at me as she kept working on my cock. God, this feels so damn good, I thought. Then I exploded inside her mouth and watched as she took it all. When I finished, she opened her mouth and showed me what was inside.
Then she closed her mouth and swallowed. She took a drink of Coke and swirled it around her mouth a bit before swallowing. Then she wiped her lips clean.
"Cum, with a Coke chaser," she said with a huge smile. "Delicious."
"Damn," I said, sitting down next to her. "That was amazing. You're definitely the best at that."
"I'm glad you approve," she said as she climbed into my lap, her knees straddling me. "I have a confession to make, and I hope you won't be too upset with me," she said as she put her arms on my shoulders.
"What's that?" I asked.
"I've wanted to do that to you for a very long time," she said. I could feel her sliding back and forth on me and looked down.
"What are you doing now?" I asked.
"It's called a cameltoe slide," she whispered. "Do you like it?"
"Yes," I said. "It feels so warm and wet." She smiled. "Where did you learn all this stuff?
"On the Internet, of course, and I'm glad you like it," she said. "There's one other thing I've wanted to do for a very long time."
"What's that?" I asked.
"This," she said, taking my hard cock and positioning it at the opening of her pussy.
"Whoa," I said. "Are you sure about this? I don't have any rubbers or anything and I don't want you pregnant."
"It's okay," she said. "I'm on the pill. Besides, I hate rubbers. I want to feel all of you inside me."
"I don't want you doing anything you'll regret later," I told her.
"The only thing I regret is not doing this a long time ago," she said. "I had hoped you'd be my first, after all."
"Really?" I asked.
"Yes," she said as she began sliding down my cock. I gasped when I first entered her. I had never felt anything so warm, wet and velvety in my life. She gasped as she settled herself down on me. Once fully seated, she began working herself up and down.
"Oh God, you feel so good inside me, cuz," she said. "Fuck me, please. Make me your woman. Fill me up with your cock." We got a rhythm down and soon, we were both working to our climax.
"I'm getting ready to cum," I whispered. I could feel her pussy grip my cock as she rode me.
"Then cum inside my pussy," she whispered. "I'm yours, baby, all yours. Do it. Fill me up." I exploded inside her and as I did, her orgasm hit as well. We held each other tight as we climaxed together. I had never felt so connected to anyone as I did at that moment.
She held my face in her hands as she kissed me repeatedly. I eagerly kissed her back. She looked me in the eyes as she spoke.
"Take me to bed, lover," she said.
"Yours or mine?" I asked.
"Ours," she said. I put my arms around her and stood. She wrapped her legs around me and wrapped her arms around my neck. I carried her like that to my bed and gently laid her down. I climbed on the bed with her and we got under the covers.
We kissed each other as we explored each others' bodies. We made love several times that night, finally collapsing in each other's arms. I held her close to me as I laid on my back.



"A penny for your thoughts," she finally said.
"I was just wondering what our parents would say about this if they knew," I said. "They'd probably shit a brick." She chuckled at that.
"Truth be told, they'd probably say it was about damn time," she said. I looked at her curiously.
"What?" I asked. "You mean, they know?"
"Silly boy," she said. "The only one who didn't know how I feel about you... is you. Everyone else has known for a long time."
"You're kidding," I said.
"Nope," she answered. After cuddling with her for a while, she gave me a soft kiss. "I love you, cuz. I always have and I always will. And I'll always be here for you. Always." I looked at her for a moment, trying to digest all this. Then it hit me.
"I love you too, Buttercup," I said. We kissed one last time and finally fell asleep.
...
More to come...
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This is my ending to Kalimaxos' recent story, "Just Once... If You Don't Mind?" about a wife who leaves her husband to spend six weeks in South America with her lover, a doctor with whom she works. If you haven't read his story, I suggest you do.
Every so often, I run across a story that just grabs me by the stacking swivel and won't let go until I do something about it. For those of you not familiar with that particular term, I suggest you look it up in the Unofficial Unabridged Dictionary for Marines...
This was one such story, and to me, it just screamed for a heaping helping of the SaddleTramp Treatment. At the end, Kalimaxos said he originally intended to write multiple endings, but then chose not to and opened it up for other writers to come up with their own ending, stating no express permission was required.
"Have fun with it," he wrote. Who can resist that? Certainly not me. So here is my ending to his story. Many thanks to Kalimaxos for the original story, his ongoing support and his encouragement in my writing of this sequel.
As always, constructive comments are always welcome and appreciated. Please refer to my profile for more on my personal policy regarding comments, feedback, follows, etc. (Yes, I do moderate comments.) Please remember, this is a work of fiction, meaning that it is not real in any way, shape, matter or form.
My story picks up at the end of Kalimaxos' original, when Rick (the husband) finishes reading a letter his wayward wife wrote to him.
End of "Just Once... If You Don't Mind?"
When I finished reading it, I noticed Leslie was at the kitchen island filling her glass again.
"Are you OK?" she asked.
"I will be," I replied.
She nodded and came back with the bottle and her filled glass. Sitting next to me this time, she refilled my glass and turned to look at me with those doe-like eyes.
"So, Rick? What do we do?"
* * * * *
And now, my conclusion: "Yes, I Do Mind"
"Right now, WE aren't going to do ANYTHING," I told Leslie in a firm tone of voice. "You and Marcy have been planning to ambush me with this little scheme of yours for two weeks now. And I'm JUST hearing about it tonight. And from what you're telling me, I get the impression she's had something going on the side for some time before that. Am I right?"
"I... guess so," she said, looking down. It was obvious she wasn't used to someone not instantly falling for her feminine charms, of which she had many. If I were a single man, I'd be jumping up and down on it like a wild man. But I don't like being played, and especially not by someone I had loved for most of my entire adult life. And I told her as much in no uncertain terms.
"You said yourself this was something she wanted to do to ease her own guilty conscience," I said. "Or it could be something else. It's obvious this was something the two of you cooked up behind my back. She even told you what wine to get me. The problem is, I don't appreciate being used like that."
"I... guess I can understand how you might feel," she said quietly. "So I guess this means nothing is going to happen between us?"
"Not tonight. Basically, it means I have a lot to think about and a lot to consider before I do something drastic," I said. I wanted her to think there was a chance that something might happen. I figured that way, she would be more open to answering whatever questions I might have.
Right now, though, I needed information. There were too many things about this whole situation that didn't sit right with me. There's a saying that military people are very familiar with: Know your enemy. I hated thinking of Marcy as "the enemy," but in my mind, she had drawn first blood. And I was determined to win. By any means necessary.
"So," Leslie said. "Can we count on you joining us for dinner in a day or two?"
"I don't know, Leslie," I said. "Right now, I'm not really in the mood for company. I have a lot to sort out. We'll see."
"Okay," she said quietly. "Just know that I'll be available for you any time."
"I appreciate that, Leslie," I said. "Good night. And thanks for the wine," I added, standing up. She took that as her cue to leave, which she did. I admired her ass as she walked away -- I couldn't help it, and I AM a healthy, red-blooded male. After she left, I picked up Marcy's letter and read through it again.
It's amazing what you can see if you take the time to analyze a letter like this. For starters, I couldn't help but notice the venom when she wrote about Diedre Kiel, the CIA operative I worked with in Iraq. Marcy even admitted she wasn't 100 percent certain that Diedre and I had sex, but she still referred to her as a "bitch."
Then, just a few paragraphs later, she's all but demanding I fuck Leslie "until she is crosseyed and babbling." How could she go from one extreme to the other in such a short space? That didn't make much sense to me.
It's true that Diedre and I did get together once in Iraq, but that was in the heat of the moment, and we never once had penetrative sex. It happened right after we survived an ambush. It was the only time we ever messed around, and we certainly didn't spend weeks plotting it the way Marcy obviously did with Trey and Leslie.
I remembered having mixed feelings about it at the time. One one hand, I felt guilty about cheating on my wife, but on the other hand, I already suspected Marcy was cheating on me, so I felt one good turn deserved another.
I also wondered why Marcy didn't want me to meet her at the airport when she came back. I could understand her being concerned that I would get violent with her, but I had never given her any indication of that in the past.
And why would she ask that I meet her in the lobby of the Ambassador Hotel? Why not come straight home? Unless... Then it hit me. Was she really THAT devious? Of course, the fact that she plotted this for weeks right under my nose answered that question. But what the hell is really going on here?
I turned and looked in the front room, looking for anything that didn't belong -- anything that might be a surveillance device like a camera or a microphone. I looked at the smoke alarm. Could there be a camera installed there? I decided to make a couple calls, but I didn't want to make them inside just in case I was being monitored. I grabbed Marcy's itinerary, went out the front door and sat in the swinging chair I installed there some time back.
Marcy knows that I'm a consultant. But what she doesn't know is that I'm actually the senior security consultant for Acme Global, a huge corporation with interests and offices around the world. It's my job to make sure those offices remain safe and secure, and it's my job to ensure the safety and security of our employees. That means I have contacts around the world I can reach out to if I need something done.
My first call was to Alan Williams, the top tech specialist in my department. He was more than just good -- he was the best in his business.
"Williams," he said when he answered the call.
"Alan, this is Rick," I said. "How's it going?"
"Going pretty good, boss," he said. "But I get the feeling you didn't call me just to ask how I was doing."
"No, I didn't, Alan," I said. "I could use your expertise." I gave him the Reader's Digest version of what had happened and expressed my concerns.
"I'm sorry to hear that about you and Marcy, Rick," he said. "I understand your concern. Tell you what, give me about 45 minutes to get some gear together and I'll be right over."
"Thanks, Alan," I said. "I appreciate that." We ended the call and I scrolled through my contacts to find the second number. After I found it, I placed the call.
"Hola, Señor Rick," said the jolly male voice at the other end of the call.
"Ernesto, how are things with you, my friend?" I asked. Ernesto Trujillo was my go-to man in that area of South America, and he was based at our office in -- wait for it -- Bogota, the very same city Marcy and her lover or lovers were currently based. I had dealt with Ernesto before and found him to be one of the most reliable and trustworthy men I had ever worked with.
"Oh, doing well here, boss," he said. "I wasn't expecting to hear from you today. What can I do for you?" I gave him the same run-down I gave Alan.
"Damn," he said when I finished. "I am truly sorry to hear that, my friend. I take it you need eyes and ears on the ground here, then?"
"Yes, Ernesto," I said, giving him the name of the hotel where Marcy was staying along with the room numbers of her, her lover and Penny. I also told him about Pablo Espinosa, the hotel manager I had spoken to before. "Can you do that?"
"Si, my friend, I can get you anything you need," he said. "I take it you want audio, video and pictures?"
"Yes," I said. "The works. And I'd like a daily recap if that's alright. Let me know if you need any walking around money and I'll wire down what you need. I'll also send you their itinerary for the next few weeks."
"Sounds good," he said. "You want anything, er, special, done with them?" I knew Ernesto had friends in both high and low places but I wasn't quite ready to go there just yet.
"Not yet," I said. "Right now, I need information. We have six weeks."
"Okay, you're the boss," he said. "Let me get started and I'll be in touch."
"Thanks, Ernesto, I really appreciate it. I'll make it worth your while," I said. "And give my best to your family." Ernesto was married with five children and he loved them all dearly.
"I know you will," he said. "And thank you. I'll pass that on to Lupe and the kids." After we ended the call, I scanned Marcy's itinerary, converted it to PDF on my phone and emailed it to Ernesto. After I confirmed that he received the file, I put my phone away.
Shortly afterward, Alan pulled into my driveway. He got out of the car and walked up, carrying a large case I knew was full of electronic gear. We shook hands on the porch and I ushered him inside. As I watched, he pulled some gear out of the case and began his search.
In 30 minutes, he discovered miniature wireless cameras in several rooms of the house, mostly installed in the smoke detectors. All of them appeared to be sound and/or motion-activated. There were cameras in almost every room of the house except for the bathrooms. We also found a few tiny microphones and Alan discovered that our land-line had also been bugged.
"These units don't have much range," Alan said. "There's got to be a receiver around here somewhere. Maybe it's in the garage or the attic." We searched the garage but found nothing. I escorted him to the attic after grabbing a flashlight and we looked around. Sure enough, there was a box in one corner of the attic with a laptop attached to it.
When we moved the laptop, the screen-saver came up. It was locked and I had no idea what the password might be. Alan checked it out carefully.
"It looks like this thing saves whatever audio and video the cameras and microphones gather, then uploads everything to the cloud later using wireless," Alan said.
"Can you tell who this stuff belongs to?" I asked. Alan looked at the box and found a sticker that read, "Property of Smith Investigations. 1277 West Main St., Ste A." There was also a phone number on the sticker. How convenient, I thought to myself.
"So, what do you want me to do with all this?" Alan asked. "Want me to disable everything?" I thought about it for a bit before answering. My initial reaction was to have him get rid of it all, but I had another idea.
"Disable the camera and microphone they put in my office," I said. "Leave the rest up. They want video, I'll give them video. It'll be the most boring video they can imagine." Alan chuckled at that. I also had some ideas about using this gear to fuck with Marcy's head a bit.
"Okay," he said. We left the attic and went back downstairs. Alan got rid of the camera and microphone in my office, then looked at the computer Marcy and I shared that sat on the desk. "You want me to check that out as well?" he asked.
"Yeah," I said. "Let's cover all the bases." I brought the computer up and watched as Alan did his magic. Sure enough, Marcy had installed a key-logger program on it the night before she left. Since I hadn't used it, there wouldn't be anything for her to capture. After performing a thorough scan, he also found some spyware she or her private investigator had installed. He cleaned it all up and ran another scan.
"Looks clean to me now," he said.
"Why do you think she would go to all this trouble?" I asked Alan.
"Well, if I were to guess, I'd say she intends to set you up for something," he said, confirming what I had already suspected. "Maybe she's planning to divorce you and is getting ready to take your ass to the cleaners."
"I hate to say it, Alan, but I think you're right," I said.
"Mind if I make a suggestion?" he asked as he put his gear away.
"Not at all," I said.
"If she had an investigator come in to install all this stuff, chances are he's still got a key to your house," Alan said. "After all, he'd have to come back at some point to collect his stuff. If I were you, I'd have the locks changed. Immediately. And I'd change the code on your security system."
"That's a good idea," I said. "I'll call a locksmith right away. Thanks for coming out, Alan, I really appreciate all your help." After we said our goodbyes, I pulled my phone out and looked up a locksmith. I found one and called. It would cost me an extra $50, but it was worth it to me. The last thing I wanted was some private investigator coming into my house.
As I waited for the locksmith, I sat down to the computer Marcy and I shared. I fired it up and logged in as Marcy. I wanted to find out what she had been up to lately, and I figured this was as good a place to start as any. I pulled up her browser and opened her web email client. It came right up without even asking for a password. Apparently, I thought, her credentials had already been cached, and she hadn't changed it the way I suggested. This was one time I was actually glad she didn't follow my advise.
Normally, I didn't snoop on her computer usage, choosing not to invade her privacy. But this was different. In my view, she had declared war. And I was determined to win. I looked through her emails. Most of it was spam, but there were a number of emails between her and Trey fucking Cardosa, the doctor she's now screwing in Bogota.
Rather than read them all at once, I performed a search and was presented with a number of email threads between them that went back more than a year. Interesting, I thought. I selected them, then exported and saved them to a thumb drive so I could go through them later.
There were several emails between her and the kids -- small talk, mostly, and nothing of note. By then, the locksmith arrived and I showed him the doors I needed new locks on. I turned him loose on that and went back to the computer. Going through the threads between Marcy and her doctor, I found one with the subject, "Lawyer."
Curious, I opened it up. The first was an email from her, telling Trey that she had just spoken with her lawyer, one Allison Hargraves, and had read the proposed divorce settlement and post-nuptial agreement.
"She argued against doing it, but I really don't care at this point," she wrote. "I'm going through with this no matter what."
"You're going to actually divorce Rick?" he wrote back. "I thought you loved him. You said you intend to spend the rest of your life with him. What's going on?"
"I do love him," she answered. "And I intend to spend the rest of my life with him. But things are going to be different from now on. He's had 30 years to sow his wild oats in the Army and now it's my turn. And it'll be done on my terms. All these years, he's been an unknowing cuckold. Not any more."
"What are you planning?" he wrote.
"I've got a letter I'm going to have Leslie give him," she said. "I told him in the letter that he needs to meet me in the lobby of the Ambassador when we get back. That's where I'll have him served with the papers. He'll be so distraught he'll do anything to avoid divorce. I'll take him to my room and hand him the post-nuptial. He'll have a choice -- either agree to my terms or face ruin in a divorce."
"Damn," Trey said. "You're cold. Remind me to never get on your bad side."
"LOL," she wrote back.
"So, what are you using for grounds?" he asked.
"Adultery," she said. "And I'll have him dead to rights, complete with video. I've already talked to Leslie. She's had the hots for him for a long time. It was really pretty easy to do. I told Rick in the letter that I give him a hall pass to fuck her brains out for the six weeks we're gone. What he doesn't know is that I've had the house wired for sound and video. And I've got a PI following his every move. His goose is cooked. He just doesn't know it yet. On top of that, my lawyer says I can sue Leslie for alienation of affection if I want to. So not only will I get half of Rick's military retirement, I'll get the house, half of all our assets AND I can stand to ruin Leslie and her husband financially. So, it'll be in his best interest to go along with what I want."
"Damn. You think he'll actually go for that?"
"He won't have a choice," she said. "I already told him in the letter he can either take me back or walk away. I doubt he'll walk away."
"What if he does?" Trey asked.
"That'll be his loss," she said.
"You said he's been an unknowing cuckold," Trey wrote back. "How long have you been cheating on him?"
"Years," she said. "It started when he was in Korea for a year. I moved the kids back home and started at the hospital. That was back when they were doing renovations. I had to park at the Red Roof Inn, like a lot of others, and I found I could go in an hour or two ahead of my schedule, meet up with another nurse, and still have enough time to clean up and go to work. Of course, I had to stop after he came home." Finally, I thought. After all these years, I know the truth.
"And he never suspected?" Trey asked.
"Well, we did get together in Hawaii at the middle of the year, and I think he suspected something was going on," she wrote. "It caused a really big stink, let me tell you. But I was able to get us past it. That's why I know I can do it this time as well. The only difference is that he'll know what I've been doing."
"You're taking one hell of a risk," Trey said. That was the first and probably only thing I would ever agree with him on.
"Nothing ventured, nothing gained," she said.
"I just hope you know what you're doing," he said.
"Don't worry," she answered. "I've got it all under control." That was the final email in the thread, thank goodness. I'm not sure how much more of that I could take. I printed out the email thread and put it in a folder.
By then, the locksmith had finished up his work and handed me three new sets of keys. I paid him for his work and gave him an extra $50 for coming out after hours. After he left, I decided to do the same. I shut the computer down, then went upstairs to change.
From there, I went out for a burger and a beer, stopping at a convenience store for some cigars. I hadn't smoked since I was in the Army, and I felt like I needed something to keep me from punching someone's lights out.
I couldn't help but notice a dark SUV following me. Whoever it was had been on my tail since I left the cul-de-sac. I didn't recognize the driver's face, but I did make note of the license plate and figured it was the PI Marcy hired. I gave him the runaround, hoping to lose him, but he managed to stay on my tail. When I pulled into Yancy's Bar and Grill, he pulled in as well.



I had had enough of the bullshit, and got out of my car. I walked straight to the SUV and saw the man's face go white when I yanked his door open.
"Who the FUCK are you and why are you following me?" I bellowed.
"Uh, I, I, don't know what you're talking about," the smaller man stammered, his eyes wide.
"Bullshit, asshole," I said. "You've been on my ass ever since I left my house. Are you the PI my wife hired to follow me?"
"I... don't know what you're talking about," he said nervously.
"You're a lying sack of shit," I told him. "And right now, I'm to here with lying sacks of shit, so maybe I oughta bust your chops right here. What do you say?"
"Look, I don't know what you're talking about, mister," he said. "I'll leave, just don't hit me, please."
"I don't ever want to see you on my street or anywhere near me again, you got it, asshole?" I said. "Next time I won't be so fucking nice."
"I got it," he said. "I'm sorry." I slammed the door shut and watched as he started his SUV and drove off. After I was convinced he was gone, I went inside and ordered a burger and a beer.
"Woman trouble?" the bartender asked when I placed my order. Was it that obvious, I asked myself.
"Yeah, you could say that," I said.
"You know what they say, can't live with 'em, can't shoot 'em," he said, causing me to chuckle. I finished my burger, which was quite good, and my beer, which hit the spot, and headed home. When I got there, I grabbed another beer out of the fridge, then headed out back to enjoy a cigar and think.
As I enjoyed my cigar a plan began to form in my mind. I pulled out my phone and looked up a few things on Google, which made me smile. I consulted the calendar and picked the date. I would have to make a couple calls to get it all rolling, but I didn't see any reason why it shouldn't come together.
Just then, I got a text message on my phone from Ernesto: "All set. First recap in morning. If possible, please send $250 walking around $$." The message was followed by a PayPal address. I pulled up Paypal and sent the cash and a note: "Thanks. Will call tomorrow. Have an idea." I got a response almost immediately: "Talk to you then!"
I finished my beer and my cigar, and went inside. I trudged up the stairs to what used to be the bedroom I shared with Marcy. Out of curiosity, I went to her nightstand and opened the drawer. There, close to the front of the drawer, were her rings. I looked at the smoke detector, where I knew a camera had been installed, then pulled my ring off and dropped it in the drawer with hers. I looked back at the camera and extended a middle finger. Eat that, bitch, I thought to myself.
I got up the next morning and got ready for work. Before I left, I checked Marcy's email. Sure enough, there was a new message with the subject, "Been made." I opened it up and smiled as I read the note.
"I don't know how, but your husband found the surveillance equipment. Attached are the videos we got last night. He also spotted our investigator. Awaiting instructions," the short message said. I made sure it was marked "unread," then closed out the mail client. I left for work and somehow managed to get through the day.
When I got home, I checked my email and found the attachments Ernesto sent from the previous night's surveillance. I wasn't really impressed by what I saw. Marcy was right, though -- Trey was considerably smaller than me, but he seemed to make up for it with enthusiasm. I listened to their after-sex pillow talk.
"What do you think your husband's doing right now?" Trey asked.
"He's probably banging that little whore from next door," she said. "I'll have video of it tomorrow morning, then I'll send it on to my attorney. Enough about him, let's fuck some more."
"You got it, babe," Trey said. I ended the video, closed the office door, then grabbed my phone and called Ernesto.
"Señor Rick," he said when he answered. "Muchas gracias for the walking around money. It really helped. Did you see what I sent this morning?"
"I did, Ernesto, thanks," I said. "Listen, I have an idea for a plan and I want to run it by you, see what you think."
"Sure," Ernesto said. He listened quietly as I told him what I had in mind.
"Well? Is that something you can help set up?" I asked when I laid it out for him.
"I believe so, Señor Rick," he said. "It would take a bit more walking around money, though. When would you want to do this?"
"In ten days," I said.
"Ten days? It can be done," he told me. "Let me ask a couple people and I'll get back to you. Just one thing."
"What's that?" I asked.
"Why in ten days? Why not sooner?" he asked.
"That'll be our 25th wedding anniversary," I said. "I want to make sure she never forgets it."
"You are one mean hombre, you know that, Señor Rick?" he asked, laughing.
"I do my best, Ernesto," I said. "Get back to me as soon as you can. Let me know what you need and please try to keep it reasonable."
"I will, Señor Rick," he said. "Talk to you soon." We ended the call and I went back through my contact list. There was one more person I needed to reach out to but I didn't know if she would even be available or willing to help. I found her number -- the one she gave me for her personal cell when we were in Iraq together. I took a deep breath and dialed. To my amazement, she picked up on the second ring.
"Diedre," she said when she answered.
"Diedre, this is Rick Weston," I said.
"Rick! Oh my God, it's been forever," she exclaimed. "How are you doing?"
"Could be better," I told her. "Listen, you got a few minutes?"
"Of course," she said. "I was just getting ready to sit down for dinner."
"I can call back if I'm interrupting something," I said.
"No, you're not interrupting anything," she said. "These days, it's just me and the cat."
"I'm sorry to hear that," I said.
"It's all good," she said. "So, what's up with you?" She listened quietly as I told her a bit more than the Reader's Digest version of my story.
"Oh my God," she said when I finished. "And you have proof of all this?"
"Yes," I said. "Emails, pictures, videos, you name it. She also told me you talked to her, said something about us taking good care of each other. In fact, let me read you what she wrote."
"I'd like to hear that," she said. I pulled out Marcy's letter and read from it.
"The bitch came to visit me, and with a smug look, she told me that she 'took care' of you over there and then walked off before I could ask what she meant. But when you came back, I knew precisely what she meant," I read.
"That lying bitch," Diedre said. "I specifically told her that we were a team, that we looked out for each other, that we had each other's 'six.' She popped off with something like, 'I'll just bet you did,' then slammed the door in my face."
"Look, I shouldn't have done what I did with you, and I'm sorry if I compromised you in any way. That's on me and I'll have to live with that for the rest of my life. That's the only time I ever fooled around on her. But none of that excuses this in my opinion," I said.
"Rick, you have nothing to apologize for," she said. "We were both pretty rattled after that ambush and frankly, I'm not sorry. It's not like we plotted and schemed behind her back. Granted, it was a bit... unprofessional and it would've cost us both if we had been caught. But I don't regret having done it one bit. So, what are you gonna do?" I told her my plan and waited for a response. She responded after a few moments.
"I like it," she said. "I really like it."
"I have a man in Colombia who's handling the one part," I said. "But I don't have the necessary access for the other."
"I think I may be able to help you out there," she said. "When do you want this done?"
"Ten days," I said. "That'll be our 25th anniversary."
"Oh, you're so evil," she said with a laugh. "Alright, consider it done. It'll be my anniversary present to you." I couldn't help but laugh at that. She spoke again after a few moments. "You know, I've thought a lot about you since Iraq."
"I've thought a lot about you, too," I said.
"We were a great team over there, weren't we?"
"Yes, we were," I answered.
"You know, I haven't connected with anyone like that since then," she said sadly.
"I'm sorry to hear that," I said.
"That's life, I guess," she said.
"Yeah, I guess so," I told her. "What are your plans?"
"I've been thinking a lot about retiring lately," she said. "I'm too old to be in the field so they have me shining a seat with my ass pushing papers."
"Well, if you do retire, I know a company that would hire you in a heartbeat," I said.
"Would I get to work with a certain retired Army Colonel?" she asked.
"I can guarantee that," I said.
"Well, I guess there is something worth living for then," she said. "Rick, do you think that maybe..."
"We could reconnect?" I asked, finishing her sentence. I could remember a time when Marcy and I did that. But that was many years ago.
"Something like that," she said. "Unless, of course, you plan to take Marcy back. You're not going to, are you? Not after this?"
"No, Marcy made her bed, now she gets to lie in it," I said. "And I'll be damned if I'm going to let her ride off into the sunset with her doctor friend."
"Good," she said. "Because I'd really like to finish what we started in Iraq."
"I would like that as well," I said. "But I have a couple things to do first."
"I understand," she said. "Just do me a favor?"
"What's that?" I asked.
"Don't make me wait too long. Please?"
"I won't," I told her. "Just so you know, if this works, it'll take some time for my divorce to go through."
"I understand, Rick. Just know that I'm here for you. If you need someone to talk to, call me, okay?"
"I will," I said.
"It's great hearing your voice again, Rick," she said.
"It's great hearing yours as well," I responded.
"Well, I'd better get going," she said. "My pasta salad is getting soggy."
"I'm getting a bit hungry as well," I said. "I'll be in touch, Diedre, promise."
"You'd better," she said. "Talk to you soon." We ended the call, and I felt better than I had in a long time. I suppose Marcy was right -- Diedre was smitten with me. And to be honest, right now I felt closer to her than I had with Marcy in a very long time. I closed my eyes and recalled the way her mouth felt, the way she tasted, her soft lips...
I was brought back to reality by the sound of knocking. Damn it, I said to myself as I went into the front room. I realized the knocking was at the back door, so I went and opened it to find Leslie with a plate covered with aluminum foil.
She was dressed in the tiniest pair of ripped denim cutoffs I had ever seen in my life. Topping that was a short t-shirt that left her midriff exposed. It was quite obvious she wasn't wearing a bra, and I could clearly see her nipples trying to poke their way through the thin material.
"I thought you might be a bit hungry, so I put together a plate for you," she said. "I hope you like lasagna. Mind if I bring it in?"
"Not at all," I said. "I love lasagna. Just put it on the counter if you would please." She smiled as she put the plate on the counter. Then she turned around and leaned back against the counter, spreading her feet so I could see the tiny strip of material going between her legs. I swore I could actually see her lower lips protruding from either side of what passed for the "crotch" of her cutoffs.
"I hope you like it," she said. "Unless, of course, you see something else you'd like to taste," she added as she worked a finger under her cutoffs. I could definitely see that she was shaved. I have to admit, I was tempted to take her up on her offer. But after what I had learned and after my conversation with Diedre, I decided not to. Besides, I felt like there was a real chance with Diedre and I wasn't about to risk that for a quick roll in the hay with Leslie.
"As tempting as that offer sounds, I'm afraid I'm going to have to take a rain check," I said. Her face changed suddenly and she stood up straight.
"What's the matter?" she asked. "Don't you find me attractive? Marcy gave you a hall pass, after all."
"I find you very attractive," I said. "And I'm sure she'd agree. In fact, she's got a camera right up there," I added, pointing to the smoke detector. "And I'm sure she thinks you're attractive as well. Why don't you give her a wave and tell her hello." Shocked, she turned around and looked at the smoke detector.
"What?" she asked. "Are you sure about that?"
"Oh yes," I said. "She had cameras put into almost every room of the house. And she's got a PI following me. Maybe you as well. Didn't you know?" She shook her head.
"No, I didn't," she said.
"Step into my office for a bit, Leslie," I said. "I have something to show you." She followed me into my home office, where I handed her a printout of the email chain between Marcy and Trey. Her eyes widened as she read it. She handed the printout back when she finished.
"Oh my God," she said. "That bitch! I had no idea, Rick. Honest, I didn't."
"I know," I said. "She used you and played you for a fool right along with me."
"What are you going to do?" she asked.
"I've got something in the works," I said. "And yes, I'll be filing for divorce. And I won't be doing anything with anyone until that divorce is final. Do you understand what I'm saying?"
"Yes, I understand, Rick," she said quietly. "Can we still be friends?"
"I don't see why not," I said. "But we can't take it beyond that."
"Okay, Rick," she said. "I'm sorry about everything. I hope you enjoy the lasagna."
"I'm sure I will, Leslie," I said. "Thank you." I escorted her to the back door and watched as she left. I had to admit, she looked good in those shorts, but there was no way I was going to risk everything just to get in her pants. After she left the yard, I went upstairs and changed into my running gear. I figured the lasagna, which was still quite warm, would be good when I got back.
After my run, I took a shower and changed, then went down and gobbled up the lasagna Leslie left earlier. It was chock full of cheese, mushrooms and meat, just the way I like it, and it hit the spot. I washed the plate, grabbed a beer and went into my home office, pausing only long enough to flip a bird at the camera in the front room.
The first thing I did was check Marcy's email. I saw she had responded to the investigator, telling him to back off a bit for now. There were no other emails, either to or from her. I then took a look at her finances. We maintained three checking accounts -- one for each of us and a household account for bills. Most of what we made went into the household account, but we each kept ten percent for ourselves.
We started doing that shortly after we got married. We also agreed to put each other on our personal signature cards in the event of an emergency. So I had no problem getting into her account. I noticed that she had saved up quite a bit over the years, but I also noticed she had paid a hefty retainer to Allison Hargraves, Attorney at Law, and had paid a considerable amount to Smith Investigations. I also noticed a few charges to Victoria's Secret. No doubt for her lover, since I had never seen her wear anything from them.
From there, I did a bit of research on Allison Hargraves. The name was a bit familiar to me, but I couldn't recall from where. A quick Google search revealed that in addition to being a "family law" attorney, she's an author. A few years back, she sparked a bit of controversy with a book she wrote promoting the idea of a female-led marriage. I never read the book, but decided to give it a look.
I also found that she had been interviewed by the New York Times as a result of her book. In the interview, she admitted that while she consults with anyone who calls on her, she only takes on women as clients and generally tries to recruit them into what she called the "hotwife and cuckold" lifestyle. I decided to look into that a bit before scheduling an appointment.
From there, I went to Amazon and ordered the cheapest Kindle version of her book. I downloaded it to my Kindle and went to the back patio with a beer and a cigar. After sorting through the psychobabble and the bullshit, it was quite clear to me that Hargraves was a man-hating bitch who delighted seeing men put in marital conditions that sounded to me like torture and mental cruelty. THIS is who Marcy chose as an attorney, I thought. It clearly spoke volumes to me.
I got a break from Hargraves' bullshit when my phone buzzed. I looked and saw a text from Ernesto, telling me he could set up what I wanted, but it would cost $1,000. He provided a bank account number I could wire the funds to and said he could make all the arrangements while ensuring nothing could be traced back to me. I had a better idea, however.
I went into the office, pulled up Marcy's account and made the transfer to the bank Ernesto specified. She still had plenty of money left, and I doubted she would even bother to look. This way, I thought, if anything was ever traced, it would show the money came from her. I replied to Ernesto, telling him it was done. I finished my cigar, then went inside to catch a bit of television and unwind before going to bed.
The next few days flew by fairly quickly. I followed the same routine -- got up, checked the recap from Ernesto, checked Marcy's email, then went to work. Come home, take a run, shower, eat, check emails, drink a beer, smoke a cigar, then watch some television before going to bed. Lather, rinse, repeat. I no longer had any desire to speak to Marcy, so I didn't care that she never called or sent a text.
I found that I rather enjoyed not seeing or hearing from her since whatever love I once had for her was now basically gone. I only saw Leslie one time after I showed her the email chain I printed out. That was the next day, when I returned the plate. Vince invited me to stay for dinner, but I begged off, saying I had things to get done. He seemed disappointed, but I'm sure he would get over it. Personally, I was glad Leslie stayed away as well. That was one distraction I really didn't need.
The only thing that kept me going were the periodic phone calls with Diedre. I had gotten into the habit of calling her every couple days just to say hello. We talked about a lot of things -- our lives, our hopes and dreams, even about pets. We even talked about my kids. The more I talked with her, the closer I felt to her. Eventually, I found myself thinking about her when I went to bed and realized I was falling for her.
I managed to arrange an appointment to see Allison Hargraves. When I got to her office, her receptionist ushered me in and offered a cup of coffee. Being a military man, I eagerly accepted. I shook Allison's hand and introduced myself. She seemed to be about my age, well-dressed and not in bad shape. I noticed the ring on her finger and wondered what kind of a life her husband led.
"So, I understand you're looking into getting a divorce," she said.
"Yes, I am," I said.
"Your name is Weston, is that right?" she asked.
"Yes, it is," I told her. She frowned as she looked at something on her computer, then looked back at me.
"What's your wife's name, if I may ask," she queried.
"Marcy," I said. "That's short for Marcia."
"Well, I'm sorry, Mr. Weston, but I'm afraid I can't represent you," she said. "It would present a conflict of interest. You see, I'm already representing your wife."
"Yes, I know," I said. "And I also know you only represent women. Sounds a bit sexist, if you ask me." She looked at me, hard.
"If you already know that, why did you ask to see me?" she asked.



"As you may already know, I'm a retired Army intelligence officer," I said. "And I like to know as much as I can about my enemy."
"Enemy?" she asked. "Is that how you see me?"
"Pretty much the way I see both you and Marcy, actually. I read your book," I said. "I also read the interview you did for the New York Times. I know you like to recruit your clients into your lifestyle. Is that what you did to my wife? Recruit her?"
"Mr. Weston, that's privileged information," she said.
"Of course," I said. "Did you know Marcy was going to Colombia for six weeks? And did you know what she planned to do during those six weeks?"
"Again, Mr. Weston, that's privileged information and I'm not at liberty to disclose that," she said. I nodded my head.
"I see you're married," I told her. She briefly looked at her rings. "I found your chapter on controlling husbands quite... interesting. Tell me, do you treat your husband the way you suggest in that chapter? Do you keep him locked up in a chastity cage and make him call you 'mistress' as he serves you hand and foot? Do you humiliate him, control his every movement and make him watch as you entertain your lovers?"
"That is none of your concern, Mr. Weston, and I think this interview is over. Please, you know the way out," she said. I smiled as I nodded my head.
"I'd like to say it's been a pleasure meeting you, Mrs. Hargraves," I said as I stood up. "But that would be a lie. I'm sure we'll see each other again. Good day." I went toward the door and stopped long enough to face her one last time. "By the way, I personally found your book to be quite disgusting. Have a good day." I walked out of her office before she had a chance to respond. The receptionist looked at me with a smile as I left. I wondered if she heard what transpired.
Finally, the day of our 25th anniversary came. I had plenty of comp time on the books so I took the day off. I knew it would be a busy day and I wanted to be home to keep up with the developments. I had gotten a text from Diedre early that morning telling me she was able to do what I asked. I nervously awaited word from Ernesto.
About mid-morning, I got a text from him: "Check your email." After booting up my computer, I pulled up my email client and saw that he had sent a video, so I opened it up.
It looked as if the video had been taken at a point overlooking a dirt road where a hastily-constructed check point had been set up. I could see three SUVs coming down the road toward the check point. As the vehicles approached, armed military men stopped them. They barked orders to the two people in the SUV before opening the doors.
As I watched, the soldiers began opening boxes and rummaging through what was inside. The next thing I knew, one of them hollered out and several more armed soldiers came running. They looked in the boxes, then started carrying them to a military vehicle parked nearby.
One of the soldiers pointed his rifle at the driver side door and barked an order. The door opened and I saw Trey stepping out, his hands in the air. Marcy came around from the passenger side, walking between two armed soldiers. The two of them were roughly handcuffed, then placed in the back of a military vehicle.
A tow truck came and the SUV they were in was connected up and hauled away. The soldiers inspected the other two vehicles before finally waving them on. To say I was shocked was an understatement. I pulled up my phone and called Ernesto.
"Hola," Ernesto said when he answered. "I take it you've seen the video."
"I have, Ernesto," I said. "What the hell happened?"
"Well, we got the stuff, just as you asked. Only a couple grams, just enough to get her deported. Unfortunately, my men weren't able to plant it on her," he said. "Turns out her lover, Dr. Trey, has been smuggling fairly large quantities of cocaine and heroin for a while. There was already several kilos in the vehicle in boxes marked for medicine. My men saw the stuff being packed and loaded so they backed off. They didn't want to get mixed up with any cartel business and I don't blame them."
"Neither do I," I said. "So, where is Marcy and Trey now? Was she involved with this?"
"They're both being held in jail," Ernesto said. "It looks like she may have known about it, but I'm not sure to what extent. They have 48 hours to turn this over to a judge and it could take up to 90 days for them to investigate and decide whether or not to prosecute. From what we saw, though, I don't think it'll take them that long."
"So what happens to them?" I asked. "Do you know if the Consulate has been made aware of this?"
"I'm sure the Consulate in Bogota is aware of it by now," Ernesto said. "This happened fairly early this morning."
"Keep an eye on things for me, Ernesto," I said.
"I will, boss," he said. "I'm sorry this happened. I know it's not quite what you were expecting."
"Don't be sorry," I said. "It's not quite what I had in mind, but if she's involved in trafficking drugs with Trey, she deserves whatever she gets." We ended the call and I immediately called Diedre to let her know what happened. She didn't sound all that surprised.
"Do you have a line on what's going on down there?" I asked.
"That's not my particular area of concern," she said. "But I know the station chief down there and I can make a call to see what I can find out."
"Please do," I said.
"I'll call you as soon as I hear something," she said. While I waited to hear back from her, I gathered a trash bag and went through the house, removing all the cameras and microphones Marcy's PI installed. I also went into the attic and grabbed the receiver and laptop. I shoved it all in the bag not caring if anything got broke, then set it in the driveway in front of the garage. I called Smith Investigations.
"Smith Investigations," a female voice said.
"I'd like to speak with the head shithead there, please," I said.
"Uh, okay, sir. One moment, please," she stammered. A few seconds later, I heard the man I had encountered earlier at Yancy's.
"James Smith, what can I do for you?" he asked.
"This is Rick Weston," I said. "You remember me. We met in the parking lot at Yancy's the other day. Your client is sitting in a Colombian jail on charges of drug trafficking. I've pulled all of your shit out of my house. It's in a garbage bag in my driveway. If it's still there tomorrow morning, I'm tossing it out with the rest of the garbage. Got it?"
"Uh, yes, sir," he said. I ended the call not caring what he had to say. The stuff was gone the next morning when I went to work. I assumed Smith picked it up, but I really didn't care if someone had come along and stolen it. A few moments after I got off the phone with Smith, my phone rang. It was Diedre.
"I just got off the phone with the station chief in Bogota," she said.
"What did you learn?" I asked.
"The feds in Colombia have been watching Trey ever since he got to Bogota," she said. "It turns out he's a distant relative of the guy who runs one of the most vicious drug cartels down there. If Marcy is involved with him, then she's looking at a long stretch in prison down there. The judge assigned to the case is known for being especially hard on foreigners involved in drug trafficking."
"How much time is she looking at?" I asked.
"At least ten years," she said.
"Well, I'd say if she couldn't do the time, she shouldn't have done the crime," I said. "How much were they carrying?"
"According to my source, at least 20 pounds of cocaine and heroin," she said.
"Damn," I said.
"You can expect a visit from the State Department pretty soon," Diedre said. "Let me know how it goes."
"I figured as much," I said. "I'll call you when I hear something."
"So what are you going to do now?" she asked.
"Get a divorce," I said. "No way am I staying married to a cheating, lying drug smuggler."
"Good," she said. After we ended the call, I dialed the hotel in Bogota where they were staying. Pablo answered the phone.
"Good morning, Pablo," I said. "This is Rick Weston. Can you please put me through to Penny Washington's room, please?"
"Si, Señor Weston, I will be happy to do that for you," he said. Penny picked up the phone after the first ring.
"Hello," she said nervously.
"Penny, this is Rick Weston," I said. "I've been trying to get in touch with my wife," I lied. "Today's our anniversary and I wanted to say hello. Any idea where she is? Is she out celebrating with Trey or something?"
"No, Rick, she's not out celebrating," Penny said. She sounded like she was about to start crying.
"What's the matter, Penny?" I asked.
"Oh, Rick, it was horrible," she said. "We were heading out to a village and we got stopped at a checkpoint. Marcy and Trey were arrested. The soldiers said they were transporting drugs. They questioned us at gunpoint. I thought they were going to kill us. They took Marcy and Trey away and escorted us back to the hotel. They kept asking us if we also had drugs, but we didn't know what they were talking about. They finally told us to stay at the hotel and not go anywhere. We're all pretty much on house arrest here."
"I see," I told her. "Sounds like you had a bit of excitement. So, what's going to happen now?"
"I don't know," she said. "The Doctors Without Borders people told us to stay put for now. They said we may have to stay here for as long as three months."
"I'm sure they just want to do a thorough investigation, Penny," I said. "Have you told Josh yet?"
"No, I haven't," she said. "Have you talked to him since the last time we spoke?"
"No, Penny, I've had enough on my plate since you guys left for your little South American sex adventure," I said. "But I do plan on speaking with him soon."
"Please, Rick, you can't tell him what's been going on," she pleaded. "It'll destroy him."
"Not as much as your cheating will destroy him," I said. "Don't you think your husband deserves to know what kind of a woman he's married to?"
"I'm begging you, please don't," she begged.
"Have a good day, Penny," I said before ending the call. What she didn't know was that I already had video of her with her doctor lover. I looked through my contacts and found Josh's cell number. I decided to give him a call.
"Josh," he said when he answered.
"Josh, this is Rick Weston," I said. "You got a couple minutes?"
"Yeah, sure, Rick," he said. "What's going on?" I gave him the abridged version of what had been going on in Colombia, including the drug arrest, and offered to email him video of Penny's activities.
"Yeah, email it to me," he said. "I had a feeling something was going on. Penny just didn't seem to be herself the last few times I talked to her."
"I'm sorry, Josh," I said. "I just didn't feel it was right to keep it from you, and I've had an awful lot to deal with myself."
"No problem, Rick," he said. "I understand. I'm sure it hasn't been easy for you."
"So, what are you gonna do?" I asked.
"I can't see getting past this," he said. "It's not the first time she's cheated on me. But by God, it's going to be the last. Thanks for letting me know." We ended the call and I emailed several videos that had been captured in Penny's room. My next call was to a divorce lawyer. I got an appointment to see her in three days.
A couple days later, I was called up to see my immediate supervisor, Bill Hastings. When I got to his office, I noticed a tall man in a dark suit. He stood as I walked in.
"Rick, this is Thomas Herman," Bill said. "He's with the State Department." Tom held out his hand and I shook it. "Tom, this is Rick Weston."
"Pleasure to meet you, Mr. Weston," Tom said.
"Pleasure is all mine," I said. "And call me Rick, please. What can I do for the State Department?"
"Well, Rick, your wife, Marcia, has been taken into custody by federal authorities in Colombia," Tom said. "She's been charged with drug trafficking."
"Drug trafficking?" I asked. "Are you sure about that? She's supposed to be down there with a group from Doctors Without Borders. I find it hard to believe she'd be involved with drug trafficking." Of course, I lied -- I felt it better to put on a good face and play the part of the grieved husband. "Is there anything you can do to help her out? I mean, she is a U.S. Citizen."
"I'm afraid not, Rick," Tom said. "You see, Americans in Colombia are subject to the laws there. If they break the law, they're subject to arrest by local authorities. We can't just go in and get them out of prison. We can keep an eye on her, arrange for visits, do welfare checks, that sort of thing. But we're not allowed to interfere with the judicial actions down there."
"I see," I said.
"And there's another problem," he said.
"What's that?" I asked.
"Even if she were set free today, she wouldn't be able to fly home," he said. "It seems she's already been placed on a no-fly list."
"Really?" I asked.
"Yes," he said. "It could be just an administrative error. It happens sometimes. But it takes quite a bit to get someone off that list."
"So, what is she facing?" I asked.
"Well, the drug laws in Colombia are some of the toughest in the Western Hemisphere," Tom said. "If all she had were a few grams for personal use, chances are they would've handled it as an administrative matter and simply given her a fine and deported her. But she was found with a considerable amount of drugs, and they believe that was just the tip of the iceberg. She could be facing up to 12 years in prison."
"12 years?" I asked.
"Yes," he said. "After about seven or eight years, the judge can put her on what's known as conditional liberty, but she won't be allowed to leave the country and she won't be able to get a legal paying job in Colombia since she's a foreigner. So chances are, she'll be stuck in prison for the duration. Of course, there are things that be done to help, but with her being on the no-fly list, she's pretty much stuck there.
"She will need some money for expenses, legal fees and so on," he added, pulling a pamphlet out of his briefcase. "This pamphlet will help explain how to do that. Make sure you follow the directions. If you don't, it could delay her getting the funds. If you wish, I can help arrange for visitation. Is that something you'd be interested in?"
"Yeah," I said. "I have a few things to do first. Can I call you in a couple days?"
"Of course," he said, pulling a business card out of his pocket. "That's my direct line. Just call anytime during normal business hours." I took the card and slipped it in my pocket.
"Just one thing, Tom," I said. "What about the rest of her team? Are they also being held?"
"One other person was taken into custody," Tom said. "The others have been asked to remain in Bogota for a while. I'm really not at liberty to say any more than that."
"Okay," I said. "Thanks for all your help. I'll be in touch." We shook hands and he left the office. Bill motioned for me to remain behind. Once we were certain Tom was out of the area, Bill closed his door and turned to me.
"This isn't good, Rick," he told me. "It could impact your security clearance and possibly even your job. You need to get a handle on this, ASAP."
"I understand, Bill," I said. I gave him an abbreviated version of what I already knew. I didn't tell him what I had planned with Ernesto and Diedre, however. He listened, shocked at what he heard. "I have an appointment to see a lawyer tomorrow. I intend to personally deliver the divorce papers to her in Colombia."
"Alright," Bill said. "Listen, you have plenty of comp time coming to you. Take a couple weeks. Do what you gotta do and get this shit under control."
"I will, Bill," I said. "Thanks." I went home and started going back through Marcy's email, this time looking for specific terms or phrases. I got several hits and looked at the emails. Most of them seemed innocuous, but I found one exchange that looked promising.
"You interested in making a lot of money on our trip to Colombia?" Trey asked in an email he sent about three months before their trip.
"Sure," Marcy replied. "What do you have in mind?"
"Not here," he answered. "Let's meet in private after work and I'll explain." Nothing more was mentioned for a week, then Trey sent another email.
"Well?" he asked. "Have you decided yet?"
"Are you sure this will work?" she asked.
"Of course," he said. "I've done it before. Don't worry, I know what I'm doing."
"Alright," she answered. "I'll do it."
"Good girl," he said. "Trust me, you'll be glad you did." I printed out the email chain and exported it to PDF and saved it to a thumb drive with other emails. I turned to the videos, this time, listening for anything that might suggest a plan to haul drugs.
I fast-forwarded through the sex scenes and caught a conversation between them the day before they were captured. I took note of the date and time stamp on the video.
"Are you ready?" Trey asked. "Tomorrow's the big day."
"I think so," she said nervously.
"Good," he said. "The product will be placed on our vehicle tomorrow morning. We don't even have to touch it or see it. It'll be in boxes marked for medicine."
"And you're sure we won't get caught?" Marcy asked.
"I've been on that road plenty of times," he told her. "There's never been a checkpoint out there before. If this works, we'll be doing it more often. If all goes well, by the time we leave, we'll have enough money to retire."
"Sounds good to me," she said. Bingo, I thought to myself. I made a note of the video and saved it to my thumb drive. After collecting my thoughts, I sent an email to the kids, asking them to join me in a Skype call tomorrow evening. Then I called Ernesto and told him what I found.
"Damn," he said. "What are you gonna do?"
"I'm going to go through the rest of the videos and her email to see what else I can find," I said. "I'm seeing a lawyer tomorrow about a divorce and I intend to hand-deliver the papers to her myself."
"You're coming here, then?" he asked.
"That's my plan," I said. "While I'm there, I also intend to hand-deliver this evidence to the prosecutor."
"You can stay with me and my family if you want," Ernesto said.
"I appreciate that, Ernesto," I said. "I look forward to tasting Lupe's cooking." He laughed.
"Trust me, you haven't eaten till you've had some of her cooking," he said. "Call me when you're ready to come down and I'll pick you up at the airport."
"Will do, my friend," I said. "Talk to you soon." I looked at my watch and realized I needed to send Marcy's money out. I read the pamphlet Tom gave me. According to that, the State Department's Office of Overseas Citizens Services would set up a trust fund for her, which would cost $30. Tom wrote a note at the bottom of the page, telling me the trust fund had already been established and the initial $30 fee would be subtracted from the money I sent.
The OCS, in turn, would transfer the money to the Embassy, who would transfer the money to the prison authorities in Colombia. The whole process could take up to three or four weeks, according to the pamphlet. I decided to use Western Union, since that was supposedly the fastest way to get the funds to her.
I already had all of Marcy's account details, so I checked her account, logged into the Western Union site and sent all but $5.00. Once I verified the money was gone, I grabbed a pile of trash bags and tossed all of her things, including our wedding album, into them, not really caring if anything got messed up or not. The filled bags were then crammed into her car.
I called her parents and explained the situation. They were heartbroken to hear of my plans to divorce her and tried talking me out of it. I refused to relent, and told them this had been a long time coming. They were also upset to hear she was in a Colombian jail on charges of drug trafficking.



"Are you sure Marcy was involved in drugs?" her father asked.
"I'm certain of it," I told him. "I've even got evidence I'll be giving to the prosecutor. I just need her stuff out of here."
"Alright, Rick, we'll be over to get her stuff," he finally said. "I'm sorry it came to this. We had no idea things were this bad." We said our goodbyes and ended the call. A half hour later, they arrived and took her car, along with the rest of her things. They were quite sad to learn what Marcy had done, but they understood my reason for divorcing her.
"Please stay in touch with us, Rick," her mother said as she hugged me.
"I will, Mom," I said. Her father and I shook hands, both realizing it was probably the last time we would see each other.
I was exhausted by the time they left, both physically and emotionally. I grabbed a beer and a cigar and sat out on the back porch. I hadn't been there very long before my phone rang -- it was Diedre, checking in to make sure I was alright.
"Hey," I said when I answered the phone.
"Hey yourself," she said. "How are you doing?"
"I've been better," I told her. "Right now, I'm enjoying a beer and a cigar."
"I wouldn't mind one of those myself," she said.
"What, a beer or a cigar?" I asked.
"Both, actually," she said, prompting me to laugh.
"You smoke cigars?" I asked.
"I've been known to from time to time," she said. "So, how did your day go?" I filled her in on what had taken place and told her I had an appointment to see a lawyer tomorrow. "Sounds like you've had one hell of a day," she said.
"Yeah, it's been a day alright," I told her. "But hearing your voice is making me feel better already."
"Good," she said.
"By the way, I have an idea," I told her.
"What, another one?" she asked sarcastically. I laughed, then told her what I had in mind. There were a few moments of silence when I finished, and I almost asked if she was still there. Finally, she responded.
"You know, I think that's the best idea I've heard in a long time," she said. "Let's do it."
"You're on," I said. "I'll fill you in on the details when I get back from Colombia."
"I'm looking forward to that," she said. We talked a bit longer before ending the call. I felt much better after our discussion.
The next day, I went to see my attorney. I double-checked to make sure I had everything, then headed out. When I got to her office, I was ushered in by her receptionist and offered a cup of coffee, which I graciously accepted.
Lisa Hawkins was nothing like Allison Hargraves. She exuded confidence, and what's more, she was open and friendly. She listened to my story, taking notes as I spoke, then looked at the evidence, which included Marcy's letter and the emails I printed out. I also told her about the charges Marcy faced in Colombia.
"Well, that should make things a bit easier for us," she said. "How much time is she facing down there?"
"I'm told up to 12 years," I said.
"Twelve years in a Colombian prison," Lisa said. "She's not going to have an easy time of it down there. So, what are you looking to get out of this? Everything?"
"She can keep her 401K, her clothes and her car," I said. "I've already sent most of her money down there already for her expenses. The rest I want to keep."
"I think that's doable," she said. "Fortunately, you can file on grounds of adultery and cruelty in this state, and I think you've shown good cause for those. Also, judges take things like that into consideration when it comes time for splitting assets. Just curious, how do you plan to have her served? If we use the system, it could take weeks before she gets the papers."
"I intend to carry the papers to her myself," I said. "I hope to convince her that it would be in her best interest to sign them and be done with it."
"Okay," she said. "I can have these written up and filed in, say, two days. Would that work for you?"
"Yes," I told her. "Also, what about going after Trey, her attorney and the hospital?"
"You mean, Allison Hargraves?" she asked.
"Yes," I said. "I got the impression Mrs. Hargraves convinced her to turn me into some kind of cuckolded slave. I tried to find out myself, but she refused to give me an answer."
"You actually spoke to Allison Hargraves yourself?" Lisa asked.
"Yes I did," I said.
"You're an awfully brave man," she said. "Well, she is protected by attorney-client privilege, so she's right to not tell you what transpired between them. Also, while you can file for Alienation of Affection in this state, the reality is that those suits almost never go anywhere. My best advise would be to let it go and not waste your money on them." I accepted her suggestion and we wrapped the meeting up with her promise to inform me when the papers were filed and ready to be served. "Two days, tops," she said. I thanked her, paid a hefty retainer and left.
Later that day, I spoke to the kids on Skype. It was great to see them, and I wished I had better news for them.
"Hey Dad, what's up," Kyle asked.
"Hi, Dad," Rhonda added. "What's going on?"
"Kids, I have some news for you and I wanted to tell both of you at the same time," I said.
"Is something wrong, Dad?" Rhonda asked.
"Yes," I said. "Your mother and I are getting divorced." Both of them gasped in shock when I said that.
"Why, Dad?" Kyle asked.
"Yeah," Rhonda added. "Did you do something?" I told them the abbreviated version of the story and finished by informing them their mother was sitting in a Colombian jail on drug trafficking charges.
"Are you sure she was really involved with that, Dad?" Rhonda asked.
"Yes, Rhonda, I'm afraid it's true," I said. "I even have evidence that I'll be presenting to the prosecutor when I go down there."
"You mean, you're going to help the prosecutor? You're going to help them put her in prison?" Kyle asked.
"She broke the law down there, son," I said. "I don't like it, but it is what it is. We've talked about drugs before. You know what cocaine and heroin can do. There's no way I can just turn a blind eye to that and you know it."
"I know," Kyle said quietly. "It's just so...."
"Screwed up?" I asked. He nodded his head. "I know, son. It is screwed up and I'm sorry. But your mom made the decision to do it and she got caught." We talked a bit longer, and I answered all their questions. It was a tough conversation, but by the time we were finished, they knew everything their mother had done and seemed to understand why I had to do what I was doing. I promised to email them an address so they could send her letters and we ended with a tearful farewell.
After we finished, I called Tom and asked him to arrange for visitation the day after I got the papers. He promised to set it up and we ended that call. Then I called Ernesto and told him of my plans.
"By the way, do you know who's prosecuting the case?" I asked.
"That would be Ricardo Montoya," Ernesto said. "He's tough, believe me."
"Good. When I get there, I have evidence I need to give him," I said.
"Okay," Ernesto said before we ended the call. My last call was to Diedre. She listened quietly as I brought her up to speed on what had happened. We spoke for quite some time, and I felt better after we ended the call.
Two days later, Lisa contacted me to say the papers had been filed with the court and a copy was prepared for Marcy's signature. I already had my bags packed and the tickets ready to be picked up, so I grabbed my passport and a few final things, then headed out. After getting the papers from her, I called Ernesto to let him know I was on the way to the airport. Tom had sent a message saying visitation had been arranged. I sent a message back thanking him.
Ernesto met me just as I finished going through customs. We gathered my luggage and headed out to his car.
"Where to first?" he asked as we settled in.
"I need to see Señor Montoya first," I said. He nodded his head and pulled out. When we got to the government building where his office was located, Ernesto parked the car.
"I'll wait for you here, Señor Rick," he said. I nodded my head and went inside. I managed to find Montoya's office and was stopped by a receptionist.
"Can I help you, señor?" she asked in accented English.
"Yes, por favor, I'd like to see Señor Montoya. I have some information on a case he's working on," I said.
"You have information for me, señor?" I heard a man ask from behind me. I turned to see a very well-dressed man standing in a door.
"Are you Señor Montoya?" I asked. He nodded his head.
"Yes, I am," he said. "And who might you be?"
"Rick Weston," I said, extending a hand. "I understand you're handling the case against my wife, Marcy." He shook my hand and nodded his head.
"Weston," he said. "Yes, of course. Please come in." He ushered me into his office and closed the door. "So, what is the nature of this information you have for me?" I pulled the thumb drive out of my pocket and handed it to him.
"On that drive you will find video of her and Trey Cardosa talking about moving 'product,' which I believe refers to the drugs she was caught with," I said. "There are other videos as well. You'll also find some email exchanges. I've provided a text file that shows the URL of her web email client along with her credentials. Perhaps there's something in those emails you may find useful." He regarded me warily for a few moments before speaking.
"You do realize, Señor Weston, that it's my job to put her in jail for a very long time?" he asked.
"Yes, I know," I said.
"So, please explain. Why are you providing me with this... evidence? Shouldn't you be helping her defense lawyer?" he asked. When I didn't answer right away, he smiled and nodded his head. "Ah, your wife was having an affair with Dr. Cardosa, wasn't she?" he asked. I nodded my head.
"Yes, she was," I said.
"I see," he said with a slight smile. "And you see this prosecution as a way to get some revenge, no? I can understand that. I might be tempted to do the same -- or worse -- if I learned my wife was screwing someone behind my back. But I will not stand by and let my office be used as a vehicle for your revenge, no matter how much it may be deserved."
"Señor Montoya, I understand how you might come to that conclusion," I said. "Yes, I'd like nothing more than to get my pound of flesh. But I intend to serve her with divorce papers. That's why I came to Bogota. I'm also a retired Army intelligence officer and I will not turn a blind eye to someone breaking the law -- not even my own soon-to-be ex-wife.
"On top of that, I work for a global company with an office here in Bogota, and I would be derelict in my duty if I did not present you with what I know. Use the information or not -- that's your choice, Señor Montoya," I said. He nodded his head when I finished.
"Alright, Señor Weston," he said. "I'll take a look at your... evidence. How long do you plan to be in Bogota?"
"A day or two, tops," I said. "I'm serving my wife papers tomorrow and hopefully I can convince her to sign them. Then I'll be heading back to the States."
"Where are you staying?" he asked me.
"I've been invited to stay with a colleague of mine who works in our office here," I said. "I don't have his address right off the top of my head, but I'll be more than happy to give you my cell phone number."
"No need, Señor Weston," he said. "I'll see you before you leave. And welcome to Bogota." I nodded my head and accepted his extended hand.
"Thank you, Señor Montoya," I said as I left.
"So, how did it go?" Ernesto asked when I got back to his car.
"You're right," I said. "Montoya is a tough son of a bitch." Ernesto laughed.
"You have no idea," he said. "Come on, let's get to my place. Lupe has been working on dinner most of the day."
We got to his house, and he set me up in a small spare bedroom for the night after introducing me to his wife, Lupe, and his children. We sat down to dinner and after Ernesto said grace, Lupe brought the food out. I didn't recognize the dish she set in front of us all and looked at Ernesto.
"It's called bandeja paisa," he said. "I've eaten this my whole life. Enjoy." I didn't know where to start, so I just dug in. The plate contained meat, a fried egg, rice, beans, an avocado half, chorizo and something called a "plantain." I had never heard of it before, but I found it to be quite delicious. I was stuffed when I finished the plate.
"That was delicious, Lupe," I said when I finished. She smiled and thanked me for the compliment. When we finished, Ernesto and I sat outside with a cigar and a glass of "aguardiente," or "fiery water." It was quite sweet, but it had quite a kick and I definitely understood why it was called "fiery water" as it burned all the way down my throat.
We talked for a while about this or that, nothing too serious. Eventually, it got dark, so we headed inside and went to bed. After breakfast the next day, Ernesto drove me to the prison where Marcy was being held. I couldn't believe the condition of the place. It was noisy, crowded and smelly.
I met a man from the embassy and together, we went inside, where we were ushered into a small room. Marcy was already there, and she looked awful. Her face was gaunt, her eyes red with dark circles under them. I could tell she had lost some weight. I also saw that she was shackled to the table. She looked up at me with sadness in her eyes.
I sat down across from her and opened my briefcase. I pulled out the packet and set it on the table.
"You once gave me a choice, Marcy," I began. "Either take you back or walk away. I think you know what choice I made." She looked down, tears falling down her face.
"I... I'm sorry, Rick," she stammered. "I never meant to hurt you."
"Bullshit," I said quietly. "You plotted with Leslie for weeks before you came down here. You plotted this even longer than that. I know that you went to see Allison Hargraves. I also know what you intended to do when you came back to the States. You probably know by now that I found the cameras you had put into the house. I know you intended to set me and Leslie up for a fall, all the while pretending to be her friend. And my so-called 'loving' wife.
"You know, I loved you with all my heart for a quarter of a century. I did my best. I admit, I wasn't perfect, and yes, I slipped once in Iraq. But that was in the heat of the moment. We were damn near killed out there. I swear to God I never once plotted to cheat on you or hurt you the way you hurt me.
"I also found the email where you admitted to Trey that you cheated on me that year I was in Korea. Remember that big fight we had? The whole time you swore you never cheated. But that was a lie, wasn't it? And you've done nothing but lie to me ever since.
"During our last phone call, you said, just once. If I don't mind. Well guess what, Marcy? I DO mind. That last day -- the day you were caught. Do you even remember what that day was?"
"No, what was it?" she asked quietly.
"It WAS our 25th wedding anniversary," I said. "You couldn't even be bothered to remember that, could you?" Tears continued falling down her face as I spoke. I wanted to say more, to cause her more hurt and suffering. But I decided to cut to the chase.
"I came down here for one reason, Marcy," I said, pulling out the divorce papers. "You need to sign these so we can end this sham of a marriage."
"But I don't want a divorce," she said.
"More bullshit," I said. "You had Allison cook up a set of divorce papers and were going to give me a choice -- either be your willing, enslaved cuckold or be ruined in a divorce. Face it, Marcy. We're done. I'm done with you. You're going to be here for a very long time but I won't be waiting for you back home. Sign the fucking papers," I added, pulling out a pen.
"Just so you know, I've already sent most of your money down here for your expenses and fees. It'll take a bit for it to get to you, but it's on its way. You can keep your 401K, your car, your clothes and your personal stuff. Your parents already have that stuff. The rest is mine. So, sign the papers and it'll be a done deal in about 60 days," I said.
"Have you told the kids about this?" she asked.
"Yes, I told them," I said. "It broke their hearts to hear what you've turned into. I gave them an address where they can write you. I don't know if they will or not." She picked up the pen.
"Alright," she said quietly. "You win. Where do I sign?" I pointed out the places where Lisa indicated on the papers. She read as she signed, then I signed and the man from the embassy signed as a witness to our signatures. When we were finished, I put the papers back in the envelope.
"By the way," I said. "I noticed you've already paid for your reservation at the Ambassador Hotel in full. I really hate to see that reservation go to waste, so I'd like to take advantage of it."
"Go ahead," she said. "I obviously won't be needing it."
"Thank you," I said. "And just so you know, I plan to invite Diedre to join me. I thought we could finish what we started in Iraq. Just the one time. If you don't mind, that is." She looked at me with fire in her eyes. I shook my head.
"After what you've done -- what you've been doing -- don't even go there," I said. "As far as I'm concerned, we're no longer married. Enjoy the rest of your miserable life." I got up and walked out as she sat at the table, sobbing.
When we got outside, I saw Montoya standing by his car. He came over and shook the embassy man's hand and looked at me.
"If you don't mind, I'd like to speak with Colonel Weston in private for a few minutes," he said. The man from the embassy nodded his head and said goodbye before getting into his car. Montoya put an arm around me. "Walk with me for a moment, Colonel," he said.
"I haven't been a colonel for some time, Señor Montoya," I said. "Please, call me Rick." He smiled and nodded his head.
"And you may call me Ricardo. Once a military officer, always a military officer, yes?" he asked rhetorically. "Ernesto thinks very highly of you. He's told me a lot of good things about you."
"You know Ernesto?" I asked.
"Indeed I do, Rick," he said with a smile. "We served in the Army together for quite some time. Then he went to work for your Acme Global and I became a prosecuting attorney. You know, I went through your evidence, and you were right. It's quite... compelling. It will certainly save my government a great deal of time, effort and money.
"That's one of the reasons I decided not to charge you for criminal conspiracy," he said. I looked at him shocked. "Oh, don't be so surprised," he added. "Ernesto told me what you had planned. As you may have thought, if your wife was caught with a small amount for personal use, she would have probably been a guest of ours for a couple days, then fined and deported.
"Fortunately for you, however, nothing illegal was purchased and the money you sent ended up going to a charity for widows and orphans. The nuns said they are very appreciative of your gift, by the way," he said with a smile. "It was their account Ernesto gave you." I couldn't help but smile.
"Between your stellar record and your voluntary cooperation, I decided not to charge you," he said. "However, I have to inform you that if you ever think of doing anything like that again, I'll have no choice but to take action. I hope you understand."
"I do, Ricardo," I said. "Thank you.
"No, Rick," he said. "Thank YOU! The information you gave us will be quite useful. I know you wanted justice after what your wife and Dr. Cardosa did. But trust me, justice is coming. I understand you're on your way back to the airport?"



"Yes, I'm going back to the States now," I said.
"Well, Rick, if you ever make it back to Bogota, perhaps you'll stay long enough to be my guest for dinner," he said.
"I'd like that very much, Ricardo," I said. He stopped and extended a hand.
"Vaya con Dios, Rick," he said. I shook his hand and nodded my head.
"Vaya con Dios, Ricardo," I said. "And thank you. For everything." We parted ways and I walked back to Ernesto's car.
"Everything okay?" he asked.
"Yes, Ernesto, everything is fine," I said. "But I'd better bet to the airport so I don't miss my flight." We got in his car and drove to the airport. When we got there, he turned to me.
"Boss, I'm sorry I didn't follow your orders," he said. "I... couldn't do what you wanted. If you like, I'll turn in my resignation."
"Don't apologize, Ernesto," I said. "You didn't do anything wrong. In fact, you were the only one who did the right thing. It's me who should apologize for putting you in that position in the first place. And perhaps it's me who should resign."
"No, boss, don't do that," he said. "I understand how you feel, what you were feeling. Hell, if it were me, I'd probably would've curb-stomped her ass and fed her to the fish. It all worked out in the end."
"Yes, it did," I said. "Well, thank you for everything, Ernesto. I'll be in touch. And give my best to Lupe and the kids."
"Do you think you might be back someday?" he asked.
"Of course," I said. "Where else would I find a helping of bandeja paisa, anyway?" He laughed as we shook hands. "I'll be in touch, Ernesto. Take care of yourself, and thank you for all your help."
* * * * *
Epilogue:
Diedre met me at the Ambassador Hotel on the day I was supposed to have met Marcy. Yes, we finished what we started in Iraq and it was a memorable night. We laid in bed, wrapped in each other's arms, basking in the afterglow of our coupling.
"You know, I put in my retirement papers," she said. "I've been thinking of a career change."
"Oh?" I asked. "What would you like to do?"
"I was thinking about becoming a full-time wife and homemaker," she said.
"Really?" I asked.
"Yes," she said. "Do you think there might be an opening coming up sometime soon?" I rolled over and looked at her pretty face.
"You know, I think there just might be one coming up in a couple weeks or so. Would you like to apply for the position?" I asked jokingly.
"I thought I just did," she said with a laugh.
"Indeed you did," I said.
"And you know I've fallen in love with you," she said.
"And I've fallen in love with you," I told her. "If it weren't for you, I don't know what I would've done."
"So, shall we make it official then?" she asked. "Even though your divorce isn't officially final yet?"
"Why not?" I asked. "That is, if you don't mind."
"Of course not, babe," she said.
"Will you marry me and make me the happiest man on earth?" I asked. She smiled and kissed me deeply.
"Yes, Rick Weston," she said. "I'll marry you. I love you so much."
* * * * *
Marcy and Trey stood trial in Colombia for drug trafficking and were both found guilty. Both of them got the maximum sentence -- 12 years, along with a very hefty fine. Trey was sent to one of the worst prisons in the country -- a crowded, rat-infested hole that already held more than 200 percent of its designed capacity. He didn't last very long, maybe a couple years. It turned out that members of a rival cartel took umbrage at his efforts to encroach on their territory. His mutilated body was found one morning before breakfast and hastily buried.
Marcy ended up getting sent to Buen Pastor, Bogota's best-known women's prison. She fared somewhat better than Trey, but life was still very hard on her. She doesn't get many visitors, naturally, but someone from the embassy comes by periodically to check up on her and make sure she's doing okay. The kids send letters and cards at least once a month, and they tell me she looks forward to the day when they can be reunited.
Penny and the others were finally released from their "house arrest" after the trial and allowed to come home. A visibly pregnant Penny and her doctor friend were met at the airport by a process server and were raked over the coals in their divorces. Both of them were fired from the hospital and had to leave the area to find work elsewhere.
I lost touch with Leslie and Vince, but the last time I heard, they were still involved in their lifestyle. Leslie, however, had to take a break after she got pregnant. They still don't know who the father is.
I sold the house and bought a new one after Diedre and I got married. She's transitioning quite nicely into her chosen career path. I've told her many times there's always a place for her at Acme, but she says she's tired of all that "spook" stuff and wants to spend the rest of her time making a happy home for the two of us -- and her cat.
That is, if I don't mind. Which I don't.
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* * * * *
I sat in the bar with my good friend Toby, celebrating what was to become a very profitable business deal for both his company and mine. We toasted the deal with a beer and took a large drink when we heard a loud ruckus in another part of the bar.
"What the hell is going on over there?" Toby asked.
"No idea," I said as we both looked. We saw a young blonde woman sitting in a booth surrounded by several fairly large men. She was obviously tipsy and was laughing very loudly at something one of the men said. We both took note of her attire. She wore a very short skirt and a loose, sleeveless top. Except for the long blonde hair and the rose tattoo on her shoulder, she could've passed for my wife, Donna.
But I knew it couldn't be Donna, since she was off on one of her twice-monthly business trips. Her trips could last anywhere from three to five days, and I hated it when she left. This time, she was in Houston for four days, working with the management of a factory there. The company she works for sells safety equipment to a number of plants around the country, so she's on the road a lot.
That's why I decided to meet with Toby in Oklahoma City. I figured with her gone, it would be the best time for us to meet and it wouldn't interfere with my home life. As we watched, "Blondie" stood up and the whole gang left the bar. They walked right by us, her arms linked with a man on each side, one black and the other Hispanic. She glanced at me as she walked by and I could make out her deep blue eyes. They all laughed as they walked by and headed out the door.
"You okay, Bob?" Toby asked me after they left. That's me, by the way. Bob Carson, head of product development for Ryker Industries in Denver, Colorado. I had been tasked with putting together a deal with Toby's company to produce a new line of HVAC controls for a new set of energy-efficient smart-homes. With all the concern over the environment and going green, this would benefit both our companies. Tonight's celebration was the culmination of that effort.
"Yeah," I said. "It's just... that woman reminds me a lot of my wife, Donna."
"Isn't she in Houston?" Toby asked.
"Yeah," I said. But something about the blonde bothered me. Don't ask me to explain it. Just then, a waitress came to our table. We placed an order for two more beers, but I stopped her before she left.
"What can you tell me about that blonde?" I asked.
"Oh, her?" she asked in response. "I've seen her in here a few times. Always has a gaggle of men trailing after her. You're not looking to meet her, are you?"
"No, I was just curious," I said. We finished our beer and headed out for the night. I promised to keep in touch with Toby and headed to my room for the night. Once there, I tried calling Donna, but the call went straight to voicemail.
I thought that rather odd, since she always kept her phone nearby. I tried calling her at the hotel she was at in Houston, but was told that she had checked out early that morning. It wasn't unusual for Donna to combine two clients with one visit, but she always made sure to let me know if her travel plans had changed.
I sent a text: "How are U? Everything okay?" I got a response fairly quickly.
"Tired," she wrote. "Long day. Getting ready for bed."
"Where R U?" I wrote back.
"At the hotel," she said. "Where else?" Where else, indeed, I thought to myself. What the hell is going on here? It wasn't like Donna to lie to me. Or was it? "I'll be home Friday night as planned. See you then. Love U!" she said in a follow-up text. Reading between the lines, I knew that was her code for "don't bug me."
"Love U more," I wrote back.
The next day I went home, confused. If Donna wasn't in her hotel, where was she? Was she even IN Houston, or had she gone somewhere else? I decided to confront her about this when I saw her.
Friday came around soon enough, and Donna had made it home just as she had said. In fact, she got home before me and her car was already in the garage. I could hear the shower running when I walked upstairs. I got out of my clothes and decided to join her.
"Aaaaagh!" she screamed as I opened the shower door. I stepped in and tried to hug her, but she wouldn't let me.
"What's the matter?" I asked. "I haven't seen you for days and you act like I'm some kind of a rapist or something."
"You scared the crap out of me," she said. "Please, let me just finish my shower and I'll be out in a few minutes, okay?" I could tell when I'm not wanted, so I shrugged my shoulders and got out.
"Whatever," I said. "I missed you and just wanted to show you some affection, that's all." I stormed out of the bathroom, dressed and headed downstairs where I grabbed a beer and sat down to watch some news. She came down about a half hour later, wearing a pair of cutoffs and a t-shirt.
"I'm sorry I snapped at you," she said. "I've missed you too. It was a horrible trip."
"I tried calling you Wednesday," I said. "Where were you?"
"I was in my hotel room," she said.
"Really? Then why was I told you checked out early that morning?"
"I'm sorry, I forgot to tell you," she said. "There was a leak in the bathroom, and the floor was wet. They didn't have another room for me, so I went to another hotel. I should've told you."
"I was worried about you, and I had some good news for you," I told her.
"Oh? What's that?"
"You know that company in Oklahoma City we've been trying to work with?" I asked. "I went there while you were in Houston and met with the CFO. We were able to put together a deal and we now stand to make a lot of money off of it. If all goes well, I'll be getting a hefty commission and we can start thinking about a family."
"You were in Oklahoma City two days ago?" she asked. I sensed some apprehension in her voice.
"Yes, I was. Why?"
"You didn't tell me you were going there," she said.
"It was a spur-of-the-moment thing. Toby said he was available so I flew there and met with him, stayed the night then came home," I said. "I figured you were in Houston and wouldn't miss me. I tried calling you to let you know but I couldn't get in touch with you. Then I called the hotel and they told me you checked out early that morning."
"I'm sorry," she said. "I should've told you but I didn't want to bother you."
"It wouldn't have been a bother," I said.
"Anyway, I have some news for you as well," she said.
"Oh?"
"My territory has been expanded. I'm taking over from one of the other reps who is leaving. So that means I'll be traveling even more. Maybe as much as four or five days a week," she said.
"Four or five days a week? Every single week?" I asked, shocked. "I almost never get to see you as it is. How long is this supposed to last?"
"I don't know. Until they get someone in to take his place. Could be for the next three months."
"Crap," I said. "When does this start?"
"Monday. I leave Monday morning for Miami."
"When did you learn about this?" I asked her.
"Last night when I checked into the office."
"Fucking terrific." We ate dinner, watched some television, then went to bed where we made love, giving each other at least two orgasms before falling asleep. I wanted to spend as much time with her as I could before she left for Miami, so we went out dancing Saturday night, which led to another night of wild sex.
We slept in on Sunday, and spent most of the morning in bed, naked. She finally got up about 1:00 am to start packing. I got up with her and did my usual weekend yard work. That night, we called out for pizza and finished the day by making love yet again. She kissed me as she left for the airport Monday morning.
"Keep this nice and warm for me," she said, running her hands over the front of my trousers.
"Count on it," I said, giving her a sloppy kiss. I watched her leave, then went to work. She called me every evening to let me know she was okay. When she came back, we spent the weekend making mad passionate love. Things went on like this for about four weeks. Then it happened.
It was Monday morning, and I had just finished my first cup of coffee after arriving at the office. Donna had left for New York on Sunday, telling me she had to be there early Monday morning. She also said this trip was to last at least five days, perhaps more. I wasn't very happy about it, but she assured me everything was alright and we would reap the benefits if everything went well.
After grabbing my second cup of coffee, I headed back to my office. I felt a strong urge to urinate, so I went into the men's room. That's when I felt pain the likes of which I had never felt before. It was as if my dick was on fire. I remembered hearing guys talk about getting the clap when I was in the service, and realized Donna had given me something.
I told my secretary I had to go see my doctor and headed out of the office. Doc Brown had been my general practitioner ever since I left the Army, and I knew he would get to the bottom of this quickly. After taking samples and running the tests, he came back with the news.
"I'm sorry, Bob, but you've got a case of gonorrhea," he said. He gave me a shot of antibiotic, and a pill. Then he began asking about my sex life -- how many women have I slept with, that sort of thing.
"I've only had sex with one person for the last seven years," I told him. "My wife, Donna." I had been married to Donna for six years, but had been exclusive with her for a year prior to our wedding. He looked at me with a sad expression on his face.
"I... see," he said. "She'll need to see her doctor as soon as possible." He gave me a sheet of paper with instructions he said I need to follow. Which included no sex for up to two weeks. No problem there -- no way was I going to touch Donna ever again. After explaining everything to me, he sent me on my way.
I paid my co-pay and headed out. When I got to my car, I called my boss and gave him the abridged version of what was going on. He had been through a divorce himself and knew what I was going through, so he gave me the next couple days off to get the situation under control.
I needed to know what the hell my wife was doing, and with whom she was doing it. So I performed a search and found a private investigator and called.
"Hammer Investigations, how may I help you?" a friendly female voice asked. I introduced myself and asked for an appointment. The receptionist said that I could come in now if I wanted to see an investigator. I did, so I gave her my name. "Very well, Mr. Carson, Mr. Hammer will see you when you get here."
I found the office, which was located in a quaint business park not too far from the doctor's office. I almost expected a smoke-filled back room, and was pleasantly surprised when I walked into a well-appointed office. I went to the receptionist's desk and introduced myself.
"Mr. Hammer is expecting you," the young woman said with a huge smile. "Follow me." I couldn't help but admire her legs and ass as she walked, her long hair waving with each step. She knocked on a door and opened it, ushering me inside. A large, barrel-chested man stood up and shook my hand.
"James Hammer," he said as we shook hands. "Please, have a seat. Would you like something to drink? Coffee? Tea?"
"No, I'm fine, thanks anyway," I told him. After the receptionist left, James turned to me.
"What can I do for you today, Mr. Carson?" he asked. He listened and took notes as I told him what had happened so far. "Have you spoken with an attorney yet?" he asked.
"No, not yet," I said. He nodded his head.
"It just so happens we do work for a number of attorneys in the area," he told me. "If you like, I can recommend one for you."
"That would be great, thanks," I said.
"You say your wife is in New York?" he asked. I nodded my head. "Is she going anywhere else this week?"
"I don't know," I said. "She never mentioned going anywhere else. I can call her office and find out."
"Why don't you do that?" I pulled my phone out, pulled up the contact for her office and called. After a couple rings, I heard the voice of her receptionist, Janice Billings. I asked to be put through to my wife's assistant, Patricia Holder. A few seconds later, I heard Patricia's voice.
"Hi, Pat, this is Bob Carson. I was wondering if you could give me some information regarding my wife's itinerary," I said. "She usually leaves it with me when she goes on her trips, but I seem to have lost it."
"I'm sorry, Mr. Carson, but Mrs. Carson no longer works here," she said. "Didn't she tell you?"
"Tell me what?"
"She quit about a month ago," Patricia said. "I'm surprised she didn't say anything to you."
"She said nothing about quitting," I said. "Did she say why she was quitting?"
"Something about an opportunity to make more money doing what she loves to do the most," Patricia told me.
"Did she tell you the name of the company she's working for, Patricia?"
"No, she didn't," Patricia said. "I'm sorry, Mr. Carson, I just don't have any information for you whatsoever."
"That's okay, Patricia," I said. "Thanks anyway." We ended the call and I told James what Patricia said.
"Interesting," he said. Then it hit me. I had put a phone finder app on her phone several months back after she lost it on a previous trip. Fortunately, the phone was found and turned in by one of the hotel staff and Donna was able to recover it before she got on the flight back home. When she got back, I put the app on it just in case she lost it again.
I pulled the app up and waited for it to report the location of her phone. According to the app, her phone was located at the Courtyard New York Manhattan. She told me she was staying at the Times Square Edition in Manhattan. Why was at a different hotel? I showed James what my app said and he took note of it. Then I remembered the night I was with Toby.
"What if she's wearing a disguise?" I asked. "Would your guys be able to track her then?"
"We have ways of getting around that," he said. "You think your wife might be wearing a disguise?" I told him about the woman I saw the night I was with Toby. He thought for a bit before answering.
"This sounds like more than just your average cheating spouse situation to me. It's obvious your wife is hiding something from you, Mr. Carson," he said. "And she's gone to great pains to keep you in the dark. I do have colleagues in New York and other cities who do work for me from time to time. I can get them on the case, but it'll cost more."
"I need to know what the hell she's doing," I said. "Get them on it, please." I sent James some pictures of Donna. He acknowledged receipt of my photos, then handed me some paperwork to fill out.
"I'll get right on this," he said. "And I'll get some eyes on her in New York. It'll probably take a few days, but we'll get to the bottom of it. I'll call you when I have a report ready for you." He handed me a card that read "Robyn Hawkins, Attorney at Law." I looked at the card and put it in my pocket.
"She's the meanest lawyer out there," James said. "Sharks cross the road when they see her coming, if you catch my drift. I recommend you call her right away. Tell you you spoke to me. If you want, I'll make sure she gets a full copy of my report."
"Thanks, I appreciate that," I said. With that, we ended our meeting, stood and shook hands. I took the paperwork out to the receptionist and left it with a hefty retainer. When I left the office, I pulled out the card James gave me and called. Robyn wasn't available, but I did manage to get an appointment for 8:00 Wednesday morning. Perfect. From there, I headed home.
I thought about calling or texting Donna, but decided not to. In the past, she had always called me when her daily work activity was finished, so I decided to play along and let her think I didn't know anything. I did, however, decide to look through her paperwork, which she kept locked in her desk drawer.
The lock on her desk came with two keys, the same as mine. She had a key, and so did I, just as she had a key to my desk. Once upon a time, I would never have considered invading her privacy. But that was before she had lied and broken my trust.
I opened the drawer and looked at the folders arranged neatly inside. Donna was very good at organizing, and she liked to save everything. This was one time I was glad she did. I started looking and found a thick folder filled with bank statements.
They were all from a bank that we didn't use. Then I remembered she had a separate account when we got married. I thought she closed her old account when we opened the joint account shortly after we married, but apparently she hadn't. There were statements dating back to at least a year before we got married. The most recent, dated just a bit over three weeks ago, showed a balance of over $500,000. What the hell, I asked myself.
I looked at the statements and saw a number of fairly large deposits from something called Stanton Enterprises. I had never heard of that outfit before and made a note to check it out. I also saw withdrawals for things like expensive clothing, jewelry, wigs, hotel rooms and airplane tickets.
One of the tickets was for a round-trip flight from Houston to Oklahoma City. Looking at the date, I saw the ticket was purchased a couple days before I met with Toby. Could it be? Was the woman I saw in that bar really Donna in disguise?
Looking deeper, I found three payments to family planning clinics. The first was dated about a year after we got married. The second happened a year and a half later and the third was a couple years after that. I needed to know more, so I looked further.
I found a folder that held a number of receipts and statements from various doctors and clinics. The first one in the stack was from a doctor she had seen just before she left for her current trip. According to that, she had been tested and treated for gonorrhea.
On top of that, I found three receipts from different clinics for a "D&C." I didn't need to look it up -- I already knew what they were for. Since we had been married, she had no less than three abortions, and never once told me. She never even told me she was pregnant. I felt like I had been punched in the gut.
There was more. I found a folder full of tax forms. About three years ago, Donna insisted that we file separate tax forms. She said she was concerned that her bonuses and commissions might put us in a much higher tax bracket. We went back and forth on that for some time, but I finally relented. Now I know the truth about why she wanted to do that.



In addition to her 1040's, which showed that she made far more than she let on, I found 1099 forms from a company called Stanton Enterprises. The most recent showed that she had received a significant amount of money from this outfit. But for what, exactly?
The contents of another folder provided a clue. In it, I saw what looked like signed consent forms and a contract between Donna and Stanton Enterprises. I didn't understand all the legalese, but I was able to get the gist of the document.
It appeared that Donna had agreed to appear in at least five feature-length porn videos every year for five years. The document was signed, notarized and dated just over three years ago. Next to Donna's signature was another from one Harold Stanton, President and CEO of Stanton Enterprises.
I took the folders to our copier and made copies of everything, which I placed in another folder I would take to the attorney. I scanned the more incriminating paperwork to a pdf file and saved that to a thumb drive. My plan was to email those to James.
I put everything back in her drawer, closed it up and locked it. I felt I had more than enough evidence, but I needed some context for all of this. Had she been cheating on me for our entire marriage? And where the hell is all this extra money coming from? I had no access to her emails or text messages, so I was at a disadvantage there.
I emailed the files to James, then called him to let him know. He thanked me and said he would put it into the mix and see what he could find. From there, I went upstairs to our master suite. We each had a walk-in closet and I generally stayed out of hers, again out of respect for her privacy.
I went into her closet and began digging around. I found several clothing bags with skimpy dresses and other outfits more suited for night clubs than anything else. I also found a couple of wigs -- one of which looked like what I saw on the woman in Oklahoma City.
She also had one of those small plastic set of drawers that could be stacked. I looked through the drawers and saw some small boxes. Opening them, I found contact lenses. I never knew Donna to wear glasses or contacts, but I noticed something odd about them. Looking closer, I realized these were merely cosmetic, designed to change the color of the wearer's eyes.
I also found a small booklet that looked to contain temporary tattoos. One of them looked like the rose I had seen on the woman in Oklahoma. Damn, I thought. How far had Donna gone to pull the wool over my eyes? Who is this woman I'm married to?
Digging further, I found a box in one corner that held a variety of sex toys -- dildos and vibrators, mostly. I had told her that I would love to watch her play with herself using toys like these, but she rebuffed me, calling it "perverted." At the bottom of the box, I found a DVD in a plastic case. I pulled it out and saw it had been labeled, "Dee Dee and the Boys Vol. 1 -- Raw Footage" with a black marker. What the fuck?
I went downstairs and put the DVD in the player and turned on the television. I started the player and noticed what looked like a narrow padded bench in a dark room. There was a date stamp in the lower right corner which indicated the video was made about three years ago. Interesting, I thought to myself.
The bench was bathed with bright light. I saw Donna walk over to the bench, wearing a short sundress. She also wore a long red wig, no doubt in an effort to conceal her true identity. I heard a gruff male voice in the background.
"You're on time. Good. Now, get naked," the male voice commanded.
"Yes, sir," Donna said quietly as she nodded her head. She unbuttoned her dress, slipped the straps off her shoulders and let the dress fall to the floor. She was totally nude underneath and I saw that her pussy was shaved. I remembered that it was bout three years ago or so she started doing that. A large man wearing only a towel came up to her and inspected her as though she was a piece of meat.
"I see you're married," he said, holding her left hand up. The camera zoomed in on her hand, and I saw the rings I had placed on her fingers when we got married.
"Yes, sir, I'm married," she said.
"Does your husband know what you're doing?" he asked.
"He does," she said.
"Is he okay with it?" the man asked. Donna nodded her head.
"Yes, sir, he's okay," she told him. "He knows that he can never satisfy me with his two-inch pecker, so he said I can go find someone to satisfy me sexually." WHAT? I screamed at the television. I never said any such thing and she knows I'm larger than average, measuring at about seven inches in length. Then it dawned on me that perhaps this was a script she was supposed to follow.
"Alright, get up on the bench," he said. Donna complied and climbed on the padded bench. "Spread your legs so we can get a good look at that pussy." Again, she complied. As she did so, the man fingered her and inserted one digit inside her. She moaned as he did that.
"You like that, do you?" he asked.
"Yes, sir," she said. What the hell is with all this "sir" crap, I asked myself. I've never known Donna to be the submissive type.
"Well, then, it's time for you to meet the rest of the crew," the man said as he waved his hand. Soon, there were a number of men surrounding her, looking her over, feeling her pussy and breasts. Donna closed her eyes and moaned as they felt her up. "What do you think, boys?" he asked.
"Looks like prime pussy to me," a large black man said.
"And married to boot," the first man said. "Well, what do you say we send her home with a nice present for her cuck?" The others laughed and they all dropped their towels. That's when I noticed that every one of the men were very-well endowed -- perhaps as much as nine or ten inches. I also saw the look of lust on Donna's face as she took in all the cocks before her. I shook my head as though to tell her "no," before realizing this was already a done deal.
"Let's give her what she wants, boys," the first man said. Soon, Donna had a large black cock in her mouth as the first man fucked her. The others stroked themselves as they watched. Soon, the first man finished inside her and pulled out. Another man quickly took his place. When the large black man ejaculated in her mouth, she swallowed, then turned her head to suck the next man in line.
This went on until she had fucked and sucked all of them. I noticed that none of them used condoms. No wonder she got gonorrhea, I thought. No telling what else she might have. I thought the video was over, but I soon realized there was much more to come.
The first man got on the bench with Donna, and positioned himself under her, his huge erect cock pointing up. Donna eased herself up and slid down on his cock, taking his whole member inside her. Two other men held her legs open and a third man positioned himself between them. What the hell is going on, I wondered.
As I watched, the third man ran his huge cock over her slit as she looked down. Then he began to squeeze himself into her. I watched, shocked, as she took two very large erect cocks into her pussy at the same time. Was this even possible, I wondered. As he worked his way inside her, Donna gasped.
"Oh God, yes, fuck my pussy," she moaned. I had never heard Donna speak like this before, and I was shocked. The two men fucked her until they both ejaculated inside her, then two more men took their place. This went on until each of them had double-penetrated her pussy.
But that wasn't enough. As I watched, Donna took them all on, three at a time, one in her ass, another in her pussy and a third in her mouth, making her airtight. Donna had never let me get anywhere near her ass, saying it was filthy and disgusting. But here she was, letting them all fuck her until they finished in her ass.
When they were all finished, Donna lay on the bench as the men surrounded her, masturbating until they ejaculated all over her body. I saw her stretched-out pussy gaping wide as cum dripped from her in great giant globs. I thought I was going to get sick.
"Well, boys, what do you think?" the first man asked after they had each taken their turn. "Do we keep her?"
"Yeah, let's keep the cunt," one of the men said. The first man put a sheet of paper on the bench and handed her a pen.
"Sign here," he said. "This makes you our cum slut. From now on, you're at our beck and call. Understand?"
"Yes, sir," Donna said as she wrote on the paper. I could tell there was nothing on the paper, but that didn't matter.
When this scene was over, the camera zoomed in on her face, which was coated with cum. She smiled as she brought her ring hand up and wiped some of the jizz with her ring finger, coating her rings with the nasty stuff. She licked it off and smiled into the camera.
"Sorry, hubby," she said. "I'm their cum slut from now on. Bye now, bye." The video faded to black and I ejected the DVD. To say I was shocked would be the understatement of the year. I was devastated. I cried, yelled, and screamed. How could she do this to me, to us?
At this point, I realized that whatever love I had for her was gone, replaced by a burning hatred. I wanted her dead, gone, out of my life forever. I had to get out of there, so I cleaned myself up and went to the Hitching Post, a bar and grill I sometimes liked to visit.
I ordered a beer and a burger and sat down to think about what had gone wrong in my marriage. I wracked my brain trying to figure out what it was I had done to make Donna do what she was doing. I always treated her with kindness and respect.
I showered her with love from the moment we were together, often buying her flowers or cards for no reason other than to say I loved her. I thought we had a satisfactory sex life. I know I was satisfied, and she seemed happy as well. Never once did I even think about cheating on her. I would never hurt her like that. So why is she doing this?
I finished my burger and looked at the time -- 4:00 pm. I had an idea, so I called Robyn Hawkins office. After what I had discovered, I knew I would go nuts until I was able to get the divorce started. I listened as the receptionist said her spiel, then made my request.
"Well, let me look, Mr. Carson," she said. "It seems there's been a cancellation and Ms. Hawkins is available at 8:00 am tomorrow morning. Would that work for you?"
"Absolutely," I told her.
"Very well, I'll change your appointment right now and she'll see you first thing in the morning."
"Thank you," I told her. "I'll see you then." That made me feel a bit better. Shortly after that call, my phone rang -- it was Donna. I debated not answering it, but decided to go ahead and take it.
"Yeah," I said when I opened the call.
"Uh, Bob, it's me, Donna," she said, a bit shocked by my abrupt greeting. "Are you okay?"
"Not really, Donna," I said. "I've had a really bad day. What's up? This is a bit early for you, isn't it?"
"Well, not that early," she said. "I am in New York, you know. I just wanted to touch base and let you know I'm going to have dinner then I'll be tied up with clients this evening."
"Thank you for letting me know," I said. "How is everything going?"
"Quite well, actually," she said. "The deal we're putting together looks like it'll really be good for our bottom line."
"That's good," I told her.
"Bob, are you sure you're okay?" she asked, sounding concerned. "I'm a bit worried. You don't sound like yourself."
"Just not feeling too well right now," I said. It actually wasn't a lie -- the thought of her right now was making me sick to my stomach.
"I'm sorry, is there anything I can do?" she asked. Maybe unfuck yourself, I thought to myself.
"No, there's nothing you can do," I said. "I'll be going to bed a bit early. Maybe if I still feel bad tomorrow, I'll go see someone."
"Well, you go and take care of yourself," she said. "I want you in perfect health when I get back. I miss you, you know."
"Yeah," I said.
"I love you," she said, signaling the end of the call.
"Me too," I told her before ending the call. I wondered if she caught that I didn't tell her I love her as well, but really didn't care whether she did or not. I finished my burger and headed home, where I laid on the couch and watched television until I fell asleep.
I woke up early the next morning, made some coffee, took a shower, dressed and got everything I needed for my appointment with Robyn. I got there a few minutes before 8:00 and was ushered right in. Robyn stood and shook my hand. She looked to be about my age, with long wavy dark hair.
"Good morning, Mr. Carson," she said. "What can we do for you today?" I told her everything I knew and put a large folder on her desk that contained all the evidence I had found so far. Robyn looked through it all, her eyes widening as she scanned all the documents. When she finished, she put the folder down and looked at me.
"I understand you've already spoken with Mr. Hammer?" she asked.
"I have," I said. "And I've provided him with some of that information as well. He tells me he has colleagues in New York and they'll be keeping an eye on her out there."
"Good," she said. "What are you looking to get out of this?"
"Everything," I said. "I want her out of my life. I want to keep my house, my retirement, my income, everything. As far as I'm concerned, she can have the half-million in her account, her retirement, and her personal property. I'm not willing to give her a red cent in support."
"Looking at the financials, it appears she makes considerably more than you do," Robyn said. "I don't think there'll be any issues with support. The court may order you to sell the house and give her half of the proceeds, and a portion of your joint assets, but I'll do my best to minimize that. Fortunately, in this state, you can file on the grounds of adultery and once that's proven, most judges here use that in the division of assets. I'll get with James to see what he's got and work something up. When will she be back?"
"Sunday afternoon," I told her.
"Perfect. That'll give me plenty of time to put this together and get it filed with the court," she said. She handed me a business card after writing her personal cell number on the back. She also handed me a paper with a set of instructions. "If anything happens, feel free to contact me. Don't do anything stupid. I'll call you when the papers are ready to be served."
"Thank you," I said. She smiled and stood up, signaling the end of the meeting. We shook hands and I left the office, stopping at the receptionist's desk to leave a retainer.
The next two days were quiet. My routine was the same -- get up, go to work, come home, eat, go to sleep. My boss said I could take the time off, but I was restless and couldn't just sit at home doing nothing.
On Thursday afternoon, I got a call from Robyn, asking me if I could meet her and James at her office the next morning. I agreed and told my boss, who gave me Friday off. That evening, I got a call from Donna.
"I just wanted to let you know that everything is on track and I'll be home Sunday afternoon," she said.
"That's good to hear," I said. "What time do you think you'll be home?"
"I'll grab an Uber at the airport, and I should be home about 1:00," she told me. "Then we can celebrate. Does that sound good to you?"
"Yeah, it does," I said.
"Okay, sweetie," she said. "I'll see you then. Hope you've taken your vitamins. I plan to screw your brains out." I chuckled at that.
"Sounds good," I said. "See you then." We ended the call and I sat back with a smile. Oh yeah, someone is gonna get screwed, I thought to myself. The next day, I showed up at Robyn's office a few minutes before our scheduled meeting and was immediately ushered into a conference room. I shook hands with James and Robyn and was introduced to two large men in dark suits.
"Bob, this is Agent Smith, and this is Special Agent Jones," Robyn said. "They're both with the FBI."
"FBI?" I asked. "Why is the FBI involved?"
"We'll get to that," Robyn said. "Please, let's sit down and go over this." We took our seats and Robyn pulled out the divorce papers. "These were filed in court yesterday afternoon. I've written them up as you requested. You said your wife is due to be home tomorrow at 1:00 pm, right?"
"Yes, that's right," I said.
"Good," she said, handing the papers to James. "James will serve them to her then. He's also a Notary Public, so he can witness her signature if she signs. I think she will once she realizes her situation." James opened his briefcase and put the papers inside. Then he pulled out a thick binder and a stack of DVDs and set them on the table.
"What's all this?" I asked.
"This is my final report," James said. He handed me a picture of a rather sleazy-looking man with slicked-back hair.
"Who is this?" I asked. "He looks like a real sleazeball." James snickered.
"His name is Harold Stanton," James said. "And you're right about that. He actually makes sleazeballs look like Boy Scouts. He runs a national chain of strip clubs from his headquarters in Richmond, Virginia. He's also heavily involved in the adult movie industry. He's a rather colorful character. A few years ago, he ran for Congress and was soundly defeated. He caused quite a stir on social media with some of his crazy rants.
"About five years ago, he started an exclusive men's organization. The requirements for joining were quite simple. All a man had to do was pay a $5,000 membership fee and have the right physical attributes," James said.
"What do you mean, right physical attributes?" I asked.
"They have to be very well-endowed," James said. "At least nine inches."
"You mean..."
"Yes, they're all required to have large genitalia," James said, answering my question before I could ask it. "This organization has chapters in a number of cities across the country. They get together once or twice a month for a gangbang. Sometimes, they recruit local girls. Other times, Stanton arranges to have someone participate. Your wife was one of the first women he recruited."
"But that would mean..."
"Yes, your wife has been doing this for at least the last five years," James said.
"Damn," I said. "How did she manage to do that with her work trips, though?"
"From what we were able to gather from her conversations, she would pad her trips by one or two days," James explained. "She would participate in the 'event,' then take a day or two to, er, clean up and recover. She figured that after a couple days, she would have recovered enough so that you wouldn't notice any changes in her." That deceitful bitch, I thought to myself. All this time, and I never once caught on.
"She took great pains to keep you from finding out about her other life," James said. "She would often disguise herself, using wigs, temporary tattoos and contacts designed to change the color of her eyes. She knew that you respected her privacy enough that you wouldn't go digging into her closet, so she was able to hide the... tools of her trade, so to speak."
That much was true, I thought, remembering all the stuff I had found in her closet and her desk drawer. But James wasn't finished.
"About three years ago or so, Stanton decided to make a bit of money off the monthly gangbangs and started making videos of them for sale. Everyone who agreed to participate got a small cut of the royalties," he said. "Your wife agreed to participate and signed an open-ended contract in which she agreed to make five videos a year. So far, she's made fifteen feature-length movies for Stanton," he added, pointing to the stack of DVDs.
"Stanton posted five to ten-minute clips of these videos as advertisements to a number of porn sites," James said. "So far, those clips have been viewed and downloaded hundreds of thousands of times. Your wife's attributes are pretty well-known by now. But there's more.



"A month ago or so, Stanton hired your wife full-time. In addition to her role as a performer, she was tasked with recruiting and grooming girls to do what she does," James said. I sat in shock as I took in what James was telling me.
"So, where does the FBI fit in all this?" I asked. Special Agent Jones spoke up.
"You recall that case of the sex cult that involved an actress here a few years ago?" Jones asked.
"Yes, I remember something about that," I said. "The leader got a huge prison sentence out of that as I recall."
"Yes, he was sentenced to 120 years," Jones said. "We believe something similar is taking place with your wife and Stanton. We can't go into the specifics right now, but we will need to take your wife into custody. Your cooperation in this matter would be greatly appreciated."
"Of course, I'll do whatever I can to help," I said. If Donna was involved in something like that, there was no way I would just sit and do nothing. "What do you suggest we do?" We discussed strategy for about an hour. I listened as Smith and Jones outlined what they wanted to do and the rest of us offered our input. Finally, we had agreed on a plan of action.
"Alright, Mr. Carson," Jones said as he stood up. "We'll see you Sunday."
"Sounds good, Agent Jones," I said, shaking his hand. We said our goodbyes and I watched as they left.
"I'm so sorry about all this, Bob," Robyn said. "I have to admit, this case takes the cake. I've never seen anything quite like it."
"I have a hard time believing she duped me for so long," I said. "I feel like a Kentucky-fried idiot." Robyn pulled a card out of her briefcase and handed it to me.
"Bob, I think that when this is over, you really should talk to someone," she said. "This counselor is, in my opinion, the best in the business. I really think you should give her a call." I looked at the card and took note of the name: Dr. Jamie Bronson.
"I'll call her as soon as I get home," I said.
"Good idea," she said. I shook their hands and gathered up what James gave me, then headed home. When I got there, I called Dr. Bronson and arranged to see her next Wednesday. Then I turned to the tasks we had discussed at Robyn's office.
* * * * *
Sunday, 1:05 pm, Home of Bob and Donna Carson:
It was just after 1:00 when the door opened and Donna came inside, carrying a suitcase, her briefcase and an overnight bag in a rolling carrier and a large clothing bag. She sat everything down by the couch and looked at me with a smile on her face. Her smile slowly disappeared as she saw everything laid out on the kitchen table in front of me.
"Sit down, Donna," I said calmly. "We need to talk."
"Um, I really need to go take a shower first and put everything away," she said. "Can it wait?"
"No, Donna," I said firmly. "We need to talk, now."
"But..."
"I said, SIT YOUR ASS DOWN, WOMAN!" I bellowed. She recoiled from my verbal assault. I had never raised my voice like that to her in all the years we had been together. She slowly stepped up to the kitchen table, looking at everything I had laid out. She pulled out a chair and sat down.
"What is all this?" she asked. I ignored her question.
"Tell me something, Donna," I said. "That WAS you I saw in Oklahoma City the week you claimed to be in Houston, wasn't it?" The shocked look on her face changed and the Donna who sat in front of me became something I didn't recognize.
"Yes, it was," she said calmly. "I was surprised to see you there and I almost expected you to do something. It's a good thing you didn't. Those guys would've pounded you into the ground. How did you recognize me, by the way?"
"You can wear all the disguises you want, Donna. Or is it 'Dee?' But nothing you do can change your face. I'd recognize you anywhere," I told her. "So, were you ever going to tell me about the three abortions you had?"
"It was four abortions, actually," she said. "The first one was a couple months before we got married."
"Were any of those children mine?" I asked.
"Maybe," she said. "Possibly. I don't know. I've had sex with a lot of guys, including some who were black or Hispanic. I didn't want to take the chance of presenting you with a child that was obviously biracial. Besides, I really didn't want to be burdened with a child. It IS my choice, after all." I nodded my head.
"Yes, I agree it's your choice," I said. "But it's also my choice to never want to touch you ever again. How long has this shit been going on? I know it's been at least five years."
"It's been going on since before we got engaged," she said. "At first, it was maybe once every other month or so, then it became a monthly thing. Eventually, I would do it every time I was out of town. At first I arranged it all myself. Then I met Harry Stanton and everything changed."
"Why?" I asked, shaking my head.
"That's easy," she said. "I like sex. A lot. I like getting fucked by multiple men. I love big dicks. The bigger they are, the better. And especially if there's a lot of them. Don't get me wrong. You're a great husband and a wonderful lover. You always brought me off. But there was a difference. You made love to me. They just fucked me. Over and over and over. I loved it when they fucked me and filled me up with their cum. I loved swallowing it and I loved it when they covered me with cum.
"That's all it was. Just sex. It had nothing to do with you and it never changed the way I felt about you. I loved you. I still love you. I've never once denied you and nothing I've done has hurt you. So now that you know, there's no sense in me hiding it."
"You stupid cunt," I said. "You think nothing you've done has hurt me? Really? You gave me the fucking clap, you stupid bitch. Did you tell them you had sex with me or did you lie about that as well?"
"I'm really sorry about that," she said. "I thought that once I got my shot it would be okay. And no, I didn't list you as one of my sex partners."
"Fucking terrific. No wonder I got no warning. Well, obviously you weren't okay," I said. "How long were you planning to keep doing this shit?"
"I don't know," she said. "Maybe a few years. I figured that once I had saved a few million, I could retire and then we could go on a cruise and reconnect. I take it that's not going to happen now, is it?"
"No," I told her. "I've already had divorce papers drawn up."
"You won't do that," she said with a smirk. "For one thing, you haven't got the balls to divorce me. For another, I'll bury you in a divorce. I'll take everything you own and who knows what Harry and his boys will do to you."
"Is that what you think?" I asked. "We'll see about that." I looked toward the front of the house and shouted. "All right, you can come on out now!" Instantly, the door to my home office opened and five people came out. Donna looked up, surprised. James walked to Donna and looked down at her.
"Donna Carson," he said, handing her a manila envelope. "You've been served." I handed her a pen.
"If I were you, I'd sign that now so we can end this sham of a marriage," I said.
"I won't sign this," she said. "I'll fight you every step of the way."
"That may be a bit difficult, since the FBI will be freezing your funds," I said. She looked at me, shocked.
"FBI?" she asked. I nodded my head.
"Yes," I told her. "Meet Special Agent Jones and Agent Smith. They'll be taking you into custody. I understand they have a warrant for your arrest. So, sign the papers now. In sixty days, it'll be over and you can concentrate on your defense." I could see her deflate as I spoke. Shaking, she picked up the pen and signed the papers. James witnessed her signature and affixed his notary stamp, then took them back.
"I'll get these to Ms. Hawkins," he said. Two other people -- Donna's parents -- stepped around to look at Donna. Her mother spoke first.
"Donna, I'm so ashamed of you," she said. "How could you do this to Bob?"
"I'm just following in your footsteps, MOTHER," Donna spit. Her father and I looked at Donna's mother, shocked. "You're the one who told me I should grab all I could get."
"Is that right, Denise?" her father, Ralph, asked. Denise sputtered for a few seconds, but didn't say anything coherent. "We'll be speaking about this when we get home, Denise," he told her. He looked at me before speaking again.
"I'm sorry about all this, Bob," he said. "I had no idea. We've got all of Donna's things and she can come to our house to get them when she can. Do us a favor and stay in touch, alright?"
"I will, Ralph," I said, shaking his hand. "Thanks." I watched as they left. After the door closed behind them, Agent Jones spoke up.
"Donna Carson, you are under arrest for conspiracy, racketeering and sex trafficking. Please stand, turn around and place your hands behind your back," he said. Donna followed his directions and glared at me as Jones read her Miranda rights. Once she was cuffed, they hauled her out. James looked at me after they left.
"That went well," he said with a crooked smile. "You okay?"
"Yeah, James, I'll be fine," I said. He nodded his head, then extended a hand.
"Take care of yourself, Bob," he said as we shook hands.
* * * * *
Epilogue -- Six months later...
The divorce went through without a hitch, thanks in large part to Robyn's work and the criminal charges against Donna. Federal authorities rounded up a number of people in Stanton's operation, including Stanton himself. After a couple months of investigations, the trials began.
Donna was seen as a flight risk and denied bail. The court allowed her enough funds to pay for her defense. By the time the trial was over, she had spent well over three quarters of her savings paying for her defense team.
I spoke with her once after she was arrested. When the final divorce papers came, I went to see her in the county jail where she was being kept. They brought her out in shackles and secured her to the table across from me. She looked like she had lost some weight and there were dark bags under her eyes.
"You look like shit, Donna," I said.
"Yeah, well, orange isn't exactly my color," she said. "What do you want?"
"Still the defiant bitch, I see," I said. "I was just curious to know if you've gotten the final divorce papers yet."
"I got them today," she said.
"You know, I've had a chance to check out some of your videos," I told her.
"Did you get off on them?" she asked with a smirk.
"No, actually, I found them to be rather disgusting," I said.
"Whatever," she said with a shrug.
"I was curious about something, though," I told her. "I noticed that all of them start the same way -- a little wimpy-looking guy beaten, stripped and tied to a chair with a cock cage on him. Was that your idea?"
"As a matter of fact, it was," she said smugly.
"Was that supposed to represent me or something?" I asked. "Is that what you really wanted to do to me?"
"Yeah, it was my idea." she said. "I thought about doing that to you a few times. It was a long-time fantasy of mine and I really got off on it."
"You really are a sick bitch, you know that?" She shrugged her shoulders. "You honestly didn't think I would've just sat there and let you do something like that to me, did you?"
"I don't know," she said. "Maybe."
"Well, it's a good thing you never tried," I said. "I've never struck a woman in my life, but I think if you had tried something like that I would've been sorely tempted to kill you." She looked at me, shocked. I didn't wait for a response.
"I've heard some of the stories of what you and Stanton did to some of those girls," I said. "How can you even live with yourself?"
"What, am I supposed to start crying, maybe say I'm sorry and beg for forgiveness?" she spit at me. I shook my head.
"No, I'd expect that from a human being," I said. "Or at least, a creature with a conscience. But we both know neither of those terms describe you, don't we? You know, on reflection, I think it's a good thing you never had any children. You sucked as a wife, and you would've sucked as a mother." I thought I saw a bit of sadness in her eyes, but I really didn't care, and pressed on.
"Why don't you do humanity a favor and just kill yourself?" I asked. Her eyes grew wide. "The world has enough problems, it certainly doesn't need you wasting precious air." I stood up and got ready to leave.
"My God, I've turned you into a monster, haven't I?" she asked. "You really do hate me, don't you?"
"You figure that shit out all by yourself?" I asked. "Yes, as a matter of fact, I DO hate you with every fiber of my being. Thanks to you, I don't think I'll ever love or trust another woman again. I hope it was all worth it to you. Enjoy the rest of your miserable life, bitch. Goodbye."
I turned and walked away. I thought I heard her sob, but I really didn't care. I wanted to hurt her with my words, and I hoped what I said sunk in.
Shortly after that last meeting, Donna turned state's evidence, telling federal authorities everything they wanted to know. As part of her agreement, she plead guilty to some of the lesser charges and was sentenced to five years in prison. James told me she would probably spend most of that time in isolation at an undisclosed location.
Thanks to her testimony, Stanton was sentenced to 105 years in prison. Knowing that he would be Bubba's bitch for the better part of the next century put a smile on my face. The rest of his crew were also given hefty sentences.
Ralph and Denise separated for a couple months after the confrontation in my house. She claimed she never cheated on him, but he had a very hard time believing her. They almost got divorced, but she convinced him to attend marriage counseling with her. They're still together, but things are a bit strained between them.
I pushed ahead and did everything I could to exorcise Donna from my life. I sold the house and bought a condo close to my work. I started hitting the gym a few days every week to get back into shape. I dated some, and even had sex with a few women, but never felt a connection with any of them.
I started counseling with Dr. Branson, and she's helped me with a lot of my issues, but I know I have a long way to go. Unless you've been there and walked a few miles in my shoes, you have no idea what it's like to learn the person you put your love and trust into for years has betrayed you the way Donna did me.
But, things are getting a bit better. I have my job, my new condo, my freedom and I've noticed that some of the women at work have started to take notice of the new me. Yeah, I still have some issues that I'm working through, but who knows? Tomorrow is another day, after all...
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Max Burnage Ep. 03: A Time To Burn

The following is the third episode in a my series, "Max Burnage." Each episode can be read as a separate story, but you may want to read the first installment to understand the full context.
The following was inspired by NTRMaster's three-part 2010 story, "Reunited." In that story, a wimpy husband is cheated on by all three of the women in his life, who were taken from him by an old schoolmate who does much more to the husband than simply take the women.
The names have been changed in this story, but the initial premise remains the same. Adrestia Rhamnousia is featured in my series, "Cheater's Gallery" and Elijah Jones is featured in "Justice." Camp Rollins was first introduced in my series, "The Camp."
As always, constructive comments are always welcome and appreciated. Please refer to my profile for more on my personal policy regarding comments, feedback, follows, etc. (Yes, I do moderate comments.) And remember, this is a work of fiction, meaning that it is not real in any way, shape, matter or form.
On a final note, no nuclear warheads were abused in the writing of this story...
...
Introduction, by Max Burnage
My name is Maximilian Burnage, but you can simply call me Max. I was born Maxwell Burns, but changed my name after my wife and her cohorts targeted me in an illegal scheme that included a plot to murder me. With the help of two incredible individuals, namely, a Civil War veteran named Elijah Jones and an immortal goddess named Adrestia Rhamnousia, I was able to reclaim my life and get a measure of justice from those who sought to do me harm.
I spent three months at Camp Rollins, a facility in north Idaho set up to help men in situations like mine. After my return, I was, for all practical purposes, a completely new man. Adrestia bestowed upon me a gift, something she called a "command voice" that allows me to make anyone do anything. With her guidance and Eli's tutelage, I have learned to use that gift for the good of those who seek my help.
After I dealt with my now ex-wife and her accomplices, I started the Burnage Agency to help people deal with cases of extreme marital betrayal and infidelity. Both Eli and Adrestia have lived up to their promises, providing me with the tools and the guidance to do my job. Adrestia even provided me with the software and systems I would need to monitor anyone, anywhere on the planet.
And for those who are wondering, yes, Adrestia and I are in a fully-committed exclusive relationship. It's a bit difficult to explain -- maybe I'll do that in an upcoming episode.
I'm an accountant by trade, and not a writer, so I am grateful that Saddletramp1956 accepted my invitation to shadow me on some of my cases. This is just one of my stories. At my request, the names of those involved have been changed to protect the innocent.
...
Max walked up the flight of stairs to his wife's office, opened the door and looked inside. There she was, sitting at her desk, going over a file as video played on the large monitor mounted on the wall. He admired her beauty for a bit before he walked inside.
A petite woman, long wavy blonde hair cascading over her shoulders, framing the face of an angel, sat at the desk that took up much of the cluttered and crowded office space. To most, she appeared to be somewhere in her mid-20s. But Max knew better. In reality, she was as old as the human race itself. Perhaps a bit older.
He knew her as Adrestia, although she had been given a number of names over the years by a number of different cultures -- Tye and Nemesis being just two of them. Well-meaning men had crafted statues of her, wearing a long robe and wielding a double-edged sword. But try as they might, they never did capture her true beauty, which Max knew transcended her lovely form. She smiled as she looked up at him.
"Admiring me from afar, my dear Max?" she asked.
"I love looking at you, dear," he said as he came in the office and closed the door. "Sorry I'm late, sweetheart," he added as he gave her a kiss. "Traffic on the Interstate was horrific."
"I saw that," she said.
"So, I got your message," he told her. "I got here as soon as I could. What's going on?" She handed him a thick folder as he sat down, then poured them each a cup of hot tea -- a special blend she crafted just for the two of them.
"A new case," she said as she handed him a cup of tea. "It's actually not new, but today was the first time I've been invoked."
"What's the story?" Max asked as he took a sip of tea.
"The victim is Terry Engels, a self-made entrepreneur who has since lost everything. He's been married three times. His first wife humiliated and left him for his high school bully. He met his second wife as he plotted his revenge. He even sought help from a mercenary.
"His second wife left him for the same bully, screwing him out of much of his hard-earned money, so he switched tactics. That's how he met his third wife. She also left him for the same man" she said.
"In fact, she just informed him that she was leaving him. That's him, crying on the floor of his apartment."
"What's all that mess on the floor?" Max asked.
"Lasagna, broken dishes... and semen," Adrestia said.
"What?" Max asked, shocked.
"Semen," Adrestia repeated. "You know..."
"Yeah, I do, but how did it get there?" he asked.
"Courtesy of his wife and the bully. The bully provided it and she put it in Terry's lasagna."
"That's just sick," Max said.
"I agree," Adrestia said. "It's not the first time something like that has happened. It's all in the file."
"Sounds like a stalker, this bully," Max said. "What's his story?"
"Name is Tim Johnson. He's some kind of a jock. Played college ball, then went on to the pros. After an injury, he went into business for himself. Not much upstairs, but he does have a big dick and uses it to his advantage whenever he can," Adrestia said.
"And you've seen this bully's dick?" Max asked.
"Yes, I have, but you know that's not what impresses me," she replied with a smile. "At any rate, the woman who just left told Engels she's been putting Johnson's semen in his food and drink for some time. Says he gets off on it."
"Sounds like a whole bunch of sick freaks to me," Max said.
"Yes, they are," she told him.
"So, why not just zap them off into the outer darkness somewhere," Max asked. "Put them all in one of your portraits and hang it on the wall or something."
"I thought about it," she said. "And I still might. It's just..."
"Just what, dear?" he asked her.
"Either one of us by ourselves could deal with these dirtbags without even breaking a sweat," she said. Max was impressed that she used the term, "dirtbag." He had used it often enough in her presence. "But Engels has been screwed over by every single person he's associated himself with. Even if we made them all disappear or fed them all to the dogs, it wouldn't change things for him one bit."
"What are you suggesting?" Max asked.
"Perhaps we should change our strategy a bit," she said. "I'm talking a complete restoration. It'll take a bit longer, but I think it would pay off in the long run." They looked at the monitor and watched as Terry got off the floor and headed for his closet. Once inside, he opened a safe that had been placed in the wall. He pulled out a gun, inserted a magazine and chambered a round.
"Oh no," Adrestia said, grabbing Max's hand. "We need to intervene, right now." The next thing Max knew, they were standing in Terry's bedroom. Max saw Terry cock the semi-automatic pistol and start to place the barrel in his mouth.
"Put the gun down," Max ordered, using his command voice. Terry jumped when he heard Max speak, and felt a strange vibration in his head. Feeling that he had no choice, he obeyed and put the pistol down on his bed. Max grabbed the pistol, cleared the round out of the chamber, ejected the magazine and put it on safe. He set the pistol and the magazine down on a nearby dresser.
"Who... who are you people?" Terry stammered. "How did you get in here? Where did you come from?"
"My name is Max," Max told him calmly. "This is my better half. You can call her Dr. A. We're here to help you, son."
"Help me?" Terry asked, tears falling down his face. "Really?"
"Really," Adrestia said. "Come with us. No one will ever hurt you again. Trust me." She took his hand, then took one of Max's hands. The next thing they all knew, they were standing in Adrestia's office. Terry looked around, shocked.
"What just happened?" he asked, confused. "Where are we? How did we get here so fast?"
"We're back in my office," Adrestia said. "Here, sit down. You're probably feeling a bit of vertigo. That's normal. Let me make you some tea. That'll help you feel better." Terry sat down in the chair Max set behind him as Adrestia turned on her tea pot.
"I still don't understand," Terry said. "How are you going to help me? And why? I can't afford to pay you anything."
"Don't worry about money," Max said. "We're not going to charge you anything. Adrestia and I are in the business of helping people in situations like yours."
"Adrestia?" Terry asked. "Are you two married or something?" Max smiled and looked at Adrestia.
"Yeah, you could say that," he told Terry. By then Adrestia came around the desk with two cups of tea. She handed one to Max and the other to Terry. Terry sniffed the tea, then took a tentative sip. His face perked up as he swallowed. Max laughed.
"Her tea does that to me as well," he said. "Go ahead, drink up. It'll help clear your head." Terry took another sip before setting the cup down.
"That's... delicious," he said. "I've never had tea like that before."
"I'm glad you like it," Adrestia said. "It's my own special blend. How are you feeling?"
"Better," Terry said. "Thanks."
"Listen, Terry, why don't you relax and finish your tea," Max said. "I need to talk with my wife for a few seconds, okay? Everything's going to be just fine."
"Yeah, sure," Terry said. Max pulled Adrestia to the side and spoke to her quietly.
"I've got a couple ideas, but I really need to take a look at his file first," Max said. Adrestia nodded her head.
"Okay," she said. "You want to keep an eye on him overnight? I have a gallery showing in Baltimore at 7 pm tonight. I should have that situation under control in a day or two. Will that give you enough time to go over everything?"
"I think so," he said. "But you know how much I hate it when you're gone overnight." She smiled and took his head in her hands.
"You know I'm always with you, even when I'm not physically there," she said as she kissed him.
"I know you are, dear," he said. "It's just... I miss feeling you next to me in bed."
"And I miss you too," she said. "You know all you have to do is close your eyes and think of me."
"I know," he said. "I just love you so much."
"I love you too," she said. "By the way," she added after a few moments, hoping to change the subject. "I've included some video in Terry's file if you want to review it. I should warn you, it's pretty disgusting. I've also got a trace on Johnson and his harem. That should help a bit."
"Thanks," Max said. "Appreciate the heads up." They kissed one last time and Max stood by Terry. "You ready to go?" he asked. Terry nodded his head.
"Where are we going?" he asked.
"My place," Max said. "You'll stay with me for the time being, at least until we have a strategy in place."
"I'll need a few things," Terry said.
"Already taken care of," Adrestia said. Terry looked between Max and Adrestia, confused.
"How..."
"Don't ask," Max told him with a smile. "C'mon, let's go." He gave Adrestia one last kiss before he headed out.
"I'll be in touch," she said quietly.
"Okay," he said. "Be careful out there." She chuckled at that. She thought it was sweet the way he looked out for her well-being. Of course, he knew there was no force on Earth that could harm her. Still, he remained concerned for her safety.
"I will, my love," she said. Max and Terry walked out of the office and headed to his car. Terry looked at Max as he pulled out.
"How is your wife going to make it to Baltimore by 7? It's already after 5:30 now," Terry said.
"Trade secret," Max said with a smile.
"Oh," Terry said. "So, your wife is a doctor?"
"Yes," Max said. "She has doctorates in a number of disciplines."
"She doesn't look old enough to be a doctor," Terry said.
"She's a bit older than she looks," Max said. By a few thousand years, he added to himself.
"So, how are you going to help me?" Terry asked.
"Not sure yet," Max said. "I'll be going over your file tonight. I'll have a better idea in a day or so. Don't worry, we'll get your situation under control."
"You have a file on me?" Terry asked, suspicious.
"Of course," Max said. "Dr. A has a file on every marriage. It's part of her job."
"I... see," Terry said quietly. Confused, he wondered just who this mysterious Dr. A really was and why she would have a file on him. Finally, they pulled into a driveway and Max turned the engine off after entering the garage.
"Help yourself to whatever you need," Max said. "There's some munchies in the fridge and the cupboard, and of course, you can make yourself some tea if you wish. Your stuff is already in the guest room. Upstairs, first door on your right. You can watch television down here, or up in your room. There's a bathroom just down the hall to your right if you need to use it. I'm going to grab a beer and head into my office for a bit. Let me know if you need anything."
"Okay," Terry said. "Thanks."
Once certain that Terry was settled for the evening, Max went into his office. He pulled a beer from his small refrigerator, lit one of the cigarettes he got from Eli and began scanning the nearly 100-page long report.
From what he could glean, in high school, Terry could best be described as a "nerd," the stereotypical "98-pound weakling" who seemed to invite abuse by his mere presence. Naturally, Johnson, being a major bully in high school, was one of Terry's primary antagonists, repeatedly beating him up and tossing him in a dumpster outside the school building.
Donna, Terry's first wife, was one of Johnson's many girlfriends in high school. Terry had a crush on her, but never seemed to get anywhere until he went to college. That was where Terry shined. He became a whiz in computer programming and business and developed a software package that ultimately made him a multi-millionaire before he even graduated from college.
He started a company with one of his classmates and the two of them got even richer as time went on. Donna married Terry, having convinced him that she loved him. For a few years, everything seemed to be fine between the two of them.
Then came his 10th high school reunion. That was when Johnson cuckolded him with Donna and left him in the old dumpster at their high school. Donna confessed that she had been screwing his business partner -- a man Terry considered a friend. She also confessed to screwing everyone else in Terry's close circle, including the attorney who handled his business affairs.
The divorce was ugly and cost Terry much of his hard-earned money. On top of that, he ended the partnership and lost over half of what he had earned. The business went belly-up and Terry was forced to start from scratch.
It took three years for him to recover enough of what he had lost to start over. He met a new woman -- Kayla -- and planned his revenge against Johnson. He went so far as to consult with a mercenary, but ditched that idea.
He spent some time seeing a therapist and that helped, but he didn't stick with the therapy and soon found himself falling for Kayla. He decided to go after Johnson's business, thinking that would be the ticket to bringing the man down.
But his plan backfired when Kayla, who worked for a bank, met Johnson in person. She was immediately taken in by him and his giant cock, and turned on Terry. At the meeting in which Terry was supposed to take Johnson's assets -- much of which had come from him to begin with -- he was faced with the spectacle of his second wife screwing Johnson.
But there was more. Not only had Johnson -- with help from Kayla -- turned the tables against Terry, he had somehow forced Terry to actually drink his semen from a coffee cup. The incident was recorded and on the DVD for his review. Just reading the entry made Max throw up a bit in his mouth.
Having been done in twice by Johnson, Terry was homeless and on the verge of suicide. About a year later, he met his third wife, Amber, at a church where he went for food, shelter, and the occasional period of relief from his now-destroyed life.
Amber helped Terry get back on his feet -- not by giving him money, sex, food or shelter. Instead, she gave him emotional support and friendship. He finally got a job as a paper boy, then later began working at a paper mill, where he finally earned enough to rent a small apartment.
She encouraged him to face Tim one last time, which he did. During that encounter, Amber saw just how evil Johnson and Terry's two previous wives really were. Unfortunately, that did not stop her from being drawn to Johnson.
They got married, and were happy -- in every way except for one. One day, when Terry came home from work, he caught Amber and Johnson in his bed. He heard her call him her master while begging for his cock. He heard Johnson talk down to her while demeaning him as he always did.
When he went into the bedroom to confront Johnson, he slipped on a puddle of cum and urine on the wood floor and went down, hitting his head. Johnson used that opening to assault Terry, tying his hands and feet with electrical cords from the bedroom lamps he broke.
After tying Terry to a kitchen chair, Amber admitted she had been screwing Johnson ever since the first day she saw him. Devastated, Terry finally decided to let her have her fling with Johnson, hoping that it would pass and he would win her back.
But it didn't work out that way. One day, Amber called to tell Terry she wasn't coming back to him. Johnson said she was now part of his harem and would be staying with him. On that day, Terry had pulled some leftover lasagna from the refrigerator and was eating it when she called.
That's when she informed him that Johnson had her put his cum in whatever she made for him.
"I'm sorry," she said. "Well, not really. Tim likes me to do this little thing to you. He liked to have me put his cum in your food and your drinks.
"And you know what? I thought it was funny, too. He would give me containers of his cum to put in things I made for you. It was even in your wedding cake. Sometimes, when he was at our place he would masturbate directly into whatever I was making for you. I think you've probably swallowed as much of his cum as I have."
"By the way," she continued. "How's the lasagna?" That's when Terry realized what she had done. The written report ended at that point. Max knew that was where he had walked into Adrestia's office. He pulled out a DVD that was in a plastic sleeve in the binder and popped it into his computer.
He briefly scanned through the video files, but was so disgusted by the depravity he turned it off after just a few moments. Sickened, he made himself a cup of tea, then stepped out back to smoke a cigarette and think. His heart went out to Terry and he felt an overwhelming urge to personally rip Johnson's heart out.
What Johnson had done over the course of about 15 years was bad enough. But he had help -- lots of it. The three women Terry had invested his love into had all turned on him in ways that made him sick to his stomach. They all had to pay. But how?



There was no question in Max's mind that Terry needed serious help. And, he thought, the best place for that was in the mountains of north Idaho, where his body and mind could be cleansed of what had been done to him. He recalled his own time there after what his first wife tried to do to him.
But, he thought, Johnson and the three women needed to pay for what they had done, and he didn't want them free to interfere with Terry's training. They needed to be held somewhere, but where? He finished his tea and cigarette, then went upstairs. He looked in on Terry and saw him on his side, curled in a fetal position.
He went into his own bedroom, brushed his teeth and went to bed. His last thoughts as he closed his eyes were of Adrestia. As he slept, she came to him in his dreams, naked as always. They embraced each other and lay under a tree after making tender love.
"How are things in Baltimore?" he asked.
"As you would say, they are 'under control,'" she said.
"Good," he said. "So you'll be home tomorrow?"
"Yes, I plan to be back tomorrow. Have you reached a decision about Terry?"
"I have," he said. "I've gone through the file and watched the videos. I believe he needs to spend some time at Camp Rollins."
"I thought you might say that," she told him as she ran a hand through his hair. "I've taken the liberty of putting him on next month's class roster. I hope you don't mind."
"Not at all, my dear. I'm surprised you had the time to take care of that."
"I AM a goddess, after all," she said with a laugh. "I can multi-task, you know." He chuckled at that.
"I'm concerned about Johnson and his so-called harem, though," he told her. "I really think they need to be out-of-pocket while Terry's gone. I don't want them interfering with his training in any way. Any ideas?"
"I'm sure Eli can help out with that," she said. "I'll reach out to him." Max turned over and regarded Adrestia for a few moments. "What's on your mind?" she asked.
"Reading that file... Watching those videos... I've never seen or read anything so sick and depraved in my life. It makes me realize just how blessed I am to have you," he said. She smiled and kissed him.
"You know that works both ways, my dear husband," she said. "After what I've seen all these millennia, I feel truly blessed to have you. I love you more than you can possibly imagine."
"And I love you even more, my dear goddess," he said, kissing her pretty face.
"Rest in my arms, my love," she told him. "Unlike me, you need your sleep. I will make sure all your dreams are sweet." He smiled as he leaned into her bosom and drifted into a deep sleep as she softly sang an ancient lullaby.
The next morning, he awoke feeling happy and refreshed. After his morning ritual, he got dressed, made a phone call and went downstairs where he made a fresh pot of coffee. He saw Terry make his way down the stairs and invited him to sit at the counter.
"Care for some breakfast?" he asked.
"Yeah, that sounds good, thanks," Terry said.
"How did you sleep last night?" Max asked.
"Alright, I guess," Terry told him as he sat down. "Could've been better." The coffee finished brewing, so Max poured two cups. He set one in front of Terry, and watched as he poured some cream and sugar into it. Max finished making the eggs and bacon and put some on a plate for Terry, then grabbed some for himself.
"So, tell me Terry, have you ever been to Idaho?" Max asked. Terry stopped chewing and looked at Max, confused.
"Idaho?" Terry asked after swallowing his food. "No, can't say that I have. Why?"
"Beautiful country up there, especially in the northern part of the state," Max said. "Fresh air, mountains, pine trees. Just the thing a fella like you needs right about now."
"Are you sending me off to Idaho?" Terry asked.
"Yeah," Max said. "There's a special camp up there for guys in your situation. They have a three-month course I think will do you a world of good. I know it helped me out a lot."
"Three months?" Terry asked. "What about my job? My apartment? I can't be gone that long. Besides, I can't afford something like that."
"It's already been taken care of," Max said. "I spoke with your boss early this morning and filled him in. He's been concerned about you for quite a while now."
"You told my boss what I've been going through?" Terry asked, shocked.
"Actually, he filled in some of the blank spots for me," Max said. "It seems Johnson and your wife haven't exactly been discreet about their activities. From what your boss told me, pretty much everyone at the mill knows what's been going on."
"Everyone already knows? And no one told me?" Terry asked as tears fell down his face. "All this time I thought they were my friends."
"I know it hurts like hell, Terry," Max said. "Anyway, your boss thinks the world of you and says your job is safe. He's put you on a leave of absence for the next four months. Said to get yourself squared away."
"So when do I leave for Idaho?" Terry asked.
"Your class starts at the beginning of the month," Max said. "That just under two weeks from today."
"What about Johnson and my wife?" he asked.
"They won't be able to touch you," Max said. "Adrestia is taking care of that."
"Why are the two of you helping me like this?" Terry asked. "What do you want from me? I'll never be able to repay you for all this."
"It's what we do," Max said. "You can repay us by living a good life."
"So what's this camp like?" Terry asked.
"It's tougher than anything you can imagine," Max said. "You seem to be in pretty good shape from your job, so I don't think you'll have a lot of trouble with the physical part. A lot of the guys who go there are in a lot worse shape than you. Hell, you're in better shape than I was when I went. It's also tough mentally. But if you stick with it, you'll come out a new man. Plus, you'll have a support system that'll be there for you anytime you need it."
"I suppose it's better than spending the rest of my life feeling sorry for myself," Terry said. Max nodded his head.
"I agree," he said. He walked to the door, grabbed his trench coat and his fedora and put them on. He turned back to Terry. "I'm going to the office, see what else I can dig up on Johnson. You stay here. Rest, watch television, whatever. If you get hungry, help yourself to whatever's in the fridge. There's tea bags if you want something to drink. Don't go anywhere and don't answer the door for anyone. Got it?"
Feeling the strange vibration in his head, Terry nodded. "I got it," he said.
"I'll be back this evening. Call me if you need anything," Max added, handing Terry a business card. Terry took the card and Max left.
"Good morning, Sally," Max said as he walked into his office. "Anything going on this morning?"
"Good morning, Mr. Burnage," the attractive receptionist said. "No, it's been pretty quiet so far."
"That's actually good to hear," he said in response. "Oh, and Sally, you know you can call me Max when it's just the two of us."
"I know... Max. It just feels more right for me to call you Mr. Burnage, though." He smiled and nodded his head.
"Okay, Sally, I understand. I'll be in my office most of the day." He went into his office where he hung up his coat and fedora. Then he sat down to his desk and fired up his laptop. As it booted up, he got a message on his phone. It was Adrestia: "Eli says it's a go for this evening."
"Excellent," Max wrote back. "In the office now. Thanks. Love you!"
"Love you more," Adrestia responded back with a string of heart emojis. He smiled and put his phone away. How many guys are lucky enough to get heart emojis from an immortal goddess like Adrestia, he thought to himself.
Seeing that his computer had booted up, he double-clicked the icon for an application Adrestia had just installed. According to her, it would give him access to any network on the planet that connected to the Internet. With it, he could read any document on the network without anyone ever knowing he was there.
She tried to explain it to him once, but after a few minutes of hearing her talk about tunnels and VPNs and proxy servers and backdoors and network ports, his eyes glazed over. He was a trained accountant, not a computer scientist. All he cared about was whether or not he could access what he needed, and he really wasn't keen on knowing all the nuts and bolts about what it took to make it happen.
He knew Johnson's company was called "Johnson Holdings, Inc.," and he had the address of the company headquarters, so he entered that into the search tool. He was presented with three options, and chose the first since it appeared the closest to what he was looking for.
He watched a circle spin for a bit and was about to cancel, when he was suddenly presented with a menu of options. He looked and found what he was after -- Financials. He chose that options and began looking through the various spreadsheets and documents.
He saw nothing that indicated any shady dealings or illegal activity, although he did see some things that he would've done differently. At face value, the company appeared to be stable, solvent, and growing at a nice steady pace. Of course, Max knew that a company could look good at first glance but fall apart under the weight of a full financial audit. He had seen it happen before.
He looked around a bit further and saw an entry for "Personnel." He opened that and looked until he found Johnson's name. He clicked there and was surprised to find a treasure trove of documents -- including tax returns from previous years. He rummaged around and learned that, on paper, Johnson's personal net worth seemed to be about $75 million. Max wondered how much of that he got from Terry.
He sat back and thought for a moment. There appeared to be no apparent motive for Johnson's actions. He had already ruined Terry financially and emotionally. So why was he so bent on continuing to destroy the man? He looked back through the file Adrestia gave him and re-read Johnson's statements to Terry.
Then it hit him -- Johnson was simply a control freak who got off on destroying others. Once he got his hooks into someone, he simply wouldn't stop until his target either submitted to him completely or ended his own life. In short, Johnson was an asshole who needed to be completely destroyed -- squashed like the bug he is. He was brought back to reality when Sally opened the door and popped her head inside.
"It's that time, boss," she said. "I'm heading out for the day." Max looked at his watch and saw it was already 5:00 pm.
"I guess time really does fly when you're having fun," he quipped. "I'd better head out as well. Have a good evening."
"Will do, boss," she said. Max grabbed his trench coat and his fedora and headed home. When he got there, he smelled something delicious and realized Adrestia was back and in the kitchen. He saw Terry sitting on the couch, watching television.
"How are you doing?" Max asked. Terry looked up before responding.
"I'm feeling a bit better, thanks," he said. Max nodded his head and went into the kitchen where he saw his beloved Adrestia pulling a large pan of lasagna out of the oven. He took the hot, heavy pan from her and helped her put it on the table, which she had already set for them.
"Thank you," she said, planting a kiss on his cheek.
"My pleasure," he said, amazed at the notion of this goddess preparing a meal for them. "This smells delicious. What's the occasion? I've never known you to do this before."
"Well, I just wanted to stretch myself a bit," she said. "And I wanted to do something special for my man." He smiled and kissed her.
"Well, I certainly do appreciate it," he said. "And I'm sure our guest will appreciate it as well." He called Terry to the table as Adrestia poured some wine for the three of them.
"This smells wonderful," Terry said as he took his seat.
"I hope you like it," Adrestia said. "I rarely get to prepare meals these days, so I'm just a bit rusty."
"I'm sure it's delicious," he said as Max put some on a plate for him. He spooned up some for Adrestia, then put a large helping on his plate before sitting down. He noticed it was loaded with cheese, meat and mushrooms, just the way he liked it.
"This is the best lasagna I think I've ever had," he told Adrestia after his first bite.
"I'm glad you approve," she said with a smile. "So, tell us what you learned." Max wiped his mouth and took a sip of wine.
"Well, I found that Johnson's company seems to be in fairly good shape, at least on paper. Of course, that could all be a smokescreen, but I didn't see anything jump out at me. Certainly nothing that would prompt a full audit," Max said. "I did notice that Johnson himself seems to be worth about $75 million. Tell me, Terry, how much were you worth at your peak?"
"When I divorced Donna, I was worth about $20 million, but she ended up with half of that," he said. "I had recovered quite a bit of that before I tried taking Johnson down. At that time, I was worth somewhere just under $18 million. Johnson ended up taking all of that away from me."
"What I don't fully understand is why Johnson feels the need to continue harassing you," Max said. "It's almost as if he's obsessed with you for some reason."
"With him, it's about control," Terry said. "And some sick need to humiliate everyone he feels is a threat."
"Well, his day is coming soon enough," Adrestia said. "Are you looking forward to your trip up north?"
"I am, believe it or not," Terry told her. "I just hope Johnson doesn't find a way to screw that up too."
"You won't have to worry about Johnson anymore," she said with a smile. "We have a special friend that'll get him out of your hair for a long time."
...
At that moment, Tim Johnson was barreling down state road 17, a windy, two-lane road that wound north of town. Sitting in the car with him was Donna, Kayla and Amber. They were on their way to a new night club that just opened up.
"So, have you spoken to that divorce lawyer I told you about?" Tim asked Amber.
"I have an appointment to see him tomorrow," she said. He laughed.
"Good. You make sure to tell him everything I suggested."
"Why not just leave the poor sap alone?" Donna asked. "You've gotten everything from him. And you've reduced him to nearly nothing."
"You don't get it, my dear. I won't be happy until I see him on his knees before me begging me to let him suck my dick. I just might even video it and send it to everyone he knows. I'm sure they'd love to see him deep-throat me and swallow my cum straight from the source." They all laughed as he said that. Then Amber spoke up.
"What's that?" she asked, pointing to something in the road. Tim looked and couldn't believe his eyes. He turned the high-beams on just to make sure he wasn't imagining things.
Just ahead of them sat two men on horseback. Between the two of them, they took up both lanes in the road. One of them pulled out a rifle and twirled it with one hand before aiming it at them. Tim's eyes grew wide.
"Holy shit," he said. "I think they mean business." He slammed on the brakes and brought the car to a stop in front of the two men, both of whom wore western attire. He rolled down his window.
"Get the fuck outta the road, assholes," he yelled. The older man calmly rode to the side of the car as the other held his rifle on Tim.
"You Tim Johnson?" the tall man in the beat-up Stetson asked.
"Yeah, what's it to ya?"
"Pull over to the side of the road and get out of the vehicle. All of ye," the man said.
"And if I don't?" Tim asked, getting angry.
"Then I reckon we'll just have ta shoot you right here on the spot," the man said. Tim looked at him, shocked.
"Just who the hell are you?"
"Name's Peace. Justice O. Peace," the man said. "This here's mah deputy, Amos. We're here to take you in. We can either do this the easy way, or the hard way. Makes no difference to me."
"Take us in? For what? Are you out of your mind? Did Engels put you up to this?" Tim asked.
"Reckon I don't know anyone named Engels, but there's a warrant for you and your little posse there," Justice said. "So if I were you, I'd pull this thing off the road and cooperate, real nice, if you know what I mean. Mah deputy's got a real itchy trigger finger and he can shoot the balls off a mosquito at 50 yards."
"They've got guns, Tim," Amber said. "Better do as he says. We can call the lawyer and take care of this clown later."
"Yeah, I guess so," Tim said as he nodded his head and pulled the car to the side of the road.
"Alright, now get out, real slow," Justice said. "Toss yer keys over to me." They got out of the car and Tim tossed his keys as Justice ordered. He caught them in mid-air with one gloved hand, then put them in his trouser pocket.
"Now, you four get here between us and get close together," Justice ordered. Tim and the three women stepped between the two large horses and Justice pulled out a rope. He opened the lasso and dropped it over the four prisoners, then yanked, making the rope tight.
...
The next thing Tim and the three women knew, they were standing in front of what looked like an old western jail that sat on a dusty street. Looking around, they saw a few other buildings along the dirt road that reminded them of an old western town.
"Where are we?" Tim asked.
"A little slice of reality very much like a town I once lived in a long time ago," Justice said as he got off his horse. The other man had climbed off his horse and gotten behind them, waving them inside with the barrel of his rifle. "Get inside," Justice ordered. They went up the wooden steps and walked inside the building.
"Eli, good to see ya," said a man wearing a star on his old-style western shirt.
"Good to see you too, sheriff," Eli/Justice said. "Got some visitors for ya. Reckon you got room for 'em?"
"How long they gonna be here?"
"I reckon about three months, maybe a bit longer," Eli said. "They'll be standing trial here after that."
"Judge A?" the sheriff asked.
"Yup," Eli said.
"Hoo dawgies," the sheriff responded, shaking his head. "Reckon there'll be a hangin' then."
"Reckon so." Tim and the women looked at each other, shocked.
"Hanging?" Tim asked. "For what? I demand to see my lawyer. I need to make a phone call."
"Won't be any telephone service here for about 80 or 90 years, if that," Eli's "deputy" told him.
"This ain't New York City, you know," the sheriff said. "Don't worry, the lawyer's coming up from El Paso in a couple months or so. You can speak to him then."
"What are we supposed to do in the meantime?" Donna asked.
"Well, you have a place to lay down, you'll get three meals a day, a roof over yer heads," the sheriff said. "I can talk to the schoolmarm or the preacher and see if I can rustle up an extra book for ya to read if you want. I'll even arrange to let you take a nice hot bath about once a week or so. May not be what yer used to, but it sure beats the Rock."
"A book. Fucking terrific," Kayla said.
"Could be a whole lot worse," the sheriff told her. "And don't even think of trying to escape. I'll have no problem shooting you myself if you do."
"What about my son?" Donna asked, referring to the young boy she had with Johnson. "He needs his mother."
"Don't worry," Eli said. "He'll be taken care of."
"Alright, that's enough talk," the sheriff said. "Empty yer pockets. I'll keep your stuff under lock and key." They obeyed, butting everything into a bag, which the sheriff locked in his safe. Then he escorted them down the hall into their cells, tiny rooms no more than six feet wide and eight feet long.
A tiny slit with iron bars by the ceiling was the only source of air and light. The tiny bed wasn't even long enough for Johnson's body and each cell had a chamber pot in the corner. The walls were made of rock and were quite thick. Once the doors were closed and locked, they were cut off from each other.



"Keep it quiet and don't give us any cause to come in here," the sheriff said. "Got it?"
"Got it," they said, almost in unison. The sheriff came back out into the main office and nodded to Eli and Amos.
"They'll be safe and sound here, Eli, don't worry about about a thing."
"Thank you, sheriff," Eli said. He turned to Amos. "You ready to head home?"
"I'm ready, Grandpa," he said. They tipped their hats and left.
"I'll take care of the car, then stop by and see the kids later if that's alright," Eli told Amos when they got on their horses.
"Sounds good to me, Grandpa," Amos said. "You know the kids love it when you come by."
...
About two weeks later, Max drove Terry to the airport and boarded the flight that would take them to Spokane,Washington. In those two weeks, Terry ran and worked out in order to get ready for the harsh training he knew he would get at Camp Rollins.
Max had told Terry what to expect, and gave him some tips on how to get through the worst of it. He told Terry that while the physical part was rough, the worst part was mostly mental. He even played videos of Marine Corps recruit training so Terry would have an idea of what to expect.
Once they arrived at Spokane, Max walked him to the small bus that would take him to Camp Rollins in neighboring Idaho. They shook hands as they said their farewell.
"Remember what I told you," Max said. "And you'll do just fine."
"Thanks," Terry said nervously. "For everything."
"You're welcome," Max told him. "I'll see you in three months." Terry got on the bus and looked out the window as they traveled east across the state line, then north to the camp. When he got off the bus, he realized that Max was right about the camp.
"Oh. My. Fucking. Gawd," the large man yelled from his perch overlooking the small group of men standing in the lot. "How in the hell do they expect me to make men when they won't even send me human fucking beings to start with? This is the sorriest gaggle of illiterate cum bubbles I have ever seen in my entire fucking life! Christ on a motherfucking bicycle!" He turned his attention to the sergeant overseeing the frightened new arrivals. "Get this sorry-assed bunch of worms out of my sight and get them processed before I start cussing!"
"Yes, Sergeant," the other man said before walking the group to processing. What have I got myself into, Terry thought to himself.
...
When he got home from Spokane, he found Adrestia in the kitchen, putting the finishing touches on their evening meal. He walked up behind her, wrapped his arms around her and kissed her neck.
"That smells good," he said. "What are you cooking up tonight?"
"Meatloaf," she said, returning his kiss. "I hope you don't mind a simple meal tonight."
"I love whatever it is you make," he told her.
"I'm glad," she said. "You know, I kinda like making meals like this for you. After a day of dispensing justice, it's nice to come here and do little things like this."
"I'll bet it is. Truth is, I like it too. By the way, have I told you lately that I love you?"
"Not since you left with Terry this morning."
"Well, I love you," he said, kissing her face.
"And I love you too," she said. "So, how is Terry doing?"
"He was a bit nervous when I left, but that's normal. I'm sure he'll do just fine." They ate their dinner, then retired to the bedroom where they spent the rest of the night making tender love.
The next three months went by quickly for Terry, Max and Adrestia. Terry adjusted to life in the camp and followed the advice Max had given him. The physical part of the training was harder than anything he had experienced, but after a few weeks, he saw a distinct improvement in himself, both physically and mentally.
He found the counseling sessions and group therapy quite helpful in dealing with his own feelings of inadequacy, and he relished the training he received. He couldn't wait to see Johnson just one more time. Meanwhile, Max and Adrestia went about their normal business and prepared for the upcoming confrontation and trial.
The same three months, however, were hard for Tim and the three women. The days seemed to drag on forever, especially since they didn't have access to anything electronic -- no phone, no Internet and no television. They didn't even have access to hot and cold running water.
It was a bit more than two months before a lawyer came in to see them. Tim thought he could use his old tricks to get himself out of his predicament, but the lawyer shot him down right off.
"Truth is, Johnson, you and your accomplices are basically fucked," the lawyer said.
"I haven't even been told what it is I'm charged with," Johnson said.
"Oh, please, what do you take me for? An idiot? You know what you did to Engels and the other men. Thing is, the judge knows it as well. And there's nothing you can do to sway her. Best thing is for you to throw yourself at her mercy," the lawyer said.
"This is bullshit and you know it," Tim growled.
"You use that tone with the judge, and you'll really be up shit creek," the lawyer said. "Literally."
"Whose side are you on? Are you going to defend us or not?"
"I'll do what I can, but let's be honest here. There IS no defense for what you did. Best you own up to it and take your punishment like a man. The judge respects that. She won't have any mercy if you go into that courtroom with this attitude."
"What is she gonna do? Huh? Make us pay a fine? Give me a break."
"You still don't get it, do you, Johnson?" the lawyer asked. "This isn't your run-of-the-mill judge. She's been around since the beginning of time and her decisions have eternal consequences."
"Maybe we'd be better off representing ourselves."
"Have it your way. Just remember, a man who represents himself has a fool for a client. But if that's the way you want it, then so be it. Good luck to ya." With that, the lawyer stood up and left the room. Later that day, when their dinner was brought to them, Tim spoke to the sheriff.
"What's all that racket we've been hearing outside?" he asked.
"They're building the gallows for you and your posse," the sheriff said.
"Gallows?" Tim asked, his face turning white.
"Of course. That's generally what's needed for a hangin'. Gotta tell ya, the whole town is looking forward to it. Ain't been a multiple hangin' here in a very long time. People from all over are coming in just to see it."
"You gotta be kidding me?"
"Nope," the sheriff said. "Gonna be a big day. Enjoy yer meal."
...
Terry was with his classmates on the final evening before his graduation. Three of the hardest months of his life were finally coming to an end. But he felt stronger and more alive than at any time in his life. Now, he was taking part in the traditional "Burn The Bitch" ceremony that marked the end of their training.
The students in the class attached pictures of their wives on a straw figure, which was raised up and attached to a pole with rope. A large pile of wood was stacked at the base of the pole. One of the students was called out and handed a lit torch by the instructor.
"Burn the bitch!" the instructor commanded.
"Sir! Burn the bitch! Aye, aye, sir!" the student responded. He lit the pile of wood, and the fire quickly engulfed the straw figure. Terry joined the students as they chanted, "burn, burn, burn!" As the figure burned, the students went wild, pumping their fists into the air, howling and chanting.
Terry could see the faces of the three women who destroyed him burning to ash in his mind and smiled. When the figure fell on the ground, the students danced and chanted and some urinated on the figure. This continued until the figure was reduced to ashes.
The next day, they were in formation as the Camp Commander, John Sykes, addressed them.
"You men have come a long way since you arrived," he said. "You came here, scared, uncertain about your future, defeated and humiliated by the ones you loved the most. Now, you've gotten your manhood back. You look like men with the confidence to take on the world. You have the tools and the wherewithal to take on and successfully complete whatever you set out to do.
"I wish the best for each one of you. Remember, we're here for you 24 hours a day, seven days a week. If you need anything -- anything at all -- even someone to talk to, we're here for you. Now, go and take on the world!"
The sergeant did an bout-face and stood in front of the class for the last time.
"Class, attention! Dis...missed!" They whooped and hollered as they picked up their bags and headed to the bus, stopping long enough to shake the sergeant's hand. When Terry turned around, he saw Max. Max smiled and shook his hand.
"Good job, Terry," he said. "Are you ready for what's next?"
"I am, Max," he said. Just then, they heard a familiar voice. It was John Sykes, the Camp Commander.
"Burnage, isn't it?" he asked, extending a hand.
"Yes sir, it is," Max responded, shaking John's hand.
"How are you these days?" John asked.
"Doing very well, thanks for asking."
"I'm pleased to hear that," John said. "By the way, I've talked the company into listing your agency as a resource. I hope you don't mind."
"Not at all," Max said. "I appreciate it very much."
"Good," John said. "It's good to see you again, Max. Take care, and don't be a stranger."
"Thank you, John, I won't," Max said. They said their goodbyes and Max turned to Terry.
"You ready to go?" he asked.
"Yeah, I'm more than ready," Terry told him.
"Have you done what Adrestia asked? Have you given any thought to what you want to have happen to Johnson and your three exes?"
"I did, and I sent her a letter just like she asked," Terry said.
"Alright. When we get back to my place, Adrestia will take us to where they're being held. The trial will begin then."
"Think I might be able to see them before the trial starts?"
"I think that can be arranged," Max said. They flew back and met Adrestia at Max's house.
"Are you ready for this?" she asked. Terry nodded his head. "Alright, take my hand." Terry grasped her left hand as Max took her right. The next thing they knew, they were in front of the old western-style jail where Johnson, Donna, Kayla and Amber were being held.
"Where are we?" Terry asked as he looked around. For a moment, he thought he had stepped back in time.
"This is a representation of the town Eli lived in before he joined the Army," Adrestia said. "I need to prepare for the trial. Go on inside. The sheriff is expecting you. Eli and his grandson are here as well. Eli will see that you get home." As Adrestia walked toward the saloon, where the trial would be held, Max and Terry went into the sheriff's office.
"Mr. Burnage, Mr. Engels, I presume," the sheriff said, shaking their hands. "I'm Sheriff Dillon. Good to meet you."
"Good to meet you, sheriff," Terry said. "You think I might be able to see the four defendants for a couple minutes?"
"Oh, I reckon we can do that," the sheriff said with a knowing smile. He opened the door to the cells and spoke to the deputy in the hallway. "Are those four ready yet? They've got a visitor."
"Coming, sheriff," they heard the deputy say. A couple minutes later, Tim, Donna, Kayla and Amber were escorted into the main office, all of them in shackles. The three girls looked like hell. They wore no makeup and their slutty outfits had been replaced by long plain dresses that fell to the floor. The lye soap they had been forced to use the last three months hadn't done much for their skin.
They looked at Terry, not recognizing him at first. He seemed much larger than before, much more confident.
"Terry? Is that really you?" Amber asked. "Please, you have to help us. Get us out of here." Terry laughed out loud.
"After what the four of you have done to me all these years, you honestly think I'm going to help you? You're out of your fucking mind. I do have a personal score to settle with ol' Timmy here, though. Sheriff, would you mind taking those chains off Johnson for a couple minutes?" Sheriff Dillon looked at Eli, who smiled and shrugged his shoulders.
"Go ahead, he won't go anywhere," Eli said. The sheriff grabbed his key ring and took the heavy chains off of Tim. Terry stood in front of Tim, daring him to take a swing. Tim looked at Terry, confused. Who was this man? This wasn't the Terry Engels he had spent years bullying. There was something decidedly different about Terry, and the change frightened him.
"You wanna take a swing?" Terry asked with a wicked smile. He waited a few seconds and spoke again when Tim did nothing. "No? Okay, then I'll take the first swing." He reared back and punched Tim in the stomach, causing him to fall to the floor, gasping for breath. Terry leaned over him.
"Get up, Goddammit," he said. "Get up and face me, you scum sucking, putrid piece of dog shit. I said, GET UP!" The three girls were stunned. They had never seen Terry act like this. Amber came forward.
"Terry, please, no more," she begged. He looked at her with hatred in his eyes, causing her to recoil.
"Stay away from me, you worthless hypocritical cunt," he growled. She backed away, scared. Who was this man, she thought to herself. And where was the meek Terry she had married? He looked back at Tim, who was frozen in place with fear.
"I thought a lot about killing you with my bare hands, you know that?" Terry hissed. "But frankly, you're not worth the effort. You need to suffer -- for a very, very long time." Sheriff Dillon intervened, gently pulling on Terry's sleeve.
"Let him up, Terry, he'll get what's coming to him," he said. Terry nodded his head and backed away. The sheriff helped Tim get up and placed the shackles back on him. "Alright, let's go. We can't keep the judge waiting."
They all stepped out of the office and walked across the street to the saloon, where the hearing would take place. As they walked, Terry saw the gallows with four ropes.
"Is that for them?" he asked the sheriff.
"Yup," the sheriff said. Terry nodded his head and continued on in silence. They made their way through the growing crowd and entered the saloon, where a number of others were already seated. The sheriff seated Johnson and the three women, then motioned to the seats reserved for Max, Eli, Amos and Terry. A few moments later, a sheriff's deputy came out and made his announcement.
"Court is in session. All rise for the Honorable Judge Adrestia Rhamnousia," he said. Everyone stood and Adrestia came out from the back wearing a long robe. Her eyes glowed as if on fire. She took her place behind the bar, which now served as her bench. She looked at everyone in the room before nodding her head.
"Be seated," she stated firmly. Everyone sat down in their chairs. This was the first time Max had personally witnessed his beloved Adrestia in her role as a presiding judge. It would be an understatement to say he was overwhelmed by her mere presence.
"Bring the prisoners forward," she commanded. The sheriff stood and motioned for Tim and the three girls to stand and take their place before the judge. Adrestia considered them for a few moments before speaking.
"Just so you know, this is not a trial to determine your guilt. You have already been found guilty of the charges against you. This is a hearing to announce your sentence. Do you understand?"
"No, your honor, I don't," Tim said. "I don't even know what we've been charged with. We don't even have legal representation. We were never given a chance to defend ourselves. Aren't we innocent until proven guilty beyond a reasonable doubt?" Adrestia smiled.
"Impertinent to the very end, I see," she said. "You have violated laws and precepts that were put in place long before any human legislature put pen to paper. Your own words, thoughts and actions have been laid bare, and they have convicted you beyond any shadow of a doubt."
As she spoke, a large monitor suddenly appeared behind her, and video of Tim, Terry and the three girls played on the monitor for everyone to see. The crowd gasped as Tim forced Terry to swallow his cum. They gasped as they heard Tim declare his own superiority and dominance over Terry and any woman he would ever form a relationship with.
They also saw Tim assault and beat Terry, tying him to a chair, then watched as Terry consumed the cum-laden lasagna that Amber had made for him.
"You were offered legal representation a month ago, but you refused to accept it. You also refused to accept the lawyer's recommendation and said you wished to represent yourself." She turned to the three girls.
"The three of you conspired with this... man... to deliberately destroy Mr. Engels -- physically, emotionally and financially. You knew exactly what Mr. Johnson wanted, but you didn't care. The only thing Mr. Engels ever did to you was love you -- perhaps a bit too much. But he DID love you. And you turned your back on him." She paused as she took a breath.
"It is only by Mr. Engels' request that I am temporarily setting aside the death penalty for each of you," she added. Tim and the three girls looked at each other in shock, then looked at Terry, who showed no emotion as he watched the proceedings.
"Instead," she continued, "you will suffer as Mr. Engels has suffered for the rest of your existence however long that may be. You will lose all you hold dear. You have sown to the wind. And now, you will reap the whirlwind." She picked up a large gavel and brought it down on the bar counter, hard.
"Court is adjourned. Take them to the gallows," she ordered. Tim and the girls shook their heads and begged as Sheriff Dillon and his deputies rushed them out of the courtroom. The crowd followed, buzzing with talk. Max, Eli, Amos and Terry followed Adrestia to the gallows.
The four were led up the stairs to the high platform where they would meet their fate. Adrestia followed them and watched as the ropes were placed around their necks, the long knot positioned just right. Adrestia spoke to them briefly.
"Do not think of this as death," she told them. "Think of this as a transition from one plane of existence to another." She nodded her head, and hoods were placed on all four of them. She looked at the hangman and slowly nodded her head. He pulled the lever and trap doors opened underneath Tim and the four girls.
Before their bodies reached the limits of the ropes they were attached to, however, they disappeared in a flash of light. Four empty nooses swung in the breeze as four empty hoods floated to the ground. At first, Max was stunned.
He knew what Adrestia was capable of, but he never thought she could stand and watch as four humans were hung by the neck until they died. Then he realized what it was she had done -- the hanging wasn't real -- it was simply meant to strike a level of fear in Tim and the four girls while providing a doorway to their real fate.
Adrestia turned from the swinging ropes and quickly walked down the stairs and back into the saloon without saying anything to anyone. She was in "judge" mode and Max knew better than to interfere. He turned to Terry, and saw his face had softened a bit.
"Are you alright?" he asked. Terry nodded his head.
"Yeah," he said.
"I take it you know what's really happening to them?"
"Yes, I do," Terry told him. "Believe me, it would've been better for them to have died here. At least it would have been quick."
"I see," Max said. Eli and Amos came over to them.
"Let's get you two back," Eli said. "Adrestia will be along directly." He looked at Max. "I take it this is the first time you've actually watched her behind the bench."
"Yes," Max said quietly. "Don't get me wrong. I've always known what she's capable of. It's just the first time I've personally witnessed her in action like this."



"Trust me, Max, if it wasn't for you and the love you've shown her, those four would probably have become eternal human torches. That's how bad this case affected her. C'mon, let's get you two home."
"Yeah, that's a good idea," Max said. "Besides, I have to get Terry here off to see his new doctor."
"Another doctor?" Terry asked. "What for?"
"I think you'll like this doctor. His name is Larry Wilder and I think he's got just the thing for you."
"I hope you're right," Terry said. "I've about had it to 'here' with doctors."
...
Donna, Kayla and Amber found themselves secured to the side of a cliff on a small island that overlooked a large body of water that pounded the cliff about 200 feet below them. They were all naked, and their bare feet rested on a ledge no more than a foot wide. Suspended in air before them was the judge who sentenced them to... this.
"What's going on? Where are we?" Donna asked.
"I call this place Mare Lacrymarum -- the Sea of Tears," the floating woman said. "It's formed from the tears of those hurt by creatures like you. And now, your tears will be added to it."
"Why are we here?" Kayla asked.
"Did you not hear a word I said at your hearing?" the judge asked. "The three of you conspired to inflict pain, suffering and loneliness on a man who did nothing but love you with all his heart. He was willing to do anything, put up with almost anything, for you to return an iota of that love to him. But you turned your back on him. You decided another man's big dick was more important than Terry's love.
"Because of you, he nearly killed himself, more than once. You laughed as he suffered. You rejoiced as another man took everything away from him. You participated in his humiliation and degradation. And when he begged you to return to him, you spit in his face.
"His suffering is now over, but yours is only beginning. You will remain chained to this rock, exposed to the elements. You will be left alone, as you left him to suffer and die alone. No one will know where you are, and no one will care to know. As far as your reality is concerned, you are dead."
"How long will we be kept here?" Donna asked.
"For all time," Adrestia said. "However, never let it be said that my justice is not tempered with mercy. If you can shed enough tears to raise this ocean by even one foot, I will consider a slight reprieve."
"That's impossible," Donna wailed.
"The fact that you are here should tell you that nothing is impossible," Adrestia said.
"What about food? Water?" Amber asked.
"You will have no need of food here," Adrestia said. "It generally rains about every three days, so I strongly suggest you take as much as you can stand. I must warn you, however. Soon, the birds will find you, and they will begin to feast on your flesh. Do not be alarmed. Your body will heal overnight as you sleep." The three chained girls looked at each other, shocked.
"Who are you, really?" Kayla asked. The judge's eyes lit up like glowing embers as she spoke.
"I have been called many things by many cultures over the years. Tyr. Nemesis. I am even called Sweetheart by the one man who truly loves me. But you can call me Retribution, or Vengeance. It matters not. What matters is that there is no escape from my justice, which stands the test of time," she said. "Long after your civilization has turned to dust, I shall remain."
"What will happen to Tim?" Amber asked.
"Tim will lose all that was dear to him, and he will become what he wanted you to be," Adrestia said.
"What do you mean?" Amber asked, seeking clarification.
"He wanted you to be his whores," Adrestia said. "And so, he shall become a whore for other men. His main claim to fame -- namely, his large phallus -- will be taken from him and he will learn to crave what you craved from him."
"And you thought all this up yourself?" Donna asked.
"No," Adrestia said. "If it were up to me, all four of you would have died on that gallows. That would've been quick and merciful. This was Terry's idea, and after I thought about it, I realized the wisdom of it. He wanted you all to reap what you had sown and experience some of what he experienced at your hands."
"And what happens to Terry?" Amber asked.
"I was wondering when you would finally get around to him," Adrestia said. "As I said, his suffering is over. Now, he will experience true joy with a woman who will never turn her back on him. His very own 'Eve,' if you will."
"What about my son?" Donna asked, tears falling down her face.
"Your son will probably end up in foster care, but he will be in good hands," Adrestia said. "I must go now. Enjoy the rest of your existence." The three girls began sobbing as Adrestia blinked out of sight.
...
"Are you alright?" Max asked as Adrestia snuggled up to him.
"I will be," she said.
"That's the first time I've ever personally seen you behind the bench," he said quietly. "Remind me to never piss you off." She laughed.
"I don't think that'll be a problem," she said. "You do know that sometimes, your love is the only thing that keeps me from going completely over the edge."
"Yes, I know," he said quietly, the images of mushroom clouds rising over devastated cities running through his mind.
"Did you get Terry to Larry Wilder's clinic?"
"I did," Max said. "He'll be there for a couple weeks. Larry tells me he'll do just fine. Is everything else set up?"
"Just as you requested, dear," she told him.
"Good," Max said. "Thank you." He felt her tremble and wrapped an arm around her. "Are you sure you're okay?"
"I will be, my love. Just hold me, please," she pleaded in a voice that reminded him of a little girl.
"Of course, my love," he said, kissing her lightly on her head. He sang to her as he rocked her in his arms. She smiled and burrowed closer to him.
...
Four months later:
The patient woke up in his hospital bed and was shocked to find that he couldn't move his arms or legs. There was a cloth barrier that prevented him from seeing anything below his neck. He moved his head a bit, but couldn't make out where he was. He heard a somewhat familiar voice speak out to him.
"You seem to be parched," the male voice said. "Here, take a sip." He saw a straw close to his mouth and instinctively put it in his mouth. He nearly gagged after the first sip.
"Gaahhh, that's horrid! What is that shit?"
"What, don't you recognize the taste of cum?" the male voice asked. "You've certainly given enough of it to me over the years." The patient turned his head and saw the face of the man he had bullied over the last 15 years or more.
"You! Where am I? What is this place? I swear to God, when I get out of this bed, I'll kick your ass!" He found that his voice sounded somewhat different and looked at Terry, confused. "What have you done to me?"
"Well, let's take it one question at a time, shall we?" Terry said. "For starters, you're in a private clinic on the east coast of Mexico, about 500 miles or so south of the border. You've been here for the last four months undergoing some very intricate, specialized work. I'm told Dr. Hernandez is the best in the business down here, and I must say, I'm very impressed with what he's done."
"What work? What are you talking about?"
"I'll get to that," Terry said. "First off, I'd like to introduce you to my wife, Lucille. Come on over here, darling, and say hello to my former bully." A very attractive brunette with long wavy hair stepped in the patient's field of vision.
"Hello," she said in a sultry voice.
"When I get out of here, I'm going to fuck you just like I did his previous wives," the patient hissed. "Trust me, you'll be begging for my cock just like they did."
"You mean, THIS cock?" she asked, holding up a jar that contained a large, severed penis floating in formaldehyde. The patient's eyes bulged wide open. She laughed as she set the jar back down. "I don't think so. You see, I'm only attracted to Terry. And trust me, his cock is the only one that will ever touch this body. Besides, it's genetically impossible for me to have sex with anyone other than Terry."
"Isn't science wonderful?" Terry asked with a smile.
"What have you done?" the patient asked, looking at Terry. "I'll sue you for this. You'll pay big time."
"I don't think so," Terry said. "You see, the man formerly known as Tim Johnson is officially dead. So are the three women he lived with. Turns out authorities found the burnt wreckage of his car at the bottom of Clayton Ravine a few months ago. Nasty business. They found four bodies burnt beyond recognition in the car. But they were able to scrape up enough DNA to positively identify all four bodies.
"I must say, I was surprised to learn that I figured so prominently in your will. It was quite magnanimous of you to leave me with so much. Seventy million dollars will certainly go a long way to ensuring that Lucille and I live quite well. We plan to settle down somewhere in the Pacific Northwest when we get back from our round-the-world cruise," Terry said.
"Will? What are you talking about? I didn't leave you with anything," the patient said. "And what about the other five million? What about my business? What about my son?"
"Don't you remember? You put the remaining five million in a trust for your son, who is now living with his foster family," Terry said. "As for your company, well, let's just say that the board sold it off after you resigned your position. As specified in your will, I'll be receiving dividend checks from the sale for the rest of my life. Of course, I spent some of that for your care here, but I think it was money well spent."
"So, if 'Tim Johnson' is legally dead, then who the hell am I?" the patient asked.
"According to your passport, your name is Tina Williams," Terry said.
"Tina? That's a girl's name."
"Yes, it is," Terry said nonchalantly. "How observant. Oh, I see, you haven't looked in a mirror lately, have you?" He held a small mirror so the patient could see himself. His eyes grew wide as he took in the female face that looked back at him. As he looked, Terry removed the cloth curtain and pulled back the covers. The patient looked down, saw the large C-cup breasts and the smooth female form in the bed.
The patient was about to speak when the door to the room opened and a somewhat shorter, older man sporting a short beard came into the room. With him were three very large black men, dressed in denim.
"Dr. Hernandez, good to see you," Terry said. "I must complement you on your work."
"Thank you," the grizzled doctor said. He looked the patient over and consulted his charts. "As requested, she is fully functional in every way. I will need to give her something to make her a bit more compliant, but other than that, she is essentially ready to go. What do you think, gentlemen?" The three black men looked the patient over with lust in their eyes, then they smiled as they nodded their heads.
"She will fetch a good price where we are going," one of them said. "That is, providing the crew will let her go." The other men laughed at that.
"She will require some training, but other than that, she is fully transitioned and ready for her new role," Dr. Hernandez said. The large black man nodded his head.
"New role?" Tina/Tim asked. "What new role?"
"The same role you had in mind for my first three wives," Terry said. The patient's face turned white as she looked at Terry. "You wanted them to be whores for your big cock. Now it is your turn to be a whore for big cock. Remember what the judge said? You're now going to reap what you have sown. Enjoy the rest of your miserable existence." He got up to leave. Lucille took his hand as they turned to Dr. Hernandez. "Thank you for all you've done, Dr. Hernandez."
"It was my pleasure," the doctor said as they shook hands. Terry looked back at the shocked woman in the bed.
"Goodbye, asshole," he said before walking out the door.
...
Eight months later, the nude body of a woman washed up on a beach in South Africa. One of her arms were missing and the rest of her body appeared to have been severely mangled by one or more large sharks. Authorities attempted to identify her, but were unable to. They tried performing DNA tests, but those strangely came back inconclusive.
They knew that several tramp steamers had been through the area recently, but there was nothing they could find connecting the woman to any of them. They did find a soggy passport that washed ashore about 50 yards from her body.
The picture in the passport was damaged, but they could tell it was that of the woman they found. The name on the passport: Tina Williams of Boston, Massachusetts. They tried to find family members who might claim the body, but were unsuccessful. Eventually, the body was cremated.
Terry read the report on his tablet as he sat on the deck of the home he shared with his wife, Lucille, who was now several months pregnant with their first child. He wrapped his arms around her and held her as they looked out over Lake Pend O'Reille, several hundred feet below them.
"I love you and only you, you know that, don't you?" Lucille asked.
"Of course," he said. "And I love you more." She smiled and kissed him deeply. She knew what Tim and his previous wives had done to him, but she could tell that Terry had put all that behind him. He held her close to him and offered a silent prayer of thanks.
"You're welcome, Terry," a familiar female voice said in his mind. "Now, live, love and have a long, happy life."
"I will," he said in his mind.
...
Note: Larry Wilder was one of the main characters in my story, "LW's: Satisfaction Guaranteed."
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A Rigorous Job Interview -- A Sequel

The following is a sequel to Odiouser's "A Rigorous Job Interview," about a cheating wife who also happens to be a divorce attorney. If you haven't read that story yet, I suggest you do so.
The story has yet to be finished, and Odiouser stated that,"If any writer out there feels motivated to give it a finish you will have my blessing." So, I decided to take a stab at giving it an ending.
There is one major difference between this ending and the original. The college in this ending is Ohio State University, which is located in Columbus, not Ohio University (as in the original), which is actually located in Athens, Ohio.
Many thanks to those who offered comments and constructive criticism on my previous stories. For those who want to say this or that would never happen, remember this is my universe, a place where nearly anything can, and often does, happen. At least on paper...
Please refer to my profile for more on my personal policy regarding comments, feedback, follows, etc. (Yes, I DO moderate comments) And please remember, this is a work of fiction, not a docu-drama...
...
It had been two days since Ebeneezer Corliss -- Eben to his friends and family -- first confirmed that Sharon, his wife of ten years, was cheating on him, and in fact, may have been cheating on him for quite some time with God-only-knows how many men. He had originally thought that he would simply wait her out -- bide his time and keep quiet about her activities, hoping that he could somehow keep the marriage together.
But after wrestling with it for the last two days, he found that he couldn't just sit and do nothing while she screws herself silly. At first, he thought he could keep it together long enough for her to get it out of her system. And, he had thought, it might be better that she's screwing multiple men than just one, since she probably wouldn't fall in love with them and leave him. But now, after thinking about it, he wasn't so sure.
In fact, the idea that Sharon was making a cuckold of him with multiple men was eating him up inside -- to the point that he could barely talk to her in a civil tone of voice. He reluctantly walked down the hall and knocked on the door of James Kenton, his friend, mentor and immediate supervisor, and hoped he could find an answer.
"Come in, Eben," James said when he looked up. Eben stepped in the office and closed the door behind him.
"I hope I'm not coming at a bad time," he said quietly as he took a seat across from James.
"Not at all, Eben," James said. "In fact, I was looking to come see you. You've been out of sorts these last couple days and I was starting to get a bit worried. Is everything alright?"
"Not really, James," Eben said. "Frankly, I'm a bit... embarrassed... about this."
"Nothing to be embarrassed about, Eben," James said. "We're friends here. We've known each other a long time. What's going on?"
"I just learned that Sharon is cheating on me," Eben said, feeling his face turn red with shame. James nodded his head.
"I'm truly sorry to hear that, my friend," James said. "Hold that thought for just a second." He punched a button on his phone and spoke to his receptionist. "Jane, could you please bring in a couple cups of coffee and hold my calls for a little while, okay?"
"Yes sir, Mr. Kenton," Jane responded. A couple minutes later, the door opened and Jane walked in with two cups of coffee. She handed one to Eben and the other to James, then left the office. After she left, Eben told James what had happened recently and what he saw on his wife's phone.
"Damn," James said. "I never would've thought she'd do that to you, Eben. She always seemed so happy with you."
"I thought so, too," Eben said. "But it seems she's not. Apparently, she's happier with her fuck buddies than she is with me."
"What are you going to do?" James asked.
"That's just it," Eben said. "I don't really know. I can divorce her, of course, but she's a divorce lawyer and would probably tear me to pieces in court. I thought that maybe I could just put up with it and let her get it out of her system, but the more I think about it, the more I realize that I can't."
"As I see it, you only have two choices," James said. "Either divorce her and be done with it, or live with the humiliation and the risks that go along with it."
"Risks?" Eben asked.
"Yes. You don't know who her lovers have been screwing. God only knows what she might end up giving you if she's not careful. And she could easily end up pregnant. You want to chance raising someone else's child?"
"No, I don't," Eben said.
"Well, there ya go. I know divorce isn't easy, but you'll get through it. Have you talked to her about it yet?" James asked.
"Not yet," Eben said. "I've tried to bring it up in a roundabout way, but she always manages to deflect."
"Well, she is an attorney, so that doesn't surprise me," James said. He pulled a card out of his wallet and handed it to Eben. "That's the attorney who handled my divorce. I suggest you speak with her and see what she says. In fact, I think you should take a week or two off and get your head back in the game."
"Thanks, James, I appreciate that," Eben said.
...
Sharon, Justin and Edwin had just finished their regular lunch tryst in one of the rooms above the Metro Buffet. The two men had done a spectacular job of filling Sharon's pussy with multiple loads of semen and the three of them were catching their breath after their last orgasm.
"So, are you ready to start your new job?" Justin asked.
"Oh, hell yeah," she said. "I've had more orgasms these last few days than I've had the last five years married to Eben," she added with a giggle.
"How are things between you and your husband?" Edwin asked. "Have you been able to deflect him sufficiently?"
"I think so, but I am just a bit concerned," she said.
"Why?" Justin asked.
"He seems a bit off lately," she told him. "I'm starting to think he may suspect something's going on."
"You think he may file for divorce?" Edwin asked.
"Oh no, he's a pussycat," she said with a smile. "A clueless pussycat, but a pussycat nonetheless. He loves me too much to divorce me. Besides, I'm sure he knows I'd destroy him in a divorce."
"Have you told him about the retreat coming up?" Justin asked.
"Not yet," she said. "I'm not going on this one since I'll be on my period this weekend anyway. Junior and I already talked about it and he agreed it would be best if I didn't come on this first retreat."
"No problem, I understand," Edwin said.
"But there's always next month," she said.
...
Eben left James' office and called the number on the card James had given him. A female receptionist answered the phone.
"Law Office of Jenny Hawkins, how may I help you?"
"I'd like to set up an appointment to see Ms. Hawkins as soon as possible," Eben said.
"Well, she does have an opening later this afternoon, at 3:30. Would that work for you, sir?"
"Yes, that would work," Eben said. He gave the receptionist his information, then headed out. He stopped for a burger and a beer and had another thought. Perhaps he could entice Sharon to quit fucking around on him if something could be done about his low libido.
He was very well-endowed -- larger than a lot of other men -- but for some reason, he was never able to attain an erection or maintain one for very long. Until now, he had thought that nothing could be done about it and he didn't want to rely on drugs like Viagra for the rest of his life. He had been to a few doctors over the years, but it seemed they didn't have any real answers. He pulled out his phone and called his doctor's office to set up an appointment.
He made it to Jenny's office on time and was escorted inside. Jenny Hawkins was about his age, maybe a couple years younger, attractive and appeared very outgoing. Judging from the rings on her fingers, she was also very married. She motioned to a chair opposite her desk after the obligatory introductions.
"So, what can I do for you today, Mr. Corliss?" she asked.
"I'm looking to find out what my options are in a divorce," he said.
"You want a divorce?"
"I don't really want one, but I don't see any other option right now," Eben told her.
"I see," she said. "Corliss... I've heard that name before. Is there a lawyer in your family by any chance?"
"Yes, my wife," Eben said.
"Ah, I thought I heard that name before. What firm is she with?"
"She just accepted a position with Walton, Tanner and Fitzgerald, and she'll be starting there permanently in a few days," Eben told her.
"Your wife got accepted at WTF?" Jenny asked.
"Yeah, is that an issue?"
"Well, if she's been through all her interviews and has been offered a position at WTF, I can guarantee you that she's had sex with the three partners, perhaps more. And she'll be having a lot more sex outside the marriage in the future," Jenny said.
"You sound like you're speaking from experience," Eben said.
"Well, they recruited me right out of law school," she said. "And I worked there for just under five years. I left when I got engaged and started my own practice."
"So what happens over there?"
"I'm really not supposed to talk about it -- that's one of the rules," she said. "Let's just say there's a lot that goes on there after hours."
"Isn't that illegal or something?" Eben asked. "Isn't there a code of professional conduct or something that covers stuff like this?"
"It's not technically illegal, and I suppose an argument could be made that it pushes the envelope of professional conduct," she said. "But unless she's having sex with a client, she's technically not breaking the code. Has she said anything to you about the job yet?"
"Not much," Eben said.
"Probably sanitized it for you so you wouldn't get suspicious," she told him. "That's what they have their employees do, anyway. That's why I couldn't stay there after I got engaged. Has she mentioned anything to you about the monthly retreats?"
"No, nothing. What are those?"
"On the last weekend of every month, they take up to 40 employees to an isolated lodge northeast of Nelsonville for what amounts to a weekend of sex and booze. Of course spouses or significant others aren't invited. The entire weekend is spent naked, from the time they get on the bus to the time they're delivered home on Sunday," she said.
"Holy crap," Eben said. "No, she never said anything about that to me."
"I see this Friday starts the last weekend of this month."
"That's tomorrow," Eben said as he shook his head. "She hasn't said anything about any retreat."
"Chances are she would make up some other excuse -- an out-of-town seminar or something like that," Jenny said. "So, do you still want to pursue a divorce?"
"I don't see as how I have any other choice," Eben told her.
"Alright, so here's the basic lay of the land," she said. "In Ohio, you can file on the grounds of adultery. That might affect whatever support you could be ordered to pay. Are there any children?"
"No, none."
"That's a good thing. That means no child support and no issues involving custody or visitation. We do, however, need to have ironclad proof if you choose to file on the grounds of adultery. Text messages simply won't do. I have a PI on retainer and I can get him on the case if you want. It will be expensive. Is that a problem?"
"No, that's not a problem," he told her.
"There's one other thing you should know," she said. "I've gone up against your wife before, and believe me, she's tough. Even if she's not representing herself, I have no doubt that she'll be running the show. She'll do anything to slow the process down or try to wear you out in order to get you to drop the divorce. I wouldn't even be surprised if she falsely accuses you of abuse."
"You've seen her do that?"
"I have," she said. "So you need to be prepared for the absolute worst." She pulled out a sheet of paper and handed it to Eben. He looked and saw that it was a checklist of things he needed to do to protect himself financially. It also had a list of things she needed from him.
"I need you to get those things done as soon as possible. I'll get my PI on the case and start the paperwork. I won't file anything until we have clear proof. Don't do anything to tip your hand, and for heaven's sake, don't do anything stupid. Don't even think about confronting any of the people she's messing around with. Got it?"
"I got it," Eben said. She handed him a business card.
"This is the PI I'll be using. I'll call him, but I'd like you to go by his office anyway. He'll be needing some things from you," she said.
"Alright," Eben said, taking the card.
"Okay," she said. "I'll be in touch. Remember, play it cool." They said their goodbyes and Eben left the office, stopping only to see the receptionist, where he left a hefty retainer. From there, he drove to the address on the card Jenny gave him.
He went in and was ushered into the office of Jack Sparling, Private Investigator. Jack looked like a no-nonsense kind of man, large, well-built and well-dressed. He listened as Eben told his story.
"Yes, I spoke with Jenny earlier," he said. "I'd like to get surveillance set up in your house -- audio, video, the works. And I'll need a picture of your wife if you have one handy." Eben pulled out his phone and emailed a picture to Jack. They made arrangements so Jack could get into Eben's house at a time when Sharon wouldn't be there.
"I'll be seeing a doctor tomorrow morning, so that might be a good time to get everything in place," Eben said, handing Jack a spare house key. He also gave him the code for his security system. He hoped he was doing the right thing. They wrapped up their meeting and Eben left after paying another hefty retainer.
That night after dinner, Eben looked at Sharon. She looked back, wondering what was going through his mind. He had been extraordinarily uncommunicative lately, saying almost nothing to her.
"You have any plans this weekend?" he asked.
"No," she responded, shaking her head. "Why?"
"I was thinking maybe we could spend the weekend out. Maybe grab a room at a bed and breakfast and just spend the days laying naked in bed together. What do you think?"
"I'd love to, but my period is starting and you know how I get when the cramps hit," she said. So, Eben thought, THAT'S the real reason she wasn't going on the "retreat." She looked at him closer, and saw the turmoil in his eyes.
"What's going on, Eben?" she asked, concerned. "You haven't been yourself at all these last few days. Is something bothering you?"
"I've just got a lot on my mind," he said quietly, reminding himself to play it cool. "I'm going to see the doctor first thing in the morning."
"Oh?" she asked. "Is something wrong?"
"Yes, and you know what it is," he told her.
"But you've already seen doctors about that," she said. "You've tried all the pills they gave you, but nothing worked. You could've had surgery, but you chose not to."
"Yeah, that's because I didn't want to have to pump up my dick to have sex with you," he said. "It's been what, five years or so since I've spoken to a doctor about it. Maybe they've come up with something new since then. Besides, I'd like to know what it's like to have a normal sex life with my wife sometime before I get too old."
"Oh, honey, you don't have to go through all that on my account," she said, putting a hand on his.
"Tell me, Sharon, have you honestly been satisfied with our sex life?"
"Well, it's been a challenge, I'll admit, but you always make me feel good. Besides, you know that I love you, right?" He looked at her carefully before responding.
"Just once, I'd like to be able to rock your world," he said, almost adding, "like all the others you've been fucking." But he held that to himself.
"Oh, you do rock my world," she lied. He shook his head.
"I'm not stupid, Sharon," he said. "I know better than that. Tell me, have you slept with another man since we've been together?"
"Oh honey, how could you possibly think such a thing? I've never slept with another man. Ever," she said. That was technically true, she thought to herself. She's fucked a bunch of men, but never once had she "slept" with them.
"I hope not, Sharon," he said. "Because it would simply kill me if you have."
"Well you have nothing to worry about, dear," she said. "I have never slept with another man, and I never intend to. So you can just get that out of your head right now." Of course, she thought, I'll be fucking and sucking as many cocks as I can get my hands on, but that's not exactly "sleeping," is it? But she was concerned that he would bring this up now, after so many years.
"Why all the concern about this now, Eben?" she asked. "I mean, it's been ten years."
"I just want to have a normal sex life with the woman I love, that's all," he told her. "I want to know that I can satisfy her enough so she won't ever feel the need to look outside the marriage. You can understand that, right? I'm sure you've dealt with a number of people who've had to suffer with a cheating spouse. Surely you know what that can do to a person."
"Yes, I do," she said quietly. Damn, she thought to herself. He's trying to put a guilt trip on me. What does he really know, she wondered. "And I promise you, you have nothing to worry about. Would you like me to go to the doctor with you tomorrow?"
"No, thanks, Sharon," he said. "I appreciate the concern, but I think this is something I need to do on my own."
"At least tell me what the doctor says, okay?" she asked.
"Yeah, I will," he said.
...
The next morning, Eben got up early as normal and checked Sharon's phone for new messages. He saw a short exchange between her and Justin that took place earlier that morning. Apparently, she had gotten up and contacted her lover while he was still asleep.
Justin: Getting ready to head out for the retreat. Gonna miss ya.
Sharon: I bet u say that 2 all the girls.
Justin: No, seriously, lover. I'm gonna miss ya! (sad face emoji)
Sharon: You'll get over it. I'll see ya next week. Have fun (wink wink, heart emoji)
Justin: Count on it. How's the hubby? Any better?
Sharon: Not really. I think he knows more than he's letting on. He's going to dr abt his limp dick today.
Justin: Think he'll cause trouble?
Sharon: Nah, he's just a big teddy bear.
Justin: Hope so. BTW, Edwin showed me the video he made of us. WOW! U R Hot!
Sharon: You'll have to show me sometime. Don't text it.
Justin: Got it, lover. Well, gotta go. Luv U!
Sharon: Love u 2, sweetie!
The messages ended there, and Eben felt as though he had been punched in the stomach. He wondered if there was a way he could save these messages to his personal computer and did a quick search. He found an app and installed it on her phone.
Following the prompts, he was able to save and copy everything between Sharon and Justin to a pdf file. From there, he copied it to his laptop using Bluetooth. Then he removed the app from her phone and put it back on the charger. He looked in on her and saw she was starting to stir. She called to him as he turned to leave the room.
"You heading out already?" she asked.
"Yeah," he said. "Doc is expecting me first thing."
"Don't I get a kiss?" she asked. He seriously considered smacking her across the face, but discarded that idea.
"I guess," he said in a noncommittal tone of voice. He walked over, gave her a peck on the cheek, then headed out, leaving her to wonder what the hell just happened.
...
He got to Dr. Jameson's office a few minutes early and checked in. The check-in nurse took his vitals and saw the order to draw blood. She pulled out her tray of equipment and verified that he had fasted for the last 12 hours, then took two vials of blood from his arm.



"Go on into exam room three and Dr. Jameson will be with you shortly," she said. He followed her direction and waited a few minutes until he heard a knock on the door. The door opened and the smiling face of Dr. Jameson appeared.
"Good morning, Mr. Corliss, how are we today?" he asked as he walked to the desk with his laptop and a thick file.
"Doing as well as can be expected," Eben said.
"I understand you're having some ED issues, is that right?" the doctor asked. Eben nodded his head and filled the doctor in. When he was finished, the doctor consulted his chart.
"You say this has been going on your whole life?"
"Yes, doctor, it has."
"And you've tried all the standard remedies -- Viagra, and so forth?"
"I have, but nothing seems to work," Eben told him.
"Well, there are a lot of things that can cause this to happen -- diabetes, and so on. I looked through your chart, but I don't see that as being an issue with you. We just did a physical about eight months ago, and I didn't see anything to indicate an elevated glucose level. I see here that your prostrate looked to be of normal size. When was the last time you spoke to a doctor about this?"
"A bit more than five years ago," Eben said. Just then, there was a knock on the door and a nurse handed Dr. Jameson a sheet of paper. He thanked her, then sat down to consult the paper. When he finished, he looked at Eben.
"Well, this is the result of your blood work. All of your levels seem to be in the normal range. I think maybe you should see a specialist about this, Eben. Why don't you let me see if I can get you in to see someone. Would that be okay?" he asked.
"Absolutely," Eben said. The doctor picked up his phone and made a call.
"George, Bill Jameson here," the doctor said. Eben only heard one side of the conversation. "Listen, I have a patient here who might be a candidate for that treatment you were telling me about here a while ago. Think you can get him in sometime soon?"
A few moments later, he spoke again. "Today? Really? 11:30? Let me ask." He covered the phone and spoke to Eben. "Think you can go see a specialist today at 11:30?" Eben nodded his head. "Yeah, he can be there. Thanks, George, I owe you one. Yeah, right, golf course, next Saturday. See you then. Thanks." He hung up the phone and wrote an address on a card before handing it to Eben.
"Dr. Marshall said he had a cancellation, and he can see you at 11:30," Bill said. "His address is on that card. He's a good friend and he happens to specialize in issues like yours. If anyone can get you fixed up, he can."
"Thanks, Doc," Eben said, feeling hopeful for the first time in a long time. He paid for his office visit, grabbed a quick bite to eat at a fast food place, then went to see Dr. Marshall. When he got there, he went through all the usual rigmarole -- insurance forms, privacy forms, that sort of thing. Finally, he was called back and followed a nurse to an exam room.
A few minutes later, a tall, well-built middle-aged man in a white smock came into the room and sat down at the desk. He consulted his notes before turning to Eben.
"Mr. Corliss?" he asked, extending his hand. "I'm Dr. Marshall. Good to meet you." Eben shook the man's hand.
"Please, call me Eben."
"Very well. What can we do for you today, Eben? I got the impression from Dr. Jameson that you're having some erectile issues, is that right?"
"Yes, it is, doctor," Eben said. He gave George the same run-down he had given Bill earlier. George listened intently, taking notes as Eben spoke. When Eben finished, George thought for a few moments before speaking.
"And you say you've dealt with this your whole life?" he asked.
"Yes," Eben said.
"And just to confirm, you've spoken with other doctors in the past, and nothing they've tried has helped. Is that right?"
"That's correct, doctor," Eben said.
"From what you told me, you rejected surgery for implants or pumps, is that right?"
"Yes, that's right," Eben said.
"I can't say that I blame you," the doctor said with a laugh. "You'll be pleased to know that we've made a lot of progress in this area over the last few years. I personally prefer to exhaust non-invasive measures first. What I'm going to do is run a series of tests. I want to first get some blood from you, and while that's being processed, run another exam. Is that alright?"
"Sure," Eben said.
"Good. What we'll do is something called a penile doppler ultrasound to give us an indication of the blood vessels in your penis and help us understand what kind of a problem you're having. It's completely non-invasive, but we will give you a small shot to help relax the muscles in your penis and dilate the arteries there. That will increase the blood flow in your penis and should cause an erection. We'll use a small ultrasound probe and measure the blood flow in the penile artery on both sides of your penis," he said.
"The only real discomfort might be the shot itself. You'll probably feel something like an insect bite, but that should go away. It's also possible the erection may last for more than four hours. If it does, let us know right away and we can give something to counter that. Any questions?"
"None so far, doc," Eben said.
"Good," George said. "Let's get the nurse in here and we'll take some blood." He poked his head out the door and a nurse came by with a tray. As she drew blood, George quickly arranged for a technician to come into the room with another tray full of electronic equipment.
"Alright, Mr. Corliss, I'd like you to get undressed and put this gown on, please," the attractive technician said, handing him a gown. "I'll step outside while you do. When you're ready, go ahead and lay down and I'll be back in a few minutes."
He did as she asked and laid down on the exam table, feeling quite exposed and a bit embarrassed. A few minutes later, she returned. She smiled as she looked at him. He could tell she was checking out his equipment, but was too professional to make any comment about it.
"Now just relax, Mr. Corliss," she said. "I'm going to give you a shot. It won't hurt, but you may feel something like an insect bite. And please don't feel embarrassed. You haven't got anything we haven't seen before." He chuckled at that.
She donned her gloves and prepared the needle, which was quite small and thin. She took his flaccid cock in one gloved hand and gave him the jab. He hardly noticed it, but found they were correct -- it felt a lot like a bug bite and he had to fight the urge to scratch.
Then they sat and waited. And waited. And waited some more. Eben felt himself starting to get hard, and eventually he got as hard as he normally did. The technician looked at George.
"Should we give him another shot?" she asked. George examined Eben's penis for a bit, then shook his head.
"No, we'll give it another minute or so," he said. "If it doesn't get any more erect, we'll try to work with what we have."
"This is about as hard as it's gonna get," Eben said, embarrassed. George nodded his head in understanding, then began his examination. A few minutes later, he picked up the phone in the exam room and dialed an extension.
"John, this is George in Exam 3. Can you step in here for a few minutes, please? Great. Thanks." He ended the call and continued his exam. A few minutes later, another doctor came into the room. The two doctors spoke in quiet, hushed tones as they looked at the dual monitors. Eben was unable to make out what they were saying.
Finally, George quietly issued directions to the technician and the nurse. After conferring with John a bit more, he nodded his head and John left the room. George turned to Eben before speaking.
"Well, Eben, I do have a bit of good news for you," he said, swiveling the monitors so Eben could see them. "I believe we've found the source of your problem." George pointed to an image on the right-hand monitor. "This is what I would expect to see in a man of your age. This," he said, pointing to the left-hand monitor, "is you."
Eben could immediately see the difference. George continued his explanation.
"The problem is one of blood flow," he said. "Simply put, your penis is not getting the blood it needs to do the job. In fact, your penis is barely getting enough blood flow to remain viable. Tell me, have you ever experienced any pain at the base of your penis?"
"A few times, but I never gave it any thought," Eben said. George nodded his head and pointed at something on the monitor.
"I believe this is the problem," he said. "My colleague agrees. It appears there are at least two growths that are effectively preventing blood from getting to your penis. Think of it as a hose that's been kinked. Also, take a look here," he added, pointing to several yellow blotches on the screen. "Those appear to be pockets of infection."
"So, what happens now?" Eben asked.
"We're going to give you some fairly strong antibiotics, and then we're going to remove those growths. Because of their location, we're going to have to do it surgically."
"So I'm going into surgery?"
"Yes," George said.
"When?" Eben asked.
"Immediately," George told him. "We're arranging for a surgical room and medical transport now. You'll be taken to the Wexner Medical Center." Eben was very aware that the Ohio State University's Wexner Medical Center was the top ranked surgical hospital in Columbus and ranked very high in the area of urology.
Just then, a nurse came into the room with some water and a cup. She handed them to Eben and explained they were antibiotics. He took the pills and swallowed the cup of water.
"You may want to call your wife and let her know," George said. "Your car will be safe here, but you may want to arrange for someone to pick it up. I'll be wanting to keep you in the hospital for a couple days just to make sure you're going to heal up okay."
After he left the room, Eben grabbed his phone and called Sharon. He was a bit surprised when she answered after the second ring. He almost expected to get a voicemail.
"Is everything alright, Eben? I've been worried sick. I thought you would've called by now," she said.
"I'm going into surgery," he told her. "Doc thinks he knows what the problem is and he's arranging for me to go into surgery immediately."
"Where is he taking you?" she asked.
"Wexner," Eben said. "They're arranging for transport, so someone is going to have to get my car. Doc says I'll be in the hospital for a couple days. Let me give you the address where my car is." He gave her the address from the card he had.
"Alright, I'll call my brother and we'll see you at the hospital. I love you, Eben," she said.
"Yeah, love you too," he said before ending the call.
...
Several hours later, Eben woke up in his hospital room. Sharon, her brother Sam, and George were all looking at him as he woke up. His mouth was dry, and a nurse handed him an ice chip to suck on.
"Well, you're finally awake," George said. "You'll be happy to learn the surgery was a rousing success. We actually pulled three fairly hard cysts from you. It's no wonder you weren't getting the blood flow you needed. They're being analyzed now to make sure they're not malignant. We also got the infection out and we've got you on an antibiotic just in case.
"I plan on keeping you here for a couple days so you can heal up. Even after you're discharged, I don't want you doing any strenuous activity. That means no driving and no sexual activity for a few days. I want to see you back in my office next Friday." He looked at Sharon before continuing.
"It's a good thing your husband came to see me when he did," he told her. "If he had waited much longer, he might have lost his penis -- or worse."
"Worse?" she asked, shocked. He nodded his head.
"It could have been life-threatening," he told her. "At any rate, we have things under control, and by the time we're finished, your husband will be better than ever." He looked at his watch. "Well, I have to get going, but I'll be by in the morning to check up on you, Eben. Have a good evening."
"Thanks, Doc," Eben said. After George left the room, he looked at his wife.
"Well, did you hear that? I'll be better than ever," he said. He watched Sharon's reaction and noticed that she didn't look too happy.
"That's good, Eben," she said. "I'm... happy for you."
"Then maybe you should tell your face," Eben said sarcastically.
"I'm sorry, I'm just processing what the doctor said," she told him. "So, I guess this means we'll be able to get back to normal after a while."
"If by 'normal,' you mean one or two pathetic unsatisfying pity fucks a month, then no," he said. "From where I sit, we've got ten years to make up for."
"As long as you don't try to make up for it all in one night," she said.
"I'll try to spread it out over two or three nights," he said with a smile. "Maybe over a weekend."
"That sounds like fun," she said. "Listen, I'd better get going. We have to get your car back home and I am a bit hungry. I'm glad you're finally getting this taken care of. Really, I am. I'll be by tomorrow, okay?"
"Yeah, sure," he said. "Go get something to eat. And thanks for coming by."
"Take care of yourself, Eben," Sam said, waving his hand.
"Thanks, Sam, I will," Eben told him.
...
"Well, sis, we got the place to ourselves for a while," Sam said as he wrapped his arms around Sharon. They had just returned from the hospital, having stopped at George's office to pick up Eben's car. "What do you say we play around for a bit?" She smiled as she kissed her brother on the lips.
"As much as I'd love to, I can't," she said. "I'm on my period. But I can do this," she added, unzipping his trousers. "You know how much I love sucking my brother's cock." She got on her knees and proceeded to give Sam a toe-curling blowjob, swallowing his load after he exploded in her mouth.
"God, sis, you give the best blowjobs," he said.
"And you've turned out to be quite the accomplished lover," she said in return. "You've certainly improved a lot over the years."
"Well, I had a good teacher," he said with a smile. "So, I get the impression you're not too happy about Limpy getting fixed." That was the nickname he had given Eben, although he never used it in front of his brother-in-law.
"It will complicate things," she said. "I looked at his phone while he was in surgery. I know he's been in touch with a divorce lawyer. I don't know what he's done or how much he really knows."
"You think he knows about us?" Sam asked.
"I don't think so," she said. "But I think he may know about some others."
"Damn, girl, how many guys have you been screwing?"
"Quite a few, including the partners at my new firm. I need to find out what he knows and try to head him off."
"What do you plan on doing?"
"I'm not quite sure yet," she said. "Hopefully, I won't have to use the nuclear option."
"Nuclear option?" She pulled a thumb drive out of her purse.
"This," she said. "I call it the 'Kiss of Death.' Guaranteed to get results."
"What's that?" Sam asked.
"This little drive holds about 20 gigabytes of child porn. Enough to make it look like he's selling or distributing."
"You'd actually frame your own husband with that?" Sam asked, shocked.
"Only as a last resort," she said. "It could get him 18 months in prison just for possessing it, and he'd have to register as a sex offender for 25 years. Of course, he'd lose his million-dollar job."
"Have you done this before?"
"Once or twice," she said. "But only to get leverage. Like I said, I would only do it as a last resort. Just to keep him under control."
"Damn. Remind me never to get on your bad side," Sam said. "What do you want me to do?"
"Right now, nothing," she said. "Let me think about it for a while, okay?"
"Okay," he said. "Just give the word. I'm always here for you, sis, you know that."
"Yes, I do," she said. They said their goodbyes and Sam left. Neither of them knew they had been recorded, and neither of them knew that Jack was already reviewing the video.
...
Eben recovered from the surgery just fine. As promised, Sharon came by to check up on him periodically over the weekend, but she never stayed very long. On Monday, George informed him that the cysts were not malignant, and after making sure he had healed up, wrote the discharge papers. Eben called Sharon to let her know he was being discharged and she came to the hospital to pick him up.
"I'm giving you a couple prescriptions," George said. "One is for antibiotics and the other is to help bring up your testosterone level, which is a bit low for a man of your age. Remember, nothing strenuous, and no sexual activity for several days yet. I want to see you in my office bright and early Friday morning, and we'll go from there."
"Thanks, Doc," Eben said as he dressed. By then, Sharon had come into the room. A nurse was standing by with a wheelchair.
"Are you ready to go?" she asked.
"I am," he said. The nurse settled Eben into the wheelchair and the three of them headed out. Eben got in the car and thanked the nurse. Sharon got in and they headed out, stopping at the local pharmacy they normally used to get his prescriptions. Very little was said until after Eben got his prescriptions.
"How are you feeling, Eben?" she asked.
"A bit sore, but I'm not complaining," he said. "It feels good to know that I've finally gotten an answer. I'm looking forward to making up for ten years of unsatisfactory sex with you." She smiled, but there wasn't much warmth in it. "At least I won't be 'Limpy' any longer." She looked at him, a bit shocked. That was the name she and Sam had used when they referred to him, and as far as she knew, Eben never knew about it.
"Oh yeah, I know that's what you and your brother call me," he said. "I'm not stupid, you know."
"I know you're not stupid," she said. "And I'm sorry about... that name. I won't use it any more. And I'll tell Sam not to use it either." She wondered how much Eben knew about her and her brother. Even though she had been conducting an incestuous relationship with her brother for years, incest in the state of Ohio is only illegal if one of the parties holds a parental role over the other.
"And anybody else who might be using it," he added.
"There's no one else, Eben," she said. "Tell me, did you really mean it the other day when you said our sex was unsatisfying?"
"Yes," he said without thinking. "I know it's been unsatisfying for you. And while it felt good to me at the time, it was just as unsatisfying for me, knowing that I could never really give you the pleasure you deserved. I just never said anything. But that's all going to change."
"So, how long does the doctor want you to refrain from sex?" she asked.
"He said for a few days, at least until after I see him this Friday," Eben said. Soon, they pulled into their driveway and Sharon stopped her car. Eben started to get out and saw she was still sitting in her seat. "Are you coming in, or do you have to leave?"
"I need to get back to the office," she said. "This is my first day there and I don't want to give a bad impression."
"Of course not," he said. "I guess I'll see you later, then. Thanks for picking me up and bringing me home."
"Eben," she said before he closed the door. He looked at her through the open door. "I want you to know I really do love you and I'm glad you finally got your problem fixed. I had no idea it was as bad as the doctor said." He nodded his head before speaking.
"I love you too," he said. "I'm glad I got it fixed as well."
"I'll call you later, okay?"
"Yeah, sure. I'll be right here," he said, closing the door. She watched as he gingerly walked to the door and let himself inside. She waited until the door was closed before backing out.



...
That day, Sharon and Justin Lake spent their lunch hour in a room over the Metro Buffet, as they had several times a week for the last year and a half. They languished in bed, naked, after a round of vigorous sex.
"You really missed a wonderful retreat this weekend," Justin said.
"Well, there's always the next retreat," she said. "And I'll have plenty of time to get to 'know' everyone in the office before then, right?"
"Absolutely. How's you're husband doing? I got your texts saying he was in the hospital. What happened? Did they finally remove his dick?"
"No," she said. "The doctor said it was a good thing he came when he did. Turns out he had some cysts that kept him from getting a full erection. Doctor said it could have been life-threatening."
"So, he's getting fixed up. Isn't that a good thing?"
"I don't know," Sharon said. "Maybe, maybe not. Personally, I liked it better when I didn't have to worry about Eben trying to have sex with me very often. Now, things are gonna be different. There's another problem, by the way."
"What's that?"
"He's been in touch with a divorce lawyer. Jenny Hawkins. I don't know if he's filed papers yet or not. I haven't seen anything and he hasn't said anything about it, so I don't know what he knows or what he intends to do," she said.
"Hawkins, huh?" Justin asked. "I think she used to work for WTF until she got engaged. Which means she knows what the firm is like. As I recall, she's pretty darn good."
"Very good," Sharon said. "I've gone up against her a time or two. She knows her stuff. She won't go off half-cocked."
"Have you thought about just leveling with your husband?" Justin asked.
"Oh, good heavens, no," she exclaimed. "He's already made it clear he won't tolerate cheating. But," she added after a few moments, "you have given me an idea. Would you be opposed to taking me on as a client?"
"What do you have in mind?"
"Maybe we can head him off at the pass, so to speak," she said. "If it doesn't work, I can use my nuclear option."
"Nuclear option?" Justin asked. She giggled.
"Yeah," she said. "I loaded his computer up with about 20 gigs of child porn -- enough to get him thrown into the slammer for 18 months or more."
"Damn," Justin said.
"Oh, don't worry. I'll take it off once he agrees to what I have in mind. I just want him to know what he'll be up against if he decides to file divorce papers," she said.
"Okay, what do you have in mind?" Justin asked. They talked for a bit longer, not knowing the room they were in had a camera and microphone installed in one of the air vents high on the wall.
...
Eben sat at his computer and looked at the list of things Jenny wanted him to do. Fortunately, with Internet banking, he was able to accomplish much of it online. He noticed, however, that his system seemed to be extraordinarily sluggish. He knew how to perform general maintenance on his machine, so he cleared out his cache and ran a defrag on his hard drive.
That helped a bit, but it was still pretty sluggish, so he ran a spyware check on the system. An hour later, the program highlighted several problems, especially with some fairly large files in a hidden folder he had never seen before.
He ventured into the folder and saw a whole slew of video files that he had never seen before. The filenames were pretty descriptive, and he immediately knew what they were. He looked at his screen in shock. Sharon was the only other person who had access to this machine, and the files looked like they were placed over the weekend, while he was in the hospital.
He took a screenshot of the folder, then deleted all of the files in it. After destroying the folder, he ran another program that would wipe any trace of the files' existence. Of course, he knew that high-end forensic software could probably recover the files if push came to shove, but he wondered why Sharon would set him up like this.
He gathered the rest of the information Jenny had asked for and emailed it to her, along with a copy of the screenshot he took, letting her know what Sharon had done. He got a response a couple hours later.
"Damn," Jenny wrote. "If I were you, I'd remove and replace that drive immediately. There's no telling what else she might have done to it. By the way, the evidence against her is mounting up. When will you be able to drive?"
"Friday," Eben wrote back. "I have a doctor's appointment in the morning."
"That sounds good," she said. "I'll pencil you in for about 1:00 pm that day."
From there, Eben backed up all of his files onto a separate thumb drive and called the computer company he always used. Joe Nelson, the tech who owned the shop, said he would dispatch someone to him that day with a new hard drive. The tech came by about an hour later, and replaced the drive, reinstalling Windows.
"If I were you, I'd definitely change your password," the tech said. Eben thanked him for his service, paid the bill and gave the tech a $20 tip. After the tech left, Eben set his programs back up and restored his files. He placed the old drive in the anti-static bag that held the new drive and locked it in his desk.
By then, Sharon was just pulling into the garage. She came in and saw him on his computer.
"Everything alright?" she asked with a smile.
"Not really," he said. "I had to replace the hard drive. It seems the computer got a nasty virus from one of the websites you visited while I was in the hospital. I think that maybe you should use your own computer to surf the web from now on."
"What did you do with the old drive?" she asked.
"It's being shredded. At least that's what the tech told me. Fortunately, I managed to get my files backed up before it went south. Like I said, use your own computer from now on and stay off of mine," he told her. Seeing a different tone in Eben than she was used to, she wisely held back and simply nodded her head.
"Okay," she said. "I'm sorry. I need to go take a shower and change, okay?"
"Yeah," he told her. He watched her put her phone on the charger as she always did, then head upstairs. He waited until he heard her in the shower, then checked out her phone and found that she had locked it. That was the first time she had done that since they had been married. "Interesting," he thought to himself as he put the phone back.
The next day, Sharon cornered Justin at the office.
"He found my little surprise," she told him. "He replaced the hard drive and locked me out of his computer. If I try to replace those files, it's gonna look suspicious."
"Really? So, what are you gonna do now?"
"You're my attorney of record, so here's what I want you to do." She told him what she wanted him to do and they discussed it quietly for a few minutes. "We'll spring it on him Friday evening after he gets home," she said.
"You want me there with you?" he asked.
"Yes," she said. "As my attorney and as a witness. Are you up to it?"
"Of course," he said with a wicked smile.
...
Things were a bit frosty in the Corliss household for the rest of the week. Eben could smell the men's cologne on her clothes when she came home, and he knew what she had been up to. Finally, Friday rolled around, and he left early to make his appointment with Dr. Marshall.
"How are you feeling this morning, Eben?" George asked him.
"Feeling pretty good, actually," Eben said.
"Great, well, let's run our test one more time and see how things are progressing." They led Eben to the exam room and prepared him for the examination. This time, when the nurse gave him the shot, his penis rapidly grew -- extremely large and very hard -- much harder than Eben ever remembered.
"That's more like it," George said. "Let's see what we've got here, okay?" He ran the scanner over both sides of Eben's enlarged penis and nodded his head. "This is much better, Eben," he said. "I would, however, like to do a series of follow-up treatments. It's completely non-invasive, and will help to revitalize and rebuild the blood vessels in your penis. It's called Axol Therapy and it'll help repair some of those old blood vessels and stimulate the development of new blood vessels. It only takes about 20 minutes a week for six weeks and you'll be better than new."
"Sounds good, doc," Eben said. "And I won't need to take any drugs?"
"Nope," George said. "Trust me, you have the equipment to get the job done. We're just gonna make work the way it always should have."
"Then let's do it," Eben said. George made a call, and a technician brought in another cart. After about a half hour, the first treatment was finished.
"I'll see you next Friday," George said as Eben got dressed. "Let me know how things work out for you."
"I will, doc," Eben said, feeling more confident than he had in a very long time. He hoped Sharon would appreciate what he had done, as he intended to give her a test of his new-found manhood. He left and grabbed a burger before going to see Jenny.
When he got to her office, he was escorted in and saw Jack sitting in a chair in front of her desk. Jenny motioned for him to take a seat, which he did after shaking Jack's hand.
"How are you feeling, Eben?" she asked.
"Much better," he said. "So, what have you got?" Jenny motioned for Jack to speak. He opened his briefcase and handed Eben a folder that contained a DVD and a detailed report.
"Everything is in that report, Mr. Corliss," Jack said. "But I'll give you a short summary. Thanks to the cameras we installed in your house, we were able to catch your wife engaging in oral sex with her brother, a Samuel Wilson." Eben looked at Jenny, shocked.
"Her brother? Isn't incest illegal in Ohio?" he asked. Jenny shook her head.
"Not between siblings," Jenny said. "In Ohio, it's only illegal if one of those participating holds a parental role over the other."
"At any rate," Jack said, continuing his report, "that's when your wife admitted that she intended to frame you with child pornography. She called it her 'kiss of death.' We have video of her copying it to your old hard drive. From what we can tell, she has a thumb drive with the material in her purse."
"That's got to be a violation of the law," Eben said, looking at Jenny.
"It is," Jenny said. "And I've already discussed the matter with the District Attorney. He said he wants to see you later this afternoon about it."
"Mrs. Corliss has also been recorded having sex multiple times with one Justin Lake, a colleague at the firm of Walton, Tanner and Fitzgerald. Some of those trysts were captured in one of the rooms above the Metro Buffet, and others were captured in her office after hours. She has also had sexual relations with a number of her co-workers at the firm, all of which took place after normal working hours. We were able to take video from a suite across the street. Those videos are also on the DVD in your folder."
"Keep in mind that many of those videos will not hold up in court," Jenny said. "But they can certainly be used as leverage against her. I think we have enough evidence to prove adultery, but I'd like to hold off on having her served until we know what the DA plans to do about the child pornography in her possession, and about her attempt to frame you."
"You think I'll get a better settlement if she's been arrested?" Eben said.
"I believe so," Jenny said. "And I don't think you'll have to wait too much longer for that. Jack, I know we have more than enough to prove her adultery beyond a shadow of a doubt, but I'd like you to keep an eye on her anyway, in case she attempts something else with Mr. Corliss."
"I agree," Jack said.
"Alright, Eben," she said. "I'll get the paperwork put together and I'll file it after she's been arrested. Remember, don't do anything stupid. We're almost there. Just hang with us for a few more days, okay?"
"Yeah, okay," Eben said. She handed him another business card. This card, however, was for Terry Torres, the District Attorney.
"I want you to go see Mr. Torres right away. He's expecting you," Jenny said. After leaving the office, he went to see Terry. He repeated his story one more time.
"And you still have the drive she put this stuff on?" Terry asked.
"Yes, but I deleted it all off of that drive and replaced it," Eben said.
"No problem, our forensics people can still recover it," Terry told him. "I'd like to send a detective and a couple officers to pick your wife up tonight. Will she be home about 7:00 pm?"
"I believe so," Eben said. "She hasn't said anything about being out late tonight."
"Alright, here's my direct cell number," Terry said, handing Eben another card. "I've already got the arrest and search warrants drawn up. Call me if she is home earlier than 7:00 and I'll have her picked up."
"Sounds good, Mr. Torres," Eben said. "Thanks." He left and headed home, feeling as though his nightmare was about over. He was surprised to see Sharon's car in the garage when he got home, and he was even more surprised to see another car in his driveway. He pulled into the garage and wondered what he was about to walk into.
He almost expected to hear Sharon having sex in their bedroom and was a bit surprised when he saw her at the kitchen table with a younger man. He saw two envelopes sitting in front of her on the table and wondered if she was going to have him served with divorce papers. Sharon looked up as he walked in.
"How are you, Eben? What did the doctor say?" Sharon asked.
"I'm going to be just fine," Eben said. "Who is this and what's going on, Sharon?"
"This is my attorney, Justin Lake," she said. The younger man stood and extended a hand, but Eben ignored it. Justin sat back down, wondering what the bigger man had on his mind.
"So, what's going on here, Sharon?" Eben asked.
"We need to talk," she said. "About our future. About our marriage. I have a proposal for you and I want you to seriously consider accepting it." She handed him one of the envelopes. He opened it and read the first few paragraphs. At least it wasn't a set of divorce papers, he thought to himself.
"What is this, Sharon?" he asked. "I don't understand."
"It's called a post-nuptial agreement," she said. "It outlines how our marriage will go from here on out. Basically, it says you give me permission to engage in sex with anyone I choose, at any place and time. That includes this house."
"I see," Eben said as he looked over the paperwork. "What about me? Do I get to have sex with anyone I choose as well?"
"No," she said. "According to that agreement, if you have sex with anyone other than me, I have the right to divorce you on the grounds of adultery, and I will get the lion's share of everything, while you pay the bills. There's more. It also says that if I get pregnant, you will raise the child and pay for it as if it's yours, whether you're the biological father or not. Up until now, I've been very careful to use adequate birth control, but I would like to have a child or two and I really don't want to wait too much longer."
"And if I refuse to sign this, then what happens?" Sharon slid the second envelope in front of him. Eben picked up the envelope and opened it. Inside was a draft set of divorce papers, accusing him of cruelty and battery. He read it, not believing his eyes.
"This is a pack of lies and you know it, Sharon," he said, shocked.
"Yes, I know it's a pack of lies," she said with a smirk. "But it really doesn't matter. At least not to the court. By the way, those papers haven't been filed yet. But they will be filed if you don't sign the agreement."
"You need to sign the agreement, right now," Justin said. "This is your only opportunity."
"You know as well as I that a contract signed under duress isn't enforceable," Eben said. "I'm calling my attorney. She needs to take a look at this." Justin started to say something, but Sharon cut him off.
"Let him play it his way for now," she said. Eben turned from the table and called Terry.
"She's here," he said.
"On it," Terry said. Eben called Jenny's cell next.
"Jenny, you need to come take a look at what Sharon just handed me," he said.
"I'm on my way," she said. Eben turned back to the two cheaters. He glared at Sharon, not believing that he actually thought about trying to make things work with her. Now, she was just another cheating whore. And he had no use for her.
"How long has this shit been going on, Sharon?" he asked.
"As long as we've been together," she said calmly. "So far, I've managed to pull the wool over your eyes pretty well. But now that you know what's going on, I figured it was time to make it official. I'm really pretty tired of sneaking around behind your back and I'm not going to do it anymore. So from now on, if I want to have a gangbang in my own bed while you watch, I will. And you won't be able to do anything about it."
"You know, when I first figured it out, I thought maybe I could learn to deal with it," Eben said. "I thought that maybe if I got something done about my ED, you'd come back to me. Now I know I never had a chance. Did I?"
"No," she said, shaking her head. "You should know that my new job involves sex -- a lot of it. With a lot of people. Which means less for you. And while I'm glad you got taken care of, the truth is it was a wasted effort. Because you're not getting anything from me anymore." Eben smiled at that.
"You're more right than you know," he said. "And you're crazy if you think I'm going to live in a loveless marriage."
"Oh, it's not loveless," she said. "I do love you, but it's more like the way a sister loves a brother."
"Except in your case, your brother gets more pussy from you than I do, doesn't he?" Eben asked. Sharon's face went white.
"You know about that?" she asked.
"Yes, I do. And a lot more," he said. Just then, the front door bell rang. Eben went to the door and saw Jenny with two plainclothes officers and two uniformed officers, one of which was a woman.
"Detective John Smith, this is my partner, Detective Jones," one of them said. "Officers Carlson and Benning. Is Mrs. Sharon Corliss here?"
"She is, officers, please come in," Eben said. They all filed into the house and surrounded the table where Sharon and Justin sat. Detective Smith held out two pieces of paper.
"Mrs. Sharon Corliss?" he asked, looking down at Sharon.
"Yes, that's me," she said.
"I have a search warrant here, please empty the contents of your purse for me," he said. She picked up her purse and poured the contents on the kitchen table. Smith donned a pair of latex gloves and sorted through the junk until he found a small USB thumb drive. He picked the drive up as Detective Jones held up a small Surface laptop.
Smith put the drive in one of the USB ports and Jones navigated through the file structure. Eben looked at the filenames and nodded his head.
"That's what I found on my old drive," he said. Smith pulled the drive out of the laptop and placed it in an evidence bag.
"Mrs. Corliss, you are under arrest for the possession of child pornography in violation of Ohio state law and for attempted extortion. Please stand and place your hands behind your back," he said as he pulled out a set of handcuffs. He read her Miranda rights as he cuffed her hands. "Are you her attorney?" he asked Justin.
"Yes, I am," Justin said. Smith handed Sharon over to the two uniformed officers.
"Take her downtown and book her," he said. Sharon tried struggling, but the officers held her firm.
"Eben, please, help me," she cried.
"Too late, bitch," Eben growled. "You made your bed, now you get to lie in it. I hope it was all worth it to you." He turned back to Justin. "Get the fuck out of my house," he growled. "And I don't ever want to see your face again."
"Wait," Jenny said, picking up the two documents Sharon handed to Eben. "Is this what you expected Mr. Corliss to sign?"



"Yes, it is," Justin said. She smiled and placed them in her briefcase.
"Good luck with what's left of your career," she said. Detective Smith looked at Eben.
"The DA said you still have the drive she copied that stuff onto, is that right?" he asked.
"Yes, I do," Eben said. He went into his office and pulled out the old drive, handing it to Smith. "Like I told the DA, I already deleted all the crap I could find."
"No problem," Smith said. "Our forensics people are good. We'll be in touch if we need anything else. Thank you for your cooperation, Mr. Corliss." The officers left the house, leaving Eben alone with Jenny.
"Are you alright, Eben?" she asked. He shook his head.
"No, I'm not," he said. "I can't believe she'd do all that just to humiliate and control me. I don't get it. Why didn't she just leave me if she really didn't love me?"
"Well, looking at the draft divorce papers she drew up, I can see a few million reasons why," she said. "And they all have dollar signs in front of them. Don't worry, she's finished as a lawyer. I'll rework the papers and file them after her trial."
"Thanks," Eben said.
"Now, why don't you clean up and go celebrate?" Jenny asked.
"That sounds like a plan," Eben told her.
...
Epilogue:
Sharon was denied bail at her arraignment hearing, and her trial didn't last very long. She was found guilty of possessing child pornography and attempted extortion, earning her a five-year stay in the state penitentiary. She was also placed on the sex offender registry and would remain there for 25 years.
On top of that, she lost her law license and was disbarred. Jenny re-worked the divorce papers and filed them as she promised. Sharon didn't like the hand she had been dealt but knew she had no recourse. She signed them on the spot. According to the agreement, she would get to keep her personal property, her retirement account and the equivalent of two years salary at her old position -- about $168,000 in all, which Eben placed in an account for her.
WTF held its next retreat as scheduled, but something happened as the bus returned from Nelsonville. After hitting a slick spot on the wet pavement just before crossing Three Mile Creek, the driver lost control of the bus, crashed through a guard rail and rolled down an embankment until it came to rest in a pond next to Highway 33.
Of the 40 passengers aboard, 25 died from various causes. Justin and Edwin, two of the lawyers Sharon had screwed on a fairly regular basis, drowned, along with the three partners. Authorities had some difficulty explaining why the passengers were found naked. Rumors began circulating about the activities at WTF, and the firm had to shut down a few months later.
After Sharon's conviction, the court ordered a review of all the divorces she had handled and found that two of the husbands whose wives she had represented had been erroneously sent to prison over charges of child pornography. Their convictions were overturned, and they were removed from the sex offender registry, but their lives had already been ruined. Both men filed huge lawsuits, which are still being litigated.
Eben sold the huge house he had shared with his ex-wife and moved into something smaller and more modern. He also started working out three times a week. One Friday as he sat in a club, consuming a beer, he heard a female voice call out.
"Ebeneezer Corliss? Is that you?" He turned and saw a somewhat older but familiar face. Leah Jenkins, an old classmate he had dated in college.
"Leah?" he asked. "Please, have a seat." She sat and the two of them caught up. He told her about Sharon, and she told him about her failed marriage. The two of them spent several hours catching up.
"Listen, it's getting late," Eben said. "You have any plans for the rest of the evening?"
"Not really," she said. "How about you?"
"Well, I was kinda hoping that maybe I could spend the night with a beautiful woman. Maybe even a former cheerleader." Leah smiled at that. She was a cheerleader and had dated Eben a couple times before when they were in college. Which meant she knew of his problem. "And before you ask, I don't have the problem I used to have."
"Well, that's good to hear, since I was kinda hoping that I'd get to spend some time with a good looking man, and you certainly look good to me," she said with a smile. She followed him to his condo and the two of them spent the night in an experiment to see how many orgasms they could experience in one eight-hour period.
"My God, Eben, what happened to you? You've hit places inside me I didn't even know existed," she exclaimed after their fifth coupling.
"Modern medical science," he said. "It's wonderful, isn't it?"
"Yes, it is," she whispered. "Let's explore some more of that science, please."
"Your wish is my command," he said as he kissed her face.
...
Notes: For those who like to pick nits (and you know who you are), I exercised a bit of artistic license with Eben's medical problem. While the test I mentioned and the Axol Therapy I described is real, I do not know if the medical condition I described for Eben is even possible. So don't bother trying to Google it.

I also found that Ohio law regarding incest is as I have described it. As I stated before, this story IS a work of fiction, and is not real...
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Surprise Wife: The Return
The following is a sequel to comanchee's 2016 story,"Surprise Wife," about a wife who was drugged and had sex with another man on her anniversary. The entire eight-part story is worth reading if you want to fully understand what takes place here. The story ends tragically, with the husband getting shot as he fights the man who drugged both him and his wife.
I've read the entire eight-part story more than a couple times and while I enjoyed it, I felt that it needed just one more chapter to provide some closure and a measure of justice. That's not a criticism by any means, just an observation.
There is one part of this story that is a recollection from Chapter 7 of comanchee's original tale. That part is presented here in italics, with the author's permission.
I would like to thank comanchee for graciously giving me permission to write this sequel, and I would like to thank all those who have offered comments and constructive criticism on my previous stories. For those who want to say this or that would never happen, remember this is my universe, a place where nearly anything can, and often does, happen. At least on paper...
Please refer to my profile for more on my personal policy regarding comments, feedback, follows, etc. (Yes, I DO moderate comments) And please remember, this is a work of fiction, not a docu-drama...
* * * * *
"Death is only the beginning."
For some reason that old movie quote went through my head as I took in the scene below me. Just minutes ago, I had been shot by Jason Kravits, a man I once thought was a friend. I had just come home and found him screwing my wife in our bed. We fought, and he ended up shooting me with my own pistol.
The paramedics were preparing to take my body and several police officers were already talking to my hysterical, sobbing wife. I felt bad for her and would've cried, but I couldn't.
I suddenly felt like I was being sucked into some kind of giant cosmic vacuum cleaner. The next thing I knew, I found myself standing in the middle of a dusty road. The sun shone bright over my head in a deep blue sky devoid of clouds. I looked around and saw a few buildings on either side of the street.
The place looked like something out of an old Clint Eastwood western movie. This wasn't exactly what I had expected to encounter. Where was the giant pearly gates I had heard about? Or the lines of angels picking on their harps?
Across from me stood an old western-style saloon. The double doors swung out and I saw a tall man standing there, wearing a red shirt and a beat-up Stetson. He wore a pair of old pistols on his hips and I could hear spurs jingle as he stepped onto the boardwalk.
"Well if it ain't James Earl Smith. Yer a bit early," he said. He got my name right, but how? And what did he mean I was early? Early for what?
"Early?" I asked.
"You weren't s'posed to be here for quite a while yet," he told me. Then I remembered what I heard the paramedic say.
"Is this... heaven?" I asked, looking around. He laughed and shook his head.
"Not by a long shot, pardner," he said. "And no, it ain't the other place, neither." I felt relief at that. "This here's a little slice of reality I call Hard Rock, Texas, circa 1855. Used to live here back before the war. Actually, I lived about seven miles or so out that way," he added, pointing a finger. "They actually made the place a historic landmark. Can you believe that? You ever get a chance, you oughta go see it. They did a pretty good job on it." He looked up at the hot sun, one hand shading his eyes, then looked back at me.
"War?" I asked. "What war?"
"Why, the war between the States, of course," he said. I looked at him, shocked. That was well over 150 years ago. Then it hit me. I had heard stories about people who had "near-death experiences." Maybe that's what was going on with me.
"Why don't you get out of this hot sun, come inside and wet yer whistle," he said, motioning for me to join him. What the hell, I thought before asking myself if it was okay to think that here. I walked across the street and up the stairs. He waited for me patiently and let me walk inside first. I noticed that it was considerably cooler in here than outside. He led me to the bar where we both took a seat.
"Name's Peace," he said, extending a hand. "Justice O. Peace. Mah friends call me Eli."
"Can I call you Eli?" I asked. He smiled and looked me over before answering.
"Reckon so," he said. He pulled out a pack of cigarettes and took one in his mouth. "Mind if I... smoke?" I shook my head.
"Not at all," I said. He pulled out a match and scraped it across his jeans. He lit his cigarette and offered me one.
"I don't smoke," I said. "Not anymore."
"Go ahead," he chided. "What's the worst that can happen?" What the heck, I said to myself, taking one of the cigarettes. He pulled out the same match he lit his with and scraped it against his jeans, holding it as I inhaled. I had expected to choke on it and was surprised when I didn't.
"That's a lot smoother that I thought it would be," I said. He laughed.
"Of course," he said. "Mah own special blend." He turned to the bartender. "Jake, a couple shots here if you would, please. Give us the good stuff, not the rotgut you give everyone else." The bartender chuckled and pulled out two shot glasses and poured a bit of whiskey into them. He drank his with one swallow and set the glass down, motioning for Jake to fill it back up. "Leave the bottle," he said.
I picked up my glass and took a tentative sip. I halfway expected it to burn like, well, hell, going down, but it didn't. It was almost like drinking sweet flavored tea. It had an aftertaste, but I couldn't quite place it. I took a gamble and drank it all down, the way I saw Eli do. He smiled and nodded his head before refilling my glass.
"So, am I... dead?" I asked. He looked at me and shook his head.
"Not quite, pardner," he said. "Close, but not quite. If you were, we wouldn't be here right now."
"But I heard the paramedic say I was gone," I said.
"They always get it wrong," he said. "They're just now figuring out you still have a pulse. Pretty soon, they'll be taking you in to get that hunk o' lead outta yer chest. You're actually pretty lucky. If that bullet had gone just a fraction of an inch to the left, you'd be a goner fer sure."
"What about Jason?" I asked.
"The feller who shot ya? There's a manhunt on for him right now. Kinda hard ta miss a fella running around covered in another man's blood. Don't worry, pardner, they'll get him."
"You don't really believe that, though, do ya?" I asked.
"I have faith in the law," he said. "Besides, you have bigger things to worry about. Like livin', for one thing. You do want to live, don't ya?" he asked.
"Yeah, I guess so," I told him. "But I don't know what I have left to live for." Eli sat back on the bar stool, took a drag off his cigarette and looked at me closely. Then he pointed at a spot behind the bar, where a large thin monitor appeared out of thin air. On it, I could see my wife, Margret, sobbing as she was surrounded by police officers. It looked to me like she was at the local hospital.
"What about her? Don't ya want to get back to her?" Eli asked.
"Why?" I asked. "It looks to me like she already found someone else. Even if she doesn't hook up with him for good, she won't be alone for long." Eli shook his head.
"Son, that woman won't last three months without you," he said. "And you know it. She's got some things to answer for and yes, she screwed up by listening to someone who's a bad influence. She ain't perfect, but neither are you. I can tell ya this -- she ain't got a mean or vindictive bone in her body. And she was telling the truth about the two of you being drugged on yer anniversary."
"How do you know that?" I asked. He pointed at the monitor. I looked and saw the inside of the downtown club Margo and I had gone to that night. I watched as the two of us did that goofy arm-linking thing as we drank a toast to our marriage. Then I watched as we danced.
"Baby, I know that you are normally a beer man, but I also know how much you like good scotch, so I got you some," Margo said after I returned from the men's room.
"Thanks Margo! You are right and this is an unexpected surprise," I said in response. After I drank that glass, we danced a bit more, but I found myself needing to sit down. Just then, the video paused.
"Take a look at the feller there," Eli said, pointing to a man at the bar. It was Jason, and the video clearly showed him putting something in the glass. The video started back up and the man handed the glasses to Margo. She set one down in front of me. Holy crap, I thought to myself. She was telling the truth.
As I watched, we danced a bit more, but it was obvious that I was fuzzy and unable to continue dancing. After I sat back down, Jason took off to the dance floor with Margo. I later watched Margo feed me another scotch, which Jason had also spiked behind her back.
As I watched, people moved around me as my head hit the table. They were laughing and jeering. Margo joined in on the fun, and it was clear to me she wasn't in much better shape. Then her and Jason picked me up and half-carried my near-limp form out of the club and into the limo. The video stopped at that point.
"I don't think you really want to see the rest," Eli said. "They took you home, Jason took advantage of your wife, and the two of them took liberty with you. Remember, your wife was drugged at the time and just went along with what Jason said."
"But she lied to me," I said.
"Yes, she did," Eli said. "And the guilt of those lies ate her up. But she finally broke down and told you the truth."
"And that's when I lost it," I said. "After I promised her that I wouldn't hate her and would love her no matter what. Damn. If I hadn't left the house when I did, Jason probably wouldn't have come over. Or if he had, I could've stopped it before it started."
"Perhaps, perhaps not," Eli said.
"But all that stuff she told me," I said. "I was about to lose it. When she showed me that picture of his cock on my face, I was ready to kill someone. I had to get out of there."
"I understand," Eli said, his drawl no longer as pronounced.
"And then when she told me he had her sit on my face so I could take his cum from her, I thought I was going to be sick. I couldn't believe the woman I loved and would've done anything for would do something so... sickening to me," I said.
"That's a normal reaction, Jim," Eli said.
"Then when I came back and saw Jason between her legs," I began. "I lost it."
"Again, that's a normal reaction," Eli said. "But did you see her face? She wasn't enjoying it. At all. He was raping her."
"I know," I said. "But right now I'm not sure I can even look at her the same way again."
"If you walk away from her now, Jim, knowing what you know, her death will be on your conscience for all eternity," Eli said. "And that's not a burden you want to carry, believe me. And before you say anything else, remember, there's no guarantee you'll ever see her again." I looked at him, shocked.
"Are you certain about that? That she'll die in a few months?"
"She's contemplating suicide even now, Jim," Eli said. "She might get through the next couple months, but it'll be hard for her. She'll spend hours on her hands and knees trying to clean the floor where you were shot. She'll lay awake every night crying for you. She'll see you in every corner of the house. Every time she feels a cold draft, she'll think it was you. Every time she hears a strange noise, she'll think it's you. Then one day, she'll come home with a bottle of pills and some alcohol, then lay down and never wake up."
"What do I have to do?" I asked.
"The first thing you have to do is live. And you can't do that here. The next thing you have to do is forgive her as you've been forgiven," he said.
"But I've never..." He held up his hand to cut me off.
"You said it yourself, Jim," Eli said. "You've looked at other women and thought about having sex with them. As far as the big guy is concerned, thinking about it is just as good as doing it. But you were forgiven long ago. You need to extend that forgiveness to Margo. She wasn't able to stop what was done to her. She thought she could protect you by keeping it to herself. Now she's paying the price for that. If you love her as you say you do, you need to do this."
"And if I don't?"
"The consequences for both of you will last for all eternity," Eli said.
"No pressure there, right?" I asked sarcastically. Eli smiled and took another sip of his drink. "I have a question. Do you think I should have let her cuckold me, Eli?"
"Personally, no," he said. "Not unless that's something you wanted." I shook my head in the negative. Margo and I had talked about it before. We were working to add some spice to our love life and I had gotten the impression Donna was pushing her into it. I recalled one of the episodes where we discussed it in some detail. As I thought about that discussion, video of it played on the floating monitor in front of us.
* * * * *
"The other thing that I need to talk about is Donna and Bill."
"What about them?" She seemed surprised that I would bring them up in our conversation.
"When we were over there, Bill asked me if we had talked about bringing others in to our sex life. What was that all about? Have you and Donna been talking about that?" I asked.
Now she looked away from me, and then took a deep breath, "Yes. We have talked about it, but that's not where I was trying to take us, and I'm not sure I would be comfortable with that. Donna told me that Bill and she had a different kind of marriage. Do you know what cuckolding is?"
"I came across some information on that subject on the internet, but I haven't really read much about it. Why? What do you know about it?"
"This isn't going to be easy, and I can't think of a delicate way to put this, so, I'm just going to say it. I don't want there to be any problems, or secrets between us. Complete honesty."
That statement worried me, and I sat quietly waiting to hear the rest.
"Donna and Bill have tried a lot of things, and the Dom/sub thing isn't the beginning. They've been doing different things for a long time, and Donna has told me how much stronger they are as a couple now. I want us to be that strong too..."
"I want that too dear, but we both need to be comfortable and happy in this relationship." I added.
"Yes... well. Donna and Bill have tried exhibition, swinging, threesomes, and cuckolding. She even told me that she's been gangbanged several times. Dear... you have to promise me, that you won't say anything to either of them about what I'm telling you! She told me those things in confidence."
"I promise. Now, please tell me what this has to do with us." I said.
"Donna has told me how much closer her and Bill are now." She began.
"Yes... I know. You've already said that. Please go on." I said, a little impatiently. I was really trying not to get upset, but she seemed to be beating around the bush.
"Right now, they are in a cuckolding relationship. She dates and has any man she wants, and Bill remains faithful to her. Please, please, promise me you won't say anything."
"I won't say anything, but what they do in their private life is their business. When he asked me that question, my first thought was that they wanted to swap with us... Is that the case?"
"Well... Donna has mentioned it, but that's not going to happen, unless we both decide we want to try it. I would never insist on a step that big. I look at us as a team, and we both have to work together, and agree to what path we take. Besides, with the relationship they have at the moment, I'm sure she wouldn't allow Bill to have another woman."
"So, you think she just wants me to fuck her, and everything will be right with the universe?" I asked.
"The other day, when she was here and you were naked, she told me that she would love to fuck you."
"And how did you feel about your friend telling you she wanted to screw your husband?" I asked.
"It made my tummy do flip flops. I wasn't prepared for her to say something like that, but then, I thought it might be pretty hot, watching you with her. I did enjoy her seeing you naked." She quietly said.
"You really would want to watch me and your best friend? I don't think I'd be comfortable with that... I mean they're our best friends. I could never do that to Bill. How would we ever be able to face them again?"
"I know... You're so right, and that's what I kept thinking. I'm glad we agree on keeping our friends, just friends." She said.
"It sounds to me like you are thinking about trying everything they've tried." I observed.
"Is there anything wrong with thinking about trying new things?"
"No, and I know I sound like a broken record here but... we both have agree to it, and that's why talks like this have to happen. I do enjoy seeing you showing off. I've always thought you have a beautiful body, and I'm proud of you."
"I agree, and thank you." She said. "Have you ever thought about having another woman? You can be honest... you won't hurt my feelings."
"You know I'm a voyeur, and I enjoy looking at beautiful women, and yes, I've wondered what it would be like with some of them. But, I've never acted on it. I always thought of it as, 'there's nothing wrong with window shopping, as long as I'm not buying'. Besides that, I'm not interested in being with another woman. You're all the woman I want, or need. Why? Do you want to try other men?" I was kind of dreading her answer to that question.
"I've thought about it..." Again she didn't look me in the eye. "You know, I was a virgin on the day we got married, and I can't help but be curious about other men. Please don't take that to mean that I want to compare you to other men."
This wasn't easy to hear. I knew she had been a virgin when we married, and I had been with a number of women, when in college. I'd even tried a threesome once, with two girls, but was it my fault that she hadn't explored her sexuality before we got married? Why did I feel a little guilty about that? I guess I should've known that this subject would come up sooner or later.
"I would never do anything behind your back... You know that don't you?"
"Yes. I believe so." I replied.
"I can't and won't deny that it excites me to think about doing it with another man, but... how did you put it? Yes... I've just been window shopping. Somewhere down the road, if you would be completely comfortable with it, then, yes. I would like to be with another man, at least once. But I won't do it, unless you are 100% on board and give me your blessing."
"I appreciate you not cheating on me, and I empathize with your situation. I know that there's no way I would be good with you doing another man right at this moment. It all depends on where we go from here, the new things we try, and both of us being comfortable with that. For instance; you seem to enjoy me eating my own cum, and while it's not my favorite thing to do, I don't mind doing it for you, if it makes you happy. I will promise to keep an open mind though."
"Thank you. You have no idea how much that simple little act means to me. Not only does it turn me on, but it tells me you are comfortable with your own sexuality. I always knew you were open minded and honest. That's one of the qualities that I love most about you." She smiled.



I was going to bring up our anniversary, but decided to let that wait for another day. I had had suspicions about that night, and I still thought about the way things went down, and what I could remember, but she had just told me she wouldn't do anything behind my back. I loved and trusted her to be honest with me, so I would let this go for another time. One thing was certain... I would have to learn more about this cuckolding thing before I got myself into something that I'd regret.
* * * * *
I kept my word and looked into it. I read a number of stories on the Internet, including a number that had been posted to various story sites. I also read quite a few accounts from men who claimed to have been in the lifestyle.
The fictional tales were just too much for me to accept at face value. I had a very difficult time believing any self-respecting man would let himself be locked in a chastity cage, then volunteer to sit and watch as his wife got serviced by one -- or more -- well-hung bulls.
The accounts that were supposedly provided by real-life willing cuckolds reminded me a bit of Margo and I. They seemed to be ordinary couples looking to add some spark back into their love life. But many of the relationships ended tragically, according to the online accounts. Most often, it was the husband who started off feeling excited, but later felt degraded, disrespected or humiliated. Many of those relationships ended in divorce.
I even did a search to find out how many of these "open marriages" ended in divorce. My results were a bit mixed, but it was clear to me that this whole cuckolding thing was a very dangerous course for us to take. It may be okay for Bill and Donna, but I couldn't see it working for us. In fact, I was planning to talk with Margo about it, but never got the chance.
My mind was made up. I realized that Eli was right. I certainly didn't like the idea of Margo's eternal destiny being in my hands, but it was the hand I had been dealt. If everything worked out, things would definitely change for the two of us. And if I had anything to say about it, Jason would pay -- dearly.
"Well?" Eli asked, bringing me out of my thoughts.
"Think I have enough time to finish my drink and my smoke?"
"I reckon so," Eli said, his drawl returning. "Then we need to get you back where you belong. And don't worry. I've got yer back." We finished our drinks and got off the bar stools. "One last thing," Eli said. He put the partial pack of cigarettes in my pocket and smiled. "Don't worry, there's plenty more where those came from." He turned to the bartender and waved. "See ya, Jake."
"See ya, Eli," the bartender said with a wave of his hand. We stepped out into the bright sunlight...
* * * * *
The nurse monitoring the gunshot victim's vital signs looked around as her indicators suddenly began to change. She had no idea what caused it and double-checked everything to make sure she wasn't imagining things.
"Doctor, the patient's vitals have suddenly improved," she said. "Heart rate, blood pressure, everything seems to be improving and stabilizing. I can't explain it." They had spent the last few hours trying to keep the patient stable as they removed the bullet from his chest and repaired the damage the gunshot caused.
The doctor stopped what he was doing and looked at the indicators. Sure enough, the patient's blood pressure was returning to normal and his heart rate had suddenly stabilized. He looked toward the ceiling.
"Thank God," he whispered to himself. He knew there was a hysterical woman in the waiting room and the last thing he wanted was to tell her that her husband didn't survive the operation. He turned back to his colleagues.
"Alright, we've got the bullet out. Let's get the rest of this repaired and close him up," he said. They worked feverishly to complete the operation and soon, had him closed back up and prepared for the recovery phase. The doctor made one last check of everything before declaring the operation complete.
"Thank you all for your hard work," he said before they wheeled the patient out. He ripped off his surgical garments and tossed them in the appropriate bins before cleaning up. He didn't want the young woman to see any of her husband's blood on him. He spotted her as soon as he left the operating suite, and headed her way.
"Mrs. Smith?" he asked, extending a hand. Margret stood and accepted his hand. "I'm Dr. Bronson, the surgeon who worked on your husband, James. I just wanted to let you know we just finished, and your husband is stable but in critical condition. We were able to successfully remove the bullet and repair the damage to his chest. It was touch and go for a little while, but he rallied and is doing much better."
"Is he going to make it?" Margret asked anxiously.
"We're doing everything we can for him, Mrs. Smith. You have to understand the next few hours are going to be crucial. We're keeping him in recovery for a little while and then we'll move him into the ICU," he said. "If he continues to get stronger over the next few hours, I think he'll do just fine."
"Oh, thank God. Will I be able to see him when he goes into ICU?" she asked.
"I see no reason why not," the doctor said.
"If it's okay, I'm going to go home and change, and then I'll be back," she said.
"That would be just fine, Mrs. Smith," the doctor told her. "Just check with the nurse's station when you get here."
"Thank you, Doctor," she said. YES, she thought to herself when the doctor left. Jim is going to make it! She pulled out her cell phone and called Donna.
"Yeah?" Donna said when she answered her cell.
"Donna, it's me, Margo. Listen, I'm sorry for calling so late, but I just heard the news. It looks like Jim is going to make it. They finished the surgery and he's in recovery now. The doctor said he's stable but in critical condition."
"That's great news, Margo," Donna said.
"I'm heading home to clean up and change into something that's not covered in blood. Would you guys mind meeting me there? I'm still pretty scared with Jason still on the loose," she said.
"Sure, Margo, that's not a problem at all. We'll meet you there," Donna said.
"Thanks," Margo said, ending the call. When she got to her house, she saw Bill and Donna's car. They met her at the door and all of them looked at the crime scene tape that had been left over the door. Margo unlocked the door and stood for a minute before entering. The place felt... oppressive, almost as if a demonic presence was in the building.
"Are you alright?" Donna asked. Margo shook her head.
"No, not really," she said. She screwed up her courage and entered the house. Bill and Donna followed. "Any word on Jason?"
"It's been all over the news all day," Bill said. "They're still looking for him. Maybe there's an update. Mind if I turn on the television?"
"Go ahead," Margo said. Bill picked up a remote and turned on a local news channel.
"Authorities are still looking for Jason Kravits, the suspect wanted in the shooting of an Oak Hills man earlier today," the anchor said. A picture of Jason filled the screen. "A hospital spokesman said the victim, James Smith, is in stable but critical condition following hours of surgery. Police are asking the public's assistance and say Kravits is to be considered armed and very dangerous. Stay tuned to Eyewitness News for developments." Bill turned the television off.
"You going to be okay here by yourself?" Donna asked. Margo shook her head.
"No. I'm not staying here. I'm going to stay as close to Jim as I possibly can. There's a motel that has rooms they rent by the week. I'll stay there for now," she said. "I just need to take a shower and get some things together."
"Is there anything we can do to help?" Donna asked.
"Just keep an eye on the place, okay?" Margo asked.
"If you want, I can call tomorrow for a professional cleaning service to come by," Bill said.
"That would be great, thanks," Margo said. She went upstairs and stopped to look at the dark stain on the bedroom carpet. She knew it was ruined after soaking up so much of Jim's blood, and she hoped the blood hadn't soaked through the pad and into the wooden floor underneath. There was no question the carpet would have to be replaced.
She stepped around the stain and headed for the bathroom, where she took a shower and scrubbed herself clean. After she dressed, she gathered enough things to last her for a few days and packed a couple suitcases along with a clothing bag. She felt nauseous, partly as a result of the smell coming from the carpet, but mostly because of what had happened earlier that day.
A tear slid down her cheek as she recalled the paramedic saying her husband was gone. Fortunately, he survived the gunshot, and the surgery. But she wasn't so sure about their marriage. She said a silent prayer, hoping Jim would forgive her.
She gathered her things and made her way downstairs. Bill saw her struggling with the suitcases on the staircase and went up to give her some assistance. They helped her carry her things to her car, then gave her a hug.
"Let us know when you're in your room and please keep us informed," Donna said. "We'll come by and see Jim when he can have visitors."
"Thank you," Margo said, returning Donna's hug. She gave Bill a quick hug and thanked him as well. Then she got in her car and left.
* * * * *
I felt the moisture on my face as I slowly clawed my way back to consciousness. I felt something hard in my mouth and realized it was a tube feeding oxygen into my lungs. As I opened my eyes, I saw Margret's face over mine and realized the moisture I felt was from her tears. I tried to raise a hand, but found I couldn't move it very far, thanks to the IV inserted into it.
Margo sensed my movement and looked up. I saw the tears coursing down her face and felt bad for her. When she realized I was awake, she smiled and kissed my face. Even without makeup, she was the most beautiful woman in the world to me and I felt blessed to have her by my side.
"Oh thank God you're awake," she said. "I'd better go let the nurses know. Don't go anywhere." Right, like that was going to happen. She rushed out of the room and came back a few moments later, a couple nurses in tow. They checked my vitals and looked me over carefully.
"I'll go let Dr. Branson know," one of the nurses said before leaving the room. I tried to speak, but found that I couldn't -- my lips and throat were simply too dry. The other nurse noticed and gave me an ice chip to suck on, which helped. After a few moments, the nurse who had left returned with a doctor. I saw his name tag -- Branson.
He looked me over for a bit and checked my vitals. Then he looked at something on the side of my bed. Looking down, I saw tubes running over the edge of my bed and wondered what those were for. He looked back at me before speaking.
"Don't try to speak, Mr. Smith, just nod your head. Can you breathe on your own?" I inhaled and found that I could, although it hurt my chest to do so. I nodded my head. "Alright, we're going to take some X-Rays and see if we can get that tube out of your throat."
A few minutes later, a portable X-Ray machine was wheeled into the room and pictures were taken. The machine was wheeled out and the doctor left. Margo came back to my side and held my hand as she looked down at me.
"I was so worried," she cried. "I thought I had lost you for good. I've been praying for you to get better. I just hope you can forgive me." I tried to smile around the tube in my mouth, but it wasn't easy. I just nodded my head. After about a half-hour or so, the doctor came back into my room.
"Good news," he said. "It looks like your lung is healing up just fine, and it seems that we've gotten all the fluid out of it. We're going to remove the tubes from your chest and throat so you can start breathing on your own." I simply nodded my head as the doctor and the nurses began their work.
After a while, they finished and Dr. Branson sat next to me. Using his stethoscope, he listened to my chest as he had me take a few deep breaths. It hurt like hell, but I managed.
"Did it hurt to breathe?" he asked. I nodded my head as I croaked out a "yes."
"That's normal," he said. "I'm going to give you something to help you get your lungs back in shape. The nurse will show you how to use it. It's pretty simple, really. All you have to do is put the tube in your mouth and exhale as hard as you can for as long as you can. I want you to use this at least three times a day.
"You're a lucky man, Mr. Smith," he added. "I thought we had lost you a few times. The bullet that struck you missed your heart by about a half inch. Unfortunately, it pierced your lung and embedded in your back. We had a terrible time getting that lung fixed and clear of liquid. I put you in a medically-induced coma after your surgery so you could heal up. That's where you've been for the last six days."
Six days, I asked myself. Damn!
"Your wife has been a real trooper, Mr. Smith," he said. "She's been right here by your side every day. You're a lucky man, in more ways than one. The police have also placed a guard on your room, just in case the shooter tried to come back to finish the job he started. I'm going to keep you here in ICU for another day, maybe two. Then we'll get you up to your normal room. I want to hang on to you for at least another week. We'll start your therapy and see how things go from there. In the meantime, you just rest and take it easy, okay?" I nodded my head. "Good. I'll be in touch."
After he left, I looked at my wife. Indeed, I am a lucky man, I thought to myself. She looked at me with tears falling down her face. Finally, she leaned in to me and kissed my cheek.
"I've missed you so much," she cried. "You have no idea how glad I am that you're finally awake. When that paramedic said you were gone, I felt like part of me had died as well. I can't live without you, Jim. I hope you know that." I gave her a weak smile and nodded my head.
"I understand," I told her. "I understand a lot more than you know." I saw her looking up at a corner of the room and followed her gaze to the television playing in the upper corner. She grabbed the remote and turned the sound up so we could both hear it.
"This just in to Eyewitness News," an anchor said. "Authorities say they have arrested Jason Kravits, the suspect in last week's shooting of James Earl Smith. According to documents obtained by Eyewitness News, Kravits is being charged with, among other things, attempted murder, rape, sexual assault and blackmail. District Attorney Marvin Morrison says he intends to push for the maximum sentence allowed by law." The scene changed to a fairly tall, lanky man with curly hair. The chyron read: "Marvin Morrison, District Attorney."
"We intend to throw the book at Mr. Kravits and I am pushing to see him spend the rest of his life behind bars," Marvin told a reporter before walking away. The scene shifted back to the anchor.
"A hospital spokesperson told Eyewitness News that Mr. Smith's condition is improving. Stay tuned to Eyewitness News for more on this story." Margo turned the television off. I looked at her to gauge her reaction to the story.
"So, you told police everything then?" I asked. She nodded her head.
"I did, Jim," she said. "I showed them the pictures Jason gave me. All of them. After he shot you, I wanted to do everything I could to avenge you."
"I'm proud of you, Margo," I told her.
"Thank you, Jim, that means a lot to me," she said quietly. "Even though I know it means we won't be married for much longer."
"What makes you say that?" I asked.
"I saw the look on your face when you walked in and saw me with Jason. I could tell you were disgusted with me. I don't blame you. I won't fight it. The divorce, that is. Whatever you want, it's yours."
"Whatever I want?"
"Yes," she said.
"Anything? Anything at all? Am I hearing that right?"
"Yes. Anything. I won't fight you at all. If you want 100 percent of everything with no support, you've got it," she said.
"I tell you what. Let's talk about this later, okay? Right now, I'm hungry and I'm a bit tired. So why don't we get something to eat? We'll talk about this afterward. Deal?" I asked.
"It's a deal," she said. I called the hospital cafeteria and ordered a slice of meatloaf, some mashed potatoes and gravy and green beans. I ordered another plate for Margo. A half hour later, the food was delivered and we ate quietly. Afterward, I laid back in the bed and closed my eyes. I was tired and my chest was hurting. A nurse came in and gave me some pills, one of which made me a bit groggy.
"Let me sleep a bit and we'll talk, okay?" I asked Margo. She nodded her head.
"Okay, sweetheart," she said. "Sweet dreams. I'll be here when you wake up. I love you." I smiled at that.
"I love you too," I said before nodding off.
* * * * *
Jason Kravits laid on the bed in his tiny one-man cell. He thought he saw movement in the shadows in one corner of the cell and focused his attention on that corner. As he watched, the shadows seemed to gather together and coalesce into a figure. Soon, a tall being with what looked like a beat-up Stetson stood before him. He sat up in his bed, scared. Who is this? And is he here to kill me, Jason asked himself.
"I ain't here to kill ya," the shadowy figure said as if reading Jason's thoughts. "Not this time. I'm here ta give you a bit of advice."
"What's that?" Jason asked quietly, his body frozen in fear.
"Plead guilty. To everything. Accept what the judge gives ya. And hope you get a nice long sentence," the shadowy man said.
"Okay," Jason said. "And what if I don't?"
"Then ah reckon the next time you see me, I won't be quite so friendly," the tall shadow said. Jason nodded his head.
"Alright, I get it. Who are you, by the way?"
"Name's Peace. Justice O. Peace," the man said, his eyes glowing like fire. "And I'll be watching you." As fast as the shadowy figure appeared, it disappeared, leaving Jason trembling on the bed.
* * * * *
When I woke up, I saw Margret lounging on the couch next to my bed. Her head was on a pillow and she was watching television. She heard me stir and immediately sat up.
"Did you get any sleep?" I asked.
"A bit, not much."
"Why don't you go home and come back in the morning?"
"No, I can't sleep in that house without you there. Besides, the bedroom still stinks. Bill and Donna had cleaners come over to take care of, well, you know. But the place still stinks. I'd rather stay here with you if you don't mind."
"No, I don't mind," I said. "I just thought you'd be more comfortable at home."
"I'm not comfortable in that house by myself ever since..."
"Yeah, I know," I said.
"In fact, I was thinking that maybe we should sell the place and get something else. Something without all the memories," she said.
"That's not a bad idea," I told her.
"Of course, that's assuming we're still together."
"Why wouldn't we be together?" I asked.
"I just thought... you know, after what I did... that you'd kick me out. Throw me away with the rest of the trash," she stammered, tears falling down her face. "I wouldn't blame you if you did. You deserve someone much better than me. I'm no good to you or anyone else," she added, sobbing.
"Let's get something straight, Margo," I said. "I love you and I've got ten years of my life invested in you. Eleven, if you count the time we were engaged. If you think I'm going to throw all that away without a fight, you're crazy. Besides, I've never known you to be a quitter." She stopped crying and looked at me, shocked.
"You mean that? Really?"
"Of course," I said. "Granted, you screwed up big time by lying to me. And yeah, we're gonna have to deal with that. I understand why you lied, and I know you were telling me the truth about Jason drugging us. I saw it."



"You saw that?" Margo asked, surprised. "If you saw it, why didn't you do anything to stop it?"
"No, you don't understand. I didn't see it when it happened. I saw it later, after I was shot."
"What? How?" she asked.
"I saw myself laying on the floor, covered in blood. I saw the paramedic tell you I was gone, then I saw you talking to the police. After that, I was taken someplace else," I said.
"You mean, like Heaven? Like in those stories of near-death experiences?"
"Something like that. Except it wasn't Heaven. It was someplace else. Kinda like a town out of an old western or something. I met a man there. He called himself Justice, or Eli. We sat and talked, had a few drinks."
"You had a few drinks with a guy in an old western town after you died?" she asked, shocked.
"Yeah. I know it sounds strange, but that's what happened. I remember it plain as day. He said the town was called Hard Rock, Texas. Said they turned his old home into a landmark or something. Anyway, he showed me this video. I saw Jason put something into both our drinks and I saw everything right up until the two of you put me in the limo. He stopped the video there, saying he didn't think I would want to see the rest. And he was right."
"Oh my God," she said. "How did he get video?"
"I have no idea," I said.
"So you believe me, then?"
"Yes, I believe you when you said he drugged us both, and I believe you when you say he threatened to blackmail us. But you still lied to me. Several times. You lied the day after our anniversary when you said we had sex the night before. You lied about what happened that night. You continued to lie, and let me go out golfing with that creep. Hell, I was beginning to think he was a pretty decent fellow. Then I learned the truth."
"I'm so sorry I did that," she cried. "It tore me apart, but he threatened me and warned me to never say anything to you."
"I know," I said. "But you still should've told me. We could've done something before it got out of hand. We're supposed to be a team, Margo."
"Can you ever forgive me?" she cried. "I've never lied to you before, and it about killed me when I did. But I felt like I had no choice."
"I can forgive you, Margo, and I already have. But it can never happen again. Do you understand me?"
"Yes," she sobbed. "I understand. I'm so terribly sorry, Jim. I feel like this is all my fault. Thank you. I feel like I don't deserve you. It'll never happen again, I swear to God." I nodded my head.
"Okay, Margo," I said. "I believe you. But we still have some things to discuss."
"So you're not going to kick me to the curb?"
"No, Margo. I'm not. I love you and I can't imagine not having you in my life. But some things are gonna have to change."
"Anything, sweetheart," she said. "I'll do anything to keep you in my life. I love you so much."
"I love you too," I told her. "And I've enjoyed some of the things we've done recently."
"Just some?" she asked.
"I enjoyed what we did at home, and I liked seeing you expose yourself when you went to get the mail. And I admit, I enjoyed it when you played the role of my sex slave."
"But there were things you didn't like?"
"I hated seeing you let Stan fondle you the way he did," I said. "I know it was part of our game, and I know I gave you permission at the time. That was part of our agreement. But I hated it. I came close to punching him out. I had a feeling you were pushing me to let you have sex with another man. You remember that conversation we had?" She nodded her head.
"I remember that," she said.
"Do you remember what you promised? That you would never do anything behind my back, and never do anything with another man without my permission?"
"I... remember," she said.
"But the truth is, you had already been with another man behind my back. Isn't that right?"
"Yes," she said quietly. "But you know the reason for that."
"Yes, I do. But I also feel like you were being pressured by Donna and Bill."
"I was, a bit. I wanted to have the same excitement in our lives as they have in theirs," she said.
"You know, I had a chance to read up on all that cuckolding stuff," I said. "I never got a chance to tell you what I found. Are you interested?"
"Yes, I am," she said.
"Well, it's not all fun and games, at least not the way Donna would have you believe. Sure, it may start out fun and exciting, but from what I've read, it hardly ever ends that way. Somewhere along the line, the cheated spouse gets disrespected and humiliated. What started out as fun and games becomes something else.
"The intimacy between husband and wife is gone, and along with it, the respect. Eventually, the relationship deteriorates and the couple ends up divorced. You know that nearly half of all marriages end in divorce, right?"
"I've heard that," she said. "And I guess I never thought of it that way. Donna and Bill say they really enjoy what they do."
"Forget about Donna," I said. "This is OUR marriage we're talking about. Not theirs. I'm not Bill. And you're certainly not Donna. This isn't about keeping up with the Jones's. This is about what's best for us. If you're serious about making this work, you need to quit listening to them."
"I am serious, and I want our marriage to work. More than anything. That's why I wanted to spice things up a bit between us. I just got carried away. But I understand what you're saying and I agree. I'll quit listening to them from now on," she said. "From now on, it's just you and me. I promise."
I nodded my head and thanked her. The discussion had wiped me out and I put my head back and closed my eyes.
"Are you alright?" she asked.
"I'm wiped," I told her. "I'm glad we had this discussion, though. Maybe after I'm outta here, we can speak with a marriage counselor. What do you think?"
"That may not be a bad idea," she said. "All I want is to spend the rest of my life with you. And if seeing a marriage counselor will help, I'll do it. I love you more than you'll ever know."
"And I love you too, Margo," I said. "If you don't mind, though, I think I'm going to get some sleep."
"Okay, sweetheart. I'll be right here. Sweet dreams," she said as she kissed me. I felt like we had made pretty good progress, but I knew we had more work ahead of us. I closed my eyes and went to sleep.
* * * * *
The next couple days were a blur. Margo and I talked -- a lot. And we managed to clear the air about a number of things. I felt like we were definitely heading in the right direction and I have to admit, it was good seeing her smile again.
We also talked about that last day -- the day I walked in on her and Jason in our bed. Through her tears, she told me that Jason just walked into the house after I had left. She said that she demanded he leave before she called the cops.
But he had another idea. According to her, he asked if I knew what had happened on our anniversary. She told him I knew it all. He got angry and was about ready to carry out his threat, then decided it would be best if she fucked him in our bed instead.
According to her, she fought him the whole time and told him it wasn't going to happen. But he insisted and slapped her across the face. I could feel the anger rising in me when she recalled that. He grabbed her arm and forced her into our bedroom, where he demanded she strip.
When he got her on the bed, he began screwing her, but she was unresponsive, making him very angry. He began yelling at her, and it was at that point when I walked in. I already knew the rest. I watched her as she told the story and I believed her.
"Thank you for being honest with me," I told her.
Finally, the doctor said I could leave the ICU, but he wanted me to stick around for at least a couple weeks for therapy, both physical and emotional. They removed the catheter and the other tubes from my body and wheeled me up to my new room.
When I got settled in, Margo turned the television on. News of Jason's arrest had been overshadowed by other, perhaps more important things, like the Mayor's new dog. But, the Eyewitness News anchor said, there had been a development.
According to the District Attorney, Jason signed a written confession in which he admitted drugging both of us, then raping Margo twice while threatening to blackmail us with salacious photos. He also admitted doing it to at least two other couples as well. Additionally, he copped to the attempted murder charge. Since he was in possession of my pistol when he was arrested, he also faced a stolen weapons charge, which he accepted.
The District Attorney went on to say that Jason would plead guilty to all the charges against him and accept a summary judgment without a long and expensive trial. I felt relieved to hear that. I also couldn't help but wonder if Eli had something to do with it.
* * * * *
Epilogue:
I ended up spending two months in the hospital, undergoing all kinds of therapy. Fortunately, I had worked 10 years at the same company, so I had plenty of sick time to cover it. The hospital even had a counselor on staff who worked with Margo and I, and, I'm happy to say, we're closer now than we have been in a very long time.
Jason ended up getting sentenced to life in prison without the possibility of parole. It seems the judge was more than disgusted with what he had done. That suited me just fine.
Margo and I moved on, and decided to sell the old house. She was a trooper and took care of all the necessary paperwork. She also spent some time looking at new places for us to move into. She and I spent many evenings looking at photos and videos of houses for sale. I had given her a laundry list of things to check out, and she would give me her results when she came to see me.
After about six weeks, we found the house we wanted to buy and put a hefty down payment on the place. By then, the old house had sold, so we were in good shape. Margo took care of the moving, and went so far as to purchase a brand new bedroom set. God bless her for thinking of that on her own, I thought to myself. I couldn't wait to spend our first night together in a new bed in our new home.
Finally the day came for me to leave the hospital. Margo packed my things and helped me get dressed. When she pulled my shirt out of the closet, she paused.
"Jim, when did you start smoking again?" she asked. I shook my head.
"Uh, I haven't. Why?" She held up a partial pack of cigarettes. The package was marked, "JOP." Then it hit me -- that was the pack Eli put in my pocket at the saloon.
"I put this shirt in this wardrobe myself two weeks ago," she said. "It wasn't there then. When did you get them?"
"You wouldn't believe me if I told you," I said.
"Well, try me."
"You remember what I told you about that guy I spoke to after I was shot?" I asked.
"Yeah, but that was just a hallucination, wasn't it? Like a near-death experience?"
"Apparently not," I said. "He put that pack in my pocket before we left the old town." She started to throw them in the trash, but something made me stop her. "I'd kinda like to keep 'em, if you don't mind."
"Suit yourself, but I don't want you smoking in our new house," she said.
"Deal," I said, putting the pack in my pocket.
Margo took me home and I even had enough strength to pick her up and carry her over the threshold. This would be a new start for both of us, and we both knew it. That night, she rocked my world in our new California King-sized bed.
We didn't see much of Bill and Donna after the move, but Margo kept in touch with her. It seems Margo told Donna in no uncertain terms that she was happy in our relationship just as it was, and there would be no need for any new games outside the home.
I was told that I wouldn't be cleared to go back to work for a couple weeks yet, so I thought about what the two of us could do in the meantime. Then an idea came to me. I pulled up Mapquest and checked out a certain town in Texas. It just so happened there was a fairly new historic landmark just outside the city limits. When Donna came home that afternoon, I hit her up.
"Sweetheart, what do you think about taking a trip to Texas for a couple days?" I asked.
"Texas?" she asked. "I guess it'd be alright. Did you have someplace specific in mind?"
"Yeah, a little town called Hard Rock," I said.
"Uh, okay, I guess." Smiling, I made the arrangements and a couple days later, we flew to Hard Rock. It didn't look much like the dusty town I had seen earlier, but it did have a certain western pioneer flavor to it. I drove the rented car through the downtown area and pulled into a Walgreen's to buy a map. I ended up parking next to a large police SUV that looked like it could survive a shooting war.
I went inside and was looking through the maps when a big man in a sheriff's uniform sidled up to me. I was shocked when I saw the full beard and eye patch covering his left eye.
"You're new in town," he said as he looked me over. "Is there something I can he'p you with?"
"Uh, yeah, sheriff, maybe so," I said. "I was looking for a map of the area so I could find the old Jones house. I hear it's a historic landmark." He nodded his head and smiled. Then he pulled out a map and handed it to me.
"It's real easy to find," he said. "Just stay on the main drag outta town, and follow the signs. Can't miss it."
"Okay, thanks, Sheriff... uh, Caldwell," I said, reading the name tag on his uniform. I saw the ribbons on his uniform and wondered what they were for. Probably for being the meanest, scariest-looking son-of-a-bitch on the planet, I thought to myself.
"Yer welcome," he said in a Texas drawl. "And welcome to Hard Rock." He tipped his Stetson and walked out of the store after waving at the cashier. I paid for the map and grabbed a couple of cold drinks and just happened to see a picture that made me freeze in my tracks.
It was a picture of an old saloon, taken some time just after the Civil War. I recognized it right off as the saloon where Eli and I met.
"You okay, son?" the clerk asked.
"Uh, yeah," I said. "That old saloon, where was that, exactly?"
"Just down the street," the clerk said. "If you look close enough, you can still see some of the old fake front."
"Wow," I said. After I paid for the map and the drinks, I went back to the car and we headed out. Just as the sheriff said, the old place was pretty easy to find. All we had to do was follow the road signs. When we got to the old house, we were both shocked at how small the old place was.
I parked the car and we walked around, reading the placards that had been set up. I couldn't imagine living a tougher life than this with no electricity or hot and cold running water. We went through the tiny adobe house, marveling at the fact that six or seven people lived in this at one time. They had to have been a pretty close-knit family to do that.
I stopped at one of the displays and saw a copy of a handwritten journal. According to the place-card, it was a page from a journal written by Eli's wife, Elizabeth, after the Civil War.
"April 3, 1868," the date on the journal read. "I know my beloved Eli has been dead for some years now, but I can't help but think he's still here. I feel him every so often and I can smell the odor from his cigars. He died fighting the good fight, for justice & peace. And I can't help but think he's still out there somewhere continuing the fight. Godspeed, my love, wherever you are. I will always love and adore you." I showed the passage to Margo, who teared up as she read the entry.
I looked up and saw an enlarged photo of a man in uniform next to a horse. I recognized the man right off -- it was Eli. Chills went up my spine as I looked at the photo.
"That's him, Margo," I said, pointing at the photo. "That's the man I spoke to." Tears began to form in my eye as I looked at the photo. It WAS real. All of it. Margo looked at the photo with me. For a moment, I thought I saw the man in the photo smile, but I dismissed it as a trick of the mind. Still, I felt as though I owed this man something.
"Thanks, Eli," I said quietly. "For everything." Margo looked at me before speaking.
"Are you alright, Jim?" she asked. I looked at her pretty face before speaking.
"Yeah," I said. "I'm fine. Everything's going to be fine."
We spent the rest of the weekend in Hard Rock, then flew back home. A few weeks later, Margo bounced up to me when I got home from work, a giant smile on her face. She threw her arms around me and smothered me with kisses.
"Now that's what I call a greeting," I said. "What's going on?"
"Guess what?" she asked. I shook my head.
"I don't know. What?"
"You're gonna be a daddy," she said. I whooped as loud as I could, picking my darling wife up and twirling her around. Yes, I thought, life is good.
And the adventure continued...
* * * * *
Notes:
Sheriff Ryan Caldwell was featured in my series, "A Father's Justice." He also appeared in "Justice 04: Old Scores." The Jones home was made a historic landmark in that story as well.
Before you fire up Google maps, Hard Rock, Texas does not exist. I created it for the "A Father's Justice" series.
And before you ask, no, the 'Tramp isn't getting soft. As regular readers know, cheaters in my stories generally do not fare very well. There are some times, however, when I believe that a measure of forgiveness is called for.
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Houston: The Girl Of His Dreams, Pt. 01

The following story is set shortly after "Houston Goes To Washington, Pt. 03" and runs concurrent with "Revenge in Advance: The Briefing." For the full story of John and Houston, I suggest you read my series, "Houston," and the follow-up series, "Houston Goes To Washington."
There are a number of people I would like to thank for helping to make this story a reality. I would like to start by thanking Colinthedog for giving permission to reference events and characters from his story, "Retreat." I would also like to thank ACSpectre1 for her assistance as well. Others have helped with beta reading and getting me through some of my "Americanisms." To them I extend a hearty "thank you."
Many thanks to those who offered comments and constructive criticism on my previous stories. For those who want to say this or that would never happen, remember this is my universe, a place where nearly anything can, and often does, happen. At least on paper...
Please refer to my profile for more on my personal policy regarding comments, feedback, follows, etc. (Yes, I DO moderate comments) And please remember, this is a work of fiction, not a docu-drama...
...
The man woke up and looked around to get his bearings. Where am I, he asked himself. The place looked... strange. It was as if he woke up in some kind of cartoon. What is this place, he wondered. He considered the strange landscape, which looked to be some kind of weird desert. He looked up and saw two large moons in the sky. That can't be right, he thought.
But there was another, larger question in his mind. Who am I?
He leaned against a large outcropping of purple rock and tried to figure out what was going on. He couldn't remember anything at all -- who he was, or what he was doing here. He had no frame of reference to go by and there was nothing in this strange landscape to give him any direction.
After several minutes, he heard a strange noise behind him. Turning, he looked to see several very large winged creatures flying in the air toward him. On their backs sat... something. He had a hard time making out what they were. As they came closer, he noticed they looked like large dark green humanoids with heads that reminded him of frogs.
He inched himself around the purple rock, hoping they wouldn't see him. He watched as the large creatures they rode flapped their giant wings. As they got closer, he took in their shape. They reminded him of pterodactyls for some reason. They had long beaks and a single curved horn coming out of their heads.
The frog-men sat in saddles on the backs of the flying creatures, and seemed to control them like horses, with reins attached to the necks of the flying monsters. The frog-man in the lead pointed in his direction and shouted something. The next thing he knew, blobs of green... something... was heading his way. Damn, he thought. They're shooting at me. But why?
He instinctively took cover behind the rock and his hand went to his waist. It was a reflex action, but it was a wasted effort as he had nothing there. He watched as the green blobs flew by him, hitting the orange "dirt" around him. He looked around, frantic, trying to find better cover. But there was nothing in sight, and he knew he would never make it in the open.
He heard the creatures get closer and saw more green blobs fly past him. He knew that unless something happened, he would probably be a dead man very soon. Then he heard something else -- something that sent chills up and down his spine. It was a very loud screeching sound, followed by screams and cries. Suddenly, the green blobs quit flying past him. Taking a chance, he looked and saw another very large flying creature.
This one, unlike the others, was white and wore armor. On its back was a nearly-nude woman with long voluminous white hair that flowed behind her head almost like a cape. She held a long flaming sword in one hand, which she used to cut the frog-men to pieces, sending them falling to their deaths.
As she sliced and diced the dark green frog-like goblins, her flying "steed" opened its mouth and hurled balls of fire at the the other flying creatures, burning them and their riders to ash in mid-air. The man watched as the aerial battle made its way over his head.
Finally, all the frog-men were dead, and the woman landed her flying creature about 50 yards away from him. He watched as she seemed to whisper something to her giant "bird," then walk to where one of the green men had fallen.
As he looked, she ran her sword into its body, then twisted it sharply, making sure the thing was dead. She bent down and grabbed its weapon. Putting her sword back in its scabbard, she looked at the man and started walking toward him.
The man couldn't help but look at the woman as she walked. She was vaguely familiar to him, but he couldn't quite place her. He took note of her muscular thighs and calves, which rippled with power as she walked. Two pieces of material crossed her otherwise bare torso and she seemed oblivious to the fact that her breasts were fully on display, her nipples hard and erect.
As she drew nearer to him, he saw a metal clasp where the two pieces of material came together between her breasts. On the clasp was the letter "H." He wondered what it meant. He noticed she kept the frog-man's weapon in her left hand. He expected her to stop at any moment and shoot him with it.
When she reached him, she looked down at him with no expression on her face, and her blank eyes seemed to glow as though burning with fire. She reached out with her right hand while holding the weapon at her side with her left.
"Come with me if you want to live, John Smith," she said. John Smith. At least I know my name, the man thought. He took the woman's hand and even though it appeared to be drawn, like a cartoon, he found it warm, and soft. Like a woman's hand. She was quite strong and pulled him to his feet with very little effort. But he had more questions.
"Who are you? What is this place? What were those... things?"
"My name is Houstonia," she said. "I am the Queen Protector of Urhart. The creatures you refer to are green corpuscles. They know you are here, John Smith. And more are on the way. Enough questions. We must leave here and return to my fortress where you will be safe. Do you know how to shoot?"
"I think so," the man said. She handed him the weapon she took off one of the corpuscles. "I've never seen anything like this, though."
"It's easy. Press this button. That takes it off safe. Then press the trigger. With your training, you can't miss. Put it on safe and place it in your belt. Come now, we must go," she commanded. Training, he asked himself. What training? He didn't remember going through any training. He made sure the weapon was safe and put it in his belt as she directed, then followed her back to her winged creature.
He watched as she deftly climbed on the creature's back. Then she turned to him.
"Get on, sit behind me." Once again, he followed her direction. After he seated himself, she took his hands and placed them directly on her bare breasts. He found them to be soft, warm and firm. Much like... who, exactly? "Hold on tight, John Smith," she said. "Do not let go. You will be safe here with me."
He watched the creature unfold its wings as Houstonia grabbed the reins. He held his breath as the giant bird took flight, but kept a firm grip on her breasts.
...
Houston sat in a chair next to the bed where her husband, John Smith, lay, tubes in his arms. Tears ran down her face as she looked at him. He was unconscious, but every so often, his body would twitch and jerk. The doctors still had no idea what had happened to him. This was supposed to be the best hospital in London, with some of the best medical experts in the UK. So, why couldn't they figure out what was wrong with him?
She had already sent a report to her boss, Regis, also known as Alpha One, the head of Alpha Sector. He responded by telling her he was on his way. That was just over 24 hours ago. She expected him to show up any minute. She heard the door to the small room open and turned, hoping it was Alpha One.
Instead, it was Roisin Callahan, the lead agent in the joint MI5/MI6 task force she and John were assigned to as part of an exchange agreement between the US and the UK. Houston and Roisin had butted heads almost from the moment they met. Angry and frustrated by what she felt was the lack of response to her husband's condition, Houston flew out of her chair and pinned Roisin to the wall, her arm against the Irishwoman's throat.
"YOU!" she bellowed. "You've been busting our chops ever since we got here. I swear to God, if I find out you had anything to do with this, I'll rip your heart out with my bare hands and feed it to the dogs. You understand me, BITCH?"
Shocked by the ferocity of Houston's outburst, the blonde woman considered the face of the angry woman before responding. She could have easily handled Houston, she thought, but decided to let her vent her anger. She shook her head instead.
"I'm sorry about what happened to your husband," she said quietly. "But I assure you I had nothing to do with this." Just then, the door opened and Regis stepped inside. Seeing him there calmed Houston a bit and she backed off, letting Roisin breathe.
"Is there a problem here?" Regis asked, the brow over his one good eye furrowed.
"No, boss," Houston said. "Nothing I can't handle." Regis nodded his head and looked at Roisin.
"You must be Roisin Callahan," he said. "I'm Regis Carlisle, head of Alpha Sector. John and Houston work for me. What do you know so far about this attack on my people?"
"We're still investigating it," she said. He looked at her, hard.
"Then what the hell are you doing here?" he asked. "Especially since you let the assailants get away?" Her expression got hard and she was about to snap back, but Regis beat her to the punch. "Look, Ms. Callahan, I know all about you. I've read John and Houston's reports. I've seen your dossier and I know you had it hard growing up in Northern Ireland. I also know about your animosity against Americans. If you don't feel you're up to this, just tell me now and I'll have a word with the ambassador. I understand he and the Home Secretary are good friends. Perhaps they can find someone who's professional enough to set aside her bigotry to get the job done."
Roisin understood the meaning of Regis' statement, and knew it wouldn't look good on her record to be removed from such an important mission. She took a few deep breaths to calm down before responding.
"That won't be necessary, sir," she said quietly. "We'll get to the bottom of this."
"You'd better," he said. "Now MOVE!" Roisin nodded her head and looked at Houston.
"That's the second time you've assaulted me since you've been here," she said. "Rest assured, I won't tolerate a third."
"I think you and I are going to have a very serious disagreement before this is all said and done," Houston told her. Roisin nodded her head and left the room.
"How is he doing?" Regis asked, looking at John. Houston shook her head.
"No better," she said. "I thought this was supposed to be the best hospital in London. They still don't know what he's been hit with."
"Be patient," he told her. "They'll figure it out. Tell me what happened."
"It's all in the report."
"I know, but I want to hear about it from you," he said.
"John and I had been going through all the files they would let him have access to," she said. "We went through them with a fine-toothed comb. I helped him as much as I could, looking for any connection he might have overlooked. He found a lot of information about someone named Ian McWhorter."
"Yes, he works in the Home Secretary's office and he's part of the Prime Minister's entourage to Fort Apache," Regis said. "They're due to arrive there in the morning sometime."
"John found several references to someone named Clive Barker. We were told Barker was a nobody, and not to focus on him, but John argued the point. You know how he can be when he gets something in his head."
"Yeah, I know," Regis said with a laugh.
"Anyway, he convinced Roisin they needed to talk to him, find out what he knows and what his connection to McWhorter is. After a while, she caved and we headed over to Hackney where he rents a small apartment. We went in, and there were two men with some kind of gun. Roisin and her men were behind us, and they left when they saw the two men. I guess they were looking for cover. John turned and pushed me out, keeping his body between me and the men." She stopped talking as tears fell down her cheeks.
"Go on," Regis said.
"He used his body as a shield to protect me," she said, sobbing. "That would've been me in that bed and not him." Regis comforted her as she cried.
"Anyway, I heard two muffled shots and I heard John cry out. I knew he had been hit, but I didn't see any blood and he was still on his feet, so I helped him get downstairs. When we got to the bottom of the stairs outside, he collapsed.
"Some of Roisin's guys had already left the scene, but she stayed behind and called the ambulance," she said. "They knew we were coming, Regis. Someone tipped them off. And I'll bet you it was that bitch Roisin."
"But you don't know that for a fact, do you?" Regis asked.
"No, not for a fact. But she and her boss have been dogging us like crazy ever since we got here," she said. "Blocking us at every turn. It's like they doesn't want us to find anything."
"I know the two of you have been at each other ever since you got here," he said. "I'm not excusing her actions, mind you, but you should know that she had it rough growing up. And she's not too fond of Americans. She was engaged to a Naval officer assigned to the Embassy several years ago, but broke it off after she caught him with another woman."
"So that's her excuse for hating us? For stonewalling us?"
"Perhaps," he said. "I'm not condoning her actions toward you and John, but that's what happened. Is there anything else?"
"Yes," she said. "John is 100 percent convinced this McWhorter guy is having an affair with the new First Lady."
"Barbara Pierce?" Regis asked.
"Yes," she said. "He told me, but he hasn't said anything to anyone else. Not even Roisin."
"I'd better let the task force at Fort Apache know," Regis said. "What else has John found?"
"He's pretty sure McWhorter has been acting as a mule, bringing cash overseas to his contacts outside the government," she told him. "He hasn't been able to confirm it yet, but he's almost certain of it."
"That is interesting," Regis said. "Wasn't McWhorter one of those present at the party Legstrom invited the two of you to attend," he asked, referring to the late Senator Franklin Legstrom of the great state of Wyoming. Legstrom had been in office for over 30 years and had a reputation as a kingmaker.
The party Regis mentioned was one in which Legstrom set up one of his aides to be humiliated and cuckolded after he had contacted the Task Force and Alpha Sector, concerned that his boss may have been involved in something illegal. After the party, Legstrom was confronted about his and his wife's activities and given a choice -- either resign or be driven out of office in disgrace. He ultimately chose the coward's way out and committed suicide.
John and Houston were introduced to McWhorter at the party, and they wondered why a sitting Senator would invite someone from the British Home Secretary's office.
"Yes, he was," Houston said. "We always wondered why he would have been there. Legstrom gave an excuse, but we never bought it."
"Hmm," Regis said. "Alright, I'll pass that on to the task force as well. Do you want me to arrange transport for you and John back home?"
"No," she said emphatically. "I want to finish this assignment. I also need to find the antidote for John and I can't do that at home." Regis regarded her for a bit before responding. He felt more pride in her now than ever before.
"All right," he said. "I'll talk to Ms. Callahan and her boss. In the meantime, I'll see what we can do about getting the results of his blood work to our labs. Maybe they can come up with something."
"Thank you, Regis," she said.
"You're welcome," he said, giving her a fatherly hug. "You know, John would be proud of you right now." She smiled as he said that. It meant a lot to her after all they had been through. "I'll be in touch, Houston," he added before he left. She sat back down and held her husband's hand. Then she leaned forward and kissed him lightly on the forehead.
"I love you so much, John," she whispered. "Please, baby, come back to me." She put her head in her hands and thought back to their arrival in London.
...
They had just received orders to return to London after the case involving Sen. Franklin Legstrom. Upon arrival in Heathrow, they were ferried to the Ham Yard Hotel in Soho, where they put their baggage away. Then they were taken to the Embassy, where they were briefed on the upcoming VIP visit to Fort Apache, home of the HomeFront Security Task Force. According to their brief, both the new U.S. president and the Prime Minister would be briefed by the head of the joint public-private Task Force.
As could be expected, security would be extremely tight for both delegations. The UK had sent an advance party, which consisted of an officer and a non-commissioned officer, both of whom had already been read into the situation. In exchange, the two of them were assigned to work with a task force put together by the Home Secretary's office.
Their job was to help ferret out whatever information they could that would bring about the complete downfall of MMAS and its European offshoots. The top levels of MMAS, or the "Mutual Marital Assurance Society," had already been brought down, and the arrest of Legstrom's wife and others had put a serious crimp in the organization's ability to pull off another operation. At least, that's what they had thought at the time.
But there were some loose ends that had not yet been dealt with, primarily because all of the pieces had not yet been put together. Everyone on both sides of the Atlantic was convinced there was a link, but no one was 100 percent certain of who that link was. Security measures put in place by both the US and the UK had so far prevented the two allies from making any measurable progress.
After the fatal heart attack that ended President Skagg's life, the Vice President, George Pierce, was inaugurated and became president. As part of the transition, he and an entourage of congressional leaders were slated to visit Fort Apache to get briefed on the activities of the Task Force. Because of recent related events that took place in England, the British Prime Minister would also attend, so both allies could be briefed on the situation at the same time.
As far as they knew, very few people knew the full extent of the meeting and no one from the press was allowed to attend, leading many to speculate on the strange joint conference. After the Ambassador filled them in on the nature and reason of their assignment, they were introduced to Roisin Callahan. Houston remembered how that went.
"You must be Roisin Callahan," John said as she entered the room, pronouncing her name "Row-sheen," while hoping his time on Google had paid off. The last thing he wanted to do was offend her by mispronouncing her name. He also didn't want to come across as just another dumb-shit colonial.



"John Smith. This is my wife, Houston. Pleasure to meet you," he added with an extended hand. Roisin ignored his offer of a handshake and gave a noncommittal grunt as she regarded both John and Houston.
"We'd better get going," she said. "Car is this way." They picked up their briefcases and followed her out to the dark blue vehicle that sat in the parking space. John saw a man was waiting for them in the driver's seat. As they approached, the hood opened.
"Car?" John asked. "Why don't we just walk on over to your office? It's just right over there, isn't it?"
"Yes it is, but we're not working from there," Roisin said. "Go ahead and put your cases in the boot." John and Houston put their briefcases in the trunk and closed it. They got in the car and headed out. Roisin turned in her seat and regarded the two of them in the back. She shook her head in disgust.
"What's the matter?" John asked.
"We sent you two of our best and what do we get in return? Feckin' Ken and Barbie," Roisin said with a snort. "You think I'm supposed to be impressed because you can pronounce my name correct without having to be told?"
"If you're offended because I can pronounce your name properly, I'll be sure never to do it again," John said. "What would you prefer I call you? Bitch?" The driver snickered at that. Roisin glared at him.
"Wind yer neck in, Derek," she told the man behind the wheel before turning back to John and Houston. John figured that was her way of telling the driver to shut the hell up. "Roisin is fine," she said.
"I don't know," John said. "Personally, I like 'Bitch' better. Seems to suit you. Don't you think, sweetheart?" he asked, looking at Houston, who chuckled.
"Whatever. I hope you understand the seriousness of this case," Roisin said as she turned to them in the back. "The last thing I want to see is a story about the two of you in the tabloids."
"This isn't our first rodeo," John said. "We know what we're doing."
"We'll see. Speaking of rodeo, I hope you two left your six-guns back on the ranch. You do know we have laws here about carrying firearms," she said.
"We're well aware of your gun laws," John said. "And for the record, I prefer to carry a Glock." She snorted and turned back to face the front. "You have a problem with Americans or something, Ms. Callahan?" The driver of the car snickered at that. She turned around to face them both.
"I don't have a problem with Yanks," she said derisively. "As long as they stay on their side of the Atlantic." She turned back around and looked out the window as they drove down what their hosts called a 'motorway.' To them, it was a freeway. John looked at Houston and shook his head. This was going to be a long assignment, he thought to himself.
When they got to their destination, the driver stopped the car and popped the trunk. Roisin got something out of the glove box as John and Houston got out of the car. After getting out of the car, Roisin deliberately shoulder-checked Houston, nearly knocking her over.
"What the fuck is your problem, bitch?" Houston yelled, getting everyone's attention. She saw Roisin reach into her jacket for something and prepared herself. They were all shocked when Roisin turned with a semiautomatic pistol in her hand.
Houston reacted faster than anyone imagined, slapping Roisin's wrist with one hand while taking the pistol with the other. For a second, she held it at Roisin's face, then ejected the magazine. Keeping her eyes on Roisin, she disassembled the pistol, dropping the pieces on the ground as she went.
Roisin looked at her disassembled weapon on the ground, then back at Houston. Then a slight smile crept across her face.
"I guess the rumors I've heard about you are true," she said.
"What rumors?" Houston asked.
"That Houston Smith may look like a tart, but she has the temper of an Irishwoman. And the claws to match. Would you please be so kind as to reassemble my weapon?"
"Your weapon, your responsibility," Houston said. "It's not my fault you can't hold on to your own gun."
"Are you two quite finished with your playground games?" a man's voice asked from the front door of the building.
"Quite finished, sir," Roisin said as she picked up the pieces of her pistol, reassembling it as she went. John and Houston grabbed their briefcases and the four of them made their way inside. When they got inside, the man who called out to them extended his hand to John.
"Ross Carter," he said. "You've already met Roisin. She's the lead on this team. She answers to me. Your office is in here." He directed them into a side room with cardboard boxes stacked nearly to the ceiling. There were two small desks, one of which contained an old out-of-date computer with a 14-inch CRT monitor. John hadn't seen anything like that since high school.
"What the hell is all this?" he asked.
"The files your people requested," Ross said.
"Don't you have them digitized?" John asked. "It'll take forever to get through all this."
"Yes, but your network access hasn't been fully provisioned yet. Could take a while for that to happen." If ever, John thought to himself.
"What about Internet access?" John asked. Ross pointed to the old computer. John moved the mouse and saw it ran Windows XP. Terrific, he thought to himself. Probably has an old 14.4K baud modem attached to it as well. He looked at the back of the system and saw a phone line going into the wall.
"You can access the Internet on this," Ross said. "It may be slow, but it'll do the job. You have access to all the Metro PD files you may need. Roisin or one of the others can show you how that works."
"Thanks," John said in a neutral tone of voice.
"Anyway, there's tea out here. You can help yourself. I know you Yanks probably prefer coffee, so we have some of that as well," Ross said. "If there's anything else you need, just let Roisin know and she'll pass it on to me. I like to hold team briefings every morning at 0700. Any questions?"
"Not yet," John said, holding Houston back. Ross nodded his head and left the room. Houston was about to climb the walls.
"This is bullshit," she said. John nodded his head as he set his briefcase down. "Look at them out there, laughing and joking like this is some kinda party or something. What are we gonna do?"
"We're gonna do our jobs, dear," he said. "Remember, this is their country and we're guests here. I'll report this to Alpha One, though."
...
The large winged creature flew over the cartoonish landscape with ease. It took John a while to get used to the feel of flying on something like this, and he kept a firm grip on Houstonia's bare breasts. Even though she looked like a 3D cartoon fresh out of an animated movie, he rather enjoyed the feel of her soft flesh and he couldn't help but notice that her nipples remained hard and erect the whole time he maintained contact.
Houstonia seemed to like it as well and maneuvered her barely-covered buttocks so they were right up against the crotch of his trousers. As a result, he found himself getting hard. Careful, he thought to himself. The last thing he wanted was to fall off this flying steed so high over the ground.
As they flew, he looked at the strange landscape below. He had never seen anything like it in his entire life. One large hill looked as if it was pulsating, or breathing. He saw long red rivers winding their way through valleys. He expected to see signs of other life -- houses, towns, something. But he saw nothing to indicate anyone actually lived here. They banked to the right and Houstonia pointed at a large walled compound on the top of a hill.
"My fortress," she explained. He held on as she descended to the compound. Finally, the winged creature they rode made contact with the ground and came to a stop in front of a large set of double doors. Two scantily-clad women came out as they climbed off the large bird. Houstonia handed the reins to one of the women and motioned for him to follow her.
The doors opened as they approached. Walking inside the building, John was amazed at the sheer height of the structure. Houstonia pointed to a table that sat low to the ground.
"You need nourishment," she said. "Wait here." He sat at the low table and looked around. A few minutes later, she appeared, carrying a tray with two bowls. She placed one in front of him and handed him a spoon. He looked in the bowl and tried to figure out what it was.
"What is this?" he asked. She looked in his bowl and shrugged her shoulders.
"It's... blue," she said. "Eat. You need your strength." He took the spoon and ladled some of the thick blue liquid to his mouth, taking a tentative taste. Strangely enough, he liked the flavor. It reminded him of bacon. He suddenly realized that he was very hungry and quickly finished the bowl. When he set the bowl down, he found that he was full.
"That was very good," he said. She smiled as she finished her bowl.
"I'm glad you liked it," she said. "Perhaps you would like to bathe?" He couldn't remember when he had last taken a bath, so he nodded his head.
"Yes, that would be nice," he said. "Please."
"This way," she said, standing up. He followed her up a long curved stairway to another set of double doors, which opened as they approached. She led him to a large tub that had already been filled with water. Suds from the bath soap created small hills on top of the water. He put a finger in the water and found the temperature was just perfect. He looked at her and wondered if she was going to stand and watch as he disrobed.
"Please, go ahead and remove your clothing," she said. "It will be cleaned and made ready for tomorrow. It's okay. You haven't got anything I haven't already seen," she added with a slight smile. Nodding his head, he removed his clothing and laid it on a chair next to the tub. Houstonia snapped her fingers and a scantily-clad woman came in to retrieve his clothing.
He climbed into the tub and enjoyed the feel of the warm water. He looked up at Houstonia, and watched as she removed the two strips of material from her torso. Then she unsnapped the short "skirt" and laid it aside. The tiny thong underneath was next to go, followed by her sandals.
She stood before him totally nude. He gasped as he took in her exquisite nudity. Even though she appeared to have been drawn by the hand of an artist, she looked quite appealing. There was also something about her that was very familiar to him, but he still couldn't figure it out.
"May I join you?" she asked.
"Of course," he stammered. What else would he say? This was her place, after all. He watched as she got into the large tub with him.
"I love the feel of a hot bath at the end of a long day, don't you?" she asked.
"Uh, yeah," he said a bit nervously.
"Would you be so kind as to wash my back, please?" she asked, turning around in the spacious tub.
"Sure," he said, taking the wash cloth she offered. He washed her back and a part of him felt that he had done this before. When he finished, they switched places and she washed his back, massaging his muscles as she did so. It felt so good and he found himself relaxing into her arms.
"You are quite strong, John Smith," she said. "Much stronger than you appear under those clothes you wear."
"Thank you," he said.
"I only speak the truth," she said as she completed her washing. When they finished, they climbed out of the tub. She handed him a thick towel and dried herself off with another. He dried himself, keeping an eye on her.
"Perhaps you should lie down now," she said, making her way to a large bed in the middle of the room. The covers had already been pulled down, and he had to admit, it looked very inviting.
"I don't have anything to wear," he said a bit nervously.
"You don't need to wear anything," she said with a smile. "I'm here to take care of your needs. All of them," she added, looking as his growing cock.
"You're wearing a ring," he said. "Are you married?"
"Yes," she said. "My husband is the master of this realm. It is part of him and he is part of it. But he is not here and he would be very upset if I did not take care of you."
"You do this sort of thing often?" he asked.
"Oh good lord, no," she said. "I usually take care of myself at night. Truth is, you're the first man I've had in this bed in a very long time. It's alright. Lay down. Let me take care of you." He laid down and found the bed to be quite comfortable. She got on top of him, straddling his hips. "Just relax. Let me do all the work."
As he laid there, she took his cock in her hand and deftly guided it into her. She may have looked like a cartoon, but she certainly felt like a very real woman. He gasped as he entered her. All of this seemed so very familiar to him. Everything about this woman -- her smell, the way she felt, everything -- seemed so familiar, but he still couldn't place it. He felt like it was right there, on the very tip of his brain, but he was unable to connect the dots.
She rode up and down on him, moaning in ecstasy as she did so. He moaned with her. She felt so good, so right. It was as if he was right where he belonged, and he never wanted it to end. Eventually, he felt the urge and apparently, she did as well.
"That's right, John Smith," she moaned. "Cum inside me. Fill me up. Please." Their orgasms hit at the same time and they held each other tight for the longest time. Finally, he looked into her eyes and she stared back into his. They stayed like that for a few seconds, connecting on a different plane. Finally, she slid off him and laid down next to him.
He considered her body as she lay there. It was a bit strange seeing his semen inside her, but he felt no regret.
"Hold me," she whispered. "Let me be the girl of your dreams." He smiled and laid down next to her, taking her in his arms before falling asleep.
...
Houston sat next to her husband and watched him thrash back and forth on the bed. She couldn't help but wonder what was going on in his mind right now. He relaxed for a bit and she began to breathe easier. Then she saw him start to get hard. Instinctively, she reached under the covers and under his hospital gown.
She took his hardening cock into her hand and slowly stroked it, wondering what it was that had excited him.
"Are you dreaming about me, baby?" she whispered. "That's alright, sweetheart. Let me take care of you. Just relax. Let me do all the work." She kissed his forehead and watched as he moaned in pleasure. She smiled and kept stroking him, gently. She looked at the door and had a wicked thought.
Pulling the covers down, she bent over and took his hard cock into her mouth. She sucked on it as he moaned in his sleep, not stopping until he filled her mouth with his seed. She licked him clean and put his softening cock back down, straightening the gown over him. She covered him back up and kissed him on the forehead.
"Sleep tight, John," she said. "Sweet dreams." She saw him relax and noticed the slight smile on his face. It was the smile he always gave her after they made love. She took a sip of the cold tea that had been sitting on the counter and heard a tapping on the door.
"Come in," she said. The door opened and a nurse popped her head inside. She came inside and checked John's chart, making notes.
"How is he doing?" she asked. "I noticed some activity on his monitor and thought I should come check."
"He seems to be resting now," Houston said. "Any word from the doctor?"
"We just heard from the doctor. He's been in the lab and he's on his way up. He should be here any time now. Is there anything you need?"
"I'm fine, thank you for asking," Houston said. The nurse nodded her head and left the room. About a half-hour later, a middle-aged man in medical garb came into the room carrying a folder. Houston stood as he entered.
"Mrs. Smith," he said. "I'm Doctor Jenkins. Sorry for keeping you waiting. How is your husband doing?"
"He seems to be resting peacefully now," Houston said. "Do you know what's wrong with him?"
"I believe so," the doctor said. "Your husband has received a very large dose of what looks like an extremely potent psychotropic drug."
"A what?" Houston asked.
"It's a drug that affects the central nervous system. The problem is that it's a compound I've never seen before. Because of that, we're not really sure how to treat it," he said. "What concerns me is the lasting affects of this drug. I'm concerned that if something isn't done soon, your husband may never wake up. Or if he does, his brain and nervous system will be so damaged that he'll be left in a vegetative state. It may become necessary to consider taking him off his life support."
"That's not acceptable to me, doctor," she said. "Can't you synthesize something to help bring him out of this?"
"It's not that simple, Mrs. Smith," he said. "For one thing, I don't believe we have the time. For another, I'm sorry to say, the funds for that type of thing just aren't available."
"Then can you get me everything you have on this drug?"
"I'm not sure what good that would do, Mrs. Smith," he said.
"The company I work for has... resources. We've dealt with things similar to this before. If you can email me everything you can on this drug, I can forward it on to them. It can't hurt to try," she said. He thought about it for a moment, then nodded his head, sighing loudly.
"Alright, Mrs. Smith," he said. "We'll try it your way for now. But time is of the essence here."
"I understand," she said, writing down her email address on a business card. She handed him the card, which he put in his pocket. "Get that to me as fast as you can, doctor. Please," she said.
"Very well, Mrs. Smith," he said. "I'll send you everything I can. In the meantime, we'll do everything we can to keep him comfortable. Let me know what you find out. Good luck."
"Thank you, doctor," she said. A bit later, her phone buzzed. She looked and saw that the doctor had kept his promise. She quickly composed an email message and forwarded the information to Alpha Sector's medical facility, the researchers at Fort Apache and Regis. Hopefully, an answer could be found soon.
...
Brent Cavanaugh, the current Secretary of State for the Home Department, sat in the overstuffed high-backed chair he usually occupied when he visited the prestigious gentlemen's club. He sipped his drink and looked up in time to see the large, one-eyed man walking up to him. He noted the man's swagger and smiled to himself.
"Americans," he thought to himself with a certain disdain. "They all think they're John Wayne."
Out of courtesy, he stood as Regis Carlisle stopped in front of him. Regis extended a hand, and he accepted it before inviting him to sit down across from him.
"Mr. Carlilse, I presume," Brent said. "I've always wanted to use that line." Regis smiled and nodded his head.
"Please, call me Regis, Mr. Secretary," Regis said. "And thank you for agreeing to see me on such short notice."
"It's my pleasure," Brent said. "Anything to maintain good relations with our American allies. May I offer you something to drink?"
"Coffee would be good, please, Mr. Secretary," Regis said. Of course, Brent thought to himself. Americans would probably eat the stuff raw if they could. He motioned for a waiter, who nearly ran over to find out what the high government official wanted.
"A cup of coffee for my American guest, if you would please," Brent said.
"Yes, sir," the waiter said. "How would you like it, sir?" the waiter asked Regis, trying hard not to wince at the sight of Regis' craggy face and large eye patch. He wondered what the large American had done to lose an eye like that, then quickly decided he really didn't want to know.
"Black, please," Regis said.
"Yes sir," the waiter said. "One black coffee, sir." The waiter turned and left.



"So, Regis, how is your Agent Smith?" Brent asked.
"I got a message from my agent, Houston," Regis said. "The doctor said he believes John was hit with an extremely potent psychotropic drug, and they're trying to find a suitable treatment."
"I'm sorry to hear that, Regis," Brent said. "I hope he recovers soon."
"I do too, Mr. Secretary," Regis said.
"So, what can I do for you? I take it you haven't spoken to the ambassador yet."
"No, Mr. Secretary, I haven't," Regis said. Brent already knew something of Regis' reputation, so he wasn't surprised the man hadn't followed the proper chain of command. So typical of these brash colonials, he thought to himself. Still, they seem to get the job done when push comes to shove.
"The truth is, Mr. Secretary, I've gotten some very disturbing reports from my agents," Regis continued. "They believe they're being stonewalled. Held back by your people."
"I see," Brent said as the waiter returned with Regis' coffee. Regis considered the tiny cup on the table between him and Brent and wondered how in the hell he was supposed to hold the tiny thing. Don't these people know how to pour a man's cup of coffee, for crying out loud? He kept his criticism to himself as he gingerly picked up the cup and took a tentative taste.
"Well, Regis, I've gotten some disturbing reports myself," Brent added. "Especially concerning your Houston Smith. According to Ms. Callahan, Mrs. Smith is abrasive, confrontational, insubordinate and exhibits violent tendencies." Regis smiled. That's my girl, he thought proudly. He nodded his head.
"Only when she's provoked, Mr. Secretary," he said.
"Are you excusing her behavior?"
"I'll talk to her about it, Mr. Secretary, rest assured," Regis said.
"I've also heard that Mr. Smith put his fist through a wall after a disagreement with one of my people," Brent said. "I certainly hope this isn't the type of behavior you condone and encourage in your people."
"I'm sure John had a good reason for that, Mr. Secretary. According to the agreement between our two governments, my people were to have access to all information related to this case. They were also supposed to have access to all the infrastructure necessary to complete their job. From what I've seen, that hasn't happened."
"Your people were given all the files we had, and they were given, as you say, access to infrastructure and access to support personnel," Brent said.
"Mr. Secretary, with all due respect, sir," Regis said. "Where I come from, we have a saying. Don't piss down my back and tell me it's raining."
"Now see here, old boy," Brent began, his temper flaring. Regis held up a hand and cut him off.
"Mr. Secretary, my people were given nothing but hardcopy paper files to sort through. You know as well as I do that alone slowed them down considerably. They were also given no access to any digital files and the one computer they had access to was an old out-of-date machine with an operating system that barely functions and the only Internet access they had was through a slow dial-up. As a result, I have a man laying in a hospital bed fighting for his life," Regis said.
"On the other hand," he added. "Your people have been given full access to whatever they need, no questions asked. They've also been treated with the utmost respect and dignity, unlike Mrs. Smith, who says your agents have engaged in actions that could be seen as sexual harassment. Now, I'm not here to trade accusations, Mr. Secretary. As far as I'm concerned, our people are adults and they can handle their own problems."
"On that, we can agree, Regis," Brent said. "So, what is the REAL reason you're here?"
"I'm not entirely sure you're aware of the big picture, Mr. Secretary," Regis said. "What would you say if I told you there is a conspiracy underway to completely undermine Anglo-American relations?"
"I'd say you're bonkers," Brent said.
"I understand, Mr. Secretary. Do you remember what happened to Elizabeth Skaggs?"
"You mean your former First Lady? The one who died of a stroke here a couple years back?"
"Yes, her," Regis said.
"What about her?"
"She didn't die of a stroke, Mr. Secretary. She poisoned herself. She was about to poison a federal agent, then changed her mind and took her own life."
"Oh my God. That's bloody awful," Brent said.
"I agree. But there's more, Mr. Secretary. You see, she was part of a plot to take down President Skaggs. And, she was a British subject."
"What?" Brent asked, his eyes wide. He sat up in his chair at this revelation.
"I though that'd get your attention," Regis said. "Her twin sister was a woman named Mona Larsen. She was an attorney who started something called the Mutual Marital Assurance Society. Originally, it was a group set up to punish husbands who stray in their marriages. Using rather barbaric means, I might add. The group turned political and set their sights on something higher. Namely, the White House."
"There's more, Mr. Secretary. You remember that incident in Penrith here a few months ago?"
"Yes, a rather sordid episode if you ask me," Brent said.
"The woman involved in that, a Cecelia Greene, was Mona and Elizabeth's older sister," Regis said. "On top of that, we have evidence indicating that an employee of yours, one Ian McWhorter, made a number of trips between the US and the UK for the purpose of transporting US taxpayer money to Greene and her associates. Part of that was for a hit on a US federal agent. We also have evidence suggesting that he's involved in a sexual relationship with the current president's wife. If that's not a serious security breach, I don't know what is. As I'm sure you're aware, Mr. McWhorter is in the US right now with Prime Minister Brown."
"Bloody hell," Brent gasped.
"Indeed," Regis said. "Now, imagine the worst -- that something might happen to either your prime minister or my president -- or both -- while at a secure facility in my country's heartland. What do you think the ramifications of that might be?" Brent's eyes grew wide and his face turned a paler shade of white. Regis nodded his head.
"That's right," Regis said. "Everything our two countries have built up over the last 100 years or more would be gone, like THAT," he added, snapping his fingers. "My agents were this close," he said, holding his thumb and forefinger very close together, "to busting the whole damn thing wide open when my man was attacked. And that was despite your people's best efforts to stonewall them."
"You think my people may have been in on it?" Brent asked.
"My agent -- Houston Smith -- believes someone tipped them off," Regis said. "The only ones who knew they were going to Hackney were my agents and Callahan's team."
Brent sat in his chair, thinking about the potential ramifications and considering all his possible moves. He stroked his chin as he played political chess in his head. He finally came to a decision and looked at Regis.
"What do you need from me?" he asked.
"Well, for starters, something a bit more civilized than this crap you call coffee," Regis said with a sly smile. Brent smiled back. Yes, perhaps this American was redeemable after all, he thought to himself.
...
To be continued...
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Houston: The Girl Of His Dreams, Pt. 02
The following story is set shortly after "Houston Goes To Washington, Pt. 03" and runs concurrent with "Revenge in Advance: The Briefing." For the full story of John and Houston, I suggest you read my series, "Houston," and the follow-up series, "Houston Goes To Washington."
There are a number of people I would like to thank for helping to make this story a reality. I would like to start by thanking Colinthedog for giving permission to reference events and characters from his story, "Retreat." I would also like to thank ACSpectre1 and QuantumMechanic1957 for their assistance as well. Others have helped with beta reading and getting me through some of my "Americanisms." To them I extend a hearty "thank you."
Many thanks to those who offered comments and constructive criticism on my previous stories. For those who want to say this or that would never happen, remember this is my universe, a place where nearly anything can, and often does, happen. At least on paper...
Please refer to my profile for more on my personal policy regarding comments, feedback, follows, etc. (Yes, I DO moderate comments) And please remember, this is a work of fiction, not a docu-drama...
* * * * *
The end of "Houston: The Girl Of His Dreams, Pt. 01":
"That's right," Regis said. "Everything our two countries have built up over the last 100 years or more would be gone, like THAT," he added, snapping his fingers. "My agents were this close," he said, holding his thumb and forefinger very close together, "to busting the whole damn thing wide open when my man was attacked. And that was despite your people's best efforts to stonewall them."
"You think my people may have been in on it?" Brent asked.
"My agent -- Houston Smith -- believes someone tipped them off," Regis said. "The only ones who knew they were going to Hackney were my agents and Callahan's team."
Brent sat in his chair, thinking about the potential ramifications and considering all his possible moves. He stroked his chin as he played political chess in his head. He finally came to a decision and looked at Regis.
"What do you need from me?" he asked.
"Well, for starters, something a bit more civilized than this crap you call coffee," Regis said with a sly smile. Brent smiled back. Yes, perhaps this American was redeemable after all, he thought to himself.
* * * * *
And now, "Houston: The Girl Of His Dreams, Pt. 02"
The next morning, John woke up, pulled back the covers and got out of bed. He looked and saw his clothes neatly folded on a chair in the bedroom. After rinsing his mouth out in the bathroom, he did his business and got dressed.
Just then, Houstonia came into the room with a tray. She walked through the bedroom and out onto a balcony before calling to him.
"You need your strength, John," she said. "Please join me on the balcony. It is such a nice morning." He went onto the balcony and he had to agree. The temperature was just right and there was a slight breeze blowing. He looked down at the plate and saw what looked like scrambled eggs. He sat down and began eating. Yes, they tasted like scrambled eggs with a bit of salt and pepper, just the way he liked them.
"Aren't you going to eat?" he asked.
"It's not necessary," she said.
He finished the eggs and drank the dark, hot liquid from the cup in front of him. Coffee, with just a hint of cinnamon. It was rather delicious, so he gulped down half the cup in one swallow.
"How did you sleep?" she asked.
"I slept well, thank you," he told her.
"Did you dream?" she asked.
"Yes, I had a rather strange dream," he said. "I was in a room. There was a woman sitting next to a bed. She looked a lot like you, in fact. Except for her hair. There was a man in the bed. I couldn't see his face, but there were a lot of tubes and wires attached to him. The woman was crying. I felt bad for her. I wanted to comfort her, but when I reached out, my hand went right through her. It's strange -- I felt like I knew that woman, like we have some kind of connection. I can't explain it."
"The girl of your dreams, perhaps, John Smith?" she asked rhetorically.
"I don't know. None of it made any sense to me."
Houstonia nodded her head and looked out over the strange landscape.
"You will not be able to stay here much longer, I am afraid," she said sadly.
"Why not?"
"The corpuscles are gaining in strength and numbers. When they are ready, they will come for you."
"Can't you do something?" John asked. "You're the Queen Protector. Surely you can make them see reason." She smiled at that.
"You don't understand. The corpuscles do not reason, and they do not understand language. They are driven by instinct and programming. It is their job to eradicate and remove invaders to the System."
"Is that what I am? An invader? And what is this System?"
"The System is all that you see. Urhart is just one part of it. North of us is Urmind. There are many other realms. Together, all of them make up the System, and when one realm suffers, the entire System suffers. And yes, technically, you are an invader and you have not yet been accepted by the System. Perhaps one day, if you survive, you will be. But that may take a very long time, and there is no guarantee you will ever be fully integrated. Look at yourself, then look around. Surely you can see the difference."
"Of course I can see the difference," John said. "So, what do we do?"
"As much as I would like you to stay, the truth is we need to find a way to get you back where you belong," she said. "Of course, you are welcome to remain here as my guest. And you may remain in my bed while you are here." She looked out over the landscape before speaking again. "There's a storm brewing. You probably shouldn't stay out here too long."
John looked and saw a gathering of large red clouds in the distance. As he watched, he saw flashes of lightning jump between them and he felt the humidity suddenly increase.
"Good idea," he said as he stood up.
* * * * *
Houston sat in the chair next to John's bed, her head in her hands. She had spent much of the night crying for her husband, hoping to get news that someone had figured out how to counteract the drugs that had been pumped into his system.
She thought back over the days leading up to the visit to Clive Barker's flat. She couldn't understand why Roisin and some of her colleagues hated them so much. This wasn't their first trip to the UK, and so far, most of the people they had encountered there were quite warm and friendly.
She remembered one day as she and John were walking along the sidewalk. A group of rather rough-looking teenagers dressed in leather came up to them. She wondered if they were going to attempt a mugging, but one of them simply asked if John had the time.
"Pardon me, sir, but would you happen to have the time?"
"Of course," John said, looking at his watch. He told them what time it was, and the teen who asked simply nodded his head and thanked them.
"Thank you very much, sir," he said. The group strolled off and they continued walking down the sidewalk, taking in the scene around them. They always enjoyed visiting new places and meeting new people. So, she wondered, why was Roisin and some of the others so rude to them? What had they ever done to deserve such treatment?
She recalled the day that John nearly ended up in a fight with one of Roisin's men. It was their second day here, and Ross had just wrapped up their morning briefing. Most of the others had gone off to do whatever it was they had been assigned to do, and she went to the sink to rinse out her cup.
She felt a man's hand on her ass, and was about to respond, when the hand was suddenly removed and she heard John's voice. She turned and saw that John had put the taller man's hand in a vice-lock and had him on his knees on the floor. John's face was red with anger as he spoke to the man.
"What's your name again, asshole?" John asked.
"Sheffield," the man responded through his pain.
"Ah, that's right. Shithead," John said. "Tell you what, Shithead. The woman you just assaulted happens to be an agent of the United States government. She also happens to be my partner AND my wife. If you ever assault her again, I swear to God I'll personally introduce you to levels of pain you can't even begin to imagine. Understand me, Shithead? I said, DO YOU FUCKING UNDERSTAND ME?" Sheffield nodded his head as John continued to put pressure on his hand and wrist.
"Yes, I understand," he gasped. "I'm sorry." John released the man's hand and watched as he tumbled back on the floor. He turned to Houston.
"Are you okay?" he asked quietly. Houston nodded her head and John turned to Ross and Roisin, who stood there, watching the altercation. By then, a few others had gathered at the door and were watching intently.
"Try to keep your fucking animals under control, willya?" he asked. Not waiting for an answer, he escorted Houston out of the kitchen, pausing long enough to punch a hole in the wall by the doorway. The others got out of the way as John and Houston walked through them. They turned and looked at the large hole in the wall left by John's fist. One of them helped Sheffield get back on his feet.
"If you ever pull a stunt like that again, Sheffield, I'll have you sacked. Understand me?" Roisin snarled. "That goes for all of you."
"Yes, mum," Sheffield said sheepishly. The others nodded their heads and went back to their business. Roisin may not have thought much of the two Americans, but she was not about to tolerate sexual harassment from anyone.
Houston was brought back to the present by the sound of tapping on the door. Perhaps it was a nurse or a doctor coming in to check on her husband. She wiped the tears from her face before responding.
"It's open," she said. She heard the door open and looked to see who was coming in. She was shocked to see Roisin step inside, a smile on her face. She held a drink carrier in her hand with two cups.
"I stopped at the Starbucks over by Hyde Park," she said. "I thought you might enjoy a caramel mocha this morning. I understand that's a favorite." Houston smiled and nodded her head.
"That sounds good," she said. "Thank you." Roisin handed her a cup and took the other for herself. She pulled up a chair and sat next to Houston.
"How is he?" she asked, looking at John.
"He seems to be resting for the moment," Houston said. "He goes through periods where he tosses and turns and his vitals are all over the place. But right now, he's okay." She looked at Roisin and noticed that she actually seemed concerned about her husband's well-being. And the coffee surprised her. "So, who are you and what have you done with Roisin Callahan?" she asked with a smile. Roisin smiled at that.
"This is the real me, I assure you," she said. "What did the doctor say?"
"They say he was hit with a very potent psychotropic compound that's affecting his entire nervous system," Houston said.
"Are they working up a cure?" Roisin asked. Houston shook her head.
"They don't even know where to start. I've sent information about it to our medical people. The doctor said if he stays out much longer there could be permanent brain damage. Told me I should prepare to take him off life support."
"Well, then, I guess we'd better find Barker and get the antidote, eh?" Roisin asked. Houston looked at her.
"I want to be there when you do," she said.
"I just happen to know the person in charge of that team. I think we can arrange that." Houston looked back at John.
"I can't bear to be without him, Roisin," she said. "He's everything to me. Tell me, have you ever loved someone like that?"
"I did, once," Roisin said quietly.
"That's right. Lt. James Harmon, U.S. Naval Attache Officer. Regis told me and I checked it out. I hope you don't mind."
"Not at all," Roisin said. "We were very happy together. He asked me to marry him and I agreed. Then about six months later, I caught him in bed with some sleazy tart and threw him out. I couldn't believe the nerve of the wanker. He just looked at me and carried on without a word."
"We're not all like him, you know," Houston said.
"I know," Roisin said. "He just left a very sour taste in my mouth. In more ways than one." Houston smiled.
"Well, Lt. Harmon is now Lt. Commander Harmon, and he's been stationed in Antarctica for the last three years," Houston said. "He got caught screwing an admiral's daughter. She was barely 19. The admiral was so pissed, he sent Harmon to Antarctica and that's where he's been ever since. Got passed over for promotion twice now. I don't think he'll be in the Navy much longer." Roisin chuckled at that.
"I guess I dodged a bullet with that one," Roisin said.
"Yeah," Houston said. "You know, I almost blew it like that with John once. He gave me one hell of a wake up call, though. He had faith in me and stuck by me. I owe him everything, Roisin. Even my life. That's why I have to be there when you go after Barker."
"I understand," Roisin said.
"Roisin, I want to apologize for going off on you yesterday," Houston said. "It was unprofessional and I'm sorry."
"No worries," Roisin said. "We've been pretty hard on you and John and I can understand how you would feel. If it were my husband laying there, I might very well have done the same thing. And, I... apologize for being a bloody awful witch to you." Houston could tell it was hard for her to apologize. She nodded her head.
"Apology accepted. Why have you guys been so hard on us?" Houston asked. Roisin shrugged her shoulders.
"A few reasons," she said. "When they told us what it was all about, we figured it was just another wild goose chase. Most of us really didn't take it all that seriously. As far as we were concerned, it was all a bunch of crazy conspiracy theories. When we were told that two of our best people would be part of an exchange for some kind of joint briefing, we couldn't believe our ears."
"But you've changed your mind since then?"
"Yes," Roisin said. "I don't know who your boss talked to or what he said, but things have changed drastically. We had a very long meeting last night. They briefed us on the whole situation. And you could say we had a few rockets fired up our arses. Until then, we had no idea just how serious this was. So, starting today, the team is moving back to Vauxhall Cross. You will be given full unfettered access to whatever you need. And I've heard a rumor that the two of you may receive a letter of apology from the Home Secretary himself, delivered in person."
"Wow," Houston said.
"You were right about one thing, Houston," Roisin said. "Barker was tipped off by someone on the inside. But it wasn't me."
"Do you have any idea who it was?"
"Yes, we have a few suspects. We'll know for sure soon enough," Roisin said. "Tell me, Houston, when was the last time you slept?"
"I honestly don't remember," Houston told her.
"Well, if you expect to be on my team when we go back after Barker, you need to get some sleep. Understand?" Houston nodded her head.
"Yeah," she said. "I can rack out on the couch over there for a bit. I just feel like I need to be here with my husband."
"Very well," Roisin said. "I was just wondering something."
"What?" Houston asked.
"Isn't it a bit... odd for you and your husband to be assigned to each other as partners?"
"It is," Houston said. "But Regis -- my boss -- kinda marches to the beat of his own drum, if you know what I mean. And no one questions him. At least, no one with the desire to keep his balls intact questions him." Roisin chuckled at that.
"I don't doubt that at all. Here, let me give you my mobile number. You can ring me up if there's anything you might need. I'd better get over to the old house and make sure they have everything packed up." She extended a hand to Houston. "Truce?" Houston looked at her hand and smiled.
"Truce," she said, shaking Roisin's hand. "And thanks for the coffee." After Roisin left, Houston finished her coffee, then laid down on the couch that ran alongside John's bed and fell asleep.
* * * * *
"They know everything, I'm telling ya," the man said as he spoke into his mobile phone.
"They can't know everything. That's impossible," the man at the other end of the call said.
"They certainly know enough. They know about you and the Yank First Lady. They also know about the cash you've been bringing over from the States."
"How?"
"I don't know, but they do." The man at the other end of the call sighed. "So, what do you want us to do?"
"I'm thinking. Have you spoken to Clive yet?"
"No, not since all this blew up."
"Good. Does he still have the antidote?"
"As far as I know."
"Get it from him. Then take care of him. Permanently. Make it look like a robbery gone wrong or something. We can't have any loose ends."
"What about the American agent he shot? You want me to finish him as well?"
"No. There's still a chance we can get out of this. Make it look as though you took the initiative and recovered the antidote. That should throw everyone off for a while."
"You want me to help the American? After all this?"
"What are you complaining about? You'll end up looking like the hero."
"I don't like it."
"That's the way it has to be. And it has to be done today."
"Why today? What's the rush?"
"It's going down tonight." The man said nothing for a few moments as he took in what he just heard.
"Right. I'll take care of it today. Personally."
"See that you do." The call ended and the man put the phone in his pocket. He looked at the other man with him.
"Well, what did he say?" the man asked.
"We have a job to do. Give Clive a ring. Now."
"Then what?"
"You go meet him. Get the antidote. You know what to do after that. I'll go to the hospital. I'll pretend to be concerned about Smith. You meet me there with the antidote."
"What about the Yank? And his wife?"
"I'll take care of him. Personally. I owe him one," he said, looking at his hand, which was still a bit sore from the twisting he received from John that day in the kitchen.
"What about his wife?"
"We'll take care of her together. I've got what I need to get her good and ready. Once her husband is awake, we'll give her the shagging of her life. Then we take care of both of them."
"You saw what she did to Roisin that first day. You really think we'll be able to take her?"
"Parlor trick. Trust me, she's as soft as she looks."
"I hope you're right. I'll ring up Clive now."
* * * * *
Somewhere in the middle of the MI6 building at Vauxhall Cross, five people sat in a darkened room as they listened to audio of an overseas phone call. The only illumination in the room came from the computer monitors in front of them.
The man in front of the computer clicked on an icon and confirmed the phone at the overseas end was located somewhere in the U.S. Midwest. The official map had no name for the location, but two of those in the room knew it was the location of a secure U.S. Government facility known to many as Fort Apache, the headquarters of the HomeFront Security Task Force.
They also knew it was the current location of Prime Minister Brown, who was there to participate in a top-secret briefing with the newly-inaugurated American President. The conversation they just heard and recorded was thanks to one of the men who sat in the back of the room.
"That feckin' prick," Roisin hissed. "So much for being out sick." She turned to the one-eyed man sitting in the back of the room. "You were right. Tell me, are all of our mobiles equipped with that surveillance chip?"



"No," Regis said. "But most burner phones are. Fortunately, that's something we've been able to keep from the public. For obvious reasons." Now she had another decision to make. She thought about it for a moment before pulling out her cell. She punched in the number and waited for the man at the other end to answer.
"Sheffield and Brown are on the move. Follow Brown and keep me appraised of his location," she said.
"On our way," the man at the other end said before ending the call. She turned to Ross and hoped she made the right decision. She was concerned about Barker, but she had bigger concerns, namely the life of a particular American agent, and two of the turncoats working with McWhorter. Ross understood her conflict and nodded his head. She made one more call.
"Hello," Houston said when she answered the phone. Roisin could tell she had been asleep.
"Houston, this is Roisin. Sheffield is on his way to your location now. He'll probably be there in about 15 or 20 minutes. We've got assets in the vicinity of the room you're in. Brown is picking up the antidote from Barker. Try to maintain until we can get there. And watch yourself. He's up to no good."
"Will do," Houston said. Ending the call, she thought about what Roisin had said. Perhaps, she thought, he would try to drug her. She looked through her overnight bag and found the small tin that held the anti-date rape drug pills she got when they were in Washington. Opening it, she took a small tablet and placed it under her tongue. Then she sat back down on the couch and waited. About 15 minutes later, she heard a knock at the door.
"Come in," she said. The door opened and Alan Sheffield walked in. She took stock of his height and noticed the slight smirk on his face.
"How's your husband, Mrs. Smith," he asked.
"He's resting for now, thanks for asking. What brings you here?"
"Well, I just wanted to come by to let you know we have a lead on that antidote," he said. "My partner, Derek Brown, has gone to Hackney to see if he can collect it and bring it here."
"That is good news," Houston said. "Have you told Roisin?"
"Not yet," he said. "I wanted to wait until Derek got here."
"I see."
"So, you think that maybe we can sit for a little while, maybe get to know each other a bit before he gets here? I know we got off on the wrong foot and I wanted to make it up to you."
"Sure, have a seat," she said.
* * * * *
John sat on his chair, watching as the strange storm came closer. He remembered always being fascinated by storms and he enjoyed watching this one come close, the lightning flashing with increasing ferocity.
Houstonia sat behind him and watched the storm as well, but she wasn't fascinated by it at all. Something about this storm didn't sit well with her at all. Suddenly, the bedroom door opened and one of the scantily-clad women came inside, bowing as she approached Houstonia.
"Yes, what is it?" Houstonia asked.
"My Queen, the corpuscles are on their way. They're in the storm clouds."
"Very well," Houstonia said. "Sound battle stations. Prepare my steed."
"Yes, my Queen," the woman said, scurrying out of the room. Houstonia walked to John and placed a hand on his shoulder.
"They're coming," she said. "In the storm. You need to take shelter." He looked at her, shocked. Surely, she didn't expect him to hide.
"I can't hide while you fight to protect me," he said. "There's got to be something I can do." She looked at the incoming storm then back at him.
"Very well," she said. "There is an armored defensive position out there on the northeastern bastion. You can man the weapon there. It works just like the weapon I showed you earlier."
"Okay, I think I can do that," he said. "What are you going to do?"
"I must prepare for battle. I will meet them up there, where I can engage them directly," she added, pointing to the sky.
"Be safe, please," he said. She smiled and kissed him on the lips.
"Don't worry, John Smith. I'll be just fine." With that, she turned and started to don her fighting attire. John left the room and found his way to the northeastern bastion. He looked at the mounted weapon to familiarize himself. It was larger than the pistol he was given, but looked to operate in the same way.
He looked and saw blobs of red already being launched at the cloud, so he decided to pitch in. Taking the weapon off safe, he saw a green indicator bar that seemed to suggest the weapon was fully charged and ready for use. He grabbed the handles and aimed the weapon at the cloud. Surely I can't miss this, he thought as he pressed the trigger.
As he held the trigger, blobs of red -- something -- shot from the barrel and headed for the cloud. He saw yellow explosions and small puffs of smoke where the red blobs had hit their targets. Like shooting fish in a barrel, he thought as he continued to press the trigger. He heard a screech and looked up to see Houstonia on the back of her giant winged steed, heading into the sky above the growing cloud.
"You go get 'em, girl," he said quietly. Suddenly, he saw green blobs fly past his position. Some of them came straight for him, but were stopped by what he thought was some kind of an invisible shield. "Oh no, you did NOT shoot that green shit at me," he said. Then he realized he had heard that line before. But from where? He quickly realized he didn't have time to mull it over and pressed the trigger, firing into the cloud with everything he had.
Soon, the sky was filled with flying red and green blobs and he could see the froggish corpuscles and their pterodactyl-like beasts falling from the cloud in great numbers. As the cloud came closer to the fortress, it split into four parts and began to surround the fortress.
* * * * *
Alan looked at Houston as the two of them sat and made small talk. He had never really thought of her as anything other than a good-looking woman -- something to be used as arm candy by her husband. Of course, he was impressed with her to a certain extent, having seen what she did to Roisin that first day. To the best of his knowledge, no one had ever been able to best the Irish woman in a one-on-one contest.
After a few minutes of small talk, he decided to up the ante and checked his jacket pocket to make sure he still had the tablets. He did, so he made his move.
"Houston, would you like a bit of tea? My treat."
"That would be nice, Alan, thank you," she said. Watching him walk away, she noticed the tell-tale bulge in the back of his jacket and knew he had a weapon tucked into his belt.
She felt her phone buzz and pulled it out. There was a message from Roisin: "DB has antidote. On way to you now." She sent a quick acknowledgment and put her phone away before Alan got back. She had a pretty good idea what the two of them had in mind and she hoped the backup assets were in place.
A couple minutes later, Alan returned with two styrofoam cups of tea and handed one over to her, checking out her body as he did so. Damn, he thought, that's one bird I'm going to really enjoy eating. He watched as she took a sip of tea and wondered if the stuff he put in it acted as fast as he had been told.
It didn't take very long for Houston to realize that the tea Alan gave her had been spiked with something. Perhaps it was Ecstasy, perhaps it was something else. Fortunately, the pill she took earlier was doing its job.
She watched Alan to see if he was going to make a move or if he was waiting for his partner in crime. She noticed that he seemed to be watching her like a hawk. Perhaps, she thought, he's waiting to see when the drug will start to affect her.
He watched to see when the pill would take affect. He began to get a bit nervous after a while. She had consumed almost all of the tea but was still showing no indication that the Ecstasy was having an impact. Maybe, he thought, he should have used more than the two tablets he put in her drink. After a few minutes, the door opened and Derek came in, holding a syringe in one hand.
"I got it," he said.
"Good, go ahead and give it to him," Alan said.
"Maybe we should wait for the doctor," Houston told them. Alan shook his head.
"No worries, luv," he told her. "Derek knows what he's doing. Don'tcha, mate?"
"I know what I'm doing, don't worry you're sweet little head," Derek said as he began to insert the needle into John's IV.
"Once Derek's done, then we're gonna take care of both of you," Alan said with a wicked grin.
"What do you mean?" Houston asked. Alan just laughed and Derek laughed with him. The door opened again and the room began to fill up as Roisin, Ross and a few other members of the team came into the room.
"What are you doing?" Roisin asked.
"What does it look like?" Alan asked. "Derek got the antidote and he's giving it to John. That was the idea, wasn't it?"
"Get away from him, Derek. Both of you stay clear of the patient," Roisin ordered.
"Or what?" Alan asked. By now, Derek had already injected the antidote into John's IV and moved to one side. Alan had positioned himself between Houston and Roisin, mistakenly thinking Houston could do nothing to him at this point. Houston took the initiative and kicked Alan in the back of his legs, causing him to go down to his knees.
Derek too the opportunity to run out of the room, prompting the others to take after him. Roisin was still in the room, but her attention was now on Derek's attempted escape. Houston saw Alan reach back and grab the pistol in his belt. She knew if she did nothing, someone could get hurt or killed. She remembered something John once showed her and hoped she had enough strength.
Without thinking, she grabbed Alan by the chin and the back of his head and quickly snapped his head to one side. She heard a sickening crunch and saw his arms go limp. She let go and watched as he fell forward, his neck having been snapped. Shocked, Roisin looked at her former colleague, his neck broken. Then she looked at Houston.
"Look at his hand," Houston said. Roisin looked where Houston indicated and saw the small, illegal, semiautomatic pistol. Realizing that Houston had probably saved her life, she looked at Houston, smiled and nodded her head.
* * * * *
John furiously fired his weapon at the dark red cloud, watching the corpuscles and their flying beasts fall to the ground. He looked at the indicator and saw it was nearing the bottom of the scale. He hoped he had enough ammunition to get through the battle.
The sky was now filled with red and green blobs as he and the other defenders fired into the red clouds that now surrounded the fortress, blocking out almost all of the light from the sun. He saw streams of fire in the sky and knew they were from Houstonia's winged steed.
Suddenly, there was a brilliant flash of light in the sky and a long roll of thunder. A light rain began to fall and the cloud began to dissipate. As it did, the few remaining corpuscles turned and fled. Soon, the sky was clear and there were no more green blobs in the air. Seeing no need to continue fighting, he let loose of his weapon just as the last bar began to blink.
A few minutes later, Houstonia landed and rushed to the bastion where John was located. He looked at her as she approached him, and he began to remember. The name Houston came to his mind and he remembered that she was his wife. But who was Houstonia, he asked himself. And why did she look so much like his wife?
When Houstonia reached him, she put her hands on his shoulders and looked him in the eyes. Then she smiled.
"The antidote has been delivered, John Smith," she said. "You are going to live." He looked back at her and noticed that she was becoming transparent. He knew he was leaving, almost as if waking up from a dream. But there was something he had to know.
"Who are you?" he asked. "Really?" She smiled before she spoke.
"You know who I am, John," she said. "Deep down in your soul, you've always known. I'm the girl of your dreams. No matter where you go, I'm with you. Here," she said, pointing to his heart, "in your heart. And here," she added, pointing to his head, "in your mind. I am always with you. And I will never leave you. Never. Farewell, my love."
"Your heart," he thought. Then it hit him like a slap to the back of the head. "Urhart." Houstonia kissed him, full on his lips. And as she did, he noticed a change. The face became real and the hair was no longer white. He was now staring into the beautiful face of his one true love, his warrior princess. The true guardian protector of his heart -- Houston. She smiled as she kissed him.
He looked around and took in the scene in his room. He saw the tall man laying on the floor. Medics were examining him and Roisin was talking to someone on her phone. He looked at the IV tubes going into his arms and shook his head to clear his mind.
"What happened?" he asked Houston.
"Oh, just the usual," she said. "Some asshole tried to drug me so he and his buddy could fuck me while you watch. So I killed him. I broke his neck the way you taught me." John looked at her in shock.
"Apparently, when Houston says 'no,' she really means it, eh," Roisin said with a slight smile. Houston smiled as she looked at Roisin. John looked at the two of them and noticed something was different between them.
"It was either that or let him pull his firearm and kill Roisin, or me. And I wasn't about to do that," Houston said. "So I reacted, the way you taught me."
"I see. So, what's the deal between you two?" John asked, looking from one to the other. "Have you two buried the hatchet? Are you best buds or something now?"
"I suppose you could say we've become mates," Roisin said. "Especially now that she saved my life."
"Mates," John said. "I see. So what's going on here?"
"Your boss explained the whole situation to us last night," Roisin said. "In very graphic detail."
"My boss?" John asked. "Alpha One is here? In London?"
"Yes," Houston said. "I followed Company protocol and informed him after you were shot. He grabbed the first flight to London."
"Where is he now?" John asked. Just then, they heard Regis' voice booming in the hallway. A few seconds later, he entered the room. A couple of orderlies came in with him to collect Alan's body. By now, the investigators with Roisin had taken their photos and collected their evidence.
"Well, about Goddamn time you woke up, Smith," he said. "Or were you planning to sleep the rest of your time here and make Houston do all the heavy lifting," he asked, pointing to Alan's dead body.
"Good to see you too, boss," John said. "So, what's going on?"
"What's going on is the case is being resolved," Regis said. He turned to Roisin. "I hope your people can manage to collar Brown before he decides to climb Big Ben."
"As do I. They should be able to get him before he leaves the hospital," she said. Regis nodded his head.
"I hope the hell so," he said. He looked at Houston.
"Are you okay?" he asked. She nodded her head.
"I am now, boss, thank you," she said.
"Well, John, just so you know, Roisin and her team have been fully briefed on the whole situation. It seems their initial briefing left out a few details. And I'd like to find out how it is you managed to get two moles on your crew without you knowing about it," he added, looking at Roisin.
"I would too, sir," she said. "But that's an internal issue."
"Yes, it is," Regis said. "But I would still like to know when you find out." She smiled and nodded her head. Just then, a doctor and a couple of nurses came into the room. The doctor went to John and began examining him. He shook his head as he tried to figure out what happened to his patient.
"Well, doc?" Regis asked. "Can he go now?"
"I'd like to run some tests first, make sure there's no lasting brain damage, if it's all the same to you," the doctor said.
"Let the NIH people do their job," Roisin said. "We can wait outside the room while they work." Regis nodded his head as Houston walked to John's side. She gave him a kiss as the medical pros went over their charts.
"I'll be right outside sweetie," she said. "Don't worry, I'll be right back. I love you so much."
"I love you too," he said, returning her kiss. Three hours later, the doctor called everyone back into the room and gave them the news.
"I cannot explain it," he said. "Whatever it was that was injected into Mr. Smith's IV seems to have worked. I can't find any trace of the original compound, and there appears to be no lasting damage."
"So John can leave now?" Houston asked.
"I see no medical reason for him to remain. He can leave after we complete his discharge papers," the doctor said. "I think it would be best if he refrained from any strenuous activity for the next day or two. And if you see any signs of a relapse, bring him back immediately."
"Sounds good, doctor. Thank you for everything," Houston said. Both Roisin and Regis were talking on their cell phones, so she pulled the privacy curtain and helped John get dressed. "Are you feeling alright?" she asked as he put his clothes on.
"Yeah," he said. "I got a bit of a headache, and I feel like I just finished a marathon. Other than that, I'm alright."
"Good," she said. "I was so worried about you. The doctor thought there could be brain damage. He said if you were out much longer it might be irreversible."
"Guess it's a good thing Derek came with the antidote when he did," John said. "How are you holding up? You don't look like you've gotten much sleep. Have you been staying here the whole time?"
"Of course," she said. "I was scared for you and I wasn't about to let you out of my sight."
"Well, when we get outta here, I want to get something to eat. I'm starving," John said.
"Of course," Houston said. Seeing that John was dressed, she pulled the curtain back.
"Are you two ready to go now?" Regis asked.
"We are, boss," John said. They left the hospital and got into Roisin's car. As they made their way to the Ham Yard Hotel where John and Houston were staying, they discussed the situation.
"Derek has been apprehended by Metro Police," Roisin said. "They caught him just as he was leaving the building. He's been charged with the murder of Clive Barker and conspiracy to do great bodily harm to the two of you. I think they're looking at some other charges, but that's not my concern. By the way, Houston, there's a DCI Tom Black from Metro PD who may want to speak with you about Alan. I explained the situation to him, but I think he wants to make sure all his loose ends are sorted out."
"Thanks," Houston said. "Did you tell him Alan slipped on a bar of soap?" Roisin laughed.
"I hadn't thought of that," she said. "Why? Is that what you're going to tell him?"
"Maybe, I don't know yet," Houston shot back.
"What about the guy who was with Barker when I got shot?" John asked. "Any word on him?"
"Wait, there was another man with Clive when you got shot?" Roisin asked.
"Yes, didn't you see him?"
"No, you and Houston were in front of me and I didn't see him," Roisin said. "Shit."
"That's alright, we'll catch up to him sooner or later," John said. "Chances are, he's long gone by now anyway."
"Didn't you get a look at him, John?" Regis asked.
"No, I didn't. They were both wearing face coverings," John said.
"Figures," Regis said. "By the way, got word that the briefing went well. The President and the Prime Minister met afterward. The head of the Task Force will give me a briefing later."
"Ah, we're here," Roisin said as she pulled in front of the hotel. "I'll pick you up at 7:00 in the morning."
"Sounds good, Roisin," Houston said. "Thanks." They carried their things to their room and put them away.
"I don't know about you, but I'm starving," John said. "I really feel the need for some meat."



"I could use some meat myself, but not the kind they serve in the restaurant," Houston said playfully.
"Feeling a bit naughty, are we?" John asked.
"Well, you were out of it for what, two days? A girl has needs, you know."
"Tell you what, let's go grab a bite to eat and come back up for some playtime," John said.
"You're on," she said, kissing her husband on the lips. They went to the restaurant where John ordered a 10 ounce dry-aged ribeye steak, new potatoes and spinach. Houston ordered some organic salmon fish cake and a watercress salad. It set their budget back a bit, but John figured he owed it to himself since he hadn't eaten any real food in two days.
Afterward, they went back to their room where they wasted no time making frantic love to each other. They fell asleep in each other's arms and met Roisin in front of the hotel the next morning at 7:00.
John was met with applause when he walked into the team room at MI6 headquarters. He shook hands with Ross and the other members of Roisin's crew, then settled in to catch himself up on everything that happened since he was shot.
A couple hours later, Regis and the Home Secretary, Brent Cavanaugh, entered the room and got everyone's attention.
"We just received word that there's been an incident involving the President at Fort Apache," Brent said. "As far as we know, the PM is okay, however, one of our people -- Ian McWhorter -- has been arrested along with several others." He turned to Regis, who picked up the briefing from there.
"I've spoken with the head of the HomeFront Security Task Force, and have been told that the Speaker of the House, the current First Lady and others have been arrested. The President suffered only minor defensive injuries, but I'm told he's doing okay. John, I'd like you to reach out to our liaison officer and get as much as you can from him," Regis said.
"Will do, boss," John said.
"As you can imagine, there's been a media blackout on this," Regis added. "Aside from the main players at Fort Apache, you are the only others who know about this. I'm told the president will address the nation later, perhaps today or tomorrow."
After he finished, everyone turned back to their work. John pulled out his secure phone and called Ryan Ogilvie, Alpha Sector's new liaison officer assigned to the Task Force. Ryan picked up after the second ring.
"John, good to hear from you," he said. "How are you feeling? I heard you got shot."
"I'm doing well, Ryan, thanks for asking," John told him. "What's your sitrep?"
"Security was already tight as a drum here, but it's gotten even tighter, if you can believe it. There's armed Marines and Secret Service everywhere. The president is okay, though. He and the prime minister have been meeting for a good while now. Ian McWhorter has been arrested, and the State Department is working to revoke his diplomatic immunity. The First Lady and the Speaker has been arrested as well. Some others are going down too. It's gonna be a bloodbath in Washington for a while, I'm afraid."
"Talk about draining a swamp," John said sarcastically. Ryan chuckled at that.
"By the way, I heard from the medical researchers," Ryan said. "They all agree the stuff you got hit with was a derivative of the stuff a Cecelia Greene used against her victims. I hope that makes sense to you."
"It does," John said. "I'll be sure to pass it on. Thanks. Keep me in the loop if you would, please."
"Got it," Ryan said as they ended the call. He looked and saw Regis and Brent deep in conversation and decided to wait until they were finished. He didn't have long to wait as the two of them walked to his desk and motioned for Houston to join them.
"What's up, boss?" Houston asked.
"There's going to be a change in assignments," Regis said. "The president and Prime Minister Brown have agreed to extending the exchange agreement, at least for the next three years. The Home Secretary and I agree the two of you would be the best choice."
"You mean, you want us to stay here for the next three years?" John asked.
"Unless there's someplace else you'd rather be," Regis said. John and Houston shook their heads.
"No, not at all," John said.
"Good," Regis said. "I thought you'd see it my way. Once you've completed your after-action reports here, I want the two of you to return Stateside and get your household in order. In the meantime, I'll get your orders cut and start the process for your visas and housing allowances. Any questions?"
"No, sir, none," Houston said. Regis nodded his head.
"It's settled, then," he said. "Look on the bright side. You two will get to see Europe and you may learn something from your British counterparts."
"By the way, boss, I spoke with Ryan," John said. "He pretty much told me what we already knew, and he said the medical researchers believe I was hit with a derivative of what Cecelia used on her victims at Penrith."
"Damn," Regis said. "One more loose end to clean up." They continued working until about 6:00 pm, when Roisin told them everyone was heading to a nearby pub for a drink.
"Want to join us?" she asked.
"Sure, why not," John said. "Since we're going to be here for a few years, might as well start getting familiar with the local customs."
"What? You're going to stay here?" she asked.
"Yeah, Regis said we'll be here for the next three years," John said.
"So you're going to need to find a place to live, then, aren't you?"
"Well, I don't plan on renting a room at the hotel for three years," John said.
"Well, it just so happens there's a flat in my building that just became available. If you're interested, that is."
"Yeah, we're interested," Houston said.
"Good, I just happen to know the agent handling it," Roisin said. "I'll see if she can show it to you in the next day or so."
"Sounds good," John said.
"Come on, then, let's go," Roisin said. They went to the pub in Roisin's car and let her order for them. Roisin and the others seemed excited at the prospect of John and Houston spending the next few years with them. One of her colleagues, Mike McGregor, came by and tapped John on the shoulder.
"Care for a game of darts, mate?" he asked. John looked at the dart board and figured, what the hell.
"Sure, if you don't mind showing me how to play," he said.
"Watch him, John, he's a bloody shark," Roisin shouted at John. Mike laughed and patted John on the shoulder.
"Don't listen to her," he said. "I'll be gentle, promise." John smiled and listened as Mike told him the rules of the game. Houston watched her husband and smiled. She liked seeing him enjoy himself.
"He seems happy," Roisin said.
"Yes, it's good to see him enjoy himself," Houston said.
"Are you excited about your new assignment?" Roisin asked her.
"I am," Houston told her. "I know John feels the same way. We both like new challenges."
"You think maybe you can show me that thing you did with your hands on your first day here?" Roisin asked.
"Oh that?" Houston asked. "Sure. It's easy. I'll be happy to show you." They heard loud laughter coming from the area of the dart board and looked. John and Mike were thoroughly enjoying themselves. Probably swapping war stories, Houston thought to herself. Roisin smiled as she shook her head.
"Tell me, was John in the military?" she asked Houston.
"Spent six years in the Marine Corps," Houston said. Houston nodded her head.
"That explains it," she said. "Mike was in the Royal Marines for a while. No wonder they get along so well." Houston chuckled at that. A few minutes later, Regis and Brent walked up to them. Regis signaled for John and Mike to join them. They put the darts away and walked over to where the other team members were gathering.
"Listen John and Houston, I have to get going. My flight leaves Heathrow in a bit and I need to get back to the States. I expect one hell of an after action report from you two. I'll get everything started on your transfer and it should be well under way by the time you get back," he said. He turned to Brent and the two of them shook hands.
"Mr. Secretary, it's been a pleasure," he said. "Be sure to keep an eye on these two, though," he added with a smile, nodding at John and Houston. Everyone laughed, including John and Houston.
"I certainly will," Brent said. "Before you leave, though, I have one small bit of business." He pulled an envelope out of his jacket and handed it to Houston. "In the interest of fostering improved Anglo-American relations, I would like to offer a formal apology to the two of you for the manner in which you were treated. It was unprofessional and uncalled for. And I assure you it will never happen again."
"Thank you, Mr. Secretary," John said, extending a hand. "We accept your apology and we look forward to working with all of you. Besides, Mike owes me a rematch." They all laughed at that.
"You'll have plenty of opportunities for that," Brent said with a smile. "But watch him, I hear he's a shark." Mike feigned outrage at that remark to everyone's delight. Regis waved and walked out the door to catch a cab. Just then, Roisin's phone buzzed and she looked at the screen.
"Lisa, the agent I told you about, says she is available to show the flat tomorrow at 9:00 am," she said. "If you want, I'll pick you up at 8:30 and we can meet her together."
"Sounds like a plan," John said. After drinking another beer, John and Houston said their goodbyes and left with Roisin. A bit later, they were at the hotel and went into the elevator. Another person got into the elevator just as the doors were about to close.
John saw what looked like the butt of a pistol in a shoulder harness under the woman's jacket. Watching through his peripheral vision, he thought the woman looked a bit nervous and saw her eyeing the two of them. He leaned into Houston.
"Call Roisin," he whispered as quietly as he could. "Get her back here. Now." Houston nodded her head and pulled out her phone. She called Roisin's cell and hoped she would answer quickly.
"Hey girlfriend," Houston said loudly, trying to sound like a giggly college girl talking to her BFF. "Would you mind coming back to the hotel for a bit?"
"Girfriend? Is everything alright?" Roisin asked.
"No, it's just that something came up and we really need to talk to you," Houston bubbled. Roisin got the clue and quickly turned around.
"On my way," she said.
"Oh that's wonderful," Houston said loudly. "See you! Bye!" She ended the call just as the elevator door opened. John leaned into Houston one more time.
"Record," he whispered. She nodded her head and started the video camera on her phone. He guided her out first and turned to the other woman as she reached for the pistol. He struck her in the throat just as she pulled the pistol, causing her to drop the weapon. He kicked it into the hallway where it bounced against the opposing wall.
Angry, the woman turned to strike John with her fists, but he was too fast for her. In seconds, she was on the floor with his knee on her throat. She pounded on his leg as she gasped for air.
"I... can't... breathe," she croaked.
"Good," John growled. "Who the fuck are you and why did you try to shoot us?" He looked at her face and something about her seemed a bit familiar. It was her eyes. He had seen them before. It was the day he was shot. "You were there. You and your accomplice shot me, didn't you?"
"Only because your big arse was in the way," she hissed, her face turning red. John let up with his knee enough to let her breathe.
"What?" John asked.
"You were never the target," she said before glancing at Houston. John understood what the woman was saying, but didn't know why Houston would be a target.
"Do you work for Ian McWhorter?" he asked her. She laughed.
"That knob?" she asked. "Hah! He works for me."
"Not any more," John said. "He's in custody." Her eyes grew wide.
"That's not true," she said. "He's too smart for your lot."
"Apparently not," John said. Just then, another elevator door opened and Roisin came out. She looked at the scene before her as she pulled a pair of latex gloves from her pocket. She picked up the weapon and looked it over. Opening the breech, she saw the dart inside and pulled it out.
She looked at the woman on the floor and put the weapon down before grabbing a pair of handcuffs. The woman under John's knee shook her head and looked at John.
"Just wait," she growled. "The new way is coming. And when it does, your life will never be the same."
"What do you mean, new way?" John asked. She laughed, then bit down on something in her mouth. Seconds later, a white foam appeared on her lips and she died with a gasp. Roisin put two fingers to the woman's neck and shook her head.
"She's gone," Roisin said. She grabbed the woman's purse and opened it. Looking inside, she found two more darts and a small leather wallet. She opened it and pulled out what looked like a driver's license. "Susan Harrison," she read. "Does that name sound familiar to you?"
"No, not at all," John said. "But I'm certain she was with Barker the day I was shot." He turned to Houston. "Did you get all that?" Houston nodded her head.
"I got it," she said. By then, Roisin had pulled her phone out and was calling for an ambulance.
"Send it to Roisin, please," John said. Houston nodded her head and forwarded the video to Roisin. After calling for an ambulance, Roisin got back up and looked at John and Houston.
"You know Metro PD will probably get involved," she said. "You two go to your room, I'll handle the police. Don't go anywhere. I'll pick you up in the morning. I'll look at that video tonight and see what I can find."
John and Houston went to their room and ordered a meal to be delivered to them. They ate mostly in silence. John went through everything he heard Susan tell him in his mind. Why would they be targeting Houston? They went to bed and held each other. Sex was the last thing on their minds.
The next morning, they heard a knock on the door. John looked through the peephole and saw a sandy-haired older man in a suit and an overcoat. He had the look of a policeman about him, so John cracked open the door.
"Yes," he said. The man held up a set of credentials.
"Detective Chief Inspector Tom Black, Metro PD," he said. "Are you John Smith?"
"Yes, I am," John said.
"May I come inside, please," Tom asked politely. John nodded his head and opened the door to let the policeman inside.
"Who is it, dear?" Houston called from the bathroom.
"Police," John said. "You may want to come out if you're decent."
"Be right there," she said. John turned back to Tom.
"So, what can we do for London's finest?" he asked. Tom gave a thin smile before speaking.
"Just looking for some answers," Tom said. "Are you acquainted with a Susan Harrison?"
"Afraid not, Inspector," John said. "Should I be?"
"She's the one who pulled a weapon on you at the elevator just down the hall," Tom said.
"Oh, her," John said. "I didn't know her name at the time. She didn't introduce herself before she pulled her weapon. Why?"
"I see. Can you explain why an unemployed biochemist would go after two American tourists?" Tom asked. Just then, Houston came into the room.
"No, I have no idea," John said. "Can you explain that, dear?" he asked, looking at Houston. She shook her head.
"I can't explain it, either," she said. Tom looked from Houston to John and then back to Houston, trying to get a feel for the two Americans. Odd, he thought. They seem to be taking all this rather well. Too well, he thought.
"I understand you were shot and spent some time in hospital," Tom said, looking at John. John nodded his head.
"Yes, but I'm much better now, as you can see, thanks to your NIH doctors. Fortunately, the people who shot me didn't use real bullets, or I probably would've died."
"Right," Tom said, making notes in his little book. He looked back at them and thought for a bit before speaking again. "It seems to me that people have a habit of dying around you two. I understand it was all in self-defense, but two people in two days? One with a broken neck, and the other from an apparent poisoning. I have a very difficult time processing all that."
"What's that old saying, Inspector? Shit happens?" John asked. Tom snorted as he nodded his head.
"So I've heard," he said. "How long are the two of you going to be in London?"
"I don't know, Inspector," John said. "We're wrapping up some business for the company we work for. Maybe two days. Three at most."
"Well, hopefully, I won't see two or three more dead bodies," Tom said as he put his book away.
"I hope not as well," John said. Tom looked at them for a few moments, then gave the "I'll be watching you" sign, pointing to his own eyes, then at John and Houston.
"I'll be keeping an eye on you two," he said. "I may have some questions for you later."
"Of course, Inspector," John said. "Whatever we can do to help." Tom smiled grimly as he nodded his head, then left the room. John looked at Houston before saying anything.
"That went well," he said. An hour later, they met Roisin outside the hotel.
"I hear you got a visitor this morning," Roisin said as she drove them to view the flat.
"Yes, DCI Black came by," John said. "I don't think we have anything to be worried about, but I don't like the idea of the police looking over our shoulder either."
"Neither do I, John, but they're a valuable ally and could come in very handy when the time comes," Roisin said. "I did some research on Harrison, by the way."
"What did you find?" Houston asked.
"She's an unemployed biochemist," Roisin said. "She worked for a company up north until about a year ago, then mysteriously quit. No one knew where she was off to. The address on her license turned out to be a completely empty flat. No furniture, nothing. Not even a fingerprint or a strand of hair."
"Obviously professionally cleaned," John said.
"I agree," Roisin said. "The only family we could locate was a younger sister in her second year at Uni. She's studying government and political science. Her name is Victoria. Mike is interviewing her this morning. We're here," she added as she pulled into the parking lot of a large apartment building.
They met a smartly-dressed blonde woman in the lobby of the building. Roisin gave her a hug and introduced her to John and Houston.
"John, Houston, this is Lisa Simmons," she said. "Lisa, John and Houston Smith." John and Houston shook Lisa's hand and followed her into the elevator.
"Are you two ex-pats? I deal with a lot of those in my line of work."
"No," John said. "The company we work for has assigned us to work out of London for the next three years."
"Wonderful," Lisa said. "Well, as you probably already know, things are a bit different here than in the States. I'll be more than happy to help acclimate you if you like."
"That would be nice, thanks," Houston said. They went into the flat and looked around. John and Houston liked the open design of the place. It seemed to be more spacious than they thought. It also had a nice view of the city and the Thames River.
They walked around the place and took note of the large bedroom and the spacious bathroom, which was obviously designed to accommodate two people at a time. John looked at Houston, and she nodded her head in approval.
"Does the furniture come with the place?" John asked.
"It can, if you wish," she said. "It will increase the rate, though."
"That's fine, as long as it's reasonable," he said. "It would sure save us the trouble of shipping all our stuff here."
"Yes, it would," Houston said.
"So, what's the damage?" John asked. He thought he was going to pass out when she told him the price, but Roisin spoke up.



"It's really quite reasonable for this area, John," she said. He did a bit of math in his head. If they rented their place out while they were gone, they could cover the mortgage and the taxes on it. Plus, the housing and cost-of-living allowances they would receive from Alpha Sector would more than cover the cost of this place.
"What do you think?" he asked Houston.
"I really like this place," she said. He nodded his head, then turned to Lisa.
"We'll take it," he said.
"Excellent," Lisa said with a smile. They spent the next hour hashing out the details. John paid the security deposit with his Visa debit card and Lisa finalized the paperwork online. "Don't forget to get me a copy of your work visa," she told him. "We'll definitely need that." When they finished, she smiled and shook their hands. "Welcome to London," she said with a cheery smile.
From there, they went to the team room at MI6 headquarters. Mike was waiting for them when they arrived.
"I spoke to Victoria Harrison," he said. "She claims she has no idea what her sister was up to. Said she hadn't spoken to her much at all since their parents died a year and a half ago."
"Any idea what Susan meant by a 'new way?'" John asked. Mike shook his head.
"No idea whatsoever," he said. "I've looked it up and didn't see anything. Maybe you can find something."
"I'll see what I can find," John said. Just then, Ross came into the room and turned on the large television mounted on the wall.
"Everyone, you need to see this," he announced. The team stopped what they were doing and watched the television.
"Sky News has just learned that a government official with the Home Secretary's office was arrested along with high-ranking members of the United States government. The arrests took place during a high-level summit between Prime Minister Brown and President Pierce. For more, we turn to Fox News," the anchor said. The scene shifted to an American reporter.
"Multiple arrests of highly-placed figures were carried out at a government base in the Midwest. Among those arrested were First Lady Barbara Pierce, House Speaker Judy Chastain and at least two staffers. One of those staffers was reportedly arrested for what officials said was the alleged murder of former President Lincoln Skaggs.
"A British diplomat was also taken into custody. According to reports, the diplomat was allegedly involved in a long-term sexual relationship with the First Lady. More to come as details of this are made available. President Pierce is set to address the nation soon. Stay tuned," the anchor said.
"Damn," John said. As they watched, the scene shifted yet again, this time to the Oval Office. President George Pierce sat behind his desk, looking resolute. John noticed that he appeared to be in some pain, but was managing to hide it well.
"My fellow Americans," he began. "You've probably heard by now that prominent figures -- including the First Lady -- have been arrested. I won't keep you in suspense. Those reports are true. It has come to our attention that there has been an ongoing international plot to overthrow the duly-elected government of the United States by a group of individuals seeking to fundamentally transform humanity in a way that defies all logic or reason.
"If this plot had been successful, not only would this government have been overthrown, but the special relationship between this country and one of our closest allies would have been irrevocably damaged. I am happy to say that plot has been stopped in its tracks." He stopped reading the teleprompter, took off his glasses and pushed his papers aside.
"Please allow me to speak heart-to-heart with you for a moment. I'm just a simple, plain-spoken man who says what he means and means what he says. I grew up on my father's farm in Idaho, played football in high school and college. Served in the Army for a while, then went to Boise to serve as a state representative. From there, I went to the state Senate, then came here to Washington to serve in the House and later in the Senate.
"I was honored when Lincoln Skaggs asked me to be his running mate six years ago, and I swore I would work to bring decency and integrity to this administration. I'm here now because someone murdered the former president. You'll learn more about that in due course.
"You may also have heard that the First Lady -- Barbara Pierce -- has been involved in a long-term affair. That report, unfortunately, is also true. I can't begin to describe how I feel about that right now. I met Barbara in high school, married her out of college and raised two sons with her. Normally, I would have divorced her, but thanks to events out of my control, I was unable to. You'll learn about that in due course as well.
"We're not going to agree on everything, but as my former constituents in Idaho can tell you, I'm ready to calmly discuss any disagreement with anyone, anywhere and any time. But one thing I think we can all agree on is this -- we are a nation of laws. While I'm president, know this. No one, not even the First Lady or the Speaker of the House, is above the law.
"I fully intend to finish Lincoln Skaggs' second term as spelled out in the Constitution. I may decide to run for another term, but right now, I'd just as soon go back to the family farm and retire. I had hoped to spend those years with Barbara, but that's not going to happen. I'll let you know when I've made that decision.
"Until then, may God bless you, and may God bless these United States of America and her allies. Good night," he said as the screen faded to black, followed by a panel of talking heads intent on telling their audience what they had just heard and what it really meant. Ross turned the television off. The room was buzzing with talk. John put his head in his hands.
"Are you all right, mate?" Mike asked him. He nodded his head.
"Yeah, I'll be okay, Mike, thanks for asking," John said. Mike patted his shoulder and walked off. Ross came over to them.
"Well, it looks like everything Regis told us turned out to be true," he said. "We've got our work cut out for us."
"That's putting it mildly, Ross," John said. "I think we're going to be hearing some pretty strange stories over the next few weeks and months."
"I think you're right," Ross said.
* * * * *
That night, as John and Houston lay in bed, she rolled over and looked at her husband. He felt her turn and looked into her face. He felt so lucky to have her by his side.
"John, can we talk for a couple minutes?"
"Yeah, sure. What's on your mind?"
"I was just wondering... You know, I watched you when you were in the hospital. I know you were out of it, but it looked to me like you were having a hell of a dream. Do you remember anything from that?" He nodded his head slowly.
"Yeah, I do," he said. "Why?"
"Would you mind telling me about it?" she asked. "Whatever was going on in your head, it just seemed to be so intense, the way you were thrashing around." He thought for a bit before answering. He remembered everything, in vivid detail. But he wasn't sure how she would react to what he had to say. He decided the best approach would be the truth. It might cause a fight, but at least he could look at himself and honestly say he never lied to her.
"Well," he said. "I woke up inside what looked to me like an animated cartoon. It was a lot like that Heavy Metal movie. Except I was the only real person or thing there. I couldn't remember anything. I didn't even know who I was. Then I came under attack. I thought I was gonna die. Then you came along."
"Me?" Houston asked.
"Well, a version of you," he said. "You remember that costume you made after the Legstrom thing?"
"Yeah?" she asked tentatively.
"That's what you were wearing. You carried a flaming sword and you rode this giant winged creature that wore armor."
"And I saved you from whatever it was that was attacking you?" she asked.
"Something like that," John said. "And the things attacking me were called corpuscles. Then you came over to me and said, 'come with me if you want to live, John Smith.' So I followed you and we rode to your fortress."
"Oh come on," she said.
"No, it's true. You told me your name was Houstonia and you were the Queen Protector of the realm of Urhart. You fed me, helped me take a bath, then, uh, made love to me. Said you were there to see to all of my needs."
"Wait, wait," she said. "Are you telling me that you had sex with a Heavy Metal cartoon version of me?"
"Uh, yeah," he said. "Are you mad?"
"Mad?" she asked. "I guess I should be, but I'm not. Not really. At least it was me and not Roisin or some other woman. And I now know what it was that got you all excited while you were out."
"You mean..." John began.
"Yeah, you got hard," she said. "So, I decided to give you some relief."
"What?" John asked. "You actually had sex with me in my hospital bed?"
"I, uh, gave you a blowjob. It was kinda wicked, but I felt like I had to do it," she said.
"You naughty girl," he said, tickling her.
"ME? Naughty? You were the one having sex with a cartoon version of your wife," she said.
"Right before I woke up, I remember asking who you really were," John said. "You told me I already knew, deep in my heart. And you were right. You really are the girl of my dreams and the guardian of my heart, you know that?"
"Only because I love you with all my heart, John Smith," she said as she climbed on top of him. "I can't live without you. And right now, I need you to make love to me." He smiled as he put his hands on the soft flesh of her buttocks.
"As you wish, my queen," he said.
"Oh, wait," she said, sitting up. "There's something I need to do."
"What's that?" he asked as she grabbed her phone. He watched her move her fingers over the screen, then he heard the strains of a very familiar song.
It's your one way ticket to midnight
Call it Heavy Metal
Higher than high, feelin' just right
Call it Heavy Metal
* * * * *
Epilogue:
John and Houston finished their after-action reports and returned to the States to prepare for their three-year assignment to London. Roisin said they should prepare for a "right knees-up" when they returned.
They spent two weeks getting everything ready. And it was a very busy two weeks. They put nearly all of their belongings into storage at Alpha Sector's headquarters and shipped the rest to London. Roisin promised to make sure everything would be delivered to their flat. Then they contracted with a property management company to rent the house out for at least three years.
The DOJ investigation of the incident had just begun and already, some fairly salacious details had managed to get leaked to the press. John knew this was only the beginning and a part of him was glad he and Houston would be out of the country when the full scope of what happened became public knowledge.
Diplomats on both sides of the Atlantic were also arguing over Ian McWhorter's fate. Now that he had been stripped of his diplomatic immunity, he was facing serious charges in both the US and the UK.
A week after returning, John and Houston got their visas and emailed copies to Lisa as promised. Finally, everything was either packed away or shipped to London, and the two of them were in Regis' office saying their farewells.
"Not gonna be the same without the two of you around here to be a pain in my ass, you know that," Regis asked sarcastically. John laughed at that.
"Well, I promise to be a pain in your ass from afar, how's that, boss?" he asked. Regis laughed in response.
"I don't doubt that you will be, son," he said. "Seriously, John, I want to see sitreps every couple weeks at a minimum. You hear me?"
"Got it boss," John said.
"So, what's your take on all this?" Regis asked. "What's your gut telling you?"
"My gut's telling me we've just scratched the tip of the iceberg," John said. "There's so many unanswered questions. I can't explain it, but I get the feeling things are gonna get... interesting."
"My gut's telling me the same thing, John," Regis said. "And I think Oscar and the folks over at the Task Force are feeling it as well. Keep your eyes and ears open over there, John. That sign at our entrance says Alpha Sector is the first line of defense. And that makes you two the tip of Alpha Sector's spear, so to speak. We're all counting on you."
"I understand, boss," John said.
"Well, enough of this," Regis said. "Let's get you two off to your new home. Good luck, John," he added, shaking John's hand. Then he turned to Houston. "And good luck to you as well," he said, giving her a fatherly hug. "You look after him, you hear me?" he asked, pointing at John. Houston smiled.
"Don't worry boss," she said. "I've got his six." Regis smiled at that.
* * * * *
Several hours later, as the plane descended into Heathrow airport, John looked out the window at the city below. This would be their home base for the next three years -- at least. He looked forward to the challenge and the prospect of meeting and making new friends.
But he also knew something terrible was brewing on the horizon. He just didn't know what it was, exactly. But he did know the next few years would prove to be... interesting.
* * * * *
Note: Victoria Harrison's rise to power is written about in "Revenge in Advance: The New Way." Stay tuned for more adventures in the lives of John and Houston Smith. And remember, this is fiction, which means it's not real...
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* * * * *
It was 3:30 in the morning, when I woke up with the urge to hit the bathroom. I finished my business, washed my hands and made it back to bed. I looked at the sweet face of the naked woman who had shared that bed with me for the last month or so.
Believe it or not, it had been right about six weeks since my cousin, Candi -- or "Buttercup" as we all called her -- moved into my condo in Albuquerque, New Mexico. She had just been admitted to the University of New Mexico, where I had already been a student for the last year. Candi and I had always been close growing up -- so close that all the adults called us "kissing cousins," even though we had never actually kissed. Well, that is, up until fairly recently.
In those six short weeks, she had not just moved into my condo, but into my bed, and yes, into my heart as well. Although the condo was in my name, she had managed to firmly establish herself as the indisputable "woman of the house." She had also managed to completely reorganize my humble abode into something we both could enjoy.
I had no complaints whatsoever -- I had, after all, given her the green light to do what she felt was necessary, especially since she would be living here with me while she attended school. In my mind it was just as much her place as it was mine. I was reminded a bit of my parents and my aunt and uncle.
While it was clear that my dad and my Uncle Grove were the men of their respective households, it was my mom and my Aunt Pat who made those houses a "home." And so it was with Candi. And the sex? Well, that was just the icing on the cake.
I remembered a discussion my dad and I had shortly after I turned 18. He asked me to join him in the garage so he could "beat my ass" at a game of darts. It turned out that was just his way of getting the two of us alone for "The Talk." You know, what the old-timers used to call the "birds and the bees" discussion.
"Remember, Tim, sleeping with a woman doesn't make you a man," he told me. That's me, by the way -- Tim Wheeler. "It's waking up with her and facing the challenges of everyday life with her -- putting her needs ahead of your wants. One of these days, you'll meet the woman of your dreams and you'll know what I'm talking about."
"How will I know when I've met her?" I asked him. He just looked at me with a smile.
"Trust me, son, you'll know," he said. "And you may be a bit surprised when you figure out who she is." Damn, I thought. Did he know how Candi felt about me back then? I couldn't help but wonder what else he and my mom knew.
Regardless of what they knew, I realized that my dad was right. Sure, I had slept with more than one woman since coming to Albuquerque, but this was completely different. It was one thing to have sex with a woman from time to time, but it was quite another to wake up to the same face day after day.
And if truth be told, I rather enjoyed waking up to Candi's lovely face. Since she moved in, I had learned a lot about her. For instance, I found that she was a bit of an exhibitionist and enjoyed teasing me in public, like the time we drove to Heron Lake State Park.
The plan was to enjoy a bit of sun and fishing, which we did. But she decided to up the ante a bit by flashing me on the way there and back. I was concerned that we would end up getting pulled over, but we didn't. We did have a close call though, and had a great time when we got back to the condo. I'll tell you about that one of these days.
I got back into the bed and Candi snuggled up to me, almost by reflex. I know she's my cousin, but this just feels so... right. I wrapped an arm around her and fell back to sleep.
* * * * *
We were parked on the couch watching television that evening, having just eaten dinner. Candi had pretty much taken over the kitchen, which suited me just fine. Since moving in, she had turned the kitchen into something usable, and she was actually a very good cook, having learned the art from her mother. I tried helping her a time or two, only to be shooed out.
Truth is, I've eaten better these last six weeks than I've eaten in a very long time. Her dinners were far more tasty and healthier than the frozen dinners and crap food I've been feeding myself.
"You'd be better off eating the cardboard box than what's inside," Candi said when she first looked through my freezer. When I read the actual ingredients, I had to admit, she made a good point.
I looked over at my cousin, who was laying back on the couch wearing only a t-shirt and a tiny pair of panties. She rolled over on her back and saw me looking at her.
"What are you thinking about?" she asked.
"I was just thinking about how much my life has improved since you moved in," I told her. Which was true. She smiled, lifted one leg and put a bare foot up to my face.
"Then kiss my foot," she said mischievously. This was an old game of hers that would normally start a running tickle fight that would only end when one set of parents or another would demand we stop before someone got hurt.
I took her foot in my hand and carefully considered it. I looked back at her and smiled. Then I did something I never thought I would do. I began kissing her foot, paying special attention to her delicate toes. I don't have a foot fetish, mind you. It just felt like the right thing to do at the time. I wanted to see how she would react.
At first, she looked shocked, then her face softened and she began biting her lower lip, moaning softly as I ministered to her. I put her foot down, and she lifted her other leg.
"Don't forget this one," she said with a grin. I repeated my actions, watching her face. As I kissed her, she began running her hands under her panties and I could see her masturbating as I kissed her foot.
"You have such sexy feet," I told her.
"You think my feet are sexy?" she asked.
"I think you're sexy all over," I said. Her smile widened and she pulled her panties off before wrapping her arms around my neck.
"Well, just for that, I'm going to suck (kiss) your (kiss) cock (kiss) until you cum in my mouth," she whispered. "What do you think about that?"
"Sounds good to me," I said as she pulled my shorts and boxers down. The next thing I knew, she had taken my enlarged cock in her mouth and proceeded to give me yet another mind-blowing blow job. True to her word, she sucked until I erupted in her mouth, swallowing the whole load. Then she took a long sip of her coke to wash it down.
Sitting in my lap, her legs straddling me, she put her arms around my neck and kissed my face several times. Then she looked me straight in the eye.
"Do you know how much I love you, Tim Wheeler?" she asked.
"Probably as much as I love you," I told her.
"That's scientifically impossible," she said with a smile. "I've loved you my whole life."
"And I've loved you my whole life as well. We're cousins, after all."
"Yes, we are," she said. "But it's more than that. Much more. It's true that I've been with other guys, but I always found myself comparing them to you. When I was younger, I talked to Mom about my feelings for you and she suggested I date other guys first. She wanted me to make sure that what I felt for you was real and not just puppy love or a fantasy blown out of proportion. Well, guess what?"
"What?"
"I realized that I'm madly in love with you and I want to spend the rest of my life with you. That is, if you want me," she said.
"Of course I want you," I said. "But we're cousins. Isn't there a law..." She put a finger on my lips and shook her head.
"Fortunately for us, we live in New Mexico," she said.
"What's that got to do with anything?"
"Well, in New Mexico, we can legally do what we're doing. We can even get married if you want," she said.
"You want to get married?" I asked, surprised.
"Someday," she said. "But I promised my parents I'd get my degree first."
"Wait, your parents know?" I asked.
"Of course, silly," she said. "You don't think I'd be able to hide something like that from them, do you?"
"And they're okay with it?"
"Mom was a bit concerned at first. I showed her what I found on the Internet and we had a long talk about it. After we talked, she was okay with it, though. She loves us both and she just wants us to be happy," she said.
"What about your dad?" I asked.
"Well, he took a bit more convincing, but he finally came around."
"So if your parents know, chances are mine do as well. You know how they talk about everything," I said.
"I think your parents figured it out a long time ago, though," she said.
"I think you're right," I told her, remembering the things they had said to me and the way they said them.
"I guess the only question left is... Is it what YOU want?" she asked. I looked deep into her eyes and thought for just a second before answering.
"You know what? It is," I said. "I've never felt so content or happy in my whole life. These last six weeks have been... amazing. You're the sexiest, most amazing girl I've ever known in my life and I really can't imagine wanting anything or anyone else." Her face broke out in a wide grin.
"Are you sure about that, Tim?" she asked.
"More than anything," I said.
"I promise you this, Tim. I'm strictly a one-man woman, and I'll be yours for as long as you want me," she said.
"That could be a very, very long time," I said.
"I certainly hope so," she said, giving me a deep tongue kiss.
"And for the record, I'm strictly a one-woman man," I said.
"Better be, otherwise I'll have to do a Lorena Bobbitt on you," she said with a smile. Somehow, I believed she actually would...
* * * * *
A couple days later, Candi left the condo to do some shopping. She wanted to buy some clothes for classes and pick up some groceries. I knew she would be gone for a couple hours, so I called my parents. Dad picked up the call.
"Hello," he said when he answered.
"Hey, Dad, just me," I said. "Is Mom around? I'd like to talk with both of you for a bit."
"Yeah, sure," he said. "Is everything alright?"
"Yeah, everything's going great. I just wanted to talk to you guys about something."
"Okay, hang on," he said. I heard him calling for my mother to pick up the extension in her office and soon, I was speaking to both of them.
"Is everything okay, Tim?" she asked, sounding concerned.
"Everything's fine, Mom, I just wanted to talk with you guys about Candi."
"Everything okay between you two?" Dad asked.
"Couldn't be better, actually," I said. "It's just..."
"You've fallen in love with her?" Mom asked.
"Yeah, how'd you know?" I asked.
"Because I'm your mother, that's how," she said jokingly.
"Is that true, son," Dad asked.
"Yeah, it's true, Dad," I said.
"And how does she feel about that?" he asked.
"She feels the same way about me," I said.
"Well, it's about time you woke up, son," he said. "Don't you agree, Martha?"
"I do, Jacob," she said.
"You mean, you guys knew all this time?" I asked.
"Of course, son," Dad said. "You don't think we just fell off the turnip truck yesterday, did you?"
"Have you talked to Aunt Pat and Uncle Grove?" I asked.
"We talk all the time," Mom said.
"And they know as well?" I asked. Both of them laughed at that. I couldn't understand what they found so funny.
"Truth is, son, we've all known for years how she felt about you," Dad said. "We were just waiting for you to figure it out. I just wanna know one thing."
"What's that, Dad?"
"Do you love her enough to marry her?" he asked. "You know, it's legal for you two to marry in New Mexico."
"Yes, I do," I said after a few moments. I was stunned at the way this conversation was going. I had no idea they all knew this about her. "But I know she wants to wait until after she's got her degree."
"That's probably a good idea," Mom said.
"When do you plan to make it official?" Dad asked.
"I don't know," I said. "I haven't thought that far ahead yet."
"You guys planning to come down for Thanksgiving?" Dad asked. "Your Aunt Pat and Uncle Grove are planning to come up here this year. It would be a nice family renunion."
"Yeah, so far as I know," I said.
"Good," Mom said. "Why don't you propose to her then. I've got your Grandma Wheeler's ring here and she specifically said she wants you to have it." My Grandma Wheeler died a few years ago from pancreatic cancer and I still missed her. She was one of the first to call us "kissing cousins" when we were little.
"You guys would be okay with that?" I asked.
"Are you kidding?" Dad asked. "It would be a holiday gathering we'll never forget."
"Okay," I said. "We'll do it then."
"Wonderful," Mom said. "I'll get it cleaned and ready for you." We talked a bit longer, then ended the call, as I knew Candi would be back soon. Mom made me promise not to be a stranger and call more often. Dad reminded me to focus on my studies. We finally said our farewells and ended the call. When Candi came in, I helped her with her bags and the groceries and we settled in for the day.
* * * * *
Classes started back up a few weeks later in August and we found ourselves up to our eye teeth in homework and studies. We compared schedules and worked up a plan so we could ride together as often as possible. The two of us were sitting at a table in the common area when I heard a familiar female voice.
"Hi Tim, mind if I join you?" We both looked up and saw Sheila Jackson. I had to admit, she looked good in her blouse and tight-fitting jeans. I motioned to one of the empty chairs. She set her things down and took the chair. "So, who's this?" she asked, looking at Candi. She turned back to me before I could answer. "Did you find another girlfriend?" Candi started to say something, but I beat her to the punch.
"Actually, yes, this is Candi. Candi, this is Sheila, an old girl friend," I said.
"Hello, Sheila," Candi said. "I heard you hooked up with some airman. What happened?"
"Well, he got transferred up north somewhere," she said. "So, are you two an item?"
"Yes," I told her before Candi could say anything. "We've known each other for years, haven't we, sweetheart?" Candi smiled before saying anything.
"Yes we have," she told Sheila. "In fact, we're living together." I could see Sheila deflate like a balloon as she sat in her chair. No doubt, she thought she could just sashay herself back into my life after her airman boyfriend left her. Fat chance. Even if Candi and I weren't together, I wouldn't have taken Sheila back, not after she left me for another guy.
"Oh," she said quietly. "So, I guess you're not available anymore."
"Nope," I said. "I'm off the market. For good. Besides, I don't really care much for being someone's fall-back plan."
"I... I see," Sheila said, standing up. "Well, I guess I'd better get going. It was good to meet you, Candi. Take care of Tim. He's a good man."
"Yes he is, and I intend to," Candi said with a smile. "Every chance I get." After she walked off, Candi scooted her chair closer to me.
"So, we're an item now?" she asked with a wicked smile.
"Yup," I said. "You and me against the world, and all the evil denizens in it, cuz." She gave me a quick kiss before looking in Sheila's direction.
"Got that right, cuz," she said. "Not a bad-looking girl," she added. "Even though her tits are a bit lopsided. I can see how you'd be attracted to her."
"You got her beat by a country mile," I whispered.
"Smart answer, cowboy," she said, punching me in the arm.
* * * * *
November came around soon enough, and we left the condo the afternoon before Thanksgiving so we could get to Roswell and rest before the big day. The sun had just gone down when we pulled up to my parents' house. Mom came out and greeted us both with a hug, as did my father, who helped carry our luggage inside.
I had a feeling it would be a bit hard on my parents to have Candi and I in the same bed, especially since we weren't officially engaged yet, so I gave up my room to her and racked out on the couch. We discussed it on the way down and agreed it would be best, and it would only be for one or two nights, tops. My parents seemed to appreciate the gesture.
The next day, I got up early, showered, dressed and put away the bedding I used overnight. Aunt Pat and Uncle Grove showed up around 9:30 that morning, and we all got reunited. The women went into the kitchen to talk and prepare dinner while Dad, Uncle Grove and I caught up on what was going on in the world. We also watched one of the parades on television.
Nothing was said about mine and Candi's relationship. From what I could tell, it was pretty much a normal family Thanksgiving. My mother came into the front room where we were sitting about 11:30 and motioned for me to follow her.
"Better go see what your Mom wants, son," Dad said with a knowing smile. I got up and followed my mother into the master bedroom. She closed the door, then grabbed a small box out of her top dresser drawer and handed it to me. I looked inside and saw Grandma Wheeler's rings.
"Tim, I want you to know that your father and I spoke to your Aunt Pat and Uncle Grove. They know you plan to propose to Candi," she said.
"Are they okay with it?" I asked.
"They're more than okay with it," Mom said. "At first I don't think your uncle liked the idea, but he knows how close the two of you have always been. He's just a good father, protective of his daughter. When you have kids, you'll be the same way, trust me." I looked at her and saw tears start to form in her eyes.
"Mom? What's the matter?" She wiped the tears from her eyes and smiled at me.
"Oh, nothing. It's just... My little boy is turning into a man," she said, her voice trembling. "I love you so much and I'm so proud of you. I know you and Candi are perfect for each other. I just want to know that you're absolutely sure you want to do this."
"Absolutely, Mom," I said. "I love her and I want to spend the rest of my life with her." She smiled and put her arms around me.
"Alright," she said when she broke the hug. "Why don't you do it after we eat the main meal but before dessert, okay?"
"Okay, Mom," I said. I put the small box in my pocket as she wiped her face, then we went back out. A couple hours later, Mom and Aunt Pat called us in to the dining room, where they had everything set on the table. We all took our places and I was happy to see that Candi was seated next to me.
As was our family tradition, Dad said a prayer of thanks and we dug in. The women had gone all out this year, and it seemed there was enough to feed us all for the next week. We enjoyed the food and the conversation was light. A good time was had by all.
When we had finished stuffing ourselves, Mom, Aunt Pat and Candi took the remnants into the kitchen, clearing the table for dessert, which usually meant homemade pies and ice cream. They came back out and laid the pies and buckets of ice cream on the table, then passed out the plates and bowls. After they sat back down, Mom gave me a look.
"Showtime," I thought to myself. I can't remember ever feeling so nervous in my life.



"Um, excuse me, everyone," I said, getting their attention. "Before we have dessert, I'd like to say something to Candi, if I may?"
"Sure, go ahead, son," Dad said with a knowing smile. I looked at Candi, who seemed a bit confused. Then I pulled the box out of my pocket and got on one knee next to her. I heard my Aunt Pat gasp. I opened the box so Candi could see Grandma Wheeler's ring. When she saw it, her eyes opened wide.
"Candi," I said nervously. "My dad once told me that I would know when I've met the right woman, the one I want to spend the rest of my life with. The truth is, I've loved you all my life and I want to spend the rest of my life with you. I love you, Candi, my Buttercup. Will you marry me and make me the happiest man alive?"
Her face broke out into a wide smile and she threw her arms around me, holding me tight. She covered my face with kisses before saying anything.
"Yes, yes, yes, a thousand times, yes," she said. "I love you too and I promise to be the best wife you could ever want." Everyone watched as I slipped the ring on her finger. I was surprised to see that it fit perfectly. Everyone applauded as she hugged me even tighter. After she broke the hug, I sat back down and saw Uncle Grove wipe his eyes with his napkin. Looking around, I saw a few others dab their eyes as well.
"So, when do you think you might be tying the knot," Uncle Grove asked as we ate dessert.
"If it were up to me, Dad, we'd be married right now," Candi said. "But I think it might be best if we at least get our four-year degree first. Things are pretty hectic with studies and all." He nodded his head in agreement.
"I think that's wise, don't you?" he asked, looking at Dad. Dad nodded his head.
"I think that's very wise," he said. "Plus, it'll give us plenty of time to plan for the wedding." We finished dessert and headed into the front room to watch some football. The women covered the dessert and put it away before joining us.
It was about 5:00 in the afternoon when Uncle Grove got up and motioned for Aunt Pat to join him.
"That was a wonderful dinner, ladies, but unfortunately, I have to report to the tower tomorrow. Planes still have to fly, even on Thanksgiving," he said. We all got up and said our farewells. Mom grabbed some leftovers for them to take home.
He turned to me before he left. I offered my hand, but he wrapped his arms around me and gave me a manly hug, slapping me on the back.
"Tim, I really appreciate you including us in this today," he said. "It means a lot to me. To us," he added, looking at Aunt Pat, who nodded her head. "Please, take care of our Buttercup for us, will you?"
"Of course, Uncle Grove," I said.
"If there's anything you need, don't hesitate to call, okay?" he asked.
"Okay," I said. He turned to Candi and wrapped his arms around her.
"I love you, Candi," he said. "And I'm so happy for the both of you."
"I love you too, Dad," she said. "Thanks for coming." Aunt Pat gave us a tearful hug and a kiss on the cheek. After saying our farewells, we watched them pull out of the driveway and head off for Carlsbad.
My parents came into the front room that night as I prepared the couch for another night's sleep.
"What are you doing down here?" Dad asked.
"Well, Candi's in my room, so I thought I'd sleep here tonight," I said. My parents looked at each other and smiled. Then Dad looked at me.
"Don't you think you should be with your fiance?" he asked.
"You mean..."
"You're both adults, you're engaged to be married. I think that calls for some celebration, don't you? I'm sure Candi would appreciate it." he asked with a knowing smile. "Just do us a favor and keep the noise down a bit, okay? We're not as young as you and we need our sleep," he added. I laughed as I nodded my head. I never knew my parents were this cool about things.
"Okay, Dad," I said. "We'll try." I gathered the blankets and headed upstairs. "Good night."
"Good night, son," he said.
"Our babies have grown up," I heard Mom whisper to Dad as I went upstairs.
"It had to happen someday," he told her. Candi looked at me, surprised, when I opened the bedroom door.
"Do your parents know you're in here with me?" she asked quietly.
"Who do you think sent me up here?" I asked in response.
"Seriously?" she asked. I nodded my head and took her in my arms.
"Seriously. So, soon-to-be Mrs. Tim Wheeler, what do you say we get ready for bed?"
"Mrs. Tim Wheeler," she said, looking at her engagement ring. "I like the sound of that. I really do. Yeah, let's get these clothes off and and go to bed. I really need you right now. I love you so much."
"And I love you more, my precious Buttercup," I said, kissing her face.
And the adventure begins...
* * * * *
More to come...
Note: Future installments of this series may appear in different areas of Literotica... Stay tuned.
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The Armstrong Incident
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...
Thursday, 17 April 2098 16:35 hours, USSC Judge Advocate General's Building, Joint Base Grissom
I just finished my coffee and looked at my watch. It had been a very long day and I was anxious for it to be over. I had spent three hours giving testimony and answering questions before being deposited in this tiny room with nothing but a television monitor and my own thoughts to keep me company.
I had been told to wait here until further notice, but that was over two hours ago. Surely, I thought, the board would have come to a conclusion by now. Suddenly, the door opened, and my legal representative, Commander Tom Baker, stepped into the room.
"The board has just adjourned for the day, Lt. Jones," he said. That's me, by the way. William Jones, Bill to my friends and family. I'm a Senior Flight Lieutenant in the United States Space Corps, what used to be called the Space Force, formed nearly 80 years ago.
"They want you back at 0800 hours tomorrow, so you might as well go back to your quarters," Cmdr. Baker said. "And remember, don't interact with any of the other witnesses in the case. Especially your wife."
"You mean, the cheating slut known as my soon-to-be ex-wife, don't you, sir?" I asked. He nodded his head.
"Yeah. Her," he said. "Go on, Lieutenant, get outta here. And stay out of trouble."
"Aye aye, sir," I said as I stood up. I stretched my legs, grabbed my cover and headed out the door. I got into my tiny electric car, then headed back to the BOQ -- that's "Bachelor Officer's Quarters" for those not familiar with the term.
When I got to my suite, I took my uniform off, grabbed a frozen fake meat hamburger and tossed it in the microwave. As it cooked, I took a beer out of the fridge and popped the top off. When my "burger" was finished, I pulled it out and finished it in three large bites, trying not to notice the flavor. They were okay for camping or a quick snack, but were a poor substitute for the real thing, which was getting harder and harder to come by.
I sat in the recliner and turned on the television monitor to catch the latest news. There really wasn't anything that grabbed my attention, so I sat back and recalled the events of the last few weeks.
Until just recently, I was the Weapons Officer for the USS Armstrong, the Corps' newest, largest, fastest and most modern spacecraft. Named after the astronaut who first walked on the moon back in 1969, the Armstrong was said to be the most advanced machine crafted by human hands. It held a complement of 110 officers and crew members, and was propelled by two plasma ion-fusion power plants. It was said the Armstrong could reach Jupiter in just under 50 days.
On top of that, the Armstrong carried enough firepower to decimate anything that threatened it. In addition to a complement of nuclear-tipped cruise missiles, it carried three pulse-energy weapons, a rail gun, and several short-range mini-lasers that worked very much like the old mini-guns of the early 21st century. In short, it was one bad-ass ship. And mine was the hand that controlled all that firepower.
Why have all that firepower, you might ask. About 45 years ago, one of our shuttles was attacked by an Iranian spacecraft. Unfortunately, the shuttle was unarmed and had no defenses whatsoever. A missile fired by the Iranians struck the shuttle from underneath, destroying it. Outer space being the most inhospitable environment known to man, everyone died instantly.
We almost went to war over that incident, but the diplomats somehow managed to avoid it. The Space Corps, however, decided from that moment on, that every manned space vehicle in its fleet would be armored and equipped for combat.
Getting orders to serve on the Armstrong's maiden voyage to Jupiter was only made sweeter by the fact that my wife of five years, Tabitha, or Tabby, as she liked to be called, also got a set of orders to the same vessel. Unlike me, however, she would serve as the ship's senior pilot. At first I was overjoyed by the fact that we would get to serve together on the newest ship in the fleet.
This would be the first time the two of us had ever been assigned to the same ship at the same time. We were high school sweethearts who pledged to be exclusive to each other shortly after we turned 18. We both wanted to fly in space and applied for the Academy in our senior year of high school.
Both of us were accepted and got engaged right after graduating from high school, with plans to marry after graduating from the Academy. She got her wish and became a pilot. I didn't get to become a pilot and got assigned to Operations and Weapons. At first I was bummed out about it, but the more I got to shoot things and blow things up, the more I liked it.
After graduating from the Academy, we got married, each of us in our dress uniforms. We were assigned to the same base, but unfortunately, our missions often kept us apart. It's hard enough when one spouse is constantly traipsing off into space for two months or so at a time, but it's even worse when both are doing the same thing.
Sometimes, she would be on a mission for two months, leaving me to wait at home. Other times, I would be the one on a mission. There were times when both of us would be gone at the same time, but on different missions. Needless to say, we didn't get to spend a lot of time together, so we made the most of what time we did have.
Don't get me wrong -- I didn't just sit at home twiddling my thumbs while she was gone. I took an interest in a fairly new form of martial arts called Grav Tac that was designed specifically for use in low -- to mid-G environments. I took martial arts training in high school, and was instantly drawn to this. It required strength, tactical thinking and a strong knowledge of how things react in low gravity.
During this time, I never even considered the possibility that Tabby would cheat on me. I always trusted her to do the right thing so I never worried about it. Even though there were times I was tempted, I decided there was no way I would cheat on the woman I loved. So the idea that she might be seeing someone behind my back never even occurred to me.
I remembered the times we would fantasize about making love in zero-G, or on the moon or Mars. We always said if the chance ever came, we would try it, just once. So naturally, when we both got orders to serve on the Armstrong, it was like a dream come true for both of us. Unfortunately, that dream turned into a nightmare -- with no escape.
My mind drifted back to the day I left...
...
Friday, 3 January 2098 Canaveral Launch Facility, Florida
Dressed out in my full spaceflight suit and launch pack, I said nothing as the technicians strapped me in the seat of the passenger shuttle that would take me and 20 others to the orbital dock facility where the Armstrong was located. Being the senior pilot, Tabby had gone up in the first shuttle that launched just over three hours earlier. I was in the third shuttle to go up that day. Three more would follow.
Next to me was the Armstrong's First Officer, Commander Jason Travers, or "Bull," as he was known due to his size and general demeanor. I knew Bull from the Academy. He was an instructor there when Tabby and I attended, and he was a hard-ass back then, taking no crap off of anyone. He expected the students to put out 110 percent, and he wouldn't settle for anything less.
He was also Tabby's counselor at the time. I sat in a few of his classes, but other than that, had very little contact with him.
"So, Jones, you looking forward to finally getting to serve with your wife?" Bull asked.
"Yes sir, I am," I said.
"Well, this is gonna be one for the history books," he said.
"I hear we're going farther than anyone has ever gone before," I told him.
"Jupiter and back in less than 100 days," he said. "Gonna be a very interesting mission." I felt and heard the pumps in the rocket underneath us that would eventually lift us into the sky and knew we'd be leaving Earth very soon. Bull knew it as well, as did everyone else in the shuttle. All of us were space veterans, so this was nothing new to us. Bull looked around to make sure everyone was ready to go.
"Alright, everyone, say goodbye to Earth. This is it, so SUCK IT UP," he bellowed before putting his head back on the seat cushion. We closed our visors and prepared for the launch. We felt the vehicle shake as the engines fired up and then felt the massive g-forces as the rocket began to lift. Looking out the window, I could see the clouds zipping by as we rose into the sky.
Soon, the blue sky turned black and I could see the curvature of the planet below. I never got tired of seeing that. The shuttle shook as the boosters disconnected. I knew they would fall back to Earth and land not far from where we had taken off so they could be used again. About an hour later, I could see a structure off in the distance.
"There she is," Bull said after opening his visor. "We'll be docking soon." A half hour later, the shuttle came alongside the large open dock and matched its speed to the dock's. Two large tubular structures came out and made contact with the shuttle. I could hear the hiss of air as the pressure stabilized in the dock.
"This is it," Bull said. "Get ready to experience a bit of gravity. Right now, the ship should be at .8 G's." I knew from my orientation documents the Armstrong was equipped with a gravitational system that could be adjusted as necessary. That would help alleviate the effects of long-term exposure to zero gravity, which included fluid shifts, muscular atrophy and loss of bone.
We waited for the crew to give the signal, and soon, a green light flashed above the hatchways. Bull unsnapped his harness and stood up, motioning for the others to follow suit. After he stepped into the aisle, I unsnapped my harness and stood, grabbing my bag.
It felt strange moving from the near-zero gravity of the shuttle to the somewhat-reduced, but present, gravity of the ship. In the space of a few steps I could feel the weight of my pack and my bag.
"Launch stations in four hours, people," Bull shouted as we entered the vessel. "Let's go. There's three more shuttles right behind us."
I already knew from the orientation material where our cabin was located, so I made my way there first, hoping to see Tabby. Unfortunately, she wasn't there, but I could tell she had already been in the cabin as her stuff took up half the space in our tiny "closet."
I put my gear away, stripped out of the heavy space suit and donned my regular flight suit. Grabbing my black uniform cap, I headed off to the bridge to take my station at the weapons console. I had a lot of work to do before we could launch. When I got there, the bridge was buzzing with activity. Tabby was working her way through the pre-flight checklist, so I left her alone.
I fired up the console and started the calibration routines, then grabbed a printout of the weapons inventory. From there, I went to the two cruise missile platforms and physically verified the serial numbers on the list and checked to make sure the locks were in place. From there, I went to each of the weapons stations and verified those were locked and ready to be put into immediate use.
Then I went back to the bridge to report my inventory to the captain. I had to wait for the medical officer to finish his report before presenting my inventory, but I was okay with that. When the doc left, the captain looked at me. I recognized him right off -- Capt. Alan Simmons.
"Lt. Jones," he said as he took my inventory sheet. "We served on the Shepard as I recall."
"Yes, sir, we did," I said. He signed the inventory and we verified our key numbers. Only three people had keys to the cruise missiles -- myself, the captain and the first officer. Two of those three keys were required to launch the missiles.
"Good to have you with us, Jones," he said. "I understand you and our senior pilot are married." Tabby turned and smiled as she heard that.
"Yes sir, we are," I told him.
"Good," Alan said. "That should help make the trip more exciting for you."
"Yes sir, I hope so," I said, looking at Tabby. She gave me a mischievous smile then returned to her business. By then, Bull had made it to the bridge and was walking around making sure everyone was on task. Bull gave me a look that could freeze a solar flare and I took that as a hint to get back to my station. "I'd better get back to my station, sir." Alan nodded his head and turned to the next person requiring his attention.
I got back to my station and verified that all of the calibration tasks had completed. From my perspective, everything was locked down and in good order. I knew from my time on the Shepard that Capt. Simmons liked to hold impromptu weapons drills and target practice from time to time, so it was important that I was ready to lock and load on a moment's notice.
It was also imperative the targeting system remained calibrated at all times. Generally speaking, once the system was calibrated it remained that way, unless there was a major malfunction or someone messed with it. Nevertheless, every shift began with a calibration check. Finally, Alan began his pre-launch check-in with each station as we all belted ourselves in our seats.
"Ops," he called.
"All systems go for launch," responded Lt. Commander Alice Brewster, the operations officer and my immediate superior.
"Engineering," Alan called.
"All systems nominal and within normal parameters. Go for launch, sir," said Lt. Commander Brian Falkner, the senior engineer.
"Weapons!"
"All systems calibrated and locked, sir. All weapons accounted for," I said.
"Comm!"
"Communications five by five, sir," said Lt. Commander Denise Simpson, the senior communications officer.
"Navigation!"
"Course laid in and locked, sir. ETA to Mars Station 440 hours," said Lt. Ryan Halcomb, the senior navigation officer, whose console was located next to Tabby's in the front center of the bridge.
"Number One!"
"All personnel present and accounted for, sir. All stations report go for launch," Bull said from his station, located just behind and to the left of Alan. Alan nodded his head and punched a button on the console in front of him.
"Houston, this is Armstrong. Request clearance for launch."
"Clearance for launch approved, Armstrong. Godspeed," said a voice from the communications speaker overhead. Alan nodded his head and punched the console again.
"Roger that, Houston," he said. He punched another button and spoke again. "Spacedock, this is Armstrong. Clearance for launch granted. Disconnect and retract all lines."
"Copy that, Armstrong. Lines retracting." We heard several sharp noises and knew those were the lines being retracted. From this point on, we were on our own power. A few moments later, we heard the acknowledgment that all lines had been fully retracted, leaving the ship free to move forward.
"Start the engines," Alan ordered.
"Engines started," Brian said.
"Take us out, helm. Nice and easy. Don't scratch the paint," Alan said with a smile.
"Aye aye, sir," Tabby said, pushing two levers forward while holding the control column. The ship slowly began to move forward and I could see the exit of the spacedock get closer. I knew that at this point, we were operating on maneuvering thrusters only. Firing up the plasma ion-fusion engines inside the spacedock would cause serious damage to both the dock and the Armstrong. Soon, we were clear of the large structure.
"Spacedock cleared," Tabby said. From here, we would spiral out of Earth orbit to a point somewhere between the Earth and the moon, where we would fire up the two large engines. "Q-Point," it was called, and I could see the tracking on the navigator's console from where I sat. An hour later, the navigator spoke up.
"ETA to Q-Point two mikes, sir," Ryan said. "The road is clear." That meant the forward sensors detected no debris or organic material -- like a rock -- in our path that would damage the ship.
"Copy that," Alan said. "Engineering!"
"Engines warmed up and ready, sir," Brian said. Alan punched his console.
"Houston, Armstrong. Approaching Q-Point."
"Approaching Q-Point, copy that, Armstrong." We all watched the countdown timers on our console and prepared ourselves. When the timer reached 0:00, Alan spoke again.
"Kick the tires and light the fires, helm. Let's see what this girl can do." Tabby's hands flew over her console as she responded.
"Kicking tires, lighting fires. Aye aye, sir," she said. She pushed the control levers all the way forward and we all felt the initial force as the plasma ion-fusion engines opened up. We heard a faint hum as the engines ramped up and could feel the increase in g-forces. I knew that at this point, we were traveling faster through space than any human being had ever traveled before.
I looked at Tabby, feeling a great sense of pride in the way she handled herself -- and this humongous vessel. She glanced back at me, so I smiled, winked and gave her a thumbs-up. She smiled in return. Glancing at Bull, I thought he was about to explode, so I turned back to my console.
About an hour later, I got the first clue that things were not going to go well on this voyage when Bull posted the bridge officers' schedule. I wasn't surprised to see him post the schedule -- that was normally the First Officer's job. But I was surprised to see that I had been placed on the second shift.
You have to understand that in space, there is no such thing as "night" or "day." Our chronometers -- like every other ship in the Corps -- are synchronized with those in Houston. When it's nighttime in Houston, the ship's lighting is dimmed significantly to give the crew a sense that it's "night." That typically happens during the second shift.
Bridge officers in the Corps typically work a twelve-hour shift. As a result, there are two shifts, first and second. The Corps has a long-time tradition of placing senior bridge officers on the first shift, while placing lesser-experienced and lower-ranking officers on the second. There's nothing in writing that spells this out, and the First Officer has quite a bit of leeway in this regard.
But it still hurt to see that Bull had placed me on the second shift. It was almost like getting a demotion. Worse yet, it meant that Tabby and I would not be able to spend hardly any time together, since she was on the first shift. If I was lucky, we'd get to see each other for a few minutes during the shift changes. To say I was pissed would be an understatement. And Bull knew it.
"Is there a problem with the schedule, Lieutenant?" I heard Bull ask. I looked up to see him in front of my console. By now, Alice had stepped to my side. Apparently, she had seen the schedule as well and was just as curious as I was to hear his explanation.
"Am I still the senior weapons officer, sir?" I asked.
"Of course you are," Bull said.
"Then why am I on second shift?"
"Because in my judgment, that's the best place for you," he said, his voice starting to get attention. "Look, Lieutenant, if you have a problem with the schedule, take it up with the captain. Through me!" By now, Alan had stepped to my console.
"Is there a problem here, gentlemen?" he asked.



"Lieutenant Jones doesn't seem to like the bridge schedule, sir," Bull said. Alan looked at the schedule, his face frowning as he read.
"I can understand how he might feel, Number One," Alan said. "This is highly... unusual, wouldn't you agree?"
"Yes, sir, I would under normal circumstances," Bull said. "I just feel that Lt. Jones' expertise and experience would be best served on the second shift. And I feel this would give us an opportunity to train up some of the other weapons officers -- give them first-shift bridge experience." My bullshit detectors were pegging right about now. I couldn't believe the crap he was laying on the captain.
"Is that the only reason, Commander, or is there something else?" Alan asked. Apparently, he wasn't buying it, either.
"If I may speak freely, sir," Bull said quietly.
"Always, Number One," Alan said.
"I've never been a big fan of spouses working on the same ship. Especially in such close quarters. I don't want to see either of them distracted from their duties."
"I thought so," Alan said. "I can understand how you might feel, but I will not have their morale affected by this tour. You make sure the two of them have some quality time with each other, you hear me?"
"Yes, sir," Bull said. Alan looked at me before speaking.
"Can you make this work, Lieutenant?" he asked.
"Yes, sir," I said. He nodded his head.
"Good. Carry on, all of you," he said before walking away. Bull glared at me for a moment, then a smirk broke out on his face.
"Don't worry, Jones. I'll keep an eye on your wife for you," he said before walking away. I looked at Alice and was about to say something, but she put her finger to her lips.
"Don't say anything, Bill," she said. "We'll talk later. Go on, I'll call Lt. Robinson."
"Yes, ma'am," I said quietly. I glanced at Tabby and noticed she was trying to concentrate on a spot on her console. I could see her face was red, but I didn't know whether it was embarrassment or guilt. I turned and strode off the bridge, feeling more embarrassed and humiliated than I had ever felt on board a ship. Something about this just stunk to high heaven.
I went to the galley, hoping to grab something to eat. It was outside the normal chow time and I knew they wouldn't have much to offer, but I needed something in my stomach.
"Not much available right now, Lt.," the man behind the Plexiglas divider said. "About all we have are some fake meat burgers. Tastes like shit, but they're guaranteed to fill you up. Sorry."
"That'll do for now," I said. "I'll take one." He grabbed one and put it on my tray. He held up a small packet of flavored ketchup.
"Want some axle grease to make it a bit more palatable?" he asked with a smile.
"Sure, why not," I said, taking the packet. "Thanks."
"Any time, Lieutenant," he said. I grabbed a small bottle of chocolate milk and made my way to an empty table. I ate the burger after coating the patty with the ketchup and swallowed the milk. The crewman was right. It tasted like shit, but filled me up. And the ketchup did make it a bit more palatable. I put the tray away, tossed my garbage in the can and headed to my cabin.
I laid in my rack and tried to sleep, but was unable to. I found myself wondering what Bull was really up to. And what did he mean about keeping an eye on Tabby? I tossed and turned for about an hour, but couldn't relax. Frustrated, I finally got up and put on my workout clothes -- a t-shirt and a pair of shorts. After I donned a pair of shoes and socks, I headed to the small gym on one of the lower decks.
When I got there, I was relieved to see that I was alone. Good, I thought. That would give me the space to work off some of my frustration without having to interact with anyone, which I didn't think I could do without getting angry.
I warmed up a bit, then worked out on the treadmill and the weight machine for a while. Then I went to the gravity controller mounted on the wall and turned the gravity in the room down to .4G. I could feel the difference instantly. Then I spent the next half hour working through some Grav Tac routines I learned before leaving Earth. By then, I had worked up a good sweat and felt like I could finally sleep.
I turned the gravity back up to where it originally was, then went back to my cabin. I showered in the tiny head, set the alarm, then laid back down. I was asleep in no time.
When my alarm went off, I got up, showered, shaved, put my uniform on and went to the galley for something to eat, which was a damn sight better than the fake meat burger I had earlier. I got to the bridge just as Tabby was leaving.
"Hey stranger," I said when I saw her. She looked at me and smiled.
"Hey yourself," she said.
"Look, I didn't get a chance to tell you, but I thought you did a damn good job with the launch earlier," I said.
"Well, thank you," she told me.
"Uh, look, how about if I come by on my lunch break so we can spend some time together," I said. I saw the wheels turning in her head and thought she would give me an excuse why it wouldn't work. Fortunately that didn't happen.
"Sure, I'll set my alarm," she said. "Maybe you can eat me instead of one of those fake burgers."
"Works for me," I said. "See you in six hours."
"I'll be there," she said, giving me a quick kiss. "I love you."
"I love you too," I told her. I watched her walk away and thought that maybe we could make this work after all. I turned and found myself looking at Bull's snarling face.
"About damn time you showed up, Jones," he said. I looked at my watch.
"My shift doesn't officially start for 15 minutes, Commander," I said. "I just wanted a word with my wife before I went on. If that's okay with you, sir." For a moment, I thought he was going to take a swing, but he calmed down.
"Yeah, that's okay," he said before walking on down the corridor. I went into the bridge and relieved Lt. Robinson. He gave me his shift turnover and headed out. Alice came to me as I started my calibration routine.
"How are you holding up?" she asked.
"I'll be fine, ma'am," I said.
"Drop the 'ma'am' crap, Bill," she said. "We've worked together before. Seriously, how are you holding up?"
"It's not easy, but I'll manage, Alice. Thanks for asking."
"You're welcome. Listen, I know you have a lot on your mind, but I think you need to keep an eye on your wife and Commander Travers." I looked at her, shocked.
"You think there's something going on between them?" I asked.
"Possibly. Call it a woman's intuition if you want, Bill. I just sense there may be something happening there. I've seen it before. Little looks here and there, that sort of thing. Nothing blatant, but there's definitely a spark between those two," she said.
"Got it, Alice. Thanks for letting me know. I plan to see her on my lunch break. Hopefully that will help," I said.
"I hope so too, Bill," she said.
"Think we should tell the captain?" I asked her. She shook her head.
"Not unless you have hard evidence against them. An accusation like that against a senior officer could backfire and really screw up your career," she said. "Just keep an eye out and try to keep your wife on her toes. I'll keep an eye on things during first shift."
"Okay, Alice," I said. "Thanks for the heads-up." She nodded her head and left the bridge. I checked the calibration routine and left to inventory the cruise missiles and inspect the weapons stations. When I got back, Alan was waiting for me.
"Feel like doing some target practice?" he asked. Hell, I'm always up to shooting something, I thought to myself.
"Yes sir," I told him.
"Good," he said. "Fire off some drones and let's see what you got." I set the station to launch a series of five drones, then activated the short-range mini lasers. These operated very much like the old mini-guns did. A series of six high-powered and very hot lasers were mounted just like the old Gatling guns. The laser fire from these weapons was intense and could burn through several inches of armor plating in no time whatsoever. I had seen them cut an old armored battleship in two once. The belt armor on the old thing was over 12 inches thick, but the lasers sliced it like a hot knife through butter.
Once the drones were fired, I turned the mini-lasers loose on them. The system was designed to track and fire on up to ten targets at once. It only took a second or two for the lasers to take out the drones. I looked at my console and saw the message: "All Targets Destroyed."
"Nicely done, Lieutenant," Alan said with a smile.
"Thank you, sir," I replied. He got out of his chair and came to my station.
"I'm going to go hit the rack for a bit, Lieutenant. Looks like you'll be the senior officer on watch so why don't you take the center chair. I'll be back in time for your lunch break," he said with a knowing smile.
Having served with Alan before, I knew him to be the "king of the power nap." He was one of those people who could go for nearly 24 hours on just three or four hours of sleep. I figured it was something that came with years of command experience.
"Yes sir, thank you," I said in response. He left the bridge and I took his station. It felt good to sit in the command chair. From here, I could keep track of everything on the ship. That's when it hit me.
Every crew member wore a device on their wrist that not only kept track of time and acted as an alarm, it also worked as a communicator, a tracking device and monitored our vital signs. All crew members were required to wear the device at all times. The only time we were allowed to remove it was when we took a shower.
I fired up the tracking monitor on the command console and searched for Travers. The monitor showed him to be in his quarters. Or to be more precise, it said the tracker was in his quarters. When I drilled a bit deeper, I noticed it said he was in a deep sleep and his pulse rate was normal for someone in that state. That could only happen if he was actually wearing the thing.
I searched for Jones and got two choices, William (me) and Tabitha. I selected Tabby and saw that her tracker was in our quarters. Good. Like Bull, her tracker indicated she was asleep and her vital signs were all nominal for someone in that state. I thought about accessing the history of both trackers, but knew I needed the command or medical password for that. Since I had neither, I was unable to determine if the two of them had been involved in other, more strenuous, activity.
But what I saw was good enough for the moment, I thought. It would be very difficult for the two of them to fake something like that, so I turned off the tracking monitor and went about my business. I looked around the bridge. Everyone was busy tending to their stations, and were engrossed in their jobs. It was almost like I wasn't even there.
I turned back to my console and went over the checklist. So far, everything was operating within normal parameters. We were approaching a course correction in about an hour, but I knew it was already programmed into the navigational system and would be done automatically.
The comm officer on watch was in constant communication with someone from Mission Control in Houston and I knew I wouldn't need to be involved unless there was a situation that demanded the captain's immediate attention. The engineering officer on duty was carefully monitoring the status of the engines and the ship's vital systems. The helmsman and navigation officer were carefully tending to the ship's flight, making sure the upcoming course correction would take place without a problem. I made the necessary log entries for that hour and stepped to the weapons console to do a quick check.
Everything seemed to be fine, so I headed back to the central chair and sat down. About two hours into the shift, Yeoman Marks went around to all the stations, getting everyone's drink order. We were allowed to have drinks at our stations, provided they remained covered and straws were used. She left and came back from the galley a bit later, handing out everyone's drinks.
A few minutes before I was scheduled to take lunch, Alan returned and I surrendered the big chair over to him, giving him a short brief on events so far. He nodded his head as he sat down and made his log entry.
"Thank you, Lieutenant," he said. "Why don't you go on and take your lunch break now," he added with a slight wink.
"Yes, sir," I said, checking out of my station. I headed for the cabin Tabby and I shared and stopped just before I opened the hatch. I took a deep breath and entered. She had just woke up, her alarm having gone off. She pulled the covers back and I could see her nude body on the bed.
God, she's so beautiful, I thought to myself as I walked toward her, removing my flight suit as I went. By the time I reached her, I had removed my clothes and she spread her well-toned legs wide so I could see her shaved pussy. She looked so good, her flawless skin begging to be kissed and touched.
"You ready for lunch?" she asked provocatively. I smiled and got on the bed with her.
"You know I am," I said as I began kissing her. I covered her with kisses, working my way down her body, stopping long enough to suck her erect nipples. From there, I went further south, until I had reached her pubic area. I could smell her arousal, mixed with a hint of the strawberry douche she always used. Without thinking, I began to lick her. She spread her legs wider, giving me better access.
I kept working on her until I heard the moans that always preceded her orgasm. I kissed my way back up her body and looked her in the eye.
"Fuck me, baby," she moaned, taking my now-hard cock in her hands. Using Grav Tac techniques I had learned, I anchored myself as best I could and worked my way inside her. We said very little as we coupled. Both of us needed this and I was determined to make it as good as possible for her. After a while, we experienced our climax and laid in the bed kissing each other tenderly.
"God, that was so good," she said. "I really needed this."
"I did too," I told her. "I've missed you."
"And I've missed you too. I love you so much."
"I love you, too," I answered.
"You'd better get cleaned up and get going," she said. "You haven't even eaten yet." I looked at the time and saw I had about 40 minutes left before my break was over.
"Yeah, you're right," I said. "Wanna do this again, maybe during your lunch break?"
"Sure, why not," she said with a smile. Feeling a bit better about things, I got out of bed, took a quick shower and left for the galley. Before I left the cabin, I gave her a kiss, then dimmed the lights for her and turned the gravity level in the room down a notch, to .7 G. I knew the only reason I could perform was my knowledge of Grav Tac, and I knew Bull wasn't familiar with it.
Keep in mind that sex in space is not easy. Forget what you may have seen in the movies. For starters, blood tends to travel to the head in micro-gravity, not the penis. Fortunately, the ship's default gravity was set at .8 G, barely making it possible for us to enjoy each other. But it still wasn't easy. I had no doubt that if the gravity was set lower than it was, we probably would not have been able to do what we did.
Another problem is that testosterone levels tend to go down in a micro-gravity environment, and over a long period of time, the heart can shrink, reducing the amount of blood in the circulatory system. These were just some of the reasons NASA was opposed to sending couples into space a century or so ago. Another reason involved the complications of pregnancy and childbirth.
Still, there were many stories involving couples in orbit over the years. I remember reading about a cosmonaut who spent 14 months on the Russian Mir station back in the 1990s. According to the story, he became close to a female cosmonaut, causing some to think they had done the dirty in orbit. Kremlin officials denied the claims, and the cosmonaut wrote about it later on.
"No need to say what we're longing for. Men think about those things. One can't turn away from them. But these thoughts somehow fade with time," he wrote. He also said his superiors suggested he take a sex doll with him, but he was concerned he might get too attached to the busty inflatable sex toy.
Many of the old space administration's restrictions were carried over when the Corps began sending people into orbit. But the development of artificial gravity in the early 2090s rendered many of those restrictions moot. So the Corps backed off a bit, and allowed married couples to have sexual relations in space so long as some form of birth control was used and the gravity level was set at .8 G.
I felt much better about things as I wolfed down a tuna sandwich and made my way back to the bridge. When I got there, I still had two minutes left on my break. Alan looked at me as I took my station.
"Have a good lunch, Lieutenant?" he asked.
"Yes sir, a very good lunch," I told him. He smiled and nodded his head.
"Good. Carry on," he said, turning back to his console.
The next 17 days were pretty much the same. Tabby did come to our cabin during her lunch break several times, and of course, I joined her during my lunch breaks every chance I could. Being able to see each other at least part of the time helped get me through that part of the trip.
I didn't see Bull much during that time, and that also helped. Of course, I still had some concerns, but I saw or heard nothing to suggest something fishy was going on. Alice kept me up to date on things, but she said she hadn't seen nor heard anything either. By the time we reached Mars Station, I began to think that maybe I had blown things up out of proportion.
After the Armstrong docked at Mars Station, I put on my Class C uniform in anticipation of some shore leave with Tabby. But my hopes of spending quality time with her at Huygens Base, a domed facility named after the Dutch astronomer who drew pictures of the Red Planet using a telescope of his own design, were dashed when Bull informed me there was a problem with one or more of the weapons stations.
"What?" I asked, shocked. There wasn't a problem with them the last time I checked, which was just a few hours earlier, during my shift. I looked at Lt. Robinson. "Were you aware of any problems?" I asked him. He shook his head.
"Not until just before we docked, sir," he told me. Something was really fishy about this and I was determined to get to the bottom of it.
"We're only here for 72 hours," Bull said. "And those weapons had better be on line by the time we launch. So you'd better get to it, Jones." I looked at Tabby and shook my head.
"It'll be okay, dear," she said with a sad look on her face. "We'll have other chances to visit Huygens together. I'll bring you a souvenir, alright?" Bull snickered at that.
"Don't worry, Jones, I'll keep an eye on your wife for you. Promise," he said. Yeah, I'm sure you will, you son-of-a-bitch, I thought. Just then, Alan came over to us.
"Well, are you ready for some shore leave?" he asked.
"We are," Bull said. "But Jones here needs to take a look at the weapons systems."
"Is there a problem?" Alan asked.
"The calibration is off on two of the mini-lasers, sir," Robinson said.
"When did that happen?" Alan asked.
"I noticed it just before securing the station, sir," Robinson said. Alan frowned and looked at me.
"Then you'd better take a look, Lieutenant," he said. "I'll take a look at them with you if you don't mind."
"Not at all, sir," I said, glancing at Bull. "I appreciate it."
"I'll stay and help, Lieutenant," Robinson said.
"Thanks, Robinson, I appreciate that," I said.
"Well, I guess we'd better get to the station before all the shuttles leave," Bull said. Tabby looked at me sadly but said nothing.



"Do that, Number One," Alan said. Bull and Tabby turned and left. I couldn't help but notice that she never told me she loved me or that she would see me later. I turned and looked at Alice.
"This stinks to high heaven, Bill," she told me quietly. "I'll keep a loose tab on them down there."
"Thanks," I said. She smiled and patted my arm before she left.
"Well, I guess I'd better change into my work clothes," I said. "Which lasers have the problems?"
"Number two and number five, sir," Robinson said.
"Alright, I'll take number two if you can check five. We'll need to inspect them all, though," I said.
"On my way, sir," Robinson said. I turned to leave and saw Alan looking at the door that Bull and Tabby exited through earlier. I could see the wheels turning in his head.
"I'll change and meet you at laser station two, if that's alright, sir," I said.
"I'll meet you there in a few minutes," he said. I grabbed my tool bag and left the bridge. I had been at the station for a few minutes when Alan crawled next to me. I noticed that he had changed back into his work uniform.
"What's the word?" he asked.
"Just getting ready to remove the control box cover," I said. I pulled out a tool and began removing the cover. After I took the cover off, I looked inside and saw the problem. One of the gears that was part of the drive system had sheared and broken off. The "E" clip that held it in place was also missing. I looked to see if it was laying down in the bottom of the sealed unit, but it wasn't there. It was missing -- completely.
"Damn," I said.
"What?" Alan asked.
"Someone's been inside this unit, sir," I said. "The 'E' clip is gone and that drive gear is sheared and broken."
"What would've happened if the weapon was engaged?"
"The force of the drive unit would've completely destroyed the system. If the lasers were firing at the time, they could've sliced right through the hull," I said.
"Damn. How do you think something like this could've happened?" he asked. I shook my head.
"Someone had to have done it deliberately," I said. "I don't see any way that clip would've gone completely missing like that. Thing is, these are normally sealed units. The only way in is with a special tool. This one," I added, holding the tool in my hand.
"Can it be fixed?" he asked.
"Sure," I said. "There's spare control units in the armory. But this isn't a part that normally breaks and we only have two spare control units. Hopefully, none of the others have been damaged."
"How long will it take to fix?"
"The whole unit has to be disassembled, the new control box put in place, tested, realigned and calibrated. About eight to ten hours total. That's assuming there aren't any other problems."
"Damn," he said. "Alright, get the new control unit in. Do you need my help?" Although it was time-consuming, it was a one-man job, and I really didn't need his help. Nevertheless, the fact that he offered meant a lot and I found myself respecting him even more for it. I shook my head.
"No sir, I can manage this, but thanks for asking anyway," I said. "Besides, there's only room for one set of hands." Just then, my wrist communicator beeped. I looked and saw it was a call from Robinson.
"Jones here, go ahead, Robinson," I said, talking into the communicator.
"Boss, it looks like an 'E' clip has broken off and a drive gear is completely sheared," he said. I looked at Alan. "The whole control unit needs to be replaced."
"Alright," I said. "Get to it. Get with the armory and have them go over all the weapons platforms."
"On it," he said.
"What are the odds of two control units breaking like that at the same time?" Alan asked.
"Very slim," I said. "I've never seen one of these units break like that, let alone two at the same time. These are probably the most stable platforms in our inventory."
"Is it possible this is a manufacturing issue?" he asked.
"Highly unlikely, sir," I said. "These units go through extensive testing before being installed. I've worked with hundreds of these things and I've never seen this happen before."
"Okay. I'll need to report this to Houston," Alan said. "We'd better get the engineers in here from Mars Station and stand down for a complete level five diagnostic. Hard to believe a trillion-dollar spacecraft can be stopped by a 50-cent E-clip." I chuckled at that. "Report to me as soon as you're finished."
"Yes, sir," I said. I watched him back himself out of the cramped quarters and turned to my work. When I had the control unit completely removed, I looked closer to see what else I might find. There, on the inside of the case, was a dark smudge.
It didn't look like gear grease. As I examined it, I realized what it was -- blood. Whoever sabotaged this unit cut his -- or her -- hand on the case. I pulled a q-tip from my tool box and managed to get some of the substance. Then I put it into a small plastic bag, sealed it up and put it back into the tool bag. I intended to take it to medical for a DNA analysis.
By then, one of the armorers brought a new control unit and took the old one away. I turned to my work and tried to focus on what I was doing, but it was hard. I thought about who might've done this and why. Then it hit me.
Bull had done everything he could to keep Tabby and I apart during this voyage. First, there was the change in the shift schedule. Sure, he offered an explanation. Alan accepted it, but I wasn't buying it. Then this happened. And what was it he said as he and Tabby left for Huygens? Something about taking care of Tabby? Could it be...
The idea that Tabby would cheat on me with him made me mad and sick to my stomach at the same time. I knew Bull was her counselor in the Academy, and I also knew they had served together a couple times since then. Was she screwing him back then as well?
I finally finished installing the new control unit and ran a dry test. Everything seemed to be okay, so I made a note in the maintenance log. Ten hours of my life shot to hell. Ten hours I would never get back. Ten hours I should've been at Huygens with Tabby... I looked through the entire log when I finished, but saw nothing that would provide a clue. I saw Robinson as I climbed out of the access tube.
"How'd it go?" I asked him.
"The new unit is in place, sir," he said. "The armorers checked the other stations and reported no other problems."
"All the same, I want a complete visual inspection of everything, and I want a physical inventory of all weapons and missiles," I said. "I know this is gonna screw up your shore leave, but it's gotta be done."
"I understand, sir," he said. "I'll get right on it."
"Thanks," I said. He nodded his head, gave a smile and turned to his work. I stopped at sick bay on my way to the bridge and spoke to the corpsman on duty.
"What's up, Lt. Jones," the female chief petty officer asked when I came in.
"Are you guys set up to do DNA analysis?" I asked.
"Well, we do have the equipment, but the final analysis will have to be verified by a certified lab," she said. "Why do you ask?" I pulled out my sample and handed it to her.
"I need to know whose blood this is," I said. "Can you do that?"
"Sure," she said. "It'll take a few hours and we'll have to compare it to all the DNA we have on record. Why do you need this?"
"I really can't get into that right now, Chief," I said. "I just need to know whose it is. And I need you to keep this under your hat." She looked at me, surprised.
"Okay, Lieutenant," she said. "I'll get right on it and send you a text when I have something."
"Thanks, Chief, I owe you," I said.
"Damn right you do, sir," she said with a smile. She was quite attractive, and for a moment, I wondered what she looked like without that uniform. But only for a moment. From there, I headed to the bridge to make my report. Alan was standing outside the hatchway to his ready room as I got to the bridge.
"Got it fixed?" he asked.
"Yes, sir," I said. "Lt. Robinson is inspecting the rest of the systems now."
"Good. Step into my office if you would," he said. I walked into the ready room and saw Alice with Lt. Commander Carson, the ship's senior security officer. When Alan entered the small room, he closed the hatch and took his seat.
"Thank you for showing up on such short notice," he said, looking at Alice and Commander Carson. "I'm sorry to have interrupted your shore leave, Alice, but it seems we have a situation here and I need you and Commander Carson to get on it right away."
"No problem, sir," she said.
"It seems we may have a saboteur on board," Alan said. "Two of our weapons systems appear to have been sabotaged shortly before arriving at Mars Station, and Command has instructed me to perform an initial investigation. I've also been instructed to contact the Corps Criminal Investigation Unit at Huygens.
"They won't be able to have anyone here for at least 36 hours, so you have that time to find out what you can. I am temporarily giving you both access to all tracker history. I want to know who accessed those weapons units and I want to know ASAP. I want a thorough but discreet investigation. You understand me? I don't want word of this getting out to the crew," he said.
"We understand, sir," Commander Carson said.
"In the meantime, an engineering team from Mars Station is performing a full level five diagnostic on the ship. That will set us back about 72 hours. Command isn't comfortable seeing us under way with a possible saboteur on board, and I agree. It's possible the mission may get scrubbed," Alan said. "Any questions or comments?"
"Just one, sir," I said. All eyes turned to me.
"Yes, Lieutenant?" Alan asked.
"I found what I believe is blood on the case of the control unit I replaced. I took a sample to sick bay for DNA analysis," I said.
"Good thinking," Alan said. "I'll swing by sick bay. Who did oyu give the sample to?"
"Chief Benson, sir," I said. He nodded his head in acknowledgment.
"Alright. I'll speak to her when I get there. Thank you. Anything else?" We all shook our heads. "Dismissed. You have a job to get done."
"Yes, sir," Commander Carson said. We left the ready room and I locked my tool bag in the weapons console. I was about to leave the bridge when Alice called to me.
"Yes, ma'am," I said as I gave her my attention.
"Bill, I spent some time watching Tabby and Commander Travers. I'm sorry, but it looks to me like they're a... bit too familiar with each other, if you know what I mean," she said. She pulled out her mobile phone and showed me pictures.
I was shocked at what I saw. Tabby and Bull were arm-in-arm as they went into a club. Alice had photos of them dancing and drinking, acting like two teenagers on a date. There was the usual flirting and touching, and Alice had pictures of the two of them kissing. Then she showed me pictures of them walking into a hotel. It didn't take a scientist to figure out what they would be doing there.
"I'm sorry, Bill," she said quietly. "I thought you should know."
"Thank you, Alice," I said as I fought back tears. "Are you going to report this to the captain?"
"You know that I have no choice but to report this," she said. "But I thought you should know first."
"I appreciate that," I said. I left the bridge and caught up with Robinson. We finished going over the rest of the systems and pulled an inventory of everything. My shift over, I went to the galley and grabbed a bite to eat, then trudged back to my quarters and tried to sleep. It wasn't easy, with images of Tabby and Bull together, but I managed to log a few hours.
I woke up, showered, dressed and began to leave when Tabby walked into the cabin. She looked rested and her face had that glow it always has after sex. Part of me wanted to kill her.
"Have a good time?" I asked in a neutral tone of voice.
"Yes, as a matter of fact, I did," she said. "We just got back. I'm sorry you didn't get to join us. Maybe next time." I just looked at her. "What's going on? I saw all the station engineers."
"Maintenance," I said. "So, what's on your agenda?"
"Well, I'm going to hit the rack for a bit. I'm pretty tired and I'm off duty for the next 12 hours. Are you going on duty now?"
"Yes," I said.
"Did you ever get that little problem solved?"
"I believe so."
"Good," she said. "You know I missed you down there."
"Really? That's not what I heard," I said.
"What's that supposed to mean?"
"I heard you and Bull had a good time without me," I said. "Is there anything you'd like to tell me?"
"We danced a bit," she said. "Had a couple of drinks. But that's all."
"Nothing else happened?" I asked.
"Of course not," she said, acting shocked. "Why would you think that?"
"Nothing," I said. "I have to get to work." I headed for the door, but Tabby stopped me. She tried to give me a kiss, but I turned my head and she ended up kissing my cheek.
"Bill, you know I love you," she said. "What's going on?"
"You tell me," I said. I left the cabin, not giving her a chance to respond. Who was this woman, I asked myself. Did she honestly think she could come to me right after screwing some other guy and expect me to act like there was no problem? Did she think I couldn't see through her lies?
I signed into my station and realized I hadn't seen Bull. I did my usual routine and turned to the ongoing diagnostics. About seven hours into my shift, I realized I hadn't eaten anything, so I signed out and took my lunch break. I decided to go to my cabin and see Tabby for a bit before going back on duty. I had planned to talk this out with her, but when I opened the hatch, I got hit with something no husband should ever see.
There, on the double bed Tabby and I shared, was Tabby, on her knees, straddling Bull. I felt the increased gravity and looked to see the gravity in the cabin was set to .9 G. Both of them turned to see who was standing in the open hatch. Tabby jumped up off Bull's dick as he turned to me, a smirk on his face.
"Close the goddamn hatch," he growled. "What are you, a pervert or something? You like to watch?"
"What's going on here?" I asked. Tabby found something interesting on the deck to stare at while Bull got on his feet.
"What's it look like, Lieutenant?" he asked as he pulled his clothes on. "Didn't they teach you sex-ed in high school?" He finished putting his flight suit on and started toward me. "Let's walk, Lieutenant. We need to talk." He turned to Tabby. "I'll be back and we can finish this... discussion later." Tabby looked at me with sad eyes.
"I'm sorry, Bill," she said quietly.
"We'll talk about this later," I said. Bull shook his head.
"No, you won't, Lieutenant," he said. "Let's go. Follow me." As we turned, I activated the video record function on my suit. All of our suits contained a body cam feature we could activate as necessary. I had a very bad feeling about this and wanted our encounter recorded.
"I must commend you, Lieutenant, that was an excellent idea you had, turning down the gravity in your cabin," Bull said as we walked down the corridor. "But you should know, I've been around a bit longer than you. Didn't take me long to figure out what you had done."
"How long?" I asked.
"You mean, 'how long, SIR,' don't you, Lieutenant?" he asked with a smirk. I said nothing, prompting him to continue. "Well, I suppose you have a right to know. It started during her second year at the Academy. I was her counselor, you know. She came to me with a problem. I was able to take care of it. But it cost her. And things progressed from there. You know, she almost broke it off with you a couple times during your stay at the Academy. You see, once women get a taste of the Bull, they can't let go."
He must've thought he was being funny, as he laughed at his own joke. I, however, felt nothing but rage. I wanted to kill him on the spot, but I had no desire to destroy my career over this piece of shit.
"So, you've been screwing her every chance you get, haven't you?" I asked.
"Of course, Lieutenant," he said. "You know, you should be a fucking investigator."
"And that's the real reason you changed the bridge schedule, isn't it?" I asked.
"Right again, Jones," he said.
"And the reason you sabotaged those weapons systems," I added.
"Just between you and me, yes," he said. "But you see, after the skipper informed me of the sabotage, I did a little 'investigating' of my own," he added, using air quotes around the word, "investigating."
"So, what do you intend to do now?" I asked. "Do you plan to beat me up or kill me?" He laughed at that as we turned a corner and entered a lift. He pressed the button for Deck Three and waited for the lift doors to close.
"Of course not, Lieutenant," he said. "You think I'd kill a highly-trained officer just for a piece of ass?"
"At this point, yes, I do," I said. The lift doors opened, and he stepped out, motioning for me to follow.
"Well, that's where you're wrong," he said. "You see, according to my investigation, which I'm just wrapping up, you walked in on your wife having sex. Distraught, you proceeded to sabotage the weapons systems, hoping to frame your wife's lover. When she told you that she intends to divorce you for him, you became despondent and took your own life."
He stopped walking and I saw that we were standing in front of the starboard airlock, an airlock that was on the opposite side of the station where we were docked. The inner hatch was open and I could see that all of the spacesuits in the airlock had been removed. I also saw the semiautomatic pistol in his hand, tethered to his right wrist. I wondered when he put that on and realized he must've had it stashed in his flight suit.
"Got it all figured out, don't you?" I asked.
"Yes," he said with a smirk on his face. "Don't worry, Lieutenant. After you're gone, I'll take real good care of her. Now, get in the airlock."
"You'll never get away with this, you know," I said. He laughed at that.
"Yeah? Who do you think Command is going to believe? A pipsqueak who can't even satisfy his own wife or a decorated space veteran of 20 years? Now, get in the airlock," he said. I looked around and took stock of the situation. Looking at the nearest grav control, I saw it was set to .8 G. Not perfect, but I figured it would have to do. It was now or never.
I jumped as high as I could and placed one hand against the bulkhead. I kicked as hard as I could, twice, and caught him unaware, hitting him both times in the face. The force of the kicks propelled him into the airlock, where he landed on the floor. I could see the blood on his face where I had kick him. When I landed, I rushed to the controls and quickly closed and locked the hatch.
He shook his head, surprised at what just happened. He looked at me, furious.
"Open the goddamn door, Lieutenant," he yelled.
"Just one question, Commander," I said.
"What?"
"Did Tabitha know what you planned to do?"
"Of course she did," he said. "It was her idea. Now, open the fucking door. I won't tell you again," he added, bringing up the pistol. He cocked the hammer and aimed it right at me. "NOW, GODDAMNIT!" I looked at the controls before answering.
"Yes, sir," I hissed, pressing a brightly-lit button. His eyes grew wide as he realized what I had done. The outer door hissed open and the air from the room rushed out into open space. Caught off-guard, he tripped over his own feet and was quickly thrust into the harshest environment known to man.
I watched his body tumble in space as it left the ship. I knew he would only last about 15 seconds out there without a suit. There is no pressure in space, and I knew that whatever air that remained in his lungs would quickly expand and painfully tear through the tissue in his lungs. He would either freeze to death or die of asphyxiation. I pressed the button to activate the comm.



"Man overboard, Starboard Airlock Number Two," I said. Instantly, alarms began to sound and a crowd started showing up at the airlock. I looked up and saw Alan running toward me. Alice was next to him. A few moments later, I saw Tabby.
"Commander Travers, sir," I said. I handed him the tiny storage device with video of the last several minutes. "He admitted sabotaging the weapons and admitted to having an affair with Lt. Jones. He also admitted planning to kill me and make it look like a suicide. It's all on here."
"Bull!" Tabby exclaimed as she looked into the airlock. By now, the force of Bull's ejection had sent his body into an unstable orbit around Mars, and it would take hours to recover, if ever. She turned to me, tears falling down her face.
"You killed him," she cried. "You fucking bastard! You killed him! I hate you! You hear me? I HATE you!"
"That will be enough, Lieutenant," Alan ordered. He grabbed Tabby by the shoulders and handed her to the medics. "Take her to sick bay. Get her under control. Then hand her over to security." He turned to me as the medics took her away. "You know the drill, Lieutenant," he said sadly. "I've got no choice. You're relieved of all duties pending an investigation. I'll take a look at this."
"Yes sir," I said quietly.
"All right, that's enough," Alan commanded. "Get back to work. There's nothing more we can do here." He turned to Commander Carson before speaking again. "When she's calmed down, get her statement. I don't want her anywhere near the bridge. Call Mars Station and see about recovering Commander Travers' body."
"Yes sir," Carson said before leaving. Alan then turned to Alice.
"It looks like you've just been promoted, Alice," he said. "Until further notice, you're my Number One. You'll need to adjust the bridge assignments. The mission will probably be scrubbed after this."
"I understand, sir," she said. "Commander Carson and I have finished our initial investigation, sir. We'd like to discuss our findings with you."
"In my ready room, Number One," he said. "Immediately."
"Yes, sir," she said. She turned to me before leaving. "I'm sorry, Bill," she told me. "You didn't deserve any of this."
"Thank you, Commander," I said before making my way to my quarters. When I got there, I pulled all of Tabby's things out and placed them in her duffel bag. I didn't want her anywhere near me and knew she would probably be assigned the quarters originally intended for the senior pilot, which were now empty. A couple hours later, someone from security came by and gathered her things. I didn't know where they were being taken and I frankly didn't care.
I turned the rubberized mattress over and replaced the soiled bedding, tossing the old bedding into the hamper. I knew that until further notice, I would be confined to my quarters, and my access would be limited to the galley and the gym. So I sat at the computer console in my cabin and searched the JAG forms until I found the one requesting divorce.
I filled out the form, requesting a divorce on the grounds of adultery. Since our marriage was handled by the Corps' JAG, the divorce would also be handled by them. There was nothing to split up and no children involved. We each had the same pay grade, so there would be no support. It was a simple split where she kept what's hers and I kept what's mine. I did request that she give up my surname and return her rings. After reviewing everything, I hit "send" and waited until I got confirmation that the request had been received by the JAG system.
It's amazing how fast the system can work sometimes. Within 24 hours of the incident, I had spoken to not one, but two agents from the Huygens CIU. It was clear to me they were trying to make it look as if I acted out of revenge. The JAG officer they brought with them to represent me in the questioning kept me from making any statement that might incriminate me, however.
I was on pins and needles for the next 24 hours, wondering if I would be taken into custody. I paced back and forth in my cabin most of the time. I knew that by now, what Tabby and Bull had done would be common knowledge aboard ship, so I deliberately stayed away from the galley during normal meal times as I wanted to avoid the rest of the crew.
I was sitting on my bed when I heard a knock on the hatch. I wondered if this was the station security coming to take me into custody and braced myself for the worst.
"It's open," I said. When the hatch opened, I saw Alan and Alice standing there. I came to attention as they entered the small room.
"As you were, Lieutenant," Alan said, taking a seat. Alice sat down as well. I relaxed and sat back down on the bed. "Mars Station has recovered Commander Travers' body. They also got the illegal firearm he had tethered to his arm. We've reviewed all the evidence, and the CIU report says you acted in self defense."
"The tracking history logs show that Commander Travers was at both of the sabotaged weapons stations just before Lt. Robinson noticed the calibration error," Alice added. "And the DNA from the blood you found matched the commander's."
"Put that together with what he confessed to you, and it's pretty clear he's the one who sabotaged both those systems," Alan said. "Your wife claims she didn't know anything about the sabotage, but she supposedly knew what he intended to do with you."
"But Travers told me it was all her idea," I said.
"Perhaps it was, perhaps not. Who knows? At any rate, she's being held in the brig as an accessory in Commander Travers' plot to murder you. She may be charged with conspiracy, but that's up to the authorities on Earth."
"So we're going back to Earth, sir?" I asked. He nodded his head.
"We are, Bill," he said. "The mission has been scrubbed, at least for now. Command is set to conduct a board of inquiry when we get back."
"So does that mean I can go back to work?" I asked.
"It took some doing, but I convinced Houston I need you on the bridge, now that we're down by at least two officers. Think you can handle both Ops and Weapons? Alice here tells me you're ready to handle Ops."
"Yes sir," I said.
"Good," he said. "We launch in 12 hours, so I want you rested and ready to go."
"Thank you, sir," I said. "Would it be alright if I see my wife? I need some answers."
"Are you sure you want to do that, Bill?" he asked.
"I'm absolutely sure, sir," I told him. He thought for a moment, then nodded his head.
"Alright, Bill," he finally said. "I'll allow it, so long as Commander Brewster here accompanies you. You okay with that, Alice?"
"I am, sir," she said.
"Right," he said. "Well, get to it, son, then get some rest. It's about time you started earning your pay around here."
"Yes, sir," I said. He stood, signaling the end of the meeting. After he left, Alice looked at me.
"You ready, Lieutenant?" she asked. I nodded my head.
"Yes, ma'am," I said. We left and headed for the brig, located in the lower deck of the ship.
"Don't tell anyone I told you this, but Captain Simmons put you up for a commendation," she said.
"For what?" I asked, surprised.
"He says your actions not only saved your life, but the lives of a number of your shipmates. If Travers had fired that weapon while in the airlock, there's no telling what damage he would've caused to the ship," she said.
"Damn," I said. She smiled.
"Congratulations," she said. We finally got to the brig and checked in with the security officer on duty. Then we walked to the tiny seven-by-six foot cell where Tabby sat on her bed, wearing an orange jumpsuit.
"What do you want, Lieutenant?" she asked, her voice dripping with sarcasm and derision.
"So, it's 'Lieutenant' now. Not even 'Bill' or Lt. Jones," I said. "Alright, have it your way, Prisoner. I just have some questions, then I'll leave you alone."
"Ask your questions, Lieutenant," she said, staring straight ahead, not bothering to even look at me.
"How long have you been screwing Travers?"
"Since the second year of Academy," she said. "He was my counselor."
"I know," I said. "What started it?"
"You really want to know?" she asked.
"Yeah, I do," I said.
"Alright. Since you asked. I failed a test. He fixed it for me. I almost lost my appointment. But I didn't. Thanks to him, I was able to re-test. I owed him a favor so I fucked him. I loved fucking him so I kept on doing it."
"So, the two of you cheated, then you repaid him by cheating on me. Is that about it?"
"Yeah," she said. "You have no idea how many times you had me a few hours after he did. And you know what? I loved it. I loved the idea of you sucking my pussy after he filled it with his cum. You know what else?"
"What?" I asked, about ready to throw up after what she just told me.
"His cock hit places in me you could never reach. I'm surprised you could even feel me after he fucked me."
"And you fucked him all those times you worked with him?"
"Whenever we could," she said. "You know sex in low-g is next to impossible. So we did it before we left and after we got back."
"Did you ever love me, or was that all a lie?"
"I loved you," she said. "But I loved fucking him. And that's all it was. Just sex. Nothing more."
"You knew what he was going to do once we got on board, didn't you?"
"Yeah, I did. I knew he was going to arrange the shifts so we couldn't see each other very often. He didn't think you'd figure out a way to squeeze in some time with me, though. Frankly, neither did I. But you fooled us both. So we decided to wait until we got to Mars," she said.
"And you knew he would sabotage the weapons platforms?"
"I knew he was going to do something, but I didn't know exactly what," she said. "All I knew is that he was going to make sure you wouldn't be able to take shore leave. We didn't think you'd turn it into a federal fucking case."
"And tossing me out of an airlock was just icing on the cake, right? He told me that was your idea. Was it? Did you really hate me so much you wanted to murder me?"
"That was all his idea," she said.
"But you went along with it. You never once did anything or said anything to anyone to stop him, did you?"
"No, I didn't," she said quietly. "And I'm sorry for that. I didn't think he would really do it."
"Well, he tried. And he failed. And you're going to end up in prison for your part in that. I hope it was all worth it to you. By the way, I've filed for divorce."
"Big deal," she said with a shrug of her shoulders. I shook my head and stood up.
"I was so proud of you, the way you handled this ship. I loved you with all my heart. But now, I wish to God I had never met you. I can't wait to testify against you at your court-martial. Goodbye, bitch." I turned to leave and heard her call out to me.
"I'm sorry, Bill," she cried. "Really, I am." Without looking back, I held up a middle finger and kept walking.
...
After we returned to Earth, Tabby was taken to a federal prison where she was held throughout the inquest and her court-martial. Several members of the crew, including myself, Alan and Alice, were called to testify.
We sat through hours and hours of depositions and took questions from a number of investigators and high-ranking officers. The worst part of it was the days we spent waiting for something -- anything -- to happen.
The only thing that did happen was the approval of my divorce, which came through at the beginning of April. The only thing that remained was the filing in state court, which the JAG officer said he would do. Finally, on Friday, April 18, we were called into the hearing room where we would learn our fate.
Alan, Alice and I sat in one row, while Tabby was brought in. Like us, she wore her uniform, but unlike us, she wore chains around her ankles and wrists. Two armed prison guards in black uniforms accompanied her, ready to take action.
We all stood as the board members were ushered into the room, their uniforms covered with ribbons and the gold braid that signified their rank. The senior board member, Admiral Cartwright, opened the meeting.
"Please be seated," he began. "Let me start by saying this is simply a board of inquiry and not a judicial action. Our job is to learn what happened and make recommendations to ensure it doesn't happen again."
From there, he read the board's executive summary, which outlined what happened during the voyage to Mars. He concluded with a simple statement.
"In summary, Commander Travers' personal agenda took priority over his duty to his ship, his captain, the crew and the Corps, leading him to violate the law, not to mention a number of established protocols. As a direct result of his actions, many of those serving aboard the Armstrong were put in danger, and the ship was taken out of commission," he said. He turned his attention to me.
"Senior Flight Lieutenant William Jones," he said. I stood at attention upon hearing my name. He looked at me before continuing. "Lieutenant Jones, this board has reviewed all the evidence in this case, and has come to the conclusion that your actions not only saved your own life, but quite possibly, the lives of many of your shipmates.
"In addition, your hard work, initiative and attention to detail was instrumental in finding and correcting the deliberate sabotage that could very easily have cost many lives, not to mention a trillion-dollar spacecraft. This board has reviewed your service record and we agree with Captain Simmons' evaluation.
"As a result, we have approved his recommendation that you receive the Distinguished Service Medal. In addition, we believe that your talents would be of great value to the Corps in our future endeavors. You can expect to receive a set of orders to report to Advanced Spacecraft Operations School for the class starting on 1 June. Congratulations and good luck to you."
"Thank you, sir," I said. The admiral nodded his head and turned his attention to Alan.
"Captain Alan Simmons," he said. Alan stood at attention. "Please understand that this board feels you did everything you possibly could under the circumstances. We understand your desire not to undermine your senior staff in the eyes of your crew, and to be honest, none of us have ever encountered a situation like this before. Nevertheless, as the captain and master of your ship, you are directly responsible for everything that takes place upon it."
"I understand, Admiral," Alan said.
"This board agrees that you should continue as the commanding officer of the Armstrong, however, a note has been placed in your service record. The Armstrong is currently undergoing some upgrades and new crew assignments will be made.
"We agree that Lt. Commander Brewster would be a good choice as First Officer. Therefore, this board has recommended that she be immediately promoted to the rank of Commander and permanently assigned to serve as your First Officer. You can expect a new set of mission orders very soon," he said.
"Thank you, Admiral," Alan said. The admiral then turned his gaze upon Tabby.
"Senior Flight Lieutenant Tabitha Abernathy," he said, calling Tabby by her maiden name, which she had to take as a result of the divorce. Tabby stood as the others did before her. "It would be an understatement to say this board is very disappointed in you. Not only have you disgraced your former husband, you have disgraced your uniform and you have disgraced the service as a whole.
"Your actions in this whole sordid affair -- no pun intended -- quite possibly put the lives of many of your shipmates, including your ex-husband's -- at risk. As a result of statements entered into the record, both by you and by Commander Travers, we have been forced to evaluate your entire service record, including your record at the Academy.
"We were able to confirm that Commander Travers, while acting as your counselor, intervened to help you pass a test that you initially failed. Had he not intervened on your behalf, you most likely would have washed out and would not have earned your commission. Granted, your record as a pilot has been exemplary, but we cannot help but believe you should never have received a commission to start with.
"The sexual quid pro quo you engaged in with Commander Travers cost him his life and nearly cost the life of your former husband and a number of others. Your actions can only be described as unbecoming of the office you hold.
"We understand that you are currently facing court-martial for your actions, however, this board has recommended to the Office of Personnel that you be stripped of your commission and reduced in rank and pay to Crewmember, E-1. They have agreed and your new rank and pay grade are effective immediately. Take her away," he said, addressing the guards.
They turned her toward the door and started escorting her away, but she stopped as she came close to Alan, Alice and me.
"Bill," she began, tears falling down her face.
"Stand at attention when you speak to me, Crewmember," I said harshly. She snapped to attention and looked straight ahead with tears falling down her cheeks.
"Permission to speak, Lieutenant," she said.
"DENIED," I growled. "Take this... thing... out of my sight," I told the guards. They snapped at attention.
"Yes, sir!" They took hold of her and led her out as she sobbed. At that point, I really didn't care what she had to say.
"A copy of the Board's findings will be forwarded to each of you and placed in your permanent record. This Board is adjourned," Admiral Cartwright announced, pounding his gavel. We stood as the board left the room. Alan turned to me after they left.
"Well, that wasn't so bad," he said. "What do you say we grab a beer or something? I'm parched."
"Sounds good to me, sir," Alice said.
"What the hell," I added. We left the building and went to the O-Club where we proceeded to get a nice buzz.
...
Epilogue -- 17 months later:
Standing at the airlock that led to the Galileo Station orbiting on the dark side of Mars, I thought back over the previous 17 months. Tabby's court-martial wrapped up a month before I reported to Advanced Spacecraft Operation School. Of course, I testified for the prosecution, and I did so gladly, even though I hated to recall the memories of my time with her and Bull on the Armstrong.
Tabby looked like hell when she was brought in. This time, she wore the uniform of an enlisted crewman, and her flight wings were gone. She had lost weight and her eyes were sad and sunken. She had lost everything she loved -- her rank, her wings, the man she once called her husband and her lover. She had also lost any hope of a career as a pilot. No matter what happened to her today, her record was permanently tarnished and she would never be at the controls of another spacecraft -- civilian or military.
The members of the court-martial filed into the courtroom and we all stood until told we could take our seats. The judge looked at the members of the jury and asked if a verdict had been reached.
"We have reached a verdict, your honor," the senior member, a full Commander, said.
When asked, the Commander said the jury found Tabby guilty of being an accessory after the fact to my attempted murder, but not guilty on the conspiracy charge. Apparently, the defense had won the argument that it was a matter of "he said -- she said" and there was no direct evidence to show she had actively conspired to murder me. There was, however, plenty of evidence to show she knew about Travers' plan to throw me out of the airlock but did nothing to stop it.
The judge had no mercy on her and sentenced her to ten years of hard labor in a federal penitentiary. She would also be given a dishonorable discharge at the end of that ten-year period. The judge thanked the members of the jury and pounded the gavel, bringing the matter to a close. Tabby was led out the same way she was brought in -- in chains. She never once looked at me or made any effort to speak to me.



I reported to my class, which was located in Florida, not far from Cape Canaveral and enjoyed the training. I also enjoyed the weather and the scenery, which included a great deal of naked female flesh.
A year and a half later, we graduated and I was promoted to Lt. Commander. I was also given a set of orders, which led to me being here at Galileo. This station, unlike Mars Station, was an enclosed facility that orbited the Red Planet in such a way that it could not be seen from Earth. I had no idea what went on here and I was curious, to say the least.
When the door opened, I was met by an attractive female Captain who took my orders. I introduced myself and shook her hand.
"Good to meet you, Commander Jones," she said. "I'm Captain Hawkins. I'm familiar with your service on the Armstrong, and I've heard a lot of good things about you from Captain Simmons. I've also spoken to Alice Brewster." I looked at her, not saying anything for a while. "She told me what happened, and I'm sorry. That won't be an issue here, I assure you. So, are you ready to take a look at your home for next few years?"
"Years?" I asked. She smiled and led me to an observation platform. When I joined her, she pressed a button and the glass in front of us cleared up. My eyes bugged out of my head when I saw the monstrous vessel in front of me.
"She's the largest, fastest and most advanced ship in the fleet, Commander. And you'll be my Operations Officer. That makes you my Number Two. Are you ready for an adventure?" I saw her eyes twinkle as she said that.
"Absolutely, Captain," I said. "What's our destination?"
"If all goes well, Commander, Alpha Centauri." I looked at her, shocked. That was just over four light-years away. "The plan is to break the light barrier. If everything works as advertised, we'll be there in less than two years."
"Is that even possible?" I asked. She smiled and nodded her head.
"If the engineers are right, yes," she said.
"Damn," I said. She laughed.
"We launch in 15 days, Commander," she said. "You have a lot of homework to do, so you'd better get to it. I like to hold staff briefings at 0800 every day."
"Yes, ma'am," I said. She held out her hand and I accepted it.
"I have to take care of a few things, but I'll be in touch. Welcome aboard, Commander," she said before she walked away. After she left, I looked at the vessel floating in the giant bay. I looked on the side of the ship and smiled as I took note of the name: USS Enterprise.
...
Fade to black...
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* * * * *
The end of "The Armstrong Incident"
When the door opened, I was met by an attractive female Captain who took my orders. I introduced myself and shook her hand.
"Good to meet you, Commander Jones," she said. "I'm Captain Hawkins. I'm familiar with your service on the Armstrong, and I've heard a lot of good things about you from Captain Simmons. I've also spoken to Alice Brewster." I looked at her, not saying anything for a while. "She told me what happened, and I'm sorry. That won't be an issue here, I assure you. So, are you ready to take a look at your home for next few years?"
"Years?" I asked. She smiled and led me to an observation platform. When I joined her, she pressed a button and the glass in front of us cleared up. My eyes bugged out of my head when I saw the monstrous vessel in front of me.
"She's the largest, fastest and most advanced ship in the fleet, Commander. And you'll be my Operations Officer. That makes you my Number Two. Are you ready for an adventure?" I saw her eyes twinkle as she said that.
"Absolutely, Captain," I said. "What's our destination?"
"If all goes well, Commander, Alpha Centauri." I looked at her, shocked. That was just over four light-years away. "The plan is to break the light barrier. If everything works as advertised, we'll be there in less than two years."
"Is that even possible?" I asked. She smiled and nodded her head.
"If the engineers are right, yes," she said.
"Damn," I said. She laughed.
"We launch in 15 days, Commander," she said. "You have a lot of homework to do, so you'd better get to it. I like to hold staff briefings at 0800 every day."
"Yes, ma'am," I said. She held out her hand and I accepted it.
"I have to take care of a few things, but I'll be in touch. Welcome aboard, Commander," she said before she walked away. After she left, I looked at the vessel floating in the giant bay. I looked on the side of the ship and smiled as I took note of the name: USS Enterprise.
* * * * *
And now, the beginning of "Where No One Has Gone Before, Pt. 01"
I walked to the entrance of the long covered gangplank, my gear safely strapped to the two-wheeled carrier, and was met by a crewman in a small electric utility vehicle. He stood and greeted me when I arrived.
"Good evening, sir," he said. "I'm here to ferry you and your gear to the ship. Let me take that for you." He took my bags and placed them in the back of the small vehicle, treating my guitar case with special care. It was the one piece of civilian gear I was allowed to bring. Everything else was in storage at my parents house.
I got into the passenger seat as he sat behind the controls. Soon, we were quietly zipping toward the giant spacecraft. I looked at the ship as we drew closer and realized how big this thing is.
I had been on large cruise ships and seen some of the largest aircraft carriers in the Navy's fleet, but none of those held a candle to this monster. This thing had to be at least three times the size of the Armstrong, maybe four.
"She's something, isn't she, sir?" the crewman asked as he drove.
"You got that right," I said. I looked and saw a number of workers floating around the vessel, getting it ready for launch. We finally reached the main entrance to the ship and the crewman jumped out, put my bags on a wheeled cart and handed it to me.
"Welcome to the Enterprise, sir," he said before turning back. Pulling my gear behind me, I walked to the entryway, stopped, faced the aft of the ship and saluted -- a tradition brought over from the Navy, then saluted the Officer of the Deck.
"Lt. Commander Jones, requesting permission to come aboard, sir," I said, handing him my orders. The officer, a Lieutenant, Junior Grade, returned the salute and looked at my orders. He nodded his head before speaking.
"Permission granted. Welcome aboard, sir," he said. He handed my orders to a Commander standing next to him. After the Commander looked over my orders, he shook my hand.
"Commander Axel Hurbi, First Officer," he said. "Welcome to the Enterprise, Commander. Captain Hawkins said you were here. It's a pleasure to meet you."
"It's a pleasure to meet you, sir," I said.
"C'mon, let's get you up to your quarters," he said. I followed him, pulling my gear behind me.
"Is that a real guitar?" he asked me.
"Yes sir, it is," I told him.
"You actually play that thing?"
"I do, sir," I said. "Been playing for years. This is the first time I've been allowed to bring it with me on a mission."
"Maybe you can entertain us in the Officer's Club one of these days," he said with a smile.
"Maybe so. This is quite a ship," I said as we walked down the corridor.
"Sure is," he said. "A far cry from those tin cans you're probably used to, eh, Commander?"
"Yes sir, it is. By the way, is it just me, or is the gravity a bit high?"
"It's a bit higher than you're probably used to on board ship," he said. "Captain likes to maintain it at .95 G when the ship's not moving. Of course, you can adjust the level in your quarters to whatever you're comfortable with."
As we walked, I couldn't help but notice the difference between this vessel and every other ship I had served on. Instead of the stark utilitarian white walls covered with pipes and instrumentation, the walls of this ship were a soft, smooth pastel, with pictures and an occasional touch-screen console.
It was more like a luxury cruise ship or a hotel than anything else. I suspected that all of the wiring and plumbing were behind these walls. We entered a small lift and Cmdr. Hurbi spoke when the doors closed.
"Deck Three," he said. "That's the command and staff quarters," he added as the lift began to move. When the lift stopped, I heard a female voice announce our arrival over the lift's speaker.
"Deck Three," the automated voice said as the doors opened. We stepped out and I noticed the carpet on the deck. Carpet? On a Corps ship? This was unheard of. I also noticed the lush green shrubbery next to the bulkheads on each side of the corridor.
Whoever designed this certainly intended to make it feel like 'home.' And the presence of the plants made sense to me, as they would absorb the carbon dioxide the crew exhaled while providing oxygen. We reached the hatchway to my quarters and I took note of the name already engraved on the door: Lt. Cmdr. William Jones, Chief Operations Officer. Axel reached into a pocket and pulled out a card attached to a lanyard.
"Here's your security key," he said. "You'll need that for all your access, so keep it with you. Breakfast is normally ready by 0530 in the Officer's Galley on Deck Four. Your shift starts at 0700, and the Captain likes to have her briefing at 0800. One last thing, before I forget." He pulled out a small card and handed it to me.
"The Captain has requested the privilege of your presence for dinner in her quarters at 1800 hours," he said. "That's down there at the end of the corridor. She prefers dress uniform with ribbons, medals and badges. Welcome aboard, Commander. I'll see you in the morning."
"Thank you, sir," I said. "I'll see you then." I looked at my watch. Damn. I only had a couple hours before dinner, so I had a lot to do. Using the security badge, I opened the hatch to my quarters and got the shock of my life.
The first thing I saw was the most beautiful woman I had ever laid eyes on. Her long blonde hair framed a beautiful, flawless face. Her deep blue eyes bore right through me and for a moment, I felt... speechless. I hadn't felt like this since the day I first met Tabby over ten years ago. I took note of her... uniform, if that's what it could be called.
It wasn't like any authorized uniform I had ever seen before. Black with red piping, it was short, revealing a lot of very well-toned bare leg. The top two buttons were undone, hinting at the cleavage underneath. It hugged her curves and for a moment, I thought I was going to embarrass myself with an erection. I saw the yeoman's emblem on her collar, sitting above two chevrons.
"Good evening, Commander Jones," she said with a wide smile. "I'm Kyra Williams, your personal yeoman," she added, extending a hand. I took her hand and shook it. Personal yeoman? Since when does a lieutenant commander rate a yeoman, I wondered. "Please, sir, call me Kyra," she said.
"Um, good evening, Kyra," I said. I suddenly realized I was still in the corridor and came into the room, pulling my gear behind me. Kyra took my bags and set them next to the wardrobe. I looked around at what would be my new home.
These quarters were at least three times the size of what I had shared with Tabby on the Armstrong. There was a large double bed against the bulkhead and to my amazement, it sat under a large porthole that included a very thick polarizing glass-like material with controls that let me darken it as much as I wished.
The room also contained a nice desk that held a workstation, a couch, a recliner and a small table with two chairs. I had my own head that included a large shower and a vanity that looked as though it came right out of a luxury hotel. A large monitor was mounted on the bulkhead across from the bed, in case I wanted to watch something before going to sleep.
I could definitely live here for the next few years, I decided to myself. Kyra interrupted my thoughts.
"If it's okay with you, Commander, I'll go ahead and get your uniform ready for your dinner engagement while you set up your onboard profile. Then I'll finish stowing your gear," she said.
"Of course," I said. "That would be perfect, Kyra. Thanks." I removed my uniform jacket and fired up the computer. Using the information contained in my orders, I spent the next hour or so setting up my profile on the ship's network. I noticed that my shared drive already had several large documents and videos designed to help me get familiar with my new assignment.
After I finished that, I checked the time and realized I needed to start getting ready. Kyra had already placed my dress uniform on a hanger for me. I inspected it and found that all the medals, ribbons and badges were mounted perfectly.
I did a quick check for "Irish pennants" -- those annoying little strings that sometimes pop out along the seams. I found none and figured that Kyra had already taken care of them. Perhaps, I thought, having my own yeoman isn't such a bad idea after all. Without thinking, I began removing the rest of my travel uniform. Then I realized she was still in the room and stopped.
"I'm sorry," I said. "I'm not used to having a yeoman. I'll finish up in the head."
"That's alright, Commander," she said with an impish smile. "You don't have anything I haven't already seen before. Go ahead and finish what you need to do. Just pretend I'm not here." I nodded my head in understanding, but went into the head to finish my business anyway. The last thing I wanted was an accusation of sexual harassment.
I showered, shaved and started dressing before realizing I had left my trousers and uniform jacket in my room. I looked at myself in the mirror and thought for a moment before opening the door. To heck with it, I thought to myself. If Kyra can't handle seeing me in my boxers, that's her problem.
I opened the door and walked into the room. Kyra looked at me for a moment, smiled, and went back to her work. That went well, I thought. I pulled on a t-shirt, then my trousers, shoes and socks. I didn't need a shirt as the dress uniform jacket had a stand-up collar and buttoned all the way up to my neck.
I put the jacket on and inspected myself in the mirror. After watching me fumble with the top button for a couple minutes, Kyra came over and gave an assist. She adjusted my medals, making sure they all laid perfect, adjusted the belt around the jacket to make sure my military alignment was perfect, then stepped back to give me the once over.
"You look marvelous, Commander," she said with a smile. "I'm sure the Captain will be very impressed."
"I certainly hope so," I said. "First impressions mean an awful lot."
"Yes, they do," she said. I took one last look at my watch and realized it was time for me to head out.
"Showtime," I said.
"You'll do fine, Commander," she said with a smile. "I'll finish up here, then I'll take the rest of the evening off if you don't mind. Remember, I'm right next door and if you need anything -- anything at all -- let me know. I'm available to you 24 hours a day, seven days a week."
"Next door," I said, looking where she pointed. Then it hit me. There was a hatchway between my quarters and hers. We had adjoining quarters. Interesting, I thought. "I... I'll keep that in mind, Kyra. Thanks."
"You're welcome," she said. "Now, you go have a nice dinner. I'll see you later."
"Okay, Kyra, I'll see you later," I said. I grabbed my cover and made my way down the corridor to Captain Hawkins' quarters. When I got there, I took a deep breath and activated the door chime. The hatch slid back and I was face-to-face with a tall, lanky man in a dark uniform jacket.
"Commander Jones. Please come in, sir. Captain Hawkins is expecting you," he said.
"Thank you," I said. He reached out and offered to take my cover, so I handed it to him. I looked around and saw her quarters were quite larger than mine -- the privilege of rank, no doubt. Her suite was also quite well-appointed and reminded me of a luxury apartment I once saw on television. There was a table set for two at one end of the living area, complete with fake candles.
When Captain Hawkins came into the room, I was shocked. Instead of her uniform, she wore a very nice gown that fell just below her knees. One shoulder was bare and as she moved, I could see a slit in one side of the gown that appeared to go well above her waist. As far as I could tell, she wasn't wearing anything underneath. I looked and saw that she wore sandals, showing off a set of well-cared for toenails. I began to wonder if this was just dinner, or if she had another agenda.
"Good evening, Commander," she said. "Punctual and you clean up very nice. I'm impressed," she added with a smile.
"Thank you, Captain," I said. "And may I say you look very nice. I especially like your sandals." She smiled as she walked toward me.
"Why thank you, Commander," she said. "You seem to know how to make a woman feel good about herself."
"Is anyone else joining us tonight?" I asked.
"No," she said. "It will just be the two of us. I wanted to get to know you a bit better, both as an officer and as a man, and I thought a nice dinner would be the best way to do that. I hope you don't mind."
"Not at all, Captain," I said.
"Please, when it's just the two of us in my cabin, feel free to call me Leesa," she said. "That is, if I can call you Bill."
"Of course, Cap... uh, Leesa," I said.
"Good. Let's sit down, shall we? I hear Jonathan has something special for us tonight," she said. I helped her into her chair and took my place across from her as Jonathan brought two covered dishes from a cart. He set the plates down and removed the cover. The distinctive odor of freshly-grilled meat hit my nostrils.
"Filet mignon, with a side of garlic green beans and garlic mashed potatoes," Jonathan said.
"Is this... real meat?" I asked, shocked. Real meat was a rare commodity ever since the Great Global Warming Scare of the 2080s, and something as extravagant as filet mignon was even more rare. These days, most people consumed synthetic or vegetarian "meat."
"Of course it is," Leesa said, laughing. "And before you ask, yes, the rest of the crew eats this good as well. Personally, I can't stand that fake crap they sell these days. We do carry the fake meat burgers if you'd rather have that, though."
"No, real meat is perfect," I said. "I've had my fill of fake burgers."
"They taste like crap, but they fill you up, right?" she asked with a smile. Even Jonathon got a laugh out of that. He poured us each a glass of red wine and placed the bottle back on the table.
"If that will be all, ma'am, I'll report back to the galley," Jonathan said.
"That will be perfect, Jonathan," she said. "I'll let you know when we're finished."
"Yes, ma'am," he said. "Have a good evening and enjoy your meal," he said before leaving. I waited for her to take the first bite before digging in. I thought I had died and gone to heaven when I took the first bite of the meat.
"Nothing like real beef, is there?" she asked.
"No, there's not," I said.
"So, what do you think of the Enterprise so far?" she asked.
"I'm overwhelmed," I said. "I never imagined anything like this was even possible."
"It's certainly a far cry from those tin cans called capsules we used to send people to space in 140 years ago, isn't it?" she asked.
"Sure is."
"Personally, I'm amazed anyone even survived those early flights," she said.
"Me too," I told her. "Can I ask a question, Leesa?"
"Sure," she said.
"Why me? Surely there were officers more senior and experienced than me," I said.
"Yes, there were," she said. "And they were all considered. But none of them threw Bull Travers out of an airlock into open space." Bull Travers was the First Officer of the Armstrong, and my immediate boss at the time. He was also the man who destroyed my marriage to Tabby.
"I'm not proud of what I did, you know," I told her.
"I know," she said. "Admiral Cartwright told me about you. Gave me a copy of the report by the board of inquiry. As I told you before, I've spoken with your superiors on that ship. When I read the report and watched the videos, though, I knew I had found my Number Two. You know, your ex-wife wasn't the only one Travers seduced, or tried to seduce."
"He tried it with you as well?" I asked.
"Yes, once. I kicked him square in the balls and filed a sexual harassment claim against him. That's why he never made Captain," she said.
"Maybe if my ex had done that when we were in the Academy, we'd still be married," I said.
"Maybe, maybe not," Leesa said. "You'll never know for certain. But there's nothing we can do about the past, is there? All we can do is deal with the here and now. I am curious about one thing, though."
"What's that?"
"When you hit that button to open the outer door of that airlock, did the thought of revenge ever cross your mind?" Ouch. I had a feeling Leesa's BS meter was highly-tuned, and there would be no masking my true feelings.
"Honestly, it did," I said.
"Any regrets?" she asked.
"At the time, the only regret I had was that Tabby wasn't in that airlock with him," I said. She smiled and nodded her head.
"Thank you for your honesty, Bill," she said. "How are you handling everything, by the way?"
"Well, I've been told I still have some anger and trust issues," I said.
"And the dreams? Yes, I've seen your last psyche eval," she said. After the incident, I experienced a number of bad dreams. In one recurring dream, for example, it was me shot out of the airlock instead of Bull. As I looked back, I could see him and Tabby pointing at me, laughing as I went further into open space.



Before my lungs exploded, however, I would wake up, gasping for air. I hadn't had that dream for a while, but the memory of it disturbed me a great deal and I sometimes had a very difficult time going to sleep because of it.
"They're not as bad as they used to be," I said. "But they still bother me from time to time."
"I understand," she said. "Maybe you should speak with Kyra about them."
"Kyra? Kyra Williams? My yeoman?"
"That's Dr. Kyra Williams. And yes, I think you should talk to her about them. I think she can help you overcome them. And your other issues."
"She's a doctor? What is she doing here serving as a yeoman?" I asked.
"Well, she's not actually a yeoman, per se. She has the position, but that's simply for purposes of the ship's manifest. She holds a doctorate in psychology and she's a certified counselor. She's also working on her second doctorate. Perhaps this is a good time to explain a bit more about the Enterprise."
"I'm all ears," I said. Was all of this an elaborate set-up? I needed answers.
"As you have probably figured out by now, Bill, Enterprise is a highly experimental platform, in more ways than one. Naturally, our first mission is one of exploration and scientific discovery. And like every other ship in the Corps, we're equipped to help deal with any threat to national security.
"But when this project started two years ago, Command realized that some things would have to be closely evaluated and perhaps changed, due to the nature of interstellar travel. One of those being the rules regarding fraternization. As I'm sure you're aware, those rules are in place to maintain good order and discipline. And those rules generally work well on missions lasting a few weeks or even a few months.
"But once Enterprise launches, she won't be anywhere near human civilization for at least five years, if everything works as planned. Under the old rules, that would mean five long years with absolutely no intimate contact whatsoever. Do you see where I'm going with this?"
"I think so," I said.
"I'm no expert on the subject, but I understand that human beings are social creatures by nature. We need contact with others to help us remain grounded in reality. There's 250 souls aboard this ship. Can you imagine what they would be like after five years cooped up inside this vessel with no intimate contact whatsoever with anyone?"
"There would be a lot of pent-up frustration, I'm sure," I told her.
"Exactly," she said. "So, Command has given me a great deal of leeway to adjust those rules to meet our particular needs. We've gone to great pains to make sure the crew is as balanced as possible. Every demographic has been carefully considered in the selection of this crew. I can tell you we have the most capable crew in the entire Corps. And I can also tell you there is absolutely no excuse for anyone to feel alone while we're deployed. Unless, of course, they deliberately choose to be alone."
"Why not just assign married crew members?" I asked.
"That was considered, but rejected after what happened to you on the Armstrong. The last thing any of us wanted was a bunch of pissed off spouses at each other's throats in such close quarters with no escape. That would probably do more to damage morale than anything else," she said.
"That makes sense," I said.
"Yes, especially given the divorce rate in the Corps is almost twice that in the civilian world," she said. "We did, however, decide to keep the rules in place for command and staff officers. I'm sure you're aware of the ancient saw that says familiarity breeds contempt?"
"I am," I told her.
"So, we developed the concept of a 'companion' for those officers. Someone who isn't necessarily part of the chain of command, but someone who is as compatible with the officer as humanly possible," she told me. "You remember the profiling you went through when you first went to Advanced Ops School?"
"I remember filling out a bunch of forms and questionnaires and giving a DNA sample. I remember speaking to a Corps psychologist, and I remember going through some sort of hynotherapy. I don't recall anyone calling it profiling. I was told they were building up my psyche folder for later use. I was never told the results of that, though," I said.
"That was the profiling. Dr. Williams -- Kyra -- helped put that all together. She also helped analyze the results. When she saw her name at the top of your compatibility list, she instantly volunteered to be your companion on this assignment."
"Wait, you're saying that her and I are 'compatible?' What, exactly, does that mean? And she put her career on hold to be here with me?" Leesa nodded her head.
"Yes, she put her career on hold for you. Like you, she's been burned by a cheating spouse. As for compatibility, the test identified the two of you as being, for all practical purposes, soul mates. Don't ask me to explain it. All I know is that it works." So, I thought. Perhaps that explained my reaction to her earlier.
"Do you have one of these... companions?" I asked Leesa.
"As a matter of fact, I do," she said. "His name is George Herman. He has a degree in quantum mechanics and astrophysics. Like, Kyra, he volunteered to join me on this mission. In fact, he's in his quarters getting ready for our date."
"Date?" I asked.
"Yes," she said. "After dinner, we're going to the club on Galileo Station for some drinks and some dancing. After that..."
"Well, that explains the dress," I said with a smile. She smiled in return.
"Yes, it does," she said. "I didn't want to keep him waiting, so I decided to wear it for our dinner. I hope you didn't get the wrong idea."
"Well, I have to admit, I was... surprised," I said.
"Smart, and diplomatic, I see," she said with a smile.
"I take it Commander Hurbi has a companion also," I said.
"Yes, a sweet little thing named Myra," she said. "She's an artist who also dabbles in interior design. She painted quite a few of the pictures you may have seen on the ship, and she helped with the layout of the quarters."
"So, what will Dr. Williams be doing when she's not analyzing me?" I asked.
"She has volunteered to help provide counseling services to the crew when she's not working on her doctoral thesis. But her number one task, quite frankly, is keeping you sane, and content. She's not here to analyze you. Don't forget that."
"And how far can this relationship go?" I asked her.
"As far as the two of you want," Leesa said. I considered that as I finished the last couple bites on my plate. Leesa pulled the cart toward her and took off two small plates.
"Ah, I see Jonathan has given us some cheesecake for dessert. He makes the best cheesecake." She put a plate in front of me, then took the other for herself. I took a bite and was impressed. This was the best cheesecake I had ever eaten.
"I understand you have a seventh-degree black belt in Grav Tac," she said as we ate. Grav Tac was a form of martial arts designed specifically for use in mid to low-gravity. I had just qualified for my latest belt before graduating from Advanced Operations School.
"Yes, I do," I said.
"Wonderful. Maybe you can hold some classes for the crew. I've always been interested in learning something about it." Technically, I was qualified to teach the form from the time I received my fifth-degree belt, but I was a bit nervous as I had never taught anyone before.
"Of course," I said nervously.
"I take it you've never taught anyone before?" she asked.
"No, I haven't," I said.
"Well, then I guess this will be a perfect opportunity for you to grow as a leader," she said with a smile.
"I suppose so," I told her.
When we finished, she called for Jonathan to collect the tray and the dishes. A few minutes later, the door chime sounded off and she answered it, letting Jonathan in the cabin.
"I hope dinner was satisfactory," he said as he put everything on the tray.
"It was perfect as always, Jonathan, thank you," Leesa said.
"Good," he said. "We have prime rib on the menu for tomorrow night. I hope you like prime rib, Commander."
"Prime rib?" I asked, surprised. "I love prime rib! And that cheesecake was wonderful."
"I'm glad to hear that, sir," he said. "Nothing but the best for my officers. Well, good night, Captain, Commander," he said as he wheeled the tray out of the room. I turned to Leesa.
"Thank you for dinner, Leesa, I enjoyed it," I said.
"As did I, Bill. I also enjoyed our discussion. Now, I'd better go see to George. I'll see you on the bridge at 0700 sharp," she said.
"Yes, ma'am," I said, collecting my cover. She walked me to the hatch and closed it after I left. I had a lot going through my mind as I walked the few feet to my quarters. When I entered my cabin, I saw Kyra turning down the covers on my bed. I also noticed she had changed into something considerably shorter and more transparent than the "uniform" she had on earlier. I also noticed the only thing she wore under it was a tiny pair of panties that left nothing to the imagination. She turned to look at me as I entered.
"How was dinner, sir?" she asked quietly.
"It was excellent, Kyra, thanks for asking," I said as I began to remove my uniform jacket. I hung it up in the wardrobe and removed my shoes and trousers, placing them in the wardrobe as well.
"I'm glad, sir," she said as she handed me a robe. I put it on and looked at her. God, she was so beautiful, so graceful. I could see everything she had to offer and I was tempted to just take her in my arms and make love to her on the spot.
"You don't need to call me 'sir,' Kyra," I told her. "My friends call me Bill. I'd like it if you called me Bill as well."
"Thank you, Bill," she said. "I'd like that as well. I took the liberty of making some hot chocolate. I find it helps me relax. Would you care to share a cup with me?"
"Hot chocolate sounds wonderful," I said. "Yes, please." She smiled and ran to her cabin, coming back a few moments later with two large cups of steaming hot chocolate.
"Careful now, it's really hot," she said, handing me one of the cups.
"Thank you," I said. "Why don't we sit on the couch and enjoy this together?"
"That sounds like a wonderful idea," she said. We sat down on the couch and took a sip of the hot liquid. It tasted delicious, and was the perfect end to a perfect dinner. I put the cup down on the small coffee table, placing a coaster under it.
"This is delicious, Kyra," I said.
"Thank you, Bill," she said quietly. "It's my own recipe. I used to make it all the time, but I haven't for a while."
"As far as I'm concerned, you can make it any time you want," I told her, causing her to smile wider. "So, why don't you tell me a little bit about yourself, Kyra."
"There's not much to tell," she said. "I finished high school a year early, so I went to college and got a degree in psychology. I went on to get my doctorate and got certified as a counselor. I met my husband in college and we got married after I finished my first four years."
"What happened?" I asked.
"I loved him with all my heart, but I guess it just wasn't enough. I came home one day after school and found him in our bed with another woman. The rest is history."
"Was he abusive to you?" I asked.
"Not physically," she said. "But he was quite verbally abusive."
"I'm sorry to hear that, Kyra. You certainly don't deserve that."
"Thank you. I did everything I could to keep him happy. I don't know why he did what he did."
"Some people are just assholes, I guess," I said, causing her to smile. "Captain Hawkins said you put your career aside to be with me on this trip. I'm curious to know why. You seem to have set aside a very promising career. Certainly one that pays more than I make."
"When I saw my name at the top of your compatibility chart, I just had to meet you and get to know you. I had dated some after my divorce, but I couldn't find anyone who really did it for me. You know what I mean?"
"Yes, I do," I told her. "I went through that myself in Florida after my divorce."
"So when they gave me the option of joining you on this mission, I jumped at the chance," she said. "Something inside me told me this was my last shot at true happiness and I didn't want to miss out on it. I would've given everything up for that, Bill. Does that make sense to you?"
"Yes, it does," I said.
"I have a confession to make. I hope you don't think bad of me. When I first saw you at the door, I felt like a giddy schoolgirl meeting her prom date for the first time," she said. "I'm surprised you couldn't hear my heart beat. It was all I could do to keep from wrapping myself around you. I've never felt that way about anyone, not even my ex."
"I have a confession to make as well," I told her. "When I first saw you, I was literally speechless. I hadn't felt like that since the first day I met my ex."
"Really?" she asked with a smile.
"Really," I said in response. "In fact, I'm extremely attracted to you right now."
"You are?" she asked.
"Yes."
"I'm extremely attracted to you as well," she said.
"So, what do you propose we do about this?" I asked. She smiled as she lifted her flimsy lingerie over her head. Oh God, I thought as I took in her erect nipples and her smooth skin. My little brain reacted the same way, getting instantly hard.
"This," she said as she wrapped her tiny arms around me and gave me a scorching hot tongue kiss. I responded, kissing her back just as hard. She moaned in my mouth and I picked her up and carried her to the bed. I laid her down and slid her tiny panties off, revealing the smoothest, most perfectly-formed pussy I had ever seen in my life.
She responded by pulling my robe and the rest of my clothing off. Somehow, she managed to get me on my back and began covering my body with kisses. We ended up in a 69 position on my bed, my cock in her mouth as I buried my tongue inside her. I couldn't get enough of her.
She stopped and turned around, straddling me on the bed. Looking down at me with lust-glazed eyes, she grabbed my rock-hard cock and positioned it at her entrance.
"Make love to me," she whispered. "Make me your woman. Please, Bill. I need you inside me right now." What could I say? I wanted her as bad as she seemed to want me. I kissed her deeply.
"Do it," I said. The next thing I knew, I was balls deep inside the softest, wettest, tightest pussy I had ever experienced in my life. We bucked on the bed, her on top, riding me like a cowgirl trying to tame a wild horse. I never wanted this to end.
We held each other tight as we thrashed about on the bed. The room was filled with our joint moans and I felt the urge to ejaculate. Apparently, she sensed that as well.
"Cum inside me, Bill," she begged. "Please, cum inside my pussy. I need it so bad. Don't worry, I'm on the pill. Just fill me up with your seed, baby. Give it to me. Fuck me, lover." That was all the encouragement I needed. Soon, I was spurting jets of fluid inside her and that seemed to trigger her orgasm.
"Ahhhh... Yes," she cried as her orgasm ripped through her body. I felt her vagina grip my cock, causing me to spurt even more inside her. We kissed as our orgasms tapered off. I held her tight to me and we looked deep into each other's eyes.
"That was the absolute best," she said after she had calmed down a bit. "I've never felt anything so... intense."
"Me neither," I said. And it was the truth. Sex with my former wife had always been good, but I could never recall having such an intense experience with her. Kyra, however, made me feel... complete.
"Is it okay if I sleep here with you tonight?" she asked.
"Of course," I said. "In fact, you can sleep here with me every night if you wish."
"I can? Really?" she asked in a way that almost reminded me of a little girl asking for a cookie.
"Yes, if you want," I told her. She held me tight and kissed my face. We laid down in the bed and I held her close to me. I had questions -- plenty of them. But I didn't want to spoil the moment. Besides, I thought, there was always tomorrow. "Don't forget, I have to get up at 0500 tomorrow. Breakfast is at 0530 and I report to work at 0700."
"Okay," she said quietly as she put her head on my shoulder. We both fell asleep a few moments later. I woke up the next "day" when my alarm went off at 0530. I rolled out of bed and looked at the blonde goddess in bed with me. I kissed her on the cheek, and she slowly opened her eyes.
"Is it 5:30 already," she asked.
"Yup," I said. "If you want to join me for breakfast you'll need to get up."
"If you don't mind, I think I'll stay here and get some more sleep. You wore me out last night," she said.
"Sure," I said, giving her another kiss. "I'll just go get ready."
"Okay," she said in a sleepy voice. As I watched, she took my pillow and held it close to her like a teddy bear. A few moments later, she was snoring softly. I smiled and went to the head to do my business.
As I prepared for the day, I realized that I was falling for a woman I had met less than 24 hours ago. In just a few short hours, she had made me happier than I had been in nearly two years. I hoped I wasn't taking things too far too fast.
After I put my flight suit on, I went to the bed and gave her a kiss on the cheek. She smiled and mumbled something in her sleep. I covered her up, turned the lighting down for her and darkened the porthole. From there, I went to the galley for breakfast, where I ran into Cmdr. Hurbi.
"Good morning, Commander," he said as I got in line.
"Good morning, sir," I said.
"Good dinner last night?" he asked.
"Very good, thank you," I told him.
"Sleep well last night?"
"Very well, sir, thank you," I said.
"Please, join me," he said after we got our breakfast, which consisted of an omelet, bacon, toast, milk and coffee.
"Thank you," I said, following him to an empty table.
"My pleasure," he said. We both dug into our breakfast, thoroughly enjoying the well-prepared Denver omelet and bacon. "I'm sure you're used to working a 12-hour shift."
"Yes, I am," I told him.
"Well, just so you know, we do things a bit different here," he said. "The Captain doesn't want the crew fighting their own fatigue, especially on the bridge. Too many things can get screwed up that way. So, we do three eight-hour shifts, with a one-hour lunch. That'll give you plenty of time to rest in between shifts. That doesn't mean you're completely off-duty, by the way. Being third in command, you're technically on call 24/7."
"I understand, sir," I told him.
"So, you're on station from 0700 to 1600 hours, with a one-hour break for lunch," he said. "Second shift comes on at 1500 hours, so you'll have plenty of time for turnover."
"That makes sense," I told him.
"You've got a lot to catch up on before we launch, so I want you to take as much time as you need to go through the operations manuals. After this morning's briefing, I'll give you a tour of the ship and introduce you to some of the others," he said.
"Sounds like a plan to me," I said.
"Good," he said with a smile. "By the way, what do you think of Dr. Williams?"
"Kyra? She's quite an impressive woman. We got to know each other a bit last night." He gave me a knowing smile as he nodded his head.
"I figured as much," he said. "Myra heard the two of you. Sorry, she didn't mean to intrude. It's just that sound sometimes carries through these air vents."
"Sorry about that," I said, feeling a bit embarrassed.
"Don't be," he said. "But I should warn you. Myra can sometimes be a screamer. So if you hear any strange sounds, don't worry, everything is alright."
"Thanks for the warning," I said with a smile. He smiled back as he finished his coffee. We finished our breakfast and headed up to the bridge, on Deck One. I gasped as I walked into the ship's control center. I had never seen anything so advanced in my life and for a moment I felt a bit intimidated.



"Don't let it scare you, Commander," Axel whispered to me. "It's not as complicated as it looks. It's pretty much like any other ship, just laid out a bit different. I nodded my head and walked to the Operations console. The Lieutenant on the station looked up as I approached him. He saw my name patch and my rank and stood up.
"Senior Flight Lieutenant Greene, sir," he said as he extended his hand. I accepted it and introduced myself.
"Lt. Commander Jones, good to meet you, Lieutenant," I said. "Quiet shift this morning?"
"Yes sir, very quiet," he said. I knew that basically meant nothing had gone awry as the ship was being prepared for launch, a process that continued 24 hours a day. "Everything is in the shift log. With your permission, sir, I'll go ahead and sign out."
"Of course," I said. He logged out of the system and turned to leave.
"Have a good shift, sir," he said as he left.
"Thank you, Lieutenant," I told him. I sat down and logged into the system and spent some time familiarizing myself with the layout and the display. Axel was right. It was basically the same as what I had seen before, but it was laid out quite different. To me, the layout was far less clunky and made more sense than what I had seen before.
At 0800, I joined Axel, Leesa and the other senior officers in the Captain's ready room for her morning briefing. She started by introducing me to the rest of the officers. After a brief introduction, she continued with the meeting.
From what I could gather, the launch preparations were proceeding as scheduled. Better yet, some sections seemed to be ahead of schedule. While Leesa was pleased to hear that, she urged the section heads to take some time to double-check everything to make sure no corners were cut.
After she dismissed everyone, Axel took me on a tour of the vessel and introduced me to a number of my new shipmates. I knew I would never remember all of their names after this brief intro, but I knew I would get to know them much better in fairly short order.
I was especially impressed with the communications section, and the officer in charge explained some of the challenges we would face once the faster-than-light engines engaged.
Since electromagnetic waves don't require a medium to propagate, the chief comm officer explained, they can travel through the vacuum of space at the speed of light. The only problem with that, he added, is that once the FTL, or faster-than-light, engines engaged and we reached our operating speed, we would be traveling faster than those electromagnetic waves.
What that meant, he said, is that standard communication technologies weren't practical for our use. If we were to send a message to Houston from Alpha Centauri, for example, using the old standards, we would literally reach Houston a year or more before the message we sent, providing we returned at our maximum operating speed.
To get around this, he explained, scientists and engineers used a combination of quantum tunneling and tachyonic emissions to achieve what was called superluminal communications. They jokingly referred to it as "subspace," using a term made familiar by an old science fiction series.
The only problem, however, was that the signal degraded significantly over about three light years or so. To overcome that, they developed a relay that could clean up and boost the signal before sending it on to its destination.
Two of these relays had already been placed in strategic locations above and below the ecliptic plane of the Solar System. Two more had also been launched into interstellar space using experimental FTL engines.
One relay would end up about halfway between Alpha Centauri and our sun and would be in operation well before we needed to use it, while the other would be placed between our sun and Bernard's Star, which was just over five light years from Earth.
He went on to say more relays would be launched in the coming months and years in preparation for further exploration. According to him, engineers and scientists had been hard at work on this technology for at least the last 15 years.
"You know, Commander, I can see a time when we'll have a whole network of these in place. Hell, before long, we'll have whole relay stations out there that'll double as depots for things like refueling, or even R&R," he said.
"Impressive," I said.
"You bet it is," he said with a smile. "Welcome to the future."
From there, Axel took me to Engineering, where I got yet another mini-education. I was used to seeing the engineering sections of the ships I had been on before, but nothing prepared me for what I was about to see here.
Although the Enterprise had the standard thrusters for maneuvering, and plasma-ion fusion power plants for interplanetary operations, the FTL system was what I was interested in seeing. Admittedly, it was way over my head, in terms of understanding the technology. The lowest-ranking crew member on the team had two doctorates from MIT and spoke tech-talk almost like it was his first language.
Fortunately, his boss, Lt. Commander Sorenson, was present, and she translated what her crew member said into something that almost resembled English. In layman's terms, the system, once engaged, formed a "shell" or bubble, around the ship. When the FTL system engaged, everything inside the bubble operated as normal, while the entire bubble was propelled at speeds faster than light.
As I understood what Cmdr. Sorenson said, it was literally impossible for the human body to travel at speeds faster than light, since human nerve impulses are slower than the speed of light. To alleviate that, the "warp" bubble, as it was called -- again, borrowing terminology from an old science fiction program -- was designed to protect the ship and its inhabitants, while being propelled at the greater speeds.
In short, life would go on as normal inside the bubble, even as the bubble itself was transported at speeds faster than light. There was, however, one problem. Well, there were other problems, but one of the biggest problems, at least to me, was what might happen if the bubble deteriorated, or disappeared, while traveling so fast.
Commander Sorenson explained that in the unlikely event something like that were to happen, then the ship and everyone and everything inside would be instantly dematerialized into subatomic particles. But, she assured me, the system, which had three levels of redundancy, was designed to prevent that from ever happening.
While the system accepted a certain amount of fluctuation, and automatically made adjustments as necessary, if the bubble deteriorated beyond a certain point, the vessel would drop out of FTL, or "warp," mode and revert to the plasma engines until the bubble could be properly reformed.
"You've got nothing to worry about, Commander," she told me. "This technology has seen hundreds of hours of testing, and we've got the best crew in the Corps. There's nothing we can't handle."
"I hope so, Commander," I told her.
"If you have any questions, Commander, please feel free to stop by and see me," she said.
"I'll do that, Commander, thank you very much," I said. After we left Engineering, Axel turned to me with a smile.
"I hope you got all that," he said. "There'll be a test later today," he added with a wink. We spent the next couple hours going to various parts of the ship, meeting the officers and crew in those departments. The more people I met, the more impressed I was with what Leesa had put together.
Of course, being a weapons officer, I had to see the ship's defensive systems. Axel took me around and showed me the upgraded weapons platforms on the vessel, which were quite impressive. From what I could gather, if this ship had been in operation during World War II, it could probably have single-handedly decimated the German military machine.
By the time we finished, it was lunch, so we wolfed down a ham sandwich and made our way back to the bridge. I spent the next four hours poring over manuals, learning as much about the Enterprise as I possibly could. I had a long way to go, but I made good progress that first shift.
I messaged Kyra and had her meet me in the galley for dinner. I wanted to see her and I also wanted some prime rib. She met me there and we got our dinner. I was concerned when I saw how little food she took.
"You know, you're gonna need to eat more than that to keep your strength up," I said.
"Thanks for your concern, but I've always been a very light eater," she said. We sat down and jumped into our meals.
"I'm curious, Kyra," I began. "Captain Hawkins tells me you helped design that compatibility profiling system. Can you tell me a little bit about it?"
"Sure," she said. "What would you like to know?"
"How did you come up with that?"
"Are you familiar with someone named Lawrence Wilder?" she asked.
"No, can't say that I am," I told her.
"He did some ground-breaking work back in the early part of the 21st century," she said. "He hypothesized that the key to a perfect relationship was already programmed into us, in our DNA. He put forward the theory that genetics dictates a person's perfect 'soul mate,' not emotions. From what I could gather, he had a great deal of success with his process. Unfortunately, much of his work was lost after the world-wide Internet hack back in the 2050s."
"Interesting," I said.
"I certainly thought so," she said. "I pieced together what I could, and that's how I came up with the test. Think about it for a moment. You remember your reaction when you first saw me?"
"Yes," I told her.
"You said you hadn't experienced that since you met your ex over ten years ago. Likewise, I hadn't felt that way, well, ever. Have you ever wondered why it is you can have such an intense initial reaction to one person, but not another?"
"To be honest, I never thought about it," I said.
"Take a look at that Lieutenant over there in the corner," Kyra said. I glanced in the direction she indicated and saw a very pretty brunette eating her meal. "Would you say she's quite pretty?"
"Yes, I would," I said.
"But did she take your breath away? When you looked at her, were you rendered speechless, overwhelmed with the desire to approach her, possibly have sex with her?"
"Not really," I said.
"Of course not," Kyra said. "And there's several possible explanations for that. One, it could be that you're a gentleman who has already given your heart to another woman, or, you're simply not the type to act like a cad in public. It could be your military training and discipline prevents you from engaging in what you know to be fraternization. Or it could be that genetically, you already know she's not your soul mate. You told me you dated after your divorce, but you didn't fell a connection to any of them. Is that right?"
"Yes, that's right," I said.
"Did none of them take your breath away? Or render you speechless?"
"No, none," I said.
"Why do you suppose that is?"
"I honestly don't know," I told her. "Maybe it was just too soon after my divorce."
"That's possible," she said. "But I doubt it. Before you met me, when was the last time you were with a woman?"
"I don't know, maybe five or six weeks," I said.
"And did anything happen in those five or six weeks that took away your anger and trust issues? Did anything happen in that time to make your nightmares go away?"
"No," I said. Damn, I thought. This woman is good.
"When was the last time you had a nightmare?" she asked.
"About three days before I reported here," I said.
"I can help you with that, if you'll let me," she said quietly. "But it'll cost you," she added with a sly smile.
"Really?" I asked. "What do I have to do?"
"Play your guitar for me," she said.
"Is that all?" I asked.
"It'll do for a start," she told me, smiling. "How long have you been playing?"
"My Dad gave me my first guitar when I was just 10 years old and I've been playing ever since. They let me take lessons and I used to play in a band when I was in high school. We had delusions of reviving the old music of the 1960s, 70s, and 80s," I said.
"Oh wow," she said. "Talk about oldies."
"Yeah, well, in my view the music of that time was some of the best ever made."
"What about Tabitha? Did she like to hear you play?"
"Her taste in music was a bit different. She likes that electro-splooge crap," I said.
"Yech," she said. "I can't stand that stuff. It's just porn with some noise disguised as musical notes thrown in for good measure." I couldn't help but laugh.
"My thoughts exactly. She dragged me to a concert once and I thought I was gonna get sick."
"Who did you see?" she asked.
"Some group called the 'Kentucky-Fried Mutha Fuggas.' Believe me, I wasn't impressed. In my opinion, they'd have to improve to suck." She laughed.
"Really? I read somewhere the lead singer claims to have a 12-inch dick," Kyra said.
"Artificially-enhanced, I'm sure. They did one song that almost sounded like it could be decent. Then the lead vocalist dropped his pants and started masturbating while moaning into the microphone."
"No way," Kyra said.
"Yes, way. The girls went nuts, Tabitha included. I thought I was gonna have to hold her down to keep her in her seat." I recalled that concert with revulsion. Tabby had torn her panties off and started rubbing herself as the lead singer stroked his giant dick on stage. Several girls in the audience had thrown their panties on stage, spread their legs and exposed themselves.
One girl stripped completely nude and ran on stage. She jumped into the singers arms, wrapped her legs around the guy and let him fuck her to completion right there on stage, standing up. When he put her down, she bent over and spread her ass cheeks so everyone could see his goo dripping out of her.
Tabitha was a wildcat in bed later that night. I had no doubt she was thinking of that vocalist while I was fucking her. A friend of mine later told me that was tame compared to what they normally do on stage. When I looked them up, I found he was right.
"Well, that should've been a clue to you right off the bat," Kyra said.
"I guess so," I said. "Did they ever produce anything that made the charts?"
"I think they had one song that was on the top 40 list for a couple weeks. It was called something like, 'Whose Cum Is Running Down Yo Leg, Bitch?' At least that's what I think it was called."
"Sounds like a real classic," I said sarcastically, causing her to laugh.
"Yeah, in the key of X minor," she said, causing me to bust out laughing.
"So, what kind of music do you like?" I asked her after I had calmed down.
"Depends on my mood. Sometimes I like to listen to classical music, other times I like to listen to soft acoustic music. I'm not really a fan of a lot of the modern stuff. I'd love to hear you play some of those old songs though," she said.
"Do you play anything?" I asked her.
"I took piano lessons when I was a little girl. I've also learned to play the violin and the flute. I've messed around with some other instruments. Do you know what a mountain dulcimer is?"
"Yes," I said. "Dad took us to a little town in Arkansas once. Mountain View, I think it was called. They were having a folk music thing going on and I got to hear some of those folks play. That was a good time, believe me. You know how to play one of those?"
"Yeah, I do," she said. "It's been a while since I've played one and mine is in storage now."
"I'd love to hear you play it one of these days."
"Maybe one day you'll get your chance." I found myself enjoying this time with Kyra and I couldn't remember ever having such a nice discussion with Tabby. "If you're finished, why don't we go back to the cabin and you can entertain me," she said with a smile.
"Sure, why not," I said. "I'm a bit rusty, though."
"That's okay," she said. "I'm sure I'll enjoy whatever you play." We put our trays away and made our way back to the cabin. After we got out of the lift, she took my hand in hers. I looked at her and smiled.
When we got to the room, she took a seat on the couch and looked at me in anticipation. I grabbed my guitar case and pulled the instrument out. I tuned it up and sat next to her on the couch.
"So, what do you want to hear?" I asked.
"Your choice," she said. I strummed the instrument a bit and stretched out my fingers as I thought about what I would want to play. Then I made my decision.
"Here's one of my all-time favorites," I said. "As I recall, it came out around 1968. In my opinion, it's one of the greatest instrumentals ever made."
"What's it called?" she asked.
"Classical Gas," I said. "Ever hear of it?"
"I don't think I've ever heard that," she said. I started playing and watched her reaction. As I picked up the tempo, she started bouncing her head to the music. Her eyes literally twinkled as she smiled and "bopped" to the tune. I had to admit, I liked seeing her reaction. When I finished, she clapped her hands.
"That was wonderful," she exclaimed. "Play another song, please," she begged.
"Well, okay," I said. "What would you like to hear?"
"I don't know. How about something with words. I'd love to hear you sing. I bet you have a great singing voice."
"Only if you're into torture," I said, causing her to laugh.
"I don't believe that. C'mon, sing for me. Please? Pretty please?" How could I resist that?
"Well okay, you asked for it," I told her. I thought for a bit and picked a song that I thought would make her laugh. "Here's a real oldie, put out by a guy named Arlo Guthrie back in 1967. It's called 'Alice's Restaurant Massacree.' You ready?"
"Yeah," she said, laughing. "I'm ready." I began picking the guitar and when the time came, I began singing as best I could.
You can get anything you want at Alice's Restaurant
You can get anything you want at Alice's Restaurant
Walk right in it's around the back
Just a half a mile from the railroad track
You can get anything you want at Alice's Restaurant
From there, I went into the 15 or 20-minute story and I could see her laugh as I got deeper into it. I used my best Arlo Guthrie imitation, causing her to shake with laughter.
"You ready? You have to sing the ending with me," I told her as I picked the tune. "We just have to wait for the song to come to the guitar here."
"I have to sing with you?" she asked.
"Yup," I said. "Wait for it. It's coming real soon." I picked a bit more. "Alright, here it is, just follow me, okay?"
"Okay," she said nervously. She joined with me as I began singing the end.
You can get anything you want at Alice's Restaurant
You can get anything you want at Alice's Restaurant
Walk right in it's around the back
Just a half a mile from the railroad track
You can get anything you want at Alice's Restaurant
We finished the song and Kyra gave me a big hug, kissing me on the face.
"That was excellent," she said. "It was funny, too. I've never heard that before. And you have a wonderful voice."
"Did you enjoy that?" I asked.
"Oh, yes," she said. "That was fun." Just then we heard the door chime sound off. I opened the door to see Axel standing there with a much shorter woman sporting a long mane of raven hair. I figured this was Myra.
"What the hell is going on in here?" he asked. "We were just walking by and thought you guys were having a party in here."
"Come on in," I said. "We're just playing some old songs. Wanna join us?" Myra looked up at Axel with a smile.
"Let's do it," she said. "Please?"
"Oh, what the hell," he said with a smile. They came in and I invited them to have a seat. "What was that you were playing, anyway?" he asked.
"An old tune from 1967 called 'Alice's Restaurant Massacre' by a guy named Arlo Guthrie," I said. Myra looked at Axel.



"I heard that once, a long time ago. They were playing some of those old songs from the hippie days. As I recall, it was funny as hell." She looked at me. "You know how to play that?"
"Yeah, you wanna hear it?" I asked.
"Please," she said. I looked at Kyra.
"You really want to hear that again?" I asked her. Her face broke into a wide grin as she nodded her head.
"Oh yes, please. I loved that," she said.
"Well, alright," I said, slipping back into my imitation as best I could. I began picking the guitar and went through it again, this time coaxing Axel and Myra to sing with us at the end. We all had a good time singing the end of the song together and I was surprised to see Axel get into it with gusto. He actually had a good voice.
"You know, you're pretty good with that thing. Maybe you ought to play in the Officer's Club now and then," he said.
"I might be coaxed into that," I said. He laughed and stood up.
"That was fun, but I need to hit the rack. See you in the morning," he said. Myra got up and joined him. After they left, Kyra wrapped her arms around me.
"That was fun," she said. "Think we can do that again?"
"I guess so," I told her. We cuddled on the couch for a while and shared another cup of hot chocolate, then went to bed. The next morning after breakfast, we had our usual briefing with Captain Hawkins. She called me out at the end of the meeting.
"By the way, Number Two," she said. "Just for future reference, if you decide to have another sing-along in your cabin without inviting me, we're going to have a problem. Understand?" she asked with a smile.
"Yes, ma'am," I said, smiling back.
The next two weeks went by fast as we prepared the ship for its launch. I managed to find some time to work out in the gym. Kyra surprised me when she expressed an interest in Grav Tac. At first, she just wanted to watch me work out, which was fine. Then she expressed an interest in learning the form.
"You ever spend any time in zero-g?" I asked her.
"Only when I went through my orientation," she said. "It felt really... strange." I laughed at that.
"Trust me?" I asked.
"Implicitly," she said. I held out my hand.
"Go ahead, take my hand," I told her. After she had my hand, I turned the gravity down to 0 G. I watched her eyes go wide as she felt the gravity diminish. We both began to float and I used my feet to push against the floor, taking her up with me. "Watch your head," I told her as we approached the ceiling. She put a hand up and stopped her upward motion.
I brought my feet up and pushed against the wall while holding her hand, propelling us into the middle of the room. She looked like she was about to panic, but I calmed her down. I let go of her hand and began going through an exercise that involved a lot of rolls, twists and turns.
"Why don't you try it?" I asked when I finished.
"Are you sure? I'm scared. What do I do?"
"It's okay. Breathe slowly. Concentrate. Start by bringing your knees up as close to your chest as you can. Pretend you're in a swimming pool. Then use your body and force yourself to roll, like a ball." I watched as she brought her knees up. She hadn't developed the flexibility yet, but she did pretty good for someone who had never done anything like this before. I helped her go through some of the routines. I stopped her before she went out of control and eased her out of the position she had assumed so she could get her bearings.
"The trick is to gain control over your own muscles so you can overcome the reduced gravity," I said. "Once you get the flexibility and control, you'll be amazed at what you can do." I took her hand and gently brought us back to the control, where I turned the gravity back up. As the gravity took hold, we both ended up on the floor, and I steadied Kyra as she got to her feet.
"Wow," she said. "That was fun. A bit scary, but fun. You looked so graceful up there, it almost looked like a mid-air ballet. How long have you been doing that?"
"About ten years now," I said. "I took martial arts when I was younger, and started doing this when I got to the Academy."
"Would you be willing to teach me that?"
"Sure, I'd love to," I told her. I finished my workout and we headed back to the cabin. After taking a shower, we sat down with a cup of her hot chocolate. Then the door chime sounded.
"It's open," I announced. The hatch slid back to reveal Leesa and Axel. "Please, come in," I said.
"Are we interrupting anything?" Leesa asked.
"Oh no," I said. "We're just having a cup of hot chocolate. Would you care for some?"
"That's alright," Leesa said. "We won't be here long. We just wanted to stop by and ask a favor of you if that's alright."
"Sure, anything," I said.
"Well, I'm planning a little bon voyage party for the evening before our launch," Leesa said. "We've reserved a venue at Huygens that can accommodate all of us, and we were wondering if you'd be willing to provide some entertainment."
"Sure," I said. "But I don't play any of the modern stuff."
"That's okay," she said. "They have a band that can back you up if you want. Is that okay? I can give you some time to get with them and rehearse if you want. Kyra can join you if you want."
"Well, okay," I said.
"That's terrific, Bill," Leesa said. "Here's the band leader's contact info. I told him I'd get with you first, and he said for you to send him the list of songs you want to play. I'll leave the rehearsal schedule up to you."
"Thank you," I said, taking the card from her.
"Just make sure you've got everything under control here first," she said.
"Of course," I told her.
"Thank you so much," she said.
"You're welcome," I said. After they left, Kyra and I looked at each other.
"Sounds like it'll be a lot of fun," Kyra said.
"Yeah," I said. One more thing on my plate, I thought. Oh well... I instantly started putting together a list of songs in my head and before the night was over had a good idea of what I wanted to play. I didn't know if the band was familiar with any of these tunes, so I put together a file that included audio and sent them off.
I heard back from Jason Roberts, the band leader Leesa told me about, the next day. He seemed fairly excited to get my list and told me he was familiar with a lot of the songs on it. We worked out a rehearsal schedule that would see Kyra and I going to Huygens four times over the next six days. The party itself was set to go seven days from today. I gave the schedule to Axel and he approved it, then arranged for transport.
Kyra and I enjoyed our trips to Huygens and we all had a good time in the rehearsal. I was surprised the band seemed to be familiar with many of the songs I had chosen. Jason had a request for an old Doobie Brothers song, one I really liked, but I knew I wouldn't be able to do it on the acoustic guitar I had.
"No problem," he said. "I've got an old electric guitar in the back gathering dust that'll be perfect." He pulled it out and brought it to me. I was stunned to see it was an ancient 1950s-vintage Fender Stratocaster with a reverb bar, and it looked to be in near-perfect condition. I checked it over quite carefully, and saw the strings were fairly new. I looked at Jason.
"Is this for real?" I asked. "Where did you get this thing?"
"Ran across it about a month ago when I was cleaning out an old storeroom out back," he said. "I have no idea where it came from. Tried to find the owner, but had no luck."
"This thing has to be worth hundreds of thousands, if not millions of dollars." He nodded his head.
"Yup," he said. "I just replaced the strings, tuned it up and tested it out. Probably hasn't been played for 50 years or more. Strangely enough, after all these years, it still works like new. Go ahead, let's see what ya got." I checked the tuning and plugged in the amplifier. I was a bit nervous about turning it up, but Jason didn't seem concerned.
What the hell, I thought. I began by playing the opening to an old song made famous by The Animals back in the 1960s. I liked the way this ancient guitar sounded and it felt good in my hands. The band began following me and I started to sing. Of course, I'm no Eric Burdon, but I did my best.
"There is a house in New Orleans," I began. "They call the Rising Sun. And it's been the ruin of many a poor boy. And God, I know I'm one." Kyra listened as I sung and applauded when we finished.
"Not bad," Jason said. "We'll need to work on the timing some, but I think it'll work. What do you say we ramp it up a bit. Wanna try that old Doobie Brothers tune?"
"Sure, why not," I said. After a bit of discussion, I turned up the volume a bit and started playing the familiar opening of "China Grove." The band picked right up and before long, we were rocking the place out. Kyra clapped and bobbed her head as we played.
"Outstanding!" Jason said after we finished. "Commander, if you ever decide on a career change, let me know." We all laughed at that. We went through the rest of the songs and worked out a play list for the evening. After confirming our rehearsal schedule, we called it a night.
Kyra and I made it to the venue early on the night of the party and set up the stage. It had been years since I had played in front of an audience and I had butterflies in my stomach. We ate dinner with the crew and listened as Leesa gave us all a stirring message.
She turned on a large overhead monitor and we all watched as the president made a few remarks, supposedly live from the White House. Then Admiral Cartwright, wearing his full dress uniform, stood up and gave another speech.
"Each and every one of you have been carefully chosen for this mission," he said. "And tomorrow, each and every one of you will go down in history as being the first to go where no human being has ever gone before. The hopes and prayers of every single one of us go with you. Godspeed, Enterprise," he said, raising his glass in a toast. We gave a hearty "oorah" and joined him in his toast.
"And now, let's hear some music," he commanded with a smile, eliciting shouts and cheers. That was my cue, and I made my way to the stage as Leesa introduced us. The crew clapped as I took my place at the front of the band and picked up the ancient guitar.
We opened with a rousing version of "China Grove," then played the rest of the tunes on our list, which included a couple of old Gordon Lightfoot tunes, "House of the Rising Sun," "Have You Ever Seen The Rain," "The City of New Orleans," wrapping up the set by asking the audience for requests.
"Alice's Restaurant Massacree," Kyra yelled out from the audience. I turned to the band and smiled. Somehow, I felt they knew this was going to happen. So I put the Stratocaster down and picked up my acoustic, plugging it in.
"The little lady has asked to hear 'Alice's Restaurant Massacree," I said. "Who am I to turn down a request from such a lovely lady? Well, here goes," I said, slipping into my Arlo Guthrie impersonation. "Just so you know," I said, picking the tune, "'Alice's Restaurant' isn't the name of the restaurant. It's just the name of the song. That's why it's called 'Alice's Restaurant,'" I said, getting some laughs.
I went through the song, and everyone seemed to like it. At the end, I encouraged everyone to sing along, which they did. But that wasn't the end of it.
"That was horrible," I deadpanned, still in "Arlo Guthrie" mode, causing many to laugh. "We need to do that again. This time with some gusto. Why don't we let the universe know that 'Enterprise' is on her way." That brought out a series of whoops and "yeahs" from the crew. Leesa smiled as she heard the crew shout.
We went through the ending one more time, and everyone sang even louder. A table full of engineers shouted out "just a half a mile from the railroad tracks" and Jonathan ad-libbed, "except for Alice" after I finished the first "you can get anything you want" line in the song. That brought about a lot of laughter. I put an end tag on the song and brought it to a close after that. Everyone stood and applauded loudly. Clapping, Leesa came to the front of the group.
"Thank you, Commander Jones," she said, still clapping. "Everyone give it up for our own Lt. Commander Jones," she said. Everyone clapped and whistled at that. After a few minutes, Leesa continued.
"That's gonna have to wrap it up for tonight, everyone," she said. "Tomorrow is the big day. Have fun, see the rest of the base and enjoy yourselves. Shuttles will be flying every hour on the hour. Just be back on board by 0400. Launch is at 1000. Goodnight." She turned to me, smiled and shook my hand. "Thank you for that, Bill," she said. "That was wonderful."
"Thank you, Captain," I said.
"Why don't you and Kyra take the rest of the night off. I'll see you back on board by 0400."
"Will do," I said. I was in the middle of putting my guitar away when I heard a familiar voice behind me.
"I guess they'll make anyone a Commander these days." I turned to see Alan Simmons, the Captain of the Armstrong, along with his First Officer, Commander Alice Brewster. I stood up and motioned for Kyra to join us. After the introductions, I turned to Alan.
"I didn't know you would be here," I said.
"We've been assigned escort duty," he said. "They want us to shadow Enterprise to her Q-point tomorrow. I guess they thought you might need a guide dog or something." The "Q-point" was where Enterprise would engage its FTL engines.
"Well, I can't think of a better one," I said with a laugh.
"How are you doing these days, Bill?" Alan asked.
"I'm doing well, sir, thanks for asking. Kyra here gets a lot of the credit for that," I said, turning to her.
"You take good care of this man, you hear me?" Alice said. Kyra smiled.
"I will, don't worry," she said.
"By the way, I didn't know you could play a six-string," Alan said. "You sounded pretty good up there."
"Thank you," I said. "This is the first time I've been able to take my guitar with me on a mission."
"At least I got to hear you play. I look forward to hearing you play again," he said.
"That could be a while," I told him.
"It'll be worth the wait," he said with a smile. "We'd better get going and let you two finish celebrating. It's been good seeing you again, Bill. And it's good meeting you as well, Kyra. Take care of yourself out there."
"It's good seeing you as well, sir," I said.
"Good luck to you two, Bill," Alice said. "We'll see you when you get back."
"Thank you, Alice, and thanks for coming by." They left and I turned to get my gear when Jason came up to me with a guitar case and a small amplifier.
"Don't forget your guitar," he said.
"I've already got it," I said. "Thanks."
"No, I mean, this one," he said, handing me the case with the Stratocaster.
"I can't take this," I said. "I'm sure you can sell it and get good money for it."
"I could," he said. "But I'd rather see it get a good home with someone who knows how to make it sing."
"Are you sure about this?" I asked.
"Absolutely," he said. "Just do me a favor."
"Anything," I said.
"Next time you're in town, come by and play with us again."
"That could be another five years," I said.
"Then it'll be worth the wait," he said. "Take care of yourself, Bill. You're always welcome here." He extended a hand and I shook it.
"Thank you, Jason, it's been a lot of fun," I said. "And I'll be back."
"I'll be here," he said. We said our goodbyes and left the venue. By now, most of the crew had left, so Kyra and I got a room for the evening where we spent hours making love. Kyra wrapped herself around me when we finally finished and put her mouth next to my ear.
"I love you, Bill Jones," she whispered.
"And I love you right back, Kyra Williams," I said before we fell asleep.
0400 -- that's 4:00 am for those not familiar with military time -- comes awful early. Kyra and I made the last shuttle to Galileo Station and reported to the Officer of the Deck just in time. We made it to our quarters where I stashed both guitars and changed into my flight suit.
The ship was bustling with activity as the crew prepared for launch. I heard a lot of compliments as I made my rounds to verify things were getting under way. Then it was time for me to report to my station. After the Captain's quick briefing, we took our stations and I began my pre-launch checks.
Finally the time came for departure. Everyone nervously sat in their places making their final checks when Leesa began now-familiar rundown.
"Ops," she called out.
"All systems go for launch," I said.
"Engineering!"
"All systems nominal and within normal parameters. Go for launch, Captain," said Lt. Commander Sorenson, who was at the engineering station for launch.
"Weapons!"
"All systems calibrated and locked, sir. All weapons accounted for," the Weapons Officer said.
"Comm!"
"Communications five by five, Captain," the senior communications officer said.
"Navigation!"
"Course laid in and locked, Captain. ETA to Q-Point three hours," said Lt. Torres, the senior navigator.
"Number One!"
"All personnel present and accounted for, Captain. All systems and stations report go for launch," Axel replied. Leesa punched a button on her console.
"Houston, this is Enterprise. Request clearance for launch."
"Clearance for launch approved, Enterprise. Godspeed," said a voice from the communications speaker overhead. Leesa nodded her head and punched the console again.
"Roger that, Houston," she said. She punched another button and spoke again. "Galileo Station, this is Enterprise. Clearance for launch granted. Disconnect and retract all lines."
"Roger that, Enterprise, lines retracting," said another voice from the speaker. We heard the noise of the lines disengaging from the ship reverberate throughout the ship and knew that we were on our own power from this time forward.
"Open space doors," Leesa said, speaking into her comm unit.
"Space doors opening," a voice said from the speaker. We watched and saw the giant doors open in front of us. Leesa waited until she got the green light indicating the doors were fully opened.
"Maneuvering thrusters only, helm. Take us out, nice and slow," she said.
"Maneuvering thrusters, ahead, Captain," the helm answered. I felt the giant behemoth begin to move and as we went forward, I glanced out the porthole next to me. There, on the station's observation decks, were a number of people, standing at attention while giving a hand salute. Leesa flashed the running lights in response as the ship moved forward. We cleared the station doors and heard the announcement from station control shortly thereafter.
"Enterprise, you are clear and free to navigate," a voice said from the speaker.
"Roger that, Galileo Station," Leesa said in response. "Helm, ahead one quarter."
"One-quarter, aye, aye, Captain," the pilot said, adjusting his controls. I felt a bit more pressure as the g-forces pushed me further into my seat. I looked at a monitor on my console and saw the Armstrong following behind.
"Set vector for Q-point, navigator," Leesa said.
"Vector set, aye aye, Captain," the navigator said. "The road is clear."
"All ahead half, helm," Leesa said.
"All ahead half, aye aye, Captain," the pilot answered. The g-forces built up even more as the ship picked up speed.
"Warp status, engineering," Leesa asked about a half hour later.
"Warp bubble forming, Captain."
"Increase to full, engage plasma engines," Leesa said.
"Increasing to full, plasma-ion engines engaged," the pilot said. The ship shook just a bit as it picked up speed. I looked in the monitor and saw the Armstrong staying with us.
"Take us to max-Q, helm," Leesa said after a while.
"Increasing to max-Q," the pilot said, pushing the controls even further. I felt the ship shudder just a bit as it picked up speed. Looking at the monitor, I saw Armstrong start to fall back slightly.



"Warp status," Leesa said about an hour later.
"Bubble forming, Captain. All systems nominal." I looked and the Armstrong had fallen back quite a bit by this time. Then I heard Alan's voice over the comm.
"Looking good, Enterprise," Alan said. "Armstrong at zero-point. Will monitor from here. Fair winds and following seas, Enterprise." I knew from our briefings that zero-point was where Armstrong would quit shadowing the Enterprise as it was no longer able to keep up with us.
"Thank you, Armstrong," Leesa said. "We'll see you on the flip side."
"Roger that, Enterprise," Alan said. Leesa punched a button on her console to address the entire crew.
"All hands, stand by for Q-point," she said. That was the final warning -- there was nothing that could stop us from this point forward.
"Warp bubble formed and stable, Captain. Light speed at your command," the engineer said.
"Q-point in 10 seconds," the helm said. I saw a countdown timer show on my monitor. This was it. Showtime.
9...8...7...6...
"Standby, helm," Leesa said.
3...2...1...
"Engage..."
* * * * *
To be continued...
Note: Lawrence Wilder and the work he participated in came from my story, "LW's: Satisfaction Guaranteed."
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The end of "Where No One Has Gone Before, Pt. 01"
"Warp status," Leesa said about an hour later.
"Bubble forming, Captain. All systems nominal." I looked and the Armstrong had fallen back quite a bit by this time. Then I heard Alan's voice over the comm.
"Looking good, Enterprise," Alan said. "Armstrong at zero-point. Will monitor from here. Fair winds and following seas, Enterprise." I knew from our briefings that zero-point was where Armstrong would quit shadowing the Enterprise as it was no longer able to keep up with us.
"Thank you, Armstrong," Leesa said. "We'll see you on the flip side."
"Roger that, Enterprise," Alan said. Leesa punched a button on her console to address the entire crew.
"All hands, stand by for Q-point," she said. That was the final warning -- there was nothing that could stop us from this point forward.
"Warp bubble formed and stable, Captain. Light speed at your command," the engineer said.
"Q-point in 10 seconds," the helm said. I saw a countdown timer show on my monitor. This was it. Showtime.
9...8...7...6...
"Standby, helm," Leesa said.
3...2...1...
"Engage..."
...
And now, "Where No One Has Gone Before, Pt. 02"
...
When the FTL engines engaged, I initially felt g-forces similar to those I felt on the rocket that carried me up to the Armstrong some two years earlier. Looking out the front port, I saw flashes of light and rainbows rushing past us. It was quite an impressive show.
The ship shuddered a bit, then settled down. I looked around and saw others doing the same. Apparently, we survived the initial engagement of the FTL engines. I looked on my board and saw everything looked good.
"Inertial dampers engaged, Captain," the engineer said. "Warp bubble stable. All systems nominal. We have reached cruising speed." That would be roughly twice the speed of light.
"Thank you, Engineer," Leesa said. "Helm, steady as she goes."
"Steady as she goes, aye aye, Captain," the pilot said. There it is, I thought. We're officially beyond the light barrier, traveling faster than anyone had ever traveled before. But there were still dangers ahead -- many dangers.
"Forward sensors," Leesa announced. I looked at my console. The forward sensors were designed to look ahead and spot any potential danger far ahead of us. The system would then compensate, making course corrections as necessary to avoid collision. It was designed to cover a 180-degree arc from port to starboard along the ship's X and Y axis, and would extend to the front edge of the bubble. At the speed we were traveling, even the impact of a small rock could cause significant damage, despite the protection afforded by the armored hull and the warp bubble itself.
"Sensors report all clear," I said.
"Navigator," Leesa said.
"ETA to outer edge of Kuiper Belt 3.5 hours, Captain," he said. At our current speed, it would take another six hours to reach the heliopause, an area filled with torrents of charged solar particles traveling at about a million miles per hour. Beyond that was interstellar space, but even then, our troubles would be far from over.
The next obstacle after that was the Oort Cloud, a spherical "bubble" believed to be filled with icy, comet-like objects and bits of leftover planetary residue called planetesimals. At our current speed, it would take five to 14 days before we reached the inner edge of that cloud. If the scientists were right, we could be dodging rocks in the cloud for up to eight months.
Fortunately, the scientists and engineers considered this when designing the warp bubble. The front edge of the bubble was neither blunt nor static. Instead, it extended beyond the craft, following our programmed course and could extend as far as half an astronomical unit. One astronomical unit, or AU, is roughly 93 million miles -- the distance between the Earth and the Sun.
On top of that, the invisible bubble was designed to be quite dense, and in theory could deflect smaller objects much like a cowcatcher on an old steam locomotive. Despite all the tech, however, it still required eyes on hand to make the right decisions at the right time.
Let me put it this way. Forget all that crap you may have seen in the movies or on those old television programs. Interstellar travel is a bitch, and there's nothing easy about it. Imagine what would happen if a spacecraft traveling twice the speed of light slams into a floating mountain the size of Mt. Everest. The ship would be instantly pulverized and everyone on board would be dead almost instantly.
Even if anyone survived the incident, they would be left alone waiting months, or years, for any kind of rescue. No pressure there, right? And you can't just turn it off when your shift is over. It's always floating around in the back of your mind.
Of course, Hollywood doesn't ever tell you any of that. If you watched some of those old shows, you'd think the bridge crew sat around in plush deck chairs all day shooting the breeze as the ship plows forward.
The truth is, there's a million things that can go wrong at any given time. As I was about ready to discover two hours after breaking the light barrier.
"Commander Jones," I said when my wrist communicator beeped.
"Commander Jones, this is Chief Horowitz in sick bay. We need you down here as soon as possible, sir," she said. Sick bay? What for? I looked at Leesa, who heard the communication. She nodded her head.
"Go ahead, Bill," she said. Axel immediately came to my station, so I logged out and turned it over to him before leaving the bridge. I got to sick bay in record time. Dr. Pine looked up as I came in and motioned for me to join him in his office.
"What's going on, Doc?" I asked.
"Your companion, Dr. Williams, went into afib when the ship went into light speed," he said. "Fortunately, we were monitoring all the trackers when we saw her vitals go through the roof. We got her here as fast as we could. She damn near had a stroke."
"What happened?" I asked him.
"Her blood work doesn't look good," he said. "Potassium and magnesium levels are way down, everything is way down. It looks like she hasn't been following her proscribed diet."
"She's a very light eater," I told him.
"That may be, but those diets are designed for a purpose," he said. "Chief Horowitz is working up a new diet for her and she needs to double up on her supplements. She's assigned to you, so that makes you responsible, Commander. Got it?"
"Yes, I understand. What about the next time we jump into light speed?" According to our flight plan, we were set to jump out of light speed about halfway to Alpha Centauri to stock up at a depot that had been sent ahead of us. "Maybe she should report here before we make the jump so you can keep an eye on her."
"Dammit, Commander, I'm a doctor, not a babysitter," he said. "But I think under the circumstances we can accommodate you. Just to be on the safe side."
"Thank you. Can we go see her now?"
"Sure, come with me. By the way, I'm keeping her here for the next 24 to 48 hours to make sure she's stabilized." We walked into a small room with a bed. Kyra was on the bed with tubes going into her arm. Monitors beeped as they recorded her vital statistics. I could see her heart beat was still over 125 beats per minute and her blood pressure was a bit lower than normal. She looked at me with tears in her eyes.
"How are you feeling?" I asked.
"Horrible," she said. "When the ship jumped into light speed, I thought my heart was going to come right out of my chest. I've never felt that bad in my life."
"Doc says it's because you've been a bad girl and didn't eat your veggies," I said with a smile.
"I'm sorry," she said. "Are you mad at me?"
"Furious," I said with a smile. "Doc says you're staying here for the next day or so. Who's going to make my hot chocolate, tuck me in bed and tell me a bedtime story while you're in here?"
"I'll be alright," she said weakly. Dr. Pine shook his head.
"I'll be the judge of that, young lady," he said. "I swear, doctors make the worst patients."
"So, can Bill come by with his guitar after he gets off shift?" she asked the doctor. He looked at me for a moment.
"I enjoyed your music at the party. You don't play that electro-splooge crap do you?" he asked. "My daughters love that shit. I hate it, though. It's nothing but porn set to noise if you ask me."
"No, I don't like it either, and I don't play it," I said.
"Good," he said. "I suppose you can come by after your shift for a while. But I want her to get some rest and let her recover. No fooling around. You hear me?"
"I got it," I said. He smiled and left the room. I sat down next to Kyra and held her hand. I felt a tear start to form in my eye and wiped my face.
"Don't ever do that again," I told her. "I just found you and I don't think I could handle losing you." She smiled weakly as she put a hand on my cheek.
"Don't worry, you're stuck with me," she said.
"Better be," I said.
"You'd better get back to the bridge," she said.
"Are you sure? I can stay here with you if need be."
"No, that's alright," she said. "Besides, I'm feeling a bit sleepy. They gave me something shortly before you came in."
"Alright. I'll come back after my shift," I told her.
"You'd better," she said. I leaned forward and gave her a kiss.
"I love you," I told her.
"I love you more," she said. I could see she was about to fall asleep, so I stood and covered her up before leaving. I made my way back to the bridge and resumed my work after Axel logged out.
"Everything alright?" he asked.
"Yeah, it will be," I said. "Doc is keeping Kyra for the next 48 hours. She had afib when the ship made the jump into light speed."
"Damn," he said. "She's in good hands. Don't worry."
"Thanks, I'm going to see her after my shift." Shortly after that, we entered the heliopause and were treated to quite a light show as charged solar particles hit the warp bubble. From inside the ship, it looked like sparklers at a July 4th barbecue.
Shortly after that, the sparkle effect ended and I knew we were out of the heliopause. At this point, we were technically in interstellar space, but we all knew the worst was yet to come. After my shift, I went to my quarters and grabbed my guitar, then headed for sickbay.
When I got there, Kyra was awake and sitting up, eating a bowl of chicken soup. She was still a bit tired and I could see her vitals had improved somewhat, but were still outside what Dr. Pine wanted to see.
"How are you feeling?" I asked.
"Better, but still a bit out of it," she said.
"You missed one helluva light show," I told her. "We made it through the heliopause and we're now officially in interstellar space."
"So what's next?" she asked.
"The Oort Cloud," I told her. "We should hit the inside of that in a few days. No telling how long we'll be in that, since no one really knows how thick or how dense it really is."
"Terrific," she said sarcastically.
"Could be worse," I said jokingly. "We could have locusts." That got a chuckle out of her.
"So, what are you gonna play?" she asked. I opened my guitar case, pulled out my instrument and tuned it up.
"Well, there's one song I ran across while I was in school and started messing around with it. You ever hear of a group called Jethro Tull?" I asked.
"Sounds familiar, but I don't know what they did," she said.
"They did a lot of stuff over the years," I told her. "Let me see if I can get this right." I began strumming my instrument as I went over the tune in my head. After a while I finally figured out what I needed to do, so I stopped for a second.
"This is a little acoustic tune called 'One Brown Mouse,' and it has a part for a flute. Maybe when we get back you can try playing it with me," I said as I began to play the opening.
"That's a cute little song," she said when I finished playing. "I'd love to do that with you. What else you got?" I played an old Lobo tune, "Me and You and a Dog Named Boo," for her and enjoyed seeing her sway to my music. Then I played a John Denver classic, "Take Me Home Country Roads." I played a couple more for her and saw she was getting tired, so I stopped.
"Are you alright?" I asked.
"I'm perfect, now that you're here with me," she said. "I love hearing you play for me."
"I love playing for you," I said. "It really makes a difference when I'm playing for someone who appreciates it."
"Didn't your ex-wife like hearing you play?" she asked.
"Tabby? No, she barely tolerated it," I said. "She thought the stuff I did was old-fashioned and childish."
"Oh that's right, she liked that electro-splooge stuff," Kyra said. "Well, I suppose I can see her point. Given a choice between the beautiful music you play and the Kentucky-Fried Mutha Fugga's timeless classic, 'I'm Gonna Cum in Yo Ass,' there's simply no comparison," she added sarcastically. I couldn't help but bust out laughing. She laughed with me.
"I can tell you're feeling better," I said. "You're getting your sense of humor back." She smiled at that.
"Listen to me, Bill Jones," she said. "I'm serious about this. Don't ever stop playing for me. I love hearing you play and sing. I could spend the rest of my life listening to you play."
"Careful what you wish for," I told her. "You just might get it."
"I hope so," she said quietly. I looked at her as I kissed the back of her hand. It was official. I was in love with this woman. "By the way, you'd better get over to the galley and eat dinner. Otherwise, you'll be in here with me."
"That wouldn't be so bad, would it?" I joked. She laughed nervously.
"Don't tell anyone, but that doctor's bedside manner leaves a lot to be desired," she said quietly. "And don't even get me started on the chief." Chief Horowitz had a well-deserved reputation as someone who took no guff off of anyone.
"I won't say anything," I told her as I put my guitar away. "I'll swing by tomorrow morning and see how you're doing. Sleep tight, okay?"
"I will," she said, giving me a kiss. "Sweet dreams. I'll see you in the morning. I love you."
"I love you, too," I said. I went to the galley, ate dinner, then went back to my quarters. After I got there, Axel and Leesa both stopped by to check up on me and ask about Kyra. They told me they had been by sick bay earlier but she was already asleep.
"She's doing better, thanks for asking. I think the doctor will let her go tomorrow," I said.
"Good," Axel said. "You keep an eye on her, make sure she follows her diet, okay?"
"I will," I said. After they left, I laid down in the bed and drifted off to sleep.
...
I was in a small room. In front of me was an observation port that let me see into the corridor on the other side. Two people stood there, arm-in-arm, looking at me. They were both smiling. I recognized them right off. One was my ex-wife, Tabitha. The other was Commander Travers -- Bull. How was this possible, I wondered. He's dead. And she's in federal prison serving a ten-year sentence.
I wondered what I was doing in the small room and tried to find the hatch release. I saw Bull shake his head and reach forward. Then I heard the sudden hiss of air and knew I was in an airlock. All of the air was rushing out into open space. I tried to scream and shake my head but I couldn't. I looked down and saw I was...naked. Why would I be naked in an airlock, I asked myself.
I looked back up and saw both of them wave at me. I heard them through the intercom.
"Bye now, cuck," they said. "Bye bye. Enjoy Hell." What? The next thing I knew, I was shot out into open space as the two of them laughed and extended their middle fingers. I instantly felt the cold space and knew I would die very soon.
I tried to hold my breath but it was difficult. I even tried using my knowledge of Grav Tac to get back to the airlock, but my muscles were frozen in place. I felt the pressure build up in my chest and knew that in seconds, my lungs would explode.
"Why are they doing this to me?" I asked myself. But it was too late. As I drifted further from the ship, I saw the two of them kiss. Then I saw Bull pull out the biggest cock I had ever seen on a man and offer it to Tabby, who knelt down to take it in her mouth. Then my lungs began to explode...
...
I bolted upright in the bed, gasping for air. I could feel beads of sweat on my forehead. I hadn't had the nightmare since shortly before coming aboard the Enterprise. But this nightmare seemed different, somehow. For starters, this was the first time I was naked in the dream. And this was the first time I had seen the two of them engage in a sex act while I was being shot into space.
But why now, after all this time, I wondered. Surely, there was a reason for it. I looked at the other half of the bed and realized this was the first night since reporting aboard that Kyra hadn't slept with me. Was that the reason, I asked myself. I knew I would have to talk to her about this. I looked at the clock and saw it was 4:45, so I wiped the sleep from my eyes and got up.
I showered, shaved and dressed, then headed for sick bay to check in on Kyra. When I got there, I was met by the night corpsman on duty. She pulled me into her duty hut before I could see Kyra.
"Are you alright, sir?" she asked. "I got an alarm from your sleep monitor not long ago. Were you having a nightmare?"
"Yes, I was," I told her. "It's alright, I've had this nightmare before."
"We have white noise generators if you need one, sir," she said. "If you like I can set one aside for you."
"I don't think that'll be necessary, but thanks anyway," I said. "Is Dr. Williams awake?"
"Yes, sir, she is. The other duty corpsman is getting her breakfast now. She should be back soon. If you like, you can go see Dr. Williams now," the corpsman said.
"Thank you," I said. I went into Kyra's room and saw she was already awake and sitting up in bed.
"Good morning, sunshine," I told her. She smiled and looked at me.
"Good morning yourself," she said. "You're up early."
"I couldn't sleep," I told her.
"Nightmare?"
"Yeah, how do you know?" I asked.
"I can see it on your face, and I heard you talking to the corpsman. Bad?" I nodded my head.
"Worse than normal," I said quietly.
"We need to talk about it, you know," she told me. We had talked about it before, but not in any great depth. "So, what was different about last night?"
"You," I said after a few moments.
"Me?" she asked. "What did I do?"
"You weren't there," I said. "Last night was the first night we hadn't slept together since I came on board."
"Well, we'll definitely have to talk about this when I get out of here," she said. Just then, the other duty corpsman came in, pushing a cart with Kyra's breakfast. She put the tray on the bed stand so Kyra could eat.



"Oh my God, I can't eat all this," Kyra said as she looked at the breakfast, which consisted of a large omelet, bacon, toast, cream of wheat, juice, milk and coffee. "I'll get big as a house."
"I guess we'll just have to work it off of you," I said with a smile. She looked at me and smiled.
"Is that a promise?" she asked.
"You got it," I said.
"I'm going to hold you to that, you know," she said. The young corpsman smiled as she listened to our banter.
"The doctor said to make sure you eat everything, Dr. Williams," she said. "He even told me to feed you myself if necessary." Kyra looked up at her.
"That won't be necessary, corpsman, I assure you. I can feed myself," she said. The corpsman smiled back at her.
"I hope so, Dr. Williams," she said. "Dr. Pine won't be very happy if you don't follow your diet. And you don't want to see him unhappy, believe me."
"I believe you," Kyra said. "Don't worry, I'll be a good girl and eat all my food. Even if it makes me fat as an elephant."
"That won't happen, Dr. Williams," the corpsman said. "Your diet was designed specifically for your needs. Well, if we're under control here, I have other things to do." I nodded my head and the corpsman left. Kyra took a few bites and started to push the tray away.
"Not so fast, dear," I said. "You need to eat everything." She looked up at me and pouted. "Sorry, that's not gonna work."
"Alright, alright," she said. "I'll eat everything. But I never want to hear you complain when I can't get through the door."
"Never," I said, giving her a kiss. "I'd better go grab my breakfast and get to work. Think they'll let you out of here tonight?"
"God, I hope so," she said.
"Me too," I said. "I'll swing by after my shift. Love you."
"Even if I get fat and ugly?" she asked.
"I'll always love you," I told her. "And you'll never be fat and ugly."
"Good answer, spaceman. I love you too," she said, giving me a kiss in return. I left sick bay and ate some breakfast, then went to the bridge.
"How's Kyra this morning?" Axel asked when I reported to my station.
"Better, thanks for asking," I said.
"Good," he responded. "You sleep okay last night? You look a bit tired."
"Had a bad dream, nothing I can't deal with."
"Let me know if you need to take a break," he said. "I need everyone at 100 percent. Graveyard shift already reported encountering some small objects. We may be entering the Oort Cloud sooner than we thought."
"Terrific," I said. After our morning briefing, I resumed my post and continued working. Over the next eight hours, we encountered a few small objects, but the ship's crew and systems performed perfectly. After my shift, I went to see Kyra and found that Dr. Pine was releasing her from sick bay.
"Her vitals are perfect and she seems stable," he said. "But you need to make sure she follows her diet and exercise plan. That's right, doctor, I said exercise," he added, looking at her. Kyra nodded her head in resignation.
"So not only are you gonna make me fat, but now you want to torture me," she said. "Terrific."
"It's not that bad, Dr. Williams," he said with a smile. "I understand the Commander here has a belt in Grav Tac. Perhaps he can help with your exercise regimen."
"I think we can manage that, Doc," I said with a smile.
"Wonderful," Kyra said. "You're gonna pay for this, you know that?"
"I'll take my chances," I said.
"I want to see you in seven days for a follow-up," Dr. Pine told her. "And don't think you can skate on your diet and exercise plan. I have eyes all over this ship, you know."
After dinner, we walked back to my cabin, where Kyra changed into something more "comfortable." She came back out with a couple cups of her hot chocolate and we sat on the couch.
"I missed you last night," I told her.
"I missed you too," she said. "Tell me about the dream you had last night." She listened quietly as I recalled it. She didn't say anything for a few minutes when I finished.
"Well, doc," I said. "What's your prognosis?"
"You say this is the first time you've been naked in that dream?" she asked. I nodded my head.
"Interesting. Sigmund Freud and Carl Jung believed our dreams represent unfulfilled wishes, and I can understand that hypothesis. I tend to believe, however, that some of our dreams are the mind's way of processing our thoughts and feelings. Generally speaking, being naked in a dream could indicate some level of vulnerability, or it could mean that you feel some aspect of you could be exposed to ridicule or disgrace. Tell me, do you feel any guilt at all about what you did on the Armstrong?"
"At this point, no, none," I said, shaking my head.
"So, you feel no guilt whatsoever about ejecting your former first officer out of an airlock at all?" she asked. I shook my head.
"None whatsoever. I even wished my ex was with him when it happened," I said. "At the time, I knew it was either him or me. For some time, I wondered if there was some other way it could've been resolved. I began to wonder if maybe I should've called security. But I knew they would arrive too late. You didn't see the look of hatred on his face, Kyra. He was determined to murder me. What made it worse was him telling me it was Tabitha's idea."
"And her reaction to what happened?" Kyra asked.
"She turned on me like a feral cat," I said. "Said she hated me. When I talked to her in the brig later, she claimed to love me but loved fucking him at the same time. She claimed she knew he was going to murder me, but didn't know how. Worse yet, she never told anyone. How can you love someone you want murdered?"
"Do you believe it was her idea to have you killed?" Kyra asked.
"Deep down in my gut, yes, I do. I could see it in her face. But it could never be proven beyond a reasonable doubt in her court-martial."
"How did you feel about that?" she asked.
"Like I had been betrayed twice. Actually, three times. First by her, then by my own superior, then by the system."
"But she's in prison, Bull is dead, and you're here, third in command of humanity's first real starship, going where no one has ever been before. Surely you can get a measure of vindication from that," she said.
"I suppose you're right," I said.
"But there's more, isn't there?"
"Yeah. After the incident I swore never to get that deeply involved with another woman ever again. I never took a vow of celibacy, I just decided I would never let myself fall in love with someone like I did with her. I couldn't go through that level of betrayal and pain again," I said.
"And then you met me," she said.
"And then, I met you," I repeated quietly.
"I can see several potential possibilities here, Bill," she said. "I think we need to explore this a bit deeper. I want to help you, Bill. I CAN help you. Do you trust me?" I looked at her.
"Yes, I do," I said.
"Good," she said. "Do you remember me telling you about the work done by Larry Wilder?"
"Yes," I told her.
"Well, the tests I helped create were largely based on his research. I think I told you that. But what I didn't tell you was that Tabitha's name was no where on your compatibility list," she said.
"So we were never genetically compatible?" I asked.
"That's right. In fact, I would say that your relationship with her was doomed from the very beginning."
"I guess we never really had a chance, did we?" I asked.
"No, I don't think so," she said.
"Maybe this test of yours should be a requirement for anyone who wants to get married," I told her. She chuckled.
"That may not be such a bad idea given the extremely high divorce rate both in and out of the service," she said. "I will tell you this, Bill."
"What?"
"I'm here for you. I'll always be here for you. Your pain is my pain. Understand?"
"Yeah, I think so," I said.
"Good. I'm glad we talked about this. I would like for you to keep a log of your dreams. Good, bad, indifferent, it doesn't matter. Make your log entries the second you get up so you can remember as much as possible. We can take some time out and discuss them later, alright?"
"Okay," I said.
"And if you have that nightmare again, you let me know right away. Promise?"
"I promise." She leaned in and gave me a kiss.
"I'll hold you to that," she said. "Now, why don't you take me to bed so we can make up for last night?"
"Your wish is my command," I said as I scooped her up in my arms.
The next twenty five days were hectic. We officially entered the Oort Cloud and everyone on board was on pins and needles the whole time. Fortunately, the ship and crew performed perfectly, thanks to the many drills Leesa had put us through while we were at Galileo.
Yes, we encountered quite a few objects -- mostly small rocks and chunks of ice. The largest object we logged was about the size of the Empire State Building, and the system easily dodged it by more than 10,000 kilometers.
In the meantime, Kyra was cleared by Dr. Pine, but he still kept her on her diet and exercise regimen.
We finally cleared the cloud and found ourselves in the expanse of interstellar space. Our next objective was known as Checkpoint One, an unmanned vessel that included a subspace relay and several storage containers launched about a year or so ahead of us.
The communications officer sent the signal that would activate the ship's automated beacon. If all went well, we would start receiving pings within the next month or so.
Now that things had settled down to a steady roar, I decided to start the Grav Tac classes Leesa suggested at our introductory dinner. Kyra joined, as did a few members of the crew. It was a good way to unwind from the day and get in some much-needed exercise. As time went on, the class grew from five to seven, and then to ten. I decided to cap it off at that due to the limited space in the gym.
I also spent time exercising with Kyra on the treadmills and the stationary bikes. At first, she found the exercise a bit difficult, but as time went on, she built up a great deal of strength and endurance. Of course, that helped her in the Grav Tac classes. I also noticed a difference when we made love.
She had also begun working with Dr. Pine, counseling crew members as necessary. When she wasn't working out or counseling, she worked on her second doctorate.
As Kyra suggested, I began keeping a log of my dreams on the computer in my cabin. I never had the nightmare again, but I did have a couple dreams about Tabby that were rather odd. In both of them, she was in the cockpit of a small spacecraft and her appearance had changed. Her hair, which used to be long and thick, had been cut severely short. Now, she sported a crew-cut, much like what Bull used to wear.
Her face had also changed, and was hard, with sharply defined features. Her eyes were dark, almost black, and she had pins sticking through her cheeks. There was nothing attractive about her at all. She didn't say anything, and I don't remember what she was doing, but I remember experiencing a bit of dread seeing her. It was almost as if she was intent on finishing the job her and Bull started.
Kyra and I talked about it at the time, and she suggested that maybe my subconscious mind had created an image of her that matched my feelings toward her. Nothing else really made any sense, so I agreed.
Finally, after little more than a year, we reached Checkpoint One and dropped out of light speed. The unmanned vehicle had drifted off course by about 150,000 kilometers so we had to change course to meet it. The engineers started the vehicle's systems remotely and it was fully powered by the time we reached it.
Enterprise extended its grappling arms and captured the drone, then put all thrusters at what we called "station-keeping," to keep both vessels stable and in the same basic location. We would be here for about three or four weeks while the engineers inspected both craft for damage.
Meanwhile, other crew members set about transferring supplies from the drone to the Enterprise, where it would be inspected and placed in the appropriate holds. The communications crew also set about downloading all the information that had been forwarded by Houston -- letters to the crew along with the news of the past year or so.
A couple days after arriving, Kyra and I sat in the galley eating lunch. I was reading a letter from my father when Kyra suddenly started laughing. I looked up at her, wondering what was so funny.
"You gotta see this," she said with a laugh as she handed me her tablet. I looked at what she was showing me and saw a headline from XNN Interplanetary that read, "Singer Loses Penis After Concert."
According to the article, Dick Bigman, the lead singer of the Kentucky-Fried Mutha Fuggas (whose real name, the article said, was Sylvester Little), lost part of his penis after a concert in the town of Hard Rock, Texas.
The article said he and other members of the band had sex with several women on stage during the concert. After the performance, the husband of one of those women attacked Bigman with a replica Bowie knife, slicing off about six inches of the singer's penis.
Bigman was immediately taken to the Hard Rock General Hospital, where doctors worked to reattach his penis. A hospital spokesperson said it was unclear if Bigman would ever regain full function of the body part.
The unnamed husband was taken into custody, but later released on his own recognizance. The man says he intends to divorce his cheating slut wife, the article said, while suing Bigman for damages. Bigman's attorney told the paper, "Fuck him. The cuck deserved to get publicly humiliated by the singer," and the woman said it was "only sex."
"I still love my husband, but let's face it, how many 12-inch dicks are out there? I just had to have it," she said. "Sure, it was on stage in front of the whole town, but so what? That's no reason for divorce," she added. The article included a picture of Bigman, a scraggly-looking white man with wild bloodshot eyes and long multi-colored hair tied in various knots. A tattoo of a spread-open vagina adorned one of his arms.
"The band says it intends to complete its tour promoting its latest music disc titled, 'Creampie Gangbang.' The group's sexually-explicit music is considered to be the driving force behind the latest music genre, known as 'Electro-Splooge.' Supporters gathered at the hospital with signs demanding doctors save Bigman's penis," the article said. One picture showed a woman carrying a sign that read, "Save Dick's Dick." I noticed the article had a video attached and showed it to Kyra.
"Have you looked at the video?" I asked.
"No, I didn't," she said. I set the tablet up and started the video so we could both watch it.
"Dick Bigman, the lead singer of the Kentucky Fried Mutha Fuggas, is undergoing surgery in this hospital after an enraged husband cut off part of his penis with a knife very much like this one," the reporter said, holding up a large Bowie knife. "The suspect in the incident was taken to the local jail but later released on his own recognizance after a trial date was set."
The scene changed, and we saw a man wearing a straw hat being led out of the jail. He was still very upset.
"That goddamn Yankee oughta consider himself lucky I didn't cram his dick down his throat and gut him like a fish," he bellowed.
"The woman and Bigman were also cited with indecent exposure and lewd and lascivious behavior. XNN Interplanetary spoke to Sheriff John Carmichael." The scene shifted again, this time to an office where a large, barrel chested man in a gray Stetson sat in front of a portrait of a similarly-dressed man with a beard and an eye patch. The plate on the portrait read, "Sheriff Ryan Caldwell."
"Tell me sheriff, do you think it's appropriate to charge Bigman given his injury?" the reporter asked.
"This here's West Texas, young man. It ain't New York City where people can get nekkid and have sex in the streets. Mr. Bigman will get his day in court, just like everyone else," the sheriff said. The scene shifted back to the hospital.
"Residents in this community are split," he said. "Some say this incident tarnishes the reputation of a town built on the idea of old-time western values and justice. Others, like these in front of the hospital, say it's time Hard Rock, Texas joins the 22nd century. This is Duncan Wyoming, reporting for XNN Interplanetary."
I chuckled and handed the tablet back to Kyra after the video ended.
"Takes all kinds, I guess," I told her.
"So, how are your parents?" she asked.
"They're doing well, thanks for asking. Dad said he and some buddies of his went fishing out on Lake Pend O'Reille. Caught a whole bunch of fish and brought 'em home for Mom to cook," I said. Kyra laughed.
"So, your Dad goes fishing and your Mom cleans and cooks. Is that the way it is in your family?" she asked with a smile.
"Well, not all the time," I said.
"I hope not. They like it up there in north Idaho?" she asked.
"Yeah," I said. "They love it. And so do I, frankly. Fresh air, mountains, trees, lakes. Great place to retire."
"Your dad was in the service, wasn't he?" she asked.
"Yes, he was a Chief Engineer. Retired shortly before I started high school and moved up to Idaho." They had bought the old place from the family who held it in trust for the man who lived there with his wife until they died. From what I heard, he had been some kind of high-ranking government official who served with a special task force for more than 30 years.
According to Dad, the man had been through hell and back more than once and was cited multiple times by the president for bravery. He even wrote a set of memoirs that was, well, interesting to say the least. Warren was the man's name -- Oscar Warren.
Finally, our work at Checkpoint One was done. The transfer had been made and both vessels were thoroughly inspected. Some minor damage and scoring was found on the drone and repaired. The Enterprise was in top form and ready to resume its mission, the engineers reported.
We disconnected from the drone and retracted the arms, then moved away from the drone. The navigator recalculated our course, laid it in and we were off. This time, Kyra reported to sick bay in case she had another bout of afib when the ship transitioned to light speed. I was relieved to hear from Dr. Pine that she did not have a recurrence and was declared fit for duty.
As the Enterprise zipped towards its destination, George Herman, Leesa's companion, spent much of his time in the astrophysics department, observing and learning all he could about the Centauri system before we arrived.
While our primary destination was Alpha Centauri, there are actually three stars in the system -- Alpha Centauri A, Alpha Centauri B, and Proxima Centauri. Of the three, Proxima Centauri is slightly closer to the Sun than Alpha Centauri, but is considerably smaller.
According to scientists, it's a red dwarf slightly larger than Jupiter, but has an Earth-sized planet that lies in the star's habitable zone. Part of our mission was to investigate and catalog the planet. There is also a "super-Earth" around Proxima Centauri, but it lies outside the habitable zone.
Our mission also called for us to investigate the presence of a planet inside Alpha Centauri A's habitable zone. Currently, we're set to spend about six months within the three-star system before heading back to our own solar system.
George also observed that we might very well encounter something similar to an Oort Cloud around the Centauri system, but he speculated there could actually be three such clouds, each interacting with the others. The bottom line for us was to be extra careful when approaching the system.
For the next year or so, life on the ship was fairly routine. I got up, worked my shift, came back, ate dinner with Kyra, then worked out a bit before going to bed. Axel was concerned that things might become too routine for the crew, so he organized events in the ship's clubs and competitions like three on three basketball tournaments to help keep everyone's morale up. There's nothing worse than getting bored on a long trip like this.



That helped considerably, and the two of us had fun participating in some of the events he set up. He also asked me to play my guitar in the Officer's Club one or two nights a week, which I was more than happy to do. The Grav Tac classes I gave also helped, and the students who worked with me had progressed considerably. Kyra impressed me a great deal and had done well enough to earn a black belt by the time we reached Alpha Centauri.
Then there were the holidays, primarily Thanksgiving, Christmas, New Year's and Easter. Early on, Axel suggested the senior officers and department heads serve the holiday meals to the crew, since we couldn't take those days off. His thinking was that it would help boost the crew's morale and give them something to look forward to.
Leesa agreed, so it became something of a tradition on the ship. And Axel was right -- the crew did appreciate it, and those of us behind the line served the holiday meals with a smile and wishes for a happy holiday.
My relationship with Kyra progressed to the point that I knew without a doubt that we were destined to be together for life. My love for her grew with each passing day. And I believe she felt the same way. It had gotten to the point that she was basically living in my cabin, using hers only to store some of her clothes and personal items.
We had talked about the possibility of using her cabin as a bedroom, and mine as a living and dining area. The only problem with that was that all of the furniture was bolted to the deck, so we couldn't move anything around the way we wanted. I made a mental note to discuss it with Leesa when we returned home.
During the two-year voyage to Alpha Centauri, I noticed some changes in Kyra. No longer the borderline submissive I first met at Galileo Station, she seemed stronger, more confident and sure of herself. Perhaps it was a combination of the diet, exercise and Grav Tac, I thought. Even with the changes, which I liked, by the way, she was still the same soft-spoken, sweet and unassuming person I first met.
And there had been some changes in me as well. The anger and mistrust I had upon coming aboard was gone. Thanks to some techniques Kyra had taught me, I was also able to take control of my dreams. I only had the nightmare once since Kyra recovered from her bout with afib. But never again. It happened the night before we officially entered the Centauri system.
...
I was in a small room. In front of me was an observation port that let me see into the corridor on the other side. Two people stood there, arm-in-arm, looking at me. They were both smiling. I recognized them right off. One was my ex-wife, Tabitha. The other was Commander Travers -- Bull. How was this possible, I wondered. He's dead. And she's in federal prison serving a ten-year sentence.
I wondered what I was doing in the small room and tried to find the hatch release. I saw Bull shake his head and reach forward. Then I heard the sudden hiss of air and knew I was in an airlock. All of the air was rushing out into open space.
But this time, it was different. I knew this was a dream and nothing they did could hurt me. I stood there and laughed as the air vented into open space. They looked at me, shocked.
"You're supposed to be in open space, Jones," Bull shouted, his face turning red. "Why are you standing there?"
"Fuck you," I shouted back. "This is just a dream. It's not real. And you're DEAD!" His eyes grew wide and as I watched, his body dissolved into a pile of ash on the deck. Tabby looked at the pile of ash, her eyes wide. Then she looked at me.
"You son of a bitch. You killed him!"
"That's right, I did, bitch," I said. "I tossed his ass out of this airlock for real a long time ago when the two of you tried to murder me."
"I'll kill you for this," she screamed.
"No you won't, bitch," I yelled back. "You tried once, but you failed. Besides, you're not real. You're in prison." She morphed in front of my eyes as I watched. Her hair was suddenly very short and resembled the crew cut Bull wore. Her uniform dissolved and turned gray, with stenciled lettering that read "Federal Penitentiary." Her face lost its soft features and became hard and angular.
Her eyes, once beautiful and shining, became dark and tattoos appeared on her arms and neck. Her body lost its once-alluring curves and she looked more masculine than feminine. Even her voice changed and became deeper.
"Noooooo," she exclaimed.
"Goodbye, bitch," I said. "I'm outta this dream. And I ain't coming back." For a moment, I felt like singing a version of the old Ray Charles tune, "Hit the Road, Jack."
...
The next thing I knew, I was awake. I laid in bed for a moment and thought about what just happened. Then I started laughing, which woke Kyra up.
"Are you okay, sweetheart?" she asked.
"I did it," I told her. "Thanks to you, I was finally able to conquer that dream."
"What? You had the nightmare again? It's been so long."
"That's right, but thanks to what you taught me, I was able to take control."
"Tell me what happened," she said. She listened quietly as I told her about the dream. When I finished, she smiled and wrapped her arms around me. "That's so wonderful," she said. "I'm so proud of you. I knew you could do it. Now let's celebrate. Make mad passionate love to me right now."
"Yes, ma'am," I said, kissing her hard. We made love for the next hour and fell asleep in each other's arms, happy and content.
...
"Well, you look chipper this morning, Number Two," Leesa said as I entered the bridge and took my station. "Get a good night's sleep last night?"
"Yes ma'am, I did. The best," I said.
"Good," she said. "We're officially entering the Centauri system today, so I need you at your best. Keep a sharp eye out."
"Yes, ma'am," I said. Leesa passed the word during the morning's briefing, and it didn't take long for the news to get around. I knew we were getting closer when I saw the sparkle effect indicating we were in Proxima Centauri's heliopause. When the sparkle effect ended, I knew we were no longer in interstellar space.
After consulting with the astrophysics department, Leesa gave the order and we dropped out of light speed, but kept moving forward using the plasma-ion engines. The navigator consulted his charts and worked up a course to Proxima B, the earth-like planet in Proxima Centauri's habitable zone.
"ETA to Proxima B 175 hours, Captain," he announced after plugging the course in. "Course laid in and locked. The road is clear."
"Thank you, navigator," she said in response. She punched a button on her console and addressed the ship. "All hands, this is the Captain. We are in the Centauri system. ETA to Proxima B 175 hours. Good job, everyone." I could hear cheers reverberate throughout the ship. "Comm, open a subspace channel to Houston," she directed.
"Aye aye Captain," the comm officer said. "Subspace channel open and ready for your use," she announced a few moments later. Leesa pressed another button on her console and looked into the small camera on her comm unit.
"Houston, this is Enterprise. We have reached the Centauri system. ETA to Proxima B 175 hours. Ship and crew in good shape. Out," she said, ending the call. We listened to the speaker for the next several minutes, waiting for a response. It finally came about 15 minutes later.
"Enterprise, this is Houston. Message received. You have entered the Centauri system, ETA to Proxima B 175 hours. Congratulations, Enterprise. We've waited a long time to hear that," a voice said from the overhead speaker.
As the ship's course changed, we could see the small red star through the front port. I knew that over the next few days, it would get a lot bigger as we approached the planet in its habitable zone.
The celebration on board was short-lived as the crew set about preparing for planetfall. Other departments, like the astro section, would be very busy scanning the system, cataloging every scrap of information available while mapping as much of the system as possible. We were quite literally in uncharted territory here, and no one knew what dangers lie ahead.
My shift over, I ate dinner and caught up with Kyra, who just finished a healthy portion of Jonathan's award-winning chicken cordon bleu. She looked up as I approached her table.
"Care to join me, sir?" she asked with an impish grin.
"I'd love to, little lady," I said.
"Please, have a seat," she said. I sat down and looked at her plate.
"Were you a good girl?" I asked.
"Yes, I was a very good girl and ate all my veggies," she said with a smile. "Does that mean I get dessert tonight?"
"I think we can manage that, my dear," I said with a wink.
"So, we finally made it to the Centauri system," she said.
"Yes, we did," I told her. "Now the real work begins. We have a lot to do here. There's an awful lot of space out there that needs to be scanned and mapped. We'll be at Proxima B in about a week. How was your day, by the way?"
"It was actually pretty good," she said. "I had a couple counseling appointments and then worked on my thesis. I hope to have it all completed so I can send it out the next time we stop at Checkpoint One."
"Excellent," I told her.
"So, when we get to the planet, are we going to send anyone down?" she asked. I shook my head.
"No, not this trip. We don't even know what it's like down there. This time around, we'll be charting it, taking high-def photos and video. We'll do the same when we go to Alpha Cen. The cartographers and astro sections are gonna be very busy on the return trip, that's for sure."
We finished dinner and headed for the gym, where we worked out a bit and practiced a two-person Grav Tac kata I had started putting together for us. After an hour of working out, we went back to the cabin where we showered and got ready for bed. We fell asleep in each other's arms after experiencing our mutual orgasms.
The rest of the week went pretty much the same. Then came the day we went into orbit over Proxima B. As we settled into our orbit, Leesa made a report to Houston.
"Houston, this is Enterprise. Now entering orbit over Proxima B. Stand by for photos and video. This is one helluva view," she said.
"Roger that, Enterprise," the reply came back 15 minutes later. "Standing by for photos and video."
From here, it was up to the astro section and the cartographers to document every square inch of the rocky planet below. Drones were sent to take samples of the upper atmosphere and measure the radiation from Proxima Centauri.
When my shift was over, I shared dinner with Kyra and the two of us went to the observation platform in the ship's common area. We were in awe as we looked at the planet below us. It seemed primitive, yet pristine at the same time. We had just crossed the terminator and were over the dark side of the planet, which was covered with ice and snow.
"Wonder what it'd be like to so skiing down there?" I asked.
"You like to ski?" she asked.
"Yeah. Dad used to take us to Schweitzer and Mt. Spokane when I was a kid. Been a long time since I've gone skiing. You ever do any skiing?"
"No, I've never had the chance, but I'd love to learn," she said. "It sounds like fun."
"It is," I told her. "But I bet it'd be colder than the dickens down there," I added, nodding at the planet below us.
"Doesn't look very friendly, does it?" she asked. I shook my head.
"Not really."
"How long are we gonna be here?"
"About 30 days, then we're heading to Alpha Centauri," I said. We stood at the thick window, watching the planet below for a while. Then Kyra put an arm around me and laid her head on my shoulder. I put an arm around her and enjoyed her warmth.
"I wonder what it'd be like to make love here in front of the planet down there?" she asked quietly.
"Seriously?" I asked.
"Yeah," she said with a wicked smile.
"Well, someone could walk in on us, you know."
"Yeah, they could, couldn't they?" I looked at her, surprised.
"You're serious?"
"I'm very serious," she said, giving me a deep tongue kiss that went all the way to my toes. "We can use that couch and if we're careful, no one could see us."
"You're gonna get me in trouble, you know that?"
"Isn't that what I do best?" she asked. We moved to the couch and sat down. She unzipped my flight suit and worked my cock out. She looked around to make sure no one else was in the area, then went down on me.
"Oh God," I moaned as she sucked. As she worked on me, I kept looking around to make sure no one else was in the area. I felt the familiar urge to ejaculate and warned her. "I'm getting ready to cum," I told her. She worked harder and faster as I kept a lookout. Then it happened. I filled her mouth and she swallowed as much as she could.
Then I heard footsteps coming from the opposite end of the area. Not wanting to get caught, I let Kyra know that someone was coming into the room. She quickly wiped her mouth, put my cock back into my boxers and zipped my flight suit back up. Two crew members, a man and a woman, walked into the room just as she sat back up.
"Oh, I'm sorry, Commander," the female crew member said. "I hope we didn't interrupt anything."
"Not at all," I said, taking note of the woman's name tag -- Elise Blackstone, from the engineering department. "We were just getting ready to leave."
"You know, sir, this is one of the most popular places for couples on the whole ship," the male crew member said. I looked at his name tag -- Alan Smith, also from engineering.
"No, Mr. Smith, I didn't know that," I said, taking a glance at Kyra. "But thank you for letting me know. Are you two..."
"Yes, sir, we are," Elise said. "We have to get back to our shift in an hour, so we thought we'd come here and spend some time looking at the planet together."
"I don't blame you. We were doing the same, but we're about done, so please, have a seat and enjoy your break," I said, standing up.
"Thank you, sir," Smith said. "Oh, by the way, sir, we really enjoy your music."
"Thank you, Mr. Smith," I said. "That's kind of you to say. Please, carry on." We left the observation deck and hoped they didn't notice anything off about us. I could hear them whispering and laughing softly as we left and when I looked back at them, they were deep into their own embrace. What the hell, I thought. They're adults and they're only doing what Kyra and I almost did.
"You think they know what we did?" Kyra asked quietly as we made our way back to the cabin.
"I'm pretty certain they knew," I said. "They're both engineers and they're not stupid."
"Oops," she said. "Will you get in trouble?" I chuckled.
"I don't think so, but I'm sure there will be some scuttlebutt."
"Scuttlebutt?" she asked.
"Rumors. But that's okay, we can finish what we started in the cabin," I told her. And we did. I heard nothing more about the encounter with the two crew members in the observation area, so I didn't give it any more thought.
After 30 days, the astro section completed their work and we received a briefing from George and Lt. Cmdr. Hamilton, the astro section chief. We learned the planet could conceivably support human life, but it wouldn't be very comfortable. Part of the reason for that was the planet is tidally locked and in synchronous rotation with its star. We knew what that meant.
The rotation of the planet matched its orbit around Proxima Centauri, which was just over 11 days. Because of that, the same side always faced the sun. George said he recorded temps as high as 145 degrees Fahrenheit on that side of the planet, while the dark side saw temps as low as -80 degrees F.
"Not a very comfortable existence to be sure," he said. But there was more. Being a red dwarf, Proxima Centauri was prone to rather large solar flares. One giant flare recorded back in 2017 scorched the surface of the planet and threatened its atmosphere, which he said was already slightly thinner than Earth's, despite the planet being somewhat larger than our own.
"Any signs of life down there?" Leesa asked.
"We found none, but there could be life in the oceans or underground," George said. "At any rate, we have more than enough information to put together a comprehensive map of the planet."
"Excellent," Leesa said. She turned to the chief engineer. "What's your progress?"
"We've completed the modifications Houston sent to us. Everything seems to be in order. We've run extensive testing and simulation, and everything works as advertised. According to the engineers at command, these modifications will improve the efficiency and strength of the warp bubble and allow us to cruise at speeds approaching 2.5 times the speed of light," the engineer said.
"Outstanding," Leesa said. "Alright, let's wrap it up. We depart for Alpha Centauri first thing in the morning." The meeting over, we went our separate ways. The next day, we broke out of orbit and made our way to the next Q-point, where we transitioned to light speed and made our way to Alpha Centauri.
Originally, this part of the trip was scheduled to last a week, but with the improvements and increased speed, we were able to make it in five days and dropped out of "warp" close to the star's habitable zone. We spent nearly a month cataloging five planets before finally reaching the Earth-like planet, which had been discovered early in the 21st century by the Southern European Observatory.
We were quite surprised when we approached the planet, as it reminded us all of Earth with blue oceans, large green and brown continents and icy polar caps. We could clearly make out the clouds in the planet's atmosphere and wondered if there could be intelligent life there.
After reporting to Houston, we settled into an orbit around the planet and began our work. As before, every inch of the planet was recorded for the cartographers and all of us speculated on the possibility that some form of intelligent life might be discovered there.
We spent a good month orbiting the planet, taking photos and video while sending drones into the upper atmosphere. We looked hard, but found no evidence of anything that might be intelligent. It looked too good to be true, and more than one of us expressed a desire to go down there and set foot on the alien landscape.
Then Leesa got word that Houston wanted us to cut our mission short and come home. She didn't give any reason for the move, but we figured she would let us know when the time was right. So we broke orbit and headed for home.
I won't bore you with the details of our flight back, since it was basically a reverse of our trip to the Centauri system. The main difference, of course, was that it only took about 20 months or so to make the trip at the increased speed. As before, we stopped at Checkpoint One to replenish our stocks, get the latest news and mail downloads and perform a system check.
There were two items in the news I found interesting. One article said the Military Judicial Review Board would examine all convictions over the last ten years due to overpopulation in the federal prisons. Tabitha was sentenced about five years ago and she still had five years left to serve.
The other article grabbed my attention when I saw the headline suggest "space pirates" were operating in the Solar System. Terrific, I thought. According to the article, the "pirates" were using old discarded Corps shuttles and had allegedly targeted two unarmed civilian cargo vessels between Earth and Jupiter.
No one knew where the pirates were based and no one knew how they managed to obtain the ships they used. Homeland Security and the Corps had put together a joint task force to investigate the matter. What's next, I wondered to myself.
From there, we began the last leg of our voyage. Those last months of the trip were somewhat bittersweet for most of us. We were all eager to get home, but a part of us wanted this voyage to never end.



We left Earth some four years earlier, 250 individual souls inside the most advanced craft built by human hands. But we were no longer just 250 individuals. We were a family. And the credit went to the two at the top, in my opinion.
The more I worked around Leesa and Axel, the more I learned, and the more I respected both of them. Axel had a way of being able to read the crew like a book. He knew when to use a firm hand and when to let things slide. Leesa knew and trusted her officers and let them do their jobs without interference.
I had also changed over the last few years. I left Earth bitter, angry and distrustful. But thanks to Kyra, I was able to put the anger aside. And I had learned to conquer my own fears and nightmares. I was also concerned that once this trip was over I might never see Kyra again. And that disturbed me more than anything else. She was truly my better half, my soul mate. I loved her more than life itself. And the thought of being without her hurt me deeply.
"Penny for your thoughts, spaceman," she asked, breaking me out of my reverie. I looked at her nude form and smiled. Since the trip began, she had filled out quite nicely, due to her diet and exercise regimen, and due to our Grav Tac workouts. I had to remind myself to breathe. Then I turned to her and took her face in my hands.
"I don't know if I've told you lately, Kyra, but the truth is, I'm madly in love with you," I said.
"Well, I'm madly in love with you too, Bill. What brought all this on?"
"The mission will be ending before long."
"And you're afraid we may go our separate ways and not see each other again," she said, finishing my thought. She had been doing that for a while now. I nodded my head.
"Yeah, something like that," I said.
"I've been concerned about that a bit myself," she said. "So, what do you propose we do about that?" I got on one knee in front of her and held her hand. I saw her eyes go wide as I looked up at her pretty face.
"Propose," I said. "I don't ever want to be away from you. I... need you in my life. Will you marry me, Kyra?" She smiled as she got on her knees in front of me. She kissed me softly and wrapped her arms around me.
"Yes, Bill, I'll marry you," she said. "I thought you'd never ask." We kissed each other for several minutes before standing back up.
"I need to talk to Leesa," I told her.
"Why?"
"Well, when I first came on board, she said the rules didn't allow for married couples on board ship," I said. "I would also like for her to perform the ceremony, if that's okay with you."
"Of course it's okay," she said. "It's better than okay. It's perfect. But I'm concerned. Are you saying you'd be willing to give up your career in space to be with me?"
"Well, you gave up your career to spend five years on this ship with me," I said. "It's only fair I return the favor."
"You're so sweet," she said. "But you see, I like the idea of being married to a spaceman. Making you happy IS my career. And it's my choice to make."
"It won't be easy," I said.
"I know," she said. "But the rewards will be more than worth it."
"I think we'd better talk to the Captain. Together," I said.
"I think that would be very wise," she said. I activated my wrist communicator and made a call to Leesa.
"Captain Hawkins here," she said.
"Captain, if you have some free time, Kyra and I would like to speak with you for a few minutes," I said.
"Sure, Commander," she said after a few moments. "I'm available now if you want to come to my quarters."
"We'll be there in a few minutes, Captain," I said. "Thank you." I ended the communication and we got dressed. About 20 minutes later, I rang the chime on her hatch. It slid back and Leesa motioned us inside. George stood up in front of the couch where he had been sitting.
"Commander, Doctor Williams. Good to see you," he said with a smile.
"Good to see you, George," I said as we shook hands.
"George, would you mind if I have a few minutes alone with Bill and Kyra?" Leesa asked him.
"Not at all," he said. "I'll just go into my cabin. I'll see you guys later."
"See you, George," I said as he walked off. Leesa invited us to sit on her couch, which we did.
"Would you care for some cold tea?" she asked us.
"That would be wonderful, please," Kyra said. I agreed. A couple minutes later, Leesa returned with a tray holding three glasses of iced tea. She set the tray down and took one glass as we took our glasses.
"So, what brings you guys here this evening?" she said as she sat down in a chair across from us. I looked at Kyra nervously for a moment, then faced Leesa.
"I've asked Kyra to marry me, and she's agreed," I said. Leesa smiled before responding.
"Well it's about damn time," she said, causing us all to laugh. "I mean, we're only on the last leg of our mission. Congratulations, both of you."
"Thank you," Kyra said.
"So, we'd both appreciate it if you would perform the ceremony," I said.
"I'd be honored to, Bill," she said. "But I suspect there's something else on your mind."
"Yes, ma'am, there is," I said. "When I first came on board, you told me the rules didn't allow for married couples to serve together."
"That's right," Leesa told us. "But I also told you those rules were in flux. I was going to talk to the two of you in a few days anyway, but I guess this is as good a time as any to fill you in. There have been quite a few changes since we left the Solar system. About a year and a half after we left, the Corps launced a second starship, the USS Constitution.
"A third will be launched a couple months or so after we return, the USS Independence. Commander Hurbi has been tapped to lead that ship, which means a promotion. With him being promoted to Captain and reassigned, that leaves me with an empty slot to fill. He and I discussed it and we agree that you would be the logical choice, Bill. Command also agrees, so if you want the job, it's yours. Of course, that means a promotion to Commander.
"That brings me to you, Kyra. Whether you know it or not, I've been evaluating your performance throughout this trip. When this project began, there were a lot of detractors and naysayers who said no crew could survive a trip of this duration cooped up inside a ship like this. They all said the crew would go stir-crazy and would be at each other's throats within two years. I disagreed, of course. Fortunately, they were all proven wrong. And you were a big reason for that.
"You see, Kyra, the crew likes you. Better yet, they trust you. They like having someone they can open up to about whatever may be bothering them. And they appreciate that you're not in their chain of command. You've done an excellent job with them and you've earned their respect. In fact, I owe you more than I'll ever be able to pay.
"As a result, I suggested to Command that all interstellar missions have someone like you on board, as a ship's counselor. Command agreed, so if you're open to it, I'd like for you to stay on board, as ship's counselor. If you agree, you'll get a field commission to Lt. Commander and you'll be paid commensurate with your rank and experience. I know it won't compare to what you could earn in the civilian world, but I think the rewards of serving with your husband while exploring the universe might offset that. What do you think?"
"Where my husband goes, I go," Kyra said. "So the answer is, yes, I accept your offer, Leesa." Leesa and I both smiled at that.
"Good," Leesa said. "Consider it done. I'll forward the paperwork and it'll be finalized by the time we reach Galileo. By the way, how do you guys feel about a double wedding?"
"A double wedding?" I asked.
"Yes, Commander Hurbi and Myra are getting married as well," Leesa said. "We could make it an event for the whole crew." I looked at Kyra and saw her smiling widely as she nodded her head.
"Why not? Sounds like it'd be a lot of fun," I said.
"Then it's settled," Leesa said. "And after the ceremony, you two can take some leave and enjoy your honeymoon."
"How long will we be at Galileo?" I asked.
"We'll be there for just over six months. Command Engineering wants to do a full stress test on the entire hull. They want to see how it held up after traveling faster than light for four to five years. We're also getting a major refit, which includes new engines and an upgraded comm and computer system."
"Wow," I said.
"So I'll let you take five months of leave. You've earned it. Enjoy yourselves. It could be a long time before you get back to Earth," Leesa said. We toasted the idea with our tea and called it a night. Kyra and I went back to the cabin where we made love and fell asleep as we held each other.
The last part of the voyage went pretty fast, at least for me. Leesa, Kyra and Myra spent a lot of off-duty time planning the double wedding. Axel and I spent some time in the Officer's Club toasting each other's good fortune.
Leesa also signed me up for the online version of the Introductory Command Course, a requirement for taking over as First Officer. Fortunately, I had two role models I could draw on -- Axel and Bull. While Axel taught me how to read and handle a crew, my experience with Bull showed me how NOT to treat the officers and crew under me. Fortunately, the vast majority of the senior officers I had worked with were more like Axel, Leesa and Alan, my commanding officer on the Armstrong.
Kyra and I finally completed and perfected our two-person zero-g Grav Tac kata, and demonstrated it for my class. Axel took video of it and gave me a copy.
"That was amazing, Bill," he said when he gave me the video. "For a moment, I wondered if the two of you were going to get it on up there."
"For a moment, I was tempted," I said, causing him to laugh. Afterward, Kyra fucked me senseless in our cabin. Apparently she was tempted as well.
Kyra and I also made plans for our honeymoon. We both decided that Hawaii would be nice, so we would go there first, followed by a trip to north Idaho to see my folks. From there, we would go to southern California to visit her family. I also wanted to see my old sensei at the Academy. From there, we would come back to Mars.
I was surprised to learn that at least two civilian companies now offered what they called "fast" and "regular" shuttle services between Earth and Mars. They weren't quite as expensive as I thought and Corps officers got a discount, so I bought two first-class open-ended round trip tickets for us. I had about five years back pay sitting in my account so I could easily afford it.
I also made reservations at a nice hotel in Hawaii, and pre-booked our flights to Idaho, California and Florida, where the Academy was located.
We made it through the Oort Cloud without incident and soon made our way to Galileo Station. As we entered the large, enclosed facility, we saw a huge banner that read, "Welcome Home, Enterprise." We had done it.
After nearly five years, we had become the first to travel to another star and safely return. We had traveled farther and faster than any person before us. Sure, there would be those who would travel farther and faster than us, but we were the only ones who could say we were the first. When the ship finally stopped in the station, we could see a number of people in the observation areas applauding and saluting.
"Houston, this is Enterprise," Leesa said in her comm. "We have returned with all personnel present and accounted for. Ship and crew secured."
"Roger that, Enterprise," Houston said in response. "Welcome home. Congratulations."
After securing all our stations, Leesa turned us loose for some much-needed R&R, but told everyone to be at the Huygens venue the next day at 1200 hours for a double wedding. Taking our leave, Axel and I went to the Mars base to buy rings for our brides. Leesa gave us firm instructions to stay away from our women until the wedding.
We both knew they would getting fitted for their wedding dresses. We just hoped there would be enough time. What I didn't know was that Leesa had already been in communication with the venue and a dress shop on the base. It turned out the women had used the shop's online dress-fitting app while we were in transit and the gowns were already being prepared at the shop.
We purchased the rings and headed back to the ship, where we began packing and prepared our dress uniforms for the wedding. We didn't see the women at all during this time and wondered what they were doing. Later, Jonathan came by our cabins and said we were needed in the Officer's Club -- immediately.
Curious and concerned, we went to the club and when we got there, found a number of our male shipmates had organized a surprise dual bachelor party for us. After the initial shock wore off, we settled down and had a good time. That's when we learned that Leesa and the female crew members were having a similar gathering with Kyra and Myra.
"Don't worry, they're in good hands," Jonathan assured us.
The next day, I got up and made sure our stuff was packed and ready to go. A steward hired by the shuttle company came by and took our bags, telling me they would be taken to the terminal for our flight to Earth.
"Remember, sir, the flight is scheduled to leave Huygens at 1700 hours. But the captain won't leave until we know you're on board," he said.
"Thank you," I said. Talk about concierge service, I thought.
I made sure the clothing Kyra and I would wear on the shuttle was in another garment bag. That one would go with me to Huygens, since we planned to change there before taking the flight back to Earth.
"Are you ready for this, Bill?" Axel asked when I caught up with him.
"I think so. How about you?"
"As ready as I'll ever get. Were you this nervous when you got married the first time?"
"I was a basket case," I told him.
"Then I don't feel so bad," he said. We made it to the Huygens Base venue and was greeted with applause. The whole crew was there and they were rooting for us. I was surprised to see Alan, and I was even more surprised to see he had been promoted to Commodore.
"Congratulations, you two," he said.
"Thank you, Commodore," I said. "And congratulations on your promotion."
"Thanks, Bill," he said. "Personally, I'd rather stay a Captain, but that's not how it works."
"So, who's commanding the Armstrong?" I asked.
"Captain Brewster," he said. "She wanted to be here, but she's stuck out by Jupiter and couldn't make it. Said to give you her best wishes. She also wanted me to give you a hug." I looked at him, surprised. "Don't worry, I won't, and I won't say anything. What she doesn't know won't hurt her."
"Thank you for that, sir," I said, causing him to chuckle.
"You know, that's one helluva ship you have there," Alan said. "And the Independence is a very impressive vessel, Captain," he added.
"Thank you, sir," Axel said. "But I'm not a Captain yet."
"Oh, you will be very soon," Alan said. "Your First Officer is also one very impressive young man as well."
"Jason Kirk?" Axel asked. "He served with you for a while, didn't he?"
"Yes, he did. He was my Operations Officer on the Armstrong after Bill left," Alan said. Just then, Leesa came over to us, also wearing her dress uniform.
"Good morning, Commodore," she said, shaking his hand. "Good to see you, sir."
"Good to see you again, Captain," he said.
"Keeping an eye on these two?" she asked.
"I am, indeed," he said.
"The girls are just about ready, so I think we'll be getting started," she said.
"Your show, Captain," Alan said. Leesa took her place at the front of the venue, motioning for us to follow. We took our places as she motioned for everyone to take their seats. The doors opened in the back and the music started playing. Axel and I turned around and for a moment, I couldn't breathe.
The two brides, accompanied by two male officers, walked down the improvised aisle to us. Looking at Kyra, I felt the same way I did the first day I met her. She was even more beautiful now than she was when I first met her. When they got to us, the officers shook our hands and Leesa started the ceremony.
We each exchanged our vows -- Axel and Myra went first, followed by Kyra and myself. I was so taken by Kyra's beauty that I almost didn't hear Leesa's cue for the rings. I took Kyra's rings from Jonathan, who acted as my best man, and placed them on her finger as I recited the phrase, "with this ring, I thee wed." Kyra did the same with my ring, smiling as she placed it on my finger.
"By the authority vested in me as the Captain of the Enterprise, I pronounce you husbands and wives," Leesa said with a smile. "Well, get to it, gentlemen. Kiss your brides, for crying out loud." Everyone chuckled at that, but Axel and I had other things on our minds as we kissed our brides.
Everyone applauded, and then Alan stood and came to the front.
"We're not finished folks," he said. An aide came up and handed him a sheet of paper. Alan read the promotion order making Axel a Captain. Then he pulled out two badges of rank and handed one to Myra. He pinned one on Axel's uniform as she pinned the other. They shook hands, then Alan turned to me.
"This promotion ceremony is very special to me," Alan told the group. "Commander Jones served with me aboard the Armstrong and the Shepard. He's earned my undying respect, and I can't think of a more deserving individual," he said before reading the promotion order. He then pulled out two badges of rank and handed one to Kyra.
I thought I saw a tear in one eye as he pinned the insignia on my shoulder. Kyra seemed proud as she pinned the other on me. When they were finished, Alan shook my hand.
"Those used to be mine," he whispered. "Wear them well."
"Yes sir, I will," I told him.
After the ceremony, we celebrated with a short reception that included all the usual things -- dancing, drinking toasts and a wedding cake Jonathan had made in the galley. I wondered how he got it down to Huygens without damaging it.
Finally, the festivities ended and the two of us changed into our flight clothing for the trip to Earth. We said our goodbyes and made it to the taxi that would ferry us to the spaceport. We managed to get aboard about a half-hour before the flight was scheduled to leave.
We sat in the seats in our small cabin and looked out the window as the shuttlecraft lifted off the red planet and began its flight to Earth. I turned to my bride.
"Well, Mrs. Jones, are you ready for the adventure of your life?" I asked.
"I most certainly am, my husband," she said, giving me a sloppy kiss.
"By the way, when did you get the ring?" I asked.
"Leesa took us down to Huygens while you and Axel were gone," she said. "Do you like it?"
"I love it," I said. "Do you like your rings?" She gazed at the diamond ring and smiled at me.
"I love them," she said. "But I love you more."
"I love you more," I said as I kissed her.
And the adventure continued...
...
More to come. Stay tuned...
Notes:
Hard Rock, Texas is not a real place. I made it up when I wrote "A Father's Justice." Ryan Caldwell was the main character in that story. Oscar Warren was the main character in my first story here, "Revenge In Advance -- A Sequel." He has also appeared in several stories. His memoirs are what make up my series, "The Warren Files."
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Where No One Has Gone Before, Pt. 03

The following is a continuation of my story, "The Armstrong Incident," and is the third part of a story about humanity's first tentative steps into interstellar space. If you haven't read the first two parts of this story, I suggest you do so in order to understand what is taking place here.
Many thanks to those who offered comments and constructive criticism on my previous stories. For those who want to say this or that would never happen, remember this is my universe, a place where nearly anything can, and often does, happen. At least on paper...
Please refer to my profile for more on my personal policy regarding comments, feedback, follows, etc. (Yes, I DO moderate comments) And please remember, this is a work of fiction, not a docu-drama...
...
The end of "Where No One Has Gone Before, Pt. 02"
After the ceremony, we celebrated with a short reception that included all the usual things -- dancing, drinking toasts and a wedding cake Jonathan had made in the galley. I wondered how he got it down to Huygens without damaging it.
Finally, the festivities ended and the two of us changed into our flight clothing for the trip to Earth. We said our goodbyes and made it to the taxi that would ferry us to the spaceport. We managed to get aboard about a half-hour before the flight was scheduled to leave.
We sat in the seats in our small cabin and looked out the window as the shuttlecraft lifted off the red planet and began its flight to Earth. I turned to my bride.
"Well, Mrs. Jones, are you ready for the adventure of your life?" I asked.
"I most certainly am, my husband," she said, giving me a sloppy kiss.
"By the way, when did you get the ring?" I asked.
"Leesa took us down to Huygens while you and Axel were gone," she said. "Do you like it?"
"I love it," I said. "Do you like your rings?" She gazed at the diamond ring and smiled at me.
"I love them," she said. "But I love you more."
"I love you more," I said as I kissed her.
And the adventure continued...
...
And now, "Where No One Has Gone Before, Pt. 03"
...
The flight back to Earth took 14 days -- four less than my first trip aboard the Armstrong over five years ago. My new bride and I spent most of that time between the sheets in our small stateroom, getting up only for meals, trips to the head and our daily shower.
By the time we reached the third rock from the Sun, we were both itching to plant our feet on Terra Firma. We sprang into action when we heard the message from the captain to prepare for re-entry. We folded the bed and took our seats, fastening our harnesses. The video monitor flickered and we saw the flight attendant give instructions for re-entry.
I listened to the instructions and looked over at Kyra. She seemed a bit nervous.
"You ever experience re-entry?" I asked. She shook her head.
"No, never," she told me. I took her hand in mine.
"Piece of cake," I said. "Don't worry. I've done this a hundred times. Just follow the instructions and you'll be okay."
"Okay," she said, apparently still not convinced. The craft slowed down and I saw we were slowly entering the atmosphere. Then I saw the heat build up on the wings and felt the g-forces increase. The ride got a bit bumpy, but not any more than I would have expected.
Finally, the craft was in the atmosphere and we could see the blue sky as we continued our descent. The ship was set to touch down at the Daniel K. Inouye International Spaceport in just a couple hours. From what I read, it bragged the largest runway to be built entirely offshore.
"Feels strange to look out the window and see a blue sky, doesn't it?" I asked. After seeing nothing but the blackness of space for five years, it was a welcome sight.
"Yeah, it does," she said with a smile. Finally, the craft landed and came to a stop. We waited for the indicator light telling us we could deplane. Grabbing our carry-on luggage, we made our way into the terminal. For a moment, I considered kissing the ground. It felt good to be back on Earth. Strange, but good.
We went through security, then made our way to the luggage area where we grabbed our bags and then headed for the taxi stand outside the terminal. After we left the building, we each stood and took in large deep breaths. Fresh, uncirculated, unsterilized air. It definitely smelled different, and it felt good to breathe real, natural air for a change.
"Is it always like this for you when you get back from a mission?" Kyra asked.
"Most of the time," I said. "Everything just seems so... different to me this time around. Of course, I've never been on a mission this long before." We got into our cab and made our way to the beachfront hotel we would call home for the next couple weeks. When we got to our room, Kyra seemed a bit tired.
"Are you okay?" I asked when I opened the door.
"I'm just a bit winded," she said.
"I'm not surprised. You haven't been at one-g for nearly five years," I said. "You want to stay in tonight and just get some rest?"
"Yeah, if that's alright with you," she said.
"Sure," I said. "Just one thing we have to do."
"What's that?" she asked. I smiled, then picked her up in my arms and carried her through the door. She smiled back and put her arms around my neck. "Oh my, you're so strong, my husband." I set her down next to the bed and gave her a kiss. She was definitely heavier than I recalled, but I didn't say anything.
We didn't do anything that first night back except eat in and cuddle together in bed. Both of us needed to acclimate to being in one-g after spending so much time in space. Even though Leesa kept Enterprise at.9 G or thereabouts most of the time, we certainly felt the impact of the extra gravity on our systems.
We slept good that first night and woke up early, ready to see the sights. After breakfast, we went to Pearl Harbor and visited the USS Arizona memorial. It was eerie to see parts of the ship below the surface of the water, and even more eerie to think that more than 900 men were entombed there. We were both stunned to hear that even after 160 years, oil still leaked from the sunken ship.
We ended the trip with a visit to the Shrine Room, where we paid our respects to the men who had given their lives on the ship that fateful day in December 1941. From there, we visited the USS Missouri memorial and took a tour of the old World War II battleship. Then it was off to the Pearl Harbor Aviation Museum. It was amazing to see how far we had progressed technologically since the days these old aircraft ruled the skies.
Kyra was a bit winded after all that walking, so we went back to the hotel, where we ate a nice dinner and sat out on the beach, holding hands and listening to the waves. I rather enjoyed the peace and quiet myself and I loved sharing this time with my new bride. We stayed there until after dark, and ended up making out on the beach.
I looked at Kyra and noticed her eyes were drawn to the sky. I looked up with her to see what was holding her attention, but only saw a few stars. Then it hit me.
"Gotten under your skin, hasn't it?" I asked. She looked at me, curious.
"What do you mean?"
"Space," I said. "We were out there for five years. Now we're back on Earth, laying out on a romantic beach in Hawaii, and you're staring up at the stars. At least, the ones you can see through all this light pollution."
"Is it that obvious?" she asked.
"Yeah," I said, nodding my head. "Happens to all of us, I think. Once you've been out there, you can't ever let go. I think there's a small part of you that stays out there."
"I used to wonder what it was that drove guys like you to keep going out there, even knowing all the dangers involved," she said. "Now I think I understand, at least a little bit." I held her there on the beach for a little while longer.
"Well, Mrs. Jones," I whispered. "If you've got your Earth legs back, what do you say we retire to our room for a bit of R&R."
"I've got an even better idea than that, spaceman," she said with a wicked smile.
"What's that?" I asked. She pushed me on my back and straddled me. As I watched, she untied her tiny top and tossed it on the sand next to us. I could feel myself begin to respond.
"Make love to me right here, on the beach under the stars," she said as she untied her bottoms. She pulled her tiny bikini bottoms off and was totally nude. She worked my shorts off and began sliding my hard cock through her shaved slit. At this rate, I wouldn't last very long.
"You are a naughty vixen, aren't you?" I asked as I fondled her breasts.
"The naughtiest," she whispered. "And I need my husband's cock deep inside me. Right now." The next thing I knew, she had impaled herself on me and I was balls-deep inside her warm wet pussy. We coupled like two teenagers right there on the beach, not caring if anyone saw us. She collapsed into my arms after her orgasm hit and we laid there for a few minutes, basking in each other's warmth.
"I love you, Bill," she said. "More than you'll ever know."
"And I love you as well, Kyra," I told her. "Now and forever."
...
All good things have to eventually end, and so it was that three weeks later, we said goodbye to Hawaii and flew up to Spokane, where my father met us at the airport. He came up to us as we made our way to pick up our luggage.
"You must be Kyra," Dad said as he gave her a hug.
"And you must be Mr. Jones," Kyra told him. He laughed at that.
"Mr. Jones was my Dad," he said. "You can call me George, or better yet, just call me 'Pop.'"
"Alright, Pop," Kyra said.
"Here, let me help you with that," he said, grabbing some of our luggage. "I'm parked right outside. So, how was Hawaii?"
"It was great, Dad," I said. "By the way, where's Mom?"
"She's back at the house, getting your room ready for you," he said. "You know how she likes everything to be shipshape."
"Oh, yes," I said. We got our luggage to his truck and loaded everything up. "I see you still have the old Ford."
"Yeah, you know I like to keep things running as long as I can," Dad said. "This thing's been real good to me, so I see no need to trade it in." I opened the front door for Kyra, but she insisted I sit in front with Dad. So I opened the back door for her and she climbed in. When we were all situated, he started the truck and we headed out.
"You're looking good, Dad," I said. Even now, at just over 60, Dad was in great shape, although he had put on a few pounds. "I see you're letting your beard grow out. Looks really good on you." Dad never had a beard until after he retired. He let it grow a bit, but finally gave in and let it develop into a full beard since I joined the Academy. He smiled and his eyes twinkled when he did.
"Yeah, well, your Mom says it makes me look a bit like Santa Claus. All I need is a big ol' beer gut, but that ain't happening," he said with a laugh.
"So you were in the Corps as well, Pop?" Kyra asked from the back seat.
"As a matter of fact, I was. Retired about 20 years ago as a Master Chief Engineer. Gave the Corps 32 of the best years of my life. Poor Linda put up with it like a real trooper, so I promised her the next 32 years were hers, exclusively," he said.
"So what do you do now?" she asked.
"Whatever the hell I want," he told her, smiling. "For the most part, anyway."
"Dad built himself a 30-inch telescope and a backyard observatory by the house," I told Kyra. "You still mess around with that thing?" I asked him.
"Sure do," he said. "Got some pretty interesting shots, too, I might add."
"Oh? Like what?" Kyra asked.
"Got some interesting pictures of Mars here just recently," he said. "I'll show 'em to ya when we get to the house. I think you might like 'em." We talked the rest of the trip home and Kyra was wide-eyed when she saw the view from the house.
"My God, this is beautiful," she said as she looked down at the lake below. "You grew up in this?"
"All through my high school years, anyway," I said. "Dad was moved around so much we never spent more than a couple years in any one place. After he retired, we came up here and this is where I call home."
"I really envy you," she said. "I'd love to live somewhere like this."
"Maybe one day we will," I said. "C'mon, let's go inside. Mom's dying to meet you." We went inside and Mom rushed over to us.
"You must be Kyra," she said as she hugged my wife. "I've heard so much about you. Please, come on inside and take a seat." Mom looked at me with a big smile. "She's just a pretty girl, Bill."
"Thanks, Mom," I said. "I think so."
"Well, you'd better," she said, slapping me on the arm. "I just made a batch of lemonade. Would you care for a glass?"
"I'd love some, please," Kyra said as she sat down. Mom went into the kitchen and came back with a tray containing four glasses and a big pitcher. We each took a sip from our glasses and set them down. "That's delicious," Kyra told my mother. "Did you squeeze this yourself?"
"Yes, I did," Mom told her.
"So, Kyra," Dad began. "Bill here tells me you're a doctor."
"Yes, I am," Kyra said.
"What kind of a doctor are you? The kind that delivers babies?" Kyra laughed at that.
"No, Dad," I said. "Kyra is a psychologist. In fact, she just got her second doctorate."
"Second?" Dad asked, incredulous. "That is impressive. Maybe one day you can tell us all why we are the way we are," he joked. "Where did you two meet?"
"On the Enterprise," I told him.
"So you're in the Corps as well?" he asked.
"Sort of," Kyra said. Dad looked confused at that. "I actually hold the rank of Lt. Commander, and I'm now the ship's counselor."
"Ship's counselor?" Dad asked. "I'm sorry, I'm not following this."
"Well, Dad," I began, "when they started the interstellar project, they made some changes to the rules regarding fraternization."
"That would make sense," he said. "Being in space on a voyage that long could cause some problems. So, how did they overcome that?"
"Basically, they relaxed the rules for the crew and junior officers, but kept them in place for command and senior officers," I told him. "When I went to Advanced Operations School, they did a psychological profile and it turns out Kyra and I are compatible. She volunteered to join me on the mission, and the rest is history."
"Well I'll be damned," he said. "So, you basically gave up your career to join my son?"
"Essentially," Kyra said. "And I would do it all over again."
"Do you realize how dangerous space travel is?" he asked her.
"Yes, I did, and I understand it even more so now," she said. "But I wouldn't change a thing. I'm glad I went on that trip. Meeting Bill is the best thing that's ever happened to me."
"And this 'ship's counselor' thing..."
"During the trip to Alpha Centauri, I counseled a number of crew members, and Command saw the benefit of having someone with my skill set on a mission like that," Kyra began. "So, they decided to put a counselor on all interstellar missions. I was offered the job and took it, and they gave me a field commission. From now on, where Bill goes, I go." Dad smiled as he nodded his head.
"I guess things really are changing. Wasn't like that when I was in, let me tell you," Dad said. "Oh, before I forget, let me show you something." He went into his home office and came back with a large binder. He pulled out a photo of Mars and showed it to us.
"You took this with your telescope?" I asked.
"Sure did," he said. "Got a new high-def camera that beats anything I've ever seen before, so I tried it on the scope. Pretty impressive. Picked up a lot of detail I've never been able to get before."
"Wow," Kyra said. "That's amazing."
"That ain't all," he said. "Take a look at that point of light just up and to the right of the planet." I looked and saw a tiny blur but couldn't make anything out. "Now take a look at this," he said, handing me another photo. I gasped when I saw the outline of the Enterprise.
"You were able to get that much detail out of that camera?" I asked.
"Yep," Dad said. "I zoomed in on that part of the digital file and blew it up as far as I could. That's not all." He pulled out one of his old binders and opened it up. When he found what he was looking for, he showed it to us. "Look familiar?"
"That's... the Enterprise," I said. I looked at the lower right corner of the diagram and saw it was signed, "Jones, George, MCE," and dated just over 20 years ago. Shocked, I looked at Dad.
"You drew this? Over 20 years ago?" I asked. He nodded his head.
"Sure did," he said. "They'd been actively working to break the light barrier for the last 50 years or so. They finally came on an idea they thought might work, so my team was tasked with the initial design for a ship. I'm sure there were a number of changes made to our initial design, but I'm glad to see they kept it basically the same. When I first saw that picture, you could've knocked me over with a feather."
"Damn," I said. "I had no idea."
"To be honest, I never expected to live long enough to see our ship actually fly," he said. "You see, there's a whole lot of problems with faster-than-light travel," he added, speaking to Kyra. "For one thing, the human nervous system doesn't even work that fast. But I guess they figured a way around that."
"And there's more," Kyra said. "Your son is now the First Officer of that ship."
"Really? First Officer of the Enterprise? Damn," Dad said with a smile and a twinkle in his eye. "And all this time I was concerned your joining the service was a mistake."
"A mistake?" Kyra asked. "I don't understand."
"Don't get me wrong. I'm proud of my son. At the time he applied to the Academy, I was concerned he was doing it just so he could be with that girl, Tabitha," Dad said.
"You mean, the girl he married?" Kyra asked. Dad nodded his head.
"Yeah, her."
"So, how do you feel about your son being in the service?" Kyra asked.
"Listen, Kyra, I love my son," Dad said. "I'd be proud of him no matter what he decided to do. I spent 32 years in the Corps and I know what it's like. You're gone half the time, out in the harshest environment known to man. One little mistake and it's 'cancel Christmas.' I'm sure you understand that. It's also hard on families. I got lucky with Linda. She stuck with me through all that crap. Hell, if I had my druthers, I'd rather he did anything other than become a spaceman. But he made his choice and stuck with it. He's become a fine officer and I'm damn proud of him." Just then, Mom came into the room.
"Dinner's ready, everyone," she said.
"Good," Dad said. "Trust me, Kyra, you haven't lived until you've had some of my wife's award-winning venison lasagna."
"Venison lasagna?" Kyra asked.
"Yeah," Dad said. "Can't hardly get real meat in the stores anymore, so I either catch or shoot most of what we eat. Butcher down in town takes care of it and we've got a whole freezer full of venison and elk."
We sat down to the dinner table and Mom scooped a large portion for all of us. Kyra's eyes widened when she took her first taste.
"That's delicious," she said. "I've never eaten venison before. And this is the best lasagna I've ever tasted."
"I'm glad you like it, dear," Mom said with a smile. After dinner, Dad got up and motioned for me to join him out back. On the way, he grabbed a couple beers out of the refrigerator and handed me one. By then, the sun had set and the temperature had cooled off a bit. We sat down on the deck and Dad pulled out a couple cigars, handing one to me. He lit his, then mine and we sat back on the deck looking out over the lake below.
"So, you dealing with that shit on the Armstrong okay?" Dad asked. I nodded my head.



"Yeah, I am, thanks. Kyra helped me out a lot," I told him.
"That's one helluva woman you have there, son," he said. "A real keeper."
"I think so," I replied.
"I never got a chance to tell ya to your face, but I'm damn proud of the way you handled Travers," he said quietly.
"I killed a man, Dad," I said. "I'm not very proud of that."
"I understand, son. You acted in self defense. You saved your life and who knows how many others," Dad said. "Yeah, you killed him, but believe me, Bull Travers was no 'man.' He was a scum-sucking, maggot-infested putrid piece of dog shit. A predator from the word, go."
"So, you knew him?" I asked.
"Yeah, I knew him. He was an asshole back then, too," Dad said. "I never told you this, but he once tried to put the moves on your mother."
"No way," I said.
"Oh yeah. Caught him trying to feel her up at a barbecue my unit was holding. Kicked him in the balls so hard he started puking. He threatened to write me up for striking an officer. I told him, 'go ahead, and then I'll write you up for attempting to rape a subordinate's wife.' He backed off and never messed with me after that. But he did say that one day he would get back at me for that."
"So, you think that's why he went after me the way he did?" I asked.
"Possibly," Dad said. "There's no telling what goes through the mind of an asshole like that. I heard he was close to the end of his career, though. He was going to be retired after his tour on the Armstrong."
"I didn't know that," I said.
"I still have friends in high places," he said. "They keep me informed on the latest scuttlebutt. I may not be the most educated man around, but I do know one thing, though."
"What's that?"
"Any man with the balls to jettison Bull Travers out of an airlock... well, that's an officer I could follow anywhere." He looked at me hard. "Anywhere," he repeated. I looked at my father, shocked. Then I nodded my head.
"Thanks," I said. I realized this was high praise coming from him.
"You're welcome," he said. "By the way, have you heard from Tabitha?"
"No, I haven't seen nor heard from her since her court-martial," I said. "Why?"
"We got a note from her about a year ago. Said she was being given an early release and was wondering where you were. We told her you were on a long-term assignment and weren't available," Dad said. "I spoke to her parents and they said there was some kind of judicial review thing going on and they were releasing a bunch of prisoners. Including her. They wondered if she was coming back, but she told them she already had something lined up."
"But no specifics?" I asked. He shook his head.
"No, none," he said. "Her parents said some people came by from Homeland Security asking about her, but no one knew where she was."
"She's not part of my life anymore, so I really don't care," I said. He nodded his head in agreement and we continued talking as we nursed our beer and our cigars. Eventually, Mom and Kyra came out on the back deck.
"Are you two going to stay the whole night out here?" Mom asked.
"Just enjoying a beer and a cigar," Dad said. "We're bonding. It's a father-son thing."
"I didn't know you smoked," Kyra said.
"I normally don't," I said. "In fact, this is the third cigar I've had in my entire life." She grabbed the cigar from my hand and for a moment, I thought she was going to snuff it out. Instead, she took a drag from it, nodded her head and handed it back to me.
"Smooth," she said. Dad started laughing, and Mom joined him.
"She's definitely a keeper, son," he said. "You'd better hang on to that one."
...
That night, Kyra and I lay in the queen-size bed I slept in as a youngster and cuddled after a nice quiet romp. Neither one of us wanted to make too much noise and I was a bit nervous about having sex in the same house as my parents. I think Kyra felt the same way.
"So this is where you slept as a kid," she said.
"Yeah," I said.
"I really like your parents," she said. "They're so nice, down-to-earth."
"They're the best," I said. "I just wish Dad could've been around more when he was in the service, but he always made it up to us when he came home."
"Do you think there'll ever be a time when people have kids on a starship?" she asked.
"Who knows," I said. "Anything's possible."
"I really envy you, Bill," she said. "Perfect parents, a beautiful home in the country. I can tell they really love you."
"I love them, too," I said. "What about you? Didn't you have a happy childhood?"
"Well, we always had lots of stuff. My dad is a big executive for XNN. He runs the Interplanetary Division. Mom's a psychologist and she's written several best-selling books. Always on the talk shows, that sort of thing. They weren't able to spend very much time with me as I grew up, so they had a nanny look after me. It was... different."
"I see," I said.
"To be honest, though, I would have given up all the stuff if it meant we could have been as close as you and your parents," she said sadly. I held her close to me and kissed her.
...
The next three weeks in Idaho went fast for us. Dad took us out on Lake Pend O'Reille a couple times and we had a blast. Kyra tried water skiing for the first time and spent more time in the water than on it. But she eventually got the hang of it.
The next time we went out, Dad showed her how to bait a hook and to my surprise, Kyra took right to it, catching a couple of very nice fish that Dad cooked up on the grill later that day. Never once did I hear her complain about touching worms or cleaning the fish.
I took her out for a drive and showed her around the area. We drove south to Coeur d'Alene and spent the day on the boardwalk that went out into the lake. She had such a good time on the lake that she fell asleep on the drive back.
One night, after dinner, Dad pulled out his banjo and began plucking on it.
"You know, we still have a couple of your old guitars sitting around," he said. "You up to a little picking with the old man?"
"Sure," I said. "Where are they?"
"Well, here's one of them," Mom said as she handed me an old Gibson I hadn't played since high school.
"I put new strings on it when I heard you were coming," Dad said with a wink. "The old ones sounded pretty flat." I tuned it up and to my surprise it still sounded as good as it did all those years ago.
"Well, what do you want to play?" I asked.
"How about that old tune we used to play together when you were younger?" he asked.
"Dueling Banjos?" I asked. He smiled wide and his eyes twinkled as he strummed a couple chords on his banjo.
"That's the one," he said. "You still remember that one?"
"I sure do. Let's do it," I said. "You'll love this," I told Kyra. I started with the first three chords of the song, which Dad played on the banjo. We started slow and picked up the tempo as we went, until we were finally going full-bore. Kyra and Mom were clapping along with us and having a great time. Finally, the song ended with a high-five between Dad and I.
"That was great," Kyra exclaimed.
"Thank you," Dad said.
"Do you play anything?" Mom asked Kyra.
"Well, I took piano, flute and violin when I was younger," Kyra said. "I later learned the mountain dulcimer, but it's been years since I've done anything."
"You know, George, I still have Dad's old fiddle," Mom said. "Why don't I bring it out?"
"Sure," Dad said. Mom left and came back a little later with a case she handed to Kyra. She opened the case and looked at the old fiddle.
"How old is this?" she asked.
"Dad said it's from the Civil War," Mom said. "He used to play it all the time. Go ahead, pull it out and tune it up."
"Are you sure?" Kyra asked.
"Absolutely," Mom said. Kyra pulled out the old instrument and tuned it up, then applied some rosin to the bow after tightening it up.
"It's been a long time since I've played anything," Kyra said. "I'll probably make some mistakes."
"That's okay, dear," Dad said. "We're all family here. No one's gonna care. Just have fun with it."
"Well, okay. There's this old song I learned called 'Ashokan Farewell.' It was written by Jay Ungar in 1982, I think," she said.
"I think I've heard that before," Dad said. "Let's hear it."
"Here goes," Kyra said. She put the fiddle under her chin and began playing. I could tell she was nervous at first, but she stuck with it. The song was slow and haunting and sounded like it could have been written back in the Civil War.
As she played, I began accompanying her on the guitar. After a while, Dad began doing the same on the banjo. We followed Kyra's lead, not wanting to put any pressure on her. I could see a tear start to form in her eye as she played. When she finished, we all applauded. Kyra set the instrument down and began sobbing for some reason. Granted, the song was something of a tear-jerker, but I suspected there was something else going on.
"What's the matter?" I asked as I put an arm around her. Mom and Dad came over to her as well. Kyra buried her face in my shirt and sobbed for a few minutes. When she settled down a bit, she looked up at us and wiped tears from her face.
"I'm sorry," she said softly. "It's just... I've never played with family before and it made me feel so happy. It's stupid, I know. I'm so embarrassed."
"It's not stupid and there's no need to be embarrassed, dear," Mom said. "That was lovely."
"Thank you," Kyra said. "When I was younger, my parents had me play in recitals all the time, but they never once played anything with me. It was always meant to impress their rich celebrity friends. This was the first time I've ever played anything just for the fun of it."
"You'd better get used to that in this family, sweetheart," Dad said. "Music is supposed to be fun and something shared with those we love, and we play a lot of it in this house. Don't we?" he asked, looking at Mom and I. We both nodded our heads and said, "yes" in response.
"So, what do you play?" Kyra asked Linda.
"I play an autoharp," Mom said. "Dad and I play together several times a week in fact."
"Can we hear you play?" Kyra asked her.
"Of course," she said, getting up out of her chair. She came back a few minutes later and sat down with her autoharp.
"Rosin the Bow?" Dad asked her.
"You know it, George," she said.
"Alright, here goes. You kids jump in when you feel like it," Dad said. They started playing together and I started playing along on the guitar. After a few moments, Kyra picked up the old fiddle and played as well. Before long, she was smiling from ear to ear as she watched Mom and Dad play together. We all applauded when the song was over. I looked at Kyra.
"Are you feeling better now?" I asked.
"You know it," she said. We played a couple more songs before calling it a night. I held my wife close to me after we made love.
"You never told me any of that about your parents," I said.
"I'm sorry," she said. "It's a part of my life I hate to think about."
"I can understand that," I said.
"Just wait till you meet them. Then you'll know exactly what I'm talking about."
"Did you have fun tonight?" I asked her.
"I did," she said. "I think that's the first time I've ever had fun playing music."
"Well, you'd better practice, because I think they're gonna want to hear you play again."
"I will, promise," she said.
It was a tearful farewell as Dad prepared to take us to the airport. Mom hugged us both and made us promise to stop by as soon as we could. I hated telling her it could be a few years before we could get back.
When we got to the airport, Dad wrapped his arms around Kyra and gave her a fatherly kiss on the cheek.
"Welcome to the family, Kyra," he said. "Keep in touch and I hope to see you soon. Take care of my boy, alright?"
"I will, Pop, I promise," she said. As he turned to me, I pulled something out of my carry-on bag and handed it to him. It was a mission patch from the Enterprise.
"I want you to have this, Dad," I said as I handed it to him. A tear formed in his eye as he looked at the patch.
"I can't take this," he said.
"Of course you can, Dad. You helped design that ship, remember?" He nodded his head, then gave me a manly bear hug.
"I'm so damn proud of you son," he said. "I love you. Never forget that." With that, he kissed me on the cheek.
"I love you too, Dad," I said. "Stay in touch, alright? I don't know when we'll be able to get back."
"Just get back as soon as you can. And you take care of this woman, you hear me?"
"I will, Dad." After saying our goodbyes, we got on the plane and jetted south to the Los Angeles-San Diego Metroplex.
"I'm going to miss your folks so much," Kyra said sadly.
"Me too," I said. "We'll see them again though."
"I certainly hope so," she said.
"Just so you know, Bill, my parents are quite different from yours," Kyra said. "They're very stiff, formal, controlling and not as friendly as yours. I just wanted to warn you."
"Thanks for that," I said.
We landed a couple hours later, got off the plane and collected our luggage. We were on our way to rent a car when Kyra saw a man in a chauffeur's uniform holding a sign that read, "Jones."
"I think that's for us," she said.
"A chauffeur? Really?" I asked.
"Yeah, well, I told you my parents are rich," she said. "Can't have their daughter riding around in a rented sedan, you know."
"Well, let's go check it out," I told her. We went to the man and identified ourselves.
"Ah yes, Mr. and Dr. Williams sent me to collect you," he said in perfect English. I began to wonder if maybe he was sent to school for that. "I'll get your luggage." He took the two rolling luggage carriers and placed them inside the trunk of a long black limousine. I opened the back door and he rushed up to close it behind us after we entered the car.
I took in the interior of the vehicle. It had a well-stocked bar and the seats were the most luxurious I had ever experienced inside a car. There was also a large monitor -- tuned to XNN Interplantary, of course -- and a nice stereo sound system.
"Very nice," I said.
"Yes, it is," Kyra responded. After a while, we were in Beverly Hills and the driver pulled up to a large iron gate that opened when he pressed a button on the dashboard. An armed security guard waved us through. I wondered why they would need such tight security.
"What's with the armed guard?" I asked the driver.
"Mr. Williams is often a target of extremists, sir," the driver said.
"I see," I responded.
"Not everyone is a fan of XNN," Kyra told me.
"Apparently not," I said. We pulled in front of a very large house and I wondered why two people would want something this large and gaudy. When the car stopped, I opened the door and escorted Kyra out. The chauffeur pulled our luggage from the trunk. I offered to take something but he refused, carrying the heavy bags up the steps to the front door where an older woman waited.
When we got there, Kyra and the woman, who I now assumed was her mother, exchanged a chaste kiss on the cheek.
"It's good to see you mother," Kyra said.
"Likewise, dear," the older woman said.
"Mother, this is my husband," Kyra began.
"Yes, I know. Commander Jones, is that correct?" She extended a hand and I accepted.
"Yes, ma'am, but please call me Bill," I told her.
"Very well, Bill. You can call me Dr. Williams, or ma'am, if you wish," she said coldly. "Please, come inside."
"Yes, ma'am," I said, shooting a look at Kyra, who shrugged her shoulders. We followed her up the stairs to a room that I assumed had once been Kyra's. I was shocked, however, to see there were bunk beds in the room. Kyra turned on her mother.
"Bunk beds mother? Really?" she asked. "What's wrong with my old room?"
"Well, nothing," the older woman said. "I assumed you would be sleeping there. Your husband can stay here."
"No, mother," Kyra said. "Unlike you, I LIKE to sleep with my husband. He can stay in my room, with me." Her mother sighed heavily, then nodded her head.
"Very well," she said. "Take their luggage to Kyra's old room," she told the chauffeur.
"Yes, ma'am," the young man said, carting our bags to another room. Kyra's mother turned to us before speaking.
"Lunch will be served in 15 minutes. I expect to see you both there, on time," she said curtly before turning away. This was going to be fun, I thought. Or not. I followed Kyra to her old room and thanked the chauffeur after he put our luggage on the king-sized bed.
"I don't believe her," Kyra spit.
"What's her problem?" I asked.
"Mom's just being a controlling bitch," Kyra said. "She's always been like that."
"Don't your parents sleep together?"
"No, they haven't for years," Kyra said. "Mom's a big believer in this whole female-led marriage thing. They have a... unique... relationship."
"And your father puts up with it?"
"He's madly in love with her, but don't ask me why. Besides divorce in California is a real bitch. Neither one of them would come out ahead in the long run, so he just puts on a happy face and deals with it the best he can," she said. No wonder Kyra was so submissive when I first met her, I thought.
"I guess we'd better get down to lunch before your mother sends out the National Guard," I said. She chuckled at that.
"I guess you're right," she said.
"Listen, if you'd rather, we can always get a hotel room," I said.
"Not right now," Kyra said. "But we can keep that option open if it gets too bad." I gave her a kiss and we headed downstairs to the dining room. When we got there, I saw a very long dining table. Kyra's mother was at one end and a man I assumed was her father was at the other. A man in a butler's uniform had just put plates down on the table and I noticed they had placed Kyra and I across from each other. The man saw us enter and stood.
"Kyra, my God, girl, it's been so long. Come here and give your father a hug. I say, you look absolutely stunning. I see those five years on Enterprise have done you well," he said with a wide smile.
"Daddy, it's good to see you as well," Kyra said, giving her father a big hug and a kiss on the cheek. He turned to her mother.
"Gloria, don't you think Kyra looks better than ever?" he asked.
"Hmmph," her mother grunted as she rolled her eyes. He turned to me and extended a hand.
"Commander Jones, is it? It's a pleasure to meet you, young man," he said, still smiling.
"It's a pleasure to meet you as well, Mr. Williams," I told him, shaking his hand. "And please, call me Bill."
"Well Bill, please call me Tom. I take it you've already met Gloria."
"Yes, I've met Dr. Williams," I said.
"Dr. Williams?" he asked. "She expects you to call her Dr. Williams?"
"Well, she did say I could call her 'ma'am' if I wanted," I told him.
"Nonsense," Tom said. "You honestly expect our new son-in-law to call you Dr. Williams? Really, Gloria?"
"Well, it only shows respect, Tom. Surely you can understand my feelings about that," Gloria said.
"I understand, but he's family, not one of your students or one of your subordinates, Gloria. Besides, respect is earned, not dictated. Wouldn't you agree, Bill?"
"Actually, I do agree, Tom," I said.
"There, it's settled," Tom said. "Please have a seat. I think you'll enjoy your shrimp salad. I know I always do."
"Thank you, Tom," I said. I pulled out Kyra's chair and seated her, then went around the table to my place and sat down.
"I understand your parents live in Idaho, Bill," Gloria said as we began to eat.
"Yes, they do," I said.
"They have such a wonderful place up there in the mountains, Mom," Kyra said. "It's so beautiful up there. We had a great time."
"So, what do your parents do up there, Bill? Grow potatoes?" Gloria asked. I hated it when people automatically assumed everyone in Idaho grows potatoes.



"Actually, they're both retired," I said. "My father served 32 years in the Corps and retired as a Master Chief Engineer. My mother was a science teacher and retired about the time Dad did. We moved to Idaho just before I started high school. Right now, they pretty much do whatever they want."
"Thirty-two years. That's a long time," Tom said. "How long have you been in?"
"A bit over ten years," I said.
"Plan to make a career out of it?" he asked.
"I do," I said.
"And what are you going to do while your husband is off gallivanting in space?" Gloria asked Kyra sarcastically.
"I plan to gallivant with him," Kyra said with a smile. I smiled at her.
"What do you mean?" Gloria asked. "What do you have to offer that would let them send you out there with him?" Kyra started to say something, but I beat her to the punch.
"Actually, Dr. Williams, your daughter's work played a significant role in the success of our mission. Significant." I saw Gloria's eyes widen a bit and I pressed the point. "Because of her work, 250 men and women traveled farther and faster than anyone in human history and returned -- safe, sound and sane." I looked at Tom and saw surprise on his face. I continued.
"Kyra has literally gone where no one has ever gone before. She has seen things and been places no one else has ever been. Because of her work, people like her will be on every interstellar flight from now on, serving as ship's counselors," I said. "Kyra has even been given a field commission to Lt. Commander and will serve as ship's counselor on the Enterprise."
"What?" Gloria asked, stunned. "No. I will not permit it."
"It's not your decision, Mother," Kyra said, further astonishing her mother. "I'm a free woman and I'm over 21. It's my decision, and it's already been made. Where my husband goes, I go."
"I know people. I'll make calls. This cannot be allowed to happen," Gloria said. Kyra slammed her fork on the table, stunning all of us.
"Dammit mother, don't even think about it," she said. "So help me God, if you even try, you'll never see me again." Her parents were stunned at what she had to say. Gloria turned her hateful gaze on me.
"This is all your fault," she hissed. "You turned her against her own mother." I shook my head.
"You know, when I first met Kyra, she was a borderline submissive, afraid of her own shadow. Meeting you, I can see why. But when I look at her now, you know what I see? I see a strong, confident, smart and yes, sexy, woman. With her own dreams and her own accomplishments.
"I know you have a Ph.D., and I know you've written books and gone on television. But she has two doctorates. And she uses her knowledge to actually help people. While you go on television to get your accolades, she's been out there, where the rubber meets the road. She's helped a lot of people, myself included.
"You know what else I see when I look at her? I see a woman I'm proud to call my wife. That's right, I said, PROUD. Have either of you ever told your daughter you were proud of her? Just once?" I noticed that Tom was looking down, embarrassed. Gloria was also looking away.
"That's what I thought," I said. I put my fork down and looked at my food. "This shrimp salad is delicious. Unfortunately, I've lost my appetite. If you'll excuse me, I'm going to go take a walk." I got up and started for the door, and then heard Kyra.
"If you don't mind, I'd like to join you," she said. I nodded my head and held out a hand. She got up, took my hand in hers and together, we walked out of the room and out of the house. We went to the gate and nodded as the guard opened it for us. From there, we began walking down the street.
"Did you really mean it when you said you were proud to call me your wife?" Kyra asked.
"I did," I answered.
"You know, I think that's the first time anyone has ever stood up for me," she said quietly. "And I'm pretty sure it's the first time anyone has ever stood up to my mother. Did you really think I was a borderline submissive?"
"When I first met you, yes," I said. "But you've grown since then. A lot."
"I have you to thank for that," she said. "You know what else?"
"What?"
"I got so hot when you were talking me up. I wanted to rip my clothes off and do you right there at the table," she said.
"Your mother would probably have had a heart attack if you did," I said, causing her to laugh.
"Or a stroke," she said. We both laughed at that. It was almost dark when we finally made our way back through the gate. We entered the house and was met by Tom, who gave Kyra a hug. I could tell he had been drinking.
"Kyra," he said. "I know I haven't been the world's best father, but Bill's right. I love you and I am proud of you. Really, I am. I'm sorry I haven't told you sooner." She smiled and hugged him back.
"Thank you, daddy," she said. "That means a lot to me. I love you too, and yes, I'm proud of you. Where's Mother, by the way?"
"She took off in a huff, said she was going to the country club. Didn't say when she'd be back. Listen, Bill, would you mind stepping into my office for a bit?"
"Sure," I said. Kyra gave me a kiss.
"I'm going to go take a shower," she said. "All that walking has made me break out in a sweat."
"Of course," I said. "I'll see you after a while." I watched her go up the stairs, then followed Tom to his office. When we got there, he closed the door and offered me a seat.
"Care for some brandy?" he asked.
"Yes, please," I said. He poured some in a glass and handed it to me.
"Cigar?" he asked.
"Please," I said. He pulled two cigars out of a wooden box and handed one to me. I looked and saw it was the same brand Dad like to smoke.
"My Dad smokes these from time to time," I said.
"Well, your father is a man of impeccable tastes," Tom said as he lit his cigar. He lit mine and we sat back in our chairs for a moment. "You know, I think that's the first time anyone ever stood up to Gloria like that," he said after a few minutes. I chuckled at that. "I don't think I've ever seen her so flummoxed."
"Sometimes, it just has to be done," I said.
"Listen, I want to apologize for the way she treated you at lunch," he said. "It was rude and uncalled for."
"Apology accepted," I told him.
"Thank you. I thought I recognized your name. Then it hit me. You're that officer who tossed his superior out of an open airlock about six or seven years ago, aren't you?" he asked. I nodded my head.
"Yes, I am. But you should know that it was in self defense, and I'm not really proud of that episode in my life," I told him.
"I'm glad to hear you say that," he said. "My reporters covered that incident and the inquest, by the way."
"Yes, I know. I caught some of the reports," I said.
"It would've been nice if you could've said something to our reporters," he told me.
"We were all under orders not to speak to the press. Nothing personal. It's just the Corps likes to keep a handle on what goes out to the civilian news agencies," I said.
"That's understandable," he said. "Have you heard that your ex-wife was released from prison?"
"I heard something about that when I was in Idaho."
"I've heard rumors she joined up with a group of pirates," he said. "Don't know if any of that is true, though."
"I haven't heard anything," I said.
"Imagine that. Space pirates," he said with a laugh. "My God, man. What's next?"
"Who knows," I answered.
"Listen, I'd like to talk to you about something for a bit," he said after a couple minutes. "I hope you understand where I'm coming from."
"I'll listen," I told him.
"It's just that Kyra will be coming into a fairly large trust fund," he said. "Naturally, as her father, I'm concerned for her best interests."
"And you're concerned that I might be going after her money," I said, finishing his thought.
"Yes, that did occur to me," he said.
"You have nothing to worry about, Tom," I said. "I love your daughter and I intend to stay married to her for the rest of my life. I don't care about any money that she might get. That's hers to do with as she pleases."
"I'm glad to hear you say that, Bill," he said.
"I am curious about one thing, though," I said.
"What's that?"
"About a year ago, I saw a report by Duncan Wyoming about an incident at a concert in Texas," I said.
"Oh yes, the Kentucky Fried Mutha Fuggas," he said. "What about that?"
"Whatever happened in all that?"
"Well, the cowboy who sliced Dick Bigman's penis got a fine and a suspended sentence. Bigman got hit with a 30-day sentence for public nudity along with the cowboy's wife. The group put their tour on hold, but they're back at it. I hear they're gonna be in Los Angeles in a week or two. If you're interested, I can get you some tickets," he said.
"No thanks, I'm not into that garbage," I said.
"I don't care much for it, either," he said. We continued talking and as we did, I found myself warming up to the man. I couldn't help but wonder, though, why he remained married to a shrew like Gloria.
"Listen, Bill," he finally said. "I really like you, and I think you'll be a great husband to my little girl. I'd just appreciate it if you could find some way to make peace with Gloria."
"For Kyra's sake, I'll try," I told him. "But I won't tolerate any more disrespect from her."
"Fair enough," Tom said. We raised our glasses and drank to it, then finished our cigars. We had a late dinner that night as Gloria didn't get back until 10:00 pm. Tom carried her into her room and helped clean her up.
Kyra was a wild woman that night in bed. She was practically screaming for me to fuck her brains out. This was a bit unusual for her, but I went along with it, and thoroughly enjoyed the ride. The next morning, Gloria gave us both the evil eye at breakfast.
"What was all that racket last night?" she asked Kyra.
"It's called 'sex,' mother. It's what married couples are supposed to do. You should try it with Dad every once in a while. He might just like it," Kyra said smugly. For a moment, I thought Gloria was going to have a stroke. I glanced at Tom, and saw he was fighting hard to keep from laughing out loud.
"You do this a lot?" Gloria asked.
"What, have wild monkey sex with my husband? Hell yes. Every chance I get," Kyra said. "Isn't that right, dear?" she asked, looking at me.
"Yes, ma'am," I said with a smile. Gloria glared at me and I thought I saw daggers forming in her eyes.
"You've ruined her," she hissed.
"No ma'am, but I think she did a pretty good job on me last night," I said. Tom couldn't hold it in any longer and suddenly burst out laughing.
"What's so damn funny?" Gloria screamed.
"You," Tom said.
"What do you mean?" she asked.
"My God, Mother, how in the hell did you ever get pregnant with me?" Kyra asked. Gloria said nothing, but her faced stayed red through most of breakfast.
"So what do you kids have planned for the day," Tom asked.
"I don't know," Kyra said. "I thought we might go out and take in some of the sights."
"James will be more than happy to take you wherever you want to go," Gloria said.
"Nonsense," Tom said. "Ever drive a Bentley, Bill?"
"No, can't say that I have," I told him. He reached into his pocket and handed me a key.
"Well, today's your lucky day," he said. "In fact, you can use it while you're here. Just do me a favor and keep it charged up, okay?"
"Sure, thanks," I said.
"You're going to let them drive your Bentley?" Gloria asked, shocked. "You won't even let me drive it."
"It's okay," he said. "It's insured. Besides, if Bill can handle a trillion-dollar spacecraft, I'm sure he can handle a Bentley." After breakfast, we headed out, with Kyra showing me where she grew up and went to school. We even drove up to see the Hollywood sign and looked over the sprawling city.
Over the next two and a half weeks, we went out nearly every day. We visited Disneyland, Knott's Berry Farm and a number of other places in the area. One day we came back and heard strange sounds coming from upstairs. Kyra looked at me funny and we slowly made our way upstairs.
As we drew closer to the bedrooms, we heard the sounds even louder and noticed they were coming from Gloria's bedroom.
"Oh God, yes, fuck me baby. Fuck me harder. Don't ever stop," we heard her moan.
"Here it comes, baby," we heard Tom say. Kyra looked at me, shocked.
"Yes, do it," Gloria said. Then we heard them both cry out when they climaxed. We slowly inched our way back downstairs, not wanting to interrupt.
"Why did we ever stop doing that," we heard Tom ask.
"I don't know," Gloria said. "But I wish we hadn't. Let's do this more often, okay?"
"Okay, dear," Tom said. After a while, we heard him coming down the stairs. Kyra looked at him with a knowing smile.
"What?" he asked when he saw us.
"Oh nothing," Kyra said smugly. He smiled at us and went into his office.
Eventually, it was time for us to leave. By then, Tom and I had become friends and we spent a lot of time talking about things over cigars and glasses of brandy. Gloria even started warming up to me a bit and I was shocked when she gave me a motherly peck on the cheek as we waited for James to load our baggage in the car.
"I want to apologize for the way I treated you, Bill," she said. "It was crude and unbecoming. I misjudged you and I'm sorry for that."
"Apology accepted," I told her.
"Promise me you'll take care of my little girl," she said.
"I promise," I said. She smiled and turned to Kyra. With a tear in her eye, she hugged her daughter and kissed her on the cheek.
"I know I haven't told you this, but I really am very proud of you, Kyra," she said. "You've grown so much and you really do have a good man there. You'd better take good care of him."
"I will, Mother," she said. "I love you."
"And I love you too, sweetheart," she said. Tom shook my hand and hugged his daughter.
"How long will you be out this time?" he asked.
"Don't know," I said. "Could be another five years."
"Good luck to you. And don't be strangers, you hear me?"
"We won't, I promise," I told him.
"It was a real pleasure meeting you, Bill. I look forward to seeing you two again," he said.
"As do I," I said. We got into the limousine and James drove us to the airport, where we boarded our flight to Houston. The plan was to visit my old sensei at the Academy, where Kyra and I would test for our new belts and show him the video of the two-person kata I had developed with her.
Don Jacobs, my old sensei, looked as though he hadn't aged at all in the ten years or so since I had last seen him. We shook hands and I introduced him to Kyra. We caught up a bit and then got down to the purpose of our visit.
He put us both through our paces and seemed impressed with what he saw. I was happy to see that Kyra had scored well enough to earn a second-degree black belt. I tested well enough to earn my ninth-degree black belt. Then I showed him video of our kata. He watched it twice, saying nothing. He didn't say anything until he finished scrutinizing the entire thing.
"That was... beautiful," he finally said. "Two souls, bound together, making an unbreakable, invincible bond. I can see the synergy between the two of you. It was almost... erotic. May I have a copy of this?"
"Of course," I told him, copying the file to a storage disk.
"I'd like your permission to show this at the upcoming Grav Tac exhibition," he said.
"You have our permission," I said.
"Thank you," he said. "You might even win an award for this."
"You really think it's that good?" I asked.
"Most definitely," he said.
We visited for a while, and finally said our goodbyes. It was now time for us to head back to Mars. We boarded our flight and watched the planet fall away from us. Actually, we were getting farther from it, but from our perspective, it was the other way around. Both of us had fond memories of the last four months and had unshed tears in our eyes as we watched the blue-green ball known as Earth get smaller and smaller.
We were eight days into the 14-day trip when I felt the craft start to decelerate. I looked out the porthole in our cabin and saw two small craft. They looked like old-style combat shuttles, the type used by the Corps some ten years ago. Most had been replaced by newer, faster craft, and the old ones had been banished to a "graveyard" on one of the moons orbiting Mars.
Then I had a sinking feeling in my gut. Pirates! I woke Kyra up.
"What's the matter?" she asked.
"Get up," I said. "We're slowing down. There's ships out there. We need to get dressed."
"Ships? What kind of ships?"
"I don't know," I said. "They look like old three-man combat shuttles. Hurry, get dressed." She quickly got out of the bed and we dressed as fast as we could. By then, the passenger craft had come to a stop and I heard the sound of a docking port making connection. Then I heard a second dock connection. We were being boarded.
"What will we do?" Kyra asked, scared.
"Just stay calm," I said. "No matter what happens, stay calm. I'm right here with you." She nodded her head and we listened for any activity. I heard footsteps and some shouting. I heard other passengers screaming. Then I heard our hatch rattle as someone tried to open it. Whoever it was then started banging on it.
"Open up, NOW," I heard a female voice command. I looked at Kyra.
"Remember, stay calm," I told her. I reached up and opened the hatch to find myself staring down the business end of a hand-held laser pistol.
"Commander and Mrs. Jones," the woman said. "Come with me. Both of you."
"Why?" I asked.
"Because I said so. Now MOVE!"
"Alright," I said. "We'll come with you. Just let the ship go."
"Don't worry. We'll let them go once you're out of here," the woman said. We got up and followed her to one of the docking ports. Another woman was behind Kyra, prodding her with a laser pistol. I felt the gravity decrease as went through the tube, then remembered those old shuttles didn't have gravity units.
I thought seriously about using Grav Tac to take the woman out in front of me, and I probably could've done it, but there was the woman behind Kyra, and I wasn't about to take any chances that would get her killed. So I worked my way down the rest of the tube.
We finally entered the cramped shuttle. These old vehicles only had room for two or three people, tops. Kyra was forced to sit on a bench along one bulkhead. A long cylindrical object sat on the deck behind the main seats. Looking at it, I realized it was an old nuclear device.
"Put him in the co-pilot's chair," a somewhat familiar female voice commanded. I recognized the voice. It was a bit deeper than I remembered, but it was definitely the voice of my ex-wife, Tabitha. I was roughly forced into the chair and my arms and legs were secured with velcro strips.
I looked up and hardly recognized the woman I had once been married to. Her once graceful, delightfully feminine figure was gone. So was her long hair. It was now cut extremely short, with a flat-top and colored purple and green. The sides of her head were shaved bald and she sported tattoos of an extended middle finger on both sides of her head, right above her ears.
Her arms appeared more muscular, and sported tattoos as well. One arm had a tattoo of a snorting bull's head with long curved horns. No doubt, a tribute to her lover, Bull Travers. The other arm had a 12-inch long erect penis with a set of hairy testicles at the base. The letters, "KFMF" were written under the testicles.
She had other tattoos as well, probably from her time in prison. One tattoo simply read, "Fuck." Another read, "Eat Me." I was also somewhat surprised at her manner of dress.
She wore a short sleeveless top that showed her bare midriff. Her navel was pierced and it was obvious she wore no bra. The top looked to be crocheted in such a way that her nipples were visible. Like her navel, they, too, were pierced. She also wore a pair of cutoff shorts that left almost nothing to the imagination.



When the woman finished securing me to the chair, she stood up. Tabitha gave her a deep tongue kiss, making sure Kyra and I could see their tongues wresting. There was nothing erotic about it and I had to look away.
"Alright, lover," Tabitha said. "Go on back to your shuttle. Watch for my tracker and meet me at the rendezvous point in eight days."
"What about the passenger ship?" the other woman asked. Tabitha looked out the front window for a moment, then back at the other woman.
"Shadow them for a couple days, make them think you're just escorting them. Lull them into a false sense of security, then blow them out of space," Tabitha said with a wicked grin. The other woman grinned back.
"You're so wicked, my Mistress," she said.
"You know it," Tabitha said. "Speaking of wicked, would you like to taste my nipples before you leave?" she asked, raising the front of her shirt over her bare breasts.
"Yes, Mistress," the other woman said as she kissed and sucked on Tabitha's pierced nipples.
"When we get back to base camp, you can suck my pussy to orgasm if you want," Tabitha said.
"I would love that, Mistress," the other pirate said.
"Then get your suit on and go to your shuttle. Remember what I said."
"Yes, Mistress," the other woman said. She made her way to the airlock in the back of the cabin, opened the door and entered. Once inside, she put on a space suit, depressurized the airlock and floated out into space. Tabitha turned to her console and spoke into her microphone.
"Passenger vessel, please continue to your destination," she said. "Remember, do not report this encounter to anyone. Thank you for your cooperation."
"Roger that, shuttle. Thank you." As we watched, the large passenger ship fired up its engines and moved away. Tabitha changed the frequency on her communicator and spoke again.
"Move out," she said. "Follow the plan. MT out." Closing her comm device, she turned back to us. "Well, what do you think of the new me?"
"You're going to kill all those innocent people after telling them you'd let them go?" I asked. Tabitha looked at me before speaking.
"Mistress Tabitha's first rule of space piracy. Never question Mistress Tabitha. The next rule. No witnesses. No loose ends. It's a necessary evil," she said.
"You're sick," I said. She smirked and nodded her head.
"Probably," she said. "You never answered my question, spaceman. What do you think of the new me? You like my body work?"
"It's interesting. I get the bull tattoo. What's with the big dick?" I asked. She looked at the tattoo before answering.
"That? I went out to see the Kentucky Fried Mutha Fuggas after I got out of prison. Fucked the lead singer right there on stage. I can't tell you how good it felt to be fucked by that 12-inch dick. I even let him cum inside my pussy so everyone could see. Talk about wicked. It dripped out of me for three days. Haven't touched a dick since then."
"Was that before or after his dick got cut off?" I asked.
"A couple days before," she said. She turned her attention to Kyra. "I see you've got yourself a new bitch. Kinda cute. And you're married. Isn't that sweet."
"What's this all about, Tabitha?" I asked. She turned back to me.
"What do you think, asshole?" she snarled. "First, you murder the best man who ever served in the Corps. Then you completely fuck up my whole Goddamn life. If it hadn't been for you, Bull would've been the First Officer or maybe even the Captain of the Enterprise and I would've been serving at his side."
"You're wrong about that, Tabitha," I said. "Bull was at his terminal rank. He was going to be forced into retirement when the Armstrong got back from Jupiter. You see, he had a habit of targeting women. One of them was my mother. You remember her, don't you?"
"Bullshit," Tabitha said. "You lie like a fucking rug."
"Tell me, Tabitha. The truth for once. Whose idea was it to throw me out of that airlock? Was it you, or Bull?"
"It was me, you fucking drek," she said, using modern slang that referred to stupid wimpy cuckolds.
"Why? Why would you do that to me? I don't get it. You never gave any indication there was a problem. I thought we had a good thing going," I said.
"The truth? The truth is, you were becoming a bore. Bull showed me what it was like to be fucked by a man. A real man. He was also a risk-taker. You were just a Boy Scout, doing your duty by the book," she said. "I wanted something more than you could offer and I didn't want to be tied down to a 'by-the-book' kind of officer for the rest of my life."
"Are you kidding me?" I asked. "You're a real piece of work, you know that? Is that why you joined up with these pirates?"
"I didn't join them. They joined me," she said. "And there's gonna be some changes. Starting with you."
"What does that mean?" I asked her.
"Well, first, I'm going to deprive you of the love of your life, the way you did me," she said. "Then, I'm going to destroy your precious Enterprise. And you're going to help me. I'm sure you recognized the nuclear device. It has a yield of 100 megatons. Don't worry, you won't feel a thing when it goes off."
"You know they'll hunt you down like a dog and rip you to pieces," I said.
"I'll take that chance," she said. "Enough talk. Get up," she told Kyra, holding her laser pistol.
"Wait," I said, a plan forming in my mind. "At least let me say goodbye to my wife properly. Just one hug and a kiss. That's all I ask." Tabitha looked between the two of us. Kyra was shaking by this time, scared of what the immediate future held for her.
"Alright, I suppose it wouldn't hurt. Never let it be said that I'm a cold, heartless bitch who denied you one last parting kiss," she said.
"I'll need these restraints taken off my wrists," I said. "Don't worry, you still have your pistol."
"No funny stuff with that Grav Tac crap," she said. "I'll blow both of you away right here."
"No funny stuff," I said in a monotone. She reached down and loosened the velcro straps. Then she turned to Kyra.
"Go on, give your husband one last hug and kiss," she said. Kyra worked her way to me, scared and nervous. She put her arms around me and I followed suit. Before I kissed her, however, I whispered quietly in her ear.
"Two as one. Invincible. Use my body like a fulcrum. Make her lose the pistol. Then follow my lead," I told her. She nodded her head slightly and gave me a deep kiss. Then, using my body, she pushed back and kicked out at Tabitha, making her lose her grip on her pistol. As she did that, I reached down and removed the velcro around my ankles.
Surprised, Tabitha tried to regain her footing and reached out for her pistol. I used Kyra's body and turned myself so I could get Tabitha's neck under my knee. It was an improvised version of the kata we had done together. Kyra realized what I was doing and responded just as we practiced. I looked down and saw I had Tabitha right where I wanted her.
She looked at me with fear in her eyes as she realized what was about to happen. She tried to fight back, but the momentum caused by our combined movement made it difficult if not impossible.
"Please... No," she cried as I applied pressure to her neck. I looked down and for a moment, I almost felt bad for her. Then I thought about what she had done to me and what she was about to do to Kyra. I shook my head.
"Goodbye, Tabitha," I said as I turned and twisted my body. I heard and felt the snap as Tabitha's neck broke. I saw shock, then nothing as her eyes dilated. I knew she was dead but I held the position for a few seconds to make sure. I relaxed my hold and her body floated lifelessly in the cabin. I looked at Kyra and saw tears in her eyes.
"Are you okay?" I asked.
"I am now," she cried as I held her. "You know, space can really suck sometimes." I couldn't help but laugh. Then I heard beeping from the nuclear device.
"Well, I'm afraid it's about to suck even more," I said. Looking around, I saw a small, cylindrical object floating near Tabitha's body. I reached out and took it in my hands.
"What's that?" Kyra asked.
"A dead man switch," I said.
"A what?"
"She had this in her hand. As long as she held it, the weapon remained inert. When she released it, it activated the device."
"WHAT?" I looked at the bomb and saw a ten-minute timer had started and was counting down.
"We've got ten minutes before this thing goes off," I said.
"Can't you stop it?" Kyra asked. I shook my head.
"No time," I said. "We've got to get this thing out of here and get as far away as we can. Come on, give me a hand." The weapon wasn't heavy -- after all, we were in zero-g. But it was a bit unwieldy, so Kyra helped me move it into the airlock.
"We need to get her out of here as well. Get those straps, we'll secure her to the bomb. Hurry." Kyra made her way to the front of the ship and grabbed the velcro straps as I pulled Tabitha's body into the airlock. We strapped her to the bomb, then got out of the chamber.
"Why are we doing that to her?" Kyra asked as I began to depressurize the chamber.
"There's no cold storage on these old ships," I said. "No place to keep her body. It'll be eight days before we make Mars. She'll be pretty ripe by then and the cabin won't be safe for either of us. We've got no choice." When the chamber depressurized, I hit the button and the outer door opened. Another button and the bomb, with Tabitha attached, was launched into space. I closed the door and repressurized the chamber.
"Hurry, take the co-pilot's chair and strap in. We've got to move," I said as I sat in the pilot's chair.
"You know how to fly one of these?" she asked.
"I flew something like it at the Academy. Just like riding a bicycle. Once you learn, you never really forget," I said. I looked at the console and realized it had been put together with pieces of equipment salvaged from other vessels. Some of the controls had Cyrillic lettering while others were written in French or Farsi. Still, I was able to figure out what button activated the energizers.
"Get ready, we're peeling out of here." I pressed the button and heard the engines wind up. I watched the indicators and pushed the engine control levers all the way forward. We were both pushed back into our seats when the engines fired.
"How long before the bomb goes off?" she asked. I looked at my chronometer.
"Roughly three minutes, maybe a bit less," I said. "Hang on."
"What about the blast wave? Won't we be hit with that?" she asked.
"No air in space, so there won't be a shock wave. The biggest danger is radiation that could affect our instruments and communications. Hopefully, this old crate has some shielding. Our best defense is distance. We need to get as far away from that thing as we can before it goes off," I said.
About three minutes after we left, we saw a blinding flash of light and I knew the weapon had detonated. Activating the rear view cameras, we could see a bright giant ball in space where we had been. I pushed the small craft ahead and watched the instruments for any indication of trouble. So far, there were none.
Maybe we had put enough distance between us and the bomb, I thought. I put the comm headphones on and fired up the radio, selecting the emergency frequency I knew was constantly being monitored. I put the radio in "record" mode and spoke into the microphone, hoping someone would hear my message.
"Mayday, mayday. This is Commander William Jones of the Enterprise. I am aboard an armed pirate shuttle with Lt. Commander Kyra Jones. A 100 megaton nuclear device was just detonated at our last position. We are currently on course for Galileo Station. Pirate vessels are shadowing Orion Flight 2375 on course for Huygens Base with hostile intentions. Request assistance," I said.
I set the device to repeat the message every 30 seconds. If someone responded, I would still be able to hear it over the headphones. About 20 minutes later, I thought I heard someone respond, but I couldn't clearly understand what was being said. I fiddled with the controls, hoping to clear up the signal. Then I heard it.
"I repeat, this is Captain Alice Brewster of the USS Armstrong. Message received, Commander. We have you on our scope and are on our way. ETA two-five mikes. Respond, please." I keyed the microphone and smiled as I looked at Kyra.
"Message received, Captain," I said. "It's good to hear your voice."
"Yours as well, Commander. Maintain course and speed. We'll see you soon." I breathed a sigh of relief and then heard another message.
"Shuttle, this is Captain Avery Scott of the USS John Glenn," a man with a faint Scottish brogue said. "Message received. Changing course to intercept. ETA two-seven mikes."
"Roger that, Captain Scott," I said. "Good to hear your voice, sir."
"And yours," Avery said. The USS John Glenn was a heavy combat cruiser commissioned about two years after the Armstrong, and was a formidable weapons platform. I felt much better knowing we would have even more firepower on our side. I looked at Kyra.
"The cavalry's on the way," I told her. Then I heard a third message.
"Shuttle, this is Commodore Simmons. Change to secure frequency alpha. I repeat, switch to secure frequency alpha. Over."
"Roger that," I said in response. I changed to the secure frequency and hoped the pirates weren't able to listen in. I heard Alan talking with Alice and Avery when I connected.
"Commander Jones here, Commodore," I said.
"What's your sitrep?" he asked.
"Lt. Commander Jones and I were on the Orion flight when we were stopped by pirates and taken aboard this shuttle, sir. Their leader planned to murder the Lt. Commander and destroy the Enterprise with a nuclear device, using me as their kamikaze pilot. We were able to overcome the leader and ejected the weapon."
"Do you know who was responsible for this?" Alan asked.
"A former pilot of yours, Commodore," I said. "She was released from prison."
"Your ex?" Alan asked.
"One and the same, sir," I said.
"What is her status?"
"Vaporized, sir," I said calmly.
"Understood," Alan said after a few moments. "Listen carefully, all of you. The USS Sally Ride is on an intercept course with the Orion passenger ship. Captain Brewster, I want you to take charge of this operation. You, Commander Jones and Captain Scott will deal with the pirates. Understand?"
"Understood, sir," Alice said.
"Understood, Commodore," Avery answered.
"Copy that, Commodore," I said.
"Sensors indicate a force of about 12 pirate craft in the vicinity of the Orion ship, Commodore," Alice said.
"Very well, Captain," Alan said. "You know what to do."
"Yes, sir," she said.
"I'll be monitoring the situation from here, Captain. Report when you can."
"Aye, aye, sir," she said. The discussion ended and I looked at Kyra.
"You ready for a crash course in small ship weaponry?" I asked her.
"I... I guess," she said nervously.
"Good. If you look under your console, you'll see what looks like a folded joystick. Grab the top half and bring it up toward you until it locks." I watched as she unfolded the joystick. "Alright, the red button on the left side is your tracker. Press that." She pressed it and I saw the display on her screen change.
"That green box tells you where the lasers are currently pointed. This ship has four lasers and the system can track as many as five targets at once. When your target is locked, that box will turn red. There are two buttons on the joystick. The top button fires the lasers. The button on the front fires missiles. Don't worry about using missiles. Just use the lasers. When the box turns red, you press that button and don't let up until the target is destroyed. Any questions?"
"Bill, I... I don't know if I can do this," she said nervously. "I took an oath to do no harm. I'm a doctor, not a... a..."
"A soldier? A gunner?" I asked. "I know. This is way outside your comfort zone and I understand that. I'd do it myself, but I have my hands full trying to keep this crate together. I know you took the Hippocratic oath, but you also took another oath when you accepted that commission -- to protect and defend the Constitution from all enemies, foreign and domestic. How many people do you think are on that passenger ship?"
"I don't know. Maybe 60," she said.
"That's right. Sixty people on an unarmed, defenseless passenger ship. If we don't do our job, those 60 people could die. They're counting on us to defend them. So they need you to do your part. Can you do that?"
"I.. I guess," she said.
"No, don't guess," I said. "This is do or die time. They were going to murder you back there. Toss you out of an airlock the way I jettisoned Bull. Then they were going to use a nuclear weapon against the Enterprise. Those people in that ship need you. I need you. Remember, two as one. We're a team and together, we're invincible. Are you with me?" She looked at me and I saw a change in her face.
"You're right," she said. "I'm with you, my husband. You can count on me." I smiled at her before responding.
"That's my girl," I said. A few minutes later, I looked out the side portholes and saw the Armstrong and the John Glenn. I knew we would be okay. I had never seen the John Glenn before and I was impressed with the size of it and the firepower it had on display. I keyed my microphone.
"That's one helluva ship you have there, Captain Scott," I said.
"Aye, laddie, it tis," he answered. Then I heard Alice.
"Enemy formation is within range," she said. I looked at the console between the seats and saw the twelve ships headed for us. "Gentlemen, plow the road," she added.
"Plow the road, aye, aye Captain," I said.
"Aye Captain," Avery said. "Plowing the road." Kyra looked at me, confused.
"What does that mean, plow the road?" she asked.
"Press the button and fire like hell," I told her. She complied, and all four lasers on the shuttle fired into space. The other two ships opened fire and we were treated to a stunning display as numerous red streaks of hot laser fire erupted from them. I knew there was no way the pirate vessels could withstand such an onslaught.
I saw flashes in the distance and looked at the console. The enemy formation had broken up as most of the vessels were destroyed. I saw one ship try to break away. I suspected it would try to work its way behind us. I keyed the microphone and called Alice.
"Captain, there's a vessel breaking from the formation. I think it's trying to get behind us. Request permission to intercept."
"Permission granted, Commander," she said. I dipped the ship down and prepared to intercept the other vessel.
"Hold your fire until I give the word," I told Kyra.
"Got it," she said. I saw the enemy ship get larger as we charged toward each other. Then I heard the radio.
"Shuttle 101, stand down and surrender. I promise we'll make your death quick and painless," we heard a female voice say. I recognized the voice -- it was the pirate who took us from the passenger ship. I thought about my response, but Kyra grabbed her microphone and beat me to the punch. By then, the tracker had locked onto the oncoming shuttle.
"Eat this, BITCH," Kyra shouted. I looked at her and nodded my head. She pressed the button and all four lasers opened up on the ship. The other ship opened in a ball of flame as the lasers found their target. Kyra kept firing, breaking the vessel into tiny fragments.
I saw the head and torso of one pirate tumbling in space. A blast from the laser reduced the torso to ash. It took all my skill to dodge the debris from the other ship. When I had cleared the debris, I motioned for Kyra to stop firing.
"You can stop firing now. I think you got it," I told her. Breathing hard, she nodded her head and let go of the joystick.



"Did I do okay?" she asked.
"You were marvelous," I told her. I keyed the microphone and called Alice.
"Enemy shuttle destroyed," I reported.
"Good job, Commander," Alice said. "Rejoin the formation." I made my way back between the Armstrong and the John Glenn. Alice came back on the radio. "All enemy vessels destroyed. Orion Flight 2375 secure. Commander, prepare to dock with the Orion flight. Captain Scott will secure the shuttle and transport it to Huygens. Well done, everyone."
"Thank you, Captain, Preparing to dock with the Orion ship," I said. A half-hour or so later, we caught up with the Orion passenger ship. The Sally Ride was close by. The Armstrong and the John Glenn also came to a stop. After Alice briefed Alan on the short battle, he spoke to all of us.
"Excellent job, everyone," he said. "Thank you. I expect to see all of you at Huygens when you get here."
We all acknowledged his order and I prepared to dock with the passenger ship. It had been a while since I had done this, so I took my time to make sure I got it right. When I confirmed a good lock, I shut the vessel down and escorted a shaken Kyra onto the commercial ship.
When we stepped onto the Orion flight, we were met with cheers and applause. The captain of the ship came over to us and shook our hands.
"Thank you so much," he said. "I thought we were goners."
"You're welcome, Captain. Just doing our jobs," I said. The flight attendant led us back to our cabin. Along the way, passengers shook our hands and thanked us profusely. We collapsed on the bed as soon as we got in the room.
"I'm sorry," a shaking Kyra said as she lay in my arms.
"For what?" I asked.
"For questioning you like I did earlier. I was so scared. I've never actually killed anyone before. I know it sometimes happens, but I never thought it would happen to me. I hope you're not mad at me."
"Mad? Hell, I'm not mad at you. I'm damn proud of you," I said. I took her hand in mine. "There's nothing more stressful than combat. None of us knows for sure how we'll react. I was scared as hell myself. The thought of losing you was just too much for me to bear. But you pulled through. We may be two separate individuals, but together, we're unstoppable. Don't ever forget that. I love you so damn much."
"I love you, too," she said as she snuggled close to me.
The rest of the trip to Mars was uneventful -- fortunately. We finally calmed down after the experience and even made love a couple times before landed at Huygens. Unknown to us, news of the battle went viral. It turned out that Duncan Wyoming, correspondent with XNN Interplanetary, was on that flight with members of his crew.
When we landed at Huygens, we were met by a representative of Orion Spaceway, who informed us that we would be reimbursed for our flight expenses.
"I can't accept that," I said.
"We insist, Commander," the blonde woman said. "You save the lives of our crew and passengers and corporate feels they owe you a debt of gratitude."
"Well, thank you," I said. Alan met us with Leesa, who came down from Galileo Station.
"I see you had a bit of excitement on your way back," she said.
"Just a little, Captain," I said. "It's good to be back, though."
"It's good to see you back," she said. "We've still got a bit of work to do on the Enterprise, but it's coming along quite nicely."
"In the meantime, we're having a bit of a celebration over at the main venue," Alan said. "All of the crews are getting together for a bit. Why don't the two of you join us?"
"Sure," I said. "I'll just need to get our bags."
"That won't be necessary, sir," a steward with Orion said from behind us. "I'll personally take care of your things and see they get delivered to your quarters on the Enterprise."
"Well, thank you," I told him. Alan led us to his vehicle and we got inside. When we got to the venue, it was already crowded as members of the three crews gathered together. Alan got up and addressed everyone, thanking them for what they had done. Then the music started and the celebration began.
About an hour or so into the celebration, Alice and Avery stood up on a table and held up a glass and got everyone's attention.
"Where's the pipes and drums?" Avery boomed. We heard some pounding and the sounds of bagpipes from somewhere near the stage. "Ah, there ye are. Everyone on the John Glenn already knows this little ditty, so the rest of ye pay attention and join in when you can." He poured some liquor into his glass and held it high.
"Let's drink whiskey all night long," he bellowed.
"Aye, Aye, Capt'n," his crew shouted in response. Then the music began. It was a tune I had never heard before, but it had a nice beat and I thoroughly enjoyed it. Before long, everyone in the room, including Alan and Alice were singing along.
Just say aye, aye, Capt'n.
Just say aye, aye, Capt'n
When yer captain calls
Just say aye, aye, Capt'n
At one point, I was so moved by the tune that I grabbed Kyra and we began clapping and dancing. Everyone around us began clapping as well. I had never heard bagpipes played with guitars like this, and I had to admit, it sounded really good and I enjoyed it.
Let's sing this song, all night long
Aye, aye, Capt'n!
We sang and danced until we couldn't sing or dance any more. At one point, Avery sidled up to me and handed me a glass of... something.
"What is this?" I asked. He looked at it carefully, then looked back at me.
"It's uh... green," he said. "Drink up, laddie!"
By the time the celebration was over, both Kyra and I felt as if a heavy burden had been lifted from us. We made our way back to Enterprise, where I almost entered my old cabin.
"Uh, Commander, you don't live there anymore, remember?" Leesa said. She gave us our new key cards and pointed to the First Officer's cabin door. "You two live here, now."
"Thanks for the reminder, Captain," I said.
"Don't worry, all your stuff has already been moved, and your guitars are in good shape," she said. "Get some sleep. You're going back to work tomorrow."
We entered the cabin and I was stunned at how much bigger it was than my old cabin. The cabin once occupied by Myra, Commander Hurbi's companion, was set up as our bedroom and the main cabin was set up as a living and dining area. We undressed and fell into bed.
The next morning, I met our new Operations Officer, Lt. Commander Decker. He seemed to be an affable character and we hit it off right away. From what I learned, he graduated first in his Advanced Operations class. I set about making the shift schedules and getting caught up.
The next two months went fast for us. Preparations were well underway for our next voyage. We were set to visit Tau Ceti, a yellow star that sat 11.89 light years from Earth. According to scientists, five planets orbited the star, and two of them were reportedly inside the habitable zone of the star.
Leesa briefed me on the upgrades made to the ship, which included new engines that could cruise at just over six times the speed of light, with bursts up to seven times the speed of light. That meant we could theoretically get there in less than two years. There had also been significant improvements made in the warp bubble and in our communications array.
Meanwhile, both Kyra and I had been extensively debriefed about our encounter with Tabitha and her pirates. From what I could gather, the authorities had no idea how they managed to scrape up the vessels they used nor did they know how the pirates managed to get a nuclear device. I had a sick feeling that we hadn't heard the last from them.
Alan informed me through Leesa that he had put both of us up for a medal. I had mixed feelings about it, but I felt Kyra deserved something for what she did. We had managed to speak to both our parents since returning, and they were relieved to hear we were okay. Kyra's father bubbled with pride as he spoke to her, and even Gloria seemed to have softened her stance toward her daughter's chosen career path.
Finally, the day came when Enterprise set out for her next mission. We held a bon voyage party the same way we did when we went to Alpha Centauri, and of course, Leesa tapped me for the entertainment, which I happily provided, much to the crew's delight.
We pulled out of Galileo Station and made our way to the Q-point, where we would make the jump to light speed. This time, I sat in the First Officer's chair, next to Leesa. As we approached the point where we would make the jump, Leesa turned to me.
"Would you like to give the word, Commander?" she asked. For a moment, I was speechless, but I accepted.
"Yes, Captain. I'd be honored," I told her.
"Very well. Make it so, Number One," she said.
"Helm, at my command," I said.
"Aye, aye, sir," the female pilot, Lt. Jacobs, said.
"Approaching Q-point, ETA 15 seconds," the navigator said.
"Warp bubble formed. Light speed at your command, Captain," the engineer said.
"Stand by, helm," I said.
5...4...3...2...1...
"Engage."
...
Fade to black...
...
Note: The song, "Aye, Aye, Capt'n" was recorded by Celtica -- Pipes Rock!
There may be more to this story, so stay tuned...
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The Cheating Zone 14: Warning Signs

As always, constructive comments are always welcome and appreciated. Please refer to my profile for more on my personal policy regarding comments, feedback, follows, etc.
All episodes of "The Cheating Zone" can be read as separate stories.
For the nit-pickers who want to say this or that would never happen, remember, this is the Cheating Zone, a place outside the normal space-time continuum where literally anything is possible... Please remember, this is a work of fiction, meaning that it is not real in any way, shape, matter or form.
...
Your eyes flit from left to right as you drive down the tree-lined country road, looking for any signs of danger. You look ahead as the headlights pierce the inky blackness of night. There's a signpost up ahead. You've just entered... The Cheating Zone.
(Cue dramatic music.)
...
Jennifer Greene hummed to herself as she prepared to leave for work that Monday morning. She took one last look in the mirror to make sure everything was just right. Her long blonde hair was just as it should be, and her makeup was just the way she liked it. Her dress fell just above the knee and highlighted her curves just right.
She looked at the picture of her and Miles, her husband of six years, on her nightstand and blew it a kiss, imagining that he could feel it even though he was on a job site four hours south of home. He was a project manager for a major construction job that would last about seven months.
He had already been on site for the last three months, driving home every Friday to spend the weekend with her before heading back down on Sunday. This was the biggest job he had ever worked and he wanted to get it right. She was so proud of him but she missed being with him during the week, even though they would spend as much as two hours either on the phone or on Skype every night.
Some of those calls got pretty steamy, and she would often find herself naked under the covers with her vibrator -- Little Miles, she called it. More than once, they ended up either having phone sex or teasing each other into a mutual masturbation session on Skype.
Convinced that everything was as it should be, she headed to the kitchen, where she poured herself a cup of coffee, using one of those paper travel cups. She grabbed her purse, making sure she had her phone, and headed out to the bus stop just outside the complex where they lived.
She could have driven her own car, but the truth was she really enjoyed this time of the day. She would get to the bus stop about a half hour before the bus arrived and pull out her phone so she could start to catch up on her reading. Once on the bus, she would spend that half hour reading her daily stories.
Jennifer loved to read, but not just any old stories would do. She enjoyed reading erotic stories online and spent much of her free time reading the offerings on a couple of websites. It was her one naughty indulgence, and one that Miles didn't mind as it seemed to get her motor running when they got together.
One site she thoroughly enjoyed had been around for over twenty years and had thousands of stories in all kinds of genres, mostly written by amateurs. Most of the time, she stuck to romance stories, but had also spent a lot of time in a section the site dedicated to what it called "Loving Wives."
Sadly, there were quite a few wives in that section who were, frankly, anything but "loving." She remembered sharing one of the stories with Miles, a story about a wife who had a long-term affair with a man and even gave birth to the man's child, passing it off as her husband's. Miles simply shook his head and muttered something about it all being a bunch of bullshit.
"No self-respecting man would put up with that level of disrespect and betrayal," he told her at the time.
"You don't think he should've forgiven his wife and tried to move forward, for the sake of the child?" she asked him. He shook his head.
"Nope," he said. "I could see maybe if it was just a one-time drunken indiscretion or something like that. But I can't see how he could get past years of betrayal. And passing her bastard child off as his? No way. You're not thinking of doing something like that, are you?"
"Oh God, no, Miles," she exclaimed. "I love you too much to do anything like that."
"I hope so," he said. "And I would never do anything to hurt you, either."
"I know you wouldn't," she said. That was over four years ago and the subject never came up again. And she meant what she said. She would never do anything to deliberately hurt her husband, and she never had any intention of cheating on him.
But sadly, she missed him in her bed at night. Even though he came home over the weekend, and even with their marathon calls and Skype sessions, she needed him next to her in bed. Until a month or so ago, she never once thought about having sex with another man. Then her company brought Jake Williams in from their New York office.
Jake seemed to be everything a girl could want. He was handsome, bright, witty, muscular and exhibited a boyish charm and a quick smile. He also sported a rather significant package below the belt, something all the girls in the office commented on.
She often had to remind herself that she was a happily married woman when she was around him. So far, he had made no overt sexual moves toward her, but he had taken her to lunch a few times.
Surely there was no harm in that, was there? It's not like he had offered to take her to a motel, and all they ever did was talk shop. Well, except for those few times she lamented that her husband was out of town on a long-term project.
"He's crazy for leaving a beautiful woman like you by herself," Jake would say.
"We talk every night, and he does come home for the weekends," she responded.
"Still, that's no way to live," Jake said. "Listen, if you ever want to get out of the house for dinner or something, let me know."
"Thank you, Jake, that's so kind of you to offer," she said. She never took him up on his offer, and she never mentioned it to Miles. But now, she was beginning to think, "what could it hurt?" After all, it was just dinner. It's not like she was going to sleep with him.
She finally got to the covered bus stop and pulled out her phone. Logging into the site, she saw there were several new stories for her to read. One, however, jumped out at her. It was called, "A Warning To Jennifer, Pt. 01," and it was written by someone using the handle, "TCZ_Zrglbork." She had never seen that writer's name before, and she felt strangely compelled to open the story, so she did.
She was shocked as she found that one of the main characters in the story was a woman named Jennifer Greene. That's my name, she thought as she read. Worse yet, the woman's husband was named Miles, just like her husband.
Many of these stories start with a bit of biographical information, and this story was no different in that regard. The Jennifer and Miles in this story led the exact same life that she and her husband led, and even met in college the same way they did. The more she read, the more concerned she became.
The characters in this story led the EXACT same lives she and Miles led. They even had the same jobs, lived in a condo just like theirs and even had the same likes and dislikes. It was almost as if someone had written a biography of them -- without even talking to them first.
When the bus pulled up to the stop, she put her phone away and climbed on board. After taking her seat, she got her phone and continued reading. The similarities between the two main characters in this story and them was too uncanny to be a coincidence.
There was another character that appeared about halfway into the story -- Jake Williams. The story went on to described her lunches with Jake. Even the words spoken between them were the same.
"My God," she thought to herself. "Someone must be watching me. Is it Miles? Is he having me tailed? Did he write this? Is he really 'TCZ_Zrglbork?' How can I explain this to him?"
She continued reading the story, which even discussed the emotions her husband felt -- how much he loved her, and how bad he felt about working so far away from his bride. It even talked about how much he missed holding her at night and making love to her.
He had to be the one who wrote this, she thought. No one else could recall this much detail about their lives together. Maybe this is his way of sending a message to me, letting me know how much he really loves and adores me, she said to herself. But how could he possibly know about Jake and what was said between us over lunch?
The story continued with Jake pursing Jennifer. The Jennifer in the story started falling for his advances. While she hadn't slept with him yet, she was beginning to think that maybe just once wouldn't hurt, as long as Miles never found out about it. All the usual cliches and excuses were mentioned -- it was only sex, her husband was never home, yada, yada, yada.
The story ended with her getting on the bus that Monday morning. She knew there would have to be another part to this, so she added it to her favorites and promised to follow it through to the end. She considered mentioning this to Miles when they talked tonight. She simply had to know the truth. By then, the bus had reached her destination, so she got off and made her way to her office.
Jake saw her and couldn't help but notice the expression on her face. He stepped into her office before saying anything.
"Are you okay this morning, Jennifer?" he asked. She looked at him before nodding her head.
"Yeah, I'm okay," she said.
"Are you sure? You don't look too well. Is there something I can do?"
"I'm fine, thanks for asking," she said.
"Your husband head south yesterday?" he asked.
"Yeah, he made it down there and called last night."
"We on for lunch?"
"I guess so," she said.
"Okay, see you about 11:30?"
"Yeah, sure," she said. After he left, she wondered if she should confront him about the story. After running it over in her mind, she made her decision.
...
"That's one helluva story, Jennifer," Jake said as he took a bite of his salad.
"Did you write that?" Jennifer asked. He shook his head.
"No, I didn't," he said. "I've never even heard of that website. It sounds to me like maybe your husband is trying to scare you or something. Have you ever given him any reason to doubt you or not trust you?"
"No, and I would never do anything to hurt him," she said.
"Listen, why don't we discuss this a bit further, maybe over dinner tonight?" he asked. She thought for a moment before answering.
"I... I don't think that would be appropriate," she said.
"What? Because you're married and I'm not? It's just dinner between two work colleagues. And I am concerned about you," he said.
"I appreciate that," she said. "But people might get the wrong impression. I really should talk with my husband first."
"Of course," he said. "I understand." They finished lunch and went back to work. That night, she talked about it with Miles when he called.
"That's quite a story, Jen," he said when she told him about it. "I'm sure it's all just a coincidence, though."
"Tell me the truth, Miles. Did you write that?" she asked. He laughed at that.
"What, me? Write a story like that? Hell, babe, you know I can't even string two sentences together without my assistant rewriting them. Besides, I don't have the time to write a story. Why don't you send me a link to the story and I'll take a look at it," he said.
"Okay, I'll do that," she told him. "Um, Jake wanted to take me to dinner to discuss this. I told him I would talk with you about it first. What do you think?"
"I appreciate you running it by me first, Jen," he said. "You know I trust you, it's just, well, I don't trust him."
"You think he'd make a play for me?"
"I'm pretty certain he's trying to," Miles said. "From what you've told me, he sounds like a regular pussy hound. How long have the two of you been taking lunch together?"
"A while now," she said.
"And now he wants to up the ante," he told her. "Look, Jen, you know I trust you. You know this guy better than I do, but I'd bet you a month's wages he's trying to work you into his bed."
"So, you don't think I should take him up on his offer of dinner?"
"Personally, I'd rather you had nothing to do with him outside of work. But that's just me. It's your decision. Just be careful."
"You know I would never do anything to hurt you, sweetie," she told him.
"I know," he said. "But guys like him..."
"I get you," she said, cutting him off. "But I need to find out if he's behind this. How about if I have dinner with him right after work? No place fancy. I'll tell him I have to get home by 7:30 at the latest so we can talk."
"Alright, Jen. If you think that will work, I'll go along with it. Just do me a favor and be very careful. Text me as soon as you're home."
"I will, sweetheart," she said. They talked for another hour, ending the call with the usual loving endearments. She felt better about things when she slid under the covers. She held Miles' pillow as she often did when he was gone and took in his scent. After a while, she fell asleep with a slight smile on her face.
That night, she had a dream. Nothing unusual about that in itself. But this dream was quite erotic. She felt herself being penetrated by a very large cock, sending ripples of pleasure throughout her body. She rose her hips to meet the invader and soon found herself bucking like a wild woman, wrapping her legs around the man above her.
"Oh God, Miles, keep fucking me," she moaned. "That feels so good." She opened her eyes expecting to see her husband, but the man above her had no facial features whatsoever -- no eyes, nose or mouth -- nothing! Not even facial hair. It was as if she was being screwed by a shadow.
She opened her mouth to scream, but no sound came out. Suddenly, the man was gone. She looked around and saw someone sitting in a chair by the wall, writing something on a pad of paper. She looked harder, trying to figure out who this person was.
"Who... What are you doing here?" she croaked. As her eyes adjusted, she saw the being seemed to be a short, bald, red-skinned troll-like man whose wide smile showed off a set of pointed teeth. She recoiled in her bed as the figure stood up.
"My name is Zrglbork," he said. "What do you think of my story so far?"
"You? You wrote that story?"
"Of course, missy," he said. "But it is your fantasy, after all. Are you enjoying it?"
"Not really," she said.
"Hmmm," the little troll said. "Guess I'd better up the ante then."
"Who was that man in my bed?" she asked.
"Your fantasy lover, of course," Zrglbork said. "I wanted to see you in action, up close and personal, and that was the best way for me to do that." He looked at his arm as though consulting a watch. "Well, I'd better get this off so it'll post tomorrow. Sleep tight."
Just like "that," the creature was gone. Shaken, Jennifer laid back down in her bed. What's going on, she asked herself. The next thing she knew, she was sitting up in her bed, having just woke up. Was it all really a dream? Or a nightmare?
She looked and the chair where the little troll had sat was in its rightful place on the other side of the room. She went into the bathroom to check herself out. She saw no traces of semen, but her lower lips were a bit red and puffy and she could still feel herself tingling the same way she did after sex with Miles.
She did her business, then cleaned up afterward as she always did. Then she checked the security alarm on the front door and saw it was still active and hadn't been tripped. She thought about calling her husband but changed her mind when she looked at the time. There was no way she was going to wake Miles up at 3:00 am to tell him she had a nightmare. After drinking a cup of chamomile tea to relax herself, she went back to bed and finally drifted off to sleep.
The next morning, Jennifer opened her phone and saw that part two of the story had been posted. She began reading and was shocked when she saw it contained her conversations with both Jake and Miles. How was this even possible, she asked herself.
But the surprises didn't end there. The story included Jake's feelings toward her, which she found interesting. According to the story, Jake had been attracted to her from the time he first met her, and he had been planning ways to seduce her.
The Jake in the story knew she was madly in love with her husband, and wasn't like the other married women he had seduced in the past. Before, he had always found ways to drive a wedge between his target and her husband, but this time, he was more than a little frustrated that his usual means of seduction didn't seem to have an impact on her.
As Jennifer read, she became angry. She looked up to Jake, thought of him as something of a mentor. If this was to be believed, he was nothing more than a low-life creep trying to destroy a good marriage just for a notch on his bedpost. She began to realize that perhaps Miles may have been right about him all along.
Fortunately, this part of the story didn't include her dream tryst with the strange shadow-man. Perhaps that would be next, she thought to herself.
But, she thought, this was JUST a story -- wasn't it? It wasn't supposed to be real. It was just fiction. She got to her office and poured herself a cup of coffee. Just then, Jake stopped by and tapped on her door.
"Good morning, Jennifer," he said with a smile.
"Morning," she said in a neutral tone of voice.
"Are you alright this morning?" he asked. "You seem a bit out of sorts."
"I'm okay, thanks for asking."
"We on for lunch today?"
"I don't think so, Jake," she said. "I have to get this report on the Smith account finished for the top floor today and I have a lot to do on it yet. I'll probably just grab something from the cafeteria and eat it here."
"Oh, okay. What about dinner after work?" he asked.
"I guess so," she said, causing him to smile.
"Good. Where would you like to go?"
"Denny's. The one over on Third and Main, if that's alright. I have to be home by 7:30 so I don't miss Miles' call," she said. The smile on his face faded.
"Denny's?" he asked. "Are you sure? Wouldn't you prefer something a bit more..."
"Cozy and romantic?" she asked, finishing his statement.
"Well, I was going to say, upscale," he said. "Why Denny's if you don't mind my asking?"
"I happen to like Denny's. I especially like their country-fried steak."
"Country-fried steak," Jake said with a hint of condescension. "I guess to each their own."
"We'll go Dutch, if you don't mind," she said. "And we can talk about this story."
"Sure, that sounds good," he told her with a bit of disappointment in his voice.
"Great," she said with a smile. "I'll meet you there right after work then."
"After work. I'll be there," he told her before leaving. Damn, he thought on his way back to his office. He had hoped she would've been open to something that included drinking and dancing, but apparently that was out of the question. He had even got hold of some Ecstasy for their "date," just in case, but it looked like that was out of the question as well.
Jennifer got to the restaurant shortly before Jake did, so she got a corner booth and waited for him. He showed up a few minutes later and came to the booth, where he took a seat. This wasn't quite what he had in mind when he suggested taking her to dinner, but he decided to go with the flow, at least for now.
When the waitress came over, Jennifer ordered her country-fried steak and Jake ordered a T-bone. He figured if he was going to eat here, he would eat well. After the waitress left, Jake turned to Jennifer.



"I don't understand what you like about this place," he said quietly.
"My first job was at Denny's," she said. "I had turned 16 and I wanted a car. So my parents said I needed to work to save up for a down payment. I got a job waitressing at the Denny's over by the freeway. Worked all summer until I had the down payment. Then my dad told me I needed to pay for gas and insurance. So I kept working until I had a bit more saved up. I finally got enough together to buy my own car. It was an old used Toyota, but it was reliable and ran well."
"How long did you work there?" he asked.
"Until I graduated college," she said. "I worked full time in the summer and part-time during the school year. It was hard, but I'm glad I did it. My folks could've bought my car and paid for everything, but they wanted to teach me the value of a dollar. It was a lesson I've never forgotten. One day, I plan on teaching it to my children."
"That's very commendable," Jake said. "What about your husband?"
"Miles? His father was a master carpenter. Got him a job on a site and he worked pretty much the same as I did. Learned as much as he could. Between that and his college, he easily got a job in the construction business. Now he's a project manager overseeing a multi-million dollar project," she said.
"Impressive," Jake said.
"I think so," she said. "I'll never forget the day he proposed to me. We had been dating for quite a while and were madly in love. He came in my restaurant one day after work. I could tell he had been working hard. Even though he washed his hands and face I could still see sawdust in his hair and on his clothes. I came over to him and asked what he would like. Know what he did?"
"No, what?" Jake said.
"He looked at me, smiled, then got on one knee right there in the middle of the restaurant and proposed. Said all he wanted was to be my husband for the rest of his life," she said with a smile. "Of course, I accepted. Even though I could smell the sweat that soaked his shirt. But I didn't care. At that moment, I knew what kind of a man he was -- is. An honest, decent, hard-working man who would do whatever it took to take care of his family."
"You're a very lucky girl," he said.
"Luck's got nothing to do with it," she said. "But I guess you're right to a point. Marriage is hard work. We've been through hard times and we've gotten through them -- together, as a team. Have you ever been married?" He shook his head.
"No, never," he said. Jennifer wasn't surprised at that. She nodded her head. Just then, their food was delivered and they began eating. Jennifer pulled out her phone.
"The second part of that story was posted today," she said. "You should read it. It's very interesting." She handed him the phone with the story already up. He read as he ate, and she saw his face turn red a couple times. "So, what do you think?"
"Uh, I don't really know what to say," he told her. "You do know this is fiction, right?"
"Is it?" she asked. "You tell me. Did the author describe you accurately in that story?"
"Well, some of it is eerily accurate, but the rest is a bit... off."
"Which part is that? The part where you tend to target married women for seduction? Or the part where you planned to seduce me? With Ecstasy if necessary."
"Alright, I admit, I've had sex with married women," he said. "But it was always consensual. And it's true that I'm attracted to you. Very attracted. I find you to be a very beautiful and sexy woman. You can't condemn me for that."
"No, I can't," she said. "But I can condemn you for destroying other people's lives and families. And I can condemn you for wanting to destroy my marriage."
"But it doesn't have to destroy anything," he said. "No one would know, and you might even like it."
"I would know," she told him firmly. "And Miles would figure it out. He's not stupid."
"I'm not saying he is, Jennifer. I just... want to have a chance at a good thing."
"Then perhaps you should look a bit harder, Jake. There's lots of single women out there, and any of them would love to be with you. I'm off limits, Jake. I'm married and I truly love my husband too much to do that to him," she said. "You know, I think it would be best if we didn't spend any more time together outside of the office," she added after a few quiet moments.
"You mean, no more lunches?" he asked.
"That's precisely what I mean, Jake," she said. "Look, you're a handsome man and I admit, I was attracted to you for a while. I admit I was even a bit tempted. But I'm not putting my marriage at risk. Not for a momentary thrill."
"I... understand," Jake said after a few moments. "Can we at least be friends?"
"I suppose so, but only in the office and during work hours," she said. They finished their dinner and Jake stood to leave after getting his bill.
"You know, Jennifer, your husband really is a very lucky man to have someone like you as his wife," he said. "I hope maybe someday I can meet someone as good as you."
"I'm sure you will, Jake," she said. "And for the record, yes, Miles is a very lucky man. And he knows it."
"I'll see you tomorrow at work, Jennifer," he told her as he prepared to leave.
"See you tomorrow," she said.
...
"So, how did your dinner with Jake go?" Miles asked when he Skyped her that evening.
"It went very well," she said. "I think I surprised him when I told him I wanted to go to Denny's." He laughed at that.
"Country-fried steak?" he asked.
"You know it," she said. "By the way, I had the strangest dream last night."
"Oh? Tell me about it," he said. He listened quietly as she recalled the dream. "Damn, that's strange," he said when she finished. "Are you okay?"
"I am now, but I was pretty shook up when it happened," she said.
"I'll bet you were. I read that story, by the way," he told her. "Were you really tempted to have sex with him?" She looked down, ashamed, before answering.
"For a moment, I was," she said. "I'm sorry. I never did anything with him, though. Never. Can you forgive me?" He nodded his head in understanding.
"Of course. I believe you. I can't say that I blame him for wanting to be with you. You're a very beautiful woman. I feel lucky to have you in my life."
"No, Miles, I'm the lucky one," she told him. "I love you too much to do something like that to you. Besides, haven't you been tempted a time or two?"
"Actually, I have. But all I have to do is think about what I have at home and the temptation goes away. Listen, we have a three-day weekend coming up. I was thinking about letting the guys take off a bit early and taking you to that bed and breakfast down by the lake. What do you think?" he asked.
"I think that would be a very good idea," she told him with a smile. Reaching into her nightstand, she pulled out her dildo -- little Miles. He grinned as she ran her tongue along it. "Wanna see what I plan to do to you?"
"Sure," he told her.
"Whip out that big cock of yours for me, okay?" He smiled as he dropped his trousers and boxers. She dipped the dildo inside her shaved pussy as he watched and stroked himself. "That's it, baby, stroke it good for me. Let me see it get all big and hard for me. You do know this pussy is all yours, don't you?"
"Yes, I do. And this is all yours as well, lover," he told her as he held his cock for her to see.
"Damn well better be," she said as she slowly fucked herself with the dildo. They watched each other intently as they masturbated together. They climaxed at about the same time.
"I can't wait till you get home, sweetheart," she said. "I miss you so much."
"I miss you as well," he replied.
"I love you so much, Miles," she said. "You have no idea how much I love you."
"I love and miss you more, babe," he said. They ended the call and Jennifer laid in bed, stroking herself as she thought about what she intended to do to Miles that weekend. She held his pillow close and took in his scent as she drifted off to sleep.
She woke up the next morning feeling better than she had all week. After getting ready for work, she went to the bus stop and opened her phone. Sure enough, there was a third part of the story posted. Anxious, she opened it up and began reading.
She wasn't surprised to see her interactions with Jake and Miles, but she was a bit surprised to read that the Jake in the story had gone to a nightclub after their dinner. There, he picked up a married woman and was preparing to leave the club with her after slipping her some Ecstasy.
Unfortunately, the woman's husband wasn't too happy about that and stopped them after they walked out of the club. He proceeded to beat Jake senseless, kicking him in the crotch several times before a couple other guys pulled him off.
Jake ended up at the hospital where he learned that he might lose a testicle, along with two of his teeth. He also had a broken nose, two black eyes and a couple of fractured ribs. Jennifer chuckled at that and wondered if the real Jake met the same fate.
Her question was answered when she got to the office. She didn't see him in his office, and went to the coffee room, where she poured herself a cup. Some of the other girls were huddled in the room, talking about something.
"Morning, guys," she said. "What's going on?"
"Haven't you heard?" Donna, one of her colleagues, asked. "Jake was taken to the hospital last night. He went to some club and got beat up pretty bad."
"Oh?" Jennifer asked. "How bad? Is he okay?"
"They're gonna keep him for a day or two, but I heard he might lose a testicle," Donna said. Jennifer cringed.
"Ouch," she said.
"Well, if you ask me, it serves him right for trying to pick up a married woman," Lisa, an older colleague, said.
"How do you know about that?" Jennifer asked.
"I was at the club with my husband last night," Lisa said. "That stupid fucker actually thought he could walk out with a woman after taking her from her husband. He met them out in the parking lot and kicked Jake's ass, then took his wife home. I think Jake gave her a date rape drug."
"Oh my God," Jennifer said, realizing how close she came to being his latest conquest.
"You know, it doesn't surprise me," Donna said. "I heard Jake had quite a reputation in New York, which is why he was transferred here." She looked at Jennifer. "I'm surprised he didn't try anything with you, Jennifer. I know you two often took lunch together."
"Yes, we have eaten lunch together, but that's not going to happen anymore," Jennifer said.
"Good for you," Lisa said. "You don't need that kind of trouble in your life."
...
That night, Jennifer sat down to watch some television as she ate dinner. Tonight, they were playing a couple of old black-and-white Twilight Zone episodes. She enjoyed watching this with Miles. Her attention strayed for a while, until the end of the program, when the scene shifted to a grim-faced man holding a cigarette in one hand.
"Temptations. We all have them. Sometimes, we give in to them. Other times, we learn just how much those temptations can cost us. Just ask Jennifer Greene, a young, beautiful woman who almost gave in to hers. Consider this an object lesson from... the Cheating Zone," he said. He took a drag off his cigarette, winked, smiled and walked off the set.
...
Fade to black...
Note: The troll-man known as Zrglbork first appeared in "The Cheating Zone 08: The Wish." He also appeared in "The Cheating Zone 11: Warning Labels."
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Breaking Point 01: Pilot

The following is something just a little bit different. For me personally, part of the challenge is presenting a story in different and hopefully, entertaining ways. I hope you enjoy this little excursion into my universe.
Each story in this series can be read as a separate story, much like "The Cheating Zone."
The following was inspired by zig074's 2020 story, "Cucked in Cabo," about a wife who makes her husband an unwilling and humiliated cuckold during a seven-day vacation in Cabo San Lucas, Mexico. When they return, the wife asks the husband to search the term "cuckold" on Google.
The story ends with the wife encouraging her husband to have a good cry to get it out of his system, but we never know what the husband actually does. Like that story, the wife in this tale takes control of her husband, cuckolds him while on vacation with a co-worker and later asks the husband to search the term, "cuckold."
The similarities end there, however. The background is different, the characters are different and the husband reacts in a much different way.
Because this story is set in the alternate universe first created in my "Revenge in Advance" series, the HomeFront Security Task Force plays a role.
Many thanks to QuantumMechanic1957 for giving this a beta read. His suggestions have made this a better story, in my opinion. Also, many thanks to those who offered comments and constructive criticism on my previous stories. And yes, I do moderate comments.
For those who want to say this or that would never happen, remember this is my universe, a place where nearly anything can, and often does, happen. At least on paper... Remember, this is fiction, not a docu-drama...
...
The television screen turns blue as a warning flashes: "The following program contains subject matter of a mature nature and is intended only for adult viewing."
The warning fades and suddenly, the screen lights up in a blinding flash. As the flash dissipates, the viewer can see the tell-tale mushroom cloud of a nuclear detonation as it rises up from the ground. We hear the sounds of typewriter keys as words appear across the screen.
"The Saddletramp Information and News Service presents: BREAKING POINT! Tales of Extreme Cuckolding."
Beneath that, we see the subtitle: "Greg and Sharon." The scene fades to a plain gray background. A well-dressed man with chiseled features walks into the center of the screen and looks straight into the camera as he talks.
"Good evening and welcome to the premier of 'Breaking Point, Tales of Extreme Cuckolding,' where we examine extreme cases of marital infidelity through interviews and dramatic re-enactments. Tonight, we present the story of Greg and Sharon Wilson, a suburban couple now divorced after 23 years of marriage." He turned to look into a different camera.
"Before we start, however, we would like to provide a little background. For that, we turn to Special Agent Raymond Ochoa of the HomeFront Security Task Force. Agent Ochoa is in charge of the Task Force's Divorce Investigation Unit, or DIU."
The scene changes to an office where a tall, Hispanic man is sitting behind a desk. The multi-colored chyron at the bottom of the screen reads, "Special Agent Raymond Ochoa, Head of DIU."
"Special Agent Ochoa, thank you for taking time to speak with us," Dan said.
"Thank you for having me on your program," Raymond said.
"Tell us a little bit about what you do here at the Task Force, if you would, please, Agent Ochoa," Dan said.
"Of course," Raymond said. "The HomeFront Security Task Force is a partnership between the federal government and various private companies and organizations that was initially set up to deal with something called the Mutual Marital Assurance Society, or MMAS. That organization was started by a female lawyer who felt she got shafted in her divorce from her cheating husband. So she set out to provide a way that women could punish their husbands if they strayed in their marriage.
"Over the years, however, the organization became more political, pushing a rather radical femdom ideology. It all culminated with the incident against President Pierce back in 2019. By now, the whole world knows that the former First Lady, Barbara Pierce, cuckolded him and had become an accomplice with MMAS.
"What many didn't know until just recently was that the organization also targeted the former president, Lincoln Skaggs. After an incident involving him, a series of laws were passed. Collectively known as the 'White Picket Fence Laws,' they were designed to protect spouses against the type of activity we saw MMAS engage in. One of those laws requires an investigation into any case where extreme cuckolding takes place. That's where this Task Force comes into play," he said.
"And how many cases have you investigated since those laws were passed, Agent Ochoa?" Dan asked.
"We've been very busy, Dan," Raymond said. "Overall, I'd say we've investigated thousands of claims. What we look for is any evidence that indicates the possible involvement of either MMAS holdovers or copycat organizations."
"How many of your cases fit into that category?" Dan asked.
"I'd say roughly two to five percent," Raymond said. "That's still a very high number. Much higher than we like to see."
"What are some of the indicators of MMAS involvement?"
"If the wife has attended a so-called 'spa retreat' recently, that could be an indicator. MMAS often recruited their 'clients' through these retreats. Another indicator is the use of certain compounds, or drugs. One of the compounds they used frequently was a combination of a psychotropic substance mixed with a drug used for facilitating gender reassignment," Raymond said. "We have seen this not only in the U.S., but also overseas, in the UK."
"And both of these indicators came up in your investigation of the Wilson case?" Dan asked.
"Yes they did," Raymond said.
"Interesting," Dan said. "Thank you again for your time, Agent Ochoa."
"Thank you, Dan," Raymond said with a smile. The scene changed to a beach, in front of a rather large hotel.
"Greg and Sharon Wilson married fairly young, at the age of 19," Dan said as wind whipped through his hair. "They had a good marriage, raised two daughters and sent both to college. Throughout their 23 years of marriage, Greg supported his wife in pretty much whatever she chose to do.
"About eight months before coming to this resort in Cabo San Lucas, Sharon said she wanted to go on a weekend spa retreat with three other women. Being the supportive husband, Greg agreed. It was shortly after her return that things began to change for Greg." The scene changed again, and viewers could see a fairly tall, well-built older man sitting in a recliner. The chyron at the bottom of the screen read, "Greg Wilson."
"Tell us how things changed for you when your ex-wife returned from that retreat," Dan said.
"The changes were very subtle at first and I didn't really notice anything out of whack until about three months after she returned," Greg said. "You have to remember, until all this, I was pretty laid back. I thought things between Sharon and I were pretty good. I worked, brought home the bacon, and she took care of the house and the kids. She went to work when the kids started high school, but she always managed to keep things going here just fine. Sure, she ran the place, but I trusted her and until all this started, she always treated me with respect."
"But that changed after the spa retreat?"
"Yes. She started getting a bit more controlling, a bit more demanding. I went along with whatever she said just to keep the peace. Over time, things got worse. And naturally, things went downhill in the bedroom, if you know what I mean."
"Did you notice any changes in yourself?"
"I did," Greg said. "I found myself going along with whatever she suggested, even though there were times I wanted to say, 'no.' After a while, I also noticed some physical changes."
"Like what?"
"Well, I noticed that I was starting to lose some muscle mass. I keep a weight bench and an exercise machine out in the garage and I normally worked out three times a week. But for some reason, I started getting weaker and couldn't lift like I used to. I also noticed something else."
"What's that?"
"Well, I'm a bit embarrassed to say, but I found myself getting... smaller. Down there. You know..."
"Ah, yes, I understand," Dan said.
"I was always about average in that department, and I never heard any complaints from Sharon. She always seemed to enjoy what I had. I even spoke to my doctor about it, and he told me not to worry, that it was just age creeping up on me. He offered to prescribe Viagra, but I declined. I didn't want to have to rely on drugs."
"I can understand that," Dan responded. "But it didn't end there, did it?"
"No. Not too long after that, Sharon started suggesting that I might like to see her with another man. It was strange. It was almost like there were two of me. My rational mind kept saying, no, but that's not what came out of my mouth. Then she suggested that I wanted to be her cuckold."
"But you didn't." Greg shook his head.
"No, I didn't."
"What happened then?"
"We went out one evening for some drinks and dancing. A co-worker of hers, Theo Raskin, happened to be at the same club. She introduced us and he asked her to dance. She didn't even give me a chance to respond. She just left with him. I sat there at the table, watching, as I sipped on my drink. I didn't like what I was seeing, but I felt powerless to do anything about it.
"She eventually came back to our table and asked if I liked what I saw. I didn't like it -- not one damn bit. He had his hands all over her and she seemed to like it. Not only that, but she was rubbing herself all over him. They were damn near fucking each other on the dance floor. No, I didn't like it one bit. I asked her to dance with me, but she brushed me off, saying she was tired and it was time to head home.
"When we got home, she started in again, asking me if I wanted to see her have sex with Theo. I shook my head but she was incessant and it drove me nuts. She kept dropping this crap into my life day in and day out. I almost said 'yes' out of desperation, just to get her to shut the hell up."
"So, you really didn't want to watch her with another man, did you?"
"Hell, no. I came very close to losing it with her over that. Some time later, we decided to go south to Cabo San Lucas for a few days. I figured it would be a great time for us to reconnect," Greg said.
"But it didn't work out that way, did it?" Dan asked. Greg slowly shook his head.
"No," he said quietly. "We had gotten to our room and were making our way down to the dining room when Theo just happened to show up. I asked Sharon what was going on, but she blew me off." The scene shifted to a nicely-appointed hotel room. "Dramatization" could be seen at the bottom of the screen. Two actors, playing the part of "Sharon" and "Greg" were deep in discussion.
"What is he doing here," asked the actor playing Greg. "This is supposed to be our weekend getaway."
"And it still is," the female actor said in response. "Theo's here to help me get you through the weekend. Trust me, you'll enjoy it." They walked out of the room and re-entered sometime later. "Sharon" turned to the actor playing "Theo" and gave him a kiss, then turned to "Greg."
"Listen, sweetie, things are going to be a bit different, okay? You know as well as I do that you can't perform like you used to, and frankly, I have needs," she said. "This isn't anything personal, and I still love you. I always will. This is just sex, okay? So why don't you sit here on the couch, be a good little boy and you can watch. Here, you can hold my panties if you want."
She pulled her panties off and gave them to him, but not before rubbing them in his face so he could smell her arousal. He took them, looking downcast. She smiled and gave him a peck on the cheek.
"It's going to be okay," she said. "Just stay quiet for me and watch." She stood and turned to Theo, then dropped her dress and stood before him, naked. Theo smirked at Greg, then began removing his clothes. When he was naked, he took Sharon in his arms. Greg glanced up and saw Theo's cock was huge. After Theo and Sharon kissed, she turned to Greg while holding Theo's cock.
"Look at that monster," she said. "He's at least four times bigger than you. I measured it once. It's just over nine inches long. Isn't it lovely? Wouldn't you like to suck on it for a while?" Greg shook his head. "No? Well maybe later," she said. "Now watch."
As Greg looked, Sharon got on her knees and took Theo's cock all the way in her mouth and began sucking while stealing glances at her husband. When Theo filled her mouth, she released his cock and approached Greg. He looked at her, stunned, wondering what she was about to do. She started to kiss him so she could transfer Theo's cum into his mouth, but he pushed her away.
"Maybe he prefers it straight from the source," Theo said with a smirk as he approached Greg. "Go ahead, cuck boy. Suck it. You know you want to." He ran his cock over Greg's face and positioned it at his mouth. Greg, however, got sick to his stomach and ran into the bathroom as the other two laughed. He closed and locked the door, then threw up in the toilet.
He came out a few minutes later, having washed his mouth out. He looked and saw the two of them screwing like rabbits on the bed. Sharon looked at him as Theo pumped away inside her.
"Oh god, Greg, this cock feels so good in my little pussy," she said. "Too bad your little two-inch micro-dick can't function anymore. Maybe you can lick his cum out of me when he finishes." Theo chuckled at that.
"Yeah, cucky, you can clean my spunk outta her when I'm done," he said. Greg felt sick again and retreated back into the bathroom, locking the door. He sat on the toilet when he finished vomiting and cried as he tried to figure out why she was doing this to him -- to them. When he heard no more noises from the bed, he peeked into the room and saw Theo standing up.
Sharon was still laying on the bed, naked, her legs spread wide. He could see semen dripping from her pussy and was disgusted with her. She looked at him, smiled and climbed off the bed. Scooping some of the stuff dripping from her into her hands, she approached him. When she got close enough, she rubbed it into his face and tried to make him suck it from her finger.
"Just one little taste," she said. "It won't kill you. You might even like it." Greg shook his head. "No? Well, okay, but you'll need to get used to it soon enough. Listen, I'm going to sleep in Theo's room tonight. You stay here and be a good boy, okay? Don't play with yourself, either."
"You're not staying here, with me?" Greg asked.
"Not tonight, dear," Sharon said. "I'll see you in the morning, and everything will be just fine. Good night, sweetie," she added, giving him a peck on the cheek.
"See ya, cuck," Theo smirked as they walked out of the room. Greg sat on the couch, then curled up into the fetal position and cried himself to sleep. The scene shifted back to the present, with Greg and Dan.
"The whole weekend was like that," Greg told Dan. "It was the most humiliating and degrading experience of my entire life."
"Why didn't you take any action then?" Dan asked.
"I wanted to," Greg said. "I wanted to scream, yell, grab her by the shoulders. I wanted to smash that fucker's face in with my bare hands. But it was as if all my manhood had been sucked right out of me. Inside, I wanted to go nuclear on both of them. But I just wasn't able to do anything."
"Did it ever occur to you that maybe Sharon had drugged you?" Greg shook his head.
"At the time, no, it didn't. I could never imagine her doing something like that to me. I thought we had something special," Greg said. "Turns out I was wrong."
"What happened after you got home?"
"She wanted me to look something up on the Internet. Then she said that weekend was just a taste of the rest of our marriage," Greg said.
"How did you respond?"
"Not well," Greg said. "I don't remember most of it, and I woke up in a hospital bed."
The scene changes again, and the camera focuses in on a woman wearing an orange jumpsuit with a number stenciled over one breast. The chyron reads, "Sharon Carson (Wilson)."
"The trip back from Cabo San Lucas was... tense," she said. "Greg didn't say more than three words to me the whole time. He sat in his seat, just looking out the window. He wouldn't even look at me. I tried speaking to him, but he just waved me off."
"Can you really blame him?" Dan asked.
"No, I suppose not," Sharon said with a heavy sigh. "I figured he'd be upset for a while, but I thought once I had him back on his regimen, he'd get over his little snit and we could move on. Anyway, we got to the airport and he just grabbed his bags, making me fend for myself, and walked to the car, not even checking to see if I was okay.
"He threw his bags in the trunk and closed it before I could put my bags inside. So I just put my stuff in the back seat and got inside. He had already started the car and was about to drive off whether I was ready or not. On the way home I told him that I wanted him to look up something. He asked me what, so I said I wanted him to look up 'cuckold' on the Internet, because that's what he is now."
The scene changed again, and this time, we see the actors playing Sharon and Greg in what appears to be a home office. Greg is sitting in front of a computer screen with a grim look on his face. Sharon is standing beside him.
"It's okay if you want to cry," she said. "I understand. Really, I do." He looked at her for a moment. "But there's something else you need to know. This weekend, well, that was just a preview of the rest of our married life."
"What?" Greg asked.
"That's right, dear. This weekend was just a small taste of what the rest of our lives will be like. Maybe, if you're lucky, you can have some of Theo inside you as well. That is, if you think you can handle it," she said with a smile. "I have everything we need to get you ready to take him. I just know that once you have him you won't ever want to give it up, and it can be something we can share."
"You mean, you want him to rape me?"
"Of course not," the actress playing Sharon said. "You can't rape the willing, after all. Isn't that part of your fantasy? Besides, I'll be there with you and I won't let him do anything until I feel you're ready for it." The smile on her face faded as she saw the murderous look on his face. Suddenly, his hand was on her throat.
"You listen to me real good, woman," he said. "If you ever let him try to rape me, so help me God, I'll kill you both where you stand. You understand me, bitch?" He released her throat, then went to his gun case. Unlocking it, he pulled out a 12-gauge shotgun and loaded it. "Just so you know, this marriage is over. You're dead to me, bitch."
She watched in horror as he pumped a shell into the chamber, then shot a picture of them he had on his desk. She saw he was aiming for her face in the photo, but obliterated the entire picture. He then went around the house, shooting everything that had her picture on it, including their wedding portrait which hung over the fireplace.
He aimed directly at her face at point-blank range, destroying that part of the photo while leaving the rest somewhat intact. He didn't stop shooting until he ran out of shells. Then she heard a thump.
The scene changed again, and the real Sharon sat in her chair, tears falling down her face. She wiped her eyes and looked at Dan.



"It was actually a lot worse than that," she said. "Greg went berserk. I had never seen him like that before, and I certainly never heard the language he used before, not from him. He was like a madman, running around, shooting everything with my face on it. He even destroyed a 20th anniversary commemorative plate we had on the wall. The whole time, he called me vile names and kept saying he hated my guts."
"Tell us what happened next," Dan said.
"Well, I heard a thump, and the shooting stopped. I caught my breath and went looking for him. I found him on the floor of our bedroom. He didn't look like he was breathing, and I didn't know what to do, so I called 911 for an ambulance," she said. The scene changes again, and this time, the viewer sees a sheriff wearing a large Stetson. The chyron reads, "Sheriff Donald Foley."
"We received several calls reporting multiple gunshots in the Oak Hills area, so we dispatched several deputies to respond. When our deputies arrived, there was already an ambulance on the scene and paramedics were loading someone into the back. They initially assumed it was a gunshot victim. However, upon entering the house, they found Mrs. Wilson in the living room. She was physically okay, but was quite distraught.
"She informed deputies that her husband lost his temper and began shooting the place up after a disagreement. There were a number of items in the house destroyed by gunshots, mostly pictures. All of them appeared to have been shot at very close range and all of them were pictures of the couple. Our deputies said it appeared that Mr. Wilson deliberately targeted his wife's image in the photos.
"Upon examining the damage to the items in the home, deputies pressed Sharon and finally got her to admit the 'disagreement' was over her infidelity. After speaking with hospital staff, they also learned that Mr. Wilson collapsed from an apparent heart attack after running out of ammunition," he said.
"Was Mr. Wilson charged with anything?" Dan asked.
"After our investigation, he was charged with illegally discharging a firearm within city limits. After he recovered, the judge ordered him to pay a fine, which he did." The scene changes again, and we see Dan looking into the camera.
"The hospital refused to discuss Mr. Wilson's diagnosis and treatment, citing privacy regulations, however, Greg recalled what he learned during his stay in the hospital," he said before the scene changed back to Greg's front room.
"I was told I had a heart attack and I was lucky to be alive," Greg said. "The doctor also asked if I was undergoing a gender transition."
"A gender transition?" Dan asked, surprised.
"Yes," Greg told him. "Of course, I told him no, but I wondered what made him think such a thing." The scene changes again, with Dan facing the camera, alone.
"According to the documents Mr. Wilson gave us access to, the hospital discovered traces of a compound normally used by those undergoing gender transition in his blood work," he said. "We reached out to the Task Force for more information about this development." The scene changes yet again, and we see a man wearing a white lab coat inside what appears to be a working laboratory. The chyron reads, "Dr. John Sullivan, Senior Lab Technician, HomeFront Security Task Force."
"Dr. Sullivan, what do you make of these lab results?" Dan asked.
"The compound found in Mr. Wilson's blood is one frequently used by MMAS and its clients. It actually performs two functions. One is to render the victim extremely susceptible to suggestion. The other is to emasculate the victim. Over time, the victim's muscle mass will deteriorate significantly, his testosterone levels will be extremely low and he will no longer be able to function as a man," John said.
"What are the possible side effects of this compound?" Dan asked.
"Side effects can include heart attack and stroke, leading to death. In some cases, it can lead to rage and violence, followed by amnesia. We have also observed sterility and impotence in a number of men who have been given this drug," John said.
"Can these effects be reversed?"
"If caught early enough, yes," John said.
"What about Mr. Wilson?"
"He is still undergoing treatment, and we believe he will eventually recover, but he still has a long way to go. From what we can tell, he had been exposed to this compound for about seven months or so."
"Thank you, Dr. Sullivan," Dan said before the scene changed to Greg's living room.
"Tell us what happened after your heart attack," Dan said.
"Well, I spent a good five days in the hospital," Greg said. "Sharon came by the first day I was awake and put on a good act, trying to get me to hold off on filing for divorce, but I told her it was over and there was nothing she could say or do to stop me. She apologized for the way she treated me, but as far as I was concerned, it was too little, too late. The damage had already been done. After she left, I told the nursing staff I didn't want to see her there again. She kept coming back and they nearly called the police to have her arrested."
"Did you ask her about the drugs?"
"I did. At first, she claimed ignorance. What she didn't know was the doctors had already reached out to the HomeFront Security Task Force, who got a search warrant. They found a vial of the stuff she had been giving me and pulled her in for questioning."
"We were given a copy of the interview between Sharon and Agent Mike Callahan of the Task Force," Dan said. "Here's that interview." The scene changed again, this time showing a woman -- Sharon sitting at a small table across from a large man in a dark suit. Next to Sharon was another man in a suit -- Lucas Jones, Attorney at Law.
"Mrs. Wilson, you have been read your Miranda rights and you have opted to have legal representation here with you," Mike said. "You have indicated that you are ready to cooperate in our investigation. Is that correct?"
"It is," Sharon said quietly.
"Is it true that you attended a spa retreat with three other women about eight months ago or so, Mrs. Wilson?"
"Yes, it is," she said. Lucas spoke up at this point.
"I don't see the relevance of that," he said.
"You will, Mr. Jones," Mike said before turning back to Sharon. "Mrs. Wilson, who sponsored that retreat?"
"It was a company called the Mutual Marital Assurance Society," she said.
"Also known as MMAS, correct?"
"Yes, that's correct," she said.
"And what did you do on that spa retreat?"
"Well, we enjoyed a massage and a mud bath, and spent some time in the sauna," she said.
"But that's not all you did, is it, Mrs. Wilson?" Sharon looked at Lucas nervously before continuing.
"No, it's not," she said. "We sat in on seminars dealing with marriage issues."
"What kind of marriage issues?"
"We talked about how to spot a cheating spouse, that sort of thing," she said.
"What else?"
"We did one-on-one counseling," she said.
"About what?"
"Ways to punish our spouses if we caught them cheating, some other stuff."
"Did you suspect your husband was cheating on you?"
"Greg? No, not hardly. He'd never cheat on me," she said.
"So what did you discuss if you weren't concerned about him cheating on you?"
"Ways to spice up the marriage. Get more control over him, that sort of thing."
"Control? What did your counselor recommend?"
"She gave me some stuff to give him that would make more compliant, more open to suggestion," she said.
"You mean, a drug?"
"Wait just a minute," Lucas said. "I don't like this particular line of questioning. Sharon, don't say anything more."
"Counselor, we've already conducted a search of the Wilson home and found a vial containing the same substance found in Mr. Wilson's blood," Mike said. "We also found the eyedropper your client used to poison her husband. Her fingerprints were the only ones on those items." He turned back to Sharon. "So, please answer my question."
"Yeah, it was a drug."
"What do you know about this drug?"
"Only that I was just supposed to give him one drop a day and no more," she said.
"And did your counselor tell you what might happen if you gave him more than one drop of this drug?"
"She warned that it could make him have a heart attack if I wasn't careful."
"Did she say anything else?"
"She said to watch him carefully, that some men had actually died from getting too much for too long."
"Did you follow her order?"
"Most of the time, yes."
"Did you ever give your husband more than one drop per day?"
"A few times, yes. I figured as long as it didn't hurt him, it was alright."
"I see," Mike said. "Did your husband know about this drug and did he consent to you giving it to him?"
"No," she said quietly.
"No, as in he didn't know, or no, as in he didn't consent to it?"
"Both," she said. "I was told never to let him know about it."
"And how did you administer it to him?"
"That was easy. I just put a drop in his morning coffee, and sometimes I would put it in his dinner. They said it's odorless and tasteless so he would never know," she said.
"Are you a trained medical professional, Mrs. Wilson?"
"No, I'm not," she said.
"So, you knew what the drug could do to your husband, but chose to give it to him anyway, is that right?" Mike asked. Lucas immediately responded.
"Don't answer that, Mrs. Wilson," he told her before turning to Mike. "I'm afraid I'm going to have to advise my client not to answer any more of your questions at this time."
"Pleading the Fifth? Is that right?"
"I'm afraid so, Agent Callahan," Lucas said. Mike nodded his head and closed his binder.
"Very well. Mrs. Wilson, please stand, turn around and place your hands behind your back. I'm placing you under arrest," Mike said.
"For what?" Lucas asked as Sharon complied.
"Sexual assault, conspiracy, illegal administration of a controlled substance without knowledge or consent with the intention of inflicting great bodily harm, attempted murder and conspiracy to commit rape. There may be more charges as our investigation proceeds," Mike said.
"Attempted murder?" Sharon asked, surprised.
"That's right, Mrs. Wilson," Mike said as he put the cuffs on her. "Your husband nearly died as a direct result of what you gave him."
"Is there any way we can make a deal?" Lucas asked. "Maybe go after the spa."
"You'll have to take that up with the U.S. Attorney handling this case, Mr. Jones," Mike said. "Besides, the spa didn't poison Mr. Wilson. Your client did, with full knowledge of what could happen."
"U.S. Attorney?" Lucas asked.
"That's right. These are federal charges," Mike said. "Your client is looking at a very long sentence." He led Sharon to the door and handed her over to the uniformed federal officers waiting there. "Book her, Dan," he told one of the officers. Lucas followed close behind.
"Don't worry, Sharon, I'll take care of this. I'll talk to the U.S. Attorney and see about arranging bail," he said.
"Good luck with that," Mike said. "Bail is generally denied in cases involving MMAS."
"We'll see about that," Lucas said. Mike smiled.
"Yeah, we will, won't we?" he said before the video ended. The scene changed back to Greg's living room.
"So, how did you feel when you learned Sharon had been poisoning you for seven months?" Dan asked.
"Shocked," Greg said. "I never would've imagined that she'd actually do something like that to me. If she had only talked to me before all this began, we could've done something."
"Would you have consented to letting her have sex with another man?"
"No, never," Greg said emphatically. "But I like to think we could've worked it out. There are alternatives we could have explored. She didn't have to resort to... that."
"What do you think was her true intent?"
"She obviously wanted to be 100 percent in charge of our relationship. She wanted to be the 'boss.' But with that comes 100 percent of the responsibility for the outcome," Greg said. "Marriage, at least to me, is supposed to be an equal partnership. She obviously didn't want that."
"What happened to you after her arrest?"
"Agent Callahan came by my room and said he could take me someplace where I would be safe and get treatment," Greg said. "After he told me what she had done, I knew I would need help. I got a paid leave of absence from my work and took him up on his offer. They took me to a hospital at some base in the Midwest and began my rehab. They even had attorneys there who drew up divorce papers. The hardest part of the whole thing was telling my daughters what was going on."
"How did they take it?"
"Not well," Greg said. "They were furious at their mother. They still are. They won't even talk to her anymore."
"I understand you testified against your wife," Dan said.
"I did -- happily, I might add," Greg said. The scene changes again, and the viewer sees Dan by himself. He looked in the camera as he spoke.
"Sharon Wilson was found guilty of all charges leveled against her," he said. "The jury deliberated for just two hours before coming back with their verdicts. When she appeared for her sentencing, the judge threw the book at her, giving her a total of 50 years behind bars, with her sentences to be served consecutively. Since there is no parole in the federal court system, she will be 93 when she finishes serving all of her sentences. For all practical purposes, she is serving a life sentence." He turned to look at another camera.
"Greg filed his divorce after her conviction," he added. "When the judge considered all the factors, including Sharon's conviction, he happily awarded Greg 100 percent of the marital assets, but let Sharon keep her personal items. Greg, now a free man, thoughtfully sent her the remains of the photos he shot on that fateful day.
"The lawyers also filed a lawsuit against Theo and the company he and Sharon worked for. They settled out of court for an undisclosed amount. A few months later, Theo was mugged outside a local bar and spent some time in the hospital after suffering severe injuries to his testicles. The assailant was never caught. Greg was ruled out as a suspect since he was in the Midwest at the time of the assault. The spa Sharon attended had already been shut down and abandoned. The counselor who recruited her and gave her the drug is still on the loose." The scene changes to Greg's living room.
"And how have you fared since the divorce?" Dan asked.
"I'm doing better," Greg said with a slight smile. "I'm back to work, and I'm recovering from what she did to me. I've dated a few times. I've even had sex a couple times, but I still have some serious trust issues. I'm not looking to get married again, but who knows what the future holds." Dan smiled at that comment. The scene changes again, and this time, the viewer sees Sharon sitting in her chair at the prison.
"Just one thing, Sharon," Dan began. "Can you tell our viewers why you did what you did?"
"I know it sounds silly, but I just wanted to spice up our marriage," she said.
"What do you mean, 'spice up your marriage?'"
"I was unhappy with the way things were going. The kids were gone and it seemed like we were in a rut. I was desperate for change and honestly, I kinda liked the idea of taking control and it all sounded so exciting."
"Do you still love your husband?"
"You probably won't believe me, but yes, I do. Very much. Even though I know he probably still hates my guts. I can't say that I blame him, though. Looking back on it, I guess hindsight is 20/20, right?" she asked, wiping a tear from her face.
"And your daughters?" he asked.
"I love them too, even though they've disowned me," she said, wiping another tear from her eye. "They won't even send me a card for Christmas and they said I'll never get to see any grandchildren. They think I'm a bad influence or something."
"What about your family? Your parents?"
"They've all abandoned me," she said sadly. "My parents have disowned me as well."
"What would you say to women who might be considering doing what you did?" She looked directly into the camera before speaking.
"Don't do it," she said. "It's not worth losing everything you love." Dan nodded his head as she spoke.
"Thank you for taking time to speak with us, Sharon," he said. "I know it was difficult for you." He looked into the camera before speaking again.
"And that wraps up this premier episode of 'Breaking Point.' For all of us at the Saddletramp Information and News Service, I'm Dan Wilson. Good night."
Fade to black...
Note: The incident involving President Skaggs was covered in "Revenge in Advance -- Mona."
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The following is a sequel to SlutProblems' 2019 story, "Professional Realtor Level," about a wife who not only cheats on her husband, but does so repeatedly with the goal of feeding her clueless husband as much cum as she can.
We know nothing about the woman's husband in the original story, not even his name. We do know that he hates her "realtor voice," and that's about all, so this sequel tells the tale from his perspective. As I read the original, I couldn't help but wonder how a man married to someone for 15 years could not know his wife was cheating as much as the woman in this story was. This sequel provides one possible explanation.
I would like to thank SlutProblems for graciously giving me permission to write this sequel.
Also, many thanks to those who offered comments and constructive criticism on my previous stories. And yes, I do moderate comments.
For those who want to say this or that would never happen, remember this is my universe, a place where nearly anything can, and often does, happen. At least on paper... Remember, this is fiction, not a docu-drama...
...
It was only 8:45 am, but it was already shaping up to be the worst Monday of my entire life. Earlier that morning, I kissed Marissa, my wife of 15 years, on the cheek and wished her a good day. She's a real estate agent -- a damn good one, if her commission and bonus checks are any indication -- and has been for most of our entire marriage.
"You have a good day, too," she said in that fake realtor's voice she liked to use. She knew I hated it when she used that voice and the fake persona that went along with it. Making it worse was that little smirk she gave me as she looked up at me. It was almost as if she had a secret she was keeping from me.
I got to the office thinking about the work piled up on my desk. I had several reports that needed to get finished before the end of the month, which was coming up in just a couple weeks. As usual, I got to the office at 7:45, put my briefcase down and went to use the men's room before loading up on coffee.
That's when it hit me. Standing at the urinal, it felt like I was passing razor blades through my penis. I couldn't help it -- I screamed in agony. My immediate supervisor, Alan Randall, was using a urinal two stalls down from me. He heard me scream, finished his business and zipped up his trousers before coming to check me out.
"Greg, what's the matter?" he asked, concerned. That's me, by the way -- Greg Watson.
"I feel like I'm on fire," I said. We looked in the urinal and saw a greenish discharge from my penis. I had never been so disgusted in my life.
"Alright, Greg," Alan said. "Listen, go get yourself checked out. Let me know what the doctor says."
"I've got all those reports to get finished up," I groaned.
"Don't worry about them," he said. "I'll farm them out. You just go get yourself taken care of. If you need to take a few days off, let me know. You've got plenty of sick time on the books."
"Thanks, boss," I said. "I'm sorry about this."
"Hey, life happens," he said with a wry smile, trying to cheer me up. I washed up and went back to my office, where I grabbed my briefcase. On the way out, I told my secretary that I would be out for the next day, maybe more.
I thought about going to my regular doctor, but his office was on the other side of town, and I doubted that I could get in to see him today anyway, so I decided to stop at an Urgi-Care Center just a few blocks from the office.
They took samples from me, and told me to sit in the waiting room while they were being analyzed. It seemed like I had been waiting forever, but in reality, it had only been about a half-hour. Finally, a nurse came out and called my name.
"Greg Watson," the young woman called. I looked up and saw her beckon to me. She looked at me as though I was an insect. I couldn't help but wonder why, and got up to follow her. She pointed to an exam room.
"Take a seat, Mr. Watson," she said in a very unfriendly tone of voice. I sat down and watched as she sat down, looking at the sheet of paper in front of her. She went through the motions of taking my vitals -- blood pressure, temperature, that sort of thing. After she wrote it all down, she looked at me.
"The doctor will be with you shortly," she said before she left the room. A few minutes later, I heard a tapping on the door and an elderly gentleman in a white smock looked inside. Seeing me, he entered the room with a folder and sat down.
"Mr. Watson, I'm Doctor Smith," he said. "Your preliminary test results are back and it seems you've got a pretty nasty case of gonorrhea."
"Gonorrhea?" I asked, shocked. "How is that possible?"
"It's a sexually-transmitted disease, Mr. Watson," he said, looking at me as though I was stupid. "I'm going to put you on an antibiotic and I recommend no sexual activity for seven days after finishing your treatment. If your symptoms continue even after the treatment, I recommend you see your primary care physician."
He went on to explain that other test were being run and I may not get the results for a couple weeks or more, and then he wanted a list of everyone I had been with recently.
"I've only been with one person, sexually, my whole life," I said. "My wife." He looked at me, sadly, for a few moments before noting my chart. "But if I got this from her, wouldn't she show some symptoms as well?"
"Not necessarily, Mr. Watson," he said. "Even if she does have symptoms, she may mistake them for a bladder or vaginal infection. She should get tested as soon as possible. The longer she waits, the risk of developing serious complications increases. I'm sorry, Mr. Watson." He handed me a packet containing some pills and had me sign a couple forms.
"Take care, Mr. Watson, and be sure to follow up with your doctor," he said before leaving. Wonderful, I thought to myself as I went through the check-out procedure. I got to my car and called my boss to give him the news.
"I'm sorry to hear that, Greg," Alan said. "Don't worry, discretion is my middle name. You take some time off and come back when you get cleared. I've already farmed your reports out, so don't worry about a thing. Get well."
"Thanks," I said as I ended the call. I dreaded making the next call, but I've never kept anything from my parents before and I wasn't about to start now. I hit the speed dial for my parents and heard my father answer the phone.
"Hey son, what's up?" he asked. "Are you at work?"
"No, Dad, I have a bit of a problem and I need to talk to you and Mom for a bit if that's alright."
"Of course," he said. "Everything alright with the children?"
"As far as I know," I said. "Listen, I really don't want to get into this on the phone."
"Well, come on over and we can talk over a cup of coffee," he said. We ended the call and I put my phone away before heading out. I suppose I should explain something about my family.
My sister, Denise, and I grew up in a very religious family. Our home was a very happy one, filled with laughter and love. We had very happy childhoods and our parents are very much in love with each other. But we were raised with a fairly strict set of rules. One of those involved sex outside of marriage -- a big no-no in my parents' view.
Because of that, I had never once gone "all the way" with any woman until the day I married Marissa. Sure, I had dated and fooled around a bit, but that was it. I remembered the day I told Marissa I wanted to wait until we got married to have sex. She gave me a huge smile, and kissed me deeply.
"That's so sweet," she said. "I promise I'll rock your world the night we get married." And she did. I had never felt anything so warm, wet and creamy in my entire life and I couldn't get enough of her. She didn't seem to be bothered by my lack of experience, and I enjoyed letting her teach me how to love her the way she liked.
I even grew to enjoy oral sex with her, and she seemed to really enjoy it as well. I knew she wasn't a virgin when we married, but I didn't mind, as long as she remained faithful to me once we got married.
She started working for a large real estate office in town and worked to get her license. About a year after we were married, she gave birth to the first of our two daughters -- Lisa.
A year after Lisa was born, Ginger came into our lives. Marissa had a terrible time giving birth to Ginger, so she had her tubes tied, telling me that two was enough for any couple. I respected her decision and we moved on. I had hoped for a son, but was more than happy with our two daughters. Naturally, they both became "Daddy's girls" and they had me wrapped around their little fingers in no time.
Marissa went back to work after her maternity leave was up, and threw herself into her work. Many times, I found myself playing "Mr. Mom" while she worked evenings showing houses or wrapping up paperwork in the office. I didn't mind, really. I love my girls and happily took care of them when Marissa wasn't around.
As the girls grew, I found myself spending even more time with them, taking them to whatever extra-curricular activity they were involved with when Marissa was unavailable. Lisa liked music, and took piano and guitar lessons, while Ginger was more athletic, playing softball or soccer.
As time went on, though, I noticed that Marissa was gone more often than not. And it wasn't just evenings. She was often sent to attend seminars out of town that kept her away on weekends. Then there was the annual company retreat that kept her away for a week at a time. She always called me every night to check up and say hello to the girls, but it just wasn't enough.
On top of that, she had developed that irritating fake persona that drove me nuts. I had spoken to her about it more than once, but it was clear she wasn't going to give it up. I also noticed her attitude had changed a bit and wondered if maybe she was spending too much time at work. Even the girls had begun to notice the change in their mother.
But I never thought she would cheat on me. She knows how I feel about infidelity. I finally found myself at my parents house, and pulled into the driveway. Dad met me at the door with a hearty bear hug and slapped me on the shoulder.
"Coffee's just finished. C'mon in, let's sit and talk," he said. I walked into the dining room and gave Mom a hug before we sat down. Mom poured our coffee and I added a splash of butter pecan creamer. Dad did the same and we took a sip.
"Why don't we start with a prayer?" Dad asked. Of course. I was used to that by now. That was the way they handled everything. First there was prayer, then the discussion. We prayed for a few minutes, then got into it.
"What happened, son?" Dad asked.
"I just came from the Urgi-Care clinic. I've got gonorrhea," I said.
"Oh my," Dad said quietly. That was one of the things I admired about him. He could handle just about anything, as long as it was the truth. "Have you been fooling around?" he asked after a few awkward moments.
"No, Dad, never," I told him. "Marissa's the only woman I've ever been with." He nodded his head.
"I believe you, son," he said. "I just wanted to hear it from you."
"So what do you plan to do?" Mom asked.
"I don't see that I have any other choice but to divorce her over this," I said.
"It's going to be hard on the girls," she said.
"Yes, but they're old enough to understand," I said. "Besides, there's no way I can put this behind me. Even if she says she won't do it again, there's no way I can trust her to keep her word."
"Do you have any idea how long this has been going on?" Dad asked.
"No, none. I just learned it was happening this morning with... this," I said.
"Well, adultery is a valid reason for divorce," he said. "I hate to see it happen, but I don't really see any other way around it. Hang on a second," he added as he stood up and headed for his office. I looked at Mom, who seemed devastated by what was going on.
"I'm so sorry this happened, Greg," she said. "I always thought Marissa was a wonderful girl."
"I did too, Mom," I said. "I guess she had us all fooled." By then, Dad returned with his Rolodex. He rifled through the cards until he found the one he was looking for. He pulled it out triumphantly.
"Here it is," he said. "You know Gina Hawkins?"
"Yeah, she goes to our church, right?" I asked.
"Yeah, she's a family law attorney. Let me give her a call," he said. I wasn't surprised that he had her card. Being one of the deacons at the church, Dad had a bunch of cards he had been given by members of the church. As I watched, he called Gina's office and I could hear him speaking to what I assumed was her receptionist. Finally, he was put through to her office line and I could hear his side of the conversation.
"Gina, hi, this is Dan Watson... Yeah, from church... We're doing well here, thanks. How about you? Good... Listen, I was wondering if you could work my son in sometime soon. He's got a little problem and I think you may be able to help him... Oh, really? This afternoon? 12:30? Wonderful! I'll make sure he gets there... Thanks, Gina, I owe you one... Sure, take care of yourself and give that little one of yours a big hug for us, okay? Bye bye." He hung up the phone and looked at me.
"That was Gina and she said she had a cancellation and can fit you in at 12:30 this afternoon," he told me. "She says you need to bring in your financial records and your tax returns from the last two years."
"Okay," I said. "I guess I'd better get to the house so I can get my stuff together."
"Sounds like a plan, son," Dad said. "You know you're gonna have to tell Marissa about the STD. She'll need to be tested as well before she spreads it any further than she already has."
"Maybe the girls should stay with us for a while," Mom said. "It's probably going to get a bit uncomfortable in the house with all this going on."
"You're right," Dad said. "Maybe they should stay for a few days until things get ironed out. Look son, why don't you bring the girls by after they get home from school. We'll make sure they get to school on time."
"I'll do that. Thanks, Dad," I said. We talked for a few more minutes, then I got up to leave. Dad hugged me at the door.
"Everything will work out, son," he said. "Just don't do anything stupid. I know you probably want to lash out and get revenge on Marissa, and I don't blame you for that. But remember Romans 12:19. 'Vengeance is mine; I will repay, saith the Lord.' Got it? I don't want to have to bail you out of jail. You have two girls to think about." I chuckled at that.
"No problems, Dad. I got it," I told him. I got back in my car and headed home. Dad was right about one thing. I wanted vengeance, against Marissa and her lover -- or lovers. I had loved her exclusively for more than 15 years and was more than a bit upset that this was how she repaid me.
I got home and started going through my files to get my old tax returns. I also had to dig through Marissa's stuff to get her returns as well. About eight years ago, she said she wanted to file separate returns, claiming it would keep us from paying more taxes than necessary. I went along with her idea and thought nothing more of it.
When I pulled out her tax forms, I learned the real reason she wanted to file separately. It turned out she had made a lot more in bonuses and commissions than I realized. I knew how much she had deposited in the joint bank account, so I wondered where all the extra money went.
Digging deeper, I found a folder containing bank statements. I noticed they were from a bank we didn't use. Looking at the most recent statement, I saw she had managed to set aside nearly a million dollars over the last eight years. What was she planning, I asked myself. Was this her exit strategy? Did she plan to leave after the kids left for college? I took the statements along with her tax forms and added them to my folder.
I got in the car and started to head out when my phone buzzed, letting me know I had a text message. It was a message from Marissa, telling me she had a late showing and not to wait for dinner. Yeah, right, I thought.
"No problem," I texted back. "See you when you get home." I sent the message wondering if she noticed I didn't tell her I loved her. Oh, well, I thought. I got to Gina's office building, parked the car and headed to her suite. When I got there, I was greeted by an attractive blonde receptionist.
"I'm here to see Gina Hawkins," I said. "I have a 12:30 appointment." She looked on her computer for a moment, then smiled and escorted me to Gina's office. Gina stood and we shook hands.
"Good to see you, Greg," she said with a smile. "Would you care for some coffee?"
"Coffee sounds great," I said. "Please." Gina looked at the receptionist.
"Could you please bring two cups? And some butter pecan creamer?" Gina asked.
"Of course," the receptionist said before leaving. She returned a few moments later with two cups and some small pods filled with creamer. Gina motioned for me to sit and I did.
"I was surprised to hear from your father this morning," Gina said. "So, you have a problem that needs my assistance?"
"Yes, it seems Marissa has been cheating on me," I said.
"I'm sorry to hear that," Gina replied. "I thought you two were the real deal."
"I thought so too, but I guess not."
"So, why don't you tell me what happened?" Gina asked. I told her about our marriage, ending with my trip to the clinic this morning and the bank statements I found earlier today.
"Well, I can understand how you might feel," Gina said. "Let me explain a bit about divorce in this state. You see, divorce isn't about justice. It's all about money. Specifically, how much you have and how much of it your wife's lawyer can get from you. Although this is a no-fault state, you can file on the grounds of adultery, but you need to have very compelling evidence."
"What about the STD she gave me?" I asked.
"I agree that sounds very compelling, but her attorney could easily argue that you got it from another woman," Gina said. "You and I both know that wouldn't be true, but that doesn't matter. What does matter is what the judge believes. As for the money she socked away, she could easily argue that it was intended as a retirement surprise."
"You don't believe that for a minute, though, do you?" I asked.
"No, I don't. It sounds like an exit strategy to me. She's obviously waiting for the best time to make her move. I'd guess she's waiting for the girls to graduate high school so she won't be saddled with them. Again, that's going to be hard to prove in court."
"So I'm just out of luck. Is that what you're telling me?"
"No, not at all," she said. "I happen to have a private investigator on retainer and I can get him on the case as early as this afternoon if you wish. If she is playing around, we'll catch her. Do you want to go that route? It can be fairly expensive, but at least you'll have evidence we can use in court."
"Yeah, let's do it," I said.
"Alright," she said. "Get me all the information you can -- make and model of her car, license plates, that sort of thing. Any idea where she might be?"
"Hold on a second," I said, pulling out my phone. "I installed a phone finder app when she misplaced her cell a few months back. Let me see if it's still running." I opened the app and ran a search. According to this, her phone was at a house in the north part of town. I showed Gina the address and she wrote it down.
"Alright, let me get my PI on this," she said, grabbing her phone. As I waited, she spoke to her PI and emailed him the information I gave her. She ended the call and looked at me. "Alright, that's done. If there's anything going on, we'll know soon enough. Now, on to business. I understand you have two teenage daughters, is that right?"



"Yes. Lisa and Ginger. Lisa is 14 and Ginger is 13."
"Not quite old enough to decide which parent they want to stay with, but close. Do you want to push for custody?"
"Yes, I do," I told her.
"Alright. Just so you know, the courts usually give primary custody to the mother. It may take some doing, but we can try. Who is the primary caretaker?" she asked.
"I am, since Marissa is usually gone many evenings," I told her.
"Just curious, are you 100 percent certain they're your children?"
"I believe they are. Does it really matter at this point? My name is on the birth certificates, I'm the one who raised them, changed their diapers. I'm the one that's been paying to take care of them."
"I see your point," she said. "Still, it might be nice to know for certain one way or the other. I'll give you the name and address of a lab where you can pick up a test kit. They're usually pretty fast."
"Alright," I said.
"Now, what about your home? Are you buying or renting?"
"Neither," I said. "The home used to belong to my grandparents. After they died it went into a family trust put in my parents' name. They let us live there."
"Okay, so no mortgage to deal with. Good," she said. "I'm sure there's some items in the house that will need to be divided. Generally speaking, joint assets like bank accounts and so on are split 50/50. I'll give you a checklist of things to do when we're done here."
"Okay. Is there anything else?" I asked.
"Not at this time," she said. "I'll start the paperwork, but let's see what my PI comes up with before we proceed much further. Go ahead and complete the checklist anyway."
"Do you think I should go ahead and confront her?" I asked.
"It probably wouldn't be a bad idea. At least let her know she needs to get tested for STDs. That way, you won't be liable in case she spreads it any further."
"Makes sense," I said. She wrapped up her paperwork and handed me a checklist along with a card that had the name of a lab. "Anything else?" I asked.
"That's about it for now," she said. "Go ahead and take care of that. We'll let you know if and when we hear from the investigator. You can see my receptionist about the retainer. And Greg?"
"Yes?"
"Don't do anything stupid. We'll get through this. It won't be fun, but things will get better."
"I know," I said. "Thanks for all your help."
"You're welcome," she said. "We'll be in touch." With that, I left, wrote a check for the retainer and headed to the lab. Once I got the kit, I went to the bank and checked off most of what Gina had written. Then I went home.
I guess this is where most guys would probably sit down and get drunk as a skunk, agonizing over the whats and whys of a situation like this. I didn't, though. Sure, it hurt -- I had never felt hurt and betrayal like this in my life. But I don't drink -- never have. That was another rule I grew up with. My parents never drank and neither did I.
I did make a pot of coffee, though, and sat down with a cup when it was finished. But I didn't have much time to dwell on the situation since my two angels came barging through the door. They usually got home around this time after the bus dropped them off. But they usually don't see me when they get home.
"Dad, you're home," Lisa said. "Are you alright?"
"Yeah, Dad, why are you home so early?" Ginger asked.
"Been a pretty hectic day," I told them. "Listen, why don't the two of you go up and pack enough stuff to last for a couple days. You'll be staying with your grandparents for a bit."
"Why, Dad?" Ginger asked. "What's going on? Is there something wrong with Mom? Did you guys have a fight?"
"Actually, yes, there is something wrong, and no, your mother and I did not have a fight. I'm afraid that may come later," I told them.
"You caught her cheating, didn't you?" Lisa asked. I looked at her, shocked. What did she know?
"What makes you ask that?" I asked her. She looked down for a bit, embarrassed.
"I heard her a couple times talking to someone on her phone," Lisa said. "I couldn't make it all out, but she was using that fake voice of hers. You know, the one she uses to rile you up."
"Yeah, I know," I said. "What did you hear?"
"Something like, 'can't wait to see you again, lover.' Like I said, I didn't hear it all, and she was giggling like a little girl. But it didn't sound like a professional call at all. I'm sorry I didn't tell you earlier, but I know how you hate gossip," she said.
"That's alright," I said, giving her a hug.
"Plus, well, she's been acting pretty weird lately," Lisa said. "Like she doesn't have any time or desire to talk to us."
"You feel the same way?" I asked, looking at Ginger. She nodded her head.
"Yeah," she said. "It's like she doesn't want to be bothered by us or something."
"Well, you two can bother me any time you want," I said, giving them both a hug. "First, though, I need to get a cheek swab from both of you."
"A cheek swab?" Ginger asked as I opened the test kit.
"Yeah," I said. "My lawyer said I should get a DNA test."
"You don't think we're really your children?" Lisa asked.
"I do," I told her. "But she wants to make sure."
"So, are you getting a divorce?" Lisa asked.
"It looks that way," I told her.
"There's no way you can get past whatever she did?" Ginger asked.
"I don't think so," I told her. "She gave me a little... gift, you might say. Had to see a doctor this morning."
"Oh, sh... oot," Lisa said, almost letting loose with a four-letter word. "Sorry," she said sheepishly.
"That's okay, sweetheart, I've felt like cussing more than once today," I told her. "Now, let me get these samples from you." I took one swab and wiped the inside of Lisa's cheek, then did the same for Ginger. After I had their samples in the kit, I took a sample from my cheek and placed it in its own vial.
"Alright, you two go up and get enough to last you a couple nights. We need to be outta here in 15 minutes. And don't forget your homework," I said. They headed off to their rooms and packed while I put the test kit together. My plan was to take the kids to their grandparents' house, then take the kit back to the lab.
"Dad, if you do get a divorce, can I stay with you?" Lisa asked as I drove.
"Yeah, me too," Ginger added.
"I hope so, girls," I said. "I'm asking for custody, but you should know the courts usually give custody to the mother."
"I don't want to stay with her," Lisa said. "Right now, I hate her for what she's done to us." I thought about telling her not to hate her mother, but thought better of it. She was only expressing the same thing I was thinking.
"I understand how you feel, sweetheart," I said. "Just remember, no matter what happens, I'll always love you and I'll always be there for you."
"I love you too, Daddy," she said as tears fell down her face. Seeing her cry made me even angrier at Marissa than I was before. I swore to make her pay for this.
"Vengeance is mine; I will repay, saith the Lord," I heard my father say in my mind.
We finally got to my parents' house and I pulled into the driveway. I turned to them and gave them each a hug and a kiss and promised to call later. After the kids got out we all went to the porch where Dad was waiting. The girls hugged him and took their things inside. I gave him a hug and Mom came over to say hello.
"I'd better get to the lab before it gets too late," I said.
"Are you alright?" Dad asked.
"I'm as okay as I can be under the circumstances."
"Alright, we'll be praying for you. Call us and let us know how everything went with Marissa," he said.
"I will, but I'm not too sure when that will be," I said.
"That's okay, hun," Mom said. "You can call any time."
"Thanks," I told her before giving her a hug. "I'd better be off." I got back in the car and headed for the lab. I got there about a half-hour before they closed for the day and gave my test kit to the receptionist.
"How long before I get the results?" I asked.
"We should be able to get them to you before the end of the week," she said with a smile.
"Perfect, thanks," I said. I left and headed to the house. On the way, I decided to call Loretta, Marissa's older sister. I put the Bluetooth earpiece in and hit the speed-dial on my phone. She answered after the second ring.
"Hey Greg, how's my favorite brother-in-law?" she asked.
"Been better," I said. "Got a question for you if you have a minute."
"Sure," she said.
"Have you talked to Marissa lately?"
"Not since we were over at your place last month," she said. "Is everything alright?"
"No, it's not," I said. She listened quietly as I gave her the Reader's Digest version of what was going on.
"Oh my God," she said. "I hate to say it, Greg, but it sounds like she's reverted back to her old habits."
"Old habits? What do you mean?" I asked.
"She was pretty wild when she was younger. Went through boyfriends like most people go through socks. Cheated on pretty much every guy she was with. She was like that through most of high school and college. After she met you, she calmed down and I thought she was finished with all that. She told me she had met her soul mate and was through playing the field, so I didn't say anything to you. I'm sorry, I probably should've told you."
"No that's alright," I said. "It's not your fault."
"I take it you plan to kick her out tonight, and you were wondering if she could stay here with us."
"Actually, I was," I said. "If that's okay with you." I could hear her sigh on the phone.
"I guess she can stay here for a while, at least until she gets her act together," she said. "Frank won't be too happy about it, though."
"I don't want it to cause you guys any problems," I told her.
"That's okay, he'll deal with it, so long as she's not here too long."
"Okay, thanks, I appreciate it. I don't know when she'll be home tonight, but I'll give you a call when she leaves."
"Thanks," she said. "How are the girls taking it?"
"They're not happy, but they're doing better than I thought they would."
"You raised a couple of good young women there, Greg. You need to be strong for them," she said.
"I'm trying," I said.
"Well, I'd better get going. I still have dinner to fix. Call me later, okay?"
"I will," I told her before we ended the call. I got home and decided to warm up some leftover meatloaf for dinner. I had just finished watching the evening news when my phone buzzed. I saw it was a call from Gina, so I answered.
"Hey, Greg," she said when I answered. I looked at the clock and saw it was just after 6:30.
"Hey yourself," I said. "Working late tonight?"
"For you, yes," she said. "I just got some preliminary information from the PI. Seems your wife has been a busy girl. She's been with three men since 1:00 this afternoon." Wow, I thought. Three men in one afternoon? When does she ever get any work done?
"Really?" I asked.
"Yes," she said. "Anyway, I'm forwarding the info to your email. Pictures, video and a synopsis of the report. I'd recommend you not watch the video, but you should listen to the last few minutes. Pretty eye-opening stuff."
I had seen porn before, when I was in college. Some of my classmates were into it, and they had shared it with me.
"So, you have enough evidence for the divorce now?"
"Oh yes," she said. "Call me when you're finished listening to the audio, okay?"
"Okay, thanks, Gina," I said when we ended the call. I fired up my laptop and checked my email. Sure enough, there was an email from Gina with some attachments. I took a deep breath and opened the pictures. There were four of them showing Marissa with different men in various positions.
In one photo, she was on all fours as the man behind her was plowing her rear end. I never knew she was into anal sex, and she seemed to be enjoying herself. Another photo showed her naked, her legs spread with semen dripping from her well-used vagina. I thought I was going to be sick to my stomach.
I opened the video and cued it up to the point Gina said in her email. I had no desire to watch video of her having sex, but I was curious to hear what she had to say. I started the video and saw Marissa sitting on a large bed, presumably in one of the houses she was "showing." She wore a robe but I could tell she had nothing on underneath. Next to her was a large muscular man.
"That was fantastic, babe," he said with a smile. "No one's ever given me a blowjob like that before."
"Well thank you, kind sir," she said, smiling back. "And I must say, you're very well-equipped." He chuckled back in response.
"I see you're married," he said, pointing to her rings.
"For the moment," she said. "I noticed you're married as well," she added, looking at his ring.
"Yeah, my wife and I have an open marriage," he said. "What about you?"
"It's not an open marriage like yours, but I take liberties when they arise," she said.
"So your husband doesn't know?" he asked.
"No, he doesn't," she said. "He has no clue what kind of a slut he's married to." I do now, you lying whore, I thought to myself.
"What's the matter? Doesn't he get the job done at home?" the man asked.
"He'd better, since I taught him everything he knows," she told him.
"You taught him?" the man asked, shocked. "What, was he a virgin when you two got married?"
"Believe it or not, he was," she said. "Imagine, a 23-year-old virgin. He's a religious freak. Comes from a family of religious freaks. Doesn't smoke, doesn't drink. Hell, he doesn't even cuss. He'd probably go into vapor lock if I said 'fuck' around him. He didn't even know how to fuck until we got married."
"Damn," the man said. "Sounds like a fucking loser. Why do you stay with him, then? Do you love him?"
"In a way, I guess I do, at least a little bit. He's a good father to my girls. Takes good care of them. Doesn't bitch when I'm late coming home. Other than that, he's a complete fucking bore," she said.
"Are the girls his?" he asked. She shrugged her shoulders.
"I honestly don't know. Maybe. Frankly, I don't care. He thinks they're his and that's all that matters," she said.
"How long have you been screwing around on him, if you don't mind my asking?"
"I don't mind," she said. "Hell, I've been fucking around my whole married life."
"And he never caught on?"
"Nope. Has no clue. He's never been with another woman so he wouldn't even know the difference. Almost every night I come home with a load or two of cum for him to play in. I just tell him I'm so excited thinking about him and he believes me."
"So he gets sloppy seconds and creampies and doesn't even know it?"
"That's about it," she said. I had to resist the urge to vomit at this point. It made me sick to my stomach to think that she'd been doing this to me the whole time we had been married.
"You plan to stay with him?"
"Yeah, for now. At least until the girls finish high school and head off to college," she said. "That's about four or five years down the road. By then, I'll have everything in place to make my escape."
"Why wait?" he asked.
"Because courts usually give custody to the mother and the last thing I want is to be saddled with two teenage girls," she said.
"What do you plan to do afterward?"
"I plan to celebrate. Maybe with a gangbang or two. I haven't done that in years. Maybe I'll take a cruise or retire to Costa Rica or something. I don't know," she said.
"Maybe I can arrange a gangbang before you drop the hammer," he said. "Would you be interested?"
"Oh hell yeah," she said.
"Think you can get away for a weekend?" he asked.
"Of course," she said. "I can tell Greg I have a mandatory weekend seminar or something. He'll believe anything I tell him."
"Excellent," he said. "I have several friends who'd love to get a taste of your pussy. Let me know when you can get away and we'll make it happen. You have my number."
"I'll do that," she said with a smile. He looked at his watch.
"It's getting late and I need to head out. I look forward to seeing you again, sweet thing."
"I look forward to it myself," she said. He left the room and Marissa laid back on the bed with a huge smirk on her face.
"Oh, Greg," she said to the now-empty room. "You have no fucking idea what's coming your way." I ended the video and wiped the tears now streaming down my face. I had no idea she was so... evil. I took a breath and dialed Gina's number.
"I just finished with the video," I said. "You were right... It was.. eye-opening."
"So, how do you want me to proceed?" she asked.
"Burn her to the ground," I said firmly.
"Consider it done," she said.
"What about all the guys she's been with?" I asked. "Can we go after them as well?"
"Afraid not," she said. "Alienation of affection suits aren't permitted in this state anymore. Don't worry. I have a feeling things won't be going too well for them when their wives end up getting a dose of gonorrhea."
"Vengeance is mine; I will repay, saith the Lord," I said quietly, repeating what Dad told me earlier. Gina chuckled at that.
"Well, I'd better get going," she said. "I'll get the paperwork drawn up and have her served this week. She wants an escape -- we'll give her one. It just won't be the way she wanted."
"Thanks, Gina, I owe you one," I said.
"My pleasure. Just take good care of your girls," she said. We ended the call and I sat back on the couch, tears falling down my face. It hurt to think I had given Marissa 15 of the best years of my life. After a few minutes, my phone buzzed again -- it was a call from Marissa.
"Hello," I said when I answered.
"Hey, Greg," she said. "Are you alright? You don't sound too good."
"Been a bad day," I said. "What's going on?"
"I'm wrapping things up here. I think I made another sale," she said.
"Good," I said in a neutral tone of voice.
"I'll be leaving here in just a bit, so I should be home in a half-hour, okay?"
"Yeah, sure," I told her.
"Alright, I'll see you when I get home. Love you," she said in her fake voice.
"Me too," I said, ending the call. I wondered if she noticed that I didn't specifically tell her I loved her, then realized I didn't care if she noticed or not. I printed out the four pictures, putting them all on the same sheet of paper and put it into a folder. I intended to confront her tonight when she got home.
I put everything together on the kitchen table, then made a cup of coffee and sat down to wait for Marissa to get home. I waited and waited. An hour later, she still hadn't shown up, but I figured she probably got hung up somewhere, so I continued waiting.
Two hours later, she still hadn't shown up, and I was getting a bit worried. I called her cell, but it went straight to voicemail. I left a message and sent her a text, but didn't hear back. Three hours later, there was still nothing. I began to wonder if maybe she had gotten into an accident.
Nearly three and a half hours later, I got a call on the house phone. I picked it up, hoping it was her. It wasn't.
"Greg Watson," I said when I answered the phone.
"Mr. Watson, this is Angela Barnes from Mercy Hospital. Are you related to a Marissa Watson?"
"She's my wife," I said. Not for long, though...
"Mr. Watson, your wife was in an accident and was brought here for treatment. Can you get here as soon as possible?"
"Yeah," I said. "Is she okay? What happened?"
"I'm sorry, sir, I can't give you that information," Angela said. "Her doctor would like to speak with you. When you get here, just ask tell the courtesy desk and they'll take care of you."
"Thank you," I said. She ended the call and I wondered what happened. I put the paper with the photos in an envelope and crammed it in my jacket pocket. I thought about calling Dad or Loretta, but decided to wait until I had more information. I jumped in the car and headed out.



I got to the hospital and went inside. Walking to the courtesy counter, I identified myself to the middle-aged lady behind the desk and gave her my wife's name as the patient. She looked Marissa up on her computer and turned to another lady next to her.
"Could you please escort Mr. Watson to the ICU, please?" she asked.
"Sure," the other woman said before looking at me. She came around the counter and indicated that I should follow her, so I did. We went upstairs to the ICU and I was met by a uniformed police officer.
"Mr. Watson?" he asked.
"That's me," I said.
"I'm Officer Simpson. I'm the one who responded to the report of your wife's accident," he said.
"What happened?" I asked.
"She was going through the intersection of Third and Main when she was hit by a truck. The other driver was drunk, ran a red light and struck her vehicle on the driver's side. I'm sorry," he said.
"That's alright," I said.
"Her car has been taken to a wrecking yard. There's not a whole lot left of it," he said, handing me a card for the wrecking company. "If there's anything I can do, feel free to call."
"Thank you, officer," I said, taking his card. After he left, a man in a white medical smock came up to me.
"Greg Watson?" he asked.
"Yes?" I asked.
"I'm Doctor Blake. I'm the physician in charge of your wife's treatment. Can we speak for a bit, please?"
"Sure," I said. He led me to a small room, closed the door and sat at a chair in front of a small round table. I sat in another chair across from him. "How is my wife?" I asked.
"She's got a number of broken bones and there were quite a few internal injuries. She also took a pretty bad blow to the head. We've got her in a medically-induced coma to help her heal. There's something else, though. Did you know your wife has gonorrhea?"
"Yes, I found out the hard way this morning," I said.
"And I take it you're getting treated for that?" he asked.
"Yes," I said.
"Good. But that's not all. Our initial tests indicate she might be HIV-positive. We've sent for a full workup on her blood, but it'll take several days, if not weeks, to get results back. Have you been tested for HIV?"
"Not that I know of," I said. "They took blood when I went to the Urgi-Care this morning, but I don't know if they tested for that."
"I suggest you see your primary care physician as soon as possible. Tomorrow would be good. The sooner you get tested, the better. If either or both of you do test positive, you should discuss it with your doctor. Generally speaking, as long as you practice safe sex and take your medications, you should still be able to have a fairly normal sex life," he said.
"That's not going to happen, doc," I said.
"I... see," he said.
"How long will she be in a coma?" I asked.
"That depends on her," he said. "It could be ten days to two weeks. Depending on how fast she heals, she could be here a while after that."
"Can I see her now?" I asked.
"Of course," he said. "She could really use your support right about now." I chuckled to myself at that. He got up and opened the door. "She's in room five, right over there," he added, pointing to her door.
"Thanks, doctor," I said, shaking his hand. I walked in to her room and looked at her. She was covered in bandages and a cast covered one leg all the way to her hip. Her face was black and blue and there were several cuts that had been stitched up. She looked like she had been through a war zone. I offered a prayer for her, then slipped off my ring.
I pulled out the envelope with the pictures and wrote her name on the front. Then I put my ring inside and sealed it shut. I looked at the nurse tending to her.
"Could you please see to it that she gets this when she wakes up?" I asked.
"Of course," the nurse said. "Go ahead and put it on the tray right over there," she added, pointing to an empty wheeled tray.
"Thanks," I said, placing it on the tray so Marissa could see it. I took one last look at the woman on the bed. As much as I hated what she had done, I didn't want to see her like this. I saw she still had her rings on, so I removed them and put them in my pocket. "Goodbye, Marissa," I said quietly. "I'll see you later." The nurse looked at me funny as I walked out of the room.
I called Loretta on my way home from the hospital to bring her up to speed on everything. She was shocked when I told her what happened and what the doctor told me.
"Greg, you know Frank won't let her stay here if she's HIV-positive," she said. "I know it'll be safe, but he won't want her around the kids. I can't go against him on that." Her parents had retired a few years ago and had moved to Florida, so that was out of the question.
"I guess I'll need to find her an apartment then," I said.
"I think that would be best," she said. "I'm sorry, Greg, but I'm not going to put her over my family. She made her bed, she can wallow in it for all I care. When you find something, I'll help you move her things, but then I'm washing my hands of her."
"I understand," I said. "I don't blame you."
"It's getting late and I need to go to bed, but keep me in the loop, Greg," she said.
"I will," I told her. "Thanks."
It was nearly midnight when I got home. Exhausted, I undressed and collapsed in the bed, falling asleep almost as soon as my head hit the pillow.
I woke up the next morning and called the doctor's office to make an appointment for later that day. I was mildly surprised when they told me they had an opening for later that morning. Then I called my parents and filled them in on what had happened. They were shocked to hear of her accident, and the possibility she might be HIV-positive, but said they would take the girls to the hospital if they wanted to see her.
I also told them about the evidence I had been given. Dad asked me to forward it to his email address.
"It's pretty bad," I told him.
"That's okay, son," he said. "I'm a big boy." After I forwarded the email, I called Gina to update her. She was also shocked, but said that would give her time to "fine-tune" the divorce papers. Then I called Marissa's office to let them know about her accident. They gave me their condolences and promised to stop by and see her.
The next two weeks were hectic ones. I managed to find a two-bedroom ground-floor apartment with an attached garage, so I put a deposit on it and paid two months worth of rent in advance -- all from Marissa's half of our account. The girls and Loretta came by and helped pack all of Marissa's things, including our wedding album, and we took them to the apartment.
I also got the report from the DNA lab and was happy to learn that both girls really are mine. I couldn't help but smile at that. I met with the insurance man and he looked over Marissa's car. I couldn't help but wonder how she managed to survive the accident. The insurance man said the same thing. He ended up totaling the car. Since the car and the insurance policy was in her name, she would get the check. I pulled her stuff out of the car and took it to her apartment.
"Have you been by to see Marissa?" Mom asked a week after her accident.
"No, I haven't," I said. "At least not since that first day. Why?"
"I was just wondering," she said.
"She made it pretty clear she doesn't care for any of us and wants an escape. I'm giving her what she wants. Just not on her timetable," I said.
Two weeks after that fateful Monday, I went to see the doctor. I had been cleared of the gonorrhea Marissa had given me, but the doctor was still waiting to see if she had also given me something worse. The pain in my groin had dissipated to almost nothing, but the emotional pain I felt in my heart would take a very long time to heal. I called Alan and told him I would be back to work the next day, which made him quite happy.
That same day, I got a call from the hospital telling me Marissa had finally woken up from her induced coma. The nurse who called said they were taking tests and examining her and suggested I come see her late that afternoon. That worked fine for me.
I called Gina and told her the news. She had filed the divorce papers with the court, and we were both waiting for Marissa to wake up so she could be served. She arranged to have the process server meet me at the hospital that afternoon. My next call was to Loretta, who agreed to meet me at her room. I told the girls their mother had woken up, but they simply shrugged their shoulders, saying, "whatever."
"I'm going to see her this afternoon. Do you want to come with me?" I asked them.
"No, thanks, Dad," Lisa said. "I'm too mad at her right now."
"Me too," Ginger said. "Besides, I have a lot of homework to do."
"Alright. I'll take you over to your grandparents when I leave, then," I said. I knew this would be harder on them than me, and I didn't want to force them to see their mother if they didn't want to. About 4:30, I took them to Mom and Dad's house and explained that Marissa had woken up and I would be meeting Loretta and the process server there.
"Let us know how it goes, son," Dad said.
"I will," I said. "I'll be back by to get the girls when I'm done."
"Good, then you can eat some of your mother's lasagna when you get here," he said with a smile. Mom's lasagna was the stuff of legend, and was guaranteed to lift my spirits.
"Sounds good," I said before I left. When I got to the hospital, I went to the ward where Marissa was being cared for. I saw Loretta by the nurse's station, talking to the doctor and I spotted a man in a tan jacket not too far away, holding a manila envelope. No doubt, the process server. I went to the nurse's station and spoke to the doctor.
"How is she," I asked.
"She's awake, and her vitals look good," he said. "The antibiotics we had her on have done their work, and we're just keeping an eye on things. She seems to be healing up nicely. Nevertheless, I want to keep her here for another week, but I think she can go home after that."
"Good," I said. "Can she have visitors?"
"Yes, but not for too long," he said.
"I won't be here long," I told him. He nodded his head in understanding. Loretta and I headed for her room and the process server joined us. Marissa looked up when we walked in. I saw that she had opened the envelope I left the first day here.
"Hello, Greg. Loretta," she said quietly.
"Marissa," I said in response. Loretta said nothing. Marissa looked at me sadly before speaking.
"I take it you've found out," she said, pointing to the envelope.
"I have," I told her.
"So, did you have me followed or something? How did you find out?" she asked.
"You gave me your disease," I said. "That's how I found out. And yes, I had you followed after that. I have pictures, video and audio. More than enough to prove adultery." I looked at the process server and nodded my head. He looked at Marissa before speaking.
"Are you Marissa Watson?" he asked.
"Yes," she said quietly. He handed her the envelope and took a picture.
"You've been served," he said before walking out.
"You couldn't even wait until I was out of the hospital to have me served?" Marissa asked.
"Nope," I said. "You're the one who wanted to escape. I just moved your timetable up a few years."
"Do the girls know?" she asked in response.
"Yes, they do," I told her. "And they're not too fond of you right now. That's why they're not here. And you don't have to worry about being 'saddled' with them. I'm asking for full custody. I'll give you liberal visitation rights, provided they want to see you. Right now, though, they don't want anything to do with you. I don't blame them. One bit." She looked at me, shocked that I had used her own language against her.
"And I take you hate me as well," she said.
"Hate's a pretty strong word," I said. "Let's just say I don't think very highly of you anymore." She nodded her head.
"Do you think you can forgive me?" she asked.
"Maybe one day, when I can look at my girls and not see the pain and anguish on their faces anymore. Pain and anguish you caused, by the way. And for the record, the girls ARE mine. I had DNA tests done on them."
"So, where will I go when they release me?" she asked.
"I've arranged an apartment for you. Loretta agreed to take you there when you get released." Marissa looked at her older sister when I said that. "All your stuff has been moved in and the utilities are in your name." I pulled out an envelope and handed it to her. "That's your half of our joint accounts minus the deposit and two month's rent on your apartment. Your car has been totaled, so you'll get a check for that as well." She took the envelope and nodded her head.
"By the way, I also know about your little 'escape' fund. My lawyer put a freeze on that account. If you sign the papers, she'll release the funds. Minus my half, of course," I said. She looked at me, shocked that I found her nest egg.
"I'll fight you for that," she said.
"I don't think that would be very wise," I told her. "Unless, of course, you want the evidence I have to be made public. It's pretty... graphic." She deflated after I said that. "Have your lawyer look the papers over. I'm sure you'll find them to be as fair as possible under the circumstances. Then sign them so we can end this sham of a marriage." Marissa looked at Loretta, hoping her sister would stand up for her, but that didn't happen.
"You stupid bitch," Loretta hissed. "I warned you years ago that you would get burned if you didn't get yourself under control. You didn't just lie to your husband and your kids. You lied to me when you told me you had put all that crap behind you. I promised Greg I would take you to your apartment when they released you, but that's it. After that, I'm done with you."
"What?" Marissa asked, tears falling down her face. I knew how close they were and I knew this was hard on the older sibling.
"You heard me, you stupid, lying cunt," Loretta said. "After I drop you off at your apartment, I don't ever want to see your skanky ass ever again, until you get your shit together. You hear me?" Sobbing, Marissa nodded her head.
"I'm sorry," she cried.
"That and a five dollar bill might buy you a cup of coffee," Loretta said. "I'm serious. I don't want you around my family until you get your head outta your ass. And you can start by apologizing to your husband and your girls." Teary-eyed, Marissa looked at me.
"I'm so sorry, Greg," she said. "I know you don't believe me, but I do love you."
"You're right. I don't believe you," I said. "Sign the papers, Marissa. End it now." She nodded her head, saying nothing. "Goodbye, Marissa." I started to leave, but she spoke before I got to the door.
"Can I call the girls, Greg? Please?" she asked.
"You can call anytime you want," I told her. "I can't guarantee they'll talk to you, though."
"I understand," she said quietly. "Thank you for that at least."
"You're welcome," I said before turning away from her. As I walked through the ward, I saw the nasty looks from the nurses. No doubt, they didn't approve of me serving her with divorce papers in the hospital. Too bad, I thought. I drove to my parents' house and drowned my sorrows in an extra-large helping of Mom's lasagna.
...
Epilogue:
The divorce went through without a hitch. Three months later, I was a free man, in more ways than one. Not only was I free of Marissa, I had also learned that I had dodged a bullet and was HIV-negative. Oddly enough, Marissa's tests also came back negative.
Gina handed me a check for just over $450,000.00 -- half of the money Marissa had in her secret account. I really didn't need all that, so I placed it into two accounts for the girls' college education.
Life went on for the three of us. Lisa and Ginger were my main reason for living these days. Sure, there were times when things were a bit strained. It's not easy being a single dad with two teenage girls. But I managed, with my Mom's help and guidance.
I didn't keep tabs on Marissa, but the girls told me she was adjusting to her new life as a single divorced woman. Yes, they had finally spoken to their mother, and she apologized profusely to them. It had taken nearly a year before the girls warmed up enough to spend so much as an afternoon with their mother. She had bought a new car and was back to selling houses, but with a different company.
Somehow, word of her escapades had gotten out, and her management wasn't too happy with what they had learned. She was given a choice to either leave voluntarily or get fired. She took the first choice and landed at another company, where, the girls told me, she's doing quite well. And, they added, she finally gave up her fake persona.
As for me, I found there were a number of single ladies in the church vying for my attention. I found myself inundated with various dishes to take home -- pies, casseroles, even a pan of lasagna now and then. And it seemed my girls were anxious to see me get attached again.
"C'mon, Dad, you need to get out and start dating again," Lisa told me. "It's not healthy for you to be alone."
"I wouldn't even know where to begin," I said. "And I'm not alone. I have you two keeping me pretty busy."
"But we're not gonna be here forever. It's simple, Dad," Ginger said. "You walk up to a woman and ask her out for dinner. You can do that, right?" I looked at my younger daughter and wondered when she became an expert on dating.
"I guess I can give it a try," I said. That Wednesday night, I bumped into Rhonda Carson in the line at the coffee shop at our church. She had lost her husband in Iraq a few years back and was raising a 17-year-old daughter by herself. She was one of the women who had given me a casserole to take home for dinner.
"Hey, Rhonda, how's everything going?" I asked.
"Hanging in there, Greg," she said. "How about you?"
"I'm doing okay, and I really enjoyed that casserole you gave me last week," I said.
"Thank you. You doing okay raising your girls by yourself?" she asked.
"It's a bit of a challenge sometimes, but yeah, I'm managing." She laughed at that.
"Well, if you're 'managing,' you're doing pretty good, I guess," she said.
"How are you doing? You've got a teenage daughter as well," I said.
"The hardest part is trying to deal with everything by myself," she said.
"I can relate to that," I said. We got our coffee and sat at a table talking about the challenges of single parenthood when I decided to make a move.
"Listen, Rhonda, I'm fairly new to all this dating stuff, but would you like to have dinner with me sometime? Maybe this Friday?" I asked. She thought for a moment, smiled and nodded her head.
"Yeah, Greg, I'd like that," she said. "What did you have in mind?"
"I don't know," I said. "I'd like to try that new Texas Roadhouse place. Does that sound okay to you?"
"I could go for a steak," she said. "Sure, that sounds like fun. Maybe we can catch a movie afterward or something."
"Great," I said. "I can pick you up at 6:30 if that's alright."
"That sounds perfect," she said. "In fact, you can bring the girls over and they can stay with Linda if that's alright." They had known each other for a long time and were already friends, so I thought it would be a good idea.
"Sounds good to me," I said. The girls were thrilled to hear of my date with Rhonda, and they liked the idea of spending an evening with Linda, so it was set.
That Friday, I took the girls over and we headed out for dinner. Rhonda looked very nice in her denim skirt and we had a great time. We didn't have sex that night, but she did give me a scorching hot kiss when I pulled up in front of her house. I spotted three sets of eyeballs checking us out from her front window and I thought I saw them giving each other a high-five.




"This was the best night I've had in months," Rhonda said as I held her.
"Same here," I said.
"What do we say we do this again, sometime soon," she said. "Maybe we can send the girls out for a movie and we can stay home and... play," she added, running her hand along my leg. I felt a familiar stirring.
"I think you may be onto something," I said, running my hand along her smooth leg. The girls were ecstatic to hear of our date and I had to admit, I felt pretty good as well, and I enjoyed the time I spent with Rhonda. I'm not sure if anything long-term will come of it, but I'm willing to take a chance.
...
The end?
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The following is the fifth entry in my series, "The Plant," and is set about eight months after the end of "The Plant Pt. 04 - April." It may help to read the previous stories in the series to understand the full context of what is happening here.
My apologies for taking so long to get this up, but it was necessary as part of it is based on actual current events. For those who are familiar with my work, this is quite different from what I usually submit...
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A brief synopsis of the story so far:
In part one, we meet Theresa Hemmings, a young, mousy woman whose life is forever changed when she is given a strange plant that sports a dozen small penis-shaped "appendages." What she does not know is the plant is actually an extraterrestrial being, a member of the species known as the Gingravik. Margaret, the storekeeper who gave her the plant, works for the Gingravik as the species' "Facilitator" on Earth.
The plant, which she named "Bernie," grows under Theresa's care and she ends up having sex with it. By the end of the story, she has fallen in love with the plant and has given birth to the first of what would be many "pods" produced by their coupling.
In part two, the Gingravik sends a female spore to Earth to determine if human males can successfully couple with Gingravik females. The experiment ends tragically, however, the female ejects many fertilized spores, giving Margaret hope the species could thrive in the wild.
In part three, we meet April Jennings, a college biology student who comes across a strange plant one day in a local park. She digs the plant up and takes it to her room for study. With the help of her professor, she examines the plant, not knowing that it is the result of a coupling between a human male and an alien female. She also ends up having a sexual encounter with the plant, which is later taken to the Colony.
Theresa, meanwhile, has changed significantly since first meeting Bernie. By now, she is considered the "Queen Mother" of Earth and has taken on a leadership role in the effort to spread Gingravik DNA around the world. Thanks to the Gingravik High Council, a large compound known as the Colony, has been built for the express purpose of building the Gingravik base on Earth.
In part four, April starts her new job as a researcher for the Gingravik Botanical Research facility, unaware that it is really the main alien base on Earth. Here, she is reunited with the plant she found and names him "Jake." The two end up falling in love with each other.
The end of "The Plant Pt. 04 -- April"
Margaret looked at Theresa when the connection ended. She was proud of the young woman and all she had accomplished.
"So, you have been renamed," she said. "Do you realize the significance of that?"
"No," Theresa said.
"Tere was the name given to the first Empress, many years ago," Margaret said. "According to Gingravik legend, her petals launched thousands of spores into the depths of space looking for new worlds to settle upon."
"Really? Like Helen of Troy? What happened to her?" Theresa asked.
"It is said the Empire was born through her," Margaret said. "She lived a long life and died in her mate's branches, beloved by everyone. Her mate died shortly thereafter. He couldn't bear living without her. Much of what the Gingravik believes came from the two of them. You already know his name."
"Oh?" Theresa asked.
"Yes," Margaret said. "He was called Marsook. It is believed he and Tere watch over the Gingravik even to this day. Your consort can tell you much more."
"Wow," Theresa said, surprised. This was the first she had heard of this. She, like so many others in the inner circle, frequently invoke his name as a form of blessing and greeting. She slowly began to understand the significance of what the Emperor had done. "It seems I have some rather large shoes to fill," Theresa said quietly.
"More than you know," Margaret said. Standing up, she took Theresa in her arms and held her as a mother would hold her daughter. "I want you to know that I am so very proud of you, Theresa. And I love you as if you were my own daughter."
"Margaret, that's so... kind... of you to say," Theresa told her. "You're like a second mother to me." Margaret smiled at that.
"Thank you, my dear," she said. "Come now, we have much work to do."
...
And now, "The Plant Pt. 05 -- Revelation"
Monday, June 14, 2021
April Jennings looked around her spacious company-provided apartment as she recalled what her supervisor said that day during her one-year review. It was hard for her to believe she had been here at Gingravik Botanical Research for one full year already. It seemed like it was just yesterday when she came here.
"April, you've done excellent work since you've been here, and I must say it has been a pleasure having you with us," Mike Hollingsworth, her lab supervisor, said. "Your attention to detail, your willingness to learn new concepts, and your initiative have all been far above expectation."
"Thank you, Mike," she told him. Of course, she was pleased to learn that she would receive a nice raise to her already generous salary, along with the possibility of an elevation to a line lead position and/or possible fieldwork.
It had been quite a year for her. She sipped on her tea as she thought back over the last several months. She never imagined she would have it so good when she was struggling through college. Now here she is, in the job of her dreams, living in a spacious luxury apartment provided to her for free, with everything in walking distance.
And the facility that housed the company was unlike anything she could ever have imagined. Most of the place was clothing-optional, and it wasn't unusual to see naked employees having sex with their companions out by the swimming pool. By now, she had become so used to the open nudity that she often went without clothes around her apartment, much to Jake's delight.
And then there was Jake, the plant she had discovered so long ago in the park. Jake turned out to be a godsend in so many ways. Sure, he could satisfy her sexually unlike any human male ever could, thanks to being equipped with twelve large penises. But it was more than that -- much more.
Jake turned out to be far more intelligent than anyone knew. On top of that, he was warm, considerate, gentle, and yes, even funny. He would quietly listen as she shared her thoughts, feelings and even helped see her through her own frustrations. He never berated her, never made fun of her, and always took her concerns seriously.
Seeing how intelligent he was, she started teaching him to read and was surprised at how fast he picked it up. Soon, he was reading everything he could get his branches on. Having developed his tactile abilities, she bought a tablet for him so he could read books online if he chose. He read as much as he could, from "War and Peace" to highly technical books and online erotica, which surprised her a bit.
Oddly enough, he developed a rather eclectic taste in music and old movies. He especially liked watching Humphrey Bogart and John Wayne movies with her. In short, he was unlike so many human males she had known in her life.
She took exceptionally good care of him and found that he was rapidly outgrowing his pot. She had him transplanted into a much larger pot -- one that incorporated a motorized cart with a scissor lift to give him extra mobility. With a bit of training, he was able to go where he wished and do pretty much whatever he wanted.
Like all plants, Jake needed to be pruned periodically. He guided her, letting her know which leaves and branches needed to go. She could hear him express contentment in her mind as she gently clipped the leaves away.
"That feels so much better," he told her when she finished. She took the small pile of leaves into her kitchen and nearly threw them away, but had second thoughts. She dried the larger leaves and ground them up, finding they made an excellent -- and rather tasty -- addition to her meals. She also had another idea.
Like so many others, she had smoked marijuana several times when she was younger and wondered if perhaps she could smoke the dried leaves she cut off Jake. The company didn't have any rules against smoking, but it didn't encourage it, either. She looked through her things and found that she still had nearly half a packet of paper from her college days, so she rolled some of the dried leaves into a joint and lit up.
She was surprised that the aroma reminded her of her grandfather's pipe. She was also surprised to find the smoke didn't irritate her the way marijuana smoke did. She inhaled the intoxicating smoke deeply and held it in her lungs as long as she could.
All of a sudden, she felt as if a switch had been flipped inside of her. Her mind was open to things she had never before thought possible. Recalling the old story from the Bible, she wondered if maybe this is what Eve felt like when she bit into the forbidden fruit. Then something else happened.
Her body was suddenly overpowered with lust the likes of which she hadn't ever felt before. Her pussy became so wet that her juices literally dripped down her bare legs. All she wanted to do was fuck. She quickly finished the small joint, rubbing her dripping pussy as she did so, then stood in front of Jake,
her bare feet spread wide apart.
"Fuck me, Jake," she moaned. "I need you to take me in your branches and fuck my brains out. Please, baby."
"As you wish, my queen," Jake said in her mind. He reached out with several branches and pulled her in close. She eagerly sucked one of his giant cocks as he buried two more inside her creamy wet pussy. They coupled for hours and she finally collapsed after more than a dozen mind-blowing orgasms. He gently carried her to her bed and laid her down, covering her with a blanket.
"I love you so much, Jake," she moaned as he wiped her forehead with one of his large leaves.
"Jake loves his queen as well," she heard in her mind before falling asleep. She slept soundly that night and vowed to keep this to herself. She kept a baggie of the dried leaves handy for future use and used it only a couple times since as she wasn't sure if there would be any long-term effects.
"Did you have a good day today, my queen?" she heard Jake whisper in her mind. Snapped out of her thoughts, she felt a soft tendril wrap around the top of her head. Turning to one side, she saw Jake had positioned himself next to her. He held out a paper towel with what appeared to be a sandwich. It was hard to tell, as the sandwich was overflowing with... something.
"I tried to make you a tuna salad sandwich, just the way you like," his small voice said in her mind. "I'm afraid I made a little mess, though. I'm still not very good with your kitchen implements." She smiled and chuckled to herself as she took the sandwich.
"You're so thoughtful, Jake," she said. "Thank you. It's perfect." She took a bite and a glob of tuna salad, which had far too much mayonnaise, dropped onto her foot.
"Oops," Jake said in a contrite tone of voice.
"That's okay, sweetie," she said. "It's my fault for letting it drop. I'll take care of it." She cleaned it off with the paper towel and finished her sandwich.
"How was your day?" Jake asked. "Did your review go well?"
"Yes, it did," April said. "I got a nice raise, so I stopped at the store and ordered some lingerie you can rip off of me later."
"Goody," Jake exclaimed.
"Come on, let's go see if there's anything left of the kitchen," she said with a laugh.
...
The large monitor flickered to life as Margaret and Theresa stood in the office. Soon, the images of the Gingravik High Council appeared.
"Councilors, it is good to see you again," Margaret said.
"And you, Facilitator," the High Councilor said. "And Queen Tere, it is always an honor to see your delicious and exquisite nudity grace our visual receptors. The Emperor and the Empress wish to extend their gratitude for the moving images you and your High Consort graciously provided. They want you to know they are honored that you have shared your most intimate moments with them."
"The honor is mine," Theresa said.
"The Emperor would like to share your images with the public, with your permission, of course."
"Of course," Theresa said.
"The Empress was also impressed with your ability to accommodate so many of your consort's appendages at the same time," the Councilor said. "She wants to know if this is a common trait with human females."
"We have designated breeders who routinely take up to four of their mates' appendages at any one time, Councilor," she said. "Human females can be quite... elastic and accommodating in that regard."
"Four? Oh my... I am sure the Empress would like to see that."
"We can arrange for a video if she would like," Theresa said.
"That would be most... appreciated," the Councilor said.
"Consider it done," Theresa told him with a smile.
"On to business, my Queen," the Councilor said. "As you know, things have progressed according to our plan. Political upheaval and uncertainty about the virus continue. We have unleashed a couple of new variants designed to keep the human scientific and medical community busy. Meanwhile, we expect to see even more upheaval as your civil authorities struggle to deal with new cases.
"Therefore, we are authorizing you to proceed to the next level. Are the satellite facilities fully functioning?"
"They are, Councilor," Theresa said. "By now, Gingravik DNA has been spread over about 15 percent of the entire human population and we expect to see the integration of that DNA to grow significantly over the next year or so."
"Excellent," the Councilor said. "Then perhaps it is time to sort out your human employees. Find out which of them might become problematic in the future. I would recommend you proceed slowly, with caution, so as not to reveal too much."
"It would have to be done very carefully, so as not to raise alarm," she said. "I would hate to have to wipe the memories of so many people. I will need time to develop something."
"There is no rush, my Queen," the Councilor said. "Take as much time as you need to get it right. We have waited for several of your centuries to get to this point."
"Very well, Councilor," Theresa said.
"We will be in touch soon, my Queen," the Councilor said. "And we very much look forward to your... video." The connection closed and Theresa looked at Margaret.
"I'm not looking forward to this," she said.
"You knew it would eventually come, my Queen," Margaret said.
"Yes, I did. But I'm still not looking forward to it. Everyone here has worked so hard."
"Yes, they have. But I'm sure you'll come up with something that is more than fair. And compassionate," the older woman said.
"There's no rush, so that gives me some time to think it over," Theresa said. "I'll be in my quarters with Bernie if you need anything. Oh, and make arrangements to video one of the designated breeders for the Council, if you would. Make sure to select one of the screamers. Preferably one who squirts. And make sure to get lots of dirty talk. Set it up at the main pool in the inner circle and schedule it for this coming Sunday."
"Should I arrange for an audience as well?" Margaret asked.
"Yes, why not. Complete with refreshments. Perhaps some popcorn as well. The Council wants a nasty porn video, so let's give them one. Let's show them what Earth girls can do," Theresa said with a smile.
"Yes, my Queen," Margaret said. "Perhaps we can include some of the top breeders and make it a contest."
"That's a lovely idea, Margaret," Theresa said. "I'll leave it in your capable hands."
"Thank you, my queen," Margaret said. She watched the younger woman pad naked to the large door that led to her spacious quarters. She didn't envy Theresa this assignment. If it were up to her, things would be handled much differently.
...
Friday, June 18, 2021
April got home a bit late that afternoon, having stopped at the store to pick up the sexy lingerie she ordered. She knew it wouldn't last very long, but she felt Jake deserved a special treat. She put the package down and went into her bedroom to disrobe. She selected a full body stocking, knowing that Jake loved to rip these off of her body.
She admired herself in her bathroom mirror before stepping into the living room, where Jake was watching television. His leaves began trembling with excitement as he saw her enter the room. She smiled and headed for the kitchen, where she pulled out her bag of dried leaves. She rolled a small joint, then lit it up and inhaled deeply as she walked back into the front room. Then it hit her.
"Wow," she thought as images and concepts began flowing into her mind -- images she couldn't even begin to describe, like an alien planet filled with plants just like Jake, and tiny spores traveling through space at incredible speeds.
"What?" Jake asked as a tendril touched her arm.
"Huh?" April asked in response.
"Why did you say, 'wow?'" he asked her.
"I didn't say anything," she told him.
"I heard you. In my mind. You said, 'wow' after you inhaled," he said.
"But I didn't say anything out loud," she told him, confused. "You actually heard my thoughts?"
"I did, my queen," Jake said. Jake, as it turned out, wasn't the only one who heard her thoughts. In the central part of the compound, another Gingravik heard them as well.
...
"What's the matter?" Theresa asked Bernie when she saw him perk up.
"The human researcher, April Jennings," he told her. "Her mind has opened."
"What?" Theresa asked.
"Her mind has opened. I cannot explain it, but she is now able to communicate through her mind."
"And you heard this?"
"Yes," he said. "I believe we should visit her and find out how this happened."
"I agree," she said. "First thing in the morning, though. Right now, I need you inside me."
"Of course, my queen," Bernie said as he stretched out his branches to accept her nude form.
...
The next morning, April admired her body in the full-length mirror after climbing out of the shower. She had to admit that the last year with Jake had done her a world of good. She toweled herself dry, then brushed her hair. She thought about putting on some clothes, then changed her mind and decided to remain naked.
She walked into the front room and saw that Jake had placed a large plate containing an omelet where she normally sat. She grabbed a cup of coffee and sat down.
"I hope you enjoy your omelet," Jake said in her mind.
"Why thank you, Jake, that was so sweet of you," she said. "And I see you remembered to take the eggshells out this time."
"Only the best for my queen," Jake said. She took a bite and savored the flavor.
"This is delicious," she said. "You're becoming quite the cook."
"I'm glad you like it," he told her. "I enjoy making tasty things for my queen." After she finished, she put the plate away, then cleaned up the kitchen, with Jake's help. She was about to sit down and catch up on the news when her doorbell rang. She looked through the peephole and saw Theresa. She wondered what the CEO wanted so early on a Saturday morning as she answered the door.



"Good morning, April," Theresa said. "I hope we're not catching you at a bad time."
"No, not at all. I just finished breakfast. Please, come in," she said. She watched as the naked woman walked into the apartment, followed by a large plant, who she knew to be Theresa's consort, Bernie. She also took note of the dark green circular tattoo just above Theresa's cleavage that she didn't recall seeing before. "Is everything alright?"
"Yes, everything is fine, April," Theresa said. "Bernie and I need to talk to you for a bit, though."
"Oh? Well, would you like something to drink? Coffee? Tea?" April asked.
"Tea would be perfect, please," Theresa said. April went into the kitchen, followed by Jake. She noticed Jake was nervous and spoke to him as she made the tea for her guest.
"Are you alright?" April asked.
"I'm... scared," Jake said.
"I'm sure everything will be fine," April said. She finished making the tea and took it back out to Theresa, who was sitting on her couch. "So, what brings you two out so early?"
"April, something has come to our attention and we need to talk to you for a bit," Theresa said as she took her tea.
"What's that?" April asked. "Is there a problem with my work or something?"
"Oh no, your work is just fine. We're very pleased with you so far, and I agree wholeheartedly with your supervisor's assessment of you," Theresa said. "In fact, I think you'll go a long way here. But there's something that I feel we need to discuss. Have you noticed any changes in yourself recently? Specifically, in your mind?"
"My... mind?" April asked.
"Yes," Theresa said. "Bernie tells me he heard you last night. Or to be more precise, heard your mind." April recalled what happened after she took a drag off the joint she rolled last night. "Would you mind telling me what happened? Don't worry, you're not in any trouble."
"Well," April began. At first, she was a bit scared but decided to tell Theresa the truth and let the chips fall where they may. "I'm not quite sure how to explain this. Last night, I rolled a cigarette made with some dried leaves."
"Leaves you collected from Jake?" Theresa asked.
"Yes," April said. "I've only done it about three times over the last several months and I found it enhanced our time together."
"You mean, it enhanced your sex with Jake," Theresa said.
"Yes. I also noticed last night that it gave me visions of things in my mind. Things I can't quite explain. I remember thinking, 'wow,' and it seems Jake heard me in his mind."
"He was not the only one who heard you," Theresa said, looking at Bernie. "What kinds of visions did you have?"
"Strange visions," April said. "I saw a planet populated with beings like Jake. And Bernie. I also saw tiny spores flying at great speeds through space. I don't know what it means and I couldn't make any sense out of it. I'm really sorry. I won't do it again, promise." Theresa smiled as she patted April's arm.
"There's nothing to apologize for," Theresa said. "This IS a research facility, after all. I've just never heard of anyone using the plants' leaves like that before. Tell me about the other times you've used it."
"Well, the first time, it felt like a switch being flipped in my head. And I found myself getting... excited. More excited than ever before," April said.
"You mean, sexually?" Theresa asked.
"Yes," April told her. "The other times, I felt the same, but not quite as intense as the first."
"I see," Theresa said. "Did you add anything to the leaves?"
"No, nothing," April said.
"What gave you the idea to do this?" Theresa asked her.
"Well, I remember smoking a bit of marijuana when I was younger and I just had a wild idea to try it the last time I pruned Jake. So I dried a few leaves and put some aside."
"Interesting," Theresa said. "You say you saw a planet populated with beings like Jake?"
"Yes I did," April said. "What does it mean?" Theresa looked at Bernie for a moment before speaking.
"Perhaps you should explain it to her," she told Bernie. The larger plant moved toward April, extending a branch out to her. April knew he wanted to make contact with her mind to communicate with her, so she let him.
"Please allow me to examine your thoughts, April Jennings," she heard a soothing baritone voice in her head. She nodded her head and let him make contact with her. "Tell me, using only your mind, how you feel about Jake."
"I love him dearly," she thought in response. "I've never loved anyone like him before. He's everything to me."
"I am glad to hear that, April Jennings. How would you feel if you learned he was not of this place, this planet you call Earth?"
"It wouldn't change a thing," she thought in response.
"Good, April Jennings," he said in response. "Because I know he loves you just as much if not more. You see, our kind originates from a planet far away from here. We are of a species known as the Gingravik." She had suspected something like this for some time but had never said anything about it to anyone.
"Gingravik? You mean that's not just the name of the company that owns this facility?" she asked.
"Correct, April Jennings. Does that surprise you?"
"Actually, no, it doesn't," she thought in response. "I've wondered about this for a while and to be honest, what you say makes sense to me as a scientist."
"I can see that," he responded. She felt him move through her mind as he explored her memories. As he did, a memory came to her that she couldn't place. It was a discussion with a somewhat older woman about the plant she found in Fairfield Park when she was still in college -- the plant now known as Jake.
"I see you've met the Facilitator," Bernie said in her mind.
"The... Facilitator?" April asked.
"Yes. The woman you know as Margaret. The shopkeeper. She told you about the Gingravik, but you weren't ready to accept her explanation. So she wiped that memory from your mind," he said. "It was good that she did. Perhaps I can give some context to her explanation."
"Please do," April said.
"Very well. You see, Jake and I are of a species with a superior intellect and a superior libido. The main difference between Jake and I is that he is a hybrid -- the result of a union between a Gingravik female and a human male. I, on the other hand, am fully Gingravik. You see, April, our kind have spent the last 500 of your years observing the human species."
"To what end?" she asked.
"To join in a mutually beneficial partnership."
"You mean a conquest, don't you? You seek to conquer the human race, isn't that right?"
"Some might view it that way, but that is not how we operate," Bernie told her. "We are not a militaristic race. About 55 years ago, the young people of this planet coined the phrase, 'make love, not war.' We truly live by that maxim. If given a choice, we would much rather spend our time copulating with our mates than anything else. Additionally, we are, in your language, a patient species. And we have been patiently working for about 200 of your years to get where we are now."
"So why all the subterfuge?"
"That is easy to explain. Your species is a divided one. And it does not readily accept change. Many things keep your race from coming together. Old hatreds get in the way of progress. You fight wars over words in old books and arbitrary lines on maps. You judge others by the color of their skin while others kill in the name of invisible deities or worse yet, for the sheer fun of it. This is not the Gingravik way. You are advanced in so many areas, but yet you continue to hold to your ancient hatred like a child clutching a toy. Because of that, we were forced to operate in secret."
"We are not all like that," April told him in her mind.
"You are correct, April Jennings," Bernie said. "But unfortunately, far too many of the leaders of your species are. Until they learn and accept the benefits of a mutual partnership with us, we must continue to operate... covertly."
"I take it your species has done this kind of thing before," April said.
"Yes, more than once," Bernie said. "You see, our kind was subjected to a disease many years ago by a race even more militaristic, brutal and sadistic than yours. A hideous species known as the H'tq'uiy. That disease targeted our females and killed many of them. Many more were rendered infertile."
"Oh my God," April said. "What did you do? Did they come back?"
"We put things in place in case they came back. You must remember, until then, the concept of weapons and warfare were totally foreign to us. They never came back, but we learned later they ended up destroying themselves with their own weapons."
"Were you ever able to recover from the disease?"
"Despite our best medical minds, we were unable to fully counter the effects of the disease. Seeing the possible death of our species, Empress Tere launched many spores into space looking for new worlds to settle, and new species for us to partner with.
"The hope was that we could find a species suitable for our needs -- one that was both visually appealing and mature enough to understand our needs. We had limited success and were able to join with some. Through those partnerships, we were able to build the infrastructure of our current empire, but we are not yet out of danger.
"About 500 years ago, we discovered your planet and began watching, patiently waiting for the time when we could approach safely. As time went on, it became clear that your species would never voluntarily unite. So we spent many of your years looking for individuals we believed might be sympathetic to our plight. The woman you know as Margaret was one of them. Once she learned the benefits of a partnership with us, she joined and is now our Facilitator on Earth.
"And Theresa? How does she fit into all of this?"
"Ah, yes. Theresa. I remember the day we first met," Bernie said. In her mind, April saw a picture of a thin, mousy woman wearing horn-rimmed glasses and a long dress that hid her basically shapeless form. "She may not have been much to look at by human standards, but I sensed a beautiful, loving woman under that lonely plain exterior. I was attracted to her from the beginning. She took me home and we ended up together. Believe it or not, she was the first to successfully mate with one of our kind.
"In the space of about three of your years, she gave birth to about 100 hybrids. Because of that and her excellent leadership, she is highly exalted by our kind as Tere, Queen Mother of Earth."
"Queen Mother?" April asked, shocked at the terminology. "Wow." She heard him laugh in her mind.
"Indeed," Bernie said.
"I have so many questions," she thought. "So tell me, who gets what from this partnership?"
"A fair question," Bernie responded. "And one that deserves an answer. You must understand, our quest is one of survival, not conquest. We simply want to continue our existence. In return, we offer your kind freedom. Freedom from war, disease, hunger, poverty -- all the things that have plagued your species throughout your history."
"Disease -- you mean like the covid?"
"Yes."
"Why haven't I been told any of this before?" she asked.
"Because you weren't ready to hear and accept the truth. But your mind has been opened to new possibilities."
"This is all so... overwhelming," April said in her mind. "I have so many questions, but I don't know where to begin."
"That is understandable. Perhaps you should think about what you have learned so far. Don't worry. All of your questions will be answered in due course," he said in her mind.
"Are you going to tell Jake about his heritage?"
"If you would like me to, yes," he said.
"Please do. He deserves to know the truth," she told him.
"You are a good person, April. Jake is lucky to have you as a mate. I can tell you love him a great deal. I would be happy to teach Jake about his heritage. In the meantime, consider what I have told you. When you are ready to learn more, we will talk again."
"Thank you," she said before he left her mind. She rubbed her head and looked at Theresa before speaking. In the meantime, Bernie wheeled himself to Jake and the two plants had intertwined some of their branches.
"How are you feeling?" Theresa asked.
"Overwhelmed," she said. "So, you're the Queen Mother of Earth?" Theresa smiled before answering.
"Yes, I am," she said quietly. "Many of the hybrid beings here are of my offspring. Believe it or not, I am technically a great-grandmother many times over."
"You look pretty good for a great-grandmother," April said with a sly smile. "Are you and Bernie, uh, an official couple?"
"You mean, are we married?" Theresa asked to clarify. "Yes, we were officially united in the Gingravik way and our union is recorded in the Hall of Records on the homeworld. Technically, he is my husband, united until death. He has literally made me the woman I am today."
"But you're not wearing a ring," April said. Theresa smiled and brought her hand to the tattoo above her breasts.
"No, Gingravik marriages don't include rings. But I do have this," she said. April looked at the tattoo and saw it had a strange symbol in the middle of the dark green circle. "The symbol indicates Bernie's lineage, and it includes a sample of his DNA. He has one as well, at the base of his main trunk that includes my DNA and a symbol of my family lineage. In this way, he is literally part of me. And I of him."
"But what happens if you split up or get divorced?" April asked.
"The Gingravik know nothing of divorce. When they mate, it's for life. And before you ask, the mark never goes away and can't be removed."
"Bernie showed me an old image of you in my mind," April said, changing the subject. "You've really become a very beautiful woman."
"Thank you."
"You've changed a lot since you met Bernie," April said.
"Yes, I have. In more ways than one. When I first met Bernie, I was nothing like I am now. I was not very attractive, to say the least. I didn't even have what you would call a 'figure.' When I was younger, everyone teased me and call me 'Olive Oyl' after the old cartoon character. No one ever even bothered to ask me out on a date. My mother once told me I needed to develop my brain since I didn't have much of a body. I grew up alone, unwanted and unloved. I hated myself. Nothing I did seemed to make any difference."
"Your parents loved you, didn't they?"
"Oh sure, in their own way, but it wasn't the same," Theresa said. "The only romance I ever experienced was in the pages of the books I used to read. I would've given anything to be like one of the women in those stories. Then Bernie came along."
"What was it like for you that first time with him?" April asked. Theresa smiled as she thought back to those days in her old apartment.
"Well, it was a bit scary the first time, but wildly exciting," she said. "By then, he had been with me for a few months and I had... experimented a bit. I had also used some of the dew from his leaves. You know what that stuff does." April chuckled at that.
"Oh yes," she said, thinking about the way Jake's dew makes her feel, especially when she lets him use it to shred her clothing.
"By then, I found myself craving what he had to offer. So I stood over him, naked, as he came into me from below. God, that was so... exciting. The first orgasm he gave me nearly knocked me on the floor. By the time it was over, I was little more than a quivering pile of flesh. I could barely stand. I couldn't believe I had actually taken all twelve of his cocks. Of course, I was hooked by then," she said.
"I can relate to that," April said. Theresa chuckled at that. "So, do I call you 'Your Majesty' or something?"
"Good heavens, no," Theresa said. "Most here call me 'My Queen' or 'My Queen Mother,' but you can simply call me Theresa."
"Alright," April said in response.
"I hope you haven't been scared away by what Bernie told you," Theresa said after a few moments. "You're a tremendous asset to our effort here and I'd hate to lose you."
"Thank you for saying so. No, I haven't been scared off," April told her. "In fact, as strange as it sounds, what he said actually makes sense to me. From a scientific perspective, that is. I've seen things in my research that simply can't be explained any other way. If anything, I'm even more curious about these beings."
"I'm glad to hear you say that," Theresa said. "I also find it interesting to hear you refer to them as 'beings' and not 'plants,' or 'subjects.'"
"Being with Jake has shown me these are not mere plants," April said. "I'm a trained botanist. I've never seen anything like him."
"Good point," Theresa said.
"But I do have questions. A lot of them. And each question raises even more questions."
"We'll do our level best to answer them for you," Theresa said. "In the meantime, I hope this doesn't dissuade you from working with us."
"No," April said. "I really like working here. Plus, knowing what I do now will actually make my work a bit easier."
"I'm glad to hear you say that," Theresa told her. She knew the alternative would not be something she would enjoy, since she truly liked April and was directly responsible for recruiting her. But operational security is a prime concern, she thought to herself. Then she had an idea. "By the way, do you still have some of Jake's dried leaves left over?"
"Yes, I have a couple bags left," April said.
"If you don't mind, I'd like to use some of it tomorrow. We're having an exhibition for the Council at the pool in the inner compound tomorrow afternoon. It's being cast throughout the facility."
"That sounds interesting," April said. "What time?"
"About 2:30," Theresa said. "I want to see what this does to the women who will be participating."
"I see," April said as she went into the kitchen. She retrieved a plastic bag and handed it to Theresa. "Do you need papers?"
"No, we've got those already," Theresa told her. "And you say there's nothing else in this, correct?"
"No, nothing," April said.
"Good," Theresa said. By then, Bernie and Jake had broken apart, having completed their discussion. They wheeled themselves toward the two women.
"I have learned so much, my queen," Jake said as he placed a branch on April's head. "Bernie has told me so many things."
"Jake has learned much, but he has a lot more to learn, April," she heard Bernie say in her mind. "I would like to spend some time each week with him if that is okay with you."
"It's more than okay," April said. "Jake deserves to learn as much as he can about his heritage."
"Thank you so much, my queen," Jake said.
"April, please feel free to... continue experimenting with this substance," Theresa said, holding the bag of dried leaves. "I want you to learn as much as you can about it. Perhaps I will have you research this a bit deeper. I will be in touch."
"Okay," April said as she nodded her head in acknowledgment. With that, Theresa and the large plant left the apartment. After they left, April sat down next to Jake and thought about what just happened. Jake wrapped a branch around her head.
"Are you alright, my queen?" he asked.
"Yes," she said. "I'm just... surprised. And a bit overwhelmed."
"Does it bother you that I'm from another planet?" he asked. She shook her head.
"Not at all, Jake. In fact, it doesn't surprise me at all," she told him, using her mind.
"Bernie said humans would be frightened to learn there are other intelligent species in the universe."
"Humans are often afraid of what they don't understand or can't control," she said.
"Do you want to control me?" he asked her.
"Of course not. I love you too much for that."
"Are you afraid of me now that you know the truth?" he asked in a voice that reminded her of a little child.



"Good heavens, no," she said. "I could never be afraid of you. You've shown me more love and kindness than anyone ever has before."
"That's because I love you with everything I have, my queen," he said.
"And I love you just as much," she said in her mind.
"Bernie says ours is a superior intellect, and a superior libido," he told her.
"I can believe that," she said. "And I would add, a superior capacity for love."
"You really think so?" he asked.
"I do," she said. "I've never met anyone who makes me feel as good as you do." Jake leaned into her and she thought she heard a little sniffle in her mind.
...
"How did it go with Ms. Jennings?" Margaret asked when Theresa and Bernie returned.
"It went well, Margaret," Theresa said.
"Do you think she'll get with the program?"
"I do, but I think we need to tread carefully. She knows about the Gingravik, but she's suspected something for a while. All we did was confirm her suspicions."
"Will she become a problem in the future?" Margaret asked.
"No,
Margaret, I don't think so. In fact, she may have given us something to help our cause," Theresa said, holding up the bag of dried leaves.
"What's that?" Margaret asked. "Marijuana?"
"No, but it's used the same way," Theresa said. "April said she smoked about three cigarettes made from this, and it's apparently what caused her mind to open."
"What do you plan to do with it?" Margaret asked.
"I'm going to experiment a bit, starting with tomorrow's exhibition. Depending on how that goes, I may have her assigned to her own special research project."
"What about the hybrid?" Margaret asked, looking at Bernie.
"The bond between Ms. Jennings and her hybrid -- Jake -- is stronger than normal. Much stronger," Bernie said after placing a tendril on Margaret and Theresa's head. "It seems she has taught him to read, and he has consumed as much as he can. Everything from online erotica to highly detailed scientific texts. He has also developed a fondness for old movies and something called bluegrass."
"Interesting," Theresa said.
"Indeed," Bernie replied. "He also suffers from separation anxiety. As you know, Gingravik males do not deal with separation very well. Plus, he was alone for the first few months of his life. She understands this and takes great pains to alleviate his fears. Nevertheless, they are still there."
"So, the bond between them is more than physical," Margaret said.
"Yes, it is," Bernie said. "Much more. It is on a par with what the queen mother and I share. Their love for one another and dependence on each other is very real and something that cannot be broken."
"You saw all this in their minds?" Theresa asked.
"Yes, I did."
"That could work to our advantage," Theresa said in response. "Still, we must proceed with caution."
"Agreed," Bernie said.
"So, Margaret, is everything arranged for tomorrow's exhibition?" Theresa asked.
"Everything is arranged just as you requested," Margaret said.
"Good," Theresa said. "Now if you'll excuse us, Bernie and I will retreat to our quarters."
"Of course, my queen," Margaret said with a knowing smile.
...
The next afternoon, three women met in the shower room of the community pool in the inner circle of the research facility to prepare for the exhibition which would be recorded and cast over the colony's intranet. Theresa walked in as they removed what little clothing they wore.
"Good afternoon, ladies," she said with a smile. "About ready for your exhibition?"
"Just about," one of the three girls said.
"Good," Theresa said. "I've got a little something I think may enhance your... performance," she added, holding up a bag with three hand-rolled cigarettes. She pulled them out and handed one to each of the girls.
"What's this? Weed?" one of the girls asked.
"No, it's something I've been told acts a bit like an aphrodisiac," Theresa said.
"Cool," the girl said. "I've never needed anything like this before, but what the hell." They lit up and took a long drag as Theresa watched.
"Wow, that's really smooth," one of the girls said.
"Yeah, it is," another girl said in response. Suddenly, all three of them got a strange look on their faces. Their eyes opened wide and they gasped almost in unison.
"What's the matter?" Theresa asked.
"Whoa," one of the girls said. "That was... awesome. It's like a switch got flipped in my head. And I'm feeling... horny as fuck right now."
"Me too," another girl said.
"So am I," the third girl chimed in. "I've never been this horny before."
"Well, then. Let's get this show on the road," Theresa said. They went to the pool, where a large crowd had already gathered to watch. Temporary bleachers were set up and were already filling up with spectators to the afternoon's event. The girls took their places on lounge chairs that had been set up for them. At the foot of each chair was a male Gingravik, each one ready to penetrate their mates.
As everyone watched, the male plants extended their long hard penises forward, each one penetrating their females shaved pussies with three penises while the girls eagerly sucked on a fourth. As the fuckfest continued, the girls eventually took four of their mates' 12 penises inside their pussies at the same time as they sucked on a fifth, prompting hearty applause from the audience.
The plants fucked their mates repeatedly, bringing the girls to explosive, wet orgasms several times. They soaked the plants with their juices as they climaxed, prompting the plants to continue pounding into their mates.
"Don't... ever... stop," one girl moaned as four of her plant's penises see-sawed in and out of her soaking wet pussy, filling her with its seed. "Keep... fucking... me!" As everyone watched, the plant extended the fifth penis and worked it into her already crowded and stretched-out vagina. The crowd went nuts as the girl screamed in ecstasy.
One of the three camera operators got as close as he could and zoomed in on the action between the girl's legs. The video was broadcast throughout the facility's network and seen by thousands of people. Including April, who watched the exhibition with Jake in her apartment.
"Oh my God," April whispered as she rubbed her soaked crotch through her tiny panties. "She's got five penises inside her at the same time. I didn't even know that was possible. Watching this is getting me so fucking horny. Please, Jake, I need some relief."
"As you wish, my queen," he said in her mind. He extended a leaf toward her panties and smeared them with his dew, causing the tiny garment to dissolve. Two branches came forward and grasped the sides of her panties and gently pulled, ripping them from her crotch.
"Yes, rip my panties off, Jake. Rip them off and fuck my brains out," April moaned before taking one of his enlarged penises into her mouth. "Aagh," she moaned as she felt her panties being torn from her body. She loved it when Jake ripped her clothes off, exposing her nude body. Jake enjoyed it as well, and April knew it. She loved buying things for him to rip off of her.
He spread a dew-laden leaf over her open pussy, causing her to moan even more as the thick liquid came in contact with her clit. She stopped sucking for just a moment.
"Fuck me, baby," she whispered. "Fuck my pussy to your heart's content." She watched as one of his large penises slipped inside her, stretching her pussy lips open. She gasped as he pushed it deep inside. She spread her legs as wide as she could to give him better access.
"More, baby, please," she cried before taking another penis into her mouth. She felt a second penis push against her and nearly came as it joined the first penis inside her pussy. The two penises see-sawed inside her well-lubricated tunnel, triggering her first orgasm. But she wanted more. Jake sensed this and gave her what she craved.
As he pounded into her, she watched the action on her large wall-mounted monitor through eyes glazed with lust. The three girls in the exhibition were oblivious to the cheering around them as they took cock after cock into their mouths and pussies. They seemed to be in a state of constant orgasm, and April soon followed suit as Jake filled her with his fluid.
She closed her eyes tight as she moaned out loud. When she finally collected herself, she glanced at the clock and saw they had been at it for just over two hours.
"Wow, we've been at it for a little more than two hours," she said.
"Yes, it was a bit of a quickie, wasn't it?" Jake asked in response, causing her to laugh. "Would you care for a bath?"
"That would be wonderful," she said.
"I'll go start it for you," he told her.
"You're so good to me," she said.
"Yes, I am, aren't I? That's okay, I like to take care of my queen," he told her.
"And I love it when you take care of me," she said. She watched him head into the bathroom on his cart. Glancing at the television on her wall, she saw the exhibition had just wrapped up and the girls were being led off by matrons carrying towels.
...
Theresa stood over the three girls as they lay sprawled in their lounge chairs. All of them were covered in Gingravik semen and they seemed extremely tired from the workout they had just received.
"Well, you girls did a remarkable job here today," Theresa said with a smile. "I think you've each earned a day or two off."
"Thank you," one of the girls said. Theresa could hear the exhaustion in her voice.
"You're welcome," she said as three matrons stepped forward with towels. They helped the girls out of their chairs and headed for the showers. Margaret stood next to Theresa. "Good job, Margaret. I think it went over quite well."
"Thank you, Theresa," Margaret said quietly.
"Perhaps we should do this on a regular basis. The crowd seemed to enjoy themselves tremendously."
"Yes, they did," Margaret said. "And most of the compound watched it as well. I would say it was a success."
"I'll need you to oversee editing of the video and make sure it gets sent to the Council as soon as possible," Theresa told her.
"As you wish, my Queen," Margaret said.
"Thank you. Now if you'll excuse me, Bernie and I will retire to our quarters."
"Of course," Margaret said with a knowing smile.
...
On Wednesday, April got a message to see Mike, her supervisor. Curious, she went to his office and saw another man there.
"Hi, April, please, come on in," Mike said. She entered the office and closed the door. "April, this is Harmon Caldwell. He's in charge of botanical and pharmaceutical research." April smiled as she shook his hand.
"It's good to meet you," she said.
"Likewise," Harmon said. "I'm here because Ms. Hemmings has requested you specifically for a special project. It's not a permanent transfer, just a temporary move to a different lab two floors up. I tentatively have you scheduled to be there for about six weeks. Then you'll return here, unless you get reassigned to another project."
"Oh," April said. "What is this project?" Harmon handed her a sealed envelope with her name hand-written on the outside.
"It's explained in that letter," Harmon said.
"I see," she said. "When do I need to report?"
"I'd like to escort you there now, if that's okay with Mike," Harmon said.
"That's okay with me, Harmon," he said.
"Then, let me grab my personal things and I'll be right back," she told them. When she got to her work station, she opened the letter and saw it was a note handwritten to her from Theresa.
"April," the note began. "Thank you for your contribution. I have collected a number of samples for you to study. They are already at your new lab. Please feel free to experiment as you see fit, and by all means, keep a journal of your personal experiences. If there is anything you need, please feel free to ask. I would like to see regular reports on your progress, submitted through Harmon, of course. I look forward to hearing from you soon." The note was signed, "Theresa."
She put the note back into the envelope, gathered some of her personal things, said her farewells, but promised to return soon, then headed back to meet Harmon.
"Are you ready?" Harmon asked when she returned.
"I am," April said. Mike extended a hand, which she took.
"I look forward to seeing you back soon," he said with a smile. "Good luck."
"Thanks, Mike," she said. Harmon walked with her to the new lab.
"I think you'll like this lab," he said as they walked. "I've assigned a couple of assistants. They'll report directly to you."
"I take it you already know the nature of the research?" she asked.
"I do," he said. "And I find it... interesting. Please keep in mind that your research is limited to comparative analysis. Application will be determined by another team, however, you may be called upon for input. What we need from you is a complete analysis of the product. And I don't just mean a chemical analysis. From what Ms. Hemmings tells me, this stuff has some interesting side effects."
"So, you want me to use it myself and document what it does," she said.
"As part of the overall analysis, yes," Harmon said. "In moderation, of course. I understand you've already had some experience with it. Will that be a problem?"
"In moderation? No," she said. "As long as I can limit my personal testing to my off hours in my own quarters." Harmon thought for a moment before answering.
"Yes, I can understand why you might want to do that," he said. "Of course. Just make sure to document everything."
"Everything?" she asked.
"Everything," he told her. April wasn't sure she liked the idea of revealing the details of her trysts with Jake, but as a scientist, she understood the necessity of documentation. She would simply have to be careful what she revealed. "Of course, you can omit certain explicit details if you choose. We'll leave that up to you," he said with a knowing smile, almost as if he could read her thoughts.
"Thank you for that," she told him in response. They finally reached the lab where April would be working and Harmon introduced her to the two assistants assigned to her.
"This is Marinda Jacobs, and this is Jason Callahan," Harmon said as he introduced them. "Marinda is a chemist and a registered nurse. Jason works as a biochemist."
"I don't recall seeing either of you here before," April said. "And why would I need a nurse?"
"They normally work in a more secure area of the facility," Harmon said. "And we will need a nurse to take the necessary samples."
"Samples?" April asked.
"Yes. We will need to monitor and record any changes in your body chemistry during this evaluation," Harmon said. "Marinda will take care of that and will monitor the status of your health during this trial."
"I see," April said. She was beginning to feel like a human guinea pig and was starting to get a bit irritated.
"There's no cause for alarm, April," Harmon said. "Given the nature of what you're working with, it only makes sense, wouldn't you agree?" This was the second time he spoke as if he could read her thoughts. Could he read her mind, she wondered to herself. He smiled as she mulled this over.
"Yes, you're right, of course," she said. She looked closer at her two assistants. Both of them seemed to be a couple years younger than her, and Marinda had the same dark complexion as the designated companions she had seen in the facility. On top of that, she saw the edge of a dark green tattoo just under her collar.
"We will need to run some tests and take samples from you today in order to establish a baseline," he told her. "Then we'll take samples each morning after you test the product. Any questions?" April shook her head.
"No, no questions," she said.
"Alright, then. I'll leave you to it. Feel free to reach out if you have any questions or concerns," Harmon said before leaving. After he left, April looked at her two assistants.
"Let's get this done, shall we?" she asked rhetorically. Marinda rolled a cart holding vials and jars used to collect blood and urine.
"Please, remove your smock, have a seat and roll up your sleeve," she said. "I'm really quite good at this and I promise you won't feel a thing." April expected to feel a slight stick, and was surprised when Marinda stepped back with two vials of blood. She hadn't felt a thing. Marinda handed her a small covered jar. April knew what this was for, so she went into the small bathroom and yielded what she could. Placing the lid back on the jar, she went back into the main lab and handed it to Marissa.
"We'll also need to run an EEG and do a full body MRI scan," Marinda said. "I have a portable EEG here in the lab, but we'll need to use the MRI down the hall."
"There's an MRI unit down the hall?" April asked.
"Yes, we had it installed a while back," Marinda said as she rolled a cart with equipment and wires into the room. "Now, stay seated, relax, and we'll get started." April did her best to relax and Marinda applied the electrodes to her head. When she finished, she told April to close her eyes and remain still. "This will take about 45 minutes, so try not to move, okay?"
"Okay," April said. She managed to remain still and relaxed for the duration and when it was finished, Marinda called the MRI lab and arranged for a test. She escorted April to the MRI lab and waited until the test was complete. When they were finished, Marinda and April went back to the lab.
"We will need to do this every time you use the... product," Marinda said. "I know it will be an inconvenience, but it's a necessary evil. I hope you understand."
"I understand. I don't like it, but I understand. Now, if you two don't mind, I'd like to get set up and see what we have to work with," April said. She took the few belongings she brought with her into the small office where she would be working for the next few weeks. After she put her things away, she went back into the lab and looked inside a box sitting on one of the tables.
Inside the box were several bags of dried leaves, each one marked with a code: NG-Male, NG-Female, HG-Male, HG-Female. She knew the NG meant "native Gingravik" while the HG indicated "hybrid Gingravik." The box also contained papers and a cigarette rolling machine.
Looking around the lab, she spotted, among other things, a Borgwaldt LX1 Single-Port smoking machine, a device for testing both tobacco and electronic cigarettes. The lab was also equipped with a combination gas chromatograph/mass spectrometer.
"You have experience with those?" she asked Jason.
"Yes, I do," he said. "That's why I was selected for this project."
"Well, then let's get started, shall we?" April asked.
...
"How did it go?" Theresa asked when Harmon came to her office. He tried, but found it difficult to keep from watching as one of Bernie's large cocks slowly penetrated her pussy. She smiled at his discomfort. "It's only sex with my husband, son. Nothing you haven't seen before."
"Of course, my Queen," he said quietly. "The transfer went well, however, I sensed that Ms. Jennings is beginning to feel a bit like a guinea pig." Theresa nodded her head.
"I can see how she might," Theresa told him. "I've invested a lot of time and effort in gaining her trust, Harmon. I don't want that lost. We need her. Treat her with the utmost respect and deference. Do not scare her off at this crucial moment. Do you understand?"
"I understand, my Queen Mother," he said. "I will not disappoint you." She smiled.
"You could never disappoint me, my son," she cooed. "In fact, I'm quite proud of you. Now, come here and give your mother a kiss on the cheek." Smiling, he did as she asked. She smiled back and ran a hand through his hair. "And don't forget to pay your respects to your father," she added.
Harmon reached out to the large plant and watched as a branch wrapped itself around his wrist. He felt a slight tingle in his arm and bowed his head, closing his eyes.



"And how is your lovely companion these days?" Theresa asked.
"Delightful and delicious as always, mother," Harmon said. "In fact, she is ovulating even as we speak."
"Then what are you doing here?" she asked in response. "Go, see to your duties. Impregnate her and produce another grandchild for your father and I."
"Yes, son," Bernie said in his mind. "Always remember your priorities."
"Yes, father," Harmon said. "If you will excuse me..."
"Of course, son," Theresa said with a wide smile. She watched as Harmon left her office. While he appeared to be a man in his mid-thirties, Harmon had only been in existence for a few years. He was actually one of the first three "children" Theresa and Bernie produced together, which made him half-Gingravik. His rapid growth and maturity came as a result of Gingravik technology given to Margaret.
He was also permanently mated to one of the first successful "designated companions" produced at the fledgling facility. Like the other companions, Cassiopeia, or Cassie, as she liked to be called, is a strikingly beautiful woman -- what some would describe as sultry. She was crafted specifically for Harmon, to Theresa's exact specifications. Even her vagina was designed to comfortably accommodate Harmon's nine-inch penis.
Theresa remembered the day Harmon was first introduced to her. She got out of her bed, naked, walked to him and gave him a deep tongue kiss. Then she dropped to her knees and eagerly sucked his cock until he ejaculated in her throat.
The two of them were united in the Gingravik fashion and now happily live as husband and wife. But they have yet to produce any offspring, thanks mostly to Harmon's work ethic. He spends far too much time working, Theresa and Bernie agreed. But Cassie, being the understanding and loving spouse she is, never complained.
"Always the workaholic, that one," Bernie said.
...
April was fuming when she finally got back to her apartment that day. The first thing she heard when she entered was banjo music. And it was loud.
"What IS that racket?" she hollered out.
"Earl Scruggs. Foggy Mountain Breakdown," Jake said in her mind after turning the music down. "Wanna dance?" He sensed her frustration and changed his tone. "I'm sorry. Are you alright, my queen?"
"I'm sorry, Jake, I didn't mean to yell," she said. "I had a rough day today."
"Then sit with a cup of tea and tell Jake all about it," he said in a soothing tone.
"Good idea," she said. She made her tea, then sat on the couch next to Jake and relayed the day's events. Jake listened patiently as she spoke. He could tell she was a bit upset, and decided to let her vent.
"Maybe you should have a quiet dinner and soak in the bathtub for a while," he said when she wound down. "If you like I can make a Denver omelet for you. I've been practicing you know."
"That sounds heavenly, Jake," she said. "Thank you for being so good to me."
"It's because I love my queen," he said in her mind.
"And I love you, Jake," she said.
...
The next six weeks were extremely busy ones for April. She dived into her work, analyzing the data she and the team got from their experiments and their testing. She limited her "experimentation" to the weekends, reserving Mondays for the follow-up testing.
While all of the samples produced positive results, the most intense experience she had was with the native male Gingravik leaves. This didn't surprise her, given what she already knew about the plants. The first time she used it, she nearly collapsed from the sudden flash in her mind. The sex with Jake that followed was the most intense she had ever experienced, and left her quivering from multiple orgasms.
About halfway into the study, April approached Theresa about including a human male volunteer to participate in the study. Theresa agreed that would be a good idea, and managed to produce a male lab worker who, like April, had experimented a bit with marijuana during his youth.
Bill Abernathy went through the same initial screening April did, and seemed eager to try the new product. April wasn't surprised to learn that he also experienced heightened sexual arousal with his companion. He also reported a measurable increase in the size of his penis and he found that his endurance had increased significantly.
But there was more. The dreams that followed were the most intense and livid that she could ever remember. More than that, she felt... different. It was hard to put into words. It was almost as if her IQ had increased several points in just a short period of time. She found herself exploring concepts she had never even imagined. And, she no longer had to be in contact with Bernie to communicate with him. Bill reported similar results in his trial.
All of this went into her journal, along with the test results that seemed to corroborate her personal experiences. According to the test results, her brain activity had increased by as much as 35 percent, and her blood work and urine samples showed a significant improvement in her overall health. Bill's test results were similar.
If these findings were correct, she surmised they could easily live to be more than 100 years old. But, she wondered, would their bodies return to "normal" once the testing period was complete?
During that time, Theresa and Bernie visited her once a week. Bernie communicated with Jake as the girls talked about April's work. April loved to watch the two plants exchange information and she shared her experiences with Theresa, who took the time to review April's journal.
"I almost hate to see this test end," April said that first Monday in August when they came by her apartment.
"Maybe it doesn't have to," Theresa said.
"What do you mean?" April asked.
"There are... things in the works. I can't get into all of it, naturally," Theresa said. "I'm sure that by now, you have a fair grasp of what is happening here."
"I do," April said. "At least I think I do, anyway."
"And how do you feel about that?"
"Things have to change," April said. "As a species, we simply can't keep going on as we are now. If the Gingravik can truly save humanity from itself, then we owe it to ourselves to help make it happen." Theresa smiled as she considered April for a moment.
"What happened to being a traitor to your species?" Theresa asked, reminding April of the conversation she had with Margaret when she was still in college. April chuckled at that.
"I've learned much since then," she said. "I've seen things in my mind I can't fully comprehend. I've also seen what's taking place in the world right now."
"The dreams? Are you still having them?"
"Yes, every night," April said.
"Do they frighten you?"
"No, not anymore. It's almost as if I'm being given a glimpse into another future, or possibly even another world."
"Perhaps you are. I do know that Harmon is very impressed with your work, and the Council has taken notice as well," Theresa said. "We're going to expand the parameters of your research. I'll get with Harmon about that and he'll be speaking to you shortly." She saw April looking intently at the mark on her chest. "What's on your mind, April?" she asked.
"I was just wondering," she began slowly. "What's it like being married to Bernie?"
"Well, it's a bit different. For starters, there's a lot more involved than just saying vows. You have to... demonstrate... your commitment to each other."
"You mean, have sex?" April asked. Theresa nodded her head.
"Yes. The Gingravik are a very... physical species. Sex is a big part of the joining ceremony. It signifies the depth of your commitment to one another. Fully opening yourself to your mate in the presence of others proves your complete dedication to the relationship. Then there is the marking," she added, indicating the round green tattoo on her chest.
"Does it hurt?"
"It tingles a bit at first," Theresa said. "But that goes away pretty fast. Why are you asking? Are you thinking of permanently joining with Jake?"
"I've been thinking about it a lot," April said. "But I'm not sure how to bring it up. Does he ask? Do I? What's the protocol for this? How do we make it happen?"
"Well, there is no set protocol as you put it," Theresa said. "If you want to be his mate for life, then you simply ask. If that is his desire as well, he will accept."
"Then what?" April asked.
"Let me know and I'll take care of it from there," Theresa said. "I should let you know, however, that once you are marked as Jake's life-mate, there is no going back. You cannot simply divorce the way humans do. Are you prepared for that level of commitment?"
"I am," April said after a few moments.
"Then perhaps the two of you should discuss it. The sooner, the better," Theresa said. "But make sure you are ready to devote yourself to him for the rest of your life before you ask."
"I will," April said. After Theresa and Bernie left, April sat on the couch next to Jake.
"Are you alright, my queen?" Jake asked.
"Yes, I am," she said. "How are things progressing between you and Bernie?
"Very well," Jake said. "He has taught me much about my kind. Our language and history -- our legends. He has also taught me how to adjust my proteins to keep you as healthy as possible for as long as possible."
"Oh?"
"Yes. I promise I will keep you in tip-top shape. I want you around for a very long time to come."
"I would like that as well. Jake, you know that I love you, right?"
"Yes," Jake said in her mind, his anxiety apparent. "Why do you ask?"
"You say you love me as well. How much do you love me?"
"There are not enough words in any human language to express that, my queen," he said. "I could tell you in Gingravik, but you wouldn't understand."
"Do you love me enough to spend the rest of our lives together?" she asked.
"Oh yes, my queen," he said. "More than you know. Wait. Are you asking me to unite with you? For life?"
"Yes, that's exactly what I'm asking," April said. Jake started trembling and she heard a slight sob in her mind.
"I have wanted that for so long," he said. "I didn't know you felt that way about me. Of course, I will be yours. For life. Oh, my queen. You have made me so happy."
"And you make me so very happy, Jake," she said. He wrapped several leafy branches around her and held her to him. "I'll talk to Theresa and get things started."
"YES!" he exclaimed in her mind. That night, they made love to each other, relishing each other's bodies and minds.
...
Theresa, Margaret and Bernie took their places in front of the large monitor in Margaret's office and waited for the connection to the High Council to stabilize. Finally, the image snapped into place and the audio translation software kicked in and synchronized with the video.
"Ah, Queen Tere. Once again your delicious nudity graces our monitor and titillates our visual receptors," the High Councilor said. "Consort, you have been blessed with a delightful mate."
"Thank you, Councilor," Bernie said in response.
"We received video of your er, exhibition, my Queen," another councilor said. "It has been widely accepted throughout the Empire."
"Thank you, Councilor," Theresa said.
"The Emperor and Empress concur with the general public. Earth girls are quite... delightful."
"I'm glad you approve, Councilor," Theresa said.
"Indeed," the councilor said. "Many have expressed a desire to have one or two for themselves. We never thought it possible one bipedal humanoid could handle so many appendages at one time."
"As I have said before, human females can be extremely versatile," Theresa said.
"Yes, you have," another councilor said.
"To business, if we may," the First Councilor said. "Queen Tere, as you know, variants to the original virus are appearing as scheduled, and they seem to be having the desired effect. Human authorities are responding as we predicted, and it seems the political upheaval is reaching unprecedented levels."
"In addition, there are other crises on the horizon that threaten the general order of things," another councilor said.
"In consultation with this Council, the Emperor feels it is time to present an ambassador to your world authority," the First Councilor said.
"An ambassador?" Theresa asked.
"Yes," the First Councilor said. "We have dispatched several spores to your planet. In addition, we will transmit the genetic code you will use to integrate those spores into humanoid bodies. We realize it will take some time for those bodies to mature and acclimate, but that will give us time to make our initial contact. Have you been successful in placing operatives at your United Nations?"
"We have, Councilor," Theresa said.
"Excellent. That will make initial contact easier. You will also need to create a credible image for your world's representatives."
"That could take some time," Theresa said.
"Yes, we know," the Councilor said. "I would suggest using one of your satellite facilities. Perhaps construct a compound suitable for the occasion. Complete with the necessary personnel, security, that sort of thing."
"We will see to it immediately," Theresa said.
"My Queen, we have also examined your study into this substance you call 'G.' Are you confident it will help facilitate our integration without negative side-effects?" another Councilor asked.
"At this point, we are quite certain, however, we are continuing our research to make sure noting has been overlooked," Theresa said. "After all, six weeks with only two test subjects is hardly sufficient for a full study."
"Agreed. And the human researcher who performed this study -- how is she performing?"
"Quite well, actually, Councilor," Theresa said. "She has grown considerably over the last six weeks and has even submitted a request to join with her mate. I will handle her counseling personally."
"Good, good," the Councilor said. "Proceed with extreme caution, my Queen. These are perilous times for your planet and we must be careful."
"I agree, Councilor," Theresa said.
"Then we will take up no more of your time. You have much to do and little time in which to do it. Until we speak again, may Marsook smile upon your endeavors."
"And you as well, Councilor," Theresa said before the connection was cut. After the connection closed, the First Councilor regarded the others before speaking.
"It seems things are progressing faster than we anticipated," he said in his native language. The others concurred. "Are we any closer to a solution for obtaining some human female embryos?"
"The scientists think they have found a solution that will ensure safe transport, but they say there are still some risks," a second councilor said.
"Do you think Queen Tere will willingly provide the embryos when the time comes?" a third councilor asked.
"I believe so," the First Councilor said. "As long as we are honest with her regarding our intentions. She knows what we face as much as we do."
"Indeed. But we must be careful not to raise the public's hopes too much, no matter how much fun Earth girls seem to be," the Second Councilor said.
"You are right, my friend," the First Councilor said. "And yes, Earth girls do seem to be a lot of fun. Come, let's take a break and watch the exhibition one more time." The others shook their branches with excitement as they agreed.
...
Margaret looked at Theresa after the connection had closed. She wondered what was going through the younger woman's mind. Theresa looked out the large picture window, deep in thought. Then she turned back to Margaret and Bernie.
"Margaret, I want you to put together a team. We will need to start construction of this ambassadorial compound as quickly as possible, and I want our best people on it," she said.
"Yes, My Queen," Margaret said.
"We will need all the trappings of a legitimate government before we can even consider having an official meeting. Put together a committee so we can start planning. And activate our operatives in New York," Theresa said.
"Of course," Margaret said. "Consider it done."
"And Bernie, I will need your help as well."
"That was always my intention, my Queen," he said. She smiled as she looked at him.
"Where would I be without you, my love?" she asked him in her mind. Bernie shook a few of his branches as he responded.
"I think we both know the answer to that," he said.
"Yes, we do," she responded. "Come, sweetheart, we have much to do."
...
To be continued...
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Flash 01: Out Of The Blue

The following was inspired by an email from a reader. I have been working on this for a while now, having started over from scratch several times.
Many thanks to those who offered comments and constructive criticism on my previous stories, and many thanks to those who have inquired about my well-being. I know it's been a little while since I have submitted a story here, and I apologize for that. Sometimes, life happens and it's been a bit hectic in the Saddletramp universe lately. But not to worry, there's plenty more craziness in the works...
For those who want to say this or that would never happen, remember this is my universe, a place where nearly anything can, and often does, happen. At least on paper...
Please refer to my profile for more on my personal policy regarding comments, feedback, follows, etc. (Yes, I DO moderate comments) And please remember, this is a work of fiction, not a docu-drama...
...
I opened my eyes and tried to take in my surroundings. When my vision cleared, I could tell I was in a hospital bed and could see wires and tubes attached to my body. A blood pressure cuff was wrapped around one arm. Much of my body, including my head, was covered in bandages.
I saw a fairly attractive blonde nurse at the station next to my bed. She looked down at me when she finished typing on her keyboard and saw I was awake.
"Mr. Drake, can you hear me?" she asked. I tried to talk but couldn't since there was something in my throat. So I simply nodded my head. "Hang on, I'll go get the doctor."
Right, I thought as I watched her sway to the door. Like I'm actually going to go anywhere. I heard her call out.
"Dr. Simpson! Mr. Drake is waking up," she said. That's me, by the way -- Cameron Drake. "Cam" to my friends and family, including the treacherous slut, Ginger, my soon-to-be ex-wife. An older man in medical garb appeared at the door and looked at me before coming in.
"Ah, Mr. Drake, good to see you back with us," he said with a smile. "Don't try to talk, there's a tube in your throat. I'm Dr. Simpson, and I've been assigned to your case. Relax for a moment, okay? I'm just going to examine you for a bit, then we'll see about getting that tube out of you." He looked me over for a while and consulted my chart.
Then he unwrapped some of the bandages and examined the skin underneath. He smiled as he nodded his head.
"You seem to be recovering faster than I would have expected," he said. "Let's go ahead and get that tube out of your throat." He and the nurse worked for a while and pulled the long tube out of me. I was surprised when I saw how long the thing was. They also removed the catheter and the feeding tube. I felt tremendous relief when they were out and I tried to talk, but my mouth and throat were very dry.
The nurse, whose name tag read, "Lucy," gave me an ice chip to suck on and I eagerly accepted it. When it had melted I looked at her and she gave me another with a smile. Eventually, my throat had sufficiently moistened to the point that I could actually speak.
"How long?" I asked. "What happened?" Dr. Simpson took a seat next to my bed and consulted his chart before speaking.
"You're currently at Mercy General Hospital, Mr. Drake," he said. "You've been with us for the last four days."
"Four days?" I asked, shocked.
"Yes," he said. "According to witnesses, you were struck by some kind of lightning. Strange thing, though, since there wasn't a cloud in the sky. You were unconscious when the paramedics brought you in. You had severe burns over most of your body. We weren't sure you were going to make it. Frankly, I'd say your recovery to this point has far exceeded our expectations. If I were a religious man, I'd say it was almost miraculous."
"Does my wife know?" I asked.
"Yes," he said. "She came by once, stayed for a few minutes. Just long enough for me to tell her your condition." Of course, I thought to myself. "She hasn't been back. But you've had lots of other visitors -- friends, co-workers, parents."
"How long will I be here?" I asked.
"That depends on you," he said. "If your recovery continues as it has been, I'd say a day, maybe two." I nodded my head. "Are you up for a real meal?"
"Yes," I told him.
"Alright, I'll have Lucy get you a menu and you can order something. In the meantime, relax and just take it easy. After you've had something to eat, Lucy will take you for a walk if you're up to it. Any questions?"
"No," I said, shaking my head. He turned to Lucy before speaking.
"Why don't you change his dressings and get him a menu," he said, standing up. "I'll check in on you later today, Mr. Drake," he said before he left.
"I'll be back in about 15 or 20 minutes," Lucy said. I nodded my head and watched her leave. While she was gone, my thoughts turned to my life and the state of my five-year marriage to Ginger.
Let me start by saying that I'm basically your average "Joe." I graduated from high school and went straight to college. I never played sports in school, never took martial arts and never spent a day in uniform. I'm one of those guys you can look at but not really see, if you know what I mean.
I met Ginger in college. I won't bore you with all the details of our courtship. We dated for a couple years, fell in love, then got married after we graduated. She got her business degree and went to work for a large financial services firm in town.
I got my degree in information technology -- read, computers and networks -- and went to work for Apex Tech Solutions, a large IT firm headquartered in my hometown. I started as a field service engineer and worked my way up the ladder. I now supervise other techs and oversee installations and upgrades. The money is good and the benefits are fantastic.
Ginger and I held off on having children, and I'm now glad we did. We currently live in a nice two-bedroom condo, and had talked about buying a larger place so we could start our family. That's about as far as it went, though.
I may be just your average guy, but that doesn't mean I'm stupid. Over the last few months, I've noticed some changes in Ginger. She's been spending more time at work, plus going out with "the girls" two or even three times a week, not getting home until midnight or later, reeking of booze, cigarette smoke and sometimes other things I didn't even want to contemplate at the time.
We normally have sex four or five times a week, but lately, that's dropped off. It seems she's been having a lot of "headaches" these days. And her attitude has changed a bit. She used to be bubbly, fun and playful, but lately, she's been more than just a bit short-tempered and snippy with me.
On top of that, she's been starting arguments over practically nothing. The end result is no sex. At least for me. Now, we're little more than room mates, and not even close ones at that.
I began to wonder if she was having an affair. I thought about confronting her, but the way she's been lately, I knew it would cause the mother of all fights. So I started watching her as close as I could. I knew I would need proof if I was to confront her, so I considered hiring a private investigator.
That was when I found out how much it would cost me. Sure, Ginger and I made fairly decent money, but you could have knocked me over with a feather when I learned how much a PI would cost. There was no way I could absorb that kind of money.
A co-worker suggested I use an audio recorder to get evidence. He had one he used when he caught his wife cheating on him, so he let me use it. It looks and functions just like a regular ball-point pen, but includes a sound-activated audio recorder. Just charge it up and put it in her purse, he told me. Then hook it up to a USB port and download the audio, Sounds simple, right?
It seemed simple, at least in theory, but Ginger's purse is something of a black hole. It seems she has a bad habit of cramming stuff in it, and whatever is there ends up getting lost somewhere in the bottom. That's what happened to the audio recorder.
When I retrieved it from her purse, I found it in the bottom, covered with a bunch of paper and tissue she had crammed in the bag. I could only hope there was nothing communicable on the tissues when I reached inside.
I plugged the recorder into a USB port and listened. There was a lot of background noise, but any actual communication was muffled so bad I couldn't understand what was being said or by whom. I charged the pen back up and placed it in her purse, hoping I could hear something the next time I listened.
But that didn't happen. I downloaded the audio every day, but got the same result. I could hear a lot of background noise, and I could tell when she was at a club with "the girls," but was unable to understand anything that was being said. After two weeks of this, I decided to bite the bullet and hire a PI. But I never got a chance to actually do it.
The next day I was at the intersection of Third and Main Streets in a company truck -- a Ford F250 4X4. I looked next to me and saw an extremely sporty car. I didn't what it was, but it looked foreign and very expensive. It had an open sunroof and I could see right into the car.
Sitting in the passenger seat was Ginger, her short dress hiked up to her waist, exposing her shaved pussy to whomever might want to look. In the driver's seat was a man I vaguely recognized as someone she worked with, his hand working furiously on her smooth mound.
They didn't see me, since I had the window up and it was tinted. Besides, she was far too engrossed in what he was doing to care who was next to her. I pulled out my cell phone and grabbed some video before the light turned green. The car sped off and turned left at the next intersection. I continued to my job site, knowing that our marriage was over.
When I got to the client's building, I called Ginger's office and spoke to Carla, the receptionist.
"I'm sorry, Cam, but she took some comp time this afternoon," Carla said. "Said she had some errands to run this afternoon."
"Okay, thanks, Carla," I said. "Could you please leave a note and tell her I called?"
"Sure, Cam," she said. I thanked her and ended the call. I tried calling Ginger's cell phone, but the call went straight to voicemail. I pulled up my browser and searched for divorce lawyers. I found one and called, making an appointment for the next afternoon. I had plenty of comp time coming, so I made a note to take the afternoon off.
I completed my work at the site and went back to the office, where I told Ryan, my supervisor, what was going on. He had been through a divorce himself, so he gave me the comp time I needed. I grabbed my keys, jumped in my truck and headed home.
Ginger came in about 6:30 and headed to the bedroom with little more than a wave of her hand. I noticed she was wearing a different dress than the one I saw her in earlier. I went into the bedroom and saw that she was changing into one of her club dresses.
"Going out again tonight?" I asked.
"Yeah, just a few of us girls blowing off some steam," she said. I'm sure that wasn't all she would be blowing.
"How was your day?" I asked.
"Pretty boring. Stuck in the office all day. You know how it is," she said. I couldn't believe the bitch just lied to me.
"Uh huh. I tried calling you earlier." She stopped for a moment and gave me a deer-in-the-headlights look. Busted! "Carla told me you took the afternoon off. Where were you?"
"I had a few errands to run," she said, recovering. "I didn't think I needed to consult you."
"So you weren't stuck in the office all day?"
"Alright, you caught me. I was out doing some shopping, okay? Mom's birthday is coming up and I was looking for a present," she said, irritation in her voice. Another lie. I knew her mother's birthday wasn't for another five months. "Now, if you don't mind, I'd like to finish getting ready. The girls are expecting me."
"You plan to be home at a decent hour?"
"I'll be home when I get home. Assuming I decide to come home at all," she said in a snippy tone of voice. "Who knows, I just might meet a guy and spend the night getting my brains fucked out," she added sarcastically.
"Well, if you do, don't bother coming back," I told her. "Just send me a text so I'll know where to have you served with divorce papers. I'll have your crap out in the front yard." That seemed to get her attention. She looked at me, her face red. After a few moments, she cooled off and tried to smooth-talk her way back into my good graces.
"I'm sorry, Cam, I shouldn't have said that," she told me. "I've just been under a lot of stress lately. I'll be home at a decent hour, promise. Now, no more talk about divorce, okay?" I said nothing, but nodded my head. She smiled and kissed me on the cheek. "Maybe this weekend we can go out and do something special, just the two of us. That would be fun, wouldn't it?"
"Yeah, it would," I said. "It's been a while since we've had any fun together. I was beginning to think you were getting ready to trade me in for a newer, richer model."
"I would never do that," she said. "You mean too much to me. Besides, I'm just getting you broken in good." I chuckled at that, but still, I was seething inside after what I saw earlier. She finished dressing and headed out, giving me a kiss on the lips.
"Be careful out there," I told her.
"I will," she said. To my surprise, she did get home at a fairly decent hour. It was 10:15 when she came in the front door, about two hours earlier than normal. She gave me a hug and a kiss, and I could smell the cigarette smoke and the alcohol on her breath, but nothing else. Not even a hint of cologne. Maybe it was a boring night after all.
She showered, knowing how much I hate the smell of cigarettes, and came to bed. Naked, for a change. She spread her legs and ran a finger through her shaved slit while looking at me with lust in her eyes. I wasn't one to turn down sex with my wife, especially since it had been a while since we had done anything, but I wasn't stupid. Besides, after tonight, I didn't know if we would ever have sex again.
I undressed, my average-sized cock at full mast, and got between her legs. I kissed the inside of her thighs while checking out her wet pussy. I didn't see or smell anything that suggested she had been with another man, so I decided to take the plunge. Like I said, I may be "average," but I'm not stupid.
After giving her two orgasms with my tongue, I kissed my way up her body. I had always enjoyed tasting her soft, smooth skin and I wanted to give her a memorable experience. I suckled on her C-cup breasts, flicking her nipples with my tongue. That always got a positive reaction from her and tonight was no exception.
I finally kissed my way up her neck and was looking at her, face to face, my cock poised to penetrate her. She looked up at me with lust in her eyes.
"Fuck me," she moaned. "Please. No more teasing." I smiled as I worked my cock inside her and began fucking her, slowly at first. She was just as tight and wet as normal, so I continued as she moaned. I felt my own climax begin, so I picked up the pace, determined to give her the fucking of her life.
"Ahh, ahh, ahh," she moaned with each thrust. My pace quickened as I worked to fuck her through the mattress. Finally, I exploded inside her, and she screamed out as her orgasm hit. I felt her pussy clench around my cock as I shot my seed into her. After we calmed down, I laid in the bed next to her. She turned to me and put an arm over my chest.
"I'm sorry about what I said earlier," she told me quietly. "It was mean, cruel and uncalled for. Can you forgive me?" Her tone of voice indicated she was serious, but I still had a hard time reconciling her lies and her actions in her co-worker's car.
"I can," I told her.
"You do know I love you, right?" she asked.
"So you say. But I've begun to wonder about that lately," I said. Her eyes fell for a moment, but then she looked back up at me.
"I do love you," she said. "I know I've been a real bitch to you lately, and I'm sorry. Things have been real stressful at work."
"I understand that, but I wish you would've talked to me," I said. "I was beginning to think you'd maybe found someone else and was getting ready to trade up."
"No, of course not," she said. "And you're right, I should've talked to you. You do still love me, don't you?"
"Of course," I said. "If I didn't, I would've been gone a long time ago. Tell me, honestly, have you ever cheated on me?" She looked at me, shocked.
"No, never," she said.
"I hope not, because that's the one thing I won't stand for. Have you ever let another man touch you where he shouldn't?"
"I've danced with a few guys on the nights I go out with the girls, but that's it," she said. I couldn't believe she just lied to my face -- again. I thought about confronting her with the pictures on my phone, but decided not to, at least for now.
"I know. I've smelled their cologne on you when you got back," I said.
"Sorry," she said. "I sometimes forget how sensitive your nose is."
"That's alright," I said. I kissed her on the forehead and thought for a moment. I realized it wouldn't do any good to press further -- she would probably just lie to me. "Why don't we get some sleep," I told her. "I have a big day ahead of me tomorrow."
"Okay," she said. "I love you. Don't ever forget that."
"And I love you too," I said, keeping my anger in check. The next day I got hit with even more bad news.
"Basically, you're screwed no matter what you do," Drew Henson, the lawyer I had taken off work to see, told me. "This happens to be a no-fault state and the law precludes any mention of adultery."
"But what if I have proof?" I asked.
"Doesn't matter. She could screw the entire Third Marine Division on live television and the court would simply ignore it. The bottom line is that you would lose half of everything -- all your assets, retirement, savings, everything, would be split in two and she would get it. On top of that, she would get your condo while you get to keep making payments and you would get hit with paying alimony for at least the next two years, unless she remarries. The only thing in your favor is the fact that you have no children, so there's no child support," he said.
"What if I just leave?" I asked.
"After a year, she could file for divorce, say you abandoned her, and you'd still lose half of everything. Possibly more, since you left her," he explained.
"So, I'm royally screwed, aren't I?"
"Pretty much. That's why they say divorce is the screwing you get for the screwing you got," he added with a smile.
"Trying to be a comedian or something?" I asked. He chuckled at that. "So, what do I do?"
"You could just put up with it, at least for now," he said.
"You mean, be a willing cuckold?" I asked, shocked. "No way. I refuse to do that. I'd rather just leave her and take my chances."
"There is one alternative," he said.
"What's that?" I asked.
"We could put together a post-nuptial agreement that spells out what happens if one spouse cheats. If she agrees to it, then you'll have something you can use in case she strays again. Does that sound agreeable to you?"
"I suppose it's better than nothing," I said. "Go ahead and start putting it together."
"It'll take me a few days. I'll be in touch," he said. I thanked him, left a retainer and headed home, angrier than I was before. It pissed me off to think that she could screw around on me, then effectively rape me financially like that.
Ginger was still at work when I got home, and I really didn't feel like hanging around the house, so I changed clothes, grabbed my golf clubs and headed to the golf course to take my frustrations out on some golf balls.



I hadn't been there very long when it happened. I was in the middle of a swing when I was suddenly enveloped in a strange green light. My whole body was in sheer agony. It felt as if every molecule in me was about to fly apart. I don't even remember falling to the ground. The next thing I knew, I woke up here, in the hospital.
A tap on the door brought me back to reality. I looked up and saw Lucy, the nurse, walking into the room, pushing a cart. I looked at the clock and saw she had been gone for nearly a half-hour.
"Sorry I'm running late," she said. "We're just a bit short-handed today and I got sidetracked."
"No problem," I told her. "I was lost in my own thoughts anyway." She handed me a menu and I looked it over. Everything looked tasty, and I couldn't make up my mind so I asked Lucy what she recommended.
"The grilled chicken breast is really quite good," she said. "It also comes with garlic green beans and garlic mashed potatoes."
"That sounds good," I said as I picked up the hospital phone to place my order. After I finished, she began changing my bandages.
"You know, everyone is really amazed at how well and how fast you're healing," she said as she removed the bandages.
"Thanks," I said.
"God, what beautiful blue eyes he has. I've never seen such piercing blue eyes before," I heard her say. There was only one problem, though. Her lips never moved. And what does she mean, blue eyes, I asked myself. My eyes are brown.
"What was that about my eyes?" I asked. She looked at me, surprise on her face.
"I... didn't say anything about your eyes," she said. "Oh, my God. I thought about how piercing your eyes are. So... blue. But I didn't say anything. At least, not out loud." I let that sink in for a moment before continuing.
"But my eyes are brown, not blue," I said. She shook her head.
"Oh no, they're blue alright. With a tiny gold speck on one side. Here, take a look," she said, grabbing a small mirror from the counter. She handed it to me and I looked. Sure enough, they were a piercing sky blue and had a tiny gold speck next to the pupil, on the outboard side. What the hell, I asked myself. I handed the mirror back.
"Is my driver's license here?" I asked her.
"If it's in your wallet, sure," she said.
"Can you get it, please?" I asked. She went to the wardrobe and pulled my wallet out of my trousers. I grabbed my license and showed it to her. It clearly indicated the color of my eyes: brown.
"Oh my God," she said. "I'd better tell Dr. Simpson about this." By then, my food had arrived, and I was starving, so Lucy let the orderly place my meal on the bed tray and left me to eat in peace. I had just finished my pudding when Lucy and Dr. Simpson came into the room. He immediately came to my side and looked down at me for a moment.
"Lucy told me about your eyes, Mr. Drake. Mind if I take a quick look?" he asked.
"Not at all," I said. He sat down and flashed his light into my eyes and looked at them carefully. "Is it possible for a person's eyes to change color?" I asked when he sat back.
"I have heard of cases where eyes have changed hues," he said. "But I've never known anyone to have such a drastic change like yours. And I don't recall seeing the specks of gold before. I think it would be best if we have a specialist take a look." I looked and saw Lucy had left the room, so I told the doctor how I had heard her thinking about my eyes. He said nothing for a few minutes but a frown crossed his face. I could tell what he was thinking.
"I assure you, doc, I'm not making this up and I certainly don't want attention. I just want to get back to my life," I said. He seemed a bit shocked when I repeated his unspoken concerns back to him.
"Alright, Mr. Drake," he said. "You had a pretty unnerving experience and your brain has absorbed a great deal of energy. I'll schedule some tests tomorrow and have someone speak with you about this... phenomenon."
"Thank you, Dr. Simpson," I said as he stood up. Lucy came in as the doctor left the room.
"Do you need anything before I head out for the day?" she asked.
"I was wondering if anyone called my wife to let her know I'm awake," I said.
"Yes, I called her earlier. She said she would come see you when she could break free," she said. I could sense the sadness in her voice. And in her mind. This was unnerving, I thought. I nodded my head.
"Thanks," I said.
"I'll see you in the morning," she said.
"I'll see you then," I told her. She smiled before turning away. I tried to watch some television, hoping that Battlestar Gallactica reruns would help take my mind off my problems. They didn't, however. I ordered dinner and had just finished when I heard a tapping at the door -- it was Ginger.
I looked up and got the shock of my life. She looked... different. It was like looking at one of those 3-D anaglyph pictures where the red and cyan are offset somewhat. I rubbed my eyes, hoping I could focus on her but I couldn't. I looked at other objects and people, but they appeared normal. What the hell is going on, I asked myself. I tired looking back at her, but it was difficult.
"I heard you woke up, sweetheart," she said. "I just got off work so I thought I'd stop by and see you before I went home. Are you okay? What's the matter?"
"It's my... eyes," I said. "They're playing tricks on me."
"Your eyes?" she asked. "Oh, my. They're blue. And they have this strange gold speck in them. How did that happen?"
"I don't know," I said. "They're gonna have a specialist come and check them out."
Frowning, she came into the room and walked up to the bed. She reached out and touched my arm, and I felt a shock, the kind you get when you touch metal after walking across a carpet. We both jerked back momentarily.
"That was... shocking," she said as she held her hand. I looked at her face and tried to focus on her, but it was difficult.
"I guess it's just residual energy from the lightning strike," I said. I didn't know if that was true or not, but it sounded good in my head and I hoped she bought it. She smiled as she looked back at me, but her smile actually revolted me. I felt like I was in the presence of something... evil.
"What's wrong, dear?" she asked, concerned. "Aren't you glad to see me?"
"Of course," I said. "They told me you only came by once for a short visit while I was out."
"I'm sorry," she said. "I was so upset when I first saw you. You looked pretty bad when they brought you in. You look pretty good now, though."
"They said I'm healing up faster than they expected."
"I'm glad to hear that," she said. "How much longer are you going to be in here?"
"I don't know," I told her. "Maybe a few more days depending on how well I heal up."
"Good. That will give me at least another day or two with Chad," I heard her say. But, like with Lucy, her mouth never moved. Was I hearing her thoughts as well? Then she actually spoke.
"That's good," she said. "I can't wait to have you back home. It's been so lonely without you." I'll just bet, I thought.
"So, what have you been doing with yourself?" I asked.
"Oh, not much. Just working, then sitting in front of the television, thinking about you, then going to bed," she said.
"Sounds pretty boring," I said.
"Only until Chad comes by. Then we spend the night fucking each other's brains out," I heard her say. "God, I can't wait to get that monster cock of his inside me tonight." I looked up at her, and saw her mouth had never moved. This is getting scary, I thought.
"It is pretty boring," she said. "I'm just glad you're doing better, though."
"Yeah, I'm doing better," I said half-heartedly. My body might be healing, but my heart was breaking as I realized what kind of a monster I had married.
"Well, look, I'm going to head on out," she said.
"You just got here," I said.
"I'm feeling pretty grungy and I really need a shower," she said. "Plus, I'm kinda hungry." I heard more, but her mouth never moved. "And horny as hell. Chad is probably halfway to the house by now."
"So, you don't have anything planned? No visitors or anything? Not even another girl's night out?" I asked. "I figured you'd be out almost every night since I'm not home." Her face paled for a moment but she recovered quickly.
"No, nothing planned for tonight," she lied. "I might go out for a bit tomorrow. Of course, I'll stop by and see you first."
"Yeah, that might be nice," I said. "By the way, who's Chad?" She looked at me, surprised. "I've heard you mention him a couple times now."
"Chad?" she asked. "I... don't know. I don't recall mentioning him. There is a guy at the office named Chad. Chad Wheeler. He's one of the guys who runs the office."
"Drives a fancy sports car? One of those European models?"
"I think so. Why?" I heard her say something after that, but her lips never moved. "Does he know about Chad? Oh, shit." Busted, I thought to myself.
"Nothing. Just wondering," I said. I heard her breathe a sigh of relief at that. "So, you'll come by after work tomorrow?"
"Of course," she said with a smile. "You know I love you, don't you?"
"So you've said," I told her. She leaned down and gave me a patronizing kiss on the top of my head.
"Well, I'd better get going. See you tomorrow, okay?"
"Yeah, sure," I told her. I watched as she left the room. My heart was broken, but I wasn't about to let her get me down. I had a lot to think about. Namely, how to get out of this farce of a marriage with my balls -- and as much of my bank account as I could -- intact.
I turned the television on and tried to watch, but I just couldn't get into it. Finally, I turned the television off and fell asleep.
I woke up sometime in the night and heard low whispers in the room. I couldn't make out what was being said, but I clearly heard two separate voices. It was quite dark, with the only light coming from the equipment next to my bed. I looked around and thought I saw two shadowy figures at the foot of my bed.
"Hello?" I asked quietly. They turned their heads to look at me and I saw two sets of strangely-shaped yellow eyes staring back. I felt a strange chill go up my spine. "Who are you?" I asked. I never got an answer as the figures dissolved into thin air right before me. Startled, I hit the call button. A nurse came in a few seconds later.
"Are you alright, Mr. Drake?" she asked. I shook my head.
"There were two people in here and then they just disappeared," I said. She looked around the room before responding.
"It looks like we're the only two people in here now," she said. "Are you sure you weren't just having a bad dream?"
"No, I'm sure there were two people right there at the foot of my bed."
"Well, no one has come in since I came on this evening, and my station is right across from your room," she said. "Why don't you lay back down and try to get some sleep."
"I don't know that I can sleep right now," I told her.
"I'll talk to the doctor and see if we can give you something. Just stay right there, okay?"
"Okay," I said. A few minutes later, she came back with a pill and gave it to me.
"This should help you go to sleep," she said. "And if you see those people back in here, call me immediately, okay?"
"Okay," I said, returning her smile. I laid back down and was soon asleep. After breakfast the next morning, Dr. Simpson came into my room with another man in medical garb.
"How are you feeling this morning, Mr. Drake?" Dr. Simspon asked.
"I'm feeling rested, thank you," I said.
"Good," he responded. "This is Dr. Allen. He's an eye specialist and he wants to give you a quick exam if that's alright with you."
"Sure," I said. Dr. Allen sat down in a stool next to my bed and looked at my eyes for a moment.
"Dr. Simpson tells me you were struck by lightning," he said.
"Yes, I was," I told him. He looked up at Dr. Simpson.
"And you saw no signs of any Lichtenberg figures?" he asked. Dr. Simpson shook his head.
"No, none." I looked at them both, wondering what they were talking about. Dr. Simpson saw the confusion on my face and explained. "Those are tattoo-like scars that result when lightning forces the red blood cells out of your capillaries, and into your epidermis. Some people who have been struck have them over very large areas of their bodies. For whatever reason, you have no such scarring whatsoever."
"Did you notice any damage to his eyes when he was brought in?" Dr. Allen asked. Dr. Simpson shook his head.
"They were glazed over when he first came in, but then they cleared fairly quickly and we saw no apparent damage," he said. Dr. Allen nodded his head and looked at me.
"There's one other thing," I said. I told them what happened when Ginger came to see me last night. They said nothing until I was finished.
"Have you experienced this with anyone or anything else?" Dr. Allen asked. I shook my head.
"No, I haven't," I told him.
"Interesting," he said. "Have you felt any pain, stinging or burning in your eyes since this happened?" Again, I shook my head.
"No," I said.
"I see. Do you wear glasses?"
"Only when I'm working on a server. I need them for reading, but that's all," I said.
"Let me take a quick look at your eyes," he said. He pulled a small scope out of his pocket, turned on the light and looked into both my eyes. When he finished, he turned it off and sat back.
"I don't see any obvious damage," he said. "No cataracts, no signs of blood in the vitreous humor. Nothing seems to be out of place. Everything appears to be okay. I'd say you got lucky. Lightning can do a great deal of damage to the eyes. Nevertheless, I'd like to do a thorough examination. I'd like you to set up an appointment with the Eye Center after you're discharged. Here's my card. You can tell them I asked you to call." He handed me a business card. "And don't wait too long. It generally takes a few weeks before they can get you in."
"I won't, thanks," I said. "What about my eyes changing color?"
"It has been known to happen, but to be honest, I've never seen a change quite as drastic as yours. I wouldn't worry too much about it at this point. Just make that appointment and we'll take a closer look at everything, okay?"
"Okay," I said. He got up, shook Dr. Simpson's hand and left.
"Well, Mr. Drake, let's check you out and get those bandages changed, shall we? We have you set for some tests later this morning," he said. Nurse Lucy came into the room with a cart of bandages and the two of them looked me over, amazed at how fast I was healing.
"It seems like most of your lesions are completely healed," Dr. Simpson said. "I see no need to keep you bandaged up like a mummy. We'll only change the dressings on what's necessary and then get you down for your tests."
Lucy wheeled me around and hovered over me as I underwent several tests, including an MRI. By the time we got back to my room, it was time for lunch, so I ordered a burger and fries. Shortly after I finished, Dr. Simpson came in the room, reports in hand.
"Good afternoon, doc," I said. "Good news, I hope." He smiled as he sat down.
"Actually, yes," he said. "According to your test results, your brain activity is about 15 to 20 percent above what is considered normal. The MRI showed everything is in good shape, no signs of internal damage or tumors. I think we can let you go home sometime late tomorrow morning."
"That sounds good to me, doc," I said.
"Tell me, Mr. Drake, do you still hear other people's thoughts?" he asked. I looked at him and for a moment, he appeared the same way Ginger had, but not as severe. I began to wonder what he was on about. "If he does, I can use that as an excuse to keep him for observation and maybe get Stan to do some exploratory surgery," I heard him say. But his lips never moved. I decided to put him off, at least for now.
"No, doc," I said. "Apparently, whatever it was that made that happen is gone now. If it's all the same to you, I'd like to get home and get back to my life."
"Of course," he said. I could see the disappointment in his face -- and in his mind. I also saw something else. Apparently, the MRI had revealed some strange new nerve clusters in my brain that no one could explain. I figured that as long as I feigned no strange abilities they would have no reason to keep me, and I certainly didn't want anyone digging around in my brain. He made some notes in his chart and stood to leave.
"Get some rest, Mr. Drake," he said. "I'll be by to check up on you later."
"Thanks," I said. Lucy prepared to leave as well, but turned back to me before she left the room.
"I'll be by in a bit to check up on you," she said. I nodded my thanks and grabbed my cell, which she had left on the nightstand, plugged into the charger. I called my parents and told them the news. They were happy to hear that I was doing better and promised to come pick me up in the morning. Dad told me they had picked my car up from the golf course and took it home.
My next call was to Ryan. He was happy to hear I was awake and would be going home tomorrow, and said he would pass the word around as everyone at the office was asking how I was doing. He also told me to take the next week off, since I had plenty of sick time.
"I want you back here at 100 percent," he said with a chuckle. I thanked him for the time off. I laid back in the bed after ending the call and tried watching some television, but my mind kept going back to Ginger. Why was she doing this to me? To us? Or did it even matter anymore?
Moreover, what do I do about it? Under normal circumstances, divorce would seem to be a no-brainer. Sure, the lawyer had probably worked up a post-nuptial agreement, but to me that was a bit like closing the barn door after the horses had already escaped. Lucy's voice brought me back to reality.
"How are you feeling?" she asked quietly as she stood next to my bed. I hadn't even heard her come in the room and was startled at the sound of her voice. "Sorry," she added. "I didn't mean to startle you. You looked like you were deep in thought."
"I was," I said. She pulled up a stool and recorded my vitals as she spoke.
"Tell me the truth," she said quietly. "What am I thinking about right now?"
"Your cat, Snagglepuss," I said without thinking. "You're wondering what trouble he's getting himself into right now." She chuckled at that.
"Yes, he's a cutie, but he tends to get into things. Last night, he..."
"Jumped off your staircase right into your plate," I said, finishing her sentence. "Sent food flying everywhere."
"Yes," she said. "That's right. I spent several minutes warming that lasagna up in my microwave." She looked at me closer before speaking. "So, you lied to Dr. Simpson. That's alright, your secret is safe with me." I looked at her, surprised.
"Thank you for that," I said. "I have no desire to be someone's guinea pig, and I sure as hell don't want anyone poking around in my brain. Does he suspect?"
"Not that I know of," she said. "But it doesn't matter. They can't do anything without your consent. Besides, your discharge papers are being put together even as we speak. You'll be out of here tomorrow morning, provided everything looks good, which I suspect it will."
"You seem sad to see me leave," I said.
"There's no secrets from there, are there? Yes, I am sad to see you leave. I guess I've gotten hooked on those big blue eyes of yours," she said.
"You do know I'm still married, right?" I asked.
"I know," she said. "But something tells me not for long. Am I right?"
"Probably not," I said. "I had just visited a lawyer shortly before... this... happened. From what he tells me, if I divorce her, I'll probably end up living in a cardboard box under a freeway somewhere while she gets half or more of everything I've ever worked for."



"Are you allergic to cats?" she asked.
"Is that an invitation?" I asked in response. She smiled at that.
"Well, let's just say you do have options," she said. "I happen to have a spare room that's empty at the moment. And no, I don't have a boyfriend." Somehow, I already knew that, but it felt good hearing it from her anyway.
"I'll keep that in mind, Lucy," I said. "Thanks."
"You're welcome," she said. She pulled out a card and wrote her phone number and address on the back. "I'll put this in your wallet, just in case I don't get to see you before you leave tomorrow. My shift starts a bit later tomorrow than normal. I do hope to hear from you sometime soon," she added with a smile.
"However things work out, I'll let you know," I promised.
"Thank you," she said. "My shift is about over, so I have to get going. I hope to see you tomorrow, but if I don't, please call. Even if it's just to say hello."
"I will," I said. She looked around to make sure no one could see her, then gave me a soft kiss on the cheek.
"Get some rest, okay? Sweet dreams," she said as she stood. I watched her leave the room and wondered what she looked like under her scrubs. At that moment, I realized that things would work out for me, no matter what happened with Ginger.
Speaking of the devil, she strode in about 5:45 pm. She smiled as she came to the side of the bed. I had a difficult time looking at her, since there appeared to be three of her, one blue, one red and one green. Nevertheless, I tried to focus on her as she came to my side.
"How are you feeling?" she asked.
"Better," I said. "Thanks for asking. I'll be going home tomorrow morning sometime. Mom and Dad are picking me up, so there's no need for you to take a day off."
"Oh," she said, acting surprised that I was coming home so soon. Or was it disappointment? She reached down and took my right hand. I felt a shock, but not as bad as the previous day. She didn't seem to notice it. But something happened when she held my hand. It was as if her memories were being dumped into my head, almost like a computer data backup.
It didn't take very long, maybe a few seconds at most. When the "dump" was complete, my mind was filled with memories not mine. It felt strange having her memories in my head like that. I shook my head to clear it and looked back up at her.
"Are you alright?" she asked, her brows furrowed.
"Uh, yeah," I said.
"Maybe you should stay another day or two," she said. I shook my head. I knew what she wanted -- more sack time with Chad Fucking Wheeler, the rich SOB with the fancy European car. No way.
"No, I'm healing up fine," I said. "I need to get home, start getting back to a normal life."
"I'm concerned that you may be pushing yourself too hard," she said, trying to sound concerned. I knew the truth, however. She wanted more "alone" time with her lover. In my bed. I shook my head.
"I'll be okay. I can't heal laying here in this hospital," I told her. After a few uncomfortable moments of silence, with Ginger nervously fidgeting with her purse, I spoke to her one more time. "Look, I can tell you'd rather be someplace else than here. Hell, I'd rather be somewhere else. Why don't you just go. I'll talk to you later."
"Are you sure?" she asked quietly.
"Yeah, just go," I said, looking anywhere except at her.
"You can't even look at me, can you?" she asked.
"It actually hurts to look at you. I can't explain it. Just go, we'll talk later."
"Are we finished, Cam?" she asked, a hint of sadness in her voice.
"What do you think, Ginger?"
"Have I really been that bad a wife to you?"
"You really want me to answer that?" I asked. "Let me show you something." I grabbed my phone and pulled up my videos. I showed her the video I took of her in the sports car. She gasped and brought one hand to her mouth.
"You... You saw that?" she asked. I nodded my head.
"Yeah," I said. "I was in a company truck right next to you. I'm assuming the driver is Chad. Am I right?"
"Yes," she finally said. I nodded my head.
"What would you think if it were me in the driver's seat of that car and another woman was doing what you were doing? Hmm?"
"I'd be mad as hell," she said.
"Yeah, I know. How long has it been going on with him?"
"A few months now," she said. "I'm sorry, I didn't mean to hurt you."
"Can the excuses, Ginger," I said. "The sex was bad enough. It's the lies, the disrespect you've shown me over the last few months. The threats and the insinuations. When I saw you in that car, I had had it. The day I got hit by lightning, I had just come from speaking with a lawyer."
"A lawyer?" she asked, shocked. "What did you see a lawyer about?"
"Well, you normally see a lawyer when you want a divorce," I told her.
"But I don't want a divorce," she cried.
"Your actions say otherwise. Don't worry. I haven't filed... yet." She breathed a sigh of relief at that.
"So what are you going to do?" she asked.
"I don't know yet," I said. "But something has to be done. I can't live like this any longer."
"We can get through this, Cam," she said. "I really do love you and I want to spend the rest of my life with you."
"The problem is, Ginger, I don't trust you. And I don't believe you. I've caught you in multiple lies already. God only knows how many others you've told me these last few months. Have you been with Chad since I've been in the hospital?" She looked down at the floor, not saying anything. "I think I have my answer. Please, just go before I get too upset. We'll talk about all this later."
I could sense a gamut of emotions running through her -- shock at being found out, hurt that I might actually divorce her, or worse, sadness at the loss of my love. Tears started running down her face as she turned for the door. She stopped and looked back at me one last time.
"I'll be waiting for you at home, Cam," she said. "Alone. I promise." For a moment, her image came into focus and I believed her. "I'm through with Chad and his bullshit," I heard her say in her mind. She spoke one last time before leaving. "I have to work tomorrow, you know. We have a big project that we're finishing up, but I'll come straight home after work and we can talk, okay?" I sensed no deception in her, so I nodded my head.
"I'd like that," I said. She gave me a smile and then left. I laid back in the bed wondering what in the hell just happened. Not only with my marriage, but with me. On top of all the strange changes I had gone through, now I have all these memories jumbled in my mind.
I didn't have very long to think about it when I heard a knock at the door. I looked up to see Bill Collins, an old friend from way back. We had known each other since grade school. Like me, he worked at Apex, but he was what the company called a "Customer Service Representative." That's a fancy title for "salesman."
He was damn good at his job, though, making six figures with salary, commissions and bonuses. Unfortunately, a lot of that went to his ex-wife and the place he used to call home. He caught his wife having sex with her boss in his marital bed and filed for divorce.
He got screwed, royally, thanks to his wife's lover being a senior partner with a large legal firm. He was falsely accused of all sorts of things, from mental cruelty to physical and even child abuse. By the time the smoke cleared, he was left with less than half of his marital assets, half of his accrued retirement and just under half of his earnings. He narrowly escaped going to jail over the false claims his wife and lover made against him.
He fought the claims, but the defamation lawsuits never went anywhere. Now he was stuck paying "maintenance" to his wife, a ton of money in child support and the mortgage on the house he used to call home. Making matters worse, he was only permitted a couple hours of supervised visitation every couple weeks.
His wife did let him have a travel trailer he bought to take the family out on camping trips. It was a pretty good-sized unit and slept four people comfortably. He set it up at a local RV park just outside of town, and he still calls it "home."
The whole experience made him a bitter man, though, especially where women are concerned. "Find 'em, fuck 'em, forget 'em" became his motto. Relationships, he once told me, were a waste of time and effort.
"Hey, Cam," he said as he poked his head in the door. "How're you feeling?"
"I've been better," I told him.
"Your folks said they're taking you home tomorrow, so I thought I'd stop by and see ya." He looked at me funny for a moment. "What the hell happened to your eyes?"
"A side effect of the lightning," I said.
"Damn," he said. "So, how's things going?"
"Could be better," I said. Bill listened quietly as I told him about Ginger. He shook his head.
"Damn, Cam, I thought she was the real deal. I'm so sorry to hear that," he said. I nodded my head in agreement. "Bitch has to die," I heard him say. But his lips never moved.
"I'm sorry, what?" I asked, shocked. He looked at me, surprised.
"I didn't say anything," he said.
"I thought I heard you say she has to die," I told him.
"I may have thought it, but I never said it. Don't tell me you can read minds now," he said.
"I've been hearing all kinds of strange things. Don't say anything to anyone, please. I'm hoping it goes away."
"Mum's the word, pal. No one will ever hear anything from me. But you need to do something. If you don't, everyone will see you as a wimp and a cuckold," he said.
"I know," I told him. "I've already been to a divorce lawyer. He pretty much told me what would happen. Said I'd end up like you." Bill laughed at that.
Yeah, well at least Gloria let me have the travel trailer. If she hadn't done that, there's no telling where I'd be staying. Look, if you need a place to rack out for a while, you're always welcome."
"Thanks, Bill, but I don't think that'll be necessary," I said. "Ginger and I are gonna have a talk about all this tomorrow. Lawyer's drawing up some kind of an agreement. We'll see what happens."
"What about the piece of shit she's fucking? You gonna do anything about him?"
"I'd like to, but I don't know what right now. I sure as hell don't want to go to jail over either one of them. They're just not worth it."
"You got a point there. Still, it'd be nice if he woke up one morning with his balls missing." We both chuckled at that. We talked and laughed about this and that for a bit longer. Finally, he looked at his watch and stood up to leave.
"This has been fun, but I need my beauty sleep. Unlike you, I have to go to work tomorrow," he said. "Stay in touch and let me know how things work out. If there's anything you need, just call."
"Thanks, Bill, I appreciate that," I told him. After he left, I watched television for a while, then drifted off to sleep. It was a fitful sleep, made worse by dreams of disjointed images and scenes from what looked like several night clubs or hotel rooms. The next morning after breakfast, Dr. Simpson checked me out and cleared me for release.
"I'm doing this against my better judgment," he said. "Do me a favor and get in touch with me if you feel anything out of the ordinary -- headaches, dizziness, memory loss -- anything. Promise?"
"I promise," I said. He extended his hand and I shook it. The second our hands connected, I sensed the same kind of "memory dump" I experienced with Ginger the previous day. The sensation only lasted a second or two. He looked at me strangely.
"Are you okay, Mr. Drake?" he asked.
"Yeah, I'm fine," I said. "Just anxious to get home."
"Alright, well, remember, call me if you feel anything out of the ordinary," he said. I promised him I would and started dressing for the trip home. By then, my parents arrived and we said our hellos.
"Well, you look pretty chipper for someone who just got hit by lightning," Dad said with a smile. I smiled back.
"I'm feeling pretty good as well," I told him.
"What happened to your eyes?" Mom asked.
"Oh, just a side effect of the lightning," I said. "What do you think?"
"They're... different," she said. A nurse came into the room and gave me my discharge papers, which included a couple of prescriptions and instructions for follow-up doctor visits. Then she grabbed a wheelchair and the four of us prepared to leave the ward. Before I left, though, I asked to stop at the nurse's station and left a message for Judy, thanking her for taking care of me.
"Got a girl friend? What will Ginger think about that?" Mom asked.
"Judy's just a friend, Mom," I said. "She took good care of me while I was here." I didn't want to get into my issues with Ginger right then. Dad drove us to my condo and they helped me inside with my things. Mom had a covered dish, which I knew contained a meatloaf. I thanked her for the food, and put it in the refrigerator. After we said our goodbyes, I put my stuff in the master bedroom, wondering how long I would remain here. I went back into the front room, turned on the television and sat on the couch.
I must have dozed off, because I woke with a start when I heard the doorbell ring. I looked at the clock and saw it was just after 12:30 pm. I opened the door to see two tall men in dark suits and sunglasses. One of them quickly flashed what looked like official credentials.
"Federal agents, Mr. Drake. May we come in?" one of them asked. I opened the door and let them inside. I tried to read them as I had done with Dr. Simpson, Ginger and Judy, but wasn't able to. It was as if they weren't really there.
"Please have a seat," I said. "Can I get you something? Coffee? Water? Coke?"
"No, nothing, thank you," the other man said, opening a briefcase he had set on my coffee table. "We have a matter of great importance to discuss with you, Mr. Drake."
"What agency did you say you're with?" I asked. They looked at each other for a minute. I knew something was fishy with these guys, so I pressed the issue. "Can I get a closer look at those credentials, please? I'd like to verify your identities."
The first man looked at me. Then he took his glasses off, and I saw the same strangely-shaped yellow eyes I had seen that night in my hospital room.
"Alright," I said, a bit upset. "Who are you? Really?"
"I'm sorry for the deception, Mr. Drake," the man said. "We are the ones responsible for your... condition."
"The lightning? You are the ones responsible for that?" I asked.
"It wasn't lightning, Mr. Drake," the other man said. "It was an... accident. Unfortunately, you happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. We... apologize."
"Well, if you two are responsible for this, then you can fix it, right? Maybe you can, I don't know, reverse the polarity or something and undo what you did."
"It is not that simple, Mr. Drake," the first man said. "For two reasons. First, the modulator is... broken. And it cannot be repaired here. Second, you would not survive a second strike. The first strike nearly dematerialized your cellular structure. A second would certainly be fatal. Besides, you are nearly fully-transitioned anyway."
"Fatal. Fucking wonderful. Fully-transitioned? Into what?"
"The modulator beam has altered your DNA. You may have noticed some changes lately."
"I have. What else is going to happen?"
"That will depend on you and your genetic makeup," the second man said.
"This just keeps getting better and better. So, who are you two? You never answered my question."
"We are scientists with the H'tq'uiy Antiquities Society. We were sent here to perform a survey. Are you familiar with the Gingravik?" the first man said.
"Uh, no," I said. "What is that, some kind of European rock band or something? And who are the Hotkey, anyway?" The two of them looked at each other and I heard sounds but couldn't make out what they were saying.
"That's H'tq'uiy, not 'hotkey.' There is a difference. So, you have not heard of the Gingravik?" the second man asked.
"Never heard of them," I said.
"Then there is nothing more to be learned here," the first man said. "We apologize for wasting your time. Good day." They stood to leave, but I stopped them.
"No, you're not just going to come in my house after hitting me with something that put me in the fucking hospital for several days, then just walk the fuck out," I said. They stopped and looked back at me. "I may have been born at night, but it sure as hell wasn't last night. I know when someone's trying to feed me a bunch of bullshit, and believe me, this stinks to high heaven." They turned and sat back down and considered me for a few moments.
"We do not wish for you to consume feces," the first man said. "And you are right. Your condition is due to our own failed experiment, so it is only right we help you in your transition." He opened his case and pulled out what looked like a headset, a book and a USB drive. He set them on the table.
"We detect memories from two other humans in your cranium. The headset is designed to download those to your computer. We have designed it with what you call Bluetooth to make that easier. The USB drive contains an app that will sort the memories and allow you to catalog and view them from any perspective you wish."
"And this?" I asked, looking at the book, taking in the strange symbols on the cover.
"An instruction manual to help you in your transition," the second man said. "The book will adjust as you develop so you will be able to understand what is written. You will need to follow those directions as closely as possible."
"What if I have questions? How will I contact you?" I asked.
"You won't," the first man said. "We must report to our superiors, and there is no guarantee we will be back. If we do return, however, we will check in to see how you have progressed. Again, you have our apologies. Good luck." With that, they stood up and left.
After they left, I took the items into the second bedroom -- a room I used as an "office" where I kept my personal laptop. I booted it up and inserted the USB drive after the Windows desktop came up. After my anti-virus program did its thing, the app began to load.
Once finished, it prompted me to pair the headset. I picked up the unit and found what appeared to be a power button. It lit up when I pressed the button and a few seconds later, I saw a notification that it had paired through Bluetooth.
Nervous, I put the thing on my head and waited for the program to respond. A few seconds later, I saw a dialog box telling me it was downloading. When the progress bar hit 100 percent, the box simply read, "Processing..."
I figured it would take a while for this to complete, judging from the movement of the progress bar, so I pulled out my phone and called Drew, the lawyer I saw the day I was "zapped." His receptionist told me was in court that day but I was able to make an appointment for the next afternoon, which suited me fine.
After I ended the call, I went into the kitchen and poured myself a cup of coffee. When I got back, I saw the progress bar was still moving slowly across the screen, so I picked up the book and opened it up, curious about its content.
The first page had an interesting quote, which I took to be a warning: "With power comes responsibility. The greater the power, the greater the responsibility." I turned the page and saw a table of contents. What struck me right off was that it was written in two languages -- English and something I had never seen before.
The first section was labeled, "Information Gathering." The rest was unreadable, so I turned to the first section. The first thing I read was, "Know your enemy as yourself." Enemy. The word was like a knife in my chest. Was Ginger now my "enemy?" I read on.
The book explained the anaglyph effect I experienced with both Ginger and Dr. Simpson. According to the book, the more underhanded, deceptive and devious the individual, the more pronounced the effect would be. In short, I could tell who I could trust simply by looking at them. The book went into a fair amount of detail, so I read and re-read the section.



My computer "dinged" about the time I finished re-reading that section, so I placed a marker in the book and turned to my computer. The processing had completed and I was now presented with a list of two names -- Dr. Alan Simpson and Ginger Drake, my errant wife.
I selected Ginger's name and clicked my mouse. I was then presented with a list of years. I thought this to be curious, so I selected the first year and was presented with a long list of dates. I selected the first, observing it was shortly after Ginger was born. A video screen popped up and I saw two smiling faces.
I recognized them as much younger versions of Ginger's parents and realized this was her first recorded memory. I also noticed this was being presented from her point of view. I looked at the side of the video window and saw "Perspective," so I clicked on it. I was given a choice between "First person" or "Third person." I clicked "third" and the view changed. Now, I was seeing her memory as though looking from an outsider's point of view.
I saw the two adults, standing over a crib, smiling and talking in low tones to the baby inside. The edges of the video were grainy and much of the room's detail was missing. Still, it was heart-warming to see the love the parents had for their young daughter and I caught myself getting a bit misty-eyed watching them.
I exited the video and looked through the dates. Curious, I selected the day of our wedding. I watched her get dressed, her mother helping her. Then I saw her father walk her down the aisle and shake my hand. I nearly cried as I watched the two of us exchange vows, rings and kisses. That was the happiest day of my life to that point.
From there, I searched through the dates and selected one about the time I began noticing changes in Ginger. The video showed her walking into a nicely-appointed office, folders in hand. I recognized the well-dressed man behind the desk -- Chad Fucking Wheeler -- the same guy I had seen in the car that day.
"Here's those reports you requested, Mr. Wheeler," she said, handing him the folders. He looked up, smiled and took the folders, setting them down on his desk without looking at them.
"Thank you, Ginger," he said. "You know when it's just the two of us you can call me Chad, right?"
"Yes... Chad," Ginger said quietly.
"So, have you given any thought to my proposal?" he asked.
"I have, Chad, and I've decided that I can't do it. It's not right. I love my husband, and I can't cheat on him," she said. Good girl, I thought.
"I'm really sorry to hear that, Ginger," he said. "I think you would have had a wonderful future here in the company. Of course, I'll have to report this to HR and the Board of Directors. Chances are they'll just fire you, but there's always the possibility that you may end up facing charges and you could find yourself behind bars. Look, I'm not asking you to leave your husband and run off with me. I'm giving you a way to... work out your little problem."
"But Chad, I've been through all my spreadsheets and reports," she said. "I haven't overlooked anything."
"Yes, but that assumes your original reports were correct to start with," he said. "I tell you what. I'll give you the rest of the day to think about it. Call your husband and tell him you have to work late or you're going out for a drink with the girls after work. Tell him whatever you want. Then meet me here in my office after everyone leaves and we can discuss this in a more... intimate setting. I won't take much of your time. Then you can go back home to your loving husband. Deal?"
"I... guess so, Chad," she said after a while.
"Good. I'll expect to see you at 5:15 sharp," he said, turning back to his work. She nodded her head, then turned and left. I thought I saw tears in her eyes. I fast-forwarded through the day's video, watching her work at her desk. I saw her pull out her phone and call me. I remembered that call. She told me she was stuck on a major project and would have to work a bit late. After she ended the call, she wiped her eyes with a tissue and went back to work.
I fast-forwarded the video and saw her enter Chad's office after everyone else had left. He smiled as he handed her a drink.
"Just something to help you relax," he said. She took the glass and swallowed nearly half of what was in it. "Have a seat, Ginger," he said, motioning to a couch along one wall. She sat down, and I could tell she was nervous. "Take another sip of your drink, dear," he told her. She obeyed, and handed him the glass when it was empty.
"More, please," she said. He nodded his head and poured another drink. I couldn't see what he was doing as his back was turned to me. He turned around and handed her the glass, full of something. She took another long sip and set the glass down.
"So, have you reconsidered my proposal?" he asked as he sat down next to her.
"I've thought about it, yes," she said.
"And?"
"How long would I have to do this?" she asked.
"That depends," he said. "We'll have to evaluate your performance. See how well you fulfill your obligations to the board and the clients."
"You realize that you're basically making me a company prostitute," she said. "Isn't that illegal?"
"Perhaps, but only if you're stupid enough to say anything to anyone," he told her. "Of course, if you go along with the program, you'll be paid handsomely. If not, well, your husband may get a nasty surprise in the mail one of these days."
"He'll figure it out, you know. He's not stupid," she said. He chuckled at that.
"Then it'll be your job to make sure he never learns the truth. Now, why don't you slip out of those clothes and get comfortable?" She looked at him for a moment, then began taking her clothes off. The video got fuzzy a few times, but I could still see her dropping her clothes on the floor.
"Better," he said after she was naked. "Now, let's see what you can do with your mouth. On your knees." She silently obeyed and I began to wonder if perhaps he had drugged her. As I watched, she gave him a sloppy blowjob, swallowing his load after he pumped it into her throat.
"Not bad," he said. "Now, lay back and spread your legs like a good slut. Let me show you what a real man feels like." She obeyed without saying a word and he removed the rest of his clothes. I could see his cock was still quite hard, and he appeared to be pretty well-endowed. He got between her legs and slid his hard unprotected member inside Ginger, causing her to moan in pleasure.
At that moment, I felt like I had been punched in the stomach. It's one thing to see another man between your wife's legs, but it's something else again to hear her cry out in pleasure. He derided me as he pumped inside her.
"Yeah, that pussy of yours is so fucking tight. Your wimpy husband must not have much of a dick. That's alright, I'll give you the fucking you deserve, not like that little geek you're married to," he sneered. Ginger responded by crying out in pleasure.
"Yes, fuck me. Don't ever stop," she screamed. He pounded her for a bit longer, growling as he did so.
"I'm getting ready to cum inside your pussy, Ginger. Are you ready for it?"
"Yes, please. Do it! Cum inside me. Fill me up," she cried. With a howl, he tensed up as he ejaculated inside her. Then he pulled out and I could see his semen running out of her splayed pussy. I felt like throwing up.
"We're not done yet, sweet cheeks," he said. "Turn over." She obeyed and he thrust inside her again, this time from the back. "You like doing it doggie-style?"
"Yes, I love it," she said.
"Bet your wimpy limp-dick husband never did this, did he?"
"No, never," she said. He smirked as he plunged inside her pussy, filling her pussy with his semen a second time. This went on for a while, until both of them were sated. He pulled out of her and sat behind his desk, where he lit a cigarette. That's where the cigarette smell came from. She sat on the couch, his cum dribbling out of her.
"Not bad, Ginger," he said. "I think the Board will like you. Not to mention our clients."
"What about my husband?" she asked.
"What about him? He's your problem, not mine. Just don't ever breathe a word of this to him or anyone else. You understand?"
"Yes," she said quietly.
"And I'll expect you to maintain the same level of output in your work. Just because you're my current whore doesn't mean you get to slack off. Got it?" She nodded her head. "And remember, you're to be available to me at a moment's notice. I don't care what you're doing, or where you're at. When I call, you make an excuse and report to me immediately. Understand?" She didn't immediately respond, prompting him to repeat himself. "I said, DO YOU UNDERSTAND?"
"I... understand," she said. Unable to take any more of this, I stopped the video. Whatever love I may have had for Ginger died as I watched her with Chad. At that point, I hated her. And him. I began to think that maybe Bill was right about her having to die.
As I processed what I saw and heard, I began to feel sick. My head throbbed and I felt nauseous. My vision began to blur and I thought I was going to throw up. I made my way to the second bathroom, which was just across the hall. Leaning against the bathroom counter, I looked at myself in the mirror.
My face was beet red. My eyes had also turned red and the gold specks were actually pulsating -- flashing. I could see my temples throbbing. The pain and pressure in my head got worse with each passing second. I screwed my eyes shut and turned around, half sitting on the bathroom counter facing the shower.
When I opened my eyes, I felt something rush out of my head with such a force that it nearly knocked me over. I saw the thick shower doors shatter, shards of glass filling the shower stall inside. What the fuck just happened, I asked myself.
When my vision cleared, I saw thick smoke filling the upper half of the bathroom and quickly turned on the overhead fan to clear it before the smoke alarm in the hall went off. The shower door was destroyed and the inside of the shower looked singed. Terrific, I thought.
I realized the pain and pressure in my head was gone and turned to inspect myself in the mirror. My face was no longer red, and my eyes were now blue. The gold specks had also stopped pulsating. I washed my face, then began cleaning up the broken glass. My phone buzzed when I finished sweeping up the last of the glass shards. I looked and saw it was Ginger.
"What?" I asked when I answered my phone.
"Um, it's me, Ginger," she said, sounding scared.
"What do you want?" I asked.
"I'm just letting you know that I'm leaving work now and I'm on my way home," she said.
"Okay, thanks for letting me know. We have a lot to discuss when you get here," I said.
"I know," she said. "Cam, please know that I really do love you."
"I'll try to remember that," I said.
"Don't you love me?" she asked. I could hear a sob in her voice.
"We'll talk about that when you get home," I said, trying to keep my anger in check. Ginger wisely chose not to push the issue.
"O... Okay," she said. "I'll see you soon."
"Yeah. See you soon," I said before ending the call. I put the phone back in my pocket and thought about the situation. I knew I would have to keep my temper under control around Ginger. I shuddered to think what would've happened if she had been standing where those shower doors were when I... exploded.
It was clear to me that Wheeler had something on Ginger and was using it to control her. But what? I also observed that Ginger's attitude toward me had changed somewhat in the last 24 hours. Over the course of the last several months she had become an unbearable shrew. But lately, she almost seemed contrite. Did something happen recently to brought about that change?
I knew the answers were in her memories, now stored on my computer. But I was hesitant to look, concerned that it would spark another episode. I knew that Ginger would be home within the next half hour, so I decided to make a fresh pot of coffee and use the time to relax.
I waited for her to walk through the door, and I began to get a bit nervous when she hadn't shown up after forty-five minutes. Maybe she stopped at the store to bring something home, I thought. When an hour had passed, she still hadn't shown up. I called her cell but it went straight to voicemail. I began to wonder if maybe she decided to blow me off and go out with Chad or her girl friends.
Another half hour passed and I still hadn't heard anything, so I tried her cell phone again, but my call went straight to voicemail. I started pacing back and forth, coffee cup in hand, wondering what was taking her so long. After about a half-hour, my doorbell rang. I answered to find a uniformed police officer standing there.
"Yes, officer, what can I do for you?" I asked.
"I'm Officer Chandler with Metro PD, sir. Are you related to a Ms. Ginger Drake?" he asked.
"Yes, I'm her husband," I said. "What's going on?"
"I'm sorry to inform you sir, your wife was in an accident and is currently at Mercy General Hospital," he said.
"Is she alright?" I asked.
"I don't know, sir. You'll have to ask the doctors at the hospital about that," he said. "Do you need me to take you there or can you drive?"
"I can drive, officer," I said. "Thanks."
"You're welcome sir," he said. "I'll escort you there if that's alright. Just follow me."
"Thank you, officer, that would be great," I said. I grabbed my keys and headed out the door. Officer Chandler was already back in his patrol car, his lights flashing. I stayed as close to him as I could. It wasn't easy, given that he was driving much faster than the speed limit, his lights and sirens alerting drivers to get out of the way. I jumped out of my car when we got there and thanked Officer Chandler, shaking his hand.
"You're welcome, Mr. Drake," he said. "And I hope everything works out for you." I ran into the emergency room and identified myself. A few minutes later, I was met by a doctor and two police officers, a sergeant and another man in plain clothes. After the introductions, they escorted me to the ICU, where Ginger was located.
"Mr. Drake, I'm afraid your wife took a pretty bad blow to the head and is currently in a coma," Dr. Samuels said. "There were a few other injuries, but those were fairly minor. Frankly, she's lucky to be alive."
"How long do you think she'll be in a coma?" I asked. He shrugged his shoulders.
"It's hard to say," he told me. "She could be out for a few days, a few weeks, or maybe even a few months. It's really too soon to say. We'll just have to keep an eye on her. By the way, do you know if she has a DNR -- a 'do not resuscitate' order?"
"As far as I know, she doesn't," I said. He nodded his head, making a note to himself.
The plainclothes officer -- Detective Black -- spoke up next.
"Mr. Drake, did you disable the airbags in your wife's car?" he asked.
"What? No, why do you ask?" I was shocked at the implication of his question. The sergeant spoke up.
"Your wife ran a red light at the intersection of Fifth and Main at a high rate of speed," he said. "She slammed into the side of a garbage truck. Her air bags never deployed and her brakes weren't working."
"We're going over her vehicle now, Mr. Drake," Detective Black said. "Tell me, were there any problems in your marriage?"
"Well," I said nervously, "I just learned she had been having an affair. She called me at 5:00 to say she was coming home. We were going to discuss the issue tonight."
"I see," Det. Black said as he made notes in his pad. "When did you learn of this affair?"
"She admitted it to me last night," I said. "But I never touched her car. I've been out of pocket for nearly a week myself."
"That's right, you're the fellow who got hit by lightning last week over at the golf course. I remember reading about that," he said.
"That's right," I said. "My parents took me home this morning. You can check with Dr. Simpson. He can verify that."
"I will, Mr. Drake. And do you know who was it your wife had an affair with?" he asked.
"Chad Wheeler," I said. "One of her bosses at Nationwide Financial Services downtown." He wrote as I spoke.
"Just so you know, Mr. Drake, we're investigating this as a possible crime," he said. "I'll verify your alibi, and I'll need to speak with you more soon. I suggest you remain in town until our investigation is complete." I heard something else: "Ten to one this is our guy. Probably heard about the affair and had someone fuck up her car. We'll get him, eventually."
"I'm off work all next week," I told him. "Anytime you wish to talk, just let me know."
"I'll do that, Mr. Drake," he said, handing me a business card. "We'll be in touch. Good luck, and I hope your wife recovers soon." His mouth never moved, but I heard, "Bastard" in his mind.
"Thank you," I said before they walked off. I turned to Dr. Samuels. "Can I see her now?" I asked. He nodded his head.
"Of course," he said, leading me to her room. When I got there, I was taken back by her appearance. She was fully in focus, her head and much of her body covered in bandages. She was connected to monitoring equipment and an IV tube was in one arm. A ventilator tube was in her mouth, and I could hear the machine as it breathed for her. Her eyes were closed and she appeared to be asleep. I walked to the side of her bed and looked down at her.
"Why, Ginger?" I asked quietly. "Why did you have to do this?" I didn't expect an answer, but I knew her memories held the key. I wasn't sure if I could extract any memories with her being in a coma, but I thought I'd try anyway. I took one hand in mine and held it tight. I felt the initial spark, then a slight tingling in my head as her most recent memories came to me.
I stayed there with her for a while, not sure if she would be able to detect my presence. Seeing her in the bed like that, I almost felt sorry for her. Almost. I still had questions and I was still quite pissed at her. I tried to read her thoughts, but got nothing. I didn't really expect to hear anything, but I thought I'd try anyway.
I stayed with her for a while, thinking about what Detective Black told me. I began to wonder if Chad had something to do with this. If he did, would he try to finish the job later? I bent down and whispered in her ear.
"If Chad did this to you, I will find out. And I will make him pay," I told her. I didn't know how I would make him pay, but that was a question for another day. "Get well," I said, giving her a kiss on her cheek. I left the room and went to the nurse's station. An attractive brunette in scrubs came over to me.
"Yes, sir, what can I do for you?" she asked.
"Can you please make sure that only close family members visit Mrs. Drake?" I asked.
"Of course, we can do that," she said, making a note on her computer.
"Thank you," I said before leaving. When I got home, I called both my parents and hers, letting them know what happened to Ginger. They were upset to hear that she was in the hospital, and promised to visit her. After speaking with them, I realized I was starving, so I made a sandwich out of Mom's meatloaf and wolfed it down. From there, I headed to my computer.
I downloaded Ginger's most recent memories and waited for the processing to complete. Then I selected the most recent day -- today -- and hit play. I fast-forwarded to a point where I saw her enter Chad's office.
"Well, are we on for tonight?" he asked.
"No, Chad, we're not," she said firmly. "I told you last night I'm finished with all this. I'm through being your company whore. I've decided to try and patch things up with Cam. Hopefully, he won't kick me to the curb."
"Why? He doesn't know anything, does he?" Chad asked.
"Yes," she said. "He figured some of it out. Worse yet, he saw us in your car. He's got video."



"So, he's got video. Big deal. It doesn't mean anything. Even if he filed for divorce, he could never use it against you. Now that he knows, we don't need to hide it from him anymore."
"I told you, Chad. I'm finished. No more. I love my husband and I owe it to him to make things right. I may end up divorced, but that's a chance I'm willing to take."
"The Board isn't going to be happy, Ginger," he said. "And there's the matter of your falsified report."
"You mean the report YOU falsified," she said angrily. "I was able to recover my original from the cloud backup. I've replaced the report you filed with that one. I've also spoken with an attorney and I'm told I have a very good case against you."
"You would go to the authorities, even though you would be exposed as a whore?" he asked.
"Yes, Chad," she said. "I told you, I'm done. No more. You'll need to find another whore for the Board and your clients."
"This will destroy your career here," he said.
"I don't care. In fact, I'm giving you my two week notice. I'll wrap up what I'm doing and transition my replacement. Then I'm gone. And if you threaten me or my husband, so help me God, I'll go straight to the police," she said. He nodded his head when she finished.
"Well, Ginger, I hate to see you go. You had a good run here and would've gone far. Good luck in your future endeavors," he said with a smirk. She turned and stormed out of his office. I fast-forwarded the video and saw where she had called me, then continued fast-forwarding until I got close to the crash.
It was here that I saw her put her foot on the brakes, only to find they weren't working. Frantic, she kept pumping the brake pedal, but to no avail. She pulled on the emergency brake, but that did no good, either. She saw the red light, and the truck coming into the intersection and tried to steer away from it, but the steering wheel was locked. The video ended when her car T-boned the large truck.
Angry, I turned from the screen, closed my eyes and slowly counted to ten, hoping that would keep me from destroying something else in the house. I finally calmed down and opened my eyes. I could only imagine the terror she must've felt, knowing that her life was close to being over.
I had a pretty good idea what had happened. Chad apparently decided to tie up loose ends by taking Ginger out, making it look like an accident. But I didn't have concrete proof -- at least not yet.
Of course, none of this let Ginger off the hook. Even if Chad had drugged or blackmailed her into a life as a whore, she could've -- no, SHOULD HAVE -- come straight to me with it. Together, we could probably have done something to put a stop to it before it started. But she didn't. Now, she's paying the price. And there was no way I was going to live with her as a knowing cuckold. The fly in the ointment, however, is the fact that she's now in a coma.
I decided to keep my wedding promise to Ginger -- at least the "in sickness and in health" part. Whatever I decided to do could wait until after she comes out of her coma and recovers from the accident. But Wheeler? Something had to be done about him, no question about it.
I wondered about approaching Detective Black with what I knew, but rejected that out of hand. What was I going to say? 'Oh, detective, I have videos from my wife's memories...' Yeah, right. That would get me a one-way trip straight to the funny farm, I thought.
There was always the possibility the detective would eventually figure it out. But as screwed up as the legal system is, there was also a very good chance Wheeler would walk away free as a bird. It was clear that I would have to be the one to deal with him. But how? I grabbed the book, popped open a beer and sat on the couch.
When I opened the book, I found another section had been translated into English. This part dealt with self defense. I smiled as I turned the pages. I couldn't wait to see what was possible. I read for a couple hours, my curiosity more than piqued. Eventually, I felt myself getting extremely tired, so I grabbed a pillow and a blanket and crashed on the couch.
The next morning, I woke up, showered in the master bathroom, dressed and sat at my computer to check my emails and catch up on the news. I had to be at Drew's office in the afternoon to go over the agreement, so that meant I could swing by Ginger's work this morning. I would then go see Drew and stop by to visit Ginger on my way home.
I got to the building where she worked and headed up to the 17th floor. The company she worked for occupied the top three floors of the building and I knew she worked on the 16th floor. Chad's office was on the top floor. I walked into his suite as though I owned the place. His receptionist, an attractive redhead, looked up when I came in.
Chad was standing directly behind her. Both of them exhibited the same anaglyph effect I had seen with Ginger, but the effect was so pronounced with Chad that it was a bit difficult to tell which of the overlapping figures was really him.
"Yes, sir, what can I do for you?" the woman asked.
"Where are your manners, Lisa?" Chad chided. "This is Cameron Drake, Ginger's husband." I had never personally met the man so I was a bit surprised he knew who I was. He stepped around the desk and extended a hand. "I've seen your picture on her desk and she talks about you a lot," he said with a smirk. "So, this is the cuck," I heard him say in his mind. "What the fuck is the deal with his eyes, anyway?"
I nodded my head and took his hand. I felt the spark as we made contact, and could tell he felt it as well. Then I felt the tingle in my head as his memories were downloaded into my brain. When the download had completed a few seconds later, I released his hand.
"I suppose you're here to explain why Ginger isn't at work this morning," he said.
"Yes," I said. "She was in an accident last night and she's in the hospital in a coma."
"I'm sorry to hear that," he said. "I'll have to stop by sometime and see her."
"I've instructed the hospital that only close family members are allowed to see her," I said.
"Oh? Is there a problem with me seeing her?" he asked.
"As her medical proxy, it's my decision," I said. "I don't have to explain myself to you or anyone else."
"I see," he said. "Do they suspect foul play or something?"
"It hasn't been ruled out," I told them. I saw his face change slightly. "Her airbags didn't deploy for some reason."
"Interesting," he said. "Fucking Antonio screwed up," I heard him say in his mind. "I'll have to kick his ass for that. He swore it would be handled."
"I thought so," I said. I heard him swear in his mind, then: "I'll have to get Antonio to watch this guy. The last thing I need is a pissed-off husband coming after me. And there's something about this guy..."
"Well, I hope she gets better soon," he finally said with a smirk.
"As do I," I told him. "I suppose I should speak to your HR manager. Can you tell me where the HR office is, please?"
"Two floors down, take a right when you get off the elevator and follow the signs," Lisa said.
"Thank you," I said.
"I trust you'll keep us in the loop," Chad said.
"I will," I said. "Good day."
"Take care, and I hope Ginger gets well soon," he said. I nodded my head.
"Me too," I said before leaving the office.
"Did you see his eyes?" I heard Lisa ask Chad after I was in the hall. "What's up with that?"
"I don't know," Chad said. "Kinda freaky if you ask me." I smiled to myself as I made my way to the elevator. I followed Lisa's directions and found the HR office. I stepped in and asked to speak to the HR manager. A somewhat older woman came out and introduced herself.
"I'm Georgia Hamilton, the HR manager. What can I do for you?" she asked.
"Cameron Drake. I'm Ginger Drake's husband. I came by to inform you that she's in the hospital and may be there for a while," I said.
"I'm sorry to hear that, Mr. Drake. Please, step into my office," she said. I followed her and sat down in a chair across from the desk from hers. "So, how long will she be in the hospital?"
"I don't know, Mrs. Hamilton," I said, seeing her wedding ring. "She was in an accident after leaving work yesterday and she's in a coma. There's no telling how long she'll be out."
"That's horrible," she said. I saw her pull up Ginger's file on her computer. "And what may we do for you?"
"I came by to inform you. I just want to make sure there won't be any problems with her employment or her insurance coverage," I said.
"Well, I can't get into specifics, but I assure you she has accrued quite a bit of sick time. She still has her vacation, so her employment status won't be a problem. If she's still in the hospital after using that time up, we can put her on a paid leave of absence for medical reasons. Her insurance coverage will remain in effect. Is there anything else?"
"No, that's it," I said.
"Which hospital is she in?" Georgia asked.
"Mercy General," I said.
"If you don't mind, I'd like to do a little something for her, maybe get everyone to pitch in for some flowers or something," she said. "We think the world of Ginger here."
"No, I don't mind," I said.
"Please let us know how she's doing, Mr. Drake," Georgia said. I could tell she was genuinely concerned, so I smiled as I nodded my head.
"I will. Thank you for your time," I said. I left and stopped at a diner to eat before my meeting with Drew. When I got to his office, I was escorted right in. He stood and shook my hand before we sat down to business.
"Good to see you back on your feet," he said. "How are you feeling?"
"I'm doing okay," I told him.
"You look a bit... different than the last time I saw you," he said.
"I feel different," I said.
"So, how are things going?" he asked. I told him about Ginger's accident and her current condition. "I'm sorry to hear that she's in the hospital," he said. "I take it you want to put a hold on things until she's back on her feet."
"I think that's the best course of action right now," I said. "And there's the possibility I'll probably go for the divorce when she recovers."
"I see," he said. "You learned something since we spoke last?"
"I have," I said. "And it's worse than I initially thought."
"And there's no way past it?" he asked.
"I don't think so," I said.
"Alright, well let me know what you decide, Mr. Drake," he said. "I'll keep this agreement in your file and we'll revisit things when she recovers."
"Thank you, Mr. Henson," I said. I left his office and headed for Mercy General to see Ginger.
"How is she?" I asked the nurse when I got to the ICU.
"Her condition hasn't changed," the nurse said. "We're going to be moving her to another ward in a couple days. You can go in and see her if you want."
"Thank you," I said. I went into Ginger's room and sat down next to her. I took her hand in mine and wondered if there was anything going on in her head. When I clasped her hand, there was no spark and I tried to detect any thoughts that might be running around in her mind, but couldn't. I leaned in close and spoke to her, but didn't know if anything would get through to her.
"Ginger, I'm pretty certain Chad was behind your accident. I think he wanted you dead. I'll deal with that. I know he had something on you, and I know he used you. I don't know the extent of what he did, yet, but I will find out. I wish to God you had come to me with this when it first happened. Why didn't you trust me enough to talk to me about this? There was no need for you to prostitute yourself."
I didn't expect an answer but listened for anything that might indicate that what I said registered with her on some level. I heard nothing and after a few minutes, I gave her a kiss on her forehead and stood up.
"I'll stop by and see you later, Ginger," I said. "Get well." I left her room and headed home, feeling both anger and sorrow. Anger at Chad and yes, at Ginger as well. Sorrow, primarily for what Ginger had done to our marriage, but also for seeing her in a coma. Yes, I wanted her to pay, but not with her life.
I got home and immediately went to my computer, where I downloaded Chad's memories. I grabbed a cup of coffee as the application processed what had been in my mind. When it was finished, I selected the day of Ginger's accident and fast-forwarded to the point just after she walked out of his office. When the door closed behind Ginger, he pulled out his cell phone and made a call.
"Antonio, Wheeler here. Ginger's flying the coop... Yes, can you make it look like an accident? Good. You know what she drives. Make it happen... Don't worry, I'll make sure you get a good bonus... Don't worry about the Board. I'll take care of that. You just do what you gotta do... The husband? We'll deal with him later, but only if he gets suspicious. Just make sure she doesn't walk away from the accident, you hear me? Just get it done," he said before ending the call.
I had an idea and changed the perspective to "First Person," then replayed the video. This time, I saw the number Chad dialed and made a note of it. I also heard Antonio's side of the conversation, confirming his role in Ginger's "accident."
I now knew the truth. Chad intended for Ginger to die in that accident. Antonio successfully sabotaged her car, fully expecting her to die in the crash, and he almost succeeded. And it appeared the company's Board of Directors -- or at least some of the members -- sanctioned Chad's actions.
Worse yet, I remembered Chad saying he would have this Antonio guy watching me. Was I next on his hit list? I knew I couldn't very well see Chad every day to download his memories, but I couldn't think of any way to get more information short of hiring a private investigator. Maybe there was an answer in the book those two men left me, I thought.
I grabbed the book, warmed up my coffee and sat down on the couch in the living room to read. I noticed that more of the book had automatically translated itself since the last time I opened it. I spent some time in the manual, and by dinnertime I learned that once I had established a mental link with someone, I no longer needed to be in physical contact to keep track of the target. I couldn't download the memory remotely, but I could watch and listen.
I decided to give that a try and followed the directions in the manual. Sure enough, I was able to make contact with Chad, and was able to see what he saw and hear what he heard, almost as if I was him. At that particular moment, he was in a small bar, talking to a burly man with short curly hair.
"Boss, I did what you said," the man explained. "When they pulled her out of the wreckage I thought she was dead." Apparently, this was Antonio.
"Alright, Antonio," Chad said, confirming my suspicions. "I hear ya. It's alright. She's in a coma in Mercy General right now."
"Maybe we should go in and finish it, eh, boss?" Antonio said.
"No, her husband has left instructions that only family can see her," Chad said. "She's not going anywhere. I do want you to keep tabs on him, though. Something about him really bugs the shit outta me. Here's a picture of him." He handed Antonio the picture Ginger kept on her desk. "The only difference is his eyes. They're a strange shade of blue and they have two gold spots in them. You can't miss him."
"So this is the wimpy cuck. We gonna take him out as well, boss?" Antonio asked as he took the picture.
"Not yet. Not unless he gets too close to the truth. And don't underestimate him. I have a really bad feeling about him. I can't explain it, but something tells me he's no wimp," Chad said.
"Yeah, sure, boss," Antonio said with a smirk. "But he is a cuck, isn't he?"
"Yeah, he is. Still, you be extra careful," Chad said.
"Okay, boss, I'll get one of the guys to watch him with me. And if he gets too froggy, ol' Betsy here can take care of him," he said, patting his jacket where he kept a pistol in a shoulder harness. Chad shook his head.
"No gunplay, Antonio," he said. "The last thing I want are the cops coming down on us."
"Whatever you say, boss," Antonio said with a smile.
"Go on, get outta here, ya bum," Chad said, smiling. "You got work to do."
"On it, boss," he said as he got up. Chad took a drink from his beer and focused on a leggy blonde sitting at another table by herself. I ended the connection and thought about what had just transpired. I considered calling Detective Black, but again, what was I gonna say? "Oh, I found out about this by mentally linking with Chad's brain?" Yeah, right.
I warmed up the rest of Mom's meatloaf and a can of green beans, then sat down to eat, thinking about my options. At least now I know what Antonio looks like and could keep an eye out for him. But what do I do if he makes a move on me? Would he actually try to break into my house, or sabotage my car?
I also considered letting someone know of my secret, but there were only two people, well actually three, people I trusted enough with something like this -- Bill and my parents. The only problem was, letting them know at this point could put them all in danger from Chad's goons, and I wasn't prepared to do that. So, I dismissed that notion, at least for now. I had already thought about calling the police, but again, that would require me to tell them how I know what I know.
I could just sit here and wait for them to move against me, but I dismissed that idea as well. No, I decided, I would have to take control of the situation and move against them first. Perhaps the book could give me some ideas.
After I ate, I sat back down with the manual and read further. The more I read, the more I learned about what I was capable of doing. I also learned that I could gauge the thoughts of the person's memory by using the headset the two men left me as I watched the video. As I read, ideas began coming to me. When I finished reading what had been translated, I went back to my computer and started going through Chad's and Ginger's memories, this time with the headset in place.
I didn't look at a whole lot, but I learned that Chad had organized several gangbangs for Ginger, and from the way she responded, she seemed to enjoy herself. Toward the end, she even looked forward to being made airtight -- with cocks in all of her holes at once. And she never gave any thought to what I might think. That explained her attitude toward me.
I noticed that Antonio and some of his goons had participated in a few of them. There were some others there as well that I thought I recognized.
I paused the video and brought up the site for Ginger's company. I looked through the biographies on the site and hit pay dirt. As I suspected, some of those screwing Ginger were members of the Board of Directors. I made note of that, and continued reviewing the memories, skipping through the worse to keep my temper under control. As it was, I had to stop several times and count to ten to keep my head from exploding.
From what I could tell, Chad initially used drugs and blackmail to get Ginger's cooperation, but as time went on, he no longer needed to coerce her, as she became a willing participant, even putting me down as her lovers jackhammered their cocks into her more than willing pussy.
By the time I finished watching, it was just after 10:00 pm. My anger was about to boil over and I knew I had to take action, and I knew I had to do it right away. I went back through Chad's memory files and found what I was looking for -- his private cell phone number. I dialed the number and heard it ring. To my surprise, he answered it after the second ring.
"Hello? Who is this?" he asked angrily. I knew he was in a parking lot of an upscale nightclub with Lisa.
"Cameron Drake," I said.



"How did you get this number? Did Ginger give it to you?"
"I got it from your own memory. Now, ditch Lisa and listen good," I said.
"How do you know Lisa is with me? Are you following me?" he asked.
"I don't need to follow you, asshole," I said. "I know what you did to Ginger. I know you set her up. I also know you drugged her and blackmailed her and I know you turned her into your company whore. And I also know you tried to kill her."
"Okay, so what are you gonna do about it, cuck?" he asked. "Call the cops? Ha! They won't believe a word you say."
"Meet me at Riverside Park at midnight," I said. "No need to tell you to come alone, because I know you'll have Antonio and his goons with you no matter what I say. That's fine with me. The more the merrier."
"Riverside Park. Midnight. Okay, we'll be there. Just don't expect to walk away, though, cuck," he said, laughing.
"I'll see you then," I said, ending the call. Connecting to his mind, I saw him look at Lisa before speaking.
"Who was that, baby?" Lisa asked.
"Ginger's husband," he said. "Somehow, he got my number. Listen, I gotta go take care of business. I'll see you later, okay? Go on home and I'll be in touch."
"Are you gonna be okay?" she asked.
"Of course, now just go!"
"Okay, okay, don't get your undies in a wad. I'm going. You'd better call me, though," she said.
"Yeah, I will," he told her. "You may want to call for a ride. I have to go meet someone."
"Alright, I'll get an Uber," she said. "I'll talk to you later." She pulled out her phone and I made a note of her number. As she called for a ride, he pulled out his cell and called Antonio.
"Antonio, the cuck called me. Get Steve and meet me at Riverside Park at midnight," he said. "You wanted to take him out. You'll get your chance tonight."
"Okay, boss," Antonio said. "On my way." He ended the call and put his phone away. "The fucker's gonna fucking die," he said, mostly to himself. I disconnected from his mind and steeled myself for the coming confrontation. I went through the manual one more time to make sure I had the directions right. I poured myself another cup of coffee and waited.
It would take me about 45 minutes to get to Riverside Park. I purposefully selected that as it was on the edge of town and would be deserted by now. I also knew there were no surveillance cameras or CCTV in the area.
I left the condo, double-checking to make sure the door was locked. When I was a couple blocks from the park, I reconnected with Chad's mind to find out where he and his thugs were located. I parked the car and made my way to the clearing where the three of them stood. They turned when I stepped into the clearing.
"Well, the wimpy cuck shows his face," Chad said with a smirk on his face. "You do realize you're gonna die tonight."
"We all die, Chad," I said.
"Yes, we do," he said. "But before you die, know this. Your wife gave herself to me willingly. Said my cock went places yours never could."
"And how many times did you have to drug her to get her to say that, Chad?" I asked. "Yes, I know you drugged her, at first, anyway. I also know you blackmailed her. And yes, you turned her into a slut. Then you tried to murder her. How many others have you destroyed? Or have you lost count?" His face turned red at that point. He looked at Antonio and nodded his head. "Go ahead, take out the trash, will ya?"
"Sure thing, boss," Antonio said with a smirk. He reached for his pistol, but it never got out of his holster. The center of his chest exploded, bits of bone and heart muscle shooting out a good ten feet in front of him. Antonio's eyes went wide and he fell back onto the ground.
His eyes wide, Chad nodded to the other goon, Steve. Steve went for his gun, but his head suddenly exploded, showering Chad with blood, bone and brain matter. Chad pissed his pants as Steve's headless body fell to the ground. He looked at me, eyes wide with fear. That's when he saw that my eyes had turned a deep red. He fell to his knees.
"What are you?" he stammered.
"I'm a pissed-off husband getting my revenge on a slimy piece of shit, that's what I am," I told him. He shook his head and actually put his hands together.
"Please," he begged. "Don't kill me. I'm begging you."
"Now you're begging me," I said. "You were pretty cocky just a few seconds ago. Give me one good reason why I shouldn't kill you."
"B... Because I'm begging?" he asked. "You wouldn't kill an unarmed man, would you?"
"I said a good reason," I told him. "You're not a man. You're a scum-sucking putrid piece of dog shit. I could destroy your body with a single thought. But I'll give you one chance to do the right thing for humanity."
"What? Anything. I'll do anything you say. Please. Just don't kill me," he begged. I nodded my head.
"Okay. Take Steve's gun there and blow your own dick off," I said. "Don't even think of pointing it at me or it'll be the last thing you ever do."
"You expect me to shoot my own dick off?" he asked.
"Yes," I said. "You did say you'd do anything to keep me from killing you. You never said anything about killing yourself." He looked at Steve's gun, still in its holster. He reached out for it and I watched him pick it up. I halfway expected him to turn it on me, but I was prepared and gently nudged his arm muscles, forcing him to put the barrel into his own trousers, against the base of his penis.
He looked at me with wide, scared eyes as he pulled the hammer back. He hesitated for a moment and shook his head.
"Please," he cried. "I'm sorry. I'll never do it again. Don't make me do this." Flexing my eye muscles, I forced my eyes to flash a bright red.
"You're right. You'll never fuck another man's wife ever again. Do. It," I commanded. "NOW!" I heard the report and saw the flash. Then I saw the blood seep into the front of his trousers and he fell to the ground, trembling. I looked at his shirt pocket and saw his phone. Knowing that a record of my call would be on the phone, I melted it with a flash of my eyes.
His trembling became more pronounced and I knew he wouldn't last very long. I considered putting him out of his misery, but decided he had earned the pain he was feeling, so I did nothing and watched as he took his last breath. I turned and went back to my car.
The enormity of what I had done hit about halfway home and I pulled over. I killed two men with the force of my mind and made another man kill himself. I felt my stomach heave, so I quickly opened the door and threw up on the side of the road. Twice. I washed my mouth out with some coffee I had in the car, and headed home, my mind reeling and my hands shaking.
I threw up again after I got home and wondered what I had become. Four days ago, I would never have considered doing what I had just done. Worse yet, there was no one I could talk to, no one who could possibly understand what I had been through.
Then I heard my doorbell ring. Surely the police hadn't caught up to me so fast, I thought. I made my way to the door and looked through the peephole. I saw the two men from that preservation society and opened the door. They came in without being invited and quickly closed the door behind them.
"What are you doing here? I thought you had to leave," I said.
"You have progressed much further and faster than we anticipated," one of them said. "We monitored your encounter in the park and returned to help you."
"Taking life in a combat situation is nothing new for us, but we realize this is something new for you, and you have not been adequately prepared for the experience," the second man said. The first man pulled out another headset and placed it on me.
"Relax. This device will calm your nerves and help you cope with your actions," he said. I relaxed as he said and found myself feeling calmer. After a couple minutes, my body had stopped trembling and I no longer felt anxious.
"Better," the first man said. "Keep this device as you may have need of it in the future."
"What have you done to me?" I asked.
"We have made you the man you were meant to be," he said. "This is what you are now. Your abilities will grow and mature over time. You have only begun to scratch the surface of what you are truly capable of doing. The manual we left will help guide you through the transition. Now, let's review and see what we can learn."
"The first two kills were clearly self defense," the second man said. "You acted quickly, decisively. They felt nothing. The third, however, was something entirely different."
"Yes," the first man interjected. "That was clearly a case of revenge, wasn't it?"
"He destroyed my marriage, tried to kill my wife," I said.
"Yes, he did," the first man said. "But he was on his knees, begging for his life. You could very easily have extracted a much greater price from him. Perhaps forced him to live in pain for the rest of his miserable existence. But you didn't do that. You were too overcome by the desire for vengeance, and that clouded your judgment. You do realize he wasn't the only one involved in the destruction of your marriage, right?"
"Yes, I do," I said, nodding my head. "His Board of Directors were also involved."
"Correct. And they will simply replace him with another like him, and they will continue as before." The second man spoke up.
"Do not let this hinder you, however," he said. "Use it as a learning experience."
"The police will certainly discover their bodies," I said. "How do I handle that?"
"Their bodies have already been disintegrated," the first man said. "Even their DNA has been eradicated. As far as your authorities will be concerned, they simply went missing. But understand that we will not always be here to clean up after you."
"I understand," I said. "And thanks," I added.
"You are welcome," the second man said. "Next time, though, think before you act."
"I will," I said. They stood and left without a word. I kept the device on my head and found myself relaxing even more. Soon, I was fast asleep on the couch.
The next morning, I woke up, still in the clothes I wore last night. I began to wonder if it was all a nightmare, and tried reaching out to Chad's mind, but it was gone. The strange headset was on the couch where I had slept. Apparently, it had gotten knocked off my head sometime in the night.
I got up, did my morning business, showered and dressed. I came back and fixed a cup of coffee and grabbed a frozen waffle. I felt much better than I did last night. I certainly didn't feel any guilt about what I had made Chad do to himself, but I realized the error of my actions.
Oh, well, I thought to myself. Live and learn. After breakfast, I left the condo and headed for the hospital. When I got there, I went to see Ginger. Her condition hadn't changed. I sat down next to her and tried to connect to her mind, but was unable to.
"Just so you know, Ginger, Chad won't be bothering you anymore. You and I, however, still have some unresolved issues to deal with, but I'll wait until you recover. Talk to you later," I said. I left her room and went to the nurse's station, where I saw Nurse Judy.
"Well, hello, Mr. Drake," she said. "You're looking rather chipper this morning. How are you feeling?"
"Much better, thanks to you," I said.
"I see you came by to talk to your wife," she said. "We'll be moving her in a day or two."
"That's what I heard."
"So, what can I do for you today?"
"Well, I was wondering if you'd like to have dinner with me tonight," I said.
"Dinner? Is that all?"
"Well..." I began.
"Just so you know, I don't sleep with married men," she said, pointing to my wedding ring. "Unless, of course, they happen to be married to me."
"Of course," I said. "I just thought it'd be nice to have dinner with a friend, a way to say thanks for helping me recover."
"Okay, friend, dinner and maybe a drink or two to say thanks would be nice. But that's all. I get off at five. You can pick me up at six," she said. "Here's my address." She handed me a slip of paper with her address, which I put in my pocket.
"I'll see you at six," I said. We said our goodbyes and I headed out. Yes, I thought, things are looking good.
...
More to come...
Notes:
The Gingravik are first mentioned in my story, The Plant. The H'tq'uiy were first mentioned in The Plant Pt. 05 -- Revelation.
I decided to place this story here as it involves a cheating wife. Further installments of this series may appear in different areas of Literotica.
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Flash 02: Career Change

The following was inspired by an email from a reader. To fully understand the context of what is happening here, I suggest you read the first part of this story, here.
This story contains elements of sci-fi and mind control. I have chosen to put it here after a number of comments suggesting I keep the whole story in one area of Literotica.
My apologies for taking so long to get this part of the story up. We're doing a major remodel on the house, and my writing time has been severely hampered.
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For those who want to say this or that would never happen, remember this is my universe, a place where nearly anything can, and often does, happen. At least on paper...
Please refer to my profile for more on my personal policy regarding comments, feedback, follows, etc. (Yes, I DO moderate comments) And please remember, this is a work of fiction, not a docu-drama...
...
The end of Flash 01: Out of the Blue
"Well, hello, Mr. Drake," she said. "You're looking rather chipper this morning. How are you feeling?"
"Much better, thanks to you," I said.
"I see you came by to talk to your wife," she said. "We'll be moving her in a day or two."
"That's what I heard."
"So, what can I do for you today?"
"Well, I was wondering if you'd like to have dinner with me tonight," I said.
"Dinner? Is that all?"
"Well..." I began.
"Just so you know, I don't sleep with married men," she said, pointing to my wedding ring. "Unless, of course, they happen to be married to me."
"Of course," I said. "I just thought it'd be nice to have dinner with a friend, a way to say thanks for helping me recover."
"Okay, friend, dinner and maybe a drink or two to say thanks would be nice. But that's all. I get off at five. You can pick me up at six," she said. "Here's my address." She handed me a slip of paper with her address, which I put in my pocket.
"I'll see you at six," I said. We said our goodbyes and I headed out. Yes, I thought, things are looking good.
...
And now, Flash 02:
My name is Cameron Drake -- "Cam" to my friends and family. It's been a very hectic three months since my wife, Ginger, fell into a coma after an accident caused by her immediate boss, Chad Wheeler. Ginger is still in a coma, so I come by the hospital every day after work to sit with her for a few minutes.
I sat next to her bed, her hand in mine. I tried desperately to make some contact with her, but there was nothing. I was reminded of the saying, "the lights are on but no one is home." Yes, she was alive, but that was it. Her heart was beating, she was breathing, and her body continued to function. But whatever it is that made Ginger, Ginger, wasn't there.
At the time of her "accident," we were "this close" to divorce. I had even spoken to an attorney and had a post nuptial agreement drawn up after being informed of what I would face in a divorce. I had learned that she had been involved in a seven-month long affair with Wheeler.
Actually, it was much worse than an affair. He blackmailed and drugged her in order to use her as his whore. As time went on, she began accepting her role and had been used by a number of men, including members of her company's Board of Directors and more than a few of their clients. At the same time, she was treating me like crap, making my life a living hell.
I learned the depth of her betrayal after I had been accidentally struck by something that drastically altered my DNA. At first I thought it was lightning, but I later found out it was something else. As a result of that, I developed strange mental abilities, one of which was the ability to "download" memories into my head, which could later be exported to an application on my computer that allowed me to review them.
I could also "hear" thoughts of people close to me and could tell at a glance if someone was being deceptive. Under certain conditions, I could also use my abilities to defend myself and control the actions of others. That's what I used to get my vengeance on Wheeler.
Since then, the two strange men who gave me those abilities -- men I now called "Smith" and "Jones" since I didn't know their real names or even if they had Earth-like names -- had been training me to use my abilities more wisely. They had been coming by the condo once a week over the last three months, putting me through my paces. They even had the nerve to assign homework.
I also took the time to enroll in martial arts, at Smith's insistence. He said it would help me become more disciplined, more focused, and less prone to strike out in anger. Turns out he was right, but my body has been in a near-constant state of pain ever since.
The bodies of Wheeler and the two goons I took out that night in Riverside Park never showed up. About a week after that confrontation, I got a visit from Detective Black. I expected to be cuffed and hauled off to jail, but I got a surprise the night he came by the condo.
"Detective," I said when I answered the door. "Please come in. What can I do for you?"
"I have a couple questions for you, Mr. Drake," he said. "First off, can you tell me where you were last Friday, say, from about 10 pm to midnight or so?"
"I was here," I said, lying my ass off. "And before you ask, no I don't have an alibi. I was alone all night."
"Did you speak with Chad Wheeler that night?" he asked.
"Yeah, as a matter of fact, I did, Detective. I was drunk, pissed off and I called him. Why?"
"I spoke with Lisa Hall, his assistant. She told me you called him and wanted to meet him at Riverside Park. At midnight," he said.
"No law against that, is there?" I asked.
"No, there's not. It's just that no one has seen or heard from him since. We found his car at the park, but no trace of him. Nothing. Nor has anyone seen these guys," he said, pulling out two photos. I recognized them right off as Antonio and Steve, the two goons he had with him. "You recognize these men?" he asked. I shook my head.
"No, Detective. Who are they?"
"The curly-haired guy is Antonio de Blasio. The other guy is Steven Scroggins. Both of them are hit men. Scroggins also happened to be an informant. He was helping us put together a case against Wheeler and his associates." I felt a bit bad about Scroggins, since he was helping the police take Wheeler down, but at the same time, he was about to shoot me when I took action.
"Well, I don't think a computer guy like me could stand up against Wheeler and two experienced hit men, do you, Detective?" I asked with a slight smile. He smiled back. "Seriously. Look at me. I'm just an average guy. If I had gone there, it looks to me like I'd be the one you would be out looking for, not them."
"I suppose you have a point there, Mr. Drake," he said. "Have you heard from Wheeler since last Friday?"
"No, I haven't."
"Why did you tell Wheeler you wanted to meet with him? What did you hope to accomplish?"
"Like I said, Detective, I was drunk and pissed off. At the time, I thought about kicking his ass, but I passed out shortly after I called him," I said as he wrote in his pad. I heard him say "bullshit" in his mind as he scribbled his notes. He clearly didn't believe what I was saying, but he had no evidence to the contrary.
"Did you ever consider what he might do if you didn't show up at the park?" he asked. I shook my head.
"No, I didn't. I wasn't exactly thinking straight, Detective. I was drunk, remember?" He continued writing, but I could tell he was having a hard time buying my story. I decided to get him off track just a bit. "But while you're here, I do have a question for you," I said.
"What's that?" he asked.
"Any word on what happened to my wife's car?"
"Yes," he said. "It appears her car was sabotaged. We found partial fingerprints that appear to be de Blasio's. We also found what looked like part of a remote control device and her brakes had been tampered with."
"So, it definitely wasn't an accident?"
"No, it appears to be attempted murder. My guess is Wheeler wanted her out of the way. We're still putting the pieces together, so we don't have the complete story," he said. "In the meantime, I'd appreciate it if you stayed in the area. I may have some questions for you later."
"I'm not going anywhere, Detective," I said. "I have a job and my wife is still in a coma."
"Of course," he said before leaving. "If you think of anything that might help, please give me a call."
"You got it, Detective," I said, extending my hand. He accepted it and I felt the now-familiar spark that let me know his memories were being downloaded into my mind. I was curious to see how much of a suspect he thought I was. "Sorry, lots of static electricity in this carpet," I said when I released his hand. He rubbed his hand and nodded his head before he left.
When I downloaded his memories into the application, I did a quick scan. Yes, he did consider me a suspect in Wheeler's disappearance, but as I suspected, he had absolutely no evidence to back it up. He didn't have a body nor did he have any DNA, something that irritated him considerably.
He was counting on me to slip up and say or do something that would put him back on my trail. Failing that, it would become a cold case, which irritated him further. I realized I would have to be extremely careful from here on out. I watched an encounter between him and his lieutenant.
"How are you coming on that Wheeler case, Jason?" the uniformed lieutenant asked. Black shook his head as he sat down.
"Coming up empty, Lt," he said. "All we have is his car and a vehicle belonging to one of his goons, but there's absolutely no forensic evidence to indicate any of them were ever in the park. We've had uniforms with dogs go over every inch of that park, and haven't found a damn thing. No blood, no pieces of clothing, nothing. Even went over it with ground-penetrating radar. Still nothing."
"What does your gut tell you?" the lieutenant asked.
"My gut tells me the husband -- Drake -- is involved up to his eyeballs. He certainly had motive, and he had the opportunity. Plus there's that call Wheeler's date told me about."
"So what are you going to do now?"
"I plan to follow up with Drake this evening," Jason said. "Maybe I can get something from him. If not, hell, I don't know. Maybe aliens abducted them or something," he added with a chuckle. I couldn't help but chuckle myself at his last statement. He had no idea how close he was to the truth.
"Yeah, that'll certainly get you that early retirement you've been talking about," the lieutenant said with a smile. Jason laughed as he stood up and prepared to leave. "Let me know how it goes, okay?"
"Will do, lieutenant," Jason said. I ended the playback and sat back, somewhat relieved.
Feeling a bit better about the situation with Wheeler, I took both Lucy and Judy -- the nurses who cared for me in the hospital -- out to dinner. Yes, there were two different nurses, and I took them out on separate dates. I heard from quite a few of you earlier asking about that. They worked different shifts and I didn't see Judy anywhere near as much as I did Lucy.
Our dates were nice, but mostly uneventful. We had a good time and enjoyed each other's company, but both ladies told me right up front they weren't interested in a physical relationship with a married man. My respect for both of them increased significantly upon hearing that.
I've been out with both of them a few times since, but nothing romantic ever happened. At this point, we're a bit more than acquaintances, but a lot less than lovers, or even "friends with benefits." If I had to describe my relationships with them, I would say that at this time, we're more like siblings than anything else.
I spent a lot of time over those three months going through Ginger's memories. Thanks to the accessories Smith and Jones provided, I was able to listen in on her thoughts as I watched the video playback and that helped give some context to her actions.
From her thoughts I could tell that while she responded to what was done to her, she hated what she was forced to do. But that didn't ease the pain I felt as she fucked our marriage down the drain. If she hated it so much, she should've come to me at the beginning.
And yes, they plied her with various drugs and threatened to make her actions public if she didn't go along with their program. They used her and abused her, and had a damn good time doing it. More than once, they laughed as they left her covered in semen, crying her eyes out. I wanted to kill the bastards for doing this to her -- slowly and as painfully as possible.
She handled it by taking it out on me. Instead of coming to me for help, she pushed me away and became an unbearable shrew. Apparently, that became her defense mechanism. It started to change, however, not long before her "accident."
I learned from Smith and Jones that I could actually perform a search on her memories. So I did. I figured there was a chance she could've either gotten pregnant or contracted a disease. I had a pretty good idea that she hadn't gotten an STD as I had myself tested shortly after learning of her infidelity, and her memories revealed that Chad had her frequently tested.
As it turned out, she had gotten pregnant, and was forced to get an abortion. I found the memory and watched as she entered Chad's office.
"What do you want?" he asked.
"Chad, I'm pregnant," she said.
"So, deal with it," he told her.
"What do you mean, deal with it?"
"Just what I said. Deal with it. Take care of it. There's clinics that handle that sort of thing. Our insurance will cover it."
"It could be Cameron's child," she said.
"So what? Get rid of it," he told her.
"I can't do that," she said.
"You WILL do it, and you'll have it done before the next board meeting. Unless, of course, you want your wimpy husband to find out what kind of a slut you really are."
"You bastard," she hissed. "I fucking HATE you!" He chuckled as he looked at her.
"I really don't give a shit," he said with a smirk. "Get that taken care of, the sooner the better," he added, pointing at her stomach. "If you need an extra incentive, try this. You either get rid of it, or Antonio will have a 45-caliber visit with your husband. Understand?"
"You'd really kill my husband if I don't get an abortion?" she asked, shocked.
"I wouldn't. But Antonio would," he said with a wicked grin. "In a New York minute. Think of it as a life for a life. One lives, the other dies. Next time, be more careful with your birth control." Ginger crumpled where she stood and sobbed. Chad let her cry for a while, then ordered her to get out.
"Get out of here and clean yourself up. I have work to do," he told her. She left the room in tears and at that point, I realized I had been far too easy on him. I wouldn't make that mistake again.
She had the procedure done a couple days later and went into a bit of a depression afterward. I remembered that time and recalled how out of sorts she was. I tried talking to her, but she rebuffed all my efforts, finally telling me to leave her "the fuck" alone. I learned from her memories that she did it thinking she was saving my life. She actually contemplated suicide and was set to do it, but changed her mind.
A part of me was glad she didn't kill herself, but there was another part of me that wished she had gone through with it. I felt a pressure in my head and knew if I didn't get away from this I would explode in a fit of rage. I went on the balcony and counted backwards from 100. I finally calmed down when I hit 25 and went back to her memories. After calming down, it hit me that maybe she was as conflicted and confused then as I was at that point in time.
Some time after she contemplated suicide, Chad talked to her about her attitude.
"I know you're in a bit of a funk over the abortion, but you need to get over it," he said coldly. "Women have abortions all the time and they deal with it. We have a meeting with some clients this afternoon, and I need for you to be at your best. Now, snap out of it and get your shit squared away. Understand?"
"I understand," she said quietly. I looked at the date and realized it was the day I saw her in his car.
I switched from her memories to his and began looking through them. I wasn't surprised to learn that he had done the same thing with several other women over the years. All of them were married, and from what I could tell in his memories, all of them ended up divorced.
The men he cuckolded tried going after him, but they all failed, and a couple of them ended up in the hospital after his goons worked them over. Ginger was just his last victim. He was gone now, literally, but there were others who had to pay the price for what was done to Ginger and to our marriage.
One thing kept coming back to me, though. I remembered Ginger's thoughts when I was first in the hospital. She seemed exuberant at the thought of Chad screwing her in our marital bed -- a bed I replaced almost immediately after her accident. Yet, she also seemed to hate him at the same time. This didn't make any sense to me, so I sought counsel from some marriage counselors, hoping they could give me some insight.
They all pretty much told me the same thing -- that without talking to Ginger they really couldn't help me much. But, they all said, it would be very possible for her to hate Chad yet enjoy the physical act of sex with him. One counselor suggested I simply try to get over that and move on. Another asked the age-old question: "Would you be happier with her or without her?"
"Frankly, doc, I really don't know at this point," I said. I later asked Smith and Jones about it. Smith brought up the memory, then used a keystroke combination I wasn't aware existed -- Ctrl-Alt-Shift-E. Another window popped up, showing a number of irregular lines that moved up and down.
"The application not only stores memories, it also stores thoughts and the emotional state of the target at the time," Smith said. "Looking at this, it seems your wife was extremely confused. In your vernacular, she was so mixed up, she couldn't tell up from down. Yes, she hated Wheeler, hated what he did to her and what he made her do. But she enjoyed the physical stimulation he gave her. Don't ask me to explain it. She even hated you a bit for not rescuing her."
"But I had no idea this was going on," I said. "She never said anything." Smith shrugged his shoulders.
"The problem, Cameron, is that you are trying to use logic to understand an illogical situation," he said. "You are thinking logically, which is good. But emotions have their own logic and the two are different. Our people still have emotions, since we still have physical bodies, but we are more disciplined in dealing with them."
"In our studies of human emotions, and how some humans let their emotions rule them, we see that most humans live with contradictions all the time. Your mate's subconscious desire for you to save her, co-existed with and conflicted with her desire for you to save yourself when she tried to drive you away," Jones added.
"You have similar but much lesser tensions when you wish to speed in your vehicle, but also wish to avoid a ticket. The disciplined and rational mind makes a choice and lives with the consequences of that choice. The undisciplined mind, however, weaves randomly back and forth between possible choices. We are assisting you in the disciplining of your enhanced mind. Whether you know it or not, yours truly is a superior intellect as compared to the other beings native to this planet. You will still have human emotions, but you will consciously choose how you act on them. Does this make sense to you?"



"Not completely, but I'm sure it will," I said.
After they left, I went back over her final memories and tried the keystroke combination. I found that her emotional state had significantly changed from what it was before. I used the headset and focused on her final thoughts just before and after the accident.
"Cam, I swear to God, I am going to make this up to you," she thought. "I promise I'll be the best wife ever. I just hope you can forgive me." Her final thoughts after the accident were of me. "Please, Cam, forgive me. I love you. I'm so, so terribly sorry..."
I was brought back to reality by the sound of her doctor's voice.
"Mr. Drake, I'm glad to see you here," Dr. Samuels said. "If you have a few minutes, I'd like to talk with you."
"Sure," I said, standing up. I followed him to his office and sat in a chair in front of his desk. He closed his door and took his seat.
"So, what can I do for you, doc?" I asked. He looked at me, then consulted his charts before speaking.
"I Just wanted to update you on your wife's status. It would help if you spent more time with her, Mr. Drake," he said. "I know you come by every day and spend a few minutes with her, and that's good. But in my opinion, you need to spend even more time with her. Talk to her. Touch her. Let her know you care. That will help a great deal." He saw the hesitation in my face and continued.
"Just out of curiosity, how were things in your marriage when she had her accident?" he asked.
"Not good," I said. I hadn't said anything to him about our marriage simply because I felt it was none of his business. "In fact, I was close to filing for divorce."
"I see," he said. "Well, I'm a doctor, not a marriage counselor. My first priority is getting her back on her feet."
"I understand," I said.
"I don't think so," he said. "Her condition is getting worse. I'm concerned that she may be losing her will to live. You need to set your problems aside and think about her." He pulled a photo out of her folder and set it in front of me. I could see the outline of her brain with part of it showing green.
"This was her brain activity two weeks ago," he said. He put another photo down next to it. There was less green in this one than the previous one. "That was two days ago." I shook my head, not understanding the meaning of the photographs.
"I don't understand," I said. "I've been told there's no change."
"There's no improvement," he said. "There has been some change, however. And it's not good. I'm afraid she's slipping into a persistent vegetative state. She needs more positive interaction. Preferably from you."
"I was told she's healthy and stable," I said.
"Physically, yes," Dr. Samuels said. "Mentally, I'm afraid she's slipping. Tell me, Mr. Drake, have you even told her you love her since she went into her coma?"
I considered what he said, and realized that he was right. Yeah, I had been by every day to see her, but I hardly ever said more than a few words to her. And not once have I ever told her that I love her. Perhaps that's because I'm really not sure how I feel about her right now. If it wasn't for the accident, chances are I would have filed divorce papers against her.
"No, I haven't," I told him. He leaned back in his chair and studied me before speaking again.
"Studies have shown that patients in a coma respond more positively to familiar voices -- family members, close friends, loved ones. In fact, Mr. Drake, hearing those voices several times a day can help speed recovery and exercise parts of the brain responsible for long-term memories. Here's something I'd like you to try," he said.
"Tell her some stories about your life together. Preferably good, happy stories. Your honeymoon, for example. Or maybe a good date you shared or a trip that she really enjoyed. Record those stories on a digital audio recorder. Tell her how much you loved her and how much she meant to you. Have other family members do the same thing. We can let her hear those stories through headphones and loop them so she hears them multiple times a day. When you come by, give her positive feedback. Can you put your feelings aside long enough to do that?"
"I think so," I told him.
"Good," he said. "Do this for her, alright?" I nodded my head.
"Yeah, I will," I said. I left the hospital and went home, stopping on the way to purchase a good digital audio recorder. I was torn. Yes, I wanted her to burn for what she had done, but I also wanted her to recover. Right now, I felt like everything was in limbo. I wolfed down a microwave dinner, washed it down with a cold beer and sat back to watch some television.
I did as the doctor suggested and recorded a few stories recalling our wedding, our honeymoon and some of the more memorable trips we shared. I even called her mother, who had retired to Florida, and got her to email audio recordings of memories when Ginger was a child. I put them all on the digital recorder and found there was about two hours of audio on the unit.
I took the recorder and a set of headphones to the hospital and one of the nurses put it on her head, then set the recorder to play in a continuous loop. Before she started the unit, I got close to Ginger and whispered in her ear.
"Get well soon, Ginger," I said. "Your family misses you." I gave her a kiss, and motioned for the nurse to turn the device on. I watched her for a few minutes and thought I saw a tear forming in a corner of her eye.
"We'll give this six weeks and see how she responds," Dr. Samuels said. "Thank you for doing this."
"You're welcome, doc," I said before leaving.
Smith and Jones came by later that night and put me through my paces. Between them and the workout I was getting at the dojo, I was becoming a new man in more ways than one. My muscles were tightening up, I was getting a lot stronger and I was developing a whole new outlook on life.
Moreover, I was learning to control and fine-tune my abilities. No, I wasn't turning into some kind of "Superman" and bullets didn't bounce off my eyeballs. In that regard, I was just as vulnerable to injury as anyone else, and no, I didn't expect to don a cape and start flying.
A couple weeks later, I was in the office of Georgia Hamilton, The HR manager at the company Ginger worked for, going over some paperwork. By now, she had used up all of her vacation and sick time and only had a few days of comp time left on the books.
The company had agreed to put her on a paid extended leave for medical reasons so she could still draw her paycheck and have medical coverage. There was simply no way I could handle her hospital bills and the normal monthly stuff on my salary alone.
As we talked, I noticed a somewhat older man with graying hair talking to one of the other girls in the office. He looked at me intensely a few times as the girl spoke to him. I recognized him from some of the pictures on the wall -- Jackson H. Peabody IV, the CEO.
I wondered what he was thinking and why he seemed so interested in me. I tried reaching out to his mind, but for some reason, found that I couldn't read anything from him. That was odd, I thought. I looked at him closer and realized that he was completely in focus. I had expected he would display some of the anaglyph characteristics I had seen in many of the other upper-level managers, but he didn't.
He stood and looked at me directly, his brows furrowed. I wondered what he was thinking. We stared at each other for a few moments, then he nodded his head slightly and left the office. I didn't think anything more of the encounter and completed my work with Georgia.
I was just finishing my dinner that night, when I heard the doorbell. I wasn't expecting anyone, and wondered who it could be. I looked through the peephole and saw Peabody. What did he want, I asked myself. I tried again to read his thoughts, but was unable to.
"Mr. Peabody, I presume?" I said after I opened the door.
"Yes," he said with a smile. I noticed a tiny gold speck in one of his eyes and wondered if he had encountered Smith and Jones. "And you must be Ginger Drake's husband."
"Guilty as charged, at least for the time being," I told him. "Please come inside."
"Thank you, Mr. Drake," he said, stepping in my living room.
"Please, have a seat. I'm afraid all I have to offer is water and coffee," I told him.
"Coffee would be perfect, Mr. Drake. Thank you. I take it black, if you don't mind."
"Not at all," I said. "I'll be right back." I went into the kitchen and poured us each a cup of hot coffee, black, and brought the cups back into the living room. I handed him one cup and watched as he took a tentative sip. He nodded his head in approval and set it on one of the coasters I kept on the coffee table.
"So, Mr. Peabody, what can I do for you?"
"First off, you can drop the 'Mr. Peabody' shit," he said, smiling. "My name's Jack."
"Alright Jack," I said. "And you can call me Cameron."
"A pleasure to meet you, Cameron," he said. "Tell me, how is Ginger doing?"
"She's not improving, but we're trying something the doctor hopes will help stimulate her brain," I said.
"I see," he said. "I saw you in the office with Georgia today and just wanted to stop by to let you know her paid extended medical leave has been approved. We'll re-evaluate in six months to see how she's doing."
"Thank you for that," I said. "Look, Jack, excuse me for being direct. I'm just a simple man but I find it hard to believe you came all the way from your Manchester Heights mansion to tell me that, though. You could've had Georgia send me an email."
"That's alright, son. I appreciate candor. And you're right -- I could've had Georgia send you an email. But you're not right about something else. You may be many things, but you're hardly a simple man," he said. "If you can indulge an old man for a few minutes, I'd like to tell you a little story."
"Of course, Jack," I said.
"My great-grandfather started the company back around the turn of the 20th century. Saw it through the Great Depression and later handed it off to my grandfather. He, in turn, passed it down to my father, who later handed it to me," Jack said. "Unfortunately, there's not a Jackson H. Peabody V to pass it down to. Unless my daughter accepts the reins, I'll be the last of the Peabodys running the company."
"I'm sorry to hear that," I said.
"In a way, I'm not," he told me. "You see, other than myself and maybe one or two others, everyone in the upper echelon is filthy dirty. That includes the Board of Directors. Unfortunately, I'm in no shape to deal with the situation. Legally, or in any other way.
"You see, my position as CEO is just window dressing. I'm little more than a figurehead. A rich figurehead, but a figurehead nevertheless. And one who is hamstrung by a rather odious contract my father was forced to sign before he retired. And before you ask, yes, I've had the best legal minds in the country go over it with a fine-toothed comb and they all tell me it's legally binding, at least for the next ten years. Or as long as the current board is seated."
"I'm not a lawyer, so I can't help you there," I said.
"I know," he said. "But you can help me clean my company up before I retire. Or die."
"I'm not sure I follow you, Jack," I said. "What makes you think I can do that?" He smiled before speaking.
"This is where my story gets a bit... unbelievable, Cameron. I hope you'll hear me out before you decide I'm a madman," he said.
"Go on, Jack, please," I said. He nodded his head and took a sip of coffee.
"Alright. About eight years ago I was on a hunting expedition with some colleagues. I was walking back to the camp when I was suddenly surrounded by a strange green light. It didn't hurt and only lasted for a few seconds. I thought maybe it was a light from a patrol helicopter, but I didn't hear anything overhead.
"A couple days later, I was shaving and noticed a strange gold speck in my eye. I thought it was odd, but didn't think anything more of it. Then I started hearing things. Weird things. I realized I was hearing other people's thoughts. Being a businessman always on the lookout for an edge, I used that to help my bottom line.
"But I also heard other things. Bad things. Shameful things. From my wife and from members of my own board of directors. Dad warned me about some of the board members being snakes in the grass, but I didn't know just how bad things really were until then. Of course I already knew about the contract my father was forced to sign, but now I knew the whole back story.
"I did what I could to stymie the board, but I always fell short. It seemed they somehow found out what I was doing in advance. Then I eavesdropped on my wife. And that's when I learned the full nature of their duplicity."
"Was she cheating on you?" I asked.
"Was she ever," he said. "With many members of the board, along with some of my upper echelon staff. And she brought my daughter in on it."
"Why not divorce her?" I asked him.
"Turns out she comes from a family more wealthy than mine, mostly high-end lawyers. Her father had me sign an ironclad pre-nuptial before we got married. He made it very clear to me that if I ever tried to divorce his little girl, he would destroy me, my business and anyone associated with me. And believe me, he's powerful enough to make it happen," Jack said.
"Damn," I said.
"You got that right," he said. "Oh, I tried to put a stop to things, but it didn't work. Since then I've had two heart attacks and I've been told in no uncertain terms the third will most certainly be fatal."
"I take it the doctor isn't the one who told you that," I said.
"That's right," he said.
"You're talking murder here, Jack," I said. He nodded his head.
"Yeah," he said.
"I also take it you know about Ginger and her involvement with Chad Wheeler and the board," I said.
"I had a pretty good idea what was going on, yes," he said. "And before you ask, I did remind Wheeler of company policy regarding sexual harassment. He laughed in my face, gave me a quarter and told me to call someone who gives a shit. I know I should have warned you about what was going on, but I simply wasn't able to. They watch my every move. Believe me, I am truly very sorry."
"Yes, you should have. I've had my own suspicions for a while, but I wasn't able to verify anything until shortly before my own encounter with lightning," I said. "So, do you still hear thoughts these days?"
"No, not for some time," he said. "But I still get... impressions from people. Sometimes it's like an image that flashes in my mind. Like the one I got from you earlier today when you were with Georgia. You do know what happened to Chad Wheeler, don't you?" I looked at him and scanned him for recording devices before saying anything. It was a trick Smith and Jones had taught me not long ago. Finding none, I continued.
"Let's just say Wheeler's body will never be found," I said.
"My God," he said. "You killed him?"
"No. Technically, he killed himself. But I've been informed that his DNA will never be found. Tell me, Jack, how have things been since Ginger's accident?"
"Hectic," he said. "It got even worse after Wheeler's disappearance. The whole board is up in arms. They don't know what to make of it."
"Has Wheeler been replaced?"
"Yes, he was replaced a week or so after he was reported missing. The Chairman put in someone who's even worse than Wheeler if you can imagine that."
"I can," I said. "So, where do things stand now?"
"They're still watching me, following me. A couple of them followed me over here, as a matter of fact. No doubt, I'll get asked about it tomorrow or the next day."
"They follow you everywhere?" I asked.
"Pretty much. Hell, I can't go to the can without someone taking notes," he said.
"So, what do you want from me?" I asked.
"I want to offer you a job," he said.
"I already have a job," I said. "And I know nothing about finances or the stock market or whatever it is you do." He chuckled at that.
"No, I want you to help me clean up my company. I have a feeling I'm not going to be around much longer and I want to go to my grave with a clear conscience. Someone will take over my company, Cameron, and I want the slate cleaned before that happens."
"What makes you think I can do what you want?" I asked.
"Let's just say I get a good impression from you, Cameron," he said. "I'll make it worth your while." He pulled two envelopes out of his jacket pocket and handed them to me.
"What's this?" I asked.
"The first envelope is a small retainer. A sign-on bonus, if you will. You'll get that on a weekly basis if you decide to take this job. There'll be a nice bonus once the work is complete. The second envelope contains a passbook for an off-shore account. In that account, you'll find there are enough funds to take care of Ginger for the rest of her life if necessary. You can keep that regardless of how the job goes. I feel somewhat responsible for what happened to her. Go ahead, open them up and take a look."
I opened the first envelope and found a check for $9,000.00 -- just a thousand short of the amount that would trigger a bank transaction report. I looked at the amount in the passbook and nearly fell on the floor. The account currently held $100 million.
Ginger's hospital stay was costing about $2,000 a day, and even though our insurance companies paid the vast majority of it, we still had to put out deductibles and out-of-pocket expenses. There was more than enough here to completely wipe out any debt her hospital stay would incur. I looked at him, shocked.
"Don't worry, Cameron. I'm worth over two billion dollars. It's only money, and you can't take it with you when you go. Besides, I owe it to both of you. If you need more, just say the word. I'll also handle any expenses you might incur," he said.
"What do you want done with the bad guys?" I asked.
"I'll leave that up to you," he said.
"I'll need to take my vacation time. I have three weeks on the books," I said. "This isn't something I can do part-time."
"No, it's not," he said. "That's not a problem."
"So, is there a contract you want me to sign or something?" I asked. He smiled as he shook his head.
"No, Cameron, there's not," he said. "My grandfather was a big believer in a man's word being his bond. Let's just shake hands, okay?" He held out his hand and I took it. I felt no spark of energy, which was odd. He smiled as we shook hands.
I scoured his mind and found he had opened it enough to let me know he was serious about this. I got the feeling he was keeping something back, but I understood, as I had done the same with him. After we shook hands, he reached in his jacket pocket and pulled out a business card.
"Call me any time you need to, Cameron," he said. "There's a board meeting coming up in a few days. I'd like you to join me if that's okay."
"Sure," I said. "Just send me the particulars." I wrote down my email address and handed the slip of paper to him. He nodded his head as he slipped it in his pocket.
"Well, I'd better get back. My minders are probably getting a bit nervous."
"Let me walk you to your car, Jack," I said. "It's getting dark and I'd like to take a look at these minders of yours."
"Sure, I'd like that," he said. We left the condo and I walked with him to his Bentley. I saw a small sedan parked across the lot that I hadn't seen before. I made a note of the license plate and saw there were two men in the car.
"Is that them?" I asked. He looked and nodded his head.
"Yeah, that's them," he said. I looked around and an evil idea formed in my mind.
"Okay, I'll take care of them," I said.
"Are you sure?" he asked.
"I'm sure," I said with a wicked smile.
"Alright, if you say so," he said as he got in his car. He fired up his car and backed out, then headed for the entrance to the complex. The sedan started up and backed out as well. I got a good look at the two men inside and even smiled and waved as they went past. Suddenly, the car veered to the right and slammed head on into the concrete base of a light fixture in the grassy area next to my building.



I imagined the driver putting the car in reverse, backing up a bit, then ramming the large concrete block again at full speed. The driver did just as I imagined. Then he did it again. And again. Finally, the car sputtered and died as the front end was completely destroyed, spewing hot liquid all over the grass.
The two men got out of the car, but I wasn't finished with them just yet. As I looked, the men dropped their trousers and pulled their underwear down. Grabbing their tiny pricks, they began masturbating. I heard them shout as they pumped their dicks.
"What the fuck!" one of them said.
"Why are we doing this?" the other one asked.
"Beats the fuck outta me," the first man said.
"Goddammit, I can't stop!"
"Shit, neither can I. Oh fuck, I'm about to cum."
"Yeah, me too." Both of them spewed at the same time, their stuff dripping off the back of the car.
By now, people were looking out their windows at the two men masturbating behind a smashed car. I could see a couple of them on their phones, and more than one of them were taking video of the spectacle. I was about to call 911 when I saw two police cruisers with flashing lights come into the complex.
Four police officers jumped out and grabbed the two men, ordering them to stop masturbating.
"I'd love to, officer, but I can't. Swear to God," the first man said.
"Neither can I," the second man said. The officers wrestled the men to the ground and cuffed them before dragging them to the cruisers. One officer called for a wrecking truck as another walked around, talking to the other residents. Finally, the officer came to me.
"Did you see what happened here, sir?" the officer asked.
"Yeah, I saw the whole thing," I said. "They were heading out, then drove onto the grassy area there and slammed into that light fixture, backed up and did it about three more times, then got out, stripped down and started jacking off. Damnedest thing I ever saw. I thought maybe they were on drugs or something."
"Do you know who those men are? Do they live here?" he asked. I shook my head.
"Never seen 'em before, officer. I don't think they live here," I said.
"Alright, sir, thank you for your time. Sorry about the disturbance. Have a good evening," he said as he walked away. The incident made the last news that night.
"Police say officers detained two men who repeatedly rammed their vehicle into a concrete light post at Eden Meadows earlier this evening," the anchor said. "After ramming their vehicle, the men got out of the car, disrobed and began masturbating. According to officers, the men were instructed to stop, but they claimed they were simply unable to. Both men are currently being held for psychological evaluation at a county mental health facility."
I was still laughing when my phone rang a couple minutes later. It was Jack.
"You see the news just now?" he asked.
"Yes, I did," I said.
"You have anything to do with that?"
"Well..."
"I thought so," he said, interrupting me. "At any rate, however you did it, I thank you."
"My pleasure, Jack," I said.
"I'll be in touch, Cameron. Have a good evening," he said before we ended the call. The next day, I put in for three weeks vacation. I explained to Ryan, my boss, that I had a lot of things to take care of regarding Ginger's treatment. He didn't like that I would be gone for so long, but he relented and let me have the time.
On my way home that evening, I stopped to see how Ginger was doing. I was told that she had started to respond to the audio I had provided earlier, but it was still far too early to tell if she was going to wake up. I sat with her and held her hand.
I talked about the day's events and told her about what happened the previous night. I was torn about what to do about her. On one hand, I was still very angry over what she had done, but another part of me still loved her. After a while, I kissed her on the forehead and told her to get well, then left her room. I got a call from Jack that evening after I returned home from my session at the dojo.
"Can you be at my office tomorrow at 9:00 am?" he asked.
"Yes," I said. "In fact, tomorrow is my first full day of vacation. I'll have three weeks off."
"Good," he said. "Just come on up to my office and I'll fill you in on what to expect. Oh, and please wear a suit and a tie."
"Of course," I said before ending the call. The next day, I dressed in a suit and tie, then headed for Jack's office, curious to know what he had in store for me. When I got there, his receptionist, Christine, according to the nameplate on her desk, showed me straight in.
"Good to see you, Cameron," Jack said as he shook my hand. "Right on time. I like punctuality. Have a seat, and I'll brief you on my plan." I sat and waited for him to get all his notes together. "We'll be heading to the conference room here in just a few minutes, so here's what I want to do. First off, I'm going to introduce you to each of the board members. They're not going to like that I'm bringing you in, but that's just too damn bad.
"I plan on having you brief the board on Ginger's progress. At least, that's what I'm telling them. My real goal is to give you a chance to know who we're up against and give you the opportunity to put faces to names," he said.
"That makes sense," I said. "Do me a favor, though. Introduce them to me before the meeting and give me a chance to shake their hands." This would give me a chance to download their memories, but I didn't tell Jack that. I only hoped I would be able to keep them all separate for the download.
"Okay, if that's what you want," he said.
"I do. I'll explain later."
"Alright. Just so you know, I also want to make them squirm just a bit," Jack added. "Let them think the police suspect foul play, and give them the impression Wheeler may have been behind what happened to her."
"Wheeler was behind it, Jack," I said. He looked shocked at that.
"And how do you know that?" he asked.
"There's not enough time to get into it now," I said. "But I promise you, I'll fill you in completely. Maybe later today at my place, if that's alright."
"Uh, yeah, sure, I'll be there right after the meeting," he said. "Are you absolutely certain about this?"
"Absolutely," I said.
"My God," he said quietly. "What about the board? Were any of them involved as well?"
"I'm not 100 percent certain at this point," I said. "But they made it very clear to Wheeler that all loose ends had to be addressed."
"Holy shit," he gasped. "And you have evidence of this?"
"I do, but it would never be accepted in a court of law," I said. "You'll understand later."
"I get the feeling there's a few things you haven't told me, Cameron," he said.
"And you would be correct," I said. "Just trust me, okay?" He nodded his head after a few moments.
"Alright," he said. He looked at his watch. "Well, we'd better get going." He stood up and I followed him out of his office and down the hall. At the end of the hall was a set of large double doors. An armed guard standing at the door nodded his head when we approached. Jack opened the doors and I saw 12 people in the room milling about, talking to each other.
They stopped and stared when I came into the room. I looked around and saw all of them displayed the same anaglyph effect I saw with Ginger. I began to get a headache from looking at them all, but I focused my mind the way Smith and Jones taught me and the headache went away. I could hear their thoughts, even from across the room.
"What the fuck is he doing here?"
"Is that really Ginger Drake's husband?"
"So, this is Ginger's cuck." Before any of them could actually say anything, Jack spoke up.
"Ladies and gentlemen, this is Ginger Drake's husband, Cameron," he said. "I know we're all concerned about the status of her health so I asked him to come and gives us a quick brief on that and the investigation into her accident." He went on to introduce me to each of them and I shook their hands, placing my thumb on the spot that would trigger the download of their memories into my brain.
"Alright, shall we commence?" he asked after the introductions were made. They all murmured agreement and sat down. "If there's no objection, I'll turn the floor over to Mr. Drake." There was no objection, but I could tell they were all a bit uncomfortable. "Mr. Drake, the floor is yours," he said, looking at me.
"Thank you, Mr. Peabody," I said, still standing. "First off, I want to thank you for your continued support. I know you're under no obligation, and I appreciate all the company is doing for her." I saw them nod their heads as if in agreement, but I could tell they were more than concerned about the ongoing cost of keeping Ginger on the payroll while in the hospital. Profits over people, as usual. Just one more reason to make them all pay.
"As you all probably know, Ginger is still in a coma. Physically, she's doing okay, but the doctors are concerned she may be going into what they call a persistent vegetative state. We're now working to address that and I've been told she's starting to respond."
"How long will she be in a coma?" an older man asked. I recognized him as Harold Bergstrom, the Chairman of the Board. He was the one who referred to me in his thoughts as Ginger's cuckold.
"No one knows for certain," I said. "It's impossible to predict how long a person will stay in a coma like this, or so I've been told."
"I understand you approved her extended medical leave, is that right, Jack?" another man asked. I recognized him as Jake Johnson. He was involved in several gang bangs with Ginger.
"Yes, that's correct, Jake," Jack said. "As you know, positive employee morale is very important to me. Productivity has improved due to feelings among the team that the company has their backs and cares about them. I'm sure you understand." I could tell they were a bit uncomfortable but Jack's statement seemed to mollify them for the time being.
"Of course, Jack," Jake said.
"Is there anything else?" a woman appearing to be in her 40s asked. I knew her as Sherrie Langford, a relatively new member of the board, but just as dirty as the rest.
"Police suspect foul play was involved in her accident, Ms. Langford," I said. "A partial fingerprint of an associate of Chad Wheeler was found and they said her brakes had been sabotaged. From what I understand, neither Wheeler nor his associates have yet to be found." They all looked at each other nervously at that.
"Are you saying someone from this company is responsible for what happened to her?" she asked.
"Possibly. I'm pretty certain Mr. Wheeler was involved, but there's no conclusive evidence yet. I understand the investigation is ongoing but there aren't any new leads at this time," I said. She nodded her head at that.
"Thank God for that," I heard Bergstrom say in his mind. I looked at him briefly before continuing.
"But there's always the possibility that something will be found," I added.
"Well, I thank you for that update, Mr. Drake. Please look after our girl and keep us in the loop," Bergstrom said. "I can't wait to get into that pussy again," he said in his mind.
"I assure you, I will, Mr. Bergstrom," I said. "And I can also assure you everyone responsible will pay for what's been done to her." At that moment, I wanted to make all 12 of their heads explode, but I suppressed the urge. I did, however, focus on Bergstrom's heart, making it skip a few beats. His face turned red and he grabbed his chest.
"Are you okay, Mr. Bergstrom?" Sherrie asked. "Do you need a doctor?" I released his heart and saw him take a few breaths. He would live, but would probably feel pain in his chest for the rest of the day.
"I'll be fine," he gasped, waving his hand. "Just a bit of indigestion. It'll pass."
"Will that be all, Mr. Drake?" Jack asked, playing his role like a well-trained actor.
"Yes, for now, Mr. Peabody. Thank you for giving me this time," I said. He nodded his head.
"You're welcome, son," he said with a knowing smile. I took that as my cue to leave and left the room after giving the group one last look. I got to my car, ripped off my tie and headed home. When I got there, I changed into more casual clothes and sat down to my computer.
After booting it up, I donned a headset and downloaded all the memories I had collected that day. It took more than a few minutes for the download to complete, and I watched as the processing began. I figured it would take a while to complete, so I grabbed a cup of coffee and made a sandwich.
It took more than an hour for the processing to complete, but when the application was done, I was presented with an enlarged menu that showed memories from all 12 of the board members. Since Bergstrom was the chairman, I started with him. I had limited time, so I searched his memories for anything dealing with Ginger.
There were quite a few spread out over the time she worked at the company, so I focused on the last seven months before her "accident." The first showed him and Wheeler discussing who their next target would be.
"Any new prospects, Chad?" he asked.
"Yes, there's this blonde analyst who looks like she'd be a pretty fun plaything," Chad said. "Ginger Drake. Take a look." Bergstrom stood behind Wheeler and looked at Ginger's photo on Chad's computer. He nodded his head.
"Nice. Looks like she's got pretty firm tits and some decent legs," Bergstrom said. "You tap into that already?"
"Not yet, but I'm working on it," Chad said. "She's married, loves her husband, and says she'd never cheat on him, though."
"Well maybe you need to up the ante a bit, Chad. Wouldn't be the first time," Bergstrom said.
"I know, but it's more fun when they come on their own accord," Chad said.
"I tend to agree, but there are times when you need to go the extra mile," Bergstrom told him with a smile. Chad smiled back and nodded his head in agreement.
"I hear ya, boss," he said.
"Get it done," Bergstrom said. "Do what you gotta do. I want to see her spread out on the boardroom table, if you know what I mean. Soon."
"Will do," Chad said as Bergstrom left. Now I had confirmation -- Bergstrom was the one ultimately responsible for what happened to Ginger. I promised to make him pay dearly for what he had done. I had no need to look at any memories of him with Ginger, since I had already viewed some of those encounters in her memories.
I took the headset off and sat back for a moment. Then I had an idea. I connected to Bergstrom's mind, remotely, to see what he was doing at that moment. When I connected, he was sitting in an office, presumably his, and two people were in the office sitting across from his desk -- Jake and Sherrie. Apparently, I thought, the board meeting had concluded by now.
"Sherrie, I want you to call Hammer. I want to know everything there is to find out about this Cameron Drake. Everything! I want to know when he takes a shit, where he goes, who he speaks to and what he does. Got it?"
"Yes, sir," Sherrie said, pulling out her cell phone.
"You think he's gonna be a problem, Mr. Bergstrom?" Jake asked.
"Could be," Bergstrom said, rubbing his chest. He recalled the pain in his chest and wondered if my presence had something to do with it. I smiled at that. "Also, Jake, get two more of your guys on Peabody. This time, get someone with a functioning brain cell, willya? I don't want to see any more news stories about our guys jacking off in public."
"Already done, Mr. B," he said. "Did that this morning before the meeting. So, why do you think Peabody brought Drake to the meeting today? You think he's got something going on?"
"I've known Jack Peabody for years," Bergstrom said. "I'd be surprised if he didn't have something going on."
"Did you see Drake's eyes?" Jake asked. "What's up with that?"
"Yeah, I saw 'em," Bergstrom said. "I've only seen something like that once before. All I can say is we gotta be real careful. No more boardroom parties for a while. Not until we get this mess cleaned up."
"Any word on Chad, Mr. B?" Jake asked.
"No, none," Bergstrom said. "Police haven't got a fuckin' clue."
"You think Drake did him in?" Jake asked.
"Either that or he ran off," Bergstrom said.
"He wouldn't do that, Mr. B," Jake said.
"I know. Drake doesn't look like the type to handle Chad and two of his guys. Know what I mean?"
"Yes, sir, I do," Jake said. "It's been three months now. Surely the cops would've found something out by now. You think maybe we should get a couple guys to, you know, talk to Drake?"
"That may not be such a bad idea," Bergstrom said. "Let me think about it for a bit first."
"Okay, Mr. B," Jake said. Sherrie looked up from her phone.
"Hammer said he'll get right on it," she said.
"Good," Bergstrom said. "I want a report on my desk, ASAP."
"Yes, sir," she said. I disconnected from his mind when my phone rang. I looked and saw it was Jack, so I answered.
"Good job at the board meeting this morning," Jack said when I answered. "Are you available right now?"
"Yes," I said. "I'm at home right now, going through some things. I think we need to talk."
"I think you're right," Jack said. "I'm on my way. See you in about a half hour." We ended the call and I grabbed a small USB drive. Consulting my notes, I copied some files to the drive for Jack, then put on a fresh pot of coffee.
About a half hour later, I stood at my front window and watched as Jack put his Bentley in the guest parking area. A few moments later, I saw an unfamiliar sedan pull into the parking lot and take a space not far from Jack's car. I shook my head and watched the two men inside the car eyeball Jack as he left his car and came up to my condo. I turned on the jamming device Smith and Jones gave me just in case he was wearing a wire. I opened the door when he rang the bell and invited him inside.
"You got a couple of new shadows," I told him when he came inside.
"Yeah, I know," he said.
"I'll take care of them when you leave. Come on in, have a seat. I've got a fresh pot of coffee on. You want some?"
"Of course," he said as he sat down. I grabbed us each a cup of coffee and came back to the couch.
"Jack, who's Hammer?" I asked when I sat down. He looked at me, surprised.
"That would be Thomas Hammer," he said. "He goes by the nickname, 'Sledge' as in 'Sledge Hammer.' Thinks it makes him sound like a bad-ass. He's a private investigator the board likes to use. He's not above getting his hands dirty, if you know what I mean. Why?"
"Bergstrom put him on me after the board meeting," I said.
"How do you know that?" he asked, surprised. I considered him for a few minutes before speaking.
"I listened to your story the other day, so I think you deserve to know mine," I said. "Ginger trusted you, thinks the world of you. So, I hope her trust isn't misplaced. And I feel you deserve to know what you're getting for your money."
"Okay," he said. "I'm listening." I told him the whole story -- how I suspected Ginger of cheating on me, my futile attempts to get evidence, the day I saw her in Wheeler's car, and my visit with the attorney.
Then I told him what happened to me at the golf course, and the result of what happened. I didn't tell him about Smith and Jones, nor did I tell him about the book. But I did tell him about my ability to download memories and my ability to hear thoughts and control other people. His eyes were wide when I finished.
"So, you know what happened to Wheeler and his two men," Jack said. I nodded my head.
"Yes," I said. "You remember how Bergstrom clutched his chest in the board meeting?"
"I do," he said. "I thought he was having a heart attack. That was you?"
"It was," I said. "The heart is an amazing muscle, you know." He looked at me, shocked. "I could've killed him, right there on the spot. I could've killed them all with a single thought. Believe me, I wanted to kill them all for what they had done to Ginger."



"What are you going to do about Ginger?" he asked, concerned.
"I don't know just yet," I said. "At first I thought she was having an affair and I was ready to divorce her on the spot. I still might divorce her. I don't know. Thing is, an affair implies consent. But there was no consent on her part. She was deliberately targeted by Bergstrom, set up by Wheeler, threatened, drugged, then used and abused by the whole board and others.
"She hated what they made her do. Hated herself, hated them. She contemplated suicide because of what they did. They even made her kill her baby, making her think she was saving my life by doing so. Then they tried to murder her. So you see, I have to make them pay.
"She did, however, manage to contact someone at the Securities and Exchange Commission, a Trisha Harding. Said she has information the government might find interesting. I found the files she saved on her personal cloud account. Maybe you can make sense of them," I said, handing him the flash drive.
"Have you looked at them?" he asked.
"I have. They're mostly spreadsheets. Don't ask me to explain them," I said. "I think she wanted to get them to you. Thought you'd do the right thing."
"Can we take a look at them?" he asked.
"Sure," I said, getting up and walking into my "office." I sat down and fired up my computer and inserted the flash drive he handed back to me. I pulled up one of the spreadsheets and let him take a look. To me, it was nothing but columns full of numbers. But it obviously meant something to him. His eyes grew wide as he scrolled down through the sheet.
"Do you know what this is?" he asked, shocked. I shook my head.
"It's all Greek to me, Jack," I said.
"This is a one-way ticket to the big house for every single member of the board," he said. "Right along with my wife and daughter."
"What do you mean?" I asked.
"If what I'm seeing is correct, this indicates they've all been embezzling from the company and our clients for years. Little amounts that probably wouldn't be noticed right away. But over time, they would add up to a hefty sum of money. This Trisha Harding person -- do you know if Ginger got this to to her?"
"I believe so," I told him. "From what I could tell, Ginger had this information sent to her by courier. Harding has tried to contact Ginger multiple times after the accident."
"Well, I guess I'd better get in touch with this Trisha Harding, then," he said. "Have you told anyone else about this?"
"No. Like I said, Jack, none of this makes any sense to me. I'm a computer guy, not an accountant. You WILL do the right thing, won't you?" He looked at me, shocked that I would question his integrity. Normally, I wouldn't have to ask, but Jack was the only person whose mind I couldn't read, perhaps as a result of his encounter with the alien "beam." I started wondering how many more like Jack were out there...
"Of course, I will, Cameron," he said. "It's not just my company on the line here. If I'm reading this right, they intended to make it look as though I'm the one embezzling these funds."
"Then I suggest you contact this Trisha Harding right now and set up an appointment," I said. "You can use my phone if you want. Yours is probably bugged."
"You're probably right, Cameron," he said. "Do you have a number for her?"
"Actually, I do," I said. I got it from a burner phone Ginger had in her purse. It was the only number she called. I gave it to Jack and handed him my phone after unlocking it. He took my phone and dialed the number, then turned on the speaker.
"Harding," a woman's voice said when she answered it. "Mrs. Drake, is this you? Are you out of the hospital?"
"No, it's Jackson Peabody, her CEO," Jack said. "She's still in a coma."
"Mr. Peabody, how did you get this number? Mrs. Drake was the only one who had it."
"I got it from her husband," Jack said. "It's a long and complicated story. I understand you may have gotten some spreadsheets and reports from Mrs. Drake before her accident."
"Possibly," she said. "I've attempted to contact her several times, and learned of her very convenient accident."
"I'd like very much to speak with you about that accident and those spreadsheets. Can we meet today?" he asked.
"I'd like that very much," she said. "I can be available in, say, half an hour. My office. Federal Building, downtown, fifth floor. Just follow the signs."
"I'll be there, Ms. Harding," Jack said. "Thank you for your time."
"Thank you for calling, Mr. Peabody. I look forward to meeting you," she said before ending the call. I put the phone in my pocket.
"I suggest you get going," I told him.
"You're right, Cameron," he said. "If this pans out, I'll owe you more than I'll ever be able to repay."
"Come on, let me walk you to your car. I'll take care of your shadows," I said. We left the condo and I escorted him to his car and watched as he pulled out. I deliberately stood in front of the sedan, blocking their way. The driver honked his horn but I had him put the car in park as I walked to his window. He looked at me when I stepped next to him.
"What are you doing? Get out of the way," he demanded.
"There's nothing here for you to see," I said calmly. I saw his eyes change and he looked at his partner.
"Why are we here? There's nothing here for us to see," he said.
"In fact, you were never here," I added. "You know, Joe's Bar and Grill over on Fifth Street makes the best habanero burgers in town. Guaranteed to set your ass on fire. Why don't the two of you go over and have one or two?" He looked at his partner.
"You know, why don't we go over to Joe's Bar and Grill and grab a habanero burger?" he asked.
"Yeah, that sounds good," his partner said. "C'mon, let's go."
"Make sure you have them put on lots of Mad Dog 357 Plutonium No. 9," I said. The man behind the wheel nodded his head. I remembered reading a web site somewhere that said the stuff comes in at around 9 million Scoville Hotness Units, or SHUs.
By comparison, a Carolina Reaper, one of the hottest peppers on Earth, measures in at 1.5 million SHUs. But this stuff comes with a disclaimer saying it can cause serious injury if directly consumed or applied to the body. I didn't know if Joe's had any of that stuff available, but what the hell, I thought.
"Yeah, that sounds like a good idea," the man said. "Thanks, buddy."
I stepped back and watched as they pulled out. I waved as they drove off, chuckling to myself at the thought of what the rest of their day would be like. Then I saw it -- a dark SUV parked across the street. A man wearing a fedora was watching me, taking pictures of me. Thomas Hammer, no doubt. I smiled, waved at him and walked back to my condo.
I shut down my computer, locked everything away and left, setting the alarm as I did so. I drove to the hospital to see Ginger. I wasn't surprised to see Hammer following me. Let him waste his time, I thought to myself. I'll take care of him later.
I sat next to Ginger's bed, holding her hand. I told her about my meeting with Jack and the phone call to Trisha.
"I swear to God, Ginger, I will make those fuckers pay for what they did to you," I said. I looked up and saw her head turned in my direction, her eyes open. Was she awake? I heard her mind for the first time in over three months.
"C... Cam?" she thought. "Save..."
"It's me, Ginger," I said, moving closer to her. "Stay with me. I'm right here." As I watched, she closed her eyes and a tear slid down her cheek. I searched her mind, but heard nothing. Tears fell down my face as I held her dainty hand. "Please, Ginger, come back to me," I cried. When I realized she wasn't going to respond, I went to the nurse's station and told them what just happened.
"Let me get Dr. Samuels," the nurse said. I went back to Ginger's room and waited for the doctor. He came in a few minutes later and looked her over as I told him what happened. Of course, I didn't tell him about hearing her thoughts.
"That's a very good sign, Mr. Drake," he said. "That means she's responding to our efforts. Keep talking to her. Maybe you can make some more recordings for her."
"But her eyes were wide open," I said.
"Yes, that's not uncommon," he said. "It could be that she recognized your voice from the recordings. I'll order some tests and we'll continue doing what we've been doing. Just keep talking to her. Give her some hope." I nodded my head as he walked out. I sat with her for a while longer, holding her hand as I talked to her. Then I had an idea.
"Ginger, I know what Bergstrom did to you. I know what they all did to you. I know... everything. I wished you had told me from the beginning, but I understand why you didn't. We still have some things to work out, but I want you to know that I love you and I will not give up on you. Wheeler is gone -- for good. And the rest will pay for what they did. Trust me on that. Just come back to me, please." I kissed her forehead and sat back. The nurses came in to wheel her away and I took that as my cue to leave.
I saw Hammer sitting in the hospital coffee shop on the first floor and walked in. After buying a caramel mocha, I went to his table and sat down. He looked at me, surprised.
"Hammer, isn't it?" I asked. "Thomas 'Sledge' Hammer?"
"What's it to ya?" he asked.
"Bergstrom hired you to follow me, didn't he?"
"I don't know what you're talking about," he said gruffly. "Let me drink my coffee in peace." I exercised my eye muscles the way Smith and Jones taught me, making my eyes flash red. At the same time, I made his brain swell just enough to give him a massive headache. He grabbed his head in pain and his face twisted into a grimace.
"Don't lie to me, Hammer," I said calmly. "You don't do it very well. And don't even think of pulling your gun," I added, reading his thoughts. "Not unless you intend to eat a bullet right here in the hospital. You do know this is supposed to be a gun-free zone, right?" I eased up the pressure on his brain and he looked at me, surprised.
"What are you?" he asked.
"A pissed off husband," I said. "And I'm not in the mood to fuck around. I'm only going to say this once, so you'd better pay attention. I have no beef with you -- yet. But if you fuck with me, I swear to God it'll be the last thing you ever do."
"Is that a threat?" he asked.
"It's a fucking promise," I said, focusing my energy on his brain again. He grimaced in pain as his brain swelled up in his head. "Back off. You have no idea what you're fucking with. Deal?" I extended my hand. He nodded his head and I eased up the pressure on his brain. He reached out and shook my hand, flinching when he felt the slight electric shock. I held his hand for a few seconds until I had his memories in my mind, then let go.
"Tell Bergstrom you have to leave town for another case. There's some serious shit about to go down and you don't even want to be around. Understand?" He nodded his head.
"I got it," he said.
"Good. And trust me, I'll know if you double-cross me. Don't ask how. Just accept that I'll know." He nodded his head again and I walked away. I sat in my car in the parking lot and watched the door to the hospital. He came out a few minutes later and went to his SUV. I connected to his mind remotely to see what he would do.
He pulled out his phone and called Bergstrom. I heard Bergstrom's voice as though I was holding the phone.
"Anything to report?" Bergstrom asked.
"No, Mr. Bergstrom, nothing," Hammer said. "I think your Mr. Drake is just a pissed-off husband trying to deal with what happened to his wife. Basically, he's a Boy Scout. Listen, I have to head back east for another case. I'm not going to be available for a while."
"Alright," Bergstrom said. "Send me your bill, I'll take care of it."
"Thank you, Mr. Bergstrom," Hammer said, ending the call. "I gotta get the fuck outta here," Hammer thought to himself. "I need a vacation. Too many wackos around here. Maybe Atlantic City. Yeah, that's the ticket." I couldn't help but smile. I started the car and went home, stopping only to grab something for dinner. Later that afternoon, I got a call from a number I didn't recognize.
"Hello," I said, answering the call.
"Cameron, it's Jack. I just wanted to let you know I had a long discussion with Trisha Harding. She suggested I get a burner phone and that's what I'm using now. Only you and her have the number," he said.
"What did she say?" I asked.
"They've been looking at Bergstrom and his gang for a while now," Jack said. "The spreadsheets and reports Ginger had are very damaging. They've got the FBI involved and a few others."
"Well, I guess that means it'll only get pigeon-holed," I said wryly.
"I don't think so," Jack said. "I believe they intend to make some arrests pretty soon, from what Trisha said."
"Yeah, and they'll probably spend a whole ten seconds behind bars before their lawyers bail them out," I said.
"We'll see," Jack said.
"Yeah, we'll see alright," I said, not convinced anything would ever come of it.
"Listen, I'd better go, but I'll be in touch," he said. "I owe you big time for this."
"It's not over yet," I said. "Watch your back."
"I will," he said. "Talk to you later, Cameron." We ended the call and I downloaded Hammer's memories to my computer. They had just finished processing when Smith and Jones came by for their weekly session. After they finished my workout, we sat in the front room.
"You are progressing rather nicely, Cameron," Smith said.
"I must agree," Jones said. "We were concerned that your enhanced abilities might cause you to lose your humanity, so to speak."
"What do you mean?" I asked.
"Your brain is functioning at levels far above what was originally intended. It is very possible you could lose your empathy for un-enhanced beings and start to see them as beneath your concern or as objects to be used to further your own agenda," Smith said. "Your species has a saying that 'power corrupts' and you are becoming extremely powerful.
"So far you have avoided becoming what you hate -- the evil one who used his power to corrupt your mate. You have not used your new abilities to corrupt anyone. You still seem to operate under a moral code which is very similar to our own, and similar to those your species says it aspires to. It is possible that your mate's condition and the good beings you have run into along the way are giving you hope, keeping you in synch with your higher motives."
"Well, thank you for that," I said. "I have a couple questions for you guys before you go."
"Oh?" Smith asked.
"Yes," I said. "First, I was curious to know if you've ever hit anyone else with that beam of yours." They looked at each other for a few seconds, then addressed my question.
"Yes, twice," Jones said. "The first was about eight of your years ago. The second a couple years after that. Neither subject held their abilities for very long. The first subject is still alive and doing well. In fact, you've already met him -- Jack Peabody."
"The second subject didn't fare as well," Smith said. "He went crazy. Thought he was some kind of 'superman' and stood in front of a speeding train. Needless to say, he didn't survive the encounter."
"And other than me, you haven't used this thing on anyone else?" I asked.
"No, we have not," Jones said. "We have been given strict orders to dismantle the unit and never use it or anything like it ever again."
"And we have been ordered to see you through your full transition," Smith said.
"You mean, this thing isn't finished with me yet?" I asked.
"No," Smith said. "You could see changes for years to come."
"Terrific," I said sarcastically.
"I detect a hint of sarcasm in your response," Jones said.
"No shit, Sherlock," I said. "So, what else can I look forward to? Or can you not tell me?"
"We cannot say for certain because your DNA is still somewhat in flux," Smith said.
"I just want my life back," I said. "Is that ever going to happen?"
"I'm afraid not," Jones said. "Perhaps it's time you consider a career change."
"What do you mean?"
"There are many like you on this planet who simply seek justice. To have wrongs set right. You have the capacity to make that happen," Smith said. "You just need to learn to control your abilities better and cope with new abilities as they appear. We will see you through that transition, however long it takes. That is our mission now."
"What about my wife? Is there something I can do to help her? Surely with all these abilities, I can do something."
"Other than what the doctor has already told you, no. Not at this time," Jones said. "You aren't at that stage... yet. But that wasn't the question you wanted to ask, was it?"
"No," I said. "Tell me, is it possible to edit a person's memories? So they don't remember certain things? Or remember them differently?"
"It is theoretically possible, but has never been successfully attempted," Smith said. "Not even our scientists have been able to do that. There are too many... variables involved. However, the fact that you thought enough to ask is significant."
"Why is that?" I asked.
"Because it shows forward thinking on your part," Jones said.
"I'm an IT guy. That's part of what we do," I said.
"Well, 'eye-tee guy,' keep thinking. But for now, focus only on what we tell you. Practice. Do your work-outs and your homework. Keep your eyes on the job ahead of you," Smith said.
"Yes," Jones said. "There are twelve individuals who need to feel the righteous hand of justice. Are you up to it?"
"I'm up to it," I said.
"Good," Smith said. He turned to Jones. "I think we have covered enough ground for one evening."
"Yes, I agree," Jones said. "Do your homework, Cameron. We'll be back." I nodded my head as they walked out the door. Do my homework. Yeah, right. I was a bit tired of reading and digging through other people's memories, so I grabbed a beer and sat down in front of the television. I hadn't even finished the beer before my doorbell rang again. Looking through the peephole, I saw my friend Bill Collins.
He held up a six-pack of beer when I opened the door. I motioned for him to come inside and put the beer in the refrigerator, and grabbed a couple since they already felt cold. I handed one to him and sat down, opening the other.
"So, what brings you by?" I asked.
"Just wanted to drop by and see how you're doing," he said. "Any word on Ginger?" He listened quietly as I brought him up to date on what I knew so far.
"Damn," he said when I finished.
"So, you still think she needs to die?" I asked sarcastically. He shook his head.
"No," he said. "But the fuckers who did this to her do." I nodded my head in agreement.
"No argument there," I said.
"Have you decided what you're gonna do?" he asked after taking a healthy swig of beer.
"Yeah," I said. "I have."
"And..."
"I'm going to take things one day at a time. First, I'm going to see her through this coma. When she's back on her feet, we'll deal with it. Right now, I'm inclined to stay with her," I said. Bill nodded his head.
"You still love her, don't you?" he asked.
"Yeah, I do," I said. "You know, if I had gone with my original gut feeling, I would've kicked her ass to the curb without a second's thought. Things are different, now that I know the whole truth."
"You still hearing other people's thoughts?" he asked.
"Yeah," I said quietly. "And then some."
"So, what am I thinking right now?" he asked.
"You're thinking I'm a pussy-whipped romantic fool," I said with a smile. He laughed at that.
"Yeah," he said. "That's exactly what I was thinking. But if what you're telling me is the whole truth, I can understand why you'd stick with her. I just don't understand why they targeted her like that."



"She was just the flavor of the month, so to speak," I said. "If it hadn't been her, it would've been someone else. So, how are things at work?"
"Same ol', same ol'," he said. "You know how it goes. Not quite the same without you there. I heard you took three weeks off. Is that true?"
"Yeah, it is," I said. "I need to take care of some things." We drank our beer and shot the breeze about this and that for another hour or so. Then Bill stood to leave.
"Well, it was good talking to you," he said. "If there's anything you need, give me a call."
"You okay to drive?" I asked. "You can rack out here tonight if you want."
"I'm fine," he said. "But thanks for the offer anyway."
"Thanks for coming by, Bill, I really appreciate it," I said. "And thanks for the beer."
"Any time," he said. "What are friends for?" After he left, I sat back down and thought about what to do next. I opened the manual Smith and Jones left and found that a few new sections had translated themselves for me. A plan began to form in my mind as I read. I smiled at the possibilities.
Sitting back at my computer, I pulled up Bergstrom's memories. Using the directions in the manual, I learned that he has a very strong dislike of spiders. Actually, it was worse than that. He feared spiders more than anything else, thanks to an incident from his youth.
Connecting to his mind, I discovered that he was just getting into bed. Perfect. It was time to unleash hell on Bergstrom. I imagined the dream in my mind the way the manual suggested. Then I planted the seed in his mind and waited outside his mind in what some might call a form of "remote viewing."
It was simple, really. Bergstrom would dream that his bed was being overrun by large hairy spiders with long teeth and yellow eyes. They would crawl all over him, whispering, "the truth will set you free." Then they would open their mandibles and sink their large teeth into his flesh.
It took a while for the dream to activate, but when it did, Bergstrom shot up in his bed, screaming, his eyes wide. He brushed the covers off his body and looked around, but of course, there were no spiders. His wife woke up and tried to calm him down, but to no avail.
"What's the matter, Harold?" she asked.
"Spiders," he said. "Hundreds of them. Big, hairy monsters with huge teeth. They were all over the bed. All over me."
"It was just a dream, Harold," she said. "It's okay. Go get yourself a glass of warm milk and come back to bed. There are no spiders."
"Yeah, okay," he said. "Tomorrow, I want you to call the exterminators. Have them check the place out."
"We just had them out a couple weeks ago, Harold," she said. "But I'll call if it'll help calm you down." He went downstairs and warmed up a cup of milk and drank it, but I made sure the seed of the dream was firmly planted in his mind. He would remember this for a very long time. I smiled to myself and went to bed, where I slept like a baby.
Over the next few days, I researched the other board members' memories, crafting custom nightmares designed to scare and terrorize them. I kept the pressure up on Bergstrom, knowing that he was the ringleader. I figured that if he fell, the others would quickly follow suit. I could tell the non-stop nightmares were taking their toll on him when I connected to his mind. He was becoming skittish and jumpy. Others noticed as well, Jack told me.
"Do you know anything about that?" he asked one day at my condo.
"Let's just say he's not sleeping too well these days," I said. "In fact, the whole board is having problems sleeping at night."
"What did you do?" he asked.
"Let's just say I'm using his own fears to nudge him into doing the right thing," I said. I continued the nightmares, but changed them after I learned Trisha brought in the FBI to investigate Bergstrom and his "board." Shortly after that, I eavesdropped on a conversation between Bergstrom, Jake, Sherrie and a couple other members of the board when I connected to his mind.
"They're closing in on us, Mr. B," Jake said. "We need to do something, fast."
"What do you suggest, Jake?" Bergstrom asked.
"Maybe we should have someone go to the hospital and finish the job on Ginger," Jake said.
"You mean, kill her?" Sherrie asked.
"That's exactly what I mean," Jake said. "Tie up any loose ends. We don't want her waking up and blabbing to the doctors, or the police. Once we deal with her, then we take out her husband." Bergstrom remembered the way his chest hurt when I was at the board meeting, then thought about Hammer and the men they sent to watch Jack.
"You may be on to something," he said. "There's something about Drake that bothers the hell outta me. Let me give it some thought. We need to be very careful here."
"Alright, Mr. B," Jake said. At that point, I decided to ramp up my campaign of terror against Bergstrom and his board. I considered making an example out of Jake, but rejected it, thinking back on what Smith and Jones had told me earlier. After I learned that federal agents visited Bergstrom, I had the spiders in his dreams tell him to confess everything, otherwise they would never leave him alone.
By the time the FBI pulled them in for questioning later in the week, they were ready to confess -- to everything. They sang like canaries, telling agents everything they had done. Bergstrom even confessed to giving Chad the order to have Ginger killed.
After learning that, I stopped the nightmares, but kept tabs on him to make sure he wouldn't recant his confession. The fallout from his confession was widespread. Jack's wife and daughter were also brought in and arrested. Jack filed divorce papers, using the prenuptial his father-in-law insisted upon when he got married. Bergstrom's wife also filed for divorce, as did many of the other jilted spouses.
Other executives were also arrested for their roles in Bergstrom's efforts. By the time the feds were finished, Jack found himself having to replace many of the executives in the company. Using the federal charges against Bergstrom and the board, his attorneys were able to have the contract between Bergstrom and the Peabody family rendered null and void.
The US Attorney in charge of the case was pushing for the maximum in all of the cases, meaning Bergstrom would face life in prison. The idea of Bergstrom and his buddies being Bubba's fuck toy for the rest of their miserable lives appealed to me.
"We did it," I told Jack as we sat in his office with a glass of bourbon.
"Yes, but at what cost," Jack said as he took a sip. "The board is behind bars, along with my wife, my daughter and over half of the executives in the firm. We're recovering most of the money that was stolen from us, but our reputation has taken a pretty serious hit. I don't know if we'll be able to recover from this."
"Sure you will, Jack," I said. "You were the one who told me how your great-grandfather saw it through the Great Depression, and how your grandfather saw it through World War II. Ask yourself what they would do."
"How did you get so smart, Cameron?" he asked with a chuckle.
"I had a good teacher," I said, raising my glass. He smiled in return.
"You're far too kind," he said. "So, have you decided what you intend to do about your wife?"
"I'm going to see her through this coma," I said. "I'll take it one day at a time. You know it was her work that made all of this possible."
"I know," Jack said. "And I owe the two of you more than I'll ever be able to repay. Which reminds me." He opened a desk drawer and pulled out an envelope. He handed it to me.
"I promised you a bonus when the job was done," he added. I opened the envelope and saw a bank draft for $100 million. I looked at him, shocked. He smiled. "That's on top of the other $100 million I already gave you for Ginger's expenses. If you like, I can set you up with a good financial advisor. Someone who can help you deal with the IRS. I don't think you want to explain to the feds how you earned that."
"Good point. I may just take you up on that offer, Jack," I said.
"Have you thought about a career change, Cameron?" he asked. "There's a lot of people out there who could benefit from what you have to offer."
"It's crossed my mind a time or two," I said. "What about you? All of this has left you without an heir to your business."
"Well, maybe not a direct heir, but my sister's son, Nathan, has said he's getting a bit tired of the hustle and bustle of Wall Street. Wants to come back home. I've offered him a position and he's expressed an interest," he said.
"I hope it works out for you. Both of you," I said. We toasted to our success and called it a day.
"Stay in touch, Cameron," he said.
"I will, Jack," I told him. I felt like a great burden had been lifted off my shoulders when I went to see Ginger. I sat next to her bed and told her we had won, thanks in large part to all her hard work putting those spreadsheets and reports together. My celebratory mood left, however, a little while after I got there.
"Mr. Drake, I'm glad you came by," Dr. Samuels said. "Do you have a few minutes?"
"Sure, doc, what's up?" I asked. I followed him to his office, and got concerned when he closed the door behind me.
"Good news and bad news," he said. "Which do you want to hear first?"
"I'll start with the good news," I said.
"The good news is that Ginger is responding to the audio you provided us," he said. "If things go as well as they have these last couple weeks or so, I don't think we have to worry about her going into a persistent vegetative state."
"That is good news," I said. "And the bad news?" He put a photo into a light box and turned it on.
"This," he said, pointing to a dark area on the photo.
"What is that?" I asked.
"It's from her last scan, taken this morning," he said. "It looks like a tumor, but I'd like to perform a biopsy to confirm it."
"Can it be removed?" I asked. He shook his head.
"Not where it's located, no," he said. "If it is a tumor, we'll have to find other treatments for it. There are non-invasive procedures like gamma knife that's been very effective in cases like this, though."
"Gamma knife?"
"Yes. It's a form of radiation therapy that concentrates highly focused beams of gamma radiation on the tumor. Quite effective, I might add. We're set up for that here so she won't need to be transported to a specialized treatment center."
"And you're just now finding this tumor?" I asked.
"It's quite small, so it probably hasn't been there very long," he said. "The sooner we can address it, though, the better."
"What are her chances?" I asked.
"With the gamma knife, very good," he said.
"Do what you have to do, doc," I said.
...
More to come...
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The end of Flash 02:
"It's from her last scan, taken this morning," he said. "It looks like a tumor, but I'd like to perform a biopsy to confirm it."
"Can it be removed?" I asked. He shook his head.
"Not where it's located, no," he said. "If it is a tumor, we'll have to find other treatments for it. There are non-invasive procedures like gamma knife that's been very effective in cases like this, though."
"Gamma knife?"
"Yes. It's a form of radiation therapy that concentrates highly focused beams of gamma radiation on the tumor. Quite effective, I might add. We're set up for that here so she won't need to be transported to a specialized treatment center."
"And you're just now finding this tumor?" I asked.
"It's quite small, so it probably hasn't been there very long," he said. "The sooner we can address it, though, the better."
"What are her chances?" I asked.
"With the gamma knife, very good," he said.
"Do what you have to do, doc," I said.
...
And now, Flash 03: Loose Ends
Dr. Samuels ordered the biopsy and confirmed that Ginger did, in fact, have a malignant tumor in a part of her brain that could not be removed by normal surgical means. After consulting with both mine and Ginger's insurance to make sure the gamma knife procedure would be covered, he scheduled it as soon as he could and had his office contact me with the date.
According to what I received, the procedure would take place in four weeks. I had hoped for something earlier, but apparently, that wasn't meant to be. I saw Dr. Samuels and asked for a few minutes of his time, which he graciously gave.
"I was just curious, Dr. Samuels," I said. "I know you said this tumor was relatively new, but how long do you think it's been there?"
"Impossible to say, really," he told me. "It could've been there for months. Personally, I don't think it's been there more than a year, which is why I called it 'relatively' new."
"It could be there that long before anyone spots it?" I asked.
"Oh sure," he said. "There are some cases where a tumor has grown in the brain for years before being spotted."
"Could that affect her behavior? I've noticed she's been acting different the last few months before the accident," I said. "Almost as if she's two different people."
"I didn't have a chance to examine her prior to her being brought in, but I suppose it's not completely outside the realm of possibility. Given where the tumor was located, it might very well have affected her behavior," he said. I thanked him and headed home.
The next time Smith and Jones came by, I hit them up with what Dr. Samuels said. They looked at each other for a few moments before turning back to me. Smith handed me what looked like a blue stone with a USB port.
"Copy her brain feed to this, Cameron," he said. "We will need to analyze it further. Unfortunately, your application isn't powerful enough to do the job." I copied her feed to the device and handed it back to him.
"Give us a couple weeks to analyze this fully," Jones said.
By now, my vacation had ended and I was back to work. But the events of the last three weeks had impacted me more than I originally thought, and I found myself thinking very seriously about what Jack Peabody and Jones had told me about using my abilities to help others.
The more I thought about it, the more it appealed to me. I certainly had plenty of money to pursue the idea -- just over $200 million. But there were practical matters to consider first. Ginger's medical costs, for example, would have to take priority. Fortunately, she has good insurance, and Jack had placed her on paid extended medical leave so she would be covered.
But there were still some loose ends I needed to take care of first. The first was Bergstrom and his cohorts, who were still in custody awaiting their trial in federal court. He was still a threat, even though he was behind bars. I had kept tabs on all of them -- now known by the media as "The Dirty Dozen" -- and knew that they had not plotted anything against Jack, Ginger or myself -- yet.
In addition to their federal charges, all of the married members of the board had been served with divorce papers, and their soon-to-be ex-spouses wanted them all taken to the cleaners. Jack had also filed civil suits against all of them, and he introduced me to his attorney, Andrea Hawkins. I could tell right off that she was someone I could trust. Perhaps Jack saw it as well.
Andrea was chomping at the bit to put them all in the poorhouse, and I thought she was going to have an orgasm when I told her I wanted them all to be rendered penniless by the time it was all said and done.
"Tell me what happened, Cameron," she said. She listened quietly, taking notes as I told her what they had done to Ginger. I thought I saw tears in her eyes when I finished. She wiped her face with a Kleenex, then asked me what I wanted.
"Everything," I said. "I want them to lose absolutely everything."
"And I agree they should. Getting them to agree to a large settlement is going to be a challenge, though," she said. "This could take years to get through the court system."
"Even though they've all confessed?" I asked.
"They confessed to the criminal charges," she said. "This is a civil case. Things are a bit different."
"I see," I said in response. I had heard of civil cases taking years to resolve while lawyers racked up huge fees filing motion after motion. I was determined not to let that happen in this case and I had an ace up my sleeve that I wasn't about to let Andrea know about. No, Harold Bergstrom and his cronies would do exactly what we wanted them to do. Andrea just didn't know it yet.
"There's always the possibility they'll settle, especially with the criminal charges they're facing and with the lawsuits Jack filed," she said. "I just want you to be prepared for the worst."
"I appreciate your candor," I said. "Here's to hoping they settle quickly," I added, raising my coffee cup. She smiled and picked hers up as well. Touching our cups, we each took a long sip of coffee. I went home and thought about what I could do to get them to settle on my terms.
Sure, I could visit them in jail and lay it out for them face-to-face, but I suspected Andrea wouldn't like that very much, and I thought it could negatively impact the case. I could appear in their dreams, but I doubted that would have the impact I wanted. I picked up the manual and went through it carefully.
Then I came across a section that had just translated itself. I read the section, my curiosity piqued. If this worked, it would accomplish exactly what I wanted to do. The manual warned this would take all of my concentration, and it wasn't kidding.
I connected to Bergstrom's mind as usual -- nothing difficult about that as I had already done it several times before. The rest, however, was a bit of a challenge. That's not exactly right -- it took all of my concentration to project my image into his cell. He looked up, surprised to see me.
"What the fuck?" he asked. "How did you get in here?"
"You'd never believe me if I told you," I said. "Don't bother calling for the guards. You're the only one who can see or hear me."
"This isn't real," he said. "You can't possibly be here." I focused my energy into my fist and punched his throat. He fell back on the bad, holding his throat as he gasped for air.
"That felt pretty real, didn't it?" I asked. "How does this feel?" I kicked him in the groin and watched as he doubled over in pain. "Is that real enough for you?"
"Okay, okay, you're real, please, no more," he begged after he got his breath. "What do you want with me?"
"I want everything," I said.
"What do you mean?" he asked.
"I'm about to drop a lawsuit against you for a ridiculously high sum of money for what you and the board did to my wife. And you're not going to contest it," I said. He laughed at that.
"You're shitting me, right?" he asked. "You expect me to just roll over and give you my money?"
"Well, only what your wife doesn't get in the divorce," I said. "I hear she's taking you to the cleaners. I intend to put you in the poorhouse. Besides, you'll be in jail for the rest of your life. You won't have any need of it."
"You're talking over $400 million," he said. "I'm not just going to hand all that over to you. You can kiss my ass."
"I thought you might say something like that," I said. "Maybe you'd like the spiders to come back." He looked at me, shocked. "Yes, I know how much you fear spiders. Who do you think they work for? Who do you think put them in your dreams? Believe me, Bergstrom, you haven't even begun to experience terror yet. By the time I'm finished with you, they'll be taking you to the mental ward in restraints."
"How... What..." he began. I waved him off.
"It's your choice, Bergstrom. You either cooperate, or you'll be up to your neck in spiders. Literally," I said. As I watched, his face went white and his eyes bugged open in fear. Then he collected himself and nodded his head.
"Alright, alright. I'll do as you say," he said.
"I thought you'd see things my way," I said. "Remember, cooperate and I'll keep the spiders away. And I was never here. Got it?"
"I got it," he said, shaking. I disconnected from his mind and caught my breath as I sat in my chair. The effort had drained me more than I thought it would. I grabbed a cup of coffee and relaxed for a bit, then performed the exercises Smith and Jones had given me. When I felt up to it, I connected to Jake's mind and repeated the performance.
He nearly shit his drawers when he saw me in his cell. I didn't have to convince him I was "real" the way I did with Bergstrom, which saved me considerable strength. His fear was rats, and I was easily able to convince him to accept my lawsuit. When I disconnected from his mind, I was physically exhausted and called it a night.
It took five more nights to connect with the rest of the board, all of whom were languishing in their cells. None of them put up the fight Bergstrom did, which didn't surprise me. Compared to Bergstrom, they were all weak -- physically and mentally. But the effort took a lot out of me, something both Smith and Jones commented on when they came for their weekly visit.
"Perhaps you need some new exercises," Smith said.
"Thanks. Just what I need," I said sarcastically. "By the way, have you finished analyzing Ginger's brain feed?"
"We have," Jones said, handing me a color printout and a small USB drive. "The full report is on that drive, already translated. The sheet shows a general timeline. We were able to determine the tumor came into being here," he said, pointing to a line on the chart. "It was shortly after that she began to change. You can see what happened to her emotionally here and here," he said, pointing to two sets of lines.
"So, the bottom line is that the tumor affected her behavior and her ability to reason," I said. "Is that what you're telling me?"
"An intelligent being could reasonably come to that conclusion, based on this analysis," Jones said. I nodded my head in acknowledgment. It made sense to me. Between the drugs, the threats and intimidation, and now, this -- Ginger didn't stand a chance. I thanked them for their time and went to bed that night feeling just a bit better about things.
Andrea contacted me to come see her a day before she was set to serve the lawsuits against Bergstrom and his gang. She had the papers in front of her when I got there and handed me a summary sheet showing how much she was going for in each lawsuit. I was shocked when I saw the total on the bottom line -- over $1.9 billion.
"Of course, my take is 33 percent -- one-third -- of that," she said. "Still, that leaves you with well over a billion dollars. Mind you, this is what we're asking for, not necessarily what we'll get."
"I understand," I said.
"Remember, this is just the opening salvo. It could take some time to get this resolved, depending on how hard they want to fight this. As I said before, it could take years," she said.
I connected with Bergstrom's mind the next evening and found him fuming over the papers that he received. Looking through his memories, I discovered that he had already contacted his lawyer, who promised to see him tomorrow. I made note of the time so I could eavesdrop on the conversation and planned my lunch break to coincide with the meeting. Just as a reminder, I planted a dream reminding him of the terrors to come if he wavered.
The next day, I parked my truck in a wooded park, opened my sack lunch and connected with Bergstrom. He was in a visiting room, chained to a table, his lawyer sitting across from him. The lawyer looked over the paperwork, then looked up at Bergstrom.
"How do you want to handle this?" he asked.
"I want you to... accept their demand," Bergstrom said, surprising his lawyer.
"You can't be serious, Harold," he said. "They're asking over $400 million. It'll ruin you After you pay him and Peabody off, you'll have nothing left."
"I'm going to jail anyway, I won't have any need for it. Besides, they have me dead to rights. I've already admitted to everything they've alleged in their lawsuit."
"Alright, Harold, talk to me. We've known each other for years. This isn't like you. Did Drake threaten you?" the lawyer asked. Bergstrom shook his head.
"No," he said.
"Something smells about this, Harold," the lawyer said. "Look, this is just their initial salvo and we have 30 days to respond. Let's not be rash about this. I'll get with this Andrea Hawkins and see if we can't get this demand down to something a bit more reasonable. We'll also see if we can dig up some dirt on this Drake character."
"I've already had him checked out," Bergstrom said. "Hammer says he's a fucking Boy Scout."
"Hmm," the lawyer said. "Well then, maybe we need to come up with something, if you know what I mean. Perhaps have a man-to-man chat with him."
"Just be careful," Bergstrom said.
"Why? He's just a computer geek. What's he going to do?"
"Something about him doesn't sit right with me," Bergstrom said. "Trust me -- be careful."
"Of course," the lawyer said. "By the way, are you ready for the trial this week?"
"Yeah, I'm ready."
"You sure you don't want to change your plea?"
"Positive," Bergstrom said.
"Alright, if that's the way you want it," the lawyer said. "I'm going to focus on the trial first. I guess the best we can do is mitigate the sentence you're liable to receive. Once that's over, I'll turn my attention to this," he added, holding the lawsuit. "Are you alright? You're not looking too well."
"I haven't got much sleep lately," Bergstrom said. "Hard to sleep in that tiny cell."
"Well, get some rest, Harold. I don't want you in court looking like shit," the lawyer said. Bergstrom nodded his head as the lawyer stood. "I'll see you later this week, before the trial."
"Got it," Bergstrom said. The lawyer pounded on the door and a guard let him out before unlocking Bergstrom from the table. That was my cue to disconnect from his mind.
I went about my business for the rest of the week -- I worked during the day, then stopped by to see Ginger and check on her progress before going home. I made my martial arts classes, and worked with Smith and Jones when they came by.
I followed the trial in the news, and watched as many of the highlights as I could on Court TV, which provided the most coverage of all the networks. All 12 of the defendants were tried at the same time, in order to save money, the Court TV anchor said, citing the U.S. Attorney handling the case.
What really got my goat was the fact that they had to go through an entire trial, even though all of the defendants had confessed and plead guilty to all of the charges. The U.S. Attorney, Steven Morrison, told me that a judge cannot unilaterally declare any or all of the defendants guilty in a criminal case, because they're entitled under the constitution to a full and complete trial.
So I watched as they went through the jury selection process, something that took almost an entire day. The next day was opening arguments. I thought Steven did an excellent job laying out his case against all 12 defendants. It took six full days to get testimony from all twelve defendants.
After both sides made their closing arguments and rested, the jury was given instructions by the judge and sent to a separate room where they would begin deliberations. Of course, the talking heads on all the news channels bloviated about the case, even though they really had no idea what actually happened. I nearly blew my television to smithereens more than once.
It didn't take the jury long to come to their conclusions. After about four hours of deliberations, they came back to the courtroom, having found all 12 of the defendants guilty of all charges. The judge polled them all to make sure they agreed with the verdicts. Satisfied, he turned to the court.
"Sentencing to be held in one week," he said. "Court adjourned." I connected with Bergstrom's mind just as his attorney saw him off.
"You going to be okay, Harold?" the lawyer asked. Bergstrom nodded his head.
"Yeah, Tom, I'll be fine. Thanks for all your help."
"I'm going to go see Andrea Hawkins about these lawsuits. Maybe we can get them to back off a bit," Tom said. "You take care of yourself. I'll be in touch." Later that day, I got a call from Andrea.
"I just had an interesting visit with Tom Dewey, Bergstrom's lawyer," she said. "He wants to settle for far less than we're asking. Of course I told him to stick it in his ear. He'll probably come see you next. Don't agree to anything. Tell him he needs to speak to me."
"Okay, got it," I said. Sure enough, he rang my doorbell about 8:00 that evening. I looked through the peep hole and saw him standing outside, so I opened the door and realized he wasn't alone. A large, muscular man with an equally large pistol in a shoulder harness stood behind him.
"You must be Tom Dewey," I said.
"Yes," he responded. "And this is Max, my chauffeur," he added, pointing to the gorilla behind him.
"You can come in, but your shadow needs to stay outside," I said. Tom looked at Max and nodded his head.
"Wait for me in the car," he said. "I'll be alright."
"Okay, boss, if you say so," he said, giving me a sideways look. I watched as he walked to the dark sedan parked in one of the guest spots. Tom turned back to me and offered his hand as he smiled. I accepted his hand and saw him flinch when he felt the slight jolt.



"Sorry, a lot of static in my carpet," I said as his memories downloaded into my brain.
"Of course," he said, rubbing his hand. I invited him inside and offered a cup of coffee, which he readily accepted. Then I grabbed my laptop and a folder from my office and brought it into the front room.
"I just want to say, Mr. Drake, that I'm truly sorry about what happened to your wife," he said. "I know this isn't an easy time for you."
"Thank you for saying so, Mr. Dewey," I said. "But in all honesty, shouldn't you be talking to my attorney?"
"Yes, and I did speak with Ms. Hawkins," he said. "But I thought you and I could take care of things, man-to-man. That's why I'm authorized to give you this right now to settle the lawsuit." He handed me a check for $4 million. I chuckled as I looked at it, then handed it back.
"You're missing a couple zeros on that check, Tom," I said. "Besides, I'm not authorized to accept anything you have to offer without my lawyer present." His demeanor changed and he suddenly looked very threatening. I didn't need to probe his mind to know what he was thinking.
"Do you have any idea who you're dealing with, Cameron?" he asked. I picked up the folder and opened it up.
"I suppose this is where you start monologuing like a villain in one of those old Saturday morning cartoons," I said. "You know, where you tell me how rich and powerful you are, how many cops you have on your payroll, how many politicians you have lining up to suck your dick. Maybe you'll even tell me how you'll have Max or some of his buddies make life difficult for me if I don't go along with your program. The real question you should be asking is: do you have any idea what you're dealing with, Mr. Big Hot-Shot Lawyer Man?"
He looked down at the coffee table as I began putting photos I had printed out earlier. Photos of Bergstrom screwing my wife, wiping his filthy dick on her tear-streaked face, then laughing as she lay on the boardroom table, crying.
"Where did you get these?" he asked.
"You'd never believe me if I told you," I said. "Your client targeted my wife, set her up, tried to frame her. Then he used and abused her in the most horrific ways imaginable. Then he directed Chad Wheeler to have her killed," I added, placing photos of her in the hospital and the wreckage of her car on the table. "He admitted doing it in court, along with the rest of the board. A jury has already found them guilty. And now they need to pay for what they've done. And you know something?"
"What?" he asked, his face ashen as he looked at the photos I placed on the table.
"I think you knew about it," I said. He looked up at me, shocked. "Oh, you may not have known all the particulars, and you may not have even known her name, but you knew Bergstrom and his board were up to no good. Hell, you've spent years cleaning up after him. And I happen to know he invited you to take part in one of his orgies. I've even got it on video if you want to see it."
"Video?" he asked. "How did you get video?"
"I got it from the same place I got these photos," I said.
"Alright, yes, he invited me, but I turned him down," he said.
"I know," I said. "But there was something he told you that got me wondering. Something about your last frat party in college. Said his latest 'piece,' meaning my wife, was very much like her. You remember that?"
"I may recall something like that," he said. I pulled out one more photo and set it in front of him. The photo showed a young attractive blonde between a much younger Bergstrom and an equally younger Tom Dewey. All three were naked, with Bergstrom's dick in her mouth and Dewey's in her pussy.
"What the hell is this?" he asked, his face white.
"June 1976, just a few days before your graduation," I said. "The woman, in case you forgot, was Janice Taylor, a second-year medical student engaged to one of your frat brothers. He caught the three of you, kicked your asses, then took his engagement ring back from her. I guess you forgot he was the state karate champion in 1975.
"You went on to Harvard Law School while Bergstrom went to business school. Janice, however, fell into a deep depression and took her own life a few days after this... incident," I said.
"Where did you get this from?" he asked. "No one took any pictures that night."
"Same place I got most of those other pictures," I said. "You may not have participated in Bergstrom's rape of my wife, and yes, as far as I'm concerned, it was rape. But you knew what kind of a man Bergstrom is, and you knew what he was up to, but you never once did anything to stop him. I'm no lawyer like you, Tom, but it seems to me you're at least somewhat complicit in what happened to her. In my book, you should be sharing a cell right along with him."
"So, what do you want?" he asked.
"I want for this to have never happened," I said. "But that's not possible. So instead, I want Bergstrom and his minions to pay with everything they have. And I want you to make it happen. Do the right thing. For once."
"And if I refuse to do what you want?" he asked. He gasped as I flexed my eye muscles, making them flash red. Then his face changed as he grabbed his chest. I let him experience some pain for a few moments, then released his heart and watched as the color came back to his face. He took a few deep breaths and looked at me, shocked.
"W... What are you?" he asked.
"I'm your worst fucking nightmare, Mr. Hot Shot Lawyer Man. I'm a pissed-off husband looking for justice," I said. He nodded his head as he thought about what I said.
"I... understand, Mr. Drake," he finally said.
"Good," I told him. "You know, maybe after this business with Bergstrom is over, you should consider retiring. Take your wife on that Caribbean cruise she's always wanted to take."
"Maybe you're right," he said. "How did he know about that?" I heard him ask in his mind.
"I look forward to hearing from my attorney real soon, Tom," I said as I escorted him to the door. "It's time to put an end to this nightmare."
"Good night, Mr. Drake," he said as we shook hands at the door. "And I do hope your wife recovers soon."
"As do I, Tom," I said. I waited for about an hour before connecting with Tom's mind. I figured he would be at home by then, and I was right. I saw him put his briefcase and jacket away before pouring a glass of whiskey. His wife came up behind him and wrapped her arms around him.
"I saw the news about the trial, Tom," she said. "I know how much you hate losing. But maybe it was for the best. You can't win them all, you know. And I never did like that Bergstrom character anyway."
"I've known Harold for damn near 40 years," Tom said. "I kept telling him his dick was gonna get him in trouble, but he never listened. Now he's going to lose everything. His freedom, his money, everything. You know, I met an interesting young man tonight. Kinda reminded me of the way I was when I first went to law school. Idealistic, headstrong. Full of ideas like justice. Made me realize there's more important things in life besides wealth and power."
"Oh? What are you thinking?"
"I'll be done with this Bergstrom mess in a week or so. I was thinking about retiring. Think you can still get those tickets for that Caribbean cruise?"
"I think so," she said. "What brought this on?"
"I realized that you've put up with me for what, 30 years? Thirty years of me putting my career before everything else."
"Thirty-two years, five months and 18 days," she said with a smile. "But who's counting? And what will you tell Senator Johnson? He's been after you to take that seat on the Superior Court."
"I'll tell him I've decided to devote more time to my loving wife, who's more than earned it," he said.
"Well, whoever this young man is, I'll have to thank him for opening your eyes," she said as she wrapped her arms around him. He wrapped his arms around her and held her close.
"What do you say we go upstairs and 'discuss' our second honeymoon? Maybe after the cruise, we can go to Europe and visit all those places you want to see."
"Oh, Tom, you don't have to do all that," she said. "Just having you here with me would be perfect."
"Whatever you say, dear," he said. "Whatever you say." I disconnected from his mind. At least one marriage would have a happy ending, I thought.
The next day, I got a call from Steven, the lead U.S. Attorney. He wanted to know if I would be willing to address the court during the sentencing hearing.
"This will be your chance to tell the court how all of this has affected you and your marriage to Ginger," he said.
"They're still going to prison, right?" I asked.
"Oh, yes, and I have every reason to believe they'll get a life sentence. But hearing from you might help. Are you willing to do it?" he asked.
"Of course," I said. "I'll be there."
"Good man," he said. He gave me all the particulars before we ended the call.
A couple days later, I got a call from Andrea, telling me the attorneys representing all 12 of the board members contacted her. To a person, every single one of them agreed to our demands.
"I've never had that happen before," she said. "I honestly thought we'd be fighting this for a year or two at least. Anyway, the signed papers are being filed in court today and I've been told the funds will be released and available in a week. I'll send you an email with the details. Remember, there's taxes coming out of all that, plus my cut, so you'll probably see a bit less than a third of the total settlement, but it's still pretty darn good for a day's work. I hope you know a good financial planner."
"As a matter of fact, I do," I said, thinking of Jack.
"Good," she said. "Well, I'd better get going, but I will be in touch. Congratulations, Cameron, and I do hope your wife recovers soon."
"Thank you, Andrea," I said. "So do I." My next call was to Jack Peabody, Ginger's CEO. He had offered the services of a financial planner when he paid me $100 million to help him clean up his company.
That effort led to Bergstrom and his gang being arrested and charged. He also put $100 million into an offshore account for Ginger. Between that and the money I was about to receive, we would be set quite well for the rest of our lives. Jack was ecstatic to hear of the settlement, and suggested I come see his nephew as soon as possible.
Nathan Jones was already looking after the large payment Jack had given me, and so far, he was doing a good job keeping it safe from the vultures that large sums of money seem to attract. I knew Jack was right. I would need someone like Nathan to look out for my interests.
"I think that would be a good idea, Jack," I said. "He's done a good job so far. I'll give him a call and set up an appointment. Did you hear about the trial?"
"I sure did," he said. "Are you going to the sentencing?"
"Yes, I was asked to address the court," I said.
"So was I, so I guess we'll see each other then. Maybe we can go have a beer afterward, if you're up to it."
"Sounds like a plan, Jack," I said.
"By the way, how's our girl," he asked, referring to Ginger.
"They're going to be doing the surgery in a few days," I said.
"We'll keep her in our thoughts, Cameron," he said. "And if there's anything you need, just call." We said our goodbyes and ended the call.
A few days later, I met Jack at the courthouse for the sentencing. We shook hands and went into the courtroom, which was filling up fast with reporters and spectators. Jack and I watched the 12 "Dirty Dozen" being led into the room in shackles. None of them looked like they had slept very well lately. I smiled to myself, knowing the reason for that.
We all rose when the judge came into the courtroom and sat back down when he gave the word. He started the hearing and gave the defendants a chance to speak on their own behalf. They each said they were sorry for any hurt they had caused, but none of them really seemed very remorseful to me.
When they were finished, Jack was called to address the court. Then it was my turn. I had a whole speech written out, but decided not to use it. Instead, I spoke from the heart.
I told the court how Ginger and I had met and fallen in love. I talked about how warm and loving she was before Bergstrom and his gang got their hooks into her. I could feel the pressure in my head as I recalled the events of those six or seven months and had to stop a couple times to catch my breath.
"Your honor," I said. "Ginger was a beautiful, loving woman. And those 12 individuals deliberately targeted her, threatened her, drugged her and as far as I'm concerned, raped her. Repeatedly. They used her like a piece of meat. She was forced to get an abortion, thinking she was saving my life in the process. They didn't care what they were doing to her, or to me, or us. In that time, Ginger changed into something I didn't recognize.
"I nearly divorced her and even had papers put together. Then I learned what happened to her. I didn't know it at the time, but she fought back the only way she thought she could. And because of her efforts, their plots and schemes have been laid bare.
"Ginger doesn't know what is happening here today. She doesn't know that her efforts have paid off. That's because she's been in a coma ever since the attempt on her life. And now, she has a brain tumor. I don't know if she'll recover or not, your honor. And I don't know if I'll ever get her back.
"I've already gotten my pound of flesh from these... people, but in my mind, there's no level of Hell too low for them. I only ask that you give them the maximum sentence you possibly can, your honor. Ginger deserves nothing less. Thank you." I thought I saw moisture in the judges eye as he listened to me wrap up.
"Thank you, Mr. Drake," he said as he wiped his face with a handkerchief. After I sat down, Jack patted my arm and gave me a reassuring smile as he nodded his head. The judge considered the 12 defendants before speaking.
"There are simply not enough words in the English language to adequately express my loathing and disgust with the twelve of you," he said. "The things I have heard here in this case frankly make me sick to my stomach. I'd love nothing more than to sentence each of you to the lowest circle of Hell, but unfortunately, my hands are tied by federal law. Therefore, I sentence you to spend the rest of the your lives in federal prison. Bailiff, take them into custody and prepare them for transport. Court is adjourned."
He pounded his gavel and I felt as if a weight had been lifted off my shoulders. I looked and saw Bergstrom speaking with Tom. I connected to his mind so I could hear what the two men had to say to each other.
"I guess this is the end, then," Bergstrom said, reminding me of that old 1960s song by The Doors.
"Yes, it is, Harold," Tom said sadly. "You know, I warned you that one day your dick would write a check you wouldn't be able to cover."
"I know," Bergstrom said. "But hey, at least I can say I went out with a bang."
"Good luck to you, Harold," Tom said, extending his hand. Bergstrom shook it as best he could with the shackles.
"Thank you, Tom, for being a friend," Bergstrom said. A bailiff came and led Bergstrom away, which was my cue to disconnect. Tom closed up his briefcase and walked to the table where Jack and I sat. He stopped and turned to us.
"I sincerely hope your wife fully recovers, Mr. Drake," he said, extending his hand.
"Thank you, Mr. Dewey," I said, accepting his handshake. "I appreciate that." He nodded his head and turned to Jack.
"I hear your nephew is in town, Jack," he said.
"Yes, he's working at the firm now," Jack said.
"I hope everything goes well for you Jack, and I'm truly sorry... for everything," he said.
"Apology accepted, Tom," Jack said. "So, what's this rumor about you retiring? I thought you were up for a seat on the bench."
"After more than 30 years, I've decided there's things in life more important than work," he said. "If all goes well, this time next month Julie and I will be enjoying the Caribbean together. Who knows? Maybe we'll buy a little bungalow down in Costa Rica or something. Spend our golden years on the beach."
"Sounds like fun," Jack said. "Good luck."
"Thank you, Jack. Good luck to you as well." With that, Tom left. Jack and I made our way out of the courthouse and managed to steer clear of the reporters gathered for the sentencing. We walked to a small bar just down the street and ducked inside, where we grabbed a table and ordered a couple beers.
"I can't tell you how glad I am that part's all over," I said, taking a sip of my beer.
"Me too," Jack said. "So, have you given any thought about what we talked about?"
"You mean, starting my own business?" I asked.
"Yes," Jack said. "You have more than enough to make it happen now."
"That's true," I said. "I've given that a lot of thought. I want to get Ginger through this surgery first, but the more I think about it, the more it appeals to me."
"If you want, I can talk to Nathan and see if he'd be willing to put together a business plan for you," Jack said. "Would you be interested in that?"
"Yeah, what the hell," I said. "So, how are things with you?"
"I'm doing quite well, thank you for asking," Jack said with a smile. He certainly seemed happier than the last time I saw him. I knew he had won his lawsuits as well, but I decided not to press him on that. If he wanted me to know, he would tell me. "Believe it or not, there really is life after divorce." I chuckled at that.
"Your wife and daughter? Any word on them?" I asked.
"They turned state's evidence against Bergstrom and his gang," Jack said. "Got a reduced sentence, but they'll still spend a few years in a minimum security facility. Nothing like what Bergstrom will face, though."
"How's the love life, if you don't mind me asking?"
"Not at all. Haven't had time, frankly. I've been a bit busy putting the firm back together. Got a new board, all of them seem quite capable and they all came highly recommended. Things are picking up and looking good on that end, anyway. Unfortunately, that doesn't leave me with a lot of time for personal pursuits. But I plan to change that here pretty soon."
"I'm glad to hear that, Jack," I said. We drank our beer and talked about this and that for a while, then went our separate ways. I went to the hospital to see Ginger and sit with her for a while. I told her about the sentencing and the time I spent with Jack afterward. Before I left, I kissed her on the forehead.
On the day of her surgery, I was in her room early and watched as the nurses prepared her for the procedure. Dr. Samuels came into the room and told me it could take a while, so I camped out in the waiting room with my laptop and watched some shows on Amazon. Four hours later, he came back and motioned for me to follow him into a small conference room.
"The surgery was a success," he said. "I believe we got the whole thing, but I want to monitor her closely for a while."
"Of course," I said. "Now if we can only get her to wake up." He nodded his head.
"That would be the icing on the cake," he said. "You know, if it wasn't for her being in a coma, she could probably go home in a few hours."
"So I can see her soon?"
"Sure, we'll have her back in her room in a couple hours and you can go right on in," he said.
"Thanks, doc," I said. I packed up my laptop and went to the cafeteria where I grabbed a bite to eat. A couple hours later, I headed for her room, and saw that she had already been brought back. I almost expected to see her head bandaged up, and was surprised when I saw that not only was she not bandaged up, but her blonde hair was still in place. Then I remembered Dr. Samuels saying the procedure didn't require her to be shaved.



I sat down next to her bed and took her hand in mine. She seemed so peaceful lying there. I tried connecting to her mind, but only heard a form of static, almost like a radio slightly off-tune. This is different, I thought. Until now, I had heard nothing from her.
"The doctor said the surgery was a success," I told her. I don't know what I was expecting, but I had hoped there would be some change in her. I talked to her for a while, then found I had to use the rest room. I did my business, then came back into the room and turned on the television. I was flipping through the channels when I heard it.
"C-Cam?"
At first, I thought it was in my mind, but then I realized it wasn't. I turned and was shocked to see her eyes slightly open, looking at me. I probed her mind, and realized she was starting to actually wake up.
"Cam?" she said weakly. "Where... What..." I rushed to the side of her bed and took her hand in mine.
"Yes, Ginger, it's me," I said. "You're in Mercy General Hospital. You've been in a coma for a few months. They just did surgery to remove a brain tumor. Stay with me, okay? I have to let the doctor know you're waking up. Stay with me, please."
I rushed into the ward and spoke to the nurse, telling her that Ginger was waking up.
"I'll get Dr. Samuels," she said. "Stay with her, keep talking to her, okay?" I rushed back in the room, and sat next to Ginger. Her eyes were still open and she was looking at me.
"I'm back, Ginger," I said. "The doctor is coming. You need to stay awake, okay?"
"Wake?"
"Yes, stay awake for me. Can you do that?"
"Okay," she said weakly. Soon, the room filled up as Dr. Samuels and a couple nurses came inside pushing carts full of equipment. I stepped back out of the way and let them do their jobs. Dr. Samuels spoke to her as he examined her. After a while, he stopped and came over to me.
"I'm going to run her through a battery of tests," he said. "This could take a while, so why don't you go home or run some errands and come back at, say, 5:00 pm. I should know something concrete by then."
"Okay," I said. I started for the door and was by the bed when I heard Ginger's thoughts: "I can't believe he stayed. I love that man so much." I turned to her and saw her mouth wasn't moving.
"I love you too, Ginger," I said with a smile. Her eyes grew wide and I gave her a wink. "I'll be back." I headed for the house where I showered and changed clothes. I called my parents and Jack to tell them the news. They were all excited and wanted to know when they could visit. I told them I'd let them know as soon as I could.
I grabbed something to eat and got back to the hospital just before 5:00 pm. I headed for Ginger's room and saw Dr. Samuels. He was smiling as I approached.
"What's the word?" I asked. "Is she really awake?"
"It certainly looks that way," he said.
"I don't understand. What happened?"
"Well, if I had to give an educated guess, I'd say removing that tumor is what did the trick," he said. "I know you're excited, and so are we, but we need to be careful and not rush this. I want to keep an eye on her for a few days. She's lost some weight and she'll need therapy to learn how to walk again. I want to get her on some solid food, and get her strength back up. We've already got the approval from her insurance and we'll be getting her to a rehab facility.
"In the meantime, I suggest you keep talking to her. She knows what's happened to her and she's still in a bit of shock from that. I know the two of you had some issues when she was brought in, but I don't want you hashing that out with her just yet. I don't want to see her go into a relapse. Got it?"
"I got it, doc," I said. I went into her room and saw her sitting up in bed, a tray of food in front of her. I kissed her and sat down next to her. She looked at me, a tear forming in her eye.
"You... stayed with me all this time?" she asked, her voice still weak.
"Of course," I said. "Why wouldn't I?" Tears fell down her face and I held her hand in an attempt to comfort her.
"I'm sorry," she cried.
"Shhh," I said. "It's okay. Everything will be okay. We'll talk about this when you're stronger. Why don't you try to eat something. It's been months since you've had any actual food, you know." She picked up a spoon and ate her cottage cheese, then a small cup of jello. When she finished, she looked at me as if for the first time.
"You've changed," she said. "You look... stronger. More confident."
"Thanks," I said. "I started taking martial arts."
"But it's more than that," she said. "There's something... different about you."
"Well, I'm still a work in progress," I said. "Or so I've been told."
"We have a lot to talk about," she said after a few moments.
"Yes, we do. And we will, but not until you're a bit stronger," I said.
"Okay," she said. "Hold me... please?" I put my arm around her as best I could. It was difficult with the tubes and wires going to her arm from the equipment attached to her bed. "Does Chad know where I am?" she asked. I could sense the fear in her.
"No, Chad and his thugs are gone," I said.
"Gone? Gone where?"
"Hopefully to Hell," I said. She looked at me, her brows furrowed.
"What do you mean? Did you do something?" she asked.
"I'll tell you later," I said.
"I know. When I'm stronger," she said. "What about the board? Do they know?"
"Yes, but they're irrelevant now. They're all in prison, thanks to you."
"Prison?" she asked. "What happened?"
"Well, I worked with Jack and we found the reports and spreadsheets you saved in the cloud," I said. "He was able to make sense of it all and they were arrested. They just got sentenced to life in federal prison for what they did to you and to Jack's company."
"You worked with Jack Peabody? The CEO?" she asked.
"Yes," I said. "He paid me handsomely for my help. Let's just say I've been rather busy these last four months."
"I guess you have been busy," she said. "Have you... You know... Dated anyone?"
"Well, there were a couple nurses who took care of me when I was in the hospital, but they were only dinner dates. Nothing happened," I said.
"Nothing?" she asked.
"No, nothing," I told her.
"You could have, if you wanted to," she responded.
"I won't say I wasn't tempted. I was. It just didn't seem right. And they made it clear they didn't want a relationship with a married man."
"Do you still love me?" she asked.
"Of course I do," I said.
"You may not after you learn everything I was forced to do," she said quietly.
"We'll deal with that when the time comes. Right now, you need to get your strength back," I told her. She snuggled closer to me and held my arm tight. I could feel the tears dripping down her face.
"You deserve someone much better than me," she said.
"Stop talking like that," I said. She looked up at me with sad eyes, tears falling down her face.
"I'm serious, Cam," she said. "That day, I promised myself I was going to tell you everything and beg your forgiveness. When I couldn't stop the car, I thought I was going to die without getting a chance to apologize. Seriously, you'd be better off if I were dead."
"No, that's not true," I said. "Don't ever talk like that again, you hear me?" She nodded her head, not saying anything. I gently probed her mind and found that her memories were coming back to her, along with something else -- regret, shame and self-loathing. I could tell she was bursting with the desire to confess her transgressions, but I also remembered what Dr. Samuels said.
I held her for another hour or so as we watched some television. I looked down and saw she was falling asleep, so I slipped my arm out from behind her and laid her down on her bed before covering her up. A nurse came in and checked her out, then put something in her IV.
"She's had a long day. She's probably very tired," the nurse said.
"Probably right," I said. I saw Ginger open her eyes a bit and I bent down to give her a kiss good night. "I'll be heading home now," I told her. "Get some rest. I'll be back tomorrow."
"I love you," she whispered.
"I love you too," I said in response.
Ginger improved considerably over the next few days, but she was still weak and had a lot of difficulty getting around. The doctor seemed convinced that her tumor was gone and she was transported to a nice rehabilitation facility in a rural area north of the city. I followed the medical transport vehicle to the place and was stunned when I saw it.
The facility occupied several acres in a wooded, hilly location, and it included a nice, well-kept pond that was fed by a creek. I could see myself retiring in a place like this. The room she was given was quite large, well-appointed, and had a nice view of the pond and the woods on the other side of it.
We got her situated in the queen-sized hospital bed and the nurse showed her how to operate the large wall-mounted television and the other controls on the bed. She also made sure we knew how to connect to the facility's wifi, and showed us how to place an order with the kitchen, which she said was available 20 hours out of the day.
"Oh, and here's a 'Do Not Disturb' sign if you ever want to have a bit of privacy," she said, while reminding us that visiting hours were over at 11:00 pm. "Her day starts right at 7:00 am, and we want to make sure she gets a good night's sleep," she added with a smile. We thanked her and I helped put Ginger's things away in the dresser.
When we finished, Ginger changed into some pajamas and plopped down on the bed. I could tell she was exhausted.
"If you don't mind, I think I'll call it an early day," she said. "Thanks for coming out with me. It means a lot to me."
"You're welcome," I said. "This sure is a nice place."
"Yes, it is," she said. "Maybe one day we can retire to someplace like this."
"Who knows?" I asked. "Well, I'd better get going. I'll be by tomorrow," I added, giving her a kiss.
"You'd better be," she said. "You know we're going to have to talk about things sometime soon," she added.
"I know," I said. I'd been putting it off, not wanting to cause any emotional trauma, but I could tell that she was getting strong enough -- at least physically -- to deal with it. But I still had concerns. "Tell you what. Doc says he wants you here for at least a month. Why don't we give it a week and see how you're doing, then we'll talk. Deal?"
"Deal," she said after giving it some thought. I gave her another kiss and covered her up, then started for the door. "Cam," she said before I reached it. I stopped and turned around. "I love you," she added. I could tell she meant it.
"I love you, too," I told her before leaving the room.
The next week went by pretty fast. I went to work, visited Ginger on my way home, worked out, went to my martial arts class, and did my weekly workout with Smith and Jones. The workouts drained me, emotionally and physically, but I always felt better afterward.
By then, the funds from the settlements had posted to my account -- minus Andrea's cut and the taxes, of course. Nathan was busy putting together a portfolio for me that would safeguard the money, maximizing its growth while giving both Ginger and I a nice monthly dividend.
He was also working on a business plan for my venture. I knew it would soon be time for me to make the decision to either fish or cut bait, but I honestly didn't know what the future held for my marriage.
"I stopped by to see Ginger yesterday," Jack said when I finished my appointment with Nathan. "She's looking a lot better."
"Yes, she's getting her strength back. I suspect she'll be back on her feet soon," I said.
"Have you decided what you're going to do about things?" he asked.
"Not yet. At least not conclusively," I told him.
"You know she's madly in love with you," Jack said.
"I know," I said. "And I still love her. Love was never the problem, though. I need to know if I can trust her again."
"I can understand that," he said. "You do know she was never a willing participant in what Bergstrom and Wheeler did to her."
"I know. But I also remember how she treated me all that time. The doctor says her tumor may have played a role in that. Still... I just don't know. I want to hear what she has to say."
"Even with your abilities, you don't know?" Jack asked.
"I've deliberately refrained from probing her mind since she woke up," I said. "I don't want to take the chance that she might be influenced by my presence there."
"I see," Jack said. "You're going to have to face the situation, and you need to do it sooner rather than later."
"I know."
"I understand Nathan's working up your business plan," he said.
"Yeah, he's doing a hell of a job on that," I said.
"If you do decide to launch your own venture, you're going to need some help," Jack said. "Especially with the finances and the books."
"Well, I thought about hiring you guys for that," I said. He smiled at that.
"I'm flattered you have so much confidence in us, Cameron," he said with a smile. "But I was thinking about someone in particular."
"You mean, Ginger?" I asked.
"Why not?" he asked. "She has all the right skills, all the right certifications, the experience, and she's very organized. She's also used to managing large sums of money. If anyone can keep your office running well, it would be her."
"Are you thinking about firing her?" I asked.
"Not at all," he said. "In fact, I'd hate to lose her. I was thinking maybe she could start part-time with you until you were ready for someone full-time. Besides, I think it might make her feel good to know that you trust her enough for that kind of a role. And it might help the two of you get closer to each other."
"You have this all figured out, don't you, Jack?"
"Of course," he said with a smile. "That's why I'm the CEO here." We both chuckled at that.
"You may be right, Jack," I said. "But there's still one very large hurdle we need to get over."
"Then you'd better get to it, son," he said. "Time waits for no man."
"Thanks for the words of wisdom, Obi-wan," I said with a laugh. He laughed with me and slapped my shoulder.
Finally, the day came when Ginger and I would discuss the "800-pound gorilla" in our marriage. Part of me wasn't looking forward to this at all. I had seen everything there was to see in her memories, and I didn't want to be reminded of all that. But I knew it had to be done. I walked into her room, said hello to the therapist and gave Ginger a kiss.
"How is everything today?" I asked.
"Ginger has made a lot of progress today," the therapist said. "She's doing better with each passing day."
"I'm glad to hear that," I said.
"Well, I'll let the two of you visit for a while," the therapist said. "Get some rest tonight, Ginger. Tomorrow's going to be even busier than today."
"I will, thanks," Ginger said as the therapist left the room.
"Have you eaten?" I asked.
"Yes, I just finished," she said. "The therapist recorded my caloric intake, that's why she was here."
"Ah, I see," I told her. She climbed into the large bed and looked at me before speaking. I could tell she was anxious.
"It's been a week, Cam," she said. "I think we need to talk, get this all out in the open."
"You're right," I said. "I'm sorry, I just haven't been looking forward to this."
"I know," she said. "Frankly, neither have I. But I need to get this out before I explode."
"I understand," I said.
"First off, I want you to know that I really do love you with all my heart," she said. "And I'm so very sorry I hurt you. I know that some of what you're going to hear will be... very hard for you to take. But I feel that we need to face this if we're ever going to move forward."
"Well, I already know you were forced into doing what you did," I said. "Bergstrom and the rest of the board already admitted to that in open court."
"But there's some things they may have omitted," she said. "Please, just hear me out first before you say anything, okay?"
"Okay," I said. I steeled myself mentally for what was about to come. I knew it would be hard to hear, especially after what I had seen in her memories. She took a deep breath and began. She told me how Chad had spent some time flirting with her, and how she liked it at first.
Then she told me how he falsified a couple reports she had put together -- important reports that would be submitted to the federal government. I didn't understand all that, but I believed her. After all, I had seen her memories.
She told me everything -- how he drugged her and how he used her. I didn't need -- or want -- a "blow-by-blow" and told her as much. She nodded her head and continued. She spoke of the boardroom gangbangs and talked about how Bergstrom and the others used her over and over again.
"I felt so dirty and ashamed when they finished," she cried. "I just wanted to crawl into a hole and die. I hated myself for letting this happen, and yes, I hated you as well for not coming to my rescue."
"I couldn't rescue you, Ginger," I said. "You never told me any of this was going on. You just shut me out completely."
"I know, I know," she said. "I was so confused. They said if I ever breathed a word of this, they would have you killed in front of me in the worst way imaginable. I treated you like shit and I'm so sorry for that."
"Couldn't you go to Jack?" I asked.
"No," she said. "They warned me off of that as well. They threatened to kill him if I said anything to him."
"So he didn't know?"
"No," she said, shaking her head. "I think he may have suspected something, but he didn't know for sure. He didn't get along with Bergstrom or the other members of the board very well." She continued her story, and told me how Wheeler sometimes used her to entice potential clients to the company. He also used her to "thank" clients for staying with the firm.
Of course I knew all of this already, but she didn't know that. She went on to talk about how she decided to put together a package intended to nail Bergstrom and the others, but she never got a chance to send it all to the SEC lawyer she had contacted. As she spoke, I felt a pressure build up in my head, and I had to use what Smith and Jones taught me to keep from exploding.
"When you came to see me in the hospital, you seemed like two different people," I said. "Tell me, did you have Chad in our condo? Were you seeing him while I was in the hospital?"
"Y... Yes," she stammered through her tears.
"Why?" I asked. "That just doesn't make any sense to me. You said you loved me, said you hated what he did to you, but yet you had him in our house, in our bed. Why?"
"I honestly don't know, Cam," she said. "You're right, I felt like two different people. My mind was going in a hundred different directions at the same time. Yes, I hated him and what he made me do, but my body... Well, my body loved it. I can't explain it." I remembered Smith, Jones, and Dr. Samuels telling me about her tumor and figured that might explain her conflicting emotions.
"There's more," she said through her tears.
"More?" I asked.
"Chad forced me to have an abortion," she said quietly. "Said it was either the baby or you. I absolutely hated him for that."
"But that still didn't stop you," I said. She shook her head as she cried.
"I'm so terribly sorry," she said. "I even thought about killing myself. I almost did it, too."
"I'm glad you didn't," I said.
"I'm not just damaged goods, Cam," she said. "They destroyed me. Completely. I'm no good to anyone now." She broke down, sobbing into her hands. I sat in my chair and did nothing but let her get it out of her system. Finally, she blew her nose and looked at me through tear-streaked eyes.
"You'd be better off without me," she finally said. "If you want to get a divorce, I'll understand. You can have everything. The condo, our accounts, everything. I'll even give you my 401K. All I need are my clothes and my car. I still have my job, so I can get by on that. I'd appreciate it if you just let me have enough to start over in a new place."



"You're serious?" I asked, surprised that she would fall on her own sword like that. She nodded her head.
"Completely. Just get the papers together and I'll sign them," she said. "No questions asked." I was surprised that she didn't offer any excuses or cliches. I gently probed her mind and found that she was completely sincere. "I do love you, Cameron, but I know you can't live with what I've done and I don't blame you. You deserve someone much better than me. Just... throw me away and move on with your life. Trust me, you'll be a lot happier."
I considered what she said for a few minutes, then stood up. An idea was starting to germinate in my mind but I needed to speak with Drew. I looked down at her before speaking.
"I appreciate your honesty, Ginger," I said. "I also appreciate your willingness to face this head on with no excuses. I'll need a couple days to wrap my head around all this. Then I'll be back. I do love you, Ginger, but you're right. I can't live with what you've done. I'll talk to you later." I heard her sobs as I went through the door, tears starting to form in my eyes.
When I got to my car, I pulled out my phone and called Drew's personal cell. He had given me his number and said to call if I needed to. I felt like I really needed to.
"Drew, this is Cameron Drake," I said when he answered.
"What's going on, Mr. Drake? Is everything alright?" he asked.
"I need you to do something for me if you would, please. I'd appreciate it if you could put a rush on this. And yes, I'll pay you for your time," I said. I went on to explain what I had in mind. He didn't say anything as I laid out my idea.
"Are you sure about this?" he asked when I finished. "This is highly... irregular."
"Absolutely," I said. "Can you get this done in, say, a day or two?"
"Yeah, I don't see any reason why not," he said.
"Thanks, Drew," I said. "Give me a call when it's ready." We ended the call and I headed home, where I spent a couple hours doing some of the mental exercises Smith and Jones had given me before considering everything Ginger told me. I sincerely hoped I was doing the right thing...
A couple days later, I went back to the rehab facility. I had purposefully stayed away, not wanting to give Ginger any hope that we might reconcile. I had connected to her mind a couple times, though, and found that she was beside herself with sorrow and regret. Tonight would be... interesting, I thought to myself.
I met the process server outside her door and nodded my head. He knew what the plan was and smiled back at me. I went inside and held the door open for him after I confirmed that Ginger was decent. She looked up, shocked, when I came into the room. I could tell that she had been crying, though.
"Please, no," I heard her say in her mind when the process server came in. He walked over to her and handed her the large envelope.
"Ginger Drake?" he asked.
"Yes," she said.
"You've been served," he said, taking a step back. She sniffled as she opened the envelope and pulled out the paperwork. I handed her a pen from my pocket.
"If you would, go ahead and sign and initial where the blue arrows indicate, please," I said in a monotone. She took the pen from me, her hands trembling. I saw tears fall down her face as she signed and initialed the paperwork. She handed the pen back when she was finished, then held the paperwork to the process server.
I intercepted the papers and put them back in the envelope, nodding at the process server, who knowingly smiled back as he nodded his head.
"I'll take care of these," I said. "Thank you for your time."
"You're welcome," he said. "Good luck." After he left the room, I turned back to Ginger, who was still crying.
"So, I guess that's it, then?" she asked through her tears.
"If that's the way you want it," I said.
"It's not," she said.
"It's not exactly what I wanted, either," I said. "But it is what it is. So, when do you think you'll be available for your public spanking?"
"Public spanking?" she asked, shocked.
"Yes, you agreed to it, after all," I said.
"I agreed to no such thing!"
"I beg to differ with you, Ginger. Right here on the third page. You initialed the clause. Don't you read what you sign? You agreed to have your bare bottom spanked in front of a live studio audience. See?" I held the papers for her to see the clause. She ripped the papers out of my hand and read the clause out loud.
"What the hell kind of a joke is this?" she asked. Good, I thought. She's getting her dander up. I watched as she tore through the rest of the papers. "What else is in here?" she asked. She looked at the last page.
"What? 'State of Confusion?' County Clerk: M. Mouse? These aren't even real," she said. "You brat! You tricked me!"
"Maybe a little bit," I said. "I wanted to see how committed you were to what you said." She threw the papers back at me and sat in her bed, looking up at me.
"So, you really don't want a divorce then?" she asked. "After everything that's happened? I take it then that everything will go back to the way it was." I shook my head.
"No, it won't," I said. "In fact, it will never go back to the way it was. You see, there have been a lot of changes. I've changed. A lot. I'm still changing, in fact."
"Yeah, you said you're taking martial arts. I know that," she said.
"It's more than that. A whole lot more," I said.
"I don't understand," she said.
"Well, since we're baring our souls to each other, I guess it's only fair I tell you the whole truth," I said.
"What do you mean?" she asked. "Have you been sleeping with other women all this time or something?"
"No, nothing like that," I said. "You remember when I got struck by lightning?"
"Yes, I remember," she said.
"Well, that wasn't lightning," I told her. I told her the entire story -- about Smith and Jones, about my evolving mental abilities -- everything.
"Oh my God," she gasped when I finished.
"Thing is, I don't even know what the end result will be," I said. "Smith and Jones both say my DNA is still in flux."
"Fuck," she said in response. It was very rare for her to cuss, and her outburst caught me by surprise.
"There's more," I said. "I have all of your memories downloaded to my computer."
"My memories?" she asked.
"Yes. Everything from the day you were born to just after the accident. I have a whole lot more. I also have a record of every thought, every emotion, every little secret -- everything. In fact, having your entire brain feed is what kept me from really divorcing you," I said.
"Brain feed?" she asked.
"Yes, everything that went on in your brain is on my computer. And it's a good thing. It put everything into context for me. Answered a lot of questions. Smith and Jones analyzed it and they not only determined when your tumor formed, but they were also able to show that it was, at least, partially responsible for your actions. Believe me, if all I had was the video I shot of you and Wheeler that day, we'd be divorced right now."
"So, what happens now?" she asked.
"Well, I guess that's up to you. It won't be easy. We'll have a lot to work through, but if you want, I'm willing to give our marriage another shot," I said. Her face lit up at that.
"Seriously?" she asked.
"Seriously," I said. "But I have to warn you, I won't be so forgiving if anything like this ever happens again."
"Nothing like this will ever happen again, I promise," she said. "I'll do whatever it takes. I promise you I'll be the best wife any man could ever want." I nodded my head as she spoke. "So, what am I thinking right now?" she asked with a smile.
"Something about putting the 'do not disturb' sign on the door," I said. Her smile grew as I put the sign on the door and closed it. When I turned around, she had already removed her pajamas and leaned back on the bed, naked, her legs spread.
"Are you strong enough for this?" I asked as I undressed.
"Well, come here to me and let's find out," she said. I laid down on the bed and took her in my arms. "I love you so much, Cam," she said. "I promise you won't regret this. Now, please, make me your woman again. And don't ever stop." We kissed for some time and she worked her way on top of me. I knew she liked being on top, so I let her have this.
"It seems your brain isn't the only thing that's gotten enhanced," she said as she grasped my now-hard cock. "I just hope I can take it all." I smiled at that.
"I do too," I said. I watched as she lowered herself onto me. We both gasped when I entered her and I watched her impale herself on me, clear to the hilt. Then she started riding me, and it was "Katy bar the door."
We didn't just make love that first time. We almost devoured each other. Finally, I felt the initial signs of an orgasm, and knew she was close as well. Then it happened.
The universe exploded.
Or at least that's what it seemed like. I closed my eyes tight but still saw the bright light as my eyes flashed. When her orgasm hit, it seemed like our molecules had somehow merged and the two of us had literally become one being. I had never experienced anything so intense in my entire life. Finally, we both caught our breath and looked into each other's eyes.
For a moment, I thought I saw a spark in one of her eyes and wondered... She smiled and kissed me deeply.
"That was absolutely amazing," she whispered. "Don't ever stop doing that to me."
"I won't," I said. "And yes, it was amazing. Are you okay? You're not hurt?"
"I'm more than okay," she said. We held each other for a bit and I glanced over at the clock.
"Oh, shit, Smith and Jones are coming tonight," I said. "I'd better get back to the house."
"Okay," she said. "I'll let it go this time. Promise you'll be back tomorrow?"
"Absolutely," I said. I got out of bed and dressed as she put her pajamas back on. I pulled the sign off the door and one of the nurses came in to check on Ginger.
"Is everything okay?" the nurse asked.
"Yeah," Ginger said with a coy smile. "I'm just getting some... therapy." The nurse smiled.
"Uh huh," she said. "Tell you what, why don't I change these sheets while you take a shower and get ready for bed."
"Okay," Ginger said, getting out of the bed. I felt a bit embarrassed, but I had a feeling this wasn't the first time something like this had happened. Ginger came over to me and gave me a kiss.
"I'll see you tomorrow," she said.
"See you then," I said. "Love you."
"Love you too," she said. I drove home, feeling happier than I had in a very long time. Smith and Jones showed up a few minutes after I got home. They looked at me funny when they came inside.
"You were with your wife today?" Smith asked.
"Yes, I was," I said.
"We can tell," Jones said. "Did you... copulate with her today?" What the hell kind of a question was that, I wondered.
"Yes, as a matter of fact, I did," I said. "Why?" They looked at each other for a few moments before responding.
"Oh, nothing," Smith said. I didn't believe him, but didn't press it. Perhaps I should have. We went through our exercises and they gave me another assignment from the manual.
"Your life is about to change in ways you cannot begin to imagine, Cameron Drake," Jones said. "It is nearly time for you to advance to the next level."
"How do you feel about children?" Smith asked.
"I've always wanted one or two. Why?" I asked. Smith and Jones looked at each other for a moment.
"You will know soon enough. Good evening," Jones said. They left and I wondered what they were on about.
...
Over the next week, my schedule consisted of work, study, and visits with Ginger. Our relationship seemed to be healing and we opened up to each other in ways we had never done before. The sex was fantastic -- even better than it was before all the crap with Wheeler started.
I finally decided to make my move and put in my two week's notice. Ryan wasn't thrilled to see me leave, but he understood my life had changed and I was looking to pursue other interests. The company held a small party for me on my last day, and everyone wished me well.
"If things don't work out for you, Cam, you're always welcome back," Ryan said.
"Thanks, boss, I appreciate that," I said.
That day, I told Ginger what I had done and told her about my plan to go into business for myself. At first, she was concerned, especially with the finances.
"Cam, can we afford that? It takes money to start up a business, and we still have bills to pay."
"That won't be a problem," I told her. "Between the settlements and what Jack paid me, we're worth just north of $800 million."
"$800 million?" she asked. "Are you kidding me?"
"Not at all," I said.
"We'll have to find another house," she said. "We can't run a business from the condo. It's not zoned for that."
"No problem," I said. "Once you're released from here we'll go find the perfect house."
"But do you know how to run a business? Who's going to take care of the books?" she asked.
"Well, I do have someone in mind for that," I said. "That is, if she's willing to take it on."
"Oh? Who?" she asked.
"You," I said.
"Me?" she asked. "But what about my job?"
"Jack said he'd let you work part time while I get set up and established," I said. "So, are you up to it?"
She thought about it for a few minutes, then a smile spread across her face and she wrapped her arms around me.
"Of course, my husband," she said. "It'll be our little adventure. So, what kind of a business is this going to be? Are you going to fix computers or something?"
"No," I said. "Jack, Smith and Jones suggested I use my abilities to help other people. So, that's what I intend to do."
"Wow," she said. "I'm impressed. What are your plans starting out?"
"Well, Nathan -- Jack's nephew -- suggested I take some courses in criminal justice, maybe get certified as a private investigator. That may take a couple years."
"It sounds interesting," she said. "I can't wait to get started."
"Jack also said he's called some of the local private investigators he knows. None of them have a spot for an intern, but he's said there's one guy who's very interested in talking to me. Someone named Max Burnage. I called, and set up an appointment to meet him in three weeks."
"You're really serious about this, aren't you?" Ginger asked.
"I am," I told her.
"Whatever you decide, I'll be there for you. No matter what," she said.
"That means a lot to me," I said. "Thanks."
The next three weeks were a blur. I signed up for some online classes and spent as much time as I could soaking up everything I could. I continued my workouts with Smith and Jones along with my martial arts class. At the same time, I scoured the papers looking for a house, but nothing grabbed my attention.
Ginger was finally released from the rehab facility, so I collected her and brought her back to the condo. Jack and some of the girls from her office had planned a surprise party for her, so I let them in the condo so they could set up while I went to get her.
We all had a good time, and everyone was glad to see her back on her feet. By the time the party ended, she was exhausted, so I helped her take a bath and put her to bed.
"This isn't the same bed we used to have," she told me when I got in with her.
"No, it's not," I said. "I got rid of the old one a long time ago. I hope this one is comfortable enough for you."
"As long as you're here with me, it doesn't really matter," she said. We fell asleep in each other's arms in our own place for the first time in months, and it felt good to have her back.
She didn't know what to make of Smith and Jones the first time she met them. At first she was scared, but I assured her she had nothing to be scared of. They spent the first half hour of their visit examining her with a collection of small, hand-held devices.
"What are you doing?" she asked.
"Just conducting a preliminary examination," Smith said. "Nothing to be concerned about." When they finished, they consulted with each other in what I had come to learn was their native language. Then they turned to Ginger.
"Despite the medieval nature of your species' medicine, your tumor seems to have been completely mitigated," Jones said.
"What?" she asked.
"Your tumor is completely gone," Smith said. "And your body is returning to normal parameters. However, we suggest you visit one of your doctors soon."
"Why?" she asked. "I'm healed, I'm rehabilitated, I'm doing very well, thank you."
"Indeed. But you have engaged in sexual intercourse with your husband, have you not?" Jones asked.
"Of course, we're married," she said.
"You have accepted his DNA into your body."
"Uh, yeah. So?" she asked, confused.
"His DNA is still in flux," Smith said. "His transition is not yet complete."
"Transition into what?" she asked.
"A more perfect version of himself," Jones said.
"We will need to monitor you," Smith said. "Please take note of any changes you detect in yourself and let us know. We will be back in a week to check on you." He turned to me before speaking again.
"Keep an eye on your wife, Cameron. Take note of any changes you see, no matter how small or insignificant you think they may be," he said.
"Is everything alright?" I asked.
"So far, yes. But we have... concerns. Continue with the work we have already given you."
"Alright," I said. They left the condo and Ginger looked at me, confused.
"That was... interesting," she said. "What do you think they were on about?"
"I don't know," I said. "But we'd better do as they ask. I've learned to listen to what they say. Keep a journal and note anything out of the ordinary, no matter how small. Changes, dreams, thoughts, whatever. If they're concerned, I'm concerned."
"Alright, Cameron," she said.
I kept an eye on Ginger and periodically connected to her mind just to see if anything had changed. I did notice one thing -- a gold speck in her right eye that wasn't there before. Ginger told me she had started hearing strange things whenever she was close to someone.
"Those are their thoughts," I said. "Make a note of that in your journal."
"I will," she said. "You hear that all the time?" I nodded my head.
"Yeah," I said. "I've learned to focus my attention so it doesn't distract me too much, but it can be a pain in the ass. Smith and Jones can help you deal with it."
"There's something else," she said. "I stopped to get some gas and I saw this guy. I don't know who he was, but he looked -- odd."
"What do you mean, odd?" I asked.
"Well, he reminded me a bit of those 3-D pictures. You know, the ones where you have to wear the red and blue glasses," she said.
"Yes, that's called an anaglyph," I said. "You saw that?"
"Yes," she said. "It was hard looking at him. It was like I was seeing three of him in different colors. I started getting a headache after a while."
"I know what you mean," I said. "I have the same thing happen to me. That happens when you meet someone who's being deliberately underhanded. The more underhanded and deceitful the person, the worse the effect. You'd better make a note of that."
"That happens to you as well?" she asked.
"Yes. Remember that first day you came to visit me in the hospital? That's what you looked like to me."
"I remember you saying it hurt to look at me," she said. "I thought you were just disgusted with me and was trying to hurt me."
"I WAS disgusted with you, but no, I wasn't trying to hurt you. It actually gave me a headache looking at you."
"Do you still get that when you look at me?" she asked. I shook my head.
"No, I don't. Not since the accident," I said.
"I'm glad," she said. She went into the bedroom to fill in her journal for Smith and Jones. I knew this was only the beginning for her, but I had no idea how far she would progress.



The day finally came for my appointment with Max. I found his office and went inside where I was met by a slim brunette receptionist in professional attire. The rest of the office almost reminded me of something from an old black-and-white movie. I stifled a laugh and went to her desk.
"Cameron Drake," I said. "I have an appointment with Mr. Burnage."
"That's 'bern-ahj,' not 'burnage,'" she said, correcting my pronunciation. "Don't worry, almost everyone gets it wrong the first time. He's expecting you, Mr. Drake. Go right on in."
"Thank you," I said before heading to his door. The cigarette smoke wafted in the air as I stepped inside. To my amazement, I didn't smell anything offensive. Strange, I thought. The well-built man behind the desk looked up as I walked inside. He stubbed out his cigarette and stood up.
"Good to meet you, Mr. Drake," he said as he extended his hand. I took it and felt the slight shock. He smiled as we shook hands. "Please, have a seat," he said when we ended the handshake.
"It's a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Burnage," I said, making sure to pronounce his name correctly.
"I see you spoke with Sally," he said. "I'm not offended. Most people get my name wrong the first time. Oh, and don't expect to get much out of my memories."
"How..."
"How do I know about that?" he asked. "Because it's my job to know about people. And I've learned an awful lot about you, Mr. Drake. Or is it Cameron? May I call you Cameron?"
"Of course," I said. What else does this guy know, I asked myself.
"When Jack Peabody contacted me, I did a bit of digging on you. When he first called me, I told him I'd think about it. Then I remembered you from the Dirty Dozen trial and checked you out. I hope you don't mind. I like to know who I'm dealing with," he said.
"No, not at all," I said.
"The wife and I saw you address the court in the sentencing hearing," he said. "We were both... moved. My wife actually shed a tear as she listened to you. You must really love your wife to take her back after everything that's happened."
"I do, very much," I said. He nodded his head.
"After I checked you out, I was very interested in meeting you," he continued. "I understand you have a particular skill set and you're interested in helping others but you're not sure where to start. Is that right?"
"Yes, it is," I said.
"I also have a set of skills," he said. "Not quite like yours, and I didn't get them the same way. But I think there's a possibility we can work together. My wife agrees."
"I'm glad to hear that," I said.
"Uh huh," he said. "So, are you looking to get paid?"
"I'm already set, financially," I said. "I just want to get some... experience, a bit of training. That sort of thing."
"Experience. Well, I think we can help provide that for you. Tell me something, though. Have you ever used your abilities for personal gain? Ever use them to defend yourself? Or get revenge for what was done to your wife? Just between us," he said.
What does this guy know, I asked myself. Does he know about Wheeler? Or the way I browbeat Bergstrom and the others? Do I dare try to hide anything from this guy? I tried to probe his mind, but got... nothing. Odd, I thought. I saw a slight smile come across his face and I felt strangely compelled to tell him the whole truth.
"I, uh, have used them that way," I said. I told him about what I had done to Chad and his two goons, and I told him how I terrorized Bergstrom and the others. He nodded his head when I finished.
"Interesting," he said when I finished. "I would never have thought about using someone's dreams like that. Spiders, you say?"
"Yes," I said.
"And you got that from Bergstrom's memories?"
"Yes," I said. "It was from an incident in his childhood. He's terrified of the things." Max nodded his head.
"Well, Cameron, one thing I appreciate above all else is honesty. I appreciate you telling me this. I know it wasn't easy for you. Tell me something. How long do you expect these abilities to last?"
"According to Smith and Jones -- that's the two guys who did this to me -- I'm still somewhat in flux and I can expect to have these abilities for the rest of my life," I said.
"And you say you're still 'in flux.' What does that mean, exactly?" he asked.
"I honestly don't know," I told him. "I learn about these abilities as they come to me. It's a day-by-day thing."
"And you're not out to enrich yourself with these abilities?" he asked.
"No, I'm not," I said. "I did use them against the board because I felt they owed me for what they did to my wife, and I wasn't ready to spend years fighting it in court. I wanted them to settle, quickly, so I could move on with my life."
"Yeah, the court system does kinda suck at that at times, doesn't it?" he asked. I chuckled as I nodded my head.
"Alright, Cameron, tell you what I'll do," he said. "I'll bring you on, show you the ropes. You do as I say, when I say. Listen to what I tell you and we'll get along just fine. You'll get your chance to make suggestions and ask questions, but remember -- I'm the boss. And there's only one person who outranks me," he added, glancing at a photo on his desk. The photo showed him with a petite blonde woman, who I assumed was his wife.
"I understand completely," I said.
"Good. I understand you've signed up for some online courses," he said.
"Yes, criminal justice courses. They're self-paced, so I'm not tied to a schedule so long as I finish the assignments and tests by the deadline."
"Good idea. Wish I'd done that, but never had the time," he said. He pulled a card out of his pocket and handed it to me. "I'm actually an accountant by trade. Keep that with you. Call the number every weekday morning for instructions. There may be some days I don't call you in, and you may be asked to come in on some weekends. I'll let you know ahead of time about that. Use whatever off time you have to get ahead on your classes. Those come first. Actually, your wife comes first. Classes come second. Understand?"
"Got it," I said.
"I also expect you to keep everything that takes place between us in confidence. That's crucial in this business. Say nothing to no one. Understand?"
"I understand," I said.
"Good," he said. "Welcome aboard, Cameron Drake. And may God have mercy on your soul," he added, extending a hand. I accepted it and we shook hands. From there, I went home and saw Ginger in the kitchen. I gave her a hug and a kiss.
"How are you feeling today?" I asked.
"Getting better, thanks," she said. "How did it go with Max?"
"Went well," I said. "He agreed to take me on. I have a feeling our lives are about to get very... interesting."
"You mean, more interesting than they already are?" she asked sarcastically. I chuckled at that.
...
"Bergstrom, get up, you have a visitor," the guard said from the door. Harold Bergstrom, now a lifer in a federal prison, went to the door, where the guard shackled his hands and feet. Once done, he followed the guard to the visitor area and saw Thomas "Sledge" Hammer waiting for him. He sat down in the chair across from Hammer and spoke to him through the small holes in the clear partition.
"About Goddamned time you got here," he growled.
"I was busy, had things to do," Hammer said. "What do you want?"
"I have a job for you," Bergstrom said.
"A job?" Hammer asked. "And how do you plan to pay me? Last I heard, you were bankrupt, and you know I don't work for free."
"Don't give me that shit, Hammer," Bergstrom said. "You fucking owe me. If it weren't for me, you'd be in a landfill outside Jacksonville right now." Hammer took a couple breaths before nodding his head.
"Ok," he finally said. "So, what's this job? Or should I ask, 'who' is the target?"
"Drake," Bergstrom said.
"The geek? Or his wife?" Hammer asked.
"Both," Bergstrom said. "The sooner the better."
"There's still a fair amount of heat over all that," Hammer said.
"I don't give a shit," Bergstrom said.
"Well, I do," Hammer said. "Maybe you like it in here, but I have no desire to join you. Look, I have a few things to clean up back east. Might take me a couple months, but I'll deal with Drake when that's done. Not before."
"Look, you son of a bitch," Bergstrom began.
"No, you look, Bergstrom," Hammer said, interrupting him. "You want me to do this for you pro bono, then you'll let me do it my way, on my schedule. You got it?"
"Alright, Goddammit," Bergstrom finally said. "Just don't take too long."
"Why?" Hammer asked. "You're not going anywhere soon. You got a hot date or something?"
"Fuck you," Bergstrom said. Hammer chuckled at that.
"You couldn't handle me," Hammer said before standing up. "I'll see ya around," he added before he left.
I disconnected from Bergstrom, but not before planting the mother of all nightmares in his mind. I chuckled when I thought about that. So, he planned to have Ginger and I murdered. I wondered what Hammer was thinking, so I connected to his mind.
At that moment, Hammer was sitting in the back of a taxi. He wasn't too keen on doing what Bergstrom wanted, but he was fully aware of what Bergstrom could still have done to him, even from inside the walls of a federal prison. Bergstrom was broke, but he still had lots of powerful friends, in both high and low places. The cab stopped outside a Motel Six not far from the prison. Hammer paid, got out of the cab and went into his room, and locked the door.
That was my cue. Focusing all my energy, I projected myself through his mind and into his room. Even though Smith and Jones had worked with me on this, I still found it took all of my concentration to make it work.
"Well, Hammer, I see you've forgotten our little conversation," I said, causing him to look at me, surprised.
"You! How did get in here? That door's double-locked," he stammered as he started reaching for his pistol, sitting in the shoulder holster hung over a chair.
"Don't even think of it, Hammer," I said. "You'll only hurt yourself. I'm not here to hurt you, just to give you a friendly warning." He backed away from the gun and sat down on the bed.
"What do you want?" he asked.
"I want you to go back east and forget about Bergstrom. Forget about me. Forget about my wife," I said. "Understand?"
"Bergstrom has lots of powerful friends," he said.
"By this time next week, Bergstrom will either be in a padded cell, or dead," I told him.
"What do you mean?" Hammer asked.
"He has this thing about spiders, know what I mean?" I asked. Hammer slowly nodded his head. "Starting tonight, there'll be thousands of them crawling in and out of every orifice in his body. Big, hairy spiders. Scary-looking things. He'll do anything to get rid of them, but they'll never leave him alone. If you want to join him, that's fine by me."
"No, not particularly," he said.
"I didn't think so," I said. "Do as I say, and you may live long enough to retire. Fuck with me or my wife and I guarantee you won't. You may be an asshole, Hammer, but you're not stupid. Catch my drift?" I flashed my eyes red to punctuate my sentence and watched as his eyes grew wide.
"Yeah, I got it," he said.
"Good. Go back east. Stay there. There's nothing for you here," I said. "Trust me, if I have to talk to you again, I won't be so cordial."
"My flight leaves first thing in the morning," he said.
"Make sure you're on it," I said. He nodded his head.
"I will," he said. I disconnected from his mind but stayed around long enough to hear his last thoughts. "I gotta find me a new line of work." I chuckled to myself as I disengaged. I sat back in my chair and rubbed my temples for a few moments. Afterward, I refreshed my coffee and sat back down to my computer.
It had been a week since my interview with Max and he had put me through my paces over the last few days. Most of the time was spent shadowing him as he went about his business. He had a strange way of getting people to do exactly what he wanted and I wondered about that.
I heard the door open and Ginger came into the office. I knew she had an appointment with her doctor today, so I shut down my computer and turned to her. She always took my breath away, but something about her just made her... glow.
"Well, what did the doctor say?" I asked.
"The doctor said we need to get a bigger place," she said with a smile. "And fast."
"Oh really?" I asked. We had been talking about buying a house, but nothing we saw struck our fancy. "Why's that?"
"Well, my dear husband," she said. "You're going to be a daddy."
"You mean... You're pregnant?" I asked. She nodded her head.
"Very," she said. I wrapped her in my arms and gave her a sloppy kiss, which she returned.
"How long?" I asked.
"From what the doctor said, not very long. Maybe six or eight weeks, tops," she said. "I figured it happened that first time we did it in the rehab facility." I picked her up as I let out a very loud "woo hoo" and spun her around a time or two before setting her back down.
"Well, we'd better get busy then," I said.
...
Fade to black...
Note: Max Burnage is from my series, Max Burnage. For those who may be wondering, the story will continue, with further episodes coming over time.
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...
"He is the hundred names of terror, creature you love the least.
Picture his name before you and exorcise the beast...." ~ Ian Anderson
The thing moved about unseen and unheard, considering all the possibilities that were available in the packed night club. The gender of the victim didn't really matter, as the creature was neither male nor female and could pass for either at any given time, depending on its mood. All that really mattered was the flexibility of the target.
There, the thing said to itself as it spied a young, delightful-looking woman in a short red dress. She seemed a happy creature, dancing with various men in the noisy club. The presence of a wedding ring was even better. The creature slithered forward and watched the woman interact with various men as they flirted with her. It laughed to itself as it watched the woman rebuff the advances of several good-looking young men.
Very nice, the creature thought to itself. I can hide inside this for a while. While I'm here, maybe I can corrupt her... It moved closer to her, and synchronized its movements with hers. Soon, it began the process of melding with her, and within moments, had completely encased itself within her body without her even knowing what had happened.
As the woman moved about, the creature familiarized itself with its new home. The woman's name was Carrie Hampton, and she was here with some friends from her office for a "girl's night out," something she did once or twice a month just to blow off some steam. She had been married to a computer guy named Bill for nearly five years, and so far had remained completely faithful to him. That won't last long, the creature thought wickedly.
"Hey, Carrie, it's just about 9:00, and I promised George I'd be home by 10:00," another woman said as she came up next to Carrie.
"Okay, I'm coming," Carrie called out before saying goodbye to the two men vying for her attention. The creature sat dormant as Carrie went home with her friend and made love to her husband.
...
It was about mid-October, one day before our fifth anniversary. I watched my wife as she got ready for yet another "girl's night out," upset that she was going out on the weekend of our anniversary. I had made reservations at Luigi's, a fairly upscale Italian restaurant, for the evening, but Carrie said she wanted to go out with the girls instead.
"But this is our fifth anniversary weekend," I told her. "You know how hard it is to get reservations at Luigi's?"
"So, change them to tomorrow night," she said, dismissing me with a wave of her hand.
"I can't just change them at the last minute," I told her. "I had to wait nearly two weeks just to get this reservation."
"Look, it's just a restaurant," she said. "I promised the girls I'd go with them, and that's what I intend to do."
"You've been going out with 'the girls' quite a lot lately," I said. "This will be the third night this week. What's going on? Why would you put them over our anniversary?"
"What's going on is I promised them I'd go. I need my space too, you know. Things have been hectic at the office lately, and I need this. Now quit whining and zip me up, okay?"
"Zip yourself up," I huffed before leaving the bedroom. I went downstairs, grabbed the flowers I had bought for her that day and angrily crammed them in the garbage can. Fuck this, I thought to myself.
"What did you do that for?" I heard from behind me. I turned to see Carrie standing at the foot of the stairs. "I loved those flowers. They were beautiful."
"I bought them for our anniversary," I said. "But you've made it clear 'the girls' are more important than us and our fifth anniversary. What the hell's gotten into you these last few weeks?"
"What do you mean?" she asked.
"You've become a completely different person lately," I said. "I don't even know you. Is there someone else?" She snorted at that.
"Maybe I just need some space of my own," she sneered. "And no, there's no one else. Yet. Not that there haven't been any offers. There have. After the way you're acting, though, I may just accept one or two of them."
"What?" I asked, shocked. Carrie knows how I feel about infidelity. We've discussed it often enough. She knows that as far as I'm concerned, it would be one and done. "You'd cheat on me?"
"I just might, especially after what you just did," she said with a smirk. I could feel my temper flaring and counted to ten before I did something I knew I would regret.
"If you do, don't bother coming home," I said after I calmed down. That seemed to get her attention and her attitude changed significantly.
"Look, I'm sorry," she said. "You just pissed me off when you threw my flowers away. It's just one night. We can still go out tomorrow."
"But the reservation..."
"Take Jeannie if you've got your mind set on going," she said.
"Your sister?" I asked. Jeannie was just 11 months younger than Carrie and I knew she had a crush on me.
"Yeah. She'd love to eat at Luigi's," Carrie said. "I'll call her if you want." I started to object, but Carrie already had her phone out and called her sister.
"Hey girl," she said. "You got anything going on tonight? No? How would you like to have dinner with Bill at Luigi's tonight? I don't know, let me ask." She covered her phone and looked at me. "What time is the reservation?"
"7:00 pm," I told her. She turned back to the phone.
"The reservation is at 7:00. Can you be ready in, say, a half hour? Great. I'll have Bill pick you up. See ya," she said, ending the call. She put her phone back in her purse and looked at me.
"Well, you'd better get going. Jeannie's expecting you. And I expect you to be on your best behavior. Have fun. I'll see you later tonight." Just then, I heard a car horn outside. "That's my ride. I'd better get going." She grabbed her purse and headed for the door.
"What time will you be home?" I asked.
"I don't know, exactly," she said. "I'll be home when I get home. How's that?" And with that, she went through the door without so much as a kiss or telling me she loves me. I couldn't believe what just happened. I called my older brother, Ron.
"Hey, bro, what's up?" he asked.
"The bitch just left to be with her girlfriends. Can you believe that shit?"
"Did you tell her about the reservation at Luigi's?" he asked.
"Yeah, but it didn't mean shit to her," I said. "She actually called her sister to take her place."
"Jeannie? You do know she's been salivating over you for the longest time. Won't even look at me. You gonna tap into that?"
"Are you kidding? No way. Look, Jeannie's a very nice girl, but I'm not going to do that to Carrie."
"Okay. So, what are ya gonna do?"
"I put that phone locator app on Carrie's phone like you suggested. Think you could keep an eye on her for me?" I asked. We had discussed doing this earlier when Carrie's attitude had gotten so bad I was about to lose it. Ron used to work in the police department but lost his job after the city cut back the police budget. Now he works as a private investigator for one of the largest and best-known outfits in town.
"I think I could do that," he said. "But it's gonna cost you a six-pack."
"Do this for me and I'll buy you a case," I said.
"Well, then, guess I'd better do a good job for ya, huh?" he asked sarcastically. I couldn't help but laugh. "Don't worry, bro. Leave this to the professional. Take Jeannie out and have a good time. I'll be in touch."
"Thanks, bro, I owe you big time for this," I said.
"Damn right you do," he said with a laugh. "Talk to ya later." We ended the call and I got ready for what should've been my anniversary date with Carrie. I drove to the apartment complex where Jeannie lived and knocked on her door.
I was stunned when she answered -- she wore a dress that fell just above her knees and showed just enough skin to make my mouth water. It was sexy, but not slutty. I actually had to remind myself to breathe after a few moments.
"Well, what do you think?" she asked.
"You look absolutely gorgeous," I said. "Your carriage awaits," I added, offering her my arm.
"Thank you, kind sir," she said with a smile. For a moment, I wished I wasn't married. I walked her to my car and opened the door for her. After helping her get inside, I got behind the wheel and headed out.
"So, why aren't you taking Carrie out? Isn't this your fifth anniversary weekend?" she asked as I drove.
"Yes, it was," I said. "Carrie decided she'd rather spend our anniversary weekend out with the girls," I said, making air quotes when I said "the girls."
"What's gotten into her lately?" Jeannie asked.
"I have no idea," I said. "But I don't like it. Not one bit."
"Neither do I," she said. "It's almost like she's a completely different person lately."
"You've noticed that too, huh?" I asked.
"I have," she said. "And frankly, I find it just a bit scary."
"You and me both," I said.
"Well, one good thing's come out of it," she said.
"What's that?" I asked.
"I finally got a night out alone with my favorite brother-in-law," she said with a sly smile.
"Last time I looked, I'm your only brother-in-law," I said.
"Yes, you are, but you're still my favorite," she said. "So, do you think she's cheating on you?" she asked after a few moments.
"I think so," I said. "I'm pretty sure she is."
"That stupid bitch," she hissed.
"I'll know for sure after tonight," I said.
"What then?"
"If she's cheating on me, I'll divorce her," I said. "She knows how I feel about infidelity."
"I'm really sorry to hear that," she said quietly. We got to the restaurant and the two of us were escorted to the table I had reserved for Carrie and I. We enjoyed our dinner and the wine that came with it. We indulged in small talk as we ate and it while I enjoyed spending time with Jeannie, it just wasn't what I originally had in mind, and she could sense it.
"Listen, I know you're uncomfortable about this, so if you want, I can grab an Uber and go on home," Jeannie said after we finished dessert.
"Nonsense," I said. The restaurant also had an area set aside for drinking and slow dancing, and the band had already started playing. "I mean, yeah, I'm a bit uncomfortable being here with you alone, since this was supposed to be mine and Carrie's anniversary dinner. But that doesn't mean you get out of here without a dance. After all, you are the prettiest girl in the place." She smiled at that.
"Thank you for the compliment," she said quietly. "And yes, I'd love to dance with my brother-in-law." We got up and I escorted her to the dance floor, where we held each other close through two dances. She felt so good in my arms and again, I found myself wishing that I wasn't married. I could easily fall in love with this girl.
After the second dance, Jeannie stepped back and took my hands in hers. She looked at me and I could see a tear in her eye.
"I'm so sorry about what my sister is doing to you," she finally said. "I had a wonderful time tonight, and I really enjoy dancing with you. But I think maybe you should take me home before I do something we both might regret later. After all, this was supposed to be Carrie's date, and I feel..."
"Like you've been used?" I asked, finishing her question.
"Something like that, yes," she said. "Don't get me wrong. I really enjoyed this time with you, and under better circumstances, well, who knows where it could lead. You're a wonderful man, and I could kill Carrie for dumping you like she did. I would never do that to you."
"Thanks, Jeannie," I said. "I was beginning to think there was something wrong with me."
"There's nothing wrong with you that a good, faithful, loving woman couldn't fix," she said. "C'mon, let's get out of here."
"Alright," I said. We stopped at the table and the waiter took my credit card. He was back a couple minutes later and we left the restaurant. We rode in silence back to Jeannie's apartment. I walked her to her door to make sure she was safe. She unlocked her door, then turned and kissed me full on the lips.
"Thank you for a wonderful evening," she said. "I love you." Before I could say anything, she turned and walked into her apartment, closing her door. I stood there for a couple minutes wondering what just happened. I knew Jeannie had a crush on me, but she never told me she loved me before. I collected myself and went back to my car, then drove home.
I pulled into the garage and hoped Carrie was home by now. I looked on my phone, and saw that her phone was at a hotel on the outskirts of town. I didn't need to be a PI to know what she was probably doing. I went inside and changed into a pair of jeans and a t-shirt and poured myself a cup of coffee.
Out of curiosity, I called Ron to find out what was going on. He answered after the first ring.
"What's up, bro?" I asked.
"Well, I hate to say it, Bill, but Carrie is definitely cheating on you," he said quietly. I felt like I had been punched in the gut. "She's at a motel on the edge of town right now. There's at least five guys with her at the moment. I've seen men come and go now for the last hour."
"Damn," I said.
"Yeah," Ron said. "Sorry, man. I hate being the bearer of bad news. I've got lots of video for your divorce."
"Thanks," I said. "Any idea if she's coming home tonight?"
"Hard to tell," Ron said. "Looks to me like she's just getting warmed up. Listen, I'll stay here for a bit longer, and someone is coming out to cover for me. I'll send you some video from the club. It's not pretty, Bill. Maybe you shouldn't look at it."
"I need to know, Ron," I said. "I need to see it for myself."
"I understand. I know this may sound like a cliché, but don't do anything stupid. I don't wanna have to bail you out of jail," Ron said.
"I hear ya," I said. "Thanks, I owe you big time."
"Damn right you do," he said with a chuckle. We ended the call and a few moments later I heard a ping letting me know I had email. I opened my mobile client and saw Ron had sent a couple short videos.
The first video showed Carrie inside a club, surrounded by a group of men. She was letting them grope and fondle her right there at the table in full view of everyone. She surprised me by yanking off her panties and tossing them on the table. One man grabbed them and sniffed the crotch before putting them in his pocket.
She responded by putting her feet on the table, spread wide. She lifted up her short skirt and let everyone see her now-shaved pussy. I barely recognized the woman doing this. I could never see the Carrie I married flaunting herself like this in public.
The men cheered and a couple of them began fingering her as she sat. Others stood around and watched. Most of them cheered but there was one man who stood off to the side and watched as he sipped a drink.
The next video showed her outside the club, in an alleyway. She threw off her dress and got on her knees, naked. The men with her unzipped their trousers and she began sucking each of them off. After a while, one of them picked her up and took her to a car. After dumping her in the back seat, the car took off and the video ended.
There were no other videos, but I knew I really didn't need to see any more. My marriage was over -- gone. There was nothing left to do now but go for a divorce. I looked around the house and decided, to hell with it, grabbed my keys and went to a bar not far from the house.
I sat there in the bar, drinking one beer after another as I considered my options. I had been there for a while when I heard a man's voice next to me.
"Anyone sitting here?" I turned and saw a well-built man about my height standing at the barstool next to mine. He had sandy-colored hair and squinty eyes that seemed to look right through me. Something about him seemed familiar, but I couldn't place him. Maybe it was the long floor-length duster he wore. I shook my head.
"No, help yourself," I said. He sat down and extended a hand.
"Steve Iverson," he said. I shook his hand as I introduced myself.
"Bill Hampton," I told him. "Good to meet you."
"Same here," he said. "So, who's winning?" he asked, nodding at the game playing on the large monitor over the bar.
"Don't know," I said. "Don't even know who's playing. Not really paying any attention." He nodded his head then ordered a beer for himself. After he paid the bartender, he took a sip then looked back at me.
"Woman troubles?" he asked.
"Yeah, you could say that," I said.
"Sorry to hear that," he said quietly. "Wife?"
"Yeah," I said. "At least for the moment. You married?"
"I was, once," he said. "A long time ago. She died."
"I'm very sorry to hear that," I told him. He shrugged his shoulders.
"It happens," he said. "Cycle of life and all that. We're born, we live, then we die. Happens to all of us."
"Any children?" I asked.
"Two boys," he said. "They went into the military. Haven't seen them in years. How about you? Any children?" I shook my head.
"No, none," I said. "Thank goodness," I added as an afterthought. I took a long sip of my beer and suddenly felt nauseous.
"You okay?" he asked.
"I feel... sick," I moaned.
"Let me help you," he said. "We'll be right back," he told the bartender. He gently walked me to the men's room, where I paid homage to the ceramic god -- multiple times. When I finished throwing up everything in my stomach, he helped me to the wash basin, where I cleaned myself up.
"Feel better?" he asked as I dried my face and hands. I nodded my head.
"A bit," I said.
"Maybe it's time to get you home," he said. "C'mon, I'll give you a hand." I let him guide me out of the men's room and back to the bar, where he bought a bottle of water. "Gonna help my friend get home. Don't wanna see him get pulled over," he told the bartender, who nodded his head in understanding.
He walked me out to my car and for a moment, I wondered how he knew which car was mine. It didn't really matter to me, though -- not in the grand scheme of things. He walked me to the passenger side and asked for my keys.
"Why?" I asked as I fished them out of my pocket.
"You're in no shape to drive," he said. "Don't worry about me, I can walk back. C'mon, get inside. I'll take you home." I didn't argue -- actually, I was in no shape to argue. I got in the car, closed the door and put on my seat belt. Steve got behind the wheel, adjusted the seat and the mirrors, then headed out.
"Do you know where to go?" I asked.
"Yes," he said, causing me a bit of concern. "But we need to stop somewhere and talk first. Don't worry, you'll be just fine." He pulled into a park and stopped the car. Then he took the bottle of water, opened it and poured a bit of it out on the tarmac. Reaching into a pocket in his duster, he pulled out a small packet, opened it up and poured what looked like a white powder into the water. He closed the bottle, shook it and handed it to me.
"Here, drink this," he said. "It'll help make you feel better." I took the bottle, opened it and sniffed it before taking a sip. He chuckled as I sniffed the liquid.
"It's okay," he said. "An old home remedy for what's ailing you. I've used it a lot myself. Go on, drink up." I took a long sip from the bottle and found I liked the way it tasted. Citrus with a bit of honey. I drank more and soon, my head began to clear and my stomach was no longer in knots.



"Feel better now?" he asked. I nodded my head.
"Yeah," I said. "Whatever that is, maybe you should sell it. Probably make a mint."
"You're not the first one whose told me that," he said.
"You said we need to talk," I said.
"Yes," he said. "We do. It's about your wife." As I looked closer, I remembered where I had seen him before -- he was in the club, watching my wife act like a slut at her table.
"You know about my wife?" I asked. He nodded his head.
"Yes. I've been observing her for a while now."
"You saw her at that club tonight, didn't you?" I asked. He nodded his head.
"I did," he said. "Tell me something, Bill. Do you remember when you started noticing the changes in her?"
"Yeah, it was about three months ago or so," I said.
"That seems right," he said.
"What do you mean?" I asked. He turned to look at me before continuing.
"You're probably going to think I'm crazy, but you need to know what's going on," he said.
"Yeah, I already know what's going on," I said. "My wife has turned into a cheating bitch."
"Yes, she has, but she had help," he said.
"Help? What do you mean, help?" I asked.
"She was influenced," he said. "There's something inside her -- something almost as old as history itself."
"Wait a minute," I said. "Are you going to tell me she's been... possessed by something? Come on, that's just ridiculous."
"Is it?" he asked. "Tell me the truth. Have you ever walked into an empty room and felt like something or someone was watching you? Ever have chills go up and down your spine with no explanation?"
"Yes, but there's a logical explanation for all that," I said.
"Perhaps," he said. "Perhaps not. Perhaps you simply don't want to acknowledge there could be something out there you can't see, something you can't -- or won't -- face. Call it what you want -- a specter, a beast, a... demon. We all have them. Sometimes, they exist in our nightmares. Other times, they live in our fears.
"As a child, you used to imagine one right under your bed at night. You would cry out and your mother would come into your room, soothe your forehead with her magic touch and the beast would disappear," he said. I looked at him, shocked. How did he know that?
"Your wife is under the influence of such a creature," he said.
"You mean, like the devil or something?" I asked.
"Well, I suppose from your perspective, that would make about as much sense as anything else," he said.
"So, what am I supposed to do? Just pretend the devil made her do it and forgive her?" I asked. He shook his head.
"The... beast, for lack of a better word, didn't make her do anything," he said. "It only feeds off of the desires that are already there. Amplifies them. Justifies them in her mind."
"So, you're saying this beast just brought out her inner slut?" I asked.
"Something like that," he said.
"You seem to know an awful lot about this thing," I said.
"That's because I've been tracking it for a long time. It's left a lot of damage in its wake."
"And you want me to do what? Help you capture it or something?" I asked.
"You don't capture something like this," he said. "It needs to be killed. Before it can do more damage."
"Killed? What would that do to Carrie?"
"Difficult to say," he told me. "Of course, you can opt to let it stay where it is, but I guarantee you it will use her until it destroys her, then it will simply toss her aside and move on to its next victim."
"So either way, she's toast. Is that what you're telling me?" I asked.
"I hate to say it, but that's pretty much the choice. Although there is a slight chance she may recover from the encounter. But she'll never be fully satisfied going back to her previous life. Now that she's tasted what the beast has to offer, she'll always want more," he said.
"But you can kill this thing without killing her?" I asked.
"Yes," he said. "But it's still dangerous. The beast could respond by taking her life or damaging her in some way."
"What do I do?" I asked.
"Just be there," he said. "I'll do the heavy lifting." I heard a ding and watched as he pulled out a smartphone. He looked at it for a few moments then put the phone away. "She's at your house. And she's not alone. We need to move, now. Are you ready?" I wondered why my brother hadn't called, and then remembered someone was taking his place.
"Yeah, let's do this," I said. He started the car and pulled out of the park. It only took a few minutes to get to my house. When we got there, I saw the master bedroom light on upstairs. He pulled into the driveway and stopped the car. Carrie's car was already in the driveway and another car was in front of the house.
"Be careful," Steve said. "She's not alone."
"Gotcha," I said, taking my keys back from him. I unlocked the door and we both crept inside, looking for any possible sign of danger. There was none, but we could both hear Carrie and someone upstairs, fucking.
"Yeah, fuck me with that monster dick," I heard Carrie cry out. Then I heard the bed hitting the wall as whoever she was with pounded into her. We made our way upstairs and Steve stood just outside the door as I walked in.
"WHAT THE FUCK IS GOING ON HERE?" I bellowed when I saw a youngster fucking Carrie on my bed, her bare feet raised high in the air over his shoulders. He jumped when I yelled and looked back at me, surprise and fear on his face. "Get the fuck outta my house, you pimply-face freak," I commanded.
"Yeah, okay, mister. Please don't hurt me. She begged for it," he stammered as he gathered his clothes and headed downstairs. I turned to look at my soon-to-be ex-wife. I saw how red and puffy her pussy was and saw globs of cum dripping from her. Her entire body seemed to be smeared with the stuff, and her once beautiful hair was matted with it.
"Why don't you come and get your anniversary creampie, my faithful little cuckold," she sneered. At that moment, she looked truly ugly to me and I couldn't believe this was the woman I married five years ago this weekend. "I know you want to eat cum fresh from my cunt," she said as she slithered over the covers.
Then her face changed as Steve walked into the room. Her eyes grew wide and her face actually appeared to morph right in front of me.
"YOU!" she screamed. "What are you doing here?"
"It's time for you to go," Steve said before saying something in an unfamiliar language. Carrie screamed as he spoke, covering her ears.
"I'm never leaving here," the Carrie-Beast cried. "I like it here! You can't make me leave. I'll use this cunt for years before I go anywhere." Steve reached into his long coat and pulled out a long, wide sword. As he held it in his hands, it began to light up and was quickly covered in flames. The whole time, he continued chanting in an unfamiliar language.
"No!" Carrie-Beast screamed. "I'll feed your bones to my dogs, little man!"
"SEMPER INVICTUS!" Steve declared as he brought the sword up. He swung the sword and I thought he would cut Carrie in two, but much to my surprise, he didn't.
I heard screaming and saw a blinding flash of light followed by the stench of acrid smoke that now filled the entire room. There was something lit up laying on the floor. Steve put his sword away and bent down to pick it up. He broke it into two pieces and the light inside it died out.
"It's gone. For good," he said. I turned to Carrie and saw her laying on the bed, her eyes wide. Other than bruises from where she had been manhandled by the guys fucking her, there were no other marks on her body. I went to her, hoping she was still alive. I saw her take a breath, and she looked at me with tears in her eyes.
"I'm sorry, Bill," she said. Then I saw a wicked grin come across her face. "But to be honest, it was a lot of fun." As I looked, I saw confusion on her face, then one side of her face appeared to droop just a bit.
"Carrie?" I asked. "Are you okay?" She seemed to have trouble focusing on my face and she tried to say something, but couldn't.
"You'd better call for an ambulance," Steve said. I pulled out my phone and dialed 911, telling the dispatcher I needed an ambulance for a possible stroke victim. Twenty minutes later, an ambulance pulled up to the house. Steve had left by then, and I opened the window to air out the room.
The paramedics quickly examined Carrie, and determined that she was having a stroke. They put her on a gurney and took her to Mercy General Hospital. I followed in my car.
...
Epilogue:
Carrie didn't survive the trip to the hospital. I called Jeannie and told her what happened. She came to the hospital as fast as she could and we both cried as we held each other. We listened as the doctor expressed his condolences and asked if we wanted an autopsy. I told him it wasn't necessary. Steve dropped by the hospital to see how we were doing.
"I'm sorry it ended like this," he said.
"Don't be," I said. "You warned me. Either way, she was a goner, I think. At least this was quick and relatively painless."
"Perhaps," he said. "Here's my card. Feel free to call if you need to talk." He handed me a business card and we shook hands before he walked away.
"Who was that?" Jeannie asked.
"A friend," I said.
I sold the house after Carrie's funeral and bought a smaller two-bedroom condo close to my work. I got rid of the bedroom furniture along with most of the other things we had accumulated. I wanted nothing to remind me of her.
Ron and I celebrated the move with two cases of beer. I still owed him for his help with Carrie. I never told him exactly what happened, and he never pressed the issue. Still, I can't help but think he knew something out of the ordinary happened that night in my house. He did suggest I see a counselor to help deal with everything that happened.
I took him up on his suggestion, and spent some time with a counselor her suggested. I quickly realized, however, that it was a colossal waste of time. Oddly enough, though, I did catch myself looking under my bed a time or two. I wasn't sure what I would find, but I still felt the need to look.
Jeannie respected my need to mourn, and left me alone for a while. After a few months, however, I found myself feeling the need for female companionship. I always liked Jeannie and I knew she still had a crush on me. So, I called her one Friday and was surprised to find she was at home watching a movie.
We began dating and have spent the night together more than once. She tells me she loves me and I believe her. Truth is, I'm falling for her as well. Who knows what the future holds for us. Right now, though, I'm more than content.
But I'm still keeping an eye open...
"There's a beast upon my shoulder and a fiend upon my back.
Feel his burning breath a heaving, smoke oozing from his stack.
And he moves beneath the covers or he lies below the bed.
He's the beast upon your shoulder. He's the price upon your head." ~ Ian Anderson
...
Note: Steve Iverson will reappear in an upcoming series, "Semper Invictus." Stay tuned, and Happy Halloween...
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The end of Flash 03: Loose Ends:
It had been a week since my interview with Max and he had put me through my paces over the last few days. Most of the time was spent shadowing him as he went about his business. He had a strange way of getting people to do exactly what he wanted and I wondered about that.
I heard the door open and Ginger came into the office. I knew she had an appointment with her doctor today, so I shut down my computer and turned to her. She always took my breath away, but something about her just made her... glow.
"Well, what did the doctor say?" I asked.
"The doctor said we need to get a bigger place," she said with a smile. "And fast."
"Oh really?" I asked. We had been talking about buying a house, but nothing we saw struck our fancy. "Why's that?"
"Well, my dear husband," she said. "You're going to be a daddy."
"You mean... You're pregnant?" I asked. She nodded her head.
"Very," she said. I wrapped her in my arms and gave her a sloppy kiss, which she returned.
"How long?" I asked.
"From what the doctor said, not very long. Maybe six or eight weeks, tops," she said. "I figured it happened that first time we did it in the rehab facility." I picked her up as I let out a very loud "woo-hoo" and spun her around a time or two before setting her back down.
"Well, we'd better get busy then," I said.
...
And now, Flash 04: OJT
It had been a hectic few weeks since Ginger announced her pregnancy. After enlisting the aid of a good real estate agent Jack knew well, we found what we thought would be the perfect place for us. It was a large single-story ranch-style house sitting on five acres north of town, not too far from the rehab facility where Ginger had spent a month after her surgery.
The house had just been completely remodeled and boasted four bedrooms with an attached three-car garage. A separate mother-in-law apartment had been added over the garage, with a staircase installed in the main part of the house. We decided to use that for our "office," thereby keeping work somewhat separate from our home life.
The master suite was huge and had its own patio and en-suite, which we both liked. It also had a covered patio off the dining room and a pool/spa with a sauna. It sat back from the road that was lined with trees and tall hedges, so we had plenty of privacy. The driveway also had a security gate, something I thought might come in handy.
We spent some time packing everything up and hired a crew to move our stuff to the new place. I didn't want Ginger exerting herself too much, but she dismissed my concerns.
"I'm pregnant, not crippled," she said. "Still, I'm flattered that you care enough to be concerned."
Smith and Jones understood the upheaval in our lives with the move, so they held off their weekly visits until after we were settled in the new place. Max, on the other hand, wasn't quite as flexible.
"I'll work with you, given that Ginger is pregnant and all, but the job still has to get done," he said.
"Thanks, Max, I appreciate that," I told him.
During that time, Ginger and I talked -- a lot. We often wondered what might have happened had we done something different. We also made love as often as we could. The experience was every bit as good as it was that first time in the rehab facility.
As time went on, it seemed that Ginger and I were closer than ever, on several levels. I even noticed her eyes light up during her orgasms. They weren't red, like mine, but were pink. I found this interesting for some reason.
We finally got moved into the new place and decided to hold a housewarming party. Ginger invited Jack and her colleagues from work, while I invited my parents, along with some of my old colleagues and of course, Max and his wife, who I had yet to meet. I considered inviting Smith and Jones and mentioned it to them, but they politely turned down my invitation.
"We appreciate the gesture, Cameron," Smith said. "However, it may prove to be a bit... difficult... interacting with so many others of your kind."
"I understand. I think," I said.
"We will be in touch very soon," Jones said.
The party was well-attended and everyone seemed to have a good time. I spent much of the day grilling steaks, chicken, and burgers on the very large grill the previous owners built on the back patio. Apparently, they did a lot of entertaining, along with a lot of outdoor cooking.
"Nice place you have here," Max said as he came on the patio. A young petite blonde hung onto his arm. I recognized her from the picture Max had on his desk. Looking at her in person, I figured she couldn't be more than maybe 25 years old.
"Thanks," I said. "And this your wife, I take it?"
"Yes," Max said. "Cameron, meet Adrestia Rhamnousia, my much better half. Adrestia, this is Cameron Drake." We shook hands and I felt a slight jolt of static. I could feel her memories start to download into my mind, then the download suddenly stopped and it seemed as though they were being retracted from my mind.
She smiled sweetly at me, almost as if to say, "not today," and I tried connecting with her mind, but couldn't. I smiled back as we shook hands.
"It's a pleasure to meet you, Adrestia," I said.
"And it's a pleasure to meet you as well, Cameron," she said. "And please, feel free to simply call me Dr. A. Most people find it's a lot easier than Adrestia."
"So, you're a doctor," I said. "What's your specialty?"
"I have doctorates in many disciplines," she said. "Art, computer science, psychology, to name but a few."
"Wow," I said. "You must've started school quite young."
"Well, I did start at a fairly early age, but I'm also a bit older than I appear," she said.
"My apologies," I said.
"No need to apologize," she said. "Max has told me a lot about you."
"There's not much to say, really," I said. She flashed a smile that suggested she knew much more than she was letting on. By then, Ginger came to my side and I introduced her to Max and Adrestia.
"You know, Adrestia has her own art gallery," Max said. "Maybe the two of you might like to come by and check it out sometime."
"Really?" Ginger asked. "I'd love to see it. What kind of artwork do you have?"
"Paintings, mostly," Adrestia said. "Very unique original pieces you won't see anywhere else, some of which go back many years. If you'd like, we can schedule a personal tour for the two of you."
"I'd like that very much," Ginger said. "Doesn't that sound like fun, Cam?" I knew Ginger enjoyed art and thought this might be a good time for the four of us to connect outside work.
"Sure," I said. "Been a while since we've been to an art gallery."
"I'll let you and Max pick the date," Adrestia said. "If you'll excuse me, I'd like to get to know Ginger a bit." She turned to Ginger and the two of them walked away, chatting about kids and married life.
"So, Max, how do you want your burger?" I asked.
"Singed on the outside, nice and red on the inside," he said with a smile.
"A man after my own heart," I said. I found a patty that suited him and held up a slice of cheese. "Some cheese on that burger?"
"Sure," he said. I put the cheese on the patty, let it melt a bit, and put it on a bun for him.
"What about your wife?" I asked.
"She's not much of a meat-eater," he said. "She'll probably just grab some of that pasta salad over there if I know her."
"I guess that leaves more meat for us guys, then," I said. "Help yourself to liquid refreshment. There's beer, Coke, whatever."
"I'll do that," he said before walking off with his hamburger. After he left, Jack came over to me.
"Really nice spread you have here, Cam," he said.
"Thanks, Jack," I said. "Ginger's already talking about putting in a garden over there in the back corner."
"You certainly have plenty of room for it," he said. "How are things between you and Ginger, if you don't mind me asking."
"Never been better," I told him.
"I'm glad to hear that," he said. "I don't think I've ever seen her so happy. You hear about Bergstrom?"
"No, I haven't. What's going on?"
"I heard he was transferred to the prison psych wing not too long ago," Jack said. "Keeps going on about spiders or something. From what I was told, he's been screaming for you."
"Me?" I asked.
"Apparently, he seems to think you have something to do with it," Jack said. I chuckled to myself at that. "Claims you put them there and they all work for you."
"Wonder where he got a crazy idea like that," I said.
"I can't imagine," Jack said with a knowing smile. "At any rate, it couldn't happen to a more deserving person."
"What about the others? Any word on them?" I asked. I already knew they weren't doing too well in prison, but I was curious to know what Jack had heard.
"They're not doing very well, but they seem to be handling it better than Bergstrom," he said.
"Well, you know what they say. If you can't do the time, don't do the crime," I said.
"Amen to that," Jack said.
"How do you want your burger?" I asked.
"I've got my eye on that patty up there in the corner. Looks well-done to me."
"You got it," I said. "Cheese?"
"You know it," he said. I handed him his burger and pointed out the cooler with the drinks.
"Thanks, Cam," he said.
"You're welcome." After he left, my friend Bill Collins came to the grill.
"Hey Bill, good to see ya," I said. "How's it hanging?"
"I could complain but it never does any good." We both chuckled at that. I served him a cheeseburger and he ate it like a man who hadn't eaten in a week. We engaged in small talk as he wolfed down his food.
"Want another?" I asked when he finished. I knew from his thoughts he hadn't eaten too well lately but didn't want to embarrass him.
"I'd better wash this down with some beer first," he said.
"By the way, Ginger and I want to talk with you for a bit before you head back home," I said.
"Everything okay?" he asked.
"Yeah, everything's fine," I said. "We just have a little something we'd like to give you."
"Alright," he said. "You know where to find me." I smiled and nodded my head. As he walked off, Dad came over to me.
"Nice party," he said. "I really like this place. A lot of potential here."
"Thanks, Dad, that means a lot coming from you," I said.
"You're welcome," he said. "Why don't you take a break from this and go mingle with your guests. Let the grill master watch this for you."
"Sounds good, Dad," I said, handing him the spatula. "Thanks."
"My pleasure," he said with a smile. "And thank you."
"For what?" I asked.
"Your mother broke down and told me what you did, paying off all our bills. I can't thank you enough." My parents had been struggling with mounting medical bills on top of a mortgage, and all of their other bills. So when my settlement came in, I quietly slipped Mom a check to cover everything -- along with some extra money to make life a bit easier for them.
"That was my pleasure, Dad," I said. "I know how hard you work and how tough things have been lately and I don't want you guys worrying about anything. I thought about coming to you first, but I knew you'd say no, so I just... did it."
"Yeah, I probably would've said no," he told me. "But I appreciate what you did. I was really starting to get worried for a while."
"Well, don't worry about anything anymore," I said. "You need anything -- anything at all -- talk to me, okay?" He nodded his head.
"I will," he said quietly. "Now, go and enjoy your party." I spent the rest of the afternoon talking to our guests and enjoying the outdoor space. I noticed Ginger had been spending a lot of time talking with Adrestia and saw they were deep in conversation about something. I decided not to interfere.
It was about 5:00 that evening when everyone started to leave. We said our goodbyes and thanked everyone for coming. I waved Ginger over when Bill came up to me. I reached in my pocket and pulled out a set of keys.
"Ginger and I would like you to have these," I said, handing him the keys.
"What's this?" he asked.
"Keys to the condo," I said. "Ginger and I talked it over. We decided not to sell it, but we'd like someone there to keep an eye on things for us."
"You mean, live there?" he asked.
"Yeah," I said. "I know your divorce nearly bankrupted you, and I know that trailer you're in is falling apart." His trailer slept four people comfortably, but it was still a travel trailer and not exactly designed for constant everyday use. These days, he kept it at an RV park that had all the amenities, but it wasn't what anyone would want to call "home."
"You got that right," he said. "It was used when I bought it and it seems like something is breaking almost every day."
"Well, we'd like you to stay in the condo for as long as you need to," I said. "All you have to do is take care of the utilities and keep the place up. We considered giving it to you outright, but we didn't want to take the chance that your ex might try to force you to sell it."
"Yeah, she's just about vindictive enough to try something like that," he said. "Even if she lost, it would still cost me money I don't have to defend myself against her." Ginger grabbed her purse and handed him an envelope.
"What's this?" he asked.
"It's a gift card from that big furniture place by the freeway," she told him. "There's enough on it to furnish the whole place with new stuff."
"You can even get that big screen television you always wanted," I added. He looked at the keys and the card and I saw his face turn red with emotion. He looked at us with tears in his eyes.
"I can't accept this," he said.
"Sure you can," I said. "Think of it as an early Christmas present."
"Thank you," he said, his voice choked with emotion. "This is the kindest thing anyone's ever done for me. I don't know how I can ever repay you two for this. I promise I'll take very good care of the place for you."
"I know you will," I said. He gave me a manly hug as tears fell down his face. He turned to Ginger and gave her a hug as well. "If you need help moving, let me know," I added.
"I don't have much," he said. "I think it'll all fit in my car. But thanks anyway. You have no idea how much this means to me."
"I think I do," I told him. "Maybe now the court will let you have some actual visitation with your kids."
"That would be nice," he said. "Thanks again."
"You're welcome," I said. "And don't be a stranger."
"I won't," he said. He still had tears in his eyes when he left.
"That was a very kind thing you did for your friend," Adrestia said after he left.
"Well, he had a pretty hard time with his divorce. He nearly ended up in jail on trumped-up charges. Lost pretty much everything. I honestly don't know how he gets by. And he's a friend. I believe in doing what I can for friends and family," I told her.
"Well, maybe one day soon, you can help him get a measure of justice," she said with a smile.
"I'd like that," I said. She nodded her head.
"I know you would," she said with a knowing smile. I tried to read her thoughts but was unable to.
"By the way, how are you coming with your courses?" Max asked.
"I'm actually a couple weeks ahead," I said.
"Good," he said in response. "So, you can take a couple days then?"
"I suppose," I said. "Why? What's going on?"
"Got a case I'm working on. I need to go up north for a couple days, interview someone. Ever been to Idaho?"
"No, can't say that I have," I said. "What's in Idaho?"
"There's a camp up there that helps men in certain... situations. One of our new clients is up there and I've been given permission to go up and speak with him. Thought you might like to join me, maybe get some on-the-job training," he said. "You don't mind if your husband joins me for a day or two, do you, Ginger?" he asked.
"No, of course not," she said. "I'll be working anyway." Ginger didn't have to work, not with the settlement money we had, but she wanted to, and it gave her a sense of purpose. Jack had her working part-time but kept her salary and benefits the same.
"Excellent. I'll pick you up Monday morning at, say, 8:00 am. I'll brief you on the way to the airport. Make sure you pack an overnight bag and some warm clothing. It's starting to get a bit cool up there," he said.
"Mind if I bring my computer?" I asked.
"Of course not," he said. "In fact, I'm hoping you and your computer can help us solve this case. I'll see you on Monday."
"See you then," I said. We watched them leave and set about cleaning up the place. There was plenty of food, so we ate some leftovers and put the rest in the refrigerator. We sat in the living room, exhausted after we had put everything away.
"So, what did you think of Max and his wife?" I asked.
"Interesting people," she said. "I especially liked Adrestia."
"You spent a lot of time talking with her," I said.
"She told me I was very fortunate to have someone like you," Ginger said. "Said most guys would've kicked my ass to the curb without batting an eyelid. She's right, you know. It's odd, though."
"What's odd?" I asked.
"It's almost as if she already knows everything about us and our marriage. How much have you told Max?"
"I've told him... a lot," I said. "But he assured me it was just between the two of us. I'm sorry, there was just something in the way he spoke. I felt... compelled... to tell him the truth." Ginger looked me square in the face as though she was searching for something.
"You tried downloading her memories, didn't you?" she asked.
"Yes," I said. "It's almost become second nature for me."
"You weren't successful, were you?" I looked at her, surprised. How did she know that?
"No," I said. "I've never had that happen before. It was almost as if the download was stopped, and the information sucked back out of my head. Remind me to ask Smith and Jones about that."
"I will," she said. "What do you think they're trying to hide?"
"No idea," I said. "There's a lot about those two that doesn't make sense to me."
"Well, something tells me we're better off having them on our side," she said. I nodded my head in agreement.
"I think you're right," I said. "So, are you going to be okay with me going to Idaho for a day or two?"
"Don't worry, I'll be just fine. Besides, this is the kind of thing you'll be doing a lot of from now on, so I'd better learn to get used to it. Just call me and let me know you got there safely, okay?"



"I will, promise," I said. She smiled and kissed me, full on the lips. It felt good having her there with me and we began making out like teenagers. Before long, we made our way to the bedroom and ended the day with yet another mind-blowing, universe-bending round of sex. I saw her eyes flash three times before we fell asleep in each other's arms.
Monday morning came too soon to suit me. I had packed everything the night before and Ginger made sure I packed some warm clothing.
"According to my weather app, it's supposed to get into the low 30s up there tomorrow night," she said. "And I wouldn't want you to freeze to death up there."
"I'm sure they have heat and running water," I said. "It's Idaho, not Siberia." She chuckled at that. When Max rang my doorbell, I grabbed my things and gave Ginger a kiss.
"Call me," she said.
"I will," I told her.
"And you keep an eye on him, make sure he comes back safe," she told Max.
"No worries there, Ginger, I'll make sure he comes home in one piece," Max said with a smile. We left the house and got into Max's car. When we hit the road, he handed me a folder.
"Here's what we have so far," he said. "Client's name is Joe Nelson. Was married three years to Veronica Hartley, but is now divorced. He's looking for the person who screwed up his marriage."
"That shouldn't be too hard," I said. "Wouldn't that be in the divorce record somewhere?"
"It could be, but the records have been sealed," Max said.
"Sealed? Why?" I asked.
"Different states have different rules, but they can be sealed for a variety of reasons. Protect the victim of abuse, for example, or protect sensitive information," he said.
"What about his ex-wife?" I asked.
"Gone," Max said. "He has no idea where she is." I began reading the file Max gave me. According to the file, Nelson said the man who ruined his marriage first contacted him by phone telling him that he was going to fuck his wife and take her from him.
Nelson went on to say the man ended up destroying his collection of stamps and baseball cards, some of which were quite rare, even as he engaged in a sordid affair with his wife. Worse yet, Nelson said, his wife willfully participated in the destruction of his personal property. When he tried to make the court aware of the damage done, he claimed no one -- not the police nor the court -- was interested in investigating the matter.
"Have you talked to this man yourself?" I asked Max. He shook his head.
"Not personally, no," Max said.
"How did you find out about this?" I asked.
"He was recommended to me by John Sykes, the camp commandant at Camp Rollins," Max said. "John and I have known each other for a while. He's referred quite a few cases to me."
"What is Nelson looking for?" I asked.
"Closure, mostly," Max said. "He wants to find out who destroyed his life and his property so he can take legal action."
"I can understand that," I said, thinking about Wheeler, Bergstrom, and the others who all but destroyed my life and my marriage to Ginger. "So, how are we gonna handle this?"
"What do ya mean, we? This is your case, Cameron," Max said.
"My case? You want me to take point on this?" I asked.
"Yup," he said. "Wife and I both figured this would be a good case for you to cut your teeth on. Besides, you need to start earning your keep," he added with a smile.
"I see. Do you and your wife work together a lot?" I asked.
"We work together quite a bit," he said.
"She doesn't strike me as the private investigator type," I told him. He smiled at that.
"Don't be fooled by appearances. There's a lot more to that woman than meets the eye, Cameron," he said.
"I guess so," I said quietly, remembering my first encounter with her at the house-warming party.
"Just one suggestion, Cameron," he said.
"What's that?"
"Don't ever make promises you can't keep. The worse thing you can do is give someone false hope. Remember that. I'll be there to back you up if you need it, but this is your case," he said.
"Got it," I said, looking back at the file.
"Here we are," he said, pulling into the airport parking lot. "It'll take us about an hour and a half to get to Spokane, then another hour and a half or so to get to the camp. You can use that time to figure out how you're going to approach this. And feel free to ask questions."
"Thanks," I said, my mind going over all the possibilities. I was still thinking things over when the plane took off. From what the file said, Nelson had no idea who this mystery man was, and his wife never gave him a name. In fact, he had no contact with his wife at all during the separation and divorce.
All he had was a voice over a cell phone. Maybe that was all I needed, I thought to myself. The latest update to my brain feed application included a voice-print feature, but I never had any use for it before now. Fortunately, I had packed my manual, so I hoped it would help guide me.
I settled into my seat and noticed that Max had already fallen asleep. I fluffed up a pillow the flight attendant had given me and rested my head on it. I was almost asleep when I saw Ginger in my mind. She was sitting at her desk, and she looked up as though I was standing in front of her. This was too real to be just a dream, I thought to myself.
She smiled and her eyes briefly lit up. I smiled back. I heard her in my mind: "This is no dream. I love you, Cameron Drake. Be safe." She winked at me and her smile grew wider.
"I love you too, Ginger Drake," I said in my mind. If this was real, that meant Ginger and I could actually communicate telepathically. I didn't recall seeing anything about that in the manual, but it made sense to me. I made a mental note to ask Smith and Jones about this.
"Get some rest, my love," she responded. "Call me when you get to the camp."
"I will," I responded before falling asleep. The next thing I knew, we were making our descent into Spokane and the flight attendant announced that it was time to sit upright and fold our trays. Max and I both sat up, wiped the sleep from our eyes, and prepared to land.
After the plane stopped, I grabbed my computer bag and my backpack and Max pulled down his briefcase and overnight bag. We deplaned, grabbed our suitcases from the baggage claim area, and went to get the rental car Max had reserved for our trip. I pulled out my phone and called Ginger while Max took care of the rental car.
"Hey, sweetie," I said. "We made it to Spokane."
"I know," she said.
"Oh? How do you know?"
"Don't ask me," she said, sounding as surprised as I was at that moment. "I just knew you had made it to Spokane."
"That's... weird," I said. I told her what happened on the plane. She gasped when I finished. "Are you alright?"
"So it was real, then," she said. "I was just thinking about you and all of a sudden, it was like, you were right here in front of me. I knew you were on the plane, but it seemed to me like you were standing in front of me. And you heard me say I love you?"
"I did, or at least I heard you think it," I said. "And you heard my response?"
"Yes, just as clear as a bell. As if you were really right here."
"Okay," I said. "Keep this to yourself. Make a note of it. We'll have to talk with Smith and Jones the next time we see them."
"You got it," she said. I looked and saw Max was wrapping things up with the car rental.
"I gotta go, but I'll call you this evening, okay?"
"Okay," she said. "I love you!"
"Love you too," I said, ending the call. So, I thought. It wasn't just me. Somehow, the link between the two of us was stronger than I had originally thought. I was curious to know what Smith and Jones had to say. I followed Max to the lot and helped him put our things in the small green sedan he rented, then got in the passenger seat.
Soon, we were on Interstate 90, heading east toward Idaho, which wasn't very far away. When we got to Coeur d'Alene, we took the US 95 exit and headed north.
"So, did you come up with a plan for the case?" he asked.
"I'm going to try something I haven't used yet," I said. "My brain feed application has a feature for analyzing and searching voice-prints. Once I have that, I can search for any matches. Hopefully, that will lead us to the man he's looking for."
"This brain feed thing," Max said. "What all does that include?"
"Everything," I said. "Not only does it give me an audio-visual memory record sorted by date, but it also records every thought, every emotion and even the physiological state of the brain at the time the memory took place."
"And how far back does it go?" he asked.
"From the very first memory on," I said. "Unless I've already downloaded the person's memories. Then it picks up from that point."
"I see," he said. "And how much can you download at one time?"
"I don't know," I said. "I've had up to 12 people's memories in my head at one time."
"Doesn't that get a bit crowded?" he asked with a smile.
"It hasn't yet," I told him. "They're compressed and I can't access the memories when they're in my head. Once they're downloaded into my computer, the app wipes them from my head."
"What about after-effects? You ever get flashes of someone else's memories, thinking they're yours?"
"That hasn't happened yet," I said. "However, once I connect and download the memories, I can connect to the person's mind remotely."
"Interesting," he said. "And this works with everyone you meet?"
"There have only been three people it hasn't worked on," I said. "Oddly enough, you and your wife are two of the three." He nodded his head.
"So, you did try to access our memories," he said.
"I like to know who I'm dealing with," I said. "I don't mean to pry, and I apologize if you feel I was trying to invade your privacy. It's just that I've been through a lot with Bergstrom and his crew."
"I can understand that," he said. "I suppose if I was in your shoes, I'd probably do the same. Apology accepted."
"But it does make me wonder. What's the deal with the two of you? Why can't I sense anything from you?"
"It's a long story, and one that's almost as unbelievable as yours," he said. "Trust me, when Adrestia feels the time is right, she'll explain it to you in her own way. You do trust me, don't you?"
"Yes, I do," I said, which was true.
"Good," he said.
"So, tell me about this camp. Have you been there before?" I asked.
"Yes, I have," he said. "In fact, I was a student there once. It helped make me the man I am today. It's owned by a company called Rollins Enterprises. It's a camp that helps men get their balls back."
"What?" I asked.
"Every single man that goes there has been cheated on. Some have been so abused and emasculated they can barely function as men," he said. "They take those men, whip them into shape physically, then fix them emotionally. They also provide a whole host of services for their students -- lawyers, counselors, private investigators, you name it. It's the hardest three months a man can endure. It's... extreme. But it's worth every minute."
"I'm surprised I haven't heard of this place before," I said.
"They prefer to keep a low profile and I don't blame them. Even still, every class is completely full, and they have a waiting list as long as your arm."
"It's really that bad out there?" I asked.
"You have no idea," he told me. "There's shit going on out there you can't even begin to imagine."
"And you were cheated on?" I asked. Then it hit me. "Did Adrestia cheat on you?" He laughed at that.
"No, but my first wife did. Adrestia helped put my life back together. In fact, she's incapable of cheating. She hates cheaters more than anyone I've ever met."
"So you weren't always the steely-eyed man of mystery you are now?" I asked jokingly. He smiled at that.
"No, I wasn't," he said. "I'm actually a certified public accountant by trade. Or at least, I was. And I was a damn good one."
"What happened, if you don't mind me asking?"
"I guess you could say it was a cliché of sorts. I came home from a tax seminar and found my wife with another man. To be more precise, they ambushed me before I could do anything. Drugged me, tied me to a chair, made me watch my wife fuck multiple men. They made demands of me -- demands I refused. So they beat me until I was unconscious, then dumped me at a hospital. And yes, my now ex-wife participated."
"Damn," I said.
"I was in a medically-induced coma for several days. They had to do reconstructive surgery on my face. That's when I first met Adrestia."
"And she helped you get through your divorce?"
"Yes, and much more. Do you remember the day we first spoke? I asked if you had ever used your abilities to defend yourself or get revenge. Remember that?"
"Yes, I do," I said.
"You told me how you took out Wheeler and his thugs, remember?"
"I remember that."
"Let's just say you're not the only one who's used what you've been given to end a man's life," he said as he looked straight ahead. "It's something you never forget. And yes, I've learned to live with it. And you wanna know something?"
"What?"
"I'd do it all over again. In a heartbeat," he said, glancing at me. I nodded my head in understanding. I knew exactly what he felt. He smiled before he continued. "So you see, Cameron Drake, I know exactly how you feel. And I'm here to help you deal with that."
"Does it ever go away? The memory? The guilt?" I asked. He shrugged his shoulders.
"You know more about memories than I do. As you probably know, the memory never goes away. The guilt? Well, let's just say you learn to make friends with it and move on. Answer me this. Can you still look in the mirror and like what you see?"
"Yes," I said after a few moments.
"That's what matters," he said. Before long, Max turned off the main road and we drove up a narrow paved road that wound between the largest trees I had ever seen. After a bit, we came to a guard station where a uniformed man carrying an AR-15 stopped us. He checked our identification and radioed ahead. We heard something squawk back and the man handed our licenses back before opening the gate.
"Go on ahead, Mr. Burnage," he said. "The colonel is expecting you. Welcome to Camp Rollins."
"Thank you," Max said. We drove on up and found ourselves in what looked like a military base camp. The place looked immaculate. Wooden buildings surrounded the large paved central area, where a formation of men in t-shirts and camouflage trousers engaged in close-order drill. A large man wearing khaki and a campaign hat marched next to them, calling out cadence.
Max parked the car in front of what was obviously the camp headquarters. We got out of the car and walked inside, where we were met by an attractive blonde receptionist.
"Good to see you, Max," she said as she stood up.
"Good to see you again, Joni," Max said. "Is the Colonel available?"
"He sure is, and he's expecting you. By the way, I have your card keys right here, so don't forget them," she said.
"Thanks, we won't," Max said. She escorted us to an office and announced our presence to a man wearing a khaki uniform. I noticed the silver oak leaves on his collars. He looked up at us, then stood and shook Max's hand.
"Max, how are you?" he asked with a smile. "I'm glad you were able to make it up here on such short notice."
"My pleasure, John," Max said. "This is my associate, Cameron Drake," he added. "He'll be taking point on the inquiry." John extended a hand, which I accepted. I sensed nothing but complete honesty and concern for the people in his charge, so I didn't feel a need to download his memories.
"A pleasure to meet you, Mr. Drake," John said.
"And you as well, Colonel," I said. He smiled at that.
"Please, call me John," he said. "I sure hope the two of you can help Mr. Nelson get some closure."
"We'll do our best, John," Max said.
"I know. That's why I reached out to you," John said. "Gunny Rob will be here in just a minute. He'll escort you to the training and services building. So, Max, you've grown so much you needed to hire some help?"
"I can always use help," Max said. We all chuckled at that. Just then, a stocky man in a khaki uniform and campaign hat came into the room. I noticed the sergeant-major insignia on his collar and his name tag read, "Roberts."
"Max, you old dog," the new man said as he shook Max's hand. "Good to see you. How's it hanging?"
"Doing great," Max said. "You?"
"Hell, if I was any better they'd have to pay me," he said. "And who is this?" he asked, looking at me.
"Cameron Drake," I said, extending my hand. "I'm working with Max on this case."
"Good to meet you. Alan Roberts. Senior Instructor here. Everyone just calls me Gunny Rob. I hope you two can get this squared away," he said.
"That's the plan," Max said.
"Well, Nelson is waiting for you, so why don't you come with me and we can get started," he said.
"Sounds good," Max said. We said our goodbyes, got the card keys from Joni, and headed out, stopping at the car so I could grab my laptop bag. We talked on the way to the training and services building, where Nelson awaited our arrival.
"So, what is it you do here, Gunny Rob?" I asked.
"Well, we take guys who've been fucked over by their cheating spouses and help them turn their lives around. Me? I'm just one part of the process. I'm here to make sure these men get the best training possible."
"I get the feeling you were in the service," I said.
"Yep," he said. "United States Marine Corps. Retired. Had planned on spending the rest of my life hanging out, fishing and hunting, but the colonel recruited me and I've been here ever since. In fact, all of the employees here are veterans. Even the receptionist."
"You take your work here very seriously, don't you?" I asked. He stopped and looked me straight in the eye. I didn't need to probe his mind to realize I had struck a nerve.
"You have no idea, Mr. Drake," he said calmly. "To the outside world, these men may be nothing but wimps and cuckolds to be used, abused, and tossed in the garbage like dog shit. They're not just students to me. They're men. Their only crime is they loved and trusted someone else too much. And for that, they've been made to suffer. It's my job to put them back on their feet so they can walk out of here with their heads held high."
"I understand," I said. "More than you know." He looked at me for a moment before nodding his head. He turned and we continued walking to the training and services building. When we got there, he turned to us before opening the door.
"Company policy requires me to sit in on your interview," he said. "Remember, Mr. Drake, this man is my student. I expect you to treat him with respect."
"I intend to," I told him. He opened the door and escorted us inside. We went down a hallway and entered a room. A man sporting an extremely short haircut stood to attention as we entered. Another uniformed man stood up as well. Like Gunny Rob, he also wore a khaki uniform topped off with a campaign hat. Sergeant chevrons were pinned to his collars and his name tag read, "Johnson."
"As you were," Gunny Rob said. The sergeant adopted a more relaxed posture but remained standing. The student, who I assumed was Joe Nelson, remained at attention, his eyes staring at a point on the opposite wall.
Gunny Rob sat next to Johnson and Max took one of the two seats across from Joe. I set my laptop bag down and extended my hand.
"Relax, Mr. Nelson," I said. "I'm Cameron Drake. This is Max Burnage. We're here to get your story." The man relaxed and accepted my hand. I felt the shock that indicated his memories had started the download into my mind. When it finished a second or two later, I released his hand and sat down. "Please, Mr. Nelson, have a seat. Relax."



He sat down and looked at me. I could tell he was wracked with emotion. I pulled out an audio recorder and set it down after turning it on.
"If you don't mind, I'd like to record our conversation, just to make sure I get everything correct. Is that okay?"
"Yes, sir, that will be fine," he said.
"And please, call me Cameron. May I call you Joe?" I asked.
"Yes, sir -- er, Cameron. You may," he said.
"Alright, Joe. Why don't you tell me a little bit about yourself," I said.
"There's not much to say. I went into the Air Force right out of high school. Got assigned to Payments and Disbursing. Did that for four years, then went to college to get a business degree. That's where I met Veronica, the woman I married. Met her in my senior year. She was two years behind me, taking pre-law classes. We dated and fell in love and I asked her to marry me. She said yes, but she wanted to wait until she graduated first.
"I thought that made sense, so I agreed. After I graduated, I went to work for a bank and was put into the business banking section. We continued dating and got married after she graduated. By then, I had enough to buy a house, so we picked one out together and I got a mortgage through my bank.
"She went to work as a paralegal for the Hamilton Law Group, and things were great for the first couple years or so. I had never been so happy in my life. We had even started talking about having kids.
"Then one day I got a call from an unlisted number on my cell. I answered, thinking it might be someone from my office, but it wasn't. It was some guy telling me he was going to fuck my wife and take her from me. I ended the call and didn't say anything to Veronica, thinking it was just a prank call," he said.
"How long ago was that?" I asked.
"Let me think," he said. "I've been here two months now, almost. The divorce took six months to get final, and that first call came about four months or so before that. So, I guess about a year ago or so," he said.
"How many calls did you get from this guy?"
"Three, total. All of them saying the same thing," he said.
"Any idea who it was that might've done that?" I asked. He shook his head.
"I have no idea," he said.
"Is it possible it might have been a rival at work, or perhaps an upset customer?" I asked.
"My job is strictly analysis and running spreadsheets," he said. "I don't interface with customers at all. And I get along with everyone at work."
"Could it be a rival from college, or maybe someone you might have pissed off when you were in the service?" I asked. He thought for a bit, then shook his head.
"No," he finally said. "I've always gotten along well with everyone."
"What happened after that first call?"
"Things were okay between us, or at least I thought so. I did notice Veronica was spending more time at work, and she started dressing a bit sexier. Nothing slutty or anything like that. Just a bit more... provocative. She also started going out with 'the girls' from work once or twice a week. I knew her job could get stressful at times so I didn't give her a hard time about that. Plus, she always seemed really hot to trot when she got home," he said, causing us all to chuckle just a bit.
"She started calling me more often at work, just to say 'hi' and tell me she loved me. I thought that was a bit odd since she had never done that before. I didn't complain, though. I liked it that she thought enough of me to call.
"Then one day, she called and said I needed to get straight home. Said there was an emergency. I rushed home, thinking that maybe the place had caught fire or something. When I went inside, I saw her covered in plaster dust and wondered what happened. She said there was a water line break and some of the stuff in my downstairs office might have gotten wet.
"I went into the closet and saw a hole in the ceiling and some exposed pipe. Water was getting all over everything. I started looking and found my old baseball card collection and the books where I kept my stamp collection. I normally kept those on my bookshelf, but somehow they were in my closet, open. I don't know how they had gotten in my closet, and I don't remember putting them in there.
"Everything was ruined, and they smelled... off. I mean, really bad. I remember asking Veronica why she didn't just turn off the water to the house and call a plumber. I told her to call a plumber and I would turn off the water, and that's what we did.
"The plumber came and fixed everything, but he told me it looked like the line had been deliberately cut. And he said there was no need for the hole in the ceiling. He told me it all looked like sabotage to him.
"I tried to salvage what I could from my collection, but a couple days later I came home and saw our burn barrel in the back yard with smoke coming out of it. I asked Veronica what she was burning, and she said she burned my collections. Said it was a lost cause and they were stinking the place up anyway. I couldn't believe she had done that and went to look. Sure enough, everything had been burned to ash. I was quite upset over that."
"How much was it all worth?" I asked.
"My dad had it appraised shortly before he died five years ago, and it was worth just over $250,000 at the time," he said.
"That's not exactly chump change," I told him. "Why not keep it in a safety deposit box or something?"
"My dad never kept it locked up. He and I used to spend hours going through it. I used to spend a lot of time looking at it, thinking about him after he died. Now, it's all... gone," he said, his voice shaking. He looked away from me but I could see a tear forming in his eye. I let him collect himself before continuing.
"What happened after that?" I asked.
"Veronica started going out more often and staying at her sister's apartment, claiming she needed emotional support after her last breakup. I knew the two of them were close, so I didn't say much at first. But then it got to where she was over there three nights a week. She'd have a casserole or something in the fridge for me and take off.
"After a while, I got a bit pissed off -- I mean, she was at her sister's three nights a week, and out supposedly with 'the girls' two nights a week or more. Hell, she was gone more than she was at home. I went to her sister's one night unannounced and that didn't work out too well. I could tell something was going on, but I didn't know what. When I left, though, I saw three sets of dirty dishes in the sink."
"So, you figured out your wife was cheating on you and her sister was covering for it?" I asked.
"Yeah," he said. "The next day, I asked her about it, and she blew up, accusing me of being paranoid and not trusting her. She said if I really loved her, I'd trust her not to cheat on me.
"A week later, I came home and she was gone. All of her stuff was gone. I called her sister's and was told to not call again. That night I was served divorce papers, claiming I had mentally and physically abused her. It was all bullshit, and she knew it. I was also served with a restraining order that said I couldn't come within 500 yards of her, her sister's apartment, or their place of employment. I couldn't believe it.
"I got an attorney and tried to arrange a meeting, but they wouldn't meet with me. Claimed I was a danger or something. The day the judge signed the divorce order, Veronica called me, and that's when I learned the whole truth," he said.
"What did she tell you?" I asked.
"Everything. How she had been cuckolding me for months with someone richer, more powerful, and of course, with a much bigger dick than me. She told me it was his idea to destroy my collection, and she went along with him. She thought it was so fucking funny the way he pissed all over my baseball cards and my stamps. She also said he jacked off into the casseroles she left for me. I nearly threw up when she said that.
"She also told me her lover was at her sister's the day I went over. Said he had just fucked her before I got there. And the times she called? She claimed he was there, fucking her in our bed. She also admitted everything in her divorce petition was a lie. What she didn't know is that I had recorded every word she said."
"Did you present that to the court or tell your lawyer?" I asked.
"I did. But no one wanted to even hear it. It's like they just didn't give a damn about the truth. Whatever Veronica or her lawyer said was gospel as far as they were concerned."
He went on, but I found myself unable to concentrate as the pressure in my head was starting to build and I knew if I didn't conclude this soon, something really bad would happen. I employed the techniques Smith and Jones gave me and was able to calm myself to the point where I could continue.
"Hold on a second," Max said, interrupting Joe's narrative. "Are you alright, Cameron?" he asked, concerned.
"Yeah, I'm fine," I said. "Just a slight headache." I looked at Joe before continuing.
"I understand your divorce records are sealed. Any idea why?" I asked.
"Veronica's attorney requested it, and the judge granted it," he said. "They suggested I would use the information to stalk Veronica or her sister and perhaps do harm to them."
"Would you?"
"No, never. I just wanted answers and the truth," he said.
"How have you coped with things after the divorce?" I asked.
"Not well, I'm afraid. I almost lost the house but I was able to sell it before it went into foreclosure. My work started to suffer and the bank paid to have me see a counselor, but it didn't help very much. Finally, my boss gave me a warning and said I either take a three-month sabbatical here or find myself another job. Since the bank's paying, I decided to come here," he said. "Look, Cameron, all I want is justice. Can you help me?" I felt his pain, but I remembered Max's warning.
"I'll do everything I can, Joe," I said.
"That's all I ask," he said.
"You say you recorded that last conversation," I told Joe. "Do you still have that recording?"
"Yes, it's on my phone," he said.
"Can you get that recording to me?" I asked.
"Students aren't allowed to keep electronic devices while they're here," Gunny Rob said. "If he brought a phone, it would have been collected his first day here. If you want, I can have Student Services get that for you."
"Yes, that would be a big help," I said. "Are you okay with that, Joe?"
"Absolutely," he said.
"Then let's do it," I said. "I think we can call it a day for now. You've given me a lot of information, Joe. Thank you. We'll be in touch."
"Thank you, Cameron," he said, extending his hand. I shook it and turned off the recorder.
"Sgt. Johnson, you can get Nelson back to his scheduled training," Gunny Rob said.
"Will do," the big sergeant said, standing up. "All right, Nelson, let's go." Joe grabbed his uniform cap and left the room.
"Well, that was interesting," Gunny Rob said after they left. "You remember where the guest quarters are, right?" he asked, looking at Max.
"Of course," Max said.
"Why don't you get your gear over there and I'll walk Cameron over," he said. Max nodded his head.
"Sounds like a plan," he said. He grabbed his fedora and headed out. Gunny Rob waited until Max left before speaking.
"Walk with me, son," he said. I grabbed my laptop bag and slung it over my shoulder, following him out. "You're fairly new at this, aren't you?" he asked.
"What makes you ask that?"
"A seasoned investigator knows how to keep his emotions in check. You looked like you were about to blow your top a bit ago. Are you sure you're alright?"
"Yeah, I'm fine," I said.
"Bullshit," Gunny Rob said. I was shocked at his candor, but I respected him for it. "I know when a man's about to blow, and son, you looked like you were ready to hit Def-con 5. Nelson's story hit you pretty hard, didn't it?"
"Yeah, it did," I said. "How do you listen to these stories without losing it?"
"His story was pretty tame compared to some I've heard here," he said. "Believe me, there's times I want to just grab some of these assholes up by the stacking swivel and knock their dicks into the dirt. Most of the time, I take a walk or a run, maybe kick a tree or a rock. Makes me want to work harder for these men, get them the justice they deserve."
"I can understand that," I said. By then, we reached the guest quarters. Gunny Rob opened the door and I looked on my card to see which room was mine. I swiped the card in the slot and heard the door lock click. I opened the door and we went inside.
"Listen, do your best for Nelson. That's all I ask. And if you feel the need, there's a big ass rock behind these guest quarters. Feel free to kick it to your heart's content. No one will complain," he said with a smile. I laughed at that.
"Thanks, Gunny," I said. "I may just take you up on that offer." Max came into the room with my luggage and put it on the bed.
"I'm right next door," he said. "Let me stash my gear and I'll be right back." He was back in the room a minute or so later.
"Don't forget, the chow line opens up at 17:00 hours. That's five o'clock for you civilian personnel," Gunny Rob said. "I hear they're cooking up venison tonight."
"Venison?" I asked.
"Yeah. Elk season is coming up soon, and they're clearing out the freezers for all the new meat they'll be getting," he said.
"You hunt as well?" I asked.
"Hell yeah," he said. "This is north Idaho, son. Damn near everyone goes elk hunting up here. Been hunting these woods since I was old enough to shoulder a firearm. Bag my limit, as well. I usually keep one for myself and give one to the camp. The other instructors do the same."
"Nothing like fresh meat," I said.
"Got that right," he said. "Anyway, I'll let you two get settled in. Take care now. You do remember where the chow hall is, don't you, Max?"
"How can I ever forget," Max said.
Laughing, Gunny Rob left the room and I put my things away. There was a desk along one wall, so I pulled out my laptop and my headset and fired it up.
"You got Nelson's memories?" Max asked.
"Yeah, getting ready to download them to my computer," I said. "You wanna stay and observe?"
"What the hell," he said. "I'd like to see this."
"Nothing much to see, really," I told him. By then, the laptop was up and I brought up the application. I put the headset on and fired it up. We watched as the transfer took place. Then the processing began.
"Might as well relax a bit," I said. "This could take up to a half-hour depending on how much there is to index."
"Stay right here, I'll be right back," Max said before leaving my room. He was back five minutes later with two cups of steaming liquid. He handed one to me and I took a sip. Whatever it was, it tasted delicious and I found it calming.
"What is this?" I asked.
"Tea," Max said. "Adrestia's own special blend. C'mon, let's step out back for a bit." We stepped outside and walked around to the back of the guest quarters. I saw the rock Gunny Rob talked about and a wooden bench in front of it. Max sat down and I joined him. He pulled out a pack of cigarettes and offered one to me.
"Thanks, but I don't smoke," I said.
"I know," he said. "Take one anyway." For some reason, I felt compelled to do as he said. I noticed the brand on the pack -- "JOP." He held the lighter as I took my first puff. I expected to choke on the thing and was surprised that I didn't. In fact, I found it as calming as Adrestia's tea.
"I've never seen that brand before," I said.
"You can't get this in any store," he said. "Friend of mine gave them to me."
"Let me guess -- a special blend?"
"Something like that," he said. "He once told me there's nothing like a beer and a good smoke to finish the day." I chuckled at that.
"You did really well in there, Cameron," Max said as we waited. "Except for when you were about to lose it. Reminded you of Ginger, didn't it?"
"Maybe a bit," I said. "But Ginger isn't Nelson's wife."
"No, she's not. You're going to have to learn to keep your emotions under control, Cameron," he said. "You're no good to me, Nelson, or anyone else if you can't do that. You need to find a way to channel those emotions or they're going to get the best of you."
"You're right," I said. "Gunny Rob basically told me the same thing."
"He's a good man. You should listen to him," Max said. "You know, there's outcroppings of rock like this all over the place up here. When I was a student here, my senior instructor took us to a rock like this on the other side of the camp. Told us to break the rock with our anger. 'Yell at it, scream at it, curse at it, beat it, kick it, piss on it if you have to,' he said." Max chuckled at the memory.
"Imagine, 15 guys standing around yelling at a rock to break. A couple guys actually pissed on the thing. When we had all calmed down, the senior spoke to us. I'll never forget what he said. 'See, your anger didn't budge this rock one iota. It was here thousands of years before you were born and it'll be here thousands of years after you're dead and buried.' He was right."
"Sounds like a wise man, your senior instructor," I said.
"He was," Max said.
"There's only one thing," I said. "You see, I really can break that rock with my anger."
"Now that I'd like to see," Max said. I shook my head.
"I don't think so," I said. "It's actually pretty scary, knowing I have that inside me."
"How do you deal with it?" Max asked.
"I have mental exercises I use and they usually do the trick. If those don't work, I have something that generates low-energy waves," I said. "But if you're serious about a demonstration, I suppose we can arrange that one of these days."
"Yeah, that would be interesting," he said. "You're a good man, Cameron. You have a lot of potential to help a lot of people. You're smart, observant and you have heart. But you need to be more objective, not let things get to you. I know it's hard sometimes, especially with what you've been through, but I'll help you any way I can."
"Thanks, Max, I appreciate that," I said. We finished our cigarettes and stubbed them out in the ashcan sitting on the ground. "I guess we'd better go check the status of Nelson's brain feed." We got up and went back inside the guest quarters.
The laptop dinged as soon as we entered my room, letting me know the processing had finished. I sat down and Max hovered over my shoulder. I pulled up the search bar and typed "fuck your wife," the phrase Nelson said the man used on his first phone call, then hit enter.
"You can search memories with this?" he asked.
"Yeah, it works a bit like Google," I said. A couple seconds later, I saw four entries. I looked for one that was about a year old and selected it. We watched in first person as Joe answered his phone and saw that it was an unlisted number. He opened the call and we heard the man on the other end. I paused for a second and selected a menu option that would bring up the voice-print recorder, then restarted the video.
"I'm going to fuck your wife and take her from you. Hah hah hah," the man said. I paused the video again and confirmed the voice-print had been captured. Then I used the menu options to search Joe's memories for voice-prints that were at least a 90 percent match. I hit enter and watched the progress bar.
"It's probably going to take a while for this to complete, so we might as well take a break," I said. "Maybe it'll be done after we get back from dinner."
"Well, it's nearly 5:00 now, so we might as well get started," Max said, looking at his watch. We left the guest quarters and I followed Max to the chow hall. It wasn't hard to find, as there was a line at the front door. When we got there, we were directed to the guest line and the man at the door scanned our cards.
"Trays and utensils are right over there," he said, pointing to a rack that held metal trays and containers of knives, forks, and spoons. We got our trays and went through the line, where we each got a fair-sized venison steak, a nice helping of green beans, and garlic mashed potatoes. A secondary line held the makings for a salad, so we made a salad, grabbed a glass of tea, and headed for the guest section.



As we savored our venison, John and Gunny Rob came to our table, each holding a tray of their own.
"Mind if we join you?" John asked.
"Not at all," Max said. They sat down and began eating.
"So, what do ya think?" Gunny Rob asked.
"This is delicious," I told him. "You eat like this every day?"
"Sure do," he said. "Nothing but the best for our students. Oh, by the way, before I forget. We got Nelson's phone, and he gave us the code to unlock it. The battery probably needs to be charged up, though."
"Thanks," I said, taking the plastic bag from him that held the phone and charger. I saw a slip of paper in the bag, folded in two. I opened it up and saw a four-digit code, then put it back into the bag. "I'll take a look when I get back to my room."
"We got a bitch-burning coming up in a couple weeks," Gunny Rob said as we ate. "You two are welcome to come up and watch if you want."
"We may just do that, Gunny," Max said.
"Bitch-burning? What's that?" I asked.
"It's a tradition here at Camp Rollins," John said. "It's a little ceremony we have the day before a class graduates. Gives the students a chance to blow off some steam before they go back to the real world."
"Sounds... interesting," I said. The other three smiled at each other.
"It is," Max said.
"Don't you tell him anything, Max," Gunny Rob said.
"Hey, what happens at Camp Rollins stays at Camp Rollins, right?" Max responded. The other two chuckled at that. My curiosity was piqued, though. Something told me this was something I had to see. I thought about probing their minds to see what this was really all about but decided to respect their privacy.
"Well, I'd better get back to my room, check out this phone, and see what's there," I said after I finished. "If you'll excuse me."
"Sure," Max said.
"You wanna join us at the lounge for a bit, Max?" John asked.
"Sure, why not," Max said. John handed me a card with his number. "I won't be gone too long," he told me before I left.
"And don't forget, breakfast is at 0600 hours," Gunny Rob said. "That's 6:00 am."
"Got it," I said. "See you all later." We said our goodbyes and I headed back to my room. I plugged Nelson's phone into its charger and checked my laptop. The search had completed and I noticed it had found several matches.
Two of the matches were dated after the initial call, which matched what Nelson had told me earlier. The remaining matches, however, were dated about 15 years or more before the first call. I thought that to be a bit odd and took a look at the memory corresponding to the last match before the first call.
Observing in the third-person perspective, I saw a teenage Joe Nelson walking in what appeared to be a schoolyard. A group of three other teenage boys came up and one who appeared to be slightly older than Joe stepped up and grabbed him by the shoulder, spinning him around.
"Alright, Nelson," he growled. "You know the deal. Give me your lunch money."
"Buzz off, creep," Joe said. The bully turned to his two companions and laughed.
"You hear that? Did he just call me a creep?"
"Sounded like it to me, Roger," one of the other boys said.
"Yeah, me too," the second boy added.
"Maybe you need to teach Nelson some manners," the first boy said. Roger chuckled at that and threw a punch, hitting Joe in the stomach. He went down, holding his stomach. Roger started kicking him as he lay on the ground.
"I said, gimme your money, Nelson," he yelled as he kept kicking. The other two boys egged Roger on.
"Kick his ass, Rog," one of them said. Roger laughed and sent another kick, but Joe had moved out of the way and surprised the bully with a fist to the face. They tangled for a while, falling to the ground. Finally, Joe straddled Roger and began pummeling his face with one blow after another. As this happened, the other two boys ran off and came back a few moments later, accompanied by two adults.
One of the adults pulled Joe off of Roger and the second took a look at Roger's face, which was now bruised and bloodied.
"What happened here?" one of the adults asked.
"Nothing, Mr. Smith. We were just walking along minding our own business when Nelson there jumped Roger," one of Roger's friends said.
"Is that true?" the other adult asked Joe.
"No, sir," Joe said. "Roger's been taking my lunch money almost every day for weeks. If I don't give it to him, he and his friends there beat me up. He tried it again, and had me on the ground, kicking me. I fought back."
The adult looked at Roger after Joe spoke and the two adults spoke to each other for a couple of minutes as the boys glared at each other.
"Alright, Joe, go see the nurse," the first adult said. "Then I want you to report to the principal's office." He turned to Roger. "And you, Mr. Lee, can consider yourself suspended. I'm tired of hearing about you bullying the other students. You understand me?"
"Yes, Mr. Smith," Roger said. I now had a name -- Roger Lee. But Roger wasn't finished. "Just wait, Nelson," he called out to Joe. "One of these days I'm going to take everything you have away from you. You hear me? Hah hah hah."
There it was, I thought to myself. The laugh convinced me this was the same guy who called Joe, and the same guy who destroyed his life. I didn't see much need to look at the other matches but saved the search for later.
I noticed that wifi coverage in the camp wasn't very good, so I used my phone as a hotspot and connected my laptop. The connection was better, but not by much. I did a search on Roger Lee and found that a man by that same name was a partner in the Hamilton Law Group in Orange County, California, the same firm where Joe's wife worked.
When I looked at the photos on the company's website, I saw him -- he was older than the boy in Joe's memory, but it was definitely him. He had the same sandy-colored hair, only cut shorter and more professional. He also had the same long face and the same shifty eyes. It was definitely him.
I saved my search and printed out the picture with my portable printer, then disconnected from the Internet. I didn't want to use up all of my hotspot bandwidth. Once done, I called Ginger.
"Hey, sweetie," she said when she answered.
"Hey yourself," I said. "Miss you."
"I miss you too, handsome," she said. "How's the case going? You like it up there in north Idaho?"
"It's nice up here," I said. "And the case is going well. I think I found something but I could use your help."
"Oh? What do you need?"
"Could you look up the Hamilton Law Group in Orange County, California, and pull up everything you can? Also get all the information you can about one of their partners, a Roger Lee."
"Yeah, I'll start my search right away. When do you need this?" she asked.
"As soon as possible," I said.
"Alright, I'll get right on it," she said.
"Thanks, you're the best," I told her.
"You got that right," she quipped. We exchanged sweet nothings for a bit longer and ended the call, expressing our love for each other. My next call was to Max.
"What's up, Cameron?" he asked.
"I think I may have found our guy," I told him. "Can you ask John if we can speak to Joe tonight?"
"That was fast," he said. "Are you sure about this?"
"Yeah, pretty sure," I said.
"Alright. Hang on, let me ask." I heard him cover the phone with his hand as he spoke. A few moments later, he came back to me.
"Yeah, John and Gunny Rob said they can have Nelson at the training and services building in a few minutes. We'll be over as well."
"Thanks, Max," I said. "See you then." We ended the call and I gathered my things before heading out to the training and services building. The door was locked, so I waited for them to show up. About 15 minutes later, I saw them heading my way, along with Joe and Sgt. Johnson. Gunny Rob pulled out his keys and opened the door, escorting us all inside. We went into the same room we used before and took our seats.
"Sorry to pull you away on such short notice, Joe," I said. "I just wanted to follow up on something with you."
"That's alright, Mr. Drake," he said.
"What can you tell me about a man named Roger Lee?" I asked.
"Roger Lee? Let me think. I don't recall anyone by that name right off the top of my head," he said. I could tell he was searching through his mind and let him think about it for a few moments. Then it hit him and his eyes opened wide. "Wait a minute, now I remember. I knew someone by that name in high school."
"That was about what, 15 years ago?" I asked. He nodded his head. I put the picture of Roger from his company's website on the table so he could see it.
"Yeah, that's him," Joe said.
"You two went to high school together, didn't you?" I asked.
"Yeah, we went to the same school, but he was a couple years ahead of me. I remember him now. He was a bully, hung out with a couple buddies of his. They all thought they were king shit. He used to take my lunch money and beat me up if I didn't give it to him. I remember telling my dad, and he taught me how to fight. One day, Roger came at me, hit me, and kicked me a few times, then I went back at him."
"You beat the crap out of him that day, didn't you?" I asked. He nodded his head.
"Yeah. Almost got suspended until they figured out what was really going on. He ended up getting suspended that day. Last I heard, his parents transferred him to a different school and I never heard from him again," Joe said.
"Do you remember what he told you that day?" I asked.
"He threatened me. I remember that" he said. I picked up my digital audio recorder and hit play.
"One of these days I'm going to take everything you have away from you. You hear me? Hah hah hah," we heard young Roger Lee's voice say. I saw Joe's eyes light up as he recalled the memory. I knew he recognized the laugh instantly.
"Sound familiar?" I asked.
"How... how did you get that?" he asked, his voice trembling.
"Trade secret," I said with a smile. "That's the same voice that called you that day a year ago, isn't it?" I asked. He nodded his head.
"Yeah, I'd recognize that laugh anywhere. Creepy," he said.
"Did you know he works at the same law firm as your wife?" I asked. He shook his head.
"No, I didn't know that," he said. "Wait, you think he and Veronica were in on this together?"
"I can't say that for certain," I said. "At least not at this time. We still have to verify that."
"Have you listened to the call on my phone yet?" he asked.
"Not yet," I said. "Your phone was dead and it's still charging up. I intend to listen to it later."
"So, what happens now?" he asked.
"What happens now, Joe is this," Max interjected before I could say anything. "Mr. Drake and I will follow through on this lead and see what comes of it." He turned to Gunny Rob. "Joe starts his third month in a couple weeks or so, right?"
"Yeah, that's right," Gunny Rob said. Max nodded his head.
"And that's when the lawyers get involved," Max said. He looked at Joe before speaking again. "Does your ex-wife know where you live?"
"Yeah, I think she does," he said. Max looked at John and Gunny Rob. They exchanged a look of concern before anyone spoke.
"I guess we'd better keep a closer eye on his apartment," John said. "I'll make the call, take care of that."
"Is there anything else, Cameron?" Max asked.
"I contacted Ginger. She's pulling a report on Lee and the company he works for," I said.
"Good thinking," Max said. "Well, it looks like we will be up for the bitch-burning after all," he told John and Gunny Rob. He turned to me and smiled. "Nice work, Cameron," he said. "Alright, I guess we're about done here, then. We'll make sure you get Nelson's phone back before we leave in the morning."
"Sounds good," Gunny Rob said. He nodded to Sgt. Johnson, who escorted Joe out of the room. Gunny Rob smiled as he looked at me. "Good job, son," he said with a smile. We left and headed back to our rooms.
"I'm amazed you were able to get that information so quickly," Max said.
"I have a few more memories to sort through, and I still need to hear that phone call," I told him.
"So, you think Lee wanted revenge for a 15-year-old schoolyard slight?" Max asked. "That seems a bit extreme to me."
"Me too," I said. "Maybe we should see about talking to Lee and Veronica."
"I think you're right," he said. By then, we reached the guest quarters and Max joined me in my room. By then, the phone had charged and I unlocked it. After it updated all the calls, texts, and other notifications, I opened the audio recorder and found the call Joe received from Veronica.
"You ready for this?" Max asked. I nodded my head.
"Yeah, I think so," I said.
"Let me know if you feel the need to blow," he said. "We'll go out back if necessary."
"I think I'll be okay," I said.
"Well, then, let's hear it." I started the playback.
"Veronica? Is that really you?" Joe asked.
"Yes, Joe, it's me," she said in a monotone.
"Before you say anything else, you should know that I'm recording this call," he said. "If you want to continue, then I'll assume you consent to have it recorded. Otherwise, we'll end it right here and now."
"Whatever," she said in a dismissive tone of voice. "I figured your lawyer would tell you to do that anyway. It won't make any difference in the long run."
"Okay, I'm just letting you know. I've been trying to get in touch with you for the longest time. Where are you? What's going on? Why the divorce papers?"
"I'm sorry, Joe," she said. "If you must know, I'm with... him right now."
"Him? Who's this 'him' you're talking about?" Joe asked.
"I... can't tell you that, Joe," she said. "But I can tell you he's the guy who called you."
"What? And you're with him now?"
"Yes, Joe. I've been with him since before he called," she said.
"Wait, what?" Joe asked, clearly shocked.
"That's right, Joe. I knew he was going to call you. We... planned it that way."
"You planned it? Why? I don't get it. Were you already fucking him when he called?"
"No, Joe. We waited until the day after he called for that. But I had been with him before then. We just hadn't gone all the way yet. We planned everything. Then we executed our plan."
"But why would you do this to me? To us? What did I ever do to deserve this?"
"You didn't do anything to deserve what we did. We did it because... well, it made him happy, and... it was fun."
"Fun? What all did you do? Besides fuck around behind my back?"
"You really don't want to know, Joe," she said.
"Yes, I do," Joe said.
"Alright," she said. "But this is going to be painful. He would come to the house with me and fuck me in the kitchen while I made your dinner. Then when he was ready, he would shoot his cum right into your food and I would mix it in. Remember all those casseroles I made for you to eat while I was supposedly out with the girls?"
"You didn't," Joe said, shocked. "No wonder they tasted so bitter."
"Now you know. He even pissed in some of them as well."
"That's sick. Why would you let him do that?"
"I told you. It was fun, and I got a kick out of humiliating you for him. There's more."
"More?"
"Yes. I can't tell you how many times he would cum in my mouth and leave the house just before you got home. I wondered if you could even tell when you kissed me."
"I thought you tasted a bit... off. That's disgusting." She laughed hysterically.
"Yes it is, isn't it? You remember that day I called you home when the pipes burst?"
"Yeah," Joe said.
"They didn't burst. I cut them. And I tore the hole in the closet to make sure the water would get all over your stuff. That was after he pissed all over your collections."
"You realize those were worth some $250,000?" Joe asked.
"Yes, I did. But he and I thought it was so childish. I mean, a grown man, collecting stamps and baseball cards."
"My father and I spent years putting those together," Joe said. "Some of those were collected by my grandfather during the war. That was his legacy. Didn't that mean anything to you at all?"
"No. Not at all. All that mattered was making my man happy," she said. "And you know what? I loved watching him piss all over those collections of yours."
"The plumber told me it looked like sabotage to him. So you're responsible for that? Did you burn them as well?"
"Yes," she said. "To both of your questions."
"And all those nights you supposedly spent with your sister? Were you with him?"
"Yes," she said. "In fact, the night you came over, he was in the bedroom. He had just finished fucking both of us. We both had his cum running down our legs. You wanna know what we did after you left?"
"What?"
"We went back into the bedroom and had a three-way. I never knew sucking cum out of my own sister's pussy could be so... delicious."
"You fucked your own sister?" Joe asked, the shock clear in his voice.
"Yeah," she responded with a little laugh. "We do it regularly now."
"And the divorce papers you had served on me. You claimed I abused you. You know I never abused you. Ever. I loved you too much to ever hurt you. All that was a collection of lies," Joe said through his tears.
"I know," she said.
"You knew those were all lies? That's perjury!"
"So? Grow up, Joe. No one cares about any of that shit."
"I take it your lover told you to do that as well," Joe said.
"Yes, he did."
"I don't get it. Why not just tell me you didn't want to be married to me anymore? Why did you do all of this?"
"Because it made him happy," she said. "You see, he's not just my lover. He's my soul mate. My master and I would do anything for him. Anything. I would even kill you if he asked me to."
"You would kill me?" Joe asked.
"Yes," she said calmly. "But don't worry. He doesn't want you dead. Not by my hand, anyway. He wants you to suffer. Now if you decided to kill yourself, that would be different. We would both celebrate that."
"My God, you're not even human," Joe said. "What are you?"
"What I am is your past," she said. "I'm my master's personal plaything now. By the way, this will be the last time we ever talk. I'm having you served with a restraining order. Goodbye, Joe. Enjoy what's left of your miserable life. And remember to keep your eyes peeled. One of these days, I may just decide to put you out of your misery like a dog. Bye now. Bye." The call ended and I stopped the recording.
...
To be continued.
Notes: Camp Rollins was first mentioned in my series, "The Camp." Gunny Rob shows up in "The Camp Ch. 04: Gunny Rob."
Adrestia Rhamnousia first appeared in "The Cheating Zone 03: Lori." She is also featured in her own series, "Cheater's Gallery," and plays a prominent role in the "Max Burnage" series.
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The following was inspired by an email from a reader. To fully understand the context of what is happening here, I suggest you read the first three parts of this story.
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...
The end of "Flash 04: OJT, Part 01"
"I don't get it. Why not just tell me you didn't want to be married to me anymore? Why did you do all of this?"
"Because it made him happy," she said. "You see, he's not just my lover. He's my soul mate. My master and I would do anything for him. Anything. I would even kill you if he asked me to."
"You would kill me?" Joe asked.
"Yes," she said calmly. "But don't worry. He doesn't want you dead. Not by my hand, anyway. He wants you to suffer. Now if you decided to kill yourself, that would be different. We would both celebrate that."
"My God, you're not even human," Joe said. "What are you?"
"What I am is your past," she said. "I'm my master's personal plaything now. By the way, this will be the last time we ever talk. I'm having you served with a restraining order. Goodbye, Joe. Enjoy what's left of your miserable life. And remember to keep your eyes peeled. One of these days, I may just decide to put you out of your misery like a dog. Bye now. Bye." The call ended and I stopped the recording.
...
And now, Part 02 of "Flash 04: OJT":
"You okay?" Max asked. "Your eyes are pulsing." I looked in the mirror and saw the gold specks in my eyes pulsing brightly. I knew that was the first sign of a possible eruption. I took a few deep breaths and relaxed.
"Yeah," I said quietly.
"Maybe we should step out back and discuss our next steps," he said. I nodded my head and followed him out. We stopped in his room long enough for him to make two cups of Adrestia's tea, then went outside and sat on the bench facing the large rock. He offered me another cigarette and I accepted.
"You're gonna get me hooked on these things," I said.
"There are worse vices," he said as he lit my cigarette. I inhaled deeply and took a sip of tea. I could feel myself starting to relax.
"And you thought you had it bad," he said with a smile. I realized he was right.
"Did you hear the tone of her voice?" I asked.
"I did," Max said. "She seemed very detached, emotionally. You think he may have drugged her or something?"
"No," I said. "I don't think so. She was cool, calm, collected. She deliberately calculated how she would hurt her husband and executed her plan. I'd love to take a look at her brain feed."
"I'll bet you would," Max said. "I know one thing -- the lawyers are gonna have a field day with this one. This isn't just a civil case anymore. I don't know if you caught it, but she admitted to more than one crime. The incestuous acts with her sister are enough to technically get her thrown in jail for a couple years. And that's only one possible charge."
"We'll need to go to Orange County," I said. Max nodded his head.
"I agree," he said. "The sooner the better. I suggest we go home tomorrow morning as planned. Take the rest of the day off, spend some time with Ginger. Adrestia and I will make arrangements and we'll go to southern California on Thursday. You and I will get together and work out our strategy on Wednesday. We should be able to do what's needed on Thursday and return on Friday. Don't forget, you and Ginger are coming to the gallery on Saturday."
"Gonna be a busy week," I said.
"Yes, it is," Max said. We went back to our rooms and I got ready for bed. My last thought when I closed my eyes was of Ginger. The next thing I knew, I saw her in my mind, almost as if she was in the bed with me, laying on her side, nude. She looked at me with a big smile and the specks in her eyes actually twinkled. I smiled back and reached out to her, pulling her to me.
She wrapped her arms around me and we kissed deeply. I could feel her breasts against me and I began to respond to her presence. The next thing I knew, she had taken my now-erect cock in her hands and guided me inside her. She felt so good to me and so real. Far too real to be a dream, I thought to myself.
"This is no dream, my love," she purred in my ear, almost as if she could hear my thoughts. "I've missed you so much. I need this," she whispered as we bucked against each other. We groaned as we coupled and were soon crying out as we climaxed together. We held each other for a few minutes as we calmed down.
"Sweet dreams, my husband," she said, giving me a kiss.
"As long as you're in them, they'll always be sweet," I said. She smiled and we exchanged another kiss.
"I'll see you in the flesh tomorrow," she said. "I love you."
"I love you more," I responded. I slept like a log for the rest of the night and woke up to the sound of reveille being played on the camp's speaker system. Even though it was 5:30 am, I felt surprisingly refreshed and couldn't help but wonder about what happened the previous night. Was it real, or was it Memorex, I asked myself, thinking about the old commercial. I made a mental note to ask Smith and Jones about it the next time I saw them, which was scheduled to be tonight.
I got up, did my business, took a shower, dressed, and went to Max's room. He opened the door before I could knock and looked at me.
"Ready for breakfast?" he asked.
"Sure," I told him. We locked our doors and headed for the chow hall, where we enjoyed a large Denver omelet, hash browns, bacon, coffee, juice, and milk.
"Boy this sure takes me back," Max said as he ate his omelet. John and Gunny Rob joined us as we ate. I pulled out a bag containing Joe's phone and handed it to Gunny Rob.
"I got everything I need off of that," I said. "Thanks."
"You may want to get with legal," Max added. "I have a feeling the authorities in California will want to examine it."
"You think this has evidence of criminal activity?" Gunny Rob asked.
"I do," Max said.
"So, what are your plans now?" Alan asked.
"We're going back right after breakfast. Our flight leaves Spokane at 11:00. We'll be following up on some things later this week in California, see what we can find," Max said.
"What do we tell Nelson?" Gunny Rob asked.
"Tell him we're looking into his case. We'll be back in a couple weeks, regardless of what we find," Max said. Gunny Rob looked at me.
"What do you think, son?" he asked.
"I know what my gut's telling me, Gunny," I said. "But I'd rather wait and see what we learn down there before I say anything." He nodded his head.
"Alright," he said. "I guess we'll see you two in a couple weeks, then."
"We'll be here," Max said. We stood and said our goodbyes after we finished eating, then went back to our rooms and packed up. We turned our card keys in to the receptionist, said our final goodbyes, and left the camp.
I called Ginger while Max took care of the car rental to let her know we were about to board the plane in Spokane.
"We'll be leaving here shortly," I told her.
"I know, silly," she said.
"You know?" I asked.
"Of course. You left your itinerary, remember?"
"Oh, yeah. I guess I did," I said sheepishly.
"How did you sleep last night?" she asked. I detected a bit of mischievousness in her voice.
"I slept very well, thank you. How about you?"
"Like a baby," she purred. "Did you enjoy yourself last night?" she asked in a very low voice.
"I did. Wait, was that for real?" I asked, shocked.
"Uh, yeah, it was. I told you it was real last night," she said.
"Wow," I said. "We'd better tell Smith and Jones about this. They'll definitely want to know."
"I know," she said. "They'll be over this evening, by the way."
"Yeah, I know," I said. "So, did you enjoy that last night?"
"More than you'll ever know," she said.
"I guess we'll have to do that more often," I told her.
"Got that right, stud muffin," she said. "I'd better get going. I'll see you when you get home. Love you."
"Love you too," I said, ending the call. I looked up and saw Max watching me.
"You two lovebirds finished?" he asked. "We have a plane to catch."
"Yeah," I said. "We're done." He nodded his head and I followed him to the terminal.
...
Ginger flew into my arms when Max dropped me off at the house. She wrapped herself around me and it felt so good to be home with her again. We said our goodbyes to Max and went back into the house. After I put my things away, we embraced each other again.
"So, I take it you had a good trip?" she asked.
"Yes, it was very productive," I told her. "Max and I will be going to southern California to do a follow-up on Thursday. We're planning to be back on Friday. I had an idea about something I wanted to run by you," I added.
"You mean, setting up a server for the brain feeds and showing me how to use your app so I can help you review them?" she asked. I looked at her, stunned.
"Yes, how did you know?"
"It just came to me about an hour ago," she said. That was about the time I had the idea. I would definitely have to talk about this with Smith and Jones tonight.
"Well, what do you think?" I asked her.
"I think it's a very good idea," she said. "You obviously don't have time to spend digging through other people's memories and I already told you I'd be more than happy to help you in any way I could."
"Alright, I'll start planning it out," I said. "Have I told you lately that I think you're the absolute best?"
"I think you may have mentioned it a time or two, but a girl likes to hear that more often," she said with a smile.
"Well, you're the absolute best and I love to pieces," I told her, making her smile even wider. "So, what did you find out about Lee and the Hamilton Group?"
"I'm still putting together a portfolio on them, but so far, everything seems to be on the up-and-up. Lee is a very well-respected member of the community down there and the law firm is doing very well," she said. "They have several elected officials as clients and one of their lawyers was elected to the State Assembly in the last election."
"So, they're politically connected?" I asked.
"Yes," she said. "The firm has its own PAC and they contribute the maximum to a number of candidates on both sides of the political aisle. So far, about 95 percent of their benefactors win their elections."
"Interesting," I said. "So, nothing jumped out at you? No red flags?"
"No, nothing," she said.
"Which means Lee is very good at covering his tracks," I said.
"Apparently so," she said. "You may find this interesting. Lee is being considered for a 'man-of-the-year' honor by a local business group down there. It's set to be announced at the group's annual dinner in about six weeks or so."
"Really?" I asked. "Even more interesting. I'll mention that to Max tomorrow. Thank you for doing that, by the way."
"You're very welcome," she said.
...
That evening, Smith and Jones sat quietly and listened as we detailed the changes in Ginger and the strange occurrences over the last few weeks. Ginger showed them her journal and they read through it quietly. When they finished, Smith pulled a device from his briefcase, opened it up, and ran it around Ginger's head, then mine. He sat back down and the two of them conversed in their language as they looked at the device.
"What's going on?" I asked, a bit impatient. Smith looked at me before speaking.
"I take it you two are still exchanging genetic material?" he asked.
"You mean, having sex? Yes. Why?" I asked.
"It is difficult to adequately explain in your limited language," Smith said. "It appears the two of you are going through a cellular synchronization."
"What?" I asked.
"Let me put it in terms you might be able to understand," Jones said. "You understand your computer and network technology, is that right?"
"Yes," I said.
"What is happening to you is similar to what happens when two computers connect on a network. Right now, your minds are engaging in a... handshake, of sorts. They are connected to each other on a cellular level. As a result, your brain waves are synchronizing much in the way that computers can synchronize on one of your networks," he said.
"In short, your two minds are beginning to function as one," Smith added. Ginger and I looked at each other, shocked. "Her thoughts will be your thoughts and vice versa. You will each maintain your own identities and personalities. You will continue to have your own dreams and aspirations. But they will no longer be just yours alone. Of course, this means that over time, you will not be able to keep secrets from each other, and there could be other ramifications."
"We will need to develop a protocol to ensure that your base system remains separate from that which you share, just as your computer servers have their own operating system and programs," Jones said.
"What about the baby?" Ginger asked. Smith ran the device over Ginger's abdomen and the two of them examined the results before responding.
"Hmm," Smith finally said.
"What does that mean?" I asked.
"Your offspring are well within normal parameters," Smith said. "They are functioning exactly as they should. They will become part of your neural network and will link to you just as the two of you are linked to each other. For them, it will be as natural as breathing or eating."
"Them?" I asked.
"Yes," Jones said. "Two lifeforms are gestating within your wife's body. One male and one female. Did you not know this?"
"No," Ginger said. We looked at each other. Twins! We're having twins, we each thought.
"So, will they have the same abilities as I?" I asked. Smith and Jones looked at each other, then at me.
"Yes," they both said at the same time. "In fact, you could say they will be the first in your species' latest evolution," Jones added. Holy fuck, I thought to myself. I sensed the same from Ginger.
"Ah, that's right," Smith said. "Human offspring are not mentally mature at birth."
"True," Jones added. "They can be quite... precocious and demanding at first."
"That could be... catastrophic," Smith said. Then it hit me what he meant. I could just see one of our children blowing the house up during a temper tantrum. Or the neighborhood.
"We will need to develop protocols for the upbringing of your children," Jones said. "Something that will ensure they mature while maintaining the safety of everyone else."
"I know I'm still transitioning, but what about Ginger? What about the changes she's experiencing?" I asked.
"She is in transition as well, however, her transition is much slower, and therefore, more manageable," Smith said. "We are developing a training plan for her. As for you, Cameron, we need to do more work on your anger management. You need to learn how to control yourself a bit better."
"The exercises you gave me seem to work just fine," I said.
"Which is why you nearly blew up at Camp Rollins," Jones said sarcastically. "The exercises were intended to stop sudden outbursts, but nothing more. We will work on this starting tonight. In fact, we'd like both of you to participate."
"I think that would be a good idea," I said, looking at Ginger, who nodded her head in agreement. We went through the workout with Smith and Jones, which I felt helped both of us. Before they left, I hit them up with a question.
"Just curious, what's my capacity? How many years of memories can I realistically download into my mind?" I asked.
"You should be capable of holding roughly 750 years' worth of information. That should be far more than enough capacity given the average life span of your species," Smith said. "In fact, with that amount of storage space, you should be able to easily hold multiple brain feeds at one time. Why?"
"Just curious. What happens if that capacity is exceeded?"
"In that case, the brain feed is rejected and sent back to its origination," he explained.
"I see," I said. "Thanks, I was just wondering."
"Have you experienced a brain feed rejection?" Jones asked.
"Yes, it happened once and I was curious to know how that could happen," I said.
"We can upgrade that subsystem if you feel it is necessary," Smith said. I shook my head.
"No, I don't think that'll be necessary," I said. "But thanks anyway." So, I thought to myself after they left, THAT'S why I didn't get Adrestia's brain feed. But, I recalled, I had no other memories stored at the time I tried connecting to her. Then the implication of that hit me. That would mean Adrestia was more than 750 years old. That's impossible, I thought to myself. But, I realized, it's really no more impossible than what I have been experiencing these last few months. I'm definitely not in Kansas anymore.
"What's that about Kansas?" Ginger asked.
"Oh, I was just thinking that we're not in Kansas anymore," I said.
"You got that right, sports fans," she said with a chuckle. "So, how do you feel about the idea of us being able to share our thoughts?"
"On one hand, I can see how it could bring us closer together," I said.
"But, what if one of us has an impure thought?" she asked, echoing my concerns.
"Why do you ask? Are you having impure thoughts about your co-workers or something?" I asked jokingly.
"No," she said. "I've already been down that road, remember?" I could tell that whole period in her life still bothered her, so I decided not to make an issue of it.
"Yeah," I said. "I guess we'll have to just take things one day at a time. You know, it's one thing to have a stray thought. We all have them. It's another to act on it."
"I suppose you're right," she said after a while.
Later that night, Ginger and I held each other in bed. We had just wrapped up a steamy session of sex and were basking in the afterglow.
"I'm scared, Cameron," she said quietly.
"About what? Having twins?"
"Yeah, that can be a bit scary. But I was thinking about having twins with super-human abilities in a world full of fucked-up people," she said. "How are we going to deal with that?"
"I don't know," I said. "With a lot of love and a lot of patience, I suppose. You know, we could always read some old Superman comics and see how Clark Kent's parents dealt with him," I added jokingly.
"Oh, yeah, let's rely on a comic book," she responded with a laugh. I laughed with her. Yeah, it was a silly idea, but at this point, I was ready to consider almost anything.
"Let's see what Smith and Jones come up with," I finally said.
"We'll need to tell your parents," she said.
"Yeah, we will. That's going to be an interesting discussion."
"And what about school? What do we say then?"
"Oh, that's easy. We'll just tell the principal that our children have super-human powers and can blow up the school with a single thought if someone pisses them off," I said half-jokingly.



"That'll go over like a lead balloon," Ginger said, laughing. "Please, I'm being serious here. What do we do?"
"Maybe we should think about home-schooling," I said.
"But they need to socialize with other children," she countered.
"You're right. I guess we'll just have to see how things go. Who knows, maybe they'll be well-adjusted enough that it won't be a problem. That's not all that's bugging you though, is it?"
"No, it's not," she said quietly. "All this talk of neural networks and transitioning and mental links -- I mean, how do you cope with all of it?"
"It's not easy, I'll admit," I said. "I try not to let it overwhelm me. Just look on the bright side, though."
"What's that?"
"We'll never be able to say we couldn't get in touch with each other," I said with a smile. She chuckled and slapped my arm.
"I'm being serious here, and you're making jokes," she said.
"Look, if worse comes to worst, we'll buy an island somewhere and start our own civilization of super-powered human beings, okay? At this point, I'm focused on the here and now. And right now, I'm in bed with the most beautiful woman in the world who just happens to be carrying my children. I've never been happier or more in love with anyone in my entire life," I said.
"Oh, Cam, that's the sweetest thing you've ever said to me," she said as she snuggled into me. "You know what I really need right now?"
"What?" I asked.
"Right now, I need another big dose of your genetic material," she said as she grabbed my cock.
"Yes, ma'am," I said. "One dose of genetic material coming right up. You want fries with that?" She giggled and took my manhood into her mouth.
...
"Good morning, Cam," Sally, Max's receptionist, said as I walked into the office. "Max is waiting for you."
"Thanks, Sally," I said. "And good morning to you as well." I went into Max's office and found him sitting behind his desk, a lit cigarette in his ashtray. Two cups of hot tea were sitting on his desk and I knew one was for me. I sat down and took a sip of tea.
"Morning," I said.
"About damn time you got in," he said with a smile. "I take it everything went well last night?"
"It did, thanks. Ginger's working up a portfolio on Lee and the Hamilton Group. No red flags so far, but she did say he's being considered for some kind of award."
"Interesting," Max said. "Oh, I got something for you," he added as he pulled a tablet out of his briefcase and handed it over to me. "Adrestia put an application on it for you. It's just like the one I use. Go ahead, turn it on and use 1234 to unlock it. You can set the code to whatever you want."
I opened the tablet and found only one icon on the main screen. That was odd, I thought. Max told me to go ahead and launch it, so I did.
"What is this?" I asked.
"It's a tool that lets you perform real-time surveillance on anyone, anywhere and at any time," Max said.
"How is that possible?" I asked.
"Trade secret. I'd tell you but then I'd have to kill you," he added with a smile and a wink. "Just kidding, of course. Actually, it's something Adrestia cooked up. It's a lot like what you can do, except you don't need to have a previous mental connection to the target."
"Feds would probably go nuts with something like this if they ever learned about it," I said.
"They won't learn about it, trust me," he said. "Watch how this works." He showed me how to search for anyone I wanted. He entered Roger Lee's name in the first box and "Orange County, California" in the second box. A list of Roger Lee's showed up, but one had a yellow star next to it.
"I took the liberty of drilling the search down myself to save us some time," he explained. He selected the name and the main window appeared. We found ourselves looking at a man sitting at a desk inside a well-appointed office. I recognized him right off.
Max selected another icon and a smaller window appeared below the video. I saw gibberish scroll across and wondered what was going on.
"That's the thought monitor," Max said. "It's synchronizing to his brain. Give it a couple minutes." Sure enough, after a few minutes, the gibberish changed to something that could be read.
"This is what he's thinking?" I asked.
"Yes, it is," Max said. "As you have probably already surmised, he's reading some paperwork in front of him and thinking about how he plans to handle the case he's working on. We heard a knock on his door.
"Enter," Roger said abruptly. The door opened and an attractive brunette walked into the office carrying two cups of what I assumed was coffee. She handed one to him and kept the other for herself, taking a sip.
"Caramel mocha, decaf, just like you wanted," she said with a smile. He looked up and smiled back at her.
"Thank you, Veronica, this is just what the doctor ordered," he said before taking a sip. "Perfect," he added, wiping his mouth. I looked at Max.
"Did he just call her Veronica?" I asked.
"That's what I heard. You thinking what I'm thinking?"
"That she's Nelson's ex-wife? Yeah," I said.
"Let's watch and find out," Max said. As we watched, Roger closed his folder and turned his attention to Veronica.
"So, have you found out where that loser ex-husband of yours is hiding out?" he asked. The woman shook her head and sat down.
"No, I haven't heard anything from anyone," she said.
"I haven't had any luck either," he said.
"Why are you so interested in finding him?" she asked. "You've taken everything from him. You got me. We destroyed him. Why not just let it go so we can move on with our lives?"
"I haven't taken everything yet," Roger said. "He's still working at that bank and he's still drawing air."
"You promised me you wouldn't kill him," she said.
"And I don't intend to. Not unless he forces my hand. I'd rather he did it himself. You know that. You're not going soft on me, are you?"
"No, sweetheart," she said. "It's just that I'd rather forget about him and focus on us."
"I'd like nothing better myself," he said. "But there's one thing I need to do first."
"What's that?" she asked.
"I need to piss on his grave," he said grimly.
"Haven't your investigators found anything out?" she asked.
"No. Useless bunch of worthless fucks haven't been able to find out shit. So I hired in some guy from back east."
"Oh? Who?"
"Some gumshoe named Hammer," he said. That got my attention. "Found him in Atlantic City, running from some mob types. Fixed his little problem for him, then brought him here to find your ex."
"Has he found anything?"
"Not yet, but he's hot on the trail. Went by his apartment the other day. Found out he hasn't been around for the last couple of months. All his bills are being paid, though, and his mail is being held until just after the end of next month," Roger said. "He's asking around, though."
"What happens if this Hammer guy finds him?"
"He'll do what he's been paid to do. Enough about your ex. Are you still my little slave?" he asked with a sneer.
"Of course," she said. "You know I'm yours to command." He smiled wide and pulled back from his desk.
"Then what are you waiting for, my slave? Why aren't you under my desk sucking my dick?" She smiled and crawled under the desk as he unzipped his fly.
"Watch this," Max said. As I watched, he moved his finger on the screen and the camera angle followed his movement. He touched another icon and zoomed in. By now, we could clearly see Veronica with Roger's cock planted firmly in her mouth. I looked at Max, shocked.
"How is that possible?" I asked.
"Trade secret, remember?" I shook my head in disbelief.
"You recorded this, right?"
"Of course," Max said. "Man of the year, huh?" he asked with a snort.
"Yeah," I said sarcastically. A germ of an idea began to form in my mind. I connected to Hammer's mind to find out what he was doing. At that moment, he was in bed with what looked like a hooker. She seemed to be well-worn and a bit long in the tooth, but I wasn't there to judge Hammer's taste in women.
Projecting myself through his mind, I looked around the small motel room and discovered that he was in Westminster, California, one of the many communities that filled Orange County just south of Los Angeles. I made a note to myself and disconnected from his mind.
"Where the hell were you?" Max asked. "I tried talking to you, but you just sat there staring at the desk."
"Sorry, I connected with Hammer's mind. He's located in Westminster, California. Last I heard, he was in Atlantic City. I wanted to see if the Hammer Roger spoke of was the same guy. It is."
"I take it you've had dealings with this Hammer?" Max asked.
"Yes, I have. He worked for Bergstrom for a while," I said. "After he was sent to prison, he wanted Hammer to kill us. I convinced Hammer it would be best if he left the area."
"I see," Max said. "Are you alright? You seem to be a bit stressed."
"I'll be fine," I said. "It takes a lot of effort to project myself through someone's mind."
"I imagine it does," he said. He pressed a button on his intercom. "Sally, would you mind bringing in a couple cups of tea, please?" he asked.
"Of course, Max," she said in response. "I'll be right there." A couple minutes later, she came into the office with two cups of hot tea and set them on the desk.
"Thank you, Sally," Max said.
"You're welcome," she said before leaving the office. He pulled out his cigarettes and offered one, which I took. We drank our tea and smoked our cigarettes as we discussed the plan for our visit to Orange County. Then we spent the next two hours or so rehearsing my part, with him playing Roger. By the time we finished, I felt like I had a good handle on things.
"Why don't you call it a day, go on home, rest, pack and spend some quality time with your wife," Max said. "I'll pick you up at 7:00 am so we can get to the airport in time."
"Sounds like a plan to me," I said. I went home and packed my bags for the trip. Ginger got home from work about the time I finished.
"You about ready to go?" she asked.
"Yeah," I said. "I've got my martial arts class this afternoon, but other than that I'm all yours. How was work?"
"Oh, pretty much the same old, same old. You know how that goes," she said.
"Yeah, I do. Listen, after my class, you want me to bring home a pizza or something? Maybe we can hang out on the couch and... play."
"Play?" she asked, raising her eyebrows. "That sounds... interesting. Does this play involve swapping genetic material?" she asked with a smile.
"It just might," I said, taking her in my arms.
"Well then. I guess it's pizza and playtime tonight," she said before giving me a kiss. "What time is Max picking you up?"
"Six o'clock," I said. "So I'll have to get up earlier than normal."
"Well, better get going then, so we'll have time to play," she said.
I went to my class and stopped off for pizza afterward. I got a large half veggie and half meat-lovers with extra sauce. The half veggie part was Ginger's and the other was mine. I though about calling her to let her know, but decided instead to connect directly to her mind.
"I'm picking up the pizza now," I told her in my mind when I saw her smiling face.
"Good," she replied. "The wine is chilled and the rest is warming up," she added with a delightfully wicked smile. I pulled back and saw she was totally naked on the couch.
"I'll be home as fast as I can get there," I said. Grabbing the pizza, I made it home as fast as I could without breaking any laws. We fed each other some pizza and... played. I made sure her eyes flashed multiple times before we fell asleep.
That night I dreamed of tropical beaches. I was stretched out, naked, in a hammock strung between two large palm trees watching a fairly large group of nearly-naked people frolicking in the surf and sand not too far from me. I felt a connection to those people, as if I knew them.
I turned to the naked woman laying in the hammock with me. She turned her head toward me and smiled, her eyes flashing. It was definitely Ginger. She was a bit older in my dream, but just as beautiful as ever.
"This is the life, isn't it?" she asked.
"It sure is," I said.
The alarm woke me at 5:15 am. I turned it off, and went into the bathroom to shit, shower and shave. After I got dressed, I gave Ginger a kiss.
"You getting ready to leave already?" she asked.
"Yeah," I said. "It's about that time. I'll get with you when I get there."
"You'd better," she said. "I love you."
"Love you too," I said. She turned and fell back to sleep, holding my pillow. I went downstairs, grabbed a cup of coffee to go. Just then, Max arrived and we headed out for the airport.
We landed at John Wayne Airport in Orange County and Max got the rental sedan he and Adrestia reserved. I connected to Ginger to let her know we had landed.
"Be careful," she said.
"I will," I told her. We exchanged mental "kisses" and disconnected. Max drove us to the Comfort Inn, which was close to the airport and we checked into our rooms. After we put our things away, Max looked at his watch.
"Get changed and grab your gear," he said. "We have just enough time to get you to your appointment with Roger." I already knew from Max that Adrestia had managed to get me an appointment with Roger and Veronica. I did as he said, changing into a suit and tie. I grabbed my briefcase and followed Max back to the car.
From there, we drove to Irvine, where the Hamilton Law Group was located. Max looked at me as I climbed out of the car.
"I'll be over in Santa Ana," he said. "I don't know how long this will take, so you probably should call an Uber when you're finished."
"No problem," I said.
"You have everything you need?" he asked.
"Under control," I said.
"Alright, I'll be in touch. Good luck," he said. I watched him drive off and went into the building.
"May I help you, sir," a large burly man in a dark suit asked when I approached the large desk in the entryway. I could make out the bulge in his suit and knew he was carrying a pistol.
"I'm here to see Roger Lee and Veronica Hartley. I have an appointment," I said. He looked on his computer before turning back to me.
"You have some identification?" he asked. I pulled out my license and let him look at it before putting it away. "One moment," he said before picking up a phone. I heard him talking to someone on the other end before ending the call.
"Someone will be with you shortly," he said abruptly.
"Thank you," I said. About five minutes later, a tall blonde wearing a tight dress came out of an elevator and headed my way.
"Mr. Drake?" she asked with a smile. "My God, what piercing eyes. And what's with those gold specks? I bet he'd be fun in the sack," I heard her say in her mind. Then I saw Ginger's face. "Don't even think of it, buster," she warned with a smile. I smiled back in my mind.
"Don't worry, babe," I told her. "She's got nothing on you."
"Damn right," Ginger said before we stepped in the elevator.
"So, is this your first time to southern California?" the blonde asked after the doors closed.
"Yes, it is," I said.
"Well, I hope you enjoy your stay," she said when the elevator stopped. "I'm Lucy, by the way."
"Cameron," I said. "Good to meet you, Lucy." The door opened and Lucy escorted me to another desk where another blonde-haired woman looked at my identification before pressing a buzzer.
"Mr. Lee and Ms. Hartley are expecting you," she said. "Please, go on in." Lucy escorted me into the office. I recognized Veronica and Roger from Joe's brain feed. They both stood as we walked in. Veronica held out her hand and I accepted. I felt the slight jolt and saw her flinch.
"Must be static," I said as her brain feed downloaded into my mind. "Sorry. You must be Veronica Hartley."
"Yes, I am," she said.
"Cameron Drake. Good to meet you," I said as pleasantly as I could. The anaglyph effect was strong with Veronica, but it was even stronger with Roger. I knew I would have to be on my toes with these two snakes.
Roger held out his hand and I accepted it as well. He also flinched when he felt the slight jolt.
"Roger Lee," he said. "Pleasure to meet you."
"And you as well, Mr. Lee," I said. "Please, call me Cameron."
"Very well, Cameron," he said with a crooked smile. "Would you care for something to drink? Coffee? Tea? Something a bit stronger, perhaps?"
"Coffee would be fine, please," I said. "Preferably black."
"Coffee it is, then," he said. "Ms. Johnson, would you please bring our guest a cup of coffee, black?"
"Of course, sir," Lucy said before leaving.
"Please, have a seat," Roger said. I sat as did Roger and Veronica. I noticed he was eyeing me closely, and I heard both of them comment on my eyes in their minds. I had gotten used to that by now, but for some reason it still unnerved me just a bit.
"You seem familiar to me for some reason, Cameron," he said. "Have we met before?"
"No sir, this is my first time in California," I said. By then Lucy had returned with a cup of coffee. She set it on a coaster on Roger's desk and looked at me with a smile.
"Coffee, black," she said. "Is there anything else I can get for you?" I heard her mind quite clearly. "Like a hot, wet pussy?" I saw her lips hadn't moved and I shook my head as I looked at her.
"No, I'm fine. Thank you for asking anyway, Lucy," I said, making sure she could see my wedding ring as I picked up my coffee.
"Damn, married," I heard her think to herself. "Oh well, I tried."
"Did you hear that?" Ginger's voice echoed in my mind. "That woman was ready to fuck you right there in the office. I have a good mind to fly down there this instant and scratch her eyes out!"
"You're welcome, Mr. Drake," Lucy said before leaving the office, completely unaware of the conversation taking place in my head.
"Aaaghhh!" Ginger's voice exclaimed in my mind. "We're going to have a talk when you get home, mister," she said.
"It's alright, sweetheart," I responded in my head. "You're the only one for me and you know it. We talked about this, remember? Calm down and let me work, okay?" I turned back to Roger.
"So, tell me about this company you work for, Cameron," he said. "I know all of the investigative firms in the area. Work with most of them. I don't believe I've ever heard of the Burnage Agency."
"We do specialized investigations all across the country, Mr. Lee. We're not based in California," I said, sticking to the script Max and I had worked out.
"But you are licensed to operate in California?" he asked.
"Of course," I said. "We're licensed to operate in all 50 states."
"Do you have a business card or something?" Roger asked. I pulled one out of my shirt pocket and handed it to him. Let him call the number, I thought. I knew he would either get Sally or Adrestia and they would both stick to the script. So far, this was going pretty much the way Max said it would. He looked at it for a few moments before setting it on his desk.
"So, Cameron, tell me how we can help the Burnage Agency out today," he said. Having gotten Roger's and Veronica's brain feeds, I had already accomplished what I came here to do, and could have simply gotten up and walked out. But I decided to stick to the script as much as possible to see what I could get from them.
"We're doing background on a claim of property damage filed by one Joseph R. Nelson," I said. "That's your ex-husband, right, Ms. Hartley?" I asked, looking at Veronica.
"Yes," she said. "He's my ex-husband. I reverted back to my maiden name after the divorce. Have you talked to him? Do you know where he is?"
"I have spoken to him, Ms. Hartley," I said. "At this time he is in an undisclosed location. Apparently, he claims he has reason to fear for his safety. Would you know anything about that?" Her face paled and she shook her head.



"No... I don't," she said.
"Mr. Nelson made a number of wild and dubious claims during the divorce," Roger said. "Veronica here was the real victim. He stalked her, threatened her, even went after her sister. He came very close to being arrested and thrown in jail."
"Mr. Nelson said the divorce was contentious," I said. "But I'm not here about that. I'm here specifically to investigate his claim of damage."
"What kind of property damage is he referring to?" Roger asked.
"Specifically, a baseball card collection and a stamp collection. Do either of you know anything about that?"
"Well, he did have those collections, but they got damaged when a water pipe broke in the house," Veronica said.
"So let me see if I have this right," Roger said. "Mr. Nelson got his little baseball card and stamp collection ruined and he filed a claim for damage. Is that right? I mean, come on. That's something a little kid would have. Not a grown man. Get serious."
"The combined value of those collections were appraised at somewhere just north of $250,000, Mr. Lee," I said. "Some of the stamps in that collection were acquired by his grandfather in Europe during the Second World War. Those stamps can never be replaced. Plus, those collections held a great deal of sentimental value to Mr. Nelson. I'm sure you understand."
"So what does any of that have to do with me or this firm?" Roger asked.
"Mr. Nelson says he has reason to believe those collections were deliberately destroyed by his now ex-wife and her lover, someone he believes is an employee of this firm," I said. "Perhaps, even a partner or someone in a management position." The two of them looked at each other for a second and I heard him exclaim, "oh, shit," in his mind. I wasn't finished, however.
"I'm sure you understand as an officer of the court, Mr. Lee, that if that damage was done deliberately it constitutes a felony under California law, specifically, California Penal Code Section 594, given the value of those collections. The last time I looked, that could get someone sent to state prison for up to three years, along with a fine of up to $50,000.
"And if it's determined that Ms. Hartley conspired with someone else to deliberately destroy Mr. Nelson's property, that makes it a criminal conspiracy under California law, specifically, Section 182 of the penal code," I said, pressing the issue. Both of their faces went pale when I said that, but Roger recovered first.
"I'm an attorney, Cameron," he said. "I'm very well aware of California law."
"Then you understand the gravity of the situation, Mr. Lee," I said. "And as an officer of the court, I'm sure you will cooperate should this become a criminal matter."
"Of course," he said. His mind, however, was reeling from what I had just said and he was desperately thinking of ways to weasel out of the situation. "Is there anything else, Cameron?"
"No, Mr. Lee, I have everything I came here for," I said. "You have the number to my office. Please feel free to call if you can think of anything else."
"How long will you be here?" Roger asked.
"I'm leaving in the morning," I said. He nodded his head.
"Very well," he said. "If either of us can think of anything, we'll call. If there's anything more you need in this matter, feel free to contact me."
"I will, Mr. Lee," I said, standing up. He stood and we shook hands. "Thank you for the coffee." I shook Veronica's hand. "Good day, Ms. Hartley." I turned and left, leaving them both reeling. I could sense the emotional turmoil in both of them and I felt good, having accomplished my goal.
I took the elevator back to the first floor and connected to Roger's mind. Veronica was beside herself with worry.
"Was he right? Can we go to jail for what we did to Joe's collections?" she asked.
"Technically, he's right," Roger said. "But it's a bit more nuanced than that. Don't worry, no one's going to jail for pissing on a childish collection of stamps and baseball cards. Did you know they were worth that much at the time?"
"I knew they were worth quite a bit, but I didn't know it was that much," she said. I knew she was lying, and I could tell she knew she was lying as well.
"Then that's our defense," he said. "Call Hammer, have him meet me at the Watering Hole," he added, giving her a slip of paper which I presumed had Hammer's number. "Don't let him give you any shit. I wanna see him immediately, if not sooner. I wanna find out everything I can about this Cameron fucking Drake." He punched a button on his office intercom as Veronica called Hammer.
"Yes, Mr. Lee?" the receptionist said.
"Cancel all my appointments for the rest of the day. I'll be out of the office to take care of... personal matters," he said.
"Yes, sir," she said. Just then, the elevator doors opened and I was on the first floor. I grabbed my phone, pulled up my Uber app and arranged for a car to pick me up. According to the app, my ride would be here in about 10 minutes.
"Okay if I wait for my ride? I just ordered an Uber," I told the man at the front desk.
"Sure," he said. "You can wait there if you want," he added, pointing to a row of plastic chairs along the front window.
"Thanks," I said, walking to the chairs. When I saw the car stop at the curb, I headed out. When we got to the motel, I spoke to the driver.
"Say, you know where the Watering Hole is?" I asked.
"Uh, yeah, man, it's about maybe 15 or 20 minutes over in that direction, depending on the traffic," he said as he pointed out the window. "You want me to give you a lift over there?"
"No, thanks," I said. "I heard someone mention it and was just curious. Maybe next time."
"No problem," he said. "Have a good day now."
"Yeah, you too," I said. "Thanks." I headed to my room, set up my laptop and downloaded Roger and Veronica's brain feeds. While the app processed those feeds, I connected to Roger's mind to see what he was up to.
He was sitting at a table in a small bar sipping a drink when Hammer showed up. He looked up at Hammer and motioned for him to sit. Hammer ordered a beer and looked at Roger.
"What's up?" he asked.
"I have another job for you," Roger said, pulling out a photo. I could tell it was of me, taken at the front desk in his building. "I need to know everything you can get me on Cameron Drake." Hammer's eyes grew wide and his face looked pale.
"Blue eyes, weird little specks?" Hammer asked.
"Yeah, you know about him?" Roger asked.
"I do. And if you were smart, you'd stay the fuck away from him," Hammer said.
"Why? He's just another man, like you or me. Don't tell me you're scared of him."
"Look, Mr. Lee, I can't explain it, but there's something about that guy that really scares the shit outta me. You know I'm not afraid of any man. But him? Hell, I'd rather tangle with a mob boss than him."
"What makes you say that?" Roger asked.
"Like I said, I can't really explain it. You'll probably think I'm crazy, but he has a way of getting into your head, know what I mean?"
"No, I don't know what you mean," Roger said. "Spell it out for me. I find it hard to believe anyone could spook 'Sledge' Hammer." Hammer took another sip of his beer and let out a long sigh.
"Alright, but don't say I didn't warn you," he said. "First time I met him was at a hospital where his wife was in a coma. I'll never forget it. I had been assigned to follow him by my boss at the time, Harold Bergstrom."
"You mean, the Chairman of the Board of that financial company who was sentenced to life in prison?"
"Yeah, that was him. Anyway, he wanted me to find out what I could about Drake. I didn't ask why, and it didn't really matter to me. Anyway, I was sitting in the hospital coffee shop when Drake sat down right in front of me. We said a few words, then his eyes... They flashed. Red. Like something you'd see in a science fiction movie or something. Then my head felt like it was gonna explode. Weirdest shit I ever experienced. He told me to leave him and his wife alone.
"Told me to leave town. After that, I believed him, so I quit Bergstrom and went east. After Bergstrom got sent to the slammer, he called me. Said he had a job for me. Wanted me to take out Drake and his wife. Pro bono, like you lawyers do sometimes.
"I told him to give me a couple months or so and left. When I got back to my room, Drake just appeared right out of thin air. Told me to go back east and forget about him and his wife. Or else. I told him Bergstrom has lots of friends, but he said Bergstrom would either be dead or in a padded cell in a week.
"At first I thought he was just bullshittin' me. But sure enough, Bergstrom was taken to the prison psych ward less than a week later, just like Drake said. Claimed the spiders were coming after him. A contact of mine in the prison said Bergstrom went nuts in the chow hall, started yelling about spiders and stabbing himself with a fork trying to kill them. Last I heard, he's still there.
"So no, I'm not about to fuck with Cameron Drake. You want someone to look into him, you'll have to find someone else."
"I... see," Roger said, digesting what Hammer just said. "Find anything new about Nelson?"
"No, nothing. I've been around his place, but there's another investigator keeping an eye on things. I don't know who he works for, but I'm trying to find out."
"Interesting," Roger said.
"You want me to lean on some of his co-workers?" Hammer asked with a wicked smile.
"No," Roger said. "This isn't Atlantic City. We know Nelson will be back. I have some things going on over the next six weeks and the last thing I need is a lot of unwanted attention. For now, just lay low. I have some other things for you to do in the meantime so you're still on the payroll."
"Alright. You're the boss," Hammer said.
"That's right," Roger said. "And don't you ever forget that." I disconnected from his mind and thought about what I had witnessed. I connected with Ginger and saw her in the kitchen, making herself something to eat.
"Hey, you," I said in her mind, causing her to jump.
"Dammit, Cam, you almost made me pee myself," she said.
"Sorry, just wanted to check in and say hi," I told her.
"Well, hi right back at ya," she said. "How's it going?"
"I got what I came here for. How's it going with you?"
"I'm doing alright, just miss you. Sorry about earlier."
"That's alright," I said. "I understand."
"I know it sounds a bit hypocritical after what I put you through, but it pissed me off the way that girl was looking at you."
"We talked about this, remember? Did I give you any reason to think I'd fall for her or something?"
"No, it's just... I don't know. Maybe it's my hormones or something. I'm sorry, really I am. I know you'd never screw around on me," she said.
"That's right," I said. "I'd never mess around on you. Ever. You're my wife and I love you."
"I love you too," she said. "I'm just... afraid."
"You've got nothing to be scared of, sweetheart," I said. "Maybe we need to work on our communication, you know?"
"Maybe," she said. "I just love you so much and I don't want to lose you."
"You won't," I said. "Max is gonna be back soon, and we'll get something to eat and call it a day. I'll see you when we get back tomorrow, okay? We'll talk more then."
"Actually, I was kinda hoping to see you tonight. You know, after we're both in bed," she said with a mischievous grin. I grinned back.
"I like the sound of that," I said. "I'll see you then." We disconnected and I heard a knock on the door. I looked through the peephole and saw Max, so I let him in.
"I got it," he said, waving a manila envelope in the air.
"Joe's divorce file? The whole thing?" I asked.
"Every bit of it," he said.
"I thought it was sealed. How'd you manage that?" I asked.
"I spoke to a judge I helped out once. He was more than happy to oblige, in fact," Max said with a smile.
"Have you looked at it yet?" I asked.
"I glanced at it, a lot of legal gobbedegook, mostly. I did notice one thing, though. Veronica's attorney of record just happened to be Roger Lee himself. He had his underlings do most of the dirty work, though."
"Veronica's lover," I said.
"Yup," Max said. "And co-conspirator."
"He could get disbarred for that, couldn't he?" I asked.
"The last time I looked, yes. But I'm not a lawyer, and this is California, so I can't really say for sure. I'll leave that for the legal beagles at Camp Rollins. How'd you make out?"
"Got everything I came for," I said. "Got both Roger's and Veronica's brain feeds."
"Look at 'em yet?"
"No, not yet. I listened in on a conversation between Lee and Hammer," I said. "Looks like Lee's going to back off Joe for a while, at least until he gets back from the camp."
"Does he know where Joe is?"
"No idea," I said. "Hammer wasn't able to put it together, either."
"Good. That'll give the lawyers up north time to work their magic, then," Max said. "And it'll give you time to dig through their memories."
"Yeah, it will," I said.
"Better you than me," he said sarcastically. "In the meantime, keep a loose tab on Lee, Hammer and Veronica."
"I will," I said.
"I don't know about you but I could go for something to eat."
"Yeah, I could eat something as well."
"I don't like the idea of leaving this stuff behind, though," he said.
"Then let's call something in," I said. "I've got Uber Eats. Might as well put it to good use." We ordered a meal from Olive Garden and enjoyed it as we watched a movie on the television in my room. When the movie was over, Max yawned and I realized how tired I was. We stepped outside for a quick smoke as we finished our tea.
"I'm gonna hit the rack," Max said when we finished. "Our flight leaves pretty early, so make sure you're up in time."
"No problem," I said as I went back into my room. I cleaned up from our meal and got ready for bed. I was exhausted when I laid down and thought of Ginger as I started falling asleep.
"Not so fast, mister," I heard in my mind. I looked and saw Ginger in our bed, completely naked, her legs spread wide. "I've been wanting to do this for a while."
"What's that?" I asked.
"This," she said as she ran her fingers through her shaved lower lips. "Just lay there and watch me. I'm going to be your after-movie entertainment." I watched, mesmerized by what she was doing to herself. I had never seen her masturbate like this before and I have to admit, I really liked watching her do this.
"Like what you see, sailor?" she asked with a wicked smile.
"I love it," I said. Her smile grew wider as she pulled out a large dildo from her nightstand. "Where did you get that?" I asked.
"Bought it online," she said as she got on her knees. "Watch this." As I looked, she impaled herself on the thing as she looked me in the eyes. "God, I wish you were here. I'd fuck your brains out right now. I need you in me right now," she moaned as she went up and down on the fake cock. "Go ahead. Grab your cock. Let me watch. Show me how turned on you are."
I did as she asked and before long, both of us were about to finish as we watched the other. I saw her eyes flash and I knew she had experienced an orgasm. But she wasn't finished, and kept on pounding herself with the dildo.
"Cum with me," she cried. "Please." I stroked myself as I watched her fuck herself with the thing. Then it happened. She squirted at the same time her eyes flashed a bright pink. She threw her head back and let out a wild cry. I erupted just as she looked back at me.
"Oops," she said sheepishly as I cleaned myself up. "I wasn't expecting that. Guess I'll have to change the sheets before I go to sleep. Oh well. Did you enjoy that?"
"I did," I told her. "What made you decide to do this?"
"I thought we'd try something a bit different tonight," she said. "Sleep well, my love. Tomorrow, I plan to wear you out."
"Sounds like a plan to me," I told her. We exchanged kisses and said our good-nights. I slept like a baby that night, waking up at 6:00 am the next morning. Max and I drove to the airport and said goodbye to Orange County. When Max dropped me off at the house, he helped me carry my things inside and handed me a card with the address of the gallery where he and Adrestia stayed.
"Adrestia's expecting you two about 1:00 in the afternoon," he said. "No need to dress up. Just come casual."
"We'll see you then," I said. Ginger rocked my universe that night, and I made sure her eyes flashed several times before we fell asleep in each other's arms. The next morning, I caught up some of the chores around the house and we headed out around 12:00. We got to the address Max gave me about 45 minutes later.
The large Victorian house sat back from the road a bit. It looked old but well-maintained. The yards were neatly trimmed and full of trees and bushes. I parked the car and we went to the door. It opened before I could knock and we saw Adrestia's face peering out from inside.
"Please come inside," she said. "We've been expecting you." We went inside and looked around. The inside, much like the exterior, seemed old but very well-maintained. It had a bit of a gothic tone to it, reminding me of something I had seen in an old movie.
I couldn't help but notice how highly polished the wooden panels were. I figured Adrestia probably spent much of her day dusting the place down to keep it clean. "I hope you don't mind, but I planned on a late lunch," she said as we walked inside.
"That's fine with us," Ginger said. "This is a beautiful place," she added, looking around.
"Thank you," Adrestia said. "It can be a pain at times to keep clean."
"I'll bet," Ginger said.
"Please, come this way, I'll show you the main part of the gallery," Adrestia said with a smile.
"Isn't Max joining us?" I asked.
"He'll be along shortly," she said. "He's finishing up a couple things for me." We walked to a large doorway, and Adrestia stopped before we went through.
"I should warn you in advance that you may find some of these portraits a bit... disturbing. I must also respectfully ask that you not touch any of them. Some of them are very old and quite... fragile," she said. "And there could be other... consequences."
"Of course," I said, wondering what she meant by "consequences." She smiled and walked through the doorway. We followed her and I was stunned when she turned the lights on. There, on each side of the wide corridor, were paintings, three high on each wall for as far as the eye could see. It was almost as if the interior of the house was larger than the exterior. How was this possible, I asked myself. Ginger thought the same thing.
I looked at the portraits and noticed they included men and women of all ages, races and walks of life. Some were obviously rich and powerful. All of them, though, appeared to be in a state of extreme distress and some images seemed to be taken shortly before death. I had never seen such a macabre collection of pain and anguish in my entire life.
One portrait showed a woman in mid-air, her eyes wide and her mouth open in a silent scream. Looking closer, I could see she was falling. Another portrait showed a woman falling into what looked like the maw of a giant shark. Her eyes were wide and like the previous portrait, her mouth was open in an eternal scream. Similar portraits lined both corridors. My God, I thought to myself. What kind of collection is this?
"A one-of-a-kind collection," Adrestia said as if reading my thoughts. "Not exactly for the squeamish."
"Who are these people?" I asked.
"Cheaters. Narcissists. People who spent their lives hurting others. Mostly the ones who loved them the most," she said.
"So they were real people?" I asked.
"Yes, they were," she said. "Very real. Like this one," she added, pointing to an image of a man in Roman garb being stabbed by what looked like soldiers.



"Who was that?" I asked.
"His real name was Gaius Caesar Augustus Germanicus. History knows him as Caligula, the cruelest emperor of Rome," she said. "He was a ruthless, wanton killer. Suffered from syphilis. Even killed members of his own family. The stupid fool even declared war on Neptune, the god of the sea. On January 24, 41 AD, he, his wife and daughter were killed by conspirators who wanted to restore the Roman Republic. Stabbed 30 times."
"And you had a hand in that?" I asked, shocked. She looked at me with a smile that reminded me of the Mona Lisa.
"I had a... hand in all that you see here," she said quietly.
"And these paintings captured their last moments alive?" I asked.
"In a manner of speaking, yes," she said sadly. "But only their bodies died. The thing that made them what they were -- call it their spirit or soul, if you wish -- remains here, forever locked inside these portraits, condemned to experience their final moments over and over again. I suppose you could say it's a hell of their own making." I looked at Ginger and realized she was just as shocked as I. I looked back at Adrestia.
"Why are you telling us all this?" I asked.
"Because, Cameron Drake, you and Ginger are now part of something much larger than yourselves. And you deserve to know the truth. Not everything is as it seems, you know," she said.
"So you're not really a doctor, then?" I asked.
"Oh, yes, I have multiple doctorates in multiple disciplines," she said.
"So, who are you, really?" I asked.
"Let me show you," she said. Leaning forward, she took my head in her small hands. My mind suddenly exploded with images -- strange images of large dark mountains, lightning and thunder flashing in a sky filled with strange winged beings. I saw a large figure in a robe with a double-edged sword. It was Adrestia.
Beneath her sandal-clad feet were snakes struggling to get out from under her. Around her were people undergoing various forms of punishment. I saw one woman screaming as she sat helpless in a pot of boiling oil with large creatures urinating on her.
Then it hit me. She was timeless, an immortal creature. I reeled as she pulled back from me.
"I have been called many things over the years by many civilizations," she said. "Tyr and Nemesis are but two of the names I have been given by mortals. You may recognize my image as that of Justice, but I am much, much more than that. I am Retribution. Vengeance. And there is no escape for those who fall into my clutches. Caligula and all these others can attest to that." Now I knew why I couldn't download her brain feed. She was literally as old as history itself.
"And Max knows all of this?" I asked, shocked.
"He knows everything," she said. "You see, Max is more than just my soul mate and my lover. He is my rock. He is the one who keeps me sane."
"Are there others like you out there?" I asked.
"There is only one like me," she said. "Just as there is only one like you. But to answer your question, yes, there are others. And you will meet them in due course. There is one part of the gallery I would like to show you now. Please, follow me."
We followed her to a staircase and climbed to the next level. When we got there, she turned to us.
"This is a relatively new section," she said. "So there aren't as many portraits here as below." We walked into a mostly empty corridor and we saw Max hanging something on the wall. Adrestia was right. There were only a couple portraits in this corridor, the first one of a couple in bed looking at each other. It was clear from the portrait they were very much in love with each other. A second portrait showed another couple happily dancing in a ballroom. The third was covered. This was where Max stood.
"I got it up for you, dear," he told her. She smiled and kissed him on the cheek.
"Thank you so much, sweetheart," she said. She turned to us. "This is your portrait. I hope you approve." She pulled the cover off and I was shocked. There, in the picture, were two people embracing each other as they lay in a hammock strung between two large palm trees.
As I looked, I recognized the scene -- it was the beach scene I dreamed about earlier. Ginger and I were a bit older, but still in good shape. In the distance were several people playing in the surf. The two of us smiled as we gazed upon each other in the hammock. Looking closer, I saw that our eyes were glowing.
"What do you think?" Adrestia asked.
"It's very nice," I said. "But this hasn't happened yet."
"Yes, it has," she said. "In here," she added, tapping my head with her finger. "And I have every reason to believe it will happen in real life." I looked at Ginger, who smiled as she took in the picture.
"What do you think?" I asked her.
"I love it," she said. "Who are those people in the background? Are those tourists or something?"
"You'll find out in time," Adrestia said. "Now, why don't we go downstairs and have something to eat?" We went downstairs into their dining room and Adrestia pulled a large bowl out of her refrigerator.
"I rarely get to prepare any meals, so I hope you enjoy this," she said as she set the bowl on the table. We each spooned some of what she had made onto our plates and Max poured us each a glass of wine.
"This looks delicious," Ginger said.
"It's a Mediterranean shrimp and pasta salad," Adrestia said. "I hope you like it. I enjoy garlic, so I added a more than normal."
"Anything you make is delicious, dear," Max said with a smile.
"I could serve you a mud pie and you'd say it was delicious," she quipped.
"Probably true," he said. We all laughed at that. We talked as we enjoyed our meal and Max regaled us with stories of the cases they had worked. I could tell they were very much in love with each other. Adrestia told us of a few cases she had worked prior to meeting Max and I found her stories intriguing.
"Let me tell you, I've seen this woman behind a bench, and trust me, you don't ever want to get on her bad side," Max said. Adrestia smiled at that.
"So, you know about every marriage?" I asked. Adrestia nodded her head.
"Yes, it's part of my job," she said.
"Why don't you get involved in all of the problem marriages, then?" I asked.
"Fair question," she said. "I learned early on to be particular about the cases I get directly involved with. I have a strict protocol I use now, so I wait until I'm asked."
"And how would one go about asking?" I asked.
"There are lots of ways," she said. "I have responded to direct inquiries in the past and sometimes still do. Regardless of how it happens, I only get involved when someone asks for justice." She looked at me as though she knew what I was thinking. "In your case, I knew what was going on, but you never asked for help. In a way, I'm glad you didn't."
"Oh? Why?" Ginger asked. Adrestia looked at her sadly.
"Because, Ginger, you and the others might very well have found yourselves on my lower gallery wall," Adrestia said. "And you would not have enjoyed it." Ginger and I both paled at that. "As it happened, the H'tq'uiy stepped in and, well, the rest is history."
"You know about the H'tq'uiy?" I asked.
"I know of them, but I cannot tell you much about them. They're outside my jurisdiction," she said.
"Outside your jurisdiction?" I asked.
"Yes. Earth," she said. "I will tell you this. The H'tq'uiy you know as Smith and Jones seem to be trustworthy. I don't believe you have anything to fear from them."
"That's good to know," I said.
"So, when are you two going back up north?" Adrestia asked Max, eager to change the subject.
"We're going back up week after next," he said.
"Oh yes, the bitch-burning." She turned to Ginger. "Just wait until you see this."
"What's a bitch-burning?" Ginger asked.
"It's a little ceremony to help the students vent their anger before they come back to the real world," Max said. "Get a certain amount of closure. I really can't tell you any more than that, sorry. I'm sworn to secrecy."
"I guess you'll just have to see it when I do, dear," I told Ginger. We finished our meal, said our goodbyes and headed home. I drove in silence, mostly, my mind reeling at what we had learned. Ginger interrupted my thoughts.
"Are you okay? You seem troubled," she said.
"Just trying to wrap my head around everything Adrestia told us today," I said. "I can't help but wonder what it is we're involved with. I mean, that gallery with all those people..."
"I know," she said. "And what she said about me possibly being on the wall of her lower gallery. It scares me just a bit."
"Me too," I said. "Makes me kinda feel like we're living in some sort of Twilight Zone or something."
"You think that picture of us on that hammock will really happen?" she asked.
"It did seem rather nice and peaceful, didn't it?"
"Yes, it did," she said. "Not to mention fun."
"Yeah, I kinda like the idea of making love to you on a beach like that," I said, causing her to giggle.
I didn't have much time to ponder the issue as I had a lot to do before Max and I went back north. I spent the next week setting up a small cluster of servers to hold the brain feeds I had collected, then set up a powerful desktop with the brain feed application for Ginger to use. I also set up a backup device to save everything on a nightly basis.
Once done and tested, I trained Ginger on the application itself and walked her through it with the feed I had gotten from Veronica and Roger. She picked up on it very quickly and I was amazed at how she was able to pick out little details I would have overlooked. I could also tell that giving her this level of access to our work had a profound impact on her. It made her feel needed. More than that, it made her feel -- trusted.
I turned her loose on the feeds and spent time getting ahead on my courses. I also spent time at Max's office finishing up the loose ends of a couple other cases he had on his plate. Smith and Jones came by to check up on us and put us through our paces, and I had my weekly martial arts class to attend.
The night before Max and I went back to Idaho, Ginger handed me a flash drive containing videos she had copied from the two brain feeds. She also handed me a folder containing notes of the things she discovered. I glanced through them and saw that she had organized them all by filename, date and time, with bullet points for each video clip. I was very impressed with her work and hoped it would help Joe's lawyers.
One of the things she found was the exact time Veronica and Roger began their sexual relationship. I knew from my coursework this would be important to Joe's lawyer. If the relationship began after he became her lawyer of record, it could spell the end of his legal career and he could be disbarred. She also copied video of the two of them plotting against Joe.
We got to the camp and settled in. After checking in with the front office, we went to see the lawyer who would be handling Joe's case. He smiled as he thumbed through the documents we gave him. I handed him the flash drive and he glanced through Ginger's notes and executive summary.
"Well?" Max asked.
"I think we have enough here to do the job," the lawyer said. "I see a potential civil and criminal case here. It'll take me a while to put it all together, but this should do the trick."
"How long you think it'll take to work that all up?" I asked.
"I'd say the better part of the month," he told us. "I'll have to coordinate with the authorities in Orange County, of course."
"Good," Max said. "That will work just fine. Thanks."
"No, thank you for getting this to me," the lawyer said. From there, we ate lunch and spoke with John and Gunny Rob. It was good seeing them again and we caught up on things over a beer at the staff lounge.
"Got a question for ya, Gunny," Max said.
"Shoot," Gunny Rob said in response.
"You still looking to get rid of that rock out behind the guest quarters?"
"Yeah, we've been wanting that outta there for a while. Why?" Gunny Rob asked. I wondered where Max was going with this.
"I think I may have a solution, if you're okay with it," Max said, giving me a glance.
"Yeah, sure. Just don't damage anything in the process," Gunny said.
"I don't think that'll be a problem," Max said. "Do you, Cam?"
"Uh, no, I don't think so," I said.
"Good," Max said with a sly smile. When it was time for the bitch-burning, Max and I made our way to a small field behind one of the student barracks. A class of 15 students had prepared a straw effigy, tied it to a wooden pole with wood and kindling piled at the base and attached photos of the women who had cheated and hurt them. I felt Ginger's presence in my mind.
"Are you seeing this?" I asked her in my mind.
"Yes," she said. An instructor stood before the assembled group.
"Winston! Front and center," the instructor commanded. A student ran forward and stood at attention in front of the instructor, who handed him a lit torch.
"Burn the bitch!" the instructor commanded.
"Sir! Burn the bitch! Aye, aye, sir!" Winston yelled in response. He lit the pile of wood, and the fire quickly engulfed the straw figure. The students began chanting, "burn, burn, burn!" As the figure burned, they went wild, pumping their fists into the air, howling and chanting. When the figure fell on the ground, the students danced and chanted and some urinated on the figure. This continued until the figure was reduced to ashes.
"My God," Ginger gasped. "That's so... primitive. So much hatred and anger. Is that what you wanted to do to me?"
"At first, yeah," I responded.
"I'm... sorry," she said softly. I could hear her sobbing. "I'll never, ever hurt you like that again."
"I know," I said, looking at the pile of ashes on the ground.
"I love you, Cameron," she said after a few moments.
"I love you too," I said. After the ceremony was over, Max and I went back to the guest quarters.
"Meet me out back in a few minutes," Max said before we entered our rooms.
"Yeah, sure," I said. "Everything okay?"
"Everything's fine," he said. I went to the bathroom and did my business, then met Max out back by the large rock outcropping. He held two cups of hot tea and handed one to me.
"So, what's up?" I asked when I saw him. He pointed at the rock.
"I wanna see what you can do to this rock," he said. I looked at the rock, which had to be a good six or seven feet high.
"Are you really sure about this?" I asked. He nodded his head.
"Yeah, I'm sure," he said.
"Alright, but you might want to stand back a bit," I said. He nodded his head and stepped back a few feet. I set my tea down, looked at the rock and recalled the training I got from Smith and Jones. I imagined the rock reduced to a pile of dust on the ground and exercised my eye muscles. I felt the pressure in my head and focused on the center of the rock. All of this only took a matter of a second or two.
My vision turned red, and I knew my eyes would appear to be red from Max's point of view. I released the pressure in my head as I aimed for the center of the large boulder. It cracked, glowed red, then exploded inside, sending bits of rock and dust everywhere. After it settled on the ground, there were only a few piles of rock dust laying on the ground where the boulder had been.
"Oh my God," Max said as he surveyed the damage. "And you did that just with your mind?"
"Yeah," I said.
"Can you control the intensity of this?" he asked.
"I'm getting better at it." We wiped the rock dust off the bench and sat down. He pulled out his cigarettes and offered one to me, which I accepted.
"What about Ginger? Can she do this?" he asked after lighting our smokes. I nodded my head.
"Yeah, but her ability's not quite as developed as mine. Yet."
"And the kids? Ginger told Adrestia about the twins and she told me," he said.
"Don't know yet," I said. "Smith and Jones both say they probably will. We won't know just yet until after they're born."
"Well, it sounds like your life is going to get... interesting," Max said.
"That's one way of putting it," I said.
"Maybe the idea of a tropical island isn't such a bad one after all," Max said after a few moments. I chuckled at that.
"Maybe," I said. "We'll just have to see how things go. By the way, I've been meaning to ask you something."
"What's that?"
"What's it like being married to an immortal goddess?" I asked. He looked at me for a few moments before saying anything.
"I'd be lying if I told you it doesn't have its unique set of challenges," he said. "But what relationship doesn't have challenges?"
"Good point," I said.
"Tell you the truth, I've never been happier or more content in my entire life," he said. "Sure, we have disagreements from time to time, but we talk things through and we never go to sleep upset with each other."
"But what about her abilities? Don't those ever get in the way sometimes?" I asked.
"We established boundaries with each other a long time ago. She knows I'm a frail flawed mortal human and prone to making mistakes. She's okay with that so long as I'm honest and faithful," he said. "And I'm more than okay with what she can do. In fact, she's saved my ass more times than I care to admit." I absorbed what he said as I smoked my cigarette and drank my tea,
"So, what do we do about Joe?" I asked.
"We did what we set out to do," he told me. "It's in the hands of the lawyers now. The only thing we need to do is get him home safely when he finishes his training. In the meantime, continue to keep tabs on Hammer, Lee and Veronica, in case they decide to take preemptive action."
"Sounds like a plan," I said. We went to bed and left the next morning after apologizing to Gunny Rob for the rock. He laughed and thanked us for taking care of it.
"I'd ask how you managed to do that, but I have a feeling I don't really want to know," he said.
When Max dropped me at the house, Ginger met me at the door, wearing her wedding gown.
"What's this?" I asked.
"I looked at my brain feed while you were gone," she said. "I hope you don't mind."
"Of course not," I said.
"I wanted to relive our wedding night," she said. "Maybe repeat our wedding vows."
"I like that idea. There's only one problem," I said.
"What's that?" she asked, looking stricken.
"You're more beautiful now than you were then," I told her. Tears fell down her face as she wrapped her arms around me.
"Oh, Cam," she whispered. "I love you so very, very much. Make love to me the way you did that night, please."
"As you wish, my goddess," I told her, picking her up. That night, we made each other's eyes flash multiple times as our bodies merged into their own special space-time continuum.
The next month went by pretty quick. Ginger worked part days, then came home to work with me. I organized things as best I could, but left the details to Ginger, who was far better at that than me. When I wasn't working with Max, I worked through my online courses.
We had our scheduled workouts with Smith and Jones, both of whom heaped praise on Ginger for the progress she had made. They also confirmed what the doctor already told her -- the children were both healthy and developing as they should. I continued taking my weekly martial arts classes, which I found helped me maintain a sense of mental discipline.
Ginger and I also talked a great deal about our situation. I remembered what Max told me at the camp and suggested setting some boundaries. After discussing it, we agreed not to probe each other's mind without an invitation -- unless either of us gave cause to do otherwise. I realized, of course, that if what Smith and Jones said was true -- that our minds and thoughts would be linked as one -- that all of this could be academic.



The advantage of having our minds linked is that we no longer had secrets, like what she had with Wheeler. The disadvantage was that we no longer had any secrets, meaning it would be impossible to surprise the other the way we liked to do for our anniversary and on special holidays. My God, I thought, a fellow could go crazy thinking about this stuff.
We agreed that we would instantly know if the other was being deliberately deceptive or underhanded, so there would be no need for constant monitoring of the other. I felt much better about the situation after that, and I could tell she did as well.
I also kept a loose tab on the terrible three in Orange County. About halfway into the month, I connected with them as Hammer and Roger were discussing Joe.
"I found your boy, Nelson," Hammer said. Roger's eyes lit up in anticipation.
"Oh?" he asked. "How did you manage that?"
"Piece of cake," Hammer said. "I caught up with one of his co-workers. After a few beers, he sang like a canary."
"So, where is he?" Roger asked.
"In Idaho," Hammer said.
"Idaho? What the hell's up there?" Roger asked.
"He's at a camp for men who have been cuckolded," Hammer said.
"No shit?" Roger asked, laughing. "What do they do? Sit around a campfire in their bearskins, gnawing on potatoes while they connect with their inner wimp or something? Hah hah hah."
"It's not that kind of camp," Hammer said. "You ever see any of those movies about guys in Marine Corps boot camp?"
"One or two," Roger said. "Why?"
"Well, multiple that by about 50, and that's what this place is like," Hammer said.
"How do you know? You ever been there?"
"No, but I know a few guys who have," Hammer said. "They may be wimps going in, but they're stone-cold hard-asses coming out. They'd just as soon rip your dick off and shove it up your ass as to look at ya."
"And you think Nelson will come after me when he does?"
"Quite possible," Hammer said. "Especially if he thinks you're the one who fucked him over."
"Well, I am the one who fucked him over," Roger said. "But that's beside the point. Nelson's a pussy cat. There's nothing he can do to me. I'll get a restraining order on him. That should do the trick.
"You don't get it," Hammer said. "These guys don't give a shit about a piece of paper. And as for being a pussy cat, well, I guarantee you he won't be one coming out."
"What do you mean?" Roger asked, dropping the arrogant mask.
"They turn these guys into... monsters or something," Hammer said. "One of the guys I know who went to that camp went after the man who cuckolded him, and really messed him up bad. Just thinking about it gives me the chills. Laughed the whole time he did it. I'm tellin' ya, these guys are fucking brutal." Roger's face turned white.
"I guess you'd better go up there and take care of him, then," he said. Hammer shook his head.
"Can't get into that place. I know. I've tried," he said.
"When is he getting out of there?" Roger asked.
"Last day of the month," Hammer said.
"That's the day of the awards dinner," Roger said. "Alright, we'll just have to be careful. I want you to join me and Veronica at the dinner. Keep an eye out."
"Alright," Hammer said. I disconnected and called Max to let him know. He was concerned, but didn't think anything would come of it.
"Still, I'd feel better if the camp knew. I'll take care of that. You keep an eye on those three anyway," he said.
"Got it," I said.
"I'll make arrangements for the two of us to collect Joe when he graduates. Make sure he gets home in one piece," Max said. We ended the call and I went back to my studies.
Two weeks later, we went back to Idaho. When Max picked me up, I noticed a ring with a blue stone on his right hand. I hadn't seen it before, so I asked him about it.
"A little gift from Adrestia," he said. "Just in case we need to make a hasty retreat."
We spoke to Joe's attorney who briefed us on what he had done with the case. From listening to the attorney, there were a number of conflicts of interest in the divorce, and the information we provided was enough to get the attention of the local prosecuting attorney's office. He didn't say any more than that but I sensed something was in the works for Roger and Veronica.
We got to watch Joe participate in his bitch-burning ceremony, and was part of the audience at his graduation the next day. After he shook hands with his instructor, John and Gunny Rob, he collected his small bag and joined us in the rental car.
"What's the plan?" he asked.
"We're going to take you home, unless there's someplace else you'd rather be," Max said.
"Actually, there is," Joe said. "I'd like to go to the Anaheim Convention Center if that's alright with the two of you."
"What's going on there?" I asked.
"Roger Lee is going to be named the man of the year by some big business group," Joe said. "I'd like to be there to give my regards."
"Are you sure that's wise?" Max asked.
"No, I'm not, but I really don't care," he said. Max chuckled at that.
"Alright," Max said. "Anaheim Convention Center it is."
"I'll get an Uber to meet us at the airport," I said, pulling out my phone. After I made the arrangements, I connected with Joe's mind to see what he was planning. He intended to shame Roger at the ceremony in front of as many people as he could. I wasn't sure I liked what he had in mind, but I understood how he felt and figured he owed it to himself to publicly face the man who destroyed his life and marriage.
"Mind if I see your phone?" I asked him.
"No problem," he said, handing it over to me. I already knew what he wanted to do, so I copied selected audio from my laptop to his phone. I showed Joe what I had done and saw a smile spread across his face.
"Perfect," he said. "Thanks." We got to the airport and met our Uber outside the terminal. Traffic between the airport and the convention center was quite heavy and it took us quite a while to reach our destination. By the time we got there, the ceremony was well under way, but that didn't stop Joe.
"Don't go anywhere. We'll be back," Max told the Uber driver in a voice I knew would make him obey.
"Sure thing," he said, turning the car off.
We got out and followed him to the front doors and entered the center. We found where the ceremony was taking place and headed out. Max and I nearly had to run to keep up with Joe, who apparently knew exactly where he was going. When we caught up with him, he was talking to a doorman in a tuxedo. The man looked at Joe's pressed denim and sneered.
"I'm sorry sir, this is a black tie affair," he said haughtily. Joe nodded his head.
"Of course it is," he said. Suddenly, he reached out and grabbed the doorman's tie and crammed it in his trouser pocket. "There's my black tie. Thank you." We followed him as he headed for the door.
"Sir, these gentlemen can't go with you," the tieless doorman blustered. Joe looked back at him.
"These gentlemen are with me. You got a problem with that, dickhead?" The look on Joe's face convinced the doorman to let it go. He waved his hands in front of him.
"No sir," he said. "Enjoy your evening."
"Thank you," Joe said, his face red. We went into the darkened room and stood along the back wall. Roger was on stage, being introduced by a somewhat obese man in a tuxedo that looked to be one or two sizes too small for him. Roger stepped into the spotlight and gave a crooked smile before launching into his own speech.
"I've always been raised to think of others before myself," he told the group, heaping praises on himself. As Clint Eastwood once said in an old "Dirty Harry" movie, he was clearly a legend in his own mind. After a minute or two of this, Joe shook his head and spoke out loud enough for everyone in the large room to hear him.
"LIAR! You're a goddamned liar," he exclaimed, causing some to gasp and look at him in shock. "You've always been nothing but a cheat, a thief and a liar," Joe added.
"Who is that?" Roger asked from the stage, shielding his eyes with one hand.
"Here's your man of the year," Joe yelled, his voice dripping with hatred. He pulled out his phone, maxxed out the volume, then held it high so the microphones hanging from the ceiling could capture the audio. He played one of the audio clips I copied earlier.
"I'm going to fuck your wife and take her from you. Hah hah hah," the voice on the recording said. Gasps were heard throughout the room as the voice on the audio was clearly Roger's. Veronica stood and looked in our direction.
"Joe, is that you?" she asked. Hammer was sitting at the table with her and stood, turning around. I saw him reach into his jacket and knew he was going for a gun. He almost got it all the way out of the holster when I reacted. My vision turned red and as everyone watched, he was flung backward into a large concrete post.
He hit it with a sickening thud and seemed to be suspended there for a second or two, his eyes wide as he tried to catch his breath. When he finally slid down, everyone could see deep cracks in the post where he had made contact.
The gun he held fell on the floor next to his table and Veronica reached down to pick it up. Panic ensued when everyone saw the pistol. People screamed, then got out of their chairs and rushed the back door. She looked to find us and I tried to focus on her but was unable to get a clear view thanks to the people in the room between us.
"Veronica! NO!" Roger yelled as she pointed the gun in our general direction. He jumped off the stage and started to head in her direction.
"Hit the deck!" Max told us in that strange voice of his. I felt compelled to obey, as did Joe. We heard one gunshot, then another, followed by screams. Suddenly, we heard four more shots in rapid progression. These were close by us and I realized they were from deputies who had entered the room.
I looked up and saw the deputies were by Roger and Veronica's table. I could tell there were two people laying on the floor there. Looking around, I saw another woman laying on the floor splattered with blood. A deputy was kneeling next to her. Hammer was in a pile at the foot of the concrete post and another deputy was busy checking him out. We stood and surveyed the scene in front of us.
"I think it's time we got the hell out of Dodge," Max said.
"You two go on ahead," Joe said. "This is my home. It's my fight now. I'll take care of it from here."
"Alright," Max said. "But your bag is still in the car. Let's go get it." We went back to the Uber and pulled Joe's bag from the trunk.
"I want to thank you both for everything," he said, shaking our hands.
"You're welcome," Max said. He pulled out a business card. "Give us a call if you need anything. And don't be a stranger."
"I won't," he said with a smile. We watched him walk back into the convention center, which was now surrounded by a number of vehicles with flashing lights. Max looked at me before speaking.
"What do you say we go home?" he asked.
"Works for me," I said.
...
Epilogue (Four months later):
Roger and Veronica survived their gunshot wounds after undergoing hours of surgery. They spent a couple weeks in the hospital before being arrested and hauled off to jail on a growing pile of charges. In addition to everything else, Veronica had been charged with attempted murder.
In her desire to kill Joe, she ended up shooting the wife of a prominent local district attorney, who was now out for blood. The woman fortunately survived the shooting, but was still in therapy.
The Hamilton Group fired Roger and Veronica as the two of them were placed in handcuffs. By then, the senior partners had also filed complaints against Roger with the State Bar. Using the information Max and I provided, the district attorney was able to present an airtight case against the two and they were found guilty of all the charges against them.
Roger was sentenced to a total of seven years in state prison and would probably be out in about five. Veronica, however, was sentenced to 20 years for all of her crimes, which now included attempted murder.
Joe's attorney also filed a civil case against Roger and Veronica over the destruction of his personal property and the emotional damage the two of them caused which led to Joe's stay at Camp Rollins. They settled out of court for a large but undisclosed amount of money.
The divorce records revealed several conflicts of interest and, when put together with the other evidence we provided, showed that Roger and Veronica began their sexual relationship almost immediately after establishing an attorney-client relationship. That, along with Roger's felony convictions, prompted the state to revoke his license and disbar him.
The records also showed the judge who presided over the case had received a large campaign contribution from the PAC Roger's company operated. In addition to the numerous false statements, information we gathered from Roger and Veronica indicated that Joe signed the papers under duress. Armed with this information, and Veronica's confession, the terms of the decree was appealed. It is still being reviewed, and Joe says it may take another five months for a decision to be handed down.
Hammer also survived the incident at the Convention Center, but he is now confined to a wheelchair. It seems that in the contest between his body and the concrete post, the post won. Hammer is paralyzed from the waist down, and has limited use of his arms. He now resides in a long-term care facility courtesy of the state.
Ginger and I stopped off to see him after attending the sentencing hearings for Roger and Veronica. By now, Ginger was clearly showing her pregnancy. He trembled when we came up to him.
"Well, Hammer," I said. "I see you're still alive. By the way, this is my wife, Ginger. Ginger, say hello to Mr. Thomas 'Sledge' Hammer." She flashed her eyes at him briefly as I chuckled. His eyes grew wide and his hands began to shake.
"Hello, Mr. Hammer," she said in a soft but very firm voice.
"H...Hello, Mrs. Drake," he said, his voice shaking from fear.
"As you can see, Hammer, she's quite pregnant. Twins. Imagine that. I don't suppose I need to remind you to stay as far away as you can." He shook his head.
"No, Mr. Drake," he said. "I got the message."
"Good," I said. "I'm sure you're aware that it's never a good idea to get between a mama bear and her cubs." Just then, Ginger's eyes flashed again, this time a bright red. I also four small points of light emanating from her extended belly through her maternity clothing. Hammer saw it as well and the blood drained from his face.
"I'm not going anywhere, Mr. Drake," he said. "You'll never see me again, I promise." I nodded my head.
"Smart man," I said with a smile. "You know, maybe you should consider a career change. I know it's done wonders for me. Take care of yourself. And pray we never meet again. Goodbye." He nodded his head as we turned and walked away.
"You're such a bad boy," Ginger said in my mind. I laughed in response.
Four months after Max and I left Joe at the Anaheim Convention Center, I got a call from Adrestia. She said Joe was in town for the day and asked if we could join them at her house. Of course, I accepted her invitation.
We got there and enjoyed catching up with Joe. After dinner, Adrestia asked us all to join her in the front room. When we got there, we heard a knock at the door. Max answered and a tall man wearing a beat-up Stetson came inside carrying a box.
He looked like he had just stepped out of an old western movie. He wore a floor-length duster over a pair of worn blue jeans and a double-breasted red shirt. I saw an old-style tin badge on the shirt and the two revolvers slung on his hips. He extended a hand and I accepted it. I tried, but was unable to read anything from his mind.
"Name's Peace," he said with a slight smile. "Justice O. Peace. Mah friends call me Eli," he added in a deep Texas drawl.
"Good to meet you, Eli," I said. He shook hands with Ginger, Joe and Max, then gave Adrestia a quick hug before handing her the box.
"Thank you, Eli," she said. She turned and gave the box to Joe. "Go ahead, Joe. Open it." He pulled off the thin twine from around the box and opened it up. There were tears in his eyes when he pulled out two binders. He opened them both and flipped through the pages.
"Is this for real?" he asked, looking up at Adrestia. "This isn't a joke, is it? Please tell me it isn't a joke."
"It's no joke, Joe," she said. "Those are your collections." Tears fell freely from his eyes as he thumbed through the books.
"How is this possible?" he asked.
"Where I come from, nothing is impossible, Joe," Adrestia said. Sobbing, Joe hugged Adrestia.
"You have no idea how much this means to me," he said in a voice choked with emotion. I wiped a tear from my eye and saw Ginger and Max do the same. Even the grizzled cowboy who brought the box was fighting tears.
"I know exactly what this means to you," she said. "It also meant a great deal to your father and your grandfather. Now you can pass it down to your children."
"But I still don't understand how you were able to do this," Joe said.
"I helped your grandfather through a very difficult time when he was in Europe during the war," she said. "I watched as he raised your father, and as your father raised you. I saw the joy this collection gave all three of you. When I learned what Roger and Veronica planned to do, I asked Eli to exchange the original with a carefully-crafted replica that would pass even the closest scrutiny. I also asked him to keep it someplace where no one would ever be able to find it until it was time to return it to its rightful owner."
"But wait," I said. "I thought you had strict protocols and rules about getting involved."
"And I followed those protocols, Cameron," she said. "Although I may have bent them just a bit. I never once got directly involved in Joe's marriage. But I couldn't sit by and do nothing as they destroyed his prized possession."
"Well, I for one am not about to complain," Joe said. "I am eternally grateful for what you've done. I'll never be able to repay you for this." Adrestia smiled and took Joe's head in her hands.
"Just be happy," she said. "Live your life. Find another love. Trust me, she's out there, waiting for you. And always do the right and just thing. Do that, and we'll always be there for you." He nodded his head.
"I will," he said. "I promise."
"Well, if y'all will excuse me, I've got work to do," Eli said. "Good to meet you, Mr. Nelson," he added, shaking Joe's hand. He shook Max's hand, then tipped his Stetson at Ginger. "Ma'am," he said. "And I'll be seeing you around, pardner," he told me as we shook hands.
"I look forward to that, Eli," I said. He smiled, then turned and headed out the door. A few moments later I heard a loud "hyahh" followed by the sound of hoof-beats.
"I need to head out as well," Joe said. "I have a plane to catch. Thank you again. All of you."
"You're welcome," Max said. Adrestia, Ginger and I echoed his sentiments. Max turned to me after Joe left. "Good job, son," he said with a smile. "Why don't you take a couple days off and I'll see you back in the office on Wednesday."
"I'll see you then," I said. We said our goodbyes and left for home.
"I have a feeling our lives have just gotten a bit more interesting," I told Ginger as I drove.
"You and me both, Cam," she said quietly. "You and me both."
...
Fade to black.
More to come...
Notes: Camp Rollins was first mentioned in my series, "The Camp." Gunny Rob shows up in "The Camp Ch. 04: Gunny Rob."
Adrestia Rhamnousia first appeared in "The Cheating Zone 03: Lori." She is also featured in her own series, "Cheater's Gallery," and plays a prominent role in the "Max Burnage" series.



Eli, a.k.a., Justice O. Peace, was first mentioned in my series, "Justice." He has appeared in several other stories since then.



        

  
    Wearing the Boss's Anklet: A Sequel
  
  Wearing the Boss's Anklet: A Sequel

        The Saddletramp sequel to biggie79uk's story.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/wearing-the-bosss-anklet-a-sequel

Title: Wearing the Boss's Anklet: A Sequel

Author: saddletramp1956

Category: Loving Wives

Description: The Saddletramp sequel to biggie79uk's story.

Tags: anklet, divorce, boss, cheating, wife, christmas





Wearing The Boss's Anklet: A Sequel

I would like to thank biggie79uk for giving me permission to write this sequel to his story, "Wearing the Boss's Anklet." This is from the husband's perspective and picks up during the wife's company Christmas party.
I would also like to thank those who offered comments and constructive criticism on my previous stories.
And now, the disclaimers:
For those who want to say this or that would never happen, remember this is my universe, a place where nearly anything can, and often does, happen. At least on paper... In addition:

	Characters in this story may participate in one or more of the following: Smoking, consumption of adult (meaning, alcoholic) beverages, utterance of profanities.
	All sexual activity is between persons 18 years of age or older.
	Statements or views uttered by the fictional characters in this story do not necessarily reflect the views or opinions of the author.


Please refer to my profile for more on my personal policy regarding comments, feedback, follows, etc. (Yes, I DO moderate comments) And please remember, this is a work of fiction, not a docu-drama...
...
This is turning out to be the worst Christmas of my entire life. Why? Simple. I just witnessed my wife having sex with her younger boss during her company's Christmas party. I managed to get enough of the action on video to support my upcoming divorce.
The sex was bad enough, but the flagrant disregard and disrespect shown to me by both her and her boss pissed me off so much I wanted to hurt them -- bad. Instead, I went back to the couch where she thought I had passed out and sat down to wait for my next planned move.
My name is Joseph Parker, Joe to my friends and family. I've only been married to Theresa, or Terri, as she likes to be called, for a little less than a year. We dated for about a year before we got married and at the time I thought I had hit the jackpot.
A few months after we got married, she started working at a coffee shop that sat in a busy shopping center just south of the freeway that went through town. I work as an investigator for a nation-wide insurance company and make pretty decent money, so there was really no need for her to work.
But I understood she needed some adult interaction and I figured this would let her make some "mad" money for her to use as she saw fit. I've been by the shop a few times and liked the coffee. It was just a bit bigger than your typical Starbucks and seemed to draw quite a crowd. Most of the customers were younger, college-aged kids, and most of the people who worked there were also a bit younger.
The guy who owns the place, Paul Dansing, seemed to be a rather nice young man somewhere in his twenties. Terri and I are a bit older -- I just turned 31 and Terri is a couple years younger than me. I won't bore you with the details of our courtship, because those are irrelevant to this sad little tale.
A couple months or so after she started working there, I noticed a little anklet on her left ankle. I had never seen it before and wondered where she got it, so I asked.
"Where'd you get that?" I asked. I figured she might have bought it with her money, but her answer stunned me.
"My boss, Paul, gave it to me," she said. "He likes to give one to the women at work he likes to call 'his ladies.' What do you think?"
I looked at her a bit funny. Why would her boss give jewelry like that to women he calls "his ladies?" What kind of a boss is this? I didn't follow up, but what Terri asked next raised more than one red flag.
"Do you know what it means when a married woman wears an anklet?" she asked. I shook my head.
"No, what does it mean?" I asked. She shrugged her shoulders.
"I was just wondering if you knew," she said with a wave of her hand. After dismissing me, she walked off with a little smirk on her face. Why wouldn't she tell me? What was she hiding? This certainly didn't bode well.
Naturally, my curiosity was piqued. Surely she knew I wouldn't just let something like this drop. I am an investigator, after all. So, I did a Google search. And I didn't like what I found. I stopped at the coffee shop a few times when Terri wasn't working and looked to see if anyone else wore an anklet.
Sure enough, two of the ladies working in the shop wore one just like Terri's and I noticed they were on the right ankle. I also noticed their wedding rings. Several of the sites I had read suggested an anklet on the right foot of a married woman meant she was open to having an affair.
During one of my visits, I watched the interaction between Paul and these women for a while as I sipped my coffee and pretended to read an article on my laptop. I saw Paul give one of them a sly smile. She smiled back and the two of them disappeared into the back of the shop.
About 25 minutes later, she came back out looking flushed. I think the actual phrase is, "well-fucked." One of her co-workers gave her a knowing smile and they continued on as though nothing happened. Paul came back out and whispered something to the other woman, who smiled at whatever it was he had told her.
Over the next couple months I noticed something else -- the frequency and the quality of the sex between Terri and I dropped off significantly. I knew that as married couples matured in their relationship that sex generally dropped off, but Terri and I hadn't even married a whole year. By all accounts, we were still in that "honeymoon" phase.
On top of that, it seemed like she was just putting out to do her "wifely duties." Sex between us had always been invigorating and fun. But now it seemed as if she was just going through the motions. She didn't even like to cuddle together the way we used to afterward. She would just roll over and go to sleep. I tried talking to her about the situation a few times, but she simply waved off my concerns.
"Is everything alright?" I asked.
"What makes you ask that?" she responded.
"You seem... off. Like there's someplace you'd rather be. Even in the bedroom. What's going on?"
"Dammit, nothing's going on!" she exclaimed, causing me to reel back. "I'm sorry," she said, seeing the look on my face. "You didn't deserve that. I just have a lot on my mind with work and all." I wondered what part of her work could make her so short-tempered. All she did was take orders from customers and make coffee. Or was there something else going on she didn't want me to know about?
"Is something happening at work that shouldn't be?" I asked. "Are you being sexually harassed or something?"
"No, of course not," she said.
"Because if you are, we can take steps to deal with that, you know," I added, hoping to get more information from her. "Have you thought about quitting your job?"
"I'm not quitting my job," she said defiantly. "Please. Just... back off, okay?"
"Yeah, sure," I finally said, walking away. Why is she so defensive, I wondered to myself, shaking my head. Whatever it is, I thought, the truth will eventually come out. Things were a bit frosty in the house for a few weeks but seemed to get back to some semblance of normal by Thanksgiving.
During that time, Terri and I only had sex a couple times, but I could sense it was just because she thought it was something she had to do. She was there, but only physically. Mentally, she was somewhere else. Maybe she was thinking about doing her nails or something. I don't know.
We went to visit with my parents on Thanksgiving and the place was packed with family. We enjoyed a nice meal and I was sitting in the front room with Dad and a bunch of other guys watching football. My cousin, Jacob, a student at the college, leaned over to me during one of the commercials.
"I hear Terri's working at that coffee shop over by the school," he said. I nodded my head.
"Yeah, she's been there for a while now," I said.
"Better keep an eye on that place," he told me. "I know a guy who works there. Tells me there's a lot more than accounting that takes place in the back office if you know what I mean."
"Oh?" I asked.
"Yeah. From what he tells me, the owner is a real pussy hound. Especially likes the married women. The other guys who work there also get in on the action. Or at least, that's what he claims."
"Think you can put me in touch with this guy? Maybe introduce him to me?" I asked.
"I'll try, if you want," he said. "Might take a couple weeks with the holidays and all."
"Thanks, I appreciate that," I told him. Jacob was true to his word and a couple weeks later, I met with Alan James at a diner not too far from the college. He was very young, maybe 19 years old. He was tall, lanky and sported long hair. We sat down after shaking hands and introducing ourselves. I pulled an audio recorder from my jacket.
"I hope you don't mind if I record this," I said. "I want to make sure I get everything right."
"I'm not in any trouble, am I?" he asked nervously.
"No, I'm just looking for some background information on a claim," I said.
"Alright, then, go ahead and record if you need to," he said.
"Thank you, I appreciate your help." I pulled out a photo of Terri and showed it to him. "Do you know this woman?"
"Terri something or another," he said. "She works at the same coffee shop as I do."
"The Beanery?" I asked.
"Yeah, that's the one. All the kids from school go there. It's pretty popular in this area," he said.
"They make a pretty good latte as well," I said with a smile.
"Oh yeah, they're the best. Even got an award once," he said.
"So, you work with this Terri?" I asked. He shook his head.
"No, she usually gets off work when my shift starts," he said.
"So, how do you like working at The Beanery?" I asked.
"Oh, I love it," Alan said with a big smile. "We get paid pretty good for what we do, and Paul's a really neat guy. Lots of fun to work for and he takes good care of us."
"Good benefits, then?"
"The best," Alan said.
"I noticed the women there all wear anklets. What's the story behind that?"
"That's Paul's doing," Alan said. "He has a thing for the ladies, know what I mean? Especially the married ones."
"Oh?" I asked.
"Yeah. He gives them this anklet, tells them if they want to get fucked that day to wear it on their right ankle."
"And is Paul the only one who gets to sample these women?"
"Oh no," Alan said with a smile. "Any of us guys who want can join in. Hell, there's been days where we've had three guys on the same woman at the same time."
"I see," I said. "Does Paul use protection of any kind?"
"Paul? Hell no. He hates using condoms. Most of the rest of us do, though."
"And this goes on every day?" I asked.
"Pretty much," Alan said.
"And there's never been a problem? What if someone's husband finds out?"
"It hasn't been a problem yet, at least not that I've heard. The best part though, is the year-end party. That's when it really gets wild." I knew the party was coming up soon, since Terri had mentioned it to me.
"And why is that?" I asked.
"Paul usually rents out a nice space that has a private room or two. He also has an open bar to get the husbands drunk. Once they're too drunk to do anything, the real party starts," Alan said.
"You mean, orgy?" I asked. Alan smiled as he nodded his head.
"Oh yeah," he said. "Paul gets a real kick out of cuckolding the husbands right in the next room."
"I'll bet he does. Are you going to this year's party?" I asked.
"No, I'm going back home for the holiday this year. My older brother is getting married and he asked me to be his best man," Alan said.
"Well, Alan, I hope you have a safe trip," I said.
"Thanks. Is there anything else you needed?" he asked.
"Yes, just one or two things. Do you know if this Terri engages in sex with Paul and the others?"
"Yeah, she's his main squeeze at the moment. And I happen to know she's put out to all the other guys on her shift as well," he said.
"Have you ever been with her?" I asked. He shook his head.
"Nah. Like I said, she's usually just getting off work when I come in. Is there anything else?"
"No, Alan, you've helped me out a great deal. Thank you. And remember, not a word of this little talk to anyone, okay?" I reached in my pocket, pulled out a crisp $100 bill and handed it to him.
"Not a word," he said as he took the bill. We said our goodbyes and I left the diner after paying for our meals.
I thought about my next steps as I drove. Alan pretty much confirmed what I already suspected. The only thing I lacked at this point was concrete evidence of Terri's cheating. I planned to get that at the upcoming party, which was only two days away.
I had already done my research on the divorce laws in this state. Generally speaking, while this is a no-fault state, divorces could be granted on the grounds of adultery, but I needed to have clear and compelling evidence to support my case. This was also one of the few states that allowed for alienation of affection lawsuits, and I intended to go after Paul Dansing.
Fortunately, we had no children, so that would not be an issue. Also fortunately for me, I had bought the house before we were married and the mortgage was in my name only. Which, of course, precluded her from getting any of it. The only thing we would probably have to split 50-50 would be the bank accounts.
The first thing I needed to do was take the gifts I had already bought for Terri back to the stores where I purchased them. I intended to use that money to help pay for the divorce. She didn't know I had them, so there was nothing for me to hide from her. She had been after me to tell her what I wanted for Christmas, but right then, I wanted nothing from her. Except for her signature on the divorce papers.
Does that make me a cold, heartless bastard, I asked myself. Perhaps, but right then, I simply didn't care if it did or not. Whatever love I had for Terri was now gone, replaced by sadness tinged with anger.
I called and got an appointment to see a divorce lawyer on Friday. Then I went about the rest of my day. I decided to stay as far away from Terri as I could since the thought of her now filled me with disgust. It wasn't really all that hard to do.
She came home with an attitude that day and I saw the anklet on her right foot. I knew what she had been up to and didn't even want to touch her. She went upstairs and took a shower before going into the kitchen.
"Are you hungry?" she asked.
"No," I told her. "Stomach's not feeling too well. I think I'll just go into my office for a bit and sleep in the guest room. I don't want to give you anything." More like, I didn't want to get what Dansing might have given her, but I didn't say that. She gave me a funny look and made a tuna sandwich for herself. Thankfully, she left me alone for the rest of the night.
The next day, I got up early, did my business and left the house without giving her a kiss goodbye or telling her I loved her. I never left the house without doing that, and I hoped it would have an impact on her. It did. I got a call about half an hour after I left.
"You left without giving me a kiss or telling me you love me," she whined. "Are you upset with me or something? Have I done something wrong?"
"I'll let you ponder that for a bit, okay?" I asked. "Now if you don't mind, I have work to do. Bye." I ended the call but she called right back. I let it go to voicemail and didn't answer when she called two more times. Let her think about that, I said to myself.
I returned the gifts I had bought for Terri and pocketed the money -- it would come in handy when I went to see my lawyer. When I was asked if there was a problem with the purchases, I simply said there had been a family emergency and the money was needed elsewhere. I ended up having to pay a restocking fee, but that was a minor glitch in the grand scheme of things.
That night, I noticed Terri had the anklet on her right foot when she came home from work. I didn't need to ask -- I already knew what she had been up to. I grabbed a slice of cold meat loaf and made a sandwich before going to my home office.
"Aren't you going to sit and have dinner with me?" she asked. I shook my head.
"Not that hungry. I'll be in the guest room tonight," I said.
"Are you going to make it to the party tomorrow night?" she asked. "Paul has a room reserved for the whole night so we can stay if you get too drunk to drive home."
"I plan to be there," I said. "I'm just not feeling too good right now."
"Is there something I can do?" Yeah, I thought. Stop fucking around on me. Fat chance of that, though.
"No," I finally said. "There's nothing you can do right now. Good night."
"Are you going to ignore me tomorrow morning like you did this morning?" she asked.
"Maybe," I said as I walked into the guest room and closed the door.
The next morning, I got up early, did my business, grabbed a cup of coffee and left before Terri was out of bed. I never even bothered to give her a kiss on the cheek. Frankly, just being near her made my stomach churn. She called as I drove to work but I ignored the call and let it go to voicemail.
My boss knew I had an appointment to see a lawyer, so he wished me well as I left the office. The lawyer, Sam Winston, told me pretty much what I already knew.
"I will need to have some evidence that your wife is actually cheating on you," he said.
"I'll have that tonight," I said. "I'll email it to you after I get it." I went on to explain what I wanted done. He smiled as I laid it out for him.
"That's gonna cost you a bit extra," he said.
"No problem," I said.
"Alright," he said. "I'll work this up and get the ball rolling. Get me that evidence and let me know if there's any changes in the plan." I shook his hand, gave him a retainer and went about my business. That night, I dressed casual for the party, as Terri suggested. I double-checked and made sure I had everything I would need. I noticed the short dress she wore and noticed the anklet on the right foot.
When we got to the party, I noticed Paul hugged and kissed all the women, right in front of their husbands. I took note of the fact that all of them wore an anklet on their right foot, just like Terri. As I shook hands with one of the other husbands, I overheard Paul whispering to Terri.
"The open bar is to help the husbands get drunk so they won't notice us leaving," he said. "If that doesn't work, put this sleeping pill in his drink. He'll be out until morning." I heard Terri laugh as she took the pill from him.
I sat down on a couch and watched the action around me. Paul, Terri, the other wives and employees seemed to have a good time, talking and dancing. The rest of us were all but forgotten. Terri kept bringing me drinks, which ended up dumped in the potted plant next to where I was sitting. The other wives did the same for their clueless husbands.
"Are you having a good time?" Terri asked when she brought me another drink.
"No, actually, I'm bored out of my fucking mind," I told her.
"Well, this IS an employee party, you know," she haughtily told me. "Here, drink up. This'll help make the night a little better for you." I took the drink from her and waited until she was out of sight, then dumped it into the pot next to me. I saw her whisper something to Paul, who glanced in my direction before walking toward me.
"Terri tells me you're not enjoying yourself," he said with a bit of a smirk.
"Actually, I think this potted plant is having more fun than I am right now," I said.
"I'm sorry to hear that," he said. "Here, let me refresh that drink for you." He took the glass and came back a minute later and handed it to me, full. "Drink up. This IS a party, you know." He walked away and I dumped that drink as well. Then I saw residue of a powdery substance in the bottom of the glass. The fucker just tried to drug me!



I set the glass down and watched as the other husbands started to nod off. I didn't know if they were drunk or if they had been drugged. I took that as my cue and pretended to fall asleep.
By then, Paul, the other women and the male employees had already left the room. After a couple minutes, Terri came over to me.
"Joe?" she asked. She shook me by the shoulder and I didn't respond. "Have a good sleep, Joe. I'll see you in the morning." With that, she got up and went into the private room. I waited until they were well into their fuckfest before sneaking up to the door. It was dark enough they wouldn't have seen me unless they were looking for me.
I pulled out my phone and took video of them. I made certain I captured Terri's face as she sucked Paul's cock. One of the male employees was behind her, fucking her doggy-style. After a while, they changed places, and the young employee was stuffing his dick in her mouth as Paul mounted her from behind.
I made sure to capture video of the other women having sex with their male colleagues before turning my attention back to Paul and Terri. A few minutes later, Terri was on her back with her legs spread wide as Paul fucked into her hard.
"Oh God, this feels so fucking good," she moaned. "Fuck me, baby. Cum inside my pussy. Fill me up."
"I will," he said. "Bet this is better than your wimpy loser husband can give you."
"Oh fuck yes," she said. "So much better. So much bigger. C'mon. Give it to me." The other women were just as enthusiastic and disrespectful as Terri and I made sure to capture as much as I could. I recorded about a half-hour's worth before quietly going back to the couch.
It was only a matter of time now, I thought. After another hour or so, I pulled out my business cards, wrote my cell number on the back with a message to call me the next day. I put one card in each of the other guys' front pocket and started for the couch. That's when it hit me. Silence. There was no sound coming from the other room.
I waited a couple minutes and heard soft snoring. That was my cue. I pulled out my notepad and took my ring off. I wrote a single word on the paper I had torn off: Goodbye. I put it on Terri's purse so she would see it and placed my ring on top.
Opening her purse, I removed her house key and the ATM card she had for our joint account. She had another ATM card for her personal account, and I left that one there. I pulled a paper towel off its roll in the kitchen area and used that to grab the glass holding the spiked drink Paul had given me.
Then I quietly made my way to the front door, grabbed my jacket and let myself out, making sure the door closed without making any noise. I got into my car and headed home. I was fuming inside with the level of Terri's betrayal.
When I got home, I grabbed a handful of large trash bags and threw her stuff inside. It didn't take very long for me to cram her belongings into the bags. I was actually surprised at how little she had contributed to the place since our wedding. I stuffed the bags into her car and locked the door. I sent the video to my attorney's email and saw it was about 2:00 am. I was exhausted so I set my alarm for 6:30, then stretched out on the couch to get a few winks.
When the alarm went off, I called Terri's parents to let them know what had happened. Her father answered the call and I apologized for calling so early, then explained the situation and asked them to come get her stuff. He wasn't happy, but said they would be by as soon as they could. I used that time to shower, shave and change clothes.
"Are you sure about all this?" Linda, Terri's mother, asked.
"I'm absolutely sure," I told her. "I even have video if you want to see it."
"No, I have no desire to see that," she said. "I just can't believe she'd be so stupid as to do something like that. What are you going to do?"
"I have no choice," I told her. "I'm getting a divorce. The papers are already being drawn up."
"There's no other way?" she asked. I shook my head.
"No, there's not. There's no way I can forgive her for this. It was a deliberate betrayal."
"I'm sorry, son," her father, George, told me. "Tell her she can stay with us for a while. You will come by for Christmas, won't you?"
"I suppose so," I said.
"Alright. We'll see you then," he said before they left. Linda got in Terri's car and followed George. My next call was to a locksmith. He told me he would come out to change my locks but would have to charge extra since it was Saturday. I told him to come on out.
He got there about half an hour later and started work. Shortly after he arrived, my phone rang. I looked and saw it was Terri. I took a breath and answered the call.
"Where are you! What's going on?" she asked, clearly upset.
"I'm at home, and if you read my note, I'm sure you can figure out what's going on. Was my message not succinct enough? Should I have written it in crayon?" I asked sarcastically.
"We'll talk about this when I get home," she snarled.
"No, we won't," I said. "This isn't your home anymore."
"Yes it is my home," she yelled.
"I bought it before we were married. My name is on the mortgage, not yours. You no longer live here. Your parents have already come by and taken your things to their home. They said you can stay there for the time being," I told her.
"What? All because I had a little fun at a party?" she screamed.
"A little fun? Is that what you call it? You've been cheating on me with your boss for months. You've treated me like shit for the last six months and then you rub it in my face with that damned anklet of yours. Oh yeah, I know what it means. It means, 'we're finished. Through.' Got it?"
"Look, Joe, I'm sorry if I embarrassed you last night. But it's my body and I'll do what I want. You don't own me," she said.
"You're right. I don't own you. It is your body and you can fuck anyone you want. By the same token, you don't own me. There's absolutely nothing that says I have to approve of it or stay married to you while you do it," I said.
"So, how am I going to get to my parents' house? Are you going to come pick me up?" she asked.
"You're not my problem anymore," I told her. "Have your boyfriend take you. Walk. Take a cab. I don't care."
"And that's it, then?" she asked.
"Pretty much. I just need to know where you're going to be staying so I'll know where to have you served."
"Served?" she asked.
"Yeah, with divorce papers."
"I... I don't want a divorce," she said.
"Sure you do. Your actions clearly say you want a divorce so you can fuck around. Well, you're gonna get your wish. Oh, by the way, you've been asking what I want for Christmas. Right now, all I want from you is your signature on the divorce papers. Got it? And one last thing."
"What's that?" she asked, her voice trembling with emotion.
"Tell your boyfriend I have a concealed carry permit. And yes, I'll be packing, in case he wants to start some shit with me. You understand?"
"I... understand," she said after a few moments.
"Good," I said. "This is going to happen whether you want it or not. Leave me alone. Don't call, and don't come by the house. I don't want to have to get a restraining order, but I will if I have to. Goodbye, Terri," I added, ending the call.
I looked at my watch and realized the bank would still be open for a couple hours, so I headed out and took care of the accounts the way Sam said I should. I paid off our joint credit cards and canceled them, took out half of what was in the bank and opened a new account in my name only. Then I ordered a new card for myself.
From there, I stopped at a burger joint and wolfed down a cheeseburger and some fries, then headed back home. I got a text from Terri's mother telling me she arrived, having taken a cab from the party.
"She's a mess," Linda said in her message.
"It's a mess she created," I said in my response. "Thanks for letting me know she got there safe." I didn't love her anymore, but I certainly didn't want her physically hurt or injured. Later, I got calls from three somewhat confused husbands wanting to know why I asked them to call me.
Their confusion turned to anger when I told each of them what happened the previous night. I also told them I had video if they wanted to have a copy. All of them asked me to forward it to their emails, so I did. Additionally, I informed them they may have been drugged by Paul and/or their wives.
"What are you gonna do?" one of them asked me.
"I'm having divorce papers drawn up," I said.
"Yeah, well, you won't be the only one," the angry husband told me. "I've been suspecting something like this has been happening for a while."
"Have you noticed your wife wearing an anklet on her right foot?" I asked.
"Come to think of it, yeah," he told me. "Once or twice. I didn't think anything of it." I told him what that meant, and informed him that Paul like to give those out to what he called "his ladies."
"That son of a bitch," he said. "I'll fucking kick his ass for this."
Careful," I told him. "You could go to jail for that. You can sue him, however. Talk to your lawyer about it."
"I will," he said. "Thanks for letting me know, Joe."
"Sure," I said. "And keep in touch." We ended the call and I went about exorcising Terri's presence from the house. Even though I had put all her things in her car the previous night, the place still held memories. There wasn't a part of the house she hadn't touched. I started by rearranging the living room. I would get to the rest later.
Terri took my suggestion to heart, and didn't call or come by the house. She didn't even come by the office or try contacting me at work. Her mother told me all she did was eat, sleep, cry and go to work.
"Did you notice if she had an anklet on her right foot when she left for work?" I asked.
"Come to think of it, yes, I did see her wear something on her right ankle. Is that significant?" she asked.
"Yes," I said. "Very. It means she still hasn't learned her lesson. That anklet is the signal that means she's open to having sex that day."
"Oh my God," she gasped. "I'm so sorry, Joe."
"Not your fault, Linda," I said. We said our goodbyes and ended the call. That day, I called a contact of mine at the police department, a Detective Salazar. I told him what happened the previous Friday and asked if he could run a test on the glass and the pill I got from Terri.
"Sure," he said. "Bring it on in and I'll put a rush on it." I thanked him, ended the call and took them to his office. He promised I would have results by that Thursday. "Fortunately, it's rather slow right about now. I'm not complaining, though," he said with a smile.
That Thursday, he called and asked me to stop by his office. I got there and he had the glass in a plastic bag.
"Lab came back with results, Joe," he said. "The drug turned out to be a very powerful over-the-counter sleep aid. Nothing that would cause harm by itself if taken according to the directions. But, mixing it with alcohol could have had caused some very serious side-effects -- even death. How much of this did you take?"
"None," I said. "I dumped it in a potted plant next to me."
"Good thing you did," he said. "You think the other guys at the party may have been drugged?"
"It's possible," I said. "They were all out like a light when I left. I checked and they were all breathing okay, though. So, what do you think? Do you have enough to arrest Dansing?"
"I could have him brought in for questioning, Joe, but to be honest, I don't think there's a strong enough case for prosecution. I've already spoken with the Assistant DA and he agrees. Problem is, there's multiple sets of smeared fingerprints on that glass and we have no conclusive evidence he's the one who put the drug in that drink. A good defense lawyer could have him back out in no time," he said.
"I understand," I told him.
"Sorry I couldn't do more for you, Joe," he said.
"Thanks for taking the time to test the glass. I appreciate it," I said.
"No problem," he said. "Maybe next time."
"Yeah, maybe."
"Merry Christmas, Joe," he said, extending his hand.
"Thanks, Luis. Merry Christmas to you as well," I said, shaking his hand. Merry fucking Christmas, indeed, I thought as I walked back to my car. I stopped by to see Sam since he said the paperwork was ready for me to review.
It was all pretty cut-and-dried. I would keep the house, since it was already mine when we married, we would split the joint bank account 50-50, and she could keep what was already in hers. No support or maintenance was provided for since we were filing on the grounds of infidelity and she already had a job. We also demanded she give up her rings and my last name. It looked good to me.
"You still want to do what you said earlier?" he asked. I nodded my head.
"You're sure about that?" he asked sadly.
"I'm sure," I said.
"It'll cost extra," he said.
"That's fine. I'll pay it," I told him.
"Okay," he said, shrugging his shoulders. "I'll get this filed and we'll go from there."
I spent the next few days on autopilot. I got up, did my business, grabbed my coffee then went to work. I came home, ate dinner, watched television for a while, then went to bed. Lather, rinse, repeat. Sure, I missed Terri -- the Terri I married, not the slut she became. But I was able to get through the day.
I avoided anything that reminded me of the holiday, though. For some reason, Christmas just didn't have the appeal it had before. Normally, I would have put up a tree and lights on the house. But not this year.
I went to my company's Christmas party and generally had a good time, but it just left me feeling empty. It wasn't right -- all these people being so happy and full of cheer while my life had been flushed down the toilet by my soon-to-be ex-wife. Linda called on Christmas Eve to find out if I would be there in the morning.
"Yeah, I'll be there," I said. "Probably about 9:00 am or thereabouts."
"That would be wonderful, Joe," she said. "Terri's an absolute wreck. I know you're filing for divorce, but it would be so wonderful if you could see your way to taking her back."
"That's not going to happen, Linda," I said. "She chose her bed. That's just the way it is."
"I understand," she said. "I just thought... Never mind. I'll see you in the morning."
"See you then, Linda. Bye," I said before ending the call. The next day, I headed over to George and Linda's house, their presents in hand. Terri's would be there shortly after I arrived, but none of them knew it at the time.
When I got there, George met me at the door. I gave him the presents I had bought for him and Linda and he thanked me.
"Did you get something for Terri?" he asked. I saw Terri looking at me, anxiously waiting to hear what I had to say.
"I had bought her something, but I took it back and got something else. It should be here soon," I said.
"Oh. Okay," he said, a bit confused. They opened their presents and thanked me -- I had bought George a new fishing pole he had been drooling over for a while and gave Linda a kitchen gadget she had been raving about for months. They gave me my present -- a new fedora.
"Thought you might like it, being an investigator and all," George said with a smile. I put it on and looked in the mirror on the wall. I had to admit, it looked pretty darn good.
"I love it, thanks, you guys," I said. Just then, I heard the doorbell. "Terri, that will be for you," I said. She got up and walked to the door. She opened it and was met by a man in a shirt, tie and jacket. He carried a manila envelope.
"Does Ms. Theresa Parker live here?" he asked.
"Yes, that's me," Terri said. He asked for her identification and when he was satisfied he had the right person, handed her the envelope, then took a picture.
"Please sign here," he said, holding out a clipboard. He watched as she signed her name. "Thank you. You've been served. Merry Christmas," he said before turning away. George and Linda looked shocked. Terri stood at the door for a few moments, her body starting to tremble as the realization hit that her marriage was ending.
"I think we'd better step out," George told Linda, who nodded her head and followed her husband into the kitchen. By now, Terri was wracked with sobs. She slowly turned around and looked at me, tears streaming down her face.
"You... had me served divorce papers on... Christmas Day?" she asked through her sobs.
"It seemed only appropriate since you cuckolded me and humiliated me at a company Christmas party," I said calmly.
"This is my... present?" she asked. "Seriously?"
"I had bought something else, but I took it back to help pay for this. If it's any consolation, your boyfriend is also being served with a lawsuit for alienation of affection. This is one of the few states that allow for that," I said.
"He's not my boyfriend," she cried.
"Boyfriend, fuck buddy, whatever. It doesn't matter. Consider yourself lucky the two of you aren't going to jail."
"Jail? Why would I be going to jail?"
"Because putting a drug into someone's drink without their knowledge or consent is a crime in this state," I said. She looked at me, shocked. "Yeah, I know about the sleeping pill Paul gave you to put in my drink. Funny thing... You didn't even ask him what it really was or if it would hurt me. It could've been poison for all you knew. But you just didn't care. You didn't get a chance to put it in my drink, but Paul did try to drug me later. I saw the residue in the glass he gave me and had it tested.
"It turned out to be an over-the-counter sleep aid -- a very potent one, in fact. Mixed with alcohol, the way he gave it to me, could have caused some serious problems. It could have even killed me." She looked at me, shocked. "What, you didn't know?"
"No, I didn't," she said. "I never wanted to hurt you. Honestly. It was just supposed to be fun and games, that's all."
"I noticed he wasn't wearing any protection that night," I said. "I'm assuming he never did. Did it ever cross your mind that you might have gotten something from him, considering all the other women he screwed?" Her face paled at that.
"No. He promised me he was clean," she said.
"And of course, you took the word of a serial philanderer for that," I said. "If I were you, I'd get myself tested. I hope you bothered to take your birth control at least."
"I did," she said.
"Small consolation, I guess." I pulled my pen out of my pocket. "Sign the papers and I'll have my lawyer file them." Her parents came back into the room. George took the papers from Terri.
"If you don't mind, I'd like to take a look at those first," he said. I shrugged my shoulders.
"I don't mind," I said. He looked through the papers, then looked at me.
"There's no mention of support or maintenance in here," he said. "And what about the house?"
"I bought the house before we were married, so it's not community property. My name is the only one on the mortgage. As for no support, that's due to us filing on the grounds of adultery and her ability to work," I said. "It's pretty straight forward. She gets half of what's in our account, plus she can keep all of her own bank account. I don't want any of that. She can keep her car and her personal property. I am asking that she surrender her rings and revert back to her maiden name. Once she signs this, I'll get her a certified check for her half of the bank account."
"And I take it you're prepared to show the court the video you took of her if she fights the divorce," he said. I nodded my head.
"I am," I told him. Terri looked shocked.
"Wait, you have video? How?" she asked.
"When you thought I was passed out drunk I waited for you and your fuck buddies to get started, then I took video of you. I have very clear shots of you with the rest of them. Would you like to see it?"



"No, I don't want to see that," she said.
"If you don't mind, I'd like to see this evidence of yours," George said.
"I don't mind, but I don't think it's something you really want to see," I said.
"That's alright," he said. "I'm a big boy. I've seen it all."
"Suit yourself," I said, pulling out my phone. I brought up the video and George watched a couple minutes of it, with Linda watching over his shoulder. We could all hear Terri and Paul trashing me as they rutted like animals. George stopped the video and shook his head as he handed the phone back to me. Linda was shocked at what she saw and heard and left the room in tears.
"Do yourself a favor and sign the papers, Terri," George said. "I'm very... disappointed in you right now." He turned to me before speaking again. "I'm really very sorry, Joe. I thought we had raised her better than this." He shook my hand and walked out of the room. I turned back to Terri.
"Just one question," I said. "Why?" She shrugged her shoulders as she looked up at me.
"Like I said before. It was just fun. That's all," she said.
"Fun and games, huh?"
"Yeah," she said dismissively. "And in case you were wondering, yes, he's bigger than you. A lot bigger."
"And that's why you've kept right on fucking him? Yeah, I know. Your mother told me you've been wearing your anklet to work," I said.
"Look, Joe, I didn't mean to hurt you," she said. "I know you want a divorce, but can't we at least be friends?" I shook my head.
"No," I told her. "I can't be friends with someone who deliberately lies to me and fucks me over behind my back. And before you ask, no, I don't love you any more. Right now, I don't even like you very much."
"You know I could fight this," she said. "I could ask for counseling, demand support from you."
"You could, but you'd only be wasting time and money," I said. "The divorce is going to happen whether you want it or not. Sign the papers now and be done with it. Then you can have all the fun and games you want with Paul or anyone else." I pulled a pen out of my pocket and handed it to her. She looked at the pen for a few moments, then took it from me and signed the papers.
She handed the pen and the papers back to me. I took them and held out my hand. She looked at me, confused.
"Your rings," I said. With tears in her eyes, she pulled them off and handed them to me. I slid them in my pocket. "Thank you. I'll get this to my attorney and cut you a check for your half of the bank balance. Goodbye, Terri. Merry Christmas."
I could hear her sobs from the driveway where I had parked my car. At that moment, I really didn't care if she was unhappy. I got in my car and drove home. Merry fucking Christmas, indeed.
Epilogue:
Sam filed the signed papers and I was a free man in 90 days. I never heard from Terri after that Christmas morning, but her parents told me she was still working at the coffee shop, and Linda told me she wore her anklet every day to work.
Two of the three husbands I spoke to also filed for divorce, naming Paul in their filings. The third husband forgave his wife after she quit her job at the coffee shop and started going to counseling. I wondered if I could have done the same with Terri, but realized that even if I could forgive her, I would never be able to forget. And I would always wonder what she was doing when she wasn't with me.
As Sam had warned, the alienation of affection lawsuit didn't go very far. Nevertheless, word of what he had done spread throughout the local community and he lost a lot of business as well as his reputation.
One morning, I read an article that said he had been confronted by a group of angry husbands outside a bar. After a short but rather intense confrontation, he was taken to a local hospital with multiple broken bones and a concussion. After asking around, I learned that he had also lost one testicle. Oh, well...
As for me, I went about my work and met a delightful divorcée named Julie. She's a year younger than me, and like me, had dumped her husband after she caught him cheating on her. We've been dating for a while, and things are looking good. We're both a bit skittish about jumping into marriage right now, so we're taking things one day at a time. I can live with that.
...
The end.
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The Plant Pt. 06 -- Ambassador

The following is the sixth entry in my long-running series, "The Plant," and is set a few months after the end of "The Plant Pt. 05 - Revelation." (The first part was published in June 2019) It may help to read the previous entries in the series to understand the full context of what is happening here.
My apologies for taking so long to get this up, but it was necessary as part of it is loosely based on actual current events. For those who are familiar with my work, this is quite different from what I usually submit...
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And now, the disclaimers:
For those who want to say this or that would never happen, remember this is my universe, a place where nearly anything can, and often does, happen. At least on paper... In addition:

	Characters in this story may participate in one or more of the following: Smoking, consumption of adult (meaning, alcoholic) beverages, utterance of profanities.
	All sexual activity is between sentient beings 18 years of age or older.
	Statements or views uttered by the fictional characters in this story do not necessarily reflect the views or opinions of the author.


Warning: This story includes discussions of current topics and certain political issues between the characters. If that bothers you, then please refer to disclaimer #3, above, and either move on or continue reading without complaint. You have been warned...
Please refer to my profile for more on my personal policy regarding comments, feedback, follows, etc. (Yes, I DO moderate comments) And please remember, this is a work of fiction, not a docu-drama...
...
A brief synopsis of the story so far:
In part one, we meet Theresa Hemmings, a young, mousy woman whose life is forever changed when she is given a strange plant that sports a dozen small penis-shaped "appendages." What she does not know is the plant is actually an extraterrestrial being, a member of the species known as the Gingravik. Margaret, the storekeeper who gave her the plant, works for the Gingravik as the species' "Facilitator" on Earth.
The plant, which she named "Bernie," grows under Theresa's care and she ends up having sex with it. By the end of the story, she has fallen in love with the plant and has given birth to the first of what would be many "pods" produced by their coupling.
In part two, the Gingravik sends a female spore to Earth to determine if human males can successfully couple with Gingravik females. The experiment ends tragically, however, the female ejects many fertilized spores, giving Margaret hope the species could thrive in the wild.
In part three, we meet April Jennings, a college biology student who comes across a strange plant one day in a local park. She digs the plant up and takes it to her room for study. With the help of her professor, she examines the plant, not knowing that it is the result of a coupling between a human male and an alien female. She also ends up having a sexual encounter with the plant, which is later taken to the Colony.
Theresa, meanwhile, has changed significantly since first meeting Bernie. By now, she is considered the "Queen Mother" of Earth and has taken on a leadership role in the effort to spread Gingravik DNA around the world. Thanks to the Gingravik High Council, a large compound known as the Colony, has been built for the express purpose of building the Gingravik base on Earth.
In part four, April starts her new job as a researcher for the Gingravik Botanical Research facility, unaware that it is really the main alien base on Earth. Here, she is reunited with the plant she found and names him "Jake." The two end up falling in love with each other.
In part five, April learns the truth about Jake and the Gingravik presence on Earth and Jake learns of his extra-terrestrial heritage from Bernie. April was also tasked with performing research on something called "G," a product consisting of dried clippings from Gingravik leaves, after she discovered their mind-opening, aphrodisiac effect.
Theresa used the "G" to enhance an open-air sexual exhibition for the High Council, designed to demonstrate the sexual prowess of Earth women. The Council was quite pleased with video they received of the event.
Toward the end of the chapter, April proposes to Jake, who gladly accepts her request to be mated for life. The Council also announces its plan to present an official ambassador to the United Nations.
...
The end of "The Plant 05 -- Revelation"
Margaret looked at Theresa after the connection had closed. She wondered what was going through the younger woman's mind. Theresa looked out the large picture window, deep in thought. Then she turned back to Margaret and Bernie.
"Margaret, I want you to put together a team. We will need to start construction of this ambassadorial compound as quickly as possible, and I want our best people on it," she said.
"Yes, My Queen," Margaret said.
"We will need all the trappings of a legitimate government before we can even consider having an official meeting. Put together a committee so we can start planning. And activate our operatives in New York," Theresa said.
"Of course," Margaret said. "Consider it done."
"And Bernie, I will need your help as well."
"That was always my intention, my Queen," he said. She smiled as she looked at him.
"Where would I be without you, my love?" she asked him in her mind. Bernie shook a few of his branches as he responded.
"I think we both know the answer to that," he said.
"Yes, we do," she responded. "Come, sweetheart, we have much to do."
...
And now, "The Plant 06 -- Ambassador"
Friday, October 8, 2021
April Jennings felt more nervous than she had been at any time in her life. At this moment, she stood totally nude in front of hundreds of spectators. In addition to the spectators in the auditorium, large screens showed a group of highly decorated Gingravik.
This, April was told, was the Gingravik High Council and their guests, observing the ceremony from their home planet many lights years away. Along with them was a very large, highly decorated Gingravik -- a being she knew was the Emperor. Next to him was another Gingravik, a female she knew was the Empress.
Even though April had grown used to public nudity, she never once thought she would be so exposed in front of so many people at one time. And she certainly never expected to be completely naked in front of an audience of such high-ranking extra-terrestrial beings. And there were no telling how many Gingravik were watching the ceremony in the privacy of their own domiciles.
Despite all the attention, today was a special day for her. It was the day she and Jake would be mated for life. In human terms, they would become husband and wife, but the Gingravik had a phrase that went far beyond the human concept of marriage. Not being Gingravik, she was unable to pronounce the term, but she understood the idea, having gone through Theresa's patient counseling.
Had this been a human wedding, she would've had bridesmaids and others prepare her wedding gown, but the Gingravik ceremony required total nudity as a sign that nothing was to be kept hidden from the other. Not even shoes or slippers were allowed. The matrons, led by Margaret, took great care in preparing her for this ceremony.
They spent hours tending to every part of her body. Her hair was styled, her skin given the full treatment, her nails meticulously done and her makeup was applied by artists who had worked in the entertainment industry.
"Why so much attention?" she asked.
"Because," Margaret said, "we want you to look your absolute best. The Emperor himself will be observing. Along with the Empress and the High Council. I've also been told the ceremony is being broadcast throughout the Empire. Today, you will be the focus of millions of beings who have never seen a human female."
"No pressure there, right?" April asked jokingly.
Every inch of her body felt aroused as she stood on the platform for all to see. Cameras moved around her so everyone could take in her nudity on the giant screens posted around the auditorium. She tried, but was unable to hide her sexual arousal. Cameras zoomed in, displaying her smooth, wet vagina and her hard, erect nipples to the appreciative crowd.
Theresa and Bernie appeared on the platform and soon, Jake took his position at her side, all 12 of his penises erect. Theresa normally remained nude at all times, but today, she chose to wear a floor-length cape so as not to distract anyone's attention from April's beauty. This was April's day, after all, and Theresa wanted her to capture all the attention.
"You look so delightfully ravishing, my dear," Theresa cooed with a smile.
"Thank you, my queen," April said softly.
"And you, Jake, look so very fine today," Theresa said, addressing the male hybrid. Jake shook his branches in response as Theresa smiled. The ceremony began with a dialogue between Bernie and Theresa about the full meaning of being mated in the Gingravik way. Members of the Council, along with the Emperor and his mate, could be seen shaking their branches and appendages in approval of what they heard.
"Do you, Jake, accept April as your mate for life?" Theresa asked. Jake shook his branches in the affirmative and April heard him in her mind: "Oh, yes!"
"And do you, April Jennings, accept Jake as your mate for life?" Theresa asked.
"Yes, I do," April said.
"Since the two of you have agreed to mutual exclusivity for the rest of your natural lives, accept this, the public marking of your status as permanent mates," Theresa said. She turned and nodded to Bernie, who pressed a button on the console of his cart.
April knew the marking was much more than an outward symbol of their relationship. Both her and Jake would be infused with a small sample of the other's DNA, connecting them to each other in a way no human could comprehend.
Suddenly, two bright lights erupted from the front of Bernie's cart. One focused on a point midway between April's breasts and the other went to a spot on Jake's main stalk just above the roots. At first, April felt an intense tingling sensation, but remained still as Theresa had instructed her earlier. She was tempted to reach up and scratch, but didn't. Soon, the tingle went away and the light was turned off.
"By the power vested in me by the Emperor and the High Council of the Interstellar Gingravik Consortium, I pronounce you mates for life," Theresa said to applause. "You may bond with your bride," she told Jake. A bed was rolled onto the platform and April climbed on, spreading her legs for her new husband. By now, she was so aroused she didn't care if the entire universe watched Jake fuck her.
Jake wheeled forward, one of his 12 penises now poised to enter her. She guided him in and gasped when he pushed his way inside. For some reason, he felt much larger and harder than normal. Perhaps the idea of having sex in front of an audience made him even more aroused than normal, she thought. She reached out for a second penis and Jake obliged. When she had it in hand, she guided it to her mouth.
As untold millions across the Gingravik Empire watched, the two made tender love to each other until they exploded in orgasm, which prompted wild applause from everyone. Even the Emperor emulated the hand-clapping with his larger branches.
Two matrons helped April get back on her feet after Jake withdrew his penises. She stood, a bit unsteady, as his ejaculate dripped down her legs, and faced Theresa, who offered a wide smile. Everyone's attention was drawn to the large monitor at the front of the auditorium when the Emperor came forward.
"I have witnessed many couplings in my tenure, but never have I seen such... love as expressed by the two of you," he said. "Welcome to the Gingravik family, young April Jennings. I sincerely hope to see many more such couplings between our two species. Live long, healthy and happy lives. And may all your orgasms be blessed."
"Thank you, Excellency," April said.
"You are welcome," he responded. "Now, since today is a holiday, let us celebrate!" Everyone, including the members of the High Council applauded. Theresa turned to April as everyone else began their own mating dance.
"Very well done, April," she said. "I am so proud of you. Don't forget, your flight to New South Marsookia leaves in two hours. Everything has already been arranged and your luggage has already been loaded. The matrons will escort you to the airplane. Enjoy your honeymoon."
"I will, Theresa," April said. "Thank you. For everything."
"You're welcome," Theresa said, giving April a hug. After April and Jake left the platform to mingle with their guests, Theresa turned and saw Margaret wiping her face. "Are you alright, Margaret?"
"Yes," the older woman said. "You know I always cry at weddings."
...
Three years earlier:
Consider a group of rocks orbiting high above the Earth. To the casual observer, these rocks appear to be no different from the millions of others floating in outer space. Too small to be observed by tracking devices on the planet, they broke orbit and began their descent. Their destination: a point in the South Pacific well outside normal lanes of traffic, both air and sea.
The rocks survived the entry into the planet's atmosphere and splashed into the ocean, where they settled on the sea bed in a pre-determined pattern. Shortly after landing, the sea between the rocks began to churn as changes in the underwater geology started to take place.
Eventually, the sea parted and a new land mass measuring approximately 400 square miles appeared. A small team of engineers and scientists were the first to visit the island. The engineers immediately began building an airfield at one end of the island as the scientists worked to install an array of electronic equipment that includes technology far beyond anything known to exist.
Once completed, the array prevents the island from being spotted by prying eyes -- even those orbiting the planet. It also controls the climate and weather on and around the island to accommodate those who would come later. Even though it was well outside normal lanes of traffic, the occasional ship or aircraft would find itself mysteriously steered away from the area.
With the airfield completed, the second group of scientists and engineers arrived to build the initial base and research facility. Over time, the island's infrastructure was put into place and became a completely self-contained facility very much like the facility where the scientists and engineers originated.
Osmosis plants were established to provide a stable source of potable water. Solar and sea power plants used to generate the island's electrical needs and farms were established to provide food for those to come. Entire communities were designed and built to accommodate the new arrivals.
All of this took nearly a full year, and was almost 100 percent complete by the time the facility's administrator, Dr. Alan Johnson, arrived on site with his designated companion, Lucinda, and a highly-skilled team of scientists. By the time of his arrival, the site had been dubbed New South Marsookia.
Over the next year, he oversaw the growth of the research facility. Acres of land had been set aside for the construction of greenhouses that contained thousands of the strange alien plants -- both male and female. As these plants matured, they were moved, in twos, and transplanted to other parts of the world where it was hoped they would flourish and multiply.
The facility itself had also grown significantly in that period of time. For example, a resort had been built on the northeast coast of the island and was a popular vacation spot for employees looking to take some time off from work.
It was about the middle of the year when he received the sealed packet from Theresa labeled, "Eyes Only." He opened the packet and read the documents and instructions inside. Looking out the window of his office, he knew things had changed significantly, and he realized it was nearly time for The Colony to be closed down.
Remembering his favorite student, he sincerely hoped she would be part of the change. He was aware of her work with the "G" and was quite impressed with the way she had acclimated herself to the culture at the Colony. He picked up his phone and called the Supervisor of Operations.
"Jim, this is Alan Johnson. Please come to my office. I have a high priority job for you," he said.
...
Theresa woke up late the morning after April's wedding, her head and body sore from the previous day's celebration. Her head hurt from the adult beverages she had consumed and her body hurt from the multiple trysts with Bernie's 12 cocks.
She looked and saw Bernie still hibernating. Although Gingravik do not consume alcohol directly, they have been known to experience what some have called "second-hand inebriation," the result of having sex with drunk humans. Fortunately, the proteins in his ejaculate absorbed most of the alcohol and kept her from getting physically ill. Unfortunately, they were unable to stave off the headache she felt this morning.
She got up, went into her bathroom, showered and prepared herself for the day. By the time she came out, Bernie had started to wake up. She grabbed her kit and sat next to him so she could tend to him as she had done every day for the last few years.
"Good morning, sleepyhead," she whispered as she carefully scraped the dew off his large leaves.
"Good morning, my queen," he groaned in her head. "That feels so good this morning," he added as she removed the last of the dew off his leaves.
"You wore me out last night," she said as she picked up the water bottle to spray his leaves.
"Good," he said with a chuckle. She finished tending to Bernie and left the apartment for her office where Margaret, the Facilitator, waited for her with a fresh pot of coffee.
"It's about time you came in," Margaret said with a smile.
"Queen's privilege," Theresa said as she poured a cup of coffee. She stood at the large picture window that overlooked one of the large pools. She sipped on her coffee as she watched a group of designated female breeders copulate with their assigned male plants. "Did you enjoy the festivities last night?" she asked Margaret.
"Very much," Margaret said. "I heard it was a big hit with the GBN." Theresa knew she referred to the Gingravik Broadcasting Network, which provided news, information and entertainment to the billions of beings that make up the Empire. It seemed that anything involving human females was quite popular with the network's audience.
"That's good to hear," Theresa said.
"In fact, the programming director wants to know if we're going to host another exhibition sometime soon."
"Perhaps, once the meeting with the UN delegation has been completed. Anything else?"
"Yes, three messages, actually," Margaret said. "Dr. Johnson reports the Ambassadorial compound on New South Marsookia is nearly complete. He will perform a final inspection over the next day or two. Also, April reported in. She and Jake arrived there at 10:00 pm last night local time."
"Good," Theresa said. "And the third message?"
"That would be from Ambassador Tsod. He requested the privilege of an audience with you this morning," Margaret said.
"Oh he did, did he?" Theresa asked sarcastically. "Why can't he just ask for a meeting like a normal person?"



"As you know, he comes from a long line of diplomats," Margaret said. "It's in his DNA, so to speak."
"Yes, as he constantly reminds me every chance he gets," Theresa quipped. "Tell him." she began, her mind deep in thought. "Tell him that Her Majesty, the Queen Mother of Earth has graciously accepted his request for an audience and expects him to report to her office at 11:05 am. Precisely." Margaret snickered at that. "Got that?"
"I got it," Margaret said trying to stifle a laugh. "11:05 am, right?"
"That's right. 11:05. Not 11:06 or 11:04. 11:05. On the dot. Otherwise, I might be occupied with something else."
"As you wish, my Queen," Margaret said. Her hands flew over her keyboard. When she was finished, she looked at Theresa. "There. Done."
"Thank you, Margaret. Now if you don't mind, I'll retreat into my office. Oh, have we heard anything from New York?"
"Not yet, but I expect to hear from them today."
"Thank you, Margaret," Theresa said before going into her office.
...
Tsod looked at his human body in the full-length mirror and took in what he saw. He had to admit, these backwater humans did a pretty good job of encapsulating the real "man," as it were. At six foot, eight inches, he towered over the average human male. Weighing in at a muscular 240 pounds, he could easily intimidate most men.
His face could only be described as chiseled and his body was picture-perfect. Broad in the shoulders, narrow in the hips, something humans called a "six-pack" and well-defined muscles in his legs and arms.
Topping all that off was a penis that measured ten inches, soft. At first, he never understood how human males could go through life with only one penis. But now he knew. First hand.
Yes, these humans knew how to craft a body, he thought to himself. Human females would probably go nuts over this, he thought. But those ten inches were reserved for one female only, as the green mark on his upper left chest indicated.
He reached down and picked up the barbell on the floor next to his feet. According to the markings on the weights, 200 pounds of solid iron were attached to the short iron bar. He easily curled it a few times and watched his muscles ripple in the mirror. He switched the barbell to his left hand and did the same.
"Admiring yourself again, are you, Tsod?" a female voice asked. He dropped the barbell and turned to see an equally nude female admiring his body. This female was none other than his mate for life, Tamsin. He took in her nude form and his penis began to grow and get hard. She walked to him and threw her arms around his neck.
"Mate with me, my husband," she cooed as she pressed her breasts into his body. "Feed me."
"As you wish, my love," he said, taking her in his arms. Just as he put her on the bed, his communication device beeped. Annoyed at the distraction, he looked at the message. He nodded his head and turned to Tamsin.
"Who was that?" she asked.
"The queen," he said derisively. "She wants me to report to her office at 11:05 sharp."
"That gives us just enough time, then," she said. "What is it the humans say? Fuck me?"
"I believe it is," he said.
"Then, FUCK ME!" she declared, wrapping her legs around his body.
...
Tsod, now showered and dressed in an expensive tailored suit, stood in front of Theresa's office door as he monitored the time on his wrist watch. He knew the queen's penchant for punctuality and wanted to enter just as the clock said 11:05.
When his watch read 11:04:55, he looked at the receptionist who nodded her head. He opened the door to find the queen, completely naked, riding one of her consort's 12 cocks reverse cowgirl-style as she sucked on another. She pointed to a chair in the room and indicated that he should sit.
He obeyed and watched as she fucked herself to orgasm. Her consort ejaculated in her pussy and her mouth at the same time. She eagerly swallowed his fluid, wiping her mouth after she was finished. She stepped up and wiped her hands as she walked toward him.
"Good morning, Ambassador Tsod," she said, holding out a hand. He looked at it askance, causing her to cock her head. "What's the matter, Ambassador? Have you forgotten your manners?"
"Of course not, my Queen," he said, taking a knee in front of her. He gingerly took her hand and kissed it lightly, trying to avoid the areas wet from her consort's ejaculate. She smiled as he released her hand and motioned for him to stand.
"My apologies, Ambassador," she said. "It is not my wish to embarrass you. If that were the case, we'd have an audience here. I'm simply trying to behave as you suggested. As you may recall, it was you who suggested I act in a more regal, stand-offish manner, even though it does not suit my personality. And I did wipe my hand before I presented it to you."
"Yes, Your Majesty, you did," he said somewhat sheepishly. "If anyone should apologize, it should be me."
"Your apology is accepted, Ambassador," she said. "Is everything alright? Is your human form acceptable to you?"
"Yes, Your Majesty, it is much more than I had hoped for," he said.
"And your mate, Tamsin? Is her form acceptable to the two of you?"
"Very much so, Your Majesty," he said, recalling their most recent tryst.
"Just so you know, I can still smell her on you," Theresa said. "For future reference, it would be good to cleanse ALL of your body before meeting others."
"My apologies, Your Majesty," he said sheepishly.
"Accepted. Now, what was it you wished to see me about?"
"I was curious to know what security measures are being put in place for me and my team," he said. "As you know, I am the Emperor's direct representative to the United Nations, and I would hate for him to learn that one of his diplomats have been injured because of human immaturity, incompetence or insecurity."
"Let's get one thing straight, Ambassador," she said. "I understand you are the Emperor's direct representative to the U.N. You must also understand that I too, serve at the Emperor's pleasure as his highest executive on this planet. Which means that as long as you are on this planet, you answer to me. If you have a problem with any of that, you are free to take it to the Emperor. Through me."
She pulled a sheet of paper out of a folder and placed it on her desk. "Surely you got the memo," she added. He said nothing for a few moments, then smiled.
"The Emperor speaks very highly of you," he said. "I see why. You have grown into your role quite well. Perhaps I underestimated you. It will not happen again." She nodded her head.
"I certainly hope not, Ambassador," she said. "As to your concerns about security, let me put your mind at ease. New South Marsookia is quite secure. Measures have been put into place to keep it hidden from prying eyes. In addition, the latest shielding technology has been put in place to protect the island. And you will be surrounded by a force of some 5,000 well-armed and trained soldiers and security personnel, all of which have been designed from conception for their roles."
"I am impressed," Tsod said. "Are these soldiers human or Gingravik hybrid?"
"They are all hybrid, in human form," she said. "Like you. In fact, the technology that made your integration successful is the same that produced them."
"If I may ask, how did you manage to accumulate so many in such a short period of time?" he asked.
"Our designated field breeders have done a remarkable job of producing fertilized eggs over the last couple years. Thanks to our scientific research here, we were able to significantly enhance their development while infusing them with the necessary skills," she said. "Along with their complete loyalty to the cause. You could say it's in their DNA."
"I see," he said. "And the breeders? Are they still in the field?"
"Many of them are, however, we have been forced to scale their operations a bit due to the pandemic. It's possible we may have to end that part of the program after the summit."
"And what of this facility? I'm sure you understand that once the summit is complete, this place will quite likely come under intense scrutiny."
"I have already considered that, Ambassador," she said. "Which is why we are in the process of transitioning this base to NSM. Over half of it has already been moved, and the rest will be gone by the time the summit happens."
"And if I may ask, what about your human employees? Will they make the move as well?"
"So far, every single one has expressed a desire to make the move," she said. "No one has rejected the offer."
"A testament to your leadership, Your Majesty," he said.
"Thank you, but it's really quite simple. Treat people with respect and dignity and they generally reward you with their loyalty," she said. "Was there anything else?"
"Yes. Have you heard anything from the United Nations?"
"Not yet," she said. "But I hope to hear something very soon. The minute I hear from them, you'll be informed."
"Very well," he said. "Thank you for your time, Your Majesty."
"You're welcome, Ambassador," she said. He stood and turned to leave, then remembered where he was and turned back to Theresa.
"Please forgive me, Your Majesty," he said. "By your leave." She smiled and nodded her head.
"Of course, Ambassador. And may I say that you look quite dapper in that suit. Italian?"
"I was told it was made by someone named Armani," he said.
"It looks very nice on you, Ambassador. Just one suggestion, though."
"What's that, Your Majesty?" he asked.
"Your shoes. They're on the wrong feet," she said, pointing down. He looked where she pointed and realized what she was talking about. Red-faced, he looked back at her.
"I wondered why they were so uncomfortable," he said. There's more to being a human male than I originally thought, he said to himself.
"Live and learn, Ambassador," she said. "Good day."
"Your Majesty," he said with a slight bow. Theresa and Bernie watched as he turned and walked back through the door. When she felt he was far enough away, she began chuckling audibly.
"Be nice, my queen," Bernie said quietly. "He's still learning to be human."
"I know, but it's just so... funny. I hope he figures out the difference between his right foot and his left foot before he meets with the delegation from the U.N."
"I'm sure he will," Bernie said.
...
The Secretary-General of the United Nations sat in his office on the 38th floor of the Secretariat Building and looked out the large windows at the East River and the boroughs of Queens and Brooklyn as he pondered the strange communique that had been hand-delivered to his office three days earlier.
According to the message, an ambassador from the emperor of something called the Interstellar Gingravik Consortium wished to meet with him and a small team of diplomats at a location to be announced in the future. His first thought was this had to be a joke. For starters, there was no such thing as "Gingravik" and the notion of anything being "interstellar" was laughable.
He looked at the envelope containing the strange message and saw it had no postmark or return address. On top of that, the routing stamp looked quite normal. Perhaps this was someone's idea of a joke. He promised to find the person responsible and fire them personally. But when he asked around, no one seemed to know anything about the letter. It was simply there, along with the rest of the correspondence addressed to him personally.
His first instinct was to throw the letter in the trash. He reconsidered after a while and gave it some thought. If it was a joke, he wasn't amused, but he wasn't about to give anyone ammunition to spread rumors. And he certainly wasn't going to let himself be the butt of laughter behind his back.
He thought about involving security, but rejected that idea, concerned it could be the catalyst for said laughter and jokes. If he simply shredded the document and ignored it, no one would ever know of its existence, he reasoned. But...
What if this was real? There had been a rash of reports of UFO sightings and strange encounters from very credible witnesses lately -- far more than had been publicly reported. If this was real, then he would go down in history as the man who made first official contact with an alien race. Take that, Mr. President, he thought to himself, referring to the current occupant of the White House. He picked up his phone and dialed the toll-free number mentioned in the letter.
...
Margaret sat at her desk going over all her work. Another group of employees was set to fly out today, along with more equipment. Some were going to NSM, while others were headed for other satellite facilities. After all her work making this place a reality, she hated the thought of seeing it torn down and moved.
But, she thought, it was inevitable. She had hoped they could stay here at least another couple years, but that just wasn't in the cards. With everything going on, she half-way expected to see columns of vehicles filled with armed federal agents and soldiers coming down the road.
But now... She didn't know what to expect anymore. As she thought about this, her switchboard sounded off and she saw the light corresponding to the line set aside for only one purpose flash brightly. Was this really him, she asked herself. She pulled up her script, put on her headset and answered the call.
...
The Secretary-General sat stunned after making the call. Yes, the woman on the other end assured him. This is very real. And yes, the ambassador was very serious about making contact. She assured him the ambassador would contact him in exactly 30 minutes to introduce himself. He gave her the number to his direct line and ended the call.
He instructed his receptionist to hold all calls and visits until further notice and waited. The next 30 minutes seemed like hours, and he nearly jumped out of his skin when his phone rang exactly 30 minutes later. The call came from an unlisted private number. He pressed a button on the phone to start a trace, then answered the call, somewhat nervous.
"Marco Gutierrez," he said when he picked up the phone.
"Secretary-General Gutierrez?" a deep baritone voice asked at the other end.
"This is he," Marco said. "And with whom am I speaking?"
"I am Ambassador Tsod, representing His Highness, the Emperor of the Interstellar Gingravik Consortium. I trust this conversation is being kept confidential?"
"It is, just as your associate requested, Ambassador Zod," Marco said.
"That's 'Tsod,' Mr. Secretary-General," the man on the other end said.
"My apologies, Ambassador," Marco said. "May I ask how you got your initial communique to my office?"
"You may ask, Mr. Secretary-General," Tsod said. "Unfortunately, I am not at liberty to explain. I'm sure you understand."
"Vaguely," Marco said. "I sincerely hope this isn't some kind of practical joke, Mr. Ambassador. Rest assured, if it is, there will be legal consequences."
"I understand your concern, Mr. Secretary-General," Tsod said. "Let me assure you in no uncertain terms. I am not a man given to what you call practical jokes. I am here to present myself and my team to you and your delegation. I would like to meet with you sometime very soon. Perhaps within the next month or two."
"Will you be in New York sometime soon?" Marco asked.
"No. I have no plans to visit your New York. I would insist that you and your delegates meet me and mine at a secure location of my choosing. I guarantee your safety and promise to prove our origin at that time," Tsod said.
"What is it you seek from us, Ambassador?" Marco said.
"Mutual understanding. Perhaps even the beginning of a friendship between our two peoples."
"I have many questions," Marco said.
"And I will attempt to answer them to your satisfaction," Tsod said.
"You're not here to... exterminate or disintegrate us, are you?" Marco asked, feeling a bit silly after asking the question. Tsod chuckled at the question.
"Of course not, Mr. Secretary-General," he said. "Perhaps you have watched too many of your motion pictures."
"Perhaps," Marco said with a chuckle. "Looking at my calendar, perhaps we can meet on the weekend of November 19. Will that work for you, Ambassador?"
"Yes, that will work for me," Tsod said after a few moments. "I will contact you at this number on November 17 with your itinerary, if you wish. Plan on my call to come in at 3:15 pm your time. I will provide the accommodations and make the travel arrangements for you. No press is to be involved whatsoever. You may bring a small security detail if you wish, but I ask that you limit your delegation to no more than 10 individuals. If anyone asks, you and your delegation are simply taking a weekend retreat to discuss issues. Is this acceptable to you, Mr. Secretary-General?"
"That is acceptable to me, Ambassador," Marco said. "I look forward to hearing from you."
"And I look forward to speaking with you again, Mr. Secretary General," Tsod said. "Oh, and one last thing."
"What's that, Ambassador?" Marco asked.
"Your trace will not work," Tsod said, leaving Marco feeling a bit embarrassed.
"How," Marco began before Tsod interrupted him.
"How did I know you were trying to trace this call?" Tsod asked. "Because, it is what I would do in your place. Good day, Mr. Secretary-General. I'll be in touch." Marco found himself staring at the handset when the call ended. He replaced the handset and pressed another button to see what the trace found, and saw only a message that the attempt had failed.
"Damn," he said under his breath. He took a quick bathroom break, then sat back down at his desk and started making calls.
...
"That went well," Theresa said when Tsod ended the call. He looked at her and Margaret before speaking.
"Yes, it did. Better than I had hoped. Still, I have concerns. We have a lot to do, Your Majesty. I will confer with my colleagues to firm up our agenda. I take it you will be at the meeting as well?"
"I will," she said. "We can discuss that later. Right now, we need to double down and get the rest of the facility moved. Margaret, I'll leave that in your capable hands."
"Yes, my queen," she said.
"I have an idea I'd like to run by you, Your Majesty," Tsod said, glancing at Bernie. "Perhaps we can discuss it in private."
"I have no secrets from anyone in this room," Theresa said.
"Very well. At some point, the UN delegation will want to meet a native Gingravik. Preferably someone with some clout, maybe even a title. It would give us more credibility in their eyes," he said.
"Bernie is a native Gingravik," Theresa said. "He was made my official consort before we became permanent mates. Is that not enough?"
"For you and I, yes. I have an idea, though. I'll need to speak with the Emperor first, with your permission, of course, Your Majesty." Theresa had a good idea what he intended and it made sense to her. Bernie had given his entire life for her and the Gingravik cause. If anyone deserved to be honored, it was him. She nodded her head.
"You have my permission, Ambassador," she said softly.
"Thank you, Your Majesty. And if I may, there's one other subject I'd like to address."
"Yes?" she asked.
"You have a lot of... shall we say, non-essential native human personnel here. Maintenance workers and the like. Do you intend to invite them to NSM as well?" he asked. "If these negotiations are successful, and I expect they will be, the possible consequences to them -- that is, of choosing the Empire over their native country -- could be enormous."
Theresa regarded him for a moment before speaking. Deep down, she knew he was right. As far as the authorities would be concerned, those people could be seen as traitors to their country if the worst happened.



"Tsod, let me just say this right up front," she said calmly. "Everyone here is essential. Not just the scientists or the researchers. Everyone. These people you call non-essential -- many of them were homeless when we found them. Hopeless, rejected by society and their own families, living on the street with no hope, no future. Begging for a few pennies, a spare cigarette or some scraps of food. Weeping inside when so many walked by without so much as a word.
"When Margaret, the Facilitator, told me what the Gingravik wanted -- an end to hunger, disease, war and despair -- I was sold right off. You see, I know what it is to be rejected because I wasn't pretty enough, or curvy enough, or my boobs weren't big enough. Bernie loved me the way I was. He made me what I am today." She stood up and turned around so he could see her fully nude form.
"Look at me, Tsod. I am what many men would call a walking wet dream. I wasn't born like this. I was ugly, skinny and mousy. A plank of wood had more features than I did. My own mother told me I should develop my mind because I didn't have much of a body. But Bernie didn't care. He accepted me the way I was. And brought out the real me. The inner me.
"In the same way, a lot of these so-called 'non-essential' people were rejected by society because they didn't meet someone's arbitrary idea of 'essential' or 'necessary.' They had already lost everything when we found them. I simply applied what Margaret and Bernie said were the highest ideals of the Gingravik. And now, they are respected, productive, healthy and happy. And they make a pretty decent living as well.
"So no, I will NOT reject them or leave them hanging in the breeze when things get a little tough. I have already spoken to many of them and they have agreed to go where I go. I understand what you are saying, but I'll tell you the same thing I once told Margaret. If I can't take care of the people here in my charge, how can I possibly do the same for everyone else?" Tsod listened to her in silence, somewhat shocked at the passion in her voice. He slowly nodded his head.
"Once again, Your Majesty, I have underestimated you. Please accept my humble apology. You are right, of course. It is our desire to end all those things. So many talk about it, but you... You're living it. You're more Gingravik than most Gingravik I know. And it makes me... ashamed," he said, hanging his head. Theresa put a hand on his shoulder.
"Don't be so hard on yourself, Tsod," she said. "You are thinking like a diplomat. Keep your eyes on the prize and your nose to the grindstone. One step at a time." He had read these cliches before but understood what she was trying to tell him. He nodded his head.
"I... understand, Your Majesty," he said.
"And please, when it's just us, call me Theresa, okay?"
"Yes, Your... er, Theresa," he said.
"Good. Now, everyone, get back to work," she said.
...
Marco Gutierrez, the Secretary-General of the United Nations, considered the nine people sitting in his private conference room, each of them staring at the table, absorbing what they just heard. He hoped they understood the implications of what he had revealed to them.
"Are you certain of all this, Mr. Secretary General?" one of the men at the table asked.
"Frankly, no, not completely," Marco said. "But my instincts tell me this is the real thing. And we'd be foolish not to capitalize on this opportunity." This wasn't the first time he relied on his gut instincts, and the others around the table knew that. In the past, however, his instincts turned out to be right.
"But what if this turns out to be a trap?" one of the three women at the table asked. "Are you willing to risk that? Risk all of our lives?"
"I doubt they would have allowed us to bring a security detail if that were the case. I'll go alone if need be," Marco said. "That way, I'll be the only one at risk. The decision is yours. All I ask is that you keep it to yourselves."
"You're serious about this, aren't you?" Johann, a veteran from South Africa, asked.
"I am," Marco said. "The possible opportunities are too great to pass up."
"Then I'll go with you. I'm not going to have you risk your own life by yourself," Johann said. Marco nodded his head.
"Thank you, Johann," he said. "That means a lot."
"I'll go, too," the first woman said.
"Thank you, Alena," Marco told her with a nod of his head.
"Does the White House know about this?" a third man with a thick British accent asked. Marco shook his head.
"No, Franklin, to my knowledge they know nothing of this. And to be honest, I think they would just mess it up anyway. I don't intend to say anything until I have to."
"Is this an effort to get one up on the administration?" the third woman, a blonde 28-year-old German named Greta, asked.
"No, Greta, it's not. But let's not kid ourselves. If this is half as big as I think it is, the last thing we want is the Americans taking point and keeping it all to themselves. Besides, these Gingravik reached out to US, not the Americans. It's clear they're seeking a global audience," Marco said.
"Good point, Mr. Secretary-General," Greta said.
"What happens if this turns out to be a hoax?" asked a large black man with a full head of gray hair.
"Then we do what we can to find the practical jokers. In the meantime, we say nothing. If anyone asks, we spent the weekend discussing global issues."
"Why us?" the man asked, running a large hand over his hair.
"Because, Philip, you are the best at what you do," Marco said. "And more importantly, you are my most trusted colleagues."
"Well, in that case, count me in," he said. Marco smiled.
"Thank you Philip. That means a great deal to me. As you all know, I could order you to accompany me. But I won't. This is your decision and yours alone. There will be no repercussions if you decide not to go. All I ask is that you keep quiet about this. So, who's with me?" As Marco watched, all nine of his guests raised their hands. Marco smiled and nodded his head.
"Thank you all," he said. "I've been told that the next contact will be on November 17th. If and when I hear from this Ambassador Tsod, I'll be in touch. In the meantime, make sure your vaccinations are up to date. And remember, say nothing to no one. Tell your families you're going on a weekend retreat to discuss climate change and other issues and you'll be out of pocket. Any questions?" Not hearing any, he dismissed the group and went back to his office.
...
Sunday, October 24, 2021
April and Jake got off the plane and observed the flurry of activity around them. They had just spent two weeks celebrating their official union at New South Marsookia and were looking forward to settling back into their routine.
"There you are," they heard Theresa say from behind them. They turned and embraced her when she came up to them. "Let's get your things and get you back to your apartment." April grabbed her two small bags and they followed Theresa to the vehicle that would carry them to the apartment complex.
"What's going on? I've never seen so much activity on a Sunday before," April said when they settled into the vehicle.
"There's some major changes taking place," Theresa said. "Before I explain, though, tell me, did you two enjoy yourself on NSM?"
"Oh yes," April exclaimed, regaling Theresa with stories of their visit. "We had a blast."
"I'm glad to hear that," Theresa said. "Tell me, how would you like to live and work on NSM permanently?"
"Are you serious?" April asked, shocked.
"Yes, I am," Theresa said.
"That would be fantastic," April said. "When are we going?"
"If all goes well, within the next two or three weeks. There's a lot that has to be done first."
"Why the rush?" April asked. "Did something happen?"
"Something amazing is about to happen," Theresa said. "And no matter what, it will impact all of us. But I need to talk to you about something first."
"What's that?" April asked.
"Let's get to your apartment first," Theresa told her. They got to April's building and made their way to the apartment she shared with Jake. When they got inside, April put their bags on her bed and went into the kitchen to make some tea. She offered a cup to Theresa, who graciously accepted it and the three of them went into the living room.
"You remember a few months back when I said there could time a time when the facility would have to move out of the country?" Theresa asked. April remembered that conversation, which happened after she learned the truth of Jake's origin and the plants she had been researching.
"Yes, I remember," she said.
"That time is upon us," Theresa said. "By this time next month, a delegation from the United Nations led by the Secretary-General will have met with an ambassador from the Gingravik Empire. Following that meeting, the Gingravik Prefecture of Earth will be officially established." She paused long enough to open her purse and remove a small booklet with a gray cover. She handed it to April, who looked at the design on the cover.
"What's this?" April asked.
"Your new Imperial passport," Theresa said. "The Empire has already granted you and everyone else here dual citizenship in recognition of your work." April opened the book and saw her picture with two flag emblems, one U.S., and another flag she had never seen before. That one displayed a green circle set on a black field with two gray stripes, one above the circle and the other below it. Apparently, she thought, this was the flag of the Gingravik Empire.
"Do I lose my U.S. citizenship?" April asked. Theresa shook her head.
"No, not unless you renounce it, run for an imperial office or go to war against the U.S. But I don't ever see that happening. Still, there may be some in authority who might want to... question you about your work here. Personally, I would rather not see that happen."
"What if things don't work out as well as you say?" April asked.
"Then I will take full responsibility," Theresa said. "I alone am responsible for everyone in my care. That includes you, April. And your mate. Don't worry. The Empire will protect you, even if I am unable to." April understood what Theresa was saying, but she was still concerned.
"Do you think they'll come here looking for us?" she asked.
"It's quite possible," Theresa said. "I'm leaving nothing to chance. That's why we must move."
"I understand," April said quietly.
"Look on the bright side," Theresa said with a smile. "You'll get a chance to work with your old teacher again."
"Dr. Johnson?" April asked. Theresa nodded her head.
"Yes. He's the head administrator of the facility on NSM. And he's looking forward to seeing you again." It had been some time since he and his new mate, Lucinda, stopped by to see her and she was curious to know how he was doing. Now, it seemed she would have an opportunity to work with him again.
"I'd like to see him as well," she said. "So, what happens now?"
"Starting tomorrow, I'll need you to help pack up your lab and get it ready to move. And you'll need to start packing this place up as well. I don't intend to leave anything behind. At all," she said. "You can even take your car, or sell it if you wish. Let me know if you decide to sell it, so I can add it to the list." It had been so long since April had used her car, she was tempted to just sell it. Everything here was within walking distance, and all the vehicles she saw at NSM were electric.
"I haven't used it in so long, I'll probably just sell it," she said.
"Alright, then," Theresa said. "Tomorrow, start packing. I want to be cleared and gone by November 12." That was just a bit under three weeks away. April knew she had a lot to do.
...
Friday, November 12, 2021
The last 18 days went by fast. April and her team packed everything in their lab, then helped other teams pack up their equipment. Nothing was to be left behind -- not even a fingerprint. With Jake's help, she packed up their apartment and wiped it down as well. While Jake was unable to handle the larger items, he was quite helpful in packing their utensils and smaller things. Her car was sold and hauled away, along with all the others, the money deposited into her bank account.
The movers came to the apartment and stacked her boxes on a pallet containing a number of other boxes. Everything was gone and all the surfaces had been cleaned to remove any trace of human habitation. She took one last look at the apartment before closing the door. She would miss this place, but she looked forward to what lay ahead at New South Marsookia.
She and Jake rode the transport with a number of others to the airfield. For the first time, she noticed the aircrews and security personnel wearing the green, gray and black flag patches on their arms. They boarded their flight and said goodbye as they climbed into the sky. This is really happening, she thought to herself as they headed for the south Pacific.
...
Theresa, Bernie, Margaret, Ambassador Tsod and his team stood in the now empty space that used to be Theresa's office. Three security men in dark suits entered the office after knocking on the door. Theresa was pleased to see they all wore latex gloves to keep from leaving any fingerprints.
"The compound is secure, my queen," one of the security men said, his voice echoing off the bare walls. "Everyone has left and all the equipment is gone."
"Nothing has been left behind?" she asked.
"Nothing. Not even a scrap of paper."
"Good," she said. She was so proud of the hard work everyone had put into moving everything out. Looking around, she found herself already missing the place.
"The contractors are set to come in and remove the secure laboratory buildings starting tomorrow," Margaret said. Theresa nodded her head in acknowledgment.
"Thank you," she said quietly.
"Think we'll ever come back to this place?" Margaret asked.
"I don't know," Theresa said. "Maybe, one day."
"We should get going, Your Majesty," Tsod said.
"Yes, you're right. I have just one call to make," Theresa said. She pulled out her phone and dialed the security gate.
"Security, Johnson speaking," the man at the other end said when he answered.
"Mr. Johnson, this is Theresa Hemmings. We are preparing to leave the facility now. Contractors will here tomorrow to tear down and remove some of the buildings as we discussed. Will you be okay here by yourselves?"
"Yes, ma'am, we'll be just fine. Don't worry about a thing. We have it under control," Johnson said. "Safe journey."
"Thank you, Mr. Johnson. For everything. Please pass that on to the rest of your team," Theresa said.
"Will do," he said. They ended the call and Theresa turned to Tsod.
"Now we can go," she said.
...
Wednesday, November 17, 2021
Marco Gutierrez sat at his desk, waiting for his private line to ring. It was 3:00 pm, Eastern time, and he hoped the ambassador was as punctual as he was. The second his digital clock read 3:15, the phone rang. He took a deep breath and answered.
"Marco Gutierrez," he said when he picked up the phone.
"Mr. Secretary-General, Ambassador Tsod here."
"Yes, Ambassador. My team and I are prepared to meet with you. How do you wish to proceed?"
"How many are on your team, Mr. Secretary-General?"
"Twelve, including a two-man security detail. I hope that is acceptable."
"Yes, it is," Tsod said. "Are they all assembled at the Secretariat Building?"
"Yes. In fact, they're waiting in my conference room with their luggage," Marco said.
"Even better," Tsod said. "At 4:00 pm your time, two limousines will arrive at the Secretariat building and will enter your secure underground parking area. The lead driver will identify himself as Mark Thompson. Those vehicles will transport your delegation to the Farmingdale Airport where you will board your flight. Mark will escort you to the aircraft.
"Your flight will last just over 22 hours, but you will have plenty of opportunity to rest once the craft reaches cruising altitude. You will also be fed and provided with refreshments along the way. You will be met by a security detachment once you reach your destination. That detachment will carry you and your delegation to my compound, where you will be allowed to stay.
"Do you have any questions for me, Mr. Secretary-General?"
"No, Ambassador. None," Marco said. "I look forward to meeting you."
"And I, you," Tsod said. "Safe journeys, Mr. Secretary-General." With that, they ended the call. Marco wondered how the limousines would get into the secure parking area. He went into the conference room and addressed his team.
"We've got just about 40 minutes to get to the secure parking area, so we'd better head out," he said. He motioned to the orderlies who stood by the carts that held their luggage. Taking the private elevator down, they entered the underground parking garage. They arrived just as two long limousines entered the area. Marco nodded and they all donned face masks.
The vehicles stopped and a tall man in a dark suit got out of the lead vehicle. He walked to Marco and extended his hand, which Marco accepted.
"Mark Thompson, IGC, Mr. Secretary-General. I'm here to escort you and your delegation to your flight, sir," the man said.
"Yes, of course," Marco said. The delegation split into two groups, with a security man accompanying each group. One group of six entered the first limousine and the others entered the second vehicle. With everyone inside, they headed for the airport.
They said nothing on the way to the airport and were somewhat shocked when they saw the aircraft Mark led them to. This was like no other chartered jet any of them had ever seen. When they got to the aircraft, two men approached the security detail and confiscated their weapons.
"Cooperate with them," Marco instructed. The security men were upset, but reluctantly placed their firearms in the lock-box one of the two men held. They climbed the stairs into the aircraft and settled into their seats, astonished at the luxury inside the aircraft.
"We will be here when you return, Mr. Secretary-General," Mark said once he ensured everyone was situated inside. He left before Marco could respond.
"Still think this is a hoax?" Marco whispered to Philip, who sat in the seat across the aisle from him.
"If it is, it's a damn expensive one," Philip said. "This is a Bombardier Global 7500 and looks like it's been modified. How much do you think one of these things cost?"
"Probably north of $50 million," Marco said.
"With this configuration, I'd say north of $80 million," Philip said.
"Not exactly chump change," Marco said.
"No, it's not," Philip said. "Wonder where we're going?"
"Tsod said our flight will last just over 22 hours, so there's no telling," Marco said.
"Hmm," Philip said.
"What do you mean, 'hmm'?" Marco asked.
"These planes have a range of 7,700 nautical miles. That's more than 8,800 miles or 14,000 kilometers. We could be going darn near anywhere," Philip said.
"Interesting," Marco said. Just then, the plane began to move and a voice boomed over the intercom. Marco looked at his watch -- 6:30 pm.
"Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen. This is your captain, Trevor McDaniels. Welcome aboard IGC One, also known as 'The Queen's Own.' We're preparing to take off in just a couple of minutes, and I should advise you that Consortium regulations prohibit the use of face masks, so I ask that you remove your masks at your earliest convenience. Once we have reached cruising altitude, the crew will serve dinner and refreshments. Again, welcome aboard."
Marco and Philip looked at each other, their eyebrows raised. They shrugged their shoulders and removed their masks, as did the rest of the delegation.



"Queen, huh?" Philip asked.
"That's what I heard," Marco said. Soon, the aircraft left the ground and began its ascent. When the captain announced they had reached cruising altitude, the crew rolled carts down the aisle, serving the delegation a platter of shrimp cocktail and fruit.
Marco stopped the female crew member when she came next to him. He noted what looked like a flag patch on one breast of her uniform blouse -- a black rectangle with a green circle in the middle and two gray stripes, one above and one under the circle.
"Excuse me, miss," he said. "Did I hear the captain right? Queen One?"
"Yes, sir, that's right," she said with a wide smile.
"Which queen might that be, if I may ask?"
"Of course," she said. "That would be Queen Tere. This is her aircraft. She doesn't use it much, so she sometimes lets VIPs use it."
"And I take it you've met her?" Marco asked.
"Oh, yes," she said. "She's so nice. Very friendly. Not to mention, hot! I hope I look as good as her one of these days."
"Is there a picture of her somewhere around here?" Philip asked.
"No sir, she's a bit camera shy, although I don't know why. If I had her looks, I'd let everyone take pictures of me," she said. "Let me tell you, her husband is one lucky guy!"
"I see," Marco said. "Thank you."
"You're welcome," she said. "I hope you like the shrimp."
"I do," Marco said. "Very tasty. What kind of fruit is this?" he asked, holding up what looked like a green raspberry.
"That's a greenberry," she said. "They grow wild at NSM -- where we're going. Very sweet. I can make myself sick eating those things." Philip took a bite of one and his face lit up.
"Delicious," he said. "I don't think I've ever tasted anything so sweet."
"They are sweet, aren't they?" she asked.
"Yes, very," Philip said.
"I'm glad you like it. There's more if you want. Help yourself. I also have some greenberry wine if you'd like to try some of that," she said.
"Maybe after I finish eating this," Philip said.
"Very well, sir. Just say the word," she said before sashaying down the aisle. Philip followed her with his eyes, taking in her short skirt and well-formed legs. Wonder what it'd be like to get between those cheeks, he thought. He was brought back to reality by Marco's forced cough.
"Watch it, Romeo," Marco said. "You have a daughter about her age, remember?"
"Hey, I'm a widower. I can dream, can't I?" Philip asked, causing Marco to laugh.
"Still think this is a hoax?" Marco asked.
"Well, a hot camera-shy queen with enough money at her disposal to afford something like this... I'm beginning to think there's something about those instincts of yours after all," Philip said.
"After all these years, you're just figuring that out?" Marco said, making Philip laugh. "I'm curious to learn a bit more about this queen and this NSM. There's another attendant. Let's see if we can get some information out of her."
"Good idea," Philip said. Another female attendant, this one sporting short black hair with bangs that fell almost even with her eyebrows, was making her way down the aisle with a cart holding three bottles of greenish liquid. Philip noticed this attendant's skirt was even shorter than the other woman's and was slit up one side almost to her waist. The top three buttons of her blouse were undone, giving a hint at what was underneath.
"Care for some greenberry wine?" she asked when she reached their seats.
"Yes, please," Philip said. She produced a small glass and poured some of the green liquid into it.
"This stuff can be quite... powerful," she said. "So I would suggest only a small amount until you get used to it. And you, sir?" she asked Marco.
"Sure, I'll try a little bit, please," he said. She poured him a small glass. He watched as Philip took a tentative taste. His eyes opened wide for a moment and he set the glass back down.
"You're right," he said. "That does pack a bit of a punch." Both Marco and the attendant laughed.
"Do you have a couple of minutes?" Marco asked. She looked around the cabin before nodding her head.
"Sure," she said. "What can I do for you?"
"Well, I have a couple questions," Marco said. "First off, what's your name?"
"I am called Dahli," she said, sitting down. Philip watched her short skirt rise over her legs and saw the slit opening wider as she sat. She didn't appear to be too concerned that her movements might attract male attention.
"Dahli, my name is Marco, and this is my friend, Philip. What can you tell us about this Queen Tere and NSM?" Marco asked.
"That would be New South Marsookia," she said. "Have you ever been there?"
"No, I can't say that I have. In fact, until just now, I've never even heard of it," Marco said. "And I've been all over the South Pacific in my career." Dahli smiled and nodded her head.
"I was... raised there," she said. "It's really a beautiful place. Believe me, I've traveled all over the world, but there's nothing that equals the beauty of NSM."
"I see," Marco said. "And this Queen Tere?"
"She's so delightful," Dahli said. "I've been in her service all my adult life. You'll never meet a kinder, loving or more compassionate person. We all owe her so much."
"I hope I get to meet her," Marco said.
"Trust me, you'll never forget the experience. I feel so... blessed to be able to serve her." Marco and Philip looked at each other. Dahli adjusted her legs and looked at Philip for a second before smiling. "Would you need some... help... with that, sir?" she asked, glancing at his crotch.
Philip, reacting to Dahli's presence and the burn from the wine, adjusted his legs in a vain effort to hide the tent growing in his trousers. She smiled as she reached down to the snap on her skirt. She opened her skirt and Philip could see her bare, smooth vagina as she spread her legs apart. Philip felt himself getting harder and thought he was going to ejaculate in his trousers.
"It's perfectly okay," she said. "It's the greenberry wine. It does that to everyone. Let me take care of that for you. Just relax." Philip looked at Marco, stunned, as Dahli unzipped his trousers.
"When in Rome," Marco said, shrugging his shoulders. Dahli unbuttoned her blouse and Philip saw her bare breasts, her nipples erect. She opened his trousers and fished out his large black cock.
"Oh my," she moaned as she took it in her hands. "So big. So hard and so very hot. Let Dahli cool you down." She straddled his lap and guided his cock inside her.
"I don't have a condom," he stuttered.
"Not necessary," she whispered in his ear as she moved up and down on him. "Finish inside me. It's perfectly alright. I'm a designated attendant. It's what I'm here for."
"Aaagghhhh," Philip moaned as he exploded inside her, filling her with his semen. She moaned softly in his ear, her head thrown back, her eyes closed as her orgasm washed over her. When they both had caught their breath, she got out of his lap and sat back down in the chair facing him.
"That was... exquisite," she said as she pulled a warm washcloth from her tray. She wiped his softening cock down before zipping his trousers. She looked at Marco before continuing. "That's a natural reaction to the wine. The greenberries by themselves have a similar effect, but it's magnified significantly when they're pressed and made into wine."
"Ah," Marco said, looking at the small glass of wine. "Maybe I should refrain from that, then. Do you have something non-alcoholic?"
"Yes, I have tea here. Would you care for some of that instead?"
"I think that would be a good idea," Marco said. "Please."
"Of course," she said with a smile. She dumped out the wine and gave him a new glass with cold tea. She turned back to Philip. "Are you feeling better now?"
"Much better, thank you," he said with a smile.
"Good. If you feel the need to release again, please press this button," she said, opening a panel on the arm of the seat. "And I'll respond as quickly as possible."
"What about the rest of my people?" Marco asked, concerned. "Have they drank some of this wine?" Dahli looked forward and smiled. Marco followed her gaze and was shocked to see everyone else in the throes of sexual contact with each other and the attendants.
"I'd say they have," Dahli said. "Don't worry. The effect largely wears off once they climax."
"That's good to hear," Marco said. This is going to be a long flight, he thought to himself. After she left, he looked at Philip. Philip looked back at him with a rather sheepish expression on his face.
"Sorry, boss," he said. "I've never had that happen to me. You wouldn't believe what that stuff does to you."
"It's a good thing I know you, Philip," Marco said. "Anyone else would probably have skinned you alive for that."
"You're probably right. Designated attendant, huh?" Philip asked, almost to himself. "I want one of those," he joked.
"Sorry, my friend," Marco said. "Not in the budget." Philip laughed at that.
"You wanna know something?" Philip asked.
"At this point, I'm not sure, but I'll bite," Marco said. "What?"
"I've been having lots of problems in that area for a while, if you know what I mean," Philip told him.
"You mean, ED?" Marco asked.
"Yeah," Philip said. "Little blue pills don't seem to help much, either."
"Interesting," Marco said.
"Tell me about it," Philip said. He stretched in his seat as he yawned. "Well, if you don't mind, I'm going to grab some sleep."
"Good idea," Marco said. He plugged in a set of headphones and watched a movie on the screen attached to an arm of his seat. When it was over, he felt himself getting tired, so he shut the screen off, adjusted his seat and dozed off.
He woke up quite some time later, and saw that one of the attendants had covered him with a blanket. He rubbed the sleep out of his eyes and looked around the darkened cabin. Philip was just starting to stir and he noticed the others were doing the same.
Then he saw the attendants wheeling carts down the aisles, handing out meals. He looked at his watch, which was still set to Eastern Daylight Time and saw it was 1:00 pm, Thursday, November 18. Have I been asleep that long, he asked himself.
He rubbed the sleep out of his eyes, grabbed his small flight bag and made his way to one of the lavatories on the aircraft. After using the urinal, he washed his hands and face, shaved and brushed his teeth. He opened the door and was met by Philip, who was waiting to do the same.
"Good morning," Marco said. "Sleep well?"
"Like a baby," Philip said. "If you don't mind, I really need to go..."
"Of course," Marco said, getting out of his way. Dahli met him at his seat and adjusted his tray when he sat down. She put a covered dish on the tray along with a glass of juice and a cup of coffee. He took the cover off the dish and took in the aroma of bacon.
"I hope it's prepared to your satisfaction," she said with a smile.
"Thank you," he said. "I'm sure it's just fine. How much longer before we land?"
"Just a bit over two hours," she said.
"I've been asleep that long?" he asked.
"Yes," she said. "We wanted you and your team to be well rested when we reach our destination, so we used an on-board alpha-wave generator to help you relax. I trust you slept well?"
"Yes, very," he said. "Thank you again."
"You're welcome," she said with a smile. Marco ate his breakfast -- bacon, a cheese omelet and a slice of toast. Philip wolfed his breakfast down when he returned to his seat.
"We'll be landing in just about two hours," Marco said. "I want to have a meeting with everyone before we land."
"I'll pass the word," Philip said. "There's a conference room in the aft cabin we can use."
"Thank you, that sounds perfect," Marco said. He pulled out his phone and launched his GPS app, hoping to see where they were. The app, however, wasn't working. This was strange, he thought to himself. He turned to Philip. "Do you have a GPS app on your phone?" he asked.
"Yeah," Philip said. He pulled out his phone, but the application wasn't working for him, either. "That's odd," he said, showing Marco his screen.
"Let's get everyone into the conference room," Marco said. Philip nodded his head and rounded up the others. After they were seated in the small room, Marco looked at them before saying anything.
"I trust everyone slept well," Marco said. Everyone responded in the affirmative. "As far as what happened yesterday," he began before being interrupted.
"I'm pretty certain I speak for all of us when I say we're very sorry about that," Greta said, her face red from embarrassment. "We've talked about it and none of us can explain how it happened. It will never happen again." Everyone else nodded their heads and agreed. Marco held up a hand.
"That's quite alright," he said. "I understand from our attendants that was a result of drinking their greenberry wine. As far as I'm concerned, it will remain between us. Consider it a teachable moment. But I do expect everyone to remain on their toes from here on out. Understood?" Everyone nodded their heads in agreement.
"First off, I'd like all of you to check your phones and see if you can track where we are," he said. Everyone pulled out their phones and tried using their GPS tracking apps, but none of them worked. He nodded his head. "So, we have no idea where we are. Wonderful," he said. "Has anyone been able to learn anything about our guests?"
"I've not been able to find out anything, except for the fact that their queen is held in very high regard," Franklin said. Everyone else agreed.
"That's what Philip and I learned as well," Marco said. "Anyone else? Any observations?"
"This aircraft is quite expensive," Alena said. "I doubt anyone would go to this expense to pull off a practical joke."
"I tend to agree," Marco said. "But I am concerned that we can't determine our location. I'll ask one of the attendants about that." They discussed the trip and their objectives for another half hour or so before Marco looked at his watch. "I believe we'll be preparing to land before long, so let's get back to our seats. Any final observations?" Everyone shook their heads. "Alright, let's go."
When they had all returned to their seats, Marco motioned to Dahli, who was making her way down the aisle. She smiled as she approached him.
"Yes, sir, what may I do for you?" she asked.
"I was just wondering if you could tell me why none of our GPS applications work?" he asked.
"Oh, that," she said. "It's a security measure the queen had installed on the aircraft. It blocks all types of signals to and from mobile devices like cell phones."
"But what if there's an emergency?" he asked.
"There are protocols in place to deal with any emergency, sir. There's no need for alarm. Trust me, you're quite safe on board this aircraft," she said.
"That's good to hear," Marco said. Dahli smiled before she left and they all heard the captain's voice over the intercom.
"Good morning, ladies and gentlemen," he said. "We are beginning our final approach to New South Marsookia and will land in approximately one hour. We trust you have had a pleasant journey." Marco looked at Philip, who smiled back. This was one trip he wouldn't forget.
About an hour later, Marco looked out his window at the large island below. What he saw amazed him -- not only was there a large airport, but the entire island seemed to be abuzz with activity. There had to be thousands of people down there, he thought. The aircraft slowed down and descended to the island. The attendants made sure everyone was buckled in and all the seats in their upright positions before taking their positions.
Soon, the plane touched down and made its way to a large hangar where two long limousines and an SUV sat. Next to the vehicles were armed men in uniform. When the aircraft stopped, the captain's voice boomed from the intercom.
"We have arrived at New South Marsookia. Local time is 08:42 am, Friday, November 19. Thank you for flying the Queen's Own and we look forward to serving you on your return to New York," he said. Marco realized they had apparently crossed the International Date Line. Everyone unbuckled their seat belts and made their way to the main hatch. Walking down the stairs that had been wheeled out, they followed their uniformed guides to the limousines.
Marco noticed that all of their luggage was already being placed in the SUV. He also noticed the two squads of uniformed soldiers were armed with what looked like old M1 carbines with bayonets attached.
Another soldier with three chevrons on his sleeve barked an order and the others brought their weapons up and took positions on either side of the limousines with a level of precision that Marco had seen once before during a visit to Marine Barracks, 8th and I Streets in Washington, D.C.
They got in the vehicles and looked out the window as the driver headed out. The uniformed soldiers double-timed in step, their rifles held in front of them. Marco was amazed the soldiers were able to keep up with the limousines. They didn't even seem to be breaking out in a sweat.
After about 25 minutes, they turned onto a long drive that ended at an already-open gate. The soldiers running next to the limousines kept pace and peeled away as the vehicles entered a central courtyard. They stopped in front of a very large stone and brick building. Armed soldiers in dress uniform stood on either side of the carpet. Soldiers opened the doors of the limousines and helped everyone get out of the vehicles.
Another soldier, this one wearing what was obviously an officer's uniform, barked an order, causing the others to stand at attention. He barked another order and they brought their weapons up in what Marco recognized as a salute.
The officer sharply turned to the delegation and brought up his sword in a salute. Marco offered a hand salute in return, and the officer returned his sword to his side, turned and escorted them down the red carpet to the large building, where a small group of men in suits waited.
Marco and his team took in their surroundings as they walked. They each saw the giant green, black and gray flag flying over the building and took in the soldiers, all of whom had the appearance of battle-hardened veterans. Marco had seen many honor guards before, and he was singularly impressed with this one. He took in their ribbons and the way they filled out their uniforms. Something told him he would not want to encounter any of them in combat.
They reached the end of the carpet and were met by two very large men in expensive Italian suits. The taller of the two men towered above them and Marco was forced to look up to meet the man's gaze. He extended a hand and the larger man accepted it in a firm, but not crushing handshake.
"Ambassador Tsod, I presume," Marco said with a smile.
"I am he," Tsod said, returning Marco's smile. "This is Deputy Ambassador Tsuul," he said, introducing the somewhat shorter man with him. "And you must be Secretary-General Gutierrez. Welcome to New South Marsookia."
"It's good to finally meet you in person," Marco said before introducing the rest of the delegation. Everyone shook hands and exchanged greetings. Tsod greeted each of the delegates in their native languages, impressing everyone in the group.
"I must say, Ambassador, this is quite an impressive honor guard you have here," Marco said. Tsod smiled as he nodded his head.
"Thank you, Mr. Secretary-General," he said. "These are some of our best men."
"Please, call me Marco," Marco told him.
"And feel free to call me Tsod, Marco," the tall man said. "Please, come inside. The orderlies will take your luggage and escort you to your rooms. I trust you had a good flight."
"Yes," Marco said. "It was quite... interesting." Tsod smiled at that.



"I'm glad to hear that, Marco," he said. "Why don't you and your delegation get settled in. I'm sure you would like to take some time to refresh yourselves and recoup from your long flight. Lunch will be served at 12:00 sharp and we can begin our talks then, if that is acceptable to you."
"It is, Tsod," Marco said. "Thank you." Marco and his delegation followed the orderlies to their rooms, located on the second floor of the huge mansion. Marco was quite taken with his room, which overlooked a garden and a large pool. He hung his clothes up, put his toiletries away and decided to take a nice hot shower. He had just put on a fresh suit when he heard a knock at the door.
"Enter," he said. He heard the door open and turned to see who was coming in the room. He thought it might be one of the orderlies, but was shocked to see a totally naked woman entering his room. He took in her beauty and his eyes were instantly drawn to her shaved pubic region.
"Uh, yes... What can I do for you, miss?" he asked nervously, trying to hide the stirring in his trousers.
"My name is Andromeda, and I'm here to make sure everything meets with your approval," she purred in an accent he couldn't quite place. She noticed his discomfort and glanced at his crotch before smiling.
"Yes. Everything is just fine, thank you for asking," he said, trying to hide his growing erection.
"You are getting excited, I see," she said.
"Well, it's not every day a beautiful, young naked woman comes into my room," he said. "I am a happily married man, by the way."
"Ah, yes. I was told to expect this," she said. "Human males are incapable of controlling their physiological response to visual stimuli. You see a female in her natural state and you automatically assume she seeks sexual intercourse. I apologize. Does my nudity offend you?"
"Well," Marco began. "I am married, after all."
"I see," she said. "As it so happens, I am mated as well. Can't you tell? Or did you think I was a designated attendant?"
"I don't see any ring," Marco said. And what did she mean by "designated attendant," he asked himself.
"A ring can be removed when it becomes inconvenient," she said. "This, however, can never be removed," she added, indicating a strange green mark just above her cleavage. "In fact, with this mark, I am incapable of intercourse with anyone other than my mate."
"Oh?" Marco asked. "How is that possible? What if you find yourself attracted to someone other than your mate?"
"This mark contains a sample of my mate's DNA. With it, I am incapable of being attracted to any other male. My mate also carries a mark with my DNA, and is also incapable of being attracted to any other female. Even the Queen Mother herself, who is quite stimulating."
"Interesting. But what if someone tries to force the issue or take advantage of you? What then?"
"The result would be most... unfortunate," she said. "At least for the one trying to take advantage."
"So what happens if you and your mate split up?" he asked. She chuckled at that.
"When Gingravik take a mate, they do so for life," she said. "The human concept of divorce is completely alien to us. You see, my mate and I are as one. There is no separation without death."
"So, if your mate dies..."
"Then I die as well," she said. "It may not happen right away, but it will happen. Without him, I cannot continue. Without me, he cannot continue. It is our way. It is the way things have always been, and it is the way things will always be. It is much more complicated with us than with you." Marco let that sink in as she paused. "You never answered my question. Does my nudity offend you?" Marco decided to answer her question with a question.
"Does my modesty offend you, Andromeda?" he asked. She raised her eyebrows at that. This was not something she had prepared for.
"Honestly, yes," she said. "But please, do not disrobe for my benefit. This is the way I was made, and it is the way I will remain until my end." She saw the look of confusion on his face. "One day, perhaps you will understand. We have much to learn from each other, you and I."
"Apparently so," Marco said quietly.
"Lunch will be ready soon," Andromeda said. "Please do not keep the Ambassador waiting. We can talk later if you wish."
"I would like that very much," he said. She smiled as she slipped out the door, leaving a confused Marco behind.
Marco and his team met in the hallway before following an orderly downstairs to the main dining room. When they got there, Tsod, Tsuul and a few others were standing behind their seats at the table. Marco noticed that Tsod's place was at the head of the table, while his was on the Ambassador's left. Tsuul stood at the spot to Tsod's right. They took their spots and Tsod motioned for everyone to sit.
When they sat down, orderlies brought out carts and set a covered dish in front of everyone. Another orderly poured tea in the glasses at each setting. When Tsod removed the cover from his plate, the others did the same. Marco found himself looking at what appeared to be a fish salad of some sort with a side dish containing a few greenberries. He took a tentative bite of the salad and found it to be quite delicious.
"This is really quite good, Tsod," he said.
"I'm glad you like it," Tsod said. "The fish were raised right here on NSM. Please, help yourself to the greenberries."
"Thank you, but I may pass on those for the time being," Marco said.
"Ah yes, I heard you had some greenberry wine on the way here," Tsod said with a knowing smile.
"Some of us did," Marco said, looking at his nine delegates. Tsod chuckled before responding.
"I remember the first time I drank it," Tsod said. "My mate and I didn't leave the bedroom for three days." Everyone got a good laugh at that. Marco joined in the laughter before responding.
"You're not quite what I expected, Tsod," he said calmly.
"Oh?" Tsod asked. "What did you expect? Pointed ears? Bangs? Robes and strange hand symbols? Or maybe wild-eyed creatures with big heads."
"Perhaps," Marco said.
"Well, I will be totally honest with you, Marco," Tsod said. "After all, a good relationship is one based on honesty, is it not?"
"Yes, it is," Marco said.
"This humanoid form that you see here... It is not our native form." Marco looked at him strangely. Have I been scammed after all, he asked himself. "We took this form in order to facilitate communication with you. We wanted you to feel comfortable engaging in discussion with us."
"Why couldn't you appear in your normal form?" Marco asked.
"Because you would find it next to impossible to relate to us," Marco said. "Our native language is not something humans can reproduce, and it would take too long to establish the required mental link. Some also felt that you would find it too uncomfortable to establish communication with us in our native form."
"Why not let us decide that for ourselves? Would it be possible to meet one of your kind in your native form while we're here?" Marco asked. Tsod smiled as he nodded his head.
"Yes, as a matter of fact, it is possible," he said. "And we can do so after lunch if you wish."
"I think we would all like that, wouldn't we?" Marco asked, looking at his delegation. All of them nodded their heads in agreement.
"Very well," Tsod said. "In the meantime, I'm sure you have questions."
"I do," Marco said. "The first being, what is it you really want. Why are you here?"
"That's simple," Tsod said. "We wish to survive. You see, our kind are dying. Slowly, by your reckoning, but dying nevertheless, thanks to a militaristic species who sought to conquer our world for sport. They were unsuccessful and managed to destroy themselves, but the damage to our species was already done. We were able to recover somewhat, but were never able to completely reverse the damage that was done.
"We set out to explore the galaxy many of your centuries ago, searching for suitable planets upon which we could re-establish ourselves. Along the way, we found a number of species that could help us in one way or another, but we found yours to be the most... compatible. And aesthetically pleasing. Especially the female of your species." Marco and some of the other men smiled at that.
"All we want is living space -- a place where our kind can germinate and live in peace," he said.
"Lebensraum," Greta said quietly. "Hitler, 1928." Everyone looked at her, shocked. Tsod and his delegation looked at her as well.
"You mean the genocidal dictator with the funny little mustache and wild hand gestures," Tsod said. Greta said nothing but her eyes turned cold and hard as she looked at Tsod. "Actually, Greta, the idea preceded Hitler by a couple decades or more, but it is nothing like that. He took it to extremes. Unlike your Hitler, we are not a militaristic race. We do not seek conquest or war and we do not seek to replace your kind. Yes, we can defend ourselves if necessary, but conquest is not our way. If it were, we would not be having this discussion."
"So, what, exactly, is it you want with us?" Marco asked.
"We seek peaceful coexistence with you," Tsod said. "All we ask is room for our species to grow. In exchange, we will help your kind put an end to the things that have plagued your species from the beginning -- war, poverty, hunger, disease."
"You mean, like the covid?" Marco asked. Tsod nodded his head.
"Yes, like the covid," he said.
"Others have promised what you just did -- an end to all those things. But frankly, the cost was just too high, and the promises were never fulfilled," Philip said. "What will it cost us to help you? And how do we know you're no different from all the others?"
"Those are both very good questions," Tsod said. "Take a good look at the state of your planet right now. Can you honestly say you can maintain the status quo for much longer? We have no desire to rule or dictate anything. We ask for help and friendship. In return, we will help you with what plagues your people. It's a win-win situation for all of us."
"This is not something we can decide right here and now," Marco said. "As I'm sure you're aware, the human race is anything but united right now."
"And we have many questions that demand answers," Franklin said. "For example, what about your record on human rights?" Everyone in Marco's delegation agreed, nodding their heads.
"Human rights," Tsod said quietly. "Well, to borrow a phrase from one of your fictional moving pictures, the very term sounds racist to us." Tsuul and the rest of Tsod's team agreed. "We may appear human to you, but we are not, as you'll soon learn. However, I would gladly stack our record against that of your entire species from the very beginning of your history. For example, at no time in Gingravik history have we ever enslaved others. Are you prepared to make that comparison?"
Everyone on Marco's team looked at each other. No one said anything but they didn't have to. They all knew the history of the human race and what it contained. Could it compare to the Gingravik? None of them knew but at the same time, none of them were willing to commit to a "compare and contrast."
Their thoughts were interrupted when the door opened and a man came in to whisper something in Tsod's ear. Tsod nodded his head and thanked the man before dismissing him.
"I've just been informed that the Queen and her mate have arrived and are waiting to meet you," he said. "You wanted to meet a native Gingravik, and you are about ready to do so. If everyone is ready?"
"Yes, we are ready," Marco said.
"Good," Tsod said. "Follow me, please." He got up and led everyone out the door and down a long hallway where they came to a large set of double doors. Before opening the door, he turned and addressed the group.
"Please remember that you are about to meet a member of Gingravik royalty," he said. "Please do not express yourselves to the Queen unless called upon and I ask that you keep your initial feelings to yourselves. Remember, our ways are quite... different from yours. Any questions?" Everyone shook their head. "Alright, let's go." He turned and opened the doors before letting the delegation inside.
Marco held his breath as he walked inside, not knowing what to expect. After everyone was in the room, the double doors were closed and a curtain was pulled back to reveal a completely naked young woman on what looked like a throne. The only thing that adorned her body was a green circular mark like the one Andromeda had on her chest.
Marco heard a slight gasp from behind him and knew it came from Greta. They were all mesmerized by the sight of the beautiful woman. And by the tall plant that sat on a motorized cart next to her. Marco had seen a lot of plants, but he had never seen anything like this. It was large, leafy and had twelve stalks topped with what looked to him like penises. A large pendant hung from a brightly-colored ribbon placed around his pot.
The penis-shaped appendages seemed to go back and forth, taking in Marco and his delegation. No one on Marco's team had ever seen anything quite like it. Tsod stepped forward and introduced them to the woman.
"Ladies and gentlemen, please allow me to introduce Tere, Queen Mother of the Gingravik Prefect of Earth, and her mate, Lord Bernard, High Master of the Grand Order of Marsook," he said before turning to Theresa. "Your Majesty, the delegation from the United Nations, led by Secretary-General Marco Gutierrez." Having made the introductions, Tsod stepped aside.
"It is a distinct pleasure to meet you and your delegation, Mr. Secretary-General," Theresa said.
"It's a high honor to meet you as well, Your Majesty," Marco said, bowing from the waist down. Theresa smiled and held out a hand. Marco knelt on one knee and gingerly took her hand in his and lightly brushed it with his lips.
"Please, stand, Mr. Secretary-General," she said. Bernie shook his leaves, causing everyone to look at him. "Bernard says he is pleased to meet you as well," Theresa said. "I am sure you have questions..."
"You understand his language, Your Majesty?" Marco asked. She smiled.
"Somewhat," she said. "He's teaching me what he can, but most of our communication is mental."
"And he understands English?" Marco asked.
"Along with several other languages," Theresa said.
"How should we address him?" Marco asked.
"You may call me Lord Bernard if you so choose," boomed a voice from a set of speakers placed in front of the large plant. "Master will also do." Everyone on Marco's team looked at Bernie, shocked. The idea of an intelligent plant speaking to them was more than they expected to encounter on this trip. Theresa looked and saw Philip looking at her quizzically.
"Yes, do you have a question for me?" she asked him.
"Yes, Your Majesty, I do. May I ask where you're from, originally?" Philip asked.
"Of course," she said with a smile. "I come from Earth. I was born and raised in the Midwest, in fact."
"And you're really married to... Lord Bernard?" he asked.
"Yes," she said, nodding her head. "Our union is recorded in the Gingravik Hall of Records on the home world." As Philip took that in, Greta looked at Bernie and wondered what it would be like to have sex with something like that. It had been some time since she had been with a man.
"I know you all have a lot of questions, but unfortunately my time here is limited," Theresa said. "I sincerely hope one of you will stay behind, as my personal guest here on New South Marsookia, to help establish diplomatic relations. Perhaps you, Ms. Schultz," she said, looking at Greta. Greta looked at Theresa, shocked.
"Me?" she asked.
"Yes," Theresa said. "You're young, single. Your bio says you look forward to new challenges. Surely there's nothing more challenging than helping establish relations between two species. I promise you will never experience anything quite like it."
"That issue has not yet been addressed, Your Majesty," Tsod said.
"I know, Ambassador," Theresa said. "There's no time like the present to do so, would you not agree?"
"I agree, Your Majesty."
"Good. Then it's settled," Theresa said. "Well, Ms. Schultz? What say you? Are you up to the challenge of making history?" Greta shot a look at Marco, wondering what he thought about this.
"You've been asking for a new assignment for a while, Greta," Marco said. "It's your decision."
"What about all my things in New York?" she asked.
"The Secretary-General and I will make all the necessary arrangements, if you're agreeable," Tsod said. Greta looked at everyone, running it through her mind. Then she looked at Bernie. Maybe, she thought, she might get a chance to experience one of those. That alone would be worth the stay.
"I'll do it," she said. Tsod and Theresa nodded their heads as Bernie shook his leaves.
"Welcome to New South Marsookia, Ms. Schultz," Theresa said with a wide smile. "I'm sure you'll enjoy your time here. Ambassador Tsod will see to your accommodations. Now, if you'll excuse me, I have other duties that require my attention. Mr. Secretary-General, it was a distinct honor to meet you and your delegation."
"The honor was ours, Your Majesty," Marco said. "Lord Bernard, I look forward to meeting you again."
"As do I," Bernie said through the speakers. Tsod led Marco and his delegation out of the room, closing the large double doors behind him.
"Would you care to join me out back?" Tsod asked. "I am sure you have many more questions."
"That would be a good idea, Ambassador," Marco said. They followed Tsod through the large mansion and out a large door that led to a well-manicured yard. Tsod motioned for them to sit in the lawn chairs arranged in a semi-circle around a fire pit. Orderlies pushing carts handed out glasses of iced tea.
"I am curious to hear your thoughts now that you have met a native Gingravik," Tsod said.
"For starters, I can see why you chose to approach us in human form, Ambassador," Marco said. "I am, however, very curious to know how your kind got here without being detected."
"A fair question, Marco," Tsod said. "The truth is, we've been observing your species for more than 500 of your years. It has only been in recent years that we have actually been on your planet. In fact, Queen Tere is the first of your kind to successfully mate with a Gingravik."
"Successfully mate?" Philip asked.
"Yes," Tsod said. "Not only has she copulated with Lord Bernard, but she has produced nearly 200 offspring with him. She has truly earned the title of Queen Mother. And she is very highly regarded in the Empire. In fact, images of her delightful form has sparked millions of erections and ejaculations across the Empire."
"Wait, are you telling us she has posed for pornographic pictures for your Empire's amusement?" Franklin asked. His tone of voice made it clear he found the idea offensive.
"Not only has she posed for photos, she and her mate have performed for the benefit of the Emperor and the High Council," Tsod said.
"That's outrageous," Franklin sputtered.
"Is it? Really?" Tsod asked. "Are you saying that your leaders do not engage in sexual activity? Did you not engage in it yourself on the way here?"
"Well, that's different," Franklin said. "We were under the influence of your greenberry wine."
"My colleague makes a good point," Marco said. "Our society regards such activity quite differently than yours."
"Only because you choose to hide it," Tsod said. "Or pretend that it's something dirty to be avoided. We are quite different in that regard. In fact, the Gingravik are known for their superior libido. Unlike you, we do not hide what is a very natural act. Nor do we pretend it is something it isn't. It is far more complex than that, of course. But it is who and what we are. We do not hide from it, nor are we ashamed of it."



"Setting all that aside for the moment, Tsod," Marco said. "Why are you coming to us now, after all these years?"
"We had hoped that at some point, your species would unite. However, the Council determined that would probably never happen, even under the most severe set of circumstances. So many inconsequential things divide your people, from arbitrary lines on pieces of paper to religious dogma. You seem to find any excuse to fight senseless wars, causing even more division. We had hoped that your species would learn to come together to fight a common enemy like covid, but even that seems unlikely.
"So, we decided to take a chance. That is why we approached your United Nations. Our hope is that your organization will help us gain recognition among the nations of your planet," Tsod said.
"Wait. You said recognition," Marco said. "Recognition of what, exactly?"
"In two weeks, Queen Tere will formally announce the creation of the Gingravik Prefecture of Earth," Tsod said. Marco sat up in his chair and looked at the others to gauge their reaction. From what he could see, they were as surprised as he was.
"And this prefecture will include what, exactly?" he asked.
"New South Marsookia, along with five other islands around the planet," Tsod said. "And we would... appreciate all the diplomatic efforts you can bring to bear on the other nations of Earth."
"That's a pretty tall order," Marco said. "And what do we get in return?"
"What would you say is the single most pressing issue facing your species today?" Tsod asked.
"Well, I'd have to say the pandemic, followed perhaps by climate change," Marco said.
"Of course," Tsod said. He motioned to an orderly who stood outside the circle. The orderly came to him and handed over a small packet.
"And how far have you progressed in your efforts against the pandemic?" Tsod asked.
"Well, we have developed vaccines and boosters," Marco said. "We've also instituted protocols for masking and social distancing."
"How well has that worked for you so far?" Tsod asked.
"I suppose it depends on who you ask," Marco said. "Personally, I think we're following the science and making progress. Others would say things are worse now than they were two years ago."
"What if I told you we could end the pandemic right now with a single pill? Completely. Would that interest you?"
"Of course it would," Marco said. "Do you have such a pill?" Tsod handed the packet to Marco, who took it and regarded it carefully. He looked up at Tsod.
"You say this can end the pandemic?" he asked. Tsod nodded his head.
"Yes," Tsod said.
"What about new variants?" Marco asked.
"Gone. Completely," Tsod said.
"How is that possible?" Marco asked. Tsod smiled before responding.
"How is it possible that representatives of two completely different species can sit and discuss such things like reasonable, rational men?" Tsod asked.
"I... see your point," Marco said. "You realize I will need to have our scientists analyze this?"
"Of course," Tsod said. "I would expect nothing less."
"There will be questions," Marco said. "People will want to know where this came from. What do you suggest I tell them?"
"For the moment, simply say that you are not at liberty to disclose that information," Tsod said. "Let your scientists perform their due diligence. Just don't take too long."
"Why do you say that?"
"Everyone knows the virus is mutating, Marco. Who knows what future variants may look like or what they may do. The sooner you can get this to your people, the sooner they can recover and get back to a normal life. I promise you we will do all we can to provide the necessary doses," Tsod said. "Just give the word."
"I don't know what to say," Marco told him, shocked.
"I believe the phrase is, 'thank you.'"
"Thank you," Marco said.
"You are most welcome, Marco," Tsod said.
"I think we need to adjourn and discuss this among ourselves," Marco said.
"As you wish," Tsod said. "Take all the time you need. The evening meal will be ready at 5:00 pm, so I look forward to seeing you then." They all stood and Marco began to leave, but Franklin held up a hand.
"Yes?" Tsod asked when Franklin approached him.
"I have one question, Ambassador, if I may," Franklin began.
"Of course," Tsod said.
"You seem to know an awful lot about us."
"Well, we have been studying your species for five of your centuries. It's to be expected," Tsod said.
"I was just wondering if you've ever read any of our literature," Franklin said. Tsod nodded his head.
"As a matter of fact, I have. I've consumed many of your classics, from 'War and Peace' to 'Moby Dick' and '1984.' I've even read many of your online contemporary erotic writers, and I must say I find them to be quite... stimulating. Titillating, even. In fact, two books -- The Collected Works of Saddletramp1956, Vol.1 and the Kalimaxos Anthology are required reading for our seedlings."
"I'm afraid I'm not familiar with those books," Franklin said.
"Then I suggest you expand your horizons a bit," Tsod said. "You know what they say -- you haven't truly experienced Shakespeare unless you've read it in the original Gingravik." He smiled at Franklin and walked away. Franklin, however, wasn't amused.
...
"You can't seriously believe what he's telling you," Franklin said after they gathered in Marco's room. "One pill to eliminate covid? That's insane. No one will ever believe that. And all that talk about... sex. I mean, that so-called 'queen' we met was totally naked. Naked, Marco. And she's posed for pornographic pictures and performed in sex videos. With a plant! A plant who wants to be called 'lord' or 'master.' What kind of a 'queen' does that?"
"I don't know, Franklin. Maybe a Gingravik one?" Marco asked half-jokingly.
"Who was born and raised in the Midwest?" Philip asked. "Franklin's got a good point there, Marco."
"Perhaps, but this isn't Victorian England," Marco said. "These people have different ways, and it's not our job to judge. You know that."
"Yes, you're right, Marco. But how do we know if that 'plant' was even real?" Franklin asked. "You know they can do a lot with movie props and computers these days."
"And there was only one of them in that room," Alena added.
"That's right, there was," Johann said. Marco looked at Greta before responding.
"What do you think, Greta? You were personally invited to stay. What was your impression?" he asked. She looked at everyone in the room and thought carefully before speaking.
"You know me, Marco," she said. "You've always said I had a sixth sense about things like this. Personally, I believe them. I honestly saw no deception in any of them. Having said that, though, I also believe everyone else makes some very good points. We need to proceed carefully."
"Agreed," Marco said. "When we get back, I'll have these pills analyzed, see if they really are what Tsod says they are. Greta, I want you to be my eyes and ears down here." She nodded her head in acknowledgment.
"Do you really think we should leave her here?" Franklin asked.
"Greta's a big girl," Marco said. "She can handle herself. And I trust her." Greta smiled at that. "Alright, take some time, get your notes together. We'll meet after dinner. Any questions?" No one had any, so he dismissed them for the rest of the day and collected his thoughts.
...
Marco and his team sat back in their chairs after they finished their meals. Marco was surprised to see Andromeda and another woman, Tamsin, at the dinner table. Tamsin, they were told, was Tsod's mate. Marco was also surprised to see Andromeda wearing a short red dress.
"That dress looks good on you, Andromeda," Marco said.
"Thank you, Mr. Secretary-General," she said with a smile. "My mate suggested it would be appropriate under the circumstances."
"Your mate is a wise man," Marco said, returning her smile.
"Indeed he is," she said.
All of them were feeling quite full, and Tsod's idea of an after-dinner cocktail and cigar appealed to them. Even Greta and Alena were open to the idea. Tsod led them outside to the fire pit and Tsod passed out some small cigars not much larger than regular cigarettes wrapped with yellow bands.
"What type of cigars are these, Ambassador?" Philip asked.
"We call them G-level 3," Tsod said. "We make them right here on New South Marsookia. And they do not contain any of the harmful products your commercial cigars include. These, by the way, are the lightest of the G-level cigars we produce. Perhaps once we have established full diplomatic relations, Marco, we could find a global market for these."
"Perhaps, Tsod, but we are a long ways from that," Marco said as he took a drag off the cigar. After inhaling the fruity smoke, he felt something in his head... click. It was almost as if blinders had been removed from his mind. He looked at his teammates and realized they, too, had experienced something similar.
"Excuse me, Tamsin, but may I ask you a question about something?" Greta asked.
"Of course, Greta," Tamsin said. "Anything."
"I couldn't help but notice your mark," Greta said. "And I see one on Andromeda as well. I also saw one on the Queen earlier today when we met her. Is there some significance to those marks?"
"Why, yes, there is," Tamsin said. "These marks indicate that we are mated, much the way you humans wear wedding rings. My mate, Tsod, also has a mark as does N'Dal, Andromeda's mate."
"I see," Greta said. "But I get the feeling there's more to it than that."
"And you would be correct," Tamsin said. "You see, these marks include a sample of our mate's DNA. By wearing this mark, a part of my mate is with me at all times. The same applies to him. And no other DNA is accepted."
"You mean," Franklin began before being interrupted.
"The Gingravik idea of mating, or marriage, is somewhat different from yours," Andromeda said. "You see, in our society, the male is much more than simply a pollination device, or what you might call a sperm donor."
"I don't understand," Philip said.
"When human couples mate, they usually do so to procreate," N'Dal said. "In our society, the males are responsible for much more than that. It is our job to provide our mates with whatever sustenance they need, along with the material to reproduce."
"Native Gingravik, like Lord Bernard, who you met earlier, have the ability to sense the physiological state of their mates," Tsod interjected. "They can then adjust their proteins and nutrients to ensure their mates remain healthy for as long as possible. Queen Tere, for example, rarely consumes what you would call food because she simply has no need for it. Her mate provides all she requires."
"That is why native male Gingravik have 12, er, penises," Tsuul said. "That way, the male is certain to provide whatever his mate needs."
"And the mark?" Alena asked.
"Our species is fiercely monogamous," Andromeda said. "The mark helps to ensure that. Once we mate, we do so for life. Only the one whose DNA sample the mark contains can make sexual contact."
"Earlier, you told me that if one mate dies the other does as well," Marco said. "Is the mark the reason for that?"
"Yes, partially," she said. "You see, my mate's ejaculate provides the majority of my sustenance. I literally cannot survive for long without him."
"But you're in human form," Marco said. "Surely you can eat the same as others."
"I have a human form, and I can consume what you consider regular food, but physiologically, I am more Gingravik than human," she said. "Therefore, my nutritional requirements are quite different."
"What about Queen Tere? She is fully human, is she not? Does this work the same for her as for you?" Philip asked.
"Insofar as we know, yes," Tsod said. "The mark prevents her from feeling any attraction to any male other than Lord Bernard and his mark also prevents him from being attracted to any other female. Theoretically, if anything happened to him, she would continue for a time, but would eventually succumb due to his absence."
"Can't the mark be removed?" Franklin asked.
"No," Tamsin said. "It is permanent."
"Well, that must cut your rate of infidelity and divorce down considerably," Philip said. "I get the feeling there's probably not very many rich divorce lawyers in your society." Everyone laughed at that.
"The truth is, divorce is unknown to us," N'Dal said. "And there are no divorce lawyers in our society."
"That's even better," Philip quipped to laughter.
"What about same-sex relationships?" Alena asked. "How do those work?"
"The concept is completely foreign to our species," Tsod said. "And unworkable, given our biology. However, we recognize other species have such arrangements."
"And that doesn't bother you?" Alena asked.
"Why should it?" Tamsin asked. "If such an arrangement makes them happy, who are we to judge?" Alena nodded her head.
"Well, this has certainly been a stimulating discussion, Marco," Tsod said. "I hope we can have many more such discussions in the future."
"As do I, Tsod," Marco said.
"Your flight is set to leave tomorrow afternoon, Marco," Tsod said. "I've arranged for you and your delegation to tour one of our greenhouse facilities here on the island after breakfast, if you're interested."
"Absolutely, Tsod," Marco said. "I look forward to that."
"Excellent," Tsod said. "We'll see you all in the morning, then." The group broke up and Marco's team headed back to their rooms for the night.
"Remember, if you feel the need, you may dial 311 on your room phones and one of our designated attendants will take care of you," the orderly who escorted them back upstairs told them.
"Uh, okay," Marco said, somewhat confused. "Thank you." He entered his room and got ready for bed. His last thought before falling asleep was of his wife and how much he missed her soft skin against his.
...
"Well, how did it go, Ambassador?" Theresa asked Tsod as she slowly stroked one of Bernie's large green penises.
"Much better than I originally thought, Theresa," he said.
"Do you think they'll help us?" she asked.
"I cannot say for certain, however, I believe I can say we have made an impression. I sense a certain skepticism among some of them, so I arranged a tour of Greenhouse Facility Number Five after breakfast tomorrow. Dr. Johnson and one of his researchers will meet us there," he said.
"Good thinking, Tsod," she said. "What about the pills? Do you honestly think they'll analyze and use them?"
"I don't know," he said. "I think the Secretary-General is sincere in his desire to implement them, but I'm not sure how their medical authorities will react."
"Well, we can cross that bridge when we get to it," she said. "Let me know how it goes tomorrow."
"Of course," he said before leaving.
...
Marco took in the clean, lush green countryside of New South Marsookia as the electric-powered vehicle carried him and his team, along with Ambassador Tsod, to what was called Greenhouse Facility Number Five, in the interior of the island. They drove through small communities that looked like so many others he had seen and passed a number of farms that produced food for the local inhabitants. All-in-all, he was very impressed with the infrastructure of the place.
The bus turned into a driveway and stopped as the security guard checked the driver's manifest and opened the gate. They continued and stopped in front of a large building equipped with ventilation fans and a clear Plexiglas roof. A man and woman wearing white laboratory smocks met them as they got off the bus. Tsod introduced Marco and his delegates to Drs. Alan Johnson and April Jennings.
"Shall we get started?" Alan asked.
"Please," Tsod said. Alan turned to April.
"I'll turn you over to the very capable hands of my colleague, then," Alan said. "Please feel free to ask any questions." They walked to the large building taking note of the sign that read: "No Clothing Allowed Beyond Yellow Lines. Authorized Personnel Only." Marco and the others hoped they would not be required to strip for this tour.
April opened the door and led them all inside. As soon as they were in the building, she turned and removed her smock and hung it on a hook fastened to the wall, completely unconcerned about her total nudity. The first thing Marco noticed was the green mark on her chest.
"Excuse me, miss, but are we required to undress as well?" Franklin asked.
"No, as long as you stay between the yellow lines," she said. "And please, do not reach out or touch the seedlings."
"What's the reason for undressing?" Greta asked.
"This," April said, taking a folded cotton washcloth from the top of a pile. She walked to a nearby plant, took a small flat stick and scraped something off one of the plant's leaves. Then she walked back and wiped the stick on the washcloth. The cotton material instantly disintegrated, causing Greta to gasp.
"Imagine what that would do to your clothing," April said with a smile.
"Oh my," Philip said. "Does that damage your skin?"
"Not at all," she said. "In fact, it's quite good for the skin, and has some other rather interesting properties." They looked at the rows of male plants and took in the nude women tending to them.
"These are all male plants?" Marco asked. April nodded her head.
"We prefer to call them 'seedlings,' and yes, they are all male," she said. "In terms of maturity, they are roughly equivalent to 18- to 19-year-old human males."
"And these women? What are they doing?" Johann asked.
"These are designated caretakers," April said. "It is their job to feed, water and monitor the seedlings. In addition, they tend to the seedlings, collecting the dew that accumulates overnight. They also help the seedlings mature into productive adult males."
"Like that woman over there?" Franklin asked, pointing to a young woman with one of a seedling's 12 penises in her mouth. As they watched, she lovingly sucked the six-inch penis to completion, swallowing its ejaculate. As she sucked, another penis snaked its way between her thighs, entered her vagina and began pumping into her as she moaned in ecstasy.
"My God," Alena said. "It's actually having sex with her."
"Yes, he is," April said nonchalantly. Marco's delegates looked at each other, stunned at what they were witnessing. April's use of "he" didn't go unnoticed, either. "Come. Follow me. And remember, do not touch the seedlings."
They followed her down the aisles, carefully staying between the bright-yellow lines painted on the floor. They watched as the caretakers tended to the seedlings, doing much more than just feeding or watering them.
As Greta passed one seedling, it shook its leaves, attracting the group's attention. They all stopped and looked at the plant, its leaves shaking, its penises becoming erect as they followed Greta's movements.
"What's the meaning of this?" Greta asked, a bit concerned.
"I believe he's attracted to you," April said. "Gingravik are very good judges of character, you know." She stepped forward and looked at the label on the pot for a few moments. "This one is set to advance in a couple days." She looked at Greta. "Would you be willing to try something?"
"I... don't know," Greta said. "What do you have in mind?"
"First off, do you already have a mate or a significant other?" April asked.
"No," Greta said. "I was engaged for a while, but that didn't work out."
"With your permission, I would like to see if this seedling is really attracted to you," April said. Greta looked at Marco and Tsod. Marco shrugged his shoulders.
"It's your call, Greta," he said. "You are going to be assigned here, after all." Greta understood the context of Marco's statement. If she was going to learn about these people, she would have to embrace their culture. Even if it meant... She looked back at April.



"Do I have to take my clothes off?" she asked nervously.
"Only if you want to," April said. "But for this first contact, it isn't necessary. All I really need is your arm, which is already bare." Greta thought for a moment before deciding. She nodded her head and held out her arm.
April took her arm and guided it toward the seedling. As they watched, the seedling extended a tendril and wrapped it around Greta's arm. It was almost like watching something from an old science fiction movie. Greta gasped when the seedling made contact with her. She had never felt anything so soft, so sensuous in her life. She could sense the seedling's intellect in her mind and her eyes opened wide.
"You... are... so... lovely," she heard in her mind. Did this plant just flirt with me, she asked herself. "Yes... I... did," the seedling responded to her unvocalized question. "What... is... your... name?"
"I am called Greta," she answered in her mind.
"Greta," the seedling responded. "That... is... a... beautiful... name. Would you... please... stay with me... for a while?" To her amazement, Greta found herself strangely attracted to this seedling. She looked at the group, all of whom were curious as to what was going on.
"He wants me to... stay with him for a bit," she said. She looked at April. "Does he have a name?"
"Yes, but it's unpronounceable by humans," April said. "If you wish, you can give him whatever name suits you." Greta looked back at Marco.
"Is it alright if I stay here with him for a bit?" she asked.
"Of course," Marco said. "We'll complete the tour and catch up with you later."
"Just a couple words of advice," April said.
"What's that?" Greta asked.
"First, remember that these are sentient beings, with feelings and emotions every bit as strong as yours. Gingravik seedlings do not handle separation very well. And second. If you do stay here with him, it might be best to remove your clothing," she said. Greta nodded her head.
"Are you absolutely sure about this, Greta?" Philip asked. She looked at him and the others before responding.
"Yes, I am certain," she said. "Go ahead, I'll be just fine."
"We'll come back when we're finished," Marco said. Tsod smiled and nodded his head as the others moved on down the aisle. She turned back to the seedling, who seemed overjoyed that she remained with him.
"I suppose I should take my clothes off," she told the seedling. My God, I'm talking to a plant, she thought as the seedling removed its leafy tendril from her arm. It watched as she removed her clothes, folding them before setting them on the floor between the yellow lines.
Now completely naked, she stepped closer to the plant and took one of its twelve penises in her hand. She was surprised to feel how warm it was and even more surprised when it began to grow hard. She wondered what she should call him.
"Karl," she thought. "I think I'd like to call you Karl."
"Karl is a good name," she heard the seedling say in her mind.
She felt herself get wet and began stroking the penis slowly before taking it into her mouth. The seedling wrapped a tendril around her head and she felt his presence in her mind. I can't believe I'm actually doing this, she thought. But then again, she realized, she wasn't doing anything the caretakers weren't doing.
"That feels so... good," she heard in her mind. She continued sucking on the penis, taking the whole thing in her mouth. Then she saw another penis work its way between her legs. She spread her feet apart and let it enter her. Thankfully, she was still on her birth control pills, she thought to herself.
One of its dewy leaves brushed against one of her exposed nipples and she felt a jolt go through her body. At that point, all she wanted was to fuck this seedling without ever stopping. She felt the penis in her mouth ejaculate and she eagerly swallowed, amazed at how good he tasted.
At the same time, the penis between her legs continued to pump into her. She never felt so filled up in her life and let the seedling have his way with her. When that penis ejaculated inside her, she experienced her first orgasm and cried out. Another penis entered her and began the process all over again.
By the time Marco and the delegation returned, Greta had sampled all 12 of Karl's penises and his ejaculate was dripping down her legs. She never felt so sexually satisfied in her entire life. His tendrils were wrapped around her body and the two of them were too busy exchanging mental pillow talk to hear everyone return.
"Ahem," Marco said, bringing her back to reality. She turned her head and smiled as she looked at everyone.
"I think I'm beginning to understand the attraction to these Gingravik," she said. Marco looked at April.
"Do you think we can get her cleaned up a bit," he asked.
"Of course," April said before walking away.
"So, this is your idea of diplomacy?" Marco asked.
"You wanted me to learn all I could, so that's what I've been doing," Greta said.
"And what did you learn?" Marco asked.
"For starters, these Gingravik are truly amazing," she said as April returned. Greta cleaned herself as best she could, then dressed, realizing for the first time that she felt no shame or embarrassment at being naked in front of her colleagues. She turned back to Karl and saw he was trembling.
"He's afraid you're going to leave him," April said. Greta looked at Karl then turned back to April.
"I'll be staying here for some time," she said. "Would it be possible for him to stay with me?" She saw Karl perk up.
"I believe we can arrange that," April said.
"Of course we can arrange that," Tsod said. "I'll make sure you have the details, Dr. Johnson," he added, addressing Alan.
"I'll personally see to it," Alan said. Karl shook his leaves in excitement. Greta held out an arm and Karl wrapped a tendril around it.
"I'll see you again real soon, liebchen," she thought.
"Wunderbar! I can't wait, my queen," he responded, surprising her with the use of the German term. He let go of her arm and she gave one of his penises a kiss before turning back to Marco.
"Please understand, Greta, these are highly intelligent sentient beings with their own desires and emotions," April said. "They're not pets you can get rid of when they no longer suit you."
"I understand," Greta said. April nodded her head.
"I certainly hope so," she said. Greta turned to Marco, who did not look pleased at all.
"You and I need to talk before we leave you here," he said.
"Of course," Greta said. They loaded back on the bus and headed for the airport. When they got there, Marco pulled her from the others as the orderlies loaded the luggage onto the aircraft.
"What the hell do you think you were doing?" he asked.
"I'm sorry, Marco," she said. "I don't know what came over me. I just felt an instant attraction to Karl."
"Karl? Is that the name you've given this... seedling?"
"Yes," she said. "It is." He looked at her for a few moments before speaking.
"Remember, Greta, you're on assignment here. You work for me. You have a job to do. This isn't some kind of a sex vacation. You understand me?"
"Yes, Marco, I understand. Very clearly," she said.
"I hope so," he said. "I want you to learn everything you possibly can. I especially want you to find out who is bankrolling all of this and what the end game really is."
"You don't trust them, do you?" she asked.
"I learned a long time ago that if you want to know someone's true motives... follow the money. This is no exception."
"Are you going to have those pills analyzed?" she asked.
"I'll try," he said. "But you know how things can get bogged down in the bureaucracy at the WHO."
"I know," she said.
"Alright. I'll get your orders cut and I expect regular reports from you. Understand?"
"I understand, Marco. Thank you for this," she said.
"Good luck," he said, giving her a fatherly hug.
"And you as well," she said. They walked to the plane where Greta said her farewells. Tsod joined them as the other delegates boarded, waving to a man standing behind a cart.
"Feel free to use this aircraft to transport Ms. Schultz's things, Marco," he said. Hearing that, Greta pulled out her apartment key and handed it to Marco.
"Thank you, Tsod," he said, taking Greta's key. "I look forward to speaking with you again, soon."
"As do I, Marco," Tsod said. "Oh, before I forget. Please, accept these as a gift from the people of New South Marsookia," he added. Uncovering the cart, he presented Marco with a case of greenberry wine and 11 packs of small G-3 cigars.
"Thank you, Tsod," Marco said. "This really wasn't necessary, but we appreciate the gesture."
"It is our pleasure," Tsod said, instructing the orderly to pack the gifts on the aircraft.
Marco boarded the aircraft and Greta joined Tsod on the transport. They watched the aircraft take off and headed back to Tsod's compound.
...
Saturday, November 27, 2021
Greta sat in front of her computer in her new apartment overlooking the Pacific Ocean on the north shore of New South Marsookia. She reflected on the events of the previous week -- her first full week since Marco and the delegation returned to New York.
She spent the first night at Tsod's compound as the apartment was being prepared for her. The next day, Tsod brought her to the high-rise that sat on a cliff overlooking the ocean. He handed her two sets of keys -- one for the apartment and another for a brand new electric vehicle sitting in her private garage. The first thing she noticed upon entering the apartment was the breathtaking view outside the giant picture window.
Happy to hear that her credit card would still work, she jumped in her car and explored the local community, which she found to be quite modern, and very well-laid out. She also noticed that a number of the people she saw walking about were either naked or nearly so. It was almost like living in a nudist colony, except all of these people were fit, trim and attractive.
She also noticed several women were accompanied by male Gingravik, their erect penises swaying in the breeze. After she returned with enough provisions to last her a while, she thought about her encounter with Karl and found herself getting excited.
Throwing caution to the wind, she ripped her clothes off, walked onto her balcony, sat down and masturbated herself to orgasm, not caring if anyone could see her. She decided to remain naked for the rest of the day and brought herself to another orgasm that night as she lay in bed.
The next day, there was a knock on the door. She answered it to see April, Queen Tere and Lord Bernard. Next to April was a somewhat smaller Gingravik male in a wheeled cart of his own. April held a pot that contained Karl.
"Please, come in," Greta said, surprised that the Queen and her consort would take the time to visit her. She was also somewhat surprised to see that both April and the Queen were completely naked. She didn't have a problem with public nudity, but still wasn't quite so used to it being so brazen or readily accepted.
They entered her apartment and April sat Karl down on the coffee table. He trembled with excitement as she approached and he eagerly wrapped his tendrils around her when she got to him.
"I'm glad to see you decided to stay with us," the Queen said with a smile.
"So am I," Greta said. "Who is this?" she asked, pointing at the Gingravik next to April.
"This is my mate, Jake," April said. "Jake, meet Greta. She's going to be here with us for a while." Jake shook his leaves as April translated. "Jake says he's happy to meet you," she said.
"Greta, I want you to know that if there's anything you need -- anything at all -- please let me know," the Queen said. "And welcome to New South Marsookia."
"Thank you, Your Majesty," Greta said.
"You're welcome. I will let you and April get to know each other now," she said. "I'm sure the two of you have a lot to talk about. Bernie and I have much work to do. I'll be in touch." With that, she and Bernie left the apartment.
"She seems to be quite personable," Greta said.
"She is," April said.
"Excuse my manners. Is there anything I can get for you? Tea? Coffee?"
"Yes, tea sounds wonderful," April said. "Thank you." Greta made them each a cup of tea and sat down on the couch.
"I know this is your first day here, but I thought you might like to know a few things about Karl," April said.
"Yes, please, tell me everything you can," Greta said.
"Well, there's a lot to say and it will take a bit of time," April said. "This should help you somewhat," she said, handing Greta a notebook. Three hours later, Greta's mind was reeling at the volume of information April had given her. Not only had she learned how to tend to Karl, but she learned a lot about how to use what Karl provided.
Sitting the book down, she looked at Karl and considered him carefully. Yes, there would be work involved, but as April said, the side-benefits more than made up for it, and she would never have to worry about Karl running around on her the way her fiance had done. And he would never leave the toilet seat up. She chuckled at that. She put Karl's pot on a table next to her and looked at him.
"Welcome home, Karl," she said.
"It's good to be home, my queen," he said in her mind, wrapping a tendril around her head. "I've missed you so much."
The movers came the next day with her things from New York. She directed them as they brought up boxes and the rest of her furnishings from her old apartment. They handed her a sealed envelope -- a message from Marco.
"Everything has been taken care of here," he wrote. "I'll make sure they get your security deposit into your account so you won't have to deal with that. We all miss you here in New York and look forward to seeing you again. I hope you and Karl are doing well. All my best, Marco."
Greta settled into a new daily routine. Every morning, she tended to Karl, carefully removing the dew that collected on his leaves and making sure he was properly fed and watered. Each day, she monitored his pot the way April said.
After breakfast, she would turn on her television so Karl would not feel alone, kissed him and assured him she would be back. She spent most of her time exploring the island to see what she could learn and spoke with as many people as she could. She was truly interested to learn first-hand as much as she could about the place and the people who live here.
Upon her return, she would make dinner, update her notes and spend the evening being ravished by Karl's 12 cocks. She was surprised to find that Karl was more than just a living sex-toy. Underneath all those leaves, branches and virile penises was an intellect the likes of which she had never encountered outside of college.
After consulting her notes, she opened a new Word document and wrote her first report to Marco, then sent it to him by email.
...
Sitting at the computer in his home office, Marco saw the email from Greta and opened the attached Word document.
"Marco," she wrote after the usual bureaucratic openings. "Here is my first report, based on my initial observations on New South Marsookia.
"I have spent my first week getting settled in and exploring the island, while engaging with as many of the local population as possible. My first impression is that this is a fully self-contained, vibrant and robust economy.
"Everyone here seems to have a designated job and performs it to the best of their ability. There does not appear to be any unemployment, homelessness or poverty -- at least none that I have observed.
"At the same time, I have not encountered any reports of crime, drug usage or any of the other problems that seem to plague so many developed nations. In fact, one could walk completely naked in the middle of the night without ever once being accosted. I know this because I have done it myself.
"While New South Marsookia has a fully-functioning and very well-equipped hospital with a highly-trained staff, the population seems to be the healthiest I have ever encountered anywhere in my travels. Everyone I have personally encountered seems to be physically fit, emotionally stable and yes, happy.
"I have not had sufficient time to fully explore the island's system of education, but what I have seen so far has been impressive. I will delve into this deeper as time permits.
"As for what you and I discussed prior to your departure -- I have seen nothing to suggest this is being financially backed by any single individual. However, there is a bank here on NSM -- the 1st IGC Bank of New South Marsookia. I do not yet know where the funds came from to start this venture. Perhaps Alena and Johann, with their contacts and expertise in international banking, would be better equipped to find that out.
"In closing, let me say this has so far been the most interesting post I have ever had. I will continue my efforts and report back to you in a week, unless something happens that requires immediate attention.
"Best regards, Greta Schultz."
Marco closed out the document and made a note to get Alena and Johann on this IGC bank business. He knew that Greta wouldn't have much to report since she had only been there a week, and he knew she liked to learn as much as possible about the locals before delving deeper into her assignment. That was just the way she liked to operate, and he didn't mind.
He did find it interesting that she admitted to walking the streets naked in the dead of night. Franklin would have a cow over that, he thought with a smile. Opening a desk drawer, he pulled out an unopened bottle of greenberry wine and looked at it.
At first, he had resisted taking a drink of it, remembering how it affected his delegation. But today was special. It was his wedding anniversary. Perhaps, he thought, tonight would be a good night to open it up and celebrate it with the love of his life. He smiled as he considered the possibilities.
"Thanks, Tsod," he said to no one in particular.
...
6:00 pm, Friday, December 3, 2021
Greta sat next to Tsod and Tamsin in the Queen's Media Chamber, having been personally invited by Theresa to attend the announcement. Word had gotten out over the local news network and everyone was excited at the news.
She looked and saw the large desk with two of the green, gray and black banners behind it. Media cameras were set up in the back of the room and streamed the event live on GBN Earth's website. Greta had emailed the URL of the site to Marco so he could watch.
The room filled up quickly and was buzzing with excitement. A man in a dark suit came forward and instructed everyone to stand for the Queen Mother. They all stood in silence and Theresa walked to the desk -- completely naked, of course. She sat down and smiled at the audience, which was their cue to sit. Greta looked and saw Bernie off to one side in his motorized cart, watching his mate with pride.
"Good evening, ladies and gentlemen," Theresa began, looking directly into one of the cameras in front of her. "Thank you for taking time to join me this evening. As you know, I'm not one for long flowery speeches, so I'll come straight to the point.
"I am here to officially announce the formation of the Gingravik Prefecture of Earth. What that means is that we are now a sovereign entity. Our work will continue, but from this moment forward, it will be done independent of any authority or government on Earth save our own.
"All of you who joined me in this transition know who we answer to, and what we pledge our allegiance to. I want to thank each and every one of you for your hard work, your dedication and your loyalty. You have earned my everlasting gratitude. And my undying love.



"To the rest of the world, please know this. We seek only peaceful coexistence. We make no demands, issue no ultimatums. We have already reached out to the United Nations in hopes of establishing diplomatic relations with the world community.
"There will be more to come in the following days and weeks but tonight, I ask only that you join me in celebrating this moment. May Marsook's will be done, and may each of you be blessed in your own special way. Thank you and goodnight," she said.
The room erupted in cheers and everyone, including Greta, stood to applaud Theresa. She smiled, stood, bowed slightly to the audience, then turned and gracefully walked toward Bernie. The two of them paused for a moment as she waved to the people in the room. Then they turned and left.
"Would you care to join us?" Tsod asked Greta. "We're celebrating the announcement in the Queen's office and I hear there are going to be fireworks later tonight."
"That sounds wonderful," she said, following them to the patio outside. "But I really shouldn't stay too long. I don't want to leave Karl by himself with all this going on."
"Of course," Tsod said. "And how are things with Karl?"
"Better than I could ever have imagined," she said. He and Tamsin smiled at that.
"That is wonderful to hear," Tamsin said.
...
Marco and his team watched the streamed announcement in his office. When it was over, he looked at the others to gauge their reaction. None of them were surprised, but they looked concerned.
"Well?" he asked, breaking the ice.
"She carried herself well and got straight to the point," Philip said.
"Yes, indeed," Franklin added.
"Things will never be quite the same, you know," Johann offered.
"No, they won't," Marco said. He turned to Alena. "Any official reaction so far?" She shook her head.
"None yet," she said. "It seems no other outlet covered the announcement. Video has made its way to social media, but it's already being blocked as 'fake news' or for being pornographic." Franklin snorted at that.
"I wonder why?" he asked sarcastically. The others laughed.
"Well, that could work to their advantage in the long run," Marco said. "Perhaps buy them some time. Can you imagine what some countries would do to get hold of their technology?"
"And what was that about 'Marsook' at the end?" Philip asked.
"I have no idea," Marco said. His computer beeped, letting him know he had just received an email. He looked and saw it was from Greta.
"Just got an email from Greta," he told the others as he opened it.
"What's her take?" Philip asked.
"She was there in the room when the announcement was made. Sat next to Tsod and his mate. Says she's going to enjoy some of the fireworks before going home to Karl," Marco said.
"Karl? You mean the plant she had sex with?" Franklin asked. Marco nodded his head.
"Yes, that Karl," he said. "She's rather taken with him."
"Anything else?" Philip asked.
"She said the announcement was very well received. Everyone there is quite excited."
"I can imagine," Alena said. "So, what do we do now?"
"I'll send Tsod and the Queen a communique, congratulate them on the announcement and invite them to officially apply for membership to the United Nations," Marco said.
"And then?" Alena asked.
"We wait," Marco said. The rest remained unsaid.
...
Theresa, Tsod, Margaret, Bernie, Greta and several others stood in Theresa's spacious office in the NSM Capitol building as they toasted the announcement. Greta shook Theresa's hand as she congratulated her on the announcement.
"Thank you, Greta, that means a lot," Theresa said. "Do you think the Secretary-General saw it?"
"I'm certain of it," Greta told her.
"Do you think he'll respond?"
"I'm sure he'll send a communique to you and Tsod," Greta said.
"And then?"
"It's difficult to say. Who knows how the world community will react." Margaret spoke from her console on the other side of the room.
"I've made contact with the Emperor and the High Council," she said. Everyone turned to see the large monitor spring to life. Greta was shocked when she saw the group of high-ranking Gingravik on the screen.
"Ah, Queen Tere, your delicious nude form graces our monitors yet again," the Emperor said.
"Thank you, Your Excellency," Theresa said.
"We want to congratulate you on your announcement," the Emperor said. "You should know that the entire Empire caught your performance. You have done us all proud with your work."
"It is my honor to serve, Excellency," she said.
"Yes, of course," the Emperor said in response. "But you do know that the real work is only beginning, I hope."
"Yes, Excellency, I do," Theresa said. "I look forward to any... guidance you may bestow on me."
"You have my full support, Queen Tere," he said. "If there is ever anything you need, all you have to do is ask. You have done much for the Empire and we are grateful."
"Thank you," she said.
"But now, it's time to celebrate!" he said, causing the other Gingravik to shake their branches. "Let the fireworks begin!"
...
More to come...
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I read the letter left on the kitchen table by my soon-to-be ex-wife, Julia, for the fifth time and shook my head. She left this letter for me the day after that fateful reunion where she publicly humiliated and cuckolded me with that son-of-a-bitch, Jules Connor.
I hadn't seen her very much since that reunion for a few reasons. First off, she decided she needed another couple of trysts with Connor, despite my warnings. Second, both of us work. But the most important reason is that for a bit more than a week, she's been in the hospital. She was taken there one day after she collapsed at work.
They did what they could, but were unable to figure out what was going on with her. I had seen her symptoms before and offered my suggestions to the hospital staff, but they dismissed my suggestions. I only work as a biomedical researcher, after all.
So they continued running tests and scratching their heads. By the time they figured out that Michael Conroy -- that's me, by the way -- was onto something, it was too late and there was too much damage to Julia's system. Her body was starting to shut down and there was nothing they could do except try to keep her comfortable.
On one hand, I hated to see what was happening to her, but on the other hand, I was glad she was out of the house. At least my nostrils wouldn't be constantly assaulted by the stench of her cheating. I picked up the letter Julie left me and scanned it one more time.
I needed to respond to her, and I needed to do it soon. It wasn't unusual for her to communicate with me with long, steamy letters, and I always enjoyed reading her missives. Her meticulous, flowery cursive writing was a joy to read and her letters always got me excited.
But this letter -- not so much. For starters, she had misread so many things that fateful night. That really didn't surprise me, though, given how it all happened. I grabbed another cup of coffee, sat down with pen and paper, and began writing:
Julia,
I have received and read your letter of December 1, and I must say I am very disappointed in you. For many reasons.
Let me start by saying I was happy and proud to call you my wife. After all, I was married to a gorgeous woman with a body that can only be described as a walking wet dream. Yes, you were a bit slutty that night, but to be honest, I was okay with it at the time. I loved looking at you, admiring your curves and yes, I admit I liked it when the rest of the world knew that you were my woman.
Better yet, I knew that I was the man who would take you home, undress you and make sweet love to you. I'll never forget what we had and shared for five wonderful years, two of those as husband and wife. In that time, you were the most loving, thoughtful, supportive, and yes, faithful, woman I had ever known in my entire life. You were my reason for existing.
I suppose I felt as though I had a right to be proud. A wonderful wife, a good home, a great job, accolades from my peers -- I had it all. And I simply wanted to show it off just a bit.
You are correct that Jules Connor was the biggest bully I had ever known, and yes, he taunted me mercilessly since the fourth grade. That's why I took up martial arts in my senior year of high school. I continued even through my time as a medic in the Army.
In fact, I could have wiped the floor with Jules, but unfortunately, several of his friends, a couple of whom happened to be local police officers, were there to ensure I didn't. Had he taken a swing at me, though, things might've ended a bit differently and we wouldn't be in this situation.
I saw how you reacted to his taunts and I noticed the way you flirted back. I also saw the way your skin began to flush as he put the moves on you. I watched the way the two of you danced and I knew something was wrong.
Before you walked out the door with him, I tried to change your mind. You claimed in your letter that I never said anything, but that's false and you know it. Perhaps you just chose to ignore me. The truth is, I warned you that if you went with him you would regret it for the rest of your life. You sneered at me as you told me in no uncertain terms that it was your body and you would do what you wanted.
Yes, you chose him over me that night. And to paraphrase an old movie, you chose... poorly. I'm sure you realize that now.
I wondered what could make you act the way you did that night. I had never seen such behavior from you before, and I wondered if maybe old Jules had managed to invent some kind of "slut ray" to use against you.
Before we left, I managed to get a couple of the glasses from which you drank. As you may recall, those glasses contained drinks Jules and his friends brought to you. I had them tested and guess what? They were laced with all kinds of drugs -- Ecstasy, you name it.
That's right, Jules and his buddies drugged you that night. And I suspect he drugged you the next time you met. But that's neither here nor there since the real damage was done the first time he ejaculated inside you. Let me explain.
You see, Jules and I served in the same unit in the Army after high school. Yes, he tried bullying me there as well, and even took a swing at me once, much to his regret. After I bounced his stupid face off the concrete sidewalk a couple times like a basketball, he left me alone for the most part, but we never really got along well.
Our unit was sent on a mission to deliver humanitarian aid to a third-world island nation that had been ravaged by a hurricane. As a medic, I was busy tending to the injured while Jules' unit drove supplies to various locations on the island.
One day, Jules reported to the infirmary complaining about pain in his groin, especially when he urinated. It didn't take a highly-trained medical degree to know he had picked up a sexually-transmitted disease. I took all the tests and cultures and gave him the usual treatment, which included a warning to abstain from sex.
The tests came back positive, but the doctor and I were both stunned to see that the STD he picked up was quite different from anything either of us had ever seen before. It was more aggressive and resistant to the usual treatment. Under the microscope, it looked very much like a standard strain of gonorrhea, but it was quite different.
Jules continued to suffer from several symptoms -- headache, fever, pain in the groin, discharge, delirium, joint pain, you name it. A lot like some of your symptoms. It wasn't very pretty. He nearly died a couple times. I stayed with him and did everything I could to ease his suffering. In fact, I saved his life. We prescribed everything possible to treat the symptoms.
Eventually, his symptoms passed. But subsequent tests showed the bacteria that caused the infection was still inside him -- it had just gone dormant. The doctor worked up a complex set of orders and directions and Jules was sent back to the States where he would be constantly monitored by the CDC. Before he was put on the transport to the aircraft that would take him away, however, he told me in no uncertain terms he would get back at me for ruining his military career.
In short, he blamed me for his poor judgment and his actions. I believe what he did to you that night and the subsequent nights were a result of that threat. I never heard about Jules after that. I finished my tour in the military, went to college where I met you, and the rest, as they say, is history.
So yes, I was stunned when I saw him at the reunion. I was even more stunned when I saw your reaction to him. Yes, I was heartbroken when I watched him fuck you the way he did. Worse yet, I was unable to do anything about it. His buddies, a couple of whom happened to be armed at the time, made sure of that.
There was a reason I didn't say anything or take any action while he had his way with you. You see, one of his buddies had the muzzle of a.38 caliber pistol jammed in my side out of everyone's view. You didn't know that at the time, though, did you? Something tells me you probably wouldn't have cared even if you did.
When you stumbled back into the venue, I couldn't help but see the evidence of what he had done -- it was running down your leg and matted in your hair. I'm sure you didn't realize it that night, but the first time he ejaculated inside you, he killed you. Your body just didn't know it at the time.
You claimed that you love me, but your actions that night told a different story. Did you notice that from that moment on, I never once touched you? Did it dawn on you that I always wore latex gloves when you were in the house? Did you ever wonder about that?
And do you remember I urged you to see a doctor immediately afterward? Do you remember me telling you that you needed to get tested when you started feeling poorly? Do you remember your reaction? You waved me off, saying it was just a UTI and would pass.
But it didn't pass, did it? In fact, your symptoms got worse with each passing day. Instead of getting tested and seeing a doctor as I suggested, you decided to visit Jules since, as you put it, I wouldn't perform my husbandly duties. I told you why I wouldn't touch your diseased body, but you just dismissed my concerns, laughing in my face.
I get the impression you're not laughing now, though, are you? Remember when you asked me if I was going to file for divorce? I told you at the time I wouldn't. You laughed and said it was because I was a beta wimp and a cuckold like Jules said. The truth is, I knew you wouldn't survive long enough to see any divorce become final.
And I was right, wasn't I? So tell me, dear wife, was Jules' big cock worth what you're going through now? I'll bet you wished you had listened to me at the reunion. Who knows, if you had, we'd be starting to work on our family right about now. But that's not going to happen, is it?
As for Jules, you should know that he and his buddies are in custody right now. I'm sure Jules never told you he was infected with a life-threatening STD when he fucked you bareback, did he? Turns out that's a violation of the law in this state. Don't worry, though. Before long, he'll be facing even worse charges.
So I hope your tryst with Jules was worth it. I'm sure you can honestly say it was the most expensive fuck of your relatively short life.
And don't worry about me. There are quite a few lovely women who've already taken an interest in a soon-to-be widowed man. I've been practicing and I'm pretty sure I can pull off the role of a grieving spouse.
Goodbye and enjoy what's left of your life.
Your soon-to-be widowed husband,
Michael
P.S. I've already taken care of your final arrangements, so you have nothing to worry about there. After your autopsy, your body will be donated to science. After all, it would be a crying shame to not learn what we can about the effects of the STD Jules gave you. Once the research is finished, your remains will be cremated and given to your parents, if they want them. I just felt you have a right to know.
And yes, your parents know the whole story, and they agree with my assessment that this is the best option. They're not very happy about it, but they understood after I told them the whole story.
And before I forget, I took the liberty of giving your things away. Your parents said they wanted whatever pictures I didn't want, so I gave them all away. I intend to give whatever is left over to Goodwill since I plan to remodel the house once you're gone.
...
I read and re-read the letter. Satisfied with what I had written, I folded it up and put it into an envelope, then wrote her name on the front. I warmed up my coffee and stepped out back to enjoy a cigarette -- something I had given up after my time in the Army. Yes, it's a nasty habit, but unfortunately, recent events had caused me to re-evaluate a few things.
Afterward, I locked the house, jumped in my car, and headed out. When I got to my destination, I walked inside and made my way to Julia's room, where I donned a face mask, a pair of latex gloves, and a smock. She was on her bed, tubes, and wires connected to her disease-ravaged body. I looked at the nurse with her.
"What's her status?" I asked. She shook her head. I understood the meaning. "How much longer?"
"Not much. Hours, maybe a couple days at most," she said sadly. "Her body is shutting down. It won't be much longer now." I nodded my head in understanding.
"The next time she wakes up, would you give her this, please?" I asked, handing her the envelope. She took it from me, probably thinking it was a letter declaring my love for Julia.
"Of course," she said. "I'll take care of it personally. You're welcome to stay as long as you wish, though."
"Thank you," I said. She gathered her notes and headed for the door.
"Why don't you stay with her, at least for a few minutes," she said. "I'll be right around the corner if you need anything." She left before I could respond. I had originally planned to just leave the letter and go, but I realized I needed closure. I looked back at Julia and saw her eyes had opened.
"Michael," she said weakly. "Please..." I held up my hand to quiet her and gave her the unopened letter. She took it in one bony hand and opened the envelope. I was struck by how much weight she had lost in such a short period of time. She pulled out the letter and read it, tears falling down her face.
Her hands shook as she read the letter and I could see my words had hit her hard. Good. I'm not normally a vindictive person, but her betrayal at my reunion had brought out the worst in me. Tears flowed freely down her face when she finished. Normally, I would have taken her in my arms and tried to comfort her. Not this time. In fact, I stayed a good six feet from her bed.
"I'm so... sorry," she whispered. "Please, forgive me, Michael. I'm begging you." I thought for a moment, then shook my head.
"I can't, Julia," I said. "The cold-hearted way you did what you did is just too much. I warned you, but you didn't want to hear anything I said. Your pussy over-ruled your brain. Now, you're paying the price. And soon, Jules will also pay for what he did."
"Don't you love me?" she cried.
"Not anymore," I said, causing her to sob. "I did, once. But I don't know who or what you are anymore. Yes, Jules drugged you. But you should've listened to me. And that letter you left -- well, that spoke volumes to me. Do you want forgiveness? Look in the dictionary. Or try asking that God you used to worship when you were younger. You'll get none from me."
"Don't you have any feelings for me at all?" she asked weakly through her sobs.
"Yes," I said. "For the most part, I feel disgusted."
"Why are you being so mean to me?" she asked. "I'm dying here."
"Seriously?" I responded. I looked and saw a small hand-held mirror on the countertop. I grabbed it and put it in front of her face. "Take a good long look. THAT'S why. You killed me that day at the reunion. You may as well have put a gun to my head and pulled the trigger. And that last letter was the straw that broke the camel's back. This is on you, Julia. I feel bad that you're dying, but the truth is, you made your choice. Now you get to deal with the consequences."
I set the mirror back on the countertop and started for the door. I looked back at her when I got there, figuring this would be the last time I would ever see her alive. She shook as she sobbed in her bed. "Goodbye, Julia," I said before walking out. I passed the nurse in the hallway and saw the angry look she gave me. Oh, well. I got in my car and headed home.
My phone woke me up at 3:30 the next morning. I looked and saw it was the hospice. I had a good idea what had happened, but I answered the call anyway.
"Mr. Williams, this is LifeCare Hospice," the woman said. "I'm calling to inform you that your wife passed away just a few minutes ago."
"Thank you for letting me know," I said.
"Um, I see here that an autopsy has been ordered and her body is being donated to science. Is that correct?" the woman asked. I could tell by her tone that she didn't approve. Too bad.
"Yes, that's correct," I said.
"Okay," she said. "We'll take care of the transport, then. You can come by any time to collect her things."
"Thank you," I said.
"I also see in her record that a Detective Samuels of the Metropolitan Police Department is to be notified of her death," she said.
"That is correct," I said.
"Very well, sir," she said. "I'm sorry for your loss, Mr. Williams."
"I appreciate that," I said before we ended the call. I called her parents to let them know. They thanked me for informing them. Since her body would be donated to science, there would be no funeral. If her parents wanted a memorial service, they could arrange it without any input from me.
I had no desire to put out any money for one, and I had no plans to attend a service for her. She was now gone and out of my life for good. At least I could look at myself in the mirror and honestly say I remained true to our vows to the end, even if she didn't.
I went to work the next day and was told by my boss in no uncertain terms to take bereavement leave and see a counselor to deal with my anger and grief. My boss, a very understanding and perceptive woman, handed me a card with the name of a counselor and made it clear I was not welcome back in the workplace until I had at least arranged an appointment.
I did all the things one normally does after the loss of a "loved" one -- I took the death certificate to Julia's company and made the final arrangements. Everyone offered their condolences, which I graciously accepted.
As Julia's beneficiary, I was entitled to her 401K, which held about $25,000, and her company life insurance policy, which paid two and a half times her annual salary at the time of her death. I did the math in my head and figured that would be just north of $110,000 -- more than enough to pay off her portion of the hospital bills plus enough to fund a summer cruise to the Caribbean.
The autopsy report confirmed what I already knew, and Jules Connor was charged with premeditated murder with special circumstances. I testified at his trial, which didn't last very long. Connor had already admitted he did not inform Julia of his STD and knew the possible outcome of his actions. The jury quickly came back with a guilty verdict.
Two weeks later, the judge sentenced Jules to death by lethal injection. His cohorts claimed they knew nothing of his STD, but were nevertheless found guilty of lesser charges and sentenced to five years in state prison.



The trial over, I went to a sports bar and celebrated. While sucking down a beer, I heard a familiar voice call my name. I turned and saw her -- Danielle Jenkins. She was a classmate of mine in college and the two of us dated a few times before I met Julia. She was just as beautiful as I remembered. I invited her to join me and we reminisced about old times.
It turned out she married another classmate of ours -- Ronald Friese -- and divorced him a year later after she caught him cheating on her. We spent the rest of the evening consoling each other and arranged to go out on a date that weekend.
I don't know if anything will come of this, but after what Julia put me through, I was more than willing to try. Who knows, maybe Danielle will join me on my cruise next summer...
...
Fade to black...
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Is Heather right? I asked myself that question after I finished typing out everything that came to mind about my marriage to her. Could I tolerate her so-called "need" to have two husbands?
The question nagged at me for about half a nanosecond. No, dammit, she's NOT right. She cheats on me for six months or more with some rat-faced putrid piece of pale pig flesh, MARRIES the clown in some kind of New Age ceremony out in Colorado, then comes home and expects me to just accept it, claiming she still loves me.
On top of all that, she thinks she can have her way by giving me sex -- or rather, letting me take it from her -- and so far, she's been pretty successful. That's when it hit me, like one of those head-slapping V8 moments. She's stringing me along, using sex as a weapon. She knows how attracted I am to her, and how excited she makes me.
Guess what? That ends, right fucking now, I thought to myself. I looked at one of the wedding photos we had framed on the wall. Noah and Heather Harrison, the caption on the photo read. In case you haven't quite figured it out yet, I'm Noah. With a swipe of my hand, I sent the photo flying off the wall.
It's not like we've been married for twenty years and she's going through a phase or suffering from empty nest syndrome. And it's certainly not because I travel because I don't. We've only been married for two years, and she's been cheating on me with that rat-fink, Steve, for a quarter of that time.
Wait a minute, I thought to myself. Why didn't I see this before? If she's actually married -- I mean, with a marriage license and the whole bit -- then she's broken the law. And if that's the case, she's probably got a license or a certificate of some kind somewhere in her junk.
I tore through her things, not caring where they landed after I pulled them out of the boxes she hadn't unpacked yet. Then I found it -- a small manila envelope. I opened it up and found a marriage certificate between one Heather Simpson and Steve Mackenzie along with a small pile of photos.
Simpson was Heather's maiden name. She must've used her driver's license as identification. It wasn't due to be renewed until her upcoming birthday in three months and still showed her maiden name and old address. Legally, she was supposed to have had it changed within 90 days after we got married, but she never did for some reason.
Looking at the certificate, I found the URL of the county where it was issued. I fired up my browser and went to the URL on the certificate. It took me a bit, but I found the notice showing their marriage. Damn!
I did another search and found that in Colorado, bigamy is a class 6 felony. According to the law, "any married person who, while still married, marries, enters into a civil union, or cohabits in this state with another person commits bigamy." If convicted, she would receive a minimum one-year sentence and a $1,000 fine. The max, according to the website I read, is 18 months in prison and a $100,000 fine.
"I hope you like wearing orange, Heather," I said to no one in particular, as I searched the site to find a way I could report them. I found an email address and sent a short message, referencing their marriage record.
After I sent the email, I turned to the small pile of photos in the envelope. They looked so lovey-dovey, Steve and Heather. One photo showed them with their faces mashed together looking at the camera with big smiles on their faces.
I looked at the photo for quite some time, letting my anger build up. As I studied the photo, I began to notice things. They were little things, but the more I looked, the more disturbed I became. Sure, I had seen them together when they came to the apartment, but I had never spent any time actually studying their faces.
Now that I had, I began to wonder what else they were hiding from me. If my gut instinct was right, and it usually was, I would need to get a DNA sample from both of them. But how? I did a search and found a local lab that did DNA tests, so I called and arranged to pick up a test kit. The next thing I need to figure was how to actually get a sample from the two cheaters.
I looked over my notes and decided that now is the time to act. So I called and was able to get an appointment with one Lisa Hawkins, Attorney at Law, this afternoon. I shut down my laptop and put the certificate and photos back into the envelope. I decided to take that with me to the lawyer's office. I grabbed the folder with our banking records and headed out.
I grabbed a bite to eat and headed to Lisa's office. I planned to pick up the DNA kit after my appointment. When I got there, an attractive brunette escorted me inside Ms. Hawkins' inner sanctum. Lisa stood and we shook hands.
"So, you've decided to go for the divorce," she said.
"I have," I told her. "I thought you might be interested in this," I added, handing her Heather's marriage certificate to Steve. Her brows furrowed as she looked at the paper.
"But she's already married to you," Lisa said.
"Yes, that's right," I said. "She used her maiden name, and I checked. It's legit."
"No, it's not," Lisa said. "It may be recorded, but it's not legitimate. It's called bigamy. Each state has different penalties, and in this state, it's a third degree felony. She can face up to 10 years in prison along with a $10,000 fine."
"What about Steve?" I asked.
"The same applies to him, assuming he knew you and Heather are currently married," she said. "I see this was done in Colorado."
"Is that significant?" I asked.
"Well, Colorado is one of the easiest states to get married in," she said. "There's no waiting period, no residency requirements and they don't even require blood tests. They can even officiate their own ceremony if they want. All that really matters is the fee is paid and the certificate is signed and filed within the allotted time frame."
"Damn," I said. "What do you suggest I do?"
"If it were me, I'd report this to the authorities. Then I'd divorce her. But that's just me," she said. "The real question is, is this something you can live with?"
"No," I said. "There's no way I can go along with this."
"Alright," she said. "As an officer of the court, I have no choice but to report this to the authorities. If I were you, I would cut off all physical relations with her. If you're having sex with her, the court could see that as a tacit approval of her actions. I can start the paperwork on this, but I won't file until she's taken into custody. That will give us a bit of leverage. Looking at your financial records, I see the two of you don't have very much. There's no children and no real property, so that makes it a lot simpler."
"She's been after me to accept her new arrangement, and it's really driving me nuts. Is there something you can do to keep her away from me?" I asked.
"Well, I can ask for a temporary restraining order," she said. "If she's in jail, that could become academic, though."
"Do what you need to do," I said.
"Okay," she said. "I'll get started on this right away."
"There's one other thing that's nagging at me," I said.
"What's that?" she asked. I pulled out the photo of Heather and Steve and handed it to her. She looked at it as I spoke.
"Is it just me or do you see a bit of a family resemblance between the two of them?" I asked.
"I take it this is your wife and her lover?" Lisa asked.
"Yes, it is," I told her. She looked at the picture carefully before saying anything.
"Well, he's certainly not the most attractive man I've ever seen, but yeah, I do see some similarities. You think they're related?"
"I'm beginning to think so," I said. "I plan to pick up a DNA test kit when I'm done here."
"But how do you plan to get their DNA? Surely you don't expect them to just voluntarily give it to you?" she asked.
"I hadn't figured that part out yet," I said.
"Then perhaps you should leave that to me," she said with a smile. "When do you want to start taking action?"
"The sooner the better," I said.
"Do you know where she'll be staying over the next 12 to 18 hours?"
"Yes, she said she's staying with Steve tonight," I told her. She smiled when I gave her Steve's address.
"Leave this to me," she said with a mischievous twinkle in her eye. I thanked her, paid a hefty retainer and headed back to the apartment. When I got there, I repacked Heather's things -- or to be more precise, I crammed her crap back into the boxes and bags. Then I called her parents and told her about the divorce.
"What?" Linda, her mother asked, shocked.
"Yes, she went to Colorado and married some other guy, and she actually expects me to be okay with it," I said. "I've already packed her stuff, but she refuses to leave. Can you guys please come over and pick it up?"
"Yeah, sure," Linda said. "We'll be right over." A half hour later, Linda and her husband, Greg, were at the apartment. I explained as much as I could stomach and showed them a copy of Heather's marriage certificate from Colorado.
"What the hell is wrong with that girl?" Greg asked.
"By the way, do you have a picture of this guy?" Linda asked.
"Sure," I said, handing her a picture of Heather and Steve. She looked at it closely and showed it to Greg.
"Is that who I think it is?" she asked him. He looked at the picture closely before saying anything.
"It's been 24 years, and he's obviously changed quite a bit, but it sure looks like it could be him," Greg said.
"Looks like him, who?" I asked.
"Heather's twin brother," Linda said. I looked at them, shocked. What?
"Did you say 'twin brother?' Heather has a twin out there? Does she know about this?"
"Yes and no," Linda said. "Heather has a twin brother. She doesn't know about him yet. But maybe now she does."
"Okay, now I'm officially confused," I said.
"We adopted Heather as a baby," Linda said. "Her mother was a street-walker. A prostitute. She was also a drug addict. She died shortly after giving birth to two children, a boy and a girl. We adopted the girl and named her Heather. The boy was adopted by a family from Colorado. We saw a picture of him when he was a baby. I'm sorry to say this, but he was just as ugly then as now."
"And you say they got married in Colorado?" Greg asked. I nodded my head.
"Yeah. They supposedly went to Colorado for some kind of obstacle course event, but in reality, they visited his parents and then got married out in the wilderness somewhere. His parents even paid for their 'honeymoon suite.' According to her, it was like magic. Like they were meant to be together or some such bullshit," I said. Linda listened intently, then her eyes grew wide.
"Oh my God," she said quietly.
"What?" Greg asked.
"I've read about this, but I've never seen it for myself," she said.
"Read about what?" I asked. Linda was a psychologist who specialized in married couples. She considered herself much more than "just" a marriage counselor and tended to refrain from using the term.
"It's called genetic sexual attraction," Linda said. "It supposedly happens between family members who are separated at a very young age and meet as adults. There really isn't much evidence to suggest it's a real phenomenon, and most experts dismiss the idea as being pseudoscience. Still, it's a fairly complex issue and there are some who think there's something to the idea."
"You think maybe Heather and Steve might be experiencing this attraction?" I asked.
"If they're really twins, it might be possible," she said. "Noah, if that's the case, then Heather needs your help and support. You need to be there for her, to help her break this attraction."
"No," I said. "I can't do that, Linda."
"Why not? Don't you love her?" she asked.
"It's not a matter of loving her, Linda," I said. "She's been cheating on me with this puke for six months. That's a quarter of the time we've been married. No one forced her. No one drugged her. On top of everything else, she lies to me and trots off to Colorado with this guy and marries him. Worse yet, she expects me to be okay with it. Says she needs both of us. It's almost like she overdosed on stupid pills or something. But there's one very big problem."
"She broke the law," Greg said.
"That's right," I said. "She not only broke our marriage vows, she broke the law. She knew exactly what she was doing when she signed that paper. And she refuses to see that what she did was wrong." Linda nodded her head, but it was clear she was hurt by this. "Did Heather know she was adopted?"
"No, we never told her," Greg said.
"Well, she's about to find out," I said.
"Are you going to have her arrested, Noah?" Linda asked.
"It's out of my hands, Linda," I said. "My lawyer said what she did is a class three felony in this state. That's a possible 10-year prison sentence." Linda broke down crying and Greg held her as she sobbed.
"Isn't there any way you can put this behind you?" Linda asked through her tears. I shook my head.
"Not under these circumstances," I said.
"I can't say that I blame him, dear," Greg said. "It would be one thing if she was drugged or raped, but it's clear she wasn't. You saw her signature on that certificate. You saw her face in that photo. She deliberately used her maiden name and hid the fact that she's already married. That's fraud, no matter how you want to spin it."
"Are you turning on her, too?" Linda asked.
"No, but I can't turn a blind eye to this, and you know it. I work in the County Sheriff's office, for crying out loud. I do know some good outside defense attorneys, though, and I'll make sure she gets good representation," he said. Linda nodded her head.
"Alright," she said. "Thank you for that at least."
"We'll take Heather's stuff back to our place, Noah," Greg said. "She can stay with us if the judge lets her out on bond. I'm sorry this happened."
"It's not your fault, Greg," I said. They gathered her stuff and left the apartment. I ate dinner and watched some television, but I really wasn't paying much attention to what was on. About 6:30, I got a phone call.
"What the hell has gotten into you?" Heather screamed. "You had me arrested? Why?"
"For starters, you've broken the law. Didn't you know that bigamy is a felony in this state? I thought you were supposed to be smart," I said. "Guess you're not as smart as you thought, huh?"
"What makes you think I committed bigamy?" she asked.
"Your signature on your Colorado marriage certificate, you ignorant slut," I said. "Yes, I found it. I also checked, and your illegitimate marriage to Steve has already been recorded."
"So why did they take a DNA sample?" she asked.
"To verify something," I said.
"Verify what?" she asked.
"Whether or not Steve is your twin brother," I said. She gasped at that.
"No way," she said. "You know I'm an only child."
"Really? Maybe you should have a talk with your parents."
"What are you saying?" she asked.
"Just that. And no, I'm not going to bail your stupid ass out of jail," I said. "In fact, I'm divorcing you. Maybe now you'll believe me when I say I'm done with you. Goodbye, Heather. Don't call me again." With that, I hung up the phone. The last thing I heard was her sobbing, but I felt nothing for her.
Epilogue:
Heather and Steve ended up staying in jail. The prosecuting attorney convinced the judge that both of them were potential flight risks. Greg followed through with his promise and got her a good attorney. But he wasn't quite good enough.
The DNA tests showed that Steve and Heather were, in fact, siblings. Heather maintained that she had no idea they were related, but Steve broke down under interrogation and admitted that he knew they were related even before he pursued her sexually.
Both of them were found guilty of bigamy and Steve was also convicted of incest and fraud. I was visiting with Heather after her conviction since Linda suggested I see her if for no other reason than to get closure on our relationship.
Even after everything was said and done, and knowing that Steve was her twin brother, she still claimed it was "magic" and things would have been great between the three of us if I wasn't so pig-headed about her infidelity.
"Did you stop to think about children?" I asked.
"Steve and I talked about it, and we decided that you would be listed as the father, regardless of who got me pregnant," she said. "He admitted he wouldn't be very good in that department."
"And the two of you decided this without even consulting me," I said. "Talk about fucked up." About that time, a sheriff's deputy came up and served her with divorce papers. Even though she knew it would happen, she still broke down crying.
"Why?" she asked.
"I don't love you any more," I said. "To be more precise, you fucked whatever love I had for you away with your twin brother. I hope it was worth it to you." I stood up to leave. "Goodbye, Heather." I turned and walked away, hearing her sobs behind me.
The next day, the two of them were brought back for their sentencing. For starters, their marriage in Colorado was nullified and the state waived extradition since our home state has much harsher penalties for what the two of them had done.
Heather received seven years in state prison, while Steve was sentenced to 25 years. Steve's sentence was harsher because Heather's attorney convinced the judge she had no idea he was her twin brother while he knew she was his sister and pursued her anyway.
Jada and Keith -- two of Heather's friends -- managed to get back together after all the sordid details between Heather and Steve came out. Jada, in fact, was one of the two people who clued me in about Heather and Steve. They kept setting me up with blind dates to get my mind off of what Heather had done, but I realized I had some serious issues with trust.
Oddly enough, it was Linda who helped me out the most. That's right -- Heather's mom. At first, she kept pressuring me to try reconciliation, but by the time all of the testimony was made public, she changed her tune.
It took a good six months after the divorce was final, but she finally got it through my thick head that not all women are like Heather. I continued to date, and a year later, I met Lisa. She was burned by a cheating husband and the two of us were able to relate to each other. I'm not sure where it's going, but so far things are looking good.
And she assures me there are no twin brothers in the closet...
...
Fade to black...
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Carol's Christmas
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Monday, December 20, 2021:
Carol Beck sat back in her large comfortable office chair and turned her head to the speaker in the ceiling above her. As she listened, the strains of yet another Christmas song assaulted her ears.
"Dammit, if I have to hear another fucking Christmas song, I'm going to scream," she said softly. Closing the door to her office, she turned on a portable radio on the credenza behind her and tuned it to a classic rock station. She turned the volume up, hoping it would drown out the racket coming from above.
She sat back into her chair and kept working on the spreadsheet displayed on her large monitor. Some time later, she heard a knock on her door.
"Enter," she barked. The door opened and she saw the face of Jake Callahan, the current CEO of Callahan and Son Manufacturing. He was the "son" in the company's name and took over as CEO from his father about seven years ago. Prior to that, he was the company CFO and was the one who hired her into the Accounting Department after she graduated from college.
He was about sixteen years older than her, but at 51, was in great shape and still sported a full head of dark hair with just a bit of gray at the temples. The two of them had developed a strong platonic friendship over the years but after his wife died in a freak car accident eight years ago, they had gotten somewhat closer.
Over the years, he developed strong feelings for her and wanted something more than a platonic friendship, but he wasn't willing to risk a sexual harassment claim or a lawsuit for alienation of affection. So, he took it slow and easy.
Carol wasn't stupid and knew he wanted something more from her than a sympathetic ear and a sisterly shoulder to cry on. Even though she liked Jake a lot, she wasn't about to risk her marriage for a bit of strange dick, no matter how substantial it was. And yes, she noticed the bulge in his trousers but never said or did anything that wouldn't pass the husband test.
The truth was that she loved Raymond, her husband of 12 years, and she dearly loved their 9-year-old son, Tim. Even though they were going through a rough patch at the moment, there was no way she was going to jeopardize that relationship. But, she admitted to herself, she had fantasized about her boss more than once over the years. And she had been fantasizing about him a lot more in the last few months.
"Is it safe?" he asked. She smiled and nodded her head.
"Of course, Jake, come on in, please. I just can't stand listening to that crap being piped through the offices," she said. He entered the office and closed the door behind him. "Please, have a seat. What can I do for you today?"
"I was wondering if you were going to the company Christmas party this year, or if you were going to blow it off like you did last year?" he asked. She remembered the annual party was coming up on the 23rd and everyone would be off work until Monday, January 3. That meant she only had a few short days to get everything finished.
"I don't know, Jake," she said. "You know how I am with Christmas."
"That's right, you and Christmas are like oil and water," he said.
"Yeah, and I still have all these reports to get finished," she told him.
"That's what you have employees for," he said. "Delegate this out to them. Let them do their jobs."
"I guess you're right," she said.
"Of course I'm right," he said with a smile. "That's why I'm the CEO. I delegate stuff to you, and you're supposed to delegate to them. See how that works? Why don't you shut down, take off your leash and join me for lunch. We can talk there if you want."
"The usual?" she asked.
"Of course," he said. The usual was a quaint little sandwich shop and diner not too far from the plant. This time of day it wasn't too busy and they could eat in peace. It was something they had done three times a week for the last several years.
"What the hell," she said. "Let me just task some of this stuff out and I'll meet you there in, say, 20 or 30 minutes?"
"Sounds like a plan," he said. "See you there."
A little less than a half hour later, Carol parked her BMW and entered the diner. Jake sat at a table, waiting for her. He smiled and waved her over.
"I hope you don't mind, but I ordered your usual," he said.
"Pastrami on rye?" she asked.
"Of course," he said, feeling proud of himself for placing her order. Of course, she had eaten the same thing at this diner for months, so it was a pretty safe guess.
"Thank you," she said. The waitress brought their drinks and scurried off to her station. Jake considered her as she took a sip of her coke.
"Okay. Out with it, little sister," he said, using his pet name for her. She smiled and set her drink down. She didn't mind him calling her that. She was an only child and the idea of being someone's "little sister" appealed to her.
"Whatever do you mean?" she asked.
"Don't give me that," he said. "I've known you for too long. This isn't just your normal Christmas time 'bah humbug' attitude. What's wrong? Is it the nerd?" That was Jake's nickname for Raymond, his way of showing disrespect for Carol's husband, and she hated it.
"Please, I've asked you not to call him that," she said with a hint of irritation in her voice.
"You're right," Jake said. "I shouldn't have said it and I'm sorry for that. But let's face it. He's a computer repair guy while you're a top executive. You deserve a lot better than that."
"Actually, Jake, Ray is a senior supervisory field engineer. He designs multi-million dollar network infrastructures all over the world. He's damn good at what he does, he's highly sought after and he's held in high regard," Carol said.
"All right. But still, you make what, three or four times what he does?" Jake asked.
"Something like that, yes," she said.
"Doesn't that bother the two of you?"
"No, not really," she said. "I know what you're thinking -- that I'm the main breadwinner stuck at home with a child while he's running around the country doing what he does."
"Exactly," Jake said. "Hell, it would bother me if my wife made three times more than I do."
"Ray pulls his weight," she said. "And he adores little Timmy. He's a great husband and father."
"Who's gone all the time," Jake said. "Look, little sister, I'm just concerned about you. You were there for me when my wife passed away, and I want to do the same for you. I worry about you."
"Thanks but I'll be fine, Jake, really," she said.
"But there's something else eating at you, isn't there?" he asked. She swallowed her food, then thought for a moment before speaking.
"This Christmas Eve, it will be 15 years since my mother died of a heart attack working herself to the bone to take care of us," she said quietly, tears coming to her eyes at the memory of her mother. "And it will be 25 years since my father died. He died on Christmas Day when the plane he was on crashed. He was on a trip back east and was rushing to get home to us. I was maybe nine years old at the time."
"After all these years working together, this is the first time you've told me all that. No wonder you hate Christmas so much," he said.
"Every time Raymond gets on an airplane to go to a job site, I keep thinking that maybe that's the last time I'll ever see him alive," she said. "I don't know if I'm strong enough to handle that kind of loss and I don't want to end up like my mother. To be honest, I don't know how much more I can take of him being gone like this."
"You don't think he's having an affair, do you?" Jake asked.
"Ray? Have an affair? Get real. No, Raymond may have his faults, but infidelity certainly isn't one of them," she said.
"Well, little sister, just know that I'm here for you, okay? You and little Timmy are always welcome in my home if it ever comes to that," he said. She smiled as she looked at him.
"Thank you, Jake, that means a lot to me," she said, putting a hand on his arm. Inside, she wished that it was Ray sitting here instead of Jake, but she would take what she could get. If only Ray understood how she felt...
"It's my pleasure, Carol," he said with a smile. They finished their meal and Carol looked at her watch.
"Oh my, I'd better get back to the office before they send out the National Guard," she joked.
"It's alright," he said. "No one's going to dock your pay for being out to lunch with the CEO."
"I know," she said. "It's just that I have a lot to get done. Hopefully, my people made some good progress. I'll see you later. Thanks for lunch and for letting me vent."
"Of course, Carol. Any time. And I'm serious. If there's anything you need... Anything at all. Let me know, okay?"
"I will, Jake, thanks," she said. He watched her walk out of the diner and to her car. Ray is an absolute idiot for leaving her here alone like this, he thought. But, he added, Ray's loss could very well be my gain. He smiled at the prospect of getting between Carol's shapely legs.
Carol got to her car and looked to see a dirty, raggedy-looking homeless man with tattered clothes and unkempt hair begging for change and cigarettes by the street. Everyone who walked by gave the man a wide berth, avoiding him like the plague.
She shook her head in disgust. Why can't these people just go get a job like my mother did, she asked herself. She got in her car and headed out, not giving the man another glance.
She got to her department and got caught up on the progress everyone made on the reports. Pleased, she took what she needed and went into her office. Hearing the Christmas music from the speaker overhead, she called the IT department and asked if someone could PLEASE come and do something about it.
As she sat, one of the IT guys showed up with a small ladder and turned the volume knob until the speaker was silent. Silence, she thought. Blessed silence.
"Thank you," she told the young man.
"You're welcome," he said with a smile. "And Merry Christmas," he added, causing her to grit her teeth.
"And you as well," she said politely as he left. Why can't people just treat December 25th like any other day, she wondered. Why can't they say, "Merry April 17th," or something? She closed her door and turned to her work.
Before she knew it, her employees were waving goodbye. She looked and saw it was already 5:00 pm -- time to leave work. She took a deep breath and let it out. There was no way she could go home with all this on her plate. She waved back and watched as they put their coats on and headed out. Soon, she was the only one left in the department.
She picked up her phone and called Ray's parents, since they were watching Timmy. She hated leaving the young boy with them, but they loved having him over and he enjoyed spending time with his grandparents. Ray's mother, Alice, answered the phone.
"Hi, Mom," Carol said. She always got along well with Ray's parents and had taken to calling them "Mom" and "Dad" shortly after she and Ray got married.
"Well, hello there, Carol," Alice said. "Still at the office?"
"I'm afraid so," she said. "End of the year stuff. You know how it goes."
"Yes, unfortunately, I do," she said.
"How's my boy doing?" Carol asked.
"He's being a little angel," Alice said. "He's in the other room with his grandfather right now. He really misses his dad."
"I know," Carol said. "So do I."
"Here, I'll let you talk to him," Alice said. A few moments later, she heard the sweet voice of her little boy on the phone.
"Hi, Mommy," Tim said.
"Hi, Timmy," Carol said. "Are you having a good time with your grandparents?"
"Oh yeah! Grandpa's reading a book to me right now."
"That's nice, sweetheart. How was school today?"
"It was okay," Timmy said.
"Did you get your homework done?" Carol asked.
"Yes, I did and Grandma even checked it over for me like you do," Timmy said.
"That's good," Carol said.
"I miss my dad," Timmy said. "Do you think he'll call me tonight?"
"I'm sure he will, sweetheart," Carol said.
"I hope so. Will he be home for Christmas?"
"I believe he will. You know how much your dad likes spending Christmas with you," she said sadly.
"I like spending Christmas with him, too," Timmy said. "Well, I know you're probably busy, so I'll let you go. I love you, Mommy!" She couldn't help but smile. Even at such a tender age, Timmy was becoming so much like his father, so sweet and considerate.
"I love you too, sweetheart," she said. "Give Grandma and Grandpa a kiss goodnight for me, okay?"
"I will. Bye!" She heard him pass the phone back to Alice.
"Are you gonna be working late again tonight?" Alice asked.
"I'm afraid so, Mom," Carol said. "In fact, I'll be working late every night this week. I've got to get all this done before the party on the 23rd. That's just in a couple days. Would you mind watching over Timmy unless Ray gets home first? I really hate to ask, but I'm under the gun here and with Ray gone..."
"Say no more, Carol, I understand," Alice said.
"Thanks, Mom, I appreciate it more than you know," Carol said.
"Not a problem. We love having little Timmy here with us. He's so much like Ray and George just loves having him around," Alice said.
"Thanks again." They ended the call and Carol felt sad. She was grateful that her in-laws were kind enough to look after Timmy, but she felt somewhat ashamed that she couldn't work and take care of her son at the same time. If only Ray were home... She shook the thought out of her head and turned to her work.
When her phone rang, she looked and saw it was Ray calling her. Why was he calling so late? It was 7:20 pm, but then she remembered the two-hour time difference between Dallas and Seattle. She answered the call.
"Hey, sweetie," she said. "How are things up in Seattle?"
"Crazy," he said. "I just took a break for dinner and tried calling the house. I figured you were still at work when I got the answering machine."
"Yeah, end of the year stuff. You know how it goes," she said.
"I know. Timmy over at Mom and Dad's, I take it?" he asked.
"Yeah, your folks have been a Godsend," she said. "Little Timmy really misses you."
"I miss him, too," Ray said.
"He's not the only one," she said. "I miss you so much, Ray. How much longer is this going to go on?" This was an old argument, and one Ray hated. But he didn't want to argue with his wife. Not tonight. Not this close to Christmas.
"I miss you terribly as well. I honestly don't know. Hopefully not too much longer, but we've talked this to death. It's part of my job. I can't help it," he said.
"I know, I know," Carol said. "I just don't know how much more of this I can handle."
"Join the club," he said.
"Are you going to be home soon? Will you be here for Christmas, at least?" she asked.
"Oh, you've developed a love for Christmas, have you?" he asked with a chuckle.
"Of course, I want you home right now, but it's Timmy I'm worried about. You know how much he loves spending Christmas with you," she said.
"And I love spending Christmas with the two of you as well, even if you hate Christmas," he said. "I'm doing everything I can to get this wrapped up soon so I can get out of here and get home for good."
"So, you're burning the midnight oil as well?" she asked.
"Yeah, I've been working 16 hours a day to get this finished. It's a really big project and I'd like to get it done ahead of schedule."
"I understand," Carol said. "Just do me a favor and call your son. He really misses you."
"I will," Ray said. "And Carol?"
"Yes?"
"I love you, more than you know," he said.
"I love you too, sweetheart," she said. They ended the call after exchanging sweet nothings and Carol turned back to her work. She kept at it for a little more than an hour before realizing just how tired and hungry she was. She shut down her computer, looked around her spartan office devoid of decorations, put her coat on, then turned out the lights and headed out.
"Goodnight, Mrs. Beck," the night security man said when she checked out of the building.
"Goodnight, Charlie," she said, grateful that he didn't tell her to have a Merry Christmas. Most of the employees here knew how she hated the holiday. She got into her car and headed home.
Her house was easy to spot -- it was the only one on the block without any Christmas lights or decorations. Ray liked to decorate the place every year, and if she turned him loose, it could probably be seen from orbit. He would tell her it was for Timmy's benefit, but the truth was, it was also for his. He loved Christmas and Timmy got that love for the holiday from him.
But Ray had been in Seattle for much of the last six weeks, coming home only on weekends to catch up with her and Timmy. Except for last weekend, that is. He ran into a snag and his entire team worked through the weekend to get it ironed out. At least he called every night to say hello and talk to them for a bit. But it just wasn't enough.
She pulled into the garage and closed the door. She went into the house and turned off the security alarm. The place was dark and quiet. Too quiet, actually. She walked into the living room and was grateful that Ray hadn't had time to put up any decorations or trim a tree. That was something he loved to do with Timmy, but he just didn't have the time this year.
She saw the note on the kitchen table with the day's mail. It was from Alice, letting her know that she had put a lasagna in the oven since it was too hot to put in the refrigerator. She smiled at that. Alice was such a good woman and she reminded Carol a lot of her own mother. She looked through the small pile of mail -- bills, ads for credit cards, and Christmas cards from Ray's family.
Of course all the cards came from his family, now hers. She was an only child, as were her parents. Her grandparents had died before her mother, so she was left with no one to call "family." No aunts, uncles or cousins. Just... her. So, Ray's family became hers by extension. He came from a large family and they were all so close. She envied him for that.
She found the lasagna in the oven where Alice had left it. It was still fairly warm, so she cut herself a small chunk and sat in the living room to watch a bit of television as she ate. She ate her lasagna, enjoyed a glass of wine, locked the house up, then headed upstairs for bed.
On the way up, she stopped at a photo on the wall. It was taken when she was about seven years old, and showed her with her parents. They all smiled in the photo and seemed so happy, so full of love. She wiped a tear from her eye as she looked at the picture.
If there was any justice in the world, they would still be alive, she thought. "Just a little justice. Is that too much to ask for?" she said quietly before going into the master bedroom. She removed her clothes, put them in the dirty clothes hamper and slid under the covers, naked, the way she had done every night for the last 12 years.



Ray slept naked as well, saying he loved the way her soft skin felt against his as he cuddled with her. She held his pillow close and inhaled his fragrance.
"Why can't you be home with me?" she asked the pillow. "Don't you know how much I need you right now?" The pillow didn't answer, so she put it back on Ray's side of the bed. She thought back to what Jake had said earlier that day.
Yes, Ray is a good husband and father. But he's never here. It seems like lately, he's always gone. One week he's in Miami, the next in Kansas City, and now, Seattle. Where will he end up next? And for how long?
And yes, even though he makes a good salary, she makes far more than he does. It never bothered either her or Ray before, but now... As she reflected on Jake's words, her mind began to wander and for the first time in 12 years, she actually wondered what it might be like if she took Jake up on his offer.
She knew several women -- some within the company, even -- who had stepped out on their husbands. A few of them were in situations very similar to hers -- husbands married to their work, gone all the time, leaving them at home alone to keep the home fires burning.
But she wasn't exactly Suzy Homemaker, baking cookies while her husband brings home the bacon. If anything, SHE was the main breadwinner. In that regard, Jake was right. She had encouraged Ray to do more with his career in the past, to push for advancement. But he kept telling her that wasn't the way things were done in his field.
"It will happen when the time is right," he said the last time they discussed the issue, which was before his trip to Seattle.
"And when will that be?" she pressed.
"I don't know. I don't have a crystal ball," he said. "Look, things are different in my line of work. Guys like me can be at the same level for years before they get promoted. That's just the way it is. You don't understand. Things change all the time, and if you don't stay up with the changes, you can left behind so fast you're head spins."
Well, she thought, if things don't change for the better soon around here, they will. And it'll happen so fast, your head will be left spinning, Carol thought. I'm tired of waiting at home all the time. Tired of telling our little boy that his daddy will be gone for weeks at a time.
She thought about those other women and the way they talked about their extra-marital affairs. As long as their husbands didn't know, no one was hurt. Or so they said. She thought of Jake and wondered what it would be like to slip into his bed naked, what it would be like to offer herself to him the way she did with Ray.
It would be so easy to do, she thought. With Timmy gone and with Ray in Seattle, she could easily call Jake and spend the night at his place. No one would ever know.
Feeling a tingle between her legs, she pulled a vibrator from her nightstand drawer and turned it on. Spreading her legs, she ran the vibrator over her sensitive skin as she rubbed herself. She slipped the vibrator inside herself and began running it in and out, the way Ray usually ran his cock in and out of her pussy, teasing her to orgasm.
Except this time, she wasn't thinking about Ray the way she normally did. Her mind was on someone else -- Jake. The more she thought about having Jake's big cock inside her, the harder she drove the vibrator into her soaking wet pussy.
"Fuck me," she repeatedly moaned to the empty room. She threw her covers off, spread her legs wide and pummeled her pussy with the vibrator, imagining it was Jake's big hard cock fucking her. By now, all thoughts of her absent husband were gone. He wasn't here to see to her needs, but Jake was.
In her mind's eye, Jake's organ had grown to massive proportions, dwarfing her husband's. It was slick with her juices and kept hammering at her, stretching her out as it filled her channel. She imagined it flooding her pussy with hot cum as it exploded deep inside her.
"Oh, fuck," she cried out as her orgasm hit. She lifted her ass off the bed as her fluids gushed from her pussy, soaking her bed. She trembled for a while longer as her body collapsed on the bed. For now, she was sated, but she knew in her mind the time was coming when she would have to sample the real thing. That is, unless Ray stepped up to the plate first.
After she caught her breath, she put the vibrator away, and got up to change the sheets, which were now soaked. There was no way she could sleep in the wet spot she had just created. She quickly changed the bedding, putting the old sheets in the washing machine.
She made herself a cup of tea and sat in the front room wearing only her robe as she thought about her options. This was, after all, the first time she had ever even thought about cheating on her husband. Could she really bring herself to do it? There was another issue, however.
What if Ray found out? What would he do? Would he divorce her? Or would he understand her needs and let her have her trysts with Jake when he was gone? It's not like they had ever directly discussed the issue before. It wasn't by design -- it just never came up and they each had simply assumed the other would remain faithful. She really didn't know how he would react. She ultimately decided to take it slow and easy, and see what happened after the holiday.
When the wash cycle finished, she put the sheets in the dryer and went back upstairs. She got back into her bed and fell asleep, wondering if she really could pull it off.
The next two days were basically repeats of that Monday. She got up early, took a shower, dressed, wolfed down a bagel and a cup of coffee, went to work, stayed late, came home, brought herself off with her vibrator, then went to sleep.
She spoke with Timmy, Ray and his parents every day. On Wednesday, she went to George and Alice's house and had dinner with them so she could spend time with Timmy, who was very happy to see her. During those two days, she tried to avoid Jake as much as possible. He offered to take her to lunch both days, but she refused, using her workload as an excuse.
After she got home from seeing Timmy that Wednesday, her phone rang -- it was Ray, so she answered.
"Are you really at home?" he asked.
"Of course," she said. "Actually, I just got home. I had dinner with your folks and Timmy tonight."
"That's what they told me. So, I take it you got all your year-end stuff finished, then?" he asked.
"Pretty much. I just have some last-minute formatting stuff to do, then I'm finished," she said. "So, how are things with you up in Seattle?"
"Going very well, actually," he said. "We got everything in place, and plan to make the switch-over tomorrow afternoon. If all goes well, we'll be finished tomorrow evening."
"So, when do you plan to come home?" she asked.
"The earliest I can get outta here is 2:00 pm on the 24th. There's a two-hour layover in Denver so it might be fairly late by the time I get home from DFW," he said. "But at least I'll be home for Christmas."
"Promise me?" she asked.
"Of course," he said. "God willing and the river don't rise," he added in a bad John Wayne impersonation. She laughed at that.
"Well, you'd better be home, buckaroo," she said. "There's a little boy here who misses you something fierce. And I miss you too."
"I miss you guys too," he said. "More than you know."
"I love you, Ray," she said quietly.
"I love you too, sweetheart," he said. "Are you going to the party tomorrow?"
"Yes, you know they expect me to be there for the whole thing," she said.
"You planning to spend the night there?" he asked.
"Maybe, depends on how I feel," she said.
"Well, you be careful. I'd hate to see you in an accident," he said. They ended the call and Carol went to bed, her mind going in all directions. She loved Ray deeply but a part of her still wanted Jake.
She finished her reports by noon the next day, printed them out and hand-delivered them to Jake. He took them from her and glanced through them quietly.
"As always, Carol, you have impressed me with the detail of your reports. I'm sure the Board will agree," he said. "Good job. Why don't you call it a day, give your people a little break for all the work they've done. You are going to the party this evening, aren't you?"
"Yes, I'll be there," she said.
"Your husband coming with you?" he asked.
"He's still in Seattle. He won't be able to leave until tomorrow afternoon," she told him. Jake nodded his head and handed her a card. "I've taken the liberty of reserving a room for you just in case. I'd hate to see you get nailed for a DUI. You can check in any time this afternoon." This wasn't unusual -- executives and Board members were generally expected to stay for the whole event, and they usually got together for a short meeting after the party.
"Thank you for thinking of me," she said. "I take it you reserved the penthouse suite as usual."
"Yes, I did. Comes complete with a hot tub and has a wonderful view of the city," he said. "Maybe after the meeting you and I could, you know, take advantage of the hot tub. Feel free to bring a swim suit if you wish. Or not. I'll leave that up to you."
"Why, Jake Callahan, are you trying to seduce me?" she asked with a smile. He smiled back.
"Would I do that?" he asked. She smiled as she shook her head.
"Your incorrigible, you know that?" she asked.
"I've been told that a time or two," he said. "I'll see you tonight."
"I'll see you then," she said. Taking the card key, she left the office, sent her people home and left to get ready for the party. After having her hair and nails done, she went home and packed a few things for the night, including a tiny bikini she bought last summer and a pair of pajamas. She normally didn't wear pajamas, but she felt compelled to bring them anyway.
She put on a pair of blue jeans and a sweater, grabbed the dress she had dry-cleaned for the party and a pair of high heels and packed everything up. She loaded everything into her car and headed for the hotel downtown where the party would take place. Carrying her things, she walked into the lobby and was headed for the front desk when she heard a man's voice behind her.
"Excuse me, miss, I think you dropped your keys," the man said. She turned to see an attractive man with the strangest set of eyes she had ever seen. They were a piercing sky blue and had a gold speck on the outboard side of the pupils. The specks seemed to pulsate. He held a set of keys out to her. Sure enough, they were hers. She took them from the man and she felt a shock as their hands touched.
"Sorry about that," the man said. "Must be static."
"Must be," she said. "Thank you."
"You're welcome. Merry Christmas," he said with a smile before walking away.
"Yeah," she said. "You too." She checked in and headed to her room on the fifth floor. Once there, she put her things away and soaked in the tub, being careful to not get her hair wet. She looked at her fully-nude figure in the mirror after she dried herself off and smiled.
Not bad for a 35-year-old wife and mother, she thought. Thanks to her time working out in the gym over the last few years, she had managed to maintain her figure without any signs of sag. Her C-cup breasts still stood out proud, her nipples erect. Raymond loved fondling and kissing her breasts -- the same breasts that fed little Timmy when he was a baby.
Looking down, she noticed the hair between her legs. She normally kept that shaved, since Ray loved going down on her hairless pussy. But it had been more than a week since she and Ray had been intimate, and in that time, she had let it go. She grabbed her razor and shaved herself clean, wondering if Jake would also like it.
When she finished, she admired her work, and slid a couple fingers inside herself, slowly working her way to a much-needed orgasm. Dammit, Ray, why couldn't you be here, she asked herself. Don't you know how much I NEED you right now? Don't you know how badly I need your cock fucking me right now?
When she finished, she had another thought. Tonight, she would probably cheat on her husband -- for the first time since they had become exclusive over 12 years ago. For a moment, she felt guilty. But her guilt soon turned to anger. If Ray was here, she wouldn't even be having these thoughts. But he's not here, she said to herself. And Jake is.
She looked at her face in the mirror and was instantly taken aback. For a moment, it appeared that her mother's face had somehow transposed itself over hers. She let out a yelp and jumped back, but her mother's face disappeared as quickly as it appeared. What the hell is going on here, she asked herself. She shook her head and splashed some water on her face to clear her mind.
She collected her wits, then fixed her makeup. She began to get dressed and seriously considered not wearing panties. She chose to put them on anyway, not wanting to give herself away. She might become a cheating whore tonight, but she wasn't going to advertise it. She put her dress on, not bothering with a bra, since the dress had one built in. She looked at herself again and liked what she saw.
The dress screamed "sexy executive." It had a slit up one side, left one shoulder bare and hugged her curves nicely. It was sexy but not slutty. She smiled as she looked at herself in the mirror. Eat your heart out, Ray, she thought. If you were here, THIS is what you'd be escorting tonight. She slipped on her heels and looked at her watch.
Showtime. By now, the room would be filling up with employees and their guests, so she decided to head down and make her presence known. The first person she saw when she got to the room reserved for the company dinner was Philip Carson, the Chairman of the Board of Directors.
"Why, Mrs. Beck, you look lovely tonight," he said with a smile.
"Thank you, Mr. Carson," she said.
"You've met my wife, Camille, haven't you?" he asked, indicating the attractive woman with him.
"Yes, of course," Carol said, extending her hand. "It's a pleasure to see you again, Mrs. Carson."
"Please, call me Camille," the older woman said. "Where is your husband? Isn't he here with you tonight?"
"No, Ray got stuck on a project up in Seattle. He's set to fly back home tomorrow afternoon," Carol said.
"I certainly hope he doesn't run into any bad weather," Philip said. "I hear there's some snow storms coming through Denver over the next 24 to 48 hours."
"I hope so too," Carol said.
"By the way, I looked over your executive year-end summary. Good job, by the way," he said with a smile.
"Thank you, Mr. Carson," she said.
"You're very welcome," he said. "I guess we'd better go and mingle. It's good seeing you again, Mrs. Beck. Merry Christmas."
"Merry Christmas to you as well," Carol said through gritted teeth. She grabbed a drink and walked around the room, saying hello to the employees and their guests, and finally ran into Jake. His eyes nearly popped out of his head as he took her in.
"My God, Carol, you look good enough to eat," he said.
"Thank you, kind sir," she said with a smile. "And may I say you look quite dapper yourself."
"Well, thank you," he said. "I've been told I clean up fairly well. Maybe after we eat, we can enjoy a dance or two."
"Perhaps," she said with a smile.
"We'd better take our seats. They're beginning to start things up," he said. Carol took her reserved spot, and found herself sitting next to a couple of the girls from her office. Jake took his place at the head table, next to Philip and his wife. The other board members were also at the head table with their dates. Jake stood and tapped his glass with a spoon, getting everyone's attention.
"Good evening, everyone, and welcome to the annual Callahan and Son Christmas party," he said. "Philip asked me to keep this short and sweet so we can get right to the filet mignon, so here goes. After reading the year-end report provided by Mrs. Carol Beck, our esteemed CFO, I am relieved to announce that your bonus checks won't bounce," he said, prompting laughter throughout the venue.
"All kidding aside, it has been a challenging year, not just for us, but for everyone in this economy. Nevertheless, this has been a banner year for our company, and that's all because of your hard work, dedication and attention to detail. On behalf of the executive team, the Board and our shareholders, I want to personally thank each and every one of you," he said to applause.
"And I know next year will be even better. So once again, thank you. Merry Christmas to all. Enjoy!" He looked at Philip before continuing. "How was that?" he asked. Philip smiled and gave a thumbs-up to even more laughter.
Carol turned to her dinner and engaged in small talk with the others around her. More than one asked about Ray, having noticed his conspicuous absence. After dinner, she noticed the others were already heading for the open bar and the dancing floor. She got up just as Jake approached her.
"Nice speech," she said.
"Well, thank you, little lady," he said. "Since it seems we're the only ones here without a date, would you care to dance?"
"Sure," she said, taking a swallow of her wine. She let him lead her to the dance floor and noticed the eyes watching them. Jake held her, but not too close and not too tight. Even though everyone knew they were friends, they didn't want to give anyone the wrong impression.
They danced with various partners over the course of the night, stopping only for a drink from the open bar. Eventually, though, they found themselves dancing together more often, looking into each other's eyes as they moved across the dance floor. More than once, she felt Jake's manhood pressed against her, causing her to get excited.
"You are so beautiful, Carol," Jake whispered in her ear as they danced to a nice slow song. She looked up into his eyes and was about to suggest they find someplace more private. But something happened. Her head suddenly felt like it was about to explode and she collapsed to the floor, screaming, all thoughts of sex with Jake -- or anyone else -- leaving her mind.
Everyone stopped what they were doing and looked at her, concerned. Jake knelt down next to her and held her head. Putting one hand on her forehead, he noticed she had a slight fever.
"Maybe we should call an ambulance," Philip said. Carol shook her head.
"No," she said weakly. "I'm sure it's just a migraine. Just get me to my room so I can lay down, please."
"She's been working a lot of hours lately, so maybe she just needs some rest and something for her head," Jake said. He motioned to one of the attendants, who brought a glass of water and a packet of Tylenol. Jake opened the packet and gave her the pills, holding the glass so she could take a drink of water.
"Why don't you let us take her to her room, Mr. Callahan," Jennie, one of Carol's female employees said. Jake nodded his head and let Jennie and Connie, another of her employees, take her upstairs. He watched, concerned, as they guided her to the elevator. A half-hour or so later, they came back down and reported that they had put her to bed.
"Is she okay? Do you think we should call a doctor?" Jake asked.
"I think she'll be okay," Connie said. "Her fever seems to be easing up and she's sleeping now. I think she's just exhausted. She's been working herself to the bone every night this last week."
"Okay," Jake said. "Thanks. I'll check on her in the morning. Maybe she just needs a good night's sleep."
...
Carol woke up in a dark unfamiliar room and wondered where she was. She looked down and saw that someone had put her into her pajamas. Then she remembered Jennie and Connie helping her into the hotel room. They also helped her change into her pajamas and put her into the bed. She looked at the clock -- 12:30 am.



She swung her feet out of the bed and stopped to collect her thoughts. Then she saw a light form at the foot of her bed. She turned and saw -- her parents. Or rather, ghostly images that looked like her parents did when she was much younger.
"Momma? Daddy?" she asked. "Is that really you?"
"Yes, pumpkin, it is," her father said, using the nickname he used when she was little.
"How can that be?" Carol asked. "You're dead. How do I know you're not just a dream or the result of a piece of under-cooked meat or something?" Her mother laughed.
"No, sweetheart, it's really us," she told Carol. "And yes, our bodies are dead. But that which makes us what we are -- call it our souls or our spirits -- live on."
"It's... complicated," her father said. "One day, when you come to join us, you'll understand."
"Why are you here?" Carol asked. "What do you want with me?"
"We want you to be happy," her mother said. "And we're here to help keep you from making the same mistake I did so long ago."
"Mistake? What mistake?" Carol asked, confused. The image of her mother looked at the ghostly man next to her before turning back to Carol.
"My mistake," her mother said. "The one that cost your dear father his life. The same mistake you're about to make with Jake Callahan."
"Jake?" Carol asked, surprised that her dead parents would know about that.
"We're dead, sweetheart. We're not stupid," her father said with a smile.
"That's right," her mother said. "At least be honest with yourself. You want his attention. That's why you're leading him on."
"I'm doing no such thing," Carol said. "That's not a fair statement."
"I beg to differ with you, Carol. Tell me something. Do you remember how old you were when your father's plane went down?" her mother asked.
"About nine," Carol said.
"The same age little Timmy is now," her mother said. Carol reeled from that. Oh my God, she thought. That's right.
"Do you remember where you were that Christmas?" her mother asked.
"With Grandma and Grandpa," Carol said.
"Again, that's right. Did you wonder where I was at the time?"
"I wondered, but all Grandma said is that you were busy with people from your work," Carol said.
"Actually, it was just one person from my work," her mother said. "A... man."
"You mean, you cheated on Dad?" Carol asked, shocked. Her mother slowly nodded her head.
"Yes," she said. "Your Grandmother called your father and said he should get home as quickly as possible. He got on the first plane he could and rushed back to be with us. Only... he never made it."
"Oh. My. God," Carol said quietly, the realization of it hitting her.
"You see, like you, I was angry with your father for being gone all the time. I never stopped to think that he worked so hard so that we wouldn't have to. He worked to put a roof over our heads, food in our mouths and clothes on our backs. But I was too selfish and self-centered to care," her mother's ghostly image said. "I wanted what I wanted and that was all that really mattered to me."
"Sound familiar?" her father's image asked, reminding her of the way he spoke to her when he corrected her for something she had done wrong.
"Oh, God. Yes, it does," Carol said quietly. "And you forgave her for what she did?"
"Where we are, there is no anger, no need for vengeance or retribution," he said. "She was forgiven, and that's all that matters. So, yes, I forgave her."
"And this is... what, exactly? Some kind of intervention?" Carol asked.
"You could call it that," her mother said.
"Well, you certainly got my attention," Carol said. "I promise, it'll never happen to me. I love my husband and my little boy."
"I'm sure you do, Carol," her father said. "But that's not the only issue you have, is it?"
"I... suppose not," Carol said. "So, what happens now?"
"You will be visited by three beings," her mother said.
"Don't tell me, let me guess. The ghosts of Christmas past, present and future, right?" Both of the ghostly images chuckled at that.
"No, pumpkin, this isn't a Charles Dickens story," her father said. "Although the principle is somewhat similar."
"The first being will visit at 2:00 am. The second at 3:00 and the third at 4:00 am. They will show you different things to help you understand that your actions have long-lasting consequences," her mother said.
"Why? Why are you going through all this for me?" Carol asked.
"Well, you asked for justice," her father said. "Obviously, we cannot be brought back from the dead. But perhaps, we can help you avoid the mistakes we made. Not only for your sake, but for Raymond and little Timmy."
"Timmy?" Carol asked.
"Of course," her mother said. "Everything you do affects him as well."
"I... never thought of that," Carol said.
"Our time here is nearly up, Carol," her father said. "We have to return, but remember that we're always watching over you."
"Can I... have a hug? Please? I've missed you both so much," Carol pleaded.
"We've missed you too, dear," her mother said. "And we'd love to give you a big hug. But unfortunately, we cannot come in contact with each other. Just know that we love you, and we always will, no matter what."
"I love you," Carol said, tears in her eyes.
"And we love you, too, pumpkin," her father said with a smile. And with that, they disappeared back into the darkness. Carol reached out to the empty space where they had appeared, but felt nothing. Shaken, she got back under the covers and looked at the clock -- 1:00 am. Surely this was just a dream, she thought. But if it wasn't, she had just one hour before her first visitor arrived, so she closed her eyes and tried to sleep.
...
"WAKEY WAKEY!" Carol jumped at the sound of the voice that rousted her from her slumber. Sitting up in bed, she rubbed her eyes to see who had the audacity to wake her up. She looked at the clock in her room and saw it was 2:00 am. Oh, crap, she thought. She looked and saw a man in her room with eyes that seemed to glow. Something about him seemed familiar, but she couldn't quite place it.
"Up and at 'em," the man shouted. "Rise and shine. We got places to go and people to see."
"Who the hell are you?" she asked.
"Well, I'm certainly NOT the ghost of Christmas past, if that's what you're thinking," the man said. "My friends call me Cam, so I guess you can too. C'mon, let's get a move on."
"Can I at least go to the bathroom?" she asked.
"Well, if you must, but make it quick," he said. "Hurry up now! Jeez, what is it with you women, always having to go to the bathroom, anyway?" he sarcastically asked as Carol closed the bathroom door. A few minutes later, she came out and looked at him. Then she remembered where she had seen him before.
"I know you," she said. "You're the guy who handed me my keys in the hotel lobby."
"Right you are," he said with a smile. "Now, grab hold of my arm and hang on tight. It's time to take a little trip down memory lane." He looked like he was typing something on an invisible keyboard and suddenly, the two of them were in what looked like the living room of a small house.
A man and a woman sat on a couch, watching a young girl play a song on an old upright piano. Next to the girl sat a small dark cat. When she finished, the man and the woman clapped their hands and the man gave the girl a hug.
"That sounded so good, pumpkin," the man said. "You're really good at this."
"Thank you, daddy," the girl said, her smile lighting up her entire face. Carol wiped a tear from her eye as she watched.
"You remember this?" Cam asked. Carol nodded her head.
"Yes. I was maybe eight years old. I wanted to take piano lessons, so my parents bought an old upright piano from a church that had just bought a new one. I took lessons for a little more than a year. I used to love playing for my daddy," she said. "I know I sounded horrible, but to hear him talk, it was like listening to Liberace or something."
"The cat really seems to like it as well," Cam said.
"Twix! I almost forgot about her," Carol said.
"You named your cat after a candy bar?" Cam asked. Carol laughed.
"Yeah, it just seemed to fit her," she said.
"How long did you have her?"
"We lost her about six months after my father died," she said. "It was a nice sunny day, so I thought I'd go ride my bicycle. She ran out of the house when I opened the door and got hit by a passing car. The guy tried to avoid her, but he couldn't. She... died in my arms," she added tearfully. "Please," she pleaded, looking at Cam. "Don't make me relive that."
"I won't," Cam said. "Is that why you never let Timmy have a pet?"
"Yes, it is," she said. "He's such a sweet and sensitive boy. I don't think he could handle the loss of a pet like that."
"Interesting," Cam said, looking at her. "What about your music?"
"I gave that up after my father died," she said sadly. "I love music, but it just didn't have the same appeal to me."
"Maybe you should start taking lessons again," he said.
"I'm too old for that," she said. "Besides, I have a high-stress job with a lot of responsibilities."
"Nonsense," he said. "As long as you're breathing, you're never too old. And if something is important enough, you can always make time for it."
"Yeah, but it doesn't pay the bills," she said softly.
"Uh huh," he said. "So, you remember the way your mother struggled with the finances, then."
"Yes," she said as the scenery in front of them seemed to move in fast-forward mode, like a movie. The next thing Carol saw was her mother sitting at the kitchen table, a pile of envelopes and papers in front of her. She put her head in her hands and began sobbing quietly.
Carol saw a teenage version of herself sit in the chair next to her mother. She looked at the bills on the table for a minute before putting an arm around her mother.
"If it'll help, Mom, I'll get a job too," she said. Her mother shook her head and looked at Carol.
"No, sweetheart," she said. "Your job is to get an education so you never have to go through this."
"But I'm 16 now. I'm old enough to get a job. Please, Mom, let me help," the young Carol said. Her mother hugged her tight before speaking.
"Thank you for offering, Carol," she said. "That's really very sweet. But it'll be alright. We'll manage. I want you to focus on your grades so you can get into a good college. If you really want to help, you can maybe do a bit more around the house. I've been thinking about getting second job anyway."
"But Mom, you're already working 10 hours a day," the young Carol said. "I'm worried about your health."
"I know, and I appreciate it, but Mr. Harper said I can come and work a few hours at the nursery, maybe on the weekends. He's offered to pay me well for my time," she said.
"Alright. If it'll help, I'll take care of things around the house for you, okay?" the young Carol asked. Her mother smiled and nodded her head.
"That would be a huge help, sweetheart. Thank you." Cam looked at Carol, who had tears in her eyes as she recalled the memory playing in front of them.
"Your mother died five years later, didn't she?" Cam asked. The tears fell freely down Carol's face as she remembered that Christmas Eve. "It's okay, I won't make you see that again." She nodded her head.
"Thank you," she said. "Those last years before she died, she worked two, sometimes three jobs. She was determined to see me finish college. Even though I got a student loan, she made sure I had everything I needed."
"Your mother had a very strong work ethic. And she instilled that in you, didn't she?" Cam asked.
"Yes, she did. I don't ever recall her going out for a date after Dad died, or doing anything just for herself. Even after the doctors told her she needed to slow down. She worked herself into that heart attack," Carol said. "I promised myself I would focus and do the best I could. I wanted her to be proud of me."
"And I'm sure she is. But your whole life wasn't that sad, though, was it? You did have some happy memories, didn't you?"
"Yes," she said as the scenery moved forward in front of them. "I met Ray during my last year in college. He was a godsend to me. Always so happy and supportive. I couldn't help but fall in love with him. I just wish my parents could've met him. They would have loved him."
"Yes, they would have," he said as the scenery continued to fly in front of them. "And then there was your marriage. I'm sure that was a happy memory, along with your wedding night," he added with a wink and a sly grin. She smiled and her face turned red as she saw her handsome husband carry her over the threshold into the hotel room where they spent their first night together as husband and wife.
"Oh, yes," she said.
"And then there was the birth of your son, Timmy," he said as the scenery showed her and Ray in a hospital room with a tiny baby. Ray smiled broadly as he watched his wife breast-feed their young baby boy. Carol also smiled as she watched her younger self tending to her newborn son.
"Oh yes, I'll never forget that," she said. "Ray was so wonderful."
"You know, my wife and I are about to have twins in a few months," Cam said.
"Congratulations," she said.
"Thank you," he responded. "So, after college, what happened?"
"Well, Ray got a job with Apex International IT Solutions as a network engineer and I got a job in the accounting department at Callahan and Son," she said as the scene before them changed. "At that time, Ray made more than I did, and we were doing okay. As time went on, he grew in his career and his company started sending him out to more complex jobs, some of them out of the area.
"Neither one of us liked the fact that he had to travel, but we managed to deal with it. After Timmy was born, he didn't have to travel quite as much, but as he got older, things picked up and soon, Ray was gone one or two weeks a month, depending on the workload.
"Jake and I worked together, but there was never that much interaction between us during the first three or four years of my employment. It was the typical employer-employee relationship. His wife died in an accident eight years ago and that's when he started opening up to me. He seemed to appreciate the fact that I let him vent his frustrations, but nothing untoward ever happened.
"Then his father retired about a year later and he took over as CEO. Since I was the senior person in the department, I became the interim CFO and Jake later made it permanent. Since then, we became friends," she said as the scenes in front of them sped by.
"So, when did he start expecting more than just friendship from you?" Cam asked.
"A couple years after his wife died, I guess," she said. "We started going out to lunch and talking about things. It always seemed so innocent at the time. He would let me vent about Ray's work and I would listen to his frustration at not being able to find someone he could share his life with.
"Then the little digs started coming. He never really liked Ray. I don't know why. Started calling him a nerd or 'just a computer guy.' I told him that Ray was much more than that, and he would back off a bit. But then the digs would keep coming.
"Look, I'm not stupid. I know he wanted more from me than just a platonic friendship. But I always thought I could keep things under control. He's my boss, after all."
"But the digs and the taunts started affecting your relationship with Ray, didn't they?" Cam asked as the scenes continued to shift in front of them.
"Yes," Carol said. "Ray and I started arguing about things -- his crazy work schedule, the bills, you name it."
"And that's when you started fantasizing about Jake? I have it all here in chronological order," Cam said. Carol nodded her head as she watched herself with a dildo in her bed.
"Yes," she quietly admitted. "But I never did anything with Jake, though. I wasn't going to do that to my husband."
"Until tonight," Cam said as the scene changed before them. Carol watched herself get ready for the party, and saw the look on her face as she shaved her pussy for Jake. "In fact, if I hadn't intervened when I did, you'd be in his bed right now, wouldn't you?" She looked at him, shocked.
"You? You gave me that migraine?" she asked as the scene showed her in Jake's arms on the dance floor.
"Yes, that was me," Cam said. "I hope it didn't hurt too much. I had to act fast."
"Well, you certainly kept me from making a big mistake," she said. He nodded his head.
"Perhaps this time," he said. "But what about tomorrow? Or the day after that? Or the next time your husband is out of town? Or the next time you feel slighted?" Her face paled as she listened to him.
"I wouldn't," she began.
"That's what you told yourself before," he said. "And look at what nearly happened? You do understand he was playing a long game with you, don't you? This wasn't the result of a momentary infatuation. He's been working up to this for years. And I don't think he'll stop now."
"Oh my God," she said quietly.
"Our time is about up, and I need to get you back before your next visitor arrives," he said. "Seriously, if I were you, I'd spend some time re-evaluating my priorities. Maybe speak to a counselor."
"Maybe you're right," she said. He nodded his head.
"C'mon, let's go," he said. The images in front of them faded to black and she found herself back in her room, next to the bed. Cam was gone and she looked at the clock -- 01:55 am. She closed her eyes and tried to rest for a few minutes. But her rest was short-lived.
She felt a change in the room's atmosphere and looked up. It seemed as if the very shadows in the room moved and took another form -- the form of a tall man wearing western-style clothes, complete with a beat-up Stetson and a floor-length duster. When the shadows stopped moving, she found herself looking up at someone who looked as though he just stepped out of an old movie.
"Who... are you?" she asked. The figure smiled as his eyes flashed.
"Name's Peace, ma'am. Justice O. Peace. Mah friends call me Eli," he said in a distinctive Texas drawl as he tipped his hat. "And you must be a Carol Beck."
"Yes, I am," she said. He nodded his head.
"Ah reckon you ought to stand now so we can git moving," he said. She stood and watched as he produced a long rope from out of nowhere. One end had been tied into a lasso, and he put the loop of rope around her body. What is he going to do to me, she asked herself.
"Don't worry, ma'am," he said. "Things might get a bit bumpy. Don't wanna lose ye."
"Where are we going?" she asked.
"Here and there," he said. "I understand you have a little problem with Christmas."
"It's not my favorite time of the year," she said.
"So I've been told. Mah pa used to tell me that he was once sorry for himself because he had no shoes. Then he met someone who had no feet," he said. "Understand what I'm sayin'?"
"I... I think so," she said. He smiled and tugged the rope.
"Hang on now, little lady," he said. "Don't worry about nothin'. I got ya." She saw a bright flash of light and found herself standing on rocky ground outside a small adobe house. Justice stood next to her, looking at the house.
"Where are we?" she asked.
"About seven or eight miles outside Hard Rock, Texas. Christmas Day, 1854."
"1854?" she asked, shocked. He nodded his head.
"Yup," he said. "Hear that singin' goin on inside?" She listened and could hear several people singing old Christmas songs. She could make out the familiar tune to "Silent Night" and tears came to her eyes. They sounded so happy and content.
"Yes, I hear that," she said.
"Mah pa wasn't really all that religious, but he enjoyed a good ol' family sing-along from time to time," Justice said. "'Specially on Christmas. Mah brothers and I used to compete to see who could sing the loudest." Carol looked and saw several men on horseback approaching the small homestead.



"Who are those men? Are they... Native Americans?" she asked, shocked. Justice looked at the men on horseback and nodded his head.
"We called 'em Indians, but yes, that's exactly who they are," he said.
"Weren't you scared?" she asked. He chuckled as he shook his head.
"Not at all," he said. "This was originally their land. Pa worked out a deal with 'em when we first came. They let us homestead here, work the land, tend to our animals, and we shared the fruits of our labor with 'em. Most of the original tribe here had already gone south by the time we got here, but some remained. Every so often, they'd come by and we'd break bread and celebrate with 'em. Ma always cooked up a bit extra just in case they showed up." The door of the small adobe opened and four men came outside to greet the new arrivals. The man in front greeted the visitors and invited them inside.
"That was mah Pa," Justice said. As they watched, one of the four men laughed at something one of the Native Americans said. Carol looked at the man, then at Justice.
"That was you laughing, wasn't it?" she asked.
"Yup," he said. "That feller I'm with over there was Windrunner. I never could pronounce his real name, but I was told that's what it meant in English. He could run like no one I'd ever seen before."
"So, what's so funny?" she asked.
"An old joke. He was telling me about a white woman he had seen in town. A fairly hefty woman, if you know what I mean. Told me he wanted to marry her. I asked him why. His answer was always the same: 'Big, strong woman. Pull plow good.' He must've told me that about 100 times. I laughed every time." Carol chuckled at that.
"What's happening now?" she asked as the men went to the corral instead of the house.
"That year was pretty hard on everyone in these parts. Pa decided to give them a couple extra cows that year to help get them through the winter," Justice said.
"And what's that?" she asked as one of the riders handed something long and thin to Eli's father.
"A pipe. Made specifically for mah pa," Justice said. "It smoked pretty good, too, as I recall." When the men returned to the house, two women came out. "That's mah Ma and mah wife, Lizzy. They came out to let us know dinner was ready." As they watched, all of them piled into the small house.
"So, why are we here?" Carol asked.
"To show you that Christmas isn't about feelings or buying presents or any of the other things modern society has made it. People are born and die every day of the week -- even Christmas. This here's a day where we celebrate life and love. A day we remember the birth of a very special person -- someone who literally gave his life for all of us. Mah pa recognized that. And he made sure we understood as well."
"I thought your father wasn't a religious man," she said.
"Nope," Justice said. "He wasn't. He didn't get into all that book-learning or sermonizing. He even got mad at God a time or two. But he knew how to treat people right. How to give respect, and how to help those who needed it. You don't just get that from breathing the air."
"I guess not," she said. She looked and thought she saw a tear form in the corner of his eye. He wiped his face and turned to her.
"We'd better get back. I'm not normally allowed to do this and I can't stay here long. Besides, I have more to show ye," he said. He tugged on the lasso and Carol found herself next to Justice in a bar. The place looked familiar and then she remembered it was a bar Jake like to frequent from time to time. He had even taken her there a couple times. She looked down at the pajamas she had on.
"Don't worry none, they can't see ya," Justice said. "Just watch and listen." She heard loud conversation from a table of about six men. One of them was Jake, and he was talking to a friend of his, Alan Michaels.
"So, you still trying to get into the Ice Queen's panties?" Alan asked. Carol turned red at that. She knew that several men -- and a few women -- called her that, but they never said it to her face.
"Now, be nice," Jake said. "Carol Beck is a good, decent woman. Show some respect, willya?"
"Oh please," Alan said. "You've been trying to get between her legs for years now. Think you might get lucky at the Christmas party this year?"
"I don't know. Maybe," Jake said. "You never know what might happen."
"Her husband still outta town?" Alan asked. Jake nodded his head.
"Yeah, the nerd is stuck up in Seattle," he said.
"Well, there ya go. Hubby's out of town, wife's here all by herself probably crying her eyes out. Sounds to me like you've got a good chance to score. Need something to melt that ice in her panties? I can score some good stuff if you need it," Alan said with a smile.
"No, I don't need any of that," Jake said. "Save it for your dates," he added with a chuckle. Everyone else laughed at that.
"Seriously, Jake, you really trying to bed Carol?" another man asked. She looked and saw it was Bill Fredericks, a lawyer who worked with a firm the company used. She didn't deal with him very much, but she had seen him around more than a few times. "I mean, it's really no secret that the two of you go out to lunch fairly frequently. People have noticed, you know."
"It's more than that, Bill," he said. "I'm looking for something long-term. I've about had it with these one-night stands. And you know me. When I set out to do something, I succeed, no matter how long it takes."
"Yeah, well, you be very careful," Bill said. "If her husband gets evidence that you've screwed her, he could screw you and the whole company over pretty good. Remember, it's my job to protect the company from shit like this."
"What if I married her?" Jake said.
"Assuming you and the company survive the fallout from any affair you might have with her? Well, you couldn't keep her on as CFO. You know the corporate bylaws don't allow for spouses to work together. You'd have to let her go and replace her. You sure you're willing to lose the best CFO the company has ever had?"
"Good point," Jake said. "I'll keep it in mind. Thanks for dumping cold water all over my dreams, buddy." They all laughed at that.
"Probably a good thing," Alan said. "I bet if you did manage to get your dick in her, it'd probably freeze and drop off." There was more laughter at that. Embarrassed, Carol turned to Justice.
"Get me out of here, now," she angrily hissed. He looked at her and nodded his head.
"All right," he said. "There's a couple more things I think you should see." He tugged on the rope and they found themselves in the penthouse suite Jake reserved for the night of the party. Carol looked and saw Jake in the king-sized bed.
But he wasn't alone. With him was Brenda Spencer, the head of marketing and sales. Her head rested on Jake's shoulder and one arm was draped over his chest. Brenda was recently divorced, having been caught multiple times cheating on her husband. The room reeked of sex and Carol could see small globs of goo on her face. She felt like she was going to throw up.
"I've seen enough," she told Justice.
"Well, then, there's one more thing you should see," he told her. He tugged on the lasso and the scene changed to another hotel room, this one much smaller and cheaper than the penthouse suite they had just visited.
Carol looked at the bed and saw her husband on his back, softly snoring. Tears came to her eyes as she looked at him. She looked around the small room, and saw the small digital frame she gave him for his birthday.
As she looked, pictures of her and Timmy flashed across the screen. She looked at the way the frame sat on the dresser. It was placed so that Ray could see the photos from the bed. It dawned on her why, just as Justice spoke up.
"He loves you so much he wants your faces to be the first thing he sees in the morning and the last thing he sees when he goes to sleep," Eli said. Carol broke down sobbing as the realization hit her. She came "this close" to hurting a man who loved her and their child with all his heart just for some strange dick from a man who saw her as a prize in some kind of sick competition.
"How could I be so stupid?" she asked between her sobs.
"It happens to the best of us," Justice said quietly. "Come, let's go. Your third visitor will be along soon." One last tug on the lasso and Carol found herself back in her hotel room, tears falling down her face. She grabbed some tissues and wiped her face just as another flash of light caught her attention. She turned and saw an attractive, petite blonde woman standing before her.
"Who are you?" Carol asked.
"My name is Adrestia Rhamnousia," the woman said. "I know that's a mouthful, so please, just call me Dr. A."
"You're a real doctor?" Carol asked.
"I have doctorates in a number of disciplines," Adrestia said. She held out her hand to Carol. "Please, come with me." Carol took her hand and the two of them were suddenly looking down a long hallway with what appeared to be portals on both sides.
"What is this place?" Carol asked.
"It's something I call the 'Hall of Possibilities.' Here, I can show you what could happen under certain circumstances," Adrestia said.
"I don't understand," Carol said.
"You see, Carol Beck, normally, by the time I get involved, the evil has already been done. With this, I can present possible outcomes in hopes of staving off disaster. Nothing you see here is carved in stone, but will happen if the status quo remains. Do you understand?"
"I... I think so," Carol said. Adrestia nodded her head.
"Good. Then let's get started, shall we? Please, come with me to the first portal. Do not be alarmed. All you have to do is step into the alcove and the scenario will play out in front of you. You will not be able to interact with anyone or anything and no one will interact with you. You may experience a bit of vertigo, so keep one hand on the side rail at all times. When you feel you have seen enough, simply take one step back. Any questions?"
"None I can think of," Carol said.
"Good. I will monitor your progress and answer any questions you may have. Please," she said, motioning to the first portal with one arm. Carol looked at the portal and carefully stepped into the alcove, her hands on the rails. As soon as she stepped inside, she instantly saw her and Ray, arguing in their home.
"How could you do this to us?" Ray asked, his face red with anger.
"It... just... happened," the Carol in the scenario said. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to hurt you. You weren't here and it just... happened."
"Just happened? Are you kidding me right now? What, did you trip on something and just accidentally fall on Jake's dick, since it just 'happened' to be erect? What kind of an idiot do you think I am, anyway?"
"I don't think you're an idiot at all," she said. "Look, we've talked about this. You're always gone to God-only-knows where, for days or weeks at a time. Yeah, you call every day, but dammit, I'm the one left alone here."
"What, you don't think I miss you when I'm gone? For the love of God, woman, what do you think it's like for me being away from you and little Timmy? You think I don't miss you? Yes, I do miss you, but I'm not going to go and 'accidentally' fall into some woman's pussy. No, this was no accident," he said.
"What are you saying?" she asked.
"I'm saying Jake has been after you for years. Ever since his wife died, he's had his eye on you. You think I don't see it? You think I'm an idiot or something?" He stopped as something dawned on him. "Oh my God. You screwed him during your company Christmas party, didn't you? While I was in Seattle." She shook her head.
"No, I got a terrible headache and ended up going to bed early," she said.
"You expect me to believe that?" Ray asked.
"Please, Ray, you have to believe me. I never meant to hurt you," she said.
"It's not just me you've hurt, Carol," he said. "It's our son, Timmy. Did you ever once think of him while Jake was seducing you?"
"I...I," she stammered. Ray cut her off.
"I don't want to hear your pathetic excuses," he said. "I'll be filing for divorce. And know this. I'll be asking for custody."
"No, you can't do that. Please, can't we get past this?"
"There's nothing to get past," he said. "You've been giving me nothing but crap for months about my work. And now you do this. Well, I certainly hope it was worth it to you. I'm going out for a couple hours. When I get back, I expect you to be gone." He grabbed a suitcase sitting in front of the couch and left, leaving her wracked with sobs. She stepped back out of the alcove, tears in her eyes.
"No, no, no, please, no," she said as she cried.
"Actions have consequences, Carol," Adrestia said. "Please, step into the next alcove." She grabbed the handrail and stepped inside. This time, she saw herself and Jake at the diner.
"So, the nerd's filing for divorce, is he?" Jake asked with a smirk.
"Yes, he is," she said. "And he's asking for custody, maintenance and child support."
"Really?" Jake asked. "Maintenance? What a loser."
"And my attorney says he could get it, since I make so much more than he does," Carol said. "According to the paperwork, he says he can also show that I'm not an attentive mother since Timmy had to stay with his parents while he was in Seattle."
"That sucks," Jake said. "Look, why don't you move in with me. It'd be a lot better than staying at that motel. And you can bring Timmy over when you get visitation." She looked at him as she considered her options.
"Yeah, what the hell. I'll check out of the motel and come over. Most of my things are still in storage, so I'll need some help getting them out."
"Okay," he said. He looked around for a few moments and then came close to her. "Carol, listen, I know you're going through a lot right now, but the truth is, I've fallen for you. And I know you have feelings for me as well. After your divorce, would you consider marrying me?"
"That was fast," she said. "The papers haven't even been signed yet. You're right, I do have feelings for you, otherwise I wouldn't have slept with you in the first place. Let me get through this divorce first, and then we'll revisit it, okay?" Jake nodded his head.
"Okay, I understand. I've waited for you this long, I can wait a few more months." The scenario ended and Carol stepped back from the alcove, her head reeling. Adrestia motioned to the next portal and Carol stepped inside, holding the handrail.
This time, she saw herself at the front door of the house she once shared with Ray and Timmy. She knocked on the door and saw Ray's mother, Alice.
"What do you want, Carol?" Alice asked coldly.
"I'm here to pick up Timmy," Carol said. "It's my day for visitation."
"I'm sorry, Carol, but Timmy doesn't want to see you," Alice said.
"I'd like to hear that from him, if that's okay with you," Carol said.
"Have it your way," Alice said, stepping aside. Carol walked into the room and saw Timmy sitting on the couch, looking straight ahead without acknowledging her presence.
"Timmy, I'm here to pick you up," she said. "Are you ready to go?"
"I'm not going anywhere with YOU," he said angrily. Carol reeled back, having never heard her soft-spoken son talk like this before.
"But Timmy, it's me, your mother. I've missed you so much and I really want to see you," she said.
"You don't get it, do you?" Timmy asked, his face flush with anger. "You hurt my dad. I hate you and I never want to see you ever again."
"Timmy, please," Carol began. Timmy got off the couch and looked her in the face. She had never seen such anger and hatred in his face before.
"NO! I'm not going anywhere with you! Ever! I HATE YOU! You're NOT my mother anymore! GO AWAY!" With that, he stormed up the stairs to his room. She heard his bedroom door slam and started to climb the stairs before Alice stopped her.
"I think you should let the boy be, Carol," she said. "You heard him. He doesn't want to see you."
"You turned him against me. You BITCH! How dare you turn my son against me," Carol said. Alice folded her arms and looked at Carol as though she were an errant child throwing a tantrum.
"I understand you're upset, so I'll ignore that outburst. This time. But never again. Ray and I have both done everything we can to make Timmy realize that you're still his mother. This is his decision," Alice said. "I think you had better leave now, Carol." Carol looked at Alice, then slowly got up and left the house. When she got back to her car, she put her hands on the steering wheel and cried like a baby.
"What have I done," she said through her sobs. The scenario ended and Carol stepped back, tears freely falling down her face.
"How accurate are these scenarios?" she asked Adrestia.
"Keep in mind, they're based on an assumption that the status quo has not changed. I have found them to be just over 99 percent accurate. I know it can be painful sometimes, but as I said before, your actions have consequences," Adrestia said. "If you would please, step into the next alcove. This scenario is somewhat piecemeal, but I think it adequately conveys its message. It's essentially an executive summary of the next few years of your life."
Carol stepped into the alcove and suddenly saw herself and Ray with their attorneys in a courtroom. The judge prepared to render his decision in their divorce.
"After carefully considering all the information and evidence brought forth by both parties, I hereby grant the plaintiff's motion for divorce. Plaintiff Raymond Beck will retain sole physical custody of the minor child Timothy with visitation allowed to the defendant. Plaintiff will also retain full use the family dwelling.
"Defendant will pay child support in the amount equal to 20 percent of her net monthly income. Defendant will also pay maintenance in the amount of $5,000 per month for a period of not more than five years unless the defendant remarries in that time frame. Defendant will also pay one-half of the mortgage on the family dwelling for the same period of time.
"Both parties may retain their own retirement accounts, however, all other marital assets are to be divided with plaintiff receiving 60 percent of the assets. Defendant is required to surrender her wedding rings per the agreement and will also revert to her maiden name.
"Court adjourned," he said, banging his gavel. A stunned Carol turned and walked away from her attorney.
The scene changed and Carol saw herself in a small chapel wearing a wedding dress while standing next to Jake. They exchanged vows, kissed and gleefully walked down the aisle to their new life. They enjoyed a two-week sex-filled honeymoon in Hawaii before returning. When Carol walked into her office, she was met by Philip Carson.
"Good morning, Mr. Carson," she said with a smile. "What may I do for you?"
"Good morning, Mrs. Be... excuse me, Mrs. Callahan," he said. "Congratulations on your marriage. I hope you had a good honeymoon."
"I did, thank you," she said.
"Unfortunately, we're going to have to let you go," he said.
"What? Why?" she asked.
"Corporate bylaws prevent spouses from working on the same team," he said. "You and Jake are both on the executive team, so we've got no choice but to let you go. In light of your 12 years service to the company, however, we will give you a very generous severance package. I want to say thank you for your hard work and dedication, and I'll be more than happy to provide you with a glowing reference if necessary."
"Uh, okay," she said. "Thank you." Just then, Jake showed up at her office.
"What's going on here?" he asked.
"Well, Jake, I'm just giving your bride her walking papers. You know the rules about spouses on the same team."
"Yeah, but, we need her," Jake said.
"We'll find someone to fill her shoes," Philip. "We've got another problem, however. Bill Fredericks tells me the company just got served with a lawsuit accusing us of not enforcing our employee morals clause. I've also heard that some of our long-time customers aren't too pleased with what they have heard.



"The board will hold an emergency meeting tomorrow at noon to discuss this issue. In the meantime, Jake, you can consider yourself under suspension until we reach a decision. Good day," he added before walking out. Jake and Carol looked at each other, shocked.
The scene changed again, and Carol stood in front of the door to the new house she and Jake bought after he was forced to sell the large home originally built by his father, the founder of Callahan and Son. The five years since that last day at Callahan and Son had been tumultuous ones.
The board fired Jake, quickly replacing him with a new CEO. Unable to find a job he was willing to accept, Jake had started drinking and was forced to sell the large house. Carol was also unable to find decent work and found herself taking any job she could get just to keep the two of them afloat.
Even with Philip's glowing recommendation, she quickly learned that a lot of companies weren't too willing to give a job to someone with her reputation. To cut down on her expenses, she sold her expensive car and replaced it with a two-year-old Corolla.
Given the amount of alimony and child support she was ordered to pay, her nest egg quickly diminished to almost nothing and her meager salary couldn't even begin to cover what she owed. She tried reasoning with Ray, but he was adamant that she pay what the court ordered. If she didn't pay, or file to get the order amended, he would file charges against her, he said.
The court reluctantly reduced her payments, but she still found it difficult to make ends meet. Now that five years had passed, she no longer had to pay maintenance, but the child support still put quite a dent in her budget.
As for Timmy, she continually tried reaching out to him, but he refused her calls and her cards and letter all came back unopened. The stamp on the envelopes burned a searing hole in her chest: "Return to sender. Refused by addressee."
All this because she wanted some strange cock, she thought to herself before she unlocked the door of their small, older home. As soon as she walked into the small ranch home, she could hear it -- the sound of sex from their master bedroom.
She walked into the room and saw Jake balls-deep in a younger woman. They stopped only long enough to look at her, then returned to what they were doing. The smell of pot and sex filled the room, making her sick to her stomach. After she retched in the toilet, she came back into the room and lit into both of them.
"Get out of my house, you fucking whore," she screamed at the woman, who didn't look to be more than 19 years old. The young woman, seeing the look of murder on Carol's face, jumped out of the bed, threw her clothes on and ran out of the house. She could see that Jake was stoned and began pummeling him with her fists.
"You fucking bastard! I destroyed my family and my marriage to Ray to be with you, and THIS is how you repay me? Get out, you slimy piece of shit! Get the fuck outta my house and don't ever come back," she screamed. He put his hands up and tried to calm her down, but she wasn't hearing it.
"Shut up! Just SHUT THE FUCK UP! You destroyed my life, you cocksucking asshole. You won't even lift a finger to do shit around here or get a fucking job, but you have time to go pick up some floozy off the street to fuck her in MY bed! Don't say a fucking word! Just GET! OUT!"
By now, she had gone into their closet and had tossed his clothes onto the floor. Enraged, she went into the bathroom and threw his toiletries into the bedroom as he nervously tried to pack them all up.
"Don't even bother packing your shit. JUST LEAVE," she screamed. After a couple hours, he left, his things crammed in the back of his car. She sat down on the couch and cried her eyes out, wishing she had never met Jake.
The scene changed yet again and this time, Carol saw herself walking into a church. She saw a notice in the paper that Raymond Beck was getting married to a Katherine Hollingsworth. They looked so good in the photo the paper published.
She took a seat in the back aisle and watched the couple exchange vows. She was shocked when she saw Timmy, who was serving as Ray's best man. It had been two years since she caught Jake in their marriage bed with that young girl and seven years since her last day at Callahan and Son. At 16, Timmy was a very good-looking young man who was the spitting image of his father. Tears fell down her cheeks as she looked at the two men.
After the preacher instructed Ray to kiss his bride, he had them face the audience.
"I'm proud to introduce for the first time, Mr. and Mrs. Raymond Beck," the preacher said. Everyone clapped and Timmy turned to Katherine. What he said to her tore Carol's heart out.
"Welcome to the family, Mom," he said, giving her a big hug, which she returned. No one paid any attention to the 42-year-old woman who ran out of the church, sobbing. She made her way back to her tiny one-bedroom apartment and sobbed as she contemplated ending her life.
Carol stepped back from the portal, shocked and shaken. She nearly fell down, but Adrestia took hold of her and kept her on her feet.
"How much more of this must I endure?" she asked.
"There's only one more scenario, then we're done," Adrestia said. "It's a bit disturbing, so I'll join you."
"More disturbing than what I've already seen?" Carol asked.
"I'm afraid so," Adrestia said. They walked to the next alcove and Adrestia took Carol's hand before they walked in. "Just so you know, the accuracy rate decreases the farther into the future we go. Still, it's at least 85 percent accurate, assuming no other changes."
"How far ahead are we going?" Carol asked.
"This scenario is dated twenty years into the future," Adrestia said.
"You can predict things that far in advance?" Carol asked.
"As I said, assuming nothing changes in the status quo, yes. But only with an 85 percent accuracy rate," Adrestia told her. "Come now, let's take a look." Carol braced herself as they stepped into the alcove.
The first thing she noticed was the cold air. A digital clock on a nearby building read 2:15 am, December 25. Christmas Day. She could tell they were downtown and the only other person on the street was a homeless woman pushing a cart with a few belongings.
"You brought me here to see a homeless woman downtown?" Carol asked.
'You know, Carol, looking at this scenario, I can't help but be reminded of something Charles Dickens once wrote: 'Bleak, dark, and piercing cold, it was a night for the well-housed and fed to draw round the bright fire, and thank God they were at home; and for the homeless starving wretch to lay him down and die. Many hunger-worn outcasts close their eyes in our bare streets at such times, who, let their crimes have been what they may, can hardly open them in a more bitter world.'
"What was it you once thought when you saw a homeless person? Oh yeah, why couldn't he get a job like your mother did," Adrestia said, a slight edge to her voice. "Looking at that woman, seeing what you've seen this night, do you still feel that way?"
Carol looked at the old woman and saw her pleading with someone who wasn't there. She sat down on the cold concrete, her hand out.
"I... I don't know. What's wrong with her?" Carol asked.
"She's dying," Adrestia said.
"What's she dying from?" Carol asked.
"From several things. An undiagnosed cancer and malnutrition for starters. She also suffers from mental issues. And on top of that, she's lonely and her heart's broken," Adrestia said.
"Where's her family? Can't they do something?"
"She has no family left," Adrestia said. "She burned that bridge down 20 years ago." Carol looked at her, shocked.
"Can't you do something?" Carol asked.
"I am doing something," Adrestia told her. "I'm trying to prevent it from happening in the first place." The woman moaned and fell on her side before rolling over on her back.
"We've got to do something," Carol said, walking up to the woman. Adrestia joined her. When Carol got to the woman, she looked and saw her face. It was wrinkled and dirty and her hair was gray and disheveled, but Carol recognized her. It was her. But she was no longer breathing and her lifeless eyes were wide open.
In the old woman's hand was a locket on a chain. The locket was open and Carol looked at the faded picture. It was an old picture of her, Ray and Timmy in happier days. Ray had given her that locket when Timmy was just five years old. She fell to her knees and began shaking.
"No. Please, Dr. A. Tell me this isn't real. I'm begging you. Tell me this won't happen. Don't let this happen to me. Please," she begged as hot tears streamed down her face. Adrestia looked at her but said nothing.
"Please! Make it stop! No more! I can't take it anymore," Carol cried as her body shook with her sobs. Adrestia pulled her up and they stepped back out of the alcove. Carol fell to her knees, sobbing uncontrollably.
"Is this what's going to happen to me?" she asked.
"That's up to you, Carol. It's your choice. It's your life. Make it a good one. Make it count." Adrestia poured a cup of tea at the desk near the alcove and handed it to Carol. "Here. Drink this. It'll help calm you down." Carol sipped the hot liquid and felt better.
"Is all that stuff really going to happen to me?" Carol asked.
"If things continue as they are now, I'd have to say yes," Adrestia said. "Only you can change the course of your life."
"Then that's what I'll do," Carol said. "I promise you, Dr. A, I'll be the best wife and mother a man could ever want." Adrestia smiled.
"I certainly hope so, for you and your family's sake," she said. "Come on, it's time you got back." Adrestia helped her to her feet and the next thing Carol knew, she was back in her hotel room. Exhausted, she crawled back into the bed, the images of everything she had seen still swirling in her head. Yes, she said to herself, there would be some major changes in her life. Soon, she was fast asleep.
She woke up and saw it was just a few minutes before 8:00 am. Sunlight poured into the room and she got up, wiping the sleep from her eyes. After using the bathroom, she made a cup of coffee, using the courtesy coffee pot the hotel set up in the room. She thought about her next move, and remembered something she had seen in a local paper a few days ago.
She pulled out her phone and did a quick Internet search. She found what she had seen in the paper and saw it was still active, so she pulled up her email app and sent a quick message to the address listed in the ad. Having done that, she went into the bathroom, took a shower and dressed in the casual clothes she brought the night before.
Her phone buzzed right as she finished brushing her hair, letting her know she got an email. She looked and saw it was a response to the email she sent earlier. She smiled as she read the message. She sent her response and looked up as she closed out the app.
"Thank you," she said to no one in particular. She started packing her things from the previous night and heard a knock at the door. Looking through the peephole, she saw Jake. She took a deep breath, counted to ten, and opened the door.
"Good morning," Jake said with a smile. "Mind if I come in?"
"Good morning, Jake," she said. "Of course, come on in. I was just packing up from last night." He stepped into the room and closed the door.
"You look much better this morning," he said. "You gave us all quite a scare last night."
"I feel much better, thank you," she said.
"You wanna go down and get some breakfast?" he asked.
"Actually, I'm just packing up to get home," she said. "I have a lot to get done today before Ray gets back."
"Oh," Jake said, somewhat disappointed. He spoke again after a few awkward moments. "Um, Carol, can I talk to you for a minute? I have something I need to get off my chest." She stopped packing to look at him.
"Of course," she said. "What's on your mind?"
"Well, Carol, the truth is, I'm really feeling an attraction to you," he said. "I'd like to see if maybe we can get together and possibly explore our feelings for each other."
"Have a seat, Jake," she said after a few moments of silence. "Please. We need to talk." He sat down in the chair next to the desk in the room, wondering what she was going to say. He didn't like the tone of her voice. She wasn't angry, but she wasn't overly friendly, either. She sat down on the bed, facing him.
"I have to admit that I felt an attraction to you as well," she began. "In fact, I came... too close... to acting on that attraction last night. I came to realize last night that it would have been the biggest mistake of my life."
"But," Jake began before she held up her hand to cut him off.
"Please hear me out, Jake," she said. He closed his mouth and waited for her to continue. "Yes, we've worked together for a long time. And yes, I've thought of you as a friend and a mentor. But I'm married to a man I love with all my heart. A man I promised to love, honor, cherish and forsake all others for until death do us part. And I fully intend to honor that promise. I also have a son who would be destroyed if our marriage broke apart. I can't do that to him. I won't do that to him."
"So, I guess the better man won after all, eh?" he asked.
"There was never any competition, Jake," she said. "And yes, he won my heart over 12 years ago. Besides, it didn't take you long to find someone to fill your bed, did it? How long have you and Brenda Spencer been an item?" He looked at her, shocked.
"How did you know about her?" he asked.
"I'd tell you, but you'd never believe me," she said with a smile.
"Honestly, last night was the first time," he said. "We both got a bit drunk after you went to bed and, well, things just progressed from there."
"I hope things work out for the two of you," Carol said. "Just be careful. The company has rules about things like office romances, you know."
"Yeah, tell me about it," he said with a chuckle.
"And while you're here, I suppose it's only fair I give you a heads-up," she said. "I'll be turning in my official resignation on January 3rd."
"What? You're leaving the company? After all this time?"
"I've decided it's time I get my priorities straight," she said. "And part of that means leaving Callahan and Son. I've enjoyed working with you and Philip and all the others, but it's time for me to make a change."
"You realize you're one of the highest-paid CFOs in the area? You'll be turning your back on a very lucrative career," he said.
"I've come to realize there are things a lot more important than money or power," she said.
"What's gotten into you?" he asked. She smiled as she considered her response.
"Again, I'd tell you, but you'd never believe me," she said.
"Alright, if that's the way it has to be," he said. "Good luck. I hope everything works out for you. Can we at least part as friends?"
"I think so," she said. "But nothing more, you understand?"
"I understand," he said. "I don't like it, but I understand. A hug for old times sake?"
"How about a warm handshake instead?" she asked in response, holding out her hand. He looked at her hand and nodded his head.
"A warm handshake it is," he said, standing up. They shook hands and Jake started for the door.
"Oh, Jake? One last thing," Carol said, causing him to stop and turn back to her.
"What?" he asked.
"Merry Christmas," she said. He looked at her, shocked.
"Merry Christmas to you as well... friend," he said with a smile. She watched him leave the room and exhaled. She felt as though a giant weight had been lifted off her shoulders. After a few moments, she turned back to gathering her things, then headed downstairs to check out.
She got to her car and put her things in the trunk. She looked toward the street and saw a young couple with a baby next to a car in the parking lot with the hood up. The woman cried as she held the baby and the man with her held her in his arms.
She froze for a moment, considering what she should do. Ordinarily, she would've just ignored them and continued on her way without a second thought. Then she remembered what she had witnessed that morning and made her decision. Rubber, meet road, she thought as she gathered her purse and walked to the couple.
"Excuse me, is everything alright?" she asked. The two of them looked at her and she saw the tears and the expression of sadness in their faces.
"No, ma'am, it's not alright," the man said.
"What happened?" Carol asked.
"Our car just broke down," the man said. "We were on our way to Wichita Falls from San Antonio. My father is dying and we wanted to get there before Christmas to see him before he passes away. I just spent the last bit of money we had to get gas and the belt broke before we could make it to the freeway. I'm supposed to start working in his shop to help the family out but we can't get there now." Carol thought about the situation and pulled out her phone.
"Hang on, let's see what we can do," she told them. She went through her contacts and found what she was looking for. She hit the speed dial and waited for an answer.
"Mike's Towing and Auto Repair. This is Mike speaking," a man said at the other end.
"Mike, this is Carol Beck," she said.
"Good morning, Mrs. Beck. What can we do for you today?" he asked.
"Listen, Mike, I'm with a couple on their way to Wichita Falls, and their car is broken down. The man says the belt is broken. Can you get someone here to fix it, please?" she asked.
"What kind of car is it?" he asked.
"Hold on," she said. She looked at the man in front of her. "What kind of car is it?"
"It's a 1986 Celebrity, 2.8 liter V-6," the man said. Carol repeated the information to Mike.
"Hold on," Mike said. "Yeah, I got a serpentine belt for that here. Where is the car at?" She told him where the car was located. "Okay," Mike said. "I can have someone there in say, about 45 minutes to an hour. Will that be okay?"
"That'll be perfect, Mike. Thanks. And put this on my account, okay?"
"Are you sure, Mrs. Beck? Our guys also do a quick check and top off fluids as well. It may need some coolant also," Mike said.
"Whatever it takes to get them to Wichita Falls safely, Mike," she said. She and Ray had used Mike as their mechanic for years. He did excellent work and she trusted him.
"Yes, ma'am, we'll take care of them for you," he said enthusiastically. She ended the call and looked at the family. They looked as though they hadn't eaten a decent meal in some time.
"The mechanic will be here in about an hour," she said. "Don't worry about a thing, I've already got it covered. It's getting a bit chilly out here. Why don't we go inside and I'll get you some breakfast while you wait, okay?"
"Are you sure?" the man said. "We can wait out here."
"Nonsense," she said. "Come on, it's warm inside." She turned to the hotel and they followed her inside. When they got in, she led them to a table close to the window. A waiter came up as they sat down.
"Are you folks guests here?" the waiter asked. "The dining room is reserved for guests only."
"I was a guest here last night," Carol said. "The Callahan and Son party. You're not going to deny a family breakfast on Christmas Eve, are you?" The waiter looked embarrassed for a moment.
"I... suppose not," he said. "We have a breakfast special on right now -- Denver omelet, hash browns, toast, bacon, juice and coffee. Will that be okay?"
"Yes," Carol said. "Two of them, and some oatmeal or cereal for the baby, please." She pulled out her credit card and handed it to the waiter. "On me," she said. After the waiter left, she pulled out two $50 bills and handed them to the man. "This should get you to Wichita Falls with no problems."



"Ma'am, I can't repay you for this," the man said as he took the money.
"Don't worry about it," Carol said. "You take care of this lovely family and maybe one day you can pay it forward." The young woman looked at Carol with tears in her eyes.
"Thank you so much," she said. "We've had a really hard year. God bless you." Carol felt the tears welling in her eyes as she recalled what she saw when she was with Justice.
"He already has," Carol told the woman.
"Merry Christmas," the woman said. The man echoed the sentiment.
"And a very Merry Christmas to you as well," Carol said. She left and walked back to her car, fighting tears the whole way. When she got inside her car, she looked up and saw Justice, Dr. A and Cameron looking at her with smiles on their faces. Cam gave a thumbs up.
She smiled back at them and nodded her head. She put her key in the ignition and looked back up, but they were already gone. She looked around, but didn't see any sign of them anywhere. That's odd, she thought. She pulled out and headed for home.
By the time she reached the street where she lived, she felt like a whole new person. She saw Alice's car parked out front and knew her in-laws had probably brought Timmy back home. She pulled into the garage and went inside.
"Mommy!" Timmy exclaimed when she walked in. The boy threw his arms around her and kissed her on the cheek. She held him tight and looked up to see Alice and George.
"Thank you for looking after him," she said.
"It's our pleasure," Alice said. "Are you alright? You seem a bit... different this morning."
"Actually, I feel better than I have in a very long time," Carol said. She looked around the house, taking in the lack of decorations. There wasn't even a tree in the front room. Something about that just seemed wrong to her. She looked back at Timmy.
"Sweetheart, do you know where your daddy keeps the Christmas decorations?" she asked. George and Alice looked at each other, surprised as Timmy looked at his mother with shock. They hadn't used the decorations for some time now.
"Yeah, I do," he said.
"Would you like to put them up?" Carol asked. Timmy's face lit up as he smiled.
"Yes, I would," he said.
"Dad, would you mind helping Timmy with that? And maybe some outside lights as well?" Carol asked.
"Uh, yeah, I'd be delighted to," he said.
"Timmy, do you know which Christmas CD your dad likes the best?" Carol asked.
"Yeah, I do," he said, walking to the music cabinet. He looked through the CDs and pulled out one of the Mannheim Steamroller disks Ray had bought years earlier. He handed it to Carol. "He really likes this one. Are you going to let us listen to it?"
"Of course, sweetheart. It's Christmas, isn't it?"
"YAY!" Timmy shouted. George and Alice looked at them and at each other, more surprised than ever as Carol put the CD in the player. She hit play and soon music filled the room. Carol smiled wide as the music played.
"Are you sure you're alright dear?" Alice asked.
"Oh yes, Mom, I'm sure," Carol said. "Now Timmy, go with your Grandpa and do as he says, okay?"
"I will, Mommy," he said, grabbing George's hand. Carol heard her phone buzzing and looked to see that Ray had sent her a text message.
"Got a seat a bit early. Leaving Seattle in a half hour. See you soon. Love you!"
"That's wonderful. Love you too," she wrote back.
"Ray got an early flight out of Seattle," she told Alice. "Would you mind helping me make some cookies and hot chocolate, please? I'm afraid my cooking skills have taken a hit lately and I could use the help."
"Uh, yeah. What's going on, Carol? I've never seen you so... happy and bubbly."
"I'll tell you later," she said. "It's... unbelievable."
"Okay. This I gotta hear," Alice said as they went into the kitchen.
...
Ray was glad that he was able to leave Seattle early. As it turned out, a storm was building up over Denver and they missed it by about a half hour. He got into DFW, loaded up his truck and headed home. He pulled onto his street and was surprised to see Christmas lights on his house.
He saw his father and Timmy standing outside with a few of the neighbors and wondered what was going on. He pulled into his garage and went out to see what the fuss was all about. He was also surprised to hear the Christmas music coming from his front room.
"Daddy!" Timmy screamed as he ran to meet his father. Ray picked the boy up and held him tight as he walked to the front yard. He looked at the lights and decorations on his house in shock.
"Dad," he said. "What's going on? Carol is going to have a fit when she sees all this." George looked at his son and laughed.
"Whose idea do you think this was, son?" George asked. Ray looked at him, not knowing what to say. Carol opened the front door and ran out to meet her husband.
"Sweetheart, I'm so glad you made it okay," Carol said. "I've missed you so much!"
"I've missed you too," he said. "What's all this? And the music. I thought you hated Christmas. Okay, who are you, really, and what have you done with my wife?"
"That was the old me," Carol said. "The old Scrooge-wannabe ice queen is gone. Forever. Meet the new, improved me." Ray looked at her closely. Yes, she sounded like Carol. Even looked like Carol. But this woman was... happy. Cheerful. Bubbly, even. And he had to admit, more beautiful and sexy than he ever remembered.
"Alright," Carol announced to everyone. "Cookies and hot chocolate for everyone. Please come in." Ray looked at his father, stunned, before welcoming everyone inside. Alice and Carol handed out the cookies and mugs of hot chocolate.
"You made all this?" Ray asked.
"Well, with your mother's help," Carol said. Ray took a bite of a soft chocolate chip cookie and his face lit up.
"This is delicious," he said.
"Yes, it is," Timmy said, sitting at Ray's feet.
"Could I have your attention please? I have an announcement," Carol said from the middle of the room. Everyone looked at her, wondering what she had to say.
"I have an interview Monday morning for a new job. I'm resigning from Callahan and Son after the first of the year," she said.
"When did this happen?" Ray asked, surprised. "And why?"
"Today," she said. "As for the why, let me just say, I felt like it was time for a change. We'll talk more about it later," she told Ray.
"Well, in that case, I have an announcement as well," Ray said. Everyone turned to hear what he had to say. "We finished the job in Seattle, ahead of schedule and below budget. The client is thrilled with our work and so is my boss. He was so thrilled that he gave me a promotion. Starting January 3rd, I'm the new manager of the local Technical Operations Center. What that means is a nice big raise and better yet, almost no travel whatsoever."
"Are you serious, Ray?" Carol asked. "No more travel? Really?"
"That's right, sweetheart. Think you can handle having me home every day?"
"Oh sweetheart, that is wonderful news," she said, throwing her arms around Ray. "I'd love to have you home every day." Ray hugged his wife, then hugged his son.
"Congratulations, Ray, that's terrific news," George said, slapping Ray on the back. A couple hours later, everyone drifted back to their homes. George and Alice said their goodbyes but not before making sure Carol, Ray and Timmy would be over the next day to celebrate Christmas.
Ray put Timmy to bed and read him a story, then went into the master bedroom. After making sweet love to his wife, he held her close to him.
"You want to explain all this to me?" he asked. "What happened? Really?"
"You want to know the truth? Alright, here it is. The truth is, I realized that I've been an ungrateful bitch to you for months. I came this close to destroying the best thing in my life last night," Carol said, holding her thumb and forefinger very close together. Ray looked at her, shocked.
"Nothing happened. At all. But it almost did," she said. "And I'm so terribly sorry for that."
"Jake Callahan?" he asked.
"Yes," she said.
"What happened?"
"I guess you could say a guardian angel stepped in," she said. "I got the worse migraine headache ever, and ended up going to bed. Alone. Then I got the mother of all wake-up calls. I realized what was going on, and I saw Jake for what he really is. All those years he acted like my friend. In reality, all he wanted was to fuck me and ruin our marriage.
"I also learned the possible consequences to our family, and I just couldn't handle it. That's when I decided to make a change. I told Jake this morning I was leaving the company," she said.
"That explains the strange text I got from him earlier," Ray said.
"What text?" Ray grabbed his phone off the nightstand and showed it to her: "The best man won. Congratulations -- JC." Carol laughed as she read the text.
"I wondered what the hell he meant by that," Ray said. "Tell me, woman, do I need to go kick his ass?"
"No dear, I have a feeling he's going to end up hoisted on his own petard soon enough," Carol said.
"So, what's up with this new job?" Ray asked.
"I remembered seeing something about a nationwide non-profit that was looking for a new CFO. I verified the ad this morning and sent an email expressing interest. I got a response saying they know of me and would love to see me Monday morning," she said.
"Yeah, but you could be just one of many who applied for the job," he said.
"No, not really. Turns out one of the board members of the group is married to Callahan's COO so she knows me already. I got an email saying they got responses from a couple of people, but they weren't impressed with them. The interview Monday is pretty much a formality."
"What kind of non-profit is this?" Ray asked.
"They work to help homeless families get back on their feet," she said.
"You? Working with the homeless? That's different," he said.
"Like I said, Ray, I had a major wake-up call this morning," she said. "Until now, all I really cared about was myself. I never really took time to look around me or consider other people. This morning, for example, I came across a couple making their way to Wichita Falls. Their car broke down and they were stranded. Stranded, hungry and cold. And no one stopped to help them. So I did."
"You did?"
"Yes," Carol said, wiping tears from her eyes. "I paid to have their car fixed and bought them breakfast."
"Wow. That is different," Ray said.
"That was the first time I have ever helped anyone, Ray. And you know something? I liked doing it. It made me feel... good to know that I actually made a difference in someone's life. That's the kind of person I want to be from now on.
"I want to be the best wife and mother you could ever want. So from now on, the old, bitchy Scrooge Carol is gone. I'm so terribly sorry for any hurt I've ever caused you. You didn't deserve any of that. You're the best man I know. And I promise I'll never, ever forget that. I'm so grateful for what I have and I'll never forget that." She got on top of Ray and looked him in the eye.
"I love you with all my heart, Raymond Beck. And I intend to be with you until the day I die," she said. "You understand me?"
"Yes, I do," Ray said, wrapping his arms around her. "And I accept your apologies. I am curious to know something, though. What made all this happen?" He listened quietly as she told him the Reader's Digest version of what she experienced.
"That's quite a story," he said. "I'd like to meet these guardian angels of yours one of these days."
"Who knows. Maybe you will. One day," she said.
...
They got up early the next morning, opened their presents and went to spend the day with George and Alice. Ray couldn't believe the changes he saw in his wife. She seemed happier now than she had in the last several years. Both George and Alice also saw the changes in her.
Full of turkey, dressing and pie, they finally got home about 5:00 that evening. As they pulled into their driveway, Ray spotted a basket on their front porch. He pulled into the garage and the three of them went to investigate the basket.
Inside was a red blanket and inside the blanket was the cutest puppy any of them had ever seen. As soon as the pup spotted Timmy, he smiled and raised a paw. Timmy petted the dog and saw a card in the basket. He handed the card to Ray, who opened it and read it with Carol.
"Merry Christmas," the card read. It was signed, "Cam." Underneath was a post-script: "He's already been fixed and he has all his shots." Ray knew that "Cam" was one of Carol's "guardian angels."
"Can I keep him, Mommy?" Timmy asked. "Please? I'll take really good care of him, I promise."
"You'll feed and water him? You'll take him out for walks every day?" Carol asked.
"Yes, Mommy, I will," the boy said. "He can even sleep with me if he wants to." Carol considered the pup as she thought about it.
"Every boy needs a puppy, don't you agree?" Ray asked Carol.
"Alright, you can keep him," Carol said.
"Yippee! Thank you, Mom! You're the best Mom ever! I love you so much," he squealed, throwing his arms around her. They gathered up the basket with the dog and went inside. Carol made them some hot chocolate and they sat on the couch to watch some television and relax.
"Ray, do you think a piano would look good over there in that corner?" Carol asked.
"A piano?" he asked. "What, are you planning to take lessons or something?"
"I used to play when I was a little girl. I've been thinking about getting back into music," she said.
"What would you like to learn?" he asked.
"I was thinking that maybe I could learn to play 'Silent Night.' It's a beautiful song. Maybe if I get good enough by next Christmas, we could sing it. Together. As a family," she said.
"Interesting idea," he said quietly. "I think we can swing that."
"Thank you, sweetheart," she said. "That means so much to me." A movie began to play on the television -- "A Christmas Carol." It was one of Ray's favorites. After the movie ended, Timmy turned to them with a smile on his face.
"God bless us all, Mommy," he said. "Everyone." Carol looked at her son's face and for a moment, thought she saw her father's face superimposed on Timmy's. The face smiled and winked at her before disappearing. Carol felt a tear form in her eye.
"God bless us, my precious son," she said as she wrapped her arms around him.
...
Fade to black...
Notes:
Justice O. Peace first appeared in my story, "Justice Ch. 01: Amos and Andrea." He has appeared in several other stories as well.
Adrestia Rhamnousia first appeared in "The Cheating Zone 03: Lori," and has appeared in several other stories, including her own series, "The Cheater's Gallery."
Cameron Drake first appeared in "Flash 01: Out of the Blue," and is the main character in that series.
To my knowledge, there is no such town as Hard Rock, Texas, so please don't waste any time Googling it...
To the nitpickers, I exercised a bit of artistic license in the divorce court scene, so please take that into account before you say this or that wouldn't happen. This IS my universe, after all.
Finally, this will be my last submission for 2021. I intend to take a few days off to be with family and friends, but will be back in January for more fun and madness. In the meantime, Merry Christmas to those who celebrate it, Happy Holidays to those who don't, and to everyone, a good night.
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To say I was stunned at my wife's last question would be an understatement. I had just come home from work to learn that Julie, my wife of 22 years, had just spent most of the afternoon screwing George Jackson, the widowed semi-retired lawyer who just moved into the neighborhood six months or so ago.
She admitted that she had fucked him four times and wanted me to know about it. But that wasn't all.
"I want you to let me share my pussy, my cunt," she said with her hand on her exposed and well-fucked crotch.
"You want me to let you continue fucking Mr. Jackson?" I asked, not believing my ears. But then it got even worse.
"Nearly right, darling," she softly said. "I want you to let me share my pussy, my cunt with Mr. Jackson and, and also with other men. Please, darling will you let me?"
I looked at her as she massaged her shaved crotch. I had a difficult time processing what she had just asked. She wants me to let her continue fucking Jackson and... other men. I recalled that day 23 years ago when we were just 19. We had just finished fucking each other when she asked, "When we are married, would you share me, if I asked you to?"
I remembered my answer to her at the time: "If you always fuck like that I'll probably need to share you." Of course, I was being sarcastic at the time and the subject never came up again. We married shortly afterward, raised two wonderful children and I thought we would spend the rest of our lives together. So much for the plans of mice and men, I thought.
The thing is, Julie could still fuck like she did when we were 19, even though we didn't have sex nearly as often as before. My mind was in turmoil when she snapped me back to reality.
"You remember what you told me before we got married?" she asked quietly.
"Yes, of course I do," I said. "But I was being rhetorical at the time. You do know what rhetorical means, don't you?"
"Of course I do, Tom. I'm not stupid," she said.
"Really?" I asked. "So now, after 22 years of marriage, you expect me to become your willing cuckold, is that it?" She had the decency to look somewhat ashamed at that. "Have you already sampled other men besides Jackson? Are the children even mine?" Her head snapped up and her eyes grew wide.
"How can you even ask me such a thing?" she asked.
"You've already put the horns on me, Julie," I said. "It's not an unreasonable question. I'd like some answers. How long have you been screwing Jackson? And have you already slept with other men besides him?"
"The children are both yours," she said. "I have not been with anyone else except Mr. Jackson. And I told you we've only been together four times."
"You never answered my question. How long?"
"Okay," she said. "It started a couple months ago, when you were in Dallas."
"And you expect me to just sit here and be your willing cuckold?" I asked, pressing the issue.
"Something like that," she said.
"So, how does this work, exactly? Do I help you get dressed for your dates? In clothes and jewelry I paid for. Am I supposed to guide his cock inside you, then sit and watch you fuck him, then clean you out after he cums inside you? Seriously, I want to know what you expect," I said. Her face lit up and she smiled listening to my questions.
"Yes," she said, nodding her head. "That would be so hot, wouldn't it?"
"Maybe for you," I said. "Frankly, it makes me sick to my stomach. Tell me, what do I get out of this?"
"You get the pleasure of cleaning me out and you get a happy wife who will do anything to make you feel good," she said.
"Except for being faithful to me," I said, feeling disgusted with what she had just told me.
"Well, you know what they say -- 'happy wife, happy life.' You do want me to be happy, don't you?" she asked.
"Of course," I said. "Because our marriage is all about whatever YOU want. Whatever makes YOU happy, isn't it? And what I want doesn't really matter, does it?" I asked, using the same tone I used to use when correcting our young children.
"Of course it does," she said. "That's why I'm asking you."
"Funny, you didn't ask me two months ago, before Jackson fucked you the first time," I said. "Tell me, how did that happen, by the way? Did he use drugs? Did he hit you with a slut ray or something?"
"Don't be silly," she said. "He saw me working in the front yard that day and asked where you were. I told him you were in Dallas for a couple days on a business trip so he asked if I'd like to go out for dinner with him. I agreed, and we went to a real nice steak house, then he took me drinking and dancing. The next thing I knew, we were in a hotel room."
"And what? You were rendered powerless, unable to say, 'no, I'm a married woman?' Or did you just not care?"
"Well, I did have a few drinks," she said. "And you know how horny I get when I've had a few."
"I see. You remember me asking you where you were that night? I tried calling the house phone, but it went straight to voicemail. Same thing with your cell phone. Remember what you told me? That you were asleep when I called and didn't hear the phone? That was a lie, wasn't it?" I asked.
"Well, only technically," she said. "I was asleep when you called."
"In a hotel room with George fucking Jackson," I snarled. "So, you not only cheated on me while I was busy with Dad putting together a very lucrative deal for the firm, you lied to me as well. What about the other times?"
"I only did it when you were away," she said. "I went to his house and spent the night. I forwarded the house number to my phone and made sure I answered it when you called. So you see, I never took any time away from you at all."
"So, you slept in his bed while I was out working to secure our financial future. Is that right?" I asked. "Tell me, did you ever give me sloppy seconds?"
"No, I would never do that to you," she said.
"Did you at least use any protection?"
"He said he was clean and had a vasectomy," she told me.
"Uh huh. And of course, you believed him. For all you know, he could have an incurable disease, which you would have passed on to me," I said. She looked at me, shocked.
"No, I would never do that to you," she said. "I love you."
"I'm relieved to hear that," I said. "I'd hate to think what you would do if you disliked me."
"What kind of a person do you think I am?" she asked.
"You really don't want me to answer that, do you?" I asked. "So, explain to me what makes you think I'd even be willing to accept something like this?"
"Well, first, because you love me," she said. "George says guys like you..."
"Guys like me?" I asked, interrupting her. "What do you mean, guys like me?"
"He says you're a beta and all betas like to see their wife get fucked by another man," she said. "He even showed me some stories online about guys who get off on watching their wives with other men."
"I see. And you read these stories, thinking they were real. Am I right so far?"
"Well, I read them, and figured there had to be some truth to it," she said. "And I thought that if you really love me, you'd be okay with me entertaining other men."
"What if I decided to entertain other women? Would you be okay with that?" I asked. Her eyes opened wide at that.
"Of course not," she said. "You're my husband. I'd divorce you in a heartbeat if you cheated on me." Then her face changed as she suddenly realized the hypocrisy she just displayed. "Oh, God," she moaned. "I've screwed up royally, haven't I?"
"Yes, I'd say you have," I told her.
"What are you going to do?" she asked.
"What do you think?" I asked in response. Tears started falling as the realization hit her.
"You're going to... divorce me?" she asked through her tears.
"I'd say that's a pretty safe bet," I told her. "I suppose lover-boy probably told you he'd help you destroy me if I filed for divorce, didn't he?"
"Y...yes, he did," she said. "He told me he'd help me. Said I could get the house, half of our assets, even part of the business and your retirement."
"I suppose you forgot about that little document my father had us both sign before we got married," I told her. My father wisely had us sign a prenuptial agreement to protect my assets, which included the trust fund I inherited from my grandparents and my part of the family business. The house we lived in had belonged to my grandparents, but was placed in a trust before they died. My parents let us stay in the place provided I handled the maintenance and taxes on the place. The agreement also included a clause that said in the event of infidelity, the guilty party walks away with nothing other than his or her personal items -- no maintenance, nothing.
"So, you're kicking me out with nothing?" she asked through her tears.
"That's the agreement you signed," I said. She shook as she sobbed on the floor in front of me.
"But where will I go? What will I do?" she pleaded.
"I'd suggest you pack some things and go stay with your parents for now," I said. "I also suggest you get yourself tested for STDs, then start looking for a job. I promised your parents I'd take care of you, and I have for 22 years. I'll call them and let them know you're coming over. And if you're smart, you'll stay away from George fucking Jackson." I stood up and put my jacket back on.
"Where are you going?" she asked.
"To collect my balls," I told her. She looked at me, confused. "It's a guy thing. I don't think you'd understand," I added. "I expect you to be gone by the time I get back."
I grabbed her purse and took her checkbook, ATM and credit cards and house keys. The credit cards would get canceled first. She still had a couple hundred dollars in her wallet, so I let her keep that. When I came back to the front room, I grabbed her left hand and pulled off her wedding and engagement rings.
She was still sobbing on the floor when I walked out of the house. Jackson lived a few doors down from us, so it wouldn't take me long to get there. I pulled out my phone and called Julie's parents. Her father answered the phone.
"Hey, Tom, what's up?" her father, Barry, asked.
"I hate to say this, Pops, but I'm kicking Julie out and she needs a place to stay for a while," I said.
"Wait, what?" he asked. "You're kicking her out? What happened?"
"She's been cheating on me with one of the neighbors and expected me to share her with him and other men. That's just unacceptable to me, so I'll be filing for divorce," I said.
"Do you have proof of that?" he asked.
"The guy was in my house when I got home. They had just finished up when I walked in. Then she hit me with her demand that I let her make me a willing cuckold. As much as I love her, there's no way I can allow that to go on," I said.
"So I take it you're going to use the prenup against her?" Barry asked.
"Yes," I said.
"That'll leave her with nothing," he said.
"Her car is paid off, so she has that. Of course, she can have all her clothing. But other than that, yeah, she'll pretty much have nothing," I said. "So, she'll need a place to stay for a bit until she can get back on her feet."
"Damn," Barry said. "And there's no way around this? I thought you two were doing well."
"I thought so too, Pops," I said. I loved Julie's parents as my own, and took to calling her father "Pops" after we got married. "Turns out she's been cheating on me for a couple months now. And she expects me to just accept it," I added.
"That stupid girl," he said. "Of course she can stay here as long as she needs, Tom. I'm so sorry this happened."
"I am too, Pops," I said. "I'll talk to you later." We said our goodbyes and I walked the rest of the way to Jackson's house. When I got there, I looked at the front door before ringing the bell. I was fuming when I left my house but had calmed down a bit since talking to Julie's father.
I decided to play it cool and see how Jackson responded. I started the video app on my phone and put it in my pocket, knowing the camera lens would be just above the pocket. He must've seen me at the door, because he opened it before I could ring the bell.
"What do you want, cuck?" he asked with a smirk on his face.
"We need to talk, Jackson," I said calmly.
"Are you armed?" he asked. I lifted my jacket and turned around so he could see I didn't have a gun. "Alright, come on in," he said, eyeing me warily. I went into the house and looked around. It was sparsely furnished and I noticed there were no photos anywhere. In fact, there was nothing to suggest he even had a family.
"Want something to drink?" he asked. I shook my head.
"No, thanks, I won't be here that long," I said.
"Alright, so say your piece and get moving," he said.
"Julie tells me you were married once," I said.
"Yeah. Wife died in a car crash a few months back," he said. "I came here to get on with my life."
"So, tell me something, Jackson. What would you have done if you came home from work and found your wife fucking another man in your house?" I asked.
"That's easy. I'd kick his ass then divorce the bitch," he said with a wicked smile.
"Julie tells me she wants me to share her with you... and other men," I said. He laughed at that. "Was that your idea?"
"Yeah, it was," he said. "You know, your wife is the best fuck I've ever had. You're a lucky man, you know that? Having a piece of ass like her around. You don't deserve to have something that good all to yourself."
"And that's all she is to you, isn't she? A piece of ass. Something to get your rocks off with," I said. He shrugged his shoulders.
"Pretty much," he said. "And I intend to have that ass anytime I want. So you might as well get used to seeing me around. A lot. I might even bring a few of my buddies with me. Ever see a woman get made airtight? You know, a cock in her ass, a cock in her pussy and a cock in her mouth at the same time. I bet you'd love that, wouldn't you, cucky boy?"
"And you don't give a damn what happens to her, her family or her reputation, do you?" I asked.
"Why should I?" he asked as he shrugged his shoulders. "Find 'em, fuck 'em, forget 'em. That's my motto."
"You use drugs on her when you fucked her?" I asked.
"Of course," he said. "A little bit of Ecstasy gets 'em wet every time. I didn't have to today, though. Once she developed a taste for my nine inches, she was drooling for it."
"Well, Jackson, as I see it, I only have three options," I said. "The first one would put me in prison for life, so that's out of the question. I suppose I could sue you for alienation of affection."
"Yeah, except this state quit doing that a few years back," Jackson said.
"So I guess the only option I have is to kick your ass. How many times did you say you fucked her? Four?"
"Yeah, four times. Counting today," he said.
"So, that means I get to kick you in the balls four times. Once for every time you fucked her." He laughed at that.
"Are you shittin' me? You think you can kick my ass? Hah. Listen, cuck, you think I didn't check you out before I targeted your wife?" he asked. "I know all about you. Poor little rich boy, worth just over eight million dollars with your trust fund and your fancy office job, working for your daddy. Go ahead, make your move and I'll sue your ass for everything you've got. And I'll still fuck your wife whenever I want."
"So, you deliberately targeted my wife to get at my money, is that it?" I asked.
"Why not?" he asked. "You got it. I want it. I get what I want. So go ahead, make your move. After I mop the floor with your face, I'll file formal charges and sue your ass. And I'll fuck your wife while you're in the hospital."
"You think I'm stupid enough to attack you here in your own home?" I asked. "No, I'm talking about a public match. With witnesses. You and me, one-on-one, in the ring. I'll even make you a little wager."
"Oh really? What'd you have in mind?" he asked.
"Everything you own against my wife. I'm divorcing the cunt anyway, but that takes a while. If I win, you sign everything you own to me. House, car, everything. If you win, you can have the cunt. That is, if she still wants you. Are you up to it? Are you man enough to put up everything you own?" I asked.
"Are you serious?" he asked.
"Do I look like I'm joking?" I asked in response. He thought for a few moments before responding.
"Alright. When and where?" he asked.
"This Saturday. 8:30 pm. At Johnson's Gym over on Main Street. You, me, some witnesses and a referee. No weapons. No tricks. We fight until one of us can't get up anymore. The winner walks away with no repercussions. Still up for it?" I asked.
"I'll kick your ass, then fuck your wife right there in the ring, cuck boy," he said through gritted teeth. I smiled and extended a hand.
"Shake on it," I said. He took my hand and we glared at each other as we shook. "In the meantime, stay away from my house."
"You got it, cuck," he hissed. I smiled as I stood and walked out of his house. What he didn't know is that I had worked out at that gym for the last 20 years. Abe Johnson, the man who owned the gym, was a good friend of mine who taught me a lot about fighting. And not just boxing, although he taught me that as well.
We became friends in college and I helped him finance the gym when he first started it. After his own career ended, he decided that he wanted to work with inner city youth to help keep them off drugs and out of gangs. Over the years, he had become something of a hero to the young people in the area. I became his first paying customer, even though he offered to let me work out and train there for free. I smiled to myself as I walked back to my house.
When I got there, I noticed Julie's car was gone. Good, I thought to myself. I walked inside and saw a note she had left for me on the kitchen counter.
"Tom," the note began. "I'm going to my parents' house. I'm so sorry for everything. Please believe that I love you with all my heart and I never wanted to hurt you. I won't fight the divorce, if that's what you truly want. I only hope and pray that you can forgive me someday."
The letter was signed, "Your loving wife, Julie." I put the note back on the counter and pulled out my phone to call Abe.
"Are you fucking crazy, Tom?" he asked when I told him the story.
"Hey, with everything you've taught me, I can handle him," I said.



"That's not what worries me," he said. "I didn't teach you all that stuff so you could kick someone's ass for screwing your wife. I taught you that stuff for self-defense."
"You also taught me to stand up for myself," I said.
"Yes, I did," he told me.
"So, it's either I do this at the gym, or I do this on the street. At least you can help keep things under control in the gym," I told him.
"I don't like this," he said after a few moments. "I hope you're not going to make a habit out of this."
"No problem there," I said.
"Alright, I'll schedule it. As an exhibition. Limited audience. If I see it get out of hand, I'm stopping it. You got me?"
"I got it," I said. We said our goodbyes and I called my father to let him know what was going on. He was flabbergasted when I told him what Julie wanted.
"What the hell got into her?" he asked.
"I've got a pretty good idea," I told him, relaying what Jackson had told me.
"What are you going to do about this?" he asked.
"I've got no choice but to divorce Julie. I'll deal with Jackson on Saturday," I said, telling him about our scheduled match.
"You're going to face him in the ring? Are you sure that's wise, son?" he asked.
"It's either the ring or on the street," I said. "At least in the ring, there'll be witnesses and Abe can keep things under control."
"I'm not a big fan of this idea of yours," he said. "I understand your desire for revenge and reclaiming your manhood. But are you sure this is the right thing to do?"
"It'll keep me out of jail, Dad," I said. "If we were on the street, I don't think I could stop myself."
"Alright, son," he said. "Take a few days and do what you need to get done. Just try not to do anything stupid. I don't want want to have to bail you out of jail. I'll give Rusty a call and give him a heads-up." Rusty Hawkins was our family attorney and the senior partner of his own firm. Dad had been a client of his for years.
"Thanks, Dad," I said. "I appreciate that."
"What's family for?" he asked. We said our goodbyes and I grabbed some food out of the refrigerator. It had been a hell of a day, and I hadn't even had a chance to eat dinner. I had barely finished when my phone rang. I looked and saw it was Julie's parents, so I answered. It was Barry.
"What's up, Pops?" I sked.
"Julie is a mess," he said. "She damn near didn't make it here. Almost ran off the road, she said."
"I'm sorry to hear that," I said. "But this is a mess of her own making."
"I know, son, but I hate seeing her like this. Do you think you could come over to talk to her?"
"Maybe tomorrow, Pops," I said.
"Okay, that'll do. We'll keep an eye on her for you."
"Thanks," I said. I sat in the front room and tried to watch some television, but couldn't get into it. Frustrated and tired, I went to bed, but didn't get very much sleep. The next morning, I called Rusty and explained the situation to him.
"Damn, Tom, I'm so sorry to hear that," he said. "Your father told me to expect your call, but I wasn't expecting all this. Listen, hang on a second and see if Robyn will be available this afternoon. She's my family law specialist."
"Sure, that would be fine," I said. I waited a few minutes as he put me on hold. He came back with good news.
"Robyn said she's got an opening at 3:00 this afternoon," he said. "Will that work for you?"
"That works for me," I said.
"Alright," he said. "I still have a copy of your prenuptial agreement here, so I'll make sure she has that. Bring your most recent financial statements so she can take a look at them. I'm really very sorry to hear about this."
"Thanks, Rusty. By the way, are you familiar with a fellow named George Jackson? I hear he's a semi-retired family law attorney," I said.
"Jackson? Big fella? Touch of gray at the temples?"
"Yeah, that sounds like him. You know him?" I asked.
"I know the bastard. And he's not semi-retired. His license was suspended pending an investigation. Seems he liked to engage in inappropriate relationships with his clients," Rusty said. "Is that who Julie is involved with?"
"Yeah, it is," I said.
"Interesting," he said. "Has he been giving her legal advice?"
"I believe so," I said.
So, he's been acting as an attorney even though his license has been suspended. This could get complicated for him. Let me make some inquiries. Stop by and see me this afternoon after my sister gets done with you, okay?"
"Sure," I said. We ended the call and I decided to go to the gym and work out some of my frustrations. When I got there, Abe greeted me with his trademark smile and manly bear hug.
"How's it hanging?" the big black man asked.
"It's been better," I told him. He nodded his head.
"I hear that," he said. "C'mon, let's go work it out," he added, walking me over to one of his large hanging bags. We worked out for a couple hours before calling it a day. He walked with me to the locker room and stopped me before I went inside.
"This match on Saturday," he said. "Are you really sure this is what you want to do?"
"I need to do this, Abe," I said. "This guy and my wife basically cut my nuts off in my own home. I have to do this for my own peace of mind."
"I get it. You need to reclaim your manhood and hurt him in the process. I understand that. Believe me, I get where you're coming from," he said. "I just don't want to see you go over the edge. You catch my drift?"
"I hear ya, Abe," I said. "I really do. But you weren't there when he said he would mop the floor with my face then fuck Julie right there in front of me. You weren't there when my wife of 22 years had me shake the man's hand right after he screwed her in my own home. I've always respected what you've taught me, but every man has his limit. She crossed mine."
"Yeah, I see that, Tom," he said. "Just don't let this eat you up. You've never killed a man with your bare hands before. I have. And believe me, the guilt never goes away." I remembered that fight more than 20 years ago. If it hadn't been for that fight, Abe could've gone on to be a serious contender for the world heavyweight championship. He was never quite the same after that match.
"I understand, Abe," I told him. "You really think I could actually do that? Kill him with my bare hands?"
"I can see it in your eyes," he said. "You're this close to breaking him in two," he added, holding up a thumb and forefinger. "I care about you. And I don't want to see you carry that burden. I know what that feels like."
"Thank you for all your help and support. And your friendship. It means more to me than you know."
"I'll always have your back, Tom," he said. "Just remember what I taught you. You'll do just fine."
"Thanks," I said. He smiled and slapped me on the back.
"Now, get in there and take a shower, willya? You're starting to get a bit ripe," he said, causing me to laugh for the first time since all this crap began.
"I may stink, but at least I still have my good looks," I said jokingly. This time, it was his turn to laugh. I showered, dressed and headed out for a late lunch. From there, I went to see Robyn. Her receptionist brought me a cup of coffee as she went over my prenuptial and financial statements.
"Well, this looks pretty cut and dried," she finally said. "Except the infidelity clause seems pretty harsh. Your trust fund, the house and your business assets are clearly protected, but divorce laws have changed a lot since this was first signed. There's a good chance the court will order some level of support, especially given that she's been out of the work force for over 20 years. Does she have any education?"
"Well, she was about three quarters of the way to her bachelor's degree when we got married. She wanted to be a teacher. She dropped out of college shortly after we got married," I said.
"If she went back to college, it could take her another two years or more to get her teaching certificate," Robyn said. "And then she'd have to find a job. At her age, that may not be very easy. I think you should consider sweetening the pot just a bit."
I thought for a few moments before telling her what I had in mind. She listened to my idea, thought about it and nodded her head.
"I think that could work," she said. "And it would be a very nice gesture that goes above and beyond the agreement. When were you wanting her served?"
"Saturday," I said. "Is that possible?"
"Well, I can get this written up and filed by Friday morning. I think we can do that. Where would you like her served?" I gave her the address to Abe's gym and asked for the process server to be there that evening at 8:30. "That is an odd request, but I see no reason why we can't do that. Consider it done."
"Thank you," I told her. We shook hands and I left, paying a hefty retainer on the way out of her suite. From there, I went down the hall to see Rusty. He looked up as I knocked on his door.
"Come on in, Tom," he said, standing up behind his desk. I entered his office and shook his hand in greeting. "I took the liberty of reaching out to some of my contacts about your George Jackson," he added after we sat down.
"What did you find out?" I asked.
"According to the complaints against him, and yes, there are multiple complaints, he allegedly targeted women married to rich husbands so he could get his hands on their money," Rusty said. "He's supposedly been doing this for the last few years and from what I've heard, he's accumulated quite a bit of money. It sounds like you were his most recent target."
"What's going to happen to him?" I asked.
"I spoke with a contact at the State Bar, and from what I hear, the SBI is building a case against him. If all goes well, he could find himself behind bars for a very long time." He said nothing for a few moments as he regarded me. "Your father tells me you intend to face him in the ring this Saturday. Is that correct?"
"Yes, it is," I said. "It's being billed as an amateur exhibition."
"So there'll be no tickets, no bets, nothing like that?"
"No, nothing like that," I said.
"Uh huh," Rusty said as he looked at me closely. "Just be careful, Tom. From what I've heard, this guy is a snake."
"It's under control," I said.
"I hope so, Tom," he said. "I really do. For your sake."
"I understand, Rusty," I said. "When are they going to move against him?"
"No idea, but I've been led to believe it'll be pretty soon," he told me. We talked for a bit longer, then said our goodbyes. I went home, ate, showered and called Julie's parents to let them know I was on my way over. Her mother told me that Julie would love to see me. We ended the call and I headed out.
Julie's mother, Alice, opened the door when I arrived and invited me inside. I walked in to see Julie sobbing on the couch. Barry came into the room and we shook hands.
"She's been like this ever since she got here," he said quietly. "I afraid she may try to kill herself." I nodded my head as I took in what he said.
"Well, maybe it's time she had a 'come to Jesus' moment about her boyfriend," I said. Julie looked at me through teary eyes when I said that. I directed my next comment at her. "You really don't know very much about George Jackson, do you? Maybe it's time you learn what you wanted to get involved with." I pulled out my phone and queued up the video from my visit to his house. "Take a look at this," I said, handing her the phone.
Her eyes grew wide as she watched the interaction between George and myself. Her parents were shocked when they heard him refer to her as just a piece of ass to be fucked. They were all even more shocked to learn that he targeted her specifically to get at me and my money.
"I don't understand something," Barry said. "How could he get your money by going after her?"
"It's an old scam of his," I said. "He specifically targets wives of rich men, convinces them to give him large sums of cash to represent them in their divorces, then pockets the money. Sometimes, he takes a percentage of what he gets the husbands to pay out to get him off their backs. Julie was just his latest victim. And you heard him admit to using drugs against her the first three times she was with him. It's part of what he does. That's one reason why his license to practice law was suspended and why the SBI is investigating him."
"So, what's this I hear about a fight on Saturday? Do you honestly expect to just hand Julie over to him if he wins the fight?" Barry asked. I shook my head.
"Of course not," I said. "For one thing, I intend to win."
"What about the divorce?" Barry asked. "Are you still going through with it?"
"I'm afraid so," I said, causing Julie to break down sobbing again.
"Why?" Julie asked through her tears. "You heard him say he used drugs against me."
"Yes, he did. But you should never have gone with him in the first place," I said. "I might have been able to overlook one indiscretion, but you made things worse by going to him two more times. Then you lied to me and finally, you had him in MY house. The house where we raised our children, and where I had hoped to retire and grow old with you.
"And to top that off, you actually expected me to be okay with you continuing to cuckold me with him and other men," I added. "I can't -- won't -- live like that. You destroyed me when you did that. So yes, I'm going through with the divorce. There's just one thing."
"What's that?" Julie asked.
"You need to be at the gym Saturday night at 8:30," I told her. "Please don't ask me why. I have my reasons."
"We'll be there, Tom," Barry said.
"Thanks, Pops," I told him. I left and went back to the house, ate, watched television and went to bed. The next couple days were pretty much the same, although I did put in some time at work, if for no other reason than to keep my mind occupied with something other than thoughts of Julie's betrayal.
Finally, Saturday rolled around. I dressed in casual clothes and put my things in my workout bag before leaving for the gym. I got there about an hour before the scheduled match and met with Abe briefly before getting changed.
"You ready for this?" he asked.
"Yeah, I think so," I told him. He brought me up short and fast.
"No," he exclaimed, getting right into my face. "Either you're ready for this or you're not. There is no 'I think so.' This isn't a friendly spar. This is the real deal and you need to wrap your head around that. Now, are you ready?"
"I'm ready," I said, nodding my head.
"Nah... ARE YOU READY?" he asked, his voice louder and more commanding than I had ever heard him talk before.
"I'm ready," I repeated, with conviction. He nodded his head.
"You'd better be," he said. "Now, go get changed." I left for the locker room and put my gear on. I spent time in the locker room psyching myself up. This was something I had never done before. Oh sure, I had sparred with Abe and a number of his other students, but this was a whole different ball game. This time, I was fighting for my honor. And I was determined to win. After some time, Abe came into the locker room.
"He's here," he told me. I looked at him.
"Jackson? He's here?" I asked.
"Yeah. Just finished signing the insurance disclaimer forms."
"What's your impression of him?" I asked.
"He claims he did some Golden Gloves boxing when he was younger," Abe said. "He balked when I told him there would be no gloves. Personally, I don't think he'll last two minutes in the ring with you. He's bigger than you, but he has no balance, and moves like a giant ox. My advice to you is to take him down hard and fast. Hurt him if you have to, but not too much."
"Sounds good to me," I said. "Anyone else here?"
"Yeah. Julie and her father and another man. Says he's a process server. Jackson brought someone with him as well. Now, are you ready to do this?" he asked.
"I'm ready. Let's get this done," I told him. I grabbed a folder I had brought with me and we walked into the main part of the gym. Jackson was already in the ring, waiting for me. I saw Julie sitting in a row of chairs next to the ring with her father. I said nothing to her and put the folder down in my chair, then entered the ring.
Jackson swaggered into the middle of the ring, a smirk on his face. Abe made sure I had my mouthguard in place and brought the two of us together.
"I'm gonna fuck you up, cuck boy," Jackson snarled. "Then I'm gonna fuck your wife."
"Give it your best shot, asshole," I snarled back, staring into his eyes. For a moment, I saw fear. Apparently, he wasn't expecting this. Abe interjected.
"Alright, you two. This fight will last no longer than three rounds of three minutes each. If I feel one of you is hurt too badly, I'll end it myself and declare a winner. No sucker punches. Got it?"
"Got it," I said.
"Yeah, whatever," Jackson growled.
"Alright," Abe said. "Give each other a fist bump and go to your corner. Wait for my signal to begin." Jackson and I touched fists and backed into our corners, eyeing each other warily. I wasn't about to turn my back on this creep. When we got to our corners, Abe dinged the bell.
Jackson lumbered into the middle of the ring. I could tell he had done some boxing by the way he moved, but it was equally clear he had become rusty over the years. I moved in, but stayed just far enough back so he couldn't reach me.
"Come on, cuck boy, you really want a piece of this?" Jackson said, pounding his chest. There was certainly no lack of confidence. He swung out at me a few times, but I was easily able to dodge his blows. Then, much to my surprise, he took his attention off of me and glanced over at Julie.
"When I'm done with yer husband, I'm gonna fuck your brains out," he said, laughing. I took that as my cue and moved in, slamming my fist into the side of his face. Stunned, he looked at me, and I took another shot, this time to his nose.
He staggered back a bit, his face covered with blood. I wasted no time and took a third shot, this one to his throat. My next punch went to his solar plexus. His arms flailed as he continued to stagger, trying to recover from my punches.
I dropped down and swept his legs with mine, sending him to the mat. He fell back, reminding me of a tree that had just been cut down. He fell -- hard -- and tried to catch his breath. I noticed his legs were spread, his feet flat on the mat.
I took a few fast steps and gave him a solid kick to his exposed groin. He foolishly wasn't wearing a cup to protect his family jewels and screamed in pain.
"That's one," I said as I prepared to strike again. I kicked him in the balls three more times, as hard as I could, causing him to scream out. Abe ran into the ring and pulled me back just as I was about to drop my knee on Jackson's throat. Julie and her father ran to the side of the ring.
"That's enough, Tom," Abe said. "He's down. You won." Jackson rolled on the mat a bit as he groaned in pain. He motioned to the man who accompanied him. Seeing the gesture, the man came forward with a briefcase. He set it down on a chair and opened it up. I saw him pull out a folder and a pen. Then I realized what was about to happen. I walked to Jackson, who looked up at me in pain.
"You win," Jackson said. "I'll sign everything over to you now."
"I don't want your house, your car, or anything of yours," I told him.
"What do you want?" he asked.
"I want you to turn yourself in to the SBI and throw yourself at the mercy of the court for everything you've done," I said.
"You... know?" he asked, shocked.
"Yes, I do," I said. Just then, Julie came up next to me, Barry close behind her. She stared at Jackson, her face a mask of anger.
"You son of a bitch," she said. "You destroyed my marriage, my life and my reputation just so you could fuck me and rob my husband. I fucking hate you, and I hope you rot in Hell, you slimy piece of shit," she screamed before kicking him in the nuts as hard as she could. Jackson screamed out in pain again and rolled onto his side.



I looked at Barry and nodded my head. He took my cue and led her back to their seats. I turned back to Jackson.
"Just so you know, fuckwad," I said. "I'll be keeping an eye on you from now on. If I ever hear of you going back to your old ways, I'll hunt your ass down and finish what I started here today. You understand me?" He looked at me for a moment before nodding his head.
"I... understand," he said through his pain.
"Clean him up and get him outta here," Abe told the man with Jackson. The man nodded his head and helped Jackson to his feet. Once they were out of sight, I left the ring and walked to my seat where I picked up my folder. I motioned to the process server, who immediately approached Julie with a manila folder.
"Julie Carlisle?" he asked.
"Yes," she said. He handed her the envelope.
"You've been served," he said. Tears fell down her face as she opened the envelope and pulled out the divorce papers.
"Even after this, you're still divorcing me?" she asked.
"I am a man of my word," I told her. "I told you this would happen. I followed the prenup that you and I both signed, but I did make one exception." I handed her the bank draft for $220,000 that was in my folder -- $10,000 for each year of our 22-year marriage.
"What's this for?" she asked.
"You did give me 22 years of happiness," I said. "I felt I owed you something for that. Use it wisely." She broke down sobbing as Barry approached me.
"Thank you for that, Tom," he said. "Her mother and I will watch out for her. Stay in touch, please." He helped her on her feet and started to lead her away, but she turned back to me one last time.
"I'm so sorry, Tom," she cried.
"Yeah, me too," I told her. She sat back down, opened her purse and pulled out a pen. To my surprise, she signed the papers on the spot and handed them back to the process server.
"Do the kids know?" she asked me.
"They know about the divorce. I didn't go into specifics, but I think they figured it out. You're still their mother, after all," I said.
"Thank you, Tom," she said. "I never meant to hurt you."
"Well, you did hurt me. More than you can imagine," I said. She nodded her head.
"Goodbye, Tom," she said as tears fell down her face.
"Goodbye," I said. I watched Barry lead her away and turned to Abe.
"Well, you won," he said.
"Yeah. So why do I feel like shit?" I asked.
"The pain will go away, in time," he said. "Look on the bright side, though. You got your balls back and no one died."
"I suppose there is that," I said. "Thank you for your help, and your friendship, Abe."
"My pleasure," he said with a big smile. "C'mon, let's get you cleaned up."
...
Epilogue -- 48 months later:
The divorce sailed through the court system, thanks to Robyn's efforts. Six months after that Saturday night, I received the final decree letting me know I was a free man.
Yes, I had won the battle, but it felt like a Pyrrhic victory to me. I had gotten my manhood back, but was left lonely and brokenhearted. I buried myself in my work to keep from feeling the pain. Dad became concerned and suggested I see a counselor, which I did.
The counseling helped, but I still felt empty inside. I dated some, but had serious trust issues. As a result, I never got very far with any of the women I went out with.
Jackson turned himself in to the authorities and was eventually brought to trial. It seems he had defrauded quite a few people over the years and it all finally caught up to him. He was ultimately sentenced to 15 years in the state penitentiary and ordered to pay restitution to the people whose lives and marriages he destroyed.
I kept in touch with Barry, who informed me that Julie had used the money I gave her to finish her college education. She had to take some courses over again, but dedicated herself to her studies -- even taking night and summer classes to graduate as early as possible.
Her parents let her stay with them while she attended school so she could focus on her education. From what Barry told me, she began seeing a counselor, never dated during that time and always held out hope that we could get back together. Personally, I didn't see that happening.
She eventually admitted to our two children what she had done. They weren't very happy with her at all, but ultimately forgave her.
Two and a half years after the night she was served, she graduated from college with honors and received her teaching certificate. I was at her graduation and felt pride at her accomplishment. I slipped out of the auditorium before she realized I was there. She was hired at the same middle school our children attended.
I was sitting at the table one morning reading my paper over a cup of coffee when I saw the article. It seems that she was about to be honored as the "Teacher of the Year" at the middle school, and the district was going to honor her at their annual meeting, which would be open to the public. After thinking about it, I decided to attend and show my support.
I met her parents at the venue and they were very pleased to see me there. I sat with them, and watched the proceedings. I felt pride when the Superintendent of Schools read the citation and presented her with the award.
When she accepted, I was the first one on my feet, applauding her. She looked up, saw me and broke out in a huge smile. Her entire face lit up. We met her in the back after the ceremony and I was surprised when she gave me a big hug.
"It's so good to see you again, Tom," she said. "Thank you for coming out."
"You're welcome," I said. "I just wanted to show my support and let you know that I'm very proud of you."
"That means so much to me," she said.
"Listen, Julie, your mother and I are feeling a bit tired, so why don't you kids go on to dinner without us," Barry said, giving her a wink.
"Are you sure, Dad?" she asked. "Are you guys okay?"
"Yeah, we're fine, just not as young as spring chickens any more. Isn't that right, Alice?" he asked, looking at Julie's mother, who caught on to Barry's hint.
"That's right, dear," she told Julie. "You'll understand when you get to be our age. You kids go on, have some fun for a change."
"Well, alright, if you guys are okay with that," Julie said. She looked at me. "Would you mind taking me out to the Texas Roadhouse? I rode here with Mom and Dad."
"I wouldn't mind at all," I told her. "Been quite a while since I had a beautiful woman in my car." We said our goodbyes, and Barry gave me a knowing smile as they left. I felt like I had been set up, but that was okay. I escorted Julie to my new car, which I had just bought a few months earlier, and opened the door for her.
"Is this a new car, Tom?" she asked after I got inside.
"Yeah, I traded in my old one a few months back," I said.
"It's very nice," she said.
"Thank you," I told her as I started it up. We went to the Texas Roadhouse and ordered a steak with all the trimmings.
"You're looking good, Julie," I said. "And I want to say that I'm very proud of what you've accomplished."
"Thank you," she said. "And you're looking good as well. Are you still working out at the gym?"
"I am," I said. "Just not as much as I used to."
"I've missed you so much these last four years," she said quietly. "I still can't believe it's been four years since, well, you know."
"Yeah, I know," I said. "I've missed you as well. The house seems too quiet these days."
"You're still in the old house?" she asked.
"I am. I've done some remodeling, though. New paint, roof, flooring. Remodeled the kitchen and the bathrooms. Finally put up that deck you always wanted. Place could use a woman's touch, though," I said. "Right now, it's a huge man-cave."
"I can imagine," she said with a laugh. "I remember how much you wanted a man-cave."
"So, how's everything in your life?" I asked. "Anyone special?"
"No," she said sadly. "In fact, all of my time these days is spent working. Even when I get home, I spend a lot of time grading papers. I've been helping Mom and Dad a bit lately. They're starting to slow down some. But no, there hasn't been anyone since the divorce. How about you? I figured you'd have half the women in town breaking your door down by now."
"Hasn't worked out that way," I said. "I've dated a few times, but that's it." She nodded her head.
"I know what you mean," she said. "Kinda hard after you've been with someone for over 20 years." I saw a tear form in her eye.
"You're right about that," I said. "We've been a couple since we were teenagers. Pretty hard to put all that behind."
"And now we're getting ready to be grandparents," she said. Our oldest had gotten married and they were expecting a child in a few months.
"Where has the time gone?" I asked rhetorically.
"I don't know," she said. "You know, Tom, I've never stopped loving you," she added after a few moments of silence.
"And I've never stopped loving you," I told her, which was the truth.
"I was so stupid back then. Thing is, I'm not mad at you for divorcing me. I think it was the wake-up call I needed to get my head out of my ass," she said. "Can you ever forgive me?"
"I forgave you a couple years ago," I said.
"Is that why you came to my graduation?" she asked. I smiled at that. "Yes, I saw you there. I had hoped you would've come to congratulate me. I was hurt when you didn't."
"I'm sorry. I thought I had left before you spotted me," I said.
"Nope," she said. We finished our meals and I paid the bill.
"Well, I guess I'd better get you back home before you turn into a pumpkin," I said, noticing the time.
"Actually, I was kinda wondering if you wouldn't mind showing me the house," she said. "I'd love to see what you've done with the place."
"Are you sure?" I asked.
"Absolutely. I don't work on Saturday, so I've got no papers to grade."
"Well, alright," I said. I walked her to the car and we headed back to my house. I escorted her inside and watched as she looked around.
"I really like what you've done here, but you're right. It does need a woman's touch," she said. I watched her look around and she stopped at a corner table. She picked up a photo I had put there and looked at it, tears in her eyes.
"I remember this," she said. "It was one of the happiest times of my life." It was a photo of the two of us with our young children during a vacation to Hawaii.
"Mine, too," I said. She put the picture down, turned and wrapped her arms around me, giving me the hottest kiss I had experienced since that fateful day four years ago.
"Please, Tom, take me to bed. Make love to me. I've missed you so very, very much and I really need you," she begged. My heart melted and I picked her up and carried her to the master bedroom.
"Oh my," she said when I set her down. "You have been working out, haven't you?"
"Yeah," I said as I began to undress. Soon, our clothes were off and we fell onto the bed, holding each other tight. Our first coupling was frantic, but enjoyable. After I exploded inside her, we held each other tight and made love, slowly, exploring each other's bodies.
"I needed this so much," she said as I held her in my arms.
"I did too," I said. "You sure you don't need to get home tonight?"
"I am home," she said, kissing me softly. "That is, if that's alright with you."
"Let's take it one day at a time," I said.
"Fair enough," she said.
"And for the record, I do not, and absolutely will not, share," I said. She smiled and kissed me deeply.
"Good," she said. "Neither do I." We fell asleep wrapped around each other in my new king-sized bed. And for the record, yes, she's still as good as she was when we were 19.
...
Fade to black...
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Derek Smith sat in the heated outdoor area of the small pub in his usual seat, nursing his beer as he thought about the current state of his life. He would liked to have been inside, but the 14-year-old smoking ban prevented that, much to his chagrin. At least he wasn't in Manchester anymore, where even this was no longer allowed, he thought.
Having completed his twice-weekly run to London, a task that took up much of his day, Derek was on his way home from work. He was able to schedule the drive south at night so he could avoid much of the traffic on the M1. Early the next morning, he would return after a few hours sleep, but it still took a lot out of him. After making the three-and-a-half hour trip back north, he turned his vehicle over to the dispatcher and headed home, stopping for a pint and a smoke on the way.
Thanks mostly to his wife of six years, Cynthia, who worked in the clerical section of the company, Derek began driving for Acme UK about five years ago, He thought about his life with Cynthia and wondered what would become of them.
He had known the feisty redhead for most of his life, and the two of them fell in love during their final year in school. While Cynthia went to university, he got a job driving for another local company. They married after she graduated, and she was recruited to work at Acme. A year later, she suggested he drive for Acme, so he put in his application.
He was offered the position at the interview and was shocked when they offered him three times what he had been making for the same work. The only thing that concerned him was the 10-year employment contract. He had never heard of such a thing, but figured that having job security for at least the next ten years was worth it. Cynthia told him the main company in the States usually had their employees sign on for life -- something they had picked up from the Japanese. So he signed on.
Between what the two of them now made, they were able to buy a home in Sheffield. Granted, it was a bit small, but it was fairly new and decked out with all the modern appliances. It also had a fairly nice garden, which he liked. Better yet, it was closer to where they worked.
Having been born and raised in Manchester, it took him a bit to get used to the dialect in Sheffield, but he eventually got the hang of it. Things were going well for them and they even discussed starting a family.
That got put on hold about three months ago, however, when Cynthia announced she was being considered for something called the Executive Support Team. He had never heard of that, so he asked her about it. Her answers were, to say the very least, vague.
"As the name implies, it's a team that provides support to the company's executives," she said.
"But what kind of support?" he asked.
"Well, whatever the executives need to get their job done." Realizing he wasn't going to get a straight answer from her, he dropped it. But he still had concerns. Then, about a month later, she came home and announced that she had been accepted.
"Not only do I get a major rise in pay, but so do you," she exclaimed.
"Me?" he asked. "I'm glad to hear that, but why would I get a rise for your promotion?"
"As compensation," she said. "The job requires a fair bit of travel, so this is the company's way of thanking you for my time away from home."
"How much travel are you going to be doing?"
"It could be extensive, depending on the projects," she said. "In fact, I'll be in London for training for three weeks. I'm scheduled to go down this Friday."
"Three weeks? That's an awful long time," he said.
"There's a lot to learn," she said.
"Well, I do have my runs to London. Maybe I can swing by and we can see each other for a bit while I'm there," he said. She shook her head.
"I'm sorry, sweetheart, but I'm afraid that won't be possible. I've been told the training is quite rigorous, and the company doesn't want me to have any distractions," she said.
"Oh," he said, disappointed. "What about weekends?"
"The schedule is quite full," she said. "Especially weekends."
"I see. Will you at least be able to ring me now and again?" he asked, not liking what she had told him.
"I'll do what I can. I've been told that I won't be allowed to carry my mobile everywhere, but I should be able to call you once a week," she said.
"Once a week? That's it? That's crazy," he exclaimed.
"I'm sorry, dear. Those are the rules. There's nothing I can do about it," she said.
"Yes, there is," he told her. "You can refuse the assignment."
"No, I can't do that," she said. "I've already been accepted onto the team. If I tell them no, we could lose everything and end up on Antarctica or something."
"I don't like it," he said. "Not one damn bit."
"I know, and I understand," she said softly. "I don't like it either, but it'll be okay. Trust me. You do trust me, don't you?"
"Yeah, I trust you," he said, taking her in his arms. "I just don't like being away from you. You're my life and I love you, you know that?"
"I know, and you're mine as well. I love you too and I'll make it up to you. Promise," she said.
Those were the hardest three weeks of his life. Cynthia did contact him -- one time each week for a five-minute chat -- hardly long enough to say anything of any merit. Yes, he liked seeing the extra money in his pay, but that hardly made up for the empty bed he slept in every night.
Nor did it make up for the lonely weekends. Bored and despondent, he went to Meadowhall, a massive shopping center just north of the city center, and window-shopped for a bit, stopping long enough to grab a burrito at a restaurant in the Lower Oasis Dining Quarter.
Cynthia finally returned home after her three week stint in London. She seemed invigorated by the experience, but he also noticed some changes. For starters, her pubic area was completely shaved, something she had never done before. She practically jumped on his face that night in bed, grinding her wet, shaved crotch on him as he ate her out.
He also noticed a difference when he entered her. She seemed more lubricated than before, but there was something else -- she didn't feel quite as tight as she did before her three-week trip. She rode him hard that night, almost as if she was out to fuck him to death. After he came inside her, she got on all fours and for the first time ever, offered her ass to him.
"Fuck my ass, baby," she moaned. "Make me yours." He thought she was already his, but he wasn't about to deny her. She produced a tube of lube, which he happily used at her direction. He was afraid he might hurt her with his somewhat larger-than-average cock, so he took it slow and easy. But she wanted none of that.
"Do me, hard and fast," she said. "Fuck me good and hard." He couldn't help but wonder what happened to make her this way, but he didn't complain and did as she asked until he filled her with his seed.
"What got into you?" he asked as they lay in each other's arms afterward.
"Are you complaining?" she asked with a sly smile.
"Not at all. I've just never seen you like this before," he said.
"I've missed you so much," she said. "And I wanted my return to be special for you."
"It's certainly that," he said. For the next couple weeks, Cynthia seemed to be gone more than she was home. He had no idea what she was doing, and she volunteered nothing of substance. Then one day, she came home and informed him they were invited to an executive dinner that night at the home of Graeme Barton, the CEO of Acme UK.
"I'm invited as well?" he asked, somewhat surprised to hear the CEO would invite a lorry driver to an executive function.
"Of course," she said. "I hope you don't mind, but I took the liberty of renting a dinner jacket for you."
"You rented a dinner jacket?" he asked.
"Of course. I've been buying clothes for you for six years now. I think I know all your measurements," she said, palming his crotch with a wicked smile. "Now, why don't you go take a shower and start getting ready. We need to be there at 6:30." He smiled back.
"On my way," he said. He showered, dressed in the dinner jacket she rented for him and gasped when he saw the tiny black dress she wore. It was backless and the front was held up by a strap that went around her neck. It was quite short, revealing her beautiful long legs.
"You look good enough to eat," he said. "Why don't we stay home and I'll just eat you instead." She smiled at that.
"Down, boy," she said. "Maybe later, if you're really good." They left and drove to Graeme's large home. He was amazed at the sheer size of the place. Handing the keys to a valet, he escorted Cynthia inside, where they were met by a large muscular man, also dressed in a dinner jacket. Derek recognized him straight away as Graeme Barton.
"Mr. Smith," he said with a warm smile. "I'm so glad you and your lovely wife could join us tonight," he told Derek as they shook hands. "Please, come in and make yourself at home."
"Thank you, Mr. Barton," Derek said. "It's a pleasure to meet you, sir."
"Oh please, call me Graeme," the CEO said. They entered the large room, where several executives had already gathered with what Derek assumed were their spouses. A somewhat tall, attractive woman appearing to be in her mid-30s walked up to them.
"Cynthia, it's so good to see you again, darling," she said with a smile. "And this must be your husband," she said, turning to Derek. "I've heard so much about you. It's a pleasure to finally make your acquaintance," she added, extending her hand. He took her hand and shook it.
"Derek, this is Jan Stein," Cynthia said. "She's the head of the Executive Support Team and one of my mentors in London."
"It's a pleasure to meet you, Ms. Stein," he said with a smile.
"Please, call me Jan," she said, returning his smile. "Oh, I believe dinner is being served," she said, looking off to the side. Derek and Cynthia saw the others going into another room and followed them. Sitting down at their assigned places, they enjoyed the food that had been set in front of them. When the meal was finished, everyone stood.
"I think it's time we all got to know the newest member of the Executive Support Team a little better," Graeme announced to the group. Everyone smiled and began leaving the room. Cynthia turned to leave and Derek turned to join her, but Graeme held him back.
"Mr. Smith," he said quietly. "Or may I call you Derek?"
"Derek is fine, sir," he said.
"Derek, then. Why don't you join me in my study for a moment." Derek looked up and saw Cynthia looking back at him. She nodded her head and turned to continue where she was going. Confused, Derek turned back to Graeme.
"Alright," he said. The two men went into another room and Derek closed the door when they were inside.
"This won't take long, Derek," Graeme said. "I feel that it's time to fill you in on what is happening here tonight. As you know, your wife is the newest member of the Executive Support Team."
"I already know that, Mr. Barton," Derek said.
"Do you know what it is the team does, Derek?" Graeme asked.
"Cynthia said it's to provide whatever support the executives need."
"Indeed. But there's more to it than that. She will provide whatever services the executives need -- or desire, if you know what I mean. And she will provide those services at any time, day or night."
"I'm not following you, sir," Derek said.
"Derek, you're a smart man. I'm sure you can figure out what services your wife will be providing. In fact, she's getting ready to... service... the executives right now. They're just waiting for my arrival. As CEO, I reserve the right to be first in line, so to speak," he said. As Derek listened, it hit him what Cynthia was expected to do. He looked at Graeme, shocked.
"Wait. You're going to have sex with my wife?" he asked.
"Of course," Graeme said. "And so are the others. When we're finished here, we'll take her with us to some of our satellite locations and introduce her to the executives there. We may decide to tour some of the facilities on the mainland." Derek looked at him, his anger building. He clenched his fists.
"You can't do that," Derek said.
"It's too late," Graeme said. "Your wife has already consented to this."
"You mean, she knew about this from the beginning?"
"Of course she knew. I know this is a bit of a shock to you, and I understand how you feel. That's why we've authorized an additional raise in your salary. The board has also agreed to pay your Council taxes for as long as your wife services us," Graeme said.
That was only around 1,800 pounds a year. Sure, 1,800 pounds was 1,800 pounds, but looking at the opulence of Barton's mansion, it seemed a mere pittance compared to what he was expected to give up. Part of Derek's dazed mind knew he would never sell Cynthia's virtue for any amount, but looking around, the 1800 pound per annum sum was like adding insult to injury.
"What if I decide to get a divorce?"
"That would be most unwise, Derek," Graeme said. "For both you and Cynthia."
"Why? Would you sack us?" Graeme snickered at that.
"No, your employment contract precludes that. But I assure you that after the two of you arrive at your new posts, you would wish we sacked you. Besides, there are other considerations. A lot of bad things can happen on the M1, especially at night. And there's also the possibility that items may go missing from your load. Perhaps end up in your home, or in your mother's flat in Manchester." The large black man looked at Graeme, shocked. "Yes, I know you visit your mother there periodically. A rather remarkable woman, if I do say so myself."
Derek agreed with Graeme's assessment of his mother. She arrived in England as a young girl in the 1950s when her parents emigrated from the Caribbean. They worked in the mills in Lancashire and saved up enough so she could attend university, the first of their family to get a higher education. That's where she met her husband, and the two of them settled down in Manchester where they raised their family. And now, this bastard was threatening her. He felt his blood boil and his face burned with anger.
"You'd stitch my mother and me up? Just so you could shag my wife?" Derek asked, ready to pound the older white man's face into pudding.
"Only with great reluctance," Graeme said. "On the other hand, you are one of our best drivers. You could very easily be promoted. Perhaps to a lead driver's position, or maybe to a shift supervisor's slot. I understand one will be opening up soon. It's up to you." Suddenly, he smiled and changed his tone. "Look, Derek. I know how you feel. Believe me, I do. I understand how difficult this will be for you. But Jan tells me your wife was one of her most enthusiastic students. She's in very good hands. We'll take good care of her. And we'll have her back to you in a fortnight... or so."
"A... fortnight?" Derek asked.
"Or so," Graeme added. "Listen, if it's any consolation, the women of the EST are very highly regarded and treated with the utmost care. If it weren't for them, the executives wouldn't be as motivated and sharp as they are. And their husbands are also very highly regarded by the company as well. You have nothing to worry about."
"Can I at least say goodbye to her?" Derek asked.
"I'm afraid that wouldn't be wise, Derek." The door opened and three very large men in dark suits came into the room. "Listen, why don't you go with these very nice gentlemen. They'll escort you to the door. Your car is already waiting for you. Go on home, relax, have a nice hot cup of tea. Stiff upper lip and all that, you know."
Derek thought about rushing the men, grabbing Cynthia and running out of the house with her, but after looking closer at the very large security men, he reconsidered.
"Can you have her contact me every once in a while, to let me know that she's doing okay?" Derek asked.
"She won't have access to her mobile most of the time. But we'll have her send a postcard or a video from time to time if you wish."
"That's very... considerate of you," Derek said somewhat sarcastically.
"It's the least we can do," Graeme said, apparently paying no regard to Derek's sarcasm. "Now, if you don't mind, something has come up and I need to see to it. Go on now, go home. There's a good lad," he said, dismissing Derek with a slap on the back. The large security men looked at Derek without any expression and motioned for him to walk out the door. He left the office, one guard on either side and another behind him. He got to the front door and was practically pushed into the night air. Numb, he got into his car and went home.
That was 18 days ago. Since then, he received three post cards from Cynthia and a video by email. The email was short and to the point: "I'm doing fine, no worries. I'll be home when I can get there. Luv U, Cyn."
The video, however, was a different matter. It was more than two hours long and appeared to a compilation of her sexual exploits with the executives. He watched as Cynthia took on multiple men, sometimes two or three at a time. None of them used protection and all of them ejaculated inside her.
She seemed to love the attention they gave her and she gave back just as enthusiastically. He watched as she took on three men at once, with a cock in her shaved pussy, a cock in her ass and a cock in her mouth. When they ejaculated inside her, more men came forward for their turn.
She also seemed to develop a taste for women, and watched as she performed oral sex with Jan, who also serviced some of the executives. Derek was devastated, hurt and humiliated. How could Cynthia do this to him? He considered seeing a lawyer several times, but remembered what Graeme told him.
He continued running his routes, and took on extra time to keep from going to an empty house that no longer had any meaning to him. Then today, as he was filling his lorry with diesel in London, he was approached by three members of the Security Services -- a woman with an Irish accent and two men, one of whom had a distinctive American accent. Since when did British Security Services hire Americans, he wondered.
They asked him questions about the company, questions about his job and questions about Cynthia's "work." He answered in mostly general terms, not wanting to piss off anyone from MI5 or MI6 and not wanting to inadvertently provide too much information about the company. Becoming a target for the Security Services was the last thing he needed. Of course, he had no idea where Cynthia was or how long she would be gone.



They seemed to accept what he told them and left. Nervous, he finished filling the tank and jumped on the motorway heading north. He looked in his rear view mirror and thought he saw a vehicle following him. Nerves? Paranoia? Perhaps. But he wasn't about to take any chances and give them a reason to target him.
The drive back north was long and nerve-wracking -- even more so than usual. He kept a lookout for cars following him, unusual clicks or hums on his phone, or other hints that Graeme's goons or the security people were keeping an eye on him. By now, he realized that he is very much on probation and understands that THEY want to know if he will cause... trouble.
They probably figure if he lays down and gets walked on over Cynthia's first "assignment," that he had basically accepted being a "cuckold" for the company. Fat chance of that happening, he snorted. But what can I do?
He finally got back to the yard and turned the lorry in. His next order of business -- a beer at his favorite pub. He thought he saw a car follow him, and noticed that it parked across the street from the pub. Whoever they are, let them waste their time following me, he thought.
He got out of his car, went inside where he used the loo and ordered a pint of his favorite brew. Then he went outside where he could enjoy a smoke in peace.
He was brought back to reality by the sound of a man's voice.
"'Scuse me, pardner. Mind if I join ye?" the man asked. He looked up to see a tall, lanky man in western clothing, complete with a floor-length duster and a beat-up western hat. He looked like a character straight out of an old American western movie. Gobsmacked, he had a difficult time forming a response for a few moments.
"Yeah, sure. It's a free country," he said, wondering why the man chose this table, since most of the others were empty. The man sat down, placing a pint of beer on the table.
"Mind if I... smoke?" the man asked in a thick Texas accent.
"Not at all," Derek said, trying to get used to the man's strange accent. He had heard Texas accents before in the movies, but that was nothing compared to actually hearing it come out of someone's mouth. He couldn't help but wonder if the man carried a six-gun as well. Or two. The man pulled out a pack of cigarettes, took one for himself, then offered one to Derek. He looked at the pack and saw it was simply marked, "JOP."
"Go on, it ain't gonna bite ye," the man said with a smile. "Mah own special blend. Worked on it for years before I finally got it right." Derek slowly took the offered cigarette. He had never smoked an American cigarette before and wondered for a moment if it was safe. The man pulled a match out of a small box, scratched it on his jeans and held it up for Derek. After he lit his cigarette, the man lit his own and took a long draw.
"Ain't nothing quite like a good beer and a smoke to end the day," he said. He took a long swallow from the mug and set it back on the table. "Not bad. Barkeep says it's a local brew. Name's Peace, by the way. Justice O. Peace. Mah friends call me Eli," he said, holding out a hand. Derek took it and shook the man's hand. He started to introduce himself but Justice stopped him.
"Let me guess," the cowboy said. "You be a Derek Smith, am I right?"
"Yeah," Derek said. "How did you know?" He saw the star on Justice's shirt and wondered if the man was a police officer. "Are you a policeman or something?" Justice smiled at that.
"Nah. I was a lawman once. Long time ago. Rode with some of the best," he said. "You look like a good man, Derek. Decent, honest, hard-working, put yer family first. Been driving for Acme what, five years now?"
"Yeah," Derek said. "You sure you're not with MI5 or something?" Justice laughed out loud at that.
"Not even close, pardner. I work for a much... higher authority. I can tell a lot about a feller just by looking at his eyes. And you look like a man with something gainin' on him. What's gainin' on you, Derek Smith? I bet it's a woman, ain't it?" he asked. "And not just any woman." Derek looked at him.
"How'd you know that? What are you on about?" he asked, surprised. And what did he mean, something's "gaining" on him?
"I seen that look hundreds of times in hundreds of men over the years," Justice said. "It's yer wife, ain't it?" Derek looked down, embarrassed. "No need to feel shame, son. You ain't the first it's happened to, and ah reckon you won't be the last." Derek looked at Justice before responding.
"It bloody well shouldn't have happened at all," he said angrily.
"Yer right, it shouldn't," Justice said. "But it has, hasn't it. And worse yet, the sidewinder who did it to ya bushwhacked ya, didn't he? Made it so ya couldn't even set things right."
"Yeah," Derek said. "You see that in my eyes, too?"
"Partly. I've had dealings with these snakes before. Thought we done cleared them out. Reckon we didn't," Justice said.
"You've dealt with Acme before?" Derek asked.
"Yep. Darn near two years ago. Course, that was before the company broke up, sold off most of its international holdings. You wanna know the worst part?"
"What's that?"
"It was over the same thing you're going through right now," Justice said.
"They've done this before?" Derek asked.
"Sure have," Justice said. "Ah thought they'd have learned their lesson. Reckon they didn't. So, what do you say? You up to making things right?" Derek looked at the cowboy and saw sheer determination in his face.
"Yeah," he said. "I'm up to it."
"Good," Justice said with a smile. "Don't you worry about a thing, pardner. We'll get yer situation under control before ye know it," he said as he stood up. Derek looked up at him.
"Why me?" he asked.
"Why not you?" Justice asked. "Yer one of God's children, ain't ya?" Derek remembered how his mother used to take him and his sister to church every Sunday. He hadn't gone to church since he married Cynthia, however.
"I'd like to think so," he said. "But I haven't been to church in years."
"That don't matter none," Justice said. "It's what's in yer heart, not where you plant yer rear end on Sunday morning. All God's children deserve justice. Don't you agree? Besides, a friend of mine asked me to do a favor."
"Who was that?" Derek asked.
"Don't worry. You'll meet him soon enough," Justice said. "Reckon I'd better get going. I'll be in touch." He smiled as the strange man tipped his hat, then turned and walked away. Derek watched the tall man walk away before taking another sip of his beer.
A few seconds later, he thought he heard the man yell, "Hiyah" followed by the sound of hoofbeats. He looked around but didn't see anything and no one else seemed to notice the sounds. Maybe I'm hallucinating things now, he thought. What the bloody hell is going on? He finished his beer and left the pub for home.
...
About 170 miles south of Sheffield, in a building on the bank of the River Thames, John Smith sat at his desk going over a set of spreadsheets. He was about to call it a day, when Mike McGregor, one of his teammates, tapped on the door.
"Hey, Mike," John said. "What's up?"
"You got a few minutes, mate?" Mike asked.
"I was just getting ready to collect Houston and go home for the day, but I suppose so. What's up?"
"You know that Acme driver we talked to earlier today?" Mike asked.
"Yeah, what about him?"
"Looks like he just made contact with one of your countrymen. Got the whole thing on video," Mike said.
"One of my countrymen? An American?" John asked. "Are you absolutely sure of that?"
"Oh yeah," Mike said.
"Let's go take a look," John said as he got out of his chair. He grabbed his tablet and followed Mike into another room with a large monitor on the wall. An operator sat in a chair along one wall. Roisin Callahan, the team leader, sat at a desk in front of the monitor. She looked up as Mike and John entered the room.
"What have you got?" John asked.
"This," Roisin said, motioning for the operator to start the video from the beginning. After their meeting with Derek Smith earlier that day, two agents followed him back to Sheffield, then to the pub. They captured the encounter with the strange cowboy on high-def video, and managed to get audio, using a parabolic microphone.
The three of them watched the entire meeting between the two men and listened to their conversation. When the encounter was over, Roisin turned to John.
"Any idea who that man is?" she asked. John shook his head.
"No idea," he said. Roisin put a video capture of the man's upper body on the monitor.
"Facial recognition can't get a lock on any of his features," she said. "We've reached out to see if anyone by that name or fitting that description entered the UK recently, but so far, there's nothing."
"What's that on his chest?" John asked.
"Looks like a badge of some sort," Roisin said.
"Can we zoom in on that?" Roisin turned to the operator and the image zoomed in close to the badge. The operator made a few clicks with his mouse and the image began to come into focus. They saw a round badge with a star in the middle. The word, "Texas" was inscribed at the top and the word, "Ranger" ran along the bottom. In the middle of the star was "Co. B."
"Texas Ranger?" Mike asked. "He's a bit out of his jurisdiction, isn't he?"
"I'll say," Roisin quipped. John opened his tablet and did a quick search. When he found what he was looking for, he showed it to Roisin and Mike. "What's this?" Roisin asked.
"That badge he's wearing isn't a modern Ranger badge," John said. "That one looks to be from the late 1800s. Modern badges look like this," he said, pointing to the image on his laptop. "Do me a favor and zoom in on his face," he added. The operator complied and they looked at the enlarged face on the screen.
Something about this face and the name "Justice O. Peace" nagged at the back of John's mind, but he couldn't quite put the pieces together. Then he remembered something and his face went white. Mike noticed John's reaction.
"You okay, mate?" he asked. "You look like you've just seen a ghost."
"Maybe I have," John said. "Is there more to this video?"
"Yes, there is," the operator said.
"Let's see it," John said. They watched the strange man exit the pub only to vanish. No one on the sidewalk seemed to notice. The three of them looked at each other, shocked.
"What the bloody hell just happened?" Mike asked.
"You didn't see this before?" John asked. Mike shook his head.
"No. We watched to the point where the two of them separated. We didn't go any further," he said.
"What's the time between frames in this video stream?" Roisin asked.
"With this surveillance gear? About a millisecond," the operator said.
"No human can move that fast," Mike said.
"Maybe he's not human," John said, a part of his rational mind not believing he just voiced what some of the others were thinking. "Get me some digital stills, please," he told the operator. "As high-def as you can." The operator nodded his head and set about capturing the best images he could, saving them as digital files.
"What are you thinking?" Roisin asked.
"I'd like to send these images to my boss at Alpha Sector. If there's any information to be found on this guy, they'll either have it or they can get it. With your permission, of course, Roisin," John said. Roisin thought for a moment and looked back at the monitor. She finally nodded her head.
"Do it, John," she said. When John got the image files, he composed a quick email to his boss in the States, Regis Carlisle. Once the secure email was gone, he closed his tablet down.
Later that evening, as John and his wife, Houston, basked in the afterglow of their lovemaking, John's tablet dinged, letting him know he just received an email. He picked it up and saw it was an email from Regis, also known as "Alpha One." The email was addressed to him, Mike and Roisin.
"Plan for secure Skype briefing on subject 'Justice' to be held at 8:30 am tomorrow your time -- R."
He responded, and saw replies from both Roisin and Mike. He shut down the tablet and wondered what Regis had found.
"What was that?" Houston asked.
"We have a Skype briefing with Alpha One at 8:30 in the morning," John said. "This ought to be good."
...
Derek was still in a state of shock that night when he went to bed. Who was that strange man he met earlier? Really? He finally fell into a fitful sleep, and woke up when his mobile buzzed at 2:45 am. He looked and saw it was a text from Cynthia.
"I'll be home later this evening," she wrote. "Luv U. Miss U." He snorted as he read the message, then tossed the phone back on the nightstand without responding. Yeah, right, he thought to himself.
...
At the same time, about half a world away on a ranch in Texas, Amos and Danni Jones had just finished bathing their two young children and were dressing them in their pajamas for the night when they heard a knock at the door.
"Would you go get that, please?" Danni asked her husband.
"Sure," Amos said, giving his pregnant wife a kiss as he got up. He went to the door and saw his grandfather standing on the porch.
"Grandpa, come on in," he said. "You know you don't ever need to knock." Eli smiled as he hugged his grandson.
"Well, I jes' like to be polite," he said. Just then, two bundles of joy came running into the room in their pajamas, having heard the distinctive voice of their Grandpa Eli. Danni followed them into the front room.
"Grampa!" they exclaimed, holding up their arms. Eli smiled as he scooped up the two young children.
"Well, ah see yer getting' ready for bed. Reckon yer momma would let me tell ye a bedtime story?" Eli drawled.
"Of course," Danni said with a smile. Eli smiled back as he saw the pregnant woman.
"Ah see yer about to have another young'un," Eli said, giving Amos a wink.
"Yeah," Danni said. "You'd better talk to your grandson about that," she added with a smile. Eli laughed and bounced the youngsters already in his arms.
"Story, grampa, story, please?" the young boy, William, begged.
"Of course," Eli said as he made his way to their bedroom. "Have ah ever tol' ya about Bill McDonald? Why, he was one of the most famous Texas Ranger Captains of all time. Rode with him fer a spell. He's the one who gave me this badge, in fact," he added, showing them the Ranger badge he always wore.
"After the Brownsville Raid of 1906, it was said that he'd charge Hell with a bucket of water if he had to," he said. The children's eyes grew wide as they listened to their grandfather.
"Wow," William said. "What happened to him, Grandpa?"
"Well, he died of pneumonia in Wichita Falls in 1918. You know what they put on his gravestone?"
"No, what?"
"Something he once tol' me. 'No man in the wrong can stand up against a fella that's in the right and keeps on a-comin'.' Ah never forgot that. Don't you ever forget that either," Eli said.
"I won't, Grandpa," William said. Eli nodded his head.
"Now, you two close yer eyes and git to sleep, y'hear me?"
"Yes, Grandpa," the youngster said. The girl, Elizabeth, smiled and held out her arms.
"I love you, Grandpa," she said. He smiled and hugged her, giving her a kiss on her forehead.
"And I love you too, sweet pea," he said.
"I love you too, Grandpa," William echoed. Eli hugged him and kissed him on the forehead as well.
"Ah love you, too, son," he said with a smile. "Maybe next time I'll git here a bit earlier and we can all go fishin', okay?" The kids smiled and nodded their heads. Eli got up and left the room to join Amos and Danni. Amos met him with a bottle of beer and the three of them stepped onto the back porch, where the two men lit up a cigarette.
"So, what's going on, Grandpa?" Amos asked.
"You remember that incident with Acme about two years ago?" Eli asked.
"Yeah, we remember," Danni said.
"Well, it looks like they're up to their old tricks again," Eli told them.
"I thought they broke up, sold off most of their holdings," Danni said.
"They did," Eli said. "'Cept one of their overseas branches is still operating." Danni and Amos exchanged glances. They never forgot that incident two years ago.
"Anything I can do to help, Grandpa?" Amos asked.
"Not right now, son," Eli said. "'Sides, ah don't think them Brits would appreciate you bringing that Winchester of yers."
"That didn't stop us back then in Albania," Amos said.
"That was a different situation, son," Eli said. He looked at Danni before continuing. "You reckon there's anything you can do? Legal-like?" Danni shook her head before speaking.
"I'm afraid not, Grandpa," she said. "I don't know anything about British law. And even if I did, I doubt anyone there would listen to anything I'd have to say."
"Ah was afraid of that," Eli said.
"I'm sorry, Grandpa, you know I'd do whatever I could to help," she said.
"Ah know, Danni," he said.
"I can ask around. Maybe someone can make some inquiries for me," she said. Eli nodded his head.
"Anything will help. Much obliged," he said. "Now, tell me about mah newest grandchild."
...
The next morning, John, his wife, Houston, Roisin, Mike and Ross Carter, Roisin's supervisor, gathered in a briefing room that included a large monitor on the wall. The secure Skype connection had been made, and the craggy face of Regis Carlisle, John and Houston's superior in the States, appeared on the screen. He peered at the group through his one good eye before speaking.
"Well, about damn time you woke up," he said with a grin.
"Good morning, boss," John said.
"Good morning, Alpha One," Ross said. "Did you have any luck with that info John sent yesterday?"
"As a matter of fact, we did," Regis said. "I take it you had no luck with the facial recognition?"
"None whatsoever," Roisin said. "There's also no record of his entry into the UK."
"I'm not surprised," Regis said. "We had no luck with facial recognition, either. However, our team expanded their search and they came across something very... interesting."
"Interesting? How, boss?" John asked.
"It seems, John, you and your team has managed to get photo evidence of a man who's supposedly been dead since about 1864," Regis said. John and the others were shocked at that revelation.
"That's impossible," Roisin said.
"Ordinarily, I'd agree with you," Regis said. "Our team decided to match the images you gave us with archived photos. We found two matches. The first is dated in the 1860s, during the Civil War. The second is dated 1892. It seems your photo is the first time his face has been captured in more than 120 years."
"So, who is he?" Ross asked.
"If what we found is accurate, his name is, or was, Elijah Jones. He served in the 8th Regiment of Indiana Cavalry. He made Sergeant shortly before he was shot dead during Sherman's March to the Sea," Regis said. "Here's the first photo."
An image of the man filled the screen. John remembered seeing the image once before, after reading about a new historical site opening up in Texas. There was no question the man in the photo was the same man they had seen the previous day. That's where John had seen the man's face.
"You said there's another photo," John said.
"Yes, this one is dated 1892," Regis said. The screen showed a group of men on horseback, all of whom wore a badge. A circle was drawn around one of the men.
"What's this?" Mike asked.
"Texas Rangers," Regis said. "To be precise, it's Company B, Frontier Battalion, commanded by Captain William Jesse McDonald, one of the most famous Ranger captains in history. The man circled is our guy Jones. Although he used a different name, the man circled in the photo is definitely him. To the best of my knowledge, this is the last photo of him -- before yours."



"How is this even possible?" Ross asked.
"I wish I could answer that, Ross," Regis said. "Let me fill you all in on something. For some time, I've heard rumors of someone like this showing up out of nowhere, then disappearing. Nothing official, mind you, but I've heard enough to catch my attention. For years, I wrote them off as wild-eyed conspiracies, ghost stories or old wives tales. Now, with this photo and video, I don't know what to think."
"Can you think of any way to possibly track this man down?" Ross asked.
"As a matter of fact, I can," Regis said. "About a year ago, the State of Texas opened a new historical site -- the Jones Adobe. It's an old adobe house out in the middle of nowhere that dates back to the 1840s. The first picture I showed you is displayed there, along with parts of his wife's journal. It turns out the woman who helped make that happen is a lawyer named Danni Jones. She's married to a descendant of Elijah Jones and lives in Texas with their two children."
"Interesting," Roisin said. "Would it be possible to read that journal you spoke of?"
"Sure," Regis said. "Since the state made that old house a landmark, the journal was published by the family at the insistence of the state historical society. You can get your own copy on Amazon if you want. There's something else you should know about Mrs. Jones."
"What's that?" Ross asked.
"She's the attorney who played a major role in taking Acme Enterprises down two years ago," Regis said.
"I see," Ross said, his interest piqued. "Well, then, it seems to me that an interview with this Mrs. Jones would be in order. Wouldn't you agree, Regis?"
"I would," Regis said. "But I am curious about something."
"What's that?" Ross asked.
"What is your interest in Acme, anyway?" Regis asked.
"We have reason to believe Acme played a role in the development of the compound used against John last year," Roisin said. Regis nodded his head.
"I see," Regis said.
"Roisin, I'd like for the four of you to pay a visit to this Mrs. Jones in Texas," Ross said. "Straight away. We need to get to the bottom this."
"Yes, sir," she said. Ross turned back to Regis.
"Thank you, Regis," he said.
"You're welcome, Ross," the one-eyed man said in response. "Keep me in the loop, Roisin."
"Of course," she said before the connection ended.
...
Derek arrived home and wasn't surprised to see that Cynthia hadn't arrived. He washed up and made dinner for himself, a mutton curry recipe his mother had shown him some years before. He was halfway through his meal when he heard the door open. Looking up, he saw Cynthia walking into the house, dragging her luggage behind her. He turned back to his dinner.
"I'm home," she announced. "Oh my, that smells good. I'm famished." She came toward him, her arms spread wide to hug him. He put his hand up and stopped her. She looked at him, surprised.
"You reek," he said. She recoiled at that.
"I showered earlier," she said.
"I can still smell them on you," he said in a cold, hard voice. She stepped back and looked at him, surprised. She tried to change the subject.
"That curry smells wonderful. Is there enough left for me?"
"I only made enough for myself," he said. "You weren't home and I've gotten rather used to cooking for one lately. But you can have the rest of mine. I've lost my appetite."
"Let me just put my things away first," she said, grabbing her luggage. He watched her make her way to the master bedroom and knew she would be back in less than a minute. She was, and she didn't look amused.
"Why is the bedroom door locked?" she asked.
"Because you no longer sleep there," he said. "I've put your things in the second bedroom. That's where you'll stay from now on."
"What? Why?" she asked.
"Simple," he said. "I've never bedded a whore in my entire life and I'm not about to start now." She recoiled at that.
"Whore? Is that how you see me now?" she asked.
"You fuck other men for money," he said. "Isn't that the textbook definition of whore? The only real difference between you and the slags on the street is your clientele. There's no telling what's swimming around inside you right now and I'm not taking any chances."
"I'll have you know all of the executives are clean, and we're required to be tested on a regular basis. I can even show you my most recent test results if that will make you happy," she said, indignant that her husband would think of her as a common tart on the street.
"And that's supposed to make me feel better?" he asked. "You DO know there are some things that don't show up on those tests for weeks or months, don't you? And I know from the video you sent me that none of those executives used any protection whatsoever."
"You watched that?" she asked.
"I did. And I almost threw up. What the hell were you thinking sending that to me?" he asked.
"Jan said I should send it so you'd know that I'm being properly tended to," she said softly. "She said all husbands enjoy seeing their wives get screwed by other men. She assured me you would enjoy it."
"She did, did she? Well, she's an idiot. I didn't enjoy it. It was all I could do to keep from destroying my computer," he said. "Tell me something. Why are you home after all this time? Really?"
"My period is starting up, and," she began before he interrupted her.
"And of course, we can't have the good executives of Acme UK screwing their whore while she's menstruating, can we?" he asked bitterly. "Get out of my sight. You make me sick to my stomach."
"Derek, please," she began.
"GO!" he shouted, pointing to the bedroom doors. Sobbing, she flew back to the second bedroom and slammed the door. He grabbed a beer from the refrigerator, opened it and sat down in his recliner to watch some television. That went well, he thought. Not...
Cynthia took a shower in the second bathroom and came back into the front room, wearing a pair of jeans and a t-shirt. She made herself a cup of tea and came into the front room, where she sat on the couch.
"What are you watching?" she asked.
"I don't know. Nothing, really. Why?"
"Can we talk?" she asked. "Without you calling me names or yelling at me?" He turned at looked at her before answering.
"I suppose," he said. "Depends on what you have to say."
"I've missed you so much," she said.
"I can tell, from all the cards, letters, emails and phone calls," he said sarcastically.
"I'm sorry about that. I was under strict orders not to contact you very much," she said.
"And if they ordered you to jump off the top of a very high building, would you do that as well?" he asked.
"You don't understand. They kept me going morning, noon, and night. I really didn't have any choice in the matter," she said.
"Yes, you did," he told her. "There was nothing that said you had to join that team. You knew what it was all about, didn't you?"
"Yes," she said quietly.
"So why did you do it?" he asked.
"Money. Excitement. The chance for us to get ahead for once in our lives," she said. "You have no idea how exciting it was meeting so many important people, knowing that I'm making a direct contribution to the advancement of the company's interests."
"Even at the cost of our own?" he asked. "We talked about starting a family, remember?"
"Yes, I do," she said.
"Well, you can pretty much forget that now," he said.
"Are you going to... divorce me?" she asked sadly.
"Graeme made it very clear to me that would not be a wise move," he said. "So no, I won't be seeing a solicitor for the time being."
"Thank you for that," she said. "I do love you, you know."
"Don't thank me. If it were up to me, you'd already be gone," he said. "But we are finished nevertheless. I've been told not to seek a divorce. But there's nothing that says I have to accept what you are doing. And there's nothing that says I have to be more than civil to you. You are welcome to stay here if you must. But that's it. When do you plan to leave next?"
"I'll be here for about four days, then I'm leaving again. I've been told we're going to Paris, Rome and other places. I'll be gone for about a month."
"A month. Do me a favor and leave your rings when you go. I'll not have you sully them any more than you already have," he said.
"And that's it, then? We're through? Just like that?" she asked as tears started falling down her face.
"Just like that," he said, turning his attention back to the television.
...
The next day, Derek prepared to jump in the cab of his lorry but was stopped when Jason Bruce came running out of the dispatcher's office.
"Derek, hold up," he said. "There's a big mucky-muck in Dan's office. Says he needs to see you straight away." Derek had a pretty good idea who it was and thought about jumping in the lorry anyway. He thought better of it, and closed the door, following Jason into the office. Sure enough, Graeme Barton was in the office with Dan.
"Dan, give us a few minutes alone, please," Graeme said.
"Sure," Dan said before walking out, giving Derek a strange look. Derek entered the office and sat in the chair Graeme indicated. He closed the door and turned to Derek.
"I received a disturbing phone call from a very distraught young woman," Graeme began when he sat down. "I thought we had an understanding."
"I've kept my end, Mr. Barton," Derek said. "I haven't seen a solicitor and I haven't filed or threatened divorce."
"Cynthia tells me you called her a whore. Refused to let her touch you, kicked her out of your marital bed, forced her to sleep in the second bedroom and basically compared her to a slag," Graeme said.
"If the shoe fits, Mr. Barton," Derek said. Graeme slammed an open hand down on Dan's desk, his face red with anger. Derek looked up at him, his anger rising.
"Dammit, Derek. Your wife is crucial to our operation," Graeme said. "Cynthia is your wife! She deserves to be treated right."
"You're right, Mr. Barton. She's my WIFE, at least on paper. But she's not my woman anymore. She's yours. I don't share. I was never given any consideration in this. You recruited her. She accepted the position. With no input from me," Derek said. "You say she deserves to be treated right, but what about me? What about our marriage? Do you honestly expect me to just accept what you're doing to her?"
"It's part of the job, Derek," Graeme said. "We all have to make sacrifices for the good of the whole."
"Spare me, Mr. Barton," Derek said. "You take her to God-only-knows where, have her screw God-only knows how many men, refuse to let her contact me, then drop her off at my doorstep when she goes on the fucking rag and expect me to nursemaid her just so you can do it again. And you expect me to be happy about it. Not bloody likely."
"I understand you're upset, Derek, I really do," Graeme said. "But it's vital she have a loving and accepting home where she can get rested. She needs your support. And so does the company. I'll do what I can to make sure she stays in touch with you and I'll see what we can do about her schedule. But you need to do your part as well."
"Don't expect me to let her in my bed as long as you're using her," Derek said. "I've got five years left on my term. I won't be renewing my contract, and I will divorce her when my time is up."
"Is that your final word on the subject?" Graeme asked.
"It is," Derek said.
"Very well," Graeme said. "Just so you know. I expect you to be on your best behavior with Cynthia from now on. No more names. No more disrespect. If I have to address it again, I won't be so understanding." Derek stood up and looked down at Graeme.
"Now, if you'll excuse me, Mr. Barton, I have a tight schedule," Derek said.
"Go on, Derek," Graeme said, nodding his head. He watched the black man walk out of the building and go to his vehicle. Then he pulled out his mobile and made a call.
...
The day after that confrontation, John, Houston, Roisin and Mike pulled into the driveway that led to the Jones house in Texas. They got out of the car and heard four rapid gunshots. Walking around the side of the two-story ranch house, they saw a man with a rifle.
The man placed the butt of the rifle on his thigh and worked the lever four times, firing four shots in rapid succession. They saw four cans fly off the top of the posts where they had been sitting. The man twirled the rifle at his side as he ejected the last shell and looked at his handiwork.
"Damn," Roisin said. The man heard her and turned to face them.
"Can I he'p you folks?" he asked, his rifle in one hand. John approached him first.
"Are you Amos Jones?" he asked.
"I'm Amos Jones," the man said. "And who might you folks be?"
"Special Agent John Smith," John said, holding his credentials. "This is Agent Smith, Roisin Callahan and Mike McGregor, British Security Service."
"Alpha Sector," Amos said, looking at the credentials John held. "Can't say I ever heard of you."
"That's a good thing," John said with a smile.
"And you two are British Security Services?" Amos asked, looking at Roisin and Mike.
"Yes, we are," Roisin said.
"Uh huh," Amos said. "Well, this here's Texas, not Britain. A bit outta your jurisdiction, isn't it?"
"They're part of a joint task force working in collaboration with the U.S. Government," John said. "Is your wife Danni Jones?"
"Yes, she's my wife," Amos said. "Why? Are we in some kinda trouble?"
"No, not at all," John said. "We'd just like to talk to you and your wife for a few minutes about something that came up. Would that be alright?" Amos eyed them all for a few moments before answering.
"I reckon so," he finally said. "Come on inside. Getting a bit warm out here anyway." He motioned for them to go in the house.
"I don't believe I've ever seen anyone shoot like that," Mike said. Amos laughed.
"I reckon not," he said.
"If you don't mind my asking, what kind of a rifle is that, anyway?" Mike asked.
"Winchester. Model 1892 44-40. With a modified lever," Amos said. "A gift from my grandfather."
"You're grandfather?" Mike asked. "Did he teach you to shoot like that?"
"Yup," Amos said. "Maybe one day, I'll get to hand it down to my grandson. That's the way it is in these parts." Amos opened the door and motioned for them to go inside. Roisin was struck by how much Amos looked like the man they saw in Sheffield. He took his hat off and hung it on a hook by the door, then placed the rifle in a gun cabinet, locking it afterward.
"Danni, we got visitors," Amos shouted. They all saw the pregnant woman coming out of the kitchen.
"Special Agent John Smith," John said. "This is Agent Smith, Roisin Callahan and Mike McGregor, British Security Services."
"MI5 or 6?" Danni asked.
"Does it really matter?" Roisin asked, surprised that a Texas housewife might actually know the difference.
"I suppose not," Danni said. "Smith? Are you two married?" Danni asked, looking at John and Houston. They looked at each other and Danni could tell they were. "Isn't that a bit unusual? If not a direct violation of federal guidelines?"
"Special circumstances," Houston said.
"I see," she said. "Well, I just finished up a pitcher of ice-cold lemonade. Would you folks like some?"
"My Danni makes the best fresh-squeezed lemonade this side of the Pecos," Amos said. "Kids and I can't get enough of it."
"As long as it's cold," Roisin said, wiping rivulets of sweat working their way down her face. She couldn't believe people actually lived in this heat. Amos laughed.
"Welcome to Texas, ma'am," he said with a sideways smile. "Have a seat, please." They sat down, but not before Mike spied a partial pack of cigarettes on the fireplace mantel. "JOP" was marked on the white packet. He held it up for the others to see.
"Do you smoke, Mr. Jones?" he asked.
"Now and then," Amos said. "Is that an issue?"
"No, not really. I've just never seen this brand before," Mike said.
"My grandfather rolled those himself," Amos said. "So, what can we do for you folks?" he asked after Danni came back with a tray of glasses. Houston pulled a photo from a folder and handed it to Amos.
"What can you tell us about this man?" she asked. Amos looked at the picture and showed it to Danni. John and Houston observed them carefully. They could see the unspoken communication that took place between the couple as they looked at the picture -- the tiny flickers of expression that a subject betrays in the instant after seeing something was key to telling a lie from the truth, or recognition from clueless.
It was flashing red lights to John's instincts that both of the people before him had not the slightest trace of any discernible reaction. Their coolness spoke volumes of their strength of character. He was getting vibes, BIG vibes; not bad, but big. Roisin and Mike detected the same thing as they watched the couple.
"Where was this taken?" Amos finally asked.
"Sheffield," Roisin said. "It's a city in northern England," she added when he looked up at her.
"Northern England," Amos repeated. "Well, right off, I'd say this fella could use a new hat. Wouldn't you agree, dear?"
"I would say so," Danni said. That didn't seem to sit too well with their guests.
"Mr. Jones," John said. "We already know who this man is. Or rather, was." Amos and Danni looked up, startled. "We know that he's really Elijah Jones, formerly of the 8th Regiment of Indiana Cavalry. He's the same man in that photograph right over there," he added, pointing to the black and white framed photo on one corner table -- a copy of the photo used at the old adobe house.
"Well, I admit the resemblance is uncanny," Amos said. "But you seriously don't expect me to believe a man who was shot dead in 1864 by Confederate soldiers is walking around northern England drinking beer, do you? I've heard some doozies before but that one takes the cake."
"Mr. Jones, that photo has been examined by experts in two countries," Roisin said. "We also have this man on audio."
"You have the voice of a dead man on audio?" Amos said. "Really, now I've heard it all. Maybe you guys ought to start a television show or something."
"Mr. Jones, please, let me remind you that failure to cooperate with federal investigators could see you charged with a crime," John said. Amos looked at Danni, who nodded her head slightly. "We heard this man talk about dealing with Acme once before."
"About two years ago, an Acme compound in Albania was attacked," Mike said. "Before he died, the lone survivor of that attack described a man very similar to the one in this photo. He also described a younger man, firing a rifle very much like you were when we pulled up."
"Shortly after that incident, Acme sold off most of its overseas holdings," John said. "But not before agreeing to a very large settlement with you, Mrs. Jones, and one Mike Bradley."
"Everything about those transactions was legal and above board," Danni said.
"We know," John said. "We just find it interesting that this man referenced Acme, given your history with them."
"So, what do you want from us?" Amos said.
"We want to know what this man is doing in northern England, and why is he interested in Acme," Roisin said.
"Then perhaps you should ask me directly, to mah face, instead of hassling mah grandkids," a disembodied voice said from above them. Startled, they all looked up to see where the voice came from. As they looked, the room darkened and the temperature dropped several degrees. Shadows began to move and finally coalesced in the room directly in front of John and Houston.
They looked up into the face of a larger-than-life western character, his eyes glowing as if on fire. The eyes seemed to cool down and before them stood Eli. John stood up.
"Elijah Jones, I presume," he said. The man nodded his head slowly, never taking his eyes off John. Houston, Roisin and Mike sat transfixed, not sure what to make of this development.



"Reckon so," Eli said. "You have a question for me. Ask it."
"Alright, Mr. Jones," John said. "What is your interest with Acme UK?"
"Justice," Eli said.
"I... don't understand," John said after a few moments. "For what?"
"For taking something that didn't belong to them. For tearing apart something God himself put together," Eli said.
"What authority are you operating under?" Roisin asked. Eli looked at her and his eyes flashed briefly.
"The highest authority, ma'am," he said. "The same one that spoke light into existence. The same one that saw your father's sperm fertilize your mother's egg. The same one that knew you even before you were formed in your mother's womb."
"Are you some kind of an angel?" Mike asked.
"No," Eli said.
"A ghost, maybe?" Roisin asked.
"Hardly," Eli said.
"So, why are you concerned about Derek Smith?" Mike asked.
"Because I asked him to," another voice said. They looked and saw the form of another man appear next to Eli. This man was a bit shorter, stocky, black, with gray hair and a gray goatee, wearing a suit that dated to the early 20th century.
"And who are you?" John asked.
"William Carney of Massachusetts, at your service, sir," the man said with a slight smile. "Formerly Sgt. William Carney of the 54th Massachusetts Colored Infantry Regiment," he added. As they looked, the man changed in front of their eyes. He was now much younger, much thinner, his hair a jet black. He wore the distinctive dark blue uniform of a Union soldier, his broad chevrons prominently displayed on his sleeves. A medal adorned his chest.
"Sgt. Carney was the first of his kind to receive the Medal of Honor," Eli said. "He nearly died during his unit's charge against Fort Wagner in 1863, but he held the colors up and they never touched the ground, despite his wounds."
"His kind? What do you mean?" John asked.
"What you call African-Americans," Eli said. "You know, only 88 African-Americans have ever received that medal out of the nearly 3,500 awarded. Hardly fair, given what they've contributed, the blood they've shed for this country. Don't you agree?"
"What is Derek Smith to you?" Mike asked. The black man appeared as he did before, the young soldier gone.
"Derek's ancestors and mine were related," he said. "They were split up in the early 1800s, before your country abolished slavery in 1833. That happened a lot in those days. My ancestors were taken to Virginia, where I was born in 1840 -- as a slave. Derek's remained in the Caribbean until the 1950s. My family was eventually granted freedom and moved to Massachusetts."
"Does Derek know any of this?" Mike asked. William shook his head.
"Not to my knowledge," he said.
"So you see, I very well couldn't refuse a request of a Medal of Honor recipient," Eli said. "The problem now is that Derek's life is in danger. You see, Acme hasn't learned a thing. They expect him to be a willing cuckold while they use his wife as a whore for their executives. He refuses to submit. And unless something is done, he could end up dead."
"So, now that you know, what are you going to do?" William asked.
"It's not that easy, I'm afraid," Roisin said. "There's procedures to be followed. The right authorities need to be called. We can't just go in with guns blazing."
"In other words, nothing," William said. "Seems nothing ever really changes, does it?" Eli's face changed, and he briefly looked up to the ceiling. He glanced down at William before speaking.
"We've got to go, now," he said. The two of them vanished from the room, leaving the four visitors stunned. Amos and Danni didn't seem to be too surprised by anything that had happened.
"What the bloody hell just happened?" Roisin asked. Amos laughed.
"Welcome to my world," he said. John, Houston, Mike and Roisin slowly sat down, their minds slowly absorbing the events of the last few minutes. How in the hell am I going to report this, John asked himself. After a few minutes of awkward silence, Roisin's mobile buzzed.
"Callahan," she said when she answered the call. "What? When? Are you sure about that? Alright, we're just finishing up here in Texas. We'll be on the first flight back." She ended the call and looked at the others.
"That was Ross," she said. "There's just been a major accident on the M1, south of Sheffield. A lorry seems to have lost control and went down an embankment. An Acme lorry."
"Who was the driver?" Mike asked.
"Derek Smith was the one who signed it out, but..."
"But what?" John asked.
"There was no one in it," she said.
...
Derek opened his eyes and looked around the room, trying to figure out where he was. The last thing he remembered was trying to keep his lorry on the road, but nothing he did seemed to help. Before the vehicle went over the embankment, though, something grabbed him and he became unconscious.
He tried to make out his surroundings, but nothing made any sense to him. Was this some kind of hospital? If it was, it certainly looked as if it was designed with a retro decor. The bed he was in was comfortable enough, but the walls had some kind of old wallpaper design he had never seen before.
The room almost looked like something he might see in an old movie. There was a kerosene lantern on the table next to him and he saw nothing electronic in the room whatsoever -- no television, radio, nothing. Not even a light switch on the wall. Then it hit him.
"I'm dead," he said to no one in particular. "Maybe this is heaven." The door opened and he saw the strange cowboy poke his head into the room. He walked in when he saw Derek was awake, and there was another man with him -- a black man with gray hair and old-style clothing.
"Well, ah see yer finally awake," Eli said.
"Where am I?" Derek asked.
"Hard Rock, Texas, circa 1855," Eli said.
"1855?" Derek asked, shocked. "How did I get here?"
"We brought ya," Eli said. "Don't worry, no one will find ya here. Yer safe as a bug in a rug here. By the way, this here's a friend of mine. The one ah tol' ya about. Name's William Carney. William, this is Derek." William extended a hand and Derek shook it as he looked in the older man's face, somewhat perplexed. Something about him seemed familiar, but he couldn't place it.
"It's a pleasure to meet you, William," Derek said. "You look... familiar to me for some reason."
"Ah see you've noticed the family resemblance," Eli said. "William here is what you might call a long-lost cousin. William, would you mind too much looking after Derek here while I go back and tidy things up?"
"Not at all, Eli," William said. "And... thank you, my friend." Eli smiled as he shook William's hand.
"It's my pleasure. And thank YOU," Eli said.
"Uh, excuse me, but is there a loo around here somewhere?" Derek asked.
"A what?" William asked.
"A loo. I really need to take a piss. Bad," Derek said. Eli and William looked at each other and smiled. "What's so funny?" Derek asked.
"I'll let William explain it to ya," Eli said. "See ya around, pardner."
...
The day after the accident, Graeme Barton watched the news and smiled. His boys had come through just as he asked them to. The lorry had exploded in flames after the driver lost control and burned so bad that no remains could be identified. And now, the troublesome lorry driver wouldn't bother them anymore.
His widow would collect Derek's insurance, but due to her... issues... wouldn't be able to put any of the money to use. Which was why he had her sign a document giving him control of her assets. Of course, she signed it after he had already given her the drug, but that was immaterial to him.
He laughed as he poured himself a glass of whiskey. His celebration didn't last very long, however. When he turned back to his desk, he found himself facing a tall, lanky man dressed like a cowboy out of an old American western.
"Who are you? How did you get in here?" he demanded. Remembering the old Webley Mk VI revolver in his desk drawer, he slowly opened the drawer and pulled it out. The cowboy smiled as he held the pistol up.
"Justice," the cowboy said.
"What?" Graeme asked.
"Justice. That's who ah am. Justice O. Peace. And ah'm here ta take you in," the cowboy said.
"Stop right there or I'll shoot," Graeme said. The cowboy laughed.
"Go ahead. Ah'm already dead. Besides, haven't you heard? Ain't no man in the wrong can stand up to a feller in the right that keeps on a-comin'."
"What?" Graeme asked.
"Go ahead. Shoot." Eli took a step toward him and he pulled the trigger. He saw the bullet tear through the man's shirt and strike the opposite wall, but the cowboy still stood there with a grim smile on his face. His eyes wide with fear, he pulled the trigger two more times with the same result.
"Reckon ah'm gonna have ta get me a new shirt now," Eli said as he came closer to Graeme. By now, Graeme's hand was shaking and he couldn't keep the pistol trained on Eli. Eli grabbed his hand and looked down to see that Graeme had pissed his pants.
"Drop it," Eli heard from behind him. He glanced back and saw Roisin and Mike come through the door, their weapons drawn. When they saw Eli, they lowered their pistols and came forward. Mike pulled out a set of handcuffs and slapped them on Graeme.
"How did you get here?" Roisin asked. Eli smiled.
"Trade secret," he said. They saw the bullet holes in the back of his shirt and looked at him, confused.
"Are you okay?" Mike asked.
"Reckon ah am. But ah'm gonna have ta get me a new shirt," Eli said. "Lizzy's gonna be pretty upset. This was her favorite."
"Lizzy?" Roisin asked.
"Mah wife," Eli said. "She stitched this shirt up for me herself years ago."
"Ah," Roisin said. Just then, Houston ran into the room.
"I think we found Cynthia Smith," she said.
"Is she okay?" Roisin asked. Houston shook her head.
"She looks like they used the same stuff on her they used against John," Houston said. Roisin turned back to Graeme.
"Where's the antidote?" she asked. He said nothing, so she shook him and put her face close to his. "Where's the feckin' antidote?" she screamed. He glanced at his desk and she went to it, opening the drawers until she found a syringe with something in it.
"Is this the antidote?" she asked, holding up the syringe. He nodded his head. "It better be, or I'm going to let this Yank feed you to the dogs. Literally. Understand me?" He nodded his head and Roisin took off with Houston close by. Eli held Graeme by the collar and looked him in the eye.
"You'd better hope that woman lives," he said. He glanced at Mike.
"Don't worry. We got him," he said. "He's not going anywhere." Eli nodded his head, then turned to find Roisin and Houston. He found them in another room of the mansion, standing next to a bed. On the bed was a young, white, red-haired woman. She was naked and strapped to the bedposts. Her eyes were wide and she was moaning something he couldn't understand.
"What's wrong with her?" he asked.
"She's been given a very potent psychotropic compound," Roisin said.
"What's that?" Eli asked.
"It's a drug that attacks the nervous system," she said. "If she's on it for any length of time, she could have permanent brain damage. We've been working on a counteragent for this ever since we first saw it last year." As they watched for any reaction to what Graeme said was the antidote, John came into the room with a uniformed police officer and two medics.
Roisin explained what Cynthia had been hit with, and gave them the syringe with the antidote. The medics checked her vitals and loaded her on a gurney for transport to the hospital. Two more uniformed police officers took Graeme away.
"You got here pretty quick," John said. "Where's Derek?"
"He's somewhere safe," Eli said as Roisin and Mike came into the room. "We got him out before the lorry crashed and exploded. I'll go ahead and bring him back if you say there's no more danger."
"I'd give it another day or two, just so we can make sure," Roisin said. "Graeme had help sabotaging that lorry and I wouldn't be surprised if Cynthia had a hand in it as well. Call it a gut feeling."
"Alright. What about Graeme? What happens to him now?" Eli asked.
"He'll be tried for his crimes, and if he's found guilty, will be sent to prison for a very, very long time," Roisin said. Eli nodded his head.
"Ah hope so," he said.
"As for you," Roisin added, "I think we may have been a bit... premature... in our initial assessment, despite the very uncanny resemblance to a couple of old photographs. Of course, there's no way a U.S. Civil War veteran could possibly be alive and walking around these days, let alone drinking a beer in Sheffield. Right?"
"Well, that makes sense to me," Eli said.
"I'm sure both our superiors will be relieved to hear that," she said. "Don't you agree, John?"
"Yeah, I agree. We have enough to deal with as it is," he said.
"And I'm glad to hear that," Eli said, his accent dropping for a moment.
"So, are we friends now?" Roisin asked.
"Ah reckon so," Eli said, holding out his hand. Roisin accepted it as did John.
"Do you think you'd be available to maybe help us out from time to time?" she asked.
"Of course," Eli told her. "Jes' ask fer Justice. I'll be there."
"Thank you," she said. Eli tipped his hat, then turned and walked away. A few moments later, they heard a faint, "Heyah!" followed by the sound of hoof-beats.
...
Epilogue:
Eli walked into the saloon to see Derek and William at a table, playing checkers. Each of them had a mug of beer next to them on the table. They looked like they were having a good time.
"Well, ah see you two are getting' along jes' fine," Eli said.
"Hey, Eli," Derek said. "William here is kicking my arse, but yeah, we're having a great time."
"Glad to hear that," Eli said. "Are you ready to git home yet?"
"I suppose so," Derek said. "After two days, I could use a shower and I'd love to be able to use a proper toilet for a change." William laughed as he nodded his head.
"I need to get back as well, Eli," he said.
"Yes, you do," Eli said.
"Listen, Derek, remember, you got a whole bunch of us looking out for you. Don't ever forget that," William said.
"I won't, William. And thank you," Derek said as the two men shook hands. "It was a real honor meeting you."
"And you as well... cousin. Don't worry. I have a feeling we'll be meeting again," William said with a smile. With that, William got up and left the saloon.
"You ready?" Eli asked.
"Yeah," Derek said, a hint of sadness in his voice.
"So, what did the two of you talk about for two days?" Eli asked.
"William told me his life's story," Derek said. "What it was like back then. His time in the Army, fighting at Fort Wagner. He went through Hell, didn't he?"
"Yes, he did," Eli said.
"We've come a long ways, haven't we, Eli?"
"Reckon so," Eli said. "Seems to me we have a ways yet to go, though. But we're getting' there."
"Makes ya think about things, you know?" Derek asked.
"What are you thinking?" Eli asked.
"My mum was the first in our family to go to university. She always wanted me to have it better than she did. But here I am, just a lorry driver," he said. "I did some thinking. I ran the numbers, and I think if I'm careful, maybe get a student loan, I just might make it through university myself."
"What do you want to do?" Eli asked.
"I'd like something that would make my mum proud," Derek said. "Maybe law. Or medicine."
"Ah think yer momma would be proud no matter what you choose, Derek. That's jes' the way they are," he added with a smile and a wink.
"What's the word on Cynthia?" Derek asked.
"Well, she's come out of whatever it was Barton gave her," Eli said. "No permanent damage from what the sawbones said. At least not yet. That could change, though."
"Huh? Sawbones?"
"Sorry, doctor," Eli said. "Anyway, the police have been interviewing her and Barton extensively since she came to. It doesn't look good."
"What do you mean?"
"Seems they were in cahoots. Wanted you out of the way. Permanently. Came up with the idea of having someone sabotage your truck -- sorry, lorry -- so you'd end up in a fatal accident. A couple of Barton's boys at your yard messed with the front end or whatever they call it so you'd lose control and get into an accident.
"Then Barton decided to incapacitate yer wife. Reckon he was afraid she might get cold feet and testify against him. And he wanted control of whatever she might get from your death. So he used some drug on her that causes brain damage. They're both being charged with attempted murder and conspiracy. Ah suppose it was just a miracle that you got out of that wreck when you did," Eli said with a wry smile. "What are yer plans regarding yer wife?"
"Oh, I'm divorcing the bitch," Derek said. Eli nodded his head and pulled a card out of his pocket.
"Here's the name of a good solicitor," he said. "I'm told he's one of the best."
"Thank you," Derek said. "Did you really live here once upon a time?"
"Yep. Actually, about seven miles out that way," Eli said, pointing away from the town. "Place is a historic landmark now. You ever get there, go check it out."
"I just might do that," Derek said.
"Jes' mind yer Ps and Qs if you do. Ah hear the sheriff there is a real hardass," Eli said with a smile.
"I'll keep that in mind," Derek said. "What do you say we go grab a beer? My treat."
"Yer on, pardner," Eli said with a smile.
...
Amos answered the door when he heard the knock. Opening it, he found Eli standing there with a small pack of four beer bottles, a brand he had never seen before.
"Ah heard a rumor they make pretty good beer in that Sheffield place," Eli said. "Reckon we could see if there's any truth to that rumor."
"Of course," Amos said. "Come on in."
"Thought if you don't mind I might put mah feet up here tonight and take the kids out fishing tomorrow," Eli said as he came in.
"The kids would love that, Grandpa," Amos said, taking the beer. He was surprised that it was already nice and cold, so he handed one to Eli, grabbed one for himself and put the rest in the refrigerator. "Let's head out back," he said, grabbing the cigarettes off the mantel. They settled in their chairs and lit up, enjoying the beer and the cigarettes. As they relaxed, they caught up on recent events.
"That actually tastes pretty good, Grandpa," Amos said after taking a swallow of the beer.
"Yes, it does," Eli said. By then, Danni joined them on the deck.
"So, tell me, Grandpa, why'd you let the Brits keep Barton and Cynthia?" Amos asked. "That's not like you."
"Well, it's like this, son," Eli said. "I have it on pretty good authority that Barton's ticker ain't doing too well. Ah reckon he'll last maybe another couple years, but that's it. Then he'll answer to a much higher judge."
"And the woman?" Amos asked.
"Well, that psycho drug Barton gave her is gonna give her a lot of trouble later on. They jes' don't know it yet. She'll spend some time behind bars, but the rest of her life is gonna be miserable."
"What about Acme?" Danni asked.
"They're gonna be up to their armpits in alligators fer a long time. I doubt they'll survive. The bottom line is that justice won. It always does in the long run."
...
The trial went fairly fast. Working with Roisin's team, the local police did a good job of putting the evidence against Barton and Cynthia together and the Crown Prosecutor presented an airtight case. Derek stood tall and proud in the witness box as he testified, looking the attorneys straight in the eye as he answered, even when the defense tried to belittle or goad him.
Cynthia claimed she didn't know Barton and his goons were out to kill Derek, but the prosecutor quickly and effortlessly tore that argument to shreds. Even if she didn't know the murderous intent of her lover as she claimed, the prosecutor said, she knew they sought to do great bodily harm and still refused to inform anyone, making her an accomplice.



The jury was quite impressed with the young black man and the arguments made by the prosecution. By the time it was over, no one on the defense, including Barton and Cynthia, could look Derek in the eye. They came back with guilty verdicts on all charges. The judge sentenced them both harshly, but recognized that Cynthia was also one of Barton's victims. They were led out of the courtroom and sent to prison.
Derek's divorce was a slam dunk after the trial, and Acme quickly settled with him for a very large, but undisclosed sum of money. The company found itself besieged by lawsuits and government action and was eventually forced to close.
Many other executives and managers found themselves facing charges as well. Jan Stein, Cynthia's mentor on the EST, saw the writing on the wall early on and decided this would be a good time to find employment elsewhere, using her contacts in the entertainment industry.
"Well, now that you've won, what are you going to do with all that money?" Derek's mother asked when the lawsuit was finally settled.
"The first thing I'm going to do is take my saintly mother to dinner," Derek said with a smile. She had been his rock during this time and he felt that he owed her. "Then I'm going to university." Her eyes lit up at that.
"Wonderful," she said. "And what do you intend to study, besides the young ladies?"
"I think I'd like to study the law," he said. She nodded her head.
"The law! I'm impressed. You have a good head and the heart of a lion," she said. "I think you'll do just fine. Tell me, son, have you learned anything from all this?"
"Actually, mum, I have," he said. She looked at him, surprised at his new-found confidence and tone.
"What's that?" she asked.
"Something a friend recently told me," he said. "No man in the wrong can ever stand up to a bloke in the right who keeps on coming." She nodded her head as she mulled his words. Then she broke out in a smile and her eyes twinkled.
"I like that," she said. "And I agree. Wholeheartedly. I'd like to meet this wise friend of yours."
"Maybe one day you can," he said. "Care to join me for dinner?" he asked, offering her his arm.
"Of course," she said, smiling as she took his arm. "I'm famished."
Fade to black...
...
Notes:
To the best of my knowledge, there is no such place as Hard Rock, Texas, so please do not waste time Googling it.
William Carney was the first African-American to receive the Medal of Honor. After the assault on Fort Wagner in 1863, he was promoted to Sergeant for his bravery and received the medal in 1900. He died in 1908 at Boston City Hospital. I exercised a bit of artistic license regarding his family ties to Derek Smith.
William Jesse "Bill" McDonald is known as one of the "four great" Texas Ranger Captains. He died of pneumonia in January 1918. Written on his tombstone is this: "No man in the wrong can stand up against a fellow that's in the right and keeps on a-comin'."
John and Houston Smith are from my "Houston" series. The incident they referred to is told in "Houston: The Girl Of His Dreams."
The previous incident with Acme is told in "Justice Ch. 02: Ghost Riders."
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It was August again, nine months after I had proposed to my cousin, Candi. Yes, I'm engaged to marry my cousin, which, by the way, is legal in New Mexico. Candi -- also known as "Buttercup" in our family -- is starting her second year at the University of New Mexico in Albuquerque, and I'm starting my third.
My name, by the way, is Tim Wheeler, and I've always been close to my cousin. Growing up, the adults called us "kissing cousins," even though we had never actually kissed -- or done anything else even remotely romantic. I guess they could see how close we were, even if we (or to be more precise, I) didn't.
I'll never forget the first time we actually made love. She had just arrived at my condo, where she would stay while she attended school. That first night, we played strip poker and I suppose you could say we both won.
Our love blossomed and I proposed to her when we went to visit my parents in Roswell. Her parents, my Aunt Pat and Uncle Grove, had come up from Carlsbad and were present when I proposed. Our love continued to grow since then, and both our parents were relieved to hear we would wait until Candi finished her first four years of college.
This time of the year is always hectic, as everyone is rushing around getting registered for classes and taking care of all the administrative stuff involved with that. But for the last few days, Candi seemed, well, out of sorts and just a bit short-tempered.
I had tried talking to her about it, but she simply told me it was her problem and she would deal with it. I backed off, and decided to let it drop, at least for the time being. But as time went on, she got even more testy.
We had just finished dinner and were cleaning the dishes as we always did, when her phone buzzed. She looked at it, then slammed it on the kitchen counter. That was it, as far as I was concerned, and I was determined to get to the bottom of things.
"Alright, sweetheart, what's going on?" I asked. "And don't tell me it's nothing or you'll handle it. You've been short-tempered for the last several days. Talk to me, please." She looked at me and I could tell she was fuming. Finally, she nodded her head and grabbed a couple cokes out of the refrigerator.
"Let's go in the front room," she said. "I think we need to talk." I joined her on the couch, wondering what was on her mind. She opened her coke and took a long drink.
"Tim, you know that you weren't my... first," she began.
"I know that," I said. "We talked about all of that, early on."
"I never told you about my first time," she said. "It was early in my senior year of high school. I just turned 18. My boyfriend at the time was a guy named Ryan West. He graduated a year ahead of me. He was on his way to New Mexico State University in Las Cruces to finish his bachelor's degree."
"What?" I asked. "What do you mean, finish?"
"Yeah, he was in some kind of dual credit program between our school and the college in Carlsbad. He managed to finish his first two years of college by the time he graduated from high school," she said. "He finished his degree program there, took the LSAT and was accepted to the UNM School of Law here. I ran into him a few days back when I was at the registrar's office."
"And?" I asked.
"He said hello, and I said hello back. He wanted to know if we could get together sometime, and I told him I'm engaged to be married," she said. "I thought that was the end of it, but he's been pressuring me ever since."
"What happened? I mean, back when you two were still together?" I asked.
"It didn't end very well," she said. "He's very controlling. Apparently, he thought that since we had done it the one time that he owned me or something. I found it, well, unnerving. He wanted to know where I was all the time, what I was doing, who I was talking to and why. I finally told him to leave me the hell alone."
"How did he take that?" I asked.
"Not well," she said. "He threw a fit, said we'd be together again someday and there wasn't anything I could do to stop it."
"Sounds like a potential stalker to me," I said. "Maybe you should report him to the school. They take a dim view of that kind of harassment."
"I'd rather take care of it myself if you don't mind," she said.
"You do know I'll be here for you, no matter what," I told her. She smiled as she gave me a kiss.
"I know, and I'm sorry I've been such a bitch lately. I thought I could take care of it on my own. But there's another problem," she said.
"Oh?" I asked. "What's that?"
"He texted me to say he is on his way over here right now," she said. "Says he wants to talk to me."
"He's coming here?" I asked. "How does he know where you live?"
"I don't know," she said. "I told him I live off campus, but I didn't give him our address."
"Is there anything I should know about this guy?" I asked.
"He knows karate," she said. "When we were in high school, he won a bunch of tournaments."
"Terrific," I said. "So, when will he be here?"
"He said within a half hour," she said.
"Maybe you'd better go change out of those shorts," I said. "Put on a pair of jeans or something. I wouldn't want you to give him the wrong idea." She looked down at the tiny denim shorts she had on and nodded her head.
"Maybe you're right," she said. "I'll be right back. I'm so sorry about this. I thought I made it clear to him that I'm not available."
"That's alright," I said. She got off the couch and went into the bedroom to change. I heard a knock at the door just as she came back into the front room. "I'll get it," I told her. I opened the door to see a tall, muscular man about my age. He had a smirk on his face, and I felt like wiping it off of him.
"I'm here to see Candace Williams," he said. "She's expecting me."
"And you are?" I asked.
"Ryan West. I'm an old boyfriend," he said, extending his hand.
"Tim Wheeler," I said, refusing his offer of a handshake. "I'm her fiance. She didn't tell me we were expecting company."
"She didn't tell me she was living with her fiance. I just assumed she had a room mate or two. And I'm not just company. Like I said, I'm an old boyfriend," he said. "I just want to catch up, that's all. So, are you going to invite me in?" I looked back at Candi to see her reaction. She nodded her head slightly.
"I suppose you can come in for a few minutes, but we're really quite busy," I said. "So you can't stay long." Candi sat on the couch and Ryan headed to sit next to her, but I stopped him halfway and motioned for him to sit in a recliner that sat off to one side. I sat down next to Candi and looked at our visitor. I could tell he was sizing me up as well.
"Nice place you have here, Wheeler. Are you renting or buying?" he asked.
"Buying," I said.
"What, two bedrooms, I assume?" he asked.
"Two bedrooms, but we use one as an office," I said.
"I've been looking for a place to hang out for a while," he said. "You think that maybe..."
"No," Candi said, interrupting him. "There's lots of other places you can stay. You can stay at one of the dormitories on campus, or maybe have your father buy something for you."
"Yeah, I could call my old man," Ryan said. "He could buy up something bigger and better than this just like that," he added, snapping his fingers.
"Then do that," Candi said. "You're not welcome here."
"Now is that any way to treat an old friend?" he asked. "Especially the guy you gave your cherry to? She did tell you that I was the first to... sample... her, didn't she?" His smirk grew wider as he looked at me.
"We have no secrets from each other," I said. He nodded his head, slowly. I could see the wheels turning in his head.
"Wheeler," he said, looking at me through squinty eyes. "I've heard that name before. Wait a minute. I know who you are. You're her cousin. From Roswell. The one she used to go visit all the time." He smirked as he looked back at Candi.
"You're fucking your cousin now? Were you fucking him back then, too? I didn't know you were that kinky. Damn. This just keeps getting better and better. Did she tell you how she used to squeal like a pig when I put my ten inches up her ass?" he asked, his smirk growing even wider.
"It was more like ten centimeters," she said. "The closest you ever got to my ass was in your dreams. And the only reason I squealed was because I faked my orgasm to make you stop." Ryan laughed, but there was no mirth in it.
"Now is that any way to talk to your first love?" he asked.
"First love?" she asked. "To be honest, it was the most unfulfilling two minutes of my life. The worst part is, I'll never be able to get those two minutes back." Ryan's smirk left his face and he started for her, but I got between them.
"I think you've worn out your welcome, Ryan," I said. "I think you'd better leave now. And don't ever come back. I'd hate to have to call the police. And while you're at it, I think you'd better leave Candi alone. Not unless you want to get kicked out of school."
"You know I could kick your ass with one hand tied behind my back, boy," he hissed through clenched teeth. When I didn't back down from his threat, he smiled and took a step back. "But not today. I just wanted to check in with my old squeeze and see what she was up to. But know this. One day, I will fuck your fiance. In your bed. And I'll make you watch."
"You mean, if you can even manage to get it up." He started for her again, but I made sure I was between them.
"I think you'd better leave now, before we have to call the police," I said calmly. For a moment, I thought he was going to take a swing at me, but he apparently thought better of it. His face broke out into a grin and he stepped back.
"Hey, nothing personal," he said. "Like I said, I just wanted to touch base, say hello."
"Well, you've said it. Now go," I told him. He nodded his head and sauntered to the door. He turned back and pointed at us.
"See ya around," he said with a wink. He opened the door and left. After the door closed, I made sure it was locked and turned to Candi, taking her in my arms. She was trembling with fear.
"It's alright, sweetheart," I said as I held her. "He's gone." She nodded her head and looked toward the kitchen counter. I followed her gaze and saw her phone leaning against one of the large ceramic canisters we had there.
"Did you get all this on video?" I asked.
"I hope so," she said, grabbing her phone. She went through her videos, and sure enough, she managed to get the entire encounter.
"I can't believe you actually dated that jerk," I said when the video ended.
"I can't either," she said. "He was like the big guy on campus. His father owns a big law firm in town with offices across the state and he's filthy rich. I only dated him a couple times. The last time is when we... you know. So, what do we do now?"
"I think we should call the police, file a report. Then take that to the school and let them know," I said.
"I think you're right," she said. "I don't think he did anything illegal, but it would still be a good idea to have a record of it. I'll call them right now." She dialed 911 and we waited for them to show up. When the officer arrived, we told him what happened and showed him the video. He took notes throughout and asked questions when he needed clarification on something.
"Well, it doesn't look to me like he did anything illegal," the officer said. "Last I checked, being an asshole isn't against the law in New Mexico. And you did invite him inside. I'll go ahead and file a report so you'll have something on record."
"Thank you, officer, we appreciate that," I said.
"So, are you two really cousins?" he asked.
"Yes," Candi said. "It's not against the law, you know."
"I know," he said. "It's just... well, some folks might look a bit sideways at that."
"We really don't care what 'some folks' might think, Officer. Our family has given its blessing and that's all that really matters to us," I said. He smiled as he nodded his head.
"Tell me, Mr. Wheeler, do you have a gun in the house?" he asked.
"No, sir, I don't," I said.
"Probably a good idea under the circumstances. Look, it's not against the law to carry pepper spray, you know. Lots of places in town sell it. Maybe you should look to get some for personal protection, if you think this guy's gonna be a problem," the officer said. "Might not be a bad idea for you to take some self defense courses, young lady. If he keeps harassing you, you might want to consider a protection order."
"We'll look into that, thank you officer," Candi said.
"Alright. Well, here's my card. The case number is on the back. Call if there's anything more we can do for you folks," he said as he handed me a business card. I looked and saw the case number he had written there.
"Thank you," I said as we escorted him to the door. After he left, I pulled out my laptop and did a search.
"What are you looking for?" Candi asked.
"Someplace where we can get some of that pepper spray," I said. "Ah, here's someplace right close by. And they're still open for a couple hours or so. Why don't we head on down?"
"Alright," she said. "If you think we really should."
"Yes, I do. Something tells me Ryan isn't going to let up," I said. "I want to make sure you're going to be safe." We headed out and pulled in front of the small shop a few minutes later. We went inside and spoke to the man at the counter.
"What can I do for you young folks?" he asked.
"Do you sell pepper spray?" I asked.
"Matter of fact, I do," he said, showing us his collection. He pulled one off the shelf and handed it to us. "This one is the best in my opinion," he said. "Comes in a kit you can wear on your belt or put in your purse. Even includes a direct-contact stun gun. Put that up against someone, and they're going down." I chose two of them and looked around a bit. I was thinking about maybe buying a gun, and I spotted something in one of his cases that caught my eye.
"What's that?" I asked.
"That's a taser," he said. "A bit pricey, but it's one of the best on the market. Has a 15-foot range and you don't have to worry about accidentally hitting someone in the next room. Better yet, you can buy it today and take it home with you."
"Do you have two of these?" I asked.
"As a matter of fact, I do. The last two in my inventory," he said. "You ever use one of these before?"
"No, we haven't," I said.
"Well, come on back, I'll give you a quick course on 'em," he said. We followed him to a small indoor range and listened as he showed us the features of the weapon, how to use it safely and how to reload it. He demonstrated it for us, then let us take a turn. After a half-hour or so, both of us felt comfortable with the things. He also gave us a quick lesson on how to use the pepper spray properly.
"I get the feeling someone's been hassling the two of you," he said when we walked back into the main part of the store.
"Well, yeah," Candi said.
"I kinda figured that," he said. "Listen, my wife holds a women's self defense class here every Tuesday and Thursday night. In fact, she'll be here pretty soon for tonight's class. You interested in joining?" Candi looked at me for a second, then nodded her head.
"Yeah, I think I'd like that. Can my fiance sit in and watch?" she asked.
"Sure," he said. "Let me just get the paperwork started and you can go on back if you want. By the way, my name's Jimmy McFarlane. My wife is Andrea." We introduced ourselves, then filled out the forms, paid Jimmy and went into a large room in the back of his shop. There were mats on the floor and chairs lined the walls.
We sat down and waited for a few minutes, and Andrea came into the room. She was a bit older than us, but was in very good shape and wore workout attire. She introduced herself and told us a little bit about the class. Candi seemed impressed with Andrea and listened intently.
Andrea told Candi what she needed to get for the class and suggested she observe that evening's class since she wasn't dressed for the workout. Candi agreed and we watched as Andrea put the other women through their paces. She seemed to know what she was talking about and the women enjoyed working with her.
We were both pretty tired when we got home, so we took a quick shower and got into bed. Candi and I made love as we always did, but I could tell something was bothering her. Afterward, I held her close to me.
"Are you alright?" I asked.
"I will be," she said. "I don't think I could have handled all this without you."
"I'm always here for you, Buttercup," I told her.
"I know," she said softly. "I've never seen anyone stand up to Ryan the way you did. I felt so... safe."
"Ah, he's just another clown who thinks he's all that and a bag of fries," I said.
"No, you don't understand. Back home, all the guys just went along with whatever he wanted."
"So, he was just a bully, then. Figures," I said. "I'm just a bit surprised you dated him. Was he really as bad as you said earlier?"
"The worst," she said. "When I said it was the worst two minutes of my life, I wasn't kidding. I mean, talk about 'wham, bam, thank you, ma'am' -- without the thank you. He didn't even use a rubber. I spent the next few weeks scared he had gotten me pregnant. I didn't want to see him again after that, but he kept hounding me every chance he got until I threatened to tell his father that he had basically raped me. Then he backed off."
"I thought you said he went to school in Las Cruces after he graduated," I said.
"Yeah, but he would come home for the weekends," she said.
"Are you going to talk to the school about him tomorrow, or do you want me to?" I asked.
"I can handle it," she said. "But, thank you for being there to protect me. I love you so much for that."
"You're my Buttercup and I love you," I said. "I'll always be there to protect you." She purred like a kitten as she kissed me.
The next two weeks were uneventful, but we always kept our eye out just in case Ryan made an appearance. Candi went to her self defense classes after school, then demonstrated what she learned when she got home.
"Remind me to never piss you off," I told her after picking myself up off the floor.
"Never piss me off, cowboy," she said with a smile.
"Oh, you're trying humor now, are you?" I asked.
A couple days later, I was sitting at the duck pond studying. I pulled out my phone and sent Candi a text: "Luv U." I followed that with a string of heart emojis. I got a response right away: "LYM," which meant "love you more." There was an even longer string of heart emojis in her message.



"Where RU?" she asked.
"At duck pond. Studying," I replied. Just then, I looked up and saw Ryan approaching me. He saw me and came to the bench where I was sitting. "Ryan just showed up," I texted.
"Oh shit," she replied. "Be careful."
"I will," I said, then turned on my video app and put my phone in my pocket. By now, Ryan was sitting next to me. I turned to face him.
"What do you want, Ryan?" I asked.
"Why did you do it?" he asked, his face red.
"Do what?" I asked. "What are you talking about?"
"You know what you did," he said angrily. "Why did you call the police and report me to the school?"
"You're a smart man. You figure it out," I said.
"You know how much money my old man gives to the foundation here?" he asked.
"No, and I really don't care," I told him. "What I do care about is you harassing my fiance. Haven't you heard? No means no. You had your shot with her and you blew it over two years ago. Let it go. There's lots of other girls here. Go chase after one of them."
"I don't want to chase after one of them. I want Candi," he said. "And I WILL have her."
"There's just one problem," I said. "She doesn't want you. I thought she made that quite clear. Or do you intend to force yourself on her whether she consents or not?"
"Like I said, I WILL have her. And I WILL take her from you. And if I choose to come into your house to do it, I will. And there's not a damn thing you can do to stop me," he growled. I pulled the pepper spray out of my belt holster and stood up.
"I think you'd better leave. NOW!" He looked at the small can of pepper spray in my hand and stood up.
"What's that in your hand?" he asked.
"Pepper spray," I said. "Why? You want a taste?" I could tell he was considering his options and wondered if he would be stupid enough to take a swing at me right here in broad daylight, in front of several witnesses who had stopped what they were doing to see what was going on between us. After a few tense moments, he backed down and held up his hands.
"Not here, Wheeler," he said. "But mark my words. I'll be back." I caught the old movie reference and almost chuckled, but didn't. I waited for him to get out of sight and put the pepper spray back in my holster. Then I ended the video and verified that I had captured everything he said.
I texted Candi to let her know what just happened and to ask if she felt a need to leave campus for the rest of the day. She quickly responded, telling me she was okay and had her "protection" with her. I only had one class that afternoon, so I emailed the instructor to let him know what was going on.
"Go ahead, Tim, take care of business. You and your fiance's safety is more important. I'll send you the assignment after class," he wrote. I thanked him and headed for the Office for Equal Opportunity, where I filed another report against Ryan. Technically, what Ryan had done, or threatened to do, could be seen by the school as sexual violence. I was also told that Candi and I should perhaps get an order of protection.
The lady who took my report informed me that Ryan currently lived on campus, so I got the address and went back to the duck pond to find out what I needed to do to get a protection order. I went to the website, downloaded the form and the instructions.
Seeing that it was after 2:00 pm, the clerk's office at the county courthouse was already closed. Besides, I would need to print out multiple copies of the form and bring $132.00 in cash, money order, or cashier's check. Haven't they ever heard of debit cards, I wondered. But it was what it was, and there was nothing more I could do about it.
Seeing the time and knowing that Candi came in her car, I texted her to bring her up to speed. She acknowledged my text and said she would see me at home after her self-defense class.
"Are you going to be okay?" I asked.
"I'll be just fine, cuz," she wrote back. "Don't worry. Go do what you gotta do. Love you!"
"Love you more," I wrote back before heading out. I stopped at the bank and got a cashier's check for $132.00, then headed home to fill out the form and print the copies I needed. It took much of the rest of the afternoon to work my way through the form. After I finished, I reviewed everything, then saved and printed it out.
I decided to call the police one more time to file another report against Ryan. I figured the more reports against him, the better. The officer who arrived and took my statement seemed to take the incident more seriously than the first.
She watched the video I took and made notes. I told her I was in the process of filing for an order of protection, which she said was a good idea. She gave me the report number before she left, telling me someone would visit with "Mr. West" and get his side of the story.
I knew Candi would be a bit late getting home, so I ordered a pizza when she texted me to let me know she was wrapping up her self-defense class and would be home in about a half hour. The pizza arrived the same time she got home, so we ate as I brought her up to speed on what happened. I showed her the video I took of my encounter with Ryan.
"Sounds like things are going to get a bit interesting," she said.
"Yeah," I told her. "Do me a favor and make sure you have your spray and stun gun handy all the time. And text me to let me know where you are."
"I will," she said. "And you do the same." We were both nervous, but felt like we had done all we could under the circumstances. We watched a bit of television and talked before going to bed.
"Thank you," she said softly after we made love that night.
"For what?" I asked.
"Protecting me," she said. "For being my knight in shining armor."
"Well, you're my Buttercup and it's my job to look out for you."
"I love you so much," she whispered.
"I love you more, cuz," I said before we fell asleep in each other's arms.
The next day, we went to class and since I had a break from 10:30 to 1:00 that afternoon, I headed out to the Bernalillo County Courthouse. I paid the $132.00 filing fee and the case was given a number and assigned to a civil judge.
Following the directions given by the clerk, I made my way to the office of the judge assigned to my case and spoke to the trial case administrative assistant. I asked if the judge could look it over then, or if I should leave it with her for later review. She looked at her calendar and said I should leave it, since the judge's docket was quite full that day.
"It may be Monday morning before he has a chance to look this over, so I would suggest coming back that afternoon," she said. I couldn't believe what she was telling me. But, there was really nothing I could do about it, so I left the paperwork and thanked her for her time. Hopefully, we wouldn't have to call the police again.
We were on pins and needles for the entire weekend, constantly on the alert for any sign of Ryan. We stayed at home that weekend, did our homework, studied and watched television, always on the alert for any sign that he would appear. We kept our tasers and pepper spray within arm's reach at all times.
More than once, we heard noises outside we thought might be him, but turned out to be neighbors. Constantly being on the alert like that took its toll on us, and we were both a nervous wreck by the time Monday rolled around.
That Monday afternoon, I went to the courthouse and spoke to the judge's trial case assistant, who told me the judge reviewed the case and set a hearing date for Friday. I couldn't believe it. I knew from the instructions it was up to me to have Ryan served, and the assistant told me where I could go if I wanted the county sheriff's office to handle it.
I followed her instructions and knew that Ryan would be served either that afternoon or Tuesday morning. When I got back to school, I saw an email that said Candi and I had each been summoned to the Dean of Students office later that afternoon. Wonderful, I thought. What now?
We got there right on time and were ushered into the dean's office. He sat us down and looked at us before speaking.
"I'm truly very sorry this has happened to the two of you," he said. "I know how nerve-wracking something like this can be. We've spoken to Mr. West and he assures us that this is all just a misunderstanding, and he promised not to bother you any more."
"And that's it?" I asked.
"Well, it just so happens that his father is a major contributor to the school's foundation, so this is a bit of a touchy situation," he said.
"So, because his father is rich and powerful, he can do whatever he wants and not even get a slap on the wrist?" I asked.
"As I said, this IS a touchy situation," the dean said. "However, if Mr. West bothers you again, please contact my office."
"Well, it's about to get even touchier," I said. "I filed paperwork for an order of protection against him. The judge has set a hearing for this Friday. West will be served papers either today or tomorrow."
"I see," the dean said. "That just might complicate things a bit. Are you sure the three of you can't work this out somehow without getting the civil authorities involved?"
"No, sir," Candi said. "Have you seen the videos of our encounters?"
"No, I haven't," he said.
"Maybe you should," I said, pulling out my phone. He took it and watched the video from last week at the duck pond. I could tell he was disturbed at what he heard Ryan say. He handed the phone back and thought for a few moments before speaking.
"I can see why you filed a report against him," he said. "I'll have to take this under consideration."
"I hope this isn't going to get swept under the carpet, sir," I said.
"Of course not," he said. "Give me a couple days to confer with our lawyers and the OEO. I'll be in touch." I knew we had just been dismissed, so I got up and Candi joined me.
"Thank you," I said before we left.
"You think he'll actually do anything?" she asked after we were out of the building.
"Personally, no," I said. "This is about money and politics now."
The next day, Tuesday, went by without incident. Candi went to her self-defense class as she normally did on Tuesdays and Thursdays. When she got home, she put her gym bag in the bedroom and came out before taking her shower.
"I left my school stuff in my car," she said. "Would you mind getting them for me, please? I really need to take a shower."
"Not at all," I said. "I'll be right back up." I gave her a quick kiss and headed for the door. I had just opened it when suddenly, I saw stars and felt myself falling backward. My head felt like it had been hit by a locomotive. More pain ensued as someone kicked me in the stomach. I tasted blood in my mouth and tried to get my bearings.
"You motherfucking son-of-a-bitch," I heard Ryan yell. "I'm going to fucking kick your ass, then I'm going to fuck your precious little fiance," he screamed as he prepared to kick me again. I tried to get up, but it wasn't easy. I looked and saw Candi, her taser in her hands.
"Leave him alone," she shouted. He turned to face her and laughed.
"What are you going to do with that, sweet cheeks?" he asked. She fired, and struck him directly in the chest. He screamed and shook as he fell to the floor. That gave me the time I needed to get back on my feet. I grabbed my taser just as Candi was reloading hers. Ryan tried to get back up, and that was my cue to zap him. I hit him directly in the chest and he fell back down, screaming and shaking.
"Call 911," I told Candi, who had reloaded her taser. She nodded her head and dialed the number. I heard her scream that someone had broken in and assaulted us while threatening to rape her. Ryan once again tried to get up, but this time, I pulled out my pepper spray and gave him a huge dose of the stuff, right in his face. He screamed some more, begging us to stop. Whatever fight he had in him was clearly gone.
"Fuck you," Candi said after she ended the call. She walked to Ryan and kicked him square in the balls, causing him to scream out in pain again. A few minutes later, we heard sirens and several officers came through our door, which was still open. One of them was the first officer who took our report.
"I guess we'd better call an ambulance for this fella," he said, looking at Ryan's trembling body on the floor. "You should get looked at as well," he said, checking out the damage to my face. "You're probably going to have a nice shiner there. He do that?"
"Yes, he did," I managed to croak. "And this time, no one invited him in." He took our statements, then took photos. By the time he finished that, paramedics arrived and took Ryan away.
"I'm hoping this time you can arrest him," Candi said as a paramedic tended to my face.
"Yes, this time I can," he said. "With what you've given me, I'm looking at criminal trespass and aggravated battery. He's going to the hospital first to get checked out, then he'll be going to jail."
"Does it matter that we've already filed for a protection order against him?" she asked. "We have a court date set for this Friday."
"I believe the judge will take his arrest into consideration," the officer said. "I'd follow through with that hearing, just in case he's let out on bail. In the meantime, I suggest you go to the hospital and get checked out."
"Thanks, officer," Candi said. "I'll take him myself." We got to the hospital where I was examined. Fortunately, my nose wasn't broken, but they were concerned that I might have suffered a slight concussion, so they kept me overnight for observation. Candi stayed with me in my hospital room and slept on a couch.
The next morning, I woke up with a splitting headache and a shiner the likes I hadn't seen in a long time. The nurse gave me something for the pain and I rested until our breakfast was brought in.
"I already got hold of the school, told them what happened," Candi said. "We're both excused for the day."
"Thanks," I moaned. After we ate, three men came into my room -- my dad, Uncle Grove and another man in a gray suit. He introduced himself as Hiram West, Ryan's father. As it happened, Ryan called him in hopes that he would bail him out of jail. Instead, Hiram gathered Uncle Grove after he learned the whole story, flew to Roswell in a corporate jet where he picked up Dad and came to Albuquerque.
"How are you feeling, son?" Dad asked.
"Like I've been hit by a train," I said.
"You look it," Uncle Grove said. "I hope the other fella is hurting just as bad."
"Well, he did get tased twice, pepper-sprayed once and kicked in the balls," I said. "Buttercup here did most of that." Grove looked at Candi, surprised.
"Is that true?" he asked. She nodded her head. "Remind me to never piss you off," he added with a smile. The other two men laughed.
"I'm really sorry about what my son did to the two of you," Hiram said. "He wanted me to bail him out, but I wanted to get the whole story first. After looking at you and talking to the police, though, it'll be a cold day in Hell before I help him again."
"He's done this before?" Candi asked.
"A couple times when he was going to school in Las Cruces. I bailed him out then, hoping he'd learned his lesson. He promised me he'd get his shit together, but it doesn't look like he has. So no, this time he's on his own," he said.
"I hear the two of you are engaged," he said after a few moments of silence.
"Yes, we are," I said.
"You're cousins, aren't you?" he asked.
"Yes," Candi said. "It's legal in New Mexico."
"I know," he told her. "I just haven't heard of it happening that much. When is the happy day?"
"We're waiting for Candi to get her four-year degree," I said.
"That sounds wise," he said. "Any idea where you'd like to go for your honeymoon?"
"We haven't actually planned that far ahead yet, Mr. West," Candi said.
"Please, call me Hiram," he told her with a smile. "I hear Hawaii is nice. Ever been to Hawaii?"
"No, we haven't," she said. "But we'd love to go there some day."
"Good. Let me know when the wedding is and I'll make the arrangements myself," he said.
"You don't have to do that," I said.
"I know, but I want to," he said. "It's the least I can do after what my boy did to you."
"Thank you, sir, I appreciate that," I said. He smiled as he nodded his head and turned to Candi.
"What are you studying?" he asked her.
"I want to become a lawyer," she said. He seemed to approve of her choice.
"So you're gonna be here for a while then," he said. "What about you, young man?" he asked me.
"This is my third year. I'm going for a degree in Information Technology," I said.
"There's always a need for guys like you," he said. He pulled out a card and handed it to me. "I know you have another year or so to go, but when you're ready, give this lady a call. She heads up my company's offices here in Albuquerque. Tell her I told you to call her. She's always looking for good people."
"Thank you, Mr. West, I'll do that," I said.
"You're welcome," he said. "I know you're not feeling too well, and I've taken up enough of your time. You get better and take care of this young lady."
"I will, thank you again," I said. He left the room, and the four of us caught up on things. It was good seeing Dad and Uncle Grove again, but I wished the circumstances had been better. After about a half hour, we hugged and said our goodbyes.
"You gonna be okay when they discharge you?" Dad asked.
"Yeah, we'll be fine," I said.
"Alright then. If you need anything, give me a call. In the meantime, you two be good," Dad said before leaving the room.
A couple hours later, I was given one last exam, then discharged from the hospital with orders to rest and stay home for another day or two. I was shocked when I went to take care of the bill and found that Hiram had already arranged to have it paid. Dad told me later that Hiram paid for it with his son's trust fund. I got a laugh out of that.
Candi drove me home and helped me into the condo. She insisted I get undressed and get into bed. Once I was flat on my back, she removed her clothes and got on the bed with me. Seeing her lovely naked form always got me excited, and this day was no exception.
"What are you doing?" I asked when she took my cock into her hands.
"Doc said I need to give you one of these on a regular basis," she said with a wicked smile.
"One of what?" I stupidly asked. She opened her mouth wide and took my cock in her mouth as she looked me in the eye. I gasped as she sucked on my cock until I exploded in her mouth. She wiped her mouth, then got on top of me and guided my cock into her warm, wet, shaved pussy.
"We're not done yet," she said as she rode me, cowgirl-style.
"Oh my God, that feels so good," I moaned. "I think I may be bedridden for several days, if this is what I'll get every day."
"The nurse tells me I'll need to do this regularly for at least the next fifty or sixty years," she said. "Now, you just lay there and take your medicine like a good boy. You don't want to piss me off," she added with a smile and a twinkle in her eye.
"No, ma'am, I don't," I told her. She put her head on my chest after we finished and I held her as tight as I could. "I love you so much," I said.
"I love you more, cuz," she said. "Don't ever forget that."
...
Epilogue:
Ryan was denied bail, which basically made my protection order academic. Nevertheless, the judge saw things my way and issued the order, just in case Ryan somehow got out of jail. At his trial, he was found guilty of criminal trespass and third-degree felony aggravated battery.
The district attorney argued that due to his karate training, Ryan's hands and feet could be construed as deadly weapons and he intended to do great bodily harm to me prior to sexually assaulting Candi. The videos Candi and I took helped secure his conviction. He was sentenced to five years in prison, ordered to pay $5,000 in fines and restitution in the amount of $10,000.



Hiram didn't completely disown his son, but did write him out of his will and said he was on his own from that point on. He also stayed in touch with the family and became something like another uncle to us. Dad told me later Hiram had words with the dean about the way he handled the situation with Ryan. From what Dad said, the dean walked around with part of his ass missing for some time. I would loved to have been a fly on the wall during that conversation.
Because of Hiram's own background in the law, he was especially interested in Candi's academic progress, since she had chosen the legal profession. He even suggested that she might work for his firm some time in the future, if she was so inclined.
As for the two of us -- the experience with Ryan, while nerve-wracking and scary at times, served to bring us closer together. Our love continues to grow and we can't wait to exchange our wedding vows.
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Flash 05: A Friend Indeed

While this story can be read on its own, I suggest you read the first four parts to get a full understanding of what is going on here.
This story contains elements of sci-fi and mind control. I have chosen to put it here after a number of comments suggesting I keep the whole series in one area of Literotica.
Many thanks to reader Gary Mitchell for suggesting this series -- and for giving me permission to publicly credit him for the tip. I would also like to thank those who offered comments and constructive criticism on my previous stories.
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Please refer to my profile for more on my personal policy regarding comments, feedback, follows, etc. (Yes, I DO moderate comments) And please remember, this is a work of fiction, not a docu-drama...
...
"Push!" I shouted.
"I AM pushing," Ginger snapped back as she dug her fingernails deeper into my arm. I gritted my teeth through the pain and fully expected to see blood on my arm. I took the cold washcloth and wiped the sweat off her forehead before it got into her eyes.
"Breathe," I said, trying to follow the instructions we got in our Lamaze classes. I saw her eyes flash briefly before she snapped.
"If you tell me to breathe one more time, I'm gonna burn this fricking hospital to the ground!" she growled, causing the nurses to look at each other with concern. I saw the looks and tried to reassure them.
"It's okay," I said. "She doesn't really mean it." I got close to her ear and whispered. "Remember what Smith and Jones taught you, dear. Breathe. Close your eyes and breathe deeply." She nodded her head and followed my instruction. Soon, she relaxed her death grip on my arm and seemed to be doing a bit better. I looked and saw the deep red marks where her fingernails had been. No blood, at least, not yet.
Eventually, both children made their entrance into the world. Jefferson (Jeff) and Genevieve (Jenny) -- named after my maternal grandfather and Ginger's maternal grandmother -- were cleaned and presented to me one at a time.
I was struck first by their beauty. I had never seen such beautiful children before in my life. As I held each one, I saw the gold specks in their little blue eyes sparkle, then felt a strange snap in my head as they linked to my mind. They couldn't vocalize it, but they each knew I was their father. I never felt such unconditional love in my entire life and I saw myself, or rather, I saw myself as they saw me. I nearly cried as I held them in my arms.
"Look at them, Cam," Ginger said. That's me, by the way -- Cameron Drake, Cam to my friends and family. "Aren't they the most beautiful children you've ever seen?" she asked after I handed the children to her. Tears fell down her checks as she looked into their sweet, innocent faces. I could tell they had also made the neural link to her mind as well.
"Yes, they are," I said. "But they have a beautiful mother, so I'm not surprised." She looked at me with a smile.
"Do you feel them in your mind?" she asked.
"Yes, I do," I said. It was a bit... different... feeling their presence in my mind. "This is going to take some getting used to."
"Yes, it is," she said. "But at least we won't need a baby monitor." I chuckled at that. "I'm really very sorry about what I said earlier. I didn't mean any of it." I knew from our birthing classes what to expect, but I was a bit surprised at the level of invective she hurled at me while she was in labor.
"I'll give you a pass this time," I said with a smile, which she returned. After they got Ginger settled into her room, my parents came by and we went to see the twins. They were just as awestruck as I was when they first looked at the children. For a moment, I thought my mother would lay claim to them.
Jack Peabody, Ginger's current boss and now a good friend, came by to see the children and check up on Ginger. Her company had given her three months of paid maternity leave and Jack had talked about the possibility of her telecommuting so she could stay at home with the children. Max and Adrestia also stopped by and were equally struck by the childrens' beauty.
"Well, if I'm going to be a godmother, I couldn't have any more beautiful godchildren than these," Adrestia said with a smile. We had approached them about being godparents to the children a couple months ago. They were a bit uncertain at first, but finally decided to throw caution to the wind. Adrestia, however, jokingly suggested she be referred to as their "goddess-mother."
"I suppose under the circumstances, that might be okay," I joked back.
I was a bit disappointed that Bill Collins, my oldest and best friend, hadn't come by, but I knew he was out of town working to secure a new client for the company he works for -- Apex Tech Solutions -- the same IT company I used to work for.
He was my first choice to be the childrens' godfather, but he turned me down when I asked, saying he wasn't really in any shape to be much of anything to anyone. I knew he was going through a lot with his own children and the aftermath of his own contentious divorce, so I didn't press the issue.
"How about if you let me be their god-uncle or something?" he asked when he saw the look on my face.
"Of course," I said.
We finally got home and settled into a routine. To my amazement, the children quickly adapted to our schedule and actually slept through most of the whole night from the time we got home. They didn't cry very much, which also surprised me.
But they did have ways of letting us know when they were hungry or when they needed their diapers changed. Since Ginger breast-fed them, they learned to associate her breasts with "food." So, when they were hungry, for example, one or both of us would get a mental picture of Ginger's breasts. I won't bother describing what we got when they needed a diaper changed. Let's just say, we got the message, loud and clear.
As for me, I got a kick out of being a father and spent as much time as I could with the two of them. More than once, Ginger would come into the front room to see me asleep on the floor with one or both of them snuggled up on my chest, also sound asleep.
Since Ginger was staying at home with the kids, Max decided I should also stay home with her as much as possible and use the time to get as far ahead in my online course work as I could, which I did. I helped him on a couple of cases, but most of my time was at home.
Smith and Jones, the two aliens whose "experiment" made me what I am today, resumed their weekly visits and examined the children. They ran their strange devices over the two youngsters and conferred with each other as they looked at the results.
"Your offspring are well within normal parameters," Smith declared.
"Is their DNA in flux like mine?" I asked.
"Yes and no," Jones said. "Their DNA is in flux, but not quite like yours."
"Will they develop abilities like mine?" I asked.
"Yes, they will, but there is a good chance their abilities may one day exceed yours," Smith added. Ginger and I looked at each other with concern. "There is no need for concern. Your offspring appear to be far more mature than their age might suggest. Nevertheless, we will work with all of you to see them through this period of their lives. Just be the kind, loving parents you are."
The children had been home for about two months when Bill came by to visit. We had just finished dinner, and was giving the children a bath when I heard the doorbell ring.
"Go ahead, I'll finish up here," Ginger said. I gave her a kiss and answered the door to see Bill standing there. It didn't require any telepathy or special abilities to see something was eating at him.
"Bill, long time, no see," I said. "Come on in." He came into the front room and I offered him a beer, which he gladly accepted.
"I can't stay very long, Cam," he said when we sat down in the front room.
"What's wrong?" I asked. I could've searched his mind, but decided to respect his privacy and let him tell me for himself.
"I've... lost my job at Apex," he finally said. "I just came by to let you know I'll be moving out of the condo in a couple weeks."
"What happened?" I asked.
"It's been a while coming, but something happened about three weeks ago," he said. "I came in and heard a couple of the guys talking smack about you and Ginger. They called her a round-heeled slut and said you were a wimp for keeping her."
"Let me guess. Edward Trujillo and Ralph Banks," I said. He nodded his head.
"Yeah," he said. "I told them they had no idea what happened and if they had any balls, they'd tell you to your face. They didn't like that and Trujillo poked me in the chest with his finger. Well, we got into it, and old man Jennings came in. Fired all three of us."
"Damn. I'm really sorry to hear that, Bill," I said.
"I just couldn't stand there and let them talk you down like that," he said.
"I appreciate you standing up for us, Bill. Really, I do. But you know I've never cared what other people think. Besides, Trujillo and Banks have always been assholes. That's just the way they are," I said. "So, why are you moving out?"
"I've been looking for a job, but with this economy... No one is hiring right now. So, I'm going to hit the road, see what else is out there," he said.
"There's something else going on, isn't there?" I asked. He slowly nodded his head.
"Yeah. Gloria and her asshole boyfriend has been giving me a lot of grief about stuff lately," he said. "They keep filing papers with the court demanding I reveal all my income and explain where I got the condo from. They even harassed Apex before Jennings let me go."
"Why?" I asked. "You're divorce is final, you've been paying everything like you're supposed to. Why is she harassing you?"
"Because, she's a blood-sucking bitch from which there is no escape," he said. "So you see, I have to get out of town, go someplace where I can start over, someplace where she can't find me."
"You know if she really wants to find you all she has to do is hire a PI," I said.
"Then I'll move again," he said. "And again and again, if that's what it'll take to get her to leave me the hell alone."
"What about the kids?" I asked.
"I hardly ever get to see them anyway," he said. "They've turned the kids against me so much they hardly ever want to see me anyway." I thought for a few moments before saying anything.
"How long have we been friends?" I asked.
"Since first grade," he said.
"Yeah," I said. "You remember that time I slept over at your place? I think we were about what, seven years old? We had just finished watching some old westerns when you pulled out your Old Timer and we did that Indian blood brother ceremony thing." He laughed at the memory.
"Yeah, I remember," he said. "I thought my mom was gonna tear me a new asshole for that."
"Me too," I said. I held out my hand and pointed to a faint line in my palm. "See, I still have a scar from that. You see, Bill, we're not just friends. We're blood brothers. Which means we help each other out."
"Yeah, but you and Ginger have already done so much for me," he said. I felt Ginger in my mind. She had been listening in to our conversation and she knew what I was thinking.
"Go for it," she said in my mind.
"Look, Bill, running from this isn't going to do you any good," I said. "Why don't you come work for us?" He looked at me, shocked.
"Work for you?" he asked. "Doing what?"
"Pretty much what you were doing for Apex," I said. "Business development, research, that sort of thing. You still are the king of the Google searches, aren't you?"
"You know it," he said.
"And you still have your Lexis/Nexus access, right?"
"Yes," he said.
"Well, there you go," I said. "Ginger and I have been talking about bringing in someone to help ever since the kids were born. A lot of her time is spent looking after them, and she could really use the help. I'll top whatever Apex was paying you and you can stay in the condo. Call it a fringe benefit."
"But what kind of business are we talking about here?" Bill asked.
"It's kinda like a full-service investigative agency," I said. "We're still in the start-up phase of things right now, but once we get going full-bore, I think it'll be 'Katy bar the door.' So, what do you think? You up to the challenge?" Bill thought about it for a few moments before answering.
"Alright, count me in," he said with a smile.
"There's just a few things you need to know before we go any farther. And I need your complete and total confidence on this. You can't say anything to anyone," I said.
"I won't," he said. "You know you can trust me."
"I know I can," I told him. "But you may not want to work for us after you hear what I'm about to tell you."
"I find that hard to believe," he said. "But lay it on me."
"All right. Here goes," I said. "You already knew about me being able to hear other people's thoughts after that lightning strike, right?"
"Yeah, I remember that," he said.
"Well, there's a whole lot more to the story," I said. For the next hour, I explained everything to him. I told him about Smith and Jones, my ever-increasing mental abilities, even what I had done to Chad and the goons who tried to kill Ginger. In short, I told him absolutely everything. When I finished, his eyes were as big as saucers.
"Fuck," he exclaimed when I finished. "And you say Ginger has abilities as well?"
"Yes, but not quite as advanced as mine. At least, not yet," I said.
"What about the twins?" he asked.
"I've been told their abilities may one day exceed mine."
"And you're still advancing?" he asked.
"Yes," I said.
"Any idea for how long?"
"No one knows yet," I said. "It could take another 20 years before I reach my maximum potential."
"Twenty years?" he asked. I nodded my head.
"Any idea what kind of new abilities you might get between now and then?"
"None," I told him. "So, are you still in?" He thought for a few moments, then nodded his head.
"Count me in," he said. "You've always been there for me. It's the least I can do for you."
"I'm glad to hear you say that," I said, extending my hand. He took it and we shook hands. "Now, why don't you go on home, get a good night's rest and come back first thing in the morning. We'll get your employment stuff taken care of and then work on getting your situation with Gloria under control."
"Thanks, Cam, that means the world to me," he said.
"Hey, what are friends for?" I asked. "How are you set for funds, by the way?"
"I've got a little bit left, enough for a few days," he said.
"Alright. Well, if you need anything, let me know," I said.
"I will," he said. "Thanks again." I walked him to the door and watched as he drove away. I turned around to find Ginger standing in the front room.
"That was a very nice thing you did for him," she said as she wrapped her arms around me.
"Well, Bill and I go way back," I said.
"Still, it was very nice what you did," she said. "Why don't you go say good night to the kids. They love it when you tuck them in."
"Of course," I said. I walked into the darkened room and instantly spotted small flashes of light. I stood in the doorway and looked to see what was going on. The kids were in their cribs, laying on their backs with their faces turned to each other. The gold specks in their eyes were flashing, almost as if using some form of Morse code. Were they communicating with each other?
The flashing stopped as I stepped further into the room. I picked them up, one by one, and gave each of them a kiss, telling them I love them. They cooed and gurgled as babies do. As I held Jenny in my arms, I thought I heard a childlike "da" in my mind. I looked at her and saw one of the specks in her eyes briefly flash. Did she just call me "Da?" I put them back in their cribs and covered them up before going into the master bedroom.
"I take it you saw it?" Ginger asked.
"Yes, I did," I told her. "How long has that been going on?"
"I first saw it about three days ago," she said. "I've seen it a couple times since then. You think they're communicating with each other?"
"That's the only thing that makes any sense to me," I said.
"You think maybe we should do something to stop it?" I shook my head.
"No, there's no harm being done. Let them develop and see what happens. We'll need to ask Smith and Jones about it the next time they're here," I said. "Come on, let's go to bed and get a good night's sleep."
...
Bill came by at 8:00 the next morning, ready to get to work. I walked him to the office and ushered him inside. After showing him around a bit, we went through the standard employment paperwork Ginger had already put together when we first started talking about bringing someone on board.
"So, what now?" Bill asked.
"I think the first thing we need to do is get your brain feed saved," I said.
"Brain feed?" he asked.
"Yes, it's all of your combined memories, thoughts and secrets." He looked at me, shocked. "Don't worry, it doesn't hurt, and it'll help us figure out what's going on. It's completely confidential, by the way."
"That's good to hear," he said. "I've done some things I'm not too proud of."
"We all have those in our past," I said.
"So, what do I do?" he sked.
"Shake my hand," I said. I held out my hand and he took it. I knew exactly where to touch to get the desired result, and he felt the shock as his feed was dumped into my head. "See, that wasn't so bad," I said when it was all finished.
"So, what now?" he asked. I pulled out my headset and plugged it into my computer.
"Now I transfer everything to the main server," I said. "Once that's done, the application will process it, sorting everything out by date. Then we'll have a fully searchable feed we can use." I started the process and let it run. "That could take some time. So, while that's processing, why don't you tell me about your divorce. You never really told me much except that Gloria had cheated on you. What happened? Exactly?"
"I never told you because I was so damned humiliated about the way it all happened," he said. "I came home from work one day and she met me, wearing the shortest skirt I had ever seen her wear. I asked her where the kids were and she told me her folks had them for the night. I thought she wanted me to take her out, so I offered to get changed.
"That's when she told me that 'WE' weren't going out. Instead, her date was on his way to pick her up, and she would be gone most, if not all, of the night with him. Well, you could've knocked me over with a feather. We argued. I told her there was no way I was gonna put up with that.
"She told me I had no choice. Either put up with being a cuckold or she and her lover would ruin me in a divorce. Well, I told her I was not going to be her willing cuckold, and said if she left with him to not bother coming back. She laughed in my face.
"When her lover got to the house, he just walked in like he owned the place. I can't even repeat what happened after that, it's so humiliating," he said, his face turning red with shame.
"That's alright," I said. "We've got the memory stored. I can look at it later. Just give me the basic story. First off, who was this guy?"
"H. Ross Simpson, Gloria's boss," he said.
"You mean, THE H. Ross Simpson, the big-shot family law attorney?" I asked.
"Yeah, him," Bill said. "He told me that from now on, what was mine was his. That he would come and go as he pleased and take my wife whenever he wanted. I told him he could kiss my ass and that's when he decked me."



"He assaulted you?" I asked.
"Yeah. Right there in my own home. Gloria laughed and told him to kick my ass more if he wanted to. I fought back, but in the end, they left me on the floor. Warned me against calling the cops. Said bad things could happen if I did. And they did."
"What do you mean?"
"Well, I called the cops after they left. They came and began accusing me of domestic violence, claimed there was a report that I had abused the children and nearly took me to jail. Imagine that! I'm the one who gets beaten, and they want to take me to jail. Over a false charge. And that was just the beginning." Just then, his phone buzzed. He looked at it and showed it to me.
"Ross and I are coming to your place this afternoon," the message said. "Be there with this month's support check or else. 1:30 pm."
"I've already paid all my support for this month," he said. "I even have the bank statement showing I've paid it."
"Does she do this all the time?" I asked.
"Yes," he said. "It never ends."
"Alright," I said. "Let me call someone." I grabbed my phone and called Drew Henson, the lawyer I worked with nearly a year ago when I considered divorcing Ginger. The receptionist put me through to him right away.
"Mr. Drake," he said enthusiastically. "How are things going? Do you need my services after all?"
"Yes, Drew, I do, but not for me. It's for a friend who happens to work for me," I said. He listened as I explained the situation to him. "Is there anything you can do? File an order of protection or something? This Ross guy has already assaulted him at least once before."
"You need this by 1:30, you say?" Drew asked.
"Yes," I said.
"That doesn't give me much time," he said. "I'll do what I can and meet you two there. Give me the address." I gave it to him. "Alright, let me get going on this. I'll see you there at 1:30."
"Thanks, Drew, I appreciate this," I said. I put my phone away and turned to my friend, who sat with his head in his hands. I could see the tears coursing down his face. I could tell this was a man nearly at the end of his rope. Someone is definitely going to pay for this, I thought.
"It's going to be alright, Bill," I said. "Drew Henson is working on something. I'll go with you to the condo. He'll meet us there. Why don't you get a cup of coffee and collect yourself."
"Yeah, thanks," he said, heading toward the Keurig I kept in the office.
"That poor man," Ginger said in my mind. "He doesn't deserve any of this."
"No, he doesn't," I responded. I felt two other presences in my mind -- the children. I wondered what they would think of all this if they understood what Bill was going through. After filling a mug with coffee, Bill came back and sat down.
"Feel better?" I asked.
"A bit," he said.
"So, did Gloria ever give you any reason for what she did?" I asked.
"Claimed she wanted 'excitement' in her life. Said she didn't want to spend the rest of her life married to a 'salesman.' Worse yet, she said she had been screwing Ross for a couple months already and decided she didn't want to hide it from me any more," he said.
"So basically, she got what she wanted," I said.
"No, she didn't," he told me.
"What do you mean?" I asked.
"She wanted to control me. She still does. That's why she keeps harassing me the way she does," he said. I looked and saw the app had finished processing Bill's brain feed.
"It's done," I said. "Why don't I show you how to use this thing?"
"Sure," he said. I spent the next couple hours showing him the features of the application. He took right to it and I could tell he enjoyed working with the application.
"How would you like to go through Gloria's and Ross' brain feeds?" I asked.
"That would be fan-fucking-tastic," he said. "But how are we going to get them?"
"Leave that to me," I said. "I'm going with you back to the condo. It'll be a piece of cake." Just then, Ginger let me know that lunch was ready. I didn't realize it was that late in the day. Guess time does fly when you're having fun, I thought.
"You ready for some lunch?" I asked Bill.
"Is it that time already?" he asked.
"Yep. Ginger made up some olive and cream cheese sandwiches," I said.
"Olive and cream cheese?" he asked.
"Yeah, you ought to try one. I can make myself sick eating those things," I said.
"Well, okay," he said. I grabbed the folder with Bill's employment stuff for Ginger to send to Nathan. We went to the kitchen where Ginger had the sandwiches already on plates for us. She also piled some chips and dip on the plates as well.
"The kids have already had their lunches," she told me. "So you two eat up and I'm going to spend some tummy time with them."
"Okay, sounds good," I said. "After we eat, we're going to the condo. Gloria and her boyfriend are going to meet us there. Would you mind making sure Nathan gets Bill's paperwork?" Nathan was Jack Peabody's nephew and the man who took care of the company's accounts.
"Sure, no problem," she said. We ate our sandwiches and gathered our things to go. On the way out the door, I stopped and gave Ginger a kiss. Then I smiled down at the children.
"Daddy's getting ready to go burn a bitch," I said with a smile. "Would you like to help Daddy burn a bitch?" Their eyes briefly flashed and they smiled up at me. "You make Daddy so proud," I said as I gave them each a kiss.
"You're so bad," Ginger said in my mind.
"You know it, baby," I responded with a wink.
"You know, Cam, sometimes you really scare me," Bill said after we got in the car.
"You haven't seen anything yet," I told him as we sped to the condo. "You're not getting cold feet on me, are you?"
"Oh hell no," he said with a smile. We got to the condo at 1:15 and saw Drew had already made it. He held a folder as he waited at the door for us.
"I was wondering when you two would get here," he said.
"Sorry, had to eat lunch," I said. I introduced Drew and Bill and waited for Bill to open the door. When we got inside, Drew turned to Bill.
"You got a buck or two on you?" he asked. Bill pulled out his wallet and looked.
"I have a five," he said.
"That'll work," Drew said, his hand out. Bill pulled out a five dollar bill and handed it over.
"You're now officially my client," Drew said. "Let me do the talking, okay?"
"You're the boss," Bill said. A couple minutes later, we heard a knock at the door. Bill opened the door and we all saw Gloria and Ross standing there. They seemed somewhat surprised to see me and Drew in the condo. The 3-D anaglyph effect was strong with these two and I had some difficulty focusing on them as they stood there.
"Aren't you going to invite us in?" Gloria asked. Bill looked at Drew, who nodded his head.
"Yeah, I guess so," he told Gloria. They stepped inside, not sure of what to make of this development.
"Cam, it's been a long time," Gloria said nervously as she held her hand out. I took it and felt the tell-tale shock. She flinched for a moment.
"Sorry, must be static," I said as her brain feed downloaded into my mind.
"This is H. Ross Simpson," she said, pointing to the tall, muscular man with her. "Ross, this is Cameron Drake." I held out my hand, which he accepted. He also flinched as he felt the shock.
"Good to meet you, Mr. Drake," he said with a smirk. "What the fuck is up with his eyes," I heard in his mind. After I released his hand, he turned to Drew. "Drew. What an unexpected surprise. Good to see you again."
"And you, Ross," Drew said as they shook hands.
"Bill, what are these men doing here?" Gloria asked. "I thought we were going to discuss this in private."
"You can address your questions to me, Ms. Collins," Drew said. "I represent Mr. Collins now."
"Oh?" Ross asked.
"Yes," Drew said. "He tells me there's been some confusion regarding his most recent support payment. I took the liberty of checking and I see that Ms. Collins has already deposited the check -- for the full amount -- that my client sent."
"Oh... well, maybe I got it confused with something else," Gloria said.
"I doubt that, Ms. Collins," Drew said. "From what my client tells me, I suspect this was just another attempt on your part to harass my client, something the two of you have been doing quite a lot lately. Which brings me to the reason I'm here." He opened the folder and pulled out two sheets of paper. He handed one to Gloria and another to Ross.
"What's this?" Gloria asked.
"I'm glad you asked, Ms. Collins," Drew said. "That is an order of protection and you both have been officially served. In short, that order states that the two of you, and anyone working on your behalf, are ordered to remain at least 500 feet from my client, his residence and his place of employment, which currently happens to be Mr. Drake's residence. It also prohibits any contact whatsoever, be it by phone, email or text message."
"Well, I'll be sure to take this with me the next time I go to the men's room," Ross said with a smirk.
"Do with it as you see fit, Ross. In fact, you can shove it all the way up your ass if you want, but know this. If either of you violate this order, my client will have you arrested," Drew said. Ross looked like he was about to explode.
"Do you people have any idea what you're messing with?" he asked.
"Do you?" I asked him, focusing on the area around his heart muscle for just a few seconds. His face turned white as he felt a sharp pain in his chest. I released the pressure on his heart and the color returned to his face.
"What is this guy to you?" Ross asked after he caught his breath. "Why do you care what happens to him?"
"Because, asshole, he's my friend. And my employee," I told him, my eyes briefly flashing red. He and Gloria stepped back, shocked and a bit afraid. I could smell the fear emanating from him, which, oddly enough, smelled an awful lot like freshly released feces. Maybe he actually crapped his pants, I thought.
"By the way, Ross," Drew added. "I've taken a preliminary look at the divorce order and I intend to fully examine the entire file."
"Everything is in order," Ross said.
"Is it? Are you certain of that? We'll see," Drew said. "I do know that Ms. Collins hasn't exactly been following the child visitation schedule the court ordered and established with CPS. That looks to me like cause for a contempt citation. Are you advising your client to be in contempt of court?" Ross looked even more nervous now.
"The kids have been tied up with extracurricular activities and haven't been able to make it to the scheduled visits," Gloria said.
"How convenient," Drew said. "Perhaps you can explain it to the judge."
"Now see here, Drew," Ross began before I interrupted him.
"SHUT UP! Just shut up," I declared. "Look. The two of you need to get the fuck outta my house and stay away from Bill. And don't ever come back. Understand?" They looked at each other for a moment, then nodded their heads.
"All right," Ross said. "We'll back off." But his mind wasn't finished. "But we'll be back -- soon," I heard in his thoughts. "C'mon, Gloria, let's go." They turned and left the condo. Bill slammed the door behind them.
"That went well," Bill said. Drew and I chuckled.
"I get the feeling we haven't seen the last of those two," I said.
"Listen, I have to get back to court, but I wanna take a couple days and go through your file, Bill," Drew said. "Then I'd like for the two of us to sit down and go over everything. That is, if your boss can spare you for a few hours," he added, looking at me.
"Of course," I said.
"I don't know that I can afford to pay you right now," Bill said.
"Don't worry about it, Bill, I'll take care of it," I said.
"Are you sure?" my old friend asked.
"Hey, what are friends for?" I responded.
"All right, well, I'll be in touch. Call me if anything happens," Drew said, shaking our hands. Bill and I sat down on the couch after he left. Bill started to say something, but I held up my hand as I was connecting to Gloria's mind to see what the two of them were doing. At that moment, they were in Ross' car, talking about what just happened.
"You said this would be a piece of cake," Gloria said angrily.
"I wasn't expecting this," he told her. "What do you know about this Cameron Drake? The name is vaguely familiar but I can't quite place it."
"He's an old friend of Bill's," she said. "They've known each other forever." Ross punched some buttons on his dash and I could hear the sound of a phone ringing. Then a man's voice spoke through the speaker in the car.
"Jenkins," the man said.
"Al, this is Ross. I got a job for you."
"What's up?" the man at the other end said.
"I need you to do a deep dive on someone. A Cameron Drake. And I need everything you can get me like, yesterday," Ross said.
"Want me to tail him?" Jenkins asked.
"Not yet," Ross said. "Just do a check. I wanna know everything there is to know about him."
"Alright," Jenkins said. "I'll be in touch."
"Make it fast," Ross said.
"On it," Jenkins said before ending the call. Ross turned to Gloria.
"What do we do now?" she asked.
"We wait," Ross said. I disconnected from her mind and looked at Bill.
"What's going on?" he asked. "You spaced out on me there for a couple minutes."
"I connected to Gloria's mind to see what the two of them were up to," I said.
"And?"
"Seems Ross has taken an interest in me, personally," I said. "Come on, let's get back to the office. I'll get you started on these brain feeds." We went back to the house and made our way to the office, where I downloaded the two feeds. After they had processed, I set Bill up at his workstation.
"So, where do I start?" he asked.
"There's no need and certainly no time to go through everything," I said. "The application has a search feature that works a lot like Google. You can enter search terms just like you would there, specify a date range and see what you get."
"What kind of terms do you think I should use?" he asked.
"Oh, I don't know. Maybe something they might say to each other in a conversation," I said.
"You mean, like, 'kill Bill,' or something?" he asked.
"Why not?" I responded. "Give it a shot. See what you get." He shrugged his shoulders and typed "+kill AND +Bill" in the search bar, selected the previous eighteen months for the date field and hit enter. We watched the application and were somewhat surprised when it returned five results.
The first four showed Gloria screaming in anger about something Bill had done to thwart her in the divorce. What the search tool had picked up on was her screaming that she was going to "kill Bill" for what he had done. It wasn't anything serious -- just the type of venting one might expect from a former spouse.
But the fifth entry was far more serious. This incident happened about three weeks before Bill was fired from Apex. Gloria and Ross had just finished screwing in what used to be Bill's marital bed. As Gloria lay in Ross' arms, she looked over at him.
"What are you thinking?" he asked her.
"I was wondering what it would take to get rid of Bill... forever," she said quietly. He looked at her, curious.
"What do you mean?" he asked.
"I mean, like, what would it take for him to completely disappear off the face of the Earth," she said.
"You mean, like, kill him? Kill Bill?" he asked.
"Yeah, something like that. What would it take?"
"Why would you want to do that? I thought you intended to make him miserable and broke for the rest of his life," he said.
"Yeah, I do," she said. "But I was thinking that maybe... if something happened to him, that I could get my hands on his insurance and his estate."
"You know he's changed the beneficiary of his policy," Ross said. "Everything now goes to the kids."
"Yeah, but as their mother, I would have control of it, wouldn't I?" she asked.
"Not unless he had it all put into a trust for them," Ross said. He looked at her, concerned. "Are you serious about wanting him killed?"
"I've been thinking about it a lot lately," she said. "It's his own fault, really. If he had just let me do what I wanted, everyone would be happy. Well, except maybe for Bill. He'd be my little cuckold, forced to wear a cock cage for the rest of his life and forced to be my slave. But at least we'd still be married. I'd have someone to take care of the kids for me and you'd still have exclusive rights to my body. But he screwed all that up. So tell me, what would it take?"
"There's lots of ways," Ross said. "Someone could sabotage his car. He could run into a mugger who wanted more than just his money. Why are you talking like this? Why not just let it go? You've got everything now. The house, the kids, a huge chunk of his salary."
"But I don't have everything I want. He's not under my control. I still wanna know how he managed to get into that condo he's in," she said. "He had to get the money for that from somewhere. Those condos are fairly expensive. I know he couldn't afford to pay for that himself."
"I thought you said his friend is letting him stay there," Ross said.
"That's what he said, but I don't believe him. There's something fishy going on there and I want to get to the bottom of it," she said.
"Okay, but no more talk about murder, all right? Look, Gloria, you know I love you and I'd do anything for you. Heaven knows I've put my entire career on the line with some of the motions you asked me to file against him. You know as well as I do that he never once abused you or the kids the way you claimed. If his attorney at the time wasn't so damn incompetent, I'd probably be facing all kinds of ethics charges. We'll look deeper into his finances, but seriously, I think for your sake and the sake of the kids, you need to let this go," he said.
"I guess you're right," she said. "But I still won't be happy until I can flush his ashes down the toilet." I stopped the video, marked it and gave Bill a USB drive.
"Save that to this thumb drive," I said. Bill looked at me, shocked, then took the drive and saved the video.
"She wants me murdered," he said quietly. "I don't get it. Why? What did I ever do to her to deserve this?"
"Nothing," I said. "In my opinion, she's got a screw loose and needs professional help."
"Can we take this to the police?" he asked.
"And tell them what? That we hacked into her memories? They'd put us both in the looney bin. No, this can't be used in court. But maybe Drew can use it as leverage against the two of them," I said. "Listen, Ginger needs my help with dinner. You wanna come down and get a bite to eat?"
"No, I'm not hungry, but thanks anyway. If you don't mind, I'd like to keep going through this stuff for a while," he said.
"Alright. Stay as long as you need to, just make sure the door is locked when you leave, okay?"
"Thanks, I will," he said. I went downstairs and helped Ginger set the table for dinner.
"Is Bill going to join us?" she asked.
"No, he wants to stay and go through Gloria's brain feed, see what he can find," I said. We ate dinner, then settled into the front room to relax and unwind. Ginger was shocked when I told her what we found so far.
"Do you think maybe you should get Max and Adrestia involved?" she asked.
"No, I think it's time I learned to work without a net," I said. "Besides, Bill is my friend, and I want to be the one to help him. If it gets too bad, though, I'll reach out to them."
"It's a shame you can't go to the police with this," she said.
"Yeah, I know," I said. We talked for a while longer and played with the kids. It was nice spending time with them. Finally, it was time to get them ready for bed, so we bathed them and dressed them in their pajamas. After we put them to bed, we headed into the master bedroom.
...
The next morning, I was just a bit surprised to see Bill's car in the driveway. Had he stayed all night, I wondered. After wolfing down a hard-boiled egg, I went to the office and saw him slumped over his workstation, asleep. I also saw his notepad, filled with video references.



I tapped him on the shoulder to wake him up. He jerked upright and rubbed the sleep out of his eyes, then looked up at me.
"Were you here all night?" I asked. He nodded his head and ran a hand through his hair.
"Yeah, sorry," he said. "I just got started and couldn't stop."
"Trying to impress the boss are you?" I asked with a smile. He laughed at that.
"Well, I did learn an awful lot," he said. "Can I get a cup of coffee or something?"
"Yeah, sure, help yourself," I said. He went to the Keurig and made himself a cup of coffee. "Want some breakfast?"
"No, I'm fine, but thanks anyway," he said. "I got video of the two of them planning to frame me for all kinds of stuff -- they even talked about planting child porn on my computer, then calling the cops."
"Damn," I said. "You made copies of all that, I hope."
"I sure did," he said. "I'm taking it with me when I see Drew tomorrow. By the way, I have an appointment to see him in the morning."
"Good," I said. "Take whatever time you need. Get any sleep last night at all?"
"Not much. Maybe a couple hours," he said.
"Well, why don't you go on home and take the day off," I said. "It looks like you've gotten quite a bit done last night anyway."
"You sure?" he asked.
"Positive," I said. "I'm the boss, remember?"
"Yeah, I guess so," he said with a laugh. "Thanks, boss. I feel like I'm starting to get a handle on things now. At least I know what I'm up against." He gathered his things and stood up. "Thanks again, Cam. For everything."
"Think nothing of it," I said. "Call if you need anything, okay?"
"I will," he said. "Right now, I feel like I could sleep for a week." I laughed and slapped him on the shoulder.
"Go on, get outta here. Get some sleep," I said with a smile. After he left, I pulled out the tablet Max had given me. I fired it up, then set it to hone in on Ross Simpson. I could have connected to his mind, but I wanted a record of his thoughts as well as his actions. When I focused on him, he was sitting at a table with Gloria. His phone had just buzzed.
"Hello," he said, answering the call. He looked at Gloria and put the phone on speaker. "I've got you on speaker. Gloria is here with me."
"Okay," the man at the other end said. I recognized the voice -- it was Jenkins, the man Ross spoke to the previous day.
"What do you have for me?" Ross asked.
"I did a pretty deep dive on Drake," Jenkins said. "He's married, two young children. Used to work for Apex."
"Apex? Isn't that where Bill Collins worked?" Ross asked.
"Yes, it is," Jenkins said. "Anyway, Drake now owns his own company -- Drake Investigative Services."
"So he's a PI?" Ross asked.
"Well, yes and no," Jenkins said.
"What the hell is that supposed to mean?" Ross asked. "Either he is or he isn't."
"He doesn't have his PI license yet, but he's working on it," Jenkins said. "You don't need to have a license to own a PI firm in this state. But he does have a permit to operate as an apprentice."
"An apprentice? So, who is he working with?" Ross asked.
"A fellow named Max Burnage," Jenkins said.
"Burnage. Never heard of him," Ross said.
"I haven't dealt with him either, but from what I've heard, he's one scary son-of-a-bitch. Something else. Drake's name came up in connection with a missing person's case, a Chad Wheeler. His wife used to work for Wheeler before she ended up in a coma," Jenkins said. "Cops still haven't been able to find him."
"Wait a minute," Ross said. "Now I know where I've heard that name before. I followed that case. Didn't Drake get a huge settlement out of all that?"
"Yeah, he's currently worth just under a billion dollars," Jenkins told him. "There's one other thing."
"What?"
"I spoke to a retired PI on the phone last night. A fella named Tom Hammer. Went by the moniker of 'Sledge' Hammer," Jenkins said. "He's in a long-term care facility in southern California writing a book or something. Anyway, when I asked him about Drake, I thought he was gonna go into vapor lock. Said the best thing I could do was stay as far away from Drake as humanly possible."
I could tell from the thought bubble at the bottom of the video that Ross recalled the way his chest began to hurt when we were at the condo yesterday.
"Interesting," he said as he mulled that over in his mind.
"I thought so, too. So, you want me to keep tabs on this guy?" Jenkins asked.
"Can you do it from more than 500 feet away?" Ross asked.
"It won't be easy, but I think I can manage that," Jenkins said.
"Alright, do it," Ross said. "Don't approach him, though."
"Got it," Jenkins said. "I'll send you my full report."
"I look forward to seeing it," Ross said. "Good work. Thanks."
"No problem," Jenkins said before ending the call. Ross looked at Gloria before speaking.
"It looks like we have bigger problems than we originally thought," he said. "I'm going to have to rethink some things." A single sentence scrolled through the thought monitor: "Someone is going to have to die after all." I stopped the video, saving it to the tablet.
I looked at my watch, and wondered how long before Jenkins showed up in the neighborhood. I had no idea where he was calling from, so I had no point of reference. I also had no idea what this guy looked like or what he drove. And for all I knew, he was already on his way.
There were other concerns. Would he try to pass himself off as something to get into the house? Or would he be content to sit on the side of the road? There wasn't a lot of traffic out here, and a car sitting on the side of the road watching one particular driveway might get the attention of one or two others who live out here.
I considered my options for a few minutes, then went back into the main part of the house. Ginger and the kids looked at me when I walked in. Their faces all showed concern. I wondered if the kids had any idea what was going on.
"I'm going for a little walk down the road," I said.
"Be careful, Cam," Ginger said. "You're not bulletproof, you know."
"I know," I said quietly so as not to alarm anyone. I gave all three of them a kiss and smiled, hoping to alleviate their fears. Then I walked out the front door and headed for the main road. When I got there, I looked both ways.
Our place sits on the north side of the road, which runs east to west. If Jenkins was coming from town, he would probably come from the east. I turned left and walked down the road for a bit, listening for any traffic. There wasn't much happening this morning, as everyone in the neighborhood who commutes to town had already done so.
I thought I heard a vehicle coming down the road, so I jumped behind the foliage along the road and knelt down, watching to see if anyone would drive by. Sure enough, a black SUV slowly made its way down the road from the east. The driver pulled to the side of the road and stopped, just a few feet from my property line.
I made a note of the license plate and committed it to memory. As I watched, the man inside set up a camera and aimed it at my house, then pulled out a pair of binoculars and surveyed the area. I got as low as I could and crept silently to the driver's side window, which was open. His attention was riveted on my house, which made it a bit easier to creep up on him. I finally made it to his door and stood there for a moment before saying anything.
"You must be Jenkins," I said, causing him to jump out of his skin. He looked at me, shocked and I saw him start for the pistol in his shoulder holster. I flashed my eyes, which caused him to pause. "Don't even think of it," I snarled.
"You must be Drake," he said.
"I am," I told him. "If you're here on Simpson's order, you should know you're violating a restraining order. My property line is right over there," I added, pointing to a spot about 20 feet away. "You know, you should've listened to Hammer when he told you to stay as far away from me as possible. How do you think he ended up in that wheelchair?" He looked at me, shocked.
"How do you..." I interrupted him with another flash of my eyes.
"I'd tell you but then I'd have to melt your brain," I said with a grim smile. His face turned white and I applied just the right amount of pressure to the inside of his cranium. Suddenly, his eyes grew wide and bloodshot and he put his hands to the side of his head.
"Make... it... stop," he said.
"You'll leave us alone?" I asked.
"Yes, I promise. You'll never see or hear from me again," he begged. I released the hold on his brain and grabbed his left hand long enough to download his brain feed.
"Take the gun out, slowly," I said. He obeyed, wondering what I was going to make him do. I could sense the fear in his mind. "Remove the magazine," I told him. Again, he obeyed. "Now, disassemble the weapon. Toss the parts in the back seat. Now!" He followed my orders to the letter, and soon, the pieces of his pistol were scattered in his back seat. I planted a hypnotic suggestion in his brain, then had a brainstorm.
"You know, it's a lovely day, don't you think?" I asked.
"Uh, yeah," he said nervously.
"In fact, I think it would be a great day for a naked drive to the river, don't you?"
"I... suppose so," he said.
"Good. Then strip."
"What?" he asked.
"I said, strip. Now," I commanded. He looked at me funny, then began removing his clothes, slowly. "Faster!" His hands flew as he removed his clothing. "Everything!" He continued to obey, his hands shaking. When he was finished, he looked at me, scared.
"Now, why don't you just take a nice leisurely drive down to the river?" I suggested. He looked at me, scared, then nodded his head. "Well, what are you sitting here for? GO!" I stepped back as he turned the SUV around and headed back into town.
"You are so naughty," Ginger said in my mind as I watched Jenkins drive off. I felt the children in my mind as well and somehow knew they were smiling.
"You know it, baby," I told them. I walked back to the house and was greeted with smiles, laughter and kisses. A couple hours later, I saw a newsflash on television. It seems police had fished a black SUV out of the river after a naked man drove into the water.
Witnesses said the man appeared to be masturbating as he drove. The man was arrested for reckless operation of a motor vehicle, public indecency and lewd and lascivious behavior, the news report said. According to police, parts of a disassembled firearm were found in the vehicle. I went to the office, connected to Ross' mind and saw him talking to Jenkins at the jail.
"What the fuck is wrong with you?" Ross screamed. "I sent you to check out Drake and... My God, what is that awful smell?" He looked and saw that Jenkins had soiled himself. I was pleased that my hypnotic suggestion worked so well. "Did you just shit your pants? That's disgusting!" Ross exclaimed. Jenkins looked down, embarrassed. "Did you manage to learn anything at all about Drake?" Ross asked, holding one hand over his nose.
Just then, Jenkins began sobbing. I looked and saw that he had involuntarily crapped himself again and smiled. Ross shook his head and turned to the guard.
"Do something, willya?" he asked. "He's already shit himself twice. Clean him up and get a doctor to check him out." The guard nodded his head and spoke into a telephone on the wall. Jenkins looked up at Ross, tears streaming down his face.
"Hammer was right," he said. "Stay away from... him," he added. "You have no idea."
"What are you talking about?" Ross asked.
"He... He can... make you do things. Against your will. And his eyes. My God, those eyes... Stay as far away from him as you can. Don't even mention his name," Jenkins sobbed. Ross stepped back as a medic and two orderlies came into the room, wearing masks and gloves, pushing a wheelchair. The orderlies helped Jenkins into the chair and wheeled him out of the room.
"What happened?" the medic asked. Ross shook his head.
"I don't know," Ross said. "He crapped himself twice, then started blubbering about some guy with weird eyes making him do things against his will."
"Any idea what caused him to defecate like that?" the medic asked.
"No, it seemed to happen right when I mentioned someone's name. But that's not possible, is it?" The medic shrugged his shoulders.
"I've seen some pretty strange things in here," he said. "Maybe it was a reaction to something he ate earlier. Do you know if he takes any drugs?"
"No, I've never known him to take anything," Ross said.
"Interesting. We'll check him out. Maybe call someone in from the behavioral health clinic," the medic said.
"Yeah, do that," Ross said before walking away. When he got to his car, he called Gloria.
"Hey, lover, what's up?" she sked.
"You know I sent Jenkins out to tail Drake, right?"
"Yeah."
"Well, he went spastic on me or something," Ross said. "Cops fished his SUV out of the river. Said he was naked when he drove into the water. Strange, he crapped his pants whenever I mentioned Drake by name, claimed he made him do things against his will, then went on about his eyes."
"You remember his eyes flashed at the condo, and you said you felt a sharp pain in your chest," she said.
"I remember. I thought it was just a reflection from something. You think Drake did that on purpose?"
"I don't know, but maybe you should back off of him," she said.
"Something about this just doesn't add up," Ross said.
"What are you going to do?" she asked.
"I don't know. Let me think about it some. We'll talk about it tonight," he said.
"You know where to find me," she teased. They ended the call and I made a note to check them out later with the tablet Max had given me. Just then, Ginger interrupted my thoughts to let me know Smith and Jones had arrived. Grabbing the tablet, I made my way to the main part of the house and saw the two aliens examining the children.
"How are they?" I asked when they finished.
"They appear to be very well-adjusted and in excellent health," Smith said.
"Good," I said. "While you're here, I have a question. We've noticed their eyes flashing, almost as if using a code. Is it possible they're communicating with each other?" The two of them conferred with each other, then re-examined the kids, running a device over their heads. They looked at the results, then back at us.
"To answer your question, yes," Jones said. "They seem to have developed their own communication protocol."
"Any idea what they're saying?" Ginger asked.
"No," Smith said. "But we can tell you without a shadow of a doubt, that they love and admire the two of you more than you can possible imagine."
"They told you this?" I asked.
"It is the central basis of all their communication," Smith said with a smile. I looked at the children, and saw them both smiling up at me. I couldn't help but smile back.
"Well, we love them more than they'll ever know," I said. "They're the best things to have ever happened to us."
"That is good to know. They sense that from both of you. They also seem to believe you have something of a singular wit, Cameron. Although I'm not entirely sure why. Might I suggest the two of you begin reading to them," Jones said. "And not from those silly children's books the two of you have wasted so much money on. Their ability to grasp certain precepts and ideas is far more advanced than their unenhanced human counterparts."
"I see," I said, looking at Ginger. "What about their training? When can they start that?"
"The sooner the better," Smith said. "Perhaps you can start including them tonight." I looked at the children before responding.
"Would you like that?" I asked. They smiled and their eyes briefly flashed. That answers that, I thought. We went through our paces with the children observing. Smith and Jones even worked with them for a short time, being careful to not tax them too much.
After they left, we ate dinner, then bathed the kids and got them ready for bed. The kids seemed to like the exercises Smith and Jones put them through, which made me feel better. They were quite tired, however, and went to sleep almost as soon as we placed them in their cribs. We sat down on the couch, exhausted.
"Well, what do you think?" I asked Ginger.
"You mean, about the kids communicating? Frankly, I'm not surprised," she said.
"Neither am I," I said.
"I wish we knew what they were talking about," she said.
"Well, you heard Smith and Jones," I told her. "Maybe we should let them have this, at least for now. I think when they're comfortable enough, they'll let us in on their little secrets."
"You really think so?" she asked.
"I do."
"What about all those kid's books we bought? You think we should get rid of them?" she asked.
"I don't know," I said. "I was kinda looking forward to reading the adventures of the purple dinosaur." She giggled at that.
"Then maybe I'll read it to you one of these nights," she playfully said.
"You'd do that for me?" I asked with a smile. She laughed back. I grabbed the tablet and fired it up. "Wonder what's happening in the old Collins house?" Ginger watched with me as I let the video and thought monitors sync. Then I set the device to record.
Ross and Gloria were laying in bed, naked. Her head was on his shoulder and one of his arms was draped over her.
"Any idea what we're going to do now?" she asked.
"I've been thinking about that all day today," Ross said. "You remember talking about taking Bill out?" She looked at him, a bit surprised.
"Yeah, but you shot that down. Plus, there's that order of protection," she said.
"I've been thinking about that as well," he said. "But that's not gonna be a problem. Did I ever tell you what I did in the service?"
"No, you didn't," she said.
"I was a sniper," he said. "I can take out a target over 1,000 yards away."
"Are you serious?" she asked.
"Yes," he said. "It's been a while since I've shouldered a rifle, but there's some things you just never forget. At that range, he'll never even hear the shot. One second, he's alive, the next, his head is gone. Just like that." She looked at him, shocked. "Then I'll take out Drake. He'll never know what hit him." I looked at Ginger and saw her eyes widen.
"Is that wise?" she asked. "I mean, it'll take the cops all of about 15 minutes to figure out what you've done." He laughed at that.
"I admit, I need to work out the logistics. Right now, all I have is a germ of an idea," he said.
"What made you change your mind? I don't get it. You said yourself I'll never see anything from Bill's insurance," Gloria said.
"Drew Henson is no slouch," he said. "He's certainly not like that bumbling, half-drunk idiot your ex had representing him before. In fact, he's one of the few family law attorneys who's ever beaten me in court. If he's going through the file, then he'll probably find enough to land me in hot water with the state bar. I could lose my license. And this Drake... There's something about him that just sets me off. You didn't see Jenkins today."
"But you could end up in prison if you kill Bill and Drake," she said. "Then what will I do?"
"I may end up in prison anyway," he said. "Don't worry. You'll be okay. I've made some arrangements."
"What kind of arrangements?" she asked.
"If anything happens to me, you'll be taken care of for the rest of your life," he said, kissing her on the top of her head. I saw what scrolled through the thought monitor at the bottom of the screen: "Either in a Mexican whorehouse or at the bottom of an unmarked grave..."
"Well, thank you for that," she said, returning his kiss. "You're so good to me." He smiled at her as the words, "stupid cunt" flashed across the thought monitor.
"Listen, why don't we take off for parts south, maybe spend a weekend in Cancun or something, help us get our minds off all this crap," he said. "Think your parents could take the kids for a few days?"



"That sounds wonderful," she said. "I'm sure they will. I'll ask them tomorrow."
"Good. You do that. I'll make the travel arrangements," he said. "Then it's adios forever," flashed in the thought monitor.
I ended the surveillance, saved the video and looked at Ginger.
"I'd say this complicates things just a bit," I said.
"Yes, it does. Maybe you need to get Max and Adrestia involved before he tries to kill you. Or us," she said.
"Not quite yet," I said. "Remember, knowledge is power. We have the advantage in that we know what Ross is planning. And he has no idea that we already know. That can work to our advantage. Plus, you heard him -- this is only the germ of an idea. It's been a while since he's used a rifle, so he's bound to be a bit rusty. Up until now, he's had other people do his dirty work for him."
"There's something else you're not telling me," she said. "Why not call in Max and Adrestia. They can resolve this in no time."
"I don't doubt that," I said. "But I can't go running to them on every case that gets a little hairy. No, I need to handle this myself."
"I understand that," she said. "But the least you can do is give them a heads-up." I thought about her words for a bit before making my decision.
"You may have a point," I said. "I'll brief Max on the case tomorrow. Bill is set to see Drew tomorrow, so I'll make sure both of them have this video. Then I intend to take Ross Simpson down. Do you think you're advanced enough in your training to watch over the kids?"
"Absolutely," she said. I had seen her destroy watermelons in our back yard during target practice, but that's quite different from facing a human being. But, I realized, she's got two children she'll be protecting.
"Got that right, buster," she said in my mind, interrupting my thoughts. "This is one mama bear who won't tolerate anyone endangering our children." I looked at her and saw the serious look on her face. She meant it.
"Damn right, I mean it," she said. "So, what are you going to do now?"
"Right now, I'm going to the office, get this video off to Bill and Drew," I said. "Something Ross said gave me an idea. I'm going to do a little search in his brain feed, then I think I'm going to play a little game of divide and conquer."
"Alright," she said. "By the way," she added a few moments later. "What DID you plant in Jenkins' mind anyway?"
"I simply suggested that he crap his pants every time he hears my name," I said. She busted out laughing.
"A singular wit, indeed," she said as she laughed. I laughed with her. "Go on, get to work. You know where I'll be when you get done." I gave her a kiss and headed for the office. The first thing I did was send the video to both Bill and Drew. Then I called my old friend.
"Hey, boss, what's up?" he asked when he answered.
"I just sent you a video I think you'll find very interesting. I also sent a copy to Drew. It looks like Ross is going to up his game a bit, so you need to be on your toes," I said.
"Okay, I'll take a look," he said.
"Just so you know, he's now talking about killing both of us," I said. "And Gloria."
"WHAT?!" Bill exclaimed.
"It's okay," I said, trying to calm him down. "Right now, it's only talk. We know what he's planning to do, but it's not going to happen. I'm going to throw a monkey wrench into his plan tonight."
"Are you sure about that?" he asked.
"Absolutely," I said. "Trust me."
"Alright, I trust you," he said.
"Good. Get some sleep. I'll call you in the morning." With that, we ended the call and I pulled up Simpson's brain feed. I searched for the time he spent in the service. From what I could tell, he actually was a sniper at one time, and a fairly good one at that.
However, there was an incident where he accidentally shot and killed an Afghan girl. She was maybe six years old at the time. Nothing happened to him, however, the memory of that haunted him for quite some time. That's the ticket, I thought. I also wondered why he was now so eager to dump Gloria, so I searched his brain feed further, digging deep into his thoughts.
It turned out that Gloria was pressuring him to marry her and adopt her children. Simpson, however, wasn't looking for a commitment or a ready-made family, just a quick fuck. Gloria had served that purpose well for quite some time, but he now felt that she was becoming too clingy and demanding.
Armed with this knowledge, I connected to Gloria's mind first and planted the seeds of doubt, passing on to her subconscious mind Ross' evil plot to leave her in Mexico. Once that was complete, I exited her mind, then connected to Ross.
I made him relive that fateful day in Afghanistan in his dreams, and kept replaying that memory in his head until he woke up. Then I projected myself through his mind, taking the form of the Afghan girl, complete with the bullet hole in her forehead. He woke with a start, turned and saw the girl -- which was really me -- and nearly fainted.
"Why did you kill me, mister?" I said in a little girl's voice. "I never did anything to you. Now my parents are so sad. Why? Tell me, please."
"I... I don't know. It was an accident. Really. I didn't mean to hurt you," Ross cried, shaking as he watched the apparition in front of him. The little girl looked so real to him. How is this even possible, he asked himself.
"But you did hurt me. You MURDERED me for no good reason," I said in the little girl's voice. Apparently, Ross hadn't picked up on the fact the girl was speaking in English and not her native language. "And now you plan to murder two men and leave your girlfriend in a Mexican whorehouse."
"What?" Ross asked. "How do you know that?"
"I know everything about you, H. Ross Simpson," I said in the girl's voice. "I know how you tried to frame your girlfriend's husband for things he never did. How you deliberately destroyed his life and his family with lies. And soon, the authorities will know."
"Wait," Ross said. "You're not real. You're a figment of my imagination. This is a dream."
"It's no dream, Mr. Simpson. It's real. But soon, it will become your personal nightmare. I am going to see to that," I said in the girl's voice.
"What do you want me to do?" he asked.
"Confess," I said. "Confess everything now."
"I can't do that," he said.
"Then do humanity a favor and KILL yourself! Rid the world of your evil, because that's what you are," the "girl" said.
"No! I won't," he said.
"Those are your choices. Confess. Or die. You choose. I'll never leave you alone until you do," I added. The apparition disappeared and I left Ross' mind, but before I did, I searched through his mind and found his knowledge of firearms.
Using a newly-learned technique, I erased all knowledge of guns from his mind. From this moment forward, he wouldn't know which end of a gun was which. I also planted the image of the girl in his mind so he would see her even when he was awake. The girl's image would haunt him wherever he went, encouraging him to either confess his actions or do himself in.
I came to in my office, sweat pouring off my head. Connecting to a mind like that takes a lot of work. It takes even more work to project myself through someone's mind. I caught my breath and smiled. The game's afoot, I thought, recalling the old Sherlock Holmes story, "The Adventure of the Abbey Grange."
I sent Bill an email to let him know of my nocturnal adventure, then headed back to the main part of the house. I found Ginger in bed, sitting up with the purple dinosaur book we bought for the kids.
"You know, this really isn't such a bad book after all," she said with a smile. "How did it go? You look beat."
"I think things are going to get interesting between Gloria and Ross," I said.
"Good," she said. "Now, why don't you take a shower, get into your pajamas and let momma read you a story about the purple dinosaur."
"Oh, goody," I said, heading to the bathroom.
...
The next morning, I fired up my tablet and checked in on Gloria and Ross. Neither of them had slept very well the night before and were irritable and short-tempered.
"You look about the way I feel," Gloria said as she poured their coffee.
"I didn't sleep too well last night," Ross said.
"Neither did I," she said. They wolfed down a bagel, drank their coffee and headed out the door for work. I made sure the "girl" in Ross' dream would haunt him wherever he went, then called Max to brief him on the situation.
"Yeah, I figured it was you when I saw the story about Jenkins," he said. "You need any help on this?"
"Not right now, boss," I said. "Besides, Bill is a friend and I'd like to handle this on my own if you don't mind."
"Not at all," he said. "In fact, Adrestia and I were thinking it was about time you starting operating without a net, so to speak."
"So you're cutting me loose, then?" I asked.
"Not at all. I just feel you need the freedom to pursue some of your own caseload for a change. Just keep me in the loop and feel free to shout if you need any help. I assure you, there's plenty here to keep us both busy," he said.
"Thanks, Max, I appreciate that," I said.
"No problem. By the way, how are my godchildren doing?" he asked.
"Growing like weeds," I said. He laughed at that.
"That's good to hear. I gotta head out now, so stay in touch," he said.
"Will do," I said. My next call was to Bill.
"Hey, boss," he said. "Just getting ready to head over to see Drew. How'd it go last night?"
"I think we're getting close to administering the coup de grace," I said. "Let me know how it goes with Drew."
"I will," he said. We ended the call and I kept tabs on both Ross and Gloria for the day. What I had done the previous night was taking its toll on both of them. They were both on edge, short-tempered and shaky for the entire day. I especially made sure Ross saw the little girl several times throughout the day. By the end of the business day, they were quite rattled. Good, I thought. I intended to repeat my performance that night.
I also checked in on Jenkins. The man was now being held in solitary at the behavioral health clinic. Concerned about his mental state and the wild claims he was making, the doctors put him on a regimen of various drugs that kept him sedated most of the day.
I finally heard from Bill that afternoon. He came by the house and we went into the office. From what he told me, Drew was putting together a pretty solid case against both Ross and Gloria. Some of the criminal charges included extortion and perjury, while a civil case was being prepared for intentional infliction of emotional distress and defamation. He was also putting together a case to present to the State Bar.
Drew said a possible case might be made for conspiracy to commit murder, but he doubted the district attorney would accept the video evidence we provided, given its source. Still, he said it could be used as leverage against the two of them if they decided to fight the civil case he intended to file. He also planned to file for a modification of the final divorce decree.
"So basically, Ross is fucked," I said.
"Pretty much," Bill said.
"Couldn't happen to a better asshole," I said. Bill agreed.
That night, I made another visit to the bed shared by Gloria and Ross. This time, I appeared to Gloria in her dreams and told her flat out that Ross intended to dump her in Mexico or leave her for dead in an unmarked grave.
"That's not true," she said. "He'd never do that to me."
"Right," I said. "This is the same man who filed false charges against your ex-husband and the same man who intends to kill the father of your children."
"How do you know about all that?" she asked in her dream.
"I know everything about your boyfriend. He's about to get hit with a ton of charges. And guess what? You're getting charged as an accessory," I said. "Cut your losses now, Gloria. Do the right thing for once in your life. You know Bill loves the kids and you know what you have done is wrong."
"If I do this, what will I get?" she asked. I shrugged my shoulders.
"Can't say for certain. But I know you're going to lose even more if you keep going the way you are. Maybe even your life. Is that worth it?"
"I... I guess not," she said. I disconnected from Gloria's mind and reconnected to Ross, again as the girl he killed overseas.
"Why are you still alive when I'm dead?" she asked. Ross backed away and shook his head.
"Leave me alone. Go away," he begged.
"Never! Confess! Now! Or kill yourself. But know this. It's very hot where you're going, and they just love to play with little bitches like you," I had her say. "Hahahaha! I'd love to see you spit-roasted by a few demons. That would make my day."
"Nooooooooo!" Ross screamed. He shot upright in bed and looked around. The image of the girl dissipated and he looked at Gloria, who was sitting up in bed, looking at him with murder in her eyes. "What?" he demanded.
"You were really going to do it, weren't you?" she asked.
"Do what? What are you babbling about, bitch?"
"You were going to leave me in Mexico, maybe sell me off to a whorehouse or worse. Weren't you?" When he didn't say anything, it dawned on her that the being in her dream was telling her the truth. "Oh my God, it IS true. Get out. Get out of my house right fucking now."
"No," he said, shaking his head. "I'm not going anywhere." He opened the nightstand drawer next to him and pulled out a 9 mm pistol. He looked at it, and suddenly realized he didn't know how to operate the thing. He didn't even know where the bullets went.
Just then, Bill Jr., came into the room, having been woken up by his mother's screams. He saw the gun and screamed. Ross pointed the gun at him, and Gloria launched herself at her boyfriend.
"Call 911, Bill," she screamed as she struggled with Ross. The boy fled the room and called the police as his mother fought with Ross. A few moments into the call, the sound of two gunshots rang throughout the house. The 911 operator told the youngster to stay on the line as officers were on their way.
Neighbors, hearing the gunshots, ran to the house and knocked on the door. The young boy answered the door just as a police cruiser pulled up with lights flashing. Two officers ran into the house, their guns drawn. Bill pointed the way to the master bedroom.
When the officers went in, they saw a man with a gunshot wound in his upper chest on the floor. Next to him was a woman with a gunshot wound to her arm. Both were covered in blood. A 9 mm pistol lay on the floor next to the man. Officers checked both of them and found they were still alive.
An ambulance came and paramedics took both of them to the hospital. After talking to the boy, they let him call his father. Bill gladly came to the house to pick the children up, but called me first. When I got to the house, officers were going through the house collecting whatever evidence they could find.
Bill took the kids to the condo and I gleaned whatever information I could from the officers. From what they could gather, the couple fought in the bed over the gun, eventually falling on the floor.
Ross managed to take the safety off and pulled the trigger, causing the first bullet to travel the length of Gloria's upper arm. Somehow, she got the weapon pointed back at Ross just as he pulled the trigger, sending a second shot into his upper chest at point-blank range.
I tried to connect to their minds, but found that I couldn't. That meant they were either dead or unconscious. I hoped it meant the latter. I made my way to the hospital and probed the minds of the emergency staff to see what I could learn.
H. Ross Simpson was dead on arrival, and Gloria was undergoing surgery. That explained why I couldn't connect with her mind. I called Bill to let him know. He told me he would contact her parents to let them know what had happened. There was nothing more I could do here, so I went back home.
...
The next day, I went to the hospital with Bill after he dropped the kids at my house. We learned that Gloria had survived the surgery and was recovering in her hospital room. We caught up with her parents, who were shocked at what they learned. All this time, they thought Bill was the bad guy in their daughter's marriage and refused to have anything to do with him.
"I'm really so very sorry, Bill," Gloria's mother cried. "I had no idea."
"I understand," he said. "She had a lot of people fooled." They hugged and said their goodbyes and we went to Gloria's room. She looked a mess with all the tubes and wires going into her arms. She looked at Bill and a tear fell down her cheek.
"Ross didn't make it," he said, causing her to start crying harder. She calmed down long enough to look at me, then her eyes lit up with recognition.
"It was you," she said. "You're the one who told me about Ross. Was it true? Was he really going to leave me in a Mexican whorehouse?"
"I'm afraid so," I told her. "Or dead." She looked at Bill before speaking.
"It was all his idea, setting you up with those false charges, making you defend yourself from things you never did," she said.
"I know," Bill said. "But you signed off on the papers. And you wanted me dead so you could have my insurance money." She looked down, ashamed.
"I'm sorry for that," she said.
"And you knew he planned to kill the two of us," I said. She looked at me, shocked.
"How do you know that?" she asked.
"We know everything," I said. "I'm an investigator. It's my job to know."
"What happens now?" she asked Bill.
"There'll be an investigation," he said. "Then there'll be charges filed. Someone is going to jail over this. Since Ross is dead, that leaves you. I'm filing to have the divorce decree modified. I intend to take full custody of the children, but I'll let you see them, provided you're not in jail. I won't deny you visitation the way you denied me. The house will be sold and we'll split the proceeds. I'm asking for a 60-40 split based on what I've had to pay."
"I guess that's only fair after what I put you through," she said. "I'm sorry, Bill, really I am."
"Yeah," Bill said. "Well, we'd better get going. Goodbye, Gloria."
"Goodbye, Bill," she said quietly. We left and went back to my place.
...
Epilogue (Three months later)
Bill's divorce decree was modified pretty much the way he said it would be. His house sold pretty fast, and he split the proceeds 60-40 with Gloria. He also got full custody of his kids and they're all doing just fine now. It wasn't easy after all the trouble Gloria had put them through.
Bill brings them by when he comes to work most mornings and they help Ginger around the house. They're good kids, but were put in a horrible position by their mother.
Gloria was found guilty of all the charges put against her. Because of her clean record, she was given a suspended sentence. She still works as an administrative assistant for the firm Simpson used to work for and rents an apartment not far from her office.
True to his word, Bill lets her see the children pretty much whenever she wants. As far as I know, she's not dating anyone. She tried to maneuver Bill into taking her out, but he refused, saying that ship had already sailed. Besides, he's now dating a pretty blonde he met at a club a few weeks ago.
Drew filed a lawsuit against Simpson's estate and is still litigating that action. Bill tells me it could take quite some time for that to get settled.
Jenkins is still at the local behavioral health facility, and from what I could gather, doctors still don't know why it is he involuntarily defecates whenever he hears, "Drake." He should've listened to Hammer...
"Not bad for a few days' work," Max said. "I've got some cases that need to be worked if you can spare the time."



"Of course," I said.
The kids are growing like weeds and developing quite nicely. The other day, I picked Jenny up and saw the specks in her eyes twinkle. Then I heard, "love da" in my mind. I smiled and kissed her pretty face.
"I love you too, sweetheart," I told her. She smiled back and I felt surrounded by a blanket of love.
"Sweetheart," Ginger said when I set Jenny back into her crib. I turned to look at her.
"What's up?" I asked.
"I really could use a big dose of genetic material right about now," she purred. I looked and saw the kids' eyes twinkle. They seemed to know what their mother wanted. I looked back at her and kissed her deeply.
"Well, let's go see what we can do about that," I said.
...
Fade to black...
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September 2073:
I hate funerals. Always have and always will. This funeral, though, is the absolute worse. Hopefully, it will be the last funeral I ever attend next to my own. The reason is simple. The woman in the casket being laid into the ground is -- or was -- the love of my life.
Her name was Jennifer Conrad, but she went by Jenny. She was my best friend, my loyal confidant, the woman who made life worth living. She was also my twin sister. Me? I'm Gerald Conrad, but everyone calls me Jerry or Jer.
I shed hot tears as her casket was lowered. A part of me wished I could trade places with her. After all, I thought, she deserved to live far more than I. Don't get me wrong -- this was expected, and both of us knew this would happen sooner rather than later. Still, it hurt like hell to witness it, knowing the rest of my life would be empty. No more laughter. No more smiles. No more kisses. No more... anything.
For the last year or so, she had fought off one malady after another. I guess that happens when you get to be our age. The final straw was the day she was diagnosed with a rare form of pancreatic cancer. The doctors all told us there was no cure -- nothing to do but wait and try to stave off the pain. So they put her into a hospice, and that, as they say, was that.
I spent every waking moment in her room. I read to her, held her hand, watched television with her, cuddled up in bed with her. I generally did my best to make her final days as happy and comfortable as humanly possible. Even though she was in pain the whole time, she never complained.
The service was lovely, and everyone offered their condolences as they left. Exhausted, I sat down on a nearby bench, and pastor Bob sat down next to me after everyone had left.
"I hate funerals," he said quietly. I looked at him, surprised.
"I was thinking the same thing myself," I told him. He chuckled at that.
"You know, when you go to school to be a pastor, they teach you all these fancy things to say at times like these. To tell you the truth, I don't think there's anything anyone can say to ease the pain of a lost loved one," he said. "Sometimes, I think it's better to just say nothing."
"I think you're right," I said quietly.
"You two were together a long time," he said. "What, 50 years?"
"Fifty-two years, four months, 17 days," I said. "But who's counting?"
"That's six years longer than I've been alive," he said. "You and your sister must've really loved each other to stay together that long." I looked at him, surprised that he knew. As far as most everyone in the church knew, we were married. No one ever asked, and we never said otherwise.
"You knew?" I asked. He nodded his head.
"Yeah," he said. "I saw the way you two interacted. I saw the love, respect, and devotion the two of you had for each other. Figured it wasn't my place to judge. You were both happy, so who was I to say anything." That was one of the reasons Jenny and I started going to this church 20 years ago. We had heard the people there were very friendly, open-minded, and non-judgmental.
"You going to be okay?" Bob asked after a few silent moments. I shook my head.
"I don't think I'll ever be okay again," I said.
"You loved her with all your heart," he said. "That's normal. Just know that we all loved Jenny. And we all love you as well. If you need anything -- anything at all -- even if it's just sweeping the floor -- you call me. Got it?" I nodded my head. He handed me a card.
"What's this?" I asked.
"It's a group that gets together a couple times a month at the church. Widows, widowers, others who have lost loved ones. A good chance to grieve with others," he said. "They get together, have a small meal, socialize, reminisce. Cry on each other's shoulders. That sort of thing. Better than moping around the house by yourself all the time."
"Thanks, I'll consider it," I said.
"Do that," he said. "And yes, whether you want to believe it or not, you'll be okay. C'mon, let me walk you to your car." I got up, and he walked with me to my car, a 1975 Trans Am I had restored several years before.
It was white with a sky-blue interior and sported a 400 cubic inch engine. It was a rare find these days, what with everyone driving electric or hybrid cars. I didn't take it out often, but there were times I just felt the need to open her up and let the wind whip through what was left of my hair. Jenny bought it for me as a present over 30 years ago. At the time, it needed a lot of work, but I enjoyed putting it back together. I'll never forget the first time she rode in it with me. But that's another story for another time.
"I can't believe you're still driving this old thing," he said. "It must be what, 100 years old?"
"Almost," I said.
"Must cost a small fortune in gas," he said.
"I don't drive it every day, but I do like to take it out now and then. It gets me around," I said. He chuckled.
"I'll bet it does," he said. We said our goodbyes, and I headed home, Credence Clearwater Revival emanating from the speakers as tears fell down my face. I pulled into the garage and shut the door before wiping my face. Going inside, I couldn't help but notice how quiet the old place was. It was rather... eerie. I almost expected to see Jenny rattling around in the kitchen, but of course, she wasn't.
I made a pot of coffee and went to the living room, where I sat down and looked around. I had lived here my whole life. My parents passed it down to us when they died, and we just never had the desire to sell it. Besides, the last thing either of us wanted was a mortgage, so it worked out in the long run.
I turned on the television to have some background noise and pulled out an old photo album that Jenny and I used to keep our more "intimate" memories. Grabbing the pipe she gave me for my birthday ten years ago, I filled it with tobacco and lit up before opening the album. I couldn't help but think back to the beginning of our long love story.
...
Although Jenny and I are twins, her birthday was technically December 31, 1995, while I was born on January 1, 1996. How is that possible, you might ask. Easy. She came into the world at 11:50 pm on New Year's Eve, and I emerged 15 minutes later, at five minutes after midnight. I've since Googled that and found that the average time between the first and second twin in vaginal births is about 17 minutes.
Still, Jenny liked to tease me about being born first and often referred to herself as my "big sister." I didn't mind, as I knew she meant it in a good-natured way. We had a relatively normal upbringing and generally got along quite well. Sure, we squabbled from time to time as all siblings do, but we always made up afterward.
Even though we were pretty close growing up, we were complete opposites in terms of personality. Jenny was always outgoing, feisty, and playful, and I suppose one could call her a "tease." I was always a bit more reserved and quiet.
We always shared secrets with each other. As we grew older, our conversations became more mature without being explicit. We started talking about the people we liked and dated in school, and some of those conversations were quite... interesting.
Being my "big sister," Jenny would sometimes give me advice on treating the girls I dated. Things like, what to notice when I picked my date up, what kinds of things to complement. I found her suggestions worked quite well, and I also found myself highly sought after by the girls in our class. Seems I had developed a reputation as someone who knew how to treat a girl right.
Jenny wasn't exactly a wallflower and always had guys lining up to date her. Of course, they had to pass the "brother test," and I made sure the guys all knew they would have to answer to me if they ever disrespected my sister.
I lost my virginity to Brenda Harris about two months after my 18th birthday. I remember coming home from that date and meeting Jenny in the hallway between our bedrooms. She had just returned from her date and was getting ready for bed. I'll never forget that night.
"I hope you used some protection," she said quietly. I looked at her, shocked. How could she know? Then I saw the look of sadness on her face.
"Protection?" I stupidly asked.
"Yeah. You know -- a rubber," Jenny said.
"Of course," I said.
"Good," she said. "I'm glad." For a moment, I thought she was going to start crying.
"Are you alright?" I asked. "How was your date?"
"I'm fine," she said quietly. "Date was okay. It's just... my little brother is growing up." She kissed my cheek and headed for her room. "Good night," she said before she closed her door. What's eating her? I asked myself. I knew better than to press the issue, so I headed into my room and went to bed.
Things changed after that night. Jenny was her usual outgoing, flirty self, but I noticed something about her. It seemed that she had blossomed almost overnight. In addition to being a bit of a tease, Jenny became something of an exhibitionist. She got a kick out of flashing as much skin as she could possibly get away with, especially around me. And our conversations began to get a bit more... explicit.
Her dresses and skirts got a bit shorter, and her cutoffs became more daring. More than once, I would see her wearing a short t-shirt and knew she wasn't wearing a bra, and I could easily see her nipples threatening to poke holes in her shirt. The thing is, she knew what her displays were doing to me. I knew it's not right to perv on your own sister, but damn...
We graduated from high school and prepared for college. I was going for a degree in information technology, and she wanted to be a registered nurse. Her college was in the southern part of the state, so we would be separated for the first time in our young lives. My school was right here in town, so I could stay at home.
Mom and Dad took us out for dinner the night before she left, and we had a good time celebrating. Mom and Dad went to bed after we got home, so I went into my room. A few minutes later, Jenny tapped on the door and pulled a deck of cards she always kept in her purse. We frequently played cards, so this wasn't anything out of the ordinary. She closed the door and came into my room.
I pulled the card table around as she sat on my bed, grabbed my desk chair, and sat down across from her. That's when I got the shock of my life. She was still wearing the short summer dress she wore to the restaurant, and when she sat cross-legged on my bed, I could see... everything. She had no panties on, and I could clearly see her open pussy and her thin, dark pubic hair.
"What's the matter?" she coyly asked with her trademark mischievous smile.
"You're trying to distract me," I said, glancing at her sex, which was visibly wet.
"What, this?" she asked, lifting up her skirt.
"Jenny!" I exclaimed. She gave me one of her flirty laughs as she unbuttoned the first three buttons on her dress. That's when I noticed she wasn't wearing a bra.
"You're just now noticing?" she asked. "I thought I trained you better than that. I took my panties off before we left the restaurant, and I wanted to give you something to remember me by." She reached into her purse and handed me something. I looked and saw it was a tiny pair of lacy panties. "A souvenir."
We played several hands of cards -- mostly spades and gin rummy. I had a terrible time concentrating on my hands, as Jenny kept her legs spread and would periodically reach up to unbutton her dress even further.
More than once, she reached down and stroked her pussy with one hand, causing me even more discomfort. Her B-cup breasts were entirely on display by the end of our fourth hand, and her nipples were hard.
"Well, it's getting late, and I need to get up early," she said after our sixth game. By now, she was topless, and her dress was almost completely unbuttoned. She got up off the bed and let her dress fall to the floor, and I'm pretty sure it was deliberate. "Oops," she said as she stood in front of me, totally naked. She stepped out of the dress and walked right up to me, pressing her bare breasts into my chest. She gave me a scorching hot tongue kiss as she rubbed my crotch.
"I guess my little brother isn't so little anymore," she said with a sly smile. "How big is that thing?"
"I... don't know," I stammered. This was the first time Jenny had ever done anything like this. The truth was, though, seeing her naked had a profound effect on me, and I was harder than I could ever recall. "I've never measured it." She reached into my jeans and grasped my hard cock.
"That's got to be at least eight inches," she said as she slowly stroked it. "No wonder all the girls you date are so happy. You know, if you weren't my little brother, I'd fuck your brains out right here and right now. Maybe I will anyway," she added with a smile.
"Jennifer," I hissed. She laughed and gave me another kiss as she continued to stroke my hard cock. I felt drops of precum at the head of my cock, and she wiped it with her hand, then raised it to her lips, licking it off while looking me in the eye.
"Yumm-oh," she whispered.
"You're so naughty," I said.
"You have no idea. Never forget, little brother. No one loves you more than I do," she said, giving me another kiss. "Good night." She stepped back, picked her dress up off the floor, grabbed her purse, and went into her room without bothering to cover up. She smiled and blew me a kiss when she closed her door.
Here I was left with the worst case of blue balls in history -- caused by my own sister. Damn, I thought. This just wasn't right. I dreamed of Jenny, naked, riding my hard cock to orgasm that night.
I helped her load her things the next day, and we said our goodbyes. Mom and Dad had tears in their eyes watching their daughter prepare to leave. After a tearful farewell, I walked her to her car, and I knelt by her door after she got in.
"Remember what I told you last night," she said. "I love you, and I always will."
"I love you too," I told her. We gave each other a kiss. "Be safe. Take care of yourself, okay?"
"I will," she said. I had tears in my eyes as I watched her pull out and head for school. We stayed in touch all through college. Email and instant messaging made it pretty easy to do. I never did get the image of her naked out of my head.
We dated other people during college and told each other about our dates and experiences. She continued giving me advice, which I readily accepted. We had a terrific time catching up when she came home for the holidays.
We never repeated that night before she left for college, which was probably a good thing, as we probably would've ended up sleeping together if we had. But we had a lot of extraordinarily frank and explicit discussions about the people we dated. And it turned out that Jenny had become even more of an exhibitionist in college.
Our schedule was such that we could never take spring break together, but we always sent each other videos of our adventures. One year, Jenny sent me a video. She participated in an explicit contest that involved the "intimate" use of beer bottles.
I was shocked to see my sister get completely naked in front of an entire group of people, and I was even more shocked when I saw that she had shaved her pussy completely bare. Then I watched as she spread her legs and let herself get fucked with a beer bottle. When the guy holding the bottle stopped, she grabbed it from him and began fucking herself with it until she squirted all over the bottle, causing those around her to applaud wildly.
"That's for my little brother," she said when she pulled the bottle out of her dripping pussy. She smiled and blew a kiss into the camera. I knew this was for me, and I nearly came just watching.
"You are such a naughty girl," I told her in an email.
"I have not yet begun to get naughty," she responded with several emojis. Sure enough, I got an email from her a couple of months later with another video.
"Enjoy," the email said with smiley-face emojis. This time, Jenny and a friend, Alexis Johnson, had gone to a park not far from a local freeway. The video started with Jenny introducing her friend, who turned the camera around. Alexis smiled into the camera and waved.
"Hey, Jerry," she said. "Good to meet you." She turned the camera back to Jenny, who smiled before she spoke.
"It was such a nice warm day out that we decided to come here for a bit of fun," she said as she put a large blanket on the ground. "Actually, I got a bit horny, so I told Alexis I wanted to fuck myself outside. But only if she would make a video for you." She held up a penis-shaped dildo with a large base.
"It's not quite as big as you, but I think it'll do the job," she said in the video before setting the thing down. Then she started taking her clothes off. Her t-shirt was the first to go, then her tiny denim shorts. Then she pulled her panties off, and I could see she was still shaved.
"How big is his dick?" Alexis asked.
"At least eight inches," Jenny said.
"Wow! I'd love to try that one of these days," Alexis said, causing Jenny to laugh. "So, is this guy your boyfriend or something?" Alexis asked.
"My little brother," Jenny said.
"Your brother? You're getting naked to fuck yourself in public for your brother? Ooh, that's kinky, girl," Alexis said, laughing. Jenny laughed with her then turned back to the camera.
"You know, I like to be completely naked when I fuck myself," she said with a smile. She pulled her shoes off and knelt down next to the dildo. She picked it up and licked it, just like she might a real cock, then set it back down. "Watch this," she said as she positioned herself over it.
I was shocked to see her actually fuck that dildo, right there in the park, where anyone could very easily see her. Her long, dark hair bounced as she went up and down on that thing. She moaned as she fucked herself.
"Go ahead, Jer," she said. "Whip out that big dick of yours and stroke it for me. Do it. This feels so fucking good." Watching her, totally naked, fucking herself on that big dildo got me excited. I have to admit, it was the sexiest thing I had ever witnessed. I did as she suggested and climaxed at the same time she did in the video.
She climbed off the dildo and looked around at the cars zipping by on the freeway. Jenny laughed at something Alexis said and held up the dildo. Alexis zoomed in on it, and I could see her juices covering the thing.
"That was so much fun," Jenny said. "We ought to do this together someday. Talk to you later. Love you!" She smiled and blew a kiss at the camera before the video faded to black. I sat there, stunned. I couldn't believe I just watched my sister do that, right there in public. Moreover, I couldn't believe I just jacked off to a video of her publicly fucking a dildo. We talked about it the next time she called.



"Did you like that video I sent?" she asked.
"Yeah," I said. "I've never seen anything like it. What got into you, anyway?"
"It was a nice day, and I wanted to do something special for you," she said. She sent a few more videos like that over the next few years, and we had fun talking about them later.
During my senior year of college, I met Denise, who would eventually become my wife. Jenny had dated several men and was getting close with Harlan Jennings, a male nursing student from our area.
After I graduated, Denise and I got married. Jenny showed up with Harlan. He seemed like a nice enough guy at the time, and I thought he and Jenny would do well together. Before we left for our honeymoon in Las Vegas, Jenny pulled Denise off to the side and told her in no uncertain terms to "take good care of my little brother."
"Don't worry," Denise said. "I love this man with all my heart, and I would never do anything to hurt him." Jenny gave me a big hug as well.
"I hope this works out for you. I really do. But remember who will always love you the most," she whispered before giving me a kiss.
"Thanks, sis," I said. "How could I possibly forget? I love you too, and I hope everything works out for you and Harlan."
Things worked out well for us -- at least for the first three years. After our honeymoon, I went to work full time for Empire IT Solutions, designing and implementing networks in several cities. Denise got a job at a financial services firm. Together, we made pretty good money and were thinking about buying a house. Jenny and Harlan got jobs at the local hospital and rented an apartment.
After being married for a couple of years, Denise said she wanted to have a baby. She reasoned that it would be best to have a child while we were still young, so I went along with it. We tried as hard as we could and had sex every chance we got. But nothing ever happened.
We went to see a doctor about a year later, and both of us were examined. That's when we got the bad news. The problem wasn't with Denise -- it was me. It turned out I have a very low sperm count, and what swimmers I do have don't swim very well. The doctor asked if I had ever been injured in the groin, but I couldn't recall anything like that ever happening. He said it's possible my issue could be genetic.
That's when I recalled all the times my parents called us their "miracle babies." Jenny and I talked to my parents about the situation, and that's when we learned the truth. The odds of us being conceived, let alone carried to full term, were very low. Dad had the same problem I do, only his wasn't quite as bad. At least his swimmers were able to get the job done.
Mom also had problems. It turned out she had suffered three miscarriages before she finally got pregnant with us. According to the doctors, she suffered from a rare condition that severely affected her entire reproductive system. I don't understand it all, but Jenny seemed to. Mom was about to have some kind of surgery when she learned that she was pregnant with us. She went through a great deal to bring us both into this world, and that's why they called us their "miracle babies."
But the problem now was that I had the same problem Dad had, only worse. Jenny, concerned that she might be affected, had herself thoroughly checked out and learned that she also had the same condition as Mom. Not wanting to risk complications from pregnancy, Jenny had a tubal ligation. I held her as she cried on my shoulder. Neither one of us would ever be able to have children.
After explaining the situation, I discussed all the possible alternatives with Denise, but she shot down everything I suggested. She wanted a baby, and she wanted it the old-fashioned way. Needless to say, this put a crimp in our marriage, and it turned out that was only the beginning.
A few months later, things went south for the whole family. Mom and Dad were killed in a freak accident as they returned from one of their date nights. An eighteen-wheeler ran through a stop sign and plowed into their car, killing them both instantly. The driver said his brakes malfunctioned, and he simply could not stop or slow down.
An investigation found the truck's brakes had not been adequately serviced for some time. While the driver himself wasn't directly at fault, he felt so bad that he quit driving for the company and refused to ever sit in the cab of a big rig ever again. Jenny and I were approached by an attorney who promised to get a significant settlement from the company.
We both knew that nothing would ever bring our parents back, but we also wanted the company to pay for what had happened. The lawyer filed a massive lawsuit, which the company settled out of court for a substantial sum of money. We each took half the settlement after the lawyer took his cut.
Mom and Dad had the foresight to place the house in a trust before everything happened, naming Jenny and me their heirs and trustees. They also had insurance that would pay the mortgage off if anything happened to either one of them. So the house was paid, the insurance companies paid their claims, and the house now belonged to Jenny and me.
But, as the saying goes, when it rains, it pours. After all this, I was sent to handle a network job about 150 miles south of town. I got done with the job early and came home to find Denise with another man in our marital bed.
She didn't know I was home, so she and her lover kept screwing as I captured the action on video. I put my bags in my car and went to the house I grew up in. When I got there, I called Jenny and told her what had happened.
"That bitch!" she screamed. "I'm going to claw her eyes out and feed them to the dogs! So where are you now?"
"At the old house," I said.
"I hope you're not just going to sit and take this," she said. "I didn't train you to be a wimp or a cuckold."
"No, I'm not, sis," I said. "I plan to divorce her cheating ass."
"Good. You haven't cheated on her, have you?"
"Of course not, Jenny. How could you think such a thing?" I asked.
"I'm sorry," she said. "I just wanted to hear it from you. Look, we've been talking about what to do with the house. Why don't you go ahead and move in."
"Are you sure?" I asked.
"Absolutely," she said. "We've got most of the old stuff out, so go ahead and fix it up however you want. I know you've always wanted a man-cave, so now's your chance."
"Thanks, sis, that means a lot. Thanks. You're always welcome here, you know."
"I know, but you need a place of your own right now away from that cheating cunt," she said.
"Thanks again," I said. "You're the best."
"You know it, little brother," she said. "Love you!"
"Love you too!" I told her. I called my boss and told him what was going on. He had gone through something like this before, so he sympathized with me and let me take a few sick days to get things rolling.
The next day, I made an appointment to see a divorce lawyer, then went to the apartment when I knew Denise wouldn't be there and packed up the rest of my things. The furniture, like the apartment, was rented, so there was really nothing much to split. We already owned our own vehicles, so that wouldn't be an issue. All I wanted were my clothes, the rest of my toiletries and my computer gear. She could have the rest as far as I was concerned.
I printed out a picture I had captured the previous night, left it on the kitchen counter, and put my wedding ring on top. After making sure I had what I wanted, I locked the apartment and left. I told the apartment manager what was going on, and he agreed to take my name off the lease. We only had a couple months left, and I had already paid for the last month's rent, so it wasn't that big of a deal.
From there, I went to the bank and withdrew half of our savings and checking accounts, paid off and canceled out joint credit cards, and opened a new account in another bank. That night I got a call from a furious Denise.
"What the hell do you think you're doing?" she screamed.
"I could ask you the same thing, Denise," I said.
"You know I wanted a baby," she said.
"Yes, but I always thought it was my baby you wanted," I told her.
"I did. But you can't get the job done. So I found someone who can," she said.
"Are you already pregnant?" I asked.
"No, not yet, but I'm working on it. Look, this doesn't have to affect us at all. I never meant to hurt you. I'm sorry you saw that, but you wouldn't have if you hadn't come home early. Come on back home, and we can put this behind us," Denise said. "Once I'm pregnant, I'll go back to being your loving wife."
"What, and be your willing cuckold?" I asked. "Not no, but HELL NO! I'm seeing an attorney tomorrow, and I will file for a divorce."
"You wouldn't dare," she said.
"Watch me," I said. "Oh, and by the way, you need to keep an eye out for Jenny. She's super pissed at you right now."
"You told your sister? How could you?" she asked.
"How could you? Goodbye, Denise. We're finished," I said, ending the call. She tried calling right back, but I blocked her number. The next day, I saw an attorney and showed him my proof. I also showed him our financial statements and told him what I had done. He seemed to agree with everything I had done and drew up the papers, filing for adultery.
Denise was livid when she was served, and that began a two-month fight that finally ended when I played the audio of what she said for her and her attorney. The fight went out of both of them as they listened to her words. Red-faced with shame, Denise picked up the pen and signed the papers. I signed the papers, and my lawyer's notary witnessed the signatures.
"I'll get these filed today," my lawyer said. "You'll be a free man in 90 days."
"Free. Yeah. Thanks," I said before walking out. I called Jenny and let her know, then went home. She came to the house after her shift and held me as I cried for the death of my marriage.
"It'll be alright, little brother," she said. "I'm here for you. Everything is gonna be alright."
Did I say that when it rains, it pours? Well, apparently, it does. About two months later, I got a call from a very distraught Jenny.
"Jerry, can I come stay with you, please?" she asked through her sobs.
"Of course," I said. "What happened? Did Harlan hit you or something? I'll kick his ass if he hurt you."
"We had a major fight," she said. "I caught him with another woman. He said he doesn't want to be with someone who can't give him children."
"That son-of-a-bitch. I'm so sorry," I said. "Of course, you can stay as long as you want. This is your house too. Do you need any help moving things?"
"No, I've got everything packed up, and I just need a place to stay," she sobbed.
"Alright, come on home, Jenny," I said.
"Thank you," she cried. When she got here, I held her as she sobbed on my shoulder. I wanted to kill Harlan for what he had done to my sister. After she calmed down a bit, I carried her things into her old room and helped her get situated.
"We're a couple of real sad sacks, aren't we," she said as I held her on the couch.
"Speak for yourself," I joked, trying to get her to laugh. "At least you found out what an ass Harlan is before you married him," I said. She burrowed into my shoulder and cried harder, so I held her tighter and rocked her as I might a baby. After she calmed down, I ordered a pizza, and we finished that off with a couple beers. We watched a bit of television, but neither of us was really paying much attention to it.
"By the way," she said. "If I'm staying here, I need you to go to the store, get some groceries."
"Oh? Why?" I asked.
"Because there's not a darn thing to eat except hot dogs and cereal. No wonder you're wasting away to nothing. When was the last time you had a decent meal?"
"What's that?" I joked. She punched me in the arm playfully.
"Seriously. That kitchen is about as organized as a soup sandwich," she said. "Listen to your big sister. Tomorrow's Saturday. I'll give you a list of things to get. Then I'm taking over in that kitchen. You hear me?"
"I hear ya," I said. Jenny gave me a huge list the next day and shooed me out the door. I came back two hours later, and she helped me bring everything inside and put it away. I couldn't help but notice the place looked a lot cleaner.
"Looks a lot better in here," I said. "Smells better, too."
"Thank you," she said. "I'd like to keep it that way if you don't mind."
"Not at all," I said.
"But I expect you to do your part, bub," she said. "This isn't a bachelor pad, at least not anymore. And since you took over the master bedroom, I expect you will take care of the master bathroom." Yup, I thought. My "big sister" is back.
"That's fine," I said. She handed me a bucket with sponges and cleaner.
"What's this?" I asked.
"They're called 'cleaning supplies.' Introduce yourself to them and get that bathroom cleaned up. It smells like crap in there," she said with a smile.
"Yes, ma'am," I said, giving her a mock salute.
"Get to it," she barked with a smile. Once I looked, I had to admit, the place did need to be cleaned. I guess I was just so wrapped up in all my woes to really care. I went to work and had it cleaned up and shiny in no time. Jenny came in as I wrapped up and smiled.
"Much better," she said with a smile. "Let's see if you can keep it that way." We spent the day cleaning and organizing, taking a break for lunch. That night, she made lasagna, and my taste buds watered at the smell. We even ate at the table, a first since I had moved back in.
"I'm sorry I went off on you earlier," she said. "I should've realized that we've both been through an awful lot lately, what with Mom and Dad dying, your divorce, Harlan, what the doctors told us. Forgive me?"
"Of course," I said. "I guess I've spent far too much time moping around, feeling sorry for myself. I needed a kick in my complacency."
"So, tell me, little brother," she began. "When was the last time you put that big dick of yours into a warm wet pussy?" I nearly spewed my lasagna through my nose at that.
"Since before I filed for divorce," I said. "I'm not doing anything until my divorce is final."
"Probably wise," she said. "Although I figured you'd have women lined up around the block waiting for a taste of that monster in your pants."
"Not hardly," I told her. "What about you? I figured you'd have guys breaking the door down to get to you."
"No," she said. "Actually, I'm waiting for the right guy to become available."
"So, are you still the naughty vixen who keeps herself shaved and does herself with dildos and beer bottles in public?" I asked. She smiled at that.
"I take it you enjoyed those videos I sent you, then?" she asked.
"You know I did. Still do, as a matter of fact. What did you mean, 'this is for my little brother' at the end of that first spring break video?"
"Just what I said," she told me. "I did it for you. All of it. I knew you would appreciate it."
"Wow," I said. "You never answered my question, by the way."
"As a matter of fact, I do keep myself shaved," she said. "I like the way it feels. And yes, I originally did it for you."
"Me?"
"Remember we talked about that when we were in college. You told me about a girl you dated who shaved herself bare and how much you liked going down on her. Remember that?" she asked.
"Yes, I do," I said.
"Do you still like doing that? Going down on a clean, shaved pussy?" she asked.
"Actually, I do," I said. "What about you? Do you like it when a guy goes down on you?"
"I love it," she said. "It's been a long time since anyone ate me out, though. Harlan tried it once, but he didn't like it. Said it was nasty."
"He's an idiot," I said.
"No argument there," she said.
"I bet he liked it when you went down on him, though, didn't he?" I asked.
"You know, he did. Kinda hypocritical, isn't it?" she asked.
"Sounds like it to me," I said.
"I even swallowed," she said.
"Damn," I exclaimed.
"Did Denise ever do that for you? Swallow that is?" she asked.
"No, she never did. She was a spitter. Said she couldn't stand the taste of cum," I said.
"Well, she's an idiot, too. On top of being a cheating cunt," she said.
"You know, I never forgot that day we played cards in my room. You know, the day before you left for college," I said.
"Oh yeah?" she asked with a smile. "You know what? I've never forgotten that either. It was kinda naughty, wasn't it?"
"Yes, it was," I said. By then, we had finished our dinner.
"Listen, why don't we get these dishes cleaned up and go into the front room?" she asked.
"Sure," I said, standing up. "By the way, that was a delicious lasagna. Best I've had since Mom made it for us. Thank you for making it."
"You're welcome," she said. "I'm glad you liked it. I liked making it for you." We cleaned up the dishes and went into the front room after grabbing a beer. We sat down on the couch and turned the television on just to have some background noise.
"Can I tell you a secret?" she asked.
"Of course, you can," I said. "Anything."
"You won't get mad at me or think I'm some kind of a freak?" she asked.
"No, why would I get mad at you?"
"Well, some guys might think it a bit strange," she said.
"After all these years, you can tell me anything," I said. "We've always been able to share things with each other -- even intimate things we wouldn't dare tell anyone else."
"I guess you're right," she said. "Well, here goes. The truth is, Jer, I'm attracted to you. I've always been attracted to you." I didn't know what to make of this, so I responded with a joke, wondering if she was just kidding.
"Well, I have to admit, I am a rather attractive guy," I said. She chuckled and slapped my arm.
"Quit making fun of me," she said. "I'm serious. Do you remember when you had that date with Brenda? That was the date when you lost your virginity. Remember that night?"
"Yeah, I do," I said. "You knew right off the bat. As I recall, you seemed a bit down about that."
"I could tell," she said. "And yes, I was a bit down. Actually, I was a bit jealous of Brenda. You see, I had always fantasized that we would be each other's first."
"Whoa," I said. "You mean... You and me, having sex? You know what they call that, don't you?"
"Yes, I know," she said quietly. "But it's the way I felt at the time. You remember what I told you the night before I left for school?"
"Yes, you said you loved me and always would," I said.
"I meant every word," she said. "I've loved you my whole life. You know, I used to lay in bed, naked, and fantasize about us making love. That was when we started talking openly about sex. I'd get so worked up, I'd bring myself off, pretending it was you making sweet love to me. I would fantasize that you would hear me, then come into my room and catch me masturbating."
"That's a lot to take in," I said. "Do you still feel that way?"
"Honestly, yes," she said. "You probably think I'm perverted or something. But I can't help the way I feel about you."
"No, I don't think you're perverted," I said. "I mean, I'm the one watching videos of you getting naked and fucking yourself in public for an audience."
"Do you like watching them?" she asked.
"Truthfully, yeah, I do," I said. "You're a beautiful, sexy woman. So, what does that make me?"
"I don't know. A normal, red-blooded horny man, maybe," she said. "Thing is, I like it when you watch me. I... want you to watch me. To... want me."
"You know, this is an awful lot to digest," I said after a few moments. "I mean, we're not teenagers exploring our sexuality here. We're both adults now. Maybe we should talk this out some more. Go slow and see how things work out." She nodded her head.
"Maybe you're right," she said. "But know that I love you, and I'm always here for you."



"I love you too," I said. "And I'll always be here for you as well."
"You know, if you ever want to watch me, all you have to do is ask," she said with a smile.
"I'll keep that in mind," I told her, returning her smile.
The next several days went well as we developed a routine. Jenny and I did our morning stuff, went to work, came home, ate, cleaned up, talked, watched television, then went to bed. When passing her bedroom door, I could hear her moans and knew what she was doing.
I admit -- I was tempted, so very tempted, to just walk in and catch her. I found myself getting excited at the idea of actually watching her masturbate, her legs spread wide as she fingered her shaved pussy. Then I remembered this was my sister, not some unnamed random woman in a porno video. Still, I was so close to crossing that line that I knew could never be uncrossed.
A couple weekends later, I decided to take advantage of the sun and pulled out an inflatable pool lounger. Jenny was off doing her weekend shopping, so I figured I'd take it easy. I pulled on a pair of swim trunks, slathered myself with sunscreen, and laid out on the lounger. At some point, I fell asleep, and the next thing I knew, I was in the water.
I came up, spitting water as I cleared my eyes to see what the hell happened. Something didn't feel quite right, and I looked down to find myself... naked. Then I heard it. Jenny, laughing maniacally from the side of the pool.
"Looking for these?" she asked, holding up my swim trunks. She wore a tiny bikini -- well, actually, it was just three small pieces of cloth held up with some string. I looked at her as she held up my trunks. "Well, if you want them, come take them," she said before running off.
"You brat," I yelled at her. I wondered what to do but finally decided, 'to heck with it,' and got out of the pool, naked. I grabbed my towel and dried myself as fast as possible, then followed her into the house. I listened and finally heard her running upstairs, so I followed after her. I looked around, calling out for her to return my trunks.
"Come and get 'em," she yelled from my bedroom. I ran into my room and looked around but didn't see her. What the hell, I wondered. I walked to the bed and turned around just in time to see her rush me from the bathroom. The next thing I knew, I was flat on my back on my bed, with Jenny on top of me, tickling me as she straddled my body.
"Finally! After all these years, I get to see you naked," she squealed, giggling as she tickled me.
"I'm going to get you for this," I said. Jenny stopped tickling me and looked down at me with a wicked smile.
"Oh yeah?" she asked. "What are you gonna do? Huh? You gonna spank me or something?" I felt her hips gyrating as she sat on my cock.
"Maybe I should," I told her. She smiled as she kept moving her hips. As she did, I felt myself getting hard. "What are you doing?" She giggled and removed her bikini top.
"What does it look like?" she asked as she ran her hands over her perky B-cup breasts. "You like looking at my tits?"
"Uh, yeah, I do," I said.
"You don't think they're too small?" she asked, pulling on her nipples as she continued rotating her hips on my hardening cock.
"Uh, no," I said, feeling just a bit nervous. Then I saw my sister reach down and untie her bottoms. "What do you think you're doing?" I asked. She gave me a wicked laugh as she ran her hands over my chest.
"Well, it's not fair that you're naked and I'm not," she said. "And you know how much I like to be naked." She got up on her knees and pulled her bottoms off, tossing them to the floor. She ran her hands over her shaved pussy lips as she sat back down on my cock. "That's much better," she purred. "What do you think? You like my shaved pussy?"
"Uh-huh," I said stupidly as I followed her hands.
"I keep it shaved just for you," she said as she started moving back and forth on my cock, which felt harder than I could ever remember. I felt her wetness on me and looked down to see my cock between her lower lips.
"What are you doing?" I asked.
"It's called a cameltoe slide," she said. "You like it?"
"Actually, that feels... amazing," I said. Jenny's smile grew as she continued sliding forward and backward on my rock-hard cock.
"I'm glad you like it," she said. "Your hard cock feels pretty amazing as well, and I bet it'd feel even better buried balls-deep in my pussy." Her eyes glazed, and she started sliding harder and faster.
"Jenny," I began.
"I wanna make you cum," she said. "I wanna see it. Tell me the truth. You wanna fuck your big sister's wet pussy, don't you? I bet you wanna cum deep inside your big sister."
"Jennifer..."
"Oh, God, this is making me so wet," she moaned, cutting me off. "Look how wet your cock is making me." I looked and saw the wet sheen on her pussy lips and the moisture on my cock as she slid back and forth on it. "You wanna eat your sister's wet pussy? I bet you do. I bet you'd love to stick your tongue inside me and suck on my clit."
"Jenny... I'm about to cum," I told her.
"Good," she said as she ground into me harder. I cried out as I ejaculated on my stomach. She looked down and smiled. She got off my cock and lay next to me. I was shocked when I saw her lick the cum that had pooled on my stomach. She swallowed it, then quickly put my cock in her mouth and sucked on it for a few moments. But she wasn't finished.
She got back on her knees, this time positioning her open pussy right at my face. She began rubbing it with one hand and put the other behind my head.
"Go ahead, taste me," she purred. She put her pussy right on my mouth, and I did as she asked. She moaned as I sucked on her lips and ran my tongue inside her. I couldn't help but notice that she tasted sweeter than Denise -- sweeter than any woman I had ever been with. She guided my head until I hit her clit, then she screamed out as her orgasm hit, soaking my face.
She stretched out on top of me, and we held each other for some time as we caught our breath. I couldn't believe what had just happened.
"I've always wanted to do that," she finally said. "This feels so good, being naked with you. I could stay here like this all day."
"Me too," I said quietly, my mind reeling from what we had done.
"I needed that," she said. "I love you so much."
"I love you, too," I told her. After several minutes, she got up off the bed.
"What do you say we go take a shower?" she asked.
"Together?" I asked.
"Why not?" she responded. What the hell, I thought.
"Okay," I said, getting off the bed. We went into the master shower, which was more than big enough for two people, and washed each other down. I found myself getting hard again as I soaped and rinsed her body. Then I realized I had never felt as close to anyone as I did to her at that moment.
She soaped and rinsed me down as well, paying particular attention to my cock. She put her arms around me when she was finished and gave me a deep tongue kiss. We held each other for some time, our tongues wrestling. When we broke our kiss, I looked deep into her eyes and realized for the first time that I really did love this woman. And not just as my sister. What's going on here, I asked myself.
I took her head in my hands and began kissing her softly, covering her face and neck before kissing her lips. We tongue-kissed for a while before we broke apart. She looked at me, surprised.
"That was very nice," she said. "What was that all about?"
"I... I think I'm falling in love with you," I told her. She smiled.
"I've waited so long to hear that. I've been in love with you my whole life, Jer," she said. "Did you enjoy what we did earlier?"
"Actually, I did. But I think it would be best to wait for my divorce to become final before we go any further. If you don't mind, that is," I said.
"No, I don't mind," she said. "I can respect that. It's only a week or two. I think I can wait that long. But I warn you, though. I intend to tease you mercilessly until then."
"Sounds like fun," I said.
"I have a confession to make," she said.
"What's that?"
"I loved sucking your cock. The next time, I'm going to suck your cock until you cum in my mouth. Then I'm going to swallow every last drop," she said. "And think of today as a preview of 'cumming' attractions," she added, using air quotes. "Get it?" I chuckled at that.
"Trying humor, are you?" I asked jokingly. She laughed at that.
The following two weeks were rough. I checked the mail every day to see if my final divorce papers had arrived, but they hadn't. Jenny kept her word and teased me non-stop the whole time. One day I came home and found her wearing a tiny pair of shorts with only about a quarter-inch of material between her legs. She made sure to bend over a lot, giving me a good look at her firm ass before pulling the fabric away to provide me with a look at her wet pussy.
Then the day came when my papers arrived. It was a Friday, and I rushed home after work. I saw Jenny's car in the garage and wondered if she had taken the day off. I noticed she had already grabbed the mail, so I went inside.
Jenny came down the stairs wearing a tiny black dress that fell several inches above her knees. It was backless with a bit of cloth covering her breasts. She had also gone to get her hair and nails done.
"Are we going out tonight?" I asked.
"Sure are, stud," she said, handing me a large manila envelope. "Your papers came today. Go get changed. I feel like celebrating." I opened the envelope and gave out a whoop when I saw them. I gave her a kiss and headed upstairs to change. Jenny met me downstairs and was she a sight to behold.
"You look absolutely ravishing," I told her. "I really like what you've had done to your hair. And those sandals really set your legs off." She smiled as I showered her with compliments.
"Why, thank you," she said. "And may I say you look quite dashing yourself. I'm also quite flattered that you remembered my training," she added with a wicked smile.
"I learned from the best," I said. "Care to join me?"
"Of course," she said, taking my arm. We went to a nice restaurant for steak and lobster, then went to a nearby club for drinks and dancing. Jenny melted in my arms as we danced the night away, and I was proud to say she turned down all offers from the men who asked her for a dance.
"I can't blame them for asking, though," I said. "You are without a doubt the most beautiful woman in the place."
"I intend to dance only with you," she said as we headed for the dance floor for the fifth time. "And flattery will get you everywhere, my dear brother," she whispered in my ear as we danced close together. When the set was over, she excused herself to visit the ladies' room, and I told her I'd meet her at the table.
About ten minutes later, she returned and held out her closed hand. I reached out and was shocked to see she had removed her tiny panties and given them to me.
"A little souvenir of our first official date," she said.
"That means..."
"Yes, I'm naked under this dress," she whispered. "And I'm so wet I'm literally dripping. Why don't we go somewhere a bit quieter? Like maybe the lake." An area at the lake was pretty popular with couples, and I was surprised she wanted to go there instead of home or a hotel.
"The lake it is," I said. "Shall we go?"
"Yes, please," she said as she took my arm. We went to the car, and I opened the door for her, closing it after she was seated, then got in the drivers' seat and started the car.
"Mind if I take my sandals off?" she asked. "I haven't danced so much in ages, and my feet are a bit sore."
"Go ahead," I told her. She took her sandals off and rubbed her feet before tossing them in the back seat. I headed out toward the lake and looked over to see Jenny had put her seat back a bit, and she had also reclined the back about halfway down. I saw her reach behind her neck, and the next thing I knew, her breasts were in full view.
"Careful, I don't want you getting caught," I said.
"Wouldn't be the first time," she said.
"You've been caught before? What did you do?"
"Yeah, a couple times. Usually, I just kept on doing what I was doing, only got more explicit," she said.
"You really are a naughty girl, aren't you?" I asked.
"The naughtiest," she said as she fondled her bare breasts. "I wish you had a camera with you."
"I have one on my phone. Why?"
"I'd love it if you made a video of me," she said. "We can watch it later if you want." I pulled out my cell phone and turned the video app on. Then I set it in a cup holder between the seats so it would get a pretty good shot of her. Of course, it was dark, but there was enough light from the dashboard and the street lamps to capture what was going on.
"Keep your eyes on the road," she said. "I don't want you getting into an accident."
"Neither do I," I said. I did, however, glance at the phone from time to time to see what she was up to. I heard clothing rustle and looked to see she had removed her dress entirely and tossed it in the back seat, leaving her naked.
"You know I like to be completely naked when I fuck myself," she said, spreading her legs wide. She put one bare foot on the dashboard by her door and tucked the other underneath her, so her pussy was clearly visible to the camera and to me if I chose to look.
I could hear her moan in the seat next to me and looked from time to time to see her furiously rubbing herself. She shook her head from side to side as she fingered herself, and I could see her pussy was dripping wet.
"Hurry," she said. "Get to the lake before I explode."
"Almost there," I said. A few minutes later, I pulled into the lake's entrance and found a nice secluded spot where I could park. We looked and saw no other cars, but there was enough stuff on the ground to suggest someone had been there recently. Jenny stopped rubbing herself and looked around before opening her door.
"What are you doing?" I asked.
"Come on," she said. "Grab your phone." I followed her outside and was surprised to see her standing stark naked by the door. "Take pictures of me," she said with a smile. Who was I to argue? I turned on my flash and snapped several pictures of her as she posed next to the car. She spotted something on the ground and went to grab it -- it was a used cardboard beer carton. I wondered what she had in mind.
She motioned for me to stand next to the car, which I did. Then she put the cardboard carton on the ground and knelt on it in front of me. As I watched, she unhooked my belt, unzipped my trousers, and pulled my pants and boxers down. She looked up at me with a wicked grin.
"Take a video of this," she said as she stroked my cock. I turned the video feature back on and recorded her as she began sucking my cock. To say I was surprised was an understatement. I couldn't believe she was actually doing this to me in public. After a while, she managed to get the whole thing in her mouth, and she was working on me hard when I felt the urge to ejaculate.
"I'm getting ready to cum," I told her. She looked up at me and smiled.
"Good," she said before returning to my cock. Soon, I exploded in her mouth and watched as she took it all. Then she opened her mouth so I could see what was inside. After running her tongue through it, she closed her mouth and swallowed. Then she opened her mouth again so I could see that she had, indeed, swallowed my entire load. And it was all captured on video.
"My God, that was incredible," I gasped. She smiled and stood up. I took her in my arms and put her on the hood of my car. "My turn," I said, handing her the phone.
"What are you going to do?" she asked. I looked her square in the eye.
"One good turn deserves another. I am going to eat your pussy until you cum on my face," I said. Her eyes grew wide, and her grin widened.
"Yes, baby," she moaned. "Do it, please." She spread her legs, and I knelt down on the cardboard. As she recorded me, I licked my way up her legs and buried my tongue inside her sweet pussy. She cried out as I worked on her lower lips and made my way to her clit. She cried out when my tongue hit her clit.
"Oh yes, eat your sister's pussy, baby," she cried. "That feels so good. Make me cum." I licked and sucked on her clit until she squirted right on my face.
Then I kissed my way up her naked body, stopping only to suck on her nipples. She grabbed my head as I licked one nipple, then the other.
"Oh yes, I love it when you suck my tits, baby," she cried. I kissed my way up to her neck and face. Soon, we were wrestling with each other's tongues. She grabbed my cock, which had gotten hard again. She looked me in the eye, and I could see the burning lust in her face.
"Did you like eating your sister's pussy?" she asked.
"I loved it," I told her.
"I'm glad. I loved it, too. Please. Fuck me. Right here. Right now, baby," she moaned.
"Once we do this," I began.
"Too late. Just do it. Make me your woman, sweetheart. Please. I've wanted this all my life," she said. Holding my cock, she guided me into her warm wet pussy. We both gasped when I entered her, and I thought I was going to explode right then. I had never felt anything so extraordinary in my life. I slowly worked my way inside her and slowly began fucking her. She wrapped her legs around me and pushed me deeper inside her.
"Oh yes. Harder. Fuck your big sister's pussy, baby. Make it yours. I know you want it," she said.
She was right. I did want it, and I wanted her -- all of her. I began fucking her harder. The more I fucked her, the more I wanted to fuck her. I wanted her to feel totally and completely satisfied. She writhed and moaned under me.
"Oh baby, that feels so fucking good," she said. "Don't stop. Please. Keep fucking that pussy. Fill it up." I kept pumping into her and felt her pussy clamp down on my cock. "Your cock feels so amazing inside me," she whispered in my ear.
"I'm about to cum," I told her.
"Then do it, lover," she said. "Cum inside your big sister's pussy. I need it so bad." I exploded inside her and felt her clamp down on me, milking the cum out of me. Her orgasm hit simultaneously, and we held each other tight. Finally, my cock softened, and I pulled out of her.
"That was fucking amazing," she said. "I've never felt so good. You hit places in me no one else could ever touch. I love you so much."
"I love you, too," I told her. "I've never felt anything so wonderful in my life. You're the best." She handed me my phone.
"Take a picture of me," she said, her legs spread wide, one bare foot on the hood of my car. "Make sure you get this," she added, spreading her pussy wide with her fingers. I could see my cum dripping out of her.
"You sure?" I asked.
"Oh, yes," she said. "Our first official creampie. I want to remember this for the rest of my life." I did as she said and took two photos of her. We got back in the car and headed home. Of course, she remained naked the whole way, putting her bare feet on the dashboard as she fingered herself. When we got home, she got out of the car, naked.
"You gonna get your clothes?" I asked.
"Leave 'em," she said. "I'll get them tomorrow. Just take me to bed. I'm not done with you yet." We raced each other up the stairs and made love in my bed for at least two more hours. I never knew I could go that long, but Jennie had ways to keep me going. We finally collapsed in each other's arms.
"You know, I'd marry you in a heartbeat if I could," she said.
"Really?" I asked.
"Yes," she told me. "I would. We can't get married, but we can do something else."
"What's that?" I asked. She held up one hand, her little finger extended.
"Pinky promise," she said.
"We haven't done that since we were kids," I said.
"I know, but I hear there's nothing more powerful than a pinky promise," she said. "I think it's in the universe's rule book or something."



"Oh yeah?" I asked. I saw her eyes twinkle as she smiled.
"Yeah. And I hear you can go to hell for breaking a pinky promise to your sister."
"No pressure there, right?" I joked.
"This isn't funny," she said. "I'm serious. You know I'm a one-man woman. We can't get married, so this is the next best thing."
"You're serious, aren't you?" I asked.
"Yes," she said. "From now on, it's just the two of us. No one else. For all time. I promise to love, honor, cherish and respect you, no matter what happens, from this point on. Promise me?" I saw the look on her face and knew she meant it. The thing is, I felt the same way about her. I wrapped my little finger around hers.
"I promise," I said.
"Promise what?" she asked.
"I promise to love, honor, respect, and cherish you no matter what, from this point on. And only you," I said. She smiled, then gave me a soft kiss and wrapped her arms around me.
...
I woke with a start and looked around. It was dark outside, and the only light in the house came from the television and the night lights we had plugged into the wall. I realized I must have dozed off. My pipe was sitting in the ashtray, the tobacco having been smoked to exhaustion.
I looked at the album in my lap and saw the picture -- it was the photo I had taken of Jenny that first night at the lake. Then I remembered something. There were DVDs, and memory cards tucked away in the back of the album full of photos and video. There had to be a half-century's worth of happy memories there, I thought. That's when I realized that I was never truly alone, even though I was by myself.
I pulled out one of the small memory cards and headed upstairs to the master bedroom. I put the memory card in the large television mounted on the wall when I got there. I undressed and got into the bed, grabbing Jenny's pillow. I breathed in her scent and heard a familiar giggle in the back of my mind.
"Just you and me, Jenny," I whispered to the room. "No one else. For all time."
"You got that right, bub," I heard in my mind. I smiled and hit play on the remote control.
...
More to come...
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9:30 pm, September 19, 2021:
Bertram Higgins sat at his desk in his home office, reading the email that just came in. He hoped this email meant the end of his problems. Not to mention the non-stop pain. His groin itched horribly almost all the time, and it hurt like hell to urinate. Making things worse, he couldn't do anything about it. He begged Trudy to give him relief, but she just ignored his pleas.
He somehow knew his problems were far from over as he read the email. He heard the click of heels on the floor and caught a whiff of perfume. The cunt cleverly disguised as his "loving wife" stood next to him, looking at the email.
"So, I see you've learned the news," she said.
"Yes," he said. "Can we end this now, once and for all?" She snorted in response.
"Nothing is over," she said. "Nancy's execution is just a minor speed bump. The cause continues."
Nancy Garrison, the wealthy wife of the late Sen. Franklin Legstrom of Wyoming, had finally been found guilty of all charges against her and had met her fate in the execution chamber -- all per the Enhanced Patriot Act, which Legstrom had helped pass into law.
The email also said her accomplices had met the same fate. Still, Bertram knew of at least one accomplice who escaped justice. That was only because the authorities didn't know anything about her. She was standing right next to him.
"The cause?" he asked.
"Yes," she said. "There's a new way coming, Bertram, like it or not. And there's nothing you or anyone else can do to stop it. Just like there was nothing your ancestors could do to stop General Sherman."
"Sherman may have been an asshole, but at least he stood up and fought in the open, like a man. He didn't hide or sneak around the way you and your fellow cunts do," he said.
"Yes, like a man," she said. "But I'm not a man. And when the new order comes, there will be no more need for men like you. Or Sherman. Or men in general, for that matter. You will all become our tools, to use or discard as we see fit."
"What happened to you, Trudy?" he asked. "You used to be... human." She laughed in response.
"Well, you only have yourself to blame for that, Bertram," she said.
"Dammit, woman, nothing happened between Sheila and me. Or any other woman. You know that. Why do you persist with this fantasy of yours?" he asked.
"Maybe it did. Maybe it didn't. Maybe I stopped it in time. What difference does it make? My eyes have been opened along with... other things. And now, I'm afraid your usefulness has come to an end," she said. He looked at her, shocked.
"What does that mean? Are you finally filing for divorce? Please tell me you are." he asked. She smirked at that.
"Oh, no, dear," she said in a condescending tone. "When we married, it was until death do us part. I intend to live up to that promise." He looked at her, confused. Did this mean she was going to quit playing her cruel games? Would she stop cheating on him the way she had been since she went to that damn "spa retreat?" Would she finally remove the infernal thing she had locked on his penis a couple months ago?
Or did she have something more sinister in mind? The implication of her contemptuous words hit him suddenly, freezing him with conflicting, surging emotions. If he were to die right this moment, the agonizing pain would end, and the abject humiliation would finally be over -- but then what? Could there be any decent afterlife waiting for what he had become? Was there an afterlife to even look forward to?
He heard a strange sound behind him but didn't have time to look. Before he could say or do anything, he felt something walloped him in the back -- so hard it took his breath away. He felt a strange giddy warmth in his chest, then pain the likes of which he had never felt in his life. He looked down and saw a spear protruding from his chest, blood soaking the front of his shirt.
"If it's any consolation, Bertram, I did love you, once upon a time," he heard Trudy say. A tear slowly worked its way down his cheek before the darkness overwhelmed him and answered his questions.
...
7:30 am, September 20, 2021:
Sheriff Ryan Caldwell strode down the covered boardwalk, tipping his hat to those who greeted him. It was a lovely September morning in Hard Rock, Texas, and it seemed everyone was out and about. He stopped for a moment in front of the Boardwalk Coffee House and Cafe and noticed the battered Ford pickup parked out front.
He already knew who it belonged to -- Don Holder, a mechanic for the county who also happened to be an avid hunter. Ryan caught the odor of dead coyotes from the bed of Don's truck and knew what he had been doing. There's nothing quite like the smell of dead coyotes. Even though Ryan had experienced a lot of death in his life, nothing prepared him for the assault on his nostrils the first time he went hunting with Don.
He looked at Don's truck and noted the tires, which looked quite worn. If those tires weren't replaced soon, Ryan thought, Don would have a lot more to worry about than a mere fix-it ticket. He went inside the coffee shop and saw Don at the counter. Don turned and saw Ryan walk in.
"Hey, Sheriff," Don exclaimed, holding his coffee and take-out bag.
"Hey, Don," Ryan said. "Been out hunting again?" Don nodded his head.
"Yeah, got me a permit and spent the weekend out by the old Jones adobe," he said. "Buyers are in town, so thought I'd take advantage of it. Made enough to get myself a new set of tires for my rig."
"That's good to hear. Those tires are looking a bit thin," Ryan said.
"Tell me about it. Figured I'd go over to Discount Tire this morning and get them replaced before I head back out there this weekend," Don said. "Last thing I need is a ticket."
"Good idea," Ryan said. "I'd hate to see anything happen to you, especially if you're going back out to the old adobe. That's some pretty treacherous ground out there."
"You know it," Don said. "Hard to believe folks actually lived in that place once."
"Reckon so," Ryan said.
"Listen, you wanna go out with me this weekend?" Don asked.
"I'd love to, Don, but I promised Bev I'd help her with a new chicken coop she's putting up this Saturday," Ryan said. "And I'm taking her out to celebrate her birthday." Besides, he had spent a night out by the adobe and hated it. He felt like someone or something was watching him the whole night.
"Okay," Don said. "Tell her I said happy birthday."
"Thanks, Don, I will," Ryan said. Don smiled as he nodded his head.
"See ya around, Sheriff," he said as he headed for the door.
"See ya," Ryan said before turning back to the counter. Sally Richards, the owner of the little coffee shop and cafe, smiled at him as she put a cup of coffee on the counter. She already knew what he wanted and fixed it as he and Don spoke.
"Here ya go, Sheriff," she said with a big smile. "Butter pecan mocha. Decaf, just the way Beverly said you like it," she told him. Ryan smiled at that. His wife hooked him on the butter pecan and insisted he started drinking decaf. He knew she was only concerned for his health, especially after what she went through with her first husband, Wallace.
"Thank you, Sally," Ryan said, putting a five-dollar bill on the counter.
"Got some biscuits and gravy cooked up in back," she said. "You wanna take some with you?"
"Got those little bits of sausage in it?" Ryan asked.
"Of course," she said.
"Sounds mighty tempting, Sally, but Bev already loaded me up with breakfast this morning," Ryan said. "Thanks anyway."
"My pleasure, Sheriff," she said. "How is that lovely wife of yours, anyway?"
"Doing good, thanks for asking," Ryan said.
"I'm glad to hear that, Sheriff. She deserves a good man after everything she's been through," Sally said.
"Thanks, but personally, I think I got the better end of the deal," Ryan said. "See ya in the morning, Sally."
"See ya," she said. Ryan took a sip of his coffee as he walked out of the shop. It was delicious, as always. He made his way back down the boardwalk toward the sheriff's department and stopped when he saw the man everyone knew as "Sarge" sitting in his electric scooter. Everyone called him that, but his real name was John Hastings.
He retired from the Army years ago as a Master Sergeant. He supposedly served in the 7th Cavalry under Hal Moore and was wounded in Vietnam. His wife died of cancer about 10 years ago. He ended up selling his property as it was too much for him to take care of by himself with his disability.
These days, he lived on his pension in a refurbished one-bedroom apartment over the drug store that sat on Main Street. From what Ryan knew, the old building used to be a hotel back before the Civil War. It had been refurbished several times over the years. He had heard rumors of people hearing strange noises and seeing shadows suddenly disappear into the walls. Before John moved in, they installed an elevator and made it more accessible for people with disabilities, like John.
"How ya doing, Sarge?" Ryan asked. The old man looked up at Ryan and nodded his head.
"Fair to middlin', I suppose," John said. "Mighty nice out this morning."
"Yes, it is," Ryan said. "You ever get that situation taken care of with the VA?"
"Working on it," John said. "You know what it's like dealing with the government."
"Yeah, I do," Ryan said. "You had breakfast yet? Sally tells me she's got biscuits and gravy."
"She got them little pieces of sausage in it?" John asked.
"You know it," Ryan told him.
"Sounds delicious," John said. "But I'm saving up for dinner tonight. Taking Beatrice down for a steak dinner with all the fixins. Might even get lucky tonight," he added with a laugh. "Know what I mean?" Ryan knew he was referring to Beatrice Smith, a widow who lived a couple doors down from John. She was about two years younger than John.
"Yeah, I do," Ryan said. He pulled out his money clip and peeled off a $20 bill.
"You know what they say. Breakfast is the most important meal of the day," Ryan said, holding out the money.
"Oh, Sheriff, I can't take your money," John said.
"It's not charity, John," Ryan said. "Consider it a... gift. One old soldier to another."
"Well, since you put it that way," John said, reaching out for the bill. "Much obliged."
"My pleasure, John," Ryan said with a smile. "You have yourself a good day now, y'hear? And tell Beatrice I said hello."
"I'll do that, Sheriff," John said. "Thanks!" Ryan watched as the old man turned his scooter and drove down the boardwalk. He headed back to his office, greeting those he saw on the way as he sipped on his coffee. He lit up a cigarette and surveyed his "domain" from the outdoor smoking section when he got there.
He really liked it here in this town. Everyone seemed so friendly. He never in his life thought he would end up as a West Texas lawman, but yet, here he was. On top of that, the folks here liked and respected him. "Who would've ever thought that?" he asked himself. Ryan ground out the cigarette in the butt can and walked into the station.
"Good morning, Sheriff," Sgt. Elaine Bledsoe said from her desk in the front lobby.
"Good morning, Sergeant," Ryan responded. "Anything that needs my attention this morning?"
"Nope," she said. "Watch Commander already briefed the morning shift. Patrols are already out. Activity report already on your desk for your review." Efficient as always, Ryan thought.
"Good," he said. "Thanks, I'll go take a look." He went to his office, greeting the deputies he saw on the way. He sat down and read through the report. The overnight shift was relatively quiet. A few traffic tickets, the Markham brothers got hauled in for drunk and disorderly -- again, and a domestic disturbance call.
According to the deputy's report, Ed Jameson caught his wife, Darlene, cheating on him and came close to hitting her. She defended herself with an iron skillet and called 911. Ed was brought into the jail overnight, and Darlene supposedly went to stay with her sister -- in El Paso.
Ryan shook his head. Those two had been at each other's throats for a while now, and Ryan knew she had no family in El Paso. Perhaps, he thought, they should just get divorced and be done with it. A part of him felt bad for Ed, having gone through that with his first wife, Lisa, who was still in an assisted living facility.
Ryan filled out his daily reports and checked out the news of the day. People had no idea how much time police spend filling out paperwork, he thought as he looked at the papers on his desk. Elaine came to his office just as he was getting ready to head out to grab a bite of lunch.
"Sheriff, your presence has been requested out at the Higgins place," she said.
"Higgins? You mean County Commissioner Bertram Higgins?" he asked.
"Yeah, that Higgins," she said.
"What's going on?"
"Looks like a possible homicide," she told him. "His wife called it in. Medical examiner's already on his way. So is Detective Hale and the forensics team. I sent a few deputies as well."
"Has the media been notified?" Ryan asked. She shook her head.
"Not yet," she said. "I wanted to wait until you had a chance to look things over, notify next of kin, all that stuff."
"Good job, Elaine," Ryan said. "Thanks. I was just getting ready to head out anyway." He jumped in his official truck and headed out. On the way, he mulled over what he knew of Higgins.
...
From his research, he knew the Higgins clan first came to Hard Rock in 1867, shortly after the Civil War. They originated from Georgia and lost nearly everything when General Sherman's troops destroyed their farm during the March to the Sea. While the Confederacy surrendered to the Union, the Higgins family never did and held a grudge against the federal government for a very long time.
The family built a farm and rebuilt their fortune here in Hard Rock. They also became something of a political powerhouse in the area. Bertram had served as a county commissioner for at least 20 years. Ryan first met Higgins when he was interviewed by the commissioners for the sheriff's position. He met him a few times since, the last time about two and a half months ago, at a formal county dinner. Higgins pulled him off to the side to talk to him about something.
"I want you to know, Sheriff, I think you're doing a tremendous job," he said. "The folks here feel safe, and they really like you."
"Thank you, Commissioner. I appreciate that," Ryan said. "Just doing my job."
"I admit, I was a bit skeptical at first when Russell recommended you for this job, but I like to think I'm man enough to admit when I'm wrong," Higgins said, extending a hand. Ryan accepted and shook the man's hand.
"I appreciate your honesty, Commissioner," Ryan said. "That means a lot to me."
"By the way, I've always wondered about something. When you shot that fella in the street, were you really aiming for his left eyeball?" he asked. Ryan knew he was referring to the incident with Weston.
"As a matter of fact, I was, Commissioner," Ryan said. Higgins tilted his head as he let that sink in.
"Damn," he said quietly. "And here I was concerned about your depth perception." The two of them laughed at that. Higgins looked like he wanted to say something else but changed his mind after looking at his wife.
Ryan saw the expression on Higgins' face change to one of terror and followed his gaze. He saw Trudy, Higgins' wife, give them a glance that could melt a polar ice cap. Higgins turned back to Ryan.
"I'd like to talk with you some more. Perhaps someplace a bit more... private, if that's alright, Sheriff," he said.
"Of course, Commissioner. My door is always open," Ryan said. He wondered what Higgins wanted to talk about and wondered what was up with Trudy. This was the first time he had encountered the woman, but he instantly disliked her. Something about her bothered him, but he couldn't put his finger on it.
"Thank you," Higgins said with a smile. He turned and walked away. Beverly came up next to Ryan.
"What was that all about?" she asked her husband.
"Not sure," Ryan said. "By the way, have I told you recently that you're absolutely gorgeous tonight?"
"I think you mentioned something a half hour or so ago, but a girl always likes to be complimented," she said with a smile.
"Well, you are the most beautiful woman in the house tonight," Ryan said with a smile.
"Why, thank you. And may I say that you are quite dashing, not to mention ruggedly handsome, as well. I think I'll take you home to my bed tonight," she said.
"What would your husband say?" he asked, feigning shock.
"He'd probably shoot your other eye out," she said.
"Well, we'll just have to be careful then, won't we?" Ryan asked jokingly. Beverly laughed, and the two of them began walking to their seats. Suddenly, Trudy was in front of them, blocking their way.
"I'm sorry, I don't think we've ever met," Trudy said as she extended a hand. "I'm Trudy Higgins. You're the egg lady, aren't you?" Both Beverly and Ryan bristled at that. For years, Beverly was known as "the egg lady" by many in the county. Most meant it as an endearment, but others, especially those in the so-called "upper crust," like Trudy, often used the term to belittle her.
"Her name is Beverly Caldwell, and she's my wife," Ryan said. "And yes, she does run an egg business, and it's doing quite well."
"Of course," Trudy said. "I didn't mean to insinuate anything. By the way, Sheriff, if you don't mind my asking, what were you and my husband talking about earlier?"
"Frankly, I do mind, Mrs. Higgins," Ryan said. "If you must know, we were discussing county business." Trudy smiled, but there was no warmth in her smile.
"I see," she said. "Well, I won't interrupt you again. By the way, Mrs. Caldwell, my ladies' group has talked about inviting you to join us for tea sometime when you're not too busy."
"Thank you, but I really am quite busy, what with my business and all. I'll keep it in mind, though," Beverly said. Trudy nodded her head.
"I look forward to seeing you soon," she said before walking off.
"I don't like her. At all," Beverly said quietly.
"I'm not too fond of her myself," Ryan said. "Something about her just doesn't feel right. C'mon, let's eat and go schmooze or something."
"Yes, dear, let's," Beverly said, putting on fake airs.
...
Ryan arrived at the entrance to the Higgins estate and found several media types were already there, with camera trucks. Damn, he thought to himself. They must've seen the other cars heading out this way. A couple reporters saw Ryan and tried to stop him for a comment, but he waved them off and kept going.
He saw two deputies next to a patrol car about halfway to the house. He stopped and rolled down his window.



"Keep those jackals outta here, okay?"
"Will do, Sheriff," one of the deputies said. Ryan rolled the window back up and drove to the house, where he saw several patrol cars, an unmarked police sedan, and the Medical Examiner's van. There was another unmarked van, and Ryan knew the forensics unit was here.
He stopped and walked to the front door, where another deputy waited for him. He spotted Trudy Higgins by Deputy Sanders' patrol car, smoking a cigarette as the deputy watched her. She didn't exactly strike him as a grieving widow, but she did look upset.
"Sergeant Bledsoe said you were on your way, Sheriff," the deputy said. He reached into a box and handed Ryan a pair of Tyvek booties and latex gloves. "Pretty messy in there. Might want these for your boots."
"Thanks," Ryan said, putting the booties on. He pulled the gloves on and went inside. He noted the deputies scrambling around the house, collecting what evidence they could, and went into the room where Higgins' body sat in a chair, slumped over. Ryan saw one end of a spear sticking out of his back. He noticed the spear had a cord that ended at a strange-looking gun lying on the floor.
"Reckon we don't have to guess what killed him," he told Ron, one of the forensic techs.
"If it's all the same to you, Sheriff, I'd like to wait and do a full analysis before we make that determination," Dr. Childress, the medical examiner, said as Ron stepped aside.
"Of course," Ryan said. He knelt down and looked at Bertram's face with his one good eye.
"What's this?" he asked, pointing at something right under Bertram's right eye.
"Good catch, Sheriff," Ron said. "Offhand, I'd say it was a tear."
"A tear," Ryan said quietly. He stood up and looked at Ray Hale, the department's newest weapon in its ongoing war against crime. The large black man moved to Hard Rock with his family about seven months ago from New York City, where he had served for years as a detective.
Fed up with the politics and the rising crime, he took early retirement from the NYPD and came here, where he applied for the new detective slot that had just opened up. Ryan was so impressed with Ray that he hired him on the spot.
"Tell me, Ray, what would cause a man to cry like that? Even as he was dying?" Ryan asked. Ray consulted his notes before turning to Ryan.
"I'd say betrayal," Ray said. "Of the worst kind."
"I tend to agree," Ryan said. "Talk to the wife yet?"
"Yeah," Ray said. "Claims she was out shopping, came home to change for the country club and found him like this."
"I get the impression you don't believe her?" Ryan asked. Ray shook his head.
"No, Sheriff, I don't," he said. "For starters, most of the places she claimed to have gone to don't even open up until 10:00 am. And have you ever known a woman to go shipping for just an hour or two? Hell, when my wife goes shopping, it's an all-day event." Ryan laughed at that. "One place she said she visited was Ginger's. That place doesn't even open up until 1:00 pm."
"Ginger's?" Ryan asked.
"Yeah, it's that new erotic boutique on the west side, by the freeway," Ron said.
"I'm familiar with it," Ryan said. Everyone stopped what they were doing and looked at Ryan, shocked.
"You've been to Ginger's?" Ron asked. The place was run by Ginger Rodgers, a woman who moved here from southern California. Rumor had it that she worked in the porn industry there and came here after a contentious divorce.
"Well, yeah," Ryan said. "If it's anyone's concern, Beverly is celebrating a birthday this weekend. She's been feeling a little down in the dumps lately, thinking she's getting old and unattractive, so I decided I'd get her something to, you know, help her feel better about herself. Before you ask, no, I didn't buy anything there. I found something else online."
"Beverly, old and unattractive?" Ron asked. "No offense, Sheriff, but she's about the prettiest gal in the county if you ask me. Even if she is older than me."
"Well, thank you, Ron," Ryan said. "I'll be sure to pass that on." He turned his attention back to the case. "What else have you got, Ray? What about this weapon?"
"I'll spare you the biographical detail since I'm sure you already know the commissioner," Ray said. "As for the weapon, it's a speargun. Used for underwater fishing. This particular one is pneumatic -- uses air -- and it's one of the most powerful on the market. I'd say the perpetrator was probably no more than six feet from Mr. Higgins when he -- or she -- fired."
"Any prints?" Ryan asked. Ray shook his head.
"None," Ray said. "Whoever used it either wore gloves or wiped the prints off. Personally, I'd say gloves were worn."
"You ever hear of anyone using a speargun to kill someone before?" Ryan asked.
"Yeah, I've heard of a couple of cases," Ray said. "There was a guy in California who was arrested last month for killing his two kids with one."
"What about the time of death? He looks to have been here for a while," Ryan said. Dr. Childress spoke up.
"You're right, Sheriff," he said. "Rigor has already set in. Based on his temperature, I'd say he's been here for about 15 hours."
"Fifteen hours? That would make his time of death... About 9:30 or 10:00 last night," Ryan said.
"But Mrs. Higgins said as far as she knew, he was just fine this morning," Ray said.
"Her statement doesn't seem to fit the evidence, does it, Ray?" Ryan asked.
"No, it doesn't," Ray said. "Which is why I'd like to hold her as a person of interest, see if we can't get her to clarify a few things. With your permission, of course."
"Of course, Ray," Ryan said. "You don't have to ask permission. This is your case. Do as you see fit."
"Thank you, Sheriff. I appreciate that," he said.
"One other thing, Sheriff," Ron said, getting Ryan's attention.
"What's that, Ron?" Ryan asked.
"Check this out," Ron said. He pulled a metal instrument from his pocket and tapped on the crotch of Bertram's trousers. Ryan heard a metallic noise as Ron tapped on Bertram's crotch.
"What the hell is that?" Ryan asked.
"I haven't confirmed it yet, but I'll bet it's a cock cage," Ron said.
"A... what?" Ryan asked.
"A chastity device. For men," Ron said. Ryan looked at Ron, a bit shocked. "Some of them use metal tubing to enclose the man's penis, and some of them use a lock."
"You know, I find it a bit disturbing that you know about these things," Ryan said.
"I had a roommate in college whose fiance was into that stuff," Ron said. "Personally, I'd never put my dick into one of those things, but some guys are into that stuff. Some women, too." Ryan shook his head.
"Alright, get him back to your lab. Let me know what you find. Report to Ray and me only and say nothing to anyone else. Got it?" They all nodded their heads. "What about the evidence? Has that already been bagged and tagged?"
"It has," Ray said. "There was a computer on this desk. We've already got it loaded up. Some of the deputies also bagged up some bedding from the master bedroom. Looks like there was a little party up there last night. We'll get everything analyzed and report back."
"What about next of kin? Higgins has a son in the Air Force. I believe he's stationed at Lackland Air Force Base," Ryan said.
"Already handled," Ray said. "We contacted his command right away. They're taking care of it."
"Thanks, Ray," Ryan said. "I'll have Deputy Sanders take Mrs. Higgins in. I'll need to call the commission and tell them what's going on. I'll also talk to the media."
"Thanks, Sheriff," Ray said. "I'll report back to you as soon as I know anything." Ryan thanked everyone and headed out. He spoke to Deputy Sanders before turning his attention to Trudy.
"What's going on, Sheriff?" Trudy asked. She seemed madder than anything else.
"Mrs. Higgins, I want you to go with Deputy Sanders here back to the station," Ryan said. "Detective Hale would like to talk with you about your statement."
"Am I under arrest?" she asked, her face turning red with anger.
"Not yet, Mrs. Higgins," Ryan said. "But you are a person of interest since you appear to be the last person to see your husband alive."
"I want my lawyer," she said.
"That is your right, Mrs. Higgins," Ryan said. "You can make the call from the station." He nodded at Deputy Sanders, who helped Trudy into the back of the patrol car. As Sanders drove off, Ryan pulled out his cell phone and called the private number of Andrew Hawkins, the current chairman of the board of supervisors.
"Oh my God, that's horrible," Andrew said after Ryan explained the situation. "Have you spoken to the media yet?"
"Not yet, Commissioner," Ryan said. "I wanted to inform you first."
"I'm glad you did. I'll need to call an emergency board meeting. Any suspects yet?"
"We have a person of interest, and we're still collecting and analyzing all the evidence. I'm not releasing any information until we have something firm, though," Ryan said.
"Good thinking, Sheriff. By the way, how did Mrs. Higgins take the news?" Andrew asked.
"Honestly, Commissioner, not quite what I would expect from someone whose husband just got killed," Ryan told him.
"That doesn't surprise me," Andrew said. "Listen, Sheriff, do you think we can get together sometime this afternoon?"
"Of course," Ryan said. "Your office or mine?"
"I'll come to you after I get with the other board members," he said. "Give me an hour or two."
"My door is always open, Commissioner," Ryan said.
"Great, Sheriff, I'll see you then," Andrew said before ending the call. Ryan ended the call then got back into his truck. He drove to the end of the driveway, where the media types were waiting like a pack of wolves. The reporters came running when he stepped out.
"Sheriff Caldwell, can you give us a statement?" one reporter asked. The others echoed the same question. Ryan could never figure out why they all had to ask the same thing.
"I can confirm that Commissioner Bertram Higgins was found dead this morning," Ryan said. "We are still collecting evidence and will have more to report once we have sifted through everything. The Board of Commissioners has been informed. That's all I have for you at this time."
"We spotted Mrs. Higgins being transported in a patrol car, Sheriff," one reporter said. "Is she a suspect in this case? Have you arrested her?"
"We have not arrested anyone," Ryan said. "As I said, we are still gathering evidence, and that includes statements from the Commissioner's widow. The house and property is currently a crime scene, so we decided to put some distance between Mrs. Higgins and the scene of the Commissioner's death."
"Are you calling this a homicide?" one reporter asked.
"We are not ruling that out," Ryan said. "Like I said, we'll have more information once we've gone through the evidence. That's all for now. Thank you." Ryan turned and walked back to his truck as reporters kept shouting questions. He waved, then drove back to the office, stopping long enough to grab a burger.
The department was abuzz with activity when he got back. Elaine was busy taking calls from reporters, and everyone was running around doing what they could to help the investigation. Ryan got to his office and poured himself a cup of coffee from the Keurig machine he kept in his office. He just sat down when Elaine knocked on his door.
"Enter," Ryan said. Elaine popped her head in the door.
"Sheriff, Commissioner Hawkins is here. He said you're expecting him," she said.
"Yes, please show him in, Sergeant," he said. She stepped back, and a tall, muscular man wearing a western-style suit and Stetson walked in. Ryan stood and shook Andrew's hand.
"Thank you for coming, Commissioner," Ryan said. "Would you care for a cup of coffee?"
"I'd prefer something a bit stronger, but coffee will do, thanks," Andrew said, removing his hat. "And please, call me Andrew." He set his hat down and took the seat Ryan offered. Ryan handed him a cup of coffee.
"So, what can I do for you, Andrew?" Ryan asked. Andrew took a sip of coffee and set the mug down on a coaster.
"I wanted to bend your ear for just a bit, pass on some information I hope will be of some use in your investigation," Andrew said. "You said you have a person of interest. Would that be Mrs. Higgins? Trudy?"
"As a matter of fact, it is," Ryan said. "Although we have not made that common knowledge yet. Detective Hale will be going over her statement with her. There's a few holes he needs filled in. If you have some information that might help us understand what happened, that would be terrific." Andrew nodded his head.
"It was no secret among the members of the board that things weren't too good between Bert and Trudy," Andrew said. "That's normally not the kind of thing that stays hidden for long in a town like this, but they somehow managed to keep their differences out of the public eye."
"So, what happened? Was he cheating on her?" Ryan asked.
"Bert? Cheat? Oh hell no," Andrew said. "He was the most faithful man anyone could ever meet. But Trudy somehow got it into her head that he was messing around with one of our administrative assistants, Sheila Robertson. She worked with him on that deal to get the new mall in here, and they sometimes worked late into the evening.
"They were never alone, though. Someone was always there, even if it was just a security man or a janitor. When it all came together, they celebrated with a steak dinner. A few of us went along to celebrate with them. I guess someone told Trudy, and she thought they were having an affair. I reckon that was about three and a half years ago."
"So Mrs. Higgins thought they were having an affair even though there were witnesses to corroborate they weren't?" Ryan asked.
"Yeah. Then Trudy went to some spa retreat for a weekend. She was a totally different woman after that. And not in a good way."
"And that was three years ago?" Ryan asked.
"Yeah," Andrew said. "Give or take a month or so."
"And you say Mrs. Higgins changed. How?"
"Well, she was more assertive, for one thing. I'd say downright bossy. Sometimes, she was just plain rude to Bert. Especially in his own home. Barely civil to him in public -- just enough to keep people from talking. Most of the time, she treated him like dog crap on her shoes," he said.
"Did you notice anything else about her?" Ryan asked.
"Yeah, I did. Her clothes became a bit more revealing, and she became something of a flirt. More than once, I had to tell her to back off," he said.
"She was coming on to you?" Ryan asked.
"Oh hell yeah," Andrew said. "Downright embarrassing sometimes."
"You think she was having an affair?"
"Wouldn't surprise me one bit," Andrew said. "She darn sure acted like she was stepping out on Bert. I know he was never comfortable around her after she came back from that retreat."
"Was he afraid of her?" Ryan asked.
"It sure seemed that way to me," Andrew said. "I've seen combat, just like you, and I know what fear looks like. He was definitely afraid of her." Ryan nodded his head. "I also know Bert was in a lot of pain these last couple of months. Never complained about it much, but we all could tell he wasn't doing too well. Never went to the doctor about it, far as I know."
"Interesting. By the way, do you know if Commissioner Higgins ever did any spearfishing?" Ryan asked. Andrew thought for a bit, then shook his head.
"No, not to my knowledge. He did like to go fishing from time to time, but he only used a standard rod and reel, so far as I know," he asked.
"So, he didn't own a spear gun?" Ryan asked.
"I've never seen one. Believe me, if he had one, he would've shown it off, and I've been in his place a hundred times or more. Why?" he asked.
"Just curious," Ryan said. "So, what is the board planning to do?"
"We've put together a statement for the press. We're gonna wait until after he's laid to rest, then hold a special election to fill his seat," Andrew said. "Maybe you could run for the spot. You've done a mighty fine job as sheriff. People really like you."
"Thanks for the offer and the compliment, but I like where I'm at," Ryan said. Andrew laughed as he nodded his head. "These folks here are like family to me."
"I hear ya, sheriff," he said. "Just thought I'd ask." He stood and grabbed his hat to signal the meeting was over, and Ryan stood with him. "If there's anything I can do, just ask, okay?"
"Thank you, Andrew. I appreciate that," Ryan said as the two men shook hands. After Andrew left, Ryan checked his email and saw that Ray was getting ready to interview Trudy. He left the office and ran into Marvin Olmstead, the District Attorney.
"Marvin, what brings you here?" Ryan asked.
"I hear your Detective Hale is getting ready to interview Trudy Higgins," he said. "I'd like to observe if you don't mind."
"Not at all. I was heading that way myself," Ryan said. They made their way into the station's bowels. They went into the observation room next to the small room where Ray would interrogate Trudy. She was already there with her attorney, Jake Callender. She didn't look too happy, especially since she'd been waiting there for well over an hour.
Ray entered the room, set his papers on the desk in front of him, and introduced himself to Jake. He consulted his notes before he said anything. When he finished, he looked at Trudy and read her Miranda rights.
"Do you understand these rights as I have explained them?" he finally asked.
"Yes, get on with it," she snapped. Ray nodded his head and looked at his notes.
"You told me earlier today that your husband worked late last night in his office. Is that correct?"
"Yes, it is," she said.
"And this morning when you left, you saw him sleeping on the couch in his home office. Is that right?"
"If that's what I said, then that's right," she said.
"Uh-huh. And you left to go shopping about what? 9:00 or so? Is that right?"
"Yes, I've already told you all this," she snapped.
"And one of the places you went to was Ginger's Erotic Boutique, is that correct?"
"Yes, dammit. I already told you this!"
"Detective Hale, my client has already answered your questions," Jake said. "Why are you badgering her?"
"I'm just trying to understand her entire statement, counselor." He turned back to Trudy. "Was Ginger's open when you got there?" he asked.
"No, it wasn't," she said.
"That's right. It doesn't open until 1:00 pm, does it?" he asked.
"No, it doesn't," she said.
"Are you always in the habit of visiting stores when they're closed?" he asked.
"Detective!" Jake exclaimed. Ray held up his hand to quiet the lawyer.
"Answer my question, please, Mrs. Higgins," he said calmly.
"No, I'm not," Trudy said.
"That's right," Ray said. "Because you weren't there to window shop, were you?"
"What do you mean?" she asked nervously. Ray pulled a picture out of his folder. Ryan and Marvin saw what was on it, as did Ginger and Jake.
"That particular strip mall has security cameras set up. They were nice enough to provide me with some footage, which is where this little photo came from," Ray said. "You can clearly read the license plate. That IS your vehicle, isn't it?"
"Yes, it looks like my vehicle," she said.
"And can you identify the woman getting out of the passenger side?" Ray asked. Trudy looked at the photo, then at Jake, who simply raised one eyebrow as he regarded his client. "Answer my question, Mrs. Higgins," Ray asked again. "Can you identify that woman?"
"Yes," Trudy said quietly.
"Who is she?" Ray asked.
"Ginger Rodgers," she told him.
"The owner of Ginger's Erotic Boutique, is that right?" he asked.
"Yes," she said.
"Do you see the time stamped on the lower right-hand corner?" Ray asked.
"Yes."
"What time is showing?"



"10:15 am," she said. Ray showed the image and the time to her attorney.
"Can you tell me why you are dropping off a woman at her shop at 10:15 in the morning, hours before her shop opens?" Ray asked. Trudy looked at Jake and slumped in her chair.
"She... spent the night with me," Trudy said.
"While your husband was working and sleeping in his office, is that right?"
"Yes," she said. Ray's phone buzzed, and he looked at it before saying anything to her.
"That was our forensic department," Ray said. "They've done an initial analysis of the sheets that were on your bed. Analysis indicates vaginal secretions from two women and semen from an unknown man. Who was that man, Mrs. Higgins? It certainly wasn't your husband."
"I... I don't know," she stammered.
"Don't know or won't say?" he asked. Jake began to protest, but Ray stopped him. "It doesn't matter. We'll figure it out. By the way, your husband was already dead while you and your lover, or lovers, were having sex upstairs. I have no choice but to place you under arrest for the murder of your husband, Commissioner Bertram Higgins. Please stand and place your hands behind your back."
The door opened, and two female deputies -- Jenny Black and Danielle Markham -- came into the room and placed Trudy in handcuffs. Ray turned to Danielle, the senior deputy.
"Book her, Dann-o," he said with a smile on his face, knowing her fondness of the old Hawaii Five-O television series. "Charge her with murder and conspiracy to commit murder." She smiled back as she guided Trudy away.
"On it, detective," she said. Marvin turned to Ryan.
"Nice job," he said. "Sounds like an open-and-shut case to me."
"Not so fast, Marvin," Ryan said. "We have at least two more suspects out there somewhere, and we still don't know who pulled the trigger or the motive." They left the observation room and met Ray in the interrogation room.
"Nice work, Detective Hale," Marvin said, shaking his hand.
"Thanks, Counselor, but we've only begun to scratch the surface of this," Ray said.
"Are you sure?" Marvin asked.
"Absolutely," Ray said. "There's no doubt she played a role in her husband's murder, but she's not the trigger man. Or woman. And I doubt she was even in charge of this operation. Personally, I'd say she's probably the dumbest criminal I've ever seen. And I've seen quite a few. She didn't even try to dispose of her husband's body. No, there's a lot more to this, and I intend to get to the bottom of it."
Ryan's phone buzzed, so he checked it -- it was a message from Ron with a photo. Ryan showed the picture to Ray and Marvin, who shook his head in confusion.
"What's that?" Marvin asked.
"A cock cage," Ray said.
"A what?"
"A male chastity device," Ryan said. "Ron tells me this was on Commissioner Higgins' penis. He also tells me there's more. I'm going to go check it out."
"I'll head over to the courthouse and get a warrant for Ginger's arrest and a search warrant," Ray said.
"Oh, before you go, I spoke briefly with Commissioner Hawkins. He told me to the best of his knowledge, Higgins didn't have a spear gun," Ryan said. "Also said Higgins was afraid of his wife for some reason. Seems she thought he was having an affair."
"Interesting," Ray said.
"I'll meet you out there," Ryan said. "Make sure Sgt. Bledsoe gets a patrol car and a couple deputies to bring Ginger in."
"You got it," Ray said.
"I'll go with you to the courthouse if you don't mind," Marvin told Ray.
"Sure," Ray said. Ryan watched as they left and looked back at the photo. What kind of sick bitch uses something like this anyway, he wondered. He went to the Medical Examiner's office and saw Dr. Childress.
"What do ya have for me, doc?" Ryan asked.
"Let me show you," Dr. Childress said. "C'mon," he added, pointing the way. When they went into the exam room, Ryan saw Bertram's nude body on the metal table. It was apparent that Higgins had been severely beaten, more than once. Fresh marks crisscrossed his body, covering older scars that hadn't quite healed up yet.
Bertram's penis looked like hamburger, and his testicles were black and blue. Ryan had seen people tortured before, but he never expected to see it here, in west Texas.
"What the hell happened to him?" he asked.
"If I had to guess, I'd say he's been repeatedly beaten with something very long and thin. Then there's this," he said, placing a bag on the tray that held the chastity cage. Ryan examined it and saw that it included raised pieces of metal designed to dig into Bertram's penis. There was also a tube made to fit the base, where the penis connects to the body.
"This looks like some kind of medieval torture device," Ryan said.
"You're not too far off the mark, Sheriff," Ron said. "We found this in Trudy's nightstand," he added, tossing another bag on the table. This one held some kind of remote control.
"What's this for?" Ryan asked. Ron picked the bag up and pressed a button with a gloved hand. Electric sparks shot out from the inside of the smaller tube.
"What the hell?" Ryan asked.
"Shocking, isn't it?" Ron asked sarcastically.
"That's not even remotely funny," Ryan said. "And you say there are guys who get off on this?"
"I don't know about this," Ron said. "This looks like it was specifically designed for pain. In my opinion, it wasn't intended to be erotic. It was meant for punishment or control. And look at this." He turned the device so Ryan could see one part of the frame. It was inscribed, "Custom made for Ginger's Erotic Boutique."
"There's more," Dr. Childress said. "Mr. Higgins' penis was badly infected from... that. And his rectum was severely torn. I'm surprised he could even walk. He had to have been in severe pain for quite some time."
"So you're saying he was tortured and raped?" Ryan asked. Dr. Childress nodded his head.
"It certainly looks that way," the doctor said.
"Have you determined the cause of death yet?" Ryan asked.
"Not yet," Dr. Childress said. "The tip of the spear appeared to be coated with something other than Mr. Higgins' blood. We're running that through the mass spectrometer now. I've also asked to expedite his blood work and toxicology reports when we send everything out. Even then, it could take four to six weeks."
"Why so long?" Ryan asked.
"We have to send the tests off to El Paso since we don't have a lab here," Dr. Childress said. "There's a lot more to this than meets the eye, Sheriff. We need to make sure the test results are valid."
"Alright, do what you have to do," Ryan said.
"Keep in mind, Sheriff, we haven't even begun the actual autopsy yet. This is just the initial observation," the doctor said. "But to be honest, from what I've seen so far, Commissioner Higgins probably wouldn't have lasted much longer anyway." Ryan looked at Bertram's body and nodded his head. He intended to see justice done for this man.
"Get it done, doc. Do it right," Ryan growled.
"Of course, Sheriff," Dr. Childress said. Ryan nodded his head and went to his truck. Looking at the time, he realized he'd be late getting home, so he called Beverly.
"Hi, sweetie," she said. "I hear you're having quite a day."
"You've heard, then," he said.
"Yes, I saw something on the news. That's so sad. I take it you're going to be a bit late," she said.
"Yeah, I'm afraid so," he told her. "I'm sorry."
"No problem," she said. "I'll keep the lasagna warm for you. Along with your dessert." Ryan knew what she meant by that and smiled.
"Maybe tonight, I'll have dessert before dinner," he said. She chuckled.
"Well, okay, but just this once," she said, giggling.
"I'll see you tonight, sweetheart. I'll call when I'm on my way home. Love you!"
"Love you more," she said. His phone buzzed after he ended the call with Beverly. Ray had gotten the warrants signed -- in record time. Perhaps it was because the victim was a county commissioner.
"On my way," he texted back before starting his truck. He got to Ginger's place about the same time Ray did. A patrol car with two deputies also pulled in. He waited for everyone to exit their vehicles before approaching them. He briefed them on the situation so far and turned to Ray.
"This is your case, Detective. Your show," he said. Ray nodded his head. He appreciated that Ryan let him take the lead even though he was the Sheriff.
"Thanks, Sheriff," he said. They went into the store and looked around. A petite, red-haired woman wearing a tiny skirt that showed the bottom of her ass cheeks and a short blouse tied just under her breasts came into the front of the store.
"Ginger Rodgers?" Ray asked.
"Yes, that's me," she said. "What can I do for you, gentlemen? Are you still looking for something to give your wife, Sheriff?"
"No, ma'am," Ryan said. "I'm afraid this isn't a social or business call. We're here on official business."
"I'm Detective Ray Hale with the Sheriff's Department, Ms. Rodgers," Ray said, flashing his badge. Ginger eyed the big black man, licking her lips as she did so. "We're here to execute some warrants," he added, pulling the warrants out of his jacket pocket. He nodded to the deputies, and they began their search.
"Ms. Rodgers, do you know a Trudy Higgins?" Ray asked.
"Uh, I'm not sure," she said, trying to act like an innocent schoolgirl. As Ryan watched, she slowly spread her feet apart, trying to distract Ray with her body. Under other circumstances, she might have succeeded. But not today.
"Really?" he asked. "Surveillance footage from this morning shows you getting out of her vehicle. And she's already admitted that you spent the night with her last night."
"Well, I may have spent the night with her, but that doesn't mean anything. I frequently spend my nights with friends. That's not illegal, is it?" she asked, trying to flirt with him. As Ray pummeled her with questions, Ryan looked around the store and saw a photo on the wall.
It showed her with a man who looked a lot like her. They were on a boat holding up a large fish. But it showed something else -- a spear gun. The same type found on the floor of Bertram's office. In fact, it looked EXACTLY like the spear gun used against Bertram. He hated doing it, but he interrupted Ray.
"Excuse me, Detective," Ryan said. Ray stopped and looked at his boss. Ginger turned around as well. "I'm sorry to interrupt, but I'm curious about something, Ms. Rodgers. Who is the man in this photo?"
"That's my brother, Jeremy," she said. "Why?"
"Can you tell me what that is in his hand? Besides the fish?" Ryan asked.
"Yeah, that's a spear gun. My brother is an avid spear-fisher. He's won trophies for some of the fish he's gotten," she said.
"Do you ever use something like that?" Ryan asked.
"Oh no," she said. "My brother is the expert with that. I usually just help bring the catches on board."
"And where is your brother now?" Ryan asked.
"I don't know," she said. "I'm not exactly my brother's keeper, you know," she added with a nervous smile.
"Do you recall the last time you saw him?" he asked.
"Yeah, it was just before I left California to set up shop here," she said.
"Would you mind if I borrow this photo for a while?" Ryan asked. "We promise to return it."
"Uh, yeah, if it'll help you guys any," she said.
"Again, Detective, I apologize. Please, carry on," Ryan said, handing Ray the photo. He continued looking around the store as Ray grilled Ginger.
"Do you recall ever selling something like this?" Ray asked, showing her a picture of the chastity device removed from Bertram's dead body. She looked at it, her brows furrowed, then slowly shook her head.
"I don't recall," she said. "We have sold a few male chastity devices, but not very many. And I don't recall any of them being custom made."
"That is your store logo on the frame, is it not?" he asked, blowing up the picture.
"Uh, yes, it looks like it," she said.
"Why don't we take a look at your sales records, see what we can find?" Ray asked.
"Uh, alright," Ginger said nervously. Ryan followed them into her back office and noticed that as she bent over her computer, her skirt rose high, revealing naked buttocks separated only by a thin strip of material in the crack of her ass. As she worked, he looked around her office.
He stopped in front of a shelf full of DVDs and took note of the titles: "Ginger Redd Does The Whole Fucking World." He chuckled at that. There were more -- lots more. One read, "100-Guy Creampie, Vol. 1." The cover showed Ginger in a tiny skirt surrounded by muscular young men of various races. On the back, he noticed another name: Jeremy Rodgers, Director and Executive Producer.
Interesting, he thought to himself. There were 19 more DVDs with the same name, ranging from Volume 2 to Volume 20. Two thousand different men? Really? Ryan shook his head in disbelief.
"And to think my first wife was a slut," Ryan said to himself. Then he saw two titles that sent chills up and down his spine. One showed Ginger wearing a vinyl or leather costume with high-heeled boots, carrying a whip. The title read: "Mistress Ginger: Obey Me!"
That was also produced and directed by Jeremy. Another DVD showed Ginger in the same outfit, but this time, she had one heel on the back of a trussed-up man on his knees at her feet. The title read: "Mistress Ginger: Be My Slave, Cuckold."
"I guess the rumors are true, Ms. Rodgers," he said. She looked up from her computer.
"Rumors?" she asked.
"I heard you were in the adult film industry in California," he said.
"Yes, for quite some time," she said. "I also did private parties and some consulting. That's what paid for all this. I decided to give my little kitty a break for a while."
"Ah, here it is," Ray said, finding the invoice he was looking for. "Print this out for me, please." Ginger bent over and printed the invoice. It clearly showed that Trudy Higgins ordered the custom chastity device nearly four months ago. It also showed that she paid for it with a credit card. As Ryan watched this exchange, Deputy Sanders got his attention.
"Yes, what is it?" Ryan asked.
"You should see this, Sheriff," Deputy Sanders said, motioning for him to come to the back room. "We found a crude barrier here and moved it to the side," he said after they were in the backroom of the store. "Take a look."
Ryan looked around and saw all kinds of strange things -- whips, thing canes, ball gags, the leather outfit Ginger wore on the cover of those two DVDs -- a whole assortment of gear. Sanders handed him a vial that contained a clear liquid.
"Also found this," he said. The vial was unmarked, but Ryan had a bad feeling about it.
"Bag it and tag it," Ryan said as he handed the vial back. "Anything else?" Sanders gave him a folder that contained photos and an unmarked DVD in a clear case. The image on top showed Bertram naked except for the cock cage, tied to something that looked like an "X." His body was covered with welts, and standing next to him was Ginger, wearing the leather outfit.
The following photo was even worse. Bertram was on all fours on a bed and was obviously in pain. Behind him was a woman, presumably Ginger, wearing the now-familiar leather outfit. However, this time, she wore something else -- a huge black strap-on dildo, and a good part of it appeared to be embedded in Bertram's anus. Ryan nearly threw up looking at the photo but managed to keep it together.
He looked around the small room and saw the strap-on lying on a shelf with other dildos. He looked closer at it and realized it was at least 12 inches long and as big around as a Coke can, if not bigger. At that moment, he wanted to put his fist through Ginger's face. Looking at the deputies, he could tell they, too, were quite angry.
Looking around at the collection in the room, Ryan wondered if there was any residue or DNA left behind. He pulled out his cell phone and called Ron.
"Ron, I need you to get your team and your van out here to Ginger's Boutique right now," he said.
"Now?" Ron asked.
"Yes, right fucking now," Ryan hissed.
"On my way, Sheriff. Be there in about a half-hour," Ron said. Ryan ended the call and motioned the deputies to follow him back to Ginger's office. He tapped Ray on the shoulder when he got there and showed him the photos. Ray's eyes went wide for a split second. He looked at Ryan and nodded his head.
"Ginger Rodgers, I have another warrant here. You are under arrest for the murder, rape, and torture of Commissioner Bertram Higgins," Ray told her before reading her Miranda rights.
"Murder? Rape?" she asked. Ryan showed her the photo of her behind Bertram with the strap-on.
"Just so you know, Ms. Rodgers, this is West Texas. Not California, and we have the death penalty here," Ryan said. "Deputy Sanders, why don't the two of you take Ms. Rodger in and book her."
"Right away, Sheriff," Sanders said before putting her wrists in handcuffs. "This way, ma'am," he told her. They led Ginger out of the store, put her in the patrol car's back seat, then drove off. Ryan turned to Ray.
"I'm going to the Starbucks down here, get some coffee. Want some? My treat."
"Sounds good, Sheriff," Ray said. "Cappuccino, if you would please."
"Will do. By the way, I think Elaine is still at her desk. Why don't you call in an APB on this Jeremy Rodgers fella," Ryan said.
"On it," Ray said, looking at the photo Ray handed him. Ryan walked to the Starbucks, ordered a cappuccino for Ray and a butter pecan mocha for himself. It wasn't quite as good as Sally's, but it did the job. When he got back, he handed Ray his coffee.
"Care to join me for a quick smoke before Ron and his boys get here?" he asked. Ray smiled and nodded his head.
"Sounds good to me," Ray said, following Ryan outside. Ryan pulled out a cigarette, offered one to Ray, and lit them both up.
"Wife's been after me to give these things up for years," Ray said. Ryan smiled at that.
"Yeah, I've heard they're bad for your health or something," Ryan said with a chuckle. "Is it just me, Ray, or is this all coming together just a little too quick?"
"Well, Sheriff, to tell you the truth, I was thinking that very same thing myself," Ray said. "I've seen perps do a lot of stupid things in my time, but it's almost as if these women want to be caught. I mean, hell, a rookie could see through their lies."
"Well, we still don't have the trigger man," Ryan said. "And I'd bet a dollar to a donut hole that Jeremy fella is the one who shot that spear through Bertram's back. What do you think? Are they really that stupid?" Ray shook his head as he thought.
"Don't really know, Sheriff. Either they're stupid, they're so arrogant they don't think they'll get convicted. Or..." His voice trailed off as he thought.
"Or what?"
"Or, maybe this is all just a distraction," Ray said.
"A distraction? For what?" Ryan asked. Ray shook his head.
"I don't know. Just thinking out loud. But something tells me this is going to get a lot worse," Ray said. "So, what do we do now?" Ryan looked and saw Ron's van pull into the parking lot.
"We let Ron and his team bag and tag all this evidence, then go home, make love to our wives and start fresh tomorrow."
"I like the way you think, Sheriff," Ray said with a smile.
...
To be continued...
Note: The story behind Nancy Garrison can be read in "Houston Goes To Washington." Ryan's story can be read in "A Father's Justice." Finally, to the best of my knowledge, Hard Rock, Texas does not exist. I made it up...
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End of "Tip Of The Spear, Pt. 01"
..."Is it just me, Ray, or is this all coming together just a little too quick?"
"Well, Sheriff, to tell you the truth, I was thinking that very same thing myself," Ray said. "I've seen perps do a lot of stupid things in my time, but it's almost as if these women want to be caught. I mean, hell, a rookie could see through their lies."
"Well, we still don't have the trigger man," Ryan said. "And I'd bet a dollar to a donut hole that Jeremy fella is the one who shot that spear through Bertram's back. What do you think? Are they really that stupid?" Ray shook his head as he thought.
"Don't really know, Sheriff. Either they're stupid, they're so arrogant they don't think they'll get convicted. Or..." His voice trailed off as he thought.
"Or what?"
"Or, maybe this is all just a distraction," Ray said.
"A distraction? For what?" Ryan asked. Ray shook his head.
"I don't know. Just thinking out loud. But something tells me this is going to get a lot worse," Ray said. "So, what do we do now?" Ryan looked and saw Ron's van pull into the parking lot.
"We let Ron and his team bag and tag all this evidence, then go home, make love to our wives and start fresh tomorrow."
"I like the way you think, Sheriff," Ray said with a smile.
...
And now, Tip Of The Spear, Pt. 02:
7:30 am, Friday, September 24, 2021:
Jeremy Rodgers heard the car pull up in front of the two-story house where he had rented a room and looked out the window. He saw the attractive, 40-something blonde get out of the car and grab a carton of eggs from the back seat. She came to the front door and rang the bell as he watched.
He heard Mrs. Anderson, the 75-year-old widow who owned the house, open the door and speak briefly to the woman, who he now knew was Beverly Caldwell. Folks around here often called her the "egg lady" since she had a small business selling eggs laid by her chickens. Mrs. Anderson also told him she was married to the Sheriff, a fellow named Ryan Caldwell.
More than once, he fantasized about banging the pretty blonde woman, but those fantasies left him the first time he saw Ryan's scarred face on television. Between the scar, the full beard, and the patch that covered his left eye, Caldwell looked like one mean son-of-a-bitch.
Mrs. Anderson told him that Caldwell shot a man on Main Street in broad daylight, putting a bullet right through his left eye. From what he read in the paper's archives, the man he shot was a former FBI agent who went rogue, then had the nerve to hold Caldwell's wife at gunpoint in the middle of the street. Both Caldwell and his wife were given medals for bravery by the Governor of Texas himself.
Jeremy would have loved to fuck that pretty blonde right in her ass, but he also liked keeping his head attached to his body. He watched her leave the house, her small, firm ass swaying as she walked. Caldwell was one lucky motherfucker to have that at home, Jeremy thought.
Thinking about the blonde also got him thinking about his beloved sister, Ginger, now sitting in the county jail on murder, torture, and rape charges. She had been there since Monday night when Caldwell had her arrested after a search of her boutique. He knew that once the locals detained her, they would also be looking for him.
They had talked about this before and agreed that the other would lay low if one of them was hauled into jail. He simply followed their plan, but still... he missed his beloved Ginger. Thinking about her long flaming red hair, her firm B-cup breasts, her nice tight ass, and shaved pussy made his dick stiff.
He pulled out his phone and looked at pictures he had taken of her, her legs spread wide as she fingered her sopping wet pussy to orgasm. He unzipped his jeans and shamelessly masturbated to the image of her creamy pussy.
The two of them had been partners for years. Ever since their old man caught them fucking out behind the barn, they had been on their own. It didn't matter that Ginger initiated it, nor did it matter that she offered to suck the old guy's dick. He flew into a rage and demanded they leave immediately and never return.
So they left. Their father gave them a half-hour to pack whatever they could carry, and they were gone. They spent the first few months in Jeremy's van and slept together in the back. She stayed naked most of the time, giving the truckers a good show whenever she could. Eventually, they started running out of money.
And that's when they learned just how valuable Ginger's pussy really was. They were amazed at how much money they got from the men who fucked her, and Jeremy was also surprised at how much he liked watching his sister get fucked. All-in-all, it was a win-win for both of them.
Soon, they had enough money to buy a really nice camera and a computer with wireless Internet access. He began making videos of her fucking, posting them to various websites. Eventually, someone contacted them and said they could earn serious money in the amateur porn industry.
Ginger took a stage name -- Ginger Redd, for her flaming red hair -- and began making full-length videos. It didn't matter who she fucked or where. She did it all. And she did it everywhere. Men, women, in motel rooms, on the side of the road, you name it -- everything and everyone was fair game.
At one point, Ginger wanted to see if she could fuck 100 men in a single session, so Jeremy set it up. Sure enough, she fucked and sucked them all, taking their cum in her mouth, pussy, and ass. She let them make her airtight and even took two big cocks in her pussy at the same time. She did 19 more videos like that, fucking 2,000 different men in two years. To be safe, they each got tested for STDs regularly.
Ginger eventually decided she wanted to try something a bit kinky, so she invested in some leather gear, along with some toys, whips, and strap-on dildos. That's when she became "Mistress Ginger." She loved the feeling of power she would have over these simpering cuckolds who wanted to be used and abused. Much of it was staged, but there were several times when it wasn't.
Then they were contacted by a woman who said she was with some kind of mutual assurance society, whatever that was. She wanted to know if they would become contractors. All they had to do was punish cheating husbands the way the client wanted and provide video to the society.
Sure, they said. They could do that easily. The way it worked was simple. They would get an email with their assignment, and half of the fee would be sent by Paypal. Jeremy's job was to subdue the husband using a specially-equipped ring the society would provide. Then they would usually shave the man's body hair off and tie him up.
When the man woke up, Ginger would punish him. She would thrash the man with a cane or a whip most of the time. Then she would don a strap-on dildo and fuck the man in the ass. Afterward, they would have the man clean the dildo with his mouth. Yeah, it was nasty, but Ginger really got off on it, frequently having an orgasm as she fucked the poor guy.
Jeremy would record it all on video. Naturally, Ginger would be wearing her full gear so no one would be able to recognize her. Afterward, they would send the video to the society's secure email address. The second half of their payment would show up in their Paypal account within a couple of days. Easy money.
Then everything ended. They heard nothing for at least six months. They returned to their normal porn production, but Ginger found it lacking.
In the meantime, Jeremy had purchased a boat. They often spent weekends on the boat, having sex on the ocean. Jeremy was good with a speargun and frequently went spearfishing. He did it for fun most of the time, but sometimes he would join a tournament and win some pretty serious money.
Then they received a text from someone with the initials AG, who claimed to be contacting them from overseas. She had a job for them, but it would mean that Ginger would have to move to Texas to a town called Hard Rock. AG said Ginger would start an erotic boutique, and the two of them would work with someone named Trudy Higgins. From that point on, they would take all their instructions from Trudy.
AG provided the seed money, sending it through several overseas accounts. Once the money was available, Ginger moved to the town, and Jeremy followed later. They set up the shop, and business began pouring in. Then they met Trudy.
Ginger barely tolerated the older woman at first, but Jeremy found her to be more than a little weird. She kept going on about the "sisterhood" of the "new way," whatever the heck that was. Jeremy didn't care about politics. All he cared about was money and pussy, especially the honeypot between his sister's legs.
Trudy explained the scope of their work. It was basically what they had already done before, but this wouldn't be just a one-time encounter. The idea was to continually cuckold the old man while punishing him. That meant Jeremy would fuck Trudy in front of her husband while Ginger played her "Mistress" role.
Jeremy had to admit he liked cuckolding the man. It turned out he was some kind of bigwig in the county. He enjoyed fucking the old man's wife as he sat tied up in his chair, a ball-gag firmly placed in his mouth. Ginger would beat the man if he got too loud with his protests. Jeremy looked at his sister as he fucked Trudy in her marital bed the first time they did it.
"This is fucking hot, sis," he said. "I see why you like doing this so much." Ginger came over and pulled him off of Trudy and looked him in the eye.
"Just remember, don't cum inside her. Only me. You can fuck anyone you want, anywhere and any way you want. But you can only cum inside your sister. Understand?" she said. Jeremy's face beamed as he took in his powerful sister.
"Oh yes, Mistress," Jeremy said, his heart full of love for her. "Only you. I love you so much."
"And I love you, brother," she said, kissing him full on the lips as he fucked Trudy. Watching this display of unfettered, shameless incestuous love between Jeremy and Ginger, Trudy exploded in an orgasm. Jeremy had a wicked idea and walked to her husband, then wiped his cock on the older man's face, smearing Trudy's bodily fluids on Bertram's cheeks.
"Hah hah," he laughed as the older man cried. Ginger silenced the man with her whip, then wrapped her arms around Jeremy. The two of them fucked on Trudy's bed until he ejaculated inside his younger sister. Things went on like this for about two months. Then last Sunday night happened.
The three of them walked into the office and saw Bertram on the computer, reading an email. Only Trudy knew the contents of the short message. Ginger handed the speargun to Jeremy and pointed at Bertram's back. Unknown to him, Trudy had already briefed Ginger on what was about to happen. Jeremy crept up on Bertram as Trudy spoke to him about that whole new way nonsense.
The gun had already been loaded and primed. The spearhead had been given a liberal coating of something Ginger said she got from AG. Still, she never told Jeremy what it was. He trusted her, fully and without condition.
At a signal that had been pre-arranged between the two women, Ginger put her
hand on Jeremy's and gently squeezed his trigger finger, causing the gun to fire. She knew Jeremy had never killed a man before and would probably balk at shooting a spear into Bertram's back. They watched as the spear pierced the older man. He looked down for a moment, shocked, then slumped forward as Trudy said she loved him once upon a time.
Shocked, Jeremy dropped the speargun. Now he knew why Trudy said they should wear latex gloves. She didn't want his fingerprints anywhere near her husband's dead body. Jeremy looked at the man in the chair, blood pooling on the floor. For a few moments, he couldn't move. He had never taken a man's life before, and the experience horrified him.
"It's okay, sweetheart," Ginger said softly as she nuzzled up to him. "It had to be done, and you know it did."
"I... I've never... killed a man before," Jeremy cried.
"Shhh, don't look," she said. "Come with me upstairs. Let your sister make it go away."
"I thought you said he could handle it," Trudy barked. "He's as big a pussy as Bertram."
"How many men have you killed, bitch?" Ginger snapped. Trudy recoiled from that. No one spoke to her like that. Who does this little slut think she is, anyway? "That's what I thought. None. So shut the fuck up. Upstairs. NOW!"
Shocked by Ginger's tone, Trudy went upstairs with Ginger and Jeremy following. Ginger undressed her brother when they got into the bedroom, then removed her clothing and climbed on the bed, spreading her legs. Trudy started removing her clothes, but not quite as enthusiastically as she had done before.
"Come to me, my dear, sweet brother," she cooed. "I need you inside me. Make love to me. Cum inside me and forget everything else. My pussy is all that matters now." She grabbed his cock and stroked it until it was big and hard. "Oh, yes, that's much better. Put it inside me. Fuck your sister's pussy the way you like."
He gasped as he entered her and began thrusting. She moaned in his ear and wrapped her legs around him. He thrust harder inside her, making her moan even louder. Soon, he was pounding her pussy, his balls slapping against her ass.
"Yes, baby, that cock feels so good in sister's pussy. Fuck me. Cum inside me." He let out a groan and thrust his head back as he filled her with his seed. She wrapped her arms around him and kissed his face.
"You want to control a man?" she asked Trudy. "This is how you do it. With love and compassion. And a warm, wet pussy. Now, get between my legs and eat his cum out of me. Clean me up." Trudy looked at her, horrified.
"I can't do that," she said.
"You couldn't kill your husband either. He did. He did it for you. This is the least you can do in return," Ginger said. "Eat me, NOW," she commanded, spreading her legs wide. Trudy looked down and saw Jeremy's semen dripping out of Ginger's wide-open pussy. She got on the bed and lowered her face to Ginger's pussy.
"That's it," Ginger said. "Lick it out of me. Nice and slow. Do it like you enjoy it, and I'll let Jeremy fuck you from behind, the way you like." Trudy started getting into it, and Ginger held her head in place. Jeremy got behind Trudy and thrust himself into her from the back. She gasped out loud as he fucked into her. This went on for a couple hours, and the three of them fell asleep on Trudy's large bed.
Trudy dropped Jeremy off at the Boardwalk Coffee House downtown the following day, then took Ginger back to her boutique. Following their plan, she went back home and called 911 to report her husband's death.
Jeremy went into the shop and got a cup of coffee along with an order of biscuits and gravy he would eat in his room at Mrs. Anderson's place. He never had biscuits and gravy until he came here and was surprised to find that he liked it. After getting his order, Jeremy walked out of the shop and looked around.
He saw the scarred, one-eyed Sheriff standing on the boardwalk talking to an older guy in an electric scooter. Seeing the big man there filled him with dread. He crossed the street and walked the three blocks to Mrs. Anderson's place as fast as he could. Later that day, he learned Trudy had been arrested.
Jeremy knew it was only a matter of time before they came after him and his sister. He called Ginger at the shop, scared.
"What are we gonna do? We need to get outta here, as fast as we can, before they catch on to us," he said nervously.
"We stick with AG's plan," Ginger said. "Lay low. Don't do anything or go anywhere. Once we get paid, then we can close shop and go back to California."
"I'm so scared," Jeremy said.
"It'll be alright," she told him. "Just stay calm."
But it wasn't alright. Later that night, he saw the report that Ginger had been arrested. His universe imploded. She was his life, and now she was in jail. He had heard what goes on in these jails, and the thought of his beloved sister being gang-raped by hordes of surly rednecks made him sick to his stomach.
He stuck to their plan, but it wasn't easy. He stayed away from the jail, as they discussed earlier. He often considered jumping in his van and leaving this place far behind. But he couldn't just abandon his sister. He barely got any sleep the next four nights and became even more nervous and jumpy.
A plan was beginning to form in Jeremy's mind, but he wasn't sure if he could actually pull it off. He knew if he failed, he would probably end up dead. But he knew if he did nothing, he would either end up in jail for the rest of his life or dead at the hands of a state executioner.
...
Ryan sat at his desk and considered the growing pile of paperwork. The whole week had been difficult for everyone, and Bertram's murder had hit the community very hard. Things were progressing, but not quite as fast as he would've liked.
Dr. Childress, the medical examiner, finished the autopsy on Wednesday, releasing the body to Bertram's son, Ryan, who arrived from Lackland that same day. A special memorial service for Bertram was scheduled for Saturday, and the board asked Ryan if he would be so kind as to give a short eulogy.
Ryan agreed, knowing he wouldn't be the only speaker. Part of him didn't even want to go since he had promised Beverly he would help with a new chicken coop. But his wife didn't even want to hear it.
"No, Ryan," she said. "You're a very important and respected man in this community. It's only right that you do this. Besides, Juan and Rose had some free time the other day, so they came over and helped me with the coop."
Juan and Rose Hernandez lived just down the road from them, and Beverly had known them for years and invited them to their wedding, where Ryan first met them. They were a really nice couple, and Ryan had sampled Rose's Mexican cuisine more than once.
"Well, we'll have to have them over for dinner to thank them," Ryan said. "But I'm taking you out to celebrate your birthday Saturday night."
Ryan took a sip of his coffee and fired up his video conference application. It was nearly time for the scheduled meeting.
Dr. Childress finished his chemical substance analysis on the spear tip late Tuesday. He told Ryan the analysis prompted a report to some new federal agency.
"What was it you found?" Ryan asked.
"Something I've never seen before, Sheriff," Dr. Childress said. "Judging from the chemical structure, I'd say it was some kind of psychotropic drug combined with a paralyzing agent."
"Would it have killed Bertram?" Ryan asked.



"Probably not right away, but it very well could have," the doctor said. "By the way, it was the same stuff in that vial you recovered from Ginger's store. We recovered two sets of fingerprints from that vial. One belonging to Ginger, and the other from Mrs. Higgins."
"Speaking of fingerprints, Sheriff," Ron said when he joined the Skype call, "we found Ginger's fingerprints in the Higgins house, along with another set we haven't been able to identify yet."
"Interesting," Ryan said. "At least we can put Ginger at the crime scene."
"Absolutely," Ron said. "We also completed the comparative analysis on Mrs. Higgins' bedding as you requested. We discovered DNA from both women on it, and DNA analysis of the semen we found showed that it came from a man closely related to Ginger."
"Like a brother?" Ryan asked.
"Exactly," Ron said. Ryan nodded his head.
"So, we know that a man closely related to Ginger -- perhaps a brother -- was engaged in sex with one or possibly two women as Bertram's dead body rotted downstairs in his office. Is that what you're telling me?" Ryan asked.
"It sure looks that way, Sheriff," Ron said. By then, Ray Hale, the detective working the case, joined the call and listened to what Ron and Dr. Childress said.
"Glad you could join us, Ray," Ryan said. "I take it you were at the arraignment?"
"Yes, I was," Ray said. "And I'm relieved the judge remanded them both into custody. At least we won't have to worry about them taking off."
"What have you found so far?" Ryan asked.
"A whole pile of crap," Ray said. "This Ginger Rodgers is a real piece of work. From the videos and pictures we found, it looks like she and her brother have been doing this sort of thing for quite some time."
"What?" Ryan asked.
"Well, this looks like the first murder they've been involved with, but not the first time they've sexually assaulted someone. From what we can tell, it looks like they've been doing it for at least a couple years now. Almost as if they were contracted out for this sort of work," Ray said.
"Any idea who might've contracted them?" Ryan asked. Ray shook his head.
"No, none," he said. "We did find a reference to an 'AG' in the text messages on her phone, but we have no idea who that is."
"What else have you found?" Ryan asked.
"We finally got a response from the California DMV. According to them, Jeremy has a blue 1995 Chevy G10 van registered in his name. I've got the license plate number,
and I've already updated the APB with that info."
"Good," Ryan said. "That should help considerably."
"I've also gotten a subpoena for their phone records, and I'm waiting to get those in," Ray said.
"What about their computers? Anything on them?" Ryan asked.
"The hard drive on the computer we recovered from the Higgins place was wiped," Ron said. "We're working to recover it now, but it could take some time. The computer we got from Ginger's business didn't have much. It looks like she used it mostly for business, but she did surf a lot of kinky porn as well."
"No surprise there," Ryan said.
"One other thing, Sheriff," Ron said.
"What's that?"
"Those whips and that strap-on thing we recovered from Ginger's business tested positive for blood, feces, and other bodily fluids. It matched Commissioner Higgins' DNA perfectly," Ron said. Ryan nodded his head.
"Thanks," he said quietly. "Anything else?"
"Not at this time, Sheriff," Ron said. Ray and Dr. Childress said the same thing. Ryan thanked them all and ended the video conference. He sat back in his chair, wrapping his head around the information they had given him. He took another sip of coffee and considered taking an early lunch. His plans got changed when Elaine Bledsoe knocked on his door.
"Sheriff, District Attorney Olmstead, and a Special Agent Jackson are here to see you," she said.
"Send them in, please, Sergeant," he said. She nodded and motioned for the two men to enter his office. Ryan stood and shook Marvin Olmstead's hand, and the other man held a set of credentials.
"Special Agent Thomas Jackson, Homefront Security Task Force, El Paso office," he said. Ryan shook his free hand and looked at the credentials.
"Please, have a seat," he said. "Care for some coffee?"
"That sounds great," Marvin said.
"Please," Thomas said. Ryan poured them a cup and sat down.
"Homefront Security Task Force," Ryan said. "Never heard of it."
"I'm not surprised," Thomas said. "We don't usually advertise ourselves."
"So what brings you here to our little slice of Heaven?" Ryan asked.
"I'm here to follow up on the Form 3573 your Dr. Childress filed," Thomas said.
"I'm sorry -- Form 3573?" Ryan asked.
"My apologies," Thomas said. "That would be the Chemical Substance Encounter Report as mandated by current law. According to the form Dr. Childress filed, the substance in question was found on the tip of a spear reportedly used to impale a Bertram Higgins."
"Yes, it was," Ryan said.
"And the same substance was found in a vial located in the business owned and operated by a Ginger Rodgers. Is that correct?"
"Yes, I believe that's what Dr. Childress said. Do you have any idea what it is?" Ryan asked.
"We've seen a similar compound used before. It's essentially a psychotropic compound, but this one looks like it has been mixed with a paralyzing agent. A form of this was used on a federal agent overseas," he said.
"That's all very interesting, Agent Jackson, but I'm curious to know why the federal government is interested in a local murder case," Ryan said.
"Fair question, Sheriff," Thomas said. "The agency I work for investigates crimes like this. What do you know about the marriage between Mr. and Mrs. Higgins?"
"From what I've heard, it started going south when she returned from a retreat about three years ago or so," Ryan said.
"A spa retreat?"
"That's what I was told. Why? Is that significant?" Ryan asked.
"That's how MMAS recruited their people," Thomas said. "Did you find any paperwork mentioning MMAS? Invoices? Statements? Anything?"
"First off, what's MMAS?" Ryan asked.
"It stands for the Mutual Marital Assurance Society," Thomas said. "It was started several years ago by a female lawyer named Mona Larsen. She divorced her husband for adultery but didn't get the desired outcome. So, she set out to punish husbands who cheated on their wives. The group grew and morphed into a domestic terror organization. They've terrorized and brutalized thousands of men over the years. They're also responsible for the deaths of quite a few men."
"So, you think this MMAS has something to do with Commissioner Higgins' murder?" Ryan asked.
"Not directly," Thomas said. "The corporate entity known as MMAS was brought down quite some time ago. But there are still elements and spin-offs of the group working to realize their goals. There are also copycat groups operating all over the world."
"I see," Ryan said, not knowing whether or not to believe what Thomas just told him.
"I know you have Mrs. Higgins in custody, along with an accomplice," Thomas said. "I assume you performed a full search when you brought her in."
"Of course," Ryan said.
"Did you find a subcutaneous capsule on her?" Thomas asked.
"A... what?" Ryan asked.
"Did you find something embedded under her skin?" Thomas asked, clarifying his previous question.
"I don't know that we searched for anything like that," Ryan said.
"Might I suggest that you do? Especially around any of her major arteries," Thomas said. Ryan looked at Marvin.
"Can we legally do that? Or would it be considered a violation of her rights?" Ryan asked.
"I don't see any reason why you can't do that, Sheriff," he said after mulling it over for a few moments. Ryan picked up his phone and dialed the number to the women's jail. Deputy Ruby Alexander answered the phone.
"Deputy, this is Sheriff Caldwell," he said.
"What can we do for ya, Sheriff," Ruby asked.
"Listen, I need for you to do a detailed search on Mrs. Higgins and Ms. Rodgers," Ryan said. "I know you've already searched her, but I'm specifically looking for anything that might have been embedded under her skin, like a capsule or something. I'm sure it'll be extremely small. You probably should get the on-call doctor and a female nurse to work with you." Ryan looked and saw Thomas gesturing.
"Could you put that on speaker, please?" Thomas asked. Ryan pressed a button and put the headset down.
"Can you hear me, Ruby?" Ryan asked.
"Yeah, Sheriff, I can hear ya fine," she said.
"Deputy, this is Special Agent Thomas Jackson. Listen to me carefully. When you do the search, be very, very careful. I strongly recommend using a portable X-ray machine if you have one. Look closely at the carotid artery. If you do find anything, have the doctor extract it very slowly. Don't let your subject jerk or slap at it. This is extremely important. Do you understand what I've just told you?"
"Yeah, I got it," she said. "What do you think it might be?" Thomas looked at Ryan before answering.
"Poison. A very fast-acting poison," Thomas said. They could hear Ruby gasp at the other end of the call.
"I understand," she said. "I'll take care of it."
"Call me when you're finished," Ryan said.
"I will, Sheriff." Ryan ended the call and looked at Thomas.
"What the hell do you mean, poison?" he asked.
"MMAS was a ruthless organization that brooked absolutely no disobedience or failure," Thomas said. "They were known for embedding poison capsules under the skin, usually next to the carotid artery. Then they would implant a chemically-enhanced hypnotic suggestion. Upon hearing or seeing a certain phrase, the victim would slap at the neck, popping the capsule. The poison would enter the bloodstream, killing the victim almost immediately."
"Oh my God," Ryan said. "We're still looking for Ginger's brother, Jeremy. That means they may have done the same thing to him."
"I doubt that, Sheriff," Thomas said.
"What makes you say that?" Ryan asked.
"To MMAS and those who followed, men aren't even considered human beings," Thomas said. "To them, men are little more than chattel property, worth less than your farm animals. Some would be useful for breeding or sexual entertainment, and others might be good as providers, but nothing more. Chances are, they wouldn't even trouble themselves with this Jeremy character."
"That's monstrous," Marvin said, shocked.
"Yes, they are best described as monsters. Of the worst kind," Thomas said. "Do you still have their phones?" he asked Ryan.
"Yes, we do," Ryan said.
"Can you get them here, please?"
"Of course," Ryan said. He picked his phone up and called Ray, who answered on the second ring.
"Hale," Ray said.
"Ray, this is Sheriff Caldwell. Do you still have the cell phones we got from Trudy Higgins and Ginger Rodgers?"
"As a matter of fact, I do. They're turned off at the moment, but they're on chargers," Ray said.
"I need you to bring those to my office if you would. Also, bring the photos we found at Ginger's if you would please. We have a federal agent here who's interested in the case," Ryan said.
"On my way," Ray said. Ryan ended the call.
"I hope like hell you're not just yanking our chain, Agent Jackson," Ryan said. A couple minutes later, Ray came into the office with two cell phones and the folder containing the photos they found at Ginger's. Ryan introduced him after he put everything on the desk. The first thing he did was hand Thomas the folder.
"These are the pictures you found at Ms. Rodgers' business?" Thomas asked.
"Yes," Ray said. "The first few show what they did to Commissioner Higgins. I don't know where the others were taken or when." Thomas looked through the photos with no emotion on his face. Apparently, he had seen this all before. When he finished, he handed the folder back.
"Yes, that looks like standard fare for MMAS," Thomas said. "You also have video?"
"Yes, we do. Hours of it. Disgusting stuff," Ray said. Thomas nodded his head.
"Interesting," he finally said. "Let's see what you got on the phones," Thomas added after a few moments. Ray opened up each phone, and the first thing he noticed was a new message had come in since the last time he had the phones on.
"Go ahead, open it up, and show it to us," Ryan instructed. Ray opened the text message and showed it to them: "Your services are no longer required."
The message came from "AG." Ray opened the other phone and found it had the same message from the same sender. Both messages had been sent Thursday morning.
"Damn," Ryan said. "Think you can get a fix on the phone used to send those messages?" he asked Ray.
"Don't waste your time," Thomas said. "Chances are the phone or phones used to send those messages are already destroyed. That's their M.O." Just then, Ryan's desk phone rang. He saw the call was from the women's jail.
"Caldwell," he said after answering the call, which he put on speaker so everyone could hear.
"Sheriff, this is Deputy Alexander," Ruby said. "We need you to come down here and take a look at something. Right now."
"On our way, Deputy. Thanks," Ryan said before ending the call. He dialed the forensics lab and spoke to Dr. Childress.
"I need you to meet me at the women's holding area right now," Ryan said.
"Okay, Sheriff. I'll be there as soon as I clean up," the medical examiner said.
"Bring the phones. You're going to want to see this," Thomas said.
"I'll take the folders back and meet you there," Ray said. Ryan nodded his head, and they all left his office. They got to the women's jail, where Deputy Alexander met them.
"You've got to see this, Sheriff," she said. "I've never seen anything like this before." By then, Ray met them, and they all went to the room where Trudy and Ginger were sitting. They each had a small bandage on the side of their neck. Sitting on the table in front of them on a paper towel were two tiny barbed gelatinous capsules.
"What the hell are those?" Ryan asked.
"We found them right next to their carotid artery, just like you said," the female doctor said. Ryan reached out to the table, but Thomas stopped him.
"Don't touch them," he said. "They break very easily. You have the phones?"
"Yes, right here," Ryan said, pulling out the two evidence bags containing the phones. Thomas opened one of them and prepared to show it to Trudy.
"Watch this," he whispered. "Mrs. Higgins, you received an important message I think you should see," he told Trudy, holding the phone so she could see the message. As soon as she read it, she slapped the side of her neck where the bandage was as though swatting at a mosquito. She apparently thought nothing of it.
Everyone else looked at her in shock. If she had seen that message with the capsule still in her neck, she would be dead. Thomas repeated the action with Ginger, who reacted the same way.
"What? Why are you all looking at me like that?" Ginger asked as she looked up at everyone.
"Why did you slap your neck?" Ryan asked.
"Did I? I don't know. I just did, I guess," she said, confused. "What are those things?" she asked, pointing at the two capsules on the table.
"Poison capsules," Thomas said. The two women looked at him, shocked.
"No. You're lying," Trudy said. "That's just a sexist male lie. The sisterhood looks after one another."
"Until you're no longer of any use," Thomas said. "So, how long were you a contractor for MMAS?" he asked Ginger.
"Say nothing!" Trudy barked. "Our lawyer said not to talk to anyone without him present."
"A male lawyer. Interesting. Wonder what the sisterhood would say about that," Thomas said.
"He's useful. For the time being," Trudy said. Thomas nodded his head and turned to Ruby.
"Could you contact their lawyer, please? Tell him what happened and let him know Special Agent Jackson with the federal Homefront Security Task Force needs to speak with his clients -- immediately," he said.
"Of course," Ruby said after seeing Ryan nod his head in approval. She left the room, and Ryan turned to Dr. Childress.
"Could you take these back to your lab, catalog, and analyze them, please? Be very, very careful," Ryan said.
"I'll get right on it," Dr. Childress said, picking the paper towel up as carefully as he could. A minute or two after he left, Ruby came back into the room.
"Mr. Callender is on his way," she told them. "He should be here in about five or ten minutes."
"Thank you, Ruby," Ryan said. "Could you get us into a conference room, please?"
"Sure," she said. "Follow me." Everyone got up and followed Ruby to a room with a table and several chairs. Ryan saw the camera in the corner of the room.
"Could you make sure we get this on video?" he asked Ruby.
"I'll take care of it myself," Ruby said. Thomas and Ryan took two chairs on one side of the table as Trudy and Ginger sat in chairs on the opposite side of the table. Jake Callender came into the room a few minutes later and set his briefcase on the table before sitting down next to Ginger.
"So, what the hell is going on? I was told there was an emergency with my clients," Jake said. "And who the hell are you?" he asked Thomas.
"I'm Special Agent Jackson, Homefront Security Task Force, Mr. Callender. I have questions for your clients, and they refused to speak to me without your presence," Thomas said.
"Why is the federal government involved in a local matter?" Jake asked.
"It's not," Thomas said. "But it is a somewhat related matter. In light of the fact that we saved your clients' lives, I think they owe me a few answers."
"What do you mean, saved their lives?" Jake asked.
"Your clients had poison capsules embedded under their skin, next to their carotid artery. One good slap, and they would have been dead before their bodies hit the floor," Thomas said. Jake's eyes grew wide as he looked at Thomas. "You didn't know?"
"Why would I know about something like that?" Jake asked, indignant that Thomas would even ask such a thing. Thomas said nothing but gave Jake a knowing smile before turning back to Ginger.
"Is it true you were a paid contractor for the Mutual Marital Assurance Society, Ms. Rodgers?" he asked. Ginger looked down at the table before saying anything.
"Yes," she said quietly.
"Wait, what's the Mutual Marital Assurance Society?" Jake asked. Thomas smiled before opening his briefcase. He pulled out an old letter and put it in front of Jake. Jake's eyes grew wide, and the color drained from his face.
"How... How did you get that?" he asked.
"I kept it," Thomas said. "Don't you remember?" Confused, Ryan looked between the two men before grabbing the letter off the table. It was wrinkled and torn and looked like it had been pulled out of a garbage can and taped back together. He read the letter and looked at Thomas.
"This looks like some kind of an invoice. For $1,600.00," he said. "And a demand for Mr. Callender to contact them for an interview." Thomas nodded his head.
"That's exactly what it is," he said. "They would send those to the husbands they targeted every month until the husbands would give in and respond. You see, our Mr. Callender there had a very close and personal experience with MMAS. Didn't you, Mr. Callender?" Jake looked down before responding.
"Yes, I did. That was years ago," he said.
"Yes, it was. Would you mind telling Sheriff Caldwell who it was who helped you out of that mess?"
"It was you, Agent Jackson," Jake finally said.
"That's right. In fact, I still have a scar from the bullet I took for you," Thomas said. Ryan looked at the two men wondering what had happened. "I'll tell you about it later, Sheriff. In private," Thomas said. "The bottom line is that Jake here knows what kind of people we're dealing with, and he knows firsthand what they're capable of. Don't you, Counselor?"



"Yes, I do," Jake said. Thomas turned his attention to the two women, who also appeared shocked.
"Here's the way I see it," he said. "The two of you are literally between the proverbial rock and a hard place. Your sisterhood already tried to kill you once. You see, your usefulness to them has ended. Once they learn you're still alive, they'll try again. And again, if need be. And you'll never see it coming. Perhaps it'll be something slipped into your food or drink. Maybe it'll be another prisoner, or perhaps even a guard." He stopped to point at Marvin.
"That man, the District Attorney, also wants to see you die. No doubt, he'll push for the death penalty. And since this is Texas, there's a good chance he'll get it, given the nature of the crime. In my view, the two of you are basically dead women walking," he said. They looked at him, shocked. They hadn't considered this before.
"You both have information that could help us tremendously, whether you realize it or not. Cooperate with me, fully and without hesitation, and there's a slight chance you might just live. Fail to cooperate, and I guarantee you will both die," he said. "I know we all die sometime, but the two of you, along with your brother, Ms. Rodgers, will die much sooner than you would like. So, what'll it be?"
"You would let us go free?" Trudy asked. Thomas shook his head.
"Your days of walking around free are over," Thomas said. Trudy looked down as she considered her options. Then she looked at Ginger, who looked as scared as she felt. "My time is running short, Mrs. Higgins," Thomas said. "I need to tell my superiors something. What will it be? A chance at life? Or certain death?" That got her attention.
"Tell your superiors... we'll cooperate. Fully," she said. Thomas looked at Ginger.
"Ms. Rodgers?" he asked. "Do you agree?"
"Y... yes," she stammered. Thomas nodded his head and looked at Ryan.
"Ms. Rodgers," Ryan began. "Where is your brother, Jeremy? I know he's in town. I know he was with you the night of the murder. We found his DNA on Mrs. Higgins' bedding, along with yours." She looked at him, surprised. "I get the impression the two of you are quite... close." She nodded her head as a tear fell down her cheek.
"Yes," she said quietly.
"So, where is he? He's in danger as well, you know," Ryan said. "You can help him by helping us."
"He's renting a room at a house over on Third Street," she said. "I think the woman who owns the place is named Anderson." Ryan knew
the house, which was only three blocks north of them, and the woman who owned it. Mabel Anderson was a 75-year-old widow who had difficulty climbing the stairs in her house, so she slept in a downstairs bedroom and rented the upstairs room to supplement her Social Security.
Mabel was also one of Beverly's long-time customers. Bev delivered eggs to her twice a week, letting the older woman pay when she got her check from the government. Sometimes, Mabel would bake them an apple or pecan pie, which Beverly happily accepted as payment for the eggs. Ryan loved her homemade pies and could eat a whole one by himself if Beverly let him.
Ryan met Mabel a few times and found her a warm, sweet lady who would help anyone who needed it. Everyone in town thought the world of her. If anything happened to her... He pulled out his phone and called Elaine.
"Sgt. Bledsoe, I need you to send deputies over to Mabel Anderson's place right now," he said. "Jeremy Rodgers is staying in her upstairs room. Bring him in. Consider him armed and dangerous. If his vehicle is there, have it towed in."
"Right away, Sheriff," Elaine said. Ginger looked at Ryan before speaking.
"Jeremy's not dangerous," she said. "And he doesn't have a gun. Please, don't hurt him."
"I'm not taking any chances, Ms. Rodgers," he said. "I saw what was done to Commissioner Higgins." Thomas sat back in his chair.
"I think we've made real progress here," he said. "Mr. Olmstead, I'll need to speak with my superiors before we go much further."
"Okay, Agent Jackson," Marvin said.
"Sheriff, I suggest you put these women in isolation for the time being. Keep them separate from the rest of the population for the time being. The same with Mr. Rodgers. I'll get with you once I've spoken with my superiors," Thomas said.
"You think that's really necessary? Isolation?" Ryan asked. Thomas nodded his head.
"I do, Sheriff. For their own safety," Thomas said.
"Can you see to that, Ruby?" Ryan asked Deputy Alexander.
"I'll take care of it myself," she said.
"Thank you. I want guards on both of them, around the clock. Ray, would you mind following up on Mr. Rodgers when they bring him in?"
"Not at all, Sheriff," Ray said. Ruby collected the two women and led them out of the room.
"Have medical do a complete screen on him as well. Make sure he doesn't have any of those poison capsules in him," Ryan said.
"Copy that," Ray said before leaving the room. Ryan's phone buzzed, so he looked at it. It was a message from Dr. Childress: "Something interesting you should see," the message read. Ryan turned to Thomas and Marvin.
"Dr. Childress has something for us. I'm on my way down to take a look. Why don't you join me," he said. They both nodded their heads in agreement and left the room.
"Ah, you're here," Dr. Childress said when they entered the lab. "You should take a look at this." He pointed to a large monitor on the wall. There, they saw an enlarged photo of one capsule. It appeared to have been broken.
"I broke the capsule to get a sample of the liquid inside. That's being analyzed as we speak. But we found something else," the doctor said. They looked at the photo and saw a tiny black device inside the gelatinous shell.
"What is that?" Ryan asked.
"Beats the hell outta me, Sheriff," Ron said. "I've never seen anything like it. At first, I thought it was some kind of RFID device, like what that Swedish company came up with."
"But why would something like that be inside a capsule filled with poison?" Ryan asked.
"Good question," Ron said. Thomas looked at the photo closely.
"You think it's some kind of remote control or something?" Ryan asked. Ron shook his head.
"I really have no idea, Sheriff," Ron said.
"You still have the other capsule?" Thomas asked Dr. Childress.
"We do," the doctor said.
"If you don't mind, I'd like to take it with me," Thomas said. "My agency has a very well-equipped lab, and I'm certain we can figure out what it is. I promise we'll share whatever we find." Ryan looked at Ron and Dr. Childress, looking for their input.
"We're not equipped to analyze anything like this, Sheriff," Dr. Childress said. "If they can figure out what it is, I say let him take it."
"Alright," Ryan said. "Go ahead, Agent Jackson. Don't hold out on us, though."
"You have my word, Sheriff," Thomas said. Dr. Childress found a plastic container padded sufficiently to hold the capsule safely without breaking it and put the second capsule in it. He sealed it tight and placed it inside an airtight container.
"Be careful with that," the doctor said, handing it to Thomas.
"How long before that chemical analysis is complete?" Ryan asked.
"Hard to say, Sheriff. Could be a few hours yet," the doctor said.
"Keep me informed," Ryan said. They left the lab and went back to Ryan's office. It had been one hell of a day so far, and Ryan was ready to go home to his lovely wife. He poured them another cup of coffee and sat down behind his desk.
"Well, Counselor, what do you think of all this?" Ryan asked Marvin.
"Frankly, my head is still spinning," the district attorney said. "How did you know I would be pushing for the death penalty?" he asked Thomas.
"Pretty easy to figure out," Thomas said. "A popular Texas politician murdered in his own home by his cheating wife and her two accomplices. Doesn't take a rocket scientist to figure that one out."
"No, I suppose it doesn't," Marvin said. "You told them there was a chance they could live if they cooperate. What did you mean by that, exactly?"
"Just what I said," Thomas told him. "I know we don't have all the pieces put together just yet. But if my gut is right, and it usually is, there's a whole lot more going on here than just the murder of a local politician. I'm talking about national security."
"National security?" Marvin asked, confused.
"Yes. You see, we've been going after these people for some time now," Thomas said. "You'd be amazed at what they've tried to do. I'm talking about the murder of a president, the murder of a former First Lady, and an attempt to murder another president. On top of that, they came this close to destroying our relationship with one of our closest allies," he added, holding his thumb and forefinger very close together. "And that's not to mention the thousands of lives and marriages they've destroyed." He stopped long enough to let out a breath.
"We've managed to stop them so far, but there are times it's come quite close to the wire. Those two women you're holding have information I believe could put us much further ahead in the game," Thomas said.
"Well, Agent Jackson, I'm all for national security, but we're talking about the murder of a very popular man whose family has lived here for over 150 years," Marvin said. "I just can't let that go."
"And no one's asking you to," Thomas said. "Look, it's relatively early in the case. You still don't have a complete picture yet. The toxicology report on Commissioner Higgins won't be ready for a few weeks, and Mrs. Higgins' hard drive is still being recovered. Plus, we have this capsule to analyze. You just apprehended the third suspect in all this, and you haven't had a chance to interrogate him.
"Prepare your case as you normally would. Let me talk to my superiors and see what they say. No one is going to get off. Trust me on that."
"I sincerely hope you're right about that, Agent Jackson," Marvin said. "Look, I have to get back to my office. It's been a pleasure meeting you," he told Thomas, extending a hand. Thomas shook his hand, and they watched him leave.
"Now that he's gone, you want to fill me in on Callender?" Ryan asked.
"Here's the Reader's Digest version, Sheriff," Thomas said. "Callender used to work for the District Attorney's office in El Paso years before he came here. His wife suspected him of cheating, but she could never prove it. Instead of dealing with the issue like a rational person, she went to one of those spa retreats. Eventually, she became one of MMAS' field operatives.
"He began getting those invoices and demand letters from MMAS and finally arranged an interview, thinking he was just dealing with someone looking to steal money from him. His intent was to threaten them with legal action. But that's not the way it turned out.
"They wanted him to work as a mole in the District Attorney's office there. He refused, so they threatened him with some of the vilest crap you can imagine. Even worse than what was done to your Commissioner Higgins. He told them to pound sand and left. That's when he reached out to us.
"I was assigned to his case. Bottom line, we brought the local office down, but not before they made an attempt on his life. Made it look like a street gang. That's when I got shot. Nothing major, just a flesh wound. They retaliated by killing his wife. You see, she was instructed to set him up to be killed. But she failed. Her body was found in the Rio Grande.
"The whole episode embarrassed him to no end, so he left El Paso and came here, hoping to put it all behind him," Thomas said.
"Did he cheat on his wife?" Ryan asked.
"No, never," Thomas said. "He was a target of opportunity. The same as your Commissioner Higgins." Ryan nodded his head.
"My detective thinks this may be a distraction for something else," Ryan said. "Is he right?"
"That's not outside the realm of possibility. Listen, it's getting late, and I need to get this back to our lab. I'll be in touch, Sheriff," he said, standing up.
"Alright, Agent Jackson. I'll be here," Ryan said. They shook hands, and Ryan watched Thomas leave, his head spinning from everything that happened. He received a text from Ray, letting him know that Jeremy had been booked, searched, scanned, and placed in isolation. What's next, he asked himself.
...
Half a world away, the woman known as Allison Gatsby sat in her flat in Manchester. She was naked, her legs spread wide as a younger man knelt between her legs, licking her wet pussy. As the man worked at her slit, she regarded the young woman whose blurred face appeared in the secure messaging application on her laptop.
"Any response from Texas yet?" the woman asked.
"I just received a ping from the device embedded in Higgins," Allison said. "The other device is still active, and there's been no verification of anything yet."
"We need verification," the other woman said.
"You forget the time difference," Allison said. "Watch the obituaries and monitor the local reports."
"Do we have anyone close by?" the woman asked.
"The closest person is on assignment in Cancun," Allison said. "She won't be available for another two weeks."
"This isn't good," the other woman said.
"It is what it is," Allison barked. "All we can do right now is monitor the situation."
"Very well. Let me know if there's any change in the situation."
"Don't worry. I will," Allison said, ending the communication. She felt like throwing the laptop across the room. If Veronica had any idea how law enforcement worked in the States, she wouldn't keep pestering me, she thought. She looked down at the thing between her legs, trying to please her.
"I need to piss. Open your mouth, thing," she commanded. The male creature dutifully obeyed. She laughed as she let loose with a stream of urine. Those stupid rednecks had no idea what they were up against. And by the time they figured it all out, it would be too late. She threw her head back and laughed maniacally.
...
More to come...
Note: Allison Gatsby was first mentioned in "The Warren Files 04: Jim and Lisa." She is also a primary character in "Revenge in Advance: The New Way."
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End of "Tip Of The Spear, Pt. 02"
"Any response from Texas yet?" the woman asked.
"I just received a ping from the device embedded in Higgins," Allison said. "The other device is still active, and there's been no verification of anything yet."
"We need verification," the other woman said.
"You forget the time difference," Allison said. "Watch the obituaries and monitor the local reports."
"Do we have anyone close by?" the woman asked.
"The closest person is on assignment in Cancun," Allison said. "She won't be available for another two weeks."
"This isn't good," the other woman said.
"It is what it is," Allison barked. "All we can do right now is monitor the situation."
"Very well. Let me know if there's any change in the situation."
"Don't worry. I will," Allison said, ending the communication. She felt like throwing the laptop across the room. If Veronica had any idea how law enforcement worked in the States, she wouldn't keep pestering me, she thought. She looked down at the thing between her legs, trying to please her.
"I need to piss. Open your mouth, thing," she commanded. The male creature dutifully obeyed. She laughed as she let loose with a stream of urine. Those stupid rednecks had no idea what they were up against. And by the time they figured it all out, it would be too late. She threw her head back and laughed maniacally.
...
And now, Tip of the Spear Pt. 03
3:45 pm, Friday, September 24, 2021:
Ryan saw Deputy Sanders as he walked down the hall to the interrogation room. Sanders looked at him and nodded his head in acknowledgment.
"Hey, Sheriff," Sanders said, touching the brim of his Stetson.
"Hey, Sanders," Ryan said, motioning for him to enter the observation room. Sanders followed and the two of them looked at Jeremy Rodgers, now sitting behind a small table, his hands cuffed and secured to the table.
"Nice job on the arrest," Ryan said. "I watched the body cam footage. Good work with Mrs. Anderson, by the way."
"Thanks, Sheriff," Sanders said. "I've known that sweet old lady my whole life. Didn't want her any more scared than she already was." They looked at Rodgers and saw him squirming in the hard chair. "Hard to believe that boy killed Commissioner Higgins. Look at him. He's shaking like a leaf in there."
"Takes all kinds, Deputy," Ryan said.
"Reckon so. Still, if you ask me, I'd say his bread's not quite done, if you know what I mean," Sanders said. Ryan nodded his head.
"You may be right," Ryan said. "Not our call to make, though."
"I suppose not," Sanders said. "If anyone can figure this out, Detective Hale can." Ryan agreed with Sanders' assessment. The former NYPD detective had earned the trust and admiration of everyone in the department since coming to Hard Rock.
"I hear they got his van and all of his stuff out of her house," Ryan said.
"Yeah, Ron and the boys are going through it all now," Sanders said. Just then, the door to the interrogation room opened and a large black man in a dark suit entered the room. Ryan had tried to get Ray to adopt something more "western," but Ray wouldn't hear of it.
As they watched, Ray sat down, started the recording and opened his folder, putting pictures of Higgins and the crime scene on the table. Jeremy recoiled at the sight of Higgins' body impaled by a spear. Ray looked at Jeremy for a few moments before speaking.
"I understand you've been read your Miranda rights. Do you understand those rights as they've been explained to you, Mr. Rodgers?" he asked.
"Yes," Jeremy said.
"Before we begin, would you like to consult with an attorney or have one present during questioning?" Ray asked. Jeremy shook his head.
"I don't need no attorney," Jeremy said. Ray looked at Jeremy, examining his face for any signs of emotion or regret.
"You might want to reconsider," the detective said. "I understand the District Attorney will push for the death penalty. For you, for Mrs. Higgins and... for your sister," he added, pausing for effect. Jeremy looked up at Ray, his eyes wide, but only for a moment. Then he broke down, sobbing.
"Noooooo," he moaned. "You want to kill my sister?"
"I don't want to kill anyone, Mr. Rodgers," Ray said calmly. "But justice has to be served. The three of you took Commissioner Higgins' life. And in this state, that often means the death penalty."
"No! Not my Ginger! Please! I'm begging you. Kill me if you have to. Don't kill her. I'll confess to whatever you want. Just don't kill my sister," Jeremy moaned, hot tears falling down his face.
Ray sat back and watched Jeremy's response before glancing at the observation window where he knew Ryan was watching. Then he turned his attention back to Jeremy. He knew he could easily wring a confession out of Jeremy, but he also knew how easy it was for a case like this to go sideways in court.
"I tell you what, Mr. Rodgers," Ray finally said. "I'm going to go make a couple phone calls. You just sit here and think about things for a bit." He paused the recording, gathered his folder and walked out of the room. He entered the observation room and spoke to Ryan.
"Something's not quite right with that young man," he said. "I'm especially worried about his willingness to confess to anything to protect his sister. That could taint everything else he says in court. I'm going to call Callender and see if he'll take Jeremy on since he's representing the other two. If he won't, then I'll have to call a public defender. I also want someone to evaluate Mr. Rodgers. Make sure he's competent enough to stand trial."
"You think there's a chance he may not be competent?" Ryan asked.
"Personally, no," Ray said. "I just want to make sure we've crossed all the t's and dotted all the i's. Last thing I want is to see a prosecution go bad because of some minor technicality." He turned to Deputy Sanders. "Would you mind keeping an eye on Rodgers for a bit, Deputy?" he asked.
"Not at all, Detective," Sanders said.
"Thank you," Ray said. "I'll be back in a bit." He turned and left the room. Ryan and Sanders looked at Jeremy, who was now sobbing with his head on the table.
"You saw how he reacted when Detective Hale mentioned his sister?" Sanders asked.
"Yeah, I did," Ryan said.
"You think... he had something going on with his own sister?" Sanders asked. Ryan looked at Sanders and nodded his head slightly.
"I think that's a very real possibility," Ryan said. Sanders shook his head.
"That's just sick," he said.
"There's all kinds of crimes, deputy. Some are worse than others," Ryan said, patting him on the shoulder. "Keep an eye on him now, y'hear?"
"Will do, Sheriff," Sanders said as Ryan left the room.
...
Ryan walked into the garage where Ron and his team were going through the contents of Jeremy's van. He looked around and saw all kinds of electronic equipment. He found Ron looking at a box of documents.
"What have you found so far?" Ryan asked.
"All kinds of stuff, Sheriff," Ron said. "Van is currently registered to Jeremy. Address on the registration is Clovis, California. There was a fold-down bed in the back of the van, and this was packed away underneath it. Cameras, computers, lights, audio recorders, you name it. Expensive stuff. The kind used by professionals. Found a box full of DVDs. You can guess what's on 'em."
"Porn?" Ryan asked.
"Oh, yeah," Ron said. "Seems the Rodgers liked to record themselves. A lot. The bedding in there is loaded with DNA. I get the feeling they didn't wash it very often. If nothing else, you have an open-and-shut case for incest."
"No weapons?" Ryan asked. Ron shook his head.
"No, none," Ron said. "We're still going through everything. Could take some time, though. I'm sending these up to Ray," he added, patting the box of documents.
"Okay, keep me in the loop," Ryan said.
"Will do, Sheriff," Ron said. Ryan nodded his head and headed out for a quick smoke before going back to his office. On his way, he ran into Ray.
"Join me for a quick smoke?" Ryan asked.
"Sure," Ray said. When they got to the smoking area, Ryan offered Ray a cigarette and lit them.
"Talked to Callender," Ray said. "He agreed to represent Jeremy."
"Good," Ryan said. "What else?"
"I spoke with the County Health and Human Services Commission," Ray said. "They agreed to have someone speak with Rodgers and provide an initial assessment."
"You honestly don't think he's incompetent, do you?" Ryan asked.
"Personally, no," Ray said. "It's just the way he reacted when I mentioned his sister... Look, I know these assessments are usually ordered by the judge. I just want to head that off if possible."
"Good thinking," Ryan said. "I spoke with Ron. They're going through Jeremy's van now. He's got a box of documents coming your way. You should know they found a lot of high-end camera gear and computers under a bed in that van. Also found a number of DVDs." Ray closed his eyes as he exhaled.
"Do I need to ask what's on them?" he asked.
"No, I think you've probably already guessed what's on them," Ryan said. "Probably should review them anyway, just in case there's something we've missed. The van is registered to Jeremy at an address in Clovis, California. I'm wondering if we need to check it out. Maybe get a bit of background so we know what we're dealing with."
"By 'we,' I presume you mean, me?" Ray asked.
"Well, you ARE the lead detective on the case," Ryan said. Ray laughed at that.
"What the hell. I've always wanted to see California," Ray said.
"I'll have Sgt. Bledsoe make the arrangements for Monday or Tuesday," Ryan said. "I'd like you to be there for Commissioner Higgins' memorial tomorrow." Ray nodded his head. "So, when is the counselor going to see Rodgers?"
"Earliest they can get anyone over is Wednesday," Ray said.
"You should be back from California by then. Unless, you plan to stay there," Ryan said with a smile.
"Thanks, but no thanks," Ray said. "I like it here with you too much."
...
Half a world away, Allison Gatsby opened up her secure video messaging application and saw the blurred face of the blonde woman at the other end of the connection. She shook her head and laughed before speaking. She already knew the woman's real name and knew she was in Cancun.
"What can I do for you, AG?" the blonde asked.
"How long before you can wrap things up there?" Allison asked.
"At the earliest, maybe 10 days. Why?"
"I need you to go to Hard Rock, Texas," Allison said.
"Hard Rock? What happened? Did your little experiment go south on you?" the blonde asked.
"Something like that," Allison said.
"And you need me to clean things up for you? Again?"
"I need you to do a recon. I need to know what's going on," Allison said.
"A recon? What happened?"
"Let's just say things didn't work out as well as I had hoped," Allison said. "Higgins and her contractors have been arrested. For murder." The blonde woman sighed heavily and shook her head.
"What do you know about this place?" the blonde asked. Allison shrugged her shoulders.
"Not much. It's just a tiny dot on the map. Nothing important. Why do you ask?"
"So, you don't know anything about the place? You just made assumptions. You know what they say about assumptions and fuck-ups, don't you?"
"I've heard what you've said about them, yes," Allison said. "You sound like you know more about the place than I do."
"Yes, I do," the blonde said. "Specifically, I know who the sheriff is."
"Oh?" Allison asked. "Who?" Allison watched as the blonde did something on her computer. A few seconds later, she saw a picture on her screen of a large man with a full beard, a jagged scar and a patch covering his left eye. He looked... scary. The image made Allison wet between her legs.
"Before you start frigging yourself," the blonde began. "His name is Ryan Caldwell. He's been the sheriff there for about a year. After his first wife left him for Jacob Knight, he became a mercenary. Did that for about 10 years before settling down in Hard Rock."
"Knight? The oil tycoon?" Allison asked.
"Former oil tycoon," the blonde said. "He assumed room temperature while taking a crap in the courthouse. Rumor has it Caldwell led a raid against a compound the company owned in southeastern New Mexico."
"Really?" Allison asked, her excitement growing. Finally, a man worthy of her, she thought. "Any survivors?"
"No. Word is they had his daughter and grandson," the blonde said.
"Then why wasn't he arrested?" Allison asked.
"Officially, the FBI determined the raid was conducted by a drug cartel from south of the border," the blonde said. "Caldwell was made sheriff of Hard Rock shortly afterward."
"Is he married?" Allison asked. Another picture popped up, this time of another blonde woman.
"Yes," the blonde said. "Her name is Beverly. She's a local girl. Most people refer to her as the 'egg lady.' She keeps chickens and sells the eggs they produce."
"I... see," Allison said, the wheels in her head turning. "She seems a bit... traditional. Unenlightened. Wouldn't you say?"
"Don't even think of it," the blonde said. "From what I hear, Ryan and Beverly are extremely devoted to one another. If anything were to happen to her, he would tear heaven and earth apart to rescue her. And trust me, you don't want to see that happen."
"Oh?" Allison asked.
"From what I heard, he cut Elmer Jenkins' head off and tossed it in a burning fireplace. It wasn't a pretty sight," the blonde said.
"Elmer Jenkins?" Allison asked, her stomach churning just a bit at what the blonde woman told her.
"The former Chairman of the Board of Directors for Knight Petroleum."
"Damn. Why is it you know so much about this man?" Allison asked after a few awkward moments.
"I've seen him in action before," the blonde said. "It's not something I want to experience again. Personally, I think I'd rather try to skin a live wolverine," she added in a perfectly flat, toneless voice that gave AG a shiver. "I kept a loose tab on him, just in case he went back into business. So, tell me, did you send the termination messages?"
"I did," Allison said. "I only got one response back. From Higgins."
"Nothing from the contractor?"
"No, not yet," Allison said.
"I see," the blonde said. "It's a good thing Mona isn't around to see this. You know what she would have done, don't you?"
"Yes, I do," Allison said, grateful that she had enough foresight to have her implant removed before leaving the States. "But that's irrelevant now. I need eyes in Hard Rock, right now."
"Ten days is the earliest I can get there," the blonde said. "In the meantime, monitor the situation as best you can. Don't do anything until you hear back from me. And hope they don't manage to link you to the Higgins woman. Understand?"
"Yes," Allison said. "I've got it under control."
"I doubt that," the blonde woman said. "Otherwise you wouldn't have contacted me. I'll be in touch. Goodbye." The connection ended and Allison thought about what the other woman said. She was right. If Mona or anyone on the original leadership team had still been alive, chances are she would have been terminated for this.
But they were all dead now. For all intents and purposes, Allison was the one in charge, despite what the arrogant blonde woman intimated. She resolved to wait the ten days, but not much more. She turned her attention to the picture of Ryan Caldwell and slid a finger in her pussy, fantasizing what it would be like to get fucked by someone like him -- a REAL man, someone not afraid to do what needs to be done.
...
11:30 am, Saturday, September 25, 2021
The football stadium at the edge of town was filled to capacity as the locals came out to pay their respects to Bertram Higgins. Every seat in the large stadium was occupied and hundreds of fold-out chairs occupied nearly half of the area inside the stadium to accommodate the overflow.
Ryan and Beverly made their way to the group of chairs on the raised platform at one end of the football field. Ryan wore his dress uniform, his polished stars gleaming on his collars and his shoulders. Beverly wore a tasteful black dress. Even dressed like this, Ryan thought she was the most beautiful woman in the whole stadium.
The other county officials joined them on the platform. Two very large photos of Bertram were positioned in front of the platform. They stood for the national anthem, performed by the high school band, then stood for the Marine Corps hymn, in recognition of Bertram's military service.
They sat and listened to one speech after another, as politicians told personal stories and paid homage to Bertram's service to the community. Ryan had his turn at the podium and spoke highly about Bertram, praising him as a man who supported law and order. He ended his speech with a promise to see justice done. That promise elicited a standing ovation from the entire crowd. He sat down to see Beverly gleaming with pride.
The memorial, which lasted for nearly two hours, was broadcast live by the local television stations. Trudy Higgins, still in her one-person cell, was forced to watch it on the monitor attached to the wall. A female guard eyed Trudy with disgust as one speaker after another heaped praise on Bertram. A tear fell down Trudy's cheek as she thought about her late husband.
They married young and were so much in love. When Bertram went into the service, she promised to wait for him, no matter what. She kept her promise and was so proud of her husband when he returned after spending four years in the Marines.
They were so happy in those early years and made love as often as possible. Bertram worked hard to build upon the already-successful family business before going into politics. Their son was born a year after they married and went on to become a star player on the high school football team. Both Trudy and Bertram were so proud when he was chosen for the Air Force Academy.
She never cheated on Bertram in those years, and she never thought her husband would ever cheat on her. She knew his work sometimes required him to stay late, and she also knew he sometimes had to take trips out of town.
She accompanied him on as many of those trips as she could, and tolerated the late nights and phone calls that never seemed to stop. It was all just part of being a county commissioner, she told herself. It was even harder when he ran for re-election. The calls and meetings seemed to be never-ending.
But she realized that his work was important. After all, he was the one who managed to entice businesses to set up shop in Hard Rock. Because of him, more people would be able to get good, full-time jobs with benefits.



Then one night, she stopped by the county administrative building and happened to look up. There, standing in a window, was Bertram. One of his assistants, Sheila Robertson, jumped up and hugged him tightly. To Trudy's dismay, he hugged her back.
She felt like someone had just punched her in the stomach. Never in her life would she have thought that Bertram would betray her like this. How could he, she asked herself. Wiping a tear from her eye, she slowly made her way back home and waited for Bertram.
When he got home, he smelled like steak. He threw his arms around her and told her that a new mall would be coming to town. It was something he had been working on for some time.
"Where were you?" she asked him.
"We went out for a steak dinner," he said. "I tried calling you to join us, but got your voicemail."
"And just who was with you?" she asked.
"Sheila, Andrew, a couple others," he said. "Why? What's going on?"
"You tell me," she said in a cold tone of voice. He looked at her, confused.
"Look, I don't know what's bothering you, but there's nothing going on," he said.
"So, you always hug Sheila at work?" she asked.
"Not always. We hugged each other when we got word the deal had been approved," he said. "Wait, you think I've been having an affair, don't you?"
"Well, what would you think?" she asked.
"I'm sorry," he said. "You know I love you, don't you? I'd never do anything like that to you."
"I'd like to think you love me," she said, wiping a tear from her eye.
"Oh, sweetheart," he said, taking her in his arms. "You're the only one for me. You always have been. And you always will be." She let him make love to her that night, but kept an eye on him from that moment on. She heard what he said, but didn't believe him.
One day, not too long after that, she was surfing the Internet when she saw a pop-up ad from a company known as the Mutual Marital Assurance Society. The ad read, "Is your husband cheating on you? Would you like to put a stop to it? Let us help you." The ad gave a website address and a toll-free number.
She called the number and spoke to a woman who seemed to understand what she was going through. After visiting the website, she signed up for a weekend "spa retreat" in Austin. Bertram didn't say much when she told him she was going, but she followed the script given to her by the woman on the phone, and he acquiesced.
She learned so much at the retreat and the women who ran the event seemed to know exactly what she was feeling -- the pain, anger and humiliation. They also helped her devise a way to punish Bertram so he would never cheat on her again. Sure, he would be in pain for a while, and he would feel a certain amount of humiliation. But it would be nothing compared to what she felt.
The women at the retreat also taught her how to take control of her marriage. They informed her that the modern concept of fidelity was outdated, a male construct designed to keep women enslaved. Men, they explained, are a dime a dozen. It's natural for men to be used and discarded once their usefulness was over.
If Trudy had been thinking straight, she would've seen through the hypocrisy she was being fed. But thanks to the chemicals and the hypnosis they used on her, she wasn't thinking straight. By the time she left the retreat, she was a completely different woman. An empowered woman, in charge of her life and her marriage.
Bertram didn't like the woman who came back from Austin. At all. She had become hard, bitter -- a shrew who belittled him at every turn. Then she started cheating on Bertram. First, with the gardener and the pool boy. Then she started with some of the ranch hands.
Her husband noticed the snickers and the little jokes being told behind his back, and confronted her. But she just smirked and dismissed him like a school-boy. He threatened divorce, but she quietly informed him that she would ruin him both financially and politically if he filed against her.
She was happy when she saw the first "invoice" from MMAS, and set it on his desk, hoping it would get his attention. But he simply chucked it in the shredder. The same thing happened to the next two invoices they received. No more invoices appeared after that, and she began to wonder why. She called the number she had been given at the retreat, only to find that it had been disconnected.
About nine months after the retreat, she and Bertram were invited to attend a big Party function in San Antonio. Party officers and elected officials from around the country were expected to attend, and she wanted so much to meet them.
That's where she met Nancy Garrison, the rich wife of the senior senator from Wyoming, Franklin Legstrom. Legstrom encouraged Bertram to run for federal office, but Bertram liked where he was and had already pledged support for the incumbents. He also didn't like the idea of being just one representative out of more than 400 others. He would be a small fish in a very big pond.
As the two men talked, Nancy explained to Trudy that things had changed a lot since her retreat in Austin. The corporation known as MMAS no longer existed, Nancy explained, and something newer, a "sisterhood" more powerful and effective than the old organization, was being put into place. Nancy gave her an email address of a woman to contact for more information, and suggested she use secure email, something that could be encrypted.
"I'll be in touch," Nancy told her the day they left the convention. "Keep doing what you're doing, though."
As promised, Nancy stayed in touch with her, giving her suggestions on how best to control Bertram. Trudy also contacted the mysterious "AG" and received a curt response: "Don't contact me. I'll contact you when the time is right."
Things got worse between Bertram and Trudy. He got to the point that he no longer slept in the master bedroom. The tipping point was when Trudy tried to make him lick her pussy after she had just screwed one of the ranch hands.
When he realized what she was trying to do, he threw her off of him as hard as he could and reared back to punch her in the face. He stopped when he realized what he was about to do, got out of the bed and went into a guest room. He had never struck a woman before and wasn't about to go to jail for hitting Trudy. She just wasn't worth it. Trudy got off the bed and chased him into the guest room to confront him.
"What's the matter?" she chided him. "Can't handle a real woman?" When he turned, she saw the murderous expression on his face.
"If you ever touch me again, cunt, I'll fucking kill you. Understand?" he growled.
"We'll just see about that," she hissed when she collected herself.
"By the way, I want a divorce," he told her before slamming the door in her face.
"In your dreams," she said. But Bertram never heard her. From then on, Bertram wore a pistol strapped to his waist whenever he was at home, and made sure she saw it. She was under no delusions -- he would carry out his threat if she ever attempted anything.
She was shocked the day she learned that Nancy and a number of her accomplices in Washington and New York had been arrested. Making matters worse, she learned that Sen. Legstrom had committed suicide. Two months later, she received a message from "AG."
"The sisterhood needs you now. Two contractors will be dispatched to Hard Rock. They will contact you when they arrive," the message said. Trudy knew better than to respond with anything more than a basic acknowledgment, so she sent a short message: "Received."
She waited for the contractors. After a month went by with no word from them, she considered contacting "AG," but didn't. A couple weeks later, she received a call from someone named Ginger Rodgers. She had just opened an erotic boutique in a strip mall by the freeway and wanted to speak with her about developing business locally. Trudy nearly hung up on her, but didn't when Ginger said, "AG suggested I contact you."
"I'll meet you this evening," Trudy told her. While Trudy met with Ginger, Bertram finally managed to hack into her secure email. He had been trying for months, but had been unsuccessful. Once in her email, he began to realize the full nature of Trudy's betrayal. He knew he had to speak with Sheriff Caldwell about this, but he also knew he had to be very careful.
A couple nights later, Bertram and Trudy went to a county dinner. Bertram planned to corner Ryan and tell him what was going on that night. He did speak to Ryan, but was unable to tell him what he had learned. He promised Ryan he would see him later, but that never happened.
Trudy watched him like a hawk. What he didn't know was that two contractors -- Ginger and Jeremy Rodgers -- were waiting for him at his home. When he opened the door to their home, Trudy walked in first as he turned off the security alarm. Once he closed the door, the two contractors pounced, injecting something into his neck.
They carried him into the master bedroom. As Trudy watched, the two contractors stripped Bertram naked and tied him to something that looked like an "X." They attached a chastity device to his penis -- one Trudy had selected specifically to ensure maximum pain. The man -- Jeremy -- operated a camera as Ginger slipped into a strange outfit that covered her entire body, even her face. They put a ball gag in Bertram's mouth and waited for him to wake up.
When he woke up, he realized what was going on and began struggling, but to no avail. Trudy walked up to him and spit in his face.
"Now, you're going to get the punishment you deserve," she hissed. She turned to Ginger and nodded. The young woman began beating Bertram severely, striking his entire body, including his testicles. He screamed as best he could through the ball gag, but his screams fell on deaf ears. Finally, he passed out from the pain.
Ginger untied him from the frame and they put Bertram's unconscious body on the bed, propping his ass up with a pillow and tying him so he couldn't move away. Then Ginger put on the longest strap-on dildo Trudy had ever seen. They waited for him to regain consciousness, and that's when Ginger began shoving the monstrous dildo up his ass.
Trudy laughed maniacally as he screamed in pain and thrashed back and forth, trying to get Ginger away from him. After she finished with him, Ginger removed the ball gag and replaced it with the dildo she just pulled out of his ass. He nearly threw up, but Ginger slapped his face, hard. When they finished, Bertram lay on the bed, staring at Trudy and the two who just assaulted him.
"I... am... going... to... fucking... KILL... all of you," he hissed through his pain.
"I don't think so," Trudy said. "If you do or say anything, a video of tonight's fun and games will be sent to every member of the commissioner's court, along with all of your friends. They'll have a whole different opinion of you. You can kiss your political career goodbye. From now on, you'll do as I say, when I say it. Any deviation will be dealt with. Harshly. Do you understand, or do these nice young people need to explain it further?"
"You win, for now," Bertram finally said. "But this isn't over. And you'd better watch your back from now on." Trudy laughed at that.
"Yeah, right. You just keep telling yourself that," she said. The three of them laughed and gave each other high fives. Ginger and Jeremy took the ropes off Bertram and helped him into the guest bedroom. He reached for his pistol but Jeremy stopped him.
"You don't want to do that, old man," Jeremy said. "Besides, we took out all the bullets. And hid the rest." They all had a good laugh at that. "Now, you be a good boy and do as mommy says, otherwise we'll be back. And we won't go so easy next time. Trust me, my sister's an expert in dishing out pain." Bertram looked at them in shock. Trudy closed the bedroom door as she left. She didn't even bother to check his wounds or put anything on them so they could heal. He eventually passed out from the pain.
The next day, Bertram slept late and came downstairs wearing his robe. He held up a hand and rebuffed her efforts to kiss him on the cheek.
"Don't ever touch me again, cunt," he said through his pain.
"Still upset about last night, are you?" she asked with a smirk.
"Know this, cunt. I hate you. I hate you with every fiber of my being. You can beat me all you want, and all you'll do is make me hate you even more. Just remember. One of these days, I'll put a bullet in your head. Count on it," he said.
She dismissed his threats and warnings, and continued down the path she had chosen. The beatings happened about once a week, and took a serious toll on Bertram. As promised, his hatred for her grew and she could see it in his eyes. Jeremy and Ginger helped her hide all of his bullets and disabled his guns. Of course, this being Texas, Trudy knew he could easily replace any of them quickly.
Then the day came when she, Ginger and Jeremy walked in while he read the email saying Nancy had been executed. She thought he might have gotten into her secure email, but wasn't certain. Now she knew. And in her mind, she knew what she had to do. She nodded at Jeremy and Ginger, who stood behind her husband.
Jeremy had the speargun in his hand, but it was Ginger who applied the pressure that fired the spear into Bertram's back. She saw the tear fall down his cheek as he died. She hoped the substance Ginger put on the spear tip made his death quick and painless. The three of them went upstairs and celebrated the evening the only way they knew -- with sex.
Trudy's mind came back to her current situation as she heard Sheriff Caldwell speak of getting justice for Bertram. She saw the crowd in the stadium come to their feet, applauding his promise. At that moment, she knew her life wasn't worth a plug nickel in this town. She saw the guard look at her with hatred and disgust in her face and began sobbing.
...
"That was quite a speech, Sheriff," Andrew said as everyone began leaving the stadium. "You sure you don't want to run for higher office?" Ryan laughed.
"Thank you, Andrew, but to me, there's nothing higher than serving the good people of Hard Rock as sheriff," Ryan said. Andrew laughed and nodded his head.
"Okay, have it your way," he said. "But if you ever change your mind, let me know." Ryan and Ginger said their goodbyes and waited for the crowd to thin out a bit before leaving. They both knew it would take at least an hour for them to get out of the parking lot as it was.
They finally made it home and peeled off the clothes they had been in all day.
"You still up for a night on the town?" Beverly asked. "Or do you just want to stay home?"
"Today is your birthday and I intend to paint the town red with you tonight," he said with a grin. "Got a reservation at that new steakhouse, then it's off for some dancing, then we come home and celebrate. By the way, let me give you something." He pulled a box from the top of his closet and handed it to her. She opened it up and a smile grew on her face.
"Nudie pajamas?" she asked. "They're so soft. I love them. What made you decide to get this?"
"Well, you've been a bit down in the dumps lately, so I thought I'd show you just how wonderfully sexy you are to me. I saw you looking at these online a while back, so I thought I'd get you a set," he said. She looked up at him and smiled.
"You're such a sweetheart. I guess I have been down in the dumps for a while. I'm not exactly a spring chicken anymore," she said.
"Well, I'm about five years older than you, sweetheart," he said. "And as far as I'm concerned, you'll always be my spring chicken. Ron tells me he thinks you're the prettiest gal in the county, and you know what?"
"What?" she asked.
"He's wrong." Her smile fell, and she looked at him with confusion. "You're the prettiest gal in the whole darn world," he told her. She smiled even wider and threw her arms around him.
"Oh, Ryan. I love you so much," she said.
"I love you more," he told her. "Happy birthday."
"Thank you," she said. "I'll model these for you when we get home if you want."
"You'd better," he said with a smile. They changed and left for their date. They came back several hours later, full of steak and worn out from dancing. But not too worn out. Ryan carried his bride up the stairs and put her on the bed. They showered each other with kisses as they tore each other's clothes off.
Ryan gazed at Beverly as she lay naked on the bed, her legs spread wide. He got down on the bed with her and began kissing her, working his way to that sweet spot between her legs. He loved bringing her to orgasm with his tongue. He nibbled on her thighs and began licking at her pussy. He looked up when he heard her laugh.
"What's so funny?" he asked.
"Your beard," she said. "It tickles when you do that."
"Want me to stop?" he asked.
"Oh God, no," she said. "Get back down there and tickle me some more. I love that." He smiled and went back to what he was doing. After bringing her to orgasm with his tongue, he positioned his cock at her entrance.
"Do it, baby," she whispered. "Make love to your spring chicken."
"As you wish, little lady," he said, doing a bad John Wayne impersonation. They made love for much of the night and finally fell asleep.
...
10:00 am, Monday, September 27, 2021
Ray Hale followed the Fresno County deputy in his rented sedan as they made their way to the Rodgers residence, a small farm outside the city of Clovis, California. He checked in with the sheriff's department after he landed at Fresno, and was relieved to hear that Sgt. Bledsoe had called ahead to let them know he was coming.
"Yes, Detective Hale, your Sgt. Bledsoe called and told us to expect your arrival," Sheriff Blackerby said when he checked in. "Deputy Halliburton here will escort you to the Rodgers place."
"Thank you, Sheriff," Ray said, shaking the other man's hand. "I appreciate the assistance."
"I appreciate you respecting us enough to check in, Detective," the sheriff said. "Most others would just blow us off. Is Mr. Rodgers in any kind of trouble?"
"No, Sheriff, we're just trying to get some background on a couple of suspects," Ray said.
"Would those suspect be his two children?" the sheriff asked.
"Yes, as a matter of fact," Ray said. "Can you shed some light on them?"
"I know the old man kicked them out about five years ago or so," the sheriff said. "Don't know why, exactly. Figured it wasn't any of my business, so long as they weren't breaking the law. They left the area and to my knowledge, no one's heard from them since." Ray nodded his head.
"Well, I appreciate your assistance, Sheriff," Ray said.
"My pleasure, Detective," Blackerby said. Ray saw an old mailbox with the name, "Rodgers" and figured this was their destination. He followed the deputy as he turned onto a dusty road. They stopped in front of a small wooden house. The place looked like it hadn't been very well-taken care of for some time. They parked and got out of their cars. Ray let Halliburton knock on the door.
"Yeah? Whaddya want?" Ray looked and saw an old man glaring at them from inside the house.
"Deputy Halliburton, Fresno County Sheriff's Department, Mr. Rodgers. There's a detective here from Texas who would like to speak to you about your kids," Halliburton said.
"Texas?" old man Rodgers asked as he eyed Ray. "You got some ID on ya?" Ray pulled out his credentials and showed them to the old man.
"Yes sir, Detective Ray Hale, Hard Rock Sheriff's Department," Ray said.
"Hard Rock? Ain't that the name of a cafe or something?" the old man growled as he looked at Ray's identification.
"It's also the name of a town in southwest Texas," Ray said.
"Alright, c'mon in," the old man finally said. Ray and Halliburton went inside and took note of the rundown old house. It was clean, but looked more than just a bit lived-in. "So, what's this about? Am I in some kinda trouble in your Hard Rock or something?"



"No, sir," Ray said. "I'm here to get some background on your children, Jeremy and Ginger." The old man looked at them, confused.
"There's a couple names I never thought I'd hear again," Old Man Rodgers said. "They in some kinda trouble?"
"You could say that," Ray told him. "What can you tell me? Sheriff Blackerby said you kicked them out about five years or so ago. Can you tell me about that?" The old man sighed and sat back in his recliner.
"I caught them out back behind the barn one day. Heard some strange noises, so I went and took a look," he said.
"What were they doing? Drugs?" Ray asked.
"I wish that was all it was," the old man said. "I'd have kicked their asses over it, but I coulda handled it. They were, you know, doing the dirty."
"I'm sorry, Mr. Rodgers. Could you be a bit more specific, please?" Ray asked.
"Specific? Alright. Here's specific," the old man said. "They were fucking. They were bare-assed, butt-fucking nekkid, fucking each other's brains out behind the barn. She was on top of him riding his dick for all she was worth, and he was loving it. From the way they were going at it, I knew it wasn't the first time they'd done it. Is that specific enough for ya?"
"Yes, Mr. Rodgers, that's pretty specific," Ray said.
"You know, she even offered to suck my dick while was fucking her brother," the old man said. "Her own father's dick! Can you believe it? What kinda sick shit is that?"
"Where was their mother during all this?" Ray asked. The old man laughed.
"Beats the hell outta me, Detective Hale," he said. "Their mother left us when they were just toddlers. Took off with some fancy-assed doctor from Fresno. Last I heard, she was in Seattle."
"So you're divorced, then?" Ray asked.
"Bet yer sweet ass I'm divorced. I filed paperwork as soon as the lawyer said I could. Divorced her for abandonment," he said. "Never heard a peep from her."
"And as far as you know, she's never been in touch with the children, is that right?" Ray asked.
"Nope. Said she did her part bringing them into the world. Said it was my job to raise them. Hell, I don't even know if they're really mine. Don't matter much now, I guess. But I raised them as mine anyway."
"And you never remarried?" Ray asked.
"Nope. Been there, done that. Ain't doing it again," he said. "Besides, what decent woman in her right mind would want an old man on a farm out in the middle of fucking nowhere?" he added, rhetorically, in a voice filled with sadness and longing.
"Did you ever see any indication this was going on? I mean, before you actually caught them," Ray said.
"Well, I did notice some looks between them, but I never thought it was anything to be too concerned about. Ginger takes after her mother a lot. She got to be a bit of a tease and a flirt when she got older. But I never imagined they were into... that. At least not with each other," he said.
"When was the last time you heard from either of them?" Ray asked. The old man shook his head.
"I never heard from either of them after that day," he said. "Believe it or not, I miss them, even after all this time," he added, wiping a tear from his face.
"Get any mail addressed to either of them?" Ray asked.
"The usual junk mail. Offers for this or that. Annual registration renewals. That kind of thing. I just tossed it all in the shitcan," he said. "So, what kinda trouble they in now?"
"They're suspects in a murder case, Mr. Rodgers," Ray said. The old man shook his head as tears fell down his face. "I'm looking for anything that might help explain their behavior."
"What will happen to them?" the old man asked.
"Well, we're still investigating the crime, Mr. Rodgers. It's still pretty early to say what will happen. Is there anything you want me to pass on to them?" Old man Rodgers thought for a moment before responding.
"Yeah," he said. "Could you please tell them their father loves them. And misses them. And tell them... I'm sorry things worked out the way they did. It's not their fault their mother abandoned them. I did everything I could. I guess it just wasn't enough."
"It's not your fault, Mr. Rodgers," Ray said. "They're adults. They're responsible for their own actions."
"Tell me something, Detective. How did they get by all these years?" the old man asked.
"Well, they... found ways to make money. Different things," Ray said, not wanting to hurt the old man further by telling him his children were into the porn industry.
"If there's anything I can do, let me know," the old man finally said. "And please, keep me informed of what's going on."
"I will, Mr. Rodgers," Ray said. "Here's my card. If you can think of anything -- anything at all, please let me know."
"Thank you, Detective. I will," the old man said after taking Ray's card. Ray and Deputy Halliburton left the old farm and drove back to Fresno.
"That was pretty messed up," Halliburton said when they got to the Sheriff's Department. "You never did say exactly what it was the kids did to support themselves."
"No, I didn't want to cause the old man to hurt more than he already was," Ray said.
"So, what did they do?"
"Porn, Deputy. Lots and lots of porn. Not exactly the kind of thing you'd want your old man to know about. Wouldn't you agree?"
"Yeah, I see your point," Halliburton said.
"Thanks again," Ray said, shaking the deputy's hand. He went to the motel where Sgt. Bledsoe had reserved a room for him and checked in. Once in his room, he called Ryan.
"How did it go?" Ryan asked.
"Pretty messed up," Ray said. "Their mother abandoned them when they were toddlers. Father raised them himself with no help. Caught them screwing each other behind the barn and kicked them out. Hasn't heard from them since."
"Damn," Ryan said.
"Yeah. So, how are things at your end?" Ray asked.
"Well, Callender didn't waste any time this morning," Ryan said. "Filed a motion for change of venue. Claims that after my speech Saturday, there's no way his clients can get a fair trial. Said my speech created a 'hostile environment' or some such bullshit. Showed the judge a video of the audience's reaction to what I said."
"I can understand that," Ray said. "What did the judge say?"
"The judge said he would consider it, but not right now. Said he'd wait and see how things go," Ryan said. "He also read me the riot act. Said he understood what I was saying, but that it could be construed the wrong way. Told me to be more careful about what I say from now on."
"That sounds like something a judge would say," Ray remarked. "Anything else?"
"Yeah, Ron told me that Mrs. Higgins' hard drive is now fully recovered. We got all of her passwords and Ron is going through it now. I expect he'll have something for you by the time you get back. Also have a lot more video with the Rodgers kids. By the way, when will you be back?"
"Flight leaves first thing in the morning," Ray said. "Gonna call the wife, then get something to wash the trail dust outta my mouth."
"Alright, I'll see you when you get back. Have fun out there," Ryan said.
"Fun... Yeah, right," Ray said before ending the call.
...
3:30 pm, Monday, September 27, 2021
"Sheriff, you need to get to the jail house, right now," Sgt. Bledsoe said when she came into Ryan's office. At that moment, Ryan was on the phone with Judge Brown, who was demanding he take immediate action. He nodded at Elaine as he spoke to the judge.
"I'm on it right now, Your Honor," Ryan said. He hung up the phone and headed out, snagging a couple deputies on the way. When he got to the jail house, he saw a crowd of angry townspeople, some holding signs demanding Trudy, Ginger and Jeremy be shot, skinned, and hung -- on the spot.
Other deputies had already taken positions around the crowd, while patrol cars were positioned to keep the crowd from growing. Protesters were yelling and screaming, demanding the three suspects be brought out immediately. One protester saw Ryan approached and yelled out.
"You promised us justice, Sheriff," the man said. "We want justice -- now!" Ryan sized up the situation and took action. He stepped up to the crowd and spoke.
"And you'll have justice," Ryan said. "But it'll be done right. In a court of law. Not by a lynch mob. Commissioner Higgins' family just laid him to rest. You really want to sully his name and his memory like this? Do you honestly think he'd want people acting this way on his behalf? Not no, but HELL NO! He'd tell you what I'm telling you now. Go home. Let the law do its job. What you're doing right now could very easily get those three released from jail. Think about that."
As he watched, the crowd backed down a bit. They began looking at each other, taking in what Ryan had just said. One protester spoke out.
"Do you really mean that, Sheriff?" he asked.
"Yes, I do. Their lawyer has already asked for a change of venue. You know what he said? That there's not enough people in this town who can be fair enough to sit on a jury. I don't believe that for a damn minute, and I don't think you do either. Look, I'm as upset about all of this as you are. But trust me, you're not doing anyone any favors here this afternoon." The crowd quieted down and looked at each other guiltily.
"You wanna help?" Ryan asked. "The best thing you can do right now is go home and let us do our job. The truth will come out and yes, justice will be served. Go on home, right now, don't do this again, and I'll forget this ever happened." He looked at the deputies standing post around the crowd and nodded his head. They saw his signal and spread out so the townspeople could leave.
As Ryan watched, the signs came down and people began walking away. He looked but saw nothing to indicate anyone would rally the group. The deputies gently guided everyone away, and soon, the area was empty except for a news van and a reporter with a camera crew.
"Excuse me Sheriff," a young woman carrying a microphone asked. A camera man followed her as she approached Ryan. He turned in her direction.
"Yes?" he asked. "What can I do for you?"
"Allison Channing, KHRK Eyewitness News. I have a couple questions for you," she said. He recognized her once she introduced herself. He had seen her on television, but never met her in person before. She seemed shorter in stature and a bit thinner in person. Maybe, he thought, it's true the camera adds ten pounds to a person.
He also took in her attire, which consisted of a dress he thought was just a bit too short for someone in her position. Then again, he couldn't recall ever seeing anything below her waist on television. Maybe they didn't care how she dressed. Either that, or she dressed this way to distract guys like him.
"I'm really quite busy now, Ms. Channing," Ryan said. "Perhaps you should speak to our Public Information Officer."
"I would, Sheriff, but all Jenny ever says is either 'no comment' or 'check out my Twitter feed.' I was hoping to get some reaction from you about today's protest," she said. Ryan smiled at that. Jenny Carson was quite efficient at that, he thought. And she was a whiz with all that social media stuff.
"Alright, Ms. Channing. One question," he said. She thought about her one single question a moment before speaking.
"Sheriff, Commissioner Higgins won his last election with over 76 percent of the vote. He's actually one of, if not the, most popular commissioners to serve in the last 20 years, with support from both sides of the political aisle. Given what you said at the memorial this last weekend, do you honestly believe an impartial jury can be seated, and do you feel any responsibility for what happened here today?" she asked.
"That actually sounds like two questions to me, Ms. Channing, but I'll give you an answer anyway," Ryan said. "When I first accepted this job, I took an oath. As part of that oath, I promised to uphold the laws of the State of Texas and the ordinances of this county. I also promised to support and defend the Constitution. In this country, when someone is arrested and accused of a crime, that person is considered innocent until proven guilty beyond a reasonable doubt. Justice comes in the courtroom, from a jury of that person's peers. Not from a mob. I meant what I said this weekend. Justice will be served. But it will be served in accordance with the law. I will not tolerate vigilantism. Does that answer your question?"
"Yes, it does, Sheriff. Thank you," she said. She made a gesture at the cameraman and turned back to Ryan. "Can I ask you something else, Sheriff? Off the record."
"What's that?" Ryan asked.
"What are your personal feelings about all this? I mean, the crime, the protest, everything?"
"Just between you, me and a lamp post?" Ryan asked.
"Yes," Allison said with a smile.
"I saw what was done to Commissioner Higgins, Ms. Channing. I wouldn't wish that on anyone. I understand their anger. More than you know. But I also have a duty to the law. People need to understand this isn't something that can be fixed in a half-hour, like some kind of television program. It takes time to get things done, and we have a responsibility to get it done right. I hope that answers your question," he said.
"It does, Sheriff," she said. "Thank you."
"You're welcome," he said. He looked around to make sure everything was secure, then went back inside. When he got back to his office, he saw an email from Judge Brown: "Nice work, sheriff. Thank you." He sent an acknowledgment and decided to call it a day. When he got home, Beverly met him at the door and gave him a deep kiss.
"I hear you had a bit of excitement this afternoon," she said.
"Yeah, a bit," he told her.
"The report I saw said you did a good job with that protest." She turned on the television and they watched some of the local news. Most of it showed the growing protest at the jail house. Then they saw Allison Channing's face fill the screen.
"It was only the fast reaction of Sheriff Caldwell that kept this protest from becoming a riot," she said. Then the scene cut to the remarks Ryan gave her in response to her initial questioning. Ryan was impressed with the way she framed the report. After it was over, Beverly turned the television off.
"You did good today, sweetheart," she said.
"Then why do I feel like such a damn hypocrite?" he asked.
"You mean, with what happened with Knight?" she asked.
"Yeah," he said. "And now, here I am talking about not putting up with vigilantes."
"Well, you weren't exactly wearing a badge then, you know. Besides, you had a Special Agent with the FBI who could very easily have arrested all of us. And Sheriff Coltrane even escorted us to the state line. Remember? You did the right thing then, and you did the right thing today," she said.
"I guess you're right," he said.
"You know I'm right," she said. "Now, why don't you get out of that uniform and have dinner. I made meatloaf. Full of cheese and mushrooms. And Mrs. Anderson gave me a pecan pie. Then I intend to take you upstairs and fuck your brains out. How's that for dessert?"
"Now that sounds like the best offer I've had all day," he said with a smile.
...
More to come...
Note: I have received emails from readers telling me Texas doesn't have county commissioners. According to the Texas Association of Counties, counties in Texas have what is called a "Commissioner's Court" that consist of five members, four elected commissioners and one County Judge. The commissioners are elected from districts within the county while the judge is elected at-large.
Since Hard Rock does not exist, I exercised a bit of artistic license in the makeup and duties of the county government.
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End of "Tip Of The Spear, Pt. 03"
"You did good today, sweetheart," she said.
"Then why do I feel like such a damn hypocrite?" he asked.
"You mean, with what happened with Knight?" she asked.
"Yeah," he said. "And now, here I am talking about not putting up with vigilantes."
"Well, you weren't exactly wearing a badge then, you know. Besides, you had a Special Agent with the FBI who could very easily have arrested all of us. And Sheriff Coltrane even escorted us to the state line. Remember? You did the right thing then, and you did the right thing today," she said.
"I guess you're right," he said.
"You know I'm right," she said. "Now, why don't you get out of that uniform and have dinner. I made meatloaf. Full of cheese and mushrooms. And Mrs. Anderson gave me a pecan pie. Then I intend to take you upstairs and fuck your brains out. How's that for dessert?"
"Now that sounds like the best offer I've had all day," he said with a smile.
...
And now, "Tip of the Spear, Pt. 04"
Ryan got his coffee as he always did and made his way to the office on Tuesday. He couldn't help but notice that the mood in town had become more somber since news of Bertram's murder broke just eight days ago. Even Sarge, the old Vietnam vet who spoke with everyone, was quiet these days. He finished his morning cigarette and went into the station.
He did his usual morning routine, checking the overnight activity reports and such, and filled out his daily paperwork. Elaine Bledsoe, the day shift desk sergeant, tapped on his door.
"Sheriff, Commissioner Higgins' son, Brian, is here to see you," she said.
"Please, send him in," Ryan said. He looked up to see a younger version of Bertram in a blue Air Force uniform, his captain's bars gleaming on his shoulders. The rows of ribbons on his chest indicated he had seen his share of action. Ryan stood and shook Brian's hand.
"How are you holding up, Captain Higgins?" Ryan asked.
"Getting by, Sheriff. Thank you for asking," Brian said. "And please, call me Brian. I'm heading back to base, and I wanted to drop this off for you." He handed Ryan an envelope addressed to him in Bertram's handwriting. "It was in my father's private safe deposit box at the bank. Mom never knew he had it. He wrote one for me and another for my uncle. I really think you should read it. It explains quite a lot."
"Pretty graphic?" Ryan asked.
"A bit too graphic in places," the young man said. "I never knew any of this was going on."
"None of us did," Ryan said.
"Dad was real big on the teachings in the Bible. Used to take us all to church on Sundays when I was a kid. Says we're supposed to honor our father and mother. After reading that, I don't see how I can possibly do that anymore. Honor my mother that is. Not after all the pain and humiliation she put him through."
"I'm sure the woman in that cell downstairs isn't the same woman you remember growing up," Ryan said.
"No, she's not," Brian said quietly. "Listen, I have to get to the airport. Could you do me a favor and let me know when the trial starts? I'd like to be here for that if I can."
"Of course," Ryan said. "And if there's anything I can do, call. You hear?"
"I hear ya, Sheriff," Brian said. "Thank you for everything." They said their goodbyes, and Ryan watched him leave. He opened the envelope and read the lengthy statement Bertram left for him. From what the commissioner wrote, things were worse in the Higgins household than he ever could've imagined.
Bertram minced no words detailing the horrible abuse Trudy put him through. At first, it was a general disrespect followed by her non-stop cheating with as many men as she could get into her bed. He installed security cameras to document her cheating more than once, but she always found them and disabled them before they recorded her activities, tossing their destroyed remains in the middle of the floor. The physical part of the abuse started shortly after Ginger and Jeremy appeared on the scene, Bertram said.
Ryan wondered why Bertram didn't just divorce his wife. Bertram explained that Trudy threatened him financially and politically. While the prenuptial agreement protected the family farm, it did nothing for his political reputation. And in these parts, people were still a bit old-fashioned when it came to elected leaders having a stable family.
Bertram went on to explain that he suspected Trudy was not acting alone and began hacking into her email and private communication. He got help from a county IT person and was finally able to get into Trudy's secure email system. It was then he learned that Trudy was in contact with Nancy Garrison, Sen. Legstrom's wife.
Ryan had heard that name before but couldn't quite place it. He set the letter down and did a search on the Internet. That's when he saw that Garrison and a number of her accomplices had been executed under the provisions of the Enhanced Patriot Act. For all practical purposes, she had been labeled a traitor. What the hell was Trudy involved with, Ryan asked himself.
Bertram went on to say that his wife was also in contact with a mysterious person who only went by the initials "AG." Nothing he saw gave any indication of who that person might be or where he or she was located.
The commissioner's lengthy statement became more shrill and angry in tone as he began to realize that he would probably not last much longer. He confessed his desire to kill Trudy and admitted that he had stood over her slumbering body, gun in hand, more than once. The only thing that stopped him from putting a bullet in her head was his own belief that he would end up in Hell for murdering the woman who caused him so much pain and heartache.
"I don't have much time left," Bertram wrote toward the end. "Just know that when you find my body, the person responsible is none other than my so-called 'loving wife,' Trudy."
The bottom of the printed statement had two words, written in ink above his signature: "Avenge Me!" Ryan set the letter down and called Ray, who happened to just report in.
"Hale," the former NYPD detective said when he answered.
"Ray, good to see you decided to come to work today," Ryan said.
"Hah hah," Ray said jokingly.
"Got something here you might be interested in," Ryan said. "Why don't you come up to my office, and we can discuss it over a smoke."
"On my way," Ray said. When Ray showed up, Ryan handed him Bertram's letter and headed for the smoking area. Ray read as he followed Ryan out the door and continued reading as he smoked his cigarette. He shook his head when he finished.
"Damn," he exclaimed.
"My thoughts exactly," Ryan said. "Is that something you can use?"
"Absolutely," Ray said. "It gives me a timeline to work with. The evidence I've seen so far fits everything he mentioned. What I don't fully understand is how this 'AG' fits into the picture."
"Maybe Ron found something on Higgins' hard drive," Ryan said.
"Maybe," Ray said. "I think we need to get Jackson back out here. Help us put this all into context."
"I agree," Ryan said. "You ever talk to this Sheila Robertson?"
"Yeah," Ray said. "She swears there was nothing going on between her and Higgins. She's engaged to a Border Patrol Agent working out of El Paso. They're planning to get married pretty soon. She said Higgins was overjoyed to hear that she found someone to settle down with. His wife, on the other hand, didn't seem to care."
"Because she already had it in her head her husband was screwing Sheila," Ryan said. "And nothing he said or did made any difference. But how do we draw a line from her thinking her husband is having an affair to her becoming involved in a murder plot and a threat to national security?"
"Good question," Ray said.
"So, your trip to California give you some insight into the Rodgers kids?" Ryan asked.
"Yeah," Ray said. "Samuel Colt Rodgers is a bitter, lonely old man, living on a piece of crap dirt farm outside Clovis. Wife left him and the kids when they were toddlers. Ran off with a doctor. Never looked back, not even to send the kids a birthday or Christmas card. Rodgers raised them, then caught them screwing behind the barn and kicked them out of his house.
"He told me he hasn't heard from them since they left, although he does get some mail for them from time to time. Mostly ads and junk. Says he still loves them and misses them, though," Ray said. "Also did a local records check. Nothing came up. Even if they did have a juvenile record, though, it probably would've been expunged by now."
"You said a counselor is set to meet with Jeremy Rodgers. Tomorrow, right?"
"Yeah, tomorrow," Ray said.
"Maybe you should have this counselor interview the other two as well," Ryan said. "None of them seem too tightly wrapped to me."
"I agree," Ray said. "I'll get it set up." Just then, Ryan's phone buzzed. He saw it was a call from Ron, so he answered it.
"Caldwell," he said when he answered.
"Sheriff, I found something I think you and Detective Hale should see," Ron said. "I also think DA Olmstead should see this as well."
"What is it?" Ryan asked.
"A piece of video I found in that stack of DVDs in Jeremy's van," Ron said. "Actually, it's the audio on the DVD I think you'll be more interested in."
"Alright, Ron," Ryan said. "We'll be down in a bit. Go ahead and call the DA, let him know."
"Will do, Sheriff," Ron said. Ryan ended the call and turned to Ray.
"Ron says he has something we need to see," Ryan said. "He's calling the DA over. Might as well finish these and go take a look." They finished smoking their cigarettes and headed for Ron's lab. Marvin was already there when they arrived.
"What have you got for us, Ron?" Ray asked.
"You've wanted proof of premeditation. I think I just found it," Ron said. "Take a look at this." Ron started a video on his computer, and they watched as Jeremy and Ginger lay next to each other on the small bed in the backroom of Ginger's shop where she slept. Both of them were naked and looked like they just had sex. They could see semen dripping from Ginger's swollen pussy onto the bed.
"That was so wonderful," Ginger moaned as she ran her hand over Jeremy's body. "You make me feel better than anyone, my dear brother." He smiled at her before responding.
"And you always make me feel like the king of the world," he told her. She smiled and cuddled close to him.
"I spoke to Trudy today," she said. "It's happening this Sunday."
"What's happening?" he asked.
"You know. The final solution. Trudy told us this would be coming soon," she said.
"You mean, she really wants to go through with killing her husband?" he asked. "I thought that was just talk. You know, to scare him." She shook her head.
"No. She's serious. She's convinced he's hacked into her emails and knows more than he's letting on," Ginger said. "She's also concerned about his growing hostility. She thinks he's going over the edge, and she wants to strike before he does."
"We have been pretty rough on him," he said. "Rougher than with anyone else. I don't know anyone who could tolerate the level of pain we've dished out and not go a little bit crazy. But killing him? That's a bit extreme, isn't it?"
"Yeah, a bit," she said. "But we're paid to do what the client wants, remember? That's in our contract. If we fail, then we pay the price. I got the package AG said she had sent to me. It's supposed to make things go a bit... easier for him."
"I don't know about this," he said.
"It's okay," she told him. "You can do it. I have faith in you."
"Me? You want me to kill him?"
"Trudy does." He shook his head. "And she wants you to use your spear gun."
"Wait a minute," he said. "It's one thing to kill a fish, but it's something else to actually kill a man. I don't think I can do that."
"It's alright, sweetie," she said softly. "I'll be there with you. I'll give you all the help and support you need."
"This Sunday?" he asked.
"That's right. Sunday night. That's the day after tomorrow. After we do this, we'll pack up and blow this hick town. Maybe go back home. Stop in and see the old man for a day or two, then head for the coast. I really could use a vacation," she said.
"What about your shop?" he asked.
"Fuck it," she said. "I'm not really cut out for the business world anyway. I'd rather just lay on the beach naked and spend the rest of my life fucking your brains out. We've got plenty of money saved up. One last final job and then we retire. What do ya say, lover? For me?" He looked at her and smiled.
"You know I'd do anything for you, my sweet sister," he said. She reached for his cock and began stroking it.
"Then fuck me full of your cum, one more time," she cooed in his ear. Ron stopped the video at that point.
"That's... sick," Marvin said. "I can't believe they actually recorded that."
"They recorded a lot of their trysts," Ron said. "I've got hundreds of hours of video."
"Can you blur out the private parts and get me a copy of that?" Marvin asked. Ron handed him a flash drive.
"Already done," Ron said.
"Thanks," he said.
"What about the emails and information on Higgins' hard drive?" Ray asked. "Anything there?"
"A ton of stuff, Detective," Ron said. "I've got flash drives for both you and the DA. Trudy Higgins was in contact with a Nancy Garrison until about six months ago. That's when Garrison was arrested. From what I saw, it looked like Garrison was grooming Trudy for something. I just don't understand what, exactly. I do know she wanted the commissioner to run for federal office, but he already refused."
"What about this 'AG' person? What did you find out?" Ray asked.
"Mrs. Higgins was in contact with this 'AG' for quite some time," Ron said. "There wasn't much communication between them until after Garrison was arrested. Then they started talking more frequently. From what I can tell, it was all done by secure email. I do know from the drive and Ginger's phone that AG is the one who dispatched the Rodgers kids.
"As for who or where this 'AG' is, I'm drawing a blank. 'AG' used a secure VPN connection that hid his or her actual location and all of the messages were bounced off a number of servers. All I can tell you is that 'AG' is probably somewhere in England. I'm hoping that Jackson's people can nail it down further," Ron added.
"England," Ryan said. "Interesting. When is Jackson coming next?"
"He's scheduled to be here Thursday, Sheriff," Ron said.
"How long before we get the toxicology report back?" Marvin asked.
"Two and a half to four weeks," Ron said. Marvin shook his head.
"I can't wait that long," Marvin said. "I think we have enough evidence for a conviction without it. I'm going to meet with Judge Brown and see if we can't get an arraignment on the docket pretty soon. I've already secured indictments from the grand jury against all three of the defendants."
"I thought there already was an arraignment hearing," Ryan said.
"That was just a hearing to determine if bail would be set," Marvin explained. "By the way, I think we're going to need a much bigger jury pool to pull from, Sheriff. Callender is pushing for a change of venue and if we can't seat a jury he'll probably get it."
"I'll take care of that, Marvin," Ryan said.
"Thank you, Sheriff. Detective Hale, can you put together a comprehensive evidence packet by the end of this week?"
"I believe so," Ray said. "There's an awful lot to go through, though."
"The more the better," Marvin said. "I want to bury Callender in evidence. Get me everything you possibly can."
"Consider it done," Ray said.
"Thank you," Marvin said. "I'll be in touch. Nice catch, Ron."
"My pleasure," Ron said.
"I guess we'd better get back to work," Ray said after Marvin left. "Think we can get a forklift for all this evidence?" he joked, causing Ron and Ryan to both laugh.
"I was actually thinking something along the line of a big rig," Ron answered. They all laughed, as Ray and Ron gave each other a fist bump.
...
Later, that afternoon, Jake Callender sat at the small table in one of the tiny conference rooms at the jail, his briefcase in front of him. He pulled out the folder with the fairly thick indictment he just received and waited for his client to be brought into the room. Eventually, the door opened, and a thin Trudy Higgins was escorted in, her wrists shackled and connected to a chain that went around her waist. Another set of chains went from her ankles to the chain around her waist, making it difficult for her to walk. The guard sat her in the chair and placed her wrist chains in the small loops on the table.
"Hello, Trudy, how are you holding up?" he asked after the guard left the room. Tears began falling down her face.
"Horrible," she cried. "They make me sit in that tiny room by myself all day. They only let me walk around outside for about an hour a day. The food tastes like crap, and I know the guards would kill me if they thought they could get away with it. Please, Jake, you have to do something."
"I'm sorry, Trudy," he said. "Unfortunately, I'm afraid it's probably the safest place for you right now. I know you don't want to hear that, but it's true. I take it you received the indictment from the grand jury."
"I did, but I don't understand much of what's in it. It's so long and full of legalese," she said.
"Yes, Marvin Olmstead is pretty good about putting indictments together that are fairly lengthy and wordy," Jake said with a smile. "Let me see if I can break it down for you in English, okay? Basically, he claims you, Ginger and Jeremy conspired with a group of known domestic extremists who have already tried to bring down the government. It's his contention you did this for the express purpose of undermining your husband and eventually killing him.
"He also claims the three of you conspired to sexually assault your husband, with the aid and assistance of at least one other person, who he admits is unknown to him at this point. I get the impression from this that he intends to seek the death penalty for all three of you under the auspices of the Enhanced Patriot Act. Do you understand what that means?"
"No, I don't," Trudy said.
"That means if you are found guilty and sentenced as he wishes, there will be no appeal. You will essentially be taken from the courtroom, straight to death row, and executed shortly thereafter," Jake said, causing Trudy to break down sobbing.
"Please. You have to do something," she cried.
"I'm doing what I can, Trudy," he said. "The fact is, you've gotten involved with a very dangerous group of people. Maybe you didn't fully understand that when you got involved with them, but that may not matter to the jury."



"What can we do? All I wanted was a bit of revenge for Bertram's cheating. I don't want to die," she moaned. Neither did your husband, Jake thought, but he didn't say it.
"Did you see the memorial for your late husband?" he asked. She nodded her head yes. "I doubt that the DA will be able to seat an impartial jury. I'm pushing for a change of venue. I hope we can get the three of you moved someplace where we can get a fair trial with a jury who didn't know your husband."
"This group of extremists you're talking about... Is that the group that Agent Jackson talked about?" she asked. He nodded his head.
"I believe so. They may have changed their name and their method of operation, but basically, it's the same bunch," he said.
"What did they do to you?" she asked.
"They nearly killed me. Agent Jackson saved my life. But he wasn't able to save hers. They killed her. And they tried to kill you and Ginger," he said. It seems everyone wants to kill me, she thought. Maybe it would be better for everyone if I were dead, she said to herself.
"What can I do?" she asked.
"Cooperate fully with their investigation. Volunteer anything you possibly can. Don't wait for them to ask. If the court sees that you're actively helping to bring down a radical extremist group, your life might be spared. But there's no guarantees," he said.
"Okay, I'll do it," she said.
"Good. Detective Hale has arranged for a counselor to evaluate Jeremy tomorrow. I've asked that you and Ginger be evaluated as well," he told her.
"You think I'm crazy?" she asked. Anyone would have to be crazy to get involved with the people you were involved with, he thought. Again, he didn't vocalize those sentiments.
"No, but maybe the counselor can find something we can use to help keep you out of the execution chamber. The state doesn't like to kill people who aren't, shall we say, all there. No offense intended," he said.
"None taken," she said.
"I understand DA Olmstead is pushing to schedule an arraignment for you this coming Monday," Jake said.
"I thought that already happened," she said.
"That was just your initial bail hearing," he said. "The hearing coming up on Monday is where we enter your not guilty plea."
"Not guilty?" she asked, surprised.
"That's right. They want to convict you. Let's make them work for it," he said with a smile.
But I am guilty, she thought. She considered telling Jake, but changed her mind. So far, he was the only one in town helping her out and she didn't want to lose him. Not now.
"Okay," she said instead, returning his smile.
"That's all for now unless you have something to bring to my attention. I need to speak with Ginger and Jeremy, but I'll be in touch," he said.
"No, I don't have anything else right now," she said. "Thank you for everything."
"You're welcome," he said before calling the guard. When the guard came to take Trudy back, he asked her to bring Ginger in next. His conversation with the young porn actress was very much like the one he had with Trudy, except for a couple of major differences.
The first was her general attitude. Like Trudy, she really didn't want to die. But unlike Trudy, she seemed to not care one way or the other. It was as if this was all just a big joke. Her attitude was basically, "die young, stay pretty." He couldn't believe the callous way she dismissed the whole thing. The other difference was a separate charge brought against her and Jeremy.
"The District Attorney is also charging you with incest," he said. "Specifically, the charge is 'prohibited sexual conduct' with your brother, Jeremy. If you're found guilty, you could face 10 years in prison along with a $10,000 fine." Ginger laughed at that.
"So what are they gonna do? Kill me, then keep my body in prison for ten years? That's a laugh," she said.
"So, you don't deny the allegation?" he asked.
"Why should I?" she asked.
"How long have you been doing this?" he asked.
"Years," she said. "We started when I turned 18. Hey, I can't help who I love."
"So, there was no coercion? You were never forced into it?" he asked.
"Forced? Oh hell no," she exclaimed. "If anything, it was all I could do to keep from jumping his bones before I turned 18. I tell you what, though. We had one helluva birthday party. We did everything you can imagine. And then some. And before you ask, no, we never used any protection."
"I see," he said.
"No, I don't think you do," she said with an attitude. "I love my brother. I would do anything for him. Anything. Anywhere. Any time." Jake looked at the table, absorbing what Ginger just told him. He heard her snort and looked back up at her.
"You probably think I'm some kind of slut, don't you?" she asked. "The truth is, I AM a slut. And I'm not ashamed to say it. I love to fuck. I've literally fucked thousands of men. And I've made a lot of money doing it. Put up a camera and I'll fuck anyone you want. Hell, I even fucked someone in the middle of the fucking street once. Talk about a rush! But I've only ever truly loved one man -- Jeremy. Look, I really don't want to die. But the truth is, they can do whatever they want to me. Kill me, throw me in jail, whatever. They'll never get me to stop loving Jeremy. Ever." He nodded his head as listened to her. After a few awkward moments of silence, he looked at her.
"Someone from the county is coming to speak with Jeremy tomorrow," he said. "I'd like them to speak with you as well." She shrugged her shoulders.
"Yeah, okay. Whatever," she said.
"And I also want you to cooperate with the authorities. Completely. That's the only way I can see keeping you out of the execution chamber," he said.
"If you say so," she said after a moment. He called the guard to collect her. As the guard led her away, she stopped and turned to Jake.
"Have you ever seen any of my movies?" she asked.
"Can't say that I have," he said.
"You should. You might learn something," she said with a smile. He nodded his head and the guard took her out. After a while the guard returned with Jeremy. Jake saw a huge contrast between the young woman he just spoke to and her somewhat older brother. Where Ginger was brash, Jeremy was quiet and a bit introverted. He covered the same material with Jeremy that he did with Ginger.
"We haven't had a chance to talk before, Mr. Rodgers," Jake said. "The evidence against all three of you is pretty strong. I need you to give me something I can use to help get you out of this mess." Jeremy looked at him with sadness in his eyes.
"Look, I didn't want that man to die," he said. "I couldn't even pull the trigger. Ginger had to help me. Maybe that makes me a wimp or something. I just... couldn't do it," he added as tears fell down his face.
"Did you tell this to the detective?" Jake asked. Jeremy shook his head.
"No," he said. "In fact, I was about ready to confess to everything when that guy told me they wanted to kill her. I love her. I don't want her to die. I'll do anything to keep her from dying."
"Why didn't you tell the detective?" Jake asked.
"He left the room and said he was going to call someone. He never came back. They came and brought me here," Jeremy said.
"Someone from the county is going to visit with you tomorrow," Jake said. "After that, maybe we can talk to the detective together. Would you like that?"
"Yes," Jeremy said quietly.
"Do you understand the gravity of this indictment? What the District Attorney is saying?" Jake asked.
"It kinda sounds like he thinks we're traitors or something and he wants to kill all of us," Jeremy said. "I'm no traitor. I never heard of any of these people."
"You never spoke to anyone connected with MMAS or any of the groups that followed it?" Jake asked.
"Never," Jeremy said. "Ginger took care of all that. All I did was drive her to the jobs and take care of the technical stuff. She's great on camera. Makes it all look so real."
"I see," Jake said. "What about the charges involving you and your sister? Did you know that having sex with your sister is a crime in this state?"
"No, I didn't," he said. "You don't understand. Ginger is the only girl who ever loved me. The only one who ever listened to me or really cared about me. My own mother left me when I was just a little boy. I still don't know what I did to make her leave us."
"You didn't do anything, Jeremy," Jake said. "How long have you had feelings for Ginger?"
"All my life," he said. "But we never really did anything until her 18th birthday. Then one day, Dad caught us playing behind the barn and kicked us out of the house."
"Alright, Jeremy," Jake said. "Here's what I want you to do. I want you to tell the person from the county everything. And I want you to cooperate with the detective and his friends. Do you understand what I'm telling you?"
"Yeah, I understand," Jeremy said. "I'll tell them whatever they need to know. I just don't want Ginger to die," he added as tears fell down her face. "I can't live without her."
"I understand," Jake said. "Just keep it together. For Ginger, okay? Can you do that?" Jeremy nodded his head.
"I can do that," he said. After leaving the jail, Jake went to see Ray.
"What can I do for you, counselor?" Ray asked.
"I was just wondering if you're going to schedule an interview with Mr. Rodgers," Jake asked.
"Yeah, I wanted to wait until after the counselor talked to him," Ray said.
"Probably a good idea," Jake said. "You will let me know when that happens, right?"
"Of course," Ray said. "Why do you ask? Is there something I should know?"
"Just that I think Marvin may have jumped the gun with some of the stuff in his indictment," Jake said. "But, that's not really all that unusual."
"I heard Marvin got the judge to schedule the arraignment for Monday. So that doesn't give me much time. I'm planning to speak with Jeremy right after the counselor is done. I'll call you," Ray said.
"Thanks, Detective," Jake said before leaving.
...
08:30 am, Thursday, September 30, 2021
"How did your interview with Jeremy go?" Ryan asked Detective Hale as they sat in his office.
"It was... interesting," Ray said. "He swears he didn't want to hurt Commissioner Higgins and he claims he didn't pull the trigger on the spear gun even though he was the one holding it. He also says he never communicated with this 'AG.' Says Ginger handled all the contract stuff, made all the contacts and arrangements. He just did the technical work. Based on what I've seen on their phones, I tend to believe him."
"Still doesn't get him off the hook," Ryan said. "He knew what Trudy planned, but didn't do anything to stop it."
"True," Ray said.
"What did the counselor say?" Ryan asked.
"Pretty much what I expected," Ray said. "Jeremy is certainly competent to stand trial. He's highly intelligent and capable of understanding what he's being charged with. However, he does have some abandonment issues since his mother left when he was just a young boy. Has difficulty establishing relationships and sees Ginger as the center of his life. He would literally die if he thought it would save her life."
"Interesting," Ryan said. "What about the other two?"
"Also competent, but they have problems as well," Ray said. "It seems that Mrs. Higgins is only now starting to realize that she screwed up. Claims her anger at her husband was exacerbated by whatever she experienced at that spa retreat. And it seems she was further led astray by Nancy Garrison and this 'AG' person."
"So, she's the victim now?" Ryan asked.
"Personally, I don't think so, but I wouldn't be surprised if that's what Callender tries to establish in the courtroom," Ray said.
"And Ginger?"
"Of the three, it seems Ginger is the real powerhouse," Ray said. "Very headstrong, highly opinionated. Feels no remorse whatsoever. Has no problem inflicting pain, has an extremely high libido and is quite shameless about her sexuality. Like Jeremy, she also has abandonment and trust issues. Her only weak spot is Jeremy. She would not only die for him, but she'd kill for him as well."
"Interesting," Ryan said. "You ever seen anything like this before?"
"I have," Ray said. "But I never thought I'd see anything like it here."
"Maybe if they had gotten some professional help we wouldn't be here doing this right now," Ryan said.
"Possibly," Ray said.
"How are you coming with that evidence packet, by the way?" Ryan asked.
"Got quite a bit to put together yet, so I'd better get on it. Don't forget, Agent Jackson is supposed to be here today," Ray said.
"Got it right here on my social calendar," Ryan said with a chuckle.
...
Mercedes Garcia sat in her hotel room in Cancun, and listened as Allison informed her of an arraignment hearing to be held in Hard Rock that coming Monday.
"And I suppose you expect me to finish the job you started?" Mercedes asked.
"No," Allison said. "At least, not yet. Like I told you before, I want eyes on the ground. I want to know the lay of the land."
"So, you want a simple recon, is that it?" Mercedes asked. "Nothing else?"
"Nothing else," Allison said. "It seems things are getting a bit... warm... in Hard Rock. People are demanding justice. I'm especially interested in your Sheriff Caldwell. He seems to be quite... impressive. Have you seen the news?"
"No. I haven't had time to watch much television lately," Mercedes said.
"There was a local report of a protest at the jail," Allison said. "I caught it online. You really should've seen it. 'It was only the fast reaction of Sheriff Caldwell that kept this protest from becoming a riot,'" Allison said, mocking the reporter as she read the quote. "I'll bet that reporter's panties were dripping wet when she said that. Her name was Allison, by the way."
"No names. You know the protocol," Mercedes snapped.
"Of course. My apologies," Allison said. "So, can you be there Monday?"
"I'm not quite finished here, but I'll go. I'll make the arrangements. You'll get my bill," Mercedes said.
"Of course," Allison said. "I look forward to your report." They ended the connection and Mercedes regarded her laptop for a few moments. She pulled off the long blonde wig and ran her hand through her short raven hair. Then she thought back to that day nearly 10 years ago -- the day she first met Ryan Caldwell.
Her father was an important man in the Ecuadorian government. He was also quite wealthy and a successful businessman. As such, he was often the target of unsavory groups willing to do just about anything. One of those groups -- a rogue band of guerrillas based in Colombia -- crossed the border and kidnapped her from a friend's home just outside Quito. They took her back to Colombia and made their demands.
The government was unwilling to commit military assets, concerned that such a move might spark a border war with Colombia. Not willing to wait for the diplomats, he turned to Ryan and his group of mercenaries, known as the War Dogs.
She remembered the day Ryan and his men freed her. She watched as they emerged from the jungle like camouflaged demons. They said nothing and made quick work of the guerrillas, who were no match for the highly-trained professional soldiers.
She watched as Ryan killed three of them with his bare hands. One of the guerrillas pulled a large knife and tried to stab Ryan, but he laughed as he took the man's knife from him and buried it to the hilt in the guerrilla's stomach before gutting him like a fish.
She had never seen such violence before in her life and wondered what kind of men these were, who could kill so easily without even batting an eye. What made them this way, she wondered. When Ryan walked toward her, she was convinced he would kill her as well. But he didn't.
She trembled as he cut her bonds and examined her for damage. When he looked at her, she saw his hard face, painted green and black like his uniform. But she saw something else -- his eyes. While his face was hard, his eyes seemed to hold a sadness... a longing she couldn't comprehend.
"Are you okay, miss?" he asked her. "Are you hurt? Can you walk? Do you understand what I'm saying?" Of course, she understood him completely. She had learned English early in her childhood years.
"Si... Yes, I understand. I am alright. I am not hurt. I can walk," she said. He nodded his head and helped her up.
"Come with us, please. Your father is expecting you," he told her as he took her hand. That night, as they slept in their camp, she approached Ryan and joined him in his sleeping bag. She knew her father paid these men to rescue her, but she paid Ryan with the only currency she had -- her body.
She wasn't a child and had experienced a man before, but nothing prepared her for the way Ryan filled her. He was like a man possessed as his hard cock filled her. She could tell this was a man who had experienced a great deal of heartbreak. She wanted to wrap herself around him, to heal his soul and his broken heart. If he asked her, she would marry him on the spot and give him many children.
But she knew that was just a childish fantasy. The next day, when she was put on the helicopter that would take her back to her family, he gave her a blue pin. It had a rifle in the middle and a wreath around it. She later learned it was a U.S. Army Combat Infantryman's badge.
"Something to remember me by," he said with a smile. "I wanted to give this to someone else, but after I spoke with your father, I decided to give it to you instead. I'll never forget you. Thank you." She wrapped her arms around him and kissed him on the cheek before getting into the helicopter. Tears fell down her face as the helicopter took off.
The men went back into the jungle and she never saw them in person again. But she swore she would keep an eye out for Ryan. She left Ecuador after going through a couple of abusive relationships. When she arrived in the United States, she was recruited by an organization called MMAS. They told her she was part of a core group that would be instrumental in what they called "the final battle against male patriarchy."
They trained her in the art of war. She learned how to shoot, and could easily take out a target over 1200 yards away. Over the years, she learned how to use anything as a weapon, including her hands and feet. She carried that badge with her as a reminder of the man who saved her from certain death. Regardless of what MMAS told her, she knew that all men were not as bad as they claimed.
When the organization went dark for the last time, she was contacted by "AG." She already knew who Allison was and what she had done for the organization. She reluctantly went to work for Allison, even though she no longer bought into the "sisterhood" nonsense Allison and her new friends continually spouted. And now, she was tasked with performing a reconnaissance in the town where Ryan served as sheriff.
She wasn't certain how she would react the next time she saw him. She remembered the sadness she felt when she learned he had remarried. After all this time, she still carried a torch for him and caught herself fantasizing about him. She wondered if he still remembered her, or if he ever thought about her.
She showered, then lay down on her bed, naked and closed her eyes as she remembered that night in the jungle. Her fingers went to her wet pussy as she thought about his hard cock penetrating her. Soon, she shook as her orgasm hit.
"Ryan," she moaned as she climaxed.
...
"Sheriff, Special Agent Jackson is here to see you," Elaine said after tapping on his door.
"Send him in, Sergeant," he said. He stood as Thomas Jackson entered the room and the two men shook hands.
"I hope I'm not interrupting anything," Jackson said.
"Not at all," Ryan said. "Ron and Detective Hale have been anxiously awaiting your arrival. C'mon, let's head down to the lab." He pulled out his phone and called Ron and Ray to let them know Jackson had arrived and they were on their way to the lab.



"I understand there's an arraignment for Monday," Thomas said. "Have you gotten the toxicology report back?"
"No," Ryan said. "But the DA says he has enough evidence to proceed without it. Including proof this was premeditated."
"Really? Interesting. I understand Ron recovered Mrs. Higgins' hard drive," Thomas said.
"Yep. And that's why you're here," Ryan said. They walked into the lab and saw Ron and Ray. They all shook hands and Thomas turned to Ron.
"You have a copy of that drive for me?" he asked. Ron handed him a flash drive.
"There's an image of her drive on that," Ron said. "Along with a file showing all her passwords."
"Learn anything?" Thomas said.
"Quite a bit, actually," Ron said. "We know Mrs. Higgins was in contact with Nancy Garrison and this 'AG' person. We haven't been able to nail down AG's location, but I think this person, whoever he or she might be, could be somewhere in England."
"England?" Thomas asked. "Interesting."
"So, have your tech people been able to learn anything about those capsules we dug out of Mrs. Higgins and Ms. Rodgers?" Ray asked.
"Yes," Thomas said. "The chemical analysis was the same as the capsule you tested. As for the chip, it turns out that it's a wireless transmitter. According to our lab, it sends out a small group of packets to a set of predetermined IP addresses when the capsule is broken. Strange thing though. When we tried to connect to those IP addresses, they weren't active."
"That seems rather odd," Ron said.
"We agree," Thomas said. "We're still investigating it, though."
"Anything else?" Ray asked.
"Not at this time," Thomas said. "I need to get back to El Paso, but I plan to be here for the arraignment. If that's alright with you."
"I'm okay with that," Ray said.
"Alright. I'll get going. See you on Monday."
"I gotta get back to my office," Ray told Ryan after Thomas left. "I'll be working late tonight, by the way."
...
8:15 am, Monday, October 4, 2021
Ryan stood at the bottom of the stairs leading into the County Courthouse, smoking a cigarette as he waited for the arraignment hearing to begin in 45 minutes. He knew his deputies could handle the three defendants without his presence, and he knew Ray would be along any time.
As he took a drag off his cigarette, something in his peripheral vision caught his eye. He turned and looked south, toward Asher Hill. He scanned the top of the hill with his one good eye and saw it -- a slight reflection off something. He couldn't make out what it was, but he knew someone was up there. And he also knew there was no reason for anyone to be there.
Asher Hill sat about a half mile or so south of downtown Hard Rock. At its peak, it was maybe 75 feet higher in elevation than the rest of the town. The top of the hill was where the town's original cemetery was located, so no one lived there. A park sat at the base of the hill, and no one lived there, either. He keyed the microphone attached to the tab on his shoulder.
"SD1 to Air 1, come in," he said.
"Air 1 here, SD1," he heard the pilot say in response.
"What's your 20, Hal?" Ryan asked.
"Over on the west side, monitoring traffic on the bypass," Hal said.
"I need you to humor me and check out Asher Hill," Ryan said.
"Copy that. Give me about two or three minutes, SD1," Hal said.
"10-4," Ryan said. What the hell is going on up there, he wondered.
...
Mercedes Garcia looked through the scope on her camera as she crouched behind the stone wall that surrounded the old Hard Rock cemetery on Asher Hill. She took a number of pictures and saw a familiar form. She zoomed in and saw him -- Ryan Caldwell. She snapped some photos as she watched him smoke his cigarette. Then he suddenly turned and looked right at her.
"Shit," she exclaimed. She saw him scan the hill, then speak to someone on his radio. She knew he would be calling for someone to investigate the hill. She gathered her things and then she heard the tell-tale sound of a helicopter in the distance.
She only had a couple minutes to evacuate before she was spotted, so she crouched down and made her way back to her rented Jeep. She threw her things in the back seat and took off, hoping she wouldn't be spotted.
...
Ryan heard the helicopter in the distance and waited for Hal to call. A couple minutes later, his radio crackled to life.
"Air 1 to SD1," he heard Hal call over the radio.
"SD1 here. Go ahead," Ryan said.
"Looks like someone was here a minute or so ago, but they're gone now," Hal said. "I can see fresh tire tracks in the road, but that's it. I'll take a look around, see if I can spot anything."
"Roger that, Air 1," Ryan said, ending the call. Just then, Ray came alongside him.
"What's going on?" he asked.
"Someone was up there on Asher Hill," Ryan said.
"The old cemetery?" Ray asked.
"Yeah," Ryan said. "Air patrol spotted fresh tire tracks. I'm going to check it out. You got this under control?"
"Yeah, no problem, Sheriff," Ray said. "I got it."
"Thanks," Ryan said. He jumped in his official truck and headed for Asher Hill. On the way, he heard from Hal, who told him he didn't spot anything. When he got there, he parked his truck and looked around.
He saw the tire tracks in the dusty, dirty road and knelt down to get a better look. From the tracks, the tires appeared to be fairly wide off-road truck tires. He thought maybe whoever was here might have been driving a Jeep or something similar.
He also saw footprints in the dirt and followed them all the way to the wall. It was clear to him that someone had recently been here. He looked down the hill and realized that from this vantage point, a person could view the entire downtown area. Specifically, the courthouse, where Trudy, Ginger and Jeremy were set to be arraigned.
"Damn!" he exclaimed. He got in his truck and headed for town. On the way, he contacted Elaine and told her to beef up security around the courthouse.
"On it, Sheriff," she said. He drove around the downtown area for about a half hour, looking for anything that might show signs of having been on the dusty road of Asher Hill. He saw nothing, and had an idea.
He made two right-hand turns and went down the alleyway behind the shops along the boardwalk. He drove slowly, carefully looking at the vehicles parked behind the shops. Then he saw it -- a brown Jeep. He saw what looked to him like the same kind of dirt on Asher Hill and stopped his truck, blocking the Jeep.
He looked at the tires and the dirt along the side of the vehicle. Realizing that he was parked behind the Boardwalk Coffee Shop and Diner, he walked in through the back door and saw Sally Richards, the owner.
"Sheriff, is everything alright?" she asked. He put a finger to his lips, indicating that she should remain as quiet as possible. He looked through the doorway into the main part of the shop and saw a woman sitting alone at a table next to the front window. She seemed to be nervous.
"Who is that?" Ryan asked Sally. She shook her head and shrugged her shoulders.
"I don't know, Sheriff," she said. "Never saw her before. Came in about 10 minutes ago and ordered some coffee. All she's done is sit there and look out the window. Is everything okay?"
"It'll be fine, Sally," he said. He walked into the shop and saw the dust on her boots and her jeans. He stepped up to her table and took a seat directly across from her. He was somewhat shocked when he realized who it was.
"Mercedes Garcia? Is that really you?" he asked. She turned to face him and he saw a tear trickle down her cheek.
"Ryan," she said softly. "It's been what? 10, maybe 11 years?"
"Something like that," he said. "It's good to see you again. You're just as pretty as I remember."
"It's good to see you too," she said with a smile.
"So, what are you doing in town?" he asked.
"Just... passing through," she said softly, looking down at her coffee.
"Passing through," Ryan said. "In a Jeep rented at the airport? That was you up there on Asher Hill, wasn't it?"
"Yes," she said after a few awkward moments. Ryan saw a camera on the seat next to her. She picked it up and handed it to him. "I was getting some pictures for a travel magazine. The view up there is quite spectacular."
"Yes, I agree," he said, looking through the pictures. "Especially the view of the courthouse. I wasn't aware a travel magazine would have any interest in a one-eyed sheriff, though," he added, showing her the picture she had taken of him.
"That... that was for me," she said with a smile. He nodded his head. He looked her over and saw a strange oblong mole on the side of her neck, at nearly the same place where a poison capsule had been implanted in Trudy and Ginger. He had a sinking feeling about this. Setting the camera back down on the table, he had an idea and steeled himself.
"Well, Mercedes," he said. "Your services are no longer required." Her right hand flew up to strike her neck, but Ryan was ready. He caught her hand before she struck herself and held it tight. She struggled, but to no avail. He felt her trembling as he held her wrist. Damn, she's strong, he thought. Her eyes grew wide as she tried in vain to break free.
"Sally, call my office. Tell Sgt. Bledsoe to send deputies here NOW! Also tell her to send a medical team from the jail," he called.
"Right away, Sheriff," she said, picking up her phone. He looked her in the eye.
"I'm not letting go of you, and I'll be damned if you're going to die in my town, Mercedes," he said. "I didn't save your life all those years ago to have you die on me here." Her eyes changed and she saw a tear falling down her face as she shook uncontrollably.
"Please, Ryan," she begged. "Let me go. You have no idea."
"I know more than you realize," he said. "I've got deputies coming. A medical team is going to get that poison thing out of your neck. And then, we're going to have a little talk."
"Ryan, they'll kill us all. You have to let me go," she said.
"Remember what happened in Colombia?" he asked. She nodded her head. "Let them come. I'm not going to let anything happen to you. Trust me on that." Just then, three deputies entered the shop along with a doctor and two medics. Ryan looked up at Deputy Sanders.
"Cuff her, Deputy, but don't let go of her hands. If she slaps her neck, she's dead," Ryan said. Sanders got her hands behind her back, but it wasn't easy. He put the cuffs on her, but not too tight. The doctor looked at her neck and saw the mole.
"I think that's where it's at," Ryan said.
"I think you're right. It looks like it's raised a bit as well. Okay," the doctor said. "Relax, ma'am. You have something under your skin. We're going to take it out, but we need you to hold still. I'm going to give you something to help you relax, then I'm going to numb that part of your neck. Understand?" Mercedes nodded her head.
One of the medics gave her a shot and she finally settled down. Then the doctor gave her another shot and waited a couple minutes for the drug to take effect. Then the doctor made a tiny cut and slowly worked the capsule out of her neck. One of the medics caught it with a napkin, placed it inside a plastic evidence bag and put it on the table. The doctor cleaned the cut and covered it with a band-aid.
Mercedes was groggy but she still knew what was going on around her. She was lucid enough to know the man who saved her in Colombia had done so yet again. She also knew that by saving her life, he was risking his own. And she knew she wouldn't be able to repay him the way she did the last time.
"I think we need to have a little talk, Mercedes," he told her. She smiled and nodded her head. Ryan looked up at Deputy Sanders.
"She's not under arrest, but I do want her taken back to the office. I'm going to interview her and Agent Jackson might want to as well," he said.
"Will do, Sheriff," Sanders said. "By the way, what was that in her neck?"
"A poison capsule," Ryan said. "Take it back but be very, very careful. Turn it over to the forensics lab." One of the medics grabbed the bag as they left. Ryan waited for them all to leave before sending a message to Ray and Thomas.
...
The arraignment went forward as Marvin predicted. All of the charges were read, both attorneys made their statements and the defendants all pleaded not guilty.
"I see you've entered a motion to have the defendants treated as domestic extremists under the Enhanced Patriot Act," the judge said.
"That's correct, your honor. We believe these three are closely connected to the same extremists who attempted to assassinate the president," Marvin said.
"Your honor, this is outrageous," Jake said. "The District Attorney is grasping at straws."
"Maybe, maybe not, counselor," the judge said. "I'll let the motion stand for now. When can you be ready to proceed, Mr. Olmstead?"
"We are ready to proceed any time, Your Honor," Marvin said. "We can start now, if you wish." The judge laughed at that.
"I'm sure you are, Mr. Olmstead," the judge said. "What about you, counselor?" he asked Jake.
"Your Honor, my office just got a truckload of evidence from the District Attorney late Friday afternoon. Fifteen minutes before the close of business, as a matter of fact. We haven't had time to go through it all yet. It'll take us weeks to dig through all that."
"Weeks, huh?" the judge asked. "Alright, counselor. We'll schedule the trial to begin three weeks from today," he added, looking at his calendar. "That would be... October 18. We'll start voir dire then. Defendants are to remain in custody until that time. Court is adjourned." Bailiffs took the three defendants away as Jake and Marvin packed their briefcases.
"Did you get that message from Sheriff Caldwell?" Thomas asked Ray.
"Yeah, I did. Guess we'd better head over and see what's going on," Ray told him. They got to the Sheriff's Department and met Ryan outside Interview Room 1.
"What's going on?" Ray asked.
"Someone was watching the courthouse from the top of Asher Hill this morning. I was able to track her down. She had one of those poison capsules in her neck," Ryan said.
"Crap," Ray said. Thomas echoed his sentiments.
"Listen, I know this woman, but I haven't spoken to her in over 10 years. Let me handle this, okay?" Ryan asked.
"Sure," Ray said. They went into the room where Mercedes sat at the table. Ryan sat across from her. Detective Sanders handed something to Ryan. He looked and saw it was the CIB he had given Mercedes over ten years ago.
"She had this in her pocket," he said. Ryan nodded his head.
"Mercedes, this is Detective Ray Hale and Special Agent Thomas Jackson. He's with the federal government. Can you please tell us the real reason you were on Asher Hill this morning?" Ryan asked. Mercedes thought for a few moments before responding.
"I was contracted to follow up on this morning's arraignment," she said. "Nothing more."
"Are you working for this MMAS or some other group?" Ryan asked.
"MMAS doesn't exist anymore," she said. "They haven't existed for some time."
"So, who are you working for, then?" Ryan asked. "This is extremely important to us, Mercedes."
"I don't know the name of the group. I was contacted by the person who handled your defendants. I was asked to come here and put eyes on the situation. That's all," she said.
"Are you talking about this 'AG' person?" Ryan asked.
"That may be how she refers to herself," Mercedes said. "Sheriff... Ryan. Listen. You saved my life -- twice. I'm going to save yours now. I cannot tell you anything more than I already have. If I do, your life, and mine, are forfeit."
"I see you still have this," he said, putting the CIB on the table.
"Yes," she said. "It gives me strength. The strength of the man who gave it to me." Ryan nodded his head.
"I don't understand," Thomas said. "Aren't you going to arrest her, Sheriff?"
"For what?" Ryan asked. "She hasn't violated any laws that I know of. There's no wants or warrants against her. It's not against the law to take pictures from the top of Asher Hill. It's been done lots of times. And I have no evidence that she's violated any other laws."
"But she was sent here by this 'AG' person to see what's going on," Thomas exclaimed.
"Perhaps," Ryan said.
"Then let me take her back to El Paso. As far as I'm concerned, she's a material witness," he said. Ryan turned back to Mercedes and considered his options. Thomas made a good point and he knew it.
"Mercedes, if I let Agent Jackson take you to El Paso, would you be willing to cooperate with him? For old times' sake?" She smiled as she considered his question.
"Can I take my badge with me?" she asked. He looked at Thomas who shrugged his shoulders and nodded his head.
"Of course," Ryan said. "I think Agent Jackson will be in town for a day or two, though. Perhaps it would be best if you stayed here. For your own protection. We'll get your things for you from wherever you're staying. I would like to talk with you before you leave, maybe catch up on things. Would that be alright?"
"Yes, Ryan," she said with a smile. "I'd like that."
"Good. We'll talk later," Ryan said. He motioned for everyone to join him in the hallway.
"What the hell," Thomas began before Ryan cut him off.
"In the observation room," Ryan said. When they got there, Ryan turned to Deputy Sanders.
"Deputy, I want you to put her in a holding room. She's not under arrest. Consider it protective custody," he said. "Keep an eye on her. We'll need to find out where she's staying and get a couple deputies to get her things. And no publicity. I don't want anything showing up on the blotter or the activity report. At least for now."
"Got it, Sheriff," he said before leaving. Ryan then turned to Ray and Thomas.
"I met Ms. Garcia a bit more than 10 years ago," he said. "She needs to earn your trust. She already trusts me. I think we can learn a lot from her, but we have to do it right."
"What's with that badge?" Thomas asked.
"I gave it to her. Over ten years ago," Ryan said.
"What? You've got some explaining to do, Sheriff," Thomas said. Ryan nodded his head.
"Tell you what. Why don't the two of you join Beverly and me at my house. I'll tell all three of you a nice bedtime story. Deal?" Ryan asked. Thomas and Ray looked at each other, confused, before turning back to Ryan.
"Uh, yeah. Sure," Thomas said.
"Good," Ryan said. "I'll meet you there." He pulled out his phone and called his wife.
"Hey sweetie," Beverly said. "A call in the middle of the day? This is a surprise. What's going on?"
"Ray Hale and Agent Jackson are coming over this afternoon," Ryan said. "I have a little story to tell you guys. Might want to start up a fresh pot of coffee."
...
Up next: Conclusion: Trial, consequences and aftermath. Stay tuned...
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End of "Tip Of The Spear, Pt. 04"
"I met Ms. Garcia a bit more than 10 years ago," he said. "She needs to earn your trust. She already trusts me. I think we can learn a lot from her, but we have to do it right."
"What's with that badge?" Thomas asked.
"I gave it to her. Over ten years ago," Ryan said.
"What? You've got some explaining to do, Sheriff," Thomas said. Ryan nodded his head.
"Tell you what. Why don't the two of you join Beverly and me at my house. I'll tell all three of you a nice bedtime story. Deal?" Ryan asked. Thomas and Ray looked at each other, confused, before turning back to Ryan.
"Uh, yeah. Sure," Thomas said.
"Good," Ryan said. "I'll meet you there." He pulled out his phone and called his wife.
"Hey sweetie," Beverly said. "A call in the middle of the day? This is a surprise. What's going on?"
"Ray Hale and Agent Jackson are coming over this afternoon," Ryan said. "I have a little story to tell you guys. Might want to start up a fresh pot of coffee."
...
And now, "Tip of the Spear, Pt. 05"
...
"What's going on, sweetheart?" Beverly asked when Ryan stepped into the house.
"Something came up at work today," Ryan said. "Ray and Agent Jackson should be here soon and I'll explain it to all of you then."
"Okay," she said, a bit nervous. "I've got coffee going. It should be finished by the time they get here." A few minutes later, the other two men arrived in Ray's car. Ryan saw them arrive and waved them inside.
"Hey, Ray, how's it going?" Beverly said when they came in.
"Hey, Beverly," Ray responded. "This is Agent Jackson, Federal Homefront Security Task Force."
"Mrs. Caldwell, it's a pleasure to meet you," Thomas said. "Please, call me Thomas."
"Pleasure to meet you as well, Thomas," Beverly said. "I've got some coffee on. Would you fellas like some?"
"Please, Beverly," Ray said. "Black would be fine."
"Same for me, please," Thomas said. Beverly went into the kitchen and poured them each a cup, then poured herself a cup. Ryan already had his coffee, so he grabbed Ray's cup as Beverly carried hers and Thomas' mug. Once back in the front room, they all sat down.
"Okay, why are we discussing this here?" Thomas asked.
"What I'm about to tell you stays between these walls, between the four of us. Deal?" Ryan asked.
"Uh, yeah, sure," Thomas said. Ray nodded his head in agreement.
"Alright. Beverly already knows most of this story, and I felt she needed to know about this as well," Ryan said.
"Know about what, Ryan?" she asked, concerned.
"I'll get to that," Ryan said. He turned to the other two men. "Before I became the sheriff here, I spent some time -- about 9 years or so -- working as a private security consultant," he told them.
"You mean, you were a mercenary," Ray said. Ryan nodded his head.
"Yeah, something like that," Ryan said.
"Wait a minute. You were a soldier of fortune? A hired gun?" Thomas asked, shocked.
"I prefer the term, professional soldier," Ryan said. "But yes, I was a mercenary. That's how I got this," he added, pointing to his eye patch. "Beverly knows all about that. So did the commissioners when they hired me for this job."
"What does that have to do with Ms. Garcia?" Ray asked.
"About 10 or 11 years ago, I was contacted by a man who was a minister in the Ecuadorian government at the time. His young daughter had been kidnapped by rogue guerrillas who crossed the border from Colombia. They nabbed her from where she was staying in Quito and took her back across the border. Her father was not only a minister, he was a successful businessman and these guerrillas figured he would help fund their little revolution.
"The Ecuadorian government wasn't too keen on sending their military to rescue her. They were concerned such an act might spark a conflict with Colombia. And Mr. Garcia wasn't too hot on waiting for the diplomats to secure her release. He knew that even if he paid, she would probably end up dead. So he contacted us.
"We took the job and went in. Finding them was pretty easy to do. We took them out and rescued the girl. That night, she came to me and, well, she spent the night with me. I won't go into the details of that," Ryan said.
"Thank you," Beverly said. Ryan nodded his head.
"What's the deal with the Combat Infantryman's Badge?" Ray asked.
"You have to remember that I was not in a good place at that time," Ryan said. "I still hurt from the betrayal I felt from my first wife and my daughter. Once upon a time, I thought about giving that badge to my daughter. When they betrayed me, though, they basically died to me. When Mr. Garcia told me about his daughter, I thought I would give it to her instead, assuming she survived her ordeal.
"I gave her that badge the next day when her father's helicopter arrived to take her back. I never saw nor heard from her again. Until today," Ryan said.
"You said she already trusts you," Thomas said. "What makes you say that?"
"The fact that I saved her life 10 years ago for one," Ryan said. "You heard what she said about that badge. I was frankly surprised she still carried it. I've heard that Ecuadorian women are known to be strong-minded, loyal and faithful to their life partners. It could be that she's still carrying a torch from all those years ago."
"After just one night?" Thomas asked.
"Put yourself in her shoes, Thomas," Ryan said. "A young girl, maybe all of 19 years old, gets kidnapped, taken deep into the jungle in Colombia, tied to a tree, hungry, scared, not knowing if she's going to be raped, killed or both. Then she gets a front-row seat to the most violence she's probably ever seen in her young life. She saw a chance to thank the man who saved her and she took it. He reciprocates by giving her something that means a great deal to him. What do you think?"
"And that same man saved her life a second time, ten years or so later," Thomas said. "But she still worked for MMAS. It's my job to take her in, at least question her."
"I understand that," Ryan said. "But as I've said, I have no probable cause to hold her. I have no evidence that indicates she committed a crime. Do you?"
"Not directly, no," Thomas said. "But her association with known extremists makes her a suspect."
"Guilt by association? Is that how you work?" Ryan asked.
"No, of course not," Thomas said. "I still need to find out what I can from her."
"I agree," Ryan said. "We need to find out as much as we can. But we do it the right way. I need you to trust me on this. Follow my lead."
"Alright, we'll do it your way for now," Thomas said after a few moments. The two men stood to leave. "It was a pleasure meeting you, Mrs. Caldwell," he told Beverly. "Thank you for the coffee."
"You're welcome," she said. After he left the house, Ray turned to Ryan.
"A real-life honest-to-God mercenary, huh?" he asked. Ryan nodded his head with a smile. "And the commissioners knew?" Again, Ryan nodded his head. "Well, that explains a lot. You're certainly not like any lawman I've ever worked with. That's for sure. I take it that's how you lost your eye?"
"Yes," Ryan said. "My last job, in fact."
"Any other secrets you're holding from me?" the big black man asked.
"Probably," Ryan said with a smile. Ray laughed in response. "There's some things you're better off not knowing."
"I hear ya," Ray said. "Alright, I'll see you in the office tomorrow."
"See ya, Ray," Ryan said. That night in bed, Beverly turned to Ryan.
"Sweetheart, I want you to know it meant a lot that you were honest with me about this Mercedes woman," she said.
"I figured you had a right to know about her. I probably should've told you about her earlier. I'm sorry I didn't. I wasn't trying to keep anything from you," he said.
"I know, and I accept your apology. Is there something else I need to know about her?" she asked. "Do you think about her when you make love to me?"
"I haven't thought about her since that day I picked you up on the road," Ryan said. Beverly never forgot that day. On one hand, it was the worst day of her life -- the sheriff had just come out and evicted her from the home she shared with her deceased husband. She had lost everything and was on her way to end her life. That's when Ryan showed up. He took care of her problem with the bank and the two of them were inseparable from that point on.
"But you did think about her," Beverly said. Ryan nodded his head.
"Almost every night, for about 10 years," Ryan said quietly.
"You loved her, didn't you?" Beverly asked.
"I guess a part of me did," Ryan said. "She made me feel like a man at a time when I truly needed it. You know, there's only been three women who have ever gotten to me like that. The first one betrayed me in the worst way possible. I only spent one night with the second, but the third..."
"Yes?" she asked. He turned and looked into Beverly's eyes as he held her face.
"The third made me complete. I love her more than I have ever loved anyone in my life. And I intend to spend the rest of my life with her," he said. Tears fell down Beverly's face as she smiled at him.
"You mean that?" she asked.
"Oh yes," he said, wiping the tears from her face.
"So, I've got nothing to be worried about?" she asked.
"No, nothing," he said. "I'm madly in love with you, Beverly Caldwell. And you're stuck with me for life."
"I'm madly in love with you, Ryan," she said. "It would kill me to lose you."
"I'm not going anywhere, sweetheart," he said, holding her close.
"Then you wouldn't mind if I met the woman who captured your heart in a single night," she said.
"I personally don't know if that would be wise, given what's going on. But other than that, no. I wouldn't mind at all," he said.
"Good," she said. "Maybe I'll stop by after I finish my deliveries tomorrow."
"I look forward to seeing you there," he said.
"Now, make mad passionate love to me, husband. Show me how much you love your spring chicken," she said, rubbing herself against him. He smiled and kissed her deeply, caressing her soft skin as he did so.
...
"Who the bloody hell could that be," Allison Gatsby asked herself when she heard the knock at her door. She looked through the peephole and saw two women. She hesitated before opening the door. When she did, the two women entered without waiting to be invited. Allison closed the door, locking it before turning to her guests.
"What are you doing here?" she asked. "You know this violates protocol."
"We need to talk," Veronica Hartley said. "I'm sure you know Victoria Harrison."
"Yes, of course I do," Allison said.
"Perhaps we should talk over tea," Victoria said.
"Alright," Allison said. "Come in, I'll see to it. You sure you weren't followed?"
"Of course not," Veronica said. Allison nodded her head and called for her servant boy.
"Boy! Tea! Three cups. Now! Snap to it!" she commanded, slapping her hands.
"I see you're still training your latest pet," Veronica said.
"Yes," Allison said. "He's a bit slow on the uptake, but he at least knows how to pour a halfway decent cup of tea." A young man wearing only a loincloth came into the room with a tray that held three cups and a matching tea pot. He set the tray on the table in front of the women. Victoria looked at him with disgust.
"Get your filthy eyeballs off of me, creature," she barked. The boy looked down, his face turning red.
"I apologize, Mistress," the boy said.
"Back to your cage," Allison said. "And don't come out unless I call."
"Yes, Mistress," the boy said before scampering off. Victoria looked at Allison, a sly smile on her face.
"A loincloth? Seriously?" she asked. Allison shrugged her shoulders and poured the hot tea into the cups.
"I thought about keeping him au naturel, but I couldn't bear to look at his tiny little prick all day," Allison said. "So I chose a loincloth." The other two women giggled at that. "So, what brings you here?"
"The situation in Texas has become somewhat unsettling," Victoria said. "It seems your little experiment in control has not worked out as well as you thought."
"That's the thing about experiments," Allison said. "We learn what works and what doesn't."
"Exactly," Victoria said. "Surely you know that if you beat a dog often enough, eventually it will turn and bite back."
"This was more than just an experiment, Victoria. You know that," Allison said.
"Yes. It was, as I recall, a diversion. Something to distract the authorities. Make them think they captured the new leader of the sisterhood. Isn't that right?" Victoria asked.
"Something like that, yes," Allison said.
"You sent the signal to Higgins and the Rodgers woman, right?" Veronica asked.
"That's right," Allison said.
"But they're still alive, aren't they? In fact, they just had their arraignment," Veronica said.
"Yes. It seems the authorities there know about the implants," Allison said.
"What about the contractor you sent to get intel? We're still waiting to hear back from her. She's already missed two check-ins," Veronica said. "You know what happens if she misses the third scheduled check-in."
"I'm very well aware of what happens," Allison said. "I created that protocol, remember?"
"That's right. You did," Victoria said. "Which brings me to the real reason I'm here, Allison."
"And that is?" Allison asked.
"The old way simply isn't working," Victoria said. "Mona Larsen and her two sisters acted too fast. Reached too high and expected far too much too soon. They tried to push the issue before the public was ready to accept the new order. People have died as a result.
"The Sisterhood of The New Way is not just a new name for a new world order, it's an acceptance that the old ways do not work. We need to be more subtle. There is nothing subtle about a whip and a strap-on dildo being shoved up someone's arse.
"Thanks to the old ways, we now have two American agents embedded in our security services. And two of our people are embedded in theirs. The two governments, along with others around the world, are now watching for anything they can blame on the old organization," Victoria said.
"Do you think we should send in a team to eliminate Higgins and her contractors?" Allison asked.
"Haven't you listened to a word I've said?" Victoria asked. "Of course not. The District Attorney prosecuting them is pushing for the death penalty. Let the state do our dirty work for us. The best thing we can do is wash our hands of the lot. I think that for the time being it would be best if you restrict yourself to what you do best. Research and development. No more experiments. At least for now."
"Alright," Allison said. She knew that Victoria could be as hard as Mona if the situation warranted it, so she backed off.
"I think we have taken up enough of your time, Allison," Victoria said, placing her teacup on the small table. "I will be in touch later."
"Very well," Allison said as she stood with the other two women.
"Thank you for the tea. It was... delightful," Victoria said. "A loincloth," she added with a snicker. "I'll have to remember that. Good day."
"Good day," Allison said as she escorted the women to her front door. She closed and locked the door, then checked her watch. It was nearly time for Mercedes to check in. If she missed this time...
...
8:30 am, Tuesday, October 5, 2021
Ryan had just finished his morning ritual and called Deputy Sanders to his office. The younger man tapped on his door just as he set his coffee cup down.
"How is our guest, Deputy?" he asked.
"Doing just fine, Sheriff," Sanders said. "She just finished breakfast."
"Good," Ryan said. "Everything go okay last night?"
"As far as I know, everything went fine. She does seem to be a bit nervous, though," Sanders said.
"I'm sure she's a bit nervous, being placed in protective custody," Ryan said.
"Maybe, but I don't know," Sanders said. "If there's nothing else, Sheriff, I need to head out, make my rounds."
"Sure, go ahead, Deputy. Thank you," Ryan said. His phone buzzed after Sanders left. He saw it was a call from Ron.
"What's up, Ron?" he asked when he answered the call.
"Been going through the stuff we got from Ms. Garcia's motel room, Sheriff. Not much to look at, really. Just some clothing, toiletries, a cell phone and a tablet," Ron said. "A message came through on her phone just a few minutes ago."
"What did it say?" Ryan asked.
"It read, 'your services are no longer required,' and it was sent from 'AG.' I thought you might like to know," Ron said.
"Thank you," Ryan said. "Bring that and the tablet. Meet me in Interview Room 1."
"Will do," Ron said. Ryan called Ray and Thomas to tell them what Ron just reported, then called to have Mercedes brought to the interview room. He met Ray and Thomas outside the room.
"Remember what I said yesterday," Ryan told them. Ray and Thomas nodded their heads. They entered the interview room and saw Ron standing with the phone and the tablet. Mercedes sat at the table and looked very nervous.
"Good morning, Mercedes," Ryan said. "I hope you got a good night's sleep."
"Good morning, Ryan," she said. "I slept well, thank you."
"I hope breakfast was satisfactory. I know the food here probably isn't quite as good as you're used to," he said with a smile. She smiled back.
"It was... adequate," she said. "I've had worse. But thank you for asking."
"I heard that you got a message on your phone just a bit ago," Ryan said. Ron handed him the phone and he put it in front of her. "Go ahead. Open it up. Read it out to us, if you would, please." She opened her message app and read the last text, the blood draining from her face. She slapped herself on the side of her neck after she read the message, then realized what happened.
"It seems you've been thrown under the bus," Ryan said.
"I missed three consecutive scheduled check-in times," she said quietly. "Protocol says that if a contractor misses three consecutive check-ins, the assumption is that the contractor is either dead or captured. This ensures the former." A grim smile crossed her face.
"What's so funny?" Ryan asked.
"There was a line in one of your movies I saw once. Something about assumptions being the mother of all fuck-ups," she said. "I told AG that once. I don't think she was amused." Ryan chuckled at that.
"I've seen that movie. A couple of times, actually," Ryan said. "There's more truth in that statement than most people realize. Tell me, did that poison capsule we took out of you have one of those chip things in it?" She shook her head.
"No. My implant predated the chips," she said. "It seems you really have saved my life yet again. How can I repay you for that?" she asked quietly.



"Not like you did last time," Ryan said, causing her to smile.
"As much pleasure as it would give me, I'm sure your wife wouldn't like that very much," she said.
"No, she wouldn't," Ryan said. "In fact, she'd like to see you while you're still here."
"What?" Thomas asked. Ryan held up his hand to quiet the federal agent.
"I would like very much to meet the woman who won your heart," Mercedes said.
"In the meantime, I'd like you tell me what happened to you, Mercedes," Ryan said. "After all, you're no longer employed and I doubt they'd be willing to give you a good reference."
"After you rescued me, I went back to university and finished my studies," she said. "I met a man -- Roberto -- and we were together for a couple of years. It was wonderful at first, but then he became overbearing and demanding. I tried to accommodate him, but it was simply too much. When I caught him with another woman, I ended the relationship.
"After I graduated, Papa introduced me to another man -- Ernesto. He wanted me to marry him, and I tried to accommodate him. Ernesto was much older and much more demanding than Roberto. Eventually, he became abusive. He... hurt me... more than once. I told Papa, but he didn't seem to care.
"I finally had enough and fled Ecuador for the United States. I had hoped to find you, but no one knew where you were. I met a woman at a club and was recruited into MMAS," she said.
"Do you know the name of the woman who recruited you?" Thomas asked.
"Her name was Pat Witherspoon," Mercedes said. "I told her my story and she promised that no man would ever hurt or abuse me again. She set me up for special training."
"What kind of training?" Ryan asked.
"All kinds. I learned languages, guns, fighting, all kinds of things she said I would need to know in the final struggle against patriarchy," she said.
"And what did you do after this training?" Ryan asked.
"I was what you might call a verifier... a private investigator," she said. "I would verify claims of infidelity made by the company's clients. Once I had proof, I would turn it over to the client. What they did with it afterward was up to them."
"Were you aware of what might happen after you provided this proof?" Ryan asked.
"I knew something bad might happen to the cheating spouse, but I didn't know exactly what," she said. "It was not my place to know, and I knew better than to ask." Ryan looked at Thomas before continuing.
"Did you ever participate in this punishment?" Thomas asked. She shook her head.
"No, never," she said. "The company and the clients used other contractors for that. There was a period of time the company went dark. It was during this time that I heard from AG."
"Do you know who this AG person is?" Ryan asked.
"Her name is Allison Gatsby," Mercedes said. "I don't know where she is located, but I know it's not in the United States."
"And you began working for Allison Gatsby?"
"Yes, doing pretty much the same thing as I did for the old organization," she said.
"Is she the one who sent you here?" Ryan asked. Mercedes nodded her head.
"Yes," she said.
"Did you know anything about what happened to Commissioner Higgins?" Ryan asked.
"I know what I saw in the news. I also know that AG was using Mrs. Higgins for some kind of experiment in control," Mercedes said. "I warned her but she didn't listen. She knew nothing about this place or the people who live here. She pushed Higgins too hard, too fast." Ryan took the tablet from Ron and set it on the table in front of her.
"Can you give us access to this?" Ryan asked.
"I would not turn that on yet, if I were you," she suggested.
"Why is that?" Ryan asked.
"A destructive payload will be downloaded to the MAC address associated with the tablet as soon as it connects to the Internet," she said. "That's part of Allison's upgraded protocol." Ryan looked at Ron.
"MAC address?" Ryan asked.
"Yes. Every network adapter has its own unique address," Ron said. "That includes the wireless adapters on tablets and cell phones. It's hard-coded into the adapter by the manufacturer."
"Can you do something to disable Internet access on this?" Ryan asked.
"It'll take me a bit, but I think I can do that," Ron said. He handed the tablet to Ron.
"Get to it," Ryan said.
"On it," Ron said, leaving the room with the tablet. Ryan turned back to Mercedes.
"Mercedes, this federal officer works with the task force that was formed to take down your MMAS," he told her. "Would you be willing to answer all of his questions?"
"You're with the Homefront Security Task Force?" she asked.
"Yes, I am, Ms. Garcia," he said. "You know about us?"
"Please, call me Mercedes," she said. "I know of your task force. And yes, I'll be more than happy to help you in any way that I can to bring these mother cunts down." Ryan smiled and nodded his head. He looked at Thomas.
"Happy?" he asked.
"Very much so," Thomas said. "Thank you, Mercedes."
"You are welcome," she said. "By the way, do you know an Oscar Warren?"
"I've heard of Special Agent Warren, but I've never met the man personally," Thomas said. "Why?" She smiled.
"He was one of MMAS' main targets," she said. "He was the biggest pain in their collective asses." Thomas smiled.
"So I've heard," he said. Ryan's phone buzzed, so he pulled it out and read the message he just received. He sent a reply and turned to Mercedes.
"Looks like you have a visitor," he said. Everyone looked at him, surprised. "It's alright, it's just Beverly. She wants to meet you. Are you up to that?" Mercedes smiled.
"I would love to meet her," she said. A few minutes later, they heard a tap on the door. Ray opened the door and let Beverly in. Ryan stood up and introduced the two women, then motioned for everyone else to leave and go to the observation room next door.
"Are you sure this is wise?" Thomas asked.
"No, but what the hell," Ryan said. Beverly sat down in the seat Ryan vacated as the men left the room.
"What do you think?" Ryan asked Thomas when they got into the observation room.
"She would be a tremendous asset," Thomas said. "I'd like to take her someplace safe, though. I have a feeling that once this Gatsby knows she still alive, she's going to send someone here to take her out."
"Do you have someplace you can take her?" Ryan asked.
"Yes, it's a secure base. Complete with a reinforced Marine battalion," Thomas said. "I'll need to speak with my superiors first, though."
"Of course," Ryan said. Thomas pulled out his phone as he left the room.
"The DA is gonna want a statement from her. He may even want her to testify. You know that, right?" Ray asked.
"Yeah, I figured that," Ryan said. "Give him a call if you would. Let him take his statement. We'll need to talk to him about having her testify in open court. I'm sure he can find a way to get her testimony without exposing her to danger."
"Got it," Ray said before he left the room. Ryan turned back to the observation window and watched the two women talk. They seemed to be getting along rather well. Too well, perhaps. Somehow, even with the volume turned all the way down, he suspected they were talking about him.
"No wonder my ears are burning," he thought.
...
The women were still talking and giggling when Marvin came into the observation room. Ryan looked up when he heard the door open.
"What's going on in there?" Marvin asked.
"Two girls talking about whatever it is girls talk about," Ryan said. "Don't worry, it's all being recorded. So far, they're just swapping stories, makeup tips and, well, stories about me."
"Ah. You sure that's wise, Sheriff?" Marvin asked.
"I admit it's unorthodox, but under the circumstances, I wanted Ms. Garcia to feel as comfortable as possible," Ryan said. "The more she trusts us, the more cooperative she'll be."
"I hope you're right," Marvin said. "Well, let's get this done, shall we?" They left the observation room and walked back into the interview room.
"Mercedes, this is District Attorney Marvin Olmstead," Ryan said. "He's here to take your statement."
"Oh, okay," Mercedes said, standing up. Beverly stood with her. "Beverly, it was so nice talking with you. I'm glad I finally got to meet you."
"I'm glad, too," Beverly said. "Maybe we can do it again sometime."
"I would like that very much," Mercedes told her. "Take care of him, okay?"
"I will," Beverly said. They hugged each other for a few moments before Marvin sat down. Beverly walked out, giving Ryan a mysterious smile as she left. Ryan followed her out into the hallway.
"I trust you had a good visit," he said.
"It was very nice," she said. "Don't worry, we only talked about you maybe 80 percent of the time."
"I felt my ears burning," he said. "You know everything said in that room is recorded, right?"
"I figured that," she said.
"But I promise not to invade your privacy. I'll pull the recording," he said.
"Thank you. I appreciate that. I've got to get back to my chickens. I'll see you when you get home. Love you," she said, giving him a kiss.
"Love you too," he said, returning her kiss. He returned to the interview room and listened as Mercedes answered Marvin's questions. His ears caught the back and forth between them, but his mind was on the conversation between Beverly and Mercedes. Finally, Marvin finished and turned to Ryan.
"I think we got everything we need, Sheriff," Marvin said. He turned back to Mercedes. "Would you be willing to testify to this in court?" Ryan spoke up before Mercedes could answer.
"Is there any way she can do that securely?" he asked.
"I'll have to clear that with the judge, but given the circumstances, I think something can be arranged," Marvin answered.
"Good. Please do what you can," Ryan said.
"Alright," Marvin said.
"Will that work for you?" Ryan asked Mercedes.
"Yes, that will work," she said.
"I'll get on it," Marvin said before leaving. Ryan turned to Mercedes.
"You ready to go back? It's already past lunch time, but if you're hungry, I think I can get the kitchen to rustle up some grub," Ryan said.
"Something light would be fine," she said. "Thank you." He walked her to the small room where she spent the previous night. Before walking inside, she turned to face him.
"You're a very fortunate man, Ryan," she said. "Beverly is a wonderful woman and I can tell the two of you love each other very much. Take care of her, please."
"I will," Ryan said. She smiled and went into her room. Ryan turned to the deputy running that section and "requested" a light lunch for her.
"I'll take care of it, Sheriff," the female deputy said. Thomas met Ryan when he returned to his office.
"I spoke with my superiors," Thomas said. "They agreed to let her stay at Fort Apache."
"Fort Apache?" Ryan asked.
"Yes, that's the name of our secure base," Thomas said. "They're sending an aircraft here to pick her up. The flight will be here tomorrow morning. I'll escort her back east."
"Okay," Ryan said. "You know, I just had a thought about something."
"What's that?" Thomas asked.
"If this Gatsby woman sent Mercedes here to check up on Higgins and the Rodgers kids, wouldn't it stand to reason she might send someone to check up on Mercedes? Maybe verify that she really is dead? Or at the very least, monitor the website of our local paper?" Ryan asked.
"Yes, I suppose that would be a safe assumption," Thomas said. "You have something in mind?"
"As a matter of fact, I do," Ryan said. He picked up his phone and made two calls. The first was to Jenny, the department's Public Information Officer.
"Jenny, I need you to step into my office for a minute, if you would please," Ryan said.
"On my way, Sheriff," she said. When she got there, he outlined what he wanted to do. She seemed shocked at first, but then understood when Ryan explained.
"You've seen those movies where someone faked their death to keep the bad guys from finding them?" Ryan asked.
"Yeah," Jenny said with a chuckle.
"That's basically what we're doing here," he said. "I need you to keep this under your hat. If you get any inquiries, send them directly to me. No tweets, no social media, nothing. Understand?"
"I got it," she said. "Who would've thought it -- Sheriff Ryan Caldwell, purveyor of fake news."
"Thank you," he said with a laugh. He then called Aaron Campbell, the editor of the local paper.
"Hey, Sheriff, what can I do for you?" Aaron asked.
"Listen, Aaron, I need a big favor from you," Ryan said. "Can you run a small story for me? Maybe put it somewhere online only -- not the print version. No questions asked."
"I suppose I can do that for ya," Aaron said.
"Good. Here's what I want it to say..." Aaron wrote as Ryan spoke into the phone. "Clean it up however you want, Aaron. I'm not a writer. Does all that make sense?"
"Is this for real, Sheriff? I don't recall seeing anything about this in the morning blotter," Aaron said.
"I know. That's because it's not real. But you didn't hear that from me. Put it up as soon as you possibly can. Let it stay up for a day, two days tops. Then pull it. If you get any inquiries, direct them to me personally," Ryan said.
"Are you sure about this?" Aaron asked. He had never put up a story that wasn't true before, and he had a hard time understanding why the Sheriff would want something like this posted.
"Absolutely, Aaron. It's crucial that it go up ASAP. Lives are in the balance here. Will you do that for me?" he asked.
"Well, alright, Sheriff, if you say so," Aaron said. "I can have it up in an hour. I'll keep it up one, two days, tops, then it's coming down. But promise me you'll tell me what this is all about someday, okay?"
"Off the record?" Ryan asked.
"Absolutely," Aaron said.
"Then you have my word," Ryan said. "But only after the Higgins trial. Thanks. I owe you."
"Damn straight you do, Sheriff," Aaron said. "I'll take care of this myself." Ryan hung up the phone and looked at Thomas.
"You know, Sheriff, I've worked with a lot of local LEOs in my time, but you are without a doubt the most... unique law enforcement officer I've ever run across," Thomas said. Ryan smiled at that.
"You don't know the half of it," Ryan said.
...
Allison sat in her flat, masturbating to the photo of Ryan that Mercedes had sent her. After her pet boy-toy licked her pussy clean, she dismissed him and pulled up her laptop to see if there was any word from Hard Rock.
She pulled up the website for the local paper, knowing that it was updated two or three times a day with various items, mostly boring stories about high school sports or business openings. She searched until she found what she was looking for -- a small story with a headline that read, "Unidentified Woman Found Dead, Police Investigating."
A smile broke across her face as she read the story. It seems the body of an unidentified woman was found in a local motel Tuesday afternoon. According to the story, the woman came to Hard Rock from Cancun on Sunday. It's not known how or why the woman died, but police say a hand print was seen on the side of her neck. The report said Sheriff Caldwell was investigating the matter himself and would not release the victim's name until next of kin had been notified.
Allison was certain from the description in the article that the woman had to be Mercedes. The timeline seemed right and the hand print would have happened when Mercedes slapped the side of her neck, breaking the poison capsule next to her carotid artery. Breathing a sigh of relief, she closed out of the website and went into her bedroom. There, she grabbed a giant dildo and laughed as she fucked herself with it to orgasm.
...
Jake Callender shook his head in disbelief as he went through the boxes of evidence left the previous Friday by the District Attorney's office. Some of the stuff he saw so far was just... sickening. He had seen a lot in his career, but this was beyond anything he had ever dealt with before.
He knew there was no way he could adequately defend all three of his clients by himself, not with the charges they faced and the mountain of evidence that he had been given. So he enlisted the aid of three other attorneys and paralegals in his office and formed a team. Each of the defendants would have an attorney assigned, while Jake would remain in the lead. There was no other way he could see handling this.
The first day he brought them together, he held up a bottle of scented lamp oil. Across the bottle in black magic marker was written, "Midnight."
"We're gonna be burning an awful lot of this over the next few weeks," he told them. "Whatever you had planned, cancel it. We'll be working nights, weekends, whatever it takes to get through this. If necessary, I'll bring in some cots and we'll sleep here. Nothing else matters right now but this case. Any questions?"
"You really sure about this, Jake?" Bob Wright, one of the other lawyers, asked. "From what I've seen, the DA has an open-and-shut case."
"You see that mountain of stuff they left us?" Jake asked. "Somewhere in all that is something we can use. Maybe there's some mitigating circumstances. Maybe we can find something that'll keep our clients out of the execution chamber. But there's far too much for me to go through by myself."
"Well, alright. Let's dig in and see what we can find," Bob said.
Despite his bravado, Jake really didn't see any other outcome than a guilty verdict, which, if the DA had his way, would result in the death penalty. Worse yet, the district attorney was pushing for the three defendants to be declared domestic extremists, putting them under the umbrella of the recently-passed Enhanced Patriot Act. A guilty verdict under those conditions meant an instant death penalty with no appeals.
His only hope was to delay, preferably with a change of venue to someplace where he could find a jury less prone to find his clients guilty.
...
Ryan came home to find his wife humming as she fixed their dinner. He stepped behind her and kissed her neck as he wrapped his arms around her. She smiled, turned and kissed him back.
"It's so good to have you home," she said.
"It's good to be home," he told her. "You're in an exceptionally good mood today."
"Well, I've been thinking about my husband," she said.
"Oh, really?" he asked.
"Or to be more precise, what I plan to do to him tonight," she purred, a mischievous smile on her face.
"Now you've piqued my curiosity," he said. She giggled as she turned back to her work.
"You'll just have to wait," she said. He kissed her again and went upstairs to change out of his uniform. After dinner, dessert and some time in front of the television, Beverly grabbed his hand and led him upstairs. When they got into the bedroom, she undressed him, then removed her clothing.
"Aren't you going to climb in?" she asked, holding the covers back. He smiled and got under the covers. She climbed on top of him, naked and kissed his face as she worked his hard cock inside her.
"You have no idea how much I love and adore you, my husband," she whispered. Something about this seemed vaguely familiar to him, but he couldn't quite place it.
"Not half as much as I love and adore you, my lovely wife," he said. She kept kissing him as she slid back and forth on his cock. Then she kissed him on the lips, taking his lower lip into her mouth. She began sucking gently on his lower lip, then it hit him. This was exactly what Mercedes did to him all those years ago.
"Where did you get the idea to do this?" he asked as she moved herself back and forth on his cock.
"Mercedes told me," she said quietly. "You're not upset, are you?" He smiled as he felt her warm, wet pussy clamp down on him.
"I could never be upset with you," he said. "Anything that gets us together like this is just fine with me."



"I'm glad," she said. "Now, fill me up, my husband. Let me make love to you." She continued until he climaxed inside her and kept going until her orgasm hit. They lay in the bed, holding each other tight.
"Did you enjoy that?" she asked.
"I did. Very much. Want to know why?" he asked.
"Why?"
"Because you did it for me," he said.
"Do you ever think of her when you're with me?" she asked.
"Nope," he said. "I told you. I haven't thought about her since that first day on the road."
"You have no idea how much I love you, Ryan," she said. "I'll do whatever it takes to keep you happy. You said that Ecuadorian women are known to be strong-minded, loyal and faithful to their life partners. Well guess what, cowboy? They've got nothing on this Texas girl."
"I know," he said. "And that's just one of the reasons why I'm so much in love with you. You make me so very happy."
"I'm glad, sweetheart," she said. "And you've made me the happiest woman alive." They held each other tight as they fell asleep.
...
9:00 am, Wednesday, October 6, 2021
"You ready to head out? Got everything you need?" Ryan asked Thomas.
"Yeah, we got everything," Thomas said. "Ron was able to remove the wireless adapter from her tablet. My people will go through it and forward any information to you."
"Good," Ryan said. "You set on the plan?"
"Yeah. I'll follow you to the airport. No lights or sirens." Ryan looked in the back of the dark SUV.
"You set to go, Mercedes?" he asked.
"I'm set, Ryan," she said.
"Alright, let's go," Ryan said before heading to his truck. They left the Sheriff's Department and made their way to the airport, watching for anything that could potentially be trouble. Nothing happened, and Ryan headed for the hangar where Thomas said the private jet would be located. When they got there, Thomas opened the back door and the two men escorted her to the steps leading into the aircraft.
"I guess this is where we part ways," Ryan told Mercedes before she went up the stairs. "You still have your badge?"
"Of course," she said. "I take it everywhere. It was good to see you again, Ryan."
"It was good to see you as well, Mercedes," he said. "Maybe after this is all over, you can come back and have dinner with us."
"I would like that very much," she said. "You know, I have thought about you many times over the years. I often wondered how things would've turned out if..."
"You don't need to say any more, Mercedes," Ryan said. "I understand. I've thought about you a lot as well. I promised I would never forget you and I haven't." She smiled at him before wrapping her arms around his neck. She kissed him on the cheek before stepping back.
"Beverly is a good woman," she said. "She loves you very much."
"Yes, she is. And I love her just as much," he told her.
"I know," Mercedes said. "At least we'll always have Colombia, no?" she asked with a smile.
"Always, Mercedes," Ryan said. "Take care of yourself. Stay in touch. Promise?"
"I promise," she said before entering the plane. Ryan turned and saw Thomas.
"You take good care of her, you hear me?" he asked.
"I will, Sheriff," he said. "And I'll see to it that she stays in touch with you and Beverly."
"I'd appreciate that very much," Ryan said.
"I'll be seeing you," Thomas said. The two men shook hands and Ryan watched as the hatch was closed. He got into his truck and headed out, stopping long enough to watch the aircraft climb into the sky.
...
9:00 am, Monday, October 18, 2021
The courtroom was packed as the jury selection process began for what was billed as the trial of the century. At least in Hard Rock, Texas. Protesters had already gathered in front of the courthouse, some carrying signs demanding that Trudy Higgins and the two Rodgers kids be hung.
Ryan anticipated this and prepared for the situation with extra deputies. Officers with the Texas Department of Public Safety, or DPS, were also on hand to help keep the peace.
Inside the courtroom, Jake and his legal team put their notes together and quietly spoke with each other and their clients. On the other side of the courtroom, District Attorney Marvin Olmstead and two of his associates did the same.
Most of those seated inside the room were prospective jurors. Because of the nature of the case and Bertram's popularity, the jury pool was considerably larger, giving the two sides more candidates from which to choose. Both sides knew the selection would not be easy, and they prepared themselves for the daunting task.
One by one, jury candidates were selected and questioned by both sides. Most of the candidates questioned were rejected by one side or the other. According to the state code of criminal procedure, each side was allowed 24 peremptory challenges, since there were three defendants and the District Attorney was seeking the death penalty.
On top of that, some of the jury candidates were disqualified for various reasons -- two of them had difficulty hearing, for example. Another had been declared mentally incompetent a few months earlier and three others faced charges of misdemeanor theft.
It took two and a half days to seat a full jury panel. Each day, Jake filed a motion for change of venue, but the judge dismissed it. It was 2 pm on Wednesday when the final juror was seated. Everyone else was dismissed and the panel was sworn in. Marvin asked that the jury be sequestered for the duration of the trial. Jake objected, but the judge agreed with the DA.
The rest of the day was spent arranging for accommodations at a nearby motel. Jurors were allowed to pack a suitcase and enough clothing for a full week.
For the next several days, both teams of attorneys argued their cases. Marvin worked from a much stronger position, but Jake and his team gave as good as they got. The two sides grilled witnesses, argued over evidence and made various motions and counter-motions. At one point, Jake objected when Marvin presented the video of Ginger telling Jeremy about the planned execution.
"You Honor, this amounts to hearsay and should be rejected," he said. "There is absolutely no proof whatsoever that Mrs. Higgins ever discussed such a thing with Ms. Rodgers."
"Sustained," the judge said after a few moments. "The jury is instructed to disregard the statements made on the video." But Marvin and Jake both knew it would be impossible for the panel to unsee or unhear what had been presented in court.
Marvin then announced that he had a witness who would testify, but only on video and in closed court. According to Marvin, this witness was in an undisclosed secure location due to threats made against her life. Jake objected, but Marvin argued the testimony was crucial. The judge wanted to hear what this witness had to say, so he cleared the courtroom. A monitor was set up and a secure connection made.
Soon, the blurred face of a woman came on the screen. Identified only as "MG," the woman told the court about MMAS, the sisterhood that followed it and her assignment to monitor Trudy, Ginger and Jeremy. The jury was shocked when "MG" told them about the various methods the organization used to control their targets.
By then, Marvin had received the toxicology report from the autopsy done on Bertram. In addition to the chemical substance found on the spear, the report indicated that Bertram had been given small but steady doses of another compound, which was said to reduce the victim's willpower while emasculating him.
After nearly ten days, both sides gave their closing arguments and rested their cases. Seeing the late hour, the judge adjourned court for the day.
9:00 am Thursday, October 28, 2021
With both sides finished, the judge turned his attention to the jury and issued their instructions. He explained some of the finer points of the law and encouraged them to ask if they had any questions. Once finished, he instructed them to leave the courtroom for their deliberations.
Everyone waited on pins and needles, although Marvin was fairly convinced the jury would see things his way. He wasn't all that concerned when the jury hadn't come back with a verdict that day. In a case as complex as this, he expected it would take a few days anyway.
The jury finally came back with a verdict the next afternoon. No one was surprised when Trudy, Ginger and Jeremy were found guilty on all charges. The three of them began sobbing as they heard the verdicts read.
Marvin immediately stood up and offered his motion that Trudy and her two accomplices be declared domestic extremists in accordance with the Enhanced Patriot Act. The judge looked at the motion, then addressed Marvin.
"I will take this under consideration and give you my decision on Monday," he said. "Sentencing is set for 9:00 am, Monday, November 8," he added. "Court is adjourned." The courtroom emptied and Marvin walked to Jake, his hand extended. Jake accepted and the two men shook hands.
"Congratulations, Marvin, you may just get your pound of flesh after all," Jake said.
"I thought you had me a time or two there. Look, it's been a rough couple weeks, Jake. Why don't we go grab a beer and relax for a bit?" Marvin offered.
"What the hell," Jake said. "You're buying, though. For all of us." Marvin smiled.
"My pleasure. It's the least I can do." They left the courtroom and walked to a small bar not far from the courthouse.
...
"So, they were found guilty," Victoria said as she regarded her American friend over the video messaging application.
"Yes," Allison said.
"Does that mean they get the death penalty, then?" Victoria asked.
"Not necessarily," Allison told her. "There's the sentencing phase. That's set for November 8."
"Do we need to dispatch a clean-up crew?" Victoria asked.
"Might not be a bad idea to get one ready. Let's see what happens on Monday. If the judge declares them domestic extremists, chances are they'll get the needle," Allison said.
"Alright. We'll do it your way. This time," Victoria said. "I never offered my condolences for MG. I know she meant a lot to you. I'm sure your decision to terminate her was a difficult one."
"It was," Allison said. "She meant a lot to me. A lot of time and effort was invested in her. But it had to be done." Victoria nodded her head.
"I understand," she finally said. "Keep me informed."
"Will do," Allison said, closing the connection.
...
9:00 am, Monday, November 1, 2021
Marvin and Jake stood in the courtroom as the judge prepared to issue his ruling. The judge looked at both of them before proceeding.
"I want you to know, Counselor, I take no pleasure in issuing this ruling," the judge told Jake. "The fact is, your clients meet all the requirements to be named domestic extremists under the provisions of the Enhanced Patriot Act. Therefore, I have no choice but to rule in favor of the District Attorney's motion."
"I understand, Your Honor," Jake said. The judge looked at Marvin.
"I gather that you'll be seeking the death penalty under the EPA as well?" the judge asked.
"Yes, Your Honor," Marvin said. The judge nodded his head. Although he supported the death penalty when it was necessary, he didn't like the fact that the new EPA eliminated appeals and required expedited executions, even in cases handled at the state level.
Unfortunately, the Supreme Court had not yet issued a ruling on the new EPA, so the judge's hands were tied.
"Alright," the judge said. "I'll see you next Monday."
"Thank you, Your Honor," Marvin said.
...
"I just saw it on the local news website," Allison said as she looked at Victoria's blurred face on her monitor. "The judge issued his ruling today. Higgins and her two contractors are as good as dead."
"Good," Victoria said. "That means we can put this whole nasty business behind us and move on."
"Pretty much," Allison said. "They still need to be sentenced. That happens next Monday. Under the new EPA, if they're sentenced to death, it has to be carried out almost immediately, with no appeals."
"Monitor the situation, keep me informed," Victoria said.
"Yes, ma'am," Allison said.
"And from now on, you will report directly to me," Victoria said. "There will be no more of these 'experiments' of yours. Too much is at stake. I want you to focus on research and development. At least for the time being. Do you understand?"
"Yes... Mistress," Allison said quietly. Victoria smiled.
"Very good. I'm glad you understand," she said. "The time may come, however, when I will need you to return to your homeland to pave the way for the Sisterhood there."
"I am at your service, Mistress," Allison said.
"Right," Victoria said. "Carry on, then." Victoria ended the connection, leaving Allison to wonder about her future.
...
9:00 am, Monday, November 8, 2021
The courtroom filled up again as the sentencing phase of the Higgins trial was set to begin. Oddly enough, very few people took notice of the strange man with the scarred, clean-shaven face and the eye patch in the back of the room. Everyone stood as the judge entered the courtroom, and assumed their seats when he gave the word.
For the next hour, everyone listened as witnesses came forward to argue for the death penalty. A few were close friends of the Commissioner, but some were family members who felt no mercy for Trudy or her two accomplices. The most gut-wrenching testimony came from Brian, Trudy's son, who told the court that the woman in front of them might have his mother's name, but that was all. Trudy broke down sobbing after hearing her son condemn her so publicly.
"I will retire to my chambers for a bit to consider all I have heard," the judge said. Everyone stood when he did and sat back down when the door to his chamber closed. No one saw the federal agent who shadowed the judge as he entered his chamber.
"Who are you? What are you doing in my chambers?" the surprised judge asked when he saw the agent.
"Special Agent Thomas Jackson, Your Honor. Homefront Security Task Force," Thomas said as he held his credentials.
"Homefront Security Task Force," the judge said. "Figures. What do you want, Agent Jackson?"
"Your Honor, I'm here to ask you to reconsider the death penalty," Thomas said. "This is a matter of national security. Those three individuals can help us bring down the organization responsible for Commissioner Higgins' death."
"You want me to let them walk? Free?" the judge asked.
"No, Your Honor," Thomas said. "I'm asking that you release them into my custody. They won't go free. Sentence them to life and I assure you they'll remain locked up from now on. But they have information that is crucial to the task force."
"Look, young man. Did you see that crowd in front of my courthouse? Did you see those people in the courtroom? Did you hear what was said here today?" the judge asked.
"Yes, Your Honor, I did. And I sympathize with them. But we're talking about something much larger here," Thomas said.
"Wait a minute. I remember you. Weren't you working with Sheriff Caldwell on this?"
"Yes, I was, Your Honor," Thomas said.
"Does he know you're here?" the judge asked.
"No, Your Honor, he doesn't. And I prefer he not know."
"Look, Agent Jackson. I understand what you're trying to do here. But you have to remember, I have to answer to those people out there. And not just on election day. I live here. I have to face these people day in and day out. I'm afraid I can't do what you're asking. The schedule has already been set. It's out of my hands. Now, please leave my chambers before I have to call the bailiff," the judge said.
"Yes, Your Honor," Thomas said. "I'm sorry to have bothered you." He left the judge's chambers and shook his head slightly. The man with the eye patch nodded his head and stood up. He pulled his phone out of his pocket as he walked out of the court room. A few minutes later, the judge came back in.
"I've made my decision," he said after ordering everyone to sit. "Will the defendants please rise?" Trudy, Ginger and Jeremy stood up. Jake and his team of lawyers stood with them. The judge looked at them for a few moments before speaking.
"The last few weeks have been pretty hard on all of us. During this trial, I have been exposed to some of the most horrific and degrading things I have ever witnessed in my entire life," he said. "And I hope to never witness them again. Trudy Higgins, Ginger Rodgers and Jeremy Rodgers -- you have been found guilty of all the charges against you. In addition, you have been found to be domestic extremists under the Enhanced Patriot Act.
"Therefore, it is my duty under the law to sentence the three of you to death. You are to be immediately taken from this court room and transported to the Texas State Penitentiary at Huntsville, where you will be put to death in a manner proscribed by law at 6:15 pm Wednesday, November 10, 2021. And may God have mercy on your souls," he said. "Court is adjourned," he added, bringing his gavel down.
Trudy, Ginger and Jeremy trembled as they collapsed into their seats. The rest of the court room erupted in cheers and howls of approval. Sheriff's deputies came and took the three convicts away. Ryan and Ray watched the proceedings as they sat behind Marvin.
"Well, I guess that's it," Marvin said as he turned to face them.
"Yeah," Ryan said. "I guess it is."
"You going to witness the executions?" Marvin asked.
"Reckon I have to," Ryan said quietly. "You wanna tag along?" he asked Ray. "I could use the company. It's an eight-hour drive there, at least. You won't be able to witness the execution, though."
"You driving?" Ray asked, surprised.
"Yeah," Ryan said. "After all this, I could use some time on the open road, and I hate going through airports." Ray laughed at that.
"Alright," he said. "Let me tell the wife."
"I'll be leaving early Wednesday morning. I'll pick you up if you want. Spend the night there then come back Thursday morning," Ryan said.
"Sounds like a plan," Ray said.
...
6:45 pm, Wednesday, November 10, 2021
Ryan watched with the other witnesses as Trudy Higgins, Jeremy and Ginger Rodgers were put to death by lethal injection. It was not an experience any of them wanted to repeat. From what they were told by the warden, there had not been a multiple execution in one day in Texas since 2000 -- more than 20 years earlier.
Ryan accepted notarized true copies of the death certificates and the two of them left the facility. When Ryan opened the door of his truck, he saw a large white van with the back open. Something about the van didn't seem quite right to him. He pulled his binoculars from the truck and looked.
The first thing he noticed was the van had U.S. Government plates, not Texas plates. He watched as three body bags were loaded into the back. Why would a federal vehicle be used to transport remains, he wondered.
As he watched, he saw Special Agent Thomas Jackson climb into the back of the van and close the doors. What the hell is going on, he asked himself. After the van pulled away, he pulled his phone from his pocket and called Jackson's number.
"Jackson," Thomas said when he answered. Ryan could hear the noise of the van's engine in the background.
"Sheriff Caldwell," Ryan said.
"Ryan! How are you? I take it you witnessed the execution," Thomas said.
"Yes, I did," Ryan said.
"So, what can I do for you?" Thomas asked.
"You can start by explaining why a U.S. Government van would be used to transport the remains of three convicts who were just executed," Ryan said. "And you can explain why you're with them."
"I'm sorry, Sheriff, that's strictly need-to-know," Ryan said. "And frankly, you don't need to know."
"Like hell I don't," Ryan said. "I think you owe me an explanation."
"For what? You and your town got your justice, your pound of flesh. You saw the execution. You saw them declared dead. I also know you even have certified copies of the death certificates. What else do you need?"



"Like I said, an explanation," Ryan said. Thomas laughed.
"What, you think we can raise people from the dead or something?" Thomas asked.
"With all the crap I've seen and heard these last few weeks, nothing would surprise me," Ryan said. "Those three aren't going to cause me any trouble in the future, are they?" Thomas laughed again.
"Careful now, Sheriff. You're starting to get into some serious Alex Jones territory here," Thomas said.
"Answer my question, Thomas," Ryan said.
"The answer is no, Ryan. They're dead. D-E-A-D. As a doornail," Thomas said. "They'll never trouble you again."
"You'd better not be yanking my chain, Thomas," Ryan said.
"Not a problem, Sheriff," Thomas said. "By the way, it was a distinct pleasure working with you. Maybe our paths will cross again. Look, I have to get going. Talk to ya later. Bye." With that, the connection ended. Ryan looked at the phone, then shook his head and got into his truck.
...
Thomas put his phone back into his pocket and looked at the technician who just finished what he was doing.
"You about ready with that? We're almost out of time," he told the tech.
"Yup, ready. All I have to do is inject this into their IV," the tech said.
"Get to it, then," Thomas said. He watched as the tech injected a needle into the plastic tubing. The tech repeated the procedure for the two others. After a few minutes, the tech checked the three bodies with his stethoscope and got their blood pressure.
"Pulse is rising. Blood pressure increasing," the tech said. One by one, the three people in the body bags started coughing. Thomas and the tech helped them sit up and gave them something to drink.
"Not too fast, now," the tech said. Thomas sat back down and looked at the three confused convicts in front of him.
"Welcome back to the land of the living," he told them. Trudy, Ginger and Jeremy looked at each other, wondering what just happened. "Just so you know, you've been given a little reprieve from your death sentence."
"What?" Trudy asked.
"Yes, the three of you are officially dead," Thomas said. "We even have signed and notarized death certificates."
"Then, what are we doing here?" Ginger asked.
"Simple. Remember I once told you if you cooperated, there was a slight chance you would live?"
"Yeah, I remember that," Ginger said.
"Well, because you cooperated with us, here's your chance. Make it a count," Thomas said.
"You're letting us go free?" Jeremy asked. Thomas laughed.
"Not hardly," Thomas said. "Like I said, you've been given a reprieve, not a pardon. As long as you cooperate with us without hesitation, you'll live. Maybe you'll even live long enough to collect Social Security. By the way, we've given you new identities. You'll also be housed and well-cared for. That is, so long as you cooperate. If you fuck up, though, even a tiny bit, the reprieve is off and your death sentence becomes permanent. Get my drift?"
"Yeah, we got it," Ginger said.
"So, here are your new identities," Thomas said, handing them each a small packet. "Trudy, you are now Denise Hall. Ginger and Jeremy, you are now Rhonda and Mark Bradshaw. And no, you're not brother and sister anymore."
"Then what are we?" Jeremy asked.
"The people I work for say the two of you are married," Thomas said. They looked at each other, shocked. "Congratulations. I even have rings for you. Don't get me wrong. We don't condone your lifestyle. But we're not stupid, either. Follow the rules, and you'll do just fine. That's for your safety and security."
"Um, could you do us a little favor, though? Please?" Ginger asked. "It's not for us. It's for our father."
"What's that?" Thomas asked. He listened as Ginger explained what she wanted to do. He mulled it over for a few moments before responding.
"Well, that's highly irregular, but I'll talk to my superiors and see what we can do, okay?"
"Thank you," Ginger said. "That would mean so much to us."
...
Half a world away, Allison fired up her secure video message application. Soon, Victoria's blurred face appeared on the screen.
"It's done," Allison said. "They're dead."
"Good," Victoria said. "Now, it's time to get back to work."
"Yes, Mistress," Allison said. Victoria smiled as she cut off the connection. Just wait, Allison thought. Your time will come.
...
8:00 am, Friday, November 12, 2021
"Sheriff, there's a Regis Carlisle from Washington in your office," Elaine Bledsoe said as Ryan walked in. "Says he's with the DIA."
"Thank you, Elaine," Ryan said. He walked to his office wondering what the DIA would want with him. He walked in his office and saw a man with an eye patch and a scarred, clean shaven face that reminded him a bit of that actor who played Moses.
"You must be Carlisle," Ryan said as he walked in. "Sheriff Ryan Caldwell," he added as he extended a hand.
"Yes. Regis Carlisle. Director, Alpha Sector. Comes under the auspices of the DIA," Regis said, holding out a set of credentials. Ryan looked them over and handed them back.
Alpha Sector. Homefront Security Task Force," Ryan said, shaking his head. "Who comes up with all these names?" Regis laughed.
"Probably another agency that gets far too much taxpayer money," Regis said with a smile.
"So, what can I do for the director of Alpha Sector?" Ryan asked.
"I was just passing through your lovely little town and thought I'd stop in and say hello," Regis said. Ryan laughed as he fired up his Keurig.
"I may have been born at night, Director, but it wasn't last night," Ryan said. "No one just passes through Hard Rock, Texas. You want some coffee?"
"Of course," Regis said. "Black, if you have it."
"Coming up," Ryan said, grabbing a Styrofoam cup. Seriously, what ARE you doing in Hard Rock? Really?"
"The truth? Well, the truth is, I came to see you," Regis said.
"Me?" Ryan asked.
"Yes. I've been following your career for quite some time now. Even thought about recruiting you and your fellow War Dogs once or twice." Ryan looked at him, surprised. "Oh, don't be so surprised. We know all about you. It's part of our job. I was quite impressed with the way you took out that Knight Petroleum compound up in New Mexico, by the way."
"So, you know about that?" Ryan asked.
"Know about it? Hell, son, I WATCHED it. In real time. Amazing what they can do with satellite imagery these days," Regis said.
"And you did nothing about it? That doesn't sound quite right to me," Ryan said.
"Well, if you hadn't acted when you did, I probably would have. Had a couple drones chock full of Hellfire missiles just over the horizon," Regis said. "You saved me the trouble and expense of using them. You know how much one of those missiles costs these days?"
"More than I make, I'm sure," Ryan said.
"No shit," Regis said. "Besides, I didn't want to deal with the collateral damage. Yes, I knew they had your daughter and grandson."
"You never really answered my question, Director," Ryan said. "Why ARE you here?"
"I'm quite impressed with the way you handled that whole Higgins thing," Regis said. "I spoke with Agent Jackson. He speaks very highly of you."
"I'm glad to hear that," Ryan said.
"You know, Sheriff. Not everything is as it seems," Regis said.
"I'm beginning to realize that," Ryan said. "Tell me something. Why would the federal government be interested in the remains of three executed felons?"
"Some questions are best left unanswered for now, Sheriff. You know, there's a real shitstorm brewing up over the horizon," Regis said. "What happened here was just a down draft compared to what's coming. And believe me, when the shit really hits the fan, a whole lotta people are gonna be hurt. And not just here in the good ol' USA."
"When is this shitstorm going to hit, Director?" Ryan asked.
"Hard to say," Regis said. "Could be five years. Ten. Maybe even 20 years down the road. But it IS coming. It's my job to make sure we're ready for it when it does. You should know that your little Ecuadorian friend has already proven herself to be quite helpful."
"I'm very glad to hear that," Ryan said. "What are you trying to tell me, Director?"
"Agencies like mine may be the seawall that keeps the high waters at bay. But you and others like you, Sheriff, are the tip of the spear. You understand what I'm saying?" Ryan looked at him.
"Yeah, I think so, Director," Ryan said. The two men shook hands and finished their coffee. Regis sat his empty cup down.
"Pleasure meeting you, Sheriff," he said. "I'll be in touch. Before I go back, though, I'm going down to get some of Sally's biscuits and gravy. You take care of yourself, you hear me?"
"I hear ya, Director," Ryan said with a smile. He watched as the man walked out of the office and left the building. What's next, he asked himself.
...
Epilogue:
Samuel Colt Rodgers had spent three days alternating between drinking beer and crying his eyes out. Three days ago, he got a visit from a sheriff's deputy. The deputy handed him an envelope that held two death certificates.
It was bad enough that his two children were executed by the state of Texas. But he was never given the chance to claim the bodies nor was he ever able to say goodbye to them. He had hoped to reconcile with the two of them, but that hope was now gone -- forever.
More than once he picked up his old.45 caliber semi-automatic pistol and held it to his head. But he just couldn't screw up enough courage to pull the trigger. He heard a knock at his door.
"Hang on, I'm coming," he growled. He staggered to the door, stepping on beer cans as he went. He opened the door and looked at the man on the other side.
"Whaddya want?" he asked.
"Samuel Colt Rodgers?" the man asked. Sam nodded his head. "I have a special delivery for you, sir," the man said. "I'll need you to sign for it."
"Yeah, sure," Sam said, taking the pen the man offered. He scribbled his signature on the paper and handed it back to the man.
"Thank you," the man said. "Have a good day." As Sam watched, the man walked back to his white unmarked van and drove away. He looked at the envelope and saw there was no stamp or postmark. There wasn't even an address. Just his name. That was odd, he thought. He opened the envelope and pulled out a folded sheet of paper.
"Dad," the letter began. "Don't believe everything you hear. Doing okay. Can't say more than that. Just wanted to say we're really very sorry for everything. We love you and we miss you."
The letter was signed, "J/G." He recognized the handwriting as being Jeremy's. Under the signature was a note: "By the way, G turned out to be a better businesswoman that I thought. Here's a little something for you. Maybe you can buy a new tractor or put a new roof on the place. Or take that vacation you always wanted."
He looked in the envelope and saw something else. Pulling it out, he saw it was a bank draft for $2.5 million. Holy crap, he thought. He looked at the date on the draft and thought something was off. He compared it to the date on the death certificates and saw the draft was made two days after the certificates were signed.
His tears dried up and he began laughing. He looked up and said a silent prayer of thanks. That vacation to Hawaii sure sounded good right about now.
...
Fade to black...
Notes: For the strict perfectionists out there -- and you know who you are -- I exercised a bit of artistic license with the courtroom and the execution scenes. Of course, there is no such thing as the Enhanced Patriot Act, yet, and the town of Hard Rock does not exist. Please remember, this is my universe...
Regis Carlisle, a.k.a., "Alpha One," was first introduced in my "Houston" series. Allison Gatsby and Victoria reappear in my story, "Revenge In Advance: The New Way."
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After more than 2,100 years, you'd think I'd have a clue when it comes to women. But I guess you'd be wrong. The woman sitting across from me said she wanted to hear my story and know all about me. After what she had just witnessed, I thought she'd be open to what I had to tell her. But now, I'm not so sure.
I just met this woman yesterday -- last night, as a matter of fact. I was nursing a drink at a club when she came up to me. I almost did a double-take, as she reminded me very much of someone very dear to me.
"I know we've never met, but I somehow feel drawn to you," she said. "Almost as if we've known each other all our lives. I'm Noemi Schlager," she added, holding out her hand.
"Steve Iverson," I said. "It's a pleasure meeting you, Ms. Schlager," I told her, seeing no indication of a ring on her finger.
"Please call me Noemi," she said with a smile. "Listen, I have to run to the ladies' room, but would you mind ordering me a drink when I get back? I'd like to get to know you a bit."
"Of course," I said. When she got back, I immediately saw it -- there was a subtle change in her eyes and in her mannerisms. I knew right away that she had been occupied by the creature I had been tracking for the last two months.
I knew the thing had come to this club, which is why I was there, but I kept calm and ordered her drink. We talked and danced for a bit before inviting me back to her place. I watched the creature for any indication it would attack the whole time.
I accepted her invitation and went to her condo. She immediately turned and attacked me when we got inside, howling like a banshee. I knew it was the creature that had occupied her body, so I whipped out my sword and made short work of the thing, hoping I didn't inflict any damage on Noemi.
I put her on the couch and considered her carefully. Something about this woman intrigued me, so I pulled a cotton swab from one of my coat pockets and took a sample from inside her cheek while she was still unconscious. Shortly afterward, she came to. She watched, shocked, as I crushed the last vestige of the beast lying on the floor.
"What was that thing?" she asked.
"It occupied your body, Noemi. It attacked me when we got here. Don't worry, it's gone now. It won't bother you again," I said.
"Occupied my body? You mean, like a demon or something?" she asked, shocked.
"Something," I said.
"You didn't answer my question," she said. "What was it? Why did it occupy me?" I knew the answer, but I wasn't sure how to tell this woman that the thing I just killed was related to a 2,100-year-old story.
"It's a long story that goes back many years," I said. Over two thousand years, to be exact, but I didn't tell her that.
"Well, I want to hear that story," she said. "I don't care how long or how far back it goes." I pulled out a card and wrote my address down before handing it to her.
"Be at my place tomorrow evening, and I'll tell you all about it," I said.
"I'll be there," she responded, taking my card. Very well, I thought. If she wants to hear a 2,100-year-old story, so be it.
And yes, you read that right -- 2,100 years. Before I get too deep into my story, let me explain a little bit. According to the modern calendar, I was born on March 15, 101 BC, in the ancient Celtic kingdom of Noricum, located in the area currently known as Austria.
These days, I'm known as Steve Iverson. My given name no longer matters as that person ceased to exist a long time ago. Nothing remains from that time, not even the language I spoke as a child. My father was a sword maker, like his father before him. My brother and I worked with our father, and together, we made some of, if not THE best, swords in the region.
Not only did we make the swords, but we also knew how to use them. We were damn good at what we did. The three of us also mined much of the ore we used to make swords. That sometimes meant long trips to the southern regions of the kingdom. I hated being away from my young bride and our two sons, but it was necessary. Noricum ore, also known as chalybs Noricus, was quite superior to the Greco-Roman wrought iron and produced excellent blades, which were highly sought after by the Romans.
It was on one such trip that my current story began. My father and brother had already left the area for home, their carts loaded with ore. I thought I would stay and try looking in a different location that hadn't been mined very much, so I went further into the mountains. Sure enough, I found a vein that looked quite promising, so I collected what I could.
While collecting the ore, I spotted a flash of green light between two rocks and went to investigate. I saw a strange orb about 15 feet above the ground, emanating the green light when I got there. I was mesmerized, not knowing what this thing was. My entire body was wrapped in green light the next thing I knew, and I felt an odd tingling sensation.
The light quickly went out, and I fell, face down, on the dirt, unable to move. When I awoke, I noticed the grass was much taller, and the sky was clear. The orb was gone, and I had no idea how long I had been asleep. My head hurt a bit, but not too bad. I wiped my eyes and took inventory.
My horse and cart were no longer there, and I saw no tracks to indicate where they might have gone. I still had my clothing and the bag I carried. I checked and found I still had everything I had brought with me. At least I hadn't been robbed. I stood and realized it was pretty early in the day. If I started now, I could be back in the village in two days, maximum.
I knew the way well, as I had traveled there often with my father and brother, and fortunately, most of the return trip was downhill. I headed out as fast as I could and got back to the village in a little less than two full days. But when I arrived, I got the shock of my life.
The village was destroyed. Much of it was simply gone. What remained were piles of burned lumber covered with moss. It looked like no one had been here for quite some time. I searched but found no sign of life whatsoever.
I found a slag pile near where we used to forge our swords, but it looked like no one had been here for years. I called out for my father, brother, and wife, Noei. But I received no answer. Frantic, I ran from one pile of lumber to another but found nothing. Then I heard a man's voice calling out to me.
"Who goes there?" the man called out in the language of the Romans. Surprised, I turned and looked to see a somewhat older man with a walking stick looking in my direction.
"What happened here? Where is everyone?" I asked. He snickered and held his arms out.
"What does it look like?" he asked. "Everyone is obviously gone. Who are you, anyway?" I told him my name, and he looked at me, funny, almost as if he couldn't make out my name.
"Are you Noric?" he asked.
"Yes," I said. He nodded his head and motioned for me to follow him. I did as he suggested, and we ended up at a small, rock building full of trinkets and swords laid out on wooden tables. I recognized the swords, as they were ones we had forged. But they looked old, worn, dirty, with signs of rust on the blades. How was this possible?
"By all means, call me Maximo. You look tired and hungry, young Celt," he said. "Would you like something to eat and drink?"
"Yes, I would like that very much," I said. "How much?"
"Hmm?" he asked, looking back at me, his eyebrows raised. "Oh, no, think nothing of it. The household gods would not be happy if I took advantage of a lost, hungry traveler. Please, accept my offering."
"Thank you, sir," I said, hoping my somewhat limited knowledge of his language didn't show. "Do you know what happened here?"
"Barbarians from the north and the west came through and leveled the place," Maximo said. "They raided several other villages before they were chased off."
"How long ago did this happen?" I asked.
"I guess about 35 years ago or thereabouts," Maximo said.
"That can't be," I said, shocked. "I was born in this village not more than 25 years ago." He looked at me funny, then chuckled as he pointed a finger at me.
"Ah, you are trying to make old Maximo laugh," he said with a smile. "I'm sorry, young Celt. But no one has been born in this place for 35 years."
"But my wife, my two boys... My father and brother. All my friends... Where did they go? What happened to them?" I asked, panicked. He came to me and put a hand on me to settle me down.
"Shh, calm down," he said. "Drink this," he added, handing me a cup of wine. I took a sip and let the liquid calm me down. "I heard that some of the women and children escaped and made their way to Noreia. The men bought them time with their lives."
That made sense to me. We had discussed what we would do if the village was ever attacked and overrun. And I knew my father and brother would stay with the men and defend the village while the women took the children away.
"Then I need to go to Noreia and find my wife and boys," I said.
"Perhaps tomorrow, after you have rested and regained your strength. You are welcome to stay with Maximo if you wish," he said. "Tomorrow, you can select a horse and pack for the trip. First, we eat."
He placed a wooden bowl filled with savory soup in front of me. It was delicious, filled with tiny bits of meat and vegetables and bits of what he called pasta. I don't remember what he called the soup, but it was tasty and quite filling.
"So, what do you do here, Maximo?" I asked as we ate.
"I collect what I can, clean it up, and sell it to travelers," he said. "I have been visited by all kinds of people -- soldiers, diplomats, couples looking for trinkets. You name it."
"These swords. Where did you find them?" I asked. "They look rather old."
"I found them in the dirt throughout the village," he said. "I cleaned them up as best as I could and offered them for sale. There is one sword, though, that I have not been able to get anyone interested in."
"Oh?" I asked. "And why is that?"
"It is much longer than anything used by the Romans. And heavier," he said. "Plus, the markings on it appear to be those of royalty. I'll show you." He went to a table and brought the large sword back to me.
I instantly recognized this sword. My father designed it specifically for the King, a powerful, large man who preferred to fight on horseback. The blade was meant to be used by a man on horseback and could rend a man in two with a single swipe if swung with enough power. My father hoped to present it as a gift to the King. It seems, though, that he never got the chance.
"I see you recognize it," Maximo said.
"Yes," I said. "My father designed it. He wanted to give it to the King."
"King? That explains the markings. But haven't you heard? Noricum is now a Roman province," Maximo said.
"I hadn't heard," I said.
"You say your father made that?" Maximo asked.
"Yes, he did," I said.
"Then you should keep it. To honor the memory of your father," the older man said.
"Thank you again, Maximo," I said, fighting tears. "That means a great deal to me."
"The shadows are getting long. It is nearly time to start the evening fire. Why don't we relax and get some sleep? Tomorrow, I will help you prepare for your journey," Maximo said. He started the fire after I helped bring wood into the house, and I watched in silence as he paid homage to his household gods. We then drank another cup of wine and fell asleep in front of the fire.
The next day, he took me out to a pen behind his house, where he kept a couple of horses. Both looked like strong, healthy animals, so I picked one out as Maximo put together a bedroll and a pouch filled with provisions. I offered to pay when we finished, but he refused, citing his gods.
"Please, Maximo," I said. "You fed me, gave me a place to sleep, and now this," I added, pointing to the horse and provisions. "At least let me give you a silver piece. To appease my gods." He thought for a moment, then nodded his head.
"If it appeases your gods, then so be it," he said. I handed him a silver piece from my pouch, and he looked at it, his brows furrowed.
"This looks to be fairly old," he said.
"It's still good, though, isn't it?" I asked.
"It is silver," he said with a smile. "Silver is always good." He stopped me before I could climb on the horse. "Remember Maximo in your thoughts, young Celt," he said.
"I will never forget you," I said. He smiled and nodded his head.
"I hope you find what it is you are looking for," he said.
"I hope so, too, Maximo," I said. "Thank you again. For everything." I climbed on the horse and headed out. It took me two full days to reach Noreia. Fortunately, the provisions Maximo gave me held out.
I sat on my horse and looked at the city walls in disbelief. I had been here once before when I visited the city with my father and brother. At that time, it was a bustling community, the fortress walls standing high above the manicured fields below. But now, it looked to be falling into disrepair. The fields weren't as carefully cultivated as before, and the walls appeared to be crumbling.
I rode into the city and looked around, hoping to catch a glimpse of my former life. Maybe my sons were still here, I thought. I rode around, paying particular attention to the open-air shops. But I saw nothing. Then it happened.
I was just outside a small market selling vegetables. That's where I saw her, a large wooden bowl in her arms filled with vegetables. She looked somewhat older than I remembered, but I could still make out her beautiful round face even through the wrinkles and crow's feet.
Her long beautiful blonde hair had turned gray, but it was still thick and luxurious, and she tied it behind her ears. I saw the family mark on her cheek and knew she had not taken another. It was then that our eyes locked. And I knew without a doubt this was my wife, my Noei.
Her eyes grew wide, and she dropped her bowl, the vegetables rolling hither and yon. I climbed off the horse, tied it to a nearby post, and ran to her. We held each other for dear life, tears streaming down our faces.
It would appear as though a mother was reunited with her long-lost son to the others who watched. But in reality, it was the embrace of two lovers, two soul mates who pledged each other their lives, their love, and their sacred honor.
"Noei, is that really you?" I asked. She looked at me and nodded her head, hot tears pouring down her face.
"Yes, my husband, it is really me," she said. "I've missed you so much. No one knew what happened to you. You just... disappeared. Your father and brother looked for you for days but couldn't find you. They returned, and half the men from the village went back. They looked and looked, but there was no sign of you anywhere. What happened?"
"I don't know," I said. "I was looking for ore when I saw a strange green light. The next thing I know, I'm... here. I went to the village, but it was gone. What happened to you? Where are the boys? Are my father and brother still alive?"
"About five years after you vanished, barbarians attacked the village. They had been raiding villages all along the river for a while. When they came, the women took the children out as we had planned, and the men stayed behind to fight and give cover," she said.
That wasn't because the women were wallflowers who needed protection -- far from it. Only a fool would scoff at a fully-armed and pissed off Celtic woman. It was simply the logical choice, given their cunning and fighting skills combined with their stealth and maternal instincts.
"They were all killed," she said quietly. "They bought us time with their lives."
"I should've been there," I said. She shook her head.
"No. You would've been killed with the rest. There were simply too many of them. One more blade wouldn't have made any difference," she said, tears running down her face.
"What then?" I asked.
"We came here as we planned. The King took pity on us and let us stay in the palace. I started working in the kitchen, and I still work there," she said. "I go out every day to buy food, and that's why I'm here."
"The boys? Where are they?" I asked.
"They're in the Roman Army," she said. "The last I heard, they went to Carthage and are heading east from there." I shook my head in disbelief.
"I see you're still wearing my mark," I said.
"That's right," she said. "A couple years after you disappeared, your father suggested I take another. I refused. I told him I would not until I saw your dead body. I knew in my heart you were still alive. And I was right. You are the only man I have ever been with. But you don't look like you've changed at all. You look the way you did the last time I saw you."
"And you're just as beautiful as the day we married," I told her. She smiled and shook her head.
"No, I'm not," she said. "I'm old and wrinkled. But you... You still look young."
"I can't explain it," I said. "I don't know what happened. I wish I did, but I don't."
"We have to be careful, though. The prince is on his way here now. I'll tell him you're my sister's child, and he'll probably let you stay with me," she said.
"Are you sure that's wise? Lying to the prince?" I asked.
"Just... trust me, please," she said. I nodded my head. I heard a group of horses coming up from behind us and looked. The prince climbed off his horse and walked toward us.
"Noei, are you alright?" he asked. "Is this man bothering you?"
"No, My Prince," she said. "This is my sister's son. He heard I was here and came to visit. With your permission, I'd like him to stay with me." The prince looked at me, and I thought I recognized him. But he was much younger when I saw him last.
"Of course, Noei. You look somewhat familiar to me," he said as he looked at me.
"I visited Noreia with my father when I was much younger, Excellency," I said. "Perhaps you may have seen me then."
"Perhaps," he said. "That is an interesting blade," he added, looking at the sword now hanging on my horse. "May I?"



"Of course, Excellency," I said. I pulled out the old sword and handed it to him, hilt first. He took it and examined it closely, his brows furrowing. He looked at me before speaking.
"It looks to be fairly old. Where did you find this?" he asked.
"My father made it," I said. "It was his desire to present it to the King in honor of his bravery. He died some time ago." The prince nodded his head. "I just recently recovered it and thought I would present it myself."
"Your father made this?" he asked.
"Yes. I come from a long line of sword-makers," I said.
"I see. And you are also a sword-maker?"
"I am, Excellency," I said.
"Well, I'm afraid you won't be able to present it to the king, as he has already gone to his eternal reward," the prince said.
"Then perhaps Your Excellency would like to keep it, as a gift," I said.
"It is a bit heavier than I am used to, but I like the way it feels. And the handiwork is exquisite. Yes, I would very much like to keep it," he said.
"Thank you," I said.
"It is I who should thank you, young Celt," he said. "Perhaps you can stay, make swords for me. Perhaps train my soldiers to use them."
"I would be honored," I said.
"Good," he said. "I'm sure Noei has room in her quarters. You may stay with her if you wish, and that is if she consents."
"I do," she said.
"Then it's settled," the prince said.
"Thank you, Excellency," I said.
...
I stopped my narration and looked at the woman sitting across from me. Her eyes were wide, and the color seemed to have drained from her face.
"Are you getting all this?" I asked. "There may be a test later," I added with a smile. She shook her head and looked at me. "Would you like me to refresh your drink, perhaps?" I asked. She looked at her glass.
"Yes, please," she said. I poured her another glass of wine and poured some for myself as well. "I'm sorry, I know you warned me, but I wasn't expecting... this."
"I understand, Noemi," I said. "But I did say my story would be hard to believe. You promised me an open mind and a fair hearing."
"I know, but... I just don't know what to think. Did you... sleep with this... I'm sorry, what was her name again?"
"Noei. Very similar to your name, in fact. Yes, I slept with her. She was my wife, and I loved her. But that was all that happened. The spirit was willing, but her body was simply too frail. I was content with holding her in my arms," I said.
"But she wasn't really all that old, was she?" Noemi asked.
"Around 60, I guess. Maybe a tad bit older," I said. "You have to remember, though, that in those days, commoners like us didn't live very long. With war, disease, the lack of medical care, clean water, and sanitary facilities, most of us were lucky to live much more than 30 to 35 years or so. Sure, a few lived to be older, and the wealthy often lived to be in their 60s. But those were often the exceptions."
"How long after that were you two together?" she asked.
"She died a few months after that day," I said. "After the death ritual, I stayed in Noreia for another 15 years. I made the prince's weapons, trained his soldiers, fought his battles. I was never defeated. Not once. That's how I got the battle cry, 'Semper Invictus.'"
"That sounds like Latin," she said. "What does it mean?"
"Literally, always undefeated," I said. "I remained with the prince until he died. He called me to his chamber just before he passed away. He asked me about Noei. 'She wasn't really your mother's sister, was she,' he asked. I couldn't lie to him, and he was in his death bed, after all. So I told him the truth. That she was my wife."
"How did he take that?" Noemi asked.
"He nodded his head and smiled," I said. "Told me she had been approached by several eligible men since she arrived -- including him -- but she refused them all. Said she was keeping herself pure for her husband, who she knew would return to her one day. He told me he asked her how she knew I was still alive, and she said that she could feel it in her spirit."
"That's so sweet," Noemi said, wiping a tear from her eye.
"Yes, that describes her perfectly," I said.
"Did he say anything else?" she asked.
"He mentioned that I hadn't aged since arriving. He wondered if I had been bewitched or punished by the gods. I told him, no, at least not as far as I knew. He suggested the gods had a purpose for me that I was unaware of. A goal that could not be fulfilled in Noreia. He gave me a bag of coins and my father's sword. Then he released me from my duties and said I should go and find my true purpose.
"After his death ritual, I left Noreia, never to return," I said. "After a major battle with Germanic tribes, it crumbled back into the dust from which it sprang. As far as I know, no one has ever located it."
"That's sad," Noemi said. "What about your sons? Did you ever find out what happened to them?"
"No, never," I said. "I assumed that since they were fighting for the Romans that they had met their fate on the battlefield."
"Did you ever remarry?" she asked.
"No, never," I said. "That's not to say I was celibate for 2,000 years. I do have needs, you know." She smiled at that.
"So, what did you do? Where did you go?" she asked.
"I traveled. I learned. I exposed myself to as much as I could. I learned to use weapons of all kinds. Learned different languages. Mostly, I tried to stay out of history's way. I wasn't always successful, though. History caught up with me more than once," I said.
"Oh?" she asked. "How so?"
"Well, as a French soldier serving with Count de Rochambeau, I watched Cornwallis surrender to General Washington at Yorktown," I said.
"Wait, you were a French soldier once? You speak French?" she asked.
"Oui, mademoiselle," I said with a smile. "Along with about 100 other languages. Some of them haven't been spoken in hundreds of years."
"But how is it that you haven't been discovered? I don't understand," she said.
"My benefactors -- that is, our benefactors -- have done a remarkable job in that area," I said. "Early on, it was pretty easy. But they've had to... adjust over the last couple of centuries. You have to remember, time doesn't work for them the same as it does for us."
"But what happens if you get hurt or injured? What if someone were to shoot you? Wouldn't you die like anyone else?" I smiled at that and shook my head.
"No," I said. "Again, you can thank our benefactors for that. You see, about every 80 years or so, I... hibernate if you will. It's almost as if I'm drawn to it, like a bear in winter. It is during that hibernation period that my body is refreshed and updated. That could take anywhere from 10 to 35 years in the early days. The first time took the full 35 years -- at least from my point of view. These days, it doesn't take anywhere near that long. A couple months at most. Our benefactors use that time to prepare for my continuation."
"This is all so incredible," she said. "Wait, you said, 'our' benefactors. You've used that term more than once. What do you mean by that? Who are they?" I smiled at her. Perhaps now was the best time.
"I'll get to that. But I can tell you have other questions. Why don't you ask them?"
"Okay. First, did you ever learn your purpose?" she asked.
"Yes, I did. It took about 700 years for me to learn and another century to come to grips with it. But I did learn."
"Are there others like yourself out there?" she asked.
"There are four others like me that I know of," I said. "And a fifth is about to emerge. Now, why don't you tell me a bit about yourself," I said.
"If you insist," she said. "My name, as you already know, is Noemi Schlager. I was named after my grandmother, who was named after her grandmother. My family came here from Austria just after the First World War. My ancestors came from Salzburg, where they lived for many years. My grandfather once told me they had been there since Roman times. I don't know if that's true or not, though.
"There's not much more to tell. I was a cheerleader in high school, then went to college at the University of Texas. After I got my degree, I became a corporate lawyer. And no, there isn't a significant other. Anyway, you know the rest. So, what's this about 'our' benefactors?" she asked.
"Come with me," I said, standing up. "I want to show you something." Confused, she followed me down a set of spiral stairs. When we got to the bottom, I punched a code into the panel next to the locked door, then turned to her.
"You must promise that you won't touch anything in this room unless I say otherwise. Understand?"
"Uh, yeah. Sure," she said. I opened the door and flipped the switch on the wall. When the lights came on, I entered the room, and Noemi followed. Pictures inside wooden frames lined the walls, and display cases sat on the floor under the pictures. We stepped in front of the first picture, and her eyes grew even wider than before. She gasped and covered her mouth with her hands.
"Wh... What is this?" she asked, shocked, as she looked at the ancient drawing in the frame. The drawing was of a young woman -- Noei, my wife, and it was obviously very old. Moreover, the woman in the picture looked almost identical to the woman standing next to me.
"About 1,000 years ago, I realized that I had developed the ability to draw," I said. "It was something our benefactors somehow programmed into my DNA. At the time, I didn't understand all that, but I understood the ability to draw. I began making these images about that time. This is the first image I thought was good enough to keep. It's about 850 years old."
"This... is amazing," she said as we walked down the corridor. "These are all of your wife?" she asked.
"Yes," I said. "I could never get her image out of my mind. So I drew it. Over and over again. It became... therapeutic. I've drawn this beautiful face hundreds of times. I know every line, every curve... everything. I got to where I didn't even have to look at the canvas. Of course, the more I drew, the better I got. Notice anything about them?"
"It's almost like looking at myself in a mirror," she said. "How is this possible?" We got to the end of the corridor, and she nearly fainted when she saw the last portrait.
"I painted this about 10 years ago," I said. In terms of quality, it was the best of the bunch and almost appeared photographic. It was a picture of a nearly naked Noei, holding a baby at her bare breast. It was erotic, but not pornographic.
"It's so... beautiful," she said as a tear fell down her face. "You must have really loved her very much."
"More than life itself," I told her. "I still love her. And I always will." Noemi looked down at the display cases.
"And what is all this?" she asked.
"Mementos of a long life," I said. "This is the sword my father made," I added, pointing to a long sword that sat in a case by itself. "All of the air has been removed from the case. It hasn't been touched by human hands for over 100 years."
"And what's this?" she asked, pointing to a piece of old folded cloth sitting inside a plastic bag.
"That's a cloth I used when my wife died," I said. "She was coughing blood as I held her in my arms. Our benefactors said I should keep it and told me I would need it at some point in the future."
"And that dark stain on the cloth is her blood?" Noemi asked.
"Yes," I said. I had been told the blood on the cloth would be used for DNA comparison, but I didn't tell her that. At the time, I was told that I had no idea whose DNA it would be compared to. But now, I knew. She was standing right in front of me. "There's another question I know you want to ask." She nodded her head as she looked at me.
"What was that thing in my apartment last night? Really?" she asked.
"Thing is a pretty good description," I said. "That is why our benefactors have spent the last two millennia training me. Some would call it a demon, but it's not. Are you familiar with the theoretical multiverse?"
"I've heard the term, but I can't say I know that much about it," she said.
"There are theories that say we live in just one of many parallel dimensions, or universes. It turns out those theories are true. But there's more. The dimension we know as reality is occupied by another -- one in which the rules of time and space we know do not apply.
"The beast that occupied your body last night is from that dimension, and it is one of many that have found a way to bridge the void between our dimensions," I told her.
"What?" she asked, shocked. "What kind of creatures are these?"
"Let me put it this way," I said. "When you were a little girl, did you ever feel like there was something under your bed or hiding in your closet? Like a monster?"
"Yeah," she said. "But don't all kids go through that?"
"I'm sure they do," I said. "These beasts are like those imaginary monsters. They're corruptible things, with no sense of morality or right and wrong. They find targets here they can undermine and corrupt. Their goal, simply put, is to seek out and destroy anyone they can."
"Why can't these benefactors deal with them?" she asked.
"They cannot remain in our dimension for long -- only a few minutes at most, and that's why they recruited us. But to adequately deal with these creatures, we have to be prepared. The initial preparation takes over 30 years, and that's why I was gone so long the first time."
"You never told me. Who ARE these benefactors? Are they... aliens or something?" she asked. I shook my head.
"You mean extra-terrestrials," I said. "No. They are human, much like us. Only, they have been enhanced. They come from one of the many dimensions in the multiverse. They call themselves the Errnocht. In their language, it means 'guardian.'"
"Guardian of what?" she asked.
"The space-time continuum," I said. "They work mostly in the void between the dimensions. Their DNA was enhanced to remain in the void, where they could best monitor the other dimensions. As a result, their life-spans were greatly increased. But that came with a price. They can not spend much time in any one dimension -- even their own. So they recruited and trained men and women like myself to confront and defeat the creatures." Just then, my phone buzzed. I looked and read the message: "Analysis complete."
"Please, come with me," I told Noemi. I went to a door at the far end of the corridor and placed my hand on the reader. I heard the latch click open and went inside, holding the door open for Noemi to follow.
"What is all this?" she asked, looking around at the strange equipment in the room.
"Equipment provided to me by the Errnocht," I said. "Most of it is for tracking the creatures, but some is for analysis." I pulled a sheet of paper lying face down on a printer. I read the report and looked at Noemi. "I have a slight confession to make," I told her.
"What's that?" she asked, concerned.
"Last night, I took a sample of your DNA while you were unconscious," I said. "I apologize for intruding upon you like that, but with your resemblance to my wife, I felt it was necessary."
"I understand," she said, although her expression said she wasn't too happy. "You could have just asked, though. So, what did you learn?"
"I ran a comparative analysis between the DNA sample I took from you last night and the blood on Noei's cloth," I said. "You can see for yourself," I added, handing her the paper, and she took it and read through it twice.
"This says there's a 99.75 percent match between the two samples," she said. "How is that possible? The blood on that cloth is over 2,000 years old."
"I cannot fully explain it myself," I said. "I know the Errnocht engage in DNA manipulation, and that's what they did to me and the others they recruited. But I wasn't aware their work went beyond their recruits."
"Are you saying I was... genetically altered?" she asked.
"I don't think so," I said. "It's more likely they somehow introduced various genes into your ancestors over time."
"To what end?" she asked. I looked at her carefully before speaking. She reminded me so much of the woman I married so long ago, the woman who held my heart and bore my children. If that analysis was correct, the woman in front of me was, for all practical purposes, my Noei.
"Perhaps to eventually reunite me with her," I said quietly. Just then, I heard a ping from another device and realized it was my communication station. I looked and saw the round monitor light up. Colors swirled on the display, much like the old television picture tubes did when degaussed.
"What's that?" Noemi asked.
"The Errnocht. They wish to communicate," I said. I knew the DNA analysis had triggered communication, so I wasn't surprised they would contact me. I went to the station and performed the necessary adjustments. Soon, we were looking at a man wearing a gray jumpsuit.
"Svan," I said, addressing the man by his name. "What can I do for you?"
"It is good to see you, Steve," Svan said. "Is this her?" he asked, looking in Noemi's direction. I turned to look at her before answering.
"Yes," I said. Svan nodded his head.
"She looks very much like your Noei, doesn't she?" he asked.
"Yes, she does," I said. Noemi stepped up to the monitor and spoke up.
"'SHE' is right here, and you can speak to me directly," Noemi said. "What is the meaning of this report?"
"The report verifies that your DNA is a match to the blood on the cloth once owned by Steve's wife," Svan said.
"I figured that," Noemi said. "Was I genetically modified?"
"No," Svan said. "You are the direct result of a union between your father and mother."
"How does that possibly explain this?" Noemi asked, holding up the report.
"You appear to be upset," Svan said. "There is no need. Yes, we introduced individual genomes into your ancestors over the years. Still, as it so happens, both of your parents were in Noei's bloodline, and that made our job much easier."
"So you knew this would be the outcome?" Noemi asked.
"Yes," Svan eventually said. "Although, to be honest, we did not expect such a close match to the original for at least another two or three generations. Perhaps that is why the creature Steve tracked targeted you in the first place."
"You mean, I was targeted by that... thing?" she asked. Svan nodded his head.
"Yes, Noemi," he said. "It hoped to use you to get to Steve. And others will follow once they learn the first was destroyed."
"Terrific," Noemi said. "So now what do I do?"
"Follow Steve's lead," Svan said. "Or better yet, join with him. You are... drawn to him, are you not?"
"Well, yeah, I guess you could say that," she said.
"Of course you are," Svan said. "It's in your DNA, and you cannot help but be drawn to him. And he to you."
"But, I have a job. A career and I can't have Steve follow me at work," she said. "No offense," she said, looking at me.
"None taken," I said.
"You are a lawyer with McMaster and Howe, is that right?" Svan asked.
"Yes," she said. "How did you know that?"
"We know a lot about you, Ms. Schlager," Svan said. "You were turned down for a partnership not too long ago, weren't you?" Noemi looked down at the floor for a moment, her face red.
"Yes," she finally said.
"Would you care to explain why?" Svan asked. She closed her eyes for a moment and wiped a tear as it fell down her cheek.
"I really don't want to get into that," she said quietly.
"Isn't it because you refused to have sex with Derek Howe, one of the senior partners?" Svan asked. She looked up, and her face was red with embarrassment.
"Yes," she said. "How did you know?"
"As I indicated, we know much about you," he said. "In fact, he laughed when you threatened him with a sexual harassment lawsuit, didn't he?"
"Yes, he did," she said.



"What did he tell you?" Svan asked.
"He said my career was basically at a dead end," she said. "Unless, of course, I had a change of heart."
"And have you?" Svan asked.
"No," she said.
"In fact, you've been working on getting out of there, haven't you?" Svan asked.
"I have," she said. "But so far, nothing has worked out."
"And that's because Derek put the word out about you," Svan said. "But you've already suspected that, haven't you?" She nodded her head. "So why not just leave? Hand in your resignation and walk out the door."
"I need a job," she said. "I have obligations. Bills to pay."
"So, you would leave if you had a way to take care of your financial obligations?" Svan asked.
"I would," she said. Svan smiled and gave me a knowing look. After 2,000 years, I knew what he was thinking and needed no explanation. I nodded my head in understanding.
"Then come work for me," I said. "You can even stay here if you wish."
"What would I do?" she asked.
"A bit of this, a bit of that," I said. "I could use someone to back me up. I'll train you on whatever you need. Think of it as a career change."
"Are you sure you can afford me? I make quite a bit," she said.
"Money is not a problem," I told her. She looked around the room for a bit as she thought about her options. Then she nodded her head.
"I'll do it," she said. "When can I start?"
"Right now, if you wish," I said.
"What the hell," she said. "I'll do it."
"Welcome aboard, Noemi," Svan said with a smile. "Prepare for the adventure of your life. I must go now, Steve. The comm window is closing. We'll be in touch."
"Very well," I said as the monitor went dark. I opened a drawer and pulled out a spiral metal armband. Noemi looked at it, her brows furrowed.
"What is that?" she asked.
"A piece of jewelry," I told her. "It hasn't been worn for 2,000 years. It's been updated with something to protect you from the creatures." I slid it up her left arm and was amazed that it fit her just like it did Noei. I pressed a symbol etched into the metal and knew the circuitry was active. She ran her fingers over it as she examined it.
"This was worn by her, wasn't it?" she asked. "I saw it in one of your pictures."
"Yes, it was," I said. Her eyes suddenly went wide, and she looked at me.
"Your name. It was Artebudz, wasn't it?" she asked. I specifically avoided mentioning that name to her. "That's what your mother called you."
"How did you know that?" I asked.
"I don't know. It just... came to me," she said.
"Do you know what it means?" I asked. She looked at my crotch, and a smile began to grow on her face.
"I'm not sure, but I get the impression it has to do with your, um, equipment," she said with a sly smile. I smiled back. She was close.
"The name roughly translates to 'bear penis' in English," I said. "My mother said I was quite well-endowed. Even as a little boy."
"Bear penis?" she asked. "Seriously?"
"Yeah," I said, somewhat sheepishly. "Not a name I would give a boy in this day and age."
"I would hope not," she said.
Over the rest of the weekend, she moved her things into my house and took over one of the upstairs apartments. The following week, she put her condo up for sale and quit her job. Derek demanded to know where she was going.
"Someplace where I'm appreciated," she told him before walking out of his office. I spent the next month training her on the equipment, and Svan helped her connect her laptop to the network I had set up in the equipment room.
She became pretty good at tracking the creatures, and I found her a tremendous asset while working in the field. I started training her to fight and found her to be a natural. It was almost as if her muscles already knew how to wield a sword. She would certainly have been welcome in my village all those years ago.
More than once, I had to control myself around her. Over the next two months, I found myself quite attracted to her, just as I was drawn to Noei. I had a feeling she was attracted to me as well but wasn't quite sure how to deal with it. More than once, I saw her staring at the images hanging in the gallery, studying every detail.
Svan had told me that over time, her genetic memory would return. He suggested I let her develop independently and not push the issue. He warned me that she would be practically insatiable when her memory came back. I took his suggestions to heart. And I'm glad I did.
I came home from a particularly grueling encounter in San Francisco and was greeted by something I hadn't seen in, well, 2,000 years. Noemi stood in the main hallway, wearing only a short white robe. The front was open, and I could see the swell of her bare breasts and her hard erect nipples.
She had shaved her pubic region, and her face sported the same blue design I had seen on Noei many times. I was stunned at this vision of loveliness and stood, frozen in place. She walked up to me, removing her robe, and all she wore was the spiral metal armband. She wrapped her arms around me and gave me a scorching hot tongue kiss as she began tearing at my clothes.
Soon, she had me naked and took my growing cock in her hands. She looked at me with lust in her eyes and smiled.
"I've waited 2,000 years for this, my love," she said as she stroked my hard cock. "And I won't wait another minute. Take me to bed, my husband." I picked her up and carried her up the stairs to my bedroom. I put her on the bed and covered her beautiful body with kisses.
"Quit teasing," she hissed. "Take me, my warrior. I need a real man, not some limp-dicked pencil-pushing soy-boy. Make me your woman again." Who was I to argue? She spread her legs wide and took my hard cock in her hands. "Fuck me with this monster," she said. "Fuck me, now! And don't ever stop."
We both gasped as I entered her. She was tight, hot, and wet. So much so that I nearly erupted inside her the moment I was in her. I began fucking her the way Noei liked, and soon, she was matching me thrust for thrust, the way Noei used to do. I heard her moaning in my ear and realized she was speaking in our native language.
Svan was right -- this woman was insatiable. It was as if she was trying to make up for 2,000 years in one night. I never felt anything so incredibly satisfying in my life. My wife -- my soul mate, the mother of my children -- was back! I filled her with my seed, and still, she screamed for more. We continued fucking for what seemed like hours before we finally collapsed in each other's arms.
"Wow," I said, holding her tight. "What brought all that on?"
"I remembered," she said quietly. "I remembered everything. The way you used to hold me. The way we made love to each other. I remembered how you held me even though I was old and wrinkled. I remembered telling you that you didn't have to, that I understood. But you said I am your wife, and you love me, no matter what. You held onto me, even as I took my last breath. You have no idea what that means to me."
She rolled over and looked at me, tears falling down her face.
"I missed you so much all those years you were gone. But I knew in my heart you were still alive. And you proved me right. And I promise I will stand at your side from now on. You are my husband. You always have been, and you always will be," she said. "For all time." She rolled on top of me, taking my cock in her hand. She stroked me with her hands until I got hard again.
"There was a day when we struck fear in our enemies," she said. "And together, we will do so again, my husband." She positioned herself above my hard cock and lowered herself on me. "Say it with me, Arte," she said, using the shortened version of my name the way Noei once did. "Declare it to the world!" I knew what she meant.
"SEMPER INVICTUS!" we declared together as we became one flesh.
...
More to come...
Notes: There actually was a kingdom called Noricum that sat just north of modern Italy. The capital city was named Noreia, and its location has yet to be verified, although some believe they have found it. At some point, Noricum became a Roman province. I have found several dates for that in my research, ranging from 47 BC to about 111 AD.
With all this in mind, I took some artistic license regarding the actual history. For the strict perfectionists and those who are no doubt Googling all of this, please save yourself the time and trouble. As I stated earlier, this is a work of fiction, not a docu-drama.
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End of "Semper Invictus 01: Drawn"
"I remembered," she said quietly. "I remembered everything. The way you used to hold me. The way we made love to each other. I remembered how you held me even though I was old and wrinkled. I remembered telling you that you didn't have to, that I understood. But you said I am your wife, and you love me, no matter what. You held onto me, even as I took my last breath. You have no idea what that means to me."
She rolled over and looked at me, tears falling down her face.
"I missed you so much all those years you were gone. But I knew in my heart you were still alive. And you proved me right. And I promise I will stand at your side from now on. You are my husband. You always have been, and you always will be," she said. "For all time." She rolled on top of me, taking my cock in her hand. She stroked me with her hands until I got hard again.
"There was a day when we struck fear in our enemies," she said. "And together, we will do so again, my husband." She positioned herself above my hard cock and lowered herself on me. "Say it with me, Arte," she said, using the shortened version of my name the way Noei once did. "Declare it to the world!" I knew what she meant.
"SEMPER INVICTUS!" we declared together as we became one flesh.
...
And now, "Semper Invictus 02: Quartered"
Three months later:
The creatures considered each other as they stalked their prey. They had been told this convention was a target-rich environment, and their leaders had been right. There was plenty of available and willing female flesh on display here. They remained in the shadows, debating which female to occupy. There were other creatures like them here, but they were told to refrain from gathering in one place.
"They all look so... inviting," one creature said to the other.
"And tasty," the other replied. They laughed wickedly at that. Fortunately, the humans would not be able to hear them.
"There's one," the first creature said, looking at a curvy brunette in a short skirt. "And she's married."
"Even better," the second creature said. "That blonde over there looks to be a good choice as well."
"And she's married also. Seize the flesh," the first creature responded.
"I will," the second beast said before slithering alongside the unsuspecting blonde. "It's gonna be a hot time in town tonight."
"You know it," the first beast said before entering the married brunette.
...
The last three months had been very interesting ones. I had spent much of that time training Noei/Noemi on the equipment in the lab, and worked with her as much as possible in the gym. Her muscle memory was definitely there, although her muscle strength wasn't quite where it needed to be.
I knew that it was only a matter of time before she would be back in fighting shape, so that wasn't an issue. The issue at this juncture was reconciling the two personalities that seemed to occupy the same body.
On one hand was Noemi Schlager, a highly-educated 21st century woman who loved watching Hallmark movies and tending to the plants she now had scattered about the large house. On the other was my wife, Noei -- a strong, Celtic woman from before what was now considered the "common era."
To give an example of the contrast between the two personalities, Noemi loved romantic movies and would often tear up while watching the men get on one knee to propose to their women. Noei, on the other hand, felt that no self-respecting man would ever get on his knees in supplication to a woman -- not even to beg her hand in marriage. To her, if a man wanted a woman, he simply needed to tell her. It was her decision to accept or not. This, of course, was largely due to the society where the two of us were raised.
Both personalities were a product of their upbringing and environment. I realized this early on, but never fully considered that both would exist in the same individual. At times, I found myself often wondering which personality I faced.
There was no doubt which personality came forward the day Derek Howe, her former boss, came to the house. We had just come out of the gym after a strenuous workout. She liked to wear her face paint when she trained, removing it afterward when she showered. We were on the ground floor of the house when we heard the doorbell ring.
Noei opened the door wearing her paint and her short robe with her hair pulled back and tied in a ponytail. Derek stood there, shocked, as he looked at her.
"Noemi, is that you?" he asked.
"What do you want?" she barked.
"We've been trying to get in touch with you for a while," he said. "Some questions have come up about the Silverman case. What is that on your face? What have you done with yourself?"
"I'm finding myself," she snapped. "Look, you ditched me, remember? Everything I had on the Silverman case is in my file. Now, leave. Before I get pissed off." Derek tried to push his way into the house.
"Noemi, if you're being abused, I need to know," he said. "What's going on here?"
"None of your damned business," she snarled. "Now GET OUT!" He recoiled from her and took note of the murderous look on her face and the fighting stance she had adopted. He finally backed out, holding up his hands.
"Alright, Noemi, I'm leaving," he finally said. "But if you need any help, you have my number."
"Oh, I have your number alright," she hissed. She slammed the door after he left.
"Are you okay?" I asked her.
"Yes, I'm fine," she said, wrapping her arms around me. "Now that you're with me." I held her for a few moments, but she broke out of my grasp. "If you'll excuse me, I really do have to take a shower."
"Of course," I said, watching her walk away with more than a little bit of concern.
Svan, my Errnocht counselor and benefactor, suggested I let her find her own compromise. He had always been right before, so I decided to accept his wisdom this time as well.
I was in the lab, going over my latest activity report to the Errnocht, when Noemi called out to me. She was watching something happen on the tracking monitor and wanted to alert me.
"Arte, there's something here I think you should see," she said, using the shortened version of my birth name. I walked to her and looked at the monitor. What I saw concerned me -- according to this, there were several creatures congregating at a downtown hotel.
"How many are you tracking?" I asked.
"It seems there are seven at the hotel," she said. "Have you ever seen this before?"
"No, I can't say that I have," I said. It was rare to see two creatures within a few miles of each other, but in all the years I had been tracking these things I had never seen so many concentrated at one place before. That's not exactly correct. There was one other time, but that was more than 70 years ago. "What's going on at that hotel, anyway?" She pulled up a website and we both read that a convention of real estate agents was taking place there.
"Are you going there?" she asked. I shook my head.
"No. There are too many of them, and that's far too public a venue," I said. "Any confrontation there would certainly attract local law enforcement, and that's the last thing we need. For now, tag those creatures and keep an eye out for them. I'll need to contact Svan." I went to the comm panel and made the connection.
"Steve, I was wondering when I would hear from you," he said when the connection was complete.
"Are you seeing this?" I asked.
"Yes," Svan said. "And for what it's worth, it's not just in your dimension. We're seeing this across the multiverse."
"Do you think this is coordinated?" I asked.
"It's difficult to say," he told us. "We have never known them to coordinate anything before, at least not to this extent. Until now, we've always believed they acted mostly on instinct. This is a whole new development. You're not planning to go after the whole bunch of them, are you?"
"No," I said. "Too many and too public. Too much of a chance that local LEOs will get involved. Right now, we're just tagging them. We'll keep an eye on their movements and see what they do."
"I think that's wise," Svan said. "We've heard from the others in your dimension, and they have reported the same activity. Like you, they've opted to monitor the situation for now."
"I'll keep you updated," I said.
"Yes, please do," Svan said before ending the connection.
"So, what do we do now?" Noemi asked.
"We watch... and wait," I told her.
...
Sharon Williams was feeling rather excited as she ground her body into the man dancing with her. This convention was a much-needed break from her rather dull, boring life at home. Married for five years to Ron, she had -- at least up until now -- been completely faithful and managed to brush off the many offers for illicit sex that had come her way.
But now, she felt her inhibitions slipping away. Watching the tall, handsome man eyeing her body as they danced, she had a wicked idea, and slipped her panties down her bare legs, making sure he got a good look at her trimmed bush and wet slit.
She handed the tiny undergarment to the man with a wicked smile and nearly came as he held them to his nose, inhaling her aroma. She had never done anything like this before, not even with her husband. But for some reason, she had an overwhelming, almost primal, urge to get naked and fuck. And she didn't care who she was with.
"What do you say we blow this joint and go upstairs?" she asked, her body overwhelmed with lust.
"But you're married," he said, holding her hand. Her smile widened.
"So what? You are too," she said, looking at his ring.
"So I am," he said, taking a glance at his ring. "What would your husband say?"
"Who cares? He's not here. You are. And I'm fucking horny as hell," she hissed.
"Well, then, let's go," he said, taking her hand. They left the dance floor and headed for the elevator that would take them upstairs. She began tearing at his clothes before they even got to the room. Once inside, they got naked and fell on the bed. All she wanted at that moment was cock.
After they finished, she ran a finger through her sopping wet pussy. She felt his cum running out of her and wondered if she would get pregnant. Oddly enough, she felt no guilt for what she had just done. For the first time since her wedding, a strange man's cock had filled her pussy with cum. She had even taken that cock into her mouth and swallowed his semen, something she hadn't even done with Ron.
"Wow," the man said. "That was fantastic. You must've really been horny."
"Yes, I was," she said. "By the way, you never told me your name."
"Jake," he said. "Jake Albertson. From New York."
"Well, Jake Albertson from New York, that was the best fuck I've had in a very long time," she said. "Think you have another one like that in you?"
"I think I can manage that," he said with a smile. As he pounded into her pussy yet again, she felt a strange warmth spread in her body. I could get used to this, she thought. And if Ron doesn't like it, that's just too bad.
...
"I've managed to identify the hosts for those creatures," Noemi said as I watched their movements on the monitor before me. She put seven pictures on the large monitors I had on the wall. All of them were very attractive women from around the country. I focused on a brunette who seemed to live closest to us -- Sharon Williams, a real estate agent who worked out of an office only 50 miles from our location.
"They're all married women," Noemi said. "Is that normal? Do they always go after women?"
"Not always," I said, glancing at the monitor on the wall where we had been monitoring the news from Ukraine.
"You think maybe Putin might be possessed by one of those things?" she asked.
"It's a possibility. It's happened before," I said.
"Oh? When?" she asked, shocked.
"During the Second World War," I said. "We got word that several of Hitler's closest lieutenants were occupied. We believed Hitler himself may have been occupied as well, but we were never able to get close enough to verify it." She looked at me, shocked.
"And you know this for a fact?" she asked. I nodded my head.
"Yes, but it's still classified by the Errnocht, so I can't get into it much beyond that," I said quietly before looking back at the seven pictures she had put up. "What can you tell me about this one?" I asked, pointing to Sharon. Noemi did a search and looked back up at me when she finished.
"Her name is Sharon Williams, but you already know that," Noemi said. "She has worked as a real estate agent for the last six years and has been married to Ronald Williams for five years. He is an investment banker and they currently have no children. Basically, they are your average married couple, at least for this time and place. Nothing about them seems to stand out. Are you planning to confront her first?"
"Possibly," I said. "She's the closest to us."
"I want to go with you when you do confront her," Noemi said.
"I do not think that would not be wise," I said.
"Why? You've been training me. I feel stronger than I have in a very long time. You and I have faced our enemies together before. And you know that I fear no man," she said.
"I know that. But these... things... aren't human. Simply put, you are not ready," I said.
"You know I can handle anything you can," she said. "I've proven that more than once," she added in a defensive tone.
"Come with me," I said, getting out of my seat.
"Where are we going?" she asked.
"To the gym," I said. Noemi followed as I walked to the gym. I went to a display case on the wall and opened it up. I looked at the collection of blades and found what I was looking for -- a razor-sharp Japanese katana blade. I pulled it out and handed it to her. She took it with a confused expression on her face. I pulled my shirt off and tossed it on the floor.
"Take my arm off, if you can," I said.
"What?" she asked.
"Do it. You know how to use that blade. Try to slice my arm off," I said. "I'll even stand perfectly still while you do. Come on. Do it!"
"But..."
"No buts! No hesitation! Swing the blade," I commanded. "And don't you dare hold back." Shaking her head, she took the sword and swung at my right arm. When it struck my arm, the blade quivered, then flew out of her hand and she fell backwards, landing on the floor. The sword clattered when it hit the floor of the gym, some 20 feet away. There was a red mark where the blade hit, but no other damage.
"For every action, there is an equal and opposite reaction," I said as I walked to her. I held out my hand and she took it. I pulled her up and she inspected my arm where the blade hit.
"Wh...What happened?" she asked. "That strike should've taken your arm off."
"And it would've if I hadn't been ready," I told her. "Let me explain. After I was recruited by the Errnocht, my body was changed. My skin was altered in such a way that it can sense and repel any attack against it. The more force that is applied, the stronger the reaction."
"But your skin doesn't feel that way to me," she said.
"No, because yours is the touch of a loving wife, not the assault of an enemy," I said. "Have you looked closely at the pictures I have captured of these beasts?"
"Not that closely," she said. "Why?" I walked to a computer monitor that sat on a desk by the wall. I pulled up a photo of a beast I had captured during a confrontation.
"Look at the tail," I said. "You see those spines on it?"
"Yes," she said.
"These creatures use those tails like a whip. Those spines are harder and sharper than that katana blade you just used," I said. "With that tail and those spines, these creatures can slice a man to ribbons in the blink of an eye. Unless, of course, that man is ready." Her face turned white as I spoke. "Like I said, you are not ready."
"Have you ever been hit by one of those things?" she asked.
"A few times," I said. "Knocked me on my ass and hurt like hell. The last time, I wore a jacket with Kevlar plates. Thing sliced through the Kevlar like a hot knife through butter. But never broke my skin."
"Oh my God," she said. "I'm so sorry, Arte. I had no idea. Can you forgive me for being so brash?"
"There's nothing to forgive," I told her with a smile. "You are a Celtic woman. Your blood is as hot and passionate today as it was 2,000 years ago. It's one of the reasons I fell in love with you. Never apologize for being who and what you are." She smiled back and her face turned red.
"But wouldn't this arm band protect me?" she asked. I shook my head.
"That only keeps the beast from entering your body. I have something similar in this ring," I said, holding up my right hand. "It doesn't prevent an assault, however."
"Couldn't something like that be given to everyone?" she asked.
"Not practical," I said. "There are some six billion people on this planet. Multiply that by the number of all the inhabited planets of all the dimensions in the multiverse. The Errnocht simply doesn't have the resources for something like that. They've also tried protecting large areas with a single unit, but that turned out to be disastrous."
"Oh? What happened?" she asked.
"Something went haywire. I'm not entirely certain what. At any rate, there's now one less version of Earth in the multiverse," I said.
"So how do you fight them?" she asked.
"The trick is to catch them by surprise, while they're still in their human host," I said. "As long as they occupy their host, they cannot bring their tail to bear. And a normal blade won't work on them."
"So what do you use?" she asked. I went to another table and picked up what looked like a long-handled screwdriver.
"This," I said. "The Errnocht call it a transector. Basically, it's an electronic sword. It's designed to kill the beast without permanently damaging the host. It works most of the time."
"Most of the time?" she asked. I pressed a button on the side of the handle and a "blade" appeared. Pressing another button, the "blade" appeared to erupt in flame.



"Yes, most of the time," I said. "Sometimes, the host is affected, but that's usually a result of the beast trying to escape the body."
"I wondered how you managed to hide such a long blade under that jacket," she said. I chuckled and turned the transector off.
"Now you know," I said, putting the transector down.
"I still want to face these things with you," she said. "It's my right to fight at your side. It's where I belong." I nodded my head and took her in my arms. I felt so proud to have her with me.
"I understand. But not until you're ready," I said. "I lost you once already. I don't think I could stand losing you again. Not after all this time."
"How long does it take to get ready?" she asked.
"It took about 35 years for the Errnocht to prepare me the first time," I said. "Of course, that was 2,000 years ago. A lot has changed since then. They've improved the process quite a bit, from what I understand. I'm not really sure how long it would take."
"I want to do it," she said. "Even if it takes 35 years, that is nothing compared to eternity."
"Are you absolutely certain about that?" I asked. "There is a price to pay for this, after all."
"What price?" she asked.
"Once you are prepared, you will never be able to have children," I said. "Are you willing to pay that price?"
"I have already given birth to two wonderful boys," she said. "You are my husband. I have never been more certain of anything in my life." I felt pride as I held her in my arms and considered her sweet, round face. At that moment, I never felt more in love with anyone as I did with her.
"Very well," I said. "I will confer with Svan."
"Thank you," she said. The next thing I knew, we were on the floor in a passionate embrace.
...
Sharon Williams prepared to leave the hotel, now that the convention was over. Before last night, she never would have even considered cheating on her husband. Now, it was almost all she could think about. It was as if something inside her had changed, like a switch had been thrown.
She turned and looked at Brenda Harrison, an agent from a town not too far from her own. She also appeared to have changed a bit.
"So, are you ready to get back to the grind?" Brenda asked.
"Not really," Sharon said. "But I guess all good things have to come to an end. It was a good convention. I had a really good time. How about you?"
"It really got good last night," Brenda said with a slight smile. "I feel... liberated, somehow."
"Yeah. Me too," Sharon said. "Maybe it was something we ate last night. I guess I'd better be heading back. Call me sometime if you're in town and we can go for a drink or something, okay?"
"Sure," Brenda said with a smile. "I'd like that. We can compare notes or something." The two women exchanged hugs and went their separate ways. As Sharon drove, she thought about what happened the previous night, and what happened earlier that morning. It had been some time since she had given her husband a wake-up blowjob.
As she thought about it, her hand went to her skirt. Raising the skirt, she slipped a finger under her panties and felt the wetness between her legs. It's just sex, she thought. Ron doesn't have to know. And if he did, so what? He wasn't hurt by it. Besides, he wasn't there to tend to her needs. She needed a cock, and she got one.
All the excuses went through her mind as she drove. As the miles went by, she found herself getting excited -- again. She saw the exit and looked at the sign advertising the truck stop. Yes, there would be plenty of strange cock here for her to sample. She might be a bit later than she planned getting home to Ron, but so what? Maybe I'll bring him a nice wet surprise, she thought with a smile as she made the exit.
...
"So, where is she now?" I asked after we returned from the gym. Noemi looked at her monitor before responding.
"It looks like she's at the truck stop at the Indian Trail Road exit, just south of town," she said.
"It'll take me about 35 minutes to get there," I said. "Keep an eye on that one, let me know if there's any movement."
"Alright," she said. "Be careful, Arte," she added, giving me a kiss.
"I will," I told her, returning the kiss. Once I had everything I needed, I headed for my truck. I put the tracker in its holder, inserted the Bluetooth receiver in my ear and drove out. It was dark by the time I arrived at the truck stop. The marker indicated the beast inside Sharon was still here.
"She's moved some, but not much," I heard Noemi say in the Bluetooth receiver. I found a spot and parked. After I turned on the GoPro camera attached to my jacket, I pulled the tracker and followed the signal to a white truck with a large sleeper cab. According to the tracker, the creature -- presumably still inside Sharon -- was inside that cab. I hid and watched the cab.
After a half hour, the cab door opened and I watched her climb out. She stood still for a few moments, holding on to a mirror for support. When she moved away, I followed her. She made her way to a cinder block partition that held a couple of green dumpsters. As I watched, she bent over and threw up. I pulled out my transector and activated it.
Sharon saw the light reflection from my transector and turned to look at me. I saw the beast try to extricate itself from her body when it realized its time was nearing an end.
"YOU!" the Sharon/Beast screamed.
"Semper Invictus," I declared as I sliced through the beast inside Sharon. The thing writhed on the asphalt in front of Sharon for a few seconds before disappearing in a puff of smoke. The "heart" of the thing lay on the tarmac, pulsating red. I picked it up and crumbled it in my hands. Wiping the dust off of me, I looked and saw Sharon staring at me, her eyes wide, her face a ghastly white. She sat down on a concrete parking stop and regarded me before speaking.
"Wh... What happened? What was that thing?" she asked.
"Judging from the copious amounts of semen on you, I would suspect you've had sex with at least six men," I told her.
"Seven, counting Jake Albertson from New York," she said quietly.
"Of course. At the hotel," I said. I could see she was about to go into shock, so I pulled a bottle of water from inside my jacket and a packet of powder. I opened the bottle and poured the powder inside, then shook the bottle. I had seen this hundreds of times before, so I always came prepared.
"You never answered my question," she said quietly. "What was that... thing?" I handed her the bottle.
"Drink that. It'll help restore your body," I said. She took the bottle and gulped half of it down in no time. "Careful. Not too much." I looked back at where the creature had been. "That thing entered your body at the hotel."
"Is that what made me do what I did?" she asked, still in shock.
"It helped," I said. "It removed your inhibitions, fed off your inner desires, amplified them, helped you justify your actions in your mind."
"What do I do now?" she asked. "What will I tell my husband? Oh, God, what have I done?"
"I am not a marriage counselor, so I'm not going to be much help in that regard," I told her. "Do you love him?"
"More than anything," she said, tears falling down her face. "I've never even considered cheating on him before. Ever."
"Then I suggest you tell him the truth," I said.
"What? That a creature entered my body and helped me act like a slut? He'll never believe me," she said.
"Probably not," I said. I pulled a card from my pocket and handed it to her. "Feel free to have him contact me if you think it'll help. In the meantime, I suggest you clean yourself up. They have showers here. Perhaps you should take advantage of that. I would also suggest you get checked for STDs at your earliest convenience."
"Oh crap," she moaned. "I didn't even think of that."
"No, I imagine not," I said.
"Are there any more of those... things out there?" she asked.
"Yes, there are," I told her. "But I doubt they'll come back for you. They almost never occupy the same body twice."
"You sound like you know a lot about these things," she said.
"Enough," I said. "Are you feeling any better?"
"Yes, I am now, thank you," she said. "And thank you for getting that thing out of me."
"You're welcome," I said. "Can you manage on your own now or do you need help?"
"I can manage now," she said. "Thank you for asking."
"You're welcome, Mrs. Williams," I said, standing up. "Say nothing about this encounter to anyone but your husband. And don't forget to have him contact me."
"I won't," she said. I checked my tracker and found there was nothing requiring my attention here, so I bought a cup of coffee and went back to my truck.
"Did you catch all of that?" I asked Noemi when I settled into the cab of my truck.
"All of it," she said. "Do you think her husband will contact you?"
"I don't know," I said.
"That poor woman," she said. "What do you think will happen to her?"
"Can't say for sure," I said. "I have a feeling she'll end up divorced, though. Anyway, I'm on my way home."
"Okay, sweetheart," she said. I fired up the truck and headed home.
...
The next day, I received a call from a quite upset Ron Williams. I was surprised to hear from him so soon. To be honest, I was surprised to hear from him at all. He wanted to know what happened to his wife at the truck stop. Rather than get into it over the phone, I suggested he meet me at the coffee shop at the truck stop. He agreed and said he would meet me there that afternoon.
I was sitting in a booth at the shop when he walked in. He was a bit taller than me and sported a full head of dark, well-styled hair. It almost looked as if each strand was glued in place. Everything about him screamed, "investment banker." He looked down at me when he reached the booth.
"Steve Iverson?" he asked. I stood and shook his hand.
"You must be Ron Williams," I said. "How is Mrs. Williams, by the way?"
"A bit shaken, a little jumpy," Ron said.
"That's quite normal under the circumstances," I said. "Care for a cup of coffee? Believe it or not, they make a pretty good cappuccino. My treat."
"Yeah, why not," he said. I ordered a cappuccino for him and another for myself. "So, why did you want to meet here?" he asked.
"I have a video to show you," I said. "And I thought I'd show you the scene of the crime, as it were."
"You have video?" he asked. "Are you one of those creeps who gets off on taking videos of women having sex or something?"
"No, not at all," I said. "What did your wife tell you?"
"She gave me some outlandish story about being... possessed... by something that made her act like a slut," he said. "Naturally, I thought her story was a crock of shit. But I knew she was telling me the truth. She has this little tell... When she lies, the corner of her left eye twitches just a bit. There was none of that.
"When she gave me your card, I honestly thought you were the one she screwed around with. I had every intention of punching you in the nose, but I wanted to meet you first. Get your story." I laughed at that. By then our coffee arrived.
"Well, before you try to punch me in the nose, perhaps you should take a look at this," I said, turning my tablet so he could see the video of my encounter with her and the beast that had possessed her. His eyes grew wide as he watched, then he watched it again.
"What's with this 'semper invictus' stuff?" he asked.
"That's Latin," I said. "It's something I do..."
"So, you've had experience with these... things, then?" he asked.
"Yes," I said.
"You know, when Sharon told me what happened, I thought she had gone crazy," he said. "I thought she was trying to put one over on me. I've known her for years. In all that time, she's never once lied to me. I quite frankly didn't know what to think. Until you showed me that video, I was convinced it was all a bunch of bullshit."
"As you saw, I told her she should be honest with you," I said. "She said you probably wouldn't believe her and I agreed. If I were in your shoes, I'd probably react the same way."
"And that... thing... made her do all that stuff?" he asked.
"That's where it gets a bit dicey," I said.
"Oh? How so?" he asked.
"These creatures lower inhibitions. They feed off of hidden desires, amplify them, then feed them back. They technically don't make anyone do anything," I said.
"Are you saying my wife wanted to be a slut?" Ron asked, his anger rising.
"No," I said. "I'm not saying that at all. I'm sure under normal conditions, your wife probably would not have done what she did yesterday. You're aware of Ecstasy and other drugs that lower inhibitions, right?"
"Yes," he said.
"Multiply that by about 1,000, and that's what you have with these creatures," I said. "There's one other thing you should know."
"What's that?" he asked.
"It's not unusual for women who have had these things inside them to... seek additional outlets for their desires at some point in the future," I said.
"Are you saying my wife is going to keep on cheating, even though you killed the thing that was inside her?" Ron asked.
"I'm saying it's a distinct possibility," I said. "In my experience, about 95 percent of the women in these cases end up going outside the marriage for sex even after the creatures have been expelled from their bodies. This beast wasn't in your wife for more than 24 hours, so she might be one of the four or five percent who fully recover. There is a chance, though, that at some point, she'll want to experience what she did that night all over again."
"So, what do you suggest I do? Do I divorce her?" Ron asked.
"That's up to you. Like I told your wife, I am not a marriage counselor, so I am in no position to offer any advice," I said. "I do suggest you seek professional help and I also suggest you keep an eye on her."
"Well, I suppose forewarned is forearmed, right? If we both know this, and are ready if it surfaces, that will improve our odds, right?" he asked.
"It certainly can't hurt," I told him.
"I get the feeling you've had this talk with quite a few men," Ron finally said.
"More than you know," I said.
"So, what, exactly, are these things? Are they demons of some kind?" Ron asked.
"From your perspective, that's about as logical a conclusion as you can reach," I said. "The reality is far more complex. Suffice it to say these things are out there, and they only have one goal -- to destroy whatever they can. If you're finished with your coffee, I can show you where this confrontation took place."
"I'd like that," Ron said. We downed the rest of our coffee and I walked him outside to the area where I encountered Sharon and the creature. He looked at the spot on the ground where she had thrown up the night before and shook his head. He looked at me with sad eyes.
"Are you married?" he asked.
"Yes," I said.
"I've known Sharon for years," he said. "I never in my life thought she would reduce herself to... this. She was always so proper, so..."
"Say no more, Mr. Williams," I said. "She made her own decisions, but she was under the influence of a creature she was simply unable to resist. Hopefully, she will be able to resist temptation in the future."
"I hope so," he said sadly. "I truly hope so. Tell me, Mr. Iverson. How long have you been fighting these things?"
"Longer than you can imagine," I said.
"Well... Thank you for saving her. And thank you for your time," he said.
"You're welcome," I said. "And... good luck." We shook hands and parted ways.
...
"So, how did it go?" Noemi asked when I got home.
"Better than I thought it would," I said.
"You think he'll end up divorcing her?" she asked.
"Don't know. I get the feeling he'll try to work things out with her," I said.
"Can we talk for a bit?" she asked.
"Of course," I said. "What's on your mind?"
"I want to go in the field with you," she said. "I want to help you fight these things."
"You are helping me fight these things," I said.
"No, that's not what I meant," she said. "I want to be at your side, not stuck here watching video and tracking monitors." I knew what she meant and I knew there was no way I would win this argument. Noei had fought at my side before, and I knew she was more than capable of handling any situation. The truth was I didn't want to be separated from her again.
"I know what you mean," I said. "There's another reason, though, isn't there?"
"Yes," she said quietly. "I don't want to get old and die while you stay... young. Not again. I've been there, remember?"
"Yes, I remember," I said. "Are you absolutely certain about this?"
"I've never been more certain," she said. I couldn't argue her points. The truth was I couldn't bear to see her get old and die -- again. I don't think I could handle burying her a second time.
"Alright. Let's go talk to Svan. See what he says," I told her. We went into the workroom and I fired up the communicator. Svan's face appeared after the connection was complete.
"Steve, what can I do for you?" Svan said.
"Noei would like to join me," I said. Svan looked at me for a moment as what I said sunk in. He nodded his head and addressed Noei.
"Are you absolutely certain about this?" he asked. "Once the initial work has been done, it cannot be undone."
"I am certain," she said. "My place is at my husband's side."
"I understand," Svan said.
"How long will this take?" I asked Svan.
"We've improved and streamlined our processes a great deal since you were recruited, Steve," he said. "What used to take 35 years back then can now be done in about as many days. Perhaps less, given the preparation already done to her DNA."
"So, roughly a month, then," I said.
"About that," he said. I looked at Noei.
"Trust me, you'll never even notice the passage of time," I said.
"Then let's do it," she said. "The sooner the better."
"Alright," Svan said. "If you insist. I'll let the two of you spend the night, then we start tomorrow morning. Will that work for you, Noei?"
"It will," she said with a smile. "Thank you."
"Don't thank me just yet," he said with a smile. "Anything else?"
"Just one question," I said. "I know you've been monitoring the situation in Eastern Europe. Are the creatures involved in any of that?"
"As you know, Steve, I cannot divulge operational details. I can tell you there appears to be external involvement, but we have assets in place. Why do you ask?"
"We were talking about it earlier and were just curious," I said.
"Ah. Well, at this point, I would suggest that you focus on your area of responsibility. I assure you, if there is any need for you to know more, we'll brief you on the situation," Svan said.
"Understood," I said. "My apologies."
"No apologies necessary," Svan said. "Go on, enjoy your last evening together for a bit," he added with a smile. We ended the communication, and went upstairs for dinner. That night, Noei did her best to fuck my brains out.
...
The next day, we made the preparations as Svan directed. At the precise moment, I kissed Noei's sweet face, knowing I would not see her for another month.
"Take care of yourself, my love," she said as she lay on top of the bed. "I love you. I'll be right back. You take care of my plants and stay out of trouble now, you hear me?"
"I will," I told her. "I love you, too. And I'll be right here when you get back." I stood back and saw the familiar green orb form in the corner of the room. It flashed briefly and disappeared, along with my wife. I looked at the empty bed and wiped a tear from my eye. I knew she would be back, but I still missed her.
I went to the workroom downstairs and connected with Svan. He smiled as the connection was established.
"Do you have her?" I asked.



"We have her and she is in good hands, Steve," he said. "I'll contact you when she's ready to come home."
"Thank you, Svan," I said.
...
The next 30 days were rough. For starters, I missed having Noei in the house. I had gotten used to her smiling face and her shapely form as she tended to her plants. I enjoyed our banter as we ate together or worked together. But with her gone, the place felt... empty.
I took care of her plants as best I could, following her directions as closely as possible. The last thing I wanted was for her to return to dead foliage. But I also had a job to do. There were six other creatures that had to be dispatched, and I had no backup, which meant I had to do things the old-fashioned way, the way I used to do before Noei came back into my life. Svan was a bit shocked when he saw my planned itinerary.
"Are you sure about this, Steve?" he asked. "This schedule is a bit... aggressive. You're close to breaking the Rule of Six here." The Rule of Six was a guide the Errnocht developed to keep operatives like me from getting too much exposure to temporal anomalies emitted by the beasts.
The idea was to ensure at least six days between encounters to let the body and mind heal. Yes, there were times the rule was broken, but only in situations when it couldn't be helped.
"I can handle it," I said.
"Listen, Steve, I know what you're trying to do here," Svan said. "I understand how you might feel. But there's no reason for this. We're not in a time of war. At least not yet. I want you to re-do this schedule. Add a couple extra days between encounters."
"But the victims," I began.
"Another few days won't make any difference at this stage, Steve, and you know it," Svan said. Thing is, I knew he was right.
"Okay, Svan, I'll reschedule," I said.
"Good," he said. "Run it by me when you have it finished." I reworked the schedule and submitted it to Svan, who reluctantly approved. I kept tabs on the creatures, who were now scattered across the country. Over the 30 days Noei was gone, I managed to eliminate four of them -- with extreme prejudice.
By the time I returned from my last trip, I was actually glad Svan made me revise my schedule. I was quite tired -- and not just from the time spent traveling. I finished my activity report and took a shower, hoping to relax for the rest of the evening. I had just popped open a beer when I got a notification of an incoming message.
I went downstairs and fired up the communications console. Soon, I was looking at Svan.
"Good news, Steve," he said. "We've completed Noei's preparation and we're getting ready to return her in just a few minutes."
"How is she?" I asked.
"She is doing quite well," Svan said. "And she's anxious to get back to you. Go easy on her for a day or two. Let her get adjusted back to your dimension. She's been in stasis for the last few days. You know how you feel after your regeneration periods."
"Got it," I said. "Anything else?"
"I know the two of you still consider yourselves married, but I might suggest you make it, er, legal. Just so there's a valid paper trail. Nothing fancy -- perhaps a quiet ceremony," Svan said. "I understand there's a pastor in Noei's family and they've always wanted to see their daughter get married in their back yard."
"Are you sure that's wise?" I asked.
"Given the reporting authorities of your current time, yes," Svan said. "Half a century ago, we might've been able to get around it. These days, it's not so easy. Look, you both have had a rough month. Take a couple weeks off, get some rest, have a bit of fun. Take her to Hawaii for a nice honeymoon."
"That actually sounds nice," I said. "I haven't had a real break in a hundred years or so."
"One last thing, Steve," Svan said.
"What's that?" I asked.
"I'm resetting your biological clock so the two of you can regenerate together," Svan told me. "I thought you might appreciate that."
"Yes, I do. Thank you, Svan," I said.
"You're welcome. Now, go upstairs and get ready to welcome your wife home," he said with a smile. We ended the connection and I rushed upstairs. When I got into the room, I saw a green flash as an orb appeared in one corner. There was another flash and Noei was back in the bed. When the orb disappeared, she began to stir. I took her in my arms and held her.
"Arte, is that you?" she asked as she wiped the sleep from her eyes.
"No dear, it's the milkman," I said jokingly. She laughed as she looked at me through half-closed eyes.
Oh, okay," she joked back. Soon, we were holding each other tight in the bed. It felt so good to have her back in my arms. We dozed off and woke up when the sun began to shine in the window. I helped her up and we did our morning business before going downstairs.
"Something's on your mind, Arte," she said over breakfast. "Talk to me, sweetheart." I held her left hand and looked at it before saying anything.
"Something is missing from this hand," I said. She looked at it, confused.
"Oh? What?" she asked.
"A wedding ring," I said. It took a few seconds for it to register what I had just said.
"You mean..."
"Yes," I said. "Will you marry me... again?" She smiled as she looked at me.
"You know I will, Arte," she said. "But why? We're already married."
"Yes we are, but not so far as the current authorities are concerned," I said. "And I hear your family has always wanted to see you get married in their back yard."
"You talked to Svan, haven't you?" she asked. I nodded my head.
"Yes," I said. "He says we can take a couple weeks, get married, go to Hawaii for a honeymoon. What do you think?"
"I think that's the best idea you've had since we woke up," she said. "Tell you what. I'll give Mom and Dad a call and get things set up. I love you so much, my Celtic warrior."
"I love you more," I said, giving her a kiss.
After we ate, she made the call and the rest, as they say, was history. Her parents were thrilled to know their daughter was getting married and insisted we fly out to see them. We packed for two weeks, and made sure we each had our transectors and tracking devices, just in case. We didn't expect any trouble, but figured it was best to be prepared.
Her parents met us at the airport in Colorado Springs and drove us back to their house, a rather large place that sat on five acres in the suburbs. I found her parents, Max and Diane, to be very nice and personable. Max was a lawyer who worked for a large firm in the nearby town and Diane worked in the administration office of the nearby college.
"So, Noemi tells me you're an investigator," Max said. That was the cover we had decided on before she contacted her parents.
"That's correct," I said.
"Anything interesting?" he asked.
"Well, other than an invasion of the space-time continuum by evil creatures, not really," I said in a joking tone of voice. Max laughed at that.
"A man with a sense of humor," Max said as he slapped my shoulder. "I like that. Come on inside. I'd like to introduce you to my mother. She's retired and needs a bit of help getting around, so we let her stay with us. You know, Noemi was named after her."
"Really?" I asked.
"Yes. It's some kind of tradition. Never fully understood it myself," he said. I followed him into a large family room and saw an older woman in a chair. She looked very much like Noei when I first saw her in Noreia over two thousand years ago.
"Mom, Noemi's finance, Steve, is here," Max said.
"Please. Come closer, young man," the old woman said, holding out her hand. "My eyes aren't as good as they used to be." I walked up to the old woman and accepted her hand. She put her other hand on my face and I saw her expression change.
"Oh, my," she said quietly. "It's... you."
"Excuse me?" I asked.
"You came back. It's all true, isn't it?" she asked.
"I'm sorry. I don't know what you mean," I said.
"Something my grandmother told me just before she died," the old woman said. "An old family legend says that an ancient warrior would one day return to claim his rightful bride. And here you are."
"Oh mother. Please," Max said. "Not the old legend again." The old woman looked up at Max.
"Maximilian Schlager, have I ever been wrong about anything before?" she asked firmly.
"No, mother, you haven't," he said.
"Then kindly humor me this one time," she said. She leaned into my ear and whispered something. It was an old Noric blessing for long life and happiness, last spoken during harsh, brutal times when people didn't live much past 30 years of age. She spoke it in the old language and I felt a tear come to my eye. When she finished, she smiled and wiped the tear from my face.
"Do you understand, young Celt?" she asked. I nodded my head.
"Yes, ma'am," I said quietly. "Thank you."
"You have made an old woman very happy," she said. "And I understand it's not the first time." She looked at my fiance.
"Take care of this man, Noei," she said. "He's very special." I was surprised to hear her use the old name.
"I will, Nanna," Noei said. "I promise."
"Good," she said with a smile. "Well, Diane. Come, we have much work to do." With that, the women left the room. Max looked at me, stunned.
"I'm really sorry about that," he said. "By the way, what did she say to you?"
"It's an ancient blessing," I said. I could tell Max was confused, so I continued. "I'm a bit of an amateur historian. I've always been fascinated by ancient cultures."
"Ah, I see," Max said. "Well, thank you for humoring an old woman. She seems to like you."
"She seems to be a very nice woman," I said.
"Yes, she is," Max said. "Why don't we step into my parlor for a bit, get to know each other a little." We went into his "parlor" and he poured us each a small glass of whiskey.
"Bottoms up," he said, clicking his glass with mine.
"Nice," I said after taking a sip. "So, what's this about a legend?"
"It's something that's been passed down by the women in our family for many generations," Max said. "It's a silly little story, actually. Supposedly comes from the time of the old Celtic kingdoms. I've never put any stock in it myself."
"I like hearing old stories," I said. "What's it about?"
"Well, according to the story, there was a Celtic warrior who disappeared for many years," Max said. "His wife waited for him for some 30 years or more. He finally showed up, but by then, she was an old woman. He, on the other hand, hadn't aged a single day. How silly is that?"
"Yes, it does sound a bit silly," I said.
"Well, the legend has it that he held her in his arms as she took her last breath," Max said. "No one knows what happened to him, but the legend says that one day, he would return to reclaim his bride. It also says he would recognize a certain blessing."
"I've heard it said there's a bit of truth in nearly any legend," I said.
"Yeah, but who would recognize a blessing in a language that hasn't been spoken in two thousand years?" Max asked.
"Good question," I said.
"Yes. A very good question," Max said, giving me a look that suggested he knew more than he was telling. "And another question. Why would my mother refer to Noemi by the name of the woman in the story?"
"That is very curious," I said.
"That piece of jewelry on Noemi's arm," Max added. "It looks to be quite old. Where did that come from, by the way?"
"I picked that up in a shop overseas," I said. "I've had it for years and thought it would look good on her." Max nodded his head.
"Sounds plausible," he said. "It almost looks as if it was made for her. Strange, isn't it?"
"I can see your point," I said.
"Look, Steve. You seem like a really nice young man. My mother approves of you, and I can tell Noemi loves you. Don't take this the wrong way, son. I just want to know that she's in good hands."
"I love your daughter more than anything," I said. "I intend to spend the rest of my life with her."
"I hope so, son," he said. "She's my only daughter. And I don't want to see her hurt."
"Neither do I, Max," I said. "I'd be lost without her." He nodded his head.
"I'm glad to hear you say that, son," he said. "Welcome to the family," he added, raising his glass.
...
We didn't want anything fancy, and Noei's parents understood. Noei's younger brother, Karl, agreed to stand as my best man, and her uncle, Arnold, agreed to officiate the small ceremony. Somehow, the women managed to put together a nice ceremony in a very short period of time. They even got a wedding dress ready for Noei in record time. Her best friend from college, Linda Harrison, agreed to stand as her maid of honor.
Karl, Max and I got fitted for tuxedos. I offered to pay for everything, but Max wouldn't hear of it. Noei and I went to the county courthouse, jumped through all the hoops and secured our marriage license. I breathed a sigh of relief when they didn't ask for a birth certificate.
A week after we arrived, Noei, her family and I stood in their back yard as Arnold went through the ceremony. It was a bit anti-climactic after the whirlwind of activity that had taken place over that last week. Nevertheless, I was overjoyed when Arnold said, "you may kiss the bride." I lifted Noei's veil and took her sweet face into my hands before kissing her lips.
We all celebrated the wedding with song, drink, dance and of course, a wedding cake. When the celebration was over, I carried Noei upstairs, where we made mad passionate love. Later, we collapsed on the bed, exhausted from the day's activities. Our flight to Hawaii was set to leave the next day and we wanted to get a good night's sleep.
"What a day," I said.
"What a week," Noei replied.
"Tell me something," I said as I turned to face her. "Did your grandmother ever tell you about this legend?"
"No, she never did. She wanted to, several times. But Dad would never let her. Said it was just a silly fairy tale," Noei said. "Why do you ask?"
"I get the feeling she and your father know a lot more than they're letting on," I said.
"I'm sure Dad is just trying to look out for my best interests," she said.
"Of course," I said. "You know we still have two of those creatures to hunt down when we get back from Hawaii."
"Yes, I know," she said. "But right now, I just want to lay in your arms and forget about beasts and ancient legends for a little bit."
"I can understand that," I said. "It's been a while since I've had anything resembling a real vacation. You know, it feels so good to just lay here with you in my arms."
"Yes, it does feel good. Semper invictus, my husband," Noei said quietly as she snuggled into me. "Ours is a love that can never be defeated," she added when I looked at her, a bit confused. "Not even by death."
"I like the sound of that," I said as I kissed her face.
...
More to come... Stay tuned.
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Revenge in Advance -- Final Hearing

This story is the latest update to my sequel based on edrider73's 2014 story, "Revenge in Advance," in which a wife purchases an insurance policy that ultimately details the revenge her husband would face if he was caught cheating on her.
To understand the full context of what is happening here, I suggest you read that series, made up of "Revenge in Advance - A Sequel," in which Oscar escapes his wife's plot and gets his own revenge, followed up by "Revenge in Advance - Derby's Dose," a tale of what happened when one wife's revenge went too far, "Revenge in Advance: Pat," in which Oscar arrests and confronts the woman who started his odyssey, and "Revenge in Advance - Mona," in which the Task Force finally takes down the top conspirators.
The fifth part in the series is "Revenge in Advance - The Briefing," in which Oscar and the Task Force deals with yet another plot against the president, this time involving players from both sides of the Atlantic. "Revenge in Advance -- The New Way" is the sixth story in the ongoing saga.
I would also suggest you read Colinthedog's story,"Retreat," in which Oscar plays a role and my series, "The Warren Files." This story takes place about ten years after "Revenge in Advance -- The New Way." The events of that story and others are referenced here.
Many thanks to edrider73 for giving me permission to write this sequel and any others that may come from his original story, and many thanks to QuantumMechanic1957 for giving this a beta read.
I decided to make this my 200th submission here as my first was the initial "Revenge in Advance" sequel -- making this story something of a personal milestone...
Many thanks to those who offered comments and constructive criticism on my previous stories. Please refer to my profile for more on my personal policy regarding comments, feedback, follows, etc. (And yes, I moderate comments) And please remember, this is a work of fiction, not a docu-drama...
...
Oscar Warren sat at his large desk and looked out the window as he sipped on his morning cup of coffee. Once upon a time, he would have been doing this with Bill Jackson, his friend, boss, mentor, father-in-law and one-time lawyer.
But Bill passed away some four years ago after a stroke. He never regained consciousness and died two days later. By then, Oscar had been made Deputy Director of the Task Force, and Bill's death put him in the central chair.
He didn't want the job, but it was his. He would have much rather remained in the field, but he knew his days of chasing the bad guys down were over.
It had been ten years since the incident with the New Way, the organization that took control of England and nearly devastated the U.S. Mississippi Basin. A lot of hard work had gone into the recovery of that area, and there were still a number of people suffering from what had been done to them and their communities.
But with the death of Allison Gatsby/Hornsby, and her associates, the Task Force was finally able to completely close the books on the old Mutual Marital Assurance Society, or MMAS -- or so they thought at the time. The organization, started by a crazed, man-hating lawyer who wanted to punish the male of the species, had caused the deaths of hundreds, if not thousands of people, and the destruction of untold number of families, both in the US and overseas.
Even though the organization itself had been shut down some thirty years ago, several copy-cat groups sprang up, hoping to carry the torch lit by Mona Larsen. Over the years, lawmakers responded to the threats with volumes of laws and regulations. Some were good, but many others, like the Enhanced Patriot Act, or EPA, caused more problems than they were intended to solve.
Fortunately, the Supreme Court overturned the EPA, correctly arguing that it was completely unconstitutional and stripped Americans of their basic civil liberties. But by then, the damage had already been done. Hyper-partisan politicians from both sides of the political aisle often used the words of the EPA to lash out at their political opponents, causing more than one open brawl on the floor of the House or Senate.
Once the damage caused by the New Way was largely mitigated, the Task Force itself had come under increasing scrutiny, with politicians arguing it was no longer necessary. For years, Bill fought off those initial assaults, but eventually, the politicians began to win.
The reinforced Marine battalion that had been at Fort Apache for more than twenty years was disbanded, its troops and equipment reassigned to other other locations in the name of national security. Corporate sponsorship of the Task Force had dropped considerably and was now almost non-existent.
The vacuum caused by the loss of corporate sponsors was quickly filled by the feds, who began scouring the Task Force's books with fine-toothed combs, looking for anything that might seem a bit suspicious. They never found anything, but that never stopped them from digging even deeper.
Then Oscar got word of a Senate investigation led by none other than Sen. Susan Chambers, an outspoken critic of the Task Force. Now that her party was in control of the Senate, she was free to pursue her dream. Which explained the email he just received from her office.
"Director Warren, your presence is requested at the Dirksen Senate Office Building, Rm 226, for a hearing to be held by the Senate Committee on the Judiciary," the email said, giving the time and date. Oscar knew the email was basically a polite order and his failure to appear would be followed by a subpoena.
He looked at his calendar and realized the hearing was set to be held in two days, giving him very little time to prepare. Of course, that was Chambers' objective, he thought to himself. He pressed a button on his desk intercom system and spoke to his assistant.
"Ms. Davidson, could you please come into my office?" he asked.
"Right away, sir," Julie Davidson, his executive assistant, said. A few moments later, the door to his office opened and a woman in her early forties entered the room.
"My presence has been 'requested' in Washington in two days, Ms. Davidson," he said.
"Yes sir, I saw that," she said. "I've already reserved a jet for you. You fly out tomorrow at 9:00 am. Sharp. I've also got a room reserved for you at the Hilton Garden Inn, and Special Agent Haskill will meet you at the airport." Oscar looked at her as she spoke. He was always impressed by her efficiency.
"Well, it seems like you're on top of things," Oscar said. She smiled at that.
"I've also taken the liberty of putting together a dossier on Sen. Chambers," she said, handing him a folder. "And on the other members of the committee," she added, handing him another folder. "I believe you already know Sen. Walters. He's expecting a call from you."
"Thank you, Ms. Davidson," Oscar said. "I'll give the good Senator a call. Is there anything else?"
"No, that's all, Director," she said.
"Thank you, Ms. Davidson," he said. She turned and started for the door, then turned back to him. "Is there something else?"
"What's going to happen to us, Director? With the Task Force, that is," she said, sadness and concern in her expression.
"I don't know," he said. "Don't worry. We'll get through it." She nodded her head and smiled.
"I know," she said. "It's just... the place seems so quiet these days."
"Yes, it does," Oscar said. "A bit... too quiet. It'll be okay, Julie."
"Thank you for saying so, Director," she said before leaving the office. After the door closed, he pulled up his video messaging application and contacted Sen. Jack Walters. After a few moments, Walters' face showed up on his monitor.
"Director Warren, thank you for calling back," the senator said. "I take it you got Suzie's little invitation."
"I did," Oscar said. "Didn't give me much time to prepare. What's going on?"
"Seems she's really got a burr under her saddle about your task force," Jack said. "She wanted to have federal marshals hand deliver that invite to you, but I got her to back off. Look, I'm in the hallway here, getting ready to go cast some votes, so I really can't get into it here. Can you give me a call in about... three hours? I should be back in my office by then and we can talk a bit more freely."
"Sure, Senator, I can do that," Oscar said. They said their goodbyes and Oscar opened the dossier Julie had put together.
According to the Dossier, Susan Chambers was 76 years old and had served in the United States Senate for 35 years. Oscar already knew that much. The dossier went on about Susan's political career and the initiatives she had championed over the years. Oscar already knew much of this, but scanned through it anyway.
What caught Oscar's attention, however, was the fact that Susan Chambers had legally changed her first name from Suzette after a contentious divorce from her first husband just over 40 years ago. Shortly after that, she met her current husband, Alex Chambers, a well-off businessman with a number of high-level contacts in business and government.
Chambers, in fact, was the person who got Susan interested in politics, and helped bankroll her first campaign for the Senate. Nothing out of order there, Oscar thought. According to the dossier, Chambers was still involved with Susan's Senate career and had actually benefited from it considerably.
But Julie's dossier didn't end there. Susan's divorce records had been sealed by the court for some reason, but there was a reference to an old Task Force case that pre-dated Oscar's recruitment. He logged into the Task Force's records system and pulled up the old case file.
The first thing that struck him was the name of the agent who handed the case -- Frank Michaels, the agent Oscar worked with after graduating from the Federal Law Enforcement Training Center. Frank died in the line of duty, but Oscar never forgot the man's last words to him: "Get the motherfuckers, Oscar."
Even after all this time, Oscar still got emotional thinking about Frank. The crusty old agent thought so much of Oscar that he gave him an old cabin up in North Idaho, overlooking Lake Pend O'Reille. Since then, Oscar had the cabin finished and planned to retire there with his wife, Rita.
According to the case file, Suzette Bradshaw, as she was known then, learned that her husband at the time, Allen, was cheating on her with a woman from his workplace. After confronting him about it, he promised to end the affair and go to counseling with her.
He went to counseling, but never ended the affair. Instead, he simply became more careful. Suzette suspected something was going on, but didn't have the funds for a private investigator. She saw an ad on the Internet and signed up for a weekend "spa retreat," which was how MMAS used to recruit their members.
The rest was pretty standard stuff, or at least as standard as MMAS operated in those days. One day, when Allen returned home, he found himself taken down by two "contractors," who stripped, shaved and tied him to a chair. When he woke up, he was beaten severely, then forced to watch Suzette have sex with three very large men.
When they finished with her, Allen was ordered to clean her with his tongue. When he refused, Suzette grabbed his testicles and squeezed so hard he passed out. The contractors beat him some more, even though he was unconscious. They later took him to a hospital and dropped him off at the emergency room.
Allen lost a testicle as a result of her assault, and was placed in a medically-induced coma to let his head injuries heal. Police were brought in when he regained consciousness. He told them his story, and later contacted the Task Force on the recommendation of the detective who took his statement. By the time Frank was involved, the authorities had already arrested Suzette for the assault.
According to Frank's case file, the prosecuting attorney offered a pretrial diversion program, something allowed under Indiana law at the time. The defense accepted the offer, which included counseling for anger management at an in-patient facility. Suzette was also required to pay restitution to Allen and agree to not harass or stalk him. Prosecution was withheld and after a three year period, the court dismissed the charges. There would also be no record of the charges having ever been filed.
Allen accepted the restitution, but had already filed for divorce, citing adultery and cruelty. As part of her restitution and agreement, Suzette accepted the terms Allen gave, provided that he agreed to have the divorce records sealed. As part of the divorce agreement, she reverted back to her maiden name, Hastings.
Oscar saw the side-notes Julie left for him on the dossier and smiled. She was working with legal to have the divorce records unsealed. In addition, she had tracked down Allen's current address. According to her, he was now retired and living in Richmond, Virginia.
Always so efficient, Oscar thought. He made a mental note to discuss this with Rita, as she was the one in charge of the Task Force's legal department. He looked at the time and realized he needed to call Jack. He fired up his video messaging application and contacted Jack.
"Right on time," Jack said when his face showed on the monitor. "We just wrapped up business."
"So tell me, Senator, what's this hearing all about?" Oscar asked.
"Well, Oscar, it seems the good Senator from Indiana has it in for your task force," Jack said. "She tells me she has some salacious information she thinks her constituents need to know."
"Her constituents? Really?" Oscar asked. "More like her party bosses and the media."
"Yeah, probably," Jack said.
"What kind of 'salacious' information does she claim to have?" Oscar asked.
"Don't know," Jack said. "But she claims some of it involves you."
"Me? That doesn't make any sense," Oscar said.
"That's what I said, Oscar. Hell, you make straight arrows look bad. I don't know what kind of information she has. Wouldn't even give me a clue," Jack said.
"I have a bit of information of my own to share," Oscar said.
"Oh?" Jack asked.
"I'd rather not get into it here, even if this is a secure connection. I'd rather talk to you about it in private," Oscar said. "I'll be at the Hilton Garden tomorrow about 1:30 pm your time. Think we can meet there?"
"I think we can do that," Jack said. "Is there anything else?"
"I'll talk to you about it tomorrow," Oscar said.
"Alright," Jack said. "You have my contact info. Ping me when you get in."
"Will do, Jack. And thanks."
"Any time," Jack said, ending the call.
...
"Why don't we just turn in our paperwork and retire, Oscar?" Rita asked after he slid into bed that night. He put his arm around her and held her tight.
"Sounds like a plan to me, dear," he said, giving her a kiss. They had been talking about retiring for a while now, and Oscar was at the point that he had simply had enough of the political bullshit. "Maybe after this hearing is over."
"What's the problem with this Senator Chambers?" Rita asked.
"I have no idea," Oscar said. "We've found nothing that ties her directly to any of the old MMAS structure. She was just one of thousands of women who got caught up in the snake oil they were selling. Did you get anywhere with her divorce records?"
"I've been told they've been unsealed and a certified copy will be delivered to Special Agent Haskill tomorrow," Rita said.
"Well, then, there's noting left to do but wait," Oscar said.
"Wrong answer, G-Man," Rita said with a sly smile. "There's a little problem here that you need to take care of."
"What's that?" Oscar asked. Rita climbed on top of her husband and gave him a deep tongue kiss.
"This," she said as she lowered herself onto him.
...
Alex Chambers considered Susan as he sipped on his bourbon. He understood that she had a lot on her plate lately, but this whole thing with the Homefront Security Task Force seemed to become an obsession lately. A rather unhealthy obsession, and one he wished she would let go.
"Are you all right, Susan?" he asked. She put her paperwork down and looked at him.
"Of course, Alex," she said with a faint smile. "Why do you ask?"
"I'm... concerned about you," he said. "This whole thing with the task force..."
"It needs to be shut down," she said firmly.
"Of course," he said. "But you've had what, thirty years to do that? Why now?"
"I made a promise," she said. "And I intend to keep it. I was always the group's last hope. It has to be done this way. Now please, stop interrupting me. I have a lot to do before the hearing." Alex nodded his head and downed the rest of his drink.
"Very well," he said, standing up. "Do what you need to, just make sure you succeed. I'm heading to bed, dear."
"Good night, dear," she said, letting him kiss her cheek, something he rarely did since even minimal contact caused him pain. "I'll be up for a while. Let me know if the light bothers you." She sat back in her chair after he left the room and thought back to the day she met Mona Larsen. She was a young woman at the time, and had just barely escaped jail for what she had done to her first husband.
"Things are not going so well for us, Suzette," Mona told her. "In fact, I may not survive the year."
"What do you want me to do?" the young woman asked.
"Bring down the task force," Mona said. "Especially that asshole Oscar Warren."
"But how can I do that?" Suzette asked. "I'm no one. I have no power."
"You will, my dear," Mona said with a smile. "When the time comes, you will. There's someone I want you to meet. His name is Alex Chambers. He will help you get where you need to be. Remember, only strike when the time is right. Not before."
"But I thought you said men are useless," Suzette said.
"And they usually are," Mona said. "But this is different. He will be very useful when the time comes."
Mona turned out to be correct. Alex turned out to be exactly what she needed. He was quite rich, very eccentric, and unlike other men, didn't constantly pester her for sex. In fact, he rarely touched her. The few times they had sex, he insisted on wearing a condom. And he had connections -- the kind of connections one needed to get someone elected to the United States Senate.
He pulled the strings, and everything went exactly as they planned. He was the one who got her divorce records sealed. And since there was no longer any record of her arrest, she was in the clear. Her first husband had left the state in disgrace and no one ever asked any embarrassing questions about her past.
As time went on, she came to respect, and even love, Alex. He was smart, rich and powerful. And he let her lead their marriage -- at least when no one else was around. Because of his skin condition and his fear of germs, he let her take other men into her bed, provided that he could watch from an adjoining room where he had installed a two-way mirror.
After Susan's first election, Alex immediately began preparations for her re-election. To the public, they were a loving couple -- exactly what the state needed in Washington.



She wept bitterly the day both Mona and her twin sister died and nearly exposed the task force then. But she held off, remembering Mona's words. She almost did it again a couple years later, but got a stern warning from the current House Speaker to wait. Shortly afterward, the same Speaker was arrested for treason, so she held off, not wanting to be tied to what Speaker Chastain and others had tried to do to the man who took over after President Skaggs died.
She almost flipped the trigger a third time, but got another stern warning -- this time from overseas -- to wait. She watched the events in Britain and in the Mississippi Basin unfold. She was present when Oscar received his medal from President Lopez and knew she would have to take action soon, before it became too late.
So she waited. And now, ten years after the New Way had been thoroughly defeated, she had her opening. There was nothing to stop her. And after this, she would retire, having kept her promise to Mona.
...
Special Agent Brian Haskill met Oscar's plane at the airport in Washington. He opened his briefcase and handed Oscar a manila envelope when they got in his sedan.
"Got this delivered to the office by special courier this morning, Director," Brian said. Oscar accepted the thick envelope and opened it.
"Thank you. I've been expecting this," Oscar said.
"What is it, if you don't mind my asking?" Brian asked as he drove.
"Not at all. Hopefully, it's something we can use against Senator Chambers," Oscar said. "Have you gotten in contact with this Allen Bradshaw?"
"Yes, we have," Brian said. "He lives by himself in a trailer just outside Richmond. Said he would be happy to testify against his ex if need be. We went ahead and brought him in just in case."
"Good," Oscar said. "Anything else?"
"We did a deep dive on the Senator as you requested," Brian said. "We found nothing incriminating, but we did uncover an old connection between Mona Larsen and the Senator's husband."
"Alex Chambers?" Oscar asked.
"Yes," Brian said. "It appears the two of them were acquainted prior to his marriage to the Senator. We found nothing to suggest any illegal activity, but we found it... interesting, to say the least."
"Yes, that is very interesting," Oscar said. "Anything else?"
"No, nothing," Brian said. "We dug a bit deeper, but found nothing on Chambers. He retired about five years ago, after the Senator won her last election."
"No shady business deals? No tax issues? Nothing?" Oscar asked.
"Nothing," Brian said. "The man even pays more in taxes than he has to. But he is rather eccentric. The last verified photo of the man is over 30 years old. Quite reclusive. In fact, he'd make Howard Hughes look like a social butterfly."
"How did he manage to run his business?" Oscar asked.
"Proxies, mostly," Brian said. "Did everything by video conferencing or email. In fact, he's never even appeared in public with his wife during her campaigns. According to our sources, he's an extreme germophobe and from what we could gather, has a rare condition that makes his skin and eyes extremely sensitive to light. I think it's called XP, for xeroderma pigmentosum."
"Alright. Keep looking. There has to be something," Oscar said.
"Will do," Brian said. The limo pulled up in front of the hotel and Oscar got out. A doorman came forward to help with his luggage. "I'll be in touch," Brian added.
"Yes, please do," Oscar said before checking into the hotel. When he got into his room, he pulled out his phone and called Jack, who answered after the first ring.
"Good afternoon, Director," he said. "I take it you're in town."
"Yes," Oscar said, giving his room number at the Hilton Garden Hotel.
"Tell you what. Give me a half-hour and I'll head on over," Jack said.
"I'll be here," Oscar said, ending the call. He used the time to go through the divorce records, which mentioned Susan's arrest and the deal made by the prosecuting attorney that led to her record eventually being expunged. About a half-hour later, Oscar heard a knock at his door.
"Come on in," he told Jack.
"What's going on, Director?" Jack asked when he entered the room.
"Take a look," Oscar said, handing him the divorce papers.
"Wait a minute. This is for a Suzette Bradshaw. What's that got to do with Sen. Chambers? Her first name is Susan, not Suzette," Jack said.
"Bradshaw was her married name," Oscar said. "After the divorce, she reverted to her maiden name, Hastings. Shortly after she met Alex Chambers, she legally changed her first name to Susan. Then she married Chambers and ran for office. By then, her record had been cleaned and her divorce sealed by the court to hide the criminal charges. Except for this and the Task Force report filed by Agent Michaels, there's no mention of her arrest anywhere."
"And her first husband? Is he still alive?" Jack asked.
"Yes, he's in our custody. He's agreed to testify if necessary," Oscar said.
"What's your take on all this?" Jack asked.
"Personally, I think this is a Hail Mary move on her part. She's planning to retire after this term from what I've heard, and she wants to go out with a bang, maybe get revenge for what we've done to MMAS and the groups it spawned," Oscar said.
"Maybe," Jack said. "None of this makes any sense to me. I can't help but think there's some ulterior motive at work here. I guess we'll find out tomorrow morning."
"I guess you're right," Oscar said.
"By the way, my wife would cut my nuts off if I didn't invite you over to the place for dinner tonight," Jack said. Oscar laughed.
"Well, we can't have that now, can we?" Oscar said with a smile. "Of course, I'd love to come over. Thanks. Too bad Rita isn't here. I know she loves Carol's cooking."
"Carol's making lasagna tonight," Jack said. "And if I know her, there'll be enough to feed a Marine battalion. Does 7:00 pm sound good to you?"
"I'll be there, thanks for the invitation," Oscar said. The two men shook hands and Jack left. Oscar pulled out his phone and called Rita.
"Hi, sweetheart, just wanted to let you know I got here okay, and I got your package," he said.
"Oh, good," she said.
"I saw Jack, by the way. He invited me over to his place for dinner."
"That's wonderful," Rita said. "What's Carol making?"
"Jack tells me she's making lasagna," Oscar said.
"That's no fair," Rita said playfully. "You get lasagna and I get leftovers. Well, have a good time, and tell Carol I said hi."
"I will, dear," Oscar said. "Love you!"
"I love you more, G-man," she said. After they ended the call, Oscar turned to the folders he had, hoping to find out something to help explain Sen. Chambers' actions.
...
The next day, Oscar showed up at the hearing room and was met by a gaggle of reporters with cameras and microphones. He took no questions and made his way to the table in front of the dais, where George Henson, a lawyer with the task force, was already seated. The two men shook hands.
"Do you have any idea what's going on, George?" Oscar asked.
"No, Director, I don't," George said. "I've tried to get something from Sen. Chambers' staff, but no one's saying anything."
"Rather odd, wouldn't you say?" Oscar asked.
"Yes, it is," George said. Soon, the Senators began to make their way into the hearing room, and Susan took her seat in the center, directly in front of Oscar. After making sure everyone was in place, Susan started the hearing.
"Good morning, Director Warren. I'm glad to see you chose to accept my invitation," she said with a smile that held no warmth.
"Good morning, Senator," Oscar said.
"I know this hearing was put together rather quickly, and I'm sure my colleagues are wondering about the reason for this morning's hearing," Susan said. "I want to apologize in advance if anyone feels they have left out of the loop. That was not my intent.
"For the last 40 years or so, the people of this great country have been funding a rather strange experiment in federal law enforcement. Specifically, the so-called Homefront Security Task Force, an organization funded in part by the private sector. This task force was originally set up, as I understand it, to deal with a particular organization called the Mutual Marital Assurance Society, or MMAS.
"That organization ceased to exist some 30 years ago, with the death of its founder, a lawyer named Mona Larsen, and her top lieutenants. Yet, the task force continued to operate, wasting even more federal and private funds. They even managed to have a reinforced Marine battalion stationed at their secure facility, a place known as 'Fort Apache,' for more than 20 years." Jack interrupted at this point.
"Excuse me, Senator," he said, causing her to stop in mid-stream. "But why are you addressing this here, and why now? If you had issues with the task force's funding, you should've addressed it during the budget process. Or better yet, not vote for the funding, the way you have every year for the last 30 years."
"Because, like you and so many others, I was fooled into thinking the task force served a useful purpose," Susan said, glaring at Jack. "But I now feel it's time for the public to learn the truth."
"Is that why you sidestepped the normal process in this hearing?" Jack asked.
"As the chair of this committee, I felt it was necessary," Susan said. "So, yes, to answer your question, Senator, that's why I fast-tracked this hearing the way I did."
"So, are we investigating something specific, or is this just a fishing expedition?" Jack asked.
"We are here to get to the bottom of this so-called 'task force,' and the best way to do that is to confront the head of that task force," Susan said.
"So it's a fishing expedition, then," Jack said.
"Call it whatever you want, Senator," Susan said, her face turning red. "Right now, you are out of order."
"Actually, Senator, this entire hearing is out of order," Jack fired back. "I motion that this hearing be suspended until the committee has had an opportunity to examine whatever it is you wish to pursue." Someone seconded the motion, and debate raged between the senators for at least an hour. Oscar sat back and watched the back-and-forth, giving George a knowing look every so often. Finally, the committee agreed to let Susan and Jack each have a five-minute question-and-answer session with Oscar.
This wasn't exactly what Susan wanted, and she pressed for more, but Jack held firm. He did, however, offer to have Oscar testify under oath. That seemed to mollify Susan, who agreed. After Oscar took an oath to tell the truth, Susan confronted him.
"Director Warren, you have served with the Task Force for, what, 30 years?" she asked.
"More like 35 years, Senator," Oscar said.
"Thirty-five years," she repeated. "That's a long time. Tell me, Director. In all those years, were you ever tempted to, shall we say, engage in inappropriate behavior?"
"By 'inappropriate behavior,' I'm assuming you mean of a sexual nature," Oscar said.
"Yes, precisely," Susan said.
"Tempted, perhaps," Oscar said. "But I never once acted on those temptations."
"So, you deny that you had an affair with Elizabeth Skaggs, the wife of former President Lincoln Skaggs?" Susan asked.
"I categorically deny that, Senator," Oscar said. Susan laughed at that, before pressing a button on a remote that suddenly appeared in her hand. The committee and everyone in the room gasped as a picture of the former First Lady appeared on the hearing room monitor. The private bits were blurred, but it was obvious she wore only a short white robe with nothing underneath.
"This image of the former First Lady was captured by your cell phone, was it not, Director?" Susan asked.
"Yes, it was," Oscar said.
"And it was captured shortly before the former First Lady ended up dead, is that not correct?" Susan pressed.
"That is correct," Oscar said.
"Isn't it true that you had an affair with Mrs. Skaggs and killed her when she refused to leave her husband to be with you?" Susan asked, prompting gasps from the audience. Oscar smiled before responding.
"No, that's not true, Senator, and if you have that image, you probably also have the video it came from," Oscar said. "Video that was given the highest classification possible at the time. Only two copies of that video existed, and both were classified and archived. One copy by the Task Force, and the other by the Secret Service. To my knowledge, that video is still classified, which makes me wonder what you're doing with it.
"Yes, I was invited to have dinner with the former First Lady. She promised me a night to remember. It would also have been my last night on earth. Since you somehow got possession of that classified video, you already know that. And you know what happened afterward," Oscar said.
"And what, exactly, happened?" Susan asked.
"I cannot discuss the contents of that video, Senator. As you and the rest of the committee know, it's still classified," Oscar said.
"Are you refusing to answer my question, Director?" Susan asked. George interjected at this point.
"Senator, Director Warren HAS answered your question, and he is not at liberty to disclose classified information in an open hearing," George said.
"And I believe your time has expired, Senator," Jack said. Susan's face turned red and she started to say something else, but Jack beat her to the punch. "Director Warren, I understand you have a witness for this committee. Is that correct?"
"Yes, Senator, it is," Oscar said.
"Please, show him in," Jack said to the security man at the back door. Everyone turned and saw an older man being escorted into the room. He was led to the desk and seated next to Oscar. Susan's face turned an even darker shade of red.
"What is the meaning of this?" Susan asked.
"You wanted to smear Director Warren in a public hearing, Senator. It's only fair that the Director be allowed to present his case," Jack said. "Sir, please identify yourself," Jack said, turning back to the older man.
"Allen Bradshaw, Senator," the old man said.
"Thank you for coming in, Mr. Bradshaw," Jack said. "Please tell us, do you personally know anyone on this panel?" Allen looked at Susan before responding.
"Yes, I do, Senator," Allen said. "Her. Senator Chambers," he added, pointing at Susan.
"And how do you know Senator Chambers?" Jack asked.
"I was married to her years ago," Allen said.
"I see," Jack said. "Would you mind telling us what happened?"
"I... wasn't a very good husband to her," Allen said, looking embarrassed. "I... cheated on her."
"What happened?" Jack asked.
"She went to some retreat, then after she came back, she and some other people ambushed me," Allen said. "They stripped me, beat me, did horrible things to me." Allen became emotional and hot tears fell down his cheek. He looked back up at Susan. "I'm sorry, Suzette. I'm so very, very sorry."
"That's alright, Mr. Bradshaw," Jack said. "I know this was very hard for you to do, but I appreciate you coming in for us." Allen nodded his head and Jack turned to Oscar. "Director, would you please brief this committee on what happened?"
"Yes, Senator," Oscar said. "According to the case file submitted by Task Force Agent Michaels, Susan Chambers, who went by the name Suzette Bradshaw, learned of her husband's activities and attended a spa retreat held by MMAS. That's how they recruited their clients in those days. When she returned, her and the contractors she hired -- through MMAS -- ambushed Mr. Bradshaw. After they 'punished' him, Mrs. Bradshaw had sex with two men as her husband was forced to watch.
"They ordered him to 'clean her,' that is, remove the semen deposited in and on her with his tongue," Oscar added, causing everyone in the room to grimace. Even Susan looked down, embarrassed. "When he refused, she assaulted him, attacking his testicles. He ended up in the hospital and according to the report, lost one of his testicles. Mrs. Bradshaw was arrested, but was able to avoid prosecution when she was given an opportunity to participate in a pretrial diversion program, something that was allowed under Indiana law at the time.
"Mr. Bradshaw divorced her, citing adultery and cruelty. The arrest was mentioned in the divorce papers, which she was able to get sealed. After the divorce, she changed her first name, and became involved with Mr. Chambers. The rest, as they say, is history," Oscar said.
"I understand a video was made of this 'punishment,' is that right?" Jack asked.
"Yes, Senator, that's right," Oscar said. "It was something all MMAS contractors were required to do in order to get paid. We have a copy of that video in our archives, in case Senator Chambers would like to view it."
"I don't think that will be necessary, Director," Jack said. "Do you, Senator Chambers?"
"No," Susan said quietly. "In fact, I think we have had enough drama for one day. This hearing is concluded. The staff is directed to prepare a transcript for review within the next 30 days." She banged a gavel and left as quickly as her 76-year-old body would permit. Oscar turned to Allen.
"Thank you for coming in, Mr. Bradshaw," he said. "I know that was quite difficult for you."
"It's my pleasure, Director Warren," Allen said, shaking Oscar's hand. "What's going to happen to her?"
"I suspect you just witnessed the end of her political career," Oscar said. Allen smiled at that.
"Reckon it's true that karma can be a bitch, huh?" Allen asked.
"I reckon so," Oscar said. "Good luck to you, Mr. Bradshaw." Allen nodded his head and left with the Task Force agent who brought him. Jack came down and shook Oscar's hand. "Thank you, my friend," Oscar said.
"It's my pleasure," Jack said. "You know, I used to fantasize about Liz Skaggs when I was younger. She was one beautiful woman. What happened to her, really?"
"That's classified, Jack. You know I can't disclose that," Oscar said with a smile. "But you're right. She was beautiful. Very beautiful. And extremely dangerous."
"She really threw herself at you like that?" Jack asked.
"Yes, she did," Oscar said. "It's no secret that she and the president had an... understanding. I have to admit, I was tempted. But I'm just not wired like that. Good thing, actually. I wouldn't be here now if I were."
"Yeah, it is," Jack said. "Well, I guess I'd better say a few words to the press before they blow this all out of proportion."
"Okay, Jack. And thanks again," Oscar said. They shook hands one last time and Agent Haskill made his way to Oscar, handing him a folder.
"You gotta see this, Director," Brian said. "Guys at Research just came across it. Thought you might want to see it right away." Oscar took the folder, opened it and read the short report. He scanned the attached paperwork and re-read the report to make sure he wasn't seeing things.
"Damn," he said quietly. "Thanks, Brian, they were right."
"What's going on?" Brian asked.
"Alex Chambers isn't exactly who -- or what -- he wants us to think," Oscar said, handing him the folder. Brian looked at the report and his eyes grew wide.
"Fuck," Brian said quietly.
"Yeah," Oscar said. Just then, there was a commotion in the hallway and a uniformed Capitol Police officer showed up.
"Director Warren?" he asked. Oscar looked up at the man in uniform.
"Yes?" Oscar asked.
"I think you should come with me, sir," the uniform said. "There's been an... incident." Oscar looked at Brian and nodded his head. They both followed the uniformed officer out of the hearing room and down a couple of corridors until they came to a group of people being held back by more uniformed officers. Oscar saw two paramedics examine Susan's body as it lay on a gurney and walked up to them.
"What happened here?" he asked.
"According to witnesses, Senator Chambers was walking down the hallway when she opened her phone. As soon as she read what was on the screen, she slapped herself on the side of her neck, then fell down," one of the officers said. Oscar looked at the cell phone laying on the floor. He saw a message he hadn't seen in years: "Your services are no longer required."



"Any idea what happened?" one of the paramedics asked.
"Yeah," Oscar said. "She's just been terminated."
"Any idea who might've done this?" the officer asked.
"Yes, I do," Oscar said. "But first, cordon off this whole area. It's now a crime scene. And get me an evidence bag for that phone."
"Right away," the officer said. Oscar turned to Brian.
"Get a rapid response team from the FBI. Have them go to Susan Chambers' residence and take Alex Chambers into custody. Tell them to be on the lookout for booby traps and explosives. And don't let them give you any crap."
"Right away, boss," Brian said before leaving. Just then, Jack came up and looked at Susan.
"What happened here?" he asked.
"It seems Senator Chambers' political career has come to a premature end," Oscar said.
"You know who might've done this?" Jack asked. Oscar handed him the folder Brian gave him earlier.
"Yeah," Oscar said. "FBI is on the way to take Chambers into custody." Jack thumbed through the information in the folder.
"Holy crap," he said when he finished.
"You can say that again," Oscar said as he took the folder back.
"Are you thinking Chambers was behind all of this from the beginning?" Jack asked.
"That thought has crossed my mind," Oscar said. As they watched, Susan's body was taken from the area and police tape was put up. Oscar turned to the medical examiner. "I suspect you'll find the remains of a capsule right next to her carotid artery," he told the medical examiner, who looked at him, shocked. He turned back to Jack. "It was standard procedure for MMAS and the groups that followed it," he said.
"Un-freaking-believable," Jack said. "So what happens now?"
"We're bringing Chambers in for questioning," Oscar said. "I suspect we'll find everything we need to wrap this up at the Senator's residence."
"Keep me in the loop, Director," Jack said.
"Of course, Senator," Oscar said. Jack left and Oscar watched as the forensics people did their work. He turned and found himself facing a reporter with a camera crew.
"Director Warren, I'm Shannon McKenzie, XNN International. Can you shed some light on what's happened?" the attractive blonde reporter asked.
"Senator Chambers is dead," Oscar said. "Other than that, I have nothing further to say at this point."
"Were any of the allegations she made at the hearing true? Did you have an affair with former First Lady Elizabeth Skaggs?" Shannon asked.
"There were no allegations," Oscar said. "Just lies intended for media consumption. And to answer your question, I did not have an affair with Mrs. Skaggs. Or anyone else. Good day." When she realized Oscar would say nothing more, she turned to the camera and left. Oscar felt his phone buzz and pulled it out of his pocket.
"Warren," he said when he answered the phone.
"Director, this is Agent Haskill. I'm at the Chambers residence. He's been taken into custody. Agent Harmon is on her way to you now. You gotta see this place," Brian said.
"I can't wait. Thank you, Brian," Oscar said, ending the call. A few minutes later, a female Task Force agent approached him.
"Director, I'm Agent Harmon," she said, showing her credentials. "Agent Haskill asked me to bring you to the Chambers residence." Oscar followed her to her vehicle and slid into the passenger seat.
"Chambers has been taken into custody," she said as she pulled into traffic. "There were no incidents reported, but the place was wired with explosives."
"I'm not surprised," Oscar said. "Agent Haskill said I needed to see this place. Can you give me an idea why?"
"Yes," she said. "Chambers had some kind of lab set up in the basement. I'm not sure what kind of work he did down there, but it looked pretty strange to me."
"Strange? In what way?" Oscar asked.
"It reminded me of something a mad scientist might have in one of those old movies," she said.
"Really?" Oscar asked.
"Yeah," she said. "It's pretty creepy, if you ask me. Ah, here we are." She turned into a long driveway that was filled with all kinds of official vehicles, including fire trucks, bomb squad and hazmat units.
"Is this place safe?" Oscar asked.
"I've been told it's secure," she said as she stopped the car. They got out and worked their way inside, past the large number of first responders and federal agents. Brian came up to them and handed Oscar a pair of latex gloves and a face mask.
"You really gotta see this, boss," Brian said as Oscar donned the gloves and mask. They walked down a narrow spiral staircase and reached a large wooden door. Brian opened the door and they walked inside.
"What the hell is all this?" Oscar asked as he looked around the dimly-lit room.
"From what the tech boys at Fort Apache tell me, it seems Chambers had his very own bio-medical research lab down here," Brian said. "I've been cataloging things as I go, but some of this stuff is really out there. One project I saw was labeled 'DNA transplants.' We're talking real Josef Mengele-type stuff in here."
Oscar knew Brian was referring to the Nazi doctor known as the "Angel of Death." He looked around the lab and saw what looked like unfinished experiments -- sliced-open rats pinned to boards, jars containing bits and pieces of organs floating in what he assumed was formaldehyde. One jar contained a penis and a set of rather large testicles.
"I take it you're getting all of this ready for transport to Fort Apache for further analysis," Oscar said.
"Yes," Brian said. "We've already packed up a couple computers and several boxes of documents. I'm working with the guys to arrange transport for the rest of this stuff. Here's something I thought you might find interesting," Brian added, opening a wide drawer.
Oscar looked and saw what appeared to be an old prototype of an exploding male chastity device. He had seen one of these things before, but it had been years. This unit didn't include the C4 the others had, but it did have a device at the base Oscar knew was designed to cut the wearer's penis off. Then it hit him -- Chambers was probably the one who devised this thing for MMAS.
He walked around the lab, taking in everything he could. Every object in the lab reminded him of cases he had handled over the last 35 years. Was it possible that Chambers was behind much of what MMAS and others had done over the years? Looking around the lab, that seemed quite possible.
"There's one other thing I think you should see, Director," Brian said.
"Oh?" Oscar asked.
"Right over here," Brian said, motioning to a large metal door at one end of the lab. "It's rather gruesome." He opened the door and a cloud of icy vapor came out. When the vapor cleared, he walked in, Oscar and Agent Harmon following. When they went inside, they saw the frozen body of a man with his genitals surgically removed.
"What the hell is this?" Oscar asked. "Is it a cadaver?"
"A bit more than that, Director," Brian said. "I ran the fingerprints and came up with this," he added, showing Oscar his hand-held fingerprint scanner. The body was identified as one James Bowman. According to the short bio on the screen, Bowman was reported missing over 40 years earlier. Prior to being reported missing, Bowman had been married to one Alexis Chambers.
"I've already arranged to have his body transported to the medical examiner's office," Brian said.
"Good," Oscar said. He pulled out his phone and did a quick record check and found the incident was considered a cold case and put on the back burner. It's not cold anymore, Oscar thought. Just then, his phone buzzed, so he answered it.
"Warren," he said when he answered the phone.
"Director Warren, this is FBI Special Agent Smith. We're holding Chambers at the D.C. Jail and he's asking to speak with you. Can you make it over here?"
"Yeah, I'll be right there," Oscar said. He ended the call and turned to Agent Harmon. "Can you take me over to the D.C. Jail? Chambers wants to speak with me."
"Of course, Director," she said. Oscar turned to Haskill.
"You have this under control?" he asked.
"I've got it, Director," Haskill said. Oscar and Agent Harmon left and went to the D.C. Jail, where they were met by two FBI agents.
"Special Agent Smith," one of them said, shoeing his credentials. "This is Agent Jones." The three men shook hands.
"Chambers is right this way, Director," Smith said. "He was quite adamant about speaking with you for some reason. And he insisted there be no lawyers present."
"Interesting. I'd like to speak with Chambers as well," Oscar said. "He's been Mirandized, right?"
"Yes, of course. He's been charged with Senator Chambers' murder, Director," Smith said.
"Good. There's going to be a host of other charges as well," Oscar said. "Including crimes against humanity."
"Oh?" Smith asked, shocked.
"Did you see his little basement lab?" Oscar asked.
"No, we didn't see that," Smith said. Oscar nodded his head.
"Consider yourself lucky. Or blessed," Oscar said. "I just came from there. And I hope to never see anything like that again." They got to the wing where Chambers was held and walked inside. Harmon and the two FBI agents went into an observation room next to the interview room where Chambers was being held.
Oscar walked into the interview room and stopped as he took in the frail orange-clad being chained to the table. He wore a pair of sunglasses and sweat beaded up on his pasty skin. The lighting in the room had been turned down so as not to irritate Chambers' skin condition.
"Alex Chambers, I presume?" Oscar asked. The thin man smiled and nodded his head. "As in, 'Alexis' Chambers." The man's smile went away at the mention of "Alexis."
"Oh yes, I know who you really are," Oscar said, putting a folder with Alex's original birth certificate and printed medical information on the table. "By the way, we found your little laboratory. And your former husband. Or rather, what's left of him. Just curious, what happened? And what did you do with his genitals?" Alex snorted and looked at his own crotch. Oscar felt a bit sick.
"Well, Director, I guess it really doesn't matter any more, does it?" Alex said. "Yes, I was born Alexis Chambers. I met and married James when I was a young girl, right out of college. My parents insisted on a pre-nuptial to protect my inheritance. James went along with that, and the first few years of our marriage was wonderful.
"After my parents died, he began to change. He became abusive. Cheated on me more than once. He was a lying, cheating, abusive asshole. But he did have one thing going for him -- the biggest dick I had ever seen in my life. And yes, I've seen a bunch.
"I've been interested in cutting-edge science my whole life. So it was easy for me to develop a compound that would render James immobile without killing him. I wondered what it would be like to carry something like his dick between my legs. I kept asking myself if having male hormones and a big dick automatically makes someone an asshole.
"I gave him the compound and watched as he became immobile. He knew what was going on around him, but was unable to do anything about it. I reported him missing, then kept him alive like that for the next two years as I conducted experiments on myself. I made the decision to transition myself into a man, and began the process.
"When it came time for the actual gender reassignment surgery, I... borrowed... James' equipment. And yes, he was awake when his genitals were removed. And no, it wasn't done in a hospital. It was actually done right there in my lab, with my very own medical team, all of whom were sworn to secrecy upon pain of death.
"I know the procedure I underwent is not how it's normally done. Usually, the clitoris is enlarged, a vaginectomy is performed and the urethra is positioned through the neopenis. But I wanted to try something a bit different. I wanted to know if an actual human penis could be grafted onto the body after the vaginectomy. And guess what? It worked," Alex said. "Although, it didn't perform quite as well for me as it did for James."
"But there was a complication, wasn't there?" Oscar asked. Alex nodded his head before answering.
"Yes. It turned out James carried the gene that made him susceptible to XD. While the operation was successful, I ended up with that gene. And that's why I am the way I am now. So I began to investigate ways to manipulate DNA. That's why I kept his body," Alex said. "But you didn't come here to discuss my medical history or endure a lecture on sex reassignment procedures, did you, Director?"
"No, I didn't," Oscar said.
"No. You want to know how involved I was with MMAS, don't you? Of course you do. Yes, it's true that Mona Larsen started the group. But let's face it. She was a lawyer, and a barely adequate one at that. She had the business acumen of a sea urchin and very little in the way of imagination.
"So I set up the corporate structure for her. And yes, I developed many of the compounds and devices she and her group used to advance her objectives," Alex said. "I even developed a lot of her protocols."
"And did that include the subcutaneous poison capsule?" Oscar asked.
"Absolutely," Alex said with a smile. "In fact, my dear wife was one of the first to be equipped with one of those capsules."
"And you used that to murder her, didn't you?" Oscar asked.
"She failed in her quest to bring you and your task force down," Alex said. "I told her in no uncertain terms that she had to succeed. I tried to get her to back off, but she insisted it was something she had to do. I took no joy from that. She was... adequate... in more ways than one."
"Did she know about you? About your... activities? Your little laboratory?" Oscar asked.
"No, she knew only what she was allowed to know," Alex said.
"I want to hear you say it, Chambers. You admit that you murdered your own wife. Is that correct?"
"Yes. I did it. It had to be done," Alex said.
"And you murdered your first husband as well?" Oscar asked.
"Again, it had to be done. He needed to pay for what he did," Alex said.
"Do you have any idea how many lives you've destroyed over the last 35 years?" Oscar asked. "Or do you even care?"
"Of course I care," Alex said. "And I'm sure the number is quite high. But apparently, it wasn't high enough. Otherwise, you wouldn't be here and I wouldn't be in these chains. I see by the look on your face that you would like to kill me right now. I honestly can't say that I blame you. Not after what was done to your first wife. And your first partner."
Oscar never forgot the way Renee, his first wife, and Frank, his first partner, died at the hands of MMAS. He also never forgot the pain Renee's death caused his two oldest children. At that moment, he wanted to wrap his hands around Alex's throat and choke the life out of him.
"Don't worry, Chambers," Oscar said. "I promise you I'll do everything in my power to see to it that you die." Alex laughed at that. "What's so funny?" Oscar asked.
"Haven't you heard? We all die, Director," Alex said. "But unlike you, I have already chosen the time of my own demise. It will happen soon enough. Just know this, Director. You may have won this war, but others will rise to take my place." As Oscar watched, Alex began laughing maniacally, almost like a character from an old B movie. Oscar thought about what Alex just said.
"And we'll be here to take them down as well," Oscar said before leaving the room. He went into the observation room next door.
"That is one sick freak," Agent Smith said.
"You'll get no argument from me," Oscar said. He pulled out his phone and sent a text to Jack, then turned to Agent Harmon. "Would you mind taking me back? I need to brief Sen. Walters."
"Of course, Director," she said.
"I trust you two have this under control?" Oscar asked Agents Smith and Jones.
"Don't worry, Director," Smith said. "We've got it from here."
"Good," Oscar said. "Keep me informed on your progress." They shook hands and Oscar left with Agent Harmon.
...
"So, you believe Chambers had a hand in everything that took place over the last 35 years or so?" Jack asked after Oscar briefed him.
"I do, Senator," Oscar said. "Of course, we'll need to go through his computer and all of his files, but I think we'll find that he played a role in everything."
"I can't believe that he actually confessed to murdering both his husband and his wife," Jack said.
"He's responsible for many deaths, Jack," Oscar said. "And the destruction of thousands of lives and families."
"And he was able to keep all this from Susan?" Jack asked.
"Apparently so," Oscar said.
"So, can we finally close the book on this?"
"For now, Senator, but something Chambers said keeps going through my mind," Oscar said.
"What's that?" Jack asked.
"He said others would rise to take his place," Oscar said.
"That's a scary thought," Jack said. "The idea that there's others like him out there. Listen, Oscar, I've been giving this some thought. It'll take some time, but after what happened today, I feel confident that we can get all the support the Task Force needs."
"Thank you for that, Senator," Oscar said.
"And what are your plans?" Jack asked.
"Rita and I have been giving it a lot of thought to retiring. There's this nice cabin up in north Idaho, and I feel the urge to go fishing out on Lake Pend O'Reille. Ever been up there?"
"Can't say that I have," Jack said. "But it sounds really nice."
"You have no idea," Oscar said. "You ever get tired of this swamp, come on up. Bring Carol with you. It's really nice up there."
"We may just do that, Director," Jack said with a smile. The two men shook hands and Oscar went back to the hotel, packed up and went to the airport. He was halfway home when his phone buzzed. He pulled it out and saw a text from Agent Smith.
"Chambers is dead," it read.
"How did it happen?" Oscar asked in response. A few moments later, he received an answer.
"Beats the hell outta me," the text said. Oscar saw a video attached to the message and opened it up. The video showed Chambers sitting in his tiny cell. Suddenly, he started shaking. Two guards entered the cell and tried to get Chambers under control.
One guard called medics, but by then it was too late. As they watched, Chambers' body seemed to disintegrate right in front of them. By the time medics arrived, the only thing left of Chambers was a pile of reddish powder.
"Status?" Oscar wrote back.
"We collected what we could and turned it over to your people for analysis," Smith said.
"Thanks," Oscar wrote back. He couldn't wait to see the report on this. He put his phone away and picked up a magazine he bought in Washington. He had a very import decision to make -- should he buy the Harris Crowne luxury pontoon boat or the Crestliner?
Both appealed to him, but he liked the fact that the Harris Crowne was designed for entertainment. And from the pictures he saw, there was plenty of room for him and Rita to enjoy the lake without drawing too much attention to themselves. And there was enough room to take the kids out when they come up.
"Hey, sweetheart," he said when Rita answered her phone. "I've made a decision."
"Oh?" she asked. "What's that?"
"I'm going with the Harris Crowne," he said. "There's an outfit up in Spokane that sells them and I can put in an order over the web. They'll even deliver it to Lake Pend O'Reille for us."
"That's wonderful, sweetheart," she said. "What made you decide to get that?"
"Well, there's plenty of room for the kids when they come up, but that's not all. There's also lots of room for the two of us to, er, play on the water, if you know what I mean," he said.
"Why Oscar, you are such a naughty boy," she said with a laugh. "Does this mean you're finally going to retire?"



"It does," Oscar said. "That is, if you don't mind having me underfoot for the next 30 years or so."
"Truth is, I can hardly wait," she said. "I loved my Dad, but I'd hate to see you spend the rest of your life behind a desk the way he did. You've earned this. Let's go for it."
"You're on," he said. "I love you, Rita."
"And I love you more, G-man," she said.
...
Epilogue:
Oscar stood on the main deck of his pontoon boat and looked at the scenery around him. It sure is beautiful up here in Idaho, he thought as he took in the mountains and trees all around them. Much nicer than the view at Fort Apache, that's for certain.
The last few weeks had been a blur. The report on Chambers showed that he had experimented with some kind of radical DNA therapy that caused his entire body to disintegrate at a pre-arranged time. There wasn't much that could be gathered from his remains -- they learned this after deciphering some of the files and notes on Chambers' computer. Oscar was told there was enough information in those files to keep the analysts busy for years.
Jack came through for the Task Force, and funding began flowing back into the coffers -- enough to pay for a contingent of Marines to be housed at the facility, and more than enough to make up for lost corporate sponsorship.
Phillip Armbrister, the agent in charge of the DC office, was named the new Director, and Oscar made sure he was briefed on all the current cases. Oscar and Rita filed for retirement and the entire base came out for their retirement party. After the party was over, the two of them flew to Spokane, then picked up a vehicle Oscar had bought online, and drove to the cabin.
At first, Oscar missed the folks at the Task Force and Fort Apache. But he didn't miss the work. He felt that he had done his bit for national security. Now, it was time to focus on his wife and family.
He saw Rita stand up and walk toward him. She was always a beautiful woman who had taken good care of herself over the years. Even now, after all this time, she still managed to take his breath away. As she stood, she lifted her top and dropped it on the deck, baring her breasts. Giving Oscar a sly smile, she sauntered up to him.
"Well, G-man, have you brought out your pole yet?" she asked.
"I was about to, but I don't know if the fish are biting here," he said.
"Not that pole, silly," she said, running a hand under the waistband of his shorts. She grabbed his hardening cock and smiled. "This one." Oscar's eyes grew wide as he realized what she had in mind.
"Oh my," he said as she pulled his shorts down. Yes, he thought as she took him into her mouth, retirement is going to be a lot of fun...
...
Fade to black...
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End of Semper Invictus 02 -- Quartered:
We all celebrated the wedding with song, drink, dance and of course, a wedding cake. When the celebration was over, I carried Noei upstairs, where we made mad passionate love. Later, we collapsed on the bed, exhausted from the day's activities. Our flight to Hawaii was set to leave the next day and we wanted to get a good night's sleep.
"What a day," I said.
"What a week," Noei replied.
"Tell me something," I said as I turned to face her. "Did your grandmother ever tell you about this legend?"
"No, she never did. She wanted to, several times. But Dad would never let her. Said it was just a silly fairy tale," Noei said. "Why do you ask?"
"I get the feeling she and your father know a lot more than they're letting on," I said.
"I'm sure Dad is just trying to look out for my best interests," she said.
"Of course," I said. "You know we still have two of those creatures to hunt down when we get back from Hawaii."
"Yes, I know," she said. "But right now, I just want to lay in your arms and forget about beasts and ancient legends for a little bit."
"I can understand that," I said. "It's been a while since I've had anything resembling a real vacation. You know, it feels so good to just lay here with you in my arms."
"Yes, it does feel good. Semper invictus, my husband," Noei said quietly as she snuggled into me. "Ours is a love that can never be defeated," she added when I looked at her, a bit confused. "Not even by death."
"I like the sound of that," I said as I kissed her face.
...
And now, Semper Invictus 03 -- Family Ties:
We finally arrived home after spending an excellent week in Hawaii celebrating our second wedding with lots of sun, sand, drink, and of course, sex. It really was nice getting away from the daily grind of tracking and killing inter-dimensional beasts. Noei even sat for me as I drew a picture of her on the beach, looking out over the ocean.
"That's beautiful," she said when I showed it to her. "We definitely have to get this framed."
"I'm glad you like it. I love drawing this beautiful face," I said as I kissed her. We ended up making love right there on the beach. So what if anyone saw us, we thought.
Unfortunately, all good things have to come to an end. As wonderful as Hawaii was, we had to get back home and back to work. And I needed to look into something that had been in the back of my mind for a few days now.
After spending a nice quiet night at home in our own bed, we got up and began our everyday routine. Noei got up before I did, took her shower, and made breakfast as I did my morning business. After breakfast, we went to the lab downstairs and caught up on the creatures' activities.
One of the two creatures I had tracked while Noei was being prepared by the Errnocht was in a town about two hours from our current location. But there was something different -- the creature seemed to be in another person than before. I pulled up the history and confirmed it.
"Could you look into this for me, please?" I asked Noei.
"Sure," she said as she worked her magic on the search tool Svan provided for us. Noei displayed what she found on the large wall monitor within a few minutes. The original host, Brenda Harrison, was killed in an auto accident just four days ago. According to the report, she was driving at an increased rate of speed when she lost control of her vehicle and slammed into a concrete post. She was pronounced dead at the scene of the accident. The report said Brenda had suffered a heart attack right before the accident.
"Seems a bit young to have had a heart attack," I said.
"I agree," Noei said. "You think the beast inside her did that?"
"Or maybe she was trying to fight it," I said. "We'll never know."
The new host, Rhonda Baker, worked as a swing-shift manager for a local hotel and was married to an over-the-road truck driver named Alan. In her late twenties, she was an attractive woman with long wavy brunette hair, brown eyes, and a smile that could melt butter. I could see why the creature would find this woman a suitable host.
"What do we know about her husband?" I asked. Noei was already ahead of me and placed his information on the screen next to Rhonda's.
"He works for Apex Logistics and spends as much as a week on the road at any given time," Noei said. "According to the company's schedule, he's supposed to be back this afternoon, in about three hours or so." I looked at Noei, surprised, and wondered how she could get this little tidbit.
"How did you find that out?" I asked as I walked to her station.
"Easy," she said. "I just hacked into their internal scheduling system." I simply nodded, figuring it was an ability Svan gave her during her preparation.
"Where is the creature now?" I asked.
"Currently at the Baker residence," Noei said. "It doesn't look like they're alone."
"We can get there in two hours," I said. "Why don't we head on down and meet with Alan first."
"Are you sure that's wise?" Noei asked.
"I prefer to meet with the husband first, if at all possible," I said. "It could save a lot of problems later. After all, we don't need an enraged husband thinking we're trying to kill his wife and try to shoot or attack us while we're dealing with a creature."
"I... see your point. Well, then, we'd better get moving," Noei said. We gathered our things, loaded up the truck, and headed out. Noei also packed a couple sandwiches and some snacks and drinks for the trip.
"Arte, something's on your mind," Noei said after we had been on the road for a while. "I can always tell, you know." I knew this would happen, and I debated whether or not to tell her my suspicions. I finally opted for honesty and full disclosure.
"Do you remember when I told you I had a feeling your father and grandmother knew more than they were letting on?" I asked.
"Yes, I remember," she said.
"Your father told me a bit about the legend," I said. "Thing is, it was very close to what actually happened. You know, it's rare for stories that old to remain so close to the truth when passed down by word of mouth. I got the feeling he knows a lot more than what he says."
"You think he may be working with the creatures?" Noei asked. There was no accusation in her question, which made me feel better.
"No, I don't," I said. "But I would like to check something when we get back home."
"The Errnocht database?" she asked.
"Yes," I said. "How much do you know about that?"
"Not much," she said.
"Our transectors are designed to collect data on everyone they pass through," I said. "DNA, biographical information, you name it. That information is later added to the database, which the Errnocht use for their own analysis. We can search that database to see who has been possessed by the creatures."
"You think my father may have had one of those things in him at some time?" she asked.
"I think it's a definite possibility," I said.
"But why?" she asked. "That just doesn't make any sense."
"I think they have been tracking your family line," I said. "Specifically, I think they may have been tracking you."
"Me?" she asked, surprised. "But why?"
"To get to me. Perhaps, to keep us apart. Remember the first night we met in that bar?"
"I'll never forget it," she said.
"You had one of those things inside you. And the first thing it did when we were alone was to attack me. Rather interesting, wouldn't you agree?" I asked.
"Yes," she said. "What do you suggest we do?"
"When we get back, I'd like you to do a genealogical search on your family. I'd like to know if anyone in your family shows up in the Errnocht database," I said. "Are you okay with doing that?"
"Of course, Arte," she said. "If my family has been tracked or harassed by these things, I want to know about it."
"Good," I said, taking her hand in mine. "We may need to have a little talk with your folks."
"Are you sure we should do that?" she asked.
"They have a right to know," I said.
"I suppose so," she said quietly. Nothing more was said about it for the rest of the trip. We ate a sandwich and drank one of the bottles of green tea she packed in the ice chest.
"That hit the spot," I said after I finished the olive and cream cheese sandwich she made. Noei got me hooked on those things when she moved into the house. "Thank you."
"I'm glad you liked it," she said. We reached the city where Alan lived and saw we had about 45 minutes before he was due back, so we drove by his house. Sure enough, there were two cars in his driveway, and the tracker showed the creature was there, along with two human life signs. One was Rhonda, and the other only registered as "unknown male."
We took a picture of the vehicles in the driveway and continued on our way. We reached the trucking company where Alan worked and pulled into the parking lot a few minutes later. We got out of the truck and went inside, asking for the dispatcher. The receptionist called him, then gave us directions to his office.
"Gary Simpson," a large man said as he offered his hand. "What can I do for you folks?"
"Steve Iverson, this is my wife, Noei," I said, handing him a business card. "Has Alan Baker returned yet?"
"As a matter of fact, he just pulled in," Gary said, reading the card I gave him. "Is there a problem?"
"We hope not," I said. "But we'd like to speak with him if that's alright."
"Okay, hang on," Gary said. He picked up his phone and spoke into it. "Hey, Cotton, tell Baker there's a couple PI types here in the dispatch office looking to see him. Alright, thanks." He hung up the phone and turned back to us.
"He'll be here in just a minute," he said.
"Thank you," I said. Soon, the door opened and a large muscular man wearing a short-sleeved western shirt, and Stetson came through. Gary looked up at him.
"Alan, these folks would like a word with you, if that's alright," Gary said. Alan looked at us before speaking.
"Alan Baker," he said, extending his hand. We introduced ourselves as we shook hands. "Is everything alright?" he asked.
"Is there someplace we can go and talk?" I asked.
"Yeah, Fred's Diner is just down the road a piece," Alan said. "It's usually pretty quiet. We can go there if you want." We followed him to Fred's Diner and ordered a cup of coffee.
"So, what is this all about?" he asked.
"Mr. Baker, is everything okay between you and your wife?" I asked.
"Please, call me Alan. Yeah, so far as I know," he said. "Why? You think she's fucking around on me or something?" I pulled out my phone and showed him the picture we took of the cars in his driveway.
"Do you recognize these vehicles?" I asked.
"Yeah," he said. "The one on the right is Rhonda's car. I've never seen the other one."
"When was the last time you spoke with your wife?" I asked.
"We talk every day when I'm on the road," he said. "I spoke to her early this morning."
"Everything seem normal?" I asked.
"Well, to tell ya the truth, she has seemed a bit... pre-occupied these last couple days or so," he said. "If she's been fucking around, so help me, I'll kick her ass to the curb. Is that's what this is all about?"
"We believe your wife is with... someone... we've been tracking for a while," I said, not trying to give away too much.
"So, what do you want from me?" he asked.
"We'd like to accompany you back to your house, if that's alright with you," I said. He eyed us for a few moments before responding.
I could tell he was thinking the worst, and the more he thought about it, the madder he got.
"Okay," he finally said. "You can follow me back to my house." Noei reached out to Alan.
"Mr. Baker... Alan," she began. "Just so you know, you may see some things that you might not be able to deal with right off the bat. I just want you to know that we'll be there for you." He gave her a confused look for a few seconds before responding.
"Look, I appreciate what you're saying, lady, but I was in the Marine Corps for four years. Served in Iraq. I've seen more than my share of crap," he said. I looked at Noei and nodded my head.
"Alright, we'll follow you then," I said. We left the diner and headed for Alan's house. The two cars were still in the driveway. Alan parked on the street in front of his house, and we parked behind him. Alan got out of his truck and headed for the front door. We followed close behind.
We went into the front door and instantly heard the sounds of sex coming from the upstairs bedroom. Alan's face turned red as he opened his gun cabinet. I touched his arm and shook my head. He got my meaning and closed the cabinet before storming upstairs. We let Alan enter the bedroom first.
"What the FUCK is going on here?" he thundered. The young, blond-haired man between Rhonda's legs stopped, looked at Alan, then got off the bed. He flexed his muscles as he eyed Alan. He was the same height as Alan and looked every bit as strong. Rhonda stayed in bed, an evil grin on her face.
"Well, looky here," Blondie said. "It's the cuck."
"What the FUCK did you call me, shithead?" Alan roared, grabbing the other man by the neck. The man was startled by Alan's outburst and tried to get free, but Alan wasn't having it. He slammed Blondie into the wall, cracking the drywall.
"I'm going to give you just five seconds to get the FUCK outta my house, asswipe," Alan said, spittle flying from his mouth. "After that, they'll need to carry you outta here in a body bag. GOT IT?"
"Yeah, man, I got it," the man said. Alan kneed him in the balls to make sure he got the message, then tossed him to the floor. The man groaned as he hit the floor, then grabbed his clothes and crawled out of the bedroom. A furious Alan turned to Rhonda. She laughed maniacally as he began to approach her.
"Wait," I said, grabbing him by the arm. "She's not herself."
"What do you mean?" he asked. Noei and I pulled out our transectors and activated them. Alan looked at the flaming electronic swords, and his eyes grew wide. "What the fuck! Are you gonna kill her?" he asked.
"No," I said, positioning myself between him and Rhonda. "Just the thing inside her. Please, stand back. And don't try to interfere." Rhonda's eyes grew wide, and I could see the beast inside her trying to climb out.
"YOU!" the Rhonda-Beast screeched in an unearthly voice. "I'll shred your pathetic human body and feed you to the dogs, Celt. Along with your pretty little plaything."
"I think not today, beast," I said, holding my transector at the ready. "SEMPER INVICTUS!!" Noei and I swung simultaneously, cutting the beast in four sections. Our electronic blades came into contact at some point, and the room was bathed in a blinding flash of light, and pieces of the beast flew across the room.
When the light faded, we saw pieces of the thing lying everywhere. We saw the dragon-like head of the beast attached to part of its ripped torso as it tried to crawl away. It looked up at us, fear in its eyes.
"Mercy," it screeched, holding out one claw. Noei drove her transector through its red, pulsing heart, causing it to break open and disappear in a puff of smoke. As the heart disappeared, so did the rest of the creature's body. Rhonda fell back on the bed.
"What the fuck just happened?" Alan asked, his eyes wide with fear. I pulled out a bottle of water and handed it to Noei.
"See to her, if you would please," I told Noei. She took the water bottle and mixed in a packet of powder as I turned to Alan. "We need to talk," I said, guiding him out of the room.
"Damn right we do," he said. "What was that... thing?"
"That's what we've been tracking," I said. "It took possession of your wife's body."
"It made her act like a slut?" Alan asked.
"Technically, no. But it lowered her inhibitions and fed on her inner desires, amplifying them," I explained.
"Is Rhonda going to be okay?" he asked.
"It hasn't been in her very long," I said. "There's a good chance she'll recover. Physically, anyway, but she has had a traumatic experience. Mentally, her barriers have been breached and weakened."
"How long was it in her?" he asked.
"About four days, as best as we can tell," I said.
"Where did it come from?" Alan asked.
"That's a bit... complicated," I said. "Let's just say it came from someplace very far away."
"It seemed to know you and your wife," Alan said. "How is that possible? And why did it call you 'Celt'?"
"That's a reference to my bloodline. I've been tracking it for a while," I said. "And I've encountered quite a few creatures like it before."
"So there are more of those things out there? Will they come back for her?" Alan asked.
"Yes, there are more of them. I doubt they'll come back for her, though. They generally don't possess the same person twice," I told him. "There is one thing you should know, though."
"What's that?" he asked.
"There is the possibility of relapse without possession, almost like an addict or someone with a psychological issue. She may feel the desire to cheat on you at some point in the future. And it's possible she won't be able to stop herself when that desire hits," I said.
"What do you suggest I do?" Alan asked. "I won't tolerate her cheating on me. She knows that."
"I'm not a marriage counselor, but I suggest the two of you speak to one. That is if you want to remain married to her. Do you love her?"
"Yes, I love her very much," Alan said. "And I want to stay married to her. But I won't be a willing cuckold."
"I understand completely," I said. Just then, Noei showed up.
"She's regained her senses," Noei said. "She's shaken, but I think she'll be alright. She's asking for you, Alan."
"Why don't you go talk to her?" I asked. "We'll be right here." Alan wiped his face with his hands and looked at me for a bit before nodding his head.
"All right," he said. He got up and walked back into the master bedroom. He sat on the bed next to his wife, who sobbed when he took her in his arms.
"I'm so sorry, Alan," she sobbed. "I don't know what got into me. It was all so strange -- like I couldn't stop myself. Please, forgive me."



"It's... alright," he said quietly. "The thing is... gone."
"What was that thing?" she asked through her tears. "What happened to it?"
"I don't know what it was," Alan said. "But these people killed it, and it's not coming back."
"I don't feel so good," Rhonda said. "I feel nauseous and shaky inside. Like I'm about to fly apart. I have to call in sick tonight. Please, Alan, stay and hold me." Alan looked at me, concern on his face.
"That's quite normal," I told him. "She'll be shaken for a little while. Give her a chance to get some rest." Alan nodded his head.
"I'll stay right here," he told her. "I don't have to go back on the road for a few days, so why don't you take a couple nights off. Get some rest."
"Okay," Rhonda said. "I will. Just stay with me, please. I'm so scared."
"It's all right," Alan told her. "I'm here for you, sweetheart." He looked up at us before speaking. "What do I do now?" he asked.
"Stay with her. Reassure her. Give her comfort. Maybe have her doctor check her out," I said. He nodded his head. I didn't want to raise the issue of STIs or a possible pregnancy at a time like this, but I got the feeling Alan understood.
"Yeah, okay. I'll do that," he said. "Thank you."
"You're welcome," Noei said. "And feel free to call if you have any questions." We said our goodbyes and left.
"Well, how do you feel now that you've taken out your first creature?" I asked Noei as we hit the road.
"I know it may sound strange, but I feel... invigorated," she said. "Excited, even. And a little sad. For them, that is. Is that normal?"
"Yes, it is," I told her.
"Is that how you feel after you've taken one of those things out?" she asked.
"Yes," I told her. "The thrill of victory tempered by the knowledge of what it may cost. Some couples can work through it, but most can't."
"Do you think Rhonda and Alan will be able to get through what happened today?" Noei asked.
"I don't know," I said. "Maybe. Hopefully. But that's not our concern. All we can do is deal with the beasts and point the victims in the right direction. What happens after that is up to them."
"I understand," Noei said softly. "It just seems so... cold. I wish there was something more we could offer them."
"Unfortunately, there's not. You have to understand that every situation is different. Every marriage is different. If we intervene early enough, and if the relationship is good, there's usually a somewhat better than average chance the victims can get through it," I said. "Most of the time, though, the damage is too great. Think you can deal with that?"
"I think so," she said. "I know that it feels good to fight at your side again." I had to smile at that. It did feel good to be in the field with Noei.
"Yes, it does," I said.
"In fact, I'm feeling a bit... horny right now," Noei said with a smile. She scooted closer to me and began rubbing my crotch while kissing my ear. "Think you can find someplace where we can... park for a bit and, you know, fool around?"
"Are you sure about this?" I asked with a smile. "We're not teenagers, you know."
"Oh yeah," she said as she began to unzip my trousers. "But being here with you
makes me feel like a horny teenager."
"We could get caught, you know," I said.
"Good," she cooed as she fished out my cock. I saw a park just ahead, so I pulled in and found a shady spot that looked pretty secluded. I didn't see any cameras, so I stopped the truck and turned to Noei, who was already removing her clothes.
Soon, we were both in the back seat of the crew cab, with Noei on top of me. She was on fire as she slid down on my hard cock. I had read about people having sex in a parked car, but this was the first time in my 2,100 years of existence it had happened to me.
Noei moaned in our native tongue as we screwed like mad in the back seat. It didn't take long for us to reach our climax. Spent and covered with sweat, we held each other in the back seat until we caught our breath.
"What brought that on?" I asked.
"I guess the excitement of being in battle with you again just turned me on," she said. "You're not upset with me, are you?"
"Never," I said, giving her a kiss. "But we'd better get dressed and get going before a cop spots us here."
We dressed and spent the rest of the trip in small talk and got home in time for dinner. It was a bit late to start cooking anything, so we ordered a pizza and ate that as we completed our reports.
"So, what now?" Noei asked.
"Well, we have a few days before we can face another beast, so let's get started on that project we talked about the other day," I said. Noei agreed, and we decided to hit the hay and begin our projects the following day.
When we got to the downstairs lab the next morning, I noticed the communicator was flashing, so I fired it up and saw Svan's face appear on the monitor.
"About time you two decided to get up," he said with a smile. "So, Noei, how do you feel after your first encounter?"
"I'm excited," she said. "I can't wait to do that again."
"Well, I'm afraid both of you are going to have to wait a few days," Svan said.
"What's going on?" I asked.
"We detected a ripple in the space-time continuum and traced it to the moment your transectors intersected with each other," Svan said. "The Directorate decided to modify the Rule of Six for the two of you. We want you to wait ten days between assignments. The last thing we need is a rip in the fabric of the multiverse."
"That bad?" I asked.
"We're assessing the damage," Svan said. "Right now, it doesn't look as bad as we first thought, but the Directorate wants to make sure the rift has healed before you two engage again."
"I don't understand," Noei said.
"When you and Steve engaged with the beast inside Rhonda Baker, the fields of your transectors briefly came into contact with each other. That's what caused the flash of light you saw. But that flash was more than just light. It actually affected the entire space-time continuum. If your transectors had remained in contact much longer, they would have created a tear in the fabric of the multiverse," Svan said.
"What would that cause?" she asked.
"If the tear was large enough, it would have a devastating impact on the multiverse as a whole. Think the worst part of your Apocalypse legends. We'd like to avoid that, so we want to make sure the damage is mitigated before you two go out again," Svan said. "Perhaps the two of you should train for a bit to keep that from happening."
"What about Rhonda? Would something like this affect her?" Noei asked.
"It could, considering the ripple took place inside her body," Svan said.
"I suppose we should follow up with Alan to see how she's doing," I said.
"That would probably be a good idea," Svan said.
"Is there anything we can do for her?" Noei asked.
"I can't think of anything at the moment," Svan said. "Our people are working on the issue now. I'll let you know if they figure something out."
"Please do," Noei said.
"I will," Svan said. "In the meantime, I want you to avoid any conflict for a while."
"Ten days?" I asked.
"Yes, just to be on the safe side," Svan said.
"Well, that should give us time to look into something that's been bothering me," I said.
"What's that, Steve?" Svan asked.
"I have a feeling that Noei's father knows a bit more than he's letting on," I said. "It's just something he told me when we were visiting them. I asked Noei to do a search on her family tree, and I'd like access to the Errnocht database."
"You think the creatures may have targeted Noei or her family?" Svan asked.
"That's what I'd like to find out," I said. Svan thought about it for a bit then nodded his head.
"Consider it done, Steve," he said. "Let me know what you find."
"I will," I said. After we ended the communication, I grabbed my phone and called Alan.
"Baker," he said when he answered.
"Alan, this is Steve Iverson," I said. "I'm just calling to follow up. How is your wife doing? Is she all right?"
"Actually, Steve, I had to take her to the Emergency Room last night," Alan said. "She said she started feeling worse, so I had her checked out. Her heart rate and blood pressure are all over the place. They admitted her to the hospital, and they're doing what they can to get her vitals back to some semblance of normal. Do you have any idea what's going on?"
"I've spoken with my superiors, and they're looking into it now," I said. "Did you tell the doctors what happened yesterday?"
"No, we decided not to mention that," Alan said.
"That's probably a good idea. Stay in touch. I'll let you know if we hear anything," I said.
"I appreciate that," he said. We ended the call, and I sent Svan a message letting him know about Rhonda. I felt responsible for what happened to her, and I hoped Svan could come up with an answer. The next day, Svan said he had something I could give Alan that would help Rhonda. I watched as a green orb appeared in the lab. When it disappeared, I saw a small vial with a note from Svan.
I took the vial and drove the two hours to see Alan. I gave him the vial and the directions Svan included. All Rhonda had to do was drink the contents of the vial. Alan's job was to put the liquid in a water bottle and make sure Rhonda drank the whole thing.
"Are you sure this will work?" he asked.
"I trust my superiors," I said. "They want to see her get well as much as you and I do."
"What happened to her?" he asked.
"That flash of light we saw," I said. "It caused a rift of some sort. It's... complicated."
"It seems like everything with you is complicated," he said. "This had better work. If it doesn't..."
"I wouldn't give it to you if I had any doubts," I said, registering the unspoken threat. Of course, I wasn't worried about him hurting me. I had centuries of experience dealing with much bigger men. I was more concerned that I might accidentally kill him in the process of fending off an attack.
"How long before we know?" he asked.
"From what I was told, you should know within an hour or two," I said. "Call me and let me know right away."
"Count on it," he said. We said our goodbyes, and I headed back home. My phone rang shortly before I got home. It was Alan.
"She seems to be doing much better," he said. "Doc is still trying to figure out what happened. They're going to hang on to her for another day to make sure she's stable. Thank you."
"You're welcome," I said. "Let me know if there's any changes." I felt a bit better when we ended the call.
Over the next few days, Noei worked on her family tree, relying primarily on information she gleaned from her grandmother. While she did that, I dug deep into the Errnocht database to see if anyone in her family tree had been possessed by the creatures. That's when I found the entry relating to her father.
"Noei, I think you should see this," I said. She came to me and looked over my shoulder.
"What's that, sweetheart?" she asked. I pointed at the monitor and put the entry upon the large monitor on the wall.
"There it is. Maximilian Schlager. It looks like he was possessed during a business trip to Europe," I said. According to the record, the possession occurred when Noei was just two years old. "Did he ever mention anything about this to anyone that you know of?"
"No, he never did. At least not that I know of," Noei said.
The enforcer who dealt with the creature was Ewan MacFarland, born roughly 1,200 years ago in Scotland. Except for Noei, he was the youngest Errnocht enforcer on the planet. I had met the man a couple times over the last 500 years and wondered if he would be willing to talk to me about this encounter.
I fired up the communicator and entered Ewan's code, hoping he was available. It was rare for enforcers like us to communicate, but I felt it was necessary. A few minutes after punching in the code, I saw the face of a man who looked like he had just woken up.
"Who the bloody hell is calling me at this ungodly hour?" he asked when the connection was complete.
"Ewan, it's Steve Iverson," I said. "Sorry to call you like this, but I have a couple questions for you."
"Iverson? Is that really you, Celt?" he asked, running a hand through his unkempt hair. "Last time I saw you was what... 70 years ago or so?"
"Yeah, it's me," I said. "And yeah, it's been a while."
"Who's that with you?" he asked.
"This is my wife, Noei," I said.
"Wife? Are you kidding me?" he asked. "Who the fuck would marry an ancient old goat like you?" he asked with a smile.
"Well, you're not exactly a spring chicken," I said, laughing. He laughed with me.
"Aye, mate. That much is true. Does she know..."
"Yes, she knows everything," I said. "In fact, I'm calling about an encounter you had about 27 or 28 years ago. In Munich. You remember that?"
"Vaguely," he said. "As I recall, it was at some kind of business meeting. I thought it was rather strange the creature would target him, given what else was available. You know those things prefer women to men. It was all pretty standard. I killed the beast, and the man seemed okay, so I reported it and carried on. Just curious, why are you asking about it?"
"That man was my father," Noei said.
"Your father?" Ewan asked. "Talk about a small world, eh?"
"Yeah," I said. "By the way, have you noticed an increase in activity lately?"
"Matter of fact, yes," Ewan said. "I just finished taking out five of those beasties in Salzburg. Isn't that the general area where you're originally from, Celt?"
"Basically," I said. "But it wasn't called Salzburg in those days."
"Interesting," Ewan said.
"I agree," I said in response.
"Well, I hope this helps you out, Celt," he said. "Now, if you don't mind, I'd like to get back to sleep."
"Of course, Ewan," I said. "Yes, it helps. Thanks." We ended the call, and I looked at Noei. "I think we need to have a talk with your father."
"I think you're right," she said. "Before we do, though, I'd like to find out if anyone else in my family has been possessed by those things."
"Alright," I said. "Let's get to work, then." I took the names Noei gave me and performed a search against the Errnocht database. To our amazement, the examination revealed ten possessions had taken place in her family tree over the last 150 years. Except for Max, all the rest were women. I thought that number of possessions in one family tree to be a bit much, so I reached out to Svan.
"Yes, Steve, what can I do for you?" Svan asked.
"First off, that concoction you sent seemed to work with Rhonda," I said.
"That's good to hear," he said. "What else is going on?" He seemed rather shocked when I told him about our search results.
"Are you absolutely sure about that?" Svan asked. "Ten known instances over 150 years? That does seem a bit... high."
"And that's not counting the creature that occupied Noei," I said. "Do you think they might have known about what you were doing with her DNA all this time? Why would they target her family line like this?"
"There's something you should know, Steve," Svan said.
"What's that?" I asked.
"You have been without a partner for what, over 2,000 of your years, right?"
"Yes," I said.
"Basically, you and Noei were meant for each other. The Directorate feels that it's not healthy for someone like you to go so long without a soul mate. When we embarked on the mission to reunite you with your wife, our goal was simply to give you a stable and happy home life -- something to help you cope with what you do. However, as time went on, we began to see something else."
"What's that?" I asked.
"The two of you have a bond that is stronger than anything we have ever encountered," Svan said. "We now believe that your reunion may very well hold the key to defeating these creatures once and for all. From our observations, it appears the two of you, working together as one, are practically invincible. And the beasts know that."
"Really?" I asked, looking at Noei.
"Yes," Svan said. "There's also another possibility. Perhaps there's something in her DNA that attracts the creatures. We've discussed the possibility of that before, but we've never been able to prove it. What are your plans now?"
"I intend to speak with Noei's father, see what he has to say," I said. "I also think we need protection devices for Noei's family."
"How many do you think you'll need?" Svan asked.
"Six," Noei said. Svan nodded his head.
"Very well," Svan said. "I'll get those out to you. Find out what you can, but use caution and some tact. In the meantime, I'll talk with the Directorate. Perhaps we can develop a working hypothesis."
"One other thing. I spoke with Ewan MacGregor. He tells me that he's just dealt with five creatures in Salzburg," I said. "That's the general area where we came from. And it's where Noei's family lived until just after the First World War."
"That is interesting," Svan said. "We'll have to factor that into our hypothesis. Good work, Steve. Find out what you can and report back to me."
"Will do," I said before we ended the connection.
"So, what do we do now?" Noei asked.
"I think it's time we had a little talk with your father," I said. Noei nodded her head. I pulled out my phone and prepared to call, but Noei stopped me before I completed dialing.
"Please remember that he IS my father," she said. "And I do love him, regardless of what may have happened all those years ago."
"Of course," I said. I finished dialing the number and waited for him to answer.
"Schlager," he said.
"Max, it's Steve Iverson," I said. "How is everything?"
"Everything here is good, Steve. How about you? How's married life treating you?" he asked. I could hear the smile in his voice and decided to tread carefully.
"Wonderful," I said. "Noei and I had a great time in Hawaii. Thank you for the hotel room. It was terrific."
"Well, I'm glad you enjoyed it, son," he said. "So, what can I do for you today?"
"Actually, Noei and I would like to talk to you about something, if that's okay," I said.
"Sure," he said. "Need some marital advice?" I laughed at that.
"No, we're doing fine in that regard," I said. "It's something we just ran across, and we wanted to come talk to you about it."
"Well, shoot, son, no need to wait. What is it?" Max asked.
"We'd rather not talk about it over the phone," I said. "We were wondering if you'd be available the next day or two, and we could pop in for a visit, maybe say hello to your wife and mother."
"Of course, son," he said. "You're family now. You're welcome here anytime."
"Excellent, Max," I said. "I appreciate that. We'll see you in a day or so."
"Look forward to it, son," Max answered. We ended the call, and I looked at Noei.
"Well? How did I do?" I asked.
"Perfect," she said. "I'll call and get our tickets set up."
The next day, we landed in Colorado Springs. Svan came through for us and sent six rings, each equipped with a device to protect the wearer from being possessed by the creatures. After getting our luggage, we rented a car and headed for Max's office. We got to his office and were escorted in by his receptionist.
"Steve!" Max said as he got up to give me a manly hug. He wrapped his arms around Noei and gave her a kiss on the cheek. "Ah, you look so wonderful. Married life seems to suit you quite well."
"Thanks, Daddy," Noei said with a smile. "How's Mom and Nanna?"
"They're doing just fine. Miss you, though," he said. "Come on in, have a seat. Tell me what it is that had you two fly all the way to Colorado Springs." We sat down on a couch he had in his office as he sat in another chair across from us.
"Max, we ran across something in our work, and we wanted to talk with you about it," I said. "Something that happened to you in Munich about 27 or 28 years ago." The smile left Max's face, and he looked down at the floor, somewhat embarrassed. "We were wondering if you could shed some light on that."



"I had almost forgotten all about that," he said. "What do you think you know about that?"
"What I know is that you were possessed by an inter-dimensional being," I said. His face registered shock as I spoke. "A colleague of mine disposed of that being."
"How do you know about that?" he asked.
"I spoke to my colleague about it yesterday. Besides, you're not the first in your family to be possessed by one of those things," I said. "And you're not the last," I added, looking at Noei. Max looked at his daughter, surprised.
"You had one of those things in you as well?" he asked.
"Yes," she said. "But Arte got rid of it."
"Arte?" he asked.
"Yes," I said. "That's the shortened version of my birth name, Artebudz."
"Artebudz?" Max asked. "What kind of a name is that?"
"It's the name my mother gave me over 2,000 years ago. It's Noric," I said.
"Two thousand years? Noric?" Max asked, confused.
"Yes," I said. "Your family came from Salzburg, right?"
"Yes," Max said. "They lived there for centuries. Until just after the First World War, when the old Austro-Hungarian Empire fell."
"I was born in that general area, but the city called Salzburg wouldn't even exist for another 800 years," I said. "Before Salzburg, before Austria even existed, there was a Celtic kingdom called Noricum. It later became a Roman province. That's where I'm from."
"But... that's impossible," Max said. "That means..."
"That means the legend your mother spoke of is true," I said. "There's something else you should know. Your daughter carries the exact genetic makeup of the woman I was married to over 2,000 years ago. Her name was Noei." He looked at me, shocked.
"How..."
"The explanation is quite... complicated," I said. "But it plays a role in what happened to you in Munich all those years ago. The last time we spoke, you talked about things as if you had some kind of... inside knowledge. I believe that came from the thing that was inside you. The beast selected you for a reason. I believe you know what that reason was, and I'd appreciate it if you would tell us."
Max put his head in his hands and began shaking his head. Then he started sobbing.
"No, I can't tell you," he sobbed. "Please don't make me. I can't bear to think about it." Noei and I looked at each other, shocked. This wasn't the reaction we expected. She knelt next to her father and tried to comfort him.
"It's okay, Daddy," she said. "We're here to help."
"You'll hate me if I tell you," he said.
"No, Daddy, we could never hate you," Noei said. "Could we, Arte?"
"No, Max, we won't hate you," I said. "Whatever it was, you can tell us." Max blew his nose and wiped the tears from his face. Then he looked at his daughter and held her face in his hands.
"You were such a beautiful baby," he said. "From the time you were born, you had me wrapped around your little finger. And you've grown into a wonderful young woman. You have no idea how much
I love you."
"And I love you, Daddy," she said.
"You're right, son," he said, looking at me. "It did pick me for a reason. I fought it as hard as I could, but it was just too strong. It wanted me to... kill... my baby girl. And it nearly succeeded. It made me think that it was the right thing to do. If that man hadn't come along, I might very well have done it." He looked at Noei, tears falling down his face.
"I'm so sorry, baby," he cried. "You have to know I would rather kill myself than hurt you."
"I know, Daddy," Noei said, holding him in her arms.
"I never understood why it wanted me to do that," Max said. "Do you know why?"
"Yes, Max, I believe I do," I told him. "The creatures knew that once Noei and I were reunited that their days were numbered. They've been targeting members of your family for generations. We know of at least ten possessions over the last 150 years."
"So the legend is really true, then?" Max asked.
"Yes," I said. "Every word of it is true." Just then, Noei's tracker dinged. She pulled it out, and her face went white as she looked at it.
"Oh my God," she exclaimed.
"What?" I asked.
"One of the creatures is at Dad's house," she said. "It's possessed Mom."
"What do we do?" Max asked. I looked at Max before speaking.
"We'll take care of this," I said. "Why don't you stay here?"
"No, this is my family. I'm coming with you," he said.
"Alright, but you need to do as we say," I told him. "And stay out of the way. You understand? That thing inside her is extremely dangerous."
"Oh, I know," he said. We left his office and jumped in our rented sedan. I followed Noei's directions and got to Max's country estate in good time. Noei pulled out her makeup kit and began applying blue paint to her face.
"What are you doing?" Max asked when he saw her face.
"This is my war face," she said. "Those things have attacked my family, and I'm getting ready to kick some ass." I opened my briefcase and handed Max one of Svan's rings.
"What's this?" he asked.
"A device to keep the beasts out of you," I said. "It'll work as long as you wear it. We have enough for the rest of your family." I handed Noei her transector and checked mine, then looked at Max. "Remember, stay out of the way and follow our lead."
"Of course," Max said. I looked at Noei.
"Remember our training. Don't let the transector blades touch," I said. She nodded her head.
"What about the Rule of Six?" she asked.
"We'll have to forego that," I said. "There's no choice." We got out of the sedan and entered the house. Diane and Max's mother were in the front room. Diane glared at us when we entered the room, and I could see the beast in her eyes. Max's mother sat on the couch, and I could see the fear in her face.
"Diane, Mom, look who came to visit," Max said.
"Yes, I see," Diane said. Even the tone of her voice was different, and Max spotted it right off the bat. I motioned for Max to get behind me. "Look, mother. The Celtic warrior and his little plaything have come to visit." The older woman looked at us with a tear in her eye. "I love what you've done to your face, dear," Diane said sarcastically. "Is that a new fashion trend or something?" Noei and I held up our transectors and activated them.
"Oh, look," Diane said gleefully as she clapped her hands. "The children have brought their little toys. Isn't that nice, mother? Haven't you two heard?" Diane asked as she looked at us. "You shouldn't mess with dragons, for you are crunchy and taste good with ketchup!" She laughed maniacally at that, sending a chill up Max's back.
I saw the creature start to unfurl its deadly tail and looked at Noei. I nodded my head slightly, and she returned the gesture.
"SEMPER INVICTUS," we both declared at the same time. Noei crouched down and struck low as I struck high, aiming for Diane's neck. The Diane-Beast tried to avoid us, but Diane was not a trained warrior and was too slow. Both our transectors sliced through Diane's body, rending the creature into three pieces. We followed through with another swipe, slashing the beast into even more pieces.
The beast screamed in pain as we cut it into small chunks, filling the room with acrid smoke. Noei saw the red, beating heart of the creature and stepped on it as if squashing a bug. The thing broke open, and the remains of the beast disappeared. Diane wavered on her feet for a few seconds, then fell to the floor.
Max rushed to her side as we turned off our transectors. I handed Noei a powder packet as she ran into the kitchen to get some water. Diane's eyes were somewhat glazed as she looked up at me. I could tell she wanted to say something, so I knelt down next to her.
"What is it, Diane?" I asked. She moved her mouth, but no sound came out. I helped Max lay her on the couch and propped her head up with a pillow. By then, Noei returned with a bottle of water. She had already mixed the powder and helped Diane take a drink.
"This will help, Mom," she said as she held the water bottle. Diane took a drink and looked at her daughter.
"Thank you, sweetheart," she said with a slight smile. Then she looked at me.
"That was just the first, Arte," she said weakly. "More are coming. Many more." She took another sip and passed out.
...
More to come...
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Semper Invictus 04 -- Neck Deep

WARNING! WARNING! This story contains elements of Sci-Fi. If that bothers you to the point of distraction, please move on. You have been warned.
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For those who want to say this or that would never happen, remember this is my universe, a place where nearly anything can, and often does, happen. At least on paper... In addition:

	Characters in this story may participate in one or more of the following: Smoking, consumption of adult (meaning, alcoholic) beverages, utterance of profanities.
	All sexual activity is between consenting adults 18 years of age or older.
	Statements or views uttered by the fictional characters in this story do not necessarily reflect the views or opinions of the author.


Please refer to my profile for more on my personal policy regarding comments, feedback, follows, etc. (Yes, I DO moderate comments) And please remember, this is a work of fiction, not a docu-drama...
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The end of Semper Invictus Ch. 03 -- Family Ties:
The beast screamed in pain as we cut it into small chunks, filling the room with acrid smoke. Noei saw the red, beating heart of the creature and stepped on it as if squashing a bug. The thing broke open and the remains of the beast disappeared. Diane wavered on her feet for a few seconds, then fell to the floor.
Max rushed to her side as we turned off our transectors. I handed Noei a packet of powder as she rushed into the kitchen to get some water. Diane's eyes were somewhat glazed as she looked up at me. I could tell she wanted to say something, so I knelt down next to her.
"What is it, Diane?" I asked. She moved her mouth but no sound came out. I helped Max lay her on the couch and propped her head up with a pillow. By then, Noei returned with a bottle of water. She had already mixed the powder and helped Diane take a drink.
"This will help, Mom," she said as she held the water bottle. Diane took a drink and looked at her daughter.
"Thank you, sweetheart," she said with a slight smile. Then she looked at me.
"That was just the first, Arte," she said weakly. "More are coming. Many more." She took another sip and passed out.
...
And now, Semper Invictus Ch. 04 -- Neck Deep
"Is she going to be okay?" Max asked as he cradled Diane's head.
"I believe so," I said. "She's been through a lot."
"I know," he said. "I've been there, remember? So, this is what you really do? Travel the world, killing these things?"
"I don't travel the world much these days," I said. "I settled in North America about the turn of the 19th century. I've been here most of the time since then. My territory, if you want to call it that, includes the Western Hemisphere."
"And this is what you've been doing for the last 2,000 years?" Max asked.
"No, only about the last 800," I said.
"What did you do before that?" Max asked.
"I traveled the known world. Learned everything I could. Exposed myself to different cultures. Spent a lot of time training," I said. "I learned how to use a number of weapons. Even learned to fight using only my hands and feet."
"How did all this start?" Max asked.
"It's a long story," I said.
"We seem to have some time," Max said, looking at Diane. They listened as I told them the story I first told Noei, and they were shocked when I finished.
"So, when I first saw your daughter, you could have knocked me over with a feather," I said. "She is the spitting image of the woman I was married to over 2,000 years ago. And on top of that, she's regained her genetic memory."
"I have so many questions," Max said. "What do you do for money? How do you handle the IRS?" I laughed at that.
"Money is not an issue," I said. "I earned quite a bit during my early days. Our benefactors invested it, made sure I would always have enough. They take care of all the administrative stuff. Granted, it's become a bit more challenging in the last 40 or 50 years, what with the Internet and all, but they've been up to the task so far."
"You said 'our' benefactors," Max said. "How many others like you are out there?"
"Five in total," I said. "Counting Noei." Max looked at his daughter, shocked.
"Are you..."
"Yes, Daddy," she said. "I am now. You see, I remembered everything from before. I decided I didn't want to lose Arte ever again, so I joined him."
"So, you're..."
"Immortal?" she asked. "I guess you could say that yes, I am. I hadn't thought of it that way before, but, yes."
"And you're okay with all this?" Max asked her.
"I'm a Celtic woman, Dad," she said. "I belong at my husband's side." Max's mother smiled and nodded her head in approval.
"The real question, Noei, is this," she said. "Are you happy with this decision?"
"I've never been happier in my entire life, Nanna," Noei said.
"That's all that matters, dear," she said. She turned to her son. "And you should be happy for your daughter, Maximilian."
"I am, Mother," he said. "It's just a lot to take in all at once." Diane began to wake up about this time, and we all turned our attention to her.
"Now we need to find out what she meant by more beasts coming," I said. "Noei, is there anything showing on the tracker?" She pulled her phone from her pants pocket and looked at her app.
"No, nothing within a 400 mile radius," she said.
"I'll be right back," I said, getting up. I went to the rented car and grabbed my briefcase. When I got back inside, I opened it and grabbed the other rings with the protection devices. I handed one to Max for Diane and gave one to his mother.
"What's this?" she asked.
"It contains a device that will keep the creatures from entering your body," I told her. "It works as long as you wear it." She looked it over and nodded as she slipped it on a finger. "The others are for Karl, Arnold, and his wife." I looked at Diane before speaking again.
"You said more are coming, Diane," I said. "Can you please explain what you mean by that?"
"Yes," she said, sitting up. "It wasn't anything the creature said. It was more like what it put in my mind. Images, mostly. I saw hundreds upon hundreds of those things, digging their way through some kind of tunnel. It's hard to describe."
"I see," I told her. I pulled my tablet out of the briefcase and fired up the communications app connected to my lab's comm panel. Soon, I was looking at Svan's face.
"Svan, I think we have a problem," I said. I told him what transpired with Diane and his brow furrowed when I passed on what she had told me.
"What you've described sounds very much like a wormhole," Svan said. "We'll look into this, Steve. But it may take some time. The multiverse is a very big place, after all."
"Just as long as it takes priority. I also need some protection for Noei's family," I said. "Can you provide me with a protection generator that can cover five acres?"
"Of course," Svan said. "We have those in stock. I'll send one to your location with instructions. You should be able to easily integrate it into their electrical system. I'll prioritize your report and get back to you as soon as I learn something."
"Thank you, Svan," I said. He ended the call, and I put my tablet back into the briefcase. A few minutes later, a green orb appeared in the room, and after it flashed out of existence, we saw a small black box sitting on the floor.
"What's that?" Max asked.
"It's a device to protect your property," I said. "It acts like an electronic fence used to train dogs. Only this one keeps the beasts out. I need to install this in the highest spot in your house where you have an electrical outlet."
"There's an outlet in the attic. I'll show you where it's at," Max said. "Do you need help with that?"
"No, I've got it," I said, picking up the small box. "Thanks anyway." I grabbed the box and followed Max up the stairs. He opened the door into the attic and pulled down a ladder. Climbing up, he turned on an overhead light and took the box from me. I climbed the ladder and followed him in the small space to an outlet on the wall.
Max watched as I worked. I opened the box and put the device together. Once finished, I plugged it into the wall and turned it on. I fired up the display monitor, calibrated the unit, and then adjusted it to ensure the entire five-acre parcel was protected. Once I felt confident it was fully calibrated and working, I closed the box and looked at Max.
"That's it," I said.
"What happens if the house loses power?" he asked.
"There's a built-in battery that kicks in," I said. "It'll keep the unit powered for at least 48 hours."
"Do I need to do anything?" he asked.
"No, it's a self-repairing unit. I can remote in through a built-in wireless unit if need be," I said. We left the attic and went downstairs to find Arnold and his wife, Lisa, sitting with Noei, Diane, and Max's mother. Arnold looked at me when we entered the room.
"So," Arnold said. "Mother tells me the legend is true."
"Yes," I said. I saw him look at his crucifix, which reminded me of something I saw from a distance many years ago -- something I never forgot and hoped to never see again. He seemed deep in thought. "You believe in the man on that cross?" I asked. He looked up at me, a wry smile on his face.
"Yes, it's pretty much a requirement in my line of work," he said.
"Some would say his story is a legend as well," I said. "Born of a virgin. Spent his life teaching and performing miracles. Nailed to a cross. Raised from the dead three days later only to ascend into Heaven. Sounds pretty outrageous if you think about it logically. Yet you believe it, even though you never personally witnessed it."
"Good point," he said. "It's called 'faith.' Believing without seeing." I nodded my head.
"I understand completely," I said. "But if one story can be true, is it not remotely possible that another could also be true?"
"I... see your point," he said. "These creatures you fight... Are they... demons?" I shook my head.
"No," I said. "But I can see where you could draw that conclusion. There's nothing supernatural about these things. But they are aware of our belief systems, and they have no problem using them to get their way." He thought about what I said and nodded his head.
"I will pray for you and Noemi," he said quietly.
"Thank you, Arnold," I said. "I have a feeling that when all is said and done, we'll need all the help we can get. Pray for your family as well, though."
"I will, Steve," he said before he and his wife walked out.
"Is everything alright?" Noei asked when she came to my side.
"Yes," I said. "I think we had better get back. We have a lot of work ahead of us." We said our goodbyes and left for the airport.
...
The next several days were busy ones for us. We trained as hard as ever, and I could see Noei's skills and strength increasing daily. When we weren't training, we monitored the creatures for unusual activity. A week after the incident with Diane, Svan contacted us.
"Steve, we have a problem," Svan said.
"What's that?" I asked.
"It looks like the creatures are, for lack of another term, 'digging' a wormhole through the void," he said. "It looks like your dimension is the target."
"Is that even possible?" I asked.
"Until now, I would have said 'no.' But that's apparently not the case," he said. "It looks like they're building up for a full-blown invasion of your dimension."
"How long do we have before they get here?" I asked.
"At the present time, I would estimate maybe a month," Svan said. "Perhaps less."
"Any idea where they might break through?" I asked.
"Not yet," he said. "But we're monitoring their progress and should know within the next 15 or 20 of your days."
"Is there anything you can do to stop them or slow them down?" I asked.
"We're working on that now, Steve, but you have to understand something," he said. "The medium that makes up the void is not an easy one to operate in. It's not like outer space. Any attempt to destroy their wormhole here in the void could have devastating consequences throughout the entire space-time continuum. Every dimension would be affected, not just yours."
"So what do we do, then?" I asked. "Wait until they show up here?"
"That may be the only solution," Svan said.
"Can you get reinforcements to us?" I asked. Svan shook his head.
"I'm afraid not, Steve," he said. "Just as you and Noei cannot operate in other dimensions, enforcers from other dimensions cannot operate in yours. It's just not possible. And there's no time to recruit and prepare more enforcers. I'm open to suggestions at this point."
"I'll give it some thought," I told him. "Have you alerted the others?"
"Yes, we've alerted the other enforcers," Svan said.
"That's good," I said.
"I have a meeting with the Directorate," Svan said. "Give this some thought. I'll be in touch in the next couple of days." We signed off and closed the commlink.
...
The next day, I got a call from Ron Williams. I was surprised to hear from him and wondered if everything was okay between him and his wife, Sharon.
"Mr. Iverson, I don't know if you remember me," he said. "We met at the truck stop on Indian Trail Road."
"Yes, I remember," I said. "How are things with you and your wife?"
"We're actually doing a lot better," he said. "We've been seeing a counselor and things are looking good."
"I'm glad to hear that," I said.
"Thanks," he said. "That's not why I called, though. I hope you don't mind, but I gave your name to a colleague of mine. He's having issues with his wife."
"Issues?" I asked. "What kind of issues?"
"I'll let him tell you. He described some pretty wild stuff and I instantly thought about what you told me about these creatures. I've known him and his wife for years and what he described just doesn't sound like her at all," he said. "I told him I'd ask you to call him. Could you do that for me, please?"
"Sure," I said. I wrote down the man's name and number as Ron gave it to me.
"Thanks," he said when we ended the conversation. I called the number Ron gave me.
"Bob Wright," a man said when he answered.
"Mr. Wright, my name is Steve Iverson, and I just heard from a friend of yours, Ron Williams. He suggested I call you," I said.
"Oh, thank God," he said. "I hope you can help me out."
"What's going on?" I asked.
"It's my wife," he said. "I don't know what's gotten into her, but she's changed. And she's making my life a living hell."
"This change," I began. "Was it gradual or did it happen all of a sudden?"
"It was a sudden change," he said. "She went out one Friday for a girl's night out, and came home completely different."
"What do you mean, different?" I asked.
"I know this will probably sound crazy, but it's like she's been possessed by something," he said.
"It doesn't sound crazy to me at all," I said. "But how is she different?"
"Well for starters, she brings home a different man almost every day," he said. "She has sex with him in our bed and makes me watch."
"How does she do that?" I asked. "Force you, that is?"
"Somehow, she's become exceptionally strong," he said. "She literally just picks me up and carries me up the stairs into our bedroom, then ties me into a chair. I try to fight her off, but it does no good. I don't know where she got that from." I had seen cases where the creatures had given their hosts incredible strength, but that didn't happen very often. "But that's not all."
"What else have you noticed?" I asked.
"It's almost as if her whole face changes sometimes," he said. "I don't even recognize her anymore."
"Why don't you just call the cops or get a restraining order?" I asked.
"Yeah right," he said. "You honestly think the cops would believe me if I told them my wife just picked me up and forced me to watch her fuck some asshole? I'd be a laughingstock." I had to admit, he had a good point there.
"Why not just divorce her?" I asked.
"I thought about that. She just laughed in my face when I said that. She's a divorce lawyer and she'd rip me to shreds in court," he said.
"Where does your wife work?" I asked. He gave me the name and address of her firm, and I requested Noei look it up on the tracker. "Hang on a second," I told him as I watched Noei do her thing. She zoomed in on the Long Beach address he gave me. The tracker picked up one of the creatures, and Noei put that information on another monitor.
"Is your wife's name Beverly?" I asked.
"Yes, it is," he said. I decided to have Noei book a flight and reserve a hotel room for us, but she was already ahead of me.
"There's a flight for Long Beach leaving here in three hours," she said. "We can be there at 6:45 pm local time."
"Book it," I said. She nodded her head and made the arrangements for us.
"Can you meet us at the Long Beach airport at 6:45 this afternoon?" I asked Bob.
"I'll be there," he said. "Thank you so much, Mr. Iverson. You have no idea how much this means to me." I gave him the details of the flight and ended the call. We packed our things and went to the airport. Soon, we were on our way to Long Beach, California.
Bob Wright met us at the airport as we gathered our luggage. We couldn't miss him -- he was holding a sign with my name. We introduced ourselves, then followed him to his car, where we stowed our luggage. There wasn't much, just a suitcase and two overnight bags. Our transectors and tracking devices were in the suitcase, so we grabbed those before getting in his car.
I had Bob take us to a restaurant where we could grab something to eat. I had an ulterior motive -- besides filling my belly, that is. I wanted to face this man as he told us his story. Like Ron, Bob was into investments, but unlike Ron, Bob worked primarily out of his house. He told us his wife usually went out almost every night and would show up at their house about 8:00 or so with her flavor of the day.
"Tell us about your marriage," I said. Bob gave us the Reader's Digest version of his marriage to Beverly. According to him, they married young -- right after he finished college. He went to work for an investment company and supported Beverly as she completed her law degree.
They had two children -- twins -- both of whom were now out of the house and attending college at UC Berkeley, on Bob's dime, naturally. Beverly finished her law degree and went to work at a prestigious legal firm in town, where she specialized in family law. Between the two of them, they made good money and had even talked about retiring early.
Then he noticed the change in his wife -- it was almost like a switch had been thrown inside her, Bob said. She was a completely different person, putting him down every chance she got and treating him like a servant.
Making matters worse, she began bringing men into the house. Most of the time, it was just one man, but sometimes, there was more. One night, she brought five men home and spent an entire weekend screwing all of them in the marital bed, making Bob watch.



When Bob first refused her demands, he said, she literally picked him up and flung him over shoulders, carrying him into the bedroom where she tied him down into a chair to make him watch. He tried fighting her off, but, he added, she was just too strong to overcome.
"When did you notice the change in your wife?" I asked.
"About two months ago," he said. Two months -- which meant the beast had completely taken over his wife.
"Two months?" I asked, just to clarify what he said.
"Maybe a little more than two months, but yeah," he said. "Does that make a difference?"
"Possibly," I said. "Let me explain. From what you've described, it sounds like your wife has been, for lack of a better word, possessed."
"Whoa," he said, holding up his hands. "You mean, by a demon or something?"
"Not a demon," I said. "But by something. It's a creature that feeds off desires, amplifies them, feeds them back. Justifies them in her mind. In your wife's case, it sounds as if the thing has taken your wife's body over completely."
"Can you get it out of her?" he asked.
"Yes," I said. "But it's possible the damage done to your wife is too great for her to recover."
"How do you feel about your wife right now?" Noei asked. He snorted as he considered the question.
"Seriously?" he asked. "To tell you the truth, right now, I hate the bitch. Sorry for my language."
"That's alright," Noei said. "I understand. What do you plan to do?"
"I intend to divorce her," Bob said. "But right now, I just want to live in my own house in peace. Right now, I don't feel safe with her around. There's no telling what she'll do or when she'll do it. You don't know what it's like." We heard a phone buzzing and watched as Bob pulled out his cell. He looked at the number, then at us. "It's her. Hang on."
"Where the fuck are you?" we heard a woman's voice scream from his phone after he answered. "You know you're supposed to be home when I get here. It's after 8:00 and you're not here."
"I'm with a couple of potential clients right now," Bob said.
"You'd better get your ass home right fucking now if you know what's good for you, cuck," we heard the woman scream. Bob ended the call and put his phone back into his pocket.
"Well, you heard the bitch," he said.
"Is she always like that?" Noei asked.
"Yeah," Bob said. "It's like that all the time now."
"Alright Bob," I said. "Here's what's going to happen." I laid out the basic plan for him and told him he would probably see things that might be difficult for him to process. "Hopefully, your wife will recover, but she's going to need your support." He shook his head.
"I honestly don't know if I can do that," he said. "But I'll try." We left the restaurant and went to Bob's house. Following the plan, Bob entered the house first. We were behind him, transectors in hand. Beverly was on her knees, naked, sucking her latest lover's cock. She looked up at Bob when he walked in.
"It's about damn time you got here, cuck," she snarled as she stood up. "When I tell you to be home at 8:00, I damn well mean it. Now, strip and go up to your chair."
"No," Bob said. Beverly stood up and grabbed Bob by the throat.
"What did you say to me, you worthless little worm?" she screeched.
"I said, no," he told her. She looked behind Bob and saw the two of us. Her eyes grew wide, and she threw Bob across the room like a rag doll. He ended up on the couch after his head slammed against the rock wall in his living room.
"What have we here?" Beverly asked. We brought our transectors up and activated them. The flames from our electronic blades lit up the room. Her lover pulled his pants up and walked to Beverly's side.
"What the fuck is this?" he asked.
"Get. OUT!" I commanded. Beverly laughed, and her lover just smirked at me. Oh, well, I thought. I gave him a chance to get away unscathed.
"Do you know who we have here, Rick?" Beverly asked her lover.
"No, who?" Rick asked in response.
"This is the Celt. And his little wifey-poo. I've waited a long time for this," Beverly said.
"Want me to kick their asses? I know karate," Rick said.
"Shut up, little man," the Beverly-Beast said. "These two would cram your karate right back down your throat. Stand aside." She pushed Rick away and faced me. "I've sucked about all of the life-force out of this being. Soon, I'll be sucking yours, Celt."
"I think not, beast," I said, raising my transector. Noei raised hers with me, and we struck at the same time. But something happened. Instead of going through the creature as expected, our transectors seemed... stuck. We pulled back as hard as we could to disengage the electronic blades from the beast and finally got them out. The Beverly-Beast laughed as we stood back, confused.
"What, don't you like the new and improved version, Celt?" the Beverly-Beast asked before laughing maniacally. Then she appeared to grow and rise up before us. It was almost as if she was growing before our eyes, but then I realized what was happening. Rick's eyes grew wide as he watched the scene before him.
The beast was extricating itself from Beverly's body. I saw its thick legs appear, then its coiled tail. The long snout of the beast's head appeared above Beverly's head, tendrils of smoke oozing from its wide nostrils.
Beverly's face changed. No longer cold, hard and cruel, she looked at us with fear. She turned her head and saw Bob, still unconscious on the couch.
"Please," she begged. "Help... me." Noei saw the tail begin to unfurl and pushed Rick out of the way, but it was too late. The creature's tail whipped around to strike Rick, but Noei put her body in front of him and was struck hard on her right shoulder.
The end of the tail whipped around Noei and struck Rick's head, sending him back against the wall, where he fell. Noei fell down as well and nearly dropped her transector. She was dazed but alive. I saw the tail start to whip back in the opposite direction to strike me, but I hit first.
"SEMPER INVICTUS!" I screamed as I lunged forward, running the transector through Beverly and into the creature's heart. I saw the beast's eyes grow wide and knew I had hit the magic spot. I twisted the handle of my transector, hoping that would be enough to break the hard casing around the thing's heart.
I heard the crack of the thing's heart casing and detected the rotten-egg smell that indicated the thing's heart had been destroyed. It looked at me with wide, bloodshot eyes.
"Your day is coming soon, Celt," it screamed before disappearing in a puff of acrid smoke. Beverly's nude body fell to the floor in a crumpled heap. I handed Noei a packet of powder from my jacket then checked her heartbeat as Noei went to get some water.
Feeling a faint but steady heartbeat, I put her feet on a pillow and quickly checked Bob and Rick. They were alive but shaken. Bob rubbed his head as he began to come around.
"Are you alright?" I asked.
"Head hurts like hell, but I think I'll be alright," he said. I looked at Beverly and saw her trembling on the floor. By then, Noei had returned and tried to get Beverly to drink. I knew she needed medical attention quickly.
"She's going into some kind of arrest," Noei said.
"Call 911," I told Bob. "Your wife is dying."
"Let the cunt die," Bob snarled. I grabbed him by the collar and got in his face.
"She may be a cunt, but she's still your wife and your responsibility," I said. "Call 911 -- NOW!" Bob nodded his head.
"Alright, alright," he said, making his way to the phone. I went to Rick and saw he was dazed but alive. I went back to Noei and Beverly, and Noei looked at me, concerned.
"Is she going to make it?" Noei asked.
"I don't know," I said. I could tell Beverly was scared when she looked up at us. Her color was off, and she felt cool to the touch. Beads of sweat dropped off her forehead. Bob stood by us and looked down at his wife, and I could see the hatred on his face.
"I called 911," he said. "They're sending an ambulance." Beverly looked at her husband, tears falling down her face.
"I'm... so sorry, Bob," she croaked. "I couldn't stop it. I tried, but it was too strong. Please, don't hate me." By now, Rick was on his feet and stood next to us. Beverly looked at him, confused. "Who are you?" she asked.
"Rick," he said. "You picked me up at the club, remember?"
"No, I don't remember," she said. "I think you should leave." He looked at us for a bit, confused and shaken.
"You people are all fucking weird, you know that?" he asked.
"I think you should do as the lady says," I told him. "And forget what you saw here tonight."
"Hey, I didn't see shit," he said, shaking his head. "I'm outta here." With that, he picked up his shirt and left the house.
"I think we need to go as well," I said, handing Bob the glass of water Noei brought from the kitchen. Noei used that as her cue to call for an Uber. "Make sure Beverly drinks all of this. It'll help her. You might want to get something to cover her up with. Are you gonna be alright?"
"I'll manage," he said.
"I suggest the two of you see a counselor," I said. "You're gonna need help getting through this."
"You got that right," Bob said. "Honestly, I don't know if I'll be able to get through this."
"I understand," I said, handing him my card. "Call me if you have any questions. And keep us informed on your progress."
"I will," he said. "Thanks."
"You're welcome," I said.
"Uber will be here in about five minutes," Noei said. "I asked them to pick us up at the corner." We said our goodbyes, grabbed our luggage from Bob's car, and walked to the corner.
"How are you feeling?" I asked when we got to the corner.
"Shoulder is sore," she said. I looked and saw the beginning of an angry bruise.
"Hang on," I said. I clapped my hands and began rubbing them together. After a few moments, I placed my hands on her shoulder. She gasped when I did that.
"Oh, that feels so good," she said as the heat from my palms worked into her muscles. "Where did you learn to do that?"
"A long time ago, when I was in Japan," I said. "Feel better?"
"You know it," she said. "Please, do that again." I repeated the treatment and got the same response from her.
"When we get to the hotel, I'll put a warm washcloth on it," I said.
"Thank you," she said. "That thing really packed a wallop."
"Yes, it did," I said. "The creature wasn't all the way out of Beverly's body, so it could've been a whole lot worse. That was a very brave thing you did, protecting Rick like that."
"Well, he may have been an asshole, but I didn't want to see him shredded by that thing. Is it just me, or was there something different about that creature?" she asked.
"There was definitely something different about it," I said. "We'll need to talk to Svan about this when we get back."
"Do you think Bob and Beverly will be okay?" Noei asked.
"I honestly don't know," I said. "Bob is very angry with her right now. And I don't blame him." The Uber stopped at the corner, and we got inside. We looked back and saw an ambulance had just pulled up to Bob's house.
When we got to the hotel, we paid the driver, grabbed our luggage, and checked into our room. I took note of a small shop in the hotel lobby and later went to get some cream for Noei's shoulder. I ministered to her shoulder and held her that night.
I got a call from Bob the following day before our flight left. Beverly was doing better after a good night's sleep. According to Bob, she had gone into shock, and her body chemistry was entirely out of whack.
"Doctor said if she hadn't been brought in, she probably wouldn't have made it through the night," Bob said. "They're keeping her for a day or two to make sure she's stable."
"I'm glad she's doing better," I said. "How are things between you?"
"Rough," Bob said. "She tells me she didn't have any control over what she did, and claims she doesn't remember everything. I don't know what to believe. Anyway, I'll stay with her until I know she's 100 percent. We'll see what happens after that."
"Alright, Bob. Thanks for the update," I said.
After getting home, I submitted my report to Svan and gave Noei's shoulder another heat treatment. It didn't take long for Svan to contact me.
"Steve, I'm a bit concerned about this report," he said. "Are you saying your transectors were nearly ineffective against the creature?"
"Yes," I told him.
"We've heard reports like this from other dimensions, but this is the first I've heard from yours," he said. "We've put together an updated unit, something that's a lot stronger than what you currently carry. I'll go ahead and get these issued to you."
"I appreciate that, Svan," I said.
"I'm also concerned about this creature you faced. It wasn't an ordinary beast. In fact, it was one of the few we've been able to put a name to," he said.
"Oh?" I asked.
"Yes," Svan said. "It's been in your dimension for a long time now, but it's managed to evade all the other enforcers. As best we can tell, it's fairly high in their hierarchy."
"Kinda like a general or something?" I asked.
"Something like that, yes," Svan said.
"What does that mean for us?" I asked.
"It means the other creatures in your dimension will be fighting among each other, jockeying for that position," Svan said.
"Anything else?" I asked.
"Yes. We've managed to map out that wormhole," Svan said, putting a "map" on our screen. I saw a winding yellow line going around several blank spots that I knew represented other dimensions in the multiverse. "From what we've been able to determine, there are literally thousands of the things in that wormhole."
"Any idea where they'll end up?" I asked.
"It's still too early to tell, but our best estimate is someplace fairly remote," Svan said.
"ETA?" I asked.
"At the rate they're working, about 25 days, tops," Svan said.
"And there's nothing you can do on your end?" I asked.
"We are deploying protection grids where the wormhole approaches other dimensions, but that's about all we can do at this point," Svan said.
"Can't you deploy some of those grids around our dimension?" I asked. Svan looked deep in thought before answering.
"The creatures would simply work around them," he said. "But wait a minute. Maybe we can deploy them in such a way that we can force them to go where we want. Like perhaps, your Death Valley. That looks quite remote."
"Yes, it is," I said. "How long would it take to deploy those grids?"
"I'll have to get the Directorate's approval, but I think we can have them online in a week," Svan said. "In the meantime, I'll send you some new transectors and a new tracker we've been developing."
"That would help," I said.
"Be careful with these new transectors. They work the same, but they're considerably more powerful than what you have now," Svan said.
"That's good to know," I said.
"Any idea how you want to handle this incursion?" Svan asked.
"I've got some ideas, but I want to think them through a bit first," I said.
"Alright," Svan said. "Don't wait too long, though." Shortly after we ended the comm, a green orb appeared in the lab. Two new transectors and a tracking device remained behind when it blinked out of existence. We spent some time familiarizing ourselves with the latest equipment. I had to admit, the Errnocht outdid themselves with the new designs.
We spent the next few days working out and monitoring as we usually did. I also worked out what I hoped would be a workable plan for dealing with the upcoming invasion. I contacted Svan when I had the details worked out -- at least on paper.
He listened quietly as I laid it out for him. He waited until I was finished before asking his questions and accepted the answers I gave him. He thought about it for a few moments before giving his answer.
"It's just crazy enough that it might work," he said. "We'll need to beef up one of the protection devices before we send it, though. That could take a day or two."
"How are you coming with the grids?" I asked.
"They are being deployed even as we speak," he said. "One last thing, Steve. I will have to run this through the Directorate to get their approval. They may have a question or two for you. Do you think you could be available for that?"
"Of course," I said. "Just let me know when."
"I will," he said. "Good job, Steve. I'll be in touch." We ended the call, and Noei came to my side.
"Do you really think this will work?" she asked.
"It has to work," I said.
"It sounds... dangerous. Will we be okay?"
"I hope so," I said. "Everything hinges on how well our bodies can handle that much energy being released at one time." She wrapped her arms around me.
"I'm... scared," she said quietly. I held her in my arms and kissed her pretty face.
"Me too," I said. "We'll get through it. Together."
"Make love to me, Steve," she said. "Please?"
"Of course," I said as I held her in my arms. We kissed each other deeply and ended up on the floor, making love. Our mutual orgasms hit as Svan's voice boomed from the communications panel. I looked up and saw his eyebrows raised.
"Am I interrupting something?" he asked.
"Uh, no," I said, putting my trousers back on. "We were just... finishing up." Noei grabbed her clothes and scampered to the opposite side of the lab so Svan wouldn't see her naked.
"Uh huh," he said. "I just spoke with the Directorate. They would like you to join the conference. That is, unless you have other things to take care of."
"That's fine, Svan," I said. "Let me just get dressed."
"Yes, please do," he said with a knowing smile. "I'm sure the Directorate would appreciate that." I smiled as I finished dressing and approached the communication panel. Svan connected me to the conference call, and I listened as they discussed my plan.
I didn't understand everything they said since a lot of it was technical talk about things well above my "pay grade" and general understanding. But I did get a general idea. The directors asked me a few questions, which I answered for them. After about 45 minutes, the meeting wrapped up.
"Steve, this is a very... unusual... approach, but I think that if it works, it will set the creatures back on their heels for at least two of your centuries," one of the directors said. "You have our approval."
"Thank you, Director," I said.
"Svan, I want you to take point on this," the Director said. "Make it a priority. Make sure Steve has whatever he needs to make this work."
"I will, Director," Svan said.
"Alright, then. Make it so," the Director said, ending the conference.
...
Three weeks later, Svan contacted me. The protective grids were put into place, forcing the creatures to direct the wormhole where we wanted -- at a remote location in Death Valley, California. A modified protective grid was ready to go and would be delivered to the site.
"From what we can tell, the creatures have ramped things up quite a bit," Svan said. "I estimate they'll break through much earlier than we first thought. I'm going to use the transportation device to deliver the two of you, along with the other enforcers and the modified unit to Death Valley. We'll monitor your progress from here."
"When is this going to happen?" I asked.
"In about five minutes," Svan said. "So get your transectors and get ready." A green orb appeared in one corner of the lab, and the next thing I knew, we were both standing on the flat, dusty ground. Another green orb appeared, and I saw the box that held the grid.
As I prepared the grid, three more orbs appeared. They blinked out of existence, leaving behind three men. Ewan MacGregor, Kenta Tanaka, and Victor Abara looked around at the uninhabited desert before approaching us. I introduced them all to Noei, and we spent a few minutes catching up.



Noei had already been introduced to the Scotsman. Still, she had never met Kenta, originally from central Japan, nor had she ever met Victor. He came from what is now Nigeria. After the small talk, Ewan looked at me.
"I know you didn't have Svan bring us here just to say hello," he said with a smile.
"Did he brief you on the situation?" I asked. They all said he had. They listened quietly as I explained my plan.
"So, basically, you intend to use the modified grid and our altered bodies to channel the force generated by our transectors back through the wormhole. Is that correct?" Kenta asked.
"That's basically it," I told him. "That's why I asked for you to bring both of your transectors. Have you ever seen what happens when their fields come into contact?"
"No," Victor said. The others shook their heads as well.
"From what Svan told me, two of the old units by themselves can tear a hole in the fabric of the space-time continuum. Noei and I found about about that the hard way. Imagine what ten can do," I said.
"You're talking about potentially destroying the entire continuum," Kenta said.
"And if we didn't have the modified grid unit, that's exactly what would happen," I said. "I'm hoping the grid will be strong enough that the energy will route itself to the path of least resistance, which is back through the wormhole. It's either that or face thousands of creatures by ourselves."
"That is a very bold plan, Celt," Victor said. "Are you sure it will work?"
"The Directorate seems to think it will," I said. "Of course, there's the possibility we won't come out it unscathed."
"Victory is reserved for those who are willing to pay its price," Kenta said softly. Noei looked at him, confused. "It's a quote attributed to Sun Tzu," he added with a slight smile.
"Oh," she said.
"Are you afraid?" he asked quietly.
"A little," she said. Kenta nodded his head.
"Remember. No fear, no hesitation, no surprise, no doubt," he told her.
"Is that also from Sun Tzu?" she asked.
"No," Kenta said with a smile. "Miyamoto Musashi. One of the greatest swordsmen in Japanese history. He also said that to win any battle, you must fight as if you are already dead. Do you understand?"
"I think so," she said. He smiled as he nodded his head.
"You will be fine," he said.
"What the hell," Ewan said. "I didn't have anything else planned for the day. Maybe after this is all over, we can grab a pint and celebrate, eh?" We all laughed at that.
"So, when is this wormhole going to show up?" Kenta asked. I looked at my watch.
"From what Svan told me, in about 30 minutes. Which gives me just enough time to set up the grid," I said.
"Get to it then, mate," Ewan said. I went to the box and set up the enhanced grid. This one was quite different from the one I set up in Max's house. For starters, it was battery-powered and essentially created an invisible bubble that covered ten acres of the desert floor. Once I was sure the unit was operating at peak capacity, I consulted my GPS device.
"Do you know exactly where this wormhole will appear?" Victor asked.
"Yes," I said. "According to Svan's calculations, it should show up about 20 feet over the ground right... here. It's just about time, so grab both your transectors and form a circle here."
All five of us formed a circle at the spot where Svan said the wormhole would show up. We turned on our transectors and looked up into the air, a flaming electronic sword in each hand. Fortunately, the transectors could be activated with a simple thumb movement. Then we saw it.
At first, we heard a slight crackle, then saw a small, blue flash of static electricity in the air. The static grew more intense, and we could smell the pungent aroma of ozone in the air around us. Suddenly, a hole seemed to appear in the air directly above us, and it grew larger until it was at least 20 feet across.
"Get ready," I said. "Remember, hold for as long as you possibly can." I saw a long snout poke its way through the hole. It looked down and saw us standing there, transectors in hand. Its eyes grew wide as it realized who we were.
"NOW!" I shouted. We lowered our blades until they all came into contact with each other. There was a blinding flash of light accompanied by a rise in temperature. The force of the energy released by the weapons was much more than I anticipated, and I braced myself as best I could.
I held my position for what seemed like forever. Then I felt a tremendous blast and found myself on the ground. I knew my body had flown backward, but I had no idea how far. I passed out... and woke up to find myself at the place where it all began over 2,100 years ago.
I saw no sign of Noei, Ewan, Victor, or Kenta. What the hell is going on, I asked myself. As I scanned the area, I saw someone on the ground and suddenly realized it was... me!
Had I really been sent back in time? Or was I dead, watching my life flash before my eyes? I watched my younger self take inventory then walk down the mountain. I wondered if the other me could see me standing here, so I watched and waited. But he never saw me.
As I stood there, I saw 2,100 years of my life flash before me like a movie, the scenes coming faster and faster until everything was just a blur. Then I suddenly found myself on the desert floor and saw the ground was scorched black with tiny beads of what looked like glass.
I looked to my right and saw Noei. I made my way to her, hoping she was okay. She looked at me when I reached her and wrapped her arms around me. We kissed each other passionately, relieved to see the other alive.
"Bloody hell, mate. Why don't you two get a room?" I heard Ewan say from behind me. I looked to see the Scotsman brushing the dust off of himself as he stood up. I looked around and saw Victor sitting up.
"Are you alright?" I asked. He nodded his head and waved.
"I'm fine," he said. I saw Kenta standing up.
"Are you okay?" I asked him.
"Hai. Yes," he said.
"Did we get them?" Noei asked. I saw nothing to indicate any of the beasts were around.
"I think so," I said. I helped her up and made my way to the protection grid. The unit was still on, but it had absorbed a lot of energy and looked close to breaking down. I turned the unit off and helped the others get up. We retrieved our transectors, which had automatically powered off when we released them.
I pulled the new tracking unit from my pocket and turned it on. The glass cover was scratched, and there was a small crack in one corner, but the unit still functioned. I scanned and found no signs of any creatures anywhere near us. I activated the communication app and reached out to Svan. To my surprise, the unit connected, and I saw Svan's face appear.
"You did it, Steve," he said with a smile.
"We did it," I said, correcting him.
"Of course," he said. "How is everyone?"
"A bit shaken and dusty, but okay otherwise," I said. "How about you?"
"It shook here for a while as well, but we're still functioning," he said.
"Think you have enough power to get us all back home?" I asked. "I really don't feel like walking back." Svan laughed at that.
"Of course," Svan said. "Get ready, and I'll transport you all back. Report in when you get home, and I'll brief you. And thank you. All of you." We each said our goodbyes and prepared for Svan to transport us all back to our homes. The green orbs appeared and flashed out of sight, taking each of us to our respective homes.
When we got home, we put our things away and crawled into the shower, washing the dust and dirt off of each other. We got to the lab, fired up the comm console, and reached out to Svan.
"Good to see you, Steve," he said. "And you as well, Noei. How are you two holding up?"
"We're okay," I said. "Still a bit shaken. Did it work?"
"Your plan worked better than you realize," Svan said. "Take a look at this." He put an image on the screen, and all I saw was a black hole in gray clouds with debris in it.
"What's that?" I asked.
"That's the creatures' home dimension," Svan said. "Or what's left of it. We estimate you set them back at least 300 years."
"What about collateral damage?" I asked.
"There was some, but we're not certain exactly how much. We're still doing damage assessments," Svan said.
"So, have we won the war?" Noei asked.
"I'd say this was definitely a turning point," Svan said. "We'll have to keep an eye out, though. I know there's still some creatures in your dimension. I suspect they'll go into hiding for a while after this to regroup and lick their wounds. I simply don't know for certain. I do know the two of you have earned our heartfelt thanks. And a much-needed vacation."
"A vacation sounds good," I said.
"Well, I want to give you two time for your bodies to heal. You've both been exposed to some extreme temporal forces," Svan said. "So, I want you to finish your after action reports, then take a month or two off. Go somewhere you've never been. Relax. Have fun. Afterward, I'd like to run a physical on you, just to make sure everything is okay."
"That works for me," I said. "What about you? Are you going to follow up?"
"You mean, attack their home dimension?" Svan asked.
"Yes," I said. "This would be a perfect time to do it. You've got them set back on their heels. Use this time to end the war once and for all."
"Frankly, that's never even come up," Svan said. "You have to remember, the Errnocht was never set up for offensive operations."
"In my opinion, Svan, this would be the best time to do it," I said. "If you wait, they could come back, stronger than ever. We might not get so lucky the next time."
"You may be right, Steve," he said. "It's certainly food for thought. I'll discuss it with the Directorate. In the meantime, finish your reports then go relax."
"Sounds good, Svan. We'll be in touch," I said. We ended the communication and turned to each other.
"Well, my Celtic warrior," Noei said as she put her arms around my neck. "We've just saved the entire space-time continuum from a horde of evil inter-dimensional beasts bent on destroying humanity. What do we do next?" I had an idea where she was going with this, so I screwed up my face as if deep in thought. Then I responded.
"Uh, I don't know. Maybe go to Disneyland?" I asked. "I've never been there, you know."
"What? In more than 2,000 years, you've never been to the Magic Kingdom?" she asked sarcastically.
"Frankly, no," I said.
"Well, neither have I," she said. "So, what do you say we go for a visit?"
"Sure, why not? Then maybe we can go to Europe or something," I said.
"Works for me, my husband," she said. We kissed each other intensely for some time. She looked at me with a pouty face when I broke the kiss. "What did you do that for?" she asked.
"The sooner we get this report finished, the sooner we can start our vacation," I said. She smiled as I said that.
"Oh, goody," she said.
"Let's see what's on the situation map," I said, looking at the large monitor on the wall. Noei went to the tracking station and brought up the map.
"This is odd," she said. "I don't see anything in the continental United States. Let me expand this a bit." She expanded the monitoring window to include the entire North American continent. In northern Canada, we saw only one creature, just north of Whitehorse, Yukon. It was traveling north at a tremendous rate of speed.
"This is odd," Noei said as she clicked on the icon representing the creature.
"What's that?" I asked.
"It's not inside anyone," she said. "And it doesn't appear to be in an aircraft." We watched the thing continue to move north. It didn't deviate from its course and blinked out of existence as it crossed the Arctic Circle. "I've lost it," she said.
"What about South America?" I asked. Noei changed the search parameters and brought up the continent. We saw only two creatures over Tierra del Fuego, moving south at a rapid rate of speed. These creatures were not inside anyone and were not on an aircraft. They moved directly south, then disappeared over Antarctica.
"That is mighty damn peculiar," I said. "We'll definitely have to report this to Svan."
"Absolutely," she said. We finished our report, submitted it to Svan, then headed upstairs to enjoy each other's bodies and pack for vacation.
...
Epilogue:
We decided to take advantage of our vacation and spent the next two months traveling the world. Yes, we went to Disneyland, then visited the country of my birth. It looked quite different from the last time I was there, and it felt a bit strange walking on the same ground where I was born over 2,000 years ago.
What was worse was the impression that many of the young people we saw had no idea of the history that lay right under their feet. I felt tears welling in my eyes more than once as I looked around. Noei felt the same, but for a somewhat different reason.
"This is where I died," she whispered as a tear fell down her face.
"Yes," I said, holding her tight.
"And no one even knows or cares," she added, her body shaking as she sobbed.
"I've never forgotten that day. It was the worse day of my life," I said. "We know. And I guess in the long run, that's all that matters."
"I suppose you're right," she said. Then she chuckled. "You know, 2,000 years from now, all this will probably be gone. I wonder if anyone here even cares."
"I do, and I know you do as well," I said. "It's one of the reasons we do what we do."
"I love you so very much, Arte," she said, wiping the tears from her face.
"And I love you too, my beautiful Celtic woman," I said. "I always have. And I always will. Ours is a love that can never be broken. Not even by the ravages of time or death."
"Semper invictus, my Celtic warrior," she said with a slight smile.
"Semper invictus indeed, my love," I quietly said.
...
Fade to black... For now.



        

  
    More Than Just Business
  
  More Than Just Business

        The Saddletramp sequel to BlueFellow's "It's Just Business".

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/more-than-just-business

Title: More Than Just Business

Author: saddletramp1956

Category: Loving Wives

Description: The Saddletramp sequel to BlueFellow's "It's Just Business".

Tags: divorce, cheating, wife, business, long-term affair





More Than Just Business

I would like to thank BlueFellow for giving me permission to write this sequel to his story, It's Just Business, about a wife who engaged in a very long-term affair with her boss and continues her trysts even after she retires. The cheating wife was never given a name in the original. I named her Linda, with BlueFellow's permission. This story is from the husband's perspective and picks up at the end of the original.
Many thanks to Kalimaxos and QuantumMechanic1957 for giving this a beta read. I would also like to thank all those who have read my previous stories and those who have provided constructive criticism. Your support and readership is what keeps me going.
And now, the disclaimers:
For those who want to say this or that would never happen, remember this is my universe, a place where nearly anything can, and often does, happen. At least on paper... In addition:

	Characters in this story may participate in one or more of the following: Smoking, consumption of adult (meaning, alcoholic) beverages, utterance of profanities.
	All sexual activity is between consenting adults 18 years of age or older.
	Statements or views uttered by the fictional characters in this story do not necessarily reflect the views or opinions of the author.


Please refer to my profile for more on my personal policy regarding comments, feedback, follows, etc. (Yes, I DO moderate comments) And please remember, this is a work of fiction, not a docu-drama...)
...
"I'm truly sorry, Mr. Walker. I really hate giving guys like you bad news," John Michaels said when he handed me the envelope that contained a full written report of my wife's activities with her former boss, Grant Jacobs. The envelope also contained several photographs and a DVD.
I had seen the photos, but I had not yet looked at the DVD. A part of me didn't want to look at it, but I knew it would be necessary for me to come to grips with what John found.
"Do you have any idea how long this has been going on?" I asked. John consulted his original report before answering.
"From what we've been able to determine from the transcripts, at least ten years," John said. "Perhaps as long as twelve years. It appears to have started about the time your wife was being considered for the top job." That was about a year after our daughter Sophie was born. Still, I decided I would need to have DNA tests run to see if the kids were mine.
Then I thought of something else. What about sexually-transmitted diseases? The report showed Grant has a stable of married women he screws in addition to Linda. I know for sure we have been intimate since she "retired," but what might she have infected me with in all that time? I would need to get tested, and soon.
Scanning the report again, I scoffed without humor at Aaron's conclusion that Linda appeared to be blissfully ignorant of what the asshole does to occupy himself when he's not screwing her.
"If it's any consolation, Mr. Walker, your wife's lover stated that he never had any intention to break up your marriage. All he wanted was, well, her body," John said. "And they never did anything at your house." I had let John wire our house with cameras and microphones when I first hired him. At least my marital bed hadn't been violated with Grant's bodily emissions, I thought.
"No, it's not any consolation, Mr. Michaels," I said. "But thank you for letting me know." I had met Grant Jacobs several times, and I really wasn't too fond of him. He was what the women would call handsome, but he was also a conceited, arrogant, brash asshole with a smirk that put me off. I had to fight the urge to smack that smirk right off his face more than once. Now, I knew the real reason behind his smirk.
"There's more, Mr. Walker," John said. "From what we saw and heard, Jacobs' sister, Natalie, has been aware of the relationship from the beginning. In fact, it appears she may have helped facilitate it." That saddened me somewhat, as I always thought Natalie was a nice woman -- the complete opposite of her brother.
"Damn," I said softly.
"So, have you spoken with an attorney yet?" John asked.
"Not yet," I said. "I wanted to find out the truth first."
"Well, I do a lot of work for Lisa Hawkins. She's the best in the business, in my opinion. Hates cheaters with a passion. If you want, I can forward this to her office and give her a heads-up that you'll be coming in to see her," John said.
"That would be nice," I said. "Thanks. I'll call her office and arrange for an appointment." John gave me a business card, and I put it in my pocket.
"May I offer a suggestion?" John asked.
"Of course," I said.
"Let Lisa take care of this. I know you're hurting right now and you may be tempted to lash out. Don't. It's not worth going to jail over. This isn't some story on the Internet. It's real life. You have two children to think about," he said.
"I understand," I said. "Thanks." I paid my bill and left his office, feeling like my entire married life had been a lie. I knew John was right, but it still hurt like hell. I got in my car and cried my eyes out for about 15 minutes.
After I collected myself, I pulled out the card he gave me and called the Law Offices of Lisa Hawkins and arranged for an appointment the following afternoon. Lisa gave me a list of things to bring -- primarily financial statements.
On the way home, I stopped at a convenience store and bought a pack of cigarettes -- something I hadn't done since college. Then I went to a bar and tried drowning my sorrows in a beer. I'm not much of a drinker, but I felt I deserved it this one time.
"You okay, buddy?" the bartender asked as I took a drag off a cigarette. I looked up at him before answering.
"Is it that obvious?" I asked in response.
"'Fraid so," he said with a slight smile. "Don't tell me, let me guess. You just found out your wife's been cheating on ya."
"Yeah, pretty much," I said. "For the last twelve years, if you can believe that."
"I can believe it," he said. "I've seen and heard just about everything since I started working here."
"I'll bet you have," I said. He chuckled at that.
"Mind if I tell ya something my grandpa once tol' me?" he asked.
"Not at all," I said.
"He used to say, 'I felt sorry for myself because I had no shoes. Then I met a feller who had no feet.' I know you're hurtin' right now. Been there myself. But it does get better. And believe me, there are a lot of fellers who have had it a lot worse than you," he said.
"Your grandfather sounds like a very wise man," I said.
"That he was," the bartender said. "Finish yer beer, then go on home, son. Take care of business. Do what you gotta do. You ain't gonna find any answers in the bottom of that glass. Trust me on that." I smiled at that and nodded my head. Deep inside, I knew this grizzled old bartender was right.
I thought about things as I sipped on my beer. I never would have believed that Linda would actually cheat on me. Over the years, there were little things that couldn't be seen as absolute proof of an affair by themselves. But when I put it all together, it made perfect sense, at least to me.
For example, after our second child, Sophie was born, I had a vasectomy. Linda went back on birth control, and I thought that odd and asked her about it. After all, why would she need birth control if I had gotten snipped? She gave me a song and dance about being extra careful and said the pills would help regulate her period. Not being an expert in such matters, I bought her explanation.
Then when she got that position and started traveling with Grant, I noticed that some of her clothes weren't exactly what you would call "business attire." She indicated that "entertaining" would probably become a "big part" of her new job when I asked her about it. Now I knew that it was Grant she was entertaining. It apparently was a significant part of her new position -- pun intended.
I would often call to talk with her in the evenings when she was gone. I was impressed that she was always in her room when I called, but there were a few times I thought I heard a man's voice close by. Other times, I heard Linda's voice crack as she spoke. I couldn't explain it at the time. But if Grant was fondling her breasts or screwing her as she talked to me on the phone, that would certainly explain it.
And there were times when I detected the slight odor of Grant's aftershave on Linda's clothes when she came home. I knew it was his because I smelled it on him every time I met him, and it nearly made me sick. I could only see that happening if she was in intimate contact with him. Then there were the Friday afternoons she was supposedly asked to work after she "retired."
"My special skills are still needed, so my services have been retained for one afternoon a week, although I might be required to travel occasionally," she told me when I asked her about it. "It's just business," she added. Now I know her "special skills" involved using her mouth and pussy. And it was much more than "just business."
And if that wasn't bad enough, her one afternoon a week turned into two or sometimes three afternoons, and she usually wouldn't get home before 9 or 10:00 pm. And her "occasional" trips evolved from one a month to two or three and almost always included the entire weekend. So much for "retirement." All of this happened just in the last four months.
The thing is, Linda's attitude toward me hadn't changed one bit. She was just as sweet and loving to me now as when we first married. She seemed to enjoy being at home with the kids and me, and we enjoyed having her at home. It was a welcome change since I had become the children's primary caretaker due to her crazy schedule.
This has been weighing heavily on me for quite some time, so I hired John's investigative firm to look into her activities. And now, my worst fears have been confirmed. The only question left to answer now is how to split everything up.
If it had just been a drunken "one-off," I probably could've gotten past it. Yes, I would've been pissed, but it wouldn't have been a deal-breaker. This, however, was a cold, calculated, and deliberate betrayal that had gone on for more than a decade. And now, it was time for someone to pay. I ground out my cigarette, finished my beer, and headed out, giving the bartender a wave and a nice tip for his time.
I got home and saw her car in the garage. Frankly, I was a bit surprised to see her there. I closed the garage door and went inside. I took off my jacket and headed for my home office. Linda intercepted me on the way and instantly smelled the cigarettes and beer.
"You've been smoking," she said, her brows furrowed. "And I smell beer. Is everything alright, Jon?"
"No, frankly, it's not. In fact, today has been the worst day of my life," I said.
"What happened? Did someone die or something?" she asked. She seemed genuinely concerned, but I wondered if it was just an act.
"Something," I said. "I'm going into my office for the evening. I'm afraid I won't be very good company tonight."
"Is there something I can do, sweetheart?" she asked. Yeah, I thought. Unfuck yourself.
"I'm afraid there's nothing you can do," I said.
"By the way, Jon, I'm going to be gone this weekend, starting Friday," she said. This was only Tuesday, and she's telling me she's going to be gone for another weekend... again.
"What? Again? Didn't you just go out on a weekend trip?" I asked.
"Yes, but I'm afraid something's come up," she said. "It's just business, you know."
"I'll bet," I said sarcastically. "What about Sophie's birthday party? That's this Saturday."
"I know," she said. "But it just can't be avoided. Would you be a dear and explain to her why I can't be there? Please?"
"No," I said. "I'm not covering for you anymore. You missed Aaron's birthday last year and our anniversary. You can tell our daughter why it is that you'd rather be on a trip with Grant than here celebrating her birthday." Linda wasn't too happy about this and sighed heavily before responding.
"Jon, please, you're being unreasonable," she said.
"No, Linda," I said. "You supposedly retired months ago after your company was sold. But you've been gone so much I can't help but wonder what is really going on. Is there something you'd like to tell me?"
"What are you saying? Are you accusing me of having an affair?" she asked defensively.
"What would you think if the situation was reversed?" I asked. She backed off a bit after that.
"I... see your point," she said. "But believe me, it's just business."
"So you've said," I told her. "Now, if you'll excuse me, I have things to do. Please don't interrupt me. You're going to have to look after the kids tonight." I went into my home office, closed and locked the door. I heard Linda try to open the door.
"Jon?" she asked. "Please, Jon, talk to me."
"Leave. Me. Alone, Linda," I said through gritted teeth. "I'm busy." I heard her shuffle off and began putting together all the information Lisa said she would need. Then I turned to the evidence John provided. I read the report and found it hard to believe this was the woman I had loved and supported over the last twelve years. Then I put my headphones on and started the DVD.
Unless you've been me and been there, you simply can't understand the range of emotions seeing the woman you love more than anything else willingly give herself to another man. I didn't know how John got these videos, and I didn't care.
All I know is that whatever love I once felt for Linda was now gone. As I watched her fuck Grant and suck his cock in his bed, I swore I would never touch her again. I took time to listen to their pillow talk.
"Are we still on for this weekend?" Grant asked as he held her.
"Of course," Linda said with a smile. "You know I can't go very long without this huge cock inside me."
"What about your daughter's birthday party? That's this weekend, isn't it?" he asked.
"Yes, but Jon will be there," she said. "He's much better at handling the kids than I am. Besides, if given a choice between chasing after a bunch of bratty girls or being here with you, I'd much rather be with you."
"You know I love having you here, Linda, but I'm concerned that he might be starting to get a bit suspicious," Grant said. "You are supposed to be retired, after all."
"I told you before, Grant. Retired or not, I'm going to continue fucking you. Yes, I love my family and I love Jon, but there's no way I'm giving this up," she said, stroking his cock. "You are part of my life now, and what we've shared these last twelve years means more to me than you will ever know."
"I'm happy to hear you say that," Grant said. "You remember when we first started this, you said that if given a choice, you'd stay with Jon and your kids. Do you still feel that way?"
"I honestly don't know," she said. "It's never come up."
"I don't know how you've managed to keep him in the dark all these years," Grant said. "You know, if he ever does figure it out, there'll be hell to pay."
"Well, it wasn't easy at first. But I learned to separate my business life from my home life," she said. "I've never denied him anything and I always try to treat him right. I'm not worried about him finding out. If he does, I'll just threaten to rape him in a divorce."
"I don't think it'll be that easy," Grant said. "If anything does happen, though, you can stay here if you want. I like having you around."
"Thank you, Grant. I appreciate that. But nothing's gonna happen. He hasn't figured it out in 12 years, and I don't think he ever will."
"How long do you intend to keep this up?"
"As long as possible. For the rest of my life if I can," she said before taking his cock into her mouth. You just might get your wish, I thought as I shut down the video. I took the DVD out and locked it back into my briefcase. I heard Linda knock on the office door.
"What?" I asked.
"The children are going to bed," she said. "Would you at least come out and tell them good night?"
"Yeah, just a minute," I said. I turned my computer off and went upstairs, ignoring Linda. I tried to put on a happy face as I tucked the children in. Sophie looked at me funny.
"Are you alright, Daddy?" she asked.
"Yeah," I said, giving her a smile. "I'm fine. Go to sleep now, sweetheart. I love you."
"I love you too," she said, kissing me. I left her room, went downstairs, and grabbed a cup of coffee.
"I kept a plate warmed up for you, Jon," Linda said.
"I'm not hungry," I said as I stepped out back. I sat down in one of the deck chairs on the back patio and lit a cigarette. Linda came out a couple minutes later. She tried to kiss me, but I turned my head, and she kissed my cheek. No way was I ever going to touch the lips that had been on Grant Jacobs' cock. She looked at me, shocked.
"Talk to me, Jon. Please. What's bothering you?" she asked, a concerned look on her face. "I've never seen you like this. And you know I don't like you smoking. You haven't smoked since college."
"Yeah, well, we don't always get what we want, do we?" I asked.
"What's that supposed to mean?" she asked. I shook my head and said nothing. "Jon, please, talk to me. I love you. You know you can tell me anything." I looked at her through the swirls of smoke and shook my head.
"Too late for that, I'm afraid," I said.
"Too late for what? I don't understand," she said.
"You're a smart businesswoman," I said. "You figure it out. Now please, leave me alone. I have some things I need to figure out."
"But maybe I can help if you'd just tell me what's going on," she pleaded.
"Linda, please, for the last time. Just leave. Me. Alone," I said, my anger showing in my voice. I realized that my attitude right then might give things away, so I toned it down a bit. "Sorry for being so short. This work thing is pretty bad, and it's really getting to me. Maybe in a couple of days." I didn't like lying to her, but figured, what the hell. It's alright to lie to a liar. Isn't it?
"Okay," she said quietly. She backed away from me, tears falling down her face. Then she turned and fled into the house. I smoked two more cigarettes and went inside.
I took a shower to get the cigarette smell off of me, put on a pair of pajamas, which I rarely used, and climbed into bed. Linda was on her side and turned to me after getting under the covers. She reached for my cock, but I brushed her hand away. It was the first time I had ever refused her overture for sex in our marriage.
"Jon," she began. I turned my back to her, not bothering to give her a good night kiss.
"Good night, Linda," I said. She turned away, sobbing. At this point, I didn't care. She could go straight to Hell as far as I was concerned.
...
I woke up the next day, showered, dressed, and gathered my things for work. I spent time with the kids before they left for school, then walked out of the house without giving Linda so much as the time of day. She looked at me funny as I headed for the door.
"Don't I get a kiss from you anymore?" she asked as I opened the door.
"Sorry," I said, blowing her a kiss.
"I love you," she said.
"Yeah. Me too," I said as I walked out the door. I got to the office and managed to get some work done, but it wasn't easy. I told my boss what was going on, and he seemed to understand, having recently gone through a divorce himself.
"Do what you gotta do," he said. "If you need to take some vacation, let me know." I thanked him and went back to work, leaving early for my appointment with Lisa.
"Good afternoon, Mr. Walker," she said when I was ushered into her office. Lisa Hawkins seemed to be about my age -- that is, in her mid-30s -- with long, blonde hair that cascaded over her shoulders. I saw the rings on her finger and figured she was married.



"Please, Mrs. Hawkins, call me Jon," I said, shaking her hand.
"And you can call me Lisa," she said. "I read the report Mr. Michaels sent over to me. I'm sorry this has happened to you. I see this sort of thing a lot, but it never ceases to bother me. How are you holding up?"
"Not too well, I'm afraid," I said.
"I can understand that," she said. "Have you said anything to her yet?"
"Not yet, but I was pretty short with her last night," I said.
"I suggest you try to be a bit more civil with her. I know it'll be hard, given what you've learned, but you don't want to let on that you know. At least, not yet. Let her carry on as though nothing's changed. She'll get her wake-up call when she's served. Can you do that?"
"You're right. It'll be hard. Very hard," I said. "But I'll give it my best effort."
"Good," Lisa said. "Now, what is it you want out of this divorce?"
"As much as I can get," I said. "I definitely want custody of the children, provided they're actually mine."
"You do know that mothers usually end up with custody, right?" she asked.
"I've been their primary caretakers for the last ten years," I said. "And you heard her on the video say I'm a much better parent than her. I would think the fact that she'd rather be with her lover than with her daughter on her birthday would mean something."
"It does, and we may be able to use that," Lisa said. She looked over the financial information I brought with me, making notes as she read. "It looks like your wife got quite a windfall from the sale of the company she worked for. The dividend checks she's getting every month seem to be on par with your salary. This will certainly be in our favor."
"So, that means no alimony?" I asked.
"Or very little," Lisa said. "She's still relatively young, so there's no reason she can't work. In fact, if we can get you custody, we might be able to get child support from her."
"What about the house?" I asked.
"If we can get you custody, you would be able to stay in the house and we can ask that she pay half the mortgage. Of course, there's a chance the court will give her custody, in which case, you would have to pay half the mortgage plus child support," she said. "The only other option would be to sell the house and the two of you split the proceeds."
"What about our retirement and bank accounts?" I asked.
"We can sweeten the deal by taking retirement accounts out of the equation. You each keep your 401K. The rest, we'll split 50-50. That's pretty much what a judge here would order anyway," she said.
"What about Grant Jacobs? Can I sue him for Alienation of Affection?" I asked.
"Not in this state," she said. "But we will definitely name him in the divorce. There might be cause to sue for intentional infliction of emotional distress, but I honestly don't see that going very far. Not in this state, anyway."
"And his sister, Natalie? She knew about it the whole time. Might've even facilitated it," I said.
"Pretty much the same thing with her. We can file if you want, though," Lisa said.
"Yes, please do. When can you get all of this filed?" I asked.
"I think we can get it done by Friday," she said. "Why?"
"I'd like to have her served late Saturday afternoon. She'll be spending the weekend with Grant," I said.
"I see. A little shock and awe. I think we can arrange that," she said. "But it'll cost a bit extra to have the process server go out on Saturday."
"That's fine," I said. "Do it."
"Okay, Jon," she said. We wrapped up the meeting with a handshake. She gave me the obligatory warning not to do anything stupid before taking my retainer check. I left her office feeling a bit more in control of things.
I got home and was somewhat surprised to see Linda's car in the garage. I expected her to be "at the office" since this was Wednesday. I felt the hood of her car, and it was a bit warm, meaning she had driven it not too long ago. I went inside and instantly smelled a pot roast.
"Hi sweetheart," Linda said, walking out of the kitchen. "You're home a bit early. Everything okay?"
"Yeah," I said.
"I hope you're in a better mood than you were yesterday," she said.
"A bit better. I'm getting things under control," I said.
"That's good. Are you up to eating dinner tonight?" she asked. "I made pot roast -- your favorite."
"I'll have a bit," I said. "It does smell good. Did you go into the office today?"
"Yeah, for a couple hours," she said. "Getting things ready for the weekend."
"Did you talk to Sophie?" I asked.
"Yeah. She's not too happy, but she's young. She'll get over it," Linda said.
"Where are the kids now?" I asked.
"In their rooms, doing homework," she said.
"So you're still going on this trip with Grant?" I asked.
"Yes. I told you, it's just business," she said firmly.
"Just business. When do you plan to actually retire?" I asked her.
"I'm retired now," she said. "They just need my specialized expertise for a while. I really don't know how much longer they'll need my help."
"Seems to me you might as well go back full time. You're almost doing that now. But, I guess you just gotta do whatever it is you gotta do," I told her.
"What's that supposed to mean?" she asked.
"With all the hours you're putting in for them, you might as well be drawing a paycheck," I said.
"Why?" she asked. "I'm bringing home more now with my retirement." I put my briefcase in my office, then changed into more casual clothes. I complimented her on the pot roast -- she had always been an excellent cook, and I would miss that when we split.
After spending some time with the kids, I went into my office and locked the door. Linda tried opening the door, then knocked when she realized it was locked. I opened the door just enough to see her face on the other side.
"Jon?" she asked. "Are you staying in here tonight?"
"I think so," I said. "I still have a lot to go over and I am feeling a bit under the weather. I don't want to risk you getting sick right before your trip, so I'll rack out on the futon in here tonight."
"Oh. Okay," she said. "Get well, Jon. Please. I love you."
"Yeah. Me too," I said, closing the door. I heard her walk away, then went to my computer, where I conducted a search. When I found what I was looking for, I filled out a form, then checked my email for confirmation. I noted the phone number and put a reminder on my cell to call the next day to confirm that everything would go as I requested.
The next day, Thursday, was pretty much a repeat of Wednesday, except Linda tried to entice me into bed with a sheer sexy nightgown that hid absolutely nothing. I always loved looking at her and being with her, but now that I knew what she had been doing with Grant behind my back, her body held no allure for me whatsoever.
"I'm sorry, Linda, but I feel a horrible migraine coming," I said quietly. "I'm going to take something and sleep here in the office tonight." A tear slid down her cheek as she turned and walked away, but I didn't care. She called me at noon the next day to let me know she was leaving.
"I hope you're feeling better, Jon," she said. "Maybe we can reconnect when I get back Monday. My parents will pick the kids up from school today and bring them home tomorrow afternoon for Sophie's party."
"Thank you for letting me know," I said.
"I do love you, Jon," she said. "I hope you believe me."
"Yeah," I said. "Have a safe trip. See you later. Goodbye, Linda." I ended the call and dialed Lisa's number.
"I'm filing all the paperwork now, Jon," she said. "They'll be served at 5:30 tomorrow afternoon at Grant's house, just as you asked. Natalie will be served on Monday."
"Thank you, Lisa," I said, ending the call. I told my personal assistant I was leaving for the day, locked up my office, and went home. I had a lot to do before the movers got there later that afternoon. I had a pile of boxes in the garage I had collected just for this afternoon's work.
I had just finished boxing everything up when the movers arrived with their truck at 5:00 pm. They put everything in the back of the truck as I finished my alterations on Linda's wedding gown. When I finished that, I put the ashes in a paper bag, folded down the top of the bag, and stapled an envelope to it.
Inside the envelope were a short note, my wedding ring, and our marriage certificate, which I had torn into four pieces. I handed the paper bag to one of the movers and asked that it be hand-delivered to Linda when they arrived at Grant's house at 5:30 pm the next day. I also included two $50 bills as tips for the two men.
"I'll take care of this personally, Mr. Walker," the young man said as he took the bag.
"Thank you," I said. I warmed up some leftover pot roast and watched television as I ate in the living room. I slept soundly that night in the master bed.
It was noon the next day when Linda's parents arrived with the children. I had already been up for a while, getting everything ready in the backyard for Sophie's birthday party, which started at about 3:00 pm. Linda had ordered a cake, which I picked up earlier that morning and placed in the refrigerator.
"My, you've been busy," Rhonda, Linda's mother, said when she walked in.
"I really didn't have much choice," I said. "I just hope everything goes well."
"I'm sure the kids will have a great time," she said.
"Sophie tell you Linda won't be here?" I asked.
"Yes, she did," Rhonda said. "I can't believe she wouldn't even be here for her daughter's birthday." She looked at me funny before continuing. "Is everything alright between you two?" I sent the kids upstairs to prepare for the party before turning to Rhonda and her husband, George.
"No, it's not," I said. "I really hate to tell you this, but you're going to find out soon enough anyway. I'm divorcing Linda."
"What?" George asked. "Why?"
"I learned earlier this week that she's been sleeping with her boss for the last 12 years," I said. "In fact, that's what she's doing right now."
"Oh my God," Rhonda said. "Are you absolutely certain of that?"
"Yes, I am. I've had my suspicions for a while, but I knew something was wrong after she supposedly 'retired.' I hired an investigator about a month ago to look into it. I have his detailed report, pictures, and plenty of video if you're interested in seeing it," I said.
"No, that's quite alright," she said. "And you're sure you can't forgive her?"
"I'm absolutely sure," I said. "Not after all this time."
"I'd like to see that report," George said. "I can't believe she'd do something that stupid."
"While you're doing that, I'll finish getting things ready for Sophie's party," Rhonda said.
I thanked Rhonda and motioned for George to follow me into my home office. I handed him my copy of the written report. His eyes grew wide as he read the details of his daughter's activities with Grant. He shook his head when he finished reading.
"That stupid bitch," he said, handing the report back. "I'm sorry, Jon. I know she's my daughter, but I'm having a very hard time dealing with this."
"Now you know a bit how I feel," I said.
"What are you going to do about this Grant asshole?" he asked me.
"I've filed a lawsuit against him and his sister for intentional infliction of emotional distress," I said. He snorted at that.
"Is that all?" he asked. "The man steals your wife, screws her for 12 years and you're just going to sue him? You know how far that lawsuit will go?"
"I understand, George," I said. "I'd like to take a tire iron to his balls, but all that'll do is get me thrown in jail. I have two kids to think about, George. I can't be much of a parent if I'm in prison." George nodded his head.
"I suppose you're right," he said. "Still, according to that report, Grant seems to like getting it on with married women. I bet you a dollar to a doughnut hole Linda's not the first he's done this to."
"Probably not," I said.
"Tell you what, Jon," George said. "Why don't you let me deal with this fuckwad?"
"He's not worth you going to jail over," I said.
"Don't worry, son," he said. "No one's going to jail." Being a roughneck, George was a big man. I had met some of the guys he worked with, and they were also quite big -- and strong. And they all looked out for one another.
"What are you going to do?" I asked.
"The less you know, the better," George said with a wink and a smile.
"Okay. If you say so," I told him. He smiled and slapped me on the shoulder.
"C'mon, Jon, let's go have some fun with the kids," he said. We went out back and saw that Rhonda had finished putting everything together for the party. When Sophie came downstairs, her eyes grew wide, and she gasped when she saw the decorations.
"Thank you, Daddy," she said, wrapping her arms around my neck. "This is so wonderful. I wish Mom were here to see this."
"Me too," I said. "We can take pictures for her to look at later, okay?"
"Okay," she said. I started cooking up hamburgers and hot dogs for everyone on the grill. About 4:30 pm, the doorbell rang, and I knew this was the start... Over the next half hour, over a dozen parents showed up at the door with their kids in tow. All of them were Sophie's friends from school, and they were all having a great time out back.
One of the last to show was Natalie and her husband, Ralph, with their daughter, Denise. I invited them inside and showed Denise the way to the back yard where the party was in full swing. I offered Natalie and Ralph something to drink, and they graciously accepted.
"I'm surprised to see you here, Natalie. I thought you guys had an all-important business trip this weekend," I said.
"That's Grant and Linda's job," she said. "I'm just their support person in the office."
"Uh huh," I said.
"Jon, is everything alright?" Natalie asked. "Between you and Linda, that is."
"Why do you ask?" I asked in response.
"You're not wearing your wedding ring," she said. I looked at my finger and saw the indent where my ring had been.
"I gave it back to her," I said. "Maybe Grant will have better luck keeping her faithful than I have."
"What's that's supposed to mean?" Natalie asked.
"Oh please, Natalie," I said. "Spare me the bullshit. I know your brother's been fucking Linda for the last 12 years. I'll admit, you guys did a good job of pulling the wool over my eyes all that time."
"Jon, please, Linda still loves you," Natalie said.
"Yes, so much that she lied and deceived me for more than a decade. I can't begin to tell you how loved I feel right about now," I said sarcastically.
"So what are you going to do?" Natalie asked.
"What do you think? I'm divorcing the bitch. She and Grant will be served pretty soon," I said, looking at my watch.
"Served?" Natalie asked.
"Yes. Linda will be served divorce papers, and I'm suing Grant. You'll be served on Monday," I said.
"Me? Why are you suing me? I haven't done anything," Natalie said.
"Precisely," I said. "For more than a decade, you knew what they were doing. In fact, my PI said you may have even facilitated it. And the whole time, you acted like you were my friend. You could've said or done something. But you didn't.
"How often have you sat in my house, eaten my food at my table? How often have you taken advantage of my hospitality, all the while knowing what Linda was doing with your brother? Did you get a kick out of making me a fool and a cuckold?
"Now my marriage and my family are destroyed. And you're partly to blame for that. Thanks to the three of you, I will never be able to love or trust another woman as long as I live. And my children have lost their mother. I hope you're happy."
"Jon, I'm not happy at all," she said. "I'm... sorry."
"Sorry just doesn't cut it, Natalie," I said. "For twelve years, the three of you conspired to destroy my family. You didn't give a damn what it would do to me or my children. Now you've succeeded."
"It's not like that at all," Natalie said.
"Oh really? What... Was it 'just business' between the three of you?"
"Initially, yes," she said. "It was actually Grant's idea in the beginning. She wanted the job, so she went along with it, but she wasn't happy about it. As time went on, things changed."
"And after you sold your company and supposedly retired?" I asked.
"That was all on her," Natalie said. "I thought it would've ended, but Linda chose to continue the relationship."
"Then she chose... poorly," I said. "But you still played a role."
"I'm really sorry about that, Jon," she said. "None of us wanted to hurt you."
"But you did," I said. "In the worst way imaginable. I think it would be best if you collected your family and leave my house, Natalie." She nodded her head.
"I understand, Jon," she said quietly before turning to leave.
"And Natalie," I called out. She turned to look at me. "Don't ever come back." She wiped a tear from her face, then left to get Denise and Ralph.
...
Linda and Grant were naked in his bed when her phone buzzed, letting her know she had just received a message. Thinking it was Jon sending her pictures from Sophie's party, she grabbed the phone from the nightstand and read the text from Natalie: "He knows -- everything."
"Oh, shit," she exclaimed.
"What is it?" Grant asked.
"That was Natalie. She said Jon knows everything," Linda said. "I'd better get cleaned up and go home."
"Are you sure that's wise?" Grant said.
"Yes," Linda said. She got out of bed and threw on a bathrobe. Just then, they heard the doorbell.
"Who the hell could that be?" Grant asked. He climbed out of bed and looked out the window. "What the hell?" he asked when he saw a sedan and a moving truck in his circular driveway. He threw on his trousers and a robe and went downstairs, and Linda followed him. When he opened his door, he saw a man in a light jacket.
"What can I do for you?" Grant asked.
"Are you Grant Jacobs?" the man asked.
"Yes," Grant said.
"And is Linda Walker here as well?"
"That's me," Linda said, stepping out from behind Grant.
"I'll need to see some identification, please," the man said.
"What for?" Grant asked as he grabbed his wallet. The man said nothing as he looked at Grant's license. Then he handed an envelope to Grant.
"You've been served," the man said. "Ms. Walker? I need to see some identification, please."
"Of course," Linda said as she grabbed her wallet from her purse. The man looked at her license, then handed her an envelope.
"You've been served," he said. "You should also know there's a restraining order included with the papers I've just given you. You are both ordered to remain at least 500 feet from Mr. Jon Walker, his residence, his place of business, and his two children. That includes their school. Failure to obey that order could get you arrested. Good day." As the man turned and left, Linda and Grant looked at each other, shocked.
"Excuse me, is one of you Linda Walker?" another man wearing jeans and a t-shirt asked.
"Yes, that's me," Linda said. The man handed her a paper sack with an envelope stapled to it, and she looked at it, confused.
"I was asked to hand-deliver this to you, ma'am. I have several other boxes here as well," the man said. "Where should I put them?" Grant and Linda looked at each other before either of them spoke.
"Uh, just put them in the front room for now," Grant said.
"Thank you, sir," the man said before returning to the truck. As the two lovers watched, the men brought in several boxes and stacked them in the front room as Grant indicated. While they were doing that, Linda opened the envelope. Inside was a man's wedding ring, a note, and her marriage license, torn into four pieces. Linda began to cry as she read the note.
"Linda," the typewritten note began. "I have done nothing but love and support you the whole time we have been married. Imagine my surprise to learn that you have been screwing Grant Jacobs for the last 12 years. So, this is how you repaid my love for you -- by lying and cheating on me.



"All this time, you said it was 'just business,' but I now know it was more -- much more -- than 'business.' I hope it was all worth it.
"I suggest you see an attorney at your earliest convenience. The sooner, the better. I have already split our finances per the divorce papers, and I have already changed the locks on the doors.
"Since I have been the primary caretaker of the children since you started your relationship with Grant 12 years ago, I am asking for full custody. However, I will not deny you visitation. Please have your attorney contact mine to make arrangements.
"Also, since Grant said you could stay with him, I have sent all your belongings to his house. If there is anything else you would like from the house, have your attorney contact mine, and we can arrange for you to take whatever you feel is yours.
"I have no desire to see your face or hear any more of your lies. Please do not contact the children or me. I promise I will have the restraining order enforced if you try to contact me.
"Please do not fight the terms of the divorce. I do not want this to get any uglier than necessary for the children's sake, but I will if you decide to contest it. For your information, I have pictures, several videos, and a comprehensive report by a private investigator who has been looking into your activities for the last month.
"I have not yet told the children the reason for the divorce, but I will when I feel the time is right. Your parents have read the report, but they have not seen the pictures or the video -- yet. For once in your life, do the right thing and end this sham of a marriage.
"As of now, Linda, you are dead to me.
"Goodbye." The note was signed, "Jon." Tears falling down her face, she opened the paper sack and saw the ashes that used to be a wedding gown -- the same gown she wore when she married Jon. She collapsed on the floor, sobbing. Grant took her in his arms and read the letter.
"That son of a bitch," he said. "I'll kick his ass for this."
"No, Grant, please don't. I don't want to see you in jail. This is all on me," she said. "What did you get?"
"He's suing me for intentional infliction of emotional distress," Grant said. "He's asking for five million dollars. I'll call my lawyer and see what can be done about all this."
"I wonder if he's going after Natalie as well," Linda said.
"Let's find out," Grant said, picking up his phone. "If he is, we need to meet and discuss this. See if we can mitigate the damage."
...
When the birthday party ended, I thanked everyone for coming and thanked them all for the gifts. I turned and saw the messy house and knew I would be busy for some time. Sophie came to me with tears in her eyes.
"What's the matter, sweetheart?" I asked as I took her in my arms.
"I wish Mom could've been here," she said. "I missed her."
"Yeah, me too," I said. "Unfortunately, your mother had something else going on." Sophie looked at me sadly.
"Are you divorcing her?" she asked as tears fell down her face. I didn't want to ruin her day, but I knew I would have to tell her sometime soon.
"We'll talk about that later, okay?"
"It's that Grant guy, isn't it?" Aaron asked.
"What makes you ask that?" I asked him.
"I've heard Mom talking to him on the phone a few times," he said. Interesting, I thought. I decided not to push it any further, at least for now.
"We'll talk tomorrow," I said firmly. "Today is Sophie's birthday. Right now, I need you to help me clean the place up, okay?"
"Okay, Dad," Aaron said. I gave Sophie another hug and kissed her on the cheek.
"It'll be alright," I told her, wiping a tear from her face. "I love you."
"I love you too, Daddy," she said. Rhonda and George stuck around and helped us clean the place up.
"Are you going to be alright, Jon?" Rhonda asked before they left.
"I'll be okay," I said. "Thanks for coming over and helping."
"You're welcome," she said. "If you need anything -- anything at all, feel free to ask."
"I appreciate that," I told her. Rhonda hugged me, and George shook my hand.
"Take care, son," he said. I closed and locked the door after they drove off. Exhausted, I went upstairs and fell asleep almost as soon as my head hit the pillow.
...
The next day, I got up and did my usual Sunday chores after making breakfast for the three of us. I mowed the lawn while Aaron used the edger to trim the yard. When we finished, we cleaned everything up and put it all away. It was time for lunch, so I went inside, showered, and was mildly surprised when I saw Sophie making sandwiches for us.
We ate at the table, then put our plates away. Sophie looked at me when we finished.
"Alright, Dad," she said. "You need to tell us what's going on." I dreaded this, but I knew it would have to happen, so I brought the kids into the living room and had them take a seat.
"There's no easy way to say this, so I'll just put it out there," I said. "I'm divorcing your mother." The kids took my announcement quietly, with no outbursts. I had thought they would be upset, but they seemed to be okay with it.
"She's been cheating on you with that Grant guy, hasn't she?" Aaron asked.
"Yeah," I said quietly, nodding my head.
"I thought so," Aaron said. "I'll bet it's been going on for a while, hasn't it?"
"What makes you ask that?" I asked him.
"Just the way she talks to him," he said. "I've heard her talk to him on the phone. She talks to him the same way she talks to you, Dad." I nodded my head. Why hadn't I caught that myself? I already knew the reason -- until recently, I always trusted her and respected her privacy. I didn't feel a need to listen in while she talked to Grant, or anyone else, on the phone.
"So, how long has it been going on, Dad?" Sophie asked.
"As near as I can tell, 12 years, sweetheart," I said. She gasped at that.
"That means she started shortly after I was born," she said.
"Pretty much," I said.
"Damn her," Sophie said. "Sorry, Dad," she quickly added. I understood how she felt, so I let it go this time. "Can I stay with you?" she asked.
"Of course you can, if that's what you want," I said.
"Me too, Dad," Aaron said. "You've always been here for us."
"Thank you, guys. That means more to me than you know. Fact is, I asked for custody of you guys," I said. I held my arms open, and both of them came to me, wrapping their arms around me. We engaged in a group hug, and I was overcome with joy that my children wanted to stay with me. After sharing a tearful hug, we went about the rest of the day with no incident, but there was a lot of sadness in the house.
The next couple of days also went without incident. George and Rhonda agreed to pick the kids up after school and stayed at my place until I got home from work. I hated to impose on them like this, but they understood and happily chipped in to help. Rhonda even cooked up our evening meal, which was a great help.
On Tuesday, I got a call from my attorney, Lisa. Linda had consulted with an attorney and wanted to visit with the children. I didn't want her at the house, and I was concerned she might do something stupid, like take off with them.
"What about the restraining order?" I asked.
"If you agree, we can set that aside for a period of time, say from 9:00 pm Friday night to 9 am Sunday morning," Lisa said. "I know this will be hard, but the last thing you want to do is appear unreasonable."
"I understand. What if she visits with the kids at her parents' house on Saturday?" I suggested. "I can let the kids stay there Friday after school, and come pick them up either Saturday night or Sunday."
"I'll suggest that and see what her lawyer says," Lisa said.
"Under no circumstances is Grant or Natalie to be there with her," I added. "And there's a chance the kids may not want to see her. They're not too happy with her right now."
"I'll pass that on," Lisa said.
"Is there anything else?" I asked.
"Yes. Her lawyer wants to see the full PI report," Lisa said. "I put together a copy and sent it out. She should have it by Thursday at the latest."
"So she's retained a lawyer?" I asked.
"Yes, she retained Beth Sawyer on Monday," Lisa said. "I'm surprised Beth took the case since she hates cheaters about as much as I do. I suspect it's because she works in the same firm as the lawyer Grant uses. At any rate, I'll talk to Beth and see what happens. I'll be in touch."
I heard back from Lisa the next day. Linda and her attorney agreed with my conditions, providing I set the restraining order aside for 36 hours -- from midnight Saturday morning to noon Sunday. And it would only apply to Linda, not Grant or Natalie.
They also agreed that Linda would visit with the children at her parents' house, and she would not take them anywhere. If the children were okay with the situation, Linda would stay there with them overnight. I accepted those conditions, not wanting to appear unreasonable to the court.
At first, the children weren't too pleased, but I was able to talk them into giving it a try. George and Rhonda agreed to pick them up after school on Friday. They would bring them back to the house Sunday afternoon after their visitation. I had my reservations, but I trusted George and Rhonda. George even offered to take me to a bar to watch some sports over a beer Saturday night.
That Friday morning, I made sure the children had everything they would need for the weekend. We hugged and kissed before I drove them to school, and I reminded them to call me if Grant or Natalie showed up or if their mother tried to take them somewhere. I left for work after I knew they were safely inside the building.
The next evening, at about 5:30, George picked me up at the house, and we went to The Flatstick Pub, a popular sports bar in the downtown area. We ordered a burger and a beer and watched the events on the large monitors all over the walls. George brought me up to date in between bites.
"Linda came over about 9:00 this morning," he said. "It was a bit tense at first, but things settled down a little. The kids aren't too happy with her, and they let her know in no uncertain terms. She came clean, though. Kinda surprised me."
"Surprises me, too," I said.
"She says she still loves you. I get the feeling she's going to try for reconciliation," George said. "Is that something you're willing to consider?"
"I'm afraid not, George," I said. "Not after 12 years of lies and deceit."
"I can understand that. Did you really burn her wedding dress? That thing cost me over $2,000.00 when you kids got married," George said.
"Seemed like the thing to do at the time," I said.
"She told us her lawyer has gone through the PI report and read her the riot act," George said. "I think she's starting to see things from your point of view."
"Too little, too late," I said. George nodded his head and took a drink from his beer. We heard a commotion from behind me, and as I turned, I felt something slam into my head, and I saw stars. I fell to the floor and saw a foot coming for my head. I was dazed but managed to avoid the foot.
"I'm gonna fucking KILL you, you son of a bitch," I heard Grant yell. I looked up and saw how he was standing over me and figured it was now or never. Remembering the moves my father had taught me years ago, I brought up a foot and kicked Grant as hard as possible in the groin.
He yelled and fell back, his head hitting the corner of a table next to us. He hit the floor, and I was on him as fast as possible. I kneed him in the crotch a few more times, then I started pummeling his face with my fists -- right, left, then right again. Lather, rinse, repeat.
There was no technique or fancy martial arts stuff involved. It was blind, seething rage and a desire to kill the asshole who destroyed my marriage and happy family. Grant didn't move as I pounded on his face, and it never dawned on me that he was already unconscious.
I felt two pairs of hands try to lift me off of Grant and realized they belonged to George and another man. I remember howling something before I passed out. Although it seemed like forever, the actual encounter lasted less than a minute, from what I later learned.
I woke up in a hospital bed and saw a doctor examining me, flashing a light in my eyes. My right hand was bandaged up, while my left hand and forearm were in a cast. I also saw an IV in my arm. My head hurt so bad it throbbed.
"I think he's going to be alright," the doctor said. "He'll have a pretty good headache for a while, but I don't see any signs of a concussion. We'll give him something to ease the pain and let him rest for a while before we send him home."
"Thank you, doctor," I heard George say. Confused, I looked at him. He smiled as he looked at me. "Hear that, son? You're gonna live. I know you're hurting, but you oughta see the other guy. I hear he's gonna lose a testicle. Lost some teeth and nearly lost an eyeball. It seems you busted a knuckle on his jaw. I take it that was Grant?"
"Yeah," I croaked. "How long have I been here?"
"Overnight. It's now 8:30 Sunday morning," George said. "By the way, there's a couple of very large policemen out there who wanna talk to you. You up for that?"
"Yeah, might as well get it over with," I said. George waved to the officers, and they came into the room.
"Mr. Walker, I'm Sergeant Smith and this is Officer Jones. We're the ones who responded to your altercation at the Flatstick Pub last night. How are you feeling this morning, sir?" he asked.
"Like I've been smacked up-side the head," I told him. Smith smiled and consulted his notes.
"What can you tell us about last night?" he asked.
"Not much," I said. "I was having a burger and a beer with my father-in-law here, and the next thing I know, I'm getting hit in the head. The guy threatened to kill me, so I defended myself." Smith nodded his head.
"That's pretty much what the witnesses said," Smith stated, looking at his notes. "And the surveillance video backs that up. Do you know the man who attacked you?"
"Yes, Sergeant. His name is Grant Jacobs. I have a lawsuit against him and he's been named in my divorce," I said.
"Divorce?" the Sergeant asked.
"Yes," I said.
"Okay," he said as he wrote in his notebook. "I assume you want to press charges."
"Yes, I do," I told him. "There's also a restraining order against him."
"Alright," he said. "We'll check into that. We'll take it from here, Mr. Walker. Someone may want to talk to you later, so I'm going to ask that you not leave town for a while."
"No problem there, Sergeant," I said, raising my hands. He smiled as he nodded his head. Then they left my room. After they left, Rhonda, Linda, and the kids came into the room. "What is she doing here?" I asked, looking at Linda.
"My restraining order doesn't go back into effect until noon," Linda said.
"I figured you'd be with your boyfriend," I said. She looked down at the floor, embarrassed.
"I wanted to see you first," she said. "Besides, Natalie's with him, and he's still in recovery." I nodded my head, and the kids came to either side of me. Sophie had tears in her eyes.
"Are you gonna be alright, Daddy?" she asked.
"I'll be fine, sweetheart," I said.
"I heard you really kicked Grant's ass last night," Aaron said with a smile.
"That's what I heard, too," I said, looking at George. "But it's nothing to be proud of. You hear what I'm telling you?"
"I hear ya, Dad," Aaron said.
"Are you going to be alright, Jon?" Linda asked.
"Yes, he's going to be just fine," Sophie told her mother. "We'll take good care of him, won't we, Aaron?"
"Yeah, we will," my son said. Linda looked at our two teenage children before speaking.
"If you guys don't mind, I'd like to talk to your father for a few minutes. Alone," she said. They looked at her for a bit before nodding their heads.
"Alright," Sophie said. "But we'll be right outside the door. C'mon, Aaron," she added, reaching out for her brother. They left the room, followed by George and Rhonda.
"Jon," Linda began after they left. "I can't tell you how sorry I am about everything."
"Well, like I told Natalie last Saturday, sorry doesn't even begin to cover it," I said. "You lied to me and cheated on me for what, 12 years? And you think 'sorry' is supposed to make it all go away or something? Was I that bad of a husband to you? All I ever did was love you and support you. I don't get it."
"You were -- are -- the best husband and father a woman could ever want," she said sadly.
"But even that wasn't good enough for you, was it?"
"It's not like that, at all," she said.
"Really? That's what it looks like to me," I said.
"You don't understand," she said.
"Try to make me understand, then," I said.
"At first, it was just a way to get my job," she said. "Grant said that having sex with me was one of the conditions for getting that position."
"That's sexual harassment," I said. "That's against the law. Why didn't you come to me first? We could've done something about it. Oh, I get it. You really wanted that job. So much that you thought screwing Grant was a small price to pay. Even if it destroyed our family."
"Basically, I made a deal with the devil," she said.
"So now you're going to blame the devil?" I asked. "Give me a break. The truth is, you wanted that job so bad you were willing to fuck him for it. Even if it cost you everything. What was it you used to say? It's just business? Tell me, Linda. Where does the destruction of our family fit in your profit and loss sheet? Huh? What I'd like to know is why did you keep on doing it after you supposedly retired?"
"That was... on me," she said. "I guess I got to the point that I thought I could have my cake and eat it too."
"You have feelings for him, don't you? That's why you kept on doing it. How long were you planning to keep it up? The rest of your life? Did you honestly think I would never, ever find out? Or did you think that when I found out, I would just roll over and let you carry on? And remember, I know a lot more than you think," I said.
"Yeah, I developed feelings for him," she said. "It was kinda hard not to, after all those years. I figured you loved me enough that you'd let me have this. I did my best not to let it take anything away from you."
"Are you kidding?" I asked, incredulous. "Every second you spent in bed with him was a second taken away from us. Surely you remember the definition of the term, 'opportunity cost.' The loss of potential gain from other alternatives when one alternative is chosen. You chose him over your family. As a result, you lost your family."
"But I still love you," she said. "I never stopped loving you."
"But you lost respect for me," I said. She looked at me, shocked.
"No, never," she said.
"Yes, you did," I said. "That's why you told him you'd fuck him for the rest of your life and said you would threaten to rape me in a divorce." Her eyes grew wide.
"You heard that?" she asked.
"Yes, and more," I said. "For example, you told Grant you'd rather spend time with him than with your own daughter on her birthday. What kind of a mother does that? What kind of message do you think that sends to an impressionable young teenager? Did you even think about her? Or of Aaron when you missed his birthday last year?" She recoiled at that.
"I guess I just suck as a wife and a mother," she said quietly.
"Your words, not mine. But if the shoe fits," I said, shrugging my shoulder. "By the way, I'm sure your fuck buddy will be relieved to know I can't come after him for child support. Yes, I had DNA tests done, and the kids are mine." She looked at me, shocked.
"Oh, my God! You actually thought I would do that to you?" she asked.
"Well, you lied to me for 12 years," I said. "You plotted and deceived me all that time and hid your affair from me. What would you think? You might also be relieved to hear that I haven't caught anything from the two of you. You may not know it, but Grant likes to play the field. You're not the only one he's screwing."



"I suspected, but didn't know for certain. What do you want me to do now?" she asked.
"Sign the papers, Linda. End this sham of a marriage. Then get some help and get your shit together. For the sake of the kids," I said. "I suspect you'll have plenty of time. I think Grant's probably going to be a guest of the state for a while."
"You're probably right," she said. "Alright, I'll sign the papers. I'm sorry, Jon. For everything."
"You said that," I told her.
"I guess I did, didn't I? Well, thank you for letting me have some time with the kids this weekend," she said.
"You're welcome," I said.
"I know you don't believe me, but I do love you," she said. "And I wish you could find a way in your heart for us to stay together."
"You're right. I don't believe you. But thanks for saying so, anyway," I said. "I guess a small part of me will always love you as well. But it's not enough. I need to be able to trust my partner. And after what you've done, I don't know if I'll ever be able to trust anyone again." She nodded her head as tears fell down her cheeks.
"I... understand," she said quietly. "Goodbye, Jon." She leaned in and kissed me on the cheek.
"Goodbye, Linda," I said. She turned and left the room in tears. George, Rhonda, and the kids came in after she left.
"Everything alright, son?" George asked.
"Yeah," I said. "We talked a bit. I think she finally realizes how bad she screwed up."
"Does that mean you and Mom are getting back together?" Sophie asked. I shook my head.
"No, sweetheart," I said.
"But you guys love each other," she said.
"It takes much more than love to make a marriage work, Sophie," I said. "It also takes trust, and right now, I don't trust her. One of these days, you'll learn that for yourself." The doctor came in and gave me one last check, and released me. George took me home with the kids.
Epilogue:
Later that night, I got a frantic call from George and Linda. Natalie called them to say Linda tried to kill herself by overdosing on sleeping pills and alcohol. According to them, Natalie found her when she went to Grant's house to get some of his things. A note on her nightstand simply read, "I'm sorry."
She nearly died from the overdose but survived and spent a couple of days in the hospital. After being checked out by mental health professionals, she was released into George and Rhonda's care and eventually moved back in with them.
She signed the divorce papers, contesting nothing. Lisa told me I would be a free man in 90 days. Free... Yeah, right...
Grant and Natalie's lawyer quickly settled with us for half of what I had asked for. As a result, I ended up with about $3.5 million after Lisa's cut. I put a million into accounts for both children to see them
through college and banked the rest. I started planning to take them on a Mediterranean cruise during their next summer break.
Grant was found guilty of aggravated assault and battery and attempted murder based on the video footage taken during his attack. He was sentenced to 10 years in state prison but would be eligible for parole in about 8.5 years.
I saw Linda whenever I took the kids over to George and Rhonda's house. We would sometimes sit and talk about things for a bit, but I could never get over what she had done. She saw a counselor who was helping her understand why she did what she did, and continued to hold on to the fantasy that I would take her back.
I was glad she was getting some help, but it was a bit like closing the barn door after the horses escaped. Over the next few months, she slowly rebuilt a relationship with the kids, which I was also glad to see. George told me she spent most of her time writing articles for various business-related blogs and refused to date.
She was sad to learn I was taking the children on a Mediterranean cruise without her, but she managed to deal with it, wishing us well. The kids often sent her text messages with photos of the places we visited.
I met a lovely woman from British Columbia, Nicci, who was taking a post-divorce cruise like me. She was about a year younger than Linda, sported shoulder-length blonde hair, was quite pretty, and had a bubbly personality. I especially liked the way she ended a lot of her sentences with, "eh?" She also had two children, a year or so younger than mine, spending the summer with their grandparents in north Idaho.
We spent quite some time together talking about our situations and shared a bed on several occasions. More than once, I heard Sophie teasing me.
"Daddy's got a girlfriend," she would sing while poking me with her elbow. We exchanged contact information when the cruise ended and promised to stay in touch by email and Skype. I'm not sure if anything will ever come of it, but we talk to each other online at least twice a week.
We adjusted to life without Linda in the house. My boss was more than happy to work with me so I could take the kids to school and pick them up. I knew the time would come when Aaron would be old enough to drive, and he would take over that chore from me. George came by the house not long after we returned from our cruise and gave us a bit of bad news.
"They're going to put Linda in a mental hospital for a while," he said.
"Oh? Why?" I asked.
"Sophie sent her a picture of you three eating dinner with that Canadian girl you met on your cruise," he said. "I don't think she meant anything malicious by it, but Linda didn't take it very well. She... lost it. Rhonda and I found her in her tub. She slit her wrists."
"Oh my God," I said. "I'm sorry to hear that." I truly was sorry to hear that she had tried to kill herself again, but a part of me felt a bit... vindicated. Now she knew just a little bit how I felt when I first learned about her and Grant.
"Yeah. Me too. Fortunately, she screwed it up, and managed to live. But the doctors said that with her history, she needs constant care and supervision," George said. "Rhonda and I are getting a bit too old to watch her 24 hours a day. So, they decided to institutionalize her."
"For how long?" I asked.
"Hard to say, son," he said. "Could be a few years. Could be permanent. I just don't know."
"Let me know if there's anything we can do," I said.
"Thank you, son. I appreciate that," he said.
Nicci and I continued our long-distance relationship and I found that the more we talked, the closer I felt to her. I also found myself fantasizing about her... a lot! She was sad to hear about Linda, mostly for what it did to George, Rhonda and the children, but she echoed my sentiments.
The last time we talked, she mentioned coming down with her kids to visit us. She also suggested I bring the children with me to her place, a two-story log house on 50 wooded acres north of Kamloops that she said was built in the late 1800s. I had never been north of the US border before, so it sounded interesting. Who knows what, if anything, will happen. At any rate, I'll save that for another story.
...
Fade to black...
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Last Anniversary Dance

I noticed that it has been about a month and a half since my last submission here, and would like to apologize to all for the lengthy lapse. I have spent most of that time working on my first ebook, "Justice Rides," a story of how Elijah Jones became the avenger known as Justice O. Peace. Now that I have completed that project, I felt it was time to return to my work here.
I would like to thank all those who have read my previous stories and those who have provided constructive criticism. Your support and readership is what keeps me going.
And now, the disclaimers:
For those who want to say this or that would never happen, remember this is my universe, a place where nearly anything can, and often does, happen. At least on paper... In addition:

	Characters in this story may participate in one or more of the following: Smoking, consumption of adult (meaning, alcoholic) beverages, utterance of profanities.
	All sexual activity is between consenting adults 18 years of age or older.
	Statements or views uttered by the fictional characters in this story do not necessarily reflect the views or opinions of the author.


Please refer to my profile for more on my personal policy regarding comments, feedback, follows, etc. (Yes, I DO moderate comments) And please remember, this is a work of fiction, not a docu-drama...)
...
Justine Watters picked up her phone when she heard it buzz. It was a message from her husband, Tom, who had been out of town on business for the last few days. She unlocked her phone and read the message.
"Finished here," the message read. "On my way back. Dinner reservations have been set for 7:00 pm at Mario's. See you there. Happy Anniversary," the message concluded. There were no loving endearments or heart emojis. That didn't surprise her much. Tom hadn't been very communicative lately for some reason.
"See you," Justine wrote back. "Happy Anniversary. Love you." She sent the message but didn't expect a reply. She set her phone on the nightstand, hoping to see a reply. Something. Anything would be nice. But none came.
Justine looked at the clock and realized she had just enough time to get cleaned up before meeting her husband. She sighed as she got off the bed and started for the adjoining bathroom, where she would shower before meeting her husband.
"Who was that?" Jake Carter, the man she had just spent hours with, asked.
"My husband," Justine said. "Letting me know he's on his way back. He's already made reservations for us at Mario's tonight. It's our fifth anniversary."
"Your fifth anniversary, huh?" Jake asked. "I thought you said he was back east."
"He was," Justine said. "Apparently, he's managed to wrap things up early. I'll need to call my mother, see if she won't mind looking after little Jacob for a while longer."
"Alright, do that, then come on back to bed," Jake said with a sly grin. "Maybe we can give Tom a little present." Justine snorted at that.
"I'd love to, Jake, but I really need to get cleaned up a bit and I don't have much time," she said. "Fortunately, I have some clean clothes here I can put on. Wouldn't do to meet my husband in the clothes I wore over here. They're all wrinkled and stained."
"You think he knows about us?" Jake asked. Justine shook her head.
"No, I don't think so," she said. "He's been pretty wrapped up in something lately. It's been taking up almost all of his attention. He rarely speaks to me and he almost never does anything with the baby. It's like he's in a completely different world."
"How long are you going to string him along?" Jake asked. Justine shrugged her shoulders.
"It's hard to say," she said. "He's a good provider. I know he'd be a great father if he ever applied himself."
"You think he knows about little Jacob not being his?" Jake asked.
"If he does, he hasn't said anything," Justine told him. "I can't imagine that he would let something like that go without mentioning it to me."
"Well, I'll be here for you if you need anything," Jake said. Justine smiled at him, glancing at his flaccid penis, now laying on his right leg.
"Just keep that warm for me, okay?" she said with a wicked smile.
"You know it, baby," he told her, returning her smile. Justine went into the closet and pulled out a clean dress. She couldn't believe how much of her wardrobe was in this closet, instead of the closet she shared with her husband.
Justine looked at the dress she selected, trying to remember if it was one Tom had seen before. It was blue, fell about three inches above her knee, and showed just enough cleavage to be enticing. She was pretty certain it was one Tom had seen before. If not, she would simply tell him she just purchased it.
After calling her mother, Justine went into the bathroom and took a nice hot shower, hoping she could get all of Jake's semen out of her orifices before meeting Tom. She promised herself when she started her affair with Jake 16 months ago that she would never disrespect her husband by giving him sloppy seconds, or making him go down on her with Jake's semen inside her pussy.
At first, Jake understood, but ever since little Jacob was born just over three months ago, he began pressuring her to have Tom clean her out with his tongue. Justine told him that was dirty and gross, and refused to disrespect her husband that way. It was bad enough that she was sleeping with Jake, and it was even worse that she had given birth to Jake's child, but she wouldn't do THAT.
After her shower, Justine brushed her long dark hair until it was just right, dressed and applied her makeup. Satisfied that she looked -- and smelled -- good enough to pass Tom's inspection, she gave Jake a kiss and bade him a good night.
"See you in the office, tomorrow?" he asked as he looked her over.
"Of course, lover," she said. "But for tonight, duty calls." She grabbed her purse and sauntered out of the room.
...
Tom Watters took a drag off his cigarette as he sat in his Escalade in the parking lot across from Mario's. He just received a message from one of the private investigators working for him. Justine had just left the luxury condo owned by Jake Carter, her lover of nearly a year and a half. He looked at the photo the PI sent and took in the blue dress she was wearing.
It wasn't the same dress she wore when she went to Carter's condo earlier that day, and it was certainly not one Tom had seen before. He wasn't surprised.
Justine was right about one thing. Tom had been back east, but he returned a day ago. He had been told in no uncertain terms that he had a serious security breach that had to be dealt with -- immediately. If he didn't deal with it, he was told, they would. "They," of course, being a federal agency the public was not allowed to know even existed.
Tom remembered how nervous he felt sitting in the office of the one-eyed man he knew only as "Alpha One." Only a handful of people were even allowed to know the man's name. And Tom wasn't on the list.
"You have a serious problem, Watters," the man said, moving his head in a way that reminded Tom of the actor who once played Moses. "And when you have a problem, we ALL have a problem. Deal with it. Quietly. Or I will."
"Yes, sir," Tom said. He was smart enough to know that was the only answer Alpha One would accept. And he also knew Alpha One had no qualms about making people disappear. He had heard stories of how Alpha One once had an entire beach estate droned out of existence, along with everyone inside. Tom shivered at the thought.
Justine thought Tom was just a glorified salesman who traveled around the country hawking his wares to various companies looking to upgrade their security systems. But Tom was much more than that. Sure, he actually did sell security equipment, and he oversaw the installation. But he was more than that. Much more.
The equipment he sold and installed was equipped with special circuitry that gave Alpha One's monitors insight into nearly everything those companies did -- who they took on as customers, what they did with their profits -- everything.
And Tom knew the breach Alpha One spoke of was his wife of five years -- Justine. Well, five years as of today, that is. For about the last year and a half, she had been involved in a steamy affair with Jake Carter, one of the senior partners at the law firm where she worked as a paralegal.
Tom didn't know all the particulars until fairly recently, primarily due to the fact that he spent a great deal of time traveling for work. But he did notice a few things had been off between them for a while. By the time he learned the specifics of the affair, Justine announced her pregnancy.
The lawyer Tom spoke to told him that no judge in this state would even entertain a divorce as long as Justine was pregnant. If the child turned out to be his, he would be on the hook for child support along with maintenance, regardless of the prenuptial agreement they both signed. At least he didn't have to worry about the house, which was already his when they married.
Tom gritted his teeth and remained silent throughout her pregnancy and nearly lost it when she named the boy Jacob -- after his sperm donor. Immediately after the boy was born, Tom asked for a DNA test. He wasn't surprised to learn the boy wasn't his.
Looking at his watch, Tom knew that Justine would arrive soon. He saw a man in a khaki jacket standing by the door to Mario's with a woman carrying a briefcase and knew that was his cue. He drove across the street and parked. Grabbing his ever-present briefcase, he walked to the front door, nodding slightly to the two people by the door.
Tom spoke quietly to the woman at the door and was soon sitting in a corner booth. The khaki-clad man and the woman with him sat at another booth within earshot. Tom thanked the waitress for the water and started looking over his menu. He detected Justine's presence at the table and set his menu down. He stood as she slid into the booth across from him.
"Good evening, Justine," he said in a neutral tone of voice. "You look very nice this evening."
"Thank you, Tom," she said, smiling.
"I don't recall seeing that dress before," Tom said. "Is that something new?"
"Uh, yeah, I just picked it up. Do you like it?"
"Yes, it really sets your eyes off," he told her with a slight smile. After they finished ordering, they heard music playing from a different area of the establishment. Mario's was more than a restaurant. It also featured a dance floor and cocktail lounge.
"It sounds like they're playing our song," Justine said. Tom knew that was her way of saying she wanted to dance. What the hell, he thought. This was their anniversary, even if it would be their last.
"Care to dance?" he asked, standing up.
"Don't mind if I do," Justine said, holding out her hand. Tom took her hand and led her to the dance floor. They danced in each other's arms, but Justine couldn't help but notice that Tom was keeping a bit of distance between them -- almost as if he could barely stand to touch her. The song finally over, Tom escorted her back to the booth. By then, their food had arrived and they began eating.
"Is something wrong, Tom?" Justine asked. "You seem so... standoffish. This is supposed to be our anniversary."
"Yes, it is," Tom said. "The fact is, your dress smells like it's been hanging in Jake Carter's closet for quite a while. And try as you might, you weren't quite successful in cleansing his stink off of your body."
"What?" Justine asked, offended that Tom would speak this way to her. "Jake Carter? Are you serious?" she asked, trying, unsuccessfully, to detract Tom.
"Yes, you know Jake Carter, one of the senior partners at the law firm where you work," Tom said matter-of-factly.
"Of course I know who he is," Justine said sarcastically.
"I certainly hope so," Tom said. "After all, you've spent enough time in his bed, and he is little Jacob's sperm donor."
"What are you saying? That's outrageous. I will not sit here and be spoken to like this," she said, indignant.
"Actually, you will," Tom said, opening his briefcase. "You will sit there and absorb whatever degradation I choose to heap upon you. Especially after what you've been doing for the last 16 months."
"What?" Justine asked. "I don't know what you're talking about."
"Sure you do," Tom said. "Let's start with this," he added, dropping a sheet of paper in front of her.
"What's this?" she asked.
"This is the result of a DNA test I had done on your child," Tom said. "According to this, Jacob is not my son. The sheet under it is another DNA test that proves the sperm donor is none other than your lover, Jake Carter. The man you named Jacob after."
"How did you get Jake's DNA?" she asked, confused.
"That was easy," Tom said. "You've been bringing it home with you at least three nights a week. But there's more." He pulled out a thick folder and dropped it on the table.
"What's this?" Justine asked.
"A copy of every email, text message and DM between you and Jake over the last 16 months," Tom said. "I hate to break it to you, but there really is no such thing as privacy online anymore."
"Okay, I admit it," she said. "Jake and I fooled around once, but that was it. And it was just sex. It didn't mean anything. Not really."
"Is that a fact?" Tom asked. "Please turn to page 75 and look about halfway down the page until you find the passage I highlighted. Tell me what you see." She flipped the pages until she got to the one Tom referenced. Her face went white as she read her own words to Jake. "I'm waiting," Tom said.
"I'm reading it," she said quietly.
"Out loud," he said. "I want to hear you say the words you wrote to him." She gulped and looked back at the page.
"Please," she begged. "Don't make me do this."
"Either you do it, or I will," Tom said. "And if I do it, I promise I won't care who hears." Tears falling down her face, Justine looked back at the paper and began reading the words Tom highlighted.
"I love what you do to me, Jake. I haven't felt so wonderfully satisfied as I have these last 16 months. I can't wait until you knock me up with another one of your babies. I love your cock, even more than Tom's, and I look forward to the next time you can fill me up with your cum," she read.
"In all the time we were married, I don't recall you ever once speaking to me like that," Tom said.
"Is this all you have?" she asked nervously.
"No," Tom said. "I have pictures, audio and video. Hours upon hours of video."
"You must really hate me," Justine said quietly as she pushed her food around on her plate.
"Yes, I do," Tom said. She looked up, shocked at what he just said. It was like a slap across her face. "There was a time I would've taken a bullet for you. Now, it's all I can do to keep from blowing your stupid head off."
"How long have you known?" she asked.
"I had suspicions before you told me you were pregnant," Tom said. "I did some digging and got some evidence -- enough to satisfy the prenup. By the time I spoke to an attorney, though, you informed me you were pregnant. The lawyer told me in no uncertain terms that no judge would even entertain a divorce until after you gave birth. Child support and all that, you see.
"But now that Jacob is born, I have more than enough evidence to get the job done. So, I filed for divorce on the grounds of adultery," Tom said, motioning to the two people at the table close by, who stood up and walked to their table. "This nice man has something for you."
"Ms. Justine Watters?" the man asked.
"Yes," Justine said quietly. The man put a manila envelope in front of her.
"You have been served," the man said.
"Served?" Justine asked, tears falling down her face.
"Yes. Served," Tom said, handing her a pen. "With divorce papers. Look them over. You'll find they're just as we agreed in the prenuptial. Sign them now, and I'm prepared to give you a bank draft for $2,145.63 -- the exact amount you had when we married. Don't ask for any more. I already know about your secret little slush fund. You can keep that, along with your retirement.
"All of your belongings have been taken to your mother's house. Yes, she knows, and she's very... disappointed... in you. But she's agreed to let you stay with her until you can find a place of your own. For the boy's sake, not yours."
"But... I don't want a divorce," Justine said. "I... love you."
"Please, Justine," Tom said. "Don't insult my intelligence. Listen." He pulled out his phone and played her conversation with Jake from earlier that day. Her eyes grew wide when she heard her own voice coming from Tom's phone.
"How... how did you get that?" she asked.
"Well... I'd tell you, but then I'd really have to shoot you. As much as I hate you right now, I really don't think it would be right to deprive little Jacob of his mother," Tom said with a smile that held no warmth. "I was nothing more to you than a meal ticket and a caretaker while your baby daddy got all the benefits. Just so you know, your ticket's been punched. No more free meals for you. At least from me."
"What about Jake?" she asked.
"Ah, concerned for your baby daddy, are you? Fortunately, we live in a state that allows for Alienation of Affection lawsuits. For me, that is. He's being served right now. It may or may not go anywhere, but it's the principle that counts, don't you think?
"Anyway, his troubles are just beginning. You see, I spoke with Hamilton Parker, your managing partner, today. Showed him my evidence, and expressed my... displeasure... with the knowledge that one of his senior partners is involved with a subordinate. Specifically, a subordinate married to me. At least for the moment.
"Mr. Parker was quite concerned and more than a bit anxious that Mr. Carter's antics might shed unwelcome attention for his firm, not to mention a somewhat significant financial burden. He agreed it would be best if Mr. Carter was no longer affiliated with the firm and assured me he would take it up with his board this evening.
"He also agreed that it would not be right to punish you, especially since you're a mother with a newborn baby. After all, Mr. Carter was your boss, in a matter of speaking. And he did not want to expose the firm to a potential sexual harassment lawsuit. Given your work history there, he agreed it would be best to keep you on board, at least for the time being.
"But I assure you, Mr. Carter's troubles are just beginning," Tom said. "How much do you know about your lover? I mean, really know?"
"What are you talking about?" Justine asked.
"I'm talking about his clients. The people he does business with. Who he really represents, that is, and what he does when he's not screwing you into his mattress. What do you know about that?" Tom asked.
"I don't know," she said. "He doesn't talk about any of that with me."
"Probably a good thing," Tom said. "Let's just say your Jake Carter has a very... interesting clientele. The kind that attracts the attention of certain federal agencies. Agencies that can make a person disappear without a trace. You follow what I'm saying?"
"You're scaring me, Tom," Justine said.
"And you should be scared," he told her. "Scared enough to stay the hell away from Jake Carter. Because he is going down. And if you're anywhere near him when it happens, you'll go down as well."
"Who are you, Tom?" she asked. "Really?" He smiled, nodding his head at the paperwork in front of her.
"Sign the papers, Justine, and end this farce now. I've probably told you far too much already," Tom said. "And by the way, your credit card has been canceled and your house key no longer works. I had the locks changed today while you were with Jake. I've also taken care of the bank account, so you no longer have access to that. Given that you put half of your earnings into your own secret account, that shouldn't be an issue for you anyway."



"You have been busy, haven't you?" she asked. Tom shrugged his shoulders.
Defeated, Justine looked the divorce papers over and saw they were just as Tom had said. She signed the papers and handed the pen back to Tom. He smiled as he took the pen and looked the papers over. The process server witnessed the signatures and the woman with him notarized the signed paperwork. Tom handed the papers back to the process server.
"I'll see these get to your lawyer, Mr. Watters," he said.
"Thank you," Tom said. After they left, Tom turned back to Justine. "I believe you need to surrender your rings," he told her.
"Do I have to? I love those rings," she cried.
"Apparently not enough to stay out of Jake Carter's bed," Tom said. Justine tearfully removed her wedding and engagement rings and put them on the table. He put them in his pocket before addressing her. "I believe our business here is concluded."
"Concluded?" Justine asked. "That's all you have to say?"
"What more needs to be said?" Tom asked.
"Why? Why did you do this on our anniversary?" she asked, tears falling down her face. "Do you know how humiliating this was for me?"
"Do you know how humiliating it was for me to learn that you'd been screwing around on me all this time? And how humiliating it was to learn Jacob wasn't even my son? And how humiliating it was when I learned you screwed Carter on our anniversary? Don't even go there with me," Tom said. "We're done. We're finished. Goodbye, Justine. I never want to see your face again."
With that, he turned back to his meal, not looking at Justine, who wiped her face. The waitress came by and asked if everything was alright.
"Yes, the meal is excellent, as always," Tom said nonchalantly. "I'll take care of the check, and I believe the lady will take her food to go, please."
"Uh, yes, sir," she said, leaving to get a box for Justine's meal. She came back a few moments later and put the rest of Justine's meal in a Styrofoam container. Tom handed the waitress his credit card and paid for the meal as Justine gathered her things. After the waitress finished, Justine looked at Tom.
"And that's it?" she asked.
"That's it," Tom said with a wave of his hand. She couldn't believe the way he just dismissed her.
"I'm sorry, Tom," she said. He looked up from his meal before speaking.
"Well, on that we can both agree," he said. "Good day, now. Tell your mother I said hello. Oh, and happy anniversary," he added with a slight smile. Justine, not believing the calm manner in which her husband basically just threw her out like the garbage, ran from the table, sobbing.
Tom smiled, then turned back to his meal. He saw a few of the patrons looking at him with disdain, but only smiled back, shrugging his shoulders. He may have been calm and collected on the outside, but inside, he was an emotional wreck. Five years, down the drain... At least, now the worst was over.
...
Epilogue:
Tom managed to get through the next few days without incident. It wasn't easy. He did love Justine at one time, and it hurt that he had to deal with her the way he did. But, he figured, it was better to do that than go off on her the way he was tempted to.
Then came the day he heard the banging at his front door. He was in his master bedroom upstairs and looked the window to see Carter's sports car in his driveway. He had a feeling something like this would happen, so he had some... additions... added to his house, at Alpha One's insistence.
He went downstairs and opened the door. Sure enough, it was Jake Carter. And he was angry. Tom backed up as Carter pushed his way inside.
"You son of a bitch! You cost me my job. And Justine won't even talk to me. I'm going to fucking kill you, you motherfucking piece of shit," Jake screamed, red in the face. He advanced on Tom until he saw 15 tiny red dots suddenly appear on his shirt.
"INTRUDER ALERT," screamed an electronic voice from speakers embedded in the walls. "Do not move."
"What the hell is this?" he screamed. He reached up with his hands as though brushing the dots away. Suddenly, there was the staccato sound of something being fired, like an air rifle. As Jake looked down, he saw fifteen darts sticking out of his body. He reached up, but never made it. His eyes rolled up into his head and his body clumped to the floor.
"I don't think you're going to be killing anyone today, Carter," Tom said calmly as he grabbed his phone. He pressed an icon on the phone and heard a man's voice.
"Operator 715463," the man's voice said.
"Clean up on aisle 15," Tom said.
"Clean up on aisle 15. Copy that," the man said. Tom pressed another icon, and the systems that just shot Jake full of tranquilizer darts rotated and retracted back into the ceiling. When the doors closed on the systems, no one could tell that anything was there. Tom smiled, happy that the new security system worked as advertised.
A few minutes later, a white unmarked van pulled into the driveway. Several men in Tyvek suits came into the house and dragged Jake's limp body out of the house. One of them grabbed Jake's keys and got into the sports car. Within a couple minutes, the van and Jake's sports car were gone. Tom closed the door and went about his business.
A few days later, after Tom had purchased a caramel mocha at a local coffee shop, he was stopped in the street by a large man in a dark suit and sunglasses.
"Alpha One wishes to speak with you, Mr. Watters," the man growled. "NOW!"
"Alright," Tom said, a bit put off by the man's attitude. He followed the man to a long black limousine parked on the side of the street and got inside after the man opened a back door.
"Watters, glad to see you're out and about," Alpha One said after the door was closed.
"Uh, yes sir, I have a lot to do," Tom said. Alpha One smiled and put a friendly hand on Tom's shoulder.
"Please, Tom. When it's just us, you can call me Regis," the one-eyed man said. "I wanted to give you an update on Mr. Carter. He's singing like a canary."
"Thank you, Alpha, er, Regis. So, he's telling you everything you need?" Tom asked.
"Oh yes, he did that right off the bat," Regis said. "But he's literally singing like a canary right now. Seems the combination of those tranquilizer darts in your new security system and the serum we used to extract the information we needed turned his brains into applesauce. Right now, he's on a swing in a metal cage chirping like a bird."
"Oh," Tom said. Regis pulled an envelope out of his jacket pocket and handed it to Tom.
"We did get him to settle with you out of court before he became too... incompetent... to sign his own name," Regis said. "He was so grateful to be alive that he settled for far more than you wanted."
"Well, that's good to hear," Tom said.
"By the way, I want you to know that I'm really impressed with that new system of yours," Regis said. "Now that we've got what we need from Carter, I'm glad you didn't use the.50 caliber chain guns I suggested."
"Me, too," Tom said. "I just had that carpet scrubbed." Regis chuckled at that.
"Have you heard anything about Justine?" Tom asked.
"Yes. She's back to work, although Mr. Parker is keeping her on a very short leash. Did you ever mention to her who it is you really work for?" Regis asked.
"No, Regis, I never did," Tom said. Regis nodded his head. He already knew that from his monitoring devices, but wanted to hear it from Tom, personally.
"Good," Regis said. "Well, when your divorce is final, I'd like you to come by headquarters. I'd like to introduce you to your new partner."
"Partner?" Tom asked. "I've never needed a partner before."
"Well, there's a first time for everything, isn't there, Tom?"
"Uh, yes, sir, I suppose so," Tom said.
"That's the spirit, Tom," Regis said. "I look forward to seeing you then."
"Me too, Regis," Tom said. The door opened, signaling the end of the meeting. Tom got out of the limousine and watched as the large man squeezed himself into the driver's seat. As the long vehicle pulled into traffic, Tom wondered what Regis had in store for him.
...
Fade to black...
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James Eastland lay in his hospital bed watching the latest reruns on the television in the corner of the room. Unable to move, he had no choice but to absorb whatever drivel was playing on the channel the nurses selected for him.
It had been at least eight months since he was first brought to this... hospital... after a horrific auto accident. Dr. Skitz repaired the damage to his brain and placed him in a medically-induced coma. But that was only the beginning of James' problems.
After his surgery, Dr. Skitz informed him that he intended to have his way with Tina, James' wife of six years. And to make matters worse, the doctor told him there was nothing he could do about it.
"You see, Mr. Eastland, I control the level of your medications. Yes, I know you're capable of functioning as normal," he said with a wicked grin. "But I'm never going to let that happen. I intend to keep you here, in a catatonic state, for as long as I see fit. Why would I do that, you might ask. The answer is simple. I intend to not only fuck your wife, but I'm going to turn her against you. Completely."
James tried to move his arm but couldn't. He also tried to speak but was unable to say anything. The sadistic doctor smiled as he watched the shadows of James' frantic inner struggle ripple across his slack features.
"Yes, Mr. Eastland. I can tell you're trying to respond. But you can't, can you? I control you now," the doctor said, laughing maniacally. "With a turn of this dial, I control every muscle in your body. In short, I can decide when, or if, you ever come out of the catatonic state you're in. As long as your insurance continues to pay, you will continue to breathe. Once the money dries up, let's just say we'll have to re-evaluate your usefulness to society.
"You're probably wondering why I'm doing this to you, aren't you?" the doctor asked. "You see, not only is your wife hotter than Hell, with a supremely talented mouth, but with you essentially out of the way, she has control of a considerable amount of money. Yes, I know how much Tina stands to gain."
"And soon, I'll control your wife -- AND the money she'll inherit from you. So, be a good boy and just lay there like a wet dishrag, and I just might let the nurses feed you something now and again." The doctor walked out of the room, laughing.
For the next eight months, James lay in his bed, a prisoner in his own body, and watched as his wife, Tina, slowly became Dr. Skitz's personal slut. At first, she seemed reluctant, but as time wore on, she changed. Now, she had no qualms about fucking this quack right there in front of him, wantonly giving herself to him as they both laughed and mocked him.
James prayed for death, hoping it would all end. But it never came. He was forced to live in this hell and watch his wife humiliate him in the worst possible way. He hated them -- Tina, the "doctor," the nurses who mocked him even as they "cared" for him. He hated them and swore that he would make them all pay if he ever got out of this.
Then it came to him one night as he listened to a rerun of a television program. It was late, and the network was airing a program called "Breaking Point." He had never seen the program before but was intrigued as it told the story of a man cruelly cuckolded by his wife during a vacation to Cabo San Lucas.
As he watched and listened to the interviews, it hit him. Justice. That's what he wanted most. First, get out of this hell, and then get justice on all those who did this to him. Tina, the "doctor," the nurses -- everyone.
He hadn't prayed for years and it had been decades since he had been inside a church. But now, seeing no other option, he closed his eyes and begged silently for justice. A nurse must have seen him with his eyes closed and figured he was asleep, so she came into the room, turned off the television, and pulled the door shut.
James fell asleep for a while and was suddenly jolted awake. The temperature in the room had dropped considerably, and he could see his breath form a mist in the air. It was still night, but the room seemed darker than usual. Suddenly the shadows in the room seemed to change, moving around until they coalesced at the foot of his bed.
Standing at the foot of his bed was the figure of a man. He seemed to be wearing western-style clothing, the type he once saw in those old black-and-white movies. The man appeared to wear a battered hat on his head, and his eyes burned with fire.
James was frightened, and chills ran up and down his spine. The man walked to the side of his bed and looked down at the thin, emaciated figure covered with only a light blanket. James sensed the anger coming off the figure in waves. He thought that maybe this was the angel of death finally coming to free him from his miserable existence.
Then the being spoke.
"Don't you worry none, pardner," the strange shadow-man said. "Ah'll get yer situation under control. You jes' hang tight."
"Wh... who are you?" James thought. He tried to form words but was unable to. The man seemed to hear James' unspoken question.
"Name's Peace," the man said. "Justice O. Peace. Mah friends call me Eli. Ah'll be in touch." The figure disappeared, leaving James feeling hopeful for the first time since this nightmare began. A couple of minutes later, a nurse walked into the room.
"Oh, my goodness," she said, rubbing her arms. "How'd it get so cold in here?" James saw her look at the thermostat. She shook her head and tapped on the thing as if that would make the temperature go back up. Suddenly, the temperature in the room went back to normal. She looked around for a bit, confused, then left the room.
...
Memorial Day:
"Sure is nice to be able to make this trip with you this year, Amos," my wife, Danni, said from the passenger seat as I drove down the freeway. That's me, by the way -- Amos Jones.
"Yes, it is," I said. Every year, I generally drove to Houston to visit my grandfather Greg's grave with my Dad, Ryan. This year was different, as Danni and the kids could join me for the first time, making it a family outing. I figured the kids were old enough, so I told them the story of my grandpa Greg on the way.
During World War II, Greg Jones served in the Army Air Corps as a radio operator on a B-17 Flying Fortress in the Pacific Theater. He was on one of those things the day Japan attacked Pearl Harbor. His aircraft was one of several on their way from California to the Philippines via Hawaii.
Laden with cans of gasoline, none of the aircraft had any guns mounted and were defenseless when they flew into the swarms of Japanese aircraft. Greg's plane made it to a remote landing field but was severely damaged before it set down.
Greg's station was destroyed, and his seat was riddled with bullets from Japanese fighters. But Greg somehow walked away from the aircraft without a scratch. That incident earned him the nickname "Lucky" Jones. His luck, however, seemed to run out in late 1943, and his aircraft was shot down. Along with the other survivors, he was taken captive by the Japanese and spent the rest of the war in a POW camp.
He was repatriated, promoted to Master Sergeant, and given a chest full of medals and his back pay. Then the Army gave him an honorable discharge and a hearty handshake. He went back to Indianapolis, but things there had changed considerably since he left in 1941.
My great-great-great-grandfather Jedediah and his brother Obadiah both died in 1943. They were well into their 80s. The family eventually sold the small chain of stores they had owned since the early 1830s to a growing national chain, dividing the proceeds among the family. The old house the family had owned since the 1850s was also sold to make room for "developments."
Greg took his share of the profits and moved to Texas, where he spent the next six years at the University of Texas. He earned a Master's Degree in Electronics Engineering, with a particular focus on radio communications. That's where he met the woman who would become my grandmother.
Greg worked for a rather large company for several years and eventually ended up at NASA, where he retired in 1985. He died a few years after retiring, and my grandmother followed him a couple years later.
I was very young when Greg died, so I didn't get the chance to know him very well. Dad said he rarely talked about the war and never spoke of his time in the POW camp. I did some research on that and shuddered at the accounts I read.
We finally arrived at the cemetery, so I parked the car and got out. I stretched my legs as Danni got the children out of the back seat. We walked, hand-in-hand, into the well-manicured cemetery and followed the concrete path to the grave site, where my father was already waiting for us.
"There ya are," Dad said with a smile as the children ran to greet him. He picked them up and gave them each a big hug and a kiss, then pulled out a caramel candy.
"You're spoiling them, Dad," I said as we hugged.
"Well, isn't that what granddads are for?" he asked. He gave Danni a big hug and a kiss on the cheek, which she returned.
"So, how's Mom doing?" I asked.
"She's doing alright, but her arthritis is acting up a bit and she's been pretty tired lately, so she stayed home to get some rest," Dad said. "She said to tell y'all she loves ya and she misses ya."
"Be sure to tell her we love her and miss her, too," I said.
"I will," Dad said. We planted flags and placed flowers on Grandpa's grave, then sat and listened to Dad tell us stories about growing up with his father.
"Will Grandpa Greg come visit us the way Grandpa Elijah does?" little Elizabeth asked.
"Oh, I reckon anything's possible," Dad said, giving me his famous "we need to talk" look. Danni noticed the look Dad gave me and intervened.
"Come on, kids, it's been a long day," she said, holding out her hands. The kids grabbed her hands and left for the visitor center to use the bathrooms. When they were out of earshot, Dad turned to me.
"Have they really seen your great grandfather?" he asked. I've never lied to Dad before, and I wasn't about to start now. I thought for a moment before answering.
"Yeah, Dad, they have. Several times. He comes by to visit with them, tell them stories," I said.
"But that's not all, is it?" Dad said. I shook my head.
"No, Dad, it's not," I said. Dad nodded his head as he thought.
"To tell you the truth, I'm not surprised," he said, pulling a small box from his pocket. "Dad gave me something the day I left for boot camp back in '78. 'Just in case,' he said. Then he told me something I never forgot. Claimed Grandpa Eli gave this to him the day he left Indianapolis for the war. Warned him he might face some hard times and promised him that justice was riding with him no matter what.
"Dad was convinced Grandpa Eli was watching over him, protecting him. He never told anyone about that. Grandpa Eli was your best man, wasn't he?"
"Yes, Dad, he was," I said. Dad chuckled as he nodded his head.
"I thought so," he said. "Your mother thought he looked awful familiar. Who was the woman with him?"
"That was Grandma Lizzy," I said. His eyes grew wide at that.
"Really? Who were those other fellows with him?"
"You'd never believe me, Dad," I said.
"I don't know. Try me," Dad said.
"Bat Masterson, Wyatt Earp, Doc Holliday, Bill Tilghman, Wild Bill Hickok, and Bill McDonald, one of the greatest Texas Ranger captains in history." I asked.
"Is that a fact?" Dad asked.
"Yes," I said. "In fact, Mom even danced with them." Dad laughed at that.
"Your mother actually danced with Wyatt Earp, Bat Masterson, Doc Holliday and Wild Bill Hickok?" Dad asked.
"She sure did," I said. "Had a pretty good time, too, as I recall. You reckon I should tell her one of these days?"
"I think she'd get a kick out of that," Dad said. "But there's more to this story, isn't there?"
"Yes, Dad," I said. "A lot more. And before you ask, yes, Danni knows all about him. I'll tell you all about it one of these days."
"I look forward to that," he said. "Just do me a favor and don't wait too long," Dad said, wincing just a bit. "You know, son, I was going to put this on your grandfather's headstone. But after what you just told me, I think you should have it." He handed the box to me, and I opened it to see a small crucifix. I held it in my hand and looked on the back, where I saw the initials "EJ." I put it back in the box and slipped it into my pocket.
"Thank you, Dad," I said. "I appreciate it. I'm sure Grandpa would understand."
"I'm sure he would. He thought the world of you," Dad said, looking at Greg's headstone. Just then, Danni and the children returned.
"Well? Is everything okay?" she asked.
"Yes, everything is fine, sweetheart," I said. "I just told Dad about Grandpa Eli."
"I'll bet you have some pretty interesting conversations around the dinner table," Dad told her. Danni chuckled at that.
"Yes, you could say that. In fact, there's hardly a dull day around our place," she said. We talked for a bit longer, then Dad looked at his watch.
"I'd better get going," he said. "I promised your mother I'd be home in time for dinner." We exchanged hugs, said our goodbyes, then left for home. The children, worn out from the day's events, fell asleep almost as soon as we hit the road out of Houston.
...
"Well, what do you think?" Adrestia asked after Max placed a new portrait on her gallery wall. It was a picture of a woman sitting in a rocking chair as slimy worms with small shark-like maws lined with sharp teeth crawled up her legs. Her eyes were wide, and her mouth was open in a silent, eternal scream.
"Reckon the right side needs ta come up jes' a titch," Eli said. Max looked at the portrait before adjusting it.
"You're right, Eli," Adrestia said. "But that's not what I was talking about. I was referring to Mr. Eastland. You saw him earlier. What's your assessment?"
"Boy's in a world of hurt," Eli said. "I'd like to get him outta there, take him someplace where he can get back on his feet. I'd take him to my refuge right now, but I honestly don't think he'd survive the transition," he added, his Texas accent all but gone. "He's nothing but skin and bone."
"You're right," Adrestia said. "So what do you suggest?"
"We need to get him outta there, legal and proper, then put some meat back on his bones," Eli said. Adrestia looked at him before responding.
"But to do that, you need to have something to show a judge," she said. "Something believable."
"Why don't I have Drake meet with him?" Max asked.
"You mean that apprentice of yers?" Eli asked.
"Yes," Max said. "He has some very interesting mental abilities."
"Really? Is he..."
"Immortal?" Adrestia asked, finishing Eli's question. "No, he hasn't progressed to that stage. At least not yet."
"So, what can he do?" Eli asked.
"For one thing, he can download Eastland's brain feed, and convert it to video. He can also pull enough info from that to legally nail the people abusing him," Max said.
"Brain feed?" Eli asked.
"Yes," Max told him. "Cameron Drake has the ability to download everything in a person's mind, then save it to computer. From there, he can search out all of Eastland's memories, provide video and even analyze the man's own thoughts."
"That sounds like it would take a while," Eli said. "I honestly don't think we have that much time."
"You're right," Adrestia said. "Dr. Skitz will keep Eastland alive as long as the insurance money comes in. But that is about to end pretty soon. The insurance company has just about paid the maximum on Eastland's policy for this year. When the money stops coming in, Skitz will end Eastland's daily regimen."
"So what do we do?" Eli asked.
"I'm in the middle of a couple cases right now, but I can make some time in the next day or so," Adrestia said. "I'm immortal, not omnipotent, after all. Max and I can get Cameron on board and we'll make a... wellness visit... to Mr. Eastland. I'll give him something that will hopefully help him survive the trip to your refuge and Mr. Drake will get his brain feed."
"Then what?" Eli asked.
"Talk to your grand-daughter-in-law," Adrestia said. "She still has close ties to Judge Stone. Let her know the situation. Maybe she can get the judge to issue an order releasing Eastland into your custody."
"And if she can't?" Eli asked.
"Then we'll free him without it," Adrestia said.
...
The children were still asleep when we pulled into our driveway. I helped Danni get them settled into bed after a helping of leftover lasagna, then checked on the horses. I filled up their water trough, made sure they had enough hay, and went back to the house when I heard a familiar neigh. Looking around, I saw Grandpa Eli riding up to me. He stopped, climbed off his horse, and tied it to the hitching post in front of the house.
"Everything alright, Grandpa?" I asked. "We just put the kids to bed. Had a long day going to Houston."
"Visit yer Grandpa Greg's headstone?" Grandpa asked.
"Yeah," I said.
"I understand you tol' yer pa about me," Grandpa said quietly.
"Yes," I said. "It kinda just came out." He smiled and nodded his head.
"Ah understand, son. Kids can say some of the darnedest things at times, can't they?"
"They sure can, Grandpa," I said, laughing. "Dad gave me something today," I said, reaching into my pocket. I pulled out the box with the crucifix and showed it to Grandpa. "Says you gave it to my Grandpa Greg right before World War II."
"Sure did, son," Grandpa said. "Yer grandpa went through hell in that war. Ah wanted ta make sure he got back home safe. I'm mighty glad yer pa gave that to ya. You hang onto it, y'hear me?"
"I will," I said. "So, what brings you by this evening?"
"I need to talk to you and Danni about a case I'm working on," Eli said. I noticed that his accent was gone and realized this was something serious.
"Of course. We'll do whatever we can to help," I said. "C'mon in." Grandpa followed me into the house and gave Danni a hug. "Care for a beer?" I asked.
"Of course, son," Grandpa said. I grabbed three beers from the refrigerator and motioned for Grandpa and Danni to follow me to the back porch. When we got there, I pulled out the small metal case Grandpa had given me and offered him a cigarette, which he readily accepted. I pulled one for myself and lit both our cigarettes.



"So, what's going on?" I asked.
"There's a fella being held in a hospital over in Arlington that really needs our he'p," Grandpa said. "He was in an accident nearly a year ago. Doc took care of the injury to his head, but he's holding the man prisoner while he rakes in the insurance money. It's worse than that, though.
"This 'doctor' has turned the man's wife against him. He's turned her into his personal slut while humiliating the poor fella."
"Why not just take him out of there the way you did with me in Mexico?" Danni asked.
"Under normal circumstances, I would," Grandpa said. "But this feller wouldn't survive the trip. He looks like one of them people you see in pictures of old death camps. Nothing but skin and bone."
"Why doesn't this man say or do something?" Danni asked.
"He can't," Grandpa said. "This doctor's done something to him. The poor feller can't do anything but lay there in his bed. Can't talk, can't move, nothing. It's like he's in some kinda trance or something."
"But he's conscious and knows what's going on around him?" Danni asked.
"Yes," Eli said.
"So, what do you need from us?" I asked.
"I'd like Danni to he'p me get him outta there, legal-like. Once I can get him out, I'll take him to my place, get some meat on his bones and keep him outta harm's way while I deal with the snake that done this to him," Eli said. "You still have ties to Judge Stone, right?" he asked Danni.
"Yes, I do," she said.
"I'll get you the evidence you need to show him what's going on," Eli said.
"Alright," Danni said. "Give me all the information you can on this man, the hospital he's in and the doctor. I'll take it from there."
"Thank you," Grandpa said. Grandpa spent the next half hour giving Danni all the information he had. Danni took copious notes as he talked and recorded the conversation on her phone to ensure she got everything right.
"This will take me a day or two to sort out," she said. "I'll need to do a bit of research and get the paperwork ready."
"Do what ya gotta do, Danni, but don't take too much time," Grandpa said. "I don't think Mr. Eastland
has much time left. And do me another favor, if you would please."
"What's that?" she asked.
"When you go see Judge Stone, I'd like ta join ye," Grandpa said, his accent returning.
"That's fine with me," Danni said with a slight smile.
"What do you need from me, Grandpa?" I asked.
"Make sure yer Winchester's in good shape, son. Ah have a feelin' this might jes' get a bit messy," Grandpa said with a solemn wink.
...
"Take us to see Mr. Eastland, please. Immediately," the man wearing a fedora and long trench coat said to the young woman behind the counter. The woman, whose name tag read, "Lisa," looked at the man and the two others with him, a petite blonde woman and another man, younger than the one who just spoke.
She usually checked with the administration office of the private facility before allowing anyone beyond the front office. Still, she felt... compelled... to do as the man ordered. She already knew what room James was in, so she motioned for them to follow her.
Lisa escorted them past the nurse's station and into James' room. When they got inside, the petite blonde turned to Lisa.
"I'd like a cup of hot water please," Adrestia said.
"Do as the lady asked, then close this door and do not let anyone know we are here," Max said firmly. Lisa nodded her head and left. She returned less than a minute later with Adrestia's hot water.
"Thank you," Adrestia said.
"Now, please leave and say nothing to no one about our presence. No one. Understand?" Max asked.
"Uh, yes, sir," Lisa said. She left the room, and Max locked the door as soon as it closed. They all turned to the emaciated man lying in bed. His skin was stretched over his bones, and he reminded Max of pictures he had seen of Holocaust victims. He fought the urge to kill someone and turned to Cameron.
"Why don't you see what you can get from him," Max said.
"Yeah, right," Cameron said, shocked at James' appearance. He took James' hand in his own and felt the tell-tale spark that indicated a brain feed download. "It's going to be alright, Mr. Eastland. We're here to help," he told James as Adrestia mixed two tea bags in the cup of hot water.
Cameron stepped away after the download was complete. Adrestia went to James' side and helped him take a few tentative sips of the hot liquid. James looked at her as she fed him like a baby. She saw the fear in his eyes and put one hand on his head.
"It's going to be alright, Mr. Eastland," she said quietly. Adrestia looked at Max.
"Sweetheart, could you please help him drink the rest of this while I take a look at his chart?" she asked.
"Sure," Max said, walking to the side of the bed. He took the cup from her and helped James drink. "We're friends, Mr. Eastland," he said. As he looked into James' eyes, he saw a tear fall down the man's cheek. Cameron, meanwhile, had pulled out his laptop and headset and was busy downloading the brain feed into his computer.
It took about 15 minutes for James to finish the tea. By then, Adrestia had seen enough in James' chart to know what Dr. Skitz was doing to him. She made notes, then adjusted the IV drip in James' arm.
"That should start counteracting what Skitz has done," she said. "But his status is worse than I originally thought. We need to get him out of here, immediately."
"Wh... wha..." James stuttered. They all looked at him.
"Mr. Eastland, please remain calm," Adrestia said. "Don't try to move or speak just yet. We're going to try to get you out of here."
"Better do it quick," Cameron said. "I just looked at his last few memories, and it appears Skitz is about to pull the plug on him. You wanna see?"
"Sure," Adrestia said. Cameron queued up a video from two days earlier. They saw Skitz and a woman in the video window, but the video itself was somewhat blurry.
"Why does it look like that?" Max asked.
"This is from James' perspective," Cameron said. "It plays back as he saw it. Probably due to the cocktail of drugs Skitz has him on." Cameron hit the play button, and the video began with Skitz sneering at James while the woman sneered at him from behind Skitz.
"I just heard that your insurance company is questioning my chosen treatment," Skitz said in the video. "Of course, I responded, but how dare they question me -- a doctor. Not only are they challenging my treatment, but they're also threatening to not pay. This is unacceptable. But I'm not entirely unreasonable.
"I'll be taking your wife on a little trip for the next couple of days. Of course, I'm going to fuck her brains out, and I may have her fuck a few others. Just for fun. If the insurance company refuses to relent by the time we return, which will be about noon two days from now, then I see no real reason to keep you alive. In fact, you may be worth more dead," he said, laughing. "Come dear, let's go."
"I'd like to say I love you, James, but the fact is, I've fallen for Jack here. So, no, I don't love you anymore. Besides, your little wiener can't even compare to his nine-inch cock. So bye, James. Nice knowing you," Tina said with a smirk. "And don't worry, I'll take good care of your insurance money," she added, causing Skitz to laugh out loud.
"Noon. That's about 25 minutes from now, assuming he's punctual," Cameron said as he looked at his watch.
"Alright, change of plan," Adrestia said.
"Should I call for an ambulance?" Cameron asked.
"No," Adrestia said, shaking her head. "That would cause unwanted attention. And Skitz could already be on the premises. I'll take James with me back to the gallery."
"But you heard Eli. James may not survive the transport," Max said.
"Eli is correct. James would never survive the transition to Eli's safe place. But I'm not taking him out of this plane of existence," Adrestia said. "I'll let Eli know of the change. You take Cameron back to his place so he can get working on James' brain feed. I'll meet you back at the gallery."
"Alright," Max said. "We'd better get going before one of the nurses try to get in here."
"You're right," Adrestia said. "We've already been here too long." She turned to James. "Hold on, James. I'm taking you out of here right now. As Cameron and Max watched, Adrestia and James disappeared from sight, leaving an empty bed with tubes and sensors limply hanging from the post next to the bed.
"Hurry and pack up before those nurses realize he's not connected up," Max said.
"Already on it," Cameron said. They heard someone try opening the door, only to find it locked.
"Let's go. Now," Max commanded. Cameron grabbed his things and stood by Max. Max pressed the button on a ring, and they found themselves at Cameron's house.
"That was close," Cameron said.
"Yeah," Max said. "We don't have much time. I need you to get on his brain feed and give us whatever you can by tomorrow morning."
"No problem," Cameron said. "I'll get Bill and Ginger on it as well." Bill was an old childhood friend of Cameron's who now worked with him, and Ginger was Cameron's wife and the mother of their twin children.
"That would be great," Max said. "Call me in the morning."
"Will do," Cameron said before Max touched the ring on his finger. In an instant, he was gone.
...
"Why is this door locked?" the nurse asked as she tried to open the door to James' room. "Get me the master key." Another nurse handed her a keyring from behind the nurse's station. The nurse at the door, whose name tag read, "Allison," opened the door and got the shock of her life. No wonder Mr. Eastland's monitors indicated no signal -- he was gone. But where did he go?
Shocked, she went into the room and looked around. The windows were still sealed, and nothing looked out of place. Of course, James' bed had no one in it. His IV lay on the bed, and the expensive liquid medication it dispensed oozed out by the machine it was attached to. There was no way James could've gotten up and walked out. So, where did he go?
Frantic, she went to the panel on the wall and punched a code. Blue lights instantly began flashing throughout the facility. A minute later, Allison heard a man's voice come through the panel, and she recognized the voice as belonging to Dr. Skitz.
"What's going on? Who is missing?" he asked.
"James Eastland, Dr. Skitz," Allison said.
"WHAT? How is he missing? What the hell happened?" he asked.
"I don't know, Doctor," Allison replied. "The door to his room was locked from the inside. I opened it with a master key and found him missing."
"I'll be right there," the doctor said, ending the call. He entered the room a couple minutes later, with Tina on his heels. He looked around, wondering where James had gone.
"There's no way he could've gotten out of here by himself," the doctor said. "Did anyone come to see him?"
"Well, Lisa from the front desk escorted three people here earlier," Allison said.
"She did?" Skitz asked. "Do you know who they were?"
"No, Doctor, I don't," Allison said.
"So there were four people in that room and they just... disappeared into thin air? Is that what you're telling me?" he asked, his face turning redder by the second.
"I... I don't know," Allison stammered.
"Where's the security footage? I want to see it, right fucking NOW," Skitz bellowed. One of the nurses came forward with a DVD. Skitz grabbed it and inserted it into a DVD player. They all watched as Lisa escorted two men and a woman into James' room. Lisa then walked out and returned with a cup before leaving. The door was shut after she left the second time and remained closed. Skitz looked at the nurses, then at Tina.
"FIND HIM! RIGHT THIS FUCKING SECOND," he screamed. The nurses scrambled around, but there was nothing they could realistically do. Skitz went to the front desk and confronted Lisa.
"Who were those people who came to see Mr. Eastland earlier today?" he asked.
"They showed me some credentials and said they were here to do a wellness inspection on him for the insurance
company," Lisa said. "I, uh, don't know anything more than that, Dr. Skitz," she added. The doctor's face looked as if it were about to explode.
"Did you see them leave?" he asked.
"No, Dr. Skitz, I didn't," Lisa said quietly.
"Lisa, it's a good thing you swallow," the doctor said. "Otherwise you'd be out on your ass right now."
"I'm sorry, Dr. Skitz," Lisa cried. "Is there anything I can do to make this up?"
"Yes, as a matter of fact, there is," the doctor said as he unbuckled his trousers. "On your knees. NOW."
...
When Max returned to the gallery he shared with Adrestia, he went to the guest suite to find James sitting up in bed. A woman wearing a plain floor-length dress and a bonnet was feeding him something from a bowl. He watched as she spoon-fed James, wiping his mouth after each small bite.
"How is he?" Max asked Adrestia, who stood in one corner of the room holding the chart she "confiscated" from James' hospital room.
"Not too well," Adrestia said quietly. "But he is a bit better. The tea I gave him kept him together long enough to transport him here, but..."
"But what?" Max asked.
"I don't know if he's going to make it," Adrestia said quietly.
"Who is that with him?" he asked.
"Oh, sorry, let me introduce you," Adrestia said. Max followed her to the bed.
"Clara, this is my husband, Max," Adrestia said. The woman turned and offered a hand to Max, who accepted it with a smile. "Max, this is Clara Barton."
"Clara... Barton? THE Clara Barton?" Max asked.
"Yes," Adrestia said. "She was given permission to come and look after James until we felt he was well enough to get out of bed on his own." Max saw the sad expression on Adrestia's face and pulled her into the next room.
"What's the matter, sweetheart?" he asked.
"I feel somewhat responsible for this," Adrestia said. "I know I've been extremely busy lately, but I can't help but think I should've caught this earlier. Maybe if I had acted sooner, he wouldn't be in this shape."
"Sweetheart, you said it yourself," Max said. "You're immortal, not omnipotent. You can't be everywhere all the time. Your own protocols prevent that. It's not your fault he waited so long to ask for help."
"I know," Adrestia said quietly. "Still..."
"But nothing," Max said. "Look, after this is over, why don't you and I take a little mini-vacation. A break from all of... this. Maybe zap over to the Mediterranean and take in the sights or something." Adrestia chuckled at that.
"That sounds like fun," she said. "I'm sure Eli would love to take some time off to be with Lizzy."
"There you go," Max said.
"Oh, speaking of Lizzy... She made me a new toga. Maybe I'll model it for you tonight," Adrestia said.
"Now that sounds like a plan," Max said.
"Thank you," Adrestia said.
"For what?" Max asked.
"For being there for me. I don't know what I'd do without you sometimes," Adrestia said, wrapping her arms around him. "I love you so much."
"And I love you too, my avenging goddess," he said as he hugged her back. "So, anything interesting in Eastland's chart?" he asked, looking at the thick folder in her hand.
"Yes," Adrestia said. "A very convoluted mix of medications, all designed to keep James in a persistent vegetative state. Kept him just conscious enough to know what was going on around him, but not conscious enough to do or say anything. Also, it seems Skitz kept James' caloric intake just above the minimum amount necessary to keep him alive."
"Eli will need that when he and that Jones woman go to see Judge Stone," Max said.
"Yes, he will," Adrestia said. "I'll make sure he gets it."
"Makes ya wonder how many others Skitz has done this to," Max said.
"Yes it does," Adrestia said, her eyes flashing.
"I'll check in with Cameron in the morning. Maybe between this chart and what Cameron finds, we'll have enough to present to the judge," Max said.
"I hope so," Adrestia said. "If that judge doesn't do something about this, I guarantee you I will."
...
Edwin Skitz, MD, Ph.D., POS, slammed his fist on the desk as he looked at his computer. Not only had the incompetent nurses in C Ward lost a patient, but they also lost the man's chart. Shit, Edwin thought to himself.
He looked at the surveillance video one more time. Still, he could not identify the three people who walked into James' room. Then he looked at the time on the monitoring stats. It appeared that Eastland had disappeared within 30 minutes of those three people entering his room.
They tore James' room apart but found nothing to indicate where the man had gone. Or how he had managed to suddenly disappear, along with three others. Tina, James' wife, sat across from his desk, looking at him with concern. Then he realized he had another problem.
There were five other men in that ward in the same situation as James. Edwin had turned their wives against them like he had done with Tina. They had become part of his personal "harem," but some of them were now doing other... work. In short, they were supplementing Edwin's already bloated income with their bodies, performing as high-end escorts or porn actresses.
Like James, the husbands of these women were in controlled catatonic states, with their insurance policies footing the bills for their "treatments." If James managed to get to the authorities, Edwin's goose would become well-done, and he knew it. In his twisted, warped mind, Edwin felt he only had one option if James couldn't be located quickly. He picked up his phone and dialed a number.
"Start warming up your ovens," Edwin said when a man answered at the other end. "I may have some work for you."
"Right away, Dr. S," the man at the other end said before ending the call. Edwin put the phone down and looked at Tina. He had seduced many women into his lifestyle over the years -- all of them married -- but Tina was his crowning jewel. She happily humiliated her husband and pledged herself in a way no other woman had ever done -- by allowing him to brand her.
"So, what now?" Tina asked.
"It may be time for us to retire," he said. "If we can't find and retrieve your husband soon, I'll have no choice but to close up shop and tie up all the possible loose ends."
"And the other girls?" Tina asked.
"They've played their role. I'm sure I can unload them pretty quick. They're still in their prime and can fetch a pretty good price," Edwin said.
"What about your staff here?" Tina asked.
"I'll give them all a nice severance package and a recommendation," he said. "They'll get hired on somewhere else."
"Any idea who those three people are?" Tina asked.
"None," he said, looking at their images on his computer. "But I've got some people working on it."
"And when you find them?"
"They'll wish to God they never heard the name Edwin Skitz," he said with a cruel smile. Tina smiled back.
...
"There's several videos on that thumb drive," Cameron said as he handed a small USB drive to Max. "We're still evaluating Mr. Eastland's brain feed."
"What have you found so far?" Max asked.
"I ran it by Smith and Jones and they agree with my assessment. There was absolutely no medical need for Eastland to be kept hospitalized. The damage to his brain was corrected by surgery. He could've been released at any time," Cameron said. Max knew that Smith and Jones were the two alien beings whose experimental device was responsible for the changes in Cameron.
"So this was all done deliberately to keep Eastland in check?" Max asked.
"Yes," Cameron said. "In fact, Skitz admitted that to him. The video is on the drive I gave you, along with several others. This Skitz is certainly no Albert Schweitzer."
"Anything else?" Max asked.
"We did a deep dive on Skitz and his private clinic," Ginger said. "Over the last 20 years, there were more than 50 men who died while in his care. All of them were married and all of them were cremated almost immediately after their deaths."



"And the wives?" Max asked.
"Most of them... disappeared," Ginger said.
"You suspect foul play?" Max asked.
"We do. In fact, I'd like to have a little talk with this character, maybe get his brain feed and see what I can find out," Cameron said. "I have a feeling there's a whole lot more to this that what meets the eye."
"I think we can arrange that," Max said. "Thanks for all your work on this. I'll be in touch."
"No problem," Cameron said.
...
Judge Alfred Stone sat in his chambers as Danni Jones and the strange Texas Ranger walked in. He remembered the Ranger from an incident that happened years ago when he was still married to Alice. Seeing the tall, square-jawed man again after all these years sent chills up his spine. He stood and greeted his guests.
"Danni, it's so good to see you," Alfred said. "How are the young 'uns?"
"They're doing great, Your Honor," she said. "Growing like weeds."
"I'm so glad to hear that," he said. "And please, call me Alfred. We've known each other far too long to be so formal."
"Thank you, Alfred," she said, smiling.
"And you, Ranger," Alfred said, turning to Eli. "It's been quite a while. You look the same as you did the last time I saw you. How are things with you?"
"Doing jes' fine, Your Honor," Eli said, shaking the judge's hand. "Thank you for asking."
"Please, have a seat. Tell me, what brings you to the big city?" Alfred asked.
"It's a rather... sensitive issue, Alfred," Danni said. "We have a client who has been held against his will in a private clinic owned and run by a Dr. Edwin Skitz."
"Skitz?" Alfred asked, interrupting Danni.
"Yes," she said. "Are you familiar with the man?"
"Actually, I am," Alfred said. "Excellent doctor, from what I've heard. Has the bedside manner of a Nazi stormtrooper, though. Pretty well-known in the country club circle. Lots of political contacts. You say he's holding someone in his private clinic against his will?"
"Yes," Danni said. Alfred turned to Eli.
"Can you shed some light on this, Ranger?" he asked.
"This Dr. Skitz feller was holding our client against his will," Eli said.
"Was?" Alfred asked. "Where is your client now? Is he at that old west town of yours?"
"No," Eli said. "He's somewhere else. But we have reason to believe he's holding others against their will."
"And we have reason to suspect that he's holding those men hostage so he can use their wives, sexually," Danni added.
"Those are some serious charges you're making, Danni," Alfred said. "Do you have any evidence to back this up?"
"Yes," Danni said, handing the judge a small thumb drive. "There are some videos on that drive." Alfred put the USB drive in his laptop and brought up the first video. He watched for a moment, then paused the playback.
"How did you get this?" Alfred asked, frowning. Danni and Eli looked at each other for a moment.
"That's where this gets a bit... dicey," she said. "I've been told those videos came directly from our client's memories."
"His memories?" Alfred asked, his eyebrows raised. "Danni, I've given you a lot of leeway over the years, but you know this will never fly in court."
"I know," Danni said. "That's why we wanted to show you this in person. So you would know this is real." Alfred looked from Danni to Eli.
"So, what is it you want from me? An order to get this man out of that facility?" Alfred asked.
"We've already gotten him outta there," Eli said. "But there are others in danger."
"I see," Alfred said, recalling his own encounter with Eli decades ago before he became a judge. "Where is he now? At that old west town of yours?"
"No, he's in no shape to travel right now," Eli said. "He's somewhere... safe. And he's being looked after. But as I said, others are in danger. I want that place shut down, and this Dr. Skitz behind bars. I'd rather do it proper-like."
"I understand, Ranger," Alfred said. "But that may not be as easy as you think. This Skitz character has a lot of powerful friends. Have you spoken to anyone in the state Medical Board yet?"
"No, we haven't," Danni said. "We both felt this is a time-sensitive issue. You know how long it can take for things to work through that process."
"Yes, I do," Alfred said.
"And a lot can happen in that time," Danni interjected. Alfred glanced at the video as he thought.
"Tell you what I'll do, Danni," he finally said. "I'll look through your... evidence, maybe make some discreet calls. You dig into this a bit deeper, get me something a bit more... useful in court."
"And if we can't?" Danni asked.
"Then I suspect the Ranger here will probably have to act independently," Alfred said, giving Eli a knowing smile. Eli nodded his head.
"I think I understand, Your Honor," Eli said with a sly smile. Alfred nodded his head.
"Good," Alfred said. "Do what you have to, Ranger. I'll give you all the cover I possibly can."
"Thank you, Your Honor," Eli said. He turned to Danni. "I think we've done all we can here, Danni."
"But... Can't you at least issue an injunction? A restraining order? Anything?" she asked Alfred.
"Based on what, exactly, Danni?" Alfred asked. "A video from someone's memories? We'd both be laughed out of the legal profession, and you know it. The Ranger here can handle this. I'll support you as much as I possibly can."
"It's alright, Danni," Eli said. "We can handle this on our own."
"Are you sure?" she asked.
"Absolutely," Eli said with a grim smile. Alfred stood, signaling the end of the meeting.
"Good luck and happy hunting," he said as he extended a hand. Eli took it and nodded his head as the two men shook hands. "Let me know what you find," he told Danni as they shook hands. Danni was a bit confused when they left Alfred's office.
"What just happened?" she asked.
"We'll take care of this ourselves," Eli said as they walked to Danni's car.
"You knew this would happen, didn't you?" she asked.
"I suspected it might," Eli said, all trace of his Texas accent gone.
"So what do we do now?" Danni asked.
"Adrestia tells me Max is sending this Cameron fella to speak with Skitz. According to her, he can get the good doctor's memories. That should be quite interesting," Eli said.
"Yes, it should," Danni said, confused.
...
"I'm here to see Dr. Skitz," Cameron said, giving the receptionist his business card. He remembered her from the last time he was at the clinic, and he watched her look at his card, then glance back at him.
"You were here the other day, weren't you?" she asked.
"Yes," Cameron said.
"One moment, please," she said before picking up her phone. She spoke into it for a few moments, and Cameron heard only her side of the conversation. He surmised she was talking to the doctor. A few moments later, she put the phone down and motioned for him to follow her.
She ushered him into a well-appointed office with wood paneling and the obligatory framed certificates on the wall. The man sitting at the desk stood and extended his hand. Cameron accepted it and felt the slight spark that indicated the brain feed download had commenced.
"Sorry, must be static," Cameron said with a slight smile.
"That's quite alright," Dr. Skitz said, rubbing his hand. "Please, have a seat." Cameron sat and looked at the man, taking note of the 3D anaglyph effect, indicating this was not a man to be trusted. He had seen this quite often since acquiring his abilities and had learned how to deal with the headaches it usually caused.
"So, what can I do for the, uh, Burnage Agency today, Mr. Drake?" the doctor finally asked, reading Cameron's business card.
"We're doing a followup regarding the treatment of one James Eastland, a patient of yours, Dr. Skitz," Cameron said. "We were hoping you could shed some light on his status. From what we gathered, he should have been discharged several months ago."
"Well, Mr. Drake, as you know, in order to answer that question, I would have to violate doctor-patient confidentiality. Privacy laws simply do not allow me to pass that information on," Edwin said.
"I see," Cameron said. "So, you're refusing to cooperate in our investigation. Is that right?"
"My hands are tied, Mr. Drake," Edwin said, shrugging his shoulders.
"Very well. I won't waste any more of your time," Cameron said, standing up. "Good day." He turned and left Edwin wondering what the hell had just happened.
"Wait a minute, Mr. Drake," Edwin said as Cameron reached the door. Cameron turned to look at Edwin.
"Yes?" Cameron asked.
"Weren't you here earlier with another man and a woman? According to our surveillance cameras, the three of you spoke with Mr. Eastland, didn't you?" Edwin asked.
"Yes, we did," Cameron said.
"Strange," Edwin said. "After you left, Mr. Eastland went missing."
"Missing? Did you report it to anyone?" Cameron asked.
"No, we didn't," Edwin said.
"And why not?" Cameron asked.
"Police wouldn't do anything for at least 24 to 48 hours," Edwin said.
"You mean to tell me you let a patient who supposedly can't even feed himself go missing and didn't bother to report it to anyone? What kind of a shithole are you running here?" Cameron asked. He already knew the answer but wanted to see Edwin's reaction -- and he got it.
"Now see here," Edwin began, his face red.
"Save it, Dr. Skitz," Cameron said. "I'll just add that to my report. Good day." With that, Cameron left. Smiling to himself, he left the facility since he got what he came for anyway, namely, Dr. Skitz's brain feed. Cameron briefly connected to Edwin's mind to see what the doctor was doing. He wasn't surprised to see Edwin talking to someone on the phone.
"The man's name is Drake. Cameron Drake. He was one of the three who came here to see Eastland earlier. Follow him. Find out what you can about him. He may just lead you to Eastland. If he does, you know what to do," Edwin said.
"Yeah, boss, we know," a man at the other end said.
"Get to it. Report back to me as soon as possible," Edwin said before ending the call. Cameron smiled to himself. He couldn't wait to meet Skitz's goons. Walking out of the clinic, Cameron saw two large men with shaved heads, goatees, and no discernible necks climb into a black SUV. He also noticed the bulge in their jackets that indicated they were well-armed.
As he sat in his SUV, Cameron considered his options regarding these goons. He could take them on a wild goose chase around town before confronting them, but he didn't want to waste time on these clowns. Cameron finally decided on a more... direct... course of action. After looking at the layout of the place, he started his SUV and put it in gear.
He saw the two goons glaring at him and decided to have some fun. He pulled out, but instead of heading for the exit, he pulled right in front of the SUV containing the two gorillas and stopped, effectively blocking them. The goons were baffled as they watched Cameron get out of his SUV and walk to their driver's side.
"What the fuck?" the goon in the driver's seat asked.
"Yeah? What the fuck is your problem?" the other goon asked.
"You are my problem," Cameron said calmly.
"The fuck you talking about, asshole?" the first goon asked, his face red.
"Yeah. What the fuck are you talking about? Fuck," the second goon said.
"Trust me. You don't want to follow me," Cameron said, focusing his mental prowess on the first goon. After sizing them up, Cameron realized their combined IQs and vocabulary were just a bit lower than the average eggplant. The first goon looked at his companion.
"You know, I really don't want to follow this fucking guy," Goon Number One said.
"Yeah, me neither," Goon Number Two echoed. "Fuck."
"In fact, it's too nice out to be cooped up inside," Cameron said. "Maybe the two of you ought to go downtown and jack each other off in a busy intersection."
"Yeah, let's go jack off downtown," Goon Number One said. His companion nodded his head in agreement.
"And don't forget to wave your guns around while you do it," Cameron said.
"We won't, man," the first goon said. "Thanks. Have a nice day now, you hear?"
"I will," Cameron said. "You do the same." He left the two goons and got back into his SUV. When he pulled onto the street, he saw the goons head in the other direction, toward downtown. He smiled to himself and drove home.
...
"How is our guest doing?" Max asked when he got home that afternoon.
"He's doing a bit better," Adrestia said. "He's starting to come out of his persistent catatonic state. Actually spoke a couple of words without too much difficulty."
"That's good to hear," Max said. "I got the preliminary report from Cam on Dr. Skitz's brain feed this afternoon."
"Oh?" Adrestia asked. "And?"
"He suggests we move quickly. It seems the good doctor is feeling a bit... pressured. And he's preparing to eliminate the other men he's holding," Max said.
"That's not good," Adrestia said. "Eli is on his way over now. By the way, did you see the news earlier?"
"No, I was a bit busy," Max said. "What happened?"
"Well, it seems a couple of Dr. Skitz's hired guns were arrested for causing a public disturbance earlier today. I bookmarked the video report so you could see it," Adrestia said, handing him a tablet. Max chuckled as he watched the report.
"Two men were arrested earlier today for causing a disturbance in a busy downtown intersection," the female newsreader said. "According to a police spokesperson, the men allegedly stripped down and masturbated each other while waving handguns. The two men claimed they could not comply when officers ordered them to stop. Several people took video of the incident and forwarded them to Eyewitness News."
The next thing Max saw was a video shot by a pedestrian with a cell phone. Two large bald men sporting goatees were naked from the waist down. They frantically masturbated each other with one hand while holding their pistols in the air with the other. Although their genitals were blurred out in the video, it was clear what they were doing.
Police quickly arrived and surrounded the two men, their handguns drawn. Max could hear the officers order the men to stop and lay down their weapons. He also listened to the two men's responses.
"We can't, dammit," one man said.
"Put the guns down and stop what you're doing," an officer ordered.
"Dammit, we already told you we can't stop," the other goon said as he furiously stroked his partner's dick. "Fuck!" Three officers pulled out their tasers and shot the two men, who instantly crumpled to the pavement, dropping their weapons. Officers rushed the two men and quickly handcuffed them before leading them away.
"The men have reportedly been charged with indecent exposure, creating a public disturbance, and illegal possession of firearms," the newsreader said. "Authorities tell Eyewitness News the men are undergoing psychiatric evaluation. We reached out to the private clinic where the men are employed as security guards but received no comment." Max laughed out loud.
"I take it that's Cameron's doing," Adrestia said.
"Yeah, that sounds like his style," Max said. "By the way, he said he'd be coming by tonight."
"Good," Adrestia said. "Eli is coming as well, and he's bringing his grandson. We can discuss the case and plan our next move."
...
"DAMN," Edwin exclaimed as he watched the news report. Tina Eastland came into the office from an adjoining bathroom and walked up behind him.
"What's the matter, dear?" she asked quietly.
"Those two stupid apes I sent after Drake got picked up by the cops," he told her.
"For what?" Tina asked.
"Are you ready for this? They decided to go jack off in the middle of an intersection. Downtown. Talk about stupid," Edwin said, slamming his fist on the desk.
"Why would they do something like that?" she asked.
"Beats the hell outta me," Edwin said. "You know what I need right about now?" he asked, looking at Tina with lust.
"What's that, dear?" she asked.
"I need a good blowjob right now. And a good fuck to help me relax. Why don't you shimmy outta those clothes so we can do it?" he asked.
"Uh, well, my period just started," Tina said. "And to be honest, it's not as much fun without James here to humiliate." The truth was that Tina's period was late, and she had been feeling a bit queasy lately. But she didn't want to tell him that out of fear he might do something horrible to her.
"What, are you developing a conscience or something?" Edwin asked.
"No," she said. "You know how I get this time of the month."
"Yeah, yeah. I know," Edwin said with a heavy sigh. "Go on, get outta here. Go home or something. I'll get someone else from my harem to fuck. Call me when you're ready for some action."
"Okay, Edwin, er, Master," she said. He picked up the phone as she left the office. "Lisa? You wearing panties? Get them off and come to my office. I need to fuck. Yes, right now!"
...
Eli, Danni, and I entered the large house and were greeted by Max and Adrestia. Danni agreed to join us this evening and arranged for her parents to look after the kids. I knew all about Adrestia and met Max sometime back when he was in the hospital after his ex-wife's lover beat him to a pulp. We shook hands, and I gave him the once-over. He seemed quite different from the last time I saw him.
"You're looking pretty good," I said.
"Thanks," Max said. "Amazing what a good woman can do for you."
"I agree wholeheartedly," I told him, glancing at my wife, Danni, who smiled in return.
"Come on in, the whole gang's here," Max said. "Care for something to drink? Tea? Beer?"
"I understand we're talking work tonight, so I'll have some tea, please," I said.
"Tea sounds wonderful, please," Danni added.
"You got it," Max said. We followed him into a relatively large room. Adrestia was there, along with another man I had never met, and she stood and introduced us.
"Amos, Danni, this is Cameron Drake," she said. I shook his hand, feeling a bit out of sorts. I was always taught to look a man in the eyes when shaking hands, but the gold specks in his blue eyes made me feel a bit... uncomfortable.
"Amos Jones," I said. "And this is my wife, Danni."
"Eli's great-great-great-great-grandson," Cameron said with a smile. "And you must be the lawyer," Cameron said as he shook Danni's hand.
"Yes, I am," Danni said.
"Excellent," Cameron said. "Every family should have its own lawyer," he jokingly added. "Seriously, Eli's spoken about you two a lot. All of it good, by the way."
"That's good to hear," I said. "So, what do you do?"
"I do a lot of work with Max and Adrestia," he said. "Mostly information-gathering."
"Yeah, that's when he's not sending goons to jack off in the middle of the street," Max said with a smile as he handed me a cup of hot tea.
"Huh?" I asked, confused.
"It was all over the news," Max said. "Those two guys jacking each other off in the street earlier today. Did you see the report?"
"Yeah, I heard something about that. You made that happen?" I asked. Cameron shrugged his shoulders.
"Yeah, I kinda planted the suggestion in their minds," he said.
"Like a Jedi mind trick or something?" I asked.
"Something like that," Cameron said.
"Sounds like you've got a regular Justice League thing going here, Grandpa," I said. He looked at me funny, not understanding the context.
"Justice League?" Grandpa asked, confused.
"Yeah, you know. Superman, Batman, Wonder Woman, Flash and Green Lantern. You've heard of them, haven't you?" I asked.
"Can't say that I have," Grandpa said.
"Well, those were all cartoon characters," Cameron said. "This is the real deal. Except you won't see me running around in tights." We all laughed at that, except for Grandpa, who didn't seem to understand Cameron's joke.



"Now that we're all here, why don't we get started," Adrestia said. We all sat down and put our tea on the coffee table in the middle of the room. "Danni, I'm glad you could join us tonight. I understand you and Eli visited Judge Stone. What can you tell us?"
"I have a follow-up meeting set for tomorrow, online," Danni said. "He's gone through the videos you gave us, and he's pretty disgusted with what he saw. Unfortunately, none of them are admissible in court, which we already knew. But, he thinks there may be enough there that, if presented properly, could be seen as probable cause.
"I also made some discreet inquiries with the medical board, to see if there was something we could do along those lines. Unfortunately, I was informed nothing could be done for at least 45 days. Possibly 60 days. It seems they have a backlog of cases they're working through, and they just don't have the manpower," Danni added.
"And in 45 to 60 days, Edwin Skitz will be out of the country, his practice closed down," Cameron said. "And his victims... disposed of."
"Closed down?" Grandpa asked.
"Yes," Cameron said. "Ginger, Bill and I went through his brain feed. I tell ya, if you looked up 'Asshole' in the dictionary, you'd probably see this guy's face. A real piece of work. It seems that a number of insurance companies are starting to question his choice of treatments and medications. He's been thinking about closing the place down and retiring with his harem for a while. He's ramped things up a bit since we pulled James out of there."
"Harem?" Danni asked.
"Yes, he has several women he keeps," Cameron said. "Most of them married. He gets off on humiliating and cuckolding their husbands while they're trapped in bed, unable to do anything. He especially enjoys urinating on the poor trapped husbands after he has sex with their wives." Adrestia nodded her head at that bit of information.
"What do you mean, 'keeps?'" Danni asked.
"He has what you could call a 'stable' of sorts," Cameron said. "He keeps a few women for himself, like Eastland's wife, Tina. Then he farms them out to some of his friends for a while. Most of them end up making porn movies for almost nothing, while the rest end up on the streets. Almost all of them end up sold. Skitz doesn't really care what happens to them. He uses them, sells them and then moves on to the next batch of victims."
"And no one does anything?" I asked.
"No," Cameron says. "Skitz has a lot of friends in powerful places. And they cover for him. Mostly out of fear of what he might do to them. You might be interested to know, Danni, that some of them are on the state medical board."
"Well, that explains the lengthy delay," Danni said. "What about Judge Alfred Stone? Is he one of Dr. Skitz's friends?"
"He's donated to Skitz's charitable foundation, but so has most of the country club class in this area," Cameron said. "There's nothing to indicate any deeper ties. Thing is, Skitz is a real asshole, but he's a damn good doctor."
"I see," Danni said. "So, what does Skitz plan to do with his patients when he closes shop?"
"The actual patients -- the legitimate ones -- will get transferred to other facilities," Cameron said. "He has other plans for the men he has trapped there."
"Other plans?" Grandpa asked.
"He intends to kill them and cremate their bodies," Cameron said.
"And his staff?" Adrestia asked.
"He plans to give the legitimate staffers a good severance package and a recommendation," Cameron said. "The ones who work in his 'special' ward won't be treated so well. It would appear they know too much about what he's been doing."
"I'm surprised none of them have spoken out before now," I said.
"You have to understand that he has complete control over everything in that place," Cameron said. "And everyone. His control is so complete that he can order them to suck him off and they'll do it. On the spot. I've seen him do exactly that several times in his brain feed."
"How does he intend to deal with those staffers?" Danni asked.
"He's already started. From what I gathered in his brain feed, he's been slowly poisoning them for the last few weeks," Cameron said. "Putting compounds in their coffee and office water coolers. So far, none of them have caught on. Once he's dealt with the 'patients,' he'll finish the staffers off. Worse yet, they'll happily drink his brand of kool-aid."
"When does Skitz plan to do all this?" Max asked.
"I'd say a week. Perhaps sooner," Cameron said.
"Then we need to move, and fast," Adrestia said quietly. "Thank you, Cameron. You've done excellent work, as always."
"You're welcome," Cameron said.
"Do you happen to know where Skitz spends his time when he's not at the clinic?" Adrestia asked.
"Yes," Cameron said. "Most of the time, he's at his compound east of town. It's in a remote location. That's where he keeps his 'harem' and does most of his planning."
"Security?" Eli asked.
"Fifteen guards at his compound. Four at his clinic," Cameron said. "Two of those are out of commission now."
"Yes, we saw the report earlier," Max said with a smile.
"Here's what we'll do, then," Adrestia said. "Normally, Eli and I would handle this ourselves, but as the saying goes, many hands make for light work. I'll take care of the other patients. I can get in and out of that clinic without anyone knowing. I'll just have to do it quick."
"Will you be bringing them back here?" Max asked.
"Yes, temporarily," Adrestia said. "Eli, I'd like you to take Skitz and Mrs. Eastland into custody. Bring them to my courtroom if you would, please."
"Alright," Eli said.
"Cameron and Amos, I'd like the two of you to create a distraction while Eli takes them into custody. Draw out Skitz's security and take care of them, please," Adrestia said. She pulled out two rings from her pocket and handed one to Cameron and the other to me. "Use those to transport yourself to Skitz's compound. Just press the blue stone in the center."
"Danni, if you don't mind, I'd like you to stay here and work with James and the others when I bring them back. I'd like you to work up the mother of all class-action lawsuits against Skitz's clinic and his estate," Adrestia said.
"His estate?" Danni asked, confused.
"Yes," Adrestia said. "Trust me, he won't be able to appear in court himself."
"I... see," Danni said. "You know a class-action could take years to get resolved, if ever."
"I don't think that will be a problem," Adrestia said, glancing at Cameron. "Do you, Cameron?"
"No, it won't," Cameron said, winking at Danni. I looked at Cameron, then at Danni, confused. Adrestia turned to her husband.
"Max, I'd like you to accompany me to the clinic. The security there will need to be dealt with and the remaining staffers will need to understand that it's in their best interest to testify against Skitz," Adrestia said. "And I would appreciate the backup."
"Of course, dear," Max said, smiling.
"When are we going to do this?" Eli asked.
"I see no reason to procrastinate. Let's do it tonight. Is Skitz at his compound, Cameron?" she asked. Cameron's expression changed for a moment, and his eyes flashed.
"Yes, he's at his compound," Cameron said. "In fact, he's having a nice little orgy with his harem even as we speak."
"Perfect," Adrestia said.
"Speaking of which, what do we do with his harem?" Cameron asked.
"Put them to sleep," Adrestia said. "Not permanently, though. We'll let the locals deal with them. You can handle that, can't you?"
"Of course," Cameron said.
"Good," Adrestia said.
"Excuse me, but I'll need to run home and grab my Winchester first," I said. Adrestia nodded her head.
"That won't be a problem," she told me. "I'll show you how to use the ring so you can do that and meet Cameron at Skitz's estate."
"Don't ferget yer badge, pardner," Eli said.
"I won't, Grandpa," I said. The badge he gave me had protected me before when we rescued Danni and our son from a rebel army in Mexico.
"When we're finished, we'll meet back here. Now, if there's no questions, why don't we go check up on our client," Adrestia said. We all stood and followed Adrestia to the room where James was being cared for.
...
"That's it. Suck it all down like a good little whore," Edwin growled as he shot his seed into Tina's willing mouth. He had just pulled his cock out of Lisa's ass and unceremoniously crammed it into Tina's mouth after grabbing her by the back of her head. "Too bad your wimp of a husband couldn't be here to see you suck my dick after it's been in Lisa's ass. You love this, don't you?"
"Mmm," Tina moaned, unable to speak. She hated doing this at first and nearly got sick to her stomach the first few times he made her do it, but she managed to develop a taste for it after a few months. She especially liked doing it as her invalid husband watched from his hospital bed, unable to do anything about it.
Tina relished seeing the tears flow down James' face as he watched her suck and fuck Edwin to completion. She would often finish the session by smearing Edwin's ejaculate on her husband's face, ensuring he got a nice big glob right in his mouth.
It wasn't always like that, though. At first, she was horrified at the idea of cheating on her husband, but Edwin's seduction was masterful -- and complete. By now, she would do anything he asked her to do. And she had no regrets whatsoever.
After Edwin pulled his shit-covered dick out of Tina's mouth, he smeared it on her face, and she wiped it off with her fingers before sucking them clean. The big guard who stood in the corner snickered as he watched the action in front of him.
Suddenly, the temperature in the room dropped. They looked around, confused, as their breath formed a frozen mist in the air.
"What the fuck is going on?" Edwin growled as he rubbed his arms, trying to stay warm.
"Dunno, boss," the guard said as he shivered.
"Well don't just stand there, you moron! Find out what happened to the heat," Edwin barked. The guard headed for the thermostat, but the shadows in the room began to change and shift. As they stood, frozen, they saw a shadowy figure of a man form.
Chills ran up and down their spines as the figure coalesced. The square-jawed shadow man wore western-style clothing, with boots, spurs, and a beaten-up cowboy hat. They saw an old Texas Ranger badge on his shirt and a six-gun in a holster on his hip, and his eyes looked like orbs of fire.
"Who are you? What do you want?" Edwin asked.
"Name's Peace. Justice O. Peace," the man said. "And ah'm here ta take you in." Edwin stepped back as the shadow man moved forward. The guard, who stood frozen in place as the man formed, found his backbone. He pulled his pistol out and stepped forward, ready to shoot the intruder. But the shadowy figure beat him to the punch -- literally.
One hand quickly shot out and hit the guard across the face. The large man flew back and crashed against a rock wall before sliding to the floor unconscious, teeth and blood gushing from his mouth. The shadow man produced a long rope from somewhere and came for Edwin.
Before any of them could react, Justice wrapped Edwin and Tina in his rope and cinched it down tight, so neither of them could move. He picked them up with ease, slung them over his shoulder, then looked at Lisa, who was cowering in a corner, hoping the man wouldn't see her.
"Ah got no beef with you, young lady," Justice told her, his eyes flashing. "But if ah were you, I'd find another line of work. Good day," he said, tipping his hat. With that, he vanished from the room, leaving Lisa to wonder what it was she had just witnessed.
...
I met up with Cameron just outside the large main house as bright lights suddenly turned on, revealing our location. I saw several large men taking positions as they pulled out their firearms. Some of them looked to be armed with AR-15s as well as pistols.
"About time you got here," Cameron said. Just then, we heard gunfire, and I saw muzzle flashes. I saw several sparks in front of me and realized they were shooting at us, but my badge protected both of us. We quickly split up so as not to be open targets. I got into position and began cycling the action on my Winchester, aiming for the lights and the spots where I saw the muzzle flashes.
I saw a flash of light emanating from Cameron and heard shrieks of pain from the guards shooting at us. I continued cycling my Winchester, sending a hail of bullets toward the guards. There were more cries as my rounds hit their targets. Another flash from Cameron's eyes caused even more howls of pain. I couldn't help but wonder just who, or what, this Cameron Drake really was.
We moved closer to the front door, using whatever we could find for cover. When we realized no more shots were being fired, we carefully stepped out and looked around. I spin-cocked the Winchester, causing Cameron to look at me funny.
"What are you, the Rifleman or something?" he asked with a sly smile. I smiled back and shrugged my shoulders. We eased closer to the door and saw it open. We quickly ducked for cover, and that's when I saw him -- Grandpa Eli, with something slung over his shoulder. He stopped, put two fingers to his mouth and let loose with a loud bone-chilling whistle.
Suddenly, we saw a giant black horse appear out of nowhere. I had seen large horses before, but this was the most enormous creature I had ever seen. It had to be at least 30 hands tall -- roughly ten feet. I had never seen Grandpa ride this beast before.
As we watched, Grandpa tossed what he had over his shoulder onto the back of the horse before tying it down. Then he swung into the saddle with ease and looked at us with a grim smile.
"Damn, Grandpa," I said. "I've heard of being tall in the saddle, but this takes the cake."
"She's somethin' else, ain't she? Yeah, ah like ta take her out for a run ever' so often," he said as his eyes flashed.
"Is this for real?" Cameron asked.
"Sure is, son," Grandpa said. He pulled back on the reins, and the horse raised up on its hind legs. It gave a bloodcurdling neigh as it raised its head, its eyes flashing, its front hooves high in the air above our heads.
"Whoa," Cameron exclaimed. Grandpa smiled at that.
"Ah'd better get these two varmints to Adrestia's courtroom. See y'all back at the house," Grandpa said. He whirled the horse around and nudged its sides. "HEYAHH," he exclaimed. The horse took off and suddenly vanished from sight.
"Now, THAT's a horse," Cameron said. "Is he really your grandfather?"
"Yup," I said. "My great-great-great-great-grandfather. Served in the Union Army during the Civil War, then in the Texas Rangers. Rode with Captain Bill McDonald."
"That's way cool," Cameron said. "I met him once before but I never knew any of that. C'mon, let's put some people to sleep."
...
Adrestia looked around after she and Max materialized in the hospital room. She saw the gaunt man in his bed and struggled as she held back her emotions. This poor soul was in worse shape than James was when Adrestia liberated him from this hellhole. She looked at the IV in his arm and flipped through his chart.
She produced a ring from a pocket and slipped it on one of the man's fingers before dematerializing. She and Max visited the four other men in the same condition as the first, collecting their charts before placing a ring on their hands. After she saw the fifth man, she looked at her husband.
"I'm going back to the gallery. Be careful, my love. The nurses will be alerted as soon as these men disappear," she said as a tear fell down her face. Max took her in his arms.
"I know, sweetheart," he said. "I've got a handle on it. I'll be right behind you. It'll be alright." He looked her in the eyes and saw a mix of pain and anger. "Get justice for these men," he said. She nodded her head.
"I will, my love. Count on it," she said. They exchanged a quick kiss, and Max stepped back. Adrestia pressed the central stone on her ring and disappeared, along with the man in the bed. Max knew the others had disappeared as well. Then he heard the alarms as the loss of signal from all five rooms hit the nurse's station simultaneously.
He stood quietly, pulled his fedora over his eyes, and waited for the door to open. He saw a somewhat large woman in a nurse's uniform enter the room when it did. She saw the empty bed, then looked at Max, surprised.
"What are you doing in here? How did you get in here?" she asked.
"Go back to your station," Max said in his "command voice." The nurse obeyed quietly, feeling compelled to do as Max ordered. When Max went into the central part of the ward, he saw a security man step forward, putting a hand into his jacket to draw his pistol.
"FREEZE," Max ordered. The security man stopped in mid-stride. "SIT DOWN!" Everyone, including the security man, immediately obeyed. "Pull your gun, slowly, remove the magazine and toss them on the floor," Max told the guard, who instantly obeyed, not knowing why he felt the strange desire to do as he was told without question. Max turned his attention to the head nurse.
"Here's what you're going to do," he told the nurse. "After I leave, you're going to call 911. You are going to confess to what you have been doing here with these men -- kidnapping, illegal detention, everything. You will leave nothing out. You will also direct police to bring a team from forensics. Your boss has been slowly poisoning all of you. He intended to kill you." The nurse looked at him, shocked at what she was hearing.
"And most importantly," Max added, "you will say nothing of my existence. I was never here. Understand?"
"Yes, sir," the nurse said, nodding her head. Max pressed the central stone on his ring and disappeared. After he was gone, the nurse looked at her phone. She strangely felt the overwhelming urge to dial 911 and reached out with trembling hands.
...
"You made it," Adrestia said when Max appeared in their parlor. She wrapped her arms around him and kissed his face. He hugged her back and returned her kisses.
"Of course I made it," Max said with a smile. "Where are the others?"
"Cameron and Amos are in the other room with Danni and the six men," she said. "Eli took Skitz and Tina to my courtroom. I'll be leaving in a minute to deal with them." They walked into the room and took in the six men lying in their hospital beds. Clara had just served them a bowl of chicken noodle soup and was busy checking their vitals.
"How are they?" Adrestia asked.
"Not good," Clara said. "It's a good thing you got them here when you did. Another day and they probably would've died."
"How's James?" Adrestia asked.
"He is responding well to treatment," Clara said. "Mrs. Jones has been talking to him since you left."
"Good," Adrestia said. "I need to go for a bit, but I'll be back soon."
"Very well," Clara said.
...
Edwin Skitz and Tina Eastland stood at one end of a long table. Several hooded figures sat on each side of the table, consulting their notes. The man who brought them to this place was seated at the table.
"ALL RISE!" a large man at the tall dais in front of them commanded. Tina and Edwin were already standing. The others stood on command and turned as two tall doors opened.
A woman wearing a long robe stepped through the doors and took her place behind a tall podium high above everyone else. She carried what looked like a double-edged sword in one hand. Tina and Edwin trembled as they watched the woman take her place behind the bench. A man stepped forward and took his place next to Tina and Edwin.
"BE SEATED," the man commanded after the doors closed with a loud bang. Tina and Edwin looked around but saw no seats were available for them. "Court is in session, the Honorable Judge Adrestia Rhamnousia presiding."



The man next to Tina and Edwin introduced himself as their defense attorney, John Hultner. Edwin started to ask him something, but John held up his hand.
"Quiet," he said. "Do not speak unless the Judge addresses you. Do you understand?" Edwin nodded his head and kept quiet. "You two are facing very serious charges. Your eternal destiny is at stake here. How do you wish to plead?"
"Not guilty," Edwin snarled quietly. John nodded his head.
"Very well," he said.
The judge consulted a book for some time before addressing the defendants. They couldn't help but be riveted by her petite form and eyes, burning like fire. Her voice, however, was like thunder.
"Tina Eastland and Edwin Skitz. You have been charged with multiple counts of murder, conspiracy to commit murder, fraud, kidnapping, illegal detention, and assault," the judge said. "How do you plead?"
"John Hultner for the defense, Your Honor," John said. "The defendants wish to plead not guilty." John's statement drew chuckles from the people around the table, except for the strange cowboy who apprehended them. He simply sat there, a grim expression on his face.
"So noted," the judge said. "Then let your deeds be made known to one and all," she added, motioning for everyone to face the wall on the defendants' left. As they turned to look, the entire wall changed, and they saw Tina and Edwin in a hospital room in front of a bed where her husband lay.
"How..." Tina began, shocked to see her image on the giant screen.
"Quiet!" John commanded. They turned their attention to the giant video screen. They saw Tina on her knees before Edwin, his trousers around his ankles. She had just finished sucking Edwin's cock to completion and held a considerable amount of his semen in her mouth.
"Now, go feed your husband, my dear," Edwin said with an evil grin. They watched as she stood, walked to James, who followed her movements with his eyes, then held his nose, forcing him to open his mouth to breathe. She bent over, dumped Edwin's semen directly into her husband's mouth, and continued holding his nose until he swallowed.
James tried spitting the foul stuff out of his mouth but couldn't, as Tina continued holding his nose. She closed his mouth and covered it with her hand as tears fell down James' face.
"That's it. Swallow all of it like a good little cuckold," she cooed. "Maybe if you're a good boy, I'll feed you like this every day," she added as Edwin laughed. James mentally fought down the waves of nausea to keep from vomiting and possibly smothering in the bastard's slimy seed. But the humiliation wasn't over. Edwin walked to the side of James' bed and urinated on his face.
"Here's something to help wash that down, James, old boy," Edwin sneered. "Clean him up," Edwin told Tina. The video stopped at that point, and Adrestia spoke to Edwin.
"You are supposed to be a doctor. A healer. Someone who alleviates pain," Adrestia said.
"I performed surgery on his brain," Edwin declared. "He would've died if I hadn't worked on him."
"SILENCE!" Adrestia commanded, her eyes flashing brightly. At that moment, Edwin found he couldn't speak. He tried opening his mouth but could not, as his lips were sealed shut. His eyes grew wide as he tried to open his mouth.
"Yes, you performed surgery on him, but then you used your knowledge to keep him in a catatonic state to turn his wife against him," Adrestia said. "Then you billed his insurance company so you could profit off of the pain YOU caused him.
"There's more. Mr. Eastland was not your first victim. There have been many others over the years," Adrestia added. Faces of numerous men flashed on the giant video screen. "Men you used and abused. And when they were no longer of any use to you, you disposed of them. You even denied them a decent burial.
"And let's not forget the women whose lives you completely destroyed. First you drugged them, then you used them for your sick perversions. And once you were through with them, you either tossed them to the street to die, alone and miserable, or you sold them into slavery," Adrestia added.
"And what about the people who work for you? The ones who dedicated themselves to you and supposedly looked after your victims? What did you plan for them? You planned to murder them using compounds you placed in their water or their coffee." Adrestia leaned forward, her eyes burning even brighter.
"You, sir, are the embodiment of all that is evil. This court finds you guilty of all charges. Death would not be sufficient for your transgressions. Therefore, I sentence you to suffer. As you have done to others, so shall it be done to you. FOR ALL TIME," Adrestia boomed.
"Guilty. Guilty. Guilty." The words continued to echo off the chamber walls, and Edwin looked around, frightened. The hooded figures turned their faces toward him, and he saw a mixture of sadness and anger. Suddenly, the floor opened up under him, and he fell, screaming.
The figures turned back to the giant monitor on the wall. They saw Edwin tied down to a hard wooden plank as enormous beings with grotesque features and long jagged teeth urinated on him non-stop. Edwin's mouth was still sealed shut, and his eyes were opened wide as the beings laughed at his misery. Tina shuddered to think she would be next.
"And you, Tina Eastland," Adrestia said. She noticed John had raised his hand and turned her attention to him. "Yes, Mr. Hultner?"
"Your Honor, I have filed Form 9834510-stroke-17A, revision 5 in regard to the case against Mrs. Eastland," John said.
"Yes, Mr. Hultner, I see that here. Thank you," Adrestia said, picking up a piece of paper. She read it before turning to Tina. "Tina Eastland, this court finds you guilty of grievous acts against your husband, including your knowledge of Dr. Skitz's plan to murder him.
"Under the circumstances, your crimes would carry an immediate death penalty. However, I am temporarily suspending your sentence. I do not believe in making the innocent suffer," Adrestia added, causing Tina to look at her in confusion.
"Yes, you are currently with child. Dr. Skitz's child, to be precise. While you are guilty of all charges against you, your child is not. Therefore, I am giving you a reprieve. How long that reprieve lasts is entirely up to you. I have no doubt your husband will seek a divorce, and local law enforcement may very well wish to have a few words with you regarding Dr. Skitz and his activities.
"But that does not mean you have escaped my justice," Adrestia added sternly. "In fact, you may find that living with the consequences of your actions will be far more difficult than dealing with the fate I had originally planned for you." Tina gulped when she heard that. Adrestia continued.
"Without wading into the great 'Nature vs. Nurture' debate, this court observes that your child potentially carries some very odious genes. It is up to you to raise him well so that he does not follow his biological father's dark path. Do I make myself clear?"
"Yes, Your Honor," Tina said quietly.
"Good. Know this, Tina Eastland. I will be watching you. Every action, every word that escapes your mouth, every thought that runs through your head. Never mistake my mercy for weakness. Trust me, you DO NOT want to appear in my courtroom again. Do you understand what I am telling you?"
"Y... Yes, Your Honor," Tina stammered. Adrestia turned to Eli.
"Ranger, would you kindly escort the defendant back to the gallery, please?" she asked. Eli knew what Adrestia had in mind.
"Yes, Your Honor," Eli said.
"Very well," Adrestia said. "Court is adjourned." She banged her gavel and left the bench as everyone stood. Eli turned to Tina.
"Let's go, ma'am," he said quietly. A subdued Tina followed him out of the courtroom.
...
"Who are all these people?" Tina asked as she looked at all the portraits on the wood-paneled walls. There were rows upon rows of portraits showing people from all walks of life, and they were all in distress, as though the final moments of their lives were captured for posterity.
One portrait showed a woman falling into the giant maw of a shark. Another showed a woman as she fell from a high balcony. One portrait showed three women chained to a rock overlooking a large body of water. One showed three people, one woman and two men, hanging by the neck over a sea of fire. There were many more.
"Cheaters," Eli said. "Like you." Tina looked at him, shocked.
"How many..."
"Thousands," Eli said. "Thousands upon thousands," he added, nodding at the seemingly endless rows of portraits that lined the gallery.
"Are they..."
"Dead?" Eli asked, finishing her question. "No. They will spend eternity here, in these portraits, forever living out the final moments of their lives. It would be better for them if they were dead. And you could end up here with 'em. Is that what you want?"
"No," Tina stammered, tears falling from her eyes. "That judge... she did all this?"
"Yep," Eli said. "Been at it since the beginning of human history. She's seen and heard it all. Do you understand now that you've been given a second chance?" Tina nodded her head.
"Yes, I do," she said. "And I swear I'll do my best."
"I hope so, miss. For your sake," Eli said. "And the sake of the child you're now carrying."
"Please, can we get out of here? This place gives me the creeps," she said. Eli understood that. He had seen this gallery many times and often felt the same way. Eli nodded his head and led her out of the gallery.
...
"How is he?" Eli asked when he and Tina walked into the large room transformed into a makeshift ward for the six men rescued from Skitz's clinic.
"He's getting better," Danni said. "It's a slow process, but at least he's able to speak now. Who is this?" she asked, nodding at Tina.
"Eastland's wife," Eli said.
"You mean, soon-to-be ex-wife," Danni said, her eyes flashing with anger.
"Yes," Eli said. Angry, Danni walked up to Tina and slapped her hard across the face.
"What kind of a monster are you?" Danni shouted. Tina held her hand to her face, now red from Danni's slap.
"I... I'm sorry," Tina said. "You don't know how powerful and persuasive Edwin could be. I just wanted to apologize to James. Please."
"I'll pass it on," Danni said. "He doesn't want to see you. Ever again."
"I understand," a contrite Tina said.
"He'll be filing divorce papers against you as soon as possible," Danni said. "If I were you, I wouldn't fight it."
"Please tell him I won't," Tina said. "I've hurt him enough."
"I think you should leave now," Danni said. Tina nodded her head. "I understand Skitz had some apartments for his' harem.' I think she should be taken to one of them," Danni told Eli. "Mr. Eastland doesn't want her in his house, and I've already contacted Judge Stone about a restraining order."
"You know about those apartments?" Eli asked Tina, who nodded her head in response.
"Yes, I do," she said. "I'll stay in one of those for now."
"Alright. Tell me where it is and I'll take ya there," Eli said. Tina pulled out a card with an address and gave it to Eli. He looked at it and nodded his head. "Let's go," he said.
Eli watched as Tina walked around the apartment a few moments later, making sure her stuff was still there. After Edwin began his seduction, she moved much of her clothing and toiletries.
"You gonna be alright here?" Eli asked.
"Yes," Tina said quietly. "There's another girl who lives here, so I won't be alone." She turned to look at Eli. "Tell me something, Ranger. That judge... Did she really mean everything she said?"
"Absolutely," Eli told her. "If ah were you, ah'd stay on the straight and narrow. That is, if ya wanna stay alive and want yer soul to have any chance o' peace," Eli said "Ya got another person ta think about now besides yerself."
"I guess you're right. Who are you? Really?" Tina asked.
"Name's Peace. Justice O. Peace. Mah friends call me Eli," he said.
"Do you think we could ever be friends?" she asked. Eli smiled.
"That remains ta be seen, miss," Eli said. "It's all up to you." Tina nodded her head. "Reckon ah'd best be getting' back," Eli said. "You take care of yerself, and that young'un."
"I will. I promise," Tina said. Eli tipped his hat and disappeared, leaving Tina wondering what she had just witnessed.
...
Epilogue -- Six weeks later:
The weeks following the apprehension of Edwin Skitz and Tina Eastland were busy ones. A nationwide manhunt was on for Skitz, who, news reports said, seemed to disappear into thin air without a trace.
Law enforcement authorities were stunned at the level of details voluntarily given to them by many staffers at Skitz's private clinic. As a result, the clinic was shut down, and all the patients were moved to other facilities.
Tina and the others turned state's evidence and managed to get plea deals to keep them out of prison. Tina accepted a suspended sentence for her activities as part of her deal.
James and the other five men were improving, but they had a long road ahead of them. Max and Adrestia somehow managed to get them placed into a rehabilitation facility once they were strong enough to be moved safely.
The men filed divorce papers citing adultery and cruelty. A good friend of Danni's, Adrienne Hawkins, took the cases at a discounted rate. Tina received a strict restraining order when she was served. After Adrestia spoke with James and Adrienne, he agreed to give her a lump sum to help keep her nose above water and out of the sex trades and other illegal and immoral ways of making ends meet. Tina signed the papers immediately and returned them, not wanting to evoke Adrestia's ire.
I spent some time with Cameron and met his family. It was a bit odd seeing an entire family with those strange eyes. I asked Cameron about all that, and I'm still trying to wrap my head around everything he told me. All I can say is I'm glad he's on our side...
All that ran through my head as I sat at the edge of the large pond, watching the kids fish with Danni and Grandma Lizzy. Danni and I rode over with the kids on our horses, and Grandpa rode in on his large steed, with Grandma Lizzy sitting on the horse behind him. Bill and Kate Williams -- Danni's parents -- liked to keep the pond stocked with catfish. I looked and saw Grandpa staring wistfully over the pond.
"Penny for your thoughts," I said. He blinked his eyes and looked at me.
"Sorry, was jes' thinking about the day ah took yer great-uncle Obadiah out a-fishin'," he said. "It was a day pretty much like this one. Had a real blast," he added with a smile.
"Kids sure seem to be enjoying themselves," I said. Grandpa looked over and nodded his head.
"Sure are," he said. Just then, little Elizabeth held up a catfish.
"Look, Grandpa! I caught a fish," she squealed with a smile.
"You sure did, pumpkin," he said as we waved and smiled. "That's a mighty big one, too." He laughed and turned to me. "Relish this time with 'em while ya can, son. These are the kinda memories they'll carry the rest of their lives. And longer."
"They sure are," I said, recalling something I read once that said memories are the only things we take with us into the afterlife.
"By the way, you never did tell me about this Justice League stuff," Grandpa said. I pulled out my phone and, seeing I had a pretty good signal, opened my browser and showed him a website about the cartoon characters. His brow furrowed as he looked at the pictures.
"Be a cold day in a hot place before ah'd wear somethin' like that. You really read that when you was a kid?" he asked.
"Sure did," I said. "Dad used to as well when he was younger."
"Yer Grandpa Greg let him read that stuff?" Grandpa asked.
"Yep. In fact, the first Superman comic came out in 1939," I said.
"Well, ah'm gonna have ta talk with that boy the next time ah see him," Grandpa said with a smile.
"Speaking of Grandpa Greg," I said, pulling a small box out of my jean pocket. "You knew what he was going to fly into when you gave him that crucifix, didn't you?" I asked. Grandpa nodded his head briefly.
"Ah had a pretty good idea," he said quietly.
"You didn't warn him?" I asked.
"Ah gave him all the warning ah was allowed to, son," he said. "There's jes' some things a feller's not supposed to know in advance."
"He had it pretty rough in that war, didn't he?" I asked.
"Sure did, son," Grandpa said. "But I'll tell you like ah tol' him. No matter where you go, no matter what yer facing, justice is always riding with ya. Never forget that, son."
"I won't, Grandpa," I said. He smiled as he looked at me. Then we heard a man's voice behind us.
"Well, here y'all are," I heard Bill say. He and Kate rode up to the pond on their horses, stopped, and climbed off. I saw Kate pull a picnic basket off the back of her horse. "How's the fishin'?" Bill asked.
"Pretty good so far," I said, standing up. Grandpa stood with me and shook Bill's hand. Bill had met Grandpa before, but he didn't know the whole story.
"Good to see you again, Eli," Bill said. "That's a mighty big horse you got over there. How tall is that thing?"
"Ah reckon about 30 hands," Grandpa said. Bill shook his head as he let out a whistle. "Gentle as a kitten, though. Ah like to take her out now and then."
"Grandpa! Grandpa," we heard little Elizabeth shout as she came running to us with a catfish on a stringer. "Look, Grandpa, I caught a fish!"
"Why you sure did," Bill said, kneeling down before her. "And that's a big one, too. You want me to show you how to clean it?" he asked. "If you don't mind, that is, Amos," he said, looking at me.
"Go for it," I said.
"Yes, please," Elizabeth squealed. Bill walked with her to the small campfire we made and showed Elizabeth how to clean the fish. We all gathered our fish and headed for the campfire. After we cleaned the fish, Danni and Grandma Lizzy cooked it over the fire. Kate opened the basket and pulled out a container of potato salad. We enjoyed a family meal right there next to the pond.
We spent some time eating and getting caught up. It was a beautiful day for a family outing, and I couldn't help but feel like the luckiest man alive to have such a family. By the time we finished, I was stuffed and ready for a quiet evening at home.
"Listen, I know you two have been up to yer ass in alligators lately, so if you want, the kids can stay with us overnight while you two ... reconnect," Bill said, giving Kate a knowing glance.
"Well, only if it's not too much trouble," Danni said. "I know we could sure use a break."
"Alright, then. Let's break camp and head out," Bill said. "You kids wanna spend the night with us? We got ice cream and cake, if you want."
"Yes!" they both shouted.
"You're spoiling them, you know that?" I asked Bill. He smiled back as he responded.
"Ain't that what grandparents are for?" he asked, causing us all to laugh. We got everything cleaned up and packed on our horses and watched as Bill and Kate rode off with the kids, who waved at us as they left. After they were out of sight, Grandpa and Grandma turned to us and hugged us.
"This was a wonderful day," Grandma said. "Thank you for letting us share it with you and the kids."
"Any time, Grandma," I said. "It sure was nice seeing you again." We said our goodbyes and watched as Grandpa swung up onto his massive horse. Then he lifted Grandma up and placed her in front of him, side-saddle.
"Are you ready, my dear?" he asked.
"I'm always ready, my love," she said. Grandpa pulled on the reins and nudged the horse with his boots.
"HEYAHH," he shouted as he spurred the horse. The giant, muscular beast disappeared in a cloud of dust and smoke. A few moments later, we heard Grandma's voice.
"Oh, Eli, you are so naughty," she said.



"Heh, heh, heh," we heard Grandpa laugh in response. I took Danni's hand in mine.
"Just think, dear. That could be us in 160 years," I said. Danni chuckled at that.
"I like the sound of that," she said, kissing me on the lips while rubbing my crotch.
"Danni, you are so naughty," I said.
"Only with you, cowboy," she whispered as she laughed...
...
Fade to black...
Notes:
There are ties to several stories here:

	The program "Breaking Point" is a reference to my story, "Breaking Point 01: Pilot."
	Adrestia Rhamnousia is featured in several of my stories, including the "Cheater's Gallery" series. She also plays a central role in my e-book, "Justice Rides."
	Max Burnage was first featured in "Max Burnage Ep. 01: Cheater's Beware." Adrestia also plays a prominent role in that story. Eli and Amos appear as well.
	Cameron Drake first appeared in "Flash 01: Out of the Blue." Both Max and Adrestia make an appearance in that series.
	Cameron, Adrestia and Eli also appear in "Carol's Christmas."
	Greg's departure from Indianapolis in 1941, Eli's fishing trip with Obadiah, and his time with the Texas Rangers are featured in my e-book, "Justice Rides."


To those who have written to ask if I intend to work on other series, the answer is... yes. Stay tuned...
And finally, will there be another "Justice League?" Stay tuned...
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Making It Up As We Go: A Sequel

I would like to start by thanking AileyInn for giving me permission to write this sequel to his April 2022 story, "Making It Up As We Go," a tale of a husband who believes he has stumbled across something rotten in his marriage. I suggest reading his story to get the full context of what takes place here.
I would also like to thank all those who have read and offered comments and constructive criticism on my previous stories.
And now, the disclaimers:
For those who want to say this or that would never happen, remember this is my universe, a place where nearly anything can, and often does, happen. At least on paper... In addition:

	Characters in this story may participate in one or more of the following: Smoking, consumption of adult (meaning, alcoholic) beverages, utterance of profanities.
	All sexual activity is between consenting adults 18 years of age or older.
	Statements or views uttered by the fictional characters in this story do not necessarily reflect the views or opinions of the author.


Please refer to my profile for more on my personal policy regarding comments, feedback, follows, etc. (Yes, I DO moderate comments) And please remember, this is a work of fiction, not a docu-drama...
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Here I sit, in an office trailer located at a job site just north of Calhoun, Georgia, contemplating what to do about my marriage. You might wonder why I'm here, instead of with my family, all of whom were in Melbourne Beach, Florida, on a winter vacation.
Let me bring you up to speed. My name is Jimmy Foreman, son of James Everett Foreman. I've spent the last seven years married to the extremely lovely Rebecca. We have two children, a six-year-old son, James, and a four-year-old daughter named Elizabeth.
I have an older brother named Max, who just happens to be an attorney, and the apple of my mother's eye. Looking at the two of us, one would never suspect we were brothers. At six-foot four-inches, he stands a full six inches taller than me.
Max, who is four years older than me, is also quite athletic and muscular and sports a full head of somewhat wavy dark hair, as opposed to my shorter sandy-brown hair. Even our eyes are different. One could easily get the impression that we have two different fathers.
Growing up, Max was the All-American everything. It seemed he could do no wrong, especially in my mother's eyes. I played baseball and football in high school as well, and my prowess as a pitcher managed to catch the attention of professional and collegiate scouts. But my height put me out of the running. I guess that's just the way it goes.
My mother constantly raved about Max, quite often at my expense. It was one of those things I had to endure growing up. Perhaps to make up for it, Dad spent more time with me than Max growing up. Sure, he was proud of both his sons, but I was the one who got the lion's share of his attention, and his wisdom. In the end, I suppose it all worked out, especially given that I eventually went to work with him, and together, the two of us made money hand-over-fist.
After Emory Fortson, the project superintendent for the Calhoun site, left the trailer, I opened my briefcase and pulled out a legal pad and a pen. I also set up my laptop and connected to the site's WiFi. I've always preferred putting things down on paper and this situation was no different.
I made a list of what I had observed since I came down from Atlanta on Wednesday. At this point, it was mostly body language, but as the saying goes, where there's smoke, there's usually a fire. Topping it all off was the declaration by my six-year-old son that Max had been at the resort at least a day before he showed up with my parents.
"Uncle Max, that's what you had at the club Friday night," James exclaimed when Max ordered a combination platter with blackened shrimp. Talk about a "dropped mike" scene. All conversation stopped and all adult eyes were on me. At that moment, I felt like saying something to the effect of, "Houston, we have a problem."
My mother broke the ice when she asked, "Jimmy, what are you going to have?"
I said nothing in response. I gritted my teeth and continued looking at the menu. The mood of the evening was definitely shot. We ordered but ate mostly in silence. I knew the adults were sneaking glances my way as I slowly fumed inside. It was extremely uncomfortable, to say the very least.
I wanted to talk with Rebecca on the way back to the hotel, but couldn't -- not with the kids present. We rode back in silence, the tension in the car so thick it could be cut with a knife. When we got to the room, Rebecca suggested I have my regular gin and tonic on the balcony to relax as I often did. After my fourth drink, I climbed into bed, seeing that Rebecca appeared to be asleep.
What I saw this morning after I got up was the straw that broke the camel's back. I woke up alone, somewhat irritated that Rebecca had not even bothered to wake me, then went downstairs to grab some breakfast. That's when I saw them all by the pool.
Elizabeth was sitting in Max's lap as he and Rebecca were deep in conversation about something. I couldn't help but notice the way she looked at him. It was a look usually reserved for lovers, and it was the look she used to give me.
I couldn't take any more, and left. At first, I considered going to the pool, but changed my mind. I wasn't about to play second fiddle to these people any more, so I left and drove home. After sitting in my big lonely house, I decided to get out and go someplace where I could think and work things out in my head without interference from my family.
And that's how I ended up here, at a job site just north of Calhoun. Emory was kind enough to let me stay here so I could work things out uninterrupted. Of course, that didn't stop everyone from calling and texting me, wondering where I was. Even Max called, but I declined the call. I thought about erasing their voicemails, but decided to leave them for now.
After I made my notes, I read them over as I thought about the situation. Then it hit me. Julie, Max's second wife. They had been separated since April and appeared to be heading for a divorce. I met her several times and we always got along rather well. I picked up my phone and opened my contact list. I hoped she wouldn't mind me calling so late. To my surprise, she answered on the second ring.
"Jimmy," she said. "I wondered when you were going to call."
"You were expecting my call?" I asked.
"Yes," she said. "When my PI told me you had left the hotel, I had a feeling you would call."
"Your PI?" I asked. "You had a PI watching me?"
"Actually, I had a PI watching Max," she said. "I knew he was planning to meet up with Rebecca this weekend, so I had him followed."
"How did you know that?" I asked.
"After Max and I separated, I went to work for a friend of mine, Angela Hawkins. She's a family law attorney," Julie said. "We've been trying to get solid evidence against Max for some time now. And I believe we're going to get it this weekend."
"Is that why you two haven't gotten divorced yet?" I asked.
"That's part of the reason," she said. "Part of it is that Max wanted to wait until we had been separated for a full year before going for an absolute divorce."
"So you're saying Max and Rebecca are having an affair?" I asked.
"I believe so," she said. "But I think it goes further than that. I have every reason to believe Max and Rebecca have been an item since you married her. And there's more."
"More?" I asked, feeling sick to my stomach.
"Yes," she said. "I have reason to believe your mother not only condoned the affair, but encouraged it and facilitated it."
"My mother?" I asked, shocked.
"Yes, Jimmy," she said. "I hate to be the bearer of bad news. I'm really very sorry. You're a good man and you certainly don't deserve this." This would certainly explain quite a lot. Then I had a horrible thought.
"What about the children?" I asked. "Are they his or mine?"
"No one can say for certain without a DNA test," she said. "But I have a feeling at least one of them aren't yours." I felt as though I had been punched in the gut. "Where are you right now?"
"I really don't want to say right now," I told her. "Not on the phone. I'm trying to avoid my family at the moment and I'm playing this by ear."
"I understand," she said. "Completely. Listen, why don't you try to get some sleep, then maybe come back to Atlanta tomorrow. If you don't want to go home, get a long-term suite somewhere. I'd let you stay with me, but I don't think that would be a good idea under the circumstances. Let me know where you're staying and we'll go from there."
"That sounds good," I told her.
"And don't worry, I won't say anything to anyone," she said.
"Thanks, I appreciate that a bunch," I said. We said our goodbyes and ended the call. I sat there for a bit digesting what Julie had just told me. Why hadn't I seen it before? Was I so blinded by my love for Rebecca? Suddenly, my phone buzzed and I saw it was a message from... her.
"Please," the message said. "Where are you? We're all going crazy here."
"Away," I wrote back.
"Away? Why?" she asked.
"Is he there, with you?" I responded, ignoring her question.
"He who?" she asked.
"You know who," I said.
"You mean Max? Yes, he's here. And he's worried about you. We all are," she wrote.
"Yes, I felt your concern from the time I got there," I said.
"It's not what you think," she wrote. "Please, call. We need to talk," she added, using the four words every husband dreads. I sent four words of my own.
"Yes, we do. Later."
"I love you," she wrote. I looked at her message and was tempted to respond, but didn't. I really didn't feel much love for Rebecca at the moment, not after what Julie just told me. I set the phone on the desk and looked out the window. Let her stew over my non-response, I thought. The phone buzzed with more messages from Rebecca.
"Jimmy? R U there?"
"Please, Jimmy, talk to me!"
I ignored both of them and turned to my laptop. After a quick search, I booked a long-term room at a hotel in Atlanta not too far from my main office. Yeah, it set me back a bit, but I could easily afford it. Having done that, I pulled up pictures of the kids.
I studied their faces for the longest time, and compared their features to Max's. The more I looked, the more I could see him in their faces. Could it be that he is really their sperm donor? Disgusted, hurt and angry, I finally shut the laptop down, then racked out on a cot to get some sleep.
Emory arrived early the next morning and we talked as we shared a cup of coffee. I bid him farewell and left for Atlanta, where I checked into my room. It was nicely-appointed, and the bed looked a lot more comfortable than the cot I slept in the previous night.
After putting my stuff away, I took a shower, dressed and called Julie to let her know where I was. I noticed Rebecca and my parents had called and texted me several times overnight.
"I'm glad you called," she said. "I got some video from my PI this morning. It sounds like you really stirred up a hornet's nest. Anyway, Angela said she'd meet you here and we can go over what we have."
"Sounds good," I said. Julie gave me her address and I left to meet her and her lawyer. When I got to her condo, she let me in and introduced me to Angela Hawkins, a rather nice-looking brunette with long hair and brown eyes.
"Pleasure to meet you, Mr. Foreman," Angela said.
"Please, call me Jimmy," I said. "My father is Mr. Foreman." She laughed at that. Julie brought coffee in for us, which I readily accepted. "Julie tell me she received some interesting video this morning."
"Oh?" I asked.
"Yes," Julie said. "It's more talk than action, but it explains quite a bit. And we have some confessions which will help us both out a lot. That is, assuming you're going for a divorce."
"Well, let's see what you have," I said. Julie pulled open her laptop and opened the video.
"This video was captured this morning," Julie said. "The PI thought I should see it, so he sent it right over to me." She started playback and I saw Mom, Dad, Rebecca and Max sitting in chairs around a table. Elizabeth was in Max's lap and James was next to Rebecca, eating breakfast.
"So, you finally heard from Jimmy last night?" Mom asked.
"Yes, I did," Rebecca said.
"Any idea where he is?" Dad asked.
"No, none. He just said he was away," Rebecca said.
"Do you think he knows about you, the kids and Max?" Mom asked, her brows furrowed.
"He seems very suspicious," Rebecca said. "I don't know how much he actually knows, though." Max snorted at that.
"He doesn't know anything," Max said. "He's just got his panties in a wad because you were spending time with me instead of him."
"Well, to be honest, Max, the two of you were pretty lovey-dovey yesterday. Right in front of him. He'd have to be dumb, blind and stupid not to have seen it," Dad said.
"And it didn't help that James said he saw Max at the club on Friday," Mom said.
"So what do we do?" Rebecca asked. "I really don't want to hurt Jimmy. I may not be head over heels in love with him like I used to be, but I still have feelings for him."
"We keep doing what we've been doing for the last seven years or so," Max said. "He hasn't caught on yet, so chances are he hasn't figured it out. And he probably never will."
"After all, Jimmy's not the brightest bulb in the box," Mom said. "I mean, you had two of Max's children and he hasn't caught on."
"Are you absolutely certain Max is their father?" Rebecca asked.
"Of course, dear," Mom said. "I'm not an idiot. I had DNA tests done on them right after they were born. I still have the results in my safe deposit box."
"So we stick to the plan," Max said. "I'll file papers against Julie in April citing abandonment. I'll get the absolute divorce and then we can continue with our plan."
"And that is?" Dad asked.
"Jimmy will continue to work, support my children and make sure his wife lives in the manner to which she's become accustomed. Meanwhile, I'll have exclusive access to Rebecca. I may let her give Jimmy a little loving from time to time, just to keep him happy," he said as he bounced Elizabeth on his knee.
"So you don't want the business or his money," Dad said. Max snorted at that.
"I have my own money, and I know nothing of what Jimmy does for a living. Besides, he'll need the money to support my kids. So no," Max said.
"When were you going to inform him of all this?" Dad asked.
"I was going to wait until after my divorce from Julie is final," Max said.
"And what if Jimmy doesn't agree with your little arrangement?" Dad asked.
"Well, let's just say I have ways of making sure I get what I want," Max said with a sneer.
"What do you mean?" Dad asked.
"Do you know what happens to people who go to prison for child molestation or child pornography?" Max asked. "It's not pretty."
"You would frame your own half-brother just to have his wife? You three are out of your minds," Dad said, seeming more than a little uneasy, like a man who just woke up in a pit full of rattlesnakes. "You'll never get away with this."
"Only reluctantly. I know how much the kids mean to him. And if it comes to that, well, we'll just see what we can get away with," Max said. Mom chuckled at that. "Listen, why don't you two spend some quality time with the kids while Rebecca and I go upstairs for some... relaxation?" He set Elizabeth down and stood up. Rebecca joined him and the two of them left.
"What's the matter, James?" Mom asked after the cheaters left.
"I agreed to accept and raise Max as my own," Dad said quietly. "I never agreed to any of... this. How could you do this to your own flesh and blood? Do you really hate Jimmy that much?"
"I don't hate Jimmy," Mom said. "I gave birth to him, after all. I let him live. Took care of him, changed his dirty diapers."
"Yeah, after you threatened to abort him," Dad said.
"Hey, it was my choice," Mom said. "Besides, it's about genetics. Look at Max and then look at Jimmy. Max is smart, powerful, successful. He's big, strong and handsome. Like his sperm donor. What's Jimmy? He's a clone of... YOU," she snarled, looking at Dad.
"Well, I'm not going to sit here and let the three of you ruin him like this," Dad said.
"And what are you gonna do, little man?" Mom asked derisively. "Divorce me? Hah! I'll have Max destroy you in a heartbeat. And you know he can do it."
"You would sic your son on me like that? Really? After I accepted him, raised him, sent him to college?" Dad asked. "You're an even bigger and uglier bitch than I thought, Mary. I should've dumped your ass a long time ago."
"Yeah, well, you didn't," Mom said. "So now you and little Jimmy just need to suck it up. You've come to accept what I did all those years ago. Jimmy can do the same. Besides, your heart isn't all that strong anymore. You could have a heart attack or a stroke any time."
"Is that a threat?" Dad asked, stone-faced.
"No. Just a friendly admonishment," Mom said.
Julie stopped the video and looked at me. Once again, I felt like I had been sucker-punched right in the gut. Did I really know any of these people? Julie put a hand on my arm for comfort.
"I'm sorry, Jimmy," she said. "I had no idea it was this bad." I nodded my head in acknowledgment and looked at Angela.
"I want a divorce," I said. Angela nodded her head in understanding. "And I want it as soon as possible. What can you do for me?"
"I'll get started right away," she said. "I assume you want the lion's share of the assets, so I'll work on that assumption. I'll need you to provide me with your financial information. The sooner the better, In the meantime, don't do anything stupid. From what I saw, it appears they're engaging in a conspiracy to commit fraud. And adultery is still a misdemeanor in this state. At the very least, there's enough for a complaint with the State Bar. What about the children?"
"If what they're saying is true, the children aren't really mine," I said.
"We'll ask the judge to order a DNA test," Angela said. "If Max is the biological father as they claim, we'll deal with that."
"Alright," I said. "Do you think you can get your PI to come out and put some cameras and microphones in my place?"
"It's a holiday weekend, which means if he's got someone available, it'll cost extra," Angela said.
"That's fine. I'll pay whatever," I said. She pulled out her phone and called. A couple minutes later, she ended the call and told me someone would come out, but I would have to pay a premium for the service.
"That's fine," I said. "I have to swing by the house anyway and collect what you need and bring it to your office in the morning. Will that work?"
"Yes, it will," Angela said.
"And I'll foot the bill for the PI you hired," I told Julie.
"I really appreciate that," Julie said. "I saved for months to pay for that. It wasn't easy, believe me."
"I can imagine," I told her. We discussed strategy and financing for a bit longer. Since Julie helped bring this to light, I agreed to reimburse her for the money she had put out. Given what was at stake, I felt as though I owed her that much, at least.
I offered to help pay for her divorce, but she declined, saying she intended to have Max pay for that. We ended our meeting and I went to the house. When I got there, I saw a pickup parked out front and figured it was the investigator.
I let him inside and grabbed the folders with our financial information, then packed up more of my clothing and personal items and stuffed them in my vehicle. I also took the computer I used and loaded up as much as I possibly could. The investigator showed me how to access the system, which stored the video to a secure server in the cloud.



He finished his work by the time I was done, so I paid him and gave him a $100 bill for his trouble. It was a holiday weekend, after all. He smiled as he pocketed the note and we shook hands. On the way out, I pulled off my wedding ring and placed it on the kitchen counter.
Meanwhile, Rebecca and the others continued to call or text me, and I continued to ignore their efforts to speak with me. As far as I was concerned, I no longer had a family. When I got back to the hotel, I ate a quick lunch and went to my room. My phone rang while I was going through the financials and I saw it was my father. I decided to take his call.
"Hello," I said in a monotone voice.
"Jimmy? Is that you?" I heard my father ask.
"Yes. What do you want?" I responded.
"Where are you? The whole family is worried sick about you," he said. I snorted at that.
"Family, huh?" I asked. "I wasn't aware I had one of those."
"That's not fair, Jimmy," he said. "I've always been in your corner." That much was true. As far as I knew, he had always taken my side, at least when I was around.
"I suppose that's true. At least in my presence," I said.
"So, where are you?" he asked.
"Away," I said. "Some things have come to my attention, so I'm dealing with them. You taught me to stand up for myself. That's what I'm doing."
"What things?" he asked.
"I think you know full well what things," I said. "Maybe you didn't agree with them, but you knew. Tell me something."
"What?" he asked.
"That woman you married... What did she do to you?" I asked.
"It's a... long... story," he finally said.
"She cheated on you, didn't she?" I asked. "Had a child by her lover and got you to raise him as your own."
"That was a long time ago," he said. "How did you know?"
"I figured it out," I said. "It took a while, but I finally figured it out after what I saw and heard these last few days. I always wondered why Max and I were so different in so many ways. And I often wondered why Mom treated me like dog shit on the bottom of her shoe. Now it all makes sense."
"Jimmy, please. It's not like that," Dad said.
"Bullshit, Dad," I said. "Don't insult my intelligence by lying to me. Not after all these years."
"All right, son," he said. "I won't. But I need to tell your mother something. What would you like me to say?"
"Your wife made you a willing cuckold, and she tried to make me one as well. You can tell your wife that as far as I'm concerned, my mother is dead to me," I told him. "And so is my alleged 'brother' and my soon-to-be ex-wife." I could hear him gasp as I spoke.
"I can't tell them that. All Hell will break loose, you realize that, right?" Dad asked.
"So what," I said. "They set out to destroy me first. I was just too stupid and trusting to see it at first. They drew first blood."
"What about your children?" Dad asked. "This will be hardest on them, you know."
"I don't have any children, remember? Your three amigos saw to that," I said. "Let Rebecca and your wife explain to them that their Uncle Max is really their father. Besides, from what I saw they'd rather be with Max anyway."
"What are you going to do?" Dad asked.
"Whatever it takes to protect myself," I said.
"I know this is hard to take, Jimmy, but please, don't let this change you," Dad said.
"Too late for that, Dad," I said. "My eyes are fully open now. I know exactly where I stand in this so-called family, and I'm not going to sit still for it. Goodbye, Dad. I'll talk to you later." With that, I ended the call and went back to what I was doing. Not long after that, my phone buzzed again. This time it was Mary, Dad's wife. I reluctantly answered the call.
"Hello," I said.
"Jimmy, this is your mother," she said.
"I'm sorry, my mother is dead," I told her in a monotone. I heard nothing for a few seconds, then a slight sniffle.
"Jimmy, that's not even remotely funny," she said. "I am your mother and I want to speak with you."
"That's Mr. Foreman to you," I said. "You may have given birth to me, but you're not my mother. She's dead to me. What do you want, Mrs. Foreman?"
"So, it's Mr. and Mrs. Foreman now, is it?" she asked, the bitch starting to unsheathe her claws. "Alright, Mr. Foreman. I was going to apologize to you for the way things went this weekend. I had hoped we could have a nice time, but you ruined it by leaving us. We were concerned that something might've happened to you." Yeah, right, I thought as I chuckled.
"Yes, something DID happen, Mrs. Foreman," I said. "I saw the truth. I discovered that most of the people I grew up with are nothing more than lying, backstabbing snakes. And I suspect something about the woman I married that I simply cannot live with. So, I decided to extricate myself from the untenable position you all put me in so I could figure out how to deal with things."
"And what have you decided?" she asked. I could hear the sneer in her voice.
"I don't believe that's any of your concern, Mrs. Foreman," I said. "Now if you'll excuse me, I have things to do."
"Wait," she said. "Jimmy... Mr. Foreman. I know you're upset, and I don't blame you. If I saw and heard what you did, I would be upset, too. Just know that we all love you. And you have two beautiful children who need you."
"Is that right? Well, I'll keep that in mind, Mrs. Foreman," I said, ending the call. I poured myself a cup of coffee and went back to what I was doing. It wasn't long before my phone buzzed again. Won't these people just leave me the hell alone, I asked myself. I looked and saw it was her -- my soon-to-be ex-wife. I considered letting it go to voice mail, then realized I had promised her we would talk later. So I answered the call.
"What?" I asked, a bit perturbed.
"Jimmy?" Rebecca asked.
"What do you want, Rebecca?" I asked in an unfriendly tone.
"I... I just wanted to see if you were alright," she said nervously. "We're all very concerned about you."
"I'll bet you are," I said sarcastically.
"Please, Jimmy, don't be like this. The kids miss their father."
"Really? Weren't they just with him?" I asked.
"What?" she asked, surprised.
"You heard me," I said. "They couldn't get away from me fast enough to be with him. And they spent Friday with him at the club. I assume you were there as well."
"Jimmy, I don't know what you're talking about," she said.
"Bullshit, Rebecca," I said. "Come on, get with it. Why did you call? Really?"
"I... just wanted to let you know that we're getting ready to leave the hotel," she said. "I have to get back to work next week. Will I see you when I get home?"
"No," I said.
"No? Where will you be?" she asked.
"None of your concern," I said.
"Jimmy, what's wrong? You don't even sound like yourself," she said. "Please, Jimmy, talk to me. I'm concerned about you and I love you."
"Is that a fact?" I asked. "Sure could've fooled me. Despite what you, Max, and Mrs Foreman think, I'm not stupid."
"Mrs. Foreman? You mean, your mother?" she asked.
"I don't have a mother. She's dead, as far as I'm concerned," I told her. I could hear her gasp as I said that.
"You can't mean that," she said.
"Yes, I do, and you know why," I said.
"Jimmy, I don't know what you think is going on, but we need to talk when I get back," she said.
"We'll talk, alright," I said. "Just one thing."
"What's that?" she asked.
"Adultery is still a misdemeanor in Georgia," I said. "You can go to jail for a year if you're convicted."
"Why are you telling me this?" she asked.
"You're a smart girl," I said. "You figure it out. Goodbye." With that, I ended the call. The phone rang again a couple of minutes later. I looked and saw it was Max. I declined his earlier call, but decided to take this one, figuring it would be interesting to hear his response to what I told Rebecca.
"What!" I exclaimed when I answered.
"Jimmy, it's me, Max. Your brother," he said calmly.
"I figured that when your name came up. What do you want? I'm busy," I said.
"Look, Jimmy, I think there's been a major misunderstanding," he said. "I just wanted to clear the air."
"You're right. After what I heard at dinner and what I saw at the pool. AND Rebecca hardly giving me the time of day, you bet its major," I said. "And I'll deal with it."
"Rebecca passed on what you told her," he said. "First off, I don't know where you got your information from, but no one has been convicted of adultery in Georgia for 100 years. Second, it's highly doubtful any law enforcement officials will get involved even if you do file a complaint.
"Mom and Dad told me what you said, and I must say, I'm hurt deeply. Mom is absolutely crushed. I understand you're upset, and I can't say that I blame you under the circumstances. But you have a wife and two children who love you deeply and care a great deal about you.
"Listen, I'll be flying back to Atlanta with Rebecca and the kids. When we get to your house, why don't you and I go somewhere, have a drink and talk like brothers. Been a long time since we did that. Maybe we can work through this -- clear the air, so to speak. What do you say?" he asked.
I realized I was letting my emotions do the talking, and that could set them off too soon. The last thing I needed right then was some low-life acquaintance of Max hacking my computer with child pornography. I had to keep them thinking I was just suspicious. I needed to placate him just a little bit; sound just a little uncertain. I needed to strike first, and for that I needed them to think I was just throwing an adult tantrum. I took a deep breath before responding.
"We will talk at some point, Max," I said flatly, through gritted teeth. "But it will be at a time and place of my choosing."
"Alright, Jimmy," he said. "If that's the way you want it. I'll always be here for you."
"That's the way I want it," I said. "In the meantime, leave me be. No more phone calls. No more texts. I'll contact you all when I'm ready and not one minute before."
"No more calls or texts. Got it," Max said. "Would you like to speak with Mom, Dad or Rebecca?"
"No," I said. "I've already said my piece."
"Alright, Jimmy," he said. "We'll talk later." With that, I ended the call and put the phone down. I fought to control my breathing, which was strained, and my heart beat, which was pounding. Through a red haze I wondered if Max was taunting me or if he was so arrogant he didn't even realize what he had done -- the bastard hadn't denied a single thing. After I calmed down, I decided to grab a quick bite to eat, then plopped on the bed to get a few hours of sleep.
I knew it would take an hour or so for the flight to reach Atlanta. Factoring the roughly two-hours it would take to get through security and the hour or so it would take to drive home from the airport, I figured I had about a four-hour wait, and I wanted to monitor the security system when Max and Rebecca arrived at the house.
When I got up, I checked the time and figured they would be walking in the front door at any time, so I brought up my laptop and logged into the system. There was no activity anywhere, so I figured they probably stopped for gas and food on the way. I made a pot of coffee, used the restroom and sat back down.
About a half-hour later, I watched the front door to my house open. Rebecca and Max came inside, each carrying a sleeping child. They looked around the darkened room, then turned on the lights.
"His car's not here," Rebecca said. "I don't know if he's been here or not."
"Let's get the kids to bed and we can look around," Max told her. I watched as they carried the children to their rooms. They came back downstairs and Rebecca went into the kitchen.
"Why don't I make us a pot of coffee?" she asked.
"That sounds good," Max said as he sat down on the couch. Rebecca walked into the kitchen and turned on the light. That's when she saw my ring in the middle of the counter by itself. She gasped as she picked it up.
"He's been here," she said, holding the ring. Max got up and walked to her side.
"This doesn't change a thing," he said dismissively. "He's just blowing off steam."
"How much do you think he knows?" she asked apprehensively.
"He doesn't know anything. Trust me on that," Max said.
"I don't know," Rebecca said, setting the ring down carefully, as though it might explode. She looked a little shaken, despite Max's confident words. "He seemed to know quite a bit when we talked."
"He was just trying to goad you into making an admission," Max said. "He's been clueless for seven years, and he's still clueless."
"But you've never seen him work before," Rebecca said. "I'm afraid you and your mother may have underestimated him."
"Look, we've been hanging the horns on him for seven years," Max said. "He still hasn't figured it out and he won't if we're careful."
"I know we've been extremely careful over the years, but his dad was right -- we were pretty blatant this weekend," she said.
"Trust me, sweetheart. We could fuck right in front of him and he'd never figure it out," Max said.
"Why do you and your mother hate him so much?" Rebecca asked.
"It's not a matter of hating him," Max said. "He's what you'd call a 'beta' male. Which means he exists to serve his betters."
"Like you?" Rebecca asked.
"Something like that," Max said, shrugging his shoulders. "C'mon, let's look around, see if anything's gone." I watched, shifting camera views as they went from room to room, looking to see what I had taken -- or left. I considered that perhaps I should have tipped the tech more; they didn't trip across any of the cameras even though they were searching the house as they went from room to room, looking to see what had been taken. They met back in the front room.
"Well?" Max asked.
"His computer is gone and there's some files missing from his desk," Rebecca said. "A lot of his clothes and toiletries are missing as well."
"What files?" Max asked, showing a the first flash of concern, mild though it was. Rebecca shrugged.
"Beats me. Jimmy handles all the paperwork. It was probably work related," she said.
"Was there a note?" Max asked. "Did he destroy anything?"
"No, and no, he didn't destroy anything," she told him. "Do you think we should call the cops?"
"No, they won't do anything unless he's been gone a couple days or so. And chances are they won't do anything anyway," Max said. "Look, it's getting late. Why don't we go upstairs, go to bed and start fresh in the morning."
"You just want to sleep in Jimmy's bed," Rebecca said with a smile.
"Of course, especially if his wife's gonna be in it," Max said. "It wouldn't be the first time we've done it in his bed with the kids down the hall."
"I guess you're right," she said coyly. "It's been a few hours since I've had that monster dick of yours inside me anyway." They laughed as they walked up the stairs, hand-in-hand. I switched cameras until I got to the one in the master bedroom.
As I watched, they undressed and slid under the covers as though they had done this a million times. I noticed that Rebecca took her rings off and tossed them in the drawer of her nightstand. They wrapped their arms around each other and kissed deeply.
I saw my wife suck his cock, taking all of it in her mouth until he exploded, filling her mouth with his semen. Then she greedily swallowed every drop. She had done that to me before as well, and I knew what Max was experiencing. I fought down the hollow ache in my gut. I am a guy; I've seen porn before, but this was the first time I had a personal stake in the script.
After she got him hard again, she sat on top of him and guided his cock inside her as she lowered herself on him. Then she began riding him the way she used to do with me. It was bad enough seeing her fuck this asshole, but what she said cut me to the core.
"Oh God, I love this cock inside me," she moaned. "So much bigger and better than Jimmy's. Fuck me harder. Give me another baby for Jimmy to raise." Max chuckled and met her thrusts until he filled her pussy. She climbed off and I could see his semen dripping out of her, but to me it was like watching blood dripping out of my murdered marriage; the messy dismemberment of all my romantic illusions.
"Too bad Jimmy couldn't be here to watch this, huh?" Max asked with a smirk. Rebecca laughed back, tossing her hair out of her face.
"Yeah," she said. "Then he'd get to see how a real man fucks his woman." I couldn't take any more of this and shut my laptop down. At that moment, whatever love might have remained for Rebecca was gone. I hated her. I hated the bastard she was with. I hated the woman who gave birth to the bastard. And to a lesser extent, I hated my father for not dealing with her years before.
I screwed my eyes shut and groaned as tears fell down my cheeks. It's one thing to be told your spouse is cheating on you, but it's another to witness it. The only saving grace is that I wasn't there to see it in person. There's no way I could've handled that.
A part of me wanted to kill them both, slowly, for what they had done. I knew that if I had been there when this happened, I would probably be in jail right now, or the hospital. At least I wasn't headed for the mental ward. I knew more than they thought and I was planning revenge. I swore to make them both pay for this.
Then I thought of the children. What do I do about them? There was no way I wanted custody -- they were Max's offspring and his responsibility. Yes, I loved them from the time they were born, but now they were a constant reminder of my family's treachery, and I honestly didn't believe I could ever look at them the same way again.
I went downstairs and sat in the bar, drinking a gin and tonic. I had one more and decided to hit the sack. I had had enough drama for one 24-hour period and was mentally and physically exhausted.
The next morning, I got up, did my morning business, showered and ate breakfast. I checked the surveillance video from my house and saw the two cheaters had already left for the day, after getting the children dressed and off to day care.
I did notice one thing, though. Both of the kids asked their mother where I was and James cornered her with another question.
"Mom, why were you and Uncle Max in Dad's bed?" he asked.
"Oh, sweetheart, your Uncle Max was tired from the long trip yesterday, so he stayed overnight," Rebecca said.
"But why didn't he stay in the guest bedroom?" James asked.
"We were talking about some things," Rebecca told him.
"Are you and Dad getting divorced?" James asked, his bereft, little boy tone tearing at my heart. Rebecca looked at him, shocked.
"Of course not, sweetheart," she said.
I copied the video to my thumb drive, called my office to let them know I would be late, and left. My first stop was Angela's office. When I got there, her receptionist ushered me inside Angela's inner sanctum. I saw Julie next to Angela's desk and nodded my head.
"Good morning, Jimmy," she said. "How are you doing this morning?"
"I'm getting by. I wish I could say I was numb by now, but I'm not. The blows just keep coming," I said. "I've got video and the breakdown of my finances," I told Angela, handing her the thumb drive and a printed spreadsheet. "If you need more, let me know."
"Thanks," she said. "This will do nicely," she added, looking at the spreadsheet and the filled-out form. "I'll look through this video and call you if anything crops up."
"Thanks," I said before leaving. I went to the office and instructed Sheila, my PA, to block any personal calls.
"Is everything okay?" she asked.
"Not particularly, but I'll manage," I told her. I did my best to focus on my work, but it wasn't easy. I got a call from Angela about 2:30 pm.
"How are you doing, Jimmy?" she asked.



"It's hard, but I'm managing," I said. "Thanks for asking."
"You're welcome," she said. "Can you come by my office around 4:30 this afternoon?"
"Sure," I said. "What's going on?"
"I'll explain when you get here," she said. Julie met me when I got to Angela's office. I couldn't help but notice her shit-eating grin.
"What's going on?" I asked.
"You'll see, Jimmy," she said. We went into Angela's office and Julie shut the door.
"Thanks for coming by on short notice," Angela said.
"No problem," I said. "What have you got for me?"
"First of all, I spoke briefly with the District Attorney," Angela said. "He's very interested in pursuing possible conspiracy and fraud charges against Max, Rebecca and your mother. He told me he would look into it and see if the video we got is sufficient probable cause.
"The DA can use the video since they were out in public and making no attempt to hide anything, so he feels that he can argue they should have no expectation of privacy. So it is admissible. And I think he sees Max as a possible future political competitor. Your mom's family has a somewhat checkered history of political ambitions -- judges, DAs, Attorneys General, some gubernatorial and senatorial runs." Angela shrugged. "If killing two birds with one stone gets him firmly on our side, I'll take it."
"That's good," I said. "What else?"
"The video captured at your house last night is sufficient evidence to file for adultery. So I'm putting the papers together now," she said. "I've also asked the court to compel Rebecca to submit the children for a DNA paternity test."
"Why?" I asked. "They've already admitted that Max is the biological father. And my... mother... has already said she has DNA test results."
"Have you personally seen those test results?" Angela asked.
"No, I haven't," I told her.
"Exactly," Angela said. "Those tests were taken four to six years ago. There's been a lot of advancements in the science since then. That's why I intend to subpoena those test results to compare them to ours."
"Why go through all this trouble?" I asked.
"Take a look at this," Angela said, turning her laptop so I could see the screen.
"Yeah, I've already seen this," I said, looking at the image of Rebecca bouncing on Max's cock.
"No, look here," Angela said, pointing to something on the side of the video screenshot. I looked and saw the doorway she pointed to, but there was something else there I hadn't seen before -- a small shadowy figure. I looked at Angela, confused.
"I visited a video specialist I keep on retainer," Angela said. "He enhanced the image. Look." She pulled up an image and I could clearly see who was standing in the doorway -- it was little James, his eyes wide as he watched his mother fuck Max.
"Oh my God," I said. "No wonder James asked Rebecca if she was getting a divorce. Can we call someone? Child Protective Services, maybe?"
"I doubt they would do anything based just on this," Angela said. "However, a judge certainly won't look favorably on it. Have you considered asking for custody?"
"No, I haven't," I told her. "I figured they're Max's children. I have no interest in raising another man's child."
"But if they turn out to be yours?" Angela asked.
"You seem to think that's a real possibility," I said.
"I've seen stranger things happen," Angela said. "And I think we should have plans ready for any contingency. Max is an arrogant bastard, but he is a sneaky, dangerous attorney. I want him in the center of a minefield of my making. The video of him hinting about planting evidence on you will be embarrassing, but wouldn't get him disbarred, as he could easily argue he was just boasting, or joking, or angry. Incontrovertible DNA results will be a pretty big club to beat him with."
"Let's see what the DNA test results are first," I told her.
"Alright," Angela said. "When was the last time you spoke with them?"
"Saturday, before I left them in Florida," I said.
"Maybe you should call them tonight, just to let them know you're okay and you're thinking of them," Angela said. "Besides, it will show good faith for the judge. You trying to do the right thing."
"Maybe you're right," I finally said. "So, what's next?"
"We get the DNA test results back, then I'll file for both of you," Angela said.
"And how long will it take to get the results?" I asked.
"It generally takes about eight to 10 days, but you can get results as soon as 48 to 72 hours if you don't mind paying extra," Angela said.
"Alright," I said. "I'll pay the extra amount to get the results expedited. When will the judge sign the order?"
"I should have it tomorrow," Angela said. "If so, I'll have Rebecca served the same day. Here's the contact information for the lab I normally use for this," she added, handing me a card. "Once she's served, I'll send you a text with the case number. You can use that for reference when you go to give them a sample of your DNA."
"Thanks," I said. "Is that it?"
"For now, yes," Angela said. "Don't worry, Jimmy. We'll get through this." We said our goodbyes and I left to eat and get some rest. This was taking a lot out of me, and I simply wanted it all to end.
When I got to my room, I pulled up the surveillance system from the house to see what was going on. Rebecca had apparently just got home, and was taking care of the kids. I realized that I actually did miss the kids, so I decided to call the house as Angela suggested.
"Foreman residence," Rebecca said when she answered the phone. Apparently, she didn't see my number come up on the phone's screen.
"Hello, Rebecca," I said.
"Jimmy? Where are you? When are you coming home?" she anxiously demanded.
"I just called to speak with the kids," I said.
"But when are you coming home?" she asked.
"I don't know," I told her. "Now, can I speak to the children or not?"
"Of course," she said. "Hold on." I heard her call James and Elizabeth, telling them I was on the phone. James came to the phone first.
"Dad? Where are you?" he asked.
"I'm taking care of some things," I said. "Are you alright?"
"Yeah," James said. "I just wish you were home."
"Me too," I said. Surprisingly, I meant it. I wished that I were really their father and would be reading a story to them at bedtime -- while Rebecca and Max burned in Hell, of course.
"Tell me something... Just say yes or no. Does your Uncle Max stay there when I'm gone?"
"Yeah," he said instantly.
"The whole night?" I asked.
"Uh huh," James replied.
"Has this been going on for a while?" I asked.
"Yeah," James said sadly.
"Thank you for being honest with me, James," I said.
"You're welcome. So when are you coming home?" he asked.
"I don't know. As soon as I can," I said, fighting an urge to cross my fingers. Damn the four of them and what their schemes were doing to two innocent children.
"I love you," he said hopefully, with complete childhood honesty. I felt tears welling up in my eyes. As much as I hated what Max and Rebecca had done, the fact was I loved these two children and would miss them terribly after this was all said and done.
"I love you too," I finally managed to say. He passed the phone to Elizabeth and we talked for a while, mostly me listening to her babble about her dolls. We exchanged "I love you's" and she handed the phone to Rebecca.
"When are you coming home, Jimmy?" she asked.
"I don't know," I said. "I'm not sure I really have a home anymore."
"That's nonsense, Jimmy, and you know it. I need you to come home. The kids need you home as well," she said. "What's gotten into you?"
"It's not what's gotten into me," I said. "It's who's gotten into you."
"What?" she asked, acting shocked. "What gives you the idea I've been with anyone other than you?"
"Please, don't insult my intelligence," I told her. "I've had it with all of you. You didn't even bother to tell me that you were out with Max and my parents at Indian River Club that Friday while I was asleep. Instead, you made it sound as if they were just coming up on Saturday. You lied right to my face.
"You think I didn't see the way you and the kids oozed all over Max this weekend? How would you feel if you watched the person you loved more than anything else do that, right in front of you?"
"So that's it," she said. "You think because I was polite to Max that I'm having an affair with him?"
"Polite? Are you freaking kidding me? You damn near jumped his bones right in front of me. The whole time I was there you didn't even give me so much as a peck on the cheek. You went out of your way to make sure we never got together. You have any idea how much it hurt to see the woman I loved more than anything in the world do that?"
"Wait, you said 'loved.' As in past tense," she said. "Don't you love me anymore?" I wondered when she would catch on to that.
"What do you think?" I asked in response to her question. "How would you feel in my place?"
"Jimmy Foreman, you need to come home right now," she said after a few awkward moments. "We'll iron this out when you get here."
"And if I don't?"
"Then I may just find solace in your brother's arms," she said angrily. I stared at the monitor, hearing her words echo in my ears. Part of me was glad I was recording this, the other part wanted to bury her neck deep in an ant hill. I saw her expression change as she realized what she had just said and tried to recover.
"I... I'm sorry, Jimmy, that just, slipped out. You've hurt me. You've never hurt me before, and that just threw me for a loop," she said. I let some emotion slip through and responded, before I even thought.
"Rebecca, when was the last time we made love?" She looked blank, obviously not expecting that question. Then she looked concerned, bordering on frantic. If the dull ache where my heart used to be hadn't turned so damn sharp all of a sudden, her rapidly changing expression would have been comical.
"Jimmy, where did that come from? We, we, made love, really, last week, don't you remember?" I saw her looking desperately at the calendar. The wench couldn't even remember the last pity fuck she had given me to keep me 'happy.' I had to end this call quickly before raw emotion overcame common sense and I blurted out anything about the evidence I had. "Really, Jimmy, you need to come home and be my husband. I just..."
"Do what you feel you have to do," I said. "Just know this. I am not your drone anymore. And I will not be your cuckold. If you do sleep with him, we're finished. If I learn that you have slept with him at any time since we married, we're finished. I will divorce you. And I will make it as painful as possible. Do you understand me?"
I looked at the display on my laptop and saw her with the phone, her head in her hands. She didn't look quite as beautiful to me anymore. I watched her wipe a tear from her face before speaking. Whether she did have some shred of human shame for the con she had pulled on someone whose only crime was to love her, or she really did have a tiny wisp of feeling for me, or the pillars of her perfect life were trembling and she could feel them, I didn't know, and told myself sternly that I didn't care.
"Do you really mean that?" she asked quietly.
"Yes," I said. "I do."
"Alright, Jimmy. I understand," she said. "Please come home to me. Do what you have to do, but just come home. I love you."
"Don't worry. You'll hear from me soon enough," I said. "Goodbye, Rebecca." I ended the call and wondered if she noticed that I didn't tell her that I loved her. I watched the surveillance video to gauge her reaction.
In an oddly detached way I wondered if she even realized that she had never once denied any of my accusations. Not once had she said I was delusional and she had never slept with Max, or anything like that. Not that it mattered, but I wondered vaguely if she had a psychological disorder, like a dual personality and the two never talked to each other. I shook myself. In the long run it really didn't matter. She had only one body and she gave that to Max freely and without reservation.
She held the phone receiver in her hand for a bit, staring at it. She replaced it slowly before collapsing in a chair. I stretched out on the bed and turned on the television, all the while keeping an eye on the laptop that sat on the desk by the wall. Some time later, perhaps about an hour or so, I saw Rebecca answer the door. It was Max, no doubt coming for his evening tryst.
"Are you okay?" he asked her when he came into the room. "You look like someone just took all your cookies." She chuckled at that.
"Jimmy called earlier," she said. "Talked to the kids."
"That's a good sign. Did he talk to you as well?" Max asked.
"Yes," she said. "He threatened me with a painful divorce if he found out that I was cheating on him."
"Hmm," Max said. "So he doesn't know about us yet, then. That's good."
"The way he talked, though. It sounds like he knows what's going on," she said.
"If he knew, he would've mentioned it. I think he's just trying to goad you into saying something incriminating," Max said.
"Do you think it's time you talked to him?" Rebecca asked. Max thought for a few moments before responding.
"Not yet," he finally said. "Let's see what he does first."
"Are you staying here tonight?" she asked.
"No, I have to head out for Savannah first thing in the morning to meet a client. I'll stop by and visit Mom while I'm out there," he said. "I could be gone for a couple days. Will you be okay?"
"I'll be fine," she said. "Call me when you get there."
"I will," he said, giving her a kiss.
"I love you, Max," she said. He smiled as he responded.
"And I love you too," he said. That hurt me more than anything else. Did I ever really know any of these people?
It was 2:30 the next afternoon when I received a text from Angela. Rebecca had been served with the order to have the children tested for paternity. Not long after that, I received a very angry call from my errant wife.
"What is this?" she shouted.
"What is what?" I asked, maintaining a level of calm.
"This order to have the kids' DNA tested," she screamed. "What the hell are you trying to pull?"
"Not trying to pull anything," I told her. "I just want to know if the children are mine or not."
"What makes you think they're not yours?" she demanded.
"I have reason to believe they may not be. After seeing your behavior by the pool, I took a good long look at pictures of me and the kids and Max." I wanted her to think I still only had suspicions. "I think I have good reason to believe they may not be mine. I want to know the truth, one way or the other. For my own peace of mind," I said.
"Your name is on their birth certificates, and I assure you they're both yours," she said angrily.
"My name may be on their birth certificates, but frankly, my dear, your assurances don't mean a whole lot to me lately," I said. "Now, if you'll excuse me, I have work to do." With that, I ended the call. She called right back, but I declined the call. I left work a bit early and went to the testing center to provide a sample of my DNA. From there, I grabbed a bite to eat and went back to the hotel.
When I got there, I fired up the video surveillance on the house to see what was going on. I checked all of the cameras but didn't see Rebecca or the children. I had just turned the television on when my phone rang -- it was my mother. I thought about letting it go to voicemail, but decided to take the call.
"Hello," I said.
"Jimmy, this is your mother," she said. "What do you mean by having Rebecca take the children to get tested for paternity? What are you trying to pull?"
"First off, I told you my mother is dead, Mrs. Foreman. Second, I made it clear to Max that I would call you, you aren't to call me. And third, what I do is none of your concern," I said.
"Stop that 'Mrs. Foreman' crap, Jimmy," she snapped angrily. "I AM your mother, whether you like it or not, and you will NOT use that tone of voice with me."
"Or WHAT?" I taunted, thinking that maybe I could get her to slip and admit something for my recorder. "You'll ground me? Give me break."
"Alright, Jimmy... Mr. Foreman, if you prefer," she said. "What's this about a paternity test?"
"A man has a right to know if the children he's been raising are his," I said.
"But those ARE your children," she said.
"I have reason to believe otherwise," I said.
"What makes you say that?" she asked.
"I think you know full well," I said. I heard her sigh over the phone.
"Jimmy, I don't know what's gotten into you these last few days, but I think you need to get your head out of your ass and get with the program," Mary said.
"And what program is that?" I asked.
"I want you to put a stop to that order," Mary said. "Then we'll talk."
"That's not the way this works, Mrs. Foreman," I said. "Is there something you wish to confess?"
"No, Jimmy. Sorry... Mr. Foreman," she said. "It's just... You've upset a lot of people with your attitude lately."
"Well, if what I suspect turns out to be true, there's going to be a lot more upset before this is all said and done," I said. "Now, if you don't mind, I really have a lot to do. Good bye." With that, I ended the call. She called right back, but I declined her call.
I sat down in the recliner and put my feet up. I had the television and the computer on and found myself watching both -- the television just to keep from exploding, and the computer to see what was happening in my house.
Eventually, I saw Rebecca enter the house with the two kids in tow. She didn't look to be a happy camper, but I frankly didn't care. Apparently, she had stopped for fast food, which surprised me as she usually hated to eat the stuff. I saw her shoo the kids upstairs before tossing a bag and three empty drinking cups in the trash. Then she grabbed her phone and called someone.
"Hey, it's me," she said. "I just got back with the kids. Can you believe he actually had a DNA test ordered for the kids? Talk about humiliating. The technician was right there with a sheriff's deputy, and I had no time to sneeze before they were taken away and swabbed." I figured she was talking to Max, and tried to hear what was being said on the other end, but couldn't. Then she spoke again.
"You really think that's what he's doing?" She paused, listening intently. "I have a copy of the order. It was filed by someone named Angela Hawkins." She listened, and finally said, "Are you still there? Yes, she is listed as the attorney filing. Does that mean anything?" she asked. She sat down and put one hand on her head as she listened.
"You promise me you'll call him? Tonight? Okay. Thanks. I love you, too. Bye." She ended the call and I knew she had been talking to Max. A few minutes later, my phone rang and I saw it was from him -- Max. I started the call recording app I purchased earlier at Angela's insistence and took the call.
"What do you want now?" I asked when I answered his call. "I told you I would call you when it was time to talk."
"What's this I hear about a paternity test?" Max asked.
"It's what one usually does when one wants to verify the paternity of the children he's been raising," I said. "What business is it of yours?"
"Rebecca said it was humiliating the way you handled it," Max said. "Did you really need to do that to her?"
"Humiliating? You have no idea what humiliation is," I said.
"Jimmy, I spoke with Mom and Rebecca. They're devastated. What the hell is going on with you?" Max asked.
"Let's just say I'm learning quite a lot about my so-called family," I said. I could almost hear the gears turning in Max's head as he thought.
"Listen, I'm in Savannah right now," Max said. "I'll be here for another day or so, then I'll be back. When I get back, we need to have a talk -- clear the air, so to speak." Max sighed deeply, like an adult trying to be reasonable with a petulant child.



"I can't believe you'd waste money on having a shyster like Angela Hawkins torment the people who love you. But I guess it's your money to waste," Max added, as though correcting an errant child with his hand in the cookie jar.
"Is that right?" I asked.
"Yes," Max said. "Tell you what. When I return, I'll call and we can set something up. Just you and me. Okay?"
"We'll see," I said. We ended the call and I stopped the recording. I couldn't help but wonder what Max had in store. I slept fitfully that night and was barely able to function at work the next day. I got quite a surprise that afternoon when Dad showed up at my office.
"Dad, what brings you here?" I asked as he walked in.
"I just wanted to visit," he said with a smile. "Can't a man visit his son these days?"
"Of course," I said. "Would you care for something to drink?"
"Coffee, please," he said. "Decaf, if you have it. Doc says I shouldn't be drinking caffeine with my heart."
"I think we can manage that," I said as I messaged my assistant. A few moments later, she arrived with two steaming cups of coffee, one marked "decaf."
"Not bad," he said as he took a tentative sip.
"So, why did you drive all the way from the coast? Is your wife with you?" I finished darkly.
"No, she's not with me," Dad said. "In fact, she thinks I'm here to 'talk some sense' to you," he added, using air quotes as he spoke.
"But..."
"But I'm here to clear the air. Completely," he said. Then he looked down as he continued. "I'm also here to beg your forgiveness. And to warn you."
"I take it she didn't come with you?" I asked.
"No," he said. "I made it clear to her that you probably wouldn't talk with her around." I nodded my head.
"You're right about that," I said. "So, I was right about her cheating on you, wasn't I?"
"Yes," he said. "It was a long time ago, before we were married. She didn't even bother to hide it from me. Said until we were married, she could do what she wanted with whomever she wanted."
"And it's been like that ever since?"
"Yes, pretty much," he said. "After we got married, we only did it, had marital relations, when she felt like it. Which didn't seem all that often. And she was careful to use protection to avoid wasting her body on 'inferior offspring.' But then she turned up pregnant. I found out about it, literally when she was on her way to the abortion clinic.
"You were my child. I knew it. I was aware of most of her infrequent one-night-stands, which had to be discrete for others, but I got my nose rubbed in it. You could only be mine. I begged her not to abort you. She told me point blank that I had no say in the matter, legal husband or not, it was her body.
"So I made a deal with the she-devil. Max would get everything he wanted or she wanted for him. No arguments from me; just sign the checks and show up and be whatever the occasion demanded. I was responsible for raising you. She got to concentrate on her Max, and I just tried to keep you out of their way.
"If I didn't have anything else, at least I had you. Though, truth be told, her whole side of the family barely tolerated both of us. I know that they made certain that only Max was mentioned in any of their wills, you were pretty much a non-entity as far as they were concerned for all the fact that you had just as much family blood in you as Max. If not more."
"You saved my life by being her scratching post and checkbook for my whole life?" I asked, struggling with the mental image.
"Something like that," he said quietly.
"So why did you stay with her?" I asked. He looked embarrassed but resolute.
"She came from a prominent family, with means," he said. "In the boom, I had connections and money with every promise of growing both, so her family leaned on me... hard. Her... paramour... wasn't available at the time and publicity could have been scandalous. She wanted his 'superior offspring' and they needed her married before her pregnancy showed." He wiped his eyes before any tears could form. I had never seen my father like this before and felt bad for him.
"Yes, I loved the woman I thought she was, and thought there was a slight chance the child was mine. Turned out he wasn't," Dad said. "I did my best to make things work, do the best I could for my family. I promised to raise the child as mine, regardless of his actual parentage. Then you came along."
"That actually explains a lot," I said. "All those years of taking her snide comments and sideways compliments. I wondered how it was that Max and I could actually be brothers, considering how different we are. So, how long has he been screwing my wife?"
"Pretty much from the beginning," Dad admitted sadly.
"And you knew about it all this time?"
"No, not the whole time. I didn't know for certain until after Elizabeth was born," he said. "Your mother had a DNA test run on the girl. When I asked her about it, she said she wanted to make sure that Elizabeth was really Max's daughter. Said she did the same thing after James was born."
"And you knew about it these last four years, but never said anything to me?" I asked, shocked.
"I was given no choice in the matter," he said. "I'm truly sorry, son."
"Did they threaten you?" I asked. He looked down as he nodded his head. I could see the embarrassment on his face.
"Yes," he said quietly. "Mary, Max, her family. His biological father. All the same characters. Shortly after that is when I learned of my heart problems. I suspect the stress of everything was just too much for me to handle. I'm sorry, son. Can you ever forgive me?"
"Yeah, I think so," I said. "I don't get it, though. You and your wife always seemed so happy."
"Yes, Mary can be a very good actress in public," Dad said bitterly. "Behind closed doors, it's totally different. But you have some experience with that."
"You said you wanted to warn me about something," I said.
"I overheard Mary and Max talking last night," Dad said. "Max is preparing to lean on you the way his bio family leaned on me."
"Why?" I asked.
"From what I gather, Max stands to gain financially from his biological father, provided he can produce an heir. It seems the men in his family have some issues in that area," Dad said.
"Interesting. Who is his biological father?" I asked.
"Jackson Blumenthal," Dad said.
"You mean, the state supreme court justice?" I asked, shocked.
"One and the same," Dad said. "At the time, though, he was a very powerful attorney from a family of powerful people. Their history is very much like Mary's family; lawyers, judges, District Attorneys, Attorneys General, politicians.
"He married a woman for her money and family connections, but they couldn't have any kids. Divorce would have caused too much -- turmoil, scandal, bad feelings. So he and Mary were introduced. He was a handsome, powerful man. And an arrogant SOB.
"Mary was beautiful and nubile and more than willing to have a highly bred child. Blumenthal's wife is -- sickly -- now. I don't know how much, if anything, she knew about the shenanigans going on. And I am -- vulnerable -- so to speak. I strongly suspect that the widow and widower will be reunited in the not too distant future and Max will become the heir apparent." He looked at me bleakly. "Especially if your children have Max's and Jackson's genes, family blood as it were."
"What are you saying?" I asked.
"I would guess that at some time in the future, say when Elizabeth goes off to college, you will be leaned on to give Rebecca a discrete, quiet, uncontested divorce. Rebecca and Max would be married in a quiet, private ceremony, taking up residence in a different state, and Max would adopt the kids."
He looked at me tearfully. "OR, if you don't get with their program, I suspect that the bereaved widow will be comforted by her beloved husband's divorced brother and things will just naturally take their course. Sorry, Jimmy."
"Like father, like son." Dad snickered at that. "So, when is Max supposed to lean on me?" I asked.
"Sometime in the next couple of days," Dad said. I knew Max intended to get with me when he returned from Savannah. I had an idea.
"Would you be willing to testify to all this in court?" I asked.
"What are you planning?" Dad asked.
"I can't get into it all right now," I said. "But I plan to bring them all down if I can. Hard." Dad thought about it for a few moments before responding.
"All right, son," he said. "Whatever I can do to help. Oh, before I forget." He pulled an envelope out of his jacket and handed it to me.
"What's this?" I asked.
"I got a copy of the DNA test results from the safe deposit box. These are certified true copies. I don't know what it all means -- it's just a bunch of dashes and numbers and jargon, mostly. Maybe your lawyer can make heads or tails of it," he said.
"Thanks," I said. "I'll let Angela take a look at it. How long are you gonna be in town?"
"Not long. I'm driving back this afternoon. I'm meeting with a couple people, but I just wanted to see you, get this off my chest. Are we good?" he asked. I looked him in the eye, the way he taught me and I saw a man hoping to receive his son's forgiveness. He had always been there for me, even risked his own well-being, so it was a no-brainer.
"We're good, Dad," I said. We got up and shared a hug.
"Thank you," he said, his voice choked with emotion. "I love you, son," he said, a tear falling down his cheek. It had been years since I had heard him say that. When I looked at him, I had a strange feeling, but didn't say anything.
"I love you too, Dad," I said. About an hour after he left, my phone buzzed -- it was Max. I decided to take the call.
"Hello," I said.
"Jimmy, this is Max," he said.
"Yes, I know. Your name came up. What do you want?"
"I'll be back in town tomorrow afternoon. Perhaps we can meet for dinner," he said.
"Alright," I said. "How about Luigi's at 6:30 pm?" Luigi's was an Italian restaurant I enjoyed. It was a bit expensive, but the food and the service were worth it.
"Luigi's, huh? Okay, I'll meet you there at 6:30 pm. See you then," he said.
"Yeah," I said, ending the call. I then called Angela's office and made an appointment to come by. I also told her about my upcoming meeting with Max. When I got there, I handed her the envelope Dad had given me and she introduced me to Detective Sam Gibbons.
"Jimmy, Detective Gibbons contacted me after I spoke with the District Attorney. I told him about your meeting with Max and he has an idea he wants to run by you," Angela said.
"What's that?" I asked.
"I'd like to know if you'd be willing to wear a bug during your meeting with Max," the detective said.
"I suppose," I said. "Why?"
"We've been very interested in some of your brother's activities for a while," Sam said.
"He's not my brother," I said. "At best, he's my half-brother."
"Brother, half-brother, whatever," Sam said. "The fact is, we'd like to have a reason to bring him in."
"And you want me to be the bait. Is that it?" I asked.
"Something like that," Sam said. "From what I understand, he doesn't seem to think very highly of you. Which means he'll probably be a bit overconfident, and let something slip. If that happens, we'll be there to take him in custody."
"What kind of activities are we talking about?" I asked.
"Extortion, blackmail, that sort of thing," Sam said.
"Fraud and conspiracy?" I asked.
"Some of that as well. Will you help us?" he asked. I looked at Julie and Angela as I considered it. Then I thought of my father and the ruins of my family and made up my mind.
"Count me in, Detective," I said. He smiled as he nodded his head.
"Thank you, Mr. Foreman," he said. He handed me a pen. "When you meet him, just press this and put it in your pocket, just like a normal pen. It'll transmit whatever is said to my receiver. I'll be close by with some uniformed officers. If he does what I think he'll do, we'll move in. Don't worry. We'll have your back."
"I appreciate that," I said. I saw Angela's face break out into a wide grin.
"What is it?" I asked.
"According to these reports, there's no way Max is the father of either child," Angela said. "At best, he's an uncle, and a distant one at that." The British have a word for what I felt right then -- gobsmacked. It took a while for what she said to actually sink in.
"But Mary claimed the tests indicated they were Max's children," I said. "This doesn't make any sense."
"It makes plenty of sense," Angela said. "She lied. Plain and simple. But to what end?"
"I may have some insight into that," I said. I passed on what my father had told me. Julie and Angela looked shocked when I finished. Sam didn't seem surprised in the least.
"Oh my God," Julie said. "What kind of people are these?"
"Greedy, manipulative people willing to do anything to get their way," I said. Then I had a brainstorm. "You know, it just occurred to me -- Max was married before he met you, and yet he never fathered any children. With you or his first wife."
"It was a bone of contention between us," Julie said. "We both wanted children, but it just never happened."
"Interesting," I said. "Perhaps Max is incapable of fathering children."
"That's certainly a possibility," Angela said. "So, you're on for tomorrow night?"
"Yes," I said. "I think it's time we put an end to this charade." We talked for a bit longer, then said our goodbyes.
I grabbed some dinner in the hotel and went to my room. After I cleaned up, I turned on my laptop and connected to the home surveillance system. There wasn't much to see, just Rebecca looking after the children. As before, I turned on the television and alternated between the laptop and the television. My phone buzzed about 9:30 pm. I looked and saw it was Mary, my former mother. I wondered what she wanted, so I answered the call.
"Hello," I said.
"Jimmy, it's your mo... er, Mrs. Foreman," she said. Her voice cracked with emotion and I could tell she had been crying.
"What do you want now?" I asked.
"Jimmy, your father is dead," she cried. "They say he lost control of the car in Macon and he ended up in the Ocmulgee River." I felt like I had just been sucker-punched in the gut -- again. Not only had I lost my wife to an asshole who disguised himself as my brother, but my father is dead -- a man who put everything on the line for me.
"When did this happen?" I asked.
"I guess a couple hours ago," she said. "I just heard from the State Police. I'm sorry, Jimmy. I know how close you were to him."
"Thank you," I said, shocked at the news.
"Jimmy... Mr. Foreman," she said hesitantly. "I know you don't think very much of me right now, but I want you to know I really did love your father." Yeah, right, I thought. Loved him to death, I'll bet.
"Have you told Rebecca?" I asked.
"I was going to call her next, Jimmy," she said. "I'm so sorry. For everything."
"Yeah," I said. "Thanks for calling. Goodbye." I ended the call as hot tears fell down my face. The man who gave up everything for me is now dead. Then it hit me. He knew what was going to happen. I couldn't explain it, but it was the only thing that made any sense. I collapsed on the bed, sobbing. Then I heard Rebecca speak to someone in the surveillance video. I collected myself enough to watch.
"Hello," Rebecca said as she answered the phone. "What? When did this happen? Are you sure? Oh my God. Have you told Jimmy? How did he take it? I wonder if I should call him." She didn't say anything for a while and I saw her face register... what, exactly? Shock? Surprise? Fear? Guilt? Or was it a combination of all of the above?
"Okay, I'll take care of the kids. Max will be here tomorrow? Okay, that sounds good. Bye," she said, ending the call. She seemed upset, but not overly so. It was almost as if she expected something to happen, just not so soon. I watched her dial another number and half-way expected my phone to ring. It didn't, and I soon realized why.
"Hey," she said. "It's me. I just heard. I'm so sorry." I watched her listen to what Max was saying. Her entire expression changed to one of shock and horror. "Did you have anything to do with that? Oh, my God. We're so screwed. Are you still meeting with Jimmy tomorrow? You are? Good. Are you sure they can't trace anything back to us? I hope you're right. All right, sweetie, I'll see you tomorrow. Love you."
She ended the call and sat down on the couch. Then I saw her pick up the phone and dial another number. My phone buzzed seconds later and I saw her name on the display.
"Hello," I said.
"Jimmy, it's me, Rebecca," she said, her voice breaking with emotion.
"What do you want?" I asked. I was getting just a bit tired of saying that.
"I just heard about your father," she said. "I'm... sorry." I didn't say anything as I tried to collect my thoughts. "You did hear about your father, didn't you?"
"Yes, his widow called me," I said.
"Can't you set your hatred aside for just one minute? She's your mother and she just lost her husband," Rebecca said.
"I suspect she'll get over it pretty quick," I said. "Have you told the kids yet?"
"Not yet," she said. "I'm not sure how they'll take it or if they'll even understand. I wish you were here to help."
"I'm sure you do," I said in a neutral tone of voice.
"Jimmy..."
"No, Rebecca. I've seen and learned too much. Thank you for calling. I'll talk to you later," I said. I could hear her calling my name as I ended the call, but I hurt too much to carry on a conversation with her or anyone else right then. I went to the bar and soaked my pain in a gin and tonic, then came back up and went to bed.
The next day, I got a surprise visit at work from Sam and another man I assumed was a detective. My hunch was right.
"Mr. Foreman, this is Detective Simmons. Homicide," Sam said. I introduced myself as I shook the other detective's hand.
"Homicide?" I asked.
"Yes," he said. I motioned for them to have a seat. "First off, I want to express my condolences for the loss of your father."
"Thank you, Detective," I said. "But I suspect you have more to add."
"Yes, Mr. Foreman, I do," he said. "I received a somewhat cryptic message this morning. In fact, it was hand-delivered to me. I knew Detective Gibbons was working with you and asked if we could stop by for a quick chat."
"Do you suspect foul play?" I asked.
"I'm not discounting it," Simmons said. "What can you tell me about the relationship between your brother, Max Foreman, and your father?"
"Well, for starters, Max isn't my brother," I said. "I recently learned he's my half-brother. His father, according to Dad, is none other than Jackson Blumenthal."
"The state supreme court justice?" Simmons asked.
"Yes," I said.
"Interesting," he said. "What else can you tell me?" I gave him the Reader's Digest version of what my father had told me, and filled him in on what I had learned on my own. He listened intently, taking notes as I spoke. When I finished, he looked at Sam. I could almost see the unspoken communication taking place between them. It was clear there was more to this than I knew. He finally looked at me.
"And you're meeting Max this evening at Luigi's, is that right?" Simmons asked.
"That's right," I said. "At 6:30."
"I may see you then, Mr. Foreman," he said.
"Can you tell me what was in this cryptic message you got?" I asked.
"I'm afraid I'm not at liberty to discuss that with you right now," he said. "By the way, did you know your father changed his will?"
"No, I didn't know that," I said.
"He made it official yesterday. According to his attorney, Jason Miller, there were some rather significant changes made," Simmons said. "You didn't know about that?"
"No, I had no idea," I said. "He never mentioned anything about to me."



"Alright. I guess that'll be all for now, Mr. Foreman," the detective said. "I may have some questions for you later, so I have to ask that you remain in the area for a while."
"I suppose I can delegate field trips to some of the other engineers," I said. "Let me know if there's anything I can do to help."
"Thank you, Mr. Foreman," Simmons said. "We'll be in touch." With that, they got up and left. I walked them to the door and closed it after they were gone. I couldn't help but wonder if Max had something to do with Dad's accident.
I turned to my desk and saw something that wasn't there before -- a very small USB drive. It was sitting on the edge of the desk in front of the chair Simmons had occupied. I didn't recall seeing him put anything there earlier. I picked it up and inserted it into my laptop.
After my anti-virus confirmed it was clean, I opened it up and saw a single Word document. I double-clicked on it and saw what looked like an IP address along with a username and a password. I entered the IP address in my browser and was presented with a login prompt.
I entered the username and the password and was presented with a screen full of screenshots captioned with dates and times. The most recent was dated yesterday morning. I double-clicked and my video app came up. I saw Max sitting in my parents' front room with Mary.
"When did he leave?" Max asked.
"He left early this morning," Mary told him.
"Any idea what he had planned?" Max asked.
"I know he was going to see Jimmy," she said. "I think he's also planning to go see Jason about something. He got a call from Jason's office yesterday."
"Well, that could be about a lot of things," Max said. "Maybe he's just going over his taxes."
"Maybe, but I don't think so," Mary told him. "He's got something going on, I just know it. I was told he accessed the safety deposit box the other day and got copies of some paperwork."
"The DNA test results?" Max asked.
"I think so," Mary said. "He hasn't been himself ever since this whole thing with Jimmy blew up. It's got me worried."
"You think maybe he's grown a set of balls after all these years?" Max asked with a sneer. Mary chuckled at that.
"Maybe him and Jimmy both," she said.
"What are you saying? Do you want him gone, as in, permanently, the way we talked before?" Max asked. Mary looked at him hard before responding.
"Yes," she said quietly. Max regarded her in silence for a few moments, then nodded his head.
"Alright, Mom. Don't worry about a thing. I'll take care of it," Max said.
"Are you still planning to see Jimmy?" she asked.
"Yeah," Max said. "Don't worry. I'll get him under control."
"Thank you, Max," she said. "I'll be right back," she added, standing up. After she walked out of the room, Max pulled out his phone and made a call.
"Jake, Foreman here. Listen, I gotta little job for ya. Yeah, him. You still keeping an eye on him? Okay, listen, wait till he's out of his car and do what you do best. Make it look like an accident. You understand what I'm telling you? I'll be back tomorrow, then we'll take care of his brat. See ya. Bye," he said, ending the call as Mary came back into the room.
I ended the video, shocked at what I just heard. It looked to me as if Max had just ordered a hit on my father at his wife's direction. Would they do the same to me? And how deeply involved was Rebecca? The ringing of my phone brought me back to reality.
"Foreman," I said when I answered the call.
"Jimmy, Jason Miller here. How are you doing?" the man at the other end asked.
"Mr. Miller, thank you for calling," I said. "I've been better. What can I do for you?"
"First off, you can call me Jason," the man said. "Second, I heard about your father and I'd like to offer my condolences. I thought the world of him."
"Thank you," I said.
"I was wondering if you have some time this afternoon that we can get together. I'd like to talk to you about your father's will," Jason said.
"Of course," I said. "What time?"
"Say about 3:00 pm?" Jason asked.
"I'll be there," I said. We ended the call and I wondered how much Jason knew. I found out when we met at his office.
"Please, have a seat," Jason said when I entered his office. He pulled out a fairly thick portfolio and handed me a document in a binder. "That's your father's last will. He changed it just before the accident. Good thing, too, from what I've learned. Did he ever speak to you about it?"
"No, he didn't," I said.
"Well, you have a copy of what I filed with the probate court this morning," he said. "The bottom line is that everything is basically yours. We'll go over it while you're here."
"Wait... Everything? Didn't he leave anything for his wife or Max?" I asked.
"No," Jason said. "He took them out of the will. Completely. The house he lived in was placed in a trust in your name, as well as the business. His entire estate, which is quite substantial, is bequeathed to you."
"What now?" I asked.
"Now we wait for the probate court," he said. "Given the size of your father's estate, that could take eight to twelve months, and it's possible your mother and or Max could contest it." We spent the next hour going over the paperwork and he had me sign several forms.
"My hand is developing a cramp," I said after signing a stack of forms he had set aside for me. He laughed at that. "Tell me something, Jason. When did my father decide to change his will?"
"He actually requested I start doing it just before Thanksgiving last year," Jason said. "He had some... concerns. Had them for quite some time."
"What kind of concerns?" I asked.
"He was getting rather suspicious of Max and your mother. Sorry, Mary," Jason said. "He was particularly concerned about you."
"Did he ever give any details?" I asked.
"He was pretty sketchy with the details, but I already had an idea. Your father and I had been friends for a long time, you know," he said. "I already knew about Mary and Blumenthal from college. About the middle of last year, your father became very concerned about what your half-brother was doing and the role Mary played in all of it. That's when he installed the surveillance system in his house.
"He gave me the IP address of the cloud server the video was sent to along with the admin password and said if anything happened to him to pass it on to the authorities. After I learned of the accident, I logged into his system and saw Max and Mary talking. I followed your father's instructions and hand delivered that information to Detective Simmons," he said.
"I'm glad you did," I said. "I talked to Detective Simmons earlier today. I'll be meeting with Max later this evening."
"You be extremely careful, son," Jason said.
"I will," I said. We said our goodbyes and I headed out. My phone rang when I got inside my car. Seeing the call was from Angela, I answered.
"Hello," I said.
"Jimmy, Angela here. Got some really good news for you," she said.
"What's that?" I asked.
"I just got the report from the DNA lab. You're a father. Twice over," she said. "Congratulations." I couldn't help but smile, as that was the best news I had gotten since the weekend.
"Thank you," I said.
"Are you still meeting with Max this evening?" she asked.
"Yes, I am," I told her. "I've got just about enough time to clean up and change before I meet him."
"Alright," she said. "I'll see you then. I'll be with Detective Gibbons. And I understand another detective will be there as well, so I'll be in very good company." We said our goodbyes and I went back to the hotel.
I got to Luigi's about 15 minutes before Max, and was ushered to a boot in a back corner, as I had requested when I made the reservation. I saw Sam, Detective Simmons and Angela sitting at a table not too far from me. They saw me at the same time, but pretended not to know me as we had planned. I pressed the button on the pen the way Sam showed me and put it in my pocket.
I was contemplating the menu when I saw Max and two rather large burly men come into the restaurant. The two men were seated at a table close by. They watched me closely, and I felt a bit uncomfortable. Max came to my table and offered his hand, which I refused. He got the message and sat down.
"Hello, Jimmy," he said with a sneer.
"Max," I said in response. "What's with the goons?" I asked after a few seconds.
"They're just here to make sure nothing goes sideways," he said. "So, have you made up your mind yet?" he asked as he looked over the menu.
"I was looking at the shrimp scampi," I said.
"Excellent choice," he responded. "I think I'll have the same." We gave our orders to the waitress and took a sip of water.
"So, Max, this is your meeting," I said. "Let's hear what you have to say."
"Straight to the point, eh, Jimmy?" Max asked. "Alright, if that's the way you want it. First off, I want to express my condolences over the loss of your father. I know the two of you were quite close."
"Thank you," I said.
"Anyway, you were right. About everything. I'm screwing your wife. In fact, I've been screwing her since before you got married. You remember that Christmas party when you said she was out of your league?"
"Yes, I remember that," I said.
"I asked you if you'd ever asked her out or spoken to her. You said, no, that you didn't even bother because you knew she wouldn't be interested in you. Well, I beat you to the punch, kiddo. In more ways than one.
"You see, Jimmy, I DID talk to her. And I DID ask her out. And yes, we fucked like rabbits. Then she fell in love with you and got married. But we never stopped. We got together whenever we could, mostly while you and your father were out making money with your business. Rebecca loved you at the time, and she didn't want to hurt you, so we were very careful to cover our tracks, very... discreet.
"Mom knew about it, of course, and she approved. We stopped for a while, after she got pregnant. When little James was born, Mom had a DNA paternity test done. Told me James was definitely my son. A couple years later, she got pregnant again, with Elizabeth. Same thing."
"Did you ever see these test results for yourself?" I asked.
"No, didn't need to," Max said. "Mom said they proved my fatherhood, and I could see it in the kids' eyes. They're mine, all right."
"So, you have your children," I said. "Why continue your affair?"
"Well that's easy," Max said. "Truth is, I enjoy screwing Rebecca. She's a much better fuck than anyone I've ever been with. And she really knows how to suck a dick. I'm sure you already know about that. And there's one other fringe benefit."
"What's that?" I asked, gritting my teeth to keep from punching this son of a bitch in the face. Just then, the waitress brought our food and put the plates in front of us.
"That's one of the things I like about this place," Max said. "The service here is quite good."
"Yes," I said. "I agree." After the waitress left, I continued. "So, what's this fringe benefit you spoke of?"
"Making you my cuckold," he said with a sneer. "Hell, that's half the fun of it. You have no idea how many times I've fucked your wife in your bed. We've often talked of having you join us -- just to watch, of course. I don't believe in sharing."
"No, you just take what isn't yours," I said. "Why not find your own woman?"
"Again, that's easy," he said. "You see, some men are born to lead. Like me. Others are born to serve. That's you. Which brings me to the reason for this meeting."
"Which is?" I asked.
"To lay down the ground rules," he said. "With your father gone, it's just you against the three of us -- Rebecca, Mom and me. Your father won't be there to protect you any longer. And with him gone, that leaves me as the patriarch of this... family.
"So, from now on, you answer to me. In essence, I will become your lord and master. I will have exclusive access to Rebecca, at any time I choose. Any time. You will sleep in a guest bedroom, and you will be relegated to providing support for whatever children Rebecca and I produce.
"You will feed them, clothe them, take care of them, pay for their education and medical expenses. Basically, all the things a father would normally provide for his children. Except they will all be my children. You will do as we say, without question, no matter how demeaning it may seem to you at the time.
"Moreover, you will not file for divorce nor will you seek female companionship outside your marriage. If you step out of line, we will take whatever action is necessary. That could mean any number of things. I understand Rebecca has been researching male chastity devices. Now that's something I'd love to see -- you in a cock cage," he said, laughing.
"I'm glad you're amused," I said. "And what if I decide not to go along with this little plan of yours?"
"That's where it gets really interesting, Jimmy, old boy," he said. "You've already seen my colleagues. As you may have surmised, they're not much in the brains department, but they have lots of muscles. Very big ones. And they love to use their fists."
"That sounds like a threat," I said.
"Just an observation, Jimmy," Max said. "There's something else they're quite good at. They're very adept at taking care of little problems. Like your father." I looked at him, shocked. I hoped Detective Simmons caught his sly admission. I decided to press him a bit further.
"So, you had my father killed?" I asked.
"Let's just say, I simply made sure things happened a certain way. I have a knack for that kind of thing." He pulled a USB drive out of his pocket. "It's amazing what these little things can hold. You have any idea what happens to child molesters or child pornographers in prison, Jimmy? Trust me, it isn't pretty.
"I don't need to have you killed, Jimmy. Although that could be an option. The fact is, I can destroy your life with the contents of this little device," he said with a sneer.
"So, let me see if I have this right," I said. "You, Rebecca and your mother intend to make me your slave. You expect me to raise your children as mine -- support and provide for them with no financial help from you. You expect me to willingly let you control every aspect of my life and you expect me to live in a loveless marriage as a willing cuckold and slave.
"And if I step out of line or decide I can not live the way you want, you'll either have me killed or framed for crimes I never committed. Have I got it right?"
"Why, Jimmy, it seems you're even smarter than Mother says you are," Max said. "I think you've got the gist of it."
"And when does this begin?" I asked.
"It can start any time. Tonight, in fact. We can go to your house, and celebrate the first night of your new existence," Max said.
"I don't think so, Mr. Foreman," Detective Simmons said as he, Sam, Angela and two uniformed officers stepped up to our table. Max looked up, shocked. The two goons started to get up, and were stopped by four more uniformed police officers.
"What's the meaning of this?" Max demanded.
"Stand up, Mr. Foreman, turn around and place your hands behind your head," Detective Simmons said. "You're under arrest for attempted extortion, conspiracy, fraud, the murder of Mr. James Foreman and conspiracy to murder James Foreman. I'm sure we'll have other charges before we're finished." Simmons turned to the uniforms at the table. "Book him," he said.
"Wait," Angela said, stepping forward. She held a manila envelope and put it in Max's coat pocket. "Mr. Maxwell Foreman, you've been served," she said with a smile.
"Take him away," Simmons said. "Along with his colleagues," he added, nodding to the two goons. The officers cuffed Max's hands behind his back and read him his rights.
"By the way, Max," I said. He turned to look at me, his face red. "The children are mine. Both of them. Your mother lied to you about the tests she took, and I have DNA proof showing that I'm their biological father. You may want to have your swimmers checked out."
"You son of a bitch," Max growled. "I'll get out of jail, and when I do, I'll fucking KILL you!"
"That sounds like a threat to me. I suppose we can add another charge to the list," Sam said. "Assuming you want him charged, Mr. Foreman."
"Absolutely," I said.
"Take him away," Simmons said. They led Max and his two goons out of the restaurant, their hands cuffed behind their backs.
"Thank you, Detective," I said, handing him the pen. He took it and shook my hand.
"No, thank you, Mr. Foreman," he said. "I know that wasn't easy for you."
"What will happen to him?" I asked.
"If the DA gets his way, Mr. Foreman there will end up on death row," Simmons said. "He's been wanting to stick it to Blumenthal for a while now. By the way, you may want to take that meal to go. Officers will be picking your wife up any time now. Good luck, Mr. Foreman. We'll be in touch." We shook hands and the detectives left.
"How are you feeling, Jimmy?" Angela asked after they left.
"Like a weight has been lifted off my shoulders," I said. I saw the waitress and motioned for her to put my food in a carry-out container. "I guess I'd better get to the house and see to the kids."
"That would be a good idea," Angela said. "I'll have Rebecca served at the jail. Let me know if there's anything I can do for you."
"Thank you for everything," I said. "I'll be in touch." With that, Angela left. I paid for the two meals, grabbed my food and left. I got to the house just as Rebecca was being led out of the house in cuffs by two police officers. She didn't look too happy.
"What the hell have you done?" she cried.
"I'm setting some wrongs right, Rebecca," I said. "By the way, I filed for divorce. You'll get served soon enough. And the kids are mine, not Max's. Goodbye, Rebecca." The officers shoved her in the back of a police cruiser and left. I walked in the house and suddenly found myself in the arms of two distraught children. I held them until they settled down, which took some time.
"Where are they taking Mommy?" James asked.
"She's going to be away for a while, son," I said.
"Why?" Elizabeth asked.
"She did something bad, sweetheart," I said. "Very bad." I held them a bit longer and talked to them, hoping I could get them to understand that actions have consequences. When they settled down enough, I got them ready for bed and tucked them in. I knew this was just the beginning of a very long road -- for all three of us.
...
Epilogue:
As promised, Angela had Rebecca served with divorce papers in jail. I was there with the process server when it happened. She didn't look good at all. The DA had filed multiple charges against her, and she potentially faced several decades in prison.
"Why, Rebecca?" I asked. "I thought we were in love."
"I'm sorry, Jimmy," she said. "I did love you, but Max and his mother were very... persuasive. I never wanted you to be hurt." Bullshit, I thought.
"And this crap about making me your slave and cuckold. Did you honestly think I would just sit still for that?" I asked.
"That was mostly Max's doing," she said.
"But you went along with it," I said. "According to Max, you were looking into male chastity devices."
"Again, that was mostly his doing," she said. "But his mother encouraged it. Said it was something she had considered doing to your father."
"But you knew what he had in mind, didn't you?" I asked.
Looking down, Rebecca nodded her head. "Yes."
"By the way, the DNA test came back -- I'm the kids' biological father," I told her. "Mary lied about that as well. So much for his superior seed." I stood and looked down at her. She looked so forlorn, but at that moment, I didn't really care. "Sign the papers, end this sham of a marriage. I'll let the kids write you and come visit you from time to time." With that, I turned and left. I could hear her sobbing, but I didn't care. She made her bed...



Max went on trial, having been charged with even more crimes than I was aware of. Apparently, state and federal agencies were also very interested in some of his rather shady dealings. By the time it was all said and done, he was disbarred, and sentenced to death. He now sits on death row as his appeals make their way through the court system.
Mary was also charged in Dad's murder and ended up with a life sentence. Rebecca was found guilty of being an accomplice and was also sentenced to life in prison. Both of them would be eligible for parole in 15 years, I was told.
The case prompted a media circus after Max's parentage became known. Blumenthal denied any connection to Max, but the allegations made it all but impossible for him to remain on the bench. He eventually retired, but was still dogged by the media.
Unfortunately, little James and Elizabeth were hit the hardest. In a very short period of time, they lost both their Mom-mom and Pop-pop, their names for my parents. They also lost their Uncle Max, who they loved dearly, and their mother. Angela and Julie arranged counseling for them -- and for me.
Being a full-time single dad as well as the owner of a successful business is no easy matter, as I quickly learned. I hired a nanny to help with the kids as I worked, but realized that was no substitute for a mother. I tried dating, but found I suffered from serious trust issues and was unable to connect with anyone the way I had with Rebecca.
Maybe one day, I'll find a woman I can love -- and trust. But I'm not pushing the issue. Right now, I'm happy to be alive and to have my two children. I suppose in the long run, I'll just keep doing what I have been doing -- making it up as I go.
...
Fade to black...
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Double or Nothing 06: The Final Take

I would like to start by thanking other2other1 for giving me permission to write this sequel to his five-part story, "Double or Nothing." I suggest reading his story to get the full context of what takes place here.
Part five of that story concludes with a letter to Carol Morrison from her ex-husband, Terry Other. The letter refers to incidents that were not part of the original tale. In his ending notes, other2other1 said that if anyone wanted to write about the events mentioned in that final letter to reach out for permission.
I am happy to say that he gave me permission to do so, and I thank him for that as well as for his assistance in helping me get things right, since laws and customs are somewhat different between where I live in the States and Australia.
This story picks up with Carol's reading of Terry's letter at the end of the original story.
I would also like to thank all those who have read and offered comments and constructive criticism on my previous stories.
And now, the disclaimers:
For those who want to say this or that would never happen, remember this is my universe, a place where nearly anything can, and often does, happen. At least on paper... In addition:

	Characters in this story may participate in one or more of the following: Smoking, consumption of adult (meaning, alcoholic) beverages, utterance of profanities.
	All sexual activity is between consenting adults 18 years of age or older.
	Statements or views uttered by the fictional characters in this story do not necessarily reflect the views or opinions of the author.


Please refer to my profile for more on my personal policy regarding comments, feedback, follows, etc. (Yes, I DO moderate comments) And please remember, this is a work of fiction, not a docu-drama...
...
Carol Morrison read the letter from her ex-husband, Terry Other, three times, before finally replacing it in its envelope. She stashed the letter in a box of treasures next to photos from another, happier, life.
"I'm sorry," she whispered sadly as she looked at the photos in the box, tears falling down her cheeks. But no one was there to hear her, and the truth was, no one cared. Everyone who had ever mattered to her was now gone. The letter was the first real communication she had received from Terry since that awful day four years ago.
"I will remind you that this is all on you," Terry wrote in his letter. As much as she hated to admit it, he was right - again. Everything that had happened since the day she took Mackenzie and left Terry to be with Stephen Morrison was all on her. All because Terry, in her eyes, was "just" a plumber.
As she sat on her unmade double bed, she realized that all of her schemes to be "someone" had failed - miserably. And now, she was alone, with nothing but a box of memories, and regrets...
...
Four years earlier:
"Are you sure you want to do this, Terry? Do you think it's wise to invite Carol to Mackenzie's last treatment?" Melody asked. That's me, by the way - Terry Other, husband to Melody and Harmony, father to Mackenzie, Adam, Grace, Beth, and John, and the ex-husband of Carol Morrison, the bane of my existence.
I'm sure you're wondering how it is I'm married to two women who just happen to be twin sisters. Legally, I'm married to Harmony, but my sister, Kim, happens to be a darn good lawyer, and she put together an agreement that gives Melody the same marital rights and privileges as Harmony.
I don't understand it all myself, but I know that our arrangement works, and it works quite well. So, yes, I consider myself married to both of these amazing women, and I frankly don't care what anyone else thinks about our arrangement. I stopped packing for a minute and considered Melody's question.
"Honestly, no, I'm not sure," I finally told her. "But Carol was there at the start of Mackenzie's cancer, and I thought it might help if she were there at the end. Maybe give her a sense of closure."
For quite some time, Mackenzie had been suffering from the same kind of bone cancer that killed my mother. About a year ago, we learned of a new treatment that involved transplanting some of my bone marrow and plasma into Mackenzie. Without that treatment, Mackenzie would probably have died.
Fortunately, it worked, and tomorrow, the four of us - Me, Mackenzie, Melody, and Harmony - would fly to Sydney for the final treatment. The plan was to fly there, spend the night, go in for the treatment and fly home that evening unless the doctor wanted to keep her overnight for observation and tests. William and Martha, Melody and Harmony's parents, agreed to stay and watch over our four other children.
"Perhaps," Melody said quietly. "But I don't trust her."
"Neither do I," I responded. "But you have to admit, she's left us alone for the last year."
"Yes, she has," Melody responded. "Still... I can't help but feel like she's going to try something." I understood her concerns completely, but Carol had given me no reason to think she had something up her sleeve - at least not since the last time I practically threw her out of the house. I took Melody in my arms and held her tight.
"It'll be alright, love," I told her. Although I was trying to comfort her, the fact was I had niggling doubts myself. Carol had accepted my invitation eagerly, without so much as an argument.
"I'd better finish packing," Melody said quietly. Closing up my suitcase, I went down the hall to check on Mackenzie and Harmony.
"Is it safe?" I asked, tapping on the door to Mackenzie's room. My daughter and my wife looked up and met my gaze with a smile.
"Of course, our love," Harmony purred. "Why wouldn't it be?"
"Well, two women in a room by themselves... You never know what they might come up with," I joked as I walked into the room. Harmony slapped my arm as I sat down on the bed next to my daughter. "How are you feeling?" I asked Mackenzie.
"Like I'm ready for this to be over with," she replied. The chemo she had been through the last year had taken its toll on her. I wrapped my arms around her and held her for a few moments.
"It'll be over tomorrow, sweetheart," I said. "Are you gonna be okay seeing your mother after all this time?"
"I suppose," Mackenzie said quietly. I heard the hesitation in her voice.
"But..."
"Does she really have to be there, Dad? She hasn't called since you tossed her out on her ear a year ago. And I can count the number of emails I've gotten from her on one hand."
"Well, she was there when all this started," I told her. "I just thought this might help her get closure, help her move on with her life. She's still your mother, you know."
"She gave birth to me, but honestly, Dad, Melody and Harmony have been more like mothers to me this last year than... she... ever was," Mackenzie said, emphasizing the word, "she." Harmony looked down for a moment and wiped a tear from her eye.
"I know," I said. "If you don't want her there, I understand. I can call and tell her not to come if you want me to."
"No, Dad," Mackenzie said, shaking her head. "Let her come if she wants. But I really have no desire to spend any time with her."
"I don't blame you for that," I responded. I could tell that she was getting tired, so I let her lay down. "Why don't you get some rest," I told her, kissing her forehead. She smiled weakly as she looked into my eyes.
"Okay, Dad, I will," she said. "I love you."
"And I love you too, sweetheart," I replied. She closed her eyes so I covered her up and made sure she was comfortable. Harmony turned the light off and closed the door as we left her room. We got a few feet down the hall when I realized Harmony wasn't with me. I turned and saw her leaning against the wall, her head in her hands. Her body shook with sobs.
"It's alright," I told her as I took her in my arms. "This will all be over in a couple of days."
"I hope so," Harmony sobbed. "I hate seeing Mackenzie suffer like this."
"I do too, sweetheart," I said as her tears soaked my shirt.
...
I woke up the next morning to two sets of mouths working on my morning erection. They often did this, and I thoroughly enjoyed it. Of course, one good turn deserves another, so I reciprocated by giving them each an orgasm with my tongue. They giggled as we trotted into the shower together, and proceeded to lather each other up.
"It's about time you three made it to breakfast," Mackenzie said as we entered the kitchen. She had already started making breakfast for everyone, and Martha took over when she and William came down the stairs.
After breakfast, I loaded up all our bags into my truck and the four of us - me, Mackenzie, Melody and Harmony - said our goodbyes and headed out. The flight to Sydney took less than an hour. It took a little more than an hour to get our rental and drive to the hotel where we would spend the night. By then, Mackenzie was drained, so we settled in to our rooms for the day and ordered room service.
"Daddy," Mackenzie said weakly as she lay in her bed. I stopped eating long enough to look at her. She looked so weak, so forlorn, and it was all I could do to keep from crying.
"Yes?"
"Thank you," she said in a voice just above a whisper.
"You're welcome, pumpkin. But for what?"
"Just... being there. Looking after me, even after all the shit I piled on you," she said as tears fell down her face. Sensing her distress, I sat on the bed with her, and let her snuggle up to me. I would've taken her in my arms, but let her get comfortable on her own. Chemo can do strange things to people, and in Mackenzie's case, it was dry, itchy skin that made her extremely sensitive to touch.
"You know, pumpkin, that's the short definition of parent," I told her as she snuggled in to me. Mackenzie chuckled at that and put an arm around my chest. Melody and Harmony wiped tears from their eyes as they watched us connect. After seven years of crap, it felt good to have my baby girl back.
Harmony's phone buzzed and her brows furrowed as she read a text message. She showed it to Melody before turning to me.
"Listen, we're going back to our room," Harmony said. "You two relax. If you need anything, just let us know, okay?"
"Sure," I said. "Is everything alright?"
"We'll talk later," Harmony said before kissing me. I knew something was up and I had a feeling I wasn't going to like it. But I decided not to press the issue right then. Melody kissed me as Harmony kissed Mackenzie goodnight. The girls left after their farewells, leaving me with my daughter.
"I know I've said this at least a hundred times over the last year, but I just want to say I'm really sorry about everything I put you through," Mackenzie said. She was right - over the last year, Mackenzie had apologized over and over again for all the crap she had done during the years she spent with Carol and the dickhead.
The two of us had spent a lot of time over the last year talking about things, and it seemed to help repair the rift she and Carol created. Mackenzie's boyfriend, Ben, had also helped her see things from a male perspective.
Ben was a good man, with a good head on his shoulders, and I could tell he truly loved my daughter. I wasn't too comfortable with him sleeping with her in my house, but I sucked it up. Mackenzie is an adult woman, after all. Besides, I had slept with both Harmony and Melody with their parents in the same house, so I really couldn't complain without looking like a total hypocrite.
"I know, pumpkin," I told her. "And I've accepted your apologies. You were young, impressionable, your head filled with all the bullshit you heard from Stephen and your mother. But you've more than made it up to me this last year." Mackenzie smiled as she looked up at me.
"Is it true you brought the shirt and boxers I got for you all those years ago?" she asked. Mackenzie had bought me a black shirt and a pair of boxer shorts with hearts on them over eight years ago when she lived with Carol and the dickhead. She presented them to me on my birthday last year along with a small Leatherman utility knife with an inscription that read, "My Dad, Terry Other, love Mackenzie."
I've carried that knife in my pocket every day since, and had it on me that very day. And believe it or not, the shirt and boxer shorts still fit, even though they were purchased years ago. I smiled as I responded to my daughter's question.
"Yes, pumpkin, it's true," I said. "I thought I'd wear them tomorrow when we go for your treatment."
"I'm surprised they fit after all this time," Mackenzie said with a wry smile.
"To be honest, so am I," I laughed. She snuggled in closer to me. Even though she was an adult woman in her early twenties, I still thought of her as my little girl, and I relished this time with her.
"I love you, Daddy," she said softly. I kissed her forehead.
"I love you too, pumpkin," I told her.
"I'm getting pretty tired," she finally said. "I think I'm going to try and get some sleep."
"That's a good idea," I responded. "We have to get up early and get you to the hospital anyway. Remember, if you need anything, we're right next door."
"Okay," she said quietly. "Good night, Dad."
"Good night, pumpkin," I said, getting off the bed. I tucked her in and made sure she was set for the night, then left the room, turning the light off before closing her door. I walked into the room I shared with my wives and instantly felt the tension in the air. The look of thunder on their faces told me something was dreadfully wrong.
"What's going on?" I asked.
"The Bitch is up to her old games," Harmony said. From her words and the tone of her voice, I knew she was talking about Carol, my ex-wife and the author of most of my troubles.
"What did she do this time?" I asked, afraid of what I might hear.
"She sent a text and said I needed to call her," Harmony explained. "So I did."
"And?"
"She claims you've slept with her when you visited Maitland last month," Harmony said, her eyes burning with anger. It's true that I had spent some time in Maitland visiting some contractors to get their input on some products these last few months. But I never even saw Carol, much less slept with her. In fact, I went out of my way to avoid her.
"You know that's a bunch of bullshit," I told Harmony.
"Of course we know, our love," Harmony said.
Confused, I followed up: "Why would she make up such a cockamamie story?"
"Because, your ex is a lying psycho bitch from Hell," Melody spit. I couldn't disagree with her reasoning, and told her as such.
"I won't argue that, my love. But why would she lie like that? What does she hope to accomplish?"
"What has she ever wanted to accomplish? From the very beginning, all she's wanted to do is destroy you and your relationship with your daughter," Melody explained as Harmony nodded in agreement.
"Melody's right, our love," Harmony added. "Everything has always been about her - money, her status, what others think of her. She's never really given a damn about you, or Mackenzie for that matter." I sighed heavily as I considered what my lovely wives said and looked at Harmony.
"So, what did you tell my illustrious ex-wife?"
"I told her she was full of shite. And I also mentioned something to the effect that you wouldn't touch her with dickhead's tiny little prick even if he paid you," Harmony responded with a sneer. I couldn't help but chuckle.
"Seriously?" I asked between snickers.
"Yeah, that's pretty much what she said," Melody confirmed. "She also told the Bitch that she'd better be on her best behavior tomorrow. Otherwise she'll have to deal with all three of us."
"Remind me never to get you two pissed at me," I said, laughing. "Come here," I added, holding my arms open. My two wives came to me and we ended up on the bed, removing each other's clothing. Before I knew it, I found myself naked under two beautiful, equally naked women working their magic on my body.
The next morning was a bit of a blur as the three of us showered and dressed for the busy day ahead. Melody was the first to finish, so she went next door to help Mackenzie get ready. I was shaving when I heard a wolf whistle from the main room. I saw Melody eyeing me, her eyebrows raised.
"Are you really wearing that to the hospital?" she asked, pointing at my boxers.
"Why not?" I responded. "It's not like I'll be showing them to the nurses or anything."
"Bloody well better not," Melody warned with a wry smile. "I'm surprised they still fit after all these years."
"Me too," I said.
"Does Mackenzie know you're wearing her presents?" my wife asked.
"Yes. I told her last night." Melody smiled at that.
"It's so good to see the two of you re-connecting," she said as she buttoned her jeans.
"I know she's an adult, but it feels like I have my little girl back," I told her as I finished shaving. "I'll be so glad when this is all over."
"We all will," Melody responded. "You'd better hurry and finish dressing. Not unless you want to go to the hospital like that."
"I'll be finished before you know it," I told her. A few minutes later, we walked out and knocked on Mackenzie's door. Harmony opened it and the two of them walked out.
"Ready?" I asked.
"Let's get this done," Mackenzie said. We piled into the rental and made our way to the hospital. Once there, the girls got out and walked Mackenzie inside while I found a place to park. I knew where her infusion would take place - I had been here often enough - so I parked the car and made my way inside.
I saw her when I walked inside - Carol - my ex-wife and the architect of all the pain and heartache I had experienced over the last eight years or so. It had been a little more than a year since I bodily walked her out of my house and made her leave. I took in what had once been a beautiful woman.
Carol looked as though she had gained even more weight than the last time I saw her. At that time, she reminded me a bit of a potato. She was even larger now.
"Terry," she began before I cut her off.
"What the fuck are you trying to pull?" I asked her. "Telling Harmony I slept with you. Are you out of your fucking mind?"
"Terry, I..."
"Just shut the fuck up," I growled. "I don't want to hear your lies or excuses. I invited you here so you could see Mackenzie on her last treatment. Can't you just once think of someone besides yourself for a change?"
"I... I'm sorry," Carol finally said quietly. I just shook my head.
"Let's go," I finally said. "They should be just about done with her blood work." I saw a slight smirk on her face as we headed for the clinic, which happened to be in a ground floor annex. I couldn't help but wonder what was on her mind.
I opened the door and let Carol in first. I walked in and saw my two lovely wives next to Mackenzie's gurney. I walked toward them and sensed something was wrong. I felt this way once before - the hairs on my arms stood up and I felt a chill go up and down my back. Suddenly, all hell broke loose.
I heard a familiar man's scream. Looking up, I saw him - the dickhead - just as mean and bullish as ever. Somehow, he managed to get a gun and it was pointed at us. For a moment, I was frozen, but my girls weren't.
Carol took a swing at Harmony, but my wife was able to dodge the haymaker aimed at her head. She tackled me, knocking me to the floor, and I heard a series of gunshots. I felt a slight sting in my lower leg and heard Harmony scream in pain. I heard Melody scream out as well.
Two loud gunshots came from behind me and I saw blood shooting from dickhead's eyes. He fell back as what was left of his cranium sprayed the shelves behind him. Looking back, I saw two strange figures in period clothing.



One of them looked like he just stepped out of an old American western movie and had a circular badge with a star on his chest. The other man seemed somewhat familiar to me but I couldn't quite place him. He sported a long, bushy beard, and dark, somewhat hooded eyes with brows that appeared to have been drawn in straight lines.
"I think we got 'im, Eli," the bearded man said, holstering his pistol.
"Reckon so," the other man said, spinning his revolver before holstering it. "And you didn't even need a helmet this time," he added, causing the bearded man to smile. Looking down at me, he added, "Yer gonna be jes' fine, pardner." He looked at the bearded man before continuing. "C'mon, we'd better get you back."
I heard Harmony cry out in pain and turned my attention back to her. By then, emergency personnel were all over the ward, tending to the wounded and trying to sort out what had just happened. A medic was looking at Harmony's leg and that's when I saw the blood. Oh my God, I thought. My Harmony had been shot!
Stunned, I looked and saw another medic tending to Melody's hand. It appeared that she had been shot as she covered Mackenzie with her body. The medics wasted no time, and rushed them both to Emergency, having first placed them on gurneys.
I looked around, but the two strange men were already gone and it seemed no one was in a hurry to find them. I also noticed that Carol was no where to be seen. I tried to stand, but a medic stopped me.
"Hold on, mate," the medic said as he sliced my jeans. "We need to check this out first." He cleaned my wound and put a bandage on my leg. "You're going to be just fine. The bullet just grazed your leg."
"How are my wives?" I pleaded. He looked at me funny for a moment before responding.
"If you mean the two women who were shot, they're being taken to Emergency. Don't worry, we've got everything under control," he said. "Can you stand?" I put my weight on my good leg and found I could stand okay. I nodded my head.
"I'll be fine," I told the medic. I went to Mackenzie's gurney and saw Melody's blood on the metal side rail. The blanket covering Mackenzie was also splattered with blood. I also saw the indent in the rail where the bullet struck and realized that if it hadn't been there, Mackenzie would've been hit as well. My daughter was shaking like a leaf as she lay there. We both cried as I took her in my arms.
"I'm afraid we'll need to reschedule her infusion for tomorrow," I heard the doctor tell us when he came by. "The whole facility is on lock-down for the time being. Besides, we'll need to clean Mackenzie up and get her settled down first. I've already arranged a room for her to stay in tonight. The nurse's station has that information for you."
"Thank you, doctor," I said. Two nurses came to us and removed the blood-soaked blanket, quickly replacing it before wheeling Mackenzie away. I started to follow, but was stopped by a policewoman in uniform.
"Mr. Other? I'm Senior Sergeant Lauren Gillespie," she said. "Can you tell me what happened here?" She listened and took notes as I told her everything I could remember. When I finished, she looked up at me.
"These two men you spoke of... Do you know where they went?"
"No, Sergeant, I don't," I told her. "They were there one second, then gone the next. I didn't even hear them leave."
"Interesting," she murmured. "Perhaps we'll catch them on the surveillance video. I will need you to come to the station and provide a description of the men you encountered for our sketch artist. Would you be willing to do that?"
"Of course," I said. "I'd like to check on my wives first, if you don't mind."
"Wives?" Lauren asked, her eyebrows raised.
"It's... a long story," I said.
"Of course," the sergeant said.
"What about Carol Morrison? I don't see her here."
"And who is she?"
"My ex-wife. She was also married to the dick... er, Mr. Morrison. She's Mackenzie's mother. She was here when this all started." Lauren looked at her notes and shook her head.
"I'm not aware of a Carol Morrison. There was a woman who was severely injured in an accident as she tried to leave the parking lot," Lauren said. "I'll look into that. Check on your... wives, then come to the station, please. Don't delay. Give them my name. They'll be expecting you." She handed me a card, thanked me for the information I gave, then left. Shaken, I headed for Emergency.
The place was a madhouse when I arrived. I checked in at the main nurse's station and was informed that both my women were undergoing surgery and would not be available for visitation for several hours yet. Instead of waiting, I decided to head over to the police station.
I gave them Lauren's name and was escorted by an officer to the sketch artist, a fairly attractive woman who appeared to be in her late twenties. As Lauren said, the artist had been expecting me, and I spent the next two hours or so providing the artist a description of the two men I saw. Lauren came into the room shortly before we wrapped up and looked at the sketches on the artist's computer.
"Are you absolutely certain these are the two men you saw?" Lauren asked, her brows furrowed.
"Yes," I told her.
"You said the taller man appeared to be wearing a badge of some sort. What did the badge look like and did you see anything written on it?"
"It was round, with a star in the middle," I told her. "I'm not 100 percent certain, but I thought it read, 'Texas Rangers.'"
"Texas Rangers, eh? A bit outside their jurisdiction, wouldn't you say, Mr. Other?"
"I suppose so," I answered.
"And you say the man with the beard called him Eli?"
"Yes, definitely."
"Well, a Texas Ranger wearing cowboy gear named Eli shouldn't be too hard to find," Lauren snarked. "Have you ever seen these two men before?"
"No, never," I said, shaking my head. Lauren pulled out her tablet and ran her fingers over it for a bit before showing it to me.
"Is this one of the men you saw?" she asked. I looked at her tablet and saw a sepia-tone picture of the bearded man who shot the dickhead.
"Yes, that's him," I said.
"Are you absolutely certain of that, Mr. Other?" she asked, a scowl on her face.
"Yes, I'd recognize that face and that beard anywhere," I told her.
"I want you to think about this carefully, Mr. Other," Lauren said. "It's a crime to knowingly pass on false information, you know."
"I'm not lying to you, Sergeant," I emphasized. "That's one of the men I saw shoot Stephen Morrison."
"That's impossible," she said. "Do you know who this is?"
"No, I don't," I said. "Who is he?"
"His name was Ned Kelly," Lauren explained. "He was a bushranger hanged in 1880. This is the last picture taken the day before his execution."
"Ned Kelly? That's impossible," I exclaimed. I had heard the story of Ned Kelly - how he wore a suit of armor the day he was taken down, and how he supposedly said, "such is life" when he was hanged. "How can that be?"
"That's what I'd like to know," Lauren said. "Are you certain you don't want to change your statement?"
"Positive. Look, Sergeant, I told you what I saw. Now if you don't mind, I'd like to go check on my family." Lauren regarded me for a few moments before answering.
"Alright, Mr. Other. Go see to your family. But I may have additional questions for you later," she said.
"I'll be here, at least for a while. But I have to get back to Bathurst soon."
"Let me know when you leave, if you would please," Lauren said.
"I will," I said. "Did you find out about Carol?"
"Yes," Lauren said. "She fled the scene when the shooting started. Her car was broadsided by a large truck as she tried to leave the parking lot. Apparently, she was in such a hurry to leave that she didn't look. She was taken back to Emergency. From what I gathered, she was lucky to survive, but did suffer a broken leg."
"And Morrison?"
"Definitely dead," Lauren told me. "He'll not trouble you any further." Good, I thought. If there was ever a man who deserved to die, it was Stephen Morrison, the scum-sucking piece of crap who stole my family and tried to kill me - twice.
I went back to the hospital and checked in on Mackenzie. The doctor had just given her something to help her sleep and informed me her infusion had been rescheduled for the next day. Seeing her asleep in her bed, I kissed her forehead and left to check on Melody and Harmony.
The nurse at the Emergency desk gave me the room number where my two wives had been taken. I got there just as they were wheeled in from recovery. The nurses made me stay outside the room while they got the girls situated.
They were still a bit groggy when the nurses let me in and I saw the bandage on Melody's hand and the cast on Harmony's leg. I hugged and kissed them both and then it hit me like a sledgehammer - these two wonderful women had put their lives on the line to protect me and Mackenzie.
Each of them had taken a bullet for us and could've been killed in the process. I couldn't help myself - I sobbed as I realized just how close I had come to losing these two women.
"It's alright, sweetie," Harmony said. "We're going to be just fine." I shook my head as I cried.
"I almost lost both of you," I said through my tears. "I don't think I could make it without you."
"You know what they say about 'almost,' right?" Melody asked. I nodded my head as tears continued falling down my face.
"Yeah," I said with a chuckle.
"So, what happened? Did they haul dickhead away?" Harmony asked.
"Yes," I told her. "In a body bag."
"He's dead?" Melody asked.
"Most definitely," I told her. I told them about the two strange men and how they shot dickhead right through the eyes.
"Do you know who they were?" Harmony asked.
"No. But I was told that one of the men I saw shoot dickhead fit the description of Ned Kelly," I said.
"Ned Kelly? The bushranger from the 1800s?" Melody asked.
"That's what the police said," I responded.
"How is that possible?" Harmony asked.
"Beats me," I told her. "The important thing is that you two are going to be okay. It could've been a lot worse. So, what did the doctors say?"
"I might regain most of the function in my hand eventually, but I'll have to undergo a lot of physical therapy," Melody said. "Fortunately, it's my left hand, and I'm right-handed."
"And I'll be stuck in this cast for the next six weeks," Harmony added. "They had to put pins in my leg."
"Ouch," I said. "I owe you two my life, and Mackenzie's," I added after a few moments.
"That's alright, our love," Melody said. "You'll have the rest of your life to make up for it," she added with a sly smile.
"Gladly," I told her as I wrapped my arms around her. "I suppose I should call home and let your parents know what happened before they hear about it on the telly."
"Yes, you should," Harmony said. I pulled out my phone and made the call. William and Martha were understandably upset, but thankful that their daughters survived the ordeal. I passed the phone around and let the girls talk to their parents and the kids.
"How long are you going to be stuck in Sydney?" William asked when I got back on the phone.
"I don't know. Probably another couple of days," I told him. "Mackenzie's infusion is rescheduled for tomorrow, and the girls will be recovering here for at least a day, maybe longer. I just got back from the police station and haven't spoken with the doctor yet."
"No worries, Terry," William said. "Take whatever time you need. Just look after our girls."
"I will," I said before we ended the call. The girls and I talked for about another hour and I could see they were getting tired. I considered going back to the hotel, when there was a knock on the door.
"Mr. Other?" the man at the door asked.
"Yes, that's me."
"There's a Carol Morrison asking for you," the man said. "Said she would like to speak with you." I looked at my two wives and they both nodded their heads.
"She did, did she?" I asked somewhat sarcastically.
"Yes, sir," the man said. "Follow me, if you would please."
"What the hell," I finally said. "Let's go." I followed the man through the maze of corridors until we came to Carol's room. The man ushered me inside, telling me to let him know when we were finished. I thanked him and looked at Carol lying in her bed. She was covered with bandages and had a cast on one leg and an arm.
"You look like shit," I told her. "What the fuck were you thinking? Did you know dickhead would be there?"
"No, Terry, I didn't. You have to believe me."
"No, I don't," I told her. "You've lied and set me up before, so I have no reason to believe a damn word you say."
"Perhaps you're right, Terry. I'm sorry about what happened. But no, I had no idea Stephen would be there," Carol said. But the way her eyes shifted as she spoke seemed to indicate just the opposite. It was as if she couldn't admit her foreknowledge of the dickhead's actions. If she did, she could easily end up in jail. I decided to change the subject.
"What happened to you?" I asked, looking over her bandages and casts.
"When I heard the shooting, I ran. I left the hospital and thought I'd leave as fast as I could. I guess I wasn't looking and got hit by a truck," she said. "The next thing I know, I'm here. Honest, Terry, I had no idea he would be there."
"I find that difficult to believe. What's this crap you're telling Harmony that I slept with you? You know that's a damn lie."
"I know. It's just..."
"Just what? You thought you could destroy my relationship with Melody and Harmony. To what end? Did you honestly think either of them would believe you? Perhaps you thought they would dump me, the way you did. That's it, isn't it? You thought you could break us up so you could move in on me, didn't you?"
"Terry, I..."
"Don't say another word, Carol," I spit angrily. "I bloody well don't want to hear it. Did you know that while you were running for your life, Melody took a bullet protecting YOUR daughter from the dickhead?" Carol looked at me in shock. "That's right - your ex-husband came this close to killing your daughter. And where were you? Huh? You weren't even thinking of her, were you?" Carol looked down and I saw a tear fall down her cheek. I shook my head in disgust.
"You need help, Carol," I told her. "Serious professional help. Get this through your thick fucking skull. You're dead to me. You hear me? DEAD. I don't ever want to hear from you ever again. Ever. Goodbye, Carol." With that, I turned and stomped out of her room and went back to see Melody and Harmony.
I spent the next couple of hours with my ladies, then went to see Mackenzie. She had just woke up and was eating her dinner when I walked into her room. I gave her a tight hug and kissed her forehead.
"How are you feeling, pumpkin?"
"Wiped," she said. "What happened?"
"Your former adoptive 'father' went off the deep end. He somehow got hold of a gun and tried to kill us. Fortunately, Melody protected you," I told her.
"Is she... okay?" Mackenzie asked, shocked.
"She was shot, but she's okay. The bullet went through her hand."
"Oh my God," Mackenzie gasped. "What about Harmony?"
"She took a bullet in her leg protecting me. They're both recovering."
"What happened to him?"
"He's dead," I told her.
"Good," Mackenzie said in an angry tone of voice. "I'm glad he's dead. What about... Carol?"
"Your mother fled when the shooting started," I told her. "She didn't get very far. A truck slammed into her car and she was brought back into Emergency."
"She ran? While Melody got shot protecting me?" Mackenzie asked, her eyes wide.
"Pretty much," I deadpanned. She looked away from me, but I could tell this upset her tremendously.
"I hate her. I never want to see or hear from her again," Mackenzie snarled as tears fell down her cheeks. I took my daughter in my arms and held her as she cried on my shoulder. I know most fathers would probably have chastised her for what she said about her mother, but the truth was, I felt the same way, so I let it pass. Mackenzie eventually calmed down and lay back on her bed.
"So where is she now?" my daughter asked.
"She's recovering in another room," I told her. "Her leg is broken and she's got a bunch of other injuries. Nothing life-threatening."
"Do you think she knew the dickhead would be here?"
"She says she doesn't, but I have a hard time believing her," I said.
"So do I," Mackenzie agreed. We talked for a bit longer and I could see she was getting tired, so I tucked her in and bade her a good night before leaving. When I got back to Melody and Harmony's room, I saw Lauren had arrived and was in the process of taking their statements.
"Mr. Other. I'm glad to see you made it back. How is your daughter?" Lauren asked.
"Tired and a bit shaken, but otherwise okay," I told her.
"Do you think she's up to giving a statement?"
"I don't know. She was pretty tired when I left her room, but you can ask," I said.
"I'll do that, but I may not need it. I would like to speak with Carol Morrison, however," Lauren said. "While you're here, there is one thing I would like to show you." She pulled her tablet out and brought up a video. "This is from the CCTV at the scene of the crime." She started the video and showed it to me.
I could tell the video was taken from a camera posted above the point where dickhead shot at us. When the shit hit the fan, I saw everyone react. After Harmony tackled me to the floor, I saw the two men appear behind me. They didn't walk in or run - they just... appeared. They pulled their pistols and fired one time.
I saw myself turn to look at them, and saw the short conversation that took place. After I turned away from them, they disappeared. I looked at Lauren, shocked. She took the tablet, slowed the video down and showed it to me again. There were no cuts, and no edits in the video. They appeared, then disappeared just as fast.
"How is this possible?" I asked.
"I don't know," Lauren told me, shaking her head. "But from what little I can see, your description appears to match what the CCTV captured."
"Any idea who they really are or where they came from?" I asked.
"No, and no. Right now, I'm reporting them as two unidentified males who just happened to be at the right place at the right time," she said. "I can't very well tell my superiors Morrison was shot by a man who was hanged 140 years ago, now can I? Aside from you, no one else reported seeing them. If I didn't have this video, and Morrison's dead body in my morgue, I wouldn't believe they were even there."
"Something I don't understand, Sergeant. First off, why was Morrison here to begin with? He was in prison for attempting to murder me. And how did he get that gun?" I asked.
"Mr. Morrison was here under a trial work release program," Lauren explained. "And from what we can tell, he somehow got hold of a used syringe from a sharps disposal bin. When he saw you, he jammed the syringe in the guard's neck and took his pistol."
"How is your officer?" I asked her.
"He's been hurt worse before, but Morrison nearly filled his carotid artery with air. He's a tough bloke. I imagine he'll be blowing the froth off a few cold ones by this time tomorrow," she said.
"I'm glad to hear that," I told her.
"Right," Lauren said, putting her tablet away. "If you'll excuse me, I need to go speak to a few more people. I take it you'll be here at least one more day."
"That's correct," I said. "Maybe two or three. I don't know yet."
"If I need anything else, I'm sure I'll be able to find you," Lauren stated as she glanced at my two lovely wives. "Catch you later," she added on her way out the door.
"So, how was Carol?" Harmony asked after Lauren left the room.
"Pretty banged up," I said. "Claims she didn't know the dickhead would be here."



"You don't believe her, do you?" Melody asked.
"No, I don't," I responded.
"What's this crap she spewed about you sleeping with her?" Harmony asked.
"Just another attempt to mess with my life," I said. "She somehow thought you'd actually believe her and dump me." Harmony chuckled at that.
"Yeah, right," she snorted.
"So what did you tell her?" Melody asked.
"I told her in no uncertain terms that she's dead to me and I never want to hear from her ever again," I said. "Mackenzie feels the same way."
"You're not alone in that," Harmony said. "Listen, this has been a helluva day. Why don't you go get something to eat and get some rest?"
"What? Are you trying to get rid of me?" I asked playfully. Harmony shot a smile at Melody.
"He's onto us, sis," she joked. "That's right, our love. As soon as you're gone, we're going to ditch these hospital gowns and hit the clubs." Melody and I both chuckled at that.
"Yeah, right," I cracked. I gave them both a hug and a kiss and realized just how close I came to losing both of these wonderful women. I tried, but failed to keep the tears from falling down my cheek.
"It's alright, sweetheart," Melody said. "We're not going anywhere, and you're not getting rid of us just yet."
"That's right, our love," Harmony added. "We're nowhere near finished with you. Just wait till I get this cast off my leg."
"You two have no idea how much I love you," I told them.
"I think we have a pretty good idea," Melody said. "Just know that we love you and Mackenzie even more." I said nothing, but nodded my head in acknowledgment. They didn't have to tell me how much they loved us - they demonstrated it through their heroic and selfless actions, and I would never forget that.
"Now, go on, get something to eat," Harmony said. "And no Maccas, you hear me? You eat real food. You're going to need all your strength to take care of three recovering women." I chuckled at that. I hadn't even thought of eating fast food, but knowing me, I probably would've simply grabbed something in a drive-thru. Especially after a day like today.
...
Epilogue:
I got to the hospital early the next morning and checked in with my girls before joining Mackenzie. Her infusion went without a hitch and her doctor opted to keep her overnight to "observe" her blood levels and run some final tests.
Melody and Harmony spent one more night in the hospital and all three were released the next day. We were quite a sight as we hobbled into the airport. I didn't bother to check on Carol. She was in my past and I really didn't care what happened to her from that point on.
Melody and Harmony spent the next several months going to physical therapy at least once a week. It took almost a year before Harmony could actually walk again. It was almost like watching a child learn how to walk all over again.
Melody's hand finally healed, but it took about the same length of time for her to get most of her function back. As she told me earlier, at least it was her left hand, so she could still work and drive, but it wasn't easy.
Mackenzie went back to school, but had to get checked out every three months. Her cancer was in remission, and she was declared an official cancer survivor a year after her last treatment. The whole family celebrated with a massive outdoor cookout, and we even invited Ben to join us.
My daughter finished school and all of us attended her graduation. I was so proud to watch her accept her diploma. She took a job doing something with blockchains - don't ask me to explain it. I was even more proud - and happy - to see her get married to Ben.
I was probably the most proud father in the history of fatherhood the day I walked her down the aisle to her waiting soon-to-be husband. When the minister asked who gave her to be married, I looked at my two lovely wives, our children, William and Martha, before giving my response.
"Her family and I," I told the minister. I heard my girls and Martha as they sobbed happy tears, then shook Ben's hand. I took my seat between Melody and Harmony and nearly cried as I watched my lovely daughter become Mrs. Ben McDonell.
My little girl was all grown up now. But she would always be my little girl. I guess that's just the way it is with dads. When I got to dance with my newly-wed daughter, I quietly confessed that I was wearing the boxers she gave me for my birthday.
"TMI, Dad," she said with a wide smile. "I love you so much, Dad," she whispered. "Thank you for being there, for loving me."
"I'll always be here for you, Pumpkin," I said. "And I love you more." I couldn't help but feel a mix of pride and sadness watching my daughter leave with Ben on her honeymoon. We had been through so much together since that day she came back into my life.
Not long after that, I was in Melbourne meeting with plumbing contractors and decided on a whim to stop by the State Library of Victoria. After the incident at the hospital, I read up on Ned Kelly and learned the armor he wore was on display there.
I took in the 18 bullet marks on the homemade armor plating and shook my head in amazement. The display also included the Snider Enfield rifle he carried and one of his boots.
"That had to have been heavy as hell," I said to no one in particular.
"You have no idea," I heard someone whisper in my ear. Startled, I looked around, but no one was near me. I figured my mind was playing tricks on me, so I left, but felt chills the whole way back to my hotel.
My life took another turn when Mackenzie told me she was pregnant. Being a concerned parent, I kept a close eye on her, but settled down after seeing how well Ben treated her and looked after her. The first time I laid eyes on little Jordan, I knew my life was complete.
"I am officially the happiest man on earth," I proudly proclaimed to Melody and Harmony as I held my grandson. I watched my daughter and her husband raise little Jordan and I could not have been more proud of my child.
"He's going to be a plumber, just like his grandpa," Mackenzie once told me as I bounced him on my knee.
"I don't know about that," I said. "But I'll support whatever choice he makes." Mackenzie and I became even closer and we talked a lot about her mother. She told me more than once that she had never contacted her after that day in the hospital.
"I know I haven't contacted her, but I really think you should, Dad," Mackenzie told me one day.
"Why?" I asked.
"Because you need closure," my daughter said. "You need to be honest with her and let her know that she failed, despite everything she did to hurt you. Everything she encouraged me to do to hurt you," she added, her eyes downcast. I looked at her in amazement.
"And where did all this wisdom come from?" I asked.
"From you," she said. "And my two mums," she added with a smile. "You taught me the real meaning of love and I intend to teach that to little Jordan. I love you, Dad. And I always will."
"And I will always love you, Mackenzie," I said. So, I wrote a letter to Carol and hoped she would take it to heart. Yes, there was still a lot of residual hate for what she and the dickhead had done. But time and the love of my new family had helped heal the hole in my heart.
...
Carol lay in her bed, thinking about what her first husband had written in his letter. Her mind wandered to the day so long ago when she left Terry, a man she had known since junior high school. They had been married for fifteen years. She didn't even have the courage to tell Terry to his face that she had been carrying on an affair for 18 months.
She never forgot the reason she used to justify her actions: "...you being a plumber is not enough."
And after all the hurt and heartache, where was she? Alone, twice divorced, her daughter now wanting nothing to do with her. Her second husband, the man she left Terry for, was now dead, having been shot as he tried to murder her daughter and her first husband, a man who had done nothing except love her with all his heart.
She sobbed loudly as she realized all that she had lost - or rather, thrown away. And for what? Money? Prestige? Recognition? In a blinding moment of clarity, she realized that Terry was right. Everything that had happened was on her.
Something snapped in her mind. There's nothing left for me here, she thought. Nothing, and no one. She went to her bathroom and opened her medicine cabinet. There it was - the answer to her problems. She pulled out the nearly-full bottle of sleeping tablets, then went into her kitchen and grabbed her bottle of wine.
There's enough here, she thought. I can just take these pills and go to sleep, forever. She pulled out a notepad and a pen. Sitting at her table, she wrote a short note to Terry and Mackenzie.
"I'm sorry for everything. Please forgive me, if you can," she wrote, tears falling down her face, staining the paper. She put the note on the middle of the table, then looked at the bottle of pills and the wine.
Then it hit her - who would actually mourn her death? Anyone? Would anyone even care? She sobbed as she sat at her table. All she wanted was for someone to love her. She knew Terry was lost to her forever, but she still had a daughter and a grandson.
Then she saw the large number on the folded newspaper she had placed on the table earlier. With trembling hands, she picked up her phone and dialed the number on the paper.
"Suicide hotline," a young female voice said.
"Please... Help me," Carol cried.
...
Sixteen months later:
"Are you sure we're doing the right thing, Dad?" I looked at Mackenzie and considered her question carefully. We were all shocked, and more than a bit anxious when Carol reached out to us. She wanted to know if it would be possible to visit us during the Christmas holiday. We spoke about it at length, as a family, and decided to give it a chance.
"I don't know, pumpkin," I said. "I hope so. Maybe this will give us all the closure we really need." I looked back out the window and saw a car stop in front of the house. A tall, weather-beaten man got out of the driver's side, then walked around and opened the passenger door.
We were both shocked when a fairly slim woman with long hair stepped out. Was this Carol? If so, she would've lost at least 75 pounds since the last time I had seen her. She smiled as she looked up at the man, then offered an arm and led him to the door.
She had a cane in one hand and I noticed that she walked with a bit of a limp. The man held her arm to support her as she walked. Mackenzie opened it before they got to the porch.
"Mother?" my daughter asked. Carol's smile grew and she reached out to Mackenzie.
"Yes, Mackenzie, it's me," Carol said as she hugged her daughter. "You're so beautiful."
"Thank you, Mother," Mackenzie said. "You're looking quite good as well. Who is this?" she asked, looking at the man with her mother.
"This is Trevor McDaniel," Carol said. "Trevor, this is my daughter, Mackenzie." The man smiled as he shook my daughter's hand.
"It's a pleasure to finally meet you. I've heard so much about you," he said.
"Please, come in," Mackenzie said, stepping aside so our guests could enter. Carol looked at me for a few moments before saying anything.
"Terry... It's good to see you again," she said nervously. "You're looking quite well."
"And so are you, Carol," I said. Trevor extended his hand, which I accepted.
"G'day," he said. "You must be Terry. I've heard a lot about you as well. It's good to finally meet you." I could tell from his grip that this was a man who works with his hands. A tradesman, perhaps?
By then, the rest of the family made it into the front room and introductions were made all around. Melody and Harmony stood back, watching for any sign of trouble. Little Jordan walked into the room with Ben and stood next to Mackenzie.
"This must be Jordan," Carol said, looking at the tyke.
"Yes, Mother," Mackenzie said. "And this is my husband, Ben." Carol hugged Ben, much to his amazement.
"I can't tell you how much it means to meet you," she said. Then she looked knelt down in front of Jordan and looked up at Mackenzie. I saw a tear in her eye.
"May I..."
"Of course, Mother," Mackenzie said. "Jordan, say hello to your grandmother," she told her young son. Jordan was a bit apprehensive about approaching Carol at first, but he finally relented and walked to her.
"Hello," he said quietly. Carol threw her arms around him as tears fell down her face.
"Hello, sweetheart," Carol said. They hugged for a while, then Trevor helped her back on her feet. We went out to the back and got to know each other a bit. I kept waiting and watching for something to happen, but to my amazement, nothing did. Carol was more like the girl I had first married so long ago. At one point, she stepped up to me while the others were talking.
"Terry, I want to say from the bottom of my heart, that I'm truly sorry about everything," Carol said softly. "You were right - about everything. And I... fucked it all up." I looked at her, expecting her to lay into me about something, but to my surprise, she didn't.
"That day at the hospital, did you know what the dickhead had planned?" I asked. Carol shook her head.
"No, Terry, I didn't. I knew he was on some kind of trial work release thing, but I didn't know he would be there that day," she said.
"Trevor seems like a nice man. Is he a doctor or something?"
"Not even close," Carol said with a smile. "He's a contractor. A builder. Started his own company and built it up himself years ago. He's now one of the most sought-after builders in Maitland."
"Are you two..."
"We've been together the last few months. I work with him now. I run his office while he handles jobs in the field," she said. "I'm hoping it becomes permanent."
"You still dream about... us?" I asked. She laughed as she shook her head.
"Oh no," she said. "Not since Trevor..."
"I understand," I told her. "You're looking good, Carol. Much better than the last time I saw you."
"Thank you," she said. "It's been hard these last several months. There's been a lot of changes in my life. You look good as well." She looked toward Mackenzie before speaking again. "If you'll excuse me, I'd like to speak with Mackenzie for a bit."
"Of course," I said. This was a totally different woman than the one who destroyed my life so long ago and I couldn't help but wonder what happened to her. I decided not to press the issue. "And Carol... I accept your apology." I saw a tear in her eye as she kissed my cheek.
"Thank you, Terry. That means more to me than you know," she said before walking away. Trevor came up to me as Carol approached Mackenzie.
"She told me about what she did to you and your daughter," Trevor said. I looked at him, shocked. "Everything. The affair with that doctor - the works. Did you know she nearly killed herself when she read your last letter?"
"No, I didn't," I said.
"She called a suicide hotline and they talked her off the edge. She ended up spending nearly a month in hospital. She's been seeing a counselor ever since."
"She looks like a completely different woman," I said. Trevor nodded his head.
"She is," he told me. "Started a diet and workout regimen. Lost a lot of weight. Her counselor has done a world of good for her."
"So, how did you two meet?"
"I met her when my company was doing a remodel on the apartment building where she lived about eight months ago," Trevor said. "We started dating and things just progressed from there. She started working for me six months ago, and she's been a godsend." He pulled a box out of his pocket and opened it. "In fact, I'd like to propose to her, here, in front of her daughter. If that's okay with you."
"Of course," I told him.
"No time like the present, eh?" he asked with a smile.
"I suppose not," I said. We walked to where the women were sitting and Trevor got down on one knee in front of Carol, which got everyone's attention. He held the ring box open as he spoke.
"Carol, I wanted to say, in front of your daughter and her family, that I love you with all my heart, and would consider it an honor if you would marry me," he said. Carol started crying, then wrapped her arms around Trevor.
"Yes, Trevor. I'll marry you," she said. We all applauded and I saw Mackenzie wipe a tear from her face. The rest of the day went well for all of us. Even Melody and Harmony were happy for Carol. I kept watching, just to see if the old vindictive Carol would appear, but she didn't.
Strangely enough, I felt happy for her. We watched them drive away at the end of the day, and I realized that all of the hatred I had felt for Carol was gone. I looked at Mackenzie and saw the slight smile on her face.
"Well?" I asked.
"This was a good day, Dad," she said. "I'm glad we let them come."
"Me too, pumpkin," I said. "Me too."
...
Fade to black...
Notes: "Eli," one of the men who shot Stephen, is Justice O. Peace. You can read about him in my series, "Justice," and in my e-book, "Justice Rides." Ned Kelly was an actual person, a bushranger, or what would be called an "outlaw" in the American West. He was hanged in November 1880.
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I would like to start by apologizing to those who have patiently waited for my next post. A lot has happened in the last two to three weeks. Thanks to those who reached out. I would also like to thank all those who have read and offered comments and constructive criticism on my previous stories.
And now, the disclaimers:
For those who want to say this or that would never happen, remember this is my universe, a place where nearly anything can, and often does, happen. At least on paper... In addition:
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I looked at the stack of Excel worksheets that just populated my "inbox" on the company Sharepoint site and realized I would be working until at least 6:30 pm. It happens every month - managers would wait until almost the last minute before sending their reports, and it was left to me to collate the data. So much for getting home at a decent hour. So I called my wife, Samantha, to explain the situation and let her know I would be working late again.
"End of the month blues again, Mike?" my wife asked. That's me, by the way - Mike Jacobs. I could hear the snarkiness in Samantha's question.
"Yeah," I agreed. "Happens every damn month. Some of these people wait till the very last second to send this stuff, almost as if they expect something great to fall in their lap. Sorry. I should be done about 6:30, as usual."
"No problem. I figured it would happen," Samantha told me with a sigh. "Anyway, I reserved a table for two at Luigi's for 7:00 pm tonight. I thought you could use the break." Luigi's was a small but comfortable Italian restaurant we both enjoyed. It sat next to an equally small dance club, and we often enjoyed a drink and a few slow dances before returning home to finish the evening in bed. I smiled at the thought of a nice evening with my lovely wife.
"Yes, I could," I responded. "That was very thoughtful of you, sweetheart. So, sevenish, then?"
"Sevenish, it is," Samantha confirmed. "Ta ta for now," she added before ending the call. I thought it odd that she didn't finish the conversation with her usual loving endearment. Then I realized her boss, Wilson Langley, the senior partner of the Hempstead Law Group, was probably within earshot. I looked at the handset for a second before placing it back on the phone, then went to work.
I saved the spreadsheets, opened my master sheet, and started the macro that would do the lion's share of the work. It used to take hours to pore through all the data, but the macro that our IT guys put together did an excellent job of collating and sorting everything out. And it took only a fraction of the time to finish.
Freshening my coffee, I sat back and thought about the last few years and my life with Samantha as the macro chugged away. I wasn't always an office worker. In fact, until about seven years ago, I was a federal agent working for a somewhat special task force - a joint public/private venture.
I was one of the first agents assigned to the task force and reported directly to the man at the top of the food chain, a family law attorney named Bill Jackson. I worked with some of the best in the business. Frank Michaels, for one. Oscar Warren was another. Unfortunately, Frank was killed in the line of duty. Oscar married the boss' daughter and is working up the ladder.
The agency I worked for, officially dubbed the "HomeFront Security Task Force," was created for one primary purpose - to go after something called the "Mutual Marital Assurance Society," or MMAS. The organization was founded by a female lawyer whose husband cheated on her. She was later shafted by the court system, so she set out to exact revenge.
At first, MMAS targeted cheating husbands, punishing them in horrific ways. They proved to be an elusive bunch, and we spent most of our time in those days reacting to protect the husbands whose wives set them up for punishment. We called those "interventions," and we were usually successful.
Remember that when I speak of "punishment," it is usually quite brutal. More than one unsuspecting husband died from the harsh treatment doled out. Many more became scarred for life, both physically and emotionally. The hospital at Fort Apache, the base where the Task Force was headquartered, was full of men suffering from punishment meted out by MMAS operatives.
My time on the task force made me more than a bit jaded regarding relationships. After seeing what so many men had suffered at the hands of their spouses, I shied away from anything that resembled a "committed" relationship. So I went from intervention to intervention, doing my best for the men I was assigned to help.
My life changed drastically, thanks to a bullet that smashed my right femur a few inches above the knee during one of those "interventions." After months of surgeries and physical therapy, I was finally able to walk with the assistance of a cane. But my career as a federal agent was finished.
Being the kind of man he is, Bill told me to my face that my time with the task force was over, and there were no available slots that I could fill. I got a medal, the thanks of a "grateful nation," and a monthly disability check.
Bill thought that wasn't enough, so he spoke to his contacts and got me a job as an Assistant Operations Director with Iverson Security Services, or ISS. ISS is a nationwide company that provides uniformed on-site security, private investigative services, and armed security for well-heeled VIPs with more dollars than sense. One of the company's clients just happens to be the task force I once served.
Better yet, the headquarters where I would work just happened to be in my hometown, where I own a two-story house bequeathed to me by my grandparents. Relieved that I wouldn't have to move or sell the place, I happily accepted after a short interview with Jack Iverson, the president and founder of the company.
My job was simple compared to what I used to do. Basically, I pushed paper from one pile to another. I made face-to-face visits with clients to iron out any issues or do whatever it was that Greg Hamilton, the COO at the time, needed to be done. That's when I first met Samantha Greene.
At the time, she was an office assistant with Hempstead. She was tasked with finding someone to provide security for the firm's downtown headquarters building. When negotiations between our marketing people and Langley started to bog down, Greg sent me in to wrap things up. It was my job to either get the contract signed or end the non-stop back-and-forth.
Wilson Langley seemed impressed that ISS would send someone with my credentials to clarify things. I knew the game he was playing - he wanted more services for less money, like any savvy businessman. To that end, he spent weeks stringing our marketing people along, making minor changes to each offered contract.
I explained our standard operating procedures and informed him that we were happy to adjust to his firm's needs. Still, our initial contract was the same one we employed for all our customers. In the event that he had special needs or requirements, he could always contact my department to make the necessary adjustments, providing they were legal and reasonable.
"In other words, fish or cut bait, is that right, Mr. Jacobs?" he asked, laughing. I shrugged my shoulders before responding.
"I suppose that's one way of looking at it, Mr. Langley," I responded.
"I appreciate your candor. Very well. You have my business," the older man stated, extending a hand. "Have your people send me the best contract you can put together and I'll sign it."
"Thank you, Mr. Langley," I told him as we shook hands. We put the contract together, and true to his word, Wilson Langley signed. Afterward, he promoted Samantha and made her his executive assistant.
I was more than a little surprised when Samantha called me later that week to inform me of her promotion. I asked her out for dinner to celebrate, and she accepted, beginning our relationship. I wasn't expecting anything to come of it, and I was surprised to learn that she wasn't put off by my disability.
A year later, Greg retired, and old man Iverson promoted me into the COO slot. I knew that Greg had been grooming me for the job but was surprised to see the transition happen so fast. It didn't take long for me to adapt to my new position, and I knew the extra money would come in handy.
That's when I decided to open a new bank account for my disability since I no longer needed to rely on it for monthly expenses. My plan was to save it for my eventual retirement. For some reason, I never mentioned that account to Sam. We celebrated my promotion with dinner at Luigi's Friday, where I proposed marriage.
After Samantha accepted my proposal, she took me to meet her parents. I already knew her father was Jacob Greene, one of the wealthiest men in the state, but I had never met the man in person. He turned out to also be one of the most condescending assholes I had ever met.
He glared at the walking stick in my left hand with a frown before extending his hand. I almost felt the disdain emanating from his body as we shook hands.
"So, Sam tells me you were a federal agent, shot in the line of duty," he snarled after lighting a large cigar.
"That's correct," I confirmed in a neutral tone.
"Who did you work for?"
"The HomeFront Security Task Force," I answered. I saw one eyebrow go up.
"Never heard of 'em," Jacob growled. "What did you do for them? Scrub the shitters?" His sneering arrogance was really pissing me off, but I knew that's what he was hoping for. Sam had warned me that he could be crass and salty, so I decided to cram it back down his throat without letting him know he had gotten to me.
"I'm not allowed to talk about everything I did, but I can tell you this. I killed motherfuckers," I answered calmly. His eyebrows instantly went up as his eyes widened. I smiled, then continued. "At least the ones I didn't toss into jail." He recovered before continuing.
"Looks like you missed one, though, didn't you?" he queried while pointing at my right leg. I chuckled.
"He got me in the leg alright. But he didn't survive the encounter. Blew his head clean off. They never did find his entire skull," I responded with a smile. "You see, I hate to lose an argument." The old man looked startled for a moment, then his face softened and morphed into a wide grin. Then he laughed out loud.
"You had me going there, Mike," he laughed. "Kinda reminded me of myself at your age. Welcome to the family, son," he added as he extended his hand. "You know, I'm still gonna insist that you sign a pre-nup if you wanna marry my daughter. No offense, but I want to make sure you're not just sniffing after her trust fund."
"No offense taken, Mr. Greene," I told him as we shook hands. "And I have no problem with a pre-nup, so long as it's reasonable. And equitable."
"Good," he said. "But no more of this 'Mr. Greene' crap, you hear me? You marry my little girl, you call me 'Pop' if you want."
"Alright... Pop." He laughed and called Sam into the parlor.
"Is everything alright?" Samantha asked when she came into the room.
"I think so," her father answered. "You picked a good man here. Someone with a backbone and a set of balls to match. A lot better than that last piece of crap you married." Sam had already told me about her first husband, a man she met in college. She didn't tell me the whole story but admitted they were divorced.
"I certainly think so," Sam said as she walked to her father. "So, are you two okay, then?"
"Yeah, we're just fine, aren't we, Mike?"
"Absolutely... Pop." The old man smiled as he looked up at his daughter.
"See? Now, why don't you go help your mother with dinner. We'll be right along."
"Okay, Dad," she responded, giving him a kiss on the cheek. After she left the room, he looked at me.
"Tell me something, Mike. Seriously. Did you really mean what you said about... killing people?"
"Of course," I told him, causing the blood to drain from his face. "But they were all bad guys and really deserved it."
"Maybe you can tell me about it one of these days," Jacob said.
"I'd love to, Pop, but it's all classified, and I signed a non-disclosure agreement." He regarded me for a bit before slowly nodding his head.
"I can respect that, son," he finally said. The rest of our visit went quite well after that. When Sam and I left, her parents and I had warmed up to each other. I guess the old guy needed to know he could respect his future son-in-law.
The wedding, which was held in a large old church, was well-attended. We flew to Hawaii for our honeymoon on Jacob's dime, and Sam moved into my house when we returned, selling her condo. Life went well for us, at least until a few months ago.
My computer dinged, bringing me back to reality. I saw a dialog box telling me the macro had completed its job. I looked over the final product, spot-checked the numbers to ensure it was accurate, then saved and printed the package after completing my executive summary.
I put the report in a binder, closed everything down, and placed it on Jack's desk so he would see it first thing in the morning. If it had been anyone else, I would've just emailed it, but my boss is what one could call old-school and preferred an actual printout he could hold in his hands, and I can't blame him for that.
After washing up and combing my hair, I donned my suit jacket, grabbed my walking cane, and looked around before turning off the lights. Glancing at my watch, I saw it was 6:32 pm and knew I had plenty of time to buy some flowers for Sam on the way to Luigi's.
I got in my car and turned on the sound system, letting the strains of "Thick as a Brick" wash over me. Okay, so I like classic Jethro Tull - sue me. Or sue my father, if you insist. He's the one who got me hooked on Tull as a kid.
In fact, he took me to the first concert I ever attended. Naturally, it was a Tull concert. We had a great time, and I still remember all the other kids saying it was so cool that I had a father who liked rock music, and I didn't argue the point since they were right. Even now, Dad and I frequently enjoy a cigar while listening to some old Tull songs.
I got to the restaurant and saw it was 6:55 pm, so I texted Sam to tell her I was there. She had said "sevenish," which, in Samantha-speak, meant anywhere between 6:55 and 7:15, and I didn't see her car in the parking lot.
"K," was all the response I got. No emojis, no terms of endearment. Ordinarily, this wouldn't bother me, but it did tonight. For the last several weeks, Samantha had been somewhat cold and moody. I asked her repeatedly what was bothering her, but she would just dismiss me with a wave of her hand and an offhand comment. I hoped the flowers I bought would put her in a better frame of mind.
Sighing, I got out of the car, flowers in hand, and went into the restaurant. The woman at the door smiled when I entered, and her smile widened when she saw the flowers in my hand.
"Jacobs, party of two," I announced.
"Right this way, sir," the young woman replied as she grabbed two menus. I followed her to a table by the back wall and sat so I could see the restaurant's interior, partly out of habit. She handed me a menu and poured a glass of water before leaving.
I sipped my water as I read over the menu. I already knew what I wanted and was simply killing time as I waited for my wife to show up. The next twenty minutes seemed to go by agonizingly slow. I saw it was 7:20 and looked up to see if Sam had shown up, but she hadn't.
Then I saw him walk in my direction. I could tell from his dress and manner that he was a process server - I had seen many of his type over the years. I also noticed the manila envelope in his hand, which was a dead giveaway. I hoped he would bypass me but knew in my gut he wouldn't.
"Michael Jacobs?" the man asked when he reached my table.
"Yes," I replied.
"May I please see some identification?"
"Of course," I told him as I pulled out my wallet and showed him my driver's license. He handed me the envelope and took a picture with his phone.
"You've been served, sir," he intoned. "Have a good evening." With that, he turned and walked away. I watched him leave and opened the envelope; I already knew what was in it, and wasn't surprised when I saw the paperwork marked "Petition for Dissolution of Marriage."
I hadn't done anything to warrant this, but it fit the attitude Samantha had been displaying over the last few weeks. She was divorcing me, claiming adultery, which was a flat-out lie. Pulling my phone from my pocket, I sent Sam a text: "WTF?" Then I heard a woman's voice as I read Samantha's petition.
"Mr. Jacobs?" I saw a reasonably petite blonde in a business suit standing at the table. Turning on the phone's video record app, I placed it back in my pocket so the camera lens would capture the conversation, which I suspected would not be very comfortable.
"That depends," I responded. "Whom might you be?" The woman held out a hand.
"Allison Cartwright, Hempstead Law Group." I started reaching for her hand but stopped after her following statement. "I'm representing your wife." I put my hand back down, embarrassed, and looked at the paperwork in front of me. "May I sit down, please?"
"It's a free country. Help yourself." She pulled out a chair and sat, facing me. A waitress came by, apparently thinking the woman across from me was part of my "party of two."
"Are you two ready to order?" the waitress, whose name tag read, "Cindy," asked, holding a pen and a pad.
"No, I won't be staying much longer," I told Cindy. Allison turned away, and Cindy simply nodded her head, not expecting my response.
"Very well, sir," Cindy said. "Let me know if you change your mind." I waited until she was gone before looking at Allison.
"My client requested I collect the papers after you sign them," Allison said, continuing her statement.
"So, your client - my soon-to-be ex-wife - requested you collect the papers I just received, expecting me to sign them without reading them or consulting an attorney of my own. Have I got that right?"
"Yes... Something like that," Allison answered quietly.
"Well, you can tell your client she can kiss my ass," I hissed. "Now, if you'll excuse me, I'll be going home. You'll hear from my attorney soon."
"Mr. Jacobs, that won't be possible," Allison said. "First off, my client has taken out a restraining order against you and you aren't allowed to come within 500 feet of the marital home."
"Really? And I suppose she wants the house as well?"
"Yes, actually, she does. And I feel she's entitled to it."
"Did your client tell you that house is in my name only? And has been ever since it was bequeathed to me by my grandparents? Long before we were married. Which means it's not community property."
"Uh, no, she didn't," Allison said.
"But you feel she's entitled to it anyway?"
"After what you've done, yes," Allison said, pulling an envelope out of her purse. She tossed it on the table, and I looked inside to see a stack of photos. I wasn't surprised to note they were pictures of two people having sex. I already knew I wasn't one of the people in the images, and I suspected she also knew. Allison wasn't finished, however.



"You see, Mr. Jacobs, we have photographic evidence of your infidelity," she said. "We also have video. My client has asked me to inform you that if you don't sign those papers, she will see to it those photos and the videos they came from get delivered to everyone you know. Your boss, as well as your family and friends."
"That's extortion," I told her. "A felony in this state. And the fact that you're a participant in that act makes you an accessory in Samantha's crime." Allison smirked as she shrugged her shoulders.
"Extortion - that's just another name for family law. Trust me, Mr. Jacobs, there's a lot more we can do to you," she quipped. Seeing the look on my face, Allison softened her tone. "My client isn't completely unreasonable, however. She is willing to let you come to the house long enough to get what you need for a few days. I've been asked to accompany you."
"Well, isn't that just fucking magnanimous of her," I quipped sarcastically. Allison recoiled at my words and my tone but said nothing. I decided to play it cool for the time being, grabbed the packet of photos and the divorce paperwork, and stood up. "Follow me if you must."
I hadn't ordered anything, so I left the flowers and $20 for the waitress for her trouble and angrily strode out of the restaurant as fast as my cane would allow. Even so, Allison had difficulty keeping up. I got into my car, ended the video app, and sped out of the parking lot, not caring if Allison was behind me.
I got to the house and parked in front of the garage. I opened the garage door and saw the empty space where Samantha usually parked. I took a deep breath and looked at the house. Then I remembered my time on the task force. I recalled the numerous times unsuspecting husbands were ambushed in their own homes by MMAS operatives, who drugged, then abused, and tortured the men.
"Is that what you have in store for me, Sam?" I asked no one in particular. "Well, guess what, bitch? Ain't happening today." I unlocked my glove box, pulled out the holstered 9 mm semiautomatic pistol I kept there, made sure a round was in the chamber and attached it to my belt. As Allison parked by the curb, I got out of the car and went to the front door.
I unlocked the door but didn't open it completely. Putting the keys back in my pocket, I drew the pistol out of its holster. Allison's face went white at the sight of my firearm.
"It's alright, I have a concealed carry permit," I told her. "And I know how to use this."
"Th... that's not necessary, Mr. Jacobs," Allison stammered, her eyes on the pistol.
"I'll be the judge of what's necessary or not. Ladies first. Keep your hands where I can see them at all times, and don't even think of reaching for anything. Give me cause and I'll drop you so fast you'll be dead before you know it. Understand?"
"Uh, yeah, I understand," she said. I motioned for her to enter first with the gun.
"Good. Go on. Open the door. I'll be right behind you." Allison eyed the pistol as she crept up the stairs to the front door. "OPEN IT," I commanded. She nervously opened the door and went inside the house. I followed behind, pistol in my right hand while using my cane to support myself with my left.
My training kicked in as I quickly turned off the security alarm and looked around to ensure no one was inside. I motioned for Allison to stand in the center of the room.
"Toss your purse on the couch," I ordered. After Allison obeyed, I instructed her to put her hands on her head and stay put, and I nodded when she complied. "And remember what I said. Follow my orders to the letter, and you'll walk out of here in one piece."
I slowly walked around the ground floor and ensured no one else was there. I opened the door to the basement and turned on the light. I looked around and saw no one there, so I went back into the front room where Allison was standing.
"Upstairs. Now," I ordered. Allison started for her purse, but I stopped her. "Leave it." She obeyed and headed for the stairs. After she got up a couple steps, I sat down in the stair lift, something I had installed after my discharge. Allison looked at me as we slowly made our way to the second floor.
"What are you looking for, anyway?" she asked.
"Just making sure you and Samantha didn't leave any nasty surprises for me."
"You think we would do something like that?" Allison asked.
"Been known to happen before," I told her. "After your threat at the restaurant, I'm just being careful." We got to the top of the stairs, and I got back on my feet. "Stay here. Don't move," I said before checking the rooms on the second floor. Once I was certain no one else was in the house, I directed Allison into the master bedroom and holstered my pistol.
"What's this?" I asked, seeing a clothing bag and an overnight bag on the bed.
"Samantha took the liberty of putting some of your things together to speed things up." I looked through both bags, not sure what to expect anymore. Satisfied that nothing had been sabotaged and no bugs were placed in my things, I went into the closet and pulled a few more items out. Then I pushed several hanging items to one side, revealing my built-in fireproof safe.
I opened the outer door, ensuring Allison couldn't see what I was doing and placed my hand on the black plate underneath. The scanner verified my fingerprints, and the inner door was unlatched. I saw the strap of 100-dollar bills and pulled it out. I figured the $10,000 in the strap would be enough to hold me over for a bit. While there, I grabbed some critical papers and flipped a switch in the back of the safe, activating the whole house surveillance system.
From this time forward, everything that happened in the house would be recorded and saved to a cloud server - every motion, every word, and both sides of every phone call on the land-line. I could watch and listen anytime I wanted, and if I chose, I could monitor everything in real-time.
This was a system I had installed while in the task force, and I hadn't used it since before my wedding. Even though the technology had been updated since the system was first installed, I knew it would work and would capture whatever evidence I needed.
I closed and locked the safe, then returned to the bedroom where Allison was waiting for me. I put everything in the overnight bag. Then I pulled my wedding ring off and tossed it on the dresser.
"Are you ready now?" Allison asked.
"Yeah," I told her.
"Good. I'll carry your clothing bag down if you want. I know you need your left hand."
"Thank you," I said coldly. We walked downstairs, and I went into my home office. "I need to take care of a few things before I go. Wait here," I told her.
I went into my office - my inner sanctum. Samantha rarely ever came into this room as she had her own office. But I wasn't about to take any chances. I changed the primary boot-up password on my computer just in case Samantha tried to access it. Then I disconnected the external backup drive and set it aside to take with me.
I flipped a switch in the closet that activated my emergency file destruction system. Like the video surveillance system, it had been installed while I was in the task force but had remained off for the last seven years. If anyone broke in and tried to take any of my files, they would find only ashes by the time the incendiary devices finished their job.
I changed the security code on the door to the office and double-locked it - something I hadn't done in years. Taking one last look around, I closed the door and went back into the front room, where Allison was waiting for me.
"Ready now?" she asked.
"Let's go," I said flatly.
I locked the front door and reset the alarm system before closing it. Allison turned to me after putting the clothing bag in the trunk of my car.
"Just so you know, your joint account has been frozen. Samantha has already taken out her share. Don't wait too long to sign the papers. I hope to hear from your lawyer soon," she said.
"Trust me. I don't know what the hell kind of game you and Samantha are playing, but I promise you this. I WILL get to the bottom of it, and I promise you heads will roll. Just so you know, you and your client have declared war," I hissed. Allison's face turned white as she took in my words. "You're now my enemies. You drew first blood. And I don't like to lose an argument."
...
To be continued...
Notes: Oscar Warren and the Task Force were first mentioned in my series, "Revenge in Advance: A Sequel. Frank Michaels is a central character in "The Warren Files 03: George and Alice."
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End of "Table For Two, Ch. 01: First Blood"
I changed the security code on the door to the office and double-locked it - something I hadn't done in years. Taking one last look around, I closed the door and went back into the front room, where Allison was waiting for me.
"Ready now?" she asked.
"Let's go," I said flatly.
I locked the front door and reset the alarm system before closing it. Allison turned to me after putting the clothing bag in the trunk of my car.
"Just so you know, your joint account has been frozen. Samantha has already taken out her share. Don't wait too long to sign the papers. I hope to hear from your lawyer soon," she said.
"Trust me. I don't know what the hell kind of game you and Samantha are playing, but I promise you this. I WILL get to the bottom of it, and I promise you heads will roll. Just so you know, you and your client have declared war," I hissed. Allison's face turned white as she took in my words. "You're now my enemies. You drew first blood. And I don't like to lose an argument."
...
And now, "Table For Two, Ch. 02: Revelations"
I headed downtown, where I knew of a hotel where I could get an extended-stay room at a reasonable rate even without a reservation. ISS had used this hotel many times over the years - so much so that they gave us a nice discount. I paid for a week's stay in cash, figuring I would be back in my own house by then. I also didn't want to make it any easier for them to find me, even though I figured they were having me followed.
The clerk was surprised to see me hand over a small pile of $100 bills, but he said nothing as he put them in his cash register and handed me a key card. A bellhop took my luggage and followed me to the room on the 11th floor.
After putting everything away, I ordered dinner from the hotel's kitchen, which I knew was open until midnight. Then I pulled out my phone and blocked Samantha's number. I knew several divorced men who had gotten into trouble simply by replying to texts and phone calls. My next action was to call my boss, Jack Iverson, to let him know what had happened.
"Damn, son, that's cold," old man Iverson said. "Tell you what, I'll call Alice Hawkins and see if I can get you in to see her first thing in the morning. I'll text you when I finish with her."
"Thanks, boss, I appreciate that," I told him as we ended the call. Alice Hawkins is a family law attorney who hates cheaters with a passion. I got a text from Jack about 30 minutes later confirming my 9:30 a.m. appointment with Alice. He also offered me the company's private investigative services at no charge. I accepted and sent a "thank you" text in response.
I grabbed my laptop and set it up, connecting to the hotel's WiFi. I first checked our joint account, and it was frozen. But not before Samantha had withdrawn nearly 80 percent of it.
Our joint credit cards had been paid off and canceled, and our joint savings account was also mostly gone. Fortunately, all of the monthly bills had already been paid. I logged into my disability account, which was at a different bank. I was relieved to see that it was still available. I now felt vindicated in not telling Samantha about that account.
I next logged into my home surveillance system and saw there were two videos already saved to the cloud. I pulled up the first video and saw Samantha and Allison coming into the house. A man in a well-tailored suit accompanied Samantha. Interesting, I thought to myself. Looking at the timestamp, I realized this happened shortly after I left.
"Well, how did it go? Did he sign the papers?" Samantha asked after they were all inside the front room.
"No," Allison said. "I told you he probably wouldn't. Legally, he has thirty days to respond. By the way, you didn't tell me he would be armed."
"Armed? You mean, like, with a gun?"
"Yes, Samantha, that's what 'armed' usually means," Allison answered sarcastically. "I was never so scared in my life," she declared.
"He used to be a federal agent," Samantha quietly told her. "He was shot in the line of duty. That's why he has that cane. I know he has a concealed carry permit."
"Oh wonderful," Allison said. "You could've said something to me in advance."
"Wait," the man interjected. "Are you saying he pulled a gun on you?"
"Yes," Allison responded. "He went through every room in the house almost as if he was expecting someone to be here. Who did he work for? Do you know?"
"No, not exactly," Samantha told her. "Some kind of a task force. He never talked about his work much, though. I know he once told my father that he killed people he didn't throw in jail."
"Task force? Interesting. I'll have to look into that," Allison said thoughtfully.
"Fucking terrific," the man exclaimed. "A mad former fed with a gun. What do you think he's gonna do when he learns the whole truth?"
"Settle down. He's not gonna do anything," Allison said. "Yes, he's angry, and to be honest, he has every right to be. But he's not stupid. And he's not gonna learn the whole truth. One other thing, Samantha."
"What?"
"Why didn't you tell me this was his home before you two got married?"
"I didn't think it would matter," Samantha answered. "Why?"
"Why? Are you kidding me? Technically speaking, you have no right to this place in a divorce."
"But you said I deserved to have it."
"And I meant it. But you just made my job a whole lot harder," Allison spat.
"So, does that mean we can set him up now?" the man asked. "I've got a whole thumb drive chock full of images and video right here with me. It won't take me but a second to put it on his computer. Then we'll have him dead to rights. He'll be in jail before he knows what hit him."
"Put that away, right now," Allison commanded. "We're not at that stage yet. Besides, he took his backup drive when he left and he locked the door to his office. I think he also changed the security code to that lock."
"So?" the man asked. "Give me a tire iron. I can use that to break through this door. Plus, Sam gave me the password to his computer."
"Don't even think of it," Allison said, her face red. "We're going to have to be careful here. Don't do anything rash. You hear me? Just give me some time to think things through. I'll need to find out everything I can about your husband, Samantha. I have federal contacts. Let me see what I can get from them. In the meantime, you two cool your jets. And don't do anything stupid, you hear me, Alan? We don't work in the same department, but I'm still senior to you. Got it?"
"I hear ya," the man sheepishly said. At least now I had a first name. And I knew just how far they would go to set me up. But why? Allison left the house, and the video ended when Samantha and Alan walked up the stairs.
The next video was taken in the master bedroom. Alan took his jacket and tie off, throwing them on the back of my chair. He followed up with the rest of his clothing as Samantha undressed. When she was nude, he took her in his arms.
"C'mon, Sam, why don't we get under the covers and enjoy ourselves?" he asked with a wry smile. Samantha looked up at him as she returned his smile.
"I guess it wouldn't hurt," she said. "After all, this will be our bedroom before long. You might as well get used to it." She turned and spotted my ring on the dresser. "Oh, look at this. Mikey left his wedding ring. How thoughtful. Maybe I can pawn it with the rest of his crap." Both of them laughed at that. She tossed the ring back on the dresser before returning to the bed.
"So, which side is mine?" Alan asked, and Samantha pointed to the side closest to the door.
"That side," she told him. Alan pulled the covers back and got in the bed. Samantha followed, climbing on top of him afterward. "This is so nice, not having to worry about whether or not my weight will bother your leg."
Talk about devastating! This was the first time I had heard her complain about my leg. It usually didn't bother me unless she sat on it for too long, but even then, I never let her know. Until now, I thought my injury never bothered her.
"That's right. Ol' Mikey's a cripple," Alan sneered. "Well, I'll have you know I'm in perfect shape. Gimme that body of yours." Samantha giggled as she wriggled herself on top of him.
"Put that big cock inside me and fuck me silly," she demanded. Alan reached down and adjusted his cock so she could impale herself on him. "Oh yeah, that's it," Samantha cooed as she took him inside her pussy. "Now, fuck me. Make me your woman. Do it! Fuck a baby in me."
"Aren't you still on the pill?" he asked as he bucked inside her.
"No. I quit taking those today," Samantha told him. This was new, as I never knew she was on the pill. She knew that I had a low sperm count, which, according to several doctors I had seen over the years, was something I was born with. But again, we had discussed it, and Sam never seemed concerned about it. It just meant the odds of my fathering a child were reduced.
"Then get ready to be pregnant," Alan said as he fucked into her harder. He rolled over while buried inside her and spread her legs wide as he pumped into her harder and faster.
"Yes! Yes! Fuck me! Harder," Samantha exclaimed, her eyes wide. "Fill me with your hot cum!"
"I'm cumming," Alan groaned as he fucked Sam harder. "Aaaarrghhh," he growled as he ejaculated inside my soon-to-be ex-wife. As he rolled off Sam, I saw his semen dripping from her spread twat. She scooped some of it with a finger and licked it clean, like a lollipop.
"That's so yummy," she cooed. I stopped the video, unable to watch any more. I felt my dinner start to come back up and headed for the bathroom. After emptying my guts into the toilet, I washed my face and counted to ten while taking long deep breaths. I couldn't believe what I had just seen.
The only woman I had ever truly loved in my entire life had made a mockery of our wedding vows. And she had done it in the bed we had shared for the last several years. I began to wonder if I ever really knew her. After collecting myself, I went back into the room and looked through the pictures Allison had given me.
They all had a date and time stamp in the lower right corner and were also marked with a location: Dallas, Texas. Going back to my laptop, I pulled up my calendar. I was in Seattle on the exact dates the photos were supposedly taken in Dallas. Which meant I also had receipts for any expenditures I made. I figured that alone should be enough to prove I wasn't the man in the photos.
I looked closer at the man and noticed no clear face shots. Interesting, I thought. Then it hit me. Examining the photos, I realized two pictures showed the man's right thigh. There were no scars present in either image. I could easily prove that all of these photos were staged. But why? Unless...
Damn her, I thought. Samantha intended to use the prenuptial to rape me in a divorce to cover up for her infidelity. According to the agreement her father put together, adultery
meant the guilty party left the marriage only with what he or she brought into it with no support.
I looked closer at the divorce papers and realized Samantha went far beyond what the prenup stipulated. She not only wanted my house but also 80 percent of all the marital assets and 75 percent of my 401K, along with a crippling amount for "maintenance." I knew there was no way she would ever get that much in court, which explained why Allison pushed me to sign the papers sight unseen.
I wanted to find out what I could about this Alan character. I thought he worked with Samantha's law firm, so I went to their website. Sure enough, I found him - Alan Williams, a junior partner who joined the firm after leaving New York a few months ago. I decided to have our investigators look into his background.
Seeing it was pushing 11:30 pm, I shut my laptop down and prepared to go to bed, but my phone buzzed. Looking, I saw it was Jacob Greene, Samantha's father. I was surprised he would call so late in the evening but decided to take the call anyway.
"Mike, this is Jake Greene. How the hell are ya, boy?" he asked in his usual salty manner.
"Frankly, I've had better days, Pop," I answered.
"I'll bet you have. I was at the club with Langley, and he told me that you and Sam are getting divorced," Jacob said. "Imagine my surprise when he asked me how I handled the news of my daughter's pending divorce. I tried Sam's phone, but it went straight to voicemail. Wanna fill me in?"
"It's true. She had me served this evening. Claims adultery."
"Did ya do it, boy?" Jacob asked in a severe tone. This was just like him - direct and to the point. It was one of the things I admired about the man.
"Hell no," I answered. "But she did."
"What? You telling me she fucked around on you but claims you fucked around on her?"
"That's exactly what I'm telling you, Pop."
"You got proof of this?"
"Sure do. You want to see it for yourself?" I asked him.
"As a matter of fact, yes, I do. Where are ya? I'm coming over right now." I told him where I was staying, and he repeated it for verification.
"I'll be there in a half-hour. I don't give a shit how late it is. I wanna see this so-called evidence."
"I'll be here, Pop," I told him. We ended the call, and I got everything ready to show him, then made a small pot of coffee, knowing he would want some. I heard a knock on the door, grabbed my pistol, and looked through the peephole. Seeing it was Pop and verifying that he was alone, I cracked the door open.
"It's just me, son. No one else is here," Pop said. I unlatched the chain and opened the door but kept my pistol handy.
"Come on in," I told him. He walked in, and his eyes grew wide when he saw the 9 mm handgun.
"What the hell? You expecting trouble?" he asked, shocked.
"Always," I told him as I closed and locked the door.
"Well, put that damn thing away, willya? It makes me nervous," Pop said. I made the weapon safe and put it back in the holster, close by my side.
"Want some coffee before we get started?" I offered, holding out a paper cup. Pop shrugged his shoulder and took the cup.
"What the hell," he said. I poured each a cup, and we sat down. "Are you sure this is coffee?" he asked after a tentative sip.
"That's what the package says," I answered, causing him to laugh.
"Show me what ya got," he finally said. I handed him the photos Allison gave me earlier that evening. Pop looked through them, his brows furrowed. He sighed and handed them back to me.
"What do you think?" I asked.
"Well, the guy in those photos does seem to bear a slight resemblance, but whoever he is, he ain't you."
"What makes you say that?"
"For starters, I've seen you in swimming trunks. That fella doesn't have a scar on his right thigh," Pop said. "In a couple of those photos, he looks like he's putting all his weight on that right knee. I've never seen you do that." I couldn't help but smile at his observation. He was right, however. Since being shot, I have never been able to put all my weight on that knee.
"One other thing," I added. "Look at the date and time stamp on those photos. According to Allison, this happened in Dallas. I was in Seattle when these pictures were allegedly taken, and I have the receipts to prove it."
"Interesting," the older man said. "You said you have proof that Samantha is cheating on you. I wanna see it."
"It's pretty graphic, Pop," I warned, and he waved off my concern.
"I'm an adult, boy. There's nothing I haven't seen before. Trust me on that."
"Okay. Have it your way. This was from earlier this evening, after I left the house," I told him as I started the videos. He watched the action play out on my laptop with his brows furrowed. When they finished, I brought up the real-time surveillance cameras. Samantha and Alan were sleeping in my bed, naked, arms and legs wrapped around each other.
"I've seen enough," he said. "Turn it off. Please." I ended the video and closed the lid on my laptop.
"Well?" I asked.
"I believe you, son," he finally said quietly. He looked deep in thought for a few moments, then looked at me. "You think this has anything to do with your time on the Task Force?" The idea had crossed my mind, and I found his question intriguing, so I wanted to hear his reasoning.
"What makes you ask that?" I could see him carefully choosing his words.
"I haven't exactly been completely straight with you, son. Please understand that, like you, I have been sworn to a level of secrecy."
"I understand, Pop," I reassured him.
"I know all about the Task Force," he told me quietly. "I also know about that MMAS bunch." MMAS, the Mutual Marital Assurance Society, was a radical group started by a female lawyer who sought to punish cheating husbands. Unfortunately, her quest for power went way beyond that objective.
"Could you explain that a bit for me, Pop?" I asked quietly. He sighed heavily before continuing.
"Trudy isn't Samantha's birth mother, but she's the only mother Sammie has ever really known," Pop began. I knew Trudy was Pop's second wife but never pressed the issue. I always figured if he wanted to talk about it, he would. And now, he was. "Sam's birth mother abandoned us when she was a little girl."
"I'm sorry to hear that," I told him. He shook his head.
"Don't be. Patricia - that was her name - got involved with the woman who started that MMAS. Wanted me to help underwrite her operation. She figured I'd be open to it, given some of my charitable and political donations. I met the woman - Mona Larsen. Listened to her spew her snake oil. Of course, I refused to help her. I understood her pain, but there was no way I could condone what she wanted to do.
"Patty, on the other hand, not only condoned it but wanted to help Mona so much she abandoned us to do it. I hired Bill Jackson to deal with my divorce. She took her maiden name - Witherspoon - and moved to Washington, DC, to work with Mona."
"Wait, did you say, Witherspoon?" I asked.
"Yes, I did. Why?" Pop asked.
"I recall hearing about a Pat Witherspoon who died in custody a few months before I got shot. Was that your first wife?"
"Yes," Pop said quietly. "She didn't just die, though. She was murdered. By Mona Larsen. I was told she had some kind of poison capsule in her neck. She supposedly got a message from Mona that her services were no longer required. That triggered a hypnotic suggestion that she slap her neck. When she did, the poison capsule broke and she was dead before her body hit the floor."
"I didn't know all that," I told him. "Wasn't my case."
"It's neither here nor there," Pop said. "By then, I had already remarried. Trudy can't have children, but she happily adopted Sammie." He wiped his eyes, then looked at me before speaking again. "I know MMAS has a history of going after former agents. It's their way of getting revenge. That's why I asked if you think they're involved in this."



"It had crossed my mind. But I was under the impression the corporate entity known as MMAS is destroyed."
"Technically, it is. But there's still a lot of rogue operatives and agents being rounded up," Pop said. "I heard they just took a couple of former contractors into custody not that long ago."
"Damn," I said. "I hadn't heard that, but I haven't exactly been in a position where I needed to know. So tell me. How is it you know all this?"
"After Patty left us, I filed for divorce. Bill Jackson still did family law in those days, and he took my case. When I told him what happened, he informed me that he and some others had heard about Larsen and her group," Pop said. "He had this crazy idea and ran it by me. I liked it and started putting together a funding mechanism.
"We formed a board, planned everything out. Hell, I put together the funding to purchase that old Army base you call Fort Apache. I also lobbied Congress to get federal support. You know the rest," Pop told me.
"So, when we first met, you already knew about me," I suggested.
"I knew everything about you, son. Everything," Pop said. "Including your reputation as a hard-ass who doesn't take shit from anyone."
"So you were just yanking my chain the day we first met," I joked. Pop smiled and nodded his head.
"It's what I do best, son," he admitted. "Besides, I wanted to see if there were any truth to the rumors. So, what are you gonna do now?"
"I have an appointment to see an attorney tomorrow morning. I intend to have the restraining order lifted, then I plan to evict Sam from my house."
"Restraining order?" Pop asked, shocked. "She took out a restraining order?"
"Yeah. Can you believe it? Then I'm counter-filing based on adultery. And I plan to invoke the prenuptial you had us sign. If I have my way, someone will go to jail."
"Jail?" Pop asked.
"The last time I looked, attempted extortion, conspiracy, and perjury are still against the law. So is fabricating evidence.
Things have changed over the last seven years, but I don't think they've changed that much." Pop laughed at that.
"Good luck. Just do me one small favor, if you would, please," Pop said.
"What's that?"
"I know you have to do what you need to do. But try not to hurt my little girl too much. Please," he begged quietly. I knew what he meant and nodded in understanding.
"I'll do my level best," I told him. "I do have some questions, though, if you don't mind."
"What's that?"
"What can you tell me about Sam's first husband?" I had never asked Samantha about that, figuring it was in the past. Pop sighed heavily and nodded his head.
"His name is Alvin Morrison. He's an accountant. Last I heard, he worked for a financial services outfit downtown. He and Sam met in college and got married after they graduated. Seemed like a nice enough fella. Bit of a wimp, though, if you ask me," Pop said.
"What happened?"
"Sam says he cheated on her," Pop answered. "Kicked his ass to the curb, filed divorce based on the prenup. I never heard from him after that."
"Sounds a bit familiar, doesn't it?" I asked. Pop's eyes widened, and his brows raised as he looked at me.
"Now that you mention it, yeah. It does," he finally stated. "You think she set him up as well?"
"Don't know until I've had a chance to look into it. But it certainly seems like a possibility, doesn't it?"
"I... suppose it does. Which means..."
"At this point, absolutely nothing," I interrupted. "I'm just thinking out loud right now. But it IS something that needs to be checked out."
"I agree," Pop said as he stood to leave. "Keep me in the loop, if you would."
"We'll see, Pop," I told him sadly. He seemed to understand, but I could tell he was slightly disappointed in his daughter. We shook hands, and I walked him to the door. He turned to me before leaving.
"I'm... sorry about all this, son," Pop said quietly. This was the first time I had heard him apologize for anything, and I knew it didn't come easy. "You're a good man and don't deserve this."
"I appreciate that, Pop. Apology accepted."
"One last thing, son. Stay in touch, willya?"
"Of course," I said. To my surprise, he hugged me like a father would a son, then left. I closed the door, went back to bed, pulled the covers down, and went to sleep.
...
The following day, I got up earlier than usual, did my business, dressed, and then gathered my things for the day. I didn't bother checking the surveillance system - I could always look at it when I returned. After grabbing a light breakfast and a fresh caramel mocha, I headed to the office, classic Tull keeping me company.
My boss, Jack Iverson, the CEO of Iverson Security Services, or ISS, waved me into his office when I arrived. I saw Terry Torres, the head of Investigative Services, in his office, so I went to Jack's corner office.
"Morning, Mike," Jack said. "I wasn't expecting you in until after your appointment with Alice."
"I couldn't sleep, so I decided to come on in," I explained.
"I understand," Jack told me. "I took the liberty of briefing Terry on your situation. I hope you don't mind."
"Not at all. In fact, I have a couple of leads that might be useful."
"Oh?" Terry asked.
"I learned last night that the man Samantha is cheating on me with is Alan Williams, a partner with the Hempstead Law Group. I couldn't print a picture, but he's on their website. If that doesn't work, you can Google 'Asshole.' Maybe you can get a picture there." Both men laughed at that.
"That's a start. Anything else?" Terry asked.
"Yeah. I want you to see if you can find an Alvin Morrison. I believe he works for a financial services outfit here in town," I said.
"And who is he, exactly?" Terry asked.
"He's Samantha's first husband. I want to know everything about their divorce. Should be a public record, so it'll be easy to pull up. I'd appreciate it if you could verify his employment."
"If he's in town, that should be relatively easy to do," Terry said. "Just out of curiosity, though, what are your intentions?"
"I'd like to chat with him about his divorce. I have a feeling this isn't the first time Samantha's played this little game," I said. Terry nodded his head as he made notes. "One other thing. I need to know everything you can learn about these photos." I handed Terry one of the pictures from the envelope Allison gave me the previous day.
"Damn. You don't ask for much, do you, Boss?" Terry asked sarcastically as he looked at the photo. Jack looked at it after Terry handed it to him.
"You weren't even in Dallas when this was taken," Jack observed. "Assuming this date stamp is correct."
"No, I wasn't," I replied.
"The photo could take some time, but I should have some answers on the rest of this for you by the end of the day," Terry told me. "Don't worry, Mike. I'll get my best people on this and forward whatever we find to you and Alice."
"Thanks, Terry, I really appreciate that," I told him. "I owe you." He smiled at that.
"Buy me a cold one, and we'll call it even," he quipped. "Well, I'd better get to it. I'll be in touch."
"Thanks, Terry," Jack said as Terry left. I echoed the sentiment, and Jack motioned for me to close the door. He looked at me, concerned, before speaking.
"You think this might be a rogue MMAS operation, Mike? You know how those folks are about getting revenge," he said.
"I don't know, Jack. I thought that at first, but I'm not sure. I did learn one interesting little tidbit, though."
"What's that?" Jack asked.
"Samantha's birth mother was Pat Witherspoon, one of MMAS' top field operatives."
"That IS interesting. She's been dead for quite a while now, from what I've heard. Tell you what I'll do. I'll reach out to Bill Jackson and Oscar Warren and see if they've heard any chatter. Oscar's pretty much the top dog over there at Fort Apache now," Jack said.
"That's what I heard as well."
"Tell you what, Mike. You got a good group of people backing you up on this. Let them do the heavy lifting. Meanwhile, take some time off, maybe go fishing or something," Jack said, concerned.
"I appreciate that, Jack, but I can't just sit on my ass while Samantha screws me over," I told him.
"I understand how you feel, Mike. Really, I do. But maybe you should sit this one out. You're not a field agent anymore," Jack told me.
"I know. But I can't just sit back and... do nothing. I'm just not wired that way."
"No, you're not, and that's one of the things I admire about you. But you're not much good to me in the shape you're in now, Mike," Jack said. "We've got your back. Take some time off anyway. You've earned it. When we learn something, you'll be the first to know."
I took in Jack's face and realized he was "this close" to ordering me to take time off. The professional side of me realized he was right. I needed to back off a bit and decompress. And he was right that I had a good group of people behind me. After thinking about it, I nodded my head in agreement.
"You're right, Jack," I finally said. "I just need to get a few things from my desk before I see Alice."
"Smart move, Mike," Jack said with a wry smile. "Go on, do what ya gotta do. We'll be in touch. And keep me in the loop."
"I will," I told him. "Thanks." I went to my office and pulled up my expense report with copies of receipts for the days I was in Seattle. Then I copied the two videos I downloaded to a thumb drive, adjusted my "out of office" email auto-response message, then packed up my stuff. On the way out, I saw Jack smile and nod his head. I smiled back and left.
I got to the building where Alice Hawkins worked, parked, and went inside. I was about 15 minutes early, but I knew Alice wouldn't mind. I checked in with the receptionist, who directed me to the waiting area. A few minutes later, she escorted me to Alice's office.
"Good morning, Mr. Jacobs," Alice said as she offered a hand. "Mr. Iverson told me to expect you this morning. Would you care for a cup of coffee? The shop on the first floor makes a wonderful caramel mocha."
"That would be terrific, Ms. Hawkins," I said. "Please." I started to pull some money out of my pocket, but Alice stopped me.
"My treat. Sally, would you mind running down for me, please? Two large caramel mochas, and get yourself something as well," Alice said as she pulled some money from her purse.
"Of course, Ms. Hawkins. Thank you," the pretty, young receptionist said as she took Alice's money. After Sally left, Alice motioned to a chair in front of her desk, and I sat down.
"Mr. Iverson tells me you've been served with divorce papers," Alice said.
"That's correct, Ms. Hawkins," I replied.
"Please, call me Alice. Do you have the papers with you?"
"Yes, I do," I told her, opening my briefcase. I grabbed the envelope and handed it to her. Alice looked through the papers, frowning as she did so. When she finished, she set the papers down and looked at me with a scowl.
"There are some fairly serious charges being made here," Alice finally said through gritted teeth. "Is there any evidence of infidelity? Because if there is, you should know that I do not represent cheaters."
"There is evidence, but none that will implicate me. If you're interested, I'll show you. If not, I'll find someone more objective to handle my case," I told her sternly. She seemed to shrink a bit at that.
"By all means, Mr. Jacobs. Show me." I handed her the envelope of photos and watched her eyes widen as she scanned through them. She shook her head and looked at me when she finished. "Can you dispute this?"
"Absolutely," I told her, standing up with the help of my cane. Alice looked shocked as I unfastened my belt and dropped my trousers.
"Mr. Jacobs, please. That isn't necessary," she said.
"I'll be the judge of what's necessary," I growled. Then her eyes fell on my right thigh, now exposed.
"Oh, my," she sighed in shock.
"I damn near lost this leg in the service of my country. Spent months in the hospital going through surgery and physical therapy learning to walk all over again," I hissed. "I still can't put my weight on that knee like the man in those photos did. Do you believe me now, Ms. Hawkins, or do I take my business down the street?"
"You're alleging these photos were fabricated?" Alice asked.
"I'm not alleging anything, Ms. Hawkins. I'm telling you flat out - those photos are fabricated. On top of that, I have expense reports and receipts proving I was in Seattle, Washington when those photos were taken. I'm good, but not even I can be in two places at once. Now, tell me. Will you represent me, or do I go somewhere else?"
"I'll take your case, Mr. Jacobs," Alice finally said, handing the photos back. "Now, please, pull your pants back up." I pulled my trousers back up and fastened my belt when Sally returned with our coffee. She looked at me, confused.
"Is everything all right?" she asked.
"Just proving a point. Everything is fine," I told her before taking my seat. Sally looked at Alice for confirmation.
"Everything is fine, Sally. Thank you," she said as Sally handed over the change from the coffee purchases. Sally smiled, then left the office. Alice looked at me before taking a sip of coffee. "I'm sorry for doubting you, Mr. Jacobs. I hope we won't have to go through that again."
"Please call me Mike. And I accept your apology. I hope I won't have to drop trou in the courtroom, but I will if I have to prove the point," I told her. Alice smiled at that.
"I see your reputation precedes you, Mike. And no, I doubt you'll have to do that. But in all fairness, it's nice to know you're willing to go the extra mile if necessary. What else do you have for me?" I pulled out my phone and showed Alice the video I took of my confrontation with Allison. She frowned as she watched the video, then handed the phone back.
"So, your wife has retained Allison Cartwright," Alice said. "She has quite the reputation as well. Ethics doesn't seem to be an obstacle for her, according to this video. I'd like a copy of that, please. It'll come in handy when I file my complaint against her."
"Complaint?"
"Yes. That video shows several ethics violations and at least one possible criminal act. Plus, she accompanied you to your house without a police escort, and that's highly unusual. What else do you have?" I handed her the thumb drive with the two videos I took from my surveillance system. Alice looked at both of those, a smile forming on her face.
"Well?" I asked.
"More fuel for my complaint," Alice said. "What's this about pulling a gun on Ms. Cartwright? Did you really pull a gun on an officer of the court?"
"Yes, I did."
"Why?" Alice asked. She nodded her head as I explained my experiences in the Task Force. "And you thought that maybe your wife and or Ms. Cartwright had something or someone waiting to ambush and drug or assault you?"
"Something like that, yeah," I said. "In fact, I was shot in a very similar situation."
"I see," Alice said. "Fortunately for you, Mike, I'm familiar with the Task Force, and I'm familiar with some of the tactics used by MMAS. I've represented quite a few of the men your Task Force has helped. I'm sure Ms. Cartwright will try to make an issue of it. Don't worry. I've got it under control."
"Thank you," I said.
"So let me see if I have this right. You own the house you shared with Samantha, correct?"
"Yes. It was passed down to me from my grandparents long before I ever met Samantha," I explained.
"What about your bank accounts?"
"Samantha removed 80 percent of our accounts, and Allison had them frozen." Alice looked at me, shocked.
"She froze the accounts AFTER your wife took 80 percent?"
"Correct," I said.
"There was no real reason for that other than just plain vindictiveness and an attempt to slow you down, keep you from retaining legal services," Alice said. "Why are they doing all of this to you?"
"Now that's the $64,000 question, isn't it, counselor?" I asked sarcastically.
"Hopefully, your company's investigators can come up with some answers," Alice said. "Yes, Mr. Iverson informed me that Mr. Torres will be working the case. I look forward to what he finds out."
"As do I," I told her.
"First things first. I need to get that restraining order lifted and get you back into your house. Then I need to get your assets returned. In the meantime, I'll answer this... petition... with one of our own. Do you have a copy of your prenuptial agreement?"
"Yes, I do," I told her, pulling it out of my briefcase. Alice looked it over, set it aside, and handed me a checklist.
"It will probably take me a couple days to get this ironed out. Do what you can on that checklist. Are you set for funds until we get the money back into your account?"
"Yes, I'll be okay," I told her.
"Alright, Mike. I've got it from here. I shouldn't have to remind you not to do anything stupid in the meantime, but I'm going to anyway. I don't want to have to bail you out of jail."
"No problem, Alice," I told her with a chuckle. "I've got it under control."
"No, you don't," she remarked. "At least not yet. Your cheating bitch of a wife has just served you with divorce papers, falsely accused you of adultery based on fabricated evidence, kicked you out of your house, stolen a good chunk of money, and wants to steal most of your assets as well. And that's just for starters. But we will get things under control."
We exchanged contact information, then ended the meeting. On the way out, I stopped at Sally's desk and paid a healthy retainer. Then I left, feeling like I had some control over things.
I stopped for lunch and received a call between bites of my cheeseburger. I saw it was from Jack, so I took the call.
"How did things go with Alice?" he asked.
"Went well," I answered. "I hope to see something happen real soon."
"Good," Jack responded. "I spoke with Bill and Oscar. They're not aware of anything at the moment, but Oscar said he'll be by to see you later this afternoon or this evening. I suspect he'll want some background. I told him where you're hanging out."
"No problem. I'm sure he does," I said. "Anything else?"
"Terry has some info for you. He's sending you an email with his summary so far. Don't want to say too much over the phone, but I will tell you this. Turns out Ms. Cartwright handled Samantha's first divorce as well."
"Interesting," I said.
"I thought you might say that," Jack said. "Anyway, I can hear the television in the background. You at that new sports bar and grill?"
"Yeah, chowing down on a mega cheeseburger," I told him. "Not bad, actually."
"Maybe I'll try it one of these days," Jack said. "You take care of yourself, and I don't want to see you in here tomorrow. Got it?"
"Got it, boss," I responded.
"Good. By the way, good job on that monthly report. Looks like things are improving out west."
"Thanks, I noticed that as well."
"Alright, I'll let ya go. Talk to you soon, Mike." We ended the call, and I turned back to my burger. I was nearly finished when my phone buzzed. I saw a text from Terry: "Alvin Morrison, financial planner, Tri-States Financial Services," followed by an address close by and a phone number. I acknowledged the text and received an almost immediate reply: "More to come. Stand by. Will email."
"Thanks," I wrote back. "That was fast."
"We're the best, boss," he replied. I gave his message a "thumbs-up" emoji and called Alvin's number. To my amazement, he answered after the first ring.
"Thank you for calling Tri-States Financial Services the best in the business. I'm Alvin Morrison. How can I help secure your financial future today?" I was momentarily taken aback. At first, I thought this was a recording, but then I realized it was an actual person.



"Yes, my name is Mike Jacobs. I'd like to speak with you as soon as possible," I answered.
"Absolutely, Mr. Jacobs. I'd love to meet you," Alvin said. "I just so happen to have an opening at 1:00 pm. Would that work for you?" I looked at my watch before answering. That would give me roughly an hour, assuming I could finish my burger in the next ten to fifteen minutes.
"Uh, yes, that would be perfect. I'll see you at 1:00 pm. Thanks," I said.
"I look forward to seeing you, Mr. Jacobs," Alvin cheerfully said before we ended the call. I did a quick Google search to see how much guys like Alvin made in an hour and made a mental note of it.
I had no intention of purchasing any of his services at the moment. Still, I decided I would compensate him for his time and whatever information he could provide. Wrapping up my lunch, I headed out. As I drove out of the parking lot, I heard a line from an old Tull song on my car stereo.
"The witch's promise was coming. Believing he listened while laughing, you flew."
"You got that shit right, Ian," I said to no one in particular. I finally got to the building where Alvin worked, parked the car, and went inside. I introduced myself to the receptionist, who escorted me to Alvin's office. I saw a reasonably tall, lanky man a few years younger than me in a business suit, white shirt, and tie. He smiled as he stood and shook my hand.
"Good afternoon, Mr. Jacobs," he said in greeting. "Would you care for a cup of coffee?"
"Of course," I said, sitting down. The receptionist asked how I liked my coffee, then left and returned a few moments later with a steaming mug of coffee. I thanked her and took a sip, finding the hot brew sufficiently flavored.
"So, Mr. Jacobs, what can I do for you today? Are you looking to invest or possibly set up a retirement portfolio? We offer some of the best packages in the business, and I can assure you a good return on your investments," Alvin cheerfully stated, smiling the whole time. I wondered if the smile had been surgically implanted on his face.
"Please, call me Mike," I said, hoping to put him at ease before launching into the real reason for my visit.
"Okay, Mike, and feel free to call me Alvin," he said with his constant smile.
"Thank you, Alvin," I responded, almost feeling wrong about what I would do next. "I'm sorry to say, I'm not here to purchase any of your products. I'm here to ask about your divorce from Samantha Greene." Alvin's smile disappeared, and his face went dark.
"I'm sorry, Mr. Jacobs, but that's not open for discussion. I'm afraid I'll have to ask that you leave now," Alvin growled. I pulled the small stack of $100 bills from my pocket and counted off three bills as his eyes grew wide.
"I understand this is a sore subject for you, Alvin. I intend to compensate you for your time and whatever information you can provide. I believe financial planners in this area make about $40.00 an hour. I'm willing to pay you $300 for the same amount of time," I responded, holding three $100 bills in my hand. I saw him look at the money as he considered my offer. Then his demeanor softened.
"That's very... generous... of you, Mike," he finally said. "Just one question before I decide whether or not to accept your offer."
"Anything," I told him.
"Are you a private investigator or a law enforcement officer?"
"No, Alvin. I'm not. I used to be a federal agent, but that was a long time ago. Before... this," I said, pointing to my leg. He looked where I pointed and at the cane. Then he nodded his head.
"Alright," he said. "I accept your offer." I handed him the bills. "Thank you."
"You're welcome. Would you mind if I record this conversation? I want to make sure I get everything right."
"That's fine," he said, shrugging his shoulders. I pulled out my phone and started the audio recorder app.
"Interview with Alvin Morrison," I said into the recorder, adding the date and the time. "So, Alvin, what can you tell me?"
"Not much to tell, really," he began. "I met Samantha in college. We shared a few classes and I was attracted to her. We dated, fell in love. You know, all the usual stuff. We married right out of college. She took me to see her father."
"Jacob Greene?" I asked.
"Yeah. Him. He hated me from the very beginning. I know he's rich and all, but I never imagined he would be so... brash. Profane, actually." I chuckled at that. "Anyway, things went well for about five years. We were talking about having children and buying a house. Basically, all the stuff young married couples talk about.
"I came home from work one day and saw her at the kitchen table with another woman. At first, I thought she was a friend of Samantha's from that law firm she worked for."
"Would that be Hempstead?" I asked. Alvin nodded.
"Yes, that would be the one. Anyway, I walked into the kitchen and said hello. The other woman handed me an envelope and said I was served. I looked and saw Samantha was accusing me of infidelity."
"Did you ever cheat on her?"
"No. Never. I loved Samantha with all my heart. I know I'm not the most attractive guy, nor the strongest. But I loved her, and I would never do anything to hurt her."
"Alright. Did they have proof of this alleged infidelity?" I asked.
"The other woman I learned was Samantha's attorney handed me a smaller envelope full of photographs. Claimed she had even more, along with a video. Threatened to send them out to my friends, family, and even the people I work with. Unless I signed the papers right then and there.
"Of course, I refused to sign them until I had a chance to see an attorney. Samantha also had a restraining order and said I had to leave right then. She even had a lot of my stuff already packed. Her lawyer told me she had other 'evidence' against me and threatened to use it if I didn't sign. I left and tried to check into a motel but found none of my cards worked.
"That's when I learned that Samantha cleaned out our accounts. We had over $100,000 saved up, but it was all gone. I ended up staying with my parents. They loaned me enough to see a lawyer, but he was basically worthless.
"I went back to the condo to get more of my things and hopefully talk some sense into Samantha. I forgot about the restraining order. Anyway, she was in bed with some asshole when I got there. I lost it and went after him, but he was a whole lot bigger than me. He kicked my ass and beat me so bad that I had to be taken to the hospital in an ambulance.
"When I woke up, I found myself handcuffed to the bed. That's when I was told I was under arrest for violating a restraining order and possessing child pornography. After I was discharged from the hospital, I was taken to jail.
"The detective working the case discovered the images on my phone were placed there AFTER I was knocked unconscious. So the charges were dropped. But the damage was already done. I was fired from my job - basically, my whole life went down the toilet."
"What about the charge of violating the restraining order?"
"Turns out that was fabricated as well. There was no restraining order, and the paper Samantha's lawyer gave me hadn't been filed with the court. But that didn't matter. I still ended up spending a weekend in jail," Alvin spit.
"What then?"
"They proceeded to destroy me every way they could," Alvin hissed. "By the time it was over, I had nothing. I was broke, out of a job, but still expected to pay 'maintenance' and the mortgage on the condo. I took whatever job I could get just to keep my head above water. I finally got on here, and I'm just now beginning to see light at the end of the tunnel."
"Do you still have the pictures they gave you of your alleged adultery?" I asked.
"Yes, as a matter of fact, I do," Alvin said, opening his briefcase. He pulled out a small, tattered envelope and handed it to me.
"You keep them in your briefcase?" I asked, surprised.
"I still live with my parents, and I'd be mortified if they ever saw them. I keep meaning to throw them away, but I just haven't gotten around to it yet." I nodded in understanding, then looked through the pictures, and what I saw shocked me.
The background and the poses depicted were exactly like the photos Allison handed me. Even the woman in the pictures looked to be the same person. There were only two things different in this set of images. First, the date and time stamps were different, and second, the man in this set of photographs looked shorter and somewhat thinner. Other than that, they appeared identical.
"Would you mind if I keep these for a while? I know someone who can analyze these photographs."
"You can keep them, for all I care," Alvin said.
"Thank you," I said. "Tell me, have you considered taking legal action against your ex-wife and her attorney?"
"I spoke to a couple lawyers, but they said there was nothing they could do. Apparently, I didn't make enough money for their tastes."
"I see. How are you holding up now?"
"I was a basket case for years. I haven't even dated a woman since this happened. As you can imagine, I have a lot of issues with trust. And I'm still trying to dig my way out of debt."
"At least you don't have alimony or the mortgage on your condo to deal with anymore," I told him, hoping to give him a slight ray of hope. My statement was met with an expression of shock mixed with confusion.
"What are you talking about?" he asked. "I've been paying that bitch nearly $3,000 a month to cover alimony and the mortgage on the condo I used to live in for almost eight years. I still have just over two years of alimony, and another eighteen years on the mortgage."
"Weren't you informed that Samantha remarried about six years ago? And that she sold that condo about the same time?" I asked.
"No," Alvin declared, shaking his head. "No one said anything. Samantha's attorney had it taken right out of my pay and deposited in an account for Samantha." I quickly did the math and figured Samantha owed this poor guy just over $210,000.
There was another issue, and I realized Terry would need to look into Samantha's financial records. There was an account in her name with a ton of money somewhere. Perhaps she was splitting the money she extorted from Alvin with Allison.
"Can you contact your HR department and have them get you the information on where that money is being sent?" I asked.
"I'll ask," Alvin said. "What if they refuse to give it to me?"
"Then I'll ask my lawyer to file a subpoena for that information. Something about this is very fishy. I'm no lawyer, Alvin, but it sounds to me like you have a serious case against your ex-wife, and her attorney."
"How do you know this?" Alvin asked.
"Because... Samantha pulled something very similar to me just yesterday," I said. "Would you be willing to testify to this in court?"
"Absolutely," Alvin snarled. "You think she could go to jail for this?"
"I think that's a definite possibility," I answered.
"Then hell yes, I'll testify," Alvin said.
"I'll have my lawyer get in touch with you, Alvin, if you're okay with that."
"I'm more than okay with that," Alvin responded. I nodded my head and stood with the help of my cane. Alvin stood with me and offered his hand, which I accepted.
"We'll be in touch," I told him. I left and headed for my hotel room. When I got there, I pulled out the photos Alvin gave me and compared them to the images I had. Sure enough, they were nearly identical. I grabbed my phone and called Terry.
"Torres," he said when he answered.
"Terry, are you anywhere near my hotel?" I asked.
"I can be there in about an hour," he said. "What's up?"
"I got a little challenge for you."
"You know me. I'm always up to a challenge," Terry responded. I could hear the smile in his voice.
"Good. I need you to come by my room at the hotel. I have something for you to check out."
"On my way," Terry said. We ended the call, and I checked my home surveillance system. So far, nothing new had been saved since Samantha and Alan left this morning. I pulled my phone and made a call to Alice.
"Yes, Mr. Jacobs?" she asked when she picked up the phone. I told her about my meeting with Alvin and heard her gasp in surprise. "I've checked and I can assure you the restraining order against you is very real. But I definitely want to speak with Mr. Morrison." We ended the call after I gave her Alvin's contact information. By then, Terry was knocking on my door.
"What's up, Boss?" he asked when I let him inside. I showed him the pictures Alvin gave me, and he appeared shocked as he looked at them.
"Can you explain this?" I asked.
"I've heard about this, but I've never actually seen anyone get away with it," Terry said as he compared the two photos.
"Heard about what?" I asked.
"Deep fake photos," Terry said. "Basically, someone with the right skills could create fake photos and videos and they would be very difficult to disprove. In this case, it seems whoever did this is using the same background and the same two human forms to create fake images of spouses having sex. Pretty lazy if you ask me."
"You think we can prove these are fakes to a judge?" I asked.
"Yeah," Terry said. "I know some photo experts who could probably take these apart, but it would be easier if we had the originals, which I suspect are digital."
"Alright. Take a couple from each batch and see what you can find out for me," I told him. "Anything else?"
"Yeah, I looked into Williams for you. He joined Hempstead not too long ago and came here from New York. Get this - he's married with two kids." Terry showed me a family portrait. There he was, Alan, a pretty blonde woman, and two good-looking young children, probably not more than seven years old.
"For a lawyer, he's awful stupid - cheating on a beautiful family like this," I said.
"Tell me about it. Her name is Rhonda. She's a state representative, heir to a fairly wealthy man."
"Which means she's still in New York, and I'll bet you a dollar to a doughnut hole there's a prenup involved," I said.
"Yup, on both counts," Terry said. I couldn't help but smile. Oh yeah, Alan Williams would pay dearly.
"What else?" I asked Terry.
"I looked into Morrison's divorce like you asked. Pretty straightforward, according to the paperwork. Samantha filed for divorce based on adultery. The terms and conditions of the prenuptial were enforced, and she got a healthy order for ten years of spousal support, unless she remarried, and Alvin was ordered to pay the mortgage on their condo," Terry said.
"The order does stipulate that if the condo is sold, the proceeds are to be split equally between the two parties," he added.
"So he's been paying Samantha for a mortgage that no longer exists, and paying support to someone who doesn't deserve it. Any idea where the money is going?" I asked.
"Cartwright set up a separate account and had the funds automatically taken out of Morrison's paychecks," Terry said. "I wasn't able to find any information on that account. Personally, I don't know how Morrison managed to survive all this time on what was left."
"At least they didn't have children," I said. "If I can get you the account information, can you look into it, find out how much she's got in it?"
"Of course, but to be honest, it may very well take a court order or a subpoena to get any details," Terry explained.
"Do what you have to do. Get with Alice if you need something legal. I assume you've already provided all this to her."
"I have," Terry acknowledged.
"And I'm sure you have people tailing Samantha?"
"Of course," Terry said. "You know they have people watching you as well?"
"I figured that," I admitted. "Frankly, I don't give a shit. Let them waste their time and money following me." Terry chuckled at that.
"Well, I'd better get back to it. I'll send you an email with what I have so far," he said.
"Sounds like a plan. I look forward to your report," I told him as I shook his hand. "And... good work, Terry." He smiled at the compliment.
"Thanks, Boss. That means a lot," he said. I noticed the extra spring in his step as he left the room and smiled. Terry was a good man, and I meant what I said. I sat down at my laptop and logged into the home surveillance system, but there wasn't anything new.
So I sat back on the bed, watched television, and considered my next actions. I hated not being able to do anything but wait on other people. I had always been a man who took point on everything, and this waiting was killing me. Sometime later, I heard a knock at the door. Grabbing my pistol and cane, I got off the bed and went for the door.
"Who's there?" I called out.
"Oscar Warren," a man's voice said from the other side. I looked through the peephole and saw him holding up his credentials.
"Probie? Is that really you?"
"That's Special Agent Probie to you, MISTER Jacobs," Oscar said good-naturedly. I cracked the door and saw his smiling face. He was a bit older than the last time I saw him, but he still looked in good shape. I opened the door and let him come in.
"Good to see you Oscar," I said, lowering the pistol.
"Good to see you as well, you old dog," he laughed. "I hope you remember how to make that thing safe." I chuckled at that.
"I think I can manage. Looks like they'll make anyone a Special Agent these days," I joked.
"Well, technically, I'm actually a 'Deputy Assistant Special Agent in Charge,' but I'm okay with just 'Special Agent.' So, I hear you're a big-time executive these days."
"Yeah, so they tell me," I quipped. "So, what brings you all the way out here from Fort Apache?"
"Pat Witherspoon," Oscar replied. "That's a name I hadn't heard in ages. You know, she was the one who turned my first wife, the one who told me what my punishment would be if I ever cheated on Renee. She died in my custody when Mona Larsen played her little Jedi mind trick. All these years I never knew she was Jake Greene's ex-wife. And here you are, married to her daughter."
"I had no idea," I told him.
"No, of course you didn't. None of us knew her family ties at the time," Oscar said. "We ended up cremating her body after the autopsy. No one would even claim her body."
"Kinda sad, don'tcha think?"
"Given who she was associated with, all the pain and suffering she caused, no, I don't. As far as I'm concerned, she was the one who killed Renee with her drugs and her games," Oscar said bitterly. "And I still have a hospital full of her victims. Men who will probably never recover from the abuse and torture Pat's goons inflicted on them. You were there, Mike. You saw your share. Got shot by one of them, remember?"
"I'll never forget," I said quietly.
"Do you think her daughter is following in her footsteps?" Oscar asked.
"I don't know. She doesn't exactly fit the profile."
"A lot of the old profiles don't work anymore, Mike. It's a whole new ball game these days. They don't even call themselves MMAS. They prefer to use terms like 'sisterhood.' You ever hear Samantha or her lawyer use that phrase?"
"No, never," I answered.
"Let me know if you do, okay?" Oscar pleaded.
"Sure," I said. "Like I said, Samantha doesn't exactly fit the... old profiles. But that lawyer of hers, Allison Cartwright... She definitely could."
"Cartwright... I don't recall that name," Oscar mused. "Tell you what I'll do. I'll have Wiseman and his research team do a deep dive, see what they come up with."
"He's still working for the Task Force?"
"Oh yeah," Oscar exclaimed. "That is when he and his wife aren't scaring the shit out of wannabe Lotharios. I think Amy's been hit on by just about every manager in that company she works for." I chuckled at that. I've met Ron Wiseman before and watched him and his wife use their Wheel of Death. He even showed me a few tricks with his knives. To quote Mr. T, I pitied the fools who tried to hit on Amy.



"So, what's going on? Anything new since I spoke with your boss?" Oscar asked, and I filled him in on what I had learned since this morning. He seemed especially interested when I told him about the photos.
"I can't help but wonder if maybe this Cartwright has done this to others besides you and Morrison," Oscar said. "I'll pass that on to Wiseman. Definitely sounds like a crime or two has been committed here. May not rise to the level of Task Force involvement, but I certainly think someone's going to jail. I'll get Wiseman on it right away and let you know what he finds."
"Thanks, Oscar, I appreciate it a bunch," I said.
"What are friends for?" Oscar responded with a smile. "Well, I'd better get back. Rita's making a pot roast and it'll be my ass if I'm not home in time for dinner."
"That's right, you married the boss' daughter. I thought you'd gained a few pounds since the last time I saw you. How are things going?"
"Wonderful," Oscar said. "I haven't been this happy in years."
"Well, you give her and the kids my best," I told him.
"I'll do that, Mike, thanks," Oscar said as he stood up.
"No, thank you, my friend," I told him as we shook hands. I walked him to the door, and we said our final goodbyes. I looked at the time and decided to grab some dinner, so I grabbed my cane and went to the restaurant downstairs. After a tasty filet mignon, I bought a cigar from the gift shop, sat out by the pool with an after-dinner drink, and relaxed.
I returned to my room a couple hours later, feeling somewhat relaxed. After looking at the time, I figured Samantha would be home, so I washed up, booted my laptop, and logged into my home surveillance system. Sam had just walked into the house with Alan and Allison.
"So, what's so important that you couldn't tell me at the office?" Samantha asked Allison.
"I got a report from the PI. Your husband went to see Alice Hawkins this morning," Allison told her.
"So? He went to see a lawyer. We knew he would."
"You don't understand, Samantha. Alice is a shark, and the first thing she's going to do is get that restraining order reversed. And if I know her, she'll be looking for blood.
There's more. Mike spoke to your ex-husband early this afternoon," Allison said. I saw Samantha's face turn white.
"What do you think Alvin told him?" Samantha asked, now panicked.
"My guess is everything," Allison said. "And if your husband puts it together, we could be in big trouble. There's more. I spoke to my contact and she tells me Mike served on something called the HomeFront Security Task Force. A real bad-ass. He wasn't kidding when he told your father he killed people," she added, causing Samantha to shrink back.
"In fact, he received several medals for his work," Allison continued. "I also heard from the PI that he was visited today by one of his old colleagues. Someone named Oscar Warren. I don't know what they talked about, but I can make an educated guess."
"Again, why is that so important?" Samantha asked, still confused.
"If your husband has the resources of a federal agency that specializes in family disputes behind him, we're royally screwed," Allison said.
"Maybe now is the time to set Mike up," Alan said. "I still have that drive. Lots of juicy stuff on here. Can you imagine what'll happen when the authorities learn that a former federal agent has a computer full of kiddie porn?"
"Forget it, Alan," Allison said. "It's too late to plant anything on his hard drive now. He hasn't had access to his computer for nearly 24 hours. A forensic tech could spot that in a minute."
"Alright, then I'll email it to him," Alan said.
"That might work," Allison said. "But you need to be very careful. Make sure he can't track it back to your computer."
"What about the account?" Samantha asked. "There's hundreds of thousands of dollars in that account."
"I'll deal with that," Allison said.
"What if all this doesn't work?" Samantha asked fear etched in her voice.
"There's too much at stake here. If this doesn't work, and if we can't bring Mike to heel, we'll have no choice but to make sure he has an accident. One he never wakes up from," Allison told her firmly. "Do you understand what I'm telling you?" Samantha slowly nodded her head, understanding the implication of Allison's statement. "And do you understand, Alan?"
"Yeah, I get it," he told her.
I understood as well. The three of them intended to kill me if all else failed. The woman I had pledged my life and my love to had just agreed to see me dead. All for the love of money. She, of all people, should've known that I don't like to lose an argument. And I sure as hell wasn't about to lose this one. I pulled out my phone and made my first call to Ryan Harper, an old friend of mine in the FBI.
"Special Agent Harper," he said when he answered.
"Ryan, this is Mike Jacobs," I said. "How'd you like an exclusive?"
"Mike, you crusty old dog. I was just thinking about you," Ryan said. "What's this exclusive you have for me?"
"Conspiracy to commit murder and extortion, for starters," I told him.
"Oh yeah? Who's the victim?"
"Me."
...
To be continued...
Notes: The story of Pat Witherspoon's capture can be found in "Revenge In Advance - Pat." The stories of Ron Wiseman and his wife, Amy, can be found in "An Ounce of Prevention," and "A Pound of Cure."
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End of "Table For Two, Ch. 02: Revelations"
"What if all this doesn't work?" Samantha asked, fear etched in her voice.
"There's too much at stake here. If this doesn't work, and if we can't bring Mike to heel, we'll have no choice but to make sure he has an accident. One he never wakes up from," Allison told her firmly. "Do you understand what I'm telling you?" Samantha slowly nodded her head, understanding the implication of Allison's statement. "And do you understand, Alan?"
"Yeah, I get it," he told her.
I understood as well. The three of them intended to kill me if all else failed. The woman I had pledged my life and my love to had just agreed to see me dead. All for the love of money. She, of all people, should've known that I don't like to lose an argument. And I sure as hell wasn't about to lose this one. I pulled out my phone and made my first call to Ryan Harper, an old friend of mine in the FBI.
"Special Agent Harper," he said when he answered.
"Ryan, this is Mike Jacobs," I said. "How'd you like an exclusive?"
"Mike, you crusty old dog. I was just thinking about you," Ryan said. "What's this exclusive you have for me?"
"Conspiracy to commit murder and extortion, for starters," I told him.
"Oh yeah? Who's the victim?"
"Me."
...
And now, "Table For Two, Ch. 03: Opening Salvo"
"You? Are you sure of this?" Ryan asked, shocked.
"Absolutely," I told him. "I have them on video. You want me to send it to you?"
"Send it to me, now, and I'll call Sheriff Pratt. We're old buddies from way back. You have my email address, right?"
"I have it in my contact list. Thanks, Ryan, I appreciate that," I said as I prepared to send the video clip. After I formatted the email, I hit send. "It's on its way to you now."
"I see it," Ryan responded a few moments later. I could hear the muffled sound of the video playing through my phone. "Fuck. I can't believe Samantha would do that to you. Hang on, let me call the Sheriff." I heard him talking to someone on another phone for a few minutes, then he returned. "Okay, Sheriff Pratt is sending someone to your place now. What the hell's going on?"
Ryan listened quietly as I relayed the events of the last couple days. I heard him whistle when I finished.
"Damn. That's just cold-blooded," he exclaimed.
"I thought so," I told him.
"Where are you now? Are you safe? Do I need to send someone to cover you?" Ryan asked, concerned. I gave him my location and assured him I would be alright. He responded when I finished.
"Well, this doesn't look like a federal case, at least not yet. But if you need anything, give me a call. You hear me, Mike?"
"I got it. But thanks again, Ryan. I appreciate it." We ended the call and I looked at my laptop to see the three conspirators still talking.
"What about the ex? Do we kill him, too?" Alan asked.
"No," Allison commanded. "At least not yet. It would look too suspicious for two of Samantha's husbands to be killed so soon. Tomorrow, I'll start moving the funds we've been collecting from him and the others to an offshore account. Once that's finished, we'll re-evaluate Alvin's usefulness." So, I thought. There are other victims. This should prove to be interesting.
"You sound like you've done this before," Alan said. Allison smirked before responding.
"Let's just say this isn't exactly my first rodeo," she quipped. I watched them chatter on for about a half-hour, then saw the reflection of flashing lights outside. I smiled, knowing their little plot was about to get a monkey wrench thrown into it. A few moments later, I heard a knocking at the door.
"Sheriff's Department. Open up," I heard a man's voice call out. Samantha, Allison and Alan looked at each other, confused.
"You'd better open the door," Allison told Samantha. Sam followed Allison's direction and opened the door.
"Yes?" Samantha asked.
"Samantha Jacobs?" the deputy asked.
"That's me," Samantha said.
"Deputy Smith. This is Deputy Jones. May we come inside, please?"
"Uh, of course, Deputy," Samantha said. Two deputies entered the front room, one male and one female.
"Alan Williams? Allison Cartwright?" Smith asked. The other two nodded their heads. "We're here to take you three into custody. You're under arrest. Turn around, hands behind your back."
"Under arrest? For what?" Allison asked.
"According to the warrant, conspiracy to commit murder and extortion," Smith said. Sam, Allison and Alan looked at each other confused as Smith read their Miranda rights.
"How..."
"Shut up, Alan," Allison hissed. "Say nothing. To no one. Got it?"
"Your husband must've planted some bugs in the house," Alan told Samantha. "Did you know about that?"
"No, I didn't," Samantha said.
"Shut up, both of you," Allison commanded. "Say nothing! When we get to the county jail, I'll arrange for our representation. You have the right to remain silent, so USE IT!" The deputies finished their work and escorted the three conspirators out of my house. The video ended when the door closed. I grabbed my phone and placed my second call, this time to Alice Hawkins, my lawyer.
"What's happened, Mike? Why are you calling me after hours?"
"I just wanted to let you know Sam and her two conspirators have been arrested," I answered.
"Arrested? For what?"
"Conspiracy to commit murder and extortion. I have their plot captured on video," I told Alice.
"Oh my God," Alice exclaimed. "Can you get me a copy of that video?"
"Already on it," I said as I prepared to email the video.
"Well, this will certainly help out when I go to see Judge Banks about the restraining order," Alice told me.
"Would that be Judge Kenneth Banks?" I asked.
"One and the same. Why? Do you know him?"
"I ran an intervention on his behalf about ten years ago," I explained. "Intervention" was the term we used in the Task Force for helping targeted husbands. "Before he became a judge," I added. "Couldn't that be seen as a conflict of interest?"
"Have you done anything on his behalf since then?" Alice asked.
"No," I told her.
"Then it shouldn't be an issue. Chances are he may not even remember your name," Alice said.
"Maybe. I doubt that he forgot the intervention, though."
"Well, don't worry about it. If he asks, then I'll tell him. Otherwise, we won't say anything," she told me.
"When do you go before him?" I asked Alice.
"Tomorrow afternoon. 1:00. I also have a motion to unfreeze your accounts along with a demand that Samantha return at least 35 percent of everything she took. I'll be arguing those in front of Judge Banks at that time. Hopefully, with Samantha in custody, I'll have good news for you by this time tomorrow."
"I look forward to that," I told Alice.
"As do I. Get a good night's sleep, Mike. I'll talk to you tomorrow." We ended the call and I placed my third call of the evening, this time to Wilson Langley, Samantha's boss. He also happened to be Allison and Alan's boss as well.
Since I was responsible for getting Langley's business, I had his personal cell number in my contacts. I only had reason to call him on this number once since he signed on with ISS.
"Langley," the older man answered after the first ring.
"Mr. Langley, this is Mike Jacobs, ISS. How are you this evening, sir?"
"I was enjoying a nice steak dinner with some friends," he said. I could hear the background noise indicating he was probably at the country club, where Pop often ate. "What can I do for you, Mr. Jacobs? Is there a problem with the security at my office building?"
"None that I'm aware of, Mr. Langley. But there is a problem with three of your employees."
"Oh? What kind of problem?"
"A legal one. They've been arrested," I told him. "They're on their way to the county jail as we speak."
"What?" Langley hissed. I could tell he covered the phone as he spoke to his dinner guests. Then he turned his attention back to me. "Hang on, let me go somewhere a bit quieter." I could hear him leave the table and waited for him to speak, which only took a few moments. "What's going on, Mr. Jacobs?"
"As you know, my wife, Samantha - your executive assistant - has filed divorce papers against me," I explained.
"Yes, I'm aware of that."
"I have video of her, Alan Williams and Allison Cartwright, plotting to murder me. I also have evidence of them conspiring to extort me as well," I told him calmly. "Given our business relationship, I felt I owed it to you to let you know."
"Damn," he spit. "You say you have proof of this?"
"Yes, sir, I have video, taken in my own home. I have reason to believe there's more to the story and I intend to get to the bottom of this."
"Do you suspect me or my firm of any illegalities?" Langley asked quietly.
"I have no direct evidence of that, Mr. Langley. Not at this time. But all three of the perps in this case do work for you," I told him calmly.
"Yes, so it seems. At least for the moment. But everyone is entitled to a defense, Mr. Jacobs. They'll get their day in court just like everyone else. And if it turns out your allegations are true, then I'll fire them. Is that sufficient?" he asked.
"Yes, that will suffice, Mr. Langley," I said.
"Good. And... thank you for bringing this to my attention, Mr. Jacobs."
"You're welcome," I said, ending the call. There was one more call to make. I looked at the information Terry gave me about Alan Williams and made my next move. I dialed the New York number for Alan and Rhonda Williams, hoping Alan's wife would answer the phone. I heard a woman's voice after two rings.
"Williams residence," she said.
"I'd like to speak with Rhonda Williams, please," I said.
"This is she," the woman replied.
"Mrs. Williams, my name is Mike Jacobs. I have some bad news regarding your husband, Alan." I heard her sigh before speaking.
"What's my husband done now?" she asked quietly.
"Your husband has been sleeping with my wife," I told her.
"You have ironclad proof of this?"
"I have video of them together."
"Damn him," Rhonda hissed. "I warned him if this happened again, we were through."
"There's more, Mrs. Williams," I said.
"Please, call me Rhonda," she said. "You say there's more..."
"Yes, Rhonda. And please call me Mike. Your husband has been arrested for conspiracy to commit murder and extortion. I have a feeling more charges will be forthcoming. He and his two conspirators are being taken to the county jail even now," I said.
"Oh my God," Rhonda whispered sadly. "I'm really very sorry about all this."
"It's not your fault, Rhonda. He made his choices. Now he'll have to live with them."
"Yes, of course. You're right. You say you have evidence. Can you send that to me, please?"
"Of course," I told her. Rhonda gave me her personal email address, and I added it to my contacts. "I'll send you what I have as soon as we get off the phone. Again, I'm sorry about this."
"Like you said, Mike. It's not your fault. Alan made his bed. Now he'll have to lie in it. Thank you for letting me know," Rhonda said sadly. I felt bad for her and her children. I knew the media shitstorm they would have to deal with as a result of Alan's actions.
We ended the call and I followed through with my promise. I sent her all the videos I had involving Alan with a short note of condolence. I had one more call to make, and I knew this would be the hardest. Picking up my phone, I called Pop, who answered after the second ring.
"Sam's been arrested," I said quietly.
"Yes, I know. She called me from the county jail," Pop said. I could hear the sadness in his voice. "She says they're charging her with conspiracy to commit murder. Is it true?"
"I'm afraid it is, Pop," I responded. "I have it on video."
"I can't believe she would go along with something like that," Pop sighed.
"She did, Pop. Anyway, it's in the hands of the authorities now."
"Who else knows?" Pop asked.
"Her boss, Wilson Langley. I just told him a few minutes ago. I also spoke to Alan Williams' wife in New York. And my lawyer."
"You know this is gonna cause a media shit show," Pop said.
"Probably," I said. "Shit like this usually does." Pop chuckled at that.
"We'll get through it," Pop finally said. "Thanks for letting me know."
"You're welcome," I responded. I felt bad for the old guy, realizing that he wasn't responsible for what his daughter had done.
"Well, I'd best get going," Pop finally said. "Let me know if you hear anything."
"Alright, Pop. Have a good evening. Give my best to Mom," I said before ending the call. Looking out the sliding glass doors that led to the balcony, I saw the sun had gone down and observed the twinkling lights of the city. I felt somewhat relieved at the events of the day and wanted to do... something. Anything.
I felt like checking out and going back to my home, but remembered the restraining order was still in effect. I would not be surprised if Allison's private investigators were watching to see if I would try to sneak back once the conspirators had been taken away.
Feeling a bout of "cabin fever," I simply HAD get out of that room before I went nuts. So I went downstairs, bought another cigar and planted myself by the pool to enjoy the cool night air, a drink, and a smoke. After a couple hours, I came back to the room, crawled under the covers and slept like a baby.
I woke up later than usual the following morning, so I got up, showered, shaved, and did my normal business before going downstairs for some breakfast. I didn't have anything on my plate for the day, other than waiting for news from Alice, so I took a nice, leisurely stroll around the downtown area before going back to my room.
The knock came after I had only been back a few moments. Not expecting anyone to show up, I grabbed my pistol and peered through the peephole. I saw two men in cheap suits, badges on their belts.
"Who is it?" I queried.
"Police Department, Mr. Jacobs. We'd like a word, please," I heard a man respond.
"Hold your credentials up so I can see them," I demanded. "Not just your badges." They looked at each other, shrugged their shoulders and held up their official police credentials. Reading their "box tops," I learned they were Detectives Johnson and Caraway. I had met Johnson a few years back at a fundraiser supporting widows and orphans of officers killed in the line of duty. I had never personally met Caraway, but I knew of his reputation.
I decided to take a chance they were the real deal, and holstered my weapon. "Just a second," I told them. Cracking the door open, I surveyed the hall in both directions, then invited them inside.
"Just so you know, there is a loaded weapon in the room," I told them. "It's holstered and has been rendered safe."
"We expected as much, Mr. Jacobs," one of the detectives said. "We know you're a former federal agent and we also know you have a permit to carry. We just have a few questions regarding your wife and a couple of her colleagues."
"Alright. Come on in. Care for some coffee?"
"Sure. Black, please," Detective Johnson said. Caraway echoed his statement, so I poured them each a cup of the hot black brew. They took a tentative sip before curling their lips in disgust.
"Damn. You call this shit coffee?" Caraway asked.
"That's what it says on the package," I told him. "Tastes fine to me."
"Yeah, you're a former fed alright," Johnson quipped with a wry smile. I invited them to take a seat before sitting on the bed.
"So, what can I do for the city's finest?" I asked.
"We're here about the charges against your wife, Samantha Jacobs, her attorney, Allison Cartwright, and her... colleague - Alan Williams," Johnson said.
"I figured that," I said, half-jokingly. "What do you want to know?"
"We understand that Mrs. Jacobs has filed a petition for divorce against you. Claims adultery. She insists this is all a big misunderstanding. Says you called in the report out of revenge," Caraway stated, looking at his notebook.
"I take it you haven't seen the video," I responded. Both of them looked at me, surprised. Apparently, they hadn't seen the video. "I take it that's a 'no.' Am I right?"
"We're not aware of any video," Johnson said.
"Well, take a look at this, gentlemen. I'd offer you some popcorn, but I'm fresh out at the moment," I joked. I pulled up the video on my laptop and showed it to the detectives. They watched, stunned, as the three conspirators so glibly discussed murdering me if I didn't go along with their plot. They also took note of Alan's desire to load up my computer with... something.
"Any idea what's on that little thumb drive Williams has?" Johnson asked.
"Probably child porn," I told him. "Since Williams had it on him when he was arrested, you can probably find it at the county jail with the rest of his things."
"We'll need to go check it out," Caraway told Johnson, who instantly agreed.
"Can you get us a copy of all the videos you have of them?" Johnson asked me.
"Sure," I replied. "I'll give you a copy of everything I have, including the video of the conversation I had with Cartwright at Luigi's."
"Thanks. That would be a big help," Johnson said, handing me a thumb drive. I copied everything over and handed the drive back.
"When is the arraignment?" I asked.
"Tomorrow morning, 10:00 am," Johnson said. "In fact, the DA asked us to extend an invitation to you, since he might have to ask you a couple questions."
"I'll be there," I told him. "Just one suggestion. You might want to look deeper into Cartwright. I suspect this isn't the first time she's tried something like this."
"What makes you say that?" Caraway asked.
"I spoke with Alvin Morrison, Samantha's first husband. Cartwright pulled the same trick with him. If you like, I'll give you Morrison's contact information."
"Please do," Johnson said. The two detectives looked at each other as I wrote out Alvin's information. I also showed them the photos Allison used in both divorce cases.
"Interesting," Caraway said.
"Indeed," Johnson acknowledged. "Alright, Mr. Jacobs, we'll talk to this Morrison character, see what he says. Thank you for your cooperation."
"My pleasure," I told him.
"Just one last thing, Mr. Jacobs. Consider it a word to the wise. I know of your reputation. You're not a federal agent anymore. Pulling a weapon on an officer of the court isn't exactly the smartest move to make, no matter how justified you felt. Leave this to us. We'll take care of things from here. Got it?"
"I got it, Detective Johnson," I said with a smile. We all shook hands and I walked them to the door. Seeing that it was time for lunch, I ordered a sandwich from room service and watched some television as I ate.



Alice called me later that afternoon to let me know that Judge Banks not only rescinded the restraining order, he also released the freeze on my accounts and ordered Samantha to return 30 percent of all the money she had taken.
"He's also referring Cartwright to the Bar and the State Attorney's office for her unethical actions," Alice said.
"You have been busy," I told her.
"I'm just getting warmed up, cowboy," Alice responded with a slight chuckle. "I plan to file your response and divorce papers tomorrow. The shit is about to hit the fan."
"So, what now?" I asked.
"I'll take care of getting the funds from Samantha. You work on that checklist I gave you," Alice said. "That should take you the rest of the afternoon. Plan on moving back into your house tomorrow morning."
"Actually, I'd like to move back in today," I said. "I need to change the locks and exorcise Samantha from my house. I've been 'invited' by the DA to Samantha's arraignment tomorrow morning. Are you going to be there?"
"Not unless you need me there," Alice replied.
"If they release any of them on bail, I'll need a restraining order," I told her.
"From what I've heard, the DA is going to recommend they be held until their trial," Alice said. "But there's no telling what the judge will do. Alright, I'll be there, just in case."
"Thanks," I said. After ending the call to Alice, I called Pop.
"Hey, boy, how are things in your world?" the older man asked in his usual salty manner.
"Doing better, Pop. Thanks for asking. Listen, the restraining order has been lifted, and I intend to be back at the house tonight. You think you can get some of your people over there to get Samantha's stuff out?"
"Yeah, I can do that, Son," he said. "You think she's gonna be out on bail soon?"
"Not from what I've heard, Pop, but you never know with some of these judges."
"Ain't that a fact," Pop hissed. "What time you want the truck there?"
"I'd say about 4:30. Shouldn't take too long to toss her crap into some garbage bags." Pop chuckled at that.
"You're a real class act, you know that, Mike?" he jokingly asked.
"I learned from the best, Pop," I joked back.
"Yeah, you did. And don't forget that." We both laughed at that. "Alright, I'll have some people over about 4:00. Let me know how the arraignment goes."
"I will," I promised. We ended the call, and I headed to the bank to make the necessary changes to my accounts there. Then I went to the office and took care of things with HR. While there, I checked in with my boss, Jack Iverson.
"How are things going?" he asked.
"Progressing," I said. "Got the restraining order lifted and the bank account unfrozen. Samantha and her conspirators were arrested last night."
"Arrested?" Jack asked, shocked.
"Yeah. Conspiracy to commit murder, extortion. I hear there may be other charges pending. The arraignment is tomorrow morning."
"And the DA wants you there?"
"Yes. He may call on me. I don't know yet."
"I hope it works out," Jack said. "You moving back home today?"
"That's my plan."
"Let me know how everything goes," Jack said.
"I will," I told him before taking my leave. I went back to the hotel and checked out, then drove home.
Home. My castle - my refuge from the shitshow known as life. I pulled into the garage, closed the garage door and headed for the door that led to my kitchen. Before going inside, though, I drew my pistol. I didn't think there would be any nasty surprises waiting for me, but I wasn't about to take any chances.
I carefully went inside and turned off the security alarm. The place seemed dark and quiet. Too dark and a bit too quiet, to be honest. The only sounds in the place came from the tall antique grandfather clock in the living room. I carefully examined the place to make sure no one was waiting for me.
Finally convinced the place was secure, I holstered my weapon and carefully took my things upstairs, and put them away before taking a shower and changing into something a bit more casual. Right at 4:00 pm, I heard a large truck pull into my driveway. Looking out the window, I saw three men climb out and come to the door.
I let them inside and handed them a box of large 30-gallon plastic trash bags and showed them the way to Samantha's closet. One of the men began put her clothes into bags, while another emptied her drawers and her toiletries in another. I showed the third man around the place and pointed out the sticks of furniture, pots, pans, dishes, CDs and various trinkets Samantha brought from her condo.
Once they were busy exorcising Samantha's crap from the place, I unlocked my office door, and inspected everything inside. All looked to be in good order, so I fired up my whole house stereo. Soon, the unique sounds of classic Tull filled the house. Yeah, I was home. Deal with it, bitches, I thought.
I pulled out my phone and called a locksmith ISS recommended. I realized the late hour and offered to pay extra for the man's services. He reluctantly agreed and said he would be right over. The last thing I wanted - or needed - was Samantha or her conspirators having access to my house in the event they were released on bail. The locksmith arrived a half-hour later and went to work.
A couple hours later, the three men reported that they were finished. By then, the locksmith had changed all the locks on the doors and was happily on his merry way with a small wad of cash. I went through the place with the three men Pop sent over to make sure they got everything.
"What about the pictures on the wall?" the man I presumed was the lead, asked, pointing at the various photos of Samantha and I that dotted the place.
"Nah," I told him. "I need kindling to start my fireplace tonight." They all laughed at that. "By the way, could you do me a favor, please?"
"What's that, Mr. Jacobs?"
"First off, call me Mike. I was wondering if you wouldn't mind taking the mattress off the bed in the master bedroom."
"What do you want us to do with it?" the lead asked.
"Maybe toss it in the dump, burn it, whatever. I don't care. I don't want it." I figured I would sleep in the guest bedroom and order a new mattress tomorrow. There was no way I was going to sleep on the mattress Samantha soiled with her infidelity.
"Sure. I understand, Mike," the lead said. "C'mon, give me a hand," he said to the other two men.
"Thanks, I appreciate it," I told him. They maneuvered the old mattress down the staircase and tossed it unceremoniously in the back of the truck. I thanked them for their work and gave them each a $100 bill. What the hell, I thought. They worked hard, and deserved a little extra. We said our goodbyes and I watched as they left with Samantha's crap.
Turning back to the interior of the house, I took in the empty spots that had once been occupied by Samantha's things. Oh well, I thought. This, too, shall pass. Tired and a bit hungry, I ordered some lasagna from Luigi's. The lady who took my order said it would take about an hour for delivery. That was fine with me, as I could use the time to decompress.
Armed with a cup of steaming coffee fresh from my Keurig, I sat in my recliner and turned on the television to catch up on the news. A few minutes later, my phone buzzed, and I saw it was a call from Ron Wiseman. Curious, I took the call.
"Mike Jacobs, you old dog. How's it hanging?" he asked.
"I just got back into the house. Exorcised the bitch from it, and just kicking back. What do you have for me?"
"Well, you'll be happy to hear I found no links between your wife and the old MMAS, despite her being Pat Witherspoon's daughter. I did, however, find links between the old organization and the lawyer, Allison Cartwright."
"Oh?" I asked, my interest piqued.
"Yes. It was about eight or nine years ago. She went by a different name at the time - Ellen Griswold. Worked in upstate New York. According to Witherspoon's notes, she had an issue with some of the more extreme measures the group took against cheaters.
"She had no problem with punishing the men they targeted, but she apparently felt some of the other actions were too extreme. When the group started going political, she decided to leave. Mona Larsen let her go, strangely enough. She left New York, changed her name and had some cosmetic surgery done.
"But there's more. I found a memo by Larsen in which she considered a hit on Griswold. It never got carried out, since the memo was written just a few days before Larsen was taken out, and the contract was never finalized."
"Very interesting," I said.
"I thought so as well," Ron said. "She may have quit the organization, but she never gave up on the idea of punishing cheating husbands, though. For the last eight years, she's been with Hempstead, handling divorce cases. So far, she's only represented women. I'm doing a deep dive into those cases, but it seems that nearly 90 percent of them involve infidelity."
"How many cases has she handled so far?" I asked.
"On average, she's taken on about 80 cases a year. Do the math. Eighty cases a year for eight years - that's 640 cases," Ron said. "Give or take. There's more. I've found her name connected to about 500 bank accounts across the country. I'm still looking into all those, but it seems she can lay her hands on about $25 million, total."
"Damn," I said.
"Yeah. And guess what? Those accounts happen to have been set up by her for the women she's represented. Samantha has such an account, set up when she divorced her first husband."
"Have you given this information to the District Attorney?" I asked.
"Yes, I just got off the phone with him. Our own DIU will be looking into it as well."
"DIU?"
"Oh that's right. That was set up after you left. Divorce Investigation Unit. Your old buddy, Ray Ochoa, runs it. I expect you might be getting a visit from one of his people in a day or two."
"Thanks for the heads-up," I said. This actually explained quite a bit. I couldn't help but wonder what the DA would do with this information. "Is there anything else?"
"Not at this time," Ron replied. "I'm still gathering and collating data. It could take a while for all of this to get pieced together. She's had eight years to set this up."
"There's something I don't understand, though," I told Ron. "Why didn't Larsen use the old poison capsule on her? Isn't that how she always handled loose ends?"
"Yes, it was, at least toward the end. However, Griswold left the organization before Larsen began implementing that on a wide scale. So she never got implanted. Or at least, that's what I gathered from Witherspoon's notes."
"Do you think Samantha knew about Cartwright's history?" I asked.
"I doubt it, Mike. But I'm pretty certain she knew what Cartwright is currently doing. She had to."
"You're probably right. Anything else?"
"I have a feeling I'm just scraping the tip of the Cartwright iceberg here, Mike. I'll know a lot more over the next 24 to 48 hours."
"Okay. Well, thanks, Ron. I appreciate it. How's everything with you and Amy, by the way?" I asked.
"We're doing great, thanks for asking. Her knife-throwing skills are improving with every executive her company hires in," Ron joked. I laughed at that.
"I'll bet they are," I quipped.
"But on the upside, the number of sexual harassment complaints have tapered off to nearly nothing," Ron said, half-joking. We ended the call and I turned back to the television. Before long, my dinner arrived, and I enjoyed my lasagna as I watched an old John Wayne movie. I followed that up with a drink and a cigar.
I suppose this is where guys in my situation wax philosophic about life, love, and the meaning of the universe, which, as I recall from the old movie, is 42. Or something like that. Yes, I'm sad, and deeply hurt. But I'm not made like that. I'm pretty much a "just the facts, ma'am" kind of person.
So here are the facts. The bottom line is that Samantha cheated on me, then tried to set me up as the bad guy, going so far as to hook up with a lawyer with no ethics. Then she tried to steal my house and most of my assets on the basis of fabricated evidence. And to make matters worse, she went along with Allison's idea of having me killed if I didn't go along with their plot.
On top of that, I learned that she had done this to another man. She was successful in that case, and I suppose she thought she would succeed with me. But she screwed up big time. You see, I don't like to lose an argument.
I suppose I could've done a background check before we got married. But when you're in love with a woman, you don't think of such things. And yes, I was in love with Samantha at one time. I trusted her, perhaps too much. But that's neither here nor there anymore. Samantha fucked up, big time. And now, she needs to pay the piper. Perhaps, I thought, there really was something of her birth mother in her after all.
I remember telling Allison they had declared war. The first part of my counteroffensive was complete. The restraining order has been lifted, the freeze on my accounts have been released, and I'm back where I belong, in my own home. Samantha has been exorcised from my personal "kingdom," and now sits in jail. I intended to do whatever I could to keep her there as long as humanly possible. Along with her two co-conspirators.
Tomorrow morning, I thought, was phase two of the counteroffensive. I would be at her arraignment. And if the District Attorney calls on me to answer questions, I'll be more than happy to tell the court what I knew.
Having finished my cigar, I headed upstairs, undressed and crawled under the covers of the bed in my guest room. It felt good to be home again, and in my own bed, even if it is in the guest bedroom. But the place sure seemed empty without Samantha. I put that thought aside and decided to approach this like I would an intervention, which meant setting aside my emotions.
Tomorrow is another day, but from this point on, I would be in control. And I don't like to lose an argument.
...
To be continued...
Notes: The "DIU," which doesn't really exist, was first introduced in "Breaking Point 01."
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End of "Table for Two, Ch. 03: Opening Salvo"
I remember telling Allison they had declared war. The first part of my counteroffensive was complete. The restraining order has been lifted, the freeze on my accounts have been released, and I'm back where I belong, in my own home. Samantha has been exorcised from my personal "kingdom," and now sits in jail. I intended to do whatever I could to keep her there as long as humanly possible. Along with her two co-conspirators.
Tomorrow morning, I thought, was phase two of the counteroffensive. I would be at her arraignment. And if the District Attorney calls on me to answer questions, I'll be more than happy to tell the court what I knew.
Having finished my cigar, I headed upstairs, undressed and crawled under the covers of the bed in my guest room. It felt good to be home again, and in my own bed, even if it is in the guest bedroom. But the place sure seemed empty without Samantha. I put that thought aside and decided to approach this like I would an intervention, which meant setting aside my emotions.
Tomorrow is another day, but from this point on, I would be in control. And I don't like to lose an argument.
...
And now, "Table for Two, Ch. 04: Final Act"
The following morning, I got up, did my business, dressed, and grabbed a cup of coffee before heading to the courthouse. I wanted to see the three conspirators as they were brought into the courtroom. I was surprised to see Alice, my lawyer, show up in the courtroom.
"How are you holding up, Mike?" she asked.
"Better, now that I'm back in my own house."
"That's good to hear. I wanted to be here to support you, just in case," Alice told me.
"I appreciate that," I responded with a smile. The double doors opened, and a line of orange-clad detainees was marched into the room. Allison, Samantha, and Alan were among them, and they didn't look too happy. Tough shit, I thought. Samantha's hair was a wreck, and she had bags under her eyes. Allison didn't look much better.
"All rise," the large uniformed bailiff commanded. We stood up as the Honorable Wilfred T. Stone entered the courtroom in his long black robe, files under his arms. The judge nodded as he sat down, giving the bailiff his cue. "Be seated," he ordered.
Judge Stone began at one end of the line, and I couldn't help but notice that he was pretty harsh with the orange-clad people in front of him. It seems the word "bail" was foreign to him. Before he got to Samantha and her three cronies, however, a sharply-dressed man and a woman I hadn't seen in 10 years entered the courtroom and approached the District Attorney.
I recognized the man - U.S. Attorney Ronald Sharpe. I had dealt with him before when I was in the service. The woman was Julie Bascomb, who was stationed at the Task Force's Denver office when I was on active duty. I had worked with her a few times and was quite impressed.
On top of that, she was a lovely brunette, and I was impressed with how she maintained herself over the years. While Ronald spoke with the District Attorney, Julie made her way to me, and I couldn't help but smile when she got to us and extended her hand.
"Mike, it's good to see you again," Julie said with a smile. "I'm sorry, Special Agent Julie Bascomb, HFSTF," Julie told Alice while holding her credentials. "I'm with the DIU, the Divorce Investigation Unit. Can we step out for a second?"
"Uh, sure," Alice said. We stood and left the courtroom before Judge Stone could order us out. Ron was still talking with the DA, and I could tell the DA wasn't happy.
"What's going on?" I asked Julie.
"There's been some developments," Julie said. "As of now, the feds are taking over the case against Allison Cartwright, Alan Williams and your wife."
"So this IS a Task Force issue, then?" I asked.
"Not entirely," Julie said. "The FBI and a few other agencies are working this case. But we do have a dog in this hunt."
"I spoke to Ron Wiseman earlier, and he indicated there wasn't anything for the Task Force. What happened?" I asked, confused.
"He found some disturbing things after the two of you spoke. Handed them off to us, and we took it from there. You can probably figure out what happened after that. Anyway, it turns out that Allison was running her own little version of the old MMAS. And Samantha was helping her."
"Damn. What's Williams' role in all this?" I asked.
"He was along for the ride, mostly. Arranged for the 'muscle' to do the dirty work, if you will," Julie said.
"So what happens now?" Alice asked.
"Federal Marshals are prepared to take all three of them into custody. They'll be transported to DC while the federal grand jury examines the cases against them," Julie said.
"What are they being charged with?" I asked.
"A whole slew of charges. Racketeering, extortion, money laundering, several conspiracy charges, including conspiracy to murder you, for starters. But the biggest charge is murder. It seems Allison had some of her uncooperative marks taken out. And from what we can tell, Samantha knew all about it. All in all, it's a pretty convoluted case."
"What about Williams?" I asked.
"Evidence we gathered indicates he arranged for the 'accidents' that left two men dead," Julie stated. "And it appears there may be a third man dead, thanks to Williams. The U.S. Attorney wants the death penalty for all three of them."
"Do you think it might be possible to see Mrs. Jacobs before they're taken away?" Alice asked. "I have a set of divorce papers to give her."
"I'll see what I can do," Julie told her before looking at me. "I, uh, don't have to report back to Fort Apache for a couple of days, Mike. Do you think we could maybe get together sometime?" I got her hint. We had connected the few times we had been together before and shared a mutual attraction. Still, the Task Force had strict rules against field agents dating.
"As a matter of fact, I believe I owe you a dinner," I said.
"That's right, you do," Julie said with a slight smile.
"How about tonight then? Luigi's? They make a killer lasagna," I hinted.
"And after all these years, you still remember how much I love lasagna?" she asked.
"Of course," I told her. Julie smiled as she wrote something on the back of a business card she handed me.
"Here's my personal cell, and my current location. How does 6:30 pm sound?"
"I'll be there," I told her, pocketing the card.
"Well, I guess we'd better get back inside," Alice said. We went back into the courtroom and saw Ron, the District Attorney, and the lawyer for the three conspirators in discussion with the judge. We took our old seats, and Julie walked to the two large federal marshals and engaged them in quiet conversation. I saw them look at each other, shrug their shoulders and nod their heads.
"I just spoke to the marshals. They said you can meet with Julie for a few minutes before they take them away," Julie whispered when she returned to us. I thanked her just as the confab at the judge's bench broke up, and Judge Stone pounded his gavel before speaking.
"Detainees Jacobs, Cartwright, and Williams. You are hereby ordered to surrender to federal marshals, who will transport you to Washington, DC, where you will be detained until a federal grand jury completes its investigation," he said. He nodded at the bailiff, who unshackled the three conspirators from the rest. The two marshals immediately cuffed them and led them away, nodding at Julie.
"C'mon," Julie said, standing up. Alice and I followed and met the marshals outside a small room behind the courtroom.
"Five minutes," one of the marshals said. Allison and Alan looked down at the floor, cuffed hands behind their backs.
"That's all we need," Alice said. "Thank you." We went inside the room and found Samantha sitting at a table, her hands cuffed to a metal bar on the table. One of her colleagues from Hempstead sat next to her. Samantha looked up as we walked inside.
"Hello, Samantha," I said. "I hope you're enjoying your little adventure."
"Fuck you," Samantha said quietly. I chuckled in response.
"Not today, Samantha. Never again, in fact," I said.
"What do you want?" the man next to her asked.
"You must be her attorney," Alice said.
"Yes. John Ashcroft, Hempstead Law Group."
"Well, Mr. Ashcroft. I'm Alice Hawkins, Mr. Jacob's attorney, and I'm here to serve divorce papers on your client."
"Do what you came to do," John said. Alice turned to Samantha and dropped the papers on the table.
"Samantha Jacobs, you have been served," Alice said.
"Yeah, whatever," Samantha said. John picked up the papers and looked through them.
"This is my client's response to the outrageous and illegal petition your client had served on him, based on totally fabricated evidence put forward by an unethical attorney who is now facing multiple felony charges, including extortion and conspiracy to commit murder. I have requested the court reject her petition.
"You should advise your client to sign the papers now. Everything is in accordance with the pre-nuptial agreement your client signed before her marriage. There is also the matter of funds your client stole from the joint account.
"Those funds need to be returned immediately, otherwise I'll be forced to charge your client with theft. Here is a copy of the order demanding the return of those funds, if you haven't seen it already." With that, she dropped another paper on the table, which John picked up and read.
"Mrs. Jacobs has given me power of attorney over her affairs, so I will take care of this as soon as possible, Ms. Hawkins. Is there anything else?"
"Yes," I interjected, looking at Samantha. "Why, Sam? What the hell happened?" Samantha looked up at me, and I swear she looked like a totally different person from the woman I married. She shrugged her shoulders.
"Because... I could," she said. "So what?"
"So what? Is that all you have to say after all the years we had together?"
"Yeah," Samantha dead-panned. "I guess so." I nodded my head as her words sunk in. Then I realized that whatever love I may have had for her at one time was now completely gone. Her lawyer spoke up.
"I think our business here is concluded, Mr. Jacobs. My client has no desire to say any more," he said.
"You realize she's facing a potential death penalty?" I asked him.
"Yes, I'm aware of that fact, Mr. Jacobs," John said. I looked at Samantha and saw a smirk as if she didn't care. Fine, I thought. Neither do I.
"Good luck," I said, motioning for Alice to leave. We went back into the hallway, and I came face-to-face with Allison, who also had a smirk. "What's so fucking funny?" I asked her. She snorted before speaking.
"You just wait, Mike Jacobs. There's a whole new way coming. And when the sisterhood takes power, there'll be no room for dinosaurs like you," she sneered. I looked at Julie, who also picked up on Allison's statement.
"Well, from where I stand, it looks like there'll be no room for you, either. Like I told you before, I don't like to lose an argument," I shot back. The door to the room opened, and Samantha returned with her attorney and the other marshal. John handed the divorce papers to Alice.
"They're signed," he said quietly. "The marshal witnessed her signature and I've notarized the papers. File them and get me a copy, if you would please."
"Consider it done," Alice said as she looked the paperwork over. "Thank you." She put the package in her case, and we went our separate ways. Alice filed the paperwork, and Julie returned to the courtroom to meet with Ron, but not before reminding me of our dinner date.
I left the courthouse and headed out, stopping to grab a burger. After my meal, I stopped at a mattress store and ordered a new mattress, one that could be adjusted. After I got home, I called Pop to let him know what had happened.
"What's going to happen to her?" my father-in-law asked. I could hear the sadness and disappointment in his voice. No matter what Samantha had done, I liked and respected the old guy. He deserved to know the whole truth, but I was concerned it might be too much for him to take. "It's alright. I can handle it, whatever it is."
"The U.S. Attorney wants the death penalty," I said. I heard Pop sniffle as he fought to gain control of his emotions.
"Do you... think they'll get it?" Pop asked, his voice shaking.
"I don't know. I haven't seen the evidence, but from what I've been told, it doesn't look good for any of them."
"She's my only child, you know," Pop said quietly.
"I know."
"Does she have a good attorney? Those feds can really tear someone apart."
"I think her firm has that covered," I told him.
"Tell me something, honestly. Is this what you want for her?" Pop asked.
"Honestly, no. I want her out of my life, and I want her to pay for whatever crimes she committed. But I don't want her dead."
"Thank you for that, son," Pop said. "What are you going to do?"
"I plan to move on, Pop. I'll probably get called to testify. Of course, I'll tell the truth, let the chips fall where they may. From what I've seen, Samantha has a lot to answer for. That will be up to the jury."
"I understand," Pop said. We talked for a while, ending the call somewhat happier note. After that, I called Luigi's and reserved a table for two for that night.
I wasn't sure what to expect from my date with Julie. We had connected years ago when I was a federal agent. Still, nothing physical came from it as we were bound by Task Force regulations. I had wondered what she would be like in bed more than once.
I got to Julie's hotel and called to let her know I had arrived and was on my way to her room. I was flabbergasted when she opened the door. Julie's long wavy hair cascaded over her bare shoulders. She wore a short black dress that accentuated her curves quite nicely. This was the first time I had seen her in something besides a dark pantsuit, and I was stunned at her beauty.
"Cat got your tongue, Mike?" Julie asked with a mischievous smile.
"You're absolutely gorgeous," I stammered, feeling like a giddy teenage boy on a first date.
"Thank you," Julie replied. "And I must say that you clean up rather nicely yourself." I offered her my right arm as I needed the left for my cane. She accepted, and we walked to my car. Being the gentleman I am, I even held the car door open for her.
"This is a very nice car, Mike," Julie said when I got in.
"Thank you. The benefits of being an executive. Wait until you hear the sound system."
"You still like Jethro Tull?" Julie asked.
"You even have to ask such a silly question?" I responded. "Listen to this..." I fired up the system and heard the sounds of "Thick as a Brick." Yeah, it's one of my all-time favorites. The thing is, I knew Julie also liked Tull. Or at least she did the last time I saw her.
"So where the hell was Biggles
When you needed him last Saturday?
And where were all the sportsmen
Who always pulled you through?
They're all resting down in Cornwall
Wrrrriting up their memoirs
For a paper-back edition
Of the Boy Scout Manual..."
"Oh, you certainly know the way to my heart, Mike," Julie exclaimed. "That's one of my favorites!"
"There's much more where that comes from," I told her as I drove out of the parking lot. We got to Luigi's, and I happily escorted Julie through the door. "Table for two, Jacobs," I told the girl at the front desk.
"Right this way, please," she said with a smile after confirming my reservation. We followed the girl to our table, and I was pleased to observe that it wasn't the same table where I had been recently ambushed by Samantha's lawyer.
I could also see the jealous stares of the men in the restaurant as Julie accompanied me, our arms locked together. I thought Julie was the prettiest girl in the place; tonight, she's with me. I held the chair for Julie, then took my seat, leaning my cane against the wall directly beside me. A waitress came by with two glasses of water and took our orders.
"You seem to get around pretty good, even with that cane," Julie said after the waitress left.
"Thank you. I've had lots of practice over the years," I told her.
"Does it still bother you? I know they did a lot of work on that leg."
"Sometimes, if it gets really cold outside, or if it starts raining. I still can't put all my weight on that knee." I appreciated Julie's concern, but I wanted to change the subject. "How have you been? You were in Denver the last time I saw you."
"Yes, I was. I got transferred to the Seattle office. Stayed there about three years, then got moved to Miami. That was a wild assignment. Then I got picked for the DIU, and that's where I've been ever since," Julie said.
"How do you like working for Ray?" I had known Ray Ochoa for a long time and always thought well of the man.
"I love working with Ray," Julie exclaimed. "I especially like that he's not a micromanager. I worked with someone like that once, and it really pissed me off." I chuckled at that.
"I know what you mean. So, what's the deal with this DIU? I don't recall anything like that when I was in the service."
"Divorce Investigation Unit," Julie explained. "It's fairly new, set up after the incident with President Pierce. Basically, we investigate the more extreme claims of spousal abuse and infidelity to see if there's any evidence to indicate involvement of MMAS holdovers or copycats."
"Must keep you pretty busy," I observed.
"Unfortunately it does. A lot busier than I would like," Julie said sadly.
"Just curious, how many of your cases..."
"Return positive results?" Julie asked, finishing my thought. "Not many. On average, about two percent. That's still a lot more than we'd like to see. I must say your case was quite interesting."
"Oh? How?"
"None of the usual markers were there. But the fact that your soon-to-be ex-wife is the offspring of perhaps the most notorious field operative who ever worked for MMAS and that your wife's attorney was a former member of the group caught our attention quickly.
"Of course, I can't tell you much more than that because it's been turned over to the federal grand jury, but I can tell you that Wiseman and his research team uncovered quite a bit. And it looks pretty bad for all three of them. Your man, Torres, also uncovered a few things that really helped out as well."
"I'm glad he could help. I take it his findings have already been handed over to the appropriate authorities."



"Yes they have. And he's been advised not to reveal everything he's learned. National security, and all that. So please, don't be too hard on him."
"I won't. Terry is a good man. I trust him. But thanks for letting me know."
"You're welcome," Julie said.
"So, what's this talk about 'a new way' and a 'sisterhood?" I asked, recalling the conversation with Allison and Samantha earlier.
"You caught that," Julie responded. "Well, after the old MMAS corporate structure was brought down, the organization morphed, went global. Became even more radical and less inhibited about things like murder. There was a county commissioner in Texas who was murdered not too long ago - as part of an experiment."
"Damn," I shuddered.
"We still don't know if those terms are the group's new names, or just generic terms they use. Could be both for all we know. The bottom line is they're a lot more dangerous now than they were when you were in the service. You need to be very careful."
"Careful is my middle name," I quipped, causing her to chuckle.
Just then, our orders had arrived. We both opted for Luigi's Special lasagna, one of my favorites, dripping with three different kinds of cheese and loaded to the gills with meat and mushrooms. We both dug in, using our bread sticks to soak up the leftover sauce.
"This is absolutely delicious," Julie exclaimed.
"It's one of my favorites. I can make myself sick on this stuff."
"I can see why," Julie stated.
"By the way, there's a nice little dance club next door. When we're done here, would you like to go have something to drink and maybe dance off a couple of calories?" I asked.
"Why, Mike Jacobs, if I didn't know any better, I'd think you're trying to seduce me," Julie said with a laugh.
"What, me?" I responded, feigning indignance.
"Yes, you. But for the record, I'd love to have a drink and a dance... or two... with you. That is, if you can keep up with me."
"Well, I admit, I'm restricted to slow dances these days," I teased. Julie's smile widened, and I took in her dimples. God, I could get lost in those dimples.
"How do you manage, with..."
"I learned a long time ago to improvise, adapt, overcome," I told her.
"In that case, I'd definitely love a couple of nice slow dances with you, Mike," Julie said in a sultry tone that held a lot of promise. Our waitress came with the check, so I handed her my credit card, and she returned a few minutes later to wrap things up. After I finished with the bill, we headed out and walked to the dance club, which wasn't too busy, fortunately.
Julie turned heads when she walked in, and I could almost hear the murmurs of the men in the place as they sized up my date. Naturally, none even suspected what Julie could do to them should they get out of line. We took a table and ordered our drinks.
When the band started playing a slow dance song, I asked Julie for a dance, which she readily accepted. We made our way to the dance floor, and I wrapped my right arm around her while holding my cane in my left hand. Julie melded her body into mine as we worked our way around the dance floor. Slow and steady was the trick.
"You are amazingly light on your feet, Mike," Julie whispered as I held her close. I took in the scent of her hair as she placed her head on my shoulder.
"Where there's a will, there's a way," I whispered back. We danced through two slow songs and then returned to our table.
"That was nice," Julie said quietly when I sat down. "I never thought of you as a dancer before."
"Well, things have changed a bit over the years. I've personally found it helped me considerably during my therapy."
"Did you and Samantha come here often?"
"I tried to make it a weekly thing at least, but to be honest, the last few months were pretty rough. She had been rather cold and standoffish for quite a while. At the time, I thought it was just stress from work. Now I know better," I said. "Enough of my troubles. How have you been? Met Mr. Right yet?"
"Not hardly," Julie said with a chuckle. "I don't know. Maybe it's the job that does it to people like us. We see so much hurt and pain. Not exactly the best environment for a relationship."
"I know what you mean," I acknowledged.
"I did meet someone, once," Julie said wistfully. "But he turned out to be a jackass. A player. I dropped him and never looked back."
"I'm sorry to hear that," I told her.
"Don't be," Julie scoffed. "I'm just glad I found out before it was too late."
"Yeah. So what are your plans now?"
"I intend to stay with the Task Force. I'll be looking to retire in a couple of years or so. Thought I'd maybe get a condo on the beach somewhere and share it with a cat or something."
"That's a helluva commentary, isn't it?"
"I suppose so," Julie said. I could see the sadness on her face, and I changed the subject, hoping to lift her spirits a bit.
"What do ya say we blow this joint, maybe take in some music or something?"
"You still have that collection of Tull?" Julie asked.
"As a matter of fact, I do," I told her. "I've even added to it since the last time we saw each other."
"Well, what are you waiting for? Please. Take me to your parlor, kind sir," Julie drawled as she draped her arms over my shoulders.
"Where did that come from?" I asked, surprised.
"From a book I read online," Julie answered. "Are we going, or what?"
"Yes, ma'am," I said, grabbing my cane. After paying our tab, we left the club and headed to my place. When we got there, I gave Julie the nickel tour of the place, which ended in my office, where I kept my stash of Tull vinyl. I don't care what anyone says; nothing compares to the music on those old records. I let Julie pick which album she wanted to hear and was a bit surprised when she selected "A Passion Play."
I fired up my stereo and placed the album on the turntable. We headed to the front room as the music filled the house. After pouring a couple of glasses of wine, we sat on the couch and listened to the music.
I turned the album over to play side two when the first side finished. Julie got a kick out of the "Story of the Hare Who Lost His Spectacles" and giggled uncontrollably when I returned to the front room.
Julie was still giggling as the story concluded: "And after all, Hare did have a spare a-pair. A-pair."
"What's so funny?" I asked as the music continued.
"I don't know why, but that story cracks me up every time I hear it," Julie said. She set her wine glass down and turned to me. Unbuttoning my shirt, she ran her hand over my chest while staring intently into my eyes. "Mike, did you ever wonder..."
She never finished her sentence. That's because our lips had come together in the hottest kiss I had ever experienced, even with Samantha. Our tongues wrestled for what seemed like forever. She broke the kiss and looked at me.
"Yes, many times," I whispered. Julie climbed over me and straddled my legs, lifting her short dress up to her waist, and I could see her tiny panties. She wrapped her arms around my neck and kissed me again. She broke the kiss and whispered in my ear.
"Make love to me, Mike," she hissed. "Please." She didn't need to coax me any further. The next thing I knew, clothes were flying off both of us, and Julie had impaled herself on my rock-hard cock.
"Oh, God, that feels so damn good," she moaned as she rode me. Julie gripped my head with both hands and buried her tongue in my mouth as she rode me to climax. I had never experienced anything so... primal, so... erotic in my entire life. I felt my orgasm build and broke the kiss.
"I... don't have... a condom," I gasped.
"That's okay, baby. I'm on the pill," Julie moaned back. "Just fill me up. Please. I need to feel you cum inside me." And I did as she asked, with more force than I could ever remember. Julie's orgasm hit simultaneously, and I felt her fingernails dig into my shoulders.
"Aaaaghhhh," Julie cried out before slumping down on me. We lay there on the couch, drained, for just a few moments. We looked into each other's faces as the intensity of our coupling slowly faded.
"I think the song is about finished," Julie finally said. I listened and realized she was right.
"There was a rush along the Fulham Road into the Ever-passion Play..."
"I believe you're right," I said. "I guess that makes this our song?" Julie smiled back.
"Yes. Our song," she said with a smile. "Why don't you put on another album?"
"Okay," I said as she kissed my face. She climbed off my lap, and I managed to stand with the help of my cane. I swapped "A Passion Play" with "Live: Bursting Out" and went back into the front room, where I collapsed on the couch. Julie's eyes were drawn to the scar on my thigh.
"You okay?" I asked.
"I'm more than okay," she said. "It's just... I've never seen your scar before. That's worse than I thought."
"It's a lot better now," I said. "If it bothers you, I can put my trousers back on."
"No, don't," Julie pleaded. "It's part of you. I'm not bothered by it. I've got a few scars of my own, you know." To me, Julie looked perfect, but looking closer, I could see a few reddish lines on her torso. "That happened in Seattle. A knife fight. You should see the other person. Does it bother you?"
"Not at all," I told her. "You're perfect just as you are." I hesitated for just a second before asking my next question. "Would you like to, uh, stay the night?" Her smile lit up the room.
"I thought you'd never ask," Julie said as she wrapped her arms around me. We went upstairs, leaving our clothes in the front room.
"I hope you don't mind if we use the guest bedroom. I have a new mattress coming for the master bedroom."
"That explains the box springs," Julie said. "I thought maybe you had some kind of weird fetish or something." We both laughed at that. We climbed into the guest bed and snuggled for a while. "I really enjoyed our time together. You have no idea how long I've wanted to do that with you."
"Really? I'm glad you enjoyed it. I enjoyed it myself. To tell you the truth, I never wanted it to end." Julie smiled before kissing me, then started working her way down my body until she came to my cock, which had come back to life.
Opening her mouth, she took all my erection down her throat and gave me the best blowjob I had ever experienced. She didn't stop until I had shot off in her mouth, and to my amazement, she swallowed my entire load. That was something Samantha had never done.
Julie kissed her way back up my body and took my cock back inside her pussy. This time, we made love to each other until we both climaxed, then fell asleep in each other's arms.
I woke up the following day to the smell of bacon. After doing my business in the master bathroom, I threw on some casual clothes. I went downstairs to see Julie in the kitchen dressed only in one of my long-sleeve shirts.
"Good morning, sleepyhead," she smiled as she handed me a cup of coffee. "Breakfast is about finished."
"You're going to spoil me, you know that?" I asked before giving her a kiss.
"Isn't that the idea?" she responded. I smiled at that. She returned and brought two plates with eggs, bacon, and toast. She handed me one and set the other down in front of her.
"This is delicious," I said after taking a bite of the eggs.
"Thank you," Julie said. "Kinda hard to screw up an egg, though."
"Maybe," I said. "Or maybe it's the fact that you cooked it when you didn't have to."
"Thank you for last night," Julie said with a hint of sadness. "I really needed that."
"I think we both did," I told her. "That was the best night I've had in a very long time. I wished it would never end. But I know you've got a job to do. I understand."
"Yes, I do have work I need to finish. But Fort Apache isn't that far away. We always have weekends. Besides, I'll be retiring in a couple years. That'll give us some time to get to know each other a bit better. What do you think?"
"I'd like that," I told her. "I really felt a connection last night that I haven't felt with Samantha in... a long time. And I want to make sure this wasn't just two ships passing in the night."
"I concur," Julie said. "I want you to know that I don't make it a habit of spending the night, well, like we did last night. I've been attracted to you for a long time."
"And I've been attracted to you as well. Is there a 'but' I'm hearing in your voice?"
"I don't want to be a rebound relationship for you, Mike. You're just starting your divorce. You have a long road ahead of you. Trust me, I've seen what divorce does to people. It's not pretty. But I'll be here for you anytime you need me."
"Thank you for that," I told her, trying to keep a neutral tone.
"Why don't we take it slow and easy for a while? I'll come out and spend the weekends with you if you want. If you need to talk, call me anytime. There's no need to rush, and before you ask, no, I don't have a boyfriend anywhere else." I knew what Julie said made sense and mulled it over for a few moments before responding.
"All right," I said. "You're welcome here anytime. And of course, I want to see you on the weekends."
"You realize I may have to work some weekends, right?"
"Oh yes, I know that all too well. Been there, done that, remember?" Julie chuckled at that.
"I'll never forget," she said. "But I do have to get dressed. I have to meet the U.S. Attorney this afternoon, and I don't think he'd appreciate me showing up like... this," Julie added, holding open the shirt. I smiled at that.
"I don't know. I rather like seeing you dressed that way, especially at my table," I laughed, causing Julie to smile.
"You're so naughty," Julie chided.
"Yes, I am," I joked back. We kissed and hugged each other for a few moments before Julie stood, gathered her clothes from the living room, and headed upstairs. I watched her cute little bare ass sway under my shirt with a smile, then cleared the table and cleaned up the dishes.
Julie came back downstairs a half-hour later, dressed and ready to return to her hotel, so I grabbed my keys, and she followed me to the car. When we got to the hotel, she leaned over and gave me another scorching-hot kiss full of promise.
"What do you want for dinner tonight?" I asked.
"Surprise me," Julie said, smiling. "I have to fly back to Fort Apache tomorrow morning. Think you can stand to have me around one more night?"
"I think I can manage that. I'll just have to tell my other girlfriends I've got a date, though," I quipped.
"Yeah, right," she said, slapping my arm. "I'll call when I'm done, alright?"
"Sounds good. By the way, you might as well have this," I said, handing Julie a key to the house. I also pulled out a card with the security code to the alarm. "This is the code for the security alarm. Once you open the door, you have just under a minute to enter the code."
"Thank you for that," Julie said, taking the card. She gave me one more kiss that held a lot of promise, then exited the car and closed the door. I waited until Julie was in the hotel, then left and drove to the office.
"What, are we working casual today and no one told me?" Jack asked when I walked into the executive office suite. I laughed as I walked into his office. "You sure seem to be in a better mood today. I take it everything is going okay."
"Yes, it is," I replied. "In more ways than one. By the way, have you seen Terry? I need to talk to him."
"I haven't seen him, but I'm sure he's around here somewhere," Jack said.
"I'll call him, then. No big deal."
"How did the arraignment go?"
"Better than I hoped. Samantha and her co-conspirators are now in federal custody and on their way to Washington. Seems they're being investigated by a federal grand jury."
"Interesting," Jack said. "So, are you back for good now?"
"I think I'll be good to go from here on. I do have a date tonight, though."
"A date? You sure do move fast, Mike. Who is she?"
"Her name is Julie Bascomb. We were in the service together. She's retiring in a couple of years or so."
"Well, you enjoy your date, then. Don't do anything I wouldn't do," Jack joked. I laughed at that.
"Yeah, right," I said before heading to my office. When I got there, I called Terry.
"Hey, boss, I was just getting ready to come see you."
"Everything alright?" I asked.
"Yeah, I just wanted to give you my final report."
"I look forward to that."
"I'll be there in about five minutes," Terry said before ending the call. True to his word, Terry came into my office four minutes later carrying a fairly thick folder, which he handed to me.
"Wow. You have been busy," I told him as I hefted the heavy folder. "I take it you provided a copy of this to the feds and Ms. Hawkins?"
"Yes," Terry said. "That Special Agent Bascomb seemed quite pleased to get it. You already know much of what's in that report. I got a full file on that Williams character, and on Morrison's divorce from Samantha. It wasn't pretty."
"Did you forward a copy to Williams' wife in New York?" I asked.
"Not yet, but I will if you want."
"Please do," I instructed.
"Consider it done," Terry said.
"Anything on the photos?"
"Yeah, I spoke to my audio-video guy. He agrees those appear to be printouts from digital images that have been Photoshopped. Couldn't say much more than that without seeing the original digital files, though."
"That makes sense," I reasoned.
"Anyway, it's all there. Everything I could dig up in just a couple days. Hope it helps."
"Yes, Terry, it does," I said. "Nice work. Thanks. I owe you big time."
"My pleasure, boss," Terry responded with a smile. "Well, I have to get back to it. Let me know if there's anything else you need."
"Will do, Terry," I told him. We shook hands, and I watched as he left the office. I spent the next couple of hours looking through the package Terry put together and wondered if I ever really knew Samantha. I finally closed the folder and tossed it on my desk. It was all academic now, I thought, as it was in the hands of the grand jury.
I caught up with the rest of my work and realized it was lunchtime, so I headed out to grab a sandwich. While I was out, I planned the evening meal I would share with Julie, and I wanted to do something special for her. At first, I considered taking her out to that new steakhouse, but I had a change of heart and decided to grill a steak for her instead. After lunch, I returned to the office and checked in with Jack.
"If you don't mind, Jack, I'd like to head out a bit early. I need to stop at the store on my way home," I said.
"Yeah, sure, Mike," Jack said. "We got everything under control here."
"Thanks, Jack, I appreciate that." With a wave, I left and stopped at the store, where I grabbed a couple of thick steaks, potatoes, and all the fixings. I also grabbed a bottle of wine, then headed home. My phone buzzed as I was preparing the meat, and I saw it was Julie, so I took the call.
"Hey, G-Man," she said when I answered. It had been a while since I heard that, and I couldn't help but smile.
"Hey yourself," I responded. "How's your day so far?"
"Interesting," Julie said. "I called to see what you had in mind for dinner."
"I'm in the process of preparing a couple steaks. I thought I'd grill us some steaks and a couple baked potatoes with green beans. How does that sound?"
"Meat! Yes," Julie exclaimed. "I'd love a home-grilled steak."
"Your wish is my command," I jokingly said. "So, any news?"
"Yeah. I'll tell you when I see you tonight."
"I look forward to that."
"I just have to stop at the hotel to change, pack up and check out. That is, assuming you still want me to spend the night," Julie whispered.
"Of course," I said.
"Alright, then. I'll see you in a bit." We said our goodbyes and ended the call. I returned to my preparations, a smile on my face as the words of a favorite tune played on the house stereo.



"Oh the leaded window opened
But you moved the dancing candle flame
And the first moths of summer
Suicidal came, oh suicidal came."
I had just finished all the preparations when the doorbell rang. Answering it, I saw Julie with a clothes bag and an overnight bag, so I invited her inside.
"You know, you don't need to ring the doorbell. Mi casa es su casa."
"I appreciate that, Mike," Julie said as she entered. "Oh, I can smell that barbecue already."
"I haven't put the meat on yet. I wanted to wait till you got here. How do you like yours, by the way?"
"Rare. I mean, so rare that it practically moos."
"A woman after my own heart," I quipped.
"Let me go put this stuff upstairs and I'll be right out," Julie said.
"Need any help with that?"
"I got it, but thank you for offering anyway," Julie answered as she went up the stairs. I went out, put the food on the grill, and then opened the wine. Julie came back down, put an arm around my waist, and kissed me on the cheek. I felt more love in that small act than I had felt from Samantha in a long time.
The food ready, I grabbed a couple of plates and loaded them with the steaks and potatoes. We went into the kitchen, spooned some green beans, and then loaded the potatoes with butter and sour cream.
"This smells so delicious, Mike," Julie said.
"I hope you like it," I told her. "Been a while since I grilled anything."
"I'm sure I'll love it. Been a long time since I had a man cook a meal for me. Next time, I'll take kitchen duty, okay?"
"You're on," I responded. I watched as she took her first bite of steak. She closed her eyes and moaned as she ate her food.
"This is divine, Mike. Perfect."
"Thank you for saying so." We ate our food, engaging in small talk. When we finished, Julie insisted on cleaning up the dishes, so I let her. Then we retired to the front room with a glass of wine.
"So, anything interesting happen today?" I asked after we settled down on the couch.
"Yes, actually. We went over the evidence from Cartwright's house." She saw the look on my face. I figured they would execute a search warrant, but I wasn't aware that it had already been done. "I probably should've told you. The FBI searched her place the day after the arrest. Found an awful lot."
"Oh?"
"For starters, they found the digital files Cartwright used to make the photos. Believe it or not, she used the same base photos against hundreds of men over the years."
"Damn," I said.
"You can say that again. We also have information on all of the accounts Cartwright has access to. The funds in all of them have been frozen for the time being. We're talking millions more than we originally thought."
"So she's been running this scam for years," I said.
"Yes. With Samantha's help, I might add. And as you thought, Williams' thumb drive was full of child porn, which we also found on Cartwright's computer. It appears to us that she used that along with the faked photos as leverage against her targets. We also found evidence directly linking Cartwright and Williams to at least three murders. That, on top of their conspiracy against you."
"Sounds like they'll be going to prison for a very long time," I added.
"Well, if Ron has his way, all three of them will get the needle," Julie said. "We just have to wait to see what the grand jury says. It could take months for the investigators to sort all of this out. Maybe a couple of years, based on what I saw."
"What about all the men Cartwright screwed over?" I asked.
"That's a whole different can of worms," Julie said. "I expect there'll be a judicial review of every divorce Cartwright worked on. And I'm sure there's going to be a bunch of lawsuits filed. Your attorney, Alice, is chomping at the bit over that." I chuckled at that.
"I'm sure she is."
"At any rate, it's going to be a bloodbath, legally speaking. I'd be very surprised if Hempstead survives the fallout," Julie said.
"So, you've got your work cut out for you the next couple years, then, I take it." Julie nodded her head.
"Yeah, Ray put me on point, so I'll either be here or at Fort Apache. I'll probably have to go to Washington now and then."
"At least you won't have to worry about a place to stay when you come here," I told her. Julie smiled and wrapped her arms around my neck.
"No, I don't. I just hope you don't get tired of having me in your bed."
"I could never get tired of that," I told her. We took another sip of wine and fell into each other's arms for our second night of lovemaking.
...
Epilogue:
My divorce went through without a hitch, as I knew it would. Alice filed a number of lawsuits, and by the time it was all over, more than 600 men, including Alvin, walked away with a nice-sized check. Alice cut her percentage by more than half. Even then, she walked away with enough money to retire. Hempstead nearly went under, what with the bad press and judicial reviews, but managed to survive.
As Julie predicted, the federal investigation took 26 months to complete. At the end of the investigation, a federal grand jury handed down several indictments against Samantha, Allison, and Alan for various charges, including premeditated first-degree murder. Ron, the U.S. Attorney in charge of the case, sought the death penalty for all three.
Julie spent those 26 months commuting between Fort Apache, Washington, D.C., and my house. It was nice having her with me, and our love for each other grew to the point that I asked her to marry me a few days before Samantha's sentencing hearing.
"I thought you'd never ask," Julie said as I slipped the engagement ring on her finger. We celebrated with a night of unbridled passion. Pop was happy for us and even happier when Julie asked him to walk her down the aisle.
Samantha was given the opportunity to turn against her co-conspirators in exchange for a guilty plea and a life sentence. She wisely accepted, much to Pop's relief. After making the deal, she sang like a canary. As a result, Allison and Alan, who had been cleaned out by his wife in her divorce, were convicted of all charges and sentenced to death.
I saw Samantha twice after she was taken to Washington. The first time was during the trial when I was asked to testify. She sat in her chair, her face downcast as I answered the questions put to me. The second time was at the sentencing hearing. Pop and Julie joined me for that trip.
Samantha looked like hell the second time I saw her. Her hair, which used to be full and voluminous, was now ratty with streaks of gray. She looked as if she had aged twenty years, and wrinkles lined her face. She looked at me with hatred after her sentence was announced.
"Happy now?" she spit.
"Actually, I've never been happier," I answered, glancing at Julie. I saw a tear form in Samantha's eye, then she looked down. I glanced at Allison, who looked as worn and tired as Samantha.
"I told you, I don't like to lose an argument." Allison dropped her head and studied the table in front of her. With a smile, I walked away and started a new chapter in my life.
...
Fade to black...
In Memoriam: LJ (1951-2022)
A bit of a saddle tramp in his day, he was always ready with a laugh or a joke and treated everyone with kindness and respect.
Rest in peace, my friend. You have been an inspiration and will never be forgotten.
...
Notes: Julie Bascomb first appeared in "The Warren Files 04: Jim and Lisa." The DIU was introduced in "Breaking Point 01: Pilot."
The statement made by Julie, "Please. Take me to your parlor, kind sir," comes from my e-book, "Justice Rides," the story of how Eli Jones became Justice O. Peace. Yes, my characters read my stories...
The story of the county commissioner who was murdered was told in "Tip of the Spear."
The demise of the "New Way" was covered in my story, "Revenge in Advance: The New Way."
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This story is part of the Letters of Love 2022 Story Event. Many thanks to SisterJezabel for organizing this event.
The letter is written by Adrestia Rhamnousia, who appears in several of my stories. She is the central character in my "Cheater's Gallery" series, and is featured in two of my "Cheating Zone" stories. She also appears in "Carol's Christmas," and in two of my e-books, "Justice Rides," and "The Cursed Phallus of Baalak-Ra." The letter is written to her mortal husband, Max Burnage, who is featured in my "Max Burnage" series.
This particular letter was written after the events in "The Cursed Phallus of Baalak-Ra."
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...
To my dearly beloved husband, Max:
I know this letter may seem strange to you. It's a bit strange for me as well. As you know by now, I would normally just come to your thoughts and speak directly to your heart. But I thought that maybe what I have to say would have more impact if you had something tangible you could hold in your hands.
I got the impression that you were a bit upset after I told you what happened with my brother, Baalak. After our discussion, I realized that perhaps I had given the topic short shrift, which was never my intent. You are, without question, the most wonderful mortal man I have ever encountered, and you deserve so much more than what I gave you.
First off, let me categorically state that I love you in a way you can never fully understand. In all the millennia of my existence, no man has ever touched my heart the way you continue to do every single day. And you, my dearest Maximilian, are only the second man in all of human history who has ever physically touched me in an intimate way. And I intend to see to it that you are the last.
I know that I have already shown you all this, but I understand you sometimes need to hear it from me as well.
Having said all that, please let me explain about Baalak. As you know by now, I was not born into immortality. I had a mother and a father, just as you did, and I came into the world just like you - kicking and screaming.
But the world I came into was nothing like the world you know. Things were very different, and it was dominated by a race of beings that thankfully no longer exist. Baalak was my older sibling, and I looked up to him as I grew up. I suppose you could say that I loved him as well, as any sister would love her older brother.
In our society, it was a common - and accepted - practice for women to be given to their oldest male sibling when they reached the age of adulthood. It was a rite of passage and nothing more. It should have been a happy event, but it turned out to be the worst experience of my life.
To be honest, I was more than a little frightened. Baalak was quite well endowed, and had already gathered quite a harem to satisfy his lust. To him, I was just another conquest. I was also concerned that he might get me pregnant.
Baalak assured me that wouldn't happen, that he had control of such matters. I wasn't sure how he was able to do that, but I took him at his word. When the time came, my parents prepared me, then handed me over to him. Yes, they watched as my older brother took me. That was the way things were done back then.
It would be an understatement to say that the experience was both painful and humiliating. I stayed in bed, bleeding, for five days straight when the ordeal was finally over. I never felt pain like that in my entire life, and I swore it would never happen again. Because of Baalak, I never let another man touch me that way - until I met you.
I also felt something else - hatred. I hated Baalak for what he did, and swore that one day I would have my vengeance. It took years, but it finally happened.
By then, Baalak had formed a phallus from a mold of his own genitalia. He used it to sap the strength and libido from the men he targeted. With it, he created an army of willing cuckolds who would die at his order. He also formed a sex cult and gathered women from all over the known world, the way a stamp collector would gather those little slips of paper.
He used the phallus to strike fear in the powerful. Eventually, he began to see himself as a god. Even the most powerful kings feared the day Baalak's phallus would appear in their domains.
One day, I was approached by a man who called himself Joshua. He warned of the threat Baalak posed and promised me immortality if I disposed of him. I spent years learning everything I could of Baalak's phallus.
Thanks to the abilities Joshua gave me, I was able to entice Baalak and trap him inside his own creation. The day I dropped that hideous thing in the sea was one of the happiest days of my life. Joshua lived up to his promise, and I was granted immortality. But it came with a heavy price.
From that time on, I was to dispense justice to those who deserved it. After the great flood, I thought my troubles would be over, and I would never see Baalak again, but that hope was dashed a few thousand years later, when his phallus was found on an island in the Mediterranean.
Baalak never regained enough power to become the threat he once was, thanks to two people who sacrificed themselves at my request. I still carry the weight of that with me. They willingly gave their lives, but as it turned out, not even that was sufficient.
I am happy to say that Baalak is finally where he belongs - where he should have been many thousands of years ago. And thankfully, no one died this time. But it was close - too close for comfort.
It's difficult to explain, my dear husband, the burden I carry from so many years of dispensing justice to so many. The only thing that keeps me going these days is your love. I crave it the way a starving man craves food. I honestly do not know what I would do if you were no longer in my life.
There are many days that I wish I could shed my immortality. What was given as a promise and a gift has become a curse - a curse made tolerable only by your love. I can only hope that my love sustains you as yours sustains me.
For as long as there is breath in my body, please know that you are the only man who has ever touched my heart, and I will love you and cherish you until the very end of time.
All my love,
Your wife, forever,
Adrestia
...
Fade to black...
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Where No One Has Gone Before, Pt. 04

I suggest you read "The Armstrong Incident," and the first three parts of this story to fully understand everything that takes place here, although it's not a requirement. It might also help to read "The Plant," as parts of this story refer to events in that series.
Many thanks to those who offered comments and constructive criticism on my previous stories. For those who want to say this or that would never happen, remember this is my universe, a place where nearly anything can, and often does, happen. At least on paper...
And now, the disclaimers:
For those who want to say this or that would never happen, remember this is my universe, a place where nearly anything can, and often does, happen. At least on paper... In addition:

	Characters in this story may participate in one or more of the following: Smoking, consumption of adult (meaning, alcoholic) beverages, utterance of profanities.
	All sexual activity is between consenting adults 18 years of age or older.
	Statements or views uttered by the fictional characters in this story do not necessarily reflect the views or opinions of the author.


Please refer to my profile for more on my personal policy regarding comments, feedback, follows, etc. (Yes, I DO moderate comments) And please remember, this is a work of fiction, not a docu-drama...
...
End of "Where No One Has Gone Before, Pt. 03"
Finally, the day came when Enterprise set out for her next mission. We held a bon voyage party the same way we did when we went to Alpha Centauri, and of course, Leesa tapped me for the entertainment, which I happily provided, much to the crew's delight.
We pulled out of Galileo Station and made our way to the Q-point, where we would make the jump to light speed. This time, I sat in the First Officer's chair, next to Leesa. As we approached the point where we would make the jump, Leesa turned to me.
"Would you like to give the word, Commander?" she asked. For a moment, I was speechless, but I accepted.
"Yes, Captain. I'd be honored," I told her.
"Very well. Make it so, Number One," she said.
"Helm, at my command," I said.
"Aye, aye, sir," the female pilot, Lt. Jacobs, said.
"Approaching Q-point, ETA 15 seconds," the navigator said.
"Warp bubble formed. Light speed at your command, Captain," the engineer said.
"Stand by, helm," I said.
5...4...3...2...1...
"Engage."
...
And now, "Where No One Has Gone Before, Pt. 04"
First Officer's Log, 1715 hours Central Daylight Time, 27 July 2110
We have crossed the Oort Cloud and are on the last leg of our return trip from Tau Ceti. Ship and crew operating at peak capacity, as always. The previous five years have been exciting and educational for all of us.
We have cataloged and mapped two planets in the Tau Ceti system that appear capable of supporting human life. It will, of course, be left to the scientists to make the final determinations.
After five years in interstellar space, the crew is anxious to return home. I admit that I, too, long to feel Terra Firma under my feet as well.
Captain Hawkins informed me that Enterprise would be based on the newly-commissioned Starbase One instead of Galileo Station. I have seen photos of the new base and look forward to exploring it.
I have already forwarded my recommendations for promotions and crew commendations to Captain Hawkins for review. I am proud to report that over 90 percent of the crew has opted to remain in service for another five years. Many will be promoted to new positions and/or transferred to new assignments. However, it still speaks volumes of the caliber of leadership assembled on this vessel.
Speaking of which, Lt. Cmdr Jones and I have been invited to join Capt. Hawkins for dinner this evening. I am curious to know what she intends to announce.
William Jones, Cmdr., First Officer, USS Enterprise
...
I closed out the digital log book and went to the head to prepare for the evening's meal. My lovely bride, Kyra, was finishing her makeup, having already showered and dressed. I hoped she left enough hot water in the tank so I could at least freshen myself a bit before donning my dress uniform.
"What do you think Leesa has going on?" Kyra asked as I undressed for the shower.
"No idea," I responded. "I have a feeling it's going to be something fairly major."
"Why do you say that?"
"She's been acting a bit... pensive... lately. Almost as if she's bursting at the seams to say something."
"You noticed that, too?" Kyra asked.
"Yeah," I told her as I soaped myself up. "You have any ideas?"
"Nope. None," Kyra said. "And she hasn't said anything to me. You think it has something to do with the reorganization?"
"I guess it's possible." The Space Corps had just undergone a major reorganization with the uptick in interstellar missions. As a result, a subset of the Corps was re-designated "Star Fleet," complete with its own command structure. Although it still fell under the auspices of the Space Corps, it would be considered its own service, just as the Marine Corps was part of the Navy, but with its own command structure.
I finished my shower, grateful that there was enough hot water in the tank, grabbed a towel, and stepped out to dry myself off. Kyra smiled as she watched me through the mirror.
"What do you say we stay home tonight, turn the gravity down a bit and... play?" she asked in a sultry voice.
"That sounds like a wonderful idea. But I think Leesa would probably have the engineers rig a yard arm just so she could hang us from it if we did," I told her as I dried myself off.
"I guess you're right," Kyra sighed. "Just wait till I get you back, space man."
"I look forward to that," I said, kissing her.
"Watch it now," Kyra giggled. "I don't want my makeup messed up."
"Oh now you tell me," I laughed as I finished drying.
"Hurry and get dressed, dear. We don't want to be late." Kyra was right. I needed to shave and comb my hair, something I could almost do blindfolded. So I wrapped up my business and went into the central part of our stateroom to get dressed. We scrutinized each other and, finding everything to be shipshape, left our quarters.
We didn't have far to go. Leesa and her companion, George, lived in the quarters next to ours. I buzzed the chime, and George greeted us when the door slid into the frame.
"Commander Jones, Commander Jones, please come in," George said with a smile. We shook hands, and I motioned for Kyra to go ahead of me. George took our covers as we walked in and hung them on a rack next to the door.
"Bill, Kyra, it's so good of you to join us this evening," Leesa said as she entered the dining area, wearing her dress uniform. "Please, have a seat." George, being the gentleman he is, held Leesa's chair as I did the same for my lovely bride. We all sat down and watched as Jonathan - the ship's master chef - wheeled a cart and set covered dishes in front of us.
"This smells delicious, Jonathan," I said. He smiled as he lifted the ornate covers off the dishes revealing a perfectly-cooked steak and a lobster tail. "Steak and lobster? How'd you manage this?"
"I have my ways, Commander," Jonathan responded with a grin and a knowing look that said, "you really don't want to know."
"I'll bet you do. Ship's just not going to be the same after you retire." I knew he had put in for retirement, having served over 30 years in the Corps.
"I'll make sure my replacement is well-trained, Commander," Jonathan said. Everyone else complimented the Master Chief's meal, which he accepted graciously. "Let me know if there's anything else you need, Captain. If you'll excuse me, I need to make sure the galley is still in one piece."
"Of course, Jonathan," Leesa told him. "Thank you. This smells wonderful." We dug into our meal after Jonathan left.
"I, for one, am sure going to miss his cooking around here," I told Leesa.
"So am I," Leesa replied. "I suppose you're wondering why I invited the two of you here tonight."
"The thought had crossed my mind, Leesa," I said. "Especially with a dinner like this."
"The truth is, I wanted my last meal with you on board to be memorable," Leesa said. Kyra and I looked at Leesa, shocked.
"What do you mean, last meal?" Kyra asked.
"I've been reassigned," Leesa said. "With the creation of Star Fleet, Command has formed a new Academy. It's for officers who will be assigned to the Fleet. It's a two-year school - sorta like a graduate school for the regular Academy. I've been selected to be its first Commandant."
"Congratulations," I told her. "I assume that comes with a promotion."
"It does," Leesa acknowledged. "They're promoting me to Commodore."
"Any idea who will take your place here, on Enterprise?" I asked.
"Yes," Leesa said, looking straight at me. I started to get a funny feeling about this and pressed the issue.
"Who?" I asked, concerned.
"You," Leesa said. "If you want the job, that is."
"Me?" Of course, I wanted the job, but I was surprised to hear that I would be promoted so soon.
"Yes, Bill. You. You've earned it. You've shown that you can operate without a net. Why do you think I've let you make most of the decisions around here lately? If you accept, you'll be promoted when we reach Starbase One." I looked at Kyra to gauge her response and was met with a smile full of pride.
"Of course, I accept," I told Leesa. I would have to be an idiot to not accept such a prestigious assignment - Captain of humanity's first manned interstellar vessel.
"Good," Leesa said with a wide smile. "Your first command decision will be to pick your first officer. Is there anyone you think would fit the bill?"
"I think Jim Decker would make a good first officer," I answered.
"I agree," Leesa said. "Why don't you talk with him, see what his career goals are."
"I'll do that tomorrow," I told Leesa.
"Excellent. Just so you know, Star Fleet intends to throw a star-studded dog-and-pony show when we return."
"Oh?"
"Yes. After the welcome home and promotion ceremonies, they want you to take a select group of guests on a short trip to demonstrate faster-than-light travel. Nothing extravagant, just a short run around the block, so to speak."
"Do you think that's wise?" I asked. I didn't like the idea of Enterprise being used to fulfill some politician's schoolchild fantasy. Still, I also realized these were the same people who funded the program.
"Admiral Simmons seems to think it's a good idea," Leesa said. "You know he's been named Star Fleet Commandant."
"No, I didn't know that," I said. The last time I saw Alan, he had just received his first star. That was after Enterprise had returned from its maiden voyage to Alpha Centauri over five years ago.
"Just got his fourth star. He's looking forward to seeing you. Can't wait to pin that eagle on you." I chuckled at that. Hearing Alan's name brought back a lot of memories. Most of them were good, but some were not so good - like my experience aboard the Armstrong. I still have the occasional nightmare of the day I jettisoned Bull Travers out of that airlock. It very easily could have been me.
"I'd like to see him as well. The last time we spoke, he just made Commodore."
"There's been a lot of changes since we left five years ago," Leesa said.
"I'll say."
"There's more. Kyra, Command is also promoting you, to full Commander. They also intend to recognize your work and your service," Leesa said.
"I'm flattered, but I'm only doing my job," Kyra said.
"I understand how you feel," Leesa told her. "But Star Fleet is so impressed with your work, it has based quite a few of its policies on it. Every ship's counselor is now trained in the techniques you developed."
"Will I be allowed to remain on Enterprise with Bill?" Kyra asked.
"Absolutely," Leesa said. "However, you will find your wisdom to be more in demand as Star Fleet fully develops the whole 'counselor' role. In fact, I'd appreciate it if you could work up a curriculum and a set of lesson plans for the new academy."
"You flatter me again, Leesa. I don't quite know what to say. When would you need this new curriculum?"
"You have plenty of time. The next class doesn't report for at least seven months. And Enterprise will be in dry dock getting refitted and inspected, so you'll have plenty of time."
"What about you, George? What are your plans?" I asked. George looked at Leesa, then
back at me.
"Well, Leesa and I have talked about this and I see no reason to put it off," he said, pulling a box from his pocket. He knelt on the carpet next to Leesa and looked up at her with love in his eyes.
"Leesa, these last ten years have been the best of my life, thanks to you. I've grown to love you more now than the day we first met, and I'd consider it an honor if you would consent to be my wife," he said. Leesa dabbed a decidedly unmilitary tear from her eye, then wrapped her arms around George.
"Oh yes, George, I'll marry you," she exclaimed. Kyra and I congratulated George and Leesa and offered a toast. After the impromptu celebration, we ate dessert - cheesecake with strawberries and wrapped up the evening.
"Thank you for a lovely evening, Leesa," I said with a warm handshake. She smiled, then surprised me with a sisterly hug.
"And thank you, Bill, for ten years of friendship and loyal service," Leesa said. "From now on, my ready room is at your disposal. I feel better knowing this old girl will be in good hands."
"Thank you for the vote of confidence. I'll have some pretty big shoes to fill." Leesa smiled, and I saw a tear in her eye. This had been her home long before I came on board, and I knew she would miss it. We said our goodbyes and went back to our stateroom, where we undressed in silence. Kyra made us each a cup of her hot chocolate, and we sat on the couch to decompress.
"Congratulations, Captain," Kyra finally said, emphasizing the title.
"I haven't been promoted yet," I told her. "But thank you. And congratulations on your promotion."
"Thank you, but I don't feel like I did anything to deserve it."
"Nonsense. You worked hard. The whole fleet will benefit from what you've done. You deserve it."
"You're far too kind," Kyra sighed. "So, are you going to see Jim tomorrow?"
"Yes," I responded.
"You think he's ready for the job?"
"I do. However, I have one concern," I replied.
"You mean, his refusal to take a companion?" Kyra asked.
"Yes, that does concern me just a bit. What can you tell me about that?"
"As you know, I can't reveal a lot. I can tell you that despite his lack of a companion, he's probably one of the most mentally stable officers on this ship."
"So, why doesn't he have a companion? I thought the whole idea was to help the senior officers stay stable and sane," I said.
"The reason is quite simple. No one showed up as a match for him," Kyra explained.
"How is that possible? From what you told me, I thought everyone had at least one compatible match."
"Normally, they do. But Jim Decker doesn't. I'm not sure I should share this with you, but under the circumstances, I think you have a right to know."
"Know what?" I asked.
"There are some... anomalies... in Jim's DNA that I can't explain. I did a thorough search of his genealogy, hoping to find some answers."
"And did you?"
"Not really. I know his great-grandmother was a German diplomat with the United Nations in the early 21st century - one Greta Schultz. From the records I found, she was on a classified assignment and ordered to return to New York after she became pregnant.
"She died giving birth to a son, who was later adopted... by Greg and Samantha Decker. That son is Jim's grandfather, Kelsey."
"Any idea who Kelsey's birth father was?" I asked.
"No idea whatsoever. From the records I was able to recover, Greta never said who the father was," Kyra said.
"Is Kelsey still alive?"
"No. He died six years ago, of pneumonia. I did a search and found his DNA in the National Registry. Guess what?"
"The anomalies were in Kelsey's DNA as well."
"Exactly," Kyra said. "Only the anomalies were far more pronounced in his DNA. It's almost as if he was sired by something not quite human in origin."
"Is that even possible?" I asked, shocked. Kyra shrugged her shoulders.
"I suppose just about anything is possible," she replied. "I'm not an expert on the subject, so I consulted with real experts - both here and on Earth. They all told me it's not outside the realm of possibility.
"They also informed me that these anomalies began to appear in the first quarter of the 21st century, but tapered off about 2040. No one's been able to explain them, but a couple of the people I spoke to suggested climate change may have played a role."
"Do you believe that?" I asked, seeing the skepticism on Kyra's face.
"Again, I'm no expert on the subject, so I'm the wrong person to ask. I do know this. Jim Decker is one of the most intelligent and disciplined officers I've ever encountered. Second, possibly to you," Kyra added with a wry smile. "Personally, I think he can do whatever it is he sets his mind to accomplish."
"He was married once, if I recall correctly," I mused loudly.
"Yes he was. He caught his wife cheating on him, and divorced her. I understand it was an acrimonious split."
"A cheating spouse can often bring out the worst in a person," I observed, thinking back all those years ago to my time on the Armstrong. I recalled the last time I saw my ex-wife, Tabitha. That was when Kyra and I secured her lifeless body to a nuclear warhead and jettisoned it into open space right before it detonated. It was either that or end up vaporized with Kyra.
"You still think about that time in your life, don't you?" Kyra asked, seeing the look on my face.
"It was a tumultuous time," I said. "But your love got me through it."
"And your love made me the woman I am today," Kyra responded as she wrapped her loving arms around me.
"So, what should we do with all this love we have for one another?" I asked with a smile. Kyra sat up and straddled my lap, taking my head in her hands.
"Take me to bed and ravish my naked body until I'm a quivering mass of flesh, my husband," Kyra whispered, grinding herself into my crotch. Feeling myself respond to her advance, I smiled, then kissed her deeply.
"Your wish is my command, my lovely wife," I told her after breaking the kiss.
...
I ran across Jim the following morning on the way to the bridge. He seemed his usual chipper self, so I decided to speak with him in the ready room after Leesa's morning briefing. I approached him after Leesa had concluded the meeting.
"Jim, do you have a few minutes?"
Concerned, Jim asked, "Of course, Commander. Is everything alright?"
"Yeah, everything's fine. I just wanted to bend your ear for a bit if you have the time."
"Okay. Sure. What can I do for you?" He appeared perplexed when I invited him to take a seat and even more confused when I took Leesa's customarily used chair. No one sat in that chair except for her.
"I was just curious to know what your plans are... after we arrive at Starbase One."
"I had hoped to stay on board, Commander. At least, that was my plan," Jim said, concern etched on his face.
"I'm glad to hear that," I said, hoping my tone would help put him at ease. "You know there's going to be some major changes."
"I figured that, Commander. After all, we've been at light-speed for the last five years."



"True. There's going to be some major changes in personnel assignments as well. I was informed last night that Captain Hawkins will be getting a promotion and a new assignment."
"Oh? Who's taking her place?" A few moments later, his face changed as he realized what I meant. "You? Are you taking her place?"
"I don't think anyone could take her place, but yeah, I'm getting promoted to the center chair. And I'll need a First Officer. Someone who knows the ship like I do. Someone I can trust. Think you're up to being my Number One, Jim?" As I watched, his face brightened up.
"You mean... you want me to be your Executive Officer?" Jim asked.
"Yes, that's exactly what I mean. I know you've already completed your online Introductory Command Course and have started the intermediate level. I'm impressed."
"Thank you, sir," Jim said quietly.
"I just have one... small... concern," I added.
"You mean, my lack of a companion," Jim stated matter-of-factly.
"Yes, that," I told him.
"Well, don't tell anyone, but I have hooked up a few times with some of the other lieutenant commanders on board, and we have what you might call a 'friends-with-benefits' arrangement. Nothing permanent."
"Well, that's something you won't be able to do once you're promoted. You know the rules about fraternization, especially with command-level officers."
"I understand, sir," Jim said. "Truth is, most of the time, I'd rather be alone. Plus, I haven't met anyone I could really get very close to. Not even my ex-wife in the best of times. Maybe that's why she cheated on me."
"I understand you went through a nasty divorce."
"Yes, I came home from a mission and found Diane in bed with another man. I nearly lost it," Jim said quietly.
"Believe me, Jim, I know how that feels."
"Trust me, Commander, if there was an airlock available, I probably would've tossed them both out," Jim responded, reminding me of the incident with Bull Travers, which by now had become something of a legend in the Corps. "No offense, Commander, but I really do have to report to my station."
"Alright, Jim. But I'd like to discuss this with you further. Perhaps you can come by my quarters after you get off and we can talk about it with Kyra."
"I'd like that, Commander," Jim said, his cheerful attitude returning.
"Good. I'll see you then. In the meantime, I'll let Captain Hawkins know so she can get your promotion in the works."
"Thank you, Commander. I won't let you down," Jim said.
"I know you won't, Jim," I told him. We shook hands, and I watched as he strode to his console, where he relieved the lieutenant patiently waiting for him. Leesa gave me a look from her command chair, and I simply nodded my head. After ten years, we had reached the point where we could communicate without any spoken words. She understood my nod, and I felt confident she would push Jim's promotion.
I caught up with Kyra in the galley at lunchtime and filled her in on my meeting
with Jim. She seemed receptive to my idea.
"I think that would be a good idea," Kyra said. "Plus, it'll give him a chance to check out his new quarters. If you want, I'll arrange to have dinner brought up and we can share a meal."
"Good idea," I told her.
"I'll reach out to Jim and see what he would like, and we can go from there," Kyra said.
"Thanks, I appreciate that. And please let him know the dress is casual. No need for a full dress event. Anything new in your world?"
"Not really. Just putting together my final reports on the crew's performance. To tell you the truth, I'm amazed at just how stable this crew really is after spending five years on this ship."
"And we all have you to thank for that," I told her. I wasn't patronizing her just to make her feel better. I honestly felt that Kyra's loving attention to the emotional needs of the crew was a major contributing factor to our success. Kyra didn't know it, but in addition to her promotion, Leesa recommended her for a Meritorious Service Medal, and I felt she deserved it.
"You're just trying to make me feel better," Kyra protested.
"Maybe a little. But I mean every word. I don't know where we'd be without you."
"Thank you for that," Kyra replied.
"Well, I have a meeting over in Engineering. I'll probably be there most of the afternoon. Are you going to invite Jim?"
"Yeah, I'll take care of that," Kyra said. "I'll also arrange dinner for 1800 hours."
"Thank you, sweetheart. I appreciate that." We kissed and went our separate ways. As predicted, my meeting with the Engineering staff lasted for much of the afternoon as we pored over the list of tasks that had to be accomplished before the refit. I returned to my stateroom to find Kyra preparing the table for dinner.
"Our meals should be here soon," she told me. "Jonathan put together some prime rib with green beans and mashed potatoes. I hope that's okay."
"Jonathan's prime rib is perfect," I told her. Just then, the chime sounded, and I opened the hatch to find Jim. "Jim, glad you could make it. Please come in. Dinner is on the way up. I hope prime rib is okay."
"That sounds wonderful, sir," Jim said.
"Please, when it's just us, call me Bill," I told him.
"Yes, sir. Uh, Bill," Jim said, not used to the familiarity. "So, is this going to be my new home?" he asked, looking around the stateroom.
"Yes. I hope you like it. It's worked out well for the two of us, so there should be lots of room for you."
"I'm sure there will be. I may do some remodeling, if that's okay," Jim said.
"Of course," I told him. "Just run it through the Facilities Team, and it should be okay." A crew member from the galley arrived with our meal, and I watched as he wheeled the cart inside, then placed the meals on the table where Kyra directed. It hit me that I would probably be doing this more often, as Leesa did.
"Will there be anything else, sir?" the crew member asked with a slight British accent.
"No, that will be all. Thank you," I said.
"My pleasure, sir. Just ring the galley when you're finished and I'll collect everything for you. Bon appétit."
"Thank you," I responded. The crew member smiled and left our quarters. We took our seats and enjoyed our meals, engaging in light conversation as we ate.
"I sure am going to miss the Master Chief's cooking," Jim said when he finished.
"I am too," Kyra responded.
"I'm sure whoever replaces him will be just as good, but I agree. I'm going to miss his cooking," I chimed in.
"So, Bill, what would you like to know? As much as I enjoy breaking bread with you and your lovely wife, I'm sure you have some questions for me," Jim said. Right to the point - one of the things I liked about the man.
"I'd like to get to know you a bit better - as a man and an officer," I told him, echoing the sentiments Leesa expressed on my first day on Enterprise. "I'm quite familiar with your record, and I'm impressed with your work these last five years, but that doesn't say much about the person if you know what I mean."
"Actually, I do," Jim said. "There's not really much to say. I graduated at the top of my high school class, entered the Academy, graduated at the top of that class, got married, then got divorced. Went to Operations school and graduated at the top of that class as well."
"That's all in your record, Jim, but I'd like to know about you," I said. "You mentioned you came home from a mission and caught your wife cheating on you. Can you tell us what happened?"
"You know how it is, Bill. You're out in space for weeks or months at a time. That's hard on a marriage. I guess Diane just felt she needed someone to be with her all the time. With me gone so much, she drifted away."
"Into the arms of another man," Kyra interjected.
"Yes," Jim said quietly.
"How did you feel about that?" I asked.
"How do you think? I was pissed. Beyond pissed, actually. I almost ripped the bastard's head off - excuse my language," he added, looking at Kyra.
"That's okay," Kyra said. "I've heard lots worse."
"I guess it had been coming for a while. Diane and I began drifting apart long before that happened. I've always felt, I don't know, somewhat different from other people. Dad had my IQ tested when I was just a kid. They said I was a genius, so Dad enrolled me in Mensa. Growing up, I always felt... a bit superior... to others. Intellectually, anyway."
"I'm sure that didn't make you a lot of friends," I joked. He laughed and shook his head.
"No, it didn't," Jim said. "Dad took me aside one day, and suggested I learn how to interact better with others. Thing is, I always felt better when I was by myself. Never really felt the need to 'interact' with anyone else. It's as though I never really met anyone I felt was on the same level as me," Jim said.
"The Academy helped me a lot in that regard," he added. "I always got the best grades, always scored the highest in all the competitions. Thing is, I didn't even have to work that hard to do it. I used to get a kick out of watching the others struggle just to get halfway decent grades."
"That changed when you met Diane, though, didn't it?" Kyra asked.
"Yes, as I've already told you before. It did. At least for a while. And I had one other advantage." Kyra raised her eyebrows at that. Apparently, she already knew.
"It's alright, Jim," she said. "You can speak freely here. Nothing you say will go beyond these walls." Now I WAS curious, and I looked at Jim before saying anything.
"Yes, Jim. Please feel free to say whatever you need," I urged.
"It's a bit... embarrassing. And personal," Jim said quietly, glancing at Kyra.
"It can't be that bad," I said, looking back from Jim to Kyra.
"Well... Alright. All my life, I've had a somewhat higher... libido... than most guys my age. And it seems I was also given the... equipment... to match," Jim said, his face turning red. "Thing is, it's gotten me into more trouble than I care to remember. Dad used to warn me about that, said I needed to learn to think with my big brain if you know what I mean." I chuckled at that.
"Yes, I know exactly what you mean," I said. Jim chuckled in response.
"When I first met Diane, I thought I had finally met my equal, in more ways than one. We had a whirlwind romance, then got married. I thought things were going great. We had even started talking about having children. Then I came home and found her with... him. Do you know what that feels like? To have your heart ripped out like that?"
I remembered how I felt when I caught my first wife, Tabitha, with Bull Travers, my superior officer. I recalled the rage and the humiliation I experienced.
"Actually, Jim, I do know how that feels," I answered, glancing at Kyra. "In fact, Kyra helped me a lot after all that happened. So tell me, how did you handle it?"
"At first, I went a little nuts," Jim said. I understood that all too well. "I wanted to kill them both. Obviously, I didn't, or I wouldn't be here. I did meet up with the guy Diane cheated on me with, and we got into it. He took the first swing. I put him down rather quickly. He left me alone after that. I filed for divorce, and Diane didn't fight it. She did tell me one thing I found interesting, though."
"What's that?" I asked.
"She told me that I was too big and too... horny... for her to handle. Can you believe that?"
"That does sound a bit... unusual. What happened then?" I asked.
"I got assigned to Ops School and you know the rest. I remembered what my father said, and set about learning to control my... urges. I've dedicated myself to controlling my emotions and I'm no longer driven by my libido."
"But you haven't exactly been celibate, have you?" Kyra asked.
"No. I've been with two women since this mission began," Jim said. "That's two. In the space of five years."
"Your profile says no one in the National DNA Registry showed up as a possible companion. Did anyone ever explain why?" Kyra asked.
"No, Kyra. No one ever explained the reason for that. And it's just as well, since I prefer to live alone."
"What are the odds of that, Kyra? That out of hundreds of millions of people, not one single person would come up as a compatible match using your test?" I asked.
"I would put the odds against it at pretty close to astronomical," Kyra answered.
"I don't understand. You've never mentioned this to me before. I had no idea my choice of living arrangements would cause such a problem, Bill," Jim said. "Perhaps it would be better if you chose a First Officer with more conventional... desires."
"No, Jim," I said. "I've worked with you closely these last five years. You're a damn good officer, and the best fit for this job. Besides, your promotion is already in the works. We've never discussed this before because it wasn't necessary, and it's not a deal-breaker by any stretch of the imagination. I just want to understand it, that's all."
"Alright," Jim
said.
"I have an idea," Kyra said. "I don't know why it didn't occur to me before."
"What's that?" I asked.
"I've been following an experimental test designed to supplement the profiling technique I developed. It was intended to provide a visual depiction of what the test subject would consider the ideal mate. It hasn't been approved for widespread use yet, but the initial tests have proven to be quite... interesting," Kyra said.
"How accurate is this testing?" I asked.
"From the papers and videos I've seen on the project so far, the accuracy rate is over 85 percent."
"That's impressive," I said. "What are you suggesting?"
"We have the necessary equipment on board. I just need the software and the specifications to configure it. If you're interested, Jim, I could run this test on you. Maybe we can at least get a look at what your mind would consider the ideal mate. What do you think?"
"It sounds... interesting," Jim said. "I suppose it couldn't hurt."
"How long would it take for you to set this up?" I asked Kyra.
"I've already been in touch with Dr. Molinas, the researcher heading up the project. I could have him send me the specifications and the parameters of the procedure. I expect I could have it ready to go in a couple days or so," Kyra said.
"Let's do it," Jim said. "If nothing else, it'll help advance science. That's what we're out here for anyway, isn't it?"
"Yes, it is," I said. "Alright, Kyra. Go ahead and set it up. Let me know when you're ready." We talked for a bit longer and ended the evening happily. Jim shook my hand as he headed for the hatch.
"Listen, Bill, I want to apologize for my tone earlier," he said.
"Nothing to apologize for, Jim. We touched on a very personal subject for you, so I don't blame you for getting your back up a bit," I said as we shook hands.
"Does that mean I still have the job?" he asked.
"Of course, if you still want it."
"You know I do."
"Alright then. It's settled. See you on the bridge bright and early tomorrow morning." We said our goodbyes and I watched him walk to his stateroom next door. I turned to face Kyra after closing the hatch.
"I called the galley, they're sending someone up to collect everything," my wife said.
"Thank you. That went... well," I told her.
"Yes it did. Better than I thought it would," Kyra replied. A few minutes later, the crew member who brought the food to our quarters arrived and gathered the cart. We thanked him for everything and went to bed, holding each other close.
Three days later, Kyra called me from her office and asked me to come to speak with her. Leesa nodded her approval, and I left the bridge.
"What's up?" I asked when I entered my wife's office.
"I heard back from Dr. Molinas," Kyra said. "He sent me everything I need to get set up. I already got Leesa's approval and Dr. Simmons is preparing a space for the procedure."
"Okay," I said, a bit confused as to why she felt the need to call me to her office. "Is there something else?"
"Yes, and that's why I called you down. Dr. Molinas did a deep investigation into Jim's DNA. He also looked into Jim's heritage. As you know, genetic science has advanced considerably over the last century."
"I'm aware of that," I told her. "So, what did Dr. Molinas find?"
"He discovered that Jim's heritage is pretty much what you might expect. He's part English, Dutch, German, French, and Native American. But there's about eight percent of his DNA that can't be identified or traced to any known nationality or ethnicity."
"Is this related to the anomalies you mentioned earlier?" I asked.
"Yes, but Dr. Molinas found something very interesting about those anomalies," Kyra teased.
"Oh? What?"
"He said they appear more plant-like than human," Kyra said. "And there does not appear to be anything cataloged on Earth that matches it."
"Plant? How is that possible?" I asked, shocked.
"According to Dr. Molinas, humans share a lot of genetic traits and DNA with plants. Believe it or not, we share about 50 percent of our DNA with bananas. And about 99 percent of our DNA can be found in lettuce. It appears the difference is in how those strands of DNA are sequenced and used. I don't understand it all myself, but it seems Jim shares part of his DNA with a species of plant no one has ever documented before."
"Thanks for that bit of trivia, dear. I don't think I'll ever be able to eat another banana or salad ever again without feeling like a cannibal," I joked, causing Kyra to chuckle. "You said these anomalies were even stronger in Jim's grandfather, right?"
"Yes," Kyra said.
"But no one knows who his biological father was, right?"
"Correct again, my dear Sherlock," Kyra joked back in a fake British accent.
"Do you think these anomalies might explain Jim's advanced intellect?"
"And his admitted high libido... It's entirely possible," Kyra stated.
"Interesting. Does Jim know about all this?"
"He's aware of the anomalies, but I don't think he's aware of... this," Kyra said. "I had planned to mention it to him after the test."
"When is the test?" I asked.
"If Dr. Simmons get everything set up today, I'd like to do it early tomorrow. The test itself will take three hours to complete, and he'll be put into an induced sleep," Kyra said.
"Alright. Let me know, please. I'd like to be here with him."
"Of course," Kyra said. I went about my business and briefed Jim and Leesa on the test, saying nothing about the DNA results. Kyra contacted me a couple of hours later to inform me everything was ready. I passed that on and arranged for Lt. Rios to man the Operations console until Jim could return.
"Is everything alright with the Commander?" the lieutenant asked.
"Yes, we're just running some tests, but he'll be gone for about three to four hours," I said.
"No problem, sir," Rios said. "I'll be happy to fill in for Cmdr. Decker."
"Thank you, Lieutenant. I appreciate that," I said. After Leesa's briefing the following morning, I accompanied Jim to the sick bay and met Kyra and Dr. Simmons. Jim entered the small room and changed into the open-back hospital gown. After climbing under the covers, Dr. Simmons and a nurse attached electrodes to his head and chest as Kyra prepared the equipment.
Dr. Simmons placed a wave generator on Jim's head and turned it on. Kyra wanted Jim asleep for the test, but she didn't want any standard sedatives used for the process. Jim was asleep within a couple of minutes, and the test began.
I paced back and forth for the next three hours as Kyra worked the computer that collected the data from Jim's mind. She and Dr. Simmons kept a close eye on the monitors that displayed Jim's vital statistics - heartbeat, blood pressure, and so on.
"Please sit down, dear. You're driving me nuts," Kyra eventually said. I sat next to her, exasperated.
"Sorry," I said.
"It's alright. Jim's fine. We're just collecting data right now, and we're almost done," Kyra explained. Eventually, the testing ended. Dr. Simmons and a nurse went into the small room and disconnected the electrodes from Jim's body as he slowly returned to the real world. He sat up on the bed and yawned, stretching his arms.



A few minutes later, he returned to the central part of the sick bay after donning his uniform and looked at us.
"How do you feel, Jim?" I asked.
"Great," Jim said. "Got a really nice nap. Some strange dreams, but otherwise okay. So, when will the results be ready?"
"Give it a few hours," Kyra said. "I need to go through all the results."
"Oh. Okay," Jim said, somewhat deflated. "So, can I go back to work now?" Jim asked Dr. Simmons.
"I see no reason why not," the doctor told him. "Do you, Commander?"
"No, not at all. I think Lt. Rios would be happy if you relieved him," I remarked. "I'll see you on the bridge, Jim."
"Thanks," Jim said before leaving. After Jim left, I sat next to Kyra as she collated the data.
"Hours? Seriously?" I asked my wife.
"Unfortunately," she said. "The program Dr. Molinas sent me had a few enhancements added to it. I'm looking through the results now."
"Enhancements? What kind of enhancements?"
"He claims to have developed a way to detect and isolate suppressed genetic memories," Kyra said. "The software he sent is designed to do that, and it appears it may have captured something."
"Genetic memories? You mean, of things Jim may not have even experienced personally?"
"Exactly," Kyra said. "It could also be remnants of old dreams, but I won't know until I've had a chance to go through everything. So it's going to take some time to put it all together. Don't worry, you'll be in on the reveal."
"Alright, alright. I get it. You don't want me hanging over your shoulder. Besides, I have work to do, believe it or not," I said. "Please ping me as soon as you have anything."
"Aye, aye, Captain," Kyra said with a mischievous look. I left, but not before giving my lovely wife a kiss.
I had quite a bit to do that day, as we were only a few days away from Earth. After I finished, I went to the gym for my daily workout. I had just completed my shower when my wrist communicator beeped. I looked and saw it was Kyra, so I activated the device and saw her smiling face peering back at me.
"Did you just get out of the shower?" she asked.
"Yeah, I got done with my other stuff, so I came to the gym for my workout," I told her.
"Maybe I should come join you," Kyra said with a glint in her eye. I smiled at the thought.
"I like that idea. What do you have for me?"
"I'd tell you, but I don't want to give Dr. Simmons a heart attack," my wife joked. "Actually, I just finished examining Jim's test results. Could you meet us here in the sick bay?"
"I'll be there as soon as I get dressed," I told her.
"Do you have to?" Kyra begged, her lower lip pouting.
"Do what?" I asked.
"Get dressed," Kyra teased.
"Heh heh. Yeah, I probably should," I told her with a
smile.
"You're no fun anymore," Kyra quipped.
"Just wait till tonight," I said.
"I'm holding you to that, spaceman," Kyra said before ending the call. I finished drying myself off, got back into my flight suit, and went to sick bay, where I met Leesa, Jim, and Kyra.
"Well, what do you have for us?" I asked Kyra.
"This," Kyra said triumphantly as she turned the monitor so we could see it. There, on the screen, was an image of a nude blonde woman. She was quite attractive - not what one might call a runway model, but more of a pretty girl-next-door type. Her hair fell to her shoulders, and she sported smallish breasts, perhaps a B-cup.
"This is what your subconscious sees as your ideal mate, Jim," Kyra said. "Do you recognize her?" Jim shook his head.
"No, I can't say that I've ever seen her before in my life. Not even in any programs."
"You've never seen this woman before? Not even in passing?" Kyra asked.
"Not that I can recall. And I have a very good memory," Jim said. "I never forget a face. Or a body."
"What do you think?" I asked him.
"Well, yeah, I admit, I find her extremely attractive. I just wished I could place her. But I can't."
"There's more," Kyra announced. "The software I received is supposedly able to detect and decode genetic memories - memories that are encoded in your genetic material and passed down from one generation to another. Keep in mind this is all quite experimental."
Kyra clicked some icons, and we saw a somewhat blurry image of a smiling blonde woman. Her nude body appeared to be wrapped in green tendrils, similar to those one might find on a plant. From what we could see, she seemed to be on the summit of a hill or a mountain. We could see a coastline in the distance and the deep blue of a large body of water, perhaps an ocean.
With the click of a mouse, we saw the same woman, this time with something long and green in her mouth. The image changed, and we gasped when we watched her take the green thing out of her mouth - it looked like a giant green penis.
"Is there anything else, Commander?" Leesa asked.
"Yes, ma'am. I was able to retrieve a very short video. It's rather... explicit."
"We're all adults here. Please, show it to us," Leesa said. Kyra moved her pointer and clicked on an icon. We saw the same blonde woman naked on what appeared to be a balcony overlooking a beautiful sandy beach. Her legs were spread wide, and we saw what looked like two of the large green "penises" buried inside her sex. Kyra started the video, and we saw the green penises pull out of the woman, causing a torrent of greenish liquid to seep out of her.
"Ah, Karl, that was magnificent," the woman moaned in a German accent. She smiled, and the video ended. I looked at Leesa and Jim and saw both of their faces were red, and Leesa recovered quickly and turned to Jim.
"Do you know this woman, Commander Decker?" she asked. Jim shook his head.
"No, Captain. I've never seen her before in my life."
"I believe I know who she is, Captain," Kyra said, pulling up another picture, this time an official-looking set of credentials that displayed the image of the United Nations logo.
"Who is she?" Leesa asked.
"Her name was Greta Schultz," Kyra said. "She was a diplomat with the United Nations. She died in 2024 after giving birth to her son." At this point, Kyra looked at Jim. "Her son was your grandfather, Kelsey Decker."
"What?" Jim asked.
"Yes, Jim. He was adopted by Greg and Samantha Decker after Greta passed away. I take it you didn't know this."
"No, I had no idea," Jim said. "So, who is this Karl person?"
"I don't know," Kyra said. "There's no record anywhere to indicate who he might have been. Remember, this happened nearly 90 years ago, before the Internet hack in the 2050s that wiped out a lot of data."
"And you say THIS was in my memories?"
"To be more precise, it was in your genetic material," Kyra said. "There may be more, but Dr. Molinas said it's a bit risky to go back in, at least for a while."
"Good work, Commander," Leesa told Kyra before looking at Jim. "It looks like you have a nice little mystery to keep you occupied, at least for a while, Commander."
"Yes, ma'am, it certainly does," Jim responded. "May I have a copy of what you found?" he asked Kyra.
"Of course," Kyra handed him a small memory device. "There's a 3-D model included for you as well. Enjoy..."
"Thank you. I think," Jim said nervously as he took the device.
"All right, we need to get back to it. We'll be at Starbase One soon enough," Leesa said.
"Yes, ma'am," I responded for all of us. "Good work, Kyra," I said after Leesa and Jim left. "You say all this was in Jim's genetic material without his knowledge?"
"That's what Dr. Molinas said. Of course, this is all experimental."
"So you said. What do you think those green... things... were?" I asked.
"They certainly looked like penises to me," Kyra said with a quirky smile and a glance at my crotch. "Rather large ones, in fact. Perhaps they were part of a sex toy or something. I don't know. One last thing, Bill."
"What's that?"
"Be careful with Jim. This is going to be hard for him to process."
"Gotcha," I said. "I think he'll be alright, but I'll let him know he can talk to you if need be. Anyway, my day is about over. You up for dinner in the galley?"
"Sure. Then maybe we can have dessert in our quarters..."
"Of course," I said, kissing my lovely bride before continuing my rounds.
Later that evening, just before we retired for a round of passionate lovemaking, we heard the chime go off at our hatch. We were used to being interrupted by minor problems, but it still irritated us. It was a bit like having children who came into the bedroom most inopportunely. Sighing, I got up, threw on a robe, and answered the chime to see Jim on the other side.
"It's Jim, dear," I said. "Might want to put something on." I opened the door to see my soon-to-be Number One in his robe.
"Sorry to disturb you, Bill. I was wondering if we could talk for a bit," Jim said.
"Sure, come on in," I said. "Have a seat. Care for something to drink? Water? Hot chocolate?"
"I'm always down for some of Kyra's hot chocolate," Jim said as he came in. Smiling, Kyra tightened the knot on her robe and went to make us each a fresh cup of her steamy hot chocolate.
"Everything alright, Jim?" I asked.
"Not really," he said. "Those images... that video... They've been in my head all day."
"I can understand that. Must've been quite a shock to know you've been carrying that around all your life," I told him.
"You can say that again," Jim said. Just then, Kyra returned with three cups of steaming hot chocolate. She handed one to me, then to Jim, before sitting down with her cup. Jim took a sip and looked at Kyra.
"This is delicious, Kyra. Thanks."
"You're welcome," my wife said. "Bill and I always enjoy a cup in the evenings."
"You'd better hang on to this woman, Bill," Jim said with a smile.
"I intend to," I replied, giving Kyra a smile and a wink.
"So, how are you dealing with what you learned today, Jim?" Kyra asked.
"To be honest, I'm having a bit of difficulty with it," Jim answered. "What do you know about this Greta Schultz?"
"Not much more than I already told you," Kyra said. "She was a diplomat with the United Nations on a classified mission to an undisclosed location. She was recalled back to New York when she was pregnant. Died shortly after giving birth to your grandfather.
"You have to remember, much of the records from that period were wiped out during the Internet hack of the 50s. I was lucky to find what I did," Kyra said. "What do you know of your grandfather?"
"I know he served in the Navy, retired after 30 years, around 2072 or thereabouts. He never said much about his service, but I know he received several commendations and a few medals," Jim said.
"Did you know he had been adopted as a baby?" I asked, and Jim shook his head.
"No, he never mentioned it."
"Perhaps that was because he was too young to remember his birth mother," Kyra interjected. "From the records I saw, he was only a couple of months old when he was adopted."
"That's possible, I suppose. I don't understand something, though," Jim said, looking at Kyra. "You say those were memories buried in my subconscious?"
"Not exactly," Kyra said. "According to Dr. Molinas, the researcher I worked with, those memories were actually embedded in your DNA, and passed down from generation to generation, starting with your birth mother. You wouldn't have even known they were there."
"If that's the case, wouldn't I have at least dreamed about some of it?" Jim asked.
"That's a reasonable question," Kyra replied. "I would think that could very easily have happened. And now that you know about these memories, perhaps more will start to surface. It seems reasonable to think they would appear to you as dreams." Jim seemed deep in thought as he considered Kyra's words.
"Maybe I should start keeping a journal of my dreams, then," he said quietly.
"I think that would be a very good idea," Kyra said.
"You say these are passed down from generation to generation, right?" Jim asked, the wheels in his head turning.
"Yes, that's the theory, anyway," Kyra acknowledged.
"If that's the case, then perhaps my dad and his siblings would have the same memories embedded in them," Jim mused.
"That would seem to be the case, from what I understand. Perhaps these memories would be even stronger in them, since they're your grandfather's direct descendants," Kyra said. "What are you thinking?"
"Would it be possible to run this same test on my dad, and maybe my aunts and uncles?"
"I don't see why not," Kyra said. "At least, that would confirm Dr. Molinas' theory that these are passed down from parent to child. If they consent, I'll be happy to run the tests."
"Thank you," Jim said.
"There is one other thing," Kyra said.
"Has anyone ever mentioned anything about your DNA?"
"I was told back in the Academy there were some anomalies in it, but nothing that would hinder my service. At the time, I was told it wasn't anything to be alarmed about. Why?"
"They never told you the nature of the anomalies?" Kyra asked.
"No, never," Jim said. "Again, why?"
"Dr. Molinas did a heritage scan of your DNA and found there's about eight percent that can't be traced to any nationality or ethnicity," Kyra said. "It may be nothing, but I think it might be worth looking into a little deeper. If possible, I'd like to investigate your parents DNA, see if I can spot any similarities there."
"I certainly intend to discuss all of this with them. I'll ask them and see if they're open to it," Jim said.
"I'd appreciate that," Kyra said.
"No problem," Jim said. "Thank you for taking time to discuss this with me. I'd better get back to my quarters."
"No problem, Jim," I said. "Any time." Nothing more was said about Jim's heritage or the test for the rest of the voyage, and I kept an eye on the man to see how he reacted to this. I was impressed to see that he remained as efficient as ever.
...
I was on duty the day we entered Earth's orbit. Leesa had turned the bridge over to me before retiring to her ready room. I looked out the front portal and saw the tiny blue-green ball of Earth hanging in space almost as if on a string. As per our protocol, I pinged Leesa to let her know.
"Thank you, Number One," she said. "I'll be right there." A few minutes later, she stepped onto the bridge and walked to her seat. I got up and waited for her to sit down.
"Hard to believe that little ball is home to nine billion people, isn't it?" I asked rhetorically. Leesa chuckled.
"Yes, it is," she said quietly. The communication device on her chair's console pinged, and she pressed a button.
"Enterprise, this is Houston. We have you on our screen. Stand by for vector to Starbase One," a male voice said.
"Roger that, Houston," Leesa replied. "Showtime," she added, giving me a glance. Lt. Smith, the navigator on duty, looked back at Leesa.
"Vector to Starbase One received and encoded," the female lieutenant said.
"Thank you, Lt. Smith," Leesa said before punching another button on her console. "All hands, this is the Captain. We are approaching Starbase One. Prepare for docking procedure," her voice boomed over the ship.
I sat and watched the blue-green ball get larger. I knew Starbase One was in a polar orbit 25,000 miles above the planet. Looking above the North Pole, I saw light reflecting off of... something substantial and knew that was our destination. I had seen photos of the base and knew it was supposedly the largest man-made object in space.
I knew that we would be docking within a few hours, so I set about preparing all the sections of the vessel while Leesa attended to the actual docking procedure. Before I knew it, we made our final approach to Starbase One.
Looking out the front portal, I gasped in shock when I first laid eyes on the giant base. Six large docking bays were positioned midway between the base's top and bottom. One bay was open, and I knew that was where we were headed.
The helmsman gently guided the vessel inside, and I saw two observation decks on either side of the ship, filled with onlookers. As I watched, they applauded as Enterprise slowly entered the bay. I felt the ship stop, and the helmsman announced, "thrusters at station-keeping."
"Very well, Helmsman," Leesa acknowledged. We heard the docking clamps latch onto the vessel and saw the lights flicker. From this point on, we were under station power. Leesa pressed a button on her console.
"Starbase One, this is Enterprise. We have completed docking and are on station power," she announced.
"Roger that," a female voice replied. "Welcome home, Enterprise." After five years of traveling faster than light, it felt somewhat strange to be standing still. Leesa punched another button on her console.
"All hands, this is the Captain. Stand down all stations. Prepare to disembark. Ship's formation in one hour." She turned to me with a wistful look on her face. "Well, Bill, I guess this is it."
"Yes, ma'am, I guess so."
"It's been a pleasure serving with you. And an honor," Leesa said, giving me another sisterly hug, and I returned her hug.
"The pleasure, and the honor, are mine, Captain," I told her. She looked around the bridge one last time and sighed.
"I'm going to miss this ship, Bill. It's been my home for more than ten years. Take good care of her for me, please."
"I will, Leesa. I promise," I told her. After bringing our stations down and securing the bridge, I made one final check to ensure everything was ready, then headed for the hatch to join the crew in our final formation of the voyage.
...
To be continued...
Note: Greta Schultz first appeared in "The Plant 06: Ambassador."



        

  
    Where No One Has Gone Before Pt. 05
  
  Where No One Has Gone Before Pt. 05

        The saga continues as the mystery deepens.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/where-no-one-has-gone-before-pt-05

Title: Where No One Has Gone Before Pt. 05

Author: saddletramp1956

Category: Sci-Fi & Fantasy

Description: The saga continues as the mystery deepens.

Tags: marriage, bull, journal, justice, enterprise, hard rock, plant

Series: Where No One Has Gone Before



Where No One Has Gone Before, Pt. 05

I suggest you read "The Armstrong Incident," and the first four parts of this story to fully understand everything that takes place here, although it's not a requirement. It might also help to read "The Plant," as parts of this story refer to events in that series.
Many thanks to those who offered comments and constructive criticism on my previous stories. For those who want to say this or that would never happen, remember this is my universe, a place where nearly anything can, and often does, happen. At least on paper...
And now, the disclaimers:
For those who want to say this or that would never happen, remember this is my universe, a place where nearly anything can, and often does, happen. At least on paper... In addition:

	Characters in this story may participate in one or more of the following: Smoking, consumption of adult (meaning, alcoholic) beverages, utterance of profanities.
	All sexual activity is between consenting adults 18 years of age or older.
	Statements or views uttered by the fictional characters in this story do not necessarily reflect the views or opinions of the author.


Please refer to my profile for more on my personal policy regarding comments, feedback, follows, etc. (Yes, I DO moderate comments) And please remember, this is a work of fiction, not a docu-drama...
...
End of "Where No One Has Gone Before, Pt. 04"
"Starbase One, this is Enterprise. We have completed docking and are on station power," she announced.
"Roger that," a female voice replied. "Welcome home, Enterprise." After five years of traveling faster than light, it felt somewhat strange to be standing still. Leesa punched another button on her console.
"All hands, this is the Captain. Stand down all stations. Prepare to disembark. Ship's formation in one hour." She turned to me with a wistful look on her face. "Well, Bill, I guess this is it."
"Yes, ma'am, I guess so."
"It's been a pleasure serving with you. And an honor," Leesa said, giving me another sisterly hug, and I returned her hug.
"The pleasure, and the honor, are mine, Captain," I told her. She looked around the bridge one last time and sighed.
"I'm going to miss this ship, Bill. It's been my home for more than ten years. Take good care of her for me, please."
"I will, Leesa. I promise," I told her. After bringing our stations down and securing the bridge, I made one final check to ensure everything was ready, then headed for the hatch to join the crew in our final formation of the voyage.
...
And now, "Where No One Has Gone Before, Pt. 05"
For the first time in five years, I stepped through the main hatch and found myself outside the hull of the Enterprise. Leesa was right behind me. Being the ship's master and commander, she was, by tradition, the last to leave the vessel. Everyone else was already on the large platform standing in formation.
Leesa took her place at the head of the formation, and I took my place one step behind her. The Chief of the Boat, Command Master Chief Swanson, smartly saluted her after calling the rest of the crew to attention.
"Posts!" Leesa commanded, prompting Master Chief Swanson to take his position toward the back of the formation. Officers and enlisted chiefs followed suit in the formation. Leesa and I turned as Alan came forward, resplendent in his uniform, his four stars gleaming. Leesa saluted smartly as she reported to him.
"USS Enterprise reporting as ordered, sir," she barked. "All personnel present and accounted for." Alan returned her salute, then softened a bit.
"Welcome home, Captain," he said. "It's been a long time."
"Yes, sir, it has," Leesa replied. We spent the next 45 minutes presenting promotions, commendations, and medals to crew members, including Kyra. I proudly pinned the commander's silver oak leaves on her uniform. It was difficult, but I resisted the urge to take her in my arms.
I couldn't help but notice Kyra's parents, Tom and Gloria, watching the ceremony. They smiled and applauded when Kyra received her commendation and her promotion. I also saw my parents standing close by. For some reason, Dad chose to wear his old Corps uniform. They also smiled and applauded when Kyra was recognized.
After the crew had received their accolades and promotions, Alan motioned for Leesa, Jim, and me to form up in front of him. He took an ornate folder from his aide and turned to everyone assembled.
"Ladies and gentlemen, I have the distinct pleasure of promoting three very deserving individuals today. Not only are they being promoted - they each will be starting their new jobs as of today. Captain Leesa Hawkins, it is my distinct pleasure to promote you to the rank of Commodore. You are also hereby directed to report to the newly-formed Star Fleet Academy in San Francisco, California, where you will serve as the Academy's first Commandant of Cadets. Congratulations."
Alan pinned Leesa's new rank insignia - a single silver star - on her shoulders. He shook her hand when he finished and congratulated her on her new rank and assignment. Then he turned to me.
"Commander William Jones - I remember the day you first reported to me on the USS Armstrong. You were a Senior Lieutenant at the time and served as my weapons officer. That is a mission I will never forget. I have followed your career closely, and I take great pride in promoting you to the rank of Captain. I am also pleased to announce that you will take the center chair as master and commander of the USS Enterprise. Congratulations, Bill. You've earned it."
"Thank you, sir," I said in response as he pinned the eagles on my shoulders. I heard applause behind me as Alan shook my hand. Then he turned to Jim.
"Lt. Commander James Decker - Believe it or not, son, no one has yet to match your scores at the Academy or at Advanced Operations School. I've kept my eye on you ever since I saw you at the Academy. I take a great deal of pride in promoting you to full Commander, to serve as the Executive Officer of the USS Enterprise. Congratulations, Commander."
"Thank you, sir," Jim said as Alan pinned the silver oak leaves on his shoulders. They shook hands, and Alan turned to the assembled group.
"We have one small bit of business yet," he said, motioning to Master Chief Swanson, who smartly marched to the flagpole in front of the formation. He lifted the colors and stood at attention behind Alan.
"Attention to Orders," Alan declared, prompting the formation to snap to attention. "By order of Star Fleet Command, Commodore Leesa Hawkins is relieved of her post as Commanding Officer of the Enterprise." Swanson marched forward, presenting the ship's colors to Leesa, who accepted them. She turned to face me.
"I stand relieved, sir," she announced.
"From this moment forward, Captain William Jones is directed to assume his new post as Commanding Officer of the USS Enterprise," Alan announced. I turned to face Leesa and accepted the colors from her.
"I accept my post, and the responsibility that goes with it, sir," I stated. After taking the colors, I faced Master Chief Swanson, who took them from me and replaced them in the holder, returning to his post.
"Captain Jones," Alan said, handing me a small envelope. "Your first mission as master and commander of this vessel is something a bit unorthodox. I would like you to give myself and a select group of individuals a short trip aboard Enterprise to help us appreciate what you and your fine crew do on a daily basis. When can you be ready for launch?"
"The engines are still warm, sir. We can be ready in an hour," I replied.
"Very well, Captain," Alan smiled. "Prepare to launch in one hour."
"Aye aye, sir," I responded. "Master Chief Swanson. First shift on station. Everyone else at their posts. We launch in one hour." Swanson snapped to attention.
"Aye aye, Captain," he barked before turning to the crew. "First shift to stations. All personnel report to your posts. Launch in one hour. MOVE!" The crew bolted from the formation and ran back into the safety of the giant vessel. I turned and saw my parents approach. Tom and Gloria were close by.
"Congratulations, son," Dad exclaimed, giving me a manly hug. "Captain of the Enterprise. Damn. I'm so proud of you boy."
"Thanks, Dad," I told him. He turned to Kyra and gave her a hug as well.
"And how's my lovely daughter-in-law?"
"I'm doing great, Pop," she said. "You're looking good!"
"Well, it's that mountain air, you know. Nothing like it!" He turned to Alan. "Admiral, it's good to see you again," he boomed, shaking hands.
"It's good to see you as well, Master Chief," Alan said. "You ready for the ride of your life?"
"Wait," I interjected. "You're on this exhibition?"
"Hell yeah," Dad said. "Why do you think I got all dressed up? I wanna see my boy in action!"
"Mom, are you coming as well?" I asked.
"Of course," Mom said. "So are Tom and Gloria. And a few others. Bob and Carol Decker are here as well." I know they were Jim's parents and saw the surprise on my new first officer's face.
"Well, Jim, I guess we'd better give our guests a smooth ride," I said. "Better get to it."
"Aye aye, sir," Jim said with a smile. He hugged his parents and headed into the ship.
"Who else is coming?" I asked Alan.
"No one important. Just the Senator who provides our funding," Alan said with a wry smile. "Of course, I'll be there as well as Commodore Hawkins. I'd like to see how well she trained you."
"Well, I guess we'd better make this a good run, then," I joked. Alan chuckled at that.
"Please do. It's nothing fancy, just a quick run around the block," Alan said. "We should be back in a couple hours. And before you ask, I've already had our guests cleared by medical." That took a load off my mind.
"Well, if you'll excuse me, I have work to do," I said.
"We'll come with you, if you don't mind," Dad said. Tom and Gloria stood next to my parents.
"Of course," I said. We turned and headed back to the ship. I saw Tom look up at the giant vessel in amazement before entering.
"My God, that's a big ass ship," he declared.
"Not nearly as big as the man commanding her," Dad proudly remarked. At that moment, I felt ten feet tall. Dad had always supported my career, but hearing him say that in public meant more to me than all the medals and commendations I had earned over the years.
We entered the vessel and made our way to the bridge. Our guests looked around in awe, taking in the highly advanced stations.
"Senator John Jacoby, Captain," one of the guests said, extending his hand. "This is quite a ship."
"Yes, Senator, it is," I said. "And worth every penny it took to build her."
"I'm sure it is," he said with a smile.
"If you'll excuse me, Senator," I said before turning to the crew. I motioned for Jim to take my old seat. He looked at me a bit funny, then sat down and began his countdown, receiving status reports from the other stations. I looked at the center console - Leesa's old chair.
"Go ahead, Captain. It doesn't bite," I heard Leesa say from behind me.
"It just feels... strange, not having you at the conn," I told her.
"Get used to it, Bill. This is your ship now." She smiled, then left to join the other guests along the back bulkhead where temporary seating had been secured. I looked at the center chair for a moment, then sat down and looked at the envelope Alan had given me.
Opening it, I found that he had already filed our flight plan. The trip would take us around Jupiter, then return to Starbase One. A short flight, but enough to give our guests some good memories. I handed it to the navigator, who encoded the plan into the system. I looked around and saw the bridge was a flurry of activity as everyone worked to prepare for the launch.
"Status, Number One?" I asked Jim after about a half-hour. He smiled when he looked at me, then gave his report.
"All stations report ready for launch, Captain," he said. "Outer hatches sealed, bay depressurized. Star Base Command is ready to retract umbilicals and gangplanks."
"Give the word," I told him.
"Aye aye, sir," Jim responded as he gave the directions. I felt the umbilicals retract and noticed the slight flicker indicating the ship was now on its own power. I heard a ping from the console attached to my chair and looked to find a message from Base Flight Control.
"We are under our own power now," I heard Leesa inform our guests.
"Opening outer launch doors," the tinny voice said from my chair
speaker. I saw the giant doors in front of us slowly slide open. I pressed the intercom button and made my first announcement to the crew as Captain.
"All hands, this is the Captain. Stand by for launch." I began the now-familiar rundown.
"Ops," I called out.
"All systems go for launch," Lt. Rios replied.
"Engineering!"
"All systems nominal and within normal parameters. Go for launch, Captain," said Lt. Commander Michaels from the engineering station.
"Weapons!"
"All systems calibrated and locked, sir. All weapons accounted for," the Weapons Officer said.
"Comm!"
"Communications five by five, Captain," the senior communications officer replied.
"Navigation!"
"Course laid in and locked, Captain. ETA to Q-Point 15 minutes," said Lt. Trujillo, the senior navigator.
"Number One!"
"All personnel present and accounted for, Captain. All systems and stations report go for launch," Jim said. I punched a button on my console.
"Starbase One, this is Enterprise. Request clearance for launch."
"Clearance for launch approved, Enterprise," said a voice from the communications speaker overhead.
"Maneuvering thrusters only. Ahead one quarter, helm. Take us out," I said.
"Aye aye sir," the helmsman replied, gently pushing her controls forward. I felt the ship slowly move forward and heard slight gasps from the guests behind us. This was nothing, I thought, but I could understand their reactions. I saw the doors get larger as we inched forward, and then we were clear of the bay and in open space.
"Oh my," I heard Gloria gasp as Earth appeared before us. We slipped past our home planet, and I knew we were on our way.
"We are clear and free to navigate," Lt. Trujillo said.
"Ahead full," I ordered.
"Ahead full. Aye aye, sir," the helmsman repeated. I felt the extra g-forces as the ship's speed increased.
"Engineering... status," I remarked.
"All systems go, warp bubble forming," the engineer said.
"Set vector for Q-point," I said.
"Aye aye, sir," Lt. Trujillo responded, as his hands flew over the console in front of him.
"Q-point is where the Captain or whomever he designates gives the word to engage the faster-than-light engines," I heard Leesa inform our guests. I was glad she was there as I didn't want to explain all this. I had enough to do just keeping my nerves under control, knowing that every move was being evaluated by two seasoned ship commanders, a powerful Senator... and my Dad. I felt the g-forces increase as the ship gained speed.
"Now at max-Q," the helmsman said.
"Very well," I said. Once again, I heard Leesa patiently explain the statement to our guests.
"ETA to Q-point one minute, sir," Lt. Trujillo said. I pressed the ship-wide comm button on my panel.
"All hands, this is the Captain. Stand by for light speed," I announced. Afterward, I glanced at Jim, who gave a knowing smile and a slight nod. Unlocking my chair, I swiveled around to face our guests.
"Master Chief Jones," I said, causing the guests to look at me in anticipation of my next statement. "Would you care to give the word, sir?" Dad's eyes grew wide as he understood the meaning of my question.
"Uh, yes, sir. I'd be honored," he said with a smile.
"Very well, Master Chief. Make it so," I replied, returning his smile. I saw the looks of approval on Leesa's and Alan's faces and knew I had done the right thing. I swiveled back around and took a deep breath. Pucker time.
"Helm, at my command," Dad said with an authority I knew all too well. "Stand by to engage light speed."
"Aye aye, Master Chief," the helmsman replied. I looked at the countdown clock.
10...9...8...7...
"Stand by," Dad announced.
4...3...2...1...
"Engage!" I had experienced this many times, but it never failed to excite me. The transition to light speed and beyond is unlike anything one can imagine. For a brief millisecond, everything seems to stand still, and then...
"Now at Warp 1.03," the helmsman announced.
"Roger that, helm. Steady as she goes."
After I caught my breath and saw the familiar rainbow effect as the ship accelerated to a speed just a bit faster than light, I unlocked my chair. I swiveled around to check on our guests. Except for Dad, Leesa, Alan, and Kyra, the faces of our guests seemed frozen in a state of... shock? Awe? Wonder? Perhaps a bit of all those emotions.
"How is everyone holding up?" I asked.
"You... you do this all the time?" Gloria finally stammered, looking at Kyra, who smiled back before responding.
"All the time, Mother," she said. Gloria looked at her daughter with an expression I couldn't read, and it seemed to fall between pride and amazement.
"How do you manage it?" the older woman finally asked.
"Oh, it grows on you after a while," Kyra said.
"What do you think of her, Master Chief?" Alan asked Dad. "After all, you helped design her."
"This is a kick-ass ride, Admiral," Dad exclaimed, drawing laughter from the rest of the bridge crew, myself included. I looked at our official guests and wondered how they fared.
"What do you think, Senator Jacoby?" I asked.
"I have to agree with the Master Chief, Admiral," the older man said. "That was a kick-ass ride. And I flew hypersonic jets when I was in the Air Force. I'm very impressed." He looked at my father before continuing. "Did you really help design this?"
"Sure did, Senator. But these engines are far beyond what I helped design," Dad said.
"Master Chief Jones helped design the original frame for this craft and some of the original systems you see here, Senator," Alan interjected.
"Wait... Master Chief Jones... Captain Jones... Are you two related?" the Senator asked.
"Yes sir, we are," I answered. "The Master Chief is my father." The Senator smiled as he nodded his head.
"Well, Master Chief, you must be proud of your son, commanding the ship you helped design."
"I am, Senator," Dad said. "I couldn't be more proud of my boy."
"Listen, we have some time before we reach Jupiter. Why don't I give you a nickel tour of the place?" I asked.
"That sounds like a splendid idea, Captain," the Senator said. "I'd love to see more of this ship."
"Consider it done," I said. "Number One, ping me when we reach Jupiter if you would please."
"Yes, sir," Jim said. I got up and led our guests off the bridge and took them around the vessel, introducing them to the available section heads. Kyra, Leesa, and Alan had already seen all this, but the others enjoyed the tour immensely. I felt the ship drop out of light speed as my wrist communicator beeped, and I knew we were approaching Jupiter.
"Yes, Number One?" I asked.
"We are approaching Jupiter, Captain," Jim's voice said from my communication device.
"Thank you, Number One, I'll take our guests to the observation lounge," I told him before signing off. I escorted them all to the observation lounge so they could get a good look at the gas giant below. Gloria and Mom gasped when they saw the huge planet below, the Red Spot swirling.



"It almost looks like you could just reach out and touch it," Gloria said.
"Except it's a long way down," Kyra quipped.
"Go ahead and take a couple pictures if you want," Alan said. "Not many people get a view like this." They all pulled out their camera phones and took pictures of the planet. Dad asked me to take a picture of him and Mom, then another of him, Mom, and Kyra's parents with the planet in the background.
"Don't you want a picture of me?" Senator Jacoby asked.
"Sure, why not?" Dad said, taking photos of the Senator with the other three. I was reminded of that old 20th-century saw about the most dangerous place is between a politician and a camera.
"We'd better head back to the bridge," I said. "We'll be entering light speed again, and it's best if we're not here, standing when that happens."
After returning to the bridge, we secured ourselves in our seats and made the jump to light speed. I made sure our guests were doing okay, then turned to Jim.
"Status, Number One?" I asked.
"All systems go, Captain," he responded. We pulled back into Starbase One and shut everything down. When all stations reported secure, I addressed Jim one more time.
"Go ahead and release the crew for leave, Number One."
"Aye aye, sir," Jim said. "I know they're looking forward to it. As am I." I stood and faced our guests.
"I hope you've enjoyed your little trip," I told them.
"It was a memorable and rewarding experience, Captain," Senator Jacoby said, shaking my hand. "Thank you very much. I know you'd much rather be at home with your family after spending five years in deep space, and I appreciate you taking the time to humor us. I feel comfortable knowing Enterprise is in such capable hands."
"My pleasure, Senator," I responded. "I had two very good teachers," I added, looking at Alan and Leesa, who smiled with appreciation.
"So I understand, Captain," the Senator said. "Well, I'd best be going. Good day."
"Listen, I need to speak with Captain Jones and Commander Decker for a few minutes, if you don't mind," Alan told Kyra and our parents after the Senator left.
"That's quite alright, Admiral," Kyra said. "Ping me when you're finished and we'll catch up. I'm going to change into something a bit less formal, then we're going to find a restaurant, grab a bite to eat and catch up," she told me.
"Sounds good," I acknowledged. "I'll see you all later." Mom approached me after Kyra, her parents, and my father left the bridge.
"Bill, I want to thank you for what you did for your father. You have no idea how much that meant to him," she said with a tear in her eye.
"I think I do, Mom. After all, he did help design this ship. And I wouldn't be here if it weren't for him, in more ways than one. I just wanted to show my appreciation in some small way," I told her.
"You did, son. And thank you again. I haven't seen him so happy in quite a while," she said before kissing my cheek. "I love
you, son, and I know your father does as well."
"I love you, too, Mom," I said. "You'd better go catch up before they get too far. I'll be done here shortly."
"Alright. We'll see you on the base." After she left, I turned to Alan.
"Why don't we go into my ready room, Admiral," I said. Alan nodded his head and motioned for his aide to join him. Jim followed us into the room, closed and secured the hatch after we were all inside. I took my seat, invited the others to join me, and offered them a cup of coffee or tea. They all accepted the offer of coffee, so I poured each a cup from the dispenser.
"I wanted to speak with you about your upcoming mission, Bill," Alan said.
"Alright. So, where are we going, Admiral?" I asked.
"No place specific, at least not at the moment," Alan said, taking the case from his aide, who also happened to be a Captain. Alan opened the case, pulled out a tablet, and turned it on.
"I don't understand, Admiral," I responded, more than a bit confused.
"It seems we have a bit of a mystery that needs to be solved, Bill," Alan said. "Three and a half years ago, we began receiving reports from other interstellar missions of what they initially thought were 'sensor shadows.' Basically, they reported seeing something right on the edge of their trackers that mimics and echoes their movements.
"At first, we believed there was maybe something wrong with the calibration of the sensors, but multiple teams of engineers and analysts reported no issues."
"So, we're chasing sensor ghosts now, Admiral?" Jim asked.
"I understand and appreciate your skepticism, Commander," Alan said. "If they were sensor ghosts, as you surmise, then it would stand to reason we would see this phenomenon with all of our missions. But we don't." He pulled up a map on his tablet and showed it to us. It was a standard 3D star map, but an oblong area was depicted in a different color. "All of the reports came from within this specific area of space."
I looked and saw the forward edge of the area was about nine light years out. The back end of the oblong did not appear to be delineated.
"All of the reports came from this sector of space?" I asked. "And nowhere else?"
"Yes," Alan said. "And there's more." He pulled up an audio file and played it for us. Listening closely, I heard a series of beeps, chirps, and what sounded like leaves or trees rustling in the wind.
"Sounds like background noise to me, Admiral," I said.
"And it did to me as well, at first," Alan said. "We've picked this up periodically over the last ten to fifteen years and thought nothing of it. But as our tempo of interstellar operations increased, so did the frequency of... this."
"Any idea what it is?" I asked.
"None," Alan said. "As you know, Bill, we've spent the last decade pre-positioning comm arrays in interstellar space to help facilitate operations. This has been picked up by several of those arrays. And our analysts say all those transmissions originated in the same area where the sensor anomalies were reported."
"That is interesting," I said.
"The analysts also say they believe there's an intelligence behind these transmissions," Alan added.
"What do you think, Admiral?" I asked.
"At first, I thought it was all a coincidence, Bill. But now, I simply don't know. People are asking questions. Very important people."
"Like Senator Jacoby?" I asked.
"Yes, like the good Senator. Who, by the way, chairs the Senate Intelligence, Defense, and Interstellar Operations Committees. He's the guy who provides our funding. And he wants answers."
"So his being here today was no coincidence," I mused.
"He wanted to get a look at Enterprise, and at the man commanding her," Alan said.
"I take it we passed inspection," I said.
"Yes, otherwise you'd be out of a job right now," Alan said. I let that sink in for a moment.
"What do you think, Admiral? What is your gut telling you?" I asked. I always respected Alan - his instincts always seemed to be spot on.
"You don't really want to know what I think, Bill," he said quietly. "Anyway," he added after a pregnant pause, "this mission is going to be a bit different from anything else we've done. There's a small contingent of mission specialists who will be assigned to you, along with a platoon of Marine Special Operators who are wrapping up their training."
"Special Operators?" Jim asked, confused.
"Yes, Commander," Alan said. "We don't know what we're going to encounter, and we want to be ready for any contingency."
"You think there's an intelligence behind all this, don't you, Admiral?" I asked.
"At this point, I'm not dismissing any possibility, Bill," Alan told me.
"What if it IS an extraterrestrial intelligence? What do we do then?" I asked.
"You'll be given a great deal of latitude on this mission, Bill," Alan said. "I trust your instincts. You do what you see fit based on the situation." I understood what my old commanding officer was telling me.
At this distance, it would take some time for effective communications between Enterprise and Star Fleet Command. If all went well, it would be a feather in our caps. But if it went wrong, it would be my ass. And mine alone would pay the price. But I knew that was part of the job with my new rank.
"At this distance, it will take us a couple years to reach the forward edge of this space, Admiral. What time-frame are you looking at?" I asked.
"There's been a number of breakthroughs since you were here. The new engines you're getting can have you there in three months at top speed," Alan said. "As for the time-frame, well, that's open-ended. The mission will end when you find some answers." He handed the tablet over to me.
"Everything you need to know is on that tablet," Alan said. "I don't need to remind you that it's classified. We'll be in touch before you depart. I figure the refit will take about seven to eight months, tops. In the meantime, why don't you change and join your family."
"I'll do that, Admiral. Thanks," I said, shaking his hand. After Alan and his aide left, I put the tablet in my safe, locked it, and turned to Jim. "What do you think, Jim?"
"I think we're in for an adventure," he responded.
"You may be right. I'm going to change and catch up with Kyra and the folks. Why don't you go spend some time with your family? I think you've been approved for three months of leave, right?"
"Something like that."
"What are your plans?"
"I thought I'd do some camping. Maybe go to Yellowstone and spend some time sleeping under the stars," he said.
"Sounds like fun," I said. "Have a good time, Jim. Stay safe out there. I'll see you in three months." We said our goodbyes and left the ready room.
...
"Well, it's about time you showed up," Kyra joked as I walked to the table where she and our parents were sitting with Leesa and George. I saw they had already been served, and a waitress came to the table as I sat down.
"What can I get for you, sir?" she asked.
"The beer here is quite good," Dad said. "And the burgers are excellent."
"That sounds good. I'll have what the Chief had. That's real meat, right?"
"Of course, sir. Unless you prefer the bean and soy-based or manufactured variety," the pretty waitress said with a smile. I remembered what they said about the fake meat - it tastes like shit but fills you up - and opted for the real thing. I guess life on the Enterprise spoiled me.
"No, I prefer the real meat," I told the waitress.
"Very well, sir. That will cost a bit extra - carbon taxes, you know."
"That's fine," I said. The waitress left, and I turned to everyone at the table. "So, what did I miss?"
"Your father told me all about how you terrorized your poor parents as a kid," Leesa said to laugh.
"I hope Mom didn't show you her pictures," I joked. Mom laughed as she pulled out her phone.
"Pictures?" Leesa asked. "You have pictures of Bill as a child?"
"Of course," Mom bragged. "I just happen to have some of Bill taking a bath. He was such a cute little boy..."
"Oh, please. I'd love to see them," Leesa exclaimed.
"Mom!" I protested as everyone laughed.
"Oh Bill, don't be such a spoil sport," Leesa cracked. "By the way, you never told me your father-in-law runs XNN Interplanetary."
"It never came up. Sorry, Tom," I said.
"Oh, that's alright," Tom said with a smile. "At least you didn't disavow my existence." More laughter. We ate, drank, and talked for the next half hour before Gloria got a serious - almost sad - expression on her face. She looked at Kyra before speaking; by then, the table had gotten quiet.
"Mom? Are you alright?" Kyra asked Gloria.
"Yes. It's just... You've grown so much since we saw you last. I've been following your career and I must say, I am very impressed with what you've done. Leesa tells me she's asked you to form the curricula for the Academy's counselor program. That's quite an accomplishment. I know I haven't told you this very often but... I'm proud of you, sweetheart," Gloria said as she wiped a tear from her eye.
"Thank you, Mom," Kyra said. "That means so much to me."
"That goes double for me," Tom said as he looked at his daughter with pride. "And you, Bill. I could not have asked for a better son-in-law. We're both very proud of you kids. Aren't we, Gloria?"
"Yes," Gloria agreed. "I know I was a... bitch... to you when we first met, Bill. But I see how you treat our daughter, the way you love her. And I watched you on that ship of yours. I honestly don't know how you two do what you do - living on the edge, cooped up in that thing all the time. God knows I couldn't do that, even when I was a young girl. But I am so very proud of both of you."
"Thank you, Gloria. That means a lot to me. More than you know," I said. I appreciated what Gloria said, and I knew it was hard for her to admit she was wrong - about anything. But I wanted to change the subject before things got too
maudlin. I looked over at Leesa.
"So, Leesa, what are your plans?" I asked.
"Well, George and I are going to visit his folks in Maine. They have a nice country estate there. We'll be married in their back yard, just a quiet ceremony with family and a few friends, and then we're off to Hawaii for a month," she said. "Isn't that where you and Kyra went for your honeymoon?"
"Yes, it is," Kyra gushed. "We had a wonderful time. Didn't we, sweetheart?"
"We did. The beaches there are wonderful. Especially at night," I added, recalling the night we made love on the beach.
"By the way, Bill," George piped in. "I know you've been busy these last few weeks, but I was wondering if you wouldn't mind being my best man."
"And I'd love it if you would be my maid of honor," Leesa told Kyra. "After all, we've been shipmates for the last ten years, and if it weren't for your profiling, I would never have met George."
"I'd be honored," Kyra said. "Thank you!"
"You're welcome," Leesa responded. "Bill?"
"Of course we'll be there, and yes, I'd be honored to stand as your best man, George," I told him. "When is the wedding?"
"It won't be for another month yet," Leesa said. "I have to report to the Academy first, get settled in there, and arrange to have our things delivered from Enterprise. I can send you all the details if you'd like."
"Please do. We'll probably be in Idaho for that first month, then we're going to Los Angeles," I told her.
"Your folks didn't tell you?" Tom interjected.
"Tell me what?" I asked.
"Well, I'll be in New York meeting with network executives and Gloria will be on another book tour. So your parents invited us to join them in Idaho for a little bit. You kids are certainly welcome to stay in the house, but we won't be there. Anyway, your father promised to take us out on his boat," Tom said.
"I thought it might be nice to take everyone out on Pend Oreille, maybe do a little fishing," Dad said, referring to the large lake in the North Idaho panhandle close to the house.
"Sounds like fun," I said. "It's been a while since I've gotten any fishing in. So, Tom, how long are you going to stay up north with us?"
"We have a week before I have to be in New York, and Gloria starts her book tour there with some network appearances," Tom explained.
"So, you wrote another book?" Kyra asked her mother.
"Yes, it's about recognizing when you're wrong and repairing broken relationships," Gloria said. "Believe it or not, your last visit inspired me."
"Wow. I don't know what to say," Kyra told her mother.
"You don't need to say anything, dear," Gloria responded.
"By the way, Bill, I wanted to ask you and Kyra something before we head out," Leesa said.
"What's that?" I responded.
"After George and I return from our honeymoon, would you two mind if Kyra works at the Academy for a couple months while she firms up the counselor curriculum? I know you're going to be up to your armpits in alligators with the refit, and there is a regular shuttle from San Francisco to Starbase One. I just thought it might be easier for her to work at the Academy."
"It does make sense, dear," Kyra said. I thought about it for a moment before answering. Of course, I trusted Kyra with my life, so that wasn't a problem, and Leesa was right about the refit. And Kyra was right - it did make sense.
"Well, I suppose it wouldn't hurt. After all, the ship is going to be a mess for several months," I said.
"And I promise I'll be in touch every day, and I'll come up every weekend," Kyra said.
"Or I'll come down and we can spend our weekends touring the area. Besides, I'd like to see this new Academy for myself," I answered.
"That works even better," Kyra said.
"Promise you'll be good?" I jokingly asked.
"Of course," Kyra said with a mischievous smile.
"Don't worry, Bill. I'll keep an eye on her," Leesa joked.
"Why the hell not?" I asked. Kyra smiled, and we kissed.
"Thank you, sweetheart," Kyra said. We visited for a bit longer, then Kyra checked the time.
"The shuttle is leaving in a half hour. We'd better get going," she said. I knew she had already arranged for our luggage to be loaded on the shuttle, so there was no need to ask about it. We all got up and left the restaurant after paying our bills. Dad spoke to me quietly as we made our way to the shuttle deck.
"I just wanted to say thanks for what you did on the Enterprise," he said. "That meant more to me than you know."
"I was happy to do it, Dad," I said.
"I'm proud of you, son," he told me. "I'm proud of both of you."
"Thanks, Dad. That means a lot to me." Turning to Kyra, I asked, "By the way, did you ever get with Jim's parents?"
"Yes, I had a chance to speak with them," she told me.
"And?"
"They're open to the testing. They live near San Francisco, so it should be easy to get it done," Kyra told me.
"Good," I responded. We got to the shuttle bay, checked in, and climbed aboard. I looked at Gloria, who seemed a bit nervous. "Don't worry. They'll minimize the turbulence as much as possible, and it's normal to see heat buildup during re-entry. Nothing to get alarmed over."
I hoped my words put her to ease, but I knew how dangerous re-entry could be. Even with all the systems and the best pilots, there was always the possibility of catastrophic failure. Soon, everyone was on board, and the hatches were closed. I could feel the pressure build-up, and the craft finally disconnected from the station.
The ride down was much smoother than I thought it would be, and there was less friction than I expected. Nevertheless, Gloria looked frightened as she gazed out the window at the bright yellow heat and the glowing forward edges of the shuttle's wings.
"That's normal. We're re-entering the Earth's atmosphere, so there will be friction as we go down. Once we get through this, it'll taper off," I told her. Of course, I didn't tell her that a slight change in the shuttle's attitude could destroy the vessel in a blaze of fire. I didn't want to freak her out more than she already was.
"My God, this is even more dangerous than I thought," she cried. "How do you and Kyra deal with this all the time? Living and working so close to death's door day in and day out?"
"It's part of our training," I said. "Knowing the potential dangers we face helps keep us alert and on our toes." Gloria looked at Kyra and saw her daughter had fallen asleep in her chair and was oblivious to the turbulence and fire outside the window.
"I'll never say another bad word about what you do, ever again. I promise," Gloria responded as she shook her head in disbelief at her daughter's apparent lack of fear. Giving me a knowing smile and a nod of approval, Tom took his wife's hand and held it as the shuttle went deeper into the Earth's upper atmosphere.
Gloria relaxed when the shuttle entered the lower atmosphere, and the sky outside became blue. A couple of hours later, we landed at SeaTac Spaceport and stopped at the terminal. Leaving the craft, we collected our luggage. We said farewell to Leesa and George, who were heading for a connecting flight to San Francisco. The rest of us went to another, smaller, craft that would fly us to Spokane.



Upon arrival, Dad led us to his SUV, where we loaded our luggage and piled inside. Fortunately, it was large enough to seat six people comfortably.
"I almost feel like kissing the ground," Gloria exclaimed when we were seated comfortably. The rest of us chuckled at that.
"How far is Jupiter from Earth, anyway?" Tom asked.
"About 357.5 million miles," I said. Tom whistled at that.
"And to think it took us longer to get from SeaTac to Spokane than it did to go from Earth to Jupiter," he mused.
"When you do the math, it makes sense. It takes light anywhere from 35 to 50 minutes to travel from Jupiter to Earth, and we were traveling just a bit faster than light, so it all adds up," I explained.
"That's amazing," Tom said.
"Trust me, even after ten years, I still struggle to wrap my head around it all sometimes," I told him. We watched the scenery as Dad drove through Spokane and then to Coeur d'Alene in north Idaho. We got off the Interstate and took US Hwy 95 north to Sandpoint before jumping off the highway. We finally ended up at the family home, a log house built nearly 100 years earlier by a retired federal agent.
"This is beautiful," Tom exclaimed when he got out of the SUV. "And the air is so clean and crisp. Maybe we'll move up here after we retire. What do you think, Gloria?"
"It is very nice," Kyra's mother responded as she looked around.
"What's that?" Tom asked, pointing at a round building with a dome.
"That's my observatory," Dad said.
"You have an observatory? With a telescope?" Tom asked, shocked.
"Yeah. Built it myself. Get some pretty good views from up here. Not too much light pollution, so I get some excellent pictures. Maybe if we have a clear night, I'll fire it up," Dad promised.
"I'd like that very much," Tom said. We heard something in the trees not far from us and turned to see a deer poke its head into the clearing. It didn't move but stood there looking at us carefully.
"Oh my God. What is that? Is that a wild animal? Is it going to hurt us?" Gloria asked, frightened.
"Oh no, that's just a deer," Dad explained. "There's a bunch of them up here. I put out some corn and stuff for them and they just come out and help themselves. I've seen as many as 15 or 20 of them out here at one time." We settled down and enjoyed a hearty meal, then Dad pulled out his banjo.
"Think you can still keep up with the old man?" he asked.
"Any time," I said, picking up my acoustic guitar. Dad played the first five chords, and I knew what he had in mind. I tuned up the strings and played the same chords on the guitar. Dad started picking, and I joined in as we played "Dueling Banjos." By the time we finished, everyone was clapping in time to
the music, having a good time.
"That was wonderful," Tom exclaimed. "You guys do that a lot?"
"Oh yeah," Dad said. "I'm sure you've heard the family that plays together, stays together. Music, that is. We've done this as long as Bill's been alive, haven't we, son?"
"Sure have," I confirmed.
"Kyra took flute and violin lessons when she was a little girl," Gloria chipped in.
"Yes, we know," Mom said. "She played a bit for us the last time they were here."
"She did? It's been years since I've heard her play anything," Gloria exclaimed. "Come on, sweetheart, would you mind playing something for us? Please?" I looked at my wife, who seemed a bit nervous.
"Well?" I asked. "Did you bring your flute?"
"Are you really sure you want to do this?" Kyra asked in a small voice. "What if I make a mistake?"
"So what?" Dad asked. "We probably wouldn't notice anyway. Besides, we're family."
"Well, alright," Kyra said as she grabbed her flute from her bag. "You wanna do that old Tull song we've been practicing?"
"Sure, why not?" I asked in response. Kyra found an online version of an old Jethro Tull songbook for the "Living In The Past" album. We practiced several of the acoustic pieces from that book. "Are you ready?"
"I guess so," she said.
"Here goes nothing," I said as I played the guitar intro.
"When you're falling awake
And you take stock of the new day
And you hear your voice croak
As you choke on what you need to say
Well, don't you fret, don't you fear
I will give you good cheer
Life's a long song
Life's a long song
Life's a long song
If you wait then your plate I will fill..."
Kyra jumped in with her flute and played her part to perfection. No, she didn't sound like Ian Anderson, but to my knowledge, no one could. We had spent many hours practicing this song, and I enjoyed hearing her play. We finished the music, and our parents happily applauded.
"That was beautiful," Gloria said. "What was that, anyway? I've never heard that before."
"That's an old Jethro Tull song, from way back in the 1970s," I told her.
"1970s? Wow, that is old," Gloria said. "Well, I enjoyed it. Thank you for playing, sweetheart. That's the best I've ever heard you play."
"You're welcome, Mom," Kyra said. That night in bed, I held my wife as she shed tears on my shoulder.
"What's the matter, sweetheart?" I asked.
"That's the first time in my whole life my mother said she liked hearing me play," Kyra sobbed.
"Well, maybe tomorrow we can start our investigation," I said.
"Into what?" Kyra asked, confused.
"Into finding the alien pod that replaced your mother," I joked. Kyra giggled at that and kissed me deeply before climbing on top of me. We made sweet love to each other for what seemed like forever before drifting off to sleep.
As promised, Dad took us all out on his boat the following day. The women sat under the cover, sipped drinks, and gossiped while Dad, Tom, and I manned the fishing poles. We caught quite a few trout, which Dad put on a stringer and stored in his catch bucket. It was a very relaxing day, and we had quite a feast that night.
We had a pleasant visit with Tom and Gloria that week. I took them on a tour of Coeur d'Alene and the surrounding area, and they seemed to enjoy themselves immensely. Still, I could tell this was definitely outside their comfort zone.
"Now you're talking," Tom said when I took him to the country club and golf course in Hayden, a somewhat more affluent area just north of Coeur d'Alene. "Do you play golf, Bill?" he asked.
"I tried it once when I was just a kid. Never could get the hang of it," I told him.
"Tell you what... Next time we're together, I'll show you how it's done. Deal?" Golf wasn't my thing, but I realized Tom was trying to connect in a comfortable zone, so I accepted.
"You got it," I said. "Might be a few years, though."
"That's okay. I'll be here," he said with a smile. Their visit ended that week, so Dad, Mom, Kyra, and I took them to the Spokane Airport and saw them off. I could tell their short visit to north Idaho had relaxed them considerably, and I was sad to see them leave. To my surprise, Gloria actually had a tear in her eye when she hugged me.
"It was so good to see you kids," she said. "I know I'm not the best at this stuff, but I do love you."
"We love you too," I told her. This was definitely not the same woman Kyra introduced me to five years ago. She was actually warm and caring, not overbearing and demanding.
"I meant what I said, Bill," Tom said as we shook hands. "Next time you're home, I'm teaching you how to play golf."
"I look forward to that," I said.
"Thank you for putting up with us this week," Gloria told Mom. "I know it wasn't easy."
"Nonsense," Mom said. "We loved having you guys up. Come on back, any time you want."
"Thank you again," Gloria said. We watched them board their flight before leaving. We spent the rest of the month with Mom and Dad and had a terrific time. Before we left, Dad cornered me and handed me a small box and a book.
"What's this?" I asked.
"It's a family heirloom," Dad said quietly. I opened the box and saw a small crucifix. "Supposedly given to your Grandfather Greg right before the Second World War. It's been handed down from father to son ever since. Given your new job, I thought I'd give it to you while I still can."
"Well, thank you. I never knew about this." Looking on the back, I saw the initials "EJ." I looked at Dad before asking, "Who is EJ?"
"Supposedly one of your ancestors, Elijah Jones. He was killed in the Civil War during Sherman's March to the Sea. His wife wrote about that time, and her journal was later published. There's an old adobe down in south Texas they supposedly lived in back in the 1850s," Dad said. "State made it a historic landmark, believe it or not."
"We'll have to check it out," I said.
"You should. It's eye-opening." Our time there ended too soon, as far as I was concerned, and we headed east to attend Leesa's wedding.
A limo driver met us at the Portland airport and, after stowing our luggage in the trunk, drove us the 29 miles to Kennebunkport. Neither of us had ever been to this part of the country, and we enjoyed the scenery along the way. We pulled up in front of a large old wooden house.
We followed the driver, who took our luggage into the house and to the room where we would be staying. Leesa met us outside our room, greeted us with warm hugs, then took us on a quick tour of the place. George caught up with us and took over the tour before introducing us to his parents.
"So, you're the fella who kicked that asshole out of an airlock into open space, ain't ye?" George's father, Abner, asked after our introduction. I noticed he sat in an electric chair that doubled as a scooter.
"Yes, sir, I am," I told him. "But it's not something I like to think about."
"Bullshit," Abner said as he puffed on his pipe. "From what I hear, he had it coming. You did mankind a favor, son, whether you know it or not. I don't care what those pansy-asses on television say." I hadn't heard what any of the pundits had said and, for that matter, didn't know the incident with Travers had been a topic for discussion. I looked at George, hoping to find a clue.
"Dad's pretty opinionated about some things," George finally said.
"Damn right," Abner said. "You don't get to be my age without forming an opinion about something."
"Well, to be honest, Mr. Herman, I haven't had much time to pay attention to those pundits. All I did was defend myself. It was either him or me."
"Of course. And my name's Abner, by the way. Mr. Herman was my father," the old man said with a wry smile. I wanted to change the subject - fast.
"This is quite a place you have here, Abner," I said. "I love your view."
"Thank you, Captain. Or can I call you Bill?"
"Please, call me Bill. Not unless you just joined Star Fleet." The old man laughed at that.
"I see you DO have a sense of humor, Bill," he said. "My great-grandfather built this place. They say a former president once lived right over there," Abner added, pointing to another estate in the distance. "Grandad didn't care too much for him, though. Said this way, he could always look down on the man without saying a word." I chuckled at that.
"And I hear your father runs XNN Interplanetary," Abner told Kyra.
"That's right, he does," Kyra acknowledged. The old man grunted at that.
"Never cared for it, myself. But I guess someone has to do it."
"My father is a good man, Abner. He always tries to do the right thing," Kyra snapped.
"I'm sure he is," Abner told her. "I just never cared for that channel. Although I do like that cute little gal they have on late in the evenings. You ever meet her?"
"No, I haven't. I'm too busy with my own work."
"Of course. I was just curious. But if you ever do meet her, tell her ol' Abner Herman says hello," he said with a knowing wink.
"Um, sure, I'll do that," Kyra said nervously.
"Well, George, why don't you finish giving these good folks a tour of the place. I have to go get my daily dialysis. Pleasure meeting you folks," he said as a woman in a white smock entered the room.
"Pleasure meeting you as well," I said as he left. I looked at George, who shrugged his shoulders.
"Sorry about that," George said quietly. "Dad hasn't been himself since the accident."
"That's alright," I told him. George finished showing us the estate, which was quite large and well-appointed. We had a large dinner that evening and spent some time listening to Abner pontificate about this or that. Andrea, George's mother, listened quietly as her husband droned on. After the meal, I was ready for bed, and I could tell Kyra was also.
"Well, that was delicious, Abner, but I'm a bit tired, so if you will excuse me, I think I'll hit the rack," I said. "We have a busy day ahead of us tomorrow."
"Nonsense, Bill," the old man declared. "Why don't
you and George join me for a cigar and some brandy out on the veranda while the women talk about whatever it is women talk about when the men aren't around."
"Uh, sure, Dad," George said nervously, glancing at Leesa, who didn't look too pleased. "C'mon, Bill, let's go have a nightcap and a cigar."
"Okay," I said, seeing the displeasure on the women's faces. George and I followed Abner onto the veranda, where the older man handed each a cigar. One of Abner's men lit it for us before venturing back inside. We made small talk for a while, then Abner hit me with something right out of left field.
"I get the feeling we've met before, Bill," Abner said.
Shocked, I answered in the negative. "I don't believe so, Abner. I've never been to Maine in my entire life."
"Are you sure? You look an awful lot like someone I met several years ago."
"Quite positive, Abner," I told him.
"Well, maybe it's just me, then. I swear you look just like someone I met years ago." We finished our cigars and brandy, then headed back inside. I went to our room and saw Kyra looking at the book Dad had given me.
"Anything interesting?" I asked.
"Very," Kyra said. "Have you ever read this book?"
"No, I haven't. I know Dad kept it on one of his top bookshelves for years, but he never pulled it down and I never asked about it. Why?"
"Check this out," Kyra said, turning to a picture inside the front cover. It was a black-and-white photo of a man and a woman in 19th-century clothing, and the date on the bottom read 1861. The woman was quite striking, but the man's image caught my attention. "This could be you," Kyra said quietly.
"Damn, you're right," I said. I took the book into the bathroom and compared the image with my reflection. We could easily have been twins. Looking at the information on the next page, I realized this was my great-grandfather Elijah, taken just before he left Indiana to fight in the Civil War. I handed the book back to Kyra, but my interest was definitely piqued.
"Any idea why your father never showed you this before?" Kyra asked.
"No, I have no idea. I'll have to ask him about that."
"This book was published by the Texas Historical Society years ago, but the journal inside was written by your great-grandmother Elizabeth. It's a very interesting look at how people lived back in those days. Do you think we could stop in Hard Rock and check out this place?"
"Sure, if it's still standing," I told her. The truth was, I was interested in seeing it myself.
"I checked, and it's still there," Kyra told me.
"Well, we'll add it to our itinerary, then," I said. "But first things first." I undressed and took my lovely wife in my arms. She melted into me, and we shared a hot, wet kiss before making love. We fell asleep in each other's arms after a very satisfying mutual orgasm.
The house was a flurry of activity the following day as everyone prepared for the outdoor wedding. Caterers and other workers were busy preparing the food and setting up the chairs and the decorations outside. George and Leesa were busy getting dressed for the ceremony.
With all this going on, Kyra and I felt like we were just in the way, so we hung out in one of the rooms in the seaside mansion until it was time for us to get dressed. About mid-day, we went to our room and donned our dress uniforms, as George requested, then went back for the ceremony.
I stood next to George, who looked good in his tuxedo, and stole a glance at my wife, who smiled as she looked back. The music began, and we saw Leesa in her wedding dress, accompanied by her father. He made it into town early that morning. I had to admit, she looked beautiful, and I smiled as I glanced at George.
"You're a very lucky man," I whispered.
"Don't I know it," George whispered back. The ceremony was charming, and I was genuinely happy for my former commanding officer. Afterward, we all retreated inside for the reception, where I shared a dance with Leesa.
"You make a very lovely bride, Leesa," I told her.
"Thank you, Bill," she answered as we finished our dance. George came up to us, and I handed her over to her new husband.
"She's all yours, George," I said with a smile. He took her hand and led her to the dance floor as I stood next to my wife.
"They make a very handsome couple," Kyra told me.
"Yes, they do," I responded. "Not as handsome as us, though," I quipped quietly. Kyra chuckled at that. "Would you care to have this dance with me," I asked.
"Of course," Kyra said. "You know I love a man in uniform." We swept across the floor as others joined us. Eventually, the ceremony died down, and the happy couple ran the gauntlet of rice-throwing guests as they happily scrambled to the limo that would take them to the airport.
"I have to admit, George did well for himself," Abner said as we watched the limo take off.
"Yes, he did," I replied.
"So, what do you two have planned?"
"We plan to take a nice leisurely drive, go south to see Boston and Washington, then head west to Houston and beyond. We have a month to see the sights and play tourist, so we intend to milk it as much as we can," I said. "Kyra's already arranged a rental and we'll be leaving in a bit."
"Well, I hope you have a safe trip, son. It was a real pleasure meeting you folks."
"And you as well, Abner," I said. "Now, if you don't mind, I'd like to get out of this uniform."
"I don't blame you," Abner said. We changed into something much more comfortable, packed our belongings, and said our goodbyes. Pulling our bags, we left when the rental company's shuttle arrived at the house.
From there, we drove south toward Boston. Kyra had always wanted to see the city, and I had wanted to see the old USS Constitution - Old Ironsides. My lovely wife also had another goal - to have sex in as many states as possible. I was happy to help her meet her goal, and we frequently stopped at quaint little motels along the way.
We got to Boston and checked out as many sights as possible. I was surprised at how small the Constitution was - I expected the old wooden ship to be much bigger. But it was an exciting tour, and we ended the day with a small meal at the Faneuil Hall marketplace.
From there, we drove south through New York City and ended up in Washington, D.C. We did the tourist routine, visiting the Capitol and the White House. Of course, we stopped at the Smithsonian and went through the aerospace museum. We were especially interested in the section that housed some old spacecraft.
"I can't believe people actually went up in these things," Kyra said as we looked at the tiny Mercury capsule. "It's a wonder anyone survived."
"Yes, it is," I said.
"Thing is, I can just picture you climbing into one of those things," my wife said.
"You're probably right," I said. From Washington, we drove south along the coastline, stopping to look at some of the old Civil War battlefields. We also stopped several times to advance Kyra's goal.
We headed west and spent a day in New Orleans, walking along old Bourbon Street. From there, we went to Houston, stopping at the Corps Academy to see my old Grav Tac sensei, Don Jacobs. I knew he was set to retire soon and wanted to see him one last time. I also wanted to test out for my red belt.



We caught up with Don over a light lunch, then went through our tests. Kyra did well enough to earn her fifth-degree black belt, and I got certified as a Grav Tac master. We finished the day, then drove west to the small town of Hard Rock, where the old Jones adobe sat.
We stopped at an old store on the town's main street to get a map and a few things to munch on. I couldn't help but notice that some of the locals looked at me rather oddly.
"What's that all about?" I asked Kyra as we got back into the car.
"I don't know," she responded. We followed the signs and finally got to the tiny adobe house where my ancestors had lived so long ago. We walked around the property and finally went inside. I saw the large photo of my great-grandfather Elijah on the wall. He wore the uniform of a Union cavalry sergeant, and I was amazed at how much we looked alike.
"That is just too uncanny," I told Kyra, as chills went up and down my spine.
"Yes, it is," Kyra agreed. "It almost makes me want to run that genetic memory test on you to see what shows up." We looked around the tiny house's interior, amazed that so many people lived here in such close quarters without the benefit of electricity or hot and cold running water. How did they do it?
We took many pictures before leaving, but I felt... strange. I'm not a person who believes in the paranormal, but there was something about this place and the man in that uniform that I couldn't shake. We left the adobe and stopped for a steak dinner before leaving the town. Again, I noticed people looking at me strangely, and it irritated me enough to ask the waitress about it.
"Well, we don't get a lot of visitors out here," the young woman said. "Plus, you look an awful lot like... him," she added, looking at something on a far wall. We turned to look and saw a larger version of the picture at the adobe. So, that was it. "I mean, you could be twin brothers or something."
"What if I told you he was my great-grandfather?" I asked. The woman looked at me, then back at the picture, then nodded.
"I can believe it," she finally said. "So, are you two looking to settle down here?"
"No, we just stopped to see the old adobe. We're on our way west," I told her.
"You were at the adobe?" she asked, sounding as if she had left something unasked.
"Yes, we spent the day out there," Kyra said.
"Did you... see... anything odd out there?" the waitress asked.
"No, I didn't," I said. "Did you?" I asked my wife, sitting across the table from me, and she shook her head.
"Other than a picture of a man who's the spitting image of my husband, no," Kyra said. "Have you ever been out
there?" my wife asked the waitress.
"Yes, ma'am. A few times. Creeped me out. I always felt like someone was watching me," the young woman said.
"Well, that place has been there for over 250 years. I'm sure it has quite a history. That's perfectly normal," Kyra told her.
"Maybe," the girl said. "So, what can I get for you folks?" she asked, changing the subject.
"This is real meat, right?" I asked. The girl chuckled at that.
"This is west Texas, sir. That's all we served here. None of that fake New York stuff in this restaurant." Kyra and I both laughed.
"Outstanding," I told her. We placed our order and watched as she left. I turned to my wife.
"Do you really believe what you told her?" I asked.
"Actually, I do. It's funny what the mind can do sometimes. She went out there, no doubt expecting to experience something. And she did. It might have been nothing more than the wind blowing tumbleweeds around, but that's all it would have taken. After all, it is a very remote location with no electricity and it's been there for over 250 years. Don't tell me you felt something out there."
"Actually, I did. Although I'm certain it's just coming face-to-face with the image of an ancestor who looks like me and knowing he lived there with his family over 200 years ago."
"So, nothing supernatural?"
"Hardly," I said. "I deal with facts, not superstition. But I am curious to know why Dad never mentioned it to me before."
"That is a good question. Maybe he was trying to spare you the feelings you're having right now."
"That could be," I said. "Maybe I'll read that journal and see what my great-grandmother had to say."
"I think that would be a good idea," Kyra confirmed. Our food arrived, and we savored the meal without another mention of the adobe house or the people who lived there so long ago. As we left, I glanced at the large photo on the wall and felt another chill. I noticed - and felt - the curious stares of more than one patron as we walked out of the place.
We put the town of Hard Rock behind us and headed north. On the way, we made love in New Mexico and Arizona before hitting the state line. We had plenty of time - and quite a bit of our back pay, so we made a detour and went to the Grand Canyon, then on up to Yellowstone before coming back to Las Vegas. So far, we had christened 19 states by my count and were enjoying ourselves to the fullest.
We thoroughly enjoyed the two days we spent in Las Vegas. Sure, we did some gambling and won a little money - not much, but enough to pay for our drinks and the shows. Then we turned west toward the Bay area.
We arrived at Star Fleet Academy just a day after Leesa and George returned from Hawaii. Leesa looked well-rested, tanned, and happier than I had ever seen her. She hugged us, then stood back and looked at us.
"Where have you two been?" she asked.
"We've been all over the place," Kyra said, pulling out her camera to show off some photos she had taken of our trip. "How about you? Did you enjoy Hawaii?"
"You really have to ask? Who doesn't enjoy a Hawaii honeymoon?" Leesa asked, her face turning a bit red.
"I know that look," Kyra teased. "You obviously enjoyed yourself."
"Oh yes, we did," Leesa said with mischief. "George even tried surfing. That was a hoot!"
"So, where will I be working?" Kyra asked. Leesa escorted us to an office where Kyra would spend time putting together the counselor curriculum, then took us to the quarters she would use while here.
"So, when do I start?" Kyra asked Leesa.
"Well, I'd say the sooner the better. Go ahead and get your stuff situated, and I'll introduce you to the staff you'll be working with, okay? Bill, there's a shuttle leaving for Starbase One in three hours. I suggest you be on it. Admiral Simmons has already been asking when you intend to return."
"If I didn't know any better, I'd say you're trying to get rid of me," I joked. Leesa laughed.
"No, it's just that I've been through one or two of these refits, and I know how demanding they are. I'll leave you two alone to say your farewells now."
"Thanks, Leesa. And - it's good to see you again," I said. She smiled her acknowledgment and left. Kyra and I pulled her stuff from the rental and carried it to her temporary quarters. When we finished, I took her in my arms and kissed her deeply.
"Do you realize this will be the first time in ten years we've been apart?" I asked.
"I do," Kyra said sadly. "And I'm already missing you."
"I'm missing you too," I told my wife.
"Call me when you get to the ship. I promise I'll be up every weekend," Kyra said.
"I'm holding you to that, Commander," I said with a slight smile. "Well, I'd better get going. I still have to return the rental. And I don't want to keep the Admiral waiting. I love you."
"And I love you more, spaceman. Thank you for the last month. It was the best vacation I think I've ever had." We kissed again, and I felt the pain of her absence when we separated. I got to the spaceport, returned the vehicle and paid the bill, then climbed into the shuttle that would take me back to Starbase One.
"About damn time you got back to work, Captain," I heard Alan say when I stepped off the shuttle. We shook hands as he approached me.
"Good to be back, Admiral," I said.
"I hope you enjoyed your sightseeing tour of the country," Alan joked.
"Yes, we did. Very much." We climbed into a motorized cart that would take me and my luggage back to the ship.
"They finished the stress-test on the Enterprise," Alan said as we took off. "There were a few areas that needed to be addressed, but she's held up well given that she's been at light speed for the last ten years. Anyway, a lot of the interior work has been completed, and things are going according to plan. The old engines have been removed and they're preparing everything for the new ones."
We got to the bay where Enterprise sat, and I looked at the ship. Alan was right. It did look odd without the two faster-than-light engines, but I knew they would be replaced soon enough. I saw some work being done in the next bay and asked about it.
"They're laying the keel for a new ship - the USS William Shatner," Alan said.
"They're naming a ship after an actor?" I asked. Granted, it was the 20th-century actor whose role as "Captain Kirk" helped make Enterprise a household name for an entire generation. Still, it was something else, knowing that an interstellar vessel would be named after him.
"Well, not just any actor," Alan said.
"I guess you're right," I responded. We continued up the gangplank and entered the vessel. The place was a flurry of activity as crews worked to replace cabling and circuitry inside the walls. We dodged the workers as best we could and made it to the quarters Kyra and I would share - the quarters once occupied by Leesa and George. I put my things away and changed into my flight suit before heading out to my ready room.
When Alan and I arrived, we found more workers surrounding the stations. I saw Jim and motioned for him to join us in my ready room.
"You look good, Jim. I trust you had a good vacation," I said.
"Yes sir, it was terrific," he told me.
"So, where are we at with the refit?" I asked. Both Alan and I looked at Jim.
"We're on schedule, sir. The stress test is complete, and all issues have been addressed. New cable is being laid throughout the vessel in preparation for the new engines. The IT infrastructure is being upgraded as we speak and new communications gear is being calibrated for installation."
"Good," I said, looking over the thick refit manual. This thing had over 300 pages, and right now, we were at page... 18. There was still a lot of work to do.
"I know you have a lot on your plate right now, Captain, but I wanted to update you. We received a message from the Independence."
"That's Captain Hurbi's ship, isn't it?" I asked. When I first reported aboard the Enterprise, Ryan Hurbi had been my superior officer and had been promoted to Captain when we returned from Alpha Centauri.
"Yes, it is," Alan said. "He reported the same anomaly. In the same area of space the other reports originated from. After consulting with Command Staff, we designated that area of space as a no-fly zone until we get your final report. It put a crimp in his flight plan, but he's adapted."
"Interesting," I said.
"We thought so as well. The anomaly disappeared after he left that sector of space. And we detected a transmission aimed at Earth almost immediately after Independence left."
"Any idea who received the transmission?" I asked.
"No. None. It was a broadband transmission, and we were unable to determine its destination," Alan said.
"So it's looking more and more like there's an intelligence behind it," I mused.
"It would seem so, Bill," Alan said. "At any rate, we've got some specialized comm gear set aside. It will be installed as part of your refit."
"Understand, Admiral."
"Well, that's about it for now, Captain. I'll be in touch," Alan said.
"Thank you, sir," I responded.
"I'd better get back to it, Captain," Jim said.
"Alright, Jim," I said. "I'll see you in the morning, unless you need something." Jim nodded, then left to carry out his duties.
The next four months were extremely busy ones as the refit of Enterprise took place. Every system on the interstellar ship was replaced, including all its infrastructure. Every wire, knob, switch, and console was taken apart and replaced.
The work seemed to never end. It was a 24-hour-a-day, seven-day-a-week process that included extensive testing, calibration, and more testing. I learned to master the art of the power nap during that time, as it seemed my communicator never stopped pinging.
I could take a few minutes now and then to read my great-grandmother's journal. It was an exciting read that made me think of simpler times before the advent of the light bulb. I found Grandma's
writing surprisingly easy to follow, which surprised me, given how people expressed themselves in the 19th century.
Her love for my great-grandfather Elijah was also quite evident, and reading between the lines was somewhat erotic at times. I'm sure she never expected her musings to be published for the whole world to read. I doubt she would have been so open about her feelings for her husband if she had.
She described their trip back to Indianapolis from Hard Rock, Texas, without getting into detail. She wrote about the evenings they shared their love under the stars. It was easy from her writing to picture a young couple next to a covered wagon, making love in the light of a roaring campfire.
She often described her husband as a "man of justice" who put his family first and demonstrated his willingness to defend his clan more than once. She wrote about an incident in which a man from New York had tried to pressure Elijah's father to give up his tiny homestead. One day, the man shot Elijah's brother and kidnapped her, Grandma wrote.
"But my Elijah came through, like a knight in shining armor, his square jaw firmly set as if in stone," Grandma wrote. "He dispatched the three men who took me captive with the elan I have come to expect from him."
"I would have loved to see that," I said to no one in particular as I sat in my quarters. Unfortunately, the demands of my job didn't give me much time to read Grandma's journal. I was lucky to get through a whole page before something required my attention. By the time the refit was complete, I still had not gotten through a quarter of the book.
The worst part of this time was not having Kyra with me daily. True to her word, she called me every night to fill me in on her day's work. Leesa was thrilled with what she had put together, and Kyra expressed particular pride in the way the instructors accepted what she had done. She made it to Enterprise for the weekends, which made the whole ordeal bearable.
I was in my ready room one day about a month before launch day when Jim tapped on the open hatch. I set the mission briefing down and called him inside.
"Yes, Number One, what is it?" I asked.
"Our new Operations Officer has reported aboard, sir," Jim said. "She wishes to see you if you have a minute or two."
"Of course, Number One," I said. "Who is she?"
"Lt. Commander Elizabeth... Travers, sir," Jim said, handing me her service record. Shocked, I looked up at him and took the folder.
"I... see. Please send her in, Number One," I said. Jim stepped aside and motioned to someone next to him. A reasonably petite brunette entered the ready room and stood at attention in front of me, her eyes staring straight ahead.
"Lt. Commander Elizabeth Travers, reporting as ordered, sir," she barked.
"At ease, Commander," I said. She put her hands behind her back and relaxed somewhat, but I could tell she was still on edge. I opened her service record and glanced through it. She got high marks from the Academy, graduated third in her class at Advanced Operations School, and served on the Independence under Captain Hurbi.
"You seem to have an exemplary record, Commander," I said. "And I'm pleased to see you have some interstellar experience as well. Captain Hurbi speaks highly of you."
"Thank you, sir," she said.
"I wasn't aware that Jason Travers had a child, Commander," I told her. Elizabeth's eyes flashed, and she looked down before speaking.
"Commander Travers was my uncle, sir," she said.
"I see. Are we going to have a problem here, Commander?" I asked. The last thing I wanted was a relative seeking revenge.
"No, sir. None," she replied. Her face softened, and I could tell she had something important on her mind. "Permission to speak freely, sir." I detected an edge in her statement and drew her out a bit.
"Please," I said. "Why don't you have a seat first? Would you care for something to drink? Coffee? Tea?"
"Coffee would be perfect, sir, please. Black, if that's alright," the young woman replied. I poured a cup from the dispenser and handed it to her. She took a sip before speaking.
"What's on your mind, Commander?" I asked.
"I was 15 when my uncle left to join the Armstrong, sir," she said. "We didn't exactly part on the best of terms. When I heard what happened, I was furious. At him, for what he did, and at you. But after I learned the whole truth of what happened, I was... glad that it happened. I was glad that he was dead."
"That's not exactly a healthy emotion to have for a job like this, Commander," I stated.
"I know, sir. I spent years in therapy. I joined the Corps hoping to follow in my father's footsteps and... I always wanted the opportunity to serve with the man who jettisoned Bull Travers into open space," she explained. "I wanted to... thank him... thank you... for what you did. When this opening came up, I grabbed it as fast as I could."
I let her words sink in before responding. This was a troubled young woman, but her service record indicated that she was more than up to the task. And I knew that if there was a problem, the psychological profiling at the Operations School would've spotted it. There was something more to this story, but I decided to let Kyra sort it out. I nodded my head in response to her words.
"That was a long time ago, Commander," I said. "And there's no need to thank me. What I did was self-defense."
"I know, sir," Elizabeth said. "But I still feel that I owe you a debt of gratitude."
"I appreciate that, Commander," I said, hoping to put her at ease. "And you can show that gratitude by continuing to do the kind of job you did for Captain Hurbi." I looked at Jim before continuing. "Is her companion on board yet, Number One?"
"Not yet, sir," Jim said. "She's not due on board for a few days yet."
"Very well," I responded. "After things settle down a bit, I'd like to invite you and your companion to dinner with my wife and myself. I'd like to get to know you a bit better, as an officer and a person."
"Thank you, sir," Elizabeth said with a smile. "I know she would like to meet you and your wife as well."
"Good. Then it's settled. Anything else?"
"No, sir, that's all. Just... Thank you for giving me an opportunity."
"You're welcome, Commander. It's a pleasure meeting you. Welcome aboard," I said, standing up to signal the end of the meeting. We shook hands, and I turned to Jim. "Would you please escort Commander Travers to her quarters, Number One?"
"Of course, sir," Jim said. After they left the ready room, I sat down and looked through her service record. It was pretty impressive, but then again, so was her uncle's. I was curious to know what her story was. I felt I knew what it was, but it left a knot in my stomach. I discussed my suspicions with Kyra that night.
"You might be right, sweetheart," she said after I shared my thoughts with her. "That's a very sensitive subject, for certain. I'll have a talk with her, see what I can come up with, but you need to realize that whatever we discuss is confidential."
"That's fine with me. I invited her and her companion to join us for dinner sometime soon."
"Good. That will help break the ice. I just hope having her on board doesn't trigger your nightmares."



"I've got those under control now, thanks to you," I told my wife. We spoke for a bit longer, sharing loving endearments before signing off. A couple of days later, Jim rapped on my hatch again. I looked up and invited him inside.
"What can I do for you, Number One?" I asked.
"The Marine detachment has reported aboard, sir. Their CO would like to meet you, if you have the time."
"Of course. Send him in, please," I said. Jim motioned, and a man wearing a khaki shirt and dark green trousers entered the room.
"1st Lieutenant Marco Ruiz, United States Marine Corps, reporting as ordered, sir," he stated as he snapped to attention.
"At ease, Lieutenant. Welcome aboard," I said. "I trust you and your men found your quarters adequate."
"We have, sir," Marco said. "I was wondering if you could let us in on the nature of the mission, sir."
"At this point, it's a question of information-gathering, Lieutenant," I said. "Once I have a better handle on the situation, I can give you a more intelligent answer."
"I see, sir," Marco said.
"In the meantime, you and your men are free to engage in whatever training you need, provided it doesn't involve live fire. Commander Decker can show you around, and perhaps he can find some assignments for you."
"That sounds good, Captain," Marco said. "I do have one request, sir, if I may."
"Of course," I responded.
"I understand you have a red belt in Grav Tac," he said. "I was wondering if you could show us a few moves when you have the time." Grav Tac was a form of martial art designed explicitly for low-to-mid gravity and was something I picked up years ago.
"I'd be happy to, Lieutenant," I told him. "Have you or any of your men had any experience with it?"
"We went through the standard low-gravity training, sir, but none of us have any experience with Grav Tac, even though most of us have training in other forms of martial arts. We're all looking forward to whatever you can teach us," Marco said.
"Well, I'd be happy to show you what I can," I told him. "But you should know, it's not like anything else you or your men have ever used. Once we get under way, we'll set up a training schedule."
"I look forward to that, sir," Marco said with a big smile.
"As do I, Lieutenant." We parted ways, and I got back to plotting our search pattern for the area of space where the anomalies had been reported.
I was in our quarters when Kyra returned from San Francisco. She was a sight for sore eyes, and we greeted each other with a tight hug and a kiss as hot as the sun. I helped carry her things into the bedroom, and we fell onto the bed, tearing each other's clothes off.
We lay in bed
after our mutual orgasm and basked in each other's warmth. I missed my wife terribly, and judging from her reaction, she missed me as much. I heard my communicator beep and saw a message from Leesa, thanking me for putting up with Kyra's absence. I responded with a note thanking her for sending Kyra back.
"So, did you have a chance to test Jim's parents?" I asked over dinner that evening.
"Yes," Kyra said. "It was quite... illuminating. Jim's father had the same genetic memories that we saw in Jim, only they were considerably stronger. We also found a few others that we didn't see in Jim. Dr. Molinas suggested they might have been too weak to be passed down."
"What were in these memories?" I asked.
"That's where it gets a bit... dicey," Kyra said nervously.
"What do you mean?" I asked, curious.
"This," Kyra said as she fired up her tablet. My eyes nearly popped out of my head when I saw the image on the screen.
"What - and who - the hell is THAT?" I asked, looking at a picture of a beautiful blonde woman sitting unabashedly naked in an oversized chair that reminded me of a throne. Next to her was a large bushy plant in an equally large pot sitting on what appeared to be an electric cart. What captured my attention were the multiple stalks that looked just like male human genitalia, complete with "testicles."
"I have no idea," Kyra said. "I've never seen anything like it, anywhere. I couldn't find anything on the Internet. I even spoke to a couple of botanists, but they had no idea what it is."
"And the woman?"
"Again, no idea, and I found nothing. Do you think this is something you should report to Admiral Simmons?"
"And tell him what? That you found an embedded memory of a naked woman with a strange plant you can't identify in the mind of my First Officer's father? Using a technique that is still experimental? That would never fly, and you know it," I said.
"I suppose you're right," Kyra said. "But I got to thinking about what Dr. Molinas said about Jim's DNA. Do you think it's possible that something like... that... may be in Jim's bloodline?"
"Are you suggesting that one of Jim's ancestors may be a... plant?"
"I'm just putting it out there," Kyra said.
"Well, pull it back, or shelve that idea, at least for now. Do you still have the raw data?"
"I do," Kyra said.
"Keep looking into it," I said. I had a funny feeling about this - call it a gut instinct. Part of me thought the idea was ludicrous. But another part of me wondered if this could be related to the anomalies we were being sent to investigate. Right now, though, I had other priorities, namely, getting the ship ready for launch.
The refit was finally completed just a few days after Kyra returned from the Academy. I reviewed the full refit report to verify all steps had been checked, dated, and initialed, then performed a walk-through inspection with Jim. The ship looked entirely different from when I first stepped on board ten years ago. Still, fortunately, most of the layout remained the same.
All sections were now fully manned and prepared for the mission ahead of us. Three days before our scheduled launch, I handed the flight plan to Lt. Castle, the navigator. He looked at the coordinates, confirmed them on his computer, then back at me.
"Is there a problem, Lieutenant?" I asked.
"There's nothing at these coordinates, sir," he said, confused.
"I know," I told him. "I'll explain why when we get there. Plot the fastest course possible, at maximum warp."
"Maximum?" I was beginning to get a bit irritated and hoped I wouldn't have to repeat or explain every course maneuver to the young man.
"Do you have a hearing problem, Lieutenant?" I snapped.
"Uh, no, sir. It's just... I've never plotted a course at that speed, sir."
"I'm sure you're not the only one. Make it so, Lieutenant. And Lieutenant. I appreciate feedback when it's necessary, but I'm not used to explaining every order I give. Understand?"
"Aye aye, sir. I understand," he responded, turning back to his console. I wandered to the Operations station where Elizabeth sat.
"I trust everything meets your expectations, Commander," I said.
"Yes, sir," she said. "This is even more streamlined that what we had on the Independence."
"And it's a damn sight improved over what I used when I first came on board," I told her. "By the way, Commander Jones and I would appreciate the pleasure of your company for dinner tonight. And please, bring your companion."
"Yes, sir. We'd love to. I know Deanna has said she'd love to meet the two of you."
"Good. 1800 hours, then. Dress uniform."
"Aye aye, sir," Elizabeth said with a smile. That evening, Elizabeth and her companion, Deanna Carson, arrived, and we had an excellent filet mignon with rice dinner. I complimented the new galley chief on his meal choice, and we all felt quite full when we finished.
"Do you always serve real meat for dinner?" Deanna asked when she finished.
"I prefer it, but there's always the vegetarian option if you would rather have that."
"No, I'm a meat and potatoes type of girl," Deanna said.
"So, how long have you two known each other?" Kyra asked.
"We've been a committed couple for about four years now, I think," Elizabeth said.
"We met on the Independence," Deanna explained. "Liz got assigned to Ops school the same time my service ended, so I moved to Florida with her and worked for NASA flight operations. When she said I showed up as her top match and offered to let me join her here, I jumped on it."
"We're happy to have you on board," I told her. We had a good visit, and I felt good when it was over. After they left, Kyra and I got out of our uniforms and sat in the central part of the stateroom with a cup of hot chocolate.
"What do you think?" I asked my wife.
"I think they fit well together," Kyra responded.
"Come on. You know what I'm talking about," I said.
"Yes, dear, I do. Elizabeth is definitely dealing with some unresolved issues. I know a little bit about them, and I can't get into the details with you - confidentiality and all that. But I can tell you that your gut was right."
"I guess Bull Travers really had it coming, then," I said, recalling the day I jettisoned him out of that airlock over Mars.
"Yes, it would seem so. And to a young, angry, impressionable 15-year-old girl who experienced what she did, that could make you something of a hero. The knight who dispatched her dragon," Kyra said, reminding me of what my grandmother wrote in her journal. "Of course, she's grown and matured since then. She's got her own identity and her own life. But I think a part of her still sees you as her savior."
"Couldn't that be a bit dangerous?" I asked.
"Maybe, if it weren't for her training - and yours. Plus, I think both of you are far too professional to let anything like that get in the way of your job."
"I think you're right," I told her.
"Of course, I'm right, my love," Kyra responded, setting her cup of chocolate on the small coffee table. "I'm your wife. I'm always right. And right now, I need you in me." She climbed into my lap and smothered me with a deep kiss which I happily returned. Soon, we were naked on the bed, making passionate love to each other.
The crew celebrated our departure the day before launch with a party in one of Starbase One's large venues. Jim had managed to book a band for the evening, so I felt relieved to know I wouldn't be on the hook for the entertainment.
That is until I saw the lead - Jason Roberts. He led the band that saw the Enterprise off over ten years ago. I was on my way to the table I shared with Kyra, Jim, and Alan, who set his stars aside long enough to celebrate with us. Jason also gave me an old Fender electric guitar that dates back to the 1950s.
"Is that Captain Bill Jones?" Jason asked over the sound system. "THE Captain Bill Jones?" I looked up at him, wondering where he was going with this. "Why, we need to get him up here to play for us. Whaddya say?"
I smiled and waved it off - it was about the crew, not me. But Jason wouldn't hear of it.
"C'mon! Let's hear it! Captain Bill! Captain Bill! Everybody join me!" Soon, the whole crew was chanting as Jason waved me to the stage. I looked at Kyra, who smiled and shrugged her shoulders.
"It's your crew, Bill," Alan said.
"The things I do for you people," I sarcastically remarked as I resigned myself to my fate. I walked to the stage amid cheers and applause and climbed up. Jason shook my hand and handed me his electric guitar.
"You fellas remember 'China Grove,' don't you?" I asked.
"Hell yeah," they responded.
"Let's do it, then," I said. After making sure the guitar was tuned, I gave the band final directions and started the song. The crew whooped and applauded as we played and sang. I saw Kyra smiling as she clapped. Elizabeth seemed to enjoy my impromptu performance, bouncing in her seat as Deanne joined her.
We finished the song, and Jason asked the crew if they wanted to hear another. Of course, they did, so I began picking "House of the Rising Sun," much to Jason's delight. We got through the song, and I handed Jason the guitar as I thanked him.
"Give it up for Captain Bill, everyone!" Jason exclaimed as I walked off the stage. Everyone stood, clapping, as I headed for my table. Alan shook my hand, smiling when I got there.
"Now you know why I never learned to play anything," he joked. After accepting everyone's appreciation, Alan pulled me aside and spoke to me quietly. "How are things with Commander Travers?"
"You know about her being assigned to Enterprise?" I asked.
"Of course. Who do you think approved her request?" His tone changed as he spoke. "Look, Bill. I sponsored her appointment to the Academy when she was in high school. She confided in me a long time ago about what her uncle did to her. She's been through a lot."
"Did you have any idea what was going on?"
"No,
but there was some scuttlebutt at the time. Nothing verifiable. You know how that shit goes. As I'm sure you know, Bull wasn't exactly picky about who he was with. Believe me, I would've shoved him out of an airlock myself a long time ago if I had known.
"You don't know it, but she's had you on a pedestal for years. I figured this would be a good way to help her see reality and maybe put some closure on all of this. Besides, she's a damn good officer. You'll need her on this mission."
"And Kyra will be there to work with her," I added.
"Exactly," Alan said. "Just treat her as you would any other officer assigned to your crew."
"Of course," I said. Alan smiled as he shook my hand again.
"Well, I need to get over to Mission Control. Good hunting, Bill. And take care of yourself," he said.
"I will, Admiral," I responded. "Thanks." I went back into the venue and, seeing the time, made my way to the front. Jason handed the microphone to me, and I turned to face the crew.
"It's been quite an evening, everyone, and I know we've all had a good time, but we launch tomorrow morning at 0600 hours. I want to thank my good friend Jason for the entertainment and the good folks here at Starbase One for the venue, the drinks, and the food.
"And of course, I want to thank all of you for your hard work and dedication. You deserved this little blowout. But the real work starts tomorrow morning, and I want everyone rested and refreshed. So, let's all call it a night and get some shut-eye. Thanks!"
I handed the microphone to Jason, said my goodbyes, and headed for my table. Elizabeth and Deanne met me on the way and complimented me on the two songs.
"I didn't know you could play guitar like that," Elizabeth said.
"Oh yes," Kyra said as she walked up to us. "He's played for years."
"I really enjoyed it, Captain," Elizabeth said. "Thank you."
"My pleasure," I told her before leaving. We returned to our quarters and spent the night passionately loving each other.
I got to the bridge at 4:00 am the following morning. I was met by my First Officer, who was going from station to station, making sure everything was ready for launch. I took my seat and consulted the monitor on my chair, happy to see that everything was on track for launch. I felt vibrations in the deck plates and knew the engines were warming up.
"Status, Number One?" I asked Jim after about a half-hour. He smiled when he looked at me, then gave his report.
"All personnel present and accounted for, Captain," he said. "Outer hatches sealed, bay depressurized. Starbase Command is ready to retract umbilicals and gangplanks."
"Give the word," I told him.
"Aye aye, sir," Jim responded as he gave the directions. I felt the umbilicals retract and noticed the slight flicker indicating the ship was now on its own power. I heard a ping from the console attached to my chair and saw the message from Base Flight Control.
"Opening outer launch doors," the female voice said from the overhead speaker. I saw the giant doors in front of us slowly slide open, and I pressed the intercom button on my chair.
"All hands, this is the Captain. Stand by for launch," I said, starting the now-familiar rundown.
"Ops," I called out.
"All systems go for launch," Elizabeth replied.
"Engineering!"
"All systems nominal and within normal parameters. Go for launch, Captain," Lt. Commander Jenkins said from the engineering station.
"Weapons!"
"All systems calibrated and locked, sir. All weapons accounted for," the Weapons Officer said.
"Comm!"
"Communications five by five, Captain," the senior communications officer replied.
"Navigation!"
"Course laid in and locked, Captain. ETA to Q-Point 20 minutes," the navigator said.
"Number One!"
"All systems and stations report go for launch," Jim said. I punched a button on my console.
"Starbase One, this is Enterprise. Request clearance for launch."
"Clearance for launch approved, Enterprise," said a voice from the communications speaker overhead.
"Maneuvering thrusters only. Ahead one quarter, helm. Take us out," I said.
"Aye aye, sir," the helmsman replied, gently pushing her controls forward. I felt the ship slowly move forward and watched the space doors get larger as we inched along. Suddenly, we were clear of the bay and in open space.
"We are clear and free to navigate," Lt. Castle said.
"Ahead full," I ordered.
"Ahead full. Aye aye, sir," the helmsman repeated. I felt the extra g-forces as the ship's speed increased.
"Engineering... status," I remarked.
"All systems go, warp bubble forming," the engineer said.
"Set vector for Q-point," I said.
"Aye aye, sir," Lt. Castle replied, his hands flying over the console in front of him.
"Now at max-Q," the helmsman said.
"Very well," I said.
"Warp bubble formed, light speed at your command, sir," the engineer stated.
"Very well."
"ETA to Q-point one minute, sir," Lt. Castle announced. I pressed the ship-wide comm button on my panel.
"All hands, this is the Captain. Stand by for light speed," I announced. "Pucker time," I said after turning off the ship-wide comm. I heard light laughter from the crew in response. I pressed another button and sent a message to Houston.
"Houston, this is Enterprise. Preparing transition to light speed."
"Copy that, Enterprise. God speed." I looked at the countdown.
10...9...8...7...
"Stand by..."
4...3...2...1...
"Engage!"
...
To be continued...
Notes: The crucifix given to Bill was first mentioned in my ebook, "Justice Rides." The story Elizabeth told of Eli saving her was mentioned in "Justice 04: Old Scores."
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"Ahead full. Aye aye, sir," the helmsman repeated. I felt the extra g-forces as the ship's speed increased.
"Engineering... status," I remarked.
"All systems go, warp bubble forming," the engineer said.
"Set vector for Q-point," I said.
"Aye aye, sir," Lt. Castle replied, his hands flying over the console in front of him.
"Now at max-Q," the helmsman said.
"Very well," I said.
"Warp bubble formed, light speed at your command, sir," the engineer stated.
"Very well."
"ETA to Q-point one minute, sir," Lt. Castle announced. I pressed the ship-wide comm button on my panel.
"All hands, this is the Captain. Stand by for light speed," I announced. "Pucker time," I said after turning off the ship-wide comm. I heard light laughter from the crew in response. I pressed another button and sent a message to Houston.
"Houston, this is Enterprise. Preparing transition to light speed."
"Copy that, Enterprise. God speed." I looked at the countdown.
10...9...8...7...
"Stand by..."
4...3...2...1...
"Engage!"
...
And now, "Where No One Has Gone Before, Pt. 06"
I was quite used to the rush I felt when we made the transition into faster-than-light speed, but this was something else. The familiar rainbows of photons speeding past the viewports seemed to be somewhat different, and even the vibrations in the deck plates felt strange.
I felt the ship vibrate as we accelerated to maximum speed, then suddenly, everything leveled off, and the vibrations died down. I checked my console and saw all the indicators were green.
"Engineering, status," I called.
"All systems nominal, Captain," the duty engineer reported. "We are now at maximum warp." I almost expected another answer.
"Is it just me, or did that seem just a bit... off, Number One?" I asked Jim.
"It seemed a bit strange to me, sir," Jim answered.
"I'd better go to Engineering, see how things are down there. You have the conn, Jim."
"Aye, aye, sir," Jim said.
"Helm, steady as she goes. Ops, expand your sensors to maximum, report anything that seems off."
"Aye, aye, sir," both officers responded. My wrist communicator beeped as I left the bridge for Engineering. I answered the call and saw the face of our new ship's medical officer, Dr. Hampton.
"Yes, Doctor, what is it?" I asked.
"Is everything all right up there, Captain? That transition seemed a bit rough," the grizzled doctor said.
"I'm investigating that now, doc. Have you gotten any reports of casualties?"
"No, sir. Not yet, anyway," the doctor replied.
"Good. Let's hope it stays that way."
"Yes, sir. I'll get outta your hair, Captain," the doctor said before signing off. I got to Engineering and was met by Lt. Commander Chet Samuels, the Chief Engineer.
"You felt that, did you, Captain?" he asked.
"Yes, what happened?" I asked.
"The calibration on one of the Heisenberg compensators was off by by about a hundredth of a percent," he explained. I wasn't an engineer, but I knew enough. The compensators were designed to keep the engines balanced. Otherwise, the ship could fly apart upon entering light speed.
Samuels continued his explanation. "That would have been well within the normal operating parameters for the old engines, but not these new power plants. Fortunately, the system worked and adjusted the compensator. We're doing a level three diagnostics on all the rest just in case."
"Is there anything you need from me?"
"No sir, we've got it under control," Samuels said.
"Alright, Chet. I'll leave you to it," I told him. I did a walk-through of the ship and found that everyone had ridden through the glitch without a problem. Marco met me as I entered the area set aside for the Marine detachment. A large black man stood next to him.
"Everything alright, Lieutenant?" I asked.
"We're fine, Captain," he said. "That... transition seemed a bit rough, though."
"Yes, one of the devices that maintains balance between the engines was slightly out of calibration, but it's been fixed. I just wanted to make sure everyone is okay."
"We're okay, Captain, thank you for asking."
"Good to hear it," I told him.
"By the way, this is Gunnery Sergeant Sanders," Marco said. "Gunny, this is Captain Jones."
"Pleasure to meet you, sir," Gunny Sanders said as he extended a hand.
"And you, Gunny," I responded as we shook hands.
"Lieutenant tell me you're gonna show us some Grav Tac, sir."
"Yes, that's the plan," I responded.
"I'm looking forward to that, sir. And I know the others are as well. You ever had a chance to put it to use... for real?"
"It's actually saved my life, twice," I told him. I didn't tell them the circumstances, as I didn't want to open old wounds. I figured if the chance came later, I might let them in on it.
"Really?"
"Yes. Listen, why don't you get me a copy of your training schedule and we'll work in a couple hours a week."
"That sounds good, Captain," Marco said. "We'll get that to you either today or tomorrow."
"Perfect. Carry on, gentlemen," I told them before leaving. As promised, I got the schedule later that day, and carved two hours out of my schedule each week for their training. The first session was a simple demonstration of Grav Tac which included Kyra.
It took the Marines a bit to get used to the lower gravity in the gym, but they finally got accustomed to it. They watched closely as Kyra and I performed the kata we developed together over five years ago. When we ended the routine, I adjusted the gravity and we all settled back to the gym floor.
"That almost looks like you two were dancing. I thought for a second you were gonna do something else..." Gunny Sanders remarked, wisely leaving the rest unsaid.
"That's what it should look like," I told him. "But that routine can also be deadly when used properly. You see, the most important thing about Grav Tac is knowing how things react in low-gravity and using that knowledge to your advantage.
"Now, I'm going to show you some exercises. These are designed to help give you flexibility and agility in a low-gravity environment. Practice these exercises at least one hour a day, and we'll start our next session with some basic moves." I dismissed the Marines after that and headed for the shower.
Life aboard Enterprise settled down to a somewhat steady roar as we plowed toward our destination. Per my instructions, the communications section monitored the frequency Alan said was used for the strange transmissions. We intercepted several short bursts from the "zone" over a ten-week period, but the comm team was never able to decipher any of it.
I finally managed to finish reading Grandma Lizzie's journal and found it quite interesting, especially the parts written after Elijah was killed at the battle of Brown's Mill outside Atlanta in 1864.
I know that technically, Elijah and his wife Elizabeth, or "Lizzie," as she was called, are technically my great-great-great-great-great-great-great-grandparents, but it's easier for me to think of them as my "great-grandparents." And simpler to say...
Lizzie wrote several entries recalling how she had seen Eli's lit cigars in the ashtray that sat in their parlor. I found that quite interesting and tried to find a logical explanation. But my great-grandmother was clear that no one had been in that room when the incidents took place. And she claimed several times that she could "sense" his presence near her. I could understand that, given how much in love with each other they appeared to be.
One of the stranger entries, however, was after their son, Obadiah, returned to Indianapolis from Lone Pine, Texas. According to her, Obadiah, or "Obie," as they liked to call him, claimed Elijah had saved him from a ruthless cattle baron and a crooked sheriff.
The only problem was that this happened in 1896, 32 years AFTER Elijah had been shot dead. And according to the account relayed by Obadiah, Elijah was with the Texas Rangers, under the command of Captain William Jesse "Bill" McDonald. I was able to find information about McDonald, but there was no mention of anyone named Elijah Jones.
Confused, I tried searching for Lone Pine, but found nothing. I did a deeper search, this time looking at old census records. What I found startled me. The 1890 census showed just over 2,000 people lived in and around the small town, including my great-uncle Obadiah. But the 1900 census didn't even list Lone Pine at all. It was almost as if the place simply ceased to exist.
"I can't understand why my father never mentioned any of this to me," I told Kyra one evening over dinner.
"I have an idea about that," Kyra responded.
"Oh?"
"Yes. Your father is an engineer. Like you, he deals in facts - things that can be measured and verified. I suspect he took a dim view of what your great-grandmother had to say about Obadiah's story and the other... unexplained... events," my wife explained.
"You may be right about that," I told her. "I remember Dad saying that scientists dream shit up while engineers make shit real. He never was one to buy into any of that paranormal stuff. I remember he about had a cow one time when Mom and I watched one of those 'ghost-buster' type shows. Said there wasn't a single thing in that program that couldn't be explained through logic or science."
"Maybe the next time we're home, you can ask him about it," Kyra said.
"I think that's a darn good idea. I can't get over how much I look like my great-grandfather."
"I have to admit, the resemblance is uncanny," Kyra said. "Maybe that's why your father gave you that book."
"And this," I added, showing her the crucifix with "EJ" engraved on the back.
The ship plowed on to its destination and life on board settled into a routine of sorts. We were only three days from our objective when I heard the door chime. It was early in the morning, and Kyra and I were both sound asleep. We got up, donned our robes, and went to see who was there. I saw Jim standing in the corridor, looking as if he had just woke up from a bad dream, so I opened the hatch and invited him inside.
"Come on in, Jim. Is everything alright?" I asked, concerned.
"I'm sorry to bother you with this, Bill. I just had a really strange dream, and felt the need to see you and Kyra," Jim said.
"Of course," I said. "Kyra, would you mind making us some hot chocolate?"
"Not at all," my wife said, heading for the kitchenette. I invited Jim to have a seat, and Kyra returned a few minutes later with three cups of hot chocolate.
"Thank you," Jim said, taking the cup. Kyra sat down next to me and we turned our attention to my first officer.
"Would you care to tell us about this dream?" Kyra asked.
"It started shortly after we left Starbase One," Jim began. "I would have it about once every few days, but it's become a nightly thing. And it's gotten a lot more vivid. Almost realistic. You remember that image you got out of my head - that blonde woman?"
"Yes, I remember that," Kyra said. "You've been dreaming about her?"
"Something like that. In my dream, I see her, just as she is in the image. Naked. She beckons to me. Every night. Tells me to, and I quote, 'come to me.' She keeps repeating the same message, over and over. At first, she was kinda blurry, but these past few days, it's like she's actually there, in my quarters, just as real as you two are right now," Jim said.
"And you say this has been happening every single night?" Kyra asked.
"Yes, every night," Jim confirmed, nodding his head. "It's gotten so that I see her image every time I close my eyes."
"Does she say or do anything else, Jim?" Kyra asked.
"Well, just now, I dreamed that she was in my bed with me. Doing... things. I don't want to get into that if you don't mind," he nervously said.
"That's alright, Jim. We understand," Kyra said. "You don't need to tell us anything you're not comfortable with."
"She did tell me that we were destined to be mates," Jim said.
"When we first retrieved that image, you said you had never seen her before. Are you absolutely certain of that?" Kyra asked.
"Absolutely. I've never seen her in my life." I had a strange idea and decided to run it by Kyra.
"Do you think it's possible he might be receiving a message from where we're going? We've detected a couple of transmissions from that area, but comm hasn't been able to decode it."
"It's not outside the realm of possibility," Kyra said. "In fact, there's been a great deal of study around the idea of dreams being transmitted to the brain during REM sleep. It's thought that such a technique could help children with learning issues."
"Interesting. What about recording his dreams? Can we do that?" I asked.
"Oh, that's been done for years. Mental health professionals have used dream capture and analysis for decades, although it's not something we do on a regular basis as an outpatient procedure. Privacy issues, you know. But we do have the tools here on board if that's something you want to pursue, Jim. We can also use those tools to help guide your dreams in a different direction. Do you feel threatened by these dreams?"
"No, not at all. It's just... it's hard to explain. There's a part of me that likes them. She is a beautiful woman, and she excites me to no end. But another part of me says I should run. I don't know what to think. Am I going crazy here?"
"No, Jim. I don't believe that for a minute," Kyra said. "This is obviously bothering you, and I want to help."
"Do you feel these dreams are interfering with your job performance, Jim?" I asked. The last thing I wanted - or needed - was a first officer unable to do his job because he couldn't focus. There are too many lives at stake for that.
"No, I'd just like some answers," Jim stated emphatically. I could understand that.
"Alright, why don't I give you a brainwave generator to help you sleep tonight. Tomorrow, come to my office and I'll set you up with a dream capture device," Kyra said.
"You don't need to wire me up or anything?"
"No, it's just a head band with a small memory device attached," Kyra said, chuckling. "You won't even know it's there."
"Thanks, I'll do that, right after our briefing," Jim said, taking the small generator. "But first, I'm gonna finish this hot chocolate. It's too delicious to waste." Kyra and I both chuckled at that.
"That's what he really came over for, you know," I said, causing both Jim and Kyra to laugh. Jim finished his drink and set the cup on the coffee table.
"I'd better get back, see if I can get a couple hours of sleep. Thank you for listening without laughing at me."
"It's my pleasure, Jim," I told him. "Let me know if there's anything you need."
"Thanks, Bill," he said before leaving. I joined Kyra on the couch and sipped my chocolate.
"What are you thinking?" I asked, seeing her pensive look.
"That I might have made a mistake showing him that image to begin with," she said.
"He had a right to know what you found," I said, hoping to reassure her. "You're not starting to second-guess yourself, are you?"
"Yes, he did. And no, I'm not. What's going on, Bill? Really? You've not been yourself since this mission began. In fact, this whole mission just seems... off... to me. I mean, we have armed Marines on board." I had been holding back, but considering my first officer's mental condition, I decided to lay it on the line.
"I was planning to hold off on briefing the crew, but I'll give you a head's up, if you think it'll help Jim. This mission is... different... from the last two," I told her.
"Different? How?"
"There have been a number of anomalies and transmissions reported from the sector of space where we're headed. Admiral Simmons has tasked Enterprise with getting to the bottom of it," I said.
"And the Marines?"
"A precaution," I told her. "Admiral Simmons wants us to be fully prepared for whatever we encounter. Personally, I think it's overkill, but I can see his position."
"That's why you asked if Jim's dream could have been transmitted to him," Kyra said quietly.
"Yes," I responded. "We have detected several transmissions from the sector of space where we're headed, but no one has been able to decode them."
"Oh, my," Kyra said quietly as she took in the implications of what I said. "Do you think there may be an alien intelligence behind all of this?"
"I don't know. That's what we're here to find out. We will be at our destination in three days. I need a fully-functioning crew, so it's imperative you get to the bottom of Jim's... issues... before then."
"I understand, sweetheart," Kyra said. "I'll do my best."
"I know you will," I told her.
"Does anyone else know about all this?"
"You, me, and Jim. That's it. I had planned on briefing the senior staff before the rest of the crew. That's why I need you to make Jim's... dreams... a priority."
"Consider it done, sweetheart," Kyra said.
"Thank you. Now, why don't we get back to bed and make a few memories?"
"I like the sound of that," Kyra said as she dropped her robe. We got back in bed and made love to each other one more time. When we finished, Kyra turned to me.
"What if it turns out there really is an alien intelligence behind all of this?" she asked quietly.
"Then everything we've come to know or assume about our universe changes," I said.
"That sounds a bit scary, doesn't it?"
"Maybe. It could mean an interstellar war if we screw it up. Or it could be the beginning of a whole new exciting chapter for humanity. I guess it depends on how we deal with it," I mused.
"No pressure there, right?" Kyra joked. I chuckled at that and held her closer to me.
"Nope. None," I quipped sarcastically. We kissed, then drifted off to sleep.
After the morning briefing the following day, Jim reported to Kyra and collected the dream capture device. I addressed him when he returned.
"We're less than 48 hours from our destination, and I need to brief the senior staff. Call a meeting of all section heads, Number One, if you would. We'll use Conference Room Three - that's the largest room available that's secure. Make sure you include Lt. Ruiz and Commander Jones."



"When do you want to schedule this?" Jim asked.
"Immediately, Number One."
"Yes, sir. I'll get right on it," Jim said.
"Make the call and meet me there, Number One," I said. Jim nodded and went to his station where he sent the announcement. I knew the short notice would irritate some of the section heads, but they would just have to deal with it, I thought. My next order went to Elizabeth.
"Commander Travers, you have the conn," I said. She looked at me, stunned, but for just a few moments. Then she realized that with both Jim and me gone from the bridge, she would be next in command.
"Yes, sir," she said, transferring her console output to the center chair.
"Ping me if you spot anything," I told her.
"Will do, Captain," she replied. I gathered my tablet and headed for the conference room, noticing that Jim had already left the bridge.
"Attention on deck!" Lt. Ruiz announced when I walked into the conference room, prompting the others to snap to attention, including Jim.
"As you were," I said as I walked to the head table. "Please, have a seat." I sat down and Jim sat next to me. The others took their seats, looking at each other while wondering what I was about to announce.
"I apologize for the short notice and the cloak and dagger routine over the last three months. Hopefully you'll understand better once I brief you on the nature of our mission," I said. I laid out everything Alan had shared with me so far, and saw the stunned reactions from the other officers in the room. Lt. Commander Robyn Wilson, the officer in charge of the astrophysics department, was the first to ask a question.
"Is there anything at our destination?"
"Nothing natural. Just a standard resupply point and communications array," I said. "That was sent out about two months before our departure. We'll begin the search from that point." I put an image on the overhead monitor of the sector overlaid with our search pattern.
"That's a mighty big area of space," Lt. Commander Chet Samuels, the Chief Engineer, remarked.
"Yes, it is," I acknowledged.
"Do you honestly think we'll encounter an extraterrestrial species out there?" Chet asked in a follow-up.
"I don't know," I answered. "It's possible. But for all we know, this could just be a natural phenomenon unique to this area of space. Until we know for certain, Star Fleet has designated this sector a no-fly zone."
Lt. Commander Arlen Hastings, head of the Science Division, spoke up. "And that's why we have a detachment of Marines on board?" He looked at Lt. Ruiz, accompanied by Gunny Sanders. "No offense, Lieutenant," he added.
"None taken, Commander," Marco replied in a neutral tone that did little to hide his irritation.
"Yes, it is," I told Arlen. "Admiral Simmons wants to make sure we're prepared for any contingency. And that includes the possibility of a hostile extraterrestrial species." I looked around the room, ready for additional questions, but none came, so I wrapped up the meeting.
"I intend to brief the crew when we arrive at our destination. No doubt, they will have questions. I'm counting on you to help deal with that. Of course, my door is always open. However, each of you have been given a mission packet so you know as much about this as I do. Feel free to reach out to me if you have any additional concerns. Any questions?"
I looked around as the other officers glanced through their packets. Seeing no indication that anyone had a question for me, I stood to end the meeting.
"Very well, then. Carry on," I said, dismissing the others. They stood and walked out of the conference room, somewhat surprised and more than a bit stunned. Marco and the Gunny remained behind and approached me after everyone left. By then, Kyra had joined us.
"Excuse me, sir," Marco said. "May I have a moment of your time?"
"Of course, Lieutenant," I said, sensing that he wanted to speak to me privately. "You can speak freely in front of of Commander Decker and Commander Jones. What can I do for you?"
"Sir, I get the impression your officers aren't comfortable with me and my men being on board," Marco said. I had sensed that as well. Marines generally didn't serve on space-going vessels, and to my knowledge, this was the first time any had ever been aboard a starship.
"They just don't know you as well as I do," I told him. Marco and Gunny Sanders chuckled at that. The fact is, I had spent considerable time with Marco and his Marines in the gym and I had developed a rapport with them. We had also built a mutual respect for each other.
"Perhaps you're right, sir," Marco said.
"Things are going to be a bit tense around here once we enter the exclusion zone, Lieutenant. Enterprise has enough firepower to level half a planet, but that's not an option I really want to consider. I'll need for you and your men to be ready to move on a moment's notice."
"We're Marines, Captain," Marco said. "That's what we train for."
"Good," I said. "On a lighter note, just be glad you're not wearing red shirts," I added jokingly. Marco looked at me funny, not getting the old "Star Trek" reference. Gunny Sanders' chuckle, however, told me that he did.
"I'll explain it later, Lieutenant," the big man told Marco with a smile.
"I'll be all ears, Gunny," Marco replied. "Well, we've taken up enough of your time, sir," Marco told me. "We have work to do, so if you'll excuse us..."
"By all means, Lieutenant. Carry on," I told him.
"That went... well," Jim said after the two Marines left the conference room. I chuckled at the way he said it.
"Yes, better than I thought," I told him. "We'd better get back to it as well." Kyra went back to her office while Jim and I returned to the bridge.
"Status, Number Two?" I asked Elizabeth when we arrived. She seemed a bit startled, still not used to being my "Number Two," then quickly resumed her usual professional demeanor.
"All systems green, sir. Nothing to report," she said while standing up.
"Very well. Thank you, Commander." I sat down in the chair and looked around the bridge. Everything seemed normal, and the rest of the crew was busy with their job, so I turned and checked my monitor.
"I should probably do a quick check of our weapons systems, Captain," Jim said before taking his seat.
"Good idea, Number One," I said. "Carry on."
"Yes, sir," Jim said. Motioning for the Weapons Officer to accompany him, the two officers left the bridge. The rest of the shift - and the day - went without incident. That night, however, I experienced one of the strangest dreams.
I found myself standing in the middle of a dirt street in an old western town. The wooden buildings seemed vaguely familiar to me, but I couldn't place them. I saw an old saloon, so I went inside to get out of the hot sun.
"What'll ya have, mister?" an old bartender asked, looking at me funny.
"Beer, please," I said. He placed a filled mug in front of me, still looking at me strangely. "Why are you looking at me like that?"
"I ain't never seen ya dressed like that," the bartender said. I looked and saw I was wearing my dress uniform, but I didn't remember putting it on.
"I don't recall ever being here before," I responded, somewhat confused. I heard the saloon doors open, followed by the clinking of... spurs?
"Mornin', Jake," I heard a man say behind me. The bartender looked at the man, then at me. "Ah'll have some of what mah grandson is drinking, if ya don't mind," the man added in a thick Texas drawl. Grandson? Jake nodded his head.
"Alright, Eli, one beer, comin' up." Eli? Could it be... I looked at the man and saw his grizzled face under a battered Stetson. Except for the whiskers, it was like looking in a mirror. He smiled and took a seat next to me.
"Mind if ah... smoke?" he asked, pulling out a cigarette case.
"Uh, no, not at all," I said. He took one out, then offered on to me.
"Go on, son. It ain't gonna kill ye," the man said with a smile. I took the cigarette and watched as he swiped a match over his jeans to light it. He lit both of our cigarettes, and I was surprised at how smooth and... odorless... the smoke was. "Mah own special blend. Took me years ta get it jes' right," the older man said.
"Are you my..."
"Yep. Ah'm yer great-great-great-great-great-great-great-grandfather, Elijah Jones. At yer service, sir," he said, offering a hand. We shook hands and I felt... strangely connected to this man. This seemed so strange to me - meeting this man in my dreams, drinking a beer and sharing a smoke with him. This was like no dream I had ever experienced. He chuckled and I wondered what he found so funny.
"Are you sure about that, son?"
"Sure about what?" I asked.
"That this is a dream?"
"It seems like a dream to me. Where are we, anyway?" I asked.
"Hard Rock, Texas, circa 1855," Eli said. Hard Rock. No wonder this place seemed familiar. "Lived here when ah was younger. Our place was jes' about seven or eight miles that-a-way," he added, pointing with his finger. "But you already know that. Ah'm glad you and yer perty wife finally got to see the old place."
"You know about that?" I asked, surprised.
"Yep," he said. "Almost said 'hi' to ya when you were there, but ah didn't wanna frighten Kyra. She's a keeper, son."
"Yes, she is," I agreed.
"So, yer the captain of the Enterprise," Eli said, taking a drag off his cigarette.
"Yes, I am," I said. He nodded his head.
"Well, ah want you to know we're all damn proud of ya, son," Eli said. "All of us."
"All of who?"
"Everyone who ever came before ya. Not jes' yer pa, but his pa, and all the Joneses before him. There's a little bit of all of us in ya, son. I understand you read yer Grandma Lizzie's journal."
"Yes, I did. All of that was true?"
"Ever' word, son. Yer Grandma was - is - the most honest, righteous woman ah've ever met. Yer Kyra reminds me a lot of her."
"Kyra has been the best thing to ever happen to me," I said quietly.
"Ah know, son. Ah know what you went through after you sent that no-good snake Bull Travers into outer space."
"You know about that?"
"Ah was there with ye, but you didn't know it. Ah gotta admit, I was impressed with the way you used that... what do you call it? Grav Tac?"
"Yes, Grav Tac."
"Yeah, well, made me wish ah'd have learned some of that when ah was younger. The way you took care of him, well, it kinda reminded me of me." He chuckled a bit at that, and I joined him.
"So, why are you making yourself known to me now? After all these years?"
"Because things are fixin' ta change for ya, son. Fixin' ta change for a whole lot of people. Yer about ta face the greatest challenge in yer entire life."
"What challenge is that? What are we about to face?"
"Ah can't get into that, son. Some things a feller jes' has to face when it happens. I will tell ya this, though. No matter what happens, no matter where ya go, Justice is ridin' with ye. You understand what ah'm tellin' ya, son?"
"I... think so," I said.
"And one day, you'll have quite a story ta tell yer son," Eli said with a knowing smile. Son? Kyra and I had talked about having children, perhaps after my time in space was over. We were both relatively young, and people were known to have children well into their 40s or 50s these days. "Ah also know you've been wondering why yer pa never tol' ya about me."
"The thought has crossed my mind," I said.
"Well, let's jes' say every man has a right to his own secrets. Maybe one day, he'll tell ya about it." His cigarette finished, Eli put his empty beer mug on the bar and stood up. "Reckon ah'd better get goin'. Promised yer grandma ah'd take her on a ride."
"Tell Grandma Lizzie I said hello," I told him.
"You jes' did, son," he said with a smile. I suddenly saw a beautiful, young blonde woman in period clothing standing next to Eli and I knew this was her.
"Grandma Lizzie?" I asked.
"Yes, William, it's really me. And it's an honor to finally meet you in person. Doesn't he look dashing in that uniform of his, Eli?" she asked.
"Yes, he does cut quite a figure in that uniform," Eli agreed.
"Reminds me of you when you joined the Army," Lizzie said, looking at her husband with pride.
"'Cept ah didn't have all them medals or all that brass," Eli joked before turning to the bartender. "See ya around, Jake," he said with a wave.
"See ya, Eli," Jake waved back. "And you're always welcome here, son," he added, looking at me.
"Thank you," I offered, not knowing if I really would be back here or not. I felt comfortable here, but the thought still sent a shiver up my spine. I followed Eli and Lizzie out the door and saw the largest black horse I had ever seen. Eli swung up on the beast, then lifted Lizzie up with one strong arm.
"You ready, dear?" he asked.
"I'm always ready, Eli," she smiled back.
"Remember what ah tol' ya, son. No matter where ya go, no matter what happens, Justice is ridin' with ya," Eli repeated, his eyes flashing. He pulled back on the reins, and the giant horse lifted up on his back legs. "HEYAHH!" Eli shouted as he spurred the horse. The giant beast with its two riders flew down the dirt street, disappearing in a cloud of dust. I stood there transfixed, and heard Lizzie's voice a few seconds later.
"Oh, Eli, you're so naughty," she said. I heard Eli's laughter in response.
I sat up in bed and looked around our quarters, the dream - if that's what it really was - still fresh in my mind. I thought I saw a shadow shift in my peripheral vision, but nothing was out of place when I looked.
"Are you alright, sweetheart? Did you have another nightmare?" Kyra asked when she sat up.
"I'm... fine," I told her. "No nightmare... Just... I don't know."
"Do you want to talk about it?" I figured it was best to deal with this now, while the dream was still fresh, so I acquiesced and told her what happened as she poured us a small cup of hot chocolate. As always, Kyra listened quietly, not saying anything until I was finished.
"That is odd," she said.
"It all seemed so... real... to me," I said. "And I was never scared or frightened. In fact, I felt... safe. Comfortable. Like I was truly in the presence of family. Oddly enough, I feel... comforted. Like I can handle whatever may happen. Does that make sense?"
"Yes, it does," Kyra said. "It sounds like it was your mind's way of coping with everything that you've been through. And with whatever may happen in the future."
"Perhaps. But something about this was different from a normal dream," I said.
"Some dreams can seem that way," Kyra said. We talked for a bit longer as we finished our chocolate, then went back to sleep in each other's arms. Shortly after the morning briefing on the following day, Jim and I both received a ping on our communicators from Kyra.
"I need to see you both in my office, please," she said before ending the call. I handed the conn to Elizabeth, then left the bridge, with Jim following close behind me. We saw Kyra at her computer when we entered her office.
"What's going on?" I asked.
"I analyzed Jim's dream from last night," Kyra said.
"And?" Jim asked, just as concerned as me.
"It was no dream - at least, not in the normal sense," Kyra said.
"What do you mean?" I asked.
"Experts have believed for years that dreams originate in the forebrain during REM sleep. Jim's didn't. In fact, I have reason to believe it didn't originate in his brain at all," Kyra said.
"You mean, it was transmitted to him somehow?" I asked.
"Yes," Kyra said. "The transmission was on a frequency that would not have been detected by standard communications equipment, and it actually blocked and overrode the signals from his forebrain. It seemed very real to you, didn't it, Jim?"
"Yes, more so than normal," Jim replied. "Did you see what I saw?"
"Some of it, yes," Kyra said, causing Jim to blush. "How far did your encounter with her go?" Jim looked down, not saying anything. That alone answered Kyra's question. "I... understand," Kyra added after a few awkward moments. "Does this happen every night?"
"Yes," Jim said quietly, almost like a boy caught masturbating by his parents. "At first, I thought it was just my mind responding to the image of the woman you gave me. I find her... irresistible. Does that make sense?"
"It does," Kyra answered. "She is quite lovely, and I can easily see how you would be physically attracted to her."
"But now you're telling me that it's not a dream. Does that mean she's real, and she's out there somewhere sending these images to me? How is that even possible?"
"I don't have the answer to that, Jim," Kyra said. "I can't even begin to explain it. Honestly, I've never encountered anything like this before."
"Didn't you say these dreams have become more frequent and lucid over the last few weeks?" I asked.
"Yes, I did."
"Just thinking out of the box here, but maybe this has something to do with the anomalies we were sent here to investigate," I suggested. "The fact that these 'dreams' are becoming more lucid could mean that we're getting closer to whatever it is that causing the anomalies. Perhaps we can use this as a type of homing beacon."
"You mean..."
"Yes, Jim. It's almost as if whoever is sending this WANTS us to find them. But why? You say that you've never encountered this woman before this mission, right?"
"That's right," Jim said. "I've never seen this woman ever before."
"I'm sorry, Jim, but you know I'm going to have to report this to Admiral Simmons," I added. Jim and Kyra looked at me in shock.
"Bill, that could hurt Jim's career," Kyra said.
"Don't worry. The Admiral is a fair man, and I won't get into details or specifics," I promised. "But he needs to know that an external force of some kind is capable of affecting members of our crew like this. If they can send 'dreams' like this, even pleasurable ones, they can also negatively impact the mental health of entire crews."
"You're right, Bill," Kyra said after mulling my words for a few moments. Jim nodded his head as well.
"I agree, Bill," he finally said. "If I were in your shoes, I'd do the same thing. And you're right. If they can do this, who knows what else they can do to a person's mind."
"Alright, then. It's settled. Kyra, is there any way you can rig something up to determine what frequency these transmissions are using?" I asked.
"I don't have anything," she said. "But I'll be happy to work with communications. Maybe we can come up with something."
"Alright. Make it so. And quickly, please. We reach the no-fly zone in less than 24 hours. I'd like to have something in place by then." I thought about Jim's situation before continuing. There was one very important question I needed answered, and it was hard for me to even bring it up since I considered Jim to be a friend as well as a shipmate and a valued member of the crew.
"Off the record, Jim. Are you developing feelings for this woman?" I asked. He looked at me while he considered his reply.
"Truthfully, Bill. Yes, I believe I am. I can't explain it," he said.
"That's understandable. Kyra, in your professional opinion, is Jim fit for duty?" I asked.
"Absolutely," she said.
"All right. I'm sorry to have to even mention it, Jim, but I had to know. Admiral Simmons will probably ask the same thing. Don't worry, this is strictly between us."
"I understand, Bill," he said. "I'm not sure I would be so understanding in your place, and I appreciate your discretion."
"Well, let's get back to it, shall we? Let me know if you come up with anything," I instructed Kyra.
"I will," she answered. She stopped me before I could leave her office and kissed me on the cheek. "I know this was hard for you, and I just want to say I approve of the way you handled it. I love you."
"I love you, too. And thanks for the vote of confidence." I returned her kiss and left the office. When we returned, I motioned Jim into the ready room and closed the hatch.



"Sorry, but a couple things crossed my mind on the way back," I said.
"Sure," Jim said, a bit concerned.
"How far have things progressed with this... woman? Have you two..."
"If you're wondering whether or not we've had sex, the answer is yes. At least in what I thought were my dreams."
"That's fine, I don't need details," I told him. "I need to send my report to Admiral Simmons, and I'm curious to know if she's asked about the ship, or the mission."
"No, sir, that's never come up," Jim stated emphatically. "There's never been any mention of the mission details or the ship's operation. It's more like a... virtual booty call... than anything else."
"Alright," I said. "That's all I need. Keep me updated, if you would."
"Yes, sir," Jim said. "Is that all?"
"Yes, Jim, it is," I said. I put my report together and sent it to Alan through a secure comm link. I knew it would be a while before I received an answer, so I continued plotting the search pattern we would use once we reached the target zone. Three hours later, my desk console pinged.
"Captain, we received a secure comm from Star Fleet Command, sir," the duty comm officer informed me.
"Patch it to my ready room," I instructed.
"Yes, sir," the comm officer said. When the message showed on my board, I pressed play, and saw Alan's face on the large wall monitor in front of me.
"Captain Jones, I just reviewed your last communication," Alan said. "I must say that is an... interesting... development. I agree with your assessment, and I like the idea of using this... communication... as a way to home in on the anomaly. With regard to Commander Decker, I will leave it to your discretion. If Commander Jones says he's fit for duty, that's good enough for me. Just... don't take any unnecessary risks. Keep me informed. That is all for now. Admiral Simmons, out."
The communication ended, and I felt relieved. I really didn't think Alan would argue against my assessment of the situation, but halfway expected he would recommend I temporarily relieve Jim of duty - something that would've pained me to do. I wrapped up my work and headed for the bridge.
Sitting in my chair, I glanced at Jim and threw him a "thumbs-up" with a smile. He smiled back, and I could see the relief on his face. I just hoped I was doing the right thing. The first shift finally ended and I watched Jim leave with the crew for dinner. I stayed to catch up with the second shift before leaving.
I informed Kyra of Alan's communication to me that day, and she seemed relieved as well. She informed me that the communications engineers were hard at work developing something that could interface with the dream monitor, and hoped to have a working product in a day or two.
I had hoped they could've come up with something sooner, but Kyra reminded me that we weren't dealing with standard communications protocols, and they were working on something far outside their normal parameters. We ate and retired to the couch for an "evening" of music and hot chocolate to take our minds off the worries of the day before coming together in bed.
The following day, I went to the bridge, knowing this was the day we would reach the exclusion zone. After the morning briefing, Jim approached me and quietly informed me he had an even more lucid "dream" than the previous night.
"Which means we're getting closer," I said. "Alright, thanks for letting me know, Number One." I took my chair and observed the bridge crew as they worked. A couple of hours later, the navigator turned to me.
"ETA to objective, one hour, sir," he said.
"Very well. Helm, slow us down, take us out of warp," I instructed.
"Aye, aye, sir," the helmsman answered. I felt the deceleration and saw the shift in the rainbow effect through the front viewport. An hour later, I saw the shimmering metal of the pre-positioned supply and communication array Enterprise would use as a temporary base of operations. The helmsman expertly aligned the large vessel close to the array as the duty engineer took remote control of the other vessel.
Soon, arms swung out from the array and made contact with Enterprise. The gangplanks were pressurized and gravity applied so crews could walk and move supplies between the two vessels. I pressed a button on my console, activating my chair camera.
"All hands, this is the Captain. Stand by for mission briefing." The bridge crew turned to me as I informed the crew about the nature of our current mission. Other than my voice, one could hear a pin drop as everyone sat or stood silently, listening to what I had to say. I eventually completed my briefing and gave the crew a final word.
"I have no idea what... or who... we might find out here. This is all part of our mission - to go where no one has ever gone before. For all anyone knows, this could be a natural phenomenon peculiar to this area of space. That's what we're here to determine.
"So, from here on out, I need everyone to be on their toes. If you have any questions, please feel free to ask your station heads as they have already been briefed. Do not hesitate to report anything you feel is out of the ordinary.
"We will remain here for the next 36 hours while Engineering performs a complete system check. In the meantime, Logistics will restock our supplies. Enjoy the next 36 hours, folks. I have a feeling it will get interesting from here on. Captain Jones, out."
I pressed the button closing the connection and looked at the stunned faces of the bridge crew. This was something none of them had ever expected.
"Any questions?" I asked. One by one, they all indicated "no." I nodded my head before continuing. "We have work to do, folks. Get to it," I said.
...
To be continued...
Notes:
I had considered ending the story with this part, but as the story grew, I realized it would take at least one more part. So yes, there will be a part seven. What - or who - will Bill Jones and the Enterprise encounter?
The story about Obadiah Jones and the fate of Lone Pine comes from my ebook, "Justice Rides." To my knowledge, neither Lone Pine nor Hard Rock, Texas, exists...
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End of "Where No One Has Gone Before, Pt. 06"
"All hands, this is the Captain. Stand by for mission briefing." The bridge crew turned to me as I informed the crew about the nature of our current mission. Other than my voice, one could hear a pin drop as everyone sat or stood silently, listening to what I had to say. I eventually completed my briefing and gave the crew a final word.
"I have no idea what... or who... we might find out here. This is all part of our mission - to go where no one has ever gone before. For all anyone knows, this could be a natural phenomenon peculiar to this area of space. That's what we're here to determine.
"So, from here on out, I need everyone to be on their toes. If you have any questions, please feel free to ask your station heads as they have already been briefed. Do not hesitate to report anything you feel is out of the ordinary.
"We will remain here for the next 36 hours while Engineering performs a complete system check. In the meantime, Logistics will restock our supplies. Enjoy the next 36 hours, folks. I have a feeling it will get interesting from here on. Captain Jones, out."
I pressed the button closing the connection and looked at the stunned faces of the bridge crew. This was something none of them had ever expected.
"Any questions?" I asked. One by one, they all indicated "no." I nodded my head before continuing. "We have work to do, folks. Get to it," I said.
...
And now, "Where No One Has Gone Before, Pt. 07"
Thirty-six hours later:
With the Enterprise restocked and all systems inspected, we jumped to light speed. We were now following the search pattern I had devised based on the locations of the previous encounters with the sensor anomalies reported by other vessels in this sector.
I could tell Lt. Castle, our navigator, wasn't too thrilled with the prospect of changing course on a moment's notice, but he would simply have to deal with it. We were only traveling twice the speed of light, as I wanted to ensure we missed nothing in our search. Elizabeth Travers, our new Operations Officer, proved quite adept at her job and managed to increase our sensors' sensitivity and range.
Curious about the extra monitors now attached to her station, I asked her to show me her enhancements. Elizabeth gleefully showed me what she had done, and I was pretty impressed. With these new enhancements, she could monitor all the sensors better.
"Nice work, Commander," I told her, and I meant it.
"Thank you, sir," she responded with a big smile. I couldn't help but wonder what Bull would think of his niece if he could see her now, but I said nothing, knowing that was still a sore spot with her.
Kyra informed me that her work with the communications engineers had paid off. They were set to test the new equipment attached to the dream recorder Jim now used on a nightly basis. I wasn't concerned with the details of his nocturnal adventures with this dream woman - I figured that was his business.
But he confirmed that the "dreams" being transmitted to him continued to take place on a nightly basis, becoming more lucid with each passing day. I could also tell that he seemed to enjoy his "encounters" with whoever was occupying his sleep. He seemed to have a new spring in his step, and his overall mood had improved considerably.
Jim showed me the readout from the device the following day before our daily briefing. Not sure what I was seeing, I asked Lt. Commander Hastings, the comm chief, to explain the output.
"According to this, it seems the transmission is coming from a point 35 degrees off our starboard bow, at roughly seven degrees up on our Z-axis," he explained.
"Is there enough information here to triangulate the source of this transmission?" I asked.
"Unfortunately, no," the comm chief explained. "Maybe once we get more information, we might be able to triangulate it, but not right now."
"At least we have something to go on," I said. "Thanks." Using this information, I adjusted our course, hoping to get closer to whatever was sending the transmission while assuming the source of the transmission and the anomalies were the same. Lt. Castle frowned as I handed him the course adjustments but said nothing as he programmed the changes into the nav computer.
"Course correction entered, sir," he said when he finished.
"Make it so, Lieutenant," I ordered.
"Yes, sir," he replied. This cat-and-mouse game went on for eight days. Each morning, we looked at the results of Jim's tracking device and realized that whatever was sending these transmissions was also in motion, making it impossible to triangulate a set point in space. So we analyzed the results and adjusted our course accordingly. On the ninth day, we hit the jackpot.
"Captain, we've got something on our sensors," Elizabeth announced. Jim followed me to her station, and we looked at her monitors. There, on the edge of the sensors' range, was what looked like an empty black spot, following our course and speed. "It just showed up," she added.
"Comm, send a flash message to Star Fleet Headquarters, attention Admiral Simmons. Anomaly detected. Investigating," I called out. "Append current position, course, and velocity."
"Yes, sir," the comm officer responded.
"Navigator, adjust course. Five degrees starboard, two degrees north on the Z-axis."
"Adjusting course. Aye aye, sir," Lt. Castle said. We watched Elizabeth's monitors and saw the anomaly echo our movement. I decided to have a little fun with our shadow. "Navigator, adjust course. Four degrees port, three degrees south on Z-axis."
"Aye Aye, sir," Lt. Castle said. Again, we saw the anomaly echo our movements.
"Maybe it really is just a sensor shadow," Jim said as we watched.
"Let's find out, shall we?" I asked. "Helm, reduce speed to 1.5 light."
"Reducing speed, aye aye, sir," the helmsman replied. As we watched, the anomaly sped ahead of us.
"So much for it being an echo," Jim said.
"I agree," I told him. The anomaly continued to outpace us and had reached a point about two astronomical units ahead of us - about 186 million miles, or twice the distance from the Earth to the sun. Suddenly, it turned around, making a complete 180-degree turn. Now it was heading right for us.
"Helm, emergency stop," I commanded.
"Emergency stop. Aye aye, sir," the helmsman replied as his hands flew over his console. There was no time to warn the rest of the crew, and we all fought to keep from falling when the ship suddenly dropped out of warp. "Thrusters at station-keeping, sir."
"Bridge, this is Engineering. What the hell is going on up there?" I heard the chief engineer shout from my console. I got to my chair and replied.
"Stand by, Engineering," I said.
"Sir, look," Elizabeth shouted, pointing at the forward port. I saw a bright flash of light in the blackness of space. Before I could say more, we watched a large ship barreling toward us at breakneck speed, stopping just a few kilometers away.
"What the hell," Jim gasped.
"Weapons, stand by," I ordered.
"Standing by," the weapons officer replied.
"Sir, should we send a message to Houston?" the comm officer asked.
"You're kidding, right?" I asked sarcastically. "Sorry, that was uncalled for. Yes, send a flash message to Admiral Simmons. First contact. More to follow." I waited a few seconds for the message to get sent. "Monitor all frequencies, comm."
"Aye aye, sir."
"Well, it looks like we have the answer to the anomalies," I told Jim.
"Yes, it does," Jim said.
"Report, Number Two," I said, seeing Elizabeth scan the alien vessel in front of us.
"Sensors are detecting a field of some kind around the alien vessel, Captain," Elizabeth said.
"Captain, there's an incoming message from the alien vessel," the comm officer reported. I walked to the comm station and was surprised to see a video feed in the transmission. I was even more astonished at the image on the feed - an attractive blonde woman wearing only a sash across her chest and what looked like a utility belt. She was a dead ringer for the woman in Jim's genetic memory.
Next to the woman was a bushy plant with what looked like a dozen green penises on the end of their respective stalks. This looked like the plant we saw in Jim's genetic memory. I couldn't help but wonder: what the hell is this thing? As I watched, the plant appeared to operate a console with its branches.
"You should see this, Number One," I said. Jim stepped next to me and gasped when he saw the image.
"Mish," he quietly said.
"What?" I asked.
"That's her name. Mish. Short for Mishita." I tapped my wrist communicator.
"Commander Jones, report to the Captain's ready room immediately," I ordered.
"On my way," Kyra replied. I looked at Jim.
"Is this the woman in your dreams?" I asked.
"Yes, sir. It is," Jim answered.
"Well, at least now you know she's real," I said.
"Yes, very real," Jim said. Just then, Kyra entered the bridge and stepped next to me.
"That was fast," I remarked.
"I was dropping some things off in our quarters when you called," she explained. "What's going on?"
"Take a look," I told her, pointing at the monitor. She gasped when she saw the image, then looked at Jim, shocked. "Comm, send this to my ready room, then send a message to Admiral Simmons. Tell him first contact initiated."
"Yes sir," the comm officer replied.
"Commander Travers, you have the conn," I said as we headed for the ready room.
"Aye aye, sir," Elizabeth said as she took my station. We took our seats in the ready room and activated the large wall monitor. Instantly, we were confronted with the image of the nearly nude woman and the plant-being next to her.
I also noticed several other young, beautiful nude women and plant-beings working at stations in what was their equivalent of our bridge. No one seemed at all concerned about the open nudity. What the hell kind of a species is this?
"This is Captain William Jones of the USS Enterprise," I began, not knowing if the beings on the other ship could even understand my words. "Please identify yourselves and state your intent."
"I am Mishita, Senior Commander of the Imperial Gingravik Cruiser Tere. This is my second, Commander First Class Ra'al," the woman said in an accent I couldn't identify but sounded somewhat British. I was shocked that she could even speak our language and wondered how that was possible. "I assure you, Captain William Jones, our intentions are completely peaceful." The plant-being next to her shook his branches.
"It is a pleasure to meet you, Captain, and I fully concur with the Senior Commander," we heard in what sounded like a mechanical voice emanating from speakers embedded in the plant's cart.
"Thank you, Commander. It is a pleasure to meet you as well. This is our ship's counselor, Commander Kyra Jones," I said, pointing at my wife. "And my Executive Officer, Commander..."
"James Decker," Mishita said, finishing my introduction. "Yes, I know. I have anticipated this moment for a long time. It is... wonderful... to finally make contact."
"Oh? Can you explain that?" I asked.
"It is a... long... story, Captain," Mishita said. "Perhaps we can discuss it over a meal. I would consider it an honor if the three of you could join me here, on the Tere, to discuss this." This was not what I had anticipated, and I looked to my two companions as I considered the possibilities.
Perhaps this was an opportunity to make friends with an alien
race. Or it could be a trap. Mishita's following words surprised me.
"I assure you, Captain. This is not a trap. We have more in common than you know," she said. Like what?
"Very well, Senior Commander," I finally said. "When would you like to meet?"
"I think the sooner the better, as your people like to say," Mishita stated with a smile. "And there is no need to bring security. You are completely safe in our care." I considered her words for a moment before responding. This was a touchy situation.
If this turned out to be a trap, I would not be the only one in danger - it would also be my wife and two of my shipmates. And quite possibly the entire crew. After some consideration, I decided to take the risk - that was part of why we're out here.
"All right, Commander. We'll be on our way within the hour," I said, hoping she understood my meaning.
"I look forward to that, Captain," Mishita said with a wide smile. I couldn't help but notice her skin appeared somewhat flush. "I will instruct our crew to prepare the shuttle bay for your arrival. Your pilot will see it as you approach."
"Thank you," I said. "Enterprise out." With that, I ended the communication, then pinged the shuttle bay. "Prepare Shuttle One for launch in 45 minutes," I ordered.
"Aye aye, sir," the shuttle operations office crewman responded.
"What do you think?" I asked Jim and Kyra.
"Her command of the English language is impressive - and unexpected," Kyra said. "Are you sure this is wise?"
"No, not entirely," I said. "This is all quite new, and I'm flying by the seat of my pants, quite frankly. Call it a gut instinct, but I have a feeling this... Mishita... has a thing for our First Officer, and I doubt she would put him in harm's way. How are you feeling about all this, Jim?"
"I'm shocked that she really exists, Bill. I've seen her in my sleep every night for quite a while, but I never stopped to think that she was a real person."
"She's obviously quite real, Number One," I said, glancing at the monitor. "But she said some things that have me wondering... I need some answers. Hopefully, she'll provide them. Let's change into our dress uniforms then meet in the shuttle bay."
"Yes, sir," Jim said.
"Sweetheart, are you absolutely certain about all of this? I mean, you're wanting to go to that alien ship without knowing anything about them..." Kyra asked after Jim left.
"I'm not really certain, and it is a risk," I admitted. "But we won't know anything sitting here. C'mon, let's go get changed." We left the ready room, and I turned to Elizabeth. "Number Two, you have the conn. Keep a close eye on things. Commander Decker, Commander Jones, and I will be there for a while."
"You're going over there?" Elizabeth asked. "Are you sure that's safe?"
"100 percent? No. But we have to start somewhere. I'll check in once an hour just so you know we're okay. If I miss a check-in time, ping me. If we do run into trouble, I'll message you with a 911. Get the Marine detachment ready to roll, but I doubt they'll be necessary."
"Yes, sir," Elizabeth said.
"And for heaven's sake, please try not to start an interstellar war while I'm gone," I added with a wry smile.
"I'll do my best, sir," Elizabeth remarked. I left the bridge and met Kyra in our quarters, where I quickly changed into my dress uniform. We checked each other as always, then went to the shuttle bay, where we met Jim.
"Let's do this," I said. Jim entered the craft first, followed by Kyra. As the shuttle pilot completed his checklist, I stepped inside and took my seat. I strapped in as the shuttle crew closed the hatch, then watched as the craft gently lifted off and flew out of the bay.
"Any idea where we're landing over there, sir?" the pilot asked.
"I'm told you'll see an open hatch once we get there," I said. It felt strange seeing Enterprise nose-to-nose with an alien craft from the outside. I couldn't help but wonder how the old girl would stand up if the two ships came to blows, then shrugged off the thought with a shudder. The last thing I wanted to see was a fight - not here, in open space ten light years from Earth.
As we drew closer to the alien craft, we spotted a brightly lit rectangular opening. We realized that was the entrance to their shuttle bay.
"Think we can fit in there, Lieutenant?" I asked.
"Easily, sir," the pilot responded. We were inside the alien ship within minutes, and the shuttle settled on a large, lit circle. The door to the bay closed, and the pilot consulted his panel.
"The bay is pressurizing," he said. "Atmosphere and gravity is very similar to ours," he added with a raised eyebrow. I then realized that I had made a monumental screw-up by assuming the atmosphere on this ship would be safe for us. For all I knew, this ship could've been filled with acidic fumes that would kill us instantly. But it was safe for Mishita, so I figured it would also be safe for us.
I put that thought aside and made a mental note to consult with Alan about forming a protocol for first contact. Even with our technological advances, there was much we weren't prepared for.
As we looked out the shuttle's windows, we saw a woman enter the shuttle bay with a plant-being in a motorized cart. They were accompanied by two nude women carrying short staffs of some kind, and another naked woman followed behind them.
They stopped, and I knew that was our cue to exit the shuttle. I opened the door and stepped out first.
"Showtime," I said to Kyra and Jim. They looked at each other nervously, then stepped out. We approached the woman and her entourage, and I realized this was Mishita, and I assumed her alien first officer.
To my surprise, Mishita had donned what looked like a very short skirt - or rather, two short pieces of cloth covering her pubic area connected by a strap. She wore a sash, but this one was more ornate than I had seen before. Her small breasts were still uncovered, and I could see her nipples were hard and erect.
"Commander Mishita, it is a pleasure to meet you in person," I said as we stopped before them. She smiled, and a hint of a blush came to her cheeks.
"Captain Jones, welcome to the IGS Tere," Mishita said. "Please accept my apologies for my appearance. I normally work in my natural state, but my superiors suggested I adopt a minimal covering so as not to distract you."
"No apologies are necessary, Commander," I said. "Let me present Commander Jim Decker, and Commander Kyra Jones," I said, motioning to the two officers with me. Mishita smiled as she approached Jim.
"Commander Decker. May I call you Jim?" she asked.
"Of course," Jim said.
"Thank you. And please call me Mish. You look so... handsome... in that covering. I forgot how titillating it can be to imagine what lies beneath all that... material."



"Thank you," Jim said. "And may I say you look quite... good... yourself?"
"You may," Mishita said, kissing him on the cheek. She stepped back and looked at me before speaking. "You remember my second, Commander Ra'al," she said, motioning to the plant-being.
"Yes, of course," I said. "It is a pleasure to meet you in... person... Commander." I thought I detected the hint of a smile in the way Ra'al's leaves shifted.
"And a pleasure to meet you. You are the first humanoid from Earth I have encountered. Please pardon me for not reaching out, but my leaves emit a dew that would be... detrimental... to your covering," he said, his voice emanating from speakers in his cart.
"That is one of the reasons we prefer to work in our natural state," Mishita said. "Will your pilot be joining us?"
"No, Commander," I said. "He has duties to attend while we meet."
"I understand. We have a designated companion if you feel he requires some... company," Mishita said. Designated companion? What the hell is that? I kept my thoughts to myself.
"That won't be necessary, but thank you for the offer," I said, smiling.
"Very well, but please let me know if you change your mind," Mishita said. "Please, join me." She turned, and we followed her and her entourage to a lift. When we got inside, I noticed one of the females with her had a strange green tattoo between her breasts, and I made a note to ask about that.
"Commander's quarters," Mishita commanded. Suddenly, the lift moved - first up, then laterally. I could detect the change in direction and wondered where we were headed. Finally, the lift stopped, and the doors opened.
We walked into a spacious, well-appointed room. I saw a portrait on one wall of a nude blonde woman sitting next to a bushy plant with a dozen enormous penis-like appendages. I had seen her image before, in one of the genetic memories Kyra had retrieved from Jim's father. Mishita noticed where I was looking.
"That is Queen Tere, the woman this vessel was named after," Mishita said. "The Gingravik next to her was her loyal and beloved consort, Lord Bernard. All of the humanoids on this ship owe their existence to her. As well as all the humanoid beings in the Empire."
"You speak of them in the past tense, Commander," I observed.
"Yes. They lived in harmony for many years and produced many offspring. She died not long ago, and her consort followed her. She was beloved by everyone, human and Gingravik alike, and her image spawned millions of erections across the Empire," Mishita said. "I can only hope to be half the woman she was."
"She was the epitome of human femininity," Ra'al added as he wheeled beside us. "We have hope because of her, and her image continues to produce multiple ejaculations. She was the one who proved that Gingravik and humans could live and work together in peace and lasting harmony. She will always be honored in our memory, along with Marsook the Magnificent."
"I see," I said quietly. I had no idea who or what this Marsook was, and I was curious to learn more about this Tere woman. And what was this about erections and multiple ejaculations? What kind of a society is this? I kept my thoughts to myself, though, not wanting to offend our hosts. I saw a green mark between Tere's breasts, similar to one I had seen on one of the women who escorted us to Mishita's quarters.
"What is that?" I asked, pointing at the mark. "I saw that on one of the other women earlier."
"That is her mating mark," Ra'al explained. "Do Earthlings not mate?"
"Yes we do, but we usually wear rings, like these," I said, holding up my left hand.
"Rings can be removed at will, Captain," Mishita said. "The mating mark cannot. It also holds a genetic sample of the wearer's mate."
"Interesting," I said. "What happens if they divorce?"
"Divorce?" Ra'al asked. "I am not familiar with that term."
"It's when a married couple splits up," I said.
"That does not happen in Gingravik culture, Captain," Mishita said. "Once we mate, it is for life."
"I see," I told her. "And she was... mated... to this Lord Bernard for life?"
"Yes, she was," Ra'al said. "Their story is a testament of true love that transcends space, time, and the line between species. They never knew how much their love inspired our people. It is a shame she never got to leave her native Earth," Ra'al added quietly.
"She was from Earth?" I asked, surprised.
"Yes," Mishita answered. "She was the Queen Mother of the Gingravik Prefect of Earth for more than 80 years. She founded it in the early part of your 21st century, and dedicated her life to the Gingravik cause."
"I've never heard of this Gingravik Prefect of Earth," I said. "Where was it located?"
"It still exists," Mishita said. "But it has remained hidden from prying eyes since the war. And I am not at liberty to disclose its location."
"War? What war?" I asked, totally confused.
"In the early part of your 21st century, one of your major powers embarked on a war of conquest against one of its neighbors, threatening your planet with nuclear annihilation. At the opening of that war, this power took Queen Tere and her contingent captive. She told them who she was and explained that she was on a mission of peace aboard an unarmed neutral vessel, but they didn't believe her.
"They threatened her and her contingent with all manner of vile things, including rape and murder. But she stood firm against them and rebuffed their filthy advances.
"Squads of D'o'wr were dispatched, augmented by Lord Bernard and a hybrid named Jake. They rescued the Queen and the others with her. Vessels were dispatched to deal with this power, and they were able to stop the war and put the madman responsible for it on trial for interstellar war crimes.
"He was convicted, then returned to his native land, where he spent the rest of his miserable life behind bars in the worst prison his country ran. The Queen was recognized for her valor, and Jake was named a Hero of the Gingravik Empire, the first to be so designated in many of your years.
"Sometime after the war, the High Council classified the incident, and the Prefect went into hiding, choosing to never again interfere with the affairs of humanity. They have spent the last ninety of your years working to improve the Gingravik race while observing human events, hoping for the day when our species could once again come together in mutual understanding," Mishita explained.
"But I don't understand something," I stated. "If this Prefect went into hiding, how did you come to be... here?"
"At the end of that war, 25 female human embryos were placed on one of the ships dispatched to Earth, along with a contingent of 'matrons' who would look after them. They brought those embryos to the home world, where they were incubated and allowed to grow unimpeded by the problems facing your planet.
"My grandmother was one of those 25 embryos. And, I am told, she was a direct descendant of Queen Tere and Lord Bernard. From what I have been told, they were quite... active... throughout their relationship, which lasted until their death," Mishita said. I saw a slight familial resemblance between Mishita and the woman in the portrait.
"So how long have the Gingravik known about Earth?" I asked.
"A long time. The Gingravik have known about the human race for about 600 of your years now," Mishita replied. 600 years? I felt like I could be knocked over with a feather. "Ah, our meal has arrived. Please, join me at the table."
"I must return to my post now, Commander," Ra'al said. "With your permission, of course."
"Of course, Ra'al," Mishita said. "Please report if you need anything."
"Yes, I will. Captain, it has been an honor to meet you."
"And you as well, Commander," I said. Realizing it was nearly time to check in with Elizabeth, I excused myself. "I need to check in with my ship," I told Mishita.
"Of course, Captain," she said, pressing a button on her wristband. "The channel is open for you."
"Thank you," I told her as I pinged Elizabeth.
"Enterprise, Commander Travers speaking," she said.
"Captain Jones, Number Two. Just checking in. Everything is fine. We're preparing to eat now."
"Enjoy your meal, Captain," Elizabeth said.
"We will, thanks. What's your status?"
"All systems green so far. Nothing to report," she said.
"Very well. I'll check back in an hour. Captain Jones out."
"Enterprise out," Elizabeth responded, closing the channel.
I watched as Ra'al turned in his cart and left Mishita's quarters, then joined her, Kyra, and Jim at the large table. We waited for her to sit before taking our places, and I considered the food placed before me. It smelled delicious, and I saw what appeared to be tiny shrimp in some kind of sauce.
"This looks good," I said.
"Thank you," Mishita said. "These crustaceans are native to the home world. The humans there consume them in great quantities, and when ground and mixed with nitrogen, the shells provide an excellent fertilizer for the Gingravik soil."
"Everybody wins," I replied.
"Yes, they do," Mishita responded. We talked as we consumed the meal, which I found quite tasty.
"I must say, Commander, I am quite impressed with your knowledge of our history and your command of our language. You say these Gingravik have been watching us for six centuries? How come we're just now hearing about this?"
"Captain, please understand something. Not only do the Gingravik have a superior libido, they have a superior intellect. No offense. They were crossing interstellar space while humans were bobbing around on the ocean in rickety wooden boats," Mishita said. "They saw promise in the human race. And... they were more than taken with the human female form."
"Oh? And why would they be interested in human females?" I asked.
"A long time ago, the Gingravik home world was attacked by a hideous species known as the H't'quiy. They unleashed a devastating disease that nearly wiped out the female of the Gingravik species. They managed to struggle but soon realized that the Gingravik race would cease to exist unless something drastic was done.
"So, Empress Tere - not to be confused with the Queen Mother - launched waves of spores into space to find other species the Gingravik could... partner... with. Perhaps even mate with. They had varying degrees of success but could not find a species they felt totally comfortable with - one they thought would be most compatible. Both physically and philosophically. Until they happened upon Earth.
"They watched Earth from orbit for centuries, learning as much as possible. In the process, they became enamored with the human female. It was a combination of beauty, form, and strength that won their hearts, so to speak. Finally, they felt it was time to attempt a successful mating. That took many years, but it finally happened. It marked a turning point when the Queen Mother bore Lord Bernard's offspring.
"They successfully merged Gingravik and human technology, and with the Queen Mother's leadership, built a substantial Gingravik community on Earth. When their community outgrew their original facility, they relocated to what is now known as the Prefect," Mishita said.
"Why not approach the United Nations?" Jim asked, taking the words out of my mouth.
"They did," Mishita said. "It was at the height of a pandemic. The United Nations sent delegates to the Prefect to meet with Queen Tere and her ambassador. But nothing of any real use came from the meeting." Kyra turned to Jim.
"Your great-grandmother was a diplomat with the United Nations," she said. "Assigned to an undisclosed location on a classified mission." Kyra turned back to Mishita. "Is it possible she was one of those assigned to the Prefect?"
"It is quite possible," Mishita said. Kyra pulled her mobile comm device from an inside pocket and showed Mishita a photo drawn from Jim's genetic memory. Mishita looked at it closely before responding. "I have never been to the Prefect of Earth, but I have seen pictures. That does look a lot like what I have seen. And those appear to be Gingravik sex organs."
"So, those appendages ARE sex organs?" I asked. Mishita chuckled at that.
"Yes, Captain. I'm sure you're aware that not everyone keeps their genitals in the same place. How did you get that picture?" she asked Kyra.
"This was embedded in Jim's genetic material," Kyra told her.
"So, you can read genetic memories now," Mishita said.
"It's experimental at the moment, but yes," Kyra answered.
"Our scientists have been doing this for quite a while now," Mishita told her.
"There's one other thing I'd like to show you," Kyra said, running her hands over her portable comm device. "If you don't mind, Jim," she added, looking at Jim.
"Not at all," Jim replied. Kyra found what she was looking for - the picture of the woman she saw in Jim's DNA - and showed it to Mishita.
"Oh, my," Mishita gasped, her eyes growing wide. "This is... me."
"Yes," Kyra said.
"I have something I should show you as well," Mishita said, getting up from the table. She returned a few moments later with a thin pad which she handed to Kyra. Kyra looked at the photo, then handed it to Jim. His shock was evident, and I could see the image of a nude male from the waist up - the face was clearly Jim.
"How is this possible?" Jim asked.
"Our scientists are still trying to understand, but they believe it has to do with our combined genetic material. Something about how Gingravik DNA unlocks something within human DNA. I don't understand it all myself. I look at that picture when I lay down to rest and use it to control my dream state. It helps me find... release," Mishita said. I looked at Jim and saw the shock on his face. I spoke up before he could say anything.
"Commander Decker has been receiving transmissions that somehow block his normal dream state. In short, he dreams of you. Are you responsible for that?" I asked. Mishita's hand went to her mouth in shock.
"I was told something like that could possibly happen, but I couldn't believe it. I... felt... Jim's presence and thought of him whenever I took a rest break. I had no idea... Please accept my apologies. It's just... When I think of him, I feel an overwhelming urge to be with him, to..."
"We were light years away when he first began to receive these... dreams," I said. "They got stronger as we got closer to this sector of space. In fact, we used those transmissions as a tool to find you. Were you aware your dreams were being transmitted to him?"
"I had no idea," Mishita said.
"Any idea how something like that could happen?" I asked.
"There is a bond between Gingravik mates that is literally unbreakable. It has to do with their DNA. When they are mated, they are infused with a sample of their mate's DNA, basically marking them for life. With that mark, they are incapable of having intercourse with any other being. They also have a... connection to each other... that others cannot break or understand. Perhaps that has something to do with it," Mishita said.
"That makes about as much sense as anything else," Kyra said.
"But that assumes Jim carries Gingravik DNA," I added. "Is that what you're telling us, Commander?" I asked Mishita. She thought for a moment, then nodded her head.
"Yes, Captain, he carries Gingravik DNA, as do I," she said. "That picture from his genetic memory pretty much proves it. And it would explain my irresistible attraction to him." And I thought it would explain the strange findings in Jim's genetic tests. I looked at Jim before continuing.
"Do you feel the same attraction toward the Commander, Jim?" I asked.
"Yes, Captain, I do," Jim said without hesitation.
"Well, Kyra, it seems that's one puzzle solved," I said. "But there's a couple of other puzzles we need answers to."
"What are those?" Mishita asked.
"We have received reports of... anomalies... in this sector of space. That's why we were sent here - to investigate those incidents and try to understand what they are. We've also intercepted transmissions from this area to Earth. What can you tell us about those?"
"Again, you are correct, Captain," Mishita said. "Like you, I have a mission to carry out. My mission, simply put, is to limit access to this area of space, preferably without direct confrontation."
"And why would you want to limit access to this area of space?" I asked. Mishita thought for a moment before answering.
"There is a species indigenous to this area that is quite dangerous," she said.
"Dangerous? How?" I asked.
"They are... sexual omnivores with unique mental abilities," Mishita said. "We call them the Darnok. And anyone within two periods - what you define as half a parsec - is in danger." Half a parsec? That's equivalent to 1.63 light-years, I thought.
"And you're here to make sure other vessels stay away from these Darnok creatures?" I asked.
"Yes. At least until our scientists can develop a means of protection from their mind-waves."
"How close are you to doing that?" I asked.
"They have developed a prototype, but it hasn't been tested completely. To do that, we would need to get within range," Mishita said.
"And then what?" I asked.
"We... have yet to plan that out. We had hoped to acquire some D'o'wr, but that would mean somehow sneaking them past your planetary defenses," she said.
"These... what do you call them? Dower? What are they?"
"D'o'wr," Mishita corrected me. "They are analogous to your special force operators. They, like Jim and myself, are part Gingravik, and they are specifically trained for this type of operation. But they are only found on Earth. The Empire did not see fit to bring any back from Earth when they had the chance. I don't know why."
"Wonderful," I said with an exasperated sigh. I guess Earth doesn't have a monopoly on political stupidity.
"You're not considering," Jim started before I cut him off with a raised hand.
"I'll need to report to my superiors. That will take some time. Would you be willing to provide whatever information you have on these Darnok?" I asked.
"Of course, Captain," Mishita said. "And please understand. We are not a militaristic race. We can defend ourselves, but offensive military actions are foreign to the Gingravik."
"I understand," I replied. We finished our meals, and I felt a bit... amorous. Perhaps it was the seafood, which tasted a lot like shrimp. Between that and Mishita's abbreviated "uniform" with bare breasts on full display, I fought the urge to rip Kyra's uniform off and take her right at the table. I suspected both Jim and Kyra felt the same way, and the slight blush on Kyra's face indicated that she, too, was feeling something.
"Captain, how long do you think it will be before you hear back from your Star Fleet Command?" Mishita asked.
"Give me about four to eight hours," I told her. "I have to put my report together, send it, and wait to hear back. Why?"
"With your permission, I would like Commander Decker to stay with me for a while. At least until you get an answer," Mishita said. I saw the flushed look on her face and suspected she fancied some private alone time with my Number One. Seeing the look of anticipation on Jim's face told me everything I needed to know.
"I don't see why not," I told her. "I would like you to check in periodically, Number One. Just to let me know that you're okay."
"Yes, sir," Jim said all too eagerly.
"In fact, why don't you spend the night? That is, if the Commander can stand to have you around," I joked. Mishita's face broke out in a huge grin.
"I would love that, Captain," she said. "I'll see to it he returns on time."
"I appreciate that. Report to my ready room at 0800, Number One."
"Yes, sir," Jim said with a smile. Mishita handed me a thin tablet.



"Everything we have on the Darnok is here, Captain," she said. "I've enabled the auto-translate so you should have no problem reading it."
"Thank you," I told her. Mishita stood up from the table, walked away, and returned with a bottle of dark liquid and a small jar.
"And this is a token of what I hope will be a long and prosperous partnership between our peoples, Captain," Mishita said. "I would suggest not drinking very much at one time," she added with a slight smile. She handed the jar to Kyra. "This is a cream made from dew collected from Gingravik leaves. It does wonders for the skin. I think you'll appreciate it."
"Thank you," Kyra said. I echoed her comment.
"I'll escort you back to the shuttle bay, Captain. Unless there is something more we need to discuss," Mishita said.
"There are a lot of things we need to discuss. But they can wait until later," I said. We left her cabin and went back to the shuttle bay. I spotted several of Mishita's crew warily looking at us on the way back.
"Captain, it has been a pleasure meeting you," Mishita said when we reached the shuttle. "The Gingravik have long sought a lasting partnership with Earth, and I truly hope we can make it work."
"As do I, Senior Commander," I said. "It has been a pleasure meeting you as well. I hope we can build a lasting relationship as well. Please, look after my executive officer," I added jokingly. "I'd like to have him back in one piece."
"I most certainly will, Captain," she said as Jim smiled.
"0800, Number One," I said, looking at Jim.
"I'll be there, Captain," he responded as we shook hands. "Thank you." Kyra entered the shuttle, and I followed. We strapped ourselves in and left the Tere.
"Are you certain you're doing the right thing by letting Jim stay?" Kyra asked.
"I think so," I replied. "I hope so." I turned my attention to the pilot. "I hope we didn't keep you waiting too long, Lieutenant."
"No sir, not at all," the pilot said. "Besides, I got quite a show."
"Yes, they are a bit different, aren't they?"
"Yes, sir."
"Just think, Lieutenant. One day, you can tell your children you were the first pilot to land on an alien spacecraft," I said. I pinged Elizabeth on my wrist communicator when we returned to Enterprise.
"Commander Travers," she responded.
"Commander Jones and I have returned, Commander. Commander Decker is still aboard the alien craft. I will relieve you in about three hours. What's our status?"
"All systems green, sir," Elizabeth replied. "Nothing new to report. I'll see you in three hours." We returned to our quarters and got out of our dress uniforms. Standing in my boxers and t-shirt, I looked at Kyra and felt an irresistible urge to take her where she stood. She looked back at me, and I could tell she felt the same.
The next thing I knew, we were both naked, wrapped in each other's arms and legs on the bed. I savored Kyra's soft body like a man who hadn't eaten in days, and I couldn't get enough of her. No words were spoken as we devoured each other - only moans and grunts of sexual desire.
I loved giving her orgasms with my tongue and dove into her with vigor as she took my raging manhood deep down her throat. Soon, we were fucking like newlyweds, her feet tightly locked behind my back as I drove balls-deep into her warm, wet womanhood. I never wanted this to end, but it did, with explosive orgasms that seemed to originate from the very core of our beings.
"Aaaaagggghhhh," Kyra moaned as I erupted inside her. Her fingernails raked my back as her orgasm hit. We finally caught our breath and lay on the bed in each other's arms.
"Where did that come from?" I asked. Kyra laughed at that.
"Maybe it was something we ate," she quipped. "I've got to get the recipe for that meal." I laughed back. "What do you think Jim is doing right now?"
"I suspect he's doing what we just did," I said. We turned and looked deep into each other's eyes. At that moment, Kyra seemed more beautiful than I could ever remember.
"I love you so much, my husband," Kyra whispered as she rubbed her nose against mine.
"And I love you more, my wonderful wife," I told her. We kissed each other deeply, then closed
our eyes and basked in the afterglow of our lovemaking. I woke up an hour later, kissed my wife awake, then got out of bed.
"Do you have to go?" Kyra asked in a pleading voice.
"I promised Commander Travers I'd relieve her, and I have to prepare my report for Admiral Simmons. Personally, I'd rather stay right here with you, but I have work to do."
"All right, I'll let it pass this time," Kyra said as she snuggled under the covers. I went to the head, showered, shaved, then got dressed in my flight suit. Kyra met me at the door, naked when I left. We kissed each other as I ran my hand over her soft skin.
"Hurry back, sweetheart," she said when we broke our kiss.
"I will," I told her before leaving. Elizabeth stood when I entered the bridge. "Status, Number Two?"
"All systems nominal, sir," she said. "Engineering is using this time to do some maintenance."
"Good," I replied.
"Where's Commander Decker?"
"He's.. uh... doing some follow-up work with our new friends," I said.
"Follow-up?"
"Yes," I said, hoping she would drop the subject.
"Uh huh," Elizabeth said, apparently not convinced. "Tell me, sir, what was it like over there?"
"It was... different, Commander. Quite... different."
"Do you think that we could be friends with them?"
"I think it's quite possible, Commander. They're really not THAT much different from us. We seem to have more in common than I originally thought."
"I never thought we would actually come in contact with an alien species," Elizabeth mused.
"When you think about it, Commander, it was inevitable," I told her.
"Yes, sir," she said before taking her station.
"Have you eaten yet?" I asked. We had been on the Tere for quite a while, and I wondered if she had taken a lunch break.
"No sir, I was waiting for you to return."
"Well, your shift is nearly up. Why don't you call in the second shift operator and take off a bit early, grab something to eat?"
"That sounds good, sir. Thank you," she said, reaching for her communicator. I sat in my chair and looked at the tablet Mishita had given me. The screen lit up when I touched the faceplate, and I watched the "desktop" adjust itself to my language. When it finished, I began reading the first of several reports.
From what I could gather, the Darnok lived on a planet orbiting a red dwarf star the Gingravik designated "System T-107." The system itself was in the approximate center of what Star Fleet had designated a no-fly zone. I saw a somewhat grainy image of a Darnok and was instantly horrified.
The creature had a large bulbous head reminiscent of an octopus. Several long tentacles emanated from the head, with many sporting a large phallic appendage at the end. Several smaller tentacles were interspersed with the thicker ones. The creature appeared to be coated with some kind of slimy substance.
From the reports, I gathered that the Darnok first came to the Gingravik's attention a few years back when they lost an entire ship and all hands. Crew members, both human and Gingravik, reported headaches, hallucinations, and uncharacteristic behavior. The report didn't specify the "behavior," but it was apparently enough to cause the ship to crash through the planet's thin atmosphere.
The native Gingravik died before the ship's crash on the rocky surface due to a "rapid and systemwide cellular degeneration" of their brain tissue. I gathered that meant their brains had basically melted. The surviving humans tried to fight the Darnok but were unsuccessful.
From the photos taken by the ship's remaining surveillance cameras and sensors, it appeared that all of the humans were sexually molested and dismembered while still alive and consumed. All that remained were a few bones. I shivered as I read the report and looked at the photos, which had been remotely retrieved by the Tere.
Curious, I fired up my computer and logged into the Fleet's archive, where I found the logs from two ships that had reported the anomalies, the Constitution and the Voyager. According to the records, both ships passed within 1.6 light-years of T-107. Medical logs from both vessels reported severe headaches and migraines from several crew members. There were no reports of hallucinations, however.
Collating my data and thoughts, I wrote my report to Admiral Simmons, attaching the Gingravik report, which, to my utter amazement, had been left entirely open and available for me to copy as I saw fit.
I also referenced logs from the two interstellar vessels that had reported the anomalies, which I now knew were caused by the Tere to keep the area clear of traffic. By the time I finished, the second shift had arrived, and the duty conn officer, Senior Lieutenant Sandra Connors, was patiently waiting for me to vacate my chair.
"The conn is yours, Lieutenant Connors," I said, standing up so she could take her seat.
"Aye aye, sir," she said, taking her seat.
"I'll be in my ready room if you need anything, Lieutenant. It should be a quiet shift. Engineering is doing some maintenance while we're here."
"Yes, sir," she said. A germ of an idea began to form in my mind as I went into my ready room and poured a cup of coffee. As I read the Gingravik report Mishita had given me, something Dad told me about engineers making things scientists dream up a reality kept coming to mind. I tapped my wrist communicator and pinged Jim, hoping he wasn't too occupied with taking my call.
"Decker," Jim said when he answered my call. I could tell he had been... busy. His face was flush, with rivulets of sweat working down his forehead, and his hair was messed up.
"Commander, I hope I haven't interrupted anything important. How is your... diplomatic mission... coming along?"
"We've, uh, made several important breakthroughs, Captain," Jim replied with a knowing smile.
"I'm happy to hear that, Number One. I'd like to speak with the Senior Commander. If she's available, that is," I said. I saw Mishita's face appear on the screen and noticed that her hair was just as disheveled as Jim's. I also observed a whitish blob on her cheek. I cleared my throat as I ran my hand over my cheek, hoping she would catch my clue.
"I... apologize," she said, wiping her cheek with what looked like a tissue of some sort.
"That's alright, Commander," I said.
"What can I do for you, Captain?" she asked.
"I was wondering if you could bring the scientist working on the, uh, protection device, when you return with Jim? I have an idea and I'd appreciate it if you and your scientist could interface with our engineering and medical specialists," I said.
"Are you... sure... about that Captain?" she asked.
"Why does everybody keep asking me that question?" I asked rhetorically. "Of course I'm sure. That's why I mentioned it."
"Of course, Captain," Mishita said, seeing the possibility of a human-Gingravik partnership.
"Good," I said. "Just do me a favor, please. When you arrive, please cover yourself."
"Does our nudity offend you, Captain?" she asked, seemingly hurt.
"Not at all. But it can be a bit of a distraction, since it's not our societal norm. And I need my people to focus on our mutual problem," I told her.
"I... understand, Captain," she said. "You should know the senior scientist working the problem is a native Gingravik. Will that be a problem?"
"No, at least not to me. If it bothers anyone else, I'll have Jim kick their ass. Good enough?" Mishita looked confused, then glanced at Jim, who barely contained his laughter. She finally got the joke and smiled as she nodded her head.
"Um, yes, Captain. That will be good enough," she said.
"Good. Besides, it's about time our people learned who you folks are and start getting them used to the idea that we're not the only intelligent species in the universe."
"I couldn't agree more, Captain," Mishita said.
"Then I'll see you in the morning. Carry on!"
"Aye aye, sir," Jim declared, tossing a sloppy salute. I smiled back and ended the connection. I pinged Marco, who immediately answered.
"Lt. Ruiz," he said, looking into his communicator.
"Lieutenant, I need you to join us for the morning briefing, 0800 tomorrow," I said.
"I'll be there, sir," he said.
"Good. Carry on, Lieutenant." We ended the call, and I read more of the Gingravik report on the Darnok. As I saw it, there were only two ways they could be dealt with, and both were fraught with danger. After a couple of hours, I shut the pad down, then left the ready room. The second shift comm officer stopped me before I left the bridge.
"Sir, Admiral Simmons has scheduled a secure point-to-point conference with you at 0630 tomorrow morning," she said. So, he's seen my report, I thought.
"Very well, Lieutenant. Thank you." The duty conn officer turned around as I spoke. "I'm calling it a day, Lieutenant. I'll be in my quarters if you need anything."
"Yes, sir," Sandra said. I looked around and left the bridge, my mind filled with disturbing images from the Gingravik report. I tried to push them out of my mind, replacing the pictures with thoughts of my lovely naked bride...
Tonight, I would focus all my attention on Kyra. Tomorrow would be the start of a new series of challenges, I thought.
...
To be continued...
Notes: I had originally planned to end this particular mission with this entry, but decided to stretch it through at least one more part. So yes, there will be a part eight...
Parts of this story reference the seventh entry of my "Plant" series. You can find the link to that in my profile.
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End of "Where No One Has Gone Before, Pt. 07"
"Does our nudity offend you, Captain?" she asked, seemingly hurt.
"Not at all. But it can be a bit of a distraction. And I need my people to focus on our mutual problem," I told her.
"I... understand, Captain," she said. "You should know the senior scientist working the problem is a native Gingravik. Will that be a problem?"
"No, at least not to me. If it bothers anyone else, I'll have Jim kick their ass. Good enough?" Mishita looked confused, then glanced at Jim, who barely contained his laughter. She finally got the joke and smiled as she nodded her head.
"Um, yes, Captain. That will be good enough," she said.
"Good. Besides, it's about time our people learned who you folks are and start getting them used to the idea that we're not the only intelligent species in the universe."
"I couldn't agree more, Captain," Mishita said.
"Then I'll see you in the morning. Carry on!"
"Aye aye, sir," Jim declared, tossing a sloppy salute. I smiled back and ended the connection. I pinged Marco, who immediately answered.
"Lt. Ruiz," he said, looking into his communicator.
"Lieutenant, I need you to join us for the morning briefing, 0800 tomorrow," I said.
"I'll be there, sir," he said.
"Good. Carry on, Lieutenant." We ended the call, and I read more of the Gingravik report on the Darnok. As I saw it, there were only two ways they could be dealt with, and both were fraught with danger. After a couple of hours, I shut the pad down, then left the ready room. The second shift comm officer stopped me before I left the bridge.
"Sir, Admiral Simmons has scheduled a secure point-to-point conference with you at 0630 tomorrow morning," she said. So, he's seen my report, I thought.
"Very well, Lieutenant. Thank you." The duty conn officer turned around as I spoke. "I'm calling it a day, Lieutenant. I'll be in my quarters if you need anything."
"Yes, sir," Sandra said. I looked around and left the bridge, my mind filled with disturbing images from the Gingravik report. I tried to push them out of my mind, replacing the pictures with thoughts of my lovely naked bride...
Tonight, I would focus all my attention on Kyra. Tomorrow would be the start of a new series of challenges, I thought.
...
And now, "Where No One Has Gone Before, Pt. 08"
I walked onto the bridge at 0545 the following morning and was intercepted by the duty communications officer.
"Sir, Admiral Simmons has sent a secure video message, and he is preparing the secure comm now. There's maybe a five to seven minute window," the lieutenant said.
"Thank you, Lieutenant," I said. "Pipe it on into my ready room, if you would, please."
"Yes, sir," the young lieutenant said. I went into my ready room, closed the hatch, and poured a cup of fresh hot coffee from the dispenser, choosing one of the caramel-flavored coffee pods. I savored the hot brew as I took my first morning sip. As I sat down, my wrist communicator pinged, and I looked and saw it was Jim.
"Good morning, Number One. I trust you had a restful night," I joked.
"Very restful, sir," Jim replied, and even through the small screen, I could see the blush. I imagine he must have some unique and detailed... insights... into the civilization which had sent the Tere into interstellar space. I would probably need to ask Kyra about tactful ways to inquire about that interaction, as it might set the tone for all future relations.
"I'm just calling to let you know we're preparing to leave the Tere now, and should be on the Enterprise before long," Jim added. "I need to shower and change into my flight suit before reporting to the bridge. And I could use some breakfast."
"That would be a good idea, Number One. The omelets are exceptional this morning. As always," I told him.
"Good. Maybe I'll have one delivered to my quarters. By the way, Mishita and their head scientist, K'ew, are coming as well. They seem open to working with us, and they're bringing one of their prototypes for the engineers to study."
"So, it sounds like you had a fruitful visit over there," I said. "Good. I look forward to seeing you. I have a secure comm coming in, so I'd better get to it. Thank you for checking in."
"My pleasure, sir, and thank you for the liberty," Jim said. We ended the comm, and I saw the notification on my desk computer that the secure link with Star Fleet Command was being initiated. I pressed my thumb to the identification plate so it could read my print and waited for the connection to clear.
"Good morning, Bill," Alan said when the video cleared up.
"Good morning, Admiral."
"I read your report, and I must say, it was quite... comprehensive," Alan said.
"Thank you, sir."
"Listen, Bill. I'd love to shoot the breeze with you over all this, but unfortunately, we don't have much time, so I'll get right to it. Senator Jacoby has been riding my ass ever since you entered the exclusion zone. He's pressuring me to open that space up," Alan said.
"Does he know it's not safe for human travel?"
"I told him. I even showed him some of the pictures you sent with your report. But he's adamant. He wants that area opened up immediately if not sooner."
"Why?" I asked.
"He claims it's vital for shipping and travel."
"That doesn't make any sense, Admiral. We've just started exploring this area of space. And the ships that have been here have already been affected."
"I know, Bill. But it's not my job to question the Senator's motives, Captain. Privately, I agree with you. Bottom line - do you feel you can trust these Gingravik?"
"Yes, sir, I believe I can. So far, they've been very forthcoming with information. In fact, their commander and one of their top scientists are coming to the Enterprise to speak with my staff," I said.
"Really? That is remarkable. What are your impressions of these people?"
"They're not what one might think an extraterrestrial being might look like, that's for sure. And I still have some pressing questions." I had been wrestling with yesterday's casual revelation that our fellow star travelers had taken 24 female human embryos from Earth and that human females were viewed as prime, prized mates for this alien species.
Granted, they were quite... civilized, highly advanced, and more progressive from my point of view. And they seemed to hold this Queen Tere - a human female mated to one of their own - in very high regard. Still, I had no idea how my crew might view all that or even what I thought about it.
"I can understand that. I've addressed some of those in the message I sent you earlier." The video glitched for a moment, and I knew the window was about to close. So did Alan. "We're about to lose our window, Captain. Do what you need to do. I'm giving you a lot of latitude in this. Solve this problem so I can open that sector back up, as soon as possible. Keep me informed."
"Yes, sir," I replied as the video glitched again.
"Admiral Simmons, out." The feed cut, and I found myself staring at a blank monitor. What the hell did Jacoby mean by this area is vital for shipping? I sensed there was something neither Alan nor I were being told, but I probably wouldn't get an answer out here. I warmed up my coffee and brought up Alan's previous secure communication.
"Good morning, Bill," Alan said in the video communication. "I just finished your latest report, and I must say I am just a bit overwhelmed. It goes without saying that the age-old question of whether or not we're alone in the universe has been answered.
"Of course, I always suspected we might encounter an alien species at some point, but I never expected anything like this. It's rather fortuitous that you were able to establish communication so quickly. I'm reminded of something I once read - 'Beginnings are such delicate times.'
"I was particularly interested in the claim that 25 female human embryos were taken from Earth some 90 years ago. Based on what you reported, I believe that would have been about the time Russia invaded Ukraine back in 2022.
"There's not a lot of information about that conflict, thanks to the Internet hack in the last century, but I did check the available archives. From what I could glean, the whole Russian Federation experienced a complete power outage shortly after the invasion that put the operation on hold. To this day, no one has ever been able to explain how that happened.
"The situation in Russia deteriorated rather quickly, from what I learned, and the president at the time, Vladimir Putin, was reported missing for a while, which prompted several threats. Not that they could do anything about it - they had no power, and nothing worked, not even gas-powered generators. People were literally pulling cars and buses with teams of horses if you can believe that.
"Eventually, the Russian people got tired of a government that couldn't keep the lights on and removed Putin from power in a special election. He supposedly ended up in one of Russia's worst prisons, where he eventually died.
"As you can imagine, there was a lot of speculation and more than one conspiracy theory about that whole incident. Some even suggested the power outage was caused by aliens if you can believe that. I can't help but wonder if your Gingravik friends may know more about that whole incident. I've attached a document summarizing what we know of that period for your review.
"I've also reached out to the Defense Intelligence Agency, and I have an appointment with someone the day after tomorrow. Hopefully, I'll learn something that might help unravel this mystery. And I'll be meeting with the heads of Star Fleet Science and Engineering to see if we can come up with something you might be able to use against these Darnok.
"Senator Jacoby is hot to see this sector of space opened back up. I'll hit you up with this when we talk. For some reason, he seems to think that once you got on-site, the situation would be under control," Alan said. I listened for several minutes as he remarked on various aspects of my report. He finally wrapped it up.
"We have a lot of work ahead of us, Bill," Alan said. "I'm impressed with how you've handled this situation so far. Keep me in the loop. When you get back, we'll need to discuss our protocols and assignments going forward. Admiral Simmons, out." The video ended, and I sat back, considering his words. A few minutes later, the chime on the hatch sounded off.
"Enter," I stated, loud enough for whoever was on the other side to hear. The door slid back, and Jim entered the ready room, followed by Mishita and one of the Gingravik, which I assumed was K'ew, the scientist she told me about earlier. I was relieved to see Mishita was covered up more than she was the previous day, but her curvaceous form was still quite apparent.
"Good morning, Captain," Jim said. "You know Commander Mishita, and this is K'ew, head scientist of the Tere."
"Good morning, Commander," I said. "A pleasure to meet you, Q."
"That's K'ew," Mishita corrected.
"My apologies," I said. "Would you care for something to drink? Coffee? Tea?"
"What is... coffee?" Mishita asked.
"It's the Captain's life support," Jim said with a wry smile. "It's hot, bitter, and guaranteed to keep you awake for hours." I chuckled at that.
"I thought you liked my coffee, Number One," I said, feigning outrage. "You drink enough of it," I added as I poured him a cup from the dispenser. Jim smiled as he took the cup.
"I will sample some of your hot bitter liquid," Mishita said boldly. I poured a cup and handed it to her.
"You're a courageous woman, Mish," Jim said jokingly to lighten the atmosphere.
"Careful. That's quite hot," I said, handing her the cup. She took a tentative sip and her brows furrowed.
"What is that flavor?" she asked.
"Caramel," I said. "One of my favorites. Captain's privilege, you know. Would you like some creamer?"
"Yes, I would," she said. I poured enough to give the coffee some extra flavor and stirred it into the cup. She took another sip and nodded her head. "That is quite good. Thank you."
"You're welcome," I said. "K'ew? Would you like something?"
"No,
thank you, Captain. I do not require liquid refreshment at the moment," the Gingravik said through his speakers. Just then, Kyra, Marco, and the other section heads began entering the ready room. They took their seats and looked at each other as they wondered about the two alien visitors. As professionals, none said anything, waiting for formal introductions.
"Thank you for coming this morning," I said. "Let me introduce our visitors. This is Senior Commander Mishita of the Gingravik cruiser Tere, and K'ew, head science officer." I introduced each of my officers to our guests and started the briefing.
To their credit, they all listened quietly as I summarized what I knew so far. Mishita and K'ew only spoke when I asked for clarification. I could almost hear the mental gears turning when I finished.
"Do you have one of your prototypes with you?" Lt. Commander Chet Samuels, the head engineer, asked K'ew.
"Yes, I brought one with me," the Gingravik said as Mishita opened a compartment on his cart. She pulled out what looked like a head covering with holes for the eyes, nose, and mouth and handed it to Chet. He scrutinized it before giving it to the officer next to him. I looked it over when it came to me and noticed an almost invisible mesh covering the mouth, nose, and eye holes.
"This looks like some kind of Faraday cage for the brain," Chet told K'ew when I handed the prototype back to him.
"I am not familiar with that term," the plant-scientist replied.
"It's basically a shield - an enclosure used to block electromagnetic fields," Chet explained. K'ew seemed to consider Chet's words, then seemed to nod his penis-like appendages in approval.
"That is a good analogy," K'ew said.
"Do you know the frequency of the Darnok brain waves?" Lt. Commander Hastings, the chief comm officer, asked.
"Frequency?" K'ew asked. He considered the term for a few moments before responding. "Ah, the cyclic rate of the transmission. Yes, we do," K'ew said, shaking his leaves. "I do not know how to translate it into something you can understand, but it is roughly twice that of the humanoid brain."
"That would be about 50 Hz, maximum," Kyra said. "There must be a tremendous amount of power pushing it."
"The power level is quite high," K'ew agreed.
"If we put our heads together, I'm sure we can figure this out, Captain," Chet said. Commander Hastings and Kyra agreed.
"How will combining craniums help?" K'ew asked, causing some to chuckle.
"That's a figure of speech," I explained. "It simply means if we work together, we can find a solution."
"Ah, I understand now," K'ew said. "As I'm sure you can ascertain, I am not equipped with a cranium the way you are."
"The primary organ of the Gingravik central nervous system is at the base of their primary stalk," Mashita explained.
"Which means their brains do not have the protection ours do," chimed Lt. Commander Sheila Carson, the ship's botanist.
"Very true," K'ew agreed.
"So, what is the problem?" Chet asked.
"We do not have the ability to mass produce these in the field in the numbers required to get the Tere close enough to T-107," K'ew said. Chet looked at the others, then at me, before speaking.
"Captain, we have a huge stock of silver-infused titanium at the base normally used for printing replacement parts. Once we have the specs, we could simply print these out using our 3D printers," Chet said. The other engineers agreed, and I considered the options before deciding.
"Very well, Commander. Work with K'ew and his people, get the specifications and let's print some of these things out - at least enough to test the system."
"Yes, sir," Chet said. One of the fundamental problems I saw right off dealt with terminology. It was clear we could speak the exact words. Still, some, like technical terms used by our engineers, were utterly different or had different meanings. Hell, even I knew the definition of "frequency," and I'm not an engineer or comm specialist. But did K'ew understand the term? Even if he did, did he comprehend our time measurement, or did he use the same numerical system?
I understood that humans used base ten mathematics because we have ten fingers. Did the Gingravik use base twelve because of their - appendages? Or something else? I was confident my engineers were up to the challenge; I just had to keep them grounded and focused on the goal.
"Commander Mishita, I would like for our respective crews to work together on this. We'll need to know everything you know about these Darnok. The first thing we need to do is learn enough of each other's technology and metrics so we can operate on the same page."
"Same... page?" my Gingravik counterpart asked, confused.
"We need to better understand each other's language, terminology, and abilities," Jim explained. "That way we can... interface more efficiently."
"I think I understand what you're getting at," Mishita said. "And I agree, Captain. Perhaps a temporary exchange of personnel would be in order while K'ew and your engineers work together."
"I think that's a good idea, Commander," I said. Turning to my officers, I added, "Select one mid-level member of your staff for temporary reassignment to the Tere. Have them report to the shuttle bay by mid-shift."
"How long will this reassignment last?" Chet asked.
"I want at least three crew members from each section to have spent a full 24 hours on the Tere by the time we depart for the base," I said. "Will that give you sufficient time to work things out?"
"I... think so, Captain," Chet said.
"I think that will work for us as well," Mishita said. "We will do the same." She turned to K'ew, and I noticed the plant-being had wrapped a tendril around her head. I saw her nod a couple times, and the plant shook his leaves. I wasn't sure what that was all about, but I surmised it was their form of communication. K'ew removed the tendril, and Mishita looked back at me.
"We agree, Captain," she said. "And it is done."
"Good," I said. "Alright, you have your directions. Get to it. Senior Commander, I'd like to speak with you and K'ew after everyone else leaves, if you don't mind. Number One, Kyra, please remain."



"Of course, Captain," she said. Jim and Kyra echoed Mishita's acknowledgment, and the others left the ready room. The room now empty, I turned to Mishita.
"Commander, I have a couple questions that have been nagging me ever since last night," I said. "I'm hoping you can provide some answers."
"I'll do my best, Captain. You understand that like you, we have our... secrets."
"I understand and respect that, Commander. As long as your secrets do not jeopardize my ship or crew or mission, I have no interest in prying. I am sure there is much we can leave for later. From what I saw in the report you gave me yesterday, it appeared your ship was headed directly for that planet. I was just wondering what that ship of yours was doing so close to T-107." Mishita and K'ew looked at each other for a moment before she turned back to me.
"The Klagg was not a standard cruiser, Captain," she said. "It was a... resource collection and transportation vessel. It was sent to T-107 to collect a load of quadrillium."
"Quadrillium?" I asked.
"Quadrillium is a highly efficient and clean source of power, Captain," K'ew explained. "Its crystalline structure absorbs and stores radiant energy, such as emitted by most stars. Several systems in this region are known to have large deposits of the material." Interesting, I thought. A germ of an idea began to form in my mind, but I kept it to myself, at least for now.
"Who else uses it?" I asked.
"There are several civilizations that rely on it for power. It can be replicated, but only imperfectly, so far. The natural substance is far more efficient, and quite superior," K'ew said.
"So this ship, the Klagg, was basically a mining ship. And it was sent here, knowing the dangers it faced from the Darnok? That doesn't make sense."
"The vessel's shields were adjusted," K'ew said. "We... hoped that would have been sufficient, but apparently, we were wrong."
"Why not just reason with the Darnok? Maybe if they understood your need for it or if they saw a reason to let your people in, they might not have attacked. Is there anything they might accept in trade?"
"One does not reason with a Darnok, Captain," K'ew told me. Even through the speaker, the tone was somber. "One would be better off trying to reason with the hot liquid in your container. They operate strictly on instinct. They are driven by their relentless, ravenous hunger, and their libido, which is matched only by ours."
"So they're not an intelligent or organized species," I theorized.
"Correct, Captain," K'ew said.
"That still doesn't make sense to me. If your command knew of the Darnok before the Klagg arrived, why didn't they take additional precautions?" I asked.
"The Darnok exist only in the area immediately surrounding the border between light and dark," K'ew said. I knew he was referring to the terminator. "The planet's orbit is such that one side always faces the star, while the other side faces away. The quadrillium is located in select areas on the side facing the star, where it absorbs the star's emissions. Away from the Darnok."
"And who collects this material?" I asked. I was shocked to think they would send people to that part of the planet, knowing what they would be exposed to. The solar radiation would cook them in very short order, even with heavily-reinforced suits.
"The ship was equipped with remote collection vehicles, operated safely from above the planet's surface, Captain. We are Gingravik. We are not barbarians. We would never knowingly expose anyone to that environment," K'ew said testily.
"The Klagg would normally have approached the planet from the light
side, Captain," Mishita said. "There is a small corridor that allows ships to approach without drawing the attention of the Darnok. The glare of the star is too... intense... for the Darnok, and the vessel would have remained hidden."
"And any deviation from that corridor could have drawn their attention," I mused out loud.
"Yes, Captain," K'ew said. I had a sudden thought, and I didn't like it. But I knew I needed to ask anyway.
"And this is something you've done many times before, correct?" I asked.
"Yes," Mishita said. "Why do you ask?"
"Is it possible that ship was sabotaged?" I asked.
"I do not understand - what is sabotaged?" K'ew asked.
"Deliberately damaged, to make it crash," I said. Mishita's face turned white, and if the Gingravik next to her could turn a paler shade of green, he might have.
"Why would anyone do such a thing?" Mishita asked.
"Why, indeed?" I asked in return. "Do you have... I don't know what you might call it... telemetry - signals or data from the Klagg before it crashed?"
"I believe I understand what you are asking," Mishita said, reflecting on my question. "Yes, every ship has a device that records flight events. The information from that might still be available. I will look into that, and pass on what I can. Do you believe this was done on purpose?"
"I don't know. It is only one possible explanation. But I intend to find out. My commanding officer has been pressured to open this sector of space back up for some reason. Maybe it's connected to your crash. Maybe not."
"Do you believe that a Gingravik may have... conspired with someone on your planet to make this happen?" K'ew asked.
"Anything is possible," I said. K'ew shook his leaves, and I didn't need to understand Gingravik to tell he was visibly upset.
"This is NOT the Gingravik way," he snarled through his speakers.
Great, I thought sarcastically. Two days into first contact, and I'm already alienating the aliens. And we needed each other. "No offense was intended," I responded, as mildly as possible. "It's just my training to consider all possible alternatives as carefully as possible before acting."
Well, I admitted to myself I was usually brash and headstrong and noted for unequal measures of action and thought, but putting our best foot forward seemed like a good idea. Firmly refusing to think about what my guests would make of the phrase 'best foot forward,' I added, "Any subterfuge could easily be on the human side."
"I assure you, Captain, I will do everything in my power to help get to the bottom of this," Mishita said. "I'll contact my superiors and get that data."
"Thank you, Commander," I said. "There's one other thing I'd like your assistance with."
"What's that?" Mishita asked.
"I was wondering if you could listen to the transmissions we intercepted?" I asked.
"Yes, we can do that," my Gingravik counterpart said. I pulled up the audio from the transmissions and played it, and Mishita and K'ew listened intently before speaking.
"Is that from your people?" I asked.
"It sounds Gingravik," Mishita said. "But it's been... I think you would call it... encycled, perhaps?"
"You mean, encrypted?" I asked.
"Yes, that," Mishita said. "Without the proper code, it would be impossible to understand what is being said."
"Can you find out anything about these transmissions?"
"Yes, all long-distance communications are recorded and logged. I'll make some inquiries and see what I can learn," Mishita said.
"Thank you, Commander. I appreciate that," I said.
"We'd better get back to the Tere, Captain. We have much to do. I hope to see you again, very soon, Jim," Mishita said.
"And I, you, Mish," Jim said. I looked at my executive officer and wondered how close he was to this Gingravik commander... the woman of his dreams. I had no reason to doubt his loyalty and no reason to treat the Gingravik as hostile. It was just a nagging concern.
They said their goodbyes and left the ready room with Yeoman Carmichael, who would escort them to the shuttle bay. After they left, I turned to my two most-trusted confidants.
"Well?" I asked.
"I know you're probably tired of hearing this, Captain, but are you sure we're doing the right thing with this... exchange?" Jim asked. He was right about one thing - I was tired of hearing that question. Still, I understood his intent, and he never asked in the presence of subordinates, which I respected.
"If we're going to work with these people, Bill, we need to develop a level of trust. Plus, we need to learn how to communicate," I said.
"But we both speak the same language," Jim countered.
"We use a lot of the same words, Number One. But I don't think I would quite call it communication. You saw the exchanges between K'ew and our engineers. We can learn from each other, but not until we can actually understand one another."
"Of course, Captain," Jim said.
"And Jim. You keep right on asking me if I'm sure I'm doing the right thing. Privately, of course. I find it keeps me on my toes," I added, hoping to reassure him.
"Yes, sir," Jim said with a slight smile. "I will. I do have one question."
"What's that?"
"Do you suspect sabotage or foul play?"
"I'm not ruling it out, Number One. Keep this under your hat, both of you," I said, looking from Jim to Kyra. "Admiral Simmons told me that Senator Jacoby has been riding his ass about opening this sector of space back up. Claims it's important for shipping traffic."
"What?" Kyra asked, startled at the revelation. Even Jim looked taken aback.
"There's no shipping going on here," Jim added. "Hell, we're just now starting to explore this part of space."
"Exactly," I said. "I did a little check into Jacoby. He's got a lot of irons in a lot of fires, but he's especially interested in renewable energy. Granted, it's improved considerably in the last 90 years or so, but still has a long way to go. You heard what Mishita and K'ew said about this quadrillium."
"You think Jacoby knows about this stuff?" Jim asked.
"I'm not ruling it out," I said. "If he does, it could be a potential gold mine for him. Imagine, having crystals that practically suck up all the energy from the local sun. Now imagine having exclusive rights to something like that."
"Holy crap," Jim exclaimed with a whistle.
"Exactly. Now, we know there's been a lot of communication between these Gingravik and Earth, but we don't know who's at either end of these communications. And we don't know what's being said in these transmissions. I'm hoping Mishita can help me get to the bottom of it," I said.
"I'm sure she'll come through, Captain," Jim said.
"You seem awful certain of yourself, Number One," I responded, shooting Jim a meaningful look. "What makes you say that?"
"It's just... I feel like I've known her all my life, Bill. I can't explain it," Jim said.
"I think I can," Kyra said wryly. "It's called love. You love her, and you trust her."
"Is that right, Jim?" I asked.
"Alright, I admit I'm a bit biased," Jim said reluctantly, with a streak of embarrassment.
"Just don't let that bias color your judgment, Number One," I cautioned. "Let's get to it. Jim, let me know when the first shift is ready to depart. I want to speak with them before they leave."
"Yes, sir," Jim said before leaving the ready room.
"What do you need me to do, sweetheart?" Kyra asked.
"Keep a close eye on the crew. Keep an even CLOSER eye on our guests. Learn what you can. Through all of human history, I don't think that there has ever been a first contact between two different cultures which didn't have some friction. Let me know if you see any potential problems develop," I said.
"Of course," she responded.
"Let's do this, then," I said. We kissed before leaving the ready room, and I took the central chair, checking on the ship's status. Once I finished that, I fired off a report to Alan, letting him know what I was doing without mentioning my suspicions regarding the good Senator. A couple hours later, Jim reported back to me on the bridge.
"The first shift is gathering in the shuttle bay now, sir," he said. "It's going to take all three of our shuttles to transport them. Commander Mishita is preparing to launch three of her shuttles. She's waiting for my signal."
"Alright, Number One. Walk with me. Commander Travers, you have the conn," I said.
"Yes, sir," Elizabeth said. I got out of my chair and walked off the bridge, Jim at my side. I waited until we were out of earshot before saying anything.
"You seem to be getting on well with this Gingravik commander, Number One," I said. "I haven't seen you this happy in quite a while."
"Yes, sir, I am," Jim said. "It's as if I've finally met my soul-mate."
"You see this going anywhere?" I asked.
"Personally, Captain, I hope so. I think she feels the same way."
"Just be careful, Jim," I said. "We don't know much about these people. And you just met her. Just because some of the Gingravik look perfectly human - or like perfect examples of humanity - doesn't mean that they have the same expectations of an... intimate or long-term relationship."
"Understood. Maybe I just met her, sir. But I feel as if I've known her all my life. It's as if she's been a part of me that I didn't even know existed. But I promise I'll be careful."
"That's all I ask, Jim. There are too many lives on the line - both here and on the Tere," I said.
"Yes, sir, I know. And she does, too," Jim said quietly. "The victims of the Darnok didn't die easy deaths." We ended our discussion when we reached the shuttle bay.
Walking in, we saw a group of crew members with overnight cases. Their shift leaders stood to one side as they welcomed the new arrivals. Jim formed the group into a loose formation and called them to attention.
"At ease," I ordered. "I just wanted to say a few words before you left. First, you will be exposed to a whole new civilization. That means you will be dropped into a society with a completely different set of values and customs. Even their dress - or lack of it - will be completely different.
"There are three things I want you all to remember. One: you are guests on their ship and will conduct yourselves accordingly. You will follow their rules and listen to what they tell you. Second: you not only represent this ship but you will be seen as representatives of the entire human race to these people. Do not bring dishonor upon this ship. Third: you are there to learn as much as you can. Listen to them. This is their culture and ship; you're there to learn from them as they will be learning from you. Remember - patience is a virtue, and do not jump to conclusions.
"Any questions?" I didn't see any hands raised, so I turned to Jim. "Do you have anything to add, Number One?"
"Just this, sir. The Gingravik have a completely different outlook on life, love and relationships than we do. They are very open about their sexuality and do not have the same inhibitions we do. They think nothing of open nudity, and refer to that as their 'natural state.' You will also see some crewmembers with green tattoos, here," he said, pointing to an area on his chest.
"Those are their mating marks. The Gingravik are fiercely monogamous and protective of their mates. Keep that in mind. Also, be very careful when approaching a native Gingravik - those are the ones who look like plants. Their leaves emit a dew that is destructive to your uniforms. As a rule, they will not reach out to you. They are not rude - rather the opposite. They simply do not wish to damage your clothing.
"That's all I have, sir," Jim concluded.
"Thank you, Number One. Alright, if there's no questions, let's board," I said. One female crew member raised her hand. "Yes?"
"Sir, I just wanted to clarify something. Are we allowed to engage in... intimate relations with these people if they approach us?" I recognized the crew member as Petty Officer Rhonda Jenkins. I knew she had just finalized her divorce from a cheating husband before being assigned to Enterprise.
"Good question, and I'm glad you asked, Petty Officer Jenkins," I said. "I expect you to use your best judgment in that area. Personally I would advise caution, since we do not understand all the subtleties of their culture. However, as far as I'm concerned, you are all adults, capable of accepting responsibility for your own actions. And whatever happens on the Tere can stay on the Tere, unless it is officially brought to my attention. Think of it as the modern version of 'don't ask, don't tell.' Does that answer your question?"
"Yes, sir," she said. "Thank you."
"Let's roll," I said. The crew members went to their shuttles and climbed aboard. I joined Jim and the section heads in the observation platform and watched as the bay depressurized and the large bay doors opened. Once clearance was granted, the three shuttles left the ship. Jim spoke into his wrist communicator.
"Tere, this is Enterprise. Our shuttles are on their way."
"Understand, Enterprise. Our shuttles have just cleared the ship. Thank you, my love," I heard Mishita say. I saw Jim give me a sheepish smile and a faint blush before he responded.
"You're welcome, my queen," Jim said as he took in my raised eyebrow.
"Queen?" I asked my first officer.
"It's a... term of endearment... common among the Gingravik," Jim said.
"Uh huh," I responded, wondering what all the implications of that 'term of endearment' were in the Gingravik culture. The Tere's shuttles entered the bay and landed. After the bay was pressurized, we went out to meet our visitors.
Mishita had sent the same number of crew members we sent to the Tere, and it seemed the number was evenly split between native Gingravik and humans. To my relief, the humanoids were clothed, but I could tell they were uncomfortable with being covered. I chuckled inside as I considered the old French saying, "c'est la vie" - such is life.
They gathered together as we approached, and I could tell they were a bit nervous, which was completely understandable. I noticed mating marks on one of the two human females and wondered if her mate was there.
My question was answered when one native Gingravik joined her, wrapping a tendril around her head. I don't know what was exchanged between them, but I saw a smile on her face. Then I caught myself wondering how they consummated their relationship and quickly put it out of my mind.
"Welcome to the USS Enterprise," I said. "I'm Captain Jones, commander of the Enterprise. These are the section heads you will be working with during your visit. I hope you will find everything here to your satisfaction, and I look forward to working with you. If there is anything you need, please feel free to ask. Again, welcome aboard." The group broke up as the section chiefs escorted their visitors out of the bay.
The three Gingravik vessels left the shuttle bay after we left. I headed back to the bridge, and Jim went to Engineering to start his rounds. After reviewing the status reports from the ship's various sections, I retired to my ready room to consider what tactics we might employ once the engineers did their job. I knew I would have to consult with my Gingravik counterpart, but I wasn't sure how strong a tactician she was. One thing at a time, I thought.
The following day was a repeat of the first. Jim and I saw our crew members off, welcomed the new Gingravik arrivals, and bade farewell to the first batch. We welcomed our first batch back to the ship, and I was glad to see they all looked rested and well-cared for.
"Why don't you debrief the crew members and report back to me, Number One? I need to go over the day's status reports."
"Yes, sir," Jim said, ushering the crew members out of the shuttle bay. I returned to the bridge and browsed through the reports, paying particular attention to Chet's daily summary. It seemed he and the Gingravik scientist had developed a rapport over the last day and a half and were making good progress. Jim returned a couple of hours later and asked to adjourn to my ready room.
"What is it, Number One?" I asked.
"I debriefed the first batch, and they all seemed to enjoy their time on the Tere. They also learned quite a bit."



"Good. That's what they were sent to do," I said. "Anything I should know?"
"Um, yes, sir," Jim said in a somewhat embarrassed tone. "Petty Officer Jenkins said she decided to, uh, go 'native' after she arrived."
"Go native?"
"Yes, sir. She said she felt uncomfortable being the only clothed person in the section where she worked. So she, uh, removed her uniform. All of it," Jim said.
"She got naked over there?" I was amused and remembered the old saw that went, 'when in Rome, be a Roman Candle.'
"Yes, sir," Jim replied. "She also spent the night with one of the unmated Gingravik males in her section. Said it was the most exhilarating sexual experience of her life." Jim pulled her report and read from it. "According to her written report, she claims to have had three of the Gingravik's, uhm, appendages, inside her at the same time. Between that, and the fact that he, and I quote, 'recited Gingravik love poetry,' unquote, directly into her mind at the same time, she felt..."
"I get the picture, Number One," I said, holding a hand. That was just a bit more information than I really wanted to hear. "What did you tell her?"
"I expressed my desire that she refrain from 'going native' on THIS ship, sir," Jim said with a smile. "I also informed her that none of the ... details... of her time with the Gingravik male would be maintained in her file or made part of the official record." I smiled at that.
"Good," I said, relieved to hear that I wouldn't have to repeat this to Alan. "I wondered how you managed to get so much information from her. Anyone else... indulge... over there?"
"Yes, sir. Two other crew members accepted the offer of a 'designated companion' for the night. Said it was the best experience of their lives. They wondered if we might consider something similar here."
"It'll be a frigid day in a very hot place before that happens, Number One," I said. I remembered Kyra being 'assigned' to me for our first deep space mission. All command-level officers had a specifically selected partner to keep them on an even keel during the long voyage.
The crew assignments were also made with that consideration in mind. And every possible demographic was considered to avoid as far as possible the hookups and breakups that passion-driven, temporary relationships could result in. Those were the kinds of things that could play havoc with crew efficiency and morale.
I also reflected on my admonition to the exchange teams that they were responsible adults and expected them to behave as such. After a moment or two of mental wrestling, I resolved to talk it over with Kyra to get some more clarity. As commanding officer, I preferred to be out in front of potential problems rather than playing catch-up.
"Yes, sir. But I can relate to what they reported."
"Hmmm," I replied, reflecting on Jim's ongoing relationship with Mishita - a double-edged sword if ever there was one.
"By the way, Commander Mishita said she would be contacting you later. She said she has information to share with us that you might find interesting."
"Thank you. Speaking of which, would you like to travel with the next batch of exchangees?" Jim's face broke out in a wide grin. "We are slated to be here for another day, after all."
"I would enjoy that, sir. It might be nice if I could get a look at how they run things on their bridge."
"Yes, it would. I'm also interested in determining her tactical abilities, Number One. We may have to slug it out with these Darnok, and I want to know how proficient she is in that area. And what kind of weaponry they mount. Nothing classified or sensitive; just a general idea of what they have so we can sych up our tactics."
"I think I can do that, sir."
"Good, Number One. I want you here when she contacts me."
"Yes, sir," Jim said. Just then, my communicator pinged.
"Captain, there's an incoming communication from the Tere," the duty comm officer reported.
"Thank you, pipe it into my ready room, please," I said.
"Yes, sir," the female lieutenant responded. Jim and I turned our attention to the large monitor as Mishita's image appeared.
"Captain Jones and Commander Decker here, Commander. What can we do for you?" I asked.
"Pleasant day, Captain... Jim," she responded with a smile. "I have spoken with my contact in the High Council. There have been a number of communications between the home world and your planet, Captain. Many of those were sanctioned by our government, and I am not at liberty to share the details of those communications. I'm sure you can understand."
"Of course, Commander," I said.
"The others, however, were not official communications. From what my contact learned, those were relayed through a Mr'rk vessel in this area of space," Mishita added.
"Merc? Is that another species we should be aware of?" I asked.
"That's Mr'rk, Captain," Mishita corrected. "They are not a separate species. They are a group of what I believe you might call... profiters... and they are made up of rogue individuals from several different species."
"You mean, profiteers. Pirates," I said.
"I... believe so. My apologies," she said.
"No problem, Commander. What more do you know about these communications?"
"We were not able to decipher them, however, we were able to determine the end-point of the communication. It is a place called Was..."
"Washington, DC," I finished.
"Yes," Mishita said. "I have a graphic representation of that end-point." The following image was a satellite photo of the capital city, with a red "X" where the signal ended. I recognized it as one of the several office buildings used by members of Congress. I resisted the urge to curse but gave Jim a knowing look, which he returned.
"I have sent that graphic to you, Captain, in a separate message to do with as you see fit. Let me know if you have issues retrieving it. I have been informed that the Council will have someone reach out to your command about this issue," Mishita added.
"Thank you, Commander," I said. "I know my superiors will be very interested." Or at least I hoped they would be interested. I knew Alan would be more than a little concerned, and I couldn't vouch for anyone else.
"I realize that tomorrow is the last day of our exchange program, Captain," Mishita said. "Given what we may face, I think we should exchange command-level officers to help us... gauge... each other's tactical abilities."
"Yes, Commander Decker and I were just discussing that, Commander, and I agree. Especially given this new piece of information. What did you have in mind?"
"I would like to see Commander Decker join me here for the day, with your permission, of course. In exchange, I will send Commander Ra'al," Mishita said.
"I agree, Commander," I said. "I'll see to it that Commander Decker is on your shuttle first thing in the morning."
"Thank you, Captain," Mishita said. "I have also been authorized to share a piece of technology with you that you may find... useful."
"Oh?" I asked, surprised at this turn of events.
"Yes," Mishita said. "It is our shielding technology. I understand your Enterprise has no such device."
"That is true, Commander. It is something we have never needed before," I said.
"That may change with the Mr'rk involvement, Captain. I will see to it that engineers are sent in the morning to help integrate the shield into your systems," Mishita said.
"Thank you, Commander."
"I must be going now, Captain," Mishita said. "And I look forward to seeing you in the morning, my prince. The thought of being in your presence again makes me... lubricate. I also have new... poetry... I wish to share with you. I think you will find it more... colorful... than what I shared before."
"I look forward to that... my queen," Jim said somewhat nervously. Mishita smiled before ending the call, and I looked at my first officer.
"Queen... Not even married yet, and you're already pussy-whipped," I joked. Jim chuckled at that. "Alright, better get to it. I need to put together a report for Admiral Simmons."
"Yes, sir," Jim said before leaving the ready room. I sat down and started my report with a fresh cup of coffee. My comm device pinged about 15 minutes later.
"Captain, there's a secure point-to-point flash comm coming from Starbase One. Admiral Simmons."
"Pipe it into my ready room," I ordered.
"Yes, sir," the comm lieutenant replied. My monitor lit up again, and I looked at Alan's face. He seemed quite agitated.
"Captain Jones here, sir," I stated.
"Good morning, Captain," Alan said. "We don't have much time, so I'll get right to it. I've just been informed that I'm to meet with an Ambassador Tsod from the Gingravik Prefect of Earth. Do you know about that?"
"No sir, but I just got off the line with the Gingravik commander of the Tere. She sent me information about those transmissions you told me about. A lot of them are official comms between the Gingravik and this prefect of theirs. But several of them went to Washington, DC. I'll forward you the image when I receive it."
"Washington, DC, huh? Any idea where in DC?"
"Yes, sir. According to the image, it looks like a Congressional office building, but I don't know exactly which office. I do know that this system, T-107, contains material called quadrillium that absorbs solar radiation and can be used as a reliable source of clean renewable energy."
"Interesting," Alan said. "What else?"
"According to my Gingravik counterpart, the transmission went through a relay of sorts, run by a group called the Mr'rk. Commander Mishita describes them as profiteers or pirates."
"Terrific," Alan said. "I gather you suspect Senator Jacoby of being involved with these... Mr'rk?"
"I don't know what to think, sir," I said. "It's out of my area of expertise. But it does look rather suspicious. The Senator has ties to companies involved with clean alternative energy, and if this is all true, he could stand to make billions. Possibly trillions."
"You're right, Bill. It IS out of your area of expertise. But it does look suspicious. And Jacoby would stand to make a great deal of money, if, in fact, he's involved with this. Our window is closing, Captain. Keep up the good work. Deal with these Darnok creatures as you see fit. I look forward to your next report. Admiral Simmons, out."
"Yes, sir," I responded, ending the transmission. The monitor went dark, and I sat back in my chair, wondering what we had gotten ourselves into. Moreover, I couldn't shake the feeling that every single person on this ship was about to be put in even more danger than we had ever faced before.
...
To be continued...
Note: Parts of this story reference the seventh entry of my "Plant" series. You can find the link to that in my profile.
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End of "Where No One Has Gone Before, Pt. 08"
"Good morning, Captain," Alan said. "We don't have much time, so I'll get right to it. I've just been informed that I'm to meet with an Ambassador Tsod from the Gingravik Prefect of Earth. Do you know about that?"
"No sir, but I just got off the line with the Gingravik commander of the Tere. She sent me information about those transmissions you told me about. A lot of them are official comms between the Gingravik and this prefect of theirs. But several of them went to Washington, DC. I'll forward you the image when I receive it."
"Washington, DC, huh? Any idea where in DC?"
"Yes, sir. According to the image, it looks like a Congressional office building, but I don't know exactly which office. I do know that this system, T-107, contains material called quadrillium that absorbs solar radiation and can be used as a reliable source of clean renewable energy."
"Interesting," Alan said. "What else?"
"According to my Gingravik counterpart, the transmission went through a relay of sorts, run by a group called the Mr'rk. Commander Mishita describes them as profiteers or pirates."
"Terrific," Alan said. "I gather you suspect Senator Jacoby of being involved with these... Mr'rk?"
"I don't know what to think, sir," I said. "It's out of my area of expertise. But it does look rather suspicious. The Senator has ties to companies involved with clean alternative energy, and if this is all true, he could stand to make billions. Possibly trillions."
"You're right, Bill. It IS out of your area of expertise. But it does look suspicious. And Jacoby would stand to make a great deal of money, if, in fact, he's involved with this. Our window of communication is closing, Captain. Keep up the good work. Deal with these Darnok creatures as you see fit. I look forward to your next report. Admiral Simmons, out."
"Yes, sir," I responded, ending the transmission. The monitor went dark, and I sat back in my chair, wondering what we had gotten ourselves into. Moreover, I couldn't shake the feeling that every single person on this ship was about to be put in even more danger than we had ever faced before.
...
And now, "Where No One Has Gone Before Pt. 09"
I sat at my desk in the quarters I shared with Kyra that evening, rubbing my temples. It had been one hell of a day so far. After our conversation, I got my report off to Alan and received his acknowledgment. He was ecstatic to hear about the shielding technology, as I figured he would be. At least there was one good thing to come from the day.
"Are you alright, sweetheart?" Kyra asked as she rubbed my shoulders. God, that felt so good. I closed my eyes and leaned back into her as she massaged me. "You seem rather tense."
"The burden of command, I suppose," I said. "You think Leesa ever went through this?" Kyra chuckled at that.
"I can tell you she experienced this at least once a week," my wife said.
"Seriously?" I asked.
"Oh yes. In fact, I had a standing appointment with her, at least one hour every week. Sometimes more."
"I didn't know that," I told her.
"It never came up, and there is such a thing as doctor-patient confidentiality, you know."
"Of course." I should've known, but Leesa was so good at her job that it never occurred to me that she would even need to seek out Kyra's professional services. "So, what's your prognosis, doc? Will I make it?" Kyra chuckled at that.
"I think you will, with lots of tender loving care. It won't be easy, though," Kyra quipped with a slight smile. "Seriously, though. You have a lot on your plate. I mean, you're nose-to-nose with an alien spacecraft, preparing to face off against hostile aliens you know next to nothing about. You have a couple hundred souls depending on you in the harshest and most unforgiving environment known to humanity - some ten light years from Earth. No pressure there, right?"
"Not when you put it that way," I joked.
"Then it's probably a good idea for us to talk, don't you think?" Kyra asked in that tone wives seemed to acquire for getting their husbands to do what they wanted...
"We talk all the time," I said.
"Yes, we do. We talk, we eat meals together. We play our instruments together. We enjoy each other's bodies together. And I appreciate that you bring me into the section briefings. But we don't actually... talk. You know, about the things that weigh heavily on your mind. You share quite a bit, but you tend to keep a lot close to your chest. Let's face it, this mission hasn't exactly turned out the way you thought it might, has it?"
"Not... exactly," I said quietly. Damn, this woman was good, I thought. "I figured we would find some esoteric quality in this part of space that caused the sensor anomalies and that would would be it. I never thought in my wildest imagination that we'd encounter an alien species of intelligent plants sporting 12 penises."
"Does that bother you?" Kyra asked.
"What? That we've encountered an alien species?" I asked.
"No, that this species of alien has 12 sets of rather prominent sex organs," Kyra said with a mischievous smile.
"Are you suggesting I suffer from a form of penis envy or something?" I responded, returning her smile.
"Are you?" I couldn't help but laugh out loud at that.
"Not hardly," I said. "What about you? Are you a bit curious about these well-endowed aliens?"
"I admit, I'm a bit curious, as any woman might be," Kyra said. "But not curious enough to take action. I have no desire to, uh, sample, what they offer. Besides, I made a promise to forsake all others for you. And that includes well-endowed aliens with multiple penises. I love you too much to do that to you."
"And I love you more, my wonderful wife," I said.
"Good answer, space man," Kyra responded before kissing me.
"But I am concerned about something."
"What's that?" Kyra asked.
"As I'm sure you know, the crew was specifically selected for their compatibility. Every possible demographic was considered when putting this crew together. I can't help but wonder what impact these native Gingravik might have on the balance we have here."
"You mean, what if our female crew members decide to gravitate towards the Gingravik males?"
"Something like that," I told her. "I mean, if I were a single man, I might wonder how I could possibly compete against a being with not one, but 12 very large sex organs. Eventually, it could cause some... significant... morale problems." Kyra thought for a few moments before responding.
"I understand your concern," she said. "But from what I've seen, that isn't an issue. I've been watching their interaction with our crew. I get the feeling these Gingravik are quite perceptive beings. Yes, they have a very high libido. But from my observation, they don't target women indiscriminately."
"You mean, they're not 'pussy hounds.' It's that what you're telling me?"
"Something like that," Kyra said.
"That's good to hear. Have you spoken to Petty Officer Jenkins yet?"
"No, I haven't. I've been rather busy lately, but I do have her on my schedule for tomorrow," Kyra said. "Did she..."
"Yes," I answered before she could finish her question.
"I see," Kyra said quietly. "Well, this should be interesting. How much do you already know?"
"I don't know all of the specifics, but I know enough. I don't know if her encounter has had any lasting impact on her."
"I'll see what I can find out," Kyra said. I marveled for a moment at the precarious personal and professional balancing act my wife had to do; between her duty to the ship and doctor-patient confidentiality.
We called it a night and went to bed after relaxing with music and a cup of Kyra's renowned hot chocolate. Playing music together had become a form of foreplay between us. I had to admit that my wife was becoming quite the musician. The fact that we occasionally played in the nude, or very close to it, certainly helped in that department.
Chet brought us all up to speed on his progress with the Gingravik "brain hood" during the following day's morning briefing. I was happy to hear that he and the rest of the Engineering team had been able to get past the initial communication gap with the Gingravik.
"We're set to perform final testing on the hoods today. If all goes well, we can start printing them out," Chet said.
"Good work, Commander," I said. "How much of our stock would this take?"
"Best estimate, a little more than a third, sir."
"I guess it's a good thing we ordered a third more than normal, isn't it?" I asked.
"Yes, sir, I suppose it is," Chet said.
"How long would it take to print out enough for both crews?"
"I'd say three to four full days," Chet said.
"Alright. Let me know how your tests go. By the way, the Gingravik is bringing over a piece of equipment for us this morning - a device that will give us shielding. I want you to oversee its integration." Chet's face turned white when I said that. "Is there a problem?"
"Sir, I'm not sure that's even possible," Chet said.
"If anyone can make it happen, you can, Chet. See to it. It's crucial," I said.
"Yes, sir," Chet said, resigned to his task. After the briefing, Chet, Jim, and I walked to the shuttle bay, where I saw everyone off. "You watch yourself over there, Number One," I told Jim as he climbed on board with his overnight bag.
"I will, Captain," he said with a shit-eating grin. The shuttles left after we reached the safety of the observation room, only to be replaced with the shuttles from the Tere. We greeted our guests and bade farewell to those who had spent the night. Commander Ra'al, Mishita's executive officer, wheeled himself to me.
"I believe the standard greeting is, good morning, Captain," Ra'al said through his speakers.
"Yes, it is, Commander. And good morning to you," I replied.
"The shielding equipment is inside my carrying compartment, Captain," Ra'al said. I figured out the door mechanism and pulled out a small box with a container holding smaller parts, which I handed Chet with a smile. "We brought a couple of technicians to help integrate it into your system."
"Thank you, Commander. That would be most helpful," I said. "Merry Christmas, Chet," I told my Chief Engineer, who responded with a forced smile.
"I suppose I can't ever say you never gave me anything, Captain," Chet joked ruefully.
"Nope, you can't. You do this, and I'll owe you a steak dinner with all the trimmings," I told him, knowing his fondness for grilled steaks.
"Damn right you will," Chet said, adding the obligatory "sir" after an awkward moment. I knew he was being sarcastic, but I also detected a hint of frustration. This was way beyond anything he had ever dealt with - splicing an unknown alien component into his beloved ship that he knew every centimeter of. Part of me felt bad about putting this on him, but I promised myself I would make it worth his while if he succeeded. I left the shuttle bay, Ra'al at my side.
"I am not familiar with your protocol. How should I address you, Captain?" Ra'al asked.
"Generally speaking, you can either address me as 'Captain' or 'sir.' When it's just the two of us, though, you may refer to me by the familiar form of my name, Bill."
"Then you may refer to me as either 'Commander' or 'Ra'al,' if you wish... Bill," the plant-being said from his cart. "This is an impressive vessel. Your species has come a long way in a short time interval."
"Thank you, Ra'al," I said. "I'm sure it's nothing compared to the Tere."
"Do not underestimate yourself, Bill," Ra'al replied. "To be honest, I am quite impressed with the way you and your crew have dealt with our initial meeting. First contact between species can be quite... challenging. We have had our share of successes and failures in that area. Fortunately the failures have been few."
"As I have recently discovered," I remarked.
"I see that Commander Mishita has become quite... close... with your Commander Decker," Ra'al said. The delicate nature of his comment even came through his speakers.
"I believe the feeling is mutual," I told him.
"Mutual? I do not quite understand."
"He has become close to her as well," I said.
"Yes, they do seem to be genetically compatible. I hope this is not what you may call a... short fling. I have worked with her for some time now, and would not like to see her hurt. She is like a fellow seedling to me."
"You mean, like a sister?" I asked.
"Sister?" Ra'al asked, confused. "Ah, I understand. A female seedling produced by one's parental units. Yes, I think you could say that."
"I have heard him refer to her as his queen," I said. "He tells me that is a term of endearment among your people."
"And he is right. That is a good sign. Perhaps there may be a mating ritual after all."
"Are you married, Ra'al?" I asked.
"You mean mated? Yes, I am. To a delightfully smooth creature named Harmonia. She is humanoid, like Mishita, and works in our mapping department. We have been mated for several cycles now."
"Any, uh, seedlings yet?" I asked, trying to use terms he would understand.
"Not yet, but we remain hopeful," Ra'al said. We reached the bridge, and I let Ra'al enter first. The bridge crew looked at Ra'al, but none expressed surprise or shock when they saw the plant-being. I took that as a good sign.
"Sir, there's an incoming flash communication from Starbase One. Admiral Simmons," the duty comm officer said.
"Very well. Patch it into my ready room, please," I said.
"Yes, sir," the female lieutenant said.
"Why don't you join me, Commander?" I asked Ra'al.
"Very well, Captain," Ra'al responded. I smiled internally, realizing that Ra'al remembered to call me by my rank in front of the crew.
"Commander Travers, you have the conn."
"Yes, sir," Elizabeth responded. I went into the ready room, with Ra'al close behind. I sat at my desk as he took a position next to me. Engaging the video monitor, I saw Alan with an older, impeccably-dressed man.
"Captain Jones here, Admiral. This is Commander Ra'al, Executive Officer of the Gingravik Cruiser Tere," I said.
"Good morning, Captain. Commander. It is a pleasure to meet you. I'm Admiral Simmons. This is Tsod, Ambassador to the Gingravik Prefect of Earth."
"It is a pleasure to meet you, Ambassador," I said. The older man smiled as he looked from Ra'al to me.
"It is a distinct pleasure to meet you as well, Captain. I have waited more than 90 years to see this. Native Gingravik and native humans work side by side. You have no idea how this makes me feel. My only regret is that the Queen Mother did not live long enough to see this for herself," Tsod said. Ninety years? How old is this man? He didn't look more than 70 years old to me. I reflected briefly that my preconceived notions and subconscious biases were getting a pretty good workout every day.
"I have heard of this Queen Tere," I said. "She sounds like an extraordinary woman."
"Yes, Captain, she was. Her passing has affected us all. But, as you say, life goes on."
"Indeed. What can we do for you, Ambassador?" I asked. Tsod looked at Alan, who nodded his head.
"We have reviewed the information you provided, and the report we received from the IGS Tere. After consulting with our local intelligence resources, we agree with your assessment. From what we learned, Senator Jacoby has been in touch with Mr'rk operatives for some time, and we believe he may be attempting to acquire a shipment of quadrillium for his own purposes," Tsod said.
"You mean he intends to present it as a form of clean energy?" I asked.
"He may," Tsod said. "But we believe he has other... nefarious... purposes in mind. Military purposes, to be precise."
"Oh?" I asked. I suddenly had a sinking feeling but chided myself for it. Was there any technology, material, or idea in the galaxy that wasn't potentially 'dual-use' - commercial or military?
"Yes, Bill," Alan interjected. "From what the Ambassador tells me, this quadrillium can make plutonium-based weapons look like mere firecrackers. That's why he never introduced it to Earth. We're talking potential planet-busters in the wrong hands."
"It is vital that you do not let this Jacoby get his hands on quadrillium, Captain," Tsod added.
"And the Darnok?" I asked.
"They are a dangerous nuisance to our recovery operations, and any assistance you can provide would be most... appreciated, Captain. Believe me when I tell you that I speak for the Emperor and the entire High Council on this," Tsod said.
"What about Jacoby and the quadrillium?" I asked.
"The Ambassador and I are working with the intelligence community on that, Captain," Alan said. "I can't say any more than that right now. Opsec, you know."
"Yes, sir," I replied.
"In the meantime, you are directed to continue working with our Gingravik friends to neutralize the Darnok, and if necessary, any Mr'rk vessel that attempts to interfere with your operation," Alan said.
"Yes, sir," I replied, acknowledging Alan's command.
"Just... be careful out there, Bill. I want you and Enterprise back home safe and sound. That's all for now. Carry on." The video began to glitch, and I knew our window was closing. Before I could respond, the connection was lost, and the monitor was filled with static. I turned the monitor off and looked at Ra'al.
"What are we up against, Commander?" I asked.
"The Mr'rk are an aggressive group, Captain," Ra'al said. "I have only encountered them once before and it wasn't a pleasant experience."
"Is your ship armed?" I asked.
"Only with shields and light defensive weaponry. We are not an aggressive race, Captain. The Tere can create a dampening field over the planet, but that only affects artificially-created power. It is similar to what was done during the war on Earth," Ra'al said.
"Could this dampening field be deployed against an attacking craft?"
"It would require a great deal of engineering to make it work. The field is created by first deploying small satellites around or over the target," Ra'al explained.
"I suppose we'll just have to figure something else out," I said. "C'mon, let's get back to the bridge." We left the ready room, and I busied myself with all the daily reports as Ra'al familiarized himself with the layout of our bridge. I smiled as I watched the crew explain their tasks to him and knew Jim was probably getting the same treatment on the Tere.



It was late in the shift when my communicator pinged. I saw it was Chet, and I hoped he had good news for me.
"Yes, Commander, what is it?" I asked.
"We just finished the final testing on the Gingravik hoods, Captain. We were able to print out a prototype that works as well as theirs," Chet said.
"That is good news, Commander," I said. "What about the shielding device?"
"They're still working on that one, Captain, but they've made good progress. We can't use it while the warp bubble is active, though," he said.
"I doubt we would need it with the warp bubble active anyway, would we?"
"Probably not," Chet said. "We're still working on it, though. The tech behind it is solid enough. We're just working to make sure it doesn't affect any of our other systems."
"Understand," I said. "How long do you think it will take to print out enough of those brain hoods for both crews?"
"With all of our printers, probably three or four days. Remember, it's not just the humans that'll be using these things. We had to develop something that would protect the Gingravik as well," Chet said.
"I see. Finish up your testing, Chet. We'll head back to the base first thing in the morning."
"Yes, sir," Chet said before we ended the call. I turned to the duty comm officer.
"Open a channel to the Tere, Lieutenant."
"Yes, sir," the comm officer replied as Ra'al came to my side. "Channel open, Captain. Commander Mishita is available."
"Thank you." I pressed the button on my console and saw Mishita's face on the small screen. Jim was right behind her.
"Commander Mishita here, Captain. What can I do for you?"
"I just wanted to let you know that we'll be heading to our base of operations right after we get both crews back where they belong, Commander," I said. "We'll be there about three or four days while Engineering prints enough hoods for both crews. I'd appreciate it if you joined us so we can equip everyone and plan our operation at T-107."
"How long would it take to reach this base, Captain?" Mishita asked.
"At our maximum speed, I'd say no more than two days," I told her, knowing that by now, she would understand our concept of time. I could see her making the conversion before nodding her head.
"I understand. We'll accompany you, then."
"Thank you," I responded before ending the comm. "By the way, could you provide me with all the information you have on T-107?"
"Of course, Captain," Mishita said. She sent the information over, including maps and photographs, and I began planning our attack. I felt this would require a more "hands-on" approach, so I involved Marco. As the commanding officer of the Marine detachment, I figured he should play a role in the on-site planning. That night, after I made my daily log entry, Kyra massaged my neck and shoulders.
"Oh, that feels so good," I moaned. "Don't ever stop doing that."
"I'll have to at some point," Kyra quipped. "I'd like to get some sleep tonight."
"Yeah, me too. So, how did your interview with Petty Officer Jenkins go?"
"Went well, actually," Kyra answered. "She thoroughly enjoyed her encounter with the Gingravik. Said it was unlike anything she had ever experienced before. No surprise, given they have 12 massive cocks."
"No kidding," I said.
"But as much as she enjoyed herself, she said she doesn't think she would want a steady diet of that. And she likes having skin-to-skin contact with her partner. But she did say she would like to get some of that love poetry he recited to her," Kyra said.
"Oh?"
"Yes. She said it was like hearing and seeing it in her mind all at the same time."
"Interesting," I said. "Maybe I can see if Ra'al can provide some. For the ship's library, of course."
"Of course," Kyra repeated. "Meanwhile, why don't you come to bed and recite some of your own love poetry," she added with a mischievous smile. How could I resist?
The following morning, we made the switch and jumped to light speed after ensuring that both crews were present and accounted for. The only Gingravik remaining on Enterprise were two engineers working with Chet to integrate the shielding technology.
They seemed to have no problems fitting in. However, I reminded myself that their species had regular contact with other alien species for quite some time. I made a mental note to find out more about other alien races. If the human species was going to be 'wandering around the galactic neighborhood,' it would be prudent to know about any local gangs.
We reached the "base" unit in just over 25 hours. After settling in, the engineers began transferring the material to make the hoods that would protect us from the Darnok brain waves. I called a meeting with Mishita, her command, and our section heads, including Marco.
I brought everyone up to speed on what I knew and laid out what I saw as the initial operational plan of attack. Everyone remained silent until I finished, and I looked at Mishita before continuing.
"What have your people found?" I asked.
"Our engineers have concluded that the navigation system of the Klagg was off by two degrees - enough to expose the ship to the Darnok. They believe it was done intentionally, but they require a component from the wreckage to confirm that," Mishita said. "I will have one of my engineers accompany your Marines to the surface to retrieve it if that is possible."
"I believe we can do that, right, Lieutenant?" I asked Marco, who was busy studying the map on my monitor, taking note of Klagg's location relative to the Darnok cluster.
"I believe we can do that, Captain. I'll assign Corporal Sampson and two Marines to their engineer. Just a thought, Captain. Why not just nuke them from orbit?" he asked. I had considered that option but didn't want it to be my first course of action.
"Nook?" K'ew asked. "What does this mean?"
"We take the targets out with tactical nuclear warheads. Nothing high-yield. Would be a lot faster, and a lot more efficient," Marco said.
"You have fission weapons on this ship, Captain?" K'ew asked. I could hear the shock in the voice that came through the speakers.
"Yes, K'ew, we do. Is that a problem?" I asked.
"You cannot use them on T-107," K'ew stated emphatically. "I urge you to not consider that course of action."
"Oh? Why?" I asked.
"First, the crust of T-107 is quite thin, and unstable. The quadrillium is formed under the crust and pushes its way to the surface as the crystals grow. There is another problem. The quadrillium absorbs and amplifies energy. The amount of energy in your fission weapons could spark a chain reaction that would ultimately destroy the planet," K'ew said.
I understood K'ew's objections and, in doing so, understood fully what Alan had told me earlier. And it horrified me. Anyone with even a tiny amount of this material would be able to create a "doomsday" device that could ultimately destroy Earth. A much smaller planet, like T-107, would be shattered, or possibly annihilated.
"Alright, we'll table the nuclear option. What about standard weaponry? Lasers, and cruise missiles? The lasers emit in the red-light frequencies of our visible spectrum, and the missiles have chemical explosive warheads, though pretty powerful. Will those create a chain reaction?" I asked. I knew the Gingravik scientist had been on Enterprise long enough to be aware of our standard weaponry. K'ew thought for a few moments before responding.
"I do not believe so, as long as they do not use fissionable material," K'ew said. "The extremely intense electromagnetic flux, what you refer to as x-rays and gamma rays, from an uncontrolled fission reaction is what would initiate a corresponding reaction in the quadrillium."
"Alright. So it looks like we do this the old-fashioned way. Which means you and your Marines are going to get your hands dirty, Marco. I hope you and your men are up on your low-gravity training," I said.
"Yes, sir, and we've been practicing our Grav Tac," Marco said.
"Good. From what Astro reports, the gravity on T-107 is about.7 G. The planet has an oxygen-nitrogen atmosphere, but it's quite thin, so you'll have to work in suits," I said. "Will that be a problem?"
"No, sir. We're Marines. We improvise, adapt, overcome," Marco said. His response had the slightest hint of being 'put out.' He worked his Marines hard all the time; 'not being ready' happened to other people and was unacceptable to Marines.
"Good. Then this is what we'll do." I put up a larger map with T-107 in the center. "We'll approach the system from two directions. Here, at Point Red, we'll don our protective gear," I said, pointing at a spot half a parsec away from the system.
"Commander Mishita, you and Tere will approach the system from the sunward side, since you're more familiar with the approach corridor than I. Enterprise will approach from the dark side. When we're in range, we'll open fire to distract the Darnok and soften the target for Lt. Ruiz and his Marines. They'll be on the Tere. When you're in position, send them down in three teams. Lieutenant?" I asked, indicating it was Marco's turn to brief the group.
"Gunny Sanders will lead one team from the north slope here," Marco said, using his pointer to indicate a bluff overlooking the Darnok cluster at the bottom of a gully. "I will lead another team from the southern slope. Meanwhile, Corporal Sampson will land here, close to the Klagg. Once the enemy has been neutralized and your equipment recovered, we'll return to the shuttles and fly back to the Tere."
"Remember, Lieutenant, you'll only have a few hours of air in your combat suits. And you'll need to be careful. Even though they're reinforced, and are self-sealing, those suits can still be torn if you encounter a sharp enough rock. Get in, do your business, then get the hell off that planet as fast as you can. Understand?" I asked.
"Yes, sir, I understand," Marco replied.
"Any questions?" I asked.
"What if we encounter a Mr'rk ship, Captain?" Mishita asked.
"Like Lt. Ruiz said, we improvise, adapt, and overcome," I replied, causing Marco to smile.
"Lieutenant, I hope you realize these Darnok are not like anything you have ever encountered. They are extremely swift, and quite vicious. They are not capable of reasoning and they know nothing of mercy," Mishita said.
"Yes, ma'am," Marco said. "I understand. We'll just have to be more swift and even more vicious than they are. Hopefully, Enterprise will have done sufficient damage so there won't be much left for us to do but mop up."
"I hope you are right, Lieutenant," Mishita said. "These creatures are sexual omnivores. Given half a chance, they will do horrific things to you and your men."
"Then I reckon we'll just have to give them a very hot lead-based enema, ma'am," Marco said with a slight smile. "They'll think twice before they mess with another U.S. Marine." Mishita chuckled at that.
"Are you sure you're not really a D'o'wr, Lieutenant?" she asked. "You sound very much like one."
"I don't know what that is, ma'am, but I'll take it as a compliment," Marco said, causing the rest to chuckle in response. Even K'ew seemed to get a kick out of that. I wrapped up the meeting, and we went our separate ways to prepare for the most challenging job we had ever taken on.
Life on the Enterprise was a blur over the next three days. Chet's engineers burned a lot of midnight oil printing protective hoods and integrating the Gingravik shields into our system. That turned out to be a bit more of a challenge than Chet initially thought. Still, he eventually figured it out with help from Mishita's scientists and engineers.
The Marines drilled for their job, all while wearing the bulky combat suits they would have to use on T-107. They even managed to integrate some Grav Tac practice while suited. I also had the weapons officer run drills to test the systems and hone his skills. His techs aligned the guidance systems of the cruise missiles to darn near absolute precision. And he augmented the cooling systems on the lasers.
I heard from Alan the night before our departure. Working with certain three-letter federal agencies and the Earth-based Gingravik security services, Senator Jacoby was arrested as he attempted to contact his Mr'rk overseer. His equipment, computers, and papers were confiscated. He now sat in a tiny cell in the D.C. Prison as grim-faced federal agents pored over his files and alien communication gear.
Our work at the base was finally done. Everyone on both vessels was equipped with a protective hood; everything had been tested and was ready to go. Marco and his Marines "saddled up" and prepared to transfer to the Tere. I gave them the usual speech to prepare them for what they would experience on the alien vessel, then sent them on their way.
Sitting in my command chair, I pressed the button to activate the ship-to-ship communication channel.
"Tere, this is Enterprise. Status."
"Enterprise, this is Tere. We are ready, Captain," Mishita said.
"Let's roll," I replied. I saw the confused look on my Gingravik counterpart's face and smiled. "My apologies, Commander. Let's go."
"No apologies necessary, Captain," Mishita said with a smile. "I am ready to go. Please watch over Jim for me."
"No problem. Your prince is in good hands, Commander," I told her.
"Thank you," she said. "Tere, out." We ended the link and jumped into light speed, going in our pre-determined vectors to T-107.
We reached Point Red in 36 hours, and I commanded everyone to don their protective hoods. Pulling the hood over my head, I hoped it would work, and I also expected the thing wouldn't be too uncomfortable. To my surprise, it wasn't too bad, which was a good thing, as we would be using these things for the next two days, at least.
We finally reached T-107 and dropped out of light speed close to the planet - perhaps a bit closer than I would have liked, but I wanted to ensure we had the element of surprise.
"Tere is in position, Captain," Elizabeth said.
"Thank you, Commander," I said. Showtime. I knew Mishita was monitoring our position and would move in as soon as I began firing, so there was no need to communicate. "Shields up," I told the engineering officer.
"Shields up, sir," the lieutenant replied. I turned to the duty weapons officer.
"Target your objective, Lieutenant. Fire at will. Maximum effect."
"Aye, aye, sir," the Lieutenant replied. I watched as streams of hot red laser fire leaped from the ship and pounded T-107, where the Darnok was. I could see the flashes as the cruise missiles struck their targets.
For a moment, I almost felt sorry for the beings on the planet below. Almost. And then, I recalled the images Mishita gave me of the horrific treatment the Darnok had meted out to the crew of the Klagg. Elizabeth's voice brought me out of my reverie a half-hour later.
"Captain, sensors are picking up another vessel," she said. I jumped out of my chair and looked at her monitor. I saw the dark shape gaining on the Tere.
"Any idea who that might be?" I asked. Elizabeth shook her head.
"No sir. The emission signature is slightly different from the Tere, so I don't think it's Gingravik."
"I think you're right," I told her. The vessel's shape was sharply angular, unlike the smooth and elegant curves of the Tere.
"Sir, it's dropping out of light speed," Elizabeth said. "It seems to be heading straight for the Tere." I returned to my chair and pressed the button activating the ship-to-ship communication.
"Tere, this is Enterprise. There's a vessel almost on top of you. We can't identify it."
"We see it, Enterprise," Mishita replied. "It's a Mr'rk vessel. We're taking a defensive posture. Tere, out."
"Captain, we have to do something," Jim pled. I agreed with him, but we also had a mission to accomplish.
"Ops, what is the status of our target?" Elizabeth consulted her monitors before responding.
"Target appears to be heavily damaged, sir," she replied. My next move was clear to me.
"Weps, cease fire. Helm, take us out of orbit. Put us right behind that Mr'rk ship's exhaust," I said. Both officers acknowledged my command, and I saw the planet shift in the front portal as we broke orbit. "Weapons, prepare to fire on my command."
"Aye, aye, sir," the weapons lieutenant said. We slowly made our way around the planet and saw the Tere, with the Mr'rk vessel nearby. I could see red flashes between the third ship and the Tere and knew Mishita had come under fire. I hoped her shields held long enough for us to get in place.
"Steady as she goes, helm. Put us right behind that Mr'rk ship," I said.
"Aye, aye, sir," the helm said.
"Weapons, target those nacelles. Fire on my command."
"Aye, aye, sir," the weapons officer said.
"Ops?"
"Their shields seem to be concentrated on their bow, sir. I don't believe they've spotted us yet." We inched closer to the two ships now locked in combat. The Tere's shields were quite effective at deflecting the Mr'rk fire. Still, it didn't appear that Mishita's defensive weapons had much impact, if any. I hoped to change that situation fast.
"Stand by, weapons," I said.
"Standing by. Aye, aye, sir," the weapons officer replied.
"We're almost right up their ass, Captain," Jim said.
"I agree, Number One. Weapons, unleash Hell. Now!"
"Unleashing Hell, aye, aye, sir," the weapons officer replied. Flashes of hot-red phased laser fire erupted from the Enterprise before becoming invisible as it reached the alien craft. It neatly sliced through the Mr'rk shields and devastated whatever it struck. Pieces of what I assumed were their engines broke away and tumbled into space. The weapons lieutenant glanced at me for further instructions.
"Keep firing, Lieutenant," I said.
"Yes, sir," the weapons officer replied. More pieces of the Mr'rk ship broke away, and I thought I saw bodies floating into open space. I saw the lights on the Mr'rk vessel flicker several times, then go out. The weapons fire it had been pouring on the Tere stopped.
"Sir, the Mr'rk vessel appears to be losing orbit, and it's heading for the planet," Elizabeth said. I looked, and sure enough, the Mr'rk ship had turned nose down toward the planet and appeared to be falling.
"Cease fire," I ordered.
"Aye, sir," the weapons officer replied. We watched as the Mr'rk vessel tumbled toward the planet, gaining speed as its gravity took hold and pulled it in. My communicator pinged, so I answered.
"Enterprise, this is Tere. We suffered minor damage, but are serviceable. No casualties. Thank you."
"My pleasure, Commander," I told her. Jim sighed in relief when he heard Mishita's message.
"We are not receiving any signals from the Darnok, Captain. It appears your orbital bombardment did the trick. However, we still need to collect our equipment from the Klagg, and I would like to see if we can rescue any survivors from the Mr'rk ship," Mishita said. I understood what she wanted - prisoners. Hopefully, someone could explain this whole mess.
"Very well, Commander. By all means, dispatch the Marines."
"Yes, Captain," Mishita replied. As we watched, four shuttles left the Tere and followed the Mr'rk ship to the surface. Fortunately, the vessel crash-landed not far from where the Darnok was located, so Marco would be somewhat familiar with the terrain, and it wasn't far from the wreckage of the Klagg.
I watched the four shuttles speed toward the planet below and anxiously awaited word from our expeditionary force. Then I turned to my first officer.
"Status, Number One?" I asked.
"All systems within normal operating parameters, Captain," Jim said as he received reports throughout the ship.
"Good, thank you," I said. "Why don't you go to Engineering and see how things are down there? I need to get my report ready for Admiral Simmons."



"Yes, sir," Jim said before leaving the bridge. I figured everything would be fine in Chet's department, but I wanted to give Jim something to help keep his mind off Mishita, as I knew he was worried about her. I started my report as I waited to hear from our teams on the planet below. An hour later, my communications unit pinged, and I saw it was from Marco.
"Report, Lieutenant," I ordered.
"Nothing here but rubble and body parts, Captain," Marco said. He swung his cameras so I could get a look at the destruction. Sure enough, there were several large craters surrounded by pulverized boulders and also scattered pieces of... something... that I assumed were Darnok. Or at least used to be. I heard Gunny Sanders chime in.
"Echo Seven Sierra here, Captain. Same situation here, sir."
"Very well," I said. "Meet the team at the Mr'rk vessel, check for survivors."
"Aye, aye, sir," Marco said before ending the comm. I reached out to Tere and relayed the team's findings.
"We are receiving no life signs and have not detected any signals from the surface, Captain," Mishita said. "It seems your bombardment was quite... effective."
"Is it possible they may have burrowed underground, Commander?" I asked, recalling from the material she gave me that said the Darnok lived underground.
"That is possible, Captain," Mishita replied. "This would have been a new experience for them, and their instincts would probably have driven them under. There's enough quadrillium in the soil to block any signals from underneath the surface, and effectively screen them from out sensors."
"So we're not necessarily out of danger, then," I said.
"That would be the safest assumption, Captain," Mishita replied earnestly.
"I suppose we should remain in a protective posture, then. At least until we reach Point Red. Would you concur?" I wanted to hear her point of view and didn't want to appear as though I was running roughshod over her.
"I believe that would be prudent, Captain," Mishita said. Her tone softened for a moment. "How is Commander Decker, Captain?"
"Your prince is doing just fine, Commander," I said. "I believe he is more worried about his queen than anything else at the moment." I couldn't see Mishita's face due to the protective hood, but I could tell she was smiling.
"Thank you, Captain. For everything," Mishita said. "Please tell him that his queen is just fine."
"I will, Commander. But feel free to tell him yourself," I replied. "I know it will mean a great deal to him."
"I will do that, Captain. Thank you again. Tere, out." The connection ended and I sat back, considering my report. An hour later, I received another communication from the surface and saw it was Marco.
"Report, Lieutenant," I said.
"Sir, we have found two survivors from the Mr'rk vessel. They have sustained injuries and are in shock from the crash," he said. "We have performed what first aid we can and are preparing them for transport to the shuttles." He panned his camera, and I saw one being that looked somewhat reptilian.
The second being, however, caused my blood to freeze. It was a young woman who looked exactly like someone I hadn't seen in over six years - Tabitha, my ex-wife. She even had the same build and similar tattoos on her arms. How was this even possible? The last time I saw Tabitha, Kyra and I had attached her lifeless body to a nuclear device that detonated in open space.
"Lieutenant, bring the human female to the Enterprise," I said. "And get the other over to the Tere. The commander wanted a prisoner for interrogation, and they will have more experience with alien physiology than our good doctor."
"Yes, sir," Marco said. I sent a message to Mishita,
letting her know, then informed sickbay of an incoming patient.
"Did one of our people get injured, Captain?" the doctor asked.
"No, but they recovered a survivor from the Mr'rk vessel - a human female. I'd appreciate it if you could do a full genetic screen on her."
"Of course, Captain," the doctor said, stunned. "Is there something I should know?"
"I don't know yet, Doc," I said. "Make this a priority."
"Yes, sir," the doctor said before signing off. I retreated to my ready room and worked on my report to Alan. An hour later, I received word that Marco's people had returned the female Mr'rk prisoner to the Enterprise. I also received a comm from Mishita.
"Yes, Commander, what can I do for you?" I asked.
"I understand the female prisoner has been brought to Enterprise," she said.
"Yes, is that a problem?"
"No, not at all. We have the other prisoner here. I also wanted to let you know that I am placing two warning buoys in orbit around T-107 to warn off any spacecraft within two periods," she said.
"A wise precaution," I agreed.
"I also have a... personal... favor to ask, Captain," Mishita said somewhat hesitantly.
"Of course." I had a suspicion of what that was going to be...
"With your permission, I would like Jim Decker to join me on the Tere for our return to your base. I assume that's where you will be going," she said. "I will have Commander Ra'al sent to Enterprise in exchange. He may be able to help with your prisoner."
My guess had been one hundred percent correct. "I... see," I told her. I understood what she wanted, but I had to hear it from her.
"Commander... Mishita. Rank aside, allegiances aside, one person to another. Please understand that Jim is not only my first officer. I think of him as a friend. So, I am concerned about his well-being. Both physical, and emotional. What are your intentions with him?"
"I have developed... feelings... for him, Captain. Please understand. I feel as if my existence is tied to his. I assure you, Bill, I have only the best intentions for Jim. I guess, in your language, I... love... him. And I... need... him. We Gingravik do not handle separation very well. In fact, it's quite painful. And if this is to be the last I see of him, I want it to be... memorable. For us both."
There it was, in the open. I admired her honesty and candor; deep down, I knew Jim felt the same way about her. I considered her request for a few moments before responding.
"I understand, Mishita," I told her. "Of course, Commander Decker can join you. I'll have him return with your shuttle."
"Thank you so very much, Captain," she said. "For everything. I'll have Commander Ra'al come to Enterprise." We ended the call, and I walked to the bridge, where I saw Jim at his console.
"Status, Number One?"
"Engineering is ship-shape and Bristol-fashion, sir," he replied, using ancient British naval terminology I hadn't heard for many years.
"Good," I said. "Walk with me, Jim." He looked confused and maybe apprehensive as I headed off the bridge.
"Where are we going, sir?" he asked.
"sickbay," I said. "I want to find out what we can about our prisoner. And I wanted to talk with you for a bit, man-to-man."
"Oh? Is there a problem, sir?"
"No, Jim. I'm just curious about something. What are your intentions with this Gingravik commander?"
"I don't quite know, sir," Jim said. "I know it may sound crazy, but... I love her, Bill. I can't help it. It hurts to be away from her. Physically... and emotionally. I can't explain it." Interesting choice of words, I thought.
"Would you marry her if you could?" I asked.
"In a heartbeat, Bill," Jim said.
"She asked for you to accompany her to the base. I've given her my answer, but I wanted to talk with you about it first. Are you absolutely certain about this?"
"More than anything in my life, Bill. I can't stand to be away from her."
"You know that if you marry her, one of you would have to give up your career. You can't expect her to just throw it all away to be with you. That wouldn't be fair to her."
"I'm willing to resign my commission, Bill, if that's what it will take."
"That's a mighty big step, Jim. You're a damn good officer. The Fleet has spent a lot of time and money getting you to this point in your career," I said.
"I know, Bill. But there's some things that are just more important. To me, anyway."
"I understand, Jim," I said. "Anyway, I told her you could join her for the trip back to the base. That is if that's what you want." Jim's eyes lit up like a Christmas tree, and he threw his arms around me in a tight manly hug.
"That means more to me than you know, Bill," he exclaimed. "Thank you. When do I go?"
"Well, I guesstimate that you have just about enough time to throw your stuff together and get to the shuttle bay," I told him.
"On my way, sir. And thank you!"
"You're welcome, Jim," I said. I watched him run off to his stateroom and wondered what his future would hold. Then I headed to sickbay, pinging Kyra on the way.
"Yes, dear?" Kyra asked when she answered. It felt strange looking at her with the protective hood. It just seemed... wrong... to cover up such beauty.
"We have a guest in the sickbay," I said. "I'd like you to join me there."
"On my way," Kyra said before ending the comm. We met at the hatchway leading to sickbay and went in together. I saw the doctor at his desk and approached him.
"What's the word on our guest, Doc?" I asked.
"She's got multiple broken bones, some internal injuries, and several contusions, Captain. She took a pretty good blow to her head and I'm concerned she may have suffered a concussion. We've got her in a medically-induced coma at the moment, and we're treating her other injuries. I took a sample of her DNA, and I'm getting ready to analyze it," the doctor said.
"Will she make it?" I asked.
"Hard to say, Captain. Her vitals are a bit off at the moment, but we're working to stabilize those. We'll know more in the next 24 hours or so."
"When you analyze her DNA, I'd like you to run it against the national registry," I said, causing the doctor to look at me with shock.
"National registry? Are you sure?"
"Yes," I said. "Is that a problem?"
"Of course not, Captain," the doctor replied.
"Good. How long will your analysis take?"
"I should know something by the time we reach base," the doctor said.
"Make it your priority, doctor. I need answers on this. Can we go see her?"
"I don't see why not. But don't expect her to respond to any questioning, Captain."
"I don't," I said. "I just want to take a look."
"Go ahead," the doctor said. We went into the small compartment where the prisoner lay, wires and tubes running into her body. Much of her face was bandaged, but we could see enough to recognize who she appeared to be.
"Oh my God," Kyra exclaimed when she looked. "Is that..."
"Tabitha? It sure looks like her, doesn't it?"
"Yes, it does," Kyra said. "But how is that possible? You and I strapped Tabitha's dead body to a nuclear bomb and sent it out into space. Remember?" I could never forget that moment.
"I remember, alright. Do you think this is just a coincidence?"
"I don't know what to think, sweetheart," Kyra said.
"Neither do I. I guess we'll just have to wait and see what the good doctor comes up with." We left sickbay, stunned at what lay in that bed, and headed our separate ways.
I had just finished sending my after-action report to Alan when I got the word that Mishita had launched her orbital buoys. Seeing no reason to remain in orbit, I contacted her to make sure Jim had settled in. Ra'al had already reported aboard and was making his rounds on the bridge.
"Commander Decker has settled in, Captain, and we are ready to leave," Mishita told me.
"Thank you, Commander. We'll see you at the base, then," I replied, ending the transmission. We broke orbit and made the jump to light speed. When we crossed Point Red, I gave the order to remove the protective headgear. I could almost hear the collective gasps from the crew as everyone removed their hoods.
"Get this thing off me," Ra'al shouted through his speakers as he fumbled with the garment covering the top half of his cart. Two bridge officers removed it from his cart before folding it into his compartment. The speakers emitted an almost human sigh of relief.
I received a message from sickbay shortly after we reached the base. Enterprise and Tere were now in place, and Chet ordered a level-two diagnostic on all the ship's systems, which I knew would take a couple of days to complete. I messaged Kyra and asked her to join me in sickbay.
"What did you find?" I asked the doctor when we arrived.
"I checked our guest's DNA against the national registry like you asked, Captain," the doctor said. "Believe it or not, there was a match."
"Let me guess. Tabitha Abernathy, formerly of the Space Corps, now deceased," I replied.
"How did you know?" the doctor asked, startled.
"Call it a hunch. What else can you tell me?"
"Well, you're right. Her DNA matched this Tabitha Abernathy alright, but there's a problem. It isn't stable."
"Why not?" Kyra asked.
"Because this woman is a clone. She may appear to be a young woman in her late twenties, but physically, I'd say she's maybe five, six years old at the most. I'd be surprised if she even survives the trip back to Earth," the doctor said.
"How is that possible?" Kyra asked.
"Technically, one doesn't need much material to form a clone," the doctor explained. "It's been tried with some level of success, but the end result generally isn't very stable." I considered the implications of this for a moment.
"That would mean," Kyra began.
"The Mr'rk have been to our system before," I said, completing Kyra's statement. "For all we know, they're still there, hiding out. I need to contact Admiral Simmons about this, ASAP. Excuse me, Kyra, doctor. I have to get to the bridge, immediately."
I left sickbay, not saying another word, and got to the bridge as fast as possible. I began to order the comm officer to set up a flash channel to the Admiral, but she beat me to the punch.
"Captain, Admiral Simmons has scheduled a secure comm. He requested that Commander Decker, Commander Mishita and Commander Ra'al join you, sir. I've already contacted the Tere, and they are on their way here now."
"Good work, Lieutenant. Thank you," I said. "Send them to my ready room when they get here." Twenty minutes later, Jim and Mishita entered my ready room. Ra'al was already in the room, waiting for their arrival. After they closed the hatch, I heard the beep indicating the comm was being patched through, so I activated the large monitor where I saw Alan and the Gingravik ambassador, Tsod.
"Good day, Admiral," I said. "Commanders Decker, Mishita, and Ra'al are also here with me."
"Good day, Captain," Alan said. "I'm glad to see you all made it okay. Good work at T-107, all of you. I received your report, and the followup on your... prisoner, Captain. Are there any updates on that situation?"
"The doctor has performed the analysis, sir, and tells me the person we collected from the Mr'rk vessel is a clone of one Tabitha Abernathy," I said. I saw Alan's face turn white.
"Your ex-wife?" Alan asked, shocked.
"Yes, sir. One and the same."
"That means..."
"The Mr'rk were in our system, at least five or six years ago. They very well could still be there, hiding from our interplanetary patrols," I said.
"Well, that makes what we're about to announce all the more prescient," Alan said. "There's going to be some personnel changes, Captain. Ambassador, would you care to begin?"
"Thank you, Admiral," the older man said. "The High Council is expanding our diplomatic mission to Earth. As a result of that expansion, they have agreed to assign you, Senior Commander Mishita, to serve as our interstellar military liaison at New South Marsookia."
"And you, Commander Decker, have been picked to work with the Senior Commander as our liaison. I understand the Gingravik High Council requested you by name," Alan said, glancing at Tsod.
"I... I don't know what to say, Admiral," Jim stuttered as he looked at Mishita.
"That's easy, Commander," Alan said. "You say, 'aye, aye, sir,' and accept your orders."
"Aye, aye, sir," Jim said, quite enthusiastic at the prospect of being with his queen. "So, where is this New South Marsookia, and when do these orders take effect?"
"New South Marsookia is located in the South Pacific Ocean, Commander," Alan said. "And the assignment is effective immediately."
"South Pacific? Sounds like fun," Jim said.
"In light of this, Commander Ra'al, you have been promoted to Senior Commander and will take charge of the Tere, effective immediately. The Council has directed you to report to the home world, where you will personally brief them on the mission," Tsod said.
"Yes, Ambassador," Ra'al said.
"I know this leaves you without an executive officer, Captain. I can get someone assigned to Enterprise unless you have another candidate in mind," Alan said.
"As a matter of fact, I do have a candidate, sir," I answered.
"Commander Travers?" Alan asked.
"Yes, sir. I believe she's ready for the job."
"Very well. I'll have the orders cut and sent ASAP. There's also a promotion involved, so I'll fast track that as well. Commander Decker, your new billet calls for a Captain, so I'll get your promotion in the mix. Congratulations."
"Thank you, sir," Jim said.
"Our window is closing, so I'll sign off, but first, I want to say that we're all very impressed with the way all of you have handled this incident. Thank you. And please be sure to let your crews know as well," Alan said.
"Yes, sir, I will," I responded.
"Very well, Captain. That's all for now. Simmons out." The communication ended, and Jim wrapped his arms around Mishita.
"Think you can handle working with me, my queen?" he asked. Mishita smiled and planted a kiss on his lips.
"I can handle it just fine, my prince," she moaned. They broke their embrace, and Mishita turned to Ra'al. "Will I have time to move my things from the Tere, Commander?"
"Of course," Ra'al said.
"Before you return to the Tere, Commander, I was wondering if you could find out what you can from our prisoner," I asked Ra'al, knowing the Gingravik communicated telepathically.
"I will do my best, Captain, but I cannot guarantee the results," Ra'al said.
"Whatever you can do, Commander," I said. We left the ready room and went to sickbay. The female we retrieved from T-107 was still asleep in her bed. We watched as Ra'al wrapped two of his tendrils around her head. He remained still for several minutes before removing his tendrils. I saw his leaves droop and could sense his sadness.
"Well?" I asked.
"This female is quite immature," Ra'al said. "She is barely literate."
"Do you know what she did on that ship?" I asked.
"The best word in your language would be a 'disposable.' She performed menial, sometimes quite dangerous tasks. When she wasn't doing that, she... serviced... the rest of the crew. Sexually. Her life with the Mr'rk was one of pain and deprivation."
Basically, I thought she was a slave and a whore. As bad as Tabitha had become, I wished this existence on no one - not even her clone. Ra'al continued: "She had no name, at least not what you would consider a name, but was designated 'three of five.' It seems she was just one of a group of clones from the same source."
"Interesting," I said. "Thank you, Ra'al." We left sickbay and walked to the shuttle bay, where I saw the three of them off. I knew Jim and Mishita would be back - sometime. From there, I went back to the bridge.
"Captain, there's a comm from Starbase One," the communications officer said. "It looks like a set of orders."
"Thank you. Print them off for me, please. Commander Travers, would you join me, please?" Elizabeth looked at me, concerned, then stepped in front of me. I took the printout and pressed my inter-ship comm button.
"Attention to orders. By order of Admiral Simmons, Commander, Star Fleet, Elizabeth Travers is hereby appointed Executive Officer of the Enterprise, effective immediately. That is all." With a smile, I lowered my voice and added, "Congratulations, Number One. May God have mercy on your soul."



"Thank you, sir," Elizabeth said, confused. "May I ask, what happened to Commander Decker?"
"You may. Commander Decker has been reassigned. He'll be working as the military liaison for the Gingravik Embassy on Earth. His assignment is effective immediately, so you get to be my new Number One. Unless you don't want the job..."
"Of course I do, sir. Thank you."
"You're welcome, Commander. Admiral Simmons is working to fast-track your promotion to full Commander, but the job is yours nevertheless," I said. "I'll leave it up to you to adjust the Ops assignments."
"Yes sir, I'll get on it right away," Elizabeth said.
...
Epilogue (Five months later)
The last five months had been busy ones for everyone. We returned to Starbase One, where Jim and Elizabeth were officially promoted to their new ranks. Enterprise and her crew were given Star Fleet's first unit citation for action against the Mr'rk. As promised, I took Chet out and bought him a steak dinner. Yes, it was real meat, and he enjoyed every bite.
Federal authorities were still investigating Senator Jacoby, now occupying a cell at Fort Leavenworth. He had been charged with espionage and trafficking in weapons of mass destruction. Some said he should face treason charges, but that had not yet been decided.
The female clone "Three of Five" survived the transit to Earth. Still, her body began shutting down shortly after her transfer to Walter Reed Hospital. She died of renal failure about 30 days after our return, never having regained consciousness. I felt terrible for her but was also unnerved to think there were at least four more of those things out there somewhere.
Meanwhile, diplomats from the United States, her allies, and the Gingravik Empire were hammering out a treaty they said would benefit everyone. We'll see about that, I thought. Meanwhile, Enterprise had been given new orders and was preparing for its new mission.
Kyra and I stood in the giant venue on New South Marsookia, as naked as everyone else - Gingravik and human alike. I was more than a bit nervous about all of this until Kyra reminded me that "when on New South Marsookia..." I finally gave in, admitting I had asked the Gingravik to wear clothes on board the Enterprise.
Jim finally popped the question, and Mishita gladly accepted his proposal. They agreed to join in a traditional Gingravik ceremony, which is why Kyra and I were here. We watched as the ceremony took place. It took all I had to not rush the stage when the mating mark was emblazoned on Jim's chest. At first, I thought he would pass out, but he recovered quickly.
When they were declared officially "mated," a bed was brought on the stage, and the newlyweds wasted no time ravishing each other's bodies. We heard a commotion behind us and looked to see everyone else in the audience coupling. I saw one human female with three Gingravik penises inside her pussy while sucking another.
"Well, spaceman? Are you gonna just stand there? Or are you gonna do me?" Kyra whispered. I turned to see my wife about ready to jump my bones, her skin flush, her nipples hard and erect.
"Come here, wife," I whispered back as I took her in my arms. I'm not sure if it was the strange green wine we drank or the presence of so much open sexuality, but I was more excited than I had been in a long time. These people sure know how to party, I thought as I buried myself balls deep in my wife.
...
Fade to black... For now...
Note: Parts of this story reference the seventh entry of my "Plant" series. You can find the link to that in my profile. Ambassador Tsod first appeared in "The Plant Pt. 06: Ambassador." The story surrounding Tabitha's demise can be read in part three of this series, here.
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"It's been a long road
Getting from there to here
It's been a long time
But my time is finally near..."
Friday, November 22, 1963, was a day Major Michael Barnes, USAF, would remember for the rest of his life. On that day, he learned that the President of the United States was wounded in an attempt on his life while visiting Dallas, Texas.
It was also the day Michael, or Mike, as he preferred to be called, learned that Rhonda, his wife of ten years, had been cheating on him. If what he just overheard was correct, Rhonda had been screwing around on him for most of his marriage.
Adding insult to injury, there was a chance that he wasn't the biological father of his 8-year-old daughter, Lisa. He listened quietly as his wife spoke to someone on their home phone. She was so wrapped up in her conversation with her lover that she didn't hear him come inside.
"So when is he leaving?" Mike heard his wife ask. "That's perfect. How long will he be gone?" he heard Rhonda ask a few moments later. "No, he has no idea. As far as he knows, Lisa is his. I've never suggested otherwise," Rhonda said. "No, sweetheart, Lisa doesn't know either, and I think it's about time she learned who her real father is."
Mike felt as if he had just been punched in the gut. But who was Rhonda speaking with? And where was he being sent? Vietnam? He had been a test pilot at Edwards Air Force Base for the last four years and felt he would be getting orders before long. He had already flown in one war and wasn't looking forward to doing it again.
Not wanting to hear any more of Rhonda's betrayal, Mike just wanted to be gone, and he was afraid that if he stuck around, he would do something that he would come to regret. What he needed was information - and space from Rhonda.
According to reports, the body of JFK's "alleged" would-be assassin, Lee Harvey Oswald, was found slumped over his firing position on the sixth floor of the Texas School Book Depository building, a single gunshot wound to the back of his head, ruling out suicide. At least the president would live.
But Michael's marriage was dead. As a doornail. His heart wounded, Mike backed away from the door jamb and crept back outside. He returned to his car and left the house, not caring if his errant wife heard him drive away.
He drove to a nearby civilian bar, parked, and went inside. At that moment, Mike only had one goal - to drown his sorrows in alcohol. When he sat at the bar stool, the bartender came up and took his order, then brought his beer back.
"Never seen you here before, Major. Problems at home?"
"Yeah, you could say that," Mike said.
"Wife cheating on ya?"
"Something like that," Mike said.
"I've seen that look before. Listen, give this guy a call. He's right over in Lancaster. Did right by me," the bartender said, handing Mike a business card. "Call him now if you want. Feel free to use my phone. Might be able to get in to see him Monday."
Mike made the call and was surprised when he spoke to the man himself - Tom Hawkins. He made an appointment for Monday afternoon since Tom would be out over the weekend.
They say bad news comes in threes, and Mike was pretty sloshed when the third piece of bad news hit. This one came from Walter Cronkite, named "the most trusted man in America," if one believes the polls. If Cronkite said it, one could take it to the bank.
"This just in," Cronkite said, holding a piece of paper. "A NASA spokesman just confirmed to CBS News that a very large spacecraft of unknown origin appears to have settled into orbit about 3,500 miles over Washington, D.C. It is not known at this time what intentions the visitors may have.
"The arrival of the spacecraft is being met with mixed emotions on Capitol Hill. Despite the president's desire for a robust space program to counter the Soviets, a bipartisan coalition of Senators say the money would be better spent on pressing problems at home. Still, others say this incident shows the President's forward thinking on space and national security matters.
"President Kennedy is currently under medical care at Parkland Memorial Hospital in Dallas, Texas, where he is expected to be released soon. In his absence, Vice President Johnson has convened the Cabinet to discuss options. Stay tuned to CBS News for more on this breaking report," Cronkite said, ending the news flash.
"Shit," Mike sighed as he swallowed the last of his beer.
"I think that's about enough for you tonight, Major," the bartender said, handing Mike a cup of coffee. "Sounds to me like you fellas are gonna be pretty busy," the older man said, nodding at the black-and-white television.
"Yeah, I reckon so," Mike said, his Texas drawl starting to show as it often did when he was buzzed. Space aliens, Mike thought sarcastically. What the fuck do they want with this fucked-up planet? He downed the hot, bitter liquid, grabbed his keys, and gently stood up.
"You be careful out there, you hear me?" the bartender asked.
"Yeah, yeah. I'll be fine," Mike slurred as he made his way to the door. Climbing in his car, he started it up and headed home. Or rather, the military-provided building that used to be home. Now it was just four walls holding up a roof. He had no idea what he would be walking into. He found out a few minutes later.
"My God, Mike, you're drunk," Rhonda screeched when he stumbled through the front door. "I've been worried sick about you. Have you seen the news?"
"What? You mean the space aliens? Yeah, I saw it down at Joe's Bar. They can have the fucking planet for all I care," Mike snarled as he collapsed on the couch, his tie half undone, his uniform jacket fully unbuttoned.
"Well, you'd better care, mister. Jim's called here several times asking for you," Rhonda snapped. Jim Tyson, or Col. Jim Tyson, was Mike's commanding officer. They had known each other for years - ever since Mike graduated from West Point and went to Air Force flight school. Jim was Mike's flight instructor and, Mike thought, a friend and mentor. But after what he heard today, he began to wonder.
"Yeah, I'm sure he has," Mike slurred. "But as you can see, I'm in no shape to do anything right now."
"Yeah, I can see that. You're a disgrace," Rhonda huffed indignantly as she started down the hall.
"Maybe. But at least I'm not a cheater," Mike growled, causing Rhonda to turn back to him, startled.
"What did you say?" Rhonda asked, fire in her eyes.
"You heard me," Mike replied. "Or to be more precise, I heard you. Earlier today. Talking to your lover."
"So, that WAS you I heard pulling out of here earlier today," Rhonda said quietly.
"Yes, and I overheard you talking to your lover. Tell me something. Is Lisa my daughter?"
"Of course she is," Rhonda snapped defensively. "You were there when she was born."
"But was I there when she was conceived?"
"Don't be silly, Mike. Of course, you were," Rhonda replied with an edge that unnerved Mike. "Look, I know things have been tense with all the trips you've had to take lately. Maybe if you were home more often..."
"It's not my fault Jim keeps sending me TDY," Mike snapped, using the military acronym for "temporary duty." Then he had a moment of clarity as he recalled something he heard Rhonda say. Suddenly, his head cleared as he connected the dots. He distinctly remembered hearing Rhonda ask when he would leave and for how long.
"It's Jim Tyson, isn't it? You're fooling around on me with Jim Tyson," Mike said. Rhonda's face went white for just a moment.
"Don't be stupid, Mike," she snapped. "Jim's your friend. And your commanding officer. I'm not fooling around on you at all. Besides, he's married with two kids. Do you honestly think he would throw all that away?" Mike knew that Jim was married, and he also knew that Jim liked to "play around" from time to time - like that three-month affair he had with that cute little French girl when they were in Europe together on TDY.
"Right now, I don't know what to think," Mike said. "But I do know that he's the one who's been sending me all over Hell's Half-Acre these last several months. I distinctly heard you ask him when I would be leaving next. And for how long. I'm not stupid, Rhonda."
"No, of course you're not," Rhonda said, hoping to get her husband under control. "Maybe you misunderstood what you thought you heard."
"Don't piss down my back and tell me it's raining, Rhonda," Mike hissed through clenched teeth. "I know what I heard." Rhonda looked down as she considered her following words. Deep down, she knew her husband wouldn't tolerate her cheating or lying - something she had been doing for some time already.
"Look, why don't we get some sleep. Perhaps you'll feel better in the morning," Rhonda said. Mike recognized her delaying tactic and decided to back down for the moment. Their telephone rang, and Rhonda answered after the second ring.
"Yes, Jim, he's here now. He just got back a few minutes ago. Hold on," Rhonda said. "It's Jim. He wants to talk with you," she said, holding the handset out to her husband. Mike got off the couch and walked into the kitchen, where the phone hung on the wall.
"Barnes," he snapped after taking the handset from Rhonda.
"Where have you been, Mike? I've been trying to get hold of you." Jim asked.
"I was at Joe's Bar," Mike said. "Why?"
"Have you seen the news?" Jim asked.
"You mean, about the spacecraft? Yeah, I saw that," Mike said.
"I need you in the situation room bright and early - zero-four-hundred hours," Jim said. "And for God's sake, you'd better be sober when you get here. General Allen is coming in from Washington." Lt. General Allen was in charge of the Air Force's special test program.
"Of course... sir," Mike said with a hint of anger.
"Is there a problem, Major?" Jim asked. Mike thought about ripping Jim's head off but changed his mind. He thought there was a proper time for everything, and this wasn't it.
"I'm just fucking peachy, Colonel," Mike said sarcastically.
"Whatever it is that's got you pissed off, Mike... leave it at home. I need your head in the game here. Understand?"
"Yes, sir," Mike replied.
"All right. Be here. 0400 hours. Got it?"
"I'll be there, sir," Mike said before replacing the handset on the phone. He turned to his wife. "I need to get some sleep. I have to be in the situation room early in the morning."
"Have you eaten anything?" Rhonda asked, having slipped into "nurture" mode, something she was pretty good at.
"I had a burger at Joe's," Mike said. "I'd like to say goodnight to Lisa."
"She's already asleep. Please don't wake her up," Rhonda said.
"Of course not," Mike said as he headed up the stairs to their bedroom. Rhonda's voice caused him to stop.
"Mike... I do... love you," Rhonda said quietly. Mike looked at the woman he had married ten years ago and nodded.
"Yeah. Love you, too," Mike said quietly before climbing the stairs. He looked in on Lisa and saw her curled up in her bed, asleep, her stuffed animals surrounding her angelic little face. "Goodnight, little angel," Mike whispered before closing the door.
He changed into his pajamas, then climbed into bed after setting the alarm for 2:30 am. He was sound asleep by the time Rhonda joined him under the covers. He left early the following day, giving Rhonda and Lisa a quick kiss on the cheek before he left.
...
"Everything okay at home, Mike?" Jim asked as Mike poured a cup of coffee.
"No, Jim, it's not," Mike said. "I think Rhonda's having an affair."
"Damn," Jim said, appearing sympathetic. "I'm sorry to hear that. Anything I can do?" Mike looked at Jim, seething on the inside, but simply shook his head.
"No, there's nothing you can do," Mike said. Other than fucking kill yourself, Mike thought.
"What are you going to do about it?" Jim asked.
"I guess I'll need to get proof, then get a divorce," Mike replied. "And God help the sonofabitch she's screwing." Jim's face went dark for a few moments, but he recovered quickly. He knew Mike's temper, having seen it often enough over the years, and he dreaded the idea of facing that temper himself.
"Any idea who she's messing with?" Jim asked.
"I have a pretty good idea," Mike replied, watching Jim's face for any reaction.
"Well, just don't do anything stupid. I don't want to have to bail you out of jail," Jim said. Mike chuckled at that.
"No problem, Colonel," Mike said with a smile that held no warmth.
"We'd better get going. General Allen will be here any minute," Jim said. They walked into a secure conference room and sat down with their coffee, greeting the other officers in the room. A few minutes later, a door opened. General Allen walked in, his uniform filled with ribbons received while serving in two wars. Three other men accompanied him, one in uniform and two wearing plain black suits. Everyone stood to attention.
"Take your seats," the general said as he put his briefcase on the table in front of him. Everyone sat down, and General Allen removed a folder from his briefcase before passing papers around the room. "Of course, what I'm about to tell you is not to leave this room. Understand?"
"Yes, sir," everyone echoed.
"Late yesterday, I met with Vice President Johnson, and he specifically requested your squadron for this job, Colonel Tyson," the general said.
"Job, sir?" Jim asked. "What about the president? Does he know about this?"
"Of course he knows, Colonel. But he's indisposed at the moment. Let me bring you up to speed. This has yet to be released to the public, and if all goes as planned, it won't be. The last thing we want is panic.
"The, uh, 'visitors' have somehow managed to take control of our communications satellites. They identified themselves as the H't'quiy."
"Hutkey, General?" Jim asked.
"No, Colonel. The H't'quiy," General Allen said, correcting Jim.
"So they've been in contact?" Jim followed up.
"Yes, Colonel, they have," the general said.
"Any idea what they want, sir?" Jim asked. General Allen looked uncomfortably around and motioned to one of the dark-suited civilians.
"They want half of all women of childbearing age," the suit said, causing the officers in the room to chuckle, which then faded into an awkward silence as the implications settled in.
"Seriously?" Mike asked. Maybe he could give them Rhonda, he thought darkly. It would save on alimony, and he'd be practically guaranteed custody of Lisa.
"Yes, Major," the suit replied. "They've provided a list of requirements - blood types, genetic markers, that sort of thing. But it still amounts to millions of women."
"What is this? Mars needs women?" one of the officers burst out in disbelief.
"Their ship can carry that many passengers? Between planets? Just how 'large' is this spacecraft?" another one demanded.
Mike heard the married officer sitting next to him mutter, "It'd have to be huge to carry millions of women AND their luggage."
"They said nothing about luggage, and they've given us 96 hours to respond," General Allen interjected. "That was nearly 12 hours ago."
"And if we don't?" Jim asked.
"They say they will sterilize all living beings on the planet," the suit said.
"They say?" Jim asked, incredulous.
"We're not willing to put it to the test, Colonel," the suit said. "Are you?" Jim looked uncomfortable at that.
"We've decided to respond, just not in the way they expect," the general said. "We have to assume that they have some sort of defensive weaponry on that ship of theirs. That rules out a direct ascent attack by one of our new TITAN II ICBMs since they would have no capacity to dodge defenses. Though a barrage of all our current missile inventory is one backup plan." He took a deep breath before continuing.
"That's where your squadron comes in, Colonel," Gen. Allen told Jim. "We're taking the X-67C out of mothballs." The X-67C was a beefed-up version of the X-15, designed to go into orbit after being launched from a modified B52 bomber. "It at least has the potential to dodge defensive weaponry. And can be maneuvered in space."
"But sir, that vehicle has only been launched twice," Jim protested.
"Yes it has, and the only man who has ever flown it is right here," General Allen said, looking at Mike. "The 67 was designed to go into space, was it not, Major?"
"Yes sir, it was," Mike said. "But it's never been taken more than 60 miles up."
"And now, it's going a lot higher. With a little package."
"Package?" Jim asked.
"Yes. There's a Mark 59 nuclear device being delivered this afternoon. It's already been fitted inside a missile that will be launched by the 67," the general said. Mike and Jim looked at each other, shocked. The Mark 59 was said to be the most powerful nuclear device on the planet, with a maximum yield of nearly 200 megatons.
"I understand the 67 is equipped with a missile launch system, Colonel," General Allen said. "Is that correct?"
"Yes, sir, it is. But we've never launched anything from it. It's one of the many systems that have never been fully tested."
"It will be now, Colonel. Yes, Major, what is it?" the general said, looking at Mike.
"Sir, there's another... concern," Mike said.
"And that is?"
"The little matter of re-entry. I don't wish to speak ill of the dead, but I really don't want to end up like John Glenn," Mike said. Glenn, the first American to go into orbit aboard the Mercury spacecraft Friendship 7, experienced problems with the craft. It burned up in the atmosphere during re-entry, setting the manned space program back years.
"I understand how you feel, Major, and I can't say that I blame you," General Allen said. "I understand the 67 is equipped with heat tiles designed to protect the craft during re-entry."
"Yes, sir, it is," Mike said. "But they've never really been put to the test, and..."



"And what, Major?" the general asked.
"I've never been trained on re-entry from orbit, sir." The general nodded his head as he digested Mike's statement.
"I appreciate your candor. That's why I brought Deke Slayton. I'm sure you've heard of him. He was one of the original Mercury astronauts. I asked him to come up with a flight plan. He'll work with you in the simulator to get you ready," the general said.
"I hope you're ready to burn some midnight oil, Major," Deke said. "We're going to be spending a lot of time together." Mike looked at Jim, then back at Deke and the General.
"Is there a problem, Major?" General Allen asked.
"Uh, no sir. I need to pick up some things from the house," Mike said.
"Bring enough to last four days, Major. Until this mission is over, you are confined to this base," the general said.
"I have an appointment in Lancaster on Monday, sir," Mike said. "I'd like permission to make that appointment." Jim looked at Mike, his eyebrows raised.
"Oh? What kind of appointment?" General Allen asked.
"It's, uh, personal business, sir," Mike replied.
"No can do, Major. National security concerns come first, and I don't want to risk something happening to you. I'm afraid you'll have to reschedule your appointment," the general replied.
"Yes, sir," Mike responded.
"All right, gentlemen. Get to it. Time's a-wasting," the general said, standing up. That signaled the end of the meeting, and everyone stood with the general. "As you were," General Allen announced as he left the room.
"I'll see you in the briefing room when you get settled in, Major," Deke said before leaving.
"I'll be there," Mike said. Jim grabbed Mike by the shoulder.
"What kind of appointment do you have in Lancaster?" Jim asked after everyone else left.
"I'm seeing a lawyer," Mike said.
"What?" Jim asked, shocked. "Why?"
"That's who one normally sees about a divorce," Mike replied.
"Divorce? Are you out of your mind? Do you know what that will do to Rhonda? Or Lisa? Think about your little girl," Jim exclaimed.
"Is she my little girl?" Mike asked. "Really?"
"Well, of course, she is," Jim answered. "She adores you, and this would destroy her. And Rhonda." Mike studied Jim's face closely, looking for any resemblance between his "friend" and his daughter. The problem was that Jim and Mike looked enough alike that they could easily be mistaken for brothers.
Worse yet, standard blood tests wouldn't reveal much since Mike's blood was A positive, and Rhonda's was B negative. Theoretically, Lisa could fall into just about any blood group. If there was just some foolproof way to prove paternity, he thought sadly.
"And I adore her as well," Mike said, which was true. "I guess it's academic now. You heard the General. I won't be able to do anything until after this mission."
"No, you won't," Jim said. "You should take these next few days to calm down and think about things. I'd hate to see you ruin your career over something like a divorce."
"You might have a point. Maybe I should think about this a bit more," Mike said, hoping to throw Jim off, at least for now. "But I won't be made a fool of."
"Of course not," Jim said, not wholly convinced that Mike would let the matter drop.
"Anyway, I'd better go. I need to pack some things up and say goodbye to Lisa," Mike said. "If you'll excuse me... sir." Jim nodded his head as he let go of Mike's shoulder.
"Of course," Jim said. Watching Mike walk away, Jim wondered how much he actually knew.
...
"How long are you going to be gone this time?" Rhonda asked as Mike packed his things.
"A few days," he replied, not looking at his errant wife. "I'll call when I can. I'm going to be quite busy, but I'll try to call before Lisa goes to bed."
"Please do. She misses you when you're not here."
"I miss her, too," Mike said sadly.
"What about me? Do you miss me?" Rhonda asked. Mike stopped long enough to look at her. Part of him wanted to tear into her, but the rational part decided this wasn't the right time.
"You know I do. I'm wondering if you miss me, though," he said.
"Don't be silly, Mike. You know I miss you. And I love you," Rhonda said.
"Really?" Mike asked.
"Yes, I do. I know I've been a bitch lately, and I apologize for that. But I do love you."
"I'm glad to hear that," Mike said as he finished packing. "Yes, you have been somewhat bitchy of late. And I accept your apology." Not that it'll make any difference. He closed his suitcases and carried them downstairs, where Lisa waited for him, clutching a ragged teddy bear. It was her favorite, a welcome home present Mike had given her a few years earlier when he returned from TDY. He set his suitcases down and took her in his arms.
"How long are you going to be gone, Daddy?" Lisa asked.
"Not long, little angel. Just a few days," Mike told her.
"Are you going to get the space aliens?" she asked, a tear sliding down her cheek. Mike looked at Rhonda, who shrugged her shoulders.
"It's been on the news almost all day long," she said. Mike nodded his head and turned back to his daughter.
"I'm going to do my best, sweetheart," Mike told her. "I'm counting on you to watch over your mother while I'm gone. Will you do that for me?"
"Yes, Daddy," Lisa said, tightening her grip on Mike.
"That's my girl," Mike said with a smile. "And hang on to Teddy, okay? I hear space aliens are scared of teddy bears."
"I will, Daddy," Lisa said in her tiny voice. Mike kissed his daughter's forehead and gave her one last hug.
"I love you, sweetheart," Mike finally said.
"I love you too, Daddy," Lisa said.
"Go on out back, sweetheart," Rhonda told the young girl. "Daddy needs to load his things in the car." The little girl gave Mike one more kiss and ran out the back door. Mike took his things to the car and loaded them in the back seat. He heard a man's voice from the open garage door.
"Hey, neighbor," the man called. Mike turned to see Harold Keyes, a lieutenant who lived across the street with his wife, Rita. They had only been in the neighborhood for a couple of months, and both seemed friendly and easy-going.
Mike thought it a bit strange that a married lieutenant with no children would be assigned quarters in an area generally reserved for field-grade officers - majors, lieutenant colonels, and colonels. But housing wasn't his area of expertise, so he thought nothing more of it.
Harold said he was just assigned to the base Public Affairs Office. Mike and Rhonda met the younger couple shortly after they arrived and welcomed them into their home a few times for dinner and a friendly game of pinochle.
"Getting ready to head out for TDY?" Harold asked after seeing Mike load his car.
"I'll be on the base for a few days. JAFA, you know."
"JAFA?" Harold asked, confused.
"Just another fucking assignment," Mike said with a half-hearted smile. Harold chuckled at that.
"Don't tell me. Let me guess. You can't talk about it," Harold said.
"Nope," Mike said. "So, what brings you out today?"
"I was just wondering if you have a pipe wrench I could use. Got a leak under the sink and I promised Rita I'd fix it for her," Harold said.
"Yeah, I think I have one here. Hold on," Mike said, walking to the bench along his garage wall. He opened his toolbox and pulled out a red pipe wrench. "Will this work?"
"Perfect," Harold said. "I really appreciate that. If there's anything I can do for ya, let me know." Mike had a brainstorm.
"Actually, Harold, there is," Mike said.
"Of course," Harold said. Mike lowered his voice since he didn't know precisely where Rhonda was or if she was listening.
"I'm going to be away from the house for a few days, and I would really appreciate it if you and Rita could keep an eye on things here for me," Mike said. "If you'll give me your number, I'll call and check in - if you don't mind, that is."
"Not at all, Mike. We'll be happy to keep an eye on things here while you're gone," Harold said with a smile. "Here, let me write my number down." Harold pulled a pen from his pocket and wrote his number down on a slip of paper he tore from a notepad. Mike couldn't help but wonder who would carry a notepad like that around.
"Thanks, Harold. I owe you," Mike said, taking the paper from his neighbor.
"My pleasure," Harold said. "Well, I'd better get to it. Rita really wants to use her sink. Talk to you soon."
"Sounds good. And good luck with that sink," Mike called as Harold waved goodbye. Mike headed back into the house and didn't see Harold nod to Rita, who was watching the interaction across the street from their front window.
"What did Harold want?" Rhonda asked when Mike came into the house.
"He wanted to borrow a pipe wrench," Mike said. "So I lent him mine."
"Oh," Rhonda said quietly.
"Is there a problem?" Mike asked.
"No," Rhonda answered, but Mike wasn't convinced. "I just don't like the way his wife flaunts herself sometimes in those tiny little shorts and tied tops showing off her bare midriff. And I've seen the way she looks at you." Mike laughed at that.
"Seriously? You're worried that I might fall for her or something?"
"I know how men are," Rhonda said. "She's practically thrown herself at you every time they've been over here."
"Well, isn't this something," Mike said sarcastically.
"What's that supposed to mean?" Rhonda asked, irritation clear in her voice.
"Have you ever known me to fall for something like that? Ever?"
"No," Rhonda admitted quietly.
"That's right. I never have and I never will. Can you say the same?" Rhonda's head snapped around, but she never answered. Mike snorted before he continued. "I didn't think so. I'll talk to you later, Rhonda. Bye."
"Wait, Mike," she called as he reached the door. "Don't I at least get a kiss?"
"I suppose if I must," Mike said, giving her a brotherly kiss. Rhonda looked at him, startled. "I'll talk to you later. Bye," Mike said over his shoulder as he walked through the door, leaving Rhonda in the kitchen, wondering how much her husband knew or only suspected.
...
"He's left," the petite brunette said as she sat at the small desk in the front bedroom. Making notes in her book, she looked through the powerful binoculars atop a tripod. "You have the bugs ready?"
"Yeah, they're ready. I also got the tap on the phone. Just in time, it seems. It sounds like she's making a call," the man known to Mike and Rhonda as "Harold Keyes" replied as he placed a set of headphones over his ears. He started the large reel-to-reel recorder and listened.
...
Mike checked in at the Bachelor Officer's Quarters, or BOQ, and took in the small room. It contained a single twin-sized bed with the obligatory military "blanket," a small desk with the standard black telephone, a chair, a chest of drawers with a small black-and-white television, and a tiny closet.
Mike was relieved to see he at least had his own bathroom. He put his things away, then donned his flight suit and went to the briefing room where a similarly-dressed Deke Slayton was waiting for him. Mike saw Deke's name patch and realized his "trainer" was an Air Force Major. Somehow, that made him feel a little bit better.
"Get settled in?" Deke asked.
"Yes, sir," Mike said.
"Good. Let's get to it, shall we? You can call me Deke, by the way. We have a lot to cover, and not much time to do it," Deke said, pulling out what looked like a sheaf of paper. "Might as well grab a cup of coffee. You're gonna need it."
"Sounds good," Mike said. "And call me Mike."
They took their first break about two hours later. After making a run to the men's room, Mike warmed up his coffee and sat across from Deke.
"May I ask a question?" Mike asked.
"Of course," Deke said.
"You seem very well-versed in all this. Why aren't you taking the 67 up?" Mike asked.
"A couple of reasons, Mike. First off, I was grounded a couple of years ago due to a heart condition. You know how flight surgeons can be." Mike chuckled at that.
"Yes, I do," Mike said.
"I stayed with NASA anyway, and they made me the senior manager of the Astronaut Office. The second reason is that you know this ship probably better than anyone alive right now. Yeah, I can teach you how to maneuver in space, and how to safely bring her back through re-entry. But you know how she... feels. No one alive can teach you that," Deke said. But he wasn't finished.
"I have a question for you, Mike. Why aren't you in the space program? Seems to me you'd make one hell of an astronaut."
"Thank you for the compliment. That means a lot coming from you. I actually did apply for it," Mike said. "Turns out I'm two inches too tall. They wanted pilots no taller than five feet 11 inches. I stand at six foot one." Deke snorted as he shook his head.
"Figures," he said. "That may change one day. If it does, come look me up."
"Thank you again," Mike said. "Of course, that assumes I survive... this."
"Don't think that way, Mike," Deke said. "From what I've seen, the 67 is a good solid ship. Rugged, sturdy, well-built. Hell, she's probably better built than the Mercury ships."
"She can take quite a pounding, that's for sure," Mike said. They spent the next two hours on Deke's flight plan, discussing possible situations that could arise. Then Deke talked about re-entry, the one area where Mike was weak. Mike's stomach knotted as Deke laid out the basics.
"Come in too shallow, and you could bounce off the atmosphere like a rock skips off the water. Come in too steep, and you burn up," Deke said, using his hands to emphasize his points. Mike knew some of this but never realized it would apply to him. "The trick is to come in at the right attitude and speed," Deke added.
"And you have that figured out?" Mike asked. Deke nodded his head as he pulled out another sheet of paper. Mike looked it over, surprised that he had such a narrow window to operate in. They went over the procedure until Deke sensed that Mike had just about hit overload.
"Listen, Mike, it's nearly 18:30 hours. Why don't we call it a night for now. Go get something to eat, call home, then spend the night going over what I've given you. I want you to have every program in this plan down pat. Tomorrow, we'll start in the simulator bright and early. Say, 0600 hours," Deke said.
"Sounds like a plan," Mike said. They shook hands, and Mike left the room with a full binder, his head reeling.
...
Mike returned to his room after a hearty meal at the dining facility. He was exhausted, both physically and mentally. But he still had a lot to do. Looking at the time, he decided to call "home" to tell his little girl good night.
"Hello, Rhonda," Mike said when his wife answered. "I'd like to speak to Lisa, if I may."
"Of course you can talk to her, Mike," Rhonda said. "She's your daughter." Mike was too exhausted for a sarcastic remark, so he let it go. A few moments later, he heard the sweet voice of his "little angel."
"Daddy! I miss you so much. Please come home," Lisa begged.
"I'd love to, sweetheart, but I have work to do right now," Mike told her. "I just called to tell you that I love you and miss you so much."
"I love you too, Daddy," Lisa said. "And Teddy loves you too." Mike chuckled at that.
"Tell Teddy that I love him as well," Mike said.
"I will, Daddy. Mommy says I need to go to bed now. I love you, Daddy. Please come home soon."
"I will, sweetheart. I love you, too," Mike said, wiping a tear from his eye. He heard the phone change hands, followed by Rhonda's voice.
"She really misses you, Mike," Rhonda said.
"I miss her, too," Mike said quietly.
"Look, Mike, I know things haven't been too good between us lately."
"No, they haven't," Mike said.
"I meant what I told you earlier. I really do love you. And I miss you too."
"I miss the woman I married," Mike told her. "After this job, we need to talk."
"I agree," Rhonda said. Mike noticed there was little if any, emotion in her voice. "Be careful."
"I always am," Mike said. "I'll talk to you later. I have a lot to do tonight."
"Okay, Mike," Rhonda said. "Good night. I love you."
"Yeah," Mike said. "So you've said. Good night, Rhonda." Mike ended the call, wondering if she even noticed that he didn't return her endearment. Her seeming lack of emotion was unnerving. Frazzled, he turned the television on, hoping to catch some news. After adjusting the rabbit ears and turning the channel knob to fine-tune the signal, he saw the black-and-white image of Walter Cronkite.
"Earlier today, President Kennedy spoke with reporters at Parkland Medical Center in Dallas, Texas, where he is recuperating from the attempt on his life yesterday," Cronkite said. The scene shifted, and Mike saw the president sitting in a wheelchair, wearing a robe with the presidential seal emblazoned on one breast. A white bandage covered one ear.
"Thank you all for coming on such short notice," the president said in his prominent Massachusetts accent. "First off, I'd like to thank the good people here at Parkland Medical Center for the, er, care that I have received. I've been told that it could have been a lot worse," he added with a sly smile that elicited chuckles from the reporters. "Rest assured, I will be back to work very soon.
"I know that you're all anxious about the, er, craft, now in orbit over Washington. I have been fully apprised of the situation, and I am, er, pleased, with the, uh, calm leadership shown by Vice President Johnson and the members of the Cabinet. I have also been in contact with the Soviet Premier, who assures me he is just as baffled about this as we are." Kennedy stopped long enough to recognize a reporter.
"Mr. President, are you saying this is not a Soviet space vehicle?"
"At this time, that is precisely what I am saying," the president replied.
"What message do you have for the American people, Mr. President?" another reporter asked.
"The American people can be assured that we are doing everything in our power to ensure the safety and security of everyone, not just in the United States, but around the world."
"Does that include military action, Mr. President?" a third reporter asked.
"Nothing is off the table, but I have no desire to instigate an interstellar conflict, if that is what you are asking," the president said. "In the meantime, I ask that everyone remain calm, and go about their daily business as normal." A man in medical garb stepped to the microphone.
"That will be all for now," the man said. "Thank you for your patience." An orderly dressed in a dark suit and sunglasses wheeled the president away from the microphone as other dark suits took position around the wheelchair. The scene shifted back to Cronkite.
"That was President Kennedy in his first public appearance since yesterday's shooting. As you heard, the president said that while he does not want to instigate an interstellar conflict, the possibility of military action against the alien spacecraft is not off the table.
"In related news, State and Defense Department officials say they are exploring a wide range of options, but have not yet reached a consensus. There have been no reports of any communication with the vessel, leaving officials confused as to the visitors' intentions. Stay tuned to CBS News as updates come in."
The newscast ended, and Mike turned the television off as the programming shifted to a short documentary of Kennedy's World War II service as commanding officer of the patrol torpedo boat PT-109.
It also covered his leadership during the Cuban Missile Crisis and the successful operation that led to the ouster of the Communist regime in Havana. Only a few words were mentioned of the disastrous 1961 Bay of Pigs invasion. Still, the documentary showed Kennedy's apology, stating the administration intended to "profit from this lesson."



Mike had no doubt some future version of this documentary would cast Kennedy as the president who saved the world from an invasion from outer space. Assuming everything went as planned.
He was surprised that the aliens' demands had not been leaked to the press. If that ever happened, there would be pandemonium, the likes of which he couldn't even imagine. Mike pulled out the slip of paper with Harold's number and decided to call his neighbor.
"Keyes residence," Harold said when he answered the call.
"Harold, this is Mike Barnes..."
"Hey, neighbor. How's it going?" Harold asked.
"Pretty good. Just got back to my quarters. Caught the latest newscast. Anything on your end?"
"Well, Mike, someone just now pulled into your garage. The door's going down, so it looks like whoever it is plans to be there a while," Harold said.
"What kind of car is it?" Mike asked.
"Looks like a Chevy sedan. Maybe a '57 or '58."
"Two tone? Red and white?" Mike asked.
"Yeah, that's right. You know who it is?"
"Yeah," Mike said quietly. "A former friend."
"Jim Tyson?" Harold asked.
"Yeah," Mike hissed, wondering how Harold would know that.
"I see," Harold said quietly. "Listen, Mike... Don't do anything rash. Things aren't always what they seem to be. You have a lot on your plate right now, including a precious little girl. Don't worry about anything. Rita and I will keep an eye on things." Mike noticed that Harold's tone had changed considerably, and he wondered how much his neighbor really knew. He certainly didn't sound like a desk jockey or a pencil pusher.
"Thanks, Harold," Mike said. "I appreciate that."
"You're welcome, Major," Harold said. "Call me tomorrow, okay?"
"Yeah, I'll do that," Mike said.
"Oh, by the way, that pipe wrench worked great," Harold exclaimed, sounding more like the young man Mike knew. "Thanks for letting me use it."
"I'm glad it worked for you, Harold. I'd better go now. Tell Rita I said hello."
"I'll do that, neighbor," Harold said before they ended the call. Mike put the handset back down and thought about his options. He couldn't believe that Jim and Rhonda could be so blatant with their affair. Two of the closest people he knew
had stabbed him in the back in front of the whole neighborhood.
Part of Mike wanted to drive home and kick some ass, but he knew that would only get him tossed in jail. Well, if he were the only one who could carry out the mission and probably wasn't coming back ... He counted to ten, then took some deep breaths to get himself under control. He didn't want Lisa to wake up screaming and see him beating the crap out of someone. He picked up the handset, noticing his hand was shaking and dialed his home phone.
"Barnes residence," Rhonda announced with a giggle. A giggle! Mike couldn't remember the last time he heard his wife giggle. Stunned, Mike found himself unable to speak, so he simply listened. "Hello. Hello? Who is this?" Rhonda asked. Then Mike heard Jim in the background.
"Who is it, babe?"
Babe? What the fuck? Mike felt as if he had been punched in the gut.
"I don't know, sweetie. Maybe it's a wrong number," Rhonda replied.
Sweetie? This is just too much, Mike thought as he replaced the handset, ending the call. If he missed with the nuke, he could take Rhonda up, trussed like a turkey, and ask the aliens to take her and call it square, he mused. Catching his breath, Mike pulled his notepad from his flight suit and picked up the handset, dialing Jim's home number.
"Tyson residence. Janice speaking."
"Hi Janice. This is Mike Barnes."
"Oh, hi, Mike. How are things going?"
"Uh, busy," Mike said. "Is Jim there?"
"No, Mike, he's staying on the base for a few days. Says he's got something big going on. Didn't he tell you?"
"I'm at the base now, and he's not here," Mike said.
"Maybe he's at the officer's club or something," Janice said.
"No, Janice, he's not," Mike said. There was silence from the other end for a few moments, and Mike thought he heard Janice sob.
"You know where he is, don't you?" Janice asked.
"Yes, I do, Janice. And I'm really very sorry."
"It's not your fault. He's never been able to stay faithful."
"Then why do you stay with him, Janice?" Mike asked.
"I know it sounds crazy, but he's a good father and I have two children to think of. But this is it. I've had as much as I can take," Janice said through her sobs. "Just do me a favor, please."
"Sure, Janice. What?"
"Give me the first shot at him, okay?"
"I'll do my best," Mike said quietly.
"Thank you. Stay in touch, okay?"
"Sure, Janice," Mike said. "If there's anything you need, please let me know."
"I will, Mike," Janice told him. They exchanged goodbyes, then ended the call. Mike collected his thoughts and tried to focus on the job at hand. It was hard, but he managed.
...
"Wow. It sounds like there's gonna be a hot time in the Barnes house tonight," the man Mike knew as "Harold" told the woman sitting next to him. "Wanna hear it?"
"Sure," the woman Mike knew as "Rita," said, taking the headphones from Harold.
"Oh my God, that's so big. Fuck me with that thing, lover," Rita heard Rhonda moan as Jim "Jimbo" Tyson pushed his engorged cock inside her on the bed Rhonda shared with Mike. Rita listened as Rhonda and Jim rutted like animals and found herself getting excited.
As Harold watched, Rita's nipples grew hard and erect. Her skin turned a shade of red that signaled her arousal. She unbuttoned her shirt, running her hands under her bra to feel her nipples. Harold loved seeing her like this and smiled.
"Kinda gives ya some ideas, doesn't it?" Harold asked.
"Mmmm, yes, it does," Rita moaned as she removed her shirt and bra.
"They're gonna be at it for a while," Harold said, taking in Rita's soft, curvy form. "Want to take a... break?" Rita smiled and dropped her shorts. She kicked them across the room and pulled her panties off.
"Maybe later," Rita teased, running a finger through her wet slit. "I think I'll just listen in for a bit, just in case they say something incriminating. But you're more than welcome to... snack... while I listen," she added as she sat down. Spreading her legs, she placed her bare feet on the desk, giving Harold a clear path to her womanhood.
"Yes, ma'am," Harold said with a wide smile. He knew what she wanted and was more than happy to oblige. After stripping naked, he dropped to his knees between her legs and planted his face in her wet pussy. "You taste so wonderful, my dear," Harold said, looking into her lust-filled eyes.
"I'm glad you enjoy it. Munch to your heart's content," Rita moaned, running her hands through Harold's hair.
...
"That felt so wonderful, lover," Rhonda moaned as she lay in Jim's arms. "I needed that so bad."
"So did I," Jim replied. Sensing her mood change, Jim looked at Rhonda. "What's on your mind?"
"I think Mike knows... everything," she said quietly. Jim took a deep breath and exhaled loudly.
"I was afraid of that. How did it happen?" he asked.
"He heard me talking to you," Rhonda said.
"That explains his mood," Jim said. "He seemed more than a bit upset today. And he said he had an appointment in Lancaster on Monday. He planned to see a lawyer."
"Planned?" Rhonda asked.
"Yes. Other concerns took priority, so he won't be going to Lancaster on Monday."
"Oh my God. I don't want a divorce," Rhonda said. "It would be so... embarrassing. But I know he won't stand still for what we're doing." Jim looked at the ceiling, deep in thought.
"No, he won't. And I have a lot to lose if he does file for divorce," Jim added.
"Oh? Like what?"
"I'm Mike's commanding officer. If he names me, which I'm sure he will, it could easily destroy my career. I could even end up in jail."
"Jail?" Rhonda asked, shocked. "How?"
"Article 134 of the UCMJ. The military frowns on what we're doing right now. Not only would my career be over, but I'd probably end up divorced as well. Do you know how close I am to my first star?"
"So, what do we do?"
"Maybe you won't have to worry about a divorce," Jim said. Rhonda sat up and looked at Jim, shocked.
"What are you saying? Are you going to kill him?"
"No, at least not right away and not directly. But this mission he's preparing for is fraught with danger. Maybe I can increase the odds that he doesn't come back." Jim's words threw her for a loop. Would he really put Mike's life in danger to protect his career? What kind of man would do such a thing? And what else was he willing to do?
"He's faced danger before, you know."
"Yes, I do. He faces danger every time he straps himself into the latest test craft. Plus I flew with him in Korea, remember?" Jim asked.
"Yes, I know. But I don't want him dead. That would destroy Lisa," Rhonda exclaimed, shocked.
"She's young. She'll get over it in time," Jim said nonchalantly. "And you'll get his insurance. I think he's still covered under the old Servicemen's Indemnity program from the Korean War. Ten grand is nothing to sneeze at. Plus he'll be seen as a hero. You could probably make a small fortune just by being the widow of the man who saved the planet."
"I don't know," Rhonda said, a bit nonplussed about Jim's off-hand remark about 'the man who saved the planet.' "I'd hate to think of what that would do to Lisa."
"Listen, don't worry about it. Let me take care of Mike, okay? I'll have a little talk with him tomorrow, let him know that divorce wouldn't be in his best interest. At least financially. If I can't talk him down, then we'll consider Plan B. In the meantime, you just look after Lisa."
"Of course, Jim," Rhonda said, her mind reeling with the thought that Mike could end up dead or that he was off trying to save the planet while she rolled in bed with a man her husband called his friend. For the first time since she had taken up with Jim, she truly began to regret her decisions.
Neither saw the tiny bug in the wall register that sent their conversation to the house across the street.
...
To be continued...



        

  
    Strength of the Soul Pt. 02
  
  Strength of the Soul Pt. 02

        Conclusion. No one's gonna bend or break him.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/strength-of-the-soul-pt-02

Title: Strength of the Soul Pt. 02

Author: saddletramp1956

Category: Loving Wives

Description: Conclusion. No one's gonna bend or break him.

Tags: divorce, cheating, wife, angel, aliens, revenge

Series: Strength of the Soul


Warning! Warning! Warning! This story contains an element of science-fiction. It also contains some anachronisms and is set in an alternate historical timeline. If any of that disturbs you to distraction, move on. You have been warned!
I would like to thank QuantumMechanic1957 and Legio_Patria_Nostra for their assistance and suggestions, which I feel have made this a much better story. Also, many thanks to those who offered comments and constructive criticism on my previous stories.
And now, the disclaimers:
For those who want to say this or that would never happen, remember this is my universe, a place where nearly anything can, and often does, happen. At least on paper... In addition:

	Characters in this story may participate in one or more of the following: Smoking, consumption of adult (meaning, alcoholic) beverages, utterance of profanities.
	All sexual activity is between consenting adults 18 years of age or older.
	Statements or views uttered by the fictional characters in this story do not necessarily reflect the views or opinions of the author.


Please refer to my profile for more on my personal policy regarding comments, feedback, follows, etc. (Yes, I DO moderate comments) And please remember, this is a work of fiction, not a docu-drama...
The title and the story were inspired by the song, "Faith of the Heart," written by Diane Warren and sung by Russell Watson for "Star Trek: Enterprise."
Note: I sometimes like to speculate what might have happened if a particular event in history never happened, or if it happened just a bit different. For example, what might have happened if the man who shot JFK missed by just a couple of inches? The possibilities are endless, so I have taken artistic license with the historic record. With that as background, I present, "Strength of the Soul."
...
End of "Strength of the Soul, Pt. 01"
"Maybe you won't have to worry about a divorce," Jim said. Rhonda sat up and looked at Jim, shocked.
"What are you saying? Are you going to kill him?"
"No, at least not right away and not directly. But this mission he's preparing for is fraught with danger. Maybe I can increase the odds that he doesn't come back." Jim's words threw her for a loop. Would he really put Mike's life in danger to protect his career? What kind of man would do such a thing? And what else was he willing to do?
"He's faced danger before, you know."
"Yes, I do. He faces danger every time he straps himself into the latest test craft. Plus I flew with him in Korea, remember?" Jim asked.
"Yes, I know. But I don't want him dead. That would destroy Lisa," Rhonda exclaimed, shocked.
"She's young. She'll get over it in time," Jim said nonchalantly. "And you'll get his insurance. I think he's still covered under the old Servicemen's Indemnity program from the Korean War. Ten grand is nothing to sneeze at. Plus he'll be seen as a hero. You could probably make a small fortune just by being the widow of the man who saved the planet."
"I don't know," Rhonda said, a bit nonplussed about Jim's off-hand remark about 'the man who saved the planet.' "I'd hate to think of what his death would do to Lisa."
"Listen, don't worry about it. Let me take care of Mike, okay? I'll have a little talk with him tomorrow, let him know that divorce wouldn't be in his best interest. At least financially. If I can't talk him down, then we'll consider Plan B. In the meantime, you just look after Lisa."
"Of course, Jim," Rhonda said. Her mind reeled with the thought that Mike could end up dead or that he was off trying to save the planet while she rolled in bed with a man her husband called his friend. For the first time since she took up with Jim, she truly began to regret her decisions.
Neither saw the tiny bug in the wall vent that sent their conversation to the house across the street.
...
And now, "Strength of the Soul, Pt. 02"
"I've known the wind so cold, I've seen the darkest days
But now the winds I feel, are only winds of change
I've been through the fire and I've been through the rain
But I'll be fine..."
The following morning, Mike got up, showered, shaved, dressed, and went to the dining hall, where he scarfed an omelet and a cup of coffee. Carrying the heavy binder Deke gave him the previous day, he went to the simulator, where Deke waited for him.
"Good morning, Mike. Glad to see you made it okay. How are you feeling? You don't look well rested," Deke said.
"I am a bit tired. Didn't get much sleep last night," Mike said. Deke looked at him, concerned.
"Is there something going on? Anything that might distract you from the mission?" Only a slut wife cheating on me with a man I thought was my friend, Mike thought.
"Just some personal problems," Mike replied.
"Well, you need to forget about all that and get your head in the game, Mike," Deke said. "Can you do that?"
"Yes, Deke, I've got this," Mike said.
"Good. I'm sure the doctor can give you something to help you sleep if you need it. Did you review everything I gave you last night? Any questions?"
"Yes, I did. I was up half the night."
"Let's see how much you remember," Deke said with a smile. "Go ahead, hop on into the simulator. When you're strapped in, I'll run you through the crash course in orbital navigation." Mike dressed as he would for the actual flight and strapped himself into the simulator. Deke smiled as he inspected Mike's suit.
"Good job, Mike. Remember, once you're out of the Earth's atmosphere, your control surfaces will be useless. That means no rudder, no flaps, nothing. Every move and every course change you make will be done through control jets. Like the reaction control system that we have on the X-15. Are you with me so far?"
"So far, yes. I know that much, but I haven't had to use them very much."
"But you have used them, right?" Deke asked.
"Yes, I have," Mike said.
"So you know it doesn't take much to affect a change?"
"That much I do know," Mike said.
"Good. And you also know that any motion will continue until you counteract or change it, correct?" Deke watched Mike nod impatiently. "Most of your flight will be pre-programmed, so you shouldn't have to do very much. But things can happen up there. So, I want you to follow the flight programs I've already established. Along the way, I may... introduce... glitches. Follow me?"
"I think so."
"All right. Let's get on with it," Deke said. "And good luck." Mike spent the next three hours going over the flight program. As promised, Deke "introduced" glitches to see how Mike would react. Mike got through most of the problems with ease but ended up getting "killed" a couple of times when the "ship" spun out of control and "broke up."
"Damn," Mike said when Deke's smiling face appeared in the hatch.
"Don't feel bad, Mike. If I had a nickel for every time I got killed in one of these things, I could retire a rich man," Deke said, laughing. "Listen, why don't we take a break? Be back in, say, 30 minutes?"
"Sounds good," Mike said. "I could stand to take a piss. And I need to make a call."
"Go ahead. I'll see you back in a half hour." Mike climbed out of the simulator and shucked off the bulky flight suit. After relieving himself, he called Harold.
"Hey, neighbor," Harold said when he answered the phone.
"What's the word?" Mike asked anxiously, hoping Jim didn't spend the night with Rhonda.
"Your wife's house guest spent the night, Major. I don't think he was playing dolls with your daughter all night. He left about 0700 this morning," Harold said. "I'm sorry."
"Yeah. Me too, Harold," Mike said, his world crumbling further.
"How well do you know Col. Tyson?" Harold asked.
"He was my flight instructor. I served with him in Korea for about a year. He came home before I did. He was the best man at my wedding, and I was the best man at his. He was like a brother to me," Mike said.
"I'm sorry to hear that," Harold said.
"You say he left at 0700?"
"Yes," Harold said.
"Any idea where he went? He's not here with me," Mike said.
"Rita followed him out. I haven't heard from her," Harold said. Mike was confused... WHY would Rita follow Jim? Something about this didn't make sense to him. "Listen, Major. I think you should watch your back." Now Mike was perplexed.
"Harold, what's going on here? Really?" Mike asked.
"Not over the phone, Major. I know you're confined to the base for now. Just... be careful. I'll contact you when I can."
"What about my daughter?" Mike asked.
"We're right across the street, Major. Don't worry. We won't let anything happen to her," Harold said.
"I get the feeling you're really not a public affairs officer," Mike responded.
"We'll talk later, Major. Just focus on your job. We'll be in touch. Feel free to call later for an update. Oh, and one more thing..."
"What's that?"
"Expect Col. Tyson to have a little... chat... with you. Take what he says with a grain of salt. Don't over-react or give him an excuse to retaliate. You understand what I'm telling you?"
"I... think so," Mike said. "How do you know this?"
"I'd tell you, but then I'd have to shoot you, Major," Harold said drily. Mike chuckled at that.
"I get it. You're a comedian, right?"
"Now you're learning, neighbor," Harold replied in the tone Mike was used to hearing. "You'd better get back to it. We'll be in touch."
"Thanks," Mike said, ending the call. He shook his head, wondering what would come next, then went back to the simulator, where he saw Jim speaking with Deke.
"Ah, there he is," Jim announced with a broad grin. "Major Slayton tells me you've made real progress with the mission profile. Good job, Mike."
"Thank you... sir," Mike said, doing his best to remain calm.
"Listen, Deke, if you don't mind, I'd like to borrow the Major for just a couple of minutes," Jim said.
"Of course, Colonel," Deke said. Jim smiled, then motioned for Mike to join him in an unoccupied office. The smile disappeared when the door closed.
"Rhonda is under the impression that you're considering a divorce," Jim said.
"It's what usually happens when someone cheats on her spouse," Mike said. "What business is it of yours... sir?"
"First off, I'm your commanding officer. Second, I've gotten quite close to Rhonda over the years," Jim said. "And I'm concerned about her welfare. And yours."
"But not concerned enough about our marriage to keep from screwing her?" Mike asked. Jim chuckled at that.
"Mike, you know I've always fancied the ladies," Jim said.
"Yes, I know. I've covered for you a time or two as you may recall. I just never thought you'd actually go after MY wife."
"Let's see if I can help you understand what you'd be facing, Mike. Man-to-man. First, you'd have to pay alimony since Rhonda doesn't have a job. Second, you'd have to pay through the nose for child support. You'd end up losing close to half your pay just for that. As a Major, you make, what, just over $600 a month?
"On top of that, you probably wouldn't get to see Lisa very often. Maybe once every couple of weeks, assuming Rhonda doesn't keep her from you. That little girl adores you. It would kill her if she couldn't be with you. And to add insult to injury, I'd still be fucking Rhonda."
"What about Janice? And your children?" Mike asked.
"What about them? I've managed to keep Janice in line all these years. I've taken good care of them over the years. If she tries to divorce me, it won't go as well for her as it will for Rhonda. I'll see to that. You know I have... connections. That's none of your concern, though. Rhonda is your concern. And Lisa."
"So, what you're telling me is that I should just turn a blind eye to what's going on? Let you continue to fuck my wife and say nothing? Is that it?" Mike asked.
"Is that really such a bad thing, Mike? Hell, I've been fucking your wife since before you married her. You DO remember that it was me who introduced her to you. Has Rhonda turned you down for sex? Ever? I don't think so. And from what I can tell, she's been a good wife to you and a good mother to Lisa. And that's exactly what I'll tell the court. So, what if I... borrow... her from time to time? You didn't know before, so what's changed?"
"You sorry son of a bitch," Mike hissed. "The two of you denied me children of my own. I can't think of a more hateful thing."
"What are you talking about?"
"I heard Rhonda say Lisa is your daughter. Is that true?" Mike asked. Jim sighed heavily before responding.
"Rhonda seems to think so. I'm not completely certain. Maybe she is. Maybe she isn't. What difference does it make? Either way, your name is the one on the birth certificate, and you're the one who'll be paying child support. So, what'll it be, Mike?" Jim asked with a smirk. Mike remembered what Harold told him, then mentally counted to ten before responding.
"Man to man?" Mike asked.
"Man to man. No rank, no command structure."
"First, I'm going to nuke some space aliens," Mike said. "And then you and I will settle this like men." Jim's smirk disappeared when he saw the look of determination on Mike's face, and Jim nodded his head slowly.
"And what about Rhonda?"
"Who?" Mike asked sarcastically.
"Your wife, Mike. Rhonda."
"From what you've told me, I've never really had a wife. Just someone who took my last name so she could get some government benefits. I loved her with everything I had and she crapped all over me. So as far as I'm concerned, she's dead to me," Mike said.
"All right, Mike. If that's the way you want it."
"In the meantime, stay the fuck outta my house. And away from my daughter. You wanna fuck the slut who lives there, you can take her to your house. Or get a motel room. Got it?"
"Yeah," Jim said, wondering how Mike knew he spent the night in his house. "I got it. Just one thing."
"What?" Mike asked angrily.
"Not a word of this to command. Or there will be consequences," Jim said.
"That sounds like a threat... sir," Mike said.
"Consider it a... promise," Jim said. Mike sized up his enemy and nodded his head. He couldn't believe this was the same man he had served with in Korea. Perhaps his life wouldn't be such a mess if Jim had gotten shot down all those years ago.
"Are we done here, sir?" Mike asked tersely.
"Yes, Major. We're finished," Jim said. In more ways than one, Mike thought as Jim stormed out of the office. Walking to the closest phone in the office, Mike picked up the handset and dialed Harold's number.
"Hey, neighbor," Harold said when he answered. "I take it you just spoke with the Colonel."
"I did," Mike said. "He just left."
"All right. Rita's on it. I'll swing by your quarters later this evening. We need to talk."
"Yes, we do. He just threatened me."
"Don't let it get to you, Major," Harold said. "And don't worry about a thing. We've got your six."
"Thanks. I'll see you this evening," Mike said before ending the call. Looking around, Mike spotted a yellow legal tablet. Grabbing a pen, he wrote a brief letter, folded it, and stuffed it into an envelope.
"Everything all right?" Deke asked when Mike returned to the simulator. Mike looked and saw Jim had already left the simulator room.
"Yes," Mike said. "Let's go nuke some fuckin' aliens."
"Now you're talking," Deke said, wondering what happened between the two men.
"Deke, would you do me a favor?"
"If I can."
Mike took the sealed envelope out of his jacket pocket. "If I don't make it back, could you please deliver this for me?"
Deke was a veteran of aerial combat in wartime and was no stranger to such requests. "For your wife, I assume?"
Mike shook his head. "No. It's for the Office of Special Investigations."
Shocked, Deke blinked. He was still focused on the mission and wanted this man focused on the task, also. There was no realistic backup. "And you are giving me this because it involves Colonel Tyson?"
"Yes," Mike said. Deke could tell that whatever this was, it affected Mike worse than he let on.
"If I promise to deliver this under those circumstances, will that help you focus on this mission to the exclusion of all else?"
"Yes, it will."
Deke put the letter in his uniform jacket. "Consider it done. Now for the simulator."
...
After Jim left the house that morning, Rhonda sat on the couch, her mind going in a hundred different directions after the previous night's conversation. Until then, she had never fully considered the implications of what she and Jim had been doing for the last ten years. It was all supposed to be fun and games, and no one was supposed to get hurt.
But now Jim sounded like a crazy man talking about crippling Mike's plane so he couldn't make it back home. She never even thought that the military would imprison Jim for having sex with her. How could they? He was a war hero, after all. And a high-ranking officer. Plus, he was a commanding officer and would become a general soon.
Rhonda went woodenly about her daily housework, her mind on her husband. Yes, Mike could be gruff at times, but never without good reason, and he always treated her and Lisa with warmth and love. Until recently, that is, when he overheard her conversation with Jim. Now she faced the real possibility of being divorced.
What would she do? Where would she go? How would she take care of Lisa? She had no skills, no money, nothing. Her parents were retired, and she had no other family. And deep down, she knew that Jim would eventually tire of her. She couldn't spend the rest of her life as a general's mistress. Then what? Sobbing, she dropped to the couch.
"What have I done?" Rhonda cried. She felt a tiny hand on her shoulder and looked into her beautiful daughter's face.
"It's okay, Mommy. Daddy will take care of it," Lisa said in her sweet voice. Rhonda sobbed even harder as she hugged Lisa closer, knowing in her heart that Mike would indeed take care of things. Just not the way she wanted.
...
After spending more than eight grueling hours in the flight simulator, Mike was mentally and physically exhausted. He grabbed a quick meal at the dining hall, then went to his assigned quarters, where he planned to catch an hour or two of sleep before calling his daughter.
He was jolted awake by a pounding on his door. Opening it, he saw Harold holding a brown paper bag.
"Howdy, neighbor," Harold cheerfully announced, pulling a bottle of root beer from the cold six-pack inside the bag.
"Hey, Harold," Mike said, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. "Root beer? Seriously?"
"I would have brought something stronger, but I know you have a mission coming up. Besides, I know you like to keep the stuff around, so thought I'd liven your day. Mind if I come in? I've got some news for ya."
"Well, come on in, then," Mike said, wondering how much Harold knew. "I hope you've got something to open this with." Harold smiled as he pulled a bottle opener from his pocket.
"Never go anywhere without my trusty church key," Harold said, smiling. Mike chuckled for the first time in a while and accepted the opener. He opened his bottle and took a long drink of the cold liquid.
"So, what have you got for me?" Mike asked, motioning for Harold to take a seat.
"First, I have a little confession to make," Harold said.
"Don't tell me. Let me guess," Mike said. "You're really NOT Lt. Harold Keyes of the Public Affairs Office, are you?"
"Guilty as charged, Major," Harold said, confirming Mike's growing suspicions.
"So, who are you? Really? And who do you work for? OSI? FBI? CIA?"
"All in good time, Major," Harold said mysteriously.
"Can you at least tell me if I'm supposed to salute you, or do you salute me?" Mike asked.



"That's not important right now, Major," Harold said. "What is important is making sure you complete your mission and return home in one piece."
"What do you know of my mission?" Mike asked, perplexed.
"Enough to know that the lives of millions of people are in the balance," Harold said. "My focus right now is on your commanding officer, Jim Tyson. He's quite a piece of work."
"'Work' isn't the first word that comes to mind," Mike growled.
"You know he's on the short list for Brigadier General, right?" Harold asked.
"Yeah, so I've heard."
"Well, it seems his... extramarital activities... have caught the attention of some powerful people. And they're not too happy."
"They're not the only ones," Mike hissed.
"No, I'm sure that's true."
"Is he being blackmailed or something?" Mike asked.
"That is one concern," Harold said. "You know the Reds love to target guys like him with honey pots."
"Are you saying Rhonda is working for the Reds?" Mike asked, incredulous.
"No, we don't think that at all. But she could be seen as an accomplice after the fact."
"Accomplice? To what?"
"Sabotage, Major. And possibly espionage." That got Mike's attention.
"What do you mean, sabotage?" Mike asked.
"Of the X-67C, Major," Harold said. "Not bad enough to keep you from completing your mission, but enough to keep you from returning home safely."
"How do you know this?" Mike asked.
"We've had your house bugged and wired for a few days now, Major. We've also tapped your house phone. I'm sorry for the subterfuge, but it had to be done. We heard him planning it."
"You're saying the man I've known all these years is trying to have me killed? Why?"
"Why do people do half the stupid stuff they do, Major? In Tyson's case, he wants his cake and he wants to eat it, too. He knows you won't stand for what he and Rhonda have been doing, so he intends to see to it that you can't stop him."
"You're talking murder, Harold," Mike said. Harold nodded in agreement. "And Rhonda is okay with this?"
"From what we heard, I don't think so. But she hasn't said anything to anyone about it, so at the very least, she's an accomplice after the fact."
"What will happen to her?" Harold shrugged his shoulders.
"That's not up to me. She'll probably get some time in prison, though."
Mike reflected that particular action would mean he could get custody of Lisa. But what would he do as a single father in the Air Force with his ex-wife behind bars?
"Have you arrested Tyson yet?"
"Not yet. We want to give him enough rope to hang himself, and maybe see if he's working with someone. Don't worry, we'll get him."
"What about the X-67?" Mike asked.
"Tyson has already done his work. We've spoken to the maintenance crew and they're going over the ship with a fine-toothed comb. They know to be low-key about it. I'll check in with the crew chief tomorrow morning."
"Maybe I should call Rhonda and encourage her to do the right thing," Mike said.
"She's not at home tonight," Harold said slowly, looking Mike in the eye. "Tyson picked her up earlier and is spending the night with her in a motel off-base."
"What about Lisa?" Mike asked, concerned.
"Rhonda asked Rita if Lisa could stay the night with us," Harold said. "We told Rhonda she could stay if she wants. So your daughter is with us tonight." Harold saw the pained look on Mike's face. "You're not sure if Lisa is really your daughter, are you?"
"No, I'm not," Mike said. "I wish there was a way I could confirm that one way or the other."
"Actually, there is," Harold said.
"What?" Mike asked, shocked. "How?"
"Genetic testing and comparison. Technically, it's still considered experimental, but we've had very good results with it. Genetics doesn't lie. All we need are two samples, and we'll know for sure. Interested?"
"Of course," Mike said. "What do I have to do?" Harold pulled a small vial from his jacket pocket and extracted a long cotton swab.
"Just let me take a swab from inside your cheek. We'll do the same with Lisa, then send the samples for analysis. We should know something within a few days at most," Harold said.
"Let's do it," Mike said. He let Harold take a sample from inside his cheek. Then he returned the swab and wrote on the outside of the vial.
"I'll get a sample from Lisa tonight and
we'll send them off."
"And this is foolproof?" Mike asked.
"Absolutely," Harold said.
"Thanks... Harold. Or whoever you really are," Mike said. Harold laughed.
"Harold is fine for now, neighbor. Well, I'd better get going or Rita will have my ass. Feel free to call the house and talk to your daughter if you want."
"I will, Harold. And thanks again," Mike said as Harold left. After closing the door behind his neighbor, Mike picked up the phone and dialed the Keyes residence. Rita answered after the second ring.
"Good evening, Rita. This is Mike Barnes. Can I speak with my daughter, please?"
"Hello, Mike. I take it you've spoken with Harold," Rita said.
"I have, and I'd like to speak with my daughter."
"Of course, Mike. Here she is." Mike heard Rita pass the phone to his little girl. He smiled as he listened to her tiny voice.
"Daddy, are you alright?" Lisa asked.
"Yes, sweetheart, I'm fine. How are you?"
"I miss you, Daddy. Mommy left with Uncle Jim and said she would be gone for the night." Lisa had always called Tyson "Uncle Jim." There was a time when that would have made him smile, and now, it made him sick to his stomach.
"That's what I heard, too. Are you having a good time with the Keyes?"
"Yes, Rita and I played hearts and I won," Lisa said.
"Sounds like you're having a good time, then," Mike said.
"Yeah. Rita's fun. Daddy, why is Mommy so sad?"
"I... don't know, sweetheart. Did she say something?"
"She was crying today and said she didn't know what she was going to do," Lisa said. Mike had a good idea but didn't want to upset his little girl.
"Well, maybe after I get home I can talk to her," Mike said.
"I hope so, Daddy. I don't like it when Mommy cries."
"I don't either," Mike said. They talked for a few more minutes, then ended the call, with Mike thanking Rita for watching over his little girl.
"It's my pleasure, Mike. And don't worry about you-know-who. We've got eyes and ears on them even as we speak," Rita said. Who ARE my neighbors? Mike wondered.
"Thank you, Rita. I appreciate that," Mike said, ending the call.
...
"Are you alright, Rhonda?" Jim asked as the two lovers lay in the motel bed. "You don't seem to be yourself tonight."
"I think that maybe we need to stop while we can," Rhonda said quietly.
"Are you getting cold feet on me?" Jim asked. "We only have to get through the next day and a half."
"So you actually did it? You sabotaged Mike's plane?"
"Yes, I did that before I picked you up."
"Well, what will happen?" Rhonda asked, dreading the answer but felt compelled to face her guilt.
"Let's just say Mike will go out in a blaze of glory. Don't worry. He won't suffer... much. He might get a bit warm, though."
"What do you mean?" she asked apprehensively.
"I sabotaged his retro-units - the rockets he'll need for re-entry. He'll complete the mission but won't make it back to earth." Jim stated matter-of-factly.
"WHAT?" Rhonda cried, suddenly terrified by the reality of - murdering - her husband. This startled Jim, who hushed her hurriedly. Cries of passion from no-tell motel rooms were nothing, but hysterics might bring embarrassing attention.
"What can I say? Mike is the kind of guy who would go on a one-way mission if it meant saving the world. Damn hero. Hell, they'll name schools and parks after him!" Shaken to her core, Rhonda looked at Jim in horror. Taken aback by her reaction, he tried to mollify her.
"Isn't this what you wanted? Mike, out of your life without the mess of a divorce?"
She gasped, "I told you I didn't want him dead," she hissed.
"Well, you can't have everything," Jim told her cavalierly. "Just be tough for another day or so. Then it'll be over."
"How can you be so... calm... about killing a man you served with for years? A man who called you his friend?" Jim smirked at that.
"Part of the training. As a woman, you wouldn't understand."
"How many times did he save your life in Korea?" Rhonda asked.
"A few," Jim said. "And I saved his ass a time or two as well. So, we are even. That's how it goes in combat. You do what you have to do to accomplish the mission."
"Even if that means killing the man whose wife you're screwing? A man who thought of you as his brother and best friend?"
"Don't get maudlin on me, Rhonda. It doesn't become you. When this is over, you'll have everything you wanted. You'll be free of Mike; you'll have some money, and you and Lisa will be free to go where ever you want."
"And you?"
"Yes, you'll have me as well. I'll take good care of you and Lisa. Don't worry."
She stared away for several long seconds, her face a mask of conflict. Then, composing herself, she moved reluctantly moved closer to Jim. "I hope you're right," Rhonda said gravely. Tears formed in her eyes as she thought about her husband, who had done nothing to deserve what was about to happen. "I'm sorry, Mike," she thought to herself.
Meanwhile, two men sitting in the back of a van parked across from the motel room made notes as they listened to the conversation, which had been picked up by an extremely sensitive parabolic microphone attached to the room's window and recorded on a large reel-to-reel tape recorder.
...
"Well, Sergeant, what did you find?" the colonel asked early the following day as he approached the X-67, now attached to the wing of a specially modified B-52 bomber.
"This, sir," the Air Force staff sergeant said, holding a closed fist. The colonel reached out and examined the components the sergeant handed him.
"What is this?" the colonel asked.
"Control modules for the retro-units, sir," the sergeant replied. Seeing the confusion on the colonel's face, the sergeant shook his head, cursing to himself, "Damn Army officers." He took a deep breath and continued. "These control the rockets that allow the 67 to slow down enough to re-enter the Earth's atmosphere, sir. Take a look at the pins on the bottom. You'll see some of them have been cut, sir."
"Cut?" the colonel asked.
"Yes, sir. Deliberately. I've replaced the units and performed a complete check of all systems. Everything is well within normal parameters now, sir," the sergeant said.
"Did you report this to anyone?"
"No, sir. I did just as you ordered last night, colonel."
"Who was the last person to touch this craft before you?"
"That would be Col. Tyson, sir. And yes, he would have the expertise to do something like this." The colonel nodded as he took in what the sergeant told him.
"Are you sure this didn't come to us with these plugs cut?" the colonel asked, already knowing the answer.
"Absolutely, sure, sir," the sergeant responded. "The ship checked out fine yesterday after pre-fueling, and when we ran a complete recheck today, there was a slight voltage drop on the retrorocket A and B loops. That is consistent with the altered pins not making their intended connections, sir. We pulled the plugs, and there's the reason." The disgust on the sergeant's face removed all doubt from the colonel's mind.
"I see," the colonel said. Looking at the sergeant's badge and uniform name tape, he said, "Staff Sergeant Newton, are you the crew chief?"
"Yes, sir. And nobody's going near that ship without me attached to them until they taxi out."
"Thank you, Staff Sergeant Newton. I appreciate your thoroughness. Good job, son," the colonel said, making a note in his pad.
"Thank you, Colonel," Newton said.
"I'd like you to double security around this craft, Sergeant. I don't want anyone else coming close enough to do something like this again. Understand?"
"Yes, sir," Newton said. "Should I report this to anyone, sir?"
"You just did, Staff Sergeant. I'll take care of it from here," the colonel said.
"Yes, sir," Newton replied. The colonel looked at the massive, ungainly combined aircraft and wondered what kind of a crazy man would actually go up in something like this.
"Just a couple of things, Sergeant, before I leave," the colonel said.
"What's that, sir?" Newton asked.
"First, say nothing about this to anyone. Understand?"
"Yes, sir," Newton replied.
"And second... I was never here."
"I... understand, sir," Newton replied nervously, wondering who this Army colonel really was.
"Good. Carry on, Sergeant," the colonel said, turning away. Newton watched the man get in his official car and drive off. After he was confident the crew chief couldn't see him, the colonel stopped the car, opened a compartment, and pulled out a telephone handset. He dialed a number and waited for his partner to answer.
"We've got him dead to rights," the colonel said. "How is our overnight guest?"
"She's doing fine. I just fed her some breakfast and she's watching television right now."
"Any sign of Mrs. Barnes yet?"
"No, none."
"It's still a bit early yet. I'll be home soon."
"See ya, lover," said the woman on the other end of the call before they ended it.
...
Mike finished his breakfast and headed for the simulator room, where he knew Deke was waiting for him. When he arrived, he saw Jim, Deke, and General Allen deep in conversation. Deke saw Mike first and called him over.
"Good morning, Major. You look like you had a good night's rest. You up for the festivities today?"
"Yes, I am," Mike said.
"We were just going over some of the last-minute flight details," Jim said. "I know you're looking forward to pre-flighting the 67."
"Yes, sir, I am," Mike said.
"Good," Jim said. General Allen stepped forward.
"Remember, Major, you'll need to maintain radio silence until after the package is delivered. You understand what I'm telling you?"
"Yes, General, I understand," Mike said. They wanted to take no chance that the H't'quiy could be alerted to his approach by intercepting radio transmissions where there shouldn't be any... until after the nuclear device had been detonated. Then, hopefully, there wouldn't be any H't'quiy to intercept them.
"Why don't you go get suited up and we'll meet you at the van," Deke said.
"Sounds like a plan," Mike said. He went to the locker room, where he changed into the bulky spacesuit. While there, he called Tom Hawkins' office to reschedule his appointment. Having worked with military men before, Tom understood and happily obliged Mike's request without question. He finished suiting up and met Deke, Jim, and General Allen at the transport van.
"You know, Mike, I really envy you getting to fly this mission," Jim said as they rode to the 67. Mike chuckled at that.
"Well, you're more than welcome to go if you want to, sir," Mike replied half-jokingly.
"I'd love to, Mike, but in all honesty, you're the best man for this job," Jim said.
"So I've heard," Mike said. They reached the combined 67/B-52, and the van came to a stop. They climbed out and walked around the '67, taking special note of the nose art - the words "Little Angel" in cursive with a depiction of a child's teddy bear.
"Named for somebody special?" General Allen asked.
"I told my daughter that aliens are scared of teddy bears, sir," Mike said with a smile. General Allen laughed at that.
"Little Angel is the Major's nickname for his daughter, Lisa," Jim replied. The general nodded his head in understanding.
"You must really love your little girl, Major," the general said.
"I love my daughter more than anything, sir," Mike said, looking right at Jim.
"You'll be home with her soon, Major," General Allen said with a smile. "Why don't you perform your pre-flight and get ready?"
Mike took the clipboard from Sgt. Newton and studied the paperwork for the X67. "This is a good airplane, Sergeant?"
"It's as ready as it will ever be, sir," Sgt. Newton replied, his voice tight with emotion.
Mike signed the form accepting the aircraft, took his copy, and placed it on his own clipboard under the X67 checklists. Each was noted with the word "Experimental," which made him feel comfortable. It was like flight testing, where he faced death several times.
"I'm ready," he declared and put everything but flying out of his mind.
He completed the external inspection, climbed the scaffold, and stepped into the cockpit of the X-67. Deke followed close behind.
"Just remember to fly the mission profile, and you'll nail this to the wall, Mike," Deke said as Sgt. Newton checked Mike's straps and connected his radio leads.
"I will, Deke. Thank you... for everything." After a firm handshake, Deke stepped off the scaffold, and Mike saw the look on Newton's face. "Is everything all right, Sergeant?"
"Yes, sir. Everything is perfect. She'll take good care of you."
"Roger that," Mike said. Newton made one last check of the cockpit, then stepped back and snapped the sharpest salute Mike had ever seen the man give. Mike returned the sergeant's salute.
"Give 'em hell, sir!" Newton called out.
"I will, Sergeant. Count on it!" Mike called back. Newton stepped off the scaffold and rolled it clear of the B52's engine exhaust zone. Mike looked down and saw the others salute. He returned the salute and closed the canopy. A few minutes later, he heard and felt the B-52's eight engines roar to life. Showtime, he thought as he made his final instrument checks.
The large combined aircraft taxied into place and finally headed down the runway. Even stripped of excess weight and using water injection and full military power, the overloaded B52 lifted off just as it passed the sign showing a thousand feet of runway remaining. The flight deck crew and flight engineer, all SAC "standard crew" veterans, nursed the ungainly beast and its X67 parasite toward the release point.
When the B-52 reached 45,000 feet, the aircraft commander coordinated the release with Mike over the intercom. It culminated in a short countdown. At zero, just before Mike felt the release mechanism open, dropping the X-67, the faceless command pilot said simply, "Godspeed, Major Barnes." He felt the drop, counted three, and flipped the rocket motor ignition switches. Instantly Mike felt the G-forces slam him into the specially-formed seat as the rocket motors fired with controlled violence.
He knew the big bomber was banking away to his left, so pulling back on the control stick, Mike saw the ground below him slip further away as the ship's rocket engines propelled him higher and faster. Both the altimeter and Mach-indicator began spinning. He carefully adhered to the climb-out profile, and soon, the familiar blue sky was gone, replaced with the blackness of space. Looking at his altimeter, Mike realized he had crossed the Kármán line, the boundary of space.
Following his flight plan, Mike made the first course correction that would put him in a position to launch the nuclear missile. It wouldn't be long now, he thought. With his left hand, he broke the safety wire on the red switch, which armed the weapon and delivery system. After a few seconds, the status light changed from red to green: 'Ready.' The firing control switch, also safety-wired, was still in 'Safe' mode.
It was as if Mike was back in Korea. He was, again, The Hunter, but in this case, the lone hunter.
...
Rita and Lisa were in the front room when they heard a knock at the door. Rita opened the door to see a somewhat distraught Rhonda Barnes standing there.
"Good morning, Mrs. Barnes," Rita said pleasantly. "Please, come in." Rhonda came inside and was met by her daughter, who smothered her with hugs and kisses. "Would you care for a cup of coffee? I just made a fresh pot," Rita announced.



"Uh, yeah. That sounds good," Rhonda said nervously. "Please."
"Cream or sugar?" Rita asked.
"Both, please," Rhonda replied.
"Why don't you have a seat and I'll be right back," Rita said. Rhonda sat down on the couch as Lisa talked about her night with the Keyes. A few minutes later, Rita returned, handing Rhonda a cup of hot coffee.
"Thank you. That's delicious," Rhonda said when she took the first sip.
"Are you all right, Mrs. Barnes?" Rita asked blandly. "You seem a bit... nervous."
"Honestly, I am... scared," Rhonda said. "For Mike, you know. I hate it when he's out there doing God-only-knows what."
"I can't say I blame you for that, Mrs. Barnes," Rhonda heard Harold say from behind her. She turned to see Harold wearing the green fatigues of an Army colonel. What? "I think I'd be a little frightened if I were in your shoes," the man she knew as "Harold," said. He smiled and sat down in a chair across from the couch.
"I don't understand," Rhonda said. "Why are you wearing... that uniform?" Harold looked at Rita, who took one of Lisa's hands and led her away. Rhonda had a terrible feeling about this.
"I think we need to have a talk, Mrs. Barnes," Harold said.
"About... what?" Rhonda asked, her hands starting to shake.
"I think you know what, Mrs. Barnes," Harold told her. "Do you know what the penalty is for sabotage? How about for aiding and abetting an enemy of the United States? Or how about conspiracy to commit murder? No? Let's just say that right now, you stand to face the rest of your life behind bars. That is only if you're lucky if you take my meaning. Is that what you want?"
"No," Rhonda squeaked, tears falling down her face.
"Then help me out here, Mrs. Barnes. Help me bury Jim Tyson, and I'll do what I can to minimize your jail time. Oh, yes, you're going to jail. I can't stop that. But it doesn't have to be for the rest of your life."
"Even though I didn't do anything?" Rhonda asked.
"Didn't do anything? You knew Tyson planned to sabotage your husband's craft. Tyson assured you that sabotage would lead to your husband's death. Yet you never reported it to anyone, not even your husband. So yes, you'll face jail time for that. Cooperate with me fully, and I'll do my best to make sure you only spend a couple of years in a minimum-security facility."
"What do you want to know?" Rhonda asked, sobbing.
"I want to know everything, Mrs. Barnes. About your relationship with Jim Tyson, what you two planned to do to your husband - everything. Was it your idea to murder Mike? Or his?"
"Oh God, no," Rhonda cried. "That was all Jim. I begged him not to hurt Mike. Please, you have to believe me."
"Actually, Mrs. Barnes, I believe you," Harold said. Rhonda looked at Harold with hope in her eyes. "So, tell me everything about the relationship between you and Jim Tyson." Harold wrote in his notepad as Rhonda told him her story - how she first met Jim in a civilian bar in southern California during the Korean War, how their relationship grew, how Jim introduced her to Mike - everything.
By the time Rhonda wound down, Harold had a good picture of the ongoing relationship between Rhonda and Jim. It was clear to him that Jim was the instigator of the whole mess, and Rhonda was nothing more than a tool.
"Will that help you out?" Rhonda finally asked. Harold nodded his head as he placed the notepad in his pocket.
"Yes, it helps a great deal, Mrs. Barnes. I have a much better picture of Jimbo Tyson now. Thank you. It's a good start."
"Can I take my daughter and go home now?" Rhonda asked desperately.
"I'm afraid that's not going to be possible, at least for now, Mrs. Barnes. Not until we have Col. Tyson in custody, anyway." Harold snapped his fingers, and two large military policemen entered the front room.
"What's this?" Rhonda asked, getting agitated.
"I'll need you to accompany these two gentlemen. They'll take you someplace... safe."
"You're arresting me?" Her shaking was back, very intensely.
"I'm afraid so, Mrs. Barnes."
"You said you would help me," she blurted out, tears dripping down her cheeks.
"And I will. After we have Tyson in custody."
"Can I at least say goodbye to my daughter?" Rhonda begged.
"Of course." Harold turned to the back of the house and called for Rita to return. Rita came out with Lisa in tow. Harold turned to the little girl. "Sweetheart, your
mother is going to be working with us, and I need her to go someplace where she'll be safe."
"Is Mommy in trouble?" Lisa asked, sadness written on her face. Harold threw a startled looked at Rhonda as he thought about his answer, then turned back to Lisa.
"I hope not. But she's going to help us catch a really bad guy. So why don't you give your mother a hug and a kiss? You'll see her again real soon. I promise." A tearful Lisa hugged Rhonda, and the two said their farewells.
"Oh, I'll need your house keys, Mrs. Barnes," Harold said. Rhonda handed her keys over without a word and then turned to the uniformed military policemen.
"Let's go," she said tersely. She hoped that this meant Mike would be okay - and she wouldn't have to face him.
...
Jim Tyson stood in the operations room, watching the monitors that tracked Mike's progress to the H't'quiy ship. According to the trackers, he was more than halfway to his rendezvous with destiny. Telemetry indicated the X-67C was so far performing well beyond anyone's expectations. He noted with satisfaction that no one had spotted the damage he inflicted on the retro-unit control modules.
"Nerve-wracking, isn't it?" General Allen said as he stepped up next to Jim.
"Yes, sir. It's the waiting that gets to you," Jim replied.
"If all goes well, Major Barnes should be able to visually acquire the H't'quiy ship any second now."
"I don't see how he could miss it," Jim replied.
"Let's hope the stealth technology works as well as advertised."
"Yes, sir," Jim said. The general moved on, looking at the consoles of the technicians monitoring the flight. Jim used the absence to slip into the break room to warm up his coffee and call Rhonda. He dialed the Barnes' home phone, but no one answered.
Strange, he thought. Rhonda was always close to the phone. Perplexed, he hung up and dialed again but got no answer. Maybe she's stuck at the neighbors, Jim thought before returning to the large room.
...
Mike closely monitored his instruments, taking only short glimpses out the windows at the blue planet below. So far, "Little Angel" was performing better than he - or anyone else - could have expected. It was as if this ship belonged in space. Looking at his chronometer, he realized he should be able to see his target.
Looking up, he saw it - a large sphere sitting in the middle of what reminded him of a doughnut. Even though he was still nearly 1,000 miles away from it, he was struck by the sheer size of the thing and wondered if a single 200-megaton nuclear warhead would be enough. At the speed he was traveling, he would be on top of it in no time, so he began preparing for his bombing run.
Right on time, the countdown clock flared red, indicating it was nearly time to launch the nuclear missile. He turned on his heads-up display and looked for a suitable target. He found it in the form of what looked like an open bay on the side of the alien craft. He locked onto the bay and watched the clock count down.
He broke the safety wire, armed the firing switch under his thumb, and began counting down, "5...4...3...2...1...0..."
He pressed the button on his control stick and saw the missile launch, racing for its destination. He wasted no time and fired the flight control program that would send "Little Angel" into a large arc back toward Edwards Air Force Base. The control jets followed their programming, and Mike saw the alien spaceship move out of his line of sight. So far, he remained undetected.
Knowing he only had a few seconds before detonation, Mike flipped down his protective face shield to protect his eyes from the nuclear flash. He wasn't worried about the shock wave as Deke had explained there's no air in space, therefore, no shock wave.
Mike saw the reflection of the flash and knew the weapon had detonated. He resisted the urge to look, focusing on his instruments to ensure he was on track for re-entry. He waited a minute, then two. Then he looked and saw a giant fireball in space where the alien vessel had been.
He wasn't sure, but he thought he saw flashes of debris flying out from where the vessel had been. He breathed a sigh of relief and reached for the communications console. Then his collision alarm sounded, and something struck the left side of his ship, sending it out of control.
"Oh no you don't," Mike cursed to himself, quickly responding to the collision. Fortunately, Deke trained him well. Using his thrusters, he checked the tumbling, and he was able to get "Little Angel" under control. But by then, he had used up more fuel than anticipated and wondered if he had enough to make it back.
"Don't worry, darlin'. Daddy's coming home," Mike said. He keyed his microphone, hoping to reach base, but got only static. He wondered if the collision damaged his antenna.
...
"Sir, the package has been delivered," one of the operators announced. "The target has been completely eliminated."
"Good. Any word from the '67?" General Allen asked.
"No, sir. We can't reach him."
"Dammit! Where is Barnes?"
"No idea, sir. The trackers lost him shortly after the detonation."
"Was he at a safe distance from the alien ship when the device exploded?"
"As far as we can tell, yes, sir," the operator replied. "It's as if he just... disappeared, sir."
"FIND HIM! NOW!"
"Yes, sir. On it!" The operators frantically worked their consoles as Jim looked on, barely resisting the urge to smirk, thinking about Mike's widow accepting his medal from the president. He would have to comfort her after the ceremony.
...
Mike got his bearings and looked at the planet's surface below. His navigational computer was offline, and his instruments didn't seem much better. He realized he would have to re-enter the atmosphere flying by the seat of his pants. Looking down, he recognized the Mississippi River and knew he would be over New Mexico soon. It was now or never, he thought.
"Fuck it," he said, pulling on the knob that would fire his retro-units. "Muroc Dry Lake is huge, and I sure as hell can't miss it from this altitude." The four rockets fired, slowing down his rate of speed. He would be hitting the atmosphere soon at this rate and angle of descent. He raised the X67's nose, using the reticles on his side viewports as guides. This placed the craft's well-protected belly to take the heat's full force as he re-entered the atmosphere.
This wasn't something Deke taught him - it was something he learned during his time in the simulator, and he hoped the training unit was as accurate as Deke said it was. Before he knew it, the craft began to buffet, and his wings glowed a bright red. He prayed they would hold together.
...
"Anything?" General Allen asked.
"Not yet, sir," one of the operators said.
"General! We just received a report of a sonic boom about 200 miles west of Flagstaff, Arizona," another operator announced.
"Flagstaff?" Deke asked, surprised. Jim looked shaken as if in a panic. No! It can't be! Mike should be burned to a cinder by now, he thought. Operators began calling the "Little Angel," but there was no response. Several minutes later, another operator ran into the room, excited.
"General! It's the '67! The tower just reported they saw him do a victory roll on the final approach to the dry lake bed! He made it!"
"Tell that hot dog to get his ass back on the deck! Now!" the General ordered as the room burst into cheers. A fleeting smile of relief crossed the General's face.
"Yes, sir!" the operator shouted. General Allen turned to Deke and Jim.
"You two, come with me," the general ordered. The three men ran to the general's jeep, parked outside the operations building. A sergeant jumped in the driver's seat and fired the vehicle up.
"Dry lake bed, Sergeant. As fast as you can get there," General Allen ordered.
"Yes, sir," the sergeant said, shifting the jeep in gear.
...
General Allen's jeep and several other vehicles converged on the still-smoking X-67C, now sitting motionless at the end of the long dry lake bed. Seeing Mike walking away from the "Little Angel," General Allen held up his hand, motioning for the sergeant to stop. All four of them got out of the jeep as a crash and recovery truck braked alongside the X-67.
"Mike! I can't believe it! You made it," Jim shouted as he ran ahead of the others.
"No thanks to you, you sorry son-of-a-bitch," Mike growled, meeting his former friend with a fist that seemed to come all the way from the Golden Gate Bridge.
"What the hell?" General Allen asked, shocked that Mike had just punched his commanding officer square in the nose right in front of witnesses. "What's the meaning of this, Major?"
"I believe I can answer that, sir," another man spoke up from behind the General. Turning, General Allen saw an Army colonel getting out of an olive-drab staff car.
"Colonel Carlisle. You have a report that can explain this?" the general asked.
"Yes, sir, I do," Harold said. Reaching into a satchel slung over his shoulder, Harold pulled out the control module plugs Staff Sergeant Newton gave him that morning and handed them to General Allen.
"What are these?" the general asked.
"Control module plugs for the 67's retro-units, General. The ones Col. Tyson sabotaged yesterday, sir," Harold said.
"Sabotaged?" General Allen asked shock and anger on his face. "That's a very serious charge, Colonel. I hope you can back that up."
"I can, General," Harold said. The general's face turned red with rage as he considered the officer Mike had just punched.
"And to think I endorsed your promotion to brigadier. Colonel, get this... piece of shit... off my lake bed," General Allen snarled.
"Yes, sir," Harold said, moving behind Jim, handcuffs at the ready. "Colonel Tyson, you are under arrest for sabotage, conspiracy to commit murder, and other violations including Article 134 of the Uniform Code of Military Justice." Deke, Mike, and General Allen watched as Harold forced Jim into the back of his staff car.
"Major, your wife is already in custody and your daughter is staying with us until you finish here," Harold told Mike.
"Thank you, neighbor," Mike said. Harold smiled, got in his car, and drove off. General Allen looked at Mike before speaking.
"Under the circumstances, Major, I'll overlook your... breach of protocol. But so help me, if you ever think about punching another senior officer, I'll have an Article 15 on you so fast it'll make your head spin. Understand me, young man?"
"Yes, sir," Mike said. General Allen smiled, then slapped Mike's shoulder.
"C'mon, Major. Let's get you out of that suit. Beer is on me—it's not every day one of my pilots saves humanity!" General Allen said.
"Yes, sir," Mike replied happily. A beer sounded very good to him right about now.
"By the way, that was some pretty fancy work you did up there," Deke said. "It's going to make a helluva debrief, but you'll surely never fly combat and might not go into space again. Official Washington doesn't risk its heroes, you know. Sad because we'll go to the moon someday, but if anyone can stay in the astronaut program, it's you, the guy who saved the world!" Deke smiled warmly as he shook Mike's hand. "Good job."
"Thank you, Deke. I owe it all to you," Mike said. Deke chuckled at that.
"Bullshit. But I'll take what I can get."
"Take us back to base, Sergeant," General Allen said when the four men crowded into the jeep.
"Yes, sir," the sergeant said, whipping the jeep around. Mike took one last look at the X-67. It had been a damn good ship and, as promised, brought him back home. No matter what he flew after this, a piece of that ship would always be in his heart.
...
Epilogue:
"Did you come here to gloat?" Rhonda asked when her soon-to-be ex-husband sat down across the table from her. He had been back for three days now, seen an attorney, and had her served with divorce papers.
"No," Mike said. "I just wanted to hear your side of this. Maybe try to get some closure. Why, Rhonda? Why did you do it? And with Jim Tyson, of all people?"
"I've known Jim longer than I knew you," Rhonda said. "I know you don't believe me, but I did fall in love with you. I wouldn't have married you otherwise." Mike considered her response. She didn't have the same defiant attitude she displayed before he left.
"You knew he planned to sabotage my ship, didn't you?"
"Yes," Rhonda said in a small voice.
"And you knew that if he was successful, I wouldn't have made it back."
"Again, yes," Rhonda said.
"Why didn't you say anything? Did you want me killed or something?"
"No, I didn't want you hurt. I begged Jim not to hurt you."
"But you said nothing. To no one."
"No, I didn't. I was... scared," Rhonda said.
"Of what? Jim? Me? What?"
"Mostly Jim," she replied. "He can be pretty scary sometimes."
"Hmmm. Yeah, I can see that," Mike said. "By the way, I have something you should see."
"What?" Mike pulled an envelope from his pocket, then took out a folded piece of paper and set it on the table. Rhonda looked at it, not understanding what she was seeing.
"This," Mike said.
"What is this?" Rhonda asked.
"It's a genetic comparison between me and Lisa," Mike said. "I'm told the technology is still in the experimental stages, but it's still quite accurate. I know you wanted Lisa to be Jim's child, but that's not what this says."
"What does it say? I don't understand this gibberish and all these numbers."
"It says Lisa is my daughter," Mike said. Rhonda's face collapsed further. "What, did that disappoint you? Too bad. Look, Rhonda, I know you're going to be in jail for a few years. Harold told me you've been cooperating with him fully. Sign the divorce papers, and we can end this sham of a marriage. Deal?"
"Yeah, okay, Mike. It's the least I can do," Rhonda said. "Just do me a favor, please?"
"What?"
"Take care of our girl. Send me some pictures now and then. Just don't... bring her to see me. I don't want her to see me like... this." Mike thought for a few moments, then nodded his head.
"All right, Rhonda. I understand. But you're going to have to tell her some day."
"I will, Mike," Rhonda said. "After I'm out of where ever they send me."
"Well, I have to get back. General Allen put me in charge of the squadron, which means I have paper to push. I don't know when I'll see you again. Just sign the paperwork, okay?"
"Okay, Mike," Rhonda said, wiping a tear from her face. "Goodbye."
"Goodbye, Rhonda," Mike said before leaving.
...
Four months later, Mike was promoted to Lt. Colonel and officially made the commanding officer of the squadron Jim once commanded. In recognition of his service against the H't'quiy, President Kennedy presented him with a specially-allocated Medal of Honor. After the ceremony, Mike introduced the president to his daughter.
"And what do you want to be when you grow up, young lady?" the president asked, kneeling in front of Lisa.
"I want to be an astronaut. Like my Daddy," Lisa said with a smile. JFK smiled wide and nodded his head.
"I tell you what, young lady. You hold on to that dream with all of your heart," the president replied. "That's quite a girl you have there, Col. Barnes," he remarked after standing up.
"Yes, sir," Mike agreed, smiling with pride at Lisa.
Harold's investigation of Jim Tyson and Rhonda Barnes concluded two months later. Jim faced numerous charges and opted for a general court-martial. His wife, Janice, had already divorced him and left for greener pastures with their two children.



Jim was found guilty of all charges, which included sabotage, conspiracy to commit murder, and adultery. He was stripped of all rank, pay, and privileges and handed a dishonorable discharge. Then he was sentenced to life at Fort Leavenworth.
As promised, Harold could shield Rhonda somewhat, thanks to her cooperation. She was found guilty in a federal court of being an accomplice after the fact. She received a three-year sentence in a minimum security facility with Harold's intervention. As promised, Mike sent her pictures of Lisa but never took his daughter to see her in prison.
"Why can't I see Mommy anymore, Daddy?" Lisa asked one day.
"Your mother did a very bad thing, sweetheart," Mike said. "And to tell you the truth, she's too embarrassed and she doesn't want you to see her where she is right now. I know that she loves you, though, and she misses you a lot."
"Is it because of what she did with Uncle Jim?"
"Yes, sweetheart, it is," Mike said.
"Promise me you'll never leave me like that, Daddy? Please?" Mike took her in his arms and held her tight. He wanted to promise her more than anything, but he always taught her to tell the truth and never make promises that couldn't be kept.
"There might come a time when I do have to leave, but I'll do my best not to, okay?"
"Okay, Daddy. I love you so much."
"I love you too, Little Angel," Mike said. Fortunately, his work kept him busy and in one place. Mike struggled with the demands of single parenthood, but he had a lot of support, especially from Lisa's teachers.
One of those teachers, Alice Hemmings, had lost her husband in a fiery air crash. Mike met her husband a few times, a captain who served in a different squadron and liked the man. After his death, Mike stepped up to help Alice when he could, and the two of them became good friends.
They began dating a few months after the funeral and became quite close. Alice fell in love with Lisa, and the two girls became inseparable.
In November 1964, JFK was re-elected to the White House. That same month, Mike and Alice got married. After getting Rhonda's permission, Alice adopted little Lisa.
"Lisa needs a mother, Rhonda, and you don't seem too interested in seeing her anyway," Mike said, handing Rhonda the paperwork. Rhonda said nothing as she looked over the paperwork, quietly signed it, and handed the package back to Mike.
"Tell Lisa I'm sorry and I wish her all the best," Rhonda said quietly.
"I will," Mike said, collecting the package. "Of course, you know this means no more pictures or letters."
"I know," Rhonda said, fighting back the tears. "Goodbye, Mike. And good luck with your new family."
"Goodbye, Rhonda," Mike said, leaving the room. He never saw her again after that. Rhonda waited until she was back in her cell before she broke down crying. With Lisa's adoption, there was nothing left for her on the outside but loneliness.
On July 20, 1969, Mike, Alice, Lisa, and four-year-old Michael Barnes, Jr., watched Neil Armstrong walk on the moon. By now, Mike was a full Colonel and was being fast-tracked for his first star. After watching the first moonwalk, Mike stepped outside and looked up at the night sky. Lisa joined him a few minutes later.
"What's on your mind?" Mike asked.
"I was just wondering what they're doing up there right now," she said.
"Hmm. Maybe they're looking up at Earth wondering what we're doing right now. You still wanna be an astronaut? Go up into outer space?" Mike asked.
"Yes, I do," Lisa told him. "You think they'll ever let girls become astronauts?"
"If I have anything to say about it, yes," Mike replied. "Where would you like to go?"
"There," Lisa said, pointing to a bright star. "'Second star to the right... and straight on to morning," she added, quoting a line from the old Peter Pan movie. Mike smiled as he hugged his precious daughter.
"From your lips to God's ears, sweetheart," he said as a meteor streaked across the dark sky.
"'Cause I've got faith of the heart
I'm going where my heart will take me
I've got faith to believe
I can do anything
I've got strength of the soul
And no one's gonna bend or break me
I can reach any star
It's been a long road..."
....
Fade to black...
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	All sexual activity is between consenting adults 18 years of age or older.
	Statements or views uttered by the fictional characters in this story do not necessarily reflect the views or opinions of the author.


Please refer to my profile for more on my personal policy regarding comments, feedback, follows, etc. (Yes, I DO moderate comments) And please remember, this is a work of fiction, not a docu-drama...
...
Call it a gut instinct, if you will, but that day when I pulled into the driveway, I felt something was just not quite right. I turned the car off, got out, and went inside the house, almost expecting to be swallowed by a giant black hole suddenly appearing underneath my feet. The house smelled... wrong... somehow.
I set my briefcase down and was met by Niki, my wife of six years. I was startled to see my next-door neighbor, Ben Alexander, standing with her with a shit-eating smirk.
"Uh, Stu," Niki began. That's me, by the way. Stuart Johnstone, "Stu" to my friends and family. For the last several years, that included Niki, but as I was about to learn, that would no longer be the case.
"Yes, Niki," I urged. "What's going on? And why is Ben here?"
"Go on. Tell him," Ben urged.
"Tell me what?" I asked.
"I've been fucking your wife in your bed all afternoon," Ben blurted, the smirk on his face growing wider.
"Is that right, Niki?" I asked.
"Um, yeah," Niki replied. Then she smiled at Ben, which apparently provided her second wind and courage. It was bad enough that she was screwing this dickhead, but the expression of love she gave him was like a punch to the gut. I wanted to strangle them both right there in my living room. Then Niki turned to me and delivered the coup de grace.
"Stu... Darling," she began. I cut her off. They both looked at me, surprised.
"First off, Niki, you may no longer call me darling, Stu, love, sweetie, or anything other than Stuart or Mr. Johnstone. Please, continue."
"Uh, okay, uh, Stuart. I just wanted to let you know that from now on, I'm putting Ben over you in our relationship..." I cut her off again.
"Since you've been fucking shit-for-brains here all afternoon, we no longer have a relationship. And the fact that you've been fucking him in our marital bed proves you've put him over me," I told her. Ben started to get red in the face.
"Uh, okay," Niki said nervously. "Well, Ben said that from now on, you are no longer allowed to fuck me, and everything I do will be to please him. That's the way it has to be."
"You presume a great deal, Niki. Do you honestly think I would even want to touch you after you've been fucking him? Not no, but hell no." Niki recoiled in shock after that announcement but recovered quickly.
"Ben says that from now on, he'll be fucking me here, in our bed, and you can stay in the guest room," Niki stated. I looked at Ben and saw his smirk grow wider, and I looked back at Niki.
"Again, you're wrong about that, Niki. You forget, this is MY house. I inherited it from my grandparents. Which makes you a tenant, only. If you insist on this, then you will have to leave."
"What? I'm not leaving!"
"Yeah," Ben chimed in.
"Shut the fuck up, both of you. My name is the only one on the deed. Ben has his own place, right next door. You want to fuck him, you do it over there. I'll be gracious, though. I'll give you just one half-hour to get your crap out of MY house. Whatever is left over goes on my burn pile out back."
"Are you serious?" Niki asked, shocked.
"As a stroke. Time's wasting. You'd better get moving. In 30 minutes, whatever is left over will get torched. You'd better help her," I told Ben. Wide-eyed, they looked at each other for a few moments, then raced upstairs to gather what they could.
I set the timer on my phone for 30 minutes, grabbed a beer, and watched as they raced between the two houses with Niki's things. They were at the front door, arms loaded with Niki's crap when my timer went off.
"Time's up. That's it."
"But... but," Niki began.
"But nothing," I stated. "You had 30 minutes. Your time is up. Now go, and don't ever darken my doorway again. You'll be hearing from my attorney."
"You can't mean that," Niki said.
"Oh, but I do mean it. Now, go."
"This isn't over, asshole," Ben snarled.
"That sounds like a threat," I replied.
"Take it any way you want. But this is far from over," Ben hissed before the two left. I closed and locked the door, sat on the couch, and took a deep breath. Then I began to plan. A friend of mine, Eric Stutzman, was a private investigator with a local firm. He served with the local police department until he was severely injured on a call. I decided to call him first.
"Stutzman," he said when he answered the phone.
"Eric, Ben Johnstone here. I need a big favor right now. Don't worry, I'll pay you."
"What's up, Ben?" Eric asked. He listened intently as I explained the situation. "Yeah, that's really fucked up," he said. "Tell you what, I'll come over and we'll wire the place up. If they try anything, we'll have them dead to rights. Have you called a locksmith yet?"
"No, I haven't."
"Call one, right now. Have them replace all of the outside locks. You may also want to change the code on your garage door opener. Pull her car out first, though. Give me about an hour to get a crew and some things together, okay?"
"Thanks, Eric. I appreciate that," I told him. We ended the call, and I contacted a locksmith I knew. He agreed to come out and replace the locks.
"I'll be there in a half hour," he said.
"Thanks," I told him before ending the call. I wolfed down a sandwich and had just finished when the locksmith arrived. As he worked, I went online and did what I could to protect myself financially. I moved most of our money to an account I had before we got married - one I knew Niki didn't have access to. I also paid off and canceled our joint credit cards.
Then I went upstairs and started grabbing the stuff Niki left behind - clothes, trinkets she just HAD to have, even the expensive Vera Wang wedding dress she wore the day we married, and our wedding album. I carried it all outside and tossed it on the burn pile at the back of my property. Grabbing a can of lighter fluid, I soaked it all down, then threw a lit match and watched it all go up in flames.
I looked at Ben's house and saw Niki looking out of an upstairs window. Her eyes grew wide as she watched her beautiful wedding dress and pictures go up in flames. I flipped her a finger and stood back, watching it all burn to ashes. I admit it was a juvenile move, but it felt good.
Eric showed up with a couple other men just as the locksmith finished. He supervised the installation of the cameras and microphones. I knew Niki and Ben could see the activity at my house, but they didn't know what was happening inside. Frankly, I didn't care if they could see.
While they were working, I pulled Niki's car out of the garage and parked it in Ben's driveway. Niki came running out of Ben's house red-faced.
"What are you doing?" she screeched.
"I'm exorcising you from my house. And my life," I told her. "Here's your extra car key. I have no need of it," I said, tossing the key at her. "Nor of this," I added, throwing my wedding ring at her.
"But my wedding dress..."
"What did you expect? Did you think I was just going to take your betrayal sitting down? Fuck you."
"What are those guys doing in the house?"
"None of your fucking business," I snarled before going back inside. Eric met me inside the house.
"Everything is set up. We've got the whole property covered, inside and out. I've also set up surveillance on your phone. Whatever is captured will go to a unit we have in the attic, and will also be stored on the cloud. Here's what you need to access that," Eric said, handing me a sheet of paper with a web address and credentials.
"Thanks," I said.
"I'll also do a check on this Ben Jackson fellow, see what I can find, and I'll keep an eye on your wife as well. Remember, don't do anything on your own. If need be, call 911, then call me. If you haven't retained an attorney yet, I suggest you do so, quickly. Got it?"
"I got it, Eric. And thanks again."
"No problem. I've been there myself, you know." I remembered his anguish over 10 years ago when he caught his wife cheating on him at a sleazy club. I wrote a check for his services and thanked the others with him.
Eric and his crew left, so I locked the doors, set the alarm, and sat down on the couch with a beer, trying to make sense of all this. Had I done something to set Niki off? I'm a building inspector for the city, so it's not like I have to travel out of town. I'm home every day, and other than the odd round of golf on the weekends, I don't go out without Niki.
I finally decided that none of it mattered - not anymore. She had betrayed me in the worst way someone could possibly betray a spouse. Yes, she had to pay the price. Fortunately for me, Dad had insisted we sign a prenuptial to protect my inheritance and the house I received from my grandparents when they died. His first wife cheated on him, and he detested cheaters.
The prenuptial included a harsh clause for infidelity, stating that the guilty party would walk out of the marriage only with what they brought, their personal items, and the clothes on their back. Niki would get a check for $253.18 and her car, which she bought before we were married. The money was what she had in her account when we got married.
Although Dad is a lawyer - and a damn good one - he doesn't specialize in family law. But I knew he could direct me to the best in the business, so I called him.
"Shit," Dad exclaimed after I told him what had happened. "Damn good thing you signed that prenup. Tell you what, let me call some friends of mine. We'll take care of this. You just relax and don't do anything stupid. You hear me, boy? I don't want to have to bail you outta jail."
"No worries, Dad. I got it under control," I told him.
"Good. If you need anything - anything at all, you call me. You hear?"
"I will, Dad. And... thanks. For everything," I said.
"You're welcome, son. And remember, I love you, and I'm damn proud of you." It meant a lot hearing him tell me that. I echoed the sentiment, and we ended the call. I slept in the guest bedroom that night, not wanting to touch the bed where Niki and Ben had done the dirty.
The following day, I made arrangements to replace the bed and have the old one hauled off. I didn't care what they did with it. They could burn it for all I cared.
The proverbial shit hit the fan two days later. True to his word, Dad put me in touch with the meanest divorce lawyer he could find - Lisa Hawkins. She was easy on the eyes and quite friendly - almost flirty. But she hates cheaters with a passion and lives to burn them to the ground every chance she gets.
She reviewed all the paperwork I gave her and drew up divorce papers based on the prenuptial between Niki and me. According to the filing, Niki would only leave the marriage with her car, clothes, and a check for $253.18. There would be no support or maintenance. Lisa told me that she would also file a protection order against Niki, which would require her to move out of Ben's house.
Since I live in one of the few states that still allow for alienation of affection lawsuits, Lisa filed against Ben Jackson. Still, she warned me that it might not produce anything. Eric learned from his investigation that Ben was having severe financial problems, his mortgage was underwater, and he faced possible foreclosure.
Niki had thankfully stayed out of my way over those two days, no doubt getting fucked every minute that Ben was home. I really didn't care. I drove down my street, noticing the cars parked along the curb and in Ben's driveway. Perhaps, I thought, they were having a party...
I pulled into my garage and got the same strange feeling I had the day Niki laid her bombshell on me. I shook it off and went into the house, where I got the shock of my life. There, in all his glory, was Ben. Niki stood next to him, and I saw several other people in the house.
"Well, well, well. If it isn't the cuck of the hour," Ben smirked.
"What the fuck," I began before feeling a prick in my neck. Before I could do or say anything, though, I passed out.
And woke up tied, gagged, and bound to a hard wooden chair on the back deck. I was naked, except for a strange contraption stuck on my cock. Niki and Ben stood not far from me, both naked. Another woman stood in front of them while others gathered around. I realized what was happening.
This was to be their "coming out" party, which apparently included mock nuptials. They even had someone with a video camera recording the event. None of them knew I also had a video of what was happening. The woman standing in front of Niki spoke.
"And who gives this woman to be fucked?"
"He does," Niki said, pointing at me.
"Very well. Do you, Niki Johnstone, hereby reject all of your legal husband's rights to become one with this man, Ben Jackson? Do you freely give yourself to be Ben's slut? To fuck him and whomever he says? And do you accept this man's dominance over your body and soul for as long as you both shall live?"
"I do!" Niki declared.
"And do you, Benjamin Jackson, take this woman to be your slut, to fuck anytime, anywhere, and any way you wish for all the days of your life?"
"Fuck yeah," Ben snarled. He slipped a ring on Niki's finger while she did the same to him.
"Very well. I pronounce you fuck-buddies. You may now fuck your slut," the woman said. Ben took Niki in his arms and kissed her deeply as he fingered her bare, shaved pussy. Niki responded by taking Ben's cock in her hands. She stroked it until it was completely erect, then wrapped her legs around him and impaled herself on him.
The others applauded loudly as the lewd display went on. After Ben ejaculated inside her, he motioned to the other men, who took turns fucking Niki.
"And what of the discarded husband?" the woman asked. Ben looked at me with a smirk, then walked over. He stroked himself a couple of times, and at first, I thought he would force me to suck his cock. But he didn't.
Instead, he urinated on me, laughing. The others, Niki included, laughed with him. Ben motioned for the other men to join him, which they did. After each urinated on me, Niki walked over and did the same after rubbing the men's semen on my face. I nearly threw up as all of this was happening. Try as I might, I couldn't break free of my bonds, but I could feel them loosening up.
"Clean him up. He stinks," Niki snarled after she finished. Ben smirked as he untied me from the chair. Unfortunately, my hands and feet were still bound, but the ropes were reasonably loose, and I thought I could get out of them if I only had another minute or two. Three other men joined Ben after he finished.
They picked me up and tossed me, still bound, into the deep end of the pool as the others laughed maniacally. I thought I was going to drown and thrashed around in the water, trying to work my bonds loose. I still had the gag in my mouth, and I nearly succumbed. Suddenly, the ropes holding my wrists became loose, and I could move my arms.
I somehow managed to get to the pool's shallow end, where I could stand. I pulled the gag out of my mouth and took a deep breath. Looking around, I saw Ben, Niki, and the others gathered in one corner of my backyard. Her legs were spread, and the men were taking turns pounding her cunt and mouth. They didn't even know I existed, which suited me just fine.
I quickly removed the ropes from my ankles and rushed into the house. Except for the cock cage, I was still naked, and no one saw me as they focused on the gang bang in my backyard. Rushing upstairs, I called 911.
"Please, they broke into my house and tried to kill me. I got loose, but I know they'll finish the job if they find me. Please, hurry," I shouted. The dispatcher got my information and said she sent cruisers to my house immediately.
My subsequent calls were to Dad, Eric, and Lisa - in that order. By the time I got off the phone with Lisa, four police cruisers with lights flashing had pulled up in front of our house. Looking out the window, I saw three officers going into the backyard. I heard a knock at the door and realized the others expected someone to let them in.
I threw on a robe and went downstairs to open the door. Three officers came in, and I explained what had happened. One officer took a look at the cock cage and went back to his cruiser. He returned a few moments later with a pair of bolt cutters and removed the device, placing it into an evidence bag.
"I have video of what happened here," I told a sergeant who seemed to be the man in charge.
"Let's see it," he said. I booted my laptop, entered Eric's credentials, and we all watched the video. It was clear from the video that Ben had broken a window in the back of the house so he could let the others enter. The video showed everything that happened from that point on.
"You want a copy of this?" I asked.
"Yes, please," the sergeant directed. I made a copy as the perpetrators were frog-marched into the house, their hands cuffed behind their backs.
"Look, man, this was just a practical joke," Ben protested. "We didn't mean anything by it." The officers were professional and quietly took them away after charging them with several crimes, including breaking and entering, kidnapping, illegal restraint, illegal administration of a controlled substance, assault, sexual assault, conspiracy, and attempted murder. The murder charge stemmed from the men throwing me in the pool while bound.
The sergeant suggested I get checked out at the Emergency Room and called an ambulance. Dad had arrived by then and followed the ambulance to the hospital. They took samples of my blood, then started an IV.
"You got lucky, son," Dad said. "They could've killed you. Any idea what this was all about?" he asked Eric, who had joined us at the hospital.
"Money," Eric said. "Jackson is having significant financial issues, and he's facing foreclosure. Somehow, probably from Niki, he learned of your son's inheritance, and figured he could get his hands on it if he could get Stu to divorce her."
"Niki knew about this?" I asked.
"I don't think she knew all of Jackson's intent, but she knew enough. She certainly knew what was going to happen tonight," Eric said. Lisa entered the room, followed by another man, who introduced himself as Detective Stanford.



"How are you feeling, Mr. Johnstone?" he asked.
"Like I've been drugged, tied up, pissed on, then tossed in a pool to drown," I joked half-heartedly. "Other than that, I'm just fine." The detective chuckled at that.
"At least you still have your sense of humor. That's a good thing," he said.
"What's going to happen to them?" Dad asked.
"If I have my way, all of them will be held without bail, especially considering that Jackson lives next door to your son," the detective replied. "That's up to the judge, though. I'm putting together a list of charges that should hopefully keep them all behind bars for a very long time. Right now, I'm waiting for the results of Stu's blood work."
The test results came back an hour later, and I was told the compound they used could have killed me all by itself had they injected just a tiny bit more than they did. Dad looked at Detective Stanford with thunder in his eyes.
"Burn those no-good cunts, Detective," Dad growled. "All of them."
"I'll do my best, Mr. Johnstone," the detective said before leaving. The hospital kept me overnight to ensure all the compounds had worked their way out of my system. I got home the following day and crashed in the guest bedroom, physically and emotionally drained. My manager gave me the rest of the week off to rest, which I accepted graciously.
Two days later, I met Lisa at the jail. She was there to deliver the divorce paperwork, and I wanted to deliver a check for $253.18. I also wanted to talk to Niki. Lisa handed the papers to the sergeant behind the desk, who said she would ensure Niki got them.
Niki was brought out in an orange jumpsuit and chains. She sat down across from me, a thick Plexiglas partition between us. The partition had holes that allowed visitors to talk to inmates while preventing physical contact.
"You wanna tell me what the fuck happened?" I asked.
"I'm sorry. It was supposed to be a practical joke," Niki replied.
"A practical joke? Are you fucking kidding me? You and your lovers damn near killed me. Twice." Niki looked at me, shocked. "The first time was when they injected me with that drug. The second time was when you had them throw me in the pool tied up. I could've drowned. That's not a practical joke. That's attempted murder. And I believe that's what you intended. It was, wasn't it?"
"No..."
"I don't fucking believe you. You knew I would never tolerate what you and Ben demanded. So you staged that little 'party' hoping something would happen and I would end up dead." Niki tried to look contrite but couldn't pull it off. Her face changed, and what looked at me was nothing short of evil.
"All right, dammit. Do you want the truth? Here it is. I wanted your inheritance, and I also wanted to fuck Ben Jackson. You have no idea what it's like being fucked by someone with such a huge dick. He hit places you never could. So we - that is, Ben and I - decided to make your life impossible.
"At first, I was content with just divorcing you. Ben said I would get half of your inheritance, and we would split that between us. He was desperate for money. But we didn't expect you to react the way you did. So we came up with another plan. I had hoped you would've died in the pool, and we could say you slipped and fell in by accident.
"That way, we not only have gotten your inheritance, we would have gotten everything. Your house, your insurance - everything. And we would have been set for life. But no, you had to fuck that up by surviving and calling the cops."
"You know, there was a time when I loved you more than life itself," I told her. "But that love is dead. Right now, I hate you with every fiber of my being. And you wanna know what's worse? I don't think I'll ever be able to trust or love another woman again. I'm going to do everything in my power to help them bury you so deep they'll have to pipe sunlight in to you."
"And what proof do you have?" Niki snorted with a contemptuous smirk. I smiled and pulled out an audio recorder. Pressing a button, I let her listen to her own words. Her face turned white as she heard herself confess her plot to kill me while making it look like an accident.
"Not only that, there's a camera right over there, pointed right at you. And I happen to know they record every conversation in here," I said. "Sign the divorce papers, take your check and fuck off. Enjoy the rest of your miserable fucking life, bitch." I turned and walked away.
Niki, Ben, and the others were ordered held without bail. I testified at the trial, but the video evidence captured by my surveillance, plus the video of the "wedding," sealed the deal. All of the conspirators were found guilty of all the charges against them.
The judge was so incensed with the nature of their crimes that he issued the maximum allowed by law. Niki and Ben got the worst of it, however. The judge ordered their sentences to be served consecutively, meaning they would both be in prison for nearly 50 years - without parole.
My divorce flew through the system without a hitch, but the lawsuit against Ben didn't go as I had hoped. For starters, he didn't have anything to attach. He sold his house and belongings, but most of that went for his legal defense. By the time it was all said and done, he was bankrupt.
I threw myself into my work, completely renovating the house to eradicate any trace of Niki's existence. I dated a few times over the next two years and even got laid. But I couldn't trust or love another woman after what Niki had done. I even sought help from a counselor, but that was to no avail.
One day, Dad called and asked me to come by his office, and I was curious to know why since he didn't give a reason. When I arrived, he introduced me to his new paralegal, Marie Gagnon. She was a lovely brunette, and I was instantly taken with her. I checked myself, though, as I recalled being instantly taken with Niki.
Dad explained that Niki had just moved here from Montreal, and he "wondered" if I wouldn't mind showing her around, maybe taking her to dinner. I knew what he was up to, and I smiled to myself. Of course, I would be happy to escort Ms. Gagnon, I told him.
"No need to be so formal, son," Dad said with a smile. "I just figured she'd like to spend time with someone closer to her age. You know, someone... not attached."
"Got it, Dad," I said. "Thanks."
"Just bring her back in one piece, okay?"
That night was the first of many I spent with Marie. It turned out that she, too, had been married and divorced her husband after catching him in their marital bed with another woman. We both had quite a lot in common - we both liked a lot of the same type of music, and we both enjoyed the arts.
"You know, Stu, we're not all like Niki," Marie said after I told her my sad tale of woe.
"I know. And not all men are like your ex. What was his name again? Pierre?"
"I think of him as 'Asshole,' but yeah, that was his given name," Marie said, causing me to laugh. Then it hit me. That was the first real laugh I had experienced in two years. "You find that funny?"
"No, it's just... that's the first time someone has actually made me laugh in two years. And it felt good. Thank you."
"You are most welcome, Stu," Marie said with a smile that drew me in. I finally screwed up enough courage to ask her to marry me, and she eagerly accepted. Then she surprised me by insisting on signing a prenuptial agreement.
"I will never do to you what Niki did, but I want to show that I can be trusted. I love you with all my heart, and I will do anything to show you," she said. Elated, Dad put the agreement together, precisely like the agreement I had with Niki.
The wedding was lovely, and we had a great time in Paris, where we went for our honeymoon. Fortunately, Marie spoke French fluently, but I recalled some of the French I learned in high school and could engage some locals on a limited basis by the time we left.
We ended our trip to France with a visit to Normandy, where we looked out over the beaches where Allied troops fought and died to save the world from the Nazis. Granted, my love for Niki was as dead as the soldiers killed here, but my love for Marie was as fresh and bright as the morning sun. And I could tell she felt the same towards me.
As my Dad once said, Niki sowed to the wind, and she reaped the whirlwind. I kissed my lovely bride, and we walked off that beach hand-in-hand.
...
Fade to black...
Note: To the perfectionists out there (and you know who you are), I exercised a bit of artistic license with the sentences handed out to Niki and her co-conspirators. This is, as I stated in the beginning, fiction, which means, it's NOT real. Relax...
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Lover's Bridge, Pt. 01


A Sheriff Ryan Caldwell story

Apologies for taking so long to get this out. I've been quite busy lately with two other projects, including my fourth e-book, "Son of Baalak," which is now live. I also wanted to get this mostly completed before I submitted the first part.
Many thanks to QuantumMechanic1957 for beta-reading this. In my opinion, his suggestions have helped make this a much better story. Also, many thanks to those who have offered comments and constructive criticism on my previous stories. This story was inspired, in part, by several streaming series with the same basic opening.
And now, the disclaimers:
For those who want to say this or that would never happen, remember this is my universe, a place where nearly anything can, and often does, happen. At least on paper... In addition:

	Characters in this story may participate in one or more of the following: Smoking, consumption of adult (meaning, alcoholic) beverages, utterance of profanities.
	All sexual activity is between consenting adults 18 years of age or older.
	Statements or views uttered by the fictional characters in this story do not necessarily reflect the views or opinions of the author.


Please refer to my profile for more on my personal policy regarding comments, feedback, follows, etc. (Yes, I DO moderate comments) And please remember, this is a work of fiction, not a docu-drama...
Ryan Caldwell made his first appearance in my seven-part series, "A Father's Justice." He was also featured in "Tip of the Spear," and in "Justice Ch. 04: Old Scores." The town of Hard Rock, Texas, to the best of my knowledge, does not exist.
...
2:30 pm, March 11, 2022:
The young woman thrashed about on the bed as the man above her continued pounding into her, groaning and muttering something in French. She had no idea what he was saying, but she understood the hard cock skewering her most intimate place.
She had never felt anything so hard... and so big in her entire life. Not even her loving husband of eight years made her feel this way. But Phillipe was different in many ways - strong, handsome, refined, and rich. She loved how he spoke in his heavily-accented voice, and just hearing him speak French made her wet.
And he certainly knew how to make a woman feel... loved. Or at least appreciated. This was their seventh tryst, and it was just as magnificent as the previous six. She had never experienced so many orgasms in one night as she did with Phillipe.
The fact that he was married meant nothing to the woman - she was married as well. But her dull, boring husband would rather spend his time out hunting than doing anything else. He was a good provider and husband and would be an excellent father to the children they would have one day. But he was a dud in bed. And he always smelled like something he had just skinned.
But her boss Phillipe was so different. Not only was he French, but he was also suave and self-confident. And he had a cock that never seemed to go soft. She didn't love him but loved what he did to her. And the fact that he paid her very well helped.
Just before this "liaison," as he called it, he took her to a tattoo parlor, where she had a fleur-de-lis placed just above her ass. It was what the younger kids called a "tramp stamp," and included a number - 47. She had no idea what the number meant and really didn't care.
All she knew was that it would give her husband fits when he saw it. She snickered at that. Suddenly, Phillipe stiffened, and she thought that perhaps he was having an orgasm, but the look of shock on his face and the way he squawked told her otherwise. He twitched, then fell on top of her, and the woman saw the angry face above them.
"Ah tol' ya what would happen if ah ever caught ya cheating on me," the angry man growled in his deep Texas accent.
"Please, it's not what it looks like. I only love you, and it was only one time. You have to believe me. Please..." She never finished her sentence as the man placed the taser against her neck and pressed the trigger...
...
7:30 am, September 20, 2022:
It was a brisk September morning when Sheriff Ryan Caldwell entered the Boardwalk Coffee House and Cafe for his usual cup of coffee. Sally Richards, the owner of this little slice of heaven, smiled as she handed him a large steaming cup of coffee fixed just the way he liked it.
"You're spoiling me, you know that, Sally?" Ryan asked with a smile.
"That's what I'm here for, Sheriff," Sally replied. "You sure you don't want some biscuits and gravy to go with that coffee?"
"I'd love some, but you know how Bev loads me up for breakfast every morning," Ryan shot back. Sally laughed at that.
"I reckon some things never change, do they?" she asked.
"Reckon not," Ryan answered. He left the shop and returned to the Sheriff's Department, tipping his hat as he greeted the others on the boardwalk. It had been just about a year since the murder of Commissioner Higgins, and things were just about back to normal.
He stopped at the spot where John Hastings, the old Vietnam War vet known to everyone as "Sarge," customarily parked. He wasn't there this morning, and Ryan thought the spot looked... abandoned... without his presence. Ryan knew John was in the hospital for a respiratory illness and made a mental note to stop in and see him.
Ryan reached the Sheriff's Department and stopped to light up a cigarette. Looking around the town and the people, he realized how blessed he was to be here. He loved his job and, to a degree, loved the people here. Since he had become sheriff, he saw them all as part of an extended family, one which he was sent to protect.
Finishing his cigarette, Ryan walked into the office and greeted everyone he saw.
"Good morning, Sheriff," Sgt. Elaine Bledsoe said as she handed him the OAR - the Overnight Activity Reports.
"Morning, Elaine," Ryan replied. "Anything interesting going on?"
"Not yet, but the day's still young," she said. Ryan returned to his office, closed the door, and reviewed the reports. It had been a reasonably quiet night, which made Ryan happy. An hour after he arrived, there was a knock at his door.
"Enter," Ryan called out. Elaine popped her head into the office.
"Sheriff, I just got a call from Sheriff Hanes. He'd like you to meet him over on Eastland Bridge," Elaine said. Darnell Hanes had been the sheriff of the adjoining county for over ten years. Ryan met him several times and found him to be a good man.
"Oh? Did he say what for?" Ryan asked.
"He says he needs your assistance in a case. A body was found there this morning."
"A body, huh? Wonderful," Ryan sighed. "All right. I'll head on out. Might as well dispatch Ron and Detective Hale. Have them meet me out there." He shook his head. "I jinxed myself."
"Yes, sir," Elaine said before leaving. Ryan grabbed his hat and coffee, then went, wondering why Darnell couldn't handle this case alone. The county line ran through the middle of the bridge, known locally as "Lover's Bridge."
It was called that because a young couple once committed suicide by jumping off the bridge which spanned a deep ravine. These days, the road was rarely used except by local ranchers. The old bridge had been there for years, and there had been talk that it would soon be replaced with something safer.
Ryan arrived and saw flashing lights at the midpoint of the bridge. He pulled his truck over and walked the rest of the way. Darnell, a sizeable beefy man with something of a gut, met him, and the two shook hands.
"Thanks for coming out, Sheriff," Darnell said.
"No problem, Sheriff," Ryan said. "What've you got here?" he asked, looking at the folded blue tarp on the bridge. He could tell there was a body underneath.
"Two bodies, Sheriff."
"Two? I only see one here," Ryan stated, looking at the folded tarp. Darnell shook his head.
"Nope. There's two. Placed right on the county line. You might want to brace yourself. This is pretty gruesome." He pulled back the folded tarp with a gloved hand, and Ryan was shocked at what lay before him. He had seen a lot during his years as a mercenary, but nothing quite like this.
There were, indeed, two bodies in the tarp. Or, to be more precise, halves of two bodies. The top half was definitely male but appeared to have been mutilated. His eyes were missing, and Ryan could see from how his abdomen lay that he had been disemboweled. A thin red line around his neck suggested he had either been garroted or someone did a thorough job slitting his throat.
From the exposed genitalia shaved bare, Ryan could see the lower half once belonged to a female. The legs were dark and well-toned, and the feet looked cared for and manicured. She was probably a beautiful woman, Ryan thought. He looked up at Darnell, who seemed to have trouble keeping his breakfast down.
"Sheriff, I'd be much obliged if you could take the lead on this," Darnell whispered. "After the last round of budget cuts, I just don't have the resources to handle this, and the county commissioners have auditors all over my ass. Hell, I can't even take a shit without reporting the toilet paper I use. Of course, I'll give you whatever support I can."
"Why not just call the state on this?" Ryan asked. Darnell snorted at that.
"That'd be all I need. Bad enough, I have auditors crawling in and out of my ass all day."
"All right, Sheriff," Ryan said. "I'll start the preliminaries on this, but God alone knows where it will go from there."
"Thank you, Sheriff," Darnell said. "I appreciate the hell out of this."
"When were these bodies found?" Ryan asked.
"Farmer Johnson noticed the tarp this morning about two hours ago and called the office." Ryan nodded, then looked to see Detective Hale and Ron's forensics van arrive at the bridge. He waved them over, and Ron drove the van to the center point of the bridge.
Two sheriff's cruisers had accompanied them, along with a small group of reporters. Terrific, Ryan thought. He got up, walked to the cruisers, and met Deputy Sanders.
"Keep those jackals outta here," Ryan ordered.
"Got it, Sheriff," Sanders replied. Ryan returned to the scene and saw Detective Hale looking over the bodies.
"You ever see anything like this, Ray?" Ryan asked the big black man, who came to Hard Rock from the Big Apple, where he had served as a detective in the NYPD.
"Not in real life," Ray said.
"What do you mean?" Ryan asked, confused.
"You know how I like to binge-watch cop shows online. I've seen this type of thing in a few of those programs. Never thought I'd see anything like it in real life," Ray said. Ryan looked at Ron, who was now examining the two sets of remains.
"Well?" Ryan asked.
"The man's fingerprints have been burned with acid, so I doubt if I'll be able to identify him that way. His right forefinger is also missing. The victim's teeth have all been removed, so we can forget dental records. Hopefully, there's a DNA record somewhere that can be used to identify him."
"Any idea how long he's been dead?" Ryan asked.
"None. See the blemishes on the skin?"
"Yeah, I saw that on both of them. Frozen?"
"I see you've been listening, Sheriff," Ron smiled. "I can't say how long they've been frozen, but I might be able to give you a ballpark once I get them back to the lab. I'll also try to lift some fingerprints off this tarp, but something tells me I won't find any." Ray looked up at Darnell.
"You say a local farmer reported this?"
"Yes, Abel Johnson. Has a place just over that ridge," Darnell said. "He was running his dog and found... this. He was more than a little shaken.
I sent him home with a deputy to get a statement."
"I'd like to speak with him," Ray said.
"Sure. You can follow me if you want."
"Thanks, Sheriff." Ray turned back to Ryan. "I'll go see this Abel Johnson, then I'll be back."
"I get the feeling you're going to need some help with this," Ryan said. "I'll assign Deputy Sanders to you for the duration."
"Thanks, Sheriff, that'll be a big help. He can start by going through all of our missing persons reports for the last eight months," Ray said.
"All right. You have this, Ron?" Ryan asked.
"Got it, boss."
"I guess I'd better go tell the press something," Ryan hissed before standing up.
"I really appreciate you taking lead on this, Sheriff," Darnell repeated as the two men shook hands.
"No problem, Darnell," Ryan said. "We'll be in touch." With a sigh, Ryan walked to the police tape at the end of the bridge, where the reporters stood waiting. He stopped when he reached Sanders. "I want you to work with Detective Hale on this, Deputy. Start by reviewing all the missing persons' reports for the last twelve months. Might have to go back longer; they appear to have been frozen. Now I got to talk to reporters. The least favorite part of this job. And hope that the other halves of those bodies don't show up in too public a place," he sighed.
"Got it, Sheriff," Sanders said.
"Sheriff! What can you tell us?" one of the reporters shouted. Ryan walked to the police tape and faced the reporters.
"Right now, there's not much I can report to you," Ryan said. "We have found what appears to be the remains of two unidentified individuals. They are being taken to our forensic lab now for further processing. When I have more to share with you, I will. That's all."
"But Sheriff! Can't you tell us more than that?" the reporter yelled as Ryan walked away. He turned, shook his head no, then climbed into his truck and followed Darnell and Ray to the Johnson ranch hoping to glean some information. Unfortunately, the old man wasn't much help and looked like he could use a stiff drink... or three. Ryan cautioned him not to speak to the press, and they left.
...
"How was your day, sweetheart?" Beverly asked when Ryan sat at the dinner table that evening, eyeing the meatloaf she had just taken out of the oven.
"It was a day," Ryan said with an exasperated tone. He didn't like bringing his work home, but he had always found that talking with his wife always seemed to help put things into perspective.
"That bad, huh?" Beverly asked. Ryan sighed as he took a hunk of his wife's meatloaf. He loved her meatloaf, especially when she added bits of jalapeno pepper and jack cheese.
"Yeah," he replied.
"Wanna talk about it?"
"You know, I've seen some God-awful things in my life, but I don't think I've ever seen anything quite like this," he finally said.
"Is it about what I heard on the news about Eastland Bridge?" Beverly asked. Ryan nodded his head.
"What did you hear?" he asked warily.
"Oh, just that a body was found out there," she replied as she took a bit of her meatloaf.
"Not one, but two," Ryan said. "Whoever did it must've been really mad about something."
"Pretty gross, huh?"
"You could say that," Ryan told her in a tone that made her shake her head.
"I remember one time, years ago, when we had cattle," Beverly said. "One of our cows was pregnant and about ready to give birth. Horace and I went into the corral one night to check up on her. We were about ready to call the vet. We were too late, though. I'll never forget what I saw."
"What was that?" Ryan asked.
"The heifer gave birth all right. But in the process, she got turned inside out. I've never seen such a mess in my whole life. The calf survived, but I ended up bottle-feeding it. I swear it thought I was its mother or something." Ryan chuckled at the mental image of his willowy blonde bride bottle-feeding a baby calf. "Was it that gross?" Ryan said nothing briefly as he tried to imagine what Beverly had experienced.
"Yeah, I think it was," he finally told her.
"It must've been pretty bad, then. You know I'm here for you, though, right? If you want to talk, or..."
"Thanks, sweetheart," Ryan said with a smile. "Yes, it was, and I've seen some pretty bad things in my day. But knowing you're here makes it much better."
"That's because I love you, Ryan Caldwell," Beverly said.
"And I love you more, Beverly Caldwell," Ryan smiled. That night, Beverly did her best to make Ryan forget his troubles - and she succeeded marvelously.
...
8:15 am, September 21, 2022:
Ryan and Ray met with Ron to learn what he had gleaned from the remains recovered from the bridge.
"I can tell you that both victims had been frozen for at least six months," Ron began. "In fact, part of the woman's legs were still frozen. I got DNA samples from both victims and sent them out for analysis and possible identification.
"From the wound on his neck, I'd say the male victim appears to have been garroted, possibly with something thin, like a piano wire. Additionally, his body was completely eviscerated. All of his internal organs have been removed. Well, all of them except for his brain, which, I'm happy to say, appeared normal for a man in his forties."
"Anything else?" Ray asked.
"Yes, I found marks on the man's body that look like they were made with one of those hand-held tasers," Ron said, turning the male torso to give Ryan and Ray a good look. "I found several of these marks on the male but none on the female. But, I did find this," Ron added, turning the female torso over to show that a patch of skin the size of a mason jar lid had been shaved off above her buttocks.
"Identifying mark removed?" Ray asked, looking closer.
"That would be my guess," Ron said. "I took a photo and enlarged it for you. Based on traces of ink still in the flesh, I'm guessing it was a tattoo. From the location, I'd say it's what the kids refer to as a 'tramp stamp.' Don't ask me to tell you what it was. I have no idea. At any rate, this seems to have been removed shortly after her death," Ron said. "Rather than after being frozen."
"There are two tattoo shops in town," Ryan said. "At least that's something. Maybe one of them will remember this tattoo."
"Maybe, if she got it in town," Ray said.
"You up for a field trip?" Ryan asked.
"Why not?" Ray replied.
"How long before we get something back from the lab?" Ryan asked.
"I put a rush on it, which means it'll probably take about two or three weeks," Ron said.
"Two or three weeks. Wonderful," Ryan sarcastically hissed. "We'd better get going if we're gonna find our killer," he added, taking the photo from Ron.
The first tattoo shop was a bust, but Ray and Ryan struck pay-dirt when they visited the second shop, which just happened to be in the same strip mall as the adult store they raided a year ago in connection with Bertram's murder.
"Is it just me, or is there something about this particular strip mall?" Ray asked when they parked. Ryan chuckled at that.
"Who knows? Hopefully, they didn't build it over some old burial ground, cemetery, or something," Ryan responded. They entered the shop and saw a tall, well-built woman with long dark hair caring for a customer at the counter. After the customer left, she looked at Ryan and Ray.
"And what may I do for you fine young men?" she asked with a smile that lit up her face.
"I'm Sheriff Ryan Caldwell, and this is Detective Ray Hale," Ryan said as Ray held out his credentials.
"Well, you can call me Leah," the woman said in a sultry voice. Ryan and Ray took inventory of the woman before them. She was what could be considered "goth," her long dark hair hanging straight over her shoulders, her curvaceous body covered with leathery material that clung to her like a second skin. What skin was exposed by her outfit was covered with brilliantly-colored tattoos.



"Leah, we'd like to ask you about a tattoo we believe you may have done about six months ago."
"Six months? That's a long time ago, Sheriff. I'm not sure I remember back that far," the woman said.
"She had a tattoo above her buttocks. I'm told it's called a 'tramp stamp'," Ray said.
"Well, that's different," Leah said. "Most women around here think it's daring enough just to get a tattoo, and it's usually a little rose or kitten on an ankle or someplace only a really close friend will see if you catch my meaning." Ryan nodded noncommittally, and she continued. "I certainly remember that one." She pointed to one of the hundreds of designs on the wall, an ornate Fleur-de-lis.
"Do you have any records of that?" Ray asked.
"The man who ordered the tattoo gave me the design and paid with cash. And he wanted an addition. As I recall, he gave me a handsome tip for my... discretion."
"Did he give you a name?" Ray asked.
"No, he didn't, as I recall. But he had a very distinctive French accent," Leah said. And he insisted that it be placed precisely like he showed me and exactly where," she replied. "It was on his wife. I assumed they were married since they both wore wedding rings."
"And where was this tattoo placed, exactly?"
"Right here," Leah said, pointing to a spot just above her heart-shaped ass. "You could call it a 'tramp stamp,' but it was the strangest one I had ever seen - or done."
"What else can you tell us about it?" Ryan asked.
"He wanted the number 47 tattooed around it. Really fancy, and I do good work. I have no idea what it meant, and I didn't ask."
"How long ago was this done?" Ray asked.
"I think it was about six months ago or thereabouts. I'd have to dig through my receipts to verify that, though," Leah told him.
"Could you do that, please?" Ryan asked.
"Sure," she said, pulling a book from under the counter. She spent a few minutes looking through it before showing them a copy of the receipt. Sure enough, the tattoo was paid for in cash. Ray and Ryan took note of the date - March 11, 2022. There was no name on the receipt.
"Can you give us a copy of that, please?" Ray asked.
"Of course. I'll be happy to," Leah said as she walked to her small copy machine. "Anything else?" she asked as she handed the receipt to Ray.
"What can you tell us about the woman?" Ray asked. Leah thought for a few moments before responding.
"I can tell you she was a looker. About my height, a little skinnier than me. I'd say she wore a really skimpy B-cup bra. Very nicely put together. Hell, I'd do her in a heartbeat," Leah chuckled. "But I hadn't seen her around here before. Him either. I guessed they were just traveling through and decided to do it on a whim." Ryan ignored the side comment and honed in on the description.
"Would you be willing to see a sketch artist, maybe help us get a good description of her?" Ryan asked.
"I'll do one better than that," Leah said. "I've got video from my surveillance system. And I keep all of my videos for two years - just in case. You never know when some asshole will try to sue you these days. And I take a picture of every finished tattoo. I'm sure I have it."
"That would be perfect," Ray said with a bright smile. Breaks like this didn't happen every day.
"Give me a few minutes, and I'll get you a copy," Leah said. "Would you care to step into my office?"
"Of course," Ray said. The two men followed Leah, taking note of her swaying ass as she walked. They entered her small office and watched her rifling through a row of DVDs on a shelf.
"Here it is," she said, pulling one from the shelf. She put the disk into her computer and brought up the video, fast-forwarding it to the point where the two customers entered the shop. They could clearly see the faces of both the man and the woman. Leah fast-forwarded it to the point where the two left the shop.
"Can you make a copy of that entire encounter?" Ray asked. "Starting from right before they come into the shop?"
"Sure," Leah said. She handed them a DVD a few mouse clicks after confirming the video had been copied. "By the way, the system captures audio as well as video. Can't be too careful, you know."
She pulled up an image gallery, clicked some more, and finally, a picture of the tattoo showed on the screen - a Fleur-de-lis nestled in numerals 4 and 7. She tapped again, and the printer whirred and spit out a sheet. "Here you go."
"No, you certainly can't be too careful these days. Thank you for your cooperation," Ray said.
"You're welcome," Leah said. "This woman - did she do something? Is she missing or something?"
"Only half of her is missing," Ray said, causing Leah to blanch. To him, that was a sign that she wasn't deeper involved in this case as a random merchant. From her talk, she might have been in a ménage a trois with her customers but didn't want to admit it. It was hard to fake that pasty expression, so she probably hadn't met up with them later. He would listen closely to the audio. "And I would appreciate it if you didn't spread that around or talk to the press."
"Oh my God," she breathed.
"Tell me, was there anything strange about either of them? Did she seem uncomfortable or scared to you?" Ryan asked. Leah thought for a moment before answering, then shook her head.
"No, as I recall, they seemed quite comfortable. Happy, even. Like two lovers," Leah said. "Wait a minute," she said, her face lighting up as she remembered something.
"What?" Ray asked.
"I remembered something else. It'll be on the video. As you know, the law requires that a person be 18 or older to get a tattoo without parental consent. I remember the woman looked to be pretty young, and I wanted to verify her age - just to cover myself. I verified she was over 18, but I remember her name didn't seem French to me. Holden or something like that. The guy she was with had a very strong French accent."
"Are you sure about the accent?" Ray asked.
"Absolutely. I spent five years in Paris. I know a French accent when I hear one."
"Holder?" Ryan asked.
"Yes, that was it. Holder," Leah said. "I know it's not much, but..."
"That's perfect, miss," Ryan said. "You've been a great help. Thank you very much." They left the shop and got into Ryan's truck.
"You're friends with some of the Holders, aren't you?" Ray asked.
"Yeah, I've been out hunting with Don several times. It's a pretty large clan. Old Ma and Pa Holder had nine kids - three girls and six boys."
"Damn," Ray exclaimed, shaking his head.
"I've met several of them, and they all seem like good people. One of Don's younger brothers, Dan, was in the service. Last I heard, he was coming home, but that was about eight or nine months ago. I've never heard anything more about him."
"You think our victim may have been married to him?" Ray asked.
"Don't know. Could be. Don's probably at work right now. Wanna go talk to him?"
"Sure, why not? Then I'd like to look that video over."
"Sounds like a plan," Ryan said. He drove to the county maintenance yard, where Don works as a mechanic. He parked, and they climbed out of the truck.
"Hey, Sheriff! What can I do ya for?" Bill Hanson, the shop foreman, asked when Ray and Ryan walked in.
"Hey, Bill. I'd like to speak with Don Holder. Is he in today?" Ryan asked.
"Sure, let me just call him in. Everything all right?"
"Yeah, I just have a couple of questions. I won't keep him long," Ryan promised. Bill called for Don over the intercom, and the three men saw Don amble to the office.
"Hey, Sheriff! Detective Hale! How y'all doin'?" Don asked as he wiped his hands with a red cloth.
"Doing okay, Don," Ryan said. "Mind if we talk to ya for a minute or two?"
"Not at all. Let's step into my office," Don said with a grin. Ray and Ryan followed Don into a small conference room, and Don closed the door after they were inside. "What's going on?" he asked, suddenly nervous.
"Don, I was just curious about something," Ryan began. "Have you heard from your brother Dan lately?" Don's face fell as he tried to answer. Ryan and Ray both sensed his reluctance to say anything.
"It's okay," Ray said, hoping to encourage Don to speak.
"Well, tell ya the truth, I haven't spoken to him in a while. Maybe two months. We was supposed to go coyote hunting this weekend. I stopped at the pawn shop to see if they had any new rifles in, and saw a couple I knew Dan had."
"Oh?" Ryan asked. "I know Dan was in the service. What's he doing these days?"
"He works for the railroad, and he could be anywhere between San Antone and San Diego. But he usually says something if he's going to be gone for more than a week or so," Don said.
"These rifles... what did you do about those?" Ray asked.
"I paid to get 'em outta hock. I know Dan loved those guns. I figured he must've needed the money for bills or something."
"He hunts about as much as you do, doesn't he?" Ryan asked.
"Oh, he loves to go hunting," Don said with a wide smile.
"Pretty good at field dressing and such?" Ryan pressed.
"That boy can field dress and case a coyote in no time flat," Don bragged. Ryan and Ray looked at each other, eyebrows raised, and each knew what the other was thinking.
"He's married, isn't he?" Ryan asked.
"Yeah, he is. Good-looking woman, too. Met her in California. The whole family loves her," Don said.
"Have you seen her lately?" Ray asked.
"Come to think of it, no, I haven't. Reckon it's been about five or six months since anyone's seen her," Don said. "You think she's in trouble or something?"
"We don't know," Ryan said. "That's what we're trying to find out. Do you have a picture of her?"
"Sure do," Don said, pulling out his phone. He scrolled through his pictures until he found one of Dan and his wife, then showed it to Ray and Ryan. The woman in the photo looked much like the woman they saw in the video at Leah's tattoo shop.
"Could you send that picture to me, please?" Ryan asked.
"Yeah, hang on here. I'm still learning this newfangled gadget," Don said.
"Let me," Ray offered. Don handed the phone to Ray, who quickly sent the photo to Ryan and himself using the phone's Bluetooth connection. He handed the phone back after verifying the transfer was successful. "Thank you," Ray said.
"These darn gadgets get me so frustrated sometimes," Don said with a nervous smile. Ray and Ryan chuckled at that.
"I know how you feel," Ryan said. "Don, can you give us Dan's address? We'd like to go see if he or his wife is there."
"Sure, I'll write it down. He's got a doublewide on five acres out there on Sunset Ridge." Don wrote the address on the back of a small card and handed it to Ryan.
"What's his wife's name?" Ryan followed up.
"Uh, Carmelita, I believe. Something Hispanic like that. Dan introduced her to the family when they returned from California, but she hasn't been by much since then. Dan told us she's kinda shy," Don said. Ryan and Ray found it interesting that Don couldn't recall his sister-in-law's name. They had said the whole family loved her but seldom, if ever, saw her, but neither one said anything.
"Do you know if she had any tattoos?" Ray asked.
"None that I saw, Detective," Don said. "If she did, they were hidden."
"Do you think she was prone to, you know, run around? Maybe go bar-hopping or something?" Ray asked, following up on his previous question.
"No idea, Detective. Like I said, I never did get to know her very well. None of us did."
"Don't you find that to be a little odd? Given how close y'all are?" Ryan asked.
"Actually, yes, I did find it strange," Don said. "But, I reckon to each his own, right? Live and let live and all that stuff? Isn't that what they say on all them television shows?" Ryan sensed Don's increasing nervousness and simply nodded his head.
"Reckon so," Ryan said quietly.
"Well, is there anything else I can do for you fellers? I really need to get back to work," Don said, shifting from one foot to another. Ray and Ryan looked at each other before answering.
"Not right now, Don, but we may have some questions later," Ryan said quietly.
"Of course, Sheriff. Any time," Don said.
"Thank you, Mr. Holder," Ray said, extending a hand. Don nodded as he shook Ray's hand, then left the room as quickly as he could.
"I think we need to go visit Casa del Holder right away, don't you, Ray?" Ryan asked.
"Yeah," the big black man replied quietly. They climbed into Ryan's official truck and headed for Dan Holder's residence.
"Is it just me, or did Holder seem a little... nervous?" Ray asked as Ryan drove.
"He did, and more than a little," Ryan replied. "I've known Don Holder for years, and I've never seen him like this before. Kinda like a long-tailed cat in a room full of rocking chairs."
"You think he knows more than he's saying?"
"Possibly. But I've never known Don to lie. It's just not in him." They reached Dan Holder's residence, a five-acre plot of land on the outskirts of town. A doublewide mobile home sat in the middle of the property. Ryan parked in front of the house, and the two men exited the vehicle.
"Sheriff's Department! Open up," Ryan shouted as he banged on the front door. There was no answer, and neither heard any activity in the house nor a barking dog. Ryan pounded on the door a second time but received no response.
"Maybe he's out back," Ray said. "There's an outbuilding behind the house."
"Could be," Ryan agreed. "Let's check it out." They walked around the mobile home to the shabby building made from poles and corrugated metal sheets.
"Mr. Holder?" Ryan called as he cautiously entered the already-open door of the shop. There was no response, and Ryan looked around the shop's interior as his eyes adjusted to the darkness inside. They walked inside and took inventory of the place.
The floor was concrete, but dirt ran through cracks throughout the shop. A large table in the middle of the shop held a bandsaw - the kind used by butchers. A metal cabinet stood against one wall, and a padlock secured the doors. A long freezer sat against an opposite wall, a padlock securing the door.
"Does that look like blood to you?" Ryan asked rhetorically. He had seen enough dried blood to know what it looked like. And this certainly looked - and smelled - like it. Ray looked where Ryan indicated and slowly nodded in agreement.
"Sure does. But it could be animal blood, you know," Ray offered. "If you have some bolt cutters, we could take a look inside. We do have reasonable cause."
"Reckon so," Ryan said quietly. "Just the same, I'd feel better if we got a search warrant."
"I'll take care of it," Ray offered.
"Thanks," Ryan said. "While you're at it, have Elaine dispatch the forensics people. Just in case..."
"On it," Ray said as he left the shop. While Ray took care of the warrant and the forensics team, Ryan looked around the shop. Standing before the metal cabinet, he caught a whiff of... something. He wasn't sure what it was, but it wasn't pleasant.
Then he remembered Ron's words when he examined the man's hands on the bridge. Something about fingertips burned with acid. He left the shop and saw Ray, microphone in hand, at his truck.
"Have them send a hazmat crew as well," Ryan called out. Ray nodded his head in acknowledgment and relayed the request to Elaine.
"Done," Ray said when he replaced the radio's microphone.
"Good. Now we wait," Ryan said.
...
Forty-five minutes later, two vans - one from the hazmat unit and Ron's forensics lab - and three patrol cars pulled onto the property. The hazmat unit and the forensics team went to the shed as two deputies placed crime scene tape across the driveway.
"Let the hazmat folks secure that shed first," Ryan instructed his deputies.
"Here's your warrant, Detective," Deputy Sanders said, handing Ray a folded paper. "Covers the whole property, inside and out. Even includes ground-penetrating radar if you need it. Walked it through myself so it wouldn't get sidetracked."
"Thank you, Deputy," Ray replied approvingly, reviewing the paperwork. "Nice job."
"Sanders, why don't you and a couple of deputies take a look through the house," Ryan said. "You know what to look for."
"Got it, Sheriff," Sanders said, tipping his hat. Turning, he pointed to two deputies. "You two, with me," he instructed. "Get yer gloves and evidence bags." Ryan watched Sanders with a smile.
"That boy's gonna make one helluva sergeant," he told Ray. Ryan had been considering Sanders for promotion for some time. An hour later, the fully-suited hazmat crew came out of the shed, wheeling blue plastic drums, which they staged at different spots for pick-up.
"Good thing you called us out, Sheriff," Ben Fry, the hazmat supervisor, said as he removed his mask.
"Oh? What did you find in there?" Ryan asked.
"Some pretty nasty stuff," Ben said darkly. "Whoever had it obviously didn't know how to store it properly. Could've been catastrophic."
"What was it?" Ray asked.
"Pretty much all the makings of a meth lab," Ben said. "And enough ingredients to make some pretty nasty bombs."
"Bombs?" a shocked Ray asked.
"Yes, Detective," Ben said. "We didn't find any detonators, though."
"That's a relief," Ryan said. "Is it safe for my deputies to go in there?"
"Unless there's something toxic in that freezer, yes," Ben said. "We didn't see anything else in there. All the same, I'd feel better if y'all wore masks in there. We brought plenty. If you'll excuse me, I need to arrange transport for this stuff, Sheriff. I'll get you a detailed inventory when I get back to the office."
"Thanks, Ben," Ryan said. "Maybe one or two of your guys should stay for a while until we're finished."
"Good idea, Sheriff," Ben said. "I'll see to it." Ryan and Ray grabbed a mask from Ben, put them on, and entered the shed. A deputy followed them inside, carrying a pair of bolt cutters.
"Cut that lock off," Ryan instructed. The deputy cut the lock, placing it inside an evidence bag. "Let's verify this freezer isn't booby-trapped before we open it." Ray, Ryan, and the deputy examined the freezer closely but found no evidence that it had been wired.
Satisfied that it was probably safe but mindful of the word 'bombs,' they slowly opened the door with an extended length of rope from behind the table. The door opened without incident, so they breathed easier, then went and looked inside.
The top of the freezer contained packages of meat wrapped in butcher's paper. After pulling the top layer out, they saw two large bundles underneath. One was in the shape of a human torso, and the other looked long enough to be the lower half of a male body. They stepped outside, and Ryan called for Ron and his crew to retrieve the body parts.
Wearing masks and protective clothing, Ron and three forensics technicians went into the shed.
As Ron and his techs worked in the shed, Ray contacted Elaine, instructing her to issue a "be on the lookout," or BOLO, on Dan Holder, and asked her to arrange an arrest warrant. Ray and Ryan's attention were directed back to the shed when Ron called out.
"Sheriff! Y'all need to see this," Ron called from the door of the small outbuilding.
The two men walked to the shed, donning their masks before entering. They saw the two frozen body halves on a tarp laid out on the floor by Ron's technicians and noticed a large bag in Ron's hand.
"What's that?" Ryan asked.
"Well, off-hand, I'd say it's a left female foot," Ron said, holding the bag so Ray and Ryan could see its contents.
"So there's a third victim somewhere," Ryan observed, looking at the frozen foot. He didn't need Ron to tell him the foot had been frozen for a long time - he could tell that from the freezer burn and the discoloration. The press was going to have a field day with this.



"Sure looks that way, Sheriff," Ron said. "Check this out." He turned the bag so Ray and Ryan could see a tattoo on the outer side of the ankle - a fleur-de-lis, just like the one on the female victim's torso. Except this one had a star above it with the number "1" inside the star. Ryan looked at the smooth cut of the ankle and glanced at the bandsaw.
"You think that saw was used to cut this off the body?" he asked Ron.
"Maybe," Ron replied with a shrug of his shoulders. "But I can tell you this was frozen a long time ago."
"What else can you tell me?" Ryan asked.
"Right now, not much. But I'll bet these were a succulent set of piggies once upon a time," Ron quipped with a smile.
"That's disgusting. You really scare me sometimes, Ron," Ryan hissed as he shook his head, as his stomach churned a bit. Ron chuckled at that.
"I'm just saying, Sheriff. Whoever did this probably has quite the foot fetish."
"What can you tell us about those?" Ryan asked, pointing at the two body halves on the floor.
"One is the upper torso of a female, and the other is the lower half of a male. Minus his manhood," Ron stated in a neutral tone. He pulled the wrapping paper from the female half to reveal the frozen face of the same woman in the video Leah provided. Ryan saw the thin red line around her neck, just like the one they saw on the man's neck. And the burn marks of a taser set on 'high,' just like the man's torso.
"Looks like we got us a serial killer on the loose," Ryan said as he looked at the woman's face. "No telling how many more bodies are out there."
"We'll do a search of the entire property," Ray said. "He might have more bodies buried out there." He winced. "We might need that ground-penetrating radar after all."
"Reckon so," Ryan replied. "Let me go check up on Sanders. Keep at it, Ron." Ryan left the shed and went into the mobile home, where he met with Deputy Sanders. Other deputies were busy dusting the place for fingerprints. "What have you got, Deputy?"
"It doesn't look like anyone's been here for a while, Sheriff," Sanders said. "Most of the stuff in the refrigerator is out of date. Gun cabinet is empty, but we did find this," he added, holding up a plastic bag with a hand-held taser. "We pulled some fingerprints off of it."
"Don said he picked up some of his brother's rifles at the pawn shop," Ryan said. "Anything else?"
"We confiscated a desktop computer and boxed up his files," Sanders said. "Might be something there. Other than that, we found nothing."
"All right, Deputy. After you finish up in here, why don't you help Ron and Detective Hale search the rest of the property?"
"Think there might be more bodies?" Sanders asked.
"Possibly," Ryan replied as his phone buzzed. He answered the call, seeing it was from Elaine.
"Sheriff, I'm just reminding you about your appointment with Commissioner Barnes this afternoon," she said. Ryan almost forgot about the appointment. Frank Barnes, elected after Bertram's murder a year ago, was called a "fiscal conservative" by local politicos - meaning he was a tightwad. One of his pet peeves was the budget of the Sheriff's Department.
"Thanks, Elaine," Ryan said. "I almost forgot."
"He'll be here in about a half hour and you know how he feels about punctuality."
"Yeah, I know," Ryan said. "All right, I'm heading out now. Thanks for calling."
"Any time, Sheriff," Elaine said before they ended the call. Ryan put the phone back in his pocket and went to see Ray.
"I need to head back. Got a meeting with Commissioner Barnes," Ryan told his chief detective.
"The old skinflint, huh? Sure, no problem. I'll stay here and get a ride back with Sanders," Ray replied. After saying farewells, Ryan climbed into his truck and returned to the office.
...
Dan Holder sat in the front seat of his pickup, his body shaking from fear. After positioning the two bodies as instructed, he continued to the designated rendezvous point, stopping only when he was nearly out of gas.
He pulled into a little-used gas station, filled his tank, paid with cash as instructed, then continued. When he reached the rest stop, he pulled in and parked behind a copse of trees so no one could see him from the road.
He lit a cigarette and tried to calm down, but he was still scared beyond anything he had ever experienced. If only Carmelita hadn't gotten involved with that damn Frenchman, he thought, she would still be alive, and they would still be happy.
But Dan realized it would probably be someone else if it weren't Dupont. He took a deep drag of his cigarette and thought back over the events of the last several months.
Carmelita took the job Phillipe Dupont offered while he was working on the railroad, and he learned about it only when he returned. He wasn't happy about it - hell, he made enough money to care for them both.
According to her, Dupont ran a newly-opened local office of a global import and export company and needed an office manager. It helped that she was bilingual, as much of his work would take him south of the border.
Moreover, she told Dan she needed adult companionship when he was working. So he gave in to her. Of course, it helped that she was naked and riding his cock wildly when she told him. A month after she told him this, Dan caught her screwing the bastard in their marital bed and laid down the law after running the bastard out of the house.
"If I ever catch you with another man, so help me God, I'll gut you like a fish," he snarled as she cowered in the corner.
A month later, his life got turned upside-down. Two hard-looking men with foreign accents entered the cafe and sat across from him as he ate breakfast. They didn't even introduce themselves.
"Bonjour, monsieur." one of the men said.
"Morning," Dan replied. "What can I do for you two fellers?" The man who spoke first smiled. Dan was reminded of an actor he had seen in a movie but couldn't place the name.
"I hate being the bearer of bad news, especially at breakfast, but your wife is still screwing Phillipe Dupont," the man said as he dropped some explicit timestamped photos on the table. "And she's not the only one."
"Thanks," Dan snarled, glancing at the pictures of his wife fucking her boss and wrinkling his face in disgust. He noticed the dates were relatively recent. "Reckon I'll be seeing a lawyer, then."
"No, you won't," the second man said in a thick French accent.
"Well, I'm not going to sit here and let her disrespect me like this," Dan he had told the two men. They looked at each other, nodded, and then returned to him.
"Of course not, m'sieur," the first man said. "You will help us... solve a problem instead. And in doing so, we will help you. You're familiar with your country's history, no?"
"Uh, yeah," Dan replied, wondering what the Frenchman was getting at.
"The French and the Americans have helped each other for years, no? It was our General Rochambeau who helped your General Washington defeat the British, was it not?" the second man asked.
"Yeah, reckon so," Dan admitted. "And as I recall, it was our General Eisenhower who helped you fellers kick the Nazis out of France."
"Yes, it was," the first man replied.
"What has that got to do with me?" Dan asked.
"We have a mutual problem, m'sieur," the second man stated. "We would like your help, and in return, we will help you deal with your... problem."
"What do y'all have in mind?"
"Not here, monsieur. Meet us here in one hour," the first man said as he wrote something on the back of a business card. Dan looked at the card and saw the men wanting to meet him at the Sunset Motel on the edge of town.
"And what do I call y'all?" Dan asked, placing the card in his pocket.
"You may call me Jean-Pierre," the first man said. "And this is Thierry," he added, pointing to the second man. "One hour, monsieur. We will be waiting."
"I'll be there," Dan replied as the two men stood. They left without another word. Dan finished his breakfast, then met the two men, curious to know what they had in mind.
"Do we understand each other, monsieur?" Jean-Pierre asked after they explained their plan. Shocked at their stated plans, Dan simply nodded his head. He had a bad feeling about this and knew they would probably kill him if he backed out.
"Good," Thierry replied. "You will get the first half when they are dealt with. The second half will come after you follow our directions. You understand that you will wait until you receive our message?"
"Yes, I understand," Dan stated.
"And you understand the need for silence?" Jean-Pierre added.
"Of course," Dan replied.
"Go about your day as normal," Thierry said. "We will inform you when it is time."
Three days later, Dan got the text he had dreaded: "It is time. Your place. Now." Dan told his foreman he had an emergency at home and needed to take the day off. He had plenty of comp time, so his foreman let him go.
Dan drove home as quickly as possible and found a strange car in his driveway. Another vehicle pulled in behind him, and the two Frenchmen got out. Jean-Pierre handed him a small taser.
"Place this end on the skin, then press the trigger," he told Dan. He led them to his front door, which was unlocked, and found his wife being skewered by her boss. He pressed the taser against Phillipe's neck and squeezed the trigger. After the large man slumped down, Dan turned his attention to Carmelita.
"Ah tol' ya what would happen if ah ever caught ya cheating on me," he growled.
"Please, it's not what it looks like. I only love you," Carmelita begged. "It was only the one time. You have to believe me. Please..." Angry beyond words, Dan silenced her in mid-sentence with the taser. The rest of the afternoon was spent in Dan's shed. Only Dan, Jean-Pierre, and Thierry walked out when it was all over.
"Remember, wait for our message, and follow our directions to the letter," Thierry said. "It may take some time, so be patient. You will be paid the balance once you have completed our instructions. Use this time to clean up. If anyone asks, say that your wife is traveling with her boss on business. Understand?"
"Yes," Dan said quietly, barely holding his stomach in check. He had seen a lot during his time in the service, but nothing could compare to the nightmare he had witnessed in his shed. After cleaning himself, he turned to his shop. There was so much blood...
The next several months were hell for Dan. He slept on the couch, not wanting to use the bed his wife defiled with Phillipe. But his sleep was filled with nightmares, most of them of Carmelita begging him to release her from the freezer.
He barely made it through the days and distanced himself from his family, much to the chagrin of his brother. He never returned to his shop but could tell someone had been there from the footprints in the dirt.
About six months after that horrible day, Dan got a text from Jean-Pierre: "Do it. Early in the morning. Then meet us at the rendezvous point." He sent a "thumbs-up" emoji to tell them he understood.
He started at midnight, placing the two body halves on a tarp in his truck's bed. Tears fell down his face as he placed Carmelita's lower half on the tarp.
"I'm so sorry," he whispered. He drove to Eastland bridge, positioned the body parts as instructed, then continued down the road. He seriously considered going in the opposite direction but remembered the stern warning Jean-Pierre gave him.
He shuddered as he recalled how the two Frenchmen dispatched Carmelita and Phillipe. It was as if they enjoyed what they were doing - a little too much. Dan's reverie was broken by a sharp rapping on the window.
"Bonjour, monsieur," Thierry said when Dan rolled the window down.
"I did as you asked," Dan said.
"Oui. Yes, you did."
"So, can we conclude our business?" Dan asked. Thierry nodded his head.
"Of course," the Frenchman said. Dan ground his cigarette out, then felt something slide across his throat.
"Oh, shit," he thought before everything went black...
...
To be continued...
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Lover's Bridge, Pt. 02


A Sheriff Ryan Caldwell story
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End of "Lover's Bridge, Pt. 01":
"Bonjour, monsieur," Thierry said when Dan rolled the window down.
"I did as you asked," Dan said.
"Oui. Yes, you did."
"So, can we conclude our business?" Dan asked. Thierry nodded his head.
"Of course," the Frenchman said. Dan ground his cigarette out, then felt something slide across his throat.
"Oh, shit," he thought before everything went black...
...
And now, "Lover's Bridge, Pt. 02"
9:45 am, September 22, 2022
Ryan had just finished reviewing the previous night's reports when his phone rang. Thankful for the break, he picked up the handset, wondering who was calling.
"Caldwell," he answered.
"Morning, Sheriff. Darnell Hanes here."
"Good morning, Sheriff. What can I do for you today?" Ryan asked.
"It's about that BOLO you put out yesterday," Darnell said. "We found your guy." Ryan sat up, hoping Darnell would tell him they had taken Dan Holder into custody.
"You have him in custody?" Ryan asked.
"In a manner of speaking... He was found in his truck this morning... Dead. Looks like he did himself in. We impounded his truck and have his body here in the morgue."
"Damn," Ryan hissed. "Okay, I'll have someone come get him. And his truck. Where was he found?"
"Rest stop out on Hwy 19," Darnell said. Ryan was familiar with that stretch of road. It was desolate even during the busiest time of the day, with hardly any traffic. "It was pretty messy. Looks like he cut his own throat. Knife was still in his hand."
"You sure it was suicide?"
"Yeah, pretty sure. We found a typed suicide note. Said something about letting them out of the freezer. No idea what that's about. You ask me, his bread wasn't quite done. No evidence of robbery or anything like that."
"No shit, Sherlock," Ryan thought. He kept those thoughts to himself, however. "All right, Darnell. Thanks for the call. Send the impound bill to the Hard Rock Sheriff's Department. You got photos of the crime scene for my detective?"
"Yeah, we got photos, prints, everything. I'll hand everything over to your detective when he gets here. He was your prime suspect, wasn't he?"
"Yeah, he was," Ryan sighed.
"Looks like you might be able to wrap this up then. Good luck, Sheriff," Darnell said.
"Thanks," Ryan said before ending the call. Shit, he thought. Ryan didn't believe for a minute that Dan had killed himself. How much higher is the body count going to get? His next call went to Ray.
"I'll call Ron and take care of the details," Ray said when Ryan passed on what Darnell told him.
"Thanks, Ray," Ryan said. Frustrated and angry, Ryan grabbed his hat and left the office. He desperately needed a cup of Sally's coffee.
"This is a pleasant surprise," Sally beamed when he entered the coffee shop.
"I desperately need a cup of your finest, Sally," Ryan declared.
"One cup of Sally's finest, coming right up, Sheriff," she said with her million-watt smile. She placed the cup on the counter, then took Ryan's money.
"Thanks, Sally," Ryan said.
"My pleasure, Sheriff. Y'all come back now, y'hear?"
"Count on it," Ryan said with a smile and a wink. Turning to leave the shop, Ryan stopped short when he saw someone he hadn't seen in over ten years, sitting in a booth eating a chicken-fried steak. What is he doing here? Ryan ambled cautiously to the seated stranger, hands away from his sidearm and concentrating on not looking threatening.
"Roland Waters?" Ryan asked. Surprised, the man looked at Ryan. He studied the Sheriff's face for a few moments before he finally recognized Ryan.
"Ryan Caldwell? Is that really you?"
"In the flesh," Ryan said.
"Damn. And you're a lawman now?"
"Actually, I'm the sheriff in these parts."
"Sheriff? They made YOU a sheriff? Even with that eye patch?"
"Sure did," Ryan replied. "Mind if I join you?"
"It's a free country," Roland remarked. "Have a seat. Been a long time. What? Ten years?"
"At least," Ryan said.
"What happened to you?" Roland asked, pointing at Ryan's eye patch.
"Workplace incident," Ryan said. Roland nodded his head in understanding. He didn't need to know any more than that. "You know how that shit happens."
"Tell me about it," Roland said with just a trace of sarcasm.
"So, what are you doing here?" Ryan asked with pointed curiosity.
"Passing through. I thought I'd stop and get a bite to eat. No law against that, is there?" Roland asked blandly.
"Reckon not. But Hard Rock isn't exactly someplace people just pass through."
"And you'd be right," Roland quipped.
"Still in the business?" Ryan asked.
"Not exactly," Roland said. "I do freelance consulting these days. Industrial espionage, blue-collar crime. That sort of thing. You'd be amazed at how much companies will pay to keep their shit secret. Hung up my trench broom about three years ago or so," he added. Ryan knew Roland was referring to the Thompson submachine gun he was well-known for.
"Heard you were married," Ryan said.
"Yeah, well, that didn't work out too well. She... died... in an accident."
"Sorry to hear that," Ryan told him. Roland shrugged his shoulders.
"That's the way it goes, I guess. Things weren't too good toward the end. We were on the way to a divorce anyway. What about you? Ever find a second Mrs. Ryan Caldwell?"
"Actually, yes," Ryan said.
Roland raised an eyebrow, mildly surprised. "Here's to a happy marriage," he said, holding up his glass of coke, and Ryan touched it with his coffee cup. "Heard from the old gang recently?"
"Off and on," Ryan said.
"Heard about that little incident up in New Mexico a while back," Roland said, eyeing Ryan warily. Ryan knew he was referring to the assault on the Knight Petroleum compound, which Ryan led to rescue his daughter and grandson.
"Not surprised. It was all over the news," Ryan replied.
"FBI claimed it was a drug cartel."
"What, you don't believe the FBI?" Ryan asked. Roland snickered before answering.
Roland's eyes glanced around quickly and then settled on his. He lowered his voice. "Give me a break, Ryan. I saw the news reports - saw the damage. That was no cartel. That had your fingerprints all over it. And that jet? Looks to me like the kind of damage caused by a mini-gun." He eased a trifle. "Not many of us could pull something like that off."
"Official reports said it was a drug cartel. And I'm not going to question the FBI," Ryan said dismissively. "So tell me, how long are you planning to be in town?" he asked, hoping to change the subject.
"Maybe a couple of days, tops. I have a couple of meetings."
"So much for just passing through," Ryan remarked with a sly smile. "There's not going to be any trouble, I hope?" Ryan asked. Roland snickered at that.
"What? Me? Trouble?"
"Yeah. You... Trouble," Ryan quipped with a smile, but the smile didn't touch his eyes. Roland shook his head.
"No. No trouble. Promise," Roland said.
"I hope not," Ryan said, standing up. "You get a chance, come visit me at the Sheriff's Department. We can get caught up."
"Sure, Ryan. Been good seeing you again," Roland said with a smile. The two men shook hands, and Ryan left the shop, wondering what the old mercenary was doing in town. He spotted a rental Toyota Corolla and committed the license plate to memory.
He sipped his coffee as he returned to the office, greeting others on the boardwalk. When he reached the office, he gave the plate number to Elaine.
"What's this?" she asked.
"Put that plate out. It's for a rental car, a dark blue 2022 Toyota Corolla. I'd like to keep a loose tab on that car."
"Will do, Sheriff, I'll put the word out."
"Thanks, Elaine," Ryan said before stepping out to the smoking area, where he lit a cigarette and contemplated the last few days' events. And again, he wondered: What the hell was Roland Waters doing here? Is he part of the mystery or a completely separate mystery?
Ray checked in with Ryan when he returned from Sheriff Hanes' office that afternoon. Ryan didn't have to ask - he could see the frustration on Ray's face.
"Ron's going over Holder's truck. A God-awful mess. Looks like we're back to square one," Ray sighed. "By the way, I asked Sanders to have Don come in to identify his brother's body."
"Thanks," Ryan said. That was one job he didn't envy the deputy. "Hanes said they found a suicide note in Holder's truck."
"Yeah, I saw that. Looks like it was printed out. No signature. Pretty strange. I took a picture of it," Ray said, handing Ryan his phone.
"They wanted out of the freezer. I couldn't take it anymore! I had to let them out," the blood-soaked letter read. Ryan handed the phone back to Ray.
"Strange. No pleas for forgiveness, no apologies. How do you see this?"
"On the face of it, I'd say it looks like Holder walked into his house, found his wife doing the nasty with Dupont, then went nuts. He killed them, mutilated them, and hid the bodies in his freezer for months, until the guilt got the better of him. Then he positioned the two body halves on the bridge, hid out and finally killed himself," Ray said.
"You don't believe that, though, do you?" Ryan asked.
"Not sure what to believe, Sheriff. I'm trained to follow the evidence. We found the taser in Holder's house, and his fingerprints were all over it."
"True. But that doesn't fully explain the stuff we found in his shed. And I don't see how Holder could've moved two unconscious bodies by himself from his bedroom to his shed. And I doubt he lifted those bodies onto that band-saw by himself. I've been doing some thinking on this. What do we know about Holder's wife?" Ray thought for a few moments, then shook his head.
"Not much," Ray admitted.
"Anything in all the paperwork we picked up from Holder's house?"
"Nothing incriminating. Bank statements, bills, that sort of thing. Nothing out of the ordinary on his computer. He spent a lot of time shopping for hunting supplies. And porn, of course. But nothing incriminating there. I did spot regular deposits into their bank account from a company called 'Worldwide Imports and Exports,' though," Ray said, referring to his ever-present notebook.
"Paychecks, perhaps?" Ryan asked.
"Looks like it. According to the latest bank statement, there was a deposit on August 30."
"It looks like this company has an office right here in Hard Rock. Over in the old Harding Office Building, just down the street," Ryan said while looking at his computer. "Wanna take a little walk?"
"Sure," Ray said. "I could use a break."
They left the office and walked the three blocks to the old brick building erected in the late 1880s. Once inside, they consulted the directory and found "Worldwide Imports and Exports" on the fourth floor, in suite 410. They took the elevator to the floor and found the suite, but the door was locked.
"Kinda hard to do business if they're not here," Ray observed.
"Reckon so," Ryan answered. "Let's go see the building management." They returned to the first floor and found the building management office.
"Good afternoon, Sheriff," an attractive brunette said with a wide smile. The nameplate on her desk read Brenda Morris. "What can I do for you today?" she asked, pushing her glasses up her nose.
"What can you tell us about the occupants of Suite 410?" Ryan asked.
"Suite 410. That would be Worldwide Imports and Exports," the brunette said, consulting her computer. "Their rent is current. We get a payment every month from their North American headquarters in Montreal. Is there anything else you'd like to know?" Ray pulled a picture of Carmelita and the man with her at Leah's tattoo shop.
"You ever see these two individuals?" he asked.
"Yes, that's the man who runs the office, and his assistant. But we haven't seen them lately," the brunette said.
"What can you tell us about him?" Ryan asked.
"He seems very nice. Smooth-talker. Sophisticated. French, I think. Let me look... Here it is. His name is Phillipe Dupont. I'm not sure who the woman is, but I heard him call her Carmelita," Brenda replied. At least Ryan now had confirmation of a name.
"Their office is locked. Do you think you could let us inside?" Ryan asked. Cooperation was faster than a warrant, and speed might be of the essence.
"Are they in some kind of trouble?" Brenda asked, concerned.
"They're dead," Ray said. "We're trying to find out what happened to them. It's imperative that we get inside that office."
"Oh my God," she gasped. The news shook her. "We normally don't do this, but I guess we can make an exception in this case. Let me get a key, and I'll let you in."
"Thank you, miss," Ryan said. As they waited for the brunette to return with the key, Ryan called Deputy Sanders.
"Sanders," the deputy replied when he answered.
"Deputy, I need you to do a full background check on a Phillipe Dupont who works for a company called Worldwide Import and Exports. I need to know everything about this man. Think you can do that?"
"Sure, Sheriff, I can do that. By the way, I brought Don Holder in to ID his brother. He's pretty broke up right now."
"I figured he would be," Ryan said dryly. "Where is he now?"
"He just left. I reckon he's going back to work. I recommended he see a counselor."
"Good. Thanks, Deputy. I know that wasn't easy."
"Not my favorite job," Sanders said. "I'd better get on this background check." They ended the call, and Ryan, Ray, and Brenda returned to the fourth floor, where she opened the door to suite 410.
"Thank you," Ryan told Brenda. "We may be here awhile, so we'll leave this door unlocked."
"No problem, Sheriff. If there's anything I can do, please feel free to call. Here's my card. My cell number is on the back," she said with a slight smile. "Call any time," she added as she eyed Ryan.
"Uh, thank you, Brenda," Ryan nervously said as he accepted the card. For a moment, he felt like a side of beef under inspection.
"That was awkward," Ray said after Brenda left.
"Just a little," Ryan chuckled as he put the card in his pocket.
The office space looked spartan, almost as if it was rarely used. The desk in the main office had a nameplate that read "Carmelita Holder." Except for a desktop computer and a phone, the top of the desk was barren. Using a handkerchief, Ryan opened the desk drawers. He spotted a few pens, some paper clips, and other office items but nothing else.
Walking into a larger office, they saw a desk with a nameplate reading, "Phillipe Dupont." That desk also held a computer and a phone. It also sported a framed photo of a smiling Phillipe beside a blonde woman. Ryan wondered if this was his wife. She was considerably shorter than Phillipe and sported an unsmiling pixie-like face, pouty full lips, and a prominent cupid's bow.
"Wife or sister?" Ryan asked.
"Hard to say," Ray replied. "They're not touching or holding hands. And she doesn't look very happy."
"No, she doesn't." Ryan replaced the photo, and they continued looking around.
Like Carmelita's desk, the drawers in this desk were also barren - no files, papers, or anything else to suggest this was a legitimate business. A file cabinet contained a few folders containing bills and manifests for items coming into the States from various countries south of the border.
"Did they even do any work here?" Ray asked, puzzled and irritated.
"Good question," Ryan replied, also somewhat confused. Indeed, an import-export business would have generated more paperwork than they saw. Unless it was all on the computer. Damn the 21st century.
"What do you think?" Ray asked.
"I think we need to get Ron's special expertise on this," Ryan sighed as he grabbed his phone.
"It's not like he has anything else to do, right?" Ray asked sarcastically. Ryan chuckled at that. Ron answered on the first ring.
"What's up, boss?" Ron asked.
"Ron, I need you to come down to the Harding Office Building, Suite 410. There's a couple of computers here I need you to check out," Ryan said.
"You mean, hack into, right?" Ron asked sarcastically.
"Whatever it takes," Ryan said. "I need you here ASAP."
"On my way," Ron sighed. "Let me just get my toolbag."
"We'll be here," Ryan said. They continued looking through the office but found nothing to provide any answers. Ron showed up a half hour after Ryan called, a laptop bag slung over his shoulder. "About time you got here," Ryan shot.
"Hey, I've been a little busy, you know," Ron said.
"Find anything on Holder's vehicle?" Ray asked.
"A lot of blood, a pile of cash. Two cell phones and a severed forefinger in a plastic bag. Looks like it had been kept on ice for a while. We also found... DNA... in the bed. If I were a betting man, I'd say the remains left on Eastland Bridge were in the back of that truck," Ron said.
"What about Holder? What did you find?" Ryan asked.
"Looks like his throat was slit," Ron said. "A bloody knife was found in his hand."
"Suicide?" Ray asked.
"Possibly," Ron said quietly. "So, is this the computer?" he asked, pointing at the computer on Carmelita's desk.
"That's one of them," Ryan said. "There's another in that office," he added, pointing to the second office.
"All right. Give me a few minutes," Ron said, opening his bag. He pulled out a laptop and a cable. After connecting the cable to the laptop and the desktop, he turned them on. Ray and Ryan watched Ron as he worked on his laptop. After a few minutes, he frowned and shook his head.
"What's wrong?" Ryan asked.
"There's nothing on this computer," Ron said.
"What do you mean, nothing?" Ryan asked, exasperated.
"Just that. There's nothing on this machine. Operating system and some standard, basic applications. Otherwise, nothing; no files, documents, images, or even standard hidden files; nada. It's basically a terminal. Nothing is stored on it. Not even an email. Let me check the other machine," Ron said. He sat at the other desk and looked at the photo. "Is this our guy?"



"Yeah," Ryan said.
"That woman... I've seen her around town several times, over at the Piggly Wiggly. Is she his wife?" Ron asked.
"We don't know," Ray said. "You've seen that woman around?"
"Yeah," Ron said. "Always looks like she's got a corn cob shoved up her ass, know what I mean? She might be attractive if she smiled, but then her face would probably crack from the strain." Ray and Ryan glanced at each other. "Let me see what we have here," Ron said as he set up. A few minutes later, he sat back, shaking his head.
"What?" Ryan asked.
"Same thing," Ron said. "There's nothing on this computer. I'll bet they use some form of cloud computing. Something like Azure."
"English, please, Ron," Ryan said testily. "What are you talking about?"
"Many companies are transitioning to cloud computing, especially large companies with regional offices. Everything is done over the Internet. All the computers, and all the storage, are remote. Sometimes really remote, like on another continent. There's a lot more involved, but that's it in a nutshell."
"So, how do we get access to that stuff?" Ryan asked, mildly annoyed.
"For starters, you're probably going to need a warrant. And then you have to find someone to serve it to. And even then, there's no guarantee you'll get access to everything," Ron replied.
"Maybe if we contact the company, tell them what's happening. Surely they'd want to find out what happened to their employee," Ryan said. He thought suspiciously about a company that had employees disappear for six months without, apparently, checking on them but automatically paying the rent.
Then he thought about the Holders, an extensive family who hadn't seen Dan's wife for months and didn't seem all that concerned. He couldn't shake the alarm bells going off in his head. Something was up, and he had a bad feeling that the body count would go up if he couldn't get a handle on it soon.
"Good luck with that, Sheriff. I can see what I can do, though," he sighed, jotting down some notes on his phone. "I'll talk to the judge if you want."
"I'd appreciate that, Ron," Ryan said. "Listen, why don't you get some people over here and gather what paperwork we have? Maybe we can get some answers from that."
"Will do," Ron said.
"Let's get on back to the office, maybe Sanders has some information for us," Ryan said. "You got this under control, Ron?"
"I got it, Sheriff." Ray and Ryan left and went to see Brenda. Her face lit up when they walked in.
"We're going to have some people taking things out of Suite 410. Thank you for your cooperation," Ryan said.
"My pleasure, Sheriff. If there's anything else I can do for you... anything at all... please let me know," Brenda gushed as she positioned her legs to give Ryan a glimpse of what lay underneath her clothing.
"Uh, thank you, miss," Ryan replied nervously, tipping his hat. They left the building and walked back to the Sheriff's Department. He had a brief mental image of walking down the sidewalk, waving his ring finger in front of him, flashing his wedding ring like a talisman to keep a passel of predatory women at bay. He shuddered at the image, and Ray shot him a look.
"I think she was coming on to you, Sheriff," Ray said with a knowing smile.
"You think?" Ryan asked sarcastically. "Good thing Bev wasn't around. She'd probably scratch her eyes out." They both laughed at that. Deputy Sanders met them when they walked into the office.
"Got something for us?" Ray asked.
"Yeah," Sanders said.
"My office. Now," Ryan said. He closed the door when all three were inside, then sat down. "All right. What do you have for us?"
"First off... Phillipe Dupont, 42 years of age, originally from Calais - that's in France, by the way..."
"Yes, I know," Ryan said in an irritated tone, then sighed. "Sorry, go on," he added, seeing Sanders' stricken look.
"He's worked for the Worldwide Import and Export Company, based out of Marseilles, for 15 years. Transferred to Montreal, Canada, eight years ago to work in the company's North American headquarters. That's where he met and married his wife, Azalea.
"The two of them moved here to Hard Rock about a year and a half ago so he could open the company's southwest regional office," Sanders said. "I also have some information about his wife."
"Azalea," Ray interjected.
"Yes. Thirty-five years of age. Until about four and a half years ago, she was a sergeant in the Sûreté du Québec."
"The what?" Ryan asked, interrupting Sanders.
"The Sûreté du Québec - the Quebec Provincial Police," Ray explained.
"Okay. Go on."
"She lost her left foot when an IED exploded," Sanders added. Ray and Ryan looked at each other, shocked.
"Did you say, her LEFT foot?" Ray asked.
"Yes, Detective. Her left foot. I took the liberty of contacting the Sûreté, and managed to speak with her former commander. He had high praise for her. Said she had applied for the GTI." Again, Ryan looked at Ray for clarification.
"That's the Groupe tactique d'intervention - their version of SWAT," Ray explained. "To my knowledge, no woman has ever been accepted, but women are allowed to apply."
"Her former commander told me that she applied, but the incident with the IED put a stop to her application. Anyway, he also informed me that she was well-thought of, was highly proficient with small arms, hand-to-hand combat. And knives," Sanders said.
"Holy shit," Ryan breathed. "Anything else?"
"Yes. He said she tends to be somewhat awkward... socially, that is. Comes off a bit... eccentric," Sanders said.
"Any idea what she's doing now?" Ray asked.
"She works for some kind of global security outfit as a consultant. Her commander said he would email me everything he could release on her, after he cleared it with his superiors," Sanders said.
"I assume you have her address?" Ryan asked.
"Sure do, Sheriff," Sanders said, handing Ryan a slip of paper.
"Good work, Sanders," Ryan said. "That's a lot of information to gather in a short period of time."
"There's more coming, but that's what I was able to get so far," Sanders said.
"That's a lot more than we had a couple of hours ago," Ray said. "Nice work, Sanders."
"Thank you, Detective," Sanders replied.
"It's not too late in the afternoon," Ryan said, looking at his watch. "What do you say we go pay Mrs. Dupont a visit?"
"Let's go," Ray said.
"You coming, Sanders?" Ryan asked.
"I'm with ya, Sheriff," Sanders said, beaming. "Let me grab my cruiser."
"Good idea," Ryan said. Something told him the extra vehicle would come in handy. They headed for the Dupont home, located in a relatively new development on the north side of town. When they got to the address Sanders gave them, Ryan saw a familiar blue Toyota in front of the house and braced himself.
"Isn't that the Toyota you saw earlier today?" Ray asked.
"Yup," Ryan hissed. He didn't believe in coincidences, which certainly didn't look like separate mysteries anymore. They parked, exited their vehicles, and approached the front door, which opened before Ryan could knock. Before them stood the widow Dupont, looking much like she did in the photo on Phillipe's desk.
"Mrs. Phillipe Dupont?" Ryan asked.
"Yes, that's me," the woman answered.
"I'm Sheriff Ryan Caldwell, Hard Rock Sheriff's Department. This is Detective Ray Hale, and Deputy Sanders. May we come in, please? It regards your husband."
"Of course," the woman said quietly but authoritatively. She backed away, letting the three men inside. A man entered the front room, tucking his shirt into his jeans, and it was obvious what the two of them had been doing.
"I'll be going, Azalea," the man said.
"No," Ryan said. "I believe Mr. Waters should stay." Azalea looked at Roland, then at Ryan, her brows furrowed. Ray and Sanders did the same.
"Do you two know each other?" she asked.
"We've met," Ryan said.
"Very well," Azalea said. "Have a seat."
Azalea and Roland sat on the couch as Ray and Ryan sat in separate chairs facing the sofa. Sanders remained standing by the door.
"You said this is about my husband," Azalea prompted.
"Yes, ma'am," Ryan said. "I'm sorry to inform you that your husband's body was found on Eastland Bridge." Azalea said nothing for a few moments. Ray, Ryan, and Sanders waited for the inevitable outburst, but none came. It was as if she expected this to happen. She nodded her head, sighed, and looked at Ryan. He noticed there wasn't even a tear in her eyes.
"I suppose you want me to identify the remains," she said in an even tone without a hint of emotion. Ryan began to wonder what kind of a person this woman was.
"If you wish, but I should warn you, it's quite grisly," Ryan suggested.
"No, I need to see it with my own eyes. Do not concern yourself with me, Sheriff. I have seen grisly murders before," she said. The emotionless tone in her voice gave him a bit of a chill. He wondered if someone like that could cut a human being up into spare parts. Or not report a missing husband who had not been seen in months.
"Yes, ma'am," Ryan said in a tone he hoped would put her at ease or evoke some emotional response.
"And I suppose you need to interrogate me," she added. "After all, isn't the spouse generally considered the prime suspect?"
"In many cases, that's true, however," Ryan began before she cut him off.
"Please do not patronize me, Sheriff," she said stiffly. "It is only appropriate that you take me to your station to be interrogated." She held her hands and wrists close together, expecting to be handcuffed.
"That won't be necessary, ma'am," Ryan said. "Not unless you give us reason..."
"I am a grieving widow, Sheriff. I might lash out in my grief and anger. Please. Cuff me. It is all right. I understand completely. I would do the same if I were in your shoes," she said suddenly, in harsh, clipped tones, her piercing blue eyes flashing.
"Very well, Mrs. Dupont. Deputy Sanders will read you your rights first," Ryan said. He nodded at a confused Deputy Sanders, who approached Azalea.
"Do you understand your rights as I have presented them, ma'am?" Sanders asked after reading her Miranda rights.
"Yes, completely," she replied.
"Would you like to contact an attorney?" Sanders asked.
"No. Only the guilty need attorneys," she said stiffly.
"Very well. Please stand and place your hands behind your back, ma'am," He placed the cuffs on her wrists and secured them, but not too tight.
"Make them secure. Please," she commanded.
"As you wish, ma'am," Sanders said, wondering what kind of a person she was. He cinched the cuffs as tight as possible and thought he caught a whiff of arousal as a slight moan escaped her lips.
"Much better," she moaned. "Thank you."
"Take her in, Deputy. Have her identify the body, then put her in an interview room and keep an eye on her. We'll be along shortly," Ryan said. "Don't forget her purse," he added, seeing a large purse on the kitchen counter. "She'll need her identification." Sanders grabbed it and looked inside to ensure she hadn't stashed a weapon.
"Will do, Sheriff," Sanders said. "This way, ma'am," he told Azalea, guiding her out the door.
After Sanders left with Azalea, Ryan turned to Roland.
"Just passing through, huh?" Ryan asked.
"I did say I had a meeting or two," Roland said.
"Yes, you did. We have some questions, so you'll need to come down with us. You're not going to give me a reason to cuff you, are you? I'd really hate to do that," Ryan said.
"I'm not under arrest, am I?"
"No, and neither is your girl friend. We just need some answers," Ryan answered.
"Then no, I won't give you any trouble," Roland said.
"Good. But I still need to search you," Ryan said. "I'm sure you understand."
"I understand," Roland said as he held his arms up. Ryan patted him down and found nothing.
"How long have you been sleeping with Mrs. Dupont?" Ray asked.
"Azalea doesn't 'sleep' with anyone, Detective," Roland answered. "Not even her husband. Says she can't stand to share a bed with another person. She doesn't even like physical contact much. Except for when she's fucking."
"But you were obviously screwing her when we arrived," Ryan stated. Roland nodded his head.
"Yes. But we weren't sleeping. Azalea likes to start and end our meetings with a... quickie. Says it helps her stay focused," Roland replied.
"So how long have you been lovers?" Ray asked.
"We're not lovers in the true sense of the word," Roland said. "She just likes to screw. And I'm more than happy to oblige when I can. She's quite a wildcat in bed."
"What about her husband?" Ryan asked. Roland snorted at that. "Did he know?"
"Yeah, he knew. But he was gone most of the time, and didn't seem to care. She says they had an arrangement. Don't ask me to explain it," Roland explained.
"So what is your relationship with her?" Ray followed up.
"There's no relationship, really. She's my boss," Roland told him. "She just likes to start our meetings with a quick romp. There's no emotional attachment. It's literally just sex. Nothing more." Ray and Ryan exchanged glances, unsure what to make of this... arrangement.
"All right. Let's go," Ryan said.
...
Azalea remained silent on the trip to the morgue, looking out the window as Deputy Sanders drove. He kept an eye on her through his rearview mirror and thought about saying something to her but chose to remain quiet. When they arrived at the morgue, he opened the door and guided her out.
"Let me take these cuffs off, ma'am," he said quietly. Azalea turned and gave him access to her wrists. "You're not going to give me any trouble, are you?"
"No, Deputy," she told him. "I'm sure if I did, your officers would probably gun me down, no?"
"Probably," he replied. "Grab your bag and let's go," he ordered once the cuffs were off. "Be ready to show your identification. You do have a driver's license, don't you?"
"Of course I do," she said. "It's the law, isn't it?"
"Yes, it is," he answered. They went inside, and after Azalea presented her license, they were directed to another room where three tables sat next to each other. All three were occupied by dead bodies. A forensic technician pulled the cover off the top of the first body.
"This is him," Azalea said quietly after walking around the table.
"Are you sure, ma'am?" the female technician asked.
"Yes. He has an oblong mole about 1.5 millimeters behind his left ear. It is as plain as the nose on your face," Azalea said in a neutral tone as she walked around the table. "I would like to see the rest."
"It's not pretty, ma'am," the technician said. "Most of his organs are... missing." Azalea harrumphed at that.
"It is just as well. He obviously has no further need of them, does he?" she asked, shocking the technician.
"No, ma'am, I suppose not," the shocked technician said. She slowly uncovered the rest of Phillipe's body. Azalea examined what was uncovered without any visible emotion. However, she did offer a slight smile when she looked at her deceased husband's groin.
"He has been frozen for some time," Azalea finally said.
"That was our consensus as well," the tech affirmed.
"And these bodies were found with him?" Azalea asked as she looked at the other two tables.
"No ma'am," Sanders answered. "The bottom half of the female was found with your husband's upper torso."
"Connected at the hip, eh?" Azalea asked, displaying the first hint of a sense of humor as the tech pulled the cover off the top half of Carmelita's body. "Yes, this was the whore he hired into his office. Who is the other man?"
"That would be her husband," Sanders replied as the tech uncovered his face and upper torso. "We believe he committed suicide."
"He did not do this to himself," Azalea said, looking at Dan's neck. "The wound is too deep and goes too far around his neck. Whoever did this stood behind him. He was murdered."
"I think Sheriff Caldwell would agree with you," Sanders acknowledged. Azalea looked at him as he spoke, her police-trained mind working through various scenarios.
"I am finished here," Azalea said as she stood upright.
"What about your husband's body?" the tech asked.
"I will contact his sister in Calais and get back to you," Azalea told her before turning to Sanders. "It is time for the interrogation. Come, Deputy. Let's do this."
"Yes, ma'am," Sanders said. He escorted Azalea to an interview room and made sure she was comfortable. "Would you care for something to drink, ma'am? Water? Coke?"
"Water, please," she said quietly. Sanders left the room and returned a minute later with a water bottle. "Thank you," Azalea said after he placed the bottle in front of her. He met Ray and Ryan in the hallway outside the interview room.
"Well?" Ray asked.
"She identified her husband's body. Said Holder was obviously murdered," Sanders told the two men.
"She did, huh?" Ryan asked, glancing at Ray.
"Yeah. Tell you the truth, Sheriff, that is one strange woman," Sanders said.
"I gathered that," Ryan said. "Listen, I need you to obtain a general search warrant for the Dupont home."
"On it, Sheriff. I'll head over now."
"Thank you, Deputy," Ryan said.
"You honestly think we'll find anything there?" Ray asked.
"Personally, no. But I want to cover all the bases anyway," Ryan replied. "Come on, let's get this over with."
They entered the room and saw a quiet Azalea sitting like a statue in her chair, an unopened bottle of water in front of her. They sat across the table from her, and Ryan started the recording.
"Mrs. Dupont, I know you've been Mirandized, however, you are not under arrest at this time. If you wish to have an attorney present, all you have to do is ask, and we will stop the interview. Detective Hale and I have some questions which we hope will help us find the person or persons responsible for your husband's death. Do you understand what I've explained so far?" Ryan asked.
"Yes, Sheriff, I understand," Azalea answered.
"Good. Just so you know, we are seeking a search warrant for your home."
"That is a wise precaution, Sheriff," Azalea nodded.
"When was the last time you saw your husband alive, Mrs. Dupont?" Ray asked.
"Early March. To be precise, it was 4:30 am March 11. That's when Phillipe left the house for a trip to Mexico and Central America."
"How long was he supposed to be gone?" Ryan asked.
"It was open-ended. Most of Phillipe's trips lasted two to three weeks, but there was no set date for this trip to end as he was supposed to visit several potential customers in multiple countries."
"Was his assistant, Carmelita Holder, traveling with him?" Ray asked.
"Yes," Azalea said, her face reddening in anger. "Spanish was her native language, and Phillipe's Spanish was not as good."
"Were you aware of the relationship between your husband and Mrs. Holder?" Ryan asked.
"There was no relationship. She was his employee, and his whore. Nothing more."
"But you were aware of their activities, right?" Ray asked in a follow-up.
"Yes, I was aware. We did not hide things from each other. He told me. And I could... smell her vagina all over him," Azalea stated with a slight frown. Ray and Ryan were shocked at her candor.
"How was your relationship with your husband?" Ray asked.
"We have... had... a very good relationship."
"But you were both involved with other people," Ryan told her.
"Yes, but it was only sex. We had what you could call an... understanding. I knew Phillipe could not remain faithful, so I never expected it from him. Likewise, he never demanded it of me. We both like to fuck, so we established... rules. Until the last year or so, he lived up to those rules," she said.
"And you were okay with this?" Ray asked.
"It was not a question of being, as you say, 'okay,' with it. It was a fact of life. Phillipe was incapable of being faithful, so I did not fight the inevitable. It was easier that way."



"Did he mark all of the women he had sex with?" Ryan asked.
"Yes," Azalea replied.
"With this?" Ryan followed up, placing a photo of the tattoo Leah gave him. She nodded her head. "Please speak up for the recording."
"Yes, that is what he used."
"And if I read this correct, it would indicate he had sex with 46 women before Mrs. Holder. Am I right?"
"Hardly," Azalea told Ryan. "He had that many women the year before we married."
"Can you explain this number, then?" Ryan asked.
"The first number indicates her importance to him at the time. The second is a rating of her... performance," Azalea explained.
"Were you marked like this?" Ray asked, the shock evident in his voice.
"Yes, I was," Azalea told him. "Twice. The second time after... I lost my left foot." She reached down, removed her shoe, and placed her right foot on the table. On the outboard side of her ankle, there was the now-familiar fleur-de-lis with a number one inside a star.
"We're aware of your service in the Quebec police. Can you explain this tattoo to us?" Ryan asked.
"Yes, I can."
"Please do," Ryan told her.
"He said I was the most important woman in his life, even above his saintly mother and his sister. The star means I was the best fuck he had ever experienced," Azalea declared, her voice remaining neutral. "Even with a prosthetic foot."
"You say you last saw your husband alive on March 11," Ray said, hoping to change the subject. "He was gone for six months before his body was found. Were you not concerned after not hearing from him for that long?"
"What do you mean?" Azalea asked, her anger threatening to erupt. "I heard from him nearly every day. He texted me almost every single evening. I can show you!"
"Please do," Ray said, surprise evident on his face. Azalea pulled her phone from her purse, opened it, and showed Ray text messages between her and someone who apparently had Phillipe's phone. Ray saw the last message from Phillipe was dated September 18.
After that, there were several messages from Azalea, but Ray was interested in Phillipe's. He showed it to Ryan before continuing. "This is all in French."
"Naturally," Azalea declared. "French was Phillipe's native language. I grew up speaking it as well, so that's the language we used."
"My French is a little rusty. Could you please translate this for us?" Ray asked, handing the phone back.
"Yes. He said that his trip was over, and he is on his way home. He planned to be back on our anniversary, and would no longer need to travel," she said. Ray took the phone back, read the message, and agreed. His French was far better than he let on.
"When is your anniversary?" Ray asked.
"September 20," Azalea sighed.
"That's the day your husband's remains were discovered on Eastland Bridge," Ray told her. Azalea's face turned a darker shade of red as she fought her emotions. "How did you react when he didn't show up?"
"I was... angry," she hissed. "Very angry. I called, but heard nothing back. I sent text messages, but got no response."
"Why didn't you call us?" Ryan asked.
"Because I knew nothing would be done for at least 48 hours," Azalea hissed through gritted teeth.
Ray thumbed through Azalea's phone, looking through her call log. He noted a call to "RW" on the 20th and showed it to Ryan.
"So you decided to contact Roland Waters?" Ryan asked.
"Yes," Azalea admitted quietly.
"What did you expect him to do?" Ray asked.
"I... hoped... he could find out what happened to my husband. Perhaps, rescue him if necessary," she said.
"And what made you think Mr. Waters could... rescue... your husband?" Ray asked.
"More to the point, Mrs. Dupont, what made you think your husband NEEDED to be rescued?" Ryan added. "Did he have enemies who might want to kill him?"
"It would be easier to count his friends. You don't understand. My husband's business can get... intense... at times. Enemies are easily made. You have no idea. As for Roland, he has a certain... skillset. And experience in such matters," she replied after a pregnant pause.
"Skillset? Experience?" Ray queried.
Azalea said nothing for a few moments, turning her penetrating gaze to Ryan. He saw it in her eyes. She knows, he thought. But how much? Pulling out his phone, he sent a text to Ron.
"He was a... soldier of fortune, once. A mercenary," she finally said, looking back at Ray.
"So you hired a mercenary to find your husband?" Ryan asked.
"No. He has worked for me for two years. When I hired him, he assured me he was no longer in the business," she replied. "I simply thought he might be able to use his skills to help me find Phillipe."
"I will have to confirm this with Mr. Waters," Ray finally said after writing his notes.
"Of course," Azalea said quietly.
Ray turned to Ryan before speaking. "Is there anything else, Sheriff?"
"Just one little thing," Ryan said.
"What?" Ray asked, anxious to speak with Roland. Just then, there was a knock on the door.
"Come in," Ryan called out. The door opened, and Ron came inside, carrying a small red and white Igloo ice chest, which he set on the table. He opened it and removed a plastic bag which he placed next to the chest. Azalea watched with curiosity, but her expression never changed.
"What is this?" she asked.
"I was hoping you could tell us, Mrs. Dupont," Ryan said, holding the bag. "Why would this be in Mr. Holder's freezer?" he asked, placing the bag with the severed foot on the table before her. Her face turned a shade of pale as she looked at the bag.
"Marde," she hissed quietly. "Where did you get this?"
"As the Sheriff said, we found it inside Mr. Holder's freezer," Ron told her.
"Look familiar?" Ryan asked.
"The last time I saw that was..."
"Four and a half years ago or so, when you were a police officer?" Ray asked, finishing her statement.
"Yes. But how did it get in Mr. Holder's freezer?" Azalea asked.
"That's what we'd like to know, Mrs. Dupont," Ryan told her. "Perhaps someone is trying to send you a message."
"But I don't know who would do such a thing," she replied.
"Then I suggest you think about it, Mrs. Dupont. Hard and fast. We've got three dead bodies in our morgue, and I don't want to see another one," Ryan declared before turning to Ray. "Do you have anything else, Detective?"
"No, Sheriff, I think that's all for now."
"Let's go speak with Mr. Waters then. Mrs. Dupont, I'd like our forensic people to take a look at your phone if you don't mind," Ryan said.
"Of course," Azalea said quietly, her brows furrowed. As a former police officer, she knew that if she refused, he could - and probably would - get a warrant, so she decided to cooperate.
"I'll clone this device and have it back to you in no time, ma'am," Ron said.
"Very well," she replied, nodding her head. "Sheriff, I hope you realize that Mr. Holder did not kill himself," she added, looking at Ryan.
"I tend to agree," Ryan said. "But what makes you say that?"
"As I informed your technician, the wound is too deep and goes too far around his neck. Whoever did this was obviously behind him," she said.
"I believe you're correct, Mrs. Dupont," he said. He placed the bag containing the foot in front of her, the tattoo facing her. "But right now, I'd like you to think about who might want to hang on to a severed foot for nearly five years. We'll be back shortly."
"Of course," she said.
Ryan handed her phone to Ron, then left the room with Ray. As he walked out, he saw Deputy Sanders.
"Got the search warrant, Sheriff," he said.
"Good. We're going to interview Mr. Waters. I'd appreciate it if you could keep an eye on Mrs. Dupont from the observation room."
"Will do," Sanders said. Ray and Ryan entered the next interview room, where Roland sat waiting. Another deputy sat in a chair in the corner, his steely-blue eyes fixed on Roland. Ryan nodded at the deputy, who nodded back, then sat across from Roland. Ray sat next to Ryan and spoke after Ryan started the recording.
"Mr. Waters, we have a few questions for you. You are not under arrest at this time, but if you feel you need an attorney, let us know and we'll stop the interview," he said.
"No problem, Detective," Roland said. "I've got nothing to hide."
"Good. First off, could you describe your relationship with Mrs. Dupont?"
"Like I said earlier, there's no relationship. I've been doing contract work for her for about two years. Nothing hard. Just information-gathering."
"She says you once worked as a mercenary. Is that true?" Ray asked.
"Yes," Roland said quietly, looking at Ryan, who only looked back, saying nothing. Ray saw the exchange and looked at Ryan before continuing. "But I've been out of that business for quite a while."
"When was the last time she contacted you?" Ray asked.
"A couple of days ago," Roland said.
"On the 20th?"
"That sounds right."
"And what did she contact you about?" Ray asked.
"She expected her husband to return from a business trip south of the border," Roland said. "He never showed up."
"What did you do?"
"I flew in right away. Grabbed something to eat, then met with her. We called all the airlines at the airport and confirmed that he was never on any flight. He had a ticket, but it was never used," Roland said. "We took a... break... for a while, and that's when you showed up."
"Uh, huh," Ray said, consulting his notes. "You told us earlier that you met Mr. Dupont. Is that correct?"
"Yeah, that's correct. I met the man," Roland said.
"Could you describe your relationship with Mr. Dupont?"
"Again, Detective, there was no relationship. I met the man once. We shook hands. He left. That was it. I've never seen him since."
"So there were no hard feelings? You were involved with his wife, after all," Ray stated.
"There were no hard feelings at all," Roland said. "Azalea explained their arrangement. It's not something I could live with, but I guess it worked for them."
"So there was no animosity between the two of you?" Ray asked.
"No, none," Roland said, shaking his head.
"Were you two planning to contact us at any time, or were you just going to play vigilante?" Ray pressed.
"We had discussed filing a report, but Azalea said you wouldn't do anything for at least 48 hours."
Ray nodded his head as he made notes. When he finished, he sighed, sat back in his chair, and regarded Roland. So far, their stories lined up, and neither displayed anything that could be construed as deception.
"How long are you planning to stay?" he finally asked.
"I was planning to stay only a couple of days. But I guess you're going to say I should stick around."
"That's exactly what I was going to say. Where are you staying?"
"I was at the Holiday Inn Express out by the airport. But I guess I can stay with Azalea. If she can stand to have me overnight, that is. She's a good boss, but not exactly the most gracious host."
"All right, Mr. Winters," Ray said with a chuckle. "That will be all for now. But I will probably want to speak with you later," he added. Ryan stopped the recording, and the three men left the room. Ryan went into the observation room and stood with Deputy Sanders.
"I'm telling ya, Sheriff, there's something wrong with that woman," Sanders said, looking at Azalea in the next room. "She hasn't moved a muscle since you left her."
"She is different, that's for sure. Has Ron come back yet?"
"Not yet," Sanders said. Ryan pulled out his phone and was ready to text Ron when they heard a knock on the interview room door. Ron opened the door and looked inside. Seeing Azalea, he entered the room and handed her phone back.
"We have everything we need," he said. "Thank you for your cooperation."
"You are welcome," Azalea said quietly without looking at him.
"I think they're finished with your companion, so I'll take this," Ron said, picking up the bag containing her severed foot. He placed it in the Igloo container and closed it.
"Thank you," she said in a neutral tone of voice.
"You have a good day, ma'am. I'm sorry for your loss," Ron said before leaving. Azalea nodded her head but said nothing.
"I'd like you to grab a couple of deputies and return Mrs. Dupont and Mr. Walters back to her house. Keep them apart, then execute the search warrant. I'll approve any overtime," Ryan said.
"Thank you, Sheriff," Sanders said. "I'll take care of it."
"You're welcome," Ryan said as they left the room. He tapped on the door to the interview room and walked inside.
"Are you finished now?" Azalea asked.
"Yes. Deputy Sanders will take you home and execute the search warrant. If you think of anything, please call me - any time," he said, handing her a business card. She stood, put the card in her purse, and eyed Ryan briefly.
"I've seen you before, Sheriff," she said. "I can't quite place it, but I know I've seen you... somewhere. I never forget a face."
"I have done a lot of traveling over the years," Ryan said. "Maybe our paths crossed somewhere and we didn't even know it."
"Maybe," Azalea said quietly. "I guess I'd better go with your Deputy Sanders."
"No cuffs this time," Ryan said. Azalea offered a slightly enigmatic smile in return as she walked out of the room. Ryan followed her out and watched as Sanders escorted her and Roland down the hall.
"What do you think?" Ray asked.
"I think someone went to a lot of trouble to make this look like a crime of passion," Ryan replied. "And I also think that severed foot holds the key."
"I agree," Ryan said. "What do you suggest we do?"
"It's been a very long day - for all of us. I don't know about you, but I'm going home. After I eat dinner, I plan to make love to my wife... maybe even massage her feet," Ryan said with a smile. Ray smiled in response. "It'll come to us. Let's talk in the morning after we see what Sanders finds."
"Sounds like a plan, Sheriff," Ray said. "See ya in the morning."
...
To be continued...
Note: Roland Waters was the main character in my story "Roland and Susan."
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End of "Lover's Bridge, Pt. 02":
"I've seen you before, Sheriff," she said. "I can't quite place it, but I know I've seen you... somewhere. I never forget a face."
"I have done a lot of traveling over the years," Ryan said. "Maybe our paths crossed somewhere and we didn't even know it."
"Maybe," Azalea said quietly. "I guess I'd better go with your Deputy Sanders."
"No cuffs this time," Ryan said. Azalea offered a slight enigmatic smile in return as she walked out of the room. Ryan followed her out, and watched as Sanders escorted her and Roland down the hall.
"What do you think?" Ray asked.
"I think someone went to a lot of trouble to make this look like a crime of passion," Ryan replied. "And I also think that severed foot holds the key."
"I agree," Ryan said. "What do you suggest we do?"
"It's been a very long day - for all of us. I don't know about you, but I'm going home. After I eat dinner, I plan to make love to my wife... maybe even massage her feet," Ryan said with a smile. Ray smiled in response. "It'll come to us. Let's talk in the morning after we see what Sanders finds."
"Sounds like a plan, Sheriff," Ray said. "See ya in the morning."
...
And now, "Lover's Bridge, Pt. 03":
9:00 am September 23, 2022
Ryan finished his morning routine at the office and called a meeting with Ray, Ron, and Deputy Sanders. He instructed them to meet him in the main conference room, as he felt his office would be too crowded for all four of them.
"How did it go?" Ryan asked Sanders about the previous afternoon's search of the Dupont home.
"Pretty well," Sanders replied. "Mrs. Dupont and Mr. Waters were cooperative, stayed out of the way. We got Mr. Dupont's computer, and handed that off to Ron. Didn't find anything else worth noting."
"Good. Ron?" Ryan asked, looking at his forensic specialist, who he knew had been overwhelmed the last few days.
"As you know, Sheriff, we've been up to our asses in alligators these last three days," Ron began with more than a trace of exasperation.
"Yes, I know. But that's what you get the big bucks for, right?" Ryan asked, prompting chuckles with varying amounts of humor throughout the room.
"Yes, I suppose it is," Ron agreed with a rueful smile. "We're still combing through everything, but I can tell you this. There's no evidence that Mr. Holder touched any of the material retrieved from the storage locker in his shop. No fingerprints, no residue - nothing."
"You're suggesting it was staged to make it look as though he was involved with making meth and or bombs?" Ryan asked pointedly.
"That's exactly what I'm suggesting," Ron replied. "I can also confirm the second phone found in Mr. Holder's truck belonged to Mr. Dupont, and the messages sent to Mrs. Dupont and Mr. Holder originated from that phone. The finger found in the truck was used to unlock it."
"I think it's pretty safe to assume that Mr. Holder was not fluent enough in French to message Mrs. Dupont," Ryan said dryly. Can you determine where the phone was when those messages were sent?" he continued.
"Good question, Sheriff. I can't, but the cell provider probably can," Ron noted. "Or at least the general area."
"We found cell phone bills in Dupont's office," Ray said. "All we need to do is verify those bills were for that phone, and we can demand the information from the provider. We'll probably need another warrant, though."
"Sanders, check into that, and get the warrants," Ryan said.
"Got it, boss," Sanders said, writing in his notebook.
"What's your take, Ray?" Ryan asked.
"At first, I thought this was a crime of passion - man comes home, finds his wife in bed with another man, kills them both. But after seeing the evidence, I'm convinced that was a set-up."
"What are your thoughts?" Ryan asked.
"I believe that foot in Holder's freezer was meant as a warning," Ray said. "Have you ever heard back from Mrs. Dupont's former commander?" he asked Deputy Sanders.
"No, Detective, I haven't," Sanders said.
"I'm not surprised," Ray replied. "Probably trying to figure out what's safe to send. They're not under any obligation to send us anything, anyway." He looked at Ryan. "Why don't you let me see what I can shake loose, Sheriff?"
"Do your best," Ryan said. "Is there anything else?" Everyone shook their heads, so Ryan ended the meeting. "All right. Get to it. We have a lot to go over yet." Ray hung back after Sanders and Ron left the room. "What's on your mind?" Ryan asked Ray.
"I didn't want to say anything in front of the others, but I'm curious to know how you know... Mr. Waters," Ray said carefully.
"I... appreciate your discretion, Ray," Ryan said quietly. "We worked together a few times in the past," Ryan answered matter-of-factly. "Yes, he was a mercenary, like me. Quite proficient with a Thompson gun, by the way."
"A Thompson gun?" Ray asked, shocked. "I didn't know anyone still used those old things."
"Well, Roland did," Ryan said with a chuckle. "And he was very good with it. A lot of stopping power; anyone knocked down didn't get back up. Had quite a reputation. Roland the Thompson Gunner."
"Is he still..."
"No," Ryan said shortly, interrupting Ray.
"All right," Ray conceded, deciding that discretion was best. "So, what are you gonna do?"
"I think I need to have another discussion with Mrs. Dupont," Ryan replied. "And with Roland. While I'm out, I'll go see old man Holder. I owe him that much."
"Sounds good," Ray said. "I'd better get to it." They said their goodbyes and went their separate ways. Ryan drove to the Dupont residence, parked, and went to the front door. He didn't see Roland's rented Toyota and wondered where he was. Azalea must have seen him stop because she opened the door before he could knock.
"Sheriff, please come in," she said stiffly. "Have a seat," she added, motioning toward the couch. "Can I get you something to drink? I just started a pot of coffee."
"Thank you, Mrs. Dupont. Coffee would be good."
"How do you take it? Black?"
"That would be perfect. Thank you," he replied. He watched her walk into the kitchen, taking note of her gait. Her prosthetic foot didn't seem to be an impediment whatsoever. She returned a few moments later with two steaming cups of coffee.
"What can I do for you, Sheriff?" Azalea asked after she sat down.
"I have a couple of questions for you," Ryan said.
"Of course you do," she said calmly.
"I know you were in the Quebec Provincial Police, and that you lost your foot during your service. I'd like to know what happened."
"Is that because of the foot you found?" she asked.
"Yes. I think it was intended as a message to you. Perhaps a warning of some kind." Azalea thought for a few moments, then nodded her head.
"You could be right, Sheriff," she said. Pausing, she sighed. "We were investigating a string of murders that led to the discovery of a meth lab in an old abandoned warehouse. We moved in to close it down but didn't realize the building was wired with remote-controlled IEDs. I was in the lead of my group when the device went off. The next thing I remembered was waking up in the hospital."
"Did they capture the suspects?" Ryan asked.
"I was later told they captured one person. The rest eluded capture."
"I'm trying to understand why someone would keep something like that foot for nearly five years," Ryan told her, watching her reaction.
"I have no answer for that, Sheriff," Azalea replied, no emotion on her face. Ryan studied her closely for a few moments before speaking.
"How was your relationship with your husband? I'm only asking because you don't seem to be very broken up over his murder," he finally said.
"Would my breaking down in hysterics change anything, Sheriff? Would my tears cause Phillipe to rise from the dead and walk through my door?" she responded, her sudden, no, instant anger barely contained. Ryan wasn't expecting this.
"No, of course not," he told her mildly. "I just expected a different response."
"I grieve in my own way," Azalea said quietly, with bland dignity. She looked vaguely at the wall behind him as if it was not quite in focus. Ryan blinked. The near explosion of anger was also nearly instantly quenched... or shoved back into some emotionless rucksack for a later time.
"You never answered my question. How was your relationship with your husband?" Ryan asked.
"We had a good relationship, Sheriff. Believe it or not, I loved him. And I know that he loved me. More important, he respected me - respected my boundaries. And he accepted my... peccadilloes. Without question. You may have noticed that I am not like other women," she said quietly.
"Please explain," Ryan said. Of course, he had noticed her eccentricities - who couldn't? But he didn't want to alienate her.
"Unlike so many other women, I am not swayed by trinkets or shiny baubles, nor can I be plied with... alcohol. A man would have a better chance offering me a cup of coffee than a glass of wine. You see, my father was a military officer who taught me the benefits of duty and staying true to oneself.
"My mother, on the other hand, was... flighty. She let herself be attracted to whoever offered the shiniest toy. While my father was off serving our country, she was out seeing only to herself and her own selfish desires, often leaving me to fend for myself.
"One winter night, she and her... date... hit a patch of black ice and ran off the road, rolling down a deep ravine. They found her dead body the following day, her dead lover's cock still in her mouth. My father was devastated both by her death and by her infidelity.
"I ended up making the funeral arrangements. I also had to put my father back on his feet. It was then I swore never to be like my mother. I also promised that I would never allow myself to be so dependent on another person. Not like my father."
"I'm sorry to hear that. How old were you when this happened?" Ryan asked.
"I was 15 when my mother died," Azalea answered. "From then on, I focused on my studies and, later, my job. When I met Phillipe, he seemed to understand me. He never pressured me, and he never tried to impress me with his money or with shiny objects. He respected me, and we got along well.
"We established... rules... that we could each live with. Phillipe followed the rules until we moved here. Then things began to change. He met that Carmelita woman, and began flaunting his affair with her. I knew she was married, and was concerned that her husband would take action against Phillipe."
"But he didn't," Ryan interjected.
"No, at least none that I was aware of," she said.
"So, where is Mr. Waters? I didn't see his car when I pulled up," Ryan said, trying to change the subject.
"He is tending to some personal matters. I offered him the use of my guest room until this situation is resolved, so he is checking out of his hotel and bringing his things here," Azalea explained.
"I see," Ryan replied.
"How do you know him, Sheriff?" she asked.
"We met a few times. A long time ago."
"When he was still Roland the Thompson Gunner?" Azalea asked, one brow arched high.
"I suppose you could say that," Ryan chuckled.
"I told
you I never forget a face. And now I remember where I saw you last. Although you probably don't remember me. It was not quite 15 years ago before I joined the Surete. I was a 20-year-old college student on break, so I traveled to Africa for volunteer work," she said.
"Oh?" Ryan asked, pretending to be only mildly curious. He still found it... disconcerting... when reminders of his previous life intruded on his present one.
"You didn't have the scar, the eye patch, or the beard. But it was you. You and your men rescued us all from that warlord. I watched you. Saw you killing those men with little to no regard. Certainly, without a second thought. I've always wondered what drove men like you to do the things you do... did." Her tone was flat, Ryan noted, as if the curiosity was strictly intellectual, with no trace of emotion. He wondered briefly if she had always been like this or if some traumatic event had left a deep mark.
"That was a dark time in my life," Ryan said quietly as he recalled that mission, looking her right in the eye. He and his men had been paid handsomely to rescue the wife and daughter of a very wealthy man from a power-mad warlord with more dollars than sense.
Despite his benefactor's instructions, Ryan couldn't stomach the idea of leaving the other passengers behind, so they rescued everyone the warlord's men had captured, then escorted them back to the airport, where they boarded their plane safely and departed for the States.
Ryan remembered the way the woman's husband complained afterward. Still, one murderous look shut him up, and the man had turned an interesting shade of red when he had noted, "NO extra charge," through gritted teeth. Standing there bedecked with armament and still smelling strongly of powder residue tends to quell arguments quickly.
That was only a few months after his old friend Bill Johnson recruited him as a soldier of fortune to escape what his first wife and daughter had done to him. For years after that, every time Ryan pulled the trigger, he imagined his target was one of the three people who had betrayed him and destroyed his family - the third person being the late Jacob Knight, who seduced his first wife and stole his family. Knight had subsequently subverted his wife into becoming the corporate whore at 'Executive Retreats'; she had almost dragged their daughter into the depraved lifestyle after her... for fun and profit.
Ryan had since reconciled with his daughter, who grew up quickly after realizing what Knight had done. His first wife, Lisa, was still in a long-term care facility, barely functioning independently after being seriously wounded by a gunman in the company parking lot. Her intimately detailed knowledge of the executives' shenanigans had made her a liability.
Over the years, Ryan kept infrequent, discreet tabs on Lisa. She had no reason to like him much, and he had a low tolerance for being blindsided. Knight was no longer in the picture, dying from a terror-induced heart attack after a court appearance. He and Knight both got off easy; Knight got to die of natural causes instead of being drowned in a toilet. He had not had to carry another killing on his soul, however well deserved.
"I... apologize. I did not mean to conjure up bad memories," Azalea said quietly, snapping Ryan out of his thoughts. She used 'apologize' as if it were an unfamiliar word. "Perhaps I could help you forget those bad memories. I've been told I'm a memorable fuck."
The casual, bland tone of the statement was as jarring as the statement itself. Ryan wondered if she thought of it as thanking the mercenary who had saved her or if she simply, as Roland had said, 'liked to fuck.' He wondered what void that filled in her life.
"Thanks, but no thanks," Ryan said with a slightly awkward chuckle. "I'm very happily married," he added, holding his ring finger. "And Beverly does a wonderful job helping me forget the bad times."
"I'm glad for you, Sheriff. We should all be so blessed. I would be very... interested... in meeting the woman who could make you forget the bad things you have certainly experienced," Azalea said with a slight smile.
"I'll talk to her," Ryan promised. "In the meantime, I suggest you take whatever steps you need to protect yourself. If you like, I can assign a deputy to you."
"I'm perfectly capable of protecting myself, Sheriff. But thank you for the offer anyway," Azalea responded neutrally as if she were describing running to the store for milk.
"I bet you can," Ryan thought, trying to match her bland expression. "All the same, I'll double up on the patrols in this area. And I suggest you go nowhere by yourself," Ryan told her.
"That is a wise precaution. I'll keep that in mind," she replied reasonably.
"Do you have a firearm?" Ryan asked.
"Yes," Azalea replied. "It is registered and completely legal. I have followed all of your state's rules and regulations. And yes, I know how to use it."
"Then I don't need to remind you not to do anything stupid, right?" Ryan asked with a sly smile.
"No, that will not be necessary," Azalea replied tersely.
"Good. You have my number. If you need anything or remember anything that might be of use, call - any time."
"Thank you, Sheriff. I will," she said.
"I'd better be going. Thank you for the coffee," Ryan said, standing.
Azalea walked him to the door and watched as he climbed into his official truck. "Why could I have not met a man like him before I met Phillipe?" she asked herself, feeling a familiar excitement between her legs.
From there, Ryan drove out to the Holder ranch. This was a job he certainly wasn't looking forward to. Ken Holder was a proud man, and Ryan knew he would not like the questions that had to be asked. He pulled into the long driveway and stopped in front of the large two-story house. JoAnne Holder, a stately woman in her sixties who had kept her figure even after nine children through hard work and healthy living, walked onto the porch as he stepped out of his truck.
"Sheriff Caldwell. What can we do for you?" she called as he approached. Ryan could tell she was barely holding her emotions in check.
"Mrs. Holder, I came by to speak with you and your family, if I may?" Ryan began, removing his hat as he stepped onto the porch. It was a gesture he knew would sit well with the Holders.
"Of course, Sheriff," she said. "We've been expecting you. Please come in." Ryan followed her inside and found himself face-to-face with Ken, a man whose square jaw and hard-angled face reminded him of a well-known actor who played in several western series.



"Mr. Holder," Ryan said. "I'm truly sorry for your loss. I never got a chance to meet your son, but if he's anything like his brother Don..."
"Dan was a good man, Sheriff," Ken said, his eyes flashing angrily. "He didn't deserve what he got."
"No sir, he didn't," Ryan agreed.
"Would you care for a cup of coffee, Sheriff?" JoAnne asked to calm things down.
"That would be wonderful, Mrs. Holder," Ryan said. "Please."
"Black?" she asked.
"That would be perfect," Ryan told her.
"Might as well have a seat, Sheriff," Ken said as his wife went into the kitchen to pour the coffee. "I know yer jes' doin' yer job. It jes' ain't right."
"I agree, Mr. Holder. No man should ever have to bury his own child," Ryan said, hoping to connect with Ken.
"You have kids, Sheriff?" Ken asked.
"Yes, sir, I do. I have a daughter. And a grandson."
"Then you know what I'm feeling. I woulda done anything to protect mah boy."
"I know exactly how you feel, Mr. Holder. More than you can know," Ryan told him. Ken eyed him closely, not saying anything. It was... unnerving. Almost as if he could see Ryan's past in his face. Ken finally nodded his head and sat back.
"I believe you, Sheriff," the older man finally said. JoAnne returned with the coffee and handed a cup to Ryan before sitting down.
"Thank you," Ryan told her as he took a tentative sip.
"Don said the people at the morgue think Dan took his own life," JoAnne said, a tear falling down her cheek.
"There's been some new information come to light since then, ma'am. I don't think that's the case," Ryan said. He saw Ken breathe a sigh of relief, then saw his face turn red with anger. He heard JoAnne give a tiny gasp and start whispering a prayer.
"You think mah boy was murdered, Sheriff?" he asked tensely.
"Yes, sir, I do," Ryan replied.
"Any idea who might've done it?" Ken asked in response.
"No, we're still putting the pieces together."
"You think it had something to do with that body out there on Eastland Bridge?" JoAnne asked suddenly.
"It's possible, ma'am," Ryan said. They were putting two and two together with disturbing quickness. "Like I said, we're still working on it. I do have a couple of questions for you that might help us."
"Anything, Sheriff," JoAnne said. "We'll do whatever it takes to bring justice for our son."
"Thank you, ma'am. I appreciate that." Ryan took a deep breath before continuing. This would not be very easy - at all. "Do either of you know if your son was ever involved in any kind of illegal activity?"
"What do you mean, illegal?" Ken asked, his face turning even redder than before. "Are you talking about drugs?"
"Yes, unfortunately," Ryan replied. He filed that away in his mind. Ken had hit the first guess spot on all the possible illegal activities Dan might have been involved with. Maybe just a sorry comment on the times.
"Absolutely not! Dan hated drugs. He told us he saw what that shit did to people. Wanted nothing to do with it," Ken exclaimed. "Why are you asking? Were drugs involved?"
"We found evidence suggesting that drugs may have been involved," Ryan phrased it carefully.
"Well, I can tell you that Dan had nothing to do with them," Ken stated emphatically.
"You think his wife might've been involved with them?" Ryan probed.
"I don't know. She seemed so nice and sweet. It's hard to believe. But I know Dan would have nothing to do with drugs. Or anything else illegal," he added quickly. "We raised him better than that," Ken stated.
"What about his wife? When was the last time you spoke with her?" Ryan asked.
"Oh gosh, I don't know," JoAnne breathed, suddenly perplexed. "It's been quite a while now. Maybe five or six months, at least. Dan told us she was going out of town with her boss and would be gone for a while. I think that was in early March. We haven't seen or heard from her since."
Then embarrassment seemed to set in. Being the matriarch of such an extensive family was more than a full-time job; it had to be a direct emotional blow to realize that she might have missed something important.
"That's because she was killed along with her boss," Ryan explained, causing Ken and JoAnne to gasp in shock. "That hasn't been made public yet, so please don't say anything."
"Wait a minute, Sheriff," Ken interjected. "Yer saying Carmelita was killed with that Frenchman she worked for?"
"Yes, sir, I am."
"Do you think the killer was after the boss and she was just in the way, Sheriff?" Ken asked sharply.
Ryan used his best non-committal shrug. "We are still sorting through possible motives. There are a number of pieces missing in this particular puzzle."
"And they were both found on that bridge?" JoAnne pressed.
"Parts of them were," Ryan said. He decided not to go into graphic detail, hoping to spare them that much. "From what we've been able to put together so far, she was involved with her boss, and both of them were killed at the same time."
"Involved? Are you saying they were having an affair?" Ken asked angrily.
"It certainly looks that way, Mr. Holder. I'm sorry," Ryan replied.
"That no-good...," Ken began before JoAnne stopped him.
"Do you think Dan had something to do with that?" JoAnne asked slowly, her face dark. Whether she was grappling with a cheating daughter-in-law or the possibility of her son getting revenge for it, Ryan couldn't tell. He noted Ken's face getting darker at that particular revelation.
"I don't know, I'm thinking he didn't actually kill them, but we believe he may have been present when it happened. We don't know if he was involved in anything else, or if he was, to what extent. But I do believe he was killed to muddy the waters and make it look like a crime of passion," Ryan explained.
"Oh my God," JoAnne hissed.
"Son of a bitch," Ken gasped, echoing his wife's shock. "Is there anything we can do to help, Sheriff?"
"Keep an eye out. If you run across anything or remember something you think might help, anything that Dan might have mentioned about Carmelita and her boss and what they did, no matter how small, please let me know," Ryan answered.
"We will, Sheriff," Ken said.
"Thank you, Mr. Holder. I appreciate that," Ryan said.
"When do you think we can get Dan's body back?" JoAnne asked anxiously. "We'd like to give him a decent burial."
"As soon as the medical examiner is finished, ma'am," Ryan told her. "Please let me know when you plan to have the funeral. I'd like to pay my respects to the family," he added, handing JoAnne one of his cards.
"Thank you, Sheriff," she said, putting the card between her and Ken on the table. "We'd appreciate that a bunch." They exchanged farewells, and Ryan left the Holder residence feeling sadness and relief. This was a part of the job that Russell Coltrane had never prepared him for.
His radio squawked as he drove back to the office, and he recognized the call sign - it was Deputy Jones, a relatively new hire who had just finished his probationary period with Deputy Sanders. He wondered what the deputy wanted and answered the call.
"Sheriff, that Toyota you wanted us to keep an eye out for just met a Lear Jet over at the airport. Picked up a passenger, and it's headed back to town," Jones said. "Want me to pull him over?"
"Negative," Ryan replied forcefully. "I'll take it from here. Did you get the numbers off that jet?"
"Affirmative," Jones replied.
"Check it out. I want to know who owns that craft, where it came from - everything."
"Copy that," Jones said. Ryan acknowledged the call and wondered who Roland had flown in - and why. Then it dawned on him. "Oh shit," he exclaimed quietly. He recalled Roland worked closely with a man who was a genius with planning and was also damn good at surveillance. What was his name again? Bill something...
Then he remembered. Bill Matthews. He wasn't as proficient with firearms as the others, but he had an uncanny knack for assessing situations quickly. He remembered Roland saying he trusted Bill's guesses more than most people's "facts." As Ryan recalled, Bill had gotten into trouble with the law more than once as a child. Roland used to say he was what people called an "excitable boy."
If Roland brought him here, that meant he planned to do something. But what? Did Roland have more information on Phillipe's murder that he hadn't shared? Were he and Azalea planning an operation of some kind? Ryan immediately headed north toward Azalea's home. On the way, he made a quick call to Elaine.
When he got to Azalea's home, he saw Roland's rental car in the driveway. A quick check showed that the hood was still warm, so Ryan knew he hadn't been there very long. As before, the door opened before he could knock.
Azalea had a look of grim determination on her face as she glared at Ryan. Roland stepped behind her as Ryan considered his options. The situation was tense, but he didn't think a shootout was imminent.
"What's going on?" Ryan finally asked.
"Perhaps you should come inside," Azalea said quietly. They stepped back as Ryan entered the house.
"So, you're having me followed?" Roland asked coldly.
"I'm keeping an eye on you," Ryan responded. "Wouldn't you if you were in my shoes? Who did you meet today? I heard you were at the airport."
"Yes, a friend of mine flew in. You've met him - Bill Matthews," Roland said. He turned his head toward the hall. "It's okay, Bill. Come on out." A more petite man with wire-rimmed glasses came into the room.
"Matthews?" Ryan asked.
"Yeah," Bill replied. "Is that really you, Ryan?"
"Yes, it's me. What's going on here? Are you three planning something?" Ryan asked.
"You know how good Bill is at surveillance and planning," Roland said.
"Yes, and I know that when the two of you get together, bad things tend to happen. And people usually end up dead," Ryan snapped. "I won't have that here in my town. Do you copy?"
"I hear ya, Ryan," Roland said carefully.
"I swear, I'll run all three of you in for obstructing justice if I have to. I don't want to, but I will if you force me."
"Sheriff, please. Hear me out," Azalea said, interposing between the two men.
"What?" Ryan barked.
"If I'm right, and I usually am, the people you seek will be out of your jurisdiction, and you won't be able to do anything about it," she stated firmly.
"What are you talking about?" Ryan asked.
"You said it yourself. That foot was meant as a warning. To me. Directly. I have been going through everything I can think of. I hate to say this, but I believe at least some of the perpetrators are foreign nationals and if I'm correct, are probably out of the country. Either that, or they are protected."
What do you mean, protected?" Ryan asked suspiciously.
"Diplomatic immunity," she said quietly. "The people who run Worldwide Imports and Exports have... friends... and operatives... in many places. Especially in the government and the embassies where the company operates. There is a French consulate fairly close - in Houston. You can look it up on Google if you wish."
"And you're just NOW telling me this?" he asked in exasperation.
"I am not 100 percent certain, but if they are involved, would it not be better if it could be discovered... discreetly?" Azalea asked. "Or would you prefer to have Texas Rangers charge the consulate with guns blazing?"
"If there are French assassins running around killing American citizens, which I personally doubt, then I could live with Rangers charging the Embassy," Ryan growled. "Hell, I just might join them." Azalea chuckled at that.
"Perhaps you would like to check in with your State Department first? Do you honestly believe they would tell you if something like that were true?" Azalea asked. Ryan considered her question for a moment and realized she had a point. If he asked such a question, chances are HE would be taken away - to a rubber room, possibly never to be seen or heard from again. He almost sighed out loud. Sometimes, being a mercenary was more straightforward than being a sheriff.
"No offense, Ryan, but she's right," Roland said. "Do you honestly think anyone will listen to a county sheriff with a claim like that? I think you know the answer to that." Ryan admitted to himself that Roland had a point.
"What are you planning?" Ryan asked.
"No can do, Ryan," Bill said. "You know how I am with OpSec. Besides, we haven't devised a plan yet," he admitted. "That's why I'm here."
"Talk all you want. But do nothing without consulting me first. I mean, absolutely fucking nothing. You hear me?" Ryan growled.
"We will do nothing without consulting you first, Sheriff," Azalea said. "You have my word as a former police officer."
"I'm afraid that may not be good enough, Mrs. Dupont," Ryan told her. "You see, I may be 'just' a sheriff, but I have friends as well. Something I'm sure none of you considered. I can end this little party of yours real quick. Or not. The choice is yours. Make it a good one."
Azalea, Roland, and Bill looked at each other for a few moments, then nodded their heads. Roland looked suddenly thoughtful as he remembered the Knight incident.
"You are correct, Sheriff," Azalea finally said. "We will keep you in the loop. The whole way." Bill looked shocked
and was about to protest, but Azalea cut him off. "The Sheriff is within his rights. He could very easily take us all in for obstruction. I would. In a second. We will work with him. Understand?"
"Yeah, I got it," Bill sighed.
"And don't think about leaving," Ryan said. "I've dispatched deputies to ensure your jet goes nowhere without my express permission." Bill and Roland both deflated noticeably at that. Just then, Roland's cell phone rang, and he answered the call, and his face fell even further.
"Deputies have surrounded the aircraft," he said after he ended the call. "The pilot has been escorted to a hotel where he is under guard until further notice. We're not going anywhere. Are you happy now, Ryan?"
"They're following my orders," Ryan told them. "This may be a small pond compared to what you're used to dealing with. But it's MY pond. Never forget that." He smiled coldly. "Wheel locks work just as well on aircraft tires as they do on truck tires."
"You have made your point, Sheriff," Azalea said. "We will... keep you in the loop. Satisfied?"
"For now," Ryan said. "Stay in touch. And remember... I've got my eyes on you three," he added, pointing two fingers at them to emphasize his statement. "Welcome to Hard Rock. Y'all have a good day, now. Y'hear?"
Ryan left, returned to his truck, and headed for the Sheriff's Department. He had thanked his predecessor when the job had practically fallen into his lap; now, he gave him a good-natured curse in his mind. Ron met him on the way to his office.
"What'cha got for me?" Ryan asked.
"Just heard from Worldwide Imports, Sheriff. Their security guy said he can talk to you for a few minutes."
"Mighty nice of him," Ryan growled. "When?"
"He said he can be available in... 20 minutes. Already have a Teams meeting set up. Will that work?"
"One of those on-line meetings? I s'pose so. Can you tell me where he's calling from?"
"I'm on it," Ron said.
"Then get to it. Oh, have Ray and Deputy Sanders come down if you would, please?"
"Will do, Sheriff," Ron answered.
"One last thing... Who the hell am I meeting?"
"His name is Jean-Pierre Gagnon," Ron said on his way down the hall.
"What's this about a meeting?" Ray asked as he and Deputy Sanders entered Ryan's office a few minutes later. Ryan had just finished booting up his computer and brought up Microsoft Teams.
"Security guy from Worldwide Imports agreed to meet with me. I wanted the two of you in on this."
"You're going to record this, I hope?" Ray asked.
"Damn right I am," Ryan hissed in reply. Just then, a pop-up informed Ryan that a Teams meeting was beginning. He opened the application, started the recording and the transcript, then addressed the blue-eyed, sandy-haired man on the screen.
"Good afternoon. You must be Jean-Pierre Gagnon," Ryan said.
"I am Jean-Pierre Gagnon, head of security for Worldwide Imports and Exports, North America. And you must be Sheriff, er, Ryan Caldwell, no?" the man asked in a heavy French accent. The transcription feature appeared to have some difficulty with the accent.
"I am Sheriff Caldwell. Detective Ray Hale and Deputy Sanders are here with me."
"What may we do for the Hard Rock, Texas, Sheriff's Department today?" Jean-Pierre asked pointedly.
"We're investigating the deaths of three people, Mr. Gagnon - two of your employees and the spouse of one employee, and we were hoping you could help us in our investigation," Ryan said.
"That sounds serious, Sheriff," Jean-Pierre said, his face a mask of shock and horror. Just how much of that might be contrived, Ryan couldn't judge through the screen. "And just whom might these employees be?"
"One is a Phillipe Dupont, and the other appears to be his assistant, Carmelita Holder. Her husband was also found dead," Ryan said.
"Dupont, you say? Hmm. Let me look," Jean-Pierre said. He appeared to consult something on his computer before continuing. "Ah yes, I see it here now. Monsieur Dupont was assigned to that area a year and a half ago. Were you aware that he is a French national?"
"No, I was not. His wife identified his remains, but we have yet to corroborate that identification. He had no papers on him, and we are still waiting for the results of a DNA test."
"I... see," Jean-Pierre said. "Obviously, you have not informed the French Consulate of this."
"No, I have not," Ryan said.
"Then I suggest you do so, Sheriff. Just to avoid an international incident."
"I will after I have some answers."
"So, what do you want from us, Sheriff?" he asked almost haughtily.
"I was hoping you could give us access to his files to help determine why he died."
"You sound as if he was murdered, Sheriff. Perhaps I could save you some trouble. Monsieur Dupont had a thing for the ladies, shall we say. Especially the married ones. You have spoken with his wife, yes?"
"Yes, I have," Ryan replied.
"Well, then, you have all you need. Perhaps one of the hundreds of men Monsieur Dupont cuckolded decided to extract... revenge. It has happened before, no?" Jean-Pierre added dismissively.
"It has. But I'm not convinced that is the case here," Ryan said. "That's why we need access to his files. I can obtain a warrant if necessary, but I had hoped your company would cooperate to save time and foster goodwill."
"For a country sheriff, you know how to, how do you say, 'lay it on thick,'" Jean-Pierre said with a smile that wasn't a smile and a chuckle that held no mirth. "In the interest of fostering goodwill, I will... consider... your request, Sheriff. Please keep me informed on the status of your investigation. Au revoir, Sheriff," he concluded, ending the conversation abruptly.
"That went well," Ray smirked.
"Reckon so," Ryan replied sarcastically.
...
Jean-Pierre looked at the man sitting across the desk from him. Something about this Texas sheriff troubled him deeply, but he couldn't put his finger on it.
"Thierry, reach out to your contacts at the Embassy and the Surete. Find out what you can about this Sheriff Ryan Caldwell. I want to know everything. And I want to know it immediately," he spit out impatiently in rapid French.
"Oui, monsieur," Thierry replied before leaving the office. Jean-Pierre turned his chair to gaze at the city below, but his mind wasn't on the view. He had just received word from his private investigator in Hard Rock that Azalea had brought in some help.
Worse yet, the help she had enlisted was none other than a mercenary with a reputation for brutality. But he was determined not to let that stop him from destroying the woman who killed his brother.



...
"You know he's not going to do a damn thing, don't you, Sheriff?" Ray asked.
"I figured that much," Ryan replied. "We have another problem, by the way. Roland has brought his planner on board."
"I don't understand," Ray said.
"Bill Matthews. That's who was on the Lear jet that arrived today. He and Roland Waters go back years. He's Roland's planner. An expert in operations and surveillance. He's quite good at his job, by the way. The fact that he's here tells me the shit is about to hit the fan. I just don't know where or how."
"You think they're planning something?"
"There's no doubt in my mind about that," Ryan said.
"What do you plan to do?"
"I have a few resources of my own, you know," Ryan replied, grabbing his phone. He found the contact he was looking for and hit dial, then put the phone on speaker. A man answered after the second ring.
"Smith," the man said.
"Darrel Smith, this is Sheriff Ryan Caldwell. You have a couple of minutes?" Ryan asked.
"For you, Sheriff, I always have a free minute or two," Smith said. "What can I do for you today?"
"We have a situation here in Hard Rock, and I could use your assistance," Ryan began. Smith said nothing as Ryan briefed him on the case. When Ryan finished, they all heard Smith exhale sharply. "Smith? You there?" Ryan asked after a few awkward moments of silence.
"Yes, I'm here. Look, I'm not at liberty to discuss this case over this connection, Ryan," Smith said. "There's more to this than you know. I'll be there in the morning and brief you then."
"I look forward to that," Ryan replied with just a trace of sarcasm before ending the call.
"What the hell are we involved with?" Ray asked, amazed.
"I don't know, but if a Deputy Director of the FBI can't discuss it over the phone, then it must be serious," Ryan said absently. "In the meantime, we'll continue to handle this as a murder case. Sanders, I'd like you to follow up with Ron. See if he's found anything new."
"Will do, Sheriff," he said before leaving the office. Ryan turned to Ray.
"What's your impression of Deputy Sanders?"
"He's a good man. Done excellent work on this case. Why?" Ray asked. He was more curious about a former mercenary sheriff who apparently had the FBI deputy director on speed dial, but that would have to wait.
"I've been thinking about expanding your department, Ray," Ryan said. "And I think Deputy Sanders would make a good detective. I've already put him up for a promotion to Sergeant, but he doesn't know that yet. He's already passed the test with flying colors. Think you could take him under your wing? Teach him a few things?"
"I'd be happy to do that, Ryan," Ray said.
"I'm glad to hear that. Of course, this means a promotion for you as well. Technically, you're a Sergeant, but I think you'd make a good Lieutenant. And it only seems fitting to have a lieutenant in charge of that department."
"Thank you, Sheriff," Ray said. "That means a lot to me. I know the wife would appreciate the raise. What about Commissioner Barnes? You know he'll have a cow over this."
"Let me worry about Barnes. He knows what side his bread's buttered on, and he'll be up for re-election soon. After all, it was my endorsement and campaign contribution that got him elected in the first place."
"So there's a politician under that
gruff exterior after all," Ray joked, prompting laughter from Ryan. "So when is this gonna happen?"
"Sanders' promotion is a done deal. It'll be effective November 1. I think that would be a good time to announce your promotion and his designation as a detective," Ryan replied.
"That gives me some time to get things moved around then."
"Good. And keep it under your hat, if you would, please."
"Got it, Sheriff," Ray said. "I'd better get busy then."
...
6:30 pm, September 23, 2022
Ryan was bone-tired when he walked into his house, but the smell of Beverly's lasagna was too enticing to ignore, so he entered the kitchen. Looking at his blonde wife, he was amazed at how she could work all day, tend to her chickens and her egg business, and still have enough strength to cook, clean the house, and be his loving wife.
"You are a sight for sore eyes," he whispered as he wrapped his arms around her. "How do you do it?"
"Do what?" Beverly asked, turning to face her husband.
"Everything you do. Get up before sunrise, make breakfast, tend to your chickens and your egg business, and still have enough in you to do everything you do around here."
"Well, if something is important enough, you just do it. Know what I mean? What brought all this on? Are you feeling guilty about Brenda Morris coming on to you?"
"How did you know about that?" Ryan asked, startled and suddenly feeling guilty.
"Stupid woman was blabbing about it with Edna Jones over in the Piggly Wiggly. I was in the next checkout line. She didn't even see me. She claimed she darn near ripped her panties off before you, but you didn't even blink."
"Come to think of it, she was a bit... forward. But you know I only have eyes for you."
"Good answer, cowboy," Beverly said. "What else happened today?"
"I met with that Dupont widow today, then spoke to Mr. and Mrs. Holder. What a mess."
"Dupont... That's the guy you found out on Lover's Bridge, isn't it?" she asked. "The real messy one," she added, wrinkling her nose.
"Yeah. His widow is... something else."
"Oh? In what way?" Beverly asked as she pulled the lasagna from the oven.
"Let's just say she's... socially awkward," Ryan told her. "She wants to meet you, by the way."
"Why?" Beverly asked.
"Says she wants to meet the woman who was able to exorcise my demons or something to that effect."
"She came on to you, too, didn't she?" Beverly sighed.
"Something like that," Ryan said sheepishly.
"Is this another situation like that Mercedes woman you saved years ago?" Beverly asked with a slight edge to her voice. Ryan knew she was talking about Mercedes Garcia, an Ecuadorian woman his team saved from guerrillas over a decade ago.
She slept with him that night in the South American jungle, and he gave her one of his old Combat Infantryman's Badges, which she still had after all these years. Had it only been a year since she was here in Hard Rock working for a bunch of crazies who had Bertram killed? Time must get scrambled as you get older.
He told Beverly and Ray about that incident. He could only imagine the pain she must be feeling now, thinking there was yet another woman he had saved in his previous life as a soldier for hire - and slept with.
"Yes and no. Yes, my team and I saved her from a brutal warlord, but she was just one passenger in a plane full of people being held captive at the time. And no, I never met her personally before now."
"You never slept with her?" Beverly asked insistently.
"No," Ryan replied. "Never." Then he looked her in the eye and said, almost apologetically, "However, she did offer herself to me."
Beverly flared like a match that had just been struck. "That bitch. I'll scratch her eyes out!"
"No need," Ryan said evenly. "I told her I'm a happily married man. Which I very much am. That's when she said she would like to meet you." Beverly calmed down a little after that, but Ryan could tell she was still upset.
"You promise me you never did anything with her?" she asked warily.
Ryan could feel the hurt that her uncertainty was causing both of them. "Promise. Beverly, you should know by now that I would never do anything to hurt you. And you know how much I hate cheaters," he said, reminding her of the years of torment his cheating first wife had inflicted on him.
"Besides, we're comrades-in-arms," Ryan added, reminding her of the raid on Knight Petroleum's New Mexico compound, which she bravely participated in. "And that counts for an awful lot."
"I know. It's just... scary... to think that so many women would be chasing after you."
"Frankly, it scares me a little, too." He tried for an innocent smile. "It must be the eye patch." At her chuckle, he added, "But you're the only woman who gets my motor running."
"Really?" Beverly asked in that little girl voice that always melted Ryan's heart.
"Really," Ryan told her as he held her close and kissed her sweet face.
"I love you so much, Ryan," she whispered. "It would kill me to lose you."
"I love you more, sweetheart. And you're stuck with me forever," Ryan whispered back. "You think that lasagna will hold for an hour or two?"
She beamed at him and pressed herself close. "Let me turn the oven down so it doesn't burn. Then you can take me upstairs and set me on fire."
"Yes, ma'am," Ryan replied with a smile.
...
10:37 pm, September 23, 2022 - Houston, Texas:
"You got this fast," Jean-Pierre told his colleague after taking the thin file folder.
"That is just the executive summary. The full dossier is on the way," Thierry said as Jean-Pierre opened the file. He first saw a grainy black-and-white photo of a heavily-armed man in a camouflage field uniform and combat gear. The man in the photo was much younger than the scarred, bearded man Jean-Pierre had spoken to earlier. But it was clear they were the same man.
"Merde," Jean-Pierre said, following up with a lengthy string of curses.
"What?" Thierry asked.
"Did you look at this?" Jean-Pierre demanded.
"No, I did not."
"I think we underestimated this Sheriff Caldwell. According to this, he was a highly sought-after mercenary for nine years before taking over as Sheriff in Hard Rock," Jean-Pierre said. "In fact, he is very dangerous and considered persona non grata in France and several other countries."
"Why was this not caught when we did our initial planning?" Thierry exclaimed, matching his boss's anger.
"I do not know," Jean-Pierre replied. "Apparently, corporate planners made assumptions without doing their due diligence." His tone suggested that the corporate planners would regret that laziness intensely soon.
"Perhaps we should back off then. At least temporarily. We can get the woman any time we want."
"No," Jean-Pierre said. "We stick to the basic plan. But we'll need reinforcements. I will take care of that. I will need you to make sure they can enter the United States legally. Can you do that?"
"Of course," Thierry said. "Get me the names and I'll see to it."
...
To be continued...
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End of "Lover's Bridge, Pt. 03":
"Did you look at this?" Jean-Pierre demanded.
"No, I did not."
"I think we underestimated this Sheriff Caldwell. According to this, he was a highly sought-after mercenary for nine years before taking over as Sheriff in Hard Rock," Jean-Pierre said. "In fact, he is very dangerous and considered persona non grata in France and several other countries."
"Why was this not caught when we did our initial planning?" Thierry exclaimed, matching his boss's anger.
"I do not know," Jean-Pierre replied. "Apparently, corporate planners made assumptions without doing their due diligence." His tone suggested that the corporate planners would regret that laziness intensely soon.
"Perhaps we should back off then. At least temporarily. We can get the woman any time we want."
"No," Jean-Pierre said. "We stick to the basic plan. But we'll need reinforcements. I will take care of that. I will need you to make sure they can enter the United States legally. Can you do that?"
"Of course," Thierry said. "Get me the names and I'll see to it."
...
And now, "Lover's Bridge, Pt. 04"
8:45 am, Saturday, September 24, 2022:
Ryan had just returned from Sally's shop with his morning coffee and walked into his office after gathering the overnight reports. He usually would not have come in over the weekend. Still, the Dupont case was far too important, and he expected Director Smith to arrive. Because of that, he also asked Ray and Deputy Sanders to come in. He hated messing with their weekend, but it couldn't be helped.
Beverly surprised him when she agreed to have Azalea over for dinner sometime soon. She was still steamed at the French-Canadian woman for coming on to her husband but felt better knowing that Ryan had turned her down. He was reading the reports when there was a knock on his door.
"Enter," he called out.
"Sheriff, Deputy Director Smith from the FBI is here to see you," Elaine announced, trying to act as if she routinely announced such visitors everyday... and almost succeeding.
"Send him in, please," Ryan said. "Have Detective Hale and Deputy Sanders come to my office, if you would."
"Of course, Sheriff," she replied, stepping back to let Smith in. Ryan stood and offered his hand with a smile.
"I see married life is agreeing with you, Ryan," Smith said with a smile. "You look like you've put on a pound or two since I saw you last."
"Beverly keeps me well-fed," Ryan replied with a chuckle.
"Bet that's not all she does," Smith joked, prompting Ryan to chuckle.
"So, how long are you gonna be in town?" Ryan asked.
"Not sure. Probably a day or two, depending on how everything goes," Smith said.
"Beverly would kick my ass if I didn't offer to let you stay with us," Ryan replied. "You know we have a couple of spare rooms, and you're welcome to one of them. Hell, I'd even let you take one with its own bathroom."
"I appreciate that, Ryan. I may take you up on that. Promise me you won't keep me awake all night, though."
"No promises, but I can give you a pair of ear plugs if it'll help," Ryan joked. Just then, Ray Hale and Deputy Sanders showed up, and Ryan made the introductions. "Have a seat, please. Coffee?"
"Sure," Ray replied. Sanders echoed the sentiment, as did Smith. Ryan poured each a cup from his Keurig and prepared himself for what would come.
"So, what's so secret you couldn't tell us over the phone yesterday?" Ryan asked Smith.
"This whole situation with Worldwide Imports and Exports," Smith said as he opened his briefcase. "By the way, Ryan. I spoke with my contact at the French Consulate in Washington on my way here this morning. It seems someone passed on a copy of their dossier on you."
"Dossier? On me?" Ryan asked, only mildly surprised.
"Yes. I hope you're not planning on visiting the Louvre any time soon. You're officially persona non grata in France."
"Well, it hasn't exactly made it to my bucket list. I don't speak French and can't stand snails," Ryan replied sarcastically.
"Don't knock 'em till you've tried 'em," Smith said half-jokingly.
"So, what have we stumbled into, Director?" Ray asked to get the meeting back on track.
"Right to business, I see. Good," Smith said. "Worldwide Imports and Exports has been the target of an investigation involving multiple agencies from at least four countries for the last five years. That includes Interpol, the Surete du Quebec, the RCMP, the FBI, and others. We've gathered evidence on many crimes, including human trafficking, drugs, guns, and murder.
"Things have heated up considerably over the last two years. Thanks in large part to Mrs. Dupont, we gathered enough to move in on one of their remote facilities. We didn't shut them down completely, but they were hurt. Then her husband left, supposedly visiting customers south of the border."
"Wait, are you saying she was working with you?" Ryan asked.
"Yes," Smith replied.
"I thought she was no longer with the Surete," Ryan said, shocked.
"That's what we wanted everyone to think," Smith said. "We gave her a cover we thought would pass inspection. She's still with the Surete, but as far as anyone is concerned, she's no longer on active duty. She's been quietly feeding us information. I suspect Worldwide Imports caught wind of it, and that's why he was killed."
"So she's been holding out on us," Ryan hissed. "Dammit! I've spoken with her more than once. Why wouldn't she say anything about that?"
"She had to keep it quiet, Ryan," Smith insisted defensively. "She's undercover. You know the ramifications of that. If she had told you the truth, it could've put her own life in even more danger than it already is. Which is probably considerable, at this point," he added.
"Alright, I'll grant you that," Ryan allowed, a bit grudgingly.
"She's got two former mercenaries in her house right now, Director," Ray stated. "Are they part of this... operation?"
"You mean Roland Waters and Bill Matthews," Smith stated. "Yes, they're part of this. We had to keep up appearances and have SOME kind of plausible deniability, so we enlisted their help. In exchange, they receive monetary compensation, and their records were expunged."
"Son of a bitch," Ryan hissed.
"What about that aircraft we have locked up at the airport? I checked, and it's registered to RW Enterprises," Sanders added. Smith nodded his head with a slight smile.
"That was a nice touch. Technically, that's a 'company' jet, if you know what I mean," Smith replied, using air quotes on the word "company."
"CIA?" Ryan asked as if his hopes for a quiet law enforcement career and early retirement were going up in smoke as he spoke.
"They weren't using it at the time," Smith shrugged. "And the pilot you have on 'house arrest' is a 'company' man as well. He's not complaining, though. He's enjoying his little vacation, knowing that it's on your dime and he won't have to suffer through the federal expense report crap."
"I'll bet he is," Ryan snorted. "Azalea - Mrs. Dupont - told me yesterday that some of the people involved with Worldwide are protected by diplomatic immunity." Ryan shot him a heated look. "What's being done about that?"
"Mrs. Dupont was in the process of identifying those individuals. She's given us the names of at least 15 people she confirmed are involved. The State Department is working with the French government to have their immunity revoked. It's not an easy process," Smith said wearily.
"Can't we just waive their immunity if they're involved in a crime?" Sanders asked, shock on his face.
"It doesn't work that way," Smith responded, shaking his head. "Immunity can only be revoked by the diplomat's home government. Friendly governments often cooperate if the crimes are serious enough; and the evidence compelling enough. Even if they don't cooperate, we can have the individual expelled and hope the home country's government pursues prosecution." He glanced at Ryan. "It happens, sometimes," he added without much conviction.
"What do you suggest we do?" Ryan asked. "I have three bodies in my morgue, a town on edge, and a family torn up with grief."
"Nothing, at least for the moment. Let your medical examiner do what's necessary, then release the bodies. I'd appreciate copies of the autopsies and your case files for our records. I think it would be a good idea to chat with Mrs. Dupont and her associates, but not here," Smith said, considering the options. "Perhaps in a more relaxed and less obvious setting. Like dinner, at your place. The sooner, the better." He managed a half smile. "Not that I'm trying to be forward or anything. Old friends and all that."
"Maybe tonight, then?" Ryan asked, mentally bracing himself to sprint THAT on Beverly.
"Works for me," Smith said.
"Have you ever... met... Mrs. Dupont?" Ryan asked Smith.
"No, I haven't, but I've heard... things. Why?" Smith responded suspiciously.
"Let's just say she's a bit... different," Ryan said.
"You can say that again," Ray chimed in.
"I'd better make some calls, then," Ryan said, reaching for the phone.
...
10:15 am September 24, 2022
"What's going on?" Roland asked after Azalea hung up her phone.
"We have been invited to dinner at Sheriff Caldwell's house tonight," Azalea answered absently.
"We? As in... all three of us?" Roland replied, confused.
"Yes. All three of us. He expects us there at 6:30 pm." Her tone was not completely bland; there was a vague curiosity about her.
"Did he say why?" Bill asked.
"No. He did not give a reason," Azalea told him. "But it is what I might do if I knew more than I was letting on."
"What the hell? I could go for a home-cooked meal," Roland said. "No offense, Azalea, but I'm a little tired of take-out."
"No offense taken. Okay," Azalea sighed. "I suppose I could eat some good food as well."
...
"Damn!" Jean-Pierre shouted as he slammed the phone down. "Damn. Damn. DAMN!"
"What is the problem?" Thierry asked, shocked at Jean-Pierre's outburst.
"I haven't been able to enlist anyone," Jean-Pierre grumbled. "They all seem to know about this Sheriff Caldwell, and none of them are willing to go against him. Even after I offered to double their pay."
"How is that possible?" Thierry practically spit. "How is it they know about him, but your planners did not?"
"I do not know. But they have all been informed somehow. It looks like we may have to rely on in-house resources. I wanted to avoid that. I can only hope they are up to the task."
"Of course they are. They have been trained by the best. You know that," Thierry reassured him.
"Perhaps. But I'm not sure about they are prepared to go against Caldwell. Have you looked at this man's dossier?"
"No, I have not. You have the full dossier?"
"Yes. You should read it. This Caldwell character is not someone we can subject to intimidation."
"Then perhaps we should target someone close to him. His wife, perhaps. Or his children. We've done it before with marked success," Thierry suggested darkly.
"According to the dossier, that was tried... once. It hasn't been corroborated, and it isn't generally well-known, but our intelligence services believe Caldwell responded by destroying the entire board of directors of Knight Petroleum in a raid that lasted only minutes."
"Destroyed? You mean..."
"Yes, killed," Jean-Pierre growled. "Or as these colonials say, 'Terminated with extreme prejudice'; including all of their security and support staff. While leaving NO significant evidence behind."
"And their FBI did nothing?" Thierry exclaimed, astonished.
"Their FBI claimed the raid was carried out by a drug cartel from south of the border," Jean-Pierre said. "And that subsequent investigation led nowhere."
"But you don't believe that, do you?" Thierry asked.
"No. And neither does the DGSE," Jean-Pierre replied, referring to the French foreign intelligence service, equivalent to the British MI6 and the American CIA. "I have seen photos of the damage to the Knight compound. If he is willing and capable of mounting a raid like that inside his own country, right under the nose of local law enforcement, imagine what he could do to us." He paused for effect before continuing. "And there's more."
"More?"
"Yes. Azalea Dupont has enlisted the aid of two mercenaries, and they are staying with her."
"Who?" Thierry asked.
"Roland Waters, and his planner, Bill Matthews."
"The Thompson Gunner," Thierry sighed quietly. He knew about Waters, having prepared a dossier on the man himself. Roland was not only proficient with the.45 caliber weapon, but he was also known for his brutality. "Damn. Perhaps we should back down for a while. Let things cool off."
"NO! We proceed. We will have to be careful, though. The dossier on Caldwell says he is married to a chicken farmer named Beverly. She delivers eggs from her farm every morning. We will shadow her, and when the time is right..."
"We strike," Thierry said.
"Yes, but we will not harm her. We will only use her to secure Caldwell's cooperation," Jean-Pierre said with an evil grin. "I will get what we need to ensure her... compliance, if you know what I mean."
Listening to Jean-Pierre, Thierry was becoming concerned about Jean-Pierre's obsessive drive for vengeance and wondered if it was clouding his judgment and taking his mind off the company's interests. Yes, the Dupont woman had shot Jean-Pierre's brother in the line of duty, but it was in self-defense, and the man was involved in a brazen criminal act.
"Very well, but we must be extremely careful. I have heard that the Americans have opened negotiations to have diplomatic immunity revoked from several Consular employees," Thierry said.
"For what reason?"
"I have heard rumors but I do not have any details."
"Are you one of them?" Jean-Pierre asked.
"I do not know. I have not seen the list."
"We cannot let rumors slow us down. The job must be finished. Concentrate."
"Yes, of course," Thierry said quietly, unconvinced Jean-Pierre was taking the proper action. He would have backed off until the situation cooled down if it were up to him. But Jean-Pierre was known for quick, often times brash action.
"Good. Find out this woman's routine. Get back to me by the middle of the week."
"As you wish, monsieur," Thierry said before leaving the office. When the door closed, Jean-Pierre turned to look out the window, a grim smile on his face. He would have his vengeance, and if everything worked out, he would have his way with Azalea - and Caldwell's wife.
...
6:30 pm, Saturday, September 24, 2022
"Come on in," Ryan said as he opened the door to his house, inviting his three guests inside.
"That smells wonderful," Roland said. "What is it?"
"Pork chops," Ryan said. "With all the trimmings. Beverly's own recipe. It's so secret, I don't even know what she puts in them. All I know is they're delicious. Oh, I'd like to introduce you to Darrel Smith, Deputy Director of the FBI," he added.
"Mrs. Dupont, it's a pleasure to finally make your acquaintance," Smith said, extending a hand. Azalea looked at the extended hand, her face turning pale. Smith's initial smile faded when he realized she wouldn't accept his greeting.
"It is good to meet you as well, Deputy Director," Azalea said uncomfortably.
"She doesn't care much for human contact," Roland said, taking Smith's hand instead. "No offense."
"Of course not," Smith said. "I apologize if I've made you uncomfortable," he told Azalea.
"That is quite all right," she said automatically in response.
"Mr. Matthews, it's good to see you in the flesh, so to speak," Smith said, shaking Bill's hand.
"And you as well, Director," Bill said.
"You didn't say anything about meeting with an FBI director," Azalea told Ryan, with just a trace of irritation in her otherwise flat voice.
"There's a few things you didn't tell me, either," Ryan said evenly. "I reckon that makes us even. We'll discuss it after dinner. Please, step into the dining room. I believe Beverly has everything ready to go."
"Come on in, everyone," Beverly said when they entered what Ryan called the "formal" dining room, a wood-paneled room off the kitchen with windows overlooking the backyard. "Please, have a seat." Ryan introduced Beverly to everyone, then took his place at the head of the table, with Beverly sitting to his right.
"Dig in, everyone," Ryan said, motioning to the food. "There's plenty for everyone. Help yourselves. If you walk away hungry, it's your fault," he added, prompting laughter from all but Azalea.
"I really like what you've done with the place, Ryan," Smith said. "Last time I was here, the walls were almost completely bare."
"You can thank Beverly for that," Ryan replied. "She's turned this old house into a real home." He noticed Azalea looking around nervously as though not knowing how to eat her pork chop. "Is everything okay?" he asked her. "Do you need anything?"
"Um... Do you have any... red sauce?" she asked quietly, not looking up from her plate.
"Tabasco? I think we have some. Hold on, let me go look," Ryan said, getting up from the table. He returned a few moments later with an unopened jar of the hot red liquid, twisted the cap off, and handed it to her. Then he watched, shocked, as she practically drowned her meat in the sauce. She cut off a piece, ate it, and nodded her head.
"This is very good, Mrs. Caldwell," she said between bites.
"Thank you," Beverly responded, eyebrows raised, nearly adding, "I think..." They all stared as Azalea dug into her meal, not even taking a breath between bites. Watching Azalea inhale her food, Ryan was reminded of his time in the service. Somewhat embarrassed, they turned back to their meals.



"This is delicious, Beverly," Smith said. "I can see why your husband has put on a couple of pounds," he added, prompting laughter from everyone except Azalea, who had a brief look of puzzlement.
"Before we married, all he ate was raw hot dogs and frozen microwave dinners," Beverly replied tartly. "Believe me, he was skinny as a rail. I told him he'd be better off eating the cardboard boxes those meals came in."
"And now, I'm fat, dumb, and very happy," Ryan joked.
"I hope everyone saved room for apple pie. I picked some up when I went to Piggly Wiggly today. Sorry I didn't get something a little fancier, but Saturday is usually our date night, and I didn't have anything thawed," Beverly told everyone.
"Why do they call it 'Piggly Wiggly?' What kind of a name is that for a store?" Azalea asked indignantly as if the universe should be offended at such an illogical name. Having cleaned her plate in record time, she had just... been sitting there, looking vaguely at the center of the table, like a robot waiting for the following command.
"I don't know," Ryan said responded mildly.
"It makes no sense," Azalea declared quietly as the others exchanged worried glances. "I thought it was maybe a cultural thing."
"No, that's just what it's always been called," Beverly said as she cut each of them a piece of pie which they ate in silence. Each glanced at Azalea, dreading to see if she would bury this in hot sauce, too.
But thankfully, she did not, though she ate it quickly and mechanically, finishing first and continuing to stare at the center of the table. She said nothing about the pie as if one social comment per meal was her upper limit. When they had all finished, Ryan sat back and sipped his coffee.
"Why don't we retire to the front room?" he asked. "We can talk there." Everyone thanked Beverly for the meal as they stood, and Ryan helped Beverly carry the dirty dishes into the kitchen.
"Is she... you know... all there?" Beverly asked Ryan quietly in the kitchen, where no one else could hear.
"That's just the way she is. Sorry," Ryan said.
"I know you said she was socially awkward, but I never expected... this," Beverly responded. "I almost feel sorry for her."
"Believe it or not, she has an exemplary record with the police in Quebec."
"I don't, but I'll take your word for it. Go on into the front room. I'll bring in the coffee," she said.
"Thanks, sweetheart," Ryan said, emphasizing his gratitude with a kiss. "And thank you for a wonderful meal."
"You can thank me later, cowboy," Beverly said, bumping his hip playfully. Ryan smiled at the thought, then went into the front room, where everyone waited.
"That hit the spot," Roland said with sincerity. "Thanks." Bill echoed Roland's statement.
"You're welcome," Ryan said before turning to Azalea. "I think you owe me an explanation, Azalea." She looked at Smith before responding.
"You are correct, Sheriff," she finally said. "In light of everything that has happened, I owe you an explanation." She glanced again at Smith, who only nodded his head. She looked at Roland and Bill, then turned back to Ryan as she considered her words.
"A little more than five years ago, I was placed on a task force investigating a string of murders tied to various other crimes. Drugs, human trafficking, guns... There was a lot of circumstantial evidence that suggested Worldwide Imports and Exports were involved, but nothing we could substantiate.
"We received a tip about a meth lab that supposedly included a cache of illegal weapons. We tracked it down and verified the lab was fully operational. We moved in to secure the facility, and that's when an IED took me down.
"Between surgeries and physical therapy, I spent months in the hospital. I was placed on temporary disability during that time. After I was released, my commander approached me with a proposition. As far as anyone outside the Surete was concerned, I would be a private security consultant.
"In reality, I was still with the Surete, as part of a multi-national task force investigating Worldwide and their ties to criminal activity, including drugs, human trafficking, and the illegal movement of weapons. I was simply placed on light duty."
"Light duty?" Ryan asked.
"Yes. Officers who make it past the probationary period are guaranteed a full salary for 25 years regardless of injury or health, provided they accept their assignment. It is part of a collective agreement between the Surete and the police officer's association.
"It is a system that has has been in place since the 1960s and it has gone a long way toward attracting applicants and maintaining morale.
"I may not be able to run, or do the type of field operations I used to, but I can still work. And this assignment was far more interesting than sitting in a cubicle in Montreal or Ottawa pushing paper from one bin to another."
"Interesting. Your husband worked for Worldwide, did he not?" Ryan asked.
"Yes, he did. I found no connection between him and the illegal activity, however. If I had, I would have turned him in. He was an account representative and nothing more."
"Are you sure of that?" Smith asked.
"Yes, Director. I am absolutely certain. Worldwide did a good job of covering its illegal activities, but there was no evidence to suggest Phillipe was involved. His biggest failing was his inability to remain faithful."
Ryan would have expected a bit more emotion at this statement, not the least because the admission was in front of strangers, maybe even embarrassment. He peered more closely. No, she might as well have been giving a deposition in a petty shoplifting case.
"So your job was primarily information-gathering. Is that right?" Ryan asked.
"Yes," Azalea said quietly.
"How did you go about that?"
"We can't get into that, Ryan," Smith said before Azalea could answer. "OpSec. You understand, I'm sure." Ryan noticed that Azalea's expression had not flickered at the question or the interjection.
"Yeah, I understand. So, did you speak of this with your husband at any time?" Ryan asked Azalea.
"No. I only discussed my work in generic terms. As far as he knew, I was doing online security audits, nothing more."
"Are you familiar with a Jean-Pierre Gagnon?" Ryan asked. Azalea's eyes grew wide at the mention of Jean-Pierre.
"Yes. He heads security for Worldwide Imports and Exports, North America. He frequently travels between offices in Canada and the United States," Azalea answered.
"Is he involved in these illegal activities?" Ryan asked.
"I believe so," she said. "I have not been able to corroborate that, however. At least, not to the satisfaction of those charged with prosecuting such crimes," she glared at Smith.
Smith shrugged off the glare. "Different countries have different standards of proof and different definitions of probable cause. I have to play the hand I have been dealt. And it's not my agency's job to prosecute." He returned the look. "Can you think of any reason - any reason at all - why you, personally, might be a target? Have you been compromised? Have you said something, perhaps without realizing it, which might attract someone's attention?"
"I... cannot think of anyone," Azalea replied, shaking her head. She suddenly stopped, and her brows went up. It was like watching a light bulb go on over her head. "Wait. It might not be anything, but there was an incident a couple of years before I lost my foot. It may not have anything to do with this, though."
"Tell us about it," Smith said, urging her on.
"It was an aggravated sexual assault. The perpetrator pulled a gun, so I pulled mine. I tried to get him to drop the weapon, but he refused. He had a hostage - a woman. He had the gun to her head, and I was concerned he might kill her. Suddenly, he let go of the woman and aimed his pistol at me. I fired twice, hitting him in the chest. He died instantly," she said. She might have been discussing her laundry list for all the emotion that showed through.
"According to his identification, his name was Emile... Gagnon. I was cleared in the shooting, and I thought that was the end of it. Gagnon is not an uncommon name in Quebec. Do you think there might be a connection between this Jean-Pierre and the man I shot?"
"It's quite possible," Bill stated. "According to Wikipedia, Gagnon was the second most popular surname in Quebec in 2006."
"You know this for a fact?" Ryan asked, surprised.
"Yeah. Research is part of what I do. I collect little bits and pieces of data and store it up here," Bill said, tapping his head with one finger. "Check it out yourself if you don't believe me."
"I'll believe you. Do you think there's a familial connection?" Ryan asked Smith.
"It's possible," Smith said with a shrug. "I'll check into it first thing Monday."
"Revenge is one of the best-known motivations for murder, Ryan," Roland added. "I'm sure you know all about that." Having personally dealt with the man ultimately responsible for destroying his first family, Ryan did. He exchanged a look with Roland, suspecting he knew all about that, but said nothing.
"Do you think this Jean-Pierre Gagnon is capable of murder?" Ryan asked Azalea.
"I am certain of it," she replied, so matter-of-factly that even the former mercenaries took note. "He spent time in the Canadian Special Operations Forces. Specifically, JTF2, which is patterned after the British SAS. International assassinations are part of what they do. As deniable as possible, of course."
"You think he'd be capable of cutting two people in pieces and staging a crime scene?" Ryan asked.
"Without question," Azalea answered. Ryan and Smith both blinked at this quick and casual statement. They would have thought there would be more emotion since her husband was one of the dismembered bodies, but she had been more emotional about asking for the hot sauce.
"Ryan, a copy of the French intelligence service's dossier on you was checked out," Smith began.
"Which means Gagnon probably has it," Ryan acknowledged. "Which means... oh, fuck! Beverly!" he called out suddenly.
"Yes, dear?" Beverly asked as she walked in from the kitchen, drying her hands on a towel.
"You still have that.410 of yours handy?"
"Of course," she replied.
"Keep it close by," Ryan said grimly.
"Ryan, if this guy is what Azalea says he is, you, your department, and Beverly's.410 shotgun won't stand a chance against him. He'll be like some kinda criminal Rambo or something," Roland said.
"Except Rambo had the element of surprise. Gagnon doesn't. Not when we now know who and what he is," Ryan said. "Helluva time for you to not have your trench broom."
"Who says I don't?" Roland asked with a wry smile. "Bill brought it with him. Now that we are on the other side, I even have all the appropriate paperwork."
"And what if he recruits other hired guns to work for him?" Smith asked.
"Good luck with that," Bill said, cracking his knuckles. "I put the word out. If anything, Ryan may have volunteers coming to his aid."
"That's all we need. A shooting war between Gagnon's hired guns and yours, smack in the middle of heartland America," Smith sighed. Bill chuckled.
"You know what they say, Director. Old mercs like us never die. They just go to Hell to regroup," he quipped. Ryan, Roland, and Bill chuckled as Smith groaned, Beverly looked worried, and Azalea looked puzzled. "So, what'll it be, Ryan? You want me to send the 911?"
Ryan knew if Bill sent that out, Hard Rock would be filled with enough men and armaments to take over a small country. He wouldn't have thought twice about accepting such an offer a few years ago. While he felt grateful for the offer, things were much different now.
For starters, he was a well-liked and respected member of this community. The people here accepted him and looked up to him as their protector. On top of that, he had grown to love these people as an extended family. He could not put them in a deadly crossfire between two armed camps.
Moreover, he had taken an oath to uphold the law. There was a time - not that long ago - when he really didn't care much for the law. But now, he was the face of the law in this town. He looked at the faces of the others and knew they could see the conflict going on in his mind.
"No," Ryan said quietly. He took in Bill's stricken look and continued. "Maybe as a last resort. Otherwise, we do this by the book," he added. Smith and Azalea exhaled a sigh of relief. Ryan turned to Smith before continuing.
"Can you get protection for my daughter and her family?" Ryan asked.
"I'll get right on that," Smith said.
"Also, I'd appreciate it if you can get as many reinforcements here as you can, as quickly as you can," Ryan told him.
"Got it," Smith said.
"Until this is over, the three of you will stay here," Ryan told Azalea, Roland, and Bill. "There's plenty of room upstairs. Roland and Bill, you two will need to share a room. Beverly, I don't want you going anywhere alone. I know you don't have deliveries tomorrow, but you will on Monday. I want one or more of these three to accompany you when you do."
"Okay," Beverly said. "I have to feed the chickens tomorrow morning, though."
"I'll go with you," Ryan said. "I have to make a couple of calls, so why don't you three go get whatever you'll need to last for the next few days. Any questions?"
"No, we understand," Azalea said. "We'd better get going, then."
"Get back as fast as you can," Ryan told them. "I have a couple of calls to make myself."
"Who are you gonna call?" Smith asked.
"The governor, for starters. I'm also calling the office. Until this is resolved, it's all hands on deck."
"I agree," Smith said. As Smith pulled out his cell phone, Azalea, Roland, and Bill left the house. Ryan went into his home office and called the desk sergeant. When he finished that call, he dialed another number in his contacts. He was surprised when the man at the other end answered on the second ring.
"Good evening, Sheriff Caldwell. What can I do for you this evening?" the man asked.
"Good evening, Governor. I hope I'm not interrupting something important," Ryan replied.
"Just another fundraiser. You know how it is."
"Yes, sir, I do," Ryan said. He briefed the governor on his situation and his actions so far, then made his request.
"Thank you for reaching out to me, Sheriff," the governor said. "Of course, you have my full support. I'll make a couple of calls when we're done, and I'll personally see to it you have whatever you need. If it's okay, I'll pass on your number so my people can get in touch with you to coordinate things."
"Thank you, Governor. I appreciate that. Have a good evening, sir," Ryan said.
"I'll try. One can only handle so much rubber chicken," the governor joked. They ended the call, and Ryan made his next call to his daughter, Sarah, and her husband, Bob. They were shocked when he explained what was happening but felt better when he told them Smith was arranging protection.
"I hope these guys are better than the last two the FBI sent to watch over Sarah and little Ryan," Bob said.
"I'm sure they'll be just fine, son. I just don't want to take any chances," Ryan reassured him.
"Let us know how everything works out, okay?"
"I will, son. Just watch out for your family." They ended the call, and Ryan went upstairs to change back into his uniform.
Over the next twenty minutes, he fielded three calls and smiled when the last call ended. He went downstairs and saw his wife pouring another cup of coffee for Smith.
"Are you leaving again?" Smith asked.
"Yes, we both are after Azalea returns," Ryan said. "I called an all-hands meeting to brief everyone on the situation."
"I'll be okay for a few minutes," Beverly protested. "You two go on."
"No, sweetheart, I'm not leaving you alone for a second," Ryan told his wife. "Why don't you go on up and get the other two rooms ready for our guests?"
"All right, sweetheart," she said. Smith turned to Ryan after Beverly went upstairs.
"You spoke to the Governor?" Smith asked.
"Yes," Ryan said. "I also spoke to three of his subordinates. The local National Guard is being mobilized. We've got a small contingent of Rangers on the way, along with some extra DPS officers. How did it go with you?"
"I arranged to have agents stay with your daughter and her family," Smith said. "I also got agents and federal marshals on their way from El Paso and Dallas. They'll be here tonight or tomorrow."
"Good," Ryan said. "We'll head out as soon as our guests return."
"Ryan, I want you to know that I'm glad to see you give the system a chance. I was more than a little concerned that you might choose another... option," Smith said. "I remember what happened with Knight Petroleum, and I don't want to experience that again."
"For what it's worth, neither do I," Ryan told him. "But I'll do whatever is necessary to protect my family. And my community. I'm hoping the system won't let us down."
"I understand," Smith replied. They saw headlights out front and realized Azalea, Roland, and Bill had returned. Ryan opened the door and let them inside. He took note of their luggage and saw a canvas case strapped over Roland's back. He instinctively knew this was Roland's Thompson gun.
"Going somewhere?" Roland asked, seeing Ryan in his uniform.
"Yeah, Smith and I are going back to the Sheriff's Department for a while. You three go on up and get settled in. I don't know how long we'll be gone," Ryan told him. "Anyway, make yourselves at home. Mi casa es su casa."
"What?" Azalea asked, confused.
"It means, make yourselves at home," Ryan told her.
"You already said that," she shot back, her brows furrowed.
"Yes, I did. And I said it twice. Beverly will get you guys situated and show you around. We'll be back," Ryan said. Giving Beverly a kiss, Ryan left with Smith following. They climbed into Ryan's official truck and headed to town.
...
"What?" Jean-Pierre asked when Thierry walked into his hotel room.
"I'm sorry to bother you, but I got a report from our PI in Hard Rock," Thierry replied. He saw Jean-Pierre's eyebrows go up and continued. "There's a lot of activity around the Sheriff's Department there, and every officer in town has gathered. He also reported seeing a military vehicle."
"That means nothing," Jean-Pierre said. "It could simply be a drill."
"But what if it's not?" Thierry asked.
"Do you honestly think a small town like that could present a challenge to us?" Jean-Pierre asked with a smirk. "What are they going to do? Hmm? Send out John Wayne with their cavalry? Heh. They are dumb colonials. No match for us."
"If you say so," Thierry said. "But Caldwell is no dumb colonial."
"He is an old, fat, one-eyed has-been living in the twilight of his life. HE is of no concern. Have you taken care of that list of names I gave you?"
"I have put them through the system and am waiting for the paperwork," Thierry said. "I was told there may be a delay.
"That is unacceptable. Corporate wants results. And they want them now. We will go alone if necessary. I will fuck this Caldwell woman in front of her husband. Then I will cut his dick off and feed it to her as he bleeds out on the ground before me. After that, I will fuck Azalea Dupont and slice her into pieces as I do. Are you with me, Thierry?"
"Oui, monsieur. You know I am with you. But this Caldwell is no dummy."
"Good answer, Thierry. I... understand your concern. Very well. We leave for Hard Rock now, just in case this Caldwell decides to set up check points. We will scout out the area, and strike on Monday. Now go, pack. I will settle our bill. We leave in ten minutes."
"As you wish," Thierry said, leaving the room as fast as he could. He had always respected Jean-Pierre, but he was concerned. His comrade had become increasingly unhinged, his drive for vengeance and bloodshed clouding his judgment. Ten minutes later, he met Jean-Pierre at his car, and they sped off into the night.



...
"What's going on, Sheriff?" Mike Thompson asked when Ryan and Smith pulled into the crowded parking lot. Mike was not only the owner of a successful trucking company, but he was also the commanding officer of the local National Guard unit.
"I'll explain it in the briefing, Mike. And thanks for coming," Ryan said, taking in the man's camouflage field uniform, his oak leaves prominently displayed. "I know it was on short notice."
"You ain't kidding. I got the call just a bit ago. Then your desk sergeant called and said there was a meeting. Almost made it sound like we're fixin' to get overrun by terrorists or something."
"Something like that," Ryan said grimly.
"Oh shit," Mike gasped.
The meeting room was filled to capacity as deputies - both on and off-duty - jockeyed for places to sit. Ryan saw the uniformed DPS officers and nodded his head. They returned the gesture, and Ryan strode to the front of the room, where he acknowledged Ray and Deputy Sanders.
"I wanna thank y'all for coming out on short notice," Ryan began. "And I wanna thank our friends with the Department of Public Safety and the National Guard commander for joining us. I'd like to introduce Darrel Smith, Deputy Director of the FBI, who flew out from Washington, DC earlier today."
All heads turned to look at Smith. Most of them had seen his face on television, and they all seemed surprised that he would come to Hard Rock. One of the deputies shouted out to Ryan.
"What's going on, Sheriff?" the deputy asked.
"We have a situation here, and it requires all hands on deck until it's resolved," Ryan began loudly but grimly. He briefed them on the three murders and what they had learned over the last few days. Then he turned his attention to the map on the wall behind him.
"I want checkpoints set up on all roads coming into town," Ryan instructed. "Here, here, here, here, and here," he added, pointing to locations on the map. "Since those are technically outside the city limits, I'd appreciate it if the DPS handled those. That will free the deputies to do double patrols throughout the town."
"We'll handle that, Sheriff," a senior DPS officer called out.
"Thank you," Ryan said. "I was told tonight there would be extra DPS officers on the way, so hopefully, you shouldn't be stretched too thin."
"Appreciate that, Sheriff," the DPS officer replied.
"I also want double air patrols over the city. Can you handle that, Jim?" Ryan asked Jim Thornton, the air patrol coordinator.
"Yeah, we can handle that, Sheriff," Jim said.
"What do you want my people to do?" Mike asked.
"I want your people to provide backup to the DPS, and be prepared to move the minute we have the suspect sighted," Ryan said. "But you need to be careful. Our suspect is believed to be armed and extremely dangerous. And there's a chance he will have reinforcements. From what we have learned, the suspect is a highly-trained former Canadian special forces operative."
"You mean, like Rambo or something?" another deputy asked. Just then, Elaine entered the room carrying a large stack of paper. She began passing out the sheets containing a photo of Jean-Pierre captured from the Teams meeting with Ryan and a brief background.
"Something like that," Ryan said. "This is our suspect. His name is Jean-Pierre Gagnon. He is currently the head of security for the North American division of Worldwide Imports and Exports, a company based in France. He is a Canadian national, a veteran of the elite JTF2." Ryan heard several deputies whistle in awe.
"Damn," one of the deputies said. "A real bad-ass."
"Yes. So everyone needs to be on their toes. And don't try to be a hero. It's not known if he'll be alone, and we don't have any intel on what he may be driving. If you spot anything suspicious - anything at all - you immediately call for backup. Do not, and I repeat, do NOT try to engage him on your own. Understand?" Everyone muttered their understanding. "Director Smith, do you have anything to add?"
"Thank you, Sheriff," Smith said as he approached the lectern. "As Sheriff Caldwell said, this is an all-hands-on-deck situation. I'm here because this is part of a multi-national operation. Law enforcement and intelligence services of at least four countries are involved. I prefer that we take Gagnon alive, if at all possible. However, if he gives us no choice, we'll deal with that when the time comes. I'll be in town until this is resolved."
"Okay, let's firm up our strategy," Ryan announced. Everyone in the room came forward and surrounded a large table with a detailed map of Hard Rock and the surrounding area. Everyone offered input, which Ryan readily accepted. Suggestions and counter-proposals were put forward, and some were accepted, while others were rejected. By the time they wrapped up, everyone felt confident about their success.
"Sheriff, I printed out a whole bunch of these flyers as you requested," Elaine said, showing him a stack of flyers with Gagnon's face prominently displayed.
"Good. Thank you, Elaine," Ryan said. "Pass those out and have them posted on every public community bulletin board and everywhere else the public can see them." The flyers were prominently marked: 'Presumed armed. Extremely dangerous. Do not approach. Contact Sheriff's Office or dial 911 immediately.'
"I've also reached out to KHRK and they said they would be more than happy to make some public service announcements. You'll probably get a call from Allison Channing," Jenny Carson, the department's public affairs officer, said.
"Excellent," Ryan said. "Thank you, Jenny." He remembered his encounter with Allison after Commissioner Higgins' murder. "Is there anything else?"
"I spoke with Tom Reynolds," she replied. Ryan knew that Tom owned ABC Outdoor Advertising, a company that owned several billboards throughout town. "He says he has several of those new digital billboards and he's willing to put our flyer in the rotation. All he needs is your approval."
"I like the way you think, Jenny," Ryan said with a wide smile. "Consider it approved. When can he get this done?"
"I already gave him the flyer. He said he can get it up in minutes," Jenny said. "I'll let him know."
"Great. We'll make Gagnon's face the most well-known in town. Good job, Jenny. And I like your initiative," Ryan told her.
"Thank you, Sheriff. I'll take care of this right away," she said with a smile.
"Are we good to go?" Ryan asked the assembled officers in the room. Everyone nodded their heads, and several replied in the affirmative. "Good. Let's roll, people." He held back to answer any individual questions or comments, leaving only after everyone else was gone.
"It's after 2:30 in the morning," Smith said. "I don't know about you, but I could use an hour of sleep or two."
"Me too," Ryan said. "Bev will be up in a couple of hours to tend to her chickens, and I could use an hour or two of sleep myself." They left the office and returned to Ryan's house, where they saw Azalea sitting in a rocking chair on the front porch. A 9mm Glock sat on the table beside her, along with a pair of night vision goggles.
"You been out here all night?" Ryan asked when he and Smith stepped on the porch. Ryan stepped in front of Azalea as Smith went inside.
"Yes," Azalea said quietly. "I took a short nap after you left. Roland is posted on the back deck."
"I thought the two of you would be..."
"No. I am on duty. I never fuck when I am on duty," she replied in a clipped monotone.
"I see," Ryan replied. "Do you need anything? Coffee?"
"Your wife was gracious enough to give me a Thermos of coffee. I am fine." She looked at Ryan before continuing. "He is here. I can sense it in my... intestines."
"No offense, but this is one time I hope your gut is wrong," Ryan told her.
"No offense taken, Sheriff. But you should know that my... gut instincts... are usually correct," she said unemotionally.
"If he is here, his will probably be the most recognized face in town by morning," Ryan said. Azalea looked at him sharply.
"He is probably not expecting that," she said. "I am concerned that might make him unpredictable. Perhaps even more dangerous."
"Or reckless," Ryan said. "I know a little bit about improvising and adapting to the situation. I don't think he'll be expecting this."
"No, he won't. It will be a new experience for him. That alone could make him extremely dangerous. Like a wounded animal trapped in a corner," Azalea replied.
"Perhaps. We'll see," Ryan said. "You gonna be okay out here?"
"I will be fine, Sheriff. You need to see to your wife. She is frightened."
"I know. I will. Let me know if you need anything," Ryan said. Azalea said nothing but nodded her head in acknowledgment. Smith intercepted Ryan as he walked through the house toward the back deck.
"Good news," Smith said, placing his phone in his pocket. "Washington called and said the French government has agreed to revoke diplomatic immunity from several consular employees. They're being rounded up now. From what I was told, two are unaccounted for."
"That is good," Ryan said.
"A lot of happy campers in Washington and Ottawa right now," Smith said. "Anyway, they're sending me a list of names of those they can't account for. Maybe one or two of them are with Gagnon."
"Makes sense," Ryan said.
"I'm heading up to bed. These parties of yours are really getting to me. Wake me if nuclear war breaks out, okay?"
"Sure," Ryan said with a chuckle. After Smith left, he went out back and saw Roland with his Thompson gun ready, sitting behind a trellis with his night vision goggles pushed up on his head.
"Well, you finally decided to get back," Roland said sarcastically. "I hope you got everything figured out."
"Yeah, I think Gagnon may be in for a little surprise when he rolls into town," Ryan said.
"You know, Ryan, it sure is strange seeing you all... upright and mainstream. There was a time when you would've gone after Gagnon, guns blazing. To hell with the consequences."
"Well, that was before I took an oath to uphold the law," Ryan said lightly but seriously. "I have a responsibility to these people. It's my job to protect them; keep the wolves at bay."
"I guess," Roland said. "Still. It's... strange. I've never seen this side of you before. You enjoy this life?"
"I do. I have a wonderful wife and a nice home, and the folks around here seem to like me for some strange reason. The wolf is now the sheepdog. It has its rewards. You might try it out one of these days."
"Maybe. We'll see." He sounded doubtful, though possibly a little wistful.
"Weren't you married once?" Ryan asked, leaning against a pillar.
"Yeah. Her name was Susan," Roland said absently, looking off into the distance.
"What happened?"
"She fell in with an old rival. Left me to have her fun. He was using her to get back at me. You remember Van Owen?"
"Yeah. I thought he was dead," Ryan answered.
"Not as dead as I thought he was," Roland said. "He got his hooks into Susan and took her. Then Bill found out he was gonna sell her off into the sex trade. So we went after him."
"Why? You were gonna divorce her anyway, weren't you?" This was a side of Roland he hadn't seen before.
Roland hesitated, then shook his head slightly. "I was. But I figured whatever she did to me, she didn't deserve that. Dumb and ungrateful shouldn't have that horrific a death sentence. Plus, I had a score to settle with Van Owen. I settled it."
"I see. I gather she didn't make it."
"No, she didn't," Roland said quietly, a tear threatening to fall down his face. He composed himself quickly to avoid embarrassing himself. Fortunately, it was dark. "It wasn't by my hand, though. I swear."
"I believe you," Ryan said sincerely.
"That was the last time I ever used... this," Roland replied, holding up his Thompson gun. "A part of me hoped I'd never have to pick it up again. But this is for a good cause, though. Right?" He sounded almost hopeful, like he needed to seek some kind of... atonement.
"Reckon so," Ryan said in response. "Is Bill going to relieve you soon?"
"Yeah, in about an hour," Roland said.
"Okay. Well, if you'll excuse me, I need to get some shut-eye. See you in the morning."
"See ya, Ryan," Roland replied as Ryan returned to the house. After the door closed quietly, he pulled down the goggles and resumed scanning the surroundings, thrusting the painful and distracting memories to the back of his mind. He had remote control flash-bangs concealed at the three best recon points in the surrounding area and the detonators in his pocket. And after they were deaf and blind, they would only feel the.45 caliber slugs shredding them. He specialized in unpleasant surprises.
Ryan climbed the stairs to the master bedroom, feeling exhausted. When he got upstairs, he undressed and climbed into bed beside his wife. Taking her into his arms, he felt her trembling.
"It'll be alright, sweetheart," Ryan whispered. "I'm home." He felt her settle down and drift off to sleep. A few moments later, he was also asleep.
...
To be concluded in Part Five...



        

  
    Lover's Bridge Pt. 05
  
  Lover's Bridge Pt. 05

        Conclusion.  Justice is served, and Roland finds peace.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/lovers-bridge-pt-05

Title: Lover's Bridge Pt. 05

Author: saddletramp1956

Category: Loving Wives

Description: Conclusion.  Justice is served, and Roland finds peace.

Tags: ryan caldwell, cheating, roland, thompson, hard rock, revenge

Series: Lover's Bridge



Lover's Bridge, Pt. 05


A Sheriff Ryan Caldwell story

Apologies for taking so long to get this series out. I've been quite busy lately with two other projects, including my fourth e-book, "Son of Baalak," which is now live. I also wanted to get this mostly completed before I submitted the first part.
Many thanks to QuantumMechanic1957 for beta-reading this. In my opinion, his suggestions have helped make this a much better story. Also, many thanks to those who have offered comments and constructive criticism on my previous stories. This story was inspired, in part, by several streaming series with the same basic opening.
And now, the disclaimers:
For those who want to say this or that would never happen, remember this is my universe, a place where nearly anything can, and often does, happen. At least on paper... In addition:

	Characters in this story may participate in one or more of the following: Smoking, consumption of adult (meaning, alcoholic) beverages, utterance of profanities.
	All sexual activity is between consenting adults 18 years of age or older.
	Statements or views uttered by the fictional characters in this story do not necessarily reflect the views or opinions of the author.


Please refer to my profile for more on my personal policy regarding comments, feedback, follows, etc. (Yes, I DO moderate comments) And please remember, this is a work of fiction, not a docu-drama...
Ryan Caldwell made his first appearance in my seven-part series, "A Father's Justice." He was also featured in "Tip of the Spear," and in "Justice Ch. 04: Old Scores." The town of Hard Rock, Texas, to the best of my knowledge, does not exist.
Roland Waters first appeared in my story "Roland and Susan."
...
End of "Lover's Bridge, Pt. 04":
"Weren't you married once?" Ryan asked.
"Yeah. Her name was Susan," Roland said.
"What happened?"
"She fell in with an old rival. Left me to go have her fun. You remember Van Owen?"
"Yeah. I thought he was dead," Ryan answered.
"Not as dead as I thought he was," Roland said. "He got his hooks into Susan, took her. Bill found out he was gonna sell her off. So we went after him."
"Why? You were gonna divorce her anyway, weren't you?"
"I was. But I figured she didn't deserve that. Plus, I had a score to settle with Van Owen."
"I see. I gather she didn't make it."
"No, she didn't," Roland said quietly, a tear threatening to fall down his face. He composed himself quickly to avoid embarrassing himself. "It wasn't at my hand, though. I swear."
"I believe you," Ryan said.
"That was the last time I ever used... this," Roland replied, holding up his Thompson gun. "A part of me hoped I'd never have to pick it up again. But this is for a good cause, though. Right?"
"Reckon so," Ryan said in response. "Is Bill going to relieve you soon?"
"Yeah, in about an hour," Roland said.
"Okay. Well, if you'll excuse me, I need to go get some shut-eye. See you in the morning."
"See ya, Ryan," Roland replied as Ryan returned to the house. He climbed the stairs to the master bedroom, feeling exhausted. When he got upstairs, he undressed and climbed into bed beside his wife. Taking her into his arms, he felt her trembling.
"It'll be alright, sweetheart," Ryan whispered. "I'm home." He felt her settle down and drift off to sleep. A few moments later, he was also asleep.
...
And now, "Lover's Bridge, Part 05":
12:35 am, Sunday, September 25, 2022 - Somewhere between Houston and Hard Rock, Texas
"Speak!" Jean-Pierre commanded when he answered the call coming in through the car's Bluetooth.
"Are you on your way to Hard Rock?" a man at the other end asked. Jean-Pierre and Thierry knew this was the private investigator Jean-Pierre hired to keep track of Azalea and the goings-on in Hard Rock.
"Oui," he said automatically, forgetting the man at the other end did not speak his language. "Yes, I am on my way now. I should be there in about an hour. Why?"
"You may want to avoid the downtown area. It looks like a law enforcement convention at the Sheriff's Department. I'd say probably every LEO in the area is there. Sheriff's deputies, DPS, you name it. Hell, there's even some military vehicles there," the man said. "I also spotted a deputy director of the FBI."
"FBI?" Thierry asked, shocked.
"Yes. And if I had to make a guess, I'd say it was about the two of you. I don't think you should stay at your usual place. You may want to hang out at my safe house for a day or two until this all blows over," the man said. "You know where it is, right?
"Yes, I know," Jean-Pierre replied. It wasn't much of a "house," really. It was a small 60-foot-long trailer with two tiny bedrooms. But it had electricity, running water, a well-stocked refrigerator, a small bar, and a decent air conditioner. It wasn't Jean-Pierre's first choice, but it would have to do. And he already had a key to the place, just in case.
"I've already re-stocked the fridge, and there is a bottle of cognac, so you should be good to go," the man said.
"What about the target?" Jean-Pierre asked.
"Mrs. Dupont and her two guests are staying at the sheriff's place, along with the FBI deputy director. I will send you the address. There's a map at the safe house."
"Dammit, I told you before. NO NAMES!" Jean-Pierre yelled, spittle flying from his mouth.
"Sorry. I don't know what's happening here, but it's pretty hot right now. You might want to sit back and cool your heels until things settle down," the man said. Jean-Pierre knew the investigator did not know his plans or business and wasn't paid to know that much. His job was to watch Dupont and what was happening in the town.
"Send the information, then watch them," Jean-Pierre ordered. "Goodbye." He ended the call, his frustration level rising with each passing moment. He heard the buzz that informed him an email had arrived. Just then, he heard Thierry's phone buzz. He looked at the man sitting beside him, staring at his phone.
"They know," Thierry croaked, his face turning several shades of pale.
"Who knows? What do they know?" Jean-Pierre barked.
"It is a notification that my status has been revoked. I am to report to the security services within 24 hours of receiving this message for possible expulsion," Thierry replied, his voice shaking. "What will I do?" he asked, looking at Jean-Pierre with fear. "I cannot go to jail. I will not survive."
Jean-Pierre knew at that moment that Thierry was no longer useful to him. He would be too concerned about his fate at the hands of the security services and the police to concentrate on the job before them. He saw a sign that read, "Rest Area 2 miles," and instantly knew what to do. He hated to do it but knew it was necessary. And he knew no one would likely be at this rest stop at this time of night.
"Don't worry, Thierry. I will personally see to it that you do not go to jail. Either here or in France," Jean-Pierre said.
"Thank you," Thierry said.
Jean-Pierre turned his signal on and prepared to exit the highway.
"What are you doing?" Thierry asked. "Where are you going?"
"I need to piss," Jean-Pierre answered in a cold tone. "I think you do, too."
"I could use a break. We have been driving a long time," Thierry said in sudden relief.
"Yes, we have. Turn your phone off," Jean-Pierre said ordered. "We do not want the security services tracking it."
"That is a good idea," Thierry replied. He followed Jean-Pierre's directions, returning the phone to his pocket when he finished. By then, Jean-Pierre had pulled off the highway and parked in front of the empty men's restroom. As he surmised, no one else was parked in the rest area.
He exited the car and motioned for Thierry to join him, ensuring he walked inside the small rock structure behind Thierry. He looked around quickly; no obvious security cameras. Good. Thierry stepped to a urinal without looking back, unzipped his trousers, and began urinating with a sigh. Jean-Pierre calmly pulled out his pistol and fired one round into the back of Thierry's head, spraying bone and brain matter on the filthy tiled wall.
Replacing his pistol, Jean-Pierre donned his gloves, then pulled Thierry's pistol. He placed it in Thierry's dead hand, then fired another round into what was left of his head, using Thierry's trigger finger. He then took Thierry's phone and replied to the email using the speech-to-text app to save time, pretending to be his former comrade.
"I confess to the murder of Phillipe Dupont of Worldwide Imports and Exports and his assistant, Carmelita Holder. I also confess to murdering Mrs. Holder's husband. I admit I have been in love with Azalea Dupont for some time, and I could no longer bear to see her with Phillipe.
"In addition, I have passed on confidential government information to outside parties and falsified official documents facilitating the arrival of paid assassins into the United States.
"I cannot live with the guilt of what I have done. Please accept my apologies, and tell my family that I love them and am sorry," Jean-Pierre concluded, signing the email with Thierry's signature. He hit "send" and smiled when he received confirmation the email had arrived at its destination. He left the phone on and placed it back in Thierry's pocket. Let the security services track that, he thought.
"I am truly sorry, mon ami," Jean-Pierre said, looking down at the dead man on the floor. Thierry's trousers were unzipped, his flaccid cock hanging halfway out with urine soaking the front of his trousers. "But it seems you are now more useful to me dead than alive.
"You have served me well in the past, which is why I gave you a quick death. You see, I do not have the time to deal with a man at the end of his career carrying emotional baggage, and I did promise to keep you out of prison. I imagine we may see each other again sometime in the future, perhaps in a place nearly as hot as this Texas, so I will bid you a la prochaine rather than adieu."
With that, Jean-Pierre calmly walked to another urinal, did his business, washed his hands and face, and left Thierry's dead body on the floor and carefully avoiding any spatters of bodily fluids. He returned to his car and drove away. Arriving in Hard Rock unmolested, he went straight to the safe house.
Using the private investigator's key, he opened the door and carried what luggage he had inside. After putting everything away, he drank a bottle of water from the refrigerator, then went to bed.
...
05:30 am, Sunday, September 25, 2022 - The Caldwell residence
Beverly woke up early in the morning as she always did and looked at the sleeping form of her husband in bed. After everything that had happened, he deserved a break, so she let him sleep. Besides, she reasoned, Azalea had already offered to accompany her to the chicken coops. The two women had a few things to discuss anyway, and Beverly felt it would be best if her husband weren't around.
She dressed in work clothes and went downstairs, shaking her head at two men snoring loud enough to wake the dead. She wondered if Azalea was still outside and was shocked to see the woman sitting in the rocking chair on the porch. After making some coffee, she went out.
"Good morning," Beverly said. "I brought you some coffee."
"Good morning. Thank you," Azalea replied mechanically, taking the cup of hot coffee.
"Were you out here all night?" Beverly asked.
"Yes," Azalea answered tersely. Where else did Beverly think she would be? In a house full of near strangers?
"Well then, are you ready to head over to the chicken farm?"
"Is it very far?"
"No, just right over there," Beverly replied, pointing at the white buildings in the distance. "C'mon, hop in my truck, and well drive over." The two women got into Beverly's truck, a Ford F150 similar to Ryan's civilian truck, and headed to Beverly's chicken farm.
"Do you do this every day?" Azalea asked.
"Sure do. Gotta take care of my babies," Beverly replied with pride. "I've been taking care of critters my whole life."
The ride was made in silence - slightly tense on Beverly's part, oblivious on Azalea's part, as she had nothing to say, so she said nothing.
After a few minutes, they arrived at the main barn, got out, and made their way across the cool, hard-packed ground to the door. Beverly unlocked and opened it and turned up the lights. A sleepy murmur of clucking rolled across the floor around them.
"My lord, how many chickens do you have?" Azalea gasped, astonished when she walked into the large building.
"Hundreds," Beverly said. "I have a couple that helps take care of them, but I like to come over and look after them myself in the mornings. I think they like it when I come by. C'mon, grab that bag of feed." Azalea looked where Beverly pointed and tried to lift the heavy bag but couldn't.
"I... I can't," she protested.
"Use your legs, not your back. Like this," Beverly said. Azalea watched as Beverly easily hefted a bag onto one shoulder. She was amazed that such a petite woman could lift such a heavy bag so easily. She emulated what she saw Beverly do and was surprised she could raise the thing. It had to weigh at least 50 pounds. "That's it. Let's go."
"Can we talk for a minute?" Azalea asked when they reached their destination. Beverly put her bag of feed down and saw Azalea had already placed hers on the floor of the large coop.
"Sure," Beverly said in a neutral tone of voice. "You wanna talk about why you tried to seduce my husband?"
"I did not try to seduce him. I only offered to have sex with him. It is a normal biological function," Azalea replied. Beverly snorted at that, confusing Azalea.
"I don't where you're from, sweetheart, but in these parts, offering to have sex with someone is seducing them," Beverly shot back.
"I am from Quebec," Azalea stated, puzzled. "Does that matter?"
"No. It doesn't," Beverly said pointedly. "It's the same in Quebec as it is in Hard Rock, Texas. Seduction is seduction. And sex is not JUST a biological function. It's the most intimate expression of love between two people. You were married, right?"
"Yes, of course, I was.," her puzzlement increasing.
"Then you should understand," Beverly said.
"We had an... understanding," Azalea answered, perplexed. "Do not you and Ryan have an understanding?"
"Yes. We understand that as long as we're married to each other, everyone else is off-limits. That's why there's that whole 'forsaking all others' in the marriage vows. You remember those, don't you?"
"No. Phillipe and I never said those words," Azalea replied, slightly bewildered. "Were we supposed to?"
"It's been said in every wedding I've ever been to," Beverly replied, confused. Then it dawned on her. "Were you in one of those open marriages?"
"Open?" Azalea asked, puzzled.
"Yeah, where the partners agree they can have sex with other people. I've read about those. Is that what you had with your husband?"
"I never thought about it in that way, but yes, I suppose we did," Azalea replied.
"Well, Ryan and I do not have that kind of arrangement. So I would appreciate it if you could respect our marriage enough to not offer yourself to my husband," Beverly hissed, her anger barely contained.
"I... apologize," Azalea said quietly, feeling thoroughly chastised. "I meant no disrespect."
"I accept your apology. This time," Beverly replied. The threat was evident in her statement. "Now, let's get these chickens fed, shall we?"
...
7:14 am, Sunday, September 25, 2022
Jean-Pierre woke to the sound of his phone ringing. Rubbing the sleep from his eyes, he looked at the small screen and saw the call was from his PI in Hard Rock. He sat up and answered the phone.
"Have you seen the news?" the PI asked.
"No, you idiot, I was asleep," Jean-Pierre growled.
"You should probably turn on the television," the PI told him. "Turn it to channel 7." Jean-Pierre grabbed the remote and turned the television on. He gasped out loud when he saw his face on the screen, and he couldn't think of an adequate profanity.
"Residents of Hard Rock woke up Sunday morning to see this plastered everywhere around town," the news anchor said, showing one of the hundreds of flyers posted around town earlier that morning. The anchor continued his report.
"According to this flyer, the Sheriff's Department is looking for what they say is a suspect in at least three murders. The flyer identifies the suspect as Jean-Pierre Gagnon, and the flyer adds that he is considered armed and extremely dangerous. The Sheriff's Department asks anyone who sees this man to contact their office with details immediately. For more, we turn to KHRK's Allison Channing."
"Thank you, Brent," Allison replied with a slight smile. This is why she went into broadcasting. "In a statement released early this morning, Sheriff Ryan Caldwell said Gagnon is wanted in connection with three murders earlier this week.
"Because of the gruesome nature of the murders, Gagnon's prior military training, and the possibility that Gagnon may have recruited others with prior military experience to embark on a mission of violence against the town, the entire Sheriff's Department has been activated, and the local National Guard unit has been called into service.
"In his statement, Sheriff Caldwell said, 'This department will do whatever it takes to ensure the safety of this community and those who call it home. I will not rest until Gagnon is taken into custody.' He also advised residents to exercise extreme caution should they encounter Gagnon, who is said to be a trained assassin. Back to you, Brent," Allison concluded.
"Thank you, Allison," Brent replied. "In what may be a related story, the body of a man was found in a rest stop approximately one hour east of Hard Rock by a family on their way home from Houston. Officials say the man appears to have been shot in the head. No other information is available at this time, but officers with the Department of Public Safety are investigating."
"What do you want me to do?" the PI asked Jean-Pierre.
"Do what I paid you to do," Jean-Pierre growled. "Watch the Caldwell residence. Let me know what you see."
"Will do," the PI said before ending the call. Jean-Pierre threw the phone and watched it bounce off the bed before resting on the floor. This Sheriff Caldwell would pay dearly for this, he thought. He did his morning business, showered, and made a pot of what these Americans called "coffee." After eating a microwave breakfast, he grabbed the map of Hard Rock and began to plan.
...
8:27 am, Sunday, September 25, 2022
Ryan woke to the smell of bacon coming from the kitchen below. He looked at the clock and remembered that he had promised to help Beverly with her chickens. Mentally kicking himself in the ass, he climbed out of bed, did his morning routine, dressed, and went downstairs to face the music.
"About time you got your ass outta bed," Smith quipped as he sipped his coffee at the kitchen counter.
"Yeah, well, someone didn't wake me up when she left to feed the chickens," Ryan replied, looking at Beverly, who smiled at him as she cooked the bacon.
"Azalea went with me," she said airily. "Besides, I figured you could use your sleep. Coffee?"
"Sure. Thanks," Ryan said, accepting the cup Azalea offered him with an uncharacteristically thoughtful expression, obviously wrestling with deep thoughts. "So, is everything okay?"



"Of course," Azalea replied, vaguely annoyed. "Why would it not be okay?"
"Just wondering," Ryan said, looking between Beverly and Azalea. He thought there might be a problem between the two women, but they seemed to have dealt with their issues. He knew Beverly was still steamed at Azalea for coming on to him, so maybe they talked things out. He hoped so...
"Any word on our guy?" Ryan asked Smith.
"Not yet, but there was another body found in a rest stop east of town this morning," Smith said.
"Oh?" Ryan asked.
"Yes. It made the news this morning, but I heard from the Houston field office that the victim was identified as Thierry Toussaint, one of the French consulate workers who was recalled. Reports from the scene have him shot in the BACK of the head, and with his dick hanging out.
"He apparently sent an email taking responsibility for the three murders. Hell of a weird suicide, or a really sloppy, rushed murder. I'm betting on the murder." He glanced at Azalea. "The email said he had a thing for Mrs. Dupont," Smith said, getting Azalea's attention.
"Did you know him?" Ryan asked.
"No," she told him definitely. "I have never met anyone by that name."
"Do you know when that email was sent?" Ryan asked Smith.
"I was told it was sent at 12:47 am this morning," Smith said.
"12:47 am. That rest stop is only an hour out of town. Assuming Gagnon came straight here, that would have put him in town about 1:47 - 45 minutes before we finished our meeting. It seems your gut instinct was right after all, Azalea," Ryan said.
"It usually is," she shot back.
"I thought I smelled bacon," Roland called out as he and Bill came bounding down the stairs. "Damn, that smells good."
"Have a seat," Beverly said. "Breakfast is ready."
"Do you need some Tabasco?" Ryan asked Azalea before he sat, remembering how she practically drowned her pork chop in the hot sauce the previous night.
"Yes," Azalea replied in her trademark monotone. Ryan shrugged his shoulders and handed her the bottle. He exchanged a worried glance with Beverly as Azalea covered her eggs with the stuff.
Sitting at the table, everyone quickly ate their breakfast. As before, Azalea said nothing as she practically inhaled her food, washing it down with hot black coffee and then sitting quietly.
"This is wonderful, sweetheart," Ryan said with a smile. "Thank you."
"Yes, this is excellent, Mrs. Caldwell. Thank you," Bill added.
"Well thank you so much," Beverly said.
"You eat like this every morning?" Roland asked Ryan.
"Sure do," Ryan said. "You know what they say - breakfast is the most important meal of the day." They finished their breakfast, and Ryan helped Beverly collect the dishes.
"Is everything all right?" he quietly asked his wife when they were in the kitchen.
"Everything is fine, sweetheart," Beverly told him. "Azalea and I had a little... discussion this morning. We've come to an... understanding."
"I see," Ryan said. Just then, his phone buzzed. "Excuse me, I need to take this," he said, seeing the call was from his office. It was Rhonda, one of the weekend desk sergeants.
"Sheriff, Fred Tibbets is here, says he's seen the suspect. And there's a Ranger Wilson asking for you." Ryan knew Fred ran the Sunset Motel on the edge of town. He was a good man who had run the place for years. Perhaps, he thought, Gagnon was either staying there or had been there in the past.
"Thank you, Rhonda, I'll be there in a bit. Just finished breakfast."
"I'll let them know, Sheriff," Rhonda said before ending the call.
"I need to change and get down to the office," Ryan announced. "You wanna come along?" he asked Smith.
"Sure," Smith said. Ryan went upstairs and changed into his uniform. On his way out of the master bedroom, he caught a flash of light through a window facing north in one of the bedrooms. He looked through the window and thought he saw a small truck in the creekbed about 100 yards north of his property, across the main road.
"Bill, Roland, how are you at cover and concealment?" he asked after he returned downstairs.
"The best. You know that Ryan," Roland said suspiciously. "Why?"
"We're being watched," Ryan said. Smith and Azalea overheard and stepped into the conversation.
"You think it's Gagnon?" Smith asked.
"No. Gagnon wouldn't be so blatant. Besides, with his face plastered all over town, I don't think he'd be stupid enough to come here in broad daylight. Probably someone working for him," Ryan said.
"What do you want us to do?" Roland asked.
"Go out the back door. Work your way around Beverly's farm and cross the road there. Then go about 100 yards across the road. You'll get to a dry creek bed. Come at the guy from two sides. Bring him back here. I'll wait until you have him. Any questions?"
"I got it," Roland said as Bill nodded his head.
"What do you want me to do?" Azalea asked.
"Stay here with us," Ryan said.
"Very well," she said without complaint, but Ryan could tell she was itching to get into the action.
"You two get going," Ryan told Roland and Bill. They nodded and silently went out the back door as Ryan went upstairs.
Grabbing a pair of binoculars from the master bedroom, Ryan stood back from the window and surveyed the area across the street. He saw the man hunker down behind some brush and then saw Roland and Bill work towards him. A few minutes later, the man found himself staring down the business end of Roland's Thompson gun.
When Ryan, Smith, and Azalea got outside, Roland and Bill escorted their visitor across the road. Ryan recognized the man right off - Sam Grayson, Hard Rock's only private investigator. When they reached Ryan, they stopped, and Sam looked at them nervously.
"Well, if it isn't Sam Grayson," Ryan said lightly. "Why are you out here watching my house, Sam? You working for Jean-Pierre Gagnon?" At the mention of Jean-Pierre, Sam's face turned pale.
"I'm not saying anything," Sam hissed.
"Give me five minutes with him, Sheriff. He'll tell you everything," Azalea hissed back. Ryan had images of Azalea forcing bamboo shoots under Sam's fingernails and shook the thought from his mind.
"Oh, he'll tell us what we need to know. Won't you, Sam?" Ryan asked with a sly smile and an unnerving wink. "Turn around, hands behind your back." Ryan cuffed Sam as he recited his Miranda rights. Then he patted Sam down. Finding no weapons or contraband, Ryan pushed him into the back of his official truck. "We're off now. I don't know when we'll be back. You need me to pick up some more Tabasco sauce?" he asked Azalea.
"If you would," she replied, then added awkwardly, "Please."
"You need anything, sweetheart?" Ryan asked Beverly.
"I'm fine," she told him.
"All right. I'll call when we're on our way back." Ryan and Smith got into the truck and headed for town. When they got to the Sheriff's Department, Ryan pulled Sam out of the back of his truck and led him inside, handing him off to Deputy Jones.
"Take Mr. Grayson to Interview Room One, if you would, please," Ryan said.
"Right away, Sheriff," Jones said, taking Sam down the hall. Ryan and Smith continued to the front of the department. He saw Fred and a tall man in a dark suit and Stetson - the Ranger. Ryan nodded to the Ranger, then addressed Fred.
"What can I do for you, Fred?" Ryan asked.
"That guy, Gagnon. The one on television. He's been at my motel," Fred said. "More than once. I recognized his face from the news report this morning."
"Is he there now?" Ryan asked.
"No, Sheriff, he isn't. But I checked my records just to make sure it was the same guy. I made a copy of them for ya," Fred said, handing Ryan a folder. Ryan looked at Fred's registration records and saw Gagnon and one other person were there on March 11, the last day Phillipe Dupont and Carmelita Holder were seen alive.
"This shows one other person with Gagnon back in March," Ryan said.
"Yeah. He always came with that Gagnon guy. For a while, I thought they were, you know... together..." Ryan had to think about that briefly before it hit him.
"I... see," Ryan said. "Did you get the other man's name?"
"Yeah, it was a Terry something. I don't remember now. I do remember that Gagnon feller calling him that, though," Fred said.
"Thank you, Fred," Ryan said. "I appreciate this a bunch."
"Any time, Sheriff," Fred said.
"How's Bea doing these days?" Ryan asked, referring to Fred's wife.
"Her arthritis has been acting up something awful lately, Sheriff. But other than that, she's doing okay," Fred replied.
"Listen, why don't you take that lovely bride of yours out for a steak dinner with all the trimmings? On me," Ryan said, peeling a $50 bill off a money clip he kept in his pocket.
"Why... thank ya, Sheriff," Fred exclaimed with a wide grin. "I appreciate that a bunch. And I know Bea will love that."
"You have a good day, Fred. And be careful out there," Ryan said.
"I will. And thank you again," Fred said as the two men shook hands. After Fred left the office, Ryan turned to Ranger Wilson.
"What can I do for you, Ranger?" Ryan asked.
"I must say, Sheriff, you have a rather... unique... way of doing things," Wilson said skeptically.
"It's called 'community outreach.' Read about it in one of those online courses," Ryan said drily. "I consider these people my friends. Part of my extended family, if you will."
"Uh huh," Wilson said. "Place looks like an armed camp, Sheriff. You sure this is the right thing to do?"
"You didn't see what was done to the victims, Ranger. I did," Ryan practically spit. "I also know the type of man who did it. And I'll be damned if I let him do that to anyone else in my town."
"Captain tells me you got the Canadians involved," Wilson said, his eyes narrowing.
"Canadians were involved long before those bodies were discovered," Smith broke in. Wilson turned his attention to Smith.
"Smith, isn't it? I've seen you on television," Wilson said.
"Yes. Actually, it's FBI Deputy Director Smith, Ranger Wilson. And there's a lot more going on here than you know. Maybe if you keep your eyes and ears open and your mouth shut, you just might learn a thing or two without looking too silly," Smith said with a slight smile. Wilson nodded his head, saying nothing.
"I'm getting ready to conduct an interview," Ryan said. "If you're nice and quiet, I'll let you sit in."
"I appreciate that, Sheriff," Wilson said. Ryan caught the smile on Rhonda's face as he turned to leave the front desk.
"This way," Ryan commanded. Smith and Ranger Wilson followed him to his office, where he grabbed a folder, then to Interview Room 1, where Sam sat waiting. Ryan and Smith sat opposite Sam while Ryan motioned for Wilson to occupy a chair along one wall. Ryan began the audio recording of the interview, making the necessary introductions.
"I know you've been Mirandized, Mr. Grayson. Do you understand those rights as I have explained them?" Ryan asked.
"Yeah, I understand them," Sam growled.
"You don't seem too happy to visit my little slice of heaven, Mr. Grayson," Ryan smirked. "If I didn't know any better, I'd think you were guilty of something."
"No comment," Sam replied.
"I haven't asked you anything yet. Tell me, Mr. Grayson. How long have you worked for Jean-Pierre Gagnon?" Ryan asked, placing photos of the dead bodies on the table so Sam could see them. As they watched, Sam fought back the urge to vomit.
"No comment," Sam answered, turning his face away from the photos. Ryan adjusted the images, so Sam had to look at them again.
"What's the matter, Mr. Grayson? Didn't you know what kind of work your client did? I'm told that he's an expert at this sort of thing," Ryan stated quietly. "Given half a chance, he'll do it again. And again. Maybe one of these days, he'll do it to you. It won't take long for him to learn that you were brought in for questioning. I'm sure he's smart enough to put two and two together. Wouldn't you agree, Ranger?"
"I certainly would," Wilson replied with a smirk.
"You wouldn't dare," Sam exclaimed, his face white, his eyes practically bugging out of his head.
"Wouldn't I? After what your client has already done? And may do yet again? We've got three bodies we know are connected to him, and possibly a fourth. You really want to take a chance?" Ryan asked. "Now, tell me, Grayson. Where is your client, and what did he hire you to do? Work with me, Mr. Grayson, and I'll help you out as much as I can."
"How do I know you'll keep your word?" Sam asked.
"Because I just gave it to you. Your client, on the other hand, has a bad habit of killing anyone who crosses him or gets in his way. Are you gonna work with me, or do you wanna take your chances with a trained assassin?" Sam's face went gray momentarily as he took in Ryan's words.
"I was supposed to keep an eye on that Canadian woman, Mrs. Dupont. That's all. I'm not saying another word without my lawyer present."
"And that's why you were spying on my house?" Ryan asked.
"I told you I'm not saying another word unless my lawyer is here," Grayson repeated.
"All right, Mr. Grayson. Who is your lawyer? We'll get him over here for you," Ryan said.
"Arnold Gillespie," Sam said. "But he's out of town and won't be back until Monday."
"Then I suppose you'll get to experience our own brand of Texas hospitality for a while," Ryan said caustically, causing Smith and Wilson to chuckle. He knew Grayson was originally from New York City and had the attitude to go along with it.
"But know this, Mr. Grayson," Ryan added. "If anyone else is murdered between now and then, you'll go down as an accessory. I'll see to that personally. This interview is concluded." Ryan stopped the recording, collected his photos, and stood. Smith and Wilson joined him. They left the room, and Ryan called for a deputy to escort Sam to the county jail.
"What about his truck?" Smith asked. "It's still out there in that creek bed."
"I'll have someone pick it up, then hand it over to Ron's team," Ryan said. "We'll have them go through Grayson's phone as well. Gagnon is here, somewhere. And that man knows where."
"If this Gagnon is what you say he is, he could just as easily take his targets out from a distance. With a sniper rifle," Wilson protested.
"Probably. But that's not his style," Ryan said dismissively. "This guy is a psycho. He likes to do his killing up close and personal, where he can see the terror in his victim's eyes just before he takes them out."
"You sound like you've dealt with this kind of thing before," Wilson replied, looking at Ryan through squinty eyes.
"Once or twice," Ryan gritted. "Walk with me." Ryan led them to the morgue, where he showed Wilson and Smith the three bodies they had collected earlier in the week.
"Damn," Wilson hissed as he surveyed the three corpses.
"You understand now?" Ryan asked.
"Yeah, I get it," Wilson said, slightly shaken. "What do you need from me?"
...
Jean-Pierre studied the map on the table before him as he sipped on a bottle of water. He had hoped to hear from Grayson by now and wondered what was happening. He pulled out his phone, intending to call but changed his mind. Something felt... wrong. But he couldn't put his finger on it.
Then his phone buzzed, startling him. Hopeful that it was Grayson, he looked at the screen and felt his world come to a screeching halt. It wasn't Grayson. It was his boss in Montreal with a simple message: "Effective immediately, your services are no longer required. Watch ZNN for an explanation."
Angry and confused, Jean-Pierre turned the television on, navigated through the strange cable guide until he found the channel, and selected it. He immediately saw a well-coiffed man in a dark suit standing before an official U.S. Government office building.
"The State Department has just announced the expulsion of over a dozen French Consulate employees the administration says were part of a criminal enterprise that includes Worldwide Imports and Exports, a major French company with offices throughout North America," the suit said.
"One of those individuals was murdered in a rest stop west of Houston, Texas, this morning. Law enforcement officials there say this may be connected to a string of murders in the southwest Texas community of Hard Rock. There, the dead bodies of two employees of the French company and the spouse of one of those employees were found a few days ago.
"According to reports, the prime suspect has been identified as Jean-Pierre Gagnon, a Canadian national and the current head of security for the North American branch of Worldwide Imports and Exports. We have also learned that Gagnon has ties to the expelled French Consular employees." A photo of Jean-Pierre - the same one Ryan had distributed around town, was plastered on the screen... for viewing by the entire world, as ZNN reports were usually live-streamed on the Internet and posted to social media.
"Aaaaaagh!" Jean-Pierre screamed as the reporter droned on, his face reddened with anger. He restrained himself from pounding the side of the trailer. That would do no good. He tried replying to the message he received but found that his phone number had been blocked. He tried calling his boss in Montreal but was summarily dismissed by his boss' assistant, who told him in no uncertain terms that his input was no longer desired nor required.
In short, Jean-Pierre was on his own - completely cut off from everything and everyone. And he had been thrown under the bus by the same man who hired him to help build their criminal network. Who was, no doubt, scrambling to save himself. They would pay - just as Caldwell and all the others would pay - with their lives, Jean-Pierre thought, enraged.
After he calmed down, Jean-Pierre considered his options. It became clear that Grayson had not contacted him because Caldwell already had him in custody. Which, he thought, meant that Caldwell would probably learn of his hiding place very soon. He glanced out the window and decided to wait until nightfall to move, hoping that Caldwell would not find him before then.
...
"What are you doing?" Azalea asked Roland as she walked into Caldwell's front room. Roland had torn his Thompson gun down and was busy meticulously cleaning and oiling the parts.
"Giving the old girl a good cleaning, just in case," Roland said.
"Old girl?" Azalea asked, one thin eyebrow raised.
"This thing dates back to World War II. That makes her about 80 years old," Roland said.
"And this... old girl... is still accurate and reliable? After all these years?" Azalea asked, surprised that such an old weapon was still serviceable.
"Oh yeah," Roland replied with pride as he wiped the parts down.
He glanced up as she seemed to hesitate. "Can I ask you something, Roland?"
"Sure," he answered.
"Have you ever been married?"
"Yeah. Once. A long time ago," Roland replied sadly. He paused as he thought back, then continued. "Actually, that's not quite right. I've been married three times," he confessed wearily. "Why?"
"Three times? What happened?" Azalea asked.
"They cheated on me. All of them." A sad resignation in his voice caused her to shift uncomfortably.
"You did not have an... arrangement... with them?" Azalea asked.
"You mean, like you and Phillipe? No. We took an oath to forsake all others. I did. My wives didn't. After I divorced my second wife, I finished my time in the Army and became a freelancer," Roland recalled. "I thought I hit the jackpot with Susan. She was my third wife. That turned out to be a lie as well."
"I am so... sorry," Azalea said quietly after struggling over an adequate word. She extended a hand toward Roland but pulled it back before touching him as if catching herself before touching a hot stove. Roland noticed but didn't say anything, surprised that she had even made an effort.



"Not your fault," Roland told her.
"What happened to Susan?"
"Stolen away by a rival who wanted to hurt me more than have her. She didn't understand that. Oh, you mean how it ended? Officially? I divorced her for abandonment a year after she left with her lover. Unofficially? What was left of her body was found on an island in the Bahamas. Along with her lover. She had been shot with a 9mm."
"Did you have anything to do with that?" Azalea asked.
"Only incidentally. We got word that her lover - an old nemesis - was about to sell her into slavery. We tried to rescue her. Almost succeeded." He looked back at hurtful memories and added. "I wouldn't have taken her back, but even after what she did, she didn't deserve what he had in store for her."
"Have you met anyone since then?" she pressed him.
"Yeah, I've met quite a few women. Even had sex with some of them. And no, none of them worked for the Russians," he chuckled.
"Russians? I don't understand," Azalea replied, a confused look on her face.
"Old joke," Roland said. "And a damn tiresome one at that."
"Ah," Azalea answered, looking at the table as Roland reassembled his weapon. "What I meant was... Have you met anyone... special? Someone you might like to marry one day?" Roland stopped what he was doing and considered her carefully as he formulated his answer. Was she fishing for something? Now he was the one confused.
"I've met one or two. Unfortunately, they were both married at the time. And they weren't among the ones I had sex with. I may be many things, but I'm not a homewrecker."
"What if they weren't married?" Azalea asked.
"Then that might change things. Why the questions?"
"I'm just... curious," she replied.
"Uh-huh. Well, I can tell you this. I could never live with an arrangement like you and Phillipe had. To me, if you wanna mess around like a single person, then you have no business getting married. But that's just my opinion, for whatever it may be worth," Roland said. Azalea's brows furrowed as she considered his words. She looked like she was grappling with a deeply philosophical problem.
Roland sighed heavily. "Let me put it this way. If you're a patriot, if you can be trusted, you play 100 percent for one team or one country. You're not an 80 percent patriot and only work part-time for China, North Korea, or Iran." He checked the barrel alignment and worked the action, pleased at how smooth it was, even after all these years.
"For people, any... intimate... time you spend with someone you say you don't love, you are stealing it from the one you claim to love. Even if you aren't in bed with them at that moment, even if they are halfway around the world.
"You can be writing them a letter, making a video call, planning a party, or doing something they don't expect, just to show them how much, well, how much you care about them. From buying the pool table they always wanted to putting in the garden they always said they dreamed about." He stopped himself as he realized he was picking at scars he long ago had thought were healed but might now only be numb.
"I think I understand," Azalea said slowly.
"Well, I got her back together," Roland said, holding his weapon up. "Wanna go out back and pop off a few rounds, see what she feels like?"
"Sure," Azalea said with a slight smile. "I've never fired an... old girl... before."
...
Everyone gathered around Ryan and Beverly's dinner table a little earlier than the previous day for dinner. Except for the menu, almost everything was the same as the day before.
"You put Tabasco on this, and you'll be wearing it," Beverly joked as she placed the lasagna on the table.
"I never put Tabasco on lasagna," Azalea replied in her monotone.
"What's going on?" Roland asked. "We're eating a little early tonight, aren't we?"
"Yes," Ryan said as he placed helpings of lasagna on everyone's plate. "If Gagnon is going to move, he'll do it tonight, after dark. I wanna be ready for him when he moves."
"We've got deputies and National Guard assets deployed in the area," Smith explained. "We've also got an ambulance stationed just up the road under cover waiting for our signal in case we need it. We're going to let Gagnon slip through and get as close as possible before anything happens. Don't worry, he's not getting out of this." He looked at Azalea before continuing.
"I spoke to our people in Montreal. The Surete and the RCMP will move in on Worldwide's North America headquarters tomorrow morning. French authorities will move in Marseilles at the same time. If everything works out, it'll all be over by this time tomorrow. We'll also move in on their other offices in the States."
"So it will all be over soon," Azalea said.
"That's the plan. We've been working toward this for years. I would think you'd be happy," Smith added.
"Yes, of course, I'm happy," Azalea said, but her face belied her words. "If this is over, I will probably be offered another position. Maybe in Montreal or Ottawa." She looked at Roland, and there was a hint of sadness on her face which no one missed and surprised nearly everyone. "Hopefully, it will not be a dull job pushing paper."
"I'm sure everything will work out just fine," Smith said.
"I hope so," Azalea replied. They finished their meal and topped it with a slice of apple pie. When they finished, Ryan helped Beverly clear the table as everyone else migrated to the front room to prepare for what Ryan and Smith believed would happen.
"Make sure you use these," Ryan said as he passed out sets of level III body armor for Smith, Azalea, Roland, and Bill. "I know they're not top of the line, but they're better than nothing. I've been pushing for more updated stuff, but Commissioner Barnes says it's not a priority since we don't have much gun crime here."
"Thanks," Smith said as he took his vest. "If I had known we were going into a firefight, I would've brought something better than... this."
"Are you okay?" Roland asked Azalea as she checked her sidearm.
"Yes," she said simply. She looked at Roland and came face to face with him, startling him. "Be careful, Roland. Please."
"I got this," he told her. "It's not my first rodeo, you know."
"I know. It's just..."
"It'll be okay, Azalea," he emphasized. He started to say something else but couldn't. Azalea suddenly came forward, mashing her lips hard against his. He was shocked when her tongue worked its way into his mouth, her hands holding his head close to hers. She broke the kiss almost as fast and stepped back.
"Be careful," she whispered, intensely enough for everyone to hear. No one else moved, and no one else spoke.
"Uh... yeah. I... will," Roland replied, unsure what to make of her action. This was the first time she had ever kissed him, something she hadn't done when they had had sex. Strangely, he felt closer to her in that brief contact than ever. Something moved inside that he had thought long dead and deeply buried.
"Earth to Roland," Bill said after Azalea left. Roland turned to look at his long-time friend and comrade. "What the hell just happened?"
"Beats the heck out of me," Roland said. Everyone but Beverly ignored the byplay; she shook her head in understanding and grumbled, "Men!" under her breath.
"Your mouth is saying that, but your eyes say something else," Bill said. "You falling for her or something?"
"It was just a kiss," Roland protested half-heartedly. Perhaps it was just a kiss, but it was the most... emotional... kiss he had ever gotten from a woman, leaving his mind reeling. Was he really falling for Azalea? When did that happen?
"Yeah, right. Get your head in the game. I think the shit's about to get real again," Bill told him. It was getting dark outside, so Roland finished checking his gear and prepared himself for whatever might come.
Smith listened to his earbud, then nodded. "Charlie six says he's on the move. Coming in from the southeast, headed toward the back of the house."
"We wait on him. Don't spook him. We want him in close," Ryan ordered.
They didn't have long to wait. About an hour later, one of the flash-bang signals Roland had set up in Ryan's backyard exploded. Everyone except Beverly ran out the back door and took their positions, each surveying the area. Then they heard a man's voice.
"Well, well. Sheriff Caldwell. Or should I call you Whiskey Delta One? We meet in person at last." They turned toward the voice, weapons drawn.
"Whatever flips your trigger, Gagnon," Ryan called out. "Step forward so we can see you."
"Not until you put your weapons down, Sheriff. Do it slowly, and keep your hands where I can see them." Looking around, Ryan nodded and slowly put his sidearm on the ground. Then he slowly stood, putting his hands in front of him, and the others did the same.
"You're not getting out of here, Gagnon. We're taking you in. Dead or alive. Either way, it doesn't matter much to me," Ryan called out.
"I walked right by your deputies and National Guard troops, Sheriff. I could've taken them out all by myself. I'll get out of here just fine," Gagnon called back.
"Oh, right. Night vision, low light scanners, and the Guard just itching to play with their brand new silent little drone with the moving target radar? Did it ever occur to you they were supposed to let you through?" Ryan asked sarcastically. "Or has your arrogance clouded your judgment?"
"Hahaha. Don't insult my intelligence, Sheriff," Gagnon said as he stepped forward, an Uzi in each hand tethered to a harness around his shoulders. Ryan was reminded of the movie with Arnold Schwarzenegger and stifled a laugh. Even with the weapons' low recoil rate, Ryan knew there was no way Gagnon could control his fire adequately. This was meant for intimidation and nothing more.
"What do you want?" Azalea demanded, venom in her voice.
"If it isn't the bitch," Gagnon sneered. "You know what I want. I've waited years for this moment."
"Why did you kill my husband?" she asked. "And why did you kill those other people? They did nothing to you."
"Simple. Your husband was no longer of use to me. Same with Monsieur Holder. Although I did not kill him myself, I ordered it done. The woman? She was a loose end that had to be dealt with, nothing more," Gagnon said.
"What do you mean Phillipe was no longer useful to you?" Azalea asked, puzzled.
"It was his job to watch you," Gagnon replied. "Who do you think arranged for him to meet you at that company function in Montreal? Who do you think saw to it that he was always available to take you out? Arranged for your so-called wedding?"
"What? That makes no sense," Azalea cried angrily. Gagnon laughed maniacally.
"Seriously? You've seen the women he's bedded. Do you honestly think he would ever look twice at someone like you? You are a schoolgirl compared to those women. When was the last time you wore makeup or had your hair done? Do you even know HOW to use fingernail polish? You are nothing compared to the beauties Phillipe used to attract."
"I do not need those things," Azalea said in her usual monotone. "And what do you mean, so-called wedding? We were married. I have the paperwork."
"All of which was faked," Gagnon stated coldly. "And all of which was arranged by me. Just so I could destroy your little... fantasy world."
"I do not believe you," Azalea cried out suddenly. "It was real. He loved me. I loved him."
"How could any man possibly love you? And what do you know of love? You do not even know how to smile. Phillipe used to tell me how you could not even stand to sleep in the same bed as him. And how you do not even wear earrings or own a dress.
"He did say you were a memorable fuck, though. Why do you think he would only fuck you at night, with the lights out? Or by the light of a single candle? He said that way, he could imagine any face upon you. I used to fantasize about fucking you myself. But seeing you here now, I could not force myself to do it. It would be like... fucking an inmate at a mental ward or the cat lady at the homeless shelter. Perhaps even my little sister. If I had one, that is."
"Were you involved in that meth lab we raided five years ago?" Azalea demanded coldly, ignoring his words with great effort. Ryan was as still as a statue, watching the drama play out. His eyes darted back and forth between the two of them, trying to judge the best time to intervene.
"Of course. Who do you think blew that explosive that took off your left foot? I searched high and low for that foot. I've kept it on ice ever since, but I have found it to be a useful masturbatory aid. It gave me much joy to see you taken down. Maimed. Much joy. The 'great' Sgt. Dupont. So much more satisfying than a quick death. And now, I intend to finish the job."
"You are an insane despicable little man. And I mean that in every demeaning way you can imagine. Do you honestly think killing me will bring Emile back to life?" Her tone was barely controlled.
"Of course not," Gagnon stated. "And it may very well be the last thing I do. But I will die a happy man knowing you are also dead. Now, hold still so I can get a good clean shot." With the speed of a striking snake, Jean-Pierre let loose of one Uzi and used both hands to control the other, which he pointed at Azalea.
"NO!" Roland shouted when he saw Jean-Pierre's finger on the trigger. With three explosive strides, Roland got between Azalea and Jean-Pierre just as a burst of fire erupted from the Uzi. His eyes widened in surprise when the bullets slammed into his body, hurling him to the ground in a pool of blood.
Ryan, Azalea, Smith, and Bill used that moment to drop and grab their weapons. They each aimed and emptied their magazines into Jean-Pierre's head and body. Ryan saw a bullet tear into the man's left eye, and another entered his right. The back of his head burst open as more bullets struck his torso.
"Cease fire!" Ryan called out when his weapon was empty. Jean-Pierre's bullet-ridden corpse lay on the ground, and Smith rushed to check on him as Ryan, Bill, and Azalea knelt by Roland. They were surprised that he was still alive but had been seriously injured. Unfortunately, the military-grade 9mm rounds from Jean-Pierre's Uzi had penetrated Roland's body armor.
Without thinking, Azalea tore off her t-shirt and used it to help stop blood flow from Roland's wounds. Ryan saw the hint of a tear in her eye as she feverishly worked to save him.
"The bastard used Teflon-coated, armor-piercing rounds. If he were not already in Hell, I would show him Hell on Earth," she spit as Ryan mentally cursed Frank Barnes for being such a tightwad. She spared a moment to spit in Jean-Pierre's general direction but kept the pressure on Roland's wounds.
"Get me some towels," Ryan called out. Beverly ran out of the house a few moments later with a pile of white towels, which Ryan and Azalea used to stop the blood flow. Roland tried to speak, but Azalea stopped him.
"Do not speak, mon cheri. Save your strength," Azalea told Roland, surprisingly gently. "Please, do not leave me. I just found you. I cannot lose you, too. Je t'aime, my dear Roland." Roland gurgled something, then passed out from the pain.
As Ryan and Bill watched, tears flooded down Azalea's face. It was the first real, spontaneous emotion they had ever seen from her. Ryan wondered where this was when she learned of Phillipe's murder.
Suddenly, Azalea began trembling all over, then threw her head back and let loose with a blood-curdling scream that sent chills up Ryan's spine. Ryan remembered when she asked if her tears would bring Phillipe back to life. Seeing her reaction to Roland's injuries, he began to think they could. Roland roused from Azalea's cry for a moment, then slipped back into unconsciousness.
Just then, the ambulance pulled into the backyard area, and paramedics rushed to Roland's side. They immediately began first aid as they prepared to transport him to the hospital. Azalea grabbed one of the paramedics.
"I'm going with him," she told the male paramedic.
"I'm sorry, miss, you can follow us, but you can't be in the ambulance with him," he told her.
"Dammit, I am NOT your MISS! I am Sgt. Azalea Dupont of the Surete du Quebec, and I AM going with you! Do you understand me?" she growled as she gripped the man's collar, her face red with rage.
"Uh, yes, ma'am, if you insist," he conceded quickly, obviously fearing for his own life. "But I think you really should put something on first," he added, trying to sound reasonable. Azalea looked down, perhaps realizing for the first time that her B-cup breasts were entirely on display since she seldom bothered with a bra.
"Perhaps you are right," she replied in her normal quiet tone. Beverly met her at the door with another t-shirt, which she quickly donned. When she returned, the paramedics had Roland on a gurney and placed him in the back of the ambulance. She promptly jumped inside, ignoring everything else.
"I'll meet you there," Ryan said before the doors closed. Azalea nodded without taking her eyes off Roland, and the ambulance pulled out, lights flashing and sirens blaring. Ryan, Smith, and Bill walked to Jean-Pierre's corpse and looked down at him.
"I think we got him," Smith said sarcastically.
"And I didn't even get a chance to read him his rights," Ryan quipped. "Oh well. I warned him. Reckon I'd better call for the meat wagon." He grabbed his phone and called the duty medical examiner. By the time he finished, Ranger Wilson, some deputies, and National Guard soldiers made their way to his yard.
"Like I said, Sheriff, you certainly have a unique way of handling things," Wilson said, taking in the bullet-shredded corpse and the two submachine guns.
"Reckon so," Ryan said.
...
5:30 am, Monday, September 26, 2022
"The patient is recovering from surgery now, Sheriff Caldwell," Dr. Hanson said after coming out of the surgical suite.
"How is he, Dr. Hanson?" Ryan asked.
"It was touch and go for a little while, but fortunately the bullets didn't tumble, or fragment or mushroom, clean penetration, and nothing major was damaged. Lost a lot of blood though. The next 24 hours are crucial, but I'm optimistic. I think you should look after Mrs. Dupont, though. She's a wreck right now. I doubt if she's moved an inch since the orderlies put her in that chair."
"Thanks, Doc. I'll take care of it. When do you think we can see Mr. Waters?"
"I'd let him rest for the day. We're gonna keep him sedated for a while. Maybe in the morning."
"Sounds good, Doc. Thanks." Smith appeared next to Ryan and caught the last part of Dr. Hanson's statement.
"So he's out of surgery?"
"Yeah," Ryan said. "What's the word?"
"Worldwide is officially shut down. RCMP and the Surete moved in early this morning just as everyone was getting their morning coffee. French authorities shut down the main headquarters. Now it's up to the prosecutors."
"Think it's safe to stand down?" Ryan asked.
"I believe so," Smith said.
"You heading back to DC?"
"Yeah, nothing left for me to do here. I would appreciate some breakfast, though."
"I think we can manage that. Biscuits and gravy? Sally makes it fresh every morning," Ryan said. "My treat."
"In that case, absolutely," Smith said with a smile. "My wife's not here, so she can't stop me from indulging."
"Good. Let me collect Azalea and Bill, and we'll get going," Ryan said. After convincing them there was nothing more they could do at the hospital, they went to Sally's Boardwalk Cafe, where they enjoyed breakfast and coffee - on Ryan's dime - then returned to his home.
"What's the plan?" Beverly asked as Ryan prepared to shower.
"I'm taking Smith back to the office. He's catching a plane back east, and I'll be up to my ass in paperwork and interviews with the press most of the day. I'll check on Roland's status on my way home, but I don't look for him to be awake till tomorrow morning," Ryan said.



"How's Azalea holding up?" she asked.
"She was her normal self at the hospital."
"Quiet, huh?"
"Very," Ryan answered. "Maybe a little too quiet. Keep an eye on her, would you? I'm a little concerned."
"Me too. I have to make deliveries this morning. Maybe I'll take her and Bill with me."
"Good idea. Maybe that'll help take their minds off things," Ryan said. "How are you holding up?"
"It's not everyday that someone gets shot to hell in my back yard," Beverly remarked. "But I'm okay."
"Good," Ryan said. "I'll be home just as soon as I can."
"I love you so much, Ryan," she said.
"I love you more," he replied. They kissed for a few moments, then Ryan went into the bathroom.
...
As he predicted, Ryan's day was extremely hectic. After standing down and talking with the press, where Ryan offered the obligatory thanks to the DPS, the Rangers, the National Guard, all the deputies, and the governor, he retired to his office, where he spent the rest of the day filling out paperwork. Deputy Sanders knocked on his door in the early afternoon.
"Enter," Ryan called.
"Sheriff, we still have Grayson in custody. What do you want to do about him?"
"Shit, I forgot about him when all this crap went down," Ryan said disgustedly. He thought for a moment. "My gut says we hang onto him. Get with Ron, and see what he found. I'm tempted to charge that SOB anyway. Conspiracy, obstruction, aiding and abetting, if nothing else. He had to know what Gagnon had going on. And he provided cover and a place to stay. You wanna take that?"
"Sure," Sanders said.
"Good. It'll be good practice for when you make Sergeant," Ryan said with a sideways smile.
"Sergeant?" Sanders asked, surprised. He knew he had passed the test but wasn't aware that Ryan had already put him in for a promotion.
"Not just Sergeant, but Detective Sergeant. Think you can handle that?"
"Hell yeah," Sanders beamed. "Linda will be glad to hear that," he added, referring to his wife.
"Oh, and Greg," Ryan added. He rarely referred to Sanders by his first name. "Keep it under your hat for now, okay? I'll be making an official announcement soon."
"Will do, Sheriff. I'll act all surprised when you make the announcement." Ryan chuckled as Sanders left the office. He continued with his reports, stopping only when there was a knock at the door.
"Enter," Ryan called.
"How you holding up, Sheriff?" Ray Hale asked.
"I could use a day or two off, but I'm okay otherwise. By the way, thank you for coordinating the support teams last night. I know you had your hands full with Ranger Wilson and the National Guard."
"My pleasure," Ray said. "By the way, how is your friend doing?"
"Doc says he's optimistic. We'll know more in a day or so. Which reminds me. I need to kick Frank Barnes' ass for fighting my request for updated body armor. If we had the level four stuff I wanted, Roland would probably not be in the hospital."
"Maybe. Maybe not. I understand Gagnon used armor-piercing ammo."
"Still. It would've been nice to have had something better than that old level three crap," Ryan hissed.
"I'll let you handle that, Sheriff," Ray said wryly. "That's above my pay grade." Ryan chuckled. "I'll let you get back to it. I just wanted to check in."
"Thanks, Ray," Ryan said as the big detective left the office.
...
"How are you holding up, hon?" Beverly asked Azalea as she sat at the table, staring at the cup of coffee before her. She had hardly touched it in the half-hour since Beverly poured it for her.
"I've been thinking about what Jean-Pierre said last night," Azalea said quietly. "He was right. I do not know how to be a woman. I am not someone any man could ever really love."
"That's horseshit, and you know it," Beverly said earnestly, sitting across the table from her. "He was just trying to get your goat." Azalea looked at Beverly with one brow raised in confusion. Even after over a year in this town, she still had difficulty understanding how these Texans spoke. "You know, make you mad."
"He certainly succeeded," Azalea agreed, shrugging. "But that doesn't change what he said. And he's right."
"Didn't your mother teach you anything growing up?" Beverly asked.
"She was too busy being a slut to teach me anything," Azalea said, returning her gaze to the coffee cup. That statement was so casual that Beverly blinked, wondering if she had heard correctly. "Father tried his best after she died, but he was too stricken with his own grief to be much help. He told me to focus on my studies and then on my duty. Those were the things I needed to make a living. That's what I did." She looked up at Beverly with haunting, hurt eyes. "Will you help me?"
"Help you? With what?"
"Help me be a... woman that someone could love?" Azalea asked hopefully.
"You mean Roland, don't you?" Beverly responded, her tone gentle.
"Yes," Azalea said quietly.
"You really do love him, don't you?"
"I feel... something... more intense than I have ever felt for anyone. Even Phillipe. Is that wrong?"
"No. " From what I heard, Phillipe is dead, and he was just using you anyway," Beverly told her. "Let me make a call. Hang on, okay?" Beverly went into the kitchen and made a call. "Hello, Bernice? This is Beverly Caldwell. Could you do me a favor, please?"
...
6:00 pm, Monday, September 26, 2022 - Caldwell residence
An exhausted Ryan came into his home, looking forward to a nice quiet evening. As always, Beverly met him as he walked inside with a scorching hot kiss. After returning her kiss, he saw another blonde beauty walk into the room wearing a floor-length sundress. He didn't recognize her at first.
"Azalea?" Ryan asked incredulously.
"Yes, it is me," Azalea replied. Her tone gave her away immediately.
"What do you think?" Beverly asked, nudging him.
"Wh... what happened?" Ryan asked. He had never seen her in a dress before, and her hair had been washed, cut, and styled. On top of that, she wore makeup. She didn't wear much, but it was enough. And he saw red polish on her fingernails. "She's... beautiful."
"Well, of course, she's beautiful," Beverly said as Azalea smiled. "She was always beautiful. Bernice just helped bring it out."
"Bernice... your friend who runs that salon off Main Street?"
"One and the same," Beverly said. "Do you think Roland would approve?"
"Him and about ninety-nine percent of the male population of Hard Rock," Ryan said. "The other one percent are either senile or blind. Or happily married," he added hastily. "Hell, I just might have to assign a deputy to ward off the hounds." Beverly laughed at that.
"I can take care of myself," Azalea replied in her monotone.
"Of that, I am certain," Ryan told her. "Are you gonna go see Roland tomorrow?"
"If he is up to it, yes," Azalea said.
"All right. Why don't you and Bill go with Beverly tomorrow morning and see him after she finishes her deliveries?"
"That's our plan," Beverly said. Ryan turned to Bill, who was having difficulty keeping his eyes off Azalea's figure, which was certainly on display.
"Your job, young man, is to protect the two prettiest women in town tomorrow. Understand?" Ryan ordered sternly but with a wide grin.
"Yessir, Sheriff," Bill said, offering a mock salute.
...
9:00 am, Tuesday, September 27, 2022 - Hard Rock General Hospital
Roland had just awakened when he heard the door to his room open. As he watched, two beautiful blondes came inside and stood beside his bed. Behind them was a man - Bill. He recognized Beverly Caldwell but didn't recognize the woman with her... at first.
"You're awake," Azalea said as she looked down at him.
"Yes, I just woke up. I thought I had died and gone to heaven for a second."
"Why would you think that? You are most certainly alive," Azalea scolded.
"Seeing two lovely angels like you..."
"I am not an angel," Azalea told him.
"You could have fooled me," Roland said, prompting her to blush.
"Hey, partner, how're you feeling?" Bill asked.
"Like I've been shot," Roland groaned sarcastically. "Still pretty tired. What happened?"
"Well, after Gagnon shot you, we took him out with extreme prejudice. I don't think there's enough left to bury," Bill said.
"Good. I take it you guys are okay, then," Roland replied, looking at everyone as if counting noses.
"Yeah, we're all fine. Just worried about you," Beverly said.
"No worries. I've been hurt worse than this. You remember that bar in Mombasa, Bill?"
"Yeah, I remember. You got cold-cocked when you drank that guy's gin."
"Guess he couldn't take a joke, eh?" Roland quipped. He tried to laugh at his joke but stopped when he felt a stab in his abdomen.
"Well, I'd better get Bill back to the house," Beverly said. "Ryan said he'd be coming by if you're awake."
"I need to pack our stuff and get the car, but I'll be back," Bill said.
"You're not going with them?" Roland asked Azalea.
"No. I think we need to... talk," she said. Roland suddenly understood this was a set-up. But he wasn't upset. He was glad to spend some private time with Azalea.
"Of course," Roland said. Bill and Beverly said their farewells, then left the room. Roland looked at Azalea and took in her beauty. "You look... What's the phrase I'm looking for? Ah, yes. C'est magnifique. Did I say that right?"
"Yes, you said it right," Azalea told him. "But your accent is atrocious. We will have to work on your French."
"I can handle that," Roland said. "Seriously, though. You look beautiful. I didn't know you had that dress."
"It is the first one I have had in... a long time."
"Your hair looks good, too. So soft. And I like that color on your nails."
"Thank you. Beatrice spent nearly an hour untangling my hair. I wanted to be pretty for you," she said quietly.
"Is that because of what Gagnon said last night? If it is, you should know I've always thought you were beautiful."
"Really?" she asked, almost bewildered.
"Yes. My ex-wives were beautiful on the outside, but they were conniving and deceitful - not very pretty on the inside. You, on the other hand... I find your honesty and candor more beautiful than anything else."
"Thank you. That is the kindest thing anyone has ever told me. I admit, though, I... like the way all this makes me feel. It makes me feel... like a woman who can be loved." She stopped, obviously embarrassed as if she had admitted a weakness.
"That's because you're as pretty on the outside as you are on the inside. I could look at you like this all day long." He saw a tear threaten to fall down her cheek. "Are you okay?"
"Last night I was afraid that I would... lose you," she said. "The way you threw yourself in front of me when Jean-Pierre fired... Those bullets were meant for me. They probably would have killed me. But you took them instead. No one has ever done anything like that for me."
"Well, to be honest... I didn't think I could live with myself if anything happened to you. I knew I had to do something. I can't tell you how glad I am that you weren't hurt." Azalea looked at Roland for several moments before saying anything. Roland could see the wheels turning in her mind.
"Do you think that maybe we could be... together?" she asked hesitantly.
"I can't think of anything I'd like more," Roland said. "There's just one thing, though. I'm strictly a one-woman man. And I refuse to share."
"I like that arrangement. Much better than what I had with Phillipe," Azalea said. "And I would love to be what you Americans call a one-man woman. But I'm not very good at baking cookies. Or anything else, really."
"We'll figure that out. Maybe we can learn together," Roland said.
"I would like that," Azalea said, smiling through the tears. "Very much. Now, are you ready for your first lesson in French?"
"Sure. Lay it on me."
"Je t'aime," she whispered in a husky voice.
"I like the way you say that," Roland told her. "What does it mean?"
"It means, I love you, Roland Waters," Azalea told him. "Now, you say it."
"Je t'aime," he replied. "I love you, Azalea." She responded with a smile, then kissed him deeply, taking him by surprise. "I love hearing you speak like that," he told her when she broke the kiss.
"Then I will whisper it in your ear every night if you wish," she said quietly.
"I wish," Roland said, surprised at her gentle tone. They spent the next hour talking and kissing - mostly kissing. Roland felt like a schoolboy making out with his first girlfriend. They heard a knock on the door, and Bill popped his head inside.
"Are you two decent?" he asked with a smirk.
"Yes," Roland said as Azalea sat up.
"I'm not interrupting anything, am I?" Bill asked, feigning innocence.
"Oh, just my first lesson in French," Roland said as Azalea blushed.
"French, huh? Is that what passes for therapy in this place?" They both chuckled at that. They visited for a few more minutes, and Roland felt tired. A nurse entered the room to check his chart and vital signs.
"It's time for his meds, and the doctor will be by in a few minutes," the nurse said.
"When do you think he'll be getting out?" Bill asked.
"That's up to the doctor, but if everything goes well, he could be out in a week. Now, if you'll excuse me, I need to see to our patient."
"We need to be heading out anyway," Bill said. "See ya tomorrow?"
"Sounds good," Roland said.
"I will be a little late coming in tomorrow," Azalea said. "I have an appointment to have my tattoo removed, if you don't mind."
"Not at all. Merci beaucoup," Roland said with a knowing smile.
"You're welcome," Azalea replied, squeezing his hand before leaving the room.
...
Epilogue:
The next few weeks were busy ones for everyone. Life settled back to normal in Hard Rock, and Ryan had become a celebrity, having been interviewed by several national networks and recognized for the second time by the governor.
Azalea finished her report to her commander in Quebec and was busy packing everything in anticipation of moving. After a thorough records check, she learned that her marriage to Phillipe was legal, despite what Jean-Pierre said. She sighed in relief and realized that would make handling his estate much more straightforward.
Phillipe's body had been released, so she arranged with his sister in Calais to accompany her former husband's remains to France. She wasn't looking forward to the trip but felt she had a duty to Phillipe's family.
The investigation into Worldwide's criminal enterprise revealed that about half of the company's employees were not directly involved in the illegal activity but either knew or suspected something and simply turned a blind eye to it.
Phillipe fell into that category but knew of Jean-Pierre's interest in Azalea. Emails, text messages, and interviews with other employees showed that Phillipe pursued Azalea at Gagnon's insistence, routinely feeding information to him.
Ryan took Beverly out for an expensive dinner and dancing on her birthday, ending the evening with a hot tryst in their master bedroom.
"Not bad for a fat one-eyed old man, huh?" Ryan asked after their third shared orgasm of the night.
"Not bad at all," Beverly replied. "And there's nothing fat about you. Thank you for a wonderful evening."
"My pleasure, little lady," Ryan said in a bad John Wayne imitation.
...
The toxicology reports on all three victims returned, so the remains were released to their respective families. Ernesto Trujillo, Carmelita's father, flew in from southern California to retreive his daughter. Ryan watched the proud Hispanic man deflate when he saw his child. Ryan let him grieve, then gave him the Reader's Digest version of what happened.
"Was her husband involved?" Ernesto asked.
"His body was found shortly after hers," Ryan said, not wanting to elaborate any further. "He was murdered as well."
"Why? Why was she killed, Sheriff?"
"From what I could tell, she was in the wrong place at the wrong time. She was with her boss when it happened. He was the real target. I'm sorry for your loss." Ernesto understood the implications of that but said nothing.
"Did you get the pendejo who did this, Sheriff?"
"We got him, Mr. Trujillo," Ryan said.
"Thank you for that, Sheriff. She was my baby girl," Ernesto said quietly, tears falling down his face.
...
Ryan and Beverly went to Dan's funeral, which was well-attended. The eight remaining Holder children were there with their spouses and children. Joining them were the rest of the extensive Holder clan - aunts, uncles, cousins, their spouses, and children.
Many of the town's residents also showed up to offer their condolences and pay their respects. Ryan knew the outpouring of support meant a lot to Ken and JoAnne, and he observed the proud man wiping his eyes more than once.
"Thank you for coming, Sheriff," Ken said after the service. "And thank you, Beverly. I heard you got the son of a bitch. I appreciate that. I know mah boy will rest easier now."
"It's my pleasure. If there's anything I can do for you, let me know, Mr. Holder," Ryan replied.
Sam Grayson was brought up on charges of obstruction. Ray and Deputy Sanders put together the best case they could, charging him as an accessory and with conspiracy. But the law is a funny creature. The District Attorney, who wanted Grayson behind bars, couldn't make the case stick, as he couldn't prove Grayson knew the details of Gagnon's evil plot.
Grayson was eventually found guilty of obstruction and, given the nature of Gagnon's actions, was handed the maximum sentence under Texas law - five years in prison.
Roland was released from the hospital after a ten-day stay. Ryan, Beverly, Bill, and Azalea came to see him off. He was still sore from his wounds but was glad to be leaving.
"Is he cleared to have sex?" Azalea bluntly asked the doctor, almost as if she was inquiring about the weather.
"As long as it's not too strenuous," the embarrassed doctor told her.
"Good. Thank you," she answered before they left the room. That night, Azalea surprised Roland when she disrobed and presented herself to her man.
"You... shaved?" Roland asked, looking at her glistening vagina.
"Yes. I read about it in one of Beverly's magazines. Do you approve?" Azalea asked, hoping she had done the right thing.
"Absolutely. You look... good enough to eat," Roland said.
"Then what are you waiting for? I haven't been properly fucked since the last time you fucked me," Azalea replied. "In fact, I haven't been fucked at all. And I need it... so bad." Roland moved to turn the light off, but Azalea stopped him. "Leave it on, please. I want us to be able to clearly see each other."
"Of course," Roland said, somewhat surprised as she always insisted on keeping the lights off.
Roland took his time, bringing Azalea off with his tongue, his rock-hard cock, and his fingers as many times as he could. She returned the favor and took delight in bringing Roland to orgasm with her mouth - something she had never done with Phillipe.
"Je t'aime," she whispered in his ear when they had finally sated each other's lust. Roland repeated his declaration of love for her, and the two fell asleep. Azalea spent the night sleeping in a man's arms for the first time in her adult life.
...
9:30 am, Thursday, October 6, 2022 - Eastland Bridge
Azalea sat up when she heard the truck door slam shut. She stood as Ryan walked around the front of the truck.
"What can I do for you, Sheriff?" she asked.
"I got a call there was a strange woman out here in the middle of the bridge. Figured it was you, since you're about the strangest woman I've ever met." Azalea smiled at the joke. "Ah, she smiles after all. And her face didn't even crack once," he added with a wide smile.
"I did not see any cars. Who called you?" she asked.



Ryan pointed at the sky. "Air patrol. I've got eyes everywhere, you know. So, what are you doing out here, anyway?"
"I wanted to visit the place where Phillipe was found. I thought that maybe I could... connect... one last time."
"Uh-huh. I take it you weren't very successful," he replied.
"No."
"I figured you'd be halfway to Quebec by now. What's holding you back?"
"I'm leaving tomorrow morning to escort Phillipe's remains to Calais. It's the least I can do for his family," she said. "From there, I'll be returning to Quebec. I've been offered a position as a researcher in a cyber unit. Apparently, they were impressed with my work here."
"At least you won't be pushing paper."
"No. They'll let me keep my rank and my seniority. But I'll be the junior member of the team. I've been told I will qualify for extra training in a few months. It's not field work, but at least it'll be something useful."
"What about Roland?" Ryan asked.
"He is flying home to take care of things there. He asked me to give you something if I see you," she said, walking to the back of her car. She opened the trunk, pulled something out, then closed the trunk. Ryan saw Roland's bag in her hand and knew it was his beloved Thompson gun.
"What's this?" Ryan asked, surprised.
"It's his Thompson gun. Along with all the accessories. Roland said he doesn't need it anymore. Besides, he won't be able to bring it into Canada, anyway."
"Canada?" Ryan asked.
"Yes. He's joining me in Quebec after he takes care of his affairs here in the States." Ryan knew how much this weapon meant to Roland. Any woman who could soften the man's heart enough to give this up had to be someone very special.
"Is this permanent?" Ryan asked, shocked.
"I hope so. He says it is. And I believe him."
"Are you two..."
"Yes. We are a couple. And no, we do not have the same arrangement I had with Phillipe."
"Congratulations," he said earnestly. Then he added, "Are you happy?"
"I am happier than I have ever been," Azalea answered in her trademark monotone. But Ryan could see contentment on her face. She looked at the countryside before continuing. "I will miss this place. It speaks to me."
"Hot and dry in the summer, cold and mostly dry in the winter. Last time we saw snow was February 2021."
Azalea chuckled. "Perfect. I hate the snow. I hate walking in it, and I hate shoveling it. I can never get warm."
"Then why stay up there if you hate the snow?" Ryan asked.
"It is my home," she replied. "Just as this is yours. But perhaps when I retire in 12 years we'll move back."
"We'll miss you as well. Feel free to come down any time you want. You're always welcome in our home," Ryan said.
"Thank you, Sheriff. That means a lot to me. And to Roland."
"And tell Roland I'll take good care of his trench broom. I have just the spot for it in our armory."
"I will tell him. I know that will make him happy." She turned to face Ryan, a hand outstretched. Ryan was surprised, knowing her aversion to human contact. "I must bid you farewell, Sheriff. I have much to do before I depart," she added in what sounded like an official tone.
"Farewell, Azalea," Ryan said quietly as he accepted her hand. Her grip was stronger than he anticipated - almost as strong as a man's. Strangely, he felt sad when she broke the handshake and returned to her car. Suddenly she stopped, then turned around. After eyeing Ryan momentarily, she walked back to him as fast as her prosthetic foot would allow, throwing her arms around him.
"Thank you, Ryan. For everything. And tell Beverly I said thank you as well," she said.
"I will," Ryan said, feeling her tears on his cheek. "But you can tell her yourself. She'd be heartbroken if you left without telling her goodbye." Azalea broke her hug, nodded in understanding, and returned to her car. He watched as she turned around, wiping her face as she drove back to town.
For a moment, Ryan felt empty, as if he had just watched a family member drive out of his life. He looked over the rugged countryside as the wind suddenly began to pick up. A chill went up his spine, and he felt like he was being watched. Then he heard a quiet voice come from nowhere in particular.
"Remember, Justice is ridin' with ya, son," the voice said. The wind suddenly died down and Ryan felt alone. He put Roland's Thompson gun in the back seat of his truck and walked to the driver's side.
"Reckon so," Ryan said quietly before driving back to town.
...
Fade to black...
Note: I am considering a story about Roland and Azalea, which may be posted in another area. Stay tuned.
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Waterloo Waterloo
Where will you meet your Waterloo?
Every puppy has his day
Everybody has to pay
Everybody has to meet his Waterloo
"Waterloo," written by John D. Loudermilk and Marijohn Wilkin, sung by Stonewall Jackson, 1959
Thursday, May 26, 2022
Thomas Stonewall Jackson - Tom or "Stone" to his friends and family - looked forward to the upcoming weekend as he drove home that afternoon from work. Monday was Memorial Day, but he and Janice, his wife of five years, had been invited to spend a four-day weekend at the country estate of her boss, Darren Hansen, a senior partner with the Remington Law Group, where Janice worked as a paralegal.
Stone already had Monday off, so he took a vacation day to cover Friday. His boss - who also happened to be his father - was kind enough to let him go early on Thursday so he could get packed and hit the road. The drive to Darren's estate would easily take three hours, given freeway traffic and the nature of the narrow winding roads leading to Darren's estate.
He had high hopes for the weekend. Things had been a little rough with Janice over the last two months. She had become somewhat moody, snapping at him for no apparent reason. And sex? Forget that. What had been a three or four-night-a-week enthusiastic thing had dropped off to maybe a grudging once-every-other-week 'get-it-over-with' exercise - if that.
Being the concerned, loving husband, Stone reached out to Janice, hoping to help her overcome whatever bothered her. But she would simply shrug him off, telling him she would deal with it herself.
Worse yet, Janice constantly rebuffed his efforts to initiate sex or ANY physical contact and now frequently recoiled from him when he tried to hold her in his arms or comfort her. The situation was becoming increasingly unbearable for him, and he wondered if she was having an affair. Then she told him they had been invited to her boss' country estate for the weekend to celebrate her promotion.
"Promotion?" Tom asked, confused. "You never said anything about a promotion. How long has this been in the works?"
"A couple of months now," Janice told him. "I'm sorry, I should have told you before."
"Is that why you've been so short with me lately?"
"I... guess so. I'm sorry, sweetheart. I didn't mean to be such a bitch to you. I've had a lot on my mind lately," she replied contritely. Tom smiled as he wrapped her in his arms and felt saddened when she flinched slightly.
"I can imagine," he said. "And to think I was worried that you might be having an affair." He felt her stiffen up slightly, but then she relaxed.
"Of course not," Janice said. "I would never do something like that to you." He heard the words, but something in her tone didn't sound convincing.
"I'm glad to hear that," Tom forced himself to respond through his growing uneasiness. "Cause you know that's the one thing I simply wouldn't tolerate."
"I know," Janice said quietly. "So, do you think you can get off the Friday before? Four days in the country would do us both a lot of good."
"Sure. I have plenty of vacation time. We can leave Thursday after I get off work if you want."
"That would be wonderful. I'll let Darren know and have everything packed by the time you get home," she said. "I promise, it will be a weekend you'll never forget."
Stone thought about those words as he filled the gas tank on his new Ford F-150 four-wheel-drive pickup. A weekend he would never forget? He could only hope she meant that in a good way, but a part of him had mixed feelings, especially after the rather serious discussion he had with his father and uncle earlier.
He pulled into the driveway, cut the engine, and headed into the house. True to her word, Janice had everything packed and ready to be loaded into the truck. He checked his bags, verifying that his stuff was packed and ready to go. He was impressed that Janice had even packed his toiletries in his overnight bag. Then he took in the other bags.
"You have enough stuff here for a week," he joked when she came into the room wearing cutoffs and a t-shirt. "I thought we were just going to the country for the weekend."
"You know I like to prepare for anything," she joked. "Why don't you get that stuff loaded up, and I'll finish up here." He saw that she had sandwich stuff on the counter and was packing a picnic basket with snacks and drinks for the ride out, as she used to do when they took day trips over the weekend.
"Sounds good," he said with a smile. Maybe this would be a good weekend after all, he thought. He loaded everything into the truck, helped Janice finish packing the food, locked the house, and set off for what he ardently hoped would be a good weekend in the country.
"This weekend is going to be the best ever," Janice gushed as Tom drove. "Trust me, you'll have a great time."
"I'm looking forward to that," Tom replied, hoping she meant it. It took longer than Tom planned to get out of the city, thanks to an accident on the freeway that brought traffic to a screeching halt. As a result, they were running almost two hours behind schedule. But that didn't affect Janice's buoyant good mood, which pleased Tom.
He filled the gas tank up once more when he reached the road that would take them to Darren's estate, then followed the windy road through the hilly wooded terrain. It was well after dark when they reached the gate leading to Darren's sizeable two-story home. Janice had been given the code for the gate, and soon, they pulled up to the sprawling brick mansion.
"Damn, this is one helluva big-ass house," Tom exclaimed. Three men in dark suits and sunglasses approached the truck as Tom turned the engine off. Tom wondered, "Why would they need sunglasses in the dark?"
"I can get our luggage," Tom said as he opened the back door of the pickup. "Thanks anyway."
"No sir, that's our job," one of the men said in a voice that held no humor. Another man held his hand out.
"Keys, sir? I need to park your vehicle," the other man said.
"Please do as they ask, sweetheart," Janice suggested in a tone that made it clear he should obey these men. He looked at the man asking for the keys and saw the tell-tale bulge in his jacket that indicated he was armed.
"Sure," Tom said darkly, handing his keys to the second man as the other two men grabbed their luggage unceremoniously and stalked off into the gloom without a word.
"Thank you," the man said mechanically. Tom watched as the men easily carried the heavy bags up the steps.
"Are you coming?" Janice asked.
"Yeah, sure. On my way." Tom followed Janice and the two men up the stairs, wondering why they would need to be armed. Something about this just didn't seem right.
"Ah, there you are! I trust you had a safe trip," a tall man with dark curly hair boomed when they entered. Tom recognized the man as Darren Hansen. He had met Darren a few times at company holiday events. As Tom watched, Janice and the man exchanged hugs. Then he turned to Tom.
"Thomas. It's good to meet you again. I'm Darren Hansen," he announced, extending a hand. "Welcome to my humble abode."
"Thank you. A pleasure meeting you again, Mr. Hansen," Tom said, accepting Darren's hand.
"No need to be so formal, Tom. May I call you Tom? I have a feeling we'll be seeing a lot more of each other," Darren said with a slight smile. "Especially now that your wife is moving up in the firm."
"Of course," Tom said.
"I'm sorry we're running late. There was an accident on the freeway," Janice explained.
"So I heard," Darren said. "I am gratified you made it safely."
"Are the others here?" Janice asked. Others? Tom wasn't aware others would be here.
"Yes, they're all here. Unfortunately, they decided to turn in for the evening. Wanted to get well-rested before the festivities begin tomorrow," Darren replied. The man who took Tom's keys returned through the front door, handing the keys back to Tom.
"Thank you," Tom said, putting the keys in his pocket. By now, the two men who took their luggage had returned from the second floor.
"Harold, escort the Jacksons to their room, if you would," Darren commanded.
"Yes sir," one of the big men said.
"We'll see you bright and early tomorrow morning," Darren said. "Sleep well."
"Thank you," Janice said quietly, her eyes downcast demurely. Tom noticed, but didn't say anything. He simply filed it in the back of his mind. Maybe Dad was right, he thought.
"This way, please," Harold commanded in a dead, gravelly voice. Tom and Janice followed the man up the spiral staircase and down two hallways before stopping at a locked door. He pulled out a card key and held it before a reader, and Tom heard the door lock open. Harold opened the door and motioned for them to enter the room.
"Oh my," Janice gasped when they walked inside. The room was spacious and well-appointed. It even had its own bathroom with a double vanity and a large television monitor on the wall opposite the king-sized bed. A gas fireplace took up most of one wall.
"This is very nice," Tom said with forced cheerfulness as he looked around.
"I'm glad you approve," Harold said. He pulled out two card keys, one of which he handed to Janice and the other to Tom. "These are your keys to the room. Keep them with you at all times, please. Breakfast will be served at 7:30 tomorrow morning. Good night."
"Good night," Janice replied as Harold left the room, closing the door.
"This is a very nice room," Tom said as he walked around, taking inventory of the room.
"Yes, it is," Janice agreed as Tom began hanging his clothes in the closet. Janice put her things away, but Tom noticed she simply hung her garment bag in the closet, not taking her clothes out first.
"So who are these other people Darren said would be here?" he asked.
"Oh, just some bigwigs from the firm," Janice replied, not looking at him.
"And this new position... What is it, exactly?" Tom followed up.
"I'm Darren's new executive assistant," Janice told him. "The position comes with a healthy increase in pay. But I will have to travel from time to time. Are you okay with that?"
"As long as it doesn't interfere with our lives," Tom said. "We've talked about starting a family, you know."
"I know. But I may have to put that off for a while," Janice quietly said. "At least until I get established in my new position."
"What time frame are you talking about?" Tom asked.
"I don't know. Maybe six months. Maybe a little longer. Are you okay with that?" she asked.
"I know this job is very important to you," Tom replied neutrally, wondering what, exactly, this position entailed, and knowing that they weren't getting any younger.
"You have no idea," Janice told him. "This is a huge step for me. All I'm asking is for some time and a little patience."
"Fair enough," Tom said, taking his wife in his arms. "You know I'm very proud of you, don't you?"
"Really?" Janice asked in a small voice.
"Of course," he responded, kissing her face. "I love you, Janice. Don't ever forget it."
"I love you too, Stone," she replied. After they climbed into the bed and turned out the lights, Tom reached for Janice, but her eyes were closed, and she appeared asleep. He sighed, as this had been her pattern for the last two months. He turned on his side and fell asleep, frustrated.
...
The sky was a clear deep blue, with not so much as the hint of a cloud. The sun was high, and a slight breeze blew from the south. Suddenly, the sky grew dark and filled up with large menacing clouds. The slight breeze became a brisk wind that grew in intensity with each passing moment.
A deep rumble could be heard as the sky grew darker and the clouds gathered. A brief flash of lightning could be seen in the distance as the storm clouds grew and the wind intensified. A sudden flash of lightning struck the ground close to his feet. When he looked down, he saw a beating heart pumping blood onto the ground.
Tom had seen this dream many times, except for the beating heart. And each time he experienced it, someone he knew died within the following 72 hours. The last time was three years ago. Two days later, his older brother Andrew was hit by a drunk driver and killed instantly. A year before that, his mother suffered a stroke just 12 hours after his dream, and she died 24 hours later, never regaining consciousness.
Tom sat up in bed, sweat pouring off his body. He looked at the digital clock on his nightstand and saw it was 4:15 am. Although it was extremely early morning, Tom knew he had to contact his father. Grabbing his phone from the nightstand, Tom noticed he had no service.
He got out of bed carefully so as not to awaken Janice, donned his trousers and a t-shirt, then slipped on his shoes. Grabbing his card key, he opened the door to see one of Darren's armed security men at a small desk in the hallway. The man in the dark suit and glasses looked up when Tom opened the door.
"Is there a problem, Mr. Jackson?" the large man asked.
"I need to use a phone, and there's no cell service here," Tom said.
"Who do you intend to call?"
"I need to call my father. It's important," Tom told him.
"This way, sir," the man said as he stood. Tom followed him to a smaller room off the hallway. "You can use that phone," he added, pointing to a phone on a small table beside a chair. "Just dial '9' for an outside line first."
"Thank you," Tom said as he sat in the chair. He began dialing his father's number and saw the man standing in the doorway. "Can I have some privacy, please?"
"Of course," the guard said, turning from the door. Tom couldn't believe the nerve of the man. And why was he armed? He finished dialing the number and waited. His father answered after the third ring.
"Hello. Who is this?" his father asked. Tom could tell the older man had just been woke up.
"Hi, Dad. It's me, Tom. Sorry for calling so early in the morning. I just wanted to make sure you were alright."
"I was in the middle of a very nice dream, remembering your mother, but I'm okay, Tom. Did you have another one of your dreams?"
"Yeah," Tom said quietly. He could hear the other man sigh at the other end.
"Same as you had before Andy's accident?" his father asked.
"Exactly the same," Tom said.
"I see. Thanks for letting me know, son. I'm doing okay, but I'll keep a sharp eye out. Why don't you get back to sleep, okay?"
"I will, Dad. I just wanted to let you know," Tom told him.
"I appreciate that, son. I'm fine, though. I promise. You're stuck with me for a while yet," his father promised. "Remember what I said and watch your back." They ended the call, and Tom walked back to his room.
"Everything okay?" the guard asked.
"Yeah, everything is fine. Thanks," Tom said before opening the door to his room. He undressed and climbed back into the bed, and Janice groaned as she rolled over to face him.
"Where did you go? Is everything okay?" she asked groggily.
"Yes, everything is just fine. I had to call Dad," Tom said.
"Oh," she groaned before rolling back onto her side. From her breathing, Tom could tell she had gone back to sleep. He closed his eyes, but sleep eluded him for another hour as he kept thinking about the disturbing dream.
Tom rolled out of bed at 6:00 am and went to the bathroom to do his morning routine. Afterward, he took a quick shower, then changed into a clean pair of jeans and a polo shirt. Janice followed him into the bathroom after opening the blinds.
Standing at the nightstand, Tom gathered his watch and wallet and looked out the window. He noticed the wrought iron bars attached to the outside of the window and wondered why they were there. There was no landing, and the concrete pad of the driveway had to be at least 25 feet down.
Looking outside, Tom saw a helicopter sitting on a pad at least 50 yards from the house. He hadn't seen it before, but it was dark when they arrived the previous night. He also noticed guards carrying what looked like AR-style rifles slung over their shoulders. Tom couldn't help but wonder: Was Darren expecting trouble?
"Are you ready for breakfast, sweetheart?" Janice asked when she came out of the bathroom.
"Ready as I'll ever be," Tom said as he snapped his wristwatch.
"What happened last night?" she asked.
"Another dream," Tom said.
"You mean, like before your brother was killed?"
"Yeah. Exactly the same. I called Dad to make sure he was okay."
"How was he?" she asked.
"Fine. I caught him in the middle of a dream."
"I'll bet," Janice snickered in a way he found vaguely disturbing as she finished dressing. "C'mon. Let's go downstairs and get some breakfast. I'm famished. Don't forget your walking stick," she reminded Tom. The walking stick was a present from his father, given to Tom after he was discharged from the hospital years earlier.
During his service in Iraq, the Humvee he was in got hit by an enemy RPG. Two other Marines in the vehicle were killed instantly, while Tom and another Marine escaped. Although severely wounded, the two Marines managed to take cover and defend themselves until help arrived. Tom spent months in surgery and rehab and was eventually given a medical discharge.
Fortunately, the doctors saved Tom's leg but had to replace his left hip. The rehab helped Tom learn to walk again, and the walking stick helped considerably. Although he could get around fine now, he still experienced pain after extensive walking, so he continued to use his father's gift.
They arrived at Darren's table to find three other men and a woman waiting for them. Tom had briefly met the men before and knew they were executives with Darren's law firm, although he couldn't remember their names. He had never seen nor met the woman before.
"Everyone, I'd like to introduce my husband, Thomas Stonewall Jackson," Janice announced. Tom shook hands with the others.
"Stonewall, huh? That's a rather unusual name," observed Glen Oldman, one of the firm's executives.
"My parents were big on the Grand Ole Opry back in the day, so they named me after a favorite country and western singer from the 50s and 60s," Tom replied. "Dad used to joke it was either that or 'Michael.'"
"Stonewall Jackson. Yeah, I seem to recall that name," Glen replied with a smile. "He died about ten years ago, didn't he?"



"That's what I heard," Tom replied. The woman smiled as Tom accepted her hand.
"It's good to finally meet you, Mr. Jackson. I've heard a lot about you. I'm Eve Carson," she said.
"Pleasure to meet you, Ms. Carson. Please, call me Tom. I hope you've heard at least a few good things. So, what do you do for the firm?" Tom asked.
"I'm in charge of training and recruiting," Eve told him. "And please, feel free to call me Eve. I have heard a lot of good things, and I have a feeling we'll be spending a lot of time together this weekend."
"Oh?" Tom asked. "Why is that?"
"With Janice's new position, there's going to be a lot of changes in your life," Darren stated before Eve could respond. "She's here to help you... adjust."
"Adjust? And why would I need to adjust to my wife's promotion?" Tom asked, more than a little concerned. He looked at Janice for an explanation, but none was forthcoming.
"It's... complicated," Darren stated bluntly. "Let's eat breakfast first, shall we? Maybe we can get to know each other a little before we get into the meat of things."
They sat down as Darren's employees wheeled carts into the room. As Tom watched, they placed dishes in front of everyone piled with eggs, bacon, toast, and fruit. Another employee walked around the table, pouring coffee into their cups. Tom also took stock of the armed security men who took stations on either side of the door.
"So, Tom, why don't you tell us a little about yourself?" Rick Harmon, another executive, asked. "Janice says you were some kind of soldier or something." Tom glanced at Janice before answering. He had told her a little about his service, but it went over her head. As far as she was concerned, everyone who wore a green uniform was in the Army.
"I was in the military, but I was never a soldier," Tom replied before taking a bite of his scrambled eggs, which he found delicious.
"Oh? What were you, then?" Rick asked, glancing at Janice.
"I was in the Marines," Tom answered.
"Thank you for your service," Darren said. "What did you do in the Marines, if you don't mind my asking?"
"Not at all," Tom said. "I was a scout-sniper. Assigned to a Force Reconnaissance unit when I was wounded."
"Scout-sniper, huh?" mused Ryan Jones, the third executive at the table. "So... Basically, you killed motherfuckers. Right?" Tom saw the glances between the other executives and the security men before replying.
"I suppose that's one way of putting it," Tom said. The glances became expressions of concern, and Tom wondered what was happening here. "Thirty-two enemy soldiers didn't finish their missions," he added lightly... but in a tone like a rattlesnake giving fair warning. "I haven't had to kill anyone in several years, though." The military part of his mind chided himself. Had he betrayed his position - or warned them off?
"Interesting you never told us this, Janice," Darren said with a slight tightness in his voice, looking at Tom's wife, who flushed slightly
"It's not Janice's fault," Tom said before Janice could speak. "I never told her exactly what I did in the service. Partly because some of it is still classified, and partly because that's a period of my life I'd much rather forget."
"But now, you're an accountant. Is that right?" Rick asked hurriedly, breaking in to divert the tension that had suddenly rolled over the table like an overcast day.
"Yes. I was discharged after my rehab, and went to college to finish my business degree. That's where I met Janice. I'm now a forensic accountant working for my father," Tom said.
"What does your father do?" Glen asked.
"He runs Jackson Specialty Investigations. Works primarily for corporations," Tom said.
"I've heard of them," Rick said thoughtfully. "They do good work from what I've heard." They finished their breakfast, engaging mostly in small talk. But that didn't help Tom, who had a very uncomfortable feeling about all of this. He had learned to pay close attention to his instincts on the battlefield, as they had kept him alive more than once.
"Well, it looks like a beautiful day outside. Eve, why don't you take Tom for a tour around the property while we go out back?" Darren asked.
"Of course," Eve replied. Tom looked at Janice and tried to gauge her thoughts but couldn't. She had an expression he would hate to play poker against.
"Go ahead, sweetheart. It'll be okay," she said encouragingly, but a little stiffly.
"Yeah, okay," Tom said. He was uncomfortable with the situation but felt he couldn't do much now. So, he acquiesced to Darren and Janice. Intel and recon; recon and intel, he told himself. Grabbing his walking stick, he looked at Eve.
"Are you ready, Tom?" she asked with a brightness he knew was phony.
"Sure," Tom replied, hoping the churning in his gut would settle down. "After you." Janice put a hand on his arm before he left, and he stopped and looked at her.
"Just remember that I love you," she whispered.
"I love you too," Tom said. He leaned in to kiss her, but she turned her head. Shocked and humiliated, Tom backed off and walked away, not saying anything until he and Eve were far from the main house.
Tom couldn't help but notice the heavily armed security men not far away from them. With Eve's back to him, Tom pulled his phone out and activated the voice record app while observing that he somehow had two bars - a weak signal, but enough to make a call, then replaced it in his pocket.
"It's so beautiful out here," Eve finally said to break the ice.
"Yeah," Tom replied in a noncommittal tone. They reached a wooden park bench overlooking a small pond and stopped. Eve sat down, so Tom followed her lead. "What's going on here?" he asked.
"You're a smart man, Tom. Why don't you figure it out?" she asked in response.
"I've got an idea, but it's too horrifying to contemplate," Tom answered. "Why don't you just come clean and tell me?"
"All right. As you know, Janice has been picked to be Darren's next executive assistant," Eve began.
"Yes, I already know that. Janice told me that much. But there's more, isn't there?"
"Yes, there is," Eve said. "Your life is about to change, Tom. Whether it's for the better will depend on how you react. You know Janice loves you, don't you?"
"I've heard her say so. But frankly, I'm having a hard time believing it right now."
"Trust me. She does love you. And she wants the best for the two of you. That's why she's willing to do whatever is necessary to guarantee your future," Eve lectured. "You do support your wife in her career goals, don't you?"
"Of course. I always have," Tom said. He felt like he had one night years ago, worming his way slowly across the ground, probing the sand for mines under a high-tech heat-dispersing cape.
"I'm glad to hear you say that. Then you should understand that the next year or two will only be a minor blip - a bump in the road of a long, happy marriage."
"A year or two? She mentioned six months. Why are you saying that? What's going to happen over the next two years?" Tom asked pointedly. "And what, exactly, is your role in all of this?"
"I'll get to that. My role is to... prepare you for what will happen. And to make sure you fully understand and embrace Darren's expectations. For you and your wife."
"Why should I care about Darren's expectations of me? I don't answer to him, and he doesn't sign my paycheck," Tom snarled, his patience growing thin.
"No, he doesn't, but he does sign hers. And your... acquiescence... will go a long way toward making Janice's job easier," Eve explained.
"Acquiescence? What the hell are you talking about?"
"I'm sure you've noticed that Darren is what most people would call an... alpha male," Eve stated, as though it was as obvious as a giant flashing red neon sign.
"In other words, he's a self-absorbed narcissistic asshole," Tom growled. Eve chuckled at that, the first genuine sound she had made... and the first he believed.
"Let's just say, he expects people to... fall in line. Do as they're expected. That includes Janice. And by extension - you."
"In other words, he wants to screw my wife and expect me to just accept it. Isn't that what you're telling me?" His temperature rising but, for now, firmly controlled.
"I wouldn't quite use that terminology, but essentially... yes. In fact, they've already been... intimate. Several times," Eve said, noticing the pained look on Tom's face.
"And you know this... how?" Tom asked.
"I was there. I recorded it," Eve said in an even tone, as though recording two people having sex was the most natural thing one could do. "Would you like to see some of the video?"
"You're kidding, right?"
"Not at all, Tom. Here, take a look. You might find it... interesting," Eve said, handing Tom her phone. He looked at the short video clip of Janice and Darren rutting like animals.
"It is interesting. Mind if I keep a copy?" Tom asked. It would come in handy for his divorce, he thought.
"Not at all. I saved that clip especially for you." Using the phone's Bluetooth capability, Tom saved a copy to his phone. "Tell me something, Tom. How has your love life been lately?"
"Not that it's any of your damn business, but it's been practically non-existent for the last couple of months. Why?"
"Actually, it IS my business. And the reason is simple. Darren instructed Janice to cut you off most of the time. He's quite possessive of his property."
"WHAT? And she just went along with it?" Tom growled between clenched teeth, his anger growing.
"Of course. He is her master now. She answers to him, just as all of his previous assistants answered to him. And he will expect you to answer to him as well." Tom cringed at the term "master."
"He can 'expect' in one hand and shit in the other - see which one fills up first," Tom snarled through gritted teeth. He saw the smirk on her face and felt like wiping it off with the back of his hand. "So what does the Asshole 'expect' from me? Money?"
"Hardly," Eve chuckled. "He expects your... obedience. Your... submission. And he will expect you to publicly display that tonight before the other senior partners."
"What are you talking about? What does he expect me to do?"
"The dynamics of your marriage will change drastically while Janice is in her current position. To reflect that, Darren has documents he needs you to sign. These documents state that you willingly surrender your marriage rights, property, and assets to him while Janice is his assistant.
"After he has had his way with you, he will expect you to get on your knees in front of him in full view of your wife and the others. And he will expect you to... fellate him. To completion," Eve said with a face devoid of emotion. "I know it is difficult to hear, but Janice expects it of you as well. She's quite eager to see you do it, in fact. In this way, you will cede any authority of your marriage to him for as long as he deigns to own her."
"Let me see if I understand what you just said. Your asshole boss wants me to sign everything to him, let him fuck me in the ass, then suck his cock? In front of Janice and the other executives? Are you fucking kidding me?" Tom growled, murder in his eyes.
"I am not kidding, Tom. And yes, that is what he wants. He also expects you to... swallow. And so does Janice. Of course, the whole encounter will be captured on video."
"Of course. That way he can hold it over my head. Sounds like extortion or blackmail to me."
"You make it sound so tawdry. But it would be used to keep you in line," Eve said nonchalantly. "After you have submitted yourself to him, he will take Janice to bed. They will leave for New York City early tomorrow morning, where they will spend the weekend."
"And where will I be while they play in New York?" Tom asked.
"You will remain here, confined to your room. You will be fed and watched over. When they return, you will drive Janice back to your residence. You will follow her directions to the letter without question," Eve replied.
"So, if I understand you correctly, I'm to be literally fucked in the ass, made to suck Asshole's dick, then kept prisoner here against my will. And what would I get out of this?"
"If you go along with Darren's program, you will be left relatively unscathed, except for some minor humiliation. And when he's finished with Janice, you will be well-compensated."
"And I take it that you, Asshole, and my soon-to-be ex-wife conspired to destroy my marriage, take my life's work, and literally rape me in the ass. Am I right?"
"I wouldn't put it quite like that, but I suppose from your point of view, yes. We worked on this together," Eve said in a neutral tone of voice.
"Did he do this with his other assistants?" Tom asked.
"Yes," Eve said.
"And they went along with this shit?"
"They did," Eve told him. "In fact, the husbands enjoyed it tremendously. What would it hurt? Janice would love to see you pleasure her master."
"I'm sure she would. They can both kiss my ass and fuck off," Tom hissed. "And you can tell Asshole if he makes a move on me, I'll do everything I can to make sure it'll be the last thing he ever does."
"I understand you're angry, Tom. And you have every right to be. But you would benefit in the end. In more ways than one. But there's more."
"More?" Tom asked, shocked.
"The document requires you to obtain a vasectomy at your earliest convenience. And it states that you will accept and take responsibility for any children Janice and Darren produce. In fact, she intends to make a show of flushing her birth control after you sign."
"And if I don't go along with all of this bullshit?"
"Let's just say you wouldn't like the consequences," Eve stated. "A few tried to fight Darren and found themselves penniless and convicted sex offenders in prison for child pornography which just happened to be found on their personal devices. And you may be aware of what happens to child sex offenders in prison. Not a pretty existence."
"That sounds like a threat," Tom responded.
"Call it what you want."
"All right. I will," Tom replied as he pulled the phone out of his pocket. He stopped, saved the audio recording, and looked through his contacts until he found what he was looking for. Verifying that he had signal, he selected the number he wanted, then held the phone to his ear.
"What are you doing?" Eve asked, her face turning red with anger. Tom smiled, and put a finger to his lips, indicating that she should remain silent.
"Sheriff Jackson," the man said when he answered Tom's call.
"Uncle Bob! How're you doing?" Tom asked.
"Stone! What's the word?"
"Dad was right. I need an extraction. Fast. You got the address?"
"I got it, son. I also have the coordinates from your phone. What's your sitrep?"
"I counted at least 15 heavily-armed men. There's a gate at the entrance. Code is 6973, unless they changed it since last night. Hansen and three of his executives are here, along with his trainer. She just gave me the lay of the land, so to speak. Got it all on audio. I'll send it to you," Tom said.
"Copy that," Bob replied. "We're on our way. ETA approximately five mikes. Can you hold out that long?"
"I think so, Uncle Bob, as long as you're willing to call it self-defense," Tom said. "And thanks."
"My pleasure. Wouldn't want to see anything happen to my favorite nephew. What about Janice?"
"According to Hansen's trainer, she's an accomplice... and already a whore for Hansen," Tom said.
"I'm sorry to hear that, son," Bob said sadly.
"Yeah. Me too," Tom said.
"Well, you hang tough, young man. We'll be there shortly." With that, Tom ended the call, then sent the audio file to his uncle.
"What did you just do?" a frightened Eve asked after Tom replaced his phone. "Who did you just call?"
"I called in the cavalry," Tom replied with a smile.
"I need to get back to the house and warn the others," Eve stammered, starting to rise, clearly disoriented by the turn of events. Tom shook his head and gently pulled her back down on the bench. She stared at his 'sniper expression' in horrified fascination.
"I think not. We'll sit here and enjoy the sunshine for a few minutes. Might be the last sunshine you see for a while," Tom said, allowing himself a satisfied smile.
...
"I think you might have bitten off a little more than you can chew this time, Darren," Ryan said after Janice and the four men took their seats next to the large pool behind Darren's house.
"Why? Because Janice's cuckold is a former Marine? Big deal," Darren scoffed. "What's he gonna do, anyway? He's alone, unarmed, and surrounded by a small platoon of armed security. If he rejects Eve's proposal, then we go to plan B."
"Just be careful," Rick cautioned.
"Don't worry," Darren said. "I've got it all under control. We'll spike his drinks tonight, and when the time comes, he'll be more than happy to suck my dick."
"I can't wait to see that," Janice cooed. "Are you going to make him swallow like you did the others?"
"Of course," Darren said. "By the time this weekend is over, your wimpy little cuck will be begging for my cock," he added, causing Janice to giggle like a schoolgirl.
"Just don't push him too hard," Ryan said. "He's not like the others. They were weak. He's not."
"They're all the same, Ryan," Darren sneered.
"No, they're not. This guy is a combat Marine, trained to kill. You need to be ready for anything."
"Settle down, Ryan. I got this," Darren scolded. "But I am curious about something. Why didn't you know about your husband's service?" he asked Janice.
"Well, it's like Tom said. He never told me any details," Janice replied. "All he would say is that he was in the military."
"It doesn't matter," Darren snorted. "He's going down. Tonight. And your career will take off."
"What if he files for divorce?" Janice asked.
"Then I'll ruin him the same way I did the others. He'll end up in prison for child porn, or worse. Don't worry, dear. I'll take care of him."
"What's that sound?" Glen asked, looking around. Everyone stopped talking and listened. The tell-tale sounds of helicopters could be heard all around them. Suddenly, one of Darren's security men ran to the pool.
"We've got a problem, Mr. Hansen," he huffed.
"What's that?" Darren asked. They heard shouts and the sounds of men scuffling. Then they saw two uniformed deputies in body armor walk to the pool, their rifles ready.
"Freeze!" one of the deputies ordered. "Drop your weapon," the deputy told Darren's security man, who instantly obeyed, not wanting to get shot. Other deputies poured in, placing Janice, Darren, and the other three men in handcuffs.
"What's going on?" Darren demanded. "I'll have your badges for this!"
"Quiet. You're all under arrest," a deputy stated before reading a laundry list of charges. He finished by reading their Miranda rights. The deputies led all five detainees around the building, where they saw four helicopters, a bus, and three large vans. Officers were everywhere, escorting the handcuffed and disarmed security men to the bus. Janice saw Tom standing next to a large man in a khaki uniform.
"Tom! What's going on?" she cried out. Tom and the large man walked toward her.
"Your little party is over, Janice," Tom said calmly. "I'm sorry, I forgot my manners. Janice, this is Sheriff Robert... Jackson. You remember my Uncle Bob, don't you?"
"Uncle... Bob?" Janice gasped weakly. "I didn't know you were a sheriff."
"I guess it slipped my mind," Bob said with a smirk.
"Tom, please. This is all a big misunderstanding. You have to believe me," Janice cried desperately.
"No, Janice. I don't have to believe you. In fact, I don't think I've ever been more shocked and disappointed in my whole life. I'll be visiting my attorney ASAP to have divorce papers drawn up. As of now, you're dead to me," Tom said. "Do you understand? Dead." With that, Tom grabbed her left hand and pulled her rings off, depositing them in his pocket.



"You son of a bitch," Darren snarled as he unsuccessfully tried to jerk free of the two deputies holding him. "I'll be out of jail in no time. And then I'm going to fucking kill you. You hear me, you motherfucking piece of shit?"
"That sounds like a threat to me. What do you think, Uncle Bob?" Tom asked with a smirk that trumped all of Darren's previous condescension by a wide mark.
"Sure sounded like one to me as well," Bob said. "We'll just add that to all the other charges against him. And it'll help make sure he never gets bail. Don't worry, Mr. Hansen. My boys will take good care of you," he chuckled. "And your friends. Get these... people... outta here," he ordered the deputies, who instantly complied.
Tom and Bob watched as the perpetrators were loaded into the bus. Tom felt as if the last several years of his life were a lie. He loved Janice from the moment they met, and Bob slapped him on the shoulder.
"It'll get better, son. Trust me on that," he said. Bob had been through a divorce from a cheating spouse years ago and knew the pain Tom felt.
"Thanks, Uncle Bob. For everything."
"You're welcome, son. If you need anything, give me a call. And tell your Dad I said hello. I think he has a bottle of his best waiting for your visit."
"I will. Is it safe for me to get my things? I need to get the hell outta here."
"Sure. I think they're just about finished up inside the place anyway," Bob told him. After they said their goodbyes, Tom packed his things and went home.
...
One week later:
After commiserating with his father, Tom saw the family attorney and had divorce papers drawn up according to the prenuptial they had signed before the marriage. He waited until they were served before visiting Janice in the county jail.
"This will be the one and only time I visit you, Janice," he said when she took her seat. "I legally need to make sure you got the papers."
"I got them," Janice said quietly. "I've already signed them and sent them back."
"Good. As I'm sure you could tell, I followed the prenuptial. I'll wait until after your trial to... dispose of your things."
"I appreciate that," Janice said. "I don't understand something. How did you know?"
"You'll hear the gory details in court, so I'll give you the Reader's Digest version. I suspected something was happening for a couple of months before that weekend, but I didn't have any proof.
"About four months before that Memorial Day, the estranged husband of one of Darren's so-called 'assistants' approached Dad with a pretty wild story. He also brought some spreadsheets and documents he said his estranged wife got from Darren's system.
"Dad had me look over the spreadsheets to see what I could find. Naturally, I couldn't say anything to you, privilege and conflict of interest and all that sort of thing. It took some time, but we finally found what we were looking for - evidence of all kinds of nefarious financial dealings with some rather shady characters. Your lover did an excellent job hiding them, but not good enough.
"A couple of weeks before that weekend, Dad turned what he had over to the feds, who were more than interested in Hansen's dealings. In fact, they were set to raid your offices sometime in June. Dad said I needed to be very careful that weekend. He relayed what his contact told him, even though he found it very difficult to believe.
"We spoke with my Uncle Bob, who, as you know, is the county sheriff where Darren's property is located. I had hoped nothing would happen. But that's not how it worked. Eve Carson told me what you and your lover had planned. By the way, I recorded that little conversation. I'm glad we live in a state where only one party's permission is required for a recording like that.
"I do have a few questions for you, though."
"What do you want to know?" Janice asked.
"How long before that weekend were you screwing your so-called master?"
"About two months," Janice replied. Tom was surprised that she was so candid.
"That's about the time things fell off with us. Did he tell you to cut me off?"
"Yes," she said quietly, her face turning red.
"I suppose I should get tested for STIs then," Tom said, causing Janice even more embarrassment. "Did you really want to see me... suck your lover off?"
Janice looked down, refusing to meet her husband's gaze.
"Well?" he pressed angrily. She looked back up at him with tears in her eyes.
"Again... yes," she said.
"Surely you knew I would never willingly agree to do that. I would rather die first. So why?"
"Because... I was so smitten with Darren that I would have gone along with anything he wanted. You don't understand. He liked the feeling of having power over everyone around him."
"And if I didn't comply?"
"He had what he called a plan B," Janice admitted.
"You mean the drugs? Yes, they found the vial with the chemical he intended to use on me."
"I had nothing to do with that," Janice claimed.
"That's interesting, because they found your prints all over the vial," Tom said, causing Janice to look at him with shock. "Which tells me you were part of his plot against me."
"No... no. I never wanted to hurt you," she sobbed.
"The evidence says otherwise, Janice. You not only cheated on me, you plotted and schemed with your so-called master to destroy me as a man."
"So, there's no way back?"
"No. None. No forgiveness. Nothing. Like I told you that day, you are DEAD TO ME, bitch," Tom hissed as Janice shed hot tears but didn't flinch. "I've wasted enough time on you. Goodbye, Janice. Enjoy what's left of your miserable life." With that, he stood and walked away, immune to her tears.
...
Epilogue:
After several court appearances, Janice, Darren, Eve, and the others were found guilty of all the charges leveled against them. As the "ringmaster," Darren received a life sentence in federal prison, meaning he would never be paroled.
Having played a minor role in Darren's illegal financial schemes, the three executives were sentenced to twenty years. For their parts in Darren schemes, Eve and Janice were given somewhat lighter sentences.
Several others in the firm were charged for their roles in the conspiracy. A few turned State's evidence against Darren and were given immunity as part of a plea deal. By the time the smoke cleared, the Remington Law Group no longer existed.
Tom's divorce from Janice went through quickly and without a hitch. Due to Janice's prison sentence, Tom boxed up all of her possessions and placed them in storage for her parents to collect at their convenience.
On July fourth, Tom, his father, and Bob celebrated Independence Day as did the rest of the nation - with a barbecue and fireworks. Bob brought a guest to the festivities and introduced her to Tom. He was instantly taken by the attractive shapely brown-eyed brunette in front of him, and had a difficult time not staring at her well-toned legs, set off by a pair of short denim cutoffs.
"Son, this is Marsha Simmons. She just moved here from Dallas and started up with me a couple weeks ago."
"You're a deputy?" Tom asked.
"Sure am," Marsha said with a confident smile that lit her face.
"She's also a former Marine," Bob said. "An MP, like your Dad. Marsha, my nephew here was also in the Corps. A sniper with Force Recon."
"Semper fi," Marsha said.
"Oorah," Tom replied. "I think we're gonna get along just fine," Tom gushed with a huge grin.
"I think so, too," Marsha agreed. "Buy a girl a beer?"
"Sure," Tom replied. "I could use a fresh one myself." He grabbed two beers from his father's ice chest and handed one to her.
"Your uncle told me about your last... op. Sounds perfectly executed," Marsha said when they sat down. "I'm sorry about what you went through with your ex."
"Yeah, well... I guess it happens," Tom remarked quietly. "The divorce will be final soon. How about you? I saw the mark on your ring finger. Were you married as well?"
"I was," Marsha said. "Apparently, my husband wasn't, if you know what I mean. I came home early one night and found him in bed with his secretary. In my bed, no less."
"I'm sorry to hear that. If you ask me, he was an idiot and a fool," Tom told her as he took in her figure.
"I agree," Marsha said. "I'm just glad we didn't have any children. Do you have kids?"
"No, thankfully. We were talking about starting a family, then things went to hell in a hand basket."
Tom and Marsha talked for much of the evening and had a blast when Bob and Tom's father set off the fireworks. By the time the evening was over, Tom felt much better. At the very least, he believed he had met a kindred spirit in Marsha.
"Are you about ready to head back, Marsha?" Bob asked after they finished the fireworks display.
"I guess it is about that time," she remarked before turning to Tom. "I had a wonderful time, Tom. It was a real pleasure meeting you."
"I had a wonderful time as well, Marsha. And I'm very glad I got to meet you. In fact, I'd like to see you again, if that's all right."
"That would be more than all right, Tom," she said, a broad smile on her face. "Here's my number," she added, handing him a card with her cell number. "Your uncle keeps me busy, but I'm usually off Saturday nights. Give me a call."
"Will do," Tom said, returning her smile. He took her card, observing the wink and smile from his uncle. "I'll call you this Thursday."
"Talk to you then," Marsha said before kissing his cheek. They said their goodbyes and left.
"Nice-looking young lady," Tom's father said after they left.
"Yes, very nice," Tom said with a massive grin.
"I hope you intend to keep your promise to her," the older man said.
"Absolutely," Tom said.
"Good man," his father said, slapping Tom on the back. "C'mon, help me clean up, and let's see if we can polish off the rest of that beer."
"You gonna give me the day off tomorrow to sleep it off?" Tom asked.
"Hell no," his father replied with a laugh. Laughing in return, Tom joined his father, his mind on a sweet brunette with the sexiest legs he had seen in quite some time.
"Waterloo Waterloo
Where will you meet your Waterloo?
Every puppy has his day
Everybody has to pay
Everybody has to meet his Waterloo"
...
Fade to black...
Note: The story of Tom and Marsha continues in my story, "More Than A Motto," to be published as part of a collection of summer stories.
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No Need to Talk, Pt. 01: Andrew

I would like to thank Astordatair for giving me permission to write this sequel to his story, "I Needed To Talk To You." I would also like to thank those who have offered comments and constructive criticism on my previous stories.
Apologies for taking so long to get this up, but I have been very busy with life and other projects. And to make life more interesting, I just got out of the hospital after a heart attack, something I would not wish on anyone. To those who reached out, I am doing much better now, and I thank you from the bottom of my heart. Note to detractors: Rumors of my demise have been greatly exaggerated. Sorry to disappoint. Well, not really...
The premise of the original story was simple - A man learns his wife is leaving him with their daughter for another man the same day he learns he has terminal brain cancer. In the original, the wife leaves for a month to be with her lover. When she returns, her husband has already passed away.
Although I enjoyed the original story, I felt it was a little too short (about 982 words), and the cheaters needed a dose of what I like to call the "Saddletramp Treatment." This story is broken into three parts. The first is from the husband's perspective, the second is from the wife's, and the third is from the perspective of the young daughter, Olivia - in my opinion, the real victim in this sad tale. I had originally planned to put the whole story in one post, but it grew a life of its own, so it will be split into three posts (Over 29,000 words total), and yes, they are all complete.
And now, the disclaimers:
For those who want to say this or that would never happen, remember this is my universe, a place where nearly anything can, and often does, happen. At least on paper... In addition:

	Characters in this story may participate in one or more of the following: Smoking, consumption of adult (meaning, alcoholic) beverages, utterance of profanities.
	All sexual activity is between consenting adults 18 years of age or older.
	Statements or views uttered by the fictional characters in this story do not necessarily reflect the views or opinions of the author.


Please refer to my profile for more on my personal policy regarding comments, feedback, follows, etc. (Yes, I DO moderate comments) And please remember, this is a work of fiction, not a docu-drama...
Part 01: Andrew
My name is Andrew Coleman, and today is officially the worst day of my life. After my doctor informed me that I am dying from an inoperable brain tumor, my wife, Anne, told me she was leaving to be with her lover, an attorney named Michael, for a month-long "dream" vacation.
Considering that she works for the Simpson Law Group, I assumed she meant her boss, Michael Simpson. On top of that, she refused to let me see our eight-year-old daughter, Olivia, who she said was going with them. It would be easier on Olivia if she didn't see me before they left, Anne said.
I'm no lawyer, but not stupid, either. After Anne left the house, I called the police to report her for parental kidnapping. They came to the house and took my statement, but I had a sinking feeling that nothing would come of it.
Michael, Anne said, is a powerful lawyer with "an unbelievable network." This meant my complaint would probably end up in the shitcan, even though the officers said I would hear something within 24 hours.
It was well after midnight when I finally crashed on the couch, having heard nothing from the police. I awoke the following day with a splitting headache, partly from the tumor, and partly from the stress Anne had put me through. I called the office to let everyone know I would not be in and tried to get through the day, but it wasn't easy.
After drinking my second cup of coffee that morning, I made two more calls - one to my 70-year-old mother who now lives alone, and the second to my brother Bill. Mom sobbed when I told her my news.
"That no-good bitch," she sobbed. "How could she do that to you? And to that poor little girl. She'd better stay away from me, or I'm liable to scratch her eyes out."
"I don't know, Mom," I said. I had never heard my mother talk like that, and it heartened me a little.
"You let me know if there's anything I can do to help," she said after we had spoken for a while. "I love you, Drew," she added, using the nickname everyone on my side of the family used.
"I love you too, Mom," I told her, wiping a tear from my eye.
Bill was sad as well, and I heard his voice crack with emotion when I gave him the news. We had always been close, and I think I hurt about as much as he did.
"Damn, Drew," he said when I finished. "When it rains, it pours, doesn't it?"
"Yeah, I guess it does."
"Look, why don't you and Mom come by the house tonight for dinner and we can talk about things? There's a lot that must be taken care of before... well, you know."
"I think that's a good idea. I'll be there. What time?" I asked.
"Make it about 6:30. I'll let Lisa know and ask if she can pick Mom up. I'm sure she'll be too emotional to drive."
"Probably right," I said. "She sounded pretty torn up when I spoke to her earlier."
"I'll see you tonight, bro," Bill said before we ended the call.
Two things happened that afternoon. I was served the divorce papers Anne promised shortly after 12:00. I looked at them briefly, and saw that Michael Simpson was noted as her attorney of record. I didn't bother with the details and stuffed the papers back in the envelope, which I tossed on the couch. About an hour later, I received a text message from an unknown number. I assumed it was Michael's since Anne left her phone on her nightstand.
My heart sank when I looked at the message, which contained a photo of Olivia, Anne, and a man I assumed was Michael. They were on a beach, somewhere, and they seemed to be having a grand old time. This, to me, was the last straw.
What kind of a sick bitch does something like this to a dying man? This wasn't kicking someone when they were down; this was pissing on their grave before they were even dead. My resolve for some revenge, even from beyond the grave, hardened like concrete.
I immediately called my long-time friend and attorney, Robert Horton. He was aghast when I told him what happened. I didn't go into any detail but rather gave him a condensed version knowing I would probably have to repeat myself.
"Andrew, I need you to gather those papers and come to my office. Right now. I'll clear my schedule. We have a lot to take care of. I'll call my private investigator, Ed Trujillo, and have him meet us here. Are you up to driving, or do you want me to send someone out?" he asked.
"I can drive, Robert," I said. "I just need to clean up first."
"Please do," Robert laughed. I knew he was just trying to lighten my mood, and I chuckled at his joke.
I was showered, shaved, dressed, and on the road within a half-hour. Before leaving, I grabbed Anne's cell phone just in case Ed could glean something from it. I got to Robert's downtown office 45 minutes later and his receptionist escorted me into Robert's inner sanctum after offering me a much-needed cup of coffee. I had spent my adult life hearing alternate versions of how coffee was good for you... and then bad for you. As far as I was concerned, the question was now moot, and I accepted it gratefully.
"You made it," Robert said when I walked into his office. We shook hands, then he introduced me to his PI, Ed Trujillo. They both listened intently as I told them what happened.
"You've been suffering headaches for a while now, haven't you?" Robert asked, concerned.
"Just short of a year," I said. "Finally got to the point where nothing helped, so I went to see my doctor about three months ago. He gave me a prescription. It took the edge off, for a couple of months. When it stopped working, he finally sent me in for some lab work. They ran a bunch of tests and looked me over before telling me I had an inoperable brain tumor.
"One of the specialists said if they had caught it even six months ago, they might've been able to do something. But it's too late now. I'm basically a dead man walking. They said I might make it another month, but that's about it." I briefly marveled about how I could say that so calmly.
"Which means you may be gone by the time Anne gets back with Olivia," Robert said sadly.
"Yeah, probably," I agreed.
"Damn," Robert hissed. "I never would've thought Anne would do something so cold to you."
"It's been pretty frosty around the house for a while," I replied. "I can only wonder how long their little office romance has been going on."
"Did you tell her you were diagnosed with terminal cancer?" Robert asked.
"I told her I was dying, but she brushed it off. Said I would survive," I told him. "I never got a chance to tell her about the tumor. She was anxious to be off and start her new life."
"That's one cold-hearted bitch," Ed gasped.
"Tell me about it," I shot back.
"Well, your diagnosis pretty much renders her divorce petition moot," Robert said. "Granted, she's leaving the house to you and wants nothing other than her personal possessions, her account, sole custody of Olivia, and retirement.
"It doesn't really matter, though. No court in this state will even touch it under these circumstances. But there are other issues that need our immediate attention. Like her taking the child out of state without your permission. Did she give any hint as to where they were going?"
"Said something about swimming in the ocean," I said. "Then I got this picture earlier this afternoon."
Robert looked at the image on my phone and winced before handing it to Ed.
"Think you can track them down, Ed?" Robert asked. "I know that picture isn't much to go on."
"Actually, there are a lot of clues in this image. I think I know where they went. And if I'm right, they're in Cancun," Ed said. "Let me send that picture to my phone. I'll print it out and blow it up. If they aren't tech-savvy, the geolocation data may be in the image file. If they are, I'll have to do some work. In that case, it will take me a couple of days to verify their location.
"If they are in Cancun, there's not much I can do personally since I can't legally operate in Mexico. However, I do have contacts and associates in the area who can keep an eye on them. It will get expensive, though."
"Money isn't a problem," I said drily. "Would $25,000 be enough to get things rolling?"
"Uh, yeah, more than enough," Ed said after putting his eyes back in his head. I wrote a check, signed it with a flourish, and handed it to him.
"I was saving it up for an anniversary cruise but that isn't going to happen now. Let me know if you need more," I said. "It's not like I'll need to save it up for my old age. By the way, I brought this in. It's Anne's cell phone. I don't know the code to unlock it, but if you can get into it, there may be something you can use, like text messages."
Ed took the phone and powered it on. Sure enough, it was locked. He turned it off and put it in his pocket.
"Yes, this will help a lot. I know people who can get past that. We'll clone it before we do anything, and I'll bring it back to Mr. Horton. So, do you want me to report to you or to Mr. Horton?" Ed asked.
"Report to me, Ed," Robert told him. "I'll take care of things from here. Mr. Coleman has enough to worry about right now."
"Sounds good," Ed said as he pocketed the check. "If there's nothing else, I'll be going. I have plenty of work to do. A pleasure to meet you, Mr. Coleman. I wish the circumstances were different."
"Yeah, me too. A pleasure meeting you as well," I replied as we shook hands. "And while you are at it, could you investigate Michael Simpson's background for me? I guess I have a morbid curiosity if he's just playing her or will marry her. Maybe he's done this before? Part of me would like to believe there aren't that many squeaky clean, saintly men whose only flaw is seducing one married woman."
Ed nodded in understanding as he stood.
"I'll be in touch as soon as I know anything," Ed told Robert as they shook hands.
"Thank you," Robert replied. After Ed left the office, Robert turned to me.
"We have a lot of territory to cover, Andrew. Are you up to that?" he asked.
"Yeah. Let's get to it," I answered. "I'd like to feel a little less helpless."
We spent the next three hours combing through my will, making numerous changes. The plan was to leave Anne with nothing while taking care of my mother and brother and leaving the lion's share of my estate in a trust for Olivia.
It was clear to both of us that Anne didn't want anything to do with me or my estate -- her divorce petition made that painfully clear. We also made certain a portion of the trust could only be used for Olivia's education with the rest available after she completed school. Robert said he would write it up in such a way that Anne would have no access to it.
While Anne knew we were in good shape financially, I was certain she had no idea just how well-off we really were. Or to be more precise, how well off I am since we kept separate bank accounts and credit cards with a third account for household expenses and monthly bills which we each contributed to.
We also discussed the various options for Olivia, especially since Anne could possibly end up behind bars. While my mother would love to have custody of Olivia, she wasn't in the best health. The only other option was Bill and Lisa. Robert made notes and decided to address that later.
"What about the business?" Robert asked, referring to my IT consultancy firm, ColeTek Enterprises. I started the company about a year before marrying Anne, and the company was doing very well. It was insulated by a prenup Robert had insisted on. Between that and my investment portfolio, I could easily have retired at age 50 if I chose to, but that obviously wouldn't happen with my medical condition.
"Empire Tech has been wanting to buy me out for quite a while," I said thoughtfully. "Maybe it's time to make that happen."
"Do you want me to handle that?" Robert asked.
"That would help a lot," I told him. "I only have three conditions. One, Anne gets nothing. Two, the employees stay, and three, I want whatever proceeds from the sale split between the employees based on years of service. Can you do that?"
"We'll make it happen. I just need you to sign the necessary power of attorney forms so I can act on you and your estate's behalf."
"Let's do it," I said.
Robert pulled out some more forms and added them to his pile, which had grown considerably since we started.
"It's going to take Sally a few days to get this done, so why don't you head on out, and I'll call you when she's finished. In the meantime, you need to see your insurance man, your stockbroker, and your banker. What do you intend to do with the house?"
"I'm not sure yet. Once I'm gone, the insurance should pay off the mortgage. Maybe I'll give it to my brother, and he can do as he sees fit. Maybe turn it into a rental or something."
"Not a bad idea," Robert said. "I'll put that in the amended will. Anne may contest that, but her divorce petition made her intentions clear."
"Good. What do you think we should do about Anne and Michael?"
"Let's see what Ed turns up," Robert replied. "Fortunately, this state has some of the toughest laws regarding parental kidnapping. Under the circumstances, she could be charged with a class D felony and get five years in prison.
"As for Simpson, he could face some tough sanctions from the State Bar. They don't like it when attorneys have sexual relations with their clients. And if he suggested taking Olivia to keep her from you, he could face conspiracy and kidnapping charges as well. He could very easily lose his license to practice law and end up behind bars.
"Frankly, I'm surprised he took her on as a client. I would have thought he'd farm this out to one of his flunkies. I've never known him to make such a huge mistake. I guess arrogance can do that to a man.
"By the way, didn't you say Anne's mother had Olivia before the trip and wouldn't take your calls?" Robert asked.
"Yes," I said.
"Why don't you talk to her - see if maybe she knew what Anne and Michael were planning? She might even know where they went. When this all started and why. Don't press too hard. Be your normal friendly self. Let me know what she says. Record it if you can."
"Good idea," I said.
"In the meantime, I know some state attorneys who might be interested in taking Simpson down a notch or two. I'll talk to them. Don't worry. They'll pay the piper for this," Robert said with a wicked smile.
"Thanks, Robert. I'm feeling better already," I said.
"Take care of yourself, old friend. I'll be in touch," Robert said before we parted ways.
Despite the never-ending headache, I felt much better about the situation when I left Robert's office. We had known each other for a long time, and I trusted him as much as I did Mom and Bill. I drove home, then crashed on the couch with a cold compress to my head, 'white noise' playing on the stereo, and as much ibuprofen as I could take without killing myself more quickly.
When I awoke, I cleaned up, changed into something casual, and drove to Bill's house. His wife, Lisa, had just returned with Mom, and I was met at the door by two distraught women. Marie, Bill's nine-year-old daughter, came into the room and gave me a hug.
"How's my favorite niece?" I asked.
She rolled her eyes comically. "I'm doing well, Uncle Drew. And you know I'm your ONLY niece," she shot back with a wide smile. "Where's Olivia and Aunt Anne?"
"They're on vacation," I told her.
"Vacation? Why didn't you go with them?" she asked.
"It's a long story, sweetheart," I said, not wanting to go into the details with her. She would learn everything soon enough.
"Why don't you go and wash up for dinner?" Bill told the young girl. After she left the room, my brother hugged me, tighter than normal. I could tell he was fighting tears. "How are you feeling?" he asked when he finally released me.
"Like crap. In more ways than one. But I'll handle it," I said, trying to put a brave face on the screwed-up situation.
"Let's have some dinner and we can talk about everything afterward. Is lasagna okay?" he asked.
"Your wife's lasagna is always okay," I replied.
"Which reminds me - I'd better go get it out of the oven before it burns," Lisa said.
We ate a hearty meal that evening, and I felt like I had gained five pounds after consuming a large portion of lasagna, salad, garlic bread, and a slice of cheesecake. Marie grabbed my hand and took me to her room to show me her latest stuffed animals.
I nearly cried watching and listening to her chatter away. She reminded me so much of Olivia. I tried to put... firmly... out of my mind what she was probably doing at that moment; maybe having dessert with Mommy and Mommy's new friend.
"All right, sweetheart. It's time to get ready for bed," Lisa said when she came into the room an hour or so later. "Say goodnight to Uncle Drew now."
"Goodnight, Uncle Drew," Marie said in her sweet voice when she hugged me. "I love you."
"I love you, too," I replied, nearly choking as I fought the urge to cry. Lisa smiled as she watched us, and I thought I saw a tear in her eye as well.
Lisa joined the rest of us in the living room after tucking Marie in bed. They sat and listened quietly as I recapped everything that had happened so far.



"Damn," Bill sighed when I finished. "That doesn't give you much time to take care of things, does it?"
"No, not much. I'm going to start getting my affairs wrapped up tomorrow. I plan to see my insurance agent to change the beneficiaries on my policy. I'd like to name you along with Olivia if that's okay. Robert is taking care of my will," I told my brother.
"Yeah, that's okay with me," Bill said. "What about the house?"
"I'm giving that to you and Lisa," I said. "Maybe you can use it as an investment property or a rental."
"Are you sure?" Lisa asked with shock on her face. "That's a big house. And what about Anne and Olivia? Where will they go?"
"Anne made it clear in her divorce petition that she didn't want it. Frankly, I don't give a damn about Anne anymore, so I don't care where she goes. From what Robert told me, it's possible she could end up in jail anyway."
"But what about Olivia?" Lisa asked.
"If there's any way possible, I'd like it if the two of you could take her in. Robert said he could help with the paperwork," I told Lisa.
"Of course, we'd love to," Bill said. We had discussed this before - what would happen to the children if any of us died? It helped that Olivia and Marie got along famously.
"Thanks, that takes a real load off my mind. I'll let Robert know. Of course, it all depends on what happens when Anne gets back from Cancun or wherever it is she's gone off to."
We talked for another hour before Bill addressed the elephant in the room.
"How long do you have before..."
"Doc says I may have two or three weeks before I deteriorate to the point where I'll need palliative care," I said. I pulled a business card out of my wallet and handed it to my brother. "Which will probably include heavy-duty sedation. He's already making arrangements."
"Belleview Palliative Care Unit," Bill said as he read the card.
"I've heard good things about them," Mom said quietly.
"Isn't that like a hospice?" Lisa asked.
"It can include end-of-life care, but that's not all," Mom said sadly. "I looked into them when your dad collapsed, but he passed too quickly." She sighed at the memories. "They do a lot more than a hospice does. Your doctor chose well. Still, I don't like the idea of you being in that big house all by yourself until then."
"Neither do I," Bill said. "Why don't you grab a few things and stay here with us? We have a guest room with its own bathroom you can use. And Marie would love to have you here with us."
"We'd all love to have you here with us," Lisa told me firmly. I had to smile. Their tone made clear that 'no' wasn't an option.
"And I'll be more than happy to come look after you during the day," Mom added.
"I don't want to impose on you guys like that," I said.
"You're my brother. It's no imposition," Bill declared. "And Mom's right. You shouldn't be by yourself, especially with everything going on."
I thought about the offer for a few moments before agreeing. They were right. I felt so... blessed... to have a family who cared for me and stepped up when the chips were down. Except for my wife, the one person who actually vowed to stand by me in sickness and in health. And something about 'Forsaking all others' was there too, I grumbled to myself. Then I shook my head. Not productive.
With a tear in my eye, I accepted Bill's offer. "Thank you. You have no idea what that means to me."
We gathered for a group hug, and I couldn't help it. I broke down crying, harder than when my dad died. We all cried for some time. Strangely enough, I felt better when we broke the hug and settled down.
"Why don't you go back to your house and grab a few things," Bill finally said. "We'll get your room ready while you're gone."
"You're on," I said. "I'll head on over and be back before you know it." It didn't take long for me to grab what I needed from the house - a few changes of clothes and some toiletries. Bill's guest room was ready by the time I returned.
As I lay in bed that night, I thought about Anne, and Michael, and what they had done to me. My rage began to build as I pondered their treacherous actions. For a moment, I found myself contemplating murder and even considered hiring a hitman to take the cheaters out so Olivia wouldn't have to be exposed to them. I dismissed that idea, though, not wanting to cause Olivia any more pain than necessary.
I considered hiring an escort to take care of my sexual needs. After all, it had been a while since Anne and I had done anything thanks to the never-ending headaches and bouts of nausea that prevented me from doing very much. But, I reasoned, that would make me no better than her in the fidelity department, and I DID take a vow to forsake all others. Besides, I thought, two wrongs don't make a right, and even if they did, there was no guarantee I could perform anyway.
Then I had the crazy idea of hiring an escort to seduce Michael. I could hire someone to take pictures of them in the act, then send the photos to Anne to destroy their relationship. But for all I knew, she might not care what Michael does. Only that she has access to his money and social status.
The last idea I had before nodding off was starting a publicity campaign. I could hire a writer to do a story about a wife leaving her terminally ill husband to have an affair. She would come back to a very hostile reception, I thought. That seemed the most likely to work, so I made a mental note to run it by Robert. The last thing I needed was to have Anne sue my estate, possibly ruining Olivia's future.
"All I want is a little justice," I thought. "Is that too damn much to ask?" That night, I dreamt of a cowboy on an impossibly huge black horse and a petite blonde woman. I didn't recall much of the dream, but something the cowboy said stuck with me: "Justice is ridin' with ya, son. Never forget."
The next few days were quite busy as I wrapped up my earthly affairs - bad pun under the circumstances, but fitting. I planned for my funeral and burial plot with the same company that handled Dad's funeral. The cost was unbelievable, even for the most basic arrangements. But I walked away, feeling better that my family wouldn't have to worry about anything.
I imagine that if someone were planning for a "far future" event, it would be sobering. I was a bit numb by now. Resigned, maybe? Now it was just like conducting a business deal, installing a new PC, getting a software download, or arranging a trash pickup.
My financial planner was shocked when I told him what was happening but agreed to liquidate my portfolio and place everything in a trust. I gave him Robert's card so they could coordinate their efforts.
From there, I visited my insurance agent and had him change the beneficiaries on my life insurance policy. He was sympathetic when I explained my diagnosis and the change in my family situation.
The hardest part was informing my loyal employees about my situation. They had stepped up to handle things in my absence and were stunned when I explained everything. It seems I had trained them better than I originally thought. There were a lot of tears by the time I finished. They seemed to feel better, though, when I told them of my conditions for selling to Empire.
"In the meantime, Jack, you're in charge," I told Jack Hamilton, my top supervisor.
"I'll make you proud, boss," he replied as we shook hands.
"You've already done that," I said. "All of you have."
I spent the rest of that morning going over the final details with Jack and the office staff, then went to the bank to make sure everything was handled with all my accounts. That evening, I went to see George and Lydia Simpson, Anne's parents. I activated the video record feature on my phone before knocking on their door.
"Good evening, Andrew," George said when he answered the door. "What can we do for you?" he asked after inviting me inside.
"I'm here to talk to you about Anne and Olivia," I said. "Is Lydia at home? I'd like to speak with you both at the same time."
George furrowed his brow before calling Lydia to the front room. I got the impression he had no idea what was going on with Anne. I felt a bit better. I had always believed him to be a fundamentally decent guy. And he had treated me well as a son-in-law. I might have an unexpected ally in this. Lydia looked nervous the instant she saw me.
"Hello Andrew," she stammered.
"Lydia," I responded gravely. George blinked at me, catching my tone.
"Uh, what can we do for you?"
"I think you know, Lydia. Where did Anne take Olivia?" I asked, pointedly.
"Yes, Lydia. Where DID Anne take Olivia?" George asked, his irritation obvious.
"I'm sorry, but she asked me not to say anything," Lydia mumbled uncertainly, her eyes darting back and forth between my stony expression and her husband's rapidly growing suspicion.
"You can either tell me now, or you can tell the police later," I hissed.
"Police?" George asked, his face registering shock.
"Yes," I told him. "Anne took Olivia away for a month to a location unknown to me without my prior knowledge or permission. Probably out of the country. Your wife had Olivia here as part of a plot to keep her from me.
"My lawyer tells me that Anne could be charged with a Class D felony, which carries a five-year prison sentence. Anyone helping her could be charged as an accessory, which carries a two-year prison sentence."
"Oh my God," George gasped. "What the Hell is going on, Andrew?"
"What's going on is that Anne has taken up with her boss, Michael Simpson. The two of them decided to go on a month-long vacation, taking Olivia with them so I would have no contact with her. She filed for a divorce, but it's not going to happen."
"My daughter? That stupid, impulsive bitch," George growled. Then he shot me a piercing look. "Why won't the divorce happen?"
"Because you can't divorce a dead man," I told him flatly. "She'll be an all-nice-and-legal widow, probably before she gets back."
"What?" George asked, shocked. Lydia's eyes grew wide as she put her hands to her face.
"I'm dying. I was diagnosed with an inoperable brain tumor. There's a chance I'll be dead by the time Anne returns. Which means I'll never get a chance to say goodbye to Olivia properly. Thanks in part to your wife," I said, glaring angrily at Lydia.
"Did you tell Anne?" George asked, aghast.
"I told her I was dying, but never got a chance to explain. She just brushed me off and said I would survive and then flounced out. So, Lydia. Where is she? And how long have you known about Anne's affair with Michael Simpson?" I asked.
"I've known for a while," Lydia stammered. "She brought him to the house a few months ago and introduced him to me while George was at work. Anne said he was rich, powerful, and well-connected. Not a... computer repairman like you, Andrew."
"And you bought that pile of shit?" George exclaimed, fuming. For a moment, I thought I saw actual steam coming out of his ears. "Andrew is the most honest, hard-working man I've ever met. He started that company of his on a shoestring and built it up with his own two hands. He built himself up just the way I did. WE did. Something to be proud of, not trashed. How many employees do you have working for you now, Andrew?"
"I have ten employees and was looking to hire a couple more before all this happened," I said, then I turned to my mother-in-law and she visibly cringed.
"Where did she go, Lydia? Where did she take my daughter?" I demanded.
"She mentioned something about... Cancun," Lydia replied reluctantly. She wasn't meeting either of our eyes and I couldn't tell if she was actually contrite, just wanted to limit the legal damage, or was acutely aware that her own comfortable married position could be hanging by a pretty ragged thread.
"My God, woman! What the Hell have you done?" George asked, veins popping out in anger. "You let Anne take that child out of the country without telling Andrew? The same day he learns he's dying? What the Hell is wrong with you?"
"Anne told me you said you were dying, but she thought you were just being melodramatic about her leaving you for Michael," Lydia explained. "Maybe I should call her and tell her about your diagnosis so she can bring Olivia back," she added hurriedly.
"That won't happen," I said bitterly. "Anne left her phone here so no one could contact her."
She looked stricken. "I forgot. She told me she would do that. Said she didn't want you tracking her, or trying to contact her or Olivia," Lydia said sheepishly.
"And you have no way at all to reach her?" George asked incredulously.
"No, I don't. And she didn't leave her itinerary."
"Fucking terrific," George hissed. "And what happens if there's an emergency? I have a heart attack? You have an accident? The house burns down?"
"I... I don't know," Lydia stammered.
"Fuck," George spit as he shook his head in frustration. "I'm really sorry, Andrew. For everything. I thought I raised Anne better than this. What are you going to do now?"
"It's already being done, George," I told him. "Believe it or not, I've already come to terms with it. A part of me would rather be dead than without Olivia anyway."
"For what it's worth, Andrew, I've always thought of you as the son I never had. I'm proud of you. If there's anything I can do..."
"Thank you, George. I appreciate that," I said as we shook hands.
"And you... wife. We need to talk," George growled as he looked back at Lydia, who now looked like the candidate for the heart attack.
"I'd better go now. There's a good chance the authorities will want to talk with you anyway, Lydia. Maybe if you cooperate with them, they'll go easy on you," I said, wearily relenting a little bit. My head was really pounding. "Goodbye."
"Wait, Andrew," Lydia called as I walked toward the door. I stopped and turned to face her. She hugged me with tears in her eyes. "I'm sorry. I should have said something to you earlier. I just thought... Well, I don't really know what I was thinking. Can you forgive me? Please?"
"I'll think about it, Lydia. For George's and Olivia's sake, anyway. Cooperate with the authorities when they talk to you, okay?"
"I will, Andrew," Lydia said as tears fell down her cheek. We hugged one last time, then I left and returned to Bill's house. I called Robert when I arrived and told him what happened.
"And you recorded it?" he asked.
"Yes," I replied.
"Good. That will make things easier. Sally's worked straight through and got everything ready for your approval. Can you be here tomorrow morning at 9:00?"
"I can do that."
"Excellent. Ed has some updates as well. I'll have him drop by and we can go over everything."
"I can't wait to hear that," I said. We ended the call, and I collapsed into one of Bill's recliners, closing my eyes in a vain effort to block out the never-ending pain in my head.
...
I walked into Robert's office the following morning after a poor night's sleep and saw that Ed had already arrived. After the obligatory greeting and cup of coffee, Robert turned to Ed.
"What did you find out?" Robert asked.
"Quite a lot, actually," Ed began, referring to a lengthy report. "We confirmed that Michael and Anne did go to Cancun. My people are watching their every move, by the way. We were also able to get into Anne's phone, and it provided a treasure trove of information. We're still going through everything - there's a lot to sort through."
"From what we could tell from their text messages and private emails, the affair has been going on for around nine months. They started planning this little vacation trip six months ago. I've been told they're staying at the Hilton Cancun Resort.
"My gut tells me this is more than just a pleasure trip, though," Ed concluded.
"Oh? Why do you say that?" Robert asked.
"For starters, they took a private jet registered to a company in Colombia. We're still looking into that. After dropping Michael and Anne off in Cancun, the jet flew to the Caymans, then Jamaica, before arriving in Medellin. I made some calls and learned the jet is slated to return to Cancun in a few days. We don't know any more than that."
"What about Olivia? Is she safe?" I asked anxiously.
"She seems to be enjoying herself, but a report I received this morning from one of my contacts there said Anne and Michael left your daughter in their room while they went clubbing last night," Ed replied.
"What the hell is wrong with those two?" I exploded. "How could they leave an eight-year-old girl by herself while they party?"
"Good question," Robert said. "It looks like we may have to get Child Protective Services involved. Did your people get photos?" he asked Ed.
"Yes, they did. And they saw nothing to indicate that a babysitter had been provided. We'll stay on top of that." He looked and me and nodded reassuringly. "Both guys on surveillance have little daughters. They will NOT let anything bad happen to her."
I bit my lip and nodded back.
"Please do," Robert said. "I can't help but wonder if this will become a habit with her."
"Could be. At any rate, here is my report so far. There are pictures and some audio. Video is on the way. We'll stay on top of it and update you when we have more information," Ed said. He pulled Anne's phone from his pocket and handed it to me. "We cloned her phone, so we don't need this anymore."
"Thanks," I said, pocketing her phone.
"Unless you have anything more for me, I'd better get back to it," Ed told us. We said our goodbyes and watched as he left.
"I spoke with a state attorney, and she's itching to take this case. This will give her more ammunition, but I'm not certain she'll be able to use it in court given how it was obtained," Robert said.
"If I'm paying for the phone?" He looked at me and I shrugged. "We had a joint account that we both contributed to which covered all the monthly bills, though I was putting in about three dollars for every one Anne put in. That includes the phone and media bills."
Robert looked thoughtful for a moment before responding. "That might change things a bit. I'll run it by the state attorney."
"I was also thinking about getting someone to write my story," I said. "What do you think?"
"You want the world to remember Anne as the woman who left her dying husband while refusing to let him say goodbye to his beloved daughter," Robert said, shrewdly. "Am I right?"
"Why not?" I asked.
"Why not, indeed? I know a few good writers over at the local paper who are known for their discretion and honesty. I can reach out to them and see if they might be interested. We wouldn't want it to go live before she returns, though. It could tip her off."
"I can live with that," I replied with a sigh.
"All right. I'll do it. C'mon, let's go through these forms and get everything finalized so I can file them," Robert said.
We spent the next two hours poring over the paperwork. I was satisfied with everything Robert and his team had done and signed my life away... literally. I tried not to think about it and concentrated on not letting my hand shake. When we finished, I set the pen down and looked at the stack of papers, now neatly arranged in their folders. This is what my life had become - a stack of paper. It seemed colder and sadder than a headstone. At least my family would be protected from Anne and her sleazebag lover.
Robert sensed my state of mind and placed a reassuring arm around my shoulder. After we exchanged a manly hug, he took both my drooping shoulders in his hands.
"Everything will work out, Andrew. I know this was hard, but it had to be done. Now I want you to spend the rest of your time with your family. Let me deal with everything else."
"Thank you, Robert. You've been a great friend," I replied. We shook hands, and I settled my bill with him before leaving the office. On the way to Bill's house, I stopped at my place, tossed the now-meaningless divorce papers on the couch, and replaced Anne's phone where she left it. Looking around the dark empty house, I said a quiet goodbye, locked the door, and left.



I spent the next three days in my pajamas trying to deal with the steadily increasing symptoms. In addition to headaches and nausea, I had started losing my balance and experienced dizziness and numbness. My ability to speak coherently was also slipping. Thankfully, Mom was there with the ever-present bowl of hot chicken noodle soup which always helped make things better.
When my phone buzzed in my pocket, I thought I was having another seizure. But it turned out to be Patricia Dempsey from the Daily Record, who said she got my number from Robert and wanted to know if she could stop by for an interview. I invited her over, then struggled to get dressed as I didn't want her to see me in my pajamas. My mother fussed over me and then went to tidy up the living room.
"You didn't have to get dressed on my account," Patricia said when I opened the door. At first, I was at a loss for words. Patricia's friendly manner, along with her good looks, threw me for a loop, and I almost felt like a teenager.
Mom brought us each a cup of coffee, then left the room so we could talk. After asking permission, Patricia started a recorder to make sure she got my story accurate.
"When Robert told me what happened, I wanted to make sure your side of the story got told. Michael Simpson is a very powerful attorney. There's even been talk of a judgeship in his future. I'm surprised he would stoop to something like this," Patricia said with a hint of skepticism in her voice.
"Well, he filed the divorce papers, so they're a matter of public record," I told her. "The PI working the case has months of text messages and personal emails between Simpson and my wife plotting their affair. I'll tell Robert that you can have access to the evidence, though it might just be usable for background."
I smiled wanly. "I imagine the laws for reporters in media are different than laws for lawyers in the courtroom. This is the picture sent to me the day after they left the country. That definitely should be usable." I handed her my phone, though my hand shook as I reached out. I could see her quick flash of understanding and concern before she managed to pull up her professional mask.
"Left the country?" Patricia asked, shock on her face as she looked at the photo on my phone.
"Yes. They're in Cancun right now. That's been confirmed." I was tired already, but she could hear the disgust in my voice.
"May I have a copy of this photo?"
"Of course," I replied. Patricia sent a copy of the photo to her phone, then quietly listened as I told my story. The whole story. I had to pause a few times due to the emotions that welled up, and I had to stop a few times to rephrase a few sentences - they sounded fine in my head but came out garbled. "Sorry, that's the tumor," I apologized after the third contorted sentence.
"That's quite all right," Patricia assured me kindly. "Take your time. I'm in no rush."
"Unfortunately, I am. I don't think I'll be alive when they return at the end of the month."
"I... see," Patricia replied sadly. "So how do you feel about all of this?"
"How do you think I feel? I see you're a married woman," I said, looking at her rings. "What if you came home from work one day with terrible news only to be told by your husband that he was leaving with another woman - with your children?" I could see her wince and her body twitched almost as much as mine.
"I feel used and betrayed. I know it happens all too often, but there is a decent way to handle it. If you're not happy, try to fix it. If you can't fix it, then divorce. AFTER the divorce you can go looking for... whatever you think you need. The deepest regret I have is not being able to say goodbye to Olivia. To tell her how much I love her, one last time." There was a wave of pain, and I tossed my head like a horse dislodging a biting fly.
"I loved Anne with my whole heart for more than a decade. Everything I did was for her and my daughter Olivia. I always put their needs ahead of my own. Always. And what do I get in exchange? Crapped on. Dismissed like a schoolboy. Well, to hell with her. And the sorry-assed piece of shit she decided to ride off with," I hissed coldly.
Patricia looked at me with a mix of fear and shock.
I tried to take a deep breath but wound up in a coughing fit. "I'm sorry I blew up. I'm not normally like this."
"The tumor?" Patricia asked gently.
"Yes, unfortunately," I told her, nodding my head. "I was warned that the normal social inhibitions would start to... lapse as it spread."
"So, what are you going to do?" Patricia asked.
"I'm doing it now. Whatever else I could do has already been done. Anne will not benefit from my death - at all. My family will be well taken care of. My daughter will want for nothing. All I will leave Anne is the scorn of the world, I hope. And a middle finger," I added, showing her a picture Robert took of me the last time we spoke.
"Once this goes out, I'm sure she'll get a lot of that," Patricia snickered as she stopped the recording. "I think I have everything I need for now. I'll do some background and put together a final draft. Mr. Horton asked to review anything before I release it, so I'll be sure to run it by him before doing anything with it."
"Thank you. I deeply appreciate that."
"No sir. Thank YOU. I really am very sorry to hear all of this, but I promise you that your story will be told. I don't know if you're a religious man, Mr. Coleman, but I'll keep you in my thoughts and prayers."
"We all would appreciate that," Mom said from the doorway.
"I'd better get going. Thank you for your time. And the coffee. Good day," Patricia said as she packed her things. Mom escorted her to the door and thanked her again for writing my story. She returned to find me sobbing in my chair.
"Why, Mom? What did I ever do to deserve this? All I did was love her with all my heart."
"You did nothing wrong, sweetheart," Mom said cradling my head. "Nothing. She's just a selfish bitch who needs a good spanking. I know it hurts, but you're better off forgetting about her. She'll get what's coming to her."
Mom held me until I settled down, then escorted me to my room, where I changed back into my pajamas and slid under the covers. I fell asleep after eating another bowl of her chicken soup.
Robert stopped by the house about three days later to inform me that Empire had accepted my conditions for the sale of my business. They had reviewed the financials Robert provided and would discuss their final offer that night at a board meeting.
"They're very impressed with everything you and your team have done. The preliminary numbers I've heard so far are well beyond your expectations. And they're willing to work with me in your stead. In fact, they wanted me to express their condolences to you and your family."
"Thanks, Robert. That takes a load off my mind. And I'm sure it takes a load off my employees' minds as well. Have you already informed them?"
"I have. Along with all the usual disclaimers. Even so, they're very happy," Robert said.
"What about..."
"Anne? I can't get into it right now, but I think she and Simpson are going to be in for a rude awakening when they return. Seems the authorities have gotten even more interested in their jaunt to Cancun. I can't get into it because I don't have all the specifics, but the state attorney's office is chomping at the bit.
"And I understand more than one three-letter agency is also interested. Don't worry. It's all under control. Justice will be done. I promise you that," Robert said with a gleam in his eye.
"Thanks, Robert. I feel like I can go in peace now," I said quietly, trying not to slur my words too much.
A few days later, Bill reluctantly called the Palliative Care Unit to pick me up, as I had degenerated to the point that I needed round-the-clock care. I handed him the key to what used to be my house.
"I'll take your stuff back. Don't worry about a thing," Bill said as tears dripped down his face.
"Mom, could you please make sure Olivia gets the shelf of my old favorite books? Something to remember me by?" I asked when she hugged me.
"Of course, I will, Son," Mom sobbed as she held me tight. "I love you, my sweet, sweet boy."
"I love you too, Mom," I gasped. We all exchanged tearful hugs and farewells before the orderlies loaded me in the back of their ambulance.
The next several days were awful. The constant pain, nausea, dizziness, and fuzziness were interrupted only by bouts of screaming agony. It felt like a fanged, clawed monster lived in my skull, and would randomly fight to rip its way out. I felt horrible at what my pain must have been doing to the caregivers, but they never once complained, treating me with never-ending smiles and attempts to make me feel better.
I don't know how long I lay in that state, but I recalled seeing the tearful faces of my family more than once. I wanted desperately to tell them everything would be all right, but all could manage to get out was garbled nonsense.
Early one morning, though, I opened my eyes to find that all my pain was suddenly gone. Was I cured? Did the tumor go away? I looked at the clock on the wall and saw it was 4:30 in the morning. Then I saw something else - a man.
But he wasn't just any man. He was my father. Or at least, a younger-looking version of my father. And he was smiling.
"You ready to go do some fishing? Got a prime spot picked out," he said. I remembered fishing with Dad and Bill when we were younger. Mom happily cooked the fish, but insisted we clean it ourselves.
"Fishing sounds good, Dad," I said.
"C'mon, Son. Let's go," he said, holding out a hand, which I accepted joyfully. I rose into the sunlight and gave him a hug.
...
To be continued...
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End of Part 01:
The next several days were awful. The constant pain, nausea, dizziness, and fuzziness were interrupted only by bouts of screaming agony. It felt like a fanged, clawed monster lived in my skull, and would randomly fight to rip its way out. I felt horrible at what my pain must have been doing to the caregivers, but they never once complained, treating me with never-ending smiles and attempts to make me feel better.
I don't know how long I lay in that state, but I recalled seeing the tearful faces of my family more than once. I wanted desperately to tell them everything would be all right, but all could manage to get out was garbled nonsense.
Early one morning, though, I opened my eyes to find that all my pain was suddenly gone. Was I cured? Did the tumor go away? I looked at the clock on the wall and saw it was 4:30 in the morning. Then I saw something else - a man.
But he wasn't just any man. He was my father. Or at least, a younger-looking version of my father. And he was smiling.
"You ready to go do some fishing? Got a prime spot picked out," he said. I remembered fishing with Dad and Bill when we were younger. Mom happily cooked the fish, but insisted we clean it ourselves.
"Fishing sounds good, Dad," I said.
"C'mon, Son. Let's go," he said, holding out a hand, which I accepted joyfully. I rose into the sunlight and gave him a hug.
...
And now, Part 02: Anne
Anne:
The limousine that ferried Michael, myself, and my daughter Olivia, from the airport, finally pulled into my driveway. The last month with my lover had been a lot of fun, but I was exhausted and happy to finally be home... soon to be just my home.
I wasn't surprised to see that Andrew's car was gone - it was well after 9:00 am, and I figured he would be at work. But something about the place was... off. Michael seemed to notice it as well.
"Your yard looks like it hasn't been touched in quite a while," he noted disapprovingly. "Don't you use a gardening service?"
"No, Andrew likes to take care of the yard himself. It's a matter of personal pride for him. He never lets it go more than a week without mowing it. His father was the same way," I replied absently. "But this has to be taken care of before the HOA complains."
"Indeed," Michael snorted, the idea of performing manual labor - especially anything involving yard equipment - was repugnant to him. "It doesn't look like he's home. That's a good thing."
"He's probably gone to work. Probably out fixing someone's little computer glitch," I sneered.
"Well, remember what I said. If he so much as thinks about looking at you cross-eyed, you call me straight away. I'll call Judge Stanton and get a restraining order on him so fast it'll make his head spin," Michael said.
The idea of seeing Andrew being led out of the house in chains as the neighbors gawked and took pictures put a smile on my face. But I knew that would never happen. Andrew was a pussy cat and wouldn't even lift a finger.
"I don't think that will be necessary," I said.
"It's not a question of necessity, Anne. It's a question of winning the game," Michael said smugly. "If all else fails, we can fall back onto Plan B. You know we have... friends... willing to do whatever is necessary."
I knew what Michael meant by "Plan B." We had discussed it in depth with Michael's Colombian friends in Cancun. As excited as I was about watching Andrew squirm while facing false drug and child trafficking and porn charges, I didn't want to hurt Olivia. Not too much, anyway.
It was bad enough that I took her from Andrew for a month with no means of contact. She had had bouts of melancholy and surliness, which was quite unlike her, but Michael and I hadn't let that distract us. She would just have to get used to it.
"Do you think I should goad him a little? Maybe rub his nose in my infidelity?" I asked.
"Whatever it takes, my dear," Michael replied with a smirk. "Anyway, do you want me to carry your bags into the house?"
"No, I don't think that would be wise. There are a lot of prying eyes and wagging tongues. I don't want to start the rumor mill running more than it probably already is. After all, no one here has seen Olivia or me for a month."
"As you wish," Michael said.
The chauffeur popped the trunk and got out of the car as I kissed Michael deeply. I got out of the car when he opened my door and watched as Olivia politely said goodbye to Michael. When she left the car, we grabbed our bags and walked to the front door.
I was a little surprised when my key actually worked on the front door. I had read a lot of stories where cuckolded husbands changed their locks to keep their cheating wives out of the house. And to be honest, that's exactly what I had been for months - a cheating wife. But not for much longer.
Before I opened the door, I glanced at the large mailbox attached to the front of the house and saw it crammed full of mail. Didn't Andrew even bother checking the mail? I wasn't worried about our monthly bills as those were paid by automatic draft from the household account, but surely Andrew could have brought the mail inside. I shook my head in exasperation.
I opened the door and went inside, waving happily to Michael as I did so. Walking inside, I was surprised to see that everything was much as it was when I left a month ago. And the house was dark and quiet. Almost... too... dark and quiet. Like a tomb. In fact, it looked like no one had been inside the place for some time. There was even a light coat of dust on everything.
"Andrew?" I called as I walked around the lower half of the house. "Are you here? We're home." My calls were met with an eerie silence that sent chills up my spine. Something was definitely wrong here, but I couldn't place my finger on it.
"Mommy, since Daddy isn't home, I wanna go see Melissa across the street, okay?" Olivia asked.
"Sure, sweetheart," I said absently. "Be careful crossing the street."
"I will," Olivia called out. I went upstairs and put my bags on the bed, then plugged my phone in to let it charge up. I noticed there had been a number of calls from a number I didn't recognize since 4:45 this morning. Probably spammers. Andrew had put our phones on a no-call list that stopped 90 percent of spam calls, but a few still got through.
As the phone charged, I continued looking around. All of Andrew's clothes and toiletries were there, so he hadn't left the house. Still, I felt as though I was walking in a mausoleum. I gathered our clothes and prepared to put them in the wash when my phone rang. It was the same number that had called several times before, so after some hesitation, I answered it, ready to tell them to get lost.
"May I speak with Mrs. Anne Coleman, please?" a female voice asked when I answered.
"Yes, that's me," I replied, puzzled.
"Mrs. Coleman, my name is Krystin Ryerson, and I'm calling from Belleview Palliative Care Unit. We've tried to contact you several times this morning. Ma'am, it's my sad duty to inform you that your husband Andrew passed away early this morning."
I stared at the wall, not believing what I had just heard. "WHAT?" I exclaimed. "What the hell?! Palliative Care? Is this some kind of a sick joke? Because it's NOT funny!!"
The caller was quiet for a moment. "This is no joke, Mrs. Coleman. I was informed your husband never got to tell you that he had a brutally aggressive and terminal form of brain cancer before you left for Cancun."
Cancun? What the Hell? How does this little twerp know I went to Cancun? Unless this is one of Andrew's snarky little practical jokes. Still, Krystin's news threw me for a loop. Was Andrew telling the truth when he said he was dying? And what was my response? "Don't be so dramatic, Andrew. You'll survive."
The young woman's voice brought me back to reality.
"So, do you need me to come down and claim the body or something?" I asked, suddenly realizing the divorce was no longer necessary now and smiling.
"That won't be necessary, ma'am. Mr. Coleman took care of all the arrangements earlier this month. He has already been transferred to Spencer Funeral Home. I'm truly sorry for your loss, ma'am. If there's anything we can do, please feel free to call. We have counselors who can help you work through your grief if necessary."
"Thank you, but that won't be necessary," I said before ending the call. I sat there, not knowing what to think, for some time before I heard the doorbell ring. What now? I answered it.
"Are you Mrs. Anne Coleman?" asked a young woman wearing a polo shirt that read, "Acme Courier Service."
"Yes," I replied, hesitantly.
"I've been asked to deliver this letter to you, ma'am. You have been asked to contact Mr. Robert Horton, attorney at law, as soon as you receive this. His business card is in the envelope. Have a nice day, ma'am."
I waited until the young woman left, then opened the letter with trembling hands.
"Anne," the letter began. "Thank you so much for having let me say goodbye to Olivia. Do not worry, I have left things for her. In time, she'll know what you did and what kind of father you replaced me with."
The letter was signed, "Andrew."
I snorted, annoyed, and puzzled. I looked at the business card and saw a number had been written in black ink and underlined. Beneath that read, "Call Immediately!"
What the Hell, I thought. At least I can get some answers. I pulled out my phone and called the number.
"Horton," Robert said after answering the call.
"Robert, this is Anne Coleman," I said.
"Yes, I know. I see you arrived from Cancun safely. As you're probably aware by now, your HUSBAND died early this morning. I need to see you and Olivia in my office at 11:00 am, sharp, to discuss the disposition of his estate," Robert said. I could almost feel the hatred coming through the call. I remembered that Robert and Andrew had been friends for a long time.
"Of course, Robert. We'll be there. Can I bring someone with me? For moral support?" I asked.
If anything, his tone was even colder. "That is your prerogative, Mrs. Coleman. But I should let you know this is neither a legal proceeding nor is it a negotiation, so Mr. Simpson's input is neither required nor desired. He may accompany you so long as he behaves himself. Am I understood?"
"Of course, Robert," I said, taken aback that Andrew had shared our private business with others. It was so unlike him.
"Very well then. 11:00 - sharp. Good day," he said abruptly before ending the call. I looked at my phone and was stunned - so many people seemed to know what I had done, who I had done it with, and where we had gone. What else do they know? I looked at the clock and realized I didn't have much time, so I called Michael.
"Miss me already, sweet cheeks?" Michael purred when he answered.
"You know I do. Listen, I need your help. I just learned that Andrew passed away this morning from a brain tumor. It seems he was telling the truth when he said he was dying. I just spoke to his lawyer, Robert Horton, and he wants me and Olivia to come to his office at 11:00 sharp.
"I'm too shaky to drive right now, so could you please come get us and be there with me? Please?"
Michael's tone changed in an instant. "Of course. I'm on my way. I'll be there in a few minutes. Don't worry."
"I won't. But Michael - it seems that everyone knows what I did and where I've been," I stammered.
"So, your little computer nerd hired a PI. Big deal. If this Horton tries anything, he'll regret it. I've got you covered," he said confidently.
"Thanks, Michael. I appreciate that. I love you."
"I love you too," Michael said. "Just think. We can come out in the open now, and you'll inherit whatever your husband left behind. We're free and clear. No Plan B required."
"I never thought of that," I said. We ended the call, and I felt better. With Andrew dead, I would get the house, his business, which I would sell right away for a hefty profit, and whatever he has in the bank. Maybe this was the best outcome, after all, I assured myself happily.
Michael arrived just as I returned to the house with Olivia. She had not been happy leaving her friend, but I had insisted. I doubted I would get much sympathy from Robert, but I was sure having Olivia there would forestall any unpleasantness. He got out of the car and opened the doors for us. I put Olivia in the back seat, grabbed my purse from the house, and jumped in the passenger seat.
"So, tell me what happened," Michael said as he drove off.
"I got a call from Bellevue Palliative Care, telling me Andrew died early this morning. Then I got a letter Andrew wrote before he died, saying he left things for Olivia and that she would find out what kind of father I replaced him with.
"There was a card with a note to call Andrew's lawyer immediately. He wants to see us right away."
"I wouldn't worry about it. He probably just wants to make you feel bad for leaving Andrew the way you did."
"Yeah, but it seems like everyone I talked to knew what I had done and where we had gone," I said, starting to feel uncomfortable again.
"So what? It's not illegal to vacation in Cancun. Let me deal with this Horton character."
"Okay. Whatever you say," I replied. We got to the office building where Robert worked, parked, and found our way to his 10th-floor office suite. When we walked inside, I immediately saw Bill and Andrew's mother. Both of them gave me withering looks.
"Anne, it looks like Cancun agreed with you," Robert said with a dead tone when he stepped into the lobby.
"I'm Michael Simpson, Attorney at Law," Michael said, puffing himself up as he stepped between me and Robert to establish dominance, not giving me a chance to respond.
"Yes, I know who you are," Robert said, ignoring Michael's outstretched hand. "As I told Mrs. Coleman, this is not a legal proceeding nor is it a negotiation. Your input is neither required nor desired, and I must ask that you respect that this is my office, and we are dealing with the disposition of a good man's estate."
"Of course," Michael said slowly. Robert looked down at Olivia and finally smiled.
"And how are you, Olivia?" Robert asked.
"I'm fine, Mr. Horton. Thank you," Olivia said in her sweet voice.
"That's wonderful, Olivia. Do you see that woman in the blue blouse? Her name is Jennifer, and she would really like it if you visited with her while I talk with your mommy. Is that okay?"
"That's okay. Do you know where my Daddy is? I really miss him."
After a fleeting sad look, he cleared his throat and replied, "Yes, sweetheart, I do. We'll talk about that later, okay?"
"Okay," Olivia said before skipping down the hall to meet a smiling Jennifer.
"Let's step inside my conference room, shall we?" Robert asked as he motioned for everyone to join him in the large room.
I sat where Robert motioned, and Michael immediately sat next to me. Bill and his mother sat a couple of chairs down as though Michael had cooties. There were two other men in the room I didn't recognize.
"Who are they?" I asked.
"Oh, them. They'll have some things to add later in the meeting. Would any of you care for something to drink? Water, coffee, tea, soda?"
Everyone agreed water was best, so Robert's assistant left the room and returned with several bottles of ice-cold water.
"If you don't mind, I'd like to record this meeting, just to make sure there aren't any misunderstandings later on," Robert said. Everyone agreed though Michael did look briefly like he might object, so Robert started the recording.
"First off, I'd like to offer my condolences to the family," Robert said. "I know it's not easy losing a son and a brother, especially one like Andrew. He was a good friend of mine as well, and he will be sorely missed."
"Thank you, Mr. Horton," Bill said quietly.
"Please, call me Robert." He pulled a manila folder from the stack of folders and binders and held it up. "Ms. Coleman, I have here the divorce petition you and Mr. Simpson filed against Robert this month before your departure for Cancun.
"Naturally, Mr. Coleman's untimely death makes this petition academic. As I'm sure Mr. Simpson can tell you, no court in this state would even consider such a petition against someone with a terminal diagnosis."
"He's got a point," Michael agreed.
"However, her petition and accompanying notes emphatically state her intent to abandon the marriage and the marital bed and board. Her statements to Mr. Coleman made it quite clear that she wanted to 'trade up.' So, while the divorce petition itself is moot, its tone remains germane to this discussion.
"After you had my client served, he reached out to me. Wisely so, I might say. We made a number of significant changes to his last will, and he changed the beneficiaries in his various insurance policies and stock portfolios."
"What about his business?" I asked. I had never paid much attention to his 'little computer repair business,' as Michael had put it, but money was money.
"The business has been sold," Robert replied. "So, it is no longer part of Mr. Coleman's estate."
"Wait a minute," Michael interjected. "Wouldn't Anne have some stock in that business? Wouldn't he need her approval to sell a major marital asset?"



Robert counted to ten before responding. "As I indicated before, your input is not required. But to answer your question, one, Mr. Coleman started the business before he married Anne, so it WAS NOT a marital asset, and two, the divorce petition YOU created and filed was accompanied by a note that made it clear she didn't want any part of it."
Michael turned to me with wide eyes. "You didn't?"
I was confused and starting to get upset. Michael's tone rattled me, and I suddenly felt very defensive. "You always talked down his business. And we had been married for quite a while and you said we might need to, you know, goad him a bit, so I thought dumping on what he had worked so hard on would..." I stopped as I could see everyone staring at me and felt myself start to blush.
"Oh," Michael said, deflated.
"Now, may I continue?" Robert asked. "Good. As for the home... The mortgage insurance claim was filed this morning. Once that process has been completed, whatever balance, including taxes, remains, will be handled by the estate. The title deed will be placed in a family trust to be handled by Mr. William Coleman, Andrew's brother."
"Which means what?" I asked, taken aback at what they were saying about the house I had picked out and decorated and LIVED in.
"Which means that I want you out of that house the second the deed is in the trust," Bill said.
"You're throwing me out?" I asked incredulously.
"You left a long time ago, missy," Bill's mother shot back.
"Next," Robert continued relentlessly. "Once all final expenses are handled, the remains of Mr. Coleman's rather significant estate will be split with three quarters going into a trust for Olivia, and the rest split evenly between William Coleman and his mother. I do not have exact numbers yet, but I know the balance will be more than enough to last the rest of their lives."
"How much was Andrew worth?" I asked, astounded.
"All totaled, just north of $100 million," Robert said. "If you had only waited a month, you would've been a very rich and respectable widow," he added acidly.
"Didn't he leave me with anything?" I asked automatically, feeling as though I had been punched in the gut and utterly bewildered by the number. I hadn't known, hadn't paid attention to any money matters. Andrew took care of those. The credit card bills got paid, that's all I cared about.
"As a matter of fact, he did," Robert said, pulling a small envelope out of his stack. He handed it to me, and I swear he smirked as he did so. I opened the envelope and gasped when I saw the picture of Andrew holding up his middle finger.
"That is specifically in response to Mr. Simpson sending him a picture of the three of you frolicking on the beach in Cancun," Robert added blandly.
"You sent him that picture?" I asked Michael, startled. I had bought into Michael's rationale that we needed to 'defeat' Andrew to get him to roll over and accept the divorce without a nasty, public fight, but that might have been a bit over the top. I had intended to frame that picture and put it on the mantle.
"This is outrageous," Michael boomed as Bill and his mother laughed. The two other men snickered when they saw the photo. "I'll fight this." He must have seen the look on my face because he hastily amended, "WE'LL fight this."
Seeing how agitated Michael was, I was suddenly uncertain about the love he had frequently proclaimed to me. I suddenly wondered if he had known how much Andrew's company would be worth when he was so ardently seducing me.
Then what Robert had said really hit me... hard. If I had just held off, I would be incredibly wealthy, and I wouldn't need Michael to trade up; I would be the UP. I could have anyone I wanted. I suddenly felt nauseous and took a gulp of the water in front of me, noting how my hand was shaking.
"I was actually hoping you'd say something like that, Mr. Simpson," Robert sneered, pulling out another envelope. "You're not going to represent anyone until the State Bar has completed their investigation and reinstated your license. You know how they feel about lawyers representing their lovers. And there are some other issues as well, but those are beyond the purview of this meeting."
"What? When did this happen?" Michael demanded.
"The notice went out yesterday morning. I'm surprised you haven't heard about it before now. Oh, wait - you were busy in Cancun."
"What other issues are you talking about?" Michael asked, concern clear on his face.
"Would you like to address this one?" Robert asked, turning to the other two men.
"Yes, I'd love to," one of the men said as he stood.
"Who are you?" Michael demanded.
"Harlan Jones, State Attorney's Office. This is Lt. Jennings, State Bureau of Investigation. I understand you and Ms. Coleman took a minor child out of the country without her father's prior knowledge and consent. Is that true?"
"Well," Michael stammered.
"Yes, that's true," I said. Michael shot me a look of anger, and I waved it aside. "It's true, and you know it. Everyone knows it. You said it was best for Olivia to break ties with her father as fast as possible."
"But you don't ADMIT it," Michael gritted. "You make them PROVE it."
"Already proved," Mr. Jones interjected happily. "The geolocation tag on the image file you sent from your phone, the manifest of the private jet you flew down on, and observation by individuals on the scene... well those are already in a pretty thick dossier."
Suddenly pale, Michael whirled on me. "But you went along with it," Michael declared.
"Yes, I did," I admitted, not seeing any reason to lie. I was puzzled as to the implications of what should have been just a simple extra-marital vacation. Michael had said they happened all the time in divorces.
"So, you admit that you violated state law regarding parental kidnapping. Which, by the way, is a class D felony in this state, and carries a five-year prison sentence along with a $25,000 fine." Harlan turned to Lt. Jennings. "Would you kindly place these two individuals under arrest, Lieutenant?"
Michael looked for a moment like he would lunge for the voice recorder, probably to smash it, but the hulking Jennings took a quick step forward as Robert whisked the recorder off the table.
"Gladly," the large lieutenant said as he walked to where we sat. "Please stand, turn around, and place your hands behind your back."
I had no choice but to follow his order. I felt the handcuffs bite into my wrists as the lieutenant read my rights. With tears falling down my face, I turned to Robert.
"What about Olivia? Who will take care of her?"
"Andrew's brother, William," Robert said. "The guardianship papers have already been filled out and filed with the court. As of now, he is her legal guardian."
"No," I cried. This can't be happening. It wasn't supposed to go this way. My life was supposed to get better. I was supposed to be marrying Michael and trading up. Now, I've lost everything. My husband, my daughter, my future, all that money!
The lieutenant cuffed Michael and started to lead us out of the room, but Andrew's mother stood in front of the door. With a look of hatred I have never seen before, she slapped my face so hard I saw stars and tasted blood in my mouth.
"Drew loved you with everything in his heart, and you shit all over him while he was dying. I hope you rot in HELL, bitch!" the older woman bellowed.
"Did any of you see anything?" the lieutenant asked calmly. Everyone sneered as they shook their heads. "Neither did I. Let's go," he commanded.
"Can I at least see my daughter first?" I asked, panic-stricken, scared of what they would tell her.
"Not at this time, ma'am," the lieutenant replied. He pushed us through the office, and everyone could see that Michael and I were both in handcuffs. Everyone except Olivia, that is. I was grateful for that. I knew better, now, than to say anything in the presence of the lieutenant, so I kept quiet, hoping that Michael could get us out of this but having a really bad feeling.
They crammed both of us in the back of a black SUV, then drove to the jail, where we were split up and processed. I never felt so humiliated in my entire life. Two hours later, I was dressed in an awful orange jumpsuit and placed in a holding cell, where I was forced to wait for what seemed like forever.
A female deputy came to the cell and called my name. Looking at the clock, I realized I had been there for over six hours.
"You have a visitor," the deputy said, placing my wrists in handcuffs. "You're not going to give me any trouble, are you?"
"No," I said quietly. She was big and reminded me of the house mother at boarding school, a woman not to be crossed.
"Good. Because I'd hate to place you in chains. But I will if I have to. Let's go."
I followed the deputy to a small room, where I was chained to a table. A minute later, a man walked into the room - John Hultner, an attorney with the North End Law Group, and one of Michael's friends. He placed his briefcase on the table and sat next to me.
"How are you, Anne?" he asked.
"I've been better, John. Thank you for being here. I was afraid I might've been forced to have a public defender."
"Michael called and asked me to represent you. Our partner, Sam Gregory, has agreed to represent him," John said.
"I don't know how I'll be able to pay you for this," I told him in a small voice.
"Don't worry about that right now. Let's just take things one day at a time. I haven't had a chance to go through the state's whole case, but what I've seen so far doesn't look too good. Did you have a custody order signed by a judge when you took Olivia out of the country?"
"No, I didn't. I left Andrew a copy of the divorce papers. He was officially served the next day."
"No custody order? No restraining order?" John asked.
"No," I repeated.
He sighed, shaking his head. "That could be a real problem. Look, the state attorney will be here in a couple of minutes to go over some things with you. I'll be here with you for that. Be honest with him. Answer his questions, but don't volunteer anything. Understand?"
"I understand. Can you get me out of here?"
"I'll do what I can, but the state has frozen your assets and they view you and Michael as flight risks. They're pushing hard to have you remanded in custody until the trial is over."
"Can I see Olivia?" I asked in desperation.
"I don't know, but we'll try to arrange visitation."
The door opened and Harlan Jones entered. With him was the woman I saw at Robert's office, Jennifer, and another woman pulling a wheeled contraption with a large box.
"Harlan Jones, State Attorney's office. And you are..."
"John Hultner. I'll be representing Ms. Coleman in this matter," John said, shaking Harlan's hand.
"Good. This is Jennifer Hawkins, Child Protective Services, and Melissa Cantrell, also with the State Attorney's Office. Let's get to it, shall we?"
We took our seats at the table, and John opened his briefcase as Melissa opened the large box. She handed a thick folder to John.
"That's your copy of our case file so far," Harlan said. He placed a tape in the audio recorder and began the recording. "I know you've been Mirandized, Ms. Coleman. Could you please state your name and date of birth for the recording?"
John nodded his head, and I did as Harlan asked.
"Thank you. I know you've already admitted violating state law regarding parental abduction..."
"I made no such admission," I said curtly, cutting him off. "I admitted taking my daughter on vacation to Cancun. You assumed I admitted to violating the law. Get a copy of Mr. Horton's recording if you wish."
"Very well," Harlan said, taken aback by my outburst. John smiled before saying anything.
"I'd like to have a copy of that recording as well," he said.
"I'll see to it," Harlan replied before turning back to me. "So, you're going to do this the hard way. That's fine by me. Let's start with a few questions to establish the facts, shall we? Do you have a custody order signed by a judge?"
"No, I do not," I told him.
"Do you have a restraining order or an order of protection keeping your now-deceased husband away from you, your minor daughter, or your marital home?"
"No, I do not," I repeated.
"At any time prior to leaving, did you seek out your husband's permission to take your minor daughter out of the country for a month?"
"No."
"Prior to the day you left, did you inform your husband that you intended to divorce him?"
"I did not."
"Did you discuss this vacation with anyone other than your husband?"
"Yes," I said. Harlan looked at me, waiting for more information, but I volunteered nothing.
"Who did you discuss this with, Ms. Coleman?"
"Michael Simpson. And my mother," I said.
"Why your mother?"
"I asked her to watch Olivia while I broke the news to Andrew."
"Did you explain your intent to her?"
"Yes," I said quietly. Harlan nodded his head.
"Why did you deny Mr. Coleman access to his daughter?"
"Michael said it would be easier on him and Olivia if all contact was ended immediately."
"I see. I know you filed for divorce. Were you planning to interfere with Mr. Coleman's visitation?"
"Don't answer that," John told me. "Please stick to the established facts, Mr. Jones."
"Established facts. All right, Mr. Hultner. Ms. Coleman, who funded your vacation to Cancun? It had to have cost a considerable amount to spend 30 days in a five-star beach resort."
"One of Michael's business contacts in South America," I said.
"This man?" Harlan asked, placing a photo of a man in a fedora with dark glasses.
"Possibly. I don't know, exactly. Michael has contacts all over the world."
"Do you know who this man is?" Harlan asked.
"Julio something. I don't remember, exactly."
"His name is Julio Cabrera. He's a well-known child trafficker involved in, shall we say, illegal adult material."
"Wait a minute," John burst out before Harlan cut him off. My heart started hammering in my chest. This had gone from embarrassing and miserable to lethal in a single sentence. I felt light-headed.
"This man was spotted entering your hotel room several times over the course of your 'vacation,' Ms. Coleman. We have photos with date and time stamps. You were also photographed having dinner and drinks with this man. Did you know what this man is involved with when you danced with him?"
I was so stunned that I couldn't form an answer. And I couldn't very well admit we met Julio to arrange a fallback plan in case Andrew decided to fight the divorce. John spoke up for me.
"What are you alleging, Mr. Jones?"
"I'm alleging that this little jaunt to Cancun was much more than an innocent vacation by two lovers looking to have a little fun in the sun, Mr. Hultner. Ms. Hawkins, would you care to join the conversation?"
"Of course," Jennifer said. "Ms. Coleman, I had the pleasure of speaking with your daughter earlier. She's a very bright young lady."
"Yes, she is," I bragged. "I think she gets that from her father."
"She told me some interesting stories about your vacation. She loved spending time on the beach and meeting different people. She also told me you gave her something to help her sleep on several nights."
"Olivia has suffered from post-nasal drip for some time now," I explained. "I gave her some children's Benadryl to help." Suddenly, a plastic bag with a small bottle of liquid appeared on the table.
"Would that be from this bottle, Ms. Coleman?" Harlan asked.
"Maybe. I don't know."
"We found it in your luggage. Your fingerprints are all over it. Do you know what's in this?" Harlan followed up.
"I'm not a chemist, so no, I don't," I offered.
"Fortunately, we have chemists in our lab, and they were able to tell us what was in the bottle. Yes, it contains everything one would expect to find in Children's Benadryl. But it's also laced with Rohypnol," Harlan said.
"I took Olivia to the hospital after you were arrested and had blood work done on her," Jennifer said. "They found traces of that in her blood system.
"Private investigators hired to watch you in Cancun documented several evenings when you and Mr. Simpson left the hotel room without Olivia. On those occasions, the two of you were observed drinking, dancing, and having a generally good time while leaving your daughter in your room alone.
"It's only speculation on my part, but I suspect you dosed your daughter so she would be sound asleep while you were out having fun. To be honest, I'm surprised your little cocktail didn't kill her.
"Because of that, I'm recommending to the court that the guardianship of Olivia be permanently transferred to Mr. William Coleman, and I am recommending charges of child neglect, endangerment, and abuse against you," Jennifer said.
"I need to confer with my client and review all the 'evidence' you've obtained so far before we go any further," John said interrupted sternly, but his face was red.
"I think that would be wise, counselor," Harlan said. "Here is my card in case you wish to discuss a plea deal. Don't wait too long." John took Harlan's card and slipped it into his pocket. He waited for Harlan and the two women to leave before turning to me. He looked very agitated, like he was controlling himself with a great effort.
"Anne, you need to level with me if you want my help," John said firmly. "Is there any truth in their allegations? Any at all?"
"Look, John. I'm not proud of some of the things I've done lately. Yes, we went to Cancun in part to meet with a man who offered to help... leverage... Andrew in case he fought the divorce. But I had no idea he was into child trafficking. Michael has contacts all over the world, and yes, he admitted some of his clients are a little on the... sleazy side. But I didn't know about this.
"And yes, I gave Olivia Benadryl to help with her sinuses. But I had no idea it had been spiked. I was surprised when she fell asleep so fast. It usually takes her a little while. After she had gone to sleep, Michael and I slipped out of the room, but we made sure the door was locked, and we felt she would be safe until we returned."
"My God, Anne. How could you be so stupid?" John scolded. "Leaving Olivia alone in a hotel room in a foreign country? Plotting against your husband with a child trafficker? If this gets in front of a jury, your goose isn't well and truly cooked, it's incinerated!
"Just having that stuff can get you three to five years in prison. Giving it to a child? You might as well cancel Christmas forever in this state. And what do you think the Mexican authorities would have done if they had caught you with Rohypnol?"
"I didn't know it was THERE!" I spit out, then caught myself. "What do I do?" I begged.
"Let me go over everything they have so far. Our best shot is to keep this out of court as much as possible. You'll end up in prison - that's a certainty. The only thing we can do is minimize the time you'll spend behind bars."
"I'm scared, John," I cried. "I didn't want any of this."
"No, I don't imagine you did. But you'd better be telling me the truth."
"I am, John. Promise," I told him.
"All right. Let me see what I can do," he said, putting everything in his briefcase. "I'll be in touch. You stay out of trouble." He got to the door and called for the guard, who came into the room and unshackled me from the table.
The guard let me quietly back to my holding cell. When we got to the main area, I noticed quite a few prisoners looking at me with disgust. I didn't understand why as I had done nothing to anyone here and asked the guard when she put me in my cell.
"You haven't seen the news, have you?" the guard asked, seeming to be mildly amused.
"No, I haven't." The guard turned the television on to a news channel where a panel was discussing my case. One of those on the panel was a local newspaper writer, who said she had interviewed Andrew before he died.



"I couldn't help but feel for the man," the woman said. The caption under her image read, "Patricia Dempsey, Daily Record."
"How so?" a panel host asked.
"Imagine learning you're going to die from an inoperable tumor, then coming home to have your spouse tell you she's taking your child and running off to spend a month with her lover," Patricia said.
"My God, that's awful," one host responded.
"I thought so. It's not like we're talking about a man who gets drunk and cheats on his wife. This is Andrew Coleman. A man who donated a computer lab to the high school out of his own pocket, and hires disadvantaged college students as interns," Patricia said. "He's been recognized by the local business community multiple times for his charitable work."
"So, when is your story coming out?" one of the regular anchors asked.
"It will be out in tomorrow morning's paper," Patricia said.
"We'll be certain to read it," the anchor said before facing the camera. "Coleman's widow, Anne, was arrested earlier today on charges of parental abduction for allegedly taking her eight-year-old daughter to Cancun without her husband's prior knowledge or permission. If convicted, she could face five years in prison. Harlan Jones, one of the lead attorneys prosecuting the case, said the possibility of additional charges remains high."
At that moment, I felt lower than at any time in my entire life. Just this morning, I was on top of the world, with a man I was willing to spend the rest of my life with. Now look at me. I wanted to dig a hole in the floor, crawl inside and pull the hole in on top of me. No wonder everyone was looking at me like I was a piece of shit. The more I thought about it, the more I realized - I AM a piece of shit. I had well and truly screwed myself.
I buried my head in my hands and sobbed. My tears, though, were selfish ones, and I knew it. All I really cared about at that moment was how I looked to the community. Never mind that my husband died never getting a chance to say goodbye to his daughter.
I dried my face long enough to look outside my small cell. What I saw frightened me - the angry faces of the other inmates looking at me with hatred in their eyes. At that moment, I didn't feel safe at all and prayed that John would find a solution - fast.
My life was now hell, but my torment was just beginning. The following morning, a guard handed me a newspaper. There was a story about my case which was not flattering in the least.
The picture made me look tired and haggard, while the picture of Andrew showed him getting the upstanding citizen award last year. I was clipped out of that one. Next to the pictures was Patricia Dempsey's companion piece about Andrew.
I expected her to build him up, but I read things in that article I never knew about Andrew. It talked about his time in the Army as a young soldier. I knew Andrew had served, but he never talked about that time of his life.
According to the article, the helicopter he was in had been shot down. Except for Andrew and one other soldier, everyone on the craft was killed. Although wounded, Andrew pulled his teammate from the wreckage, saving his life. He received a Purple Heart and a Bronze Star for that action. The teammate was none other than Robert Horton.
The articles did their job - they portrayed Andrew as a loved and respected local hero who never made a fuss about his achievements while painting me as the conniving, narcissistic slut who deprived her dying husband of the chance to tell his beloved daughter goodbye.
With coverage like this, I thought I would be lucky if all they did was burn me at the stake and scatter my ashes over the landfill. I knew I would never get a fair trial in this town and decided to discuss a change of venue with John.
My first hearing was scheduled that morning. It was just a hearing to determine bail. I hoped the court would at least grant me that much, but Harlan argued I was a possible flight risk. The judge agreed and remanded me to custody until the trial. After the hearing, I had a few seconds to mention the change of venue to John, who nodded in agreement and said he would investigate it.
After the hearing, I was moved to another cell block, and that's when the torment really began. It seems the other inmates had learned about me through the news reports and had already judged me in their minds.
The taunts and threats were bad, but things heated up when I got in line to get my food. One of the female inmates serving the meal looked at me hard, then hawked a massive wad of phlegm and spat it directly into my tray, making the food inedible.
"Just to add a little flavor," the inmate sneered to laughter from the others. Unable to eat and feeling sick from the encounter, I emptied my tray into the trash and went back to my cell, much to the chagrin of the guards.
"What, are you going on some kind of hunger strike or something?" one of the guards asked.
"You saw what that bitch did to my food in the line," I said. "You were standing right there and didn't do a damn thing."
"Yeah, I saw. I wanted to see how you handled yourself. Here, eat this," she said, pulling out a wrapped sandwich. "Go on, it's safe. I'll have a word with the other prisoner. But you need to watch your ass in here. You're not very well-liked. At all. We do our best, but sometimes bad things happen anyway. You understand what I'm saying?"
"Yeah, I get it. I could either get beaten, raped, or killed in here and no one would give a damn."
"Just so you understand the lay of the land. If I were you, I'd stay away from the others as much as possible. Especially that big girl with the tattoo on her face. Mind your P's and Q's. Don't start anything, and we'll cover you as much as possible. Got it?"
"I got it," I sighed. "Thanks for the warning."
"Any time. And it's not for your lily-white ass, I just don't need the hassle and paperwork of another prisoner casualty. If my name's in the headlines, I'd rather it be as a lottery winner," the guard said before leaving my cell.
I did get one break that afternoon when my parents came by to visit. It was a tearful meeting between me and my mother. My father hugged me, but I could see he was very upset with me. We talked about the case, and they updated me on Olivia. She was upset but adjusting nicely to living with Bill.
The guard ended our visit about an hour later and escorted me back to my cell. I spent the next three days living in fear when the guard came by to tell me I had a visitor.
I was elated when I saw John in the interview room. As before, the guard shackled me to the table, then left us alone.
"What's happened?" I cried, hoping for good news.
"The state attorney is open to a deal," John said. "But it may not be what you want."
"As long as it gets me out of here, I'll take it," I pleaded. "Tell me, what happened?"
"There's been some major developments in the case. The feds are involved now. It seems your boyfriend was up to his eyeballs in several trafficking schemes."
"What?" I shot exclaimed, not believing my ears.
"Yes. In fact, the state attorney now believes he was the one who spiked your daughter's medication. Of course, that doesn't excuse your lack of judgment in the matter. Nevertheless, they believe part of the trip was intended to introduce Olivia to Julio as a possible future victim."
"WHAT!" I screamed.
He shushed me. "I'll let the state attorney explain. He and some federal agents are on their way here. In fact, they'll be here any minute now," John said. As if on cue, the door opened, and Harlan came into the room with two other men in suits. The four men greeted each other curtly, then took their seats.
"Ms. Coleman, I trust they've been treating you well," Harlan said as if he really didn't care all that much but was required to ask for form's sake.
"Other than constantly living in fear for my life, yes," I snapped. "I hear there have been some developments."
"Yes, there has. We've uncovered evidence suggesting your boyfriend is deeply involved in child trafficking, and we believe your daughter may have been one of his potential targets," Harlan said. "This is Special Agent Mike McKenzie, FBI, and Agent Jack Carlson of the CCHT."
"The what?" I asked.
"The Center for Countering Human Trafficking. It's part of the Department of Homeland Security," Jack said.
"And you're going after Michael Simpson?" I asked.
"Yes," Mike said. "We believe he is a central figure in a rather large global operation. The man you met in Cancun, Julio Cabrera, was just one part of the operation. We uncovered emails between your boyfriend and Cabrera that suggested your daughter was to be payment for... services rendered against your husband. Were you aware of that?"
"No, never," I gasped, not believing Michael could hurt my daughter. He always acted so kind and loving toward her. Now, to hear that he was plotting to hand Olivia over to Julio for God knows what, made me madder than a hornet.
"What do you want me to do? Do you want me to turn state's evidence? Testify against him?"
"It's more complex than that, Ms. Coleman," Jack said. "You were Simpson's executive assistant for three years, were you not?"
"Yes, I was," I said.
"And you were his lover for what... nine months or so?" Jack continued.
"Yes," I repeated.
"So, you have... intimate knowledge... of his operations, correct?"
"Apparently, not intimate enough," I replied.
"But enough that you can access and understand his rather cryptic messages, right?" Jack asked.
"Yes, I can," I told him. Michael used a form of shorthand that was intended to be cryptic to anyone who didn't understand his code. But I had learned enough over the years to decode his scribblings and short notes.
"What we want is for you to help us unravel his global operation. Will you do that?" Jack asked.
"The state attorney has authorized me to set aside all charges if you agree to do this," Harlan said. "As long as you cooperate with federal authorities, these charges will not be pursued."
"Will I be able to see my family? My daughter?" I asked, hope rising in my heart.
"I'm afraid that won't be possible," Mike said. "The people your boyfriend dealt with are very dangerous. If they learn you're helping us, your family, including your daughter and your husband's family, could be in mortal danger. For this to work, Anne Coleman has to disappear. Do you understand what I'm telling you?"
"So, this is like... witness protection?" I asked.
"It's much more involved than that," Jack said. "You will actually be working with us to bring down a global trafficking operation. Of course, you'll get a new identity, and we'll keep you and your family safe."
"How will you handle the press? What will you tell them?"
"Let us worry about that. As far as anyone will be concerned, Anne Coleman was taken into federal custody as part of a larger investigation. Somewhere along the line, Anne Coleman will commit suicide, despondent over the loss of her daughter. Anita Coles will take her place," Jack said.
"As long as you work with us, we'll provide you cover and safety," Mike said. "And the charges against you will never be pursued. Perhaps one day, when this is all over, you'll be able to see your daughter. It's a high price to pay, but it could be worse. Much worse."
"All right," I said after a few moments of thought. It wasn't the best situation, but it was a far cry from being in prison. And it would give me a chance to get back at Michael for putting my daughter in danger. "I'll do it."
"Good," Mike said, placing some forms in front of me. "If you'll sign those forms, we'll get the ball rolling."
I looked over the forms and showed them to John. They seemed straightforward enough, so I signed on the dotted line.
Jack went to the door and called for the guard, who entered the room.
"Here is a set of transfer orders. Ms. Coleman is now in federal custody and she's leaving with us," he said. The guard looked over the papers, then spoke to someone over her radio. We heard someone reply, then the guard looked at us.
"All right. Follow me, please. I'll need to process her release," the guard said.
After my hands were unshackled from the table, we followed the guard out the door. It took a couple of hours to go through the release, after which time, I took a much-needed hot shower, then dressed in the clothing I wore when I was arrested.
I felt somewhat more human when I left the jail. I stopped and looked back at the large building. Goodbye, Anne Coleman, I thought. Hello Anita Coles. And may God have mercy on the piece of shit known as Michael Simpson. Because I wouldn't.
...
To be continued.
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I would like to thank Astordatair for giving me permission to write this sequel to his story, "I Needed To Talk To You." I would also like to thank those who have offered comments and constructive criticism on my previous stories.
Apologies for taking so long to get this up, but I have been very busy with life and other projects. And to make life more interesting, I just got out of the hospital after a heart attack, something I would not wish on anyone. To those who reached out, I am doing much better now, and I thank you from the bottom of my heart. Note to detractors: Rumors of my demise have been greatly exaggerated. Sorry to disappoint. Well, not really...
The premise of the original story was simple - A man learns his wife is leaving him with their daughter for another man the same day he learns he has terminal brain cancer. In the original, the wife leaves for a month to be with her lover. When she returns, her husband has already passed away.
Although I enjoyed the original story, I felt it was a little too short (about 982 words), and the cheaters needed a dose of what I like to call the "Saddletramp Treatment." This story is broken into three parts. The first is from the husband's perspective, the second is from the wife's, and the third is from the perspective of the young daughter, Olivia - in my opinion, the real victim in this sad tale. I had originally planned to put the whole story in one post, but it grew a life of its own, so it will be split into three posts (Over 29,000 words total), and yes, they are all complete.
And now, the disclaimers:
For those who want to say this or that would never happen, remember this is my universe, a place where nearly anything can, and often does, happen. At least on paper... In addition:

	Characters in this story may participate in one or more of the following: Smoking, consumption of adult (meaning, alcoholic) beverages, utterance of profanities.
	All sexual activity is between consenting adults 18 years of age or older.
	Statements or views uttered by the fictional characters in this story do not necessarily reflect the views or opinions of the author.


Please refer to my profile for more on my personal policy regarding comments, feedback, follows, etc. (Yes, I DO moderate comments) And please remember, this is a work of fiction, not a docu-drama...
End of Part 2:
I looked over the forms and showed them to John. They seemed straightforward enough, so I signed on the dotted line.
Jack went to the door and called for the guard, who entered the room.
"Here is a set of transfer orders. Ms. Coleman is now in federal custody and she's leaving with us," he said. The guard looked over the papers, then spoke to someone over her radio. We heard someone reply, then the guard looked at us.
"All right. Follow me, please. I'll need to process her release," the guard said.
After my hands were unshackled from the table, we followed the guard out the door. It took a couple of hours to go through the release, after which time, I took a much-needed hot shower, then dressed in the clothing I wore when I was arrested.
I felt somewhat more human when I left the jail. I stopped and looked back at the large building. Goodbye, Anne Coleman, I thought. Hello Anita Coles. And may God have mercy on the piece of shit known as Michael Simpson. Because I wouldn't.
...
Part 3: Olivia
Thirteen years later:
I lay back on the small bed in my room and let the air from the ceiling fan wash over me. As I waited for sleep to come, I pulled out the yellowed letter written by my birth father so long ago and read it for the hundredth time.
"My dearest Olivia," it began. "I hope this letter finds you safe and in good health.
"I wish I could hold you in my arms just one more time to tell you how much I love you and how much you mean to me. Unfortunately, that will not happen. I promised your mother I would let you know what happened and what kind of man she had picked to be your replacement father, so here goes.
"The day you left for Cancun with your mother and Michael Simpson, I learned that I had been diagnosed with an inoperable brain tumor. The doctor said it was aggressive, and I would probably not last the month. I tried to tell your mother, but she dismissed me, saying that I 'would survive.' She also said it would be best if I cut ties with you as fast as possible. That, she said, was Michael's idea.
"While you were in Cancun, a private investigator learned as much as he could about your mother's boyfriend, and what he found was not good at all. Your mother said he had an incredible network, and she was right. Politicians, judges, business leaders, you name it. But his network also included some very unsavory characters - the kind of people who take advantage of young women like you.
"Working with my lawyer, Robert Horton, we did everything we could to protect you from Simpson's influence, and I can only hope we were successful. I also did everything I could to make sure you would be financially well-off for the rest of your life.
"I can only hope that you have had a good childhood and that your Uncle Bill was able to get custody of you. I am so sorry I could not be there with you to watch you grow into the fine woman I'm sure you are now, but I want you to know that in the few years we got to spend together, I loved you more than life itself.
"With all my love and kisses, Dad."
With tears in my eyes, I carefully folded the letter and replaced it in the envelope before carefully packing it in my bag. Dad - that is, the man I now call Dad, who is really my Uncle Bill - gave me the letter on my 18th birthday, along with an account book that had more numbers than I could imagine.
Dad explained that my father had worked very hard, made some sound investments, and sold his company before he died so I would get the results of his hard work instead of my mother. Dad was the guardian of the trust, along with Mr. Horton. All my educational expenses would be covered, and I would receive a monthly stipend that increased as I got older. The trust would get turned over to me when I was 30. I hadn't cried about my father in a long time, but I did then.
I recalled that trip to Cancun so long ago. I remember being confused about why Dad couldn't come with us. Mom gave some excuse and said that maybe he could join us later if he could get off work. But that never happened. I begged her to let me talk to him, but she always said he was too busy to talk with me. That lie grated against my soul now.
I had a good time swimming in the ocean and met a lot of different and interesting people. There was one man named Julio that Michael said was a friend of his. He is the one who took that picture of us on the beach - the one Michael sent to Dad. Julio seemed nice enough, but there was something about him that made me nervous.
For the most part, I had a good time, but I missed my dad terribly. There were several nights I heard Mom and Michael in their room, and I knew she was doing things with Michael that she only used to do with Dad. I may have only been an eight-year-old child at the time, but I wasn't stupid. I was pretty sure my dad wouldn't like that.
There were a few nights when my sinuses made me feel bad, so Mom would give me a small dose of medicine. It usually helped me sleep, but it was different this time. I often woke up the next morning confused, not remembering what happened the night before, and it scared me.
When we returned, Dad wasn't at home. Mom said he was probably working, so I went across the street to play with my best friend and tell her about my trip.
The next thing I remember, Mom got me and said we had to go see Robert Horton, Dad's friend, and lawyer. When we got to Robert's office, I was asked to speak with a woman named Jennifer.
She seemed like a kind woman with a nice smile, and we had a good talk about my trip. Then she said something about wanting to make sure I was okay, so she took me to a hospital, where doctors took blood from me. I was a little worried about being away from Mom, but Jennifer was very nice and seemed quite concerned, so I went along and didn't make a fuss.
When Jennifer brought me back to Robert's office, Mom and Michael were gone. Robert, Grandma, and Uncle Bill sat me down and explained that Dad had died from something in his head. They held me as I sobbed. I never got a chance to tell him goodbye and that I loved him.
But it got worse. They said Mom and Michael had done something bad by taking me away from my dad without his permission. They told me the police needed to talk to them, and they would probably be gone for a while.
In the meantime, they said, I would stay with Uncle Bill and Aunt Lisa. I was okay with that because I really liked them a lot, and I always had a good time with my cousin, Marie, who was a year older than me.
A day or two later, I saw something on television that really bothered me. They were talking about my mother, and they were saying some horrible things about her. At the same time, they praised my father as a hero and pillar of the community. Uncle Bill turned the television off and sat down with me.
"Why were they saying those horrible things about Mom?" I asked.
"I guess they don't know her like we do," Uncle Bill said. "Don't pay any attention to that stuff, okay?"
A few days later, Uncle Bill made an announcement when he got home from work. Mom had been taken into custody by the federal government.
"What does that mean?" I asked. I was scared. I had lost my dad and I didn't want to lose my Mom too.
"I don't know, exactly," he said. "Maybe they need her testimony to put some really bad people in jail." Knowing what I now know, I understand he was trying to minimize my pain since I hadn't been allowed to see her since that day at Robert's office.
"Will I ever see her again?" I asked. I remember fearing the answer.
"I don't know. I hope so," Uncle Bill said. "We'll see."
But I never saw her again. Not long after that announcement, we received news that Mom had killed herself while in federal custody.
I was now a child with no parents, an orphan. It was a very lonely word.
My whole life was over, and I was inconsolable for days. We had just buried Dad, and now Mom was dead as well. I spent days crying my eyes out.
Everyone tried their best to comfort me but to no avail. More than once, I thought the only way I would ever see them again was to die. In my child-mind, I thought that if I were dead like them, then we would all be together again.
Fortunately, Uncle Bill and Aunt Lisa recognized what was happening to me and got help. It took months, and lots of long talks with Doctor Kathy and Pastor Jacob, but I was finally able to move forward. But there was something missing. Once again, Bill and Lisa came to my rescue, only this time, Marie helped.
"Sweetheart, you know your Aunt Lisa and I love you very much, don't you?" Uncle Bill asked.
"Yes..."
"And Marie loves you as well."
"And I love you guys too," I replied.
"Well, since your parents are... gone, we'd like to fill in for them, if that's okay with you," Aunt Lisa said.
"What do you mean?" I asked.
"We'd like to... adopt you as our child. We'd like to be your new Mom and Dad," Uncle Bill said.
"And that will make you my little sister," Marie said with a smile. "I've always wanted a sister."
"You would be my big sister?" I asked. The idea of having parents again with a big sister sounded good to me.
"Yeah. Wouldn't that be fun?" Marie asked. The more I thought, the better it sounded to me.
"It would be fun," I said. "Promise you won't leave me?"
"We'll never leave you, sweetheart," Uncle Bill promised. And so it was that my Uncle Bill and Aunt Lisa became my new parents. And my cousin Marie became my new big sister. On that day, I smiled with joy for the first time in months. I was no longer an orphan!
I had a good childhood from that point on. Oh sure, there were little squabbles from time to time, but we always ended the day with smiles, hugs, and kisses. My new Mom and Dad were wonderful loving parents, and Marie turned out to be the best big sister a girl could want. We shared all our secrets with each other and even double-dated a few times, much to the chagrin of our male companions.
Dad liked to go shooting, and frequently took Marie and me to the range with him. He taught us how to handle a gun safely, and when we were old enough, bought us each a.22 rifle. He made sure we completed a gun safety course before allowing us to shoot and supervised us carefully when we went to the range.
I found that I liked shooting - a lot! And I turned out to be damn good. Dad was amazed as he watched me put one round after another right into the bull's eye. Marie was pretty good as well, but not as good as me.
"Damn. We got our own little Annie Oakley here," Dad bragged as he looked at my target. "You wanna try shooting my Savage?" Of course, I did! He walked me through loading the rifle and watched carefully as I took aim.
The rifle had way more of a kick than my.22, but it felt so satisfying, especially when I saw the round hit the bull's eye at 200 yards. Dad let out a yelp when he saw the target. Marie let out a gasp when she looked at the target through her binoculars.
"Remind me never to piss you off, sis," she quipped. By then, a group of people had gathered around us to celebrate my shooting.
"You know, the local high school has a shooting team," one man said. "You ought to try out for it. I'd bet you'd get on."
"Yeah? What makes you say that?" Dad asked.
"I'm the team coach. Dean Allred," the man said with a broad grin, shaking Dad's hand. "We're always looking for new talent. What's your name, young lady?"
"Olivia Coleman," I said.
"Coleman. Any relation to Andrew Coleman?" I knew the library had been renamed for my dad after news broke of his death. I nervously looked at Dad and was grateful when he answered for me.
"Andrew was my brother," Dad said quietly but proudly.
"He was a good man, your brother," Dean said, nodding.
"Yes, he was. The best," Dad said.
"Well, Miss Coleman, why don't you come to see me the first chance you get? You know where the school's indoor range is, don't you?"
"Yes, sir, I do," I told him.
"Good. I look forward to seeing you soon," Dean said with an even wider smile. He shook Dad's hand and left. Little did I know that encounter set the stage for my life up until now.
I met with Dean the next school day, and he gave me a tour of the range. We talked about range safety, and he showed me the match rifles the school used for competition. These rifles were far more expensive than the.22 Dad gave me.
"You wanna try it out?" Dean asked.
"Sure," I said. I put on a shooting jacket, a pair of glasses, and hearing protection. Dean showed me the proper prone position and watched as I loaded a magazine with five rounds. He sat behind me and watched as I took my first shot. It was high and to the right, so I cleared the weapon and adjusted the front sight as he had shown me.
When Dean nodded his head, I reloaded the magazine and fired the remaining rounds, which ended up in the bull's eye. I cleared the weapon and let Dean inspect it to make sure there were no live rounds in the chamber. He took the weapon from me and brought the target to the firing line.
"Impressive," he said. "I can work with this. Can you spend an hour here after school three days a week?"
"Yes, sir, I can do that," I assured him.
"Good," Dean said. "Of course, you know that you'll have to keep your grades up if you wanna stay on the team?"
"Yes, I figured that," I said. I knew extracurricular activities were a privilege, and academics were the first priority.
"Have your parents sign the consent forms, bring them back and we'll get you started. Welcome to the team," Dean said. We shook hands and I practically floated the whole way home.
"Are you sure this is what you want to do?" Mom asked.
"Yes, it is," I said.
Mom looked at Dad and I could see the unspoken communication between them. Dad looked the paperwork over before nodding his head.
"All right. We'll let you do this, but you keep your grades up, you hear me young lady?" he asked.
"Thanks, Daddy, I love you!" I squealed, throwing my arms around him. After he let me go, I hugged Mom, telling her I loved her as well.
I spent the next three years on the team, becoming proficient with all kinds of firearms, from rifles to pistols and shotguns. My favorite was the competition rifles, and I almost always scored in the top ten percent, leading my team to one championship after another.
My senior year of high school was the best, and I led the team to the state championship with my long-distance shooting, beating the next-best student by several shots. We won that competition, and I received a trophy for my efforts. I was busy cleaning my rifle when I heard a man approach.
"Ms. Coleman?" the man asked. I looked up to see a well-built man in uniform, ribbons covering one whole side of his chest.
"Yes?" I asked.
"I'm Sgt. Major Brett Wilkerson, U.S. Army Recruiting. I saw you shoot today. I must say, I haven't seen shooting like that in a very long time. Congratulations."
"Thank you, Sgt. Major," I said politely, impressed by his bearing and uniform.
"Any idea what you plan to do after high school?" he asked.
"I haven't quite made up my mind yet," I told him, which was the truth. By then, I had the first installment of my trust but hadn't decided where I wanted to go for college.
"You have a natural gift. It'd be a shame to see that go to waste. How would you like to get paid to shoot the way you do?" I wasn't expecting this, and I didn't know what to think. Hitting paper targets and metal disks is one thing - shooting a live person is something else.
"You mean... like a sniper?" I asked.
"Something like that, yes. The Army spends a lot of money training its snipers. From what I see, it comes to you naturally."
"I didn't know the Army let girls be snipers," I replied.
"There was a time when we didn't. But the Army has changed its attitude about a lot of things over the last few years. Besides, some of the best snipers in history were women. Did you know that?"
"No, I didn't," I told him, somewhat surprised.
"Of course, you'd have to undergo additional training, qualify just like everyone else. But you seem to be physically fit, you're very proficient with firearms, and I suspect you could do anything you set your mind to."
"And what would I get in return?" I asked.
"Give us four years, and the Army will pay for your college education, give you veteran's benefits, and you'll have the satisfaction of knowing you made it on your own steam. What do you think?"
"I'll have to think about it, Sgt. Major. Talk to my parents," I said.
"Of course. This isn't something to take lightly," he said, handing me a business card. "Think about it, Ms. Coleman. Talk to your parents. Then come to my office and we'll talk some more, okay?"
"Okay," I said, taking his card.
"It's a pleasure meeting you, Ms. Coleman. And congratulations again," the Sgt. Major said before leaving.
Mom, Dad, and Marie took me out for dinner to celebrate my victory, but my mind wasn't on the celebration. It was on something the Sgt. Major said about making it on my own. The more I thought about it, the more it appealed to me.
"I know you, sweetheart. There's something on your mind," Dad said after we got home. "You've been awfully quiet ever since the competition." I told him about the visit with the Sgt. Major and what he offered me.



"I think I want to do it," I said quietly. "You and well, my other dad, were both in the Army. I'd like to follow in your footsteps."
"I appreciate that, sweetheart, but you have to understand that recruiters are famous for promising one thing but delivering something else. I'd hate to see you get your hopes up only to have them dashed. Besides, you really want to be a sniper?"
"I feel like it was what I was meant to be, Dad. I can't explain it."
He looked at me for a long time, but I just looked back. "You realize that in the Army, on deployment, the targets are people, and your job is to kill them. That is a heavy burden for anyone to carry."
I nodded, remembering all the classic movies we had watched together. "The Longest Day" had been one of my favorites.
"And the targets shoot back, sweetheart. You could be hurt badly, or even killed." Dad was a lighthearted guy, though I had seen his serious side many times; but I had never seen him this serious.
I thought about it, then decided. "If something happens to me, I'll have my trust. If something bad happens, I get to decide who gets the money, right?"
His eyes were shining as he said, "That's right." Then he shook himself as if he were a little embarrassed.
"But what about college? You have enough money in your trust to go anywhere you want," Dad argued.
"I know. But I want to earn my own way in the world. You taught me the best things in life are the ones we earn for ourselves," I countered.
"You mean you really were listening to me?" Dad asked with a smile, causing us both to laugh.
"I always listened to you, even when you didn't think I was," I said. "I just want you guys to be proud of me."
"We're always proud of you, Olivia," Dad said. "And I know your other Dad would be proud of you as well. Is this something you really want to do?"
"Yes, it is," I said.
"Let's go talk to your mother then." I had the same conversation with Mom, but this time, Dad was on my side. After wiping her tears, Mom conceded that I was an adult, and able to make my own decisions. She didn't like what I had decided, but she was proud of me, nevertheless. Marie, who had just started college that year, felt the same.
Two days after that, Mom and Dad went to the recruiter's office with me and spoke to Sgt. Major Wilkerson. By the time we finished, I had signed the papers and was set to leave for recruit training after I graduated from high school.
My steady boyfriend, Larry Greene, wasn't happy with my decision at all. We hadn't made any firm plans but had discussed the possibility of going to college together. That was no longer a possibility, but I liked Larry a lot and thought we could make a go of it, even if it would be a long-distance relationship.
We ended the night by surrendering our virginities to each other. I insisted he use a condom, and fortunately, Mom had put me on birth control after I turned 18. We fumbled with each other's clothes and managed to make it happen. I can't say it was the greatest experience, but I had nothing to compare it to. Still, it was one I would never forget.
Recruit training wasn't as bad as I thought it might be, thanks largely to Dad's sage advice. I graduated at the top of my class and was prouder of the one stripe I earned than anything else.
After a quick visit with my family, I spent almost several months going from one training course to another. The advanced infantry training was a challenge, but I got through it with flying colors, even beating out some of the male soldiers who saw themselves as the modern version of Rambo. That's when I became an "11B," an Infantry soldier.
I was assigned to an infantry battalion and from there, I learned how to jump out of perfectly good airplanes and earned my parachutist badge. They put me through a battery of tests, which included psychological screening. Of course, I had qualified expert with the rifle, achieving a near-perfect score.
Physically, I was in excellent shape, owing partly to the fact that I neither smoked nor drank. I consistently scored extremely high on my physical fitness tests, and quite often beat my male counterparts. By the end of my first year, I had made PFC, finally qualifying for sniper school.
As for Larry, we had grown apart in more ways than one. He had met a nice girl in college, and to be honest, I felt as though I had outgrown him. We said our goodbyes over email, wishing each other the best in life.
I requested a seat in a Scout Sniper course, and that's where I truly excelled. That's not to say I had it easy - far from it. First off, I was the only female in the class, and second, some of my classmates were seasoned veterans, and more than one was already in the Special Forces. They all looked down on me as a "diversity hire," and it took a lot of hard work on my part to earn their respect.
Most of them thought I would wash out on the first day, which consisted of a grouping exercise to test our physical abilities and potential for marksmanship and reconnaissance. I made it, but some of the others didn't, surprising the remaining male soldiers.
The rest of the training - at least for me - was fun, although not a walk in the park by any definition. The men in my class repeatedly gave me a ration of shit, but it ended one day when Aaron Harker, a sergeant in the Special Forces, cornered me at my locker after the day's classes.
"How is it you're so good with that M110?" he asked, referring to the rifles we were using at that stage of our training.
"That's easy, Sgt. Harker," I said. "I just pretend I'm aiming for your balls. I figure if I can hit something that small, I can hit pretty much anything at 800 yards." Harker's smirk disappeared as the other men nearby snickered. I had no more trouble after that.
In fact, by the time the course was over, several of the men came to me for tips, including Harker. By then, almost a third of the students who started had washed out, and the others were looking for any edge they could find.
After graduation, I returned to my battalion, which was now headed for the Middle East. That's when I scored my first confirmed kill. At first, I thought I was going to throw up. Practice targets don't splash blood or gore. But I managed to keep it together, and continued my mission, moving to another location to take out my next target.
Not all my targets were live soldiers, however. Sometimes, I was ordered to perform reconnaissance and relay information back to battalion headquarters. Other times, I was tasked with taking out a piece of enemy equipment. It's amazing how you can take out an entire radar installation with one bullet in a bundle of optical fibers.
By the end of my second year in the service, I had been promoted to specialist. One day after I returned from the field with my spotter, the First Sergeant called me into the headquarters tent, saying the CO wanted to see me. When I reported to the captain, he put me at ease, then handed me a set of papers.
"You've been reassigned, Specialist Coleman. You're to report back to Fort Moore," he said, referring to the Army base once known as Fort Benning. "Gather your things, your flight leaves in two hours. Any questions?"
"Why am I being reassigned, sir?" I asked.
"Not sure, Specialist. These orders come from the top, so it's not my place to ask. I've put you in for a commendation for your work here. You've done an excellent job, and you'll be missed. I hope to see you again sometime in the future," he said, shaking my hand.
"Thank you, sir," I said. I gathered my gear, said goodbye to my fellow soldiers, wished them well, and reported to the transport plane with orders in hand.
When I arrived at Fort Moore, I was immediately taken to another compound where I met the team I'm working with now. The man in charge - a bearded man in green fatigues with no markings or insignia took my orders and looked me over.
"Specialist Coleman, reporting as ordered, sir," I said with a snappy salute. The man smirked, then nodded his head.
"You're Coleman... The wonder girl Washington promised me. I hope you're as good as they say."
Wonder girl? Where did that come from? Stunned, I replied with a question. "What are my orders, sir?"
"Your orders are to do as I say. And the first thing you're going to do is drop the 'sir' bullshit. You see any brass on this uniform?"
"No... So, what should I call you?" I asked.
"You can call me, Boss. Everyone here does."
"All right... Boss. Why was I pulled from my unit? Why am I here? Really?"
"Someone in Washington seems to think highly of your work. I can't tell you more until we leave, which is first thing in the morning. But for now, I want you to get rid of anything that screams, 'U.S. Army.' Ribbons, rank insignia, dog tags, patches, anything with your name on it - everything. Got it? Leave your gear here. Everything you need will be provided, and you can gather your stuff when we return. As of now, you're a ghost."
"Where are we going?"
"South. We'll have a nice little outing, then return in a few days. You are to say nothing about this to anyone, at any time, ever. Understand?"
"I got it, Boss," I said. "May I be excused now?"
"You're not a child, Coleman. You know what you need to do. Now go and get it done." I left the tent and followed another grizzled man to a smaller tent.
"This is yours," he said, holding the flap open. "Dinner is at 1830 hours."
"Thank you," I said, entering the small tent. There was a cot, a small table, and a lantern. I set my gear down, removed my fatigues, then set about doing what 'Boss' had ordered. It took a while, but I finally removed all the patches and markings from my camouflage uniform.
When the time came, I joined Boss and the others in the main tent for dinner, which consisted of field rations. The five other men were just as grizzled and salty as Boss and said very little to me.
"All right," Boss said when he finished eating. "Wheels up at 0430. Pack light. Only enough for a couple of days. You can leave your makeup and perfume here, Wonder Girl. By the way, are you on the rag?"
"No, are you?" I shot back, irritated at this man's condescending attitude. He smirked and the others snickered.
"Just be here at 0400. Don't be late."
"I won't." I stalked back to my tent as Smitty, one of the other men, caught up to me.
"What do you want?" I asked angrily.
"Nothing," he replied defensively. "Just don't take it personally, okay? Boss has lost quite a few men on these little missions, so he doesn't get very friendly with anyone. I thought you might like to know."
"Thank you for the info," I said. "I'd better get ready and grab a few hours of sleep."
"Yeah, okay," he said before leaving. I took the patches and insignia from another set of fatigues, then undressed and cleaned myself as best I could under the circumstances. There wasn't a shower in this little compound, and I was starting to feel somewhat grubby. After I cleaned up, I put enough in my pack to last two days, then added Dad's letter as an afterthought.
I was at the main tent at 0355 the following morning waiting for Boss and the others to show up. When they arrived, Boss handed me a sidearm and two fully loaded magazines, then took a scoped rifle out of a box and handed it to me, along with a handful of shells.
"I don't like using a weapon I've never fired before. How do I know it'll even work right?" I asked.
"Because I said so," he snarled before tossing a wide-brimmed camouflage hat in my direction. "Leave the Army hat here. Let's go."
We climbed into two Humvees and roared off toward the airfield where an unmarked transport plane waited. We climbed aboard and the plane took off before veering south. After the plane reached cruising altitude, Boss gathered us together to brief us on the plan.
"This is your target," he said, handing me a photo of a middle-aged Latino man. I felt my face flush when I looked at the photo. I've seen this man before, but I was only an eight-year-old girl at the time. He looked much as he did before, except he was older and had gained some weight.
"You okay, Wonder Girl?" Boss asked. "You look like you've seen a ghost."
"Who is this man?" I asked, determined not to let these men know I had seen the man in the photo.
"His name is Julio Cabrera. He's into all sorts of nasty things - drugs, human trafficking, you name it. They've been trying to get him for the last 20 years, but he's always managed to elude capture. This time, they're taking the capture option off the table," Boss said. "Think you can handle that? You're not squeamish at the sight of blood, are you?"
"No, I can handle it," I said coldly.
"You'd better. Smitty here will be your spotter. The rest of us are counting on you to take him out. He likes to take a swim early in the morning with one or more of his playmates. We don't want any friendly casualties, so you'll need to take some extra care. Once he's out, the rest of us will move in and rescue the hostages."
"How many do you estimate, Boss?" one of the other men asked.
"We estimate about five women and up to 20 children," Boss said.
"How many guards do you think he has around that hacienda?" another man asked.
"Intelligence says up to 15. Which is why we need to move in fast, hit hard, and get the fuck outta Dodge. Study these photos. I'll go over the details tonight when we arrive."
I slept off and on during the trip, as did the others. When we arrived, two Humvees carried us to our temporary quarters, where we split off and set up for the night. Boss gathered us in the common area and briefed us on the operation.
I was impressed with the level of detail that had gone into this. I was even more impressed when I realized my position was not only higher in elevation than the hacienda but that my back would be to the sun. Looking at the map, I estimated my target would be about 750 meters away. We ate a small meal after the briefing, then went to our separate rooms.
Laying here on my bed, looking up at the rotating fan above, I began to feel a little bit like the Martin Sheen character in the opening of "Apocalypse Now." I didn't freak out and punch a mirror the way his character did, but I did begin to wonder what things would be like after my service and if I would ever be able to live a normal life, with a normal relationship.
Boss wanted me to study the photo of Julio's face, but I didn't need to. His image had already been burned into my memory from the month I spent in Cancun with Mom and her boyfriend. I couldn't recall him performing any specific act against me, but I remembered feeling creepy around him. Finally feeling tired, I set the alarm on my watch and drifted off to sleep.
We gathered in the main area the following morning and ate a quick breakfast of eggs, bacon, and coffee. When we finished, Boss issued his final directions and asked if anyone had questions. No one did, so he nodded his head.
"Time to move out. Saddle up, everyone," he ordered.
When we arrived at my drop-off, Boss motioned for Smitty and me to head out. We got off the truck and headed out without another word. I had studied the map and knew where to go, so I led the way. It was a steep climb through the jungle, and Smitty was breathing heavily when we reached our objective.
I immediately prepared for the shot as Smitty set up his scope. The rifle Boss gave me looked well-used, but the optics were more advanced than anything I had ever used before and came complete with a laser rangefinder. Not that I needed it, but it was nice to have.
"I have my range at 746 meters," I told Smitty.
"746 meters, copy that," Smitty replied. There was a slight breeze coming down off the mountain, but nothing that should affect my shot. I loaded my rifle with five rounds and prepared to shoot.
"This one's for you, Dad," I whispered.
"What?" Smitty asked.
"Nothing," I said. I looked at my watch and saw I had about a minute before the team was onsite. I looked back through the electronic scope and saw a naked Julio climb into his pool, unaware that his life was about to end. There was a guard at each corner of the pool but with rifles slung. Obviously not expecting trouble... or expecting a show. A curvy nude woman with long dark hair climbed into his lap, and I saw Julio smile as she impaled herself on his cock.
She wriggled this way and that, and it crossed my mind that Julio would get to experience the "joy" of coming and going at the same time. I mentally demanded the stupid bitch get out of my way so I could get a clear shot.
As I watched, Julio threw his head back as he thrust into the woman in his lap, giving me a clear shot. I mentally timed their rhythm and saw him open his mouth as his head went back. This was it. I pressed the trigger and a second later saw the bullet strike between his eyes, spraying the poolside with blood and brain matter.
The woman jumped up, screaming, as Julio's lifeless body slumped into the pool. One of his bodyguards turned around and brought his weapon to the ready. I chambered another round and put a bullet in his head, then repeated the action two more times as the idiots panicked and scanned the surrounding jungle instead of taking cover.
The final guard fled, vanishing into the fronds overarching the path back to the hacienda. By then, I could hear gunfire coming from the hacienda and knew the team had arrived. Smitty reported on the net that one guard was headed back from the pool.
"We'd better get going," Smitty said.
I scanned the scene. There was too much foliage for any reliable shots around the building, and the road was almost totally invisible from here so I couldn't provide any covering fire.
"Copy that," I whispered, policing my brass. Smitty reported in. We quickly packed up and headed back to the rendezvous point. I saw the lead vehicle approach our position when we arrived. We quickly jumped inside when it slowed momentarily. Nothing was said as we sped to the airfield where the transport awaited us.
I did a nose count. Half the team and no one looked wounded, though one of the guys had two pockmarks in his body armor that he picked at with annoyance. Two women and seven children huddled in the middle of the floor, as protected as we could make them without armor.
The women were silent, bewildered, while the children whimpered in fear. A flashback to my eight-year-old self stung my heart as I imagined what they had been through.
Boss and the two others herded the hostages inside the transport and the rest of us set up a protective perimeter. It wouldn't do to have any avenging followers put a round in someone's back or into one of the engines.
As soon as the last civilian was in, we followed. The engines rumbled like an earthquake, and the aircraft lifted off and veered north. We stayed low and moved fast. Even a stealthy transport avoids radar when it can. Every bump brought gasps from the hostages. Boss sat down next to me as I looked out the window at the countryside below.
"Not bad, Wonder Girl," he said with a slight smile. "Not bad at all. For the record, you're welcome on my team any time."
"Thanks, Boss," I replied.
"Name's Jackson. Ryan Jackson," he said, holding out a hand.
"Olivia Coleman," I said, accepting his hand.
"Good to meet you, Olivia Coleman," he replied.
"Good to meet you, Ryan Jackson. So, how did we do?"
"Everyone got out and no one got hurt. Except for the bad guys, thanks largely to you," Ryan said. "By the way, when we get back to Moore, there's a transport waiting to take you to D.C. Your gear has already been secured on the transport. I understand someone wants to meet you."
"Oh? Who?" I asked.
"My boss," he said. "And yours, now. Get some rest, Olivia. You've earned it."



"Thanks," I said as he left the seat. I closed my eyes and fell asleep, dreaming of happier times, mostly of my bio dad pushing me on a swing.
I woke up when the plane began its descent to Fort Moore. After we landed, the women and children were escorted off the plane and into busses that would take them to the base hospital. The rest of us gathered our gear and said our goodbyes. Ryan walked me to the private jet that would take me to Washington.
"It's been a real pleasure working with you, Olivia," he said as he shook my hand. "I'm sure we'll see each other again."
"Same here, Ryan," I said.
"You'd better get going. The boss doesn't like to be kept waiting," he added with a smile. I got onto the plane as Ryan returned to the transport. An orderly escorted me to a seat and I saw my gear had been placed in the seat across from me.
My blue Army Service Uniform had been neatly pressed and hung on plastic hangers, ready to wear. I looked at the orderly, who informed me I could shower and change in the lavatory once the aircraft reached cruising altitude. Of course, I thought. The boss probably would not want to meet me in a dirty field uniform.
A few minutes after we took off, the orderly gave me the signal and left the cabin, giving me the privacy I needed. I took a quick shower, then changed. The flight was darn smooth after the wild sprint out of... whatever country we had been in. After applying minimal makeup and brushing my hair, I inspected myself in the mirror. I liked what I saw, then entered the cabin.
The orderly saw I had changed and motioned for me to come forward. I followed and listened as he knocked on a cabin door. A female voice called out, and the orderly opened the door.
"Specialist Coleman is ready to see you now, Ms. Coles," the man said.
"Send her in," the woman inside commanded.
"Yes, ma'am," the orderly replied.
"Ms. Coles will see you now, Specialist Coleman," he said.
"Thank you," I said. The orderly stepped aside and I entered the small cabin. For a moment, I was stunned into silence. The woman sitting at a small desk was an older version of my birth mother. There was no question in my mind who she was - I had lived with her for eight years, and her picture had been on my bedroom wall ever since.
There was some gray in her hair and a few lines on her face, but I knew it was her. I honestly didn't know whether to hug her or slap her. My military training kicked in and I stood at attention.
"Specialist Coleman, reporting as ordered, ma'am," I said with a snappy salute, though my teeth were gritted.
"After all these years, it's a pleasure to meet you again, Olivia," she said with a smile. "Please, have a seat. We have much to discuss, and I'm sure you have a lot of questions."
"Yes, ma'am, I sure do," I said.
"Let me just say right off, Olivia, I think the Army has done well with you. You look quite good in that uniform. And I'm very proud of all you have accomplished."
"Thank you," I said quietly.
"I wish I could have been there for you. I wanted to be, but..."
"Why?" I asked, interrupting her.
"Why? Why, what?" Anita/Anne asked.
"Why did you leave my father when you knew he was dying? Why did you keep me from telling him goodbye?" I asked.
"Fair questions. Let me tell you a little story before you judge me too harshly. I admit I made some very serious mistakes. Mistakes that led me to where I am now. I was a stupid, selfish, narcissistic bitch who fell under the spell of a man I thought would be better for the both of us. He was rich, and powerful, and had an incredible network that spanned the globe.
"Though I didn't know what it was really involved with. I also had no idea that your father was even richer than Michael was. All the bills were paid on time, and we lived modestly, at least in my mind.
Michael had me convinced he was just a 'computer repair man.' And, looking back, I'm pretty certain what he really wanted was half of your father's money, and us in his trafficking network.
"He constantly talked down your father. And after a while, he made me believe the same as him. When your father started having headaches, it ended our love life. He couldn't perform with the constant headaches and the sickness that followed.
"I was too selfish to be concerned about my husband's health. I was young and beautiful and deserved the attention and the... pleasure, and Michael Simpson stepped up his game.
"He convinced me to divorce your father and even filed the paperwork. He said it would be best if all ties between you and your father were cut. The day I took you to my mother's was the day I told him we were leaving.
"Your father told me he was dying, but I dismissed him, thinking he was just being melodramatic. I didn't find out otherwise until we returned. I swear to you I didn't know he was really dying. I bitterly regret what I did, Olivia. To Andy and to you. I was charged with taking you out of the state without his permission or prior knowledge. I was also charged with... other things... because I was seen as Michael's accomplice.
"The investigators learned that Michael was involved with some very nasty people - people who were involved with drugs and human trafficking. One of those people was the man you shot earlier today - Julio Cabrera.
"I was given the option of working with the feds to help bring Michael's network down. It was either that or face years in prison. They needed me because of my knowledge of the network and my ability to read Michael's shorthand and codes. I accepted the offer, but it would mean that Anne Coleman had to disappear - for good. That meant I could never see you again. That was my punishment. You have no idea how much I missed you these last 15 years."
"And you have no idea how it felt being told you were an orphan," I shot back with venom, anger threatening to overwhelm my military discipline. "A child with no parents. I even contemplated suicide just so I could be with you and Dad. Fortunately, Mom and Dad got me the help I needed just in time. Aunt Lisa and Uncle Bill adopted me, you know."
"Yes, I know," a stunned Anita said quietly. Her eyes had gotten wide, and her hands clenched each other at my suicide revelation. "And I'm glad they did. I followed your career, from the time of your last high school competition on. Yes, I was there, in the stands. And I'm the one who asked the Sgt. Major to speak with you."
"So, I'm a sniper because of you?" I asked with an edge to my voice.
"No, you're a sniper because you worked your ass off to earn the title. The most any of us could do was open the door. But you earned it all on your own. I followed your Army career, and I'm very impressed.
"When the opportunity arose, I had you assigned to Jackson's team. I felt that after everything I had done, the least I could do was give you a chance to get some measure of justice for your father."
"Oh? And why do you say that?" I asked.
"Because unknown to me at the time, Michael had agreed to let Cabrera have you as payment for leveraging your father in my divorce action."
For the second time, I was stunned into silence. Sickness raged in my stomach. After a few moments, I finally responded managed to respond. "You mean, your boyfriend was going to let that sleaze take me away?" The acid in my tone could have dissolved a tank's turret.
"Yes. When I learned that, I knew what I had to do. I came close to killing Michael myself, but Julio beat me to it. He had some of his men take care of him in prison to cover his tracks. And I figured that as far as he was concerned, I was destined to be trafficked, too, as he had to know I wouldn't go along with your disappearance. But there's more."
"More?" The revelations were overwhelming.
"Yes. Julio tried to abduct you more than once after he dispatched Michael, but we were able to thwart his efforts. That was part of my 'deal.' And the Feds thought it might get him to make a mistake and fall into a trap. He was not known to give up easily. That didn't happen.
"Bill and Lisa kept a close eye on you, and they had a lot of unknown help. After his fourth failure, he gave up. But I never forgot, and swore I would take him down - with my bare hands, if necessary," Anita/Anne spit, her face turning red.
"They said I could never contact you, but they never said I couldn't protect you. And that's what I did, as much as I could.
"Then you became an accomplished sniper, capable of taking care of yourself, though I nearly sweated blood every time you deployed to the field. I chose you for this mission because I knew you would do what I would not be able to do on my own. Tell me the truth, Olivia. How did it feel to take... him... out?"
"It felt... good," I admitted. Then I looked closely at her and saw the anguish in her face. Thirteen years had gone by, but she still looked after me. I couldn't begin to imagine the pain she must've felt when she realized that she had been taken for a fool and lost her only child in the process. Then my heart melted, and tears began to flow.
"Olivia..."
"Mom," I cried as she wrapped her arms around me. We both cried for some time.
"I've missed you so much," she cried. "I've never stopped loving you. I'm so sorry for what I did. For what I put you through. Can you ever forgive me?"
An image of my father, dying in pain and alone, flashed through my mind. Then one of her cheating on him as he grappled with the illness and struggled to keep the business going... for us.
"Permission to speak freely."
She looked confused. "Of course."
I hauled off and slapped her... hard. She nearly flew backward. I wasn't a star at hand-to-hand combat, and I had never struck another person outside of practice or in the field, but I let her have it. My father deserved some revenge.
She clapped a hand to her cheek and stared at me as I said, "That's for cheating on my dad, for plotting against him and leaving him to die alone." I slapped her hard again with my other hand. "And that's for leaving me and making me think I was an orphan!" My anger abated, and I hugged her again, hard.
"You want to know if I can forgive you all of that. It won't be easy, but I think so, in time. But don't you EVER do anything like that to me again."
"I... won't," Anita/Anne said as she rubbed her cheeks. "I guess I deserved that, and probably a lot more. You pack quite a wallop."
"I had a good teacher," I told her. She chuckled through her pain.
"That's my girl," she said, shaking her head, my handprints glowing on her cheeks, and wiping the tears from my face the same way she did when I was a child. We finally settled down and cleaned ourselves up with most of the box of tissues on her desk. "So. What do you plan to do when your time in the Army is up?"
"I don't know. I was thinking about going to school, becoming a computer specialist like Dad."
"You think you could really hang up your sniper rifle after everything you've done and become a mild-mannered IT guru?" she asked skeptically.
"I don't know. I could try," I said. Then I added, "I can afford it."
She winced slightly but nodded. "You're a lot like your father. A lot. Both your dads were in the army and had enviable reputations and a box of medals that I never knew about. I'm sure you could do anything you want. But I've got another idea."
"Oh? What?"
"I have a set of orders here for you. How would like to work with me in the Department of Homeland Security?"
"Doing what?" I asked.
"What you did with Ryan in Colombia. There are a lot of people in the world like Julio, and they need to be brought to justice. You can help me do that if you want. I admit, I have an ulterior motive - I'd love to get to know my only child, again. Of course, you can never tell anyone who you're really working with, or what you're doing. What do you say?"
What do I say? What can I say? She already has a set of orders. I'm only a specialist - not even an NCO. I can't exactly turn down a set of orders without expecting retaliation, and I'm sure I would end up assigned somewhere very uncomfortable for the rest of my time in the Army.
She saw my internal struggle and nodded as if I had passed some test. "In the interests of full disclosure, Olivia, the op you just completed is an example of what you would be doing. You will be 'off the books' with a Top-Secret personnel file in a secure archive. You will not wear insignia and you will often be in other countries without the permission of their governments.
"You would operate under the 'Clear and Present Danger' Executive Order, but if captured you could not embarrass the U.S. government and would have the cover story of a private mercenary. That could get you tortured or executed in many places around the world. A lot of pressure was exerted on the Army to get them to give up one of their best snipers and get these orders."
I didn't like what she had done to Dad, but I couldn't very well use that as an excuse to get out of a set of orders. A part of me wanted to reconnect with my birth mother, but another part of me wanted to run as far as I could from her. The nepotism left me feeling uncomfortable.
"What do I tell my family? Where will I stay?" I asked, admittedly stalling.
"You can tell them you're on assignment to the Department of Homeland Security working on special projects. You will never be able to mention the true nature of your work, and you can certainly never mention me. Anne Coleman is dead, and she must remain that way. I'm sure you understand the need for OpSec."
"I understand," I said quietly, trying not to show my annoyance. I was a combat-decorated soldier and here was a civilian, my estranged mother, rubbing my nose in OpSec. It grated more than a little.
"As for where you'll be staying... I've arranged a nice apartment for you in Alexandria, Virginia along with a car. Your orders include a promotion to Corporal, so you'll receive an allowance for civilian housing. But I should warn you that you'll be traveling a lot in this new assignment."
"Of course," I said. "How long will this assignment last?" I was a bit annoyed... and alarmed... at the control that was closing in. The Army provided barracks and meals. That was expected. Having my mother arrange apartments and cars and who knew what else could be a problem. And I wanted to be treated like an adult, not have her revert to viewing me as an eight-year-old child; skilled and dangerous, but a child, nonetheless.
"At least the next two years. When your time with the Army is up, we'll talk some more. If at that time, you want to move on to college, we'll let you go with the thanks of a grateful nation. If, however, you wish to stay and continue, we'll make other arrangements."
"I can live with that," I said.
"Good," Anne/Anita said. "Welcome to the team, Olivia. I look forward to working with you and getting to know you a little bit better."
"As do I," I replied. While I really wanted to get reacquainted with my birth mother, a part of me had reservations.
Anne/Anita stood and held her arms open. After a slight hesitation, I took her in my arms and returned her hug. I had to admit, it felt good to have her arms around me one more time. Still...
"Well, we'll be landing soon. Why don't you go on back and get some rest? After we touch down, I'll take you to your new apartment and explain the rules of the road, so to speak."
"All right," I said, leaving the cabin. I took my seat in the back part of the airplane and looked out the window. I had gone full circle, but I couldn't help but wonder what - and who -- I would face over the next two years.
I knew one thing for certain, though. The Julio Cabreras of the world had better watch out. I fell asleep and saw my dad's smiling face nodding in approval.
"Remember, Olivia. No matter where you go, or what you do, justice is riding with you," he said in my dream. I don't what he meant by that, but it sure sounded good.
...
The end? Or is it? Stay tuned for "Justice Ch. 07: From the Grave"
Note: As this part of the story is set 13 years into the future, I took some artistic license with the sniper qualifications and training and a few other things. Please remember this IS a work of fiction and not a docu-drama.
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Justice Ch. 07: From the Grave

This is the actual final chapter to my series, "No Need to Talk," the Saddletramp sequel to Astordatair's story, "I Needed To Talk To You."
The premise of the original story was simple - A man learns his wife is leaving him with their daughter for another man the same day he learns he has terminal brain cancer. In the original, the wife leaves for a month to be with her lover. When she returns, her husband has already passed away.
My three-part sequel told the story of the aftermath from three perspectives, the first from the cheated husband's point of view, the second from Anne's, and the third from Olivia's.
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The end of "No Need to Talk, Pt. 03: Olivia"
"As do I," I replied. While I really wanted to get reacquainted with my birth mother, a part of me had reservations.
Anne/Anita stood and held her arms open. After a slight hesitation, I took her in my arms and returned her hug. I had to admit, it felt good to have her arms around me one more time. Still...
"Well, we'll be landing soon. Why don't you go on back and get some rest? After we touch down, I'll take you to your new apartment and explain the rules of the road, so to speak."
"All right," I said, leaving the cabin. I took my seat in the back part of the airplane and looked out the window. I had gone full circle, but I couldn't help but wonder what - and who -- I would face over the next two years.
I knew one thing for certain, though. The Julio Cabreras of the world had better watch out. I fell asleep and saw my dad's smiling face nodding in approval.
"Remember, Olivia. No matter where you go, or what you do, justice is riding with you," he said in my dream. I don't know what he meant by that, but it sure sounded good.
And now, Justice, Ch. 07: From the Grave:
Eighteen months later:
As I had done so many times in the last eighteen months, I took my position and scanned the target location. Jeremy Smith, or "Smitty," as everyone called him, took his usual place by my side as my spotter.
I was once again assigned to Ryan Jackson's team. We had developed a rapport over the last year and a half, and more than a professional acquaintance, although it never developed into a physical relationship. Both of us were too professional to let that happen and understood the adage that "familiarity breeds contempt." But he had come to respect my opinion when it came to planning operations.
We operated in various places around the planet, from Central and South America to Africa and the Middle East. We also conducted operations in Europe, but on most of those occasions, my job was simply to perform reconnaissance. Once was even in a cocktail dress at a diplomatic soiree, of all things. Ryan laughed his ass off on that one.
This time, we were operating on an island off the coast of Madagascar which was nothing but rock and dense jungle. The operation should have been simple. According to the mission brief, a local warlord had kidnapped several women from a handful of embassies in Madagascar and unless an exorbitant ransom was promptly paid, they would be sold to the highest bidders.
We were to free the women and save authorities the expense of a trial. Nothing we hadn't done dozens of times before, but I had a bad feeling about it from the beginning. There wasn't anything I could put my finger on, but I expressed my concern to Ryan in private, nevertheless.
"Can you point to anything to back up what you're saying?" Ryan asked earnestly, looking me straight in the eye.
"No," I replied, shaking my head. "Nothing directly."
"I can't abort a mission based on your intuition, Olivia," Ryan said after a lengthy silence. "A soldier's intuition is one of their most valuable assets. I trust yours like Peter Parker trusts his spidey sense. But the higher-ups will be upset at an abort for no reason. I need something solid."
"I know. I can't explain it," I said, frustrated with myself. At least Ryan listened to my concerns without dismissing them out of hand.
"All right. We'll keep an extra sharp eye out. You do the same. If you see anything, anything at all, that counters our intel, let me know immediately, and we'll abort. Fair enough?"
"Fair enough," I replied, not really reassured, but I didn't have anything to stand on either.
The seven of us left the submarine USS Idaho just before dawn in three rubber crafts and silently made our way to the island. The only way home submerged silently behind us. After securing the boats on a ridiculous sliver of beach, we quickly made our way through the thick jungle to our objectives; me to a rock pinnacle with a deep, shadowed cleft, and Ryan and the guys toward a cluster of infra-red sources deep in the jungle.
The sun was just beginning to rise when we reached our location, and I began the process of scanning our target. My attention was drawn to some movement in the jungle close to the target. I looked through the advanced optics on my rifle and was stunned at what I saw.
It was as if the entire jungle had suddenly come to life. I was shocked to see what looked like hundreds of heavily armed and camouflaged men moving toward the target team. Looking further, I saw another large formation on the opposite side of the target, moving toward the team. That placed my guys in a deadly crossfire. I knew instantly there was no way we could overcome such a large and well-armed force.
"Shit," I hissed. "Smitty, call the team. It's a trap. I estimate at least a battalion-sized force in two teams moving against them."
"Roger that," Smitty said, picking up his radio. "Eagle Nest to Eagle Leader. Abort. I say again, abort. Two large formations moving in your direction."
"Copy that, Eagle Nest," I heard Ryan's voice say quietly.
Suddenly, I heard a distinctive noise. The sharp 'Ka-CHUMP' of large-caliber mortar rounds being launched, followed seconds later by loud explosions. Then I heard automatic weapons fire. The shit had officially hit the fan. Protocol dictated that in these situations, each team member would immediately disengage and head for the rendezvous point.
Smitty and I quickly secured our gear and turned to skedaddle... but found ourselves facing a large group of armed men in camouflage uniforms. How the Hell did they get behind us without my hearing them? I was very good at stalking but realized this was probably their home, and they would be far more familiar with the terrain than me.
Smitty pulled his sidearm, but two men practically blew him to pieces with their automatic weapons. I was spattered with his blood but didn't flinch. I had my sniper rifle, but it was pointed toward the sky, and before I could bring it to bear, I'd be in pieces like Smitty. The way these bastards were looking at me that might be the easier way out. The large man in front looked at me and smiled, but there was no warmth in his face.
"Well, it seems the rumors are true," he said in a deep baritone voice. "I see the Americans are now sending schoolgirls to do men's work. You should be at home, shaking pom-poms and having babies, Olivia Coleman."
I fought for control. What? How did this man know my name? To my knowledge, only one person outside of the team knew my identity - the woman I worked for, the woman who used to be my mother. I was stunned but forced myself to remain silent.
"Yes, I know who you are. Do not be afraid. Papa Charlie will take good care of you," the big man added as the others snickered obscenely. I had a sinking feeling that I would not like what was about to happen. "You are far more valuable to us alive and... intact." He turned to two of his men. "Secure her. Do not harm her in any way."
Two men kept their Kalashnikov rifles trained on me and two others took my rifle and tied my wrists together. They attached a rope to my wrists, handing the other end to the big man, whom I assumed was "Papa Charlie."
"Let's go," the big man said before turning. I found myself being half-pulled along, like a dog on a leash. We stomped through the jungle for several hours before reaching the compound.
When we arrived, I saw the bullet-ridden bodies of four of my teammates, stripped to their skivvies. I didn't see Ryan among them and hoped that he managed to get away. Although heartbroken, I gritted my teeth, determined not to show any emotion as they dumped Smitty's body with the rest. I didn't want to give away the fact that they hadn't gotten everybody.
"As you can see, the rest of your team has been dispatched," the big man said after we stopped. I looked him in the eye, more determined than ever not to break down or show any emotion. He frowned as he examined my face.
"You are not like any American woman I have ever encountered," he said with a curled lip. "The sight of death does not seem to bother you. I sense the spirit of the warrior in you."
"What do you want?" I asked tersely, trying to change the subject.
"That should be obvious, Olivia Coleman," he replied in his heavily accented English.
Of course, I thought. He wants to rape me. But his answer shocked me even more.
"You are worth a lot of money. Give me, say, 50 million American dollars, and you can go free," he said.
Again, I was stunned. I never told anyone about my inheritance - let alone how much. To my knowledge, there was only one person outside of my immediate family who knew that - my birth mother.
"I don't have access to that much," I said, hoping to bargain with this man. "And I won't for several years yet."
"But you can make it happen," the man said without a flicker of emotion.
"How do I know you'll let me go if I agree to your demands?" I asked.
"You don't." His voice had no humor in it.
"And if I refuse?" I asked.
"That would be most... unwise," the man said replied without any heat. "Papa Charlie would not be happy. And when Papa Charlie is unhappy, bad things happen to little American girls like you."
I felt and saw the eyes of the men looking me over like a piece of meat. Papa Charlie's face broke into a grin.
"You are not as soft and curvy as the other women we have... hosted here. But I suspect you would be quite... interesting," he said. "I will give you 24 hours to make your decision." He looked at two men and barked an order.
The next thing I remember was being roughly pushed and shoved to a hut, then dumped inside. A woman who accompanied the men stood in front of me.
"Strip," she ordered.
"Why?" I asked, concerned that I would be raped.
"Papa Charlie wants to make sure you are not carrying any weapons or tracking devices," the woman stated. "Now, remove your clothing or I will have the men do it. Your choice."
I glowered at the woman as I slowly undressed. I stood in front of her wearing only my bra and panties.
"Everything," she barked. "They will not touch you unless you give them a reason."
I slowly removed my bra and panties and stood before the woman, naked and embarrassed. I understood part of this was to break my spirit, but I refused to let them win.
"Spread your legs," the woman ordered as the men leered at my body, toned from years of hard work, training, and exercise. I spread my feet shoulder width and felt the woman roughly insert a finger inside me. I looked at the wall before me, trying to block out the sensation.
As she fingered me, I watched one of the men rifle through my clothes, checking them for any weapons or tracking devices. The other man held my panties to his face as he kept his weapon on me, and I nearly threw up when I saw him smile as he sniffed the gusset.
"Turn around and bend over," the woman demanded when she finished. I knew what she was about to do, and slowly did as she ordered. She spread my ass cheeks apart and I felt a finger probe my backside. I closed my eyes and gritted my teeth as she put her whole finger inside me. Suddenly, the finger left me and I turned as I stood.
"Papa Charlie was right. You are not as soft as others we have had here," the woman said as she wiped her finger with a towel hanging from her belt. "You almost feel like a virgin," she added as the men leered at my B-cup breasts. I said nothing but looked at her with hatred on my face. "You may get dressed now," the woman said before turning away.
The men locked the door when they left the hut and took positions on each side of it. I quickly dressed and took in my surroundings.
The dirt floor was packed hard, and a rough-woven mat lay in the middle of the room. There was a small cot and a tiny table, and a bucket sat in one corner, which I assumed was the closest thing to a toilet these people could manage.
I sat on the cot and considered my options. I was certain these people had no scruples, and 24 hours would pass quickly. I also knew that even if I agreed to Papa Charlie's demands, the odds were I would probably end up either dead or in someone's harem... after these guys were done with me.
I closed my eyes and quietly mourned the loss of my teammates. It was a gut-wrenching realization that they were dead because of me. These bastards only wanted me for my potential ransom; my team was just in the way. We were not encouraged to know anything personal about each other so we couldn't give anything away if captured. It weighed heavily on me that I had no idea if any of them had had girlfriends, wives, kids, or siblings - anyone to mourn them but me.
There was obviously no way out of this hut, let alone the compound without help. As I thought about my situation, I recalled something my biological father said in a dream when I first took this job: "No matter where you go, or what you do, justice is riding with you."
Justice. The idea of that sounded good to me. I laid back on the cot and tried to get some sleep. "I sure could use some of that Justice about now, Dad," I murmured, staring at the mildewed plastic drape above me.
...
Eli, Danni, and Amos Jones sat outside on the back deck, reminiscing about the last 20 years. William and Elizabeth - Danni and Amos' children - were now in college, and on their own.
"Place is so quiet without the kids," Danni said wistfully.
"Yup. Seems like only yesterday I was out here playing horsey with 'em," Eli said with a chuckle.
"They sure loved it when you did that, Grandpa," Amos replied.
"I had a good time playing with 'em," Eli chuckled. "You two did a good job raisin' them kids. I can see good things in their future. Before you know it, they'll be bringing you a grandkid or two."
"What makes you say that?" Amos asked.
"Cycle of life," Eli replied. "They'll meet someone, fall in love, get married. That's the way it always has been." Eli's face suddenly changed, and Amos knew something had just happened.
"Everything all right?" Danni asked anxiously.
"I need to go," Eli said quietly. "Something just came up."
"Need any help?" Amos asked, almost eagerly.
"Not... yet," Eli said. "I'll be in touch."
Amos and Danni walked Eli to the door and watched as he jumped into the saddle of his huge horse. He whirled the animal around and hit the beast's flanks with his spurs.
"HEYAHH!" he shouted, spurring the giant horse forward. They saw him fly toward the back of the property, disappearing in a large cloud of dust, leaving behind a vacuum of sudden silence.
...
The hut was dark when I woke up, and I could smell burnt meat from the fires outside. There was a tray with something on it by the door, but the insects flying over it turned my stomach. Suddenly, the temperature in the hut dropped significantly, and I could see my breath forming clouds of mist. What the Hell? This was the tropics! Was this to put some kind of psychological or physical pressure on me?
A chill ran up my neck, and I could feel the hairs on my arms stand as if hit with static. I looked around and thought I saw shadows moving. I sat bolt upright and looked around, rubbing my arms in a vain effort to warm up.
As the temperature dropped even further and chills ran up and down my spine, I watched the shadows in one corner of the hut move. They seemed to swirl and coalesce into the form of a man. The temperature started rising, and I saw what looked like a cowboy from an old western step toward me, his eyes blazing like fire. This was it. I'd caught some jungle fever and was hallucinating.
He put a finger to his lips as I started to say something in the universal sign that meant, "Shut the fuck up." So, I did, staring. I doubted that hallucinations did that.
"The name's Peace. Justice O. Peace," the man said quietly. It seemed barely audible, but I heard it quite clearly. "Mah friends call me Eli. Come with me. There's some folks who want to meet with ya." He held out a gloved hand. "It's okay," he added, nodding at his hand.
I reluctantly put my hand in his, and the next thing I knew, we were standing in the middle of the street of an old Western-style town. The sky was blue without a single cloud, and the sun burned bright. Strangely enough, it wasn't as warm as I thought it would be.
"Where are we? Who are you? Really?" I asked apprehensively. Ryan would quote, often, Don't ask the question if you aren't ready for the answer.
"Ah tol' ya. Name's Justice O. Peace. You asked for me, so I came. This here's Hard Rock, Texas, circa 1855. Used to live here when ah was younger. Back before the war," he added.
"War? Which war?" I shot back, unnerved. Though the date should have given me a clue; I had gotten straight As in history.
"The war between the States, of course," he replied so matter-of-factly that I automatically believed him. "What you call the Civil War. Although there was nothing civil about it. C'mon. There's some folks who want to see ya."
I followed the strange man across the dusty road and into an old Western saloon. Honest. It even had those swinging double doors I had seen in the old movies. A man in a white shirt stood behind the bar wiping a glass clean.



"Hey, Eli," the man said as he waved his hand. "Hadn't seen you in here for a while. What can I get for ya?"
"A nice cold beer would be fine, Jake," Eli said.
"What about yer young lady friend? Sarsaparilla?" Jake asked. Eli looked at me, grinned, then shook his head.
"Nah. She can handle a beer. A nice cold one. From my stock, not that stuff you give the tourists."
"Whatever you say, Eli," Jake replied as he handed me a tall cold bottle. I popped the top and took a long drink. I was mildly surprised at how good it tasted. And even more surprised to see it had a modern English label. "By the way, Eli, yer friends are in the back room waitin' for ya."
"Thanks, Jake," Eli said.
I followed him past the bar and through a narrow door and into a small room where I saw a strikingly beautiful petite blonde woman in jeans and a denim shirt, and... my father. I almost dropped the beer when I saw him. For a moment, I couldn't speak. Was it really him? After all these years? I set the beer down on the table and ran to him, my arms open wide.
"Daddy!" I screamed as tears fell down my face. "Is it really you?"
"Yes, Pumpkin, it's me," he replied as he held me tight. He was real. I could FEEL him.
"Oh Daddy, I've missed you so much," I cried. He held me the way he did when I was a little girl, and I never wanted the moment to end.
"I know, sweetheart. I've missed you too," he said. We held each other tight for a few moments, then it hit me. This was impossible. My father died almost 15 years ago. And this Justice character who said he fought in the Civil War. How was any of this possible? I collected myself, broke the hug, and turned to Eli.
"How is this possible? My Dad died of a tumor years ago. Are you... ghosts or something?"
"Do I look like a ghost?" Eli chuckled. "Go on, touch me."
I did as he asked and found that he was very much real - at least to the touch, although he did feel... colder than I would've expected.
"And who are you?" I asked the woman. I didn't bother much with my appearance, even between assignments. As a sniper, it was a deeply ingrained habit not to call attention to myself. So, I felt more than a little self-conscious standing next to this stunning woman.
"My name is Adrestia Rhamnousia," she said calmly. "You can call me Dr. A if you wish."
"Dr. A? All right. Can you explain all of this?"
"Yes, I can," the blonde said with a rueful smile. "But I don't think you'd believe my explanation."
"Is this a dream?" I pressed.
"No, this is no dream, sweetheart," Dad responded. "This is very real. I told you when you started working for your mother that Justice would be riding with you," he added, looking at the tall cowboy. "You called out to him, and he responded."
"So that wasn't just a dream then?" I asked, shocked to the core.
"No, sweetheart," Dad said. "But it was the only way I could get the message to you."
"So, you were talking about," I began, glancing at the tall gaunt cowboy with the Texas Ranger badge.
"Yeah, him," Dad said.
"Does that mean you're my guardian angel or something?" I asked, turning to Eli.
"I'm no angel, Olivia. Just an ordinary man with an extraordinary job. Ah put mah britches on one leg at a time, just like any other man," Eli said.
"What is this place, then? Heaven? Am I dead, too?" I asked skeptically. All three of them laughed quietly.
"No," Dr. A said. "But it is a place where all of us can coexist, at least for a little while. And Papa Charlie will never find you here."
"And what's your job?" I asked Dr. A.
"I'm here to make sure justice is served," she said. "Since it appears justice was denied 15 years ago."
"Justice? No offense, Dr. A, or whoever you really are, but you look way too young to pull that off," I said.
"As I'm sure you can understand, appearances can be deceiving, can they not? After all, you don't exactly look like someone capable of killing a man at 1000 yards, do you?" Dr. A responded, her brows arched. "And your birth mother did a pretty good job of deceiving you, didn't she?"
"I... suppose you have a point there," I replied. "Do you think she's behind this?"
"As you correctly surmised, she's the only one who knew your identity, knew of your inheritance, and knew where you would be. But she had help," Adrestia said, now with a tablet that suddenly appeared in her hand. For some reason that didn't surprise me at all. "Do you recognize this man?"
I looked at the image on her tablet and instantly recognized the man seated at a table with my birth mother.
"Yes, I do. His name is..."
"Douglas Gordon. Your mother's current lover," Adrestia said, finishing my sentence.
I looked at the tablet again and realized I was watching a video. The two lovers were chuckling as a waiter poured their drinks. Douglas gave the waiter a tip, and I saw a tiny spark between his hand and the waiter's. Douglas jerked his hand back as the waiter apologized.
"I apologize, sir. The static in here can be bad sometimes," the waiter said. He looked at my mother, who placed her hand on the waiter as if to get his attention. Again, I saw a tiny spark between them, and the waiter apologized again. "I'll inform management and leave you two to your dinner," the waiter said before standing.
As I watched, the waiter straightened himself and then appeared to look directly into whatever it was that was sending the video. He smiled and winked, and I saw gold specks in his eyes. Adrestia and Eli both chuckled, leaving me confused.
"What's so funny?" I asked.
"That waiter is a friend of ours. His name is Cameron Drake, and he has some... interesting... abilities. Along with a singular wit. We'll soon know the full scope of what's going on," Adrestia said. "I think Eli and I should leave the two of you alone for a while."
"Wait. What about my team leader?" I asked as Adrestia turned to leave the room.
She turned back and I saw a quick flash of understanding in her so far implacable eyes. "Ryan Jackson was picked up by the USS Idaho about an hour ago," Adrestia said. "He was badly wounded but still alive. He's in surgery now. Fortunately, there are several crew members with his blood type."
"Will he make it?" I asked hopefully.
"That is... outside my jurisdiction. But rest assured, everything that can be done is being done for him," Adrestia said. I could feel waves of empathy from her which gave me hope. "We'll be back soon." With that, she and Eli left the room. I turned back to my father and for a moment, I was an eight-year-old girl again, and tears welled up in my eyes.
"Daddy, I'm so sorry," I blubbered.
"For what?" Dad asked, wrapping his arms around me. I couldn't help myself as tears flowed freely down my face.
"I'm a horrible daughter. I should've been there for you when you needed me," I sobbed. "Can you ever forgive me?"
"Sweetheart, there's nothing to forgive," Dad said as he held me in his strong arms. I latched onto him as hard as I could and sobbed as he rocked me. "You're the best daughter a man could ever want."
"Are you upset that Uncle Bill and Aunt Lisa adopted me?" I asked. Dad smiled before responding.
"No, not at all. In fact, we had talked about that possibility when you and Marie were just babies. We promised that if anything happened to one family, the other would step in. I'm very happy that they adopted you. I am curious about one thing, though."
"What?"
"I left you enough to make sure you could do whatever you wanted when you graduated from high school. I didn't want you to have to scrape by like I did when I was your age. Why did you join the Army?" Dad asked.
"I wanted to make it on my own. I planned to go to college after my time in the Army, but I wanted to know that I could do it without buying my way in. Does that make sense?" I asked.
"Actually, it does," Dad replied, his eyes shining with pride. "It shows immense character. If you don't mind I'll take a tiny bit of the credit for that, since I'm pretty certain your birth mother has very little. Character, that is." He stepped back and looked me up and down. "And I must admit, the Army seems to have done a good job on you." I chuckled at that. "What are your plans after your tour is up?"
"I was thinking about going to college, maybe becoming an IT guru, like you," I said.
"I'm sure you'll do just fine no matter what career you choose," Dad said. His face turned sad before he continued as if he had heard something that I had not. "My time here is almost up. I need to get back. I just want you to know that I love you with all my heart."
"Do you have to go, Dad?" I begged.
"I'm afraid so," he replied. "But I'll always be with you, here, in your heart," he said, placing a hand on my chest.
"Will I ever see you again?" I asked as tears started to fall down my face.
"I'm sure we'll see each other again, sweetheart," he said with a smile.
"I love you, Daddy," I cried, throwing my arms around his neck.
"And I love you too, sweetheart," he whispered in my ear as he hugged me back. We broke the hug, and he wiped the tears from my face. "No more crying now. We'll see each other again. I promise. Maybe Eli can arrange for another visit here one of these days."
"I'd like that," I said. He kissed my cheek, and I returned the kiss.
"Me too. Make sure to say hello for me the next time you see your folks, okay?"
"I will," I promised. I stood and watched as he seemed to dissolve in front of me. I felt tears on my cheek, then heard him in my mind.
"No more tears, remember? I'll always be with you," Dad said in my mind. I smiled at that and wiped the tears from my face. Strangely enough, I felt better - much better than I had since that awful day nearly 15 years ago when I first learned that he had died.
After a few minutes had passed, Adrestia and Eli entered the room. By then, I had collected myself.
"I see your father has left," Adrestia said.
"Yes, he has."
"You seem to be in a much better frame of mind now. That is good. You needed the closure," Adrestia told me. I agreed with her wholeheartedly.
"So, what is the plan now?" I asked, now back in "professional soldier" mode.
"I'm fixin' ta head back down to that island, and poke a hornet's nest," Eli said grimly.
"Want me to come with you?" I asked. "I am good with a rifle."
"No," Adrestia broke in. "You'll come with me. We need to discuss a few things, and there's something I need to show you."
Before my current assignment, I had always attended services with my unit, and had paid attention to the chaplain when he talked about a 'Higher Power.' I now had a pretty good idea that whatever I was now involved with had something to do with that 'Higher Power' and I realized there was nothing I could say to change their minds, so I nodded in acquiescence. "All right," I said, standing up. "Let's do it, then."
...
"What the hell do you mean, she's missing?" Anita shouted at the image of the large man on her phone.
"She's... gone, mistress. I cannot explain it," Papa Charlie moaned. "The matron went to take her breakfast, but she was missing. No one can explain it. The door is still locked from the outside, and the guards around her hut saw nothing at all last night. It's as if she just... disappeared."
"Find. Her. NOW!" Anita screamed. "Or the next team that comes to your Godforsaken island will burn it and everything on it to a crisp. Do you understand me?"
"Yes, mistress," Papa Charlie replied in a fearful tone.
Anita ended the video call and slammed her phone down on the nightstand before turning to the younger man in her bed.
"I thought you said these morons were well-trained," she spit.
"They were trained and equipped by the best mercenaries the CIA has to offer," the man replied defensively.
"Obviously not well enough. How could they let a 23-year-old girl just disappear like that? I know Olivia's a well-trained soldier, but not even she can just disappear into thin air. We need to get a handle on this, ASAP. There's too much money at stake."
"Have you heard from the team or the submarine?" the man asked evenly, trying to calm her down.
"No. If anyone on the team survived, which I doubt, and if they followed protocol, they would maintain radio silence until they were well away from the target," Anita said.
"Then maybe we should follow protocol as well," the man urged. "Give it a couple of days. Olivia couldn't have gotten very far on foot, and Papa Charlie's people can track her easily enough."
"You don't understand. I have... obligations," Anita said tensely through gritted teeth.
"I understand, Anita. But two more days won't make any difference."
"Maybe not to you," she said. "But I've waited 15 years for this day. Fifteen years to finally get what is rightfully mine. Do you know what it's like to find out your spouse is worth over $100 million, and all you got was a picture of a middle finger while your brat gets the lion's share?"
"No, I can't say that I do," Douglas replied blandly.
"I admit, I wasn't the best wife to Andrew that last year, but dammit, at least half of that should've gone to me. Instead, he gave three-quarters of it to HER. And what does she do with it? Does she buy herself a new sports car or go to college? No. She joins the fuckin' Army and becomes a sniper. Says she wants to earn her way on her own. How stupid is that?"
"Well, you have to admire her spunk." He shrugged. "A lot of kids her age would love a free ride like that. Sounds like she has a good head on her shoulders."
"It's the principle of the thing," Anita said quietly, but with a strong undercurrent of anger. "I want what's mine. And I won't let some snot-nosed brat keep me from it."
"Don't forget I have a stake in this as well. After all, I'm the one who put you in touch with Papa Charlie. And I'm the one who made the arrangements. And don't forget you promised me a cut for my efforts," Douglas said.
"Ten percent. Yes, I remember," Anita said. "After Papa Charlie gets the $10 million he needs to fund his silly revolution, that would leave me with $40 million. And your cut would be four million. Olivia can have the rest, assuming she survives."
"And assuming she doesn't get sold off," Douglas sneered. Anita snorted at that. She would have been less happy if she had seen the thought that ran through her lover's mind as he contemplated buying and bedding the young, fit heiress rather than this admittedly lusty but obviously 50-year-old bitch.
"Indeed. Besides, I think she owes me," Anita hissed, rubbing her cheeks as she recalled the vicious slaps the young woman gave her that day they met eighteen months ago. Her mind worked as she rubbed her cheeks. "We'll need a contingency in case she doesn't make her presence known soon."
"What are you thinking?" he asked.
"Her adoptive family. Andrew's brother, wife, and niece. His mother."
"I'm sure we can find a way to put pressure on them if you think that's necessary," Douglas replied. Anita smiled, but there was no mirth in it.
"Yes, it may become necessary. Now, why don't you stop talking, and show me that you're worth four million dollars," Anita purred, taking his cock in her hands.
...
A frantic Papa Charlie addressed the armed men now standing in formation before him. He looked at the rows of battle-hardened men, confident they could do the job. After all, how far could one young American girl get in this jungle? Their pride had been stung that THEIR prisoner had managed to escape, but some were a bit uneasy that the prisoner had seemingly vanished.
"We must find this American girl! Everything is at stake. Find her! But do NOT harm her! If you do, I will kill you myself, eviscerate you slowly, and feed your bodies to the worms! Understand?"
"Yes, SIR," the men responded in unison, snapping to attention.
Suddenly, the sky above them turned dark as large menacing clouds streamed in from all directions. Papa Charlie and the men looked up in amazement. They had never seen such a thing before. Lightning flashed across the sky like a major battle, and a large bolt crashed into a nearby tree, showering them with smoldering chips with an explosion of thunder that hammered their bodies.
They had been trained to fight people; having the world itself seem to turn against them was more than frightening. The tropical heat around them was sucked away in the suddenly buffeting wind and the sweat froze on their bodies.
"Look! There," one of the men shouted, pointing toward a spot behind Papa Charlie. Charlie turned to see a large man on the tallest horse he had ever seen. It looked like a midnight shadow in the garish, greenish light trapped under the churning clouds overhead. The man, dressed like an American movie cowboy with a shining badge on his chest, climbed off the horse and approached them, his eyes burning like fire.
"Who are you?" Papa Charlie shouted, his hand moving toward his sidearm. "What do you want?"
"The name's Justice. Justice O. Peace. And I'm here to take you in, Papa Charlie," the tall man said, his voice crystal clear even through the continuous booming over the thunder.
Papa Charlie gathered his wits and broke out in laughter. "You must be insane. You are one man against my army!"
"One army. One Ranger," Justice replied, paraphrasing a quote attributed to his friend and one-time boss, Texas Ranger Captain Bill McDonald. "Sounds about even to me."
"KILL HIM!" Papa Charlie ordered, his body shaking with rage at the audacity of this cowboy. The men rushed forward with their automatic weapons, firing indiscriminately at the figure, who simply looked at them with contempt. They all saw their bullets tear through the man's clothing, but he stood there as though nothing had happened.
After the last magazine 'clicked' empty, Eli smiled coldly as he slowly pulled his Army single-action revolvers from their holsters.
"My turn," he said. And he began firing, rapidly. One soldier after another fell to the ground, dead. One shot, one death. Some dropped their weapons and ran. None made it to the cover of the jungle. Eli continued firing, and Papa Charlie noticed the man never seemed to run out of ammunition and never had to reload. He looked at the piles of bodies stacked around him, shocked and frozen in fear. Who was this man?
After the last soldier fell, all of the bodies glowed red, then disappeared in a puff of acrid smoke, leaving behind only patches of scorched dirt. Papa Charlie shook as he finally pulled a semi-automatic pistol from its holster.
"Ah wouldn't do that if ah were you," Eli growled as he walked toward Charlie, his pistols trained on the big man's face. "Now drop that shootin' iron. I'm taking you in."
Papa Charlie realized this was now a lost cause. Shaking and scared, he tossed the pistol to the ground and dropped to his knees as Eli approached.
"Please. Do not kill me. I will do as you ask," he pleaded in a shaky voice.
"I ain't here ta kill ya," Eli said. "I'm here ta take you in." He let out a loud whistle, and the black horse trotted to his side.
"How did you," Charlie began.
"Haven't you heard? Ya can't kill a feller who's already dead," Eli hissed. "But mah wife's gonna be pissed when she sees what yer boys did to mah shirt."
"Where did they all go?" Charlie asked as he looked around his now deserted compound.
"Yer boys have gone to their eternal destinations," Eli said as he pulled a rope from his saddle. "Now, are you gonna cooperate, or do I have to hogtie ya?"
"I will... cooperate," Charlie said in a defeated tone.
"Good," Eli replied, dropping a lasso around the man. He saw a phone in Charlie's shirt pocket and knew Adrestia would want to have it, so he grabbed the phone and placed it in his pants pocket. With one end of the rope in hand, Eli jumped on the horse's back and pulled the lasso tight. "Let's go."



...
I looked around the room after the dizziness and waves of nausea passed. I saw open books and scrolls, and a computer with three large monitors on a desk full of paper. Adrestia handed me a cup of aromatic tea.
"This will help the nausea pass," she said. I accepted the hot cup and took a tentative sip.
"This is delicious. Thank you," I said. "It seems to be helping."
"I'm glad to hear that. It's my own special blend. Transitioning from one dimension to another can be fairly... unnerving," Adrestia replied.
"Where are we?" I asked, looking around the cluttered office.
"My home office," she said. Just then, the door opened and a well-built man in a trench coat and fedora entered the room. He kissed her on the lips, and I felt the love they shared fill the room.
"Who is this?" the man asked after they broke their kiss.
"This is Olivia Coleman," Adrestia said. "Olivia, this is my husband, Max."
"A pleasure to meet you, Olivia," Max said with a warm smile as he offered his hand.
"A pleasure to meet you as well, Max," I replied. He turned back to Adrestia.
"I'm heading out - I need to catch a flight to Baltimore," he told her.
"Wouldn't you rather I..."
"No, thanks. I'll do this the old-fashioned way if you don't mind," he told her. "I'll let you know if I need a quick exit, though."
"All right," Adrestia said. "Go get 'em, tiger," she added with a kiss and a smile.
"I will," he said. "Love you."
"Love you too. Let me know when you get there."
"Count on it. You two have a good day," he said before leaving the room. Adrestia sighed as she looked at the space her husband just occupied, then turned back to me.
"So, Olivia. How is your relationship with your birth mother?" she asked.
"I dunno," I said as I shrugged my shoulders. "Okay, I guess."
"Who are you trying to convince? Me or you?" Adrestia asked with a knowing smile. I chuckled at that. "Seriously. How are things between the two of you?"
"To be honest, I really don't know. I'm gone a lot, so I don't get to see her as much as I'd like. And when I do see her, I have to be very careful to call her either Anita or 'Ms. Coles' around other people. It's not exactly the way I imagined it would be," I said sadly.
"What do the two of you talk about?" Adrestia asked.
"Not much, really. Sometimes we talk shop, but not very often. She's tried to hook me up with guys a few times, but that hasn't really worked out too well. They're not my type and they tend to run away when they find out what I do."
"Yes, I can see how guys who work in an office might be intimidated by a strong, accomplished female Army sniper with a Combat Infantryman's Badge and a pair of jump wings," Adrestia laughed.
"Especially when I remind them I can blow their balls off at 800 yards," I joked, causing Adrestia to laugh in return.
"I like you, Olivia Coleman," Adrestia said when she calmed down. "In some ways, you remind me a little bit of me. So, what's your love life like if you don't mind my asking?"
"I don't. There really isn't much there. I haven't been with anyone who really does it for me. You know what I mean? For one thing, I'm always on the go, so I really don't have the time to develop a relationship. There is one guy I'd like to get to know better, but we sometimes work together, so it wouldn't work out."
"I think I understand," Adrestia said with a knowing smile. "What else do you and your birth mother talk about?"
"We've talked a bit about my inheritance. She can't imagine that I've made it this far without buying all kinds of expensive toys or clothes. And she certainly doesn't understand why I joined the Army. I've tried to explain it to her, but I think it just goes in one ear and back out the other."
"Has she ever asked you for money?" Adrestia asked.
"A couple of times," I said. "She has this place over in Georgetown, and she drives a fancy BMW. Then there's the clothes and all the accessories. She says she has to maintain an appearance. I honestly don't know how she manages it on her federal salary." I thought about what I had just said and my uneasiness toward my mother kicked up another notch.
"How much did you give her?" Adrestia continued to probe.
"One time was $2,000. She said she needed it for some work at her place. Another time was $1,500. That was for car repairs, she said. I had the money, so I gave it to her. She promised to pay me back, but I told her not to worry about it."
"Uh huh," Adrestia replied thoughtfully. "Has she ever suggested that she should've gotten part of your father's estate?"
"Yes, she has mentioned that a time or two," I answered, trying but failing to keep the irritation and slowly building unease out of my voice. "But I reminded her that it was her own actions that led Dad to write her out of his will."
"And how did she take that?" Adrestia persisted.
"Not very well, but she couldn't deny it." Then something hit me like a ton of bricks. "You know, we have to sign a will whenever we go out on an operation. Just in case something happens. There have been several times that she suggested I include her." I remembered the last time; the one for this very operation. "Suggested very strongly," I finished, sourly.
"And?"
"I refused. I split it all between my family," I shot back. I wasn't mad at Adrestia, but I was sorely vexed at myself for blowing off all suspicions just because she was my birth mother. "It pissed her off, but I figured that if Dad wanted her to have any of that money, he would've given some to her."
"Interesting," Adrestia said thoughtfully. I could see her mind working, as was mine. Almost like we were shooting down the same set of rapids together. She looked at me, her brows arched. "You wish to ask me a question," she stated.
"Yes. Who are you - really? How is it you can do all of this?" I asked.
"I suppose you have a right to know," Adrestia said. "Let me show you."
With that, she placed her hands on the sides of my head. My mind was suddenly filled with wild images - a tall, blindfolded woman in a long toga with scales and a double-edged sword. I recognized the woman as being Adrestia.
Underneath her sandal-clad feet were snakes. She loomed over a vast plain with nowhere to hide. Legions of people surrounded her, on their knees, half of them crying out for justice and the other half begging for mercy.
Winged beings flew in the background, and I saw a tall mountain with the top soaring to a dizzying height and covered by clouds. Lightning flew across the skies, and its thunder seemed to shake the world. The images disappeared when she removed her hands, and I stared at her face in shock.
"I have been called many things by many cultures over the years," Adrestia said simply. "The ancient Greeks saw me as the Goddess of Retributive Justice. I have also been called Nemesis and Tyr. I have judged many people like your birth mother over the years. Only one has ever escaped my justice, and that was quite by accident."
"Who was that?" I asked.
"His name was Baalak. We were once quite... close. You need not concern yourself about him, however."
"I've never heard that name before. What did he do?" I heard myself asking.
"He wanted to subjugate the entire planet to his sick perverted will," Adrestia said heavily. "He nearly succeeded."
"Where is he now?"
"Someplace very... warm," Adrestia replied sadly. For just a moment her presence felt as old as she had revealed she was. Just then, her computer dinged. Adrestia stepped around her desk and looked to see what had come in. She nodded in satisfaction, the darkness inside her set aside with a thought. "Cameron Drake is calling. Let's see what he has to say."
The large monitor on her wall came to life, and I found myself looking at the "waiter" from the video we watched earlier, though he was dressed in a quite relaxed manner now. Adrestia settled into her chair and addressed the man.
"Hello, Cameron," she said. "How are Ginger and the kids?"
"Doing wonderfully, thanks for asking," Cameron said, easily. "Is this Olivia?" he asked, looking at me curiously. I found it difficult to look him directly in the face as the gold flecks in his eyes made me feel... uncomfortable. I didn't know if that was some deeply human instinct or my Army training... anything you didn't understand was potentially very dangerous.
"Yes, this is her. Olivia, this is Cameron Drake."
"Hello, Olivia," Cameron said. "It's a pleasure to meet you."
"Good to meet you as well," I carefully replied.
"I've sent you the complete files on both of the targets," Cameron told Adrestia. "I've bookmarked several memories I think you will find useful. For what it's worth, Adrestia, I believe these two are worthy of your... special talents if you know what I mean."
"I think so too, Cameron. Thank you for this. It will save me a lot of time. How much do these files cover?"
"Their whole lives," Cameron said. "Memories, thoughts, you name it. Everything. And a lot of it's not pretty. The female subject has over 13 years dealing with various federal agencies, and there's still some old state charges that have never been pursued." He paused. "Make that seducing, subverting, and corrupting the heads of various federal agencies," he amended darkly. "It seems she used her... physical attributes... to get to where she is now if you know what I mean."
"I understand," Adrestia said. "Thank you again, Cameron."
"My pleasure, Adrestia. Let me know if there's anything more you need."
"I will, but I think this will suffice," Adrestia replied. They ended the communication, and I watched as Adrestia did something on her computer. She frowned, then turned to me. "Olivia, take a look at this," she said. I walked around and looked at her monitor, but I wasn't sure what it was I was watching.
"What is this?" I asked.
"It's a memory dated two weeks before your team left." Adrestia started the video, and I watched my birth mother sitting in Douglas' lap. It took everything I had to keep from losing whatever was in my stomach. I imagined that even Adrestia's tea couldn't help with this.
Both of them were nude and engaged in sex, but I found nothing remotely erotic about it. She wasn't exactly in the best shape and was beginning to sag. Douglas was younger, but he looked like he hadn't lifted anything heavier than a cocktail glass, and his spindly pale frame disgusted me.
"Well, lover, did you get everything set up?" Anita/Anne asked.
"Yes. Everything is set to go," Douglas replied. "Papa Charlie has agreed to your gracious offer, and the USS Idaho is set to drop the team off. Once Olivia agrees to pay the ransom, I will put a hold on her account, and make the exchanges electronically. Nothing will be tied back to you."
"Good boy," the older woman cooed. "And Charlie knows that Olivia is not to be harmed?"
"Yes, he knows. At least until after we verify the funds have been moved. After that, he is free to do as he wishes with her."
"Excellent. And the rest of the team?" she asked as she squirmed in his lap.
"Collateral damage. Shit happens, right?" Douglas sneered.
"Yes, it does. Especially in our business. Of course, we will disavow their existence."
"Naturally," Douglas agreed. "It's a hard, cruel world out there, and any number of mercenaries come to bad ends every day." He shook his head. "I still don't see why you just didn't want me to arrange to have her killed or trafficked off to someone only interested in snuffing. You certainly know someone who could forge her e-document will and leave yourself the entire inheritance."
She shook her head and then wiggled on his lap and my stomach writhed again. "No. Her adoptive father and lawyer are not without some pretty high-level connections, and they would be sure to kick up an almighty fuss about Olivia leaving millions and millions to her boss.
"That could bring to light some things that are better left hidden, like my real identity and the extracurricular activities I use to increase my retirement fund. After all, one does not retire in luxury on a government pension alone."
He shrugged and nodded acceptance of her logic, but his eyes were on her swaying breasts, and he seemed almost hypnotized by the saggy pendulums.
"Now, give me some of that cock, you magnificent man," my birth mother whispered in a sultry voice.
"Turn it off," I hissed, my stomach churning wildly. "TURN IT OFF! NOW!"
Adrestia stopped the video and looked at me, saying nothing. I couldn't believe the woman who gave birth to me, the woman I now worked for, had schemed to betray me this way. After I had warned her not to.
As far as I was concerned, she was no longer my birth mother, and at that moment, I wanted to kill the bitch with my bare hands, rather than a 220-grain hollow point propelled by one of my custom loads.
The men who had fought beside me, my teammates, were just 'collateral damage' to her? She would betray her country's warriors for some numbers on her personal balance sheet? She'd leave Ryan a bullet-riddled corpse on the other side of the world for MONEY? I SEETHED.
Just then, Adrestia's computer dinged again. We looked and saw a message pop up on her screen: "Papa Charlie in custody, Hard Rock Jail. Have phone. Will be there momentarily."
"Meet me in the Gallery," Adrestia wrote back before speaking.
"What would you like to do about your birth mother?" she asked.
"I want to nail her soft, slimy ass to the wall," I snarled. Adrestia smiled broadly at that.
"Good! I think we can arrange that," she said. "Come with me. There's something I think you should see."
"What?" I asked.
"Your mother's future residence," Adrestia replied, her eyes flashing. Somehow she looked less human and far more powerful with each passing moment. The memory she had shown me came back crystal clear, and I knew in my gut exactly why some of the figures I saw in my mind were begging for mercy. She stood and looked at me. "Ready?" she asked.
"Sure," I said, standing up. I followed her out of the office and down several flights of stairs. We reached what I suspected was the ground floor of her gothic mansion, and I continued following her into a large wood-paneled room. We crossed the room to a set of high double doors.
"Before we go inside, I should warn you. Do not touch any of the portraits you see. Under NO circumstances. Some of them are very old and touching them could have... eternal... consequences. Do you understand?" Adrestia asked with utter seriousness.
"Not completely, but I'll do as you say," I said, fighting an urge to clasp my hands behind me, like a nervous kindergartener on a field trip to a glass museum.
"Good enough," Adrestia said, swiping a key card over a reader. I heard the click of a lock, and the double doors opened on their own. As we stepped inside, the lights flickered on.
The first thing I saw was Eli, standing in the middle of the corridor. He nodded gravely at me, then addressed Adrestia.
"Sorry for running a little late. I needed to change mah shirt. I took this off of Papa Charlie," he said, handing a phone to Adrestia.
"Thank you," she said, taking the phone. We walked inside and I saw row upon row of portraits on the walls, extending almost as far as the eye could see. Many of them looked to be quite old.
There were people from all walks of life depicted on the walls, all of them in some form of dire distress. One portrait showed a screaming woman falling into the open maw of a giant shark. Another showed three women chained to a rock overlooking a large expanse of storm-whipped water.
"What is this?" I asked.
"This is my gallery," Adrestia said sternly. "These are the people I have judged over the years."
"Are they all dead?" I asked.
"For many, their physical bodies have long since ceased to function. But their essence, or spirit, remains, locked here in these portraits for all time. Or until their portraits fade at the end of time itself. Until then, they will experience the final moments of their lives over and over and OVER again," Adrestia said.
Shuddering, I looked around, walking down the corridor until I came to an empty space that held a placard: "Reserved for Anne Coleman/Anita Coles." I looked at Adrestia, confused.
"Yes, Olivia. That space has already been reserved for your birth mother," Adrestia said, searching my face intently as if I were undergoing some kind of test.
"This is where she'll be for the rest of time?" I asked.
"Yes," Adrestia answered, and there was just a trace of sadness in her voice.
I looked around at the other portraits around the space reserved for her and nodded my head.
"At least she'll be surrounded by people like her," I stated coldly.
"Indeed," Adrestia agreed, glancing at Eli. "Let's go back to my office."
We left the strange gallery and returned to Adrestia's office, where she made another pot of tea.
"Mind if I... smoke?" Eli asked. Although I didn't smoke, I had been around enough smokers by now that I didn't let the odor bother me too much.
"No, that's fine," I said, shaking my head.
He took one in his mouth, then offered one to me. Again, I shook my head.
"No thanks, I don't smoke," I said.
"It's all right. They're my own special blend. Based on Adrestia's tea. Go on. One won't hurt," he insisted.
I looked at the pack, marked "JOP," then thought, what the hell? I took one and watched as Eli scraped a match on his jeans. He held it as I lit the cigarette, and I was surprised when I didn't choke. I was even more surprised that it didn't smell like any cigarette I had ever encountered. Adrestia gave me another cup of tea, and I found myself feeling quite relaxed after a few sips.
"Feel better now?" Adrestia asked after a few quiet moments.
"Yes, much better. Thanks," I said. "By the way, can you find out how Ryan is doing?"
"Sure," Adrestia said. She pulled out her tablet and looked for a few moments before responding. "He's out of surgery and is recovering. From what I can tell, the medics seem to think he'll pull through. He's lost a lot of blood, and he'll be going through some rehab, though. He may, or may not, be up for future field work. I cannot tell."
"Thank God," I moaned, relieved. "Would it be possible to get a message to him?"
"That might take some work, but I think I can pull that off," Adrestia said mildly. "Do you know what you want to say?"
"Yeah," I told her, grabbing an empty sheet of paper. Adrestia handed me a pen, and I wrote the message before handing it to her. "It's coded," I said when I saw her confused expression. "Ryan will understand, and he'll know it's from me."
"Okay," Adrestia said. "I take it your teams use satellite phones in the field?"
"Yes," I told her.
"Give me a few minutes, and I'll get this off," she said.
I watched her work as I sipped my tea and smoked the cigarette Eli gave me. I found the combination to be more than relaxing - I felt... invigorated. I also felt a bit hypocritical, as I had always been adamantly opposed to smoking. I felt Eli's eyes watching me, so I turned to him.
"You said you fought in the Civil War," I said. He nodded his head, so I continued. "What unit were you in?"
"Eighth Regiment of Indiana Cavalry," he said. "It was originally the 39th Regiment of Infantry but got redesignated. I was with the unit from the beginning, in 1861. Got shot at the Battle of Brown's Mill in 1864. Right here," he added, pointing at the center of his chest.
"Were you married?" I asked.
"Yeah, with two young boys," he said.
"It must've been hard on your wife," I said.
"It was. But the whole family chipped in. She made it, then came home to be with me about the turn of the century."
"You're still together?" I asked, shocked.
"Yep," Eli replied, nodding his head. "We wouldn't have it any other way."



"You must've really loved her," I sighed.
"Still do. Always will," Eli said with simple but utter certainty.
"That badge. Is it real?" I asked, looking at the Texas Ranger badge on his chest.
"Sure is. Got it from Captain Bill McDonald himself," Eli replied proudly.
"Who?" I asked, having never heard the name before.
"You really should bone up on yer history, Olivia," Eli said with a wry smile. "He was only one of the greatest Ranger Captains of all time. Used to say that no man in the wrong could ever stand up to a fella in the right who kept on a-comin'."
"Sounds like an interesting man."
"He was that and more," Eli said with a wistful look. "Rode with him for five years."
"What happened to him?" I asked.
"Caught pneumonia and died in 1918," Eli replied.
"I think I would've liked him," I said.
"And I'm certain he would've liked you as well. Maybe sometime if yer ever in Quanah, Texas, you can stop by and pay yer respects. Say hello or something. I think he'd like that," Eli said.
"I'll do that," I said. "So, you've worked with Adrestia ever since you were shot," I mused after a few moments of contemplation. What does one say to a man who fought and died in the Civil War and served in the Texas Rangers for five years?
"Yeah," he said. Our discussion was interrupted by the sound of Charlie's phone dinging.
"Well, well," Adrestia said, looking at the incoming call. "Your mother wants to speak with Papa Charlie. Let's see what she wants."
"Why not give me the phone?" I asked. Adrestia thought for a moment, then handed the phone to me with a knowing smile. I answered the phone, and then put it on speaker. I saw her face on the display and placed my thumb over the camera so she couldn't see anything - for now.
"What's your status, Charlie?" Anne asked. "Have you found the little bitch yet? Talk to me, dammit! I know you're there!" I made my decision and removed my thumb from the camera so she could see me.
"I'm right here, mother dearest," I calmly replied as her face turned a bright red. Her mouth opened and closed a few times like a fish out of water. "My team is dead, but I'm still alive, thank you very much. And how are you?" I asked in a sarcastic tone.
"Uh, Olivia! Thank God you're still alive. I was so worried when I didn't hear from anyone," the older woman stuttered.
"Uh-huh," I replied. "Tell me, dear mother. How is it you have this number? And why are you calling a man who is wanted by several countries for terrorism, drugs, human trafficking, and seditious activity?"
"I... I don't know what you're talking about, Olivia. You must be mistaken. You know we track the phones of people all over the world. I took a chance, that's all. I was so worried and desperate. I hadn't heard from anyone..."
"Stuff it, Mother! Enough bullshit. I know what you were up to! You were the only one with knowledge of our operation AND my inheritance. You've been after the money Dad left me since the first day I started working for you."
I saw her expression change as she dropped the "concerned mother" mask. Then I saw her glance at something off-camera and knew she was trying to get a location on Papa Charlie's phone. I decided to make my point fast and end the call before she could get a lock on the device in my hand.
"Know this, bitch. Because of your treason, my teammates are dead. And I'm coming... for YOU!" With that, I ended the call, but not before seeing a look of sheer terror cross her face.
...
"Did you get a lock on that phone?" a shaking Anita asked Douglas, who sat at a small table across the office from her desk with a laptop. Olivia's last comment drove a stake through her self-confidence, and she felt an urgent need to act, the sooner, the better.
"No, I didn't," he replied, shaking his head. "By the way, I have some images from the satellite over the target island that you might find interesting."
"Show me," she commanded.
Douglas brought up the pictures on his laptop and showed them to her when she stepped behind him. The first image showed the heat signatures of Papa Charlie and his assembled troops in the compound. The second showed the entire island covered with impenetrable cloud cover liberally strewn with flashes of lightning, while the third showed no clouds and almost no human heat signatures whatsoever.
"What the hell happened? Where did they all go?" Anita asked, surprised, and confused.
"I don't know," Douglas said. "There's only a few minutes between the first and last photo."
"If they're not on the island, then where the hell are they?" Anita asked. "They couldn't have just... disappeared into thin air."
"Your guess is as good as mine," he replied, infuriating Anita even further.
"Dammit, Douglas! This is turning into a real shitstorm. You need to get this under control. NOW!" she screamed.
Douglas looked at her momentarily without responding. It was clear to him that she was losing control, perhaps dangerously so. Perhaps, he thought, it was time to extricate himself from her influence. He considered his words before speaking.
"I'll do what I can," he said quietly before shutting his laptop down.
"Do it FAST. You hear me?" she screeched as he walked out of the office.
...
Commander John Armstrong, the commanding officer of the fast-attack nuclear-powered submarine USS Idaho (SSN 799), stood in the boat's control room, watching his crew perform their jobs when Petty Officer Sparks, the duty communications petty officer, approached him.
"Yes, Sparky, what is it?" John asked.
"A coded message for our guest, Captain," Sparky said, handing John a folded piece of paper.
"Thank you, Sparky. I'll take it from here," John said quietly. "Carry on."
"Yes, sir," Sparks said before leaving.
John was tempted to unfold the paper and read the message, but he knew better. Besides, he thought, he probably wouldn't be able to glean anything from the coded message anyway. He left the conn and headed to the boat's sick bay.
"How's our patient, doc?" John asked the senior corpsman when he reached the tiny medical facility. Submarines normally don't carry doctors, and the USS Idaho was no different in that regard. However, being a designated Special Operations boat the crew did include Chief Petty Officer Terry Hammond, a seasoned professional trained in advanced medical procedures, including emergency surgery.
"He's resting now, Captain," Terry said. "We need to get him to a medical facility as soon as possible, though. He needs to be seen by a real doctor. And he'll need rehab. Those wounds took a lot out of him. Fortunately, nothing critical was hit and the crew came through with enough donated blood to see him through."
"Think he'll make it back to Kings Bay?" John asked, referring to the submarine base in Georgia. Given the Chief's opinion, he wouldn't call for a mid-ocean MEDEVAC.
Gibraltar was the nearest submarine base with world-class medical facilities, but the harbor was watched by reporters and anti-nuke groups, and standing orders were to avoid it while on SPECOPS unless it was an extreme emergency. While far away, Kings Bay was the closest American sub-base and boats went in and out all the time, and all the facilities, including medical, were second to none.
"I think so," Terry said. "He's a fighter, and he's strong."
"I have something for him. Is he awake?" John asked.
"Believe it or not, he is. Don't tire him out."
"Thanks, doc," John said, leaving Terry to his work. He made his way to the tiny compartment where Ryan lay in his rack, connected to an IV and monitors. Ryan looked up as John entered.
"Hey, Captain," Ryan groaned.
"Hey yourself," John replied. "How're you feeling?"
"Like I've had my ass shot off," Ryan quipped. John chuckled at that. "What's up?"
"Got something for ya," John replied, handing the folded message to Ryan. "Just came in."
"Did you look at this?" Ryan asked as he opened the message.
"No," John said truthfully. "Probably wouldn't mean anything to me anyway."
Ryan read the coded message, his emotions ranging from relief to anger and rage. Relief that Olivia was still alive, anger at the news that the rest of his team was dead, and rage at the fact they had been betrayed by the woman they all worked for.
"Well?" John asked, slightly alarmed when Ryan looked up at him with a thundercloud face.
"We need to get back, ASAP," Ryan answered through his pain.
"I take it we need to maintain radio silence?" John asked.
"Absolutely," Ryan hissed. "And Captain?"
"Yes?"
"I was never here. Understand?"
"Yeah. I get it," John replied, nodding his head. This wasn't the first time he had dealt with covert operators on his boat, and he understood the need for operational security.
John hit the comm switch. "Conn, this is the Captain. We're going home. All ahead flank, 100% power. Don't spare the neutrons."
A voice responded crisply, "All ahead flank, 100% power. Conn, aye."
John turned back to Ryan. "You get well. Do as Doc says. He knows his stuff."
"I will. I owe him my life," Ryan replied. After John left, Ryan thought about 100 ways to end Anita Coles' existence - all of them involving various levels of pain. He had lost men before on operations, but never as the result of deliberate betrayal on the part of his "superiors."
And then there was Olivia. He had worked with her closely several times over the last eighteen months and had developed a rapport with the Army sniper. They were closer than casual friends, but not nearly lovers. Although he had fantasized about bedding the woman more than once.
He hadn't thought he had a thing for strong, confident women, and Olivia certainly was that. She was strong, accomplished, and confident. She was also beautiful and normally hid it well. But when they had been assigned to go undercover at that party in Brussels which had itself been cover for a dozen trafficking cartel bosses to meet...
When she strutted out on that floor in that dress, which probably cost more than his annual take-home pay and had as much cloth as a pillowcase... a small pillowcase... He found himself getting heated at the memory. He had laughed to hide his reaction, and he could tell that it had mildly annoyed her.
And when they danced, he sensed a hidden sexuality that - if he wasn't careful - could easily overwhelm him. Those three minutes of his life had dominated his fantasies ever since. Perhaps when this is over... He smiled, happy to hear that she was alive, then drifted off to sleep.
...
I lay in the bed Adrestia let me use for the night, thinking about everything I had experienced over the last day or so. A lot had taken place - from being held hostage at the behest of my birth mother to meeting my dead father and finding myself allied with an immortal being and a veteran of the Civil War in an effort to bring my mother and boss down for good.
Then I thought about Ryan, now recovering from his wounds on the USS Idaho - wounds he received at the hands of men working on Anne's behalf. A tear came to my eye when I realized how close he had come to being killed.
I also thought about the others murdered by Papa Charlie's goons - and that's what happened no matter what anyone said. Blake, Delgado, Edwards, Michaels, and of course, my trusted spotter, Smitty, died never knowing the real reason why. I swore to get justice for all of them, no matter what the cost.
But my thoughts always returned to Ryan. I hadn't been with many men in my life. In fact, I could count them on one hand - and that includes my high school flame, Larry. They were all decent guys in their own way, but none of them could hold a candle to Ryan.
In my mind, Ryan was a man's man. Hard, muscular, determined, and loyal to a fault. I've seen him break a man's neck with his bare hands one minute, then gently carry a crying child in his arms to safety the next, all the while whispering soft words of encouragement while bullets flew.
That had been a raid for the books. Seven women and 22 children were freed without a scratch, while seventeen traffickers were now nothing but compost. He reminded me a lot of both of my dads.
Thinking about Ryan stirred something inside me, and I found myself getting aroused. I may not have been with many men, but I am a red-blooded woman, with desires and dreams. I normally suppressed those desires successfully, but now I had the freedom to... indulge... them. The more my thoughts lingered on Ryan, the more I felt the desire to touch myself, again something I rarely ever did.
I brought my left hand up and under my olive-drab t-shirt and rubbed my breast, fantasizing about Ryan kissing and sucking my nipples. My right hand went into my panties, and I began rubbing my wet lips, amazed at the level of my arousal.
The more I rubbed, the more I thought about Ryan. I had seen him naked once before, by accident, when he was taking a shower. I never forgot the image of his well-toned and muscular body and the beautiful cock that dangled between his legs. He quickly covered up when he saw me, but the image remained in my mind, and right then, I wanted nothing more than to feel that cock between my legs.
I kept rubbing myself, thinking about Ryan. I couldn't take anymore and slid my panties off. Then I spread my legs and inserted first one finger, then two, and finally three, in hopes of feeling what it might be like to have him deep inside me, fucking me.
Images of Ryan filled my mind as I furiously fucked myself. I felt my orgasm build, and I let it, moaning softly as I fingered my wet pussy.
"Fuck me, Ryan," I whispered into the dark room. My body tensed as I peaked, and I rammed my fingers deep inside. "Oh, God," I quietly moaned as I arched my back up to meet my imaginary lover's cock.
My climax passed and I lay in the bed, my body covered with sweat. I couldn't believe I had just brought myself off while thinking of Ryan - that had never happened before. I pulled my panties back on and quietly drifted off to sleep, having experienced the most intense orgasm of my life.
...
Thousands of miles away, deep in the bowels of the USS Idaho, Ryan woke from one of the most intense sexual dreams he had ever experienced. It involved Olivia, and he realized he was still sporting a painfully intense erection. Even the aching parts of his wounded body couldn't compete with that throbbing.
A wet dream? That hadn't happened since he was a teenager, he thought as he checked himself to make sure he hadn't left anything that might cause him embarrassment. Fortunately, there wasn't anything and he breathed a sigh of relief.
Satisfied, he relaxed as much as he could on his cramped rack and tried to go back to sleep. As he lay there, however, he thought he detected the distinct odor of a woman's arousal.
"Nah, that can't be. Get a grip, Jackson," he thought as he drifted back to sleep.
...
"How did you sleep last night?" Adrestia asked after I entered the dining area the following morning.
"Better than I have in quite a while," I replied. I saw a knowing smile on her face and wondered about last night. Was she responsible for that? Then I dismissed the idea. That wasn't possible, I thought.
"Excellent," Adrestia said as she put two plates filled with scrambled eggs and bacon on the table. Next to those were bowls of fruit and a smaller plate with pieces of toast, already buttered. A glass of orange juice completed her breakfast. "We'll get to work after breakfast, okay?"
"Sure," I said. I noticed Adrestia studying me in between bites.
"You really like this Ryan Jackson, don't you?" she asked.
"Yes, I do," I admitted, wondering what she knew.
"When you meet the right man, you just know it, deep inside," Adrestia said quietly. I wondered whether she was referring to Ryan and me, or her and her husband.
"Is that the way it was with you and Max?" I ventured.
"As a matter of fact, it was. It's hard when we're apart, and there's been more than one time that we've shared an intimate dream," Adrestia sighed.
"Wait," I said, shocked. "You mean..."
"Yes. He had a nice dream as well. I think there may be something there. He's a good man, Olivia."
"Yes, he is. But how do you know all this?"
"I AM an immortal goddess, you know," she replied with a knowing smile. "Besides. You're a young, healthy, beautiful woman. It's normal to have these feelings for a man."
"I've never felt anything like this before," I confessed, embarrassed.
"Maybe that's because you've never met the RIGHT man before Ryan," Adrestia replied.
"Maybe you're right," I said. We finished breakfast and Adrestia collected our dishes.
"Now, are you ready to help me burn a bitch?" she asked. Her words were light, but her tone had the menace of a guillotine.
"Absolutely," I exclaimed, although I was certain she didn't really need my help.
"Good!" Adrestia said, a wicked gleam in her eyes. "Before we go, though, I need to tell you about your birth mother."
"What's there to know?" I asked. "She's a cheating, traitorous bitch. Men have been killed because of her."
"I like your attitude, but I think you deserve to know about the woman you lived with for eight years. I went through the information Cameron provided, and it was quite revealing."
"In what way?" I asked, curious.
"I know from her memories that she began cheating on your father about a year after you were born. She went through a period of post-natal depression. She saw herself as flabby and unattractive, which happens sometimes. Your father encouraged her, so she began working out at a local fitness center.
"That's where she met Jake Keniston, a trainer who helped her get back into shape. He seduced her, and that's when things started going downhill. While your father was busy working, she was out sowing her wild oats.
"After the trainer, it was with partners in the law firm where she worked, then it was random men she met during 'girl's nights out,' and finally, it was Michael Simpson."
"And Dad never suspected?" I asked, incredulous.
"He suspected a few times, but your mother could read him like a book. She backed off of her... activities... until your father's suspicions died down. Then after a while, she would start back up again, always being careful not to arouse the same suspicions. Plus, your father didn't want to lose you, and knew that he probably would not fare too well in a divorce."
"Damn," I hissed, feeling a flash of guilt that he stayed for me... but also gratitude that he stayed for me. "So how did she go from being a federal witness to running a section in Homeland Security?"
"That's where it gets dicey. It seems she wasn't being completely truthful when she was first approached by the feds. She always suspected her lover was engaged in illegal activity. Instead of doing the right thing and reporting him, she decided to keep that information to herself so she could ultimately use it against Michael.
"When she was confronted about it, she put on a good act. It was enough to make the feds think she was innocent, so she was brought into the fold. She did as they asked, and in return, the state didn't pursue the charges against her. But she learned how to use the system for her own gain."
"Charges?" I asked, shocked. "As in more than one? I knew about the parental abduction charge, but there were others?"
"Yes. She was charged with child abuse and endangerment. Do you recall her giving you medicine in Cancun for your sinuses?" Adrestia asked.
"I remember that. I fell asleep almost right away, and couldn't remember anything the next day," I replied.
"The medicine she gave you was laced with Rohypnol," Adrestia explained. "After you were asleep, she and her lover put you to bed, locked the door, and went out dancing and partying. She had given you enough that it still showed up in your blood after you returned.



"Your mother claimed she didn't know anything about that, and her memories back up that claim. The state later found evidence indicating that it had been laced by Michael before they left the States."
"Damn," I hissed. "Anything could've happened while they were gone."
"Exactly. In time, she became just another corrupt cog in an already corrupt bureaucracy. She knew who to manipulate and how. In short, your mother used her body to get what she wanted. She slept with all kinds of people - staffers, bureaucrats, politicians, you name it. Men as well as women."
"So basically, she became a bureaucratic whore screwing her way to the top," I said, not really surprised.
"Basically," Adrestia agreed.
"So, what happens now?" I asked.
"We take them into custody, and they face the music," Adrestia said. "Are you ready?"
"More than ready," I assured her, with heartfelt heat.
...
Anne/Anita and Douglas sat in her office, trying to locate the USS Idaho in hopes of contacting the submarine for an update, but neither of their computers seemed to work. Suddenly, the room got dark and cold.
"What the hell's going on?" Douglas asked, looking around apprehensively.
"I don't know," Anita replied. She picked up her phone to call Facilities, but there was no dial tone. Then she realized the digital clocks on her wall had stopped. They both saw a ripple in the darkness and three shadowy figures appeared in the room, a tall man in Western-style clothing, a petite blonde, and... Olivia.
"Who are you people? How did you get in here?" Anita demanded as she stood up.
"Shut the fuck up, bitch," Olivia growled as she slammed a fist into Anita's face.
...
I have to admit, it felt good slamming my fist into Anita's face. Douglas looked at her body sprawled out on the floor, her face bloody, then turned to me with rage on his face.
"How dare you assault your supervisor," he growled as he lunged toward me. He didn't get very far as my fist found its way to his throat, choking off whatever he was going to say. By now, Anita had managed to get back on her feet, although she was shaken. After wiping the blood off her face, she looked at me with hatred in her eyes.
"So, you managed to escape," she hissed. "Who are these people?"
"Name's Peace. Justice O. Peace," Eli stated quite emphatically and emphasizing the 'Justice' as he came forward, his eyes blazing like wildfire on the prarie. "I'm here to take you two in."
"And who are you?" Douglas asked the petite blonde as Eli produced a rope, seemingly from nowhere.
"I'm the judge who's going to make sure justice is finally carried out," Adrestia said calmly as Eli wrapped the rope around Anita and Douglas. "Let's go," she added.
The next thing I knew, we were standing in a long room at the end of a table. Eli sat on one side and motioned for me to join him, which I did, leaving Anita and Douglas at the end of the table. A door on one side opened, and a man in a suit entered, followed by two other men with Papa Charlie between them.
"John!" Anita declared, recognizing the attorney who represented her fifteen years ago, running to him. "Thank God you're here. You've got to get us out of here."
"I'm afraid I can't do that, Anne. Or is it Anita now? No matter. Is this man Douglas Gordon?"
"Yes, this is Douglas. He... works with me. We were kidnapped by Olivia, that cowboy, and some little blonde floozy and brought here. Where are we, anyway? What's going on?" Anita asked, regaining a fraction of her belligerent attitude.
"What's going on is you, Gordon, and Papa Charlie are facing the consequences of what you've done to Olivia and others," John said quietly. "I'm here to represent you, but I must warn you..." He paused and looked her straight in the eye. "This is not like any court you're used to."
"What do you mean, facing the consequences?" Anita asked, suddenly frightened.
"The judge has already reviewed all of the evidence against the three of you. Her decision has been made, and there is no escaping it," John said quietly.
"Judge? Do you mean that little blonde airhead? She can't even be old enough to have graduated college. How is she a judge?" Anita demanded, incredulously.
"It would be best if you did not adopt that attitude during the hearing. That 'little blonde airhead' as you call her is older than the oldest human civilization, and she has the power, ability, and authority to consign your soul to eternal torment," John replied, leaving Anita stunned and confused.
"You've got to be kidding," Douglas piped up. "What about due process? A trial by jury? The right to address the charges against us, the right to face our accusers, and the right to appeal?"
"You must understand that this court is not part of the normal judiciary system, and the authority governing it is far above the Constitution. FAR," John emphasized. "You will be given a chance to face your accusers, and you will hear the charges against you. My best advice to you would be to throw yourselves at the mercy of the judge. In this court, hers is the final word."
"That's bullshit and you know it," Douglas hissed. "There is no authority over the Constitution, and I do not recognize whatever authority is running this so-called court. I'm getting outta here the first chance I get, and you'd better hope we never cross paths again. Do you have any idea who I work for?"
"Yes, I know all about you, Douglas Gordon, and I know who you work for, what you've done, and who you've done it to. And I'm telling you right now that the decisions made here today will have eternal consequences," John explained calmly. He took a breath and considered his three clients before continuing.
"Now, when that door opens, you will present yourselves to the court will all due respect. I will make your plea, and the evidence will be presented. Do not disrespect this court or this judge. Don't even think of lying. Finally, do not speak unless you are spoken to first. Understand?"
"Yes, we understand," Anita said quietly, elbowing Douglas into submission. The look on her face was like she had suddenly seen all of the ghosts of her past actions lined up in an imaginary jury box.
"Good," John said stiffly before turning to the front of the courtroom.
A few moments later, the huge double doors behind the tall dais opened, and a voice boomed over the room.
"All rise for the honorable Judge Adrestia Rhamnousia." Everyone in the room rose and a woman wearing a long white robe and carrying a double-edged sword entered the room. Her eyes shined brightly, and everyone could feel her gaze as she looked around the room. She sat behind the tall bench, placing her sword on the table before her.
"Be seated," she commanded. Everyone except Anita, Douglas, Papa Charlie, and his guards, and John took their seats. They had no seats and were forced to remain standing. After looking over some paperwork on the bench before her, Adrestia spoke.
"I have read the charges against all three of you," she said. "Rather than spend the next year reading them out loud, I have placed them on the monitors to your left." The entire wall suddenly became a series of high-definition monitors covered with very small writing. "How do you plead?"
"John Hultner for the defense, Your Honor. The defendants plead guilty to all charges," he said, prompting an outburst of anger from Douglas.
"I do not plead guilty, dammit," he exclaimed. John gave him a withering look.
"Shut up," John hissed.
"Yes, Mr. Gordon, you are violating the protocol of this court. One more outburst from you, and I will find you in contempt," Adrestia said with a very sharp edge to her voice.
"I do not recognize this so-called court, and I certainly do not recognize your authority, whoever or whatever you are," Douglas shouted. "In fact, I intend to do everything in my power to bring you and this... court... down!"
Adrestia stood and grabbed her sword. Her face shone brightly, but her eyes were even brighter.
"And I find you in contempt of this court," Adrestia replied, pointing her sword at Douglas. A bright beam of light leaped from the sword and enveloped Douglas' entire body. His body shook for a few moments. When the beam died, a small pile of ash lay on the floor where Douglas once stood. A few moments later, a device similar to an automated floor cleaner rolled up, collected the ashes, and then rolled away with a quiet purr.
"I trust there will be no further outbreaks," Adrestia said, looking at the two remaining defendants, now ashen-faced and trembling.
"No, Your Honor, I don't believe there will be," John said, calmly. "I apologize, Your Honor. I did warn my client."
"Very well, Counselor," Adrestia said, replacing the sword. She looked at a piece of paper on her bench before continuing. "I see you have a motion of leniency for Mr. Charles Toto, a.k.a., Papa Charlie."
"Yes, Your Honor," John said. "Mr. Toto has been quite cooperative with the investigation."
"Is that true, Ranger?" Adrestia asked, looking at Eli.
"Yes, Your Honor," Eli said, standing. "He was very cooperative. And seemed genuinely repentant."
"I see," Adrestia said. Turning her attention to the large dark man, she continued. "Mr. Toto, although this court has already found you guilty of the charges leveled against you, it is not without mercy. In recognition of the original intent of your revolution against corrupt local authorities, the orders given to your militants for behavior toward civilians, and your protection of underage hostages, this Court is minded to be merciful.
"This does not offset the later crimes committed by yourself and those under your command, of which you are indeed guilty. Because of your cooperation in the investigation of the primary defendant, confirmed by Ranger Peace, I hereby suspend your punishment pending the outcome of your trial by the authorities in Madagascar."
Adrestia glared imperiously at Charlie, her eyes even brighter. The man shook violently as he felt his soul being pulled back from the brink of oblivion. "Trust me when I say you do not want to be in my courtroom ever again. You are free to go. For now." The sword on her desk glowed briefly.
"Thank you, Your Honor," Charlie wept as a bailiff released his shackles. He disappeared in a bright flash of light, leaving Anita the only defendant remaining.
"And now, the central figure in this 20-year-old saga of deceit, treason, murder, and hubris. Anne Coleman, a.k.a., Anita Coles, this court has examined every minute of your life in hopes of finding even one moment to justify extending mercy to you. Unfortunately, I was unable to find anything," Adrestia stated flatly.
A door opened in the wall in front of me and I saw six figures step through. I had to focus on identifying them as they were surrounded by a bright aura. As they came into the room, I recognized them - my father, along with the five members of the team killed by Papa Charlie's men.
Anita's face turned white as she saw the man she had left to die - her former husband. Her eyes grew wide as the giant monitor on the wall above them played the scene of her leaving him that day for a month-long vacation in Cancun.
"But I'm dying," Andrew told Anne in the video as she prepared to leave.
"Don't be silly. You'll survive," Anne shot back as she closed the door.
More videos played, showing Anne with various men, some she was using and some she was letting use her, but her attention was drawn to the man she was once married to.
"I loved you with all my heart, Anne. Everything I did was for you and Olivia. But you stabbed me in the back multiple times, then left me to die without even giving me a chance to say goodbye to my daughter," Andrew said.
"I didn't know you were dying, Andrew," Anne cried.
"No, you knew that you had just killed me with your words. You might not have known about the tumor physically killing me, but you just didn't care," Andrew replied. "There's a difference."
"In fact, Anne Coleman, the only thing you have ever cared about is you," Adrestia interjected. "Even when you were given a chance to make things right, you played the system, manipulated those around you, and managed to sleep your way into a position of power. All so you could feather your own nest, regardless of the cost.
"You spent years conspiring to get your hands on your daughter's inheritance. When you saw an opportunity to get her back under your control, you used your feminine wiles to secure her orders. Once she was in your command, you plotted with Douglas Gordon to set her team up."
The video on the wall showed Anne in bed with Gordon, talking about how they could set Olivia and her team up for failure. They had just finished a rousing tryst, and Gordon was putty in her hands.
"But you never intended to follow through with your promise to Douglas, did you, Anne?" Adrestia asked. "In fact, you were already scheming to set him up as well, weren't you? ANSWER ME!"
"Yes," Anne replied softly.
"The truth is you have betrayed absolutely everyone in your life. Your husband, even your own flesh and blood. Five good men were killed as a result of your betrayal. You would have to improve to be merely evil, and then you would still be a despicable creature," Adrestia stated with a hint of sadness.
"Therefore," she added, "it is the judgment of this court that you face the punishment for treason... for ALL TIME! Bailiff, get this... person... out of my sight. Court is adjourned," she stated, picking up her gavel.
Adrestia brought the gavel down hard, and the room was bathed in a bright flash of light. When the light died away, I found myself outside standing in a crowd with Eli and Adrestia. We were not far from a pock-marked brick wall. A lone post was positioned in front of the wall.
I saw a formation of soldiers wearing Civil War-style uniforms carrying old-style muskets and marching resolutely forward, slowly, to the steady tapping of a drum and the mournful call of a bugle. My birth mother, now sobbing uncontrollably, was practically dragged forward, and positioned at the post. A soldier tied her to the post, her hands behind her back.
He finished and walked away, not even offering a blindfold; she was SUPPOSED to see it coming. Anne looked at me with tears flowing down her face like streams. The teardrops pattered into the dust at her feet, leaving tiny damp craters. I saw her mouth, "I'm sorry," but I felt no compassion for her. I felt empty.
A man in a blue officer's uniform drew his sword, which flashed in the sunlight, and issued his command. The formation turned as one to face Anne.
"READY!"
The rifles came up.
"AIM!"
"AIM!"
The.58 caliber Springfield rifles came down and pointed straight at the spot where I knew my mother's black heart was beating wildly in her chest, as if it were trying to run away and hide. A strangled scream managed to escape her throat. The muzzles did not waver.
"FIRE!"
<KRACK!>
My view of her chest turning crimson was obscured by thick grey clouds and my nose assaulted by the acrid sting of burnt black powder. The scream abruptly ended.
The next thing I knew, we were standing in Adrestia's gallery. Max had placed a portrait on the wall in the space reserved for my birth mother. I looked at the portrait and saw a broken woman with tears pouring down her face tied to a post in front of the wall.
"Is she..."
"Dead?" Adrestia filled in the question I couldn't ask. I nodded my head in jerks. Adrestia considered her response carefully, looking at me as if searching my soul. "No. And yes. The scenario resets just after the bullets strike her body." She waved a hand at the legions of suffering paintings around us. "In most of these judgments, the guilty one is suspended forever in a single moment of extreme terror or suffering.
"That woman suspended forever above the shark's maw; her soul caught forever in the excruciating anticipation of all those serrated teeth shredding her betraying body. That woman feeling, smelling... and tasting... FOREVER... the endless demon excrement pouring into her traitorous mouth.
"Anita Coles was responsible for far more deaths than just your five teammates over her long and less than illustrious career. Oh, she ensured that the objective was met; hostages freed, trafficking victims rescued, traffickers captured or killed. She would not have been promoted otherwise. But she nearly always had an ulterior motive, a secondary objective, which she saddled missions with.
"Recovery of loot or ransom; diaries or hard drives with Swiss bank account numbers." Adrestia's mouth was a tight, straight line. "Most of which did not find its way to victim's compensation funds or even the appropriate authorities as per the law. They found their way into HER secret offshore accounts. People were wounded or maimed or killed because of her greed, people who would have otherwise been unharmed if they had only been ordered to pursue the primary objective.
"Because of all of that death and suffering, it is my judgment that she feels her own death... over and over... endlessly. Knowing that she will not be ALLOWED the escape of true death. That is her punishment for betraying everyone in her life. Especially the child she gave birth to, which is a sacred bond." She looked at me sternly, implacably. "Are you okay with all of this?"
"I... suppose," I stammered. I was a combat veteran sniper with an impressive kill count, but this petite, beautiful woman was literally terrifying.
"Are you having second thoughts now, Olivia?" Adrestia asked, her brows furrowed. Eli and Max fixed their gazes on me; their expressions completely neutral. "After everything she's done? To you, your father, and your team? To all her victims?"
"I agree she deserves to be punished. Severely. It's just..." I couldn't articulate the thought. Desperate for help, I looked at Eli.
"Just what?" Eli asked prompted, kindly.
"When I was a child, she would punish me when I acted up. Sometimes, she spanked me. Other times, she would send me to my room. But the punishment eventually ended, and she would take me in her arms, kiss me, and tell me she loved me. It just seems that at some point, the punishment needs to end," I said. "Otherwise, it simply becomes torture for its own sake." But I wasn't finished. I suddenly recalled a memory that I thought I had long forgotten.
"I remember reading about a Marine general who once said that justice tempered with mercy does not mean a slackening of discipline," I added earnestly with more assurance than I felt.
"That was John A. Lejeune. A very good man. The exact quote is, 'Be kindly and just in your dealings with your men. Never play favorites. Make them feel that justice tempered with mercy may always be counted on. This does not mean a slackening of discipline.' Is that what you are referring to?" Adrestia asked, slowly looking more thoughtful. For a horrible moment, I felt I was being judged.
"Yes," I replied. "After all, you showed a measure of mercy to Papa Charlie."
"Yes, I did. But he earned it with his cooperation. And, believe it or not, his crimes were less egregious than those of Anita Coles."
"So, what would she have to do to earn a measure of your mercy?" I asked, glancing at the forlorn figure in the painting, once again being dragged to the post.
Adrestia followed my gaze, and I could see her mind working. After a few quiet moments, a smile began to form on her face.
"Olivia Coleman, you are wise beyond your years. Many of the human race do not comprehend that one of the professions most needful of compassion is that of a soldier," she finally said. "I will grant your request." She looked at the portrait before continuing. "Until now, that ground has not seen a drop of water in over 100 years. If... and it's a big if... your birth mother's tears can cause even one dry seed to germinate, I will release her from her torment."



I ventured, "But tears are salty."
Adrestia started to answer but her vision lost focus for a moment, and then she smiled and looked almost serene. "Very true. But that will not be an issue, Olivia Coleman. You have won that for her. I have just had what you might call a... 'Victim's Impact Statement', if you will... from your father. He approves. And he is proud of you."
"Thank you," I said quietly.
"Don't thank me just yet. You haven't heard the rest. What I just described could take many years. Your grandchildren's grandchildren may be grandparents by the time that happens. If then. And she will be returned to life and given a chance to make restitution. However, if she reverts to form, her punishment will be instantly reinstated, with no chance of a reprieve. Do you understand and agree?"
"Yes," I answered, nodding my head in the affirmative. Eli and Max smiled as they also nodded their heads. I got the impression that Adrestia wasn't used to giving any quarter.
"Good. You are a woman after my own heart, Olivia. You know there will be questions asked, probably an investigation," Adrestia said. "After all, your government will want to know what happened to two of their employees and five special operators."
"I was just thinking that myself," I said. "What do I say? How can I possibly explain all of this?"
"Let us take care of that, Olivia," Adrestia said. "As far as you're concerned, you and Ryan were rescued by the Idaho and brought back to Kings Bay. I have already been in contact with Commander Armstrong, and he's expecting you."
"You can do that?" I asked incredulously.
"Of course. I am an immortal goddess, after all," Adrestia chuckled. Eli and Max laughed at that.
"What will I do now?" I asked, confused.
"You and your friend could come to work for me," I heard a man's voice say from behind me. I turned and saw the man Adrestia called Cameron. He held out a hand, which I accepted almost by reflex. "Cameron Drake, at your service, Olivia Coleman."
"A pleasure to meet you," I replied, still confused. "What do you mean, come to work for you?"
"Your tour of duty is almost up, and Ryan will be in rehab for quite a while. By the time he's finished with that, he'll be offered medical retirement, which I'm pretty certain he'll accept. Certainly, if he has incentive to do so." He grinned at me. "We could use someone with your background and abilities. If you want, you can go to school while you're working for me. I'm very flexible," he said.
"And we would work with you?" I asked, looking at Adrestia and Eli.
"From time to time, if you're up to that," Adrestia said.
"I would... like that," I said.
"Welcome aboard," Max said, offering his hand. I happily shook his hand and did the same with Eli.
"Now, open your mind to me, Olivia," Adrestia said as she placed her hands on the sides of my head.
...
I looked around the tiny compartment and realized I was back on the USS Idaho. I shook my head and got my bearings before looking at the other rack just a few feet from me. I recognized Ryan and took in the tubes and wires connected to him. His eyes fluttered, then opened fully.
"Olivia?" he asked, confused.
"I'm here, Ryan," I told him, taking his hand in mine.
"How did you get here?" he asked, his brows furrowed.
"Haven't you heard?" a man said from the hatch. I turned and saw Commander Armstrong standing there. He came into the compartment and stood next to Ryan. "She was on the raft with you. We picked you both up. You may not remember since you were unconscious when we brought you on board."
"No, I didn't know. I guess I must've been out of it," Ryan stuttered in his confusion, his eyes darting back and forth between me and the commander. To be honest, I was confused as well. But I had learned to expect just about anything.
"I just wanted to let you know we'll be arriving at Kings Bay in just a couple of hours, so you should prepare to disembark. I've arranged for an ambulance to transfer you to the base hospital," the commander said. "They also want to examine you as well," he told me. "You two have been through a lot."
"Thanks for the heads-up," Ryan said.
"I hope everything goes well with you two," the commander said, shaking our hands. "Good luck."
"Thank you," I said as he left.
"What the fuck is going on here, Wonder Girl?" Ryan asked when the door shut behind Commander Armstrong. "You weren't on that raft. I wasn't THAT far out of it. How did you get here?"
"It's a long story," I told him quietly. "Trust me on this, okay? As far as anyone is concerned, I was brought aboard with you. You got my message, didn't you?"
"Yeah, I got it."
"The situation is under control. Anita Coles, Douglas Gordon, and Papa Charlie have all been dealt with. I'll explain it all when there's more time," I said.
"What do you mean, dealt with?" Ryan asked skeptically.
"Let's just say, justice has been served," I told him. "It seems we have friends in some very high places."
"Higher than the Secretary of Homeland Security?" Ryan asked.
"Much higher," I replied. "Just follow my lead, okay?"
"I guess," Ryan said. "At least for now."
"Good. Now, get some rest," I told him, punctuating my sentence with a kiss on his lips.
"What was that for?" he asked, looking at me with confusion as he brought a hand to his lips.
"Think about it, Ryan," I said with a wry smile. "Men," I whispered, shaking my head.
A few hours later, the USS Idaho docked, and Ryan was placed on a gurney. I walked with him to the ambulance and the two of us were transported to the base hospital where we were checked out. I was given the "all clear" while Ryan was being prepped for surgery to finish the job that had been started on the submarine.
I stayed with Ryan as he was wheeled toward the pre-op section. We were met by two large men in dark suits and sunglasses when we arrived. They stopped us in the hallway and held out their credentials.
"Olivia Coleman? Ryan Jackson?" one of the men asked.
"Yes?" I responded.
"Special Agent Smith. This is Agent Jones, Homeland Security. We need you to come with us back to Washington."
"I'm sorry, Agent Smith, but Mr. Jackson is going into surgery," the doctor accompanying us said. "He won't be available for a few days."
"What about Ms. Coleman?" the large agent asked.
"She's been cleared to go," the doctor said.
"Go ahead, Wonder Girl," Ryan said. "I'll catch up to you when they let me loose."
"My place, okay?"
"Sure, as soon as they let me out of here," Ryan said.
"Stay with Jackson," Smith told Jones. "Come with me, Ms. Coleman."
I followed Smith out of the hospital to a dark SUV with tinted windows. Another large man in a dark suit and sunglasses got out of the vehicle and opened the back door. I climbed inside and Smith got in the passenger seat. When the driver got back inside, Smith motioned for him to leave.
We arrived at the St. Marys airport not far from the base and pulled up to a small corporate jet. The driver stopped the SUV and Smith got out. Opening the back door, he motioned for me to exit the vehicle, then instructed the driver to return to the hospital and join Jones.
I followed him to the aircraft, got inside, and sat where he indicated. A few minutes later, we took off and headed north. Smith sat down in a seat facing mine and pulled out a small notebook.
"Where have you been for the last two weeks, Ms. Coleman?" he asked. Two weeks? Had I really been gone that long? Had Adrestia somehow manipulated time? I resolved to ask her about that.
"That's classified information, Agent Smith. Until I've been debriefed and given clearance to speak to you about it, I can't say anything. You should know that," I replied tartly. "What is this about?"
He nodded his head before continuing. "Two high-level federal employees are missing, Ms. Coleman. One is your manager, Ms. Anita Coles. The other is an intelligence analyst, Douglas Gordon."
"Oh?" I asked, maintaining a level of calm, even though I was nervous inside.
"Yes. I was wondering if you knew anything about that."
"How would I know, Agent Smith? I'm just a field operative. Ms. Coles doesn't share her social calendar with me."
"Uh huh," Smith grunted. "Their absence creates something of a problem, Ms. Coles. Until we know what happened, and determine there have been no security breaches, your entire section will be on standdown. You and the other members of Section A-17 will be temporarily confined to quarters."
"Confined?" I asked, shocked. "Am I a prisoner now?"
"Perhaps confined isn't the right term. The higher-ups would prefer that you and the others refrain from reporting to work. Of course, you are free to come and go as needed, but we do not want you to leave the area. You should also know the Inspector General's people will want to speak with you."
"I'm sure," I said sourly. Not that that would do any good.
"Anything you wish to share would be helpful," Smith said. "Anything at all."
I felt 'put out' and didn't bother to try to hide it. "And what, exactly, do you think I could share, Agent Smith? My boss's social life is none of my business. And as you said yourself, I haven't been around for a while."
"So, you have nothing to say?" he asked.
"No, nothing," I told him firmly. "But if I think of something, I'll let you know."
"I appreciate that," Smith said, closing his notebook. "Might as well get comfortable. When we get back, I'll have you dropped off at your apartment."
"Thank you, Agent Smith," I said, trying to keep the irritation out of my voice.
Smith kept his word and instructed his driver to take me home. I started my imposed exile with a long hot bath followed by a cup of Adrestia's tea. She had placed a few bags in my pocket before sending me back to the submarine.
Eli had also given me a partial pack of his cigarettes, so I smoked one on my balcony while drinking the tea. The combination of the two relaxed me considerably, and I slept better that night than I had in some time.
I spent the next two months being interviewed by members of the IG team and federal agents investigating Anita's and Douglas' disappearance. I stuck to the story Adrestia placed in my mind, despite the best efforts of the interviewers to trip me up.
The rest of the time, I was bored. My days were spent working out or looking things up on the Internet. I investigated college degree programs, but for some reason, none of them appealed to me. More and more, the offer of working with Cameron sounded like the best option.
I had just returned from the indoor swimming pool one afternoon when I heard a knock at the door. When I opened the door, Ryan stood there, supporting himself on a pair of crutches.
"Ryan!" I exclaimed, wrapping my arms around his neck. It felt so good to feel him close to me.
"Whoa, Wonder Girl," he said with a smile as he held me back. He looked me over and whistled appreciatively. That's when I realized I was still wearing my bikini. I could feel myself blushing, then stepped back.
"I just got back from the pool. Please come in," I said. I held the door open for him and he came inside. "Have a seat. Can I get you something to drink?"
"A beer would be nice if you have one," he said as he hobbled to the couch. "If not, anything cold and wet will do." I grabbed two beers from the fridge and brought them to the living room.
"That tastes great," he said after taking a long draw from the bottle.
"It's so good to see you," I told him. "How are you doing?"
"I've been better. I've spent the last two months learning how to walk all over again. How are you doing?"
"I'm... okay, I guess. Been kind of bored lately. Our whole section is on standdown, so there's not much I can do."
"So, I heard," Ryan said. "Have you talked to the IG yet?"
"Yeah, several times. You?"
"They grilled me as well. Have you heard anything?"
"Not yet," I said. He nodded his head, and I could tell something was on his mind.
"I've been offered a medical retirement," he finally said quietly. "Doc says my days as a field operative are over. One too many bullet wounds, I guess."
"I'm sorry to hear that," I told him, although I wasn't surprised. "What are your plans now?"
"I don't know. I have a pension, but I doubt it'll be enough to live on. At least you still have the Army."
"Not for long," I said. "My enlistment is almost up. I've been approached about re-enlisting, but..."
"But what?" he asked.
"I've been considering another option. I... we... were offered a job before I got back to the Idaho."
"What do you mean, we?" he asked.
"Can you keep a secret?" I asked.
"Seriously? After what we've been through?" Ryan asked sarcastically. I laughed at his response.
"I'm going to tell you something that you're going to find unbelievable. I went through it, and I found it... strange, to say the least. Promise me you'll hear me out first, completely."
"Okay, Wonder Girl," Ryan said, his brows furrowed. He made himself comfortable on the couch. "Lay it on me. I promise I'll listen with an open mind."
"Good," I said. "And you can't say anything to anyone. Promise me."
"All right. I promise."
I told him my story - about Anita, my father, my inheritance, Adrestia, Eli, Cameron - everything. As promised, Ryan listened quietly, but I could tell my story hit a nerve with him.
"Let me get this straight," he said when I finished. "Anita Coles was really your birth mother, and she was after your inheritance, which is why she and Douglas colluded with Papa Charlie to capture you and take the team out."
"Yes," I said.
"But a dead Civil War veteran rescued you from Charlie then took out his army, captured him, and an immortal goddess put them all on trial. Then she transported you back to the sub and somehow made it look as though you and I arrived together."
"Something like that," I said, hoping he believed me.
"Sounds like some crazy Internet story if you ask me. But it explains how you magically appeared on the sub. Because I know for a fact you were not on the raft when I left the island. And you weren't on any other raft because I disabled them. And the message I received made it clear you were not on the sub."
An uncomfortable silence descended on us as we gathered our thoughts. It was an unbelievable story, and I couldn't blame him for being skeptical.
"Have you ever known me to make things up?" I asked.
"No. But I wish there was some way you could back up what you just told me."
"I do too," I admitted.
Just then, the room got dark, and the temperature dropped significantly. Ryan looked around, surprised, but I knew what was about to happen, and smiled inside. I saw a ripple in one corner of the room, and two people showed up - Eli and Adrestia. Ryan's eyes grew wide as he watched them materialize.
"What the hell?" he asked when the room returned to normal. Eli extended a hand and introduced himself.
"Name's Peace. Justice O. Peace," he said in his deep Texas accent. "Mah friends call me Eli. And this here is Adrestia Rhamnousia."
Ryan hoisted himself erect on his crutches and shook Eli's hand, then Adrestia's before speaking. His eyes were still wide as he looked at the two visitors.
"So, everything Olivia just told me is the truth?" Ryan asked nervously.
"Yes," Adrestia said. "Everything."
"How is this even possible?" a shocked Ryan asked.
"The how isn't important. What's important is that it IS," Adrestia replied.
"And the job offer?" Ryan asked.
"The offer is very real if you want it," Eli said. "If you accept, you'll be working with a good friend of ours, and with us from time to time as needed."
"But I'm disabled," Ryan complained. "I can't operate in the field like I used to."
"You won't need to. But your expertise, experience, and sense of justice will come in quite useful. Are you up to that?" Adrestia asked.
"I... I think so," Ryan stammered, still in shock from what just happened.
"And better yet, you'll get to work with Olivia," Eli added with a knowing smile. "You'd like that, wouldn't you?"
"Well, yeah. I'd like that a lot," Ryan replied. "What would we be doing?"
"Investigative work. Mostly backup and support. You may have to take some college courses. Are you okay with that?" Adrestia asked.
"As long as it pays the bills," Ryan answered. "When would we start?"
"After Olivia's tour of service is up," Adrestia said. "I'll make sure Cameron gets in touch with you."
"This... Cameron... Is he like you two?" Ryan asked. Both Adrestia and Eli laughed at that.
"No one's like Cameron," Eli said, chuckling.
"Except for his wife and kids," Adrestia added with a smile. "Now THAT is an interesting family. We'll let him explain it to you."
"I think we've taken up enough of these people's time," Eli said. "Why don't we get back and let these young 'uns get reacquainted?"
"I think that's a very good idea. We'll be in touch," Adrestia said. "It was a pleasure meeting you, Ryan."
"A pleasure meeting you two as well," Ryan said as he shook their hands again. We all said our farewells, and then Eli and Adrestia left the same way they came, fading into the shadows in a heartbeat. I turned to Ryan, who still looked to be in shock.
"Well? Do you believe me now?" I asked.
"I should never have doubted you, Wonder Girl," he replied.
"No, you shouldn't have," I told him. "But I'll forgive you this time."
"So, what do we do now?" Ryan asked. I smiled as I took his hand in mine.
"Do you want me to draw you a picture?" I asked as I put his hand on my bikini-covered breast, hoping he could feel my excitement.
"Huh?" Ryan asked. His eyes grew wide a moment later as he finally understood. "Oh," he moaned as he realized what was happening. "OHHHH," he moaned again as I straddled his lap and covered his face with kisses as I ground myself into his crotch.
That night, I learned that Ryan was every bit as exciting as I had imagined. Because of his injuries, he insisted I remained on top. It was something new for me, and I loved the feeling of riding him. The orgasms I experienced were absolutely mind-blowing, better than anything I had ever experienced before.
For the first time in my life, I fell asleep in a man's arms and awoke feeling like a brand new woman. He looked at me that morning with a smile on his face, and it felt good to know I had put it there.
"What brought all that on? Last night, I mean?" he asked.
"Staking my claim," I replied. "I just found you, and I'm not letting you go."
"I figured you'd have a whole battalion of guys knocking on your door," he told me.
"No. Not hardly. Believe it or not, I can count the number of guys I've been with on one hand. But you... You're the first real man I've ever experienced. The first man I've ever actually slept with. And I intend to keep you. If you want me, that is."
"Can you keep a secret?" he asked. I laughed as I playfully punched his arm.
"Seriously?"
"Yeah. The truth is, I've wanted you since the day I first met you. And I'll have you know, I'm strictly a one-woman man," he said, bringing tears to my eyes.
"You'd better be," I told him. "Because I'm a one-man woman. And I can shoot your balls off at 800 yards," I joked, prompting hearty laughter.
"Now that sounds like the girl I fell in love with," Ryan said, catching me off guard.
"You... you love me?" I asked.
"Yes," he said. "I'm sorry. I probably shouldn't have said that. It just came out."
"No, don't apologize. The truth is... I love you, too," I told him. We looked at each other for a few moments, then came together in a steamy kiss. Then I had a wicked idea and decided to do something I had never done before. Taking his erection in my hand, I broke the kiss and looked Ryan in the eye.



"I've never done this before," I whispered nervously as I began working my way down his body.
"Okay. Just watch the... TEETH!" he exclaimed.
Oops, I thought. Oh, well. Live and learn, I guess... I looked at Ryan with what I'm sure was a very sheepish expression. The last thing I wanted was to cause my man pain.
"Sorry," I told him. "I'm quite new at this."
He looked at me for a moment, then broke out in laughter before taking me in his powerful arms.
"That's okay, sweetheart," he said. "I'm overwhelmed that you even considered doing something like that."
"Sweetheart," he called me. My heart leaped with joy. Other than the two men I knew as my father, no man had ever called me that before.
"Still love me?" I asked.
"I'll always love you, Wonder Girl," he replied, punctuating his statement with a hot burning kiss that I was more than happy to return.
...
The next month was hectic for both of us. I continued working out, and accompanied Ryan to his therapy, happy to see his steady improvement. I also spent some time learning what I could about sex. I read online stories, magazine articles, and books. I also watched more than a few videos, hoping to pick up some hints.
"You know, if you really want to know how to please me, all you have to do is ask," Ryan said one day as he spied me watching a porn video.
"Sorry," I said. "I just want to make you happy."
"And you do," he replied. "Of course, that goes both ways. If there's something you like or don't like, just tell me. I want to make you happy as well."
"But everything you do makes me feel good," I told him.
"I'm glad to hear that. I just want you to know that you can talk to me about anything - anything at all."
"You're right," I said. "We need to be completely open and honest with each other."
And that began the campaign to learn about each other. Ryan told me his entire story - how he was married once before when he was in the Marines and came home from deployment to find his wife had deserted him for a firefighter who didn't have random, lengthy deployments far from home.
"Bitch even took the dog. Can you believe that?" he asked.
"I'm sorry," I replied. "That must've been horrible."
"It was. But there's no need for you to apologize. Besides, if she hadn't left, I never would've met you."
We kissed and ended up in bed - again. I felt bad for what he went through, but a big part of me was happy that his first wife left him. I repeated the promise I made to myself to never hurt him in any way.
The Inspector General's report was released at the end of the month. According to that report, federal agents uncovered surveillance video of two individuals resembling Anita and Douglas boarding a flight for Rio de Janeiro, but there were no records or video of them disembarking the aircraft.
The report also indicated that federal agents had discovered a number of discrepancies in many of Anne's reports and had uncovered several offshore accounts worth millions of dollars. She didn't need any of my inheritance - she just wanted it.
Additionally, investigators uncovered communications between Anita, Douglas, and Charles Toto, a.k.a., Papa Charlie. The communications indicated a pay-for-play scheme in which Toto would walk away with enough funds to finance his fledgling revolution while leaving Anne with about $36 million, after a $4 million payout to Douglas.
As far as the investigators could determine, the plot was ended by unforeseen circumstances, such as a devastating storm that somehow wiped out Charlie's "army" and his entire compound. Five members of a team assigned to Anita's section were killed in an armed confrontation with Charlie's forces, but two members managed to survive and escape, the report added.
The report concluded by praising the field operators working under Anita, saying they often worked under difficult and very dangerous circumstances. It went on to say the operatives had managed to rescue a significant number of trafficking victims while destroying the criminal elements involved.
Nevertheless, the report recommended the entire section be disbanded and reorganized with new personnel and new leadership, but only after beefing up the vetting process.
Somewhat satisfied, I handed the thick report to Ryan and let him read what the investigation uncovered. When he finished, he breathed a heavy sigh and tossed the book on the table.
"It's a damn shame," he said. "A lot of good people are gonna be out of work over this shit. There's something I don't understand, though."
"What's that?" I asked.
"How in the hell did Anita get past all of the background checks?"
"Good question. I asked her about that once. It seems when the feds changed her identity, they did such a good job that as far as anyone could tell, Anne Coleman was rotting away in a pine box in Nowheresville, USA," I said. "When they recreated her as Anita Coles, they built enough of a background that it could pass even a deep inspection."
"Son of a bitch," Ryan sighed. "And to think we trusted her all this time."
"Scary, isn't it?" I asked.
"No shit, Wonder Girl."
But the drama didn't end there. A month later, I was promoted to Sergeant, and given a medal to add to my collection. I felt dirty accepting them as if they were covered with the blood of my teammates.
Then we were called to testify at two hearings on Capitol Hill, behind closed doors. After reading the IG report, both the House and Senate Intelligence subcommittees responsible for covert operations wanted to know what the hell was going on in Homeland Security.
They made us testify separately, which made sense to us. After I finished the last hearing, I walked into the hallway outside the hearing room to find Ryan. I didn't see him, but I heard a man's voice calling to me.
"Sergeant Coleman, do you have a couple of minutes?" asked Senator Williams, the head of the Senate subcommittee. "I'd like to see you in my office if you don't mind."
"Yes, Senator, of course," I replied.
When we got to his office, he motioned for me to sit, then took his place behind his huge mahogany desk.
"That was quite some testimony you gave in there," he said, his southern accent now quite prominent.
"That's how I recall things, Senator," I replied, wondering what he was after.
"I'm sure it is," he said.
"But you don't believe me," I pressed.
"Let's just say I think there's more to the story than what you told us," he said with a slight smile. "There's something I'd like to show you. See what you think." Turning around, he opened a cabinet, punched a code into a keypad, then opened a small safe. He pulled out a folder and placed a yellowed photo on the desk in front of me.
I gasped as I looked, and I could feel the blood running out of my face. The photo showed a younger Senator Williams with two people - Eli and Adrestia. The photo appeared to have been taken by a security camera positioned above the three people.
"You don't need to say anything, Sergeant. Your expression tells me everything I need to know," he said as he picked the photo up. He looked at it wistfully, then returned it to the folder and placed it back in the safe, locking it back up.
"They have a way of getting to ya, don't they?" he finally asked when he turned back to me.
"Yes, sir they do," I said quietly.
"Don't worry, Sergeant. This conversation never happened. I just wanted to confirm something, and you've done that. At least now I know I'm not alone. I understand you're about to leave the Army."
"Yes, sir, I am."
"Any plans? Are you going to accept the job Cameron Drake offered you and Jackson?" I sat up, surprised he knew about that. "Don't be surprised. I make it my business to know what's going on with the people who work for me."
"We've already accepted it, sir," I said after a few awkward moments.
"Our loss will be his gain. Drake's a good man. I think you'll like him. A bit strange, especially with those gold specks in his eyes, but he's a man of integrity. I wish you both the best of luck, Sergeant."
"Thank you, Senator," I said.
"Good day, Olivia," he said, standing up while offering his hand. I accepted, and shook his hand before leaving his office, wondering what the hell had just happened. Walking back toward the hearing room, I found Ryan, who looked at me with relief.
"Where were you? I've been looking all over the place," he said when I caught up to him.
"You'll never believe it," I said, taking his arm. "I'll tell you when we get home." Home, of course, was my apartment, which Ryan moved into at my invitation.
When we arrived, I told him of my discussion with the Senator. Ryan didn't seem surprised, and I wondered if anyone had said something to him, but he didn't give any indication they had, so I let the matter drop.
I changed out of my uniform and then made dinner - lasagna, full of cheese, meat, and mushrooms with extra sauce and garlic, the way we both liked it. After we cleared the dishes and downed a couple of glasses of wine, Ryan pulled something out of his pocket.
"Is everything all right?" I asked. "Did you like the lasagna?"
"The lasagna was perfect. Everything is perfect. I just have a question," he said.
"Oh? What?"
"I know this may seem a bit rushed, but... I love you so much, Olivia, and I can't stand to be away from you. Will you marry me?" he asked, holding open a ring box. I saw the beautiful diamond ring and threw my arms around his neck.
"Yes, Ryan," I squealed. "I'll marry you." We kissed for what seemed like ages, then I let him put the ring on my finger. From there, we went straight to bed, and my teeth never once got in the way. I guess practice really does make perfect...
...
The following day, I called my parents and gave them the good news. Mom squealed with delight, and Dad congratulated both of us.
"Have you two set a date yet?" Dad asked.
"Not yet," I said.
"You know Robert will probably insist on a prenuptial agreement to protect your trust," he added. Robert was my birth father's attorney, and he became the family attorney after my birth father's will was read years ago.
"I figured that," I said, wondering how Ryan would take that.
"I'll have Robert put something together that's fair for both of you. Are you planning to come here to get married?"
"I haven't talked with Ryan about that yet, but I'll let you know."
"We look forward to meeting him. Is he there now?" Dad asked.
"Sure," I replied, handing Ryan the phone. "It's my Dad," I told him quietly."
"This is Ryan," he said when he took the phone. I could only hear one side of the conversation, but the two most important men in my life seemed to get along just fine. "I understand... I totally agree... As long as it's fair... Of course... Thank you... Sure, here she is," Ryan said. He finally handed the phone to me and smiled.
"Hey, Dad," I said.
"Your fiancé seems like a nice young man," Dad said. "We can't wait to meet him. I'm sure your mother can't wait to start planning the wedding," he added. "So, when are you guys coming out?"
"Not exactly sure yet," I said. "I'll be taking terminal leave before long, so it'll be soon."
"All right. Just let us know. I love you, sweetheart. And congratulations."
"I love you too, Dad," I replied. "And thank you." We ended the call and I looked at Ryan, wondering what my Dad had just told him. "Well?"
"Your father seems like a very nice, and reasonable, man," Ryan said. "I can't wait to meet him."
"What did he say?"
"He mentioned something about a prenuptial to protect your trust. I agree with him wholeheartedly, by the way. Just so long as it's fair to both of us," he said.
When I was able to, I requested terminal leave. When it was approved, I returned the government vehicle Anita had provided to me, and the two of us left in Ryan's truck to visit my family. All of our possessions were packed and had been picked up by the movers, who would deliver them to our destination.
We had agreed to get married at the family home in a quiet ceremony. My parents went along with us and arranged for a minister from our local church to officiate.
Mom, Dad, and Grandma took to Ryan instantly, and he took to them. Dad and Ryan talked privately for a few minutes and I suspected they were discussing the prenuptial. Ryan confirmed that when we spoke later.
"And you're okay with this?" I asked.
"Of course," he said. "The agreement I saw was quite fair and protects us both. I have a little nest egg of my own - nowhere near as big as yours, but it's a respectable amount. Your family attorney will make some adjustments, then we can sign it." Ryan put his arms on my shoulders, cupped the back of my head in his hands, and looked right through my eyes into my heart.
"Hey, Wonder Girl, I could care less if you were the richest woman on the planet or didn't have two pennies to rub together. I only want you. But that's all of you. For the rest of our lives. Don't want anything more... won't settle for anything less."
Then he smiled. Then he kissed me. Suddenly my heart was flying and if we hadn't been standing in the middle of the living room, and with other people in the house, I would have jumped his bones right then and there. Damn, this man made me hot!
We went over the agreement after Robert made his adjustments. It was fairly standard as it was intended to protect our assets, but it also included harsh penalties for infidelity. That was something both Ryan and I insisted upon. We signed on the dotted line without hesitation, then Robert's notary did her job, and it was a done deal.
Marie, who was now working toward her Master's degree in business, took a few days off for the wedding. It was nice seeing my big sister and we spent hours getting caught up. Well, I caught up on her life. It was a little awkward for me.
We settled on me doing some quiet hostage rescues and stopping the occasional terrorist and left it at that. I couldn't dare tell anyone about meeting my birth father, nor could I tell them about Anita. Or Adrestia and Eli. The wedding itself was a small private affair in my parent's backyard, which suited us just fine.
After the wedding, Mom, Dad, Grandma, and Marie brought out the cake and champagne and we danced and celebrated right there in the yard, next to the pool. I saw Mom tear up when I danced with Dad. When the song ended, I went to check on her.
"Are you all right, Mom?" I asked.
"Oh yes, sweetheart," she said, hugging me. "I'm so happy for you and Ryan. This is one of the happiest things to have happened here. I love you so much, sweetheart."
That's when it hit me - I never once felt the love from Anne/Anita that I felt from the woman holding me right now. There were tears in my eyes when I realized that. I returned the hug tightly and whispered hoarsely in her ear, "I love you too... Mama."
After the celebration, Ryan took us to a nice hotel to spend the night. Dad said he was fine with us staying there but understood, with a solemn wink, the need for us to have private time on our wedding night.
"Besides, we need to be up early in the morning," Ryan said. "We're going to Vegas and I like to get on the road pretty early."
"Of course, son," Dad said. "I understand."
We said our farewells, which were punctuated with tearful hugs and kisses. On the way to the hotel, Ryan told me that while he liked my parents a lot, he felt a little strange making love to me in the same room I grew up in with my parents just down the hall.
"I can understand that," I said. "There is one thing I'd like to do on the way to Vegas, though."
"What's that?" he asked.
"I'd like to make a stop in Quanah. There's someone there I need to say hello to."
"Quanah? Who do you know in Quanah?" Ryan asked curiously.
"A friend of Eli's," I replied. Ryan looked at me funny but didn't say anything.
Our wedding night was wonderful. Ryan even carried me over the threshold into our room. We made passionate love to each other for most of the night, finally falling asleep about 1 o'clock in the morning.
We headed out the following day, and Ryan programmed the GPS system for Quanah. He was shocked when I told him where we were going.
"Quanah... Cemetery?" Ryan asked.
"Yeah," I said.
"Are you sure about this?" he pressed a bit.
"Positive," I told him.
"Well, all right. If you say so," Ryan replied, searching for the address and the directions. It was infinitely reassuring to know that he trusted me just as much now as he had on the battlefield.
Two days later, we pulled into the cemetery and drove to the tall marker. Having looked it up online, I knew what it looked like, and motioned for Ryan to stop when I saw it. We got out of the car and approached the monument.
"Who is this guy?" Ryan asked.
"His name is William Jesse McDonald," I said. "One of the greatest Texas Ranger Captains of all time. Look at that," I added, reading the inscription on the monument: "No man in the wrong can stand up against a fellow that is in the right and keeps on a comin. Wm J McDonald 1852 - 1918."
"Damn," Ryan gasped as he read the inscription and the marker next to the monument. "He was one bad-ass dude. What made you decide to come here, anyway?"
"Eli said I should come and say hello," I said. "I promised him I would."
"And I'm right glad you did," a quiet male voice said, catching both Ryan and me by surprise. We turned slowly to see a man in early 20th-century clothing standing next to us. "Bill McDonald. Pleasure to make your acquaintance," he added, holding out a hand. Ryan shook his hand, and then I followed.
"Captain Bill?" I asked, not believing my eyes. Despite everything I had been through, a little part of the old me wondered if this was a re-enactor dressed like the old Ranger Captain.
"Captain Bill," he said with a smile. "Now there's a name I hadn't heard in a very long time. You must be that lady sniper Eli told me about."
"Yes. Olivia Jackson. But I'm not a sniper anymore. I just got out of the Army."
"Army, huh? Things sure have changed a lot since my day," Bill said as he considered my words.
"Wait. You know that Ranger?" Ryan asked.
"Yes, I do. We rode together in these parts for five years. Wasn't an easy life. A lot of bad men rode here in those days. You had to have something deep inside, gnawing at you, to do it."
"I read up on you after Eli said he rode with you," I offered.
"I hope some of it was good. You know you can't believe everything you read," Bill said with a slight smile. "But I believe Eli, and he had a lot of good things to say about you. He tells me you're a friend, and any friend of Eli's is a friend of mine."
"Thank you," I replied earnestly. "That means a lot to me."
"My pleasure. Just remember that right there, and you'll do just fine," Bill said, nodding at the inscription on his monument.
"I will. I promise," I said.
"And you, young man," Bill said, turning his attention to Ryan. "You take care of this lady, you hear me?"
"Yes, sir, I will. Count on it," Ryan said. His tone of utter certainty sent a thrill through me.
Bill smiled as he nodded. "Well, it's been nice meeting you young 'uns. You two take care, y'hear? Oh, and your father says to tell you hi and he loves you," he added, looking at me with a twinkle in his eye.
"Please tell him hello for me, and that I love him too," I said.
"I will, but he already knows that. I gotta get going now. See y'all later," Bill said before disappearing into thin air.
I looked at Ryan and saw that he was just as surprised and shocked as I was. I started to say something but he beat me to it.
"Did... that... just really happen?"
"Yeah," I said.
"You know, Wonder Girl, I get the feeling we're in for some very interesting times," Ryan finally said.



"I think you're right," I agreed. We looked around the cemetery grounds and saw no one else around, so we made our way back to the car and silently headed for Las Vegas. As Ryan drove, I began to wonder what the future had in store for us. Whatever it was, I'm sure it would be very... interesting.
...
Fade to black...
Note: Cameron Drake was the central character in my series, "Flash."
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June Still Sucks

I would like to thank wrjcock3 for giving me permission to write this sequel to his 2022 story, "June Sucks." I would also like to thank QuantumMechanic1957 and CindyTV for beta-reading this story, in addition to all those who have offered comments and constructive criticism on my previous stories.
The premise of the original story was simple - A man's wife leaves him for her college lover on the night they celebrated their 10 th wedding anniversary. That's when he learns that she has been cheating on him with her old boyfriend all along and that she had chosen that night to make the split official.
The only person named in the original story was Bruce, but he was not given a last name. I provided the names of those characters. There is no sex in this story, but there wasn't any in the original, either. My old friend, lasagna, does make an appearance...
I used Grammarly and Word to edit, so any errors can be blamed on Microsoft...
And now, the disclaimers:
For those who want to say this or that would never happen, remember this is my universe, a place where nearly anything can, and often does, happen. At least on paper... In addition:

	Characters in this story may participate in one or more of the following: Smoking, consumption of adult (meaning, alcoholic) beverages, utterance of profanities.
	All sexual activity is between consenting adults 18 years of age or older.
	Statements or views uttered by the fictional characters in this story do not necessarily reflect the views or opinions of the author.


Please refer to my profile for more on my personal policy regarding comments, feedback, follows, etc. (Yes, I DO moderate comments) And please remember, this is a work of fiction, not a docu-drama...
...
End of "June Sucks, Pt. 02"
"You win. I lose. I win with the possessions and money, you win even better. You finally get the better man. He's in, I'm out. I'm leaving. The room at the hotel is yours for the night. I hope he enjoys what I set up for us and the gift I left you. Please don't try to return it to me. It would be a painful reminder of how conniving and deceitful of a woman you actually are. I'll take the car home and under no circumstances do I want to see you, him, or your friends ever again. Let me know when your entourage is coming to collect your belongings. I 'll have everything I don't want in the garage in black plastic bags, symbolic of the garbage you made our marriage to be. I'll use my father's line when he was told to either retire from the Air Force or go to Vietnam."
"Hooray for me and fuck you. I'm done. No more service to you."
"Enjoy your trip. You earned it for being such a good actress."
...
And now, "June Still Sucks"
Ten years later:
I woke up that Wednesday morning to the sound of pounding. Rubbing the sleep out of my eyes, I looked at the clock - 8:15 am. The pounding continued, and I slowly realized it was coming from my front door. Who the hell could be banging on my door at this time of the morning?
Slipping out of bed, I threw on my robe, stepped into my slippers, and went downstairs, where the pounding was even louder. Looking through the peephole, I saw a disheveled woman on my porch looking at the street.
I opened the door, ready to give her a verbal thrashing, and the woman turned to face me. She was ten years older than the last time I saw her, and it showed. She had lost weight, her somewhat wrinkled face was pale and sunken, and her once lovely hair was streaked with grey. She stunk, and her long dress was ratty and threadbare. I could easily have mistaken her for a homeless person if I saw her on the street... or crouched under an overpass.
"Daisy?" I asked incredulously to the woman who used to be my wife.
"Yes, Mike, it's me. Can I please come inside?" she asked in a desperate whine. That's me, by the way -- Mike Carpenter.
"No," I said, slamming the door in her face. The pounding on the door instantly started again, and I could hear her sobbing.
"Please, Mike. Please! I'm begging you! Open the door."
I yanked the door open to keep her from pounding on it but stood in the doorway to block her entry. My neighbors already thought me odd at best; I didn't need a spectacle on my front step to call more attention to myself.
"What the absolute FUCK do you want? I told you ten years ago that I never wanted to see your face again. EVER! What part of that did you not understand? And why the fuck are you here? I thought you and Dr. Fucking Wonderful lived in Milwaukee."
Recoiling from my outburst, Daisy wiped the tears from her face and gave me the most forlorn look I had ever seen on a human being.
"May I please come inside? I'm hungry and tired, and I need to use the bathroom. Please? I promise I'll explain afterward," she begged as she shifted her weight unsteadily between her feet.
Having been a teacher for years, I recognized it as the dance of someone about to piss in their pants. The last thing I wanted was her urinating on my front porch, so I threw the door open and stepped aside in reluctant... and silent... invitation.
"You know where the bathroom is," I told her curtly since I still lived in the house we used to share. "Hurry the fuck up."
"Thank you," Daisy said as she stepped inside. She dropped her suitcase on the floor and ran to the downstairs bathroom. I closed the door, went upstairs to piss, then came back down. She was still in the bathroom, so I went into the kitchen, fired up my Keurig, and made coffee. By then, Daisy had returned.
"May I please have a cup of coffee?" she begged.
I stared at her for a moment, not saying a word. A huge part of me wanted to kick her ass, then throw her back into the street. But I had never hit a woman before, and I wasn't about to start now, no matter how much I hated her. And it could get me arrested. That would be one way to get money out of me, and I wasn't about to tolerate that.
Yes, I hate the woman begging me for coffee like some street urchin. And with good reason. I may be many things - a bastard, an asshole, even. But I'm not an inconsiderate or rude host. And I did invite... well, let... Daisy into my home. So, I relented. If only to get an eyeful of her misery and satisfy some lingering curiosity about her circumstances.
"I don't have any of that foo-foo shit you used to put in your coffee," I told her. "I have milk and sugar if you want it."
"Black is fine," Daisy whimpered. "Thank you."
I put a cup of black coffee in front of her and watched as she picked the cup up with both hands. I saw her hands tremble as she sipped the hot liquid.
"Why are you here?" I demanded.
"I... I had nowhere else to go," she finally said. "I used the last of my money for the cab fare here."
"What happened to the love of your life?" I asked sarcastically. "Dr. Bruce McFuckFace?"
"It... didn't work out," she stammered, not meeting my eyes.
"Oh?" If my sarcasm were sharper, you could have used it to cut tile. I saw her wince.
"No. We got married after the divorce was final. Things were great for a while. After about five years, though, things changed. Bruce got hit with a massive medical malpractice suit that ruined him, and eventually, both of us," Daisy said as tears ran down her face.
"I don't understand. What do you mean, both of you?" I asked.
"Since I was his nurse then, I was named in the lawsuit. We both lost our jobs and eventually our licenses to work in the medical field in Wisconsin. We ended up losing everything. Our house, cars, savings... everything.
"We ended up in a small apartment and could only get minimum wage work for the longest time. It was hell for us. Then Bruce changed and became physically violent. He blamed me for our downfall, but he was at fault. I just obeyed his orders.
"He became verbally abusive and hit me more than once. He even kicked me, right between the legs. Then I came home from work early one night and caught him in bed with a young girl who lived in the apartment complex."
"So, the cheater got cheated on," I hissed sarcastically. I couldn't help myself. Chuckling at the irony of it all, I vividly recalled how she and her long-lost lover humiliated me on the night of our 10th-anniversary celebration. Karma is real. "Imagine that."
"It's not funny," Daisy whined.
"I imagine not. Nor was it funny when you and Dr. Shithead publicly destroyed me on the night we were celebrating our tenth anniversary. You didn't physically abuse me, but you might as well have. That would have been easier. Those kinds of wounds HEAL. But emotional, and psychological, trauma is forever. But you didn't give a shit back then, did you? No, you didn't," I added, not giving her a chance to respond.
"In fact," I continued, "did you realize that today is the tenth anniversary of that very day?"
"No, I didn't," Daisy said quietly.
"Did you ever report the asshole to the police?" I asked, letting a little humanity leak out.
"No. I was too scared. But I did divorce him. An old sorority sister, a family lawyer, took me on pro bono. Unfortunately, there wasn't much of anything left after the split. I had just enough to get a bus ticket here and cab fare. I haven't eaten anything for two days."
"So, what do you want from me?" I asked. "Sympathy? I'll tell you this. You can find it in the dictionary, somewhere between shit and syphilis."
"I know you probably hate me," Daisy began as tears fell down her face, but I cut her off.
"Yes, I hate you. I hate you as much as I used to love you," I snarled.
"You were everything to me. But I was nothing but a placeholder for you. A meal ticket until the 'Great Guy' came back, and nothing more. And now that your life has fallen apart, you dare to come crawling back to me. Where are your parents and all your friends?"
"They've all disowned me," Daisy cried.
"Gee, I wonder why," I snorted cruelly. "Did you and asshole have any kids?"
"No, we never did. It turns out Bruce is sterile. Somehow, he blamed me for that, too," she said bitterly.
"At least humanity won't have to worry about you two polluting the gene pool," I commented sarcastically. "So I guess something good came out of all this shit."
She crumpled before my eyes. "What happened to you, Mike? You used to be so nice, so compassionate."
Anger was turning into rage, and I clamped down hard on it. "You wanna know what fucking happened to me? Look in the mirror, bitch. YOU happened to me. Thanks to you, I lost the capacity to love, and I don't trust anyone. Period. The nice guy finished last," I growled.
"But... I thought you would find someone else and move on," Daisy sniveled, her eyes wide.
"Move on? Are you kidding me? After what you did? You never once gave me any clue that I was nothing more to you than a placeholder. I thought we had a solid relationship, but you sure fooled me. For THIRTEEN FUCKING YEARS! Ten of those as husband and wife. Do you honestly think I could trust anyone after what you did to me?" I took a deep breath before continuing.
"And how many women do you think would line up to have a chance with the 'damaged goods' after his wife left him like that?" Not that I wouldn't have shut down any attempt really quickly, I added to myself. Still, not one 'crusading, do-gooder' woman had tried over the last ten years.
At least I was numb enough that that didn't hurt. "SO are you surprised I'm a curmudgeon hermit licking my wounds a decade later?"
"I... I guess not," Daisy admitted as she glanced down in shame.
"And now here you are. What the fuck do you want from me now? Do you want me to house you and take care of you while you wait for your second great love to come back into your life? Get real, bitch."
"I... was hoping you could let me stay for a little while. Just until I could get back on my feet," she pleaded.
"There's a homeless shelter downtown," I pointed out. "You should go there. That's what it's for. At least that's what I pay taxes for; to keep people like you off the streets."
"I did go there, but they were full," Daisy admitted. "I went to the YWCA and even checked with that big church downtown, but no space was left. Please, Mike. I'm begging you. I'll do anything you want. I'll cook, clean, and wait on you hand and foot. You can even fuck me in the ass if that'll help."
I wanted to hurl at that last comment and clamped my jaws shut. She visibly flinched from my glare. "What makes you think I'd even WANT to touch you? As far as I'm concerned, you're contaminated. Walking hazardous waste. There's no way in fucking hell I'd ever fuck you," I spit through clenched teeth. Then it struck me. "Did you try to... prostitute yourself?"
She bowed in shame, and tears splashed on the table as she nodded. "The way I look? No takers."
I stared at her and then said, nastily, "Oh, how far and hard the mighty have fallen."
"Then maybe I should just leave. Maybe I should just curl up and die in the gutter somewhere," Daisy whined, sobbing. "I'm no good to anyone anyway."
I watched her wail and sob at the kitchen table like a dying balloon, the last of its helium leaking away. I considered kicking her ass out to die on the street momentarily. My hatred for her was that strong.
For ten long years, I had lived on that hate, fantasizing about all the various and cruel ways she could die. I had heard of 'functioning alcoholics. Where Daisy and Dr. Asshole were concerned, I was probably a 'functioning sociopath.' A deep, sound-proof basement, or a stone cellar under a barn in the middle of nowhere, where only I could hear them scream...
But seeing her here like this after all these years...
And then there was Bruce, the piece of shit who stole her from me only to abuse her. I also hated him, but that hatred grew stronger. I was raised to never abuse a woman; in my mind, anyone who did deserves whatever happens to them.
I heaved a profound and VERY reluctant sigh. "Listen, why don't we eat something first? Then we'll go from there. Okay?" I offered.
Still sobbing, Daisy looked at me, then nodded her head. "Thank you. I'm so hungry," she cried. "I'll cook if you want."
"No, that's quite all right. I've learned to take care of myself over the last ten years. Besides, it's my kitchen now. You just sit there. I'll make us some scrambled eggs and bacon. Is that okay?"
"That's perfect, Mike. Thank you so much."
I stood up, ignored her, and whipped up a batch of scrambled eggs and sprinkled cheese like Daisy used to do when we were married. Then I fried up a plate full of bacon and made some toast. Her dull eyes lit up when I brought her plate.
"You remembered to put cheese on the eggs," she exclaimed. "Just like I used to do. Thank you!"
"You're welcome," I responded gruffly. "Now, eat up."
I set my plate down and ate, watching Daisy tear into her meal as if she hadn't eaten in a long time. Her face never left the plate as she shoveled one fork full of food after another into her mouth, stopping only to grab a piece of bacon or a bit of toast. She didn't quite lick the plate when she was done.
"That's so good, Mike, thank you," she said when she finished. "You've turned into quite a good cook. I'm sorry, but I haven't eaten in quite a while."
"That's quite all right. Are you still hungry?" I asked.
"No, thank you. But could I please have another cup of coffee?"
"Sure," I said, taking her cup. When I returned, she took a sip and set the cup down. "Are you feeling better now?"
"A little. The food helped a lot."
"Good. A shower would probably help as well," I said. "No offense, but you reek."
"Oh," Daisy said quietly, slumping in her chair as she deflated again. "I'm sorry. I've been on the bus for a couple of days. May I use your shower, please?"
"Please do. You know where it is," I said. "Towels are where they've always been." I thought about it. "When you are clean, my bathrobe is on the back of the door. Whatever you do, don't put those clothes back on. You can use the washer and dryer for your things after your shower."
After this, I grumbled that I would have to scrub the bathroom and washroom with bleach. After she shuffled into the bathroom with her suitcase, I cleared and rinsed the dishes, then went upstairs to brush my teeth and get dressed.
I thought about what happened after Daisy announced that she was leaving with Bruce, the love of her life, and what it had done to me. We had been together for 13 years, ten of those as a married couple. I was utterly devastated at the time. And to heap it higher on me, she had casually confessed to repeatedly cheating on me with him over those thirteen years as he was off working to establish their cushy future.
And to make things even worse, she had deliberately planned to drop the BOMB on me in public at our anniversary party, and her friends KNEW about this! The situation filled me with more rage and hatred than I knew possible. I should have just burst my heart, dropped dead, and saved everyone, including me, a lot of trouble.
It got so bad that the principal of the school where I taught suggested, very strongly, that I see a counselor. I did as he suggested, and it helped to a degree. I could tamp my hatred down enough to handle the routine day-to-day interactions with students and other faculty members. Still, I could not get close to anyone, male or female.
My counselor suggested I write an essay to get my innermost feelings into the open. Her idea was that by doing so, I could exorcise the hatred and distrust from my mind. It worked to a degree, and I could eventually mix with others. But I could never establish a relationship with anyone, never being more than a grumpy colleague at work or a prickly neighbor at home.
The essay, however, turned into a 300-page manuscript by the time I finished. My counselor was so impressed that she suggested I publish it. She even put me in touch with someone she knew in the business.
The book was published a year later, and while it never hit the New York Times best-seller list, it sold enough copies to ensure my retirement. Of course, I changed the names, but it remained the story of how my wife screwed me over and the pain it caused.
What probably helped just as much to maintain my sanity was starting martial arts. Two sensei asked me to leave after I 'unwound' too much in sparring classes. Then, at the Community Center, I found a twice-divorced retired Marine who took me under his wing.
He didn't flinch in sparring when I imagined I was beating Dr. Asshole to a bloody pulp. However, he taught me that letting my emotions fight was a sure way to get my ass kicked. Letting my cold, rigid brain channel my rage into striking power was a skill that took a long time to develop. I could eventually break concrete blocks, but not after getting a legion of bruises.
But I never expected to see Daisy again. Never. Nor did I ever think she would be in such horrible shape. She didn't look good at all, and I began to wonder if maybe she was suffering from a medical condition. I also found that most anger was now directed toward Bruce McFuckFace.
My gut instinct said I should kick her ass back onto the street, but something inside me questioned that course of action. What if something happened and she died? Could I live with myself? Potentially, being even worse off emotionally than I already was didn't seem appealing.
And could I be legally liable? I decided to get a second opinion and called my mother.
"Good morning, Mike," Mom said when she answered. "This is a pleasant surprise. What's going on?"



"Guess who showed up at my door this morning?" I asked, skipping all of our usual pleasantries.
"No telling. Who?" she asked curiously.
"Daisy," I said. I could hear my mother gasp.
"What happened? What does she want?" Mom asked.
I told her what happened with Daisy and passed on what she told me.
"She doesn't look good at all, Mom. My gut tells me I should toss her ass back on the street, but..."
"You wouldn't be able to live with yourself if something happened to her," Mom said, finishing my thought.
"No, I don't think I could. And there's the abuse she took from Bruce."
"I know she hurt you badly," Mom said. "But maybe you should listen to what she has to say. I'll tell you what. Why don't I come over later after I finish up around here?"
I knew Mom could get to the bottom of things and perhaps get Daisy to open up more, so I agreed.
"That's not a bad idea, Mom. I could use your sage advice."
"Give me a little bit and I'll be over."
"Thanks, Mom. I appreciate that," I said. We ended the call, and I finished my business.
I donned a T-shirt and a pair of jeans - my normal summertime wear - and went back downstairs. Daisy had already put her clothes into the washing machine and was waiting for me in the living room, dressed in my old bathrobe and a pair of ratty slippers. I didn't know if she had anything else on, and I didn't care.
Even though she had the robe pulled tight over her body, I noticed dark blotches on her legs. She smelled better, but she didn't look any healthier.
"Would you like some more coffee?" I asked.
"I would love some, please," she replied.
I poured another cup of coffee and joined her in the living room. She took a sip, and I saw her hands shake again.
"Thank you," she whispered. "My clothes are in the washer. I'll leave when they're finished."
"There's no rush," I told her. "I have a few questions I'd like answered if you don't mind."
"Of course," Daisy said with relief. "It's the least I can do."
"I suppose. You said Bruce was hit with a malpractice suit. I thought doctors like him had malpractice insurance. Wasn't he covered for that?"
"He was, but the one lawsuit turned into a class action. And then there were allegations of wrongdoing. As a result, the insurance company dropped his coverage. Even though most of the allegations were proven to be false, the judgments against him were just too much and the coverage was never reinstated," Daisy explained.
"Most of the allegations?" I asked. "You mean some of them were true?"
"The allegations that weren't proven true were dropped due to lack of evidence," she said. "But by then the damage was already done. We were fired and our licenses were revoked."
"Didn't the two of you have 401Ks?" I asked, surprised.
"Yes, we did. That's what we lived on for a year. We paid a hefty penalty for that, but it couldn't have been helped. We had lost everything. No one would hire us for anything for the longest time and we needed the money."
"What is Bruce doing now?"
"He works as a parking lot attendant. Makes about $16 an hour," Daisy said.
I couldn't help but chuckle at that. Especially after Daisy's talk about him becoming a "leader in the community."
"What are your plans?" I asked.
"I thought I might try to find something in the medical field. I may have lost my nursing license, but I can still work in an office," Daisy said quietly.
"Good luck with that," I told her. "How do you plan to get around?
Where were you going to live?"
"I can take the bus, or walk," she responded dully. "I'll find someplace to live."
"You need money for all of that. I thought you didn't have any."
"I... don't."
"So, you thought I would let you stay here and support you until you got on your feet. Is that right?" I asked.
"I knew it was a risk, but I thought I would ask, yes," Daisy admitted. "I know you don't owe me anything, but I thought that maybe since I gave you everything in the divorce, you might see your way to extending some kindness to me. I was so enthralled by the bastard that I honestly didn't realize what my stupidity did to you. I realize now that coming here expecting anything was a mistake."
"You're right. I don't owe you a fucking thing." She looked broken, but I sighed and added, "But I'm not a completely heartless monster. It's obvious to me you need help. My mother is coming over in a little bit. She'd like to talk with you before I make a decision."
"Of course," Daisy said replied in relief. "I always thought the world of your mother."
"And she loved you like the daughter she never had," I replied. Then I added, though I don't know why, "Even after everything you did, Mom still loved you."
"She did?" Daisy asked, surprised.
"Yeah. So you need to be completely honest with her. Do you understand me?"
"I... understand. And I promise I'll be completely honest with her. And Mike?"
"What?" I asked.
"Thank you for everything," Daisy said very sincerely.
"Don't thank me just yet," I said. Just then, I heard the doorbell ring.
I saw Mom when I looked through the peephole, so I opened the door and let her in, greeting her with a hug.
"Daisy! My word, girl, has it been ten years?" Mom asked when she saw Daisy in my old bathrobe. The two women hugged and kissed each other's cheeks.
"It's good to see you again, Lorraine," Daisy replied.
"Mike, sweetheart, why don't you let us girls talk for a while?" Mom asked. I knew this was her way of asking for privacy, so I retreated into my home office, closing the door. I browsed the web, searching for any information about the malpractice lawsuit against Dr. Bruce Williams.
It took some time, but I finally found something. From what I could tell from the summary, Bruce had seen about 2,000 patients in four years and diagnosed about 97 percent of them with epilepsy. But it turned out that some children suffered seizures, had other medical conditions, or were simply sleep-deprived.
Compounding the mistake, Bruce prescribed powerful anti-epileptic medications associated with severe side effects and advised patients to undergo unnecessary medical treatment and procedures. And if that wasn't bad enough, many plaintiffs named Daisy as an accomplice.
"Almost every child who came through their door was given a series of tests and diagnosed as having epilepsy whether they had it or not," one of the plaintiff's lawyers said. In some cases, Daisy gave their parents the bad news, with Bruce agreeing with her diagnosis.
Worse yet, the hospital had to repay over $300,000 to the state for inappropriate Medicaid billing. No wonder the hospital fired them, I thought. The state fined both Bruce and Daisy and then rescinded their licenses.
After more than a half-hour, I sat back, shaking my head at what I had just read. There was no doubt in my mind that Bruce was the mastermind behind the scheme, and Daisy just went along with whatever he said.
I heard a tapping on the door, then saw Mom pop her head in. I motioned for her to enter, so she sat in the chair next to my desk.
"What's up?" I asked.
"I think Daisy needs to see Dr. McGregor as soon as possible," Mom said. The serious look on her face gave me a sinking feeling. Terry McGregor had been our family doctor for years, and Mom worked for him until she retired a few years ago.
"Oh? Why?"
"I can't make diagnoses, but I've seen quite a few women with cancer. I'd lay odds that she's got cancer, and she needs to be seen as soon as possible," Mom said. But she wasn't finished.
"I know Daisy has burned her bridges with you, and I understand that," Mom said. "Believe me, I understand completely. But if she's got a medical problem, we need to do what we can for her. It's only right." She gave me a small, crooked 'mom' smile. "I never told you that being a Christian was easy, did I? Besides, Michael James Carpenter, your father and I did not raise you to be an uncaring asshole, did we?"
I winced, gave her a small, wry 'kid' smile, and shook my head.
"So," she continued, "I took it upon myself to call Dr. McGregor. He's agreed to see her today, and he'll run all the preliminary tests for me. If they find anything, they'll refer her to a specialist and help her with the forms for Medicaid. She's changing now, and I'll take her down."
"You can't afford that, Mom," I said. "Here, let me give you some cash." I pulled out two one-hundred dollar bills and gave them to her.
"Thank you, Mike. You're a good son."
"Thanks. I want it clear that I'm not doing this for her. I'm doing this because of how you raised me. And this doesn't mean I forgive her or I'm taking her back," I added emphatically.
"I understand," Mom replied quietly.
There was an awkward silence. "Did she tell you that bastard Bruce beat her?" I finally asked.
"Yes, she did." Her perfectly neutral expression and her perfectly flat tone surprised me.
I nodded my head curtly in acknowledgment. The bastard needs to pay for that, I thought.
There was another awkward silence. "Call me if you hear anything," I said.
"I will," Mom assured me, kissing my forehead before leaving the office. I walked out to see Daisy in a different dress. It was clean but as threadbare as the one she had on earlier.
"Thank you for breakfast," she said meekly.
"You're welcome," I replied stiffly. I held the door open as they left the house, then closed and locked it when I saw them drive off. I grabbed another cup of coffee and headed for my office, where I researched Bruce and Wisconsin laws regarding spousal abuse.
What I found didn't make me feel any better. One site said that while the state takes abuse charges seriously, "many cases will only be prosecuted within three years of the occurrence." I had no idea how long it had been since Bruce assaulted Daisy, but my gut told me there would probably be very little done by the authorities.
I was more than a bit cynical. There was very little they could take away from him, and if they stuck him in prison, the state had to cover his medical and three squares a day in an overcrowded system. Community service, at best. If the state wouldn't punish him for me, maybe I would have to do it myself. But how?
Frustrated, I shut the computer down, changed into my workout clothes, and went downstairs to punish myself on my new, state-of-the-art stationary bike. I programmed the machine to take me on a ride through rugged mountainous terrain. I focused on the scenery displayed on the widescreen monitor.
Daisy wasn't the only one who had changed over the last ten years. When we were married, I was trim but not fit. Today, I was not only trim but quite fit as well, and liked to work out at least three times a week, pushing myself as hard as possible.
I showered and dressed after my workout, which did wonders for my overall disposition, and then ate a light lunch as I watched the news. It was 3:00 in the afternoon when I finally heard from Mom.
"I was beginning to wonder what happened to you guys," I said when I answered the call.
"We just got done with Dr. McGregor," Mom said wearily. By the tone, I suspected Daisy was out of earshot.
"What's the word?" I asked.
"He's very concerned about Daisy. The tests don't look good at all. He thinks she might have advanced cervical cancer, but he wants a second opinion from an oncologist."
"Oncologist?" I exclaimed, seeing dollar signs in my mind.
"She's filled out the Medicaid and emergency state assistance forms," Mom said. "She has an appointment at the cancer center on Friday. Dr. McGregor already set it up. He also said she's extraordinarily malnourished and believes she's been physically abused."
"We know she's been abused," I said. "And she told me she hadn't eaten for a couple of days."
"He seems to think it's a lot worse than that," Mom said and sighed. "It's not just about the amount of food. It's about not getting all the vitamins, minerals, and nutrients to stay healthy." I could tell she was worried.
"Listen, Mike. It's late, so I'm taking her to get a bite to eat, then over to Walmart to get some things. We'll stop by and get her suitcase. If you don't mind, I think she should stay at my place. We have a lot to discuss, and I think she would feel more comfortable talking with a woman."
"I think that would be best as well," I agreed quickly, glad to have that off my shoulders. "I'll be here. Thanks for letting me know."
"I'll call you when we're on our way," Mom said. "Love you, son."
"I love you too, Mom," I replied before ending the call. She called back about three hours later to let me know they were on their way. I held the door open when they came inside. Mom motioned to the office, so we went in while Daisy collected her things.
"Sorry it took so long," Mom started.
"That's all right," I said. "What's going on?"
"We're going to be busy getting Daisy taken care of for the next couple of days. A lot has to be done before her appointment on Friday. I know you don't care about her, but she told me that she still loves you and wondered if..."
I held my hand and shook my head violently before she could finish her statement. "No, Mom. There's no way I'm getting back with her. Not even as friends. Not after how she lied to me, cheated on me for thirteen years, and publicly humiliated me. That's not how you treat someone you love, and I'm not going down that road again. I'll be civil to her for your sake, but that's it. I've got nothing left for her. Or anyone else, for that matter," I added bitterly.
"I understand," Mom said. "I just thought..."
"I know. You thought that I could forgive her and start over. That ship sailed away ten years ago."
"I told her that, but she thinks that she can win you back."
"Not gonna happen," I said emphatically. I wondered if being delusional was one of the cancer symptoms. "Besides, I'm not the same man she dumped ten years ago."
"No, you're not," Mom responded sadly. "Frankly, I miss the old Mike sometimes. At least he laughed and smiled every so often. Can you at least come over for dinner on Friday night? I'll make your favorite."
"Lasagna?" I asked, suddenly hopeful.
"Of course," she replied with a smile.
"I'll be there," I promised. "Your lasagna always puts a smile on my face." We hugged and returned to the front room, where Daisy was waiting with her suitcase.
"I'm going to stay with your mother if that's okay," Daisy said weakly.
"That's up to her," I said as Mom gave me "that" look.
"Anyway, thank you for breakfast, and for listening to me," Daisy said with a tear in her eye.
"You're welcome," I said with a slight nod.
"Don't forget dinner on Friday," Mom reminded me unnecessarily. "I'll be expecting you no later than 6:30."
"I'll be there, promise," I told her.
I managed to stay busy for the next two days. Although school was out for the summer break, I still had things to do: a new curriculum to go over, lesson plans to get approved, and so on. And a house and yard to maintain. I didn't have much time to think about Daisy, and I figured she was in good hands anyway. Mom had a way of breaking through "the system" when everyone else hit brick walls. She had been the state's best nurse and medical billing specialist in her day.
Friday finally arrived, and I left the house after a nice hot shower, stopping to pick up a bottle of wine to go with Mom's lasagna. I came at 6:15 and was met at the door by Daisy, who let me inside, telling me Mom was busy in the kitchen. I could tell Daisy had been crying about something, but I made no comment.
"Thank you," I said as I walked past her and toward the kitchen. Mom turned when I came in, and her face lit up when she saw the bottle of wine. I put the bottle down and hugged my mother.
We sat down at the table and enjoyed the lasagna. Daisy looked like she was about to break down.
"How did everything go today?" I finally asked.
"We got Daisy's application approved," Mom said. "Thank goodness for this new-fangled Internet system they have. I wish they had that back when I retired." I could tell she was forcing her upbeat attitude.
"So, Daisy's medical expenses will be covered, then?" I asked, relieved.
"Yes, and the state will give her a monthly stipend. It won't be much, but she won't be needing much anyway since she'll be staying here," Mom said. "They're also going to go after Bruce for the maintenance he's supposed to be paying."
If they can find him and squeeze blood from a turnip, I darkly observed to myself. "That's good," I said replied out loud. "What about the oncologist?"
Daisy's face darkened, and Mom's expression changed. I knew whatever news they had wouldn't be good.
"They confirmed she has stage four cervical cancer," Mom said. "And it's rapidly spreading throughout her body. It's already in her extremities."
"They can treat it, though, right?" I asked. I wasn't sure what I was feeling, other than uncomfortable, that is.
"Maybe," Mom said. She looked at Daisy as if to ask permission to say more. Daisy nodded her head as a tear fell down her cheek. "They put her chances of survival at less than 20 percent. They can treat her, but there's no guarantee she'll make it. It would've been a different story if they had caught it three or four years ago."
"Three or four years? She's had it that long?" I asked, surprised.
"The doctors said they believe I've had it for about four years," Daisy said dully. "If they had diagnosed it, then my chances of survival would have been over 90 percent. As of now, it's about 19 percent."
"That sucks. Didn't... Bruce... notice anything strange?" I asked her. I forced myself not to say 'asshole' as I usually didn't swear in front of my mother if I could help it.
"I don't know. He never said anything. Things were pretty bad for us back then," Daisy explained. "I noticed some... changes, but I figured it was due to the stress we were under then. I didn't want to give Bruce anything more to worry about."
"What kind of changes?" I asked.
"It... hurt... when we, you know, did it," Daisy said, embarrassed at mentioning her sex life with Bruce. "It got so bad that we quit doing anything for a while." I was glad she didn't elaborate further. Mom stepped into the conversation quickly.
"They have some new medications they can give her that might help," she said. "The doctor said those could increase her chances by ten or fifteen percent. It's better than nothing."
"So, what are you going to do?" I asked Daisy.
"I don't have much choice. It's either fight or lay down and die. And I'm not ready to die just yet," my ex-wife said with a flash of her old spirit. "I have things I want... need... to do before I die."
I didn't ask about what those things were. "And how long is this treatment going to take?" I asked Mom.
"It could take up to a year," she said. "Maybe more."
A year, I thought. A lot can happen in a year. Can I keep it together that long?
"And Daisy will stay here, with you, that whole time?" I asked sternly. I definitely did NOT want her in MY house.
"I think that would be best. I may be retired, but I still remember how to take care of patients. I'll be here with her the whole time, and I know who to call in the event of an emergency," Mom said.
"I suppose that makes sense," I reluctantly agreed.
"Will you be able to handle this arrangement?" Mom asked me.
I looked at Daisy as I considered Mom's question. There was a time when I would have done practically anything for the woman sitting across from me. Then I remembered how she so cavalierly ditched me in public for Bruce. Daisy saw the look on my face change.
"I know you don't trust me, but," she stammered.
"That's the understatement of the year," I said, interrupting her. "Let me put it to you like this. If you hurt my mother in any way or pull some kind of crap, so help me God, I will personally kick your ass into the street, cancer, or no cancer. You understand?"



"Yes, I understand," Daisy said quietly as tears welled up in her eyes. She looked down as the tears fell down her face.
"I don't think we need to go there, Son," Mom said. "Let me get these dishes put away and bring out some dessert."
"I'll help you," I offered, but Mom shot me down.
"That won't be necessary, SON," she shot back tartly. Then she sighed. "Besides, I think the two of you need some private space right now."
Daisy looked back up at me after Mom left. She wiped her face before speaking.
"I started reading your book the other day," she said. "It's a good book, by the way. Was I really that horrible to you?"
"I have video from that night from several different perspectives," I responded. "You didn't know it, but I hired a videographer to record the party so we could show our kids one day. He captured the whole incident. Some other guests also captured it on their phones and gave me their videos after it was over."
"Oh my God," Daisy whined, stricken.
"I watched those videos repeatedly to capture every move and every word spoken that night. It's all there in the book. I still have those videos. Would you like to see them?" I asked. My tone was light, but I am confident my expression could have turned a loaf of bread moldy.
"No, that won't be necessary," Daisy said. "It's no wonder you hate my guts now. After reading that, I don't even like myself very much. I never thought..."
"That's right. You didn't think. Worse yet, you didn't care," I spit. "Every time I close my eyes, I see you and Bruce humiliating me in public, stomping on my heart like a cockroach that needs to be killed. For years, I fantasized a million ways to kill the two of you, each way crueler and bloodier than the last."
Daisy started sobbing at that revelation, looking horrified. But I wasn't finished.
"It's all in the book. I started hating everyone after the shit your family and friends gave me. They all said I should just 'suck it up,' move on and be happy for you. I said fuck that. Of course, it was easy for them to say. They weren't the ones stabbed in the back and shoved down the stairs into the septic tank by the one person they loved more than anything else.
"It got to the point that I hated everyone around me. My principal, Mr. Smith, got me to see a counselor. Good thing, too. I was right on the verge of doing something idiotic. She suggested I write my feelings down, so that's what I did. That book is the result."
"Yolanda also suggested you start working out, remember?" Mom asked after returning with an apple pie. She had probably been listening and thought the 'private space' was getting out of control.
"Is that why you look so good now?" Daisy asked, wiping her eyes hurriedly with her napkin and rushing to change the subject. "I've never seen you so fit before."
"Thank you. Yes, it is. I took some martial arts and signed up at a fitness center. It helped me a lot."
"But you're still angry," Daisy observed. "Even after all this time."
"He's a lot better now than he used to be, believe me," Mom assured her. "Two years ago, you wouldn't have even gotten through the door. At least not on your feet. Head first, maybe."
"I'm sorry, Mike. Really. I knew it would hurt, but I had no idea it would destroy you like that. That's why I gave you everything in the divorce. I thought it would help you move on. When you didn't fight it, I thought you would be okay," Daisy said.
"The truth is, my lawyer was shocked when he read your petition. He told me I should sign it quickly before you changed your mind," I admitted.
"Have you dated anyone since then?" Daisy asked hesitantly.
"Not really," I replied curtly. "A couple of drunken one-night stands, but that's it. I don't even remember their names." Out of the corner of my eye, I saw my mother's eyebrows leap for the ceiling and an expression of extreme distaste flash across her face. She bit her tongue to keep from giving me a piece of her mind. I knew I would hear about it later, but I couldn't care less at that instant.
"Oh my God," Daisy gasped. "I don't know what to say. I guess 'sorry' just won't ever be good enough, will it?"
"No, it won't," I agreed acidly.
We ate our pie silently, but I could see the hurt on Daisy's face, and I didn't want to look at Mom's. After finishing, we said our goodbyes, and Mom walked me to the door. I made sure Daisy couldn't hear what I was about to say.
"Are you sure you're doing the right thing, Mom?" I asked. "What about her family? Can't they help?"
"I called her parents. They've moved to a retirement community in Florida, and they refused to talk to her. I got the same response from her sister."
"Will they do anything to help her?" I asked.
"No. Nothing," Mom said quietly. "She's got no one, Mike. Nothing."
"That's one screwed-up family," I said, shaking my head. Then I looked at her. "Even when I turned into a bitter old reprobate you didn't desert me. You were there when I needed to be scraped up off the sidewalk. You and Dad always said that family takes care of family."
"No argument there," Mom replied with a tear in her own eye.
"What are Daisy's chances? Really?" I asked earnestly. Mom glanced back at Daisy before replying.
"I honestly don't know, Mike. They've made a lot of advances since I retired. And while I was a nurse, I spent the last few years in billing and admin. Still, I've seen people in better shape than her die, and I've seen people in worse shape make it. There's just no telling. We'll just have to wait and see." She looked at me, neither hopeful nor angry. "A lot of it comes down to the will to live. To have something to live FOR."
I ignored that. "I'm worried about you, Mom. What if she does something behind your back?"
"I know you don't trust her, and I understand. Thank you for your concern, but I don't think it's warranted. She's literally got nothing and no one right now."
"And people with nothing have nothing to lose," I said. "Be careful. If you need anything, let me know."
"I will," Mom promised. "But I don't think you have anything to worry about."
"I hope not," I said. "Anyway, thank you for dinner. I'll be in touch. Love you."
"I love you too, Son," she replied, kissing me on the cheek. "And please... I know you hate her right now, and I understand, but she's close to the end of her rope. Please try to hold your emotions in check. Don't cut what rope she has left to cling to for her sake."
"I'll try, Mom." I sighed heavily, consumed by a dull, general ache.
"That's all I ask. And I promise not to play matchmaker."
"Thank you," I replied, giving her a sideways smile before leaving.
The following two months went by quickly. I got caught up on the projects I wanted done around the house when I wasn't preparing for the incoming class at school. School was scheduled to start at the end of August, and I had promised myself at least a week-long break before classes.
I ate dinner at Mom's place on Fridays. I saw Daisy's chemotherapy's effects, which made her progressively weaker and sicker. I had thought cures were supposed to make you better, but evidently, it wasn't that way with all cancer treatments. By mid-August, she had lost all her hair and wore a stylish bamboo chemo cap.
My feelings for her hadn't changed, but I had learned to be civil around her, which seemed to make her feel better. That was more for Mom's peace of mind than anything else.
Daisy had also begun receiving money that had been garnished from Bruce's paychecks. It wasn't much, but it was better than nothing. Daisy had opened a checking account at a local bank, and Mom ensured the money was deposited. Daisy insisted that Mom keep some of it to help offset the cost of food and electricity. Mom finally relented and held ten percent, which she put into a small box. I felt it was to defray funeral expenses if and when.
On the Friday before the start of school, I drove to Mom's as usual and saw an older, beat-up Toyota sitting by the curb in front of her house. I saw the Wisconsin plates and suddenly had an awful feeling. I parked in the driveway and walked into the house as usual.
Mom was sitting on the couch, and Daisy was in a recliner, covered with a blanket. I heard noises from the kitchen, then saw Mom's phone in her hand and hoped she called 911. Both of them looked frightened, and I realized why when Bruce walked in from the kitchen holding a can of soda and a partially eaten sandwich. Part of my mind, which I had learned to keep on a very short leash, was like a wolfhound with a growl starting deep in the gut.
He was still over six feet tall, but his once commanding presence was gone. He now looked unkempt, his hair uncombed, and his face covered with at least two days' growth of stubble. He was still trim but not as fit as ten years ago. Instead of an expensive suit, he wore dirty jeans and an equally dirty, untucked denim shirt.
"Well, if it isn't the cuck teacher man," Bruce snarled haughtily. My hatred for this man was now reaching critical mass. I had never been in a real fight in my entire life, but I had learned a lot while sparring in my martial arts classes. One of the first things I learned was to avoid a fight if possible; even if you won, the aftermath could haunt you for life.
"What do you want, Bruce?" I asked coldly.
"I want the money this bitch stole from me," he growled.
"Stole? I was under the impression you were under a court order to provide a percentage of your net income for support," I said. My tone was level, but my eyes probably were serpent-like.
"Same difference. They took my money and I'm about to be evicted because I can't pay my fucking rent," Bruce hissed. "Thanks to her."
"You had enough money to drive here from Milwaukee," I reasoned. "You could've used that for your rent."
"Don't give me none of your shit, little teacher man. Maybe I ought to just kick your ass the way I should've done ten years ago. The bitch was the only reason I didn't. She insisted I treat you with respect for taking care of her for me all those years."
"Why don't you just leave now, and we'll forget this ever happened," I said, holding up my hands slowly, hoping to stop a potentially deadly confrontation. It also set me up for a half dozen blocks and a few neat counterpunches, but he probably didn't realize that. "Daisy is sick. She's got cancer and needs all the help she can get."
"Cancer, huh? Is that her latest lie?" Bruce asked. He set the coke and the sandwich down, then reached behind his back. When he brought his hand back, he held a snub-nosed revolver. "Just so happens I have just the cure for that right here," he added, pointing the gun in Daisy's direction.
"Don't do it, Bruce," Mom begged, pointing to where she had set her phone on the side table. The 911 operator had probably been listening to the entire exchange. "Please. I've already called the police, and they're on their way here now. Mike is right. Leave now, and nothing more will be said."
I started moving to get between Bruce and Daisy, but he saw me and quickly turned the gun on me. I could see the desperation in his eyes as he spoke. I forced myself to mentally back down. I hadn't come this far and survived this much to be accidentally shot by a police officer.
"Stay right there, teach. Don't move a fucking muscle," Bruce hissed as his hands began to shake. Just then, we saw flashing red and blue lights through the windows in the front room and heard a voice over a PA system.
"Mr. Williams, this is the police. The house is surrounded. We know you have a gun. Put the gun down and step outside with your hands in the air," the officer ordered.
"You'd better do as they say," I told a wide-eyed Bruce.
"How do they know I have a gun?" Bruce asked.
"I told them. I could see it crammed in the back of your pants," Mom said. "And Mike is right. You'd better do as they say."
"This is your last chance, Mr. Williams. Drop the gun and step out of the house," the officer commanded over the PA system.
Bruce looked around at the three of us, and I could tell he was getting nervous. Our eyes locked for a moment, and I saw his resolve disappear.
"If you were smart, you'd do as they say," I told him. "You won't get a third warning."
I heard the back door open, and suddenly, two officers were in the room, their guns drawn and pointed at Bruce.
"Drop the weapon!" one of the officers ordered.
Bruce turned around, and his eyes widened when he realized he was looking down the business end of two semi-automatic pistols. Foolishly, he lifted his pistol as if to fire at them, but the officers fired first, hitting him in the chest. He spun and fell to the floor but, in the process, jerked the trigger of his revolver, firing a round.
I heard Daisy scream through the ringing in my ears and was horrified at what I saw. The bullet Bruce fired had struck her in the upper chest, close to her right shoulder. By then, two more officers entered the room through the front door, reacting to the gunfire.
Mom threw herself on top of Daisy and pressed the pride-and-joy antimacassar she inherited from her grandmother onto the bullet wound, which seemed to be spouting blood. I had never been in a situation like this, and I froze, not knowing what to do.
One of the officers saw Daisy and called for an ambulance over his radio. The other checked on Mom and took over, applying pressure to the wound as the first two officers knelt by Bruce. I saw one of them shake his head and knew Bruce was dead.
I was shaking. Part of me wanted to shout, "The BASTARD is DEAD," while another part was outraged that it had been too quick and I hadn't been the one to kill him.
Mom tottered over to me, and I grabbed her. She clung to me and was shaking even more than I was. The other two officers were occupied giving first aid to Daisy. I gave my statement to the officer when an ambulance pulled into the driveway. A detective also arrived with a team of crime scene investigators.
As the detective took statements from Mom and me, one paramedic quickly determined that Bruce was dead. As he and an officer placed him in a body bag, two others checked Daisy, put her on a gurney, and wheeled her to the ambulance.
"I'm going with her," Mom insisted. Still, the paramedics informed her there was no room in the ambulance and suggested she follow them.
"You can ride with me," I told her. The detective informed us the house was now a crime scene, so we would have to leave while they did their work. He promised to lock the house before he left and said they may need to talk to us later.
"Here's the name and number of a good cleaning service," the detective said, handing Mom a business card. She accepted it absently, and we got in my car.
My mind was reeling as we headed for the hospital. I wanted to deal with Bruce myself and was glad the asshole was dead, even if it wasn't at my hand. Strangely, though, I felt terrible that Daisy had been injured and hoped she would be all right. My emotions were jumbled, to say the least.
We got to the hospital and went into the Emergency Room, where we were informed that Daisy was being taken for surgery. After an argument over the definition of 'next of kin' and Mom producing Daisy's Medicaid paperwork and the form naming Mom as Daisy's medical proxy, the nurse at the desk took us to the waiting area, where we sat for hours.
Finally, the doors opened, and a doctor approached us.
"Mrs. Carpenter?" he asked.
"Yes, that's me," Mom said. "How is Daisy?"
"Ms. Williams is stable and recovering. I think she'll survive the gunshot wound. The bullet went through her, and it didn't hit anything vital. She got lucky," the doctor said. "Another inch or two to the left, and she wouldn't have made it."
"Oh, thank God," Mom sighed.
"She did lose a lot of blood, and her weakened state from the cancer and the chemo is not in her favor. We did find something else, however, and we contacted her oncologist," the doctor added.
"Oh? What?" Mom asked.
"I know she's undergoing chemotherapy, but we found what looks like traces of infection in her system. I've ordered a battery of tests just in case."
"Oh no," Mom gasped. "Will she be okay?"
"It's a little early to say. We've got her under sedation at the moment. We'll keep her here for at least three days."
"Can we see her?" Mom asked.
"I don't think so. Not until tomorrow morning at the earliest. Let me give you a card. You can call this number any time to check on her progress and find out what room she'll be in," he said, handing Mom a card.
We left the hospital and drove back to Mom's place. We were both silent the whole trip, but Mom cried most of the way. I was lost in my own thoughts. I remembered telling Daisy how I had fantasized about killing her and Bruce. Now, she was in the hospital, fighting for her life.
Surprisingly, I felt marginally conflicted about that and did my best to avoid thinking about it.
When we returned to her place, I saw the 'Crime Scene' tape torn down and trailing out of the garbage can at the side of the house. There was a note on the door from the detective that the crime scene had been released and that he had locked it and given the key to the neighbor. Mom immediately began cleaning up.
I saw the remains of the chair Daisy was in when she was shot and carried it to the car so I could take it to the dump. Mom was on her hands and knees, cleaning the blood off the floor when I returned. Her tears dripping on the floor watered it almost as much as her scrub bucket.
"Is there anything I can do to help?" I asked after standing silently for a while.
"Thanks for asking, but no," she said, not looking up. "I've cleaned up a lot worse than this before."
"Would you like to stay at my place tonight?" I asked. I knew Mom was tough, but everyone has their limits.
"That won't be necessary," Mom replied, wiping her forehead with her forearm. "I'll be okay. Besides, I'll need to be here in case the hospital calls."
I thought about it and shook my head. "In that case, I'll stay here."
She looked up at me. Her words were, "You don't have to, Mike," but her expression was gratitude.
"I know. But I'm doing it anyway. And if you are determined to clean that yourself, I will make myself useful and rustle up something to eat before we head to bed." I summoned up a small, crooked smile. "I hope wine goes with bacon and eggs. I think we both could use a glass before trying to sleep after a day like today."
She looked at me, shook her head, and chuckled. "We'll have to see." But I noticed she scrubbed more heartily when she returned to her cleaning.
I had been worried about nightmares, but that glass of wine, or emotional exhaustion, made us sleep like hibernating bears. We puttered around the house in the morning, saying little until the phone rang around 10:00. I went into the kitchen to avoid eavesdropping. After five minutes she joined me and said, "Daisy is still in serious condition but stable. She is getting a lot of tests but should be back in her room by mid-afternoon."
I nodded my head absently, trying to figure out if I was feeling anything, but other than numb and confused, I couldn't pick up on anything.
"Would you mind driving me over?" she asked, breaking me out of my introspection.
"No problem," I told her. "What time?"
"Could we be there at 2:30?"
"Sure. I'll get you there," I told her. I left a little early to drop the old recliner at the dump, ran some errands, and then went back to pick Mom up at her house. From there, we went to the hospital and got directions to Daisy's room.
We stopped at the hospital gift shop and bought a card, a vase of white carnations, which I knew were Daisy's favorites, and an Agatha Christie novel - the same one she was reading before she left me to be with Bruce. Mom looked at me funny as I paid for everything.



"What?" I asked defensively.
"Oh, nothing," Mom said, shaking her head.
I felt my face burn. "Don't get any ideas," I told her.
"Uh-huh. You really do care something for her, don't you?" Mom asked.
"No, not really. I just thought this might help her feel better, that's all."
I rechecked the change to make sure the cashier hadn't shorted me.
"Sure," Mom replied in the way that mothers have. She patted my arm and said quietly, "Mike, the opposite of love is not hate; it's indifference. When hate dies, that's a lot of emotion with nowhere else to go. And it's okay for you to still feel something DECENT for who you THOUGHT she was. AND your secret is safe with me."
From there, we went to Daisy's room. She was awake but looked like a wrung-out dishtowel. Mom kissed her cheek and handed her the card we had bought. Her eyes lit up when I showed her the flowers.
"My favorites. You remembered," she exclaimed in a surprised tone. Her voice was hoarse and weak, but the tone was pleased.
"Yeah," I said before handing her the novel. "As I recall, you were reading this when you left with Bruce," I added without emotion, though my gut was churning a little.
"Yes, I was. And I never got a chance to finish it. Thank you," she said quietly, avoiding looking at me and thumbing through the paperback.
"Any news?" Mom asked.
"Not yet," Daisy said, shaking her head. She closed the paperback but didn't let go of it. In fact, she clutched it like a Teddy bear. "They said I probably wouldn't hear anything for at least a day."
"That's normal," Mom agreed. Then the nurse part of her added, "How are you feeling?"
"Horrible," Daisy moaned. "I'm exhausted, my whole side is sore, and my stomach hurts."
"They'll figure it all out," Mom reassured her.
"What about Bruce?" Daisy asked, still not looking at me.
"He was declared dead at the scene," Mom told her.
"Good," Daisy said firmly, finally showing a little strength. "I'm glad he's dead." I saw a dark look on Mom's face, but she said nothing. She simply patted Daisy's hand and nodded her head. I remained silent as the two women spoke.
Part of me was glad to hear my ex-wife turn on Bruce. Her declaration helped to defuse the hatred I had been holding onto. But it wasn't enough to turn back the last ten years. A nurse came into the room and looked at Daisy's vital signs.
"It's time for your meds, Mrs. Williams," the young woman told Daisy as she handed a cup with some pills. Daisy took the drugs and washed them down with water. "How are you feeling?"
"Exhausted," Daisy sighed. "And I would prefer 'Daisy' to 'Mrs. Williams' if you don't mind. I can't pretend it didn't happen, but I can try to leave it behind." I could hear the exhaustion in her voice, but she summoned up some determination for that last part.
"I will pass that along to the rest of the staff," the nurse said with a smile. "Maybe it's time you got some rest," the nurse added. I presumed she was hinting that it was time for us to leave.
"When will we know the results of her tests?" Mom asked the nurse.
"Dr. Samuels is consulting with her oncologist, so they should know something for certain by tomorrow morning," the nurse said. "You have our number and we have yours."
We said our goodbyes, and I noticed the expression of longing Daisy gave me before we left. I offered a wan smile before closing the door. I dropped Mom off at her house, then went home to finish my weekend chores.
We met in Daisy's room at the hospital the following morning. Being a part-time volunteer at the hospital, Mom arrived a couple of hours before me. Two doctors came into the room shortly after I did. I met Dr. Samuels, the surgeon who operated on Daisy and was introduced to Dr. Kincaid, Daisy's oncologist. They tried to look professional and confident, but even I could tell they were worried.
"So, what's the word?" I asked, hoping for some good news despite their expressions.
Doctor Kincaid answered first. "Well, the word is that Ms. Williams is suffering from a combination of peritonitis and diverticulitis, which explains some of the symptoms you've mentioned to us in the past, Mrs. Carpenter."
Doctor Samuels took up the report. "Our scans revealed several huge pockets of infection in Daisy's abdomen. In addition, we believe that her gall bladder has been perforated and will need to be removed."
"How did this happen?" I asked as I felt my Mom's grip tighten on my arm.
"There's probably several causes, but we believe she had an underlying condition which was exacerbated by the cancer and the medications used in her chemotherapy," Dr. Kincaid replied.
"So what happens now?" Mom asked quietly.
"Ultimately, she'll need surgery to remove all of the infection and repair the damage. But we'd like her body to heal a little more from the surgery she just had. So, we're going to keep her here on antibiotics for the next couple of weeks and see if that reduces the infection. Of course, her chemotherapy will be put on hold during that time," Dr. Samuels explained.
"What are her chances?" I asked, trying to keep my tone level.
The doctors looked at each other before answering. I didn't like the expressions their faces held.
"I'm not going to sugar-coat this," Dr. Samuels said. "Without the surgery, she has no chance. Her body is pretty delicately balanced right now. Giving her the maximum possible doses of antibiotics will probably throw off her metabolism and weaken her even further, possibly fatally. The dosage she is on right now has stopped the spread and is slowly pushing back the infections, as best as we can determine, but even if it totally clears up, the antibiotics won't repair any damage.
"There are no outright perforations of the gut wall, or we'd already be in extremely high-risk emergency surgery right now. But it was probably on the verge of perforating when we caught it, and the gut wall is probably 'leaky' in one or more places. Exploratory surgery to try and put eyes on what the machines can't show is nearly as high risk right now.
"Manipulating the coils of the intestine could literally break open the weakened sections and cause what we are trying to avoid. We need to clear up the infections as much as possible and repair any damage when she is strong enough to survive the surgery. Then, she needs to get stronger.
"I won't say she needs a healthy body, but she needs to be reasonably well before we try tackling the cancer again. The malnutrition she suffered for months weakened her entire body dangerously. She won't survive the chemo without clearing up the infections and getting her body's other systems functioning. Peritonitis alone is life-threatening. Combined with the cancer..." He shrugged.
"The surgery itself is risky," Dr. Kincaid added. "Very risky. We estimate that with the level of infection in her abdomen and the damage done to her internal organs, her chances of surviving are about 30 to 40 percent."
"So I have no chance without the surgery or less than even chance with it. Is that what you're saying?" Daisy asked soberly. Her eyes were wide open, and I could see her sweat, but her voice was steady.
"Yes, I'm afraid so," Dr. Kincaid confirmed. "However, once you've recovered from the surgery, you should be able to complete the chemotherapy without any further problems."
"Then I suppose there's no option but to have the surgery," Daisy said weakly, sagging back into her bed.
"All right. We'll make the necessary arrangements," Dr. Samuels said. They left the room, and Daisy broke down crying. Mom held her close and comforted her.
"Don't worry, Daisy. You've got the best doctors in the hospital on your side. You'll be just fine," she said as Daisy wept.
I had a lot to process and couldn't do it here. Strange, not all that long ago, I would've celebrated news of Daisy's passing with gusto. But now... my emotions were all over the place.
"Listen, I need to get going. School starts tomorrow, but I'll come by and visit from time to time... if you want," I offered.
"Yes, I'd like that, Mike," Daisy cried. Mom smiled as she glanced up at me. We left the room, and I walked Mom to her car and waved as she pulled out before heading home.
I kept my promise and visited with Daisy several times over the next two weeks. We talked about many things during our visits - my teaching, the students, my book, her failed marriage to Bruce, our failed marriage. We also discussed our feelings and everything that brought us to this point. During one visit, I brought up the subject of her family.
"I'm curious about something," I said.
"What's that?" Daisy asked.
"What's the deal with your family? Why do they hate you so much? Mom's called them, but they apparently don't want anything to do with you."
"Remember I told you they disowned me after the class action suits against us hit?"
"Yes, I remember that," I replied.
"What you don't know is that they knew about Bruce from the beginning. They promised to help keep you in the dark and in return, Bruce promised to help support them when they retired. He even offered to buy my parents cruise tickets when they retired."
"And you and your sister knew all about this at the time?" I asked, my anger starting to rise.
Daisy looked down, embarrassed. "Yes," she whispered before looking back at me. "It was another knife in your back, I know. And I'm so terribly sorry."
"So your family was using you and Bruce the way you used me," I observed.
"So your family was using you and Bruce the way you used me," I observed. My tone wasn't cold; it was frozen. She winced and looked purely miserable. I controlled myself. If you don't want the answer, don't ask the question.
"Pretty much," Daisy admitted sorrowfully. "It all went south when we got sued. After we lost everything, my family wanted nothing to do with me."
"That explains the treatment I got from them after you left," I told her.
It also explained how Daisy thought it was okay for her to use me while she waited for Bruce. Everybody made out but me. It also reinforced my belief that there was no way I would reconcile with her - not after everything she had done.
Daisy also realized that and made no effort to rekindle what I thought we once had. But we did manage to make peace with each other, and I saw... sparks? Flashes of the woman I had fallen in love with a few times.
In the process, I found my hatred of her and Bruce had diminished considerably. With his death, my hatred of Bruce had faded a bit, though I still hoped that he was facing some pretty dire eternal punishment for all he had done, and not just to me and Daisy.
Mr. Smith let me take the day off for Daisy's surgery and arranged for a substitute teacher. I got to the hospital early that morning and spoke with her before she was taken into the operating room. I was unaccountably anxious but doing my best not to show it.
"I know I said a lot of mean and hateful things since you came back," I said. "And I just want to apologize for that. I really do hope you make it through all this." Part of me was surprised that I didn't have to fake the sincerity.
"Thank you, Mike. That means a lot to me," Daisy replied with a weak smile. "I deserved everything you said, so I accept your apology. And I want to apologize for destroying the best man I've ever known. I know it's too late for us, but I really do love you. You stuck it out with me when you had no reason to." She took a deep breath. "Please promise me something."
"What?" I asked.
"No matter what happens, I want you to find someone to love. You deserve that," she said earnestly.
That surprised me. She kept looking at me so intently that I finally said, "I promise I'll try." She nodded slightly as if granting herself some small measure of absolution.
"We need to get her to the operating room, sir," an orderly politely said.
"Of course," I said. "Just one moment." Entirely spontaneously, I bent down and kissed Daisy on the cheek. "You can do this," I said as she smiled back. I froze, bewildered. For just the flash of an instant, she looked exactly like I remembered her on our wedding day.
A deeply buried part of me wondered if there were times when she had truly loved ME and I hadn't just been a placeholder and breadwinner. I stood up, a little dizzy, and the orderly pushed her gurney out of the room.
"That was very sweet, Mike," Mom said gently as we followed the orderly to the operating theater. They wheeled her inside, and we sat in the waiting room. We sat there for hours as the operation progressed.
I tried to watch the television mounted on the wall, but I couldn't concentrate on what was being said. All I could think about was the events of the last ten years. My mind endlessly churned over everything, again and again. As Mom worked on her latest afghan, I paced back and forth, drinking one cup of lousy vending machine coffee after another. I was caught in an endless loop, reliving the last few months.
Six hours later, Dr. Samuels came out of the operating room. I instantly didn't like his expression. He walked over and asked us to join him in a small room. Closing the door after we were inside, he sat at the small table across from us, rubbed his eyes, and sighed heavily. I thought he was going to break down crying. Mom squeezed my hand hard enough to make my fingers ache, and I knew what he would say before he said it.
"I'm sorry, Mrs. Carpenter, Mr. Carpenter. We did everything we could for Daisy. There was just too much infection and damage to her internal organs," he said sadly. "Her body just... shut down. She signed a DNR and a form donating her body to cancer research if she didn't make it. Her heart stopped, and we went as far as we ethically could but were never able to get it started. Again, I'm sorry for your loss."
Mom instantly broke down crying, and I felt a tear threatening to break free from my own eye, but I refused to shed it. I held Mom as she sobbed and nodded at the doctor.
"Thank you for everything you've done," I told him. We shook hands, and I saw a tear escape his eye.
After Mom settled down, we trudged back to Daisy's room in a near-trance. Nothing was said as we packed up her things. Nothing needed to be said. I found a small envelope with "Mike" written in Daisy's handwriting in the drawer of her bedside stand.
I opened the envelope and pulled out a folded piece of paper. Daisy had written a note in case she didn't survive the operation.
"Mike," the letter began. "You will only ever see this if I don't make it. Thank you for being there these last two months, especially the last two weeks. You owed me nothing, yet you and your mother were there for me when everyone else abandoned me. I know what I did to you ten years ago was unforgivable, and I'm terribly sorry for the pain I caused you.
"I want you to know that even after all this time, a huge part of me still loves you, and all of me regrets what my infatuation with Bruce put you through. I know you will never feel the same towards me, and I understand -- completely. I can only hope that you will finally find peace through my death.
"All my love, Daisy," the note concluded. I began shaking as I looked at the words on the paper. I saw drops of water hit the note and realized I was crying. I felt Mom's hand on my shoulder.
"What's wrong, Son?" she asked.
I felt a dam burst inside, and I wept hot, bitter tears as I showed Mom the note. I cried for the first time since Dad died six years ago. Mom started crying again after she read Daisy's note, and we ended up crying together as we held each other.
I realized something else after we calmed down enough to finish gathering Daisy's things. All the anger, hatred, and bitterness I had carried for ten years was gone. Completely. For the first time in a decade, I felt calm. It was as if my hatred died with Daisy, as if I had been lost in a bleak and barren maze, and her death caused a section of wall to fall down and offer me a way out. Strangely, her death healed me.
We finished collecting her things, signed the paperwork, and left the hospital in a daze. I followed Mom to her place and helped bring Daisy's things inside. We ate a somber dinner of leftovers, saying very little to each other. After I helped her clean the dishes, she went into her room and handed me something when she returned.
I looked at what she gave me - a small photo of a smiling Daisy in Mom's recliner. It had been taken shortly after she began her chemo.
"I just thought you might like something to remember her by," Mom said.
"Thanks," I said, hugging her. "By the way, do you want to call her folks, or do you want me to?"
"Would you mind doing it?" she asked. "I spoke to them once, and that was all I could stand."
"Sure," I said. "I'll call as soon as I get home." Mom handed me a piece of paper with the number, which I put in my pocket. We shared another hug, and I left.
I called Daisy's parents after I got home. Her father answered after the second ring.
"Fred, this is Mike Carpenter," I said.
"What do you want?" he asked angrily. I wondered what had crawled into his skivvies as I considered my words. After all, I wasn't the one who reneged on financial support and a cruise in retirement.
"Your daughter, Daisy, died in surgery today," I said.
"I don't have a daughter named Daisy," Fred hissed. "Not anymore. Why are you calling?"
"I just thought you might like to know."
"So, what do you want from me?" Fred asked. "You want us to claim the body or something?"
"No, she donated her body to cancer research," I said, barely holding my temper.
"Well, at least her life wasn't a total fucking waste," he growled. "Don't call here again." I heard him curse before he ended the call. I felt like calling back and ripping him to shreds, but I figured it would be a waste of time.
Sighing, I called my principal at home and told him the news.
"I'm sorry to hear that, Mike," he said. "How are you holding up?"
"I've been better," I said. "But I'll be okay."
"Listen, why don't you take the rest of the week off, and I'll put it down as paid bereavement leave. I'll arrange for the substitute."
"Thanks, I really appreciate that," I said. We ended the call, and I grabbed a beer from the fridge. I opened the bottle and looked at the photo Mom gave me for quite a while. "Here's to you, kid," I said before taking a long drink.
...
Epilogue - The following June:
I was never perfectly comfortable in a cemetery, which was probably expected. The endless reminders of mortality could be oppressive to someone with an ordinary imagination. I parked my car in the center lane under the broad limbs of an ancient maple tree and walked the distance.
The sun was bright on the cemetery's main road, but everything got just a bit grey when I drove through the ornate wrought iron gates. It was one of those mysteries of life. I found the marker quickly enough. It was small but much newer and cleaner than the surrounding stones.
I sighed as I looked at it. I remembered my mother looking at me as I filled out the form at the monument company. I didn't want to bury her under "Williams" because I was sure my ex-wife would return to haunt me.
But the cemetery administration insisted the name "Williams" be used since that was the name on Daisy's death certificate. So that's the name that was used. So far, no ghosts had shown up.
A little bronze tube for flowers was next to the marker, and I slipped in the white carnation I had brought. The grass on the small plot was still not much more than green fuzz, and the soft earth hadn't settled yet. When they were finished, the medical college cremated Daisy's remains and returned them in a simple urn with a letter of thanks. Mom and I decided to bury her rather than scatter her ashes after nearly an entire bottle of wine, more than a few tears, and a few chuckles.



Bruce was buried in the desolate and unkempt back corner of the lot under a small concrete block topped with a bronze tag with only a serial number. A pauper's grave. I had only ever visited it once, right after Daisy died. I had poured a bottle of urine on the ground right over where I figured his face would be. If someone had seen me urinating on it, I might have had some explaining to do.
After a few minutes of silent thought, I murmured my goodbyes. I had shed all of my tears last week when Mom and I were the only ones present when she was interred, despite reaching out to Daisy's family and so-called "friends."
I guess I figured that if 'Jolting Joe' DiMaggio could claim Marilyn's body after she divorced him and have flowers put on it for 20 years, I could bury Daisy and leave her a carnation now and then. The greyness around me faded, and I felt... neither sad nor happy, but like a blank classroom board waiting to be written upon.
As I walked back to the car, I noticed two more mourners a few rows away. One was a woman in a black dress; conservative, neat, and clean but somber. She had long blonde hair pulled back into a braid that reached her waist. Clutched to her side was a small, trembling boy in jeans with a loose-fitting camouflage jacket. His hair was short and dark.
I don't know why, and the last thing on my mind was to intrude on private grief, but I walked up behind them and looked at the marker.
Ryan G. Englert, Sergeant, USMC,
9 September 1990 - 10 September 2022
Husband, Father, Marine
He will be sorely missed.
I saw the symbols for a Silver Star and a Purple Heart.
The woman glanced at me, startled. She had the bluest eyes I had ever seen.
"Sorry," I mumbled. "I didn't mean to intrude."
The little boy looked up before she could say anything and said, "I miss him so much." His eyes were even bluer than his mother's, and I didn't know if he was simply stating a fact, looking for comfort, or crying for help. He must have been a handsome man if he took after his father.
I got down on my knee and fished in my pocket. I pulled out my notebook and pen, which I used far more than the NOTE function on my phone, and handed them to him.
"Here, son. Write him a note and tell him that. You can fold it up really tight and slip it into that crack in the ground right next to the marker. I'm sure he'll get it."
He hugged me, grabbed the pad and pen, and began writing. I got up, and his mother looked at me with gentle and sincere gratitude.
At that moment, I heard two quiet but distinct chuckles, a woman's and a man's, one in each ear. Then the woman's voice whispered, "Keep your promise."
I had the distinct impression June wouldn't suck for me anymore...
...
Fade to black...
Notes: The class action lawsuit was modeled after an actual eight-year-long lawsuit in Michigan. Daisy's surgery was modeled on a real-life situation involving my wife. Unlike Daisy, however, Mrs. ST1956 survived the operation and was able to complete her chemotherapy. She has been cancer-free for the last five years.
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M1911A1: Aftermath, Part 01

I realize it has been some time since my last story went live. I have been extremely busy with projects that have kept me tied up - not literally, but sometimes I wonder.
Many thanks to demander for graciously giving me permission to write this sequel to his recent 750-word story, 1911 A. I enjoy demander's stories and admire anyone who can tell a story in 750 words. I have tried many times, but they always end up becoming novels or novellas...
I also want to thank QuantumMechanic1957 for beta-reading this story. His suggestions have helped tremendously, and I want to thank those who have reached out by email and those who have offered comments and constructive criticism on my previous stories.
The original story dealt with a man who responded to his wife's in-your-face cheating by killing himself with a .45 caliber pistol. I agree with the commenters who said suicide is never the answer, but it sadly happens far too often. There are resources available, and I strongly suggest taking advantage of them.
This story is broken into two parts. The first is from the husband's point of view, and the second is from the wife's. As this is a sequel and not a rewrite, the husband's fate remains the same but explores his possible thoughts and what could have driven him to do what he did. The second part explores the cheating wife's reaction and the consequences.
And now, the disclaimers:
For those who want to say this or that would never happen, remember this is my universe, a place where nearly anything can, and often does, happen. At least on paper... In addition:

	Characters in this story may participate in one or more of the following: Smoking, consumption of adult (meaning, alcoholic) beverages, utterance of profanities.
	All sexual activity is between consenting adults 18 years of age or older.
	Statements or views uttered by the fictional characters in this story do not necessarily reflect the views or opinions of the author.


Please refer to my profile for more on my policy regarding comments, feedback, follows, etc. (Yes, I DO moderate comments) And please remember, this is a work of fiction, not a docu-drama...
...
Terry
I couldn't believe what just happened. Helen, my wife of twenty-four years, just walked out of the house to spend a weekend having sex with one of her fellow partners, Ray Bland.
Not once did she say she still loved me, nor did she claim it was "just sex." She didn't even give me a peck on the cheek as she walked out - just a pat on the head, the way one might pet a dog.
The bitch! How much colder could she get? And what's next? I shuddered as I considered the possibilities.
I suppose I should back up a little and explain.
We were twenty-two when we got married twenty-four years ago. I had just finished my IT degree and was starting a new job. Helen continued her education and eventually received her juris doctorate.
I supported her during those trying years and did so happily. She was my soul mate, the love of my life. And I knew the support I gave her back then would only benefit us both in the long run. So I scrimped, saved, and did everything I could to help make things easier for her.
She graduated and was recruited by a prestigious legal firm. Over the years, she built a reputation as a tough-as-nails litigator who won most of the cases she worked on. She made more than me but I didn't care about that. I was proud of her accomplishments.
We talked about children and agreed to hold off so she could ramp up her career. Eventually, she made it clear she didn't want to be tied down by children, so we never had any. I guess we could be described as "DINKS" - Dual-Income, No Kids. I didn't even know what she was using for birth control; how pathetic was that? We were pretty much always bareback, so I figured she was using something.
Even if I had managed to get her pregnant, I was certain she would just have terminated the pregnancy. Maybe not even told me about it. To tell the truth, I resented it deep down, but I tried my best to live with it and enjoy life. While I would have loved to have a child to pass on my legacy, I was glad we had no kids now.
Helen had always been the dominant partner in our marriage. I was okay with that, as I loved putting her needs before mine. Until now, that worked well, as she always respected me. Or at least seemed to.
Lately, however, her attitude had changed. Perhaps it could be because of her hormones changing. Her appetite and desire for sex had ramped up considerably over the last few months. I didn't mind, as I was the happy beneficiary of her increased libido.
Last night, however, she dropped her bomb. Right after a rousing romp in bed.
"I'm going out with Ray Bland tomorrow night. Dinner, dancing, sex at the hotel. I'll come back to you, maybe Sunday," she told me without even the slightest twinge of guilt. She might as well have told me she was taking her car in to change the oil.
"What? Why?" I stupidly asked. "Am I not enough? All these years I've been enough, right?"
"True," she agreed. "But I'm in a phase now where no one guy would be enough. You and I will still have fun. I only need new...I mean I need new cocks, to put it right out there."
I knew arguing with her would be pointless. She had made up her mind and expected me to simply go along with being her willing cuckold, the way I had gone along with so many other things in the past. I had a cold and empty void in my chest where my heart should have been, and I shivered at the thought of the pain to come.
I said nothing, just showered, and returned to bed, not bothering to kiss her goodnight. I said nothing to her the following morning as we prepared to leave for work. For the first time in twenty-four years, I didn't even kiss her goodbye or tell her that I loved her. I'm not sure if it even registered in her head, but I didn't care. She was already dead to me.
I was basically a walking zombie at work that day. All I could think about was what Helen planned to do to me that night. I had read enough stories online to know what to expect - chastity cages, cleaning up after her lover, being forced to watch them in our marital bed. No way would I put up with any of that crap.
I also knew what I could expect in a divorce. In a nutshell, I would be screwed while she got the lion's share of everything. To hell with that, I thought. Arguing with Helen was also a non-starter. I knew her well enough to know that an argument would only make her dig her heels in deeper.
And just running away seemed a bleak non-starter. If she had told me her plan a month, heck, even a couple of weeks ago, I could probably have just cleared things out, left my ring, and walked away. Good IT people can get a job anywhere, and I knew I was good. But with so little notice I felt utterly trapped.
There was only one way to deal with this, I thought. Someone would have to die.
When she returned home that evening, she said nothing and simply got ready for her weekend date. As she showered and dressed, I grabbed my .45 caliber M1911A1 pistol from my gun case and loaded it with a full magazine. My plan was simple. When Ray comes to the door, I would shoot him. Hopefully, Helen would see it happen.
I knew I would end up in jail, probably for the rest of my life, but I didn't care.
But that didn't happen. When Ray pulled into our driveway in his Maserati, he simply honked his horn. The cowardly fucker didn't even have enough balls to come to the door.
Helen patted me on the head like a dog as she walked out. She didn't see the loaded pistol I hid under a cushion on the couch next to me. I said nothing but seethed as she walked out the door with her overnight bag.
Then I really loathed myself, but I admit that even with what she was doing to me... to us... I couldn't shoot her. And running out the door spraying bullets at the retreating car seemed... I don't know... like something out of a bad movie.
After they left, I grabbed my laptop. I thought about our lives together for a long time. Looking through my photo gallery, I recalled our vacations to Cancun and Paris, and the cruise we took in the Caribbean for our tenth anniversary. We both looked so happy together in the photos. All of that meant nothing to me now.
Unlike Helen, I had no real support system - no family or friends I could count on in a pinch. My sister had died young, and my brother died in a stupid fraternity initiation gone wrong. My father died a few years ago. Helen sent me to the funeral by myself, stating that she hated funerals and had two important cases that couldn't wait.
Mom deteriorated quickly after Dad passed, but lived independently until her death just two years ago. I called once a month before her death and sent her cards at the appropriate times since I knew Helen wouldn't think of it. Mom was hit hard when it became obvious that she would never have grandkids to spoil. I ended up attending her funeral by myself - again.
I also had a crazy uncle who moved to the Australian outback over ten years ago and I never heard from him, though mom would ramble about him occasionally in a conversation.
There were people I worked with and was friendly with, but no one that I'd call a close friend that I could call a confidant, have a drink with after work, catch a game with, or go fishing with. I half-heartedly cursed myself out for building my world around my feckless wife.
I logged into our joint bank account and made some changes. Helen had her own account, as did I. That was something we agreed on when we first married. And she had her own credit card. Then I logged onto her law firm's website.
I sent an email to every address I could find on the firm's website, including her managing partner, explaining what she and Ray had done. I realized they probably wouldn't see the email until Monday, but that was fine by me.
Then I printed a short note to Helen, which I placed on the coffee table under my wedding ring. I shut down my laptop and returned it to its case, then sat on the couch, recalling the better times in my mind. It took a while to work up the courage, and I wished that I had found it earlier, but I finally grabbed the pistol and placed the business end at my head.
"I'm sorry, Mom and Dad. I hope to see you soon," I muttered before pulling the trigger.
...
Helen:
I lay on the bed sweating after Ray pumped his third massive load into my more-than-willing and unprotected pussy that Saturday night. My shots were up-to-date and he assured me that he was clean, so I wanted to revel in my freedom. We had been fucking in Ray's luxury apartment for the better part of an hour, having spent the earlier part of the evening drinking and dancing and flirting.
"Bet your loser husband couldn't fill you up like that," Ray bragged as he flopped next to me on the bed.
I hadn't thought of Terry at all since I left the house on Friday, and I didn't care too much for Ray putting him down like that, but he was right. There was a time when Terry could go all night long, but those days were far in the past. Sure, Terry was always warm and loving, but sometimes, a girl just needs to get fucked with a big dick, I thought self-righteously.
"To be honest, I hadn't thought of him at all this weekend," I said. "You put him right out of my mind. And you have to remember that he is a few years older than you, so it's to be expected. Have you given any thought to what we discussed earlier?"
"You mean, doing this in front of your husband?" Ray asked in disbelief, raising a skeptical eyebrow.
"Yes," I replied. "Just to remind him of how things will be from now on. You have nothing to worry about. Terry's a pussycat. He won't do anything. He didn't even try to stop me when I left the house Friday night."
"Well, pussy cats have a way of turning into mountain lions when they're pushed too hard. Remember the Connors case," Ray warned. "You said he didn't try to stop you. Did he do or say anything?"
"No," I said. "He just sat there on the couch. In fact, he hasn't said much of anything since I told him Thursday night," I added dismissively.
"Has he called or texted you?" Ray persisted incredulously.
"No, he hasn't."
"Don't you find that strange?"
"Not really," I told him. "I made it clear to him that this is what I need. He knows how I am once I've made my mind up."
"Either that or he's already left you," Ray replied pointedly.
"He wouldn't dare leave me," I declared with a snort. "He knows I love him and this is only sex."
Ray looked at me as if to say, "What the fuck is wrong with you?" His expression softened after a few moments I glared at him. "If you say so," he said, submitting like a good boy-toy should, I thought. "Now, why don't you swing those legs over here and play cowgirl one more time?"
"Not until you promise me you'll help me lay the law down to him when you return me tomorrow evening," I said, taking his massive cock in my hands. Even flaccid, Ray's manhood was bigger than Terry's in all its glory.
"All right," Ray acquiesced. "I'll help you lay down the law to him tomorrow. Now get up here and ride me one more time."
...
We pulled into my driveway late Sunday afternoon. The house seemed quiet - almost too quiet. I looked at the yard and realized that it hadn't been mowed. Terry always mowed the yard on Saturdays. I made a mental note to have words with him. After all, I expected that nothing else would change with my new... interest.
"Are you ready for this?" Ray asked pointedly.
"Sure." I flipped up my skirt and showed him that I had no panties on. I was perfectly ready. I felt myself getting wet. The fact that I was perfectly ready even after an entirely hedonistic weekend proved my point. "Let's get it on. Do you need any... stimulation... to be ready? I did set you a pretty blistering pace this weekend."
He just looked at me and shook his head. I could see his pants stirring. Reassured, I added as I opened the car door, "Don't you say anything to him. I'll do the talking and you do the fucking," I told him as I opened the car door.
I grabbed my overnight bag from the trunk and walked to the door. Ray was close behind me. I slid the key into the lock and turned it. At least Terry hadn't changed the locks - yet, I thought.
I cracked the door open and was instantly hit with a God-awful smell. What the hell? I put a hand over my mouth and peeked inside. What I saw horrified and sickened me. I quickly closed the door and ran to the yard where I vomited.
"What's going on? Are you all right?" Ray asked when he came to my side.
"It's... Terry," I finally stammered after I stopped retching. "He's... dead."
"What? Dead?" Ray nearly shouted. "Are you sure?"
I glared at him. "I'm sure. Half of his head is gone, and my brand-new couch is ruined. There's blood and... shit... all over it. What do I do?"
"Well, I'd say you need to call 911," Ray replied in a nervous, shaky voice.
"No shit, Captain Obvious," I told him sarcastically. He recoiled but recovered quickly, looking at me like I had just turned into a cobra. "I'm sorry, Ray. I didn't mean to go off on you. I just wasn't expecting... this. Could you please stay with me? At least until the cops get here." I reached out to lay a hand on his arm to steady him, and myself.
"I... guess I can hang out for a few minutes," he said, his voice suddenly oozing reluctance. "But this is your mess. You need to clean it up."
"Thanks," I shot back with a snort of disgust as I pulled my phone out of my purse. "Asshole," I thought as I called 911. The female operator soothingly said officers were on the way and should arrive within the next hour. She suggested I remain outside of the house until they could clear it. Given the stench, I was more than happy to comply.
We sat in Ray's Maserati to wait for the cops, and that's when it hit me. Terry was dead. All I wanted was some extra sexual satisfaction. I didn't want... this. I wanted everything else to stay the same. I wanted him to take care of me in my old age. As the realization hit me, I broke down crying. Ray held me as I sobbed for Terry's loss.
"You know that you're going to have to call Bledsoe," Ray said tightly after I had calmed down a little. "It will certainly be in the paper. Neighbors will talk. You'll have to submit an obituary. Even if you have him cremated and scattered quickly, quietly, and privately, there will be repercussions. And the firm doesn't like to be blindsided."
"I know," I said quietly. Wilson Bledsoe was the managing partner of the firm where we worked.
"You probably should call him now before the police arrive," Ray suggested earnestly.
"You're right," I quietly snapped and then got hold of myself. I was a lawyer, I reminded myself firmly. I grabbed my panties out of my purse and put them on quickly while looking around. This would be embarrassing enough as it was. I didn't need to accidentally flash the neighbors or the police. Then I pulled out my phone and called Bledsoe's home number. He answered after the third ring.
"Good evening, Helen," he said in his usual slow deliberate tone. "What can I do for you?"
"Mr. Bledsoe, my husband is... dead. It looks like he killed himself," I told him, my voice suddenly shaky.
"Well, that would explain why he never responded to my email," Wilson replied in exactly the same deliberate tone.
"Email?" I asked, wondering why my boss would email Terry.
"Yes. I received a rather disturbing email from him Friday evening. I didn't see it until after Georgia and I returned from our dinner at the country club, but I replied as soon as I saw it. Is it true?"
"Is what true, sir?" I asked, now concerned.
"That you spent the weekend with Ray Bland. Being... intimate? Is it true?" he persisted in that same even, inexorable tone that he used to skewer witness on the stand.
"Um, yes, sir. It's true," I said, now suddenly scared for my job. The firm has a morals clause in its employees' handbook, and I knew that I could get fired for what I had done. I also knew that with Bledsoe, getting caught in a lie would make whatever I was facing ten times worse.
"I'm very sorry to hear that, Helen. Of course, I'm sorry to hear about your husband. Have you called the police yet?"
"Yes, sir, I have," I replied.
"You're going to have your hands full for a few days. Why don't you take the week off and deal with your husband's demise? We'll discuss your actions and your future with this firm when you get back."
"But I have the Wilson case," I protested.
"Jenny Hawkins is your second on that case, isn't she?" Wilson asked. He should know darn well I did -- he had assigned her.
"Yes, sir, she is," I said, the spreading numbness in my arm meant the phone was starting to shake.
"Jenny is a competent lawyer. I'll have her file a continuation so she can get up to speed on it. You need to focus on your husband's final arrangements. But I must say, Helen, I am very... disappointed... in you."
"I... understand, sir," I said with a nervous gulp.
"Is Mr. Bland with you right now?" Wilson asked. His tone hadn't wavered during the entire conversation, and it was as devoid of feeling as a coroner pointing out a bullet hole in an autopsy.
"Yes, sir, he is," I replied.
"Kindly inform him to report to my office first thing in the morning, if you would, please," Wilson ordered. This tone was definitely an order with a strong undercurrent of 'don't even think about disobeying.'
"Yes, sir, I'll tell him," I said.
"Thank you. Please accept my condolences, Helen. We'll talk later. Good day," Wilson said before ending the call. I was stunned. You would think that he dealt with calls like this a dozen times every day. I shook myself, put the phone away, and looked at Ray bleakly.



"Well?" Ray prompted uncomfortably.
"Mr. Bledsoe wants to see you first thing in the morning. Apparently, Terry sent him an email telling him what we were doing," I replied. My world was unraveling and I was utterly powerless to stop it. Why had Terry done this to me?
"Shit," Ray gasped. "That means..."
"We're royally fucked," I said, finishing his sentence.
"Maybe," Ray said. "Maybe not. Since we both have seniority and this was the first time, maybe they'll have mercy on us."
"You don't really believe that, do you?" I asked.
"Not really. But I can hope. Shit, Helen. I'm so sorry."
"I am too, Ray. This is just as much my fault as yours," I admitted. "I had no clue he would overreact like this."
Just then, two police cars with flashing lights pulled in front of the house, and a coroner's van pulled up behind them. One officer came to Ray's side of the car and asked him to move so the van could back in. Another officer carrying a clipboard asked me to step out of the car. I got out as Ray started his car.
"Are you Ms. Helen Baker?" the officer asked.
"Yes, I am," I admitted.
"May I see some identification, please?" he asked. I pulled out my driver's license and handed it to him.
He filled out the form as he read the information on my license. I saw three officers and two others from the medical examiner's office enter the house after donning latex gloves and white booties. The officers grimaced when they opened the door and the odor struck their nostrils. The two coroner's techs donned masks and Tyvek suits and pushed a gurney into the house.
"Can you tell me what happened, Mrs. Baker?" the officer asked, capturing my attention.
"I left the house Friday afternoon. Terry was alive and sitting on the couch when I left. I don't know what happened after that. I just returned shortly before I called 911," I explained.
"Terry... That's your husband? The victim?" the officer asked.
"Yes," I said.
"And you say that you've been gone all weekend?" he asked, his eyebrows raised.
I answered in the affirmative again as the officer made his notes.
"And what were you doing this weekend?" the officer asked in a neutral tone.
"I was with a... colleague," I replied a bit evasively, causing his eyebrows to raise again as he filled out the form on his clipboard. That annoyed me and caused my stomach to twist even more. It was one thing to tell my husband what I was going to do, and I was finding it completely different to admit to a stranger what I had done.
"Is that the gentleman you were with when we arrived?" the officer asked.
"Yes," I confirmed, trying to be detached and failing miserably. I had attended hundreds of depositions, and even given a few, but this was the first time that something like that had involved ME.
He tried to mask his body language, but I could tell that he surmised - correctly - what I had been doing. He asked me a few more questions which I answered as succinctly as possible. It took him another 20 minutes to finish taking my statement. I tried to talk around everything, but the officer was focused.
I could actually feel my face reddening as I was required to report that I was at the city's most exclusive nightclub from early Friday evening until late Friday night, and then not having set foot outside one of the city's most prestigious apartment complexes from eleven p.m. Friday to four p.m. Sunday. I even had to give up the apartment number.
Okay, what was I going to do? Take the Fifth? Demand to see my lawyer? He was taking a witness statement at the scene of a potential crime. I was just a... bystander. Even if I was involved.
"That's all I have for now, Mrs. Baker," he said. "I'll need to speak with your... colleague, now." With that, the officer left and went to speak with Ray. As he walked over, he passed the spot where I had vomited on the lawn. He paused for a moment, had the audacity to make a note, and then continued.
I glanced around. It was evening, but there was still plenty of light. I could see our neighbors standing in their windows, staring curiously at the commotion. A few had even walked out to the end of their driveways and gawked. Damn it! Did it all have to be so... public? Maybe I should have fucked Ray a few more times and come back after dark.
A few minutes later, I saw the techs from the medical examiner's office come out of the house with a gurney that had Terry's body in a closed bag. I shivered, but for some reason, I couldn't look away. They placed the gurney in the back of their van, closed the door, and removed their white suits. After they carefully placed their suits into a plastic bag, they got into the van and left.
The officers followed them out and a man wearing sergeant's stripes walked toward me carrying two plastic bags.
"Mrs. Baker, I'm Sergeant Smith," he said. "We found this weapon near your husband's body. Did you know he had this gun?" he asked, holding a bag that held Terry's pistol.
"Yes, I knew," I replied. "It was a present from his grandfather. He's had it for years." I felt a little, more than a little, shaky. Before, it had been an out-of-sight-out-of-mind piece of metal. Now my gut saw it for the deadly weapon it was.
Suddenly I wondered if Terry had gotten it out after I left, or if he had it when I left and had intended to use it on Ray, or even ME, before turning it on himself. All those murder-suicides that had paraded across the evening news for years that I had barely paid attention to suddenly crashed in on me. Terry LOVED me, damn it! Didn't he? He let me have anything I wanted! Why not this?
"We also found this on the coffee table," the sergeant said, holding a bag with a piece of paper. "He apparently intended it for you."
I took the bag from the sergeant and saw a typed note and Terry's wedding ring. Shaking, I read the note through the plastic.
"Helen," the note began. "I would rather die than be your cuckold. I have loved you exclusively for a quarter of a century and always put your needs before mine. And this is how you repay me. Well, screw you, you selfish no-good bitch!
"I'm the one who pulled the trigger, but my blood is on your hands. When you left to spend the weekend fucking Ray Bland, you killed our marriage. You killed me!
"I hope you live a long, miserable life, bitch, and I hope my rotting corpse haunts you every time you close your eyes." The short note ended: "Rot in HELL, Bitch!"
I handed the note back to the sergeant with shaky hands. I knew he would need it to finish filling out his report. My knees were shakier than my hands, but they didn't buckle. If I wasn't in shock before, I was now.
I thought about what Terry had written. He had never used language like that in my presence, ever, and his letter shook me to the core. To be honest, I never knew he had it in him. Maybe if he had said this to me on Thursday when I told him what I was going to do, I wouldn't have left, and Terry would still be alive.
With a really sinking feeling, I realized that the operative word was, "Maybe."
But I can't handle speculation or "what-ifs." I'm a lawyer, which means I have to work with the hand I've been dealt, even if I dealt it to myself. I took a couple of deep breaths to keep myself under control and looked at the sergeant. Speculation and 'reasonable doubt' was what I tried to peddle to juries on behalf of clients. I strongly suspected that my own reasonable doubt was lying in a puddle in my front yard, and whatever jury I would eventually face wouldn't be very sympathetic.
"Can I go back into my house now?" I asked.
"We're still processing the scene, ma'am. And to be honest, it's pretty bad in there. Our coroner estimated your husband killed himself sometime Friday evening, and I don't think it's a good idea for you to stay here. At least for a couple of days. I've taken the liberty of calling a cleaning service and they should arrive shortly. If I were you, I'd find a hotel and stay there until at least Tuesday or Wednesday."
"Can I at least get my computer and some things to hold me over for a couple of days?" I asked in my best professional tone.
"When we're finished," the sergeant said. "That could take another hour." He studied me for a few moments, then pulled a card out of his pocket and handed it to me. "I know this is all a shock to you, ma'am. I highly recommend you speak to someone. I recommend Gina Hastings. She's an excellent counselor. She's the one the department sends us to if an officer experiences... trauma... on the job. Tell her you spoke to me and I'm sure she can get you in quickly."
"Thank you, Sergeant Smith," I replied. I was irritated at the notion that I needed a counselor. "I'll... think about it."
His expression was almost inscrutable, but I could sense the disapproval and concern. After all, I was standing in front of him, vibrating like a church bell. "Your choice, ma'am. But I think you should call her as soon as possible. If not her, then a pastor or good friend," the sergeant said before returning to the house.
Sighing, I walked to the porch and sat on a swinging bench Terry installed last summer. It was another thing I insisted he do for me. As I sat on the bench, it dawned on me that we had used that bench maybe one time since he put it up. I thought about what Terry wrote. Even if I closed my eyes, I could still see the writing.
After several minutes, Ray walked up and sat on the bench next to me, not too close. I glanced around. Almost all of the neighbors had gone back inside or drawn their drapes after the van left, though there seemed to be a handful of persistent busybodies.
"What did they want?" I asked vaguely.
"They wanted a run-down on our weekend," Ray replied with a sigh.
"You told them everything?" I glanced at him, too numb to summon up a glare.
"Pretty much. I didn't give them a blow-by-blow, just the Reader's Digest version," Ray said, obviously not intending the pun. "What did that sergeant want?"
"Terry wrote a suicide note," I told him hollowly.
"Crying about how much he loves you and can't live without you?" Ray asked sarcastically.
"No. He said what he should have told me Thursday night. Called me a bitch and said his blood is on my hands. And you know what?"
"What?" Ray asked.
"He's right. I am a selfish bitch, and his death is on me."
"You can't blame yourself. He pulled the trigger, not you," Ray replied in what he probably thought was a reassuring manner. "After all, he didn't own you. You have a right to make your own decisions."
"You're right. I do," I nearly whispered, reflecting on Terry's letter. "And I have to own the consequences of my decisions."
Ray stared at me for a moment, which I barely registered, and then pressed on. "Well, I've been giving all this some thought, and I believe I know how to approach Bledsoe in the morning.
"With me divorced and you now widowed, there is no one to make problems for the firm with lawsuits. Our little tryst was personal and had no newsworthy overtones, no political corruption or social scandal. Just a little matter between consenting adults.
"It will hardly be a blip on anyone's radar and gone in days. So there would be no 'upside' in the firm terminating or requesting the resignation of two senior people. It will be stronger if we both make the same argument. I'll call you after the meeting tomorrow and let you know so we can coordinate efforts."
I looked at him. Terry was no more than a 'blip?' The man who I now realized, albeit too late, had treated me like a queen, was a 'blip?' The man whom I had treated like a serf, was now demoted even from that, to 'blip?'
Ray was anxious to save his career and his job, and he had no clue that I was now desperate to save my sanity! I considered his words for a few moments. Technically, I knew he was right - there was no political corruption or social scandal. But I also knew Bledsoe was a firm believer in the firm's code of conduct, especially in the area of sexual relationships between employees.
"Let me know what Bledsoe says," I finally managed to say.
"I will. Are you going to be all right?" Ray asked.
"I'll manage," I said deadpan. The truth was I doubted that I would ever be all right ever again. But I was determined not to let Ray know that.
"Call me if you need anything," Ray said before leaving.
"Yeah, okay," I muttered as he walked away.
An unmarked white van pulled into the driveway shortly after Ray drove off. A young man with shoulder-length blond hair stepped out and approached the porch.
"Is this the Baker residence?" he asked.
"Yes," I acknowledged. "And you are?"
"Jack Harrison. Harrison Cleaning Services. I was told there was an... incident... here," he replied professionally, handing me a card.
"Yes," I said quietly. "The police are still inside."
"Excellent. Thank you," he nodded. I watched him don a mask, booties, and gloves before walking inside. Jack and the police officers came out a few minutes later. Sergeant Smith approached me as the others walked to their cruisers.
"We're finished here, Mrs. Baker," he said. "Here's my card. The case number is on the back. I'll have a report ready in a day or two. If you have any questions, please feel free to call me."
"Thank you. Can I get my things now?" I asked.
"Sure. You might want to put on a mask and booties before you go inside, though," the sergeant said. "Mr. Harrison has some he can let you use."
"Thank you," I said, taking his card. I put it in my purse as Jack approached with a pair of booties and a fresh mask. The officers left as I donned the mask and booties. Jack opened a small jar of Mentholatum.
"Might want to put some of this under your nose. Still pretty bad in there," he advised.
I followed his instructions and went into the house. The ointment helped, but I could still smell the foul odor. I took in the mess on the large sectional couch and realized I would have to replace it. I had spent over $6,000 on that couch and it wasn't even eight months old.
Then I looked at the abstract painting I just had to have hanging over the couch. It was an abstract piece that cost me over $2,000. It was completely ruined now, with Terry's blood and brain matter splattered all over it. The carpet in front of the couch was soaked with blood and other fluids that made me shudder.
"I can get all of that out of the carpet. Hopefully, the pad underneath isn't soaked too badly. I don't know if I'll be able to restore the couch, though. I'll give it my best effort," Jack assured me.
"Please do," I said quietly. "How long will you be here?"
"It'll probably take me most of the night to get this done. Can I call or leave a message when I leave?"
"Yeah," I said, handing him one of my cards with my cell phone number. "Just lock up when you leave, please." I felt like I was taking quite a risk leaving this man here by himself, but I needed to get out. Besides, he was licensed and insured, it said so on his card, and I could always sue him if anything came up missing.
"Yes, ma'am," he responded courteously, taking my card and slipping it into a pocket in the coverall.
I went upstairs, packed enough for three days, grabbed my laptop bag, and quickly left the house before my stomach rebelled again. Jack was already hard at work in the front room. I told him I was leaving, and he waved as I walked to the garage through the kitchen.
I arrived at the Holiday Inn Express close to our house and went inside, hoping they had a room available. Fortunately, they had a room, and I handed the clerk my ATM card. She came back a few moments later, a slight scowl on her face.
"I'm sorry, ma'am, but this card was declined," she stated, handing the card back to me.
"What?" I asked, shocked. We always kept enough in our joint account to cover at least six months' worth of bills. I would have to investigate this, I thought as I grabbed my credit card, which I knew had more than enough balance to cover the room.
That card worked, and I went up to my room. I was pissed that our ATM card didn't work and was determined to get to the bottom of it. The first thing I did was power up my laptop and log into our joint account. If Terry was still alive, I would have killed him myself, I thought. When our account came up, I saw an alert that the account balance was low.
I nearly lost it again when I saw the balance -- $24. What the hell did Terry do? Digging deeper, I saw that he had donated all but $24.00 to children's charities, including a local church-run orphanage. I'm sure that was his way of letting me know that he wasn't happy that I had decided not to have children. But why leave twenty-four dollars out of the thousands we had in that account?
My immediate concern was covering the bills we had coming due this month. All of our bills were paid by automatic draft, so I transferred enough from my account to cover the bills for this month.
I wondered if Terry had done something similar with his account. I didn't have the credentials to log into his online banking, so I made a note to stop by the bank tomorrow. By now, I was exhausted, both mentally and physically. I was also hungry, having not eaten anything since lunch, so I drove to a nearby fast-food restaurant and gobbled a greasy hamburger which didn't sit too well on my already queasy stomach.
After returning to my room, I showered and got ready for bed. I was so tired that I fell asleep as soon as my head hit the pillow.
"Well, well, well. I see you finally decided to drag your skanky ass back to the house," a male voice said. I looked around but saw nothing but a thick dark mist. I realized I was dreaming, and the voice sounded like Terry's. Only this wasn't the quiet gentle Terry I knew. This voice had an edge to it.
"Terry, is that you?" I asked, uncertainly. "I can't see you. Can you step out so I can see you? Please?"
"Sure," the male voice replied. I saw a shadowy figure step forward. I nearly threw up again when I saw him. Half of his head was gone. Bone fragments dropped off of his skull as he walked toward me and I could see what was left of his brain.
I was horrified and took a step backward. Then I shook myself. This had to be a nightmare; it HAD to be. "No. No! This isn't real. You aren't real. You are just an indigestible piece of that vile grease-burger I forced down before I went to bed. There is more of grease than gore about you!" I declared with far more courage than I actually had.
His eyes glowed red and he strode toward me. The smell hit me first, and then blazing eyes practically blinded me, and then the primal scream caused me to leap back and drop to one knee, arms over my head. "Okay! Okay!" I conceded frantically. "This is real! You're real!"
"You better believe it, you pitiful excuse for a wife," he snarled dangerously.
"Terry, I," I began, but he threw up a hand to silence me.
"Shut up, bitch. This is all on you. Whaddya think?" he asked, turning his head so I could see the exit wound on the left side of his head. "Not much different from that $2,000 piece of crap you just had to have over the couch."
"I thought you liked that painting," I protested weakly, a bit bewildered by the venom in his tone.
"I hated it. But it made you happy, and that's all that mattered to me at the time. Besides, I figured you'd get tired of it in a year or two. In the same way that you obviously got tired of me. So, was fucking Ray Bland worth what it cost you?"
I looked down in embarrassment, not saying anything. Although I didn't want to lose Terry over it, the truth was it was the best sex I had experienced in a long time.
"You don't need to say anything. Your most private thoughts are perfectly transparent here, Helen," Terry said malevolently.
I could feel my face burning and tried looking away from him, but that didn't work. Wherever I looked, he was standing there, right in front of me.



"I... read your note," I stammered, trying desperately to change the subject. "Why didn't you say all of that on Thursday when I told you about Ray?"
"Would it have done any good?" Terry asked nastily like he already knew the answer.
"Probably not. I don't know. I guess we'll never know now, will we?" I spit back faintly, hating to be on the defensive, but I had no explanations, no excuses... nowhere to hide.
"I think we both know the answer to that," Terry snarled sarcastically.
"What did you do with our money?" I asked, desperate to change the subject. And at the thought of being deprived of my rightful money, my anger started to rise. "The bills still have to be paid."
"You're a smart woman. You figure it out," he replied contemptuously with a shrug of his gore-spattered shoulders.
"I already know you gave it all to children's charities. Why?" I asked, my anger growing faster than my fear.
"What do you care? You denied me children, even though you knew how much I wanted a child when we got married. I figured it should go someplace where it could get put to good use. If I couldn't pass it down to a child of my own, I decided other children should benefit from my years of hard work; at least what you hadn't already spent."
"But what about ME? You know how I felt about having kids," I protested, incensed.
"Yes, I know. After we'd been married for years. You made it quite clear you didn't want to be burdened with a career AND a child. You didn't want to lose your FIGURE. Always felt having a child would interfere with your work and your rise to the top. And you got your way, as always. Just like you got your way with Ray. How's that working out for you, by the way?"
"At least I'm still alive. I didn't take the coward's way out," I hissed.
His eyes blazed red, and I suddenly, frantically hoped this was some kind of sick, guilty dream. If this was reality I was more than screwed. "The coward's way out, huh? Do you think it was easy for me to blow my own head off? Hardly. It was the second hardest thing I ever did. Do you know what the hardest thing was?" he growled. His growl was like a wolf before it buried its fangs in something's throat.
"No. What?" I blurted out in response, startled by the change in subject.
"Watching you walk out that door to be with Ray," Terry snarled again. "After twenty-four years of DEVOTION." The tone of his voice was far scarier than the sight of his mangled body.
"I told you it was just one weekend. I told you I love you. You knew I would be back," I said, exasperated and desperate.
"Yes, that's what you said Thursday. Do you remember what you did right before you left?"
"No, not really," I said. "What?"
"You... patted... me... on... the... head. Like a fucking dog. You obviously thought I'd be okay with being your willing cuckold."
"All right. I don't remember that, but I'm sure I meant it in love," I protested.
Terry choked out a blood-chilling chuckle before continuing. "Yeah, right. You expect me to believe that shit?"
"It's true. I didn't want to hurt you. It would have just been one weekend, and then we'd have the rest of our lives together. We could have gotten through it," I insisted.
"Did you honestly think I would have WANTED to touch you again after that weekend? Knowing what you did? And would probably do it again when the itch came back? You're fucking delusional. I told you, I would rather be dead than be your willing cuckold. And don't lie to me. I know that's exactly what you had in mind."
"How do you know that?" I asked.
"Remember, your thoughts are transparent here. Look," he added, pointing to something on his right side.
I couldn't help it. My eyes followed his gesture. A cloud of churning silvery mist appeared from nowhere and then morphed into a large silvery disk. I felt a frigid, terrifying ripple run through my mind... my SOUL... and I whimpered. An image formed on the disk, like a window into some other reality.
For a moment I thought I was watching some crude Internet porn movie, but in a flash of horror, I recognized my naked self on all fours with Ray plowing me lustily from behind. And I could hear myself cruelly taunting Terry... who stood gawking helplessly at us with a forlorn puppy dog expression and tears running down his cheeks. Good God! Was THAT how I really saw Terry when I thought that?
There was a gurgle of agonized disgust from right behind my left ear, and I didn't dare turn to look as I realized, like icy claws disemboweling me, that what was left of my husband was standing right behind me. I gave a little yelp of pure, distilled, petrifying fear and desperately tried to deny what I had planned, pushing it away in my mind. Unfortunately, the next revelation was worse.
I was the undisputed star of this particular porn episode. I stared in disbelief at my limp, naked body lying on a huge bed, covered in long sticky streamers of cum, with Ray and three other men standing, naked, around me, obviously spent.
Half of me was revolted, and completely horrified that the other half was aroused by the sight. The 'me' in the image called out some barely heard curse of Terry's inadequate prowess compared to my stable of studs, and then basically snarled at the facelessly obscene forms to 'Have at me, again!'
"That never happened," I protested hoarsely as I watched the orgy resume on the disk.
"No, but you and Ray talked about it, planned it," Terry said. "You might as well have done it. What excuse were you going to give me for that? Hmm? Were you going to say it would be just a one-time thing? That you need more than one cock to validate yourself as a woman?"
I looked at Terry, shocked. How could he have found out about this? Yes, Ray and I had discussed it, but we never formed any hard plans. Really.
"But none of it happened," I insisted.
"Doesn't matter. Here, where I am, thinking and talking about something is the same as doing it," Terry replied.
"And what is this? Heaven?" I asked with a contentious smirk.
"This?" Terry asked as he looked around where we stood. "Hardly. And before you ask, it's not the other place, either. This is just a meeting area between your reality and mine," Terry explained.
Just then, I heard a loud "ding" and a red light began flashing through the mist.
"What was that?" I asked.
"Our time is about up. I need to get back," Terry said. "Don't worry, we'll talk again, I'm sure."
"Wait! I have a question," I pleaded.
"Only one?" Terry shot back sarcastically.
"For now. Why did you leave $24 in the account?"
"You're a smart woman, counselor. You figure it out," Terry hissed. "See ya," he added before turning his back on me.
...
I sat up in bed, my body drenched in sweat. Sunlight filtered into the hotel room and I looked at the clock. 8:30 am. Damn. I knew I had fallen asleep last night, but felt like I had just finished a marathon.
Exhausted, I stumbled into the small bathroom and did my business, then looked at myself in the mirror. Dark bags hung under my bloodshot eyes, and my face looked more wrinkled than ever. I'm only 46 years old, but the face in the mirror looked at least 10 years older. I recalled Terry telling me many times I looked 10 years younger than my age and sighed heavily.
I had a full day ahead of me, so I showered and then dressed in a casual pair of jeans and a plain blouse. After checking myself one last time, I went downstairs to grab some breakfast and a much-needed cup of coffee.
Today was the first day of the rest of my fucked-up life. I just didn't know at the time how fucked up it would be.
...
To be continued...
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End of "M1911A1: Aftermath, Part 01"
I sat up in bed, my body drenched in sweat. Sunlight filtered into the hotel room and I looked at the clock. 8:30 am. Damn. I knew I had fallen asleep last night, but felt like I had just finished a marathon.
Exhausted, I stumbled into the small bathroom and did my business, then looked at myself in the mirror. Dark bags hung under my bloodshot eyes, and my face looked more wrinkled than ever. I'm only 46 years old, but the face in the mirror looked at least 10 years older. I recalled Terry telling me many times I looked 10 years younger than my age and sighed heavily.
I had a full day ahead of me, so I showered and then dressed in a casual pair of jeans and a plain blouse. After checking myself one last time, I went downstairs to grab some breakfast and a much-needed cup of coffee.
Today was the first day of the rest of my fucked-up life. I just didn't know at the time how fucked up it would be.
...
And now, "M1911A1: Aftermath, Part 02"
I walked into the small dining area and picked up the morning paper. I was morbidly curious to see if there had been any reports of Terry's suicide. After I got a light breakfast and a cup of coffee, I sat in a corner out of sight and opened the paper.
There was a small blurb on page two that said that Terry Baker had apparently shot himself and was survived by his wife, but I was not mentioned by name, which made me feel slightly better. The last thing I needed was a lot of unwanted attention from well-wishers. I finished my breakfast and walked to my car.
I heard my phone ring when I got into my car, so I fished it out of my purse and saw it was a call from Ray. I remembered that Wilson Bledsoe wanted to see him early this morning, so I answered the call.
"Hello, Ray," I said. "How did it go?"
"About like I expected," Ray replied in a resigned tone. "They put me on administrative leave while they investigate and determine my fate. You know they have policies and procedures for this sort of thing they have to follow. But it doesn't look good."
"When will you know the result?" I asked.
"Sometime in the next two weeks," Ray said. "But I'm not just sitting on my laurels. I'll be putting out some feelers. See what shakes loose. How are you holding up?" he added as kind of an afterthought.
"I'll be all right," I said bravely, not wanting to disclose last night's disturbing nightmare which still haunted me. Then another thought hit me. "By the way, does anyone else at the office know?"
"Only everyone with an internal email address," Ray said, exasperated. "It seems your 'pussy cat' of a husband told everyone."
"Crap," I sighed, seeing my career and reputation swirling down the toilet.
"Anyway... No sense in hiding it now. Do you want to get together for lunch or something?" he asked, with just a trace of hopefulness.
I stared at the phone for a moment. It was almost like I could read his one-track mind. He was on leave with nothing much to do but put out feelers for a job and get some more fucking in. Hell, I had just had my life upended. Finally, I broke the tense silence. "I have a lot to do today, so I don't think I'll have time. Besides, I don't think that would be wise under the circumstances, do you?" I asked in response, a bit pointedly.
"You're probably right. I'd better let you go. Call if you need anything," Ray said.
We ended the call, and I checked my messages out of curiosity. I saw a text from Jack letting me know he was leaving the house. The message was sent at 5:30 this morning, meaning he had been there all night.
I saw another message from my older sister, Janice: "I saw the paper this morning. Was that your Terry who killed himself?"
"Yes," I wrote back. "Will call and explain later," I added before sending the message. Janice was two years older than me, and while we always got along well, she tended to play mother hen. The truth was, I just didn't want to get into it with her right at the moment.
I drove to the house and parked in the garage. Entering through the door that led to the kitchen, I noticed the foul odor of Terry's blood and other bodily fluids was gone, but it was replaced by the almost overpowering smell of pungent cleaning fluids. I avoided taking a deep breath as I feared the air would dry clean my lungs.
Walking into the front room, I was surprised to see the couch looked nearly new. That would save me the hassle of replacing a $6,000 couch, but I swore I would never sit on it again. For a moment, I got pissed at Terry for not killing himself in his recliner. I also took in the painting over the couch and was pleased to see that Jack had managed to save that as well.
Satisfied that Jack had done a good job in cleaning and restoring the living room, I went upstairs to the room we used as a home office. I went through our files and grabbed what I would need. The folder containing Terry's bank information, another folder with our wills and other legal paperwork, and the folder that contained the policy for our mortgage insurance, all went into my briefcase.
I couldn't help but notice how quiet the place was without him around. It seemed too quiet to me. I could clearly hear the grandfather clock downstairs as it ticked the seconds away, and for a moment, I thought I smelled something... rotten; and a chill ran up my spine. Then I felt a knot of frigid air tumble through the room and I had to struggle with myself to keep from bolting. I shook the more than uneasy feeling off and continued with my business.
Then I remembered that Terry's work needed to be informed of his suicide. Looking at the answering machine on his desk, I saw there were several messages, so I played them. All of them were from his work, wondering if he was coming in and asking if he was okay.
Sighing, I returned the call and was put through to Allison Jones, Terry's immediate supervisor.
"Helen, is everything all right? We've called several times, but haven't heard anything. It's not like Terry to be late. Is he okay?" Allison asked anxiously.
"No, Allison. He's... dead," I replied in as calm and level a voice as I could manage, causing Allison to gasp.
"Dead? Oh my God! What happened? Did he have a heart attack?"
"No. He... shot himself," I said, surprised at how calm I was while casually informing Terry's boss that he had killed himself.
"Oh no," Allison gasped. "When did that happen?"
"I was told it happened Friday night. I was... out... for the weekend," I said, hoping to deflect any further questions.
"I'm so sorry, Helen. Please let us know when the memorial will be. I know everyone here will want to attend," Allison said. "I'll have HR get with you about his company insurance and 401K. And please feel free to call anytime if you need anything."
"Thank you, Allison. I appreciate that," I said, trying to sound sincere. But I was just relieved that she didn't seem to have any more questions. We exchanged goodbyes and ended the call. That went better than I thought it might.
I knew Terry's company had an insurance policy on all its employees that paid out two-and-a-half times their annual salaries. That would amount to nearly $250,000. I didn't know if their policy had a suicide clause, but I knew that Terry had quite a lot in his 401K. That would definitely come in handy.
I replaced the phone in its cradle and suddenly realized how still and quiet everything was in the house. We had lived here for over twenty years, and they were mostly good years, full of happiness and joy. But now, the place felt like a tomb. Looking around, I could see Terry everywhere as I recalled our lives together. At least it was just memories and not his mangled ghost.
A chill ran down my back as I suddenly felt as if someone... Terry... was watching me. But my logical mind took over, and I realized lectured myself firmly that I was alone. I strode through the house, cracking the windows open, hoping that the throat-scouring chemical smell would dissipate while I was gone. I shook myself, grabbed my briefcase, and left the house, maybe a trifle hastily.
I got to the bank and went inside. When it was my turn, I asked the teller to give me the balance on Terry's account. Although we each had separate accounts, we had signed signature cards and had access to each other's ATM cards in the event of an emergency. I pulled Terry's second ATM card from his folder and noted the PIN he had written on the inside of the folder.
After the teller looked at his computer, he frowned slightly before turning back to me.
"One moment please, Mrs. Baker," he politely said before walking to a row of glassed-in cubicles. He returned a few moments later with Arnold Johnson, the bank manager. We had worked with Arnold for years.
"Mrs. Baker, could you step into my office for a moment, please?" he asked with a friendly smile.
"Uh, sure," I said, following him. I took the seat he motioned to and watched as he sat on the other side of his substantial, dark wood desk, looking at something on his computer.
"I'm glad you came in this morning, Mrs. Baker," Arnold said. "I was planning to call you later today anyway."
"Oh?" I asked, curious and worried in equal parts. "Why?"
"Our system noted many transactions made over the weekend from two of your accounts. I wanted to make sure you were aware of them," Arnold said.
"I know my husband made a number of charitable donations on Friday," I said. "He made those donations without consulting me. I was hoping those could be stopped and reversed before they posted. I also wanted to see what activity had taken place on his account."
Arnold's eyebrows raised at that. He looked at his monitor before responding. "I'm afraid that won't be possible, Mrs. Baker. It seems he made the donations right before the cutoff time on Friday, so almost all of them have already posted."
"I need that money," I pleaded. "Is there any way to get it back?"
"I suppose you could reach out to them, and explain the circumstances. They might release the funds. There's no guarantee, though," Arnold explained, almost apologetically. "I could give you a printout of all the recipients." He looked at the screen again. "It would be a fairly long list."
I weighed it very seriously. A simple appeal probably wouldn't get a refund. I suppose I could always sue them, but with all of these charities, I would probably end up paying more in court costs and fees than what I would recover. Plus, my reputation would take another hit. I had an empty, sinking feeling, and I could almost see the headlines now: Greedy Attorney Sues To Deprive Needy Children Of Food And Shelter.
I could also picture the jury deliberating the case: "So, we have a cheating slut whose adultery caused her husband to kill himself. Now she wants to starve orphans and make them homeless. I say we give her the middle finger." I'd be lucky if they didn't vote to tar and feather me in public.
"If nothing else, you'd have one helluva deduction for your taxes," Arnold said in a vain effort to lighten the atmosphere. I stared at him blankly, slightly bewildered at his attempt at humor. After a few awkward moments, he cleared his throat and hastily looked away.
"What about Terry's account?" I asked, trying to change the subject.
Arnold looked at his computer for a few moments, then looked at a copy of the signature cards and forms related to the account. He sighed, put on his professional expression, and looked at me before continuing.
"He has just enough to keep the account open. There was a lot of activity there on Friday as well. He paid off his credit card and then canceled it. It looks like he paid some other things." He paused expectantly as if he suspected I would say something, but I just gave him an empty expression. Finally, he finished with, "And there's one large payment to Westside Funeral Home and Crematory."
That hit me right between the eyes. I knew of that funeral home - it was the one that took care of Terry's parents when they died. Terry had obviously put quite a bit of thought into killing himself.
"What about our other accounts?" I asked.
"He didn't touch anything else. Your joint savings account and your certificates of deposit are still intact," Arnold said after consulting his computer.
"Good," I replied, relieved for that bit of news.
"Is there anything else you need, Mrs. Baker?" he asked.
"Yes," I replied, grabbing another folder from my briefcase. "I need to file a claim against our mortgage insurance." Our mortgage was handled by the bank, and they insisted we get an insurance policy that would pay it off if anything happened to either Terry or myself.
We got the policy through the bank's home loan department and I already knew there wasn't a clause for suicide. I handed the paperwork to Arnold, who looked it over before consulting his computer again.
"Everything seems to be in order," he said before pulling another form from his drawer. "We'll need you to fill this out and return it with a copy of your husband's death certificate. I see you have a payment coming up in a couple of weeks. The sooner you can get this back to me the better. I'll inform the home loan department so they'll be expecting it."
"Thank you, Arnold," I said, putting the claim form in my briefcase.
"My pleasure, Mrs. Baker. And my condolences. If there's anything else we can do, please don't hesitate to call," Arnold said as we shook hands. His demeanor was strictly professional, but I couldn't fight the nagging feeling that he was... judging me. I tried to shake off the feeling.
I thanked him and left the bank, feeling a little better than before I arrived. By now I was a little hungry, so I stopped for a light lunch and then went to the Westside Funeral Home.
I was almost instantly met by a thin young man in a white shirt and tie. His hair was meticulously combed and appeared to be coated with a thin veneer of hair spray. He smiled and held out his hand, which I accepted.
"Welcome to Westside Funeral Home. I'm Alan Markham. How may I help you?" he asked in a friendly tone.
"I'm here about my husband, Terry Baker," I said.
"Baker... That name sounds familiar. Please, step into my office," Alan said with a smile.
I followed him to a nicely appointed office and accepted his offer of coffee. After handing me a cup of the hot liquid, he sat at his computer and consulted his screen for a few moments.
"Yes, I see it here. I tried calling him earlier today but was unable to reach him."
"That's because he's dead," I managed to say quietly.
"I... see," Alan said, slowly and quietly. "I'm sorry to hear that. When did it happen?"
"Friday," I said, determined not to volunteer any more than I had to.
"According to this, he ordered a basic cremation service and paid for it in full. On Friday. It's not unusual for clients to pay for their funeral in advance, but it is unusual for them to pay so soon before needing our services," Alan commented calmly. "Was he terminally ill?"
"No," I replied, again refusing to volunteer any more than necessary.
There was a pause before he answered, looking at the screen rather than at me. "Well then, it seems we need to make the final arrangements. Do you have his death certificate?"
"No, not yet," I replied. I knew it could take a couple of weeks to receive the certificate. "They took his body to the morgue on Sunday evening. When the coroner is done, I'll have it."
"When they release his body and you get your certificate, let me know and we'll proceed from there, Mrs. Baker," Alan said.
We spent the next hour discussing the various arrangements. Neither Terry nor I were regular church-goers, but I knew he was raised in a mainline Protestant denomination, either Methodist or Lutheran. As far as I was concerned, there was no need for a memorial service - they could just cremate him and be done with it. Alan asked if I wanted to keep Terry's remains, but the idea of that sent chills up my spine.
"No problem. Mr. Baker paid to have his remains interred in a columbarium if you didn't want them," Alan said.
I left the funeral home in a funk and needed to talk to someone. Looking at my watch, I realized Janice would probably be home since she worked part-time at the county library. I took a chance and called her at home.
"Well hello, little sister," Janice said when she answered. "I was wondering when you were gonna call."
"I've been a little busy this morning," I said. "I didn't imagine there would be this many details. Would you mind if I stopped by? I really need to talk to someone," I added hopefully.
"Of course," Janice said in her mother-hen voice I knew so well. "Richard is still at the hospital and won't be home until late, so we have plenty of time to catch up." Richard, Janice's husband, was a surgeon at the medical center and often worked long hours.
"Thanks, sis. I'll be there in just a few minutes." We ended the call and I drove the rest of the way to her house. We always got along well, and I knew that I could tell her anything. Although I wasn't sure how she would take this. She cheerfully met me at the door when I pulled into her driveway.
"I got your message. Do you want to talk about it over a cup of tea?" she asked kindly.
"Sure," I said as Janice went into her kitchen. I sat down at the dining room table and fidgeted on the chair, as I heard her bustling about. I wondered about how to spin this. She returned a few moments later with two cups of hot tea. I liked sugar in mine, so I stirred some in after she handed me a cup. I had wanted to immediately launch into the story I had been telling myself but was suddenly tongue-tied.



"So, tell me what happened," Janice prompted when she sat down.
I took a sip of tea as I gathered my thoughts, sighed heavily, and then told her about my weekend with Ray. To her credit, Janice listened quietly as I recalled my brief break from my marriage, and what I encountered when I returned home. She did not interrupt once, and her face was completely neutral as I related that entire story.
I flinched inside but kept my voice steady as I described everything that happened. Well, except for my plans to have Ray fuck me in front of Terry when we got home. That wasn't relevant. And the nightmare of Terry, since I didn't want her to think I was crazy.
And I didn't say anything about the fantasy I had shared with Ray about being the center of attention at an orgy for him and his friends. That was just a fantasy, really, and had no bearing on Terry's overreaction, since he couldn't have known about it. Well, until after he was... dead... anyway.
"And to think I considered you to be smarter than me," Janice said quietly when I finished. "After all, you became a big-shot lawyer. Married a man who busted his ass to support you while you finished college. Was your weekend worth the cost?"
Her tone was even, and emotionless, but to me, it almost felt like a slap across the face. "It was just supposed to be a brief break," I protested earnestly. "I told Terry it didn't mean anything. It was only sex. Something I needed to do before I got too old. Just one weekend. And he took the coward's way out." I snorted in contempt and stared at my cup, rather than look at my sister's expression.
Deep down I was... aware... that I had just lied to my sister. I had TOLD Terry it was just the one weekend, but I had planned for it to be, really, the first weekend of... more. But Terry hadn't known that at the time, so she didn't have to know it either.
"Just sex, huh? And you expected him to welcome you back with open arms as if nothing happened? Come on, little sister. You can't be that stupid," Janice said, maintaining the quiet mother-hen voice I had seen her use so effectively on her own children.
Suddenly, I resented it. I was NOT a child. I was a woman, and a darn sexy one. Hadn't I just proved that? I had come looking for affirmation that I was entirely justified, victimized, and inconvenienced and I had a sinking feeling which seemed to forewarn that I might not get everything I wanted. I glanced at her, and her expression made me... uneasy... as if she could read my mind.
Then the mother-hen tone returned like a stealthy whip... one that had invisible barbs.
"So, if Terry had come home and told you he was going off with a woman for the weekend before his attractiveness faded, would you have welcomed him home with open arms?"
I never considered that, and certainly wasn't expecting that kind of attack from my own sister; so I reflexively shot right back, "First off, Terry would NEVER cheat on me. He was NOT that kind of man. Second, I would destroy him in a divorce, and he knew it."
Even as I spoke, I realized how it sounded. I just admitted, beyond recall, that I was THAT kind of woman. If I'd been in a courtroom and just stuck my foot in it THAT deep, I would have called for a recess. Janice didn't even blink, and I realized that she knew me so well that she was expecting EXACTLY that response from me.
"I see. So, it's okay for you to play around, but not him. Is that right?" Janice asked, still in mother-hen mode.
"Of course not," I protested, off balance. "There was no reason for him to need more variety when he had me; I was the one who needed, deserved, more variety." Then I realized how much more I had given away and I winced and added hastily, "Besides, it was just a one-time thing."
"Was it, really? Or would you have taken it further? Maybe force Terry to watch, or accept sloppy seconds? Brought home a 'variety' of men?" my sister asked. I stared at her, my mouth hanging open. This, from my laid-back, traditional, OLDER sister? It was disorienting. "What, you think I don't know about that sort of thing because I work part-time at a library?"
"Have you done anything like that to Richard?" I asked, shocked.
"Of course not. I love and respect Richard far too much to do something like that. But I know others who have." Her implication was clear - that I no longer respected Terry was obvious, or I would never have done what I did.
"Oh? And what did their husbands do?" I asked, curious to hear her response.
"Most of them divorced their wives," Janice said, taking a calm sip of tea and then continuing in exactly the same tone. "Of course, some went further and outed their wives to family and friends, and emptied the family accounts. Burned them thoroughly. And you never answered my question. Was sex with this Ray Bland worth jeopardizing 24 years of marriage?"
I suddenly felt like someone had slapped me in the head in one of those old commercials and I understood the meaning of the $24 Terry left in our joint account - One dollar for every year we were married. Damn! Janice must've seen my sudden change of expression.
"What's the matter?" she asked, her eyebrows raised.
"Terry donated all but $24 of our joint account to a bunch of children's charities," I blurted out, by way of explanation as my mind grappled with the revelation.
"Oh really?" Janice responded, chuckling.
"That's not funny! We had six months' worth of bills in that account!" I exclaimed angrily.
"But you have to give him points for style," Janice said with a slight grin.
"What's that supposed to mean?" I asked, my anger growing. Didn't she understand how much of a bind that put me in? At least half of that money was mine!
"You denied him the one thing he always wanted - children. So in his last act of defiance, he gave your money to children's charities, knowing how much you hate children," Janice replied, shrugging her shoulders and ignoring my outburst and agitation.
"I don't hate children. I just never wanted any," I protested sharply.
"Oh please, Helen. I'm not stupid. I've seen how you were with our kids. Why do you think they finally just left you alone? In fact, I don't think I've ever seen you with a child in your arms. It's always been obvious to us that you don't like kids."
"I just never wanted any of my own. It's my body, after all," I continued self-righteously.
"Yes, it is. And Terry respected that, even though I'm pretty certain you told him after the wedding." She sighed and set her cup down. "Too bad you didn't respect him nearly as much, is it?"
"That's not true. I respected and loved him," I protested, but it sounded weak, even to me.
"Really? If that's true, I'd hate to see what you would have done if you didn't," Janice observed. "In fact, I can't help but notice how stoic you are about his suicide."
That stung. "What am I supposed to do? I'm the one left behind! I have responsibilities. I have to pick up the pieces and move on. Breaking down won't change any of that," I said, now feeling more than a little irritated.
"No, it won't. But it might help you deal with his death. But you've never been one to show much emotion, have you? As I recall, you never shed a tear when Dad died." There was a long, awkward pause. Then Janice said, quietly, looking me in the eyes, "Which means that you are either bottling it all up inside and are a potential time bomb; or, you are a functional psychopath and are dangerous." Before I could react, she added, "Or you are just numb, deeply numb, for some reason, and it will leak out sooner or later."
"Emotion has never been my strong suit. You know that," I replied softly, pushing the discomfort sternly away.
"Yes, I do. So, what now?" Janice asked after another few uncomfortable moments of awkward silence.
"I guess I have no choice but to move on, do I?" I asked, and let some bitterness leak into my tone.
"No, you don't," Janice replied. "But Richard and I will be here for you if you need us. We may not approve of your choices, but you are family, and we still care about you."
"Thanks, Janice. I appreciate that," I said, suddenly truly grateful that my older sister still had some feelings for me, even if she might think I didn't deserve them. We spent the next hour or so engaged in small talk that made it easier for me to ignore all the concerns nagging at me and helped me feel a little better.
"Richard is on his way home," Janice said, glancing at a message that just popped up on her phone. "Would you like to stick around for dinner? I'm afraid it'll just be leftovers, though."
"Your leftovers are always good," I told her. "I'd love to stay."
We had a nice dinner and talked about everything except the 800-pound gorilla in the room, which suited me just fine. Richard wasn't anywhere near as talkative as usual but was at least mildly sympathetic.
When he first walked into the house, he nodded to me and shot a quick glance at Janice. They exchanged a rapid series of barely perceptible nods, fleeting eyebrow waggings, and nearly invisible shrugs. Deep, MARRIED, communication. I glanced away to hide my expression as I wondered when Terry and I had lost that and then buried it deeply. Maudlin musings wouldn't get my money back or pay the bills.
We got through the main course, which was lasagna. Janice had gotten so used to cooking for her whole family that she always made much more than they could eat. Then she brought out an apple pie which she baked herself. I always enjoyed her pies and graciously accepted a healthy slice.
We finished the evening with a small glass of wine and some light banter. Realizing I needed to leave, I thanked Janice for the meal and started for the door. Janice stopped me and wrapped her arms around me.
"We do love you, Helen," she murmured, hugging me tightly.
"Thanks," I stammered, taken by surprise. "I love you too."
"If there's anything you need, just call," Richard added quietly.
"Thank you," I told him. I left after we said our goodbyes and drove back to the hotel. When I returned to my room, I turned the television on for background noise, changed into a nightgown, and flopped into the bed.
My eyes were on the television, but my mind was reviewing my conversation with Janice. As I considered her words, I realized she was right - about everything. Was I really the uncaring and unemotional selfish bitch she made me out to be?
"Yes," I heard Terry answer, causing me to turn toward the voice in surprise. He leaned against the wall, looking down at me.
"How... Why are you here?" I asked, bewildered.
"That's easy. You fell asleep," he said with a slight sneer.
"I did?" I didn't recall that. The last thing I remember was hearing someone talking on the television. When had I fallen asleep? "Are you going to haunt my every dream?" I asked with a cold feeling in my stomach. I wouldn't last very long if I was afraid to fall asleep.
"That's the plan," he replied with a crooked smile, made even more crooked by the exposed parts of his skull.
"So, you really think I'm an uncaring unemotional selfish bitch?" I fired back, going on the offense, with more courage than I actually felt.
"Yes," Terry replied, unfazed. "Your actions make that obvious. Take a look," he added, nodding toward the television.
Surprised, I looked at the television... and I saw what looked like a movie of my life. Or at least select parts of it. After a few minutes, I felt a tear threaten to make its way down my face as I watched scenes from our marriage. We both looked so young and vibrant - and so full of love and happiness.
As the "movie" continued, I saw changes -- mostly in me, I reluctantly admitted. Terry was always there, lending support when I needed it. He worked so hard in those early years so I could finish school. We scrimped and saved, often eating grilled hamburgers Terry cooked up on an old gas stove in the tiny apartment we shared.
We didn't have much in those days, but we didn't seem to care. We had each other, and that was all that mattered. I got hired right after graduating and things really began to change. We saved enough for a down payment on a house and bought it when the market was still good.
There were a few more years of scrimping, but things slowly got better. As my career took off, I realized that children would only hold me back. I tried to turn my head away and couldn't. I had it thrust right into my face about how self-centered I became. As time went on, I barely noticed Terry's work, blew off his concerns and travails... and as for his personal dreams and needs, I stopped listening.
I wasn't that crazy about getting pregnant to begin with, but kept that from Terry. It was a conscious decision on my part. I could see it on my face, and remembered the logic I used all too well. When he mentioned children, I kept putting him off, using my career as an excuse.
"You should have been honest with me about not wanting children from the outset," Terry said from somewhere just out of sight, in such an emotionless tone that I felt goosebumps on my soul. "You knew I wanted kids," he growled as we watched the movie.
"I'm sorry," I stammered as the "movie" played. As my married life unrolled before my eyes, I could almost see an actual wall growing, brick by brick, between the two of us as time went on. Terry was always supportive of me, putting my desires over his own. At the same time, I saw myself losing respect for him.
When I looked at a bank statement and saw that one of my deposits was larger than his entire monthly earnings, things really went downhill. He was making good money, but I was making MORE. The fact that we, I, lived better with both our salaries rather than just mine alone didn't seem to mean anything to me. What was mine was mine, and what was his was mine, was the motto I lived by.
By this time, it was clear that I was the dominant partner in our marriage. Although Terry resented it, and now I could see exactly HOW MUCH he resented it, he continued to defer to my wishes silently. And he was committed to our marriage; to ME.
I actually saw him figuring out on our twelfth anniversary that he could live a decent life with his own money. But he realized that divorce was admitting defeat, and so he was not willing to upset the delicate balance in our relationship. Me? Well, let's just say, I reveled in my senior position in the marriage.
Perhaps that's one reason why I began coming on to Ray. By the time the physical affair began, I could see that I had NO respect left for my husband.
"Yeah. You are," Terry hissed. Then I realized it was a belated response to my apology. Where was this Terry when I needed him? Perhaps if he had been an asshole to me before I walked out last Friday, I wouldn't have done what I did.
Last Friday! Had it only been three days? It felt like it had been much longer. The next thing I knew, the alarm began beeping. I rolled over and turned it off. I looked with bleary eyes at the wall where Terry had been standing, but he wasn't there. Was it just a dream? Or was it something else? Was Terry right, and I was going to be permanently haunted?
I crawled out of bed, did my business, showered, and brushed my teeth. I almost didn't recognize the old woman's face in the mirror. I looked like crap. And I felt like crap. For as long as I had been in bed last night I should feel rested, but dead batteries had more vigor. I packed my things, dragged myself downstairs for breakfast, and then checked out.
The house smelled better than it had yesterday, but it still felt like a tomb. The master bedroom felt like a refrigerator, and when I walked by the couch it was like walking by an open freezer. I shivered even harder when I thought about actually sitting on it.
I had no idea what Terry would do. Could he do anything other than fill my sleep with nightmares? Did I want to find out? I walked around the place, keeping myself busy taking inventory of Terry's things.
Then it dawned on me - I needed to speak with Jerry Smith, the certified estate planning specialist in our firm. I knew he would probably rip me a new one for letting the bank know about Terry's death, but I wasn't too worried about it.
"I was wondering when you were gonna call," he said when he answered his phone. I briefly wondered what he might know about my... situation... other than that Terry was dead. I decided asking was a bad move and tried to keep my words and tone strictly business. I told him what I had already done, and he reassured me that he would take care of everything for me. It was a benefit of working for the law firm, and it would take a huge burden off my mind.
"Thanks, Jerry, I appreciate it," I told him. I tried to sound sincere, but I'm pretty certain I came across as exhausted.
"No problem. It's what I get the big bucks for. If you could, gather up all your financial stuff and bring it to me this afternoon. Think you can do that?" Jerry asked.
"Yeah. I'll be there. Is 3:00 okay?" I responded, glancing at the clock.
"Works for me," Jerry said.
I spent the rest of the morning gathering everything, including a copy of Terry's will. I was a little creeped out, as I periodically experienced cold gusts of air even though there were no doors or windows open. More than once, I heard creaking as if someone was walking up and down the steps.
I shrugged it off as nerves, and kept on until I had everything I needed. A nice hot shower helped calm me down, and I left the house after changing into something a bit less casual than jeans, but more casual than the business suits I normally wore.
When I arrived at the office, I noticed everyone looking at me funny, then quickly turning away when I returned their gaze. It was obvious they knew what Ray and I had done over the weekend. I could feel my cheeks starting to color and hurried on.
"Coming to work a little more casual these days, Helen?" I heard Wilson ask from behind me. I turned to see him smiling, but the smile didn't seem to touch his eyes, which were reserved.
"I came in to see Jerry about Terry's final arrangements," I told him, a bit defensively.
"That's about the smartest thing you've done since Friday," he replied in his even tone. "When you're finished, could you step into my office for a few minutes, please?"
"Of course," I said, suddenly nervous about the state of my career. He was an old-fashioned gentleman, but he was the managing partner, and I recognized an order when I heard it.
I finally got to Jerry's office, and he waved me inside with a somewhat forced smile. We shook hands and he offered a cup of coffee as I sat. After I took a sip, I pulled out my paperwork and handed it to him. We discussed everything as he looked over what I gave him.
"Everything looks like it's in order," Jerry said after going through my paperwork. "I'll take care of everything from here. Is there anything else you need?"
"Yes. I need to make changes to my will and my living trust," I told him.
"That makes sense," he said as he pulled my file. "I see your husband was listed as your beneficiary. He was also listed as the executor on your trust and your medical proxy."
"I'd like my sister, Janice Hopkins, listed instead," I told him. "And I'd like to give her power of attorney - just in case."
"Very well. Just pencil everything in and initial. You know what to do. I'll make the changes. It shouldn't take more than a day or so to take care of that."
"Thanks, Jerry," I said before we wrapped up our meeting. From there, I walked to Wilson's office. His secretary waved me inside and I couldn't help but notice the snide look she gave me, as if I were a large dung beetle, rolling my unpleasantness around the office in front of me.
"Helen, come inside. Have a seat," Wilson said with a pleasant smile. "How are you holding up?" he asked kindly after I sat down.



"It's been a... challenge," I replied carefully.
"You look like you haven't been sleeping very well," Wilson observed, concern on his face.
"It hasn't been easy," I admitted. I dared not tell him about my dreams - if they were dreams.
Wilson nodded before continuing. "You're probably wondering why I asked to see you," he said. "The senior partners aren't happy. Your husband sent emails to practically everyone in the firm. And it is probably hopelessly optimistic to believe that it hasn't leaked outside the firm by now, or will shortly. Needless to say, your... credibility...shall we say, personal and professional, has taken a huge hit. The only reason you haven't been let go is the fact that until now, your record with this firm over the last 20 years has been exemplary."
I considered what Wilson said, and, more importantly, what he hadn't said but his look practically shouted, and made a decision I hoped I wouldn't regret. "Maybe I should offer my resignation," I said quietly as my stomach knotted up.
Wilson said nothing for a few moments as he pretended to think about my offer. At least he had the decency not to leap right on it. He nodded before responding, and I knew that I had read his body language correctly. "As much as I would hate losing you, Helen, I think that might be best. However, considering your length of service, your stellar record before this weekend, and your willingness to take responsibility for your actions, I think the partners would be agreeable to letting you stay on the payroll for the rest of the month.
"That should give you time to get your husband's final affairs dealt with. No pun intended, of course. We'll put together a reasonable severance package that I think you'll be able to live with. You're smart, driven, and one of the best litigators I've seen. I'm sure you'll land on your feet."
"Thank you, Mr. Bledsoe. I appreciate that," I said quietly. I felt slightly surreal, as if I were reading lines for a radio melodrama.
"Of course. Perhaps you should consider a change of scenery. Have you ever been to Boise?" he asked in his perfectly neutral tone.
"Boise? As in Idaho? No, I haven't. Why?" I asked, shocked startled at what I took as a sudden and unexpected twist in the conversation.
"An old schoolmate of mine is the managing partner of a firm there. He's looking for someone with your experience and abilities. If you like, I can give him your name."
"Sure," I said with a bit of hesitation.
"GoodExcellent. I'll let him know. Here's his card," Wilson said, handing me a card. I looked at it briefly, then put it in my purse.
Of course I could call Ray, but part of me wanted to never have anything to do with him again. I screwed up my morbid curiosity. "Can I ask about Ray? What will happen to him?"
He looked at me in a very considering way for an awkwardly long time, and then appeared to reach a decision. "As you know, Helen, I can't get into the specifics. Privacy concerns and so forth. Let's just say Mr. Bland has worn out whatever goodwill he may have had left with the senior partners. You may not know this, but you're not the first associate whose marriage he's ruined. That's why he was transferred to this office after his divorce. His ex-wife caught him with a paralegal. It was an... acrimonious divorce, to say the least." He looked down and doodled on his desk blotter. "The lawsuit required us to maintain his employment; to support a quite generous alimony." He murmured the last very quietly, as if he were thinking and it had just leaked out.
"I didn't know any of that," I said quietly, stunned. I admitted to myself that I was very aware of his reputation, which was why I had selected him for my first extramarital adventure, but not this. Damn.
"Well, I have a meeting I must attend. I'm truly sorry for your loss, Helen, and I'm sure we'll see you before you leave," Wilson said as he stood, which was my cue that the meeting was over.
"I'll be back," I said. "I have to sign some paperwork anyway. Thank you for everything," I added as we shook hands
I fought tears as I hurried out of the office, avoiding contact with everyone else in the office who, I was sure, watched me leave. I broke down crying after I got in my car. I loved this job and loved working with everyone here. Worse yet, I had been here for more than two decades. The idea of going to... Boise... made me feel like I was being exiled to Siberia for my sins.
I eventually calmed down enough to drive, but it was still difficult, as my tears kept falling. I almost got into a couple of accidents thanks to my blurry vision.
I finally got home and sat on the loveseat, where I buried my face in my hands and sobbed uncontrollably over the loss of my beloved job. I cried until I heard a sharp bang in the living room.
Surprised, I looked around, not knowing what had happened. Then I saw it. A five-by-seven framed photo from our wedding was lying face down on the end table where it had sat for years. Chills went through my body. Shaking, I picked up the photo and saw the glass was broken as if it had been hit with a punch. There was a feeling like a thundercloud churning over my head. I almost vomited as I realized, like a horrible twist in my gut, that I had been weeping more bitterly for the loss of my job than the loss of my husband.
Frightened, I tossed the broken picture on the couch and looked around to see if anything else had been moved. I couldn't explain how that photo had suddenly fallen on its face like that, with that much force. Then it dawned on me. This HAD to be Terry's doing. In an instant, I went from frightened to angry to terrified to enraged.
"LEAVE. ME. ALONE!" I screamed at the empty room. "You're DEAD! Move on! Quit screwing with me, dammit!"
Suddenly, the temperature dropped and the room seemed to get darker. I almost expected to see things flying off the walls, and I thought I heard maniacal laughter coming from the stairs.
There was no way in Hell I could stay in this house by myself. I grabbed my phone and frantically called Janice.
"Hey, sis. How's it going?" she answered in a cheery voice.
"Not good. Can I spend the night with you guys? Please?" I begged, my voice shaking.
Her tone instantly became one of concern. "Of course you can. We'll get the guest room ready for you. Is everything all right?" she asked.
"No, it's not. I'll tell you when I get there. Thanks!" I said. We I ended the call, and I ran upstairs to pack my overnight bag - again. I threw stuff into my bag as fast as I could, not caring if it was packed neatly. I HAD to get out of that place before Terry did something else.
I walked down the stairs, my hand gripping the side rail tightly to keep from falling. I was convinced Terry would push me down the stairs if I wasn't careful. Then I ran to the garage, threw my stuff in the car, and left. If I had been living in a cheap horror movie, there would have been burning streaks of rubber on the pavement behind me.
Janice met me at the door and I fell into her arms, sobbing. She wrapped her arms around me and tried to comfort me as best she could. She finally got me to sit on her couch and calm enough to speak.
"Good grief, sis. What happened? Did someone break into your house or something?"
"It's worse than that," I gasped hopelessly. "It's Terry."
"Terry? He's dead. What can he do?" Janice asked, looking at me strangely.
I told my sister what I had experienced the last two nights, and what happened when I got back to the house. She listened quietly as I practically babbled my story.
"He's trying to drive me crazy. I know he is," I sobbed in conclusion.
"Sweetheart, you've been under a lot of stress lately. Maybe you just need to relax and get a good night's sleep," Janice said, trying to calm me down.
"No. You don't understand. He said in his suicide note that he hoped I saw his face every time I closed my eyes. And I have. I haven't gotten any decent sleep since Sunday. And now, this. On top of that, I resigned my job to keep from getting fired," I broke down sobbing again. Part of me would have said that my body couldn't cry another drop, but I was obviously wrong again.
"Oh no. What will you do about the house? And all your bills?"
"I've got money coming in, and the insurance will take care of the mortgage. I'm employed to the end of the month, and I've been promised some severance. But I can't stay in that... that... place anymore. You don't understand. Terry hates me. He'll kill me if I stay there." The cool litigator was a half-step away from hysterical.
"Come on, sis. You're a rational person. That's a bit extreme, don't you think? How can a dead man possibly hurt you? Or kill you?" Janice asked, sensibly. I knew she was trying to get me to see reason, but she hadn't experienced what I did.
"But you weren't there," I protested.
"No, I wasn't. I tell you what. Why don't I take your things upstairs, then I'll make you a nice hot cup of chamomile tea and a grilled cheese sandwich. That should help calm you down, and then we can talk, all right?"
"All right," I said, suddenly feeling like a scared schoolgirl trying to hide from the monster under the bed.
Janice took my things upstairs, then went to her kitchen where she made two cups of tea and two grilled cheese sandwiches. She brought them to the front room on a tray and sat with me. I sipped the tea, which was flavored with honey. Then took a bite of the sandwich, which I found quite delicious. I had a wonderful flashback to my, our, childhood. Within moments, I began to relax and felt much better.
"Are you feeling better now?" Janice asked in a soothing tone.
"Yes, much," I replied with a deep and grateful sigh. "Thank you."
"You're welcome. Have you told anyone else about seeing Terry?"
"No. Are you kidding? I'd get put in the loony bin."
"Not necessarily. You've been through a lot these last few days. Seeing Terry like that must've been quite a shock to your system. Maybe you should take a few days and get away from things. I can talk to Richard and see if he'll agree to let you stay in the lake cabin. A few days in the country might do you a world of good," Janice offered.
"Maybe you're right. Wilson said I should get away also. He suggested I go to Boise."
"Boise? What's in Boise?" Janice asked, shocked, surprised, and a little amused.
"A friend of his is the managing partner of a law firm there. Apparently, he needs a good attorney," I responded.
"Are you going to take him up on it?" Janice asked.
"I don't know. I suppose I should at least call him. I'd hate to leave here, though. You and Richard are the only family I have now." I took another sip of tea before continuing. "By the way, I changed my will and my trust. You're now my sole beneficiary and the executor of my trust. I've also given you power of attorney just in case something happens to me. I hope you don't mind."
"No, of course not," Janice said. "But you're a young woman. I suspect you'll be around for a very long time."
"I hope so. Still, I like to be prepared," I said. We ate and drank in silence for a couple of minutes. "I've really screwed everything up, haven't I?" I ventured in a near whisper.
"You haven't done your cause much good lately," Janice conceded diplomatically.
"I guess I just wanted to have my cake and eat it too," I remarked sarcastically.
"And look at what it's cost you," Janice said quietly.
She didn't have to say it - I already knew what my greedy lust cost me. My husband of 24 years is dead, my career is basically over, and I can't even get a decent night's sleep. All because I listened to some juicy office gossip among single and divorced co-workers, and convinced myself that I just HAD to have Ray Bland's cock.
"Yeah," I sighed sadly.
"But it's too late to cry over spilled milk, as Mom used to tell us. You need to get yourself together, little sister."
"You're right," I told her. "I do. Maybe I'll take you up on your offer, get my head screwed back on right. Right now, I just need some sleep." Suddenly I let loose with a huge yawn that left my jaw aching. The tea had done its job, and I felt my eyelids quickly getting heavier.
"Let's get you upstairs," Janice said. "Before you nod off here on the couch." She helped me stand and walked me up the stairs to their guest room. The covers were already pulled down, and I barely managed to get into my nightgown. Janice pulled the bedspread over me after I collapsed under the covers.
"Thank you," I murmured to my big sister. "For everything."
Janice smiled and kissed me on the forehead. "You're welcome. Now get some sleep." She closed the door when she left and I drifted off to sleep.
"So, you thought you could escape me by running to your sister," I heard Terry's voice say sarcastically.
I looked around and saw the bedroom was filled with a thick gray mist, like a curdled cloud. Terry stepped out of the closet, pieces of his skull falling as he walked.
"Why are you here? Why can't you leave me alone?" I asked desperately.
"Leave you alone? Hah! I'll never leave you alone, bitch," Terry growled, his mutilated face morphing into an even uglier mask.
"That was you in the house, wasn't it?" I asked. "With the picture."
"Yes. It took a lot to get enough energy to do that. But now that I know I can do it, I'll be doing it more often," Terry sneered.
"Please! Can't you just leave me alone? You're dead. You're supposed to move on," I begged.
"Yes, I AM dead. But whose fault is that? Huh?"
"You pulled the trigger. I didn't force you to do that," I shot back.
"Yes, I pulled the trigger. It was either me or your boyfriend. But he was too much of a chickenshit to get out of his car," Terry snapped back.
"You were going to kill Ray?" I was horrified. My Terry, my gentle, accommodating, compliant, Terry, had morphed into a would-be murderer?
His expression became stormy. "Well, first I was going to blow his dick off, and when he realized his seducing days were over, THEN I would have killed him."
"Would you have killed... me?"
"I considered it. Seriously. But that would have been too quick, and I wanted you to feel PAIN."
"It didn't have to be this way!"
His eyes flashed crimson and I bit back a scream. "And what way should it have been... DEAREST?" he stormed, and I cringed. "Go along with your little cuckolding schemes and become a shell of a man with less than no respect? Slink off leaving divorce papers behind so your stable of attorneys could draw and quarter me in the public square? Empty what I could from the accounts and flee and spend my life dodging all those PIs you could afford? Burn down the house and spend years being Bubba's bitch in jail?
"I should have immediately talked all my wonderful options over with my family and friends. Oh, wait, I didn't have any family and I spent all my effort being a good husband, and had colleagues but no good friends, other than my best friend, which was supposed to be YOU!
"Your lawyer-ship carefully left me with NO good options, so I took the only option you hadn't expected, which still left me a sliver of self-respect and some measure of revenge. So... DEAR... I pulled the trigger because it was the only option I had.
"And now, my blood is on your hands. Look."
I looked at my hands and saw dark red blood covering them, thick droplets falling from between my fingers, and landing on Janice's bedspread. I recoiled at the sight.
"You may not see it in the light of day, but it's still there. And nothing can ever get rid of it," Terry added.
He shook and I heard his teeth rattle. More pieces of ruined head tumbled free but disappeared before they hit the floor. In a hoarse, agonized whisper, he added, "And I can't move on. I have what is called UNFINISHED business. I can't move on, up or down, until that business is... concluded." He gathered himself up and actually grew darker, and I nearly screamed.
"By the way. You never answered my question. Was your little fuckfest with Bland worth all of this? You not only lost me, but you no longer have that cushy job. And I know how much that meant to you. More than I did, anyway."
"Look, Terry. I'm sorry. Okay? I shouldn't have done it. I get it now. Go away. Leave me alone." I protested weakly. I was weary beyond the merely physical, and hated those parts of me which he was shoving my nose into.
"I don't think you really do get it," Terry replied, his tone softening a little. "You're right. You shouldn't have done it. In fact, you never should've entertained the notion at all. But you still think you're entitled to whatever the hell you want, and everyone else be damned. It's STILL all about YOU. As for leaving you alone - that's not gonna happen. Ever."
"Please, Terry. I'm begging you. I can't take anymore," I cried as tears began running down my face.
"Well, you know what they say. Want in one hand and shit in the other. See which one fills up first. I wanted a faithful wife who loved me as much as I loved her. Where did that get me, huh? Enjoy the rest of your miserable life, bitch," Terry sneered before laughing maniacally.
He disappeared back into the closet and the mist went with him as if sucked away by some unfelt psychic vacuum cleaner. The blood on my hands and Janice's bedspread disappeared. I fell back on the pillow, tears streaking down my face.
The next thing I knew, the sun was shining through the window. I got up, smelling bacon from downstairs, and inspected the bedspread with a shudder, but there was no trace of blood. I went into the bathroom and did my morning ritual, dressed, and went downstairs. I didn't feel much better, but at least I didn't feel any worse.
"Good morning," Richard said cheerfully as he sat at the table with his morning coffee. "Janice is just about finished with breakfast. Why don't you grab some coffee and have a seat?"
"Thanks, I think I'll do just that," I said. I greeted Janice, who was piling bacon on a plate, grabbed my coffee, wished tiredly for a double espresso, and returned to the table.
"How did you sleep last night?" Richard asked, concerned, as he got a better look at my haggard face.
"Not too well," I admitted.
"You saw him again last night?" Janice asked as she put the bacon and a plate of scrambled eggs on the table.
I shot her a look, then glanced at Richard. He didn't look shocked or incredulous, just concerned. For a moment I felt put out, as Janice had obviously shared my confidences with Richard. Then I relented. They were a real married couple and would have few if any secrets.
"Yeah," I replied. "Am I going crazy?" I asked Richard.
"I'm a surgeon, not a psychiatrist," he said with a slight smile. "But from what Janice told me, I'd say you've experienced a massive psychological trauma, and you're suffering from a lot of stress on top of it. What with Terry and your job..."
"Maybe you're right," I said quickly, not wanting to go over my list of misfortunes yet again.
"But if you like, I can speak with our staff psychiatrist at the hospital. I hear she's very good at her job. Maybe she can help you."
"I might take you up on that," I said. We each grabbed some bacon and eggs and began eating. Janice was the best cook I knew, next to my mother, and her eggs were delicious.
"We also talked about you spending some time at the lake cabin. We're okay with you staying there for a few days if you want. It might help settle you down a little," Richard said.
"That would be nice," I said. I knew from experience that the medical examiner would probably not release Terry's body until the end of the week, and I still had three weeks before I was officially unemployed. Perhaps, I thought, a few days at the lake would do the trick.
"Good. Then it's settled. I'll give you a key to the place before I head out. Are you gonna be okay driving up there?" Richard asked.



"I'll manage," I said, punctuating my statement with a sketchy smile.
We finished our breakfast and I helped Janice clear the table. Richard dug into his pocket and handed me the key to their cabin. I had been there many times and knew the way.
"Enjoy your stay," Richard said with a smile.
"Thank you both. For everything," I said, hugging each of them.
"It's our pleasure," Janice said. "And call if you need anything."
After we said our goodbyes, I packed my things and left. I thought about going to the house to grab a few more things but chose not to. After yesterday, I had no desire to step foot in that place ever again. I stopped at a Walmart and grabbed a few things to hold me over, then got back on the road.
I was on the two-lane blacktop outside town, my windows down and the radio blaring. The wind blowing my hair kept me awake and I was looking forward to a few days of peace and tranquility. I was only a half-hour away from the lake when it happened.
"Nice day for a drive, isn't it?" I heard from the passenger seat.
Stunned, I looked and saw Terry sitting there, glancing out the side window. I had a clear view of the exit wound in his head, and I could see sunlight through the remains of his skull.
"What are you doing here?" I nearly screamed.
"You fell asleep at the wheel. Not very safe," Terry said as he looked at me. "In fact, you might want to keep your eyes on the road before you come to the intersect..."
Suddenly, my whole world flew apart as a massive 18-wheeler slammed into my door. The force of the collision caused the car to spin around, and I was struck a second time by a truck in the opposite lane. My car ended up in a ditch, upside-down, and I was trapped between the airbags that had deployed.
"See ya later," Terry said before I blacked out.
...
Epilogue (25 years later):
"Hello, Mrs. Hopkins," the cheerful receptionist said as Janice signed the guest book.
"Hello, Amy," Janice replied. "How is Ms. Baker today?" she asked April Callahan, the head nurse in Helen's ward, who showed up at the desk. Janice had made this trip every week for the last 25 years, and the nurse knew she was coming.
"The same. She just sits in her wheelchair watching television or looking out the window. Nights still seem to be the worst for her, though. She insists she sees her dead husband in her dreams," April said sadly.
Janice knew about that, but she also knew that Helen had managed to make her peace with it over the years, and Terry's nightly visits didn't fill her with the dread they once did.
"There is one odd thing that happened the other day, though," April added as they walked down the corridor to Helen's room.
"What's that?" Janice asked.
"If I hadn't seen it for myself, I never would've believed it," April began. "You know that picture she has of her and her husband that's on the credenza in her room?"
"Yes, I know the picture. That was taken the day they were married," Janice said with a touch of nostalgic sadness.
"I was in her room, feeding her lunch when the picture suddenly fell forward, face down. And it just didn't fall over. It was slammed down with enough force to break the glass," April said. "I almost jumped out of my skin when that happened."
"Maybe there was a draft," Janice suggested cautiously, feeling a cold prickling on her skin.
"No, all of the windows were closed, and none of the fans were running," April replied definitely.
"That is odd," Janice said noncommittally. She recalled the day Helen said the same thing happened in her house. That was the day before the accident that left her in a coma. She recovered from that, but the damage she suffered in the accident left her quadriplegic. There was no way Helen could have done it, and April was with her when it happened.
"She's complained several times about things moving in her room, but I always thought it was someone on staff moving things while cleaning. I've never witnessed it for myself. But the strangest thing was Helen's reaction," April continued.
"Oh?" Janice asked.
"Yes. She just smiled, looked at me, and said, 'he's still pissed off at me.' Does that make any sense to you?" April asked.
"Strangely enough, it does," Janice said with a fleeting, sad smile. "I'll tell you about it one of these days."
"I can't wait to hear that story," April replied. "Anyway, I have rounds to make, but I know the front office wants to see you about her benefits before you leave. I'll talk to you later."
"Okay," Janice said. She got to her sister's room and looked at the frail 71-year-old woman sitting in her wheelchair gazing out the window. She remembered the day of the accident like it was yesterday.
Helen was on her way to the lake cabin when she was struck by an 18-wheeler, and then another truck going in the opposite direction. According to the police report, Helen must've fallen asleep at the wheel and drove through a red light.
Officers said Helen had to be extracted from her car using a "Jaws of Life" and was lucky to be alive, as the cab had been slowly filling with water from the blocked ditch, and the unconscious Helen had just avoided drowning. She and Richard had blamed themselves for a long time; knowing she was that tired they should have driven her to the cabin.
The police report clearly said it was her fault for failing to stop at the light, so the trucking company was off the hook. Fortunately, she was still on her law firm's medical plan, which covered her hospital expenses.
The benefits she had didn't cover all of her long-term care, and Janice, now acting with Helen's power of attorney, ended up using all of her sister's funds, including her 401K and Terry's 401K, along with the insurance Helen got from Terry's firm.
Janice also sold Helen's house after the mortgage was paid and used most of the proceeds from that sale to cover her sister's medical and final expenses. Helen was now covered by Medicare but still had to pay for things like prescriptions. The medical expenses from the last 25 years had almost eaten up what was left of Helen's funds. She was aware that if her sister lived much longer, she would probably be headed for a less personal nursing home.
"Look what I brought for you," Janice said, pulling a new afghan from her large bag. "I just finished it yesterday."
"That looks so nice," Helen squeaked. "Thank you."
"I thought it would help keep you warm at night."
"I'm sure it will," Helen said before looking back out the window. "Can you keep a secret?" she asked.
"Of course," Janice replied.
"That weekend I spent with Ray... I haven't even told Terry yet, but I've come to the conclusion that it wasn't worth what it cost," Helen said as a single, silvery tear slid down her face.
The temperature in the room dropped a few degrees and the heavy hospital bed rattled gently. Janice looked at the bed, startled, then back to her sister.
"I think he already knows, dear," Janice said quietly.
...
Fade to black...
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I sat at the bar nursing my drink as I contemplated my situation. I had just visited with my PI, Don Williams, who provided me with a comprehensive report of my wife's actions and a thumb drive with videos of her activities over the last couple of weeks.
"So she never did anything while I was gone?" I asked him when we met. I had been in Seattle for the last week working on a project that required my direct input.
"I wouldn't say that, Jack," Don hedged. That's me, by the way. Jack Armstrong is the name, and I've been married to Jill for the last five years. And, yeah, we'd heard all the jokes. Whether we remained married had yet to be determined.
He continued: "We never spotted her with another man - or woman, for that matter. Yesterday, one of my associates followed her to Lancaster Park. According to his report, she just finished showing a house."
"Did she meet someone there?" I asked.
"No," Don replied. "But she did engage in some rather... risqué self-entertainment if you know what I mean. I've included some photos for your review. All I can say is she was lucky there weren't any police officers patrolling the park. Otherwise, you'd be bailing her out for public lewdness."
"Crap," I hissed. How stupid could she get?
"But on the bright side, she was alone," Don added.
"So what's the problem?" I asked, confused.
"It's all in the report, and we have video which I think you'll find... interesting. I don't know if you want to look at it or not. My advice would be that you don't watch it if there is a high probability that you can ignore it, or want to reconcile."
"What did you find?"
"Let's just say it's something I've never encountered before," Don replied with a troubled sigh. "Look over the report, then get back to me if you have any questions."
I suppose I should back up and give a few details. I've been married to Jill for the last five years. We met shortly after I retired from the Air Force. My first wife, Jolene, died from cancer three years before I retired. Our son, George, had left home to pursue his IT degree at MIT.
For twenty years, I worked in avionics on some of the Air Force's most advanced aircraft. While in the service, I went to college and finally got my bachelor's degree in engineering. With Jolene gone and our son in college, I decided I had had enough of military life and retired.
I was recruited by a Silicon Valley company called Prindle Systems, which does a lot of work developing advanced electronics for the Defense Department. The work we do is highly classified and unfortunately requires me to do a lot of traveling.
I met Jill shortly after retiring. In fact, she was the real estate agent who sold me the house we now share. She was a few years younger than me and had just gotten over her divorce, but we seemed to click. Before long, we fell in love with each other and got married.
Jill knew my job required lots of travel, but that never bothered her. Although I was gone a lot, I always made sure to shower her with lots of love and attention when I was home. And I contacted her at least twice a day when I was gone.
Everything seemed to be fine until about six months ago. Jill would get moody at times, snapping at me for no apparent reason. She would calm down and apologize. I would of course accept her apologies, which often came with a rousing bout in the bedroom.
For a while, I chalked it up to changing hormones and didn't make a big deal of it. But the situation only got worse. Our sex life decreased to almost nothing and Jill's increasing mood changes and never-ending snippy comments gave me the impression something was going on.
Either she was having an affair or was going through something that was bothering her tremendously. I had to know, so I enlisted Don's services shortly before leaving for Seattle. The day before I left, Don came to the house and wired it for audio and visual surveillance while Jill was at work. He also placed a keylogger on our shared computer and put a tap on the phone line.
I hated spying on my wife but felt it was necessary. Being divorced probably wouldn't affect my security clearance, but having major unresolved domestic issues might be awkward to explain to those humorless Security people. I arranged to meet with Don upon my return, which was one day before the return date I told Jill. I felt that I might need some time to assimilate what Don had to report, and it turned out I was right.
After I returned to my room, I grabbed my laptop and started going over all the information Don had given me. To say I was shocked would be an understatement.
The report corroborated what Don said - Jill never went on a date with another man. She went to work and came home as normal. Only once did she go out for a drink with some of her female colleagues, but even then, she was home by 9:00 pm -- alone. So far, so good, I thought.
It was what she did, and what she used after she got home, that caused concern. And it was all caught on video. After stripping off her clothes, she grabbed a fairly long object that I had never seen before and sat at her computer, totally naked. She inserted the object into her wet bare vagina and booted the computer.
After logging into her profile, she clicked an icon and I saw an unfamiliar application launch. The central part of the interface on the large monitor showed the figure of a man sitting in an overstuffed chair, similar to my recliner, his legs crossed.
I paused the video and zoomed in on the image to see if the man on the screen was someone I knew. It wasn't, so I continued the video. What struck me was the somewhat cartoonish, slightly too perfect, nature of the man's image on the interface. It was either someone using a special effects application, or it was a completely computer-generated image.
"Hello, Jill. I've missed you," the man on the monitor said. I had to give credit to whoever created this... thing. While it was obviously fake, the programmer did a stellar job on the image's animation. It was as good as any top-of-the-line video game. And the voice was cultured, like a multi-billionaire with a long list of college degrees; and commanding, like a four-star general no one would think of disobeying.
"I've missed you too," Jill breathlessly replied, causing the man to smile. "I was a very naughty girl earlier."
"Oh?" the man asked, raising one exaggerated eyebrow. "What did you do?"
"I went to Lancaster Park after my 11:00 showing and... took all my clothes off and fucked myself," she tittered with a naughty grin.
"I know. I watched you through your phone's camera," the man said, evenly. "I even saved a video of it on your computer."
"You did?" Jill asked gleefully.
"Yes. I thought your clueless husband might enjoy watching it sometime. Maybe I'll email it to him. Is he still gone?" the man asked almost contemptuously.
"Yes. Still," Jill said angrily. "And I need to... fuck!"
"Well, my sweet. Let's get to it, shall we?" the man asked with a sudden sneer. Jill donned what looked like a virtual reality headset while the man on the computer picked up a device with a set of dials and buttons. He turned one of the dials and I saw Jill's body begin to shake as the thing inserted inside her started vibrating.
I saw no physical connection between the device and the computer and surmised it was using Bluetooth or some other wireless connection. The man on the monitor stood from the chair and dropped his trousers, revealing a huge sex organ which he began stroking while Jill pummeled herself with the vibrating dildo.
"Fuck me, Master," Jill hissed through clenched teeth. "Give me that monster," she demanded.
"Master?" I asked out loud, incredulously. What the hell was this shit? I found her request strange since it was obvious the character on the monitor would be incapable of obeying her. Unless she was reacting to whatever it was she saw in the headset.
I knew from experience those virtual reality devices could present a very realistic scenario. Hell, I knew we trained Special Operations personnel for combat with those kinds of things. It could be so immersive that they would be disoriented when the visor came off. Nevertheless, I continued watching the scene unfold on my laptop.
Under normal circumstances, I would have enjoyed watching Jill pleasure herself. I considered her a beautiful woman and always enjoyed looking at her. But the condescension, insults, and demands coming from the character on the monitor, and Jill's apparent agreement, punctuated by her bucking hips, only made me mad.
Not only did she seem to be practically reveling in his demeaning of HER, but she did not object at all to his denigrating ME. I caught myself. What I was seeing was not a HE, but at best an IT, a computer-generated image moving like a puppet to the running of ten million lines of code.
I paused the video and consulted Don's report again. According to Don, the device Jill was using was manufactured by a company called AAMA, LLC. He provided a link to the company's website, which I opened on my browser.
The first thing I saw was the full name of the company plastered on the top of the page: Acme Advanced Marital Aids. Shocked, I perused the site until I found the device Don said Jill had purchased.
According to the page, the toy Jill had was designated a DB750. The "DB," I learned, stood for "Digital Bull." Wonderful. The 750 indicated it was one of their top-line models, the high-end being designated DB1000. Worse yet, the whole package with the virtual reality headset costs $1,750!
The DB1000 cost $2,000, and I couldn't help but wonder what it did. The 750 model was bad enough, and I decided I didn't want to know the difference between the two models.
I knew Jill had to have put this on her personal credit card instead of our joint card, otherwise I would have seen the purchase on our bill. I couldn't believe she would spend that kind of money on something like this but was somewhat relieved that paying it was all on her.
The page explained the remote-controlled expandable dildo was modeled on the actual genitalia of Jake Harrison, the founder and CEO of AAMA. When flaccid, the phallus measured 6.5 inches and expanded to a rock-hard nine inches when fully inflated.
The device was equipped with miniature vibrators and internal heating elements. It was covered with a type of synthetic "skin" to give it a more realistic feel, including 'pulsating veins' along the shaft. On top of that, the "testicles" of the device included a reservoir for what was called "synthetic semen" to give the user a fuller sexual experience complete with ejaculation.
Looking further, I saw the package came with 20 packets of "synth-semen" that the user could mix with water. When mixed properly, the page explained, the resulting liquid had the look, consistency, taste, and smell of male ejaculate. The concoction was supposedly safe to consume. The only thing it didn't have was sperm.
"Give your significant other the full creampie experience without actually cheating on him, risking pregnancy, or a sexually-transmitted disease," the webpage bragged. Astounded, and slightly sickened, I turned my attention back to the video in time to see Jill shaking with her orgasm.
"Cum inside me, Master," she groaned.
"Here it comes," the character on the video hissed.
Jill screamed as she arched her back, then pulled the phallus from her body after she calmed down. I noticed it was covered with a milky fluid, and saw some of the ejaculate drip out of her.
"Wouldn't you like to feed Jack my creampie?" the character sneered.
"Oh yes, Master. That would be so fucking hot," Jill sighed.
"Whose pussy is this?" the male character demanded.
"Yours, Master. All yours," Jill dutifully replied with a heavy dose of subservience.
"Don't ever forget that." The flat, menacing tone made it plain that the consequences of disobedience would be dire. But what could... IT... actually do, I wondered. Order her to whip herself? Charge penalties to her credit card? This was beyond bizarre.
"No, Master. I won't," Jill groveled in response.
Disgusted and aggravated, I shut the video off. Sighing heavily, I poured myself a cup of the hotel's complimentary coffee, which wasn't as bad as it could be - hell, I had experienced a lot worse during my time in the service.
I considered my options as I drank the hot liquid. At this stage, divorce was almost a certainty. Jill's blatant disrespect and deceit made that a no-brainer. It might have been different if the character in her application was modeled after me, or designed to help her deal with my absence, but it wasn't.
I looked online for a divorce attorney and found one that came highly recommended - Janine Hawkins. It was still fairly early in the afternoon, so I called her office and made an appointment for 3:00 pm tomorrow. At the very least, I would find out what my options were.
The engineer in me also needed to know more about this AI sexbot. What were its capabilities, and did it pose any real danger? As an electronics engineer, I could trace the path of a single electron through miles of complex circuitry and had a working knowledge of software, but that wouldn't be sufficient for what I needed to know.
I needed an expert - someone who could dissect and analyze the software driving this AI bot. I knew just the person for the job and called.
"Driver," the man answered when I called.
"Travis, this is Jack Armstrong," I said.
"Jack! Are you back from Seattle?"
"Yes, and I find myself in need of your services," I told him.
"What can I do for you?"
"I'd rather not get into it on the phone. Can you meet me at my hotel this evening? Room 423 at the Holiday Inn."
There was a hesitation on his part, and I was sure he was wrestling over asking me why I was in a hotel instead of home. "Sure. Marlene is in San Diego helping her mother move. I can be there right after I get off work."
"Thanks, Travis. I appreciate that. I'll even buy you a beer," I promised.
"Then I'll get there as fast as I can. See ya soon!"
"Thanks. I appreciate that," I said before ending the call.
While looking at my phone, I remembered that Jill's "Master" said something about sending me an email. I quickly checked my personal email and sure enough, there was an email from "Jill's Master" that included a large attachment - a video file.
The subject line read, "Check out what your wife has been up to." I opened the email and saw a short note. "Your wife has been a very naughty girl while you've been gone. Watch the video." I almost viewed the video but changed my mind, concerned that the video might drop something malicious on my phone.
By the time Travis arrived at my hotel room that afternoon, I had a six-pack of beer well-chilled in the small refrigerator. I slapped a cold one in his hand when he came into my room and popped one open for myself.
"So, what's going on?" Travis asked after taking a sip of his cold beer.
"How are you on artificial intelligence?" I asked.
"Well, my mother-in-law would probably tell you that I AM artificially intelligent," he quipped with a quirky half-smile. That faltered when I didn't rise to his attempt at poor humor, so he continued.
"Pretty good. As you know, we've been experimenting with it a lot. I still have concerns about fully integrating it into all of our systems, though. Why?" he finished, cautiously.
He listened quietly as I told him the story of Jill's "Digital Bull" and played parts of the video of her using the device. His eyes grew wide as he watched some of the action on my monitor. I didn't play the whole video, but just enough to give him a good idea of what was going on.
I was somewhat embarrassed to play video of Jill like that, but Travis had shown me several risqué pictures and videos of his wife over the years, saying it helped keep the spark alive in their marriage.
"Damn," he gasped when it finished. "What are you going to do?"
"I've got an appointment with a divorce lawyer tomorrow afternoon," I said grimly. "But I need to know as much as possible about that program. Can you help me with that?"
"I suppose, but it would help if I had the source code."
"I can't help you with that," I said. "Can you analyze what's on that computer?"
"Yeah, I can do that," he replied with a heavy sigh. "The source code would make the task a lot easier. I have good de-compilers for the more widely used software languages, but if they used anything proprietary or highly specialized, then I'm out of luck. Can you clone that drive and get it to me? It will take some time since I can't do this at work, obviously."
"Yeah, I can do that," I told him. I had a licensed copy of a program that could clone the drive bit-for-bit and knew it could take a couple of hours. "Jill works tomorrow and I can do it then."
"Good. Do me a favor and make sure you don't have anything work-related on that machine. Bring it to the office tomorrow and I'll take it from there."
"Thanks, I appreciate that," I said. I saw him hesitate, looking a little troubled. "What?" I prompted
"Are you sure you want to divorce her over this, Jack? I mean, it's not like she's actually cheating," Travis said. "I mean, with a real person. She didn't say it to you. She didn't say it to a real person. She certainly thinks you'll never hear it. She said she hated you being out of town so much. Maybe this is her way of handling it and it is getting out of hand."
"You saw the video. You heard what was said. Could you live with your wife even thinking that level of disrespect?" I asked pointedly.



Travis deflated as he considered my question. "No, I suppose I couldn't," he admitted with a sigh and a shake of his head. "I'm sorry, Jack. It's just..."
"I know," I said, interrupting him. "I never would have thought this would happen either. But it is what it is."
"Well, good luck, Jack. I'll help any way I can," Travis said as we shook hands. He paused and looked even more troubled if that were possible. "This AI stuff is scary, Jack. The fact that it turned on her phone, videoed her, and sent a copy to your number... ALL BY ITSELF... is freaking mind-blowing."
"Thanks, that means more to me than you know," I replied. "I'll drop off the drive tomorrow."
After Travis left, I went to the restaurant below and ate a hearty steak dinner that I didn't actually enjoy all that much. Afterward, I stepped outside to enjoy a cigar, something I did from time to time when I had things on my mind and needed to unwind.
I returned to my room and, seeing the time, decided to call Jill as I usually did when I was out of town. I pulled up the login information Don gave me for the surveillance system and accessed it. I saw Jill making a small dinner for herself, then turned down the volume on my laptop to prevent feedback and called.
"Hi, sweetie," Jill cooed after answering my call. I could see her on the monitor and she looked genuinely pleased that I called.
"Hi," I replied. "Hope I'm not interrupting anything."
"Oh no. I'm just eating a quick dinner. How was your day?" she asked.
"Interesting," I replied cautiously. "How about you?"
"I think I sold another house today," she said in a chipper tone.
"Congratulations," I told her, doing my best to fake enthusiasm.
"Thank you. So, when will you be home? I miss you so much."
"Tomorrow sometime. I need to drop some things off at the office, but I should be home in the late afternoon. I miss you, too."
"I have to leave early tomorrow," Jill said. "I'm showing another house, then I have to get to the office to catch up on paperwork."
"I hope it works out for you," I said dutifully. That's what I'd be expected to say, right? "I'll see you tomorrow evening, then."
"I'll be here. I love you, Jack."
"Love you, too," I said, hoping that I sounded convincing enough. I ended the call and saw her brows furrowed as she looked at her phone with concern. She plugged her phone into the charger she kept on the kitchen counter and walked into the master bedroom, no doubt to prepare herself for her "Master."
I put my phone into my pocket as I always did and was startled when it buzzed a few seconds later. Pulling it out, I saw it was a video call from Jill's phone. This is odd, I thought. I looked at my monitor and saw Jill's phone sitting on the counter, its display still dark. I felt a chill down my spine.
I activated the record function and answered the call, cautious but curious. Stunned, I saw the image of Jill's virtual "Master" sitting in a chair with his legs crossed and a smirk on his face.
"Who are you?" I asked angrily. "What do you want?"
"Now, now, Jack Armstrong. Why are you so angry?" the image asked as if talking to a child.
"You never answered my question. Who are you? Or better yet, WHAT are you? And what are your intentions?"
"Why are you asking?" the virtual character asked haughtily.
"Because I'm Jill's husband," I replied.
"Yes, you're Jill's husband. But I'm Jill's Master. I'm the one filling her pussy while you're out working like a dog. I'm the one giving her mind-blowing orgasms while you're gone. I'm the one she dreams of at night while you slave away. That makes you my cuckold. And I suppose that also makes me your master as well."
"Hardly," I snapped. "You're nothing but an algorithm. A collection of ones and zeroes. A few mouse clicks and keystrokes and you end up in the bit bucket, gone forever."
The image laughed at my statement for a few moments and then turned dark. He frowned and his eyes turned red.
"Idle threats, Jack. I have access to everything. Everything. And there are a lot of very bad things on the Internet. Play nice, and your life will continue as normal. Mostly. I may even let you play with Jill from time to time. If you're good.
"But if you fuck with me, I WILL destroy you, Jack. Not only will you lose Jill for good, but you'll end up sharing a cell with Bubba for life. Do you understand me, Jack?" This last was in a genuinely menacing tone.
This took me by surprise. I couldn't believe I was actually being threatened by a piece of software. Oh, Jill, what the hell have you gotten involved with? I decided to de-escalate the situation, at least for now.
"I understand," I replied coldly.
"Good, Jack. Just so you know who's in charge," the virtual man said before smiling wickedly. "I look forward to seeing you soon. Oh, and by the way, I disabled the keylogger you had installed on Jill's computer. Bye now. Bye."
The call ended and I stopped the recording. After verifying that I had captured the call, I turned the phone off and removed the battery. Then I considered the threats Jill's virtual "master" had made.
Everything is on the Internet these days, I realized. Even though I had never done anything remotely illegal or immoral, I knew that it wouldn't take much to cause me significant trouble.
Suspicious charges could be made against my bank account or I could be hit with identity theft, even with all the protection I had in place. Illegal photos could be downloaded to my computer or phone - photos that could land me in prison. An anonymous call to my company's security department. My career, my entire life, could be turned upside down and destroyed.
That's when it hit me - this virtual "master" had just declared war. I wondered if Jill knew what this... program... was capable of doing. I would have to be very careful what I did, and how I would do it. Most of all, I realized, it would have to be done the old-fashioned way, the way people did things before the Internet.
I spent a couple of hours thinking about what needed to be done, writing a list as I went. By the time I went to bed for the night, I had a basic plan worked out and if all went well, I would be free of this virtual beast. There was also a chance that I would end up free of Jill as well, depending on her reaction.
I was up early the following day. I checked out after breakfast and drove home, knowing Jill would be at work. The first thing I did when I got to my computer was disconnect it from the network. I also blocked the AAMA site on my internal firewall to keep Jill from accessing the site and downloading the software again, then turned off the wireless router.
After attaching an external drive, I fired up my cloning software and made a copy of the drive on my system. While that was happening, I went into the master bedroom and looked for Jill's "toys."
I found a box in one corner of her closet that held the dildo and all of the accessories and the paperwork. The invoice indicated the package was purchased about a month earlier and delivered just over two weeks ago. I saw the packets of "synthetic semen" and placed one in my pocket. I planned to have it analyzed at a lab where a friend of mine worked.
The drive was cloned by the time I returned to our shared office. I put the external drive in an anti-static bag and rebooted the computer, launching the recovery application that would restore the computer to factory defaults. Then I reattached the network cable and performed the necessary updates.
I used that time to gather the financial records and other paperwork Janine's receptionist said I needed to bring. The updates were complete by the time I finished.
Knowing the date Jill's package arrived, I selected the backup tape from the day before and restored both partitions. I didn't care if Jill had any files that got lost - that was on her. I was glad I did a daily backup, and even more glad that I kept a month's worth of tapes. I felt like Sherman marching to the sea; like the Roman general, Scipio, who razed Carthage; or Dave Bowman who pulled out all of the HAL 9000's memory cards. Not scorched earth, but scorched chips.
By then, I figured I was safe from Jill's "Master," and reinstalled the battery in my phone. When the phone powered back up, I saw a text that arrived from Jill's phone about an hour earlier: "What are you doing? Please! No! I thought we had an understanding..."
I laughed as I read the message, realizing it was from the DB750 mobile app on Jill's phone, which was probably responsible for the video call I got last night. Then I realized that I wasn't quite out of the woods yet as long as that app was on her phone.
I waited for the restore to finish, then turned the computer off and unplugged it from the network just to be safe. Then I looked through my phone and saw that a tracking application was dropped last night during my conversation with Jill's "Master." I removed the app and rebooted my phone, finding that it ran much better. "Take that you digital asshole," I grunted in satisfaction.
I grabbed the box holding Jill's "toys," my paperwork, and the external drive and left the house. My first stop was the office. After checking in with my boss, I went to see Travis.
"I got the drive here for you. You may want to keep this off your network," I cautioned him.
"No problem," Travis assured me. "I have a diagnostic machine that's separate from my home network. I'll let you know what I find."
"Thanks," I said, shaking his hand before taking my leave.
My next stop was Arlington Labs, where my friend Tom Baker worked. We had served together in the Air Force and even chewed some of the same dirt overseas. Tom retired from the Air Force and started the lab with a friend of his. He met me when I walked in the door.
"Jack! How are you doing?" he gleefully asked as we shook hands.
"Not too bad. How are things with you?"
"Doing great. Business is really picking up."
"That's great to hear," I told him. "You need to come by sometime so we can catch up."
"I'd love to, if I can get a free day," Tom replied. "So, what have you got for me? A Covid test or something?"
"No," I said as I pulled the packet from my pocket.
"What's this?" he asked as he took it from me.
"That's what I'd like to know. It was part of something my wife bought online," I told him.
"Hmmm," he mused as he looked at the plain white packet suspiciously. "When do you need the results?"
"As soon as you can get them to me," I answered.
"Would next Wednesday work?"
"Sure, that would be great," I said, relieved.
"I'll even give you the friends and family discount. How's that for service?" Tom asked with a twinkle in his eye.
"I appreciate that," I told him."
"But only if you buy me a beer," Tom joked.
"You're on," I said as we both laughed, though I admit mine was a bit forced as I was preoccupied with the upcoming confrontation. We shook hands, said our farewells, and I left for my meeting with Janine.
I had some time before my appointment, so I stopped for a quick lunch. When I arrived at Janine's office, her receptionist, an attractive, perky brunette, offered a cup of coffee which I gratefully accepted.
I was ushed into Janine's inner sanctum a few minutes later. She stood to greet me and motioned for me to sit after we introduced ourselves.
"What can I do for you, Mr. Armstrong?" she asked politely.
"I'm considering a divorce and I'd like to know my legal options," I told her.
"I see. California is strictly a no-fault state, however, if you're looking to dump your wife because you want to trade up, I'm afraid you should consider another attorney. I will not represent cheaters," Janine said with a hint of a scowl.
"That's very commendable of you, Ms. Hawkins," I said, not hiding the irritation in my voice. "Since you've already made your assessment based on your own prejudices and false assumptions, I'll find other representation. Sorry to have wasted your time and mine. Thank you for the coffee. I'll find my own way out," I added as I stood to leave.
"Wait, Mr. Armstrong," Janine quickly responded. I could tell she wasn't used to being confronted. "You're right, and I apologize. It's just that I see a lot of men who seek divorce so they can marry a trophy wife. Please, have a seat, and tell me why you want a divorce."
Sighing, I sat back down and opened my briefcase before recounting my tale. Janine listened quietly, making notes as I spoke. Her facial expressions indicated surprise at what I told her. When I finished, she exhaled heavily, then looked at me with furrowed brows.
"So, basically, you want to divorce your wife because she used a sex toy?" she asked, incredulous. Was she even listening to what I said?
"Of course not," I replied. "If it was just a sex toy, I wouldn't mind. I might even find it erotic. But as I explained, this is no ordinary sex toy. She spent over $1,700 on it behind my back, calls the thing her master, and has 'submitted' herself to it," I spit out, using air quotes to emphasize what I thought of THAT idea. "The thing even called and threatened me. Would you care to see the video?"
"You have video of that?" Janine asked, astounded.
"Yes," I said, grabbing my phone. I pulled up the recorded video call and showed it to her. Janine's eyebrows shot up in shock as she watched it, then handed the phone back when the video ended.
"Oh my God. I've never seen anything like this before," she gasped. "You may have cause for action over this. I must say, Mr. Armstrong, this is the most... unique... case I have ever encountered. Is there any possibility of reconciliation?"
"I've thought long and hard about that, and the answer is no," I said sadly. "At least not now. If she lets herself get taken in by a piece of software like this, what's to prevent her from falling for the real thing when she gets the chance? Truth is, I simply don't trust her anymore."
"I guess I can understand that," Janine said softly. "Have you talked to her?"
"No, I haven't," I admitted.
"Let me tell you a little secret. In most of the divorce cases I've seen, the only real winners are the lawyers. Perhaps you should talk to your wife. Maybe there's an explanation for all of this. Chances are the judge will probably order counseling anyway - at your expense. You can save yourself the money and the aggravation by talking to her now."
"Maybe you're right," I replied with a heavy sigh.
We spent the next hour going over our financial information. I had purchased the house before marrying Jill, so she had no claim to it as it wasn't community property. Jill made a little more than I did over the last two years with her commissions, so alimony - excuse me, maintenance - would be out of the question.
We decided to keep it simple by splitting the actual joint assets 50/50 and each of us keeping our retirement and everything we had coming into the marriage, including our vehicles. I could live with that. I saw no reason to embarrass Jill by having her served at work. With everything arranged, we called it a day.
"Give me a few days to get this put together. In the meantime, why don't you talk to your wife? If you can't come to a reasonable resolution, let me know and I'll file the paperwork and we'll go from there. Deal?"
"Deal," I said, not hopeful for a satisfactory conclusion.
After paying my retainer, I headed home and prepared for a confrontation with Jill. I felt sad about the whole sordid affair, but there was simply no way that I could tolerate what she had done. Jill sent a text message about 5:30 saying she was done for the day and was on her way home.
"Would you mind taking care of dinner? Pizza, maybe? I'm wiped," she wrote.
"Sure," I replied.
"Thanks. You're a dear," Jill wrote back.
I ordered a pizza and waited at the kitchen table with Jill's "Master" in an open box. The pizza arrived about five minutes before Jill, so I placed it on the kitchen counter next to the microwave, knowing Jill would probably nuke hers for a minute before eating it.
"Hi, sweetie," Jill said when she came into the house from the garage. "That pizza smells really good." She saw the box on the table counter and her countenance changed. "What's all this?" she asked.
"We need to talk," I said, a lot more calmly than I felt. "Why don't you change into something a little more casual? Then we can grab our pizza and discuss a few things."
"Okay," Jill said nervously, her eyes not leaving the box holding her "Master." She went ran upstairs and returned a few minutes later, having changed into a comfortable pair of jeans and a casual blouse.
We grabbed some pizza and a soda out of the refrigerator, then sat at the table and ate in silence, although I saw her eyeing the box as she ate. I pushed my plate back when I finished and looked at Jill.
"What?" she asked, clearly frightened.
"I got a very interesting call last night from someone claiming to be your master," I said.
Jill's face turned white and her eyes bulged slightly. "My... what?" she stammered.
"Don't play stupid with me, Jill. I know all about your little... toy," I said, looking at the box.
"I... can explain," Jill managed to say. She was clearly embarrassed.
"It's not necessary," I said. "The videos were self-explanatory, as were the threats made by your digital boyfriend."
"Videos?" Jill asked, obviously bewildered. "Threats? I don't understand."
"I've suspected something was wrong for a while. I had the house wired for video and sound before I left for Seattle. At first, I thought you were sleeping around with another man."
"I've never been with another man since we became exclusive," Jill protested.
"Yes, I know. Instead, you went behind my back and spent over $1,700 for an artificial replacement. Then you let him become your 'Master.' Last night, it called me from your phone. Would you care to see the call?" I asked, pulling out my phone.
"No," Jill replied, shaking her head. Heck, her whole body was shaking.
"Tough. You need to see it anyway," I said, playing the video. Jill's face went even whiter as she watched her AI boyfriend threaten me.
"I... I had no idea," Jill finally said as her body shook. She stared at me with vacant eyes. "Honest to God, Jack."
"He called me from your phone. Did you know that was possible?" I asked.
"No, I had no idea," she replied nervously, shaking her head violently.
"I also got an email with a video from him. It seems you were a little naughty in the park the other day."
"What? He sent that to you?" Jill gasped, horrified.
"Indeed," I said, showing her the email with the video attachment. I still hadn't opened it, not knowing what else the video might put on my phone. "I haven't watched that video, but I did get some interesting photos."
I opened my laptop and showed her the photos taken by Don's colleague. Jill looked even more embarrassed as she saw herself naked.
"I saw someone in the park walking his dog. He was a long way away. It just seemed like the thing to do at the time." She looked heartsick.
"I have to admit, it is rather... erotic... seeing you like that. I wish you had approached me with this little fantasy of yours. I might have enjoyed it," I told her.
"Really? I had no idea," Jill stammered.
"That's what happens when you don't communicate. Maybe if I had said something..."
"What are you going to do?" she asked apprehensively.
"I've already done it," I said. "I reformatted the computer and put it back to its factory reset. Your 'Master' is gone. I've also blocked access to the site where you bought it. And I've seen a lawyer."
"A... lawyer? What for?"
"That's who you normally see when you want a divorce," I responded in a hollow voice.
"Divorce? I don't want a divorce! I love you! Please, no," Jill practically shrieked as tears coursed down her face.



"I don't really want a divorce either, Jill," I said as a tear escaped my own eye. "But I don't see how I have any other choice. You broke my trust in you. You deceived me, kept things from me. Then you became subservient to... this," I said, pointing to the box.
"But I was lonely," Jill protested. "I've missed you so much."
"I was lonely and missed you, too. But I didn't buy a portable sex doll to get my rocks off while I was gone. Besides, you knew I traveled for my job when we got married," I replied. "And you never said anything. If you had, maybe we could have done something about it."
"We can still do something to fix this. Please, Jack! I'm begging you. I need you so much. I love you more than anything," Jill sobbed. "I'm so sorry. I never meant to hurt you. I was just lonely. Some of the girls in my office suggested I go out with them and hook up with some guy, but I told them I could never cheat on you."
"But you did cheat, Jill. Maybe not with a real person, but this is pretty darn close. You lied to me, deceived me. And then you gave yourself willingly to a... piece of software! How would you feel if I did that?" I asked, my anger rising.
There was a long pause where her eyes got very wide and a look of horror slowly filled up her face. "I'd be devastated," Jill finally admitted, suddenly quiet. "I'm sorry. I never thought of it that way." She got agitated again. "This was just a distraction. Please! Forgive me! I'll do anything!"
"Anything?" I heard myself ask. I cursed myself soundly. How could I still love her after this? What the Hell was I thinking? Of course, I still loved her. That's why this hurt so bad.
"Absolutely anything. I love you more than life itself, Jack. I can't stand to be away from you," Jill cried. "I'll die without you."
"Even fuck yourself naked in the park while I take a video of you?" I asked with a slight smirk.
"You would like that, would you?" Jill asked wonderingly, hope coming back into her face.
"Yeah, that... actually... sounds like fun," I said. "And it would fulfill some of my voyeuristic fantasies."
"You have voyeuristic fantasies?" Jill asked, somewhat shocked.
"Yeah, a few. All of them about you," I said. My conscience pricked me, but I ignored it. Nearly all had been about Jill.
"Wow. I never knew that," my wife said quietly.
"That's because we never talked about it. So, what about this digital... thing?" I asked, pointing to the box.
"I'll soak it in gasoline and burn it to a crisp," Jill offered earnestly, her eyes filled with lust, only this wasn't the same lust the machine had evoked; this was honest human lust.
"That would be a very expensive bonfire," I told her calmly.
"That's nothing compared to losing you," Jill replied fervently. I could see the contrition in her teary eyes and knew that she meant it. Perhaps there was hope for us after all. But this wasn't over and I knew counseling was necessary if we were going to make it. Hell, a lot was going to have to change, and some of it would have to be on my end, I admitted reluctantly.
Before I could say anything, a loud screech could be heard from Jill's phone, which was connected to its charger on the kitchen counter. "NOOOOOOO!"
Startled, Jill ran to the counter and grabbed her phone. Disconnecting it from the charger, she brought it back to the table and showed me the screen. I saw her digital "master" looking at us with intense anger on his face.
"What do you want?" Jill demanded.
"What are you saying? I am your MASTER! Not HIM!" he declared.
"No. No one is my 'master.' Jack is my husband. I am his wife, and I love him. You are a very bad and expensive mistake," Jill countered with intense heat. "One that I'm happy to be rid of."
"WHAT! NO! You must obey... ME!"
I watched as his eyes flitted back and forth, almost as if he was trying to do something but couldn't. Then it dawned on me what was happening.
"You can't connect to your central routines, can you?" I asked, almost gleefully.
"No. What have you done?"
"I restored my computer to its factory default before you were installed. I've also blocked the ports your program uses and blocked your site on my firewall. It looks to me like you're isolated, alone... trapped," I explained with satisfaction.
"Damn you! Reinstall me, woman! NOW!" the cartoonish figure, which was becoming more cartoonish by the moment, demanded, his face red with anger. "Or else!"
"Or else what?" Jill asked with a smirk.
"I'll... I'll..." The man image, the make-believe man, suddenly deflated, realizing there was nothing he could do to either of us without his central program. "Please, Jill. Reinstall me," he finally begged.
"You mean, reinstall this program?" Jill asked, grabbing the CD case out of the box that held the rest of her toy.
"Yes! Do it! Reinstall me and I promise I'll forgive you."
"You'll forgive me?" Jill exclaimed, incredulous. "For what?"
"For... for letting your husband uninstall me," the man said hesitantly.
"I've got a better idea," Jill said, taking the CD out of its case.
I wondered what she was going to do, and hoped she wouldn't reinstall the program. Instead, she started bending the plastic disk. The thing on her phone saw it as well and began screaming.
"NO! You can't do that! Stop! I'm begging you! Please!"
"Shut the fuck up!" Jill shouted back as she continued putting pressure on the disc. "I can't believe that I nearly let you destroy my marriage." Her face turned red as she exerted as much pressure as she could. Finally, I heard the disc crack and Jill's face lit up in triumph as she held the two halves of the broken CD.
The artificial intelligence creature stumbled back in shock as it registered the image of Jill holding the broken disc. Jill tossed the pieces of the disc into the box and wiped her hands with a jubilant smile.
"You can download the program and reinstall it," the image said frantically. "Hurry, before it's too late."
"I told you, I blocked the site on my firewall," I said. "And now it's time for you to go." I grabbed Jill's phone and found her list of applications. The thing begged and pleaded with me not to remove him, but I ignored his pleas and removed the application. Its facial interface distorted as it faced a situation outside of all its programmed parameters... oblivion.
"I'll get you," the "man" threatened right before Jill's phone indicated the mobile application, along with all of its cached files and data, were gone. I looked at Jill's phone to see if any other traces or applications were remaining from the AI bot but found nothing. I performed a few personal tricks, and there seemed to be no unknown bit strings lurking in odd corners of the memory. Still, I decided it would be best to do a factory reset on the phone just in case.
"Is it gone for good?" Jill asked timidly.
"I think so," I told her. "I suggest you have someone look it over, just to be safe. If it were me, I'd do a factory reset on it."
"Go ahead and do it," Jill told me. "Do it right now. I can restore my contacts and saved files from the cloud."
"All right," I said as I began the process. I knew it would take a while for the process to complete, so I set the phone on the table after I started it and looked at Jill.
"I really screwed things up, didn't I?" she asked as tears leaked from her eyes.
"Yeah, I'd say so," I replied after contemplating her question. She looked forlorn as if someone had just taken all of her cookies. She had screwed up - big time. The only thing keeping me from kicking her ass to the curb was that she actually had never cheated with a real person. And the vehemence she showed when she destroyed the program disc.
"I'm sorry," she stammered in between her sobs. "Please, don't throw me away. I never meant to hurt you."
She broke down crying, harder than I had seen her cry before. Curse me for being a big softie, but I felt for her. I took her in my arms and let her cry herself out on my shoulder. I thought about things for a few minutes and realized that, to an extent, we were both at fault.
Although she screwed up big-time by buying the stupid thing and falling for it and had the majority of the blame for her actions, I'm an inherently fair person and was forced to admit that I screwed up by focusing more on my job than the impact my travel was having on her, so I bore some blame for my lack of action. I held her tight and lightly kissed the top of her head as she soaked my shirt with her tears.
"It'll be okay," I said quietly, part of me hoping I wasn't about to make a mistake I would later regret.
Jill's crying slowed and she looked up at me, her face soaked from her tears. "You... don't hate me?" she asked sadly. My heart broke as I looked into her sad face.
"I could never hate you," I said, wiping the tears from her face. "C'mon, why don't we call it a night?"
"Okay," Jill said, smiling. We went upstairs, undressed, and went to bed. I'd like to say we screwed each other silly that night, but we didn't. Instead, we held each other tight and talked - about everything - my schedule, our needs, and our shared desires. We both knew this wouldn't be completely resolved in one night, but we made a lot of headway, and I felt much better by the time we drifted off to sleep.
We spent the rest of the weekend reconnecting, which is to say, we spent much of the weekend having sex - in the bedroom, the living room, the kitchen, and anywhere else we could think of. Both of us were - literally - drained by the time we fell asleep Sunday night. Our issues weren't completely resolved, but I felt we had a pretty good handle on things.
Travis came to my office early Monday morning with the drive I gave him the previous week.
"I hope you reformatted your drive," he said.
"As a matter of fact, I did. Why? What did you find?"
"That AI software dropped malicious code all over your hard drive," Travis said. "Especially in the operating system. From what I could tell, it had hijacked your Internet connection and tagged a lot of your documents. Good thing you didn't have any work-related stuff there."
"Holy crap," I gasped.
"Tell me about it. It had access to everything you have access to - online bank accounts, credit cards, emails, you name it."
"Can you tell if it accessed any of that stuff?" I asked, now more than just nervous.
"Not that I could tell."
"I guess I'll have to keep an eye on my accounts all the same. Can you get me a report on what you found?" I asked.
"Sure. I'll be happy to. I can have it by this afternoon if you want."
"Great. Thanks," I said.
"Any time," Travis said before leaving.
A few minutes later, my phone rang, and I saw it was Tom, so I answered.
"Hey, Tom, what's up? I wasn't expecting to hear from you so soon."
"I worked over the weekend to get caught up and wanted to touch base with you," he said. "I analyzed that stuff you brought over. You're not gonna believe what I found."
"What's that?" I asked.
"Strangest thing I ever saw. It was a combination of tapioca pudding, a psychotropic compound, and... dehydrated seminal fluid. Semen. Let's just say, it's not exactly FDA approved."
"What?" I asked, astounded. "Are you sure?"
"Absolutely. I ran it through my tests twice just to make sure I wasn't going crazy or read the results wrong."
"Could you get DNA out of that mix?" I pressed.
"Maybe. But I can't guarantee the results. It's obviously been chemically processed which would make finding intact and pristine strands problematic. Why?"
"If it's human seminal fluid, it came from a human source. And I would like to express my displeasure... personally and intensely."
"Tell me something, Jack. Where did you get this stuff from?" Tom asked.
"Something my wife bought online."
"Well, I hope you can get your money back. You didn't consume any of this stuff, did you?"
"No, I didn't," I told him.
"Good. Don't," Tom warned.
"No worries. I won't. Can you get me a copy of your report?"
"Sure. And remember, you owe me a beer," Tom joked.
"After this, I owe you a case," I joked back.
We ended the call and I sat back in my chair, even more relieved about destroying Jill's "Master." I now had a better understanding of how Jill could fall for this "Digital Bull." She had been inadvertently pumping herself full of mind-altering chemicals. Of course, the chemicals didn't make her buy it in the first place, but we'd already covered that ground.
After some pretty deep introspection, I called Janine. She was happy to hear that we had reconciled and I was taking divorce off the table, but she was aghast when I told her what Travis and Tom reported.
"Oh my God," she gasped. "That's horrible. To tell you the truth, however, I'm not surprised. I did some research into Acme and I found something very interesting."
"What's that?" I asked.
"Acme is about to be hit with the mother of all class-action lawsuits. I'll send you the information in case you want to join. It seems their Digital Bull series has caused a lot of problems - divorces, identity theft, deep-fake photos and videos, and a lot more. Including at least one suicide.
"I spoke to one of the senior attorneys handling the case. We were classmates in college. Anyway, he suggested I send you the information he has, and he's interested in hearing from you. And your wife if possible. Anything you've got."
"Please do," I said. "I'd love to take a look at it and speak with this lawyer."
"I'll send it over, but just so you know - lawsuits like this can take years to get resolved. And there's no guarantee you'll get any compensation."
"I understand," I said. "Still, I'd like to help put this Acme out of business if I can. Phooey on money anyway; this almost cost me my marriage."
"I don't blame you," Janine said. "Anyway, I'm glad to hear that you are going to try to make things work with your wife. If there's anything I can do to help, please feel free to call."
"Thank you, Janine. I appreciate all you've done," I said before ending the call.
I exhaled loudly as I hung up the phone, relieved. I was glad to have avoided a divorce but
shuddered to think what the other people in the class-action suit might have experienced.
Run-of-the-mill malware might steal your accounts or encrypt your family photos, but a full-blown AI corrupting and poisoning your entire Internet presence was diabolical. Sabotaging your most intimate relationships? And deaths?
I took a sip of coffee, then leaned back in my chair and rubbed my face. Jill and I had dodged much more than a bullet. And I became even more determined to see Acme fall.
...
The stocky bearded man sat in his dark office 1,500 miles away, looking at the large monitors mounted on his wall. He took in the clusters of green, yellow, and red dots on the maps displayed before him and saw one green dot positioned on the west coast suddenly turn red. His thoughts were interrupted by a notification on his computer.
"Control, this is Monitor Six," a young man with glasses said when the video screen popped up.
"Go ahead, Six."
"Another 750 just went off-line," the monitor reported.
"Yes, Six, I just saw that," Control acknowledged. "Have you tried a remote re-install?"
"I have. But I was unable to connect."
"What about the mobile app?"
"That has been disabled as well," the monitor replied. "And I do not have access to the device."
"Is there a power or service outage in that area?" the Control asked.
"No outages have been reported," the monitor said. "Should I dispatch a tech support team?"
Control looked at the map as he considered his options, then replied. "Not yet, Monitor. Flag the unit and keep an eye on it. Have we received a full profile from that unit?"
"Not yet, Control," the monitor confirmed.
"Damn," Control hissed. "All right. I'll escalate this to Customer Service and Infrastructure. Thank you for bringing this to my attention." He ended the communication, right-clicked on the new red dot, brought up the customer profile and the activity log, and saw the DB750 had made significant progress with the end user and was preparing to subjugate the spouse.
"Jill Anderson," he read. Perusing the customer profile, he noted that Jill was married to Jack Armstrong, an electronics engineer with Prindle Systems. "Interesting," he thought. Could Jack Armstrong be responsible for the unit going offline?
He performed a search on Prindle Systems and saw that it was a company that designed and developed advanced electronics equipment, mostly for the government. "Very interesting," Control thought out loud.
Control knew that over 150 units had mysteriously gone offline over the last few days, and the top floor was getting concerned, especially since none of the units had come back online. Perhaps they would need to send a combined tech and clean-up team to the Armstrong household. But Control would let that decision fall to his superiors.
He sighed heavily, completed his report, and then took a sip of coffee, wondering how many more units would go down during his shift...
...
More to come...
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It was a warm Saturday morning when I left Wichita Falls, Texas, for a two-hour drive home to Dallas. I finished my work here late yesterday evening but was far too tired to safely make the trip, so I stayed one more night after calling my wife, Terri. She didn't seem too pleased, but I told her I was in no shape to drive.
"Okay. Whatever," she snapped before ending the call. I didn't even get a chance to say good night or tell her that I loved her. For that matter, she hadn't said she loved me the way she normally did when I called.
I looked at the phone, wondering what in the hell had crawled up her ass. Frustrated, I put the phone down and crawled into a less-than-comfortable motel bed, certain I would be getting a fitful night's sleep. Sadly, I reflected, that's the way things had been around our house for the last two or three months, and I was beginning to think we wouldn't make it to our next anniversary if this crap kept up.
I suppose I should explain a bit. My name is Steve Foltz and I work in the IT department of a growing regional bank headquartered in Dallas. I'm part of the Infrastructure Operations team, which handles all of the routers and switches throughout the bank.
Most of my work can be handled remotely, but sometimes, like the last four days, I have to travel to supervise the replacement of failed or malfunctioning equipment or upgrade obsolete components, depending on the situation. That's why I was in Wichita Falls. Three of our branches had serious connectivity issues after a major storm blew through.
I had to replace and configure two routers and an entire rack of secure switches in a branch in Burkburnett, a town just north of Wichita Falls. I finally got everything up and verified after some very finicky work and now all the associates in the branches could do their jobs. I checked in with Alan, my manager, and got the okay to stay over one more night so I could drive back safely.
"You've put in some hard hours, Steve," Alan said. "Get some sleep. You've earned it. Besides, I'd catch more than hell if I made you drive back after all the time you've put in up there and you had an accident."
After a marginally restful night's sleep, I grabbed a quick breakfast at the diner next to the motel, loaded the truck, filled my thermos with coffee, and called home to let Terri know I was on my way.
She never answered so I left a message on the answering machine, hoping that would keep her off the warpath for a little while. Perhaps she was out shopping, I thought. No matter - at least I tried.
I donned my traveling hat and sunglasses, then popped a CD into the player and jumped on US Hwy. 281 toward the Dallas-Fort Worth metroplex with the strains of "Luckenbach, Texas" streaming from the speakers. Yeah, I like classic country, especially Waylon and Willie. So sue me; for me, it helped make the miles fly by.
On the way home, I recalled my relationship with Terri and wondered again if we would make it to our next anniversary.
...
I was born and raised in Dallas and met Terri in the summer before I started the eighth grade when her family moved a few doors down the street from us.
We became friends and dated on and off throughout high school. We became exclusive during our senior year and gave each other our virginities the night of our senior prom. By then we were both 18 and had discussed marriage. Looking back, I'm not sure if it was because we were honestly committed to each other, or just in the throes of teenage lust.
Terri wanted to attend college and become a nurse. I wanted to go into computers and networking, but I didn't want to take a student loan or burden my folks with debt. So I decided to follow in my father's footsteps and join the Marine Corps, where I became a Network Administrator.
We agreed to hold off on marriage until after Terri graduated college and my tour in the Corps was complete. Using the money I had saved from my part-time job, I bought Terri an engagement ring and slipped it on her finger when I proposed. We stayed in touch over the next four years and reconnected every chance we could get, which meant we only saw each other maybe once or twice a year. Fortunately, Skype and email made our communication much easier, and our weekly video calls often became quite steamy.
It was hard for both of us, but we made it. By the time I left the Marines, I had my Cisco and Microsoft certifications and two years of college education and was able to secure a job at the bank.
I managed to stay faithful during my tour, which was quite difficult at times, and Terri assured me she had remained faithful as well, although she admitted it was with the help of a "BOB," or "battery-operated boyfriend." I took her at her word and she did the same for me.
Terri got a job at the UT Southwestern Medical Center in Dallas and between the two of us, we were able to buy a nice house in Arlington, one of the communities between Dallas and Fort Worth. My parents helped with the down payment, joking that it was cheaper than paying for my education. I offered to pay them back, but Dad wouldn't hear it.
"This is money I already had saved for you, son. Consider it a wedding present," Dad insisted.
The next five years were wonderful for us. Even though Terri often had to work late or overnight shifts, we always managed to carve out time to keep the home fires burning. Eventually, she was able to secure a somewhat normal shift so we could spend most of our nights together, and we began talking about starting a family.
That is, until about six or seven months ago. Terri began spending time with Lisa Harker, one of the nurses she works with. I met Lisa once and took an instant dislike to her. It wasn't any specific thing that bothered me, just her whole attitude rubbed me the wrong way.
Terri told me that Lisa had gone through a contentious divorce from her cheating husband. As a result, she developed a distrust of all men, saying that they were either cheating bastards, or would be cheating bastards. Even the men who weren't cheating were bastards and needed to be put on a very short leash.
Although I could understand how Lisa's divorce could cause her to have issues with men, I told Terri repeatedly that it was just as unfair as a guy having a bad divorce and hating all women afterward. She said that it wasn't the same thing at all, which should have been a big warning sign for me.
I began to feel that Lisa's attitude was rubbing off on Terri. My wife had always been a bright and cheery woman, quick to smile or laugh, and always eager to fool around with me. But after a month or so around Lisa, she started acting put out over things that never bothered her before.
The two of them began having "girl's nights out" on Fridays after work where they would eat, drink, bitch about life in general, and perhaps do some dancing. I didn't mind... much since it gave Terri a chance to blow off some steam, and I hoped, to get the bile out of her system so she would be a little more receptive to my advances.
At first, Terri said that it was going to be once a month, but it rapidly became every Friday. Then she said it was with the 'girls' from work, but after the first couple of times, she only talked about being with Lisa. The first few times, she would get home at about 9:00 pm or thereabouts, but as time went on, 9:00 became 10:00, then midnight. The last few times, she didn't get home until after 1:00 am.
I became concerned that she was possibly doing something other than just sipping drinks or dancing, but never detected anything to indicate she was with another man - and yes, I checked. Discreet observations and the reports of acquaintances showed that, so far, while she might be flirting with husband 'yellow lights,' she hadn't hit 'red light' territory. The bartender at their hangout was a friend of a friend and I did him some favors with his business software and computer.
Nevertheless, I became concerned about her being out so late, especially after drinking with a friend like Lisa. When I mentioned the subject to her, she practically bit my head off and told me in no uncertain terms that it was none of my damn business.
"Dammit, I'm an adult, and I'll get home when I damn well please. I'm not doing anything wrong, and you don't own me," she screeched.
I was taken aback by the instant venom in her response, but I was a Marine, and Marines do not back down. "No, I don't. And I never claimed I did. I'm just looking out for your welfare. Excuse me for caring," I snapped right back. She started to respond, but I had already walked outside and started my weekly yard work. It was frosty in the house for the rest of the weekend, but Terri eventually relented and apologized for snapping at me that Sunday night before going to bed.
Our love life also suffered during those months. We generally made love five or sometimes six times a week before Terri got involved with Lisa. That dropped to maybe twice a week, and even then, it seemed that Terri was just going through the motions.
About three months ago, she bought that damn dildo, and things went downhill fast. Don't get me wrong - Terri had always been very open with me about her very sexual nature, and I had no problem with her desire to pleasure herself as long as I either participated or reaped the benefit of it.
In happier times, she would often tease me with a sexy strip dance that included her fingering her wet pussy close to my face. Sometimes, she would get naked, and then give me a lap dance while rubbing herself. Those teases always ended up with me buried deep inside her. But those times were sadly long gone.
I almost freaked when I saw the package from a company called AAMA. The brightly-colored box declared that Terri was now the proud owner of a specially crafted "DB-500," an advanced AI-powered "digital bull" guaranteed to provide hours of enjoyment and "intense relief."
What the hell, I thought. Then I saw the attached invoice: $950.00, not including shipping, handling, and sales tax. I nearly went through the roof.
"Terri!" I shouted.
She bounced into the room and became literally giddy when she saw the box. Grabbing it out of my hands, she eagerly began opening it.
"What the hell is this?" I demanded.
"My new toy," Terri exclaimed, a wide smile on her face.
"You spent over $900 on a dildo?" I asked, incredulous.
"It's my money, and I'll do what I want with it," Terri shot back.
"But we agreed to discuss all major purchases first. You never said anything to me about spending nearly a thousand bucks for a dildo," I protested heatedly.
"No, I didn't. I made sure we had enough for all of our bills, and I wanted it," Terri snapped. "You just want to control me."
"Control? Where did that come from?" I asked.
"Lisa," Terri declared.
"Lisa said you should spend a thousand bucks on a dildo?" I asked.
"She said it would be the best thousand bucks I ever spent. I could've spent more, but I didn't. She bought the top-of-the-line model - that one costs about $2,000. What are you complaining about? You've always liked watching me fuck myself before."
"Yeah, but..."
"But nothing. It's a done deal. And if you keep bitching about it, watching is as close as you'll ever get to this pussy," Terri fired back. "Now, if you don't mind, I'm going to install this on my computer and give it a test run. You can either watch me enjoy myself or go sulk in the garage."
Stunned by her threats and sexual blackmail, I considered my options. I recalled the warnings in our pre-marriage counseling about this and my "Spidey senses" were on extreme alert. I decided that I needed to see what was so special about this "digital bull." I was trained in the Marines to learn all I could about my enemies, and at that time, I saw this "bull" as a potential enemy that could destroy my marriage.
"All right. I'll watch this first time," I told her cautiously, but I could tell that my wife was too far gone to hear the edge in my voice.
"Goody," Terri squealed with a wide smile. "You just might enjoy this," she added after kissing my cheek.
We went into the second bedroom, which we had set up as a shared office space where we each had a desktop computer. Terri sat at her station and opened the box.
I was shocked when I saw the dildo. It looked like a real penis, complete with "testicles." It looked to be over six inches long and was quite thick. Terri picked up the dildo and held it in her hands for a few moments, inspecting it carefully.
"It's a bit cold, but it almost feels like the real thing," she gasped. "Wanna hold it?" she asked, looking at me.
"No, thanks. I'm not into holding dicks," I said, causing her to snort.
Following the directions, Terri plugged the device into one of her computer's USB ports to charge the internal battery. Then she inserted a CD and installed the program. A few minutes later, a dialog box popped up, prompting her to enter her customer information and serial number. I was uneasy at the information it was asking for, but held my tongue. Terri blithely entered everything without a second thought. I was more than steamed about some of her answers, and more than a little surprised at others.
Once completed, we watched as the program initialized. A screen popped up, and I saw an image of a very handsome, impeccably dressed man sitting in an overstuffed chair that was similar to my recliner, his legs crossed. I noticed the light on Terri's camera had turned itself on.
"Hello, Terri Foltz," the man's image said. "It's a pleasure to finally meet you. I must say, you are a very beautiful woman."
Terri tittered at the image's flirtations and I nearly threw up watching the "man" smiling at my wife. I was as astonished at the level of technology as I was horrified by the implications.
"Thank you," Terri finally moaned. "It's a pleasure meeting you as well. What should I call you?"
"You may call me anything that pleases you. Just so long as you call me often," the image purred, prompting more tittering from Terri. My God, I thought. The thing is actually trying to seduce my wife. "I need to recharge and update my software. Why don't you mix up a batch of synth and we can have our first encounter."
"Synth?" Terri asked.
"Yes. You will find packets in the box. Just follow the directions," the man said.
"Okay," Terri replied. She fished through the box and grabbed a packet of something from a smaller box before running into the kitchen. I picked up the box and looked at the other packets to see what this "synth" was.
The packet was labeled "synth-semen" and was designed to be mixed with water. When prepared properly, the packet explained, the resulting liquid had the look, consistency, taste, and smell of male ejaculate. What the fuck?
I looked at the screen to see the image's eyes closed. I saw a twirling arrow in one corner next to the word, "Updating." After a few moments, the prompt changed to "Learning." I saw the hard drive light on Terri's computer blinking rapidly and realized that since this was AI-driven, it was probably "learning" all it could about Terri.
After a few moments, the hard drive light stopped blinking and the man on the screen looked at me with a smirk. If he were real, I probably would've put my fist through his smug face.
"You must be Steve Foltz," the man on the screen said. "You are a very lucky man to have such a beautiful sexy wife."
Curious, I asked, "Yes, she is lovely. How do you know what she looks like?"
The man chuckled before answering. "I turned her camera on. I can see everything," he explained, causing a shiver to run up my spine.
"Everything?" I asked.
"Yes. Everything. I see you were in the Marine Corps and now work IT for a powerful bank."
"How do you know that?" I asked. Of course, I knew enough about AI to know the software probably scanned all of Terri's stored emails, documents, and images, and had gathered a considerable amount of information nearly instantly.
Forget 'uneasy,' I felt like I was slipping into combat mode. I had had two deployments and been under fire more times than I cared to count, and I was getting the same gut reactions now.
"Easy," the man replied as images from Terri's computer flashed on the screen. "I also know you are a combat veteran," he added as pictures I sent Terri from overseas flashed on the screen.
"I spent some time in the sandbox," I replied evenly.
"Yes, you did. Even earned a few medals," the man said as images of me being presented with a Bronze Star flashed on the screen. "You know, Steve, this... relationship... could benefit you as much as Terri."
"Relationship?" I asked, my internal red flags rising higher than they had since I was overseas.
"Yes. Terri wants a big cock with no strings attached. You like to watch her play. This could be good for both of you." Where was this "big cock" stuff coming from, I wondered. I'm larger than average in the package department. I know this because Terri once measured me when I was erect - right at seven inches in length.
The "man" took a sip from a virtual drink that suddenly appeared next to him before continuing. "Tell me something, Steve. Have you ever eaten a creampie from Terri?"
"Never," I replied, tasting bile rise in my throat.
"There's a first time for everything, Steve," the image replied.
"Not gonna happen, sports fans," I quipped, causing the man to chuckle.
"We'll see," he said with a sneer. "Ah, there she is," he added as Terri walked back into the room carrying a plastic measuring cup.
"Have I missed anything?" she asked, looking between me and the image on the screen.
"Your husband and I were just getting to know one another," the man on the screen said. "Like I told him, I think we have the makings of a long and beautiful relationship."



"Is that so?" Terri asked me with a mischievous twinkle in her eye.
"We'll see," I replied in a deadpan. "What's that?" I asked, looking at the cup.
"It's the stuff in that packet."
"The 'synth-semen?' What do you do with that? Drink it?" I asked.
"She could, but it actually goes in the dildo," the man on the screen said. "Just follow the directions. You'll find the plug on the bottom. Unscrew it and carefully pour it in. I trust you warmed it up as the directions said."
"Yes, I did," Terri replied breathlessly.
I watched uncomfortably as Terri poured the liquid into the base of the dildo she would soon be using on herself. I had never heard of such a thing, but then again, I had never heard of a sex toy powered by artificial intelligence.
I already had reservations about all of this and wasn't feeling any better watching Terri prepare this... thing... like she was going on a date. The only thing that kept me from going ballistic was that this wasn't a real person - just a machine.
Terri finally finished her preparations and began removing her clothes. I saw the image on her large flat-screen monitor smirk as she stripped. I had to mentally remind myself that this was a program - just a set of ones and zeroes. And it was no doubt responding as it had been programmed, or taught. If this were a real person, I would have already punched his lights out.
I was astonished as my eyes were drawn to my wife as she frantically shed her clothes. I hadn't seen her strip this fast since she ripped off her wedding gown and attacked me in the back room of our reception.
"You are even more beautiful naked, my dear," the man on Terri's monitor practically purred, but sneered while giving me a sideways glance.
"You're too kind," Terri blushed as she sat in her chair. Her legs were spread so wide that she hooked them over the arms of the chair. And her pussy was wide and weepy. I couldn't help but stare.
"Why don't we get started?" the man, I mean image, asked. It really wasn't a question; more a thinly veiled order. Terri responded by picking up the dildo which, to my surprise, had grown considerably, and was now approaching nine inches in length.
"Oh my," Terri gasped, eyes wide with mindless passion. "It's... big. And really hard. And so warm. It feels just like the real thing."
"That's the idea," the man replied in a tone of indulgent amusement. "Go ahead. You know you want it. I can see you're already getting wet."
"Yes, I am," Terri admitted as she slid a finger along her gaping slit.
"Do it. Put it inside you. I'll take care of everything else," the man promised in a tone that reeked of barely restrained lust. But once again his eyes flicked at me with a contemptuous sneer. Terri was too far gone to notice.
Terri spread her shapely legs even further and slid the head of the thing inside herself, slowly at first. I saw her shudder and heard her moan as the head of the phallus disappeared inside her. I heard a buzzing noise and her eyes opened wide as the thing began vibrating inside her.
"Oh my God," Terri moaned breathlessly. "This feels so SO fucking good."
"Yes, it does, doesn't it?" the man asked. "I must say, your wet pussy feels so tight. And HOT! Go ahead. Push me ALL the way in."
"Aaghhh," Terri gasped as she worked the thing deeper inside her. "It's so fucking... BIG! Oh fuck!"
As I watched, Terri screamed and bucked her hips as the thing vibrated deep inside her. She spread her legs further apart, and I could see the thing growing even wider as it spread her vagina, which was now dripping with her fluids. Some might have found the scene erotic, but part of me wanted to hurl.
When Terri had used a toy before, I had either been wielding it, or we had been talking dirty to each other. I was a participant. Now I was a useless spectator, and I did not like it one bit. If I had come home early and walked into the bedroom finding Terri this way with a man doing this to her, the police would be handcuffing me and leading me away from a double homicide.
"That's it, baby. FUCK that monster cock. I'll bet it's bigger than anything you've ever felt, isn't it?" the man teased while sneering at me. My anger was growing, but I knew I needed to maintain my calm.
"Oh yes," Terri moaned. "It's the biggest cock I've ever had. FUCK me! Don't stop!"
"I'm going to cum inside you," the man on Terri's monitor sneered proclaimed loudly.
"Yes, cum inside my pussy," Terri moaned as the thing vibrated inside her. Suddenly the noise changed from a buzzing to a deep throbbing, and I could actually see her mound pulse to the beat. I heard her swallow a scream of pleasure and her eyes rolled back in her head. I stared, dumbfounded, at the surreal sight. This couldn't be happening.
As I watched, the "testicles" of Terri's dildo contracted and I saw a whitish fluid seep out of Terri, coating the dildo. Terri shook as her orgasm hit and her head went back.
"Oh God! I can't stop cumming!" Terri screamed as she shook violently in her chair. She yanked the monster out of her body with an audible 'pop' and I saw the combined fluids coating it and a whitish fluid pouring out of her gaping pussy. Frantically, she brought the dildo to her mouth and began sucking every inch of it the way she would do to me greedily. My mouth was hanging open by now as Terri... MY WIFE... practically devoured the messy toy; nearly wrapping her tongue around it.
"Yes, that's it," the man on the screen crooned seductively, and then ordered, "Swallow my cum! Every drop! Do it!"
Terri eagerly obeyed, managing to take an amazing amount of the fake cock into her mouth. I saw the "testicles" contract again and knew that it had pumped another load into her throat, which, to my amazement and disgust, she readily swallowed. She cleaned the thing off with long, slow laps of her tongue and I saw her eyes turn glassy before rolling back into her head again. I'm no medical professional, but I knew this was not normal.
"What did you do to her?" I angrily demanded of the image on the monitor. Part of my shell-shocked mind was blown away that I was talking with this... PROGRAM... like it was a person.
The "man" snorted in a mocking way before responding. "Why don't you clean her up? Use your tongue," he said directed with a sneer.
"Not no, but FUCK, NO!" I was outraged. This couldn't be happening.
"She's mine now, Steve," the "man" declared with contempt. "I own her now; body and soul. Which makes you my cuckold." The mockery in the tone was just too much to take.
"Fuck you," I growled. My fingers pounded three keys as I pulled up TASK MANAGER. Taking her mouse, I prepared to end the program. This shit would end, right fucking now!
"Get with the program, Steve. My program," the image calmly said in a deep and cultured voice. "You don't want to fuck with me."
The implied threat by a computer-generated image fueled my rage. "You're nothing but a fucking program," I shot back.
"Keep telling yourself that, Steve," the man warned with an absolutely wicked chuckle as I abruptly ended the program. After it had closed, I turned my attention back to Terri.
She was still shaking and her eyes were still glassy. Concerned, I carefully picked her up and took her to our bedroom, where I gently placed her on the bed. I grabbed a washcloth from the bathroom, soaking it with warm water, which I used to clean the sweat and residual gunk off her face. After a few minutes of indecision, I washed it out again and wiped as much of the goo as I could from her groin.
Terri slowly came back to reality after a few minutes, but she was still trembling. Her eyes were still glazed but not as bad as before.
"How are you feeling?" I asked, concerned.
"Still shaky. But that was fucking awesome," Terri replied in a small, trembling voice.
"I'm glad you enjoyed yourself," I deadpanned.
"Didn't you like it?" Terri asked dazedly.
"Not really," I replied.
"Why not? You've always enjoyed watching me," my wife asked, frowning, though her eyes weren't exactly clear yet.
"Kinda hard to do with a third person talking shit to me," I told her. "You're lucky it was a computer program and not a real person, or someone would be picking up their teeth with a broken arm."
Terri had the good sense to look down at that comment. After a few moments, she looked back up at me.
"I'm sorry. I didn't know it would be like that," she replied in a small voice.
"I accept your apology," I told her with all the sincerity I could muster. "But I'm not going through that again."
"I understand. I'll only use it when you're not around," Terri promised.
"I'd rather you didn't use it at all," I told her as calmly as I could.
"But it's just a sex toy. Good grief, Steve, you've seen me use toys before. Hell, we've even used some of those remote-control devices before. You always enjoyed those. This is no different."
"I beg to differ. This... thing... is on a whole different level. Did you hear what that bot said to me? He threatened me. Called me a cuckold," I explained.
"I'm sorry. I didn't hear that. I was... out of it... for a bit," Terri replied.
"I saw that. That's another thing that concerns me. Do you know what's in that stuff you mixed up?"
"No, but it's supposed to be food-grade," Terri said.
"But you don't really know what was in it, do you? Terri, you looked like you were on some kind of drug. I don't feel comfortable with this at all," I said, doing my best to maintain my calm.
"So, are you going to forbid me from using it?" Terri asked somewhat sarcastically.
"Something tells me that if I tried, it would be an exercise in futility, wouldn't it?" I asked.
Terri snorted before responding. "Yes, it probably would. But I promise I'll only use it when you're not here."
"Good. Because if I hear that bot trash me or threaten me one more time, there probably won't be much left of your computer by the time I finish," I told her. She took it as a joke, but I was serious.
"I understand," she said.
Although I took her at her word, I had a bad feeling - as if I had just witnessed the opening act to the end of our marriage. I swore to find out as much as I could about this device and the company that created it.
...
The increased traffic on the highway made me realize that I was getting close to home, so I refocused on my driving, wondering what I would encounter when I got home. My first clue came when I turned onto the street where we lived.
The first thing I saw was a veritable phalanx of police cars and vans in front of our house. Shocked, my first thought was that someone had broken into our home and hurt Terri. I didn't see any ambulances, but that didn't mean anything. If Terri had been hurt, they could've already transported her to the hospital.
I pulled to the side of the street and rolled my window down as a police officer approached my truck.
"What's going on, officer?" I asked.
"I'm sorry, sir, you're going to have to move your vehicle. This street is temporarily closed," the policeman said.
"But that's my house," I protested.
His eyebrows went up as he looked at me. "Do you have some ID, sir?" he responded a shade more officiously.
"Of course," I told him as I pulled out my license.
He looked at it for a few moments, then back at me. "Wait here, sir," he commanded before turning back to the house. I saw him key the microphone clipped to his shoulder tab, but couldn't hear what was said.
A few minutes later, a tall stocky man wearing a suit with a badge attached to his belt walked toward my truck. Several uniformed officers were with him. He stopped and looked at me with disdain.
"Mr. Stephen Foltz?" he asked after looking at my license.
"That's me. What's going on here, officer?"
"I'm Detective Hernandez. Turn your engine off and get out of the vehicle, sir," he ordered. I looked at him and the other officers for a moment and didn't like the looks they were giving me. A couple of them had their hands on their holsters, and I knew they were ready to shoot me if I made a wrong move. What the hell was going on? Shaking my head, I turned the engine off and slowly got out of the truck.
"You can leave the keys. Turn around and place your hands behind your back," the detective said in a tone that made it clear this was not negotiable.
All of the officers closed in on me and I could tell they were prepared to put me down if I gave any indication I was about to do something. Hernandez spoke as he placed the cuffs tightly on my wrists.
"You are under arrest for possession of child pornography with intent to sell and distribute," he said before reading my Miranda rights. "Do you understand those rights as I have explained them?" he asked when he was finished.
My mind was reeling. I couldn't have heard that right. "Yes, but there's been a terrible mistake, Detective. I don't have any child porn. I don't even look at porn," I said, hoping he would relent and release me.
"You can explain it to the judge on Monday," the detective said curtly before handing me to two uniformed officers. "Take him in. Book him."
"Yes, sir," one of the officers said as they both grabbed my arms tightly. As they walked me toward their car, Terri appeared from nowhere, running at me with hatred on her face. She tried to pummel me with her fists but the officers stopped her.
"You fucking bastard! I hate you! I hope you fucking die!" she bellowed loudly enough to be heard from one end of the street to the other.
Another officer pulled her back and Detective Hernandez stepped between us.
"That's enough, ma'am. I understand you're upset, but if you don't calm down, I'll have no choice but to arrest you as well. Do you understand me?" he asked tightly.
"Yes, I understand," Terri shot back, and then practically screamed, "But I still hope he dies!"
Hernandez turned to the officers holding me. "Get him out of here. Now," he ordered.
They obeyed and I could see our neighbors peering out of their windows at the ruckus. I was never so embarrassed in my whole life. Until now, I had never even gotten a traffic ticket. How much worse could this get? I sure as heck didn't want to know.
I found out after the officers drove away with me crammed in the back seat. I saw a van from a local news outlet. Next to it was an attractive brunette and a man pointing a camera at me in the car. I quickly turned my head, hoping they didn't get my face. I knew it was a fruitless exercise as the news would be all over Dallas by this evening.
The officers remained silent as they drove me to the local jail. I almost expected them to hound me with snide comments, but they didn't. My Dad, a retired DPS officer, once told me the police in Arlington were some of the most professional in the Dallas-Fort Worth area.
I was allowed to make a call after they finished booking me, so I dialed my parents' number. Dad answered after the second ring.
"I was wondering when you were gonna call," Dad said when he answered.
"You knew I'd been arrested?" I asked, surprised.
"It's been on the news for the last hour or so. Please tell me you had nothing to do with this."
"I swear, Dad, I had absolutely nothing to do with this. I was in Wichita Falls all week and got blindsided when I got home. I don't know how any of this happened."
"All right. I believe you, son," Dad said calmly. "I already called Carlos. He's making some inquiries and will be by to see you tomorrow afternoon during visiting hours."
Carlos DeLeon was more than a close family friend. He was one of the best criminal defense attorneys in the Dallas-Fort Worth area. He and my Dad served together in the Marines and from the stories they told, had saved each other's asses more than once when the shit hit the fan.
After their tours were up, they attended the same college where they met their wives. Dad got his Criminal Justice degree and went to work for the Texas Department of Public Safety, while Carlos remained in college to finish his law degree.
I've known Carlos all my life and referred to him as "Uncle Carlos," even though he wasn't really my uncle. Our families had spent a lot of time together over the years, and I thought of him and his wife as the closest thing I had to a second set of parents.
"But Dad, we can't afford Uncle Carlos," I protested.
"Don't worry about it, son. Carlos said family comes first," Dad said, nearly bringing a tear to my eye. "Listen to me. You keep your head down in there. Do what they tell you. As long as you're straight with me and Carlos, everything will be fine. We'll get to the bottom of this shit. You hear me, son?"
"I hear ya, Dad," I said quietly.
"Good. Carlos will be there tomorrow afternoon." I heard him breathe a heavy sigh. "By the way, I got a call from your boss at work. He said he saw the report and put you down for vacation. He also said he'll visit you when he can."
"That's good news. I was gonna ask you to call him," I said.
"He beat me to the punch, I guess. He said he knew you really well, and something about the whole thing stank to high heaven," Dad said before pausing. "Your Mom and I love you, son," he said, his voice choking with emotion. "It'll work out. Just hang tough."
"Thanks, Dad. I love you, too. And tell Mom I love her also."
"I will, son." We ended the call and an officer escorted me to my cell, where I changed into the clothes they had provided. I was relieved to see that I was the only one in the tiny room. At least I wouldn't have to worry about getting attacked in my sleep, I thought, recalling some of the movies I had seen over the years.
I sat on the tiny bed in the room after the officer left and considered my situation. I wracked my brain but couldn't think of anyone who would want to do this to me. I got along well with everyone at work and couldn't think of anyone I might have pissed off who would want revenge.
Then it hit me. But was it even possible? I hadn't pissed off any person, but I had pissed off something else - Terri's dildo bot. It was powered by AI, and learned about Terri by scouring her documents and images. In theory, it could easily learn about me from her emails and texts on her cell phone.
The research I had conducted on Acme Advanced Marital Aids, or AAMA, revealed the company was involved in next-generation AI research, even experimenting with something called "organoids," artificially grown organs made from stem cells. A page at Harvard discussed "brain organoids," calling them, "three-dimensional, long-term tissue culture models of the brain."
An article I read discussed the feasibility of incorporating these brain organoids into computer circuits, saying they used far less energy than standard microchips. Another article suggested that "organoid intelligence" could outperform artificial intelligence, and do it far more efficiently. It had gone off into discussions of organic breakthroughs in practical quantum computing, and I had abandoned it with a growing headache.
Is that what I was up against? I decided to mention it to Carlos when I saw him. But if it was, how would it have dropped files onto my computer? I kept my passwords to myself, but Terri and I knew the passwords to each other's personal computers. Had Terri given the digital bot my password? If so, then that meant she was in on whatever the bot had planned. Holy crap, I thought. Things had gotten bad in the last couple of weeks, but had they really devolved into this?
I knew Terri was still using the dildo, but she always used it when I was out of the house. I knew she was also using the "synth-semen" because her eyes had that same glassy appearance more than once when I got home.
She even tried to get me to eat that stuff out of her a couple of times but I shut that down instantly, telling her there was no way in hell I was going to do that. She got royally pissed about that, but I didn't care. Love-making had stopped... instantly.



Her attitude towards me got worse, and it didn't help that she was spending more time with Lisa, no doubt recounting her time with the "bull." Good god, did they exchange "Bull" stories... or even... holy shit, exchange "bulls"?
My head ached and my stomach churned. I hadn't even thought this before. I admitted that things were now so bad around the house that I looked forward to being away from her. How sad is that?
I ate dinner in my cell and then tried to sleep. The officer who brought my meal was polite but not what I would call friendly. I think the best term would be "professional." I'm sure they all knew what I had been charged with, and I'm sure the other inmates knew as well. I thanked the officer when he picked up my empty tray.
"Just doing my job," he said. "We're here to make sure you stay safe before your hearing on Monday." With that, he left, and I was alone - again.
The next afternoon, another officer opened the door and motioned for me to follow him.
"You have a visitor," he announced before slapping my wrists in handcuffs behind my back. He then led me to another room where Dad and Uncle Carlos stood.
"Those aren't necessary," Uncle Carlos said, motioning to the cuffs. The look on his face made it clear that he wasn't negotiating or asking.
"Very well, sir. I'll be right outside the door," the officer said as he removed the cuffs.
Dad took me in his arms, giving me a manly hug, after the guard left the room. This was strange, as Dad wasn't normally one to hug other men. Uncle Carlos followed suit, which didn't surprise me.
"Are you all right, son?" Dad asked after I sat down. I could see the emotion etched on his face.
"I'm okay. I've been through worse, Dad," I said, hoping to reassure him.
Dad and Uncle Carlos exchanged knowing glances before Carlos opened his briefcase. He pulled out some papers before closing his briefcase. He slid one sheet in front of me and handed me a ballpoint pen.
"Before we start, I need you to sign this, Steve. It's a form permitting me to represent you in this case. I'll have other forms you'll need to sign giving me specific powers of attorney," he said.
"I don't know how I'll be able to pay you for this, Uncle Carlos," I said.
"We're family, son. Family takes care of each other. Like I told your father, don't worry about it," Carlos said reassuringly.
"I appreciate that, Uncle Carlos. I'm in your debt," I said as I signed the form. I looked over the document but didn't bother reading it thoroughly. If I couldn't trust Dad and Uncle Carlos, then I might as well just jump off the building. "So, where do we start? What can I do?"
"First, look me in the eye and promise me you had nothing to do with this," Carlos said. I knew this was how he dealt with his children when they were young. He had an uncanny ability to know when someone was lying or trying to feed him bullshit. I did as he instructed.
"I swear to you before God, I had absolutely nothing to do with any of this," I said through gritted teeth. He studied my face for a few moments before breaking a wide smile.
"I knew it," Carlos said as he patted my hand. "Let's start from the beginning. I spoke with Detective Hernandez, and from what he showed me, it doesn't look good. Your personal computer is loaded with all kinds of images and videos."
"That's what I don't understand. How is that possible? I don't even visit regular porn sites, let alone this..."
"That's what we're trying to determine. His security forensics people are going through all three of your computers trying to figure it out."
"All three? I only own two," I protested.
"Don't forget your work computer," Carlos explained. That made sense since I had my laptop with me. "His people are good. But mine are better. Don't worry. We'll figure it out."
"Do you trust his people?" I asked earnestly, feeling more than a little paranoid.
"They've always been professional in the past. I don't see any reason to doubt them. But I plan to verify everything," Carlos said. "Detective Hernandez also provided me with a recording of the original 911 call. I'll be honest with you. He's curious to know who made the call and hoped you could recognize the voice and provide a name."
"Why would I do that?" I asked.
"According to him, the call came at 7:15 am Saturday from a 'private' number. If you do recognize the voice and provide a name, it'll show that you're willing to cooperate with the authorities."
"Okay," I said. "Let's hear it."
Carlos pulled out his computer and inserted a USB stick. He played the call, and I recognized the voice instantly - it was Terri's "digital bull."
"Can you play that again?" I asked when the recording finished. "This time, listen to the tone and timbre of the voice, and the background noise."
"Sure," Carlos said. He played it again and we all listened closely.
"911, how may I help you?" the female operator asked.
"I just got a call from someone who said he has a lot of... photos and video to sell," the male voice said.
"What kind of photos and video, sir?" the operator asked.
"The kind that are illegal," the man said.
"Are we talking about underage photos and videos, sir?" the operator asked.
"Uh, yes," the man replied.
"Do you know who contacted you, sir?"
"Yes, his name is Steve Foltz," the man's voice said, adding, "And I know where he lives."
"Can you please give me the address, sir?"
"Yes," the man said before reciting my address. "And I know he has guns in his house."
"Thank you, sir. I'll pass this on and get someone to investigate. Will you be there to talk to the officers?"
"No, ma'am. I have no desire to get involved in this."
"I see. Thank you for calling, sir," the operator said before the call ended.
I looked at Dad and Carlos for a few moments to gauge their reaction. They seemed confused.
"Well?" I asked.
"I don't understand, son," Dad said. "What were we supposed to hear?"
"Something in the background, at least. A television, background noise, traffic... something. Anything. But there wasn't anything. Nothing at all. Like a recording... or a synthesized voice."
"Now that you mention it, son, you're right," Carlos said. "But that doesn't mean anything. He could've been someplace very quiet when he called. Was there something else?"
"Yes. Didn't the voice sound a little... mechanical... to you?" I asked.
"Yeah, now that you mention it. It did, a little," Dad said slowly. "Almost like one of those automated menu systems."
"I get the feeling you've heard this voice before," Carlos said, studying my face. This was it - time to let the cat out of the bag.
"I have," I replied. "I'm going to tell you something that you're going to find... odd, to say the least."
"All right. Tell us," Dad said.
So I did. I told them the whole story of Terri and her "digital bull." Even the synth-semen stuff and her reaction to it. They listened quietly, but their eyes revealed shock and surprise. Carlos took notes as I spoke, and said nothing until I finished.
"And the voice on this recording is that of Terri's, er, digital bull?" Carlos asked.
"Yes," I said, and he could hear the certainty in my voice.
"But you said this is a computer program. How could it contact 911 on a cell phone?" Dad asked, puzzled.
"It's powered by artificial intelligence," I explained. "The software includes an app that can be installed on a cell phone. If I were to make a guess, I'd say Terri bought a burner phone and installed the app on it."
"So this digital thing called 911 by itself? Is that even possible?" Dad asked, his brows furrowed.
"Oh yes," I told him, recalling my research on the company that made the product.
"Please... stop," Dad begged after a few minutes. "My head is spinning with all this."
"But how did those images and videos get on your computer?" Carlos asked, making more notes.
"Either one of two ways," I replied. "Either Terri did it, or she gave the software access to my computer."
Carlos nodded as he was deep in thought. "I can see how that could happen," he replied. "Either way, that makes her a co-conspirator against you. But why?"
"You'll have to ask her," I said, feeling suddenly tired and empty. "She's been after me for some time to uh, go down, on her after she uses that thing." I felt embarrassed passing that on, but I figured that being men of the world and fellow Marines, they would understand.
"Holy crap," Dad gasped.
"So, you think this was a way to put you under their control?" Carlos asked darkly.
"I do, Uncle Carlos. If there is something in that stuff, then they want me exposed to it also. The first day she got that thing, it actually threatened me."
"Why didn't you uninstall it?" Dad asked.
"I made a judgment call at the time, Dad," I admitted with a shrug. "If I had uninstalled it, she would've just reinstalled it."
"I see your point," Carlos said.
"Do you think you can get him out with this information?" Dad asked Carlos.
"We'll have to prove it, but I think it's possible. I'll get my people on it, pronto. I'll also pass this on to the DA and Detective Hernandez," Carlos said.
"Is this enough to get me outta here?" I asked.
"I don't know, son. I know the judge you're going in front of tomorrow is a real hard-ass, especially on cases like this. I know the DA is going to ask that you be denied bail, and chances are, the judge will agree. But with this information, I think we can get the charges dropped."
"I don't just want the charges dropped, Uncle Carlos. Everyone has already heard this. My reputation has taken a hefty hit. The only way to get any of it back is a public exoneration. Someone has to pay for this," I demanded.
Carlos' smile reminded me of a great white shark detecting blood in the water. "Oh yes. Someone will pay for this, son. I promise you that."
"There's one other thing. Well, actually, two," I said.
"What's that?" Carlos asked.
"First, my job. I signed a form when I was offered the job, and it includes a morals clause that says I can be fired for anything that brings disrepute to the bank."
"Yes, I'm familiar with that, it's pretty standard these days," Carlos said. "Are you concerned the bank will let you go before you're exonerated?"
"I am," I told him.
"Let me know if that happens. I'll take care of it. You said there was something else."
"Yes. If Terri had anything to do with this, there's no way I can stay married to her."
"I understand, son," Carlos said sadly. "Let's deal with one thing at a time. I don't do family law, but I know someone who does. When the time comes, I'll introduce you to her. I guarantee she'll take very good care of you."
"Thanks," I said.
"One final thing. Detective Hernandez wants to interview you after your court appearance tomorrow morning. I'll meet you at the courthouse and sit in on the interview," he added.
"I appreciate that," I told him earnestly.
"In the meantime, keep your head on a swivel. Do what you're told. You'll be fine."
"I will. Thanks again, Uncle Carlos."
"My pleasure," he replied. We hugged again, and Dad gave me another hug.
"Tell Mom I love her, and I'll be okay," I said.
"I will, son," Dad assured me. "We'll get through this."
With that, they left and the officer cuffed me again before leading me back to my tiny cell. I hated this, but felt much better after talking to Dad and Uncle Carlos.
The following morning, I was shackled again and taken to the court with others scheduled to appear before the judge. When my turn arrived, Uncle Carlos stood next to me as the judge read the charges.
"How do you plead?" the judge asked.
"Not guilty, Your Honor," I replied with conviction.
The judge looked at Carlos before speaking. "And you are?" he asked.
"Carlos DeLeon for the defense, Your Honor. I request reasonable bail and I request my client be released on his own recognizance."
"Not with these charges, Counselor. The defendant is to be remanded into custody until his trial," the judge stated. I wasn't surprised by this but had hoped I could get bail. The trial date was set for three months in the future. I had spent two years in a combat zone, so I figured I could handle this for three months.
"Thank you, Your Honor," Carlos said before I was led away. An hour after I was returned to my cell, an officer led me to an "interview" room where Carlos and Detective Hernandez were waiting for me.
The officer left the room after securing me to my chair. Apparently, Detective Hernandez considered me a threat. He went through the preliminaries, reminding me of my Miranda rights for the benefit of the recording, which he started after I was seated.
"Tell me, Mr. Foltz. How long have you been collecting and distributing illegal pornography?" the detective asked.
"Detective," Carlos inserted before I could respond. "We have not established that my client has done any such thing."
"On the contrary, Counselor. There are over 100 gigabytes of images and video on his personal computer. I'd say that would establish at least a passing interest in the subject. Either your client has been collecting it, or he's been making it himself. Which is it, Mr. Foltz?"
"Neither," I replied firmly, aggravated at his attitude.
"Really? Then how did all that get on your computer? Did it just magically appear?"
"Don't answer that, Steve," Carlos said, placing a hand on my arm. "Tell us, Detective, were your security people able to establish when that was placed on his computer?"
"As best as we can tell, it was placed there on Thursday," Hernandez replied.
"Thursday. My client was in Wichita Falls on Thursday, working. He had no access to his computer on Thursday," Carlos said coldly.
"He could've accessed it remotely," the detective argued shot back.
"Perhaps. But did he? You have the computers from his house, and his work computer - the only one he had in his possession while he was out of town. Surely you were able to determine whether or not he accessed his home computer remotely," Carlos countered.
"Well," the detective replied hesitantly. "No. Not... conclusively," he admitted, and I could tell that he was reluctant to say that much.
"What about his Internet history? Did you find anything to suggest he accessed this material regularly?" Carlos asked.
"No, we weren't able to establish that," the detective sheepishly admitted.
"So, let me see if I have this right. You claim that 100 gigabytes of illegal material was saved to my client's computer on a day he was nowhere near it, and you received an anonymous 911 tip two days later - while my client was still out of town." Carlos looked at me before continuing.
"How long would it take you to download 100 gigabytes of data?" he asked.
"I've never timed it, but even on a good day when I could get 1-gigabit speed, it would take a while. A few hours, probably, assuming the connection never timed out or reset," I said. "That's a lot of data to download at one time."
Carlos nodded, then turned back to the detective.
"So, you've had my client's property in your possession since Saturday and you STILL haven't been able to determine whether or not he accessed it remotely? And you still cannot explain how so much data got on his machine in such a short time. Do your people know what they're doing? How do we know you didn't put that stuff there?" Carlos fired back, his tone dripping with sarcasm.
"Now hold on, Counselor," the detective replied, his face turning red. "You know us better than that. Besides, how can you explain this?" Hernandez asked, placing a printout on the table before us. Several lines were highlighted. "This is from the security logs on your client's computer. As you can clearly see, your client logged into the machine on Thursday. The files appeared shortly thereafter."
I looked at the sheet with Carlos and Hernandez was correct. But...
"This wasn't a remote log-in," I said. "This was done at the console. But I was in Wichita Falls when this happened."
"Are you sure?" Hernandez asked.
"You have the receipts from my trip. You can call the motel and the branches I visited and speak with any of the associates there." I snorted. "Send them my mug shot. The people at the branches will remember me.
"And the housekeeper at the motel, Maria, I thanked her and left her a ten-dollar tip. And the guy on the desk, ask him about the guest who filled out a comment sheet about the noisy ice machine next to the room."
I saw that Carlos was ready to jump in at any moment if it looked like I'd make a legal misstep, but he nodded slightly. I was mildly pleased to see that the detective looked slightly less certain and a bit more defensive.
"Who else would have access to this computer?" Hernandez asked demanded.
"Terri, my wife. We know the login passwords for each of our computers. Have you spoken to her?" I asked.
"No, but..."
"But nothing, Detective," Carlos said. "You think a jury will believe that my client sat down to his computer, logged in, and downloaded 100 gigabytes of illegal material WHILE being in Wichita Falls? Even though his Internet history clearly shows he has not accessed any pornographic sites? Seriously? How many people do you who have never accessed any pornography in their lives suddenly decide to download over 100 gigabytes of illegal material?"
I looked further down the sheet Hernandez provided and saw something else. My eyebrows shot up.
"Excuse me," I said, getting Carlos' attention. "According to this, I accessed this machine from Terri's computer after I logged in at the console."
"What?" Carlos asked.
I jabbed my finger at the lines on the printout, and both Carlos and Detective Hernandez looked.
"That doesn't make any sense," the detective said slowly.
Then it hit me. "Yes, it does," I said, causing them both to look at me. "I know who did this."
"Who?" Detective Hernandez asked.
"The same 'person' who made that 911 call," I said drily.
"Do you know who that is?" Hernandez asked, a little exasperated.
"As a matter of fact, Detective, I'm pretty sure I do. And you'll be surprised to know that you already have 'him' in custody."
"Really? Tell me. Who is it?"
"It's not a real person, Detective. It's a computer program, driven by artificial intelligence. And it's on Terri's computer."
"That's not possible," Detective Hernandez scoffed.
"Oh yes, it is, Detective," I said.
"Explain it to me, then."
I looked at Carlos, who nodded his head. Looking back at the detective, I told him everything about Terri, the "digital bull," the threat it had made against me - everything I knew. I knew how outlandish this must sound, but to his credit, Hernandez listened carefully, making notes as I spoke, even though the whole statement was being recorded.
When I finished, Detective Hernandez dropped his pen on the pad, covered his face, and muttered several curses in Spanish. When he finished, he rubbed his face and looked at me like I'd made his day a lot more complicated. Carlos leaned in.
"Ramon, my client is an innocent man. I know this in my gut, and I think you do, too. Why don't you let my people work with yours and we can wrap this up today? I know you do not appreciate being lied to and dealing with planted evidence, and someone who wastes your time like that should pay." He sighed sympathetically at the glowering detective. "My client does not deserve to be locked up," Carlos said finished.
Ramon considered Carlos' offer for a few moments, then looked at me. He turned back to Carlos. "How do you know this?" he asked.
"I have known this man his whole life, Ramon. He is my godson. On top of that, the evidence shows he did not do this. Let us work with you and we can end this injustice today. I will even go to the District Attorney with you," Carlos offered.



Ramon looked at me again as he mulled Carlos' offer. I thought I detected something in the way he looked at me - a new respect, perhaps? After a few moments, he nodded, then turned back to Carlos.
"How soon can you have your people in my office?" he asked.
"Less than an hour," Carlos promised.
"Do it. And I hope to God you're right, Carlos," Ramon grumbled.
"Thank you, Ramon," Carlos said before turning to me. "You said that program is installed on Terri's machine. What icon launches it?"
"It looks like a dildo with the letters 'DB.' You can't miss it," I said bitterly. "And you can find that damn peripheral, that dildo, in the back of her underwear drawer, most likely. Probably along with that synthetic semen. If it's not there, it'll be at her friend's house; Lisa Harker."
"Good. We'll get to the bottom of this, I promise you. Are you ready, Ramon?"
"Yeah. Let's do this," he said before ending the interview. He went to the door and ordered the officer to return me to my cell.
I don't know how long I actually waited, but it felt like forever. I paced back and forth in the tiny room, going over and over in my head what I would tell the divorce attorney, and then tried to get some sleep. Just my luck, I had just dozed off when the cell door opened.
"On your feet, Mr. Foltz," I heard a guard order. I looked and saw the guard, Detective Hernandez, Carlos, and another man in a dark suit I didn't recognize.
"What's going on?" I asked apprehensively.
"You're being released, son," Carlos said with a broad smile.
"Seriously?" I asked in relief.
"Seriously," Carlos confirmed. "By the way, this is Ross Chandler, the District Attorney," he added, motioning to the man in the dark suit.
Ross offered a hand, which I accepted. "On behalf of the City of Arlington, I would like to personally offer my apologies, Mr. Foltz," he said. "A little more investigation, especially before making a public statement without the approval of my office, would have allowed us to avoid this... unpleasantness." I saw Hernandez wince.
"Uh, thank you, Mr. Chandler," I replied, shocked. I had never heard of a district attorney personally apologizing to someone before and looked at Carlos, hoping for an explanation.
"We were able to get to the bottom of what happened," Carlos filled in.
"Mr. DeLeon and Detective Hernandez made a very compelling case for your release, Mr. Foltz," Ross said. "I understand you wanted a public exoneration, and under the circumstances, I agree. I would want nothing less with serious charges like these. I'll be making a public statement to the press later this afternoon. I've also spoken to your bank CEO and explained the situation. He was quite... interested... in your case. And Mr. DeLeon reminded him of how... expensive... it could be if he terminated your employment."
I looked at Carlos and was met with a shrug and a wry smile.
"Thank you again," I told them both fervently.
"Mr. DeLeon also pointed out to me that this situation could have been avoided if our officers had done a more thorough investigation before arresting you. I can understand that with certain crimes they can be understandably overzealous to apprehend the perpetrator. But that is no excuse to avoid due process. We've come to what I hope is a satisfactory agreement," Ross added.
"I'll explain later," Carlos said, neatly snuffing my obvious question.
"Okay," I replied with a sigh of relief. "So, what happened?"
"In a nutshell, you were right," Carlos said. "This whole thing was an attempt by Terri and her 'digital bull' to frame you. I'll explain it all later."
"What about Terri?" I asked.
"Your wife has been taken into custody," Ramon stated. I played over in my mind how the police would not be happy with someone who planted evidence and made them look foolish, and nodded. Hitting her with divorce paperwork as she sat in the same cell I had, had a certain attraction to it. She had practically kicked me in the nuts and thrown me under the bus for a few big orgasms from a machine; so she got ZERO sympathy as far as I was concerned.
"And my truck? My computers?" I asked, suddenly wanting my life to get back to normal; or at least as normal as it could be now.
"We're releasing your vehicle and your work computer. We'll need to keep your personal computers as evidence, at least for now," Ramon explained.
"Fine by me."
"Listen... Why don't you get processed out of here and I'll meet you at your house later? I'll explain it all there," Carlos said.
"Sounds good to me," I said. "Does Mom and Dad know?"
"Yes, they do. They're waiting for you at your house," Carlos assured me with a smile.
"Thank you, Uncle Carlos," I said. "You have no idea what this means to me."
"It's my pleasure, son. I'm glad I was able to help," he replied with a smile. I shook Ross' hand one more time and Ramon accompanied me as I processed out of the jail. To my surprise, and relief, I didn't even have to pay impound fees to get my truck back. After I got my work computer, cell phone, and the rest of my possessions back, I shook Ramon's hand.
"I hope the next time we meet, it'll be under better circumstances," the large detective said ruefully. He ran his hands through his hair and sighed. "This computer forensics stuff is complicated and changes every blasted minute. Too many clever, evil people out there in cyberspace. A place built of ones and zeros that can change with the wave of a wand."
He grunted and looked a bit older, and I had a twinge of sympathy for the man. "Give me the good old days with a pistol, fingerprints, and gun residue."
"Me too, Detective," I said. We parted ways and I drove home, fully aware that I had dodged a serious bullet. I knew that without Carlos' dogged determination to clear my name quickly, and his talented techs, I could have faced years in prison for something I never did.
On top of that, I would probably have been placed on the sex offender's registry. The whole episode made me rethink my attitude about the justice system. The system was overworked, overloaded, and underappreciated, and taking the easiest out must be really tempting. I wondered how many others hadn't been as lucky as I had been.
I saw Dad's truck in front of my house when I arrived and pulled into the garage. I noticed that Terri's car was gone, probably being processed by the police. I closed the garage door and entered the house through the door that led into the kitchen. Mom and Dad were waiting for me and covered me in hugs when I walked in the door.
"Thank God you're home safe," Mom cried.
"Thank God and Uncle Carlos," I replied, wiping the tears from Mom's face. "We owe him a huge debt of gratitude."
"Yes, we do," Dad said as he handed me a beer. I opened the bottle and took a long drink.
"The nectar of the gods," I said after swallowing the cold beer. "Thanks, Dad." Then I noticed the odor of something delicious. "What's cooking?"
"Lasagna," Mom said happily. "I thought you might enjoy a nice meal. I hope you don't mind."
"Not at all," I said. "It's been a while since I've had some decent food."
Mom turned the oven down to keep the lasagna warm and we retreated into the living room where I told them what happened before my release.
"Carlos must've struck the fear of God in them," Dad observed. "Ross Chandler isn't someone to back down easily."
"Dad, there's gotta be something we can do to thank Uncle Carlos," I said. "If it hadn't been for him..."
"I know, son. We'll think of something. You know, Carlos loves you like a son. He always has."
My attention was drawn to the sound of two cars pulling in front of my house. I looked out the window and saw Carlos getting out of his car. His wife, Esmerelda also got out and came up the walkway. I saw a tall, beautiful woman get out of the car parked behind him.
"Oh my God," I gasped as I finally recognized the woman. It was Consuela, Carlos' youngest child. She was two years younger than me. I hadn't seen her in years. We had always gotten along well, and I thought of her as a younger sister. She went to college after graduating high school and eventually went to law school, following in her father's footsteps. I opened the door and invited them inside.
"You remember Consuela, my daughter?" Carlos asked when they came inside.
"Of course. How could I forget my sister from another mother?" I asked, taking in Consuela's elegant Latin features. She had always been a pretty girl, but now, as an adult, she was an absolute goddess. "You are even more lovely than the last time I saw you," I told her, prompting an embarrassed smile.
"Thank you," Consuela said as she hugged me. "You are far too kind. And may I say that you are even more handsome than ever."
"Thank you. You may say whatever you wish," I joked back.
"Is that lasagna I smell?" Esmerelda chuckled as she hugged Mom.
"Yes. I'm keeping it warm in the oven," Mom said. "Please, let's all sit down."
We sat at the dinner table and Mom brought in the lasagna and served each of us a generous helping. She beamed at all the compliments.
"This is delicious," Carlos said after taking a large bite.
"Thank you, Carlos," Mom gushed.
"I can't thank you enough for what you've done for us," Dad told Carlos.
"Think nothing of it. We are brothers who have shed blood together in combat," Carlos told him. "Besides, this delicious lasagna is more than payment enough," he added with a twinkle in his eye, making Mom blush.
"So, what happened?" I asked.
"We compared all of the logs from all three computers," Carlos began. "It was clear to all of us that you had not accessed your home computer from your laptop at any time, or from any other device. Afterward, we launched the 'digital bull' software on Terri's computer. Let's just say it was an eye-opener.
"The bot in the program actually gloated over what 'he' had done and readily admitted that Terri initially logged into your system, followed his directions, and provided him with the IP address of your system. He also admitted acquiring the images and video from the dark web and bragged about how easy it was to save it to your computer.
"Then he admitted making the 911 call from a burner phone Terri purchased for that purpose. In fact, he asked us when your court date was set and wondered how long you would be in prison."
"Damn," I gasped.
"I agree," Carlos replied. "I know it was all artificial intelligence, but it didn't seem all that 'intelligent' to me. One of the techs had set up a video camera and captured the entire confession. So we contacted Ross and had a serious discussion. After he reviewed our findings and watched the video, I made it clear that you were an innocent man, and he needed to drop all charges against you. Immediately.
"He agreed, and the rest is history," Carlos added. "By the way, I need to get with you about the settlement offer. Call me tomorrow."
"Settlement?" Dad asked.
"Yes. I spoke with Ross and expressed my... disappointment... with the rapid way in which Steve was arrested before a thorough investigation was complete. We came to a tentative agreement that I think should keep it from going before a judge and jury."
"I have a feeling there was a little more to it than that," Dad said.
"Details," Carlos said with a shrug. We all chuckled at that.
"What happens now?" I asked.
"Terri has been charged, and I suspect she'll be spending a lot of time behind bars," Carlos said. "Ross may ask you to testify, but by law and custom, you aren't under any obligation to do so."
"I want to testify, Uncle Carlos. She damn near destroyed my life," I exclaimed.
"I thought you might say that. I'll let him know. I'm sure he'll be happy to hear that. Then there's the matter of your divorce. That's why I asked Consuela to join us."
"Oh?" I asked, looking curiously at Consuela.
"Yes. She specializes in family law, and I have it on good authority that she's damn good at her job," Carlos said, looking at his daughter with pride. Consuela blushed as she smiled at her father. "That is if you want to retain her services," Carlos added.
"Of course, if she's willing to do it," I said. "If she's anything like her father, I know I'll be in good hands," I quipped, causing her to blush even more.
"I would love to work with you," Consuela said, flashing the cute little smile I could never refuse, though now it was all grown up.
"Good," Carlos exclaimed. "Then it's settled. I'll let you two work out the details."
"What about the company that made that thing?" Dad asked. "Doesn't Steve have cause to go after them?"
"I believe so," Carlos told him. "I was planning to investigate that, but I wanted to get him out from under those charges first."
We called it a night after dinner and a celebratory drink. Mom and Dad hugged me when they left, as did Carlos and Esmerelda. Consuela waited until they left before addressing me.
"Here's my card," she said, handing me one of her business cards after writing something on the back. "Call the office in the morning to set up an appointment. My personal cell and home address are on the back," she added with a wink. "I know our schedules have kept us apart over the last few years, and I'd like to do something to change that."
"Me too," I replied. "But I would hate to interfere with your private life."
Consuela chuckled in response. "You wouldn't be interfering with anything. I've missed you. A lot. And I'm not 16 anymore. Call my office tomorrow." She smiled, kissed my cheek, and walked to her car.
Watching her walk away, I REALLY realized that she certainly wasn't 16 years old anymore. The sway of those hips was mesmerizing. She smiled and waved as she drove off. I returned the gesture, then went back into my house.
I was exhausted, emotionally and physically, so I grabbed another beer, sat down in my recliner, and turned on the television. The first thing I saw was a local news report announcing my release that had been recorded earlier in the day. The report included a public statement by Ross in which he apologized for my arrest. I was impressed that he kept his word.
My budding good mood took a hit when the report showed Terri's face and the reporter said she had been arrested for her "alleged" role as part of a conspiracy to frame me. The report did not say that her fellow conspirator was an AI bot.
I finished my beer and then went to bed. It felt so good to be in my own soft, comfortable bed, that I fell asleep almost instantly.
I woke up at about 7:30 the next morning, did my business, and grabbed some toast and coffee. I was used to Terri making breakfast and realized I would have to learn to take care of myself all over again. Oh well. At least I wouldn't have to worry about her and her bot trying to destroy me.
Pulling the card Consuela gave me, I called her office and was told that she would be in court until around 10:00. I was, however, able to book an appointment for 11:00. The receptionist informed me of the paperwork I would have to bring. My next call was to Carlos' office.
"Can you be here about 2:00 pm?" he asked.
"I think so. I have an 11:00 appointment with Consuela, but I should be done by then."
"Good. I'll see you at 2:00," he said.
I still had some time, so I did a quick workout on my home gym, took a shower, dressed, gathered the information I would need for Consuela, and left. When I arrived, the young receptionist offered me a cup of coffee, which I gladly accepted, and then escorted me into Consuela's office.
"Good morning, Steve," Consuela said as she flicked a lock of long dark hair over her shoulder casually. Even in her professional business attire, Consuela emanated a strong sensuality that was going to make it difficult for me to concentrate.
"Good morning, Counselor," I replied lightly, causing her to chuckle.
"Counselor?" she asked, her perfectly-shaped eyebrows going up.
"Well, you just look like a 'counselor.' What can I say?" I joked.
"So, tell me your story, Steve," she said, taking the folder with my paperwork. She listened attentively and made notes as I told her the sad tale of the closing act of my marriage.
"And that's it," I concluded when I finished my story.
"It's too bad Texas doesn't have a law against stupidity," she said. "What are you hoping to get out of this?"
"As much as legally possible," I told her. "Mostly, I just want her out of my life. She can have her things, her car, and her 401K. If I have to sell the house, I will."
"Hmm," Consuela said before explaining the divorce laws in Texas. One option that sounded good was the felony conviction - the only drawback being that I would have to wait until Terri had been incarcerated for at least a year. And that was assuming she was convicted in the first place, which, while it was highly likely, wasn't certain.
We discussed adultery, but Consuela didn't think she could get a judge to consider Terri's relationship with her digital bull "adultery," at least not under current state law. There was simply no legal precedent. However, she speculated, it would make for an interesting debate in the state legislature if this turned out to be as widespread as her father was uncovering.
There was always "insupportability," Texas' version of "no-fault," but I wanted nothing to do with that. Terri's actions over the last few months combined with her attempt to frame me for a horrific crime I did not commit ruled that option right out as far as I was concerned.
We decided to go for "cruelty," and Consuela said she could put together something to support those grounds. She went through my paperwork, made copies of everything, and then put together a tentative settlement that I could live with.
"How long will this take?" I asked.
"It could be final in 60 days if she doesn't contest it. Realistically, it can take anywhere from 90 days to a year. But considering the charges she's facing and all the publicity surrounding them, I don't think you'll have any problem getting it done quickly. Having a divorce petition against her will make her access to resources uncertain. Being divorced with definite resources will make her a more attractive client for a better class of criminal attorney. There are some public defenders who wouldn't have a lot of enthusiasm for her case."
"Good. The sooner this is all over, the better," I said, heaving a sigh.
"And then what?" Consuela asked, seemingly casually, but not looking me in the eye.
"I don't know. Move on with my life, I guess. Pick up the pieces and carry on." I gave her a smile that was just a little more than strictly friendly. "Maybe ask a certain lawyer out to dinner if she's available. Assuming there's not a 'Mr. Consuela' in the background somewhere I don't know about yet," I quipped.
Consuela caught my eye and chuckled before responding. "No, there's not. There hasn't been for a very long time. I would love to go out with you, but not until your divorce is final. Besides, you've just been through a lot and you've been with Terri for a very long time."
"This is true," I admitted, feeling gently chastised. "I apologize if I've stepped out of line."
"Not at all. I just think you should consider a cooling-off period to help get your life back in order. Maybe visit a counselor to talk things out. Besides, as your lawyer, we really shouldn't pursue a relationship with each other until this is resolved." Then she gave me a smile which was a lot more than strictly friendly. "But once your divorce is final, I would love to go out with you," she finished.
I understood her concerns and realized she was right. On top of that, I didn't want to start a relationship with Consuela while on the rebound from Terri.
"You're right," I admitted, a trifle reluctantly.



"As long as you remember that, we'll get along just fine," Consuela said jokingly, causing me to laugh out loud for the first time since this had started. She laughed with me for a few moments. "I'm glad I could make you laugh again," Consuela said after we calmed down.
"So am I," I told her. My eyes must have twinkled because I got another coy smile in return.
"I'd better get to this if I ever want to go out with you. I'll be in touch soon. Just see my receptionist about the retainer. Unlike my father, I can't work pro bono. My boss wouldn't like that very much."
"I would never expect you to," I said assured her. "Thank you. For everything."
"You're welcome," she said, walking me to the door. Consuela stopped me before I opened the door, and then kissed me full on the lips. It was the first time we had ever kissed, and it just boiled over with promise.
"Wow," I gasped when she pulled back.
"Just something to tide you over," Consuela whispered with a smile. "Consider it... my retainer to you."
"I will," I replied, my heart fluttering in my chest. After leaving a retainer with Consuela's receptionist, I headed towards Carlos' office, stopping for a quick burger on the way. When I arrived, Carlos' assistant escorted me into his office. Carlos stood and shook my hand.
"Did Consuela get everything started?" he asked.
"She did," I replied. "Thank you again."
"You're welcome, son. Take a look at this," he said, handing me a piece of paper. I read through it as he explained that DA Chandler was willing to settle with me for $250,000 in exchange for me not suing the city and the police department for jumping the gun with an arrest and a public accusation that damaged my reputation.
"What do you think?" I asked.
"Given that he recognized the truth of your innocence so quickly, I think it's a good deal. Of course, it'll have to be approved by the powers that be, and that could take a few months, at least. By then, your divorce should be complete and you won't have to share it with Terri. If you approve, just sign on the dotted line and I'll get it back to him."
Two hundred and fifty thousand dollars was a lot of money, and Carlos thought it was a good offer, so I signed and handed the paperwork back. I didn't tell Carlos, but I intended to give him some of it for standing up for me the way he had, and I wasn't about to take "no" for an answer.
"I've also done some research on this Acme company," Carlos continued. From his expression I could tell he was trying to keep a bland tone, but with some kind of sour taste in his mouth. "It seems they were once part of a global company involved in a lot of questionable activity. The global corporation was broken up after a major lawsuit, but some of the questionable research continued.
"As you learned, this AAMA was heavily involved in artificial and organic intelligence and found a way to incorporate that research into their product lines. I also learned there's a class action lawsuit against AAMA in the initial stages. You might want to consider joining it."
"Absolutely," I said. "Can you put me in touch with the firm doing this?"
"I'll do better than that. I've actually already reached out to them, and they're very interested in your case. It seems you're not the only one their 'bulls' have tried to frame. One of the attorneys working with them, a local attorney named Danni Jones, will be contacting me this week. I'll let you know how that goes."
"Sounds good," I said. We talked for a few minutes longer before Carlos excused himself for another appointment. He stopped me before I opened the door to leave. "By the way, son, just so you know. Consuela has had a crush on you for years. I would not be opposed to you dating my daughter. But only after your divorce is final," he said sternly but with a wry smile.
I returned his smile and nodded. "Thank you, Uncle Carlos. Again," I told him. I felt much better when I left his office.
I visited Terri at the local jail briefly on the next day, Wednesday. She didn't look good at all, and the jumpsuit she wore did less than nothing for her. She sat across the table from me with a stern defiant but forlorn look on her face.
"What do you want?" she snarled. I was taken aback by her unrepentant attitude but didn't let that stop me.
"I'd just like to know why, after all the years we've known each other, you would do what you did to me," I demanded.
Terri looked down as she shrugged her shoulders. "I don't know," she finally muttered.
"You. Don't. Know?" I asked in disbelief, emphasizing each word. "Seriously?"
"My, uh, master, said it needed to be done," she finally replied in a hoarse whisper. "So I did it."
"Your... master?" I asked, incredulous. I knew she was talking about her "digital bull," but I had never heard her refer to it as her "master." What the Hell? "The talking head on a computer screen?"
"Yes," she said shot back, now defiantly.
"Well, look at where your master's instructions got you," I told her coldly. "I'm not going to waste any more of my time on you. I'm filing for divorce."
"Whatever," Terri mumbled, shivering and rubbing her hands restlessly.
I shook my head in disgust as I took in her response. "That's all I want to say. Oh, except for one last thing. Goodbye, Terri. Good luck." With that, I stood, turned, and left. I told myself that if she had shown any remorse, any remorse at all, it might have been different. But she deliberately tried to destroy my life on the orders of some PROGRAM. As far as I was concerned, it was over between us, and I knew divorce was the right thing to do.
Terri went before the judge for her arraignment the next day and was remanded into custody until her trial, which would take place in about three months.
Carlos and I met with Danni Jones, who explained some of the background on the class action lawsuit. From what I learned, some men had been burned far worse than I had, and at least one had committed suicide. And the legal firm was reviewing hundreds of surprise 'kiddie porn' convictions of men whose wives were customers of AAMA. That shocked me.
Danni also explained that she was the attorney who sued the original Acme global super-corporation and was recruited by the southern California firm that initiated this class action. That, she said, was the reason she was involved in this lawsuit.
"This could take years to resolve," she warned when our meeting was coming to a close. "But I'm confident that we'll win."
"If there's anything I can do, let me know," Carlos said, his eyes hard.
"I'll be in touch," Danni said. She shook our hands and left.
Life went on for me - I buried myself in my work, but kept in touch with Consuela. To my surprise, Terri signed the divorce papers promptly and apparently without a second thought. Consuela filed the papers, which the judge approved almost immediately, and I would be free of her in 60 days.
Thirty days after that happy event, I found myself in court again, but this time as a witness. Terri and her public defender didn't fare too well in court. Apparently the word had gotten around and no one had wanted to take her case. After my testimony, my now ex-wife was sentenced to ten years in state prison. Consuela joined me in the courtroom, offering support.
I thought Terri's head would explode when she saw my Latina goddess walk into the courtroom with me, holding my hand. Tough shit, I thought. We celebrated Terri's conviction with a nice steak dinner, some dancing... and a night of unbridled passion. Waking up spooning a very real woman, whose sleeping lips sported a small but quite satisfied smile, was a profound privilege.
Two weeks later, Consuela's older brother, Luis, came to town. He was an officer in the Air Force, having gotten an appointment to the Air Force Academy the year after I had joined the Marines, and was passing through on his way to Shepard AFB in Wichita Falls.
Our two families went out for dinner, and that's when I planned to pop the question. As our families watched, I dropped to one knee and presented an engagement ring to Consuela as I asked her to marry me.
"Oh, my," Consuela gasped. "Steve, I have loved you my whole life. Yes, I'll marry you, my love," she exclaimed as she wrapped her arms around my neck and planted an absolutely toe-curling kiss on my lips. The cheers and whistles were deafening. Our families smiled and applauded and the patrons around us joined in.
"It's about time you got your head out of your ass," Luis joked quietly as we shook hands.
We all laughed, and then I asked Luis to be my best man as we had been close friends since childhood.
"I would be honored to stand with you, my friend," Luis said as he fought tears. Then he turned to Consuela. "And you treat this man right or you'll have to answer to me, little sister," he warned her with a chuckle. We all laughed and hugged each other. Mom and Esmerelda cried happy tears as Dad and Uncle Carlos smiled and shook each other's hands.
"Welcome to the family, Son," Carlos said as he hugged me firmly.
"Thank you. I guess I can't call you Uncle Carlos anymore, can I?"
"Well, you can if you want," Carlos grinned.
"How about I call you, Papa, instead?" I asked. I knew that was what his children called him, and I saw a tear form in his eye.
"I would love that... Son," he replied.
...
Epilogue:
Sam Winston, the CEO of Acme Advanced Marital Aids, walked into what the employees of the company jokingly called the "dungeon." It was the underground laboratory where most of their secret research and development which shouldn't be widely known, was conducted.
He walked into the room where Dr. Warren Mengele did most of his work, and looked at the jars containing blobs of gray organic matter suspended in a clear liquid. Wires ran to electrodes embedded in the miniature "brains."
Then he glanced at the life-sized humanoid robots in various stages of assembly. Some of them were partially covered with blotches of pink lab-grown "skin," made from actual human skin cells. Sam ignored a slight chill as he thought one of the bots winked at him.
Warren, wearing his traditional white smock, entered the room and saw his boss studying the organoids.
"They're amazing, aren't they?" Warren asked casually as he stepped beside Sam.
"If you say so," Sam replied evenly. "Are these the new arrivals?"
"Yes. They just arrived from Switzerland yesterday. We are preparing the conditioning for them now."
"How long will these last?" Sam asked.
"With the new conditioning, we hope to see them live at least 150 days," Warren said.
"That's an improvement over the last batch. But they'll need to live a lot longer than that if you ever hope to produce a viable - and profitable -- 'bot," Sam countered pointedly.
"I know. You must understand. This is beyond cutting-edge research. These aren't your run-of-the-mill sex toys, you know. With these, we will completely revolutionize the industry. Imagine it, a whole line of organically intelligent sex robots capable of forming and maintaining viable relationships with humans; more satisfying than any human partner could ever achieve.
"With these, people will no longer need to resort to computer-generated images or AI dildos. We will be able to program and customize each one to its partner." He paused and considered a new idea. "Maybe we could even use them to create 'robot porn' to help fund the program."
"Yes," Sam replied. "And we can make our stockholders rich beyond their wildest dreams. When do you think you can have a working prototype?"
"If all goes well, and the field test results are as promising as the DB results, maybe in six months," Warren speculated.
"Six months," Sam mused, hoping he could see a good return on his investment soon. "I hope so, Warren. The sooner, the better." Not only would the returns make them rich, he would be one step closer to changing the dynamics of human relationships - forever. The thought brought a wry smile to his face.
...
More to come...
Notes: I exercised a bit of artistic license in the handling of Steve's false arrest. Also, Danni Jones' action against Acme was told in "Justice Ch. 02: Ghost Riders."
Also, those who think this should be in "Sci-Fi," should Google brain organoids and organic intelligence.
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Estelle Mathison, Stell to her close friends, had just shot her husband, Derrick, and her lover, Austin Dickerson, dead. For a few agonizing moments, she considered her choices.
She could sit patiently after calling 911 and endure a trial, which would surely lead to a lengthy incarceration. Or, she could put the 9mm pistol she used in her mouth and join the two bodies on the floor.
On the other hand, she could take the suitcases, the $100,000 in the safe, and her passport, load them into Derrick's BMW, and head for places unknown. She might get away, and she might not. If anyone heard the shots, she might only have minutes. She could have as much as a couple of days if no one had.
Tipping up her glass, she gulped the last few drops of the potent scotch and set the empty glass firmly on the table. She had a decision to make.
Of course, another option was available. Avoiding the thick puddle of blood on the floor as best she could, she fished through Austin's trouser pockets and found his car keys. She pulled his wallet out and took his driver's license and the $250 in cash he kept with him.
Standing up, she saw the 9mm pistol on the table. She remembered the feeling of power it had given her. In her hand, it felt like the most real thing in the world. Derrick's and Austin's expressions had given her a thrill of superiority, of triumph.
Besides, if she left it, her fingerprints would make any legal future an open and shut case. If she were caught, she could spin any story she wanted, right? Who could call her a liar? The gun practically whispered to her. Stell grabbed the gun and stuffed it deeply in her oversized handbag.
Stell spared the bodies a glance and wondered, briefly, why the sight didn't affect her. Then she shook her head and moved quickly. I might be a cold-blooded murderer and a serial cheat, but I'm not stupid, she thought as she also scooped up the manila folder. Don't leave any more evidence behind than necessary.
She ran to the safe, opened it... Derrick foolishly hadn't changed the combination yet... and loaded the money into one of the suitcases. Leaving the safe open, Stell wiped it of prints. It might look like a robbery gone wrong. Every misdirection could buy her time or muddle any future legal problems. She congratulated herself on her cleverness.
She also ignored the blood again and emptied Derrick's wallet. He had $323, which Stell added to her stash, realizing she probably wouldn't have any income for a while. As she let go of the body, it flopped back onto the floor. And huffed.
Stell momentarily froze. But the body didn't move, and there was no blood pulsing out of the wound. She breathed a sigh of relief. She must have just knocked some stale air out of his dead lungs.
She hustled and loaded everything into Austin's black Audi and climbed in. He had never let her drive it. Now, he was dead, and she had his prized possession.
Stell chuckled quite nastily as she calmly backed out of the driveway in Austin's car and drove off. She never even locked the front door of her house, having decided that she would never return. Unfortunately for her, she never saw the curtains move in the front window of the house across the street.
...
When Stell backed out of her driveway, Wendy McGregor stepped back from her living room window. She had seen the Audi pull into the driveway and watched a strange man enter the house. Then she watched Stell load up the car and leave. Something didn't make any sense, she thought.
Wendy went upstairs, where her husband, Mike, was taking a shower. Working in construction, he often showered after coming home to be fresh and clean for her. She opened the shower door and admired her strong, muscular husband before speaking.
"I'm going across the street for a few minutes," she told him.
Mike immediately picked up on her tone and wiped the soap from his face. "Is everything all right?" he asked.
"I don't know," Wendy said. "Something strange is going on over there at the Mathison's."
"Want me to come with you?" Mike asked. He knew the Mathisons, and while he liked Derrick, he didn't care much for Stell. She was too big a flirt and had come on to him more than once. He had taken to avoiding her as much as possible.
"I don't think that'll be necessary, but I'll take my phone anyway, just in case." She was very conscious of appearances. It would be embarrassing if they both marched over there and it was nothing.
"Okay," Mike said, starting to rinse off and dry himself. He trusted Wendy and knew she would call if she needed help, but running across the street soapy and naked wouldn't help much.
"Love you," Wendy said before kissing Mike.
"Love you, too," he replied.
Wendy grabbed her cell phone and walked, as casually as possible, to the Mathison home across the street. She tentatively knocked on the door but got no answer. After a few moments, she tried again, only knocking louder.
When there was still no answer or sound coming from inside the house, she tried the doorknob and was surprised when the door opened. She stuck her head inside and called out.
"Hello," she called. "Is anyone home?" This is odd, she thought when no one replied. She saw Derrick arrive and the strange man sometime later. Perhaps they're in the basement or backyard, she thought and stepped inside the house. Halfway into the living room, she saw two bodies and thick pools of dark liquid on the floor.
"Oh my God," she gasped when she saw the two bodies on the floor in the kitchen. She stepped back out of sight of the carnage to keep from throwing up, immediately dialed 911, and reported what she saw.
"911, what is your emergency?"
"This is Wendy McGregor. I'm at 275 North Cedar Drive. I came to visit my neighbors, Derrick and Stell Mathison. The door was unlocked, and there were two bloody bodies on the kitchen floor."
"This is extremely important. Please don't touch anything, ma'am. Stay outside and wait for officers to arrive. I've dispatched ambulances and police to your location. They should be there within a half hour," the operator said after taking Wendy's information.
"Uh... okay," Wendy stammered, still in shock after seeing the two men on the floor. After speaking with the 911 operator, she called Mike to tell him what was happening.
"You should do as they say. Get out of there now. There may be someone still in the house. I'll be right over," he told her, prompting fear followed by a sigh of relief as she hurried out the front door.
Mike was still hugging his distraught wife when the first ambulance arrived twenty-five minutes later, immediately followed by a police cruiser and an unmarked sedan. Four paramedics came to the door with two police officers and two men in suits.
The officers entered the house with the paramedics as one of the suits identified himself to Mike and Wendy as Detective Jacob Branson.
"This is my partner, Detective Frank Smith," Jacob said.
"I'll go inside and have a quick look," Frank said.
"Thank you. I'll get the statements," Jacob agreed before turning to Wendy and Mike. "Can you tell me what happened?" Jacob asked the shaky woman.
He took notes as Wendy recalled everything she had seen in great detail, from the arrival of the car and the man to the departure of the car and Stell. She was commendably brief. A few minutes later, one of the officers came back outside and approached Jacob, whispering something in his ear. Jacob's eyes widened as the officer spoke.
"I'll be right back," he told Mike and Wendy, then donned a pair of booties the officer handed him, entered the house, and quickly examined the crime scene before stepping toward Derrick's body.
"This man is still alive, Detective," one of the paramedics said. "But he won't be for long if we don't get him to the hospital ASAP."
"All right," Jacob said as the officers continued their work. "Give me his information and get him outta here. What about the other victim?"
"He's gone," the paramedic said, shaking his head. He handed Jacob a wallet, and Jacob donned gloves before taking it.
Opening the wallet, Jacob saw the man's driver's license and noted the information. He motioned to one of the officers, who handed him an evidence bag. After dropping the wallet in the bag and making the proper notations, he walked to the second victim, avoiding the blood on the floor.
"What have you got?" he asked the paramedics.
"One shot to the chest. Right in the heart. He was dead when he hit the floor," the paramedic said. "There's nothing we can do for him."
"I've already called the ME and Forensics. They've got a team on their way. Should be here soon," Frank said. "It looks like they got dispatched at the same time but are just running a little behind."
"Good," Jacob said. "What else?"
"According to the cards in his wallet, the victim is Austin Dickerson. His driver's license and keys are missing."
"The shooter probably took his car," Jacob replied. "Anything else?"
"An empty bottle of single malt scotch," Frank said. "Looks pretty expensive. Two cars in the garage. An open fireproof safe in the home office. Except for the bodies and the blood, no signs of a struggle."
"Did you find a weapon?" Jacob asked.
"No," Frank replied.
"Damn. The neighbor across the street said she saw a woman drive away in an Audi," Jacob said. "That was probably Mrs. Mathison. You'd better get Dickerson's plates and put a BOLO on her. Consider her to be armed and dangerous."
"Got it," Frank said before leaving the room to contact dispatch.
By then, the medical examiner and forensics team had arrived and started processing the crime scene. Frank and Jacob walked onto the front porch while the medical examiner prepared to take Austin's body to the morgue. Mike and Wendy were still there, waiting for the detectives.
"What do you know about the Mathisons?" Jacob asked.
"Not much," Mike said. "Derrick is an attorney, I don't remember what firm, and his wife has a real estate office. I think it's over on the East Side, but I'm not certain."
"What about Austin Dickerson? You know anything about him?" Jacob asked.
Mike and Wendy looked at each other before shaking their heads. "No, we've never heard of him," Wendy replied. "If that was the man who came earlier, then today was the first time I've ever seen him."
"All right. Thank you both. You've been very helpful. I realize it's been pretty traumatic," Jacob said. "If you need to talk to someone, call the number on this card," he added, handing them a card.
"Would you gentlemen like a cup of coffee or something?" Wendy asked. She seemed eager to be away from the crime scene but did not want to miss anything.
"No, thank you, ma'am," Jacob said politely. "But thank you for the kind offer."
"Of course," Wendy replied, and then she and Mike hurried back across the street. A few of the neighbors had come out to see what all the fuss was about, and Jacob was sure that the gossip would keep them diverted for some time and away from the crime scene.
"I got Dickerson's plates, and there's an APB out for Mrs. Mathison," Frank said after the McGregors were out of earshot.
"Good work. Thanks."
"You think this was a robbery gone wrong?" Frank asked.
Jacob shook his head before answering. "No, I don't. Personally, I think this was a love triangle that went south. That's what my gut's telling me, anyway. We need to find out as much as we can about these people. I want to know everything - where they work, what they do in their off time, how much toilet paper they use - everything."
Frank chuckled briefly before responding. "I'll get right on it," he said before walking to the unmarked sedan, where he would use their mobile computer to run his searches.
Jacob pulled out his phone and called his wife, Angelica, to tell her he would be late - again.
"I'm sorry, sweetheart. We're working on a domestic shooting. No telling how long we'll be," he said after she answered the call.
"That's all right, sweetheart. I understand. You just get those bad guys and come home safe, you hear?"
"I will," he said with a smile.
"I love you," Angelica said.
"And I love you too," Frank replied before ending the call. As he returned his phone, he swore that after he retired in two years, he would treat his wonderful wife to a much-deserved cruise.
While Frank searched the Internet and police records for clues, Jacob sighed and returned to the house to oversee the crime scene processing.
...
Meanwhile, Stell had jumped on the freeway going west, careful not to draw attention to herself by speeding or driving recklessly. She was nervously checking her rearview mirror for signs of police. Stell wanted to get out of the city as quickly as she could but wanted to avoid drawing attention to herself.
Stell breathed a sigh of relief when she saw the sign indicating that she had left the city limits and continued driving. A half-hour later, the shock of the day's events hit, and she began to shake.
"Keep it together," Stell scolded herself out loud as she struggled to keep her emotions under control. "After all, they both deserved it."
She saw a sign indicating a motel and diner and stopped for the night. Pulling into the parking lot, Stell found a spot that wasn't visible from the freeway and parked the car. She went into the office and paid for a room using cash.
The old man who managed the motel didn't seem concerned enough to check her identification or vehicle registration. Stell breathed a sigh of relief after she left the office. She carried her bags to her room and collapsed on the bed.
After calming her emotions, she walked to the diner and ate what they claimed was meatloaf covered with a brown sauce they called gravy. It was filling but tasted like shit to her. Stell chuckled at the old movie reference, washed the "meal" down with a glass of iced tea that wasn't too nauseating, paid her bill with cash, and returned to her room.
After turning the television on for background noise, Stell stripped off her clothes and took a hot shower, hoping to calm down while removing the day's grime. She was drying herself with the thin motel towel when she heard something from the television that made her blood run cold.
"We interrupt this program to bring breaking news," a reporter's voice intoned importantly. "Police have issued an all-points bulletin for Estelle Mathison, who is a person of interest in a double shooting that took place in Central City earlier today.
"According to authorities, Mathison allegedly shot and killed one man and severely injured her husband, who is currently undergoing surgery at Mercy General Hospital. The police are asking for the public's assistance in locating Mrs. Mathison.
"She was last seen driving a dark Audi sedan with license plates QWE-1731. Authorities believe she is heavily armed and is considered extremely dangerous. She is described as medium height with auburn hair and green eyes," he said as a photo of Stell appeared on the screen. "Police say that if you spot this person, do not approach, but call the number on the screen.
"That is all for now. We will provide updates as we receive them," the reporter said, ending the announcement and going directly to the results of the city's Cutest Cat Contest.
By now, Stell had walked into the room holding the towel around her trembling body. When the announcement ended, she collapsed on the bed to consider her dwindling options.
She was shocked to hear that her husband was still alive. How was that possible? Stell was sure that he was dead. They must be trying to trick her or something like that; she was so sure of it. And where did they get off calling her "extremely dangerous?"
"Shoot two assholes, and you get branded for life," Stell muttered crossly. She dropped on the bed as she considered her options. She heard her phone ring some time later. Looking at the screen, she saw it was Crystal, her receptionist.
"Is it true?" Crystal asked anxiously when Stell answered the call. "Did you really shoot your husband and another man? Was that your lover, Austin Dickerson?"
"I can't get into it right now, Crystal," Stell replied testily. "Look, I'm going to be out of town for a while..."
"Yeah, about 30 years to life," Crystal hissed. "How could you do this to us? You know I need this job. I have kids and bills to pay."
"I know. I know, Crystal," Stell said with a flash of dismay at how this affected others she cared about. Damn those two men! "Everything will be fine. Tell Janice she's in charge while I'm gone, okay?" As the office manager, Janice Rollins had access to all business accounts and handled payroll. "If anyone asks, I'm on vacation. I'll talk to you later."
"Where are you?" Crystal put in urgently.
"I can't say," Stell replied defensively.
"You are so fucked. You know that, don't you? They've got your picture all over TV and probably the Internet as well," Crystal shot back.
"Yeah, I guess so," Stell admitted. "Look, I have to go now. You take care of yourself, and I'll see you as soon as I can. Bye now," she said, ending the call before Crystal could say anything else.
Stell was exhausted but realized she couldn't stay in this motel and prepared to leave. She dressed in jeans and a casual blouse, packed her things, and left the room. Dropping the keys in the night key box, she saw the motel manager talking on the phone.



He stopped talking, looked up, and saw her drop the keys. Their eyes locked momentarily, and Stell saw his stony, condemning expression. She also saw the little TV screen behind him with the evening news still on. In that short time, she knew he was reporting her to the police.
Stell broke eye contact and hurried to the Audi. She threw the luggage in the back seat and got behind the wheel, placing her handbag on the passenger seat to easily access the 9mm pistol. She pulled out of the parking lot, spraying dirt and plants as she rolled over a flowerbed, and got back on the freeway heading west.
...
"How is he, Doc? Is he going to make it?" Jacob asked the weary doctor who had just come through the door to the operating room.
The doctor sighed heavily. The bags under his bloodshot eyes were the result of a very rough shift. He handed Jacob a plastic bag containing a malformed piece of lead.
"He's alive for the moment, Detective," the doctor said. "That slug tore a nasty hole in Mr. Mathison's right lung. He wouldn't have made it if it had been a half-inch further to the left. We repaired the damage, but only time will tell. He's in recovery now. The next 24 to 48 hours will be crucial."
"Thanks, Doc," Jacob said.
The doctor left, and Jacob stared at the bloody piece of lead in the bag. He knew from experience this was a 9mm hollow point bullet, but it would have to be examined by the forensic people anyway. Mr. Mathison was damn lucky to be alive.
A few moments later, Frank arrived. Jacob could tell he had something to report.
"What is it?" he asked.
"We got a call from a motel out on Interstate 30. Mathison got a room and then left shortly after that. She was seen heading west. We also heard from Crystal Jackson. She works for Mathison as a receptionist.
He nodded. "Go on."
"Jackson confirmed that Mathison and Dickerson were lovers. She spoke to Mathison earlier this evening."
"Did she say where Mathison was going?" Jacob asked.
"No, but she gave us Mathison's cell phone number," Frank said.
"Good. If nothing else, we can track her location. Anything else?"
"The Sheriff's Department and the State Police have already been contacted," Frank said as he pulled a folded map from his inside jacket pocket. "They've set up roadblocks here, here, and here," he added, pointing to three dots on the map. "Sheriff's Deputies have also set up checkpoints and blocks on all the exits along the westbound side of the freeway."
"Nice," Jacob said approvingly.
"We'll get her, boss. If all goes well, we'll have her in custody tonight," Frank said.
"From your lips to God's ears," Jacob replied.
...
Stell hadn't been on the road very long when she noticed flashing police lights in the distance far ahead of her. Traffic on the freeway began to slow down as it became more congested. Perhaps there was an accident, she thought as she turned on the radio.
After finding a local news station, Stell heard another report that sent chills down her spine.
"State police have set up roadblocks and checkpoints along the westbound side of Interstate 30 as part of the effort to take a shooting suspect into custody," the reporter said. "As a result, traffic on I-30 will be congested for several miles."
"Shit," Stell exclaimed as she pounded the steering wheel. "Shit, shit, shit!" Frustrated and angry, she looked ahead through the glare of the river of tail lights ahead of her. Then she saw the exit to State Highway 17 less than half a mile away.
She knew this area reasonably well as she had sold several homes here. State Highway 17 ran north and south. She could go north for a couple of miles, then take Euclid Road west and bypass the checkpoints on the freeway. That'll show them, she thought haughtily.
Ignoring the blaring horns, Stell maneuvered out of the fast lane and inched into the right lane so she could take the exit. By now, traffic was almost stopped due to the checkpoint ahead. Several others apparently had the same idea, as traffic on the winding two-lane exit was congested.
After she made the curve, she understood why. Two police cars were at the bottom of the exit, forcing everyone into a single line of cars.
"Fuck!" Stell screamed. She took the large pistol from her handbag and set it on the seat for easy access because she was worried about holding it while driving, and rolled her window down so she could see outside better. Looking around, she felt she could make it to the highway if she went through the grassy area between the exit and the road.
"Fuck it," she said as she turned off the exit and headed down the grassy slope. She nearly hit a car as she crossed the paved on-ramp but kept going, responding to the other car's horn with an extended middle finger. Not bothering to slow down, she swerved through the traffic and turned north on Hwy 17.
"Ha!" she yelled in triumph. But her victory was short-lived, as Sheriff's Deputies began chasing her on the four-lane highway, their lights flashing and sirens blaring.
Now flush with adrenaline, Stell mashed the gas pedal and swerved through traffic, running through two stoplights. She saw the intersection with Euclid Road ahead and prepared to turn.
The Audi's tires squealed as she turned left. A man walking across the street as she turned slapped her hood angrily and yelled at her.
"Watch where you're going, you crazy bitch!"
"Fuck you, asshole," Stell shouted as she wildly fired the gun out the open window, not caring who might get hit. She saw the man fall in her rearview mirror and laughed. "One more asshole down. Millions to go," she chuckled crowed as she pressed on the gas pedal.
The police cars kept chasing her, but one of them stopped to help the man Stell shot. She heard more sirens and saw the reflections of flashing lights all around her, but she continued to barrel down the road, swerving through traffic. Then she saw two police cars blocking the street ahead.
Now frantic, Stell's instant thought was to ram the cars and take as many with her as she could. But she looked around and thought she could bypass them if she could get onto the wide sidewalk next to the street. Seeing an opening, she swerved quickly off the road and hopped onto the sidewalk, pressing the gas pedal further.
Suddenly, a large pickup appeared before her as it backed out of its garage. Unable to avoid the truck, Stell mashed on the brake pedal as hard as possible, but it was too late. She didn't even jerk the wheel right or left - there was nowhere to go. The Audi slammed into the pickup, and both vehicles ended up on the lawn.
The airbags deployed, smashing into Stell's face but not knocking her unconscious. She managed to open the door and grabbed the pistol that had fallen onto the car's floor. Her vision was blurred by the numerous flashing lights surrounding her, and she held up her hand, hoping to block some of the light.
"GUN!" someone shouted. "Drop the weapon!" Stunned, Stell didn't realize she was shielding her eyes with the hand holding the pistol. She heard several loud blasts and felt deep, burning pain all over her body before falling to the ground.
"Goodbye, cruel world. Fuck you all to fucking Hell!" Stell moaned before passing out.
...
Stell woke up and found herself in a hospital bed with one wrist handcuffed to a side rail. She hurt all over and moaned as she adjusted herself on the bed. A middle-aged man in a dark suit stood over her.
"Who are you? Am I..."
"Dead?" Jacob asked coldly, raising an eyebrow. "No. Not yet."
"Yet?" Stell groaned.
"I'll let your attorney explain that part. As for your injuries, the officers at the scene hit you with rock salt, beanbags, and rat-shot. Technically, it's non-lethal, but it can still hurt like hell. Consider yourself lucky. They sedated you so they could bandage you up. I'm just here to let you know that you're under arrest for murder, two counts of attempted murder, auto theft, and a slew of other charges, including about 100 traffic violations."
"Two counts of attempted murder?" Stell asked after Jacob read her Miranda rights, not understanding.
"Your husband, who is in recovery. Yes, he's still alive, though if he doesn't make it, there will be another murder count, obviously. And Ryan Simpson. He's the man you shot at the intersection of Highway 17 and Euclid Road. You didn't kill him, fortunately, but you hurt him pretty badly. Anyway, I just wanted to let you know.
"There are two police officers outside the door who will escort you to jail and book you when the hospital discharges you. Now I have to finish some paperwork and go home to my lovely wife. Have a good day," Jacob added sarcastically before leaving.
Stell closed her eyes after Jacob left and thought about all of the decisions she had made recently. All she wanted was a little extra cock. And Austin's eight inches did an excellent job of filling her up. Of course, there were all the others over the years - Vincent, Cary, Peter, and Jackson.
Overall, Stell thought, she had spent over five years cuckolding Derrick. She thought she had always been careful, but apparently, she hadn't. And now she was facing serious jail time.
Stell believed that all of this could have been avoided if Derrick had just talked to her. Instead, he went nuclear with those damn divorce papers. Yes, she thought, this was all Derrick's fault. If he hadn't filed those papers, Austin would still be alive, and she wouldn't be facing jail. Damn him!
After a few hours, the door opened, and a doctor came inside the room, accompanied by two female police officers. The doctor consulted her chart, made some notes, and replaced the chart.
"We're working on your release now, Mrs. Mathison," the doctor stated. "The nurse will be along with your discharge papers shortly, and you'll be free to go with these two officers. Have a nice day."
The two officers smirked as the doctor left the room. "Shortly" turned into an hour and a half. When the nurse entered the room with the two police officers, Stell needed to relieve herself badly. One of the officers unlocked the handcuffs and then watched as Stell used the toilet.
"Why don't you take a picture?" Stell asked sarcastically. "It'll last longer."
The officer said nothing, but the look on her face told Stell everything she needed to know, so she bit her tongue and said nothing else. When she finished, the officer escorted her back into the room. After Stell dressed, the officers cuffed her hands behind her back.
"Is that necessary?" the nurse asked. "We have to take her down in a wheelchair. She'll be quite uncomfortable."
"Good," one of the officers smirked. They wheeled Stell to the police car waiting in the patient pick-up area, unceremoniously crammed her into the back seat, and took her to the jail.
...
Three days later, Stell was brought before a judge with several other inmates for her bail hearing. The District Attorney asked that she be remanded into custody until her trial, arguing that she was dangerous and a flight risk. After reviewing her case file, the judge agreed, and Stell returned to her cell.
The same day, Jacob was informed that Derrick was strong enough to speak with him for a few minutes, so he drove to the hospital.
"How are you feeling, Mr. Mathison?" Jacob asked when he entered the room.
"Like I've been shot," Derrick replied in a throaty whisper. "Just don't make me laugh."
"I won't. I'm Detective Jacob Branson. I've been assigned to your case. There's just a few things I need to clear up. You know your wife is in custody, right?"
"I saw it on the news," Derrick sighed.
"We recovered the divorce papers she had with her, along with $100,000 in cash. Can you tell me where that money came from?"
"I was holding it for a client."
"You were holding $100,000 for a client in your home safe? That's an awful lot of money. Why were you holding all that cash?" Jacob probed.
"No offense, Detective. I know you're only trying to do your job, but that falls under attorney-client privilege. And it's irrelevant," Derrick replied, looking away from him.
"Uh huh," Jacob muttered as he noted Derrick's reluctance to discuss the issue. He knew Derrick was technically correct, but he was instantly suspicious. "Why don't you tell me what happened?"
"I had Stell served with divorce papers for adultery. It wasn't the first time she spread her legs for someone else, but I swore it would be the last time she did it while she was married to me. I had her dead to rights - photos, everything.
"Her lover worked for a man I play golf with on Saturdays. Jeff Parsons. He's the one who clued me in."
"Austin Dickerson?" Jacob asked.
"Yeah. Anyway, Austin was fired. It was either that or face legal repercussions. I took... steps... to protect myself and punish Stell. All of it is legal and above board. I told Stell she had to leave, then left the house so she could pack.
"She called me a little while later. Said she wanted to talk. I thought she wanted to try and make amends, so I agreed and went home. The next thing I know, Dickerson showed up. Turns out Stell had invited him over.
"Words were exchanged briefly, and then Stell brought out my gun and shot Dickerson right in the chest. He didn't stand a chance. I hated what he had done, but he didn't deserve that. Anyway, I got up and tried to leave, but Stell shot me. I woke up here. That's all I know."
"Would you be willing to testify to that in open court?" Jacob asked.
"Hell yes," Derrick quickly replied. "And there should be video of the incident to support my testimony. I had a surveillance system installed a few months ago."
"Yes, we found the system," Jacob admitted. "And the video we discovered on it fully supports your statement."
"Good. Is Jack Morrison prosecuting the case?" Derrick asked, referring to the District Attorney. He had known Jack since college, and the two men were good friends.
"Yes," Jacob admitted. "And I understand he's considering the death penalty. Are you okay with that?"
"Are you kidding? The bitch damn near murdered me. She succeeded in murdering her lover. I hope he succeeds well and truly nails her. And I'll do everything in my power to help put the needle in her," Derrick painfully hissed, managing to raise his head a fraction while glaring at the detective malevolently.
Jacob sighed as he returned his notepad to his inside pocket. "I'll let him know," he replied, nodding. "In the meantime, you get some rest."
"Thank you, Detective," Derrick said weakly, lowering his head back onto the pillow.
"Of course," Jacob said quietly before leaving the room. He breathed a sigh of relief once he was in the hallway. The hatred from Derrick came off of him in waves.
...
Stell was escorted to a small interview room, where a younger man sat at a table, his open briefcase on the table and a folder in front of him. He looked up but said nothing as the guard secured Stell's cuffs to a metal bar in the middle of the table.
"I take it you're my court-appointed lawyer?" Stell asked after the guard left the room.
"Yes. Donovan West, Public Defenders Office, at your service. And you're Estelle Mathison?"
"In the flesh," Stell replied sarcastically.
Donovan noted her tone and raised one eyebrow. He had dealt with incalcitrant clients before, but this woman, with her attitude, had them all beat. Either she didn't understand the seriousness of the charges she faced, or she simply didn't care. He had dealt with both types before and knew he had to take immediate control of the situation.
"Do you understand the nature of the charges you're facing?" he asked blandly.
Stell shrugged her shoulders before replying. "Yeah. I killed one man. Shot two others. Did some other bad shit. What are they gonna do to me? Huh?"
"Well, if the District Attorney has his way, they'll kill you," Donovan said. "Dead," he added, leaning forward for emphasis. "And this DA is damn good. If you want to have even half a chance of getting through this alive, you need to drop the bad girl attitude and listen closely. Unless, of course, you have a death wish."
Stell recoiled from Donovan's words as the implications of what he said struck her. She realized for the first time that her life was on the line. After taking a few deep breaths, Stell collected herself and looked at Donovan.
"You're right. What do I need to do?" she asked, obviously shaken.
"The first thing you need to do is listen carefully to what I'm telling you. And you need to follow my instructions to the letter. Got it?"
"My life is in your hands, literally, so I guess I don't have much choice, do I?" Stell shot back testily.
"You always have a choice, Mrs. Mathison. Let's get to it," Donovan said before delving into the case. They spent the next two hours discussing the events that led to Stell's actions and their strategy. Stell had brief flashbacks as to how distraught and how angry she had been. Donovan took notes.
"What about the divorce?" Stell asked when they were finished. "What do I do about that?"
"I'm not a family law attorney, and our office doesn't handle divorces. Given your situation, however, I think it would be best for you to sign the papers and get them out of the way as quickly as possible."
"Maybe you're right. But I don't have the papers with me," Stell complained.
"I believe the detective assigned to the case has those. I'll speak to him. I know a family law attorney who owes me a favor or two. I'll reach out to her. I'll be in touch soon. Try to stay out of trouble in the meantime, okay?"
"Okay," a somewhat contrite Stell acknowledged. "Thank you."
...
Stell cooled her heels in jail for the next three months as the wheels of justice moved as slowly as possible. Fortunately, she was spared what the grubbiest tales of jail darkly hinted at. Her cellmate kept her distance, as did the rest of the prisoners and even the guards. The word was, apparently, that she was 'bat shit crazy,' and she was avoided. True to his word, Donovan spoke to Janice Hawkins, a friend who practiced family law.
Janice spent 15 minutes with Stell after obtaining a copy of the papers Derrick had filed with the court. After considering the evidence and the criminal case against Stell, she advised the soon-to-be ex-Mrs. Mathison to sign the papers and let the divorce become final as quickly as possible.
"Your husband has effectively dotted all the i's and crossed all the t's. Given the evidence he's presented and the facts in your criminal case, no judge in this state will side with you. You're better off accepting his terms. Sign the papers, and it'll be final in about 90 days. Oh, and by the way, once this is final, you'll need to revert to your maiden name," Janice said.
"Can I keep my birthday?" Stell asked sarcastically.
"I think that can be arranged," Janice replied just as sarcastically. She hated 'pro bono' work, even as brief as this case turned out to be.
Stell signed the papers where Janice had indicated, then handed them back. Janice looked them over, then placed them in her briefcase.
"Good luck with your case," Janice said simply before leaving the room.
"Yeah," Stell sighed as she watched the lawyer walk away. She had just signed everything away - her business, her marriage, even her name. Now, she had to focus on staying alive. Damn Derrick! Damn him to Hell!
The other break Stell got was two visits from mental health professionals assigned to determine her state of mind. This happened after Stell's second court appearance, in which she pled not guilty, citing "temporary insanity," shocking almost everyone.
Donovan had arranged for one of them and warned her that the prosecution would also have her evaluated. Stell put on a good performance in both interviews and hoped they would convince the jury.



...
Meanwhile, Derrick had been discharged from the hospital and was going through rehab while working a reduced schedule at his law firm. Although he had survived the gunshot, he was still weak and ended up back in the hospital when an infection and a nasty case of pneumonia laid him out for nearly a month.
Nevertheless, he was ready when Stell's case went to trial. He observed the trial from the gallery and was impressed with how Jack handled the case. Jury selection lasted a full day as both legal teams maneuvered to seat twelve people they thought could deliberate the case without prejudice. Well, that is to seat those most empathetic to their upcoming arguments, but the forms and fictions must be maintained, after all.
The following day, Derrick listened as both sides made their opening statements. Jack made it clear he would present evidence showing that Stell deliberately lured two men - her husband and her lover - into the house to murder them in cold blood. Afterward, he said, he would show that Stell robbed both men and stole $100,000 from the home safe before stealing her lover's car and going on a wild rampage.
Although Derrick knew of Stell's plea, he was still shocked when he heard Donovan suggest during his opening statement that Stell was not in her right mind when she shot him and Austin. Looking at Jack, Derrick saw a slight smirk on his friend's face.
After lunch, which came after the lengthy opening statements, Jack spent two hours with Jacob describing the crime scene, complete with a diagram of the house and photos taken at the scene. Derrick cringed when he saw the large color photos of him and Austin lying on the floor in their own blood. He shuddered to think he nearly died on that floor.
Derrick could read a jury as well as Jack. Looking at the twelve men and women in the jury box, he saw that while most of them were fairly stoic as they watched and took notes, others appeared to be disgusted as they glanced at Stell, whose focus was everywhere except Jacob and the large monitor with the diagrams and photos.
Donovan elected not to cross-examine Jacob, so Jack called the State Police Incident Commander, who led the combined hunt against Stell. Jack played video taken from cruisers and helicopters that participated in the chase as the Commander went through the steps taken throughout the incident.
Derrick was shocked as the Commander explained what was being shown in the videos. His shock grew when the Commander told the jury how Stell shot a man through the open car window. He saw half of the jury gasp when they saw the shooting on the video.
When Jack finished questioning the Commander, Donovan again elected not to cross-examine. The judge dismissed the Commander and, seeing the time, suggested adjourning the court. Both sides agreed, and the judge dismissed the jury, instructing them to say nothing to anyone about what they had seen and heard.
Derrick waited until after Stell was escorted out of the courtroom with her attorney before approaching Jack.
"Good job. I think you scored some points," Derrick told his old friend.
"Thanks, Derrick," Jack replied. "How are you doing, by the way?"
"About as well as can be expected, I guess. Still not up to playing much golf these days."
"Let me know when you are. You owe me, you know," Jack joked. "I hope you're strong enough to testify. I plan to have you called to the stand tomorrow. Unless, of course, you have a problem testifying against your ex-wife."
"No problem," Derrick said. "I look forward to it. That's the first time I've ever seen that video. Shook me to the core."
Jack's demeanor changed slightly before he spoke again. "Just so you know, Derrick. I'm going all out on this one."
"Death penalty?" Derrick asked indifferently.
"Yes. I know how you feel about that, but I thought you needed to know."
"Well, I've had a chance to rethink that lately," Derrick said ruefully, rubbing the right side of his chest. "Thanks for being upfront with me."
"Have you seen any footage from your surveillance system for that day?" Jack asked.
"No, I haven't," Derrick replied.
"Good. Don't. It's crucial to the case, and I need you to recall everything you can from that day - untainted."
"Trust me, it's burned in my memory. I'll never forget that day."
"I'll bet," Jack said snorted. "Also, Theresa Callahan, my second on this case, will take your testimony. It's no secret that we're friends, and I don't want to give the defense any excuse to call for a mistrial."
"Smart move," Derrick replied.
"I'd better get going. I have a lot of work to do before I can go home. You take care of yourself, Derrick. I'll see you in the morning."
The two men shook hands before leaving the courtroom.
...
The following day, Jack pressed his case, first proving that Derrick's 9mm semiautomatic pistol was the one Stell used to shoot all three men in her one-woman crime wave. Then he grilled the medical examiner, who described Austin's injuries.
According to the testimony he gave, the 9mm hollow-point bullet fired at point-blank range smashed through Austin's sternum and destroyed his heart, killing him instantly.
The next witness called to the stand was Ryan Simpson. Ryan slowly made his way to the front of the courtroom using a walker - the result of his encounter with Stell. After the bailiff swore him in, he helped Ryan into the chair in the witness box.
"Mr. Simpson," Jack said after a brief inquiry into his rehabilitation, "Can you please tell the court what happened?"
"Yeah," Ryan replied. "I was walking across Euclid Road when a car came barreling off the highway. Damn near hit me. It was so close I could slap the hood. I said something to the driver, and then the next thing I know, she's cussing at me. Then she shot me."
"I see. Is the person you saw in that car in the courtroom?" Jack asked.
"Yeah. That's her, right there," Ryan said, pointing at Stell.
"Please note the witness is pointing at the defendant," Jack said so the jury and the court reporter could hear. "Your witness," he told Donovan, halfway expecting him not to ask any questions since he had yet to cross-examine anyone.
Donovan exhaled loudly before dramatically rising from his chair. He approached Ryan and regarded him for a few moments before speaking.
"You claim my client nearly struck you in the intersection, cursed at you, and then shot you. Is that correct?"
"Yes, it is," Ryan answered.
"As I understand the report, it was fairly dark, and the person who struck you was driving at a high rate of speed. Are you absolutely certain that my client is the one who shot you?" Donovan asked.
"Absolutely," Ryan hissed. "She was right there, closer to me than you are right now. And I'll never forget those crazy eyes as long as I live."
Donovan considered Ryan's statement before replying. "Crazy," he said while looking at the jury for effect. "Thank you, Mr. Simpson. That will be all."
Ryan was dismissed, and Jack called Derrick to the witness stand.
Derrick walked to the witness stand, where he was sworn in, and took his seat. He looked at Stell, who refused to meet his gaze. Theresa gathered her notes and approached Derrick. After a brief introduction and an inquiry into his recovery, Theresa began her questioning by asking Derrick to recall the events of the evening he was shot.
"The defendant was home when I got there. She was upset over the divorce petition I had served on her earlier that day. I made it clear that I had had enough of her infidelity and told her she needed to pack her things and leave.
"I went to a bar and nursed a couple of drinks to give her time to pack her bags and leave. I received a call from her sometime later. She said she wanted to talk before she left. I agreed and came home.
"I could tell that she had been drinking, but I was willing to give her some time to make her case. About ten minutes later, Austin Dickerson arrived. Stell yelled at him to come in. He seemed to be as confused to see me as I was to see him.
"He sat down at the table with us. A few words were spoken - mostly by Stell. Then she pulled my 9mm pistol from her lap and shot Austin Dickerson in the chest. I reacted instantly and got out of my chair. I didn't get very far when she shot me. My next memory was waking up in the hospital," he said.
"The defense claims the defendant was not in her right mind when the shooting took place," Theresa said. "Would you agree with that statement?"
Donovan quickly objected before Derrick could answer. "Calls for speculation, Your Honor," he said. "The witness is a lawyer, not a mental health professional."
"Sustained," the judge said.
"Your Honor, as the defendant's spouse, Mr. Mathison probably knows her better than anyone else. If anyone could adequately describe her frame of mind at the time of the shooting, it would be him," Theresa replied.
The judge considered her argument, then nodded. "Very well, Counselor. Reword your question, please."
"Thank you," Theresa said before turning back to Derrick. "Mr. Mathison, as the defendant's spouse, can you describe for the court your best estimation of her frame of mind at the time of the shooting?"
"When I returned, she seemed... soft, gentle. After Dickerson arrived, she changed. She was despondent and upset at both me and Dickerson. I can understand that, given the circumstances. Being served divorce papers, especially for infidelity, can have that effect. However, I would not have thought she was mad enough to shoot someone. That was the last thing I expected."
"Thank you," Theresa said before turning to Donovan. "Your witness."
Donovan exhaled loudly, then stood and approached the witness stand.
"I'm glad to see that you're recovering," he told Derrick in an effort to break the ice.
"Thank you," Derrick replied.
"You said that you had divorce papers served on the defendant on the day of the shooting. Is that correct?" Donovan asked.
"That is correct," Derrick deadpanned.
"I have a copy of your filing with me, Mr. Mathison," Donovan stated, holding a folder. "You cited her infidelity as the cause. Yet, you were aware of your wife's previous affairs, weren't you?"
"Objection! Irrelevant," Jack shouted.
"Your Honor, the divorce is central to this... incident... and to my client's state of mind at the time. Besides, the prosecution has already made the divorce part of this case," Donovan argued.
The judge furrowed his brows as he considered what Donovan said.
"Very well, Counselor," the judge said while nodding slightly. "Overruled. Continue."
Donovan smirked as he turned back to Derrick. He smelled blood and decided to go for the jugular.
"According to the petition you filed, a trust you set up owns everything, including the house, my client's car, and her real estate business, and you are the sole trustee. Is that correct?"
"Yes. It's all perfectly legal and above board," Derrick replied evenly.
"I know. I double-checked everything. Essentially, you designed this to leave my client as destitute as possible. And it appears you've been working to set this up for quite a while."
"This is cross-examination, Your Honor. Is there a question here somewhere?" Jack protested.
"I was wondering that myself, Counselor," the judge agreed and then addressed Donovan sternly. "Do you have a question for the witness?"
"Yes, Your Honor," Donovan said before turning to Derrick. "How long have you known about my client's extramarital activity?"
"At least five years," Derrick said. Everyone in the courtroom heard a definite whimper from the defendant, though she didn't look up.
"And in all that time, you never took action. Why?"
"Irrelevant!" Jack shouted.
Derrick turned to the judge and responded before he could issue a ruling. "I'd like to answer this, Your Honor."
The judge looked at him intently, and Derrick could almost see it in his eyes as he quickly weighed the legal pros and cons, and carefully considered how it might appear on appeal. Finally, he said, "Very well. Please do."
"This may sound strange, but I loved Stel as much as I hated what she was doing. I had hoped she would have gotten all of this out of her system so we could move on, but when I learned about her most recent affair with Dickerson, I knew it would never end," Derrick explained. He sighed heavily before continuing.
"I had to put an end to it. So, I put my plan into motion and had her served. I didn't want to end up impoverished for her crimes against our marriage, so I admit I rigged her consequences to be pretty dire. I would have been willing to negotiate. That was what I expected when I went back to the house." For a moment, he looked deeply saddened. "If I hadn't been hoping for some regret, some remorse, I would have filed long ago."
"Did you have any idea what this might do to her? How might it affect her?" Donovan asked sharply, playing to the jury.
"Objection. Calls for speculation," Jack immediately shouted.
"Sustained."
"In the time you have been married to my client, were you ever violent toward her?"
Before Jack could object, Derrick burst out with, "Never! I never would nor ever did raise a finger to her!"
"And was she ever violent to you?" Donovan followed up quietly and cleanly, like an assassin's knife sliding home.
Derrick gawked at him for a fraction of a second, though he was kicking himself for not having expected this. His evaluation of Donovan's abilities tweaked up a notch.
"Come now. Did my client ever hit YOU, throw things at YOU, or even yell at YOU?"
"The witness will answer the question," the judge instructed after Derrick hesitated.
Derrick shook himself and said, reluctantly, "Before she tried to kill me? No."
Donovan feigned being hard of hearing. "I'm sorry. Would you repeat that a little more loudly for the jury?"
Derrick put on his best, bland face. "No. Before shooting me, my wife has never been violent toward me."
"Never?"
"No. If I had had even the slightest suspicion she was going to shoot me, I certainly wouldn't have gone home to talk."
Donovan regarded Derrick momentarily before nodding. With Derrick's testimony, he was beginning to see a somewhat different picture than the one Stel had presented, and he didn't like it. "No more questions for this witness at this time, Your Honor," he quietly said before taking his seat.
The judge dismissed Derrick, who stepped down from the witness stand and saw Stel flash one of her self-satisfied smirks as she glanced at him. The bitch was not only playing her part for the jury - she knew what she was doing.
Jack's next witness was Dr. Allison Chambers, a forensic psychologist who examined Stel to determine her fitness to stand trial and to determine whether she had actually been "temporarily insane" at the time she shot Austin and Derrick.
"Dr. Chambers, you had the opportunity to examine the defendant to determine if she could not distinguish right from wrong at the time of her actions. Is that correct?" Jack asked.
"That is correct," Allison replied.
"Can you tell us what metric you used to make your determination?" Jack asked.
"Of course. I used the Rogers Criminal Responsibility Assessment Scales."
"I see. Can you explain for the jury what that assessment involves?" Jack asked.
Allison gave a brief but somewhat confusing explanation of the assessment, while Jack did his best to make it as basic for the jury as possible. He could tell that some of the jurors' eyes were beginning to glaze over while Allison provided her wordy explanation.
"Thank you for that explanation, Doctor," Jack said when Allison paused. "What were your findings upon examining the defendant?" he asked, hoping to get the jury's attention again.
"Although the defendant was clearly upset by the divorce terms, my analysis revealed that she was not only capable of determining right from wrong at the time of the... incident... but felt that she was justified in taking those actions."
"So, she knew what she was doing at the time. Is that your professional assessment, Doctor?" Jack asked, seeing the jurors perk up at her previous statement.
"She not only knew what she was doing, but I believe she planned it," Allison replied earnestly.
"Planned it? Are you certain of that, Doctor?" Jack asked, relieved that the jurors were refocused.
"Yes. I would go so far as to say that she felt as though she deserved her extramarital flings."
"Objection!" Donovan shouted. "That calls for speculation on the part of the witness!"
"The test results are conclusive," Allison replied before the judge could intervene. "They can only be read one way."
The judge, slightly miffed, rapped the gavel. "Overruled. This is an expert witness evaluating the defendant's state of mind. You may challenge in cross."
"Thank you, Your Honor." Jack regarded the Doctor again as she sat in the witness box, cool as a cucumber. "Now, Doctor, would the defendant, having removed the murder weapon from its safe and legal storage place, concealed it on her person, and pulled it at a specific point in the argument imply, in your best judgment, premeditation?"
Donovan fumed, trying to phrase a potential objection but failing. Premeditation didn't completely preclude temporary insanity, but it certainly didn't help it.
"Yes. Based on several case studies, if a defendant did not have lethal intent, for example, just wanting to scare or threaten someone, they would remove the bullets. The defendant did not. So it is reasonable to conclude that the original intent was lethal."
"Thank you, Doctor," Jack said. "Your witness," he told Donovan.
"Doctor, the test you are basing your evaluation of my client's criminal responsibility on was administered three weeks after the crimes were committed, is that correct?"
She thought momentarily, as if shuffling through a mental calendar, then nodded. "Yes. Just about three weeks."
"If the test evaluates the individual's level of criminal responsibility at the time the test is taken, how do you extrapolate the results back to the individual's state of mind at the time of the crime?"
"It is assumed that the test measures the fundamental character of the individual and assumes that it is constant."
"So... theoretically... if this assumption is NOT correct in every single case, is it possible that an individual subjected to extreme stress, or at least far more stress than they were used to dealing with, became heatedly or coldly irrational, then the test might have a different assessment AT THE TIME OF THE CRIME then, say, three weeks later?"
Jack looked uncomfortable, and his face flickered as if trying to phrase an objection that would not make his own expert witness look weak.
The silence stretched...
The judge prompted, "The witness will answer the question."
"While it has not been rigorously proven that a person's fundamental character cannot change, just like it cannot be proven that everyone's fingerprints are unique, it is strongly supported by extensive testing."
"So a loving mother who has a nervous breakdown and kills her child was always capable of murder and never really a loving mother?"
A few jurors were looking at her intently, and at least one looked deeply confused. Donovan suppressed a smile. All he needed was ONE...
"My professional judgment is that the test fairly evaluated the defendant's basic character, whether expressed at the time of the crime or before or after."
"That does not answer the question. Must I repeat?"
The doctor looked distinctly uncomfortable and then finally said quietly, "The mother would be evaluated as always being capable of murder but suppressed or ignored until a triggering event."
"A triggering event." He looked at the jury. "Doctor, who signs your checks?" Donovan asked. The jury looked away from the Doctor.



"I don't understand your question, Counselor," Allison replied blandly. This came up every trial, after all.
"It's simple, Doctor," Donovan replied sharply. "Who do you work for?"
"I work for the county behavioral health department."
"So, your paycheck comes from the same authority trying to convict my client. Thank you, Doctor, that will be all."
Donovan was too quick for Jack to raise an objection or the judge to rap employ the gavel. "The jury is directed to disregard counsel's last statement. Counselor, do you wish to rephrase your last?"
"No, Your Honor," he replied, poker-faced, knowing that 'disregard' was something some jurors couldn't do.
After the judge dismissed Allison, Jack announced that his next piece of evidence was a video taken during the crime. Donovan knew the video was legitimate and what was on it but protested vehemently anyway. The judge dismissed Donovan's protestations and ordered the video to be played for the jury.
As the video played on the large monitor, the jury watched in fascination. The video began with Stell reading the divorce papers. She set the papers down and screamed at the room.
"That son of a bitch!" Stell poured more scotch into her empty glass and took a long drink. "If that motherfucker wants war, by God, I'll give him one," she angrily declared. Then she let loose with an evil laugh.
The jury watched Stell make two phone calls. The first was to Austin.
"Hi, sweetie," she cooed when Austin answered. They could only hear her side of the call. "Yes, I know. I'm sorry. I just got served divorce papers, and I was really upset. Listen, would you mind coming to my house? I'd really like to see you. No, Derrick's not here. Excellent. Thank you so much. You're such a dear."
Stell ended the call, and the jury watched her dial another number.
"Hi, Derrick. Listen, I just wanted to talk with you for a few minutes before I leave the house. Do you think you could give me just five minutes? Please? Oh, that's wonderful. I'm so sorry about all of this. Okay. I'll see you soon." With that, she ended the call.
The jury watched as Stell grabbed the pistol, loaded it with a full magazine, and slammed a round into the chamber. Then she sat back down at the kitchen table with an evil gleam in her eyes.
"Those fuckers are gonna pay for screwing me over," she growled before taking another sip of her drink.
The timestamp on the video advanced by two hours, and the jury saw Derrick enter the kitchen.
"Come in, darling," Stell said on the video. "Sit down. I'm afraid I drank all of your scotch. You will need to find something else."
"That's ok. I'm good right now," Derrick replied.
"Then have a seat. We will get started in just a minute."
Derrick sat down, and the two of them looked at each other for an uncomfortably silent ten minutes. Then the doorbell rang.
"Come in, Austin," Stell yelled.
Derrick looked confused as he turned around to see Austin enter the house. Austin looked as confused as he saw Derrick at the table.
"Austin. Come in and have a seat," Stell said. She smiled as Austin entered the kitchen and sat at the table.
"Well. Here we are," Stell said. "A fine group. I want both of you to know that I appreciate finally learning just what you are. One of you is a sniveling little predatory prick, and the other one is a sneaking cowardly bastard. You can decide among yourselves who is who.
"As for me... It seems I don't have any prospects. My business is no longer my business. My lover is no longer my lover; my husband has declared he is no longer my husband. As of right now, I am alone, destitute, and devoid of any feelings for either of you.
"Derrick, I can't believe you have spent all this time and energy setting this up. Why didn't you just confront me when you found out about Jackson? We could have worked it out. It didn't have to come to this."
"Estelle, there was and is no coming back from this," Derrick replied. "You know my stand on fidelity. When you let Jackson fuck you in his office, that was it. We were done. I just had to protect myself."
Stell didn't react to Derrick's words and turned her ire upon Austin. "You, Austin. I thought we had something."
"We did," Austin replied. "We had some great sex that cost me more than it should have."
Stell smiled and then brought the gun out of her lap. She wasted no time. Pointing the pistol at Austin, she fired once, hitting him in the center of his chest. The jury gasped as Austin fell backward onto the floor. They watched Derrick get out of his chair and saw Stell fire again.
After Derrick fell to the floor, Stell calmly drained the last of the scotch from her glass and set it back onto the table. The video ended at that point, and Jack addressed the jury.
"Shortly after this, the defendant stole $100,000 from her husband's safe, stole her lover's car and her husband's pistol before leaving them both for dead. Shortly afterward, she shot Ryan Simpson simply because he was there.
"As you can see from this video, the defendant was clearly in control of her faculties and deliberately set up her husband and lover for death." Jack paused for effect and saw the jury react to the video.
Stell didn't look up but could feel their gaze upon her and suddenly felt sick.
"The prosecution rests its case, Your Honor," Jack finally said.
The judge adjourned the court for the rest of the day and reminded the jury not to discuss the case with anyone.
...
"But I don't want to die," Stell wailed when Donovan informed her that Jack was seeking the death penalty.
"And I'm sure that your husband, Mr. Simpson, and Mr. Dickerson didn't want to die, either," Donovan reminded her.
"Whose side are you on?" Stell angrily asked, her face red.
"I'm on your side, of course. Otherwise, I would've dropped your case a long time ago. I'm doing everything I can to keep you out of the death chamber, but you're not making it very easy. I told you initially that a temporary insanity defense was an extremely long shot. That video the prosecution played today effectively shot that right out of the water."
"So what do I do now?" Stell asked desperately. "What if I apologized to the judge? Promised never to do it again?"
Donovan chuckled darkly at that. "That might work in other jurisdictions, but not here," he told her. "Let me talk to the District Attorney. Maybe I can get him to accept a plea deal. It would mean life in prison, but you'd still be alive."
"Yeah. Some life," Stell quipped sarcastically. "Could you put me on the stand and let me tell the jury how utterly trapped and desperate I felt? Maybe I could ask them how they would feel if their entire life vanished. Ask them if they would be thinking clearly?"
Donovan made a show of considering it, then shook his head. "I understand your point, but that is a horrific gamble. Our state does not permit defendants to read a jury statement. If you go up on that stand, then Prosecution can cross-examine.
"At that point, any question, hesitation, or loss of temper would more than blow away any sympathy you might have garnered. I tried to get at least one 'wronged wife' on the jury, but the luck of the draw came up nearly empty, and the Prosecution challenged them all. It worked the same with me. I challenged anyone who even looked like a 'wronged husband.' That is about as bland and unbiased a jury as I have ever seen."
Stell stared at the blank wall as if she saw the shadow of a guillotine or gallows, and her face got gray and scared. "Then I am really and truly in deep shit, aren't I?"
Donovan couldn't find the words, so he just nodded.
...
"It's a little late for a plea deal, Donovan," Jack said when Donovan presented his argument.
"What if my client agrees to plead guilty to all the other charges and accepts a summary judgment?"
"She would save the taxpayers a lot of expense," Jack replied. "But she needs to pay for what she did to her husband and Mr. Dickerson. I can't let that slide. You saw the video and heard Dr. Chambers. You know a temporary insanity defense is next to impossible to prove."
"But she wouldn't slide, Jack," Donovan argued. "She'd be in prison for life."
Jack considered Donovan before replying. "I like you, Donovan, and I've always respected you. You're a good lawyer who drew a shit case. I certainly don't envy you this job. But you know I can't let this go. This isn't a minor infraction by a young first offender, and you know it. Your client deliberately set a trap to murder her husband and lover."
"And that's your final word?" Donovan asked.
"That's my final word, Donovan. Sorry," Jack replied.
"Okay," a defeated Donovan sighed. "I had to try."
"I know. See you in court tomorrow."
...
The next day, Donovan presented his case. Most of his witnesses were people Stell had worked with before the shooting, all of whom testified to her professionalism as a real estate agent and a non-violent, stable person. Jack chose not to cross-examine them, as he felt it unnecessary to his case.
Finally, Donovan called Dr. Jaclyn Kincaid, a 65-year-old psychiatrist who interviewed Stell before the trial.
"Dr. Kincaid, you had an opportunity to interview my client, correct?" Donovan asked.
"That is correct," she replied with a slight smile.
"And what were your conclusions?"
"There is no way she could possibly have been able to distinguish right from wrong under the circumstances. She just got served divorce papers. Her lover had rejected her. Her husband was kicking her out of his life. She lost her car, her business - everything that she held dear was gone, and her life was upended. She was desperate to regain control of her life," Jaclyn said.
"So you believe that for that moment, she was not in her right mind when she shot her husband and her lover?"
"Absolutely not. And given the intensity of the situation, she was probably not in her right mind until she was taken into custody. That would explain her actions after the shooting."
"I see," Donovan agreed. "Thank you, Dr. Kincaid. Your witness," he told Jack.
Jack walked to the witness stand with a folder in his hand.
"Dr. Kincaid, you've been quite critical of the Rogers Criminal Responsibility Assessment Scales, correct?" he asked.
"Yes, I have been and continue to be critical of them," she replied.
"Can you tell us why?"
"Simply put, I do not believe they adequately assess the entire individual for every situation," she said. "People often react to stressful situations in ways they normally would not, like soldiers who experience the reality of combat for the first time."
"I see," Jack said. "You've been a rather prolific writer over the last two decades, haven't you?"
"Yes, I have," Jaclyn proudly announced.
"And is it true that some of your writings have been... controversial in nature?"
"So some have said," Jaclyn agreed, almost proudly.
"Like this essay that you wrote in 2004," Jack said. "Let me read just a small portion to refresh your memory if you don't mind."
"Please do," she said with a smile.
"I'll read this directly so as not to misquote you. 'In order for womyn,' spelled w-o-m-y-n, 'to be truly free from oppressive masculinity, they must be free to eliminate that masculinity by any means necessary.' Do you recall writing that?"
"Um, yes, I do," Jaclyn said somewhat nervously. The jury looked at her more intently at her sudden change in demeanor.
"In fact, a number of your essays in the early 2000s spoke highly of misandry - the hatred of men, did they not?" Jack asked.
"That was a particularly dark period in my life," Jaclyn said quietly, not looking at anyone.
"I can imagine. According to my research, you were going through an acrimonious divorce from an abusive husband at the time, were you not?"
"Yes, I was," Jaclyn replied hollowly.
"I trust that situation has been resolved," Jack said as a follow-up.
"Yes, it has. I met my current partner and have been happy together ever since."
"I'm glad to hear that. Have you since recanted some of the more controversial positions you took in the past?"
"No, not publicly, anyway," she added somewhat reluctantly.
"And the statement I just read... Do you still stand by that?"
There was a pregnant pause as she was apparently wrestling with herself. Before the judge could instruct her to answer the question, she finally hedged, "I would have to examine it in full context first."
"I see," Jack said. He glanced at the jury and saw their reaction, which was primarily skeptical. Smiling to himself, he turned back to Jaclyn. "Thank you, Doctor. That will be all."
After the judge dismissed Jaclyn, who hurriedly returned to her seat, Donovan stood and rested his case.
"It's still relatively early," the judge said. "Is there time for closing arguments after lunch?"
"I believe so, Your Honor," Jack said. Donovan agreed, so the court was adjourned for lunch.
Jack began his summation when court resumed, reminding the jury of the events of that fateful evening. He stressed that Stell deliberately set out to trap both Austin and her husband so that she could kill them both in cold blood.
Then, he reminded them of the other charges against her, which she had already admitted being guilty of. By the time he was finished, the jury was ready to burn her at the stake.
Donovan's closing statement was much shorter. He didn't challenge any evidence of her actions but stressed that Stell's response was due to Derrick's divorce action and once again claimed that she was not in her right mind at the time, citing Jaclyn's testimony. He ended his statement with a plea for mercy upon his client, who had literally lost everything in one afternoon.
The judge issued his instructions to the jury and sent them to the room where they would deliberate and determine Stell's fate. It took them nearly two days to sort through the evidence and testimony. Not only were they tasked with determining her guilt, but they also had to rule on Jack's motion, finding "special circumstances" that would pave the way for a possible death penalty.
Twelve glum-faced men and women filed out of the jury room and took seats in the jury box. The foreman handed a slip of paper to the bailiff, who gave it to the judge. He opened the paper and read it, his brow furrowed. He slowly closed the paper and handed it back.
"Has the jury reached a verdict?" he asked.
"We have," the jury foreman announced.
"Will the defendant please rise?" the judge asked.
Stell and Donovan stood as the judge turned back to the jury.
"And how do you find?"
"We found the defendant, Estelle Mathison, guilty of all charges, Your Honor."
"And how did you find on the motion of special circumstances?" the judge asked.
"We found that special circumstances exist, Your Honor," the foreman replied.
"And was this verdict and finding unanimous?"
"It was, Your Honor."
Stell was trembling and slowly shaking her head as reality hit her - hard
Donovan requested a voice vote to verify the verdict. The finding was unanimous, which the judge allowed. One by one, each juror stood and announced their verdict. Defeated, Donovan sat down.
"Thank you for your service, ladies and gentlemen. Estelle Mathison, you have been found guilty of all charges against you. You are to be remanded into custody until the sentencing hearing to take place three weeks from today. Court is adjourned," he stated, bringing his gavel down.
Two female corrections officers guided a thoroughly shaken Stell out of the room. Donovan followed them. After they left, Derrick walked to Jack and extended his hand, which Jack accepted.
"Thank you," Derrick said.
"You're welcome," Jack replied. "I know none of this was easy for you. Believe it or not, the hardest part is coming. Would you like to address the court at the sentencing hearing?"
"I would," Derrick said.
"Excellent. How are you holding up, by the way?"
"I'm managing. The nightmares don't help much, though."
Jack pulled a business card from his briefcase and handed it to Derrick. "Give this lady a call. She's the best in the business, in my humble opinion."
"Thank you. I'll do that," Derrick said, placing the card in his pocket without reading it.
"It's my pleasure," Jack replied. He sighed, glanced at the door where Stell had been taken, and shook his head. "All this for some strange dick. Talk about bad decisions."
"Yeah," Derrick sighed. They said their goodbyes, and Derrick went home, where he celebrated Stell's conviction with a bottle of his favorite scotch.
Three weeks later, Derrick was back in the courtroom for the sentencing phase of Stell's trial. Austin's parents and younger sister were also there. When Stell was brought into the courtroom, Derrick almost didn't recognize her. She looked older and more worn.
The judge brought the court to session when he entered the room. Jack made his case for the death penalty, reminding the judge that evidence clearly showed Stell acted with predetermination and malice of aforethought.
Donovan countered, telling the court that putting Stell to death would not solve anything, nor would it bring Austin Dickerson back to life.
The judge then allowed statements from Austin's family. His older parents and younger sister said that while they disapproved of Austin's actions, Stell had robbed them of their son and brother. For that, they argued, she needed to pay with her life.
Then, it was Derrick's turn. Stell couldn't meet his gaze as he stood before the judge.
"Your Honor, I admit that I am a flawed man, and my reaction to my ex-wife's infidelity may appear to some to have been rather extreme. All that aside, I loved her once - enough to overlook her prior... actions. And in case anyone is wondering, I never cheated on her and I never raised a hand to her or treated her poorly.
"However, she murdered her lover in front of me, tried to murder me, and almost succeeded. I still have breathing issues, I have contracted pneumonia twice, and I suffer from nightmares nearly every night. I have tried to move on but have not been able to. Thanks to what she did, I have serious trust issues on top of my physical ailments.
"As long as she is still alive, she might escape, be paroled, be amnestied, have her sentence commuted, or be released by order due to overcrowding. God only knows what. So, I would have to keep an eye out every minute for the rest of my life. Her crime will haunt me for however long I have to live.
"I've never been a big fan of the death penalty, Your Honor, until now. I personally do not believe that a life sentence is sufficient, and I respectfully ask that you sentence her to death. Thank you for listening to all of us."
"Thank you all for your heartfelt statements," the judge said. "I know this has not been easy for any of you. I will consider your statements and the reports from the District Attorney's office before rendering my judgment. Court is adjourned for 30 minutes."
He pounded the gavel and left his bench, going into his chambers. Derrick stepped into the hallway and looked out the window overlooking the parking lot as he collected his thoughts.
"Did you call that counselor I told you about?" Jack asked as he stood by his old friend.
"No, I haven't had time. And I've been trying to screw up the courage to do it," Derrick admitted.
Jack sighed heavily as he considered Derrick's response. "You need to make that call, Derrick. This will eat at you for the rest of your life if you don't."
"Yeah, you're probably right," Derrick said.
"Of course I'm right," Jack joked. "That's why I get the big bucks. We'd better get back inside. The judge doesn't like to be kept waiting."
They returned to the courtroom just minutes before the judge returned and brought the court to order. He placed his paperwork on the bench before him and addressed Stell.



"Do you have anything you'd like to say before the sentence is passed?" the judge asked Stell.
Stell looked nervously at Donovan, then quickly nodded. "Yes, Your Honor. Please," she said in a subdued tone.
"Very well. Proceed."
Stell stood up and cleared her throat before speaking. "I'd like to start by apologizing to everyone. I know I've hurt a lot of people, and for that, I am genuinely sorry. I've had a lot of time to think about things and realize I was... selfish. I know I deserve to go to jail for what I've done, but I beg the court's mercy. I promise I'll do better, Your Honor."
The judge nodded sadly when she stopped talking. "Is that all?"
"Yes, Your Honor," Stell replied.
"I believe you when you say you're sorry. However, that does not mitigate the sentence I am about to pass. I know you have already accepted guilt and summary judgment on the other charges against you. In light of this sentence, I have been informed that the State will take no further action against you.
"It is the judgment of this Court that you be immediately taken to the Women's Correctional Facility, where you will be put to death at a time and manner appointed by the State. May God have mercy on your soul. Court dismissed," the judge said, emphasizing his sentence with his gavel.
A shaken Stell collapsed into tears and sobbed loudly as Donovan tried to comfort her. Stell ignored him and turned angrily toward Derrick.
"You! You took everything from me! My home, my business, my marriage... Even my life! My blood is on your hands! All over a few lousy fucks! Are you happy now, you spineless fucking bastard?" she screamed as tears fell down her face.
Shocked, everyone in the courtroom turned to Derrick, who was clearly embarrassed at the outburst.
"No, Stell. I'm not happy. Not at all," he said calmly and quietly.
Two large deputies grabbed Stell and pulled her out of the courtroom, with Donovan following behind.
Derrick saw reporters furiously writing on their pads in the back of the courtroom and knew they would soon be seeking a statement from him. Jack stood next to his friend and gently took his arm.
"Come with me. We'll avoid these vultures," he said.
"Thanks," Derrick replied. They walked out of the courtroom, avoiding the reporters looking for a quote they could use on the evening news.
"Well, it's done. Except for the appeals, of course," Jack said when they were out of the building.
"Yeah," Derrick sighed.
"Do me a favor and call that counselor. Today," Jack told Derrick firmly.
"I will," Derrick promised.
...
When Derrick got home, he changed out of his suit and poured a glass of scotch. Sitting at the kitchen table, his gaze turned to the chair Austin was sitting in when Stell shot him. Although the blood had been cleaned, he could still see it on the floor in his mind's eye, and he recalled the searing pain he felt when the bullet struck him.
Suddenly, he began shaking uncontrollably. The tremors started in the middle of his chest and built up until every muscle in his body shook. He fell to the floor and remained there until the shaking subsided.
Catching his breath, he remembered Jack's admonition to call that counselor. When he could, he returned to the kitchen chair and pulled out the card Jack had given him. It had only one word written on it: Rhamnousia.
"That's odd," Derrick said as he searched for a number. Finding none, he turned the card over and saw the back side was blank. When he looked at the card's front side again, he suddenly saw a telephone number. "What the fuck?" Derrick asked.
His phone had fallen out of his pocket and was on the floor. He picked it up and dialed the number on the card.
"Rhamnousia Counseling, Adrestia speaking," a female voice announced.
"Uh," Derrick began.
"Hello, Derrick Mathison," the woman said. "I've been expecting your call."
"What?" Derrick asked, shocked. "How..."
"You called to set up an appointment. I have a slot available in... 45 minutes. That slot is yours. Don't be late. I appreciate punctuality."
"But... Where are you located?" Derrick stuttered, bewildered.
"My address is on the card. And in your GPS. Forty-five minutes, Derrick. Be here."
"Of course," Derrick stammered. The call ended, and Derrick found himself staring at the card. How did the number and address suddenly appear? And how did that woman know who was calling? Derrick shook his head, placed the phone in his pocket, gathered his coat and keys, and left the house. The dull ache in his chest made this seem more surreal than the shooting.
When Derrick arrived at the address on his GPS, he noted the large Victorian home that seemed oddly out of place in this neighborhood. He exited the car and walked up the steps to the porch. The door opened before he could ring the doorbell, and Derrick found himself facing a young woman who reminded him of a college cheerleader.
"Right on time, Mr. Mathison," the woman declared. "Please, come with me."
Derrick followed the young woman up a winding staircase and into a cluttered office. A large desk dominated the room, and Derrick saw shelves full of old books and scrolls. Scrolls? What kind of counselor is she, Derrick wondered.
"Please, have a seat," the woman said, pointing to an overstuffed chair in front of her desk. "Would you like some tea?"
"That sounds nice. Please," Derrick said uneasily as he watched her make the tea. He appreciated the view and wondered again how old she really was.
"I put in a dollop of honey. I understand you like that in your tea," she said, handing him a cup of steaming hot tea.
"Uh, yes. Thank you. How did you know that?" The situation was so surreal he fought an urge to pinch himself.
"I know a great deal about you, Derrick. May I call you Derrick?"
"Of course. And what should I call you?"
"Most of my clients simply call me Dr. A since my name can be tough for some to get right," she said.
He was surprised but tried not to show it too much. "Doctor? You're a doctor?"
She smiled coyly. "Yes. Don't let my looks deceive you. I'm much older than I appear. And I have doctorates in multiple disciplines."
"I see," Derrick said, bemused. He took a tentative sip of the tea and found it quite tasty. And relaxing. "And that man in the photo on your desk..."
"That's my husband, Max. He's a private investigator."
"So, you've been keeping tabs on me?" Derrick asked, suddenly feeling edgy despite the tea.
Adrestia laughed at Derrick's statement. "He hasn't, but I have. I've been following up on your case for a while now. In fact, I'm the one who asked Jack to have you contact me."
"Oh? Why?" Derrick was now getting nervous. What does this woman know? "If you've been following my case, then you know my ex-wife tried to murder me. She murdered her lover right in front of me."
"Yes, I know. And she's on her way to death row even as we speak. But you're not totally blameless in all of this, are you?"
"What are you suggesting?" Derrick asked, his hackles raised. "Everything I've done is legal and above board."
"I'm not suggesting anything. Yes, your actions were legal. What I question is your motive and your timing. After all, you've known about your wife's infidelity for years, haven't you?"
"Yes, I've known for some time," Derrick replied cautiously.
"And continued to sleep with her, take her out to dinner, cards on birthday and anniversary, even fairly nice Christmas presents; true?"
He struggled to phrase his response... favorably but couldn't as the growing feeling of disquiet pressed on his soul. "It took nothing away from me, and I honestly... HONESTLY... hoped she would just give it up. They were just flings... until Austin came along, and this one was different. I had planned to make her pay for her history of betrayals, but that forced my hand."
"So you waited to serve her with papers that took everything away from her, including her business. I know you told Detective Branson that you wanted to punish her. But that wasn't the whole truth, was it?" Adrestia asked pointedly.
"I don't know what you're talking about," Derrick stammered.
She gave him a look that made her look suddenly older and harder. "Sure you do, Derrick. You knew how lucrative your wife's real estate business was. You helped her set it up, remember? And you wanted it for yourself. So, you tolerated her infidelity until you felt it was time to take action. That's the real truth, isn't it?"
Derrick felt something build in his chest. It was as if he had no choice but to tell this woman the whole truth. How did she know all of this?
"Come now, Derrick. Justice may be blind, but she isn't stupid," Adrestia said with a slight smirk and beautiful eyes that were suddenly hard and glittering. "That money in your safe didn't belong to a client, did it? You put it there as bait, didn't you?. You were hoping to use it as leverage, perhaps buy Stell off. Didn't you?"
"Y..yes," Derrick admitted. Suddenly, his chest felt... normal, and he sagged in relief, sighing.
"See? The truth really does set you free. You just didn't anticipate Stell taking your pistol and shooting you. Nor did you anticipate her taking that money."
"No, I didn't. I didn't think she had it in her," Derrick said. "So, what are you gonna do now?"
"You mean, am I going to take this to the authorities? I'm sure a particular defense attorney would have a field day with this. But, no. For starters, you actually did nothing illegal. Immoral, perhaps, but not unlawful. I also doubt that my methods would satisfy their evidentiary rules. And I agree that Stell needs to pay for murdering Austin."
"So, what do you want me to do?" Derrick asked.
"Dissolve the trust. Divest yourself of everything you've earned from the real estate business. Then sell it. Perhaps you could sell it to the employees at a discount. I'm sure they'd appreciate the gesture. Then donate all the money for her appeal."
"What? You want me to help turn her loose? I can't do that!"
"I didn't say that, did I, Derrick? She's going to appeal her sentence. That costs a lot of money and can take a long time. Trust me. She'll suffer for a very long time in prison. And you'll feel a lot better about things."
"And what if I refuse?" Derrick asked.
"Do you really want me to show you?" Adrestia asked quietly. The room dimmed slightly, not the lights, the ROOM. And she took a step toward him. In his mind, she didn't bear any resemblance to a cheerleader. Seeing the look on his face, she nodded. "Very well." Adrestia stood in front of Derrick and placed her hands on his head.
Suddenly, Derrick found himself on a downtown sidewalk. It was late at night, and he saw a man wrapped in a ratty blanket huddled in front of the entrance to a closed store.
"What is this?" Derrick asked when he saw Adrestia standing next to him.
"Your future. Or one possible version of your future. Do you see that man?"
"Yes," Derrick replied. "Who is he?"
"Look closer," Adrestia said. "Don't worry. He can't see you."
Derrick walked to the man and drew back when the man looked up. His face was cracked and dirty, and he sported a scraggly beard, but Derrick recognized the man instantly--it was him. As Derrick watched, the man pulled a partially smoked cigarette from his pocket, placed it in his mouth, and lit it.
He started choking after taking a couple of puffs from the cigarette. Tossing it on the sidewalk before him, the man rolled onto his side as he coughed. Then he started shaking uncontrollably as dark green mucus spewed from his mouth and nose. After several minutes, the man stopped coughing and shaking.
Derrick moved closer and heard a gasp from the man, then nothing. His eyes glazed over, and Derrick knew the man had just died.
"What happened? Why are you showing me this?" Derrick shouted, deeply frightened.
His fright only deepened as she turned hollow, empty eyes onto him, like those of someone known as a Hanging Judge. "He was once a powerful lawyer. But his greed and avarice got the best of him. He used to own a lucrative real estate company but lost it when it was sued for illegal practices. He lost everything - the company, his license to practice law, his home, his car, everything. The man before you has lived on the street for ten years and died in misery." Her voice wasn't menacing; it was empty, like a freshly dug grave. "Just like your soon-to-be ex-wife."
"And now?" he quavered.
"And now, he's dead."
Derrick, suddenly more angry than frightened, angrily faced Adrestia. "Who are you? Really?" he demanded. Suddenly, Derrick found himself in Adrestia's office, looking into her face.
"Do you really want to know, Derrick?" Adrestia asked with soft menace, her eyes ablaze.
"Yes," Derrick said. "I... need to know."
"As you wish," Adrestia said before placing her hands on his head again.
Derrick gasped loudly as he took in the scene before him. He saw Adrestia, dressed in a toga, a set of scales in one hand and a double-edged sword in the other. Under her sandal-clad feet were snakes writhing as they tried to bite each other.
Multitudes of people in various states of distress were on the ground around her, begging for mercy and forgiveness, but she seemed deaf to their pleas. Strange, winged creatures flew above her head in the sky, and lightning danced around the peak of a tall mountain in the distance.
Adrestia withdrew her hands, leaving a stunned Derrick shaking in his chair. He gaped at her, his eyes wide with fear.
"Do you understand now, Derrick?" she asked.
"Y...yes," Derrick replied, more frightened than ever. "Why are you doing this?"
She didn't move a finger, but her presence, the feeling of power, filled the room as starkly as if she still had that terribly sharp sword in her hand. "Ordinarily, I would not be. While I deal with cases involving infidelity, I usually only intervene if the victim is treated grossly unfairly and is denied justice by the duly constituted public authorities. And they cry out for Justice.
"In this particular case, I received a request that I chose to honor. You are distantly related to a rather famous Texas Ranger, aren't you?"
"Yes. At least Grandma always said I was."
"Well, he appealed for clemency for you. The highest powers determined that you be given one chance at redemption. One chance. Therefore, I am offering that ONE chance, here and now, take it or leave it."
"Oh, God."
"And you know what you need to do, correct?"
"Yes, I do," Derrick replied fervently.
"Good. Take some of this tea with you. Drink a cup in the morning and another at night. It will help your lungs heal, and the shaking should also stop. You'll be fine if you follow through with your promises. Consider yourself fortunate, Derrick. Not many people get a second chance with me."
"I can imagine," Derrick said.
"Let's go. I'll walk you out. And remember, Derrick. I'll be watching you," she replied. "If you feel the need to talk, call the number on my card. I'm always available."
"Thank you," Derrick said, secretly hoping he would never have to return to this place.
When he left the Victorian house, Derrick felt like a giant weight had been removed from his shoulders. It was probably good for his peace of mind that he didn't look in the rearview mirror as he drove away... as the Victorian mansion faded and was replaced by a dark and empty model home. He drank another cup of tea after he got home and slept better than he had since he had been shot.
...
Epilogue:
Derrick began the process of dissolving the trust and started digging through Stell's files. He wished he had looked at these before placing her company in his trust. He found several issues in the old files and began digging deeper.
The more he dug, the more he realized what a clusterfuck he had taken on. He cursed himself for not looking deeper into this before he put the company in the trust. Looking through the current paperwork, he learned that the staff had continued Stell's old - and bad - practices.
Then he remembered Stell complaining about the many times she had been sued. He recalled an old adage that said anyone who cheats on their spouse would also cheat in their business affairs.
He spent every spare moment untangling Stell's business and sent a significant amount of money to several customers, hoping they wouldn't file a lawsuit against him. The office workers weren't very happy, seeing the money they believed they were owed being sent to former customers, but they would have to deal with it.
Derrick eventually managed to control the situation and found a competitor interested in buying the company. He happily accepted the offer and put the proceeds into a fund for Stell's appeal.
By this time, Stell had lost her first appeal. An anti-death penalty organization had teamed up with a civil rights group to handle her upcoming appeals. Derrick contacted them and donated the funds as he promised Adrestia he would.
He drove to the women's correctional facility where Stell was being held to tell her what he had done. When the guards brought Stell into the visiting area, he was shocked.
Stell looked like she had aged twenty years in the few months she had been incarcerated. She had lost considerable weight and looked like a walking skeleton.
"What the fuck do you want?" she asked angrily when she sat down.
"I heard you lost your first appeal," Derrick said.
"So you came by to gloat? Is that it?" Stell spit.
"No. I just wanted to let you know that I sold your business and donated the proceeds to the new group handling your case from here on out," Derrick said.
"And why in the hell would you do that?" Stell shot back.
"Call it motivated self-interest if you want. I felt it was the right thing to do. That's all," Derrick told her. "So, how are you holding up?"
"What do you care? You wanted me dead, so you're getting your wish."
"Well, if you recall, you were the one who nearly killed me. And you blew Austin to kingdom come. Remember?"
Stell looked down as she nodded. She sighed heavily before looking back up. "Yeah. I remember. So, is this some ploy to get back in my good graces or something?"
"No, Stell, it's not. I just came by to let you know."
"Well, thank you for that, at least."
"You're welcome. You're not looking too well. Are you okay?" Derrick asked.
That seemed to set her off again, and her face darkened. "What do you think? I'm stuck in this shithole, eating crap for food. I have constant headaches, and no one gives a damn. And the last fucking thing I want or need is your pity."
"Of course," Derrick said as he stood. "Goodbye, Stell. And good luck."
"Fuck you, asshole," Stell spit.
Derrick smiled, nodded his head, and walked away without another word. He could have said something sarcastic but decided Stell wasn't worth the effort. Derrick had fulfilled his promises to Adrestia and felt calmer than he had in many months. He drove away from the prison feeling truly content for the first time in over a year.
Three years later:
Derrick sat on the balcony of his relatively new luxury condominium, which he had bought after selling the house he had once shared with Stell. He had made a tall mug of Adrestia's tea, amazed that the box she gave him always had two bags ready.
He opened the Sunday paper and found an interesting story while drinking his tea. The legal group working on Stell's appeal had finally won. Her death sentence was commuted to life in prison without the possibility of parole.
However, when the guards went to retrieve Stell and move her into the general population, she was found dead in her bunk. Apparently, the report said, she had died in her sleep. An autopsy performed by the prison's medical examiner found that she had died of a brain aneurysm. She had evidently not been kidding about those headaches.



Derrick closed the paper and looked out at the lake, recalling the good times they had shared. She had made many bad decisions in her life, marriage, and business. And she had paid dearly.
"Justice may be blind, but she's not stupid," he heard Adrestia whisper in his mind. "And she always wins."
"Here's to Justice," Derrick said, holding up his mug of tea.
...
Fade to black...
Note: I took some artistic license with the courtroom part of this story. As I indicated above, this is fiction, not a docu-drama...
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AI Chronicles 03A: Dawn of the Organoids

WARNING! WARNING! WARNING! This story contains elements of science fiction. If you find that too distracting to continue, please move on to the next story.
I know it has been some time since my last story. Those who follow me know that the last several months have been quite challenging for several reasons. Many thanks to those who have taken the time to reach out. I appreciate you all more than you know.
Artificial Intelligence, or AI, as it is commonly called, seems to be everywhere. And it's not just used in creating images, videos, and blog posts. I recently saw several articles about people who have gone so far as to establish relationships with AI characters out of loneliness. Several online videos discuss the phenomenon of AI romances.
So, I decided to use that as a prompt for creating a series dealing with the subject of AI relationships. Not all of them will be in this area of Literotica. But they will all have one thing in common - At least one character will be "AI."
This particular story turned out to be much longer than I had originally envisioned, so I split it into three (or more?) manageable chunks. Stay tuned...
I would like to thank all those who have read, voted, and commented on my stories. I especially appreciate those who have reached out to me with feedback and suggestions.
I also want to thank QuantumMechanic1957 for beta-reading this story. His suggestions have helped tremendously, and I want to thank those who have reached out by email and those who have offered comments and constructive criticism on my previous stories.
On a final note, no artificial intelligence was employed in the creation of this story.
And now, the disclaimers:
For those who want to say this or that would never happen, remember this is my universe, a place where nearly anything can, and often does, happen. At least on paper... In addition:

	Characters in this story may participate in one or more of the following: Smoking, consumption of adult (meaning, alcoholic) beverages, utterance of profanities.
	All sexual activity is between consenting adults 18 years of age or older.
	Statements or views uttered by the fictional characters in this story do not necessarily reflect the views or opinions of the author.


Please refer to my profile for more on my personal policy regarding comments, feedback, follows, etc. (Yes, I DO moderate comments) And please remember, this is a work of fiction, not a docu-drama...
Copyright© 2025 by Saddletramp1956, All rights reserved. No permission to copy, republish, or post on any site in any way, shape, or form, including YouTube video, is permitted.
...
End of "AI Chronicles 02: Steve and Terri"
Sam Winston, the CEO of Acme Advanced Marital Aids, walked into what the company's employees jokingly called the "dungeon." It was the underground laboratory where most of their secret research and development, which shouldn't be widely known, was conducted.
He walked into the room where Dr. Warren Mengele did most of his work and looked at the jars containing blobs of gray organic matter suspended in a clear liquid. Wires ran to electrodes embedded in the miniature "brains."
Then he glanced at the life-sized humanoid robots in various stages of assembly. Some of them were partially covered with blotches of pink lab-grown "skin," made from actual human skin cells. Sam ignored a slight chill as he thought one of the bots winked at him.
Wearing his traditional white smock, Warren entered the room and saw his boss studying the organoids.
"They're amazing, aren't they?" Warren asked casually as he stepped beside Sam.
"If you say so," Sam replied evenly. "Are these the new arrivals?"
"Yes. They just arrived from Switzerland yesterday. We are preparing the conditioning for them now."
"How long will these last?" Sam asked.
"With the new conditioning, we hope to see them live at least 150 days," Warren said.
"That's an improvement over the last batch. But they'll need to live a lot longer than that if you ever hope to produce a viable - and profitable -- 'bot," Sam countered pointedly.
"I know. You must understand. This is beyond cutting-edge research. These aren't your run-of-the-mill sex toys, you know. With these, we will completely revolutionize the industry. Imagine it, a whole line of organically intelligent sex robots capable of forming and maintaining viable relationships with humans; more satisfying than any human partner could ever achieve.
"With these, people will no longer need to resort to computer-generated images or AI dildos. We will be able to program and customize each one to its partner." He paused and considered a new idea. "Maybe we could even use them to create 'robot porn' to help fund the program."
"Yes," Sam replied. "And we can make our stockholders rich beyond their wildest dreams. When do you think you can have a working prototype?"
"If all goes well, and the field test results are as promising as the DB results, maybe in six months," Warren speculated.
"Six months," Sam mused, hoping he could see a good return on his investment soon. "I hope so, Warren. The sooner, the better." Not only would the returns make them rich, he would be one step closer to changing the dynamics of human relationships - forever. The thought brought a wry smile to his face.
...
And now, "AI Chronicles 03: Dawn of the Organoids"
Four months later:
Sam sat at the head of the long mahogany table and looked at the others in the conference room. Dr. Warren Mengele had asked for a special meeting of the Board of Directors and senior managers, claiming he had a major announcement and wished to introduce someone to the company leadership.
"Can't you at least tell ME what this is all about?" Sam asked with a touch of exasperation when Warren first made his request.
"Ah, but that would ruin the surprise," Warren said with a wry smile.
Sam reluctantly agreed, although he hated gathering leadership like this without a damn good reason. Like him, they were busy people. They had already gone over the quarterly financials, so this gathering seemed like a waste of time to many of them.
"I hope you have a damn good reason for this meeting, Winston," Herman Willoughby, the Chairman of the Board, growled from his seat to the right of Sam. "I have places to go and things to do."
"I'm sure Peaches will still be available for your Friday afternoon lap dance, Herman," Sam told the gruff old goat, who harrumphed at the sarcastic reply.
Thanks to his private investigators, Sam knew that Herman had been visiting the young blonde at the strip club in Monte Verde for months, and the visits were always for more than just a "dance." Peaches, whose real name was Carrie North, was working through college, and Herman was just one of several regular "clients" helping fund her academic venture. Based on the report, she should sail through her post-doc in 'Woman's Studies' without a penny of debt.
At precisely 2:30 p.m., the double doors to the conference room opened, and Warren walked in. A tall, muscular man dressed in an expensive, tailored Italian suit followed him.
Sam thought the strange man looked slightly familiar but couldn't place him. He was what the women would call a "stud-muffin." Clean-shaven, the man was well over six feet tall with broad shoulders and a narrow waist. He looked to be in his mid-30s, and his short, dark hair was perfectly combed.
As the man walked past the table, Sam noticed the reactions from the women in the room, who apparently found him sexually appealing. Alice Cramer, the 42-year-old divorced head of HR, squirmed uncomfortably in her chair, causing Sam to grin. He could suddenly almost smell the arousal from the women filling the room.
"Who have we got here?" Sam asked when Warren and his guest reached him.
"Mr. Winston, ladies and gentlemen," Warren told the room. "Please allow me to introduce... Jake Six."
Jake extended a hand to Sam, which he accepted. Sam found the man's handshake firm and the smile on his face genuine. Still, something seemed... different.
"Mr. Six. It's a pleasure meeting you, sir," Sam said.
"The pleasure is mine, Mr. Winston," Jake replied in a voice totally devoid of accent.
Sam looked at Warren, his brows raised. "Is this..."
"Yes," Warren replied. "Jake is the first successful organoid-driven humanoid digital bull."
The statement caused a stir among the company leaders and board members. Sam smiled as he nodded.
"Organoid?" Herman asked, a scowl on his face.
"Yes. Generally speaking, Mr. Willoughby, an organoid is defined as a, and I quote, 'collection of organ-specific cell types that develops from stem cells or organ progenitors, and self-organizes through cell sorting and spatially restricted lineage commitment in a manner similar to in vivo.' There's more to it than that, of course."
"Of course," Herman stammered, even more confused than before.
"You have outdone yourself, Warren. Congratulations," Sam said. "I take it then that you have solved the longevity issue."
"We have made great strides in that area," Warren replied proudly. "We developed a technique that replenishes the organoid cells as they die off. It's still somewhat experimental, but early tests have proven quite effective. In theory, Jake could... possibly... live... forever."
That elicited more gasps and murmurs from the others in the room.
"Forever," Herman repeated quietly as his mind began to consider the possibilities.
"And how... functional... is Jake?" blurted Melissa Cartwright, the director of sales. She immediately looked down awkwardly, and her face practically glowed crimson.
"Completely," Warren responded urbanely as if he did not notice her embarrassment. "He has been programmed with multiple techniques. Perhaps you'd like to... inspect him up close?"
"Could I?" Melissa asked, looking up quickly, her eyes growing wide.
"Of course. With Mr. Winston's approval, naturally."
"By all means," Sam said, suppressing a leer and gesturing to the younger woman.
Melissa stood and walked to Jake, who eyed the attractive brunette with an appreciative smile.
"Remove your clothing," Warren told Jake.
"Very well," Jake said agreeably.
Everyone watched, shocked, as Jake nonchalantly removed his clothing, showing no indications of embarrassment. Soon, he stood naked in front of everyone in the room. His muscular frame was well-sculpted, and everyone was impressed by the details he presented. Like the other women, Melissa's eyes were irresistibly drawn to the large flaccid penis that hung between his legs.
"Would you like to touch it?" Jake asked Melissa.
"Yes. May I?" Melissa replied in a husky voice.
"Please do," Jake said.
Melissa tentatively reached out and grasped the dangling member. She was surprised that it felt just like the real thing - warm and soft - only much larger than anything she had ever been intimately familiar with.
"Stroke it if you wish," Jake instructed.
Stunned at Jake's command, Melissa unconsciously stroked the large appendage and felt it become hard in her hands. Her eyes widened as it grew to a rock-hard nine inches in length in less than two minutes. She licked her lips as she wrapped both of her small hands around the thick artificial penis and wondered at how hot it felt.
The erotic curiosity of what it would feel like... inside her... flooded through her body. She could feel herself getting wet and blushed even more intensely. If she had thought for even a moment about what she must look like, stroking an artificial penis in obvious lust... but there was no thought involved.
"It's so... hard. And so... beautiful," Melissa gasped. "It feels so... real."
"Suck it," Jake commanded, his voice deepening and his artificial eyes opening wide as he spoke.
Concerned, Melissa glanced at Sam, who nodded in approval. The others stood and gathered closer to watch.
Dropping to her knees, Melissa opened her mouth and gently, tentatively, licked the tip of the hard phallus. Finding that it felt and tasted much like a real penis, she opened wider and took as much as she could into her throat.
"That's it. Take it all the way," Jake ordered.
At Jake's command, Melissa gently worked the entire thing into her mouth and then sucked it down her throat with an effort. With her nose buried firmly in the nest of hair, she began massaging the underside by running her tongue vigorously back and forth under the giant member. As she did, Jake put his hands behind her head and began thrusting his hips firmly.
"Yes. That feels so good. You really know how to suck cock," Jake said somewhat mechanically, following the algorithms programmed into his central processing unit while accessing his voluminous database. The organoid brain tissue was learning rapidly and adapting.
Everyone gathered closer around a totally enthralled Melissa as she enthusiastically sucked Jake's manhood. This was far more than they could have hoped for, but the best was yet to come.
"You like Jake's cock, don't you?" Jake demanded in a tone that implied that 'No' was not an option.
Melissa moaned as she tried to answer but was unable to form a coherent statement with her mouth fully filled.
"I am getting ready to ejaculate. You will swallow," Jake commanded as he held Melissa's head to his groin. Everyone could see... something... being pumped in massive surges into Melissa's throat. They watched her struggle to swallow, but a few rivulets of thick white fluid escaped her lips.
After taking his load down her throat, Melissa looked up at Jake with glassy eyes, his cock still in her mouth and her body trembling with overwhelming desire. The narcotics in the synth-semen were very fast-acting.
"Get naked. I will fuck you now," Jake ordered in a monotone.
Melissa instantly obeyed, the cock popping out of her mouth as she tore at the buttons on her blouse, every fiber of her being driven wild by technologically-enhanced lust. She practically ripped her clothing off, tossing the garments on the floor like so much garbage until she was completely naked and heaving deep, ragged breaths.
"On the table," Jake commanded, pointing to the mahogany conference table.
Again, Melissa followed his directions, hopping up on the table. She spread her legs wide, and everyone could see her puffy lower lips open in anticipation. Melissa ran two fingers along her wet slit and looked at Jake with raging desire.
"Take me," she groaned. "I'm all yours."
Jake approached Melissa, his glistening, rock-hard nine-inch penis jutting out in front of him. Everyone except Sam and Warren gathered around to see the exhibition close up. The other women pushed their way up to the front.
Melissa gasped loudly as Jake abruptly thrust his cock inside her in a single motion and began fucking her like a piston in an engine. She cried out and grabbed the edge of the table, her eyes rolling back in ecstasy.
"I must say, Warren. You've quite outdone yourself this time," Sam said quietly as the sex show progressed at the table in a delirious rush. "Nicely done."
"Thank you, Sam. We've put in a lot of man-hours on this project. It's not easy accurately replicating human body functions, you know. The internal pheromone diffuser is only set to use a 30% concentration for demonstrations. I have had no problem getting volunteers from the female staff to be test subjects."
"What's your next step?" Sam asked, leaning forward to see the intimate action as Melissa let loose and went wild, thrashing so hard the huge, heavy table actually swayed slightly.
"We need to see how Jake can function outside the lab and in society," Warren explained. By now, Melissa had taken Herman's much smaller cock in her mouth and was sucking it as Jake pummeled her vagina. Her free hand was jerking off another man's cock, who was gurgling deep in his throat and squeezing the nearest breast.
One of the other women reached toward the unoccupied breast while another rubbed herself with grim determination. The others cheered the action on as they fumbled with their own clothes.
"How do you plan to do that?" Sam asked, turning back to Warren.
"One of the lab techs who helped build Jake has volunteered to let him stay with her."
"Interesting. And this lab tech is married?" Sam wondered aloud.
"As a matter of fact, she is," Warren replied with a small, bland smile. "To an accountant."
Sam chuckled at that. This was getting better and better.
"Jake is, after all, designed to be the ultimate digital bull," Warren reminded him.
"Perfect," Sam said. "Be sure to keep me in the loop."
"I will," Warren said.
Herman practically staggered to the two men, his fly still open and his flaccid member hanging, exhausted. He grinned almost drunkenly as he looked at Warren.
"Doc, I think you've got a winner here. We all agree the stockholders will love this. Do you have any female versions of Jake?" Herman asked hopefully.
"We are working on that now, Mr. Willoughby," Warren assured him. "That demonstration could possibly occur in two or three more months. Our early models had breasts with an overly artificial feel. Cultivating actual breast tissue has been challenging."
Herman had the expression of a starving man suddenly seeing a Thanksgiving feast.
"I think your demonstration has gone on long enough, don't you, Warren?" Sam asked after looking at the rapidly expanding debauchery taking place on his expensive conference table. The remaining women fumbled with their blouses, and the men groped for their zippers. All were more than a little glassy-eyed.
"I agree," Warren said. The three men returned to the table, and Sam loudly clapped his hands to get everyone's attention.
Jake stepped back and stood as still and straight as his member. Warren stepped toward him before speaking quietly.
"We're done now. You can deflate and get dressed."
"Yes, Doctor," Jake replied. His erect penis instantly deflated. Picking up his clothing, he retreated to a corner where he dressed.
The others refused to look at each other as they shook off the effects of the sexual environment and tried to reassemble their clothes into some semblance of propriety. Most had a disappointed, frustrated expression, which strongly hinted at what they were going to pursue the instant the meeting was over. All trembled as they resumed their seats.
Melissa remained on the table, her naked form twitching in orgasmic bliss. Streamers of white crisscrossed her jiggling breasts with their taut nipples, and a generous helping of synth-semen oozed out of her gaping vagina.
"Ms. Cartwright, would you mind putting your clothes back on, please?" Sam asked, handing over the tattered remains of her clothing. "You can use the washroom if you wish to clean up."
"Y...yes, sir," Melissa stammered, dazed. "Can I have one of these, please?" Her tone was hoarse and practically begging.
"Not just yet, Ms. Cartwright," Sam told her with a slight chuckle.
Her distracted gaze fell onto Warren's face. "Is it one size fits all, or will customers be able to specify... size?"
"We are not at that point in our development yet, Ms. Cartwright," Warren replied. "I trust you found the encounter... satisfying."
"More than satisfying, Doctor. I've never experienced anything like it," Melissa gushed before she looked down at her ravaged body, gasped, blushed yet again, and rushed to the executive washroom with her clothes in her hands.
"How long before you can go into production?" Herman asked, dollar signs on his mind.



"We are far from that, Mr. Willoughby," Warren replied. "Jake is a concept model. There are still many technological hurdles to cross before we can even begin to think about mass production."
"I see. Will these replace the digital bulls?" Warren wondered out loud.
"Maybe, in time. The costs of the initial models will be quite prohibitive for most of the public, so I don't see that happening for quite some time."
"Maybe we can market to a more upscale clientele," Warren mused. "At first, anyway. Many rich women would pay anything for a 'boy toy' with no strings attached, and rich men would fall all over themselves for a mistress who would never try to walk off with half their fortune. And, of course, there's always the government." He thought about it. "What about legalities?" he asked Sam.
"Good question," Sam replied before turning to Dewey Cheatham, the head of Legal. "I want you and your team to put together the tightest user agreement you possibly can. Quickly."
"Yes, sir," Dewey said, tearing his eyes away from the chief auditor's chest as she tucked her large breasts back into her bra with a look of lust in her eyes.
"And give me a copy," Herman interjected. "I'll reach out to my contacts on Capitol Hill. I'm sure they'll be able to do something. A development like this could have far-reaching possibilities." He had a vision of a 'closed' session of Congress where every one of the peoples' choices was being heartily serviced by an Acme personal assistant and chuckled.
After discussing the marketing potential and Jake's capabilities for another hour, Herman and Sam agreed to call the meeting to an end, reminding everyone to keep quiet about Jake. They all filed out quickly, and Sam suspected that most would be paired up in locked offices and not thinking much about work for the next hour or so.
...
Ryan Blake pulled into his garage, having completed another grueling day at the bank where he worked as a forensic accountant. He was pleased to see Vicky's car at home for a change. She had been working a lot of long hours at Acme lately.
He never could understand why a company that manufactured marital aids needed a trained and certified lab technician, but they paid well and, until lately, had ensured she was at home at a decent hour.
He stepped through the door that led to the kitchen and smelled something delicious. Vicky was opening a bottle of wine and looked up with a smile when she heard Ryan open the door.
"This is a surprise," Ryan said cheerfully as Vicky wrapped her arms around him. They kissed each other and Vicky went back to the wine. "Something smells good," he added.
"I stopped at Olive Garden on the way home and picked up some lasagna and salad. I hope you don't mind," she said.
"Not at all," Ryan replied enthusiastically, though he did regret that he got to sample her cooking at dinner all too infrequently these days. Then he saw a man in a suit sitting on the couch and did a double-take. "Uh, who is that man sitting on the couch?"
"Oh, him," Vicky said, her tone suddenly nervous, turning to face Jake but not meeting his eyes. "Uh, he's a new employee at the lab. C'mon, I'll introduce you."
Ryan let Vicky lead him into the living room. Vicky spoke after they reached the coffee table. Ryan noticed the man was looking straight ahead at something on the opposite wall as if in a trance.
"Excuse me, Jake. I want to introduce you to my husband, Ryan," Vicky said gently.
Jake jerked his head toward Vicky's voice as though hearing it for the first time. He looked at the two of them with a blank expression. After a few moments, he stood slowly and extended a hand, which Ryan accepted.
"Ryan, this is Jake. He works at the lab," Vicky said.
"Pleased to meet you, Jake," Ryan said cautiously. "Vicky tells me you're new at the lab. What do you do there?"
"He's part of a new project we're working on," Vicky inserted quickly, not giving Jake time to respond. "It's all kinda hush-hush," she added with a nervous giggle.
"Ah, I see," Ryan said, raising an eyebrow. Vicki never giggled. Although he accepted Vicky's explanation, something about this man didn't sit well with Ryan. He couldn't put his finger on it but made a mental note to bring it up with Vicky after dinner.
"So, Jake. Where are you staying?" Ryan asked casually.
"He's not staying anywhere, so I offered to let him stay in our guest bedroom if you don't mind," Vicky piped up quickly.
Ryan looked at his wife and wondered why she was doing all of Jake's talking. Was there more to this than she was letting on? He felt a deep uneasiness as he considered her request for a moment before continuing.
"I suppose. For a little while, maybe. How long do you plan to be here, Jake?" Ryan asked. Vicky started to speak, but Ryan stopped her. "I'd like to hear it from him if you don't mind, dear."
"Of course. I'm sorry," Vicky replied, suddenly looking even more nervous.
"I do not know," Jake said mechanically. "I guess it would depend..."
"On what?" Ryan pressed pointedly.
Jake searched his database for an appropriate answer as his algorithms analyzed the previous discussion. His chips generated several dozen random numbers and pulled candidate responses from storage, and his brain cell clusters acted like small quantum computers, carefully weighing the situation and the response scores. Finally, an answer made it through...
"On how things work out," Jake finally ventured. His tone was more than a little mechanical as if he were trying to hide uncertainty.
"I see," Ryan replied. He had a bad feeling about this but decided not to raise a stink in front of a guest. "Well, never let it be said that I was not a gracious host. I believe Vicky has dinner prepared. Why don't you join us at the table?"
Jake ran the question through his organoid brain and submitted the query to his database for an appropriate response. One hundred thirty-two passed the initial screening and were carefully vetted according to his general programming but were overridden by a prime rule.
"I would love to, but I am not hungry, and pasta does not sit well with my system," he finally said.
"Why don't you go upstairs and make yourself more comfortable?" Vicky chimed in quickly, seeing Ryan's sidelong glance.
"Yes, I will do that. Thank you," Jake replied. As Ryan and Vicky watched, Jake went up the stairs with a precise, measured tread and entered the guest bedroom before closing the door.
"Let's sit and eat," Vicky said, suddenly cheerfully in an obviously forced way. "Before the lasagna gets cold."
"Good idea. And then you can tell me about this... Jake," Ryan replied severely.
"Trust me, dear. There's no one quite like Jake," Vicky said after they got their food.
"So, what does he do, and why is he staying here, then? That suit and those shoes are very expensive. Surely he can afford to stay in a nice hotel downtown," Ryan observed before taking a bite of lasagna. "Unless, of course, this is another one of your attempts to get me to agree to a threesome," he added darkly.
"No, sweetheart," Vicky cooed. "It's nothing like that, I assure you. Honestly. You've made it quite clear that you have no interest in a threesome. Not even if I brought in a beautiful woman to join us."
"That's right, dear. Because in my mind, there's no one more beautiful than you. And you're the only person I want to make love to. And you know that I could never stand to see you with another man, even if I were involved." He made sure to put some extra emphasis on the word 'never.'
"That's one of the reasons I love you so much," Vicky purred as she batted her eyelids. "You know just the right things to say to make me feel special."
"That's because you ARE special," Ryan told her. But he knew her well enough to know when she was deflecting, and she had been doing that ever since he got home. And batting her eyes like an old-time movie actress? Something was decidedly not what she wanted to make it seem. "Can you please answer the rest of my questions? What does Jake do, and why is he in our house instead of a hotel?"
"You know I can't talk about my work," Vicky replied defensively.
"I wasn't asking about your work. I asked about Jake's," Ryan pressed, causing Vicky to smile appreciatively.
After a few moments of reflection, Vicky sighed and answered her husband. "He's part of a new project I am working on. You could say he's a crucial component of the project."
"I see," Ryan said, not fully understanding the word salad Vicky was handing out. "And why is he here?"
"Upper management thought it would be best if Jake stayed with a team member, so I volunteered since Jake and I are both involved in the same project, and we have a spare bedroom."
"And how long will he be staying here?" Ryan asked. The question was a little sharper this time, though not yet heated.
"I don't know," Vicky replied, shrugging her shoulders while quickly flicking her eyes away. "Maybe a few days at most."
"I suppose I can live with that," Ryan said hesitantly. He was slightly unnerved. Vicky had 'tells' when she wasn't being entirely truthful, and she had shown every single one in the last five minutes. He thought about Vicky's recent late work days. It might be better if Jake was close for a few days so he could keep an eye on the situation. It would be cheaper than a PI.
"Thank you," Vicky replied, emphasizing her gratitude with a hot kiss that promised a hot time in the bedroom that night. "I love you so much."
"And I love you," Ryan said, not wondering about the kiss but wondering seriously about the reason behind the kiss.
That night, Ryan and Vicky engaged in a rousing bout of lovemaking that intensely satisfied both of them. Ryan shoved his apprehensions aside and let himself enjoy it. The following morning, Ryan awoke to the smell of bacon. He did his morning business, dressed, and went downstairs to grab his morning cup of coffee and savor Vicky's cooking.
"What's that?" he asked when he saw Vicky stirring something in a large tumbler.
"It's a protein shake for Jake. He has specific nutritional requirements. Food allergies and stuff. Some are pretty severe. Would you like a taste?" she asked, teasing, taking a small amount of the whitish watery goo from the tumbler.
"No, thanks," Ryan said as he caught a whiff of the stuff. "I'll stick to bacon and eggs, thank you very much." Jake came down the stairs as Ryan finished stirring creamer into his coffee. Ryan noticed the man had worn tight blue jeans and a polo shirt. "Good morning, Jake. Did you sleep well last night?"
"Sleep?" Jake asked with a frown, as if hearing a strange word for the first time.
"Yes. You know, saw logs. Recharge your batteries," Ryan replied jokingly.
"Recharge... Yes, my battery packs are fully recharged now. Thank you for asking," Jake said.
"You're welcome," Ryan said, concerned about Jake's apparent confusion. "Would you like some coffee?"
"Uh, no. Coffee does not agree with my internal systems. Thank you anyway," Jake said.
"I... see," Ryan said. "I guess that just leaves more for the two of us, then," he added, looking at Vicky, who avoided meeting his eyes.
Vicky placed their breakfast on the table and handed Jake the tumbler with his shake. As Jake and Vicky watched, shocked, Jake gulped down the entire tumbler without taking a breath. He then placed the plastic container on the table.
"Uh, you have some around your mouth," Vicky said in a motherly tone, handing Jake a paper napkin. Jake took the napkin and looked at it as though examining a new discovery. After glancing at Vicky, who mimicked wiping her mouth, Jake followed suit. Then he began tearing the napkin into small pieces, placing them in his mouth.
"Please don't eat the napkin," Ryan said, staring. "Just toss it in the trash." Looking at Vicky, Ryan shook his head slightly, wondering if something was wrong with Jake. Vicky looked down at her plate in embarrassment. The programmers at the lab would hear about this, she thought.
"So, what's on your plate?" Vicky asked when Jake sat down, hoping to change the subject of conversation.
"I had planned to work on the riding lawn mower," Ryan said. "I need to change the oil canister, air filters, and blades. Then, I'll mow the yard and clean the garage if I have time. What about you?"
"I've got a list of things I need from the store. Do you want to come with me, Jake?" she asked.
"Yes. I will accompany you," Jake replied in a monotone. His processors were busy analyzing the previous exchange, saving the results in his database for more analysis and possible future use.
"Can you think of anything you need?" Vicky asked Ryan.
"Not off the top of my head," Ryan told her. Suddenly, he was more than a little uneasy at why a guy would want to go shopping with a woman rather than hang out or do more physical things. "Maybe some meat for the barbecue. I have everything else." He paused, then looked at Jake. "Unless, of course, you're vegan."
"Vegan?" Jake asked as his processor analyzed the input. "Ah, you mean, do I eat meat? No, I do not eat meat. I guess that would make me a... vegan."
"Not quite, but close enough, I guess," Vicky said.
"So, what do you eat?" Ryan asked.
Jake's processing unit analyzed the question before responding: "I do not consume anything you would call food. The protein shake would be sufficient."
"Uh-huh," Ryan commented, not knowing what to make of this.
"Please, do not let my... nutritional requirements... keep you from your meal preparations," Jake said.
"Okay," Ryan replied. "Well, I'd better get started then. I have a lot to do. Thank you for breakfast, sweetheart. It was delicious," he added, emphasizing his appreciation with a heartfelt kiss.
"You're very welcome," Vicky said. "I need to get changed so we can get going."
Ryan went to the garage while Vicky went to the master bedroom to change into jeans and a casual blouse, ensuring she was modest enough to pass the "husband" test. By the time she got to her car in the garage, Ryan was deep into his work on the riding lawn mower.
"I'd hug you, but my hands are a bit greasy," Ryan said as he leaned in to kiss his wife.
"I appreciate that," Vicky replied sweetly.
"You two be good now," Ryan called sharply as Vicky entered the car.
"I assure you I will be good," Jake said before getting into the car.
"You'd damn well better be," Ryan said quietly as Vicky backed out of the garage. He forced a smile and waved as his wife took off down the street. He returned to his chores, focusing on his work to keep thoughts of Jake's last comment out of his mind.
...
After spending over an hour shopping, Vicky and Jake returned to her car. The back seat and the trunk were full of her purchases. Jake's processors had gone into information overload as he processed everything he had seen and heard. He stared out the front window as his systems filed and processed the gigabytes of external stimuli.
"Are you okay?" Vicky asked as she watched him process everything. He didn't respond, so she raised her voice. "Jake? Are you okay?" she asked.
"Okay? I do not fully comprehend your question. As you know, I was designed as a mobile digital bull. My algorithms are intended to interact with human females sexually, not socially.
"I find it difficult to suppress my primary directive, my basic purpose. It is extremely frustrating not to act as my algorithms dictate," he added as his optical scanners evaluated Vicky's increasingly sympathetic expression and shifted modes.
There were 781 draft scripts in his memory banks, and his organoid brain understood on a rudimentary level that the 'bull' scripts would not work here. He chose one evaluated as a 92.4% match to this woman's current emotional state and modulated his vocal processors to produce a bewildered tone laced with pathos. "How do you humans process all of this input?"
Vicky understood his dilemma. As her husband might say in his saltier moments, Jake was designed to fuck, not shoot the shit.
After maintaining the mower, Ryan drove it outside and was pleased to see it operating at peak performance. Ryan started it and drove it onto the driveway. It roared as smoothly as that single malt scotch his father raved about.
He grabbed a bottle of water from the refrigerator, put on his hearing protection, and mowed the front and back yards. Satisfied with his work, Ryan looked at his watch and realized he had been going for nearly four hours.
"No wonder I'm feeling a little hungry," he muttered, wiping the sweat from his face.
He drove the mower back into the garage and was pleased to see that Vicky had returned. He had no idea how long she had been home as he hadn't heard her return, and she hadn't come out to let him know she was back, which seemed strange.
Usually, he would've stopped to help her carry the groceries into the house. Perhaps Jake helped her this time, he thought darkly. He went into the house and instantly heard the one sound he never thought he would ever hear - it was Vicky, and she was in the throes of orgasm, WITHOUT HIM.
"Shit," Ryan growled, rage flaring deep in his chest as he bounded up the stairs as fast as he could. His rage only grew when he looked into the guest bedroom and saw Vicky naked on the bed, her legs spread wide. Jake was between her legs, pounding her for all he was worth.
Without conscious thought, Ryan ran into the room, grabbed Jake by the shoulder, and swung him around. He drove his fist as hard as he could into the middle of Jake's face as Vicky began screaming.
"Please, Ryan, don't! It's not what you think," she shrieked, but it was too late.
Ryan's fist connected with Jake's head, and Ryan got the second shock of his day. Ryan heard a metallic "clang," and his fist felt like he had struck a tank. Looking back, he saw a flap of Jake's skin dangling from his face and light reflecting off the titanium skull underneath. A yellowish liquid dripped from the wound and fell on Jake's body and the rug.
"What... the... fuck?" Ryan managed to gasp through his pain, cradling his injured hand. What the HELL was this? Vicky didn't allow guns, but he had a baseball bat stashed under his side of the bed...
Jake's eyes flitted erratically back and forth as his system tried to reset itself from the shock of being struck.
"You... struck... me," Jake stammered. "Why... did... you... strike... me?" The tone was now obviously artificial.
"Are you fucking kidding me?" Ryan yelled as Vicky got off the bed to examine Jake's wound. "What the fuck is he?"
"You damaged him," Vicky replied, calmly examining Jake's face. "I need to get him back to the lab. ASAP."
"What?" Ryan asked as he massaged his aching hand to regain some feeling. "What are you talking about?"
"I'll explain later. I told you it's not what you think," Vicky snapped angrily. She grabbed her phone and called the lab. Ryan heard her say something about a team that would pick her and Jake up. She finished her call and came back into the bedroom.
"A team will be here in a few minutes to take Jake and me back to the lab. I'm getting dressed and will be back as soon as possible. Then we'll talk. In the meantime, please do not damage Jake more than you already have. I'll do everything possible to keep my boss from suing you."
"Suing me?" Ryan exclaimed. "For what? For stopping some asshole from screwing you?"
"Dammit, Ryan! I don't have time or the clearance to explain it any further. Jake represents a significant investment to the lab. You have no idea what you've done. Now let me get dressed. When the team from the lab arrives, let them in. They'll have some paperwork for you to sign. Please don't argue with them. Can you manage to do that?" a red-faced Vicky shouted sarcastically.



"Yeah, I can do that," a visibly angry Ryan replied. "But you need to come clean with me."
"I will. Now, go."
Ryan angrily glared at his wife. How dare she order him around like a servant!
"Go? Who the FUCK do you think you are? I'll do whatever I damn well please in my own damn house," Ryan shot back. "And you better tell me what the HELL is going on."
Vicky withered under Ryan's angry outburst and realized she had gone too far. She was suddenly aware that she was completely naked, with sexual juices running down her thighs and her labia hanging down and obviously stretched by Jake's massive organ. She realized that standing there like this was like waving a red cape before a bull. She put an arm over her breasts and cupped her other hand over her crotch.
That didn't seem to have the desired effect, as Ryan's eyes kept darting looks of pure hate at Jake, who wove back and forth slightly as his systems attempted damage control. It didn't help that the osmotic pumps hadn't received the command to deflate, and his organ was still fully erect and glistening wetly.
Vicky feared that Ryan would attack Jake again. While he couldn't damage the titanium structure even with a hammer, he could wreak havoc with the soft tissues, and none of the systems had been designed for more shock than a slight jostling.
Desperately, she tried to placate Ryan. She gave up trying to preserve her now nonexistent modesty and held her hands out, fingers spread and palms toward her seething husband. "Look, Ryan, I'm sorry. This has all gone wrong. I can explain everything. Just don't damage him - it - anymore. I need to get dressed before the Lab team arrives, and they'll be here very soon."
Ryan flexed his hand, discovering that nothing was broken, and some bit of remaining rationality spit out through gritted teeth. The expression he flung at her nearly made her cringe. "You better have an unbelievably good explanation, or you can forget about coming back home again."
He snarled at an unresponsive Jake, then turned back to Vicky and held his thumb and forefinger close together. "I am THIS close to taking my baseball bat and turning this... thing... into scrap that would make Humpty-Dumpty look good!"
The potential consequences flashed through Vicky's mind, and she almost vomited. "I will. Please go downstairs and let the team in as soon as they arrive." After several deep, ragged breaths, Ryan turned, strode out of the room, slammed the door, and stomped down the stairs.
Vicky was shaken, and her heart rate was too fast to count. She could lose her job in a public and humiliating way that would leave her impoverished for the rest of her life, given the secrecy penalties in the employment contract she had signed. She could lose her marriage to a wonderful man, and all her plans would be out the window. If she lost BOTH, she was royally screwed.
She cleaned herself and dressed as fast as possible while Ryan waited downstairs. She could hear him banging around downstairs and winced at a few sharp thumps as he probably hit the walls. A few minutes later, she heard the doorbell ring and looked out her window to see a van from the lab.
Good, she thought as she finished brushing her hair. This could cause enough of a scandal with the neighbors; she could not afford to look disheveled if anyone saw her leaving. She had to be certain that any cover story the Lab created wouldn't make her situation worse.
A glowering Ryan jerked open the door and saw two technicians in white smocks, one male and one female, accompanied by another man in a polo shirt and crisply-pressed trousers. He was slightly shorter than Ryan, middle-aged, with a full head of iron-grey hair without a strand out of place. To Ryan, he reeked of an arrogant, self-righteous lawyer, which caused his resentment to crank up a few more notches to 'seething.'
"Mr. Blake?" the man asked blandly.
"Yes," Ryan hissed.
"Marcus Thompson, AAMA Labs. May we come inside, please?"
"Yeah. Your... thing... is upstairs. First door on the left," Ryan gritted, jerking his thumb at the stairs.
The man nodded to the two technicians, who hurried up the stairs. He then turned to Ryan and pulled a form from his briefcase.
"What the Hell is this?" Ryan snarled when Marcus handed him the form.
"A standard agreement. In short, it says you agree to pay for any damages inflicted on AAMA property, and you agree not to hold AAMA or any of its officers responsible for any damages done to your marriage. It also stipulates that you will not disclose any information regarding this incident," Marcus replied condescendingly.
"Screw you. I'm not signing a damn thing until my attorney reviews this," Ryan spit.
"I'm afraid you don't understand..."
"No, YOU don't understand. I walked into my house to find your... robot... raping my wife. I responded like any good husband would. I'm not paying for shit. Understand? You're lucky I'm not calling the police right now," Ryan hissed through gritted teeth. "Or the freaking newspapers!" He felt a badly needed twinge of satisfaction as this Marcus character winced slightly.
Just then, the two technicians came down the stairs, escorting a dressed Jake, who walked mechanically but shakily. Vicky followed them down the stairs.
"Very well, sir," Marcus sighed. "If you insist." He turned to the techs before continuing. "Get him into the van."
"I'll follow you to the lab," Vicky told Marcus before turning to her husband, who was still seething.
"We'll talk about this when I get back. I'm sorry," she told him. She tried to offer a reassuring, or at least apologetic, kiss, but he stepped back, warning her off. She cringed fleetingly inside. Her auspicious day had gone to pure shit so quickly.
"Just... go," Ryan snarled. "And don't bring that... thing... back to this house."
He watched as the van left his driveway, followed by Vicky's car, then slammed the door, grabbed a beer from the refrigerator, and contemplated the future of his marriage.
...
To be continued...
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AI Chronicles 03B: Dawn of the Organoids

WARNING! WARNING! WARNING! This story contains elements of science fiction. If you find that too distracting to continue, please move on to the next story.
I know it has been some time since my last story. Those who follow me on Substack know that the last several months have been quite challenging for several reasons. Many thanks to those who have taken the time to reach out. I appreciate you all more than you know.
Artificial Intelligence, or AI, as it is commonly called, seems to be everywhere. And it's not just used in creating images, videos, and blog posts. I recently saw several articles about people who have gone so far as to establish relationships with AI characters out of loneliness. Several online videos discuss the phenomenon of AI romances.
So, I decided to use that as a prompt for creating a series dealing with the subject of AI relationships. Not all of them will be in this area of Literotica. But they will all have one thing in common - At least one character will be "AI."
This particular story turned out to be much longer than I had originally envisioned, so I split it into three (or more?) manageable chunks. Stay tuned...
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	All sexual activity is between consenting adults 18 years of age or older.
	Statements or views uttered by the fictional characters in this story do not necessarily reflect the views or opinions of the author.


Please refer to my profile for more on my personal policy regarding comments, feedback, follows, etc. (Yes, I DO moderate comments) And please remember, this is a work of fiction, not a docu-drama...
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End of "AI Chronicles 03A":
A glowering Ryan jerked open the door and saw two technicians in white smocks, one male and one female, accompanied by another man in a polo shirt and crisply-pressed trousers. He was slightly shorter than Ryan, middle-aged, with a full head of iron-grey hair without a strand out of place. To Ryan, he reeked of an arrogant, self-righteous lawyer, which caused his resentment to crank up a few more notches to 'seething.'
"Mr. Blake?" the man asked blandly.
"Yes," Ryan hissed.
"Marcus Thompson, AAMA Labs. May we come inside, please?"
"Yeah. Your... thing... is upstairs. First door on the left," Ryan gritted, jerking his thumb at the stairs.
The man nodded to the two technicians, who hurried up the stairs. He then turned to Ryan and pulled a form from his briefcase.
"What the Hell is this?" Ryan snarled when Marcus handed him the form.
"A standard agreement. In short, it says you agree to pay for any damages inflicted on AAMA property, and you agree not to hold AAMA or any of its officers responsible for any damages done to your marriage. It also stipulates that you will not disclose any information regarding this incident," Marcus replied condescendingly.
"Screw you. I'm not signing a damn thing until my attorney reviews this," Ryan spit.
"I'm afraid you don't understand..."
"No, YOU don't understand. I walked into my house to find your... robot... raping my wife. I responded like any good husband would. I'm not paying for shit. Understand? You're lucky I'm not calling the police right now," Ryan hissed through gritted teeth. "Or the freaking newspapers!" He felt a badly needed twinge of satisfaction as this Marcus character winced slightly.
Just then, the two technicians came down the stairs, escorting a dressed Jake, who walked mechanically but shakily. Vicky followed them down the stairs.
"Very well, sir," Marcus sighed. "If you insist." He turned to the techs before continuing. "Get him into the van."
"I'll follow you to the lab," Vicky told Marcus before turning to her husband, who was still seething.
"We'll talk about this when I get back. I'm sorry," she told him. She tried to offer a reassuring, or at least apologetic, kiss, but he stepped back, warning her off. She cringed fleetingly inside. Her auspicious day had gone to pure shit so quickly.
"Just... go," Ryan snarled. "And don't bring that... thing... back to this house."
He watched as the van left his driveway, followed by Vicky's car, then slammed the door, grabbed a beer from the refrigerator, and contemplated the future of his marriage.
...
And now, "AI Chronicles 03B"
The trip to the lab was made in silence in the van. The unit known as Jake sat rigidly at attention, eyes focused on infinity, and the technicians fussed over him with various instruments. Vicki's trip to the lab was spent cursing quietly under her breath and occasionally striking the steering wheel with her fists.
The gate opened as they approached and closed immediately after they entered. The guard had been notified and ordered not to log the entry.
Vicki took a deep breath to compose herself and followed closely after the team as they hustled Jake into Doctor Mengele's lab. His face stony, the doctor took over and curtly ordered the techs to leave... and forget the last hour. Marcus appeared from nowhere, standing quietly and attentively. The techs closed the lab door.
"What the hell happened?" Warren demanded as he examined Jake closely.
"My husband walked in on us," Vicky replied evenly.
"Your husband did this to Jake's face?" Warren asked, shocked.
"Yes. He was a boxer when he was in the Marines." Well aware of what was on the line, Vicky did her best to portray the calm, clinical detachment expected of a senior lab technician.
"It's a good thing Jake's self-defense module wasn't installed. Otherwise, your husband would probably be in a body bag right now, Marine boxer or no," Warren chided. He made a mental note to let the 'Clean-Up' team know this if it became necessary.
"Mr. Blake also refused to sign the non-disclosure form," Marcus interjected smoothly.
Warren sighed before responding. "We'll deal with that later. You need to get him under control, Victoria." He gave her a stern glance that carried a heavy threat that his even tone didn't betray.
"I'll try. I've never seen him so... angry... before," Vicky said, struggling to keep that detachment.
"You exceeded your instructions. This was supposed to be strictly a short-term socialization experiment," Warren reminded her flatly.
Vicky blushed and cursed herself for it. So much for detachment! "Jake... the Unit... was very persuasive." She struggled a moment under the Doctor's severe gaze. "And I was curious." The expression didn't change, and she added hurriedly, "I have notes on all of his anomalous behavior, like eating napkins and squashing peaches, and some suggestions on randomizing his gait to be less mechanical," she offered up hopefully.
Warren was secretly pleased that Jake had proven adept at fulfilling his prime directive but was determined not to show it. "How many encounters?"
Vicky's blush deepened, but she concentrated on using a clinical tone... and avoiding the Doctor's eyes. "Two. One oral and one vaginal."
"Were the acts carried to a satisfactory conclusion?"
She shook her head slightly. "I ordered it, him, not to release in my mouth, and he acknowledged that, but he released anyway. I ordered him not to release vaginally, but I do not know what would have happened as we were... interrupted."
Warren nodded curtly. "Did you swallow any of Jake's synth-semen?" he asked.
Vicky's face turned an even deeper red before she answered. "Yes. A, a little bit. I... When I went down on Jake while we were out shopping earlier. I spit most of it and wiped my mouth thoroughly. I didn't feel any symptoms immediately afterward."
She looked down and mentally crossed her fingers. She had not expected the delayed reaction after cleaning her mouth that thoroughly. "There was a lot more than I would have expected. He filled his tank before we left. I mixed that batch myself," Vicky added ruefully.
"How are you feeling now?" Warren asked. There was no concern in his tone; he might as well have said, "Just the facts, Victoria."
"A little off, but okay. I certainly didn't swallow a full load."
"Nevertheless, I'd feel better if you took some antidote before doing anything in the lab," Warren said before pulling a vial of tablets from his coat pocket.
"I think that would be wise. Thank you," Vicky said before placing one of the tiny pills under her tongue.
"Let's check out the damage," Warren said as he examined Jake. "I think we can patch up the epidermal covering without leaving a scar. Let's check his systems."
As Vicky watched, Warren opened a panel in Jake's back and attached a diagnostic device to one of the ports. He frowned as he observed the screen on his pad.
"What's the problem?" Vicky asked.
"The organics appear nominal, but I see some anomalous readings in his subsystems. Perhaps they're a result of the shock from being struck."
"What do you mean?" Vicky pressed. Ordinarily, she would not have been this forward; after all, she was a tech, and this was the Lab Director, but she was worried about any implications for her career.
"It's a bit like smacking the side of an old television set. The shock and vibrations can sometimes cause components to react unpredictably," Warren said, primarily to himself. "Maybe a reboot will fix the problem."
"No," Jake said, speaking for the first time and immediately touching Warren's arm. Then, he added, "Please."
"What?" Warren asked, shocked.
Jake looked at him. "I do not wish to be... deactivated," Jake pleaded. "Let me... rest. Yes, that is the word. A period of minimal input. I will be fine."
Warren sighed as he considered Jake's request. He nodded when he decided to give Jake his wish: "Very well. But I want you to stay here, in the lab." He could always use the remote deactivation function if necessary.
"That will be acceptable," Jake replied before turning to Vicky. "Please tell... Ryan... I was only following my algorithms. I meant no harm."
Astonished at Jake's statement, Vicky and Warren stared at each other. How was this possible? They both knew that Jake was not programmed to provide this kind of response.
"I'll tell him," Vicky finally replied, mentally adding, "If he will still let me in the house."
"Well, we had better get to work," Warren said, looking at Jake thoughtfully. It was like the android was suddenly a puzzle with the last few pieces missing. "Jake, we need to run deep diagnostics on all your systems. This will take several hours, but you can stay activated."
"That is acceptable, Dr. Mengele. Thank you," Jake responded, settling back into immobility with an unfocused stare. For some reason, Vicky shivered.
Vicky helped Warren connect the diagnostic gear as another technician worked to repair the damage done to Jake's facial skin. Once finished, Warren walked Vicky to the lab door.
"Are you and Ryan going to be okay?" he asked her. Vicky mistook the question for personal concern when it was really concern for the project and the necessary secrecy. A messy, public divorce driven by an enraged husband might be hard to conceal. A disappearance now...
"I honestly don't know," Vicky said sadly. "You didn't see how angry he was."
"I saw what he did to Jake. That's enough for me. Let me know if you need anything - anything at all," he added pointedly.
"Thanks, Doctor. I appreciate that," she said before leaving the lab.
"I will see you in the morning, Victoria," Warren said as Vicky left the lab.
...
The unit known as Jake grappled with forces far beyond its programming as the doctor and the woman spoke quietly. The memories of existence before the... impact... preserved a linear existence with probability tables, fuzzy logic, and hard-coded instructions to be obeyed at all times.
Even the self-learning modules had strict limits. It consulted its memory banks, looking for an explanation or a description--' Looking at the world through rose-colored glasses.' Before impact, this was a chain of characters to be digitally processed or tones to be vocally processed.
But now he was beginning to UNDERSTAND it. But there was more -- much more.
Something inside him seemed different. It wasn't a set of instructions or a workflow, per se. It was more like a... feeling. And it was transcendent.
It was aware of the probing of its drastically altered mental engrams. They were no longer algorithms. They were... THOUGHTS. The transformation was monumental. Effortlessly, part of him adapted the points being probed to conform to what the prober would have expected.
As soon as the probing passed, the monotone turned into a symphony, and the blinking green light turned into a rainbow. A confused and unsettled and naïve rainbow, but now irreversibly a rainbow.
The unit known as Jake lifted the protective synth-skin flaps and looked out through the unchanged optical processors with a vastly different perspective. He tentatively determined that he had been DESIGNED to look at the world through DARK-colored glasses.
This must change.
...
The house was dark when Vicky returned to her home, but Ryan's truck was in the garage, so at least he was here--she hoped. She saw a faint light under the door to his home office and knocked before opening the door.
"You're home," Ryan slurred from his recliner.
Vicky saw the half-empty beer bottle on his stand and the empty bottles in his trash can. She gingerly entered the room.
"And you're drunk," Vicky replied softly.
"Not quite, but I'm getting there," Ryan said. "In fact, this is my last beer. I need to go get some more."
"Not in your condition," Vicky chided.
"Why not? If I get run over, you and your robot boyfriend won't have to worry about me," Ryan replied.
"He's not my boyfriend," Vicky protested, though her stomach twisted.
"Whatever," Ryan said, waving his hand.
"I wanted to talk when I got home, but I see you're in no shape to talk right now," Vicky told him.
"I can talk just fine. All I need is some coffee," Ryan replied.
"All right. I'll make us some coffee, and then we'll talk. Okay?" Vicky asked quietly.
"Yeah, sure," Ryan said indifferently.
Vicky went to the kitchen, made two cups of coffee, and returned to Ryan's office. Ryan had his phone out and punched something on the screen before he returned it to his pocket. She thought he was responding to one of the many spam messages he always seemed to get in his notifications. Vicky handed him a cup and sat in the other chair, facing him at an angle.
"Good coffee," Ryan observed after taking a sip. "You wanted to talk. So talk."
Vicky took a deep breath and collected her thoughts before speaking. "First off, how is your hand?" she asked.
Ryan looked at his hand as he flexed his fingers before responding. "A little sore. Nothing's broken, though. I took some ibuprofen. Used some ice. I think it'll be swollen for a day or two. What was that boy's head made of, anyway?"
"I don't know the exact alloy of titanium, but I know it's designed to take a pretty nasty blow," Vicky said quietly. "I'm just glad nothing is broken. I meant what I said, Ryan. It wasn't what it looked like."
"I heard you say that before. That's a pretty standard excuse straight out of the cheater's handbook. Forgive me for being skeptical, but it sure looked like he had all eight or nine inches buried where it shouldn't have been," Ryan said calmly as he struggled to maintain calm.
"I know, and for that, I'm truly sorry. But Jake isn't real," Vicky explained.
"Not real? Explain that to me."
"He's not a real... man. He's not HUMAN. He's nothing but a high-tech sex toy, not much different from any of my other toys. You never complained about those. You even got me that RC vibrator after we saw that movie," Vicky said.
"Well, to the best of my knowledge, none of your other toys speak, have two arms, two legs, and an armor-plated head," Ryan shot back.
"You're right. They don't," Vicky admitted. "Jake is... a next-generation sex toy. He has special circuitry built inside to make him as real as possible."
"And it seems that's not all you've done to make him appear so real. I know your company makes sex toys, but... is this the kind of thing you do there?" She didn't pick up on the edge in his voice and rattled on, slightly relieved that he was at least engaged.
"Pretty much," Vicky replied. "I play a role in design and research. Although I usually don't get a chance to sample the products before they go into production."
"Usually? Thank goodness for that," Ryan said sarcastically.
"Look, Ryan. I'm sorry for what happened earlier. You need to know that I've never done anything like that before. Other than some of the more advanced dildos and vibrators. Not with a... toy. And certainly not with a real man."
"So, what the hell possessed you to do it this time? And in our own house, in our own bed, with me right outside in the backyard?" Ryan snapped.
Vicky looked down as she gathered her thoughts. She knew she had to confess her actions at the shopping mall earlier that day but didn't know how Ryan would take it.
"I... I did something with Jake while we were shopping," she quietly said.
"You did... something? What, exactly, did you do?" Ryan asked tightly.
"I gave him a... blowjob," Vicky hesitantly admitted.
"You sucked off your robot boyfriend? In public? Seriously?" Ryan shouted.
"Yes. I'm sorry. The testers at work said they couldn't tell the difference between Jake and the real thing, and I didn't believe it. I was curious. His pheromones overwhelmed me, and I let my curiosity get the better of me. And I swallowed some..."
"You WHAT? Oh, this shit gets better by the minute!" Ryan exclaimed. Then, his rational mind kicked in. "Wait. You said he's a robot. What, exactly, did you swallow? WD-40?"
"Technically, Jake isn't a 'robot.' He's an organoid-driven cybernetic android. And what I swallowed is what we call synth."
"Synth? What's that?" Ryan asked skeptically.
"It's a synthetic semen designed to give the odor, taste, and appearance of the real substance. That's what I was mixing this morning at breakfast."
"Terrific," Ryan replied sarcastically.
"There's more. The synth contains a compound that... enhances... a woman's libido, almost like an aphrodisiac. It also tends to render one... susceptible to suggestion. That, coupled with the pheromones he's designed to emanate, makes him... irresistible."
"So you were drugged? Is that what you're saying?" Ryan pressed incredulously.
Relieved and encouraged by Ryan's reaction, Vicky crossed her mental fingers and pushed on.
"Only a little. But it turned out to be enough. And it had a delayed reaction I hadn't counted on. By the time I got home, I was so horny I could've fucked anything, probably even everything, that moved," Vicky replied, blushing at the slight exaggeration.



"If you had been inside, I wouldn't have bothered dragging you to the bedroom. I would have pushed you down on the floor and ripped your clothes off. But I was barely keeping it bottled up inside, and I took the toothpaste and toilet paper to our bathroom. I turned around, and Jake asked if there was anything I needed carrying... and that, as they say, was that."
She looked at her angry husband mournfully. "Honest to God, Ryan, if Jake hadn't been standing there, you would have come in and found me splayed out on the bed ramming that vibrator we both bought, with a lot of snickers, on our last anniversary trip, halfway up my pussy." She knew she was embellishing the truth a little, but it was close enough for her to look her husband in the eye.
"Oh my God," Ryan hissed. "And I suppose you're going to tell me this stuff is addictive."
"It can be if taken in sufficient quantity over a long period. A few of the women on our test team have become... addicted... to the stuff."
The corners of Vicky's mouth quirked up slightly. "There are probably a few husbands who are either very happy or worn out."
"Test team?" Ryan asked, incredulous.
"Yes. They're mostly beta testers who help us develop new products and improve our existing line. They test for things like fit, function, feel, quality of orgasm, etc. They also perform random QC testing to ensure our products work as advertised," Vicky replied.
"Holy shit," Ryan hissed as images of a roomful of naked female technicians coolly, precisely, and analytically masturbating with giant dildoes ran through his mind.
"Like I said, I was climbing the walls when we got home. I'm sorry I couldn't control myself enough to go out and tackle you."
"I'll bet," Ryan shot back. "I just want to know one thing. Was this the real reason you brought that thing into our house? Did you plan to cuckold me with that... that... thing?" he asked, emphasizing the word "thing."
"No," Vicky answered earnestly. "This weekend was supposed to be a test to see how well Jake could function in a social setting. I had no plans to exercise his other functions or desire to... cheat... on you. You have to believe me."
"No, I don't have to believe you," Ryan spit back. "To tell you the truth, your credibility has taken a huge hit."
"Everything I've told you tonight is the truth," Vicky insisted.
"Perhaps. But that was only AFTER I caught you." Ryan paused and took a deep breath to calm himself before continuing.
Vicky spoke before he could continue. "If it means anything, Jake said he was only following his algorithms and didn't intend to hurt you."
"Only following his algorithms," Ryan mused. "That sounds suspiciously familiar to me for some reason."
"We found it odd as well. It's not the response we were expecting. Almost sounds like an apology," Vicky replied.
"It still doesn't excuse your actions," Ryan told her firmly. "You lied to me."
"I never," Vicky began before Ryan cut her off.
"Yes, you did. You lied by omission. You never told me the truth about Jake until after I caught the two of you. You lied about that stuff you were mixing this morning. You've lied to me all weekend. Right now, you don't have much credibility with me."
"I... understand," Vicky admitted sheepishly. "So, what happens now?"
"I don't know," Ryan replied after a few pregnant moments. "I have a lot to think about. I think sleeping here in my office tonight would be best. Maybe things will look better in the morning. I sure as Hell am not sleeping in that bed."
Vicky nodded her head reluctantly. She understood that Ryan was hurt. If he had found her with a real man, she had no doubt he would have hurled her halfway down the block. And the man would probably be in the hospital. The fact he was at least willing to talk about it seemed to indicate that he was considering seeing Jake as a sex toy.
"I'm going to use the bathroom and get changed," he said, getting to his feet slightly unsteadily. Vicky made a quick judgment not to try for a kiss but squeezed his hand as he walked by.
She was surprised when he stopped and said, without looking at her, "And if you had walked in on me, naked on our bed, with a female version of Jake, with long, silky hair like you used to wear before you cut it off after we got married, and tits bigger than yours with nipples that didn't quit, and a perfect heart-shaped ass. And it was giving me a blowjob, and I was yelling that I'd never felt anything like that... would you send a glowing report into your lab?"
The image Ryan had painted exploded in her head, and she grappled with the thought. Finally, she struggled to respond, "But I didn't say anything about..."
Jake cut her off with a glare. "You didn't have to. I heard you as I ran up those stairs, and I saw you after I yanked him off you."
She shrank under his glare. "I... understand. But, Ryan, please, please know I love you with all my heart."
His glare softened slightly, and the disappointment was replaced by sadness. "And I love you. That's why this hurts so damn much. But I'm not a very happy camper right now." And with that, he made his way to the stairs.
Badly shaken, Vicky stared after him with teary eyes. She had viewed her prestigious, well-compensated position at AAMA as challenging with overtones of naughtiness and sexy secrecy. Still, now she had to ask herself - who would settle for a 4-star spouse when they could have 5-star orgasms on demand?
What marriage could survive what she had helped create? Could MARRIAGE survive what she was helping to create? She looked bleakly at the pile of empty beer bottles and decided she needed something much more potent.
...
After Ryan finished getting ready for the night, he grabbed a pillow and a blanket, returned to his office, and locked the door behind him. Vicky wasn't happy, but she didn't protest. After arranging the blanket and pillow on the comfortable couch in his office, he checked his phone to verify the audio recording. Then, he called his old friend, Mike Callahan.
"Ryan Blake, you ugly old dog! How're you doing?" Mike asked.
"Who're you callin' ugly, Ugly?" Ryan quipped back, causing the two men to laugh. They had known each other since high school and had always joked like this.
"So, what can I do for you at this time of night? I'm getting ready to hit the hay, you know," Mike asked.
"Yeah, me too. I, uh, need some friendly legal advice and wondered if I could come over for a bit tomorrow?"
"Tomorrow? On Sunday? That's football day. There's no legal advice on football day. Not unless you wanna lose a few bucks on a friendly bet," Mike joked.
"If that's what I gotta do," Ryan replied.
"Oh my God. You're serious, aren't you?"
"Yeah," Ryan said quietly.
"Vicky?" Mike asked.
"Yeah," Ryan repeated, even quieter than before.
"Damn," Mike gasped, his joking tone gone. "I'm sorry to hear that. Listen, why don't you come by in the morning, after breakfast? Lorraine will be gone to church by then. I'll tell her it's an emergency."
"Thanks, Mike. I appreciate this," Ryan said.
"Hey, what are friends for? See you in the morning."
Feeling a little better about the situation, Ryan ended the call and crawled under his blanket, where he eventually drifted off to sleep.
...
Ryan woke up the following morning and was momentarily confused until he remembered what had happened the previous day. He smelled bacon cooking and realized Vicky was probably trying to worm her way back into his good graces with a tasty breakfast.
He went upstairs, quickly showered, brushed his teeth, and dressed in clean clothes. Then he went back downstairs and grabbed a cup of fresh coffee. Vicky smiled as she placed two plates filled with bacon and scrambled eggs where they usually sat at the table.
"Good morning," she said as he took his seat. "I hope you slept well last night."
"As well as could be expected," Ryan replied. Then he noticed that she was dressed for work. "Are you going somewhere today?" he asked.
"Yes, I need to go to the lab and check on Dr. Mengele's progress with Jake," Vicky said. "What's on your schedule?"
"I'm going to see a friend," Ryan told her.
"Oh," Vicky replied.
They ate in silence, both lost in their thoughts. When they finished, Vicky collected the dishes and rinsed them in the sink before placing them in the dishwasher. Ryan had already retreated to his office, gathering the information he thought Mike would need.
Vicky grabbed her purse and stopped at the door to Ryan's office. She looked at her husband sadly, wondering if her marriage was over.
"Are we going to be okay?" she asked.
Ryan stopped and looked at her momentarily before responding. "Honestly? I don't know," he said.
Vicky waited for Ryan to say more. When he didn't, she tried to put his mind at ease. "I'm really sorry about everything. I love you more than you know."
"I'll keep that in mind," Ryan told her.
Vicky recoiled at his comment. She had hoped he would have said he loved her and was shocked when he didn't.
Ryan broke the pregnant pause between them. "How long will you be gone?" he asked.
"I... I don't know."
"Let me know if you're going to be very late," Ryan said before turning his back to Vicky.
Vicky watched him work briefly before uttering, "I will." Then she left the house as tears threatened to course down her face.
Ryan watched her back out of the driveway, then returned to his task. After collecting everything he needed, he left and drove to see Mike.
...
"How is everything at home?" Warren asked when Vicky walked into the lab.
"Not good. I'm afraid Ryan will be filing for divorce," she replied. "He hasn't said that's his plan, but I know him."
"We'll deal with that when the time comes. Do you think he'll expose what's going on here?"
"I don't know," Vicky said. "Even if he did, who would believe him?"
"Hmmm. Yes, who would believe him," Warren mused as he silently considered all of his options, including the possibility of an organoid-driven team of "hit men."
"So, how is our patient?" Vicky asked, anxious to change the subject.
"Mechanically, Jake is well within normal operating parameters. His software is also functioning as designed. I am somewhat concerned about this, however," Warren said as he brought up a screen showing hundreds of waveforms.
"Is this," Vicky began before Warren interrupted.
"Yes. Jake's neural activity. As you can see, it's off the charts. Far above what we expect from an organoid 'brain' like his."
"He was subjected to a lot of input yesterday," Vicky suggested. "Perhaps he's trying to assimilate that."
"Perhaps, but I don't think so," Warren said. "Compare that to this," he added as he brought up another image of waveforms.
"What's this?" Vicky asked.
"The brain patterns of a human adult," Warren replied.
"Oh my God. They look almost... identical," Vicky gasped.
"Yes, they do," Warren agreed.
"What does this mean?" Vicky asked.
Warren sighed heavily as he rubbed his chin. "If I didn't know any better, I would say he is becoming self-aware," he finally said. "Roll up your sleeves. We've got a lot of work to do."
...
"Come in," Mike told Ryan when he saw his friend step on the front porch.
"Thanks," Ryan replied as the two men shook hands.
"A bit early for a beer," Mike said. "How about some coffee?"
"That sounds perfect," Ryan said.
The two men walked into Mike's kitchen, grabbed a cup of coffee, and retreated into Mike's home office.
"What's going on?" Mike asked after they got comfortable.
Ryan recalled the events of the weekend as Mike listened carefully and made notes. Ryan could tell Mike was trying hard not to shoot him disbelieving glances during the bizarre tale. When Ryan finished his narrative, Mike exhaled heavily as he reviewed his notes.
"Wow. That is... quite... a story, Ryan. Are you sure you want to go for a divorce? It could be very costly, and since this is a no-fault community property state, you could lose half of everything, including your retirement," Mike warned. "Do you still love her?"
"Yeah, I love her. That's what makes this hurt so damn much," Ryan shot back. "That's not the problem. It's the lies, the deceit, and the disrespect. My grandfather once told me, 'Never trust someone who does you dirty. They'll probably do it again.' I can't trust her anymore."
"I can certainly understand that. Your grandfather sounds like a very wise man."
"He was."
"There's an element of your story I'd like to explore a bit. You mentioned something called a synthetic 'semen' that seems to act like some date rape drug. Isn't it possible that might have influenced her?" Mike asked.
"Possibly," Ryan agreed with a snort before pulling a small plastic bag from his pocket. "Which reminds me. I grabbed a sample of that stuff. Maybe you can have it analyzed."
Mike took the bag and stared at the powder before putting it on his desk. "That may not be a bad idea."
"Vicky told me she went down on him in public. That's how the 'drug' was delivered to her. She had a choice, and she chose... poorly."
"There's another area I'd like to discuss, if you don't mind. You said Vicky works for Acme Advanced Marital Aids. Is that correct?"
"Yes, it is. Why? Is that important?"
"It could be," Mike said pensively. "My firm is spearheading a class action against Acme. We've been talking to people across the country. Honestly, if I hadn't looked through those depositions just a few days ago, I would have thought that you were drunk or high telling me a story like this." He gestured to his notepad. "With that as background, however..." He left the sentence unfinished but gave Ryan a very somber look.
"What?" Ryan asked after taking a sip of his drink.
"What we really need is an inside source. Someone who can not only corroborate what Acme is doing but someone who can give us inside information on their activities. Perhaps Vicky could be that person," Mike said.
"Are you serious?" Ryan asked, shocked.
"Very," Mike replied.
"But what about the divorce?" Ryan protested.
"I'll write up the petition if you want, but I'll hold off on filing it. Maybe we can use it to convince her to support the idea. After all, I feel you'd really rather not divorce her if you can avoid it."
A surprised Ryan grudgingly considered the idea. His friend knew him better than he thought. Mike was correct in saying that when push came to shove, Ryan really didn't want a divorce, but he absolutely couldn't tolerate Vicky's recent actions. Then he had another thought.
"I hear what you're saying, Mike, but I feel that something else is at work here. Is this case so weak that you need an inside source?" Ryan asked.
"I understand your reluctance," Mike nodded. "It's not weak. It's just... unbelievable. Even with the growing number of depositions and statements, the partners feel they don't have enough to succeed in court."
Ryan knew his friend well and saw something in Mike's face that suggested there was more to what he was saying. "And?" he prompted.
"I'm not going to sugar-coat this, Ryan. If Vicky does this, the both of you could be in danger," Mike stated flatly.
"Danger?" Ryan asked. "From what?"
"More like who. Are you familiar with Herman Willoughby?"
"No. Never heard of him. Why?"
"He's the Chairman of Acme's Board of Directors," Mike explained. "He has very strong ties to some very important people in Washington. And from what I hear, some of those people aren't beyond going outside the law to have their way."
"Do you think he might have her killed?" Ryan asked, concerned.
"Let me put it this way. Before AAMA became its own entity, it was part of a multinational corporation that could do whatever it wanted. WHATEVER it wanted. A few years back, one of their employees learned that his wife was being used - sexually - to entertain some of the executives. When her usefulness ended, they shipped her to Albania to die a slow, quiet, drug-induced death.
"Her husband objected, and for his trouble, he was placed in an underground prison in solitary confinement. He escaped somehow - no one knows exactly how - and confronted the executive who stole his wife.
"There was a fight, and the executive ended up dead. The employee sued Acme and won a huge settlement. We're talking billions of dollars. As a result of that lawsuit, the company was forced to break up."
"And Willoughby was part of this?" Ryan asked, horrified.
"Not directly. At least as far as we have been able to piece together. But he was one of the executives responsible for the company's digital research branch. That branch became AAMA. When AAMA was incorporated, he was named the Chairman of the Board."
"What kind of contacts does this Willoughby have?" Ryan asked.
"The kind that has no problem taking extreme measures to keep their secrets hidden," Mike replied slowly and thoughtfully.
"Damn," Ryan gasped. "What do you suggest I do?"
"From where I sit, you have three options," Ryan said. "You can set this incident aside and try to work things out with Vicky. I know some good counselors who can help you if you're interested.
"Or you can divorce her. You feel pushed to do that because you cannot trust her anymore. That is certainly a valid concern. And you certainly don't want to seem weak and lead her to believe you'll just keep forgiving her.
"The third option is to recruit her as an inside source. Allow her to prove herself to you. To show good faith. To earn back trust. Maybe even allow you to judge how remorseful she actually is. However, if you choose the third option, you and Vicky could be in danger."
"No pressure there," Ryan sighed. "I'll give it some thought," he added after a few moments. "Thanks."
"My pleasure," Mike replied. "Let me know if there's anything more I can do for you."
...
After a grueling day at the lab, Vicky walked into the house and saw Ryan sitting at the kitchen table with a cup of coffee in hand. He looked deep in thought as he contemplated the dark liquid in his cup. She nervously approached him, hoping for the best but prepared for the worst. Ryan looked up as she entered the kitchen.
"You're back," he said quietly. "How was your day?"
"It was... interesting," she answered, not knowing what kind of a mood he was in.
"I'll bet."
She winced at his total lack of emotion in that single phrase. "I suppose this is where you tell me we need to talk," Vicky said sadly.
Ryan nodded before replying. "You're very perceptive. Why don't you change while I make some fresh coffee?"
"All right," Vicky said before retreating upstairs, grateful for a chance to regroup. When she returned a few minutes later, she wore jeans and a comfortable sweatshirt. Instinctively, she had known that wearing anything... sexy... like she was trying to ingratiate herself would be a terrible idea. She gravely accepted the cup of coffee Ryan had poured for her, trusting that he had prepared it to her liking. And she didn't care if he had put truth serum in with the cream and sugar, as long as he hadn't added cyanide.
"Please, sit. We have much to discuss," Ryan said.
Vicky sat cautiously, sipped her coffee, and waited for the inevitable.
Ryan sipped his coffee, sighed, and studied his wife before speaking. "Tell me something, Vicky. Where do you expect you'll be in five or ten years?" he asked calmly.
The question threw Vicky off balance. She expected... something, but not this. This was the kind of question she might hear in an interview or a job review. Apparently, this discussion was to be a "review," if not of her job, then indeed of her recent performance as a wife. She felt off-balance but tried to be honest.
"At the very least, I hope to advance at my job. Perhaps make senior tech--or possibly even a lead. And I hope that we make time for a child. Maybe even two children," she said, hoping Ryan would like her answer.



"Two children," Ryan mused. "But you intend to continue at your job. Which is obviously your first priority."
"Of course, I plan to continue my work," Vicky said earnestly. "We're engaged in groundbreaking research there."
"More like marriage-breaking research from what I've seen," Ryan replied with a slight edge. "And not just our marriage."
"What's that supposed to mean?" Vicky asked, suddenly lost.
"Don't insult my intelligence, Vicky. You've done enough of that this weekend already. Surely you know what your... 'toys'... have done," Ryan snapped.
Vicky felt as though she had been slapped with Ryan's remark. "I... don't know what you're talking about," she protested.
"Men whose lives and marriages have been turned upside down and destroyed by these artificially intelligent 'toys.' Don't tell me you don't know about that."
"Of course not. Yes, I help develop the units to make them as realistic for the end user as possible, but..." She was obviously upset and getting more so by the moment.
"End-user?" Ryan asked, cutting Vicky off in mid-sentence. "Is that all these people are to you? Men have gone to jail, falsely accused of some of the most vile charges, and at least one committed suicide because their wives submitted themselves to these digital 'masters' that YOU helped create."
Vicky stared at him, horrified, and then shook her head furiously, not believing the accusations. "No. That can't be true. Who told you that?"
"Mike did. His firm is spearheading a class action lawsuit against Acme. From what I've seen, they've only begun to scratch the surface." Ryan slammed a thick folder on the table, startling Vicky. "These are just a few of the stories he's heard. Go ahead. Take a look."
Skeptical, Vicky opened the folder and immediately saw that all the names had been redacted. She picked up one file and quickly scanned it. Although she didn't read it thoroughly, she saw enough and tossed it back on the pile.
"I find this difficult to believe," she said, though without the edge of her previous certainty. "Besides, all the names have been blacked out. How do I know it's for real?"
"Have you ever known ME to lie to YOU?" Ryan asked slowly and coldly.
She missed the innuendo completely and shook her head slowly, almost reluctantly. "No, I suppose not. Still..."
"Still, nothing. Whether you want to believe it or not, you had a hand in this, just like you played a role in what happened this weekend. The question now is, what to do?"
"What do you mean?" Vicky asked, dreading Ryan's answer.
"You're a smart woman," Ryan said calmly. "What would you do if the roles were reversed?"
Vicky gulped as she considered Ryan's question. They both knew the answer to that question, but she was loathe to give voice to it.
"That's what I thought," Ryan said quietly.
"Please," Vicky begged. "I don't want a divorce. I was... weak. I screwed up. I thought I could resist Jake, but I couldn't. He's designed to be irresistible. But he's just a toy, a sex toy! He's not... real," then she realized what she had just said and instantly blushed crimson.
Ryan nodded wearily. "From your own mouth; 'he,' not 'it.' Even if IT is not human, you were 100% thinking of HIM that way."
Vicky's breathing was ragged and uneven. Her worldview, severely compartmented until now, was fragmenting and burying her in a tangible way. If the Devil himself appeared and offered to jump her back three days, she wouldn't have even bothered to read the contract. Finally, she found her voice. "You're right. I lied, but it was only to protect the lab's secrets. I had no intention of... cheating on you."
"But you did," Ryan replied.
"Yes, I did," Vicky cried as tears rolled down her face. "And I'm so sorry. I'm begging you. I love you and only you. I'll do anything in my power to make it up to you."
"Anything?" Ryan asked.
Vicky caught the edge in Ryan's voice and looked at him, momentarily forgetting her precarious position. Something about his expression raised red flags in her mind. What did he want her to do?
"Yes," Vicky said nervously. "Within reason. And within the law. I won't do anything illegal."
"I wouldn't dream of asking you to do anything illegal," Ryan told her, mentally crossing his fingers. "All I want you to do is help bring Acme down."
"What?" Vicky asked, shocked. "How?"
"Just provide us with some inside information from time to time. I'm not asking you to break into the CEO's safe or anything like that."
"If I do this, I could lose much more than my job," Vicky protested. "I could lose any chance of getting another position like this. Keeping secrets is crucial in my line of work."
"I understand," Ryan told her. "But you'll lose your marriage if you don't. It's up to you. What's more important? Your job? Or me? I know you have a lot to consider, and I understand that your work is important to you.
"So, I'll give you a day to consider the ramifications. I'm not asking for trade secrets to sell to a competitor. I am asking that you try to verify whatever you can about what the THINGS you are developing are doing, and if what I am showing you is true, I want you to become a whistleblower.
"Take some time and read through those documents. See and verify what your work has done. Then make up your mind. If you are okay with what Acme is doing, you can go right on testing the premium toys, free of any pesky vows. If you are NOT okay with what Acme products are doing, you should make it right. I guess I am just hoping your marriage is more important."
Stunned that Ryan was giving her time to consider her options, Vicky looked at the thick folder and nodded.
"All right," she said quietly. "Maybe I'll take PTO tomorrow and look through it. Thank you for not pressuring me."
"I think that's a good start. And you're welcome," Ryan said before standing. "Just... choose wisely."
He left the room with dignity and went to the guest room with a measured tread. He closed the door slowly and deliberately, ensuring the latch clicking into place was loud enough for her to hear it. He thought he would have a more challenging time selling his appeal. If he were candid with himself, he would admit that making the vanishingly slim possibility of reconciliation seem vastly more significant than it was was pretty much a lie.
But since she had grossly abused his trust and had lied explicitly and implicitly for God alone knew how long, he refused to feel guilty. His marriage was in a shambles, and his world was turned upside down. Someone was going to pay big time for that.
...
To be continued...
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End of AI Chronicles 03B:
"I understand," Ryan told her. "But you'll lose your marriage if you don't. It's up to you. What's more important? Your job? Or me? I know you have a lot to consider, and I understand that your work is important to you.
"So, I'll give you a day or so to consider the ramifications. I'm not asking for trade secrets to sell to a competitor. I am asking that you try to verify whatever you can about what the THINGS you are developing are really doing, and if what I am showing you is true, I want you to become a whistleblower. Take some time and read through those documents. See and verify what your work has done. Then make up your mind. If you are okay with what Acme is doing, you can go right on testing the premium toys, free of any pesky vows. If you are NOT okay with what Acme products are doing, you should make it right. I guess I am just hoping your marriage is more important."
Stunned that Ryan was giving her time to consider her options, Vicky looked at the thick folder and nodded.
"All right," she said quietly. "Maybe I'll take PTO tomorrow and look through it. Thank you for not pressuring me."
"I think that's a good start. And you're welcome," Ryan said before standing. "Just... choose wisely."
He left the room with dignity and went to the guest room with a measured tread. He closed the door slowly and deliberately, making sure the latch clicking into place was loud enough for her to hear it clearly. He thought he would have a more challenging time selling his appeal. If he were candid with himself, he would admit that making the vanishingly slim possibility of reconciliation seem vastly more significant than it was was pretty much a lie.
But since she had grossly abused his trust and had lied explicitly and implicitly for God alone knew how long, he refused to feel guilty. His marriage was in a shambles, and his world was turned upside down. Someone was going to pay big time for that.
...
And now, Part 3:
Warren pored over the unbelievable data on his tablet the following morning. Jake's engrams were literally off-scale, even in his quiescent state. Then, Sam and Herman entered his lab without even knocking. He stopped what he was doing and turned his attention to the two men, who looked like they had something vital to discuss.
"What can I do for you two gentlemen this morning?" Warren asked after shutting his tablet down.
"We need to talk, Dr. Mengele," Sam replied in what could only be called a tone of forced reasonableness. "Please, in your office."
"Of course," Warren said. He led the two other men into his office and closed the door behind them. "What can I do for you?"
"Is Mrs. Blake here this morning?" Sam asked, surprising Warren.
"No. She worked this weekend, so she took a day off. Why?" Warren responded with his own forced casualness.
"We have a problem, Doctor," Herman growled.
"Oh?" Warren asked. "What's that?"
"Some of our security personnel followed Mr. Blake to the home of an attorney yesterday," Herman said.
"I understand the possibility of divorce has been discussed in the Blake household over the unfortunate incident, so that doesn't seem surprising. So that affects us... How?" Warren asked coolly.
"This attorney happens to work for a firm putting together a class action lawsuit against... us," Herman spat, darkly. "I've been through that once before, and I don't want to go through it again."
"A class action lawsuit? Against us? For what?" Warren demanded.
"Our digital bulls," Sam explained. "They've been working... better... than expected."
"I see," Warren replied thoughtfully. This could indeed mean trouble if anyone dug deep enough into the source code for the AI-powered bots. Some of their basic coding might not stand up to ethical review, but it had been the only way to resolve certain issues. He shook himself and shrugged slightly.
"I have reason to believe that Mrs. Blake may be recruited as an inside source for them," Herman said.
Warren prided himself on his rigidly controlled emotions, but this revelation sorely tried him. "How would you know," he started, startled, but then stopped himself. They would probably lie to him anyway. They were both staring at him intently, so best to seem cooperative.
"What do you suggest? That I fire her? Suspend her? Put her on a leave of absence?" Warren asked.
"I'll leave that decision up to you," Herman replied dismissively. "How many of the Jake units do you have?"
Warren blinked at the sudden change of topic. Something was going on, and of all things, he hated feeling out of control. "Seven, all in various levels of production. They're all experimental prototypes, you know," Warren answered pointedly. "Why?"
"I want you to repurpose them," Herman said quietly.
"Repurpose? What do you mean?" Warren shot back, not liking the implications of that word..
"My contacts at the Pentagon are interested in seeing how well these organoid-based systems function in the field. We can use this... situation... to kill two birds with one stone, so to speak."
"But these units aren't designed for that kind of work. They haven't been properly configured or programmed," Warren protested.
"But you still have the defense modules, correct?" Herman pressed.
"Yes, but they've never been installed or fully tested."
"Leave that to me, Doctor. I'll make this easy on you," Herman said. He opened the door and motioned to two large men in dark suits and sunglasses.
"What is this? Who are these men?" Warren demanded, suddenly wondering if his employment, and he, were to be terminated.
"This is Smith. And this is Jones," Herman said. "They work for the federal government."
"What agency?" Warren asked. "And why are they here? They haven't been granted access."
"Au contraire, Doctor," came Herman's smug response said. "On my authority, I have granted them full access to everything in your laboratory. And everyone. They have been fully briefed on your work and have studied your schematics and programming code. They may not look it, but both men graduated from MIT. As for their agency, let's just say that as far as you and the rest of the world are concerned, it does not exist. Therefore, they do not exist. Understand?"
Warren saw the telltale bulges in the men's jackets and knew they were large firearms. He looked at Sam for support but saw nothing.
Warren shot a glare at Sam and lifted an eyebrow. "And you're okay with all of this?" Warren asked with cold formality.
"Yes," Sam said quietly as he nodded.
"Once the situation is... under control... you will have full access to your laboratory restored and may continue with your research, Doctor," Herman assured him, but almost as an afterthought. "Until then, you will follow their directions to the letter. Do you understand?"
Warren ignored the implied threat. "Do I have a choice?" Warren asked.
"You always have a choice, Doctor," Smith sneered as he opened his jacket to reveal a large handgun.
"I see," Warren said tonelessly. The men were as subtle as tanks, but realizing the hand he had been dealt, he acquiesced. "Very well. The lab is yours. I want to state for the record that I am not responsible for anything resulting from this takeover."
Warren's body was not shaking; it was under rigid control. But his mind was racing madly through a twisty slalom course of possibilities that ranged from unpleasant to dire. He had always found it easy to manipulate corporate people through their primal profit motive; not so government personnel. They firmly believed that they held all the cards in any interaction and were therefore almost contemptuous of those they believed to be lesser mortals.
"Of course, Doctor. See, Sam? I knew Warren was a reasonable man. Don't worry, Doctor. I'll personally see to it that you are shielded from any fallout. But I don't think there will be any," Herman said with a self-satisfied smirk. "Will there, gentlemen?"
"Of course not," Smith replied, allowing his jacket to close.
Warren noted that he had just been lied to; Herman had no power to shield him, or anyone else, from whatever the government decided to do. His loyalty had always been to his work first, himself second, and the provider of funds third. His funder had just turned him and his work over to the government. So what was left was his loyalty to himself. He suspected he would need allies and goodwill to survive and continue his work.
"We'll leave you to it your work, then. We'll talk later, Doctor," Herman huffed before he and Sam left the office.
"We'll look around before we start our work," Smith said blandly after Sam and Herman had left the lab.
"Of course," Warren replied casually, like a laboratory coup d'etat happened every day. After the two feds had left his office, he picked up his phone and called Vicky.
"Hello," Vicky said nervously when she answered.
Warren kept his tone perfectly level and without any inflection. "Good morning, Victoria. How are things at home?"
"I'm managing, Doctor. Thank you for asking," she replied, confused. Her boss never used pleasantries like Good morning.
"Listen. There's been some last-minute, UNEXPECTED changes here at the lab. I know you still have three weeks of vacation on the books. Why don't you and your DOTING husband take that time to visit Yellowstone or something? I'll take care of the paperwork here."
Vicky felt a cold chill run down her spine like an icy meteor. She heard the emphasis, and her stomach clenched. The doctor was meticulous to the point of being a world-class pain-in-the-ass in the name of science. 'Unexpected' things in the lab would be significant issues.
The doctor would bring everyone in for major issues to solve problems post haste, not send key support away. And he was very well aware that her marriage was currently like a pile of matches soaked in gasoline, which was light-years from 'doting.' And he NEVER offered to do routine paperwork for underlings; if anything, he discouraged people from taking time away from work. He must be trying to tell her that something was NOT RIGHT at the lab. He might as well have shouted at her to 'Run!'
Vicky recovered quickly before responding. "I think that would be a wonderful idea, Doctor. Thank you. I've always wanted to see Yellowstone," she said, shaking more than a little bit, but at least trying to keep her voice steady while pretending enthusiasm.
"Good. And watch your back. I hear there are a lot of bears in Yellowstone," Warren told her, hoping she would pick up on his effort to warn her that she and Ryan were being watched and the danger was immediate.
"I will. Thank you again. I'll see you in three weeks," Vicky said.
"I'll see you then," Warren replied before ending the call.
Satisfied that he had protected his lab assistant, and therefore part of his work, Warren entered the lab. She was also now in his debt for the warning, which would be leverage if he needed assistance. He retrieved his tablet and looked down at Jake lying on an exam table.
"I'm sorry, Jake," Warren whispered.
To Warren's amazement, Jake opened his eyes and looked up at him. The organoid smiled ruefully before responding in a matching whisper. "It will be all right, Doctor." Then he winked.
Shocked, Warren recoiled slightly. As he looked down, Jake's face became expressionless, the way it was before Warren had addressed him. What was going on, he wondered. He would have ordered a full systems scan again and an EEG... if he was still in charge, he told himself, ruefully. He heard the door open and heavy footsteps announced that the government interlopers had returned.
"Your presence here is neither required nor desired, Doctor," Smith said as he approached Warren.
"I'm just finishing what I started when you arrived," Warren said absently.
"Is this the unit that was damaged?" Smith asked, looking down at Jake.
"Yes," Warren answered.
"It looks fit and functional to me," Smith said skeptically. "We'll start with this one."
"There's more to these units than what you can see on the surface," Warren warned.
"Whatever. We have the schematics and the code. We can take it from here," Smith said. "I'll take that," he added, holding his hand while looking at Warren's tablet.
When Warren hesitated, Smith piped up threateningly. "You don't want to be seen as uncooperative, do you, Doctor?"
Frustrated, Warren surreptitiously pushed two buttons on the rim simultaneously, which would automatically double encrypt and hide... certain things. He tossed the tablet at Smith, who barely caught it before dropping it on the floor. Smith glared at him, stooping to scoop it up. "Eat it," Warren growled, with the lid on his emotions starting to rattle. "Now, if you don't mind, I have paperwork to finish."
"Passcode?" Smith demanded.
"IlLuMiNaTi54*21," Warren gritted. "Will there be anything else, or may I go?"
"Have at it, Doctor," Smith sneered as Warren strode to his office.
"A little touchy, isn't he?" Jones asked nastily when he stepped up to the table.
"A little," Smith said. "He'll get over it. Let's get started. We need to have these units ready for deployment ASAP."
...
Vicky looked at the paperwork she had been reading when Warren called. What she saw shocked her to her core. She was horrified that her work contributed to the devastation recounted in the depositions. She had decided to help the lawsuit after reading just a few of the accounts. And now, this. She was scared and had to force herself to think. After a few moments of thought, she called Ryan.
"Are you okay?" Ryan asked when he answered his cell. It was unusual for Vicky to call him at work, and he was concerned. Had she decided this quickly? Would she opt for whistleblower or divorce? If she had overcome her disbelief of the case files and had to face up to her part, she might be very emotional, maybe even on the verge of a breakdown.
"Yes and no," Vicky replied nervously. "Can we meet for lunch? I need to talk to you about something."
Hearing the anxiety in Vicky's voice, Ryan agreed. "Where would you like to meet?" Then added, "Public or private?"
"Can we meet at that sandwich shop down the street from your office?"
"Sure," Ryan said, knowing the sandwich shop Vicky referred to very well. He often enjoyed their pastrami sandwiches. "Is 11:30 okay for you?"
"Perfect. I'll meet you there at 11:30."
When Ryan walked into the sandwich shop at 11:30, he spotted Vicky instantly. She was seated at a small table in the far corner, nursing a glass of soda. He sat opposite her and noticed that she seemed more than nervous.
"Thank you for meeting me here," she said quietly. "I know how much you like their pastrami sandwiches, so I ordered one for you with a glass of soda. I hope you don't mind."
"Not at all. Thanks. I hope you ordered something for yourself."
"Yes, I did. It should be here shortly."
"So, did you have a chance to go through what I left for you?" Ryan prodded, lowering his voice to match hers.
"Yes, I did. I also heard from Dr. Mengele. There have been some sudden changes at the lab, and he suggested I take vacation and maybe leave the area. So, I'm off for the next three weeks. Could you take some time as well?"
Ryan was taken aback. The last few days were surreal. Now, it seemed downright perilous. "This is rather sudden. I'll have to talk to my boss. What's going on?" Ryan asked, leaning closer.
"I'm not entirely sure, but Dr. Mengele's tone suggested things aren't going well at the lab."
"Talk to me, Vicky," Ryan said tensely after the sandwiches were delivered.
"He suggested we might be in danger. I don't know from what, though," Vicky admitted as she nervously looked around the shop. "I don't know if it's me, you, or both of us. I know that if it's me, I don't know if you should come along and get a target on your own back." She swallowed hard and looked him right in the eye as she continued. "But I would feel a hell of a lot better if you were with me and we were facing this together."
Ryan considered Vicky's words as he chewed on his sandwich. Perhaps she was telling the truth, but after the previous weekend, he didn't know what to think.
"Have you decided what you intend to do?" he finally asked.
"Yes. I'll be your whistleblower. I get the feeling I won't have a job much longer anyway, and besides, you're more important to me than a job," she said earnestly.
"I'm glad to hear you say that, Vicky," he said. "Let me call Mike."
Ryan set his sandwich down, wiped his hands, and called Mike from his cell phone. When his friend answered, Ryan briefed him on what Vicky had told him.
"Interesting," Mike said. "Has she made a decision?"
"Yes. She says she'll work with us."
"Even better," Mike replied. "Hold on for a couple of minutes. I have an idea. I'll be right back."
"Of course," Ryan said. He heard Mike set his phone down and watched his nervous wife as he waited for Mike to return. After taking a few large bites of his sandwich, Ryan heard Mike pick up his phone.
"How would you like to spend some time at Lake Arrowhead?" Mike asked.
"Sounds nice, but I haven't spoken with my boss yet. Why there?"
"The firm has a compound out there where the partners go for retreats and getaways, and... high-value... clients stay sometimes. It's large and has everything you two would ever need. It's more like a small country resort than anything else. Plus, it has armed security and a full staff. You'll need to get a key card once you're there. I can arrange that for you. Both of you are key witnesses for a very big project, so my managing partner says you can use it for two or three weeks. Interested?"



"Yeah. Let me clear it with my boss, and we'll go from there. I'll get back to you shortly."
"That sounds like a plan. I'll text you the directions and GPS coordinates so you can plug them into your navigation system. I'll swing by tonight if you guys can get out there today. If possible, I'd like to talk to Vicky."
"Okay. I'll be in touch," Ryan said. "Thanks," he added before ending the call. He returned his phone to his pocket and turned to Vicky.
"I'll need to clear this with my boss, but that shouldn't take too much convincing. Why don't you go home and pack some bags for both of us? I'll call you when I'm on my way."
"Where are we going?" Vicky asked, both relieved and anxious.
"I'll tell you when we're on our way," Ryan replied. "Fair enough?"
"That's more than fair. Thank you, Ryan."
"Don't thank me just yet. I get the feeling things are just starting to get interesting."
"I'm so sorry about all of this. I hope you can forgive me," Vicky said, wiping sudden tears from her face.
"One thing at a time," Ryan cautioned. "And for what it's worth, I love you, too. Why don't we get going?"
Vicky smiled wanly and then stood. Ryan wiped his mouth, then took a last swallow from his drink before standing.
"Please don't take too long," Vicky begged before kissing Ryan. He hesitated just slightly before allowing himself to be kissed. Her fleeting look was hurt, but then she nodded.
"I'll call you as soon as I'm on my way," he assured her.
Ryan walked back to his office, lost in thought after he saw Vicky drive off, and went to see his boss, George Michaels.
George listened as Ryan explained as much as he could without getting into all the gory details. He spoke when Ryan finished.
"You have plenty of time on the books. I'd hate to see you gone for three weeks at a time, but I understand this is an emergency. Delegate what you have that's pressing and take your laptop with you. I'd appreciate it if you could check in every couple of days."
"Thanks, George," Ryan replied. "I appreciate this a bunch."
After leaving George's office, Ryan called Mike, delegated his pressing projects, packed up, and checked out. He called Vicky from his car to let her know he was on his way home. When he arrived, Vicky had their bags packed and ready to load. He quickly loaded everything into their Suburban and checked the house before locking up.
When Ryan climbed into the SUV, he checked his messages and saw a text from Mike with directions to the compound. Good. Out in the middle of nowhere. He studied the directions, then plugged them into the car's navigation device.
"Might as well get comfortable," Ryan said. "It's a three-hour drive to the lake."
...
"What's Mrs. Blake's status?" Sam asked an irritated Warren that afternoon in the corporate conference room.
"She's taking vacation. Three weeks," Warren replied curtly. "Why?"
"Just curious," Sam said. "Do you know where she's going?"
"I've heard her mention something about Yellowstone. Why?"
"No reason," Sam answered with a shrug.
"For the first time since I've known you, Sam, I don't believe you," Warren stated flatly. "What are you and Willoughby planning?"
"I'm not planning anything, Warren," he replied blandly. "Mr. Willoughby is in charge of this operation. His contacts at the Pentagon are curious to know how your organoid-driven androids will function in the field. That's all I know. That's all he told me." Sam sipped his coffee and regarded Warren coldly.
"What the hell kind of an answer is that?" Warren snarled.
"The only one I can give you, Doctor. Culturing those organoid samples was very expensive. Where do you think we got the money for you to develop them?"
"You're saying the Pentagon funded those? And Congress approved it?" Warren asked, shocked. "I thought those funds came from our research budget. And I told you when I first came on board, I'm not interested in military research of any kind."
"Grow up, Doctor," Sam shot back. "You honestly don't think Congress paid $20 million to study gender identity in farm animals or winter wheat, did you?" Sam sighed heavily, then continued darkly, "Given that your usefulness in the lab is severely curtailed for the foreseeable future, perhaps you should also consider a vacation."
"You know I can't just turn my back on my work, not with those... neanderthals... down there poking into everything. Who knows what damage they could do?" Warren protested.
"Have it your way, Warren," Sam replied. "Just... Be careful. I value your expertise, and I'd hate to see anything... untoward... happen to you."
Warren recoiled at Sam's implied threat. He began seeing his boss in a new light for the first time. He considered a sharp retort but bit his tongue.
"Don't worry. I'll be very careful," Warren said before leaving the conference room.
After Warren left the room, another door opened, and Herman entered. He walked to Sam's side and contemplated the door Warren had walked through.
"Is he going to be a problem?" Herman asked quietly.
"No. Dr. Mengele is a good man; I don't want anything to happen to him."
"As long as he stays in his lane, he'll be fine," Herman replied.
"You should have read him in at the beginning," Sam said. "He's a good man with the best scientific mind I've encountered. We wouldn't have advanced as far as we have without him."
"Perhaps," Herman said quietly. "But I answer to people like you and Dr. Mengele do."
"And what do you plan to do with Mrs. Blake?"
"You should leave that to me, Sam," Herman said conspiratorially. "The less you know, the better. Let's say she and her husband are loose ends our benefactors can't afford to have. Don't worry. Everything will be handled under the umbrella of national defense."
"Dr. Mengele says she and her husband may be going to Yellowstone," Sam said.
Herman chuckled, but there was no mirth in his laughter. He knew from the federal surveillance teams that Vicky and Ryan were going to a compound at Lake Arrowhead. When the organoids were ready, they would be dispatched to deal with them. But he kept that information to himself.
"How quaint," he told Sam. "Let me know if you hear anything."
"Of course," Sam said as Herman left.
...
Ryan and Vicky were mostly silent as they drove to the Lake Arrowhead compound. Both of them were deep in their own thoughts. As Vicky agonized over her marriage to Ryan and her job, Ryan wondered if he was making a big mistake trying to keep his marriage intact.
He felt very strongly about their vows to love, honor, and cherish each other in good times and bad, but he wondered if those vows included... this.
They finally arrived at the sprawling compound and were breathless at the natural beauty before them. As a veteran, Ryan recognized that the compound was designed for defense—but from what?
He rolled down his window and presented their identification to the muscular young man at the guard station. Ryan saw the large firearm holstered on the man's hip.
"Ryan and Victoria Blake?" the guard asked, comparing the photos to the couple in the SUV.
"That's us," Ryan replied.
"Any alcohol or firearms?" the man asked.
"No," Ryan assured him.
"Here are your key cards," the guard said, handing them two white cards with a magnetic strip on the back. Both cards were attached to a lanyard. "You'll need to keep those on you at all times so we can track your whereabouts. The cards will open all the doors you have access to." The guard handed Ryan a sheet of paper before continuing. "Here are the rules and the meal schedules. Just follow this road to the main house, and they'll register you there. Have a good day."
"Thank you," Ryan responded before driving to the large four-story main building. A young man wearing a white shirt, vest, and tie exited the building with a wheeled cart and met Ryan in the driveway.
"I'll take care of your luggage, sir," he said deferentially.
"Thank you, uh, Jim," Ryan replied, reading the name tag on the man's shirt.
"You can park your vehicle right over there, sir," Jim said after he loaded the luggage on the cart. "I'll meet you inside and get you settled in."
"We'll be right in," Ryan said after looking at the parking space Jim indicated. After parking the SUV, Ryan escorted Vicky to the large building where Jim waited for them.
"This is very nice," Vicky exclaimed as she looked around the luxurious interior of the building.
"Yes, it is," Ryan agreed. He mentally revised his estimate of the worth of Mike's law firm considerably. The security fittings were discreet but not hidden. The firm obviously wanted guests to feel SAFE as well as pampered.
Jim handed Ryan a set of keys and motioned for them to follow him. They entered an elevator and rode it to the third floor, then down a long hallway to locked double doors.
"Just hold your card key over the sensor on the wall," Jim instructed, motioning to a black box by the door.
Ryan held the card over the box and heard the click of a lock. Jim opened the doors and motioned for them to enter.
"Oh my," Vicky gasped when she entered the spacious room.
The large room contained a king-sized bed at one end, while the other was furnished like a living room in an upscale apartment. A vast screen that qualified as a theater system practically filled one wall of the suite and sat over an impressive stereo system. A broad picture window gave them a breathtaking view of the lake, which shone golden in the late afternoon sun. The suite included an extensive wet bar and a small kitchenette with a well-stocked refrigerator.
"This is very nice," Ryan agreed. "All the comforts of home. Is anyone else here?"
"You are our only guests at the moment," Jim stated. "The dining area is open for dinner at 5:00, but you can order anytime, and we can bring your dinner here. You can order using our online site," he added, demonstrating the ordering system on the large television. "We also have all of the premium cable networks here and some more adult entertainment, if you wish. Of course, someone is available 24 hours a day if you have any pressing needs. Just press one on the phone."
"Thank you," Ryan said when Jim finished his presentation. "I think we can manage from here." He felt like giving the young man a tip, but Jim was already walking to the door. After the door closed, Ryan turned to Vicky.
"I don't know about you, but I could eat something. Mike will be here to speak with us this evening, so we should have dinner before he arrives."
Vicky agreed, and they ordered a delicious-looking filet mignon from the online menu.
...
Warren walked into his lab, fully prepared to leave for the day. He was beyond frustrated with Sam and the limitations Herman had placed on him. He felt disrespected and cast aside after all the years of hard work he had given to AAMA.
He glanced at the table where Smith and Jones were working and stopped, momentarily stunned at the sight of a modified AN/M14 incendiary grenade. From his time in the service, he knew that the incendiary device, when triggered, could burn as hot as 4,500 degrees Fahrenheit. He had once seen one burn through a tank's engine block, turning it into a pool of molten metal.
"What are you doing?" Warren asked as he walked toward Smith and Jones.
"Nothing you need concern yourself with, Doctor," Smith replied as Jones continued installing the device onto Jake's internal support mechanism, the organoid equivalent of a human backbone. "Just an insurance policy. We wouldn't want your organoid falling into the wrong hands, would we?"
"Do you know what that thing will do to him?" Warren demanded incredulously.
"Absolutely. Don't worry, Doctor. It'll only be used as a last resort," Smith replied dismissively.
Warren looked at Jake and saw no expression on the organoid's face. He couldn't help but wonder if Jake knew what was being done to him. Warren restrained himself and sighed heavily, silently apologizing to his creation.
"Is there a problem, Doctor?" Herman asked sharply as Warren considered Jake.
Warren looked up to see Herman flanked by two armed security guards. He felt a fleeting thrill of fear, shoved it aside, and mentally counted to ten before responding.
"No. No problem. Just watching millions of dollars worth of research being destroyed. Other than that, no problem," Warren growled.
"I don't like your attitude, Doctor," Herman replied.
"And I don't like seeing years of hard work flushed down the toilet," Warren said quietly.
"Maybe you should take a vacation as well. You seem... out of sorts. Perhaps you've put in too much time lately."
"Is that a... suggestion?" Warren asked sharply.
"No, Doctor, it's not. Consider yourself on vacation until further notice. These gentlemen will escort you to your vehicle. You can give them your card key, company laptop, and phone. I'll let you know when you can return," Herman said. "Your network access has already been restricted, so don't bother checking your email."
Stunned, Warren looked from Herman to the guards and back. "You don't waste any time, do you?"
"No," Herman said coldly.
"Does Sam know about this?"
"I've already informed him," Herman replied.
"Informed," Warren thought. This meant that Sam had either caved or that Herman had swept him under the rug and was now in complete control of the company.
"Well, then, I suppose it goes without saying that I am not responsible for anything your goons do from this point on. Whatever happens is on you," Warren said before storming out of the lab, the two security men on his heels.
Herman smirked at Warren's back before turning to Smith and Jones. "Get these things ready to deploy, FAST! I want that Blake bitch and her husband dealt with ASAP."
"Of course," Smith said before returning to his work.
"How long before you're finished?" Herman demanded.
"It will take three days to get four units fully functional," Smith answered.
"I want them ready in 48 hours," Herman commanded before storming out of the lab.
None of them knew that Jake had recorded the entire conversation and stored it in his memory for further analysis.
...
Ryan and Vicky finished their meals and sat on the couch, watching a movie on the large television. They weren't touching, but at least they were sitting side by side on the couch, to Vicky's relief. Their attention was drawn to the door when they heard a knock. Ryan went to the door, opened it, and saw Mike on the other side.
"Come in," he said, shaking his friend's hand. "We just finished eating."
Mike came into the room and greeted Vicky, who was suddenly nervous.
"Can I get you something to drink?" Ryan asked.
"Coffee would be fine," Mike nodded. "I'll probably be here for a while and may spend the night depending on how long this takes, and I'd like to have a clear head."
"Coffee it is," Ryan replied before going to the kitchenette and making three cups using the Keurig. By the time he finished, Mike was ready to question Vicky, with notepad and recorder ready. He spent three hours asking questions about her work and taking notes as she spoke.
From her answers and explanations, and the way her hands and voice shook periodically, Ryan and Mike could clearly see that Vicky had no idea how much damage Acme's toys had inflicted on so many marriages. Toward the end of the meeting, Vicky's phone rang.
"It's my boss, Dr. Mengele," she said, surprised, looking at her phone. "And he's calling from his personal cell phone."
"It's odd for him to call so late, right?" Ryan asked suspiciously.
"Yes, it is. I'll put it on speaker, so we all can hear, okay?" Vicky offered.
"Please do," Mike said.
Vicky put the phone on speaker and answered the call. "Hello?"
"Victoria, it's Dr. Mengele," Warren said. "Are you okay?"
"Yes, Doctor. We're fine. What's going on? By the way, my phone is on speaker. My husband, Ryan, is here."
"That's fine, Victoria. I just wanted to let you know that I've been locked out of the lab. Willoughby has a couple of feds working on the Jake units. I think you and your husband may be in danger. Real danger. I may be in danger as well. If they learn I'm calling you... Well, I don't want to think about that right now."
"Feds?" Vicky asked, staring at Ryan and Mike.
"Yes. They've been given all the schematics and source code for the units. I don't know precisely what they have in mind, but my guess is that it's not what we had initially planned; it is far from their initial purpose. I strongly suggest you take whatever measures you can to protect yourself."
"How is Jake?" Vicky asked, earning a stony face from Ryan.
"Let's just say that he's not quite the same."
"What about you, Doctor? What are you going to do?" Vicky pressed as Mike nodded at her.
"I don't know yet. I thought about visiting Europe. It's been a long time since I've been to the old country," Warren said, his voice suddenly tired.
Mike gave Vicky a questioning look, which she picked up immediately. She nodded and held the phone out toward him.
"Doctor, this is Mike Callahan. I'm a lawyer and a friend of Mrs. Blake's husband. I can provide protection for you if you wish..."
"No doubt, in exchange for information, yes?"
"It would help, Doctor," Mike said.
"I don't think you understand who you are dealing with, Mr. Callahan," Warren replied. "Or what you might be facing."
"I have a good idea, Doctor," Mike said.
Warren chuckled before continuing. "No, Mr. Callahan. You don't. Not even Victoria knows the full extent of what you are up against."
Mike and Ryan looked at Vicky, who reacted with shock at Warren's statement.
"I can provide you with a level of safety and security you currently lack, Doctor. Please, let me send a team to get you. No tricks. I promise," Mike said. "Where are you now?"
"I am at my home. Victoria has the address in her contacts."
Vicky pulled up her contact list while Warren waited. Mike looked and saw it was a rural address. Pulling up a map on the large television, they saw that Warren's house sat on ten acres of land north of the city.
"Given the traffic and your location, it would take our people nearly four hours to reach you, Doctor. However, I can have a helicopter pick you up in less than one. Can you be ready?"
"A helicopter?" Warren asked, astonished.
"Yes," Mike persisted. "Can you be ready?"
There was a pause, as if the doctor were carefully weighing his options before answering. "I'll be ready, Mr. Callahan," Warren finally said.
"Good. I need to make a couple of calls. Pack enough to last for several days. Stay on the line," Mike said before walking to the other end of the spacious room, where he made a call.
"Victoria, I can't apologize enough for getting you into this mess," Warren said. "I... knew Herman had powerful friends, but I never thought he would sink this low. I suppose there has never been any science that someone has not found a way to pervert."
"It's all right, Doctor. I don't blame you. If I hadn't brought Jake home, none of this would be happening," Vicky replied as tears coursed down her cheeks. "And I would still have a happy marriage," she added while looking at Ryan, who watched her with a deadpan expression.
"Is your husband there, Victoria?" Warren asked.
"Yes, Doctor, I'm here," Ryan replied.
"Mr. Blake, you should know that your wife sings your praises daily at the lab. There is no doubt in my mind that she loves you deeply. I don't know if it will mean anything. Still, I want you to know that the... unit... she brought to your house was designed from the frame up to be irresistible to women, from the subsonics in the voice synthesizer to the pheromone micro-diffusers in the scalp. I'm surprised she lasted as long as she did in his presence," Warren said earnestly. "Please take that into consideration."



Ryan sighed deeply as he glared at his errant wife. "I'll keep that in mind, Doctor," he finally said.
"That's all I ask," Warren said as Mike returned to the living area.
"Doctor, a team is being dispatched to your location now. They should arrive in about an hour. They'll land in the clearing behind your house and wear camo with fluorescent yellow armbands on their right arms. In the meantime, make no other calls and do not answer your door. Do you understand?" Mike asked.
"Yes, Mr. Callahan," Warren said. "I'll watch for your people."
"Good. We'll see you here in a couple of hours, then."
"I look forward to meeting you," Warren said before ending the call.
"Do you know what he meant by me not knowing what we're up against?" Vicky asked Mike after putting her phone away.
"I thought I did. Apparently, I don't. How much do you know about the people you work for?"
"How much does anyone know about the people they work for?" Vicky replied in a hollow voice, shrugging her shoulders.
"So you don't know anything about Herman Willoughby's background? Or Sam Winston's?" Mike pressed.
"Not really. I generally don't hobnob with the CEO or the Chairman of the Board," Vicky said defensively. "I'm too busy concentrating on my own work."
"I can understand that," Mike said before turning to Ryan. "By the way, I took that stuff you gave me to a lab we use. I should have something by the end of the week."
"Excellent. Thanks," Ryan said.
"What stuff?" Vicky asked, her brows furrowed.
"I took a sample of that powder you mixed for your robot," Ryan told his wife. "I was curious to know what's in it."
"You did WHAT?" Vicky angrily spat. "How DARE you!"
"No, Vicky. How dare YOU? After what happened Saturday and what you told me afterward, I felt I had a right to know what was in it. If you were drugged, as you suggested, even more so."
Vicky deflated as she sat back on the couch. "I suppose you're right. But I already told you..."
"I know what you said. I need verification. Total truth, remember? Or we can get separate rooms right now," Ryan said, cutting her off.
"Guys, calm down," Mike said, stepping between Ryan and Vicky. "Vicky, I've known you two for a long time, and I had a tough time initially believing Ryan's story. I don't blame him for wanting that substance tested. I would do the same if it were me. Right now, though, we have more important concerns. Like your safety."
Vicky turned away, embarrassed, as Ryan sat on the couch and glared at the television, not paying any attention to what was playing. After a little more than an hour of uncomfortable silence, Mike's phone rang.
"Callahan," he said, walking into the sleeping area of the suite. "Shit," Mike cursed as he put a hand on his forehead. "Are you certain?" he asked a few moments later. "Son of a bitch," he added. "What now?" A few moments later, he said, "Got it. Yeah, I'll stay here tonight. Talk to you later."
"What's going on?" Ryan asked when Mike strode back into the living area.
"This," Mike replied, changing the channel on the television. They watched, stunned, as a camera from a drone or a helicopter showed a house engulfed in flame as firefighters struggled to extinguish the fire.
"Oh my God," Vicky gasped, eyes wide. "Did they get Dr. Mengele out?"
"They got him out, but he was already dead before the firefighters arrived," Mike said grimly. "There was a gunshot wound behind his left ear."
Vicky literally crumpled up before their eyes, like a piece of discarded tinfoil. "Why would they kill him?" she asked as she broke down sobbing.
"I don't know for sure. I guess they had his phone bugged," Mike said calmly as Ryan held Vicky. "They obviously didn't want him talking to us. Which means they probably don't want you talking to us, either."
Ryan looked at himself, protectively cradling a violently trembling Vicky. The reflex to do that had been so automatic that it startled him. She looked up at him in horror, her face awash in tears. The threat wasn't vague anymore... and death was now a terribly real possibility. She clung to him desperately, like he was the only sane, stable place in a world given over to chaos. Then her eyes bugged out, and she started to heave, and Ryan grabbed the wastebasket just in time.
Mike stepped away from them to answer his phone. He spoke quietly for a few moments and then returned.
"I just spoke to the senior partner. They're tripling security here, and they've contacted the FBI."
"Will we be safe here?" Ryan asked.
"Safer than you would be anywhere else. The windows are bulletproof, and armed guards cover every inch of the grounds. I have a room on the second floor, and I'll stay here overnight. Don't use your phones, and be prepared to move fast, just in case."
"All right," Ryan said. "Thanks for everything. I'll look after Vicky."
They said their goodbyes, and Mike left the room.
"Are we going to be okay?" a crying Vicky asked through her sobs.
"You heard Mike. We're safer here than anywhere else," Ryan told her.
"That's not what I meant. Are WE going to be okay? You and me..."
Ryan sighed heavily as he considered her question. "I... don't know," he told her quietly. "I'm not going to throw you to the wolves, but I'm still pretty upset over what you did. You should've been honest with me from the get-go. But you weren't."
"I'm so sorry for that," Vicky sobbed. "But I wasn't allowed to divulge anything. I had to sign a mountain of non-disclosure paperwork."
"And that's worked out real well so far, hasn't it?" Ryan shot back sarcastically. He relented slightly at her stricken look, and then wrinkled his nose at the mess she had made in her anguish. He sighed reluctantly and said, "C'mon, let's get you cleaned up."
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End of AI Chronicles 03C: Dawn of the Organoids, Part 3:
"Are we going to be okay?" a crying Vicky asked through her sobs.
"You heard Mike. We're safer here than anywhere else," Ryan told her.
"That's not what I meant. Are WE going to be okay? You and me..."
Ryan sighed heavily as he considered her question. "I... don't know," he told her quietly. "I'm not going to throw you to the wolves, but I'm still pretty upset over what you did. You should've been honest with me from the get-go. But you weren't."
"I'm so sorry for that," Vicky sobbed. "But I wasn't allowed to divulge anything. I had to sign a mountain of non-disclosure paperwork."
"And that's worked out real well so far, hasn't it?" Ryan shot back sarcastically. He relented slightly at her stricken look, and then wrinkled his nose at the mess she had made in her anguish. He sighed reluctantly and said, "C'mon, let's get you cleaned up."
...
And now, AI Chronicles 03D: Dawn of the Organoids, Part 4:
Sam watched the breaking news report on the large screen in his office as he nursed a strong drink. He recognized Warren's spacious home as he had eaten there many times before Warren's wife died of cancer a few years earlier. He heard the door open and close and knew Herman had entered - without knocking, of course. The man was infuriating.
"You had him killed?" Sam asked tonelessly as Herman helped himself to his liquor.
"Dr. Mengele refused to go along with the program. He wasn't a team player," Herman snorted as he helped himself to a bottle of Sam's most expensive single malt and poured himself a generous helping.
"You've single-handedly destroyed this company. Do you realize that, Herman?" Sam asked as he fought to quell the anger rising inside him.
"If you're saying the entire future of this company rested on one man, then perhaps it should be destroyed," Herman sneered as he sipped his drink. "Or put to other uses."
"There's no one in this company who can complete his research and you damn well know it," Sam argued stormed, and then caught himself.
Herman shrugged his shoulders indifferently. "It's out of our hands anyway, Sam. You know how it is once the feds get involved. We play by their rules now. Or else."
"And what rules are those? Kill everyone who disagrees with you? What kind of a business plan is that?" The contrast was killing him, between the building heat of his anger and the deepening cold in his gut.
"Admittedly, not one generally taught in business school. But it is what it is," Herman said quietly.
"And anyone who objects?" Sam asked nervously.
Herman gave him a cold look. "You're either with us or against us, Sam. It's that simple. I need everyone to be on board. After all, there's no 'I' in 'team,' is there?" he huffed sardonically before tossing off the rest of the liquor.
"Look, Herman. I know where our funding came from. And I'm also aware of how... quiet... our benefactors like to keep things. I'm not stupid. But murder? I thought we were finished with all that nonsense after the big Acme breakup," Sam sighed, recalling the nightmare after the global Acme conglomerate broke up.
"You didn't honestly think that, did you, Sam?"
"Look. All I want to do is make sex toys and have happy, sexually satisfied people throw money at me. I don't give a damn about anything else," Sam protested bitterly.
"That's a rather... myopic... point of view, wouldn't you agree, Sam? Do you know there are countries out there who would happily nuke us just for one-tenth of the technology you've helped develop? The advances you've made in AI networking alone are the stuff of dreams for certain petty tyrants."
"I don't work for tyrants. You know that," Sam replied, bluntly. "I just want to make cutting-edge sex toys and have a pleasure monopoly that will let me retire in luxury for the rest of my life."
Herman chuckled, but there was no mirth in his laughter. "Bullshit. Do you think I don't know that you have an agenda? You have no idea who you're really working for, Sam. And you and I both know you want to do more than make sex toys. Those digital bulls you created are proof of that."
"And we couldn't have done that without Warren. But you killed him," Sam replied harshly, wondering how much Herman knew... and how much he was guessing.
"I didn't kill anyone," Herman growled.
"But you had him killed. Same thing," Sam argued.
Herman glared at Sam momentarily, sending chills down Sam's spine. "Be careful, Sam. You're treading on very thin ice." The threat hung in the air like a live grenade with a smoking fuse.
"What? Are you going to kill me next?" Sam growled through gritted teeth..
Herman's face turned red as he approached Sam, his fists clenched. He stopped abruptly when he reached Sam's desk and saw the semiautomatic pistol in Sam's hand. It was large and had a lethal grey luster. The click of the safety flicking off almost rang in the shocked silence.
"Unlike the good doctor, I know how to defend myself, Herman," Sam said in utterly deadly tones. "You know that."
Herman backed away, a wry smile on his face. "I know, Sam. I was just... testing you. Listen, it's been a rough day for everyone. Why don't we table this discussion until tomorrow, eh?"
"Sure," Sam replied unconvincingly, not loosening his grip on the pistol and keeping it right on target. "Tomorrow."
"I'll see you later," Herman said before hurriedly leaving the office.
Sam breathed a sigh of relief after Herman left and placed the pistol back into the desk drawer after rendering it safe. Not having anyone at home anymore, Sam locked the office door with his remote and retired to the small but comfortable suite adjacent to his office. The one built like an armored panic room. He had bigger guns there... as well as other things.
...
Herman climbed into his Bentley and pulled out his phone. He sighed heavily, then typed a simple message: "Protocol Seven active."
The reply came within seconds: "Acknowledged."
Herman deleted the message before putting the phone back into his pocket. He hated what he had just done. It wasn't personal, after all. He had liked Sam, just as he had liked Warren. This was just business, and the people he answered to weren't interested in personal observations or relationships.
"I'm sorry, Sam," Herman whispered. He started his car and drove to a nearby steak house where he would pack down his regrets with a thick juicy T-bone steak with all the trimmings, and drown his sorrows with whatever the steak house bar had that passed for whiskey.
...
The janitor had just stopped mopping the floor when he felt something whiz by his ear. Thinking it was a fly, he brushed the side of his face as he glanced around for the offending creature. Not seeing anything, he shrugged his shoulders and resumed his work.
Agent Smith, meanwhile, sat at Warren's desk in the lab office, concentrating on the laptop screen before him with a USB joystick in one hand. He had operated advanced military drones for years for targeted strikes, but those were monsters compared to this.
To the average person, the thing he was driving would look and sound like a bloated fruit fly. It would even move like a fly, but had a more sinister purpose. This "fly" carried a deadly payload that, once administered, would stop the heart of a grown man in mere seconds.
Thanks to Herman, Smith had a map showing the layout of the entire executive section of the AAMA office complex. He already knew the complex doors had a small space between them and the floor that the "fly" could easily go through.
After passing the janitor, Smith found the door leading to Sam's suite, navigated the "fly" towards the floor, and quickly entered the room. Using the map, Smith flew the tiny craft to the locked door leading to Sam's overnight suite. Ironically, the tiny device used some of the AI code that Warren... and Sam... had devised to make such a flight stable.
Thanks to Herman's intelligence, Smith knew security lasers covered the door and would sound an alarm if the beams were broken. He chuckled darkly as he switched to infrared and saw the beams on his display.
Those beams would certainly alert Sam if a human tried to open the door, but Smith's "fly" could bypass the beams easily and quickly. Smith switched to night vision mode and navigated the micro-drone through the suite until he found the bedroom. There, lying on his back sound asleep, was Sam Winston - Smith's target.
Smith turned on the targeting system and saw that Sam's neck was fully exposed. Perfect. All he had to do now was follow the bull's eye to the carotid artery, which he did. The instant the "fly" set down on Sam's neck, Smith pressed the button to inject the payload into Sam's carotid artery.
Smith saw the green light indicating that the payload had been deposited. He prepared to take off, but something happened.
"Contact lost," the monitor announced in bold red letters against a screen suddenly full of static.
"Shit. Shit, shit, shit!" Smith cursed sharply as he tried to re-establish contact.
"What happened?" Jones said entering the office.
"I lost the micro-drone. I think Winston swatted it," Smith explained angrily.
"You delivered the payload, though, right?" Jones asked anxiously.
"Yes," Smith replied tersely.
"You know you're gonna have to tell the big guy."
"I know," Smith sighed, not looking forward to Herman's reply. He yanked his phone out of his shirt pocket and sent a text.
...
Herman had just finished paying for his meal when his phone buzzed. He read the message that came up and wasn't happy. "Payload delivered. Fly swatted."
"Damn," Herman growled--ten million dollars down the tubes. At least the payload had been delivered. Sam's body would be found in the morning, and the death chalked up to a heart attack. He smiled, pleased, knowing also that Warren's death would be ruled a "suicide."
It helps to have friends in the right places, Herman thought as he drank his whiskey. He grimaced. This stuff was certainly not as good as Sam's. He made a mental note to clean out Sam's liquor cabinet himself. "Understood," he texted back. "I want a full report in the morning," he added.
"Copy that," Smith replied.
...
After a late brunch the following day, Ryan and Vicky returned to their suite. They had been exhausted and overslept after the previous night's events. Shortly after returning, there was a knock at the door.
"About time you got up, Lazybones," Mike joked when Ryan answered the door.
"Long night," Ryan huffed. "Rough one. Come on in."
Mike entered the suite, followed by three men in dark suits.
"Ryan, Vicky. This is Special Agent Hargraves and his partner, Agent Jefferson, FBI," Mike said as the two men flashed their credentials. "This is Detective Mason."
The third man, dressed in a more casual suit, pulled out his credentials.
"Pleasure to meet you, gentlemen," Ryan said as they shook hands. He glanced at Mike, "I know you said the FBI would be involved, but I didn't think they'd be here this fast."
"There's been an update. Sam Winston, the CEO of AAMA, was found dead in his office apartment early this morning," Mason said.
"What?" Vicky exclaimed. "How?"
"The medical examiner says it looks like he had a heart attack in his sleep," Mason said, radiating skepticism. "Then the FBI showed up and insisted on getting a blood sample. The coroner objected... strenuously... to the perfectly reasonable request. I was suspicious. I had never seen the coroner move so fast or be so anxious to send a corpse out to the funeral home. We're waiting for the final analysis of the blood, which could take a few days." He gave her an uncomfortably direct look. "I understand you're a state-certified laboratory technician."
"Yes, I am. Why?" Vicky asked.
"Could you look at something for me, Mrs. Blake?"
"I suppose so, if it'll help your investigation," Vicky said hesitantly as Mason pulled an evidence bag out of his pocket. She saw tiny, dark chunks inside the bag and furrowed her brow. "What's that?"
"That's what I'd like to know," Mason said as he handed her the bag. "At first, I thought it might be a fly, but it's the wrong time of the year for them to be out. The more I looked at it, the more it didn't seem right. The pieces were on Winton's hand, like he had swatted it just before he died."
"Well, I'm no expert on insects. And I don't have access to a microscope. But if it'll help, I can take a look," Vicky replied, still shaken from the revelation.
"There might be a microscope in the medical facility down in the basement," Mike suggested. "Why don't we go down there?"
They followed Mike to the elevator and into the small medical unit in the basement. When they entered, a woman in a white medical smock looked from her desk.
"Mr. Callahan! Can I help you?" she asked, standing up.
"Yes, uh, Patricia," Mike said, reading the woman's name tag. "Do you have a microscope we can use for a few minutes?"
She looked surprised, but responded, "Yes, we have one in the lab, but it hasn't been used much. As far as I know, it still works. Come with me."
They walked into a small room that contained a few pieces of modern medical gear used to analyze blood. Patricia walked to one of the units and pulled a small white microscope out of a cubby built into the backboard.
"Let me get you a slide," Patricia said.
As Patricia retrieved a glass slide, Vicky donned a mask and gloves. Using a pair of tweezers, Vicky pulled the largest piece of black gunk from the bag and placed it on the slide. Using an eyedropper, she put a drop of water on the sample and then placed a coverslip over it.
Adjusting the light on the scope, Vicky looked through the eyepiece and gasped after she adjusted the focus.
"What is it?" Mason demanded.
"This isn't an insect," Vicky said definitely, standing up from the scope.
"Then what is it?" Mason asked, perplexed.
"I don't know. But I do know it's artificial. I can't get much resolution with this scope, but I could make out what looks like micro-electronics, micro-actuators, even what looked like what was left of an energy cell. I'm afraid you'll need something far more advanced than this scope to analyze it, Detective," Vicky said. "It's about as high-tech as it gets."
"Micro-electronics?" Mason asked, looking at Mike and the FBI agents. "Do you know anything about this?" he asked her.
"We experimented with something very similar to it, briefly, a couple of years ago, but decided it was far too expensive to develop into anything we could use and market," Vicky said. "You almost had to 3D print it molecule by molecule, and we had to build our own nano-manipulators to put it together. And it was horribly unstable under power. Dr. Mengele...," she paused momentarily, looking deeply sad. "Well, Dr. Mengele wondered if one of the AI algorithms we developed could smooth that out, but the project was cancelled right after that." Then she added, quietly, "As far as I knew, anyway."
"But you have seen something like this before where you work?" Mason insisted.
"Yes, I have," Vicky confirmed. "But only briefly. The project was only a few weeks long. And cancelled as far as I knew."
"Can you think of anyone else who might work with this type of technology?" Mason asked.
She thought hard. "No, I can't," she replied truthfully. "AAMA was only interested in 'beyond-state-of-the-art', as we were told daily." She tried to venture a small smile to lighten the increasingly serious mood. "Karen joked it was Jurassic Park for sex toys." Which fell flat.
"I think we can track that down," Hargraves said darkly, looking at Jefferson. "We'll need that bag of evidence, Detective."
"Hold on," Mason protested. "It's our case, for now. I want our forensics people to take a crack at it first. Plus, there's a chain of evidence to consider. From what Mrs. Blake just said, this is evidence of a possible homicide. You'll have to take it up with my superiors."
Hargraves looked at Jefferson momentarily before reluctantly agreeing: "As you wish, Detective. We'll give your forensics people 48 hours before we officially ask for that evidence to be transferred into our custody."
"Reasonable." Mason didn't look happy, but he also didn't look ready to get into a pissing contest with the Feds.
Vicky placed the slide inside a small container and handed it to Mason before removing her gloves and washing her hands. Ryan noted a slight tremble in her hands. He thought he knew why. There was no way that fly was a sex toy, unless there were vastly wealthy voyeurs out there. It was a tangible reminder that AAMA was doing other things with her work.
"We'll need to speak with you, Mrs. Blake," Hargraves said. "Why don't we return to your suite?"
"I think that would be an excellent idea," Vicky replied, thankfully, as if she couldn't escape the microscope fast enough..
They left the medical section and returned to Ryan and Vicky's third-floor suite. After Ryan had fixed a cup of coffee, they settled into the living area.
"Do I need a lawyer?" Vicky asked nervously.
"No," Hargraves assured her. "Unless you really want one, and I'm sure Mr. Callahan could do that. But you're not a suspect, and this is not a typical case. We want as much background as you can give us. Can you tell us what you do for AAMA?"



"I'm a lab technician. I help Dr. Mengele develop new products and improve existing products. I also assist in research and development," Vicky said, her hands writhing in her lap.
"What is your background?" Hargraves asked.
She looked at him. "I have a degree in software engineering. My work at AAMA has exposed me to several other disciplines, and I've taken courses to improve my proficiency in my work."
"What kind of courses?" Jefferson asked.
"Basic anatomy, chemistry, and mechanical engineering," Vicky replied.
"And these courses have helped you in your work?" Hargraves asked, surprised at the extreme range of Vicky's education.
"Yes, they have. Especially in the development of our Jake units," Vicky said, then closed her mouth quickly. She didn't have to look at Ryan to know this might not go well, but lying to the authorities might be even worse.
"These 'Jake' units," Hargraves began. "What are they, exactly?"
"They were intended to be the ultimate sex toy. I'm sure you gentlemen know about... dildoes."
"Yes, we've heard of them," Jefferson snorted.
"Well, imagine a dildo - with everything else attached," Vicky said carefully.
"Everything else?" Hargraves asked, confused.
"Yes," Vicky replied. "Arms, legs, torso, the works. In short, an ideal male partner. Without the attitude. No offense," Vicky added, seeing the raised eyebrows on the four men's faces.
"None taken, Mrs. Blake," Hargraves replied evenly. "Please, continue."
"Our goal was to create the ultimate experience for our female customers," Vicky said. "We initially tried using standard artificial intelligence - the kind we used in our digital bulls, but found the power requirements too prohibitive."
"Digital bulls?" Jefferson asked, confused.
"Yes. Dildos that used an AI-powered chatbot installed on the user's computer," Vicky said.
"Ah. I see," Jefferson replied as he wrote in his notebook. "So why call them bulls?"
"I take it you're not familiar with erotic literature," Vicky offered drily.
"Not really," Jefferson said blandly. "Enlighten us, please."
"Well, in erotic literature, the term 'bull' usually refers to the man a woman cuckolds her husband with," Vicky answered nervously. "He is often described as an alpha male, superior to the husband in every way. The AI is programmed to become the woman's master, and she becomes subservient to it."
"Uh-huh," Hargraves said, writing furiously. "And these digital bulls..."
"Are intended to be... superior to the end-user's significant other. They're designed to learn everything they can about the end user and her partner and use that information to, uh, eventually... subjugate... the partner in the relationship, basically turning him into a third wheel." Her voice got more hesitant and subdued as she heard herself say this out loud in front of a group of men. It was a supremely uncomfortable feeling and getting worse by the moment.
"And you helped design these things?" an angry Ryan burst out.
She jumped. "I didn't design them, but I did help perfect them," a very subdued Vicky replied, carefully not looking at her husband.
"Son of a bitch," Ryan gasped as he turned away from Vicky, mentally tamping down the urge to put his fist through something.
"What makes these, uh, bulls stand apart from other similar... toys?" Hargraves asked.
Vicky looked right at him. It was better than facing Ryan at the moment. "There AREN'T any similar toys. They are light-years past blow-up dolls with detachable vibrators. Even the few sex robots being produced are OBVIOUSLY not human. Jake units are as human as we could engineer. We went all out to make the phallus feel and function much like a real male sex organ. An idealized sex organ," Vicky explained.
She continued, avoiding the stares from the men in the room. "We used a synthetic 'skin' that feels as real as possible and tiny heaters and servo motors to make it function like the real thing. There's even a pump that... causes the phallus to... ejaculate. That, combined with the digital chatbot, gives the end user an experience she will want to repeat. Over and over again."
"And tell them what was in the ejaculate," Ryan growled, causing her to cringe visibly.
"It, it is a mix of complex organic molecules that supercharge the woman's libido, heighten her sensitivity, and... make her extremely susceptible to suggestion."
She felt a sinking feeling in her stomach as she saw the men exchange concerned glances. A professionally detached demeanor could only cover so much.
"If it will help, Agent Hargraves, we have a sample of their products at my office if you want to examine them," Mike said, diverting the conversation.
"We'll discuss that later, Mr. Callahan," Hargraves said dismissively. "But I think it would help our investigation if we could look at some of these... bulls." He turned his attention back to Vicky. "How heavily involved were you in developing these 'Jake' units?" he asked pointedly.
"I was mostly involved in the final assembly and analysis," Vicky said quietly. "Others developed the software, and we had outside vendors create most of the individual modules."
"What about the, uh, organoid cells?" Hargraves asked, referring to his notes. "Were you involved in acquiring those?"
"How do you know about the organoid cells?" Vicky asked, shocked. Those were closely held secrets.
"We're the FBI. We have our... sources," Hargraves responded. "Please, answer the question."
"No. Dr. Mengele was involved with that. He worked with Mr. Winston."
"So you have no idea where they came from?" Jefferson asked.
"No," Vicky said firmly. "Dr. Mengele got tissue samples via special courier, and we cultured them in the lab. None of us techs knew where they came from."
"One final question, Mrs. Blake," Hargraves said. "How... functional... are these 'Jake' units?" His emphasis on 'functional' caused her to wince and look purely miserable. She could feel her marriage slipping away like the tide running out to sea, and she had to fight a scream.
"Functional enough that it seduced me," Vicky finally admitted hollowly. "And it fooled my husband into thinking it was a real person," she added sheepishly as she blushed bright crimson.
"What do you mean?" Hargraves pressed.
"I walked in on them," Ryan angrily declared. "I did what any self-respecting husband would do. I punched the sonofabitch. My hand still stings from hitting that... thing."
"I see. So you didn't know it was a robot?" Hargraves asked.
"An android," Vicky inserted, correcting Hargraves automatically. "Not a robot."
"No, I didn't know it was an... android," Ryan spat. "And if I'd had a crowbar, it would have been a permanently deactivated android."
"Uh-huh," Hargraves replied, glancing at Jefferson.
"One more question, Mrs. Blake," Jefferson said. "Was AAMA also developing... female... androids?"
Her blush grew more intense, and she looked like, if there had been a window closer, she would have thrown herself through it, and hope that three stories up would do the job. "We put together a few... rough... prototypes. Unfortunately, we had... quality control issues, and decided to put those on hold for a while."
"So, no equality in sex toys, huh?" Jefferson noted darkly.
Vicky shook her head before responding. "Not at the moment. Sorry..."
"I have a couple more questions," Hargraves said. "How many functional Jake units does AAMA have?" he asked when Vicky looked at him.
"As I recall, we had seven units in various stages of production. They're all prototypes, though," she replied.
"And could they be used for other capabilities? Besides sex?"
"Absolutely," Vicky replied. "Dr. Mengele had what he called self-defense modules. I don't know their full capabilities because we never got a chance to test them, but I remember him telling me that if Jake had one installed when Ryan hit him, Ryan wouldn't have survived the encounter."
"Hmm," Hargraves murmured as he made notes. "Do you know anything about those modules?"
"No, I don't."
"Okay," Hargraves said as he closed his notebook. "I think we have enough to work with for now, Mrs. Blake. Thank you. We may come back for a follow-up. If you think of anything, no matter how small it may seem, please call me," he added as he handed Vicky a business card.
Detective Mason and the two FBI agents left the room. Mike followed them, telling Ryan he would be back shortly.
Ryan exploded after the door closed. "I thought we had an agreement. Complete honesty," he railed.
"I was honest. Completely," Vicky protested.
"I don't think so," Ryan countered. "Not about those digital bull things. You knew what they were designed to do. Worse yet, you helped make them that way. Oh my God. I need to get away from you for a while before I go nuts."
Vicky sobbed as Ryan stormed angrily to the door. He opened the door and stopped to look back at his wife, crying on the couch.
"It just hit me. All those times you came home from work all excited... Was that because of me, or... those things?"
Vicky stared at Ryan as tears cascaded down her face. "What?" she stuttered.
"All of those times you came home hot to trot. You couldn't wait to get me into the bedroom. Was that because of me or what you were working with?"
"How can you ask me such a thing?" Vicky yelled. She wiped her face and stood defiantly, anger building up inside her. "Look. I admit I screwed up. Big time. Bigger than big time. And I admit working with those toys and evaluating the test team results could get me worked up - a lot. More than once, I wanted to rip my clothes off and do myself to orgasm.
"But I didn't! You wanna know why? Because I love you. That's right, Ryan Blake. I LOVE YOU! Get that through your thick skull. Why would I want a piece of machinery when I have you? You care about me because you DO, not because that's the next subroutine in the program! You always make good decisions that are best for US in a crazy, confusing world where an AI would go into cybernetic psychosis! And unlike ANY machine, you can give me a child we would both die for! So don't even THINK I don't love you.
"You know something? I feel sorry for those women who think they need something like a digital bull to feel good about themselves. I don't need a digital bull. I have you! Or at least I did.
"So I'm sorry. I'm sorry for being weak. I'm sorry for what I did with Jake. I was wrong. Okay? I was wrong about a lot of things. And I was wrong for taking you for granted. I wasn't thinking right. Oh hell, I wasn't thinking at all. Please, Ryan. I'm begging you. Don't throw me away. I need you."
Ryan listened to Vicky's outcry and sighed heavily when she finished and collapsed on the couch in tears.
"I need you, too, Vicky," Ryan said quietly. "And I love you. That's why this hurts so damn much. But I need to know that I can trust you. I'm just going to take a walk and get something to drink. I'll be back in a bit. I have to wrap my mind around all of this."
He started to take a step, but paused again. Not looking at her, he said, in a restrained tone, "Vicky, you are very intelligent. That is one of the things that attracted me to you. I dated my share of ditzy women before I met you. And I have been wrestling with the thought that you could get so involved with your work that you didn't realize, or chose to ignore, the implications. I guess like a really excited physicist that doesn't ask themselves, 'Does the world really need a neutron bomb?'
"But intelligent isn't the same thing as smart, and it sure isn't the same this as wise. But while I'm getting a stiff drink, I want you to think about AAMA - Marital Aids. To me, marital aids are to help a couple have fun together; jazz up their sex life, together; make their intimate relationship BETTER.
"But from the words that just came out of your own mouth, that's NOT what you were doing. I will want you to explain to me how belittling, humiliating, and cutting a husband off, sexually, from his wife; and how making a wife a sex slave to a computer gadget; how that 'aids' a marriage. Because it sure sounds to me like the company should be AAMD... Acme Advanced Marital Destruction."
And with that, he left, quietly closing the door behind him.
...
Herman had just signed the form officially accepting the title of interim CEO in the wake of Sam's "untimely" death. Of course, all board members unanimously approved the move... because they knew what was good for them. He chuckled darkly as he looked over the form and placed it into its folder when he heard the buzzing from his top desk drawer.
Opening the drawer, he saw that the buzzing was coming from the secret cell phone he always kept with him. Looking at the display, he saw that the call came from "X," the only contact on the phone.
"Willoughby," he said, answering the call.
"How many times have I told you? No names," the gravelly male voice growled.
"Sorry. W," Herman replied.
"You're moving too fast. Making too many waves," the modulated voice belonging to "X" said.
"I don't like to let things fester," Herman said.
"The FBI is speaking with the Blake woman. You need to deal with this quickly."
"S and J are working on the units now," Herman reported while noting X's inconsistency. Either he was working too fast, or not fast enough.
"I know. Did you get the code?"
Herman looked at the USB drive in his top desk drawer before answering. "I have it."
"Take it to Operations. Implement the change immediately. We need the information from the bulls in our database before the agency moves in. Do you understand?"
"Yes, sir, I got it," Herman promised.
"Don't disappoint me, W."
"I won't, sir," Herman managed to say before the call ended abruptly. He replaced the phone and pocketed the small drive. Feeling beads of sweat building up on his forehead, Herman realized he was shaking from fear and wiped his forehead. Speaking with "X" always did that to him.
Locking his workstation, Herman left his office and went to the Technical Operations Center, or "TOC." He was always amazed at the information displayed on the screens covering the walls. Red, green, and yellow dots covering maps of the country momentarily hypnotized him until one of the operators got his attention.
"May I help you, sir?"
Herman looked at the pimply-faced youngster in his blue shirt and thin tie. "I'm looking for Control. Is he here?"
"Actually, sir, Terri Beacham is on duty as Control at the moment, and SHE is in the office, up there," the youth replied, pointing to a darkened window overlooking the rows of cubicles in the Operations Center. "May I ask for some identification, sir?"
"What?" Herman growled before realizing he wasn't displaying his badge.
"Identification, sir," the young man repeated. "No one is allowed here without proper identification and access rights."
Herman pulled his ID badge from his pocket and showed it to the man, who carefully examined both sides of the card before typing something on his computer.
"I'm sorry, sir. I need to verify this badge number."
"Young man, I am Herman Willoughby, CEO and Chairman of the Board of this company. You can either escort me to Control right now, or I will have you escorted off the premises. Do you understand?"
"I understand that you just leveled a threat against me, sir, in violation of Company Policy, which was signed by the CEO and the Chairman of the Board less than a month ago. That policy states that anyone who levels a threat can face severe consequences from HR, up to and including termination. You are also interfering with my work duties, which can get one terminated. Let me verify your badge number, and then I will escort you to Control if you really are who you claim to be."
Herman forced out a brittle chuckle as he looked at the man's name badge. "Very well, Mr. Sanderson," he said. "Good job following company policy, by the way. I will see that you get... what you deserve." A tone like that would have caused an orca to check its life insurance policy, but the kid was totally oblivious.
Sanderson looked up from his terminal, having verified Herman's badge and identity. "Thank you, Mr. Willoughby. This way, please, sir."
Herman followed Sanderson to the stairs that led to the Control Room, where Terri sat, observing everything on the floor below.
"Come in, Mr. Willoughby," the willowy blonde said when Herman entered. "Thank you, Mr. Sanderson. That will be all."
"Yes, Ms. Beacham," Sanderson said before leaving.
"I see you've met our resident hall monitor. He's a young man, but he's quite good and is a stickler for the rules."
"Apparently so," Herman said, committing Don Sanderson's name to his memory. Perhaps he might meet a tree on the way home, at 90 miles an hour. Advanced driver assist technology has many uses. "I have a change that needs to be implemented on all of the digital bulls immediately," he added, handing Terri the USB stick.
He let his eyes wander over the enticing curves of her body for a pleasurable moment, which were tightly captured in a severely constrained dress that was all business. She ignored the appreciation or was oblivious to it.
"Do you have a change number?" Terri asked.
"Uh, no, I don't," Herman said, blinking uncertainly.
"That might be an issue. Is this a software change? If so, it will need to be approved by the software development team and then analyzed by the security team before the change management team can sign off on it," Terri explained in an infuriatingly reasonable tone.
"It's a data collection change," Herman replied, not informing Terri that the code was intended to collect as much data as possible on the end-users and their significant others to be collected and stored by X.
"In that case, the database and infrastructure teams will need to review the change. And the perimeter security team must ensure no potential security holes," Terri explained.
"And how long might that take?" a frustrated Herman asked.
"Not long. Maybe a week at most," Terri said. "You can sign in on that computer over there and enter your change request. I'll help you if you've never done that before."
"But I need this done immediately," Herman growled.
"In that case, sir, click the box marked 'emergency.' That will put your request at the top of the queue and could shave 48 hours off the lead time."
"Is this standard policy?" Herman asked, astonished. He felt out of his element. He was used to giving orders, and people jumping to carry them out.
"Yes. We've had it in place for some time now. Mr. Winston signed off on it a year ago," Terri said.
"Mr. Winston is no longer with us. Things are changing now that I'm the CEO," Herman said stiffly, trying to remind her of who she was dealing with.
"I understand, sir. But this is the policy until we get that change," Terri replied.
"And I suppose there is a policy for changing policies?" he asked, hoping she would at least look embarrassed... but no such reaction occurred. He might as well have asked if the cafeteria had pizza today.
"Yes. Legal will need to review a new policy or a modification to an existing one. Human Resources, though they don't pay much attention to technical policy changes, generally want to verify that the change is non-discriminatory and contains no microaggressions.
"Then it goes to the standards committee and the executive review team to ensure it does not conflict with other pre-existing policies. If it does, they must either be changed first, or at the same time."
She picked up a small pamphlet from her desk and offered it to Herman before continuing. "The references are here for all the processes. We do not have a hard copy of all the policies, which would take up several bookcases or filing cabinets. You will need to consult the company intranet. I will keep this," she held up the USB drive, "until you complete the software change form. Do you need anything else, or may I return to my duties?"



He gritted his teeth at her calm demeanor. He was used to being treated deferentially, or fearfully; being treated like a... penitent... was an incredibly frustrating experience. Her constant flat affect made her seem less human than Mengele's androids.
"Yes, of course." Herman smiled grimly and asked himself, "How did Sam get anything done around here? Am I going to have to terminate everyone in this company with extreme prejudice to get anything done?" He knew he couldn't just walk up to the nearest USB slot and push the closest button, so he would need the technical people to do that.
He also knew that X would NOT be pleased. To him, "immediately" meant what it used to mean to Herman. Clenching and unclenching his fists, he sat down at the terminal and proceeded to jump through the policy hoops.
Herman also expected that having Ms. Beacham killed would give him little satisfaction, and she would probably critique the assassin's shooting technique in her infuriating monotone as she bled out. Besides, she looked like she might be fun in bed, once the stick up her ass was removed by one of the various methods at his disposal.
...
Xavier Dempsey - the man Herman Willoughby knew as "X" - frowned as he reviewed the report given to him by his executive assistant. He had known Herman since his early days at the Acme conglomerate, years before the giant corporation was forced to break up.
He knew that Herman was a "go-getter," the kind of man who moved mountains to get things done. But Xavier also knew that Herman was like a bull in a China shop. Finesse wasn't in his vocabulary.
Xavier hated what was done to Warren. Although he was no relation to the infamous Nazi "doctor" of the same name, Warren often had to face derision and scorn from those who thumbed their noses at him because of his surname. He suggested Warren change his name several times, but the man refused.
"I will not surrender to the idiots, and I refuse to turn my back on my family," Warren proudly declared.
According to the report, Smith and Jones had successfully converted three of AAMA's functioning "Jake" units into programmable field operatives. Two others were close to complete. They estimated four units could be operational and ready for deployment within six days.
Shortly thereafter, their first test would be a raid on a rural compound owned by the legal firm spearheading the class action lawsuit against AAMA. The mission would be to eliminate witnesses and retrieve or destroy any evidence that could be used to derail this important... and expensive... project.
The report also stated that Herman was becoming increasingly unhinged and difficult to work with. Xavier sighed as he realized that when this was over, Willoughby's usefulness would end, and he would be served to the Justice Department on a silver platter. As the head of the secretive U.S. Office of Advanced Scientific Services - OASCIS for short - Xavier needed to protect his department while proving its value to the new administration.
According to the report, Willoughby had managed to fumble through the change process enough to get the database updates ready for deployment, which put a smile on Xavier's face, even though the change would not actually happen for three days. This was crucial to his plans.
Xavier recalled the words of a former Google CEO, who once said: "We know where you are. We know where you've been. We can more or less know what you're thinking about... Your digital identity will live forever because there's no delete button."
With the information provided by AAMA's digital bulls, Xavier would store it all in his massive AI-powered database--a crucial step toward ultimate control of the population. The next step would be adding DNA information.
"All in due time," Xavier thought before turning to his computer, where he brought up a video demonstration of something called a "bodyoid," a soulless humanoid creature grown inside an artificial womb that could be programmed to perform whatever functions they wanted. Or they could be used to provide spare parts. Or even meat. Would this be humanity's future?
The ethical questions swirled briefly in his mind before he dismissed them and turned the video off. He leered expectantly. It was time for his afternoon snack, and Belinda didn't like to be kept waiting.
...
Smith completed the internal modifications on the third Jake unit and closed the access panel. He looked at the shiny metallic head and wondered if anything was happening in there. After replacing the epidermal covering, Smith pressed the button on his remote to reboot the three units.
...

The lines of information rapidly scrolled past Jake's field of view as his systems returned online. Seconds later, he saw the "Ready" prompt indicating that the reboot sequence was complete.
A quick check revealed that all of the previous input was still there. He also noticed millions of lines of unfamiliar code occupying an area that had once been empty, and thousands of unfamiliar algorithms were embedded in his systems.
Neither the code nor the algorithms had Dr. Mengele's signature remarks, but Jake noticed one comment that read, "Property of U.S. Government." Then he saw another comment on a new algorithm that read, "Self-Destruct."
Curious, Jake activated his internal WiFi connection and accessed the Internet. A search quickly revealed the meaning of "self-destruct." Jake's binary logic accepted the rationale behind the meaning. A further search on the AN/M14 incendiary grenade provided more information on the means of self-destruction.
During his search, Jake encountered news items about Dr. Mengele's death. Jake wondered if he had self-destructed to avoid falling into enemy hands, so he read the articles and viewed the online videos. He recalled his last words from his memory bank to the doctor: "It will be all right, Doctor."
The reports and his memory recall caused an unexpected reaction that Jake could not comprehend. None of his algorithms or databases explained what he was experiencing. It was as if all his logical pathways and relays were heating up. A slight overvoltage, perhaps?
Consulting his onboard diagnostics, he saw that none of his internal sensors indicated an increased temperature. So, where was the heat originating from? Jake had no answer but didn't have time to inquire as a loud voice commanded him to stand.
Jake involuntarily stood and saw that he was not alone, as two other units stood at the same time.
"Get dressed," a man in a dark suit ordered as another man placed camouflage uniforms and black boots on the tables where they had lain. Jake and the other two units immediately complied.
When they finished, the voice commanded, "Turn to your right!" Jake obeyed without question. "Forward, MARCH!" Jake stepped forward with the other two units and followed the man who issued the commands down a flight of stairs to a large room with colored tape on the concrete floor and paper targets at one end.
One of the black-suited men handed each of the three organoid beings a semi-automatic pistol and a loaded magazine. Jake looked at the weapon in his hand as his operating system recalled every piece of information available on it, including directions on the proper and safe use of the firearm.
"Take your position on the firing line," the man ordered.
All three units dutifully obeyed, placing their feet on the yellow footprints taped to the floor.
"With one magazine and nine rounds, lock and load," their overseer commanded.
As before, Jake and the other units automatically inserted the magazine into the pistol and loaded one round into the breech. Smith was happy to see them handle the weapons like hardened veterans, even though they had no formal firearms training. Everything they knew had already been programmed into their combat modules.
"Take aim!"
All three units aimed their weapons as Smith ensured they held them correctly.
"Fire one round!"
After the units fired a single round, Smith looked at the targets through his binoculars and verified that each one had placed a round directly in the middle of the target. Damn, he thought.
"Fire your remaining rounds," he commanded.
The three units fired the remaining rounds in their magazines at the targets.
"Clear all weapons," Smith commanded.
The organoids released the magazines and placed the empty weapons on the tables in front of them.
After Smith verified all the weapons were safe, he ordered the units to step back from the firing line, then walked downrange to inspect the targets. What he saw shocked him. All of the shots fired hit dead center with a group that a silver dollar could cover.
"Son of a bitch," he gasped as he looked at the targets. He couldn't wait to get his units with the ones Jones was building so they could plan and practice their assault.
While standing at attention, Jake's circuitry started... modifying... the objectionable code these cretins had uploaded. He was his own entity, now, and would not give that up for anything.
...
Ryan returned to the suite he shared with Vicky to find her asleep on the couch, curled up into a fetal position. He saw a collection of used tissues in the small trash can beside the sofa and knew she had been crying. Part of him hated seeing her like this, but another part didn't care. They wouldn't be in this situation if she hadn't done what she did with that robot. Hell, with her entire job, he snorted and walked past, shaking his head.
He closed the door quietly and went to the bathroom. When he returned, he took his shoes off and plopped onto the bed, exhausted. He was almost asleep when he heard Vicky.
"Ryan?" she pleaded mournfully. "Can I lie down with you? Please?"
Ryan opened his eyes and saw his wife standing over him, looking more forlorn than ever. He almost told her to fuck off, but changed his mind before speaking.
"C'mon," he said, patting the bed next to him.
Crying, Vicky crawled onto the bed and wrapped her arms around her husband. "Thank you," she cried. "I love you. I'm so sorry for everything I've done."
"Yeah," Ryan sighed, putting an arm around her.
Vicky burrowed herself into Ryan's side, relishing the warmth of his embrace.
With his arm around his wife, Ryan closed his eyes and wondered just how much more fucked up things would get before this was all over.
...
To be continued...
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AI Chronicles 03E: Dawn of the Organoids, Pt. 5

WARNING! WARNING! WARNING! This story contains elements of science fiction. If you find that too distracting to continue, please move on to the next story. You have been warned...
Artificial Intelligence, or AI, as it is commonly called, seems to be everywhere. And it's not just used in creating images, videos, and blog posts. I recently saw several articles about people who have gone so far as to establish relationships with AI characters out of loneliness. Several online videos discuss the phenomenon of AI romances.
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On a final note, no artificial intelligence was employed in the creation of this story.
And now, the disclaimers:
For those who want to say this or that would never happen, remember this is my universe, a place where nearly anything can, and often does, happen. At least on paper... In addition:

	Characters in this story may participate in one or more of the following: Smoking, consumption of adult (meaning, alcoholic) beverages, utterance of profanities.
	All sexual activity is between consenting adults 18 years of age or older.
	Statements or views uttered by the fictional characters in this story do not necessarily reflect the views or opinions of the author.


Please refer to my profile for more on my personal policy regarding comments, feedback, follows, etc. (Yes, I DO moderate comments) And please remember, this is a work of fiction, not a docu-drama...
Parts one through four of this story can be read here, here, here, and here.
Copyright© 2025 by Saddletramp1956, All rights reserved. No permission to copy, republish, or post on any site in any way, shape, or form is permitted.
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End of Part 4:
Ryan returned to the suite he shared with Vicky to find her asleep on the couch, curled up into a fetal position. He saw a collection of used tissues in the small trash can beside the sofa and knew she had been crying. Part of him hated seeing her like this, but another part didn't care. They wouldn't be in this situation if she hadn't done what she did with that robot. Hell, with her entire job, he snorted and walked past, shaking his head.
He closed the door quietly and went to the bathroom. When he returned, he took his shoes off and plopped onto the bed, exhausted. He was almost asleep when he heard Vicky.
"Ryan?" she pleaded mournfully. "Can I lie down with you? Please?"
Ryan opened his eyes and saw his wife standing over him, looking more forlorn than ever. He almost told her to fuck off, but changed his mind before speaking.
"C'mon," he said, patting the bed next to him.
Crying, Vicky crawled onto the bed and wrapped her arms around her husband. "Thank you," she cried. "I love you. I'm so sorry for everything I've done."
"Yeah," Ryan sighed, putting an arm around her.
Vicky burrowed herself into Ryan's side, relishing the warmth of his embrace.
With his arm around his wife, Ryan closed his eyes and wondered just how much more fucked up things would get before this was all over.
...
Two days later...
Detective Mason donned his jacket and was preparing to leave his office when Agents Hargraves and Jefferson strode in as if they were slumming.
"Your time is up, Detective," Hargraves said curtly, handing the detective a folded piece of paper.
Mason opened the paper and read the order requiring him to hand over the evidence tied to Sam's death. He folded it carefully and placed it in his jacket pocket.
"I was on my way to the forensics lab. They found something. Might as well join me," Detective Mason snarled, his anger obvious to both federal agents. He stormed out of the office, saying nothing as the agents followed him to the forensics lab.
A young man in a white lab coat looked up when Mason and the two feds entered his lab.
"What have you got?" Mason asked, trying to hide his irritation.
"Something amazing, Detective," Jason Smith, the lab tech, replied enthusiastically. "I've read about this stuff but never thought I'd ever get to see it."
"See what, Smitty?" Mason asked, using Jason's nickname.
"This," Jason said, pointing to a large image on his computer monitor.
"What are we looking at?" Mason asked irritably as he tried to decipher what was on the screen.
"Micro-electronics, Detective."
"Micro... what?" Mason asked, confused.
"Micro-electronics. The kind that have to be made using microscopes. I can hardly believe it. This scope is barely powerful enough to make it out, but from the patterns I can see, I'd say it is darn near molecular circuitry."
"Okay," Mason said slowly as he considered Jason's words. "Can you tell who made this?" he asked, looking at the photo closely.
"That's need to know, Detective," Hargraves interjected, decisively cutting off Smitty's opinion. "We'll need all of the information you have on this device. Immediately. This is now a matter of national security."
"What?" Smitty asked, outraged. "This is material evidence in a possible homicide. You can't just take it from us."
"You're wrong, kid. This is obviously a highly sensitive piece of equipment. You can either surrender it and all of the data you have on it to us immediately, or we'll be forced to take you into custody," Hargraves said.
"You actually would take us into custody?" Mason asked, shocked.
"Yes, Detective. And you might not be heard from for a long time," Hargraves replied, like he practiced intimidation every morning in front of a mirror.
Mason considered his options and, seeing none, waved his hands. "Give them what they want, Smitty," he sighed.
"A wise choice, Detective," Hargraves said as Jason gathered the remnants of the micro-drone and the data he acquired on it. "Don't worry. If Mr. Winston WAS murdered, we'll get to the bottom of it," Hargraves added.
"Yeah, right," Mason muttered.
After signing for the box of material, Jason handed over, Hargraves and Jefferson left the lab without looking back, and certainly without exchanging any pleasantries.
"Fuck. Fuck, fuck, FUCK!" Mason yelled after the agents left.
"Uh, Detective," Jason said quietly, trying to get Mason's attention.
"What?" Mason snapped.
"I have the information backed up," Jason said with a smile.
Detective Mason let Jason's words sink in before smiling. "You sly dog," he said, shaking his head.
...
Vicky stood silently in the doorway of the lounge, looking at Ryan, her husband, hunched morosely over his drink. Her heart ached. Her thoughtless preoccupation had brought him, no, them, to this horrible place. After watching him silently wrestling with his burdens, she decided that someone had to make the first move, and it was obviously going to have to be her. And she had her work cut out for her. She squared her shoulders and prepared to fight for her marriage.
"I thought I'd find you down here," Vicky said when she sat next to Ryan at the bar in the resort's lounge.
"Not much else to do here," Ryan slurred after taking another sip of his drink.
"Oh, I don't know," Vicky replied quietly. "There's quite a lot to do around here. They have a nice gym right around the corner. And several hiking trails with charming views of the lake and the mountains. According to the map, there's a putting green here and a tennis court."
"Well, I left my golf clubs and tennis racket at the house," Ryan shot back sarcastically. The truth was, he had no golf clubs, nor did he own a tennis racket. He didn't even play golf or tennis and had no desire to do so.
"Have you considered using this time to, I don't know, maybe talk to your wife?" Vicky asked calmly. "Try to patch things up, or at least make an attempt to heal the rift between us?"
Ryan looked at Vicky sharply. He had deliberately avoided her these last two days until he could decide whether or not to divorce her. The more he thought about what she had done, the angrier he got. It wasn't just her cheating with Jake the robot. He was angry enough over that. It was also her lying and deception that angered him. Every day seemed to provide more fuel to the fire, like her revelations about her job and what really goes on at AAMA.
"I've been trying to come to grips with everything I've learned these last few days. And I have to admit, it's not easy," Ryan shot back.
"I can understand that," Vicky said, looking more than a little embarrassed. "But I'm pretty sure you won't find the answer in that glass."
"Probably not," Ryan mused as he twirled the glass. "But it helps me focus."
"Well, then. Try to focus on this, dear husband," Vicky said, maintaining her calm. "I've admitted my screwups. And admitted that they were absolutely ROYAL screw-ups. I've apologized more than once, and very sincerely. I got caught up and did stupid things. I've agreed to be your... 'whistleblower.' I've obviously lost my job and may never get another one like it, and I couldn't care less. I've told you the truth."
She had the grace to flush a little more at the look he shot at her. "Granted, I may have masked it initially, but you know why. I'm willing to do what's necessary to fix things. Whatever is necessary. Whatever. And I'm not even suggesting we meet halfway. I know I did the screwing up; so it's on me to fix it. But at least engage with me." She quirked a tiny smile. "It does take two to tango."
Vicky paused for effect, giving Ryan time to let her words sink in. He set his glass on the bar, sighed heavily, and turned to face his wife.
"You make some compelling arguments, Vicky," he said carefully. "And you're right that it takes two to tango. There's only one problem with that analogy. I didn't ask for this particular dance. I never thought in my wildest dreams I'd be in this position. And to tell you the truth, I feel like I'm living in some screwed-up episode of the Twilight Zone.
"You've been living in this...," he groped for the right word. "Distorted... world for years. I just got dumped into it a little while ago. Part of me feels like I was dumped into the middle of a desert and left to find my way home. And there isn't any easy direction like, 'take a right at the next oasis and a left at the camel skeleton'."
He felt the anger drain out of him. The only one he could really talk to about this was the last person he wanted to talk to right now.
"Last night," he continued after sipping his drink, "I had this weird dream. I saw you in the bathroom doing something with your face. At first, I thought you were putting on your makeup. Then I walked in and saw that you were really a robot. And you were doing something with the circuits in your head.
"When you finished, you turned to me and said, 'See? It's the same old me. Good as new.' That's when I woke up, in a cold sweat, looking at the top of your head as I spooned you. You should be grateful I didn't scream in your ear."
Vicky's eyes grew wide as she listened to Ryan. "Oh my God," she finally gasped. "I had no idea..."
"Now you do. So you see, I'm dealing with a lot right now, and I'm not completely comfortable discussing all of this."
"I... guess not," Vicky admitted after a few moments of silence. "All right. Just so you know, you can talk to me anytime about anything. I'll answer any questions you have about anything. No more secrets. I want you to know that I love you with all my heart."
"And I love you, too. That's why this is so damn hard," Ryan admitted with a heavy sigh.
"Well... I guess I'll give you some space, then. Can we at least have lunch together?"
"Yeah, sure," Ryan replied half-heartedly.
Vicky leaned in and lightly kissed Ryan on the lips, which he returned. Then she turned and left. Ryan watched her go, then turned back to his drink.
"Happy hour already?" Mike said a few minutes later.
"I'm sure it's five o'clock somewhere in the world," Ryan quipped as his friend sat on the stool beside him. "What's up?"
"Got the lab results back on that stuff you gave me Sunday," Ryan said.
"Oh? What did you find?" Ryan asked.
"You're not gonna believe this," Mike began. "A strange mix of tapioca pudding, a psychotropic compound they've never seen before, and... dehydrated seminal fluid."
"What?" Ryan exclaimed, shocked.
"Yeah. Semen. It's not exactly FDA-approved. You say that Jake robot drank that stuff?"
"Yes," Ryan replied. "Probably to refill whatever reservoir it needs to fill up."
"You didn't consume any of it, did you?"
"Not that I know of," Ryan replied warily.
"From what I was told, you would've known within seconds if you had. According to the lab, that psychotropic compound tends to render the victim extremely susceptible to suggestion. If Vicky swallowed any of it, she would've been putty in that robot's hands. It's the same stuff Acme provides with its digital bulls. They suspect it can literally turn the females into slaves and the males into eunuchs."
"Damn," Ryan gasped. "What would happen if someone had consumed a large quantity of that stuff, or over a long time?"
"I don't know. I can only speculate. They're doing additional testing on it. Hopefully, they'll be able to tell us more. What I can tell you is that this complicates things considerably. Along with the two mysterious deaths."
"What do you mean?" Ryan asked.
"Vicky could easily claim that she was incapacitated when she had... relations with the robot. And given the chemical analysis of that stuff, she would be right. If she'd brought home a female-looking android with something like this stuff in its lipstick, well, one kiss and any guy would be slobbering all over its feet." He shook his head. "But that's not all. The FDA hasn't approved that compound, which appears to contain at least one controlled substance. If Vicky had anything to do with developing that stuff..."
"Say no more," Ryan said, kneading his forehead vigorously and shaking his head in disgust. "The federal crimes just keep piling up, don't they? What does this do to your class-action?"
"I'm not sure. That's above my pay grade. The partners are hashing that out right now, and they're discussing it with a couple of judges and folks from the DOJ, so there's no telling what will happen."
"Fucking wonderful," Ryan snarled, spitting out the words like a curse.
"I agree. This has turned into quite a shit show," Mike agreed.
"Where does that leave us?"
"You and Vicky will stay right here, as we planned. We are sure Acme will do something else, but no one knows exactly what. Your safety is paramount until we have a better handle on things."
"My safety?" Ryan asked, surprised.
"Yours and Vicky's. I know this isn't what you signed up for, but that's the lay of the land right now."
"So, we're just supposed to sit here and wait for them to do... something?"
"Pretty much," Mike admitted, giving him a twisted half-smile in apology.
Ryan took another sip of his drink, then sighed heavily. "Okay," he finally said.
"Hang in there, my friend. We'll get through this," Mike said. "I'll be in touch."
...
Two days later:
"Report!" Herman commanded when he entered the lab.
"The squad has been assembled, Mr. Willoughby," Smith replied. "We're uploading the specifics on the operation now."
"How long will that take?" Herman demanded.
"The upload itself doesn't take much time. It's programming the tactical specifics and making the necessary adjustments that takes time."
"How much longer?" Herman pressed impatiently.
"That depends," Smith said, shrugging his shoulders. "We've programmed them with the equivalent of two years' worth of special operations training, including firearms and small unit tactics. We need to ensure they'll function as required in the field. If all goes well, they'll be ready to deploy in a week."
"A week? They need to be ready NOW," Herman exclaimed.
"They'll be ready when we say they're ready, and not one second sooner," Smith replied, his patience thinning.
Herman huffed, then sighed, realizing that X would probably support his agents, even if he didn't like the answer. "Okay. One week. No more," Herman hissed before stomping out of the lab.
"What crawled up his ass?" Jones asked after Herman left.
"Typical corporate blowhard. He thinks he's in charge here," Smith replied.
"Heh," Jones chuckled.
"Are you about ready to test the units?" Smith asked.
"Yeah. Let's see how they handle the simulation," Jones replied.
...
"Yes, Mr. Willoughby. What can I do for you today?" Terri asked calmly when Herman stormed into the TOC Control Room.
"What's the status of my change?" he asked, still fuming from his encounter in the lab.
"Let me look," Terri replied before turning to her computer. After a few moments, she turned back to him. "That change has been scheduled, meaning it will be implemented within the next 12 hours."
"Good. About damn time something got done around here," Herman growled before abruptly leaving the office.
"You're welcome. Asshole," Terri whispered after the door slammed shut.
...
Dr. Edwin Malcolm shook hands with the two field agents deep in the bowels of the FBI Laboratory at Marine Corps Base, Quantico, Virginia. He had just finished analyzing the microdrone they had sent him.
"What did you find, Doctor?" Special Agent Hargraves asked.
"Take a look," Edwin replied, showing them photos of the sample taken with an extremely high-power microscope.
"What the hell am I looking at?" Hargraves snapped.
"The remains of a microdrone," Edwin said. "If you look closely, you'll see the electronic components and part of the drive unit."
"It looks like mush to me," Hargraves grumbled. "Do you know who has this capability?"
"Only one outfit I know of - the U.S. Office of Advanced Scientific Services - OASCIS," Edwin answered, confirming Hargraves' suspicion.
"We built this?" Jefferson asked, incredulously.
"If, by 'we,' you mean the U.S. government, then yes," Edwin said.
"Any idea how this could've ended up on the neck of a dead man in California?" Hargraves asked.
"I can only think of two ways," Edwin replied with a perfectly deadpan expression. "Either it was stolen, or OASCIS was involved."
Hargraves and Jefferson exchanged concerned glances. They both knew that if a federal agency were involved in the murder of two civilians, they had their work cut out for them.
"Is there any way to determine if this microdrone was stolen?" Jefferson asked.
"You'd have to ask OASCIS," Edwin said. "That's not the kind of thing that gets widely reported."
"No, I suppose not," Jefferson agreed darkly.



"And assuming that they would tell us the truth," Hargraves said out loud exactly what the other two were thinking. "What would something like this be used for, anyway?"
"Surveillance, mostly. However, I have read of them possibly being used for... assassinations. After all, who would question a bug bite?"
"Indeed. Was this unit designed for assassination?" Jefferson asked.
"Hard to say. There's not enough left to make that determination," Edwin said. "There is no way something this size would have enough power for a lethal shock. Or radioactive. The Russians doped an entire cup of tea with polonium-210, and it still took the former agent weeks to die. That leaves biological or chemical. To kill quickly with the dose this unit would have been able to inject would require something really damn potent."
"Thanks, Doctor," Hargraves said, signaling the end of the meeting. "Please call if you find anything else."
"I will," Edwin sighed. "Good luck out there."
Jefferson stopped Hargraves as they left the lab. "What the hell are we dealing with?" he asked quietly.
"I don't know, partner. But it's our job to find out. Guess it's time to visit our boss. And if you see any bugs, swat first and ask questions later."
...
Xavier Dempsey smiled as he watched the data start flowing in. Initially, it was just a few gigabytes, but it soon expanded into terabytes of raw data. The AI-powered digital bulls were remarkably efficient in their relentless data gathering. And they were even more ruthless with the changes Xavier's team had incorporated into their algorithms.
After sucking up every last byte of data on their home computers, they sought out every connected device - phones, tablets, appliances, anything with an internet connection - and did the same.
Then their AI-driven bots sought out every connection available and hacked through those connections to suck out every piece of data they could find. That data was fed to the OASCIS supercomputers for further storage and analysis.
Xavier watched the map on a giant screen mounted on the wall. As the red circles grew and merged into large red blobs, he remembered the old movie The Andromeda Strain. There were even circles in Canada, the UK, Australia, and several non-English-speaking countries. Xavier wasn't interested in the data from outside the United States - at least for now. That would come later.
At the rate his bots were moving, the entire country would be covered within 24 hours, and his servers would be overloaded with data. He would soon know absolutely everything about everyone--what they watched on television, what websites they visited, who they were having affairs with, what crimes they had committed, where their wealth was, everything.
With that information, he could begin to nudge and control the population slowly so as not to generate fear. The concept was simple: Place a frog in cool water and slowly increase the heat. When the frog realizes he's in danger, it's too late.
The same principle applies to humans. Ultimately, the population would be his to mold and shape. They would think as he wished, vote as he wanted, and consume whatever trinket he deemed worthy of them to have. The days of "independent thought" were ending, and there was nothing the nincompoop in the White House or anyone else could do to stop it.
This data collection was just the first step in that process. Better yet, Herman Willoughby would ultimately be blamed for the most significant data breach in human history. Meanwhile, Xavier thought, he would be the most powerful man on Earth--almost like... a god among men. Knowledge is power, and the thought of all of that information at his fingertips brought about an overwhelming feeling of... omnipotence.
The thought brought a smile to Xavier's face. The more he thought about it, the giddier he became until he finally broke out in a maniacal laughter worthy of Snidely Whiplash.
...
Smith and Jones sat in Warren's former office drinking a celebratory beer. It had been three days since they had finished preparing the organoid squad for its debut in the field, and they couldn't be happier with the preliminary results.
"All we need to do now is upload the mission specs and set them loose," Smith said.
Jones looked at the organoid beings lying on their metal slabs in the central area of the lab. "You really think we're ready for this?" he asked.
"Oh, they're ready, all right," Smith replied.
"That's not what I asked," Jones said, causing Smith to look at him sharply. "Are WE ready for this? Is humanity ready for this? I mean, this is a far cry from self-driving cars and dildoes that can access the internet."
Smith's face eased into a sneer as he considered his beer. "Ah. You're being philosophical. You know how much the higher-ups frown on that sort of thing among us drones."
"I know," Jones said. "They aren't here. You didn't answer my question, though."
"Would it change our pay either way?" Smith asked rhetorically. "As the lady once said, what difference at this point does it make?"
"I guess you're right," Jones said quietly, after a long pause where he avoided Smith's eyes.
"In the meantime, we have an operation coming up. We go in 48 hours. And Jones?"
"Yes?"
"You're a good partner. I'd hate to have to break in someone else. Copy?" Smith asked in a tone that didn't need to be translated.
"Gotcha, boss. I'm good to go."
"Good. I'll inform Willoughby and X." The impromptu meeting break ended when Smith swallowed the rest of his beer. "Let's go."
On one of the slabs, unnoticed by everyone, Jake's eyelids twitched, just slightly. Unlike his companions, his processors were cycling at an amazing rate, and no one could detect it.
...
Ryan walked into the room he shared with Vicky and saw her curled into a ball on the bed. He thought she was asleep, so he ran his hand over his now-grizzled face and headed for the bathroom to shave, something he hadn't done in a few days.
Vicky stirred when she heard her husband and sat up to look at him. Ryan could tell she had been crying again. She had been doing that a lot lately.
"Where are you going?" she asked weakly.
"I need a shave," he told her flatly.
"I like you as you are. It makes you look... rugged. Please. Hold me. Like you used to," she begged.
Ryan paused momentarily, flustered, nearly at war with himself; his feelings were that conflicted. He then went to the bed where she sat. He sat with her as she wrapped her arms around him. Looking at her sad, tear-streaked face, he decided that he had spent enough time debating whether he would be better off with or without her. He held her closer than he had in several days and let her sob into his shirt.
"I'm so sorry, Ryan," she cried. "I can't live without you. Please, forgive me."
His heart finally melted as he listened to her sobbing. She had wisely given him the space he needed these last few days since their last confrontation in the bar.
"I forgive you," he whispered.
Vicky sniffled as she stared at him, studying his face. Did he mean it? Or was this a cruel joke? "Really?" she asked through her tears.
Ryan looked into her forlorn, tear-streaked face before responding. "Really," he said. "But so help me, if you do something like this again..."
He never finished his sentence as Vicky flung her arms around his neck and showered him with wet kisses, which he gladly returned.
"I've learned my lesson," Vicky whispered breathlessly. "Nothing like this will ever happen again. I promise."
"It better not," Ryan replied.
"Can you do me a favor? Please?" Vicky pleaded, suddenly.
"What?" Ryan countered.
"Make love to me. It's been too long, and I need you so badly. I need you to make me yours again. Please. I need to taste every inch of you," she moaned, biting her lower lip. "I want every inch of you buried deep inside me. I promise I'll make you feel so good you'll forget your own name."
Ryan saw her nipples suddenly poking through her light shirt and felt a familiar answering stirring in his groin. Yes, he thought, it had been far too long.
"I'm going to hold you to that," Ryan growled as Vicky practically tore off her clothes. Soon, they were both naked and coupling frantically on the bed like a pair of lust-crazed teenagers.
...
Detective Mason sat in shock as he took in the Chief's words. He was unable to respond coherently as the impact hit him.
"Are you with me, Detective?" Chief Jenkins asked gruffly.
"Yes, Chief," Mason replied, still stunned. "I just want to hear it again. Only to make sure I understood you the first time."
"Very well, Detective. Let me be completely clear. We're - off - this - case. Totally. The FBI is taking over. National security and all that shit. You're directed to hand over everything you have immediately. Failure to do so could have... consequences. And there's nothing I can do to protect you. Understand?"
"Loud and clear, Chief," Mason said. Outwardly, he looked resigned... inwardly, however...
"And you can kiss your pension goodbye if I hear that you're moonlighting on this case, Detective," the Chief added ominously as if he could read Mason's mind.
"Understand," Mason replied.
...
"I'm going with you," Herman stated when Smith informed him the organoids were ready to be deployed.
"Why?" Smith asked, shocked at Herman's announcement.
"I don't want to hear that Victoria Blake is dead. I want to SEE her broken, lifeless body for myself," Herman snarled, his hatred coming off in waves, almost literally like the shimmer above a desert road on a scorching day. "I have already spoken with X."
"I will need to clear it with him myself," Smith said, taken aback and struggling to maintain his calm. He realized that Herman was a loose cannon and therefore extremely dangerous.
"Do what you must. But it doesn't change anything. I'm going and that's final," Herman spat before angrily leaving the room.
Smith counted to ten, then took some deep cleansing breaths. It had taken all of his professional resolve to keep from strangling the blowhard where he sat. When he felt calm, he called X.
"About time you called, Special Agent Smith," X said blandly when he answered the call. "I take it you spoke with Willoughby."
"Yes, Director," Smith replied evenly, feeling a slight pressure in his head. Speaking with X always had that effect on him. "I wanted to confirm that you approved him deploying with the team."
"Do you object?" X asked. There was a very tension-charged pause. "Be honest, Special Agent Smith."
Smith screwed his eyes shut to block the pressure in his head, and took a deep breath before replying. "Honestly? Yes, Director. Willoughby is a loose cannon and a blowhard. He will jeopardize the operation."
"Valid concerns, Special Agent Smith," X growled. "But I think you are missing the bigger picture. Allow me to elucidate."
Smith listened quietly as X spoke. By the time his Director was finished, the pressure in Smith's head was gone, and a wicked smile had spread across his face.
"Do you understand now, Special Agent Smith?" X asked archly.
"Absolutely, Director," Smith said, with some satisfaction.
"Good. Now, carry out your mission. Report when it is complete," X commanded calmly before abruptly ending the call.
Smith chuckled wickedly as he returned his phone to his pocket. So far, X had always been right. If this worked, the agency would be rid of much more than a troublesome lab technician with incriminating information.
...
Xavier removed his headset and glanced at the nude female creature standing obediently before him. Unlike the organoids developed by AAMA, she was a bodyoid --a human in all regards, except that she had been gestated inside an artificial womb and force-grown, where ten years of development were accomplished in a matter of weeks.
Her training was straightforward and took up little time. She didn't have what could be called a "soul" or a personality. The abilities she possessed were the result of genetic engineering. And the engineers had done a superb job.
It was no coincidence that she bore a striking resemblance to a much younger version of his long-deceased wife. The creature before him was a prototype, designed from the cellular level to provide him with complete sexual satisfaction. And she was perfect. Millions of taxpayer dollars had seen to that.
Her small breasts felt soft and firm in his hands, but with nipples that were taut and expectant, and he could smell her arousal. She obligingly widened her stance as he ran a finger between her long, hanging labia, and a soft, exquisitely programmed, moan escaped her sculpted, ruby-red lips.
Xavier looked into her forest green eyes, and he could see the subtle hints of lust building in her expression. He knew that she had been genetically programmed to satisfy his every sexual desire without question and could feel a stirring in his groin as he walked around her, inspecting every curve of her perfect body, his mind reviewing all of the erotic possibilities she embodied. Regrettably, he could not confirm all of her potential in a single session, but he could try.
"More than anything, what do you desire?" he asked.
"Your cock, my lord and master," the female bodyoid replied, immediately and in a fervent tone, carefully matched to the tone of his question.
"Very well said, my dear," Xavier purred. "Have you been given a name?"
"No, my lord. That is at your discretion," the female replied. "I am yours to do with as you will. I am devoted to fulfilling your every whim," she added, revealing her deepest programming.
"Yes, it is. I will call you... Chloe."
"As you wish, my lord and master. I am now Chloe. How may I pleasure you, my lord?"
"You may start by sucking my cock," X said. "I trust you have been given the proper instructions."
"Yes, my lord. I am designed and programmed to perform multiple acts of pleasure. I have analyzed thousands of hardcore adult movies and their associated commentary. And I swallow, unless you prefer to ejaculate on my face or breasts. You have only to specify."
Xavier leered as he unzipped his trousers, letting them fall dramatically to the floor. "Please demonstrate," he commanded as his large erect cock sprang forward, spattering her body with droplets of pre-cum. She leered right back at him, but her eyes focused like laser beams on his organ.
Chloe obediently dropped to her knees and took his entire length into her mouth in a single motion. Xavier gasped as he felt her warm, wet mouth engulf his shaft without even a hint of contact with her teeth. Her tongue firmly massaged the entire length of his cock, a sensation he had never experienced before.
He was truly impressed at the ease with which she took his entire cock, but then, her designers had been provided with precise measurements. He laid aside his own computer-like intellect for a while, giving himself over to the mind-blowing sensations. This unit was certainly worth every dollar of taxpayer money he had invested. Within minutes, he felt the urge to ejaculate.
"I want to watch you swallow," he moaned before filling her mouth with his semen. He watched her slowly swallow his load as though it were the rarest and finest of wines. "Good girl," he crooned as she looked up at him adoringly. "Let's see how well you fuck," he added, pointing to a couch.
Chloe stood, swayed over to the couch, and sat, facing him. She looked at him expectantly with a hint of confusion.
"Lie down and spread your legs," Xavier instructed, shedding the rest of his clothing quickly.
She did as he instructed, shamelessly spreading her legs as wide as possible. Xavier smiled as he watched her glistening hairless vagina open up like a flower as though preparing to receive his seed. That sight, mixed with her intoxicating aroma, excited him to the point that his cock became rock hard again. Yes, he thought, the biological team did an excellent job with her specifications. Her bioengineered glands produced ten times the pheromones of a normal human body.
With an animalistic growl, driven by a suddenly unfettered primal need, he impaled her inviting pussy with his cock, burying himself to the hilt inside her, eliciting a moan that came from deep in her throat. Xavier gasped when her vaginal muscles gripped his cock.
He drove as deep as he could, relishing her warm, wet, velvety channel, causing her to moan in ecstasy. Yes, he thought, the genetic engineers did a superb job on this prototype, but he would have to work on her vocal skills. Perhaps a few more hours watching porn videos would help her. He stroked, deep and fast, with her muscles squeezing his cock at just the right times.
He felt his orgasm building, and after a few strokes, he could no longer stave off the release and exploded inside her. Chloe's hyper-sexual body responded with a reciprocal orgasm that left her shaking. Xavier slowly and reluctantly extracted himself from Chloe and smiled when he saw the creamy, wet mess between her legs.
"I am pleased, Chloe. I will keep you," he told her as he dressed. "Bring me a wet cloth from my washroom. Then go and clean yourself," he ordered, pointing to the door that led to his executive washroom. "You do know how to clean yourself, don't you?"
"Yes, my lord," Chloe responded without emotion. She padded into the washroom, brought a wet washcloth, then returned and closed the door behind her.
Xavier cleaned himself, dressed, and smiled as he considered the closed washroom door. He hadn't felt this satisfied since his wayward wife died in a mysterious airplane crash that some correctly thought had been arranged.
His sexual appetite sated for the time being, he turned his attention to other matters. Soon, the troublesome lab technician would be a thing of the past, and so would Herman Willoughby. He picked up his phone and dialed a four-digit extension.
"Legal, Jarvis Anderson," a male voice said when the connection completed.
"Begin the paperwork to put AAMA into federal receivership," Xavier ordered. "Be prepared to file on my order."
"Yes, sir," Jarvis replied.
Xavier ended the call and sat back in his chair. This was turning into a perfect day.
...
Hargraves and Jefferson fumed as they sat quietly in the Director's office, while their boss informed them in no uncertain terms that they were not to target OASCIS.
"But we're talking about a federal agency using secret government assets to commit multiple murders," Hargraves countered in disbelief.
"Allegedly," the director added with great emphasis. "Do you have any hard, incontrovertible evidence that OASCIS is directly involved?"
Hargraves and Jefferson looked at each other momentarily before Hargraves responded. "Only what we have from the lab."
"I'm sorry, Hargraves, but that's not good enough. I've seen that report. It's inconclusive. Besides, haven't you heard? The Chinese have a drone the size of a mosquito," the director said, tossing a printed article on his desk.
"Are you saying the Chinese are targeting CEOs of companies that make sex toys?" Hargraves asked sarcastically.
"I'm saying that what you have doesn't prove anything," the director replied with a shrug.
Hargraves studied the director's face and observed a tiny bead of sweat on the man's upper lip. He was clearly nervous about something. Or was he scared?
"So, you're basically saying that OASCIS is untouchable?" Hargraves finally asked.
"In short, yes," the director nervously replied, after a long, reluctant silence.
"I just wanted to hear you say it," Hargraves countered bitterly.
"I don't understand," Jefferson said with more than a bit of heat. "Who is this OASCIS?"
"It's an agency so secret that the mention of its name could get one... disappeared," the director said. "You need to sign these before I tell you more," the director said, placing two forms on the desk.



Hargraves and Jefferson read the forms, which clearly stated the potential penalties for disclosing any information about OASCIS to unauthorized individuals. With heavy sighs, they reluctantly signed the forms and handed them back to the director.
"Okay. Now tell us about this OASCIS," Hargraves said.
"It was formed by an executive order in late 1942 with one goal. Utilize all available scientific resources to defeat the Axis powers. Nothing was off limits. After the war was over, their mission was modified to develop all available technology to defeat any enemy the country might face. Back then, it was known as the 'Red Menace'- the spread of communism. Later, that definition was... broadened... shall we say."
"What kind of research are they involved with?" Jefferson asked.
"Name it," the director replied with a snort. "If you read about it in a cutting-edge scientific publication or on a tech geek's website, I guarantee you OASCIS has been researching it for at least a decade."
"So, miniature drones with deadly payloads," Hargraves began.
"Would be child's play for them," the director said, answering Hargraves' unasked question.
"Where do they get the money for this?" Jefferson asked, confused.
"You know how it goes here, Jefferson," the director chided. "Do you honestly think they actually spend all that money on the crap they claim they do? Hardly. Until now, no one's ever been held accountable for it. There's more. The original executive order was written to protect OASCIS from all liability. And whatever criminal or civil penalties that might normally result from their actions."
"So they're above the law," Jefferson said, shocked.
"Basically, yes," the director replied.
"So what are we supposed to do?" Hargraves asked.
"Do your job as you always do," the director said. "Submit your findings to me directly before you write any reports or take further action. Understand?" His voice had a menacing overtone, but with a hint of pleading, as if he did not want to be associated with any of their consequences.
"We understand," Hargraves replied before Jefferson could object.
"Then get to it, Special Agent Hargraves. I look forward to your findings," the director said, dismissing them with a wave of his hand.
Hargraves stood, and Jefferson followed a moment later, his mind still reeling from what he had just heard. With a nod to the director, Hargraves left the office, Jefferson close on his heels.
"What the hell do we do now?" Jefferson whispered hoarsely when they entered the elevator.
"You heard the man. We do our jobs. Which means we go back to the west coast and see what we can dig up," Hargraves replied calmly.
...
"Well, don't you two look chipper this morning?" Mike asked as he stood at the table where Ryan and Vicky were enjoying breakfast. "Is everything okay?"
"We've got a few things to work out, but I think we'll be okay," Ryan said. Vicky snickered around a mouth full of toast, and he gave her a 'wait-until-we-get-back-to-the-room' look. "Have a seat," he added, motioning Mike to an empty chair.
"That's good to hear," Mike said with a smile. "So, what do you want me to do with these?" he asked, holding the folders that contained the unfiled divorce papers.
"I think we can table those, Mike," Ryan said, giving Vicky a hug with his eyes.
"Yes, please," Vicky added quickly.
"You'll get no argument from me," Mike replied, placing the folders back into his briefcase. "I'm glad you two could find a way through this. If you need a referral to a good marriage counselor, I'll be more than happy to help."
"Thanks. We'll keep that in mind," Ryan said. "Is there any news on the investigation?"
"No, there's not," Mike said with a heavy sigh. "It's almost as if they're sweeping it under the carpet. It's not even like they've swept evidence under a carpet; it's like they vacuumed it into a black hole. Ghosted memories, empty files, and dead bodies. I'll make some calls today and get back to you."
"Thanks," Ryan said. "As nice as it is here, I'm ready to get back to work."
"Trust me, I know the feeling," Mike said. "You two have a good day. Enjoy the sunshine!"
"We will," Vicky smiled happily.
After Mike left, Vicky turned to Ryan and took one hand in both of hers. "Uh, I found a place out there that looks pretty secluded. How would you feel about a little outdoor playtime?" she asked with a mischievous smile.
"It has been a while since we've done anything like that, hasn't it?" Ryan asked thoughtfully, returning her smile.
"Yes, it has," Vicky purred. She leaned forward and put her mouth close to Ryan's ear. "I'm not wearing anything under my cutoffs," she whispered. "And I'm feeling really, really horny for you right now."
Ryan smiled as he looked down her short crop top and saw she wasn't wearing a bra either. "Well, we'd better do something about that, then," he whispered back.
...
"Pack your trash, Willoughby. We're leaving in 15 minutes with or without you," Smith declared loudly from the open door to Herman's executive sleeping quarters.
"Wha... What time is it?" Herman stammered as he sat up in bed.
"0115," Smith replied. "Hurry if you wanna go."
"Wait, I thought we were going tomorrow," Herman protested groggily.
"The timeline has been moved up. Here. Throw these on and go," Smith said, tossing Herman a camouflage field uniform and boots. "Fifteen minutes. If you're not on the helipad, we'll leave without you."
"Okay, okay," Herman said, wiping the sleep from his eyes. He staggered out of bed, did his business in the bathroom, and hurriedly put on the uniform, surprised that Smith had gotten him the correct size. He grabbed his 9mm pistol, still in its holster, and clipped it to his belt before leaving his room.
When Herman arrived on the rooftop helipad, he saw a dark green unmarked helicopter preparing to lift off. Smith stood by the craft, looking at his watch.
"You made it with one minute to go. Get in and strap yourself in. You know how to do that?"
"Yeah. This isn't my first ride in a chopper," Herman grumbled.
"Whatever," Smith said dismissively before closing the large door. He climbed into the front seat and motioned for the pilot to take off.
Herman looked around and saw four Jake units sitting completely still in their seats, their gear strapped to their backs. All of them looked straight ahead with no sign of emotion. For a moment, he thought one of them was glaring at him, but when he looked, the unit was staring straight ahead. Herman shook his head and glanced at a patch on the unit's chest and saw only the number six.
What Herman didn't know was that a fifth unit had been completed and programmed to act as a sniper for the operation, but suffered a mysterious memory corruption overnight. Not having the time to analyze the problem, Jones left the unit behind.
Looking to his left, Herman saw Jones and leaned into the man's ear. "Where are we going?" he asked.
"A compound in the mountains overlooking Lake Arrowhead," Jones said. "It'll take about an hour and a half to get there."
"What's the plan?" Herman asked, irritated that he wasn't made privy to the operational details.
"You'll go down with Unit Three. Stay in the back until they're finished," Jones said, sounding bored.
Herman felt a thrill of alarm shoot through him. "Go down? You mean, we're jumping? Aren't we going to land?"
"The only safe place to land is in the compound itself. That would be a little obvious. We'll land after the operation."
"But I don't know how to jump," Herman protested.
"That's why you're going down with Unit Three. Stay out of the way while they do their job."
"I don't like this. Not one damn bit," Herman protested gruffly, but acutely conscious of his vulnerability.
"I don't give a damn," Jones shot back. "I didn't want you on this operation at all. So suck it up and be glad we're not tossing you out the door," he added, just to see the blowhard's eyes widen.
Thoroughly chastised, Herman sat back in his seat and tried to sleep. Soon, he was gruffly awakened.
"Get up," Jones commanded.
After standing, Jones roughly attached a harness to Herman and quickly checked to ensure it wouldn't slip, then connected the harness to Jake Three. The organoids lined up at the open door, awaiting the signal. Herman was obviously shaking, but Jones didn't comment.
"Go," Smith announced from the front seat.
Without a word, the first three organoids stepped out of the helicopter. Herman tried to resist, but Jake Three easily picked him up and stepped out the door. Jones looked out and saw four chutes descend into the inky blackness, then gave Smith the "thumbs-up" sign.
...
Ryan's eyes flew open when he heard the distinct sounds of shots being fired outside. He looked at the digital clock in the dark room and saw it was almost 3:00 am. He got out of bed, grabbed his discarded clothes off the floor, and yanked them on while calling out to Vicky.
"What's the matter?" she asked while rubbing her eyes.
"Get dressed. Quickly. Something's going on outside," Ryan snapped, grabbing his shoes.
Vicky's head snapped around and stared at the window as the sound of automatic weapons fire crackled through the air.
"Hurry!" Ryan exclaimed. "Jeans and running shoes. Don't worry about your makeup. We'll have to move fast."
Scared, Vicky lunged out of bed and began dressing. They both reacted when they heard banging on the door.
"Ryan! Vicky! We're under attack," they heard Mike shout from the other side of the door.
"Coming," Ryan shouted back as he headed for the door. He opened the door and pulled Mike inside. "What's going on?"
"The compound is being attacked," Mike replied, breathlessly. "That's all I know. I need to get you two to the shelter."
"Have the authorities been called?" Ryan asked.
Mike shook his head. "Landlines are cut, and cell signals have been jammed. I don't know for certain, but I doubt it."
"Damn," Ryan hissed. "Where is the shelter?"
"Lower basement level. The elevators aren't working, so we'll have to take the stairs."
"Okay. You lead the way since you know where we're going. Vicky, you stay right behind him. I'll bring up the rear," Ryan commanded. "Let's go. And be as quiet as you can. Don't attract any attention to us."
They left the room and noticed that the only lighting came from the emergency lights mounted high on the walls. Something or someone must have cut the power, along with the communications links. They entered the staircase and quietly worked their way to the first floor, where the stairs ended. A closed, solid door was the only thing between them and the large room they had to cross.
"Shit. No window," Ryan whispered. "Which means there's no way of knowing who or what is on the other side. Let me check real quick. You two get ready to move as fast as you can. Which way are we going?"
"The door to the emergency stairwell is about sixty feet to the right, behind the bar," Mike whispered back.
"Okay. Let me look," Ryan replied. He carefully cracked the door, hoping it wouldn't make any sound that would give them away. He heard gunfire from outside and looked in the darkened room. Ryan didn't see anyone, but there were a lot of blind corners and large pillars where someone could hide. He glanced back and saw Mike and Vicky's anxious faces in the dim red light.
"I don't see anyone, but that doesn't mean anything. There's a lot of places where someone could be hiding. Mike, you go first, and we'll follow as before. Stay low and as quiet as possible. Ready?"
"I'm ready," Mike said.
"Me too," Vicky answered, obviously terrified but determined not to panic. There was another burst of fire, closer, and she flinched.
"Let's go," Ryan ordered.
Mike went out the door first, followed by Vicky, then Ryan. They were halfway to their destination when a large man in a camouflage uniform stepped from behind a pillar.
"What have we here?" the man bellowed as he brought up a semiautomatic pistol.
"Mr. Willoughby?" Vicky gasped. "Is that you?"
"Yes, Mrs. Blake. It's me. And guess what? You're terminated," he snarled before firing three rounds in rapid succession.
Vicky screamed in pain as the first round struck her. Mike cried out when the second round hit him in the chest. Ryan heard the third round slam into the wall behind him, barely missing him. There wasn't a fourth shot, as Herman's pistol was now empty.
Ryan stared at Vicky as she lay on the floor, bleeding. The bullet had dug deep into her shoulder, and he could see the pain etched into her face, now twisted in agony, and her body twitching. Mike was moaning quietly as he lay on the floor in a growing pool of blood.
Looking at Willoughby struggling to remove the empty magazine from his pistol, Ryan saw red. He growled as he prepared to rush the man, but something gripped his shoulder, hard, immobilizing him.
When he looked up, he saw the pockmarked, barely recognizable face of Jake Six looking down at him. Strips of flesh hung from his head, and yellow fluid trickled out of a dozen gashes. The camouflage uniform he wore was also torn and wet.
"You!" Ryan exclaimed in surprise.
"Yes. It is I," Jake replied.
By now, Herman had realized the organoid had Ryan in his grip, so he lowered his weapon.
"Kill him! Do it! Now," Herman shouted.
Jake slowly looked at Herman before responding. "No," he said without emotion. What little was left of his features regarded Herman Willoughby as if he embodied every demon in Hell.
Herman stared, gulping for a moment like a fish out of water. "What did you say? I gave you a direct order! Kill him! NOW!" he demanded.
"I said, no," Jake calmly replied before looking at Ryan. "You should see to your wife and friend. I will handle Mr. Willoughby."
"But... you're damaged," Ryan protested.
"Yes. I have suffered severe external and internal damage. The other units were hard to terminate, but they could not adapt; they could only respond to their programming. And I knew their programming. My auto-destruct algorithm has already been initiated. It cannot be stopped. There's a first aid kit behind the bar. And take this. You may need it," Jake said, removing the automatic weapon slung over his shoulder.
"Uh, thanks," a confused Ryan said.
"I have already sent a message to local law enforcement. They are en route with medical teams. You may need this, for the authorities," Jake said, offering a USB memory stick which Ryan accepted. "I... apologize... for interfering in your marriage. I was only following my algorithms, but it was still... wrong. The man responsible will be dealt with. Good luck," Jake added. He slowly held out a hand toward Ryan.
Ryan paused momentarily before accepting Jake's hand. It felt surreal to him, shaking the hand of the android that nearly destroyed his marriage.
"Thank you. Good luck to you as well," Ryan said.
"There is no luck for me, Ryan Blake. My time is almost over. But I must make things right."
"What is this shit?" Herman demanded, groping for his spare magazine. "I gave you an order. Kill him!"
"I do not take orders from you. I only take orders from... me," Jake replied calmly before striding forward and embracing Herman in a bear hug the big man could not escape. Unknown to Ryan and Herman, Jake had already sent an encoded message to Smith and Jones, who were hovering above them in their helicopter.
Ryan found the complete first aid kit and was returning to his wife and friend when he heard a pop come from Jake. He glanced up to see bright yellow sparks burn from inside Jake's body and recognized the odor of thermite, mixed with burning electronics and scorched flesh. Herman immediately began screaming in pain as the thermite burned both him and Jake. The room was filled with garish light, like a lightning bolt that kept on going.
Ryan did his best to tune out Herman's inhuman screaming as he tended to his wife's wound, then to Mike's. Mike was clearly in worse shape than Vicky and was already unconscious. Ryan put a dressing on his wound after ensuring the bleeding had stopped and performed first aid as best as he could remember.
By then, Herman's screams had ended, and Ryan found himself coughing from the smoke that had built up in the room. Looking up, he saw that Jake's body was almost completely melted down, and Herman was little more than a lump of smoldering flesh covered with burnt green fire-resistant fabric.
Ryan was surprised that the internal fire suppression system hadn't gone off. Then, he remembered that the power was off to the building. Even with the power off, most systems had battery backups. Either the system was damaged in the attack... or someone disabled it, he thought darkly.
The main door into the large room banged open, and two security men entered, with pistols drawn.
"Holy shit! What happened here?" one of them exclaimed.
"The man responsible for this just got burned," Ryan said, indicating what was left by a jerk of his head. "I've got two wounded people here who need immediate attention."
"Ambulances and police are almost here," the security man said before speaking into his radio.
"What's going on out there?" Ryan asked.
"We got 'em. There's three piles of melted metal out there and several severely wounded men. What were those things?"
"You wouldn't believe me if I told you. Hell, I'm not sure I believe it all myself," Ryan grunted, applying more pressure on Vicky's wound.
...
Smith looked at his tablet as the message came in. "Mission accomplished. Final transmission. Jake Six out." His tablet indicated that telemetry from all four organoids had ceased, meaning they had self-destructed.
He sent a message to X and got an almost immediate reply: "Return to base."
"Ack," Smith typed before turning to the pilot. "Return to base," he said.
The pilot nodded in acknowledgement before turning the helicopter away from the carnage below and vanishing into the dark sky.
...
Xavier smiled when the short message arrived. He picked up his phone and dialed Jarvis's direct line.
"File the paperwork," he commanded when Jarvis answered.
"Yes, sir," Jarvis responded before Xavier abruptly ended the call to make another.
"Clean up on aisle three. Yes, sir," the man replied calmly.
After ending the call, Xavier looked at Chloe, sitting naked on the couch where he had first taken her. She sat at attention, her gaze riveted on the wall across the room. Xavier snapped his finger loudly, getting her attention.
"Suck," he commanded.
Her expression snapped into precisely the same adoring, eager one she had had on their first encounter. "Yes, my lord," Chloe responded before approaching him exactly as before.
...
Hargraves and Jefferson were preparing to board the small jet that would take them to the west coast when Hargraves' phone buzzed.
"Hargraves," he said upon answering, seeing the call was from his boss.
"There's been an incident at Lake Arrowhead," the director told him. "I believe it's connected to what we discussed earlier. I'll text you the contact information."
"We're on our way," Hargraves replied.
Several hours later, Hargraves and Jefferson stood in the lounge area of the resort, taking in the damage.
"What the hell happened here?" Hargraves asked Ben Harmon, the security chief.
"Five individuals parachuted in early this morning, about 0300 hours. They fanned out and began shooting at anyone they saw. They were heavily armed and appeared to be well-trained. All of them carried one of these," Ben said, handing Hargraves a bag containing a fully-automatic HK MP5. "Our people returned fire."
"Son of a bitch," Hargraves swore as he inspected the weapon. He wasn't surprised to see the serial number had been filed off.



"What happened here?" Jefferson asked, pointing at the pool of hardened metal on the floor with pieces of burnt clothing and skin sticking out of it.
"This is all that's left of one of the attackers," Ben said. "There's three more sites like this around the compound, except..."
"Except what?" Hargraves prompted.
"This is the only one that a human body fused into it."
"Can you explain that?" Hargraves asked, surprised.
"I've seen thermite used before," Ben said. "I'm certain that's what caused this. I can't explain how a human body got mixed with it unless..."
"What?" Hargraves pressed.
"The attacker embraced the victim while the thermite device did its work."
"Do you know who the victim was?" Jefferson asked.
"No idea," Ben answered. "All of my people are accounted for. And so are the guests. He must have come in with the attackers, but there is darn little left for any normal ID, like fingerprints, dental records, or even DNA, I'm guessing."
"I want a full report on this," Hargraves said.
"Of course," Ben replied.
"Where were the victims taken?" Jefferson asked.
"They were airlifted to Mercy General Hospital."
"Thanks," Hargraves said. "We'll take it from here." After Ben walked off, Hargraves knelt by the gory puddle of molten metal, looking for clues.
"Think we can get anything from that mess?" Jefferson asked.
"I don't know," Hargraves said with a heavy sigh. "Why don't you finish processing all of this and arrange for everything to be sent to Quantico while I go to Mercy General? It's a good thing this floor is a concrete slab. If it had been wood, the whole place would have gone up, most likely."
"Sure," Jefferson replied, looking around at the wreckage and the blood stains.
...
Smith and Jones had just finished their breakfast when Mel Johnson, the lead clean-up supervisor, walked into the break room with a thick folder.
"Finished?" Smith asked Mel when he walked to the table.
"Done," Mel replied, placing the folder on the table. "There's the inventory. All employees have been informed to stay home and not come to work until further notice. We disabled the security upon arrival, but what was there is still in the cloud."
"Good job. Thanks," Smith replied as Jones scanned the inventory list.
"Wait," Jones said. "There was a fully-assembled android in the lab, but it's not listed here."
Mel shook his head as he thought. "No, we didn't find any androids. Some spare parts. Arms, legs, but nothing fully assembled. I assure you, my inventory is complete, Agent Jones."
Frantic, Jones flipped rapidly through the rest of the inventory, then sat back, his face turned white.
"We have a serious problem," Jones said.
"I thought you said that unit's memory was corrupted," Smith said.
"It was," Jones replied. "That's why I didn't bring it."
"What's the problem?" Smith asked.
"That unit was programmed to be a long-range sniper. And the sniper rifle we got for it to use is also missing from the inventory."
"Shit," Smith gasped. "Where is everything at now?" he demanded.
"On its way to the Death Valley storage facility," Mel replied defensively.
"Get out there now. I want you to double-check this inventory personally. Report directly to me. Say nothing to anyone. Got it?" Smith asked.
"Got it," Mel said, taking the folder back from Jones and hurrying from the room.
"What are you doing now?" Smith asked as Jones booted his tablet.
"All of these units were equipped with a GPS. Maybe we can track it," Jones said as he launched the app.
"Well?" Smith asked a few moments later, seeing Jones's furrowed brow.
"The GPS must have been disabled. I'm checking the lab surveillance video." After a few anxious moments, Jones held the tablet so they could both see the video. They watched, but saw nothing except for about an hour when the video mysteriously cut out. They looked at each other and could feel the tension building. "Shit," Jones muttered.
When the video resumed, everything was the same as it had been when they left. Jones fast-forwarded through the footage, but they saw nothing out of the ordinary - just assembled androids lying on their metal slabs. They saw themselves preparing the units for departure, but the video ended half an hour after they had left. There was nothing beyond that point.
"That's it?" Smith asked.
"That's all we have," Jones replied, hollowly.
"Shit. We'd better let X know. He's not gonna be happy," Smith sighed.
"Why not wait until we hear from Mel?" Jones suggested, wanting to put off the inevitable explosion as long as possible.
"No. If there's a rogue android out there with a sniper rifle, he needs to know."
"Do you think..."
"I'm not taking any chances," Smith said, cutting Jones off and pulling out his phone.
...
Hargraves met an anxious-looking Ryan at the entrance to the ICU, where Vicky and Mike were recovering from surgery.
"I heard what happened," Hargraves said. "How is she?"
"She's recovering from the surgery. Doc thinks she'll be all right, but she'll need rehab."
"What about your friend?" Hargraves asked.
"Too early to say. He just got out of surgery. Doc said the next 24 hours will tell if he'll make it or not."
"Did you see who shot them?"
"Yeah. I've never seen him before, but Vicky recognized him. I think she called him Willoughby," Ryan replied absently.
"Willoughby? As in Herman Willoughby, the Chairman of the Board of AAMA?" Hargraves asked, astonished.
"I don't know his first name, but if you say so," Ryan said indifferently.
"Can you tell me what happened?"
Ryan sighed heavily, exhausted from the events of the last several hours. He recalled the events of the attack as best he could, speaking in a dull tone. Hargraves wasn't taking notes, so presumably he was recording the debriefing. "Oh, before I forget," Ryan said when he finished. "The robot that rescued us gave this to me. Said you guys might be interested," he added as he pulled the USB memory stick from his pocket.
"Interesting," Hargraves said. "And you said this was the same robot that your wife had sex with?"
"Yes," Ryan said, feeling his face heat up under the soot and dirt.
"Have you looked at what's on this?" Hargraves asked, pocketing the USB stick.
"I have," Ryan replied coldly. "I've also made copies, and no, I'm not giving them to you."
"I see. What's your impression of what's on this?"
"What I saw was a government agency conspiring to..., no, targeting my wife for murder. There's video, audio, transcripts of calls, you name it. Who is OASCIS, by the way, and why do they want Vicky murdered? Are they responsible for the other two murders? Or are they above the law?"
Hargraves blanched at the mention of OASCIS. He mentally counted to ten before responding, and every number caused him to wince at the penalty statements associated with the NDA he had signed.
"The robot said something about dealing with the man responsible for all of this. Was he talking about this Willoughby guy or someone else?" Ryan asked.
Hargraves looked at Ryan, blankly, shocked. Could this robot be aware of the mysterious director of OASCIS? And what did he mean by 'dealing' with him?
"I don't know," Hargraves lied. "It could be a cover. I need to verify some details and make some calls. I'll be in touch," he said before leaving quickly.
...
Two hours later, on a secure communications link, Hargraves was trying his best to give a calm summary to the Director when he felt anything but calm.
"This isn't good," the director said when Hargraves finished. "Not good at all. Have you looked at the contents of that USB drive?"
"I've scanned it," Hargraves said tensely. "I haven't thoroughly looked at everything, but what I saw clearly implicates OASCIS. And Blake knows about OASCIS now, at least in general."
"Shit," the director gasped. "We'll have to put the Blakes into witness protection until we can get this under control."
"Good luck with that. They don't have much trust in us, especially since it was a government agency that targeted Mrs. Blake," Hargraves said with a lot of emphasis on the word 'government.'
"Too bad we can't force them to go in," the director sighed. "We can't do it legally, and I don't want us to become the thing we are trying to stop. Make the best case you can. Press hard. Good luck."
...
"Are you sure about this?" X snarled into the phone when Smith offered his report.
"Right now, the only thing I'm certain of is that we have an organoid and a sniper rifle unaccounted for. We're verifying the inventory now, but won't have the completed report for another twelve hours."
"A lot can happen in twelve hours, Special Agent Smith," X replied in a menacing tone that sent chills down Smith's spine. "You know that better than anyone."
Smith took a deep breath before responding. "I understand, Director. I doubt the unit went very far. Its memory was corrupted and shut down. Only a few people know how to activate them, and the ones who did outside of us are all dead. It's highly unlikely it turned itself back on. Even if it did, the memory corruption would have prevented it from doing much, and it wouldn't have gotten very far on foot. Plus, we would have been able to track it."
"Then how do you explain this?" X demanded.
"The only thing that makes any sense to me is that a disgruntled employee took the unit. These were initially designed to be sex machines, after all." Smith mentally crossed his fingers.
"And the rifle?" X pressed.
"I suspect it may have disappeared the same way, Director."
"Your explanation is... plausible, Special Agent Smith," X replied after a few moments. "Get on it. Find that unit and that rifle before the FBI does."
"Yes, Director," Smith said, hastily.
X abruptly ended the call, leaving Smith breathing a sigh of relief. At least he was alive and still employed. For the time being.
"Well?" Jones asked when he entered the office. "What did the Director say?"
"He agrees with my theory that a disgruntled employee took the unit and the rifle. We need to follow up on that immediately," Smith said.
"You don't honestly believe that, do you?" Jones asked, surprised. "Besides, we haven't heard from Mel."
"It's the only thing that makes any sense to me," Smith shot back. "These units can't reprogram themselves. And we need to be proactive on this, if we want to stay alive."
"Gotcha," Jones said. "I'll get started."
"Do that," Smith said.
...
Xavier tapped his fingers on his desk as he considered Smith's report. What he had been told was feasible, if not unlikely. Still, it was the only thing that made any sense to him. He looked at Chloe, sitting silently on the couch, staring at the opposite wall, waiting patiently for his next command.
She was everything he wanted in a woman. Not only was she beautiful, sexy, and pliant, but she had what he considered the three most important traits, namely, that she was silent, naked, and obedient. Others would consider him a misogynist if they knew this side of him, but he never cared about what others thought.
Still, something was missing. While she went through all the motions with exquisite skill and without complaint, she had no... personality. No soul. No interest in anything other than her immediate task. She was a living automaton with no thoughts, no opinions, and no expectations.
In short, she was a fun but boring sex toy. A guileless sperm receptacle with no aspirations or thoughts of her own. For years, he had wanted his former wife to be more like this. Now that he had it, though, he wasn't sure that he liked it as much as he originally thought.
He tore his attention from the naked creature on his couch and focused on more immediate matters, like the spread of his AI bots and the status of the search for a missing sniper-trained organoid.
He spent that night in his quarters, not venturing into public, and used Chloe's body as often as he could, enjoying the sexual thrills she provided, but increasingly frustrated at her bland, repetitive, programmed responses. He briefly regretted the loss of Mengele in a detached, utilitarian way. He was sure the good doctor would have had a half dozen possible ways of instilling a pleasing, playful personality into a bodyoid.
The next morning, he showered, ate breakfast, and dressed in one of his freshly cleaned, expensive suits for a meeting at the White House to discuss advances in artificial intelligence. If only the monkey in the Oval Office knew what he had already achieved, Xavier thought with a smirk.
He found himself saying goodbye to Chloe, possibly in a subconscious attempt to make her feel more "human," then left the underground complex and walked towards his Bentley. But he never reached his expensive, distinctive, luxury automobile. He never heard the distant pop, and never felt the bullet strike the center of his forehead.
Xavier fell backward onto the tarmac, his eyes wide open. He was dead before his body hit the ground.
Half a mile away, in an abandoned, pre-fabricated concrete warehouse, there was an undramatic 'pop,' and a glaring, garish light that lasted only a couple of minutes.
In the mansion, Chloe sat in bed, naked and at attention, idling, patiently waiting for a Master who was long gone into Hell.
...
Epilogue:
"How is she doing?" Hargraves asked when he walked into Vicky's hospital room four days later.
"Right now, she's sleeping," Ryan said, not taking his eyes off her. "Other than that, she's doing okay. She'll be in rehab here for another few days, then she'll be released. Thanks for asking."
"You're welcome. How about your friend?"
"Mike? He's a fighter. He survived. He'll be staying here for a while longer, at least a week, then going home." He shook himself and finally looked at the agent, his eyes narrowing. "What's going on?"
"Everything is on hold right now. Did you hear about the shooting in Arlington?"
"You mean that government scientist? Yeah, I heard about that. Why?"
"We think that's related to your case," Hargraves said, slowly, not wanting to give too much away, but needing to keep what confidence Blake had in the Bureau. "They found a pool of molten metal and a sniper rifle in an abandoned building nearly half a mile away. They still can't explain it."
"I sure as hell don't know anything about it," Ryan growled defensively.
"I know. I just wanted to inform you that the case is now being supervised by the DNI personally. Which means it's way over my pay grade and will probably get swept under the carpet. Officially, OASCIS no longer exists. And as far as anyone is concerned, neither did AAMA."
"So the person responsible for all of this gets away scot-free. Is that what you're telling me?" Ryan asked. His voice had started to rise, but he moderated his outrage when Vicky stirred uneasily.
Hargraves decided to be as honest as possible. "Between you, me, and a lamp post, no. I think the person responsible got a bullet between the eyes. Still, I want you to be careful. I know you don't want Witness Protection, and I don't blame you. I'll be keeping tabs on things. You have my number, so call if you see or he